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Park Square, London, near Regents Park  Dunsanys birthplace
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Although born in London, Edward John Morton Drax Plunkett, later eighteenth Baron Dunsany, was raised at his mothers house, Dunstall Priory near the village of Shoreham in Kent.


DON RODRIGUEZ: CHRONICLES OF SHADOW VALLEY
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OR, THE CHRONICLES OF RODRIGUEZ

Lord Dunsanys first novel was published in 1922. Although issued simultaneously in Britain and America, the novel had different titles in each market  in Britain, it was issued as The Chronicles of Rodriguez, while in America is was entitled Don Rodriguez: Chronicles of Shadow Valley.

It is an adventure story, as well as a coming of age narrative, set in the mythical golden age of Spain (in a preface, the author professes to being unable to give the reader the exact date of the setting). In the picaresque tradition of Cervantes masterpiece Don Quixote, the story relates, in a series of separate chronicles, the adventures of the title character as he attempts to find a place in the world, having been excluded from the inheritance of the family castle.
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Title page of the first American edition
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Frontispiece of the British first edition


THE FIRST CHRONICLE

HOW HE MET AND SAID FAREWELL TO MINE HOST OF THE DRAGON AND KNIGHT

Being convinced that his end was nearly come, and having lived long on earth (and all those years in Spain, in the golden time), the Lord of the Valleys of Arguento Harez, whose heights see not Valladolid, called for his eldest son. And so he addressed him when he was come to his chamber, dim with its strange red hangings and august with the splendour of Spain: O eldest son of mine, your younger brother being dull and clever, on whom those traits that women love have not been bestowed by God; and know my eldest son that here on earth, and for ought I know Hereafter, but certainly here on earth, these women be the arbiters of all things; and how this be so God knoweth only, for they are vain and variable, yet it is surely so: your younger brother then not having been given those ways that women prize, and God knows why they prize them for they are vain ways that I have in my mind and that won me the Valleys of Arguento Harez, from whose heights Angelico swore he saw Valladolid once, and that won me moreover also ... but that is long ago and is all gone now ... ah well, well ... what was I saying? And being reminded of his discourse, the old lord continued, saying, For himself he will win nothing, and therefore I will leave him these my valleys, for not unlikely it was for some sin of mine that his spirit was visited with dullness, as Holy Writ sets forth, the sins of the fathers being visited on the children; and thus I make him amends. But to you I leave my long, most flexible, ancient Castilian blade, which infidels dreaded if old songs be true. Merry and lithe it is, and its true temper singeth when it meets another blade as two friends sing when met after many years. It is most subtle, nimble and exultant; and what it will not win for you in the wars, that shall be won for you by your mandolin, for you have a way with it that goes well with the old airs of Spain. And choose, my son, rather a moonlight night when you sing under those curved balconies that I knew, ah me, so well; for there is much advantage in the moon. In the first place maidens see in the light of the moon, especially in the Spring, more romance than you might credit, for it adds for them a mystery to the darkness which the night has not when it is merely black. And if any statue should gleam on the grass near by, or if the magnolia be in blossom, or even the nightingale singing, or if anything be beautiful in the night, in any of these things also there is advantage; for a maiden will attribute to her lover all manner of things that are not his at all, but are only outpourings from the hand of God. There is this advantage also in the moon, that, if interrupters come, the moonlight is better suited to the play of a blade than the mere darkness of night; indeed but the merry play of my sword in the moonlight was often a joy to see, it so flashed, so danced, so sparkled. In the moonlight also one makes no unworthy stroke, but hath scope for those fair passes that Sevastiani taught, which were long ago the wonder of Madrid.

The old lord paused, and breathed for a little space, as it were gathering breath for his last words to his son. He breathed deliberately, then spoke again. I leave you, he said, well content that you have the two accomplishments, my son, that are most needful in a Christian man, skill with the sword and a way with the mandolin. There be other arts indeed among the heathen, for the world is wide and hath full many customs, but these two alone are needful. And then with that grand manner that they had at that time in Spain, although his strength was failing, he gave to his eldest son his Castilian sword. He lay back then in the huge, carved, canopied bed; his eyes closed, the red silk curtains rustled, and there was no sound of his breathing. But the old lords spirit, whatever journey it purposed, lingered yet in its ancient habitation, and his voice came again, but feebly now and rambling; he muttered awhile of gardens, such gardens no doubt as the hidalgos guarded in that fertile region of sunshine in the proudest period of Spain; he would have known no others. So for awhile his memory seemed to stray, half blind among those perfumed earthly wonders; perhaps among these memories his spirit halted, and tarried those last few moments, mistaking those Spanish gardens, remembered by moonlight in Spring, for the other end of his journey, the glades of Paradise. However it be, it tarried. These rambling memories ceased and silence fell again, with scarcely the sound of breathing. Then gathering up his strength for the last time and looking at his son, The sword to the wars, he said. The mandolin to the balconies. With that he fell back dead.

Now there were no wars at that time so far as was known in Spain, but that old lords eldest son, regarding those last words of his father as a commandment, determined then and there in that dim, vast chamber to gird his legacy to him and seek for the wars, wherever the wars might be, so soon as the obsequies of the sepulture were ended. And of those obsequies I tell not here, for they are fully told in the Black Books of Spain, and the deeds of that old lords youth are told in the Golden Stories. The Book of Maidens mentions him, and again we read of him in Gardens of Spain. I take my leave of him, happy, I trust, in Paradise, for he had himself the accomplishments that he held needful in a Christian, skill with the sword and a way with the mandolin; and if there be some harder, better way to salvation than to follow that which we believe to be good, then are we all damned. So he was buried, and his eldest son fared forth with his legacy dangling from his girdle in its long, straight, lovely scabbard, blue velvet, with emeralds on it, fared forth on foot along a road of Spain. And though the road turned left and right and sometimes nearly ceased, as though to let the small wild flowers grow, out of sheer good will such as some roads never have; though it ran west and east and sometimes south, yet in the main it ran northward, though wandered is a better word than ran, and the Lord of the Valleys of Arguento Harez who owned no valleys, or anything but a sword, kept company with it looking for the wars. Upon his back he had slung his mandolin. Now the time of the year was Spring, not Spring as we know it in England, for it was but early March, but it was the time when Spring coming up out of Africa, or unknown lands to the south, first touches Spain, and multitudes of anemones come forth at her feet.

Thence she comes north to our islands, no less wonderful in our woods than in Andalusian valleys, fresh as a new song, fabulous as a rune, but a little pale through travel, so that our flowers do not quite flare forth with all the myriad blaze of the flowers of Spain.

And all the way as he went the young man looked at the flame of those southern flowers, flashing on either side of him all the way, as though the rainbow had been broken in Heaven and its fragments fallen on Spain. All the way as he went he gazed at those flowers, the first anemones of the year; and long after, whenever he sang to old airs of Spain, he thought of Spain as it appeared that day in all the wonder of Spring; the memory lent a beauty to his voice and a wistfulness to his eyes that accorded not ill with the theme of the songs he sang, and were more than once to melt proud hearts deemed cold. And so gazing he came to a town that stood on a hill, before he was yet tired, though he had done nigh twenty of those flowery miles of Spain; and since it was evening and the light was fading away, he went to an inn and drew his sword in the twilight and knocked with the hilt of it on the oaken door. The name of it was the Inn of the Dragon and Knight. A light was lit in one of the upper windows, the darkness seemed to deepen at that moment, a step was heard coming heavily down a stairway; and having named the inn to you, gentle reader, it is time for me to name the young man also, the landless lord of the Valleys of Arguento Harez, as the step comes slowly down the inner stairway, as the gloaming darkens over the first house in which he has ever sought shelter so far from his fathers valleys, as he stands upon the threshold of romance. He was named Rodriguez Trinidad Fernandez, Concepcion Henrique Maria; but we shall briefly name him Rodriguez in this story; you and I, reader, will know whom we mean; there is no need therefore to give him his full names, unless I do it here and there to remind you.

The steps came thumping on down the inner stairway, different windows took the light of the candle, and none other shone in the house; it was clear that it was moving with the steps all down that echoing stairway. The sound of the steps ceased to reverberate upon the wood, and now they slowly moved over stone flags; Rodriguez now heard breathing, one breath with every step, and at length the sound of bolts and chains undone and the breathing now very close. The door was opened swiftly; a man with mean eyes, and expression devoted to evil, stood watching him for an instant; then the door slammed to again, the bolts were heard going back again to their places, the steps and the breathing moved away over the stone floor, and the inner stairway began again to echo.

If the wars are here, said Rodriguez to himself and his sword, good, and I sleep under the stars. And he listened in the street for the sound of war and, hearing none, continued his discourse. But if I have not come as yet to the wars I sleep beneath a roof.

For the second time therefore he drew his sword, and began to strike methodically at the door, noting the grain in the wood and hitting where it was softest. Scarcely had he got a good strip of the oak to look like coming away, when the steps once more descended the wooden stair and came lumbering over the stones; both the steps and the breathing were quicker, for mine host of the Dragon and Knight was hurrying to save his door.

When he heard the sound of the bolts and chains again Rodriguez ceased to beat upon the door: once more it opened swiftly, and he saw mine host before him, eyeing him with those bad eyes; of too much girth, you might have said, to be nimble, yet somehow suggesting to the swift intuition of youth, as Rodriguez looked at him standing upon his door-step, the spirit and shape of a spider, who despite her ungainly build is agile enough in her way.

Mine host said nothing; and Rodriguez, who seldom concerned himself with the past, holding that the future is all we can order the scheme of (and maybe even here he was wrong), made no mention of bolts or door and merely demanded a bed for himself for the night.

Mine host rubbed his chin; he had neither beard nor moustache but wore hideous whiskers; he rubbed it thoughtfully and looked at Rodriguez. Yes, he said, he could have a bed for the night. No more words he said, but turned and led the way; while Rodriguez, who could sing to the mandolin, wasted none of his words on this discourteous object. They ascended the short oak stairway down which mine host had come, the great timbers of which were gnawed by a myriad rats, and they went by passages with the light of one candle into the interior of the inn, which went back farther from the street than the young man had supposed; indeed he perceived when they came to the great corridor at the end of which was his appointed chamber, that here was no ordinary inn, as it had appeared from outside, but that it penetrated into the fastness of some great family of former times which had fallen on evil days. The vast size of it, the noble design where the rats had spared the carving, what the moths had left of the tapestries, all testified to that; and, as for the evil days, they hung about the place, evident even by the light of one candle guttering with every draught that blew from the haunts of the rats, an inseparable heirloom for all who disturbed those corridors.

And so they came to the chamber.

Mine host entered, bowed without grace in the doorway, and extended his left hand, pointing into the room. The draughts that blew from the rat-holes in the wainscot, or the mere action of entering, beat down the flame of the squat, guttering candle so that the chamber remained dim for a moment, in spite of the candle, as would naturally be the case. Yet the impression made upon Rodriguez was as of some old darkness that had been long undisturbed and that yielded reluctantly to that candles intrusion, a darkness that properly became the place and was a part of it and had long been so, in the face of which the candle appeared an ephemeral thing devoid of grace or dignity or tradition. And indeed there was room for darkness in that chamber, for the walls went up and up into such an altitude that you could scarcely see the ceiling, at which mine hosts eyes glanced, and Rodriguez followed his look.

He accepted his accommodation with a nod; as indeed he would have accepted any room in that inn, for the young are swift judges of character, and one who had accepted such a host was unlikely to find fault with rats or the profusion of giant cobwebs, dark with the dust of years, that added so much to the dimness of that sinister inn. They turned now and went back, in the wake of that guttering candle, till they came again to the humbler part of the building. Here mine host, pushing open a door of blackened oak, indicated his dining-chamber. There a long table stood, and on it parts of the head and hams of a boar; and at the far end of the table a plump and sturdy man was seated in shirt-sleeves feasting himself on the boars meat. He leaped up at once from his chair as soon as his master entered, for he was the servant at the Dragon and Knight; mine host may have said much to him with a flash of his eyes, but he said no more with his tongue than the one word, Dog: he then bowed himself out, leaving Rodriguez to take the only chair and to be waited upon by its recent possessor. The boars meat was cold and gnarled, another piece of meat stood on a plate on a shelf and a loaf of bread near by, but the rats had had most of the bread: Rodriguez demanded what the meat was. Unicorns tongue, said the servant, and Rodriguez bade him set the dish before him, and he set to well content, though I fear the unicorns tongue was only horse: it was a credulous age, as all ages are. At the same time he pointed to a three-legged stool that he perceived in a corner of the room, then to the table, then to the boars meat, and lastly at the servant, who perceived that he was permitted to return to his feast, to which he ran with alacrity. Your name? said Rodriguez as soon as both were eating. Morano, replied the servant, though it must not be supposed that when answering Rodriguez he spoke as curtly as this; I merely give the reader the gist of his answer, for he added Spanish words that correspond in our depraved and decadent language of to-day to such words as top dog, nut and boss, so that his speech had a certain grace about it in that far-away time in Spain.

I have said that Rodriguez seldom concerned himself with the past, but considered chiefly the future: it was of the future that he was thinking now as he asked Morano this question:

Why did my worthy and entirely excellent host shut his door in my face?

Did he so? said Morano.

He then bolted it and found it necessary to put the chains back, doubtless for some good reason.

Yes, said Morano thoughtfully, and looking at Rodriguez, and so he might. He must have liked you.

Verily Rodriguez was just the young man to send out with a sword and a mandolin into the wide world, for he had much shrewd sense. He never pressed a point, but when something had been said that might mean much he preferred to store it, as it were, in his mind and pass on to other things, somewhat as one might kill game and pass on and kill more and bring it all home, while a savage would cook the first kill where it fell and eat it on the spot. Pardon me, reader, but at Moranos remark you may perhaps have exclaimed, That is not the way to treat one you like. Not so did Rodriguez. His attention passed on to notice Moranos rings which he wore in great profusion upon his little fingers; they were gold and of exquisite work and had once held precious stones, as large gaps testified; in these days they would have been priceless, but in an age when workers only worked at arts that they understood, and then worked for the joy of it, before the word artistic became ridiculous, exquisite work went without saying; and as the rings were slender they were of little value. Rodriguez made no comment upon the rings; it was enough for him to have noticed them. He merely noted that they were not ladies rings, for no ladys ring would have fitted on to any one of those fingers: the rings therefore of gallants: and not given to Morano by their owners, for whoever wore precious stone needed a ring to wear it in, and rings did not wear out like hose, which a gallant might give to a servant. Nor, thought he, had Morano stolen them, for whoever stole them would keep them whole, or part with them whole and get a better price. Besides Morano had an honest face, or a face at least that seemed honest in such an inn: and while these thoughts were passing through his mind Morano spoke again: Good hams, said Morano. He had already eaten one and was starting upon the next. Perhaps he spoke out of gratitude for the honour and physical advantage of being permitted to sit there and eat those hams, perhaps tentatively, to find out whether he might consume the second, perhaps merely to start a conversation, being attracted by the honest looks of Rodriguez.

You are hungry, said Rodriguez.

Praise God I am always hungry, answered Morano. If I were not hungry I should starve.

Is it so? said Rodriguez.

You see, said Morano, the manner of it is this: my master gives me no food, and it is only when I am hungry that I dare to rob him by breaking in, as you saw me, upon his viands; were I not hungry I should not dare to do so, and so ... He made a sad and expressive movement with both his hands suggestive of autumn leaves blown hence to die.

He gives you no food? said Rodriguez.

It is the way of many men with their dog, said Morano. They give him no food, and then he rubbed his hands cheerfully, and yet the dog does not die.

And he gives you no wages? said Rodriguez.

Just these rings.

Now Rodriguez had himself a ring upon his finger (as a gallant should), a slender piece of gold with four tiny angels holding a sapphire, and for a moment he pictured the sapphire passing into the hands of mine host and the ring of gold and the four small angels being flung to Morano; the thought darkened his gaiety for no longer than one of those fleecy clouds in Spring shadows the fields of Spain.

Morano was also looking at the ring; he had followed the young mans glance.

Master, he said, do you draw your sword of a night?

And you? said Rodriguez.

I have no sword, said Morano. I am but as dogs meat that needs no guarding, but you whose meat is rare like the flesh of the unicorn need a sword to guard your meat. The unicorn has his horn always, and even then he sometimes sleeps.

It is bad, you think, to sleep, Rodriguez said.

For some it is very bad, master. They say they never take the unicorn waking. For me I am but dogs meat: when I have eaten hams I curl up and sleep; but then you see, master, I know I shall wake in the morning.

Ah, said Rodriguez, the mornings a pleasant time, and he leaned back comfortably in his chair. Morano took one shrewd look at him, and was soon asleep upon his three-legged stool.

The door opened after a while and mine host appeared. It is late, he said. Rodriguez smiled acquiescently and mine host withdrew, and presently leaving Morano whom his masters voice had waked, to curl up on the floor in a corner, Rodriguez took the candle that lit the room and passed once more through the passages of the inn and down the great corridor of the fastness of the family that had fallen on evil days, and so came to his chamber. I will not waste a multitude of words over that chamber; if you have no picture of it in your mind already, my reader, you are reading an unskilled writer, and if in that picture it appear a wholesome room, tidy and well kept up, if it appear a place in which a stranger might sleep without some faint foreboding of disaster, then I am wasting your time, and will waste no more of it with bits of descriptive writing about that dim, high room, whose blackness towered before Rodriguez in the night. He entered and shut the door, as many had done before him; but for all his youth he took some wiser precautions than had they, perhaps, who closed that door before. For first he drew his sword; then for some while he stood quite still near the door and listened to the rats; then he looked round the chamber and perceived only one door; then he looked at the heavy oak furniture, carved by some artist, gnawed by rats, and all blackened by time; then swiftly opened the door of the largest cupboard and thrust his sword in to see who might be inside, but the carved satyrs heads at the top of the cupboard eyed him silently and nothing moved. Then he noted that though there was no bolt on the door the furniture might be placed across to make what in the wars is called a barricado, but the wiser thought came at once that this was too easily done, and that if the danger that the dim room seemed gloomily to forebode were to come from a door so readily barricadoed, then those must have been simple gallants who parted so easily with the rings that adorned Moranos two little fingers. No, it was something more subtle than any attack through that door that brought his regular wages to Morano. Rodriguez looked at the window, which let in the light of a moon that was getting low, for the curtains had years ago been eaten up by the moths; but the window was barred with iron bars that were not yet rusted away, and looked out, thus guarded, over a sheer wall that even in the moonlight fell into blackness. Rodriguez then looked round for some hidden door, the sword all the while in his hand, and very soon he knew that room fairly well, but not its secret, nor why those unknown gallants had given up their rings.

It is much to know of an unknown danger that it really is unknown. Many have met their deaths through looking for danger from one particular direction, whereas had they perceived that they were ignorant of its direction they would have been wise in their ignorance. Rodriguez had the great discretion to understand clearly that he did not know the direction from which danger would come. He accepted this as his only discovery about that portentous room which seemed to beckon to him with every shadow and to sigh over him with every mournful draught, and to whisper to him unintelligible warnings with every rustle of tattered silk that hung about his bed. And as soon as he discovered that this was his only knowledge he began at once to make his preparations: he was a right young man for the wars. He divested himself of his shoes and doublet and the light cloak that hung from his shoulder and cast the clothes on a chair. Over the back of the chair he slung his girdle and the scabbard hanging therefrom and placed his plumed hat so that none could see that his Castilian blade was not in its resting-place. And when the sombre chamber had the appearance of one having undressed in it before retiring Rodriguez turned his attention to the bed, which he noticed to be of great depth and softness. That something not unlike blood had been spilt on the floor excited no wonder in Rodriguez; that vast chamber was evidently, as I have said, in the fortress of some great family, against one of whose walls the humble inn had once leaned for protection; the great family were gone: how they were gone Rodriguez did not know, but it excited no wonder in him to see blood on the boards: besides, two gallants may have disagreed; or one who loved not dumb animals might have been killing rats. Blood did not disturb him; but what amazed him, and would have surprised anyone who stood in that ruinous room, was that there were clean new sheets on the bed. Had you seen the state of the furniture and the floor, O my reader, and the vastness of the old cobwebs and the black dust that they held, the dead spiders and huge dead flies, and the living generation of spiders descending and ascending through the gloom, I say that you also would have been surprised at the sight of those nice clean sheets. Rodriguez noted the fact and continued his preparations. He took the bolster from underneath the pillow and laid it down the middle of the bed and put the sheets back over it; then he stood back and looked at it, much as a sculptor might stand back from his marble, then he returned to it and bent it a little in the middle, and after that he placed his mandolin on the pillow and nearly covered it with the sheet, but not quite, for a little of the curved dark-brown wood remained still to be seen. It looked wonderfully now like a sleeper in the bed, but Rodriguez was not satisfied with his work until he had placed his kerchief and one of his shoes where a shoulder ought to be; then he stood back once more and eyed it with satisfaction. Next he considered the light. He looked at the light of the moon and remembered his fathers advice, as the young often do, but considered that this was not the occasion for it, and decided to leave the light of his candle instead, so that anyone who might be familiar with the moonlight in that shadowy chamber should find instead a less sinister light. He therefore dragged a table to the bedside, placed the candle upon it, and opened a treasured book that he bore in his doublet, and laid it on the bed near by, between the candle and his mandolin-headed sleeper; the name of the book was Notes in a Cathedral and dealt with the confessions of a young girl, which the author claimed to have jotted down, while concealed behind a pillow near the Confessional, every Sunday for the entire period of Lent. Lastly he pulled a sheet a little loose from the bed, until a corner of it lay on the floor; then he lay down on the boards, still keeping his sword in his hand, and by means of the sheet and some silk that hung from the bed, he concealed himself sufficient for his purpose, which was to see before he should be seen by any intruder that might enter that chamber.

And if Rodriguez appear to have been unduly suspicious, it should be borne in mind not only that those empty rings needed much explanation, but that every house suggests to the stranger something; and that whereas one house seems to promise a welcome in front of cosy fires, another good fare, another joyous wine, this inn seemed to promise murder; or so the young mans intuition said, and the young are wise to trust to their intuitions.

The reader will know, if he be one of us, who have been to the wars and slept in curious ways, that it is hard to sleep when sober upon a floor; it is not like the earth, or snow, or a feather bed; even rock can be more accommodating; it is hard, unyielding and level, all night unmistakable floor. Yet Rodriguez took no risk of falling asleep, so he said over to himself in his mind as much as he remembered of his treasured book, Notes in a Cathedral, which he always read to himself before going to rest and now so sadly missed. It told how a lady who had listened to a lover longer than her souls safety could warrant, as he played languorous music in the moonlight and sang soft by her low balcony, and how she being truly penitent, had gathered many roses, the emblems of love (as surely, she said at confession, all the world knows), and when her lover came again by moonlight had cast them all from her from the balcony, showing that she had renounced love; and her lover had entirely misunderstood her. It told how she often tried to show him this again, and all the misunderstandings are sweetly set forth and with true Christian penitence. Sometimes some little matter escaped Rodriguezs memory and then he longed to rise up and look at his dear book, yet he lay still where he was: and all the while he listened to the rats, and the rats went on gnawing and running regularly, scared by nothing new; Rodriguez trusted as much to their myriad ears as to his own two. The great spiders descended out of such heights that you could not see whence they came, and ascended again into blackness; it was a chamber of prodigious height. Sometimes the shadow of a descending spider that had come close to the candle assumed a frightening size, but Rodriguez gave little thought to it; it was of murder he was thinking, not of shadows; still, in its way it was ominous, and reminded Rodriguez horribly of his host; but what of an omen, again, in a chamber full of omens. The place itself was ominous; spiders could scarce make it more so. The spider itself was big enough, he thought, to be impaled on his Castilian blade; indeed, he would have done it but that he thought it wiser to stay where he was and watch. And then the spider found the candle too hot and climbed in a hurry all the way to the ceiling, and his horrible shadow grew less and dwindled away.

It was not that the rats were frightened: whatever it was that happened happened too quietly for that, but the volume of the sound of their running had suddenly increased: it was not like fear among them, for the running was no swifter, and it did not fade away; it was as though the sound of rats running, which had not been heard before, was suddenly heard now. Rodriguez looked at the door, the door was shut. A young Englishman would long ago have been afraid that he was making a fuss over nothing and would have gone to sleep in the bed, and not seen what Rodriguez saw. He might have thought that hearing more rats all at once was merely a fancy, and that everything was all right. Rodriguez saw a rope coming slowly down from the ceiling, he quickly determined whether it was a rope or only the shadow of some huge spiders thread, and then he watched it and saw it come down right over his bed and stop within a few feet of it. Rodriguez looked up cautiously to see who had sent him that strange addition to the portents that troubled the chamber, but the ceiling was too high and dim for him to perceive anything but the rope coming down out of the darkness. Yet he surmised that the ceiling must have softly opened, without any sound at all, at the moment that he heard the greater number of rats. He waited then to see what the rope would do; and at first it hung as still as the great festoons dead spiders had made in the corners; then as he watched it it began to sway. He looked up into the dimness then to see who was swaying the rope; and for a long time, as it seemed to him lying gripping his Castilian sword on the floor he saw nothing clearly. And then he saw mine host coming down the rope, hand over hand quite nimbly, as though he lived by this business. In his right hand he held a poniard of exceptional length, yet he managed to clutch the rope and hold the poniard all the time with the same hand.

If there had been something hideous about the shadow of the spider that came down from that height the shadow of mine host was indeed demoniac. He too was like a spider, with his body at no time slender all bunched up on the rope, and his shadow was six times his size: you could turn from the spiders shadow to the spider and see that it was for the most part a fancy of the candle half crazed by the draughts, but to turn from mine hosts shadow to himself and to see his wicked eyes was to say that the candles wildest fears were true. So he climbed down his rope holding his poniard upward. But when he came within perhaps ten feet of the bed he pointed it downward and began to sway about. It will be readily seen that by swaying his rope at a height mine host could drop on any part of the bed. Rodriguez as he watched him saw him scrutinise closely and continue to sway on his rope. He feared that mine host was ill satisfied with the look of the mandolin and that he would climb away again, well warned of his guests astuteness, into the heights of the ceiling to devise some fearfuller scheme; but he was only looking for the shoulder. And then mine host dropped; poniard first, he went down with all his weight behind it and drove it through the bolster below where the shoulder should be, just where we slant our arms across our bodies, when we lie asleep on our sides, leaving the ribs exposed: and the soft bed received him. And the moment that mine host let go of his rope Rodriguez leaped to his feet. He saw Rodriguez, indeed their eyes met as he dropped through the air, but what could mine host do? He was already committed to his stroke, and his poniard was already deep in the mattress when the good Castilian blade passed through his ribs.


THE SECOND CHRONICLE

HOW HE HIRED A MEMORABLE SERVANT

When Rodriguez woke, the birds were singing gloriously. The sun was up and the air was sparkling over Spain. The gloom had left his high chamber, and much of the menace had gone from it that overnight had seemed to bode in the corners. It had not become suddenly tidy; it was still more suitable for spiders than men, it still mourned and brooded over the great family that it had nursed and that evil days had so obviously overtaken; but it no longer had the air of finger to lips, no longer seemed to share a secret with you, and that secret Murder. The rats still ran round the wainscot, but the song of the birds and the jolly, dazzling sunshine were so much larger than the sombre room that the young mans thoughts escaped from it and ran free to the fields. It may have been only his fancy but the world seemed somehow brighter for the demise of mine host of the Dragon and Knight, whose body still lay hunched up on the foot of his bed. Rodriguez jumped up and went to the high, barred window and looked out of it at the morning: far below him a little town with red roofs lay; the smoke came up from the chimneys toward him slowly, and spread out flat and did not reach so high. Between him and the roofs swallows were sailing.

He found water for washing in a cracked pitcher of earthenware and as he dressed he looked up at the ceiling and admired mine hosts device, for there was an open hole that had come noiselessly, without any sounds of bolts or lifting of trap-doors, but seemed to have opened out all round on perfectly oiled grooves, to fit that well-to-do body, and down from the middle of it from some higher beam hung the rope down which mine host had made his last journey.

Before taking leave of his host Rodriguez looked at his poniard, which was a good two feet in length, not counting the hilt, and was surprised to find it an excellent blade. It bore a design on the steel representing a town, which Rodriguez recognised for the towers of Toledo; and had held moreover a jewel at the end of the hilt, but the little gold socket was empty. Rodriguez therefore perceived that the poniard was that of a gallant, and surmised that mine host had begun his trade with a butchers knife, but having come by the poniard had found it to be handier for his business. Rodriguez being now fully dressed, girt his own blade about him, and putting the poniard under his cloak, for he thought to find a use for it at the wars, set his plumed hat upon him and jauntily stepped from the chamber. By the light of day he saw clearly at what point the passages of the inn had dared to make their intrusion on the corridors of the fortress, for he walked for four paces between walls of huge grey rocks which had never been plastered and were clearly a breach in the fortress, though whether the breach were made by one of the evil days that had come upon the family in their fastness, and whether men had poured through it with torches and swords, or whether the gap had been cut in later years for mine host of the Dragon and Knight, and he had gone quietly through it rubbing his hands, nothing remained to show Rodriguez now.

When he came to the dining-chamber he found Morano astir. Morano looked up from his overwhelming task of tidying the Inn of the Dragon and Knight and then went on with his pretended work, for he felt a little ashamed of the knowledge he had concerning the ways of that inn, which was more than an honest man should know about such a place.

Good morning, Morano, said Rodriguez blithely.

Good morning, answered the servant of the Dragon and Knight.

I am looking for the wars. Would you like a new master, Morano?

Indeed, said Morano, a good master is better to some mens minds than a bad one. Yet, you see señor, my bad master has me bound never to leave him, by oaths that I do not properly understand the meaning of, and that might blast me in any world were I to forswear them. He hath bound me by San Sathanas, with many others. I do not like the sound of that San Sathanas. And so you see, señor, my bad master suits me better than perhaps to be whithered in this world by a levin-stroke, and in the next world who knows?

Morano, said Rodriguez, there is a dead spider on my bed.

A dead spider, master? said Morano, with as much concern in his voice as though no spider had ever sullied that chamber before.

Yes, said Rodriguez, I shall require you to keep my bed tidy on our way to the wars.

Master, said Morano, no spider shall come near it, living or dead.

And so our company of one going northward through Spain looking for romance became a company of two.

Master, said Morano, as I do not see him whom I serve, and his ways are early ways, I fear some evil has overtaken him, whereby we shall be suspect, for none other dwells here: and he is under special protection of the Garda Civil; it would be well therefore to start for the wars right early.

The guard protect mine host then. Rodriguez said with as much surprise in his tones as he ever permitted himself.

Master, Morano said, it could not be otherwise. For so many gallants have entered the door of this inn and supped in this chamber and never been seen again, and so many suspicious things have been found here, such as blood, that it became necessary for him to pay the guard well, and so they protect him. And Morano hastily slung over his shoulder by leather straps an iron pot and a frying-pan and took his broad felt hat from a peg on the wall.

Rodriguez eyes looked so curiously at the great cooking utensils dangling there from the straps that Morano perceived his young master did not fully understand these preparations: he therefore instructed him thus: Master, there be two things necessary in the wars, strategy and cooking. Now the first of these comes in use when the captains speak of their achievements and the historians write of the wars. Strategy is a learned thing, master, and the wars may not be told of without it, but while the war rageth and men be camped upon the foughten field then is the time for cooking; for many a man that fights the wars, if he hath not his food, were well content to let the enemy live, but feed him and at once he becometh proud at heart and cannot a-bear the sight of the enemy walking among his tents but must needs slay him outright. Aye, master, the cooking for the wars; and when the wars are over you who are learned shall study strategy.

And Rodriguez perceived that there was wisdom in the world that was not taught in the College of San Josephus, near to his fathers valleys, where he had learned in his youth the ways of books.

Morano, he said, let us now leave mine host to entertain la Garda.

And at the mention of the guard hurry came on Morano, he closed his lips upon his store of wisdom, and together they left the Inn of the Dragon and Knight. And when Rodriguez saw shut behind him that dark door of oak that he had so persistently entered, and through which he had come again to the light of the sun by many precautions and some luck, he felt gratitude to Morano. For had it not been for Moranos sinister hints, and above all his remark that mine host would have driven him thence because he liked him, the evil look of the sombre chamber alone might not have been enough to persuade him to the precautions that cut short the dreadful business of that inn. And with his gratitude was a feeling not unlike remorse, for he felt that he had deprived this poor man of a part of his regular wages, which would have been his own gold ring and the setting that held the sapphire, had all gone well with the business. So he slipped the ring from his finger and gave it to Morano, sapphire and all.

Moranos expressions of gratitude were in keeping with that flowery period in Spain, and might appear ridiculous were I to expose them to the eyes of an age in which one in Moranos place on such an occasion would have merely said, Damned good of you old nut, not half, and let the matter drop.

I merely record therefore that Morano was grateful and so expressed himself; while Rodriguez, in addition to the pleasant glow in the mind that comes from a generous action, had another feeling that gives all of us pleasure, or comfort at least (until it grows monotonous), a feeling of increased safety; for while he had the ring upon his finger and Morano went unpaid the thought could not help occurring, even to a generous mind, that one of these windy nights Morano might come for his wages.

Master, said Morano looking at the sapphire now on his own little finger near the top joint, the only stone amongst his row of rings, you must surely have great wealth.

Yes, said Rodriguez slapping the scabbard that held his Castilian blade. And when he saw that Moranos eyes were staring at the little emeralds that were dotted along the velvet of the scabbard he explained that it was the sword that was his wealth:

For in the wars, he said, are all things to be won, and nothing is unobtainable to the sword. For parchment and custom govern all the possessions of man, as they taught me in the College of San Josephus. Yet the sword is at first the founder and discoverer of all possessions; and this my father told me before he gave me this sword, which hath already acquired in the old time fair castles with many a tower.

And those that dwelt in the castles, master, before the sword came? said Morano.

They died and went dismally to Hell, said Rodriguez, as the old songs say.

They walked on then in silence. Morano, with his low forehead and greater girth of body than of brain to the superficial observer, was not incapable of thought. However slow his thoughts may have come, Morano was pondering surely. Suddenly the puckers on his little forehead cleared and he brightly looked at Rodriguez as they went on side by side.

Master, Morano said, when you choose a castle in the wars, let it above all things be one of those that is easy to be defended; for castles are easily got, as the old songs tell, and in the heat of combat positions are quickly stormed, and no more ado; but, when wars are over, then is the time for ease and languorous days and the imperilling of the soul, though not beyond the point where our good fathers may save it.

Nay, Morano, Rodriguez said, no man, as they taught me well in the College of San Josephus, should ever imperil his soul.

But, master, Morano said, a man imperils his body in the wars yet hopes by dexterity and his sword to draw it safely thence: so a man of courage and high heart may surely imperil his soul and still hope to bring it at the last to salvation.

Not so, said Rodriguez, and gave his mind to pondering upon the exact teaching he had received on this very point, but could not clearly remember.

So they walked in silence, Rodriguez thinking still of this spiritual problem, Morano turning, though with infinite slowness, to another thought upon a lower plane.

And after a while Rodriguez eyes turned again to the flowers, and he felt his meditation, as youth will, and looking abroad he saw the wonder of Spring calling forth the beauty of Spain, and he lifted up his head and his heart rejoiced with the anemones, as hearts at his age do: but Morano clung to his thought.

It was long before Rodriguez fanciful thoughts came back from among the flowers, for among those delicate earliest blooms of Spring his youthful visions felt they were with familiars; so they tarried, neglecting the dusty road and poor gross Morano. But when his fancies left the flowers at last and looked again at Morano, Rodriguez perceived that his servant was all troubled with thought: so he left Morano in silence for his thought to come to maturity, for he had formed a liking already for the judgments of Moranos simple mind.

They walked in silence for the space of an hour, and at last Morano spoke. It was then noon. Master, he said, at this hour it is the custom of la Garda to enter the Inn of the Dragon and to dine at the expense of mine host.

A merry custom, said Rodriguez.

Master, said Morano, if they find him in less than his usual health they will get their dinners for themselves in the larder and dine and afterwards sleep. But after that; master, after that, should anything inauspicious have befallen mine host, they will seek out and ask many questions concerning all travellers, too many for our liking.

We are many good miles from the Inn of the Dragon and Knight, said Rodriguez.

Master, when they have eaten and slept and asked questions they will follow on horses, said Morano.

We can hide, said Rodriguez, and he looked round over the plain, very full of flowers, but empty and bare under the blue sky of any place in which a man might hide to escape from pursuers on horse back. He perceived then that he had no plan.

Master, said Morano, there is no hiding like disguises.

Once more Rodriguez looked round him over the plain, seeing no houses, no men; and his opinion of Moranos judgment sank when he said disguises. But then Morano unfolded to him that plan which up to that day had never been tried before, so far as records tell, in all the straits in which fugitive men have been; and which seems from my researches in verse and prose never to have been attempted since.

The plan was this, astute as Morano, and simple as his naive mind. The clothing for which Rodriguez searched the plain vainly was ready to hand. No disguise was effective against la Garda, they had too many suspicions, their skill was to discover disguises. But in the moment of la Gardas triumph, when they had found out the disguise, when success had lulled the suspicions for which they were infamous, then was the time to trick la Garda. Rodriguez wondered; but the slow mind of Morano was sure, and now he came to the point, the fruit of his hours thinking. Rodriguez should disguise himself as Morano. When la Garda discovered that he was not the man he appeared to be, a study to which they devoted their lives, their suspicions would rest and there would be an end of it. And Morano should disguise himself as Rodriguez.

It was a new idea. Had Rodriguez been twice his age he would have discarded it at once; for age is guided by precedent which, when pursued, is a dangerous guide indeed. Even as it was he was critical, for the novelty of the thing coming thus from his gross servant surprised him as much as though Morano had uttered poetry of his own when he sang, as he sometimes did, certain merry lascivious songs of Spain that any one of the last few centuries knew as well as any of the others.

And would not la Garda find out that he was himself, Rodriguez asked, as quickly as they found out he was not Morano.

That, said Morano, is not the way of la Garda. For once let la Garda come by a suspicion, such as that you, master, are but Morano, and they will cling to it even to the last, and not abandon it until they needs must, and then throw it away as it were in disgust and ride hence at once, for they like not tarrying long near one who has seen them mistaken.

They will soon then come by another suspicion, said Rodriguez.

Not so, master, answered Morano, for those that are as suspicious as la Garda change their suspicions but slowly. A suspicion is an old song to them.

Then, said Rodriguez, I shall be hard set ever to show that I am not you if they ever suspect I am.

It will be hard, master, Morano answered; but we shall do it, for we shall have truth upon our side.

How shall we disguise ourselves? said Rodriguez.

Master, said Morano, when you came to our town none knew you and all marked your clothes. As for me my fat body is better known than my clothes, yet am I not too well known by la Garda, for, being an honest man, whenever la Garda came I used to hide.

You did well, said Rodriguez.

Certainly I did well, said Morano, for had they seen me they might, on account of certain matters, have taken me to prison, and prison is no place for an honest man.

Let us disguise ourselves, said Rodriguez.

Master, answered Morano, the brain is greater than the stomach, and now more than at any time we need the counsel of the brain; let us therefore appease the clamours of the stomach that it be silent.

And he drew out from amongst his clothing a piece of sacking in which was a mass of bacon and some lard, and unslung his huge frying-pan. Rodriguez had entirely forgotten the need of food, but now the memory of it had rushed upon him like a flood over a barrier, as soon as he saw the bacon. And when they had collected enough of tiny inflammable things, for it was a treeless plain, and Morano had made a fire, and the odour of the bacon became perceptible, this memory was hugely intensified.

Let us eat while they eat, master, said Morano, and plan while they sleep, and disguise ourselves while they pursue.

And this they did: for after they had eaten they dug up earth and gathered leaves with which to fill the gaps in Moranos garments when they should hang on Rodriguez, they plucked a geranium with whose dye they deepened Rodriguez complexion, and with the sap from the stalk of a weed Morano toned to a pallor the ruddy brown of his tough cheeks. Then they changed clothes altogether, which made Morano gasp: and after that nothing remained but to cut off the delicate black moustachios of Rodriguez and to stick them to the face of Morano with the juice of another flower that he knew where to find. Rodriguez sighed when he saw them go. He had pictured ecstatic glances cast some day at those moustachios, glances from under long eyelashes twinkling at evening from balconies; and looking at them where they were now, he felt that this was impossible.

For one moment Morano raised his head with an air, as it were preening himself, when the new moustachios had stuck; but as soon as he saw, or felt, his masters sorrow at their loss he immediately hung his head, showing nothing but shame for the loss he had caused his master, or for the impropriety of those delicate growths that so ill become his jowl. And now they took the road again, Rodriguez with the great frying-pan and cooking-pot; no longer together, but not too far apart for la Garda to take them both at once, and to make the doubly false charge that should so confound their errand. And Morano wore that old triumphant sword, and carried the mandolin that was ever young.

They had not gone far when it was as Morano had said; for, looking back, as they often did, to the spot where their road touched the sky-line, they saw la Garda spurring, seven of them in their unmistakable looped hats, very clear against the sky which a moment ago seemed so fair.

When the seven saw the two they did not spare the dust; and first they came to Morano.

You, they said, are Rodriguez Trinidad Fernandez, Concepcion Henrique Maria, a Lord of the Valleys of Arguento Harez.

No, masters, said Morano.

Oh but denials were lost upon la Garda.

Denials inflamed their suspicions as no other evidence could. Many a man had they seen with his throat in the hands of the public garrotter; and all had begun with denials who ended thus. They looked at the mandolin, at the gay cloak, at the emeralds in the scabbard, for wherever emeralds go there is evidence to identify them, until the nature of man changes or the price of emeralds. They spoke hastily among themselves.

Without doubt, said one of them, you are whom we said. And they arrested Morano.

Then they spurred on to Rodriguez. You are, they said, as no man doubts, one Morano, servant at the Inn of the Dragon and Knight, whose good master is, as we allege, dead.

Masters, answered Rodriguez, I am but a poor traveller, and no servant at any inn.

Now la Garda, as I have indicated, will hear all things except denials; and thus to receive two within the space of two moments infuriated them so fiercely that they were incapable of forming any other theory that day except the one they held.

There are many men like this; they can form a plausible theory and grasp its logical points, but take it away from them and destroy it utterly before their eyes, and they will not so easily lash their tired brains at once to build another theory in place of the one that is ruined.

As the saints live, they said, you are Morano. And they arrested Rodriguez too.

Now when they began to turn back by the way they had come Rodriguez began to fear overmuch identification, so he assured la Garda that in the next village ahead of them were those who would answer all questions concerning him, as well as being the possessors of the finest vintage of wine in the kingdom of Spain.

Now it may be that the mention of this wine soothed the anger caused in the men of la Garda by two denials, or it may be that curiosity guided them, at any rate they took the road that led away from last nights sinister shelter, Rodriguez and five of la Garda. Two of them stayed behind with Morano, undecided as yet which way to take, though looking wistfully the way that that wine was said to be; and Rodriguez left Morano to his own devices, in which he trusted profoundly.

Now Rodriguez knew not the name of the next village that they would come to nor the names of any of the dwellers in it.

Yet he had a plan. As he went by the side of one of the horses he questioned the rider.

Can Morano write? he said. La Garda laughed.

Can Morano talk Latin? he said. La Garda crossed themselves, all five men. And after some while of riding, and hard walking for Rodriguez, to whom they allowed a hand on a stirrup leather, there came in sight the tops of the brown roofs of a village over a fold of the plain. Is this your village? said one of his captors.

Surely, answered Rodriguez.

What is its name? said one.

It has many names, said Rodriguez.

And then another one of them recognised it from the shape of its roofs. It is Saint Judas-not-Iscariot, he said.

Aye, so strangers call it, said Rodriguez.

And where the road turned round that fold of the plain, lolling a little to its left in the idle Spanish air, they came upon the village all in view. I do not know how to describe this village to you, my reader, for the words that mean to you what it was are all the wrong words to use. Antique, old-world, quaint, seem words with which to tell of it. Yet it had no antiquity denied to the other villages; it had been brought to birth like them by the passing of time, and was nursed like them in the lap of plains or valleys of Spain. Nor was it quainter than any of its neighbours, though it was like itself alone, as they had their characters also; and, though no village in the world was like it, it differed only from the next as sister differs from sister. To those that dwelt in it, it was wholly apart from all the world of man.

Most of its tall white houses with green doors were gathered about the market-place, in which were pigeons and smells and declining sunlight, as Rodriguez and his escort came towards it, and from round a corner at the back of it the short, repeated song of one who would sell a commodity went up piercingly.

This was all very long ago. Time has wrecked that village now. Centuries have flowed over it, some stormily, some smoothly, but so many that, of the village Rodriguez saw, there can be now no more than wreckage. For all I know a village of that name may stand on that same plain, but the Saint Judas-not-Iscariot that Rodriguez knew is gone like youth.

Queerly tiled, sheltered by small dense trees, and standing a little apart, Rodriguez recognised the house of the Priest. He recognised it by a certain air it had. Thither he pointed and la Garda rode. Again he spoke to them. Can Morano speak Latin? he said.

God forbid! said la Garda.

They dismounted and opened a gate that was gilded all over, in a low wall of round boulders. They went up a narrow path between thick ilices and came to the green door. They pulled a bell whose handle was a symbol carved in copper, one of the Priests mysteries. The bell boomed through the house, a tiny musical boom, and the Priest opened the door; and Rodriguez addressed him in Latin. And the Priest answered him.

At first la Garda had not realised what had happened. And then the Priest beckoned and they all entered his house, for Rodriguez had asked him for ink. Into a room they came where a silver ink-pot was, and the grey plume of the goose. Picture no such ink-pot, my reader, as they sell to-day in shops, the silver no thicker than paper, and perhaps a pattern all over it guaranteed artistic. It was molten silver well wrought, and hollowed for ink. And in the hollow there was the magical fluid, the stuff that rules the world and hinders time; that in which flows the will of a king, to establish his laws for ever; that which gives valleys unto new possessors; that whereby towers are held by their lawful owners; that which, used grimly by the Kings judge, is death; that which, when poets play, is mirth for ever and ever.

No wonder la Garda looked at it in awe, no wonder they crossed themselves again: and then Rodriguez wrote. In the silence that followed the jaws of la Garda dropped, while the old Priest slightly smiled, for he somewhat divined the situation already; and, being the peoples friend, he loved not la Garda more than he was bound by the rules of his duty to man.

Then one of la Garda spoke, bringing back his confidence with a bluster. Morano has sold his soul to Satan, he said, in exchange for Satans aid, and Satan has taught his tongue Latin and guides his fingers in the affairs of the pen. And so said all la Garda, rejoicing at finding an explanation where a moment ago there was none, as all men at such times do: little it matters what the explanation be: does a man in Sahara, who finds water suddenly, inquire with precision what its qualities are?

And then the Priest said a word and made a sign, against which Satan himself can only prevail with difficulty, and in presence of which his spells can never endure. And after this Rodriguez wrote again. Then were la Garda silent.

And at length the leader said, and he called on them all to testify, that he had made no charge whatever against this traveller; moreover, they had escorted him on his way out of respect for him, because the roads were dangerous, and must now depart because they had higher duties. So la Garda departed, looking before them with stern, preoccupied faces and urging their horses on, as men who go on an errand of great urgency. And Rodriguez, having thanked them for their protection upon the road, turned back into the house and the two sat down together, and Rodriguez told his rescuer the story of the hospitality of the Inn of the Dragon and Knight.

Not as confession he told it, but as a pleasant tale, for he looked on the swift demise of la Gardas friend, in the night, in the spidery room, as a fair blessing for Spain, a thing most suited to the sweet days of Spring. The spiritual man rejoiced to hear such a tale, as do all men of peace to hear talk of violent deeds in which they may not share. And when the tale was ended he reproved Rodriguez exceedingly, explaining to him the nature of the sin of blood, and telling him that absolution could be come by now, though hardly, but how on some future occasion there might be none to be had. And Rodriguez listened with all the gravity of expression that youth knows well how to wear while its thoughts are nimbly dancing far away in fair fields of adventure or love.

And darkness came down and lamps were carried in: and the reverend father asked Rodriguez in what other affairs of violence his sword had unhappily been. And Rodriguez knew well the history of that sword, having gathered all that concerned it out of spoken legend or song. And although the reverend man frowned minatorily whenever he heard of its passings through the ribs of the faithful, and nodded as though his head gave benediction when he heard of the destruction of Gods most vile enemy the infidel, and though he gasped a little through his lips when he heard of certain tarryings of that sword, in scented gardens, while Christian knights should sleep and their swords hang on the wall, though sometimes even a little he raised his hands, yet he leaned forward always, listening well, and picturing clearly as though his gleaming eyes could see them, each doleful tale of violence or sin. And so night came, and began to wear away, and neither knew how late the hour was. And then as Rodriguez spoke of an evening in a garden, of which some old song told well, a night in early summer under the evening star, and that sword there as always; as he told of his grandfather as poets had loved to tell, going among the scents of the huge flowers, familiar with the dark garden as the moths that drifted by him; as he spoke of a sigh heard faintly, as he spoke of danger near, whether to body or soul; as the reverend father was about to raise both his hands; there came a thunder of knockings upon the locked green door.


THE THIRD CHRONICLE

HOW HE CAME TO THE HOUSE OF WONDER

It was the gross Morano. Here he had tracked Rodriguez, for where la Garda goes is always known, and rumour of it remains long behind them, like the scent of a fox. He told no tale of his escape more than a dog does who comes home some hours late; a dog comes back to his master, that is all, panting a little perhaps; someone perhaps had caught him and he escaped and came home, a thing too natural to attempt to speak of by any of the signs that a dog knows.

Part of Moranos method seems to have resembled Rodriguez, for just as Rodriguez spoke Latin, so Morano fell back upon his own natural speech, that he as it were unbridled and allowed to run free, the coarseness of which had at first astounded, and then delighted, la Garda.

And did they not suspect that you were yourself? said Rodriguez.

No, master, Morano answered, for I said that I was the brother of the King of Aragon.

The King of Aragon! Rodriguez said, going to the length of showing surprise. Yes, indeed, master. said Morano, and they recognised me.

Recognised you! exclaimed the Priest.

Indeed so, said Morano, for they said that they were themselves the Kings of Aragon; and so, father, they recognised me for their brother.

That you should not have said, the Priest told Morano.

Reverend father, replied Morano, as Heaven shines, I believed that what I said was true. And Morano sighed deeply. And now, he said, I know it is true no more.

Whether he sighed for the loss of his belief in that exalted relationship, or whether for the loss of that state of mind in which such beliefs come easily, there was nothing in his sigh to show. They questioned him further, but he said no more: he was here, there was no more to say: he was here and la Garda was gone.

And then the reverend man brought for them a great supper, even at that late hour, for many an hour had slipped softly by as he heard the sins of the sword; and wine he set out, too, of a certain golden vintage, long lost  I fear  my reader: but this he gave not to Morano lest he should be once more, what the reverend father feared to entertain, that dread hidalgo, the King of Aragons brother. And after that, the stars having then gone far on their ways, the old Priest rose and offered a bed to Rodriguez; and even as he eyed Morano, wondering where to put him, and was about to speak, for he had no other bed, Morano went to a corner of the room and curled up and lay down. And by the time his host had walked over to him and spoken, asking anxiously if he needed nothing more, he was almost already asleep, and muttered in answer, after having been spoken to twice, no more than Straw, reverend father, straw.

An armful of this the good man brought him, and then showed Rodriguez to his room; and they can scarcely have reached it before Morano was back in Aragon again, walking on golden shoes (which were sometimes wings), proud among lesser princes.

As precaution for the night Rodriguez took one more glance at his hosts kind face; and then, with sword out of reach and an unlocked door, he slept till the songs of birds out of the deeps of the ilices made sleep any longer impossible.

The third morning of Rodriguez wandering blazed over Spain like brass; flowers and grass and sky were twinkling all together.

When Rodriguez greeted his host Morano was long astir, having awakened with dawn, for the simpler and humbler the creature the nearer it is akin to the earth and the sun. The forces that woke the birds and opened the flowers stirred the gross lump of Morano, ending his sleep as they ended the nightingales song.

They breakfasted hurriedly and Rodriguez rose to depart, feeling that he had taken hospitality that had not been offered. But against his departure was the barrier of all the politeness of Spain. The house was his, said his host, and even the small grove of ilices.

If I told you half of the things that the reverend man said, you would say: This writer is affected. I do not like all this flowery mush. I think it safer, my reader, not to tell you any of it. Let us suppose that he merely said, Quite all right, and that when Rodriguez thanked him on one knee he answered, Not at all; and that so Rodriguez and Morano left. If here it miss some flash of the fair form of Truth it is the fault of the age I write for.

The road again, dust again, birds and the blaze of leaves, these were the background of my wanderers, until the eye had gone as far as the eye can roam, and there were the tips of some far pale-blue mountains that now came into view.

They were still in each others clothes; but the village was not behind them very far when Morano explained, for he knew the ways of la Garda, that having arrested two men upon this road, they would now arrest two men each on all the other roads, in order to show the impartiality of the Law, which constantly needs to be exhibited; and that therefore all men were safe on the road they were on for a long while to come.

Now there seemed to Rodriguez to be much good sense in what Morano had said; and so indeed there was for they had good laws in Spain, and they differed little, though so long ago, from our own excellent system. Therefore they changed once more, giving back to each other everything but, alas, those delicate black moustachios; and these to Rodriguez seemed gone for ever, for the growth of new ones seemed so far ahead to the long days of youth that his hopes could scarce reach to them.

When Morano found himself once more in those clothes that had been with him night and day for so many years he seemed to expand; I mean no metaphor here; he grew visibly fatter.

Ah, said Morano after a huge breath, last night I dreamed, in your illustrious clothes, that I was in lofty station. And now, master, I am comfortable.

Which were best, think you, said Rodriguez, if you could have but one, a lofty place or comfort? Even in those days such a question was trite, but Rodriguez uttered it only thinking to dip in the store of Moranos simple wisdom, as one may throw a mere worm to catch a worthy fish. But in this he was disappointed; for Morano made no neat comparison nor even gave an opinion, saying only, Master, while I have comfort how shall I judge the case of any who have not? And no more would he say. His new found comfort, lost for a day and night, seemed so to have soothed his body that it closed the gates of the mind, as too much luxury may, even with poets.

And now Rodriguez thought of his quest again, and the two of them pushed on briskly to find the wars.

For an hour they walked in silence an empty road. And then they came upon a row of donkeys; piled high with the bark of the cork-tree, that men were bringing slowly from far woods. Some of the men were singing as they went. They passed slow in the sunshine.

Oh, master, said Morano when they were gone, I like not that lascivious loitering.

Why, Morano? said Rodriguez. It was not God that made hurry.

Master, answered Morano, I know well who made hurry. And may he not overtake my soul at the last. Yet it is bad for our fortunes that these men should loiter thus. You want your castle, master; and I, I want not always to wander roads, with la Garda perhaps behind and no certain place to curl up and sleep in front. I look for a heap of straw in the cellar of your great castle.

Yes, yes, you shall have it, his master said, but how do these folks hinder you? For Morano was scowling at them over his shoulder in a way that was somehow spoiling the gladness of Spring.

The air is full of their singing, Morano said. It is as though their souls were already flying to Hell, and cawing hoarse with sin all the way as they go. And they loiter, and they linger... Oh, but Morano was angry.

But, said Rodriguez, how does their lingering harm you?

Where are the wars, master? Where are the wars? blurted Morano, his round face turning redder. The donkeys would be dead, the men would be running, there would be shouts, cries, and confusion, if the wars were anywhere near. There would be all things but this.

The men strolled on singing and so passed slow into distance. Morano was right, though I know not how he knew.

And now the men and the donkeys were nearly out of sight, but had not yet at all emerged from the wrath of Morano. Lascivious knaves, muttered that disappointed man. And whenever he faintly heard dim snatches of their far song that a breeze here, and another there, brought over the plain as it ran on the errands of Spring, he cursed their sins under his breath. Though it seemed not so much their sins that moved his wrath as the leisure they had for committing them.

Peace, peace, Morano, said Rodriguez.

It is that, said Morano, that is troubling me.

What?

This same peace.

Morano, said Rodriguez, I had when young to study the affairs of men; and this is put into books, and so they make history. Now I learned that there is no thing in which men have taken delight, that is ever put away from them; for it seems that time, which altereth every custom, hath altered none of our likings: and in every chapter they taught me there were these wars to be found.

Master, the times are altered, said Morano sadly. It is not now as in old days.

And this was not the wisdom of Morano, for anger had clouded his judgment. And a faint song came yet from the donkey-drivers, wavering over the flowers.

Master, Morano said, there are men like those vile sin-mongers, who have taken delight in peace. It may be that peace has been brought upon the world by one of these lousy likings.

The delight of peace, said Rodriguez, is in its contrast to war. If war were banished this delight were gone. And man lost none of his delights in any chapter I read.

The word and the meaning of CONTRAST were such as is understood by reflective minds, the product of education. Morano felt rather than reflected; and the word CONTRAST meant nothing to him. This ended their conversation. And the songs of the donkey-drivers, light though they were, being too heavy to be carried farther by the idle air of Spring, Morano ceased cursing their sins.

And now the mountains rose up taller, seeming to stretch themselves and raise their heads. In a while they seemed to be peering over the plain. They that were as pale ghosts, far off, dim like Fate, in the early part of the morning, now appeared darker, more furrowed, more sinister, more careworn; more immediately concerned with the affairs of Earth, and so more menacing to earthly things.

Still they went on and still the mountains grew. And noon came, when Spain sleeps.

And now the plain was altering, as though cool winds from the mountains brought other growths to birth, so that they met with bushes straggling wild; free, careless and mysterious, as they do, where there is none to teach great Nature how to be tidy.

The wanderers chose a clump of these that were gathered near the way, like gypsies camped awhile midway on a wonderful journey, who at dawn will rise and go, leaving but a bare trace of their resting and no guess of their destiny; so fairy-like, so free, so phantasmal those dark shrubs seemed.

Morano lay down on the very edge of the shade of one, and Rodriguez lay fair in the midst of the shade of another, whereby anyone passing that way would have known which was the older traveller. Morano, according to his custom, was asleep almost immediately; but Rodriguez, with wonder and speculation each toying with novelty and pulling it different ways between them, stayed awhile wakeful. Then he too slept, and a bird thought it safe to return to an azalea of its own; which it lately fled from troubled by the arrival of these two.

And Rodriguez the last to sleep was the first awake, for the shade of the shrub left him, and he awoke in the blaze of the sun to see Morano still sheltered, well in the middle now of the shadow he chose. The gross sleep of Morano I will not describe to you, reader. I have chosen a pleasant tale for you in a happy land, in the fairest time of year, in a golden age: I have youth to show you and an ancient sword, birds, flowers and sunlight, in a plain unharmed by any dream of commerce: why should I show you the sleep of that inelegant man whose bulk lay cumbering the earth like a low, unseemly mountain?

Rodriguez overtook the shade he had lost and lay there resting until Morano awoke, driven all at once from sleep by a dream or by mere choking. Then from the intricacies of his clothing, which to him after those two days was what home is to some far wanderer, Morano drew out once more a lump of bacon. Then came the fry-pan and then a fire: it was the Wanderers Mess. That mess-room has stood in many lands and has only one roof. We are proud of that roof, all we who belong to that Mess. We boast of it when we show it to our friends when it is all set out at night. It has Aldebaran in it, the Bear and Orion, and at the other end the Southern Cross. Yes we are proud of our roof when it is at its best.

What am I saying? I should be talking of bacon. Yes, but there is a way of cooking it in our Mess that I want to tell you and cannot. Ive tasted bacon there that isnt the same as what you get at the Ritz. And I want to tell you how that bacon tastes; and I cant so I talk about stars. But perhaps you are one of us, reader, and then you will understand. Only why the hell dont we get back there again where the Evening Star swings low on the wall of the Mess?

When they rose from table, when they got up from the earth, and the frying-pan was slung on Moranos back, adding grease to the mere surface of his coat whose texture could hold no more, they pushed on briskly for they saw no sign of houses, unless what Rodriguez saw now dimly above a ravine were indeed a house in the mountains.

They had walked from eight till noon without any loitering. They must have done fifteen miles since the mountains were pale blue. And now, every mile they went, on the most awful of the dark ridges the object Rodriguez saw seemed more and more like a house. Yet neither then, nor as they drew still nearer, nor when they saw it close, nor looking back on it after years, did it somehow seem quite right. And Morano sometimes crossed himself as he looked at it, and said nothing.

Rodriguez, as they walked ceaselessly through the afternoon, seeing his servant show some sign of weariness, which comes not to youth, pointed out the house looking nearer than it really was on the mountain, and told him that he should find there straw, and they would sup and stay the night. Afterwards, when the strange appearance of the house, varying with different angles, filled him with curious forebodings, Rodriguez would make no admission to his servant, but held to the plan he had announced, and so approached the queer roofs, neglecting the friendly stars.

Through the afternoon the two travellers pushed on mostly in silence, for the glances that house seemed to give him from the edge of its perilous ridge, had driven the mirth from Rodriguez and had even checked the garrulity on the lips of the tougher Morano, if garrulity can be ascribed to him whose words seldom welled up unless some simple philosophy troubled his deeps. The house seemed indeed to glance at him, for as their road wound on, the house showed different aspects, different walls and edges of walls, and different curious roofs; all these walls seemed to peer at him. One after another they peered, new ones glided imperceptibly into sight as though to say, We see too.

The mountains were not before them but a little to the right of their path, until new ones appeared ahead of them like giants arising from sleep, and then their path seemed blocked as though by a mighty wall against which its feeble wanderings went in vain. In the end it turned a bit to its right and went straight for a dark mountain, where a wild track seemed to come down out of the rocks to meet it, and upon this track looked down that sinister house. Had you been there, my reader, you would have said, any of us had said, Why not choose some other house? There were no other houses. He who dwelt on the edge of the ravine that ran into that dark mountain was wholly without neighbours.

And evening came, and still they were far from the mountain.

The sun set on their left. But it was in the eastern sky that the greater splendour was; for the low rays streaming across lit up some stormy clouds that were brooding behind the mountain and turned their gloomy forms to an astounding purple.

And after this their road began to rise toward the ridges. The mountains darkened and the sinister house was about to merge with their shadows, when he who dwelt there lit candles.

The act astonished the wayfarers. All through half the day they had seen the house, until it seemed part of the mountains; evil it seemed like their ridges, that were black and bleak and forbidding, and strange it seemed with a strangeness that moved no fears they could name, yet it seemed inactive as night.

Now lights appeared showing that someone moved. Window after window showed to the bare dark mountain its gleaming yellow glare; there in the night the house forsook the dark rocks that seemed kin to it, by glowing as they could never glow, by doing what the beasts that haunted them could not do: this was the lair of man. Here was the light of flame but the rocks remained dark and cold as the wind of night that went over them, he who dwelt now with the lights had forsaken the rocks, his neighbours.

And, when all were lit, one light high in a tower shone green. These lights appearing out of the mountain thus seemed to speak to Rodriguez and to tell him nothing. And Morano wondered, as he seldom troubled to do.

They pushed on up the steepening path.

Like you the looks of it? said Rodriguez once.

Aye, master, answered Morano, so there be straw.

You see nothing strange there, then? Rodriguez said.

Master, Morano said, there be saints for all requirements.

Any fears he had felt about that house before, now as he neared it were gone; it was time to put away fears and face the event; thus worked Moranos philosophy. And he turned his thoughts to the achievements upon earth of a certain Saint who met Satan, and showed to the sovereign of Hell a discourtesy alien to the ways of the Church.

It was dark now, and the yellow lights got larger as they drew nearer the windows, till they saw large shadows obscurely passing from room to room. The ascent was steep now and the pathway stopped. No track of any kind approached the house. It stood on a precipice-edge as though one of the rocks of the mountain: they climbed over rocks to reach it. The windows flickered and blinked at them.

Nothing invited them there in the look of that house, but they were now in such a forbidding waste that shelter had to be found; they were all among edges of rock as black as the night and hard as the material of which Cosmos was formed, at first upon Chaos brink. The sound of their climbing ran noisily up the mountain but no sound came from the house: only the shadows moved more swiftly across a room, passed into other rooms and came hurrying back. Sometimes the shadows stayed and seemed to peer; and when the travellers stood and watched to see what they were they would disappear and there were no shadows at all, and the rooms were filled instead with their wondering speculation. Then they pushed on over rocks that seemed never trodden by man, so sharp were they and slanting, all piled together: it seemed the last waste, to which all shapeless rocks had been thrown.

Morano and these black rocks seemed shaped by a different scheme; indeed the rocks had never been shaped at all, they were just raw pieces of Chaos. Morano climbed over their edges with moans and discomfort. Rodriguez heard him behind him and knew by his moans when he came to the top of each sharp rock.

The rocks became savager, huger, even more sharp and more angular. They were there in the dark in multitudes. Over these Rodriguez staggered, and Morano clambered and tumbled; and so they came, breathing hard, to the lonely house.

In the wall that their hands had reached there was no door, so they felt along it till they came to the corner, and beyond the corner was the front wall of the house. In it was the front door. But so nearly did this door open upon the abyss that the bats that fled from their coming, from where they hung above the door of oak, had little more to do than fall from their crannies, slanting ever so slightly, to find themselves safe from man in the velvet darkness, that lay between cliffs so lonely they were almost strangers to Echo. And here they floated upon errands far from our knowledge; while the travellers coming along the rocky ledge between destruction and shelter, knocked on the oaken door.

The sound of their knocking boomed huge and slow through the house as though they had struck the door of the very mountain. And no one came. And then Rodriguez saw dimly in the darkness the great handle of a bell, carved like a dragon running down the wall: he pulled it and a cry of pain arose from the basement of the house.

Even Morano wondered. It was like a terrible spirit in distress. It was long before Rodriguez dare touch the handle again. Could it have been the bell? He felt the iron handle and the iron chain that went up from it. How could it have been the bell! The bell had not sounded: he had not pulled hard enough: that scream was fortuitous. The night on that rocky ledge had jangled his nerves. He pulled again and more firmly. The answering scream was more terrible. Rodriguez could doubt no longer, as he sprang back from the bell-handle, that with the chain he had pulled he inflicted some unknown agony.

The scream had awakened slow steps that now came towards the travellers, down corridors, as it sounded, of stone. And then chains fell on stone and the door of oak was opened by some one older than what man hopes to come to, with small, peaked lips as those of some woodland thing.

Señores, the old one said, the Professor welcomes you.

They stood and stared at his age, and Morano blurted uncouthly what both of them felt. You are old, grandfather, he said.

Ah, Señores, the old man sighed, the Professor does not allow me to be young. I have been here years and years but he never allowed it. I have served him well but it is still the same. I say to him, Master, I have served you long ... but he interrupts me for he will have none of youth. Young servants go among the villages, he says. And so, and so...

You do not think your master can give you youth! said Rodriguez.

The old man knew that he had talked too much, voicing that grievance again of which even the rocks were weary. Yes, he said briefly, and bowed and led the way into the house. In one of the corridors running out of the hall down which he was leading silently, Rodriguez overtook that old man and questioned him to his face.

Who is this professor? he said.

By the light of a torch that spluttered in an iron clamp on the wall Rodriguez questioned him with these words, and Morano with his wondering, wistful eyes. The old man halted and turned half round, and lifted his head and answered. In the University of Saragossa, he said with pride, he holds the Chair of Magic.

Even the names of Oxford or Cambridge, Harvard or Yale or Princeton, move some respect, and even yet in these unlearned days. What wonder then that the name of Saragossa heard on that lonely mountain awoke in Rodriguez some emotion of reverence and even awed Morano. As for the Chair of Magic, it was of all the royal endowments of that illustrious University the most honoured and dreaded.

At Saragossa! Rodriguez muttered.

At Saragossa, the old man affirmed.

Between that ancient citadel of learning and this most savage mountain appeared a gulf scarce to be bridged by thought.

The Professor rests in his mountain, the old man said, because of a conjunction of the stars unfavourable to study, and his class have gone to their homes for many weeks. He bowed again and led on along that corridor of dismal stone. The others followed, and still as Rodriguez went that famous name Saragossa echoed within his mind.

And then they came to a door set deep in the stone, and their guide opened it and they went in; and there was the Professor in a mystical hat and a robe of dim purple, seated with his back to them at a table, studying the ways of the stars. Welcome, Don Rodriguez, said the Professor before he turned round; and then he rose, and with small steps backwards and sideways and many bows, he displayed all those formulae of politeness that Saragossa knew in the golden age and which her professors loved to execute. In later years they became more elaborate still, and afterwards were lost.

Rodriguez replied rather by instinct than knowledge; he came of a house whose bows had never missed graceful ease and which had in some generations been a joy to the Court of Spain. Morano followed behind him; but his servile presence intruded upon that elaborate ceremony, and the Professor held up his hand, and Morano was held in mid stride as though the air had gripped him. There he stood motionless, having never felt magic before. And when the Professor had welcomed Rodriguez in a manner worthy of the dignity of the Chair that he held at Saragossa, he made an easy gesture and Morano was free again.

Master, said Morano to the Professor, as soon as he found he could move, master, it looks like magic. Picture to yourself some yokel shown into the library of a professor of Greek at Oxford, taking down from a shelf one of the books of the Odyssey, and saying to the Professor, It looks like Greek!

Rodriguez felt grieved by Moranos boorish ignorance. Neither he nor his host answered him.

The Professor explained that he followed the mysteries dimly, owing to a certain aspect of Orion, and that therefore his class were gone to their homes and were hunting; and so he studied alone under unfavourable auspices. And once more he welcomed Rodriguez to his roof, and would command straw to be laid down for the man that Rodriguez had brought from the Inn of the Dragon and Knight; for he, the Professor, saw all things, though certain stars would hide everything.

And when Rodriguez had appropriately uttered his thanks, he added with all humility and delicate choice of phrase a petition that he might be shown some mere rudiment of the studies for which that illustrious chair in Saragossa was famous. The Professor bowed again and, in accepting the well-rounded compliments that Rodriguez paid to the honoured post he occupied, he introduced himself by name. He had been once, he said, the Count of the Mountain, but when his astral studies had made him eminent and he had mastered the ways of the planet nearest the sun he took the title Magister Mercurii, and by this had long been known; but had now forsaken this title, great as it was, for a more glorious nomenclature, and was called in the Arabic language the Slave of Orion. When Rodriguez heard this he bowed very low.

And now the Professor asked Rodriguez in which of the activities of life his interest lay; for the Chair of Magic at Saragossa, he said, was concerned with them all.

In war, said Rodriguez.

And Morano unostentatiously rubbed his hands; for here was one, he thought, who would soon put his master on the right way, and matters would come to a head and they would find the wars. But far from concerning himself with the wars of that age, the Slave of Orion explained that as events came nearer they became grosser or more material, and that their grossness did not leave them until they were some while passed away; so that to one whose studies were with aetherial things, near events were opaque and dim. He had a window, he explained, through which Rodriguez should see clearly the ancient wars, while another window beside it looked on all wars of the future except those which were planned already or were coming soon to earth, and which were either invisible or seen dim as through mist.

Rodriguez said that to be privileged to see so classical an example of magic would be to him both a delight and honour. Yet, as is the way of youth, he more desired to have a sight of the wars than he cared for all the learning of the Professor.

And to him who held the Chair of Magic at Saragossa it was a precious thing that his windows could be made to show these marvels, while the guest to whom he was about to display these two gems of his learning was thinking of little but what he should see through the windows, and not at all of what spells, what midnight oil, what incantations, what witchcrafts, what lonely hours among bats, had gone to the gratification of his young curiosity. It is usually thus.

The Professor rose: his cloak floated out from him as he left the chamber, and Rodriguez following where he guided saw, by the torchlight in the corridors, upon the dim purple border signs that, to his untutored ignorance of magic, were no more than hints of the affairs of the Zodiac. And if these signs were obscure it were better they were obscurer, for they dealt with powers that man needs not to possess, who has the whole earth to regulate and control; why then should he seek to govern the course of any star?

And Morano followed behind them, hoping to be allowed to get a sight of the wars.

They came to a room where two round windows were; each of them larger than the very largest plate, and of very thick glass indeed, and of a wonderful blue. The blue was like the blue of the Mediterranean at evening, when lights are in it both of ships and of sunset, and lights of harbours being lit one by one, and the light of Venus perhaps and about two other stars, so deeply did it stare and so twinkled, near its edges, with lights that were strange to that room, and so triumphed with its clear beauty over the night outside. No, it was more magical than the Mediterranean at evening, even though the peaks of the Esterels be purple and their bases melting in gold and the blue sea lying below them smiling at early stars: these windows were more mysterious than that; it was a more triumphant blue; it was like the Mediterranean seen with the eyes of Shelley, on a happy day in his youth, or like the sea round Western islands of fable seen by the fancy of Keats. They were no windows for any need of ours, unless our dreams be needs, unless our cries for the moon be urged by the same Necessity as makes us cry for bread. They were clearly concerned only with magic or poetry; though the Professor claimed that poetry was but a branch of his subject; and it was so regarded at Saragossa, where it was taught by the name of theoretical magic, while by the name of practical magic they taught dooms, brews, hauntings, and spells.

The Professor stood before the left-hand window and pointed to its deep-blue centre. Through this, he said, we see the wars that were.

Rodriguez looked into the deep-blue centre where the great bulge of the glass came out towards him; it was near to the edges where the glass seemed thinner that the little strange lights were dancing; Morano dared to tiptoe a little nearer. Rodriguez looked and saw no night outside. Just below and near to the window was white mist, and the dim lines and smoke of what may have been recent wars; but farther away on a plain of strangely vast dimensions he saw old wars that were. War after war he saw. Battles that long ago had passed into history and had been for many ages skilled, glorious and pleasant encounters he saw even now tumbling before him in their savage confusion and dirt. He saw a leader, long glorious in histories he had read, looking round puzzled, to see what was happening, and in a very famous fight that he had planned very well. He saw retreats that History called routs, and routs that he had seen History calling retreats. He saw men winning victories without knowing they had won. Never had man pried before so shamelessly upon History, or found her such a liar. With his eyes on the great blue glass Rodriguez forgot the room, forgot time, forgot his host and poor excited Morano, as he watched those famous fights.

And now my reader wishes to know what he saw and how it was that he was able to see it.

As regards the second, my reader will readily understand that the secrets of magic are very carefully guarded, and any smatterings of it that I may ever have come by I possess, for what they are worth, subjects to oaths and penalties at which even bad men shudder. My reader will be satisfied that even those intimate bonds between reader and writer are of no use to him here. I say him as though I had only male readers, but if my reader be a lady I leave the situation confidently to her intuition. As for the things he saw, of all of these I am at full liberty to write, and yet, my reader, they would differ from Historys version: never a battle that Rodriguez saw on all the plain that swept away from that circular window, but History wrote differently. And now, my reader, the situation is this: who am I? History was a goddess among the Greeks, or is at least a distinguished personage, perhaps with a well-earned knighthood, and certainly with widespread recognition amongst the Right Kind of People. I have none of these things. Whom, then, would you believe?

Yet I would lay my story confidently before you, my reader, trusting in the justice of my case and in your judicial discernment, but for one other thing. What will the Goddess Clio say, or the well-deserving knight, if I offend History? She has stated her case, Sir Bartimeus has written it, and then so late in the day I come with a different story, a truer but different story. What will they do? Reader, the future is dark, uncertain and long; I dare not trust myself to it if I offend History. Clio and Sir Bartimeus will make hay of my reputation; an innuendo here, a foolish fact there, they know how to do it, and not a soul will suspect the goddess of personal malice or the great historian of pique. Rodriguez gazed then through the deep blue window, forgetful of all around, on battles that had not all the elegance or neatness of which our histories so tidily tell. And as he gazed upon a merry encounter between two men on the fringe of an ancient fight he felt a touch on his shoulder and then almost a tug, and turning round beheld the room he was in. How long he had been absent from it in thought he did not know, but the Professor was still standing with folded arms where he had left him, probably well satisfied with the wonder that his most secret art had awakened in his guest. It was Morano who touched his shoulder, unable to hold back any longer his impatience to see the wars; his eyes as Rodriguez turned round were gazing at his master with dog-like wistfulness.

The absurd eagerness of Morano, his uncouth touch on his shoulder, seemed only pathetic to Rodriguez. He looked at the Professors face, the nose like a hawks beak, the small eyes deep down beside it, dark of hue and dreadfully bright, the silent lips. He stood there uttering no actual prohibition, concerning which Rodriguezs eyes had sought; so, stepping aside from his window, Rodriguez beckoned Morano, who at once ran forward delighted to see those ancient wars.

A slight look of scorn showed faint upon the Professors face such as you may see anywhere when a master-craftsman perceives the gaze of the ignorant turned towards his particular subject. But he said no word, and soon speech would have been difficult, for the loud clamour of Morano filled the room: he had seen the wars and his ecstasies were ungoverned. As soon as he saw those fights he looked for the Infidels, for his religious mind most loved to see the Infidel slain. And if my reader discern or suppose some gulf between religion and the recent business of the Inn of the Dragon and Knight, Morano, if driven to admit any connection between murder and his daily bread, would have said, All the more need then for Gods mercy through the intercession of His most blessed Saints. But these words had never passed Moranos lips, for shrewd as he was in enquiry into any matter that he desired to know, his shrewdness was no less in avoiding enquiry where there might be something that he desired not to know, such as the origin of his wages as servant of the Inn of the Dragon and Knight, those delicate gold rings with settings empty of jewels.

Morano soon recognized the Infidel by his dress, and after that no other wars concerned him. He slapped his thigh, he shouted encouragement, he howled vile words of abuse, partly because he believed that this foul abuse was rightly the due of the Infidel, and partly because he believed it delighted God.

Rodriguez stood and watched, pleased at the huge joy of the simple man. The Slave of Orion stood watching in silence too, but who knows if he felt pleasure or any other emotion? Perhaps his mind was simply like ours; perhaps, as has been claimed by learned men of the best-informed period, that mind had some control upon the comet, even when farthest out from the paths we know. Morano turned round for a moment to Rodriguez:

Good wars, master, good wars, he said with a vast zest, and at once his head was back again at that calm blue window. In that flash of the head Rodriguez had seen his eyes, blue, round and bulging; the round man was like a boy who in some shop window has seen, unexpected, huge forbidden sweets. Clearly, in the war he watched things were going well for the Cross, for such cries came from Morano as A pretty stroke, There now, the dirty Infidel, Now see Gods power shown, Spare him not, good knight; spare him not, and many more, till, uttered faster and faster, they merged into mere clamorous rejoicing.

But the battles beyond the blue window seemed to move fast, and now a change was passing across Moranos rejoicings. It was not that he swore more for the cause of the Cross, but brief, impatient, meaningless oaths slipped from him now; he was becoming irritable; a puzzled look, so far as Rodriguez could see, was settling down on his features. For a while he was silent except for the little, meaningless oaths. Then he turned round from the glass, his hands stretched out, his face full of urgent appeal.

Masters, he said, Gods enemy wins!

In answer to Moranos pitiful look Rodriguez hand went to his sword-hilt; the Slave of Orion merely smiled with his lips; Morano stood there with his hands still stretched out, his face still all appeal, and something more for there was reproach in his eyes that men could tarry while the Cross was in danger and the Infidel lived. He did not know that it was all finished and over hundreds of years ago, a page of history upon which many pages were turned, and which lay as unalterable as the fate of some warm swift creature of early Eocene days over whose fossil today the strata lie long and silent.

But can nothing be done, master? he said when Rodriguez told him this. And when Rodriguez failed him here, he turned away from the window. To him the Infidel were game, but to see them defeating Christian knights violated the deeps of his feelings.

Morano sulky excited little more notice from his host and his master who had watched his rejoicings, and they seem to have forgotten this humble champion of Christendom. The Professor slightly bowed to Rodriguez and extended a graceful hand. He pointed to the other window.

Reader, your friend shows you his collection of stamps, his fossils, his poems, or his luggage labels. One of them interests you, you look at it awhile, you are ready to go away: then your friend shows you another. This also must be seen; for your friends collection is a precious thing; it is that point upon huge Earth on which his spirit has lit, on which it rests, on which it shelters even (who knows from what storms?). To slight it were to weaken such hold as his spirit has, in its allotted time, upon this sphere. It were like breaking the twig of a plant upon which a butterfly rests, and on some stormy day and late in the year.

Rodriguez felt all this dimly, but no less surely; and went to the other window.

Below the window were those wars that were soon coming to Spain, hooded in mist and invisible. In the centre of the window swam as profound a blue, dwindling to paler splendour at the edge, the wandering lights were as lovely, as in the other window just to the left; but in the view from the right-hand window how sombre a difference. A bare yard separated the two. Through the window to the left was colour, courtesy, splendour; there was Death at least disguising himself, well cloaked, taking mincing steps, bowing, wearing a plume in his hat and a decent mask. In the right-hand window all the colours were fading, war after war they grew dimmer; and as the colours paled Deaths sole purpose showed clearer. Through the beautiful left-hand window were killings to be seen, and less mercy than History supposes, yet some of the fighters were merciful, and mercy was sometimes a part of Deaths courtly pose, which went with the cloak and the plume. But in the other window through that deep, beautiful blue Rodriguez saw Man make a new ally, an ally who was only cruel and strong and had no purpose but killing, who had no pretences or pose, no mask and no manner, but was only the slave of Death and had no care but for his business. He saw it grow bigger and stronger. Heart it had none, but he saw its cold steel core scheming methodical plans and dreaming always destruction. Before it faded men and their fields and their houses. Rodriguez saw the machine.

Many a proud invention of ours that Rodriguez saw raging on that ruinous plain he might have anticipated, but not for all Spain would he have done so: it was for the sake of Spain that he was silent about much that he saw through that window. As he looked from war to war he saw almost the same men fighting, men with always the same attitude to the moment and with similar dim conception of larger, vaguer things; grandson differed imperceptibly from grandfather; he saw them fight sometimes mercifully, sometimes murderously, but in all the wars beyond that twinkling window he saw the machine spare nothing.

Then he looked farther, for the wars that were farthest from him in time were farther away from the window. He looked farther and saw the ruins of Peronne. He saw them all alone with their doom at night, all drenched in white moonlight, sheltering huge darkness in their stricken hollows. Down the white street, past darkness after darkness as he went by the gaping rooms that the moon left mourning alone, Rodriguez saw a captain going back to the wars in that far-future time, who turned his head a moment as he passed, looking Rodriguez in the face, and so went on through the ruins to find a floor on which to lie down for the night. When he was gone the street was all alone with disaster, and moonlight pouring down, and the black gloom in the houses.

Rodriguez lifted his eyes and glanced from city to city, to Albert, Bapaume, and Arras, his gaze moved over a plain with its harvest of desolation lying forlorn and ungathered, lit by the flashing clouds and the moon and peering rockets. He turned from the window and wept.

The deep round window glowed with serene blue glory. It seemed a foolish thing to weep by that beautiful glass. Morano tried to comfort him. That calm, deep blue, he felt, and those little lights, surely, could hurt no one.

What had Rodriguez seen? Morano asked. But that Rodriguez would not answer, and told no man ever after what he had seen through that window.

The Professor stood silent still: he had no comfort to offer; indeed his magical wisdom had found none for the world.

You wonder perhaps why the Professor did not give long ago to the world some of these marvels that are the pride of our age. Reader, let us put aside my tale for a moment to answer this. For all the darkness of his sinister art there may well have been some good in the Slave of Orion; and any good there was, and mere particle even, would surely have spared the world many of those inventions that our age has not spared it. Blame not the age, it is now too late to stop; it is in the grip of inventions now, and has to go on; we cannot stop content with mustard-gas; it is the age of Progress, and our motto is Onwards. And if there was no good in this magical man, then may it not have been he who in due course, long after he himself was safe from life, caused our inventions to be so deadly divulged? Some evil spirit has done it, then why not he?

He stood there silent: let us return to our story.

Perhaps the efforts of poor clumsy Morano to comfort him cheered Rodriguez and sent him back to the window, perhaps he turned from them to find comfort of his own; but, however he came by it, he had a hope that this was a passing curse that had come on the world, whose welfare he cared for whether he lived or died, and that looking a little farther into the future he would see Mother Earth smiling and her children happy again. So he looked through the deep-blue luminous window once more, beyond the battles we know. From this he turned back shuddering.

Again he saw the Professor smile with his lips, though whether at his own weakness, or whether with cynical mirth at the fate of the world, Rodriguez could not say.


THE FOURTH CHRONICLE

HOW HE CAME TO THE MOUNTAINS OF THE SUN

The Professor said that in curiosity alone had been found the seeds of all that is needful for our damnation. Nevertheless, he said, if Rodriguez cared to see more of his mighty art the mysteries of Saragossa were all at his guests disposal.

Rodriguez, sad and horrified though he was, forgot none of his courtesy. He thanked the Professor and praised the art of Saragossa, but his faith in man and his hope for the world having been newly disappointed, he cared little enough for the things we should care to see or for any of the amusements that are usually dear to youth.

I shall be happy to see anything, señor, he said to the Slave of Orion, that is further from our poor Earth, and to study therein and admire your famous art.

The Professor bowed. He drew small curtains over the windows, matching his cloak. Morano sought a glimpse through the right-hand window before the curtains covered it. Rodriguez held him back. Enough had been seen already, he thought, through that window for the peace of mind of the world: but he said no word to Morano. He held him by the arm, and the Professor covered the windows. When the little mauve curtains were drawn it seemed to Rodriguez that the windows behind them disappeared and were there no more; but this he only guessed from uncertain indications.

Then the Professor drew forth his wand and went to his cupboard of wonder. Thence he brought condiments, oils, and dews of amazement. These he poured into a vessel that was in the midst of the room, a bowl of agate standing alone on a table. He lit it and it all welled up in flame, a low broad flame of the colour of pale emerald. Over this he waved his wand, which was of exceeding blackness. Morano watched as children watch the dancer, who goes from village to village when spring is come, with some new dance out of Asia or some new song.[Footnote: He doesnt, but why shouldnt he?] Rodriguez sat and waited. The Professor explained that to leave this Earth alive, or even dead, was prohibited to our bodies, unless to a very few, whose names were hidden. Yet the spirits of men could by incantation be liberated, and being liberated, could be directed on journeys by such minds as had that power passed down to them from of old. Such journeys, he said, were by no means confined by the hills of Earth. The Saints, exclaimed Morano, guard us utterly! But Rodriguez smiled a little. His faith was given to the Saints of Heaven. He wondered at their wonders, he admired their miracles, he had little faith to spare for other marvels; in fact he did not believe the Slave of Orion.

Do you desire such a journey? said the Professor.

It will delight me, answered Rodriguez, to see this example of your art.

And you? he said to Morano.

The question seemed to alarm the placid Morano, but I follow my master, he said.

At once the Professor stretched out his ebony wand, calling the green flame higher. Then he put out his hands over the flame, without the wand, moving them slowly with constantly tremulous fingers. And all at once they heard him begin to speak. His deep voice flowed musically while he scarcely seemed to be speaking but seemed only to be concerned with moving his hands. It came soft, as though blown faint from fabulous valleys, illimitably far from the land of Spain. It seemed full not so much of magic as mere sleep, either sleep in an unknown country of alien men, or sleep in a land dreamed sleeping a long while since. As the travellers heard it they thought of things far away, of mythical journeys and their own earliest years.

They did not know what he said or what language he used. At first Rodriguez thought Moorish, then he deemed it some secret language come down from magicians of old, while Morano merely wondered; and then they were lulled by the rhythm of those strange words, and so enquired no more. Rodriguez pictured some sad wandering angel, upon some mountain-peak of African lands, resting a moment and talking to the solitudes, telling the lonely valley the mysteries of his home. While lulled though Morano was he gave up his alertness uneasily. All the while the green flame flooded upwards: all the while the tremulous fingers made curious shadows. The shadow seemed to run to Rodriguez and beckon him thence: even Morano felt them calling. Rodriguez closed his eyes. The voice and the Moorish spells made now a more haunting melody: they were now like a golden organ on undiscoverable mountains. Fear came on Morano at the thought: who had power to speak like this? He grasped Rodriguez by the wrist. Master! he said, but at that moment on one of those golden spells the spirit of Rodriguez drifted away from his body, and out of the greenish light of the curious room; unhampered by weight, or fatigue, or pain, or sleep; and it rose above the rocks and over the mountain, an unencumbered spirit: and the spirit of Morano followed.

The mountain dwindled at once; the Earth swept out all round them and grew larger, and larger still, and then began to dwindle. They saw then that they were launched upon some astounding journey. Does my reader wonder they saw when they had no eyes? They saw as they had never seen before, with sight beyond what they had ever thought to be possible. Our eyes gather in light, and with the little rays of light that they bring us we gather a few images of things as we suppose them to be. Pardon me, reader, if I call them things as we suppose them to be; call them by all means Things As They Really Are, if you wish. These images then, this tiny little brainful that we gather from the immensities, are all brought in by our eyesight upside-down, and the brain corrects them again; and so, and so we know something. An oculist will tell you how it all works. He may admit it is all a little clumsy, or for the dignity of his profession he may say it is not at all. But be this as it may, our eyes are but barriers between us and the immensities. All our five senses that grope a little here and touch a little there, and seize, and compare notes, and get a little knowledge sometimes, they are only barriers between us and what there is to know. Rodriguez and Morano were outside these barriers. They saw without the imperfections of eyesight; they heard on that journey what would have deafened ears; they went through our atmosphere unburned by speed, and were unchilled in the bleak of the outer spaces. Thus freed of the imperfections of the body they sped, no less upon a terrible journey, whose direction as yet Rodriguez only began to fear.

They had seen the stars pale rapidly and then the flash of dawn. The Sun rushed up and at once began to grow larger. Earth, with her curved sides still diminishing violently, was soon a small round garden in blue and filmy space, in which mountains were planted. And still the Sun was growing wider and wider. And now Rodriguez, though he knew nothing of Sun or planets, perceived the obvious truth of their terrible journey: they were heading straight for the Sun. But the spirit of Morano was merely astounded; yet, being free of the body he suffered none of those inconveniences that perturbation may bring to us: spirits do not gasp, or palpitate, or weaken, or sicken.

The dwindling Earth seemed now no more than the size of some unmapped island seen from a mountain-top, an island a hundred yards or so across, looking like a big table.

Speed is comparative: compared to sound, their pace was beyond comparison; nor could any modern projectile attain any velocity comparable to it; even the speed of explosion was slow to it. And yet for spirits they were moving slowly, who being independent of all material things, travel with such velocities as that, for instance, of thought. But they were controlled by one still dwelling on Earth, who used material things, and the material that the Professor was using to hurl them upon their journey was light, the adaptation of which to this purpose he had learned at Saragossa. At the pace of light they were travelling towards the Sun.

They crossed the path of Venus, far from where Venus then was, so that she scarcely seemed larger to them; Earth was but little bigger than the Evening Star, looking dim in that monstrous daylight.

Crossing the path of Mercury, Mercury appeared huger than our Moon, an object weirdly unnatural; and they saw ahead of them the terrific glare in which Mercury basks, from a Sun whose withering orb had more than doubled its width since they came from the hills of Earth. And after this the Sun grew terribly larger, filling the centre of the sky, and spreading and spreading and spreading. It was now that they saw what would have dazzled eyes, would have burned up flesh and would have shrivelled every protection that our scientists ingenuity could have devised even today. To speak of time there is meaningless. There is nothing in the empty space between the Sun and Mercury with which time is at all concerned. Far less is there meaning in time wherever the spirits of men are under stress. A few minutes bombardment in a trench, a few hours in a battle, a few weeks travelling in a trackless country; these minutes, these hours, these weeks can never be few.

Rodriguez and Morano had been travelling about six or seven minutes, but it seems idle to say so.

And then the Sun began to fill the whole sky in front of them. And in another minute, if minutes had any meaning, they were heading for a boundless region of flame that, left and right, was everywhere, and now towered above them, and went below them into a flaming abyss.

And now Morano spoke to Rodriguez. He thought towards him, and Rodriguez was aware of his thinking: it is thus that spirits communicate.

Master, he said, when it was all spring in Spain, years ago when I was thin and young, twenty years gone at least; and the butterflies were come, and song was everywhere; there came a maid bare-footed over a stream, walking through flowers, and all to pluck the anemones. How fair she seemed even now, how bright that far spring day. Morano told Rodriguez not with his blundering lips: they were closed and resting deeply millions of miles away: he told him as spirits tell. And in that clear communication Rodriguez saw all that shone in Moranos memory, the grace of the young girls ankles, the thrill of Spring, the anemones larger and brighter than anemones ever were, the hawks still in clear sky; earth happy and heaven blue, and the dreams of youth between. You would not have said, had you seen Moranos coarse fat body, asleep in a chair in the Professors room, that his spirit treasured such delicate, nymph-like, pastoral memories as now shone clear to Rodriguez. No words the blunt man had ever been able to utter had ever hinted that he sometimes thought like a dream of pictures by Watteau. And now in that awful space before the power of the terrible Sun, spirit communed with spirit, and Rodriguez saw the beauty of that far day, framed all about the beauty of one young girl, just as it had been for years in Moranos memory. How shall I tell with words what spirit sang wordless to spirit? We poets may compete with each other in words; but when spirits give up the purest gold of their store, that has shone far down the road of their earthly journey, cheering tired hearts and guiding mortal feet, our words shall barely interpret.

Love, coming long ago over flowers in Spain, found Morano; words did not tell the story, words cannot tell it; as a lake reflects a cloud in the blue of heaven, so Rodriguez understood and felt and knew this memory out of the days of Moranos youth. And so, master, said Morano, I sinned, and would indeed repent, and yet even now at this last dread hour I cannot abjure that day; and this is indeed Hell, as the good father said.

Rodriguez tried to comfort Morano with such knowledge as he had of astronomy, if knowledge it could be called. Indeed, if he had known anything he would have perplexed Morano more, and his little pieces of ignorance were well adapted for comfort. But Morano had given up hope, having long been taught to expect this very fire: his spirit was no wiser than it had been on Earth, it was merely freed of the imperfections of the five senses and so had observation and expression beyond those of any artist the world has known. This was the natural result of being freed of the body; but he was not suddenly wiser; and so, as he moved towards this boundless flame, he expected every moment to see Satan charge out to meet him: and having no hope for the future he turned to the past and fondled the memory of that one spring day. His was a backsliding, unrepentant spirit.

As that monstrous sea of flame grew ruthlessly larger Rodriguez felt no fear, for spirits have no fear of material things: but Morano feared. He feared as spirits fear spiritual things; he thought he neared the home of vast spirits of evil and that the arena of conflict was eternity. He feared with a fear too great to be borne by bodies. Perhaps the fat body that slept on a chair on earth was troubled in dreams by some echo of that fear that gripped the spirit so sorely. And it may be from such far fears that all our nightmares come.

When they had travelled nearly ten minutes from Earth and were about to pass into the midst of the flame, that magician who controlled their journey halted them suddenly in Space, among the upper mountain-peaks of the Sun. There they hovered as the clouds hover that leave their companions and drift among crags of the Alps: below them those awful mountains heaved and thundered. All Atlas, and Teneriffe, and lonely Kenia might have lain amongst them unnoticed. As often as the earthquake rocked their bases it loosened from near their summits wild avalanches of gold that swept down their flaming slopes with unthinkable tumult. As they watched, new mountains rode past them, crowned with their frightful flames; for, whether man knew it or not, the Sun was rotating, but the force of its gravity that swung the planets had no grip upon spirits, who were held by the power of that tremendous spell that the Professor had learned one midnight at Saragossa from one of that dread line who have their secrets from a source that we do not know in a distant age.

There is always something tremendous in the form of great mountains; but these swept by, not only huger than anything Earth knows, but troubled by horrible commotions, as though overtaken in flight by some ceaseless calamity.

Rodriguez and Morano, as they looked at them, forgetting the gardens of Earth, forgetting Spring and Summer and the sweet beneficence of sunshine, felt that the purpose of Creation was evil! So shocking a thought may well astound us here, where green hills slope to lawns or peer at a peaceful sea; but there among the flames of those dreadful peaks the Sun seemed not the giver of joy and colour and life, but only a catastrophe huger than everlasting war, a centre of hideous violence and ruin and anger and terror. There came by mountains of copper burning everlasting, hurling up to unthinkable heights their mass of emerald flame. And mountains of iron raged by and mountains of salt, quaking and thundering and clothed with their colours, the iron always scarlet and the salt blue. And sometimes there came by pinnacles a thousand miles high that from base to summit were fire, mountains of pure flame that had no other substance. And these explosive mountains, born of thunder and earthquake, hurling down avalanches the size of our continents, and drawing upward out of the deeps of the Sun new material for splendour and horror, this roaring waste, this extravagant destruction, were necessary for every tint that our butterflies wear on their wings. Without those flaming ranges of mountains of iron they would have no red to show; even the poppy could have no red for her petals: without the flames that were blasting the mountains of salt there could be no answering blue in any wing, or one blue flower for all the bees of Earth: without the nightmare light of those frightful canyons of copper that awed the two spirits watching their ceaseless ruin, the very leaves of the woods we love would be without their green with which to welcome Spring; for from the flames of the various metals and wonders that for ever blaze in the Sun, our sunshine gets all its colours that it conveys to us almost unseen, and thence the wise little insects and patient flowers softly draw the gay tints that they glory in; there is nowhere else to get them.

And yet to Rodriguez and Morano all that they saw seemed wholly and hideously evil.

How long they may have watched there they tried to guess afterwards, but as they looked on those terrific scenes they had no way to separate days from minutes: nothing about them seemed to escape destruction, and time itself seemed no calmer than were those shuddering mountains.

Then the thundering ranges passed; and afterwards there came a gleaming mountain, one huge and lonely peak, seemingly all of gold. Had our whole world been set beside it and shaped as it was shaped, that golden mountain would yet have towered above it: it would have taken our moon as well to reach that flashing peak. It rode on toward them in its golden majesty, higher than all the flames, save now and then when some wild gas seemed to flee from the dread earthquakes of the Sun, and was overtaken in the height by fire, even above that mountain.

As that mass of gold that was higher than all the world drew near to Rodriguez and Morano they felt its unearthly menace; and though it could not overcome their spirits they knew there was a hideous terror about it. It was in its awful scale that its terror lurked for any creature of our planet. Though they could not quake or tremble they felt that terror. The mountain dwarfed Earth.

Man knows his littleness, his own mountains remind him; many countries are small, and some nations: but the dreams of Man make up for our faults and failings, for the brevity of our lives, for the narrowness of our scope; they leap over boundaries and are away and away. But this great mountain belittled the world and all: who gazed on it knew all his dreams to be puny. Before this mountain Man seemed a trivial thing, and Earth, and all the dreams Man had of himself and his home.

The golden mass drew opposite those two watchers and seemed to challenge with its towering head the pettiness of the tiny world they knew. And then the whole gleaming mountain gave one shudder and fell into the awful plains of the Sun. Straight down before Rodriguez and Morano it slipped roaring, till the golden peak was gone, and the molten plain closed over it; and only ripples remained, the size of Europe, as when a tumbling river strikes the rocks of its bed and on its surface heaving circles widen and disappear. And then, as though this horror left nothing more to be shown, they felt the Professor beckon to them from Earth.

Over the plains of the Sun a storm was sweeping in gusts of howling flame as they felt the Professors spell drawing them home. For the magnitude of that storm there are no words in use among us; its velocity, if expressed in figures, would have no meaning; its heat was immeasurable. Suffice it to say that if such a tempest could have swept over Earth for a second, both the poles would have boiled. The travellers left it galloping over that plain, rippled from underneath by the restless earthquake and whipped into flaming foam by the force of the storm. The Sun already was receding from them, already growing smaller. Soon the storm seemed but a cloud of light sweeping over the empty plain, like a murderous mourner rushing swiftly away from the grave of that mighty mountain.

And now the Professors spell gripped them in earnest: rapidly the Sun grew smaller. As swiftly as he had sent them upon that journey he was now drawing them home. They overtook thunders that they had heard already, and passed them, and came again to the silent spaces which the thunders of the Sun are unable to cross, so that even Mercury is undisturbed by them.

I have said that spirits neither fade nor weary. But a great sadness was on them; they felt as men feel who come whole away from periods of peril. They had seen cataclysms too vast for our imagination, and a mournfulness and a satiety were upon them. They could have gazed at one flower for days and needed no other experience, as a wounded man may be happy staring at the flame of a candle.

Crossing the paths of Mercury and Venus, they saw that these planets had not appreciably moved, and Rodriguez, who knew that planets wander in the night, guessed thereby that they had not been absent from Earth for many hours.

They rejoiced to see the Sun diminishing steadily. Only for a moment as they started their journey had they seen that solar storm rushing over the plains of the Sun; but now it appeared to hang halted in its mid anger, as though blasting one region eternally.

Moving on with the pace of light, they saw Earth, soon after crossing the path of Venus, beginning to grow larger than a star. Never had home appeared more welcome to wanderers, who see their house far off, returning home.

And as Earth grew larger, and they began to see forms that seemed like seas and mountains, they looked for their own country, but could not find it: for, travelling straight from the Sun, they approached that part of the world that was then turned towards it, and were heading straight for China, while Spain lay still in darkness.

But when they came near Earth and its mountains were clear, then the Professor drew them across the world, into the darkness and over Spain; so that those two spirits ended their marvellous journey much as the snipe ends his, a drop out of heaven and a swoop low over marshes. So they came home, while Earth seemed calling to them with all her voices; with memories, sights and scents, and little sounds; calling anxiously, as though they had been too long away and must be home soon. They heard a cock crow on the edge of the night; they heard more little sounds than words can say; only the organ can hint at them. It was Earth calling. For, talk as we may of our dreams that transcend this sphere, or our hopes that build beyond it, Mother Earth has yet a mighty hold upon us; and her myriad sounds were blending in one cry now, knowing that it was late and that these two children of hers were nearly lost. For our spirits that sometimes cross the path of the angels, and on rare evenings hear a word of their talk, and have brief equality with the Powers of Light, have the duty also of moving fingers and toes, which freeze if our proud spirits forget their task for too long.

And just as Earth was despairing they reached the Professors mountain and entered the room in which their bodies were.

Blue and cold and ugly looked the body of Morano, but for all its pallor there was beauty in the young face of Rodriguez.

The Professor stood before them as he had stood when their spirits left, with the table between him and the bodies, and the bowl on the table which held the green flame, now low and flickering desperately, which the Professor watched as it leaped and failed, with an air of anxiety that seemed to pinch his thin features.

With an impatience strange to him he waved a swift hand towards each of the two bodies where they sat stiff, illumined by the last of the green light; and at those rapid gestures the travellers returned to their habitations.

They seemed to be just awakening out of deep sleep. Again they saw the Professor standing before them. But they saw him only with blinking eyes, they saw him only as eyes can see, guessing at his mind from the lines of his face, at his thoughts from the movements of his hands, guessing as men guess, blindly: only a moment before they had known him utterly. Now they were dazed and forgetting: slow blood began to creep again to their toes and to come again to its place under fingernails: it came with intense pain: they forgot their spirits. Then all the woes of Earth crowded their minds at once, so that they wished to weep, as infants weep.

The Professor gave this mood time to change, as change it presently did. For the warm blood came back and lit their cheeks, and a tingling succeeded the pain in their fingers and toes, and a mild warmth succeeded the tingling: their thoughts came back to the things of every day, to mundane things and the affairs of the body. Therein they rejoiced, and Morano no less than Rodriguez; though it was a coarse and common body that Moranos spirit inhabited. And when the Professor saw that the first sorrow of Earth, which all spirits feel when they land here, had passed away, and that they were feeling again the joy of mundane things, only then did he speak.

Señor, he said, beyond the path of Mars run many worlds that I would have you know. The greatest of these is Jupiter, towards whom all that follow my most sacred art show reverent affection. The smallest are those that sometimes strike our world, flaming all green upon November nights, and are even as small as apples. He spoke of our world with a certain air and a pride, as though, through virtue of his transcendent art, the world were only his. The world that we name Argola, he said, is far smaller than Spain and, being invisible from Earth, is only known to the few who have spoken to spirits whose wanderings have surpassed the path of Mars. Nearly half of Argola you shall find covered with forests, which though very dense are no deeper than moss, and the elephants in them are not larger than beetles. You shall see many wonders of smallness in this world of Argola, which I desire in especial to show you, since it is the orb with which we who study the Art are most familiar, of all the worlds that the vulgar have not known. It is indeed the prize of our traffic in those things that far transcend the laws that have forbidden them.

And as he said this the green flame in the bowl before him died, and he moved towards his cupboard of wonder. Rodriguez hastily thanked the Professor for his great courtesy in laying bare before him secrets that the centuries hid, and then he referred to his own great unworthiness, to the lateness of the hour, to the fatigue of the Professor, and to the importance to Learning of adequate rest to refresh his illustrious mind. And all that he said the Professor parried with bows, and drew enchantments from his cupboard of wonder to replenish the bowl on the table. And Rodriguez saw that he was in the clutch of a collector, one who having devoted all his days to a hobby will exhibit his treasures to the uttermost, and that the stars that magic knows were no less to the Professor than all the whatnots that a man collects and insists on showing to whomsoever enters his house. He feared some terrible journey, perhaps some bare escape; for though no material thing can quite encompass a spirit, he knew not what wanderers he might not meet in lonely spaces beyond the path of Mars. So when his last polite remonstrance failed, being turned aside with a pleasant phrase and a smile from the grim lips, and looking at Morano he saw that he shared his fears, then he determined to show whatever resistance were needed to keep himself and Morano in this old world that we know, or that youth at least believes that it knows.

He watched the Professor return with his packets of wonder; dust from a fallen star, phials of tears of lost lovers, poison and gold out of elf-land, and all manner of things. But the moment that he put them into the bowl Rodriguez hand flew to his sword-hilt. He heaved up his elbow, but no sword came forth, for it lay magnetised to its scabbard by the grip of a current of magic. When Rodriguez saw this he knew not what to do.

The Professor went on pouring into the bowl. He added an odour distilled out of dream-roses, three drops from the gall-bladder of a fabulous beast, and a little dust that had been man. More too he added, so that my reader might wonder were I to tell him all; yet it is not so easy to free our spirits from the gross grip of our bodies. Wonder not then, my reader, if the Professor exerted strange powers. And all the while Morano was picking at a nail that fastened on the handle to his frying-pan.

And just as the last few mysteries were shaken into the bowl,  and there were two among them of which even Asia is ignorant,  just as the dews were blended with the powers in a grey-green sinister harmony, Morano untwisted his nail and got the handle loose.

The Professor kindled the mixture in the bowl; again green flame arose, again that voice of his began to call to their spirits, and its beauty and the power of its spell were as of some fallen angel. The spirit of Rodriguez was nearly passing helplessly forth again on some frightful journey, when Morano losed his scabbard and sword from its girdle and tied the handle of his frying-pan across it a little below the hilt with a piece of string. Across the table the Professor intoned his spell, across a narrow table, but it seemed to come from the far side of the twilight, a twilight red and golden in long layers, of an evening wonderfully long ago. It seemed to take its music out of the lights that it flowed through and to call Rodriguez from immediately far away, with a call which it were sacrilege to refuse, and anguish even, and hard toil such as there was no strength to do. And then Morano held up the sword in its scabbard with the handle of the frying-pan tied across. Rodriguez, disturbed by a stammer in the spell, looked up and saw the Professor staring at the sword where Morano held it up before his face in the green light of the flame from the bowl. He did not seem like a fallen angel now. His spell had stopped. He seemed like a professor who had forgotten the theme of his lecture, while the class waits. For Morano was holding up the sign of the cross.

You have betrayed me! shouted the Slave of Orion: the green flame died, and he strode out of the room, his purple cloak floating behind him.

Master, Morano said, it was always good against magic.

The sword was loose in the scabbard as Rodriguez took it back; there was no longer a current of magic gripping the steel.

A little uneasily Rodriguez thanked Morano: he was not sure if Morano had behaved as a guests servant should. But when he thought of the Professors terrible spells, which had driven them to the awful crags of the sun, and might send them who knows where to hob-nob with who knows what, his second thoughts perceived that Morano was right to cut short those arts that the Slave of Orion loved, even by so extreme a step: and he praised Morano as his ready shrewdness deserved.

We were very nearly too late back from that outing, master, remarked Morano.

How know you that? said Rodriguez.

This old body knew, said Morano. Those heart-thumpings, this warmness, and all the things that make a fat body comfortable, they were stopping, master, they were spoiling, they were getting cold and strange: I go no more errands for that señor.

A certain diffidence about criticising his host even now; and a very practical vein that ran through his nature, now showing itself in anxiety for a bed at so late an hour, led Rodriguez to change the subject. He wanted that aged butler, yet dare not ring the bell; for he feared lest with all the bells there might be in use that frightful practice that he had met by the outer door, a chain connected with some hideous hook that gave anguish to something in the basement whenever one touched the handle, so that the menials of that grim Professor were shrilly summoned by screams. And therefore Rodriguez sought counsel of Morano, who straightway volunteered to find the butlers quarters, by a certain sense that he had of the fitness of things: and forth he went, but would not leave the room without the scabbard and the handle of the frying-pan lashed to it, which he bore high before him in both his hands as though he were leading some austere procession. And even so he returned with that aged man the butler, who led them down dim corridors of stone; but, though he showed the way, Morano would go in front, still holding up that scabbard and handle before him, while Rodriguez held the bare sword. And so they came to a room lit by the flare of one candle, which their guide told them the Professor had prepared for his guest. In the vastness of it was a great bed. Shadows and a whir as of wings passed out of the door as they entered. Bats, said the ancient guide. But Morano believed he had routed powers of evil with the handle of his frying-pan and his masters scabbard. Who could say what they were in such a house, where bats and evil spirits sheltered perennially from the brooms of the just? Then that ancient man with the lips of some woodland thing departed, and Rodriguez went to the great bed. On a pile of straw that had been cast into the room Morano lay down across the door, setting the scabbard upright in a rat-hole near his head, while Rodriguez lay down with the bare sword in his hand. There was only one door in the room, and this Morano guarded. Windows there were, but they were shuttered with raw oak of enormous thickness. He had already enquired with his sword behind the velvet curtains. He felt secure in the bulk of Morano across the only door, at least from creatures of this world: and Morano feared no longer either spirit or spell, believing that he had vanquished the Professor with his symbol, and all such allies as he may have had here or elsewhere. But not thus easily do we overcome the powers of evil.

A step was heard such as man walks with at the close of his later years, coming along the corridor of stone; and they knew it for the Professors butler returning. The latch of the door trembled and lifted, and the great oak door bumped slowly against Morano, who arose grumbling, and the old man appeared.

The Professor, he said, while Morano watched him grudgingly, returns with all his household to Saragossa at once, to resume those studies for which his name resounds, a certain conjunction of the stars having come favourably.

Even Morano doubted that so suddenly the courses of the stars, which he deemed to be gradual, should have altered from antagonism towards the Professors art into a favourable aspect. Rodriguez sleepily acknowledged the news and settled himself to sleep, still sword in hand, when the servitor repeated with as much emphasis as his aged voice could utter, With all his household, señor.

Yes, muttered Rodriguez. Farewell.

And repeating again, He takes his household with him, the old man shuffled back from the room and hesitatingly closed the door. Before the sound of his slow footsteps had failed to reach the room Morano was asleep under his cross. Rodriguez still watched for a while the shadows leaping and shuddering away from the candle, riding over the ceiling, striding hugely along the walls, towards him and from him, as draughts swayed the ruddy flame; then, gripping his sword still firmer in his hand, as though that could avail against magic, he fell into the sleep of tired men.

No sound disturbed Rodriguez or Morano till both awoke in late morning upon the rocks of the mountain. The sun had climbed over the crags and now shone on their faces. Rodriguez was still lying with his sword gripped in his hand, but the cross had fallen by Morano and now lay on the rocks beside him with the handle of the frying-pan still tied in its place by string. A young, wild, woodland squirrel gambolled near, though there were no woods for it anywhere within sight: it leaped and played as though rejoicing in youth, with such merriment as though youth had but come to it newly or been lost and restored again.

All over the mountain they looked but there was no house, nor any sign of dwelling of man or spirit.


THE FIFTH CHRONICLE

HOW HE RODE IN THE TWILIGHT AND SAW SERAFINA

Rodriguez, who loved philosophy, turned his mind at once to the journey that lay before him, deciding which was the north; for he knew that it was by the north that he must leave Spain, which he still desired to leave since there were no wars in that country.

Morano knew not clearly what philosophy was, yet he wasted no thoughts upon the night that was gone; and, fitting up his frying-pan immediately, he brought out what was left of his bacon and began to look for material to make a fire. The bacon lay waiting in the frying-pan for some while before this material was gathered, for nothing grew on the mountain but a heath; and of that there were few bushes, scattered here and there.

Rodriguez, far from ruminating upon the events of the previous night, realised as he watched these preparations that he was enormously hungry. And when Morano had kindled a fire and the smell of cooking arose, he who had held the chair of magic at Saragossa was banished from both their minds, although upon this very spot they had spent so strange a night; but where bacon is, and there be hungry men, the things of yesterday are often forgotten.

Morano, said Rodriguez, we must walk far to-day.

Indeed, master, said Morano, we must push on to these wars; for you have no castle, master, no lands, no fortune ...

Come, said Rodriguez.

Morano slung his frying-pan behind him: they had eaten up the last of his bacon: he stood up, and they were ready for the journey. The smoke from their meagre fire went thinly into the air, the small grey clouds of it went slowly up: nothing beside remained to bid them farewell, or for them to thank for their strange nights hospitality. They climbed till they reached the rugged crest of the mountain; thence they saw a wide plain and the morning: the day was waiting for them.

The northern slope of the mountain was wholly different from that black congregation of angry rocks through which they had climbed by night to the House of Wonder.

The slope that now lay before them was smooth and grassy, flowing before them far, a gentle slope that was soon to lend speed to Rodriguez feet, adding nimbleness even to youth. Soon, too, it was to lift onward the dull weight of Morano as he followed his master towards unknown wars, youth going before him like a spirit and the good slope helping behind. But before they gave themselves to that waiting journey they stood a moment and looked at the shining plain that lay before them like an open page, on which was the whole chronicle of that days wayfaring. There was the road they should travel by, there were the streams it crossed and narrow woods they might rest in, and dim on the farthest edge was the place they must spend that night. It was all, as it were written, upon the plain they watched, but in a writing not intended for them, and, clear although it be, never to be interpreted by one of our race. Thus they saw clear, from a height, the road they would go by, but not one of all the events to which it would lead them.

Master, said Morano, shall we have more adventures to-day?

I trust so, said Rodriguez. We have far to go, and it will be dull journeying without them.

Morano turned his eyes from his masters face and looked back to the plain. There, master, he said, where our road runs through a wood, will our adventure be there, think you? Or there, perhaps, and he waved his hand widely farther.

No, said Rodriguez, we pass that in bright daylight.

Is that not good for adventure? said Morano.

The romances teach, said Rodriguez, that twilight or night are better. The shade of deep woods is favourable, but there are no such woods on this plain. When we come to evening we shall doubtless meet some adventure, far over there. And he pointed to the grey rim of the plain where it started climbing towards hills.

These are good days, said Morano. He forgot how short a time ago he had said regretfully that these days were not as the old days. But our race, speaking generally, is rarely satisfied with the present, and Moranos cheerfulness had not come from his having risen suddenly superior to this everyday trouble of ours; it came from his having shifted his gaze to the future. Two things are highly tolerable to us, and even alluring, the past and the future. It was only with the present that Morano was ever dissatisfied.

When Morano said that the days were good Rodriguez set out to find them, or at least that one that for some while now lay waiting for them on the plain. He strode down the slope at once and, endowing nature with his own impatience, he felt that he heard the morning call to him wistfully. Morano followed.

For an hour these refugees escaping from peace went down the slope; and in that hour they did five swift miles, miles that seemed to run by them as they walked, and so they came lightly to the level plain. And in the next hour they did four miles more. Words were few, either because Morano brooded mainly upon one thought, the theme of which was his lack of bacon, or because he kept his breath to follow his master who, with youth and the morning, was coming out of the hills at a pace not tuned to Moranos forty years or so. And at the end of these nine miles Morano perceived a house, a little way from the road, on the left, upon rising ground. A mile or so ahead they saw the narrow wood that they had viewed in the morning from the mountain running across the plain. They saw now by the lie of the ground that it probably followed a stream, a pleasant place in which to take the rest demanded by Spain at noon. It was just an hour to noon; so Rodriguez, keeping the road, told Morano to join him where it entered the wood when he had acquired his bacon. And then as they parted a thought occurred to Rodriguez, which was that bacon cost money. It was purely an afterthought, an accidental fancy, such as inspirations are, for he had never had to buy bacon. So he gave Morano a fifth part of his money, a large gold coin the size of one of our five-shilling pieces, engraved of course upon one side with the glories and honours of that golden period of Spain, and upon the other with the head of the lord the King. It was only by chance he had brought any at all; he was not what our newspapers will call, if they ever care to notice him, a level-headed business man. At the sight of the gold piece Morano bowed, for he felt this gift of gold to be an occasion; but he trusted more for the purchase of the bacon to some few small silver coins of his own that he kept among lumps of lard and pieces of string.

And so they parted for a while, Rodriguez looking for some great shadowy oak with moss under it near a stream, Morano in quest of bacon.

When Rodriguez entered the wood he found his oak, but it was not such an oak as he cared to rest beneath during the heat of the day, nor would you have done so, my reader, even though you have been to the wars and seen many a pretty mess; for four of la Garda were by it and were arranging to hang a man from the best of the branches.

La Garda again, said Rodriguez nearly aloud.

His eye drooped, his look was listless, he gazed at other things; while a glance that you had not noticed, flashed slantingly at la Garda, satisfied Rodriguez that all four were strangers: then he walked straight towards them merrily. The man they proposed to hang was a stranger too. He appeared at first to be as stout as Morano, and he was nearly half a foot taller, but his stoutness turned out to be sheer muscle. The broad man was clothed in old brown leather and had blue eyes.

Now there was something about the poise of Rodriguez young head which gave him an air not unlike that which the King himself sometimes wore when he went courting. It suited his noble sword and his merry plume. When la Garda saw him they were all politeness at once, and invited him to see the hanging, for which Rodriguez thanked them with amplest courtesy.

It is not a bull-fight, said the chief of la Garda almost apologetically. But Rodriguez waved aside his deprecations and declared himself charmed at the prospect of a hanging.

Bear with me, reader, while I champion a bad cause and seek to palliate what is inexcusable. As we travel about the world on our way through life we meet and pass here and there, in peace or in war, other men, fellow-travellers: and sometimes there is no more than time for a glance, eye to eye. And in that glance you see the sort of man: and chiefly there are two sorts. The one sort always brooding, always planning; mean, silent men, collecting properties and money; keeping the law on their side, keeping everything on their side; except women and heaven, and the late, leisurely judgment of simple people: and the others merry folk, whose eyes twinkle, whose money flies, who will sooner laugh than plan, who seem to inherit rightfully the happiness that the others plot for, and fail to come by with all their schemes. In the man who was to provide the entertainment Rodriguez recognised the second kind.

Now even though the law had caught a saint that had strayed too far outside the boundary of Heaven, and desired to hang him, Rodriguez knew that it was his duty to help the law while help was needed, and to applaud after the thing was done. The law to Rodriguez was the most sacred thing man had made, if indeed it were not divine; but since the privilege that two days ago had afforded him of studying it more closely, it appeared to him the blindest, silliest thing with which he had had to do since the kittens were drowned that his cat Tabitharina had had at Arguento Harez.

It was in this deplorable state of mind that Rodriguez glance fell on the merry eyes and the solemn predicament of the man in the leather coat, standing pinioned under a long branch of the oak-tree: and he determined from that moment to disappoint la Garda and, I fear also, my reader, perhaps to disappoint you, of the hanging that they at least had promised themselves.

Think you, said Rodriguez, that for so stout a knave this branch of yours suffices?

Now it was an excellent branch. But it was not so much Rodriguez words as the anxious way in which he looked at the branch that aroused the anxieties of la Garda: and soon they were looking about to find a better tree; and when four men start doing this in a wood time quickly passes. Meanwhile Morano drew near, and Rodriguez went to meet him.

Master, said Morano, all out of breath, they had no bacon. But I got these two bottles of wine. It is strong wine, which is a rare deluder of the senses, which will need to be deluded if we are to go hungry.

Rodriguez was about to cut short Moranos chatter when he thought of a use for the wine, and was silent a moment. And as he pondered Morano looked up and saw la Garda and at the same time perceived the situation, for he had as quick an eye for a bad business as any man.

No one with the horses, was his comment; for they were tethered a little apart. But Rodriguez mind had already explored a surer method than the one that Morano seemed to be contemplating. This method he told Morano. And now, from little tugs that they were giving to the doubled rope that hung over the branch of the oak-tree, it was clear enough that the men of the law were returning to their confidence in that very sufficient branch.

They looked up with questions ripe to drop from their lips when they saw Rodriguez returning with Morano. But before one of them spoke Morano flung to them from far off a little piece of his wisdom: for cast a truth into an occasion and it will always trouble the waters, usually stirring up contradiction, but always bringing something to the surface.

Señores, he said, no man can enjoy a hanging with a dry throat.

Thus he turned their attention a while from the business in hand, changing their thoughts from the stout neck of the prisoner to their own throats, wondering were they dry; and you do not wonder long about this in the south without finding that what you feared is true. And then he let them see the two great bottles, all full of wine, for the invention of the false bottom that gives to our champagne-bottles the place they rightly hold among famous deceptions had not as yet been discovered.

It is true, said la Garda. And Rodriguez made Morano put one of the bottles away in a piece of a sack that he carried: and when la Garda saw one of the two bottles disappear it somehow decided them to have the other, though how this came to be so there is no saying; and thus the hanging was postponed again.

Now the drink was a yellow wine, sweet and heavy and stronger than our port; only our whisky could out-triumph it, but there in the warm south it answered its purpose. Rodriguez beckoned Morano up and offered the bottle to one of la Garda; but scarcely had he put it to his lips when Rodriguez bade him stop, saying that he had had his share. And he did the same with the next man.

Now there be few things indeed which la Garda resent more than meagre hospitality in the matter of drink, and with all their wits striving to cope with this vicious defect in Rodriguez, as they rightly or wrongly regarded it, how should they have any to spare for obvious precautions? As the third man drank, Rodriguez turned to speak to Morano; and the representative of the law took such advantage of an opportunity that he feared to be fleeting, that when Rodriguez turned round again the bottle was just half empty. Rodriguez had timed it very nicely.

Next Rodriguez put the bottle to his lips and held it there a little time, while the fourth man of the law, who was guarding the prisoner, watched Rodriguez wistfully, and afterwards Morano, who took the bottle next. Yet neither Rodriguez nor Morano drank.

You can finish the bottle, said Rodriguez to this anxious watcher, who came forward eagerly though full of doubts, which changed to warm feelings of exuberant gratitude when he found how much remained. Thus he obtained not much less than two tumblerfuls of wine that, as I have said, was stronger than port; and noon was nearing and it was spring in Spain. And then he returned to guard his prisoner under the oak-tree and lay down there on the moss, remembering that it was his duty to keep awake. And afterwards with one hand he took hold of a rope that bound the prisoners ankles, so that he might still guard his prisoner even though he should fall asleep.

Now two of the men had had little more than the full of a sherry glass each. To these Morano made signs that there was another bottle, and, coming round behind his master, he covertly uncorked it and gave them their hearts desire; and a little was left over for the man who drank third on the first occasion. And presently the spirits of all four of la Garda grew haughty and forgot their humble bodies, and would fain have gone forth to dwell with the sons of light, while their bodies lay on the moss and the sun grew warmer and warmer, shining dappled in amongst the small green leaves. All seemed still but for the winged insects flashing through shafts of the sunlight out of the gloom of the trees and disappearing again like infinitesimal meteors. But our concern is with the thoughts of man, of which deeds are but the shadows: wherever these are active it is wrong to say all is still; for whether they cast their shadows, which are actions, or whether they remain a force not visibly stirring matter, they are the source of the tales we write and the lives we lead; it is they that gave History her material and they that bade her work it up into books.

And thoughts were very active about that oak-tree. For while the thoughts of la Garda arose like dawn, and disappeared into mists, their prisoner was silently living through the sunny days of his life, which are at no time quite lost to us, and which flash vivid and bright and near when memory touches them, herself awakened by the nearness of death. He lived again days far from the day that had brought him where he stood. He drew from those days (that is to say) that delight, that essence of hours, that something which we call life. The sun, the wind, the rough sand, the splash of the sea, on the star-fish, and all the things that it feels during its span, are stored in something like its memory, and are what we call its life: it is the same with all of us. Life is feeling. The prisoner from the store of his memory was taking all he had. His head was lifted, he was gazing northwards, far further than his eyes could see, to shining spaces in great woods; and there his threatened being walked in youth, with steps such as spirits take, over immortal flowers, which were dim and faint but unfading because they lived on in memory. In memory he walked with some who were now far from his footsteps. And, seen through the gloaming of that perilous day, how bright did those far days appear! Did they not seem sunnier than they really were? No, reader; for all the radiance that glittered so late in his mind was drawn from those very days; it was their own brightness that was shining now: we are not done with the days that were as soon as their sunsets have faded, but a light remains from them and grows fairer and fairer, like an afterglow lingering among tremendous peaks above immeasurable slopes of snow.

The prisoner had scarcely noticed Rodriguez or his servant, any more than he noticed his captors; for there come an intensity to those who walk near death that makes them a little alien from other men, life flaring up in them at the last into so grand a flame that the lives of the others seem a little cold and dim where they dwell remote from that sunset that we call mortality. So he looked silently at the days that were as they came dancing back again to him from where they had long lain lost in chasms of time, to which they had slipped over dark edges of years. Smiling they came, but all wistfully anxious, as though their errand were paramount and their span short: he saw them cluster about him, running now, bringing their tiny gifts, and scarcely heard the heavy sigh of his guard as Rodriguez gagged him and Morano tied him up.

Had Rodriguez now released the prisoner they could have been three to three, in the event of things going wrong with the sleep of la Garda; but, since in the same time they could gag and bind another, the odds would be the same at two to two, and Rodriguez preferred this to the slight uncertainties that would be connected with the entry of another partner. They accordingly gagged the next man and bound his wrists and ankles. And that Spanish wine held good with the other two and bound them far down among the deeps of dreams: and so it should, for it was of a vine that grew in the vales of Spain and had ripened in one of the years of the golden age.

They bound one as easily as they had bound the other two; and the last Rodriguez watched while Morano cut the ropes off the prisoner, for he had run out of bits of twine and all other improvisations. With these ropes he ran back to his master, and they tied up the last prisoner but did not gag him.

Shall we gag him, master, like the rest? said Morano.

No, said Rodriguez. He has nothing to say.

And though this remark turned out to be strictly untrue, it well enough answered its purpose.

And then they saw standing before them the man they had freed. And he bowed to Rodriguez like one that had never bowed before. I do not mean that he bowed with awkwardness, like imitative men unused to politeness, but he bowed as the oak bows to the woodman; he stood straight, looking Rodriguez in the eyes, then he bowed as though he had let his spirit break, which allowed him to bow to never a man before. Thus, if my pen has been able dimly to tell of it, thus bowed the man in the old leathern jacket. And Rodriguez bowed to him in answer with the elegance that they that had dwelt at Arguento Harez had slowly drawn from the ages.

Señor, your name, said the stranger.

Lord of Arguento Harez, said Rodriguez.

Señor, he said, being a busy man, I have seldom time to pray. And the blessed Saints, being more busy than I, I think seldom hear my prayers: yet your name shall go up to them. I will often tell it them quietly in the forest, and not on their holy days when bells are ringing and loud prayers fill Heaven. It may be ...

Señor, Rodriguez said, I profoundly thank you.

Even in these days, when bullets are often thicker than prayers, we are not quite thankless for the prayers of others: in those days they were what closing quotations are on the Stock Exchange, ink in Fleet Street, machinery in the Midlands; common but valued; and Rodriguez thanks were sincere.

And now that the curses of the ungagged one of la Garda were growing monotonous, Rodriguez turned to Morano.

Ungag the rest, he said, and let them talk to each other.

Master, Morano muttered, feeling that there was enough noise already for a small wood, but he went and did as he was ordered. And Rodriguez was justified of his humane decision, for the pent thoughts of all three found expression together and, all four now talking at once, mitigated any bitterness there may have been in those solitary curses. And now Rodriguez could talk undisturbed.

Whither? said the stranger.

To the wars, said Rodriguez, if wars there be.

Aye, said the stranger, there be always wars somewhere. By which road go you?

North, said Rodriguez, and he pointed. The stranger turned his eyes to the way Rodriguez pointed.

That brings you to the forest, he said, unless you go far around, as many do.

What forest? said Rodriguez.

The great forest named Shadow Valley, said the stranger.

How far? said Rodriguez.

Forty miles, said the stranger.

Rodriguez looked at la Garda and then at their horses, and thought. He must be far from la Garda by nightfall.

It is not easy to pass through Shadow Valley, said the stranger.

Is it not? said Rodriguez.

Have you a gold great piece? the stranger said.

Rodriguez held out one of his remaining four: the stranger took it. And then he began to rub it on a stone, and continued to rub while Rodriguez watched in silence, until the image of the lord the King was gone and the face of the coin was scratchy and shiny and flat. And then he produced from a pocket or pouch in his jacket a graving tool with a round wooden handle, which he took in the palm of his hand, and the edge of the steel came out between his forefinger and thumb: and with this he cut at the coin. And Morano rejoined them from his merciful mission and stood and wondered at the cutting. And while he cut they talked.

They did not ask him how he came to be chosen for hanging, because in every country there are about a hundred individualists, varying to perhaps half a hundred in poor ages. They go their hundred ways, or their half-dozen ways; and there is a hundred and first way, or a seventh way, which is the way that is cut for the rest: and if some of the rest catch one of the hundred, or one of the six, they naturally hang him, if they have a rope, and if hanging is the custom of the country, for different countries use different methods. And you saw by this mans eyes that he was one of the hundred. Rodriguez therefore only sought to know how he came to be caught.

La Garda found you, señor? he said.

As you see, said the stranger. I came too far from my home.

You were travelling? said Rodriguez.

Shopping, he said.

At this word Moranos interest awakened wide. Señor, he said, what is the right price for a bottle of this wine that la Garda drink?

I know not, said the man in the brown jacket; they give me these things.

Where is your home, señor? Rodriguez asked.

It is Shadow Valley, he said.

One never saw Rodriguez fail to understand anything: if he could not clear a situation up he did not struggle with it. Morano rubbed his chin: he had heard of Shadow Valley only dimly, for all the travellers he had known out of the north had gone round it. Rodriguez and Morano bent their heads and watched a design that was growing out of the gold. And as the design grew under the hand of the strange worker he began to talk of the horses. He spoke as though his plans had been clearly established by edict, and as though no others could be.

When I have gone with two horses, he said, ride hard with the other two till you reach the village named Lowlight, and take them to the forge of Fernandez the smith, where one will shoe them who is not Fernandez.

And he waved his hand northwards. There was only one road. Then all his attention fell back again to his work on the gold coin; and when those blue eyes were turned away there seemed nothing left to question. And now Rodriguez saw the design was a crown, a plain gold circlet with oak leaves rising up from it. And this woodland emblem stood up out of the gold, for the worker had hollowed the coin away all around it, and was sloping it up to the edge. Little was said by the watchers in the wonder of seeing the work, for no craft is very far from the line beyond which is magic, and the man in the leather coat was clearly a craftsman: and he said nothing for he worked at a craft. And when the arboreal crown was finished, and its edges were straight and sharp, an hour had passed since he began near noon. Then he drilled a hole near the rim and, drawing a thin green ribbon from his pocket, he passed it through the hole and, rising, he suddenly hung it round Rodriguez neck.

Wear it thus, he said, while you go through Shadow Valley.

As he said this he stepped back among the trees, and Rodriguez followed to thank him. Not finding him behind the tree where he thought to find him, he walked round several others, and Morano joined his search; but the stranger had vanished. When they returned again to the little clearing they heard sounds of movement in the wood, and a little way off where the four horses had grazed there were now only two, which were standing there with their heads up.

We must ride, Morano, said Rodriguez.

Ride, master? said Morano dolefully.

If we walk away, said Rodriguez, they will walk after us.

They meant la Garda. It was unnecessary for him to tell Morano what I thus tell the reader, for in the wood it was hard to hear anyone else, while to think of anyone else was out of the question.

What shall I do to them, master? said Morano.

They were now standing close to their captives and this simple question calmed the four mens curses, all of a sudden, like shutting the door on a storm.

Leave them, Rodriguez said. And la Gardas spirits rose and they cursed again.

Ah. To die in the wood, said Morano. No, said Rodriguez; and he walked towards the horses. And something in that No sounding almost contemptuous, Moranos feelings were hurt, and he blurted out to his master But how can they get away to get their food? It is good knots that I tie, master.

Morano, Rodriguez said, I remember ten ways in the books of romance whereby bound men untie themselves; and doubtless one or two more I have read and forgot; and there may be other ways in the books that I have not read, besides any way that there be of which no books tell. And in addition to these ways, one of them may draw a comrades sword with his teeth and thus ...

Shall I pull out their teeth? said Morano.

Ride, said Rodriguez, for they were now come to the horses. And sorrowfully Morano looked at the horse that was to be his, as a man might look at a small, uncomfortable boat that is to carry him far upon a stormy day. And then Rodriguez helped him into the saddle.

Can you stay there? Rodriguez said. We have far to go.

Master, Morano answered, these hands can hold till evening.

And then Rodriguez mounted, leaving Morano gripping the high front of the saddle with his large brown hands. But as soon as the horses started he got a grip with his heels as well, and later on with his knees. Rodriguez led the way on to the straggling road and was soon galloping northwards, while Moranos heels kept his horse up close to his masters. Morano rode as though trained in the same school that some while later taught Macaulays equestrian, who rode with loose rein and bloody spur. Yet the miles went swiftly by as they galloped on soft white dust, which lifted and settled, some of it, back on the lazy road, while some of it was breathed by Morano. The gold coin on the green silk ribbon flapped up and down as Rodriguez rode, till he stuffed it inside his clothing and remembered no more about it. Once they saw before them the man they had snatched from the noose: he was going hard and leading a loose horse. And then where the road bent round a low hill he galloped out of sight and they saw him no more. He had the loose horse to change on to as soon as the other was tired: they had no prospect of overtaking him. And so he passed out of their minds as their host had done who went away with his household to Saragossa.

At first Rodriguez mandolin, that was always slung on his back, bumped up and down uncomfortably; but he eased it by altering the strap: small things like this bring contentment. And then he settled down to ride. But no contentment came near Morano nor did he look for it. On the first day of his wanderings he had worn his masters clothes, which has been an experience standing somewhat where toothache does, which is somewhere about half-way between discomfort and agony. On the second day he had climbed at the end of a weary journey over those sharp rocks whose shape was adapted so ill to his body. On the third day he was riding. He did not look for comfort. But he met discomfort with an easy resignation that almost defeated the intention of Satan who sends it, unless  as is very likely  it be from Heaven. And in spite of all discomforts he gaily followed Rodriguez. In a thousand days at the Inn of the Dragon and Knight no two were so different to Morano that one stood out from the other, or any from the rest. It was all as though one day were repeated again and again; and at some point in this monotonous repetition, like a milestone shaped as the rest on a perfectly featureless road, life would end and the meaningless repetition stop: and looking back on it there would only be one day to see, or, if he could not look back, it would be all gone for nothing. And then, into that one day that he was living on in the gloaming of that grim inn, Rodriguez had appeared, and Morano had known him for one of those wandering lights that sometimes make sudden day among the stars. He knew  no, he felt  that by following him, yesterday today and tomorrow would be three separate possessions in memory. Morano gladly gave up that one dull day he was living for the new strange days through which Rodriguez was sure to lead him. Gladly he left it: if this be not true how then has a man with a dream led thousands to follow his fancy, from the Crusades to whatever gay madness be the fashion when this is read? As they galloped the scent of the flowers rushed into Rodriguez nostrils, while Morano mainly breathed the dust from the hooves of his masters horse. But the quest was favoured the more by the scent of the flowers inspiring its leaders fancies. So Morano gained even from this.

In the first hour they shortened by fifteen miles the length of their rambling quest. In the next hour they did five miles; and in the third hour ten. After this they rode slowly. The sun was setting. Morano regarded the sunset with delight, for it seemed to promise jovially the end of his sufferings, which except for brief periods when they went on foot, to rest  as Rodriguez said  the horses, had been continuous and even increasing since they started. Rodriguez, perhaps a little weary too, drew from the sunset a more sombre feeling, as sensitive minds do: he responded to its farewell, he felt its beauty, and as little winds turned cool and the shine of blades of grass faded, making all the plain dimmer, he heard, or believed he heard, further off than he could see, sounds on the plain beyond ridges, in hollows, behind clumps of bushes; as though small creatures all unknown to his learning played instruments cut from reeds upon unmapped streams. In this hour, among these fancies, Rodriguez saw clear on a hill the white walls of the village of Lowlight. And now they began to notice that a great round moon was shining. The sunset grew dimmer and the moonlight stole in softly, as a cat might walk through great doors on her silent feet into a throne-room just as the king had gone: and they entered the village slowly in the perfect moment of twilight.

The round horizon was brimming with a pale but magical colour, welling up to the tips of trees and the battlements of white towers. Earth seemed a mysterious cup overfull of this pigment of wonder. Clouds wandering low, straying far from their azure fields, were dipped in it. The towers of Lowlight turned slowly rose in that light, and glowed together with the infinite gloaming, so that for this brief hour the things of man were wed with the things of eternity. It was into this wide, pale flame of aetherial rose that the moon came stealing like a magician on tip-toe, to enchant the tips of the trees, low clouds and the towers of Lowlight. A blue light from beyond our world touched the pink that is Earths at evening: and what was strange and a matter for hushed voices, marvellous but yet of our earth, became at that touch unearthly. All in a moment it was, and Rodriguez gasped to see it. Even Moranos eyes grew round with the coming of wonder, or with some dim feeling that an unnoticed moment had made all things strange and new.

For some moments the spell of moonlight on sunlight hovered: the air was brimming and quivering with it: magic touched earth. For some moments, some thirty beats of a herons wing, had the angels sung to men, had their songs gone earthward into that rosy glow, gliding past layers of faintly tinted cloud, like moths at dusk towards a briar-rose; in those few moments men would have known their language. Rodriguez reined in his horse in the heavy silence and waited. For what he waited he knew not: some unearthly answer perhaps to his questioning thoughts that had wandered far from earth, though no words came to him with which to ask their question and he did not know what question they would ask. He was all vibrating with the human longing: I know not what it is, but perhaps philosophers know. He sat there waiting while a late bird sailed homeward, sat while Morano wondered. And nothing spake from anywhere.

And now a dog began to notice the moon: now a child cried suddenly that had been dragged back from the street, where it had wandered at bedtime: an old dog rose from where it had lain in the sun and feebly yet confidently scratched at a door: a cat peered round a corner: a man spoke: Rodriguez knew there would be no answer now.

Rodriguez hit his horse, the tired animal went forward, and he and Morano rode slowly up the street.

Dona Serafina of the Valley of Dawnlight had left the heat of the room that looked on the fields, and into which the sun had all day been streaming, and had gone at sunset to sit in the balcony that looked along the street. Often she would do this at sunset; but she rather dreamed as she sat there than watched the street, for all that it had to show she knew without glancing. Evening after evening as soon as winter was over the neighbour would come from next door and stretch himself and yawn and sit on a chair by his doorway, and the neighbour from opposite would saunter across the way to him, and they would talk with eagerness of the sale of cattle, and sometimes, but more coldly, of the affairs of kings. She knew, but cared not to know, just when the two old men would begin their talk. She knew who owned every dog that stretched itself in the dust until chilly winds blew in the dusk and they rose up dissatisfied. She knew the affairs of that street like an old, old lesson taught drearily, and her thoughts went far away to vales of an imagination where they met with many another maiden fancy, and they all danced there together through the long twilight in Spring. And then her mother would come and warn her that the evening grew cold, and Serafina would turn from the mystery of evening into the house and the candle-light. This was so evening after evening all through spring and summer for two long years of her youth. And then, this evening, just as the two old neighbours began to discuss whether or not the subjugation of the entire world by Spain would be for its benefit, just as one of the dogs in the road was rising slowly to shake itself, neighbours and dogs all raised their heads to look, and there was Rodriguez riding down the street and Morano coming behind him. When Serafina saw this she brought her eyes back from dreams, for she dreamed not so deeply but that the cloak and plume of Rodriguez found some place upon the boundaries of her day-dream. When she saw the way he sat his horse and how he carried his head she let her eyes flash for a little moment along the street from her balcony. And if some critical reader ask how she did it I answer, My good sir, I cant tell you, because I dont know, or My dear lady, what a question to ask! And where she learned to do it I cannot think, but nothing was easier. And then she smiled to think that she had done the very thing that her mother had warned her there was danger in doing.

Serafina, her mother said in that moment at the large window, the evening grows cold. It might be dangerous to stay there longer. And Serafina entered the house, as she had done at the coming of dusk on many an evening.

Rodriguez missed as much of that flash of her eyes, shot from below the darkness of her hair, as youth in its first glory and freedom misses. For at the point on the road called life at which Rodriguez was then, one is high on a crag above the promontories of watchmen, lower only than the peaks of the prophets, from which to see such things. Yet it did not need youth to notice Serafina. Beggars had blessed her for the poise of her head.

She turned that head a little as she went between the windows, till Rodriguez gazing up to her saw the fair shape of her neck: and almost in that moment the last of the daylight died. The windows shut; and Rodriguez rode on with Morano to find the forge that was kept by Fernandez the smith. And presently they came to the village forge, a cottage with huge, high roof whose beams were safe from sparks; and its fire was glowing redly into the moonlight through the wide door made for horses, although there seemed no work to be done, and a man with a swart moustache was piling more logs on. Over the door was burned on oak in ungainly great letters  

FERNANDEZ

For whom do you seek, señor? he said to Rodriguez, who had halted before him with his horses nose inside the doorway sniffing.

I look, he said, for him who is not Fernandez.

I am he, said the man by the fire.

Rodriguez questioned no further but dismounted, and bade Morano lead the horses in. And then he saw in the dark at the back of the forge the other two horses that he had seen in the wood. And they were shod as he had never seen horses shod before. For the front pair of shoes were joined by a chain riveted stoutly to each, and the hind pair also; and both horses were shod alike. The method was equally new to Morano. And now the man with the swart moustache picked up another bunch of horseshoes hanging in pairs on chains. And Rodriguez was not far out when he guessed that whenever la Garda overtook their horses they would find that Fernandez was far away making holiday, while he who shod them now would be gone upon other business. And all this work seemed to Rodriguez not to be his affair.

Farewell, he said to the smith that was not Fernandez; and with a pat for his horse he left it, having obtained a promise of oats. And so Rodriguez and Morano went on foot again, Morano elated in spite of fatigue and pain, rejoicing to feel the earth once more, flat under the soles of his feet; Rodriguez a little humbled.


THE SIXTH CHRONICLE

HOW HE SANG TO HIS MANDOLIN AND WHAT CAME OF HIS SINGING

They walked back slowly in silence up the street down which they had ridden. Earth darkened, the moon grew brighter: and Rodriguez gazing at the pale golden disk began to wonder who dwelt in the lunar valleys; and what message, if folk were there, they had for our peoples; and in what language such message could ever be, and how it could fare across that limpid remoteness that wafted light on to the coasts of Earth and lapped in silence on the lunar shores. And as he wondered he thought of his mandolin.

Morano, he said, buy bacon.

Moranos eyes brightened: they were forty-five miles from the hills on which he had last tasted bacon. He selected his house with a glance, and then he was gone. And Rodriguez reflected too late that he had forgotten to tell Morano where he should find him, and this with night coming on in a strange village. Scarcely, Rodriguez reflected, he knew where he was going himself. Yet if old tunes lurking in its hollows, echoing though imperceptibly from long-faded evenings, gave the mandolin any knowledge of human affairs that other inanimate things cannot possess, the mandolin knew.

Let us in fancy call up the shade of Morano from that far generation. Let us ask him where Rodriguez is going. Those blue eyes, dim with the distance over which our fancy has called them, look in our eyes with wonder.

I do not know, he says, where Don Rodriguez is going. My master did not tell me.

Did he notice nothing as they rode by that balcony?

Nothing, Morano answers, except my master riding.

We may let Moranos shade drift hence again, for we shall discover nothing: nor is this an age to which to call back spirits.

Rodriguez strolled slowly on the deep dust of that street as though wondering all the while where he should go; and soon he and his mandolin were below that very balcony whereon he had seen the white neck of Serafina gleam with the last of the daylight. And now the spells of the moon charmed Earth with their full power.

The balcony was empty. How should it have been otherwise? And yet Rodriguez grieved. For between the vision that had drawn his footsteps and that bare balcony below shuttered windows was the difference between a haven, sought over leagues of sea, and sheer, uncharted cliff. It brought a wistfulness into the music he played, and a melancholy that was all new to Rodriguez, yet often and often before had that mandolin sent up through evening against unheeding Space that cry that man cannot utter; for the spirit of man needs a mandolin as a comrade to face the verdict of the chilly stars as he needs a bulldog for more mundane things.

Soon out of the depth of that stout old mandolin, in which so many human sorrows had spun tunes out of themselves, as the spiders spin misty grey webs, till it was all haunted with music, soon the old cry went up to the stars again, a thread of supplication spun of the matter which else were distilled in tears, beseeching it knew not what. And, but that Fate is deaf, all that man asks in music had been granted then.

What sorrows had Rodriguez known in his life that he made so sad a melody? I know not. It was the mandolin. When the mandolin was made it knew at once all the sorrows of man, and all the old unnamed longings that none defines. It knew them as the dog knows the alliance that its forefathers made with man. A mandolin weeps the tears that its master cannot shed, or utters the prayers that are deeper than its masters lips can draw, as a dog will fight for his master with teeth that are longer than mans. And if the moonlight streamed on untroubled, and though Fate was deaf, yet beauty of those fresh strains going starward from under his fingers touched at least the heart of Rodriguez and gilded his dreams and gave to his thoughts a mournful autumnal glory, until he sang all newly as he never had sung before, with limpid voice along the edge of tears, a love-song old as the woods of his fathers valleys at whose edge he had heard it once drift through the evening. And as he played and sang with his young soul in the music he fancied (and why not, if they care aught for our souls in Heaven?) he fancied the angles putting their hands each one on a star and leaning out of Heaven through the constellations to listen.

A vile song, señor, and a vile tune with it, said a voice quite close.

However much the words hurt his pride in his mandolin Rodriguez recognised in the voice the hidalgos accent and knew that it was an equal that now approached him in the moonlight round a corner of the house with the balcony; and he knew that the request he courteously made would be as courteously granted.

Señor, he said, I pray you to permit me to lean my mandolin against the wall securely before we speak of my song.

Most surely, señor, the stranger replied, for there is no fault with the mandolin.

Señor, Rodriguez said, I thank you profoundly. And he bowed to the gallant, whom he now perceived to be young, a youth tall and lithe like himself, one whom we might have chosen for these chronicles had we not found Rodriguez.

Then Rodriguez stepped back a short way and placed his kerchief on the ground; and upon this he put his mandolin and leaned it against the wall. When the mandolin was safe from dust or accident he approached the stranger and drew his sword.

Señor, he said, we will now discuss music.

Right gladly, señor, said the young man, who now drew his sword also. There were no clouds; the moon was full; the evening promised well.

Scarcely had the flash of thin rapiers crossing each other by moonlight begun to gleam in the street when Morano appeared beside them and stood there watching. He had bought his bacon and gone straight to the house with the balcony. For though he knew no Latin he had not missed the silent greeting that had welcomed his master to that village, or failed to interpret the gist of the words that Rodriguez dumb glance would have said. He stood there watching while each combatant stood his ground.

And Rodriguez remembered all those passes and feints that he had had from his father, and which Sevastiani, a master of arms in Madrid, had taught in his fathers youth: and some were famous and some were little known. And all these passes, as he tried them one by one, his unknown antagonist parried. And for a moment Rodriguez feared that Morano would see those passes in which he trusted foiled by that unknown sword, and then he reflected that Morano knew nothing of the craft of the rapier, and with more content at that thought he parried thrusts that were strange to him. But something told Morano that in this fight the stranger was master and that along that pale-blue, moonlit, unknown sword lurked a sure death for Rodriguez. He moved from his place of vantage and was soon lost in large shadows; while the rapiers played and blade rippled on blade with a sound as though Death were gently sharpening his scythe in the dark. And now Rodriguez was giving ground, now his antagonist pressed him; thrusts that he believed invincible had failed; now he parried wearily and had at once to parry again; the unknown pressed on, was upon him, was scattering his weakening parries; drew back his rapier for a deadlier pass, learned in a secret school, in a hut on mountains he knew, and practised surely; and fell in a heap upon Rodriguez feet, struck full on the back of the head by Moranos frying-pan.

Most vile knave, shouted Rodriguez as he saw Morano before him with his frying-pan in his hand, and with something of the stupid expression that you see on the face of a dog that has done some foolish thing which it thinks will delight its master.

Master! I am your servant, said Morano.

Vile, miserable knave, replied Rodriguez.

Master, Morano said plaintively, shall I see to your comforts, your food, and not to your life?

Silence, thundered Rodriguez as he stooped anxiously to his antagonist, who was not unconscious but only very giddy and who now rose to his feet with the help of Rodriguez.

Alas, señor, said Rodriguez, the foul knave is my servant. He shall be flogged. He shall be flayed. His vile flesh shall be cut off him. Does the hurt pain you, señor? Sit and rest while I beat the knave, and then we will continue our meeting.

And he ran to his kerchief on which rested his mandolin and laid it upon the dust for the stranger.

No, no, said he. My head clears again. It is nothing.

But rest, señor, rest, said Rodriguez. It is always well to rest before an encounter. Rest while I punish the knave.

And he led him to where the kerchief lay on the ground. Let me see the hurt, señor, he continued. And the stranger removed his plumed hat as Rodriguez compelled him to sit down. He straightened out the hat as he sat, and the hurt was shown to be of no great consequence.

The blessed Saints be praised, Rodriguez said. It need not stop our encounter. But rest awhile, señor.

Indeed, it is nothing, he answered.

But the indignity is immeasurable, sighed Rodriguez. Would you care, señor, when you are well rested to give the chastisement yourself?

As far as that goes, said the stranger, I can chastise him now.

If you are fully recovered, señor, Rodriguez said, my own sword is at your disposal to beat him sore with the flat of it, or how you will. Thus no dishonour shall touch your sword from the skin of so vile a knave.

The stranger smiled: the idea appealed to him.

You make a noble amend, señor, he said as he bowed over Rodriguez proffered sword.

Morano had not moved far, but stood near, wondering. What should a servant do if not work for his master? he wondered. And how work for him when dead? And dead, as it seemed to Morano, through his own fault if he allowed any man to kill him when he perceived him about to do so. He stood there puzzled. And suddenly he saw the stranger coming angrily towards him in the clear moonlight with a sword. Morano was frightened.

As the hidalgo came up to him he stretched out his left hand to seize Morano by the shoulder. Up went the frying-pan, the stranger parried, but against a stroke that no school taught or knew, and for the second time he went down in the dust with a reeling head. Rodriguez turned toward Morano and said to him ... No, realism is all very well, and I know that my duty as author is to tell all that happened, and I could win mighty praise as a bold, unconventional writer; at the same time, some young lady will be reading all this next year in some far country, or in twenty years in England, and I would sooner she should not read what Rodriguez said. I do not, I trust, disappoint her. But the gist of it was that he should leave that place now and depart from his service for ever. And hearing those words Morano turned mournfully away and was at once lost in the darkness. While Rodriguez ran once more to help his fallen antagonist. Señor, señor, he said with an emotion that some wearing centuries and a cold climate have taught us not to show, and beyond those words he could find no more to say.

Giddy, only giddy, said the stranger.

A tear fell on his forehead as Rodriguez helped him to his feet.

Señor, Rodriguez said fervently, we will finish our encounter come what may. The knave is gone and ...

But I am somewhat giddy, said the other.

I will take off one of my shoes, said Rodriguez, leaving the other on. It will equalise our unsteadiness, and you shall not be disappointed in our encounter. Come, he added kindly.

I cannot see so clearly as before, the young hidalgo murmured.

I will bandage my right eye also, said Rodriguez, and if this cannot equalise it ...

It is a most fair offer, said the young man.

I could not bear that you should be disappointed of your encounter, Rodriguez said, by this spirit of Hell that has got itself clothed in fat and dares to usurp the dignity of man.

It is a right fair offer, the young man said again.

Rest yourself, señor, said Rodriguez, while I take off my shoe, and he indicated his kerchief which was still on the ground.

The stranger sat down a little wearily, and Rodriguez sitting upon the dust took off his left shoe. And now he began to think a little wistfully of the face that had shone from that balcony, where all was dark now in black shadow unlit by the moon. The emptiness of the balcony and its darkness oppressed him; for he could scarcely hope to survive an encounter with that swordsman, whose skill he now recognised as being of a different class from his own, a class of which he knew nothing. All his own feints and passes were known, while those of his antagonist had been strange and new, and he might well have even others. The strangers giddiness did not alter the situation, for Rodriguez knew that his handicap was fair and even generous. He believed he was near his grave, and could see no spark of light to banish that dark belief; yet more chances than we can see often guard us on such occasions. The absence of Serafina saddened him like a sorrowful sunset.

Rodriguez rose and limped with his one shoe off to the stranger, who was sitting upon his kerchief.

I will bandage my right eye now, señor, he said.

The young man rose and shook the dust from the kerchief and gave it to Rodriguez with a renewed expression of his gratitude at the fairness of the strange handicap. When Rodriguez had bandaged his eye the stranger returned his sword to him, which he had held in his hand since his effort to beat Morano, and drawing his own stepped back a few paces from him. Rodriguez took one hopeless look at the balcony, saw it as empty and as black as ever, then he faced his antagonist, waiting.

Bandage one eye, indeed! muttered Morano as he stepped up behind the stranger and knocked him down for the third time with a blow over the head from his frying-pan.

The young hidalgo dropped silently.

Rodriguez uttered one scream of anger and rushed at Morano with his sword. Morano had already started to run; and, knowing well that he was running for his life, he kept for awhile the start that he had of the rapier. Rodriguez knew that no plump man of over forty could last against his lithe speed long. He saw Morano clearly before him, then lost sight of him for a moment and ran confidently on pursuing. He ran on and on. And at last he recognised that Morano had slipped into the darkness, which lies always so near to the moonlight, and was not in front of him at all. So he returned to his fallen antagonist and found him breathing heavily where he fell, scarcely conscious. The third stroke of the frying-pan had done its work surely. Rodriguez fury died down, only because it is difficult to feel two emotions at once: it died down as pity took its place, though every now and then it would suddenly flare and fall again. He returned his sword and lifted the young hidalgo and carried him to the door of the house under which they had fought.

With one fist he beat on the door without putting the hurt man down, and continued to hit it until steps were heard, and bolts began to grumble, as though disturbed too early from their rusty sleep in stone sockets.

The door of the house with the balcony was opened by a servant who, when he saw who it was that Rodriguez carried, fled into the house in alarm, as one who runs with bad news. He carried one candle and, when he had disappeared with the steaming flame, Rodriguez found himself in a long hall lit by the moonlight only, which was looking in through the small contorted panes of the upper part of a high window. Alone with echoes and shadows Rodriguez carried the hurt man through the hall, who was muttering now as he came back to consciousness. And, as he went, there came to Rodriguez thoughts between wonder and hope, for he had had no thought at all when he beat on the door except to get shelter and help for the hurt man. At the end of the hall they came to an open door that led into a chamber partly shining with moonlight.

In there, said the man that he carried.

Rodriguez carried him in and laid him on a long couch at the end of the room. Large pictures of men in the blackness, out of the moons rays, frowned at Rodriguez mysteriously. He could not see their faces in the darkness, but he somehow knew they frowned. Two portraits that were clear in the moonlight eyed him with absolute apathy. So cold a welcome from that houses past generations boded no good to him from those that dwelt there today. Rodriguez knew that in carrying the hurt man there he helped at a Christian deed; and yet there was no putting the merits of the case against the omens that crowded the chamber, lurking along the edge of moonlight and darkness, disappearing and reappearing till the gloom was heavy with portent. The omens knew. In a weak voice and few words the hurt man thanked him, but the apathetic faces seemed to say What of that? And the frowning faces that he could not see still filled the darkness with anger.

And then from the end of the chamber, dressed in white, and all shining with moonlight, came Serafina.

Rodriguez in awed silence watched her come. He saw her pass through the moonlight and grow dimmer, and glide to the moonlight again that streamed through another window. A great dim golden circle appeared at the far end of the chamber whence she had come, as the servant returned with his candle and held it high to give light for Dona Serafina. But that one flame seemed to make the darkness only blacker; and for any cheerfulness it brought to the gloom it had better never have challenged those masses of darkness at all in that high chamber among the brooding portraits it seemed trivial, ephemeral, modern, ill able to cope with the power of ancient things, dead days and forgotten voices, which make their home in the darkness because the days that have usurped them have stolen the light of the sun.

And there the man stood holding his candle high, and the rays of the moon became more magical still beside that little mundane, flickering thing. And Serafina was moving through the moonlight as though its rays were her sisters, which she met noiselessly and brightly upon some island, as it seemed to Rodriguez, beyond the coasts of Earth, so quietly and so brightly did her slender figure move and so aloof from him appeared her eyes. And there came on Rodriguez that feeling that some deride and that others explain away, the feeling of which romance is mainly made and which is the aim and goal of all the earth. And his love for Serafina seemed to him not only to be an event in his life but to have some part in veiled and shadowy destinies and to have the blessing of most distant days: grey beards seemed to look out of graves in forgotten places to wag approval: hands seemed to beckon to him out of far-future times, where faces were smiling quietly: and, dreaming on further still, this vast approval that gave benediction to his hearts youthful fancy seemed to widen and widen like the gold of a summers evening or, the humming of bees in summer in endless rows of limes, until it became a part of the story of man. Spring days of his earliest memory seemed to have their part in it, as well as wonderful evenings of days that were yet to be, till his love for Serafina was one with the fate of earth; and, wandering far on their courses, he knew that the stars blessed it. But Serafina went up to the man on the couch with no look for Rodriguez.

With no look for Rodriguez she bent over the stricken hidalgo. He raised himself a little on one elbow. It is nothing, he said, Serafina.

Still she bent over him. He laid his head down again, but now with open and undimmed eyes. She put her hand to his forehead, she spoke in a low voice to him; she lavished upon him sympathy for which Rodriguez would have offered his head to swords; and all, thought Rodriguez for three blows from a knaves frying-pan: and his anger against Morano flared up again fiercely. Then there came another thought to him out of the shadows, where Serafina was standing all white, a figure of solace. Who was this man who so mysteriously blended with the other unknown things that haunted the gloom of that chamber? Why had he fought him at night? What was he to Serafina? Thoughts crowded up to him from the interior of the darkness, sombre and foreboding as the shadows that nursed them. He stood there never daring to speak to Serafina; looking for permission to speak, such as a glance might give. And no glance came.

And now, as though soothed by her beauty, the hurt man closed his eyes. Serafina stood beside him anxious and silent, gleaming in that dim place. The servant at the far end of the chamber still held his one candle high, as though some light of earth were needed against the fantastic moon, which if unopposed would give everything over to magic. Rodriguez stood there, scarcely breathing. All was silent. And then through the door by which Serafina had come, past that lonely, golden, moon-defying candle, all down the long room across moonlight and blackness, came the lady of the house, Serafinas mother. She came, as Serafina came, straight toward the man on the couch, giving no look to Rodriguez, walking something as Serafina walked, with the same poise, the same dignity, though the years had carried away from her the grace Serafina had: so that, though you saw that they were mother and daughter, the elder lady called to mind the lovely things of earth, large gardens at evening, statues dim in the dusk, summer and whatsoever binds us to earthly things; but Serafina turned Rodriguez thoughts to the twilight in which he first saw her, and he pictured her native place as far from here, in mellow fields near the moon, wherein she had walked on twilight outlasting any we know, with all delicate things of our fancy, too fair for the rugged earth.

As the lady approached the couch upon which the young man was lying, and still no look was turned towards Rodriguez, his young dreams fled as butterflies sailing high in the heat of June that are suddenly plunged in night by a total eclipse of the sun. He had never spoken to Serafina, or seen before her mother, and they did not know his name; he knew that he, Rodriguez, had no claim to a welcome. But his dreams had flocked so much about Serafinas face, basking so much in her beauty, that they now fell back dying; and when a mans dreams die what remains, if he lingers awhile behind them?

Rodriguez suddenly felt that his left shoe was off and his right eye still bandaged, things that he had not noticed while his only thought was for the man he carried to shelter, but torturing his consciousness now that he thought of himself. He opened his lips to explain; but before words came to him, looking at the face of Serafinas mother, standing now by the couch, he felt that, not knowing how, he had somehow wronged the Penates of this house, or whatever was hid in the dimness of that long chamber, by carrying in this young man there to rest from his hurt.

Rodriguez depression arose from these causes, but having arisen, it grew of its own might: he had had nothing to eat since morning, and in the favouring atmosphere of hunger his depression grew gigantic. He opened his lips once more to say farewell, was oppressed by all manner of thoughts that held him dumb, and turned away in silence and left the house. Outside he recovered his mandolin and his shoe. He was tired with the weariness of defeated dreams that slept in his spirit exhausted, rather than with any fatigue his young muscles had from the journey. He needed sleep; he looked at the shuttered houses; then at the soft dust of the road in which dogs lay during the daylight. But the dust was near to his mood, so he lay down where he had fought the unknown hidalgo. A light wind wandered the street like a visitor come to the village out of a friendly valley, but Rodriguez four days on the roads had made him familiar with all wandering things, and the breeze on his forehead troubled him not at all: before it had wearied of wandering in the night Rodriguez had fallen asleep. Just by the edge of sleep, upon which side he knew not, he heard the window of the balcony creak, and looked up wide awake all in a moment. But nothing stirred in the darkness of the balcony and the window was fast shut. So whatever sound came from the window came not from its opening but shutting: for a while he wondered; and then his tired thoughts rested, and that was sleep.

A light rain woke Rodriguez, drizzling upon his face; the first light rain that had fallen in a romantic tale. Storms there had been, lashing oaks to terrific shapes seen at night by flashes of lightning, through which villains rode abroad or heroes sought shelter at midnight; hurricanes there had been, flapping huge cloaks, fierce hail and copious snow; but until now no drizzle. It was morning; dawn was old; and pale and grey and unhappy.

The balcony above him, still empty, scarcely even held romance now. Rain dripped from it sadly. Its cheerless bareness seemed worse than the most sinister shadows of night.

And then Rodriguez saw a rose lying on the ground beside him. And for all the dreams, fancies, and hopes that leaped up in Rodriguez mind, rising and falling and fading, one thing alone he knew and all the rest was mystery: the rose had lain there before the rain had fallen. Beneath the rose was white dust, while all around it the dust was turning grey with rain.

Rodriguez tried to guess how long the rain had fallen. The rose may have lain beside him all night long. But the shadows of mystery receded no farther than this one fact that the rose was there before the rain began. No sign of any kind came from the house.

Rodriguez put the rose safe under his coat, wrapped in the kerchief that had guarded the mandolin, to carry it far from Lowlight, through places familiar with roses and places strange to them; but it remained for him a thing of mystery until a day far from then.

Sadly he left the house in the sad rain, marching away alone to look for his wars.


THE SEVENTH CHRONICLE

HOW HE CAME TO SHADOW VALLEY

Rodriguez still believed it to be the duty of any Christian man to kill Morano. Yet, more than comfort, more than dryness, he missed Moranos cheerful chatter, and his philosophy into which all occasions so easily slipped. Upon his first days journey all was new; the very anemones kept him company; but now he made the discovery that lonely roads are long.

When he had suggested food or rest Morano had fallen in with his wishes; when he had suggested winning a castle in vague wars Morano had agreed with him. Now he had dismissed Morano and had driven him away at the rapiers point. There was no one now either to cook his food or to believe in the schemes his ambition made. There was no one now to speak of the wars as the natural end of the journey. Alone in the rain the wars seemed far away and castles hard to come by. The unromantic rain in which no dreams thrive fell on and on.

The village of Lowlight was some way behind him, as he went with mournful thoughts through the drizzling rain, when he caught the smell of bacon. He looked for a house but the plain was bare except for small bushes. He looked up wind, which was blowing from the west, whence came the unmistakable smell of bacon: and there was a small fire smoking greyly against a bush; and the fat figure crouching beside it, although the face was averted, was clearly none but Morano. And when Rodriguez saw that he was tenderly holding the infamous frying-pan, the very weapon that had done the accursed deed, then he almost felt righteous anger; but that frying-pan held other memories too, and Rodriguez felt less fury than what he thought he felt. As for killing Morano, Rodriguez believed, or thought he believed, that he was too far from the road for it to be possible to overtake him to mete out his just punishment. As for the bacon, Rodriguez scorned it and marched on down the road. Now one side of the frying-pan was very hot, for it was tilted a little and the lard had run sideways. By tilting it back again slowly Morano could make the fat run back bit by bit over the heated metal, and whenever it did so it sizzled. He now picked up the frying-pan and one log that was burning well and walked parallel with Rodriguez. He was up-wind of him, and whenever the bacon-fat sizzled Rodriguez caught the smell of it. A small matter to inspire thoughts; but Rodriguez had eaten nothing since the morning before, and ideas surged through his head; and though they began with moral indignation they adapted themselves more and more to hunger, until there came the idea that since his money had bought the bacon the food was rightfully his, and he had every right to eat it wherever he found it. So much can slaves sometimes control the master, and the body rule the brain.

So Rodriguez suddenly turned and strode up to Morano. My bacon, he said.

Master, Morano said, for it was beginning to cool, let me make another small fire.

Knave, call me not master, said Rodriguez.

Morano, who knew when speech was good, was silent now, and blew on the smouldering end of the log he carried and gathered a handful of twigs and shook the rain off them; and soon had a small fire again, warming the bacon. He had nothing to say which bacon could not say better. And when Rodriguez had finished up the bacon he carefully reconsidered the case of Morano, and there were points in it which he had not thought of before. He reflected that for the execution of knaves a suitable person was provided. He should perhaps give Morano up to la Garda. His next thought was where to find la Garda. And easily enough another thought followed that one, which was that although on foot and still some way behind four of la Garda were trying to find him. Rodriguez mind, which was looking at life from the point of view of a judge, changed somewhat at this thought. He reflected next that, for the prevention of crime, to make Morano see the true nature of his enormity so that he should never commit it again might after all be as good as killing him. So what we call his better nature, his calmer judgment, decided him now to talk to Morano and not to kill him: but Morano, looking back upon this merciful change, always attributed it to fried bacon.

Morano, said Rodriguez better nature, to offend the laws of Chivalry is to have against you the swords of all true men.

Master, Morano said, that were dreadful odds.

And rightly, said Rodriguez.

Master, said Morano, I will keep those laws henceforth. I may cook bacon for you when you are hungry, I may brush the dust from your cloak, I may see to your comforts. This Chivalry forbids none of that. But when I see anyone trying to kill you, master; why, kill you he must, and welcome.

Not always, said Rodriguez somewhat curtly, for it struck him that Morano spoke somehow too lightly of sacred things.

Not always? asked Morano.

No, said Rodriguez.

Master, I implore you tell me, said Morano, when they may kill you and when they may not, so that I may never offend again.

Rodriguez cast a swift glance at him but found his face so full of puzzled anxiety that he condescended to do what Morano had asked, and began to explain to him the rudiments of the laws of Chivalry.

In the wars, he said, you may defend me whoever assails me, or if robbers or any common persons attack me, but if I arrange a meeting with a gentleman, and any knave basely interferes, then is he damned hereafter as well as accursed now; for, the laws of Chivalry being founded on true religion, the penalty for their breach is by no means confined to this world.

Master, replied Morano thoughtfully, if I be not damned already I will avoid those fires of Hell; and none shall kill you that you have not chosen to kill you, and those that you choose shall kill you whenever you have a mind.

Rodriguez opened his lips to correct Morano but reflected that, though in his crude and base-born way, he had correctly interpreted the law so far as his mind was able.

So he briefly said Yes, and rose and returned to the road, giving Morano no order to follow him; and this was the last concession he made to the needs of Chivalry on account of the sin of Morano. Morano gathered up the frying-pan and followed Rodriguez, and when they came to the road he walked behind him in silence.

For three or four miles they walked thus, Morano knowing that he followed on sufferance and calling no attention to himself with his garrulous tongue. But at the end of an hour the rain lifted; and with the coming out of the sun Morano talked again.

Master, he said, the next man that you choose to kill you, let him be one too base-born to know the tricks of the rapier, too ignorant to do aught but wish you well, some poor fat fool over forty who shall be too heavy to elude your rapiers point and too elderly for it to matter when you kill him at your Chivalry, the best of life being gone already at forty-five.

There is timber here, said Rodriguez. We will have some more bacon while you dry my cloak over a fire.

Thus he acknowledged Morano again for his servant but never acknowledged that in Moranos words he had understood any poor sketch of Moranos self, or that the words went to his heart.

Timber, Master? said Morano, though it did not need Rodriguez to point out the great oaks that now began to stand beside their journey, but he saw that the other matter was well and thus he left well alone.

Rodriguez waved an arm towards the great trees. Yes, indeed, said Morano, and began to polish up the frying-pan as he walked.

Rodriguez, who missed little, caught a glimpse of tears in Moranos eyes, for all that his head was turned downward over the frying-pan; yet he said nothing, for he knew that forgiveness was all that Morano needed, and that he had now given him: and it was much to give, reflected Rodriguez, for so great a crime, and dismissed the matter from his mind.

And now their road dipped downhill, and they passed a huge oak and then another. More and more often now they met these solitary giants, till their view began to be obscured by them. The road dwindled till it was no better than a track, the earth beside it was wild and rocky; Rodriguez wondered to what manner of land he was coming. But continually the branches of some tree obscured his view and the only indication he had of it was from the road he trod, which seemed to tell him that men came here seldom. Beyond every huge tree that they passed as they went downhill Rodriguez hoped to get a better view, but always there stood another to close the vista. It was some while before he realised that he had entered a forest. They were come to Shadow Valley.

The grandeur of this place, penetrated by shafts of sunlight, coloured by flashes of floating butterflies, filled by the chaunt of birds rising over the long hum of insects, lifted the fallen spirits of Rodriguez as he walked on through the morning.

He still would not have exchanged his rose for the whole forest; but in the mighty solemnity of the forest his mourning for the lady that he feared he had lost no longer seemed the only solemn thing: indeed, the sombre forest seemed well attuned to his mood; and what complaint have we against Fate wherever this is so. His mood was one of tragic loss, the defeat of an enterprise that his hopes had undertaken, to seize victory on the apex of the world, to walk all his days only just outside the edge of Paradise, for no less than that his hopes and his first love promised each other; and then he walked despairing in small rain. In this mood Fate had led him to solemn old oaks standing huge among shadows; and the grandeur of their grey grip on the earth that had been theirs for centuries was akin to the grandeur of the high hopes he had had, and his despair was somehow soothed by the shadows. And then the impudent birds seemed to say Hope again.

They walked for miles into the forest and lit a fire before noon, for Rodriguez had left Lowlight very early. And by it Morano cooked bacon again and dried his masters cloak. They ate the bacon and sat by the fire till all their clothes were dry, and when the flames from the great logs fell and only embers glowed they sat there still, with hands spread to the warmth of the embers; for to those who wander a fire is food and rest and comfort. Only as the embers turned grey did they throw earth over their fire and continue their journey. Their road grew smaller and the forest denser.

They had walked some miles from the place where they lit their fire, when a somewhat unmistakable sound made Rodriguez look ahead of him. An arrow had struck a birch tree on the right side, ten or twelve paces in front of him; and as he looked up another struck it from the opposite side just level with the first; the two were sticking in it ten feet or so from the ground. Rodriguez drew his sword. But when a third arrow went over his head from behind and struck the birch tree, whut! just between the other two, he perceived, as duller minds could have done, that it was a hint, and he returned his sword and stood still. Morano questioned his master with his eyes, which were asking what was to be done next. But Rodriguez shrugged his shoulders: there was no fighting with an invisible foe that could shoot like that. That much Morano knew, but he did not know that there might not be some law of Chivalry that would demand that Rodriguez should wave his sword in the air or thrust at the birch tree until someone shot him. When there seemed to be no such rule Morano was well content. And presently men came quietly on to the road from different parts of the wood. They were dressed in brown leather and wore leaf-green hats, and round each ones neck hung a disk of engraved copper. They came up to the travellers carrying bows, and the leader said to Rodriguez:

Señor, all travellers here bring tribute to the King of Shadow Valley, at the mention of whom all touched hats and bowed their heads. What do you bring us?

Rodriguez thought of no answer; but after a moment he said, for the sake of loyalty: I know one king only.

There is only one king in Shadow Valley, said the bowman.

He brings a tribute of emeralds, said another, looking at Rodriguez scabbard. And then they searched him and others search Morano. There were eight or nine of them, all in their leaf-green hats, with ribbons round their necks of the same colour to hold the copper disks. They took a gold coin from Morano and grey greasy pieces of silver. One of them took his frying-pan; but he looked so pitifully at them as he said simply, I starve, that the frying-pan was restored to him.

They unbuckled Rodriguez belt and took from him sword and scabbard and three gold pieces from his purse. Next they found the gold piece that was hanging round his neck, still stuffed inside his clothes where he had put it when he was riding. Having examined it they put it back inside his clothes, while the leader rebuckled his sword-belt about his waist and returned him his three gold-pieces.

Others returned his money to Morano. Master, said the leader, bowing to Rodriguez, his green hat in hand, under our King, the forest is yours.

Morano was pleased to hear this respect paid to his master, but Rodriguez was so surprised that he who was never curt without reason found no more to say than Why?

Because we are your servants, said the other.

Who are you? asked Rodriguez.

We are the green bowmen, master, he said, who hold this forest against all men for our King.

And who is he? said Rodriguez.

And the bowman answered: The King of Shadow Valley, at which the others all touched hats and bowed heads again. And Rodriguez seeing that the mystery would grow no clearer for any information to be had from them said: Conduct me to your king.

That, master, we cannot do, said the chief of the bowmen. There be many trees in this forest, and behind any one of them he holds his court. When he needs us there is his clear horn. But when men need him who knows which shadow is his of all that lie in the forest? Whether or not there was anything interesting in the mystery, to Rodriguez it was merely annoying; and finding it grew no clearer he turned his attention to shelter for the night, to which all travellers give a thought at least once, between noon and sunset.

Is there any house on this road, señor, he said, in which we could rest the night?

Ten miles from here, said he, and not far from the road you take is the best house we have in the forest. It is yours, master, for as long as you honour it.

Come then, said Rodriguez, and I thank you, señor.

So they all started together, Rodriguez with the leader going in front and Morano following with all the bowmen. And soon the bowmen were singing songs of the forest, hunting songs, songs of the winter; and songs of the long summer evenings, songs of love. Cheered by this merriment, the miles slipped by.

And Rodriguez gathered from the songs they sang something of what they were and of how they lived in the forest, living amongst the woodland creatures till these mens ways were almost as their ways; killing what they needed for food but protecting the woodland things against all others; straying out amongst the villages in summer evenings, and always welcome; and owning no allegiance but to the King of the Shadow Valley.

And the leader told Rodriguez that his name was Miguel Threegeese, given him on account of an exploit in his youth when he lay one night with his bow by one of the great pools in the forest, where the geese come in winter. He said the forest was a hundred miles long, lying mostly along a great valley, which they were crossing. And once they had owned allegiance to kings of Spain, but now to none but the King of the Shadow Valley, for the King of Spains men had once tried to cut some of the forest down, and the forest was sacred.

Behind him the men sang on of woodland things, and of cottage gardens in the villages: with singing and laughter they came to their journeys end. A cottage as though built by peasants with boundless material stood in the forest. It was a thatched cottage built in the peasants way but of enormous size. The leader entered first and whispered to those within, who rose and bowed to Rodriguez as he entered, twenty more bowmen who had been sitting at a table. One does not speak of the banqueting-hall of a cottage, but such it appeared, for it occupied more than half of the cottage and was as large as the banqueting-hall of any castle. It was made of great beams of oak, and high at either end just under the thatch were windows with their little square panes of bulging bluish glass, which at that time was rare in Spain. A table of oak ran down the length of it, cut from a single tree, polished and dark from the hands of many men that had sat at it. Boar spears hung on the wall, great antlers and boars tusks and, carved in the oak of the wall and again on a high, dark chair that stood at the end of the long table empty, a crown with oak leaves that Rodriguez recognised. It was the same as the one that was cut on his gold coin, which he had given no further thought to, riding to Lowlight, and which the face of Serafina had driven from his mind altogether. But, he said, and then was silent, thinking to learn more by watching than by talking. And his companions of the road came in and all sat down on the benches beside the ample table, and a brew was brought, a kind of pale mead, that they called forest water. And all drank; and, sitting at the table, watching them more closely than he could as he walked in the forest, Rodriguez saw by the sunlight that streamed in low through one window that on the copper disks they wore round their necks on green ribbon the design was again the same. It was much smaller than his on the gold coin but the same strange leafy crown. Wear it as you go through Shadow Valley, he now seemed to remember the man saying to him who put it round his neck. But why? Clearly because it was the badge of this band of men. And this other man was one of them.

His eyes strayed back to the great design on the wall. The crown of the forest, said Miguel as he saw his eyes wondering at it, as you doubtless know, señor.

Why should he know? Of course because he bore the design himself. Who wears it? said Rodriguez.

The King of Shadow Valley.

Morano was without curiosity; he did not question good drink; he sat at the table with a cup of horn in his hand, as happy as though he had come to his masters castle, though that had not yet been won.

The sun sank under the oaks, filling the hall with a ruddy glow, turning the boar spears scarlet and reddening the red faces of the merry men of the bow.

A dozen of the men went out; to relieve the guard in the forest, Miguel explained. And Rodriguez learned that he had come through a line of sentries without ever seeing one. Presently a dozen others came in from their posts and unslung their bows and laid them on pegs on the wall and sat down at the table. Whereat there were whispered words and they all rose and bowed to Rodriguez. And Rodriguez had caught the words A prince of the forest. What did it mean?

Soon the long hall grew dim, and his love for the light drew Rodriguez out to watch the sunset. And there was the sun under indescribable clouds, turning huge and yellow among the trunks of the trees and casting glory munificently down glades. It set, and the western sky became blood-red and lilac: from the other end of the sky the moon peeped out of night. A hush came and a chill, and a glory of colour, and a dying away of light; and in the hush the mystery of the great oaks became magical. A blackbird blew a tune less of this earth than of fairy-land.

Rodriguez wished that he could have had a less ambition than to win a castle in the wars, for in those glades and among those oaks he felt that happiness might be found under roofs of thatch. But having come by his ambition he would not desert it.

Now rushlights were lit in the great cottage and the window of the long room glowed yellow. A fountain fell in the stillness that he had not heard before. An early nightingale tuned a tentative note. The forest is fair, is it not? said Miguel.

Rodriguez had no words to say. To turn into words the beauty that was now shining in his thoughts, reflected from the evening there, was no easier than for wood to reflect all that is seen in the mirror.

You love the forest, he said at last.

Master, said Miguel, it is the only land in which we should live our days. There are cities and roads but man is not meant for them. I know not, master, what God intends about us; but in cities we are against the intention at every step, while here, why, we drift along with it.

I, too, would live here always, said Rodriguez.

The house is yours, said Miguel. And Rodriguez answered: I go tomorrow to the wars.

They turned round then and walked slowly back to the cottage, and entered the candlelight and the loud talk of many men out of the hush of the twilight. But they passed from the room at once by a door on the left, and came thus to a large bedroom, the only other room in the cottage.

Your room, master, said Miguel Threegeese.

It was not so big as the hall where the bowmen sat, but it was a goodly room. The bed was made of carved wood, for there were craftsmen in the forest, and a hunt went all the way round it with dogs and deer. Four great posts held a canopy over it: they were four young birch-trees seemingly still wearing their bright bark, but this had been painted on their bare timber by some woodland artist. The chairs had not the beauty of the great ages of furniture, but they had a dignity that the age of commerce has not dreamed of. Each one was carved out of a single block of wood: there was no join in them anywhere. One of them lasts to this day.

The skins of deer covered the long walls. There were great basins and jugs of earthenware. All was forest-made. The very shadows whispering among themselves in corners spoke of the forest. The room was rude; but being without ornament, except for the work of simple craftsmen, it had nothing there to offend the sense of right of anyone entering its door, by any jarring conflict with the purposes and traditions of the land in which it stood. All the woodland spirits might have entered there, and slept  if spirits sleep  in the great bed, and left at dawn unoffended. In fact that age had not yet learned vulgarity.

When Miguel Threegeese left Morano entered.

Master, he said, they are making a banquet for you.

Good, said Rodriguez. We will eat it. And he waited to hear what Morano had come to say, for he could see that it was more than this.

Master, said Morano, I have been talking with the bowman. And they will give you whatever you ask. They are good people, master, and they will give you all things, whatever you asked of them.

Rodriguez would not show to his servant that it all still puzzled him.

They are very amiable men, he said.

Master, said Morano, coming to the point, that Garda, they will have walked after us. They must be now in Lowlight. They have all to-night to get new shoes on their horses. And to-morrow, master, to-morrow, if we be still on foot...

Rodriguez was thinking. Morano seemed to him to be talking sense.

You would like another ride? he said to Morano.

Master, he answered, riding is horrible. But the public garrotter, he is a bad thing too. And he meditatively stroked the bristles under his chin.

They would give us horses? said Rodriguez.

Anything, master, I am sure of it. They are good people.

Theyll have news of the road by which they left Lowlight, said Rodriguez reflectively. They say la Garda dare not enter the forest, Morano continued, but thirty miles from here the forest ends. They could ride round while we go through.

They would give us horses? said Rodriguez again.

Surely, said Morano.

And then Rodriguez asked where they cooked the banquet, since he saw that there were only two rooms in the great cottage and his inquiring eye saw no preparations for cooking about the fireplace of either. And Morano pointed through a window at the back of the room to another cottage among the trees, fifty paces away. A red glow streamed from its windows, growing strong in the darkening forest.

That is their kitchen, master, he said. The whole house is kitchen. His eyes looked eagerly at it, for, though he loved bacon, he welcomed the many signs of a dinner of boundless variety.

As he and his master returned to the long hall great plates of polished wood were being laid on the table. They gave Rodriguez a place on the right of the great chair that had the crown of the forest carved on the back.

Whose chair is that? said Rodriguez.

The King of Shadow Valley, they said.

He is not here then, said Rodriguez.

Who knows? said a bowman.

It is his chair, said another; his place is ready. None knows the ways of the King of Shadow Valley.

He comes sometimes at this hour, said a third, as the boar comes to Heather Pool at sunset. But not always. None knows his ways.

If they caught the King, said another, the forest would perish. None loves it as he, none knows its ways as he, no other could so defend it.

Alas, said Miguel, some day when he be not here they will enter the forest. All knew whom he meant by they. And the goodly trees will go. He spoke as a man foretelling the end of the world; and, as men to whom no less was announced, the others listened to him. They all loved Shadow Valley.

In this mans time, so they told Rodriguez, none entered the forest to hurt it, no tree was cut except by his command, and venturous men claiming rights from others than him seldom laid axe long to tree before he stood near, stepping noiselessly from among shadows of trees as though he were one of their spirits coming for vengeance on man.

All this they told Rodriguez, but nothing definite they told of their king, where he was yesterday, where he might be now; and any questions he asked of such things seemed to offend a law of the forest.

And then the dishes were carried in, to Moranos great delight: with wide blue eyes he watched the produce of that mighty estate coming in through the doorway cooked. Boars heads, woodcock, herons, plates full of fishes, all manner of small eggs, a roe-deer and some rabbits, were carried in by procession. And the men set to with their ivory-handled knives, each handle being the whole tusk of a boar. And with their eating came merriment and tales of past huntings and talk of the forest and stories of the King of Shadow Valley.

And always they spoke of him not only with respect but also with the discretion, Rodriguez thought, of men that spoke of one who might be behind them at that moment, and one who tolerated no trifling with his authority. Then they sang songs again, such as Rodriguez had heard on the road, and their merry lives passed clearly before his mind again, for we live in our songs as no men live in histories. And again Rodriguez lamented his hard ambition and his long, vague journey, turning away twice from happiness; once in the village of Lowlight where happiness deserted him, and here in the goodly forest where he jilted happiness. How well could he and Morano live as two of this band, he thought; leaving all cares in cities: for there dwelt cares in cities even then. Then he put the thought away. And as the evening wore away with merry talk and with song, Rodriguez turned to Miguel and told him how it was with la Garda and broached the matter of horses. And while the others sang Miguel spoke sadly to him. Master, he said, la Garda shall never take you in Shadow Valley, yet if you must leave us to make your fortune in the wars, though your fortune waits you here, there be many horses in the forest, and you and your servant shall have the best.

Tomorrow morning, señor? said Rodriguez.

Even so, said Miguel.

And how shall I send them to you again? said Rodriguez.

Master, they are yours, said Miguel.

But this Rodriguez would not have, for as yet he only guessed what claim at all he had upon Shadow Valley, his speculations being far more concerned with the identity of the hidalgo that he had fought the night before, how he concerned Serafina, who had owned the rose that he carried: in fact his mind was busy with such studies as were proper to his age. And at last they decided between them on the house of a lowland smith, who was the furthest man that the bowmen knew who was secretly true to their king. At his house Rodriguez and Morano should leave the horses. He dwelt sixty miles from the northern edge of the forest, and would surely give Rodriguez fresh horses if he possessed them, for he was a true man to the bowman. His name was Gonzalez and he dwelt in a queer green house.

They turned then to listen a moment to a hunting song that all the bowmen were singing about the death of a boar. Its sheer merriment constrained them. Then Miguel spoke again. You should not leave the forest, he said sadly.

Rodriguez sighed: it was decided. Then Miguel told him of his road, which ran north-eastward and would one day bring him out of Spain. He told him how towns on the way, and the river Ebro, and with awe and reverence he spoke of the mighty Pyrenees. And then Rodriguez rose, for the start was to be at dawn, and walked quietly through the singing out of the hall to the room where the great bed was. And soon he slept, and his dreams joined in the endless hunt through Shadow Valley that was carved all round the timbers of his bed.

All too soon he heard voices, voices far off at first, to which he drew nearer and nearer; thus he woke grudgingly out of the deeps of sleep. It was Miguel and Morano calling him.

When at length he reached the hall all the merriment of the evening was gone from it but the sober beauty of the forest flooded in through both windows with early sunlight and bird-song; so that it had not the sad appearance of places in which we have rejoiced, when we revisit them next day or next generation and find them all deserted by dance and song.

Rodriguez ate his breakfast while the bowmen waited with their bows all strung by the door. When he was ready they all set off in the early light through the forest.

Rodriguez did not criticise his ambition; it sailed too high above his logic for that; but he regretted it, as he went through the beauty of the forest among these happy men. But we must all have an ambition, and Rodriguez stuck to the one he had. He had another, but it was an ambition with weak wings that could not come to hope. It depended upon the first. If he could win a castle in the wars he felt that he might even yet hope towards Lowlight.

Little was said, and Rodriguez was all alone with his thoughts. In two hours they met a bowman holding two horses. They had gone eight miles.

Farewell to the forest, said Miguel to Rodriguez. There was almost a query in his voice. Would Rodriguez really leave them? it seemed to say.

Farewell, he answered.

Morano too had looked sideways towards his master, seeming almost to wonder what his answer would be: when it came he accepted it and walked to the horses. Rodriguez mounted: willing hands helped up Morano. Farewell, said Miguel once more. And all the bowmen shouted Farewell.

Make my farewell, said Rodriguez, to the King of Shadow Valley.

A twig cracked in the forest.

Hark, said Miguel. Maybe that was a boar.

I cannot wait to hunt, said Rodriguez, for I have far to go.

Maybe, said Miguel, it was the Kings farewell to you.

Rodriguez looked into the forest and saw nothing.

Farewell, he said again. The horses were fresh and he let his go. Morano lumbered behind him. In two miles they came to the edge of the forest and up a rocky hill, and so to the plains again, and one more adventure lay behind them. Rodriguez turned round once on the high ground and took a long look back on the green undulations of peace. The forest slept there as though empty of men.

Then they rode. In the first hour, easily cantering, they did ten miles. Then they settled down to what those of our age and country and occupation know as a hound-jog, which is seven miles an hour. And after two hours they let the horses rest. It was the hour of the frying-pan. Morano, having dismounted, stretched himself dolefully; then he brought out all manner of meats. Rodriguez looked wonderingly at them.

For the wars, master, said Morano. To whatever wars they went, the green bowmen seemed to have supplied an ample commissariat.

They ate. And Rodriguez thought of the wars, for the thought of Serafina made him sad, and his rejection of the life of the forest saddened him too; so he sought to draw from the future the comfort that he could not get from the past.

They mounted again and rode again for three hours, till they saw very far off on a hill a village that Miguel had told them was fifty miles from the forest.

We rest the night there, said Rodriguez pointing, though it was yet seven or eight miles away.

All the Saints be praised, said Morano.

They dismounted then and went on foot, for the horses were weary. At evening they rode slowly into the village. At an inn whose hospitable looks were as cheerfully unlike the Inn of the Dragon and Knight as possible, they demanded lodging for all four. They went first to the stable, and when the horses had been handed over to the care of a groom they returned to the inn, and mine host and Rodriguez had to help Morano up the three steps to the door, for he had walked nine miles that day and ridden fifty and he was too weary to climb the steps.

And later Rodriguez sat down alone to his supper at a table well and variously laden, for the doors of mine hosts larder were opened wide in his honour; but Rodriguez ate sparingly, as do weary men.

And soon he sought his bed. And on the old echoing stairs as he and mine host ascended they met Morano leaning against the wall. What shall I say of Morano? Reader, your sympathy is all ready to go out to the poor, weary man. He does not entirely deserve it, and shall not cheat you of it. Reader, Morano was drunk. I tell you this sorry truth rather than that the knave should have falsely come by your pity. And yet he is dead now over three hundred years, having had his good time to the full. Does he deserve your pity on that account? Or your envy? And to whom or what would you give it? Well, anyhow, he deserved no pity for being drunk. And yet he was thirsty, and too tired to eat, and sore in need of refreshment, and had had no more cause to learn to shun good wine than he had had to shun the smiles of princesses; and there the good wine had been, sparkling beside him merrily.

And now, why now, fatigued as he had been an hour or so ago (but time had lost its tiresome, restless meaning), now he stood firm while all things and all men staggered.

Morano, said Rodriguez as he passed that foolish figure, we go sixty miles to-morrow.

Sixty, master? said Morano. A hundred: two hundred.

It is best to rest now, said his master.

Two hundred, master, two hundred, Morano replied.

And then Rodriguez left him, and heard him muttering his challenge to distance still, Two hundred, two hundred, till the old stairway echoed with it.

And so he came to his chamber, of which he remembered little, for sleep lurked there and he was soon with dreams, faring further with them than my pen can follow.


THE EIGHTH CHRONICLE

HOW HE TRAVELLED FAR

One blackbird on a twig near Rodriguez window sang, then there were fifty singing, and morning arose over Spain all golden and wonderful.

Rodriguez descended and found mine host rubbing his hands by his good table, with a look on his face that seemed to welcome the day and to find good auguries concerning it. But Morano looked as one that, having fallen from some far better place, is ill-content with earth and the mundane way.

He had scorned breakfast; but Rodriguez breakfasted. And soon the two were bidding mine host farewell. They found their horses saddled, they mounted at once, and rode off slowly in the early day. The horses were tired and, slowly trotting and walking, and sometimes dismounting and dragging the horses on, it was nearly two hours before they had done ten miles and come to the house of the smith in a rocky village: the street was cobbled and the houses were all of stone.

The early sparkle had gone from the dew, but it was still morning, and many a man but now sat down to his breakfast, as they arrived and beat on the door.

Gonzalez the smith opened it, a round and ruddy man past fifty, a citizen following a reputable trade, but once, ah once, a bowman.

Señor, said Rodriguez, our horses are weary. We have been told you will change them for us.

Who told you that? said Gonzalez.

The green bowmen in Shadow Valley, the young man answered.

As a meteor at night lights up with its greenish glare flowers and blades of grass, twisting long shadows behind them, lights up lawns and bushes and the deep places of woods, scattering quiet night for a moment, so the unexpected answer of Rodriguez lit memories in the mind of the smith all down the long years; and a twinkle and a sparkle of those memories dancing in woods long forsaken flashed from his eyes.

The green bowmen, señor, said Gonzalez. Ah, Shadow Valley!

We left it yesterday, said Rodriguez.

When Gonzalez heard this he poured forth questions. The forest, señor; how is it now with the forest? Do the boars still drink at Heather Pool? Do the geese go still to Greatmarsh? They should have come early this year. How is it with Larios, Raphael, Migada? Who shoots woodcock now?

The questions flowed on past answering, past remembering: he had not spoken of the forest for years. And Rodriguez answered as such questions are always answered, saying that all was well, and giving Gonzalez some little detail of some trifling affair of the forest, which he treasured as small shells are treasured in inland places when travellers bring them from the sea; but all that he heard of the forest seemed to the smith like something gathered on a far shore of time. Yes, he had been a bowman once.

But he had no horses. One horse that drew a cart, but no horses for riding at all. And Rodriguez thought of the immense miles lying between him and the foreign land, keeping him back from his ambition; they all pressed on his mind at once. The smith was sorry, but he could not make horses.

Show him your coin, master, said Morano.

Ah, a small token, said Rodriguez, drawing it forth still on its green ribbon under his clothing. The bowmans badge, is it not?

Gonzalez looked at it, then looked at Rodriguez.

Master, he said, you shall have your horses. Give me time: you shall have them. Enter, master. And he bowed and widely opened the door. If you will breakfast in my house while I go to the neighbours you shall have some horses, master.

So they entered the house, and the smith with many bows gave the travellers over to the care of his wife, who saw from her husbands manner that these were persons of importance and as such she treated them both, and as such entertained them to their second breakfast. And this meant they ate heartily, as travellers can, who can go without a breakfast or eat two; and those who dwell in cities can do neither.

And while the plump dame did them honour they spoke no word of the forest, for they knew not what place her husbands early years had in her imagination.

They had barely finished their meal when the sound of hooves on cobbles was heard and Gonzalez beat on the door. They all went to the door and found him there with two horses. The horses were saddled and bridled. They fixed the stirrups to please them, then the travellers mounted at once. Rodriguez made his grateful farewell to the wife of the smith: then, turning to Gonzalez, he pointed to the two tired horses which had waited all the while with their reins thrown over a hook on the wall.

Let the owner of these have them till his own come back, he said, and added: How far may I take these?

They are good horses, said the smith.

Yes, said Rodriguez.

They could do fifty miles to-day, Gonzalez continued, and to-morrow, why, forty, or a little more.

And where will that bring me? said Rodriguez, pointing to the straight road which was going his way, north-eastward.

That, said Gonzalez, that should bring you some ten or twenty miles short of Saspe.

And where shall I leave the horses? Rodriguez asked.

Master, Gonzalez said, in any village where there be a smith, if you say these are the horses of the smith Gonzalez, who will come for them one day from here, they will take them in for you, master.

But, and Gonzalez walked a little away from his wife, and the horses walked and he went beside them, north of here none knows the bowmen. You will get no fresh horses, master. What will you do?

Walk, said Rodriguez.

Then they said farewell, and there was a look on the face of the smith almost such as the sons of men might have worn in Genesis when angels visited them briefly.

They settled down into a steady trot and trotted thus for three hours. Noon came, and still there was no rest for Morano, but only dust and the monotonous sight of the road, on which his eyes were fixed: nearly an hour more passed, and at last he saw his master halt and turn round in his saddle.

Dinner, Rodriguez said.

All Moranos weariness vanished: it was the hour of the frying-pan once more.

They had done more than twenty-one miles from the house of Gonzalez. Nimbly enough, in his joy at feeling the ground again, Morano ran and gathered sticks from the bushes. And soon he had a fire, and a thin column of grey smoke going up from it that to him was always home.

When the frying-pan warmed and lard sizzled, when the smell of bacon mingled with the smoke, then Morano was where all wise men and all unwise try to be, and where some of one or the other some times come for awhile, by unthought paths and are gone again; for that smoky, mixed odour was happiness.

Not for long men and horses rested, for soon Rodriguez ambition was drawing him down the road again, of which he knew that there remained to be travelled over two hundred miles in Spain, and how much beyond that he knew not, nor greatly cared, for beyond the frontier of Spain he believed there lay the dim, desired country of romance where roads were long no more and no rain fell. They mounted again and pushed on for this country. Not a village they saw but that Morano hoped that here his affliction would end and that he would dismount and rest; and always Rodriguez rode on and Morano followed, and with a barking of dogs they were gone and the village rested behind them. For many an hour their slow trot carried them on; and Morano, clutching the saddle with worn arms, already was close to despair, when Rodriguez halted in a little village at evening before an inn. They had done their fifty miles from the house of Gonzalez, and even a little more.

Morano rolled from his horse and beat on the small green door. Mine host came out and eyed them, preening the point of his beard; and Rodriguez sat his horse and looked at him. They had not the welcome here that Gonzalez gave them; but there was a room to spare for Rodriguez, and Morano was promised what he asked for, straw; and there was shelter to be had for the horses. It was all the travellers needed.

Children peered at the strangers, gossips peeped out of doors to gather material concerning them, dogs noted their coming, the eyes of the little village watched them curiously, but Rodriguez and Morano passed into the house unheeding; and past those two tired men the mellow evening glided by like a dream. Tired though Rodriguez was he noticed a certain politeness in mine host while he waited at supper, which had not been noticeable when he had first received him, and rightly put this down to some talk of Moranos; but he did not guess that Morano had opened wide blue eyes and, babbling to his host, had guilelessly told him that his master a week ago had killed an uncivil inn-keeper.

Scarcely were late birds home before Rodriguez sought his bed, and not all of them were sleeping before he slept.

Another morning shone, and appeared to Spain, and all at once Rodriguez was wide awake. It was the eighth day of his wanderings.

When he had breakfasted and paid his due in silver he and Morano departed, leaving mine host upon his doorstep bowing with an almost perplexed look on his shrewd face as he took the points of moustachios and beard lightly in turn between finger and thumb: for we of our day enter vague details about ourselves in the book downstairs when we stay at inns, but it was mine hosts custom to gather all that with his sharp eyes. Whatever he gathered, Rodriguez and Morano were gone.

But soon their pace dwindled, the trot slackening and falling to a walk; soon Rodriguez learned what it is to travel with tired horses. To Morano riding was merely riding, and the discomforts of that were so great that he noticed no difference. But to Rodriguez, his continual hitting and kicking his horses sides, his dislike of doing it, the uselessness of it when done, his ambition before and the tired beast underneath, the body always some yards behind the beckoning spirit, were as great vexation as a traveller knows. It came to dismounting and walking miles on foot; even then the horses hung back. They halted an hour over dinner while the horses grazed and rested, and they returned to their road refreshed by the magic that was in the frying-pan, but the horses were no fresher.

When our bodies are slothful and lie heavy, never responding to the spirits bright promptings, then we know dullness: and the burden of it is the graver for hearing our spirits call faintly, as the chains of a buccaneer in some deep prison, who hears a snatch of his comrades singing as they ride free by the coast, would grow more unbearable than ever before. But the weight of his tired horse seemed to hang heavier on the fanciful hopes that Rodriguez dreams had made. Farther than ever seemed the Pyrenees, huger than ever their barrier, dimmer and dimmer grew the lands of romance.

If the hopes of Rodriguez were low, if his fancies were faint, what material have I left with which to make a story with glitter enough to hold my readers eyes to the page: for know that mere dreams and idle fancies, and all amorous, lyrical, unsubstantial things, are all that we writers have of which to make a tale, as they are all that the Dim Ones have to make the story of man.

Sometimes riding, sometimes going on foot, with the thought of the long, long miles always crowding upon Rodriguez, overwhelming his hopes; till even the castle he was to win in the wars grew too pale for his fancy to see, tired and without illusions, they came at last by starlight to the glow of a smiths forge. He must have done forty-five miles and he knew they were near Caspe.

The smith was working late, and looked up when Rodriguez halted. Yes, he knew Gonzalez, a master in the trade: there was a welcome for his horses.

But for the two human travellers there were excuses, even apologies, but no spare beds. It was the same in the next three or four houses that stood together by the road. And the fever of Rodriguez ambition drove him on, though Morano would have lain down and slept where they stood, though he himself was weary. The smith had received his horses; after that he cared not whether they gave him shelter or not, the alternative being the road, and that bringing nearer his wars and the castle he was to win. And that fancy that led his master Morano allowed always to lead him too, though a few more miles and he would have fallen asleep as he walked and dropped by the roadside and slept on. Luckily they had gone barely two miles from the forge where the horses rested, when they saw a high, dark house by the road and knocked on the door and found shelter. It was an old woman who let them in, a farmers wife, and she had room for them and one mattress, but no bed. They were too tired to eat and did not ask for food, but at once followed her up the booming stairs of her house, which were all dark but for her candle, and so came among huge minuetting shadows to the long loft at the top. There was a mattress there which the old woman laid out for Rodriguez, and a heap of hay for Morano. Just for a moment, as Rodriguez climbed the last step of the stair and entered the loft where the huge shadows twirled between the one candles light and the unbeaten darkness in corners, just for a moment romance seemed to beckon to him; for a moment, in spite of his fatigue and dejection, in spite of the possibility of his quest being crazy, for a moment he felt that great shadows and echoing boards, the very cobwebs even that hung from the black rafters, were all romantic things; he felt that his was a glorious adventure and that all these things that filled the loft in the night were such as should fitly attend on youth and glory. In a moment that feeling was gone he knew not why it had come. And though he remembered it till grey old age, when he came to know the causes of many things, he never knew what romance might have to do with shadows or echoes at night in an empty room, and only knew of such fancies that they came from beyond his understanding, whether from wisdom or folly.

Morano was first asleep, as enormous snores testified, almost before the echoes had died away of the footsteps of the old woman descending the stairs; but soon Rodriguez followed him into the region of dreams, where fantastic ambitions can live with less of a struggle than in the broad light of day: he dreamed he walked at night down a street of castles strangely colossal in an awful starlight, with doors too vast for any human need, whose battlements were far in the heights of night; and chose, it being in time of war, the one that should be his; but the gargoyles on it were angry and spoiled the dream.

Dream followed dream with furious rapidity, as the dreams of tired men do, racing each other, jostling and mingling and dancing, an ill-assorted company: myriads went by, a wild, grey, cloudy multitude; and with the last walked dawn.

Rodriguez rose more relieved to quit so tumultuous a rest than refreshed by having had it.

He descended, leaving Morano to sleep on, and not till the old dame had made a breakfast ready did he return to interrupt his snores.

Even as he awoke upon his heap of hay Morano remained as true to his masters fantastic quest as the camel is true to the pilgrimage to Mecca. He awoke grumbling, as the camel grumbles at dawn when the packs are put on him where he lies, but never did he doubt that they went to victorious wars where his master would win a castle splendid with towers.

Breakfast cheered both the travellers. And then the old lady told Rodriguez that Caspe was but a three hours walk, and that cheered them even more, for Caspe is on the Ebro, which seemed to mark for Rodriguez a stage in his journey, being carried easily in his imagination, like the Pyrenees. What road he would take when he reached Caspe he had not planned. And soon Rodriguez expressed his gratitude, full of fervour, with many a flowery phrase which lived long in the old dames mind; and the visit of those two travellers became one of the strange events of that house and was chief of the memories that faintly haunted the rafters of the loft for years.

They did not reach Caspe in three hours, but went lazily, being weary; for however long a man defies fatigue the hour comes when it claims him. The knowledge that Caspe lay near with sure lodging for the night, soothed Rodriguez impatience. And as they loitered they talked, and they decided that la Garda must now be too far behind to pursue any longer. They came in four hours to the bank of the Ebro and there saw Caspe near them; but they dined once more on the grass, sitting beside the river, rather than enter the town at once, for there had grown in both travellers a liking for the wanderers green table of earth.

It was a time to make plans. The country of romance was far away and they were without horses.

Will you buy horses, master? said Morano.

We might not get them over the Pyrenees, said Rodriguez, though he had a better reason, which was that three gold pieces did not buy two saddled horses. There were no more friends to hire from. Morano grew thoughtful. He sat with his feet dangling over the bank of the Ebro.

Master, he said after a while, this river goes our way. Let us come by boat, master, and drift down to France at our ease.

To get a river over a range of mountains is harder than to get horses. Some such difficulty Rodriguez implied to him; but Morano, having come slowly by an idea, parted not so easily with it.

It goes our way, master, he repeated, and pointed a finger at the Ebro.

At this moment a certain song that boatmen sing on that river, when the current is with them and they have nothing to do but be idle and their lazy thoughts run to lascivious things, came to the ears of Rodriguez and Morano; and a man with a bright blue sash steered down the Ebro. He had been fishing and was returning home.

Master, Morano said, that knave shall row us there.

Rodriguez seeing that the idea was fixed in Moranos mind determined that events would move it sooner than argument, and so made no reply.

Shall I tell him, master? asked Morano.

Yes, said Rodriguez, if he can row us over the Pyrenees.

This was the permission that Morano sought, and a hideous yell broke from his throat hailing the boatman. The boatman looked up lazily, a young man with strong brown arms, turning black moustaches towards Morano. Again Morano hailed him and ran along the bank, while the boat drifted down and the boatman steered in towards Morano. Somehow Morano persuaded him to come in to see what he wanted; and in a creek he ran his boat aground, and there he and Morano argued and bargained. But Rodriguez remained where he was, wondering why it took so long to turn his servants mind from that curious fancy. At last Morano returned.

Well? said Rodriguez.

Master, said Morano, he will row us to the Pyrenees.

The Pyrenees! said Rodriguez. The Ebro runs into the sea. For they had taught him this at the college of San Josephus.

He will row us there, said Morano, for a gold piece a day, rowing five hours each day.

Now between them they had but four gold pieces; but that did not make the Ebro run northward. It seemed that the Ebro, after going their way, as Morano had said, for twenty or thirty miles, was joined by the river Segre, and that where the Ebro left them, turning eastwards, the course of the Segre took them on their way: but it would be rowing against the current.

How far is it? said Rodriguez.

A hundred miles, he says, answered Morano. He knows it well.

Rodriguez calculated swiftly. First he added thirty miles; for he knew that his countrymen took a cheerful view of distance, seldom allowing any distance to oppress them under its true name at the out set of a journey; then he guessed that the boatman might row five miles an hour for the first thirty miles with the stream of the Ebro, and he hoped that he might row three against the Segre until they came near the mountains, where the current might grow too strong.

Morano, he said, we shall have to row too.

Row, master? said Morano.

We can pay him for four days, said Rodriguez. If we all row we may go far on our way.

It is better than riding, replied Morano with entire resignation.

And so they walked to the creek and Rodriguez greeted the boatman, whose name was Perez; and they entered the boat and he rowed them down to Caspe. And, in the house of Perez, Rodriguez slept that night in a large dim room, untidy with diverse wares: they slept on heaps of things that pertained to the river and fishing. Yet it was late before Rodriguez slept, for in sight of his mind came glimpses at last of the end of his journey; and, when he slept at last, he saw the Pyrenees. Through the long night their mighty heads rejected him, staring immeasurably beyond him in silence, and then in happier dreams they beckoned him for a moment. Till at last a bird that had entered the city of Caspe sang clear and it was dawn. With that first light Rodriguez arose and awoke Morano. Together they left that long haven of lumber and found Perez already stirring. They ate hastily and all went down to the boat, the unknown that waits at the end of all strange journeys quickening their steps as they went through the early light.

Perez rowed first and the others took their turns and so they went all the morning down the broad flood of the Ebro, and came in the afternoon to its meeting place with the Segre. And there they landed and stretched their limbs on shore and lit a fire and feasted, before they faced the current that would be henceforth against them. Then they rowed on.

When they landed by starlight and unrolled a sheet of canvas that Perez had put in the boat, and found what a bad time starlight is for pitching a tent, Rodriguez and Morano had rowed for four hours each and Perez had rowed for five. They carried no timber in the boat but used the oars for tent-poles and cut tent-pegs with a small hatchet that Perez had brought.

They stumbled on rocks, tore the canvas on bushes, lost the same thing over and over again; in fact they were learning the craft of wandering. Yet at last their tent was up and a good fire comforting them outside, and Morano had cooked the food and they had supped and talked, and after that they slept. And over them sleeping the starlight faded away, and in the greyness that none of them dreamed was dawn five clear notes were heard so shrill in the night that Rodriguez half waking wondered what bird of the darkness called, and learned from the answering chorus that it was day.

He woke Morano who rose in that chilly hour and, striking sparks among last nights embers, soon had a fire: they hastily made a meal and wrapped up their tent and soon they were going onward against the tide of the Segre. And that day Morano rowed more skilfully; and Rodriguez unwrapped his mandolin and played, reclining in the boat while he rested from rowing. And the mandolin told them all, what the words of none could say, that they fared to adventure in the land of Romance, to the overthrow of dullness and the sameness of all drear schemes and the conquest of discontent in the spirit of man; and perhaps it sang of a time that has not yet come, or the mandolin lied.

That evening three wiser men made their camp before starlight. They were now far up the Segre.

For thirteen hours next day they toiled at the oars or lay languid. And while Rodriguez rested he played on his mandolin. The Segre slipped by them.

They seemed like no men on their way to war, but seemed to loiter as the bright river loitered, which slid seaward in careless ease and was wholly freed from time.

On this day they heard men speak of the Pyrenees, two men and a woman walking by the river; their voices came to the boat across the water, and they spoke of the Pyrenees. And on the next day they heard men speak of war. War that some farmers had fled from on the other side of the mountain. When Rodriguez heard these chance words his dreams came nearer till they almost touched the edges of reality.

It was the last day of Perez rowing. He rowed well although they neared the cradle of the Segre and he struggled against them in his youth. Grey peaks began to peer that had nursed that river. Grey faces of stone began to look over green hills. They were the Pyrenees.

When Rodriguez saw at last the Pyrenees he drew a breath and was unable to speak. Soon they were gone again below the hills: they had but peered for a moment to see who troubled the Segre.

And the sun set and still they did not camp, but Perez rowed on into the starlight. That day he rowed six hours.

They pitched their tent as well as they could in the darkness; and, breathing a clear new air all crisp from the Pyrenees, they slept outside the threshold of adventure.

Rodriguez awoke cold. Once more he heard the first blackbird who sings clear at the edge of night all alone in the greyness, the nightingales only rival; a rival like some unknown in the midst of a crowd who for a moment leads some well-loved song, in notes more liquid than a master-singers; and all the crowd joins in and his voice is lost, and no one learns his name. At once a host of birds answered him out of dim bushes, whose shapes had barely as yet emerged from night. And in this chorus Perez awoke, and even Morano.

They all three breakfasted together, and then the wanderers said good-bye to Perez. And soon he was gone with his bright blue sash, drifting homewards with the Segre, well paid yet singing a little sadly as he drifted; for he had been one of a quest, and now he left it at the edge of adventure, near solemn mountains and, beyond them, romantic, near-unknown lands. So Perez left and Rodriguez and Morano turned again to the road, all the more lightly because they had not done a full days march for so long, and now a great one unrolled its leagues before them.

The heads of the mountains showed themselves again. They tramped as in the early days of their quest. And as they went the mountains, unveiling themselves slowly, dropping film after film of distance that hid their mighty forms, gradually revealed to the wanderers the magnificence of their beauty. Till at evening Rodriguez and Morano stood on a low hill, looking at that tremendous range, which lifted far above the fields of Earth, as though its mountains were no earthly things but sat with Fate and watched us and did not care.

Rodriguez and Morano stood and gazed in silence. They had come twenty miles since morning, they were tired and hungry, but the mountains held them: they stood there looking neither for rest nor food. Beyond them, sheltering under the low hills, they saw a little village. Smoke straggled up from it high into the evening: beyond the village woods sloped away upwards. But far above smoke or woods the bare peaks brooded. Rodriguez gazed on their austere solemnity, wondering what secret they guarded there for so long, guessing what message they held and hid from man; until he learned that the mystery they guarded among them was of things that he knew not and could never know.

Tinkle-ting said the bells of a church, invisible among the houses of that far village. Tinkle-ting said the crescent of hills that sheltered it. And after a while, speaking out of their grim and enormous silences with all the gravity of their hundred ages, Tinkle-ting said the mountains. With this trivial message Echo returned from among the homes of the mighty, where she had run with the small bells tiny cry to trouble their crowned aloofness.

Rodriguez and Morano pressed on, and the mountains cloaked themselves as they went, in air of many colours; till the stars came out and the lights of the village gleamed. In darkness, with surprise in the tones of the barking dogs, the two wanderers came to the village where so few ever came, for it lay at the end of Spain, cut off by those mighty rocks, and they knew not much of what lands lay beyond.

They beat on a door below a hanging board, on which was written The Inn of the Worlds End: a wandering scholar had written it and had been well paid for his work, for in those days writing was rare. The door was opened for them by the host of the inn, and they entered a room in which men who had supped were sitting at a table. They were all of them men from the Spanish side of the mountains, farmers come into the village on the affairs of Mother Earth; next day they would be back at their farms again; and of the land the other side of the mountains that was so near now they knew nothing, so that it still remained for the wanderers a thing of mystery wherein romance could dwell: and because they knew nothing of that land the men at the inn treasured all the more the rumours that sometimes came from it, and of these they talked, and mine host listened eagerly, to whom all tales were brought soon or late; and most he loved to hear tales from beyond the mountains.

Rodriguez and Morano sat still and listened, and the talk was all of war. It was faint and vague like fable, but rumour clearly said War, and the other side of the mountains. It may be that no man has a crazy ambition without at moments suspecting it; but prove it by the touchstone of fact and he becomes at once as a woman whose invalid son, after years of seclusion indoors, wins unexpectedly some athletic prize. When Rodriguez heard all this talk of wars quite near he thought of his castle as already won; his thoughts went further even, floating through Lowlight in the glowing evening, and drifting up and down past Serafinas house below the balcony where she sat for ever.

Some said the Duke would never attack the Prince because the Dukes aunt was a princess from the Troubadours country. Another said that there would surely be war. Others said that there was war already, and too late for man to stop it. All said it would soon be over.

And one man said that it was the last war that would come, because gunpowder made fighting impossible. It could smite a man down, he said, at two hundred paces, and a man be slain not knowing whom he fought. Some loved fighting and some loved peace, he said, but gunpowder suited none.

I like not the sound of that gunpowder, master, said Morano to Rodriguez.

Nobody likes it, said the man at the table. It is the end of war. And some sighed and some were glad. But Rodriguez determined to push on before the last war was over.

Next morning Rodriguez paid the last of his silver pieces and set off with Morano before any but mine host were astir. There was nothing but the mountains in front of them.

They climbed all the morning and they came to the fir woods. There they lit a good fire and Morano brought out his frying-pan. Over the meal they took stock of their provisions and found that, for all the store Morano had brought from the forest, they had now only food for three days; and they were quite without money. Money in those uplifted wastes seemed trivial, but the dwindling food told Rodriguez that he must press on; for man came among those rocky monsters supplied with all his needs, or perished unnoticed before their stony faces. All the afternoon they passed through the fir woods, and as shadows began to grow long they passed the last tree. The village and all the fields about it and the road by which they had come were all spread out below them like little trivial things dimly remembered from very long ago by one whose memory weakens. Distance had dwarfed them, and the cold regard of those mighty peaks ignored them. And then a shadow fell on the village, then tiny lights shone out. It was night down there. Still the two wanderers climbed on in the daylight. With their faces to the rocks they scarce saw night climb up behind them. But when Rodriguez looked up at the sky to see how much light was left, and met the calm gaze of the evening star, he saw that Night and the peaks were met together, and understood all at once how puny an intruder is man.

Morano, said Rodriguez, we must rest here for the night.

Morano looked round him with an air of discontent, not with his masters words but with the rocks angular hardness. There was scarce a plant of any kind near them now. They were near the snow, which had flushed like a wild rose at sunset but was now all grey. Grey cliffs seemed to be gazing sheer at eternity; and here was man, the creature of a moment, who had strayed in the cold all homeless among his betters. There was no welcome for them there: whatever feeling great mountains evoke, THAT feeling was clear in Rodriguez and Morano. They were all amongst those that have other aims, other ends, and know naught of man. A bitter chill from the snow and from starry space drove this thought home.

They walked on looking for a better place, as men will, but found none. And at last they lay down on the cold earth under a rock that seemed to give shelter from the wind, and there sought sleep; but cold came instead, and sleep kept far from the tremendous presences of the peaks of the Pyrenees that gazed on things far from here.

An ageing moon arose, and Rodriguez touched Morano and rose up; and the two went slowly on, tired though they were. Picture the two tiny figures, bent, shivering and weary, walking with clumsy sticks cut in the wood, amongst the scorn of those tremendous peaks, which the moon showed all too clearly.

They got little warmth from walking, they were too weary to run; and after a while they halted and burned their sticks, and got a little warmth for some moments from their fire, which burned feebly and strangely in those inhuman solitudes.

Then they went on again and their track grew steeper. They rested again for fatigue, and rose and climbed again because of the cold; and all the while the peaks stared over them to spaces far beyond the thought of man.

Long before Spain knew anything of dawn a monster high in heaven smiled at the sun, a peak out-towering all its aged children. It greeted the sun as though this lonely thing, that scorned the race of man since ever it came, had met a mighty equal out in Space. The vast peak glowed, and the rest of its grey race took up the greeting leisurely one by one. Still it was night in all Spanish houses.

Rodriguez and Morano were warmed by that cold peaks glow, though no warmth came from it at all; but the sight of it cheered them and their pulses rallied, and so they grew warmer in that bitter hour.

And then dawn came, and showed them that they were near the top of the pass. They had come to the snow that gleams there everlastingly.

There was no material for a fire but they ate cold meats, and went wearily on. They passed through that awful assemblage of peaks. By noon they were walking upon level ground.

In the afternoon Rodriguez, tired with the journey and with the heat of the sun, decided that it was possible to sleep, and, wrapping his cloak around him, he lay down, doing what Morano would have done, by instinct. Morano was asleep at once and Rodriguez soon after. They awoke with the cold at sunset.

Refreshed amazingly they ate some food and started their walk again to keep themselves warm for the night. They were still on level ground and set out with a good stride in their relief at being done with climbing. Later they slowed down and wandered just to keep warm. And some time in the starlight they felt their path dip, and knew that they were going downward now to the land of Rodriguez dreams.

When the peaks glowed again, first meeting day in her earliest dancing-grounds of filmy air, they stood now behind the wanderers. Below them still in darkness lay the land of their dream, but hitherto it had always faded at dawn. Now hills put up their heads one by one through films of mist; woods showed, then hedges, and afterwards fields, greyly at first and then, in the cold hard light of morning, becoming more and more real. The sight of the land so long sought, at moments believed by Morano not to exist on earth, perhaps to have faded away when fables died, swept their fatigue from the wanderers, and they stepped out helped by the slope of the Pyrenees and cheered by the rising sun. They came at last to things that welcome man, little shrubs flowering, and  at noon  to the edge of a fir wood. They entered the wood and lit a merry fire, and heard birds singing, at which they both rejoiced, for the great peaks had said nothing.

They ate the food that Morano cooked, and drew warmth and cheer from the fire, and then they slept a little: and, rising from sleep, they pushed on through the wood, downward and downward toward the land of their dreams, to see if it was true.

They passed the wood and came to curious paths, and little hills, and heath, and rocky places, and wandering vales that twisted all awry. They passed through them all with the slope of the mountain behind them. When level rays from the sunset mellowed the fields of France the wanderers were walking still, but the peaks were far behind them, austerely gazing on the remotest things, forgetting the footsteps of man. And walking on past soft fields in the evening, all tilted a little about the mountains feet, they had scarcely welcomed the sight of the evening star, when they saw before them the mild glow of a window and knew they were come again to the earth that is mother to man. In their cold savagery the inhuman mountains decked themselves out like gods with colours they took from the sunset; then darkened, all those peaks, in brooding conclave and disappeared in the night. And the hushed night heard the tiny rap of Moranos hands on the door of the house that had the glowing window.


THE NINTH CHRONICLE

HOW HE WON A CASTLE IN SPAIN

The woman that came to the door had on her face a look that pleased Morano.

Are you soldiers? she said. And her scared look portended war.

My master is a traveller looking for the wars, said Morano. Are the wars near?

Oh, no, not near, said the woman; not near.

And something in the anxious way she said not near pleased Morano also.

We shall find those wars, master, he said.

And then they both questioned her. It seemed the wars were but twenty miles away. But they will move northward, she said. Surely they will move farther off?

Before the next night was passed Rodriguez dream might come true!

And then the man came to the door anxious at hearing strange voices; and Morano questioned him too, but he understood never a word. He was a French farmer that had married a Spanish girl, out of the wonderful land beyond the mountains: but whether he understood her or not he never understood Spanish. But both Rodriguez and the farmers wife knew the two languages, and he had no difficulty in asking for lodging for the night; and she looked wistfully at him going to the wars, for in those days wars were small and not every man went. The night went by with dreams that were all on the verge of waking, which passed like ghosts along the edge of night almost touched by the light of day. It was Rodriguez whom these dreams visited. The farmer and his wife wondered awhile and then slept; Morano slept with all his wonted lethargy; but Rodriguez with his long quest now on the eve of fulfilment slept a tumultuous sleep. Sometimes his dreams raced over the Pyrenees, running south as far as Lowlight; and sometimes they rushed forward and clung like bats to the towers of the great castle that he should win in the war. And always he lay so near the edge of sleep that he never distinguished quite between thought and dream.

Dawn came and he put by all the dreams but the one that guided him always, and went and woke Morano. They ate hurriedly and left the house, and again the farmers wife looked curiously at Rodriguez, as though there were something strange in a man that went to wars: for those days were not as these days. They followed the direction that had been given them, and never had the two men walked so fast. By the end of four hours they had done sixteen miles. They halted then, and Morano drew out his frying-pan with a haughty flourish, and cooked in the grand manner, every movement he made was a triumphant gesture; for they had passed refugees! War was now obviously close: they had but to take the way that the refugees were not taking. The dream was true: Morano saw himself walking slowly in splendid dress along the tapestried corridors of his masters castle. He would have slept after eating and would have dreamed more of this, but Rodriguez commanded him to put the things together: so what remained of the food disappeared again in a sack, the frying-pan was slung over his shoulders, and Morano stood ready again for the road.

They passed more refugees: their haste was unmistakable, and told more than their lips could have told had they tarried to speak: the wars were near now, and the wanderers went leisurely.

As they strolled through the twilight they came over the brow of a hill, a little fold of the earth disturbed eras ago by the awful rushing up of the Pyrenees; and they saw the evening darkening over the fields below them and a white mist rising only just clear of the grass, and two level rows of tents greyish-white like the mist, with a few more tents scattered near them. The tents had come up that evening with the mist, for there were men still hammering pegs. They were lighting fires now as evening settled in. Two hundred paces or so separated each row. It was two armies facing each other.

The gloaming faded: mist and the tents grew greyer: camp-fires blinked out of the dimness and grew redder and redder, and candles began to be lit beside the tents till all were glowing pale golden: Rodriguez and Morano stood there wondering awhile as they looked on the beautiful aura that surrounds the horrors of war.

They came by starlight to that tented field, by twinkling starlight to the place of Rodriguez dream.

For which side will you fight, master? said Morano in his ear.

For the right, said Rodriguez and strode on towards the nearest tents, never doubting that he would be guided, though not trying to comprehend how this could be.

They met with an officer going among his tents. Where do you go? he shouted.

Señor, Rodriguez said, I come with my mandolin to sing songs to you.

And at this the officer called out and others came from their tents; and Rodriguez repeated his offer to them not without confidence, for he knew that he had a way with the mandolin. And they said that they fought a battle on the morrow and could not listen to song: they heaped scorn on singing for they said they must needs prepare for the fight: and all of them looked with scorn on the mandolin. So Rodriguez bowed low to them with doffed hat and left them; and Morano bowed also, seeing his master bow; and the men of that camp returned to their preparations. A short walk brought Rodriguez and his servant to the other camp, over a flat field convenient for battle. He went up to a large tent well lit, the door being open towards him; and, having explained his errand to a sentry that stood outside, he entered and saw three persons of quality that were sitting at a table. To them he bowed low in the tent door, saying: Señors, I am come to sing songs to you, playing the while upon my mandolin.

And they welcomed him gladly, saying: We fight tomorrow and will gladly cheer our hearts with the sound of song and strengthen our men thereby.

And so Rodriguez sang among the tents, standing by a great fire to which they led him; and men came from the tents and into the circle of light, and in the darkness outside it were more than Rodriguez saw. And he sang to the circle of men and the vague glimmer of faces. Songs of their homes he sang them, not in their language, but songs that were made by old poets about the homes of their infancy, in valleys under far mountains remote from the Pyrenees. And in the song the yearnings of dead poets lived again, all streaming homeward like swallows when the last of the storms is gone: and those yearnings echoed in the hearts that beat in the night around the campfire, and they saw their own homes. And then he began to touch his mandolin; and he played them the tunes that draw men from their homes and that march them away to war. The tunes flowed up from the firelight: the mandolin knew. And the men heard the mandolin saying what they would say.

In the late night he ended, and a hush came down on the camp while the music floated away, going up from the dark ring of men and the fire-lit faces, touching perhaps the knees of the Pyrenees and drifting thence wherever echoes go. And the sparks of the camp-fire went straight upwards as they had done for hours, and the men that sat around it saw them go: for long they had not seen the sparks stream upwards, for their thoughts were far away with the mandolin. And all at once they cheered. And Rodriguez bowed to the one whose tent he had entered, and sought permission to fight for them in the morning.

With good grace this was accorded him, and while he bowed and well expressed his thanks he felt Morano touching his elbow. And as soon as he had gone aside with Morano that fat mans words bubbled over and were said.

Master, fight not for these men, he exclaimed, for they listen to song till midnight while the others prepare for battle. The others will win the fight, master, and where will your castle be?

Morano, said Rodriguez, there seems to be truth in that. Yet must we fight for the right. For how would it be if those that have denied song should win and thrive? The arm of every good man must be against them. They have denied song, Morano! We must fight against them, you and I, while we can lay sword to head.

Yes, indeed, master, said Morano. But how shall you come by your castle?

As for that, said Rodriguez, it must some day be won, yet not by denying song. These have given a welcome to song, and the others have driven it forth. And what would life be if those that deny song are to be permitted to thrive unmolested by all good men?

I know not, master, said Morano, but I would have that castle.

Enough, said Rodriguez. We must fight for the right.

And so Rodriguez remained true to those that had heard him sing. And they gave him a casque and breast-plate, proof, they said, against any sword, and offered a sword that they said would surely cleave any breast-plate. For they fought not in battle with the nimble rapier. But Rodriguez did not forsake that famous exultant sword whose deeds he knew from many an ancient song; which he had brought so far to give it its old rich drink of blood. He believed it the bright key of the castle he was to win.

And they gave Rodriguez a good bed on the ground in the tent of the three leaders, the tent to which he first came; for they honoured him for the gift of song that he had, and because he was a stranger, and because he had asked permission to fight for them in their battle. And Rodriguez took one look by the light of a lantern at the rose he had carried from Lowlight, then slept a sleep through whose dreams loomed up the towers of castles.

Dawn came and he slept on still; but by seven all the camp was loudly astir, for they had promised the enemy to begin the battle at eight. Rodriguez breakfasted lightly; for, now that the day of his dreams was come at last and all his hopes depended on the day, an anxiety for many things oppressed him. It was as though his castle, rosy and fair in dreams, chilled with its huge cold rocks all the air near it: it was as though Rodriguez touched it at last with his hands and felt a dankness of which he had never dreamed.

Then it came to the hour of eight and his anxieties passed.

The army was now drawn up before its tents in line, but the enemy was not yet ready and so they had to wait.

When the signal at length was given and the cannoniers fired their pieces, and the musketoons were shot off, many men fell. Now Rodriguez, with Morano, was placed on the right, and either through a slight difference in numbers or because of an unevenness in the array of battle they a little overlapped the enemys left. When a few men fell wounded there by the discharge of the musketoons this overlapping was even more pronounced.

Now the leaders of that fair army scorned all unknightly devices, and would never have descended to any vile ruse de guerre. The reproach can therefore never be made against them that they ever intended to outflank their enemy. Yet, when both armies advanced after the discharge of the musketoons and the merry noise of the cannon, this occurred as the result of chance, which no leader can be held accountable for; so that those that speak of treachery in this battle, and deliberate outflanking, lie.

Now Rodriguez as he advanced with his sword, when the musketoons were empty, had already chosen his adversary. For he had carefully watched those opposite to him, before any smoke should obscure them, and had selected the one who from the splendour of his dress might be expected to possess the finest castle. Certainly this adversary outshone those amongst whom he stood, and gave fair promise of owning goodly possessions, for he wore a fine green cloak over a dress of lilac, and his helm and cuirass had a look of crafty workmanship. Towards him Rodriguez marched.

Then began fighting foot to foot, and there was a pretty laying on of swords. And had there been a poet there that day then the story of their fight had come down to you, my reader, all that way from the Pyrenees, down all those hundreds of years, and this tale of mine had been useless, the lame repetition in prose of songs that your nurses had sung to you. But they fought unseen by those that see for the Muses.

Rodriguez advanced upon his chosen adversary and, having briefly bowed, they engaged at once. And Rodriguez belaboured his helm till dints appeared, and beat it with swift strokes yet till the dints were cracks, and beat the cracks till hair began to appear: and all the while his adversarys strokes grew weaker and wilder, until he tottered to earth and Rodriguez had won. Swift then as cats, while Morano kept off others, Rodriguez leaped to his throat, and, holding up the stiletto that he had long ago taken as his legacy from the host of the Dragon and Knight, he demanded the fallen mans castle as ransom for his life.

My castle, señor? said his prisoner weakly.

Yes, said Rodriguez impatiently.

Yes, señor, said his adversary and closed his eyes for awhile.

Does he surrender his castle, master? asked Morano.

Yes, indeed, said Rodriguez. They looked at each other: all at last was well.

The battle was rolling away from them and was now well within the enemys tents.

History says of that day that the good men won. And, sitting, a Muse upon her mythical mountain, her decision must needs be one from which we may not appeal: and yet I wonder if she is ever bribed. Certainly the shrewd sense of Morano erred for once; for those for whom he had predicted victory, because they prepared so ostentatiously upon the field, were defeated; while the others, having made their preparations long before, were able to cheer themselves with song before the battle and to win it when it came.

And so Rodriguez was left undisturbed in possession of his prisoner and with the promise of his castle as a ransom. The battle was swiftly over, as must needs be where little armies meet so close. The enemys camp was occupied, his army routed, and within an hour of beginning the battle the last of the fighting ceased.

The army returned to its tents to rejoice and to make a banquet, bringing with them captives and horses and other spoils of war. And Rodriguez had honour among them because he had fought on the right and so was one of those that had broken the enemys left, from which direction victory had come. And they would have feasted him and done him honour, both for his work with the sword and for his songs to the mandolin; and they would have marched away soon to their own country and would have taken him with them and advanced him to honour there. But Rodriguez would not stay with them for he had his castle at last, and must needs march off at once with his captive and Morano to see the fulfilment of his dream. And therefore he thanked the leaders of that host with many a courtesy and many a well-bent bow, and explained to them how it was about his castle, and felicitated them on the victory of their good cause, and so wished them farewell. And they said farewell sorrowfully: but when they saw he would go, they gave him horses for himself and Morano, and another for his captive; and they heaped them with sacks of provender and blankets and all things that could give him comfort upon a journey: all this they brought him out of their spoils of war, and they would give him no less that the most that the horses could carry. And then Rodriguez turned to his captive again, who now stood on his feet.

Señor, he said, pray tell us all of your castle wherewith you ransom your life.

Señor, he answered, I have a castle in Spain.

Master, broke in Morano, his eyes lighting up with delight, there are no castles like the Spanish ones.

They got to horse then, all three; the captive on a horse of far poorer build than the other two and well-laden with sacks, for Rodriguez took no chance of his castle cantering, as it were, away from him on four hooves through the dust.

And when they heard that his journey was by way of the Pyrenees four knights of that army swore they would ride with him as far as the frontier of Spain, to bear him company and bring him fuel in the lonely cold of the mountains. They all set off and the merry army cheered. He left them making ready for their banquet, and never knew the cause for which he had fought.

They came by evening again to the house to which Rodriguez had come two nights before, when he had slept there with his castle yet to win. They all halted before it, and the man and the woman came to the door terrified. The wars! they said.

The wars, said one of the riders, are over, and the just cause has won.

The Saints be praised! said the woman. But will there be no more fighting?

Never again, said the horseman, for men are sick of gunpowder.

The Saints be thanked, she said.

Say not that, said the horseman, for Satan invented gunpowder.

And she was silent; but, had none been there, she had secretly thanked Satan.

They demanded the food and shelter that armed men have the right to demand.

In the morning they were gone. They became a memory, which lingered like a vision, made partly of sunset and partly of the splendour of their cloaks, and so went down the years that those two folk had, a thing of romance, magnificence and fear. And now the slope of the mountain began to lift against them, and they rode slowly towards those unearthly peaks that had deserted the level fields before ever man came to them, and that sat there now familiar with stars and dawn with the air of never having known of man. And as they rode they talked. And Rodriguez talked with the four knights that rode with him, and they told tales of war and told of the ways of fighting of many men: and Morano rode behind them beside the captive and questioned him all the morning about his castle in Spain. And at first the captive answered his questions slowly, as if he were weary, or as though he were long from home and remembered its features dimly; but memory soon returned and he answered clearly, telling of such a castle as Morano had not dreamed; and the eyes of the fat man bulged as he rode beside him, growing rounder and rounder as they rode.

They came by sunset to that wood of firs in which Rodriguez had rested. In the midst of the wood they halted and tethered their horses to trees; they tied blankets to branches and made an encampment; and in the midst of it they made a fire, at first, with pine-needles and the dead lower twigs and then with great logs. And there they feasted together, all seven, around the fire. And when the feast was over and the great logs burning well, and red sparks went up slowly towards the silver stars, Morano turned to the prisoner seated beside him and Tell the señors, he said, of my masters castle.

And in the silence, that was rather lulled than broken by the whispering wind from the snow that sighed through the wood, the captive slowly lifted up his head and spoke in his queer accent.

Señors, in Aragon, across the Ebro, are many goodly towers. And as he spoke they all leaned forward to listen, dark faces bright with firelight. On the Ebros southern bank stands, he went on, my home.

He told of strange rocks rising from the Ebro; of buttresses built among them in unremembered times; of the great towers lifting up in multitudes from the buttresses; and of the mighty wall, windowless until it came to incredible heights, where the windows shone all safe from any ladder of war.

At first they felt in his story his pride in his lost home, and wondered, when he told of the height of his towers, how much he added in pride. And then the force of that story gripped them all and they doubted never a battlement, but each mans fancy saw between firelight and starlight every tower clear in the air. And at great height upon those marvellous towers the turrets of arches were; queer carvings grinned down from above inaccessible windows; and the towers gathered in light from the lonely air where nothing stood but they, and flashed it far over Aragon; and the Ebro floated by them always new, always amazed by their beauty.

He spoke to the six listeners on the lonely mountain, slowly, remembering mournfully; and never a story that Romance has known and told of castles in Spain has held men more than he held his listeners, while the sparks flew up toward the peaks of the Pyrenees and did not reach to them but failed in the night, giving place to the white stars.

And when he faltered through sorrow, or memory weakening, Morano always, watching with glittering eyes, would touch his arm, sitting beside him, and ask some question, and the captive would answer the question and so talk sadly on.

He told of the upper terraces, where heliotrope and aloe and oleander took sunlight far above their native earth: and though but rare winds carried the butterflies there, such as came to those fragrant terraces lingered for ever.

And after a while he spoke on carelessly, and Moranos questions ended, and none of the men in the firelight said a word; but he spoke on uninterrupted, holding them as by a spell, with his eyes fixed far away on black crags of the Pyrenees, telling of his great towers: almost it might have seemed he was speaking of mountains. And when the fire was only a deep red glow and white ash showed all round it, and he ceased speaking, having told of a castle marvellous even amongst the towers of Spain: all sitting round the embers felt sad with his sadness, for his sad voice drifted into their very spirits as white mists enter houses, and all were glad when Rodriguez said to him that one of his ten tall towers the captive should keep and should live in it for ever. And the sad man thanked him sadly and showed no joy.

When the tale of the castle and those great towers was done, the wind that blew from the snow touched all the hearers; they had seemed to be away by the bank of the Ebro in the heat and light of Spain, and now the vast night stripped them and the peaks seemed to close round on them. They wrapped themselves in blankets and lay down in their shelters. For a while they heard the wind waving branches and the thump of a horses hoof restless at night; then they all slept except one that guarded the captive, and the captive himself who long lay thinking and thinking.

Dawn stole through the wood and waked none of the sleepers; the birds all shouted at them, still they slept on; and then the captives guard wakened Morano and he stirred up the sparks of the fire and cooked, and they breakfasted late. And soon they left the wood and faced the bleak slope, all of them going on foot and leading their horses.

And the track crawled on till it came to the scorn of the peaks, winding over a shoulder of the Pyrenees, where the peaks gaze cold and contemptuous away from the things of man.

In the presence of those that bore them company Rodriguez and Morano felt none of the deadly majesty of those peaks that regard so awfully over the solitudes. They passed through them telling cheerfully of wars the four knights had known: and descended and came by sunset to the lower edge of the snow. They pushed on a little farther and then camped; and with branches from the last camp that they had heaped on their horses they made another great fire and, huddling round it in the blankets that they had brought, found warmth even there so far from the hearths of men.

And dawn and the cold woke them all on that treeless slope by barely warm embers. Morano cooked again and they ate in silence. And then the four knights rose sadly and one bowed and told Rodriguez how they must now go back to their own country. And grief seized on Rodriguez at his words, seeing that he was to lose four old friends at once and perhaps for ever, for when men have fought under the same banner in war they become old friends on that morning.

Señors, said Rodriguez, we may never meet again!

And the other looked back to the peaks beyond which the far lands lay, and made a gesture with his hands.

Señor, at least, said Rodriguez, let us camp once more together.

And even Morano babbled a supplication.

Methinks, señor, he answered, we are already across the frontier, and when we men of the sword cross frontiers misunderstandings arise, so that it is our custom never to pass across them save when we push the frontier with us, adding the lands over which we march to those of our liege lord.

Señors, said Rodriguez, the whole mountain is the frontier. Come with us one day further. But they would not stay.

All the good things that could be carried they loaded on to the three horses whose heads were turned towards Spain; then turned, all four, and said farewell to the three. And long looked each in the face of Rodriguez as he took his hand in fare well, for they had fought under the same banner and, as wayfaring was in those days, it was not likely that they would ever meet again. They turned and went with their horses back towards the land they had fought for.

Rodriguez and his captive and Morano went sadly down the mountain. They came to the fir woods, and rested, and Morano cooked their dinner. And after a while they were able to ride their horses.

They came to the foot of the mountains, and rode on past the Inn of the Worlds End. They camped in the open; and all night long Rodriguez or Morano guarded the captive.

For two days and part of the third they followed their old course, catching sight again and again of the river Segre; and then they turned further west ward to come to Aragon further up the Ebro. All the way they avoided houses and camped in the open, for they kept their captive to themselves: and they slept warm with their ample store of blankets. And all the while the captive seemed morose or ill at ease, speaking seldom and, when he did, in nervous jerks.

Morano, as they rode, or by the camp fire at evening, still questioned him now and then about his castle; and sometimes he almost seemed to contradict himself, but in so vast a castle may have been many styles of architecture, and it was difficult to trace a contradiction among all those towers and turrets. His name was Don Alvidar-of-the-Rose-pink-Castle on-Ebro.

One night while all three sat and gazed at the camp-fire as men will, when the chilly stars are still and the merry flames are leaping, Rodriguez, seeking to cheer his captives mood, told him some of his strange adventures. The captive listened with his sombre air. But when Rodriguez told how they woke on the mountain after their journey to the sun; and the sun was shining on their faces in the open, but the magician and his whole house were gone; then there came another look into Alvidars eyes. And Rodriguez ended his tale and silence fell, broken only by Morano saying across the fire, It is true, and the captives thoughtful eyes gazed into the darkness. And then he also spoke.

Señor, he said, near to my rose-pink castle which looks into the Ebro dwells a magician also.

Is it so? said Rodriguez.

Indeed so, señor, said Don Alvidar. He is my enemy but dwells in awe of me, and so durst never molest me except by minor wonders.

How know you that he is a magician? said Rodriguez.

By those wonders, answered his captive. He afflicts small dogs and my poultry. And he wears a thin, high hat: his beard is also extraordinary.

Long? said Morano.

Green, answered Don Alvidar.

Is he very near the castle? said Rodriguez and Morano together.

Too near, said Don Alvidar.

Is his house wonderful? Rodriguez asked.

It is a common house, was the answer. A mean, long house of one story. The walls are white and it is well thatched. The windows are painted green; there are two doors in it and by one of them grows a rose tree.

A rose tree? exclaimed Rodriguez.

It seemed a rose tree, said Don Alvidar.

A captive lady chained to the wall perhaps, changed by magic, suggested Morano.

Perhaps, said Don Alvidar.

A strange house for a magician, said Rodriguez, for it sounded like any small farmhouse in Spain.

He much affects mortal ways, replied Don Alvidar.

Little more was then said, the fire being low: and Rodriguez lay down to sleep while Morano guarded the captive.

And the day after that they came to Aragon, and in one day more they were across the Ebro; and then they rode west for a day along its southern bank looking all the while as they rode for Rodriguez castle. And more and more silent and aloof, as they rode, grew Don Alvidar-of-the-Rose-pink-Castle-on-Ebro.

And just before sunset a cry broke from the captive. He has taken it! he said. And he pointed to just such a house as he had described, a jolly Spanish farmhouse with white walls and thatch and green shutters, and a rose tree by one of the doors just as he had told.

The magicians house. But the castle is gone, he said.

Rodriguez looked at his face and saw real alarm in it. He said nothing but rode on in haste, a dim hope in his mind that explanations at the white cottage might do something for his lost castle.

And when the hooves were heard a woman came out of the cottage door by the rose tree leading a small child by the hand. And the captive called to the woman, Maria, we are lost. And I gave my great castle with rose-pink towers that stood just here as ransom to this señor for my life. But now, alas, I see that that magician who dwelt in the house where you are now has taken it whither we know not.

Yes, Pedro, said the woman, he took it yesterday. And she turned blue eyes upon Rodriguez.

And then Morano would be silent no longer. He had thought vaguely for some days and intensely for the last few hundreds yards, and now he blurted out the thoughts that boiled in him.

Master, he shouted, he has sold his cattle and bought this raiment of his, and that helmet that you opened up for him, and never had any castle on the Ebro with any towers to it, and never knew any magician, but lived in this house himself, and now your castle is gone, master, and as for his life ...

Be silent a moment, Morano, said Rodriguez, and he turned to the woman whose eyes were on him still.

Was there a castle in this place? he said.

Yes, señor. I swear it, she said. And my husband, though a poor man, always spoke the truth.

She lies, said Morano, and Rodriguez silenced him with a gesture.

I will get neighbours who will swear it too, she said.

A lousy neighbourhood, said Morano.

Again Rodriguez silenced him. And then the child spoke in a frightened voice, holding up a small cross that it had been taught to revere. I swear it too, it said.

Rodriguez heaved a sigh and turned away. Master, Morano cried in pained astonishment, you will not believe their swearings.

The child swore by the cross, he answered.

But, master! Morano exclaimed.

But Rodriguez would say no more. And they rode away aimless in silence.

Galloping hooves were heard and Pedro was there. He had come to give up his horse. He gave its reins to the scowling Morano but Rodriguez said never a word. Then he ran round and kissed Rodriguez hand, who still was silent, for his hopes were lost with the castle; but he nodded his head and so parted for ever from the man whom his wife called Pedro, who called himself Don Alvidar-of-the-Rose-pink-Castle-on-Ebro.


THE TENTH CHRONICLE

HOW HE CAME BACK TO LOWLIGHT

Master, Morano said. But Rodriguez rode ahead and would not speak.

They were riding vaguely southward. They had ample provisions on the horse that Morano led, as well as blankets, which gave them comfort at night. That night they both got the sleep they needed, now that there was no captive to guard. All the next day they rode slowly in the April weather by roads that wandered among tended fields; but a little way off from the fields there shone low hills in the sunlight, so wild, so free of man, that Rodriguez remembering them in later years, wondered if their wild shrubs just hid the frontiers of fairyland.

For two days they rode by the edge of unguessable regions. Had Pan piped there no one had marvelled, nor though fauns had scurried past sheltering clumps of azaleas. In the twilight no tiny queens had court within rings of toadstools: yet almost, almost they appeared.

And on the third day all at once they came to a road they knew. It was the road by which they had ridden when Rodriguez still had his dream, the way from Shadow Valley to the Ebro. And so they turned into the road they knew, as wanderers always will; and, still without aim or plan, they faced towards Shadow Valley. And in the evening of the day that followed that, as they looked about for a camping-ground, there came in sight the village on the hill which Rodriguez knew to be fifty miles from the forest: it was the village in which they had rested the first night after leaving Shadow Valley. They did not camp but went on to the village and knocked at the door of the inn. Habit guides us all at times, even kings are the slaves of it (though in their presence it takes the prouder name of precedent); and here were two wanderers without any plans at all; they were therefore defenceless in the grip of habit and, seeing an inn they knew, they loitered up to it. Mine host came again to the door. He cheerfully asked Rodriguez how he had fared on his journey, but Rodriguez would say nothing. He asked for lodging for himself and Morano and stabling for the horses: he ate and slept and paid his due, and in the morning was gone.

Whatever impulses guided Rodriguez as he rode and Morano followed, he knew not what they were or even that there could be any. He followed the road without hope and only travelled to change his camping-grounds. And that night he was half-way between the village and Shadow Valley.

Morano never spoke, for he saw that his masters disappointment was still raw; but it pleased him to notice, as he had done all day, that they were heading for the great forest. He cooked their evening meal in their camp by the wayside and they both ate it in silence. For awhile Rodriguez sat and gazed at the might-have-beens in the camp-fire: and when these began to be hidden by white ash he went to his blankets and slept. And Morano went quietly about the little camp, doing all that needed to be done, with never a word. When the horses were seen to and fed, when the knives were cleaned, when everything was ready for the start next morning, Morano went to his blankets and slept too. And in the morning again they wandered on.

That evening they saw the low gold rays of the sun enchanting the tops of a forest. It almost surprised Rodriguez, travelling without an aim, to recognise Shadow Valley. They quickened their slow pace and, before twilight faded, they were under the great oaks; but the last of the twilight could not pierce the dimness of Shadow Valley, and it seemed as if night had entered the forest with them.

They chose a camping-ground as well as they could in the darkness and Morano tied the horses to trees a little way off from the camp. Then he returned to Rodriguez and tied a blanket to the windward side of two trees to make a kind of bedroom for his master, for they had all the blankets they needed. And when this was done he set the emblem and banner of camps, anywhere all over the world in any time, for he gathered sticks and branches and lit a camp-fire. The first red flames went up and waved and proclaimed a camp: the light made a little circle, shadows ran away to the forest, and the circle of light on the ground and on the trees that stood round it became for that one night home.

They heard the horses stamp as they always did in the early part of the night; and then Morano went to give them their fodder. Rodriguez sat and gazed into the fire, his mind as full of thoughts as the fire was full of pictures: one by one the pictures in the fire fell in; and all his thoughts led nowhere.

He heard Morano running back the thirty or forty yards he had gone from the camp-fire Master, Morano said, the three horses are gone.

Gone? said Rodriguez. There was little more to say; it was too dark to track them and he knew that to find three horses in Shadow Valley was a task that might take years. And after more thought than might seem to have been needed he said; We must go on foot.

Have we far to go, master? said Morano, for the first time daring to question him since they left the cottage in Spain.

I have nowhere to go, said Rodriguez. His head was downcast as he sat by the fire: Morano stood and looked at him unhappily, full of a sympathy that he found no words to express. A light wind slipped through the branches and everything else was still. It was some while before he lifted his head; and then he saw before him on the other side of the fire, standing with folded arms, the man in the brown leather jacket.

Nowhere to go! said he. Who needs go anywhere from Shadow Valley?

Rodriguez stared at him. But I cant stay here! he said.

There is no fairer forest known to man, said the other. I know many songs that prove it.

Rodriguez made no answer but dropped his eyes, gazing with listless glance once more at the ground. Come, señor, said the man in the leather jacket. None are unhappy in Shadow Valley.

Who are you? said Rodriguez. Both he and Morano were gazing curiously at the man whom they had saved three weeks ago from the noose.

Your friend, answered the stranger.

No friend can help me, said Rodriguez.

Señor, said the stranger across the fire, still standing with folded arms, I remain under an obligation to no man. If you have an enemy or love a lady, and if they dwell within a hundred miles, either shall be before you within a week.

Rodriguez shook his head, and silence fell by the camp-fire. And after awhile Rodriguez, who was accustomed to dismiss a subject when it was ended, saw the strangers eyes on him yet, still waiting for him to say more. And those clear blue eyes seemed to do more than wait, seemed almost to command, till they overcame Rodriguez will and he obeyed and said, although he could feel each word struggling to stay unuttered, Señor, I went to the wars to win a castle and a piece of land thereby; and might perchance have wed and ended my wanderings, with those of my servant here; but the wars are over and no castle is won.

And the stranger saw by his face in the firelight, and knew from the tones of his voice in the still night, the trouble that his words had not expressed.

I remain under an obligation to no man, said the stranger. Be at this place in four weeks time, and you shall have a castle as large as any that men win by war, and a goodly park thereby.

Your castle, master! said Morano delighted, whose only thought up to then was as to who had got his horses. But Rodriguez only stared: and the stranger said no more but turned on his heel. And then Rodriguez awoke out of his silence and wonder. But where? he said. What castle?

That you will see, said the stranger.

But, but how ... said Rodriguez. What he meant was, How can I believe you? but he did not put it in words.

My word was never broken, said the other. And that is a good boast to make, for those of us who can make it; if we need boast at all.

Whose word? said Rodriguez, looking him in the eyes.

The smoke from the fire between them was thickening greyly as though something had been cast on it. The word, he said, of the King of Shadow Valley.

Rodriguez gazing through the increasing smoke saw not to the other side. He rose and walked round the fire, but the strange man was gone.

Rodriguez came back to his place by the fire and sat long there in silence. Morano was bubbling over to speak, but respected his masters silence: for Rodriguez was gazing into the deeps of the fire seeing pictures there that were brighter than any that he had known. They were so clear now that they seemed almost true. He saw Serafinas face there looking full at him. He watched it long until other pictures hid it, visions that had no meaning for Rodriguez. And not till then he spoke. And when he spoke his face was almost smiling.

Well, Morano, he said, have we come by that castle at last?

That man does not lie, master, he answered: and his eyes were glittering with shrewd conviction.

What shall we do then? said Rodriguez.

Let us go to some village, master, said Morano, until the time he said.

What village? Rodriguez asked.

I know not, master, answered Morano, his face a puzzle of innocence and wonder; and Rodriguez fell back into thought again. And the dancing flames calmed down to a deep, quiet glow; and soon Rodriguez stepped back a yard or two from the fire to where Morano had prepared his bed; and, watching the fire still, and turning over thoughts that flashed and changed as fast as the embers, he went to wonderful dreams that were no more strange or elusive than that valleys wonderful king.

When he spoke in the morning the camp-fire was newly lit and there was a smell of bacon; and Morano, out of breath and puzzled, was calling to him.

Master, he said, I was mistaken about those horses.

Mistaken? said Rodriguez.

They were just as I left them, master, all tied to the tree with my knots.

Rodriguez left it at that. Morano could make mistakes and the forest was full of wonders: anything might happen. We will ride, he said.

Moranos breakfast was as good as ever; and, when he had packed up those few belongings that make a dwelling-place of any chance spot in the wilderness, they mounted the horses, which were surely there, and rode away through sunlight and green leaves. They rode slow, for the branches were low over the path, and whoever canters in a forest and closes his eyes against a branch has to consider whether he will open them to be whipped by the next branch or close them till he bumps his head into a tree. And it suited Rodriguez to loiter, for he thought thus to meet the King of Shadow Valley again or his green bowmen and learn the answers to innumerable questions about his castle which were wandering through his mind.

They ate and slept at noon in the forests glittering greenness.

They passed afterwards by the old house in the wood, in which the bowmen feasted, for they followed the track that they had taken before. They knocked loud on the door as they passed but the house was empty. They heard the sound of a multitude felling trees, but whenever they approached the sound of chopping ceased. Again and again they left the track and rode towards the sound of chopping, and every time the chopping died away just as they drew close. They saw many a tree half felled, but never a green bowman. And at last they left it as one of the wonders of the forest and returned to the track lest they lose it, for the track was more important to them than curiosity, and evening had come and was filling the forest with dimness, and shadows stealing across the track were beginning to hide it away. In the distance they heard the invisible woodmen chopping.

And then they camped again and lit their fire; and night came down and the two wanderers slept.

The nightingale sang until he woke the cuckoo: and the cuckoo filled the leafy air so full of his two limpid notes that the dreams of Rodriguez heard them and went away, back over their border to dreamland. Rodriguez awoke Morano, who lit his fire: and soon they had struck their camp and were riding on.

By noon they saw that if they hurried on they could come to Lowlight by nightfall. But this was not Rodriguez plan, for he had planned to ride into Lowlight, as he had done once before, at the hour when Serafina sat in her balcony in the cool of the evening, as Spanish ladies in those days sometimes did. So they tarried long by their resting-place at noon and then rode slowly on. And when they camped that night they were still in the forest.

Morano, said Rodriguez over the camp-fire, tomorrow brings me to Lowlight.

Aye, master, said Morano, we shall be there tomorrow.

That señor with whom I had a meeting there, said Rodriguez, he ...

He loves me not, said Morano.

He would surely kill you, replied Rodriguez.

Morano looked sideways at his frying-pan.

It would therefore be better, continued Rodriguez, that you should stay in this camp while I give such greetings of ceremony in Lowlight as courtesy demands.

I will stay, master, said Morano.

Rodriguez was glad that this was settled, for he felt that to follow his dreams of so many nights to that balconied house in Lowlight with Morano would be no better than visiting a house accompanied by a dog that had bitten one of the family.

I will stay, repeated Morano. But, master ... The fat mans eyes were all supplication.

Yes? said Rodriguez.

Leave me your mandolin, implored Morano.

My mandolin? said Rodriguez.

Master, said Morano, that señor who likes my fat body so ill he would kill me, he ...

Well? said Rodriguez, for Morano was hesitating.

He likes your mandolin no better, master.

Rodriguez resented a slight to his mandolin as much as a slight to his sword, but he smiled as he looked at Moranos anxious face.

He would kill you for your mandolin, Morano went on eagerly, as he would kill me for my frying-pan.

And at the mention of that frying-pan Rodriguez frowned, although it had given him many a good meal since the night it offended in Lowlight. And he would sooner have gone to the wars without a sword than under the balcony of his hearts desire without a mandolin.

So Rodriguez would hear no more of Moranos request; and soon he left the fire and went to lie down; but Morano sighed and sat gazing on into the embers unhappily; while thoughts plodded slow through his mind, leading to nothing. Late that night he threw fresh logs on the camp-fire, so that when they awoke there was still fire in the embers And when they had eaten their breakfast Rodriguez said farewell to Morano, saying that he had business in Lowlight that might keep him a few days. But Morano said not farewell then, for he would follow his master as far as the midday halt to cook his next meal. And when noon came they were beyond the forest.

Once more Morano cooked bacon. Then while Rodriguez slept Morano took his cloak and did all that could be done by brushing and smoothing to give back to it that air that it some time had, before it had flapped upon so many winds and wrapped Rodriguez on such various beds, and met the vicissitudes that make this story.

For the plume he could do little.

And his master awoke, late in the afternoon, and went to his horse and gave Morano his orders. He was to go back with two of the horses to their last camp in the forest and take with him all their kit except one blanket and make himself comfortable there and wait till Rodriguez came.

And then Rodriguez rode slowly away, and Morano stood gazing mournfully and warningly at the mandolin; and the warnings were not lost upon Rodriguez, though he would never admit that he saw in Moranos staring eyes any wise hint that he heeded.

And Morano sighed, and went and untethered his horses; and soon he was riding lonely back to the forest. And Rodriguez taking the other way saw at once the towers of Lowlight.

Does my reader think that he then set spurs to his horse, galloping towards that house about whose balcony his dreams flew every night? No, it was far from evening; far yet from the colour and calm in which the light with never a whisper says farewell to Earth, but with a gesture that the horizon hides takes silent leave of the fields on which she has danced with joy; far yet from the hour that shone for Serafina like a great halo round her and round her mothers house.

We cannot believe that one hour more than another shone upon Serafina, or that the dim end of the evening was only hers: but these are the Chronicles of Rodriguez, who of all the things that befell him treasured most his memory of Serafina in the twilight, and who held that this hour was hers as much as her raiment and her balcony: such therefore it is in these chronicles.

And so he loitered, waiting for the slow sun to set: and when at last a tint on the walls of Lowlight came with the magic of Earths most faery hour he rode in slowly not perhaps wholly unwitting, for all his anxious thoughts of Serafina, that a little air of romance from the Spring and the evening followed this lonely rider.

From some way off he saw that balcony that had drawn him back from the other side of the far Pyrenees. Sometimes he knew that it drew him and mostly he knew it not; yet always that curved balcony brought him nearer, ever since he turned from the field of the false Don Alvidar: the balcony held him with invisible threads, such as those with which Earth draws in the birds at evening. And there was Serafina in her balcony.

When Rodriguez saw Serafina sitting there in the twilight, just as he had often dreamed, he looked no more but lowered his head to the withered rose that he carried now in his hand, the rose that he had found by that very balcony under another moon. And, gazing still at the rose, he rode on under the balcony, and passed it, until his hoof-beats were heard no more in Lowlight and he and his horse were one dim shape between the night and the twilight. And still he held on.

He knew not yet, but only guessed, who had thrown that rose from the balcony on the night when he slept on the dust: he knew not who it was that he fought on the same night, and dared not guess what that unknown hidalgo might be to Serafina. He had no claim to more from that house, which once gave him so cold a welcome, than thus to ride by it in silence. And he knew as he rode that the cloak and the plume that he wore scarce seemed the same as those that had floated by when more than a month ago he had ridden past that balcony; and the withered rose that he carried added one more note of autumn. And yet he hoped.

And so he rode into twilight and was hid from the sight of the village, a worn, pathetic figure, trusting vaguely to vague powers of good fortune that govern all men, but that favour youth.

And, sure enough, it was not yet wholly moonlight when cantering hooves came down the road behind him. It was once more that young hidalgo. And as soon as he drew rein beside Rodriguez both reached out merry hands as though their former meeting had been some errand of joy. And as Rodriguez looked him in the eyes, while the two men leaned over clasping hands, in light still clear though faded, he could not doubt Serafina was his sister.

Señor, said his old enemy, will you tarry with us, in our house a few days, if your journey is not urgent?

Rodriguez gasped for joy; for the messenger from Lowlight, the certainty that here was no rival, the summons to the house of his dreams pilgrimage, came all together: his hand still clasped the strangers. Yet he answered with the due ceremony that that age and land demanded: then they turned and rode together towards Lowlight. And first the young men told each other their names; and the stranger told how he dwelt with his mother and sister in the house that Rodriguez knew, and his name was Don Alderon of the Valley of Dawnlight. His house had dwelt in that valley since times out of knowledge; but then the Moors had come and his forbears had fled to Lowlight: the Moors were gone now, for which Saint Michael and all fighting Saints be praised; but there were certain difficulties about his right to the Valley of Dawnlight. So they dwelt in Lowlight still.

And Rodriguez told of the war that there was beyond the Pyrenees and how the just cause had won, but little more than that he was able to tell, for he knew scarce more of the cause for which he had fought than History knows of it, who chooses her incidents and seems to forget so much. And as they talked they came to the house with the balcony. A waning moon cast light over it that was now no longer twilight; but was the light of wild things of the woods, and birds of prey, and men in mountains outlawed by the King, and magic, and mystery, and the quests of love. Serafina had left her place: lights gleamed now in the windows. And when the door was opened the hall seemed to Rodriguez so much less hugely hollow, so much less full of ominous whispered echoes, that his courage rose high as he went through it with Alderon, and they entered the room together that they had entered together before. In the long room beyond many candles he saw Dona Serafina and her mother rising up to greet him. Neither the ceremonies of that age nor Rodriguez natural calm would have entirely concealed his emotion had not his face been hidden as he bowed. They spoke to him; they asked him of his travels; Rodriguez answered with effort. He saw by their manner that Don Alderon must have explained much in his favour. He had this time, to cheer him, a very different greeting; and yet he felt little more at ease than when he had stood there late at night before, with one eye bandaged and wearing only one shoe, suspected of he knew not what brawling and violence.

It was not until Dona Mirana, the mother of Serafina, asked him to play to them on his mandolin that Rodriguez ease returned. He bowed then and brought round his mandolin, which had been slung behind him; and knew a triumphant champion was by him now, one old in the ways of love and wise in the sorrows of man, a slender but potent voice, well-skilled to tell what there were not words to say; a voice unhindered by language, unlimited even by thought, whose universal meaning was heard and understood, sometimes perhaps by wandering spirits of light, beaten far by some evil thought for their heavenly courses and passing close along the coasts of Earth.

And Rodriguez played no tune he had ever known, nor any airs that he had heard men play in lanes in Andalusia; but he told of things that he knew not, of sadnesses that he had scarcely felt and undreamed exaltations. It was the hour of need, and the mandolin knew.

And when all was told that the mandolin can tell of whatever is wistfulest in the spirit of man, a mood of merriment entered its old curved sides and there came from its hollows a measure such as they dance to when laughter goes over the greens in Spain. Never a song sang Rodriguez; the mandolin said all.

And what message did Serafina receive from those notes that were strange even to Rodriguez? Were they not stranger to her? I have said that spirits blown far out of their course and nearing the mundane coasts hear mortal music sometimes, and hearing understand. And if they cannot understand those snatches of song, all about mortal things and human needs, that are wafted rarely to them by chance passions, how much more surely a young mortal heart, so near Rodriguez, heard what he would say and understood the message however strange.

When Dona Mirana and her daughter rose, exchanging their little curtsies for the low bows of Rodriguez, and so retired for the night, the long room seemed to Rodriguez now empty of threatening omens. The great portraits that the moon had lit, and that had frowned at him in the moonlight when he came here before, frowned at him now no longer. The anger that he had known to lurk in the darkness on pictured faces of dead generations had gone with the gloom that it haunted: they were all passionless now in the quiet light of the candles. He looked again at the portraits eye to eye, remembering looks they had given him in the moonlight, and all looked back at him with ages of apathy; and he knew that whatever glimmer of former selves there lurks about portraits of the dead and gone was thinking only of their own past days in years remote from Rodriguez. Whether their anger had flashed for a moment over the ages on that night a month from now, or whether it was only the moonlight, he never knew. Their spirits were back now surely amongst their own days, whence they deigned not to look on the days that make these chronicles.

Not till then did Rodriguez admit, or even know, that he had not eaten since his noonday meal. But now he admitted this to Don Alderons questions; and Don Alderon led him to another chamber and there regaled him with all the hospitality for which that time was famous. And when Rodriguez had eaten, Don Alderon sent for wine, and the butler brought it in an olden flagon, dark wine of a precious vintage: and soon the two young men were drinking together and talking of the wickedness of the Moors. And while they talked the night grew late and chilly and still, and the hour came when moths are fewer and young men think of bed. Then Don Alderon showed his guest to an upper room, a long room dim with red hangings, and carvings in walnut and oak, which the one candle he carried barely lit but only set queer shadows scampering. And here he left Rodriguez, who was soon in bed, with the great red hangings round him. And awhile he wondered at the huge silence of the house all round him, with never a murmur, never an echo, never a sigh; for he missed the passing of winds, branches waving, the stirring of small beasts, birds of prey calling, and the hundred sounds of the night; but soon through the silence came sleep.

He did not need to dream, for here in the home of Serafina he had come to his dreams end.

Another day shone on another scene; for the sunlight that went in a narrow stream of gold and silver between the huge red curtains had sent away the shadows that had stalked overnight through the room, and had scattered the eeriness that had lurked on the far side of furniture, and all the dimness was gone that the long red room had harboured. And for a while Rodriguez did not know where he was; and for a while, when he remembered, he could not believe it true. He dressed with care, almost with fear, and preened his small moustachios, which at last had grown again just when he would have despaired. Then he descended, and found that he had slept late, though the three of that ancient house were seated yet at the table, and Serafina all dressed in white seemed to Rodriguez to be shining in rivalry with the morning. Ah dreams and fancies of youth!


THE ELEVENTH CHRONICLE

HOW HE TURNED TO GARDENING AND HIS SWORD RESTED

These were the days that Rodriguez always remembered; and, side by side with them, there lodged in his memory, and went down with them into his latter years, the days and nights when he went through the Pyrenees and walked when he would have slept but had to walk or freeze: and by some queer rule that guides us he treasured them both in his memory, these happy days in this garden and the frozen nights on the peaks.

For Serafina showed Rodriguez the garden that behind the house ran narrow and long to the wild. There were rocks with heliotrope pouring over them and flowers peeping behind them, and great azaleas all in triumphant bloom, and ropes of flowering creepers coming down from trees, and oleanders, and a plant named popularly Joy of the South, and small paths went along it edged with shells brought from the far sea.

There was only one street in the village, and you did not go far among the great azaleas before you lost sight of the gables; and you did not go far before the small paths ended with their shells from the distant sea, and there was the mistress of all gardeners facing you, Mother Nature nursing her children, the things of the wild. She too had azaleas and oleanders, but they stood more solitary in their greater garden than those that grew in the garden of Dona Mirana; and she too had little paths, only they were without borders and without end. Yet looking from the long and narrow garden at the back of that house in Lowlight to the wider garden that sweeps round the world, and is fenced by Space from the garden in Venus and by Space from the garden in Mars, you scarce saw any difference or noticed where they met: the solitary azaleas beyond were gathered together by distance, and from Lowlight to the horizon seemed all one garden in bloom. And afterwards, all his years, whenever Rodriguez heard the name of Spain, spoken by loyal men, it was thus that he thought of it, as he saw it now.

And here he used to walk with Serafina when she tended flowers in the cool of the morning or went at evening to water favourite blooms. And Rodriguez would bring with him his mandolin, and sometimes he touched it lightly or even sang, as they rested on some carved seat at the gardens end, looking out towards shadowy shrubs on the shining hill, but mostly he heard her speak of the things she loved, of what moths flew to their garden, and which birds sang, and how the flowers grew. Serafina sat no longer in her balcony but, disguising idleness by other names, they loitered along those paths that the seashells narrowed; yet there was a grace in their loitering such as we have not in our dances now. And evening stealing in from the wild places, from darkening azaleas upon distant hills, still found them in the garden, found Rodriguez singing in idleness undisguised, or anxiously helping in some trivial task, tying up some tendril that had gone awry, helping some magnolia that the wind had wounded. Almost unnoticed by him the sunlight would disappear, and the coloured blaze of the sunset, and then the gloaming; till the colours of all the flowers queerly changed and they shone with that curious glow which they wear in the dusk. They returned then to the house, the garden behind them with its dim hushed air of a secret, before them the candlelight like a different land. And after the evening meal Alderon and Rodriguez would sit late together discussing the future of the world, Rodriguez holding that it was intended that the earth should be ruled by Spain, and Alderon fearing it would all go to the Moors.

Days passed thus.

And then one evening Rodriguez was in the garden with Serafina; the flowers, dim and pale and more mysterious than ever, poured out their scent towards the coming night, luring huge hawk-moths from the far dusk that was gathering about the garden, to hover before each bloom on myriad wingbeats too rapid for human eye: another inch and the fairies had peeped out from behind azaleas, yet both of these late loiterers felt fairies were surely there: it seemed to be Natures own most secret hour, upon which man trespasses if he venture forth from his house: an owl from his hidden haunt flew nearer the garden and uttered a clear call once to remind Rodriguez of this: and Rodriguez did not heed, but walked in silence.

He had played his mandolin. It had uttered to the solemn hush of the understanding evening all it was able to tell; and after that cry, grown piteous with so many human longings, for it was an old mandolin, Rodriguez felt there was nothing left for his poor words to say. So he went dumb and mournful.

Serafina would have heard him had he spoken, for her thoughts vibrated yet with the voice of the mandolin, which had come to her hearing as an ambassador from Rodriguez, but he found no words to match with the mandolins high mood. His eyes said, and his sighs told, what the mandolin had uttered; but his tongue was silent.

And then Serafina said, as he walked all heavy with silence past a curving slope of dimly glowing azaleas, You like flowers, señor?

Señorita, I adore them, he replied.

Indeed? said Dona Serafina.

Indeed I do, said Rodriguez.

And yet, asked Dona Serafina, was it not a somewhat withered or altogether faded flower that you carried, unless I fancied wrong, when you rode past our balcony?

It was indeed faded, said Rodriguez, for the rose was some weeks old.

One who loved flowers, I thought, said Serafina, would perhaps care more for them fresh.

Half-dumb though Rodriguez was his shrewdness did not desert him. To have said that he had the rose from Serafina would have been to claim as though proven what was yet no more than a hope.

Señorita, he said, I found the flower on holy ground.

I did not know, she said, that you had travelled so far.

I found it here, he said, under your balcony.

Perchance I let it fall, said she. It was idle of me.

I guard it still, he said, and drew forth that worn brown rose.

It was idle of me, said Serafina.

But then in that scented garden among the dim lights of late evening the ghost of that rose introduced their spirits one to the other, so that the listening flowers heard Rodriguez telling the story of his heart, and, bending over the shell-bordered path, heard Serafinas answer; and all they seemed to do was but to watch the evening, with leaves uplifted in the hope of rain.

Film after film of dusk dropped down from where twilight had been, like an army of darkness slowly pitching their tents on ground that had been lost to the children of light. Out of the wild lands all the owls flew nearer: their long, clear cries and the huge hush between them warned all those lands that this was not mans hour. And neither Rodriguez nor Serafina heard them.

In pale blue sky where none had thought to see it one smiling star appeared. It was Venus watching lovers, as men of the crumbled centuries had besought her to do, when they named her so long ago, kneeling upon their hills with bended heads, and arms stretched out to her sweet eternal scrutiny. Beneath her wandering rays as they danced down to bless them Rodriguez and Serafina talked low in the sight of the goddess, and their voices swayed through the flowers with whispers and winds, not troubling the little wild creatures that steal out shy in the dusk, and Nature forgave them for being abroad in that hour; although, so near that a single azalea seemed to hide it, so near seemed to beckon and whisper old Natures eldest secret.

When flowers glimmered and Venus smiled and all things else were dim, they turned on one of those little paths hand in hand homeward.

Dona Mirana glanced once at her daughters eyes and said nothing. Don Alderon renewed his talk with Rodriguez, giving reasons for his apprehension of the conquest of the world by the Moors, which he had thought of since last night; and Rodriguez agreed with all that Don Alderon said, but understood little, being full of dreams that seemed to dance on the further, side of the candlelight to a strange, new, unheard tune that his heart was aware of. He gazed much at Serafina and said little.

He drank no wine that night with Don Alderon: what need had he of wine? On wonderful journeys that my pen cannot follow, for all the swiftness of the wing from which it came; on darting journeys outspeeding the lithe swallow or that great wanderer the white-fronted goose, his young thoughts raced by a myriad of golden evenings far down the future years. And what of the days he saw? Did he see them truly? Enough that he saw them in vision. Saw them as some lone shepherd on lifted downs sees once go by with music a galleon out of the East, with windy sails, and masts ablaze with pennants, and heroes in strange dress singing new songs; and the galleon goes nameless by till the singing dies away. What ship was it? Whither bound? Why there? Enough that he has seen it. Thus do we glimpse the glory of rare days as we swing round the sun; and youth is like some high headland from which to see.

On the next day he spoke with Dona Mirano. There was little to say but to observe the courtesies appropriate to this occasion, for Dona Mirana and her daughter had spoken long together already; and of one thing he could say little, and indeed was dumb when asked of it, and that was the question of his home. And then he said that he had a castle; and when Dona Mirana asked him where it was he said vaguely it was to the North. He trusted the word of the King of Shadow Valley and so he spoke of his castle as a man speaks the truth. And when she asked him of his castle again, whether on rock or river or in leafy lands, he began to describe how its ten towers stood, being builded of a rock that was slightly pink, and how they glowed across a hundred fields, especially at evening; and suddenly he ceased, perceiving all in a moment he was speaking unwittingly in the words of Don Alvidar and describing to Dona Mirana that rose-pink castle on Ebro. And Dona Mirana knew then that there was some mystery about Rodriguez home.

She spoke kindly to Rodriguez, yet she neither gave her consent nor yet withheld it, and he knew there was no immediate hope in her words. Graceful as were his bows as he withdrew, he left with scarcely another word to say. All day his castle hung over him like a cloud, not nebulous and evanescent only, but brooding darkly, boding storms, such as the orange blossoms dread.

He walked again in the garden with Serafina, but Dona Mirana was never far, and the glamour of the former evening, lit by one star, was driven from the garden by his anxieties about that castle of which he could not speak. Serafina asked him of his home. He would not parry her question, and yet he could not tell her that all their future hung on the promise of a man in an old leathern jacket calling himself a king. So the mystery of his habitation deepened, spoiling the glamour of the evening. He spoke, instead, of the forest, hoping she might know something of that strange monarch to whom they dwelt so near; but she glanced uneasily towards Shadow Valley and told him that none in Lowlight went that way. Sorrow grew heavier round Rodriguez heart at this: believing in the promise of a man whose eyes he trusted he had asked Serafina to marry him, and Serafina had said Yes; and now he found she knew nothing of such a man, which seemed somehow to Rodriguez to weaken his promise, and, worst of all, she feared the place where he lived. He welcomed the approach of Dona Mirana, and all three returned to the house. For the rest of that evening he spoke little; but he had formed his project.

When the two ladies retired Rodriguez, who had seemed tongue-tied for many hours, turned to Don Alderon. His mother had told Don Alderon nothing yet; for she was troubled by the mystery of Rodriguez castle, and would give him time to make it clear if he could; for there was something about Rodriguez of which with many pages I have tried to acquaint my reader but which was clear when first she saw him to Dona Mirana. In fact she liked him at once, as I hope that perhaps by now my reader may. He turned to Don Alderon, who was surprised to see the vehemence with which his guest suddenly spoke after those hours of silence, and Rodriguez told him the story of his love and the story of both his castles, that which had vanished from the bank of the Ebro and that which was promised him by the King of Shadow Valley. And often Don Alderon interrupted.

Oh, Rodriguez, he said, you are welcome to our ancient, unfortunate house: and later he said, I have met no man that had a prettier way with the sword.

But Rodriguez held on to the end, telling all he had to tell; and especially that he was landless and penniless but for that one promise; and as for the sword, he said, he was but as a child playing before the sword of Don Alderon. And this Don Alderon said was in no wise so, though there were a few cunning passes that he had learned, hoping that the day might come for him to do God a service thereby by slaying some of the Moors: and heartily he gave his consent and felicitation. But this Rodriguez would not have: Come with me, he said, to the forest to the place where I met this man, and if we find him not there we will go to the house in which his bowmen feast and there have news of him, and he shall show us the castle of his promise and, if it be such a castle as you approve, then your consent shall be given, but if not ...

Gladly indeed, said Don Alderon. We will start tomorrow.

And Rodriguez took his words literally, though his host had meant no more than what we should call one of these days, but Rodriguez was being consumed with a great impatience. And so they arranged it, and Don Alderon went to bed with a feeling, which is favourable to dreams, that on the next day they went upon an adventure; for neither he nor anyone in that village had entered Shadow Valley.

Once more next morning Rodriguez walked with Serafina, with something of the romance of the garden gone, for Dona Mirana walked there too; and romance is like one of those sudden, wonderful colours that flash for a moment out of a drop of dew; a passing shadow obscures them; and ask another to see it, and the colour is not the same: move but a yard and the ray of enchantment is gone. Dona Mirana saw the romance of that garden, but she saw it from thirty years away; it was all different what she saw, all changed from a certain day (for love was love in the old days): and to Rodriguez and Serafina it seemed that she could not see romance at all, and somehow that dimmed it. Almost their eyes seemed to search amongst the azaleas for the romance of that other evening.

And then Rodriguez told Serafina that he was riding away with her brother to see about the affairs of his castle, and that they would return in a few days. Scarcely a hint he gave that those affairs might not prosper, for he trusted the word of the King of Shadow Valley. His confidence had returned: and soon, with swords at side and cloaks floating brilliant on light winds of April, Rodriguez and Alderon rode away together.

Soon in the distance they saw Shadow Valley. And then Rodriguez bethought him of Morano and of the foul wrong he committed against Don Alderon with his frying-pan, and how he was there in the camp to which he was bringing his friend. And so he said: That vile knave Morano still lives and insists on serving me.

If he be near, said Don Alderon, I pray you to disarm him of his frying-pan for the sake of my honour, which does not suffer me to be stricken with culinary weapons, but only with the sword, the lance, or even bolts of cannon or arquebuss ... He was thinking of yet more weapons when Rodriguez put spurs to his horse. He is near, he said; I will ride on and disarm him.

So Rodriguez came cantering into the forest while Don Alderon ambled a mile or so behind him.

And there he found his old camp and saw Morano, sitting upon the ground by a small fire. Morano sprang up at once with joy in his eyes, his face wreathed with questions, which he did not put into words for he did not pry openly into his masters affairs.

Morano, said Rodriguez, give me your frying-pan.

My frying-pan? said Morano.

Yes, said Rodriguez. And when he held in his hand that blackened, greasy utensil he told Morano, That señor you met in Lowlight rides with me.

The cheerfulness faded out of Moranos face as light fades at sunset. Master, he said, he will surely slay me now.

He will not slay you, said Rodriguez.

Master, Morano said, he hopes for my fat carcase as much as men hope for the unicorn, when they wear their bright green coats and hunt him with dogs in Spring. I know not what legend Morano stored in his mind, nor how much of it was true. And when he finds me without my frying-pan he will surely slay me.

That señor, said Rodriguez emphatically, must not be hit with the frying-pan.

That is a hard rule, master, said Morano.

And Rodriguez was indignant, when he heard that, that anyone should thus blaspheme against an obvious law of chivalry: while Moranos only thought was upon the injustice of giving up the sweets of life for the sake of a frying-pan. Thus they were at cross-purposes. And for some while they stood silent, while Rodriguez hung the reins of his horse over the broken branch of a tree. And then Don Alderon rode into the wood.

All then that was most pathetic in Moranos sense of injustice looked out of his eyes as he turned them upon his master. But Don Alderon scarcely glanced at all at Morano, even when he handed to him the reins of his horse as he walked on towards Rodriguez.

And there in that leafy place they rested all through the evening, for they had not started so early upon their journey as travellers should. Eight days had gone since Rodriguez had left that small camp to ride to Lowlight, and to the apex of his life towards which all his days had ascended; and in that time Morano had collected good store of wood and, in little ways unthought of by dwellers in cities, had made the place like such homes as wanderers find. Don Alderon was charmed with their roof of towering greenness, and with the choirs of those which inhabited it and which were now all coming home to sing. And at some moment in the twilight, neither Rodriguez nor Alderon noticed when, Morano repossessed himself of his frying-pan, unbidden by Rodriguez, but acting on a certain tacit permission that there seemed to be in the twilight or in the mood of the two young men as they sat by the fire. And soon he was cooking once more, at a fire of his own, with something of the air that you see upon a Field Marshals face who has lost his baton and found it again. Have you ever noticed it, reader?

And when the meal was ready Morano served it in silence, moving unobtrusively in the gloom of the wood; for he knew that he was forgiven, yet not so openly that he wished to insist on his presence or even to imply his possession of the weapon that fried the bacon. So, like a dryad he moved from tree to tree, and like any fabulous creature was gone again. And the two young men supped well, and sat on and on, watching the sparks go up on innumerable journeys from the fire at which they sat, to be lost to sight in huge wastes of blackness and stars, lost to sight utterly, lost like the spirit of man to the gaze of our wonder when we try to follow its journey beyond the hearths that we know.

All the next day they rode on through the forest, till they came to the black circle of the old fire of their next camp. And here Rodriguez halted on account of the attraction that one of his old camps seems to have for a wanderer. It drew his feet towards it, this blackened circle, this hearth that for one night made one spot in the wilderness home. Don Alderon did not care whether they tarried or hurried; he loved his journey through this leafy land; the cool night-breeze slipping round the tree-trunks was new to him, and new was the comradeship of the abundant stars; the quest itself was a joy to him; with his fancy he built Rodriguez mysterious castle no less magnificently than did Don Alvidar. Sometimes they talked of the castle, each of the young men picturing it as he saw it; but in the warmth of the camp-fire after Morano slept they talked of more than these chronicles can tell.

In the morning they pressed on as fast as the forests low boughs would allow them. They passed somewhere near the great cottage in which the bowmen feasted; but they held on, as they had decided after discussion to do, for the last place in which Rodriguez had seen the King of Shadow Valley, which was the place of his promise. And before any dimness came even to the forest, or golden shafts down colonnades which were before all cathedrals, they found the old camp that they sought, which still had a clear flavour of magic for Morano on account of the moth-like coming and going of his three horses after he had tied them to that tree. And here they looked for the King of Shadow Valley; and then Rodriguez called him; and then all three of them called him, shouting King of Shadow Valley all together. No answer came: the woods were without echo: nothing stirred but fallen leaves. But before those miles of silence could depress them Rodriguez hit upon a simple plan, which was that he and Alderon should search all round, far from the track, while Morano stayed in the camp and shouted frequently, and they would not go out of hearing of his voice: for Shadow Valley had a reputation of being a bad forest for travellers to find their way there; indeed, few ever attempted to. So they did as he said, he and Alderon searching in different directions, while Morano remained in the camp, lifting a large and melancholy voice. And though rumour said it was hard to find the way when twenty yards from the track in Shadow Valley, it did not say it was hard to find the green bowmen: and Rodriguez, knowing that they guarded the forest as the shadows of trees guard the coolness, was assured he would meet with some of them even though he should miss their master. So he and Alderon searched till the forest darkness came and only birds on high branches still had light; and they never saw the King of Shadow Valley or any trace whatever of any man. And Alderon first returned to the encampment; but Rodriguez searched on into the night, searching and calling through the darkness, and feeling, as every minute went by and every faint call of Morano, that his castle was fading away, slipping past oak-tree and thorn-bush, to take its place among the unpitying stars. And when he returned at last from his useless search he found Morano standing by a good fire, and the sight of it a little cheered Rodriguez, and the sight of the firelight on Moranos face, and the homely comfort of the camp, for everything is comparative.

And over their supper Rodriguez and Alderon agreed that they had come to a part of the forest too remote from the home of the King of Shadow Valley, and decided to go the next day to the house of the green bowmen: and before he slept Rodriguez felt once more that all was well with his castle.

Yet when the next day came they searched again, for Rodriguez remembered how it was to this very place that the King of Shadow Valley had bidden him come in four weeks, and though this period was not yet accomplished, he felt, and Alderon fully agreed, they had waited long enough: so they searched all the morning, and then fulfilled their decision of overnight by riding for the great cottage Rodriguez knew. All the way they met no one. And Rodriguez gaiety came back as they rode, for he and Don Alderon recognised more and more clearly that the bowmens great cottage was the place they should have gone at first.

In early evening they were just at their journeys end; but barely had they left the track that they had ridden the day before, barely taken the smaller path that led after a few hundred yards to the cottage when they found themselves stopped by huge chains that hung from tree to tree. High into the trees went the chains above their heads where they sat their horses, and a chain ran every six inches down to the very ground: the road was well blocked.

Rodriguez and Alderon hastily consulted; then, leaving the horses with Morano, they followed the chains through dense forest to find a place where they could get the horses through. Finding the chains go on and on and on, and as evening was drawing in, the two friends divided, Alderon going back and Rodriguez on, agreeing to meet again on the path where Morano was.

It was darkening when they met there, Rodriguez having found nothing but that iron barrier going on from trunk to trunk, and Alderon having found a great gateway of iron; but it was shut. Through the silent shadows stealing abroad at evening the three men crashed their way on foot, leading their horses, towards this gate; but their way was slow and difficult for no path at all led up to it. It was dark when they reached it and they saw the high gate in the night, a black barrier among the trees where no one would wish to come, and in forest that seemed to these three to be nearly impenetrable. And what astonished Rodriguez most of all was that the chains had not been across the path when he had feasted with the green bowmen.

They stood there gazing, all three, at the dark locked gate, and then they saw two shields that met in the midst of it, and Rodriguez mounted his horse and stretched up to feel what device there was on the beaten iron; and both the shields were blank.

There they camped as well as men can when darkness has fallen before they reach their camping-ground; and Morano lit a great fire before the gate, and the smooth blank shields touching shoulders there up above them shone on Rodriguez and Alderon in the firelight. For a while they wondered at that strange gate that stood there dividing the wilderness; and then sleep came.

As soon as they woke they called loudly, but no one guarded that gate, no step but theirs stirred in the forest. Then, leaving Morano in the camp with its great gate that led nowhere, the two young men climbed up by branches and chains, and were soon on the other side of the gate and pressing on through the silence of the forest to find the cottage in which Rodriguez had slept. And almost at once the green bowmen appeared, ten of them with their bows, in front of Rodriguez and Alderon. Stop, said the ten green bowmen. When the bowmen said that, there was nothing else to do.

What do you seek? said the bowmen.

The King of Shadow Valley, answered Rodriguez.

He is not here, they said.

Where is he? asked Rodriguez.

He is nowhere, said one, when he does not wish to be seen.

Then show me the castle that he promised me, said Rodriguez.

We know nothing of any castle, said one of the bowmen, and they all shook their heads.

No castle? said Rodriguez.

No, they said.

Has the King of Shadow Valley no castle? he asked, beginning now to despair.

We know of none, they said. He lives in the forest.

Before Rodriguez quite despaired he asked each one if they knew not of any castle of which their King was possessed; and each of them said that there was no castle in all Shadow Valley. The ten still stood in front of them with their bows: and Rodriguez turned away then indeed in despair, and walked slowly back to the camp, and Alderon walked behind him. In silence they reached their camp by the great gate that led nowhere, and there Rodriguez sat down on a log beside the dwindling fire, gazing at the grey ashes and thinking of his dead hopes. He had not the heart to speak to Alderon, and the silence was unbroken by Morano who, for all his loquacity, knew when his words were not welcome. Don Alderon tried to break that melancholy silence, saying that these ten bowmen did not know the whole world; but he could not cheer Rodriguez. For, sitting there in dejection on his log, thinking of all the assurance with which he had often spoken of his castle, there was one more thing to trouble him than Don Alderon knew. And this was that when the bowmen had appeared he had hung once more round his neck that golden badge that was worked for him by the King of Shadow Valley; and they must have seen it, and they had paid no heed to it whatever: its magic was wholly departed. And one thing troubled him that Rodriguez did not know, a very potent factor in human sorrow: he had left in the morning so eagerly that he had had no breakfast, and this he entirely forgot and knew not how much of his dejection came from this cause, thinking that the loss of his castle was of itself enough.

So with downcast head he sat empty and hopeless, and the little camp was silent.

In this mournful atmosphere while no one spoke, and no one seemed to watch, stood, when at last Rodriguez raised his head, with folded arms before the gate to nowhere, the King of Shadow Valley. His face was surly, as though the face of a ghost, called from important work among asteroids needing his care, by the trivial legerdemain of some foolish novice. Rodriguez, looking into those angry eyes, wholly forgot it was he that had a grievance. The silence continued. And then the King of Shadow Valley spoke.

When have I broken my word? he said.

Rodriguez did not know. The man was still looking at him, still standing there with folded arms before the great gate, confronting him, demanding some kind of answer: and Rodriguez had nothing to say.

I came because you promised me the castle, he said at last.

I did not bid you come here, the man with the folded arms answered.

I went where you bade me, said Rodriguez, and you were not there.

In four weeks, I said, answered the King angrily.

And then Alderon spoke. Have you any castle for my friend? he said.

No, said the King of Shadow Valley.

You promised him one, said Don Alderon.

The King of Shadow Valley raised with his left hand a horn that hung below his elbow by a green cord round his body. He made no answer to Don Alderon, but put the horn against his lips and blew. They watched him all three in silence, till the silence was broken by many men moving swiftly through covert, and the green bowmen appeared.

When seven or eight were there he turned and looked at them. When have I broken my word? he said to his men.

And they all answered him, Never!

More broke into sight through the bushes.

Ask them he said. And Rodriguez did not speak.

Ask them, he said again, when I have broken my word.

Still Rodriguez and Alderon said nothing. And the bowmen answered them. He has never broken his word, every bowman said.

You promised me a castle, said Rodriguez, seeing that mans fierce eyes upon him still.

Then do as I bid you, answered the King of Shadow Valley; and he turned round and touched the lock of the gates with some key that he had. The gates moved open and the King went through.

Don Alderon ran forward after him, and caught up with him as he strode away, and spoke to him, and the King answered. Rodriguez did not hear what they said, and never afterwards knew. These words he heard only, from the King of Shadow Valley as he and Don Alderon parted: .... and therefore, señor, it were better for some holy man to do his blessed work before we come. And the King of Shadow Valley passed into the deeps of the wood.

As the great gates were slowly swinging to, Don Alderon came back thoughtfully. The gates clanged, clicked, and were shut again. The King of Shadow Valley and all his bowmen were gone.

Don Alderon went to his horse, and Rodriguez and Morano did the same, drawn by the act of the only man of the three that seemed to have made up his mind. Don Alderon led his horse back toward the path, and Rodriguez followed with his. When they came to the path they mounted in silence; and presently Morano followed them, with his blankets rolled up in front of him on his horse and his frying-pan slung behind him.

Which way? said Rodriguez.

Home, said Don Alderon.

But I cannot go to your home, said Rodriguez.

Come, said Don Alderon, as one whose plans were made. Rodriguez without a home, without plans, without hope, went with Don Alderon as thistledown goes with the warm wind. They rode through the forest till it grew all so dim that only a faint tinge of greenness lay on the dark leaves: above were patches of bluish sky like broken pieces of steel. And a star or two were out when they left the forest. And cantering on they came to Lowlight when the Milky Way appeared.

And there were Dona Mirana and Serafina in the hall to greet them as they entered the door.

What news? they asked.

But Rodriguez hung back; he had no news to give. It was Don Alderon that went forward, speaking cheerily to Serafina, and afterwards to his mother, with whom he spoke long and anxiously, pointing toward the forest sometimes, almost, as Rodriguez thought, in fear.

And a little later, when the ladies had retired, Don Alderon told Rodriguez over the wine, with which he had tried to cheer his forlorn companion, that it was arranged that he should marry Serafina. And when Rodriguez lamented that this was impossible he replied that the King of Shadow Valley wished it. And when Rodriguez heard this his astonishment equalled his happiness, for he marvelled that Don Alderon should not only believe that strange mans unsupported promise, but that he should even obey him as though he held him in awe.

And on the next day Rodriguez spoke with Dona Mirana as they walked in the glory of the garden. And Dona Mirana gave him her consent as Don Alderon had done: and when Rodriguez spoke humbly of postponement she glanced uneasily towards Shadow Valley, as though she too feared the strange man who ruled over the forest which she had never entered.

And so it was that Rodriguez walked with his lady, with the sweet Serafina in that garden again. And walking there they forgot the need of house or land, forgot Shadow Valley with its hopes and its doubts, and all the anxieties of the thoughts that we take for the morrow: and when evening came and the birds sang in azaleas, and the shadows grew solemn and long, and winds blew cool from the blazing bed of the Sun, into the garden now all strange and still, they forgot our Earth and, beyond the mundane coasts, drifted on dreams of their own into aureate regions of twilight, to wander in lands wherein lovers walk briefly and only once.


THE TWELFTH CHRONICLE

THE BUILDING OF CASTLE RODRIGUEZ AND THE ENDING OF THESE CHRONICLES

When the King of Shadow Valley met Rodriguez, for the first time in the forest, and gave him his promise and left him by his camp-fire, he went back some way towards the bowmens cottage and blew his horn; and his hundred bowmen were about him almost at once. To these he gave their orders and they went back, whence they had come, into the forests darkness. But he went to the bowmens cottage and paced before it, a dark and lonely figure of the night; and wherever he paced the ground he marked it with small sticks. And next morning the hundred bowmen came with axes as soon as the earliest light had entered the forest, and each of them chose out one of the giant trees that stood before the cottage, and attacked it. All day they swung their axes against the forests elders, of which nearly a hundred were fallen when evening came. And the stoutest of these, great trunks that were four feet through, were dragged by horses to the bowmens cottage and laid by the little sticks that the King of Shadow Valley had put overnight in the ground. The bowmens cottage and the kitchen that was in the wood behind it, and a few trees that still stood, were now all enclosed by four lines of fallen trees which made a large rectangle on the ground with a small square at each of its corners. And craftsmen came, and smoothed and hollowed the inner sides of the four rows of trees, working far into the night. So was the first days work accomplished and so was built the first layer of the walls of Castle Rodriguez.

On the next day the bowmen again felled a hundred trees; the top of the first layer was cut flat by carpenters; at evening the second layer was hoisted up after their under sides had been flattened to fit the layer below them; quantities more were cast in to make the floor when they had been gradually smoothed and fitted: at the end of the second day a man could not see over the walls of Castle Rodriguez. And on the third day more craftsmen arrived, men from distant villages at the forests edge, whence the King of Shadow Valley had summoned them; and they carved the walls as they grew. And a hundred trees fell that day, and the castle was another layer higher. And all the while a park was growing in the forest, as they felled the great trees; but the greatest trees of all the bowmen spared, oaks that had stood there for ages and ages of men; they left them to grip the earth for a while longer, for a few more human generations.

On the fourth day the two windows at the back of the bowmens cottage began to darken, and that evening Castle Rodriguez was fifteen feet high. And still the hundred bowmen hewed at the forest, bringing sunlight bright on to grass that was shadowed by oaks for ages. And at the end of the fifth day they began to roof the lower rooms and make their second floor: and still the castle grew a layer a day, though the second storey they built with thinner trees that were only three feet through, which were more easily carried to their place by the pulleys. And now they began to heap up rocks in a mass of mortar against the wall on the outside, till a steep slope guarded the whole of the lower part of the castle against fire from any attacker if war should come that way, in any of the centuries that were yet to be: and the deep windows they guarded with bars of iron.

The shape of the castle showed itself clearly now, rising on each side of the bowmens cottage and behind it, with a tower at each of its corners. To the left of the old cottage the main doorway opened to the great hall, in which a pile of a few huge oaks was being transformed into a massive stair. Three figures of strange men held up this ceiling with their heads and uplifted hands, when the castle was finished; but as yet the carvers had only begun their work, so that only here and there an eye peeped out, or a smile flickered, to give any expression to the curious faces of these fabulous creatures of the wood, which were slowly taking their shape out of three trees whose roots were still in the earth below the floor. In an upper storey one of these trees became a tall cupboard; and the shelves and the sides and the back and the top of it were all one piece of oak.

All the interior of the castle was of wood, hollowed into alcoves and polished, or carved into figures leaning out from the walls. So vast were the timbers that the walls, at a glance, seemed almost one piece of wood. And the centuries that were coming to Spain darkened the walls as they came, through autumnal shades until they were all black, as though they all mourned in secret for lost generations; but they have not yet crumbled.

The fireplaces they made with great square red tiles, which they also put in the chimneys amongst rude masses of mortar: and these great dark holes remained always mysterious to those that looked for mystery in the family that whiled away the ages in that castle. And by every fireplace two queer carved creatures stood upholding the mantlepiece, with mystery in their faces and curious limbs, uniting the hearth with fable and with tales told in the wood. Years after the men that carved them were all dust the shadows of these creatures would come out and dance in the room, on wintry nights when all the lamps were gone and flames stole out and flickered above the smouldering logs.

In the second storey one great saloon ran all the length of the castle. In it was a long table with eight legs that had carvings of roses rambling along its edges: the table and its legs were all of one piece with the floor. They would never have hollowed the great trunk in time had they not used fire. The second storey was barely complete on the day that Rodriguez and Don Alderon and Morano came to the chains that guarded the park. And the King of Shadow Valley would not permit his gift to be seen in anything less than its full magnificence, and had commanded that no man in the world might enter to see the work of his bowmen and craftsmen until it should frown at all comers a castle formidable as any in Spain.

And then they heaped up the mortar and rock to the top of the second storey, but above that they let the timbers show, except where they filled in plaster between the curving trunks: and the ages blackened the timber in amongst the white plaster; but not a storm that blew in all the years that came, nor the moss of so many Springs, ever rotted away those beams that the forest had given and on which the bowmen had laboured so long ago. But the castle weathered the ages and reached our days, worn, battered even, by its journey through the long and sometimes troubled years, but splendid with the traffic that it had with history in many gorgeous periods. Here Valdar the Excellent came once in his youth. And Charles the Magnificent stayed a night in this castle when on a pilgrimage to a holy place of the South.

It was here that Peter the Arrogant in his cups gave Africa, one Spring night, to his sisters son. What grandeurs this castle has seen! What chronicles could be writ of it! But not these chronicles, for they draw near their close, and they have yet to tell how the castle was built. Others shall tell what banners flew from all four of its towers, adding a splendour to the wind, and for what cause they flew. I have yet to tell of their building.

The second storey was roofed, and Castle Rodriguez still rose one layer day by day, with a hauling at pulleys and the work of a hundred men: and all the while the park swept farther into the forest.

And the trees that grew up through the building were worked by the craftsmen in every chamber into which they grew: and a great branch of the hugest of them made a little crooked stair in an upper storey. On the floors they laid down skins of beasts that the bowmen slew in the forest; and on the walls there hung all manner of leather, tooled and dyed as they had the art to do in that far-away period in Spain.

When the third storey was finished they roofed the castle over, laying upon the huge rafters red tiles that they made of clay. But the towers were not yet finished.

At this time the King of Shadow Valley sent a runner into Lowlight to shoot a blunt arrow with a message tied to it into Don Alderons garden, near to the door, at evening.

And they went on building the towers above the height of the roof And near the top of them they made homes for archers, little turrets that leaned like swallows nests out from each tower, high places where they could see and shoot and not be seen from below. And little narrow passages wound away behind perched battlements of stone, by which archers could slip from place to place, and shoot from here or from there and never be known. So were built in that distant age the towers of Castle Rodriguez.

And one day four weeks from the felling of the first oak, the period of his promise being accomplished, the King of Shadow Valley blew his horn. And standing by what had been the bowmens cottage, now all shut in by sheer walls of Castle Rodriguez, he gathered his bowmen to him. And when they were all about him he gave them their orders. They were to go by stealth to the village of Lowlight, and were to be by daylight before the house of Don Alderon; and, whether wed or unwed, whether she fled or folk defended the house, to bring Dona Serafina of the Valley of Dawnlight to be the chatelaine of Castle Rodriguez.

For this purpose he bade them take with them a chariot that he thought magnificent, though the mighty timbers that gave grandeur to Castle Rodriguez had a cumbrous look in the heavy vehicle that was to the bowmens eyes the triumphal car of the forest. So they took their bows and obeyed, leaving the craftsmen at their work in the castle, which was now quite roofed over, towers and all. They went through the forest by little paths that they knew, going swiftly and warily in the bowmens way: and just before nightfall they were at the forests edge, though they went no farther from it than its shadows go in the evening. And there they rested under the oak trees for the early part of the night except those whose art it was to gather news for their king; and three of those went into Lowlight and mixed with the villagers there.

When white mists moved over the fields near dawn and wavered ghostly about Lowlight, the green bowman moved with them. And just out of hearing of the village, behind wild shrubs that hid them, the bowmen that were coming from the forest met the three that had spent the night in taverns of Lowlight. And the three told the hundred of the great wedding that there was to be in the Church of the Renunciation that morning in Lowlight: and of the preparations that were made, and how holy men had come from far on mules, and had slept the night in the village, and the Bishop of Toledo himself would bless the bridegrooms sword. The bowmen therefore retired a little way and, moving through the mists, came forward to points whence they could watch the church, well concealed on the wild plain, which here and there gave up a field to man but was mostly the playground of wild creatures whose ways were the bowmens ways. And here they waited.

This was the wedding of Rodriguez and Serafina, of which gossips often spoke at their doors in summer evenings, old women mumbling of fair weddings that each had seen; and they had been children when they saw this wedding; they were those that threw small handfuls of anemones on the path before the porch. They told the tale of it till they could tell no more. It is the account of the last two or three of them, old, old women, that came at last to these chronicles, so that their tongues may wag as it were a little longer through these pages although they have been for so many centuries dead. And this is all that books are able to do.

First there was bell-ringing and many voices, and then the voices hushed, and there came the procession of eight divines of Murcia, whose vestments were strange to Lowlight. Then there came a priest from the South, near the border of Andalusia, who overnight had sanctified the ring. (It was he who had entertained Rodriguez when he first escaped from la Garda, and Rodriguez had sent for him now.) Each note of the bells came clear through the hush as they entered the church. And then with suitable attendants the bishop strode by and they saw quite close the blessed cope of Toledo. And the bridegroom followed him in, wearing his sword, and Don Alderon went with him. And then the voices rose again in the street: the bells rang on: they all saw Dona Mirana. The little bunches of bright anemones grew sticky in their hands: the bells seemed louder: cheering rose in the street and came all down it nearer. Then Dona Serafina walked past them with all her maids: and that is what the gossips chiefly remembered, telling how she smiled at them, and praising her dress, through those distant summer evenings. Then there was music in the church. And afterwards the forest-people had come. And the people screamed, for none knew what they would do. But they bowed so low to the bride and bridegroom, and showed their great hunting bows so willingly to all who wished to see, that the people lost their alarm and only feared lest the Bishop of Toledo should blast the merry bowmen with one of his curses.

And presently the bride and bridegroom entered the chariot, and the people cheered; and there were farewells and the casting of flowers; and the bishop blessed three of their bows; and a fat man sat beside the driver with folded arms, wearing bright on his face a look of foolish contentment; and the bowmen and bride and bridegroom all went away to the forest.

Four huge white horses drew that bridal chariot, the bowmen ran beside it, and soon it was lost to sight of the girls that watched it from Lowlight; but their memories held it close till their eyes could no longer see to knit and they could only sit by their porches in fine weather and talk of the days that were.

So came Rodriguez and his bride to the forest; he silent, perplexed, wondering always to what home and what future he brought her; she knowing less than he and trusting more. And on the untended road that the bowmen shared with stags and with rare, very venturous travellers, the wheels of the woodland chariot sank so deep in the sandy earth that the escort of bowmen needed seldom to run any more; and he who sat by the driver climbed down and walked silent for once, perhaps awed by the occasion, though he was none other than Morano. Serafina was delighted with the forest, but between Rodriguez and its beautiful grandeur his anxieties crowded thickly. He leaned over once from the chariot and asked one of the bowmen again about that castle; but the bowman only bowed and answered with a proverb of Spain, not easily carried so far from its own soil to thrive in our language, but signifying that the morrow showeth all things. He was silent then, for he knew that there was no way to a direct answer through those proverbs, and after a while perhaps there came to him some of Serafinas trustfulness. By evening they came to a wide avenue leading to great gates.

Rodriguez did not know the avenue, he knew no paths so wide in Shadow Valley; but he knew those gates. They were the gates of iron that led nowhere. But now an avenue went from them upon the other side, and opened widely into a park dotted with clumps of trees. And the two great iron shields, they too had changed with the changes that had bewitched the forest, for their surfaces that had glowed so unmistakably blank, side by side in the firelight, not many nights before, blazoned now the armorial bearings of Rodriguez upon the one and those of the house of Dawnlight upon the other. Through the opened gates they entered the young park that seemed to wonder at its own ancient trees, where wild deer drifted away from them like shadows through the evening: for the bowmen had driven in deer for miles through the forest. They passed a pool where water-lilies lay in languid beauty for hundreds of summers, but as yet no flower peeped into the water, for the pond was all hallowed newly.

A clump of trees stood right ahead of their way; they passed round it; and Castle Rodriguez came all at once into view. Serafina gasped joyously. Rodriguez saw its towers, its turrets for archers, its guarded windows deep in the mass of stone, its solemn row of battlements, but he did not believe what he saw. He did not believe that here at last was his castle, that here was his dream fulfilled and his journey done. He expected to wake suddenly in the cold in some lonely camp, he expected the Ebro to unfold its coils in the North and to come and sweep it away. It was but another strayed hope, he thought, taking the form of dream. But Castle Rodriguez still stood frowning there, and none of its towers vanished, or changed as things change in dreams; but the servants of the King of Shadow Valley opened the great door, and Serafina and Rodriguez entered, and all the hundred bowmen disappeared.

Here we will leave them, and let these Chronicles end. For whoever would tell more of Castle Rodriguez must wield one of those ponderous pens that hangs on the study wall in the house of historians. Great days in the story of Spain shone on those iron-barred windows, and things were said in its banqueting chamber and planned in its inner rooms that sometimes turned that story this way or that, as rocks turn a young river. And as a traveller meets a mighty river at one of its bends, and passes on his path, while the river sweeps on to its estuary and the sea, so I leave the triumphs and troubles of that story which I touched for one moment by the door of Castle Rodriguez.

My concern is but with Rodriguez and Serafina and to tell that they lived here in happiness; and to tell that the humble Morano found his happiness too. For he became the magnificent steward of Castle Rodriguez, the majordomo, and upon august occasions he wore as much red plush as he had ever seen in his dreams, when he saw this very event, sleeping by dying camp-fires. And he slept not upon straw but upon good heaps of wolf-skins. But pining a little in the second year of his somewhat lonely splendour, he married one of the maidens of the forest, the child of a bowman that hunted boars with their king. And all the green bowmen came and built him a house by the gates of the park, whence he walked solemnly on proper occasions to wait upon his master. Morano, good, faithful man, come forward for but a moment out of the Golden Age and bow across all those centuries to the reader: say one farewell to him in your Spanish tongue, though the sound of it be no louder than the sound of shadows moving, and so back to the dim splendour of the past, for the Señor or Señora shall hear your name no more.

For years Rodriguez lived a chieftain of the forest, owning the overlordship of the King of Shadow Valley, whom he and Serafina would entertain with all the magnificence of which their castle was capable on such occasions as he appeared before the iron gates. They seldom saw him. Sometimes they heard his horn as he went by. They heard his bowmen follow. And all would pass and perhaps they would see none. But upon occasions he came. He came to the christening of the eldest son of Rodriguez and Serafina, for whom he was godfather. He came again to see the boy shoot for the first time with a bow. And later he came to give little presents, small treasures of the forest, to Rodriguez daughters; who treated him always, not as sole lord of that forest that travellers dreaded, but as a friend of their very own that they had found for themselves. He had his favourites among them and none quite knew which they were.

And one day he came in his old age to give Rodriguez a message. And he spoke long and tenderly of the forest as though all its glades were sacred.

And soon after that day he died, and was buried with the mourning of all his men in the deeps of Shadow Valley, where only Rodriguez and the bowmen knew. And Rodriguez became, as the old king had commanded, the ruler of Shadow Valley and all its faithful men. With them he hunted and defended the forest, holding all its ways to be sacred, as the old king had taught. It is told how Rodriguez ruled the forest well.

And later he made a treaty with the Spanish King acknowledging him sole Lord of Spain, including Shadow Valley, saving that certain right should pertain to the foresters and should be theirs for ever. And these rights are written on parchment and sealed with the seal of Spain; and none may harm the forest without the bowmens leave.

Rodriguez was made Duke of Shadow Valley and a Magnifico of the first degree; though little he went with other hidalgos to Court, but lived with his family in Shadow Valley, travelling seldom beyond the splendour of the forest farther than Lowlight.

Thus he saw the glory of autumn turning the woods to fairyland: and when the stags were roaring and winter coming on he would take a boar-spear down from the wall and go hunting through the forest, whose twigs were black and slender and still against the bright menace of winter. Spring found him viewing the fields that his men had sown, along the forests edge, and finding in the chaunt of the myriad birds a stirring of memories, a beckoning towards past days. In summer he would see his boys and girls at play, running through shafts of sunlight that made leaves and grass like pale emeralds. He gave his days to the forest and the four seasons. Thus he dwelt amidst splendours such as History has never seen in any visit of hers to the courts of men.

Of him and Serafina it has been written and sung that they lived happily ever after; and though they are now so many centuries dead, may they have in the memories of such of my readers as will let them linger there, that afterglow of life that remembrance gives, which is all that there is on earth for those that walked it once and that walk the paths of their old haunts no more.


THE KING OF ELFLANDS DAUGHTER
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This tremendously influential fantasy novel was published in 1924 and relates how the lord of Erl, who, after being told by the parliament of his people that they want to be ruled by a magic lord, obeys the immemorial custom by sending his son Alveric to fetch the King of Elflands daughter, Lirazel, to be his bride. Alveric makes his way to Elfland, where time passes at a rate far slower than the real world and wins his bride, bringing her back to Erl  but the womans experiences in this (to her) foreign land are not happy ones. The tragic consequences of her disaffection are finally conquered by magical means, however and a happy ending ensues.

While the novel met with acclaim upon its initial publication, drawing praise from Dunsanys peers, it soon fell into relative obscurity and recognition of its literary merit and influence on the fantasy genre were only recognised upon its republication in 1969 as part of the canon-forming Ballantyne Adult Fantasy series. Its reputation has been in the ascendant ever since, with critics drawing favourable comparison with J. R. R. Tolkiens fantasy classic, The Lord of the Rings.
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The cover of the first edition
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A 1977 concept album based on the novel was composed by Bob Johnson and Peter Knight (formerly of Steeleye Span)


TO

LADY DUNSANY


PREFACE

I hope that no suggestion of any strange land that may be conveyed by the title will scare readers away from this book; for, though some chapters do indeed tell of Elfland, in the greater part of them there is no more to be shown than the face of the fields we know, and ordinary English woods and a common village and valley, a good twenty or twenty-five miles from the border of Elfland.

Lord Dunsany


CHAPTER I

The Plan of the Parliament of Erl

In their ruddy jackets of leather that reached to their knees the men of Erl appeared before their lord, the stately white-haired man in his long red room. He leaned in his carven chair and heard their spokesman.

And thus their spokesman said.

For seven hundred years the chiefs of your race have ruled us well; and their deeds are remembered by the minor minstrels, living on yet in their little tinkling songs. And yet the generations stream away, and there is no new thing.

What would you? said the lord.

We would be ruled by a magic lord, they said.

So be it, said the lord. It is five hundred years since my people have spoken thus in parliament, and it shall always be as your parliament saith. You have spoken. So be it.

And he raised his hand and blessed them and they went.

They went back to their ancient crafts, to the fitting of iron to the hooves of horses, to working upon leather, to tending flowers, to ministering to the rugged needs of Earth; they followed the ancient ways, and looked for a new thing. But the old lord sent a word to his eldest son, bidding him come before him.

And very soon the young man stood before him, in that same carven chair from which he had not moved, where light, growing late, from high windows, showed the aged eyes looking far into the future beyond that old lords time. And seated there he gave his son his commandment.

Go forth, he said, before these days of mine are over, and therefore go in haste, and go from here eastwards and pass the fields we know, till you see the lands that clearly pertain to faery; and cross their boundary, which is made of twilight, and come to that palace that is only told of in song.

It is far from here, said the young man Alveric.

Yes, answered he, it is far.

And further still, the young man said, to return. For distances in those fields are not as here.

Even so, said his father.

What do you bid me do, said the son, when I come to that palace?

And his father said: To wed the King of Elflands daughter.

The young man thought of her beauty and crown of ice, and the sweetness that fabulous runes had told was hers. Songs were sung of her on wild hills where tiny strawberries grew, at dusk and by early starlight, and if one sought the singer no man was there. Sometimes only her name was sung softly over and over. Her name was Lirazel.

She was a princess of the magic line. The gods had sent their shadows to her christening, and the fairies too would have gone, but that they were frightened to see on their dewy fields the long dark moving shadows of the gods, so they stayed hidden in crowds of pale pink anemones, and thence blessed Lirazel.

My people demand a magic lord to rule over them. They have chosen foolishly, the old lord said, and only the Dark Ones that show not their faces know all that this will bring: but we, who see not, follow the ancient custom and do what our people in their parliament say. It may be some spirit of wisdom they have not known may save them even yet. Go then with your face turned towards that light that beats from fairyland, and that faintly illumines the dusk between sunset and early stars, and this shall guide you till you come to the frontier and have passed the fields we know.

Then he unbuckled a strap and a girdle of leather and gave his huge sword to his son, saying: This that has brought our family down the ages unto this day shall surely guard you always upon your journey, even though you fare beyond the fields we know.

And the young man took it though he knew that no such sword could avail him.

Near the Castle of Erl there lived a lonely witch, on high land near the thunder, which used to roll in Summer along the hills. There she dwelt by herself in a narrow cottage of thatch and roamed the high fields alone to gather the thunderbolts. Of these thunderbolts, that had no earthly forging, were made, with suitable runes, such weapons as had to parry unearthly dangers.

And alone would roam this witch at certain tides of Spring, taking the form of a young girl in her beauty, singing among tall flowers in gardens of Erl. She would go at the hour when hawk-moths first pass from bell to bell. And of those few that had seen her was this son of the Lord of Erl. And though it was calamity to love her, though it rapt mens thoughts away from all things true, yet the beauty of the form that was not hers had lured him to gaze at her with deep young eyes, till  whether flattery or pity moved her, who knows that is mortal?  she spared him whom her arts might well have destroyed and, changing instantly in that garden there, showed him the rightful form of a deadly witch. And even then his eyes did not at once forsake her, and in the moments that his glance still lingered upon that withered shape that haunted the hollyhocks he had her gratitude that may not be bought, nor won by any charms that Christians know. And she had beckoned to him and he had followed, and learned from her on her thunder-haunted hill that on the day of need a sword might be made of metals not sprung from Earth, with runes along it that would waft away, certainly any thrust of earthly sword, and except for three master-runes could thwart the weapons of Elfland.

As he took his fathers sword the young man thought of the witch.

It was scarcely dark in the valley when he left the Castle of Erl, and went so swiftly up the witchs hill that a dim light lingered yet on its highest heaths when he came near the cottage of the one that he sought, and found her burning bones at a fire in the open. To her he said that the day of his need was come. And she bade him gather thunderbolts in her garden, in the soft earth under her cabbages.

And there with eyes that saw every minute more dimly, and fingers that grew accustomed to the thunderbolts curious surfaces, he found before darkness came down on him seventeen: and these he heaped into a silken kerchief and carried back to the witch.

On the grass beside her he laid those strangers to Earth. From wonderful spaces they came to her magical garden, shaken by thunder from paths that we cannot tread; and though not in themselves containing magic were well adapted to carry what magic her runes could give. She laid the thigh-bone of a materialist down, and turned to those stormy wanderers. She arranged them in one straight row by the side of her fire. And over them then she toppled the burning logs and the embers, prodding them down with the ebon stick that is the sceptre of witches, until she had deeply covered those seventeen cousins of Earth that had visited us from their etherial home. She stepped back then from her fire and stretched out her hands, and suddenly blasted it with a frightful rune. The flames leaped up in amazement. And what had been but a lonely fire in the night, with no more mystery than pertains to all such fires, flared suddenly into a thing that wanderers feared.

As the green flames, stung by her runes, leaped up, and the heat of the fire grew intenser, she stepped backwards further and further, and merely uttered her runes a little louder the further she got from the fire. She bade Alveric pile on logs, dark logs of oak that lay there cumbering the heath; and at once, as he dropped them on, the heat licked them up; and the witch went on pronouncing her louder runes, and the flames danced wild and green; and down in the embers the seventeen, whose paths had once crossed Earths when they wandered free, knew heat again as great as they had known, even on that desperate ride that had brought them here. And when Alveric could no longer come near the fire, and the witch was some yards from it shouting her runes, the magical flames burned all the ashes away and that portent that flared on the hill as suddenly ceased, leaving only a circle that sullenly glowed on the ground, like the evil pool that glares where thermite has burst. And flat in the glow, all liquid still, lay the sword.

The witch approached it and pared its edges with a sword that she drew from her thigh. Then she sat down beside it on the earth and sang to it while it cooled. Not like the runes that enraged the flames was the song she sang to the sword: she whose curses had blasted the fire till it shrivelled big logs of oak crooned now a melody like a wind in summer blowing from wild wood gardens that no man tended, down valleys loved once by children, now lost to them but for dreams, a song of such memories as lurk and hide along the edges of oblivion, now flashing from beautiful years of glimpse of some golden moment, now passing swiftly out of remembrance again, to go back to the shades of oblivion, and leaving on the mind those faintest traces of little shining feet which when dimly perceived by us are called regrets. She sang of old Summer noons in the time of harebells: she sang on that high dark heath a song that seemed so full of mornings and evenings preserved with all their dews by her magical craft from days that had else been lost, that Alveric wondered of each small wandering wing, that her fire had lured from the dusk, if this were the ghost of some day lost to man, called up by the force of her song from times that were fairer. And all the while the unearthly metal grew harder. The white liquid stiffened and turned red. The glow of the red dwindled. And as it cooled it narrowed: little particles came together, little crevices closed: and as they closed they seized the air about them, and with the air they caught the witchs rune, and gripped it and held it forever. And so it was it became a magical sword. And little magic there is in English woods, from the time of anemones to the falling of leaves, that was not in the sword. And little magic there is in southern downs, that only sheep roam over and quiet shepherds, that the sword had not too. And there was scent of thyme in it and sight of lilac, and the chorus of birds that sings before dawn in April, and the deep proud splendour of rhododendrons, and the litheness and laughter of streams, and miles and miles of may. And by the time the sword was black it was all enchanted with magic.

Nobody can tell you about that sword all that there is to be told of it; for those that know of those paths of Space on which its metals once floated, till Earth caught them one by one as she sailed past on her orbit, have little time to waste on such things as magic, and so cannot tell you how the sword was made, and those who know whence poetry is, and the need that man has for song, or know any one of the fifty branches of magic, have little time to waste on such things as science, and so cannot tell you whence its ingredients came. Enough that it was once beyond our Earth and was now here amongst our mundane stones; that it was once but as those stones, and now had something in it such as soft music has; let those that can define it.

And now the witch drew the black blade forth by the hilt, which was thick and on one side rounded, for she had cut a small groove in the soil below the hilt for this purpose, and began to sharpen both sides of the sword by rubbing them with a curious greenish stone, still singing over the sword an eerie song.

Alveric watched her in silence, wondering, not counting time; it may have been for moments, it may have been while the stars went far on their courses. Suddenly she was finished. She stood up with the sword lying on both her hands. She stretched it out curtly to Alveric; he took it, she turned away; and there was a look in her eyes as though she would have kept that sword, or kept Alveric. He turned to pour out his thanks, but she was gone.

He rapped on the door of the dark house; he called Witch, Witch along the lonely heath, till children heard on far farms and were terrified. Then he turned home, and that was best for him.


CHAPTER II

Alveric Comes in Sight of the Elfin Mountains

To the long chamber, sparsely furnished, high in a tower, in which Alveric slept, there came a ray direct from the rising sun. He awoke, and remembered at once the magical sword, which made all his awaking joyous. It is natural to feel glad at the thought of a recent gift, but there was also a certain joy in the sword itself, which perhaps could communicate with Alverics thoughts all the more easily just as they came from dreamland, which was pre-eminently the swords own country; but, however it be, all those that have come by a magical sword, have always felt that joy while it still was new, clearly and unmistakably.

He had no farewells to make, but thought it better instantly to obey his fathers command than to stay to explain why he took upon his adventure a sword that he deemed to be better than the one his father loved. So he stayed not even to eat, but put food in a wallet and slung over him by a strap a bottle of good new leather, not waiting to fill it for he knew he should meet with streams; and, wearing his fathers sword as swords are commonly worn, he slung the other over his back with its rough hilt tied near his shoulder, and strode away from the Castle and Vale of Erl. Of money he took but little, half a handful of copper only, for use in the fields we know; for he knew not what coin or what means of exchange were used on the other side of the frontier of twilight.

Now the Vale of Erl is very near to the border beyond which there is none of the fields we know. He climbed the hill and strode over the fields and passed through woods of hazel; and the blue sky shone on him merrily as he went by the way of the fields, and the blue was as bright by his feet when he came to the woods, for it was the time of the bluebells. He ate, and filled his water-bottle, and travelled all day eastwards, and at evening the mountains of faery came floating into view, the colour of pale forget-me-nots.

As the sun set behind Alveric he looked at those pale-blue mountains to see with what colour their peaks would astonish the evening; but never a tint they took from the setting sun, whose splendour was gilding all the fields we know, never a wrinkle faded upon their precipices, never a shadow deepened, and Alveric learned that for nothing that happens here is any change in the enchanted lands.

He turned his eyes from their serene pale beauty back to the fields we know. And there, with their gables lifting into the sunlight above deep hedgerows beautiful with Spring, he saw the cottages of earthly men. Past them he walked while the beauty of evening grew, with songs of birds, and scents wandering from flowers, and odours that deepened and deepened, and evening decked herself to receive the Evening Star. But before that star appeared the young adventurer found the cottage he sought; for, flapping above its doorway, he saw the sign of huge brown hide with outlandish letters in gilt which proclaimed the dweller below to be a worker in leather.

An old man came to the door when Alveric knocked, little and bent with age, and he bent more when Alveric named himself. And the young man asked for a scabbard for his sword, yet said not what sword it was. And they both went into the cottage where the old wife was, by her big fire, and the couple did honour to Alveric. The old man then sat down near his thick table, whose surface shone with smoothness wherever it was not pitted by little tools that had drilled through pieces of leather all that mans lifetime and in the times of his fathers. And then he laid the sword upon his knees and wondered at the roughness of hilt and guard, for they were raw unworked metal, and at the huge width of the sword; and then he screwed up his eyes and began to think of his trade. And in a while he thought out what must be done; and his wife brought him a fine hide; and he marked out on it two pieces as wide as the sword, and a bit wider than that.

And any questions he asked concerning that wide bright sword Alveric somewhat parried, for he wished not to perplex his mind by telling him all that it was: he perplexed that old couple enough a little later when he asked them for lodging for the night. And this they gave him with as many apologies as if it were they that had asked a favour, and gave him a great supper out of their cauldron, in which boiled everything that the old man snared; but nothing that Alveric was able to say prevented them giving up their bed to him and preparing a heap of skins for their own nights rest by the fire.

And after their supper the old man cut out the two wide pieces of leather with a point at the end of each and began to stitch them together on each side. And then Alveric began to ask him of the way, and the old leather-worker spoke of North and South and West and even of north-east, but of East or south-east he spoke never a word. He dwelt near the very edge of the fields we know, yet of any hint of anything lying beyond them he or his wife said nothing. Where Alverics journey lay upon the morrow they seemed to think the world ended.

And pondering afterwards, in the bed they gave him, all that the old man had said, Alveric sometimes marvelled at his ignorance, and yet sometimes wondered if it might have been skill by which those two had avoided all the evening any word of anything lying to the East or south-east of their home. He wondered if in his early days the old man might have gone there, but he was unable even to wonder what he had found there if he had gone. Then Alveric fell asleep, and dreams gave him hints and guesses of the old mans wanderings in Fairyland, but gave him no better guides than he had already, and these were the pale-blue peaks of the Elfin Mountains.

The old man woke him after he had slept long. When he came to the day-room a bright fire was burning there, his breakfast was ready for him and the scabbard made, which fitted the sword exactly. The old people waited on him silently and took payment for the scabbard, but would not take aught for their hospitality. Silently they watched him rise to go, and followed him without a word to the door, and outside it watched him still, clearly hoping that he would turn to the North or West; but when he turned and strode for the Elfin Mountains, they watched him no more, for their faces never were turned that way. And though they watched him no longer yet he waved his hand in farewell; for he had a feeling for the cottages and fields of these simple folk, such as they had not for the enchanted lands. He walked in the sparkling morning through scenes familiar from infancy; he saw the ruddy orchis flowering early, reminding the bluebells they were just past their prime; the small young leaves of the oak were yet a brownish yellow; the new beech-leaves shone like brass, where the cuckoo was calling clearly; and a birch tree looked like a wild woodland creature that had draped herself in green gauze; on favoured bushes there were buds of may. Alveric said over and over to himself farewell to all these things: the cuckoo went on calling, and not for him. And then, as he pushed through a hedge into a field untended, there suddenly close before him in the field was, as his father had told, the frontier of twilight. It stretched across the fields in front of him, blue and dense like water; and things seen through it seemed misshapen and shining. He looked back once over the fields we know; the cuckoo went on calling unconcernedly; a small bird sang about its own affairs; and, nothing seeming to answer or heed his farewells, Alveric strode on boldly into those long masses of twilight.

A man in a field not far was calling to horses, there were folk talking in a neighbouring lane, as Alveric stepped into the rampart of twilight; at once all these sounds grew dim, humming faintly, as from great distances: in a few strides he was through, and not a murmur at all came then from the fields we know. The fields through which he had come had suddenly ended; there was no trace of its hedges bright with new green; he looked back, and the frontier seemed lowering, cloudy and smoky; he looked all round and saw no familiar thing; in the place of the beauty of May were the wonders and splendours of Elfland.

The pale-blue mountains stood august in their glory, shimmering and rippling in a golden light that seemed as though it rhythmically poured from the peaks and flooded all those slopes with breezes of gold. And below them, far off as yet, he saw going up all silver into the air the spires of the palace only told of in song. He was on a plain on which the flowers were queer and the shape of the trees monstrous. He started at once toward the silver spires.

To those who may have wisely kept their fancies within the boundary of the fields we know it is difficult for me to tell of the land to which Alveric had come, so that in their minds they can see that plain with its scattered trees and far off the dark wood out of which the palace of Elfland lifted those glittering spires, and above them and beyond them that serene range of mountains whose pinnacles took no colour from any light we see. Yet it is for this very purpose that our fancies travel far, and if my reader through fault of mine fail to picture the peaks of Elfland my fancy had better have stayed in the fields we know. Know then that in Elfland are colours more deep than are in our fields, and the very air there glows with so deep a lucency that all things seen there have something of the look of our trees and flowers in June reflected in water. And the colour of Elfland, of which I despaired to tell, may yet be told, for we have hints of it here; the deep blue of the night in Summer just as the gloaming has gone, the pale blue of Venus flooding the evening with light, the deeps of lakes in the twilight, all these are hints of that colour. And while our sunflowers carefully turned to the sun, some forefather of the rhododendrons must have turned a little towards Elfland, so that some of that glory dwells with them to this day. And, above all, our painters have had many a glimpse of that country, so that sometimes in pictures we see a glamour too wonderful for our fields; it is a memory of theirs that intruded from some old glimpse of the pale-blue mountains while they sat at easels painting the fields we know.

So Alveric strode on through the luminous air of that land whose glimpses dimly remembered are inspirations here. And at once he felt less lonely. For there is a barrier in the fields we know, drawn sharply between men and all other life, so that if we be but a day away from our kind we are lonely; but once across the boundary of twilight and Alveric saw this barrier was down. Crows walking on the moor looked whimsically at him, all manner of little creatures peered curiously to see who was come from a quarter whence so few ever came; to see who went on a journey whence so few ever returned; for the King of Elfland guarded his daughter well, as Alveric knew although he knew not how. There was a merry sparkle of interest in all those little eyes, and a look that might mean warning.

There was perhaps less mystery here than on our side of the boundary of twilight; for nothing lurked or seemed to lurk behind great boles of oak, as in certain lights and seasons things may lurk in the fields we know; no strangeness hid on the far side of ridges; nothing haunted deep woods; whatever might possibly lurk was clearly there to be seen, whatever strangeness might be was spread in full sight of the traveller, whatever might haunt deep woods lived there in the open day.

And, so strong lay the enchantment deep over all that land, that not only did beasts and men guess each others meanings well, but there seemed to be an understanding even, that reached from men to trees and from trees to men. Lonely pine trees that Alveric passed now and then on the moor, their trunks glowing always with the ruddy light that they had got by magic from some old sunset, seemed to stand with their branches akimbo and lean over a little to look at him. It seemed almost as though they had not always been trees, before enchantment had overtaken them there; it seemed they would tell him something.

But Alveric heeded no warnings either from beasts or trees, and strode away toward the enchanted wood.


CHAPTER III

The Magical Sword Meets Some of the Swords of Elfland

When Alveric came to the enchanted wood the light in which Elfland glowed had neither grown nor dwindled, and he saw that it came from no radiance that shines on the fields we know, unless the wandering lights of wonderful moments that sometimes astonish our fields, and are gone the instant they come, are strayed over the border of Elfland by some momentary disorder of magic. Neither sun nor moon made the light of that enchanted day.

A line of pine trees up which ivy climbed, as high as their lowering black foliage, stood like sentinels at the edge of the wood. The silver spires were shining as though it were they that made all this azure glow in which Elfland swam. And Alveric having by now come far into Elfland, and being now before its capital palace, and knowing that Elfland guarded its mysteries well, drew his fathers sword before he entered the wood. The other still hung on his back, slung in its new scabbard over his left shoulder.

And the moment he passed by one of those guardian pine trees, the ivy that lived on it unfastened its tendrils and, rapidly letting itself down, came straight for Alveric and clutched at his throat.

The long thin sword of his father was just in time; had it not been drawn he would have scarcely got it out, so swift was the rush of the ivy. He cut tendril after tendril that grasped his limbs as ivy grasps old towers, and still more tendrils came for him, until he severed its main stem between him and the tree. And as he was doing this he heard a hissing rush behind him, and another had come down from another tree and was rushing at him with all its leaves spread out. The green thing looked wild and angry as it gripped his left shoulder as though it would hold it forever. But Alveric severed those tendrils with a blow of his sword and then fought with the rest, while the first one was still alive but now too short to reach him, and was lashing its branches angrily on the ground. And soon, as the surprise of the attack was over and he had freed himself of the tendrils that had gripped him, Alveric stepped back till the ivy could not reach him and he could still fight it with his long sword. The ivy crawled back then to lure Alveric on, and sprang at him when he followed it. But, terrible though the grip of ivy is, that was a good sharp sword; and very soon Alveric, all bruised though he was, had so lopped his assailant that it fled back up its tree. Then he stepped back and looked at the wood in the light of his new experience, choosing a way through. He saw at once that in the barrier of pine trees the two in front of him had had their ivy so shortened in the fight that if he went mid-way between the two the ivy of neither would be able to reach him. He then stepped forward, but the moment he did so he noticed one of the pine trees move closer to the other. He knew then that the time was come to draw his magical sword.

So he returned his fathers sword to the scabbard by his side and drew out the other over his shoulder and, going straight up to the tree that had moved, swept at the ivy as it sprang at him: and the ivy fell all at once to the ground, not lifeless but a heap of common ivy. And then he gave one blow to the trunk of the tree, and a chip flew out not larger than a common sword would have made, but the whole tree shuddered; and with that shudder disappeared at once a certain ominous look that the pine had had, and it stood there an ordinary unenchanted tree. Then he stepped on through the wood with his sword drawn.

He had not gone many paces when he heard behind him a sound like a faint breeze in the tree-tops, yet no wind was blowing in that wood at all. He looked round therefore, and saw that the pine trees were following him. They were coming slowly after him, keeping well out of the way of his sword, but to left and right they were gaining on him, so that he saw he was being gradually shut in by a crescent that grew thicker and thicker as it crowded amongst the trees that it met on the way, and would soon crush him to death. Alveric saw at once that to turn back would be fatal, and decided to push right on, relying chiefly on speed; for his quick perception had already noticed something slow about the magic that swayed the wood; as though whoever controlled it were old or weary of magic, or interrupted by other things. So he went straight ahead, hitting every tree in his way, whether enchanted or not, a blow with his magical sword; and the runes that ran in that metal from the other side of the sun were stronger than any spells that there were in the wood. Great oak trees with sinister boles drooped and lost all their enchantment as Alveric flashed past them with a flick of that magical sword. He was marching faster than the clumsy pines. And soon he left in that weird and eerie wood a wake of trees that were wholly unenchanted, that stood there now without hint of romance or mystery even.

And all of a sudden he came from the gloom of the wood to the emerald glory of the Elf Kings lawns. Again, we have hints of such things here. Imagine lawns of ours just emerging from night, flashing early lights from their dewdrops when all the stars have gone; bordered with flowers that just begin to appear, their gentle colours all coming back after night; untrodden by any feet except the tiniest and wildest; shut off from the wind and the world by trees in whose fronds is still darkness: picture these waiting for the birds to sing; there is almost a hint there sometimes of the glow of the lawns of Elfland; but then it passes so quickly that we can never be sure. More beautiful than aught our wonder guesses, more than our hearts have hoped, were the dewdrop lights and twilights in which these lawns glowed and shone. And we have another thing by which to hint of them, those seaweeds or sea-mosses that drape Mediterranean rocks and shine out of blue-green water for gazers from dizzy cliffs: more like sea-floors were these lawns than like any land of ours, for the air of Elfland is thus deep and blue.

At the beauty of these lawns Alveric stood gazing as they shone through twilight and dew, surrounded by the mauve and ruddy glory of the massed flowers of Elfland, beside which our sunsets pale and our orchids droop; and beyond them lay like night the magical wood. And jutting from that wood, with glittering portals all open wide to the lawns, with windows more blue than our sky on Summers nights; as though built of starlight; shone that palace that may be only told of in song.

As Alveric stood there with his sword in his hand, at the woods edge, scarcely breathing, with his eyes looking over the lawns at the chiefest glory of Elfland; through one of the portals alone came the King of Elflands daughter. She walked dazzling to the lawns without seeing Alveric. Her feet brushed through the dew and the heavy air and gently pressed for an instant the emerald grass, which bent and rose, as our harebells when blue butterflies light and leave them, roaming care-free along the hills of chalk.

And as she passed he neither breathed nor moved, nor could have moved if those pines had still pursued him, but they stayed in the forest not daring to touch those lawns.

She wore a crown that seemed to be carved of great pale sapphires; she shone on those lawns and gardens like a dawn coming unaware, out of long night, on some planet nearer than us to the sun. And as she passed near Alveric she suddenly turned her head; and her eyes opened in a little wonder. She had never before seen a man from the fields we know.

And Alveric gazed in her eyes all speechless and powerless still: it was indeed the Princess Lirazel in her beauty. And then he saw that her crown was not of sapphires but ice.

Who are you? she said. And her voice had the music that, of earthly things, was most like ice in thousands of broken pieces rocked by a wind of Spring upon lakes in some northern country.

And he said: I come from the fields that are mapped and known.

And then she sighed for a moment for those fields, for she had heard how life beautifully passes there, and how there are always in those fields young generations, and she thought of the changing seasons and children and age, of which elfin minstrels had sung when they told of Earth.

And when he saw her sigh for the fields we know he told her somewhat of that land whence he had come. And she questioned him further, and soon he was telling her tales of his home and the Vale of Erl. And she wondered to hear of it and asked him many questions more; and then he told her all that he knew of Earth, not presuming to tell Earths story from what his own eyes had seen in his bare score of years, but telling those tales and fables of the ways of beasts and men, that the folk of Erl had drawn out of the ages, and which their elders told by the fire at evening when children asked of what happened long ago. Thus on the edge of those lawns whose miraculous glory was framed by flowers we have never known, with the magical wood behind them, and that palace shining near which may only be told of in song, they spoke of the simple wisdom of old men and old women, telling of harvests and the blossoming of roses and may, of when to plant in gardens, of what wild animals knew; how to heal, how to sow, how to thatch, and of which of the winds in what seasons blow over the fields we know.

And then there appeared those knights who guard that palace lest any should come through the enchanted wood. Four of them they came shining over the lawns in armour, their faces not to be seen. In all the enchanted centuries of their lives they had not dared to dream of the princess: they had never bared their faces when they knelt armed before her. Yet they had sworn an oath of dreadful words that no man else should ever speak with her, if one should come through the enchanted wood. With this oath now on their lips they marched towards Alveric.

Lirazel looked at them sorrowfully yet could not halt them, for they came by command of her father which she could not avert; and well she knew that her father might not recall his command, for he had uttered it ages ago at the bidding of Fate. Alveric looked at their armour, which seemed to be brighter than any metal of ours, as though it came from one of those buttresses near, which are only told of in song; then he went towards them drawing his fathers sword, for he thought to drive its slender point through some joint of the armour. The other he put into his left hand.

As the first knight struck, Alveric parried, and stopped the blow, but there came a shock like lightning into his arm and the sword flew from his hand, and he knew that no earthly sword could meet the weapons of Elfland, and took the magical sword in his right hand. With this he parried the strokes of the Princess Lirazels guard, for such these four knights were, having waited for this occasion through all the ages of Elfland. And no more shock came to him from any of those swords, but only a vibration in his own swords metal that passed through it like a song, and a kind of a glow that arose in it, reaching to Alverics heart and cheering it.

But as Alveric continued to parry the swift blows of the guard, that sword that was kin to the lightning grew weary of these defences, for it had in its essence speed and desperate journeys; and, lifting Alverics hand along with it, it swept blows at the elvish knights, and the armour of Elfland could not hold it out. Thick and curious blood began to pour through rifts in the armour, and soon of that glittering company two were fallen; and Alveric, encouraged by the zeal of his sword fought cheerily and soon overthrew another, so that only he and one of the guard remained, who seemed to have some stronger magic about him than had been given to his fallen comrades. And so it was, for when the Elf King had first enchanted the guard he had charmed this elvish soldier first of all, while all the wonder of his runes were new; and the soldier and his armour and his sword had something still of this early magic about them, more potent than any inspirations of wizardry that had come later from his masters mind. Yet this knight, as Alveric soon was able to feel along his arm and his sword, had none of those three master runes of which the old witch had spoken when she made the sword on her hill; for these were preserved unuttered by the King of Elfland himself, with which to hedge his own presence. To have known of their existence she must have flown by broom to Elfland and spoken secretly alone with the King.

And the sword that had visited Earth from so far away smote like the falling of thunderbolts; and green sparks rose from the armour, and crimson as sword met sword; and thick elvish blood moved slowly, from wide slits, down the cuirass; and Lirazel gazed in awe and wonder and love; and the combatants edged away fighting into the forest; and branches fell on them hacked off by their fight; and the runes in Alverics far-travelled sword exulted, and roared at the elf-knight; until in the dark of the wood, amongst branches severed from disenchanted trees, with a blow like that of a thunderbolt riving an oak tree, Alveric slew him.

At that crash, and at that silence, Lirazel ran to his side.

Quick! she said. For my father has three runes ... She durst not speak of them.

Whither? said Alveric.

And she said: To the fields you know.


CHAPTER IV

Alveric Comes Back to Earth After Many Years

Back through the guarding wood went Alveric and Lirazel, she only looking once more at those flowers and lawns, seen only by the furthest-travelling fancies of poets in deepest sleep, then urging Alveric on; he choosing the way past trees he had disenchanted.

And she would not let him delay even to choose his path, but kept urging him away from the palace that is only told of in song. And the other trees began to come lumbering towards them, from beyond the lustreless unromantic line that Alverics sword had smitten, looking queerly as they came at their stricken comrades, whose listless branches drooped without magic or mystery. And as the moving trees came nearer Lirazel would hold up her hand, and they all halted and came on no more; and still she urged upon Alveric to hasten.

She knew her father would climb the brazen stairs of one of those silver spires, she knew he would soon come out on to a high balcony, she knew what rune he would chant. She heard the sound of his footsteps ascending, ringing now through the wood. They fled over the plain beyond the wood, all through the blue everlasting elfin day, and again and again she looked over her shoulder and urged Alveric on. The Elf Kings feet boomed slow on the thousand brazen steps, and she hoped to reach the barrier of twilight, which on that side was smoky and dull; when suddenly, as she looked for the hundredth time at the distant balconies of the glittering spires, she saw a door begin to open high up, above the palace only told of in song. She cried Alas! to Alveric, but at that moment the scent of briar roses came drifting to them from the fields we know.

Alveric knew not fatigue for he was young, nor she for she was ageless. They rushed forward, he taking her hand; the Elf King lifted his beard, and just as he began to intone a rune that only once may be uttered, against which nothing from our fields can avail, they were through the frontier of twilight, and the rune shook and troubled those lands in which Lirazel walked no longer.

When Lirazel looked upon the fields we know, as strange to her as once they have been to us, their beauty delighted her. She laughed to see the haystacks and loved their quaintness. A lark was singing and Lirazel spoke to it, and the lark seemed not to understand, but she turned to other glories of our fields, for all were new to her, and forgot the lark. It was curiously no longer the season of bluebells, for all the foxgloves were blooming and the may was gone and the wild roses were there. Alveric never understood this.

It was early morning and the sun was shining, giving soft colours to our fields, and Lirazel rejoiced in those fields of ours at more common things than one might believe there were amongst the familiar sights of Earths every day. So glad was she, so gay, with her cries of surprise and her laughter, that there seemed thenceforth to Alveric a beauty that he had never dreamed of in buttercups, and a humour in carts that he never had thought of before. Each moment she found with a cry of joyous discovery some treasure of Earths that he had not known to be fair. And then, as he watched her bringing a beauty to our fields more delicate even than that the wild roses brought, he saw that her crown of ice had melted away.

And thus she came from the palace that may only be told of in song, over the fields of which I need not tell, for they were the familiar fields of Earth, that the ages change but little and only for a while, and came at evening with Alveric to his home.

All was changed in the Castle of Erl. In the gateway they met a guardian whom Alveric knew: the man wondered to see them. In the hall and upon the stairway they met some that tended the castle, who turned their heads in surprise. Alveric knew them also, but all were older; and he saw that quite ten years must have passed away during that one blue day he had spent in Elfland.

Who does not know that this is the way of Elfland? And yet who would not be surprised if they saw it happen as Alveric saw it now? He turned to Lirazel and told her how ten or twelve years were gone. But it was as though a humble man who had wed an earthly princess should tell her he had lost sixpence; time had had no value or meaning to Lirazel, and she was untroubled to hear of the ten lost years. She did not dream what time means to us here.

They told Alveric that his father was long since dead. And one told him how he died happy, without impatience, trusting to Alveric to accomplish his bidding; for he had known somewhat of the ways of Elfland, and knew that those that traffic twixt here and there must have something of that calm in which Elfland forever dreams.

Up the valley, ringing late, they heard the blacksmiths work. This blacksmith was he who had been the spokesman of those who went once to the long red room to the Lord of Erl. And all these men yet lived; for time though it moved over the Vale of Erl, as over all fields we know, moved gently, not as in our cities.

Thence Alveric and Lirazel went to the holy place of the Freer. And when they found him Alveric asked the Freer to wed them with Christom rites. And when the Freer saw the beauty of Lirazel flash mid the common things in his little holy place, for he had ornamented the walls of his house with knick-knacks that he sometimes bought at the fairs, he feared at once she was of no mortal line. And, when he asked her whence she came and she happily answered Elfland, the good man clasped his hands and told her earnestly how all in that land dwelt beyond salvation. But she smiled, for while in Elfland she had always been idly happy, and now she only cared for Alveric. The Freer went then to his books to see what should be done.

For a long while he read in silence but for his breathing, while Alveric and Lirazel stood before him. And at last he found in his book a form of service for the wedding of a mermaid that had forsaken the sea, though the good book told not of Elfland. And this he said would suffice, for that the mermaids dwelt equally with the elf-folk beyond thought of salvation. So he sent for his bell and such tapers as are necessary. Then, turning to Lirazel, he bade her forsake and forswear and solemnly to renounce all things pertaining to Elfland, reading slowly out of a book the words to be used on this wholesome occasion.

Good Freer, Lirazel answered, nought said in these fields can cross the barrier of Elfland. And well that this is so, for my father has three runes that could blast this book when he answered one of its spells, were any word able to pass through the frontier of twilight. I will spell no spells with my father.

But I cannot wed Christom man, the Freer replied, with one of the stubborn who dwell beyond salvation.

Then Alveric implored her and she said the say in the book, though my father could blast this spell, she added, if it ever crossed one of his runes. And, the bell being now brought and the tapers, the good man wedded them in his little house with the rites that are proper for the wedding of a mermaid that hath forsaken the sea.


CHAPTER V

The Wisdom of the Parliament of Erl

In those bridal days the men of Erl came often to the castle, bringing gifts and felicitations; and in the evenings they would talk in their houses of the fair things that they hoped for the Vale of Erl on account of the wisdom of the thing they had done when they spoke with the old lord in his long red room.

There was Narl the blacksmith, who had been their leader; there was Guhic, who first had thought of it, after speaking with his wife, an upland farmer of clover pastures near Erl; there was Nehic a driver of horses; there were four vendors of beeves; and Oth, a hunter of deer; and Vlel the master-ploughman: all these and three men more had gone to the Lord of Erl and made that request that had set Alveric on his wanderings. And now they spoke of all the good that would come of it. They had all desired that the Vale of Erl should be known among men, as was, they felt, its desert. They had looked in histories, they had read books treating of pasture, yet seldom found mention at all of the vale they loved. And one day Guhic had said Let all us people be ruled in the future by a magic lord, and he shall make the name of the valley famous, and there shall be none that have heard not the name of Erl.

And all had rejoiced and had made a parliament; and it had gone, twelve men, to the Lord of Erl. And it had been as I have told.

So now they spoke over their mead of the future of Erl, and its place among other valleys, and of the reputation that it should have in the world. They would meet and talk in the great forge of Narl, and Narl would bring them mead from an inner room, and Threl would come in late from his work in the woods. The mead was of clover honey, heavy and sweet; and when they had sat awhile in the warm room, talking of daily things of the valley and uplands, they would turn their minds to the future, seeing as through a golden mist the glory of Erl. One praised the beeves, another the horses, another the good soil, and all looked to the time when other lands should know the great mastery among valleys that was held by the valley of Erl.

And Time that brought these evenings bore them away, moving over the Vale of Erl as over all fields we know, and it was Spring again and the season of bluebells. And one day in the prime of the wild anemones, it was told that Alveric and Lirazel had a son.

Then all the people of Erl lit a fire next night on the hill, and danced about it and drank mead and rejoiced. All day they had dragged logs and branches for it from a wild wood near, and the glow of the fire was seen in other lands. Only on the pale-blue peaks of the mountains of Elfland no gleam of it shone, for they are unchanged by ought that can happen here.

And when they rested from dancing round their fires they would sit on the ground and foretell the fortune of Erl, when it should be ruled over by this son of Alveric with all the magic he would have from his mother. And some said he would lead them to war, and some said to deeper ploughing; and all foretold a better price for their beeves. None slept that night for dancing and foretelling a glorious future, and for rejoicing at the things they foretold. And above all they rejoiced that the name of Erl should be thenceforth known and honoured in other lands.

Then Alveric sought for a nurse for his child, all through the valley and uplands, and not easily found any worthy of having the care of one that was of the royal line of Elfland; and those that he found were frightened of the light, as though not of our Earth or sky, that seemed to shine at times in the babys eyes. And in the end he went one windy morning up the hill of the lonely witch, and found her sitting idly in her doorway, having nothing to curse or bless.

Well, said the witch, did the sword bring you fortune?

Who knows, said Alveric, what brings fortune, since we cannot see the end?

And he spoke wearily, for he was weary with age, and never knew how many years had gone over him on the day he travelled to Elfland; far more it seemed than had passed on that same day over Erl.

Aye, said the witch. Who knows the end but we?

Mother Witch, said Alveric, I wedded the King of Elflands daughter.

That was a great advancement, said the old witch.

Mother Witch, said Alveric, we have a child. And who shall care for him?

No human task, said the witch.

Mother Witch, said Alveric, will you come to the Vale of Erl and care for him and be the nurse at the castle? For none but you in all these fields knows ought of the things of Elfland, except the princess, and she knows nothing of Earth.

And the old witch answered: For the sake of the King I will come.

So the witch came down from the hill with a bundle of queer belongings. And thus the child was nursed in the fields we know by one who knew songs and tales of his mothers country.

And often, as they bent together over the baby, that aged witch and the Princess Lirazel would talk together, and afterwards through long evenings, of things about which Alveric knew nothing: and for all the age of the witch, and the wisdom that she had stored in her hundred years, which is all hidden from man, it was nevertheless she who learned when they talked together, and the Princess Lirazel who taught. But of Earth and the ways of Earth Lirazel never knew anything.

And this old witch that watched over the baby so tended him and so soothed, that in all his infancy he never wept. For she had a charm for brightening the morning, and a charm for cheering the day, and a charm for calming a cough, and a charm for making the nursery warm and pleasant and eerie, when the fire leaped up at the sound of it, from logs that she had enchanted, and sent large shadows of the things about the fire quivering dark and merry over the ceiling.

And the child was cared for by Lirazel and the witch as children are cared for whose mothers are merely human; but he knew tunes and runes besides, that other children hear not in fields we know.

So the old witch moved about the nursery with her black stick, guarding the child with her runes. If a draught on windy nights shrilled in through some crack she had a spell to calm it; and a spell to charm the song that the kettle sang, till its melody brought hints of strange news from mist-hidden places, and the child grew to know the mystery of far valleys that his eyes had never seen. And at evening she would raise her ebon stick and, standing before the fire amongst all the shadows, would enchant them and make them dance for him. And they took all manner of shapes of good and evil, dancing to please the baby; so that he came to have knowledge not only of the things with which Earth is stored; pigs, trees, camels, crocodiles, wolves, and ducks, good dogs and the gentle cow; but of the darker things also that men have feared, and the things they have hoped and guessed. Through those evenings the things that happen, and the creatures that are, passed over those nursery walls, and he grew familiar with the fields we know. And on warm afternoons the witch would carry him through the village, and all the dogs would bark at her eerie figure, but durst not come too close, for a page-boy behind her carried the ebon stick. And dogs, that know so much, that know how far a man can throw a stone, and if he would beat them, and if he durst not, knew also that this was no ordinary stick. So they kept far away from that queer black stick in the hand of the page, and snarled, and the villagers came out to see. And all were glad when they saw how magical a nurse the young heir had, for here, they said, is the witch Ziroonderel, and they declared that she would bring him up amongst the true principles of wizardry, and that in his time there would be magic that would make all their valley famous. And they beat their dogs until they slunk indoors, but the dogs clung to their suspicions still. So that when the men were gone to the forge of Narl, and their houses were quiet in the moonlight and Narls windows glowed, and the mead had gone round, and they talked of the future of Erl, more and more voices joining in the tale of its coming glory, on soft feet the dogs would come out to the sandy street and howl.

And to the high sunny nursery Lirazel would come, bringing a brightness that the learned witch had not in all her spells, and would sing to her boy those songs that none can sing to us here, for they were learned the other side of the frontier of twilight and were made by singers all unvexed by Time. And for all the marvel that there was in those songs, whose origin was so far from the fields we know, and in times remote from those that historians use; and though men wondered at the strangeness of them when from open casements through the Summer days they drifted over Erl; yet none wondered even at those as she wondered at the earthly ways of her child and all the little human things that he did more and more as he grew. For all human ways were strange to her. And yet she loved him more than her fathers realm, or the glittering centuries of her ageless youth, or the palace that may be told of only in song.

In those days Alveric learned that she would never now grow familiar with earthly things, never understand the folk that dwelt in the valley, never read wise books without laughter, never care for earthly ways, never feel more at ease in the Castle of Erl than any woodland thing that Threl might have snared and kept caged in a house. He had hoped that soon she would learn the things that were strange to her, till the little differences that there are between things in our fields and in Elfland should not trouble her any more; but he saw at last that the things that were strange would always so remain, and that all the centuries of her timeless home had not so lightly shaped her thoughts and fancies that they could be altered by our brief years here. When he had learned this he had learned the truth.

Between the spirits of Alveric and Lirazel lay all the distance there is between Earth and Elfland; and love bridged the distance, which can bridge further than that; yet when for a moment on the golden bridge he would pause and let his thoughts look down at the gulf, all his mind would grow giddy and Alveric trembled. What of the end, he thought? And feared lest it should be stranger than the beginning.

And she, she did not see that she should know anything. Was not her beauty enough? Had not a lover come at last to those lawns that shone by the palace only told of in song, and rescued her from her uncompanioned fate and from that perpetual calm? Was it not enough that he had come? Must she needs understand the curious things folk did? Must she never dance in the road, never speak to goats, never laugh at funerals, never sing at night? Why! What was joy for if it must be hidden? Must merriment bow to dulness in these strange fields she had come to? And then one day she saw how a woman of Erl looked less fair than she had looked a year ago. Little enough was the change, but her swift eye saw it surely. And she went to Alveric crying to be comforted, because she feared that Time in the fields we know might have power to harm that beauty that the long long ages of Elfland had never dared to dim. And Alveric had said that Time must have his way, as all men know; and where was the good of complaining?


CHAPTER VI

The Rune of the Elf King

On the high balcony of his gleaming tower the King of Elfland stood. Below him echoed yet the thousand steps. He had lifted his head to chant the rune that should hold his daughter in Elfland, and in that moment had seen her pass the murky barrier; which on this side, facing toward Elfland, is all lustrous with twilight, and on that side, facing towards the fields we know, is smoky and angry and dull. And now he had dropped his head till his beard lay mingled with his cape of ermine above his cerulean cloak, and stood there silently sorrowful, while time passed swift as ever over the fields we know.

And standing there all blue and white against his silver tower, aged by the passing of times of which we know nothing, before he imposed its eternal calm upon Elfland, he thought of his daughter amongst our pitiless years. For he knew, whose wisdom surpassed the confines of Elfland and touched our rugged fields, knew well the harshness of material things and all the turmoil of Time. Even as he stood there he knew that the years that assail beauty, and the myriad harshnesses that vex the spirit, were already about his daughter. And the days that remained to her now seemed scarce more to him, dwelling beyond the fret and ruin of Time, than to us might seem a briar roses hours when plucked and foolishly hawked in the streets of a city. He knew that there hung over her now the doom of all mortal things. He thought of her perishing soon, as mortal things must; to be buried amongst the rocks of a land that scorned Elfland and that held its most treasured myths to be of little account. And were he not the King of all that magical land, which held its eternal calm from his own mysterious serenity, he had wept to think of the grave in rocky Earth gripping that form that was so fair forever. Or else, he thought, she would pass to some paradise far from his knowledge, some heaven of which books told in the fields we know, for he had heard even of this. He pictured her on some apple-haunted hill, under blossoms of an everlasting April, through which flickered the pale gold haloes of those that had cursed Elfland. He saw, though dimly for all his magical wisdom, the glory that only the blessed clearly see. He saw his daughter on those heavenly hills stretch out both arms, as he knew well she would, towards the pale-blue peaks of her elfin home, while never one of the blessed heeded her yearning. And then, though he was king of all that land, that had its everlasting calm from him, he wept and all Elfland shivered. It shivered as placid water shivers here if something suddenly touches it from our fields.

Then the King turned and left his balcony and went in great haste down his brazen steps.

He came clanging to the ivory doors that shut the tower below, and through them came to the throne-room of which only song may tell. And there he took a parchment out of a coffer and a plume from some fabulous wing, and dipping the plume into no earthly ink, wrote out a rune on the parchment. Then raising two fingers he made the minor enchantment whereby he summoned his guard. And no guard came.

I have said that no time passed at all in Elfland. Yet the happening of events is in itself a manifestation of time, and no event can occur unless time pass. Now it is thus with time in Elfland: in the eternal beauty that dreams in that honied air nothing stirs or fades or dies, nothing seeks its happiness in movement or change or a new thing, but has its ecstasy in the perpetual contemplation of all the beauty that has ever been, and which always glows over those enchanted lawns as intense as when first created by incantation or song. Yet if the energies of the wizards mind arose to meet a new thing, then that power that had laid its calm upon Elfland and held back time troubled the calm awhile, and time for awhile shook Elfland. Cast anything into a deep pool from a land strange to it, where some great fish dreams, and green weeds dream, and heavy colours dream, and light sleeps; the great fish stirs, the colours shift and change, the green weeds tremble, the light wakes, a myriad things know slow movement and change; and soon the whole pool is still again. It was the same when Alveric passed through the border of twilight and right through the enchanted wood, and the King was troubled and moved, and all Elfland trembled.

When the King saw that no guard came he looked into the wood which he knew to be troubled, through the deep mass of the trees, that were quivering yet with the coming of Alveric; he looked through the deeps of the wood and the silver walls of his palace, for he looked by enchantment, and there he saw the four knights of his guard lying stricken upon the ground with their thick elvish blood hanging out through slits in their armour. And he thought of the early magic whereby he had made the eldest, with a rune all newly inspired, before he had conquered Time. He passed out through the splendour and glow of one of his flashing portals, and over a gleaming lawn and came to the fallen guard, and saw the trees still troubled.

There has been magic here, said the King of Elfland.

And then though he only had three runes that could do such a thing, and though they only could be uttered once, and one was already written upon parchment to bring his daughter home, he uttered the second of his most magical runes over that elder knight that his magic had made long ago. And in the silence that followed the last words of the rune the rents in the moon-bright armour all clicked shut at once, and the thick dark blood was gone and the knight rose live to his feet. And the Elf King now had only one rune left that was mightier than any magic we know.

The other three knights lay dead; and, having no souls, their magic returned again to the mind of their master.

He went back then to his palace, while he sent the last of his guard to fetch him a troll.

Dark brown of skin and two or three feet high the trolls are a gnomish tribe that inhabit Elfland. And soon there was a scamper in the throne-room that may only be told of in song, and a troll lit by the throne on its two bare feet and stood before its king. The King gave it the parchment with the rune written thereon, saying: Scamper hence, and pass over the end of the Land, until you come to the fields that none know here; and find the Princess Lirazel who is gone to the haunts of men, and give her this rune and she shall read it and all shall be well.

And the troll scampered thence.

And soon the troll was come with long leaps to the frontier of twilight. Then nothing moved in Elfland any more; and motionless on that splendid throne of which only song may speak sat the old King mourning in silence.


CHAPTER VII

The Coming of the Troll

When the troll came to the frontier of twilight he skipped nimbly through; yet he emerged cautiously into the fields we know, for he was afraid of dogs. Slipping quietly out of those dense masses of twilight he came so softly into our fields that no eye had seen him unless it were gazing already at the spot at which he appeared. There he paused for some instants, looking to left and right; and, seeing no dogs, he left the barrier of twilight. This troll had never before been in the fields we know, yet he knew well to avoid dogs, for the fear of dogs is so deep and universal amongst all that are less than Man, that it seems to have passed even beyond our boundaries and to have been felt in Elfland.

In our fields it was now May, and the buttercups stretched away before the troll, a world of yellow mingled with the brown of the budding grasses. When he saw so many buttercups shining there the wealth of Earth astonished him. And soon he was moving through them, yellowing his shins as he went.

He had not gone far from Elfland when he met with a hare, who was lying in a comfortable arrangement of grass, in which he had intended to pass the time till he should have things to see to.

When the hare saw the troll he sat there without any movement whatever, and without any expression in his eyes, and did nothing at all but think.

When the troll saw the hare he skipped nearer, and lay down before it in the buttercups, and asked it the way to the haunts of men. And the hare went on thinking.

Thing of these fields, repeated the troll, where are the haunts of men?

The hare got up then and walked towards the troll, which made the hare look very ridiculous, for he had none of the grace while walking that he has when he runs or gambols, and was much lower in front than behind. He put his nose into the trolls face and twitched foolish whiskers.

Tell me the way, said the troll.

When the hare perceived that the troll did not smell of anything like dog he was content to let the troll question him. But he did not understand the language of Elfland, so he lay still again and thought while the troll talked.

And at last the troll wearied of getting no answer, so he leaped up and shouted Dogs! and left the hare and scampered away merrily over the buttercups, taking any direction that led away from Elfland. And though the hare could not quite understand elvish language, yet there was a vehemence in the tone in which the troll had shouted Dogs which caused apprehension to enter the thoughts of the hare, so that very soon he forsook his arrangement of grass, and lollopped away through the meadow with one scornful look after the troll; but he did not go very fast, going mostly on three legs, with one hind leg all ready to let down if there should really be dogs. And soon he paused and sat up and put up his ears, and looked across the buttercups and thought deeply. And before the hare had ceased to ponder the trolls meaning the troll was far out of sight and had forgotten what he had said.

And soon he saw the gables of a farm-house rise up beyond a hedge. They seemed to look at him with little windows up under red tiles. A haunt of man, said the troll. And yet some elvish instinct seemed to tell him that it was not here that Princess Lirazel had come. Still, he went nearer the farm and began to gaze at its poultry. But just at that moment a dog saw him, one that had never seen a troll before, and it uttered one canine cry of astonished indignation, and keeping all the rest of its breath for the chase, sped after the troll.

The troll began at once to rise and dip over the buttercups as though he had almost borrowed its speed from the swallow and were riding the lower air. Such speed was new to the dog, and he went in a long curve after the troll, leaning over as he went, his mouth open and silent, the wind rippling all the way from his nose to his tail in one wavy current. The curve was made by the dogs baffled hopes to catch the troll as he slanted across. Soon he was straight behind; and the troll toyed with speed; breathing the flowery air in long fresh draughts above the tops of the buttercups. He thought no more of the dog, but he did not cease in the flight that the dog had caused, because of the joy of the speed. And this strange chase continued over those fields, the troll driven on by joy and the dog by duty. For the sake of novelty then the troll put his feet together as he leaped over the flowers and, alighting with rigid knees, fell forwards on to his hands and so turned over; and, straightening his elbows suddenly as he turned, shot himself into the air still turning over and over. He did this several times, increasing the indignation of the dog, who knew well enough that that was no way to go over the fields we know. But for all his indignation the dog had seen clear enough that he would never catch that troll, and presently he returned to the farm, and found his master there and went up to him wagging his tail. So hard he wagged it that the farmer was sure he had done some useful thing, and patted him, and there the matter ended.

And it was well enough for the farmer that his dog has chased that troll from his farm; for had it communicated to his livestock any of the wonder of Elfland they would have mocked at Man, and that farmer would have lost the allegiance of all but his staunch dog.

And the troll went on gaily over the tips of the buttercups.

Presently he saw rising up all white over the flowers a fox that was facing him with his white chest and chin, and watching the troll as it went. The troll went near to him and took a look. And the fox went on watching him, for the fox watches all things.

He had come back lately to those dewy fields from slinking by night along the boundary of twilight that lies between here and Elfland. He even prowls inside the very boundary, walking amongst the twilight; and it is in the mystery of that heavy twilight that lies between here and there that there clings to him some of that glamour that he brings with him to our fields.

Well, Nomans Dog, said the troll. For they know the fox in Elfland, from seeing him often go dimly along their borders; and this is the name they give him.

Well, Thing-over-the-Border, said the fox when he answered at all. For he knew troll-talk.

Are the haunts of men near here? said the troll.

The fox moved his whiskers by slightly wrinkling his lip. Like all liars he reflected before he spoke, and sometimes even let wise silences do better than speech.

Men live here and men live there, said the fox.

I want their haunts, said the troll.

What for? said the fox.

I have a message from the King of Elfland.

The fox showed no respect or fear at the mention of that dread name, but slightly moved his head and eyes to conceal the awe that he felt.

If it is a message, he said, their haunts are over there. And he pointed with his long thin nose towards Erl.

How shall I know when I get there? said the troll.

By the smell, said the fox. It is a big haunt of men, and the smell is dreadful.

Thanks, Nomans Dog, said the troll. And he seldom thanked anyone.

I should never go near them, said the fox, but for ... And he paused and reflected silently.

But for what? said the troll.

But for their poultry. And he fell into a grave silence.

Good-bye, Nomans Dog, said the troll and turned head-over-heels, and was off on his way to Erl.

Passing over the buttercups all through the dewy morning the troll was far on his way by the afternoon, and saw before evening the smoke and the towers of Erl. It was all sunk in a hollow; and gables and chimneys and towers peered over the lip of the valley, and smoke hung over them on the dreamy air. The haunts of men, said the troll. Then he sat down amongst the grasses and looked at it.

Presently he went nearer and looked at it again. He did not like the look of the smoke and that crowd of gables: certainly it smelt dreadfully. There had been some legend in Elfland of the wisdom of Man; and whatever respect that legend had gained for us in the light mind of the troll now all blew lightly away as he looked at the crowded houses. And as he looked at them there passed a child of four, a small girl on a footpath over the fields, going home in the evening to Erl. They looked at each other with round eyes.

Hullo, said the child.

Hullo, Child of Men, said the troll.

He was not speaking troll-talk now, but the language of Elfland, that grander tongue that he had had to speak when he was before the King: for he knew the language of Elfland although it was never used in the homes of the trolls, who preferred troll-talk. This language was spoken in those days also by men, for there were fewer languages then, and the elves and the people of Erl both used the same.

What are you? said the child.

A troll of Elfland, answered the troll.

So I thought, said the child.

Where are you going, child of men? the troll asked.

To the houses, the child replied.

We dont want to go there, said the troll.

N-no, said the child.

Come to Elfland, the troll said.

The child thought for awhile. Other children had gone, and the elves always sent a changeling in their place, so that nobody quite missed them and nobody really knew. She thought awhile of the wonder and wildness of Elfland, and then of her own home.

N-no, said the child.

Why not? said the troll.

Mother made a jam roll this morning, said the child. And she walked on gravely home. Had it not been for that chance jam roll she had gone to Elfland.

Jam! said the troll contemptuously and thought of the tarns of Elfland, the great lily-leaves lying flat upon their solemn waters, the huge blue lilies towering into the elf-light above the green deep tarns: for jam this child had forsaken them!

Then he thought of his duty again, the roll of parchment and the Elf Kings rune for his daughter. He had carried the parchment in his left hand when he ran, in his mouth when he somersaulted over the buttercups. Was the Princess here he thought? Or were there other haunts of men? As evening drew in he crept nearer and nearer the homes, to hear without being seen.


CHAPTER VIII

The Arrival of the Rune

On a sunny May morning in Erl the witch Ziroonderel sat in the castle nursery by the fire, cooking a meal for the baby. The boy was now three years old, and still Lirazel had not named him; for she feared lest some jealous spirit of Earth or air should hear the name, and if so she would not say what she feared then. And Alveric had said he must be named.

And the boy could bowl a hoop; for the witch had gone one misty night to her hill and had brought him a moon-halo which she got by enchantment at moonrise, and had hammered it into a hoop, and had made him a little rod of thunderbolt-iron with which to beat it along.

And now the boy was waiting for his breakfast; and there was a spell across the threshold to keep the nursery snug, which Ziroonderel had put there with a wave of her ebon stick, and it kept out rats and mice and dogs, nor could bats sail across it, and the watchful nursery cat it kept at home: no lock that blacksmiths made was any stronger.

Suddenly over the threshold and over the spell the troll jumped somersaulting through the air and came down sitting. The crude wooden nursery-clock hanging over the fire stopped its loud tick as he came; for he bore with him a little charm against time, with strange grass round one of his fingers, that he might not be withered away in the fields we know. For well the Elf King knew the flight of our hours: four years had swept over these fields of ours while he had boomed down his brazen steps and sent for his troll and given him that spell to bind round one of his fingers.

Whats this? said Ziroonderel.

That troll knew well when to be impudent, but looking in the witchs eyes saw something to be afraid of; and well he might, for those eyes had looked in the Elf Kings own. Therefore he played, as we say in these fields, his best card, and answered: A message from the King of Elfland.

Is that so? said the old witch. Yes, yes, she added more lowly to herself, that would be for my lady. Yes, that would come.

The troll sat still on the floor fingering the roll of parchment inside of which was written the rune of the King of Elfland. Then over the end of his bed, as he waited for breakfast, the baby saw the troll, and asked him who he was and where he came from and what he was able to do. When the baby asked him what he was able to do the troll jumped up and skipped about the room like a moth on a lamp-lit ceiling. From floor to shelves and back and up again he went with leaps like flying; the baby clapped his hands, the cat was furious; the witch raised her ebon stick and made a charm against leaping, but it could not hold the troll. He leaped and bounced and bounded, while the cat hissed all the curses that the feline language knows, and Ziroonderel was wrath not only because her magic was thwarted, but because with mere human alarm she feared for her cups and saucers; and the baby shouted all the while for more. And all at once the troll remembered his errand and the dread parchment he bore.

Where is the Princess Lirazel? he said to the witch.

And the witch pointed the way to the princesss tower; for she knew that there were no means nor power she had by which to hinder a rune from the King of Elfland. And as the troll turned to go Lirazel entered the room. He bowed all low before this great lady of Elfland and, with all his impudence in a moment lost, kneeled on one knee before the blaze of her beauty and presented the Elf Kings rune. The boy was shouting to his mother to demand more leaps from the troll, as she took the scroll in her hand; the cat with her back to a box was watching alertly; Ziroonderel was all silent.

And then the troll thought of the weed-green tarns of Elfland in the woods that the trolls knew; he thought of the wonder of the unwithering flowers that time has never touched; the deep, deep colour and the perpetual calm: his errand was over and he was weary of Earth.

For a moment nothing moved there but the baby, shouting for new troll antics and waving his arms: Lirazel stood with the elfin scroll in her hand, the troll knelt before her, the witch never stirred, the cat stood watching fiercely, even the clock was still. Then the Princess moved and the troll rose to his feet, the witch sighed and the cat gave up her watchfulness as the troll scampered away. And though the baby shouted for the troll to return it never heeded, but twisted down the long spiral stairs, and slipping out through a door was off towards Elfland. As the troll passed over the threshold the wooden clock ticked again.

Lirazel looked at the scroll and looked at her boy, and did not unroll the parchment, but turned and carried it away, and came to her chamber and locked the scroll in a casket, and left it there unread. For her fears told her well the most potent rune of her father, that she had dreaded so much as she fled from his silver tower and heard his feet go booming up the brass, had crossed the frontier of twilight written upon the scroll, and would meet her eyes the moment she unrolled it and waft her thence.

When the rune was safe in the casket she went to Alveric to tell him of the peril that had come near her. But Alveric was troubled because she would not name the baby, and asked her at once about this. And so she suggested a name at last to him; and it was one that no one in these fields could pronounce, an elvish name full of wonder, and made of syllables like birds cries at night: Alveric would have none of it. And her whim in this came, as all the whims she had, from no customary thing of these fields of ours, but sheer over the border from Elfland, sheer over the border with all wild fancies that rarely visit our fields. And Alveric was vexed with these whims, for there had been none like them of old in the Castle of Erl: none could interpret them to him and none advise him. He looked for her to be guided by old customs; she looked only for some wild fancy to come from the south-east. He reasoned with her with the human reason that folk set much store by here, but she did not want reason. And so when they parted she had not after all told anything of the peril that had sought her from Elfland, which she had come to Alveric to tell.

She went instead to her tower and looked at the casket, shining there in the low late light; and turned from it and often looked again; while the light went under the fields and the gloaming came, and all glimmered away. She sat then by the casement open towards eastern hills, above whose darkening curves she watched the stars. She watched so long that she saw them change their places. For more than all things else that she had seen since she came to these fields of ours she had wondered at the stars. She loved their gentle beauty; and yet she was sad as she looked wistfully to them, for Alveric had said that she must not worship them.

How if she might not worship them could she give them their due, could she thank them for their beauty, could she praise their joyful calm? And then she thought of her baby: then she saw Orion: then she defied all jealous spirits of air, and, looking toward Orion, whom she must never worship, she offered her babys days to that belted hunter, naming her baby after those splendid stars.

And when Alveric came to the tower she told him of her wish, and he was willing the boy should be named Orion, for all in that valley set much store by hunting. And the hope came back to Alveric, which he would not put away, that being reasonable at last in this, she would now be reasonable in all other things, and be guided by custom, and do what others did, and forsake wild whims and fancies that came over the border from Elfland. And he asked her to worship the holy things of the Freer. For never had she given any of these things their due, and knew not which was the holier, his candlestick or his bell, and never would learn for ought that Alveric told her.

And now she answered him pleasantly and her husband thought all was well, but her thoughts were far with Orion; nor did they ever tarry with grave things long, nor could tarry longer amongst them than butterflies do in the shade.

All that night the casket was locked on the rune of the King of Elfland.

And next morning Lirazel gave little thought to the rune, for they went with the boy to the holy place of the Freer; and Ziroonderel came with them but waited without. And the folk of Erl came too, as many as could leave the affairs of man with the fields; and all were there of those that had made the parliament, when they went to Alverics sire in the long red room. And all of these were glad when they saw the boy and marked his strength and growth; and, muttering low together as they stood in the holy place, they foretold how all should be as they had planned. And the Freer came forth and, standing amongst his holy things, he gave to the boy before him the name of Orion, though he sooner had given some name of those that he knew to be blessed. And he rejoiced to see the boy and to name him there; for by the family that dwelt in the Castle of Erl all these folk marked the generations, and watched the ages pass, as sometimes we watch the seasons go over some old known tree. And he bowed himself before Alveric, and was full courteous to Lirazel, yet his courtesy to the princess came not from his heart, for in his heart he held her in no more reverence than he held a mermaid that had forsaken the sea.

And the boy came even so by the name of Orion. And all the folk rejoiced as he came out with his parents and rejoined Ziroonderel at the edge of the holy garden. And Alveric, Lirazel, Ziroonderel and Orion all walked back to the castle.

And all that day Lirazel did nothing that caused anybody to wonder, but let herself be governed by custom and the ways of the fields we know. Only, when the stars came out and Orion shone, she knew that their splendour had not received its due, and her gratitude to Orion yearned to be said. She was grateful for his bright beauty that cheered our fields, and grateful for his protection, of which she felt sure for her boy, against jealous spirits of air. And all her unsaid thanks so burned in her heart that all of a sudden she rose and left her tower and went out to the open starlight, and lifted her face to the stars and the place of Orion, and stood all dumb though her thanks were trembling upon her lips; for Alveric had told her one must not pray to the stars. With face upturned to all that wandering host she stood long silent, obedient to Alveric: then she lowered her eyes, and there was a small pool glimmering in the night, in which all the faces of the stars were shining. To pray to the stars, she said to herself in the night, is surely wrong. These images in the water are not the stars. I will pray to their images, and the stars will know.

And on her knees amongst the iris leaves she prayed at the edge of the pool, and gave thanks to the images of the stars for the joy she had had of the night, when the constellations shone in their myriad majesty, and moved like an army dressed in silver mail, marching from unknown victories to conquer in distant wars. She blessed and thanked and praised those bright reflections shimmering down in the pool, and bade them tell her thanks and her praise to Orion, to whom she might not pray. It was thus that Alveric found her, kneeling, bent down in the dark, and reproached her bitterly. She was worshipping the stars, he said, which were there for no such purpose. And she said she was only supplicating their images.

We may understand his feelings easily: the strangeness of her, her unexpected acts, her contrariness to all established things, her scorn for custom, her wayward ignorance, jarred on some treasured tradition every day. The more romantic she had been far away over the frontier, as told of by legend and song, the more difficult it was for her to fill any place once held by the ladies of that castle who were versed in all the lore of the fields we know. And Alveric looked for her to fulfil duties and follow customs which were all as new to her as the twinkling stars.

But Lirazel felt only that the stars had not their due, and that custom or reason or whatever men set store by should demand that thanks be given them for their beauty; and she had not thanked them even, but had supplicated only their images in the pool.

That night she thought of Elfland, where all things were matched with her beauty, where nothing changed and there were no strange customs, and no strange magnificences like these stars of ours to whom none gave their due. She thought of the elfin lawns and the towering banks of the flowers, and the palace that may not be told of but only in song.

Still locked in the dark of the casket the rune bided its time.


CHAPTER IX

Lirazel Blows Away

And the days went by, the Summer passed over Erl, the sun that had travelled northward fared South again, it was near to the time when the swallows left those eaves, and Lirazel had not learnt anything. She had not prayed to the stars again, or supplicated their images, but she had learned no human customs, and could not see why her love and gratitude must remain unexpressed to the stars. And Alveric did not know that the time must come when some simple trivial thing would divide them utterly.

And then one day, hoping still, he took her with him to the house of the Freer to teach her how to worship his holy things. And gladly the good man brought his candle and bell, and the eagle of brass that held up his book when he read, and a little symbolic bowl that had scented water, and the silver snuffers that put his candle out. And he told her clearly and simply, as he had told her before, the origin, meaning and mystery of all these things, and why the bowl was of brass and the snuffer of silver, and what the symbols were that were carved on the bowl. With fitting courtesy he told her these things, even with kindness; and yet there was something in his voice as he told, a little distant from her; and she knew that he spoke as one that walked safe on shore calling far to a mermaid amid dangerous seas.

As they came back to the castle the swallows were grouped to go, sitting in lines along the battlements. And Lirazel had promised to worship the holy things of the Freer, like the simple bell-fearing folk of the valley of Erl: and a late hope was shining in Alverics mind that even yet all was well. And for many days she remembered all that the Freer had told her.

And one day walking late from the nursery, past tall windows to her tower, and looking out on the evening, remembering that she must not worship the stars, she called to mind the holy things of the Freer, and tried to remember all she was told of them. It seemed so hard to worship them just as she should. She knew that before many hours the swallows would all be gone; and often when they left her her mood would change; and she feared that she might forget, and never remember more, how she ought to worship the holy things of the Freer.

So she went out into the night again over the grasses to where a thin brook ran, and drew out some great flat pebbles that she knew where to find, turning her face away from the images of the stars. By day the stones shone beautifully in the water, all ruddy and mauve; now they were all dark. She drew them out and laid them in the meadow: she loved these smooth flat stones, for somehow they made her remember the rocks of Elfland.

She laid them all in a row, this for the candlestick, this for the bell, that for the holy bowl. If I can worship these lovely stones as things ought to be worshipped, she said, I can worship the things of the Freer.

Then she kneeled down before the big flat stones and prayed to them as though they were Christom things.

And Alveric seeking her in the wide night, wondering what wild fancy had carried her whither, heard her voice in the meadow, crooning such prayers as are offered to holy things.

When he saw the four flat stones to which she prayed, bowed down before them in the grass, he said that no worse than this were the darkest ways of the heathen. And she said I am learning to worship the holy things of the Freer.

It is the art of the heathen, he said.

Now of all things that men feared in the valley of Erl they feared most the arts of the heathen, of whom they knew nothing but that their ways were dark. And he spoke with the anger which men always used when they spoke there of the heathen. And his anger went to her heart, for she was but learning to worship his holy things to please him, and yet he had spoken like this.

And Alveric would not speak the words that should have been said, to turn aside anger and soothe her; for no man, he foolishly thought, should compromise in matters touching on heathenesse. So Lirazel went alone all sadly back to her tower. And Alveric stayed to cast the four flat stones afar.

And the swallows left, and unhappy days went by. And one day Alveric bade her worship the holy things of the Freer, and she had quite forgotten how. And he spoke again of the arts of heathenesse. The day was shining and the poplars golden and all the aspens red.

Then Lirazel went to her tower and opened the casket, that shone in the morning with the clear autumnal light, and took in her hand the rune of the King of Elfland, and carried it with her across the high vaulted hall, and came to another tower and climbed its steps to the nursery.

And there all day she stayed and played with her child, with the scroll still tight in her hand: and, merrily though she played at whiles, yet there were strange calms in her eyes, which Ziroonderel watched while she wondered. And when the sun was low and she had put the child to bed she sat beside him all solemn as she told him childish tales. And Ziroonderel, the wise witch, watched; and for all her wisdom only guessed how it would be, and knew not how to make it otherwise.

And before sunset Lirazel kissed the boy and unrolled the Elf Kings scroll. It was but a petulance that had made her take it from the coffer in which it lay, and the petulance might have passed and she might not have unrolled the scroll, only that it was there in her hand. Partly petulance, partly wonder, partly whims too idle to name, drew her eyes to the Elf Kings words in their coal-black curious characters.

And whatever magic there was in the rune of which I cannot tell (and dreadful magic there was), the rune was written with love that was stronger than magic, till those mystical characters glowed with the love that the Elf King had for his daughter, and there were blended in that mighty rune two powers, magic and love, the greatest power there is beyond the boundary of twilight with the greatest power there is in the fields we know. And if Alverics love could have held her he should have trusted alone to that love, for the Elf Kings rune was mightier than the holy things of the Freer.

No sooner had Lirazel read the rune on the scroll than fancies from Elfland began to pour over the border. Some came that would make a clerk in the City to-day leave his desk at once to dance on the sea-shore; and some would have driven all the men in a bank to leave doors and coffers open and wander away till they came to green open land and the heathery hills; and some would have made a poet of a man, all of a sudden as he sat at his business. They were mighty fancies that the Elf King summoned by the force of his magical rune. And Lirazel sat there with the rune in her hand, helpless amongst this mass of tumultuous fancies from Elfland. And as the fancies raged and sang and called, more and more over the border, all crowding on one poor mind, her body grew lighter and lighter. Her feet half rested half floated, upon the floor; Earth scarcely held her down, so fast was she becoming a thing of dreams. No love of hers for Earth, or of the children of Earth for her, had any longer power to hold her there.

And now came memories of her ageless childhood beside the tarns of Elfland, by the deep forests border, by those delirious lawns, or in the palace that may not be told of except only in song. She saw those things as clearly as we see small shells in water, looking through clear ice down to the floor of some sleeping lake, a little dimmed in that other region across the barrier of ice; so too her memories shone a little dimly from across the frontier of Elfland. Little queer sounds of elfin creatures came to her, scents swam from those miraculous flowers that glowed by the lawns she knew, faint sounds of enchanted songs blew over the border and reached her seated there, voices and melodies and memories came floating through the twilight, all Elfland was calling. Then measured and resonant, and strangely near, she heard her fathers voice.

She rose at once, and now Earth had lost on her the grip that it only has on material things, and a thing of dreams and fancy and fable and phantasy she drifted from the room; and Ziroonderel had no power to hold her with any spell, nor had she herself the power even to turn, even to look at her boy as she drifted away.

And at that moment a wind came out of the north-west, and entered the woods and bared the golden branches, and danced on over the downs, and led a company of scarlet and golden leaves, that had dreaded this day but danced now it had come; and away with a riot of dancing and glory of colour, high in the light of the sun that had set from the sight of the fields, went wind and leaves together. With them went Lirazel.


CHAPTER X

The Ebbing of Elfland

Next morning Alveric came up the tower to the witch Ziroonderel, weary and frantic from searching all night long in strange places for Lirazel. All night he had tried to guess what fancy had beckoned her out and whither it might have led her; he had searched by the stream by which she had prayed to the stones, and the pool where she prayed to the stars; he had called her name up every tower, and had called it wide in the dark, and had had no answer but echo; and so he had come at last to the witch Ziroonderel.

Whither? he said, saying no more than that, that the boy might not know his fears. Yet Orion knew.

And Ziroonderel all mournfully shook her head. The way of the leaves, she said. The way of all beauty.

But Alveric did not stay to hear her say more than her first five words; for he went with the restlessness with which he had come, straight from the room and hastily down the stair, and out at once into the windy morning, to see which way those glorious leaves were gone.

And a few leaves that had clung to cold branches longer, when the gay company of their comrades had gone, were now too on the air, going lonely and last: and Alveric saw they were going south-east towards Elfland.

Hurriedly then he donned his magical sword in its wide scabbard of leather; and with scanty provisions hastened over the fields, after the last of the leaves, whose autumnal glory led him, as many a cause in its latter days, all splendid and fallen, leads all manner of men.

And so he came to the upland fields with their grass all grey with dew; and the air was all sparkling with sunlight, and gay with the last of the leaves, but a melancholy seemed to dwell with the sound of the lowing of cattle.

In the calm bright morning with the north-west wind roaming through it Alveric came by no calm, and never gave up the haste of one who has lost something suddenly: he had the swift movements of such, and the frantic air. He watched all day over clear wide horizons, south-east where the leaves were leading; and at evening he looked to see the Elfin Mountains, severe and changeless, unlit by any light we know, the colour of pale forget-me-nots. He held on restlessly to see their summits, but never they came to view.

And then he saw the house of the old leather-worker who had made the scabbard for his sword; and the sight of it brought back to him the years that were gone since the evening when first he had seen it, although he never knew how many they were, and could not know, for no one has ever devised any exact calculation whereby to estimate the action of time in Elfland. Then he looked once more for the pale-blue Elfin Mountains, remembering well where they lay, in their long grave row past a point of one of the leather-workers gables, but he saw never a line of them. Then he entered the house and the old man still was there.

The leather-worker was wonderfully aged; even the table on which he worked was much older. He greeted Alveric, remembering who he was, and Alveric enquired for the old mans wife. She died long ago, he said. And again Alveric felt the baffling flight of those years, which added a fear to Elfland whither he went, yet he neither thought to turn back nor reined for a moment his impatient haste. He said a few formal things of the old mans loss that had happened so long ago. Then Where are the Elfin Mountains, he asked, the pale-blue peaks?

A look came slowly over the old mans face as though he had never seen them, as though Alveric being learned spoke of something that the old leather-worker could not know. No, he did not know, he said. And Alveric found that to-day as all those years ago, this old man still refused to speak of Elfland. Well, the boundary was only a few yards away; he would cross it and ask the way of elfin creatures, if he could not see the mountains to guide him then. The old man offered him food, and he had not eaten all day; but Alveric in his haste only asked him once more of Elfland, and the old man humbly said that of such things he knew nothing. Then Alveric strode away and came to the field he knew, which he remembered to be divided by the nebulous border of twilight. And indeed he had no sooner come to the field than he saw all the toadstools leaning over one way, and that the way he was going; for just as thorn trees all lean away from the sea, so toadstools and every plant that has any touch of mystery, such as foxgloves, mulleins and certain kinds of orchis, when growing anywhere near it, all lean towards Elfland. By this one may know before one has heard a murmur of waves, or before one has guessed an influence of magical things, that one comes, as the case may be, to the sea or the border of Elfland. And in the air above him Alveric saw golden birds, and guessed that there had been a storm in Elfland blowing them over the border from the south-east, though a north-west wind blew over the fields we know. And he went on but the boundary was not there, and he crossed the field as any field we know, and still he had not come to the fells of Elfland.

Then Alveric pressed on with a new impatience, with the north-west wind behind him. And the Earth began to grow bare and shingly and dull, without flowers, without shade, without colour, with none of those things that there are in remembered lands, by which we build pictures of them when we are there no more; it was all disenchanted now. Alveric saw a golden bird high up, rushing away to the south-east; and he followed his flight hoping soon to see the mountains of Elfland, which he supposed to be merely concealed by some magical mist.

But still the autumnal sky was bright and clear, and all the horizon plain, and still there came never a gleam of the Elfin Mountains. And not from this did he learn that Elfland had ebbed. But when he saw on that desolate shingly plain, untorn by the north-west wind but blooming fair in the Autumn, a may tree that he remembered a long while since, all white with blossom that once rejoiced a Spring day far in his childhood, then he knew that Elfland had been there and must have receded, although he knew not how far. For it is true, and Alveric knew, that just as the glamour that brightens much of our lives, especially in early years, comes from rumours that reach us from Elfland by various messengers (on whom be blessings and peace), so there returns from our fields to Elfland again, to become a part of its mystery, all manner of little memories that we have lost and little devoted toys that were treasured once. And this is part of the law of ebb and flow that science may trace in all things; thus light grew the forest of coal, and the coal gives back light; thus rivers fill the sea, and the sea sends back to the rivers; thus all things give that receive; even Death.

Next Alveric saw lying there on the flat dry ground a toy that he yet remembered, which years and years ago (how could he say how many?) had been a childish joy to him, crudely carved out of wood; and one unlucky day it had been broken, and one unhappy day it had been thrown away. And now he saw it lying there not merely new and unbroken, but with a wonder about it, a splendour and a romance, the radiant transfigured thing that his young fancy had known. It lay there forsaken of Elfland as wonderful things of the sea lie sometimes desolate on wastes of sand, when the sea is a far blue bulk with a border of foam.

Dreary with lost romance was the plain from which Elfland had gone, though here and there Alveric saw again and again those little forsaken things that had been lost from his childhood, dropping through time to the ageless and hourless region of Elfland to be a part of its glory, and now left forlorn by this immense withdrawal. Old tunes, old songs, old voices, hummed there too, growing fainter and fainter, as though they could not live long in the fields we know.

And, when the sun set, a mauve-rose glow in the East, that Alveric fancied a little too gorgeous for Earth, led him onward still; for he deemed it to be the reflection cast on the sky by the glow of the splendour of Elfland. So he went on hoping to find it, horizon after horizon; and night came on with all Earths comrade stars. And only then Alveric put aside at last that frantic restlessness that had driven him since the morning; and, wrapping himself in a loose cloak that he wore, ate such food as he had in a satchel, and slept a troubled sleep alone with other forsaken things.

At the earliest moment of dawn his impatience awoke him, although one of Octobers mists hid all glimpses of light. He ate the last of his food and then pushed on through the greyness.

No sound from the things of our fields came to him now; for men never went that way when Elfland was there, and none but Alveric went now to that desolate plain. He had travelled beyond the sound of cock-crow from the comfortable houses of men and was now marching through a curious silence, broken only now and then by the small dim cries of the lost songs that had been left by the ebb of Elfland and were fainter now than they had been the day before. And when dawn shone Alveric saw again so great a splendour in the sky, glowing all green low down in the south-east, that he thought once more he saw a reflection from Elfland, and pressed on hoping to find it over the next horizon. And he passed the next horizon; and still that shingly plain, and never a peak of the pale-blue Elfin Mountains.

Whether Elfland always lay over the next horizon, brightening the clouds with its glow, and moved away just as he came, or whether it had gone days or years before, he did not know but still kept on and on. And he came at last to a dry and grassless ridge on which his eyes and his hopes had been set for long, and from it he looked far over the desolate flatness that stretched to the rim of the sky, and saw never a sign of Elfland, never a slope of the mountains: even the little treasures of memory that had been left behind by the ebb were withering into things of our every day. Then Alveric drew his magical sword from its sheath. But though that sword had power against enchantment it had not been given the power to bring again an enchantment that was gone; and the desolate land remained the same, for all that he waved his sword, stony, deserted, unromantic and wide.

For a little while he went on; but in that flat land the horizon moved imperceptibly with him, and never a peak appeared of the Elfin Mountains; and on that dreary plain he soon discovered, as sooner or later many a man must, that he had lost Elfland.


CHAPTER XI

The Deep of the Woods

In those days Ziroonderel would amuse the boy by charms and by little wonders, and he was content for a while. And then he began to guess for himself, all in silence, where his mother was. He listened to all things said, and thought long about them. And days passed thus and he only knew she had gone, and still he said never a word of the thing with which his thoughts were busy. And then he came to know from things said or unsaid, or from looks or glances or wagging of heads, that there was a wonder about his mothers going. But what the wonder was he could not find, for all the marvels that crossed his mind when he guessed. And at last one day he asked Ziroonderel.

And stored though her old mind was with ages and ages of wisdom, and though she had feared this question, yet she did not know it had dwelt in his mind for days, and could find no better answer out of her wisdom than that his mother had gone to the woods. When the boy heard this he determined to go to the woods to find her.

Now in his walks abroad with Ziroonderel through the little hamlet of Erl, Orion would see the villagers walking by and the smith at his open forge, and folk in their doorways, and men that came in to the market from distant fields; and he knew them all. And most of all he knew Threl with his quiet feet, and Oth with his lithe limbs; for both of these would tell him tales when they met of the uplands, and the deep woods over the hill; and Orion on little journeys with his nurse loved to hear tales of far places.

There was an ancient myrtle tree by a well, where Ziroonderel would sit in the Summer evenings while Orion played on the grass; and Oth would cross the grass with his curious bow, going out in the evening, and sometimes Threl would come; and every time that one of them came Orion would stop him and ask for a tale of the woods. And if it were Oth he would bow to Ziroonderel with a look of awe as he bowed, and would tell some tale of what the deer did, and Orion would ask him why. Then a look would come over Oths face as though he were carefully remembering things that had happened very long ago, and after some moments of silence he would give the ancient cause of whatever the deer did, which explained how they came by the custom.

If it were Threl that came across the grass he would appear not to see Ziroonderel and would tell his tale of the woods more hastily in a low voice and pass on, leaving the evening, as Orion felt, full of mystery behind him. He would tell tales of all manner of creatures; and the tales were so strange that he told them only to young Orion, because, as he explained, there were many folk that were unable to believe the truth, and he did not wish his tales to come to the ears of such. Once Orion had gone to his house, a dark hut full of skins: all kinds of skins hung on the wall, foxes, badgers, and martens; and there were smaller ones in heaps in the corners. To Orion Threls dark hut was more full of wonder than any other house he had ever seen.

But now it was Autumn and the boy and his nurse saw Oth and Threl more seldom; for in the misty evenings with the threat of frost in the air they sat no longer by the myrtle tree. Yet Orion watched on their short walks; and one day he saw Threl going away from the village with his face to the uplands. And he called to Threl, and Threl stood still with a certain air of confusion, for he deemed himself of too little account to be clearly seen and noticed by the nurse at the castle, be she witch or woman. And Orion ran up to him and said Show me the woods. And Ziroonderel perceived that the time had come when his thoughts were roaming beyond the lip of the valley, and knew that no spell of hers would hold him long from following after them. And Threl said, No, my Master, and looked uneasily at Ziroonderel, who came after the boy and led him away from Threl. And Threl went on alone to his work in the deep of the woods.

And it was not otherwise than the witch had foreseen. For first Orion wept, and then he dreamed of the woods, and next day he slipped away alone to the house of Oth and asked him to take him with him when he went to hunt the deer. And Oth, standing on a wide deer-skin in front of blazing logs, spoke much of the woods, but did not take him then. Instead he brought Orion back to the Castle. And Ziroonderel regretted too late that she had idly said his mother was gone to the woods, for those words of hers had called up too soon that spirit of roving which was bound to come to him, and she saw that her spells could bring content no more. So in the end she let him go to the woods. But not until by lifting of wand and saying of incantation she had called the glamour of the woods down to the nursery hearth, and had made it haunt the shadows that went from the fire and creep with them all about the room, till the nursery was all as mysterious as the forest. When this spell would not soothe him and keep his longing at home she let him go to the woods.

He stole away once more to the house of Oth, over crisp grass one morning; and the old witch knew he had gone but did not call him back, for she had no spell to curb the love of roving in man, whether it came early or late. And she would not hold back his limbs when his heart was gone to the woods, for it is ever the way of witches with any two things to care for the more mysterious of the two. So the boy came alone to the house of Oth, through his garden where dead flowers hung on brown stalks, and the petals turned to slime if he fingered them, for November was come and the frosts were abroad all night. And this time Orion just met with a mood in Oth, which in less than an hour would have gone, that was favourable to the boys longing. Oth was taking down his bow from the wall as Orion went in, and Oths heart was gone to the woods; and when the boy came yearning to go to the woods too the hunter in that mood could not refuse him.

So Oth took Orion on his shoulder and went up out of the valley. Folk saw them go thus, Oth with his bow and his soft noiseless sandals, and his brown garments of leather, Orion on his shoulder, wrapped in the skin of a fawn which Oth had thrown round him. And as the village fell behind them Orion rejoiced to see the houses further and further away, for he had never been so far from them before. And when the uplands opened their distances to his eyes he felt that he was now upon no mere walk, but a journey. And then he saw the solemn gloom of the wintry woods far off, and that filled him at once with a delighted awe. To their darkness, their mystery and their shelter Oth brought him.

So softly Oth entered the wood that the blackbirds that guarded it, sitting watchful on branches, did not flee at his coming, but only uttered slowly their warning notes, and listened suspiciously till he passed, and were never sure if a man had broken the charm of the wood. Into that charm and the gloom and the deep silence Oth moved gravely; and a solemness came on his face as he entered the wood; for to go on quiet feet through the wood was the work of his life, and he came to it as men come to their hearts desire. And soon he put the boy down on the brown bracken and went on for a while alone. Orion watched him go with his bow in his left hand, till he disappeared in the wood, like a shadow going to a gathering of shadows and merging amongst its fellows. And although Orion might not go with him now, he had great joy from this, for he knew by the way Oth went and the air he had that this was serious hunting and no mere amusement made to please a child; and it pleased him more than all the toys he had had. And quiet and lonely the great wood loomed round him while he waited for Oth to return.

And after a long while he heard a sound, all in the wonder of the wood, that was less loud than the sound that a blackbird made scattering dead leaves to find insects, and Oth had come back again.

He had not found a deer; and for a while he sat by Orion and shot arrows into a tree; but soon he gathered his arrows and took the boy on his shoulder again and turned homewards. And there were tears in Orions eyes when they left the great wood; for he loved the mystery of the huge grey oaks, which we may pass by unnoticed or with but a momentary feeling of something forgotten, some message not quite given; but to him their spirits were playmates. So he came back to Erl as from new companions with his mind full of hints that he had from the wise old trunks, for to him each bole had a meaning. And Ziroonderel was waiting at the gateway when Oth brought Orion back; and she asked little of his time in the woods, and answered little when he told her of it, for she was jealous of them whose spell had lured him from hers. And all that night his dreams hunted deer in the deeps of the wood.

Next day he stole away again to the house of Oth. But Oth was away hunting, for he was in need of meat. So he went to the house of Threl. And there was Threl in his dark house amongst manifold skins. Take me to the woods, said Orion. And Threl sat down in a wide wooden chair by his fire to think about it and to talk of the woods. He was not like Oth, speaking of a few simple things which he knew, of the deer, of the ways of the deer, and of the approach of the seasons; but he spoke of the things that he guessed in the deep of the wood and in the dark of time, the fables of men and of beasts; and especially he cared to tell the fables of the foxes and badgers, which he had come by from watching their ways at the falling of dusk. And as he sat there gazing into the fire, telling reminiscently of the ancient ways of the dwellers in bracken and bramble, Orion forgot his longing to go to the woods, and sat there on a small chair warm with skins, content. And to Threl he told what he had not said to Oth, how he thought that his mother might come one day round the trunk of one of the oak-trees, for she had gone for a while to the woods. And Threl thought that that might be; for there was nothing wonderful told of the woods that Threl thought unlikely.

And then Ziroonderel came for Orion and took him back to the Castle. And the next day she let him go to Oth again; and this time Oth took him once more to the wood. And a few days later he went again to Threls dark house, in whose cobwebs and corners seemed to lurk the mystery of the forest, and heard Threls curious tales.

And the branches of the forest grew black and still against the blaze of fierce sunsets, and Winter began to lay its spell on the uplands, and the wiser ones of the village prophesied snow. And one day Orion out in the woods with Oth saw the hunter shoot a stag. He watched him prepare it and skin it and cut it into two pieces and tie them up in the skin, with the head and horns hanging down. Then Oth fastened up the horns to the rest of the bundle and heaved it on to his shoulder, and with his great strength carried it home. And the boy rejoiced more than the hunter.

And that evening Orion went to tell the story to Threl, but Threl had more wonderful stories.

And so the days went by, while Orion drew from the forest and from the tales of Threl a love of all things that pertain to a hunters calling, and a spirit grew in him that was well-matched with the name he bore; and nothing showed in him, yet, of the magical part of his lineage.


CHAPTER XII

The Unenchanted Plain

When Alveric understood that he had lost Elfland it was already evening and he had been gone two days and a night from Erl. For the second time he lay down for the night on that shingly plain whence Elfland had ebbed away: and at sunset the eastern horizon showed clear against turquoise sky, all black and jagged with rocks, without any sign of Elfland. And the twilight glimmered, but it was Earths twilight, and not that dense barrier for which Alveric looked, which lies between Elfland and Earth. And the stars came out and were the stars we know, and Alveric slept below their familiar constellations.

He awoke in the birdless dawn very cold, hearing old voices crying faintly far off, as they slowly drifted away, like dreams going back to dreamland. He wondered if they would come to Elfland again, or if Elfland had ebbed too far. He searched all the horizon eastwards, and still saw nothing but the rocks of that desolate land. So he turned again toward the fields we know.

He walked back through the cold with all his impatience gone; and gradually some warmth came to him from walking, and later a little from the autumnal sun. He walked all day, and the sun was growing huge and red when he came again to the leather-workers cottage. He asked for food, and the old man made him welcome: his pot was already simmering for his own evening meal: and it was not long before Alveric was sitting at the old table before a dish full of squirrels legs, hedge-hogs and rabbits meat. The old man would not eat till Alveric had eaten, but waited on him with such solicitude that Alveric felt that the moment of his opportunity was come, and turned to the old man as he offered him a piece of the back of a rabbit, and approached the subject of Elfland.

The twilight is further away, said Alveric.

Yes, yes, said the old man without any meaning in his voice, whatever he had in his mind.

When did it go? said Alveric.

The twilight, master? said his host.

Yes, said Alveric.

Ah, the twilight, the old man said.

The barrier, said Alveric, and he lowered his voice, although he knew not why, between here and Elfland.

At the word Elfland all comprehension faded out of the old mans eyes.

Ah, he said.

Old man, said Alveric, you know where Elfland has gone.

Gone? said the old man.

That innocent surprise, thought Alveric, must be real; but at least he knew where it had been; it used to be only two fields away from his door.

Elfland was in the next field once, said Alveric.

And the old mans eyes roved back into the past, and he gazed as it were on old days awhile, then he shook his head. And Alveric fixed him with his eye.

You knew Elfland, he exclaimed.

Still the old man did not answer.

You knew where the border was, said Alveric.

I am old, said the leather-worker, and I have no one to ask.

When he said that, Alveric knew that he was thinking of his old wife, and he knew too that had she been alive and standing there at that moment yet he would have had no news of Elfland: there seemed little more to say. But a certain petulance held him to the subject after he knew it to be hopeless.

Who lives to the East of here? he said.

To the East? the old man replied. Master, are there not North and South and West that you needs must look to the East?

There was a look of entreaty in his face but Alveric did not heed it. Who lives to the East? he said.

Master, no one lives to the East, he answered. And that indeed was true.

What used to be there? said Alveric.

And the old man turned away to see to the stewing of his pot, and muttered as he turned, so that one hardly heard him.

The past, he said.

No more would the old man say, nor explain what he had said. So Alveric asked him if he could have a bed for the night, and his host showed him the old bed he remembered across that vague number of years. And Alveric accepted the bed without more ado so as to let the old man go to his own supper. And very soon Alveric was deep asleep, warm and resting at last, while his host turned over slowly in his mind many things of which Alveric had supposed he knew nothing.

When the birds of our fields woke Alveric, singing late in the last of October, on a morning that reminded them of Spring, he rose and went out of doors, and went to the highest part of the little field that lay on the windowless side of the old mans house toward Elfland. There he looked eastward and saw all the way to the curved line of the sky the same barren, desolate, rocky plain that had been there yesterday and the day before. Then the leather-worker gave him breakfast, and afterwards he went out and looked again at the plain. And over his dinner, which his host timidly shared, Alveric neared once more the subject of Elfland. And something in the old mans sayings or silences made Alveric hopeful that even yet he would have some news of the whereabouts of the pale-blue Elfin Mountains. So he brought the old man out and turned to the East, to which his companion looked with reluctant eyes; and pointing to one particular rock, the most noticeable and near, said, hoping for definite news of a definite thing, How long has that rock been there?

And the answer came to his hopes like hail to apple-blossom: It is there and we must make the best of it.

The unexpectedness of the answer dazed Alveric; and when he saw that reasonable questions about definite things brought him no logical answer he despaired of getting practical information to guide his fantastic journey. So he walked on the eastward side of the cottage all the afternoon, watching the dreary plain, and it never changed or moved: no pale-blue mountains appeared, no Elfland came flooding back: and evening came and the rocks glowed dully with the low rays of the sun, and darkened when it set, changing with all Earths changes, but with no enchantment of Elfland. Then Alveric decided on a great journey.

He returned to the cottage and told the leather-worker that he needed to buy much provisions, as much as he could carry. And over supper they planned what he should have. And the old man promised to go next day amongst the neighbours; telling of all the things he would get from each, and somewhat more if God should prosper his snaring. For Alveric had determined to travel eastward till he found the lost land.

And Alveric slept early, and slept long, till the last of his fatigue was gone which came from his pursuit of Elfland: the old man woke him as he came back from his snaring. And the creatures that he had snared the old man put in his pot and hung it over his fire, while Alveric ate his breakfast. And all the morning the leather-worker went from house to house amongst his neighbours, dwelling on little farms at the edge of the fields we know; and he got salted meats from some, bread from one, a cheese from another, and came back burdened to his house in time to prepare dinner.

And all the provender that burdened the old man Alveric shouldered in a sack, and some he put in his wallet; and he filled his water-bottle and two more besides that his host had made from large skins, for he had seen no streams at all in the desolate land; and thus equipped he walked some way from the cottage, and looked again at the land from which Elfland had ebbed. He came back satisfied that he could carry provisions for a fortnight.

And in the evening while the old man prepared pieces of squirrels meat Alveric stood again on the windowless side of the cottage, gazing still across the lonely land, hoping always to see emerge from the clouds that were colouring at sunset, those serene pale-blue mountains; and seeing never a peak. And the sun set, and that was the last of October.

Next morning Alveric made a good meal in the cottage; then took his heavy burden of provisions, and paid his host and started. The door of the cottage opened toward the West and the old man cordially saw him away from his door with godspeed and farewells, but he would not move round his house to watch him going eastward; nor would he speak of that journey: it was as though to him there were only three points of the compass.

The bright autumnal sun was not yet high when Alveric went from the fields we know to the land that Elfland had left and that nothing else went near, with his big sack over his shoulder and his sword at his side. The may trees of memory that he had seen were all withered now, and the old songs and voices that had haunted that land were all now faint as sighs; and there seemed to be fewer of them, as though some had already died or had struggled back to Elfland.

All that day Alveric travelled, with the vigour that waits at the beginning of journeys, which helped him on though he was burdened with so much provisions, and a big blanket that he wore like a heavy cloak round his shoulders; and he carried besides a bundle of firewood, and a stave in his right hand. He was an incongruous figure with his stave and his sack and his sword; but he followed one idea, one inspiration, one hope; and so shared something of the strangeness that all men have who do this.

Halting at noon to eat and rest he went slowly on again and walked till evening: even then he did not rest as he had intended, for when twilight fell and lay heavy along the eastern sky he continually rose from his resting and went a little further to see if it might not be that dense deep twilight that made the frontier of the fields we know, shutting them off from Elfland. But it was always earthly twilight, until the stars came out, and they were all the familiar stars that look on Earth. Then he lay down among those unrounded and mossless rocks, and ate bread and cheese and drank water; and as the cold of night began to come over the plain he lit a small fire with his scanty bundle of wood and lay close to it with his cloak and his blanket round him; and before the embers were black he was sound asleep.

Dawn came without sound of bird or whisper of leaves or grasses, dawn came in dead silence and cold; and nothing on all that plain gave a welcome back to the light.

If darkness had lain forever upon those angular rocks it were better, Alveric thought, as he saw their shapeless companies sullenly glowing; darkness were better now that Elfland was gone. And though the misery of that disenchanted place entered his spirit with the chill of the dawn, yet his fiery hope still shone, and gave him little time to eat by the cold black circle of his lonely fire before it hurried him onward easterly over the rocks. And all that morning he travelled on without the comradeship of a blade of grass. The golden birds that he had seen before had long since fled back to Elfland, and the birds of our fields and all living things we know shunned all that empty waste. Alveric travelled as much alone as a man who goes back in memory to revisit remembered scenes, and instead of remembered scenes he was in a place from which every glamour had gone. He travelled somewhat lighter than on the day before, but he went more wearily, for he felt more heavily now the fatigue of the previous day. He rested long at mid-day and then went on. The myriad rocks stretched on and slightly jagged the horizon, and all day there came no glimpse of the pale-blue mountains. That evening from his dwindling provision of wood Alveric made another fire; its little flame going up alone in that waste seemed somehow to reveal the monstrous loneliness. He sat by his fire and thought of Lirazel and would not give up hope, though a glance at those rocks might have warned him not to hope, for something in their chaotic look partook of the plain that bred them, and they hinted it to be infinite.


CHAPTER XIII

The Reticence of the Leather-Worker

It was many days before Alveric learned from the monotony of the rocks that one days journey was the same as another, and that by no number of journeys would he bring any change to his rugged horizons, which were all drearily like the ones they replaced and never brought a view of the pale-blue mountains. He had gone, while his fortnights provisions grew lighter and lighter, for ten days over the rocks: it was now evening and Alveric understood at last that if he travelled further and failed soon to see the peaks of the Elfin Mountains he would starve. So he ate his supper sparingly in the darkness, his bundle of firewood having long since been used, and abandoned the hope that had led him. And as soon as there was any light at all to show him where the East was he ate a little of what he had saved from his supper, and started his long tramp back to the fields of men, over rocks that seemed all the harsher because his back was to Elfland. All that day he ate and drank little, and by nightfall he still had left full provisions for four more days.

He had hoped to travel faster during these last days, if he should have to turn back, because he would travel lighter: he had given no thought to the power of those monotonous rocks to weary and to depress with their desolation when the hope that had somewhat illumined their grimness was gone: he had thought little of turning back at all, till the tenth evening came and no pale-blue mountains, and he suddenly looked at his provisions. And all the monotony of his homeward journey was broken only by occasional fears that he might not be able to come to the fields we know.

The myriad rocks lay larger and thicker than tombstones and not so carefully shaped, yet the waste had the look of a graveyard stretching over the world with unrecording stones above nameless heads. Chilled by the bitter nights, guided by blazing sunsets, he went on through the morning mists and the empty noons and weary birdless evenings. More than a week went by since he had turned, and the last of his water was gone, and still he saw no sign of the fields we know, or anything more familiar than rocks that he seemed to remember and which would have misled him northward, southward, or eastward, were it not for the red November sun that he followed and sometimes some friendly star. And then at last, just as the darkness fell blackening that rocky multitude, there showed westward over the rocks, pale at first against remnants of sunset, but growing more and more orange, a window under one of the gables of man. Alveric rose and walked towards it till the rocks in the darkness and weariness overcame him and he lay down and slept; and the little yellow window shone into his dreams and made forms of hope as fair as any that came from Elfland.

The house that he saw in the morning when he woke seemed impossible to be the one whose tiny light had held out hope and help to him in the loneliness; it seemed now too plain and common. He recognized it for a house not far from the one of the leather-worker. Soon he came to a pool and drank. He came to a garden in which a woman was working early, and she asked him whence he had come. From the East, he said, and pointed, and she did not understand. And so he came again to the cottage from which he had started, to ask once more for hospitality from the old man who had housed him twice.

He was standing in his doorway as Alveric came, walking wearily, and again he made him welcome. He gave him milk and then food. And Alveric ate, and then rested all the day: it was not till evening he spoke. But when he had eaten and rested and he was at the table again, and supper was now before him and there was light and warmth, he felt all at once the need of human speech. And then he poured out the story of that great journey over the land where the things of man ceased, and where yet no birds or little beasts had come, or even flowers, a chronicle of desolation. And the old man listened to the vivid words and said nothing, making some comments of his own only when Alveric spoke of the fields we know. He heard with politeness but said never a word of the land from which Elfland had ebbed. It was indeed as though all the land to the East were delusion, and as though Alveric had been restored from it or had awoken from dream, and were now among reasonably daily things, and there was nothing to say of the things of dream. Certainly never a word would the old man say in recognition of Elfland, or of anything eighty yards East of his cottage door. Then Alveric went to his bed and the old man sat alone till his fire was low, thinking of what he had heard and shaking his head. And all the next day Alveric rested there or walked in the old mans autumn-smitten garden, and sometimes he tried again to speak with his host of his great journey in the desolate land, but got from him no admission that such lands were, checked always by his avoidance of the topic, as though to speak of these lands might bring them nearer.

And Alveric pondered on many reasons for this. Had the old man been to Elfland in his youth and seen something he greatly feared, perhaps barely escaping from death or an age-long love? Was Elfland a mystery too great to be troubled by human voices? Did these folk dwelling there at the edge of our world know well the unearthly beauty of all the glories of Elfland, and fear that even to speak of them might be a lure to draw them whither their resolution, barely perhaps, held them back? Or might a word said of the magical land bring it nearer, to make fantastic and elvish the fields we know? To all these ponderings of Alveric there was no answer.

And yet one more day Alveric rested, and after that he set out to return to Erl. He set out in the morning, and his host came with him out of his doorway, saying farewell and speaking of his journey home and of the affairs of Erl, which were food for gossip over many farmlands. And great was the contrast between the good mans approval that he showed thus for the fields we know, over which Alveric journeyed now, and his disapproval for those other lands whither Alverics hopes still turned. And they parted, and the old mans farewells dwindled, and then he turned back into his house, rubbing his hands contentedly as he slowly went, for he was glad to see one who had looked toward the fantastic lands turn now to a journey across the fields we know.

In those fields the frost was master, and Alveric walked over the crisp grey grass and breathed the clear fresh air thinking little of his home or his son, but planning how even yet he might come to Elfland; for he thought that further North there might be a way, coming round perhaps behind the pale-blue mountains. That Elfland had ebbed too far for him to overtake it there he felt despairingly sure, but scarcely believed it had gone along the entire frontier of twilight, where Elfland touches Earth as far as poet has sung. Further North he might find the frontier, unmoved, lying sleepy with twilight, and come under the pale-blue mountains and see his wife again: full of these thoughts he went over the misty mellow fields.

And full of his dreams and plans about that phantasmal land he came in the afternoon to the woods that brood above Erl. He entered the wood, and deep though he was amongst thoughts that were far from there, he soon saw the smoke of a fire a little way off, rising grey among the dark oak-boles. He went towards it to see who was there, and there were his son and Ziroonderel warming their hands at the fire.

Where have you been? called Orion as soon as he saw him.

Upon a journey, said Alveric.

Oth is hunting, Orion said, and he pointed in the direction whence the wind was fanning the smoke. And Ziroonderel said nothing, for she saw more in Alverics eyes than any questions of hers would have drawn from his tongue. Then Orion showed him a deer-skin on which he was sitting. Oth shot it, he said.

There seemed to be a magic all round that fire of big logs quietly smouldering in the woods upon Autumns discarded robe that lay brilliant there; and it was not the magic of Elfland, nor had Ziroonderel called it up with her wand: it was only a magic of the woods very own.

And Alveric stood there for a while in silence, watching the boy and the witch by their fire in the woods, and understanding that the time was come when he must tell Orion things that were not clear to himself and that were puzzling him even now. Yet he did not speak of them then, but saying something of the affairs of Erl, turned and walked on toward his castle, while Ziroonderel and the boy came back later with Oth.

And Alveric commanded supper when he came to his gateway, and ate it alone in the great hall that there was in the Castle of Erl, and all the while he was pondering words to say. And then he went in the evening up to the nursery and told the boy how his mother was gone for a while to Elfland, to her fathers palace (which may only be told of in song). And, unheeding any words of Orion then, he held on with the brief tale that he had come to tell, and told how Elfland was gone.

But that cannot be, said Orion, for I hear the horns of Elfland every day.

You can hear them? Alveric said.

And the boy replied, I hear them blowing at evening.


CHAPTER XIV

The Quest for the Elfin Mountains

Winter descended on Erl and gripped the forest, holding the small twigs stiff and still: in the valley it silenced the stream; and in the fields of the oxen the grass was brittle as earthenware, and the breath of the beasts went up like the smoke of encampments. And Orion still went to the woods whenever Oth would take him, and sometimes he went with Threl. When he went with Oth the wood was full of the glamour of the beasts that Oth hunted, and the splendour of the great stags seemed to haunt the gloom of far hollows; but when he went with Threl a mystery haunted the wood, so that one could not say what creature might not appear, nor what haunted and hid by every enormous bole. What beasts there were in the wood even Threl did not know: many kinds fell to his subtlety, but who knew if these were all?

And when the boy was late in the wood, on happy evenings, he would always hear as the sun went blazing down, rank on rank of the elfin horns blowing far away eastwards in the chill of the coming dusk, very far and faint, like reveillé heard in dreams. From beyond the woods they sounded, all those ringing horns, from beyond the downs, far over the furthest curve of them; and he knew them for the silver horns of Elfland. In all other ways he was human, and but for his power to hear those horns of Elfland, whose music rings but a yard beyond human hearing, and his knowledge of what they were; but for these two things he was as yet not more than a human child.

And how the horns of Elfland blew over the barrier of twilight, to be heard by any ear in the fields we know, I cannot understand; yet Tennyson speaks of them as heard faintly blowing even in these fields of ours, and I believe that by accepting all that the poets say while duly inspired our errors will be fewest. So, though Science may deny or confirm it, Tennysons line shall guide me here.

Alveric in those days went through the village of Erl, with his thoughts far from there, moodily; and he stopped at many doors, and spoke and planned, with his eyes always fixed as it seemed on things no one else could see. He was brooding on far horizons, and the last, over which was Elfland. And from house to house he gathered a little band of men.

It was Alverics dream to find the frontier further North, to travel on over the fields we know, always searching new horizons, till he came to some place from which Elfland had not ebbed; to this he determined to dedicate his days.

When Lirazel was with him amongst the fields we know, his thoughts had ever been to make her more earthly; but now that she was gone the thoughts of his own mind were becoming daily more elvish, and folk began to look sideways at his fantastic mien. Dreaming always of Elfland and of elvish things he gathered horses and provender and made for his little band so huge a store of provisions that those who saw it wondered. Many men he asked to be of that curious band, and few would go with him to haunt horizons, when they heard whither he went. And the first that he found to be of that band was a lad that was crossed in love; and then a young shepherd, well used to lonely spaces; then one that had heard a curious song that someone sang one evening: it had set his thoughts roving away to impossible lands, and so he was well content to follow his fancies. One huge full moon one summer had shone all a warm night long on a lad as he lay in the hay, and after that he had guessed or seen things that he said the moon showed him: whatever they were none else saw any such things in Erl: he also joined Alverics band as soon as he asked him. It was many days before Alveric found these four; and more he could not find but a lad that was quite witless, and he took him to tend the horses, for he understood horses well, and they understood him, though no human man or woman could make him out at all, except his mother, who wept when Alveric had his promise to go; for she said that he was the prop and support of her age, and knew what storms would come and when the swallows would fly, and what colours the flowers would come up from seeds she sowed in her garden, and where the spiders would build their webs, and the ancient fables of flies: she wept and said that there would be more things lost by his going than ever folk guessed in Erl. But Alveric took him away: many go thus.

And one morning six horses heaped and hung with provisions all round their saddles waited at Alverics gateway, with the five men that were to roam with him as far as the worlds edge. He had taken long counsel with Ziroonderel, but she said that no magic of hers had power to charm Elfland or to cross the dread will of its King; he therefore commended Orion to her care, knowing well that though hers was but simple or earthly magic, yet no magic likely to cross the fields we know, nor curse nor rune directed against his boy, would be able to thwart her spell; and for himself he trusted to the fortune that waits at the end of long weary journeys. To Orion he spoke long, not knowing how long that journey might be before he again found Elfland, nor how easily he might return across the frontier of twilight. He asked the boy what he desired of life.

To be a hunter, said he.

What will you hunt while I am over the hills? said his father.

Stags, like Oth, said Orion.

Alveric commended that sport, for he himself loved it.

And some day I will go a long way over the hills and hunt stranger things, said the boy.

What kind of things, asked Alveric. But the boy did not know.

His father suggested different kinds of beasts.

No, stranger than them, said Orion. Stranger even than bears.

But what will they be? asked his father.

Magic things, said the boy.

But the horses moved restlessly down below in the cold, so that there was no time for more idle talk, and Alveric said farewell to the witch and his son and strode away thinking little of the future, for all was too vague for thought.

Alveric mounted his horse over the heaps of provisions, and all the band of six men rode away. The villagers stood in the street to see them go. All knew their curious quest; and when all had saluted Alveric and all had called their farewells to the last of the riders, a hum of talk arose. And in the talk was contempt of Alverics quest, and pity, and ridicule; and sometimes affection spoke and sometimes scorn; yet in the hearts of all there was envy; for their reason mocked the lonely roving of that outlandish adventure, but their hearts would have gone.

And away rode Alveric out of the village of Erl with his company of adventurers behind him; a moonstruck man, a madman, a lovesick lad, a shepherd boy and a poet. And Alveric made Vand, the young shepherd, the master of his encampment, for he deemed him to be the sanest amongst his following; but there were disputes at once as they rode, before they came to make any encampment; and Alveric, hearing or feeling the discontent of his men, learned that on such a quest as his it was not the sanest but the maddest that should be given authority. So he named Niv, the witless lad, the master of his encampment; and Niv served him well till a day that was far thence, and the moonstruck man stood by Niv, and all were content to do the bidding of Niv, and all honoured Alverics quest. And many men in numerous lands do saner things with less harmony.

They came to the uplands and rode over the fields, and rode till they came to the furthest hedges of men, and to the houses that they have built at the verge, beyond which even their thoughts refuse to fare. Through this line of houses at the edge of those fields, four or five in every mile, Alveric went with his queer company. The leather-workers hut was far to the South. Now he turned northward to ride past the backs of the houses, over fields through which once the barrier of twilight had run, till he should find some place where Elfland might seem not to have ebbed so far. He explained this to his men, and the leading spirits, Niv, and Zend who was moonstruck, applauded at once; and Thyl, the young dreamer of songs, said the scheme was a wise one too; and Vand was carried away by the keen zeal of these three; and it was all one to Rannok the lover. And they had not gone far along the backs of the houses when the red sun touched the horizon, and they hastened to make an encampment by what remained of the light of that short winters day. And Niv said they would build a palace like those of kings, and the idea fired Zend to work like three men, and Thyl helped eagerly; and they set up stakes and stretched blankets upon them and made a wall of brushwood, for they were but just outside the hedgerows, and Vand helped too with rough hurdles and Rannok toiled on wearily; and when all was finished Niv said that it was a palace. And Alveric went in and rested, while they lit a fire outside. And Vand cooked a meal for them all, which he did every day for himself upon lonely downs; and none could have cared for the horses better than Niv.

And as the gloaming faded away the cold of winter grew; and by the time that the first star shone there seemed nothing in all the night but bitter cold, yet Alverics men lay down by their fire in their leathers and furs and slept, all but Rannok the lover.

To Alveric lying on furs in his shelter, watching red embers glowing beyond dark shapes of his men, the quest promised well: he would go far North watching every horizon for any sign of Elfland: he would go by the border of the fields we know, and always be near provisions: and if he got no glimpse of the pale-blue mountains he would go on till he found some field from which Elfland had not ebbed, and so come round behind them. And Niv and Zend and Thyl had all sworn to him that evening that before many days were gone they would surely all find Elfland. Upon this thought he slept.


CHAPTER XV

The Retreat of the Elf King

When Lirazel blew away with the splendid leaves they dropped one by one from their dance in the gleaming air, and ran on over fields for a while, and then gathered by hedgerows and rested; but Earth that pulls all things down had no hold on her, for the rune of the King of Elfland had crossed its borders, calling her home. So she rode carelessly the great north-west wind, looking down idly on the fields we know, as she swept over them homewards. No grip had Earth on her any longer at all; for with her weight (which is where Earth holds us) were gone all her earthly cares. She saw without grief old fields wherein she and Alveric walked once: they drifted by; she saw the houses of men: these also passed; and deep and dense and heavy with colour, she saw the border of Elfland.

A last cry Earth called to her with many voices, a child shouting, rooks cawing, the dull lowing of cows, a slow cart heaving home; then she was into the dense barrier of twilight, and all Earths sounds dimmed suddenly: she was through it and they ceased. Like a tired horse falling dead our north-west wind dropped at the frontier; for no winds blow in Elfland that roam over the fields we know. And Lirazel slanted slowly onward and down, till her feet were back again on the magical soil of her home. She saw full fair the peaks of the Elfin Mountains, and dark underneath them the forest that guarded the Elf Kings throne. Above this forest were glimmering even now great spires in the elfin morning, which glows with more sparkling splendour than do our most dewy dawns, and never passes away.

Over the elfin land the elfin lady passed with her light feet, touching the grasses as thistledown touches them when it comes down to them and brushes their crests while a languid wind rolls it slowly over the fields we know. And all the elvish and fantastic things, and the curious aspect of the land, and the odd flowers and the haunted trees, and the ominous boding of magic that hung in the air, were all so full of memories of her home that she flung her arms about the first gnarled gnome-like trunk and kissed its wrinkled bark.

And so she came to the enchanted wood; and the sinister pines that guarded it, with the watchful ivy leaning over their branches, bowed to Lirazel as she passed. Not a wonder in that wood, not a grim hint of magic, but brought back the past to her as though it had scarcely gone. It was, she felt, but yesterday morning that she had gone away; and it was yesterday morning still. As she passed through the wood the gashes of Alverics sword were yet fresh and white on the trees.

And now a light began to glow through the wood, then flash upon flash of colours, and she knew they shone from the glory and splendour of flowers that girdled the lawns of her father. To these she came again; and her faint footprints that she had made as she left her fathers palace, and wondered to see Alveric there, were not yet gone from the bended grass and the spiders webs and the dew. There the great flowers glowed in the elfin light; while beyond them there twinkled and flashed, with the portal through which she had left it still open wide to the lawns, the palace that may not be told of but only in song. Thither Lirazel returned. And the Elf King, who heard by magic the tread of her soundless feet, was before his door to meet her.

His great beard almost hid her as they embraced: he had sorrowed for her long through that elfin morning. He had wondered, despite his wisdom; he had feared, for all his runes; he had yearned for her as human hearts may yearn, for all that he was of magic stock dwelling beyond our fields. And now she was home again and the elfin morning brightened over leagues of Elfland with the old Elf Kings joy, and even a glow was seen upon slopes of the Elfin Mountains.

And through the flash and glimmer of the vast doorway they passed into the palace once more; the knight of the Elf Kings guard saluted with his sword as they went, but dared not turn his head after Lirazels beauty; they came again to the hall of the Elf Kings throne, which is made of rainbows and ice; and the great King seated himself and took Lirazel on his knee; and a calm came down upon Elfland.

And for long through the endless elfin morning nothing troubled that calm; Lirazel rested after the cares of Earth, the Elf King sat there keeping the deep content in his heart, the knight of the guard remained at the salute, his swords point downwards still, the palace glowed and shone: it was like a scene in some deep pool beyond the sound of a city, with green reeds and gleaming fishes and myriads of tiny shells all shining in the twilight on deep water, which nothing has disturbed through all the long summers day. And thus they rested beyond the fret of time, and the hours rested around them, as the little leaping waves of a cataract rest when the ice calms the stream: the serene blue peaks of the Elfin Mountains above them stood like unchanging dreams.

Then like the noise of some city heard amongst birds in woods, like a sob heard amongst children that are all met to rejoice, like laughter amongst a company that weep, like a shrill wind in orchards amongst the early blossom, like a wolf coming over the downs where the sheep are asleep, there came a feeling into the Elf Kings mood that one was coming towards them across the fields of Earth. It was Alveric with his sword of thunderbolt-iron, which somehow the old King sensed by its flavour of magic.

Then the Elf King rose, and put his left arm about his daughter, and raised his right to make a mighty enchantment, standing up before his shining throne which is the very centre of Elfland. And with clear resonance deep down in his throat he chaunted a rhythmic spell, all made of words that Lirazel never had heard before, some age-old incantation, calling Elfland away, drawing it further from Earth. And the marvellous flowers heard as their petals drank in the music, and the deep notes flooded the lawns; and all the palace thrilled, and quivered with brighter colours; and a charm went over the plain as far as the frontier of twilight, and a trembling went through the enchanted wood. Still the Elf King chaunted on. The ringing ominous notes came now to the Elfin Mountains, and all their line of peaks quivered as hills in haze, when the heat of summer beats up from the moors and visibly dances in air. All Elfland heard, all Elfland obeyed that spell. And now the King and his daughter drifted away, as the smoke of the nomads drifts over Sahara away from their camels-hair tents, as dreams drift away at dawn, as clouds over the sunset; and like the wind with the smoke, night with the dreams, warmth with the sunset, all Elfland drifted with them. All Elfland drifted with them and left the desolate plain, the dreary deserted region, the unenchanted land. So swiftly that spell was uttered, so suddenly Elfland obeyed, that many a little song, old memory, garden or may tree of remembered years, was swept but a little way by the drift and heave of Elfland, swaying too slowly eastwards till the elfin lawns were gone, and the barrier of twilight heaved over them and left them among the rocks.

And whither Elfland went I cannot say, nor even whether it followed the curve of the Earth or drifted beyond our rocks out into twilight: there had been an enchantment near to our fields and now there was none: wherever it went it was far.

Then the Elf King ceased to chaunt and all was accomplished. As silently as, in a moment that none can determine, the long layers over the sunset turn from gold to pink, or from a glowing pink to a listless unlit colour, all Elfland left the edges of those fields by which its wonder had lurked for long ages of men, and was away now whither I know not. And the Elf King seated himself again on his throne of mist and ice, in which charmed rainbows were, and took Lirazel his daughter again on his knee, and the calm that his chaunting had broken came back heavy and deep over Elfland. Heavy and deep it fell on the lawns, heavy and deep on the flowers; each dazzling blade of grass was still in its little curve as though Nature in a moment of mourning said Hush at the sudden end of the world; and the flowers dreamed on in their beauty, immune from Autumn or wind. Far over the moors of the trolls slept the calm of the King of Elfland, where the smoke from their queer habitations hung stilled in the air; and in a forest wherein it quieted the trembling of myriads of petals on roses, it stilled the pools where the great lilies towered, till they and their reflections slept on in one gorgeous dream. And there below motionless fronds of dream-gripped trees, on the still water dreaming of the still air, where the huge lily-leaves floated green in the calm, was the troll Lurulu, sitting upon a leaf. For thus they named in Elfland the troll that had gone to Erl. He sat there gazing into the water at a certain impudent look that he had on. He gazed and gazed and gazed.

Nothing stirred, nothing changed. All things were still, reposing in the deep content of the King. The Knight of the Guard brought his sword back to the carry, and afterwards stood as still at his perpetual post as some suit of armour whose owner is centuries dead. And still the King sat silent with his daughter upon his knee, his blue eyes unmoving as the pale-blue peaks, which through wide windows shone from the Elfin Mountains.

And the Elf King stirred not, nor changed; but held to that moment in which he had found content; and laid its influence over all his dominions, for the good and welfare of Elfland; for he had what all our troubled world with all its changes seeks, and finds so rarely and must at once cast it away. He had found content and held it.

And in that calm that settled down upon Elfland there passed ten years over the fields we know.


CHAPTER XVI

Orion Hunts the Stag

There passed ten years over the fields we know; and Orion grew and learned the art of Oth, and had the cunning of Threl, and knew the woods and the slopes and vales of the downs, as many another boy knows how to multiply figures by other figures or to draw the thoughts from a language not his own and to set them down again in words of his own tongue. And little he knew of the things that ink may do, how it can mark a dead mans thought for the wonder of later years, and tell of happenings that are gone clean away, and be a voice for us out of the dark of time, and save many a fragile thing from the pounding of heavy ages; or carry to us, over the rolling centuries, even a song from lips long dead on forgotten hills. Little knew he of ink; but the touch of a roe deers feet on dry ground, gone three hours, was a clear path to him, and nothing went through the woods but Orion read its story. And all the sounds of the wood were as full of clear meaning to him as are to the mathematician the signs and figures he makes when he divides his millions by tens and elevens and twelves. He knew by sun and moon and wind what birds would enter the wood, he knew of the coming seasons whether they would be mild or severe, only a little later than the beasts of the wood themselves, which have not human reason or soul and that know so much more than we.

And so he grew to know the very mood of the woods, and could enter their shadowy shelter like one of the woodland beasts. And this he could do when he was barely fourteen years; and many a man lives all his years and can never enter a wood without changing the whole mood of its shadowy ways. For men enter a wood perhaps with the wind behind them, they brush against branches, step on twigs; speak, smoke, or tread heavily; and jays cry out against them, pigeons leave the trees, rabbits pad off to safety, and far more beasts than they know slip on soft feet away from their coming. But Orion moved like Threl, in shoes of deer-skin with the tread of a hunter. And none of the beasts of the wood knew when he was come.

And he came to have a pile of skins like Oth, that he won with his bow in the wood; and he hung great horns of stags in the hall of the castle, high up among old horns where the spider had lived for ages. And this was one of the signs whereby the people of Erl came to know him now for their lord, for no news came of Alveric, and all the old lords of Erl had been hunters of deer. And another sign was the departing of the witch Ziroonderel when she went back to her hill; and Orion lived in the castle now by himself, and she dwelt in her cottage again where her cabbages grew on the high land near to the thunder.

And all that Winter Orion hunted the stags in the wood, but when Spring came he put his bow away. Yet all through the season of song and flowers his thoughts were still with the chase; and he went from house to house wherever a man had one of the long thin dogs that hunt. And sometimes he bought the dog, and sometimes the man would promise to lend it on days of hunting. Thus Orion formed a pack of brown long-haired hounds and yearned for the Spring and Summer to go by. And one Spring evening when Orion was tending his hounds, when villagers were mostly at their doors to notice the length of the evening, there came a man up the street whom nobody knew. He came from the uplands, wrapped in the most aged of clothes, which clung to him as though they had clung forever, and were somehow a part of him and yet part of the Earth, for they were mellowed by the clay of the high fields to its own deep brown. And folk noticed the easy stride of a mighty walker, and a weariness in his eyes: and none knew who he was.

And then a woman said It is Vand that was only a lad. And they all crowded about him then, for it was indeed Vand who had left the sheep more than ten years ago to ride with Alveric no one in Erl knew whither. How fares our master? they said. And a look of weariness came in the eyes of Vand.

He follows the quest, he said.

Whither? they asked.

To the North, he said. He seeks for Elfland still.

Why have you left him? they asked.

I lost the hope, he said.

They questioned him no more then, for all men knew that to seek for Elfland one needed a strong hope, and without it one saw no gleam of the Elfin Mountains, serene with unchanging blue. And then the mother of Niv came running up. Is it indeed Vand? she said. And they all said Yes, it is Vand.

And while they murmured together about Vand, and of how years and wandering had changed him, she said to him, Tell me of my son. And Vand replied He leads the quest. There is none whom my master trusts more. And they all wondered, and yet they had no cause for wonder, for it was a mad quest.

But Nivs mother alone did not wonder. I knew he would, she said. I knew he would. And she was filled with a great content.

There are events and seasons to suit the mood of every man, though few indeed could have suited the crazed mood of Niv, yet there came Alverics quest of Elfland, and so Niv found his work.

And talking in the late evening with Vand the folk of Erl heard tales of many camps, many marches, a tale of profitless wandering where Alveric haunted horizons year after year like a ghost. And sometimes out of Vands sadness that had come from those profitless years a smile would shine as he told of some foolish happening that had taken place in the camp. But all was told by one that had lost hope in the quest. This was not the way to tell of it, not with doubts, not with smiles. For such a quest may only be told of by those who are fired by its glory: from the mad brain of Niv or the moonstruck wits of Zend we might have news of that quest which could light our minds with some gleam of its meaning; but never from the story, be it made out of facts or scoffs, told by one whom the quest itself was able to lure no longer. The stars stole out and still Vand was telling his stories, and one by one the people went back to their houses, caring to hear no more of the hopeless quest. Had the tale been told by one who clung yet to the faith that still was leading Alverics wanderers on, the stars would have weakened before those folk left the teller, the sky would have brightened so widely before they left him that one would have said at last Why! It is morning. Not till then would they have gone.

And the next day Vand went back to the downs and the sheep and troubled himself with romantic quests no more.

And during that Spring men spoke of Alveric again, wondering awhile at his quest, speaking awhile of Lirazel, and guessing where she had gone, and guessing why; and where they could not guess telling some tale to explain all, which went from mouth to mouth till they came to believe it. And Spring went by and they forgot Alveric and obeyed the will of Orion.

And then one day as Orion was waiting for the Summer to go by, with his heart on frosty days and his dreams with his hounds on the uplands, Rannok the lover came over the downs by the path by which Vand had come, and walked down into Erl. Rannok with his heart free at last, with all his melancholy gone, Rannok without woe, careless, care-free, content, looking only for rest after his long wandering, sighing no more. And nothing but this would have made Vyria care to have him, the girl he had sought once. So the end of this was that she married him, and he too went roaming no more on fantastic quests.

And though some looked to the uplands through many an evening, till the long days wore away and a strange wind touched the leaves, and some peered over the further curves of the downs, yet they saw none more of the followers of Alverics quest coming back by the path that Vand and Rannok had trod. And by the time that the leaves were a wonder of scarlet and gold men spoke no more of Alveric but obeyed Orion his son.

And in this season Orion arose one day before dawn and took his horn and his bow and went to his hounds, who wondered to hear his step before light was come: they heard it all in their sleep and awoke and clamoured to him. And he loosed them and calmed them and led them away to the downs. And to the lonely magnificence of the downs they came when the stags are feeding on dewy grasses, before men are awake. All in the wild wet morning they ran over the gleaming slopes, Orion and his hounds, all rejoicing together. And the scent of the thyme came heavy with the air that Orion breathed, as he trod its wide patches blooming late in the year. To the hounds there came all the wandering scents of the morning. And what wild creatures had met on the hill in the dark and what had crossed it going upon their journeys, and whither all had gone when the day grew bright, bringing the threat of man, Orion guessed and wondered; but to the hounds all was clear. And some of the scents they noted with careful noses, and some they scorned, and for one they sought in vain, for the great red deer were not on the downs that morning.

And Orion led them far from the Vale of Erl but saw no stag that day, and never a wind brought the scent that the anxious hounds were seeking, nor could they find it hidden in any grass or leaves. And evening came on him bringing his hounds home, calling on stragglers with his horn, while the sun turned huge and scarlet; and fainter than echoes of his horn, and far beyond downs and mist, but clear each silver note, he heard the elfin horns that called to him always at evening.

With the great comradeship of a common weariness he and his hounds came home dark in the starlight. The windows of Erl at last flashed to them the glow of their welcome. Hounds came to their kennels and ate, and lay down to contented sleep: Orion went to his castle. He too ate, and afterwards sat thinking of the downs and his hounds and the day, his mind lulled by fatigue to that point at which it rests beyond care.

And many a day passed thus. And then one dewy morning, coming over a ridge of the downs, they saw a stag below them feeding late when all the rest were gone. The hounds all broke into one joyous cry, the heavy stag moved nimbly over the grass, Orion shot an arrow and missed; all these things happened in a moment. And then the hounds streamed away, and the wind went over the backs of them with a ripple, and the stag went away as though every one of his feet were on little dancing springs. And at first the hounds were swifter than Orion, but he was as tireless as they, and by taking sometimes shorter ways than theirs he stayed near them till they came to a stream and faltered and began to need the help of human reason. And such help as human reason can give in such a matter Orion gave them, and soon they were on again. And the morning passed as they went from hill to hill, and they had not seen the stag a second time; and the afternoon wore away, and still the hounds followed every step of the stag with a skill as strange as magic. And towards evening Orion saw him, going slowly, along the slope of a hill, over coarse grass that was shining in the rays of the low sun. He cheered on his hounds and they ran him over three more small valleys, but down at the bottom of the third he turned round amongst the pebbles of a stream and waited there for the hounds. And they came baying round him, watching his brow antlers. And there they tore him down and killed him at sunset. And Orion wound his horn with a great joy in his heart: he wanted no more than this. And with a note like that of joy, as though they also rejoiced, or mocked his rejoicing, over hills that he knew not, perhaps from the far side of the sunset, the horns of Elfland answered.


CHAPTER XVII

The Unicorn Comes in the Starlight

And winter came, and whitened the roofs of Erl, and all the forest and uplands. And when Orion took his hounds afield in the morning the world lay like a book that was newly written by Life; for all the story of the night before lay in long lines in the snow. Here the fox had gone and there the badger, and here the red deer had gone out of the wood; the tracks led over the downs and disappeared from sight, as the deeds of statesmen, soldiers, courtiers and politicians appear and disappear on the pages of history. Even the birds had their record on those white downs, where the eye could follow each step of their treble claws, till suddenly on each side of the track would appear three little scars where the tips of their longest feathers had flicked the snow, and there the track faded utterly. They were like some popular cry, some vehement fancy, that comes down on a page of history for a day, and passes, leaving no other record at all except those lines on one page.

And amongst all these records left of the story of night Orion would choose the track of some great stag not too long gone, and would follow it with his hounds away over the downs until even the sound of his horn could be heard no longer in Erl. And over a ridge with his hounds, he and they all black against red remnants of sunset, the folk of Erl would see him coming home; and often it was not until all the stars were glowing through the frost. Often the skin of a red deer hung over his shoulders and the huge horns bobbed and nodded above his head.

And at this time there met one day in the forge of Narl, all unknown to Orion, the men of the parliament of Erl. They met after sunset when all were home from their work. And gravely Narl handed to each the mead that was brewed from the clover honey; and when all were come they sat silent. And then Narl broke the silence, saying that Alveric ruled over Erl no more and his son was Lord of Erl, and telling again how once they had hoped for a magic lord to rule over the valley and to make it famous, and saying that this should be he. And where now, he said, is the magic for which we hoped? For he hunts the deer as all his forefathers hunted, and nothing of magic has touched him from over there; and there is no new thing.

And Oth stood up to defend him. He is as fleet as his hounds, he said, and hunts from dawn to sunset, and crosses the furthest downs and comes home untired.

It is but youth, said Guhic. And so said all but Threl.

And Threl stood up and said: He has a knowledge of the ways of the woods, and the lore of the beasts, beyond the learning of man.

You taught him, said Guhic. There is no magic here.

Nothing of this, said Narl, is from over there.

Thus they argued awhile lamenting the loss of the magic for which they had hoped: for never a valley but history touches it once, never a village but once its name is awhile on the lips of men; only the village of Erl was utterly unrecorded; never a century knew it beyond the round of its downs. And now all their plans seemed lost which they made so long ago, and they saw no hope except in the mead that was brewed from the clover honey. To this they turned in silence. Now it was a goodly brew.

And in a while new plans flashed clear in their minds, new schemes, new devices; and debates in the parliament of Erl flowed proudly on. And they would have made a plan and a policy; but Oth arose from his seat. There was in a flint-built house in the village of Erl an ancient Chronicle, a volume bound in leather, and in it at certain seasons folk wrote all manner of things, the wisdom of farmers concerning the time to sow, the wisdom of hunters concerning the tracking of stags, and the wisdom of prophets that told of the way of Earth. From this Oth quoted now, two lines that he remembered on one of the aged pages; and all the rest of that page told of hoeing; these lines he said to the parliament of Erl as they sat with the mead before them at their table:

Hooded, and veiled with their night-like tresses, The Fates shall bring what no prophet guesses.

And then they planned no more, for either their minds were calmed by a certain awe that they seemed to find in the lines, or it may be the mead was stronger than anything written in books. However it be they sat silent over their mead. And in early starlight while the West still glowed they passed away from Narls house back to their own homes grumbling as they went that they had no magic lord to rule over Erl, and yearning for magic, to save from oblivion the village and valley they loved. They parted one by one as they came to their houses. And three or four that dwelt near the end of the village on the side that was under the downs were not yet come to their doors, when, white and clear in the starlight and what remained of the gloaming, they saw hard-pressed and wearied a hunted unicorn coming across the downs. They stopped and gazed and shaded their eyes and stroked their beards and wondered. And still it was a white unicorn galloping wearily. And then they heard drawing nearer the cry of Orions hounds.


CHAPTER XVIII

The Grey Tent in the Evening

On the day that the hunted unicorn crossed the valley of Erl Alveric had wandered for over eleven years. For more than ten years, a company of six, they went by the backs of the houses by the edge of the fields we know, and camped at evenings with their queer material hung greyly on poles. And whether or not the strange romance of their quest mirrored itself in all the things about them, those camps of theirs seemed always the strangest thing in the landscape; and as evening grew greyer around them their romance and mystery grew.

And for all the vehemence of Alverics ambition they travelled leisurely and lazily: sometimes in a pleasant camp they stayed for three days; then they went strolling on. Nine or ten miles they would march and then they would camp again. Someday, Alveric felt sure in his heart, they would see that border of twilight, someday they would enter Elfland. And in Elfland he knew that time was not as here: he would meet Lirazel unaged in Elfland, with never one smile lost to the raging years, never a furrow worn by the ruin of time. This was his hope; and it led his queer company on from camp to camp, and cheered them round the fire in the lonely evenings, and brought them far to the North, travelling all along the edge of the fields we know, where all mens faces turned the other way, and the six wanderers went unseen and unheeded. Only the mind of Vand hung back from their hope, and more and more every year his reason denied the lure that was leading the rest. And then one day he lost his faith in Elfland. After that he only followed until a day when the wind was full of rain, and all were cold and wet and the horses weary; he left them then.

And Rannok followed because he had no hope in his heart and wished to wander from sorrow; until one day when all the blackbirds were singing in trees of the fields we know, and his hopelessness left him in the glittering sunshine, and he thought of the cosy homes and the haunts of men. And soon he too passed out of the camp one evening and set off for the pleasant lands.

And now the four that were left were all of one mind, and under the wet coarse cloth that they hung on poles there was deep content in the evenings. For Alveric clung to his hope with all the strength of his race, that had once won Erl in old battles and held it for centuries long, and in the vacant minds of Niv and Zend this idea grew strong and big, like some rare flower that a gardener may plant by chance in a wild untended place. And Thyl sung of the hope; and all his wild fancies that roamed after song decked Alverics quest with more and more of glamour. So all were of one mind. And greater quests whether mad or sane have prospered when this was so, and greater quests have failed when it was otherwise.

They had gone northwards for years along the backs of those houses; and then one day they would turn eastwards, wherever a certain look in the sky or a touch of weirdness at evening, or a mere prophecy of Nivs, seemed to suggest a proximity of Elfland. Upon such occasions they would travel over the rocks, that for all those years lay bordering the fields we know, until Alveric saw that provisions for men and horses would barely bring them back to the houses of men. Then he would turn again, but Niv would have led them still onward over the rocks, for his enthusiasm grew as they went; and Thyl sang to them prophesying success; and Zend would say that he saw the peaks and the spires of Elfland; only Alveric was wise. And so they would come to the houses of men again, and buy more provisions. And Niv and Zend and Thyl would babble of the quest, pouring out the enthusiasm that burned in their hearts; but Alveric did not speak of it, for he had learned that men in those fields neither speak of nor look towards Elfland, although he had not learned why.

Soon they were on again, and the folk that had sold them the produce of fields we know gazed curiously after them as they went, as though they thought that from madness alone or from dreams inspired by the moon came all the talk they had heard from Niv and Zend and Thyl.

Thus they always travelled on, always seeking new points from which to discover Elfland; and on the left of them blew scents from the fields we know, the scent of lilac from cottage gardens in May, and then the scent of the white-thorn and then of roses, till all the air was heavy with new-mown hay. They heard the low of cattle away on their left, heard human voices, heard partridges calling; heard all the sounds that go up from happy farms; and on their right was always the desolate land, always the rocks and never grass nor a flower. They had the companionship of men no more, and yet they could not find Elfland. In such a case they needed the songs of Thyl and the sure hope of Niv.

And the talk of Alverics quest spread through the land and overtook his wanderings, till all men that he passed by knew his story; and from some he had the contempt that some men give to those who dedicate all their days to a quest, and from others he had honour; but all he asked for was provender, and this he bought when they brought it. So they went on. Like legendary things they passed along the backs of the houses, putting up their grey shapeless tent in the grey evenings. They came as quietly as rain, and went away like mists drifting. There were jests about them and songs. And the songs outlasted the jests. At last they became a legend, which haunted those farms for ever: they were spoken of when men told of hopeless quests, and held up to laughter or glory, whichever men had to give.

And all the while the King of Elfland watched; for he knew by magic when Alverics sword drew near: it had troubled his kingdom once, and the King of Elfland knew well the flavour of thunderbolt iron when he felt it loom on the air. From this he had withdrawn his frontiers far, leaving all that ragged land deserted of Elfland; and though he knew not the length of human journeys, he had left a space that to cross would weary the comet, and rightly deemed himself safe.

But when Alveric with his sword was far to the North the Elf King loosened the grip with which he had withdrawn Elfland, as the Moon that withdraws the tide lets it flow back again, and Elfland came racing back as the tide over flat sands. With a long ribbon of twilight at its edge it floated back over the waste of rocks; with old songs it came, with old dreams, and with old voices. And in a while the frontier of twilight lay flashing and glimmering near the fields we know, like an endless Summer evening that lingered on out of the golden age. But bleak and far to the North where Alveric wandered the limitless rocks still heaped the desolate land; only to fields from which he and his sword and his adventurous band were remotely gone that mighty inlet of Elfland came lapping back. So that close again to the leather-workers cottage and to the farms of his neighbours, a bare three fields away, lay the land that was heaped and piled with all the wonder for which poets seek so hard, the very treasury of all romantic things; and the Elfin Mountains gazed over the border serenely, as though their pale-blue peaks had never moved. And here the unicorns fed along the border as it was their custom to do, feeding sometimes in Elfland, which is the home of all fabulous things, cropping lilies below the slopes of the Elfin Mountains, and sometimes slipping through the border of twilight at evening when all our fields are still, to feed upon earthly grass. It is because of this craving for earthly grass that comes on them now and then, as the red deer in Highland mountains crave once a year for the sea, that, fabulous though they are on account of their birth in Elfland, their existence is nevertheless known among men. The fox, which is born in our fields, also crosses the frontier, going into the border of twilight at certain seasons; it is thence that he gets the romance with which he comes back to our fields. He also is fabulous, but only in Elfland, as the unicorns are fabulous here.

And seldom the folk on those farms saw the unicorns, even dim in the gloaming, for their faces were turned forever away from Elfland. The wonder, the beauty, the glamour, the story of Elfland were for minds that had leisure to care for such things as these; but the crops needed these men, and the beasts that were not fabulous, and the thatch, and the hedges and a thousand things: barely at the end of each year they won their fight against Winter: they knew well that if they let a thought of theirs turn but for a moment towards Elfland, its glory would grip them soon and take all their leisure away, and there would be no time left to mend thatch or hedge or to plough the fields we know. But Orion lured by the sound of the horns that blew from Elfland at evening, and that some elvish attuning of his ears to magical things caused him alone in all those fields to hear, came with his hounds to a field across which ran the frontier of twilight, and found the unicorns there late on an evening. And, slipping along a hedge of the little field with his hounds padding behind him, he came between a unicorn and the frontier and cut it off from Elfland. This was the unicorn that with flashing neck, covered with flecks of foam that shone silvery in the starlight, panting, harried and weary, came across the valley of Erl, like an inspiration, like a new dynasty to a custom-weary land, like news of a happier continent found far-off by suddenly returned sea-faring men.


CHAPTER XIX

Twelve Old Men Without Magic

Now few things pass by a village and leave no talk behind them. Nor did this unicorn. For the three that saw it going by in the starlight immediately told their families, and many of these ran from their houses to tell the good news to others, for all strange news was accounted good in Erl, because of the talk that it made; and talk was held to be needful when work was over to pass the evenings away. So they talked long of the unicorn.

And, after a day or two, in the forge of Narl the parliament of Erl was met again, seated by mugs of mead, discussing the unicorn. And some rejoiced and said that Orion was magic, because unicorns were of magic stock and came from beyond our fields.

Therefore, said one, he has been to lands of which it does not become us to speak, and is magic, as all things are which dwell over there.

And some agreed and held that their plans had come to fruition.

But others said that the beast went by in the starlight, if beast it were, and who could say it was a unicorn? And one said that in the starlight it was hard to see it at all, and another said unicorns were hard to recognize. And then they began to discuss the size and shape of these beasts, and all the known legends that told of them, and came no nearer to agreeing together whether or not their lord had hunted a unicorn. Till at last Narl seeing that they would not thus come by the truth, and deeming it necessary that the fact should be established one way or the other forever, rose up and told them that the time had come for the vote. So by a method they had of casting shells of various colours into a horn that was passed from man to man, they voted about the unicorn as Narl had commanded. And a hush fell, and Narl counted. And it was seen to have been established by vote that there had been no unicorn.

Sorrowfully then that parliament of Erl saw that their plans to have a magic lord had failed; they were all old men, and the hope that they had had for so long being gone they turned less easily to newer plans than they had to the plan that they made so long ago. What should they do now, they said? How come by magic? What could they do that the world should remember Erl? Twelve old men without magic. They sat there over their mead, and it could not lighten their sadness.

But Orion was away with his hounds near that great inlet of Elfland where it lay as it were at high tide, touching the very grass of the fields we know. He went there at evening when the horns blew clear to guide him, and waited there all quiet at the edge of those fields for the unicorns to steal across the border. For he hunted stags no more.

And as he went over those fields in the late afternoon folk working on the farms would greet him cheerily; but when still he went eastwards they spoke to him less and less, till at last when he neared the border and still kept on they looked his way no more, but left him and his hounds to their own devices.

And by the time the sun set he would be standing quiet by a hedge that ran right down into the frontier of twilight, with his hounds all gathered close in under the hedge, with his eye on them all lest one of them dared to move. And the pigeons would come home to trees of the fields we know, and twittering starlings; and the elfin horns would blow, clear silver magical music thrilling the chilled air, and all the colours of clouds would go suddenly changing; it was then in the failing light, in the darkening of colours, that Orion would watch for a dim white shape stepping out of the border of twilight. And this evening just as he hushed a hound with his hand, just as all our fields went dim, there slipped a great white unicorn out of the border, still munching lilies such as never grew in any fields of ours. He came, a whiteness on perfectly silent feet, four or five yards into the fields we know, and stood there still as moonlight, and listened and listened and listened. Orion never moved, and he kept his hounds silent by some power he had or by some wisdom of theirs. And in five minutes the unicorn made a step or two forward, and began to crop the long sweet earthly grasses. And as soon as he moved there came others through the deep blue border of twilight, and all at once there were five of them feeding there. And still Orion stood with his hounds and waited.

Little by little the unicorns moved further away from the border, lured further and further into the fields we know by the deep rich earthly grasses, on which all five of them browsed in the silent evening. If a dog barked, even if a late cock crew, up went all their ears at once and they stood watchful, not trusting anything in the fields of men, or venturing into them far.

But at last the one that had come first through the twilight got so far from his magical home that Orion was able to run between him and the frontier, and his hounds came behind him. And then had Orion been toying with the chase, then had he hunted but for an idle whim, and not for that deep love of the huntsmans craft that only huntsmen know, then had he lost everything: for his hounds would have chased the nearest unicorns, and they would have been in a moment across the frontier and lost, and if the hounds had followed they would have been lost too, and all that days work would have gone for nothing. But Orion led his hounds to chase the furthest, watching all the while to see if any hound would try to pursue the others; and only one began to, but Orions whip was ready. And so he cut his quarry off from its home, and his hounds for the second time were in full cry after a unicorn.

As soon as the unicorn heard the feet of the hounds, and saw with one flash of his eye that he could not get to his enchanted home, he shot forward with a sudden spring of his limbs and went like an arrow over the fields we know. When he came to hedges he did not seem to gather his limbs to leap but seemed to glide over them with motionless muscles, galloping again when he touched the grass once more.

In that first rush the hounds drew far ahead of Orion, and this enabled him to head the unicorn off whenever it tried to turn to the magical land; and at such turnings he came near his hounds again. And the third time that Orion turned the unicorn it galloped straight away, and so continued over the fields of men. The cry of the hounds went through the calm of the evening like a long ripple across a sleeping lake following the unseen way of some strange diver. In that straight gallop the unicorn gained so much on the hounds that soon Orion only saw him far off, a white spot moving along a slope in the gloaming. Then it reached the top of a valley and passed from view. But that strong queer scent that led the hounds like a song remained clear on the grass, and they never checked or faltered except for a moment at streams. Even there their ranging noses picked up the magical scent before Orion came up to give them his aid.

And as the hunt went on the daylight faded away, till the sky was all prepared for the coming of stars. And one or two stars appeared, and a mist came up from streams and spread all white over fields, till they could not have seen the unicorn if he had been close before them. The very trees seemed sleeping. They passed by little houses, lonely, sheltered by elms; shut off by high hedges of yew from those that roamed the fields; houses that Orion had never seen or known till the chance course of this unicorn brought him suddenly past their doors. Dogs barked as they passed, and continued barking long, for that magical scent on the air and the rush and the voice of the pack told them something strange was afoot; and at first they barked because they would have shared in what was afoot, and afterwards to warn their masters about the strangeness. They barked long through the evening.

And once, as they passed a little house in a cluster of old thorns, a door suddenly opened, and a woman stood gazing to see them go by: she could have seen no more than grey shapes, but Orion in the moment as he passed saw all the glow of the house, and the yellow light streaming out into the cold. The merry warmth cheered him, and he would have rested awhile in that little oasis of man in the lonely fields, but the hounds went on and he followed; and those in the houses heard their cry go past like the sound of a trumpet whose echoes go fading away amongst the furthest hills.

A fox heard them coming, and stood quite still and listened: at first he was puzzled. Then he caught the scent of the unicorn, and all was clear to him, for he knew by the magic flavour that it was something coming from Elfland.

But when sheep caught the scent they were terrified, and ran all huddled together until they could run no more.

Cattle leaped up from their sleep, gazed dreamily, and wondered; but the unicorn went through them and away, as some rose-scented breeze that has strayed from valley gardens into the streets of a city slips through the noisy traffic and is gone.

Soon all the stars were looking on those quiet fields through which the hunt went with its exultation, a line of vehement life cleaving through sleep and silence. And now the unicorn, far out of sight though he was, no longer gained a little at every hedge. For at first he lost no more pace at any hedge than a bird loses passing clear of a cloud, while the great hounds struggled through what gaps they could find, or lay on their sides and wriggled between the stems of the bushes. But now he gathered his strength with more effort at every hedge, and sometimes hit the top of the hedge and stumbled. He was galloping slower too; for this was a journey such as no unicorn made through the deep calm of Elfland. And something told the tired hounds they were drawing nearer. And a new joy entered their voices.

They crossed a few more black hedges, and then there loomed before them the dark of a wood. When the unicorn entered the wood the voices of the hounds were clear in his ears. A pair of foxes saw him going slowly, and they ran along beside him to see what would befall the magic creature coming weary to them from Elfland. One on each side they ran, keeping his slow pace and watching him, and they had no fear of the hounds though they heard their cry, for they knew that nothing that followed that magical scent would turn aside after any earthly thing. So he went labouring through the wood, and the foxes watched him curiously all the way.

The hounds entered the wood and the great oaks rang with the sound of them, and Orion followed with an enduring speed that he may have got from our fields or that may have come to him over the border from Elfland. The dark of the wood was intense but he followed his hounds cry, and they did not need to see with that wonderful scent to guide them. They never wavered as they followed that scent, but went on through gloaming and starlight. It was not like any hunt of fox or stag; for another fox will cross the line of a fox, or a stag may pass through a herd of stags and hinds; even a flock of sheep will bewilder hounds by crossing the line they follow; but this unicorn was the only magical thing in all our fields that night, and his scent lay unmistakable over the earthly grass, a burning pungent flavour of enchantment among the things of every day. They hunted him clear through the wood and down to a valley, the two foxes keeping with him and watching still: he picked his feet carefully as he went down the hill, as though his weight hurt them while he descended the slope, yet his pace was as fast as that of the hounds going down: then he went a little way along the trough of the valley, turning to his left as soon as he came down the hill, but the hounds gained on him then and he turned for the opposite slope. And then his weariness could be concealed no longer, the thing that all wild creatures conceal to the last; he toiled over every step as though his legs dragged his body heavily. Orion saw him from the opposite slope.

And when the unicorn got to the top the hounds were close behind him, so that he suddenly whipped round his great single horn and stood before them threatening. Then the hounds bayed about him, but the horn waved and bowed with such swift grace that no hound got a grip; they knew death when they saw it, and eager though they were to fasten upon him they leaped back from that flashing horn. Then Orion came up with his bow, but he would not shoot, perhaps because it was hard to put an arrow safely past his pack of hounds, perhaps because of a feeling such as we have to-day, and which is no new thing among us, that it was unfair to the unicorn. Instead he drew an old sword that he was wearing, and advanced through his hounds and engaged that deadly horn. And the unicorn arched his neck, and the horn flashed at Orion; and, weary though the unicorn was, yet a mighty force remained in that muscular neck to drive the blow that he aimed, and Orion barely parried. He thrust at the unicorns throat, but the great horn tossed the sword aside from its aim and again lunged at Orion. Again he parried with the whole weight of his arm, and had but an inch to spare. He thrust again at the throat, and the unicorn parried the sword-thrust almost contemptuously. Again and again the unicorn aimed fair at Orions heart; the huge white beast stepped forward pressing Orion back. That graceful bowing neck, with its white arch of hard muscle driving the deadly horn, was wearying Orions arm. Once more he thrust and failed; he saw the unicorns eye flash wickedly in the starlight, he saw all white before him the fearful arch of its neck, he knew he could turn aside its heavy blows no more; and then a hound got a grip in front of the right shoulder. No moments passed before many another hound leaped on to the unicorn, each with a chosen grip, for all that they looked like a rabble rolling and heaving by chance. Orion thrust no more, for many hounds all at once were between him and his enemys throat. Awful groans came from the unicorn, such sounds as are not heard in the fields we know; and then there was no sound but the deep growl of the hounds that roared over the wonderful carcase as they wallowed in fabulous blood.


CHAPTER XX

A Historical Fact

Amongst the weary hounds refreshed with fury and triumph, Orion stepped with his whip and drove them away from the monstrous dead body, and sent the lash quivering round in a wide circle, while in his other hand he took his sword and cut off the unicorns head. He also took the skin of the long white neck and brought it away dangling empty from the head. All the while the hounds bayed and made eager rushes one by one at that magical carcase whenever one saw a chance of eluding the whip; so that it was long before Orion got his trophy, for he had to work as hard with his whip as with his sword. But at last he had it slung by a leather thong over his shoulders, the great horn pointing upwards past the right side of his head, and the smeared skin hanging down along his back. And while he arranged it thus he allowed his hounds to worry the body again and taste that wonderful blood. Then he called to them and blew a note on his horn and turned slowly home towards Erl, and they all followed behind him. And the two foxes stole up to taste the curious blood, for they had sat and waited for this.

While the unicorn was climbing his last hill Orion felt such fatigue that he could have gone little further, but now that the heavy head hung from his shoulders all his fatigue was gone and he trod with a lightness such as he had in the mornings, for it was his first unicorn. And his hounds seemed refreshed as though the blood they had lapped had some strange power in it, and they came home riotously, gambolling and rushing ahead as when newly loosed from their kennels.

Thus Orion came home over the downs in the night, till he saw the valley before him full of the smoke of Erl, where one late light was burning in a window of one of his towers. And, coming down the slopes by familiar ways, he brought his hounds to their kennels; and just before dawn had touched the heights of the downs he blew his horn before his postern door. And the aged guardian of the door when he opened it to Orion saw the great horn of the unicorn bobbing over his head.

This was the horn that was sent in later years as a gift from the Pope to King Francis. Benvenuto Cellini tells of it in his memoirs. He tells how Pope Clement sent for him and a certain Tobbia, and ordered them to make designs for the setting of a unicorns horn, the finest ever seen. Judge then of Orions delight when the horn of the first unicorn he ever took was such as to be esteemed generations later the finest ever seen, and in no less a city than Rome, with all her opportunities to acquire and compare such things. For a number of these curious horns must have been available for the Pope to have selected for the gift the finest ever seen; but in the simpler days of my story the rarity of the horn was so great that unicorns were still considered fabulous. The year of the gift to King Francis would be about 1530, the horn being mounted in gold; and the contract went to Tobbia and not to Benvenuto Cellini. I mention the date because there are those who care little for a tale if it be not here and there supported by history, and who even in history care more for fact than philosophy. If any such reader have followed the fortunes of Orion so far he will be hungry by now for a date or a historical fact. As for the date, I give him 1530. While for the historical fact I select that generous gift recorded by Benvenuto Cellini, because it may well be that just where he came to unicorns such a reader may have felt furthest away from history and have felt loneliest just at this point for want of historical things. How the unicorns horn found its way from the Castle of Erl, and in what hands it wandered, and how it came at last to the City of Rome, would of course make another book.

But all that I need say now about that horn is that Orion took the whole head to Threl, who took off the skin and washed it and boiled the skull for hours, and replaced the skin and stuffed the neck with straw; and Orion set it in the midmost place among all the heads that hung in the high hall. And the rumour went all through Erl, as swift as unicorns gallop, telling of this fine horn that Orion had won. So that the parliament of Erl met again in the forge of Narl. They sat at the table there debating the rumour; and others besides Threl had seen the head. And at first, for the sake of old divisions, some held to their opinion that there had been no unicorn. They drank Narls goodly mead and argued against the monster. But after a while, whether Threls argument convinced them, or whether as is more likely, they yielded from generosity, which arose like a beautiful flower out of the mellow mead, whatever it was the debate of those that opposed the unicorn languished, and when the vote was put it was declared that Orion had killed a unicorn, which he had hunted hither from beyond the fields we know.

And at this they all rejoiced; for they saw at last the magic for which they had longed, and for which they had planned so many years ago, when all were younger and had had more hope in their plans. And as soon as the vote was taken Narl brought out more mead, and they drank again to mark the happy occasion: for magic at last, said they, had come on Orion, and a glorious future surely awaited Erl. And the long room and the candles and the friendly men and the deep comfort of mead made it easy to look a little way forward into time and to see a year or so that had not yet come, and to see coming glories glowing a little way off. And they told again of the days, but nearer now, when the distant lands should hear of the vale they loved: they told again of the fame of the fields of Erl going from city to city. One praised its castle, another its huge high downs, another the vale itself all hidden from every land, another the dear quaint houses built by an olden folk, another the deep of the woods that lay over the sky-line; and all spoke of the time when the wide world should hear of it all, because of the magic that there was in Orion; for they knew that the world has a quick ear for magic, and always turns toward the wonderful even though it be nearly asleep. Their voices were high, praising magic, telling again of the unicorn, glorying in the future of Erl, when suddenly in the doorway stood the Freer. He was there in his long white robe with its trimming of mauve, in the door with the night behind him. As they looked, in the light of their candles, they could see he was wearing an emblem, on a chain of gold round his neck. Narl bade him welcome, some moved a chair to the table; but he had heard them speak of the unicorn. He lifted his voice from where he stood, and addressed them. Cursed be unicorns, he said, and all their ways, and all things that be magic.

In the awe that suddenly changed the mellow room one cried: Master! Curse not us!

Good Freer, said Narl, we hunted no unicorn.

But the Freer raised up his hand against unicorns and cursed them yet. Curst be their horn, he cried, and the place where they dwell, and the lilies whereon they feed, curst be all songs that tell of them. Curst be they utterly with everything that dwelleth beyond salvation.

He paused to allow them to renounce the unicorns, standing still in the doorway, looking sternly into the room.

And they thought of the sleekness of the unicorns hide, his swiftness, the grace of his neck, and his dim beauty cantering by when he came past Erl in the evening. They thought of his stalwart and redoubtable horn; they remembered old songs that told of him. They sat in uneasy silence and would not renounce the unicorn.

And the Freer knew what they thought and he raised his hand again, clear in the candle-light with the night behind him. Curst be their speed, he said, and their sleek white hide; curst be their beauty and all that they have of magic, and everything that walks by enchanted streams.

And still he saw in their eyes a lingering love for those things that he forbade, and therefore he ceased not yet. He lifted his voice yet louder and continued, with his eye sternly upon those troubled faces: And curst be trolls, elves, goblins and fairies upon the Earth, and hypogriffs and Pegasus in the air, and all the tribes of the mer-folk under the sea. Our holy rites forbid them. And curst be all doubts, all singular dreams, all fancies. And from magic may all true folk be turned away. Amen.

He turned round suddenly and was into the night. A wind loitered about the door, then flapped it to. And the large room in the forge of Narl was as it had been but a few moments before, yet the mellow mood of it seemed dulled and dim. And then Narl spoke, rising up at the tables end and breaking the gloom of the silence. Did we plan our plans, he said, so long ago, and put our faith in magic, that we should now renounce magical things and curse our neighbours, the harmless folk beyond the fields we know, and the beautiful things of the air, and dead mariners lovers dwelling beneath the sea?

No, no, said some. And they quaffed their mead again.

And then one rose with his horn of mead held high, then another and then another, till all were standing upright all round the light of the candles. Magic! one cried. And the rest with one accord took up his cry till all were shouting Magic.

The Freer on his homeward way heard that cry of Magic, he gathered his sacred robe more closely around him and clutched his holy things, and said a spell that kept him from sudden demons and the doubtful things of the mist.


CHAPTER XXI

On the Verge of Earth

And on that day Orion rested his hounds. But the next day he rose early and went to his kennels and loosened the joyous hounds in the shining morning, and led them out of the valley and over the downs towards the frontier of twilight again. And he took his bow with him no more, but only his sword and his whip; for he had come to love the joy of his fifteen hounds when they hunted the one-horned monster, and felt that he shared the joy of every hound; while to shoot one with an arrow would be but a single joy.

All day he went over the fields, greeting some farmer here and there, or worker in the field, and gaining greetings in return, and good wishes for sport. But when evening came and he was near the frontier, fewer and fewer greeted him as he passed, for he was manifestly travelling where none went, whence even their thoughts held back. So he went lonely, yet cheered by his eager thoughts, and happy in the comradeship of his hounds; and both his thoughts and his hounds were all for the chase.

And so he came to the barrier of twilight again, where the hedges ran down to it from the fields of men and turned strange and dim in a glow that is not of our Earth and disappeared in the twilight. He stood with his hounds close in against one of these hedges just where it touched the barrier. The light just there on the hedge, if like anything of our Earth, was like the misty dimness that flashes upon a hedge, seen only across one field, when touched by the rainbow: in the sky the rainbow is clear, but close across one wide field the rainbows end scarcely shows, yet a heavenly strangeness has touched and altered the hedge. In some such light as that glowed the last of the hawthorns that grew in the fields of men. And just beyond it, like a liquid opal, all full of wandering lights, lay the barrier through which no man can see, and no sound come but the sound of the elfin horns, and only that to the ears of very few. The horns were blowing now, piercing that barrier of dim light and silence with the magical resonance of their silver note, that seemed to beat past all things intervening to come to Orions ear, as the sunlight beats through ether to illumine the vales of the moon.

The horns died down, and nothing whispered from Elfland; and all the sounds thenceforth were the sounds of an earthly evening. Even these grew few, and still no unicorns came.

A dog barked far away: a cart, the sole sound on an empty road, went homeward wearily: someone spoke in a lane, and then left the silence unbroken, for words seemed to offend the hush that was over all our fields. And in the hush Orion gazed at the frontier, watching for the unicorns that never came, expecting each moment to see one step through the twilight. But he had done unwisely in coming to the same spot at which he had found the five unicorns only two days before. For of all creatures the unicorns are the wariest, guarding their beauty from the eye of man with never ceasing watchfulness; dwelling all day beyond the fields we know, and only entering them rarely at evening, when all is still, and with the utmost vigilance, and venturing even then scarcely beyond the edges. To come on such animals twice at the same spot within two days with hounds, after hunting and killing one of them, was more unlikely than Orion thought. But his heart was full of the triumph of his hunt, and the scene of it lured him back to it in the way that such scenes have. And now he gazed at the frontier, waiting for one of these great creatures to come proudly through, a great tangible shape out of the dim opalescence. And no unicorn came.

And standing gazing there so long, that curious boundary began to lure him till his thoughts went roaming with its wandering lights and he desired the peaks of Elfland. And well they knew that lure who dwelt on those farms lying all along the edge of the fields we know, and wisely kept their eyes turned ever away from that wonder that lay with its marvel of colours so near to the backs of their houses. For there was a beauty in it such as is not in all our fields; and it is told those farmers in youth how, if they gaze upon those wandering lights, there will remain no joy for them in the goodly fields, the fine, brown furrows or the waves of wheat, or in any things of ours; but their hearts will be far from here with elfin things, yearning always for unknown mountains and for folk not blessed by the Freer.

And standing now, while our earthly evening waned, upon the very edge of that magical twilight, the things of Earth rushed swiftly from his remembrance, and suddenly all his care was for elfin things. Of all the folk that trod the paths of men he remembered only his mother, and suddenly knew, as though the twilight had told him, that she was enchanted and he of a magical line. And none had told him this, but he knew it now.

For years he had wondered through many an evening and guessed where his mother was gone: he had guessed in lonely silence; none knew what the child was guessing: and now an answer seemed to hang in the air; it seemed as though she were only a little way off across the enchanted twilight that divided those farms from Elfland. He moved three steps and came to the frontier itself; his foot was the furthest that stood in the fields we know: against his face the frontier lay like a mist, in which all the colours of pearls were dancing gravely. A hound stirred as he moved, the pack turned their heads and eyed him; he stood, and they rested again. He tried to see through the barrier, but saw nothing but wandering lights that were made by the massing of twilights from the ending of thousands of days, which had been preserved by magic to build that barrier there. Then he called to his mother across that mighty gap, those few preserved by magic to build that barrier there. Then he upon one side Earth and the haunts of men, and the time that we measure by minutes and hours and years, and upon the other Elfland and another way of time. He called to her twice and listened, and called again; and never a cry or a whisper came out of Elfland. He felt then the magnitude of the gulf that divided him from her, and knew it to be vast and dark and strong, like the gulfs that set apart our times from a bygone day, or that stand between daily life and the things of dream, or between folk tilling the Earth and the heroes of song, or between those living yet and those they mourn. And the barrier twinkled and sparkled as though so airy a thing never divided lost years from that fleeing hour called Now.

He stood there with the cries of Earth faint in the late evening, behind him, and the mellow glow of the soft earthly twilight; and before him, close to his face, the utter silence of Elfland, and the barrier that made that silence, gleaming with its strange beauty. And now he thought no more of earthly things, but only gazed into that wall of twilight, as prophets tampering with forbidden lore gaze into cloudy crystals. And to all that was elvish in Orions blood, to all that he had of magic from his mother, the little lights of the twilight-builded boundary lured and tempted and beckoned. He thought of his mother dwelling in lonely ease beyond the rage of Time, he thought of the glories of Elfland, dimly known by magical memories that he had had from his mother. The little cries of the earthly evening behind him he heeded no more nor heard. And with all these little cries were lost to him also the ways and the needs of men, the things they plan, the things they toil for and hope for, and all the little things their patience achieves. In the new knowledge that had come to him beside this glittering boundary that he was of magical blood he desired at once to cast off his allegiance to Time, and to leave the lands that lay under Times dominion and were ever scourged by his tyranny, to leave them with no more than five short paces, and to enter the ageless land where his mother sat with her father while he reigned on his misty throne in that hall of bewildering beauty at which only song has guessed. No more was Erl his home, no more were the ways of man his ways: their fields to his feet no more! But the peaks of the Elfin Mountains were to him now what welcoming eaves of straw are to earthly labourers at evening; the fabulous, the unearthly, were to Orion home. Thus had that barrier of twilight, too long seen, enchanted him; so much more magical was it than any earthly evening.

And there are those that might have gazed long at it and even yet turned away; but not easily Orion; for though magic has power to charm worldly things they respond to enchantment heavily and slowly, while all that was magic in Orions blood flashed answer to the magic that shown in the rampart of Elfland. It was made of the rarest lights that wander in air, and the fairest flashes of sunlight that astonish our fields through storm, and the mists of little streams, and the glow of flowers in moonlight, and all the ends of our rainbows with all their beauty and magic, and scraps of the gloaming of evenings long treasured in aged minds. Into this enchantment he stepped to have done with mundane things; but as his foot touched the twilight a hound that had sat behind him under the hedge, held back from the chase so long, stretched its body a little and uttered one of those low cries of impatience that amongst the ways of man most nearly resembles a yawn. And old habit, at that sound made Orion turn his head, and he saw the hound and went up to him for a moment, and patted him and would have said farewell; but all the hounds were around him then, nosing his hands and looking up at his face. And standing there amongst his eager hounds, Orion, who but a moment before was dreaming of fabulous things with thoughts that floated over the magical lands and scaled the enchanted peaks of the Elfin Mountains, was suddenly at the call of his earthly lineage. It was not that he cared more to hunt than to be with his mother beyond the fret of time, in the lands of her father lovelier than anything song hath said; it was not that he loved his hounds so much that he could not leave them; but his fathers had followed the chase age after age, as his mothers line had timelessly followed magic; and the call towards magic was strong while he looked on magical things, and the old earthly line was as strong to beckon him to the chase. The beautiful boundary of twilight had drawn his desires towards Elfland, next moment his hounds had turned him another way: it is hard for any of us to avoid the grip of external things.

For some moments Orion stood thinking among his hounds, trying to decide which way to turn, trying to weigh the easy lazy ages, that hung over untroubled lawns and the listless glories of Elfland, with the good brown plough and the pasture and the little hedges of Earth. But the hounds were around him, nosing, crying, looking into his eyes, speaking to him if tails and paws and large brown eyes can speak, saying Away! Away! To think amongst all that tumult was impossible; he could not decide, and the hounds had it their way, and he and they went, together, home over the fields we know.


CHAPTER XXII

Orion Appoints a Whip

And many times again, while the winter wore away, Orion went back again with his hounds to that wonderful boundary, and waited there while the earthly twilight faded; and sometimes saw the unicorns come through, craftily, silently, when our fields were still, great beautiful shapes of white. But he brought back no more horns to the castle of Erl, nor hunted again across the fields we know; for the unicorns when they came moved into our fields no more than a few bare paces, and Orion was not able to cut one off again. Once when he tried he nearly lost all his hounds, some being already within the boundary when he beat them back with his whip; another two yards and the sound of his earthly horn could never more have reached them. It was this that taught him that for all the power that he had over his hounds, and even though in that power was something of magic, yet one man without help could not hunt hounds, so near to that edge over which if one should stray it would be lost forever.

After this Orion watched the lads at their games in evenings at Erl, till he had marked three that in speed and strength seemed to excel the rest; and two of these he chose to be whippers-in. He went to the cottage of one of them when the games were over, just as the lights were lit, a tall lad with great speed of limb; the lad and his mother were there and both rose from the table as the father opened the door and Orion came in. And cheerily Orion asked the lad if he would come with the hounds and carry a whip and prevent any from straying. And a silence fell. All knew that Orion hunted strange beasts and took his hounds to strange places. None there had ever stepped beyond the fields we know. The lad feared to pass beyond them. His parents were full loth to let him go. At length the silence was broken by excuses and muttered sentences and unfinished things, and Orion saw that the lad would not come.

He went then to the house of the other. There too the candles were lit and a table spread. There were two old women there and the lad at their supper. And to them Orion told how he needed a whipper-in, and asked the lad to come. Their fear in that house was more marked. The old women cried out together that the lad was too young, that he could not run so well as he used to, that he was not worthy of so great an honour, that dogs never would trust him. And much more than this they said, till they became incoherent. Orion left them and went to the house of the third. It was the same here. The elders had desired magic for Erl, but the actual touch of it, or the mere thought of it, perturbed the folk in their cottages. None would spare their sons to go whither they knew not, to have dealings with things that rumour, like a large and sinister shadow, had so grimly magnified in the hamlet of Erl. So Orion went alone with his hounds when he took them up from the valley and went eastwards over our fields where Earths folk would not go.

It was late in the month of March, and Orion slept in his tower, when there came up to him from far below, shrill and clear in the early morning, the sound of his peacocks calling. The bleat of sheep far up on the downs came to wake him too, and cocks were crowing clamourously, for Spring was singing through the sunny air. He rose and went to his hounds; and soon early labourers saw him go up the steep side of the valley with all his hounds behind him, tan patches against the green. And so he passed over the fields we know. And so he was come, before the sun had set, to that strip of land from which all men turned away, where westward stood mens houses among fields of fat brown clay and eastward the Elfin Mountains shone over the boundary of twilight.

He went with his hounds along the last hedge, down to the boundary. And no sooner had he come there than he saw a fox quite close slip out of the twilight between Earth and Elfland, and run a few yards along the edge of our fields and then slip back again. And of this Orion thought nothing, for it is the way of the fox thus to haunt the edge of Elfland and to return again to our fields: it is thus that he brings us something of which none of our cities guess. But soon the fox appeared again out of the twilight and ran a little way and was back in the luminous barrier once more. Then Orion watched to see what the fox was doing. And yet again it appeared in the field we know, and dodged back into the twilight. And the hounds watched too, and showed no longing to hunt it, for they had tasted fabulous blood.

Orion walked along beside the twilight in the direction in which the fox was going, with his curiosity growing the more that the fox dodged in and out of our fields. The hounds followed him slowly and soon lost their interest in what the fox was doing. And all at once the curious thing was explained, for Lurulu all of a sudden skipped through the twilight, and that troll appeared in our fields: it was with him that the fox was playing.

A man, said Lurulu aloud to himself, or to his comrade the fox, speaking in troll-talk. And all at once Orion remembered the troll that had come into his nursery with his little charm against time, and had leaped from shelf to shelf and across the ceiling and enraged Ziroonderel who had feared for her crockery.

The troll! he said, also in troll-talk; for his mother had murmured it to him as a child when she told him tales of the trolls and their age-old songs.

Who is this that knows troll-talk? said Lurulu.

And Orion told his name, and this meant nothing to Lurulu. But he squatted down and rummaged a little while in what answers in trolls to our memory; and during his ransacking of much trivial remembrance that had eluded the destruction of time in the fields we know, and the listless apathy of unchanging ages in Elfland, he came all at once on his remembrance of Erl; and looked at Orion again and began to cogitate. And at this same moment Orion told to the troll the august name of his mother. At once Lurulu made what is known amongst the trolls of Elfland as the abasement of the five points; that is to say he bowed himself to the ground on his two knees, his two hands and his forehead. Then he sprang up again with a high leap into the air; for reverence rested not on his spirit long.

What are you doing in mens fields? said Orion.

Playing said Lurulu.

What do you do in Elfland?

Watch time, said Lurulu.

That would not amuse me, said Orion.

Youve never done it, said Lurulu. You cannot watch time in the fields of men.

Why not? asked Orion.

It moves too fast.

Orion pondered awhile on this but could make nothing of it; because, never having gone from the fields we know, he knew only one pace of time, and so had no means of comparison.

How many years have gone over you, asked the troll, since we spoke in Erl?

Years? said Orion.

A hundred? guessed the troll.

Nearly twelve, said Orion. And you?

It is still to-day said the troll.

And Orion would not speak any more of time, for he cared not for the discussion of a subject of which he appeared to know less than a common troll.

Will you carry a whip, he said, and run with my hounds when we hunt the unicorn over the fields we know.

Lurulu looked searchingly at the hounds, watching their brown eyes: the hounds turned doubtful noses towards the troll and sniffed enquiringly.

They are dogs, said the troll, as though that were against them. Yet they have pleasant thoughts.

You will carry the whip then, said Orion.

M, yes. Yes, said the troll.

So Orion gave him his own whip there and then, and blew his horn and went away from the twilight, and told Lurulu to keep the hounds together and to bring them on behind him.

And the hounds were uneasy at the sight of the troll, and sniffed and sniffed again, but could not make him human, and were loth to obey a creature no larger than them. They ran up to him through curiosity, and ran away in disgust, and straggled through disobedience. But the boundless resources of that nimble troll were not thus easily thwarted, and the whip went suddenly up, looking three times as large in that tiny hand, and the lash flew forward and cracked on the tip of a hounds nose. The hound yelped, then looked astonished, and the rest were uneasy still: they must have thought it an accident. But again the lash shot forward and cracked on another nose-tip; and the hounds saw then that it was not chance that guided those stinging shots, but a deadly unerring eye. And from that time on they reverenced Lurulu, although he never smelt human.

So went Orion and his pack of hounds in the late evening homewards, and no sheep-dog kept the flock on wolf-haunted wold safer or closer than Lurulu kept the pack: he was on each flank or behind them, wherever a straggler was, and could leap right over the pack from side to side. And the pale-blue Elfin Mountains faded from view before Orion had gone from the frontier as much as a hundred paces, for their gloomless peaks were hid by the earthly darkness that was deepening wide over the fields we know.

Homeward they went, and soon there appeared above them the wandering multitude of our earth-seen stars. Lurulu now and then looked up to marvel at them, as we have all done at some time; but for the most part he fixed his attention on the hounds, for now that he was in earthly fields he was concerned with the things of Earth. And never one hound loitered but that Lurulus whip would touch him, with its tiny explosion, perhaps on the tip of its tail, scattering a little dust of fragments of hair and whipcord; and the hound would yelp and run in to the others, and all the pack would know that another of those unerring shots had gone home.

A certain grace with a whip, a certain sureness of aim, comes when a life is devoted to the carrying of a whip amongst hounds; comes, say, in twenty years. And sometimes it runs in families; and that is better than years of practice. But neither years of practice nor the wont of the whip in the blood can give the certain aim that one thing can; and that one thing is magic. The hurl of the lash, as immediate as the sudden turn of an eye, its flash to a chosen spot as direct as sight, were not of this Earth. And though the cracks of that whip might have seemed to passing men to be no more than the work of an earthly huntsman, yet not a hound but knew that there was in it more than this, a thing from beyond our fields.

There was a touch of dawn in the sky when Orion saw again the village of Erl, sending up pillars of smoke from early fires below him, and came with his hounds and his new whipper-in down the side of the valley. Early windows winked at him as he went down the street and came in the silence and chill to the empty kennels. And when the hounds were all curled up on their straw he found a place for Lurulu, a mouldering loft in which were sacks and a few heaps of hay: from a pigeon-loft just beyond it some of the pigeons had strayed, and dwelt all along the rafters. There Orion left Lurulu, and went to his tower, cold with the want of sleep and food; and weary as he would not have been if he had found a unicorn, but the noise of the trolls chatter when he had found him on the frontier had made it useless to watch for those wary beasts that evening. Orion slept. But the troll in the mouldering loft sat long on his bundle of hay observing the ways of time. He saw through cracks in old shutters the stars go moving by; he saw them pale: he saw the other light spread; he saw the wonder of sunrise: he felt the gloom of the loft all full of the coo of the pigeons; he watched their restless ways: he heard wild birds stir in near elms, and men abroad in the morning, and horses and carts and cows; and everything changing as the morning grew. A land of change! The decay of the boards in the loft, and the moss outside in the mortar, and old lumber mouldering away, all seemed to tell the same story. Change and nothing abiding. He thought of the age-old calm that held the beauty of Elfland. And then he thought of the tribe of trolls he had left, wondering what they would think of the ways of Earth. And the pigeons were suddenly terrified by wild peals of Lurulus laughter.


CHAPTER XXIII

Lurulu Watches the Restlessness of Earth

As the day wore on and still Orion slept heavily, and even the hounds lay silent in their kennels a little way off, and the coming and going of men and carts below had nothing to do with the troll, Lurulu began to feel lonely. So thick are the brown trolls in the dells they inhabit that none feels lonely there. They sit there silent, enjoying the beauty of Elfland or their own impudent thoughts, or at rare moments when Elfland is stirred from its deep natural calm their laughter floods the dells. They were no more lonely there than rabbits are. But in all the fields of Earth there was only one troll; and that troll felt lonely. The door of the pigeon loft was open some ten feet from the door of the hayloft, and some six feet higher. A ladder led to the hayloft, clamped to the wall with iron; but nothing at all communicated with the pigeon-loft lest cats should go that way. From it came the murmur of abundant life, which attracted the lonely troll. The jump from door to door was nothing to him, and he landed in the pigeon-loft in his usual attitude, with a look of impudent welcome upon his face. But the pigeons poured away on a roar of wings through their windows, and the troll was still lonely.

He liked the pigeon-loft as soon as he looked at it. He liked the signs that he saw of teeming life, the hundred little houses of slate and plaster, the myriad feathers, and the musty smell. He liked the age-old ease of the sleepy loft, and the huge spiders-webs that draped the corners, holding years and years of dust. He did not know what cobwebs were, never having seen them in Elfland, but he admired their workmanship.

The age of the pigeon-loft that had filled the corners with cobwebs, and broken patches of plaster away from the wall, shewing ruddy bricks beneath, and laid bare the laths in the roof and even the slates beyond, gave to the dreamy place an air not unlike to the calm of Elfland; but below it and all around Lurulu noted the restlessness of Earth. Even the sunlight through the little ventilation-holes that shone on the wall moved.

Presently there came the roar of the pigeons returning wings and the crash of their feet on the slate roof above him, but they did not yet come in again to their homes. He saw the shadow of this roof cast on another roof below him, and the restless shadows of the pigeons along the edge. He observed the grey lichen covering most of the lower roof, and the neat round patches of newer yellow lichen on the shapeless mass of the grey. He heard a duck call out slowly six or seven times. He heard a man come into a stable below him and lead a horse away. A hound woke and cried out. Some jackdaws, disturbed from some tower, passed over high in the air with boisterous voices. He saw big clouds go hurrying along the tops of far hills. He heard a wild pigeon call from a neighbouring tree. Some men went by talking. And after a while he perceived to his astonishment what he had had no leisure to notice on his previous visit to Erl, that even the shadows of houses moved; for he saw that the shadow of the roof under which he sat had moved a little on the roof below, over the grey and yellow lichen. Perpetual movement and perpetual change! He contrasted it, in wonder, with the deep calm of his home, where the moment moved more slowly than the shadows of houses here, and did not pass until all the content with which a moment is stored had been drawn from it by every creature in Elfland.

And then with a whirring and whining of wings the pigeons began to come back. They came from the tops of the battlements of the highest tower of Erl, on which they had sheltered awhile, feeling guarded by its great height and its hoary age from this strange new thing that they feared. They came back and sat on the sills of their little windows and looked in with one eye at the troll. Some were all white, but the grey ones had rainbow-coloured necks that were scarce less lovely than those colours that made the splendour of Elfland; and Lurulu as they watched him suspiciously where he sat still in a corner longed for their dainty companionship. And, when these restless children of a restless air and Earth still would not enter, he tried to soothe them with the restlessness to which they were accustomed and in which he believed all folk that dwelt in our fields delighted. He leaped up suddenly; he sprang on to a slate-built house for a pigeon high on a wall; he darted across to the next wall and back to the floor; but there was an outcry of wings and the pigeons were gone. And gradually he learned that the pigeons preferred stillness.

Their wings roared back soon to the roof; their feet thumped and clicked on the slates again; but not for long did they return to their homes. And the lonely troll looked out of their windows observing the ways of Earth. He saw a water-wagtail light on the roof below him: he watched it until it went. And then two sparrows came to some corn that had been dropped on the ground: he noted them too. Each was an entirely new genus to the troll, and he showed no more interest as he watched every movement of the sparrows than should we if we met with an utterly unknown bird. When the sparrows were gone the duck quacked again, so deliberately that another ten minutes passed while Lurulu tried to interpret what it was saying, and although he desisted then because other interests attracted him he felt sure it was something important. Then the jackdaws tumbled by again, but their voices sounded frivolous, and Lurulu did not give them much attention. To the pigeons on the roof that would not come home he listened long, not trying to interpret what they were saying, yet satisfied with the case as the pigeons put it; feeling that they told the story of life, and that all was well. And he felt as he listened to the low talk of the pigeons that Earth must have been going on for a long time.

Beyond the roofs the tall trees rose up, leafless except for evergreen oaks and some laurels and pines and yews, and the ivy that climbed up trunks, but the buds of the beech were getting ready to burst: and the sunlight glittered and flashed on the buds and leaves, and the ivy and laurel shone. A breeze passed by and some smoke drifted from some near chimney. Far away Lurulu saw a huge grey wall of stone that circled a garden all asleep in the sun; and clear in the sunlight he saw a butterfly sail by, and swoop when it came to the garden. And then he saw two peacocks go slowly past. He saw the shadow of the roofs darkening the lower part of the shining trees. He heard a cock crow somewhere, and a hound spoke out again. And then a sudden shower rained on the roofs, and at once the pigeons wanted to come home. They alighted outside their little windows again and all looked sideways at the troll; Lurulu kept very still this time; and after a while the pigeons, though they saw that he was by no means one of themselves, agreed that he did not belong to the tribe of cat, and returned at last to the street of their tiny houses and there continued their curious age-old tale. And Lurulu longed to repay them with curious tales of the trolls, the treasured legends of Elfland, but found that he could not make them understand troll-talk. So he sat and listened to them talking, till it seemed to him they were trying to lull the restlessness of Earth, and thought that they might by drowsy incantation be putting some spell against time, through which it could not come to harm their nests; for the power of time was not made clear to him yet and he knew not yet that nothing in our fields has the strength to hold out against time. The very nests of the pigeons were built on the ruins of old nests, on a solid layer of crumbled things that time had made in that pigeon-loft, as outside it the strata are made from the ruins of hills. So vast and ceaseless a ruin was not yet clear to the troll, for his sharp understanding had only been meant to guide him through the lull and the calm of Elfland, and he busied himself with a tinier consideration. For seeing that the pigeons seemed now amicable he leapt back to his hayloft and returned with a bundle of hay, which he put down in a corner to make himself comfortable there. When the pigeons saw all this movement they looked at him sideways again, jerking their necks queerly, but in the end decided to accept the troll as a lodger; and he curled up on his hay and listened to the history of Earth, which he believed the tale of the pigeons to be, though he did not know their language.

But the day wore on and hunger came on the troll, far sooner than ever it did in Elfland, where even when he was hungry he had no more to do than to reach up and take the berries that hung low from the trees, that grew in the forest that bordered the dells of the trolls. And it is because the trolls eat them whenever hunger comes on them, which it rarely does, that these curious fruits are called trollberries. He leaped now from the pigeon-loft and scampered abroad, looking all round for trollberries. And there were no berries at all, for there is but one season for berries, as we know well; it is one of the tricks of time. But that all the berries on Earth should pass away for a period was to the troll too astounding to be comprehended at all. He was all among farm-buildings, and presently he saw a rat humping himself slowly along through a dark shed. He knew nothing of rat-talk; but it is a curious thing that when any two folk are after the same thing, each somehow knows what the other is after, at once, as soon as he sees him. We are all partially blind to other folks occupations, but when we meet anyone engaged in our own pursuit then somehow we soon seem to know without being told. And the moment that Lurulu saw the rat in the shed he seemed to know that it was looking for food. So he followed the rat quietly. And soon the rat came up to a sack of oats, and to open that took him no longer than it does to shell a row of peas, and soon he was eating the oats.

Are they good? said the troll in troll-talk.

The rat looked at him dubiously, noting his resemblance to man, and on the other hand his unlikeness to dogs. But on the whole the rat was dissatisfied, and after a long look turned away in silence and went out of the shed. Then Lurulu ate the oats and found they were good.

When he had had enough oats the troll returned to the pigeon-loft, and sat a long while there at one of the little windows looking out across the roofs at the strange new ways of time. And the shadow upon the trees went higher, and the glitter was gone from the laurels and all the lower leaves. And then the light of the ivy-leaves and the holm-oaks turned from silvery to pale gold. And the shadow went higher still. All the world full of change.

An old man with a narrow long white beard came slowly to the kennels, and opened the door and went in and fed the hounds with meat that he brought from a shed. All the evening rang with the hounds outcry. And presently the old man came out again, and his slow departure seemed to the watchful troll yet more of the restlessness of Earth.

And then a man came slowly leading a horse to the stable below the pigeon-loft; and went away again and left the horse eating. The shadows were higher now on walls and roofs and trees. Only the tree-tops and the tip of a high belfry had the light any longer. The ruddy buds on high beeches were glowing now like dull rubies. And a great serenity came in the pale blue sky, and small clouds leisurely floating there turned to a flaming orange, past which the rooks went homewards to some clump of trees under the downs. It was a peaceful scene. And yet to the troll, as he watched in the musty loft amongst generations of feathers, the noise of the rooks and their multitude thronging the sky, the dull continual sound of the horse eating, the leisurely sound now and then of homeward feet, and the slow shutting of gates, seemed to be proof that nothing ever rested in all the fields we know; and the sleepy lazy village that dreamed in the Vale of Erl, and that knew no more of other lands than their folk knew of its story, seemed to that simple troll to be a vortex of restlessness.

And now the sunlight was gone from the highest places, and a moon a few days old was shining over the pigeon-loft, out of sight of Lurulus window, but filling the air with a strange new tint. And all these changes bewildered him, so that he thought awhile of returning to Elfland, but the whim came again to his mind to astonish the other trolls; and while this whim was on him he slipped down from the loft, and went to find Orion.


CHAPTER XXIV

Lurulu Speaks of Earth and the Ways of Men

The troll had found Orion in his castle and had laid his plan before him. Briefly the plan was to have more whips for the pack. For one alone could not always guard every hound from straying when they went to the boundary of twilight, where but a few yards away lay spaces from which if a hound ever came home, as lost hounds do at evening, it would come home all worn and bedraggled with age for its half hour of straying. Each hound, said Lurulu, should have its troll to guide it, and to run with it when it hunted, and be its servant when it came home hungry and muddy. And Orion had seen at once the unequalled advantage of having each hound controlled by an alert if tiny intelligence, and had told Lurulu to go for the trolls. So now, while the hounds were sleeping on boards in a doggy mass in each of their kennels, for the dogs and the bitches dwelt each in a separate house, the troll was scurrying over the fields we know through twilight trembling on the verge of moonlight, with his face turned toward Elfland.

He passed a white farm-house with a little window towards him that shone bright yellow out of a wall pale blue with a tint that it had from the moon. Two dogs barked at him and rushed out to chase him, and this troll would have tricked them and mocked them on any other day, but now his mind was full to the brim with his mission, and he heeded them no more than a thistledown would have heeded them on a windy day of September, and went on bouncing over the tips of the grasses till the pursuing dogs were far behind and panting.

And long before the stars had paled from any touch of the dawn he came to the barrier that divides our fields from the home of such things as him, and leaping forward out of the earthly night, and high through the barrier of twilight, he arrived on all fours on his natal soil in the ageless day of Elfland. Through the gorgeous beauty of that heavy air that outshines our lakes at sunrise, and leaves all our colours pale, he scampered full of the news he had with which to astonish his kith. He came to the moors of the trolls where they dwell in their queer habitations, and uttered the squeaks as he went whereby the trolls summon their folk; and he came to the forest in which the trolls have made dwellings in boles of enormous trees; for there be trolls of the forest and trolls of the moor, two tribes that are friendly and kin; and there he uttered again the squeaks of the trolls summons. And soon there was a rustling of flowers throughout the deeps of the forest, as though all four winds were blowing, and the rustling grew and grew, and the trolls appeared, and sat down one by one near Lurulu. And still the rustling grew, troubling the whole wood, and the brown trolls poured on and sat down round Lurulu. From many a tree-bole, and hollows thick with fern, they came tumbling in; and from the high thin gomaks afar on the moors, to name as are named in Elfland those queer habitations for which there is no earthly name, the odd grey cloth-like material draped tent-wise about a pole. They gathered about him in the dim but glittering light that floated amongst the fronds of those magical trees, whose soaring trunks out-distanced our eldest pines, and shone on the spikes of cacti of which our world little dreams. And when the brown mass of the trolls was all gathered there, till the floor of the forest looked as though an Autumn had come to Elfland, strayed out of the fields we know, and when all the rustling had ceased and the silence was heavy again as it had been for ages, Lurulu spoke to them telling them tales of time.

Never before had such tales been heard in Elfland. Trolls had appeared before in the fields we know, and had come back wondering: but Lurulu amongst the houses of Erl had been in the midst of men; and time, as he told the trolls, moved in the village with more wonderful speed than ever it did in the grass of the fields of Earth. He told how the light moved, he told of shadows, he told how the air was white and bright and pale; he told how for a little while Earth began to grow like Elfland, with a kinder light and the beginning of colours, and then just as one thought of home the light would blink away and the colours be gone. He told of stars. He told of cows and goats and the moon, three horned creatures that he found curious. He had found more wonder in Earth than we remember, though we also saw these things once for the first time; and out of the wonder he felt at the ways of the fields we know, he made many a tale that held the inquisitive trolls and gripped them silent upon the floor of the forest, as though they were indeed a fall of brown leaves in October that a frost had suddenly bound. They heard of chimneys and carts for the first time: with a thrill they heard of windmills. They listened spell-bound to the ways of men; and every now and then, as when he told of hats, there ran through the forest a wave of little yelps of laughter.

Then he said that they should see hats and spades and dog-kennels, and look through casements and get to know the windmill; and a curiosity arose in the forest amongst that brown mass of trolls, for their race is profoundly inquisitive. And Lurulu stopped not here, relying on curiosity alone to draw them from Elfland into the fields we know; but he drew them also with another emotion. For he spoke of the haughty, reserved, high, glittering unicorns, who tarry to speak to trolls no more than cattle when they drink in pools of ours trouble to speak to frogs. They all knew their haunts, they should watch their ways and tell of these things to man, and the outcome of it would be that they should hunt the unicorns with nothing less than dogs. Now however slight their knowledge of dogs, the fear of dogs is  as I have said  universal amongst all creatures that run; and they laughed gustily to think of the unicorns being hunted with dogs. Thus Lurulu lured them toward Earth with spite and curiosity; and knew that he was succeeding; and inwardly chuckled till he was well warmed within. For amongst the trolls none goes in higher repute than one that is able to astound the others, or even to show them any whimsical thing, or to trick or perplex them humorously. Lurulu had Earth to show, whose ways are considered, amongst those able to judge, to be fully as quaint and whimsical as the curious observer could wish.

Then up spake a grizzled troll; one that had crossed too often Earths border of twilight to watch the ways of men; and, while watching their ways too long, time had grizzled him.

Shall we go, he said, from the woods that all folk know, and the pleasant ways of the Land, to see a new thing, and be swept away by time? And there was a murmur among the trolls, that hummed away through the forest and died out, as on Earth the sound of beetles going home. Is it not to-day? he said. But there they call it to-day, yet none knows what it is: come back through the border again to look at it and it is gone. Time is raging there, like the dogs that stray over our frontier, barking, frightened and angry and wild to be home.

It is even so, said the trolls, though they did not know; but this was a troll whose words carried weight in the forest. Let us keep to-day, said that weighty troll, while we have it, and not be lured where to-day is too easily lost. For every time men lose it their hair grows whiter, their limbs grow weaker and their faces sadder, and they are nearer still to to-morrow.

So gravely he spoke when he uttered that word to-morrow that the brown trolls were frightened.

What happens to-morrow? one said.

They die, said the grizzled troll. And the others dig in their earth and put them in, as I have seen them do, and then they go to Heaven, as I have heard them tell. And a shudder went through the trolls far over the floor of the forest.

And Lurulu who had sat angry all this while to hear that weighty troll speak ill of Earth, where he would have them come, to astonish them with its quaintness, spoke now in defence of Heaven.

Heaven is a good place, he blurted hotly, though any tales he had heard of it were few.

All the blessed are there, the grizzled troll replied, and it is full of angels. What chance would a troll have there? The angels would catch him, for they say on Earth that the angels all have wings; they would catch a troll and smack him forever and ever.

And all the brown trolls in the forest wept.

We are not so easily caught, Lurulu said.

They have wings, said the grizzled troll.

And all were sorrowful and shook their heads, for they knew the speed of wings.

The birds of Elfland mostly soared on the heavy air and eyed everlastingly that fabulous beauty which to them was food and nest, and of which they sometimes sang; but trolls playing along the border, peering into the fields we know, had seen the dart and the swoop of earthly birds, wondering at them as we wonder at heavenly things, and knew that if wings were after him a poor troll would scarcely escape. Welladay, said the trolls.

The grizzled troll said no more, and had no need to, for the forest was full of their sadness as they sat thinking of Heaven and feared that they soon might come there if they dared to inhabit Earth.

And Lurulu argued no more. It was not a time for argument, for the trolls were too sad for reason. So he spoke gravely to them of solemn things, uttering learned words and standing in reverend attitude. Now nothing rejoices the trolls as learning does and solemnity, and they will laugh for hours at a reverend attitude or any semblance of gravity. Thus he won them back again to the levity that is their natural mood. And when this was accomplished he spoke again of Earth, telling whimsical stories of the ways of man.

I do not wish to write the things that Lurulu said of man, lest I should hurt my readers self-esteem, and thereby injure him or her whom I seek only to entertain; but all the forest rippled and squealed with laughter. And the grizzled troll was able to say no more to check the curiosity which was growing in all that multitude to see who it was that lived in houses and had a hat immediately above him and a chimney higher up, and spoke to dogs and would not speak to pigs, and whose gravity was funnier than anything trolls could do. And the whim was on all those trolls to go at once to Earth, and see pigs and carts and windmills and laugh at man. And Lurulu who had told Orion that he would bring a score of trolls, was hard set to keep the whole brown mass from coming, so quickly change the moods and whims of the trolls: had he let them all have their way there were no trolls left in Elfland, for even the grizzled troll had changed his mind with the rest. Fifty he chose and led them towards Earths perilous frontier; and away they scurried out of the gloom of the forest, as a whirl of brown oak-leaves scurries on days of Novembers worst.


CHAPTER XXV

Lirazel Remembers the Fields We Know

As the trolls scurried earthwards to laugh at the ways of man, Lirazel stirred where she sat on her fathers knee, who grave and calm on his throne of mist and ice had hardly moved for twelve of our earthly years. She sighed and the sigh rippled over the fells of dream and lightly troubled Elfland. And the dawns and the sunsets and twilight and the pale blue glow of stars, that are blended together forever to be the light of Elfland, felt a faint touch of sorrow and all their radiance shook. For the magic that caught these lights and the spells that bound them together, to illumine forever the land that owes no allegiance to Time, were not so strong as a sorrow rising dark from a royal mood of a princess of the elvish line. She sighed, for through her long content and across the calm of Elfland there had floated a thought of Earth; so that in the midmost splendours of Elfland, of which song can barely tell, she called to mind common cowslips, and many a trivial weed of the fields we know. And walking in those fields she saw in fancy Orion, upon the other side of the boundary of twilight, remote from her by she knew not what waste of years. And the magical glories of Elfland and its beauty beyond our dreaming, and the deep deep calm in which ages slept, unhurt unhurried by time, and the art of her father that guarded the least of the lilies from fading, and the spells by which he made day-dreams and yearnings true, held her fancy no longer from roving nor contented her any more. And so her sigh blew over the magical land and slightly troubled the flowers.

And her father felt her sorrow and knew that it troubled the flowers and knew that it shook the calm that lay upon Elfland, though no more than a bird would shake a regal curtain, fluttering against its folds, when wandering lost upon a Summers night. And though he knew too it was but for Earth that she sorrowed, preferring some mundane way to the midmost glories of Elfland, as she sat with him on the throne that may only be told of in song, yet even this moved nothing in his magical heart but compassion; as we might pity a child who in fanes that to us seemed sacred might be found to be sighing for some trivial thing. And the more that Earth seemed to him unworthy of sorrow, being soon come soon gone, the helpless prey of time, an evanescent appearance seen off the coasts of Elfland, too brief for the graver care of a mind weighted with magic, the more he pitied his child for her errant whim that had rashly wandered here, and become entangled  alas  with the things that pass away. Ah, well! she was not content. He felt no wrath against Earth that had lured her fancies away: she was not content with the innermost splendours of Elfland, but she sighed for something more: his tremendous art should give it. So he raised his right arm up from the thing whereon it rested, a part of his mystical throne that was made of music and mirage; he raised his right arm up and a hush fell over Elfland.

The great leaves ceased from their murmur through the green deeps of the forest; silent as carven marble were fabulous bird and monster; and the brown trolls scampering earthwards all halted suddenly hushed. Then out of the hush rose little murmurs of yearning, little sounds as of longing for things that no songs can say, sounds like the voices of tears if each little salt drop could live, and be given a voice to tell of the ways of grief. Then all these little rumours danced gravely into a melody that the master of Elfland called up with his magical hand. And the melody told of dawn coming up over infinite marshes, far away upon Earth or some planet that Elfland did not know; growing slowly out of deep darkness and starlight and bitter cold; powerless, chilly and cheerless, scarce overcoming the stars; obscured by shadows of thunder and hated by all things dark; enduring, growing and glowing; until through the gloom of the marshes and across the chill of the air came all in a glorious moment the splendour of colour; and dawn went onward with this triumphant thing, and the blackest clouds turned slowly rose and rode in a sea of lilac, and the darkest rocks that had guarded night shone now with a golden glow. And when his melody could say no more of this wonder, that had forever been foreign to all the elvish dominions, then the King moved his hand where he held it high, as one might beckon to birds, and called up a dawn over Elfland, luring it from some planet of those that are nearest the sun. And fresh and fair though it came from beyond the bourn of geography, and out of an age long lost and beyond historys ken, a dawn glowed upon Elfland that had known no dawn before. And the dewdrops of Elfland slung from the bended tips of the grasses gathered in that dawn to their tiny spheres and held there shining and wonderful that glory of skies such as ours, the first they had ever seen.

And the dawn grew strangely and slowly over those unwonted lands, pouring upon them the colours that day after day our daffodils, and day after day our wild roses, through all the weeks of their season, drink deep with voluptuous assemblies in utterly silent riot. And a gleam that was new to the forest appeared on the long strange leaves, and shadows unknown to Elfland slipped out from the monstrous tree-boles, and stole over grasses that had not dreamed of their advent; and the spires of that palace perceiving a wonder, less lovely indeed than they, yet knew that the stranger was magic, and uttered an answering gleam from their sacred windows, that flashed over elvish fells like an inspiration and mingled a flush of rose with the blue of the Elfin Mountains. And watchers on wonderful peaks that gazed from their crags for ages, lest from Earth or from any star should come a stranger to Elfland, saw the first blush of the sky as it felt the coming of dawn, and raised their horns and blew that call that warned Elfland against a stranger. And the guardians of savage valleys lifted horns of fabulous bulls and blew the call again in the dark of their awful precipices, and echo carried it on from the monstrous marble faces of rocks that repeated the call to all their barbarous company; so Elfland rang with the warning that a strange thing troubled her coasts. And to the land thus expectant, thus watchful, with magical sabres elate along lonely crags, summoned from blackened scabbards by those horns to repel an enemy, dawn came now wide now golden, the old old wonder we know. And the palace with every marvel and with all its charms and enchantments flashed out of its ice-blue radiance a glory of welcome or rivalry, adding to Elfland a splendour of which only song may say.

It was then that the elfin King moved his hand again, where he held it high by the crystal spires of his crown, and waved a way through the walls of his magical palace, and showed to Lirazel the unmeasured leagues of his kingdom. And she saw by magic, for so long as his fingers made that spell; the dark green forests and all the fells of Elfland, and the solemn pale-blue mountains and the valleys that weird folk guarded, and all the creatures of fable that crept in the dark of huge leaves, and the riotous trolls as they scampered away towards Earth: she saw the watchers lift their horns to their lips, while there flashed a light on the horns that was the proudest triumph of the hidden art of her father, the light of a dawn lured over unthinkable spaces to appease his daughter and comfort her whims and recall her fancies from Earth. She saw the lawns whereon Time had idled for centuries, withering not one bloom of all the boundary of flowers; and the new light coming upon the lawns she loved, through the heavy colour of Elfland, gave them a beauty that they had never known until dawn made this boundless journey to meet the enchanted twilight; and all the while there glowed and flashed and glittered those palace spires of which only song may tell. From that bewildering beauty he turned his eyes away, and looked in his daughters face to see the wonder with which she would welcome her glorious home as her fancies came back from the fields of age and death, whither  alas  they had wandered. And though her eyes were turned to the Elfin Mountains, whose mystery and whose blue they strangely matched, yet as the Elf King looked in those eyes for which alone he had lured the dawn so far from its natural courses, he saw in their magical deeps a thought of Earth! A thought of Earth, though he had lifted his arm and made a mystical sign with all his might to bring a wonder to Elfland that should content her with home. And all his dominions had exulted in this, and the watchers on awful crags had blown strange calls, and monster and insect and bird and flower had rejoiced with a new joy, and there in the centre of Elfland his daughter thought of Earth.

Had he shown her any wonder but dawn he might have lured home that fancy, but in bringing this exotic beauty to Elfland to blend with its ancient wonders, he awoke memories of morning coming over fields that he knew not, and Lirazel played in fancy in fields once more with Orion, where grew the unenchanted earthly flowers amongst the English grasses.

Is it not enough? he said in his strange rich magical voice, and pointed across his wide lands with the fingers that summoned wonder.

She sighed: it was not enough.

And sorrow came upon that enchanted King: he had only his daughter, and she sighed for Earth. There had been once a queen that had reigned with him over Elfland; but she was mortal, and being mortal died. For she would often stray to the hills of Earth to see the may again, or to see the beechwoods in Autumn; and though she stayed but a day when she came to the fields we know, and was back in the palace beyond the twilight before our sun had set, yet Time found her whenever she came; and so she wore away, and soon she died in Elfland; for she was only a mortal. And wondering elves had buried her, as one buries the daughters of men. And now the King was all alone with his daughter, and she had just sighed for Earth. Sorrow was on him, but out of the dark of that sorrow arose, as often with men, and went up singing out of his mourning mind, an inspiration gleaming with laughter and joy. He stood up then and raised up both his arms and his inspiration broke over Elfland in music. And with the tide of that music there went like the strength of the sea an impulse to rise and dance which none in Elfland resisted. Gravely he waved his arms and the music floated from them; and all that stalked through the forest and all that crept upon leaves, all that leaped among craggy heights or browsed upon acres of lilies, all things in all manner of places, yea the sentinel guarding his presence, the lonely mountain-watchers and the trolls as they scampered towards Earth, all danced to a tune that was made of the spirit of Spring, arrived on an earthly morning amongst happy herds of goats.

And the trolls were very near to the frontier now, their faces already puckered to laugh at the ways of men; they were hurrying with all the eagerness of small vain things to be over the twilight that lies between Elfland and Earth: now they went forward no longer, but only glided in circles and intricate spirals, dancing some such dance as the gnats in Summer evenings dance over the fields we know. And grave monsters of fable in deeps of the ferny forest danced minuets that witches had made of their whims and their laughter, long ago long ago in their youth before cities had come to the world. And the trees of the forest heavily lifted slow roots out of the ground and swayed upon them uncouthly and then danced as on monstrous claws, and the insects danced on the huge waving leaves. And in the dark of long caverns weird things in enchanted seclusion rose out of their age-long sleep and danced in the damp.

And beside the wizard King stood, swaying slightly to the rhythm that had set dancing all magical things, the Princess Lirazel with that faint gleam on her face that shone from a hidden smile; for she secretly smiled forever at the power of her great beauty. And all in a sudden moment the Elf King raised one hand higher and held it high and stilled all that danced in Elfland, and gripped by a sudden awe all magical things, and sent over Elfland a melody all made of notes he had caught from wandering inspirations that sing and stray through limpid blue beyond our earthly coasts: and all the land lay deep in the magic of that strange music. And the wild things that Earth has guessed at and the things hidden even from legend were moved to sing age-old songs that their memories had forgotten. And fabulous things of the air were lured downwards out of great heights. And emotions unknown and unthought of troubled the calm of Elfland. The flood of music beat with wonderful waves against the slopes of the grave blue Elfin Mountains, till their precipices uttered strange bronze-like echoes. On Earth no noise was heard of music or echo: not a note came through the narrow border of twilight, not a sound, not a murmur. Elsewhere those notes ascended, and passed like rare strange moths through all the fields of Heaven, and hummed like untraceable memories about the souls of the blessed; and the angels heard that music but were forbidden to envy it. And though it came not to Earth, and though never our fields have heard the music of Elfland, yet there were then as there have been in every age, lest despair should overtake the peoples of Earth, those that make songs for the need of our grief and our laughter: and even they heard never a note from Elfland across the border of twilight that kills their sound, but they felt in their minds the dance of those magical notes, and wrote them down and earthly instruments played them; then and never till then have we heard the music of Elfland.

For a while the Elf King held all things that owed him allegiance, and all their desires and wonders and fears and dreams, floating drowsy on tides of music that was made of no sounds of Earth, but rather of that dim substance in which the planets swim, with many another marvel that only magic knows. And then as all Elfland was drinking the music in, as our Earth drinks in soft rain, he turned again to his daughter with that in his eyes that said What land is so fair as ours? And she turned towards him to say Here is my home forever. Her lips were parted to say it and love was shining in the blue of her elfin eyes; she was stretching her fair hands out towards her father; when they heard the sound of the horn of a tired hunter, wearily blowing by the border of Earth.


CHAPTER XXVI

The Horn of Alveric

Northward to lonely lands through wearying years Alveric wandered, where windy fragments of his grey gaunt tent added a gloom to chill evenings. And the folk upon lonely farms, as they lit the lights in their houses, and the ricks began to darken against the pale green of the sky, would sometimes hear the rap of the mallets of Niv and Zend coming clear through the hush from the land that no others trod. And their children peering from casements to see if a star was come would see perhaps the queer grey shape of that tent flapping its tatters above the last of the hedgerows, where a moment before was only the grey of the gloaming. On the next morning there would be guesses and wonderings, and the joy and fear of the children, and the tales that their elders told them, and the explorations by stealth to the edge of the fields of men, shy peerings through dim green gaps in the last of the hedgerows (though to look toward the East was forbidden), and rumours and expectations; and all these things were blended together by this wonder that came from the East, and so passed into legend, which lived for many a year beyond that morning; but Alveric and his tent would be gone.

So day by day and season after season that company wandered on, the lonely mateless man, the moonstruck lad and the madman, and that old grey tent with its long twisted pole. And all the stars became known to them, and all the four winds familiar, and rain and mist and hail, but the flow of yellow windows all warm and welcome at night they knew only to say farewell to: with the earliest light in the first chill of dawn Alveric would awake from impatient dreams, and Niv would arise shouting, and away they would go upon their crazed crusade before any sign of awakening appeared on the quiet dim gables. And every morning Niv prophesied that they would surely find Elfland; and the days wore away and the years.

Thyl had long left them; Thyl who prophesied victory to them in burning song, whose inspirations cheered Alveric on coldest nights and led him through rockiest ways, Thyl sang one evening suddenly songs of some young girls hair, Thyl who should have led their wanderings. And then one day in the gloaming, a blackbird singing, the may in bloom for miles, he turned for the houses of men, and married the maiden and was one no more with any band of wanderers.

The horses were dead; Niv and Zend carried all they had on the pole. Many years had gone. One Autumn morning Alveric left the camp to go to the houses of men. Niv and Zend eyed each other. Why should Alveric seek to ask the way of others? For somehow or other their mad minds knew his purpose more swiftly than sane intuitions. Had he not Nivs prophecies to guide him, and the things that Zend had been told on oath by the full moon?

Alveric came to the houses of men, and of the folk he questioned few would speak at all of things that lay to the East, and if he spoke of the lands through which he had wandered for years they gave as little heed as if he were telling them that he had pitched his tent on the coloured layers of air that glowed and drifted and darkened in the low sky over the sunset. And the few that answered him said one thing only: that only the wizards knew.

When he had learned this Alveric went back from the fields and hedgerows and came again to his old grey tent in the lands of which none thought; and Niv and Zend sat there silent, eying him sideways, for they knew he mistrusted madness and things said by the moon. And next day when they moved their camp in the chill of dawn Niv led the way without shouting.

They had not gone for many more weeks upon their curious journey when Alveric met one morning, at the edge of the fields men tended, one filling his bucket at a well, whose thin high conical hat and mystical air proclaimed him surely a wizard. Master, said Alveric, of those arts men dread, I have a question that I would ask of the future.

And the wizard turned from his bucket to look at Alveric with doubtful eyes, for the travellers tattered figure seemed scarce to promise such fees as are given by those that justly question the future. And, such as those fees are, the wizard named them. And Alverics wallet held that which banished the doubts of the wizard. So that he pointed to where the tip of his tower peered over a cluster of myrtles, and prayed Alveric to come to his door when the evening star should appear; and in that propitious hour he would make the future clear to him.

And again Niv and Zend knew well that their leader followed after dreams and mysteries that came not from madness nor from the moon. And he left them sitting still and saying nothing, but with minds full of fierce visions.

Through pale air waiting for the evening star Alveric walked over the fields men tended, and came to the dark oak door of the wizards tower which myrtles brushed against with every breeze. A young apprentice in wizardry opened the door and, by ancient wooden steps that the rats knew better than men, led Alveric to the wizards upper room.

The wizard had on a silken cloak of black, which he held to be due to the future; without it he would not question the years to be. And when the young apprentice had gone away he moved to a volume he had on a high desk, and turned from the volume to Alveric to ask what he sought of the future. And Alveric asked him how he should come to Elfland. Then the wizard opened the great books darkened cover and turned the pages therein, and for a long while all the pages he turned were blank, but further on in the book much writing appeared, although of no kind that Alveric had ever seen. And the wizard explained that such books as these told of all things; but that he, being only concerned with the years to be, had no need to read of the past, and had therefore acquired a book that told of the future only; though he might have had more than this from the College of Wizardry, had he cared to study the follies already committed by man.

Then he read for a while in his book, and Alveric heard the rats returning softly to the streets and houses that they had made in the stairs. And then the wizard found what he sought of the future, and told Alveric that it was written in his book how he never should come to Elfland while he carried a magical sword.

When Alveric heard this he paid the wizards fees and went away doleful. For he knew the perils of Elfland, which no common sabre forged on the anvils of men could ever avail to parry. He did not know that the magic that was in his sword left a flavour or taste on the air like that of lightning, which passed through the border of twilight and spread over Elfland, nor knew that the Elf King learned of his presence thus and drew his frontier away from him, so that Alveric should trouble his realm no more; but he believed what the wizard had read to him out of his book, and so went doleful away. And, leaving the stairs of oak to time and the rats, he passed out of the grove of myrtles and over the fields of men, and came again to that melancholy spot where his grey tent brooded mournfully in the wilderness, dull and silent as Niv and Zend sitting beside it. And after that they turned and wandered southwards, for all journeys now seemed equally hopeless to Alveric, who would not give up his sword to meet magical perils without magical aid; and Niv and Zend obeyed him silently, no longer guiding him with raving prophesies or with things said by the moon, for they knew he had taken counsel with another.

By weary ways with lonely wanderings they came far to the South, and never the border of Elfland appeared with its heavy layers of twilight; yet Alveric would never give up his sword, for well he guessed that Elfland dreaded its magic, and had poor hope of recapturing Lirazel with any blade that was dreadful only to men. And after a while Niv prophesied again, and Zend would come late on nights of the full moon to wake Alveric with his tales. And for all the mystery that was in Zend when he spoke, and for all the exultation of Niv when he prophesied, Alveric knew by now that the tales and the prophecies were empty and vain and that neither of these would ever bring him to Elfland. With this mournful knowledge in a desolate land he still struck camp at dawn, still marched, still sought for the frontier, and so the months went by.

And one day where the edge of Earth was a wild untended heath, running down to the rocky waste in which Alveric had camped, he saw at evening a woman in the hat and cloak of a witch sweeping the heath with a broom. And each stroke as she swept the heath was away from the fields we know, away to the rocky waste, eastwards towards Elfland. Big gusts of black dried earth and puffs of sand were blowing towards Alveric from every powerful stroke. He walked towards her from his sorry encampment and stood near and watched her sweeping; but still she laboured at her vigorous work, striding away behind dust from the fields we know, and sweeping as she strode. And after a while she lifted her face as she swept and looked at Alveric, and he saw that it was the witch Ziroonderel. After all these years he saw that witch again, and she saw beneath the flapping rags of his cloak that sword that she had made for him once on her hill. Its scabbard of leather could not hide from the witch that it was that very sword, for she knew the flavour of magic that rose from it faintly and floated wide through the evening.

Mother Witch! said Alveric.

And she curtsied low to him, magical though she was and aged by the passing of years that had been before Alverics father, and though many in Erl had forgotten their lord by now; yet she had not forgotten.

He asked her what she was doing there, on the heath with her broom in the evening.

Sweeping the world, she said.

And Alveric wondered what rejected things she was sweeping away from the world, with grey dust mournfully turning over and over as it drifted across our fields, going slowly into the darkness that was gathering beyond our coasts.

Why are you sweeping the world, Mother Witch? he said.

Theres things in the world that ought not to be here, said she.

He looked wistfully then at the rolling grey clouds from her broom that were all drifting towards Elfland.

Mother Witch, he said, can I go too? I have looked for twelve years for Elfland, and have not found a glimpse of the Elfin Mountains.

And the old witch looked kindly at him, and then she glanced at his sword.

Hes afraid of my magic, she said; and thought or mystery dawned in her eyes as she spoke.

Who? said Alveric.

And Ziroonderel lowered her eyes.

The King, she said.

And then she told him how that enchanted monarch would draw away from whatever had worsted him once, and with him draw all that he had, never supporting the presence of any magic that was the equal of his.

And Alveric could not believe that such a king cared so much for the magic he had in his old black scabbard.

It is his way, she said.

And then he would not believe that he had waved away Elfland.

He has the power, said she.

And still Alveric would face this terrible king and all the powers he had; but wizard and witch had warned him that he could not go with his sword, and how go unarmed through the grizzly wood against the palace of wonder? For to go there with any sword from the anvils of men was but to go unarmed.

Mother Witch, he cried. May I come no more to Elfland?

And the longing and grief in his voice touched the witchs heart and moved it to magical pity.

You shall go, she said.

He stood there half despair in the mournful evening, half dreams of Lirazel. While the witch from under her cloak drew forth a small false weight which once she had taken away from a seller of bread.

Draw this along the edge of your sword, she said, all the way from hilt to point, and it will disenchant the blade, and the King will never know what sword is there.

Will it still fight for me? said Alveric.

No, said the witch. But once you are over the frontier take this script and wipe the blade with it on every spot that the false weight has touched. And she fumbled under her cloak again and drew forth a poem on parchment. It will enchant it again, she said.

And Alveric took the weight and the written thing.

Let not the two touch, warned the witch.

And Alveric set them apart.

Once over the frontier, she said, and he may move Elfland where he will, but you and the sword will be within his borders.

Mother Witch, said Alveric, will he be wroth with you if I do this?

Wroth! said Ziroonderel. Wroth? He will rage with a most exceeding fury, beyond the power of tigers.

I would not bring that on you, Mother Witch, said Alveric.

Ha! said Ziroonderel. What care I?

Night was advancing now, and the moor and the air growing black like the witchs cloak. She was laughing now and merging into the darkness. And soon the night was all blackness and laughter; but he could see no witch.

Then Alveric made his way back to his rocky camp by the light of its lonely fire.

And as soon as morning appeared on the desolation, and all the useless rocks began to glow, he took the false weight and softly rubbed it along both sides of his sword until all its magical edge was disenchanted. And he did this in his tent while his followers slept, for he would not let them know that he sought for help that came not from the ravings of Niv, nor from any sayings that Zend had had from the moon.

Yet the troubled sleep of madness is not so deep that Niv did not watch him out of one wild sly eye when he heard the false weight softly rasping the sword.

And when this was secretly done and secretly watched, Alveric called to his two men, and they came and folded up his tattered tent, and took the long pole and hung their sorry belongings upon it; and on went Alveric along the edge of the fields we know, impatient to come at last to the land that so long eluded him. And Niv and Zend came behind with the pole between them, with bundles swinging from it and tatters flying.

They moved inland a little towards the houses of men to purchase the food they needed; and this they bought in the afternoon from a farmer who dwelt in a lonely house, so near to the very edge of the fields we know that it must have been the last house in the visible world. And here they bought bread and oatmeal, and cheese and a cured ham, and other such things, and put them in sacks and slung them over their pole; then they left the farmer and turned away from his fields and from all the fields of men. And as evening fell they saw just over a hedge, lighting up the land with a soft strange glow that they knew to be not of this Earth, that barrier of twilight that is the frontier of Elfland.

Lirazel! shouted Alveric, and drew his sword and strode into the twilight. And behind him went Niv and Zend, with all their suspicions flaming now into jealousy of inspirations or magic that were not theirs.

Once he called Lirazel; then, little trusting his voice in that wide weird land, he lifted his hunters horn that hung by his side on a strap, he lifted it to his lips and sounded a call weary with so much wandering. He was standing within the edge of the boundary; the horn shone in the light of Elfland.

Then Niv and Zend dropped their pole in that unearthly twilight, where it lay like the wreckage of some uncharted sea, and suddenly seized their master.

A land of dreams! said Niv. Have I not dreams enough?

There is no moon there! cried Zend.

Alveric struck Zend on the shoulder with his sword, but the sword was disenchanted and blunt and only harmed him slightly. Then the two seized the sword and dragged Alveric back. And the strength of the madman was beyond what one could believe. They dragged him back again to the fields we know, where they two were strange and were jealous of other strangeness, and led him far from the sight of the pale-blue mountains. He had not entered Elfland.

But his horn had passed the boundarys edge and troubled the air of Elfland, uttering across its dreamy calm one long sad earthly note: it was the horn that Lirazel heard as she spoke with her father.


CHAPTER XXVII

The Return of Lurulu

Over hamlet and Castle of Erl, and through every nook and crevice of it, Spring passed; a mild benediction that blessed the very air and sought out all living things; not missing even the tiny plants that had their dwelling in most secluded places, under eaves, in the cracks of old barrels, or along the lines of mortar that held ancient rows of stones. And in this season Orion hunted no unicorns; not that he knew in what season the unicorns bred in Elfland, where time is not as here; but because of a feeling he had from all his earthly forefathers against hunting any creature in this season of song and flowers. So he tended his hounds and often watched the hills, expecting on any day the return of Lurulu.

And Spring passed by and the Summer flowers grew, and still there was no sign of the troll returning, for time moves through the dells of Elfland as over no field of man. And long Orion watched through fading evenings till the line of the hills was black, yet never saw the small round heads of trolls bobbing across the downs.

And the long autumnal winds came sighing out of cold lands, and found Orion still watching for Lurulu; and the mist and the turning leaves spoke to his heart of hunting. And the hounds were whining for the open spaces and the line of scent like a mysterious path crossing the wide world, but Orion would hunt nothing less than unicorns, and waited yet for his trolls.

And one of these earthly days, with a menace of frost in the air and a scarlet sunset, Lurulus talk to the trolls in the wood being finished, and their scamper swifter than hares having brought them soon to the frontier, those in our fields who looked (as they seldom did) towards that mysterious border where Earth ended might have seen the unwonted shapes of the nimble trolls coming all grey through the evening. They came dropping, troll after troll, from the soaring leaps they took high through the boundary of twilight; and, landing thus unceremoniously in our fields, came capering, somersaulting and running, with gusts of impudent laughter, as though this were a proper manner in which to approach by no means the least of the planets.

They rustled by the small houses like the wind passing through straw, and none that heard the light rushing sound of their passing knew how outlandish they were, except the dogs, whose work it is to watch, and who know of all things that pass, their degree of remoteness to man. At gipsies, tramps, and all that go without houses, dogs bark whenever they pass; at the wild things of the woods they bark with greater abhorrence, knowing well the rebellious contempt in which they hold man; at the fox, for his touch of mystery and his far wanderings, they bark more furiously: but to-night the barking of dogs was beyond all abhorrence and fury; many a farmer this night believed that his dog was choking.

And passing over these fields, staying not to laugh at the clumsy scared running of sheep, for they kept their laughter for man, they came soon to the downs above Erl; and there below them was night and the smoke of men, all grey together. And not knowing from what slight causes the smoke arose, here from a woman boiling a kettle of water, or there because one dried the frock of a child, or that a few old men might warm their hands in the evening, the trolls forbore to laugh as they had planned to do as soon as they should meet with the things of man. Perhaps even they, whose gravest thoughts were just under the surface of laughter, even they were a little awed by the strangeness and nearness of man sleeping there in his hamlet with all his smoke about him. Though awe in these light minds rested no longer than does the squirrel on the thin extremest twigs.

In a while they lifted their eyes up from the valley, and there was the western sky still shining above the last of the gloaming, a little strip of colour and dying light, so lovely that they believed that another elfland lay the other side of the valley, two dim diaphonous magical elfin lands hemming in this valley and few fields of men close upon either side. And, sitting there on the hillside peering westward, the next thing they saw was a star: it was Venus low in the West brimming with blueness. And they all bowed their heads many times to this pale-blue beautiful stranger; for though politeness was rare with them they saw that the Evening Star was nothing of Earth and no affair of mans, and believed it came out of that elfland they did not know on the western side of the world. And more and more stars appeared, till the trolls were frightened, for they knew nothing of these glittering wanderers that could steal out of the darkness and shine: at first they said There are more trolls than stars, and were comforted, for they trusted greatly in numbers. Then there were soon more stars than trolls; and the trolls were ill at ease as they sat in the dark underneath all that multitude. But presently they forgot the fancy that troubled them, for no thought remained with them long. They turned their light attention instead to the yellow lights that glowed here and there on the hither side of the greyness, where a few of the houses of men stood warm and snug near the trolls. A beetle went by, and they hushed their chatter to hear what he would say; but he droned by, going home, and they did not know his language. A dog far off was ceaselessly crying out, and filling all the still night with a note of warning. And the trolls were angry at the sound of his voice, for they felt that he interfered between them and man. Then a soft whiteness came out of the night and lit on the branch of a tree, and bowed its head to the left and looked at the trolls, and then bowed over to the right and looked at them again from there, and then back to the left again for it was not yet sure about them. An owl, said Lurulu; and many besides Lurulu had seen his kind before, for he flies much along the edge of Elfland. Soon he was gone and they heard him hunting across the hills and the hollows; and then no sound was left but the voices of men, or the shrill shouts of children, and the bay of the dog that warned men against the trolls. A sensible fellow, they said of the owl, for they liked the sound of his voice; but the voices of men and their dog sounded confused and tiresome.

They saw sometimes the lights of late wayfarers crossing the downs towards Erl, or heard men that cheered themselves in the lonely night by singing, instead of by lanterns light. And all the while the Evening Star grew bigger, and great trees grew blacker and blacker.

Then from underneath the smoke and the mist of the stream there boomed all of a sudden the brazen bell of the Freer out of deep night in the valley. Night and the slopes of Erl and the dark downs echoed with it; and the echoes rode up to the trolls and seemed to challenge them, with all accursed things and wandering spirits and bodies unblessed of the Freer.

And the solemn sound of those echoes going alone through the night from every heavy swing of the holy bell cheered that band of trolls among all the strangeness of Earth, for whatever is solemn always moves trolls to levity. They turned merrier now and tittered among themselves.

And while they still watched all that host of stars, wondering if they were friendly, the sky grew steely blue and the eastern stars dwindled, and the mist and the smoke of men turned white, and a radiance touched the further edge of the valley; and the moon came up over the downs behind the trolls. Then voices sang from the holy place of the Freer, chaunting moon matins; which it was their wont to sing on nights of the full moon while the moon was yet low. And this rite they named moons-morning. The bell had ceased, chance voices spoke no more, they had hushed their dog in the valley and silenced his warning, and lonely and grave and solemn that peoples song floated up from before the candles in their small square sacred place, built of grey stone by men that were dead for ages and ages; all solemn the song welled up in the time of the moons rising, grave as the night, mysterious as the full moon, and fraught with a meaning that was far beyond the highest thoughts of the trolls. Then the trolls leaped up with one accord from the frosted grass of the downs and all poured down the valley to laugh at the ways of men, to mock at their sacred things and to dare their singing with levity.

Many a rabbit rose up and fled from their onrush, and thrills of laughter arose from the trolls at their fear. A meteor flashed westwards, racing after the sun; either as a portent to warn the hamlet of Erl that folk from beyond Earths borders approached them now, or else in fulfilment of some natural law. To the trolls it seemed that one of the proud stars fell, and they rejoiced with elvish levity.

Thus they came giggling through the night, and ran down the street of the village, unseen as any wild creature that roams late through the darkness; and Lurulu led them to the pigeon-loft, and they all poured clambering in. Some rumour arose in the village that a fox had jumped into the pigeon-loft, but it ceased almost as soon as the pigeons returned to their homes, and the folk of Erl had no more hint till the morning that something had entered their village from beyond the borders of Earth.

In a brown mass thicker than young pigs are along the edge of a trough the trolls encumbered the floor of the pigeons home. And time went over them as over all earthly things. And well they knew, though tiny was their intelligence, that by crossing the border of twilight they incurred the wasting of time; for nothing dwells by the brink of any danger and lives ignorant of its menace: as conies in rocky altitudes know the peril of the sheer cliff, so they that dwell near Earths border knew well the danger of time. And yet they came. The wonder and lure of Earth had been overstrong for them. Does not many a young man squander youth as they squandered immortality?

And Lurulu showed them how to hold off time for a while, which otherwise would make them older and older each moment and whirl them on with Earths restlessness all night long. Then he curled up his knees and shut his eyes and lay still. This, he told them, was sleep; and, cautioning them to continue to breathe, though being still in other respects, he then slept in earnest: and after some vain attempts the brown trolls did the same.

When sunrise came, awaking all earthly things, long rays came through the thirty little windows and awoke both birds and trolls. And the mass of trolls went to the windows to look at Earth, and the pigeons fluttered to rafters and jerked sidelong looks at the trolls. And there that heap of trolls would have stayed, crowded high on each others shoulders, blocking the windows while they studied the variety and restlessness of Earth, finding them equal to the strangest fables that wayfarers had brought to them out of our fields; and, though Lurulu often reminded them, they had forgotten the haughty white unicorns that they were to hunt with dogs.

But Lurulu after a while led them down from the loft and brought them to the kennels. And they climbed up the high palings and peered over the top at the hounds.

When the hounds saw those strange heads peering over the palings they made a great uproar. And presently folk came to see what troubled the hounds. And when they saw that mass of trolls all round the top of the palings they said to each other, and so said all that heard of it: There is magic in Erl now.


CHAPTER XXVIII

A Chapter on Unicorn-Hunting

None in Erl was so busy but that he came that morning to see the magic that was newly come out of Elfland, and to compare the trolls with all that the neighbours said of them. And the folk of Erl gazed much at the trolls and the trolls at the folk of Erl, and there was great merriment; for, as often happens with minds of unequal weight, each laughed at the other. And the villagers found the impudent ways of the bare brown nimble trolls no funnier, no more meet for derision, than the trolls found the grave high hats, the curious clothes, and the solemn air of the villagers.

And Orion soon came too, and the folk of the village doffed their long thin hats; and, though the trolls would have laughed at him also, Lurulu had found his whip, and by means of it made the mob of his impudent brethren give that salutation that is given in Elfland to those of its royal line.

When noonday came, which was the hour of dinner, and the folk turned from the kennels, they went back to their houses all praising the magic that was come at last to Erl.

During the days that followed Orions hounds learned that it was vain to chase a troll and unwise to snarl at one; for, apart from their elvish speed, the trolls were able to leap into the air far over the heads of the hounds, and when each had been given a whip they could repay snarling with an aim that none on Earth was able to equal, except those whose sires had carried a whip with hounds for generations.

And one morning Orion came to the pigeon-loft and called to Lurulu early, and he brought out the trolls and they went to the kennels and Orion opened the doors, and he led them all away eastwards over the downs. The hounds moved all together and the trolls with their whips ran beside them, like a flock of sheep surrounded by numbers of collies. They were away to the border of Elfland to wait for the unicorns where they come through the twilight to eat the earthly grasses at evening. And as our evening began to mellow the fields we know, they were come to the opal border that shut those fields from Elfland. And there they lurked as Earths darkness grew, and waited for the great unicorns. Each hound had its troll beside it with the trolls right hand along its shoulder or neck, soothing it, calming it, and holding it still, while the left hand held the whip: the strange group lingered there motionless, and darkened there with the evening. And when Earth was as dim and quiet as the unicorns desired the great creatures came softly through, and were far into Earth before any troll would allow his hound to move. Thus when Orion gave the signal they easily cut one off from its elfin home and hunted it snorting over those fields that are the portion of men. And night came down on the proud beasts magical gallop, and the hounds intoxicate with that marvellous scent, and the leaping soaring trolls.

And, when jackdaws on the highest towers of Erl saw the rim of the sun all red above frosted fields, Orion came back from the downs with his hounds and his trolls, carrying as fine a head as a unicorn-hunter could wish. The hounds weary but glad were soon curled up in their kennels, and Orion in his bed; while the trolls in their pigeon-loft began to feel, as none but Lurulu had felt ever before, the weight and the weariness of the passing of time.

All day Orion slept and all his hounds, none of them caring how it slept or why; while the trolls slept anxiously, falling asleep as fast as ever they could, in the hope of escaping some of the fury of time, which they feared had begun to attack them. And that evening while still they slept, hounds, trolls and Orion, there met again in the forge of Narl the parliament of Erl.

From the forge to the inner room came the twelve old men, rubbing their hands and smiling, ruddy with health and the keen North wind and the cheerfulness of their forebodings; for they were well content at last that their lord was surely magic, and foresaw great doings in Erl.

Folklings, said Narl to them all, naming them thus after an ancient wont, is it not well with us and our valley at last? See how it is as we planned so long ago. For our lord is a magic lord as we all desired, and magical things have sought him from over there, and they all obey his hests.

It is so, said all but Gazic, a vendor of beeves.

Little and old and out-of-the-way was Erl, secluded in its deep valley, unnoticed in history; and the twelve men loved the place and would have it famous. And now they rejoiced as they heard the words of Narl, What other village, he said, has traffic with over there?

And Gazic, though he rejoiced with the rest, rose up in a pause of their gladness. Many strange things, he said, have entered our village, coming from over there. And it may be that human folk are best, and the ways of the fields we know.

Oth scorned him, and Threl. Magic is best, said all.

And Gazic was silent again, and raised his voice no more against the many; and the mead went round, and all spoke of the fame of Erl; and Gazic forgot his mood and the fear that was in it.

Far into the night they rejoiced, quaffing the mead, and by its homely aid gazing into the years of the future, so far as that may be done by the eyes of men. Yet all their rejoicing was hushed and their voices low, lest the ears of the Freer should hear them; for their gladness came to them from lands that lay beyond thought of salvation, and they had set their trust in magic, against which, as well they knew, boomed every note that rang from the bell of the Freer whenever it tolled at evening. And they parted late, praising magic in no loud tones, and went secretly back to their houses, for they feared the curse that the Freer had called down upon unicorns, and knew not if their own names might become involved in one of the curses called upon magical things.

All the next day Orion rested his hounds, and the trolls and the people of Erl gazed at each other. But on the day that followed Orion took his sword and gathered his band of trolls and his pack of hounds, and all were away once more far over the downs, to come again to the border of nebulous opal and to lurk for the unicorns coming through in the evening.

They came to a part of the border far from the spot which they had disturbed only three evenings before; and Orion was guided by the chattering trolls, for well they knew the haunts of the lonely unicorns. And Earths evening came huge and hushed, till all was dim as the twilight; and never a footfall did they hear of the unicorns, never a glimpse of their whiteness. And yet the trolls had guided Orion well, for just as he would have despaired of a hunt that night, just when the evening seemed wholly and utterly empty, a unicorn stood on the earthward edge of the twilight where nothing had stood only a moment before: soon he moved slowly across the terrestrial grasses a few yards forward into the fields of men.

Another followed, moving a few yards also; and then they stood for fifteen of our earthly minutes moving nothing at all except their ears. And all that while the trolls hushed every hound, motionless under a hedge of the fields we know. Darkness had all but hidden them when at last the unicorns moved. And, as soon as the largest was far enough from the frontier, the trolls let loose every hound, and ran with them after the unicorn with shrill yells of derision, all sure of his haughty head.

But the quick small minds of the trolls, though they had learned much of Earth, had not yet understood the irregularity of the moon. Darkness was new to them, and they soon lost hounds. Orion in his eagerness to hunt had made no choice of a suitable night: there was no moon at all, and would be none till near morning. Soon he also fell behind.

Orion easily collected the trolls, the night was full of their frivolous noises, and the trolls came to his horn, but not a hound would leave that pungent magical scent for any horn of man. They straggled back next day, tired, having lost their unicorn.

And while each troll cleaned and fed his hound on the evening after the hunt, and laid a little bunch of straw for it on which to lie down, and smoothed its hair and looked for thorns in its feet, and unravelled burrs from its ears, Lurulu sat alone fastening his small sharp intelligence, like the little white light of a burning glass, for hours upon one question. The question that Lurulu pondered far into the night was how to hunt unicorns with dogs in the darkness. And by midnight a plan was clear in his elvish mind.


CHAPTER XXIX

The Luring of the People of the Marshes

As the evening that followed was beginning to fade a traveller might have been seen approaching the marshes, which some way south-eastwards of Erl lay along the edge of the farmsteads and stretched their terrible waste as far as the sky-line, and even over the border and into the region of Elfland. They glimmered now as the light was leaving the land.

So black were the solemn clothes and the high grave hat of the traveller that he could have been seen from far against the dim green of the fields, going down to the edge of the marsh through the grey evening. But none were there to see at such an hour beside that desolate place, for the threat of darkness was already felt in the fields, and all the cows were home and the farmers warm in their houses; so the traveller walked alone. And soon he was come by unsure paths to the reeds and the thin rushes, to which a wind was telling tales that have no meaning to man, long histories of bleakness and ancient legends of rain; while on the high darkening land far off behind him he saw lights begin to blink where the houses were. He walked with the gravity and the solemn air of one who has important business with men; yet his back was turned to their houses and he went where no man wandered, travelling towards no hamlet or lonely cottage of man, for the marsh ran right into Elfland. Between him and the nebulous border that divides Earth from Elfland there was no man whatever, and yet the traveller walked on as one that has a grave errand. With every venerable step that he took bright mosses shook and the marsh seemed about to engulf him, while his worthy staff sank deep into slime, giving him no support; and yet the traveller seemed only to care for the solemnity of his pacing. Thus he went on over the deadly marsh with a deportment suitable to the slow procession when the elders open the market on special days, and the gravest blesses the bargaining, and all the farmers come to the booths and barter.

And up and down, up and down, song-birds went wavering home, skirting the marshs edge on their way to their native hedges; pigeons passed landward to roost in high dark trees; the last of a multitude of rooks was gone; and all the air was empty.

And now the great marsh thrilled to the news of the coming of a stranger; for, no sooner had the traveller gravely set a foot on one of those brilliant mosses that bloom in the pools, than a thrill shot under their roots and below the stems of the bulrushes, and ran like a light beneath the surface of the water, or like the sound of a song, and passed far over the marshes, and came quivering to the border of magical twilight that divides Elfland from Earth; and stayed not there, but troubled the very border and passed beyond it and was felt in Elfland: for where the great marshes run down to the border of Earth the frontier is thinner and more uncertain than elsewhere.

And as soon as they felt that thrill in the deep of the marshes the will-o-the-wisps soared up from their fathomless homes, and waved their lights to beckon the traveller on, over the quaking mosses at the hour when the duck were flighting. And under that whirr and rush and rejoicing of wings that the ducks make in that hour the traveller followed after the waving lights, further and further into the marshes. Yet sometimes he turned from them, so that for a while they followed him, instead of leading as they were accustomed to do, till they could get round in front of him and lead him once more. A watcher, if there had been one in such bad light and in such a perilous place, had noticed after a while in the venerable travellers movements a queer resemblance to those of the hen green plover when she lures the stranger after her in Spring, away from the mossy bank where her eggs lie bare. Or perhaps such a resemblance is merely fanciful, and a watcher might have noticed no such thing. At any rate on that night in that desolate place there was no watcher whatever.

And the traveller followed his curious course, sometimes towards the dangerous mosses, sometimes towards the safe green land, always with grave demeanour and reverent gait; and the will-o-the-wisps in multitudes gathered about him. And still that deep thrill that warned the marsh of a stranger throbbed on through the ooze below the roots of the rushes; and did not cease, as it should as soon as the stranger was dead, but haunted the marsh like some echo of music that magic has made everlasting, and troubled the will-o-the-wisps even over the border in Elfland.

Now it is far from my intention to write anything detrimental to will-o-the-wisps, or anything that may be construed as being a slight upon them: no such construction should be put upon my writings. But it is well known that the people of the marshes lure travellers to their doom, and have delighted to follow that avocation for centuries, and I may be permitted to mention this in no spirit of disapproval.

The will-o-the-wisps then that were about this traveller redoubled their efforts with fury; and when still he eluded their last enticements only on the very edge of the deadliest pools, and still lived and still travelled, and the whole marsh knew of it, then the greater will-o-the-wisps that dwell in Elfland rose up from their magical mire and rushed over the border. And the whole marsh was troubled.

Almost like little moons grown nimbly impudent the people of the marshes glowed before that solemn traveller, leading his reverend steps to the edge of death only to retrace their steps again to beckon him back once more. And then in spite of the great height of his hat and the dark length of his coat that frivolous people began to perceive that mosses were bearing his weight which never before had supported any traveller. At this their fury increased and they all leaped nearer to him; and nearer and nearer they flocked wherever he went; and in their fury their enticements were losing their craftiness.

And now a watcher in the marshes, if such there had been, had seen something more than a traveller surrounded by will-o-the-wisps; for he might have noticed that the traveller was almost leading them, instead of the will-o-the-wisps leading the traveller. And in their impatience to have him dead the people of the marshes had never thought that they were all coming nearer and nearer to the dry land.

And when all was dark but the water they suddenly found themselves in a field of grass with their feet rasping against the rough pasture, while the traveller was seated with his knees gathered up to his chin and was eyeing them from under the brim of his high black hat. Never before had any of them been lured to dry land by traveller, and there were amongst them that night those eldest and greatest among them who had come with their moon-like lights right over the border from Elfland. They looked at each other in uneasy astonishment as they dropped limply onto the grass, for the roughness and heaviness of the solid land oppressed them after the marshes. And then they began to perceive that that venerable traveller whose bright eyes watched them so keenly out of that black mass of clothes was little larger than they were themselves, in spite of his reverend airs. Indeed, though stouter and rounder he was not quite so tall. Who was this, they began to mutter, who had lured will-o-the-wisps? And some of those elders from Elfland went up to him that they might ask him with what audacity he had dared to lure such as them. And then the traveller spoke. Without rising or turning his head he spoke where he sat.

People of the marshes, he said, do you love unicorns?

And at the word unicorns scorn and laughter filled every tiny heart in all that frivolous multitude, excluding all other emotions, so that they forgot their petulance at having been lured; although to lure will-o-the-wisps is held by them to be the gravest of insults, and never would they have forgiven it if they had had longer memories. At the word unicorns they all giggled in silence. And this they did by flickering up and down like the light of a little mirror flashed by an impudent hand. Unicorns! Little love had they for the haughty creatures. Let them learn to speak to the people of the marshes when they came to drink at their pools. Let them learn to give their due to the great lights of Elfland, and the lesser lights that illumined the marshes of Earth!

No, said an elder of the will-o-the-wisps, none loves the proud unicorns.

Come then, said the traveller, and we will hunt them. And you shall light us in the night with your lights, when we hunt them with dogs over the fields of men.

Venerable traveller, said that elder will-o-the-wisp: but at those words the traveller flung up his hat and leaped from his long black coat, and stood before the will-o-the-wisps stark naked. And the people of the marshes saw that it was a troll that had tricked them.

Their anger at this was slight; for the people of the marshes have tricked the trolls, and the trolls have tricked the people of the marshes, each of them so many times for ages and ages, that only the wisest among them can say which has tricked the other most and is how many tricks ahead. They consoled themselves now by thinking of times when trolls had been made to look ludicrous, and consented to come with their lights to help to hunt unicorns, for their wills were weak when they stood on the dry land and they easily acquiesced in any suggestion or followed anyones whim.

It was Lurulu who had thus tricked the will-o-the-wisps, knowing well how they love to lure travellers; and, having obtained the highest hat and gravest coat he could steal, he had set out with a bait that he knew would bring them from great distances. Now that he had gathered them all on the solid land and had their promise of light and help against unicorns, which such creatures will give easily on account of the unicorns pride, he began to lead them away to the village of Erl, slowly at first while their feet grew accustomed to the hard land; and over the fields he brought them limping to Erl.

And now there was nothing in all the marshes that at all resembled man, and the geese came down on a huge tumult of wings. The little swift teal shot home; and all the dark air twanged with the flight of the duck.


CHAPTER XXX

The Coming of Too Much Magic

In Erl that had sighed for magic there was indeed magic now. The pigeon-loft and old lumber-lofts over stables were all full of trolls, the ways were full of their antics, and lights bobbed up and down the street at night long after traffic was home. For the will-o-the-wisps would go dancing along the gutters, and had made their homes round the soft edges of duck-ponds and in green-black patches of moss that grew upon oldest thatch. And nothing seemed the same in the old village.

And amongst all these magical folk the magical half of Orions blood, that had slept while he went amongst earthly men, hearing mundane talk each day, stirred out of its sleep and awakened long-sleeping thoughts in his brain. And the elfin horns that he often heard blowing at evening blew with a meaning now, and blew stronger as though they were nearer.

The folk of the village watching their lord by day saw his eyes turned away towards Elfland, saw him neglecting the wholesome earthly cares, and at night there came the queer lights and the gibbering of the trolls. A fear settled on Erl.

At this time the parliament took counsel again, twelve grey-beard quaking men that had come to the house of Narl when their work was ended at evening; and all the evening was weird with the new magic of Elfland. Every man of them as he ran from his own warm house on his way to the forge of Narl had seen lights leaping, or heard voices gibbering, which were of no Christom land. And some had seen shapes prowling which were of no earthly growing, and they feared that all manner of things had slipped through the border of Elfland to come and visit the trolls.

They spoke low in their parliament: all told the same tale, a tale of children terrified, a tale of women demanding the old ways again; and as they spoke they eyed window and crevice, none knowing what might come.

And Oth said: Let us folk go to the Lord Orion as we went to his grandfather in his long red room. Let us say how we sought for magic, and lo we have magic enough; and let him follow no more after witchery nor the things that are hidden from man.

He listened acutely, standing there amongst his hushed comrade neighbours. Was it goblin voices that mocked him, or was it only echo? Who could say? And almost at once the night all round was hushed again.

And Threl said: Nay. It is too late for that. Threl had seen their lord one evening standing alone on the downs, all motionless and listening to something sounding from Elfland, with his eyes to the East as he listened: and nothing was sounding, not a noise was astir; yet Orion stood there called by things beyond mortal hearing. It is too late now, said Threl.

And that was the fear of all.

Then Guhic rose slowly up and stood by that table. And trolls were gibbering like bats away in their loft, and the pale marsh-lights were flickering, and shapes prowled in the dark: the pit-pat of their feet came now and then to the ears of the twelve that were there in that inner room. And Guhic said: We wished for a little magic. And a gust of gibbering came clear from the trolls. And then they disputed awhile as to how much magic they had wished in the olden time, when the grandfather of Orion was lord in Erl. But when they came to a plan this was the plan of Guhic.

If we may not turn our lord Orion, he said, and his eyes be turned to Elfland, let all our parliament go up the hill to the witch Ziroonderel, and put our case to her, and ask for a spell which shall be put against too much magic.

And at the name of Ziroonderel the twelve took heart again; for they knew that her magic was greater than the magic of flickering lights, and knew there was not a troll or thing of the night but went in fear of her broom. They took heart again and quaffed Narls heavy mead, and re-filled their mugs and praised Guhic.

And late in the night they all rose up together to go back to their homes, and all kept close together as they went, and sang grave old songs to affright the things that they feared; though little the light trolls care, or the will-o-the-wisps, for the things that are grave to man. And when only one was left he ran to his house, and the will-o-the-wisps chased him.

When the next day came they ended their work early, for the parliament of Erl cared not to be left on the witchs hill when night came, or even the gloaming. They met outside Narls forge in the early afternoon, eleven of the parliament, and they called out Narl. And all were wearing the clothes they were wont to wear when they went with the rest to the holy place of the Freer, though there was scarcely a soul he had ever cursed that was not blessed by her. And away they went with their old stout staves up the hill.

And as soon as they could they came to the witchs house. And there they found her sitting outside her door gazing over the valley away, and looking neither older nor younger, nor concerned one way or the other with the coming and going of years.

We be the parliament of Erl, they said, standing before her all in their graver clothes.

Aye, she said. You desired magic. Has it come to you yet?

Truly, they said, and to spare.

There is more to come, she said.

Mother Witch, said Narl, we are met here to pray you that you will give us a goodly spell which shall be a charm against magic, so that there be no more of it in the valley, for overmuch has come.

Overmuch? she said. Overmuch magic! As though magic were not the spice and essence of life, its ornament and its splendour. By my broom, said she, I give you no spell against magic.

And they thought of the wandering lights and the scarce-seen gibbering things, and all the strangeness and evil that was come to their valley of Erl, and they besought her again, speaking suavely to her.

Oh, Mother Witch, said Guhic, there is overmuch magic indeed, and the folk that should tarry in Elfland are all over the border.

It is even so, said Narl. The border is broken and there will be no end to it. Will-o-the-wisps should stay in the marshes, and trolls and goblins in Elfland, and we folk should keep to our own folk. This is the thought of us all. For magic, if we desired it somewhat, years ago when we were young, pertains to matters that are not for man.

She eyed him silently with a cat-like glow increasing in her eyes. And when she neither spoke nor moved, Narl besought her again.

O Mother Witch, he said, will you give us no spell to guard our homes against magic?

No spell indeed! she hissed. No spell indeed! By broom and stars and night-riding! Would you rob Earth of her heirloom that has come from the olden time? Would you take her treasure and leave her bare to the scorn of her comrade planets? Poor indeed were we without magic, whereof we are well stored to the envy of darkness and Space. She leaned forward from where she sat and stamped her stick, looking up in Narls face with her fierce unwavering eyes. I would sooner, she said, give you a spell against water, that all the world should thirst, than give you a spell against the song of streams that evening hears faintly over the ridge of a hill, too dim for wakeful ears, a song threading through dreams, whereby we learn of old wars and lost loves of the Spirits of rivers. I would sooner give you a spell against bread, that all the world should starve, than give you a spell against the magic of wheat that haunts the golden hollows in moonlight in July, through which in the warm short nights wander how many of whom man knows nothing. I would make you spells against comfort and clothing, food, shelter and warmth, aye and will do it, sooner than tear from these poor fields of Earth that magic that is to them an ample cloak against the chill of Space, and a gay raiment against the sneers of nothingness.

Go hence. To your village go. And you that sought for magic in your youth but desire it not in your age, know that there is a blindness of spirit which comes from age, more black than the blindness of eye, making a darkness about you across which nothing may be seen, or felt, or known, or in any way apprehended. And no voice out of that darkness shall conjure me to grant a spell against magic. Hence!

And as she said Hence she put her weight on her stick and was evidently preparing to rise from her seat. And at this great terror came upon all the parliament. And they noticed at the same moment that evening was drawing in and all the valley darkening. On this high field where the witchs cabbages grew some light yet lingered, and listening to her fierce words they had not thought of the hour. But now it was manifestly growing late, and a wind roamed past them that seemed to come over the ridges a little way off, from night; and chilled them as it passed; and all the air seemed given over to that very thing against which they sought for a spell.

And here they were at this hour with the witch before them, and she was evidently about to rise. Her eyes were fixed on them. Already she was partly up from her chair. There could be no doubt that before three moments were passed she would be hobbling amongst them with her glittering eyes peering in each ones face. They turned and ran down the hill.


CHAPTER XXXI

The Cursing of Elfin Things

As the parliament of Erl ran down the hill they ran into the dusk of evening. Greyly it lay in the valley above the mist from the stream. But with more than the mystery of dusk the air was heavy. Lights blinking early from houses showed that all the folk were home, and the street was deserted by everything that was human; save when with hushed air and almost furtive step they saw their lord Orion like a tall shadow go by, with will-o-the-wisps behind him, towards the house of the trolls, thinking no earthly thoughts. And the strangeness that had been growing day by day made all the village eerie. So that with short and troubled breath the twelve old men hurried on.

And so they came to the holy place of the Freer, which lay on the side of the village that was towards the witchs hill. And it was the hour at which he was wont to celebrate after-bird-song, as they named the singing that they sang in the holy place when all the birds were home. But the Freer was not within his holy place; he stood in the cold night air on the upper step without it, his face turned towards Elfland. He had on his sacred robe with its border of purple, and the emblem of gold round his neck; but the door of his holy place was shut and his back was towards it. They wondered to see him stand thus.

And as they wondered the Freer began to intone, clear in the evening with his eyes away to the East, where already a few of the earliest stars were showing. With his head held high he spoke as though his voice might pass over the frontier of twilight and be heard by the people of Elfland.

Curst be all wandering things, he said, whose place is not upon Earth. Curst be all lights that dwell in fens and in marish places. Their homes are in deeps of the marshes. Let them by no means stir from there until the Last Day. Let them abide in their place and there await damnation.

Cursed be gnomes, trolls, elves and goblins on land, and all sprites of the water. And fauns be accursed and such as follow Pan. And all that dwell on the heath, being other than beasts or men. Cursed be fairies and all tales told of them, and whatever enchants the meadows before the sun is up, and all fables of doubtful authority, and the legends that men hand down from unhallowed times.

Cursed be brooms that leave their place by the hearth. Cursed be witches and all manner of witcheries.

Cursed be toadstool rings and whatever dances within them. And all strange lights, strange songs, strange shadows, or rumours that hint of them, and all doubtful things of the dusk, and the things that ill-instructed children fear, and old wives tales and things done o midsummer nights; all these be accursed with all that leaneth toward Elfland and all that cometh thence.

Never a lane of that village, never a barn, but a will-o-the-wisp was dancing nimbly above it; the night was gilded with them. But as the good Freer spoke they backed away from his curses, floating further off as though a light wind blew them, and danced again after drifting a little way. This they did both before and behind him and upon either hand, as he stood there upon the steps of his holy place. So that there was a circle of darkness all round him, and beyond that circle shone the lights of the marshes and Elfland.

And within the dark circle in which the Freer stood making his curses were no unhallowed things, nor were there strangenesses such as come of night, nor whispers from unknown voices, nor sounds of any music blowing here from no haunts of men; but all was orderly and seemly there and no mysteries troubled the quiet except such as have been justly allowed to man.

And beyond that circle whence so much was beaten back by the bright vehemence of the good mans curses, the will-o-the-wisps rioted, and many a strangeness that poured in that night from Elfland, and goblins held high holiday. For word was gone forth in Elfland that pleasant folk had now their dwelling in Erl; and many a thing of fable, many a monster of myth, had crept through that border of twilight and had come into Erl to see. And the light and false but friendly will-o-the-wisps danced in the haunted air and made them welcome.

And not only the trolls and the will-o-the-wisps had lured these folk from their fabled land through the seldom-traversed border, but the longings and thoughts of Orion, which by half his lineage were akin to the things of myth and of one race with the monsters of Elfland, were calling to them now. Ever since that day by the frontier when he had hovered between Earth and Elfland he had yearned more and more for his mother; and now, whether he willed it or no, his elfin thoughts were calling their kin that dwelt in the elvish fells; and at that hour when the sound of the horns blew through the frontier of twilight they had come tumbling after it. For elfin thoughts are as much akin to the creatures that dwell in Elfland as goblins are to trolls.

Within the calm and the dark of the good mans curses the twelve old men stood silent listening to every word. And the words seemed good to them and soothing and right, for they were over-weary of magic.

But beyond the circle of darkness, amidst the glare of the will-o-the-wisps with which all the night flickered, amidst goblin laughter and the unbridled mirth of the trolls, where old legends seemed alive and the fearfullest fables true; amongst all manner of mysteries, queer sounds, queer shapes, and queer shadows; Orion passed with his hounds, eastwards towards Elfland.


CHAPTER XXXII

Lirazel Yearns for Earth

In the hall that was built of moonlight, dreams, music and mirage Lirazel knelt on the sparkling floor before her fathers throne. And the light of the magical throne shone blue in her eyes, and her eyes flashed back a light that deepened its magic. And kneeling there she besought a rune of her father.

Old days would not let her be, sweet memories thronged about her: the lawns of Elfland had her love, lawns upon which she had played by the old miraculous flowers before any histories were written here; she loved the sweet soft creatures of myth that moved like magical shadows out of the guardian wood and over enchanted grasses; she loved every fable and song and spell that had made her elfin home; and yet the bells of Earth, that could not pass the frontier of silence and twilight, beat note by note in her brain, and her heart felt the growth of the little earthly flowers as they bloomed or faded or slept in seasons that came not to Elfland. And in those seasons, wasting away as every one went by, she knew that Alveric wandered, knew that Orion lived and grew and changed, and that both, if Earths legend were true, would soon be lost to her forever and ever, when the gates of Heaven would shut on both with a golden thud. For between Elfland and Heaven is no path, no flight, no way; and neither sends ambassador to the other. She yearned to the bells of Earth and the English cowslips, but would not forsake again her mighty father nor the world that his mind had made. And Alveric came not, nor her boy Orion; only the sound of Alverics horn came once, and often strange longings seemed to float in air, beating vainly back and forth between Orion and her. And the gleaming pillars that held the dome of the roof, or above which it floated, quivered a little with her grief; and shadows of her sorrow flickered and faded in the crystal deep of the walls, for a moment dimming many a colour that is unknown in our fields, but making them no less lovely. What could she do who would not cast away magic and leave the home that an ageless day had endeared to her while centuries were withering like leaves upon earthly shores, whose heart was yet held by those little tendrils of Earth, which are strong enough, strong enough?

And some, translating her bitter need into pitiless earthly words, may say that she wished to be in two places at once. And that was true, and the impossible wish lies on the verge of laughter, and for her was only and wholly a matter for tears. Impossible? Was it impossible? We have to do with magic.

She besought a rune of her father, kneeling upon the magic floor in the midmost centre of Elfland; and around her arose the pillars, of which only song may say, whose misty bulk was disturbed and troubled by Lirazels sorrow. She besought a rune that, wherever they roamed through whatever fields of Earth, should restore to her Alveric and Orion, bringing them over the border and into the elfin lands to live in that timeless age that is one long day in Elfland. And with them she prayed might come, (for the mighty runes of her father had such power even as this) some garden of Earth, or bank where violets lay, or hollow where cowslips waved, to shine in Elfland for ever.

Like no music heard in any cities of men or dreamed upon earthly hills, with his elfin voice her father answered her. And the ringing words were such as had power to change the shape of the hills of dreams, or to enchant new flowers to blow in fields of faery. I have no rune, he said, that has power to pass the frontier, or to lure anything from the mundane fields, be it violets, cowslips or men, to come through our bulwark of twilight that I have set to guard us against material things. No rune but one, and that the last of the potencies of our realm.

And kneeling yet upon the glittering floor, of whose profound translucence song alone shall speak, she prayed him for that one rune, last potency though it be of the awful wonders of Elfland.

And he would not squander that rune that lay locked in his treasury, most magical of his powers and last of the three, but held it against the peril of a distant and unknown day, whose light shone just beyond a curve of the ages, too far for the eerie vision even of his foreknowledge.

She knew that he had moved Elfland far afield and swung it back as tides are swung by the moon, till it lapped at the very edge of the fields of men once more, with its glimmering border touching the tips of the earthly hedges. And she knew that no more than the moon had he used a rare wonder, merely wafting his regions away by a magical gesture. Might he not, she thought, bring Elfland and Earth yet nearer, using no rarer magic than is used by the moon at the neap? And so she supplicated him once again, recalling wonders to him that he had wrought and yet used no rarer spell than a certain wave of his arm. She spoke of the magical orchids that came down once over cliffs like a sudden roseate foam breaking over the Elfin Mountains. She spoke of the downy clusters of queer mauve flowers which bloomed in the grass of the dells, and of that glory of blossom that forever guarded the lawns. For all these wonders were his: bird-song and blooming of flower alike were his inspirations. If such wonders as song and bloom were wrought by a wave of his hand, surely he might by beckoning bring but a short way from Earth some few fields that lay so near to the earthly border. Or surely he might move Elfland a little earthward again, who had lately moved it as far as the turn in the path of the comet, and had brought it again to the edge of the fields of men.

Never, he said, can any rune but one, or spell or wonder or any magical thing, move our realm one wings width over the earthly border or bring anything thence here. And little they know in those fields that even one rune can do it.

And still she would scarce believe that those accustomed powers of her wizard sire could not easily bring the things of Earth and the wonders of Elfland together.

From those fields, he said, my spells are all beaten back, my incantations are mute, and my right arm powerless.

And when he spoke thus to her of that dread right arm, at last perforce she believed him. And she prayed him again for that ultimate rune, that long-hoarded treasure of Elfland, that potency that had strength to work against the harsh weight of Earth.

And his thoughts went into the future all alone, peering far down the years. More gladly had a traveller at night in lonely ways given up his lantern than had this elvish king now used his last great spell, and so cast it away, and gone without it into those dubious years; whose dim forms he saw and many of their events, but not to the end. Easily had she asked for that dread spell, which should appease the only need she had, easily might he have granted it were he but human; but his vast wisdom saw so much of the years to be that he feared to face them without this last great potency.

Beyond our border, he said, material things stand fierce and strong and many, and have the power to darken and to increase, for they have wonders too. And when this last potency be used and gone there remains in all our realm no rune that they dread; and material things will multiply and put the powers in bondage, and we without any rune of which they go in awe shall become no more than a fable. We must yet store this rune.

Thus he reasoned with her rather than commanded, though he was the founder and King of all those lands, and all that wandered in them and of the light in which they shone. And reason in Elfland was no daily thing, but an exotic wonder. With this he sought to soothe her earthward fancies.

And Lirazel made no answer but only wept, weeping tears of enchanted dew. And all the line of the Elfin Mountains quivered, as wandering winds will tremble to notes of a violin that have strayed beyond hearing down the ways of the air; and all the creatures of fable that dwelt in the realm of Elfland felt something strange in their hearts like the dying away of a song.

Is it not best for Elfland that I do this? said the King.

And still she only wept.

And then he sighed and considered the welfare of Elfland again. For Elfland drew its happiness from the calm of that palace, which was its centre, and of which only song may tell; and now its spires were troubled and the light of its walls was dim, and a sorrow was floating from its vaulted doorway all over the fields of faery and over the dells of dream. If she were happy Elfland might bask again in that untroubled light and eternal calm whose radiance blesses all but material things; and though his treasury were open and empty yet what more were needed then?

So he commanded, and a coffer was brought before him by elfin things, and the knight of his guard who had watched over it forever came marching behind them.

He opened the coffer with a spell, for it opened to no key, and taking from it an ancient parchment scroll he rose and read from it while his daughter wept. And the words of the rune as he read were like the notes of a band of violins, all played by masters chosen from many ages, hidden on midsummers midnight in a wood, with a strange moon shining, the air all full of madness and mystery; and, lurking close but invisible, things beyond the wisdom of man.

Thus he read that rune, and powers heard and obeyed it, not alone in Elfland but over the border of Earth.


CHAPTER XXXIII

The Shining Line

Alveric wandered on, alone of that small company of three without a hope to guide him. For Niv and Zend, who were lately led by the hope of their fantastic quest, no longer yearned for Elfland but were guided now by their plan to hold Alveric back from it. They vacillated more slowly than sane folk, but clung with far more than sane fervour to each vacillation. And Zend that had wandered through so many years with the hope of Elfland before him looked on it, now that he had seen its frontier, as one of the rivals of the moon. Niv who had endured as much for Alverics quest saw in that magical land something more fabulous than was in all his dreams. And now when Alveric attempted lame cajoleries with those swift and ferocious minds he received no more answers from Zend than the curt statement It is not the will of the moon: while Niv would only reiterate Have I not dreams enough?

They were wandering back again past farms that had known them years before. With their old grey tent more tattered they appeared in the twilight, adding a shade to the evening, in fields wherein they and their tent had become a legend. And never was Alveric unwatched by some mad eye, lest he should slip from the camp and come to Elfland and be where dreams were stranger than Nivs and under a power more magical than the moon.

Often he tried, creeping silently from his place in the dead of night. One moonlight night he tried first, waiting awake till all the world seemed sleeping. He knew that the frontier was not far away as he crept from the tent into the brightness and black shadows and passed Niv sleeping heavily. A little way he went, and there was Zend sitting still on a rock, gazing into the face of the moon. Round came Zends face and, newly inspired by the moon, he shouted and leapt at Alveric. They had taken away his sword. And Niv woke and came towards them with immense fury, united to Zend by one jealousy; for each of them knew well that the wonders of Elfland were greater than any fancy that their minds would ever know.

And again he tried, on a night when no moon shone. But on that night Niv was sitting outside the camp, relishing in a strange and joyless way a certain comradeship that there was between his ravings and the interstellar darkness. And there in the night he saw Alveric slipping away towards the land whose wonders far transcended all Nivs poor dreams; and all the fury the lesser can feel for the greater awoke at once in his mind; and, creeping up behind him, without any help from Zend he smote Alveric insensible to the ground.

And never did Alveric plan any escape after that but that the busy thoughts of madness anticipated it.

And so they came, watchers and watched, over the fields of men. And Alveric sought help of the folk of the farms; but the cunning of Niv knew too well the tricks of sanity. So that when the folk came running over their fields to that queer grey tent from which they heard Alverics cries, they found Niv and Zend posed in a calm that they had much practised, while Alveric told of his thwarted quest of Elfland. Now by many men all quests are considered mad, as the cunning of Niv knew. Alveric found no help here.

As they went back by the way by which they had marched for years Niv led that band of three, stepping ahead of Alveric and Zend with his lean face held high, made all the leaner by the long thin points to which he had trained his beard and his moustaches, and wearing Alverics sword that stuck out long behind him and its hilt high in front. And he stepped and perked his head with a certain air that revealed to the rare travellers who saw him that this sparse and ragged figure esteemed itself the leader of a greater band than were visible. Indeed if one had just seen him at the end of the evening with the dusk and the mist of the fenlands close behind him he might have believed that in the dusk and the mist was an army that followed this gay worn confident man. Had the army been there Niv was sane. Had the world accepted that an army was there, even though only Alveric and Zend followed his curious steps, still he was sane. But the lonely fancy that had not fact to feed on, nor the fancy of any other for fellowship, was for its loneliness mad.

Zend watched Alveric all the while, as they marched behind Niv; for their mutual jealousy of the wonders of Elfland bound Niv and Zend together to work as with one wild whim.

And now one morning Niv stretched himself up to the fullest possible height of his lean inches and extended his right arm high and addressed his army, We are come near again to Erl, he said. And we shall bring new fancies in place of outworn things and things that are stale; and its customs shall be henceforth the way of the moon.

Now Niv cared nothing for the moon, but he had great cunning, and he knew that Zend would aid his new plan against Erl if only for the sake of the moon. And Zend cheered till the echoes came back from a lonely hill, and Niv smiled to them like a leader confident of his hosts. And Alveric rose against them then, and struggled with Niv and Zend for the last time, and learned that age or wandering or loss of hope had left him unable to strive against the maniacal strength of these two. And after that he went with them more meekly, with resignation, caring no longer what befell him, living only in memory and only for days that had been; and in November evenings in this dim camp in the chill he saw, looking only backwards through the years, Spring mornings shine again on the towers of Erl. In the light of these mornings he saw Orion again, playing again with old toys that the witch had made with a spell; he saw Lirazel move once more through the gracious gardens. Yet no light that memory is able to kindle was strong enough to illumine much that camp in those sombre evenings, when the damp rose up from the ground and the chill swooped out of the air, and Niv and Zend as darkness came stealing nearer began to chatter in low eager voices schemes inspired by such whims as throve at dusk in the waste. Only when the sad day drifted wholly thence and Alveric slept by flapping tatters that streamed from the tent in the night, then only was memory, unhindered by the busy changes of day, able to bring back Erl to him, bright, happy and vernal; so that while his body lay still, in far fields, in the dark and the Winter, all that was most active and live in him was back over the wolds in Erl, back over the years in Spring with Lirazel and Orion.

How far he was bodily, in sheer miles from his home, for which his happy thoughts each night forsook his weary frame, Alveric knew not. It was many years since their tent had stood one evening a grey shape in that landscape in which it now waved its tatters. But Niv knew that of late they had come nearer to Erl, for his dreams of it came to him now soon after he fell asleep, and they used to come to him further on in the night, on the other side of midnight and even towards morning: and from this he argued that they used to have further to come, and were now but a little way off. When he told this secretly one evening to Zend, Zend listened gravely but gave no opinion, merely saying The moon knows. Nevertheless he followed Niv, who led this curious caravan always in that direction from which his dreams of the valley of Erl came soonest. And this queer leadership brought them nearer to Erl, as often happens where men follow leaders that are crazy or blind or deceived; they reach some port or other though they stray down the years with little foresight enough: were it otherwise what would become of us?

And one day the upper parts of the towers of Erl looked at them out of blue distance, shining in early sunlight above a curve of the downs. And towards them Niv turned at once and led directly, for the line of their wandering march had not pointed straight to Erl, and marched on as a conqueror that sees some new citys gates. What his plans were Alveric did not know, but kept to his apathy; and Zend did not know, for Niv had merely said that his plans must be secret; nor did Niv know, for his fancies poured through his brain and rushed away; what fancies made what plans in a mood that was yesterdays how could he tell to-day?

Then as they went they soon came to a shepherd, standing amongst his grazing sheep and leaning upon his crook, who watched and seemed to have no other care but only to watch all things going by, or, when nothing passed, to gaze and gaze at the downs till all his memories were fashioned out of their huge grass curves. He stood, a bearded man, and watched them with never a word as they passed. And one of Nivs mad memories suddenly knew him, and Niv hailed him by his name and the shepherd answered. And who should he be but Vand!

Then they fell talking; and Niv spoke suavely, as he always did with sane folk, aping with clever mimicry the ways and the tricks of sanity, lest Alveric should ask for help against him. But Alveric sought no help. Silent he stood and heard the others talking, but his thoughts were far in the past and their voices were only sounds to him. And Vand enquired of them if they had found Elfland. But he spoke as one asks of children if their toy boat has been to the Happy Isles. He had had for many years to do with sheep, and had come to know their needs and their price, and the need men have of them; and these things had risen imperceptibly up all round his imagination, and were at last a wall over which he saw no further. When he was young, yes once, he had sought for Elfland; but now, why now he was older; such things were for the young.

But we saw its border, said Zend, the border of twilight.

A mist, said Vand, of the evening.

I have stood, said Zend, upon the edge of Elfland.

But Vand smiled and shook his bearded head as he leaned on his long crook, and every wave of his beard as he shook it slowly denied Zends tales of that border, and his lips smiled it away, and his tolerant eyes were grave with the lore of the fields we know.

No, not Elfland, he said.

And Niv agreed with Vand, for he watched his mood, studying the ways of sanity. And they spoke of Elfland lightly, as one tells of some dream that came at dawn and went away before waking. And Alveric heard with despair, for Lirazel dwelt not only over the border but even, as he saw now, beyond human belief; so that all at once she seemed remoter than ever, and he still lonelier.

I sought for it once, said Vand, but no, theres no Elfland.

No, said Niv, and only Zend wondered.

No, replied Vand and shook his head and lifted his eyes to his sheep.

And just beyond his sheep and coming towards them he saw a shining line. So long his eyes stayed fixed on that shining line coming over the downs from the eastward that the others turned and looked.

They saw it too, a shimmering line of silver, or a little blue like steel, flickering and changing with the reflection of strange passing colours. And before it, very faint like threatening breezes breathing before a storm, came the soft sound of very old songs. It caught, as they all stood gazing, one of Vands furthest sheep; and instantly its fleece was that pure gold that is told of in old romance; and the shining line came on and the sheep disappeared altogether. They saw now that it was about the height of the mist from a small stream; and still Vand stood gazing at it, neither moving nor thinking. But Niv turned very soon and beckoned curtly to Zend and seized Alveric by the arm and hastened away towards Erl. The gleaming line, that seemed to bump and stumble over every unevenness of the rough fields, came not so fast as they hastened; yet it never stopped when they rested, never wearied when they were tired, but came on over all the hills and hedges of Earth; nor did sunset change its appearance or check its pace.


CHAPTER XXXIV

The Last Great Rune

As Alveric hastened back, led by two madmen, to those lands over which he had long ago been lord, the horns of Elfland had sounded in Erl all day. And though only Orion heard them, they no less thrilled the air, flooding it deep with their curious golden music, and filling the day with a wonder that others felt; so that many a young girl leaned from her window to see what was enchanting the morning. But as the day wore on the enchantment of the unheard music dwindled, giving place to a feeling that weighed on all minds in Erl and seemed to bode the imminence of some unknown region of wonder. All his life Orion had heard these horns blowing at evening except upon days on which he had done ill: if he heard the horns at evening he knew that it was well with him. But now they had blown in the morning, and blew all day, like a fanfare in front of a march; and Orion looked out of his window and saw nothing, and the horns rang on, proclaiming he knew not what. Far away they called his thoughts from the things of Earth that are the concern of men, far away from all that casts shadows. He spoke to no man that day, but went among his trolls and such elfin things as had followed them over the border. And all men that saw him perceived such a look in his eyes as showed his thoughts to be far in realms that they dreaded. And his thoughts were indeed far thence, once more with his mother. And hers were with him, lavishing tendernesses that the years had denied her, in their swift passage over our fields that she never had understood. And somehow he knew she was nearer.

And all that strange morning the will-o-the-wisps were restless and the trolls leaped wildly all about their lofts, for the horns of Elfland tinged all the air with magic and excited their blood although they could not hear them. But towards evening they felt impending some great change and all grew silent and moody. And something brought to them yearnings for their far magical home, as though a breeze had blown suddenly into their faces straight off the tarns of Elfland; and they ran up and down the street looking for something magical, to ease their loneliness amongst mundane things. But found nothing resembling the spell-born lilies that grew in their glory above the elfin tarns. And the folk of the village perceived them everywhere and longed for the wholesome earthly days again that there were before the coming of magic to Erl. And some of them hurried off to the house of the Freer and took refuge with him amongst his holy things from all the unhallowed shapes that there were in their streets and all the magic that tingled and loomed in the air. And he guarded them with his curses which floated away the light and almost aimless will-o-the-wisps, and even, at a short distance, awed the trolls, but they ran and capered only a little way off. And while the little group clustered about the Freer, seeking solace from him against whatever impended, with which the air was growing tenser and grimmer as the short day wore on, there went others to Narl and the busy elders of Erl to say See what your plans have done. See what you have brought on the village.

And none of the elders made immediate answer, but said that they must take counsel one with another, for they trusted greatly in the words said in their parliament. And to this intent they gathered again at the forge of Narl. It was evening now, but the sun had not yet set nor Narl gone from his work, but his fire was beginning to glow with a deeper colour among the shadows that had entered his forge. And the elders came in there walking slowly with grave faces, partly because of the mystery that they needed to cover their folly from the sight of the villagers, partly because magic hung now so gross in the air that they feared the imminence of some portentous thing. They sat in their parliament in that inner room, while the sun went low and the elfin horns, had they but known it, blew clear and triumphantly. And there they sat in silence, for what could they say? They had wished for magic, and now it had come. Trolls were in all the streets, goblins had entered houses, and now the nights were mad with will-o-the-wisps; and all the air was heavy with unknown magic. What could they say? And after a while Narl said they must make a new plan; for they had been plain bell-fearing folk, but now there were magical things all over Erl, and more came every night from Elfland to join them, and what would become of the old ways unless they made a plan?

And Narls words emboldened them all, though they felt the ominous menace of the horns that they could not hear; but the talk of a plan emboldened them, for they deemed they could plan against magic. And one by one they rose to speak of a plan.

But at sunset the talk died down. And their dread that something impended grew now to a certain knowledge. Oth and Threl knew it first, who had lived familiar with mystery in the woods. All knew that something was coming. No one knew what. And they all sat silent wondering in the gloaming.

Lurulu saw it first. He had dreamed all day of the weed-green tarns of Elfland, and growing weary of Earth, had gone all lonely to the top of a tower that rose from the Castle of Erl and perched himself on a battlement and gazed wistfully homewards. And looking out over the fields we know, he saw the shining line coming down on Erl. And from it he heard rise faint, as it rippled over the furrows, a murmur of many old songs; for it came with all manner of memories, old music and lost voices, sweeping back again to our old fields what time had driven from Earth. It was coming towards him bright as the Evening Star, and flashing with sudden colours, some common on Earth, and some unknown to our rainbow; so that Lurulu knew it at once for the frontier of Elfland. And all his impudence returned to him at sight of his fabulous home, and he uttered shrill gusts of laughter from his high perch, that rang over the roofs below like the chatter of building birds. And the little homesick trolls in the lofts were cheered by the sound of his merriment though they knew not from what it came. And now Orion heard the horns blowing so loud and near, and there was such triumph in their blowing, and pomp, and withal so wistful a crooning, that he knew now why they blew, knew that they proclaimed the approach of a princess of the elfin line, knew that his mother came back to him.

High on her hill Ziroonderel knew this, being forwarned by magic; and looking downward at evening she saw that star-like line of blended twilights of old lost Summer evenings sweeping over the fields towards Erl. Almost she wondered as she saw this glittering thing flowing over the earthly pastures, although her wisdom had told her that it must come. And on the one side she saw the fields we know, full of accustomed things, and on the other, looking down from her height, she saw, behind the myriad-tinted border, the deep green elfin foliage and Elflands magical flowers, and things that delirium sees not, nor inspiration, on Earth; and the fabulous creatures of Elfland prancing forward; and, stepping across our fields and bringing Elfland with her, the twilight flowing from both her hands, which she stretched out a little from her, was her own lady the Princess Lirazel coming back to her home. And at this sight, and at all the strangeness coming across our fields, or because of old memories that came with the twilight or bygone songs that sang in it, a strange joy came shivering upon Ziroonderel, and if witches weep she wept.

And now from upper windows of the houses the folk began to see that glittering line which was no earthly twilight: they saw it flash at them with its starry gleam and then flow on towards them. Slowly it came as though it rippled with difficulty over Earths rugged bulk, though moving lately over the rightful lands of the Elf King it had outspeeded the comet. And hardly had they wondered at its strangeness, when they found themselves amongst most familiar things, for the old memories that floated before it, as a wind before the thunder, beat in a sudden gust on their hearts and their houses, and lo! they were living once more amongst things long past and lost. And as that line of no earthly light came nearer there rustled before it a sound as of rain on leaves, old sighs, breathed over again, old lovers whispers repeated. And there fell on these folk as they all leaned hushed from their windows a mood that looked gently, wistfully backward through time, such a mood as might lurk by huge dock-leaves in ancient gardens when everyone is gone that has tended their roses or ever loved the bowers.

Not yet had that line of starlight and bygone loves lapped at the walls of Erl or foamed on the houses, but it was so near now that already there slipped away the daily cares that held folk down to the present, and they felt the balm of past days and blessings from hands long withered. Now elders ran out to children that skipped with a rope in the street, to bring them into the houses, not telling them why, for fear of frightening their daughters. And the alarm in their mothers faces for a moment startled the children; then some of them looked to the eastward and saw that shining line. It is Elfland coming, they said, and went on with their skipping.

And the hounds knew, though what they knew I cannot say; but some influence reached them from Elfland such as comes from the full moon, and they bayed as they bay on clear nights when the fields are flooded with moonlight. And the dogs in the streets that always watched lest anything strange should come, knew how great a strangeness was near them now and proclaimed it to all the valley.

Already the old leather-worker in his cottage across the fields, looking out of his window to see if his well were frozen, saw a May morning of fifty years ago and his wife gathering lilac, for Elfland had beaten Time away from his garden.

And now the jackdaws had left the towers of Erl and flew away westward; and the baying of the hounds filled all the air, and the barking of lesser dogs. This suddenly ceased and a great hush fell on the village, as though snow had suddenly fallen inches deep. And through the hush came softly a strange old music; and no one spoke at all.

Then where Ziroonderel sat by her door with her chin on her hand gazing, she saw the bright line touch the houses and stop, flowing past them on either side but held by the houses, as though it had met with something too strong for its magic; but for only a moment the houses held back that wonderful tide, for it broke over them with a burst of unearthly foam, like a meteor of unknown metal burning in heaven, and passed on and the houses stood all quaint and queer and enchanted, like homes remembered out of a long-past age by the sudden waking of an inherited memory.

And then she saw the boy she had nursed step forward into the twilight, drawn by a power no less than that which was moving Elfland: she saw him and his mother meet again in all that light that was flooding the valley with splendour. And Alveric was with her, he and she together a little apart from attendant fabulous things, that escorted her all the way from the vales of the Elfin Mountains. And from Alveric had fallen away that heavy burden of years, and all the sorrow of wandering: he too was back again in the days that were, with old songs and lost voices. And Ziroonderel could not see the princesss tears when she met Orion again after all that separation of space and time, for, though they flashed like stars, she stood in the border in all that radiance of starlight that shone about her like the broad face of a planet. But though the witch saw not this there came to her old ears clearly the sounds of songs returning again to our fields out of the glens of Elfland, wherein they had lain so long, which were all the old songs lost from the nurseries of the Earth. They crooned now about the meeting of Lirazel and Orion.

And Niv and Zend had ease at last from their fierce fancies, for their wild thoughts sank to rest in the calm of Elfland and slept as hawks sleep in their trees when evening has lulled the world. Ziroonderel saw them standing together where the edge of the downs had been, a little way off from Alveric. And there was Vand amongst his golden sheep, that were munching the strange sweet juices of wonderful flowers.

With all these wonders Lirazel came for her son, and brought Elfland with her that never had moved before the width of a harebell over the earthly border. And where they met was an old garden of roses under the towers of Erl, where once she had walked, and none had cared for it since. Great weeds were now in its walks, and even they were withered with the rigour of late November: their dry stalks hissed about his feet as Orion walked through them, and they swung back brown behind him over untended paths. But before him bloomed in all their glory and beauty the great voluptuous roses gorgeous with Summer. Between November that she was driving before her and that old season of roses that she brought back to her garden Lirazel and Orion met. For a moment the withered garden lay brown behind him, then it all flashed into bloom, and the wild glad song of birds from a hundred arbours welcomed back the old roses. And Orion was back again in the beauty and brightness of days whose dim fair shades his memory cherished, such as are the chief of all the treasures of man; but the treasury in which they lie is locked, and we have not the key. Then Elfland poured over Erl.

Only the holy place of the Freer and the garden that was about it remained still of our Earth, a little island all surrounded by wonder, like a mountain peak all rocky, alone in air, when a mist wells up in the gloaming from highland valleys, and leaves only one pinnacle darkly to gaze at the stars. For the sound of his bell beat back the rune and the twilight for a little distance all round. There he lived happy, contented, not quite alone, amongst his holy things, for a few that had been cut off by that magical tide lived on the holy island and served him there. And he lived beyond the age of ordinary men, but not to the years of magic.

None ever crossed the boundary but one, the witch Ziroonderel, who from her hill that was just on the earthward border would go by broom on starry nights to see her lady again, where she dwelt unvexed by years, with Alveric and Orion. Thence she comes sometimes, high in the night on her broom, unseen by any down on the earthly fields, unless you chance to notice star after star blink out for an instant as she passes by them, and sits beside cottage doors and tells queer tales, to such as care to have news of the wonders of Elfland. May I hear her again!

And with the last of his world-disturbing runes sent forth, and his daughter happy once more, the elfin King on his tremendous throne breathed and drew in the calm in which Elfland basks; and all his realms dreamed on in that ageless repose, of which deep green pools in summer can barely guess; and Erl dreamed too with all the rest of Elfland and so passed out of all remembrance of men. For the twelve that were of the parliament of Erl looked through the window of that inner room, wherein they planned their plans by the forge of Narl, and, gazing over their familiar lands, perceived that they were no longer the fields we know.


THE CHARWOMANS SHADOW
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This fantasy novel was first published in 1926. Like much of Dunsanys work, its literary reputation was cemented with its inclusion in the influential Ballantyne Adult Fantasy series, in which it was republished in 1973  in particular, it is an influential example of the genres known as fairytale fantasy and historical fantasy.

As with Dunsanys first novel, Don Rodriguez, the novel is set in the mythical golden age of Spain. The story begins when a lord, who wishes to marry off his daughter, but has no money to provide an adequate dowry and so dispatches his son to a local magician in order to learn the secret of transforming lead into gold. Working for the magician is a charwoman with no shadow  and the magician persuades the lords son likewise to relinquish his shadow in exchange for the coveted knowledge, receiving a substitute shadow in its place. The rest of the novel follows two strands  the lords daughters romance and the consequences of the lords sons attempts to find and return the charwomans shadow and to regain his own.
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The 1973 Ballantyne Books edition, which paved the way for the novels rediscovery by literary critics and fantasy fans


CHAPTER 1

The Lord of the Tower Finds a Career for His Son 

Picture a summer evening sombre and sweet over Spain, the glittering sheen of leaves fading to soberer colours, the sky in the west all soft, and mysterious as low music, and in the east like a frown. Picture the Golden Age past its wonderful zenith, and westering now towards its setting.

In such a time of day and time of year, and in such a time of history, a young man was travelling on foot on a Spanish road, from a village wellnigh unknown, towards the gloom and grandeur of mountains. And as he travelled a wind rising up with the fall of day flapped his cloak hugely about him.

The strength of the wind grew, until little strange cries were in it; the slope steepened, the daylight waned; and the man and his cloak and the evening so merged into one darkness that even in imagination I can but dimly see him now.

Let us therefore turn to such questions as who he was, and how he came to be faring at such an hour towards a region so rocky and lonely as that which loomed before him, while the latest stragglers amongst other men were nearing their houses amongst the sheltered fields.

His name was Ramon Alonzo Matthew-Mark-Luke-John of the Tower and Rocky Forest. And his father had lately called to him as he played at ball with his sister, beating it back and forth to each other over a deep yew hedge; and the ball had a row of feathers fixed all round it to make it fly gently and fairly; and the yew hedge ended at a white balustrade, and beyond that lay the wild rocks and the frown of the forest: his father called to him and he entered the house out of the mellow evening, praying his sister to wait; but he talked with his father till all the light was gone, and they played at ball no more.

And in such a manner as this spoke the Lord of the Tower and Rocky Forest to his son when they were seated before the logs in the room where the boar-spears hung. Whether to hunt the boar or the stag be sweeter I know not; methinks the boar, but only the blessed Saints know which is truly the sweeter: and yet there are other considerations besides these, and the world were happier were it not so, yet it is ever thus. And the boy nodded his head, for he knew what it was of which his father would speak, that it was of lucre, which hath much to do with worldly affairs: the good fathers had warned him of it. And indeed of this very thing his father told.

For however vile or dross-like, he said, gold be in itself, and I do not ask you to doubt the ill repute you have learned of it in the school on the high hill, yet it is necessary in curious ways to many things that are good, as certain foulnesses nourish the roots of the vine. For Emanuel and Mark are of such a kind that they will have their regular payment year in year out for such work as they do with the horses, nor is Peter any better in the garden, and it is indeed the same in the dairy. And then there was the teaching that you received from the good fathers on their high hill, much of this dross went also there though the work itself was a blessed one. And now it is necessary to put yet more of this gold in a box, and to have it ready again some day when a dowry will be needed for your sister, for she is already past fifteen. And, the rocky structure of our soil being unsuited to husbandry, gold is not easily-wrung from it, and there is little of a worldly nature to be won from the forest; and to me it seems that as sin increases on Earth the need for gold grows greater.

For myself, if the getting of gold be an art, as some have said, I am past the time for learning a new art; and, if it be a sin, my sins are over. Yet you my son may haply gather this great necessity for us, or this evil, whatever it be; and, if it be a sin, what is one more sin to youth? Not much, I fear.

The youth crossed himself.

And follow not the way of the sword, continued his father, in no whit diverted from his discourse, for the lawyers ever defeat it with their pens, as hath been said of old; but follow the Art, and you shall deal in a matter at whose mention lawyers pale.

The Black Art! exclaimed Ramon Alonzo.

There is but one art, said his father; and it shall all the more advantage you to follow it in that there hath been of late but little magic in Spain, and even in this forest there are not, but on rarest evenings, such mysteries nor such menace as I myself can remember; and no dragon hath been seen since my grandfathers days.

The Black Art! said Ramon Alonzo. But how shall I tell of this to Father Joseph?

And his father rubbed his chin awhile before he spoke again.

Twere hard indeed, he said, to tell so good a man. Yet are we in sore need of gold, and God forbid in His mercy that one of us should ever follow a trade.

Amen, said his son.

And the fervour with which the boy had said Amen heartened his father to hope he would do his bidding, and cheered him on the way with his discourse, which he continued as follows:

There is dwelling in the mountains, a days walk beyond Aragona (whose spires we see), a magician known to my father. For once my father hunting a stag in his youth went far into the mountains, as goodly a stag as ever rejoiced a hunter, though once I killed one as good but never better. I killed mine in the year of the great snowfall, the year before you were born; it had come down from the mountains. But my father hunted his up from the valley where it had been feeding all night at the edges of gardens; it went home to the mountains, and in dense woods on the slope my father killed it at evening. And then the most curious man he had ever known came down the rocks, walking gently, wearing a black silk cloak, to where he was skinning the stag with his tired hounds sitting round him, and asked my father if he studied magic. And my father said that hunting the stag and the boar were the only studies he knew. And well indeed he studied them, and he taught me, but not all he knew for no man could learn so much. And then he told the magician something of how to hunt boars; and the magician was pleased, for men shunned him much, and seldom spoke from their hearts of the things they loved, before his portentous cloak and his strange wise eyes. And my father warmed to the tales as he told of the thing he had studied; and the stars came twinkling out above the magician, and the gloom was enormous in the ominous wood, and still my father told of the ways of boars, for there was never fear in my father. And the magician asked my father if there was any favour he would have of him, and my father said Yes, for he had ever wondered at the art of writing, and he asked the magician if he would write for him. And this the magician did, withdrawing a cork from a horn that hung from his girdle and that was, filled with ink, and taking a goose-quill and writing there in the wood upon a little scroll that he took from a satchel. And they parted in the wood, and my father remembered that day all his years, as much for what he had seen the magician do as for the splendid horns he had won that day. And when the writing came to be read it was seen that it was a letter of friendship or welcome to my father or to whomever he should send with that scroll to the house in the wood.

Now my father cared only to hunt the boar and the stag and had no need of magic, and I have had nothing to do with parchments nor writings. But I can find the scroll at this moment among the tusks of boars that my father laid by, and you shall have the scroll and go to the wood and say to that magician, I am the grandson of him that taught you of the taking of boars nigh eighty years agone.

But will he yet live? asked Ramon.

He were no magician else, replied his father.

And the boy sat silent then, regretting the thoughtlessness that his hasty words had revealed.

With the mystery of writing, which you will doubtless study there, I have myself some acquaintance, having sufficiently studied the matter, some while since, to be able to practise it should the occasion ever arise; but of all mysteries that he hath the skill to teach you the one to study most diligently is that one which concerns the making of gold. Yes, yes, he said, silencing with a wave or two of his hand some hasty youthful objection that he saw on the boys lips, I wot well the sin that is inherent in gold, yet methinks there is some primal curse upon it, put there by Satan before it was laid in earth, which may not cling to the gold that philosophers make.

And youth and haste again urged another question. But can the philosophers make gold? blurted out Ramon Alonzo.

Ill-informed lad, said his father, have you heard of no philosophers during the last ten centuries seeking for gold with their stone?

Yes, answered Ramon Alonzo, but I heard of none that found it.

And his father shook his head with tolerant smiles and answered nothing at once, not hastening to reprove the lads ill-founded opinion, for the wisdom of age expects these light conclusions from youth. And then he instructed his son in simple words, telling him that the value of gold lies not in any especial power in the metal, but purely in its rarity; and explaining so that a child could have understood, that had these most learned of men who gave their lives to alchemy acquainted the vulgar with the fruits of their study, as soon as their art had taught them the way of transmuting base metal, they would have undone in one garrulous moment the advantage that they had earned by nights of toil, working in lonely towers while all the world had rest. And more simple arguments he added, sufficient to correct the hasty error of youth, but too obvious and trite to offer to the attention of my reader. Having then explained that the philosophers stone must have been often found and put to the use for which it was intended, he recommended the study of it once more to his son. And the young man weighed the advantages of gold with all that he had learned in its disfavour, and there and then decided to follow that study. Gladly then the Lord of the Tower and Rocky Forest went to his rummage-room where strange things lay and none interfered with the spider. And in that dim place where one scarce could have hoped to find anything, amongst heaps of old fishing nets that had become solid with dust, where worn-out boar-spears lay on the floor, and rusted bandilleros that had once pricked famous bulls, blunt knives and broken tent-pegs, and things too old for one to be able to name them at all, unless one washed them and brought them out in the light, groping amongst all these the Lord of the Tower found a pale heap of boars tusks, and the scroll amongst them, as he had told his son: then he left the place to the spider. And returning with the scroll to his son he brought also a coffer out of another room, a small stout box of oak and massive silver, well guarded by a great lock, all lined within with satin. And he took a great key and carefully unlocked it, and showed it to Ramon Alonzo as he gave him the scroll of the magician; he held the coffer open with the light blue satin showing and said never a word; the young man knew it for the coffer of his sisters dowry and saw that it was empty. And by the time his father had closed the box again, and carefully locked it and placed the key in safety, the boys young thoughts had roamed away to beyond Aragona to the man with the black silk cloak and his house in the wood, where base metals would have to suffer wonderful changes before good thick pieces of dross should chink deep on that satin lining. And where young thoughts have roamed there soon follow lads or maidens.

And then they talked of the way beyond Aragona, and the path that led to the wood. And the father leaned in his chair in comfort at ease, for it wearied him to speak of things that are hard to understand, and especially the getting of money; and he had thought of this matter for days before he had spoken of it, and it had never seemed sure to him that the money would come at all, but now all seemed clear and he rested. And leaning back in his chair he told the way to his son, which was easy as far as the wood, and after that he could ask the way of such men as he met; and if he met none he was likely near to the house, for men avoided it much. Awhile they talked of things of little moment, small matters pleasant to both, till the father remembered that more than this was seemly, and reminded his son of all such things as he himself knew that concerned the decorum and gravity of the study of magic. Indeed he knew little of this ancient study, but had once seen a conjuror produce a rabbit alive from under an empty sombrero, years ago outside a village in which he had sought to purchase a cow, and it was this that he meant when he spoke of the slight acquaintance he had himself had with magic; for the rest he spoke of the hoar traditions of magic, which were as antique then as now, for then as now they went back past the first gates of history, and ran far on the wide plains of legend and into the dimness of time.

To such traditions, he said, a grave decorum were fitting.

And the young man nodded his head, his face full of a fitting decorum. And the father remembered his own youth and wondered.

They parted then, the Lord of the Tower and Rocky Forest going to find his lady, the young man still in his chair before the fire, pondering his journey and his future calling. These thoughts were too swift to follow: pursuing instead the slow steps of his father we find him come to a room in which, already, discernible shadows were cast by a want of gold. With its ancient sentinel chairs that seemed posted there to check lounging, and its treasure of tapestries hung to hide ruined panels or wherever the draughts blew most from untended rat-holes, that threatened room would scarce convey to our minds, could we see it across the centuries, any hint of impending need. And yet those shadows were there, moving softly as in slow dances with the solemn folds of the tapestry, or rising to welcome draughts in their secret manner, or lurking by the huge carved feet of the chairs; and always knowing with shadow-knowledge and whispering with shadow-talk, and hinting and prophesying and fearing, that a need was nearing the Tower to trouble its years. And here the Lord of the Tower found his lady, whose hair was whitening above a face unperturbed by the passing of time or anything that time brings; if great passions had shaken her mind or wandering imaginations often troubled it, they had passed across that plump and placid face with no more traces than the storms and the ships leave on the yellow sand of a sunny cove.

And he said to her: I have spoken with Ramon Alonzo and have arranged everything with him. He is to leave us soon to work with a learned man that lives beyond Aragona, and will win for us the gold that we require and, afterwards, some more for himself.

More than this he did not say upon that matter, for it was not his way, nor was it then the custom in Spain to speak of business to ladies.

And the lady rejoiced at this, for she had long tried to make her husband see that need that was sending its shadows to creep through the Tower, telling every nook of its coming; but the boars had to be hunted, and the hounds had to be fed, and a hundred things demanded his attention, so that she feared he might never have leisure to give his mind to this matter. But now it was all settled.

Will Ramon Alonzo start soon? she said.

Not for some days, said he. There is no haste.

But Ramon Alonzos swifter thoughts had outpaced all this. He was speaking now with his sister, telling her that he was to start next morning for that old house in the mountains of which they had often heard tales, and bidding her tend his great boar-hound. They were in the garden though the gloaming was fading away, the garden that met the lawn on which they had lately played, a little lower down the slope where the Tower stood, and shut from the untamed earth and the rocks that were there before man by the same balustrade of marble that guarded the lawn. The hawkmoths appeared out of the darkening air from their deep homes in the forest and hovered by heavy blooms; it was in the midst of the days that are poised between Spring and Summer. Here Ramon and Mirandola said farewell in the little paths along which they often had played in years that appeared remote to them, under Spanish shrubs that were like tall fountains of flowers. And whatever the Lady of the Tower guessed, neither her lord nor Ramon Alonzo had any knowledge that there was a glittering flash in the eyes of the slender girl that might laugh away demands for any dowry, and be deadlier and sweeter than gold, and might mock the men that sought it and bring their plans to derision, and overturn their illusion and fill their dreams with its ashes. Ramon Alonzo was troubled by no such fancy as this as he spoke earnestly of his boar-hound, and as they spoke of his needs of combing and feeding and dryness they walked back to the Tower; and the gloaming was not yet gone, but it was midnight in Mirandolas hair.

And so it was that on the following day, at evening, beyond Aragona, a young man was to be seen by such eyes as could peer so far, in his cloak on a rocky road with his back to the sheltered fields, bound for the mountain upon which frowned the woods; and night and a moaning wind were rising all round about him.


CHAPTER 2

Ramon Alonzo Comes to the House in the Wood 

Ramon Alonzo had travelled all day, and was twenty-five miles from his home; and now alone amongst darkness and storm and rocks he saw yet no sign of the house he sought, or any shelter at all. He had come past the sentinel oaks to the gloom of the wood, and neither saw light of window anywhere nor heard any of those sounds such as rise from the houses of men. He was in that mood that most attracts despair to come to men and tempt them; and indeed it would soon have come, luring him to forsake illusion and give up ambition and hope, but that just in that perilous moment he met a ragged man coming down through the wood. He came with strides, cloak and rags all flapping together, and would have passed the young traveller and hastened on towards the fields and the haunts of men, but Ramon Alonzo hailed him, demanding of him: Where is the house in the wood?

Oh not there, young master, not there, said the ragged stranger, waving his hands against something upon his left and up the slope a little behind him. Not there, young master, he implored again, and shuddered as he spoke. And no despair came near Ramon Alonzo then, to tempt all his aspirations down to their dooms, for he saw by the strangers unmistakable terror he had only to keep on upward and a little more to his right to come very soon in sight of the house in the wood.

I have business with the magician, replied Ramon Alonzo.

May all such blessed Saints defend us as can, said the stranger. He wrapped his cloak round him with a trembling hand and went shuddering down the slope drivelling terrified prayer.

A fair night to you, senor, called out Ramon Alonzo.

Clearly not far, he added, thinking aloud.

And once more he heard struggling feebly against the eerie voice of the wind those plaintive words imploring: Not there, young master, not there. And pressing on in the direction against which those feeble hands had waved so earnestly, he had gone some while against wind and slope and branches when a feeling came dankly upon him, as though exuded from the deep moss all around him, that he came no nearer to the house in the wood. He halted then and called out loud in the darkness: If there be a magician in this wood let him appear.

He waited and the wind sang on triumphantly, singing of spaces unconcerned with man, blue fields of the winds roving, dark gardens amongst the stars. He waited there and no magician came. So he sat on a boulder that was all deep with moss, and leaned back on it and looked into the wood, and saw nothing there but blackness and outlines of oak-boles. There he pondered how to come to his journeys end. And then it came to him that this was no common journey, to be guided by the rules of ordinary wayfaring, but, having a magician as its destination and in an ominous wood, it were better guided by spell or magic or omen; and he meditated upon how he should come by a spell. And as he thought of spells he remembered the scroll he bore, with the ink of the magician upon it written eighty years agone. Now Ramon Alonzos studies had not extended so far as the art of writing; the good fathers in their school on the high hill near his home had taught him orally all that is needful to know, and much more he had learned for himself, but not by reading. Script therefore in black ink upon a scroll was in itself wonderful to him and, knowing it to have been penned by a magician, he reasonably regarded it as a spell. Arising then from his seat he waved this scroll high in the night and, knowing the liking that secret folk oft show for the number three, he waved it thrice. And there before him was the house in the wood.

It seemed to have slid down quietly from the high places of night, or it quietly appeared out of darkness that had hidden it hitherto, but the silence that cloaked its appearance almost instantly glided away, giving place to Arabian music that haunted the air overhead and plaintive Hindu love-chants that yearned in the dark. Then windows flashed into light, and there just in front of the mossy stone that the young man had made his seat was an old green door all studded with old green knobs. The door was ajar.

Ramon Alonzo stepped forward and pushed the green door open, and the magician came to his door with that alacrity with which the spider descends to the spot in his web that is shaken by some lost winged travellers arrival. He was in the great black silk cloak that the young mans grandfather knew, but he wore great spectacles now, for he was older than he had been eighty years ago, in spite of his magic art. Ramon Alonzo bowed and the master smiled, though whether he smiled for welcome, or at a doom that hung over the strangers who troubled his door, there was no way for unlearned men to know. Then quickly, though still without fear, Ramon Alonzo thrust out the scroll that he bore, with the magicians own writing upon it all in black ink, saying, word for word as his father had bade him say, I am the grandson of him that taught you the taking of boars nigh eighty years ago. The magician received it, and as he read his smile changed its nature and appeared to Ramon Alonzo somewhat more wholesome, having something in common with smiles of unlearned men that they smile at what is pleasant in earthly affairs. With a tact that well became him the master of magic made no enquiry after the young mans grandfather; for as the rich do not speak of poverty to the poor, or the learned discourse on ignorance to the unlearned, this sage that had mastered the way of surviving the years spoke seldom with common men on the matter of death. But he bowed a welcome as though Ramon Alonzo were not entirely a stranger; and the young man expressed the pleasure that he felt at meeting a master of arts.

There is but one Art, answered the Master.

It is the one I would study, replied Ramon Alonzo.

Ah, said the magician.

And with an air now grown grave, as though somewhat pondering, he raised his arm and summoned up a draught, which closed his green door. When the door was shut and the draught had run home, brushing by the loose silk sleeve of the magician to its haunt in the dark of the house, which Ramon Alonzo perceived to be full of crannies, the host led his guest to an adjacent room, whence the savour of meats arose as he opened the door. And there was a repast all ready cooked and spread, waiting for Ramon Alonzo. By what arts those meats were kept smoking upon that table ready for any stranger that should come in from the wood, ready perhaps since the days of the young mans grandfather, I tell not to this age, for it is far too well acquainted already with the preservation of meat.

With a bow and a wave of his arm the magician appointed a chair to Ramon Alonzo. And not till his guest was seated before the meats did the magician speak again.

So you would study the Art, he said.

Master, the young man answered him, I would.

Know then, the magician said, that all those exercises that men call arts, and all wisdom and all knowledge, are but humble branches of that worthy study that is justly named the Art. Nor is this to be revealed to all chance-come travellers that may imperil themselves by entering my house in the wood. My gratitude to your grandfather however, for some while now unpaid (I trust he prospers), renders me anxious to serve you. For he taught me a branch of learning that he had studied well: it was moreover one of those studies that my researches had not yet covered, the matter of the hunting of boars; and from this, as from every science that learning knows, the Art hath increase, and becometh a yet more awful and reverend power whereby to astound the vulgar, and to punish error, not only in this wood but finally to drive it out of all worldly affairs.

And he spoke swiftly past his mention of Ramon Alonzos grandfather, lest his guest should have the embarrassment of admitting that his grandfather had shared with all the unlearned the vulgar inability to withstand the flight of the years. For himself he kept on a shelf in an upper room a bottle of that medicine philosophers use, which is named elixir vitae, wherein were sufficient doses to ensure his survival till the time when he knew that the world would begin to grow bad. He took one dose in every generation. By certain turns in the tide of life in those that he watched, a touch of grey over the ears, a broadening or a calming, he knew that the heyday of a generation was past and the time had come for his dose. And then he would go one night by resounding stairs, that were never troubled by anything human but him, whatever the rats might dare, and so he would come with his ponderous golden key, for an iron one would have long since rusted away, to the lock he turned only once every thirty years. And, opening the heavy door at the top of the stairs and entering that upper room, he would find his bottle grey with dust on its shelf, perhaps entirely hidden by little curtains that the spiders had drawn across it, and measuring his dose by moonlight he would drink it full in the rays, as though he shared this secret alone with the moon. Then back he would go down those age-worn steps of oak with his old mind suddenly lightened of the cares of that generation, free from its foibles, untroubled by its problems, neither cramped nor duped by its fashions, unyoked by its causes, undriven by its aims, fresh and keen for the wisdom and folly of a new generation. Such a mind, well stored with the wisdom of several ages and repeatedly refreshed with the nimble alertness of youth, now crossed in brief conversation the young mind of Ramon Alonzo, like a terrible blade of Toledo, sharpened in ancient battles, meeting a well-wrought rapier coming fresh to its first war.

My grandfather unfortunately came to his death, said Ramon Alonzo.

Alas, said the Master.

Our family is well used to it, said the youth with a certain pride, for poverty has its pride as well as wealth, and Ramon Alonzo would not be abashed by his forebears lack of years even though he should speak with an immortal.

Is that so? said the Master.

I thank you, said Ramon Alonzo, for the noble sentiments you so graciously felt for my grandfather and shall greatly value such learning as you may have leisure to teach me, for I would make gold out of the baser metals, my family having great need of it.

There are secrets you shall not learn, replied the magician, for I may impart them to none; but the making of gold is amongst the least of the crafts that are used by those skilled in the Art, and were only a poor return for the learning I had from your grandfather concerning the hunting of boars.

Beyond this wood, said Ramon Alonzo, we set much store by gold, and value it beyond the hunting of boars.

Beyond this wood, replied the Master, lies error, to extirpate which is the object of my studies. For this my lamp is lit, to the grief of the owls, and often burns till lark-song. Of the things you shall learn here earliest the prime is this, that the pursuit of the philosophers is welfare. To this gold often contributes; often it thwarts it. But it was plainly taught by your grandfather that the hunting of boars is amongst those things that bring pure joy to man. This study must therefore always be preferred to such as only brings us happiness incompletely, or that have been known to fail to bring it at all, as the hunting of boars never failed, so I learned from your grandfather.

I fear that my grandfather, said the young man deprecatingly, was but ill-equipped for discourse with a philosopher, having had insufficient leisure, as I have often been told, for learning.

Your grandfather, answered the Master, was a very great philosopher. Not only had he found the way to happiness but of that way was a most constant explorer, till none may doubt that he knew its every turning; for he could track the boars to the forest all the way from the fields where they rooted, knowing what fields they would seek and the hour at which they would leave them, and could hearten his hounds while they hunted, even through watery places, and when scent was lost and all their cunning was gone he still could lead them on; and so he brought them upon many a boar, and slew his quarry with spear-thrusts that he had practised, and took its tusky head, which was his happiness; and rarely failed to achieve it, having so deeply studied the way.

I also have followed the pursuit of happiness, studying all those methods that are most in use amongst men, as well as some that are hidden from them; and most of these methods are vain, leaving few that are worthy of the investigation of one holding the rank that I now hold amongst wizards. Of these few that have stood the test of my most laborious analysis is this one that I owe to the researches of your grandfather, and which, seeing how few are the ways of attaining happiness, is certainly among the four great branches of learning. Who knows these four great studies hath four different ways of approach to the goal of mankind, and hath that might that is to be got by complete wisdom alone. For this cause I give great honour to your grandfather, and extol his name, and bless it by means of spells, and in my estimation place it high amongst the names of those whose learning has lightened the world. Alas that his studies gave him no time for that last erudition which could have ensured his survival to these days and beyond them.

The young man was surprised at the value the Master placed upon boar-hunting for, having as yet learned nothing about philosophy, he vaguely and foolishly believed it to be concerned with mere intricate words, and did not know in his youthful ignorance that its real concern was with happiness. Such folly is scarce becoming to young heroes, yet having sought to lure my readers interest towards him I feel it is my duty to tell the least of his weaknesses, without which my portrait of him would be a false one. And so I expose his ignorance to the eyes of a later age; he will not be abashed by it now; but seated beside the meat at that magic table he felt the triviality of his schoolboys scraps of learning before every particle that the magician chose to reveal from his lore. And with all the intensity that trifles can summon up in youth he regretted his disparagement of his grandfather, not on account of his own reverence for him, but because he now perceived him to have been one that the Master held in honour. To cover his confusion he poured himself out some wine from a beaker at his right hand, partly bronze, partly glass, the bronze and glass being intermingled by magic; and, having filled his cup, a clear hollowed crystal, he hastily drank it before he spoke again.

And the wine was a magic wine with a taste of flowers, yet of flowers unknown to Earth, and a flavour of Spices, yet of spices ungathered in any isles Spain knew; and it had in it a memory and a music, and came to the blood like one that was closely kin, and yet of a kinship from ages and ages ago. And all of a sudden the young man saw his folly, in deeming that philosophy prefers the way to the end, and so for a moment he saw his grandfathers wisdom; but that wonderful wines inspiration died swiftly away, and his thoughts were concerned again with the making of gold.

The magician had silently watched him drink of that magic vintage.

It comes not from these vineyards, he said. And he waved his arm so wide that he seemed to indicate no vineyard of Spain, nor the neighbouring kingdom of Portugal; nor France, nor Africa, nor the German lands; Italy, Greece, nor the Islands.

Whence? asked Ramon Alonzo, leaning forward in earnest wonder.

And the Master extended his arm, pointing it higher. It seemed to point towards the Evening Star, that low and blue and large was blinking beyond the window.

It is magic, said Ramon Alonzo.

Alls magic here, said the Master.


CHAPTER 3

The Charwoman Tells of Her Loss 

As Ramon Alonzo supped that tall figure of magic stood opposite without moving, and spoke no more; so that the young man ate hastily and soon had finished. He rose from the table, the other signed with his arm, and passed out of the room, Ramon Alonzo following. Soon they came to a lanthorn which the Master of the Art took down from its hook on the wall; he turned then away from his green door and led his visitor on to the deeps of his house. And it seemed to Ramon Alonzo, with the curious insight of youth, as he followed the black bulk of the Master of the Art looming above the wild shadows that ran from the lanthorn, that here was the master of a band of shadows leading them home into their native darkness. And so they came to an ancient stairway of stone, that was lit by narrow windows opening on the stars, though to-night the Master brought his lanthorn to light it in honour of his guest. And it was plain even to Ramon Alonzo from the commotion of the bats, though he had not the art to read the surprise in the eyes of the spiders, that the light of a lanthorn seldom came that way. They came to a door that no spell had guarded from time; the magician pushed it open and stood aside, and Ramon Alonzo entered. At first he only saw the huge bulk of the bed, but as the lanthorn was lifted into the room he saw the ruinous panels along the wall; and then the light fell on the bed-clothes, and he could see that blankets and sheets mouldered all in one heap together and a cobweb covered them over. Some rush mats lay on the floor, but something seemed to have eaten most of the rushes. Over the window a draught flapped remnants of curtains, but the moth must have been in those curtains for ages and ages. The Master spoke with an air of explanation, almost perhaps of apology: Old age comes to all, he said. Then he withdrew.

Left alone with the starlight, to which the work of the moth allowed an ample access, Ramon Alonzo considered his host. The room was ominous and the house enchanted and there might well be spells in it more powerful than his sword, yet if his host were friendly it seemed to him he was safe amongst his enchantments, unless some rebel spirit should trouble the night, who had revolted from the spells of the magician. He generously accepted the Masters explanation of the state of the room, shrewdly considering him to be a man so absorbed in the perpetuity of his art that he gave no attention to material things; so trusting to his hosts expressions of goodwill, and of gratitude to his grandfather, he lay down on the bed to sleep, untroubled by fear of spells or spirits of evil, but he took off none of his clothes, for against the risk of damp he felt there was none to guard him.

Either he slept or was in that borderland where Earth is dimmed by a haze from the land of sleep, and dreams cast shadows yet on the shores of Earth before they glide afar, when he heard slow steps come up the stairway of stone. And presently there was a knock, to which he answered, and a crone appeared in the door, holding the lanthorn that the magician had lately carried. Age had withered her beyond pity; for whatever pity there be for sickness and hurts, youth feels little pity for age, having never known it, and the aged have little pity to give to their fellows, because pity is withering in them with many another emotion, like the last of the flowers drooping all together as winter nears the garden. She stood there feeble and wasted, an ancient hag.  

And before the young man spoke she quavered to him, with an earnest intentness the fervour of which not even her age could dim, stretching out a withered right hand to him as she spoke, the left hand holding the lanthorn: Young master, give him nothing! Give him nothing, whatever he ask! His prices are too high, young master, too high, too high!

I have little money to give, said Ramon Alonzo.

Money! she gasped, for her vehemence set her panting. Money! That is naught! Thats a toy! Thats a mousetrap! Money indeed! But his prices are too high: he asks more than money.

More than money? said Ramon Alonzo. What then?

Look! she cried lamentably, and twirled the lanthorn about her.

The young man saw first her face, and a look on it like the look on the face of one revealing a mortal wound; and then, as she swung the lanthorn round, he suddenly saw that the woman had no shadow.

What! No shadow? he blurted out, sitting suddenly up on his heap of cobwebs and sheets.

Never again, she said, never again. It lay over the fields once; it used to make the grass such a tender green. It never dimmed the buttercups. It did no harm to anything. Butterflies may have been scared of it, and once a dragon-fly, but it did them never a harm. Ive known it protect anemones awhile from the heat of the noonday sun, which had otherwise withered them sooner. In the early morning it would stretch away beyond our garden right out to the wild; poor innocent shadow that loved the grey dew. And in the evening it would grow bold and strong and run right down the slopes of hills, where I walked singing, and would come to the edges of bosky tangled places, till a little more and its head would have been out of sight: Ive known the fairies then dance out from their sheltered arbours in the deeps of briar and thorn and play with its curls. And, for all its rovings and lurkings and love of mystery, it never left me, of its own accord never. It was I that forsook it, poor shadow, poor shadow that followed me home. For Ive been out with it when the evenings were eerie and all the valleys haunted, and my shadow must have met with such companions as were far more kin to it than my gross body could be, and nearer to it than my heels, folk that would give it news direct from the kingdom of shadows and gossip of the dark side of the moon, and would whisper things that I could never have taught it; yet it always came home with me. And at night by candle-light in our cottage in Aragona it used to dance for me as I went to bed, all over the walls and ceilings, poor innocent shadow. And if I left a low candle to burn away he never tired of dancing for me as long as I sat up and watched: often he outtired the candle, for the more wearily the candle flickered the more nimbly he leaped. And then he would lie and rest in any corner with the common shadows of humble trivial things, but if I struck a light to rise before dawn, or even if I should light my candle at midnight, he was always there at once, erect on the wall, ready to follow me wherever I went, and to bear me that companionship as I went among men and women, which I valued, alas, so little when I had it, and without which now I know, too late I have learned, there is no welcome for one, no pity, no sufferance amongst mankind.

No pity? said Ramon Alonzo, moved deeply to pity, himself, by the old crones sorrow, though unable to credit that her loss could matter so much as she said.

No pity! No sufferance! she said. The children run from me screaming. Those that are large enough to throw, throw stones at me; and their elders come out with sticks when they hear them scream. At evening they all grow angrier. They come out with their long big faithful shadows, if I dare go near a village, and stand just beyond the strip where my shadow should be, and jeer at me and upbraid and there is no pity. And all the while they jeer theres not one that loves his shadow as I love mine. They do not gaze at their shadows, or even turn to look at them. Ah, how I should gaze at mine if it could come back, poor shadow. I should go to a quiet place alone in the open country, and there I should sit on the moss with my back to the sun, and watch my shadow all day. I should not want to eat or drink or think; I should only watch my shadow. I should mark its gentle movement that it makes in time with the sun, I should watch till I saw it grow. And then I would hold up my hand and move every finger, and each joint of my arm; and see the shadow answering, answering, answering. And I should nod to it and bow to it and curtsey. And I would dance to my shadow alone. And all this I would do again and again all day. I would watch the colour that every flower took, and each different kind of grass, when my shadow touched them. And this is not telling you one hundredth part of it. It is this to love ones shadow!

And what do they know of their shadows? What do they care whether their shadows lie on green grass or rock? What do they know what colours the flowers turn when their shadows go amongst them? And they wont let me live with them, speak with them, or pass them by, because forsooth I have been unkind to my shadow. Ah, well, perhaps the days will come when they too will love something too late, and love something that is gone, as I love my shadow; cold days and long days those.

How did you lose it? asked Ramon Alonzo, all wonder and Pity.

He took it, she said. He took it. He took it away and put it in his box. What did I know of the need one has of a shadow: that they would not speak to me, would not let me live? They never told me they set such store by their shadows. Nor do they! Nor do they!

The young mans generous feelings were moved by this wrong as though it had been his own.

I will go there with my sword, he exclaimed, and they shall speak with you courteously.

For the first time that night the old woman smiled. She knew that jealousy united with fear could not be made to forgive such a loss as hers. She had not known at first that it was jealousy, but had learned it at length by her lonely ponderings. The villagers saw that in some curious way she had stepped outside boundaries that narrowed them, and had escaped from one rule from which they had never a holiday. They could never be rid of the hourly attendance of shadows, but one that could should not triumph over them. She knew, and she smiled.

Young master, she said, more than ever moved to help him by his outburst of generosity, give him nothing.

But you, he said, did you give it to him?

Fool! Fool that I was! she said. I did not know I needed it.

But for what did you give it? he asked.

For immortality of a sort, she said, and said so ruefully, with a look that told so much more, that the young man saw clearly enough it had been the gift of Tithonus.

He gave you that! he exclaimed.

That, she said.

But why? asked Ramon Alonzo.

He wanted a charwoman, she said.


CHAPTER 4

Ramon Alonzo Learns a Mystery Known to the Reader 

When the crone had revealed the mean and trivial purpose for which the Master of the Art had cast her helpless upon the ages, she voiced her regrets no more; but, once more warning the young man against the magicians prices, she turned about with her lanthorn and went shadowless out of the room. Ramon Alonzo had heard and disregarded tales of men that had paid their shadows as the price for certain dealings within the scope of the Art; but he had never before considered the value of shadows. He saw now that to lose his shadow and to come to yearn for it when it were lost, and to lose the little greetings that one daily had from ones kind, and to hear no more tattle about trivial things; to see smiles no more, nor to hear ones name called friendly; but to have the companionship only of shadowless things, such as that old woman, and wandering spirits, and dreams, might well be to pay too much for the making of gold. And, well warned now, he decided that come what may he would never part with his shadow. In his gratitude he determined to ask the magician for some respite for that poor old woman from scrubbling his floors through the ages.

And then his thoughts went back to his main purpose, to what metals were suited best for transmutation, and whether he could turn them into gold himself if the magicians price were too high: other men had done it; why not he? And, led towards absurdity by this delightful hope, his thoughts grew wilder and wilder till they were dreams.

The sun coming through the upper branches of trees fell on that spidery bed and woke Ramon Alonzo. He perceived then a great gathering of huge oaks, seemingly more ancient than the rest of the forest, and the house was in the midst of them. It was a secret spot. He saw, now, that there was in his room a second window, but the little twigs had so pressed their leaves against it that no light entered there but a dim greenness; it was like hundreds of out-turned hands protesting against that house.

By such light as came through the southeastern window he tidied himself, brushing off with his hands such cobwebs as he could. He did not draw back the curtains, deeming that if he took hold of a portion of one it would come away from the rest; nor did enough material remain to obstruct much of the light that came in through the trees. Then, being dressed already, he opened his door and descended the stairs of stone. Every narrow slit that lighted those dim stairs continued to show vast gathering of oaks that pressed close on the house, so close that Ramon Alonzo saw now, what he had faintly heard overnight and not understood, that here and there great branches had entered the tower and been shaped as steps amongst the steps of stone, making two or three hollower sounds amongst the tapping footsteps of such as used that stair. Upon stormy nights the wooden steps swayed slightly.

When Ramon Alonzo had descended those steps he came to passages amongst a darkness of rafters which were like such nooks as children find under old stairs, only larger and stranger and dimmer, running this way and that; and, guided by glimmers of light that shone faintly from a far window, he came at length to the hall, at whose other end was the old green door to the forest. And there in his black silk cloak in the midst of the hall the magician awaited him.

He was standing motionless, and as soon as the young man saw him the Master of the Art said: I trust you slept in comfort. For his studies allowed him leisure for courtesies such as these, but were too profound to permit of such intercourse with common material things as lifting the cobwebs to see the state of the bedclothes that had mouldered so long upon his visitors bed. As for the charwoman, she had sorrows enough watching the ages beating upon her frame to trouble what a mere thirty or forty years might do to the sheets and blankets.

I slept admirably, senor, Ramon Alonzo said, with a grace in his bow that is sometimes only learnt just as the joints and the muscles have grown too stiff to achieve it.

I rejoice, said the magician.

Master, said Ramon Alonzo, would you deign to show me some unconsidered fragment of your wisdom, some saw having naught to do with the deeper mysteries, some trifle, some trick of learning, perhaps the mere making of gold out of other dross, that I may learn to study now, and so in time be wise.

For this, said the magician, pointing the way with a gesture, let us go to the room that is sacred to the Art. Its very dust is made of books I have studied, and is indeed more redolent of lore than any dust in this wood; and if echoes die not at all, as some have taught (though others urge finality for all things), the spiders in its corners, whose ears are attuned to sounds that are lost to ours, hear still the echoes of my earlier musings whereby I unravelled mysteries that are not for the ears of man. There we will speak upon the graver matters.

He led, and the young man followed. And again he was amongst beams of age-darkened oak, and twisty corridors leading into the gloom, which the shape of the magician before him rendered unnaturally blacker. They came to a black door studded with wooden knobs, upon which the magician rapped, and the door opened. They entered, and Ramon Alonzo perceived at once that it was a magicians work-room, not only by the ordinary appliances or instruments of magic, but by the several sheets of gloom that seemed to come down from the roof through the midst of the air, across the natural dimness of the room. The appliances of magic were there in abundance; stuffed crocodiles lying as thick as on lonely mud-banks in Africa, dried herbs resembling plants that blossom in wonted fields, yet wearing a look that never was on any flowers of ours, great twinkling jewels out of the heads of toads, huge folios written by masters that had followed the Art in China, small parchments with spells upon them in Persian, Indian, or Arabic, the horn of a unicorn that had slain its master; rare spices, condiments, and the philosophers stone.

These Ramon Alonzo saw first as he came through the doorway, though what their purposes were he scarcely wondered, and these were the things that always came to his memory whenever in after years he recalled that sinister room. As his eyes became accustomed to the dimness, more and more of the wares and tools of the magical art came looming out of the dusk, while the magician strode to a high-backed chair at a lectern, on which a great book lay open showing columns of Chinese manuscript. In the high-backed chair the magician seated himself before the Cathayan book, and taking up a pen from an unknown wing, he looked at Ramon Alonzo.

Now, he said, as though he came newly to the subject or brought to it new acumen from having sat in that chair, what branch of the Art do you desire to follow?

The making of gold, responded Ramon Alonzo.

The formulae of all material things have been worked out, said the magician, and they have all been found to be vanity. Amongst the first whose formulae failed before these investigations, revealing mere vanity, was gold. Yet should you wish to study the Art from its rudiments, from the crude transmutation of mere material things to the serious and weighty matter of transmigration, I am willing to give you certain instruction at first upon the frivolous topic of your choice. And it is not entirely without value, for by observing the changes in material things we chance sometimes on indications that guide us in graver studies. But the whole of the way is long, even as the masters count time. Would you therefore begin from these earliest rudiments?

I would, said Ramon Alonzo.

Know then, said he, that my fees are never material things, but are dreams, hopes, and illusions, and whatever other great forces control the fortune of nations. Later I will enumerate them. But while we study the mere transmutation of metals I will ask no more than that which of all immaterial things most nearly pertains to matter, at one point actually touching it...

My shadow, cried Ramon Alonzo.

The magician was irked by his guests discovery of his fee, though he was indeed about to tell him; but he had a few more words to say first about the worthlessness of shadows, and the sudden disclosure of the point was not in accordance with his plans for conducting a bargain; and, as many a man will do in such a case, he denied that he was about to ask precisely that. He soon however came round to it again, saying: And even so it were little enough to ask for my fee, which might well be larger were it not for my gratitude to your grandfather; for a shadow, of necessity, shares the doom that overtakes matter, and is commoner far than faith if all were known, and is of the least account of all immaterial things.

Yet I need it, said Ramon Alonzo.

For what purpose? asked the Master of the Art.

I shall need it when I go among the villages, he answered, or wherever I meet with men.

Learn, said the magician, that aught that has value is to be treasured on that account, and not for the opinion of the vulgar; and that which has no value is foolishly desired if its purpose be but to minister to the fickleness of the idle popular eye.

Is my shadow valueless? asked Ramon Alonzo.

Utterly, said the Master.

Why then does your Excellency demand it?

Address me rather as Your Mystery, said the magician to gain time.

Ramon Alonzo apologized with due courtesy and conformed to the correct usage.

I need it, said His Mystery, because there are those that serve me better when equipped with a shadow than when drifting vapidly in their native void. They have no other connection with Earth except these shadows I give them, and for this purpose I have many shadows which I keep here in a box. But you who were born on Earth have no need at all of a shadow, and lose none of our mundane privileges if you should give it away.

And for all the wisdom of the magician the young man remained less moved by his well-reasoned arguments than by the grief and garrulity of the charwoman.

So he held to his shadow and would not part with it; and the more the magician proved its uselessness the more stubborn he became. And when the magician would not abate his fee the young man determined to stay and study there rather than to return home empty-handed; and to bide his time, perhaps to come one day on the secret of transmutation, perhaps to grow so learned through his studies that he might work out its formula for himself. Therefore he said: Are there no other mysteries that I may learn for a different fee?

The Master answered: There are many mysteries.

For what fees? asked Ramon Alonzo.

These vary, said the magician, according to the mystery. Your faith, your hope, half your eyesight, some illusion of value: I have many fees, as indeed there are many illusions. He would not give his faith, nor yet his hope, for that would be nearly as bad; and he had ever clung somewhat tenaciously to his illusions, as indeed we all do.

What mystery, he asked, do you impart for half my eyesight?

The mystery of reading, answered the Master.

Now Ramon Alonzo had such eyesight that he could count the points on a stags head at five hundred paces, and deemed half would well suffice him. The magician moreover explained that it was not his custom to take that fee in advance, but that the length of his sight would diminish appreciably as he mastered the intricacies of the mystery.

This well suited Ramon Alonzo, for he had ever wondered how the thoughts of men could lie sleeping for ages in folios, and suddenly brighten new minds with the mirth of men centuries dead; for the good fathers had not taught him this in their school, perhaps fearing that they would make their wisdom too common if they recklessly made the laity free of its source. And, believing as many do that wisdom is only a matter of reading, he thought soon to be on the track of the lore of those philosophers who in former ages transmuted base metals to gold, and so come by what he sought without losing his shadow.

Master, said Ramon Alonzo, I pray you teach me that mystery.

The magician shut the book. To read Chinese, he said, I do not teach for this fee, for the Chinese script hides secrets too grave to be learnt at so light a cost. For this fee I teach only to read in the Spanish language. Hereafter, for other fees...

Master, the young man said, I am well content.

And then, with sonorous voice and magnificent gestures, the magician began to expose the secrets of reading; one by one he stripped mysteries, laying them bare to his pupil; and all the while he taught in that grand manner, that he had from the elder masters whose lore had been handed down. He taught the use of consonants, the reason of vowels, the way of the downstrokes and the up; the time for capital letters, commas, and colons; and why the j is dotted, with many another mystery. The first lesson in the gloomy room were well worthy of faithful description, so that every detail of the mystery might be minutely handed down; but the thought comes to me that my reader is necessarily versed in this mystery, and for that reason alone I say no more on this magnificent theme. Suffice it that with all pomp and dignity due to this approach to the prime source of learning the magician began to unfold the mystery of reading to the awed and wondering eyes of Ramon Alonzo. And while they taught and learned they heard outside in the passage the doleful sweeping of the shadowless woman that minded that awful house.


CHAPTER 5

Ramon Alonzo Learns of the Box 

Before that day had passed Ramon Alonzo had learned the alphabet. He did not master it in one lesson; yet when the magician ceased all in the midst of his wonders, in order that Ramon Alonzo should have the mid-day meal, he felt that the pathway was already open that led to the boundless lands made gay by the thoughts of the dead. And in those lands what spells might he not unravel, and amongst them the formula for the making of gold. If the magician ate he ate secretly. But Ramon Alonzo, going by his bidding to the room in which he had eaten and drunk overnight, found hot meats once more that awaited him.

As he entered the room he heard a small scurry of feet near the far door, but saw nothing. He ate; then, guided by an impulse of youth, which is always curious until it is sure it knows everything, he began to roam through the darknesses of the house in order to find who it was that served those meats. And the further he went, the lower the corridors ran, till he had to bend low to avoid the huge dark beams above him.

Sometimes he came on towering doors in the darkness, and opened them and found great chambers, wanly lit by such daylight as came through the leaves of the forest, which everywhere were pressed against the windows. In these chambers were tapestried chairs set out for a great assemblage, with ancient glories carved upon their frames, and dim magnificencies; but the cobwebs went from chair to chair and covered all of them over, and, descending in huge draperies from the roof, cloaked and festooned the splendours that jutted out from the wall. He went from door to door, but found no kitchen. And all his quest was silent but for the sound of his own feet.

At last, as he turned back by the wandering corridors, he heard in the distance before him the work of the charwoman. She had ceased her sweeping and was scrubbing on stone. He walked to j the sound of the scrubbing, and so found her, the only living thing that he had met since he left the magician. She was in a passage scrubbing at one stone, upon which, as Ramon Alonzo j could see, she had often worked before, for it was all worn with scrubbing. There was blood on the stone, but though years of scrubbing had hollowed it, the blood had gone deeper than the hollowing, so deep that Ramon Alonzo asked her why she toiled at it.

It was innocent blood, she answered.

The young man did not even ask for that story; the house was ii so full of wonder. He asked instead what he had sought to find:

Who serves the dinner?

Imps, she Said.

Imps? said Ramon Alonzo.

Imps that he catches in the wood, she said, looking up from her work on the floor.

How does he catch them? he asked.

I know not, she said. With his spells, like as not. He says they are no use in the wood, and so he catches them.

Are there imps in the wood? asked Ramon Alonzo.

It is full of them, she said.  

Turning to a more profitable matter he said: I am learning a mystery from the Master.

For what price? she asked quickly. What price?

Only half my eyesight, he told her.

Oh, your bright eyes! she sighed.

I can see so far, he said, that that is a little matter. One must needs pay something for learning.

But she only looked wistfully at his eyes.

When I have learned that mystery I can find others for myself, he said cheerfully. You know those jars of dust on his shelf with their names in writing upon them: I shall be able to read what dust they are. And he would have told her many of the mysteries that seemed to lie open to him. But she interrupted him when he spoke of the jars, saying: I know nothing in that room. He has put a spell against me across the lintel, so that I may not enter.

Why? he asked, remembering the cobwebs and the great need of tidying.

He has my shadow, she said, in a box in that room.

Your shadow! he said, perturbed by the grief in her voice.

Aye, she said, and hell have yours there too!

Not he, said Ramon Alonzo.

And the light of your eyes, she said sorrowfully.

But Ramon Alonzo, who already knew half the alphabet, was far more concerned with the unravelling of new wonders than he was with any price he should have to pay, and he turned from the charwomans talk with a certain impatience to be once more engaged upon serious things. She sighed and went on with her work on the blood-stained stone.

When Ramon returned to the room that no charwoman ever entered he saw the magician awaiting him, standing beside a book that made light the secrets of reading. Once more the young man toiled at the mystery, and by evening the alphabet was clear to him. That which a day before held twenty-six secrets for him, and was a barrier to roving thoughts, was now as an open path for them, leading he knew not whither. To him it seemed, as he finally mastered Z, that here was the very first and chiefest of mysteries, since it opened a way for the living to hear the thoughts of the dead, and enabled the living in their turn to talk to unborn generations. Yet he shrewdly foreboded that if the magicians should spread their power too widely it might not be well for the world. With evening a natural darkness blending with the gloom of the room covered up all the mysteries, and the secrets of reading hid themselves; and with those secrets the glories of former days withdrew themselves further off, and lurked in dim nooks that they had in the dark of the ages.

Then the Master of the Arts bowed, and with a wide sweep of his arm, which both opened the door and indicated the way to it, he showed Ramon Alonzo out, and followed and closed the door as magically as he had opened it. They came then once more to the room where the baked meats waited, and once more Ramon Alonzo was seated alone. It seemed as though the Master of the Art would not permit himself to be seen, at least by Ramon Alonzo, engaged on any work so mundane as that of eating. The young man expressed his great satisfaction at the wonders already revealed to him.

It is but the due, said the Master, of any sprung from your grandfather. Yet the whole art of reading is naught compared with the practice of boar-hunting: so I was once assured by that great philosopher.

He then withdrew, leaving the young man all alone with his plans. But the more he planned to make gold, the more another plan came jutting into his mind, perpetually pushing away his original purpose; a plan fantastic enough, a sentimental, generous, youthful plan, no less than a plan to find the magicians box, and open it and get the charwomans shadow, and give it to her to dance once more at her heels or float away over the buttercups. Yet it was all too vague to be called a plan at all: he had not yet seen the box.

He rose then and went out to call her, but standing in the doorway remembered he knew not her name. So he went to the blood-stained stone, and she was not there, but nearby he found her pail. Awhile he wondered; then he went to the pail and kicked it noisily, knowing that folks fears for their own property are often a potent lure, and deeming this to be wellnigh all the property the poor old woman had. Soon she came running.

My pail! she said, clasping her hands.

How shall I find your shadow, he said, to give it back to you?

My shadow, she wailed. It is in a box.

And she uttered the word box as though boxes never opened, and anything put in a box must remain for ever.

Where is the key? he asked.

The key? she said, bewildered by such a question. It opens to no key.

She said this so decisively that Ramon Alonzo felt he got no further here but must bide his time till some opportunity should come to that dark house. Meanwhile he must know her name, and asked her this.

Dockweed, she said.

Dockweed? he answered. Did your god-parents call you that? They were ill disposed towards your parents.

My god-parents, she cried. Poor innocent souls, they did not call me that. My god-parents, no: they called me by a young and lovely name, they gave me one of the earliest names of Spring. But that was long ago; I am Dockweed now.

Who calls you Dockweed? he asked.

He does, she said.

But it is not your name.

He is master here.

But what is your own name? he asked.

It was a young name, she said.

I will call you by it.

It is no use now.

But what name -did your god-parents give you? he asked again.

They called me Anemone, she said.

Anemone, he said, I will get your shadow.

It is deep in a box, she wailed.

Shadowless then she walked away from the lanthorn that he had brought from its hook on the wall and left on the floor near her pail; and he began to contemplate that it was easier to utter his gallant confident words than to overcome the secrets of that dark house. Then he made many plans, which one by one appeared to be unavailing, and he was driven again to await the coming of opportunity. As he made and discarded his plans he ascended the ancient stairway of stone and branches, and so came to his room.

What tidying was possible in such a room had been done. The great cobweb had been taken away from the bed, and the bedclothes had been smoothed as far as was possible when sheets and blankets had mouldered into one. But the cobwebs amongst the curtains had not been touched, for if these had been torn away the curtains would have come with them; the great rents, however, were partly filled with light flowers; more than this the remnant of fabric could not have supported.

He found a jug and basin of crockery with clear spring water in the jug, and knew that Dockweed, who had once been Anemone, had drawn it for him in the cool of the wood. He washed with such washing as was customary near the close of the Golden Age, then with loosened clothes lay down on the mouldering bed. He did not extinguish the lanthorn, because the candle in it was down to its last half-inch. Instead he watched the shadows dancing with every draught, and making huge bold leaps when the wick fell down and the flame was fluttering over a pool of grease. He watched their grace, their gaiety, and their freedom, and thought of Anemones shadow, forlorn in the dark of the box.

Surprisingly soon the blackbirds called through the wood, and Ramon Alonzo saw that the night had passed.

That day as Ramon Alonzo sat at his work his mind was full of his plans to rescue the shadow, yet he worked hard nonetheless, for he thought to be a better match for the powers of the magician when he knew at least one of his mysteries. He felt at first a momentary compunction at thus arming himself with one of his adversarys weapons, but considered that the Master was getting his price. Indeed the gloomy room seemed unmistakably lighter than it had been the day before, and the thought came to Ramon Alonzo that this slight brightness, if brightness it were, might be some of the light that was gone from his own eyes, with which the magician might be lighting his room. Yet not for this brightness could he see among the dim shapes on the floor, under cobwebs, behind the crocodiles, any sign of such a box as seemed likely to hold a shadow. So be bided his time and learned the mystery all day, and the Master taught him well.

That day he sought out the charwoman again, who was scrubbing still at the stone.

Anemone, he said, how shall I know the box in which he has hidden your shadow?

It is long and thin, she said.

Then she shook her head and went on with the scrubbing, for she despaired of him ever finding her shadow. He would not consult her despair, but went away to build plan after plan of his own. And next day he discerned more closely; but even if the room were again a little brighter he could not distinguish such a box as she said amongst the lumber that ran all round the wainscot; the gloom on the floor was still too thick, and there were too many crocodiles.

He worked hard during those days, and soon was able to read the short words that had only one syllable; and still he worked on to unravel the whole of that mystery, and lesser wonders gradually became clear to him from things the magician said or from what he learned from Anemone: he learned how his food was baked by imps at a fire in the wood, little creatures of two feet high that could gambol and jump prodigiously; and he knew how the Hindu chants that haunted the air above the magicians house had been attracted from India, a wonder signifying little to us, who can hear those chants in Europe at the very moment men sing them upon the Ganges, but curious at that time, even though it took many years to lure them from India; so that all the songs that Ramon Alonzo heard had been sung in youth by folk now withered with age, or by men and women long gathered to Indian tombs. He learned that the Masters gratitude to his grandfather was genuine; and yet he thought he taught him the mystery of reading not so much from gratitude as from a desire to lure him to further studies, and so to further fees, luring him on and on till he got his shadow!

And so the days went by; and now to read the words of only one syllable needed no more than a glance, while the many-syllabled words gave up their mysteries after little more than a brief examination, till it seemed to Ramon Alonzo that the past and the dead no longer held secrets from him. In such a mood he sought avidly for writing, beyond the big black script in the Masters book, for he yearned to solve his own mysteries; but book there was none in the house, outside the gloomy room that was sacred to magic. And then one day as he worked at some great four-syllabled word, there came a timid knock on the door to the wood, and the Master passing out of his sacred room like a great black shadow driven along dim walls by a draught, came with long strides to his door. And there was one Peter, who worked in the garden of the Tower and Rocky Forest (sweeping the leaves in autumn and trimming the hedge in spring), with a letter for Ramon Alonzo from his father. And with stammered apologies, and even tears, for thus disturbing his door, he handed the parchment at arms length to the magician.


CHAPTER 6

There Is Talk of Gulvarez 

To the Tower beside the forest rumour came seldom, for it was the last house that stood in the open lands: on the one side the forest cut it off entirely from converse with other folk; on the other only the strongest rumours that blew over the fields of men ever came so far as the Tower. But many rumours from over the fields were reaching the Tower now, and every one of them brought the name of Gulvarez.

Gulvarez was a small squire of meagre lands, twelve miles away from the Tower, where he dwelt in a rude castle and kept two men-at-arms. They knew his name at the Tower and knew that his pigs came sometimes to market at Aragona, and that their price was good, for the pigs of Gulvarez were noted.

But now they heard that the Duke of Shadow Valley, being upon a journey, would rest a night at his castle with Gulvarez. Nor did this rumour fade, as such often did that came so far over the fields, but others came to verify it. They told how the Duke had sent messengers to Gulvarez, praying him to receive him in ten days time, when he would pass that way on his homeward journey.

This was that very potent Magnifico, the second Duke of Shadow Valley, of whose illustrious father some tale was told in the Chronicles of Rodriguez. He ruled over all those leafy lands that of late were held by his father, and had amongst many honours the perpetual right to stop any bull-fight in Spain whilst he went to his seat, if it should be his pleasure to arrive late; and this he did by merely holding up his left hand, after one of his men-at-arms had sounded a call upon a small trumpet. So rare a privilege he exercised seldom, but it was his undoubted right and that of his heirs after him for ever. The news that so serene a prince was to visit Gulvarez spread over the countryside as fast as gossips could tell it, and came like the final ripple of a spent flood, lapping at its last field, to the walls of the Tower that stood by the Rocky Forest.

Gonsalvo, said the Lady of the Tower, addressing her lord, it is surely time that Senor Gulvarez married.

Gulvarez? he said.

He is past thirty-five, she answered.

But his castle is small and dark, said he, and much of it bare rock. Who would live there with him?

The Duke of Shadow Valley, she said, is to stay with him on a visit.

And so said everyone who spoke of Gulvarez, and many spoke of him now who had thought little about him hitherto.

The Lord of the Tower and Rocky Forest reflected one silent moment. But he is a greedy man, he said, and will demand a dowry such as a man cannot give.

It is not for us to punish his greed, she said. Those that cannot pay his dowry must go without him.

But the coffer, he explained, that I have set apart for Mirandolas dowry is empty. I saw it only lately.

Ramon Alonzo will fill it for us, she answered with as much faith in her husbands scheme as he himself had had when it was new to him. And her hopefulness set him pondering as to whether all was wholly well with his scheme. And in the end of his pondering, although he said nothing to her, he decided that the time was come to renew his exhortations to his son.

For this purpose he sent Peter, from the garden, with a message to a certain Father Joseph, who dwelt not far away, asking him to come to the Tower. For he needed Father Joseph in order to write a letter to Ramon Alonzo, not deeming this to be a suitable occasion on which to employ his own skill with the pen, the art of which he had learned a long while ago. And before Father Joseph came he called Mirandola, and spoke with her in the same room as that in which he had had the long talk with his son, the room on the walls of which he hung his boar-spears.

Mirandola, he said, you must surely one day marry, and are now well past fifteen, and it not seldom happens that those that marry not when they may, come soon to a time when none will marry them, so that they are spinsters all their days. What now think you of our neighbour Gulvarez, whom some have called handsome?

A look like one of those flashes from storms too far for thunder lit for one moment Mirandolas eyes. Then she smiled again.

Gulvarez? she said to her father.

Yes, he said. He tends a little perhaps toward avarice, for he thought he had seen the look in his daughters eye, but there are many worse sins than that, many worse, if it be a sin at all, which is by no means clear; but I will ask Father Joseph about that for you, I will ask him at once. For myself I believe it to be no sin, but a fault. But we shall ask, we shall ask.

As you will, she said.

You like him then, said her father. He is not ill to look on; two women not long since have called him handsome. And he is a friend of the Duke of Shadow Valley.

I like him not yet, she said. But haply if he come...

Yes, said he, he shall come to visit us.

If he come with his friend, said she.

We cannot ask that, he said in gentle reproof. He could not bring the duke to visit us.

Then he is not his friend, said Mirandola.

Thus lightly was brushed away the claim of Gulvarez to the excited interest of all that neighbourhood.

The Lord of the Tower held up his hand to check her hasty utterance while he thought of appropriate words with which to reprove her error. And when he found no suitable words at all with which to show his daughter she was mistaken, and yet felt the need to speak, he said that he would consult Gulvarez on this, which he had not intended to say. And afterwards, conferring with his wife, they did not find between them a ready reason for refusing this curious whim of their dark-haired daughter; and in the end they decided to humour her, judging it best to do so at such a time, though both of them feared the arrival, if indeed he should ever come, of that dread Magnifico and illustrious prince, the serene and potent Duke of Shadow Valley.

Then Father Joseph came. He had walked scarce a mile, but he had hurried to do the Lord of the Towers bidding, and being now slender no longer, he panted heavily; and his tonsure shone warm and damp so that there was a light about it. He held that before all else are the things of the spirit, and in many ways he sought their triumph on earth, and for this purpose was ever swift to do the behests of the Lord of the Tower, who in that small neighbourhood at the edge of the forest had such power as is permitted on earth, which Father Joseph hoped to turn towards heavenly uses. Therefore he came running.

In what can I serve you? he said.

The Lord of the Tower motioned him to a chair.

Long ago, he said, I learned the art of writing in case that the occasion should ever arise on which it should be needful to use the pen.

It is indeed a noble art, said Father Joseph. You did well to acquaint yourself with it.

The occasion however, said the other, did not arise. My pen hath therefore had but little practice, save for such strokes as I may have sometimes made in idleness to see the ink run. In short, for want of this practice my manner of writing is slow, while you, putting your pen daily to many sacred uses, have a speed with it that is no doubt swift as thought.

Tis but a poor pen, and an aged hand, said Father Joseph, but such as it is...

Now I have need of a letter to be written in haste, continued the Lord of the Tower, for which I deemed your pen to be suited beyond the pens of any, and if you will write what I shall say the work will be speedily accomplished.

Gladly will I, answered Father Joseph, his breath already beginning to come more easily from the rest he had had in the chair. Gladly will I, and he brought forward an ink-horn that hung at his girdle, and drew from under his robe a roll of parchment that was curled round a plume, for he had all these things upon him; and as soon as the Lord of the Tower had lent him a knife he had shaped the end of the quill for a pen in a moment, and pared it and all was ready. These things he took to a table and dipped the pen, and was readier to write than Gonsalvo was to think. For there was this difficulty about the letter that he desired to send to his son: he wished to exhort him to continue his studies with a redoubled vigour, such a message as Father Joseph would smile to hear, glowing for some while after with an inner satisfaction; but then again those studies were nothing less than the Black Art, and the produce of them no ordinary lucre, but a dross that might well seem to Father Joseph to come hot from the hands of Satan. How was he to ask that some of this dross should be sent full soon for the righteous purpose of settling his daughter comfortably in the holy bonds of wedlock, without shocking the good man by too open a reference to the method of its manufacture? It cost him some moments of thought and nigh puzzled him altogether. Then he began thus, and the pen of Father Joseph scurried behind his words:

My dear son, I trust that you apply yourself diligently to your tasks and that you are already well advanced in your studies, and, in especial, in that study which I most commended to you. That coffer which I showed you the day before you left is in no better state than it was then. We urgently require somewhat that will cover the satin lining, which is in such ill repair. Your studies will have acquainted you with what material is best suited for this purpose, and you will be able to acquire some of it more easily than we and to send us sufficient. We have a neighbour shortly coming to visit us, and he will doubtless see the coffer, and, should he see the satin lining (in its present state of ill repair), it would shame us and Mirandola. Hasten therefore to send us some of that material that will best cover it. And the covering will need to be thick, for this neighbour has shrewd eyes. Your mother sends her love, and Mirandola. Your loving father, Gonsalvo of the Tower and Rocky Forest.

What studies does your worthy son pursue? said Father Joseph.

He is studying to take his proper place, said Gonsalvo; learning to be a man. He is being taught such things as concern his sphere in life; fitting himself for such responsibilities as will fall on him; learning to take an interest in the proper things; studying to concern himself with the things that matter.

I apprehend, said Father Joseph.

But still the Lord of the Tower felt that more phrases yet were required of him, and he poured out all those he knew which, although having no meaning, could yet be introduced into conversation. There were far fewer of them then than there, are now, so that he soon came to an end of them, but then he quoted proverbs and popular sayings and such circumlocution as had come down to him after serving various needs in former ages.

I apprehend, said Father Joseph.

Then the Lord of the Tower took the parchment and sealed it up with his seal. And Father Joseph sat there rubicund, affable, blinking, a study for anything rather than thought. Yet years of familiarity with incomplete confessions had given him a knack with the loose ends of parts of stories that enabled him to unravel them almost without thinking. This he had done already with the story now before him, but he desired to be sure, for he was a careful man.

I have myself, he said, some material that might line a coffer, a very antique leather, or some damask that...

No, no, said the Lord of the Tower, I should not think of depriving you of these fair things.

And Father Joseph knew from his haste to refuse this offer, and his eagerness to send the letter quickly, that he had indeed unravelled the story of Ramon Alonzo. Behind that beneficent smile that lingered after his speaking he pondered somewhat thus, so fast as thoughts may be overtaken by words: The Black Art! An evil matter. The earning of gold by dark means, perhaps even the making of it. Let us see to it that it be put to righteous uses, so that it be not entirely evil, both end and origin.

And he began to plan uses for some of the gold that Ramon Alonzo should so sinfully earn, blessed and holy uses, so that not all should be evil about this wicked work, but that good should manifestly arise from it, like the flower blooming in April above the dark of the thorn; and the Powers of Darkness should see and be brought to shameful confusion.


CHAPTER 7

Ramon Alonzo Follows the Art 

So fast the magician came striding back to his room with the letter he had from Peter, that Ramon Alonzos eye had scarce time to rove, and had not found the long thin box for which it began to seek. One thought alone, to rescue the charwomans shadow, was filling his generous young mind, when the magician gave him the letter that came from his father. The letter he read alone though the magician proffered his aid, but Ramon Alonzo was eager to use his new learning; the magician therefore watched his face as he read, and learned thereby as much of the letter as Father Joseph had guessed of its purpose, for the thoughts of men were much the concern of them both.

When Ramon Alonzo had read the letter he sighed. Farewell, he thought, to his shadow. He began to think of it as he had never thought before. A mood came on him such as comes on us sometimes at sunset, when shadows are many and long; yet we never think of shadows as he then thought of his: wistful pictures of the slender intangible thing were brooding in his mind: he too was learning how one may love ones shadow. Such fancies as we may sometimes have for swallows when we see them gathering to leave us, such feelings as men may have for far-off cliffs of a native land they are losing, such longings as schoolboys have for home on the last day of holidays, all these Ramon Alonzo felt for the first time for his shadow.

And then he thought of his sword and reflected that it could not be for him as it was for that poor old woman; men had not the need, as women had, of the protection of common things that the vulgar set store by; if any would not speak with him because he had lost his shadow the matter could be argued courteously with the sword; and, as for stones, he esteemed that none would dare to throw them, nor he care if they threw. So he looked up at the magician and, with some echo of sorrow touching his tones, said: Master, I fain would learn the making of gold.

The Master glanced at a magic book, for a moment refreshing his memory: The fee is your shadow, he said.

And once more Ramon Alonzo thought of the grace of his shadow, and the years they had been together: he remembered its lightness, its pranks, its patient followings; he thought of long journeys together returning at close of day, he growing wearier at every step and the shadow stronger and stronger. He hesitated and the magician saw him. Then, to close his finger and thumb upon that young shadow, and add it to the band of which he was master, the Master of the Art made a sudden concession, and so closed the bargain. Out of the gratitude I bear to your grandfather, he said, I will give you a false one to wear at your heels in its place.

One shadow were as good as another, thought Ramon Alonzo, unless it had any evil or sinister shape.

Will it be even as mine? said he.

I will shape it exactly so, as artists make their pictures.

It was enough: who would not have made such a bargain? How could he have guessed the truth of that duplicate shadow?

Before I receive my fee, said the magician, I will make the copy. Stand now in the light of the window that the copy may be exact.

And Ramon Alonzo stood where he was told.

Then the Master, with eyes intent on the young mans shadow, cut a copy from out of the gloom that hung in the air, using a blade that he held between finger and thumb, too tiny for earthly uses; while with his left hand, by tense signs and beckonings, he held Ramon Alonzo rigid so that his shadow might make no stir. Then he cut from the gloom a shadow so like to the human one that when he carefully laid it out on the floor side by side with the true one none could have guessed which was which, except that the new ones heels as yet were attached to nothing mortal. A space of light like the shape of Ramon Alonzo hung for a while in the dark of the air from which the shadow was cut; then the gloom fell gradually in on it.

See, said the magician, pointing to the two shadows, and the young man turned his head: certainly no one that wished to part with his shadow could have desired a better copy.

The likeness, said Ramon Alonzo, is admirable.

Then the magician went to the young mans heels and severed his shadow with the same curious instrument with which he had cut the other out of the gloom; and, holding it tight in one hand, he picked up the copy in the other and placed it nearer; and as soon as the false shadow came near Ramon Alonzos heels it ran to them.

He moved from his place and the false shadow moved with him; there was no appreciable change; and yet he had paid his fee to the magician, and was about to receive that learning that had been the goal of so many philosophers. And now the magician, still holding the shadow tight, leaned over a crocodile, and after a moments rummaging, picked up a long thin box from the dark of the cobwebs. By its great length and narrowness and lightness, for the magician lifted it easily with one hand, Ramon Alonzo knew it for the shadow-box. It was padlocked, but in the padlock was no keyhole. He watched the Master go to his lectern and put down the box and turn over several pages of the great Cathayan book; he saw upon which page his eye rested, a page with one spell upon it in three black Cathayan characters; then the Master closed the book and said a spell to the padlock, but in so low a voice that Ramon Alonzo heard never a word. The padlock opened, the Master raised the lid, and in went his shadow. For a moment the young man saw in the box a mass of wriggling greyness, then the lid shut down and the keyless padlock snapped.

Then the Master took down from a shelf the philosophers stone, an object no larger than a small bird, and of texture and colour similar to what we call fireclay, but of a slightly yellower tint; its shape resembled the shape of the lumps of pumice we use. This he took to his lectern and put down beside the book, but before lecturing upon its use he explained to Ramon Alonzo that many had sought it, as the world knew; and many had found it, as the world knew not. With this the philosophers made gold by touching certain metals, upon which he would afterwards discourse, in a certain manner, which he would later explain; and when they had done with the gold they usually buried it in the extremes of Africa, or in a continent that there was to the south, or in other places beyond the possessions of Spain, so that the object of their experiments should not corrupt men. He then discoursed on the power of gold to corrupt the unlearned; but this Ramon Alonzo had already studied in the school of the good fathers, so he let his thoughts roam far from the gloomy house, whither his body had not gone since first he had entered it so many days ago. He thought of the village of Aragona, its flowers, its merry houses, the trees with their deep-leaved branches bending over its happy lanes, and its simple mortal people following their earthly callings. So that soon he had planned to see that world again, with its sunlight, movement, and voices, of which he had only known for some days now through the black letters of books.

As the magician ended his lecture on the corrupting power of gold the young man through force of habit murmured Amen. The magician stepped sideways, and made, swift as a parry, a sign to guard himself that was not the sign of the Cross. And then Ramon Alonzo felt again that confusion that had troubled him once when he inadvertently swore, while the Bishop of Salamanca rode near on his mule. The bishop had not heard him and all had been well.

The brief silence was broken by the Master of the Art, who said: To-morrow I will discourse on those metals, whose structure most nearly resembling the structure of gold, are therefore most adaptable to the changes of transmutation.

Master, said Ramon Alonzo, I pray you to give me half a holiday.

For what purpose? asked the magician.

To see the world, said Ramon Alonzo, as far as Aragona.

There is nothing, replied the magician, to be learned in the world that is not taught in this house. Moreover there is no error in this wood; but fare beyond it and you shall meet much error, to the confusion of true learning.

All error that I meet beyond the wood I hope to correct by your teaching, said Ramon Alonzo.

The ancient mind of the magician, perpetually refreshed through the ages, and stored with wisdom that few have time to acquire, perceived the ring of mere flattery in this statement, and yet he was not immune from this earthly seduction. He let Ramon Alonzo go.

Go in the morning, he said, and be back before the sun is westering.

Ramon Alonzo rejoiced. But the magician only cared that he had got the young mans shadow. For his power was chiefly over shadowy things, and he lusted for shadows as others lust for the substance, having learned by ages of learning the utter vanity of substantial things. And he counted the secret of gold well yielded up in exchange for a shadow; for he knew how men set their hearts and hopes on gold, and how it failed them, and wot well that these hopes could not be built on a shadow.

And Ramon Alonzo went, light of heart, to find the charwoman, to let her see how little, as he supposed, he had lost by giving away his shadow. The magician returned to his box and took all his shadows out, and enjoyed amongst them awhile that absolute power that ancient monarchs had, who had no laws to control them or hostile neighbours to fear.

And while the magician was revelling in his power, in the quiet and gloom of his room, Ramon Alonzo, guided by his more human sympathies, was telling the charwoman that he had seen the shadow-box, and knew where it lay in the cobwebs behind a crocodile, and hoped somehow to coax it open and rescue her shadow. While she sighed and shook her head he walked often up and down before a window so that she saw the shadow, and could see she never suspected the price he had paid for the sight he had had of the shadow-box. And he, as he saw that perfect copy running so nimbly behind him, believed with the blindness of youth that he had paid nothing.


CHAPTER 8

Ramon Alonzo Shares the Idleness of the Maidens of Aragona 

Next morning Ramon Alonzo descended blithely the steps of timber and stone, and soon he was listening to the magicians lecture with his thoughts away in the village of Aragona. The magician explained that there was but one element, of which all material things were composed, but that the fragments of this element that made all matter were variously and diversely knit together. When these elemental fragments were closely associated he explained that their bulk was heavy and often smooth; when more loosely knit, the material they formed was lighter and of a rougher surface. To change therefore the mere arrangement of its fragments was to change one metal to another, at least in the estimation of the vulgar, who knew not that there was but one element and that no true change was possible, all matter being only the varying aspects of an element eternally unchangeable. Even water was made of it and even air.

Hence, said the Master of the Art, we see the superiority of spiritual things, which are of a vast multiplicity, while matter is but one. Moreover, spirits have much control over matter; while matter has neither the will nor knowledge nor power to affect one spirit, even though it may chance, upon a journey, to come close to a whole world. And the magician continued his theme, so that never was the cause of the spirit so ably pleaded, nor matter more humbled, nor all its pretensions more completely exposed. But Ramon Alonzos day-dreams were in arbours of Aragona, and they did not return thence until the magician, looking out carefully at the height of the sun, said: Now you may go down to the haunts of error until the sun is westering.

And now this lesson concludes. Be sure that you have learned a greater wisdom in learning the oneness of matter than is to be found in the changing of its manifestation out of its leaden form to that form which is held in greater esteem by the vulgar.

Once he warned the young man against lateness, who then sped blithely away, passing out through the old green door through which he had come only once, and seeming to see in his shadow a sprightly merriness that was as eager as he to be out in the summer morning away from the gloom of the house. The young man and the still younger shadow went laughing and leaping together down the slope; and soon between trunks of the trees came glimpses of Aragona, a village sunning itself in the merry glint of the golden Spanish air. Blithe in that glittering air as they came from the wood, the shadow revelled over the flowers and grass, and felt the soft touch of small leaves that it had not known before.

It was in the afternoon that they came to Aragona, but a little before the hour at which the Master had made the shadow; it was nearly one day old. Ramon Alonzo turned then and looked at it carefully to see if it had paled in twenty-three hours: it was as strong a grey as ever. Untroubled then by any lingering anxiety, he strode manfully into the village and his shadow strode beside him. He glanced at it once or twice to see that it still was there, until, finally reassured, he forgot it entirely.

And soon he saw a gathering of maidens who had come out to be merry together, lest there should be a hush in the little street while all the men were working in the fields. They laughed when they saw him come by the way from the wood, for so few came that way. He halted a little way from them and doffed his hat, and the blue plume floated from it large and long. And they all laughed again.

Who are you? said one, and laughed to hear herself speak out thus to a stranger.

Don Ramon Alonzo of the Tower and Rocky Forest, he answered simply.

Thats over there, said one, but you come from the wood.

I am studying there with a learned man, he said.

The Saints defend us, cried another, theres no learned man in the wood.

You know the wood, senorita? he asked.

The Saints forbid! she said. None goes to the wood. There may be aught there; but theres no learned man.

And at a look of alarm that he saw on their faces he added: His house is beyond the wood, upon the other side.

And the fear went from their faces and they were merry again.

Long after he confessed to Father Joseph that he had made this statement that fell short of the truth or, to be exact, went over it; and Father Joseph put the matter away with a wave of the hand and the words, A geographical error: he had heavy work to do that day giving absolution for traffic with the Black Art.

And then one or two called out to him: What do you study?

The different branches of learning, said Ramon Alonzo.

And then they all cried out such questions as What is three times twenty-seven?

What is nine times ninety?

Can you divide a hundred and eighty by seven?

That is arithmetic, answered Ramon Alonzo. And they were a little awed by his learning, though they did not cease to laugh.

Then he sought to make some remark that would be pleasing to them, and many a happy phrase came fast to his mind; and yet he said none of them, for there were so many maidens, and if they should all laugh together he feared for his tender phrases, which were such as should have been said softly at evening when all voices are low and laughter has all been hushed by the rise of a huge moon.

Instead he asked them some question as to what they did, without even wishing an answer.

We are watching for strangers, said the tallest.

Why? he asked, for she stood there waiting for him to speak.

For our amusement, she said.

There was no evading their laughter.

But when they had laughed enough they turned again to their former occupation, which had been to watch a beetle that crawled on the road, leaving tracks on the thick white dust; and they let Ramon Alonzo watch it with them, for during the ordeal of laughter not one of those frivolous eyes but had been watching him shrewdly, and now he was judged and favourably. Had they been less frivolous, even very learned; had they worn robes and wigs; had they called evidence and employed counsel, and taken days or weeks instead of moments, that judgment would not have been wiser.

Bells were heard now and then, high over them, their echoes lingering drowsily; hawks rested on the heavy summer air; bright insects shone in it; the idleness that charmed those southern lands and blessed the Golden Age was theirs to toy with, and they let the young man share it.

When the novelty of the beetle and his tracks was lost they turned to other interests, and when they wearied of these they changed again, following novelty yet. And so the afternoon wore on, and the sun went slanting over their happy idleness, when Ramon Alonzo suddenly saw that it soon would be westering, and all at once remembered the warning of the magician. So he made swift farewells, meeting laughing words with words as light as them, and strode away towards the wood. A glance at his shadow seemed to show that it was not so late as he feared; and then he came into the shade of the trees.

To find the house in the wood was not easy even though he knew the way. The closer he got the harder it seemed to become. And when he knew that he was within a few paces of it he could see no sign of any house at all. Then he stepped round the trunk of an oak-tree, and there it was. The green door opened to him and, walking into the house, he soon saw the darker form of the magician standing amongst the dimness.

You are late, said the Master of the Art.

Ramon Alonzo made courteous apologies.

Did anything happen? asked the magician.

No, said the young man wonderingly.

It is well, said the magician.

To what had the Master referred? pondered Ramon Alonzo. What should have happened?

Throughout his supper he wondered. Then he drank of that magical wine, which so illumined the mind in the brief while of its power; but the wine only filled him with fear of the strange new shadow.

When the fear faded, as it rapidly did, he had one more matter to ponder, for he had promised that band of maidens that he would join them again in two days time, for some purpose that they had named, too trivial for record. He was pondering some way of asking His Mystery for leave to go once more to the frivolous fields that lay beyond that wood, and looking for reasons for his request that might not appear too flippant when exposed to the scrutiny of the magical wisdom that the Master of the Art had gleaned from the ages. And, as he pondered, night came down on the wood, and the unnatural gloom of the house grew naturally deeper.

He would have found the charwoman then to gladden her with the talk of his gay outing, and tales of the frivolous fields, and news of her Aragona; but he knew not where she was: whatever room she frequented lay beyond his explorations. Then it was bedtime for him, and soon he was asleep in his spidery room, dreaming of Aragona. And in all dreamland he saw not that band of maidens with whom he had toyed in the golden afternoon, but always only a face far fairer than theirs, which he had never seen before, and yet knew with the knowledge of dreams to be the face of the charwoman.


CHAPTER 9

The Technique of Alchemy 

In the glittering morning that came even to that wood, through layers and layers of leafiness, Ramon Alonzo arose; and first he found the charwoman, at work where she mostly worked, on that deep-stained stone.

Anemone, he said, I have been to Aragona.

Ah, Aragona, she answered wistfully. Was it very fair? And he spoke of its beauty, resting amongst its lanes and arbours; and the wide plains dreaming around it, lit with a myriad flowers; and its spires rising above the trees and the houses, taking the sunlight direct from the face of the sun, like planets out in ether. He spoke of the gladdening voices of its bells - like merriment amongst a band of grave old men - wandering through summer air. It was not hard to praise Aragonas beauty.

And then he told her such names as he had heard of the folk that dwelt in the village, and little tales of some of the older ones that he had got from the maidens prattle; but to all this she shook her head mournfully and would hear more of the lanes and the arbours. So he told of these, and the pomegranate groves; but even then there often came over her that mournful look again, and she drooped her head and murmured: Changed. All changed. Only when he spoke of the hills far off, and of the tiny valley of the stream that tinkled through Aragona, did content descend on her like an old priests blessing given with outstretched hands on some serene evening, as she listened beside her pail, overfull of a calm joy.

And when he saw her face as she knelt by her work, sitting back on her heels, arms limp, hands lightly folded, listening with quiet rapture to every word that he told of the old Aragona that lived in her ancient memories, he determined that she should go to her village again and should take a shadow to show in the face of all men.

So he said: I will get you a shadow. The Master shall make you a false one.

He had youths confidence that the magician would do this for him as soon as he asked it, and if not he should do it because of his grandfather who taught him boar-hunting.

But she cried out: A false shadow! That is of no avail. A mere piece of darkness. He has my own good shadow: of what use are his strips of gloom?

And all the while his own shadow lay full on the floor beside her, as good a shadow as any mans. He smiled quietly and said nothing.

Then the young man hastened away to the room that was sacred to magic, for he knew the magician awaited him. And the first thing he said when he reached it, and saw the blacker mass of the magician out-darkening the gloom of the room, was, Master, will you make me a shadow for me to give to the charwoman?

What should she do with a shadow? he said.

I know not, said Ramon Alonzo, but I would give her one.

Idleness comes of such gifts, the magician replied. She will go to the villages with it and flaunt it there amongst common mundane things. It will lead her towards all that is earthly, for what is commoner or more vain than a shadow?

The young man knew not how to answer this. I would give her a present, he said, of some such trifle.

Brooches and earthly gauds are for these uses, replied the Master; but the wisdom that I have drawn from so many ages is not for such as her.

I pray you give it me, said Ramon Alonzo, for the sake of what my grandfather taught you of boar-hunting.

The teaching that I had from that great philosopher, said the magician, is not to be mentioned beside the vanity of a charwomans shadow. Yet since you have invoked that potent honoured name I will make the shadow you seek. Bid her therefore come and stand before my door that I may copy her shadow even as artists do.

At once Ramon Alonzo left the room that was sacred to magic to bring the good news to the charwoman, and found her still at that stone.

He will make you a shadow, he cried, a fine new shadow. But none of his eagerness found any reflection in her wan worn face, and she only repeated with sorrowful scorn: A piece of common darkness. I know his strips of gloom.

Then said Ramon Alonzo: Is my shadow common darkness? Is my shadow mere gloom?

And he pointed towards it lying beside her pail.

Yours! she cried. No! Yours is a proper shadow. A fine lithe shadow; beautiful, glossy, and young. A good sleek shadow. A joy to the wild grasses. Aye, that is a shadow. God bless us, there are shadows still in the world.

And he laughed to hear her.

Then this shadow of mine, he said gaily, is no more than what you shall have. He made it.

He made it? she cried out, all with a sudden gasp.

Yes, he laughed. He made it two days ago. And youve seen it many a time, and never knew till I told you.

O your shadow! she wailed. And I warned you. Your sweet young shadow in his detestable box. O your grey slender shadow! And I warned you. I warned you. Oh, why did you do it? I warned you. So proper a shadow. And now it drifts about beyond the world or wherever he sends it when he takes it out of his box, doing his heathen errands and hobnobbing with demons.

But this shadow, he said, pointing to the one that lay now at his heels, a little pale in that house, but grey enough, as he knew, in the sunlight and on the grasses, is not this shadow slender and grey enough? You have just said so.

I did not know, she wailed, I did not know.

Is any shadow better? he asked.

But she was weeping, all bent up by her pail. He waited, and still she wept.

Come, he said. The Master will make you a shadow.

But she only shook her head, and continued weeping. And when he saw that, for whatever reason, she was weeping over his shadow, and that nothing he said could solace her, he left at last with the shadow that only made her weep. As he entered the room again that was sacred to magic he saw the magician standing all in the midst of the gloom.

She will not come, said the young man.

And somewhat hastily the Master of the Art passed from that topic. We will then examine, he said, the differences and the kinship of various metals with gold, in order that we may choose those that with least disturbance can be transmuted to that arrangement of the element which forms the rarer metal. And this, as all men know, is accomplished by means of the philosophers stone, in the proper handling of which I will instruct you to-morrow, together with all spells that pertain to it; for there is a special dietology, or study of spells, belonging only to the use of this stone.

He then lay on his lectern, in view of Ramon Alonzo, several angular pieces of metals of different kinds, of a convenient size for handling. About these he lectured with all that volume of knowledge that, in his long time on Earth, he had learned concerning the rocks that compose our planet.

The arrangement of the element, he said, is most near in lead to that which it takes in forming the structure of gold. And this arrangement, the fitting together of particle into particle, is easy to be expounded, were it not for one thing; and but for one thing lead were transmuted to gold with facility. This one thing is colour. For in the final arrangement of the particles, when all else is understood, there is a certain aspect of them which produceth colour, that of all mundane things is the least to be comprehended.

Colour? said Ramon Alonzo, his roving youthful fancy called back to that gloomy room by hearing the Master attribute a wonder to colour, with which he had been familiar through all the years of his life.

Aye, said the Master, the outward manifestation of all material things that come to our knowledge, and yet the nature of it has baffled, and is still baffling, the studies of the most learned amongst mankind. For this reason alone there are those that have discarded the study of matter, caring little to struggle, with difficulty in so trivial a business as to seek for the meaning and use of material things. To other branches of study, whatever their difficulty, we are lured by the chance of prizes beyond estimation; these however concern you not, having chosen the humble study whose lore we now consider. Colour then depends upon the arrangement of the element in its most subtle form. Were there only one colour we should esteem that it was the natural manner in which light affected surfaces. Yet are there four, and these must therefore depend on a variation of surface profoundly intricate.

Now it is the nature of gold that wherever and however it be cut, or powdered or melted or broken, the surface presented is yellow; and the delicate arrangement of particles that in other metals presents other colours than this needs to be overcome; for, without this, transmutation is not accomplished. And but for this colour the changing of lead into gold were amongst the easiest of all the traffickings men have with material things. And if the vulgar would accept as gold what is truly gold in its essence, although it be black, the business were easy enough; but it has been ascertained that in regard to this they are stubborn.

Then, taking up a piece of iron pyrites, he explained how by mingling various metals together the student could acquire the colour of one, the hardness or softness of another, and so blend them that the weight of the whole mass should be what was desired; and it should be in all respects most suited to undergo those changes that were to be caused by the use of the philosophers stone.

The lecture that he delivered that day, with all the metals before him, upon the preparations for transmutation, has probably seldom been surpassed; for he had for the material of his discourse the wisdom of those ages that had preceded him, while a few centuries later the study of the philosophers stone fell much into desuetude. Yet who shall estimate the relative excellence of lectures on transmutation, seeing that they have ever been given in gloom and secrecy to classes of ones and twos?

And Ramon Alonzo listened docilely; not, as might have been thought, because to learn transmutation was the object of his sojourn in that dim house, but because he awaited a favourable opportunity, an amiable mood in the magician, when he might ask for leave once more to return to the fields of frivolity. And not till evening came and the magician banished him from his sacred room, in order that, as Ramon Alonzo knew, he might play some secret game with his captive shadows, did the young man learn, with shrewd intuitions of youth, that he cared far more for the fee that he had in his box than for any learning he might impart as his part of the bargain.

He did not look for Anemone that evening, for he saw that the sight of his shadow troubled her, believing her overwrought by the loss of her own, and deciding to renew the magicians offer in a few days when she was calmer. That she should have a shadow again he was determined, and walk without hurt or taunt in her Aragona.

As he went to his room that night up the stairway of stone, with a candle all blobs of tallow and ragged wick spluttering within a lanthorn, he had an idea for a moment on one of the steps that there was something wrong with his shadow; but he looked again, holding the lanthorn steadier, and the idea or the fear passed.


CHAPTER 10

The Exposure of the False Shadow 

The work of the morning was to learn the correct application of the smooth philosophers stone to the surfaces of metals that had been already so blended that they approached in texture and colour to the texture and colour of gold, and were thus already prepared to receive the changes to be given their element by the touch of the stone. Without this preparation, the magician warned his pupil, the change in the element is too violent, and has in former times not merely wrecked, but entirely transmuted, the houses of certain philosophers; whereby the world has lost such store of learning as may in no wise be estimated.

Nor is it well to attempt the change of the element in too great a bulk at one time, as men have done when too greatly drawn by the lure of material things, seeking to change whole mountains, which, far from bringing them gold, has been the cause of volcanoes.

Now the application of the philosophers stone is made in this manner: having chosen suitable metals to avoid too enormous a change, in such bulk as will cause no calamity, pass this stone over the surface with the exact rhythm that there is in the spell you use. There are many spells, as there are many metals. And he brought from a box in two handfuls a bundle of small scrolls.

Ramon Alonzo, who had believed he was about to be shown the secret, saw then, as the magician slowly sorted the scrolls, that there was still much to be taught. He had been patient all the day before; but now the light that shone through the volume of leaves, coming down cliffs of greenness, called to his inner being with so imperious a call, that it almost seemed as though Spain and the musical summer, and the mighty sun himself and the blue spaces of ether, all longed for Ramon Alonzo to wander to Aragona to toy with the idle maidens through empty hours of merriment. And a bird called out of the wood, and Ramon Alonzo felt that he must go.

Master, he said, may I go once more to the fields of error? I have some business there not worthy for your attention; yet to myself it is pressing.

The magician made a certain show of reluctance, to conceal the truth that he cared for little but his fee of the young mans shadow, and meant soon to send him away, content with the vain acquirements of transmutation, for so it seemed to the magician. And then he gave him leave; but, with an earnestness far more real and a vehemence that seemed genuine, he warned his pupil again to be back before evening. And swift as dust on draughts that sometimes moaned in those chambers, and gay and light as the leaves, away went Ramon Alonzo. And once more the golden morning was before him as he came down from the wood, and Aragona twinkled in the distance. And partly his heart was full of a frivolous laughter and partly a wistful feeling all grave and strange, for the spires of Aragona moved even youth to solemnity; and none knew how this was, for the spires were bright and glad.

He gave one glance at his shadow to see that all was well with it, then strode over glittering grass with the shadow striding beside him: and so he came untired to the edge of the village, and saw there the band of maidens where they had promised to be. Blithe on the idle air came the merriment of their welcome.

And not a levity that blew their way all in the azure morning, and not a vanity that reached their thoughts, going from mind to mind, but they welcomed and toyed with and acclaimed as new. So they passed the morning, and when the heat of the day began to increase they loitered to a lane that had one long leafy roof, and there they sat in the shade and ate fruit that they had in baskets and listened while each in turn recounted the idlest tales. And the meed of every tale that pleased was laughter, and not a learned conceit nor studious fancy was allowed to intrude in any tale they told. After the wisdom that burdened the house in the wood, and the learning with which its very gloom was laden, its ancient store of saws and sayings and formulas, Ramon Alonzo rejoiced at every quip that they uttered-and every peal of laughter that followed each quip, as the traveller over Sahara welcomes the pools in the mountains and the bands of butterflies that gather about them.

In the heavy leafy shade they laughed or talked continually, while all round them Spain slept through the middle hours of the day. And many a tale they told of surpassing lightness, too light to cross the ages and reach this day, even if they were worthy, but lost with all the little things that founder in the long reaches of Time, to be cast on the coasts of Oblivion, amongst unrecorded tunes and childrens dreams and sceptres of unsuccessful emperors.

But when shafts of sunlight slanted, and voices from beyond their lane showed that Spain was awaking, and the grandeur of the sun was past and he grew genial again, then they loitered out into the light, straying towards the hills. And, as they wandered there, other young men joined them, leaving their work till the morrow, for morrows they said would be many - young dark-skinned men with scarlet sashes flashing around their waists. Then the party drifted asunder as shallow streams in sunny sandy spaces when the water takes many ways, all of them gold and light-laden. And a tall dark maiden drifted with Ramon Alonzo, and one more slender than she; and the first was named Ariona and the second Lolun. And sometimes fair fancies came to Ariona, by which that band of maidens was often guided because they were strange and new. But the slender form of Lolun was driven by any fancy, in whatever mind it arose: a song would guide her, or any merriment lead her, as though she had less weight than these invisible things, as the thistledown has less weight than the south wind.

And as they drifted slowly towards the low western hills Ramon Alonzo saw that the sun was westering, and remembered the warning of the magician.

I must go, he said.

Go? said the two maidens, as though to leave that low sunlight to go alone through the wood were some monstrous imagination.

I must return to the learned man with whom I study beyond the wood, he said. He desires me to be back with him this evening.

Oh! said Lolun. She was shocked to hear of such a demand.

He wishes to investigate with me one of the branches of learning.

Then the two girls laughter on the mellow air rang out against learning, and trills of it floated as far as the hills, and echoes came back to the fields, and went wandering fainter and further; and in all the ways that heard them there was no thought of learning. And Ramon Alonzos plans were laughed away, as in later days the Armada was broken by storm, and so he forsook his intention to return to the house in the wood. He long remembered those trills of merry laughter, for not for long was he free of care again.

Driven then by those gusts of laughter as small ships are by light breezes, he came with the girls to the hills when the sun was low. And drifting all aimless on, they went up the slope, prattling and laughing and straying, led by whatever fancy led Ariona. And her fancy was to see the willowy lands that lay beyond the hill, with their trees and the shadowed grass looking strange in the evening. At such a place and at such a time, she felt, whatever there was of faery in our world would show clear hints for any girl to guess. And the further they got the eagerer grew Lolun to find whatever it was for which Ariona was searching. And, these impulses holding fair, Ramon Alonzo still went on before them.

And so they came to the ridge of the hill and saw the willowy lands. The low sun glittered in their faces, no longer a flashing centre of power avoided by human eyes, but a mystery, an enchantment, almost to be shared by man; and wholly shared by solitary trees, and bands of shrubs, far off on the wild plain, which now drew a mystery about them, as men in the tended fields began to draw their cloaks. They gazed some while in silence at those strange lands, which none saw from any window in Aragona, seeking their mystery, which was almost clear and was coming nearer and nearer, and finding it, but for the tiniest shrubs and shadows amongst which it hid, though barely, its secret enchantment. And as they looked at that strangeness, part spell and part blessing, descending on all those acres out of the evening, not a ripple of laughter shook the calm of their wonder. And then a cold wind blew for only a moment, rising up from its sleep in nowhere and moving to distant sails; and they stirred as the wind went by, and their search was ended.

They turned round then to look back at Aragona, with the late light on its spires, and its windows flashing, and saw men drawing toward it home from the fields. They stood there wondering to see how far they had come; waiting in idleness for the next whim to guide them, a little band of three with the young man in the middle. The slope they had just climbed lay golden below them.

Then Ariona screamed. Again she screamed before Lolun had followed the gaze of her terrified eyes. Then scream after scream went up from Lolun also.

Ramon Alonzo stood silent in sheer amazement between them. Then they sprang away from him making the sign of the Cross. But just as they sprang away Ramon Alonzo saw for a moment, amidst the shining grass, his shadow between their shadows; theirs lying so far along the golden slope that they ran a little way out to the level fields, his only five feet long.


CHAPTER 11

The Chill of Space 

So it does not grow, said Ramon Alonzo bitterly.

He was all alone on the hill and the girls had fled. Alone with a mere strip of gloom; a thing refused by the charwoman. So this was the shadow he had received so confidently, believing he had obtained from magic something without payment. A mere patch of darkness that neither dwindled nor grew. In a flash his memory went back to the suspicion he had suddenly had on the stair, and recalled how the shade of the trees in the heat of the day had hidden the evil secret a little longer. He remembered how two evenings ago it had seemed not so late as it was; that was his lying shadow. But he no longer thought of it as a shadow at all; it was mere art, and the Black Art at that. It counterfeited what his own shadow had been in the middle of that fatal afternoon, and could no more grow than shadows in pictures grow.

What should he do? A chill came into the evening, depressing all his thoughts, and his fancy roamed to the long thin magical box, in which his young shadow lay. He pictured it locked in the gloom with other lost shadows, fallen a slave to magic. He thought of its blitheness at dawn, on dewy hills in Spring; and then he looked at the sinister thing beside him, an outcast amongst the lengthening shadows as he was now an outcast amongst men. At that moment he would sooner have been shadowless like the charwoman than to have that mockery there looking ludicrous in the landscape, and seeming to taunt him with the folly he had committed after warning enough. He turned his back on it and his eye fell then on the willowy lands a little to the left of the sun, and he saw the great trees far off with a new jealousy. Almost silvery their great shadows looked, slipping over the grass in the evening; and he saw the beauty of shadows as he had not seen before, and saw with envy. It had come to this already, that the man was jealous of trees.

From the grand substantial forms of the distant trees, and those dark comrades that vouched for them as being material things, he bitterly turned away, and looked once more to the spires of Aragona, with his gaze held high to avoid the mockery at his feet. But not by lifting his gaze could he escape the thought of his folly, for now he saw Lolun and Ariona hastening home over the fields, and knew he had lost his part in material things.

Some slight regret, some reluctance, Lolun showed as she went, which Ramon Alonzo was not able to see. He only felt all tangible things were against him.

Must we leave him? said Lolun after they had run for a while.

He is not earthly, cried Ariona.

We might stay for only a little, said Lolun.

It were sin, said the other, though for only a moment.

Must we never sin? sighed Lolun.

Sin? Yes, said Ariona, where there is absolution. But this... and she shuddered.

This? whispered Lolun, half terror, half curiosity.

He has had traffic with what we may not name.

And, as Ariona said this, the last of the suns huge rim disappeared from the hill, and a chill came into the air; and their doubts all turned to fears in the hour of bats. So they hurried on and did not stop to rest, and came all weary into Aragona; and there the news spread quicker than their tired feet could carry it that Ramon Alonzo had trafficked in the gaudy wares of damnation.

And he, with that pitiable ware he had got, that tawdry piece of gloom, stood all alone on the hill in the deepening gloaming, making helpless human plans that he hoped to set against magic. There was his sword, that he had never used yet on any serious business; he would confront the magician with its slender point and make him open the shadow-box; its purpose was to rescue the oppressed, then why not those hapless shadows that lay with his own in the box? And then there was the spell he had seen in the book, with which the Master opened the lock of his shadow-box. But he could not read the spell, which was in Chinese, and did not know with what art from his stores of magic the Master would meet the passes of his merely terrestrial sword. Vain plans that melted away as fast as he formed them.

Then the sun set; and in the sudden loss of gladness that all things felt, the faint melancholy that tinged wild grasses and tended gardens, Ramon Alonzo had comfort. For a little while he seemed to have lost nothing that all nature had not lost: he did not know that the word had gone out The man is shadowless, and that he would have to travel far, and faster than that rumour, to find any kindly human welcome again. And now it was the hour when all things sought their homes, and Ramon Alonzo turned towards the wood.

He came to the wood before the gloaming faded, but amongst those oaks it was as dark as night. Once more he pried for the house; once more its dark door was before him all of a sudden as he picked his way round a tree. It stood ajar as though tempting whatever was lost in the wood to enter that sombre house and be robbed at least of its shadow.

Again as Ramon Alonzo went in through that door he saw the magicians presence increasing the gloom of the hall.

You are late, said the magician.

I am late, said Ramon Alonzo, and strode on to pass the magician, his left hand resting lightly on his sword-hilt. When the Master of the Art saw Ramon Alonzos humour he lost some of his ease, and stood there pondering answers to what his guest should say; for he saw that the great defect in his artificial shadow had by now been detected, and was ever anxious that nothing mortal should guess ought of his dealings with shadows. But Ramon Alonzo said nothing. He walked on silently into the deeps of the house, and presently the magician turned away and went sombrely back to the room that was sacred to magic, and unpadlocked his shadow-box; and soon in a riot of power exerted on helpless shades, he forgot all the irk he had felt at having one of his crooked dealings discovered.

But the young man called Anemone through the house; and she heard him and came from the nook in which she was resting, and met him in one of those dark passages, and led him back to the nook. It was a space beneath a wooden stair that ran whither she knew not; once in every generation she would hear the steps of the magician resounding above her head, going gravely up the stair upon which she was not permitted, and coming blithely down. One side of the space was open to the passage, but in the part that was sheltered by the stair she had a heap of straw to lie on, and all her pans and pails. Old brooms against the wall seemed to add to the darkness. She led him silently there before they spoke, seeing his attitude full of trouble if it was too dark for her to see his face; and there they sat on the floor on patches of straw, and she began to light a candle, a thing she had saved up out of old pieces of tallow.

I have found out about his shadow, he said.

Ah yes, she said, a mere piece of gloom. She knew he must have discovered it when she saw how late he was out.

It will not grow, he said.

Never an inch, she answered.

You warned me, said Ramon Alonzo.

She only sighed. She had known that the magician was after his shadow, but knew not all his tricks. Had she dreamed that he would have dared to offer one of his wretched pieces of darkness even in part exchange for a good human shadow she would have warned Ramon Alonzo of the specious imitation. And now she regretted she had not. And as she sighed a sudden tremor shook her. And shook the wretched candle she had just lighted, and convulsed her again and again, till the straw upon which she sat rustled audibly with her tremblings. And Ramon Alonzo suddenly trembled too, as he had trembled once before in that strange house, and previously he had put his tremors down to the draughts and the damp, but now they were more violent.

It is our shadows, said the charwoman, leaning towards Ramon Alonzo and speaking with chattering teeth.

Our shadows? said he.

They are out on dreadful journeys, she replied.

Whither? said he.

Who knows? she said. And we are feeling their terror.

Has he that power? he gasped.

Aye, she said. He is sitting there now over his shadow-box, taking them out and driving them off by the dreadful spells he uses, to carry messages for him to spirits far from here. And their misery and terror touches us, for so it is with shadows.

Ramon Alonzo was shivering now with a fear that was strange to him. The charwoman watched him a moment.

Yes, yes, she said, he has our shadows out.

Are they far from the house? he asked between chattering teeth.

Beyond Earth, she answered.

This he could scarcely believe. But now a gust of more dreadful shivering shook her, and he too felt the touch of a sudden chill.

They are beyond the paths of the planets now, she said. I know that cold. It is the chill of Space. Yes, thats Space sure enough. Its little warmth enough that they get from the planets; just a little from some of the larger ones, and thats something. But this is Space: I know it. Theyre right out there now.

She huddled her hands almost into the flame of the candle, but that did no good, for the shudders that come from lost shadows go deeper than skin or bones. They chill not merely the blood but the very spirit.

And the chill and the awe of Space gripped also Ramon Alonzo.

Why does he send them there? he whispered to her, for his voice had sunk to this.

Ah, we dont know that, she said. Hes too deep and sly. But he has friends out there, and hes likely sending them, poor shadows, to one of them, to bow before one of them and give it a message, and dance to it and then come back to the shadow-box.

Hell bring it back? asked Ramon Alonzo quickly.

Oh yes, she said, he always brings them back. He wont part with his shadows.

What spirits are they? he asked.

Evil spirits, she answered.

And then they sat silent awhile, trembling and wan, while their nerves were numbed by an unearthly cold. And if the charwomans aged frame was more easily shaken by tremblings, yet the young heart of Ramon Alonzo seemed to feel more vividly his shadows distress.

Often the spirits pass close to Earth on a journey, and he sends his shadows a little way out to greet them. But they are right beyond that now, poor shadows, she said.

Why does he send them so far? he asked.

Lust of power, she said. Cruel savagery. I know his piques and his ways. He doesnt like your finding out the trick that he played you. Ive known him make the shadows dance for hours because I havent worked hard enough for him. And Ive been all tired after that, worn out and years older.

Somehow her courage in speaking at all when racked by those terrible tremors, and in speaking against the grim man to whose tyranny they were subject, brought a warmth to Ramon Alonzo.

And soon she said: They are turning homeward now.

Then they sat silent, both waiting. And now the terror had gone, and gradually some slight thawing, too faint to be called a glow, touched the unearthly cold that had gripped them so sorely. Whether it was some warmth that the shadows got from Jupiter, or from the sun itself, neither Ramon Alonzo nor the wise old charwoman knew; and at last the charwoman leaned back against the wall with a certain content again on her worn old face: They are back in the box, she said.

And suddenly he stood up, his left hand dropping upon his sword-hilt, a fine figure there in his cloak, even in that dim light.

I will take your shadow, he said, and he shall torment it no more. My own must stay in the box because of the bargain I made with him and the need that I have for gold, but I will bring back yours to you and he shall torment it no more.

He had said the same before, and she had smiled it away; but he was so vehement now that, if resolution could have accomplished it, she saw the thing had been done. And yet she shook her head.

I have my sword, he said.

But she looked at it pityingly.

He has more terrible things, she answered sadly.

And at that he realized that in that dark house more store must be set by immaterial things than by those that men can handle. And he thought of the spell.

Then I will open the box while he is away, he said. And you shall have back your shadow and mine shall stay in the box.

And again she warned him that the shadow-box opened to no key.

I have seen the spell in his book, he said, unto which the padlock opens!

Can you utter it? said she.

No, it is in Chinese.

Now there was at that time no Chinaman in all the lands of Spain. And the ships of Spain had no traffic with Chinese lands. Yet Ramon Alonzo pondered this most faint hope, and leaving the pails and brooms went thoughtfully thence.


CHAPTER 12

Mirandola Demands a Love-Potion 

When Ramon Alonzo appeared next day in the room that was sacred to magic the magician was there before him.

You have a fine strong shadow, said the magician.

Certainly it lay black and bold on the floor; and, since it was then as many hours before noon as the making of the shadow had been after it, it was just as long as the shadows of other men. But not a word did Ramon Alonzo answer. He went instead to his seat, and there sat waiting to receive more of the learning for which he had paid so much. The gold must needs be got for his sisters dowry, even at the cost of those tremors and terrors, against which fortitude that endured the ills of the body seemed of so little avail; and after that, if other plans failed, he might become so wealthy with the gold he should make that he would buy back his shadow, or if the magician paid no heed to gold he might find those who did, and arm them and go against the house in the wood and capture the spells and the shadow-box. But his head was too full of plans for any one to ripen; and then the voice of the magician came breaking across them suddenly. When by blending the metals, he said, till their texture is nearest to the texture of gold, we have made the preparation that is meet, the philosophers choose from amongst such scrolls as these a spell that is best suited to the material to be dealt with. And having read it aloud in its own language, whatever language it be; for these spells are ever written in the tongue of whatever sage has been first to compose them; and the Persians have for long been adept at this, as well as some few of those that adore Vishnu, at which name he paused and bowed; and, as he bowed, one knocked on the door to the forest, and the echoes went roaming uncertainly, as though lost, through the house.

At the sound of the knock the magician swept out of the room, once more reminding the young man of a spider when some lost thing touches his web. And, left alone in the room that was sacred to magic, Ramon Alonzo again considered his dark master, whom he regarded henceforth as his opponent, from whom the charwomans shadow must yet be won. The Master was keeping to his bargain, thought Ramon Alonzo, and it was a hard bargain, and in the matter of the false shadow a sly one, and the Master knew that he had found this out.

Suddenly his eye fell on the great book, and he left his speculations, which, considering the depths to which the magicians character ran, had gone but a little way; and he rose up, led by a more practical thought, and turned the Cathayan pages, and came again to the three great syllables of the spell that opened the box. Alas that they were in Chinese.

A swift idea came to him. The padlock knew Chinese, for he had seen it open. He seized the book and carried it to the shadow-box and, leaping over a crocodile, showed the open page to the padlock, holding it still before it; and the padlock never stirred. He rose up then from the dust and gloom and replaced the book on the lectern, and only just in time, for the steps of the magician came resounding back to the door and he came again to his room that was sacred to magic. He gave one scornful glance at the book on the lectern, knowing it had been moved; and in the scorn of that look Ramon Alonzos disappointment grew, for he saw not only that he had failed but that the attempt had been hopeless.

A yokel is at the door of the forest, he said. He has a message to you that the oaf will give only to you.

Ramon Alonzo went in silence, still heavy with failure, and came to the door to the wood. And there outside was Peter, who had knocked on the old green door and had then run back a little way into the wood. Thence he had spoken with the magician. And now to the door that he dreaded, while his fears expected anything that they were able to guess, there came his young master.

Young master, cried Peter, young master. I have brought you a letter from Donna Mirandola. And does he treat you well? Does he feed you well? Youll be very learned now, master. The big boar-hound is eating well.

Is he strong? asked Ramon Alonzo.

As strong as ever, said Peter.

Now the Saints be praised, said Ramon Alonzo, reverting to an old way of speech that he did not use in that house.

Here is the letter, master, said Peter, drawing it out from his cloak. But, master, there is a word with blots upon it; that word should be love-potion, and not the word that is writ under the blots.

Love-potion, repeated Ramon Alonzo.

Aye, master; and not the word under the blots. Donna Mirandola bid me say it.

That is well, said Ramon Alonzo.

The letter was written in the same clear hand as the one that had come from his father, and was short, as the young man saw with joy, for he wished to read not too slowly before Peter, and fast he could not go.

It said: To Don Ramon Alonzo. Do not send gold, but send me a prayer-book. Your loving sister, Mirandola.

Over the word prayer-book were the marks of small fingers that had been dipped in ink.

Say I will send that prayer-book, said Ramon Alonzo.

Aye master, said Peter, and is there any more?

Feed the big boar-hound well, said Ramon Alonzo.

Aye, indeed, master, said Peter.

Farewell.

Farewell, young master, farewell. Please God well hunt boars in the winter.

And Peter turned slowly away and walked a few paces slowly, then faster and faster till he got away from the wood.

Ramon Alonzo pondered bitterly: he had sold his shadow for gold, and now gold was not needed.

He had not yet learned the whole art of transmutation. Would the magician give back his shadow?

And Mirandola must have her love-potion, and the charwoman have her shadow out of the box. He had much to do if his plans were to come to fruition.

Back he went to the gloomy room that was sacred to magic. I have no need of gold, he said.

It is a worthless metal, replied the magician. The philosophers sought it for the interest they took in rearranging the element. But the stuff itself was nought to them. They buried it where I have said, and have often warned man of its worthlessness; in testimony whereof their writings remain to this day.

I would learn no more of it, said Ramon Alonzo.

No? said the magician.

I pray you therefore give back my shadow, he said.

But it is my fee, said the magician.

I would learn other things, said the young man, for other fees. But this fee I pray you return.

Alas, said the magician, you have learned much already.

Of this matter nothing, said Ramon Alonzo.

Alas, yes, replied the magician. For you have learned the oneness of matter, and that there is but one element. And this is a great secret to the vulgar, who believe there are four. And doubtless they will, in their error, discover even more than these four before ever they come to learn that there is but one which you have learnt already, and this is my fee for it. And he stooped and rapped the shadow-box somewhat sharply.

You gave me a shadow to wear in its place, said the young man.

I will make you a longer one, replied the magician.

Ramon Alonzo saw that words would not do it, and that whatever he said would be verbally parried with skill.

Then give me a love-potion, he said.

I do not dispense these things, said the magician haughtily.

Then teach me how they are made, and not the making of gold.

The magician pondered a moment. It was all one to him. He had his fee safe in the shadow-box. He despised equally gold and love, and cared not which he taught. Some etiquette he had learned from some older magician seemed to prompt him to give something for his fee.

Gladly, he answered briefly.

Then Ramon Alonzo sat down without a word, thinking of Mirandola.

He had never enquired the reason of anything that she asked for. It was Mirandola, with eyes like a stormy evening. Thoughts passed behind those eyes such as never visited him.

Mirandola knew. It is hard to say how the flash of those eyes swayed him. He never sought to know, and never questioned Mirandolas demands.

By the admixture of crocodiles tears with the slime of snails, came the voice of the Master, the basis of all love-potions is constructed. Unto this is to be added a powder, obtained by pounding the burned plumage of nightingales. Flavour with attar of roses. Add a pinch of the dust of a man that has been a king, and of a woman that has been fair two pinches, and mix with common dew. Do this by light only of glow-worms and saying suitable spells.

Ramon Alonzo, following the gestures that the Master made as he spoke, saw on the shelves the ingredients that he mentioned. He saw a jar holding attar of roses beside one named Dust of Helen. He saw two jars side by side called Dust of Pharaoh and Dust of Ozymandias, one of them probably Rameses. He saw a vial labelled Crocodiles Tears. All that he needed seemed there; outside in the wood the glow-worms burned, and there were plenty of snails.

The lesson went on drearily, the magician intoning various spells that the young man learned by heart or believed he learned, and naming alternative ingredients that had of old been used in more torrid lands. Of the ingredients Ramon Alonzo was so sure that no mistake was possible; if ever he erred at all it was with the spells.


CHAPTER 13

Ramon Alonzo Compounds the Potion 

Next morning Ramon Alonzo rose full early, all impatience to do Mirandolas errand, all eagerness to exercise his new skill. That day the magician was to teach him more spells and alternative ingredients, doubtless with quips at the expense of Matter, scoffs at the vanity of the ambitions of Man, quotations from ancient philosophers, and lore of his own seeking. An opportunity not given to every young man; for this master had gathered and stored with his own hands the fruits of many ages, besides the lore he was heir to from former philosophers.

When Ramon Alonzo entered the room that was sacred to magic he saw with a sudden joy that this opportunity was not yet to be his. For he had come down the spiral stair of timber and stone by the palest earliest light, and the magician was not yet about. But with his new learning glowing bright and fresh in his mind he ran a sure eye over the Masters shelves and saw the ingredients he needed. Then he took from a jar some dust of Ozymandias and mixed it in right proportions with some of the dust of Helen. His shrewd young mind guessed well the aphorisms that the Master would have uttered over these pinches of dust; for, secure with his doses of elixir vitæ, he neglected few chances to mock the illusions of Man. Attar of roses and crocodiles tears were close by in their vials, and the dried skin of a nightingale hung on a nail near. He procured a flame and burned some of the feathers and pounded them into a powder, and mixed it up with the rest. Then he hastened towards the wood, anxious to gain the door before the magician came, and to do the work unaided; for he knew that the aged had often ideas of their own, setting undue store by ritual and unprofitable quotations, and hindering eager work that the young would do in a hurry.

He came to the door to the wood and listened a moment acutely. Not a sound came from the corridors; the magician was not yet afoot. The dew was yet in the wood, and of this he got a small cupful, gathering it drop by drop from the bent blades of grass; and here he found large snails and, after a while, a glow-worm. And these he carried into a hollow oak where the darkness was deep enough to be lit by the glow-worm; and in the light of that he put all his mixture together, saying the while a spell that had great repute in Persia. The viscid substance he poured into a vial, out of the common mortar in which he compounded it, and carefully corked the vial and turned back towards the house in the wood. And, attracted by the croon of the curious Persian spell, or else by the scent of the love-potion, small things of the wood were lured to follow him. He heard the pattering of their feet behind him; but if he turned they were away on the other side of the oak-boles, and if he went back to a tree behind which one hid and walked round to the other side, he heard small finger-nails scratching, always on the far side from him, and knew the small creature had gone up the tree and slipped round it whenever he moved, so as to keep the trunk between it and anything human. They were only imps, light creatures composed of the idleness and mystery of the wood, and led now by curiosity, which was their principal motive. Soon the pattering of footsteps ceased, for they dared come no nearer to the magicians house, but sat down behind their trees uttering little cries of wonder.

When Ramon Alonzo returned to the house in the wood he sought at once for the charwoman, and found her in her nook amongst all her pails.

Anemone, he said, I am going back to my home, for my sister has need of a love-potion.

For what purpose needs she that? said the charwoman.

I know not, said Ramon Alonzo, but she desired one.

Is she not young? said the charwoman.

Aye, said Ramon Alonzo, but perhaps she wished to make sure.

Aye, they are sure, those potions, said the charwoman, for she knew much of magic, having minded that house for so long. Only let him see her first after he hath drunk of the potion, or even be nearest to her at that time, and he hath no escape after that from magical love. You have the potion there? For Ramon Alonzo had the vial in his hand.

Aye, said he, I made it myself in the wood.

He taught you how?

Yes, said Ramon Alonzo.

And for that you gave your shadow, she said sorrowfully.

And he would have explained to her that he had learned more than this, but she would not heed him, only sitting on the straw with dejected head, and mourning to herself over his shadow.

Then seeing her sorrowful face, and the gloom of that dark nook, and the sombre melancholy of all things round her, he sought to persuade her to flee from the house in the wood, and he would escort her into Aragona. But she only said: The world is harder than this house.

He reasoned with her, saying suave things of the world; but she only answered: There is no place for me there.

And then he said: I will come back for you, and when I come I will get back your shadow.

And she shook her head sorrowfully as she always shook it whenever he spoke of that.

But I have a plan, he said.

And when she only shook her head again he told her what his plan was.

I saw the spell, he said, when he opened the shadow-box, and have seen it again since. It is in Chinese and I cannot speak it, but now I remember it well, each syllable; and I will learn the art of the pen and then I will make the likeness of one of those syllables upon parchment. There are three syllables, but I will make the likeness of only one at first, and with it I shall write words of my own imagining, making them square and outlandish. And I shall say to him: Master, I was given this writing by a heathen man that I met. I pray you read it for me.

She listened at first, but when he spoke of writing words of his own imagining she turned again to her melancholy.

But hearken, he said, and his eagerness gained her attention. Oft as he reads he mutters, and if the room be dark and the script small then he will mutter surely, and I hear the words that he mutters. Now when all the script is strange to him but one word, he will surely mutter that one and then stop and ponder; and I shall hear that word and remember. And then some days must go by, and many days; and then one day I will bring him another script, with the second syllable, and long afterwards the third, and then I shall have the spell.

She was listening now with a look on her face that seemed to be like hope; but hope had been absent from her face so long that if it now shone in her eyes its image there was too faint for Ramon Alonzo to be quite sure what it was. And after a while she said: Learn not the art of the pen from him. There are good men that can teach that art, and not only he.

Why? said Ramon Alonzo.

Because, she said, if he deems that you have not the art he will not suspect you wrote it.

And then Ramon Alonzo knew that she hoped, for she had taken a part in his plan. And for a long while they talked of it. And all the while the faint hope of the charwoman grew, and her eyes shone now with a bright unwonted light in the haggard withered face.

One thing she warned him which Ramon Alonzo remembered, and that was to give up his false shadow to the magician, before he opened the shadow-box, if ever he should be able to open it. For the magician could cut off the false shadow, having the necessary tools; but if this were not done he would never be able to rid himself of it and would always have two shadows, a true and a false. Thus they plotted together; but Ramon Alonzo thought nothing of his own shadow, planning only to rescue hers, with his thoughts as they roved to the future fixed on nothing but the picture of her old face lit up by some feeble smile from a wan happiness when she should have her old shadow again.

And now the morning was wearing on to the hour when the magician would be astir, and Ramon Alonzo desired to be gone before he appeared. For he had acquired a lore in his youth which taught him ever to avoid the aged when merry plans were afoot; for the aged would come with their wisdom and slowness of thought, and other plans would be made, and there would be, at least, delay. So he was impatient to go, and yet he dallied, reluctant that any word should be the last, reluctant to leave the new plan that they had made between them, and reluctant to leave the old woman, who somehow held his sympathy in such a way as he had not been taught that it could be held by the aged.

Then they spoke of trifles as folk often do that are at the moment of parting. He told of the imps in the wood, that he had never seen, but whose feet he had heard following. And she told him how to see an imp, which was easy. For a man can see three sides of a tree, and whatever comes the imp will go to the fourth side; and there he will wait till he is sure of being able to peep round without being seen. But throw your hat past the right side of the tree, she said, and he will clamber round at once on to the left side, and you will see the imp.

Of such trifles they spoke. But fearing now to see at any moment the dark form of the Master, or to hear his stride along the booming corridors, Ramon Alonzo made his farewells; and one last message of good cheer he gave her before striding away with his cloak and his sword to the wood.

When I have rescued your shadow, he said, I will take you away from this house, and you shall be charwoman at my fathers tower, and the work will be light there and you may do it slowly, and none shall molest you and you may rest when you will and you shall have long to sleep.

Some glance of gratitude he looked for; but a smile so strange lit her face and haunted her eyes, that he went from the sombre house and into the wood, and all the way to the open lands, still wondering.


CHAPTER 14

The Folk of Aragona Strike for the Faith 

When Ramon Alonzo came out of the wood he saw that the shadows were already shortening. He saw then that he had delayed too long with the charwoman, and should have started while shadows were long, and so gone through the dark of the wood while his own was unnatural, and come to frequented ways while it was as other mens. And he felt ashamed of his dalliance. For had he been delayed by some radiant girl her beauty would have so dazzled him that he could not have seen his folly; but to come under the fascination of a most aged charwoman seemed a thing so unworthy of his knightly ambitions that he hung his head as he thought of it, and yet all the while remained true to his chivalrous plan to rescue her poor old shadow.

A little way he went; but soon seeing men in the distance in the fields, he thought it better not to go beyond the last of the oaks that stood outside the wood until other mens shadows should be a little longer, and so avoid the ill-informed foolish pother that folk seemed to make when all shadows were not exactly evenly matched. Already he had come to feel a vigorous scorn for the absurd importance that others attached to shadows. For youth argues rapidly, and - in a way - clearly, from whatever premises it has, not often tarrying to enquire if more premises be needed. These were some of the premises from which Ramon Alonzo argued: a shadow is of no possible value to anyone, nor does anyone ever suppose that it is; and, if it were, the poor old woman that lost hers should have been pitied; and he himself actually possessed a shadow, and, if it were too short, their own shadows had all been just as short an hour or two ago; and the same folk that called it too short in the evening would doubtless call it too long at noon. There is indeed a great deal of futility amongst the human race which we do not commonly see, for it all forms part of our illusion; but let a man be much annoyed by something that others do, so that he is separated from them and has to leave them, and looks back at what they are doing, and he will see at once all manner of whimsical absurdities that he had not noticed before; and Ramon Alonzo in the shade of his oak, waiting for the noon to go by, grew very contemptuous of the attitude that the world took up towards shadows.

Nobody passed him and, if any saw him far off, they only saw him keeping a most honoured observance of Spain, which is the siesta, or pause for the heat of the day to go by.

And, when shadows had grown again, he left the shade that had sheltered him against the heat of the sun and the persecution of men and walked boldly down the road, protected by as good a shadow as was to be found in attendance on any man. He had little thought to set such store by so light a protection, or to consider at all the attendance of a thing so slight and vain; but he was learning now the value that the world attached to trifles, and that there were some the neglect of which had no more toleration than sacrilege.

And then, before he had come to Aragona, a glance at the landscape showed that the hour had come when shadows were longer than material things. It was not by any measurement that he saw this, but by a certain eerie look that there is over all things when shadows have become greater than their masters, so that shadowy things seem to influence earthly affairs instead of good solid matter. This eerie hour he had known of old, and often felt the influence of it, yet never before had his conscious thoughts noted it, or told him as they did now that this was the turn of shadow-tide, when each shadow surpassed the stature of its master; so much do our own affairs sharpen our observation. Had he gone on perhaps none would have noticed; but there was growing fast in him the outcasts feeling, and, however much he scorned the importance folk attached so vainly to shadows, he not only felt his defect but intensely exaggerated it, until impulses came to him to slink and hide, and he began to know the natural avoidances that are part of the habits of the forsaken and hunted. Therefore he went no nearer to Aragona than where he saw a small azalea growing a little way ahead; and there he sat down, protected by its shadow, which was only just enough to conceal his deficiency. If any noticed him he pretended to be eating, though he had forgotten to bring any food with him. At times small clouds passed over the face of the sun, but they did not stay long enough to take him through Aragona, so he stayed in the protection of that humble growth that had what he lacked, and wished he had never had to do with magic. Something was making the evening pass very slowly, and making it very cold, and Ramon Alonzo did not know it was hunger.

And at last the sun drew near to the horizon and all the shadows stretched out dark and long; and Ramon Alonzo, more than ever conscious of his own wretched strip of grey darkness, felt amongst these unbridled shadows much as he might have felt on some gala evening had he gone to a glittering fête, where men and women were dressed in all the silks of festival, and had moved amongst them himself in tawdriest oldest cloth. And then the sun set and his buoyant spirits arose and, feeling himself the equal of any material thing, he left the humble protection of the azalea and strode on towards Aragona.

No sooner had he come to the fields and gardens that lay about the village than idlers saw him and stood up at once and called aloud to warn the village folk, as though their idleness had been a perpetual guard whose purpose was triumphantly fulfilled. The man with the bad shadow, they all cried out; and he saw that his story had been noised about, and that this was become his name. Answering voices called from the little streets and out of small high windows, and there was the noise of feet running. And then some ran to the tower where the ropes hung down from the belfry, to ring the bells that they rang against magic or thunder, and those mellow musical voices went over the fields to protest against Ramon Alonzo. They seemed to be flooding all the gloaming with memories, as they carried to Ramon Alonzo there in his loneliness vision on vision of times and occupations from which he was now cut off and debarred by a shadow. He felt a wistful love for their golden voices, calling out to him from this land he had lost, where dwelt the happy men that had not touched magic; but when the bells rang on and on and on a fury came on him at the narrow folly of the folk that made all this fuss about a shadow, and he flung his arm impatiently to his sword-hilt. But when he saw, amongst the crowd that was hastening to gather against him, women and even children, and the protestation of the bells still filled the air with outcry, he perceived that there was an ado that it was beyond his sword to settle. So he turned back along the way he had come; and soon his shape was dim on the darkening hill-side to the eager crowd that watched and talked in the village, and soon their excited voices reached him no more, and he heard no sound but the bells warning all those lands against him.

For a while he paced the hill-side in the chill, full of all such thoughts as arise from hunger, and that thrive in the cold and fatigue that hunger brings - doubts, fears, and despairs. What was he himself, he wondered, now that his shadow had left him? Was he any longer a material thing? And he helplessly cast his mind over all known forms of matter. Were any of them without shadows? Even water and even clouds. And what of this sinister thing with which he associated, the magicians piece of gloom? How much was he a fellow conspirator with it? How much was it damned?

And his thoughts turned thence to the dooms of the Last Day. How much was a shadow necessary to salvation? Would the blessed Saints care for so light and insubstantial a thing? But at once came the thought that they themselves had renounced material things and were themselves immaterial and spiritual, and might set more store by a shadow than he could ever know.

And all the while as he walked on the darkening hill-side doubts asked him questions and despairs hinted replies, which might neither of them ever have spoken at all had he thought to bring some food with him in a satchel. And all the while the blue of the sky grew deeper, and moths passed over the grass, with a flight unlike the flight of whatever flies by day, and little queer cries were heard that the daylight knows not; and then, like a queen slipping silently into her throne-room through a secret panel of oak, bright over lingering twilight the first star appeared.

It was the hour when Earth has most reverence, the hour when her mystery reaches out and touches the hearts of her children; at such a time if at all one might guess her strange old story; such a time she might choose at which to show herself, in the splendour that decked her then, to passing comet or spirit, or whatever stranger should travel across the paths of the planets. Ramon Alonzo, cold and lonely while star after star appeared, not only drew no happiness from all that mellow glow, but saw in it a new horror. For looking closely with downcast eyes on the moss and grass of the hill he noticed now that the piece of gloom that the magician had given him was a little darker than the natural darkness of that early starry hour; so that he alone, of all things in the night, had a shadow creeping beside him. And again he brooded bitterly, trying to guess the end of it. Must he share the obvious doom of this false shape? Must he lose salvation because he had lost his shadow? And as he mournfully pondered the night darkened, and soon was darker than that piece of gloom. When Ramon Alonzo saw that it had gone, and that he was for the moment like all other men and things, shadowless in the night, he soon forgot the future, and turned again towards the village of Aragona, thinking to pass through its streets like any other traveller.

When he reached the village it was full night and all the stars were shining, not only those that had stolen into sight, one by one, where no eye watched, but the whole Milky Way. The bells long since had ceased, and a hush held all the village as Ramon Alonzo strode through. But it was a hush of whisperings, the strained hush of watchers. All the upper windows were open; men were gathered in darkened rooms. Women peered behind curtains. Even in lofts there were watchers. And for all their eagerness they did not see Ramon Alonzo till he was well within the village. Perhaps they expected some more stealthy approach than his honest, confident stride; perhaps they whispered too earnestly amongst themselves; most likely they thought that not just at that moment would the event for which they waited occur. But when one sharp angry cry was heard from an upper window all the watchers saw him at once. Then the hush broke in a tumble of feet descending wooden stairs, and a clatter of scabbards, and a noise of doors flung open, and sudden voices, and the sound of feet in the street.

For the Faith, they cried; for the Faith! Where is he?

Behind him Ramon Alonzo heard many voices; before him he saw four men, one of whom carried a lantern. A few paces more and he was half-way through the village. And these few paces brought him close to the four men. Behind him a confusion in the voices showed that they were not certain where he was. Ahead of him there seemed no more than these four. He went quickly up to them; and they no less eagerly, and even gladly, hastened towards him. His sword was out, and theirs.

For the Faith! they cried.

One at a time, senors, said Ramon Alonzo with a sweep of his hat; for they were all coming on him together. And at these words one hung back a little, but another turned to him.

It is for the Faith, he said. Then they all came on together, three upon Ramon Alonzo while the fourth stood beside them with drawn sword, holding the lantern high.

That for St Michael! cried the first to cross with Ramon Alonzo. But the stroke was well parried.

That for all archangels! the same swordsman cried, making another blow at Ramon Alonzo. But he had taken off his cloak and folded it on his left arm, and the cloak took that blow. With his sword he parried a thrust from one of the others.

But one man cannot fight against three for long; and the stationary lantern and the clear sound of steel had told the crowd in the street where the young man was, the man with the bad shadow, as they called him, and they were pouring that way. Ramon Alonzo therefore pushed past his antagonist, muffling his swords point with his cloak and so passing him that he was for a moment between himself and the other two swordsmen. Then he passed round and attacked the man with the lantern.

The four men had their plan, and it was evidently planned that the man with the lantern should not join in the attack but should light the others. This they had probably long talked over and settled while they waited for Ramon Alonzo. And the man with the lantern would surely have been the least skilful swordsman. But that Ramon Alonzo should attack him they none of them had considered.

As Ramon Alonzo passed round behind the backs of the three, each of them turned and stood on guard for a moment, for it is well known to be dangerous to have an armed man behind you in the dark. In that moment Ramon Alonzo launched himself upon the man with the lantern. There was no more than a pass and a parry and then again a thrust.

That for the mother of St Anne, said the man with the lantern, aiming his last stroke. And then Ramon Alonzos point entered his ribs.

The strange magical shadow spun weirdly about as Ramon Alonzo grabbed the fallen lantern; and, holding it with the arm that had the cloak, his own eyes were protected by a fold of the cloth from the light that somewhat dazzled the eyes of the three. But it was not only the three; there were twenty or thirty more pouring up the street only now a few paces away. With a flourish of cloak and lantern in their faces, and an always watchful sword-point, he now disengaged from the three, and turned and ran as the crowd came pouring up.

He had suddenly gained a few paces, but the light of a lantern is easy to follow at night; and, keeping to the road, he was soon approached by the swiftest of the runners. For a while they raced, but when Ramon Alonzo saw that in the end he would be overtaken he stopped and put down the lantern in the road. The other came up, not one of those three with whom he had already crossed swords. Ramon Alonzo flung his whole cloak at his head, and picked up the lantern and ran on. Time enough to fight him later, he thought, if he overtook him again. But the cloak had completely covered the mans head and his sword had gone through it, and the crowd came up with him before he was able to start after the lantern again. And Ramon Alonzo at once ran lighter without his cloak, and sped on with a certain pleasure such as comes to athletes in youth. The crowd now cursed the lantern that they saw bobbing on before them, confusing it with lights of hellish origin, and forgetful or ignorant that it was the respectable lantern of a good kitchen-grocer of their own village.

Ramon Alonzo they abjured to stop, calling him by the names of certain famous devils; but he no more heeded them than would these devils have done. Only he noticed that, though they fought or pursued, as their cries indicated, for the Faith, for St Michael, for St Joseph, for St Judas not Iscariot, for all the Saints, for the King, they none of them cried for a Shadow. And yet that was all that the fuss was about, he reflected irritably. There are always two views, even over a trifle.

He had been gaining a little ever since he dropped his cloak; but now one runner seemed to be ahead of the crowd again. He heard his feet above the sound of their shouts and their running. On his left ran a little lane among deep hedges, joining the wider road. And now was come the time to put the lantern to the purpose for which he carried it. He ran down the lane till he found a gap in the hedge on his right, then he put the lantern high up on the hedge on his left and stuck it there still alight. He then crawled through the gap on his right and ran softly towards the road he had left, over a corner of a wild field.

They soon came to the lantern. They did not hear him run softly over the field, but gathered round the lantern, and pulled it down; and, finding he was not there, they pursued in every direction, some of them going across the field to the road and following Ramon Alonzo. But they had wasted too many moments and could no longer hear him running. Following that lantern had been too easy, and now that it guided them no longer they did not immediately use their wits or their ears.

For some while Ramon Alonzo heard voices behind him; then they dropped off and mingled with the far noises of night. He ran leisurely on. And presently the various parties turned back from their roads and lanes and gathered again in the village, and there was talk till a late hour of what they had done for the Faith. And many a guess there was of whence he had come, and many of where he had gone; and many a tale there was of the same thing differently seen, and these tales were checked by the wisdom of elder men who had not been there but could make some shrewd guesses. And when all was compared it was seen there had been more magic than one could easily credit if it had not actually happened. And a wise old man who had not spoken as yet was seen to be shaking his head; and when all were listening he spoke: Well, it is gone, he said, The Saints be praised.

Aye, it is gone, said they all.

So they went to bed.


CHAPTER 15

Ramon Alonzo Talks of Technique and Muddles His Father 

Ramon Alonzo ran on in the night, then dropped to a walk, and soon he no more than sauntered along the road, whose greyness before him seemed the only light on earth. Above him the whiteness of the Milky Way seemed to suggest other roads, and his thoughts rambled awhile through the mazes of this idea until they were quite lost in it; then they came back bitterly to earth. The charwoman had been right! All this ridiculous fuss about a trifle, and not a trifle that they even set any store by themselves; for who prizes his shadow, who compares it with that of others, who shows it, who boasts of it? A trifle that they knew to be a trifle, the least useful thing on earth - a thing that nobody sold in the meanest shop and that nobody would if they could, and that nobody would buy, a thing without even a sentimental value, soundless and weightless and useless. Far more than this Ramon Alonzo thought, and believed he had definitely proved, to the detriment of shadows. No doubt he exaggerated a shadows worthlessness. And yet the folk of that village that had turned out sword in hand had by their action exaggerated the other side of the argument, and extremes are made by extremes. Nor was Ramon Alonzo in any way checked in his furious exposure of shadows by any wistful yearning that he had often felt for his own since the day that he lost it, and was often to feel again. Logic indeed had been flouted upon either side in this business, and it is for just such situations as these that swords are made. Ramon Alonzo had used his well, and he wiped it now on a handful of leaves and returned it to the scabbard.

How late it was he did not know, but it was full time for sleep, so he lay down by the road; but without his cloak he found it too cold, even in the summer night, so he rose and sauntered on. On the way he met a stream and drank from it, and noticed the vivifying effect of water, perhaps for the first time.

Neither his lonely walk nor his lonely thoughts are worth recording, until a faint colour from the coming dawn began to brighten his journey, and the approach of another day turned his thoughts to the future, and a memory that he had the vial that his sister needed came to brighten his mind.

And then the false shadow appeared again on the ground, scarce noticeable had he not chanced to see it the evening before at a time when his eyes were downcast, less noticeable than the faintest of earthly shadows that will sometimes fall from a small unsuspected light, but enough to warn Ramon Alonzo that he must hide and slink and follow the ways of outlaws. Not far from him now was the forest that sheltered his home, and above a dark edge of it he could see a gable upon his fathers house beginning to gleam in the morning. Yet not now could he seek his home: he must wait till the long shadows that were about to roam the fields had shrunk to a length that was somewhat less than mans. He hastened on to reach the nearest part of the forest before the sunrise should expose his deficiency to whomever might be abroad in the clear morning. So he left the road and took his way to the forest.

The sun rose before he gained the shade of the trees, but no man was yet abroad, and only a dog from a sleeping cottagers house saw the man with the short shadow hurrying over the grass upon which no other shadow was less than its master. Among shadows more enormous than the sound solid rocks the dog came up with him, its suspicions well aroused, probably by the queer unearthly appearance that the short shadow gave Ramon Alonzo rather than by any exact observation that his shadow was not the right length; but this we cannot know, for neither the wisdom of dogs nor the wisdom of men is as yet entirely understood by the other, though great advances have already been made: one has only to mention such names as Arnold Wilkinton, Sir Murray Jenkins, Rover, Fido, and Towser.

The dog followed at first sniffing; then he came up close and took one long sniff at Ramon Alonzos left leg, and stopped and sat down satisfied. Presently he thought to bark, and gave four or five short barks as a matter of duty; but that human scent that he got had been enough, and he showed none of that fury of suspicion and anger that men had shown in the village of Aragona. Ramon Alonzo was enormously heartened by this, for he saw that whatever magic there had been, and although he was able to cast no natural shadow, yet his body was still human: he trusted the dog for that. And then the dog, feeling that he had not perhaps quite given warning enough against this stranger that strolled by his masters house so early, barked three or four times again. But this in no way checked Ramon Alonzos newly found cheerfulness; for the dog might have howled. The young man went on and came to the shade of the forest, while the dog got up and walked slowly back to his barrel, whence he had first been attracted by the curiously spiritual figure that Ramon Alonzo cut in the landscape at that hour, which had not seemed at first sight satisfactory.

Through the forest Ramon Alonzo hastened towards his home; and yet haste was of no use to him, for he came as near to the gardens edge as it was safe to come long before he dared show himself. Hungry, though watching the windows of his own home, in hiding even from his own parents and sister, he lay on some moss in the forest near the end of the white balustrade, waiting for the hour in which all human shadows would be a little bit shorter than men. And as he waited he saw Mirandola coming into the garden: he saw her walk by paths and shrubs that they both knew so well, and past small lawns on which they had played, as it seemed to him, almost for ever. He longed to call to her to come to the forest; and yet he would not, for he knew not what to say, and would not let her know the price he had paid to obtain the vial she needed. And he durst not come to her, so he stayed where he was, and the slow shadows shortened.

Not enough light reached him in the forest by which to judge the length of other shadows, so he tried to watch the length of Mirandolas, still walking in the garden. But when Mirandola came to the end of the garden that was nearest the edge of the forest he could not raise his head to look without causing dried things in the thicket to crackle, so that she might have heard him; and when she turned back in her walk he was soon unable to see her shadow clearly, even when he stood up. So he watched a small statue that there was on the lawn, in marble, of a nymph, such as haunted the brake no longer, as men were beginning to say; and he saw its shadow dwindle. And when the time was very nearly come that the shadows of all things else would be as his, and already the difference was not to be easily noticed, Ramon Alonzo walked from the wood. Mirandola saw him at once coming over the open between the balustrade and the dark of the forest, and ran down one of the paths of the garden towards him. But all things are not shaped towards perfect moments; and, as they ran to meet, their father and mother appeared, coming towards that part of the garden.

I have the potion, said Ramon Alonzo.

And without a word Mirandola took the vial, and secreted it. So swiftly passed her hand from his to her dress that he scarcely saw her take it; and he looked to her face, where all human acts are recorded, to see her recognition of his gift, but there was nothing there to show that she had just received anything. Then she smiled in her beauty and turned round to her parents.

Ramon Alonzo is home, she said.

Then there were greetings, and questions to Ramon Alonzo, which he did not need to answer, for there were so many that he could not have answered one without interrupting the next. And when there began to be fewer, and the time was come for answers, he was able to choose the questions to which answers were easiest made. And he thought that Mirandola sometimes helped him when difficult questions were asked of the making of gold: certainly her own questions were sometimes frivolous, though whether they came of her frivolity or her wisdom he was not quite sure.

His mother asked him: Is magic difficult?

His father said: Have you as yet made much gold?

And Mirandola asked: Can you bring up a rabbit from under an empty sombrero?

But there were too many questions for record, and most of them were but a form of affectionate greeting and did not look for answers.

Soon, however, the Lord of the Tower and Rocky Forest sought to detach his son from the rest of the little group in order to talk with him precisely upon the matter of business. And this he achieved, though not easily, because of Mirandola. And even then Mirandola chanced within hearing, so that at last he had to say to her: Mirandola, we speak of business.

And to definite questions of the making of gold Ramon Alonzo found it difficult to reply now that his sister was no longer nigh to help him. He trusted her bright perceptions so much that he well believed the love-potion she had sought would better avail her than the gold that their father demanded, but he could not reveal her secret, and so found it difficult, without a sound training in business, to give exact accounts of gold that was not actually in existence. Chiefly he sheltered behind the technique of magic, withholding no information from his father on the matter of transmutation, on the contrary giving him much, yet shrewdly perceiving that these learned technicalities confused the matter in hand, and led as surely away from it as the paths in a maze that run in the right direction soon lead their followers wrong. For some while this talk continued, and though Ramon Alonzo had no skill to write a prospectus he none the less evaded the absence of gold and protected his sisters secret. And as they spoke they drew toward the house, and it was not long before they entered the little banquet-chamber. And there, while Ramon Alonzo ate to his hearts content, the Lord of the Tower told him of Gulvarez. Somewhat a greedy man, I fear, he explained. And one that will bargain long and subtly in the matter of Mirandolas dowry, for which reason the gold is urgent.

Ramon Alonzo said nothing, thinking of the gross man whom he had once seen and of whom he had often heard.

Yet, if we refuse to close with him, continued his father, whom shall we find in these parts for Mirandola? Will one come from the forest? No. And we are not such as can go to Madrid. The worst of Gulvarezs demands will cost us less than that.

And he laid his hand thoughtfully on the empty silver box that he now kept in the room with him, into which they had come from the scene of Ramon Alonzos repast, the room where his boar-spears hung.

Could we not wait awhile? said Ramon Alonzo.

No, no, said his father, smiling and shaking his head. It is too easy to wait awhile in youth. It is thus that the greatest opportunities pass. Even as you wait youth passes. Ah well, well.

No more said Ramon Alonzo; and his father fell to contemplating the future silently and with quiet content; and from this, the day being warm, he grew somewhat drowsy and scarcely noticed his son, who thereupon went back again to the garden while the state of the shadows allowed him to walk abroad without yet attracting notice.

There he spoke some while with his mother, unable to get away to Mirandola; and all the while the shadows were wasting. And at last his mother turned to the cool of the house and he made hasty farewells, pleading the urgency of work, promising to return soon, and leaving her before he had quite explained why he had come; while she warned him not to set too much store by magic, beyond what would be required to please his father. Then he went to Mirandola in another part of the garden. And the shadows grew shorter and shorter.

As he spoke with Mirandola he hastened with her to the edge of the forest to gain the protection of the oaks, whose mighty shadows he had come to envy. And as they went he said to her: Our father has arranged that you marry Senor Gulvarez.

He hath, she said.

Mirandola, he said, is he not a trifle gross, Senor Gulvarez? Might he not, though pleasing at first, grow however slightly tedious when he grew older, and become, though never irksome, yet of less charm, less elegance, as the years went by?

But Mirandola broke into soft peals of laughter, which long continued, until they said farewell, and Ramon Alonzo walked alone through the forest.


CHAPTER 16

The Work of Father Joseph 

Mirandola came back from the edge of the forest wondering, over wild heath to the garden. It had been her wont to know what her brother did, and even what he thought. But now he had some thought that she did not know, and it was at this that she wondered. She considered all the events that she thought might touch her brother - love first of all; and awhile she thought this was his motive, and then she thought it was something else. But she had not spoken with him long enough to guess that he went away so soon and so fast through the forest, with a packet of meat in his satchel, because he had lost what all material things have in attendance upon them whenever they face the light, and that he durst not show while other shadows were shorter his miserable strip of five feet of gloom. She had indeed heard tales of men who had sold their shadows, and knew that her brother had daily dealings with magic, but she had not guessed the fee that the Master took. She had told him not to bring gold. For what purpose then was his haste? Wondering, she returned to the garden.

Who could tell her? Only one. One only, amongst the few Mirandola knew, was able to work out such puzzles, and that was the good Father Joseph. And just as she thought of him she saw his plump shape coming smiling across the garden. It was by a path through the garden he was wont to come from his house whenever he came to see the Lord of the Tower; and he came now to help make ready for that event, now near at hand, of which all the neighbourhood talked, the visit of the serene and glorious hidalgo, the Duke of Shadow Valley.

And before he entered the house to take part in the preparations upon which the Lord of the Tower had long been occupied, except for the brief interruption of Ramon Alonzos visit, Mirandola greeted him and turned him aside to another part of the garden, hoping to find from him the clue of her brothers sudden departure. That he would discern it she had no doubt, that he might tell her she hoped; for these two were good friends, almost one might say comrades in spiritual things. Mirandolas confessions were the most complete of any that dwelt at the Tower, perhaps the most complete the good father heard, and indeed they were a joy to him. Often from these confessions he gathered such knowledge as it was right that he should have of the little earthly events that befell in that neighbourhood, which might not otherwise have come his way. He came much to rely oh them; and so it was that he and Mirandola had a certain comradeship in the wars that the just wage ever against sin.

My brother came to-day, she said as they walked.

He did? said Father Joseph.

But he only stayed a short space and then went away.

Oh. That is sad, said Father Joseph.

He spoke with all of us and ate a dinner, and then he left at once.

I trust he ate well, said the good man.

Very well, answered Mirandola.

Very well? repeated Father Joseph.

Yes. He ate a large dinner.

More than usual with him?

Yes.

Ah, said the good man, then he had travelled fast.

I suppose so, said Mirandola.

For what purpose did he come? asked Father Joseph.

Mirandola looked at him and smiled gently. He came to see us, she said.

But Father Joseph had seen from that smile and from her eyes, before she spoke, that he would not get an answer to that question.

Very right. Very proper, he said.

But he would not stay, she said.

Ah. He should have stayed awhile, said Father Joseph.

He went away very fast through the forest, she said.

By what road did he come? he asked.

Through the forest, she said.

Ah. Hiding, said Father Joseph.

Not only was Father Joseph ready at all times with help for those that sought it, but one good turn deserved another, and he joyously used his wits for Mirandola. He argued thus with himself: a man hides either from enemies or from all. A man sometimes hid from the law; but the law came seldom to these parts, and in summer never, for la Garda slept much in the heat. From enemies then or from all. Now in all the confessions he had heard from men that had enemies he had noticed that none went back from their journeys by the same way by which they had come, as Ramon Alonzo had done. Did he then hide from all, except from his family? That would argue some change in him that he wished to conceal, or even in his clothing, for he had known young men as sensitive about their mere clothes as about the very form God had made, or - alas - about even the safety of their souls. But what change then? It would not have escaped the eyes of Mirandola.

I trust he was well, he said.

Yes, she said.

He looked as he ever looks? he asked.

Oh, yes.

Quite the same as ever. Yes, of course. And he was dressed the same?

Yes, she said. All but his cloak.

Ah, his cloak was different, said Father Joseph.

It was not there, she said.

No, he said, and thought awhile. And now his thoughts ran deeper and stranger, touching the ways of magic, of which he knew much, but as an enemy.

My child, he said, and he took her hand and patted it, lest his words should alarm her, had he a shadow?

She gave a little gasp. Yes, his shadow was safe.

That was as near as Father Joseph came with his guesses. He thought much more but strayed further away from the truth, and then he decided that more facts were needed, small things observed, short phrases overheard, which he knew so well how to weave; and determined to bide his time.

That is all now, he said to soothe her, lest she should fear another question probing such dreadful things. We shall find why he left.

They turned back then to the house to take part in the preparations.

There Father Joseph found all the old repose gone. Comfortable chairs that stood in quiet corners had been moved, chairs that his body loved when a little wearied perhaps by spiritual work; and the corners that had seemed so quiet now glared with a harsh light with all their old cobwebs gone, and stared with a strange emptiness because their chairs had been taken away to the banquet-hall. The quiet old boar-spears, that had seemed a very part of lost years, no longer rested soberly on the wall, but flashed and sparkled uneasily, for they had been newly polished and seemed to have become all at once a part of the work-a-day present, and to have lost with their rust all manner of moods and memories that they used to whisper faintly to Father Joseph whenever he saw them there. And, though the moods that the dimness and rust of the old things brought him were always edged with sadness, yet he gently lamented them now. But news had just come that the morrow was the day when Gulvarez would bring the Duke of Shadow Valley, with four chiefs of the Dukes bowmen and his own two men-at-arms. So Father Joseph was soon moving chairs with the rest; and, though somewhat lethargic of body, yet his great weight moved the chairs as the torrents swollen with snow move the small boulders. And by the middle of the afternoon nothing seemed left of that mysterious harmony that is the essence of any home: had Penates been set up there as in Roman days they would not have recognized the rooms that they guarded. But before the sun had set a sudden change came over the confusion, and there was a new orderliness; and a tidiness that the Lord of the Tower had quite despaired to see was all at once around him. And Peter, who had come in from the garden to help, attributed this to the aid of all the Saints, and in particular to the aid of that fisherman from whom he had his name; but, likely as not, it was but the result of mere steady work. Then Father Joseph sank into one of the chairs and rested.

And then the Lord of the Tower and his lady began to discuss the reception of the Duke  where they should meet him, who should go with them, and the hundred little points that make an occasion. And here a nimble power came to their aid from where the large man in his chair rested heavily, for the mind of Father Joseph was bright and agile, and the making of plans never tired it as pushing chairs tired his body. He it was that suggested that the two maids from the dairy and the girl that minded the house should go with Mirandola and strew the road with flowers. And he planned, or they planned under his encouragement, that Peter and three men from the stables should take each a boar-spear and stand two each side of the door like men-at-arms. And it was Father Josephs thought that another man should ride down the road till he saw the Duke arriving, and then spur back and tell them so that all should be ready. And the chamber that the Duke should have was prepared, and a room appointed by the Lady of the Tower for each of his four bowmen, and last of all they thought of Gulvarez. Lo, it was found that there was not room for him. But they thought of a long dark loft there was over the stables, where the sacks of corn were kept, longer than any room and nearly as warm: this they set apart for Gulvarez and his two men-at-arms.


CHAPTER 17

The Three Fair Fields 

The day dawned splendidly, and air and fields glittered all the morning with sunlight, which welled up over the world and was only stopped by the forest. Her mother called Mirandola to the room in which the draughts and the tapestries upheld their age-old antagonisms, and spoke with her of Gulvarez. She spoke awhile of his merits, and often paused, for it was her intention to answer her daughters objections, but Mirandola made no objections at all. It was of these objections that the Lady of the Tower had been better prepared to speak than of such merits as might be attributed to Gulvarez, and when there were no objections to answer, her pauses grew longer and longer; and soon she said no more at all, but sat and looked at her daughter. And that was a sight for which many would gladly have travelled far; yet the Lady of the Tower was puzzled as she looked, seeing no doubts in her daughters face, no hesitations, only a quiet acquiescence, and beyond that the trace of a smile that she could not fathom.

Then Mirandola went from her mothers room back to her own, with a quick glance, as she went, through every window she passed that looked to the road. And she took the vial that she had had from her brother from the place in which she had hidden it overnight, and once more placed it secretly in her dress. And as she passed through a corridor, leaving her room, she saw from a sunlit window the horseman they all awaited hurrying home.

At once there was a stir of feet in the Tower. The four men with the boar-spears ran to the door; and Father Joseph came out and blessed their gathering, and showed them where to stand and how to hold the spears; and all the while a certain flash in his eye showed them that blessing was not his only work. And the three maids ran to their baskets, that were all full of wild flowers gathered by them in the dew; and Mirandola came with them carrying a basket of rose-petals. As the maidens came through the door Father Joseph blessed the baskets. Then they went slowly up the road all four, strewing the way with flowers.

Once more Father Joseph had seen in Mirandolas face a look of wonder and awe and joy, as though something had come to her that was new and strange. What should it be but love? And yet he deemed that it was something else, but knew not what it was. It was that she carried in the vial that her brother brought her a magical thing, the first she had ever owned.

As Father Joseph mused and failed to find an answer, there began to arrive the folk from neighbouring cots, coming across the fields: they gathered a little way off from the door and began to talk of Gulvarez. They were a folk much as other folk are, and yet they were as it were maimed of half their neighbourhood, for none dwelt in the forest. It may be because of this they gossipped more eagerly of what neighbours they had: it may be that all gossip everywhere runs to its limit, and is nowhere more or less. They spoke of Gulvarez, who was so strangely honoured; and some said that the only cause of the visit was that his castle chanced to stand by the Dukes journey, while others said nay, arguing that in his youth there must have been some sprightly quality that Gulvarez had had, some excellence of mind or limb, for the sake of which the Duke remembered him now. How else they said would this exquisite hidalgo, the mirror of all that followed the chase whether of wolf, stag, or boar, whose mind was brightly stored with the merriest songs of the happiest age Spain knew, whose form, when mounted on one of his own surpassing horses, was the form of a young centaur, how else would he tolerate the gross Gulvarez? Thus merrily flew the gossip, passing backward and forward lightly from mouth to mouth.

And suddenly, where a hump of the road appeared white against the blue sky, all saw two horsemen. At once Father Joseph called sharply to the improvised men-at-arms in a voice unlike the one wherewith he was wont to bless. They stiffened under it and became more like the guard they were meant to be. The Lord of the Tower and his lady came out and stood before their door. The girls went on strewing flowers. And then was seen the velvet cloak and cap of the Duke, and the great plume, and the clear thin face, and his peerless chestnut horse aglow in the sun, and the plump figure and coarse whiskers of Gulvarez. These two were seen and recognized by all before one of the chiefs of the bowmen had yet been discerned. But two of these were nearer to the Tower than anybody knew; they slipped quietly from bush to bush and went carefully over horizons; two were far before the Duke and two close behind him: it was the way of the bowmen. And then, a little way behind the riders, straggled Gulvarezs two men-at-arms. At first they had marched in front, but the horses of the Duke and Gulvarez ambled rather than walked, and the two men-at-arms in their green plush and cuirasses, with the heat of the sun on the iron helmets they wore, soon fell a little behind. And now a bowman coming into sight hailed the group of gazers near the door of the Tower; and they saw two of those green bowmen that were so seldom seen, and were so famous in fable and gossip: a little thrill of wonder ran through the crowd. And presently these two halted one on each side of the road, and the Duke beside Gulvarez rode on between them and came to where the girls were scattering flowers. As soon as Gulvarez perceived Mirandola he bared his head and smiled at her. It was a huge grimace. Mirandola curtseyed to him; perhaps she smiled, but it was not easy always to trace exactly every expression that passed over her face. And then she gravely continued strewing the rose-petals. Then the Duke doffed his hat of dark blue velvet, and the great plume, of a brighter blue, curved through the summer air; and a glance of the Dukes blue eyes met a flash from the darker ones of Mirandola.

So passed the Duke and Gulvarez by Mirandola, riding over the flowers and rose-petals, and not a word was said. She had seen the eyes of the Duke and the teeth of Gulvarez, and both men saw her beauty; and so that instant passed. There came a wavering cheer from the group of gazing neighbours, a shot of anger from Father Joseph at some clumsiness of the improvised guard, and the Lord of the Tower and his lady were welcoming the Duke as he dismounted on flowers. The neighbours, clustering a little closer, appraised the Dukes great blue cloak; the jewels in his sword-hilt; his easy seat upon that splendid horse, a certain indolence redeemed by grace; the strong gait of his walk; his face; his youth. Aye, they praised his youth, as though any man could deserve credit for that; but there was such a way with him, so pleasant a grace, that they gave praise out of their thoughtless hearts to everything that formed it. Then the horses were led away by the men of Gulvarez, and host and hostess and guests and Mirandola all passed into the Tower.

The Lord of the Tower walked with the Duke, exchanging courtesies with him, his lady walked with Gulvarez after them, and Mirandola followed behind. And so they came through the hall and towards the banquet-chamber, the host watching opportunity all the way; and not until they arrived where the banquet was ready, and the maids that had strewn the wild flowers had brought a silver bowl to wash the hands of the Duke in scented water, did the Lord of the Tower note and take his opportunity. He went then to Gulvarez past Mirandola, speaking low to her as he passed: You shall see him presently, he said to her. Yes, presently, said the Lady of the Tower, just hearing, or, if not, divining what her lord had said to his daughter. Both thought she smiled obediently. And to Gulvarez he said: I have a pretty tusk that I would show you before we banquet. A boar we took last season.

Gulvarez well understood; for there had been a bargain not in clear words, and without seals or parchment, inscribed only upon those two mens understanding, that if he brought the Duke to visit the Lord of the Tower the hand of Mirandola should go to Gulvarez. And the time was come to ratify it. Gladly then Gulvarez went away with his host.

The bringing of the Duke had been none of Gonsalvos bargain; he had come to a time of life when events and occasions seemed but to disturb the placidity of the years: it had been forced on him by some whim of Mirandola. They came to the room that the host most often used, in which there were indeed boars tusks to show; but this both men soon forgot.

I have begun to think somewhat of late, said the Lord of the Tower, concerning my daughters future.

Indeed? said Gulvarez.

Somewhat, replied his host.

No more instants passed than are needed for a heavy mind to move; and then Gulvarez said: I take then this opportunity to express my ready willingness to marry your daughter should this have your approval. I trust that my castle may be an abode not unworthy of one of your honoured house.

Gladly then the Lord of the Tower expressed his approval in phrases not unfitted to that occasion: many such phrases he uttered, fair, courteous, and flowery, and still invented more, though the arts of perfect speech were some years behind him now; but he feared the next words of Gulvarez and seemed to wish to delay them: perhaps he blindly hoped to stave them off altogether.

You will doubtless, said Gulvarez, give her a dowry in keeping with the lustre of your name.

I shall indeed give her a dowry, said Gonsalvo. Indeed the coffer that I set aside for this very purpose is here. And he laid his hand on the coffer of oak and silver.

Gulvarez lifted the box a few inches with one large hand, that could span the box and hold it, and put it down again. The Lord of the Tower waited for him to speak, but Gulvarez said nothing. It seemed to the owner of the box that it would have been better had Gulvarez depreciated it than that he should have thus weighed it in silence. And as Gulvarez did not speak, his host continued.

It is not as if I had not the coffer, he said. It is here. I have set it aside. But it has not been convenient to plenish it lately, or indeed as yet to put anything in it at all.

Still Gulvarez said nothing.

The coffer is there, said Gonsalvo. Gulvarez nodded.

I had intended to fill it later, Gonsalvo continued, if it should not be ready by the day of the wedding; and one day to send it after Mirandola.

Gulvarez was slowly and heavily shaking his head. It seemed to the Lord of the Tower that the stubbly growth of Gulvarezs chestnut whiskers almost shone as he shook his head, as the skin of a horse when he is in good fettle.

That would be too late? said Gonsalvo.

Somewhat, replied Gulvarez.

Gonsalvo sighed. It must then be the three fair fields, the pastures that lay at evening under the shade of the forest. Perhaps two; but, no, Gulvarez would ask for all three; and how could he find a husband for Mirandola if he rejected Gulvarezs demands? Time was when he could have done so, for he had known somewhat of the world once. But the world had changed.

My son, Ramon Alonzo, he said, is studying to learn a livelihood, from which we have great hopes.

Never a word from Gulvarez helped him out; merely a look of interest that compelled him to go on. In case he should be delayed, he continued, in assisting me to set aside the dowry that I should wish to offer, my fields, my two fields, should be given, until the money was sent.

Two fields? said Gulvarez.

Nay, nay, said his host. All three.

Ah, said Gulvarez.

So we shall be agreed, said Gonsalvo.

How much money, senor, are you pleased to give on the day that it shall be convenient?

Three hundred crowns of the Golden Age, replied the Lord of the Tower.

Gulvarez smiled and shook his head as though in meditation.

Five hundred, said the Lord of the Tower.

My respect for your illustrious house, said Gulvarez, and my friendship for you, senor, that I deem myself honoured to have, holds me silent.

Five hundred? said the host with awe in his voice, for it was a great sum.

Gulvarez waved something away with his hand in the emptiness of the air. Let us speak no more, senor, he said. Our two hearts are agreed. It is a great honour, and I am dumb before it.

The Lord of the Tower sighed. He had known, whenever he thought, that he should do no better than this; and yet he had thought seldom, but hoped instead. Now it was over, and the three fields gone. They never seemed fairer than now. Come, he said, we must return to Mirandola.

So back they went, and jauntily walked Gulvarez, though in no wise built or planned for walking jauntily; but a spirit, whether of greed or love or triumph, was exalted within him and was lifting his steps. Once more, as they returned to the banquet-chamber, his whiskers seemed to shine.

Heigho, thought the Lord of the Tower, my three sweet fields!

And there was Mirandola standing near her mother, her left hand to her dress, about the girdle, as though armed. And a look was on her face that Father Joseph could not interpret, for he had come into the room and was watching her. It was as though she were about to enter a contest, and stood proud before an armed and doughty antagonist.

Her mother and the Duke were already seated: the maids were pouring wine into chalices from a goblet that stood on a small table apart. The host and Gulvarez seated themselves, and then Father Joseph. Then the four chiefs of the bowmen came in, and took seats lower down the table. Father Joseph said grace. And still that look in the eyes of Mirandola.

Then Mirandola went over to the maids that stood at the table apart, and took from them one of the chalices and carried it to Gulvarez. Her father and mother smiled at her mistake, for she should have carried it to the Duke first; but their smiles broadened into smiles of merry understanding as each caught the others eye. Gulvarez would have strutted had he been standing; had he been a peacock he would have spread his tail-feathers and rattled them. As it was, smirks and smiles expressed all this and more. He was about to speak, but Mirandola left him to fetch another chalice. So far as Father Joseph was concerned it was unnecessary for Gulvarez to say anything, for the priest knew every thought that passed through his mind, but he had not yet fathomed the mood of Mirandola.

Then, returning, she offered a chalice to the Duke and went back and stood by her mother.

Be seated, child, by Senor Gulvarez, said her mother.

But Mirandola still stood there awhile.

Gulvarez, though flustered with pride because he had been given the wine by Mirandola first, yet dared not drink it before his august friend drank. Now they both drank together. Still Mirandola stood beside her mother, between her and the Duke. A moment she watched him with those eyes that never saw less than keenly; then she turned from a glance of the Dukes blue eyes and answered her mother tardily, as though just returned from far dreams. Yes, Mother, she said, and went to the chair beside Senor Gulvarez.

And now wine was carried by the maids to Father Joseph and the four chiefs of the bowmen, whereafter they placed the goblet before their master. And meats were set before all, and talk arose, and mens hearts were warmed and they spoke of hunts that had been and the taking of ancient boars. But silent and with a strange look sat the Duke of Shadow Valley.


CHAPTER 18

The Love-Potion 

The look on the face of the Duke of Shadow Valley was gradually growing stranger. The outlines of his face were wearying; his quick glances roamed no more, but turned to his plate listlessly; and he was breathing faster. The Lady of the Tower thought his cheeks grew a little paler under the summers tan and yet she was not sure, when a pallor swept over his face even to the lips suddenly. And all at once the Duke was very sick.

Poison? wondered Father Joseph. Not the Lord of the Tower, he thought, nor his lady, nor Mirandola. He looked quickly at the others, from face to face. No. What then?

So far Father Joseph was right; but no one had spoken and he needed more material to arrive at the truth. Then the Duke was sick again. All the bowmen stood up, irresolute.

Still no one spoke, unless the murmured anxieties of the Lady of the Tower were speech.

Mirandola was silent as a little sphinx long left by the earliest dynasty in a tomb of rock under sand. Gulvarez was thinking to himself that he had fulfilled his part of the bargain, whatever happened to the Duke when he arrived.

The Duke was sick again all in the silence.

Then suddenly there was speech. Suddenly there was a tempest of words stinging and fierce and hot, as when Africa rains sand through a silvery darkness. It was the Duke speaking. His courtly tongue, for whose grace he was known through Spain, shot forth the words as the long whip hurls the little lash at its end.

The Lord of the Tower seemed to be growing smaller as though shrivelling under the words; Father Josephs eyes turned downward and he became absorbed with humility. I will not repeat the words.

Against his hostess the Duke said nothing, but his speech so blasted Gulvarez for bringing him there that she shuddered.

And the bowmen stood there ready, awaiting any command from their master. He accused none of poison: had he done so the hands of the bowmen would have been on that ones shoulders instantly; but he deemed himself insulted either with meat long dead, or with wine of so deadly a cheapness that when the gipsies brew it out of no honest berries they neither drink it themselves nor allow their children near it. It was this insult that the serene hidalgo felt more than the pains of the retchings. And these were severe. His anger raged as though from some magical source rather than any annoyance caused by mere earthly cares. And he would have still raged on till all but he had gone trembling out from the chamber; but another bout of retchings came upon him, and all pressed round him offering ministrations. None of these would he have, but only demanded of them the place of his bedchamber, desiring to rest awhile before he should ride away from the cursed house. And this the Lord of the Tower offered to show him, bent almost to his knees by contrition at the neglect of his duty as host and at the insult offered in his house to so serene a hidalgo. But the Duke of Shadow Valley would have none of him, and commanded his bowmen instead to find the way to his bedchamber. They therefore searched discreetly, two going on before, the Duke following slowly, supported by the shoulder of another, while the fourth marched menacingly behind, to guard his master against whatever new outrage might be meditated in this suspicious house. Behind the fourth bowman, and as near as they durst, followed the whole household, trying to tell the bowmen the way to the Dukes bedchamber, but not to a word would one of the four chiefs hearken. Yet, however much they disdained the cries of the maids and the ejaculations of Gonsalvo himself, these must have been clues in their search; and soon they came to a larger room than the others, which was clearly prepared for a guest: into this they led the Duke, who immediately banished them, to be alone on the bed with his sickness and anger.

And in the afternoon the Dukes sickness ceased, so far as the bowmen could hear who guarded the door, but his anger remained with him, and none could bring him food, not even his own bowmen.

And the evening wore away and the Duke was weak after his vomitings, yet none of his bowmen durst enter to bring him food, for he roared with anger whenever one touched his door, and any mention of food increased his fury. And at nightfall the Lord of the Tower himself brought food, but when he came to the door the Duke swore an oath to eat no food in that house nor even drink water there. So he went disconsolately away.

In the anxiety that hung over all that house the suit of Gulvarez made but little progress. He talked to Mirandola, but there was a strange silence upon her, and she had spoken seldom since the Duke had drunk the wine that was in the chalice she brought him. He spoke awhile with her mother but, whatever words were said, all ears were only alert for any sounds that might tell or hint any changes in the Dykes health or his anger. And it grew late and none durst go again to the Dukes chamber with food. So they went to their own bedchambers, passing by the silent bowmen sternly guarding the door; and when midnight came it brought no hush to that house that was not lying heavily there already, for the whole house seemed to brood on the enormity of the insult that it had offered to that serene Magnifico the Duke of Shadow Valley.

But when morning came and still the Duke refused food, and still lay weak on his bed and his anger was strong as ever, and not even the bowmen durst bring to him food or drink, then a new and darker anxiety troubled the house. For if his weakness forbade him to ride away and his anger would not permit him to touch food or drink in that house, might not the Duke die? Then the Lord of the Tower told his lady that he would try once more; and he went with a savoury dish and a flagon of wine. But he returned so soon, so flushed and so ill at ease, that the anxieties of all that saw him were only increased. Of what had passed he said nothing, beyond saying to his lady and often telling over again, whether to others or muttering it low to himself, that he knew that the Duke had never meant what he said. Then Father Joseph, noticing his distress, went without a word to the savoury dish and the flagon and carried them from the room, and soon his suave phrases were heard outside the Dukes door by such as listened round corners in their anxiety; and none failed to hear the roar of the Dukes answers. So Father Joseph sighed and returned to the Lord of the Tower, who, wishful to conceal that he had heard what the Duke had shouted, said to his guest: How fared you?

The power of Holy Church is waning, said Father Joseph. It is not what it was in the good days.

Alas, said Gonsalvo. And there were looks of commiseration towards Father Joseph.

It is because of all this sin, Father Joseph continued, that there has been in the world of late. And the commiserating looks changed all of a sudden, for they knew that Father Joseph knew all their sins.

Then the Lady of the Tower took the flagon, thinking that perchance the Duke might drink if no word were said about food.

He will not touch it. He will not touch it, said her lord as she left. Nor did he.

When the Lady of the Tower was gone Father Joseph drew Mirandola a little apart.

It is a strange and awful anger, he said to her.

Is it? she said, a little above a whisper, her eyes much hidden under the dark lashes.

Yes, said he.

And no more said Mirandola till in a little while he spoke again.

What was it? said Father Joseph.

A love-potion, said Mirandola.

Father Joseph thought for a moment, though his face showed no more sign of thought than surprise.

I fear your brother mixed it ill, he said.

I fear so, said Mirandola.

And, his curiosity satisfied, he had leisure to turn to the things of his blessed calling. Nor does Holy Church commend these snatchings, he added, at the good things of the world by means of the evil Art and the brews of magic.

I have sinned, said Mirandola.

Father Joseph waved a hand. It was a small sin to bring to the notice of one of his years and calling; for there were enough men and women in his little parish for the study of every sin. Nevertheless he was thinking deeply.

Then Mirandola saw her mother return, and put down food and flagon with a sigh. And she knew that that splendid young man was lying there without food, and the thought of the harm she had done him touched her heart to a sudden impulse.

I will take the food to him myself, she said.

Instantly Father Joseph laid a firm hand on her arm.

When he is weaker, he said.

Mirandola looked at him, held back by his grip, while her impulse died away.

Yes. Not till evening, said he, with that assurance that he was wont to use whenever he spoke of the certainties of salvation. And more than his heavy grip that tone held Mirandola.

She passed the long day anxiously, fearing what weakness and the want of food might do to that mirror of chivalry, the young Duke, at whom folk gazed in the glorious courts of Spain, when he came to visit the victorious King; what wonder then he stirred hearts when he rode through the little fields to such a tower as this in the lonely lands, where the forest ended all, and illustrious knights rode rarely and were gone by in a canter. She was ill at ease all day. Only once a sparkle of her own merriness came back to her. Her mother had asked her to walk in the garden with Gulvarez, and Mirandola spoke of the Dukes hunger, and thought that he might take food from his friend and would doubtless drink with him. So Gulvarez went, with a large plate full of food, and a flagon of wine and two glasses; and the voice of the Duke was heard, ringing out with that magical anger. Back then came Gulvarez, denying all the things that were said the loudest, and that must have been clearly heard, and brooding upon the rest; and there was no walk in the garden.

And all that day went by, and none could bring food to the Duke. But when evening came and all was quiet but the birds; and light came in serenely, level through windows, with the flash of insects, silver across the rays; all in the calm Mirandola took the flagon, and past the bowmen went to the Dukes door, and opened it and stood there in the doorway. And for a moment his anger muttered, then stumbled, and was all silent, as though it had faded out with the fading of day, or had some magical cause whose power had waned, and he lay there looking at Mirandola and she stood looking at him. So passed a moment.

Then she came to him and poured into a chalice a little wine from the flagon. Once more she offered him wine; but it was all earthly now, the glory and the glow of southern vineyards, and distilled by no prentice hand such as Ramon Alonzos. And he accepted the wine, lying weak on his bed. Awhile she spoke with him, until there came to him the thought of food, and when he spoke of it she went to bring it to him. She passed again by the bowmen, who questioned her in low voices. He will recover, she said, and sighed as she said it, thinking of all the night and day he had lain there pale and weak. She went to the kitchen and gathered small savoury things such as might be lightly eaten by one that had been so strangely troubled, small earthly condiments of daily uses that had nought to do with magic. And a rumour, of things overheard from the mutterings of the bowmen, spread through the house and told that the Duke would eat again.

Then came Gulvarez to the kitchen offering to carry the plates for Mirandola. And this she let him do. And when they were come to the door of the Dukes bedchamber he carried the plates in, Mirandola waiting without. But even yet the Dukes anger was not over, and the sound of it boomed down the corridor, as he swore that none in that house should bring him food, unless Mirandola; and least of all Gulvarez, who had brought him to those accursed doors within which he had suffered so vilely. And Gulvarez came out so swiftly that the food shook and slid on the plates; then Mirandola took them and went in; and Gulvarez remained awhile with the bowmen, explaining such things as men explain when sudden fault has been found with them unjustly or justly.

The Duke ate little for weakness; but Mirandola sat by his bed, and somehow her eyes strengthened him when he looked in the deep calm of them, as though he found a power in their gentleness: and often he stopped, overwrought by the wrong that that house had done him, but flashes from Mirandolas eyes seemed to beat across his wrath and seemed to parry it, and after a while he would eat a little again. And so a little of his strength came back, and for brief whiles he slept. Then Mirandola crept out and told the bowmen, and one by one they stole in on their soundless feet, and saw that his sleep was natural, and stole out again; and all the house was hushed, and the Duke slept till morning.


CHAPTER 19

Father Joseph Explains How the Laity Have No Need of the Pen 

Gonsalvo and Gulvarez went early to the Dukes bedchamber to assure themselves that the hopes of last night were just and that the Duke would live. He still lay weakly upon his bed but his anger flamed up at once as soon as he saw them, and was the old enormous wrath they had known the last two days. Before it they backed away towards the door, and ever as they tarried fresh waves of it overtook them and seemed to sweep them further. Sometimes one would delay and stammer polite excuses, while the other backed away faster; then the rush of the Dukes anger would bear down on the one that was nearest and drive him back spluttering; and another swirl of it soon would overtake the other. So, breathless with protestations, they were both swept out, and behind the closed door the Dukes anger died into mutterings, like the croon of a tide along a deserted shore.

Descending, they joined the Lady of the Tower and Father Joseph in the room where the boar-spears hung. And in answer to the anxious enquiry in his ladys eyes as they entered Gonsalvo said: He has slept and is no weaker. But the humours of sickness have not yet left him.

She turned then to Gulvarez, seeming to look for some clearer news from the stranger.

He does not yet lucidly understand your hospitality, he said. He comprehends where he is, but the fevers of his malady delude him concerning it. As yet he knows not his friends, or only sees them transmuted by the vain humours of fever.

At this moment Mirandola passed by the door carrying two dishes; one of meat and the other of fruit. The Lady of the Tower was about to call her, for she was perplexed between the Dukes weakness and the strength of his fevers; but Father Joseph laid a hand on her arm, and Mirandola went by. Then Father Joseph went to the open doorway and blessed the carrying of the dishes.

And much of that morning Mirandola sat by the Dukes bedside, and at whiles he spoke with her and at whiles ate a little from the two dishes; and while she was with him his great anger was lulled; but not yet would he take food or drink from any in all that household save only Mirandola, nor tolerate one of them at the door of his bedchamber. And the rumour went through the house that the Duke would live, but it passed through gatherings of doubts and fears that had haunted the house since first he was taken ill, and many a fear clung yet to the hopeful rumour. But Father Joseph, who had some familiarity with the ways of life and death, saw how it would be and, deeming that there would be no entertainings at the Tower, nor high doings, nor any need of him, his thoughts turned now to his own little house, and the humble folk that came there for many a work-a-day need and to be unburdened of their different sins. He therefore said farewell to his host.

What? said the Lord of the Tower. You leave us already?

It is time, said Father Joseph.

But you will help us to entertain the Duke?

Haply, said Father Joseph, he will lie awhile in bed.

But when he is recovered, said Gonsalvo, we will give a banquet to celebrate his deliverance.

But Father Joseph was more sure of the passing of the illustrious visitors illness than he was of the fading of his anger, in the heat of which he had himself stood once already.

I must return to the village, he said.

Mirandola had entered the room.

Then you will come again, said Gonsalvo, to marry Mirandola to Senor Gulvarez.

For Gonsalvo had a small chapel in his house.

Gladly, said Father Joseph.

Thank Father Joseph, said the Lady of the Tower.

Thank you, said Mirandola.

Then away went Father Joseph; and soon from the pinnacles of lofty plans his mind descended to the little sins that the folk of the village he tended would have been sinning while he was away. He tried to think as he walked of the sins that each would have done; sometimes some girl of strange or passionate whims would a little puzzle his forecast, but for the most part he guessed rapidly, and just as he named to himself the sin of his last parishioner he reached the door under the deep black thatch of the house he loved so well.

He turned the handle and entered: it was not locked, for none in those parts dared rob Father Josephs house; nor was the sin of robbery much practised in houses there but rather on the road in the open air. He entered and was once more with his pleasant knick-knacks that he had not seen for two days; and for a while his eye roamed over them, going from one to another, as he sat in his favourite chair in deep content. For a long while he sat thus, drawing into his spirit the deep quiet of his house, which had never been broken by such events as trouble the calm of the world: no illustrious hidalgos sojourned there; rarely even they passed it by: the sound of a trumpet or the sight of a gonfalon came once, or at most twice, in a generation. His gaze was reposing now on an old mug shaped like a bear, which rested upon a bracket: sometimes he was wont to fill it with good ale and so pass lonely evenings when sunset was early. Gazing now at the mug those evenings came back to his memory and he thought of the joyous radiance that there seemed to have been about them, when, again and again till it interrupted his thoughts, came a very furtive knock on his back door. He imagined the timid hand of some penitent sinner, come there to be rid of his sin, and arose to open the door. When he opened the little back door that looked to the forest, who was there but Ramon Alonzo?

The young man was wearing a fine old cloak of his fathers, which Mirandola had begged for him on the day that he had gone cloakless away from the Tower. She had told Peter to take it after him, but Peters master had not allowed him to go until the Duke had been received at the Tower; but when the banquet came to that sudden end none thought any more of Peter except Mirandola, so he took the cloak and went; and quietly, as he left, Mirandola said to him, Tell him all that you saw. So Peter had travelled all the rest of that day and all through the night, and had come on Ramon Alonzo in the magicians wood; for Ramon Alonzo going circuitously round Aragona, over fields and wild heather, by night, and in the daylight travelling cautiously at such times as his shadow looked human, arrived on the second night so late near the house of the Master that he decided to sleep in the wood and enter by daylight. There Peter found him about dawn with the cloak, and glad Ramon Alonzo was of it. But when he heard of the malady that had overtaken the Duke, the dreadfulness of which Peter told in all fullness, and learned that the Duke had just drunk of a flagon of wine, he knew at once with a guilty inspiration that it had been the love-potion, and supposed that by some mistake of the serving maids the flagon meant for Gulvarez had been changed with the one for the Duke. Then anger came on him against the magician, and a hatred of all his spells, and he determined to put his plan into instant practice. But this plan involved writing, for he meant to write the syllables of the spell that opened the shadow-box, one by one amongst other writings, and to trick the magician into reading them for him. Therefore he thanked and said farewell to Peter, and as soon as ever the man was out of sight he turned his back upon the house in the wood, and travelling fast but cautiously and going wide again round Aragona under cover of night, came secretly the next morning out of the forest to the little door at the back of the priestly house. And there, as Father Joseph opened the door, ready to give absolution for some small sin, the first words that greeted him were: I pray you, Father, to teach me the way of the pen.

Truly now there is no sin in the pen itself, though it be a full handy tool in the fingers of liars, and the greater part of the cheating that there is in the world is done by the pen to this day. And whatever Father Joseph suspected of Ramon Alonzos work, he could not easily refuse instruction in the proper handling of aught that was in itself so innocent. He therefore rather temporized.

The pen, he said. That is indeed, no doubt, a worthy tool; yet of little use to the laity. Those things it is needful to know are written already, and, should more ever be necessary, are there not monks to write it? Or is it to be supposed that those most illustrious presences, our spiritual over-lords, should have neglected some matter that it were well to write and should have failed to record it?

Indeed no, said Ramon Alonzo, lowering his head in a pose of appropriate humility.

For what purpose then would you put your own hand to the pen? Father Joseph asked of him.

I would fain know the handling of it, replied Ramon Alonzo, yet not from any wish to write upon parchment, for that is no knightly accomplishment.

Indeed not, said Father Joseph; yet to know the handling of a pen, as your father knows, and the way that it takes up ink, and sometimes to have essayed sundry marks with it, as he hath, upon parchment, are things that add credit to a knightly house. This much I will teach you. But deem not that there is aught to be written that hath not long since been well said, and committed to parchment, and given to the charge of those whose duty it is to watch and protect learning.

No more than this Ramon Alonzo needed. He therefore thanked Father Joseph, courteously, who went and fetched a pen; and soon the young man was being taught the way of it, where the fingers go, the place of the thumb, the movement of the whole hand, the method of taking ink, and the suitable intervals.

Here, said Father Joseph, near the window, where you shall have the full light. For Ramon Alonzo had seated himself in a corner and dragged the little table to the darkest part of the room.

But Ramon Alonzo, as it drew near noon, shunned any approach to light, and would go near no spot on which shadows fell. Whether Father Joseph noticed or not this strange avoidance of light, his intellect pounced at once on his pupils trivial answer, excusing himself for keeping his seat in the dusk of the corner; and from that moment his old suspicions came on to the right trail, which they never left till the strange secret they followed had been tracked up to its lair.

As Ramon Alonzo came by the knack of the pen he began to copy one by one on the parchment those three syllables, clear in his memory, that were the key of the shadow-box. He rejoiced to think that by asking Father Joseph for never a letter of the Christian alphabet he persuaded him that he sought for no more than he said, a certain way with the pen that should be a knightly accomplishment. Far otherwise was it: for, as Father Joseph watched those sinister syllables that were no language of ours, he began to see a young mind given over wholly to magic, and as each syllable appeared on the parchment he muttered inaudibly, The Black Art. Oh, the Black Art.

But with practice Ramon Alonzo made those syllables clearer and clearer, until they appeared on the parchment whereon he wrote no otherwise than as they were in the great book of the magician that lay on the lectern in the room that was sacred to magic. Father Joseph watched the work of the pen that he guided, and all the while saw those syllables growing clearer, until, although he knew not what they were, nor the language in which they were written, he saw unmistakable omens and threats about them, and all those omens were magical, sinister, evil. Ramon Alonzo carried it off lightly, saying he but made idle strokes with the pen, believing he deceived Father Joseph. That hour for which he so often yearned went by, when the shadows of other men were the same as his, and still he worked at the pen. He saw, still close in his corner, the red and level rays shine in and lend a splendour to Father Josephs knick-knacks. He saw the evening come, and those big Cathayan shapes that he made, black and bold in the gloaming. Then Father Joseph arose to light his tapers, and before he did that Ramon Alonzo thanked him and hastily bade him farewell, and was soon away on his circuitous journey that should lead him wide in the dark round Aragona.

So Ramon Alonzo came next night to the house in the wood. But Father Joseph saddled his mule in the morning and rode away by the very earliest light, and came in the afternoon to the hilly house of a priest he knew who had much knowledge of magic; and with him he brought that parchment on which all day Ramon Alonzo had practised those curious signs. This priest went sometimes down to the church in Aragona, but dwelt mostly alone in his house, where he worked on a scheme for the mitigation of sin, or read books exposing magic. Up the rocky track to that house on his struggling mule Father Joseph arrived; and when the gaiety of their greetings was over he showed his friend the marks that were on the parchment.

I fear, Aloysius, he said, we have nought good here.

Brother Aloysius took it. Nought good, he said. Nought good at all.

Then he put it down and put on great spectacles and looked at the parchment again and consulted a book, repeating now and then, There is no good here, and shaking his head often.

And suddenly he became sure and spoke with a clear certainty.

Indeed, he said, it is a most heathen spell.


CHAPTER 20

The Magician Imitates a Way of the Gods 

And that day went by with its splendours and was added to past days; and night came up and covered the skies of Spain, and the magician sat all alone in his house in the wood. He was not wholly hostile to man; but, sitting there leaning forward upon a table whereon one taper flared, he was brooding on problems so far from our work-a-day cares, so far beyond even that starry paling which bounds our imaginations, that men and women were not to him that matter of first importance they are to us, but only something to be noted and studied as we might study whatever rumours may come of life upon planets of suns that are other than ours. His care for humanity was solely this, that amongst its children, whether in Spain or elsewhere, were those that were worthy to receive and cherish, and carry to those that would bring it to the far dimness of time, the mighty learning that he himself had had from the most illustrious of all the line of professors that had held the Chair of Magic at Saragossa. For the rest, his care was more with the dominion that he held over captive shadows, and their far wanderings, the messages that they carried and the inspirations they brought, than with that narrow scope, and the brief stay, with which we are familiar. Could we know the supplications that his shadows sometimes took for him to great spirits that chanced on a journey near to Earths orbit, could we know the songs and the splendours with which they often replied, it might be that our hearts would thrill to his strange traffic till we might forget to blame his aloofness from man. Only in rarest moments, perhaps as an organist sleeps, and his hand falls on to the keys playing one bar straight from dreams; or just at the apex of fever in tropical forests when strange birds are mating; or, eastwards from here, where a player upon a reed in barbarous mountains hits ancestrally on a note that his tribe have known from the days of Pan; or when some flash from the sunset shows a world-wide band of colour that is not one of the colours that man has named; only at rarest moments comes any guess to us of those songs and splendours that the lonely man drew from the spaces that lie bleak and bare about the turn of the comet. And only that day he had learned a curious story, a legend of the interstellar darkness, from a spirit that was going upon a journey, and had passed through the solar planets wrapped in thunder, and had been that morning at his nearest to Earth.

Ramon Alonzo had been absent now for six days; and, having no pupil to whom to transmit the mysteries that he himself had had from so glorious a source, the Master was solely occupied in his loneliness with legend and lore that are not of Earth or our peoples. And as he brooded on matters that are of moment outside our care and beyond the path of Neptune, the step of Ramon Alonzo was heard in the hush of the wood.

The young man entered vexed at that notable failure of the potion he had compounded, and angry for Mirandola, his father and mother, and the whole household of his home. He had pictured the consternation of that house, of which Peter had told him tremblingly not only all, but more; and he laid the blame on the author of the spells, which had seemed too easy for mistakes to be possible, rather than on his own forgetfulness. He entered believing that he owed nothing to the magician, and determined to learn no more of the making of gold so that he should still owe him nothing, and to get his own shadow back as his lawful due, and to rescue the charwomans as an act of Christian chivalry. The two men met, one brooding upon a wrong, the other upon affairs beyond the orbit of Neptune, so that they each spoke little. And presently Ramon Alonzo, drawing forth a parchment, said: Master, this script which was brought to Spain by a wandering man of Cathay, perchance hath matter of moment, and may even be worthy of your skill in strange tongues.

And with that he handed the parchment to the magician. The master took it and held it low near the candle. Ting, he said. Ting. Then was silent and shook his head.

So the first syllable was Ting. All the rest were nonsense that Ramon Alonzo had written in levity. More than that one syllable he durst not write, lest the Master should know that he was seeking his spell. There remained two more; and these he would get in the same manner hereafter, when the Masters suspicions should have had time to sleep. For this he bided his time. But he thought within a week to have the key of the shadow-box.

I know not what language it be, said the Master.

No? said Ramon Alonzo.

None of Earth, said the Master.

And the young man took back the parchment, apologizing for troubling the Masters learning. All had been as he had planned; and he went then to the dingy nook below the wooden stairs to share his high hopes with the charwoman. And there he found her among her brooms and pails, about to lie down for the night on her heap of straw. Her eyes flashed a welcome to him. And at once he said: I have the first syllable of the spell.

Then thought overcast her face, and a little slowly her old mind turned to the future and tried to find all it would mean if he came by all three syllables. And while youth, under those old stairs, was swiftly building hopes on the roof of hopes, age was finding objections.

How will you find the others? she asked.

The same way, he said, and told her how he had carried out his plan.

He will suspect, she said.

He does not yet, said he.

And she shook her head as she thought of old wiles of the Master.

Has he taken back the false shadow he made? she asked.

I have not yet asked him, the young man said, but he will.

If he does not, she said, the false one will show whenever your own true shadow dwindles at noon.

But these objections he had not come to hear in the triumphant moments that followed on his success. He had thought that his own high hopes would have driven away her melancholy, but now it was saddening him.

You shall have your own shadow back, he said, and shall wear it in Aragona.

That was his final attempt to cheer the old woman. Then he left while he still could hope.

He went to his spidery room in the lonely tower and there lay down to sleep, but plans came to that mouldering bed instead of dreams, and far on into the night he plotted the rescue of shadows. How many a man through hours of silent darkness has laid his lonely plans for things more insubstantial.

Plans of caution and plans of impatience came to Ramon Alonzo that night; and by the early hours he blended them, and decided to wait three days before asking the Master to read another script; and he satisfied his impatience, so far as it could be satisfied, by planning to go the next day into the wood to bring back another parchment, with a tale, when the time came, of a meeting with one from Cathay. And a certain radiance in the youthful mind decked the plan with glittering prospects of success. Then Ramon Alonzo slept.

Descending a little late on the next morning the young man found the food awaiting him that the magician never failed to supply. He ate, then went to the room that was sacred to magic. And there was the Master seated before his lectern considering things beyond the concern of man.

Would you learn more of the making of gold? he said.

No, said Ramon Alonzo.

A thin streak of joy passed through the Masters mind. For it was the established duty of all the masters, more especially of those that were as glorious as he, however far they might fare down the ages, surviving the human span, to secure a pupil to whom when he might be worthy the ancient secrets should be revealed at last: so should the wisdom that had been brought so far, by caravans that had all crumbled away and were long since dust blowing over desolate lands, pass on to centuries that would surely need it. And he had thought that Ramon Alonzo might after years of toil, and loneliness, and study, and abnegation, be fit one day far hence for the dreadful initiation. But if he persisted with his uncouth interest in so trivial a matter as gold, then he was not the man. Therefore the Masters mind was briefly lit by a joy when he heard his pupil renouncing this light pursuit; and then his thoughts were afar again with those things that lie beyond the concern of man. From these he was brought back by the young man speaking again.

Master, said Ramon Alonzo, I would fain go to the wood, and walk there awhile before I study again.

As you will, said the Master, and returned to the contemplation of the curious way of a star, which had not as yet been seen by any mortal watcher.

Again those contemplations were interrupted. Master, said Ramon Alonzo, I thank you for that shadow that you designed for me; and having no longer any need of it, I pray you to take it back.

However old he was, however far were his thoughts beyond the orbit of Earth, he was not to be wholly duped by that young mind. Doubtless he knew not Ramon Alonzos plan; yet the stir of a fetter upon a floor of stone may betray the hope of a slave to escape his prison, and Ramon Alonzos wish to be rid of that shadow showed that something was afoot which if left unchecked might rob the magical Art of a chosen pupil. Therefore, calling back his thoughts from beyond the path of the comet, across all the regions known to the human imagination, he replied to Ramon Alonzo, saying: We that follow the Art, and that imitate so far as we are able the examples of the gods, do not take back our gifts.

No protestations moved him; and Ramon Alonzo, seeing at last that by every word he said he was disclosing more and more clearly the existence of a plan, turned away silent at last and went into the wood.


CHAPTER 21

White Magic Comes to the Wood 

Through the wood to which Ramon Alonzo had gone with his plans he walked disconsolate. What would he do when all his plans had succeeded and he had got back his shadow, if this sinister thing of gloom was to show at his heels whenever his human shadow should shrink in the noonday sun? And his plans had seemed so sure.

Yet he was pledged to the knightly quest of the charwomans shadow, whatever embarrassments might befall his own, and from this the laws of chivalry did not allow him to swerve. And the more that she was an ancient and withered crone, the more he knew that he must be true to his pledge, for she had no other knight; no sword would stir for her into the light but his. But he walked disconsolate because of his own redundance of shadows, which he foresaw to the end of his days.

It seems but a little thing to have two shadows, too slight a cloud to darken the gaiety of any mood of youth; how often on glittering evenings has a man or a maiden danced, happy below the splendour of arrayed chandeliers, and followed by scores of shadows? But Ramon Alonzo had learned, as those only learn who have ever lost their shadow, that side by side with great things and with trivial, there are deviations that are outside human pity; and this, the most trivial of them all, any unusual shape of a shadow, was no more tolerated than horns and tail. So absurd a prejudice cannot be credited unless it has been experienced.

He came in his melancholy walk to the mossy roots of an oak; and there he sat him down, and leaning back against the bole of the tree took out from a wallet the parchment and pen and ink he had brought and began to write supposed script of heathen lands, and amongst it the second syllable of the spell, which should shape for him two-thirds of the key of the shadow-box.

Hardly had he written that one Cathayan syllable, and added a few fantastic shapes of his own, when he heard a rustling a little way off in the wood. He sat upon the moss and listened: it grew to a pattering, a sound as of small feet scurrying over leaves, pushing through bracken, leaping rocks and dead branches, in a hurry that seemed to have suddenly come to the wood, and was stirring bramble and briar before him and far on his left and right. And it was coming nearer. Then Ramon Alonzo heard shrill little squeaks above the sound of the scurrying; and all at once an imp came bounding by, and two more and then another. Then the snap of a twig and a rustle drew his attention upon his other side, and six more were running past him; and soon he saw a line of imps fleeing desperately through the wood, not troubling to keep out of sight of him on the far side of trees going by, some passing barely out of reach of his hand. He saw their small round bodies bobbing by, then heard them brush through the bracken into the distance, and not for a moment did one of them cease to scurry. They were jabbering to each other as they went, evidently in great perturbation. And then a gnome came by, carrying a bundle, an old fellow three times as large as an imp and wearing clothes of a sort, especially a hat. And he was clearly just as frightened as the imps, though he could not go so fast. Ramon Alonzo saw that there must be some great trouble that was vexing magical things; and, since gnomes speak the language of men, and will answer if spoken to gently, he raised his hat, and asked of the gnome his name. The gnome did not stop his hasty shuffle a moment as he answered Alaraba, and grabbed the rim of his hat but forgot to doff it.

What is the trouble, Alaraba? said Ramon Alonzo.

White magic. Run! said the gnome, and shuffled on eagerly. More than this he did not say, nor thought more necessary, for he had uttered the one thing that magical folk dread most.

A few more things ran by that haunt woods that are subject to magic, one or two elves and their like; then a deep hush came on the wood, for everything had fled. Ramon Alonzo wondering, and listening quiet in the hush, heard after a while shod hooves, coming from that direction from which everything had fled.

Then he heard branches brushing by, far noisier than the soft scurrying of the flight of the magical things, but leisurely and calmly. This was nothing that fled: this then was the white magic. The hooves drew nearer, and the brushing of large branches. Then a mules face came through the foliage, and, bending low to avoid the bough of an oak tree, there appeared Father Joseph.

His face was very red and very moist, for riding through a wood is no joyous pastime. He did not look a shape to have driven to terror all magical things that dwelt in the dark of the wood.

Good morrow, said Father Joseph.

Good morrow, Father, replied Ramon Alonzo, rising up from his mossy seat and doffing his hat. Then Father Joseph turned awhile to the business of clambering out of the saddle, after which he took his mule by the bridle and walked up to Ramon Alonzo.

What brings you to the wood? said Ramon Alonzo uneasily, for every dealing with magic leaves its trace on the conscience.

Father Joseph beamed towards him with his red face. I came to see you, he said.

Again Ramon Alonzo doffed his hat. And what brought you to me? he said.

Peril of your soul, said Father Joseph jovially.

Ramon Alonzo was silent awhile. Have I imperilled it? he asked lamely.

Have you had no dealings with the Black Art? smiled Father Joseph.

None to risk my salvation, said the young man.

Let us see, said Father Joseph.

Thereupon he made the sign of the Cross before Ramon Alonzo. At which, though Ramon Alonzo did not see it, for his face was towards the sun, the false shadow fell off from his heels. Then Father Joseph took a bottle of holy water, a hollowed rock-crystal that hung on a small silver chain from his belt, and cast the holy water upon the moss round Ramon Alonzos heels. And the false shadow lying upon the moss got up and ran away. Ramon Alonzo saw it rush over a sunny clearing and lose itself amongst great true shadows of trees.

Gone! he exclaimed.

Yes, said Father Joseph.

Thus passed from the young mans sight, and was lost for ever, a shadow false, growthless, and magical, which nonetheless was all the shadow he had. A little while ago he had longed for this very thing, and had grown despondent with longing, but a new feeling came to him now as he stood there perfectly shadowless.

What shall I do? he said wistfully.

Get back your own true shadow, said Father Joseph.

But how if I cannot? replied Ramon Alonzo.

At all costs get back your shadow, said the priest.

Is it so urgent as that? asked Ramon Alonzo.

Then the benign red face of Father Joseph became graver than he had ever seen it yet, like strange changes that sometimes come suddenly at evening over the sun, and he said in most earnest tones: On Earth the shadow is led hither and thither, wherever he will, by the man; but hereafter it is far otherwise, and wherever his shadow goes, alas, he must follow; which is but just, since in all their sojourn here never once doth the shadow lead, never once the man follow.

And what of the shadow that has gone through the wood? asked Ramon Alonzo, awed by the priests tones.

Damned irretrievably, said Father Joseph. And if a man died with such a thing at his heels, it leads him violently to its own place. Four angels could not drag him from it.

Ramon Alonzo had held his breath, but breathed again when he heard that death with the thing at his heels was needed for its last triumph.

It is gone from my heels now, he said cheerily.

Aye, and be thankful, said Father Joseph. But wait! Where is your true shadow?

In a box, the young man admitted.

Such shadows darken nor grass nor flower in all the lawns of Heaven.

Cannot they come there? said Ramon Alonzo.

Said the priest: They know not salvation.

And I, asked Ramon Alonzo.

I have told you.

Can a mere shadow take me?

They are of more account than man in the Kingdom of Shadows.

Can one not struggle against them? said Ramon Alonzo.

Their power is irresistible, said the priest, as the power of the body over the shadow is irresistible here.

Alas, said Ramon Alonzo.

Can you not recover it? asked Father Joseph.

I will try, said Ramon Alonzo.

Father Joseph smiled. He had come for no other purpose than to give this wholesome advice. And now he heavily clambered back to his saddle.

Ramon Alonzo doffed his hat and gravely said farewell, pondering all the while on the key he was making that should open the shadow-box and free his soul from the grip of a doomed shadow. But how if the magician would not read again for him? How if he did not mutter again as he saw the Cathayan syllable? In the anxiety that these queries caused him he hurried back to his mossy seat below the bole of the oak, and hastened to write that sentence in which, like a curious jewel, the crystal of some rare, element, he set the second syllable of the spell. And however fantastic he tried to make the letters that he invented, that Cathayan shape still loomed from amongst the rest the most exotic, and even - as he thought - the most dreadful, upon that parchment. With this he hurried back to the house in the wood.


CHAPTER 22

Ramon Alonzo Crosses a Sword With Magic 

Shadowless, Ramon Alonzo went through the wood, as miserable in every glade and every shaft of sunlight as a man that crept through a city after being robbed of his raiment would feel whenever he came to a busy street. Shadowless he entered the house.

Now was a time for caution; his shadow gone, his eternal soul in danger, now was the time to watch the magician warily till an hour might come that should be favourable to a request. But every circumstance that should have urged delay drove the youth onward impetuously. How if he should die that night, and the doomed shadow get a throttle-grip immediately on his soul and drag it down to Hell! He durst not wait. He must win back that shadow.  

And even as he thought of the daily pains of Hell, which are far beyond the imagination of such as Ramon Alonzo, but he had been well instructed in these by good men; even as he thought of the round of pains and terrors, he remembered with chivalrous faith the charwomans shadow.

He hastened along the corridors; the old woman that had been Anemone, at work by her pail, saw him go by and noticed that he was running: he came to the door of the room that was sacred to magic. He entered; there had been no spell on the door of late, so that the pupil might come to the room for work; he came breathless before the magician. That learned man was sitting at his lectern alone with his own thoughts, that were beyond our needs or concern: he raised his head and looked at Ramon Alonzo.

Master, said Ramon Alonzo, a script that I had from a man in the wood. Strange words. I pray you read them.

In the look that the Master gave him he saw he had failed. Nonetheless he spoke again all the more earnestly. I pray you, Master, he said.

Still that look. And then the magician slowly shook his head; and Ramon Alonzo knew that hope was over.

Give me my shadow, he blurted out then.

No, said the magician.

Why not? shouted Ramon Alonzo.

It is my fee.

I have learned nothing for your fee.

You have learned from me, said the Master, the manner of compounding a love-potion.

I made it, said Ramon Alonzo, and a man drank it.

He will love fiercely, the magician said.

It made him most monstrous sick, said Ramon Alonzo. Ah, said the magician.

Give me back my shadow, Ramon Alonzo repeated.

I have taught you other learning for my fee, rare learning come from of old.

You have not taught me the making of gold, said the youth. I have taught you a rarer wisdom, a more secret thing.

What? said Ramon Alonzo.

The magician paused, and in a graver voice he said: The oneness of matter.

It is naught to me, said the other.

It is a most rare learning, the Master answered. Few know that there is but one element with a hundred manifestations. Few knew it of old. And few have handed this rare knowledge down. It is worth incomparably more than my fee.

It is naught to me, repeated Ramon Alonzo. Give back my shadow.

No, said the magician, for you cannot give back this rare, this incomparable knowledge. Neither shall I give back my fee.

The shadow was worthless: it would not grow. And now it has run away.

Ah, said the magician.

For the last time Ramon Alonzo blurted out his useless request: Give me back my shadow.

And the magician answered: I keep my just fee.

And Ramon Alonzo turned his face towards damnation, yet remembered his knightly quest. Then only give me the charwomans shadow, he said.

She has had years for it, said the Master.

Such years! exclaimed Ramon Alonzo.

They were many, replied the magician.

Give up her shadow, said menacingly Ramon Alonzo.

No, said the magician.

And on that No the young mans sword was out and its point was before the face of the magician. He did not move his gaze from Ramon Alonzo or from that glittering point, but leaned his right arm out behind him, the hand feeling downwards, and slightly bending his head as his arm went back. So the Masters hand came to the lid of a box on the floor and felt the rim and opened it and went in, and gripped what lay within all in an instant.

Then, flaming before the eyes of Ramon Alonzo, appeared a flash of lightning fixed to a resinous hilt, that dark and rounded lay gripped in the Masters hand. The flash was little longer than Ramon Alonzos sword, and more jaggedly crooked, and was rather red than yellow, as though it had slowly cooled while it lay in the box.

At once the two men engaged, at first across the lectern, then working wide of it as they fought. Young Ramon Alonzo had a pretty style with the sword, and the skill of his antagonist was nothing magical, for his years had been given to other studies than those of thrusting and parrying; yet his weapon was magical, and thrilled up the steel the moment it touched the rapier, jarring the young mans arm as far as the shoulder, shaking his elbow and nearly wrenching his wrist. And every time that either of them parried the young man felt that jar and shocking jolting along his right arm. So great a blow might have cast his sword from his hand had it been delivered by an earthly weapon, but that lightning-flash with which the magician fought had the curious effect of making Ramon Alonzos fingers grip tighter whenever he felt the shock in his arm. Had it not been for this he was lost. And even though he kept his sword in his hand he had hard work to parry, for the magician thrust rapidly at him. Soon his arm was growing numb, and he attacked vehemently then, so as to end it while he still had strength in his arm; but the magician parried each thrust and, once returning a lunge of Ramon Alonzos, brought the weapon so near his face that it singed his hair. And after that the magician beat his mortal antagonist backwards, dazzled and numbed but still fighting. It became clear that had that Master given his days to the sword and studied all the mysteries of the rapier he had been a notable hand at it. None of the young mans thrusts went home; and suddenly a thrust of the magician, partially parried, slipped over the earthly hilt and along the mortal arm, searing the flesh and setting fire to cloth, so that Ramon Alonzo fought a few strokes with a flaming sleeve, till he patted it out with his left hand and still fought on. And now he was near the door and the Master pressing him still, a dark lithe shape lit up by the flash of his eyes, in a gloomy room crossed and re-crossed by the glare of the lightning. A sudden rally Ramon Alonzo made from the lintel, but was beaten back, and again his arm was seared, and tumbling more than retreating he reeled back through the door.

Cross no swords with magic, said the magician warningly, with his strange sword in the doorway; but he came no further, and Ramon Alonzo was left alone with despair, while the Master returned to the gloom of the room that was sacred to magic, and to occupations that are beyond our knowledge.

Ramon Alonzo stayed awhile by the door, which still opened to the gloom of the magical room, his sword in his shaken hand, and not till he saw that his enemy did not deign to follow did he turn slowly away. But as soon as the thrill of the risk of death was gone, new troubles and even terrors overtook him. On Earth he had lost his shadow and lost a fight; hereafter his salvation. He was defenceless in this sinister house, for his sword had failed him, and impetuously he had cast his careful and patient plans away. He believed that none could advise him; he saw, as men often do in such times of despondency, nothing between him and everlasting damnation. He would not even pray, counting himself already among the damned, unto whom prayer is forbidden. He heard the charwoman late at her work in a corridor, but moved away from her, being in no mood to speak. But she saw him and came after him, and, seeing all at once the need that he had of comfort, she brought it him, though he would have none of it, so that she had to give comfort without his knowledge.

He did not tell her that his false shadow was gone, and would not tell her that the magician had beaten him, nor that the shadow-box was locked for ever, and his soul involved in the doom of his true shadow; but he said, All is lost. And this he repeated often, whenever he thought she was trying to give him comfort.

But you have the first syllable of the spell, she said.

Little had this comforted her when first he had told her, but now that he needed comfort she said it as earnestly as though by this one syllable alone the long box could be opened.

All is lost, he repeated.

The first syllable is Ting, she said.

All is lost, said Ramon Alonzo.

The next might be Tong or Tang, said the old woman. Idle enough such a remark, unlikely to be true, light words on which to build a hope of escape from Hell; Ramon Alonzo did not even answer them; and yet they started a thought in the young mans mind that later led to a plan, out of which he built a hope, as slender as that last bridge that the Moslem crosses, but the hope seemed to lead to salvation.


CHAPTER 23

The Plan of Ramon Alonzo 

When the charwoman found that the despair of Ramon Alonzo was so vigorous that she could bring him no comfort then, she went back to the dismal haunt of her brooms and pans, while he went lurking down the passages to watch for the egress of the magician, bent only on clutching the shadow-box, without any thought or plan how to rescue the shadows within it. He found his sword was still gripped in his hand and, looking at it, even in that dim light, he saw that its glitter was gone and all the steel gone grey from its meeting with magic. A long while he waited. And, shadowless there amongst so many shadows, he envied once more the common inanimate things that had their simple shadows and excited no mans wonder. The magician lingered in his gloomy room, till Ramon Alonzo wondered what dreadful plan he was working out against him for having drawn sword in the room that was sacred to magic. But already he had forgotten Ramon Alonzo and was brooding on problems beyond the young mans guesses. That he had fought to protect his shadows was no more to him than it is to a master chess-player that he has locked the door of his room, when he goes to study alone the mysteries of the Ruy Lopez. Fight and antagonist were soon forgot, and he was following intricate orbits of unknown moons, a lonely imagination.

From such studies he rose late, and Ramon Alonzo saw his dark shape loom through the doorway when the light of evening was far gone from the corridors. To his joy he saw that the door had been left wide open, and before the magicians steps had died wholly away the young man rushed into the room that was sacred to magic and had his hands on the shadow-box. First he put his swords point to the crack between box and lid, then he smote the box with the edge of it. But not thus easily are souls won from damnation. The open door would have hinted to any mind that was calmer that there was something about that box that was not to be opened by the first earthly implement. The gap between lid and box was narrower than the gap between one granite slab and the next in the temple beside the Sphinx, narrower than the line between night and day; the delicate point of the rapier looked gross beside it. And as for the material of the box, it was not of wood, which the young man had thought to shatter, but some element that cared for the edge of steel no more than steel itself cares for the edge or point of a thin feather. He picked at the padlock then; and something about the padlocks glittering hardness brought him to calmer ways, and taught him that, though his soul was in peril of loss, yet unreasoning haste would help him no better in this than it would in any trifle of daily things.

He put the shadow-box slowly back in its place and sheathed his sword, from which lustre and temper and ring seemed all to have gone, and walked thoughtfully thence and came to the stairs of stone, and ascended them and saw his spidery bed. There he lay down for such a night as men have who see doom close. Though the doom be only earthly they plan and plan, and mix up their plans with hopes, and then again they mix them with despairs, till all over the web of reason that makes their plans come curious patterns of the despairs and hopes; and least of all the weaver knows which is which. And the stars go slowly gliding by, and the gradual affairs of Earth; and the plans race on and on. And if the doom be earthly, often towards dawn fatigue overtakes their plans and they sleep when the birds sing. But Ramon Alonzo did not dare to rest from his whirl of plans, and did not sleep till he saw clear reason shine faint through his hopes and despairs, and then it was broad morning.

That ray of reason that shone at last on his plans came from that remark of the charwoman that she made in her feeble efforts to bring him comfort: it might be Tong or Tang. Some time between dawn and midnight these words had come back to him in all their absurdity. Of the myriad sounds that might form a syllable in an utterly unknown tongue, how would it be possible thus lightly to guess the right one? Tong or Tang: the suggestion was ludicrous. And it could not be Tong or Tang in any case, for the second syllable of the spell was far too unlike the first for the difference to be in no more than the change of a vowel. What might it be? He had much of the night before him, with all its wide spaces for fears and lost hopes to roam in: he had ample leisure in which to wonder what was the second syllable. But not until light began to creep through the wood did he order his wonder and guesses into a plan.

His plan was this: the number of possible syllables was limited; he knew the first syllable, he would suppose the last to be ab, and he would say the spell over and over again to the shadow-box varying only the second syllable. When every possible sound had been tried for that he would change the last syllable to bab and try again. Then to bac, then bad, then baf, and every time that he changed the last syllable, going through all the sounds that could possibly form the second. He would work through all the hours of day and night in which the magician was away from his room. And one day years hence he would hit on the three syllables and see the shadow-box open before he died. He calculated it might take forty years.

That he would hold on to the end, crouching upon the gloomy floor murmuring three syllables to the padlock, he did not doubt. Sooner or later a man might have stopped, saying, Is it worth it? if the box had held the whole wealth of the Indies; but Ramon Alonzo would work for his souls salvation. And all the while he remembered the knightly quest to which he had pledged his chivalry. Morning shone wide on the wood and he fell asleep.

When Ramon Alonzo woke his plan was as clear in his mind as though he had pondered it further during his sleep. It was then late in the morning. He went to the charwoman, following the sound of her pail, and putting aside the old womans efforts to comfort him obtained from her carefully the hours at which the magician left his room, the result of all her experience. Often before he had discussed plans and hopes with her, but not now, for he based upon this plan all the hope that he had in time or eternity, and would discuss it with none. Thence he went straight to the room that was sacred to magic, and offered his sword, hilt foremost to the magician. The magician bade him keep it, for, whatever terrors vexed him from beyond the path of the comet, he had no fear of any earthly sword. Neither man desired to continue their quarrel, the youth because he saw that his folly already had brought his soul to the very brink of Hell, and he regretted his haste, the magician because his need of a pupil, upon whom to unburden himself of some of the wisdom he had carried alone down the ages, was a greater need than Ramon Alonzo knew. So that the tensity between them passed; and the magician turned his mind to the obligation, that is laid upon all magicians, of handing on to a pupil the lore that has come to them from the Dread Masters; for so the magicians of old are known by all that follow the Art; thus is there magic even to this day. Ramon Alonzo meanwhile was only planning and waiting to rob the box within which the magician enslaved his shadows. He knew not when the day would come on which he would rob the box: it might be years hence; he might be grey when he did it, but all his fervour and patience were centred on this. His scheme may seem little better than the Black Art; but he had been taught from childhood that such crafty ways were justified in cases that touched the safety of the soul, nor did he hold that the Master had earned his fee. His whole attention lost in the plans he was making, arranging in countless formulae a legion of possible syllables, he scarcely heard the suave voice of the Master speaking across the gloom to him.

What learning would you have of me?

Back came his thoughts from a far imagined year, in which with a sudden spell that was right at last he should free his shadow from that eternal doom that ownerless shadows share with the souls of those who were once their masters; back came his thoughts as alert as though they had wandered never an hour away from that very morning.

I would learn the making of some more durable thing, said Ramon Alonzo, than gold.

And the Master smiled thereat, as Ramon Alonzo had hoped.

We shall therefore study, the Master said, the making of Persian spells, which, more than any other inscription of magic, charm spirits whose courses are not within this sphere; and thus they shall be remembered after Earth.

He rose and placed upon the lectern a tome in a leather binding as rough and black as a saddle on an old battlefield, written by one of the Magi in his old age before the fall of Sidon.

If speech would be had by the folk of Earth with those that dwell not here, and spell be sought that shall compel their answer, it is in this book, said the Master.

Then began the teaching of heathen script, with its dots and curious flourishes, the pronouncing of alien vowels, and strange intonations, and all that labour that thoughts must undergo to bring up wisdom out of a former age, which is no lighter than the toil of miners who dig up bygone forests from out of the past of the Earth. And all the time that Ramon Alonzo learned, his attention was fixed upon the approach of that hour when the magician would leave his room that was sacred to magic and sail away a dark shape down the corridor, and he should have leisure at last to attend to his souls salvation. And that hour came so slowly that in one of those lingering moments the fear came to Ramon Alonzo that time was done and eternity was begun and his doom was to learn heathen spells in the gloom for ever and ever, while the blessed sat in the sunlight singing in Spanish. And this fear passed, giving way to one more terrible, that told him far worse awaited him than this, unless he could rescue his shadow from the doom it must share with his soul.

The hour came at last when, with an earnest reminder of the way of a heathen vowel, the magician arose and went bat-like out of the room. For many moments Ramon Alonzo sat motionless, listening to fading echoes from the feet of that master of shadows; then he was down by the shadow-box eagerly uttering a spell. Not a flicker made the padlock. Rapidly he uttered another, and then another, and with a kind of sing-song intoned spell after spell in the gloom and dust of the floor, bending above the shadow-box. The first syllable was always Ting, which he knew to be right; the last was always Ab, which was only an assumption that he meant to vary slowly through weary years; the second syllable he changed every time. The thought of the years that he should spend in that room murmuring spells to the box did not appal him, for he knew that the relation of all time to eternity is as a drop to the sea: he only feared that those years might be too few. Close to him lay the box that held the magicians weapon, the old flash of lightning. It had neither padlock nor keyhole and, when he tried to raise the lid, it seemed to be shut for ever: by what magic it opened he knew not. He rightly reflected that the magician, having gone from the room without it, had other and probably more terrible weapons. He turned again to his monotonous work.

Towards evening the magician came back again; and Ramon Alonzo ceased his lonely mutterings, and soon was learning again old Persian lore, for the plan was growing in the Masters mind to make of him a magician. Had he studied with such a master, patiently following that lore whose splendours have made many forget salvation, he could have had a name that would have resounded through Wizardry, and hereafter have had great honour among the damned. Of this honour the magician had spoken once, when Ramon Alonzo had wonderingly enquired of the present state of that illustrious professor who had held the Chair of Magic at Saragossa. He walks through Hell, said the magician, flaming, an object of awe and reverent veneration, while all abase themselves as he goes by, their faces low in the cinders. He is, as many have told me, an apparition of glory, and amongst the first of all the splendours of Hell.

From such a fame Ramon Alonzo now wilfully turned away. Such choices have often to be made.

Whenever the Master blamed his inattention he apologized gracefully and pretended diligence, but his heart was far from Persia, and never a spell he learned that would have hailed passing spirits and given him news unbiased by the narrower views of Earth. And thus he lost what he lost, and gained what he gained.

And at last night came and the magician left him; and, rising as though he too would go, he tarried in the room and joyfully looked to have the long night alone with his work. He had no light but the gleam of a sickle moon, for he did not dare to burn the magicians taper, lest its shortening should show how late he had been at work; and the young moon soon sank. He had forgotten food and even water, and sleep seemed unnecessary and impossible to him. He needed no light except to watch the padlock; and for this purpose he laid a finger upon it all night long, to feel if it moved for any spell that he said. Owls going afield for their nocturnal hunt saw Ramon Alonzo bent over the box, and saw him again as they returned in the chill; bands of moths to whose glowing eyes the night is luminous saw his shape in the corner, and with other hours of the night came other moths of wholly different tribes - they saw the same shape there; mice that at first were terrified at the sound of the human voice grew used to its long monotony, and ran all round the motionless crouching figure; stars that he knew not saw him kneeling there.

And then, as a greyness paled the night and made all hopes seem groundless and his long labour absurd, there came a sudden quiver into the padlock just as he uttered a spell; he felt it vibrating his finger-tips. He had said thousands of spells that night, and for none had the padlock moved; and now it had quivered, but it did not open. Hopes had shot through his mind in that moment of quivering, singing to him of salvation, only to fall like dead birds. He said the same spell again: again the padlock quivered. Yet it remained shut. Ramon Alonzo sat back on his heels and wondered. Then he said it again, and over and over; and always the same thing happened. By dim grey light that came in he now saw the padlock, and no movement in it could be perceived by the eye, but always he felt the quiver along his finger-tip whenever he said that spell. Somehow it increased his despair, for he believed that the spell he was using was the correct one and, for some reason he could not guess, would do no more when uttered by him than to make that faint vibration. Again and again he repeated it, and always the same thing happened. The spell was Ting Yung Ab.

He would not leave it to continue his formula, because no other spell he had used had moved the padlock at all; so he went on hopelessly repeating it while the dawn grew wider and chillier, and more and more objects appeared out of the dark with their shadows; and their shapes seemed to bring him back to his shadowless situation, and all these material things seemed to be triumphing over him one by one, like an army of victors marching by one of its prisoners. Amongst these fancies of despair he noticed at last that the quivering of the padlock occurred at one part of the spell he uttered, and not quite at the end of it. It occurred at the word Yung. He said the spell slowly then to make sure of this, for hitherto he had spoken rapidly.

And sure enough, just as he said the word Yung, the padlock always quivered, and was quiet again as he said the word Ab.

A hope came to Ramon Alonzo, glorious and sudden as sunrise, but he would not acknowledge it in that chill hour, burdened by his despairs; yet he planned a change in his formula and went to bed and slept. And when he awoke in the broad and brilliant day the hope was still with him, and it had grown since dawn.


CHAPTER 24

Ramon Alonzo Dances With His Shadow 

Ramon Alonzo descended, ate hungrily, and hastened to the room that was sacred to magic; and there was the Master in his usual place. There was reproach in the Masters eye for the young mans lateness, but words he did not waste, reserving them for that instruction in heathen spells which he immediately commenced. Every day the Masters intention was growing clearer and the young man guessed it now: his was to be a name as revered, as dreaded, as his who had held the Chair of Magic at Saragossa; his wisdom, his loneliness, his aloofness, were to be as those of the dweller in the sombre house in the wood; his should be power at which the just should shudder; and mothers that could not call their children from play in the long evenings when they should be in bed would in the last resort shout Ramon Alonzo to them. Against this terrible fame the young mans blood cried out, and the birds aided him, calling out of the wood, and the sunlight seemed on his side and against magic. Yesterday he had dared to make no protest against anything the Master might teach him, for he had seen in years of obsequiousness his only chance of ever recovering his shadow; but a new hope strengthened him now, and he asked a question that was in itself a protest. The Master was teaching him slowly a spell of terrible potency when Ramon Alonzo said: Master, what chances of salvation hath a man that shall make use of this spell?

Salvation! Salvation! said the Master. A thing common to countless millions. The ordinary experience, hereafter, of half the human race. Is this to be put against knowledge of the hour of the return of the comet, against speech from these small fields, with spirits that wander from world to world, against strange tongues, runes and enchantments, and knowledge of ancient histories and visions of future wars; is this to be put against a hold upon the course of a star? Rather would I flame beside the Count of the Mountain, who held the Chair of Magic at Saragossa, and burn in that bright splendour that torments but cannot subdue him, than share with the ignorant populace any bliss that is common to vulgar righteousness. Aye, and upon the sulphur that he treads, damned if you will but held in reverence, kings have not hesitated to abase themselves in honour of his fame that resounds beyond time and far beyond earthly boundaries.

Ramon Alonzo did not dare to say more: it was as though a student at work in a dingy classroom had claimed that some boyish game for which his own heart was longing was of more importance than the honoured learning that was being taught from the desk. The magician was growing angry; Ramon Alonzo bent his head to learn those Persian spells, but his mind was far from them with his hope and his formula. He learned in silence, while the magician bent to the work of making him his pupil and rendering him worthy of the terrible wisdom that had been brought down through the ages by the labour of the Dread Masters. And at last the black shape of the Master went out of the gloomy room and Ramon Alonzo was all alone with his hope.

His hope was that the first two syllables were right, that the quiver in the padlock was its preparation to open, as the spell thrilled through the brass, till the final syllable ab disappointed its expectation. He had therefore to try only once the thousands of possible sounds that might make the last syllable instead of multiplying them by thousands more and working on till old age. The magician would be gone for some hours, returning again in the afternoon for another weary lesson. Spells guarded everything round Ramon Alonzo in the room that was sacred to magic while the magician was gone; spells, had he known it, could have brought to life one of the crocodiles when he drew his sword against magic, and it would have eaten him had the master not needed a pupil. But Ramon Alonzo cared only for one spell. He was down at once by the shadow-box, and this time all the spells that he tried began with Ting Yung, while he changed every time the last syllable. Once more, whenever he touched the padlock he felt it quiver as he uttered the second syllable, while it calmed again as it heard the end of the spell. He became more and more certain that he held two-thirds of the secret, and that hours would free his shadow instead of years. Then, giving her shadow back to the poor old charwoman, he would flee from the sinister house, and work in some simpler way for Mirandolas dowry, amongst unlearned folk, and have no more to do with such as should scorn salvation. The work of those hours surpassed in patience the labour of many a scholar studying mathematics, or chess-player analysing position or opening. Yet, when the Master returned again, he had tried little more than the syllables commencing with b, and the padlock upon the shadow-box was shut as fast as ever.

More weary hours passed with the heathen arts of Persia, Ramon Alonzo thinking all the while of Heaven, as a boy in school thinks of the green fields. I would not convey the dullness of those hours. They passed with the exact speed with which other hours pass, if measured by those movements of the Earth by which time is recorded; but, if spiritual measurements be used, and the hours be marked by the impatience, longing, and weariness felt by Ramon Alonzo, by that measurement they passed slowly. But the impatiences of man have their endings, as each of Earths revolutions; and night arrived and the magician left. Whither he went Ramon Alonzo knew not - perhaps to sleep, perhaps, he thought, to commune across the gulfs with the damned. Want of sleep and too much work, far from wearying Ramon Alonzo, had lit a fever in his veins that drove him to fierce activity, and he was down by the shadow-box rapidly uttering spells. Small winds and faint sounds went by, and the moths and the owls and the stars; and the mice went round and round. And midnight came, and that solitary shape crouching above the shadow-box had uttered to the padlock all the syllables that begin with c or d. No inspiration came to lighten that labour, but he clung to his formula which was one long monotony, thousands of phrases that all began with Ting Yung. He did not look at the slow changes of night, he scarcely saw the window; and yet black branches slanted against the stars remained a memory for all his years, and the sight of branches and stars whenever he saw it afterwards would always bring to him the weariest thoughts. His mind was peopled with hopes and disappointments as the wood was peopled with little hunters going abroad-through the dark; but despair never came that night, for he was determined not to admit despair till the last of the sounds was tried for the third syllable. The stars paled as with illness; with intensest weariness, as it seemed to Ramon Alonzo, the dawn dragged upwards; the voices of the birds jarred on his hearing, made delicate by fatigue; and still he murmured on. To the syllables he had tried he had added now all beginning with f and g. They had gone slower than those beginning with d, because d, as he believed, could not be followed by T, which halved the number of sounds that he had to try. And now came h which, as he hoped, could not be followed either by l or r.

Dawn grew wider. Again he felt a hopelessness at the myriad shapes of matter appearing out of the darkness, all of them possessing what he lacked so conspicuously, each master of a shadow and he alone without one. Now the sun had risen but was hidden yet by the trees. And all of a sudden the hasp of the padlock opened. The spell was Ting Yung Han.

Hastily Ramon Alonzo removed the padlock, and cautiously opened the box. It was full of shadows. He closed the box again as he saw them flutter, and went to the window to stuff his kerchief into a broken pane so that they should not escape; then he returned to the box. Then he opened the lid of the box a little way and took out a shadow in finger and thumb by the heels, as he had seen the magician hold his. This he laid on the floor and put a small jar upon it, which he took down from a shelf, trusting any piece of matter to hold down so delicate a thing as a shadow. Then he took out another and treated it in the same way. Then a third and a fourth. They were shadows of all kinds of folk, men and women, young and old. The red sun peeped in and saw the shadowless man laying out this queer assembly and holding them one by one with little weights. They did not grow as the red sun looked at them, for they were masterless and lost. They lay there grey on the floor, fluttering limply. And then, and then, Ramon Alonzo found his own shadow. He recognized it immediately. He put it to his heels. The shadow ran to them, and the instant that it had fastened there, never again, as Ramon Alonzo swore, to be removed as any fee or for any bribe whatever, it grew long in the early morning. At that moment they danced together as though they had been equal in the sight of matter, both of them ponderable and tangible things, both of them having thickness. And indeed for some while Ramon Alonzo could not feel any of that superiority that matter feels towards shadows; he only felt that there had been restored to him here the proud place that humanity holds amongst solid things, and hereafter salvation: they danced as equals, not as master and shadow. Round and round the floor went Ramon Alonzo dancing, and round and round the walls the shadow pranked behind him. Past every material shape in that room he went rejoicing, knowing that with whatever dull feeling matter has, these shapes had scorned him as being less than them, remembering that he had marked himself their inferior by envying all that had shadows. The fatigue of the night and his dread had fallen away and he danced in sheer joy, and a wildness and fantasy about his leaping shadow seemed to show that it also had a joy of its own. As he watched its silent leapings following his merry steps, he began to understand how a soul might follow a shadow, as here on the solid Earth a shadow followed heels. He danced till a new fatigue overtaking happy muscles, not the fatigue of dread and monotony, began to weight his steps. Then he and his shadow rested. Again he went to the box, and the very next shadow he drew from it was the lithe shadow of a slender girl, with curls that seemed just now shaken by a sudden turn of the head, which showed in profile with young lips slightly parted. There was a grace about this young shadow as though Spring had come all of a sudden to one that had waited, wondering, at dawn while her elders slept. A maiden in Spring. And, as Ramon Alonzo looked long at that delicate profile, his fancies began to hear bird-song and distant sheep-bells, and all happy sounds of lost seasons that had made that wondering look. Who was she, he wondered, that could be so fair? Where was she? What fields lent such beauty? He was a man now, with a shadow. He could face the world. He need envy nothing among material things. He would search all Spain for the girl with the curly shadow. And his thoughts ran on into golden imagined days.

It was some while before he came back from those thoughts and remembered his quest and the promise he gave to the charwoman. He returned then to the shadow-box; but he would not weight down the shadow that had the waving curls, and it floated lightly about the room, while he took more from the box. The sun was not yet up to the tops of the trees, but was shining between the trunks when Ramon Alonzo took out the last of the shadows. There were shadows of two plump old women, there was the sweet curly shadow; all the rest were the shadows of men. No shadow was there that could possibly belong to the charwoman.

Before he imprisoned the shadows again in the box he made sure that he should be able to free them again. So he shut the box and put the padlock on, and said the spell to it; and it opened again. He did this two or three times. Then he picked up the shadows again in his finger and thumb, and put them back one by one. Last of all he went up to that slender curly shadow that was wandering free round the room, and it ran away from him and he ran after; but soon he caught it, for it ran no faster than it had learned to run when it ran at the heels of a young girl straying along the fields in Spring. This also he put back into the box, although he wept to do so. His own shadow only he kept. Then he fastened the padlock and hastened away from the room, for there was much to do. He had first to find the charwoman and to tell her of the failure of his quest, and to offer her the protection of his sword wherever she wished to go, if she desired to flee away from that house: this much he was bound to do when he could no longer hope to find the shadow that he had promised to rescue. Next he must return to the room in which the shadow-box lay, before the Master came, and wait in the gloomiest corner, so that the Master should not see that he had robbed the box of his shadow. And then he must part from the Master upon such terms that he could return to his house one happy day, when he had found the girl that had lost the curly shadow. This shadow he meant to rescue and give to her, and so to restore to her her lawful place among material things, and to marry her and forsake magic for ever. But his sword was still in the service of the charwoman, and already he had planned another quest; and he had not yet escaped from that house. Were the magician to see his shadow before he went, or to go to the shadow-box and find it missing, it was unlikely that any of his impetuous plans or golden hopes of youth would ever come to fulfilment. He would perish upon that red flash of lightning, or under some frightful spell, and the Master would have his fee.

He ran to find the charwoman. Morning grew older with every step that he took, and brought the hour nearer when he must meet the magician; he came all out of breath to the nook where the old woman lived with her pails.

Anemone, he said, I have opened the shadow-box. There was a sudden catch in her breath. It is not there, he said.

Was it the shadow-box? she asked.

Yes, he said. Look. I have found my shadow. But yours, it was not there.

She looked, and more joy came into her face at the sight of his rescued shadow than he had ever seen there before. He told her how his false shadow was lost and how he had found his true one. He told her of the other shadows that he had found in the box, he described the shadows of the two plump old women that could not have belonged to Anemone, he described the young slender shadow a little shyly, saying little at first; but some kind of power the charwoman seemed to have, though she scarcely spoke, made him tell more and more; and soon his love of the shadow with blown curls and slightly parted lips became transparent.

But your shadow was not there, he said, and I can never find it now; but if you will flee at once away from this house you shall have my sword to protect you instead of your shadow, to whatever place that you may wish to go.

She pushed some straw together in a heap.

Sit down, she said.


CHAPTER 25

The Release of the Shadow 

Long ago, said the charwoman, a long long while ago, I dwelt in my fathers cottage in Aragona. I had naught to do in all those sunny days but to tend his garden, or sing; unless in winter I sometimes fetched pails of water for my mother from the stream if the well in our garden were frozen. I think the days of those summers were sunnier than those we have now, and the Springs were more sudden and joyous; and I remember a glory about the woods in autumn, aye, and a splendour about those winter evenings, that I have not seen, ah me, this many a year. So, having naught else to do, I grew in beautiful seasons and breathed and saw loveliness, and through no merit of mine, but only through borrowing in all idleness of Gods munificence through listless years, I grew beautiful. Yes, young man, for some expression must have changed on the youths face, charwomen were beautiful once.

I had not loved, for of those that came sometimes with guitars at twilight, and played them near our garden, none had a splendour fairer than my day-dreams, and they were of Aragona.

There came a most strange man at evening, when I was seventeen, all down the slope from the wood, walking alone. I remember his red cloak now, and his curious hat and his venerable air. He came to our village on that summers day at the time that bats were flying. At the edge of our garden he stopped - I saw through my window - and drew a flute or pipe from under his cloak and blew one note upon it. My father came running out at that strange sound, and saw the man and doffed his hat to him, for he had a wonderful air, and asked him what he needed. And the Master said, aye it was he, the crafty magician said that he wished for a charwoman, some girl that would mind the things in his house in the wood. My father should have said there was no such girl in his house. But he talked; and then my mother came out; and then they talked again. I know not how he satisfied them, but he had a wonderful air. There are just men with far less a presence. They were poor and looked for work for me, and gold to him was ever stuff to be given by handfuls uncounted; yet I know not how he satisfied them.

My mother called to me and told me I was to go away with the senor to work for him in his great house in the wood, and he would pay me beyond my expectations, and soon I should come back to Aragona, a girl with a fine dowry. Aye, he paid me beyond my expectations; but I never came back, I never came back. I tried to once but they would not let me.

He would not wait. I must pack my bundle at once. So I did as I was bade, and said farewell to my parents, and went away after the stranger through the evening. I turned my head as I went beyond the garden and saw my mother looking doubtfully after me; but she did not call me back. I was all sad walking alone after this strange man in the evening, thinking of Aragona. And then without looking round at me he drew out a reed from his cloak and blew another note upon it; and all the world seemed strange, and the evening seemed haunted and wonderful, and I forgot Aragona. I walked after him thrilled with the wonders that that one note seemed to have called from the furthest boundaries of wizardry. They seemed to be lurking just over the ridges of hills and the other side of wild bushes, things come from elfland and fancy to hear what tune he would play. But he played no more. And so he brought me to his house in the wood.

Ah, I had eyes then not like these, not like dim pools in rain: they could flash, they were like the colour of lakes with the sunlight on them in summer. I had small white teeth, yes I. And I had little golden curls, I loved my curls; God wot it was not this hair. My figure was slender then, and straight and supple. And my face. Young man, it was not these wrinkled hollows!

Ramon Alonzo stirred uneasily. Who will believe in a beauty he cannot see? Withered infirmity claims pity, and he had given it her to the full. But beauty demands love. Could he give that to a legend of beauty, to an old womans tale? He felt that silence were best. He could have pitied her more deeply without this sorry claim. Words could not build again a beauty that was gone. He patted her hand a little clumsily, where it lay all veins and hollows upon the straw. Yes, yes, he said. All passes. I make no doubt you were fair.

And she saw that she had explained nothing to him.

It was then, she said, with a sudden flash in those old eyes, then that he took my shadow.

Ramon Alonzo knew from that look and that voice that he was being told a thing of strange import, before he understood anything else. He gazed at the charwoman and she nodded to him, and still he understood nothing. And all of a sudden he shouted, The beautiful shadow! she went on nodding her head.

The morning was growing late. At any moment he might appear whom they dreaded. He leaped up and ran to the room that was sacred to magic. Once more he bent over the shadow-box. Once more the spell. The padlock opened again and he found the charwomans shadow. The rest he left locked in the box, and carried the lovely young shadow gently to the old charwoman.

For all the haste that was urgent he carried the shadow slowly; for friendship and his knightly quest demanded that he should give it to the old woman; and as soon as this was done his love must be over. For he knew well enough that shadow and substance must be alike, and that an old charwoman could never cast the shadow of a lithe and lovely girl. He looked at that glad profile and those curls as he walked, murmuring farewells to them. For he had loved this shadow from the moment he saw it, as he had loved no mortal girl. It was that earliest love at which elders sometimes laugh, prophesying that it will pass. But now, thought Ramon Alonzo, it must pass for ever, taking a glory out of his life and leaving all grey. He did not reason that he had only loved for an hour; he did not reason that his love was given to a mere shadow; he did not reason at all. But a grief as profound as the argument of the wisest of elders was settling on him, and not an argument could have removed its weight.

A little while ago he had planned a future in which he should wander through Spain, seeking always for the girl that had lost that shadow; and now that the girl was gone the future seemed empty.

He came to the dingy haunt of brooms and pans where the charwoman sat on straw, and stood still and looked long at the shadow.

How long he stood there he knew not. There are loves that are each one the romance of a lifetime. Such a love must illumine the whole of a mans memories and light up all his years. It goes down time like lightning through the air. The length of it in hours is not to be measured. How long he stood there he knew not.

Then he went to the charwoman. Your shadow, he said.

If consolation had been possible to him, the joy he had brought to the old womans face might have indeed consoled him.

Yes, she said, that is my shadow.

And she spoke all hushed as people sometimes do watching rare sunsets, or about the graves of youthful heroes too long dead for grief.

And then she would have fondled it and patted its curls, but drew back her hand ere she did so, for it would have clung to her and she did not wish to take it there. So they stood there looking at it a while longer as it lay on the young mans arm; and the moments on which their lives depended went wasting away, for the footsteps of the magician tapped faintly in a far corridor: he was about, and they did not hear him.

You were most lovely once, said Ramon Alonzo.

Aye, she said smiling, and gazing still at the shadow.

Take your shadow, he said curtly, after one sigh.

And at that moment she heard the steps of the magician plainly coming towards them.

He is coming here, she cried.

Ramon Alonzo listened. It was clearly so. And then he remembered his kerchief that he had left in the pane in the room that was sacred to magic. After that they spoke in whispers.

Nearer and nearer came the steps in the corridor; the magician was between them and the door to the wood. Ramon Alonzo stepped hastily towards the old woman, the shadow outstretched to her. No, no, she whispered, he must not see.

It is dark in this corner, he said, pointing.

No, no, she said, we must flee.

They fled down the corridor away from the door to the wood, and the magician came slowly after them. They tried to guess from his footsteps how much he suspected. They wondered how much their flight had increased his suspicions. They wondered what weapon he carried, whether of Earth or Hereafter, whether a blade to sunder mortal flesh or one deadly to shadows. They feared a wound that might end all earthly hopes, or a stroke that might rip their shadows clean away from salvation, leaving their helpless souls to share the doom of their shadows. The house was full of fears.

They ran on, Ramon Alonzo still holding the curly shadow, and heard the magician plodding after them. Did he suspect or know? Had he had time at that early hour to open his shadow-box and examine all his shadows? If so, he knew. But if at that hour he had just entered his room, seen the kerchief and looked for Ramon Alonzo at once, then he only suspected. Yet his suspicions were often as shrewd as mortal calculations. Thoughts like these went through their minds more swiftly than they ran.

When the magical footsteps were now some way behind them the old woman pulled Ramon Alonzo suddenly sideways, and they huddled or fell past two loose planks in the wall to a cranny behind the wainscot. She had known of this place for years. Rats, damp, and wood-worm, and other servants of time, had gradually made it larger. There was just room for the two to hide there. They lay there waiting while the steps came nearer; and all the while Ramon Alonzo held the shadow, though it fluttered to come to the charwoman. Somehow she stifled her breathing, though she had been nearly gasping; and the steps drew near and passed. That he was looking for them they could not doubt, but they felt as he passed so near that he had not learned as yet of the opening of his shadow-box. For he was muttering questioningly to himself as he went: Ramon Alonzo? Ramon Alonzo?

The charwoman held the young man by the wrist, and listened, as she held him, to the footsteps going away.

Now, she said suddenly.

They rose in cautious silence, though one of the timbers creaked; they left the mouldering nook and tiptoed away; they heard the magician turn and come back down the corridor; and then they were running for the door to the wood.

The magician had quickened his steps, but they reached the door in time, and were out into the wood before they saw him, though they often looked over their shoulders. They ran through the wood not only to avoid his pursuit, but to be as far away as they could before he used his enchantments, for both of them feared that as soon as he found they were gone he would go to his sinister room and take from a spell-locked box some potent weapon of wizardry and loosen its deadly power towards the wood. And they did well to run, though they did not know, as those know who have studied the science of magic, that the power of any spell or enchantment lessen according to the square of the distance.

And the magician never caught them either with weapon or spell, but they ran on safe through the wood; and at the edge of it in the wholesome sunlight, which, more than anything else yet known to science, arrests the passage of spells, the old woman sank onto the grass exhausted.


CHAPTER 26

The Wonderful Casting 

They felt that they were safe in that honest sunlight. And Ramon Alonzo, sitting near the old crone while she rested, looked longingly at that young and delicate shadow which he had not thought to see for so long as this. He held it still in his hands, but now the time was come to give it up, for his old companion was shadowless, and to this he had pledged her his word. He must give it up to take a wizened shape, for shadow and substance must be alike in outline, as all the world knows. He must give it up and end his love-story that was not three hours old. He would see that profile change; he would see those curls scatter to thin wisps; he would lead the old woman back to her Aragona, and then go forth alone to join the forlorn companionage, that he felt sure there must somewhere be, of men that had loved a shadow. Meanwhile the old woman rested; she could spare him a little longer that shadow on which all his young dreams were budded, dreams that he knew, as youth so seldom knows, would soon come tottering down.

He turned from dark thoughts of his future to think of hers. What would the old thing do, back in a world again that had gone so far without her? Her parents would be dead, who knew how long? None would know her in Aragona. How would she fare there?

He turned to her to make again that offer that he had made once before. If ever you weary of Aragona, he said.

Ah, Aragona, she interrupted. How could one weary of it?

If you wish for a warm house, he said, for light work, for little comforts, I know my father will give you employment. Again that strange smile that he had seen amongst her old wrinkles when he had offered this before. He had intended to say much of his home, telling of the comfort of it, its quaint old nooks, its pleasant rooms, the mellow air about it; and how a charwoman might saunter there with none to vex her, dusting old tapestries slowly and resting when she would, doing easy work to keep just ahead of the spider, dusting as quietly and leisurely as he spun, till the rays came in all red through the western windows; sitting and watching then the faces of olden heroes reddening to life in the rays, and all the tapestries wakening in the suns moment of magic. No, he would not have used that word, for she was weary of magic. He would have spoken of the suns benediction, which truly those rays would have been, on that old face in the evening in the happy quiet of his home. But his words all halted before that smile, and he said no more at all.

Then I will take you to Aragona, he said after a while.

As you will, she said.

He did not understand such listless words about her loved Aragona; he did not understand her smile. But she was more rested now; the end was near; she must have back her shadow. He gazed again at the young curly head, the happy lips and slender shape of that sweet shadow; then, looking up, he saw that the end which was near was now. For a man was coming towards them along a track that wound across the hill outside the wood, driving before him a donkey that bore a green heap of merchandise. If Ramon Alonzo waited any longer to fulfil his knightly word the man would see she was shadowless.

He sighed once.

I pray you stand up, he said.

He stood up himself.

She arose without a word, and stood as he said, a calm, serene over her agitation, as the calm of lakes that freeze amongst the mountains in the midst of winters violence. Then he carried the shadow to her and kneeled down on the grass near her heels. He turned his back to her as he laid the shadow down, to look his last on the form that he so much loved before it should be a shadow cast by a substance on which time had wrought its worst. He knew that from these last moments there is nothing to be had but sorrow, and that it were better to have turned away towards the charwoman, looking, as it were, time full in the face. Yet he gazed long at the shadow. And now the shadow was to the charwomans heels. It slanted a few degrees to its left, to be right with the sun; the lines of its clothing fluttered a little. But his eyes were only on the merry head, to see the last of the curls. Still the curls crinkled there; still the lips parted in wonder. He kneeled gazing there silent and motionless, as a prophet might kneel and listen before a revelation, whose words were dying away. And still the shadow had not taken the shape of the old substance that cast it.

Then he heard a soft laugh behind him; and its tones were akin, if there be any meaning in tones and any speech in mere merriment, to the tones of streams to which Spring has suddenly come, rushing down Alpine valleys, unknown as yet to the violets, and unbound them from months of ice. And the shadow, the young shadow with wondering lips, responded. It was the shadow of one that laughed under swinging curls.

And as he gazed, as lost mariners gaze at sails, he saw the little curls move backwards and forwards, and the parted lips shut. Still he waited for the change that he dreaded; still no change came. And a wonder came on him greater even than his unhappiness. How could this thing be? How could a withered substance cast such a shadow? Again that low laugh.

He looked round then and saw her, saw the form that cast that shadow, saw the young girl he loved; for the shadow was stronger than the magicians gift. That weary immortality was gone; and the ravages of those years that magic had given had all fallen away; wrinkles and lank hair were gone at the touch of the shadow; for, although weaker than all material things, yet, amongst spiritual things and the things that war against them, the shadow, for the sake of its shape and its visibility, is accounted as substance; and it was stronger than magic. She had had magical years for a shadow; now the shadow was back and the evil bargain over, and the work of all those dark years was brushed away at the sudden touch of reality; for the shadow was real and had its rightful place amongst our daily realities, while magic was but the mustering of the powers that are in illusion.

Ramon Alonzo wondered to see substance taking the shape of a shadow, for he had become so accustomed to the withered shape that magical years had fastened upon the charwoman that he thought it her own true shape. But her true shape was laughing gently at his wonder, with blue eyes, in the sun, while golden curls were bobbing with her laughter. One wistful look she took at her fair young shadow, and her laughter ceased as she looked on it; then those blue eyes turned again to Ramon Alonzo, and Anemone smiled again.

Well? she said.

Did you know? were his first words to her.

Yes, she answered.

How? said he.

By the long time I have lived with magic, she answered ruefully.

Can magic come and go like this? he asked.

That is the way of it, she said.

And still he could hardly believe what he saw with his eyes.

The bargain is over, she said, and my shadow is back.

But your shadow is casting a body, he said in amazement, not your body a shadow.

It was only a shape of illusion, that body, she said.

But you? Where were you? he said.

It was not my true self, she said slowly.

He asked her more of this wonder, but she answered more slowly still, and with confused words and fatigue of mind. She was forgetting.

The dark house, the magician, the evil bargain, the long long corridors, and the peril of soul, were all slipping away towards oblivion, after those lank wisps of hair and the long deep wrinkles. Her efforts to recall them became harder and harder; and soon the flowers, the gleaming grass-blades, the butterflies, or any youthful whim, turned her so easily away from effort that Ramon Alonzo saw he would learn no more from her about the ways of illusion, and perhaps never quite understand the power that shadows held amongst shapeless invisible forces such as magic. And while her memories of magic waned, his own interest in the things of illusion was waning too, for he had found the one true illusion; and in the light of love all other illusions were fading out of his view - aye, and substantial things, for the man and his donkey passed by them, and the high load of green merchandise, and neither Anemone nor Ramon Alonzo saw anyone go by, or any donkey or merchandise, and though they answered the greeting that the man gave to them, they did not know they had answered. But in a haze that was made of golden sunlight and many imagined things, and that moved with them and shut them from what we call the world, they wandered together slowly away from the wood.


CHAPTER 27

They Dread that a Witch Has Ridden from the Country Beyond Moons Rising 

As Ramon Alonzo and Anemone wandered away from the wood her memories of pails and old age and the magical house dwindled faster, and she seemed even younger than her face amongst its little curls, and that was the face of a girl of seventeen. Often she glanced at her shadow to see if it was there, prompted by some dark memory like the fears that frighten children, but when she saw it going lightly with her light steps over the grass and small leaves she laughed to see it and forgot the memory. At such moments Ramon Alonzo tried to comfort her for those dark ages that she had known and all those wasted years, telling her that the future and years of his love should repay her; but more and more as they wandered away from the wood he noticed that talk of the past would puzzle her. She would listen attentively as though trying to remember or trying to understand, and then she would suddenly laugh to see a butterfly scared at her shadow, or to see the glint of a flower change as her shadow went over it. Then she would go grave again when she saw the grave face of Ramon Alonzo offering her sympathy for all she had suffered; and, puckering her forehead, she would half remember and half understand until she saw a lizard run in the leaves, or a young goat leaping, then all the memory she had of those dark years would go again. So he spoke only of the present and his love, and of the future and how his love would endure, and how it would be with her still in old age to shield her latest years from any sorrow. To this she listened, though when they spoke of old age it seemed to both of them like the ending of a story often told, and even pleasant to hear, but not wholly true. This defeat of invincible youth on a distant day was no more to them than is the thought of defeat to the men of a great army just fresh from their first victory.

Far into the future the radiance of that day shone for them, from where they walked on the hill-side hand-in-hand in the morning, till all the years to be seemed to shimmer and glow in the gold of it, as though shafts of that one days sunlight could flash across all time. And even backwards its splendour seemed to pierce the mist of the past, casting a glow far off even on years that were gone; but the past, to Anemone, lay in Aragona and not in the dark house. Across a gulf of time that she could not measure, gardens and cottages of Aragona now glowed with a brighter light for her because of the radiance of one wonderful morning. They spoke awhile of those gardens and those cottages, Ramon Alonzos swift fancies racing back through the years from far dreams of the future to hear of them; for all ways that were ever trod by Anemone were to him enchanted paths, because they had brought her at last to him. She told of her early days, of her childhood that should have been yesterday, but that magic had separated from her by a bleak waste of years; and now her memories flitted across those years not knowing how many they were, as the swallows come back to us over leagues of sea, straight to their own eaves. And as she told of that old home of her memories, a cottage-garden at twilight in Aragona, the sky all haunted by the hint of some colour too marvellous to tarry till we can name it, but caught and held in her memory, the flowers shining softly with a faint glow of their own, the voices of children playing who must all long since be dead, the air trembling towards starlight, bells and their mellow echoes, faint notes of a lonely far music - as she told he lifted his gaze for a moment away from her lips, and, though dazzled a little by the shining gold of her curls, saw Aragona.

This was not the Aragona of her memories, in which every flower welcomed him to come and walk in her garden, and every soft song called him to share old joys of her childhood: it was the Aragona in which night and day men watched with swords at their sides for the man with the bad shadow. And Ramon Alonzo saw that he must look into the future, to pick difficult paths, that would not be lit by any light shining from daydreams. Immediately before him lay Aragona; and what after that? Would his father receive Anemone? He thought of her fair young face, her delicate curls, the rippling light of her eyes, her fairy figure, her merry childish ways rejoicing in girlhood, to which she had returned after such wanderings: day-dreams all; his father would not see her as Ramon Alonzo saw. Then he thought of soberer things more reasonably. His father was going to marry Mirandola, with those lightning eyes under that stormy hair, to the neighbour, Senor Gulvarez. If they asked where Anemone came from, she too was a neighbour. If they asked who she was, who was Gulvarez? And if Anemone were unknown, was that not better than to be known as Gulvarez was known, a gross mean man that had excellent pigs, but not himself excellent? So Ramon Alonzo argued, and I give the theme of his argument, considering it worthy thus to be handed down the ages, not for any intrinsic brilliance in the logic, but because it was remarkable that out of that glittering day-dream, that was lulling him and Anemone from all the cares of the world, he was able to awake to argue at all.

Then he told Anemone of his fathers house, and how they would marry there and be happy for ever after, and of the welcome that his father would give her. And in his vision of their future there, long languid days of summer and beautiful springtimes, and October suns huge, red and mysterious through haze, and gorgeous fires in winter and hunted boars brought home, all blended to build one glory. He told of his mother and Mirandola, and Father Joseph and Peter, and the great dog that he loved, who, as he believed, could have killed a boar alone. A little he told her of hunts that he had had, but told not much of the past, because it seemed to him so bleak when compared with their future. Of the future he told in all its magnificence and so came back to his day-dreams. Once she questioned him about his fathers welcome, but his faith in Gulvarez had grown since first he had thought of him, and Gulvarez presided now over all that situation: his father, he said, would surely welcome her. Yet her question brought him back again to the things that are outside day-dreams. They had come nearer Aragona now, and its walls shone bright at noon, but with none of the light that shines from happy dreams. Now they must plan. Whither their steps? Aragona first, said Anemone. And then the Tower, said Ramon Alonzo: they could be there that evening. But Anemone besought him for some days at Aragona, now that she had come back to it after all that mist of years, that seemed banked up, impenetrable to her memory, although over them all shone clear the roofs of the old Aragona.

But in what house? he asked.

She knew not.

With whom?

She cared not.

Aragona, Aragona  the memory of it was in her mind like bells, and she besought some days there.

Then he told her how men waited there for the man with the bad shadow, because of what had happened there on the hill at evening. And he drew his sword as they went towards the village. She laid her hand on the arm that held the sword and made him put it up.

Not now, she said. We will go in the evening late, when shadows are long. And they shall see that your shadow can grow and is as good a shadow as any Christian mans. Aye, and better; and better. Look at it now on the flowers. Who has a shadow to equal it? And at evening it shall be beautiful, dark and long; and wholl dare to speak of it except in envy?

And this seemed wise to him, for he could not believe that any prejudice against a man on account of a short shadow could remain when he had a long shadow for everyone to see. So he praised Anemones plan and said they would wait. But prejudices died slowly, as they were to find out that evening.

And on the bright hill-side they waited, spending the shining hours in happy talk. They had neither food nor water; they had fled too swiftly to have brought provisions away from the house in the wood. But it was the time of year when pomegranates ripen, and a grove of these was near them; and the pomegranates were food and drink to them. Sitting amongst the flowers their talk went on all through the afternoon. There is no memory of what they said. The sound just came to them, from the limits of hearing, of bees in a tall lime; swift insects flashed across the yellow sunlight with sudden streaks of silver; butterflies rested near them, all motionless, showing their splendours; a wind sighed up out of Africa to turn the leaves of a tree; children a long way off called across bright fields to their comrades; the flowers sparkled, and drank the sunlight in; their talk was part of the joy with which Earth greeted the sun.

But when rays slanted and shadows crept afield, and more and more appeared where there had been only sunlight, till multitudes of them were gathered upon the hill, and they seemed to possess the landscape more than the rocks on trees, and Earth seemed populated chiefly with shadows, and even destined for them; then Ramon Alonzo and Anemone, hand in hand, their two dark shadows stretching long behind them, walked confidently into Aragona.

And those who watched espied them. Then bells were rung and men ran out of houses, and there were shouts and musterings; and the murmur arose of a crowd in its agitation, and above the murmur one phrase loud and often: For the Faith. For the Faith.

Ramon Alonzo drew near them with Anemone, thinking to satisfy them with the sight of his long shadow, but when they saw it they only cried. Magic. Magic. For, having come out from their houses to look for a false shadow, they would not recognize a true one though it lay there for all to see.

Again Ramon Alonzo drew his sword. Without a ring it came from the scabbard and was all leaden to look on and tarnished, not like the bright swords flashing here and there in the crowd, for it had been dulled and disenchanted when it had crossed the lightning-stroke in the hand of the Master. Then Anemone stepped forward before Ramon Alonzo and raised her voice above the sound of the bells and the cry of the crowd for the Faith, till they all stood silent and listened, halted by her bright vehemence.

No magic, she said, no magic; but a young mans shadow. Watch, and you shall see it grow, as it hath grown ever since noon. See it now fair and shapely. Can magic do this? Who hath a longer shadow? Who hath a shapelier? See how the daisies rest in it. I know what magic can do, but this never.

And one lifted his voice from the silence that lulled them all, as with one arm high she spoke her speech in their faces; he lifted his voice and said: What is this stranger?

Then all who had listened to her looked at her strangely and noted that many times she had used the word magic. What was she? Magic too, maybe. And a fear fell on them all.

Aye, said another, with more in his voice than the first, what stranger is she?

They thought that voice, those questions, and all their looks, had quelled her. But she flashed a look at them and spoke again with irresistible voice.

Stranger? she said, stranger? I am of Aragona, I!

And an elder peered at her awhile and slowly said: You know not Aragona.

Aye, she said, every lane of it.

Maybe the roadway, the elder said, and our notable belfry, but the small lanes never.

Aye, every lane, said Anemone.

Easily said, cried another.

And one said: Let her tell us tales of it. Let her tell us of this Aragona that she has known.

And Ramon Alonzo, behind her with his sword yet in his hand, would have stopped them, for he feared that the Aragona she knew would be all faded away, and that, telling of olden things that to her were dearest, she would bring upon her their derision. So he tried to turn them but they did not hear him, and all were crying out: Tell us what you found when you travelled to Aragona. And they made pretence that Aragona was some far town that they knew not.

Then she raised her hand and hushed them and spoke low, and told of Aragona. She told not of things that change when old men die, or when children grow and leave gardens, but she told of things that abide or alter slowly, even now when time has a harsher way with villages. She told of yew-trees, she told of the older graves, she told of the wandering lanes that had no purpose, with never a reason for one of their curves and no reason for altering them, she told the place of the haystack in many fields, she told old legends concerning the shape of the hills and the lore that guided the sower. She crooned it to them with her love of those fields vibrating through every phrase, fields that had shone for her across the bleakness of unremembered years. She told them their pedigrees, quaint names to them in faded ink on old scrolls in their houses; but she knew with whom their grandfathers went a-maying. She told and perforce they listened, held by her love of those fields. And when she ceased crooning the last word to them, that told of some old stone there was on a hill, when the last sound died away like a song that fades softly, a low hum rose in the crowd from wondering voices. She stood there silent while the hum roamed up and down and back again.

Then one spoke clear and said: She is a witch-woman, for none knows her here, and hath seen our village upon starry nights riding by broom from the Country Beyond Moons Rising.

Aye, said the others, speaking deep in awe. She is from that land.

And they opened their eyes a little wider, looking towards her in horror; for that land lies not only beyond salvation, but the dooms of the Last Judgement cross not its borders either, so that those who have trafficked in magic and known the Black Art walk abroad there boldly, unpunished - a most dreadful sight. Only they must come to it before ever they die; for then it is too late.

No, she said, not from the Country Beyond Moons Rising.

Whence then? said they.

And again she said: Aragona.

And one asked her, What house?

She pointed to it where one window had flashed and blazed at the sunset; but now the shadow of the hill went over it and someone lit a candle then and placed it in the window.

There, she said. And no more words than this came to her lips.

It is empty, they shouted.

And hath been for years, said one.

The candle, she said.

An old custom, one answered. It is clear that you know not A girl lived there in the old time, one told her, and left it, and came not back.

And the candle? she said.

The folk that dwelt there put it there all their days, lest she should come back, he said.

And after? asked Anemone.

They left money by testament, as all men know, for a candle to be lit there always at sunset. The money is long since spent, but we keep the custom.

Aye, they waited for her yet. Then she looked long and saw how the thatch had sagged, the doors and windows were gone except that one window, and it was indeed as they said: the house was empty and had long been so.

There was a hush to see what she would do; all the crowd waited; Ramon Alonzo stood there with his sword to defend her: none stirred.

They waited for her yet. And how could she claim to be the one that legend expected? A tale for a winters night, with none to doubt it of those that warmed at the fire. But in the open air, with the sun still over the sky-line, who would believe her? And how tell of the long black years without speaking of magic?

A long long look she took at that tumbled cottage, then turned away and touched Ramon Alonzos arm.

Come, she said.

They went back to the hill and none followed. But they set guards about the boundaries of Aragona lest he or she should return to corrupt them with magic.

For a while he did not speak, seeing her sorrow. But when voices hummed far behind them, their accusations blurred and harmless with distance, and he saw that none pursued, he turned to Anemone. Where now? he said.

And Anemone answered, I know not.

Then to my home, said he.

And at these words she smiled, for they came to her thoughts like lights to a dark chamber. The past was all gone, but there was still the future. She let him guide her whither he would; and he made a wide circle about Aragona, and then walked towards his home. The sunset faded and a star came out, and peered at them; others stole out and watched them, and still they strode on swiftly through the night.

Anemone-spoke little, for she was troubled about the future. What if it should crumble like the past? What if the parents of this splendid young man should refuse to receive one whose natal house was mouldering walls under a sagging roof that was more moss than thatch, upon which oats were growing.

Only once she spoke of this on their walk through the dark. But he, thinking yet of Gulvarez, answered so certainly that his father would receive her that she feared so great assurance to be unreasoning; for she knew nothing of the mean gross man that the Lord of the Tower was to receive as a son-in-law.

The stars that had come out earliest beckoned quietly to others so soon as they saw that pair, and the others came up hastily, and all that peering multitude all night long saw Ramon Alonzo and Anemone walking, till the lustre went out of their watching and they all faded away.

In the paleness of morning the young man saw his home lifting a gable above the dark of the forest. He did not tell Anemone what it was, for there was a certain spot from which he wished her to see it first, because from there he believed that the Tower looked fairest. But he told her that they were very near his home, for he saw that she was weary. Before they came to that spot from which he wished her to see the Tower, they saw a man coming towards them. It was too far to see his face; yet at the first glance Ramon Alonzo thought of Peter, though it was not ever his wont to be up so early and he had no cause to be going by that road. Then he watched awhile to see who it could be. Peter it was. And with a letter for Ramon Alonzo that his father had written overnight.

I started full early, said Peter.

Ramon Alonzo took the letter, while Peters eyes drank in the sight of his young master; then he looked at Anemone and saw how it was, and said nothing.

My lady, said Ramon Alonzo to Peter, looking up from his letter.

And Peter went down on one knee in the road and kissed Anemones hand. And this first greeting that she had from the Tower, an omen full of good fortune, heartened Anemone for a fleeting instant. Then she turned to Ramon Alonzo, and saw him reading the letter with great astonishment. At first the news, however strange, seemed good: she could not read the parchment, yet this she read clear in the face of Ramon Alonzo. But then the tenour of the letter changed, and she saw him read the end with troubled anxiety.


CHAPTER 28

Gonsalvo Sings What Had Been the Latest Air from Provence 

Thus it came about that the Lord of the Tower sent again for Father Joseph, and bade him write him a letter; and the letter was folded and sealed and given to Peter to bear to Ramon Alonzo at the magical house in the wood.

On the day that Father Joseph had left the Tower to go to his own small house the Duke lay in his bed all day very restless. It was the third day of his strange illness. Whenever a step was heard outside his room he watched his door with a fierceness alight in his eyes which only faded from them when he saw Mirandola. He seldom spoke to her, but he could not curse her; he accepted the food that she brought him, and none else ventured near him. And so that day went by and the evening came, and Gulvarez, in the room where the boar-spears hung, took an old guitar of his hosts, that years and years ago Gonsalvo had played; and striking up a tune, Gulvarez sang. And the tune was one that so long haunted valleys of Andalusian hills that none knew who first sang it or whence it came. It was a common love-song of the South. The words were vague, and varied in different villages, so that a lover had wide choice how he would sing the song. Gulvarez sang it with a heavy feeling, looking towards Mirandola and singing all the tenderer lines the loudest. When he had finished his hostess thanked him, and Gonsalvo began to tell of old songs that he too had known, but his lady checked him that Mirandola might speak; and they both sat silent, waiting for their daughter to thank Gulvarez.

Then Mirandola said: Tis a pleasant song. I pray the Saints that the Duke hear it not.

She said it with such an awe that alarm touched Gulvarez.

The Duke? he stuttered.

Yes, I pray he hear not, she said. For he hath a most strange fury, and small sounds trouble it much. I fear lest he should rise from his bed and slay you.

And she listened, even as she spoke, to hear if the Duke were stirring. And Gulvarez grew red and said: Not at all, and By no means; and the Lady of the Tower said Mirandola! and the Lord of the Tower knew not what to say.

And a silence fell and Gulvarez still glowed red, like a misty autumnal sun in a still evening. And only Mirandola was quite at ease.

At last to break that silence Gonsalvo sang a merry love-song that in his own young days was newly come from Provence. Only those had known it then who kept an ear to what was doing in the wider world beyond the boundaries of Spain, and who watched the times and were quick to note whenever they brought a new thing; and of these Gonsalvo was one; and so he had got that song, no great while after its arrival in Spain (brought over the Pyrenees by a wandering singer, as birds sometimes carry strange seeds), but the song was old among the troubadours. As Gonsalvo sang he thought of the days when it was something to know that song, showing either that the singer had travelled far or was one of those quick minds that caught all things new; the merrier the notes the more he thought of those days. And the more he thought of them the more he regretted that they were all gone over the hills. A melancholy came into Gonsalvos voice. Each line of the song seemed to roll him further and further away from that young man that had known so long ago the latest air from Provence. Ah well. Such feelings must come sooner or later to all of us. But Gonsalvo was not a meditative man, and to him they came most rarely, troubling him scarcely ever; now they all welled up in him at the sound of that song, and at the thought that for aught Gonsalvo knew it was no longer the latest air. His melancholy deepened. His memory drew those merry lines from the past, with a tone as sad as the groans of an aged man who winds up a pail of bright water out of a well, with pain in all his old joints.

Gulvarez no more than Gonsalvo knew the Provencal tongue, yet the lilt of the tune should have told him that it was a merry song. But he watched his hosts face with care and saw there what he heard in his tones; he therefore mopped his eyes with a kerchief, thinking to please Gonsalvo. Then Gonsalvo sought to explain that it was a merry song, and was highly thought of as such in better years if not now; and all amongst his explanations Gulvarez thrust in words, seeking to explain his kerchief. Why was it that during all this time Mirandola seemed to sit there smiling? For her lips never moved. Then the Lady of the Tower, seeing that the silence, that had hung so heavily over them after Mirandolas remark, had not been bettered, though broken, by Gonsalvos merry song, rose from her seat and beckoned to Mirandola; and, closing the explanations of the men with fair words to Gulvarez, went thence with her daughter. So passed the third day of that illness that so strangely afflicted the Duke.

And the fourth day came; and on this day Father Joseph was seen riding away on his mule. When Father Joseph walked over to the Tower, and for a few days left the little village, the folk sinned there gladly; but when he rode away on a mule they knew not whither, and was not back by evening, a piety came uneasily down on the village, and not only no one sinned but they scarcely sang; for none gave absolution like Father Joseph.

In the Tower it was as yesterday, for an anxious hush still hung over all the house because of the dreadful thing it had done to the Duke. And none dared trouble that hush by suggesting a new thing; and events came slowly, The Dukes strength still gained gradually, and his magical fury gradually faded, if indeed it faded at all. Mirandola still saw a glitter of wrath in his eyes whenever she opened his door, which only faded when he saw it was her, bringing him food or drink. And the wrath with which he watched the door seemed to Mirandola magnificent; for it seemed to her that no more than lightnings or splendid dawns would he turn aside to let mean things have their way, or assist gross things to prosper; and she had seen gross men and watched mean ways, and had had a fear that for aught that she could do she would come amongst grossness and meanness in the end; so what was crude and common would teach the mundane way once more to the rare and fine.

They spoke little; for the Dukes wrath would not easily allow him to speak to any of that house that had so strangely wronged him, although it could not rage at Mirandola.

Downstairs Gulvarez said tender things to her; but, as it was ever his way to say these the loudest, she hushed him with one hand raised and an anxious air, lest the Duke should hear any sound and be moved to yet fiercer-humours. And none knew how the Duke fared except Mirandola, and she told all truthfully; yet always with an anxiety in her voice which made all the future uncertain and checked Gulvarezs boldness, as though he had suddenly come to the verge of a country that was full of a damp white mist. Amongst such uncertainties this day passed like the last.

The fifth day of the Dukes strange illness came. A troubled piety reigned in the village, and Father Joseph was still far away, being then with Ramon Alonzo in the magicians wood. In the Tower none knew if the Dukes illness abated, but now he had grown accustomed to Mirandolas entry, and knew her step and her hand upon the door, and no longer watched the door with glittering wrath whenever he saw it move. But none knew if he would yet suffer the approach of any other, and none touched his door that day but Mirandola.

Gulvarez enquired of her how the Duke fared.

I fear, she said, he will never forgive our poor house.

I will speak to him later, said Gulvarez.

I trust he may forgive you for bringing him here, she said. If so, he may well forgive us.

It was thus that Mirandola would speak to Gulvarez. Such words did not at first seem wrong, but there was no comfort in them. Rather they stirred anxieties, and, on thinking over them afterwards, it often seemed as though nothing less than a slight to Gulvarez were hid in them. Mirandolas mother spoke to her about this, telling her how she ought to converse with Gulvarez; and Mirandola listened readily. Still it was a hushed house, in which it seemed that nothing dared happen until the Duke was cured. So the fifth day passed. And the next day brought back Father Joseph, tired on his mule to his little house by the village. And the folk rejoiced and made merry when they saw him riding their way in the afternoon, and through the evening they kept up their rejoicing, and into the starry night with dancing and song; and of this came things that are not for this tale.

But over the Tower a hush still brooded heavily. It was like a prisoner who waits in the dark for his trial. He knows not how great his crime will prove to have been. Again and again he guesses its consequences. Meanwhile his judge eats and sleeps and has not yet heard of him. Something of this uncertainty hung over all that household until they knew how gravely the Duke had been wronged and if he would surely recover. And still none dare approach him but Mirandola. And on this day the Duke spoke with her, not merely answering questions that she asked of him concerning the food or drink that he desired, but talking of small things distant from that house. And she sat so long while they talked that all the house grew troubled; for only from Mirandola could they learn how the Duke fared. All the while that she tarried their alarm was growing, and when at length she appeared it was anxious questions they asked of her.

The Duke was no worse, she said. [Charwoman novel]

And his anger? What of his anger? one asked of her tremulously.

He has his whims, she said; But he is not angry.

She returned to the room in which her parents sat with Gulvarez. And there she found a certain restraint as they spoke with her, for the same strange thing all at once had surprised all three; and this was that in the sore perplexity that had come upon them, and of which they had thought so deeply for six days, the key seemed suddenly in the hands of Mirandola. She knew how he fared, knew that he would recover; above all she seemed to be able to soothe his wrath. Terrible menaces seemed to be lifting, of which the worst was that the Duke should die; but after that they feared almost as much his recovery, dreading what he might do for the insult that had been offered him. But now it seemed, at least to Gonsalvo, and was indeed obvious to all, that if Mirandola could thus soothe his wrath it might be averted from all of them. Then Gonsalvo and Gulvarez walked in the garden and planned how, when the Duke should be recovered, Mirandola should lead him out to the road with his bowmen, so that he should pass neither his host nor his friend, who would be at that time in the garden; and the Duke should not see Gulvarez till long after, when his wrath was abated, and Gonsalvo never again. From this planning they soon returned well satisfied; Gonsalvo, his mind now eased of a burden that had weighed on it for six days, was telling volubly of old hunts he had known; while Gulvarez meditated gallant phrases, and stepped gaily into the house all ready to utter them to Mirandola. But Mirandola was gone again to sit and talk with the Duke.


CHAPTER 29

The Casket of Silver and Oak Is Given to Senor Gulvarez 

This was the seventh day of the Dukes illness. Of his wrath none knew, for he had no wrath for Mirandola, and none else durst venture into his presence to see. But his illness was waning fast, and it was clear that all his strength would soon be recovered. Soon he would be up and away. And then, thought Gonsalvo, Father Joseph must come, and farewell to my fair fields. So he went that morning to see the three fields that he loved, with the dew, still on them, and the shade of the forest lying still over half of them. He had gone wondering if they could be really so fair as they seemed to be in the picture his memory had of them. Alas! They were. It would have cheered him to find that they were but common fields. But no, there was a glamour about them; something dwelling perhaps in the forest seemed to have stolen out and enchanted them; they lay there deep as ever in their old mystery, under a gauzy grey of spiders webs and dew. And that old feeling lay over them all in the morning, which we feel when we speak of home. They were very ordinary fields, lying under dew in the morning; and very ordinary tears came into Gonsalvos eyes, for he was a simple man, and the roots of the grasses that grew there seemed tangled up somehow or other all amongst his heart-strings.

Looking there long at his fields he became aware of a man approaching across them and looking carefully at them as he came. It was Gulvarez. He also had come to see if they were really as fair as had been thought.

The sun now came over the tips of the trees, and Gonsalvo stared at it awhile. Very bright, he said, as Gulvarez came up.

Aye, said Gulvarez jovially, a merry day. And then he spake more gravely. Yonder stile, he said, will need much repairing.

It was an old stile whose wood was damp and soft, and moss and strange things grew on it. Grand old timbers had made it, and it had been thus through all Gonsalvos time.

It was a good stile once, said Gonsalvo.

Maybe, said Gulvarez.

Gonsalvo sighed.

They are fair fields, are they not? Gonsalvo said.

Aye, said Gulvarez. But he looked all round at them before he answered, which somehow saddened Gonsalvo.

It is time for breakfast, Gonsalvo said.

Aye, said Gulvarez, again with that jovial voice, I have a merry appetite.

So back they went together from those fair fields, and the morning seemed to shine bright for Gulvarez only.

The Lady of the Tower awaited them, but not Mirandola, nor did she appear while they breakfasted. Gulvarez, refreshed by the morning and charmed at the sight of those fields, was full of a joviality that he would have expressed by gallant sayings told to a beautiful girl. But where was Mirandola?

She is taking her breakfast with the Duke, said Mirandolas mother.

So Gulvarez waited. And the morning went by and still she did not come, and the stress of impatience caused a change in the nature of Gulvarezs joviality, as the nature of fruit changes when it ferments.

She came to them in the early afternoon with little in her face to show whether the Duke fared well or ill, and saying nothing of him until asked by her father.

He prospers, she said, and will take the road to-morrow.

He will go? said Gonsalvo.

Yes, to-morrow, said Mirandola.

Is he wroth with us yet? said Gonsalvo.

I know not, she answered.

They would know to-morrow. Gonsalvo thought again of his plan, and went into the garden with Gulvarez to discuss how Mirandola should lead the Duke to the road while he and his lady and Gulvarez were elsewhere. Within the house her mother looked at Mirandola and was about to speak, but in all the moments that she looked at her daughter she saw no sign of the matter upon which she would have spoken, so closed her lips again and did not speak. When Gonsalvo and Gulvarez came back from the garden Mirandola had gone again with more food and drink to the Duke.

And now Gulvarez sat silent, speaking indeed when spoken to, but always returning to brood, as it seemed to Gonsalvo, upon the same theme, whatever that theme might be. He seemed to be thinking some thought, or working upon some problem, that was surprisingly new, and that could only be followed with difficulty, and yet could not be left. Once he opened his lips to speak, but what he was going to say seemed so strange to him that in the end he said nothing. So he sat there brooding upon his new thought, a man unaccustomed to thinking, and all the more perplexed at having to brood alone, yet the thought was too strange to share it with Gonsalvo; it seemed too near to madness. And, as he brooded there, from amongst the things that he could see in his mind the three fields faded away.

Next morning the Duke arose. The four chiefs of his bowmen, who all that week had moved about the house seldom speaking to any, like stately silent shadows, showed now an alertness such as comes to the swallows when they know that September is here; and all was prepared for departure.

The Duke had breakfasted before he descended. He was all ready for the road. Nothing remained but that Mirandola, meeting him at the foot of the stairs, should lead him by a path through an arm of the forest, the four bowmen following, and out onto the road at a point at which Peter should have his horse for him; when, not seeing his host or Gulvarez where he would be given to expect them, he would ride away, and Mirandola would carry any farewells for him. These were the plans of Gonsalvo, whereby he hoped to escape the wrath of the Duke if that magical anger still smouldered. He had told them to Mirandola overnight, and she had dutifully hearkened and promised to do the bidding of her father. All will be well, he had said to Gulvarez. But Gulvarez had maintained that silence of his that was troubled by his new broodings.

The step of the Duke was heard on the stair; behind him tramped his four bowmen. Mirandola looked up.

Your horse is on the road at the end of the path, she said. I will show you.

Is it not at the door? he asked.

I think my father sent it to the end of the path, she answered. She gave no reason; there was none. It was the weak part of Gonsalvos scheme. She watched his face a moment with anxiety. But a glad smile came on his face.

We will go by the path, he said.

Great indeed was the wrong that had been done him in that house, but it pleased the Duke to think, and he invented many reasons to help his contention, that Mirandola could have no part in it. From this he had come to believe that she had no real part in that house, but was something almost elfin that had haunted it out of the forest, or something that had come for a little while to cheer its hateful rooms, as a ray from the sun may briefly enter a dungeon. Indeed it is hard to say what the Duke was thinking, for his brain was all awhirl. Whatever he thought was unjust, for Mirandola was the one light to him in the dark inhospitality of that house. Whereas - but never mind: it all happened so long ago.

So they went by the path. It ran through a part of the garden; then to the wild, then turned from the heather and rocks and ran awhile through the forest and out to the high road. It was the way that Peter and the dairymaids took, for it brought them into the Tower by a small door at the back, but the road went by the front door.

The Duke walked slowly, full of thought and quite silent. He had looked long for this day, when he could go forth again a hale man once more, and be in the sunlight and hear the birds and ride away, and never have any more to do with that house. Yet here were the sunlight and birds, and the house was behind him, and his horse was waiting for him a little way off, and none of the joy he had looked for came near him at all. He was free of that house at last and unhappy to be free. Never had he thought so much or thought less clearly, for all his thoughts were contradicting each other; and Mirandolas eyes made it harder to think than ever. They were happy eyes, caring little, it seemed, for his trouble. And what was his trouble? Something profoundly wrong with the bright morning that could not be easily cured; and the future coming up all dull and listless for years and years and years. Indeed his brain was in a whirl.

You are glad to be leaving us? said Mirandola as they crossed the strip of heather.

Yes, said the Duke, I am sorry.

It was the Duke that thought over what he had answered more than Mirandola. She said no more, but he pondered on his own words. He had said he was sorry. Yes, that was the truth of it. An accursed house no doubt, and yet it had hold of his heartstrings. Sighing, he walked on slowly and came to the forest, with Mirandola beside him, and the four chiefs of his bowmen a short way behind. And now his thoughts became fewer and simpler.

Senorita, he said, are you glad that I am leaving you?

Yes, she said, I am sorry.

She had repeated his own confused words! Which did she mean?

He turned round to his four men, who halted to hear his order.

Hunt rabbits, he said.

And at once the chiefs of the bowmen disappeared in the forest; and the Duke with Mirandola walked on in silence. And no words came to him to say what was weighing upon his heart to this flashing elfin lady. He that ruled over the deeps of so great a forest had many affairs to weigh and discharged them with many commands, and his words had earned from men a repute for wisdom; but as for the fawns he loved, that slipped noiselessly across clearings, and wide-winged herons that came down at evening along a slant of the air, foxes, eagles, and roedeer  he knew not their language. And now he felt as he had sometimes felt, watching alone by the clearings, when the things of the wild came gliding by through a hush that seemed all theirs; and he loved their beautiful shapes and their shy wild ways, and his heart went out towards them; but there lay the gulf between him and them across which no words could call. So he felt now as he looked on Mirandola, fearing that words were not shaped for what he would say. He halted and looked long on her, and no words came to his lips. They were near the road at the spot where his horse waited, and he feared that they soon might part, with all unsaid. But those proud eyes of his were saying all he would say; the twinkle of merriment in Mirandolas eyes died down under the gaze of them, and a graver look came to her face, and her merry look did not return till he spoke and she heard common human words again.

Will you marry me, Mirandola? he said at last.

It was then that the twinkle dawned again in her eyes.

I am engaged to Senor Gulvarez, she said.

Gulvarez! he said.

Yes, my father arranged it, said Mirandola.

Gulvarez shall hang, said the Duke.

I thought he was your friend, said Mirandola.

Aye, said the Duke, truly. But he shall hang.

And one last favour she did for Gulvarez, that had had so few favours of her hitherto; for when she saw that the Duke was truly bent upon hanging him, and was indeed earnest in the matter, she besought him to put it aside, and would not answer the question that he had asked her until he had sworn that Gulvarez should go unhung. Then she consented.

And now from the obscurer part of the garden, where they had lurked while the Duke went by, Gonsalvo and Gulvarez came forth. Gonsalvo walked with all the lightness of one from whom a burden has slipped, and Gulvarez with downcast head and moody air, and silence grudingly broken when at all: so they walked in the garden.

He never saw us, said Gonsalvo cheerily.

No, said Gulvarez.

Little light shells crunched under their feet along the path while Gonsalvo waited for a further answer.

He is gone, said Gonsalvo.

This time Gulvarez made no answer at all, and the shells crunched on in silence.

Gonsalvo believed that all things were as bright as his own mood, but when he perceived that this was not so with Gulvarez he spoke to him of the three fair fields, though it cost him a sigh to do it. And even this made no rift in the heavy mood of Gulvarez.

They are fair, are they not? asked Gonsalvo.

Yes, yes, said Gulvarez impatiently, and fell to nursing again that curious silence.

And at this Gonsalvo wondered, until he wondered Where is Peter?

Peter was holding the horse of the Duke a little way down the road: why had he not returned? Was the man straying away to wanton in idleness when there was work to be done in the stables? He peered about in vexation, and still no sign of Peter.

The Duke must have reached the road long since, and ridden away: Peter should have returned immediately. No work, no wages, he thought. And in his anger his mind dwelt long on Peter.

And then he thought: Wherever is Mirandola?

It is curious, he said to Gulvarez, I do not see Mirandola returning.

Almost a look of contempt seemed to colour the gloom of Gulvarez as he turned to the Lord of the Tower.

No, he said.

It is curious, said Gonsalvo.

And an uneasiness began to grow in his mind slowly, until it was two silent men that walked in the garden together.

A little this way, said Gonsalvo, going through a gap in the hedge to a knoll that rose in a field outside the garden, from which one saw more of the road. Gulvarez moodily followed. And there was the Dukes horse, and Peter waiting; not even wondering, as his whole attitude showed, but holding the horse in the road and merely waiting, as flowers and vegetables wait. Still there, said Gonsalvo. And Gulvarez grunted.

There was nothing to gaze at - a patient man and an almost patient horse; and presently Gonsalvo turned from them, and came with Gulvarez slowly back to the garden. They walked again upon the small sea-shells.

And then, with the summer burning in their faces, with the splendours of wonderful hopes and imaginations, led by such inspirations as trouble the hills in Spring, came Mirandola and the Duke of Shadow Valley, together back from the forest.

He returns, said Gonsalvo.

Gulvarez nodded his head.

But he comes back, Gonsalvo said.

And on walked Mirandola and the Duke of Shadow Valley, as though they had crossed the border of a land full of the morning and were walking further and further into its golden brightness, which lit their faces more and more as they went, while behind them lay colder lands, lonelier and lacking enchantment.

And Gonsalvo said nothing but little words of surprise, and Gulvarez said nothing at all, for his gloomy mood was set for these very events. But the Lady of the Tower, as she passed by a high window, looking out saw all at once Mirandolas story. Soon these five met by their three separate ways, at the door that led to the garden. And the Lady of the Tower looking out on the huge gloom of Gulvarez and the radiance of Mirandola, while her husband repeated phrases and questions all shrill with surprise, recalled a thunderstorm she had seen long since, coming over the sea at sunrise, while small white birds ran crying along the coast.

And then with a gasp Gonsalvos eyes were opened to the obvious situation, which had long been clear to Gulvarez. They entered the house, Gonsalvo walking behind in silence. My story draws near to its close.

In the room where the boar-spears hung they planned the future - as far as men ever do - for they turned blindly and confidently towards the strange dark ways to speak as though they could see them; and would have spoken, but the Duke talked instead, fervidly, gaily, and lyrically: it was a great while before Gonsalvo had opportunity to touch on the matter that had long lain near his heart, the matter of the casket and Mirandolas dowry.

As for dowry, said the Duke, give me... but he spoke incoherently, naming foolish things, a lock of her hair, an eyelash, a common fan.

Then Your Magnificence, said Gonsalvo, when opportunity came to speak again, accept at least that casket which, had the fortunes of my house been grander, had long been filled with gold; for it was ever destined for my daughters dowry, though still by ill fortune empty as you shall see.

And he took its key and opened the casket there, showing it to be empty as he had said, and was about to hold it forth in his two hands to the Duke. But Mirandola said: Father, it was promised to Senor Gulvarez.

Gonsalvo, as he bowed forward with his casket, stopped with a sudden jerk and looked with amaze at his daughter. But Mirandolas eyes under curved black lashes remained unwavering, and she said no more. And after awhile, in silence, and puzzled at his own action, Gonsalvo handed the casket to Gulvarez, who took it without any thanks, midmost in that courteous age, and put it under his arm and walked from the room and went away from the house. And then the Lady of the Tower would have spoken, but the Duke spoke again. It was more like the words of such songs as they sometimes sang in youth, upon moonlight nights, in the Golden Age, to the tune of a mandolin, than any sober prevision of the future. And as he spoke, thoughts so swam through Gonsalvos mind, so swift and so unrelated, that he longed with a great yearning for Father Joseph, who had such an easeful way with unruly thoughts, and wondered upon what pretext he could summon him, for the need of a priest was not yet. And then he thought of his son, and that business of gold for the dowry, and the propriety of acquainting him with his sisters betrothal. The occasion was well worthy of a letter. And he slipped from the room and sent Peter in haste for the priest.

Plump and mellow and calm, in due course Father Joseph appeared; and his calmness came to Gonsalvo like snow upon torrid sands. And they greeted and spoke awhile, and Father Joseph said soothing things that were easy to understand. And this was the letter that was written: My dear Son, a thing has befallen so strange that I am readier to marvel at it than to acquaint you with the truth of it or to tell you how it befell, if indeed this could be told, but it is of those things whose ways are inscrutable and that befall as they may and are not to be traced to their origins, or to be studied by any of the arts of philosophy, but are only indeed to be marvelled at. The Duke of Shadow Valley is betrothed to your sister and will marry her. That is as it is. Ask me not how it became so, for I am no philosopher to unravel the causes of events; and methinks that many events are only made for our wonder, and have no cause and no meaning but that we should wonder at them, as indeed I do at this event most heartily. Now this being as I have said, with the aid of Father Joseph, whose pen has been most ready in this matter, there is no need any longer of that business which we have discussed heretofore. Return home therefore with all speed and abide with us. But of all earthly needs place this the foremost: to wed in due course (and may the Saints whose care it is hasten the happy occasion) only the daughter of some illustrious house; for the Duke of Shadow Valley is, as the world knows, the loved companion of the Kings self, and they have hunted the magpie together with their falcons, and have strolled abroad when all the city slept, seeking such adventures together as were appropriate to their youth. Bring no shame therefore on so illustrious a head by marriage with any house not well established in honour before the coming of the Moors. Your loving father, Gonsalvo of the Tower and Rocky Forest.

After the dictation of so long a letter and the work of signing it with his own hand, and all his wonderings and perplexities, Gonsalvo sat in his chair so much bewildered that he could not wholly extricate his thoughts, nor could even Father Joseph make their meaning perfectly clear to him. And in this perplexed state there came to him all of a sudden one vivid, lucid thought of his three fair fields. He rose, and though Father Joseph would have assisted him with his counsel, he went forth in silence out of the house alone. And soon he was walking on those remembered grasses, dewy now with the evening.

With folded hands in a chair Father Joseph ordered his thoughts. But to Gonsalvo, pacing his fields again, there came a calm along the slanting rays, and out of the turf he trod, and from the cool of evening and glitter of leaves; it came from that quiet moment in which day ceases to burn, and it welled up out of memories of other evenings that had illumined those fields. Far off he saw the form of Gulvarez riding away, bent on his horse, his two men-at-arms behind him: he turned to call to him some word as he went: he filled his lungs to hail him - but turned instead to some flowers among the grasses that the sun had touched in his fields.


CHAPTER 30

The End of the Golden Age 

When Ramon Alonzo read his fathers letter a fear came into his day-dreams, and he stood a long while wondering. Peter stood before him gazing into his face, and Anemone by his side was quietly reading his thoughts; and both saw trouble there, rushing up black and suddenly to darken the coming years. And there he stayed while two phrases went up and down amidst his dismayed thoughts the daughter of some illustrious house and well established in honour before the coming of the Moors. What should he do? Were those two phrases to wither away his happiness? And, yet what way of escape? Hope herself seemed blind to it.

What is the matter? Anemone said, as he stood there still and silent.

It is from my father, he said.

And she knew then that his father would not receive her, but she said nothing.

Peter, he said after a little while, I must go on alone. Guard my lady.

To her he turned to give excuses and reasons for leaving her awhile in the forest; but she left all to him and needed no reasons.

A little way further they went on together, Peter walking behind; and then Anemone and Ramon Alonzo parted as though it had been for years, though they were only a few hundred paces from the Tower, and Ramon Alonzo had sworn to return to her long before evening. Then he left her and went down to the edge of the forest where it touched the rocky land at the end of the garden; and Peter assured Anemone that his young master would soon return, for that he ever kept his word to the last letter of it: but she was full of heaviness from that dark news that had troubled Ramon Alonzo; although she knew not the words of it, yet she felt it as on sultry days in summer we feel the thunder before we have seen a cloud.

When Ramon Alonzo came to the edge of the forest he hid himself carefully by an old oak that he knew; then he looked towards the garden.

And soon he saw walking on those remembered paths his sister with the Duke of Shadow Valley. They were coming towards him and he saw her clearly, a new gaiety in her dress, and a look in her face that was almost strange to him. Then they turned back again. The next time that they approached he watched her face to find a moment when he could show her that he was there without the Duke perceiving him. And for long he only saw that new look increasing the spell of her beauty; and though the Duke looked seldom toward the forest, and had she glanced for a moment he might have signed to her, yet he caught not one of those glances roving from under her lashes, and the pair went back again to a further part of the garden.

The Duke was talking to Mirandola, that handsome head bending towards her; and suddenly she lifted her head, looking far beyond the garden, and her gaze was out over the forest where Ramon Alonzo hid. And suddenly he waved his kerchief to her by the hollow old bole of that oak by which they had played of old. She saw the sign and at once walked nearer to him, the Duke walking beside her. And when he saw that tall and slender figure in black velvet and sky-blue plume coming towards him with her, he signed to her again and again to come alone; but they still walked on, and left the end of the garden, and crossed the strip of rocky heathery land. They found him standing by the old hollowed oak. He doffed his hat to the Duke, then hastily said what he had tried to sign: Mirandola, I have a word to say to you apart.

And she said: My secrets are his.

Then Ramon Alonzo felt that his judgment had not been trusted, and that Mirandola, his sister, should have doubted that he had good grounds for his request troubled the lad to the heart. And when she made no motion to draw apart with him alone he blurted out in his pique every word of his fathers letter, though the Duke was standing beside him, petulantly bent on showing how right he had been to ask her to hear him alone. And then he told her mournfully how he was engaged to wed a maiden whom he had rescued from the magician, and who was fairer than the earliest flowers on bright March mornings in Spain.

When the Duke heard this he smiled.

And she is of no noble house? he said.

Aye, there it is, said Ramon Alonzo.

Where is she? asked Mirandola in her quiet kind voice, whose very tones seemed to know her brothers heart, as the echoes of chimes know belfries.

There in the forest, he said.

Mirandola looked at the Duke.

Let us see her, he said.

So Ramon Alonzo turned and led the way, and the betrothed pair followed together. He strode on as though all alone in the wood with his sorrows, disappointed at having had no talk with Mirandola alone, for he had had much hope from her wisdom if he could have talked with her thus, as so often he had talked when they were younger, smoothing the difficulties of tinier troubles. So he walked downcast and moody, though once he fancied that he heard behind him the sound of soft laughter.

When Ramon Alonzo came where Anemone waited with Peter he was silent yet, extending an arm towards her where she stood smiling, fair, as indeed he had said, as any flower looking up at the morning through dews of the earliest Spring. The Duke doffed his hat and bowed, and Mirandola went up and kissed Anemone. So I must wed illustriously, said Ramon Alonzo in bitterness.

During one of those brief moments that Destiny uses often to perfect an event with which she will shape the years, none of them spoke. Then Anemone slowly turned towards Aragona, towards her own people that rejected her.

Hold, said the Duke, I will write to the Just Monarch. Bless his heart, he will do this for us.

None knew till the letter was written quite what would be asked, nor what the Just and Glorious Monarch would do; yet suddenly all seemed decided.

Back then they went to the Tower - Mirandola, the Duke, and Ramon Alonzo. But not Anemone, for Ramon Alonzo knew not yet what to say of her to his father, though the Duke had suddenly lit his hopes again and they shone down vistas of years. So with one swift thought, that long pondering would not have bettered, he remembered Father Joseph, and commanded Peter to lead her to the good mans little house. This Peter did, and there she was lodged awhile and honourably tended; and, had her memory held any more than hints of those dark ages in the sinister house in the wood, Father Joseph would have been, as he nearly was, surprised; and this, so well knew he man and his pitiful story, he had not been since long and long ago when he was first a curate and all the world was new to him. In the Tower, while his parents were greeting Ramon Alonzo and hearing halting fragments of his story whose whole theme he must hide awhile, the Duke of Shadow Valley, with toil and discomfort, yet still with his own hand, inscribed a letter to the Victorious King. Therein he told his comrade in many a merriment the glad news of his happiness, then added a humble request concerning Anemone, and closed with a renewal of the devotion that his house ever felt towards that illustrious line. And now with meagre spoils his bowmen were coming in, for he had bidden them hunt rabbits; and to one of these he gave at once this letter, bidding him haste to its splendid destination. And the bowman hastened as he had been commanded, and travelled for all the remainder of that day and through most of the night, so that he saw the next sunset glint on the spires of that palace that was the glory and joy of the Golden Age. And there the most high king, the Victorious Monarch, sat on a throne of velvet and wood and gold; and lights had been brought but lately, and two men stood by the throne holding strange torches that the King might see to do any new thing; but the King had naught to do but to ponder the old cares over, for he had wide dominion. Then into the hall came the bowman.

When the King read he rejoiced. Then he rose and gave a command, commanding preparations. And these preparations were for his own presence at the wedding of the Duke and Mirandola. But amongst his rejoicings, and those august preparations, and the grave cares he inherited, he forgot not his friends petition and the humble affair of Anemone. So again he commanded, bidding his pen be brought. So one bore the pen down the hall on a cushion of scarlet and yellow, which are the colours of Spain. And the Victorious King took up the pen and wrote upon parchment, writing out with his own hand the humble name of Anemone. And in that illustrious hall, the pride of the Golden Age, he wrote an ample pardon for her low birth, and set his name to the pardon that he had written and sealed it all with the glorious seal of Spain. And the pardon was carried then, on the cushion of scarlet and yellow, to that Archbishop that waited upon the King, watching his spiritual needs from moment to moment. And when the pardon was come before the Archbishop, he raised his hands and blessed it.

The bowman bore the pardon back to the Duke, who gave it to Ramon Alonzo. Thenceforth it became treason to speak of the low birth of Anemone, nor may historians allude to it to this day: that pardon had annulled it; she became of illustrious lineage. And in their loyal avoidance of any reference to Anemones occupation the Spanish people let drop into disuse the very name of charwoman, lest inadvertently they should ever apply it where it was treason to do so. Still they speak there of broom-lady, woman of the pail, crockery-breaker, floor-warden, scrub-mistress, but never of charwoman, unless a light and unreliable spirit blown over the Pyrenees by a south wind out of Spain has grossly misinformed me.

What more remains to be told of the fortunes of Ramon Alonzo and of the allied House of the Duke of Shadow Valley? Of the wedding of Mirandola good old books tell, in words whose very rhythms dance down the ages with a stately merriment and a mirthful march that are well worthy of their most happy theme. To them I leave that chronicling. In London alone the lucky wayfarer going north by the Charing Cross Road, and taking fortunate turnings, will find in the Antiquareum at the end of Old Zembla Street sufficient of these to his purpose. There, if the old curator dreams not too deeply of bygone splendours of the enchanted days, as may happen oh long dark Saturdays, he will find the books that he needs. For there sleep in their mellowed leather on those shelves, and laugh in their sleep as they dream of the Golden Age, such books as Fortunate Revelries, The Glorious Waning of the Golden Age, The Sunset of Chivalry, and Happy Days of the Illustrious. And all these tell of that wedding, illumining the event with a dignity and a splendour such as our age considers presumptuous for any affair of man. I make no mention of such books as may be stored in Madrid, nor such as pedlars are likely still to be selling in hamlets of unfrequented valleys of Spain. Suffice it that no full tale is told of the Golden Age that does not revel happily over that day. Of the wedding of Ramon Alonzo and Anemone the good and glorious books tell a briefer tale, for no archbishops performed the holy rite, and the Kings self had returned to the burden of his dominion. Yet were they well wed; for Father Joseph did this with his own hands, and blessed them out of the store of his kind old years. And she, with the years of magic cast away, aged as we all age, slowly and mortally. And all those golden books agree on one quaint exaggeration, and record, sometimes with curious and solemn oath, that she and Ramon Alonzo lived happily ever after.

And what of the magician: he whose strange threads have run so much through all the web of this story? He sent no spell to follow after Anemone and her lover, as for a while they had feared, but went all alone to his room that was sacred to magic, and took from the dust and darkness of a high shelf a volume in which he had written all he had learned about boar-hunting; and indeed no more was known of that art in any land, for he that had taught him had followed the boar well. In this he read all that day and all the night, assured that therein was the manifest way to happiness that all philosophers sought. But about the third day, when none returned to him, and he was quite alone, and he felt it was vain to look for another now who should be worthy to receive from him the tremendous secrets of old, he rose from his book and said, The years grow late. He went then to his tower and quaffed one gulp of that fluid that was named elixir vitae, and, carrying the bottle to that passage that for so long Anemone scrubbed, he cast it heavily down upon the stone. And then he took from a box a flute of reed, and cloaked himself and went out of his magical house.

He went a few paces into the wood, then raised the reed to his lips. He blew one bar upon it of curious music, then waited, listening eagerly. And there came to his ears the scurry of little things, nimble, elvish, and sprightly, over dead leaves of the wood. At that he strode away, going swiftly northwards, and there followed him all manner of magical things: fays, imps and fauns, and all such children of Pan.

In the open lands he raised his pipe again and blew on it two strange notes, which seemed for a while to haunt the air all round him; then they drifted slowly afar. And to that call responded the things of the wold, tiny enchanted folk from many an elf-mound and many a fairy ring; they joined the fantastic group that had come from the deeps of the wood, and followed after the Master. And with him went old shadows, some taken from earthly folk, and some that seemed cast upon other fields than ours by other lights than our Sun. He led them on through all the beauty of Spain. On the high hills he blew those two notes once more; and all that had their sole dwelling in moonlight and river-mist, or in the deep romance that overflows from old tales, told at evening in glamour of firesides, came out from their lurking-places at the edge of the olden years, and the dimness of distance, and the other side of grey hills, and followed him over the fields and valleys of Spain, till there came in sight one morning the tips of the Pyrenees. Soon he was crossing these with that wild crew behind him, and butterflies that had followed him out of Spain. He blew his strange notes once upon a peak, where his tall cloaked figure looked tiny seen from the fields, and his uncouth following only specks on the snow. Nevertheless Spain heard him; and as those notes, with their lure and persuasiveness, went murmuring among the villages, singing and promising I know not what, and calling away as naught should call from the calm and orderly ways, all the cathedrals rang their bells against him. And the chimes filled all the valleys and lapped over the rims of the hills, till all the air of Spain was mellow and musical with them, and yet the things of romance and mystery went leaping after the Master, and yet more hearts than ever told of it after turned that day towards the peak and the pass of the Pyrenees. Through the pass he went and the children of Pan followed. Then they turned eastwards and away and away. In Provence to-day there are tales that few folk tell, yet still remembered in the hearts of the peasantry; they tell how once the things of the olden time came that way from the mountains. And away they went through Europe, leaving a track of fable and curious folklore that, except where it is lost near cities and highways, can be followed even yet. And after them always went whatever was magical, and all those things that dwelt in the olden time and are only known to us through legend and fable.

On and on the magician strode, undaunted by rain or night or rivers or mountains, going onward guided by dawns, always due eastwards. Weariness came on him and still he strode on, going homeless by quiet hamlets in the night, and waking new desires by the mere soft sound of his footfall and the scurrying of little hooves that always followed his journey. And there came upon him at last those mortal tremors that are about the end of all earthly journeys. He hastened then. And before the human destiny overtook him he saw one morning, clear where the dawn had been, the luminous rock of the bastions and glittering rampart that rose up sheer from the frontier of the Country Beyond Moons Rising. This he saw though his eyes were dimming now with fatigue and his long sojourn on earth; yet if he saw dimly he heard with no degree of uncertainty the trumpets that rang out from those battlements to welcome him after his sojourn, and all that followed him gave back the greeting with such cries as once haunted valleys at certain times of the moon. Upon those battlements and by the opening gates were gathered the robed Masters that had trafficked with time and dwelt awhile on Earth, and handed the mysteries on, and had walked round the back of the grave by the way that they knew, and were even beyond damnation. They raised their hands and blessed him.

And now for him, and the creatures that followed after, the gates were wide that led through the earthward rampart of the Country Beyond Moons Rising. He limped towards it with all his magical following. He went therein, and the Golden Age was over.


THE BLESSING OF PAN
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The first edition


CHAPTER I

THE VICAR OF WOLDING

A BLOW-FLY poised upon the summer air, that had burned the may but scarce brought out the rose, was maintaining his perfect stillness by a whirl of wing-beats too swift for a brain to calculate or even an eye to see: the small clear body hung between two blurs caused by his wing-beats, above a lawn underneath beech-trees: and a clergyman, plump and touched with grey, such a one as seemed just to have entered the placid years with the sharper cares left behind him, was watching the blow-fly from out of a long wicker chair. The dark-clad form lying back in the wicker chair suggested an immobility as complete as the one that the blow-fly only achieved by such a whirl of wings, but under the quiet face troubled thoughts were well astir. Then the blow-fly with a dart of incredible suddenness went sidelong away to poise himself motionless elsewhere, but the man in the chair remained with the same thoughts.

The vicar had been troubled for several days, at first by uncertainty almost amounting to fear, then, when the facts were certain, by wondering what he should do, and then, when he knew what he ought to do, by evasions and mere postponements; he was in a treadmill of thought that went uselessly round and round to the same point: he ought to write to the Bishop. Having seen that, there was no more to think about than What will the Bishop think?; Will he be at the Palace on Tuesday?; Will he get it any sooner if I write before tomorrow, on account of the Sunday post? And the insects changed in the still glittering air, those of the midday giving place to such as haunted the evening, and the light began to beat up under the beech-leaves, and it was coming near to the time when that strange tune would be heard again from the hill, piercing the air like a moon beam, and thrilling the gloaming with that sheer touch of magic that he knew it was right to dread.

And that day he tarried no longer, but rose all at once from his chair and went indoors, and into the little room that was called his study, and took pen and paper at once. His wife saw him come in, and said some idle word to him, but did nothing that would delay him, for she saw by a look on his face that all the trouble of the last few days, of which he said never a word to her, was now at some kind of climax. He wrote hurriedly: the difficulty was in beginning the letter at all, not in how to word it; he was sure of his facts, so far as these were knowable, and his mind was full of phrases that he had turned over and over for nearly a week, he had only to pour them out. By the opening and shutting of doors and familiar clickings he heard the tea-things being brought in late, but no one disturbed him there writing alone. And this was the letter that he wrote the Bishop:



WOLDING VICARAGE, SELDHAM, 

WEALDBOROUGH, 



June 10th.



MY LORD, In my great perplexity I am impelled to encroach upon your Lordships time to ask advice and guidance. And before I write down the facts just as they are known to me I will ask your Lordship to bear in mind that Wolding has never been an ordinary parish this sixteen or seventeen years, and is not yet, and that  do what I can  I have been unable to eliminate queer tales that, were they older, might be called folk-lore, and a queer point of view, and, even where I am able to partially suppress these, queer memories among the older people. In fact, although I cannot lay a finger on anything definite he did that was wrong, Wolding suffered irreparable injury from the brief stay of the man that called himself the Reverend Arthur Davidson. I know he was ordained before your Lordships time, and that it is not for me to find any fault with those that sent him here. I merely state as a fact the great difficulties attending all spiritual work in Wolding since he disappeared, and that these difficulties, however intangible, still persist after all this lapse of time, and I ask that they may be borne in mind.

And now, my lord, the facts are these. As soon as the sun is set, or a little sooner, for it is obscured from us early by Wold Hill, there comes the sound of music from the end of the hill, which is some way left of the sunset (at this time of year). It is a flute-like music, and a definite tune, but not a tune known to anyone here, nor one I am able to trace. It has been playing on most evenings all through Spring, and every day this June. I think I first heard some notes of it late one evening last winter, but now there can be no mistaking it. And sometimes I hear it by moonlight. It seems to come from this side of the woods on the top, either just from the shadow of them, or out of some wild-rose bushes there are on the slope. Later it seems to go over the hill, further and further away. At first I thought it was some young man signalling with this very strange tune to some girl in the village. But it is not that, for I went to see. It is no ordinary couple straying away through the wood. I went to the hill-slope one evening. I heard the notes piercingly clear, but could not see the player. And then I saw two or three girls together going up a little path, a kind of track that leads away from the village and goes over Wold Hill. I stayed where I was and the music played again. And then I saw more young girls. Some were going up the path and some were slanting away from it up the wild slope of the hill. All were going towards that music. Then I saw three or four that I knew coming through the briars towards me away from the path, near enough for me to recognise. When they saw me they turned deliberately back to the path, and when they came to it they went on up the hill, towards the woods, away from the village. I do not know how to express it, but they turned at once, as soon as they saw me, almost as wild things might, and went deliberately away to the woods. I desired to state my facts as amply as possible, though fearing that I should encroach too much on your lordships time; but now that I have stated them I would there were more, for they seem too slight to account for my great perplexity. I can only add that this has happened often. But oh, my lord, believe me when I say that that tune is no common melody, but is something I never have known to come out of music, and has some power I never dreamed to be possible, and I need your help in this trouble as I never needed it yet.



Your Lordships obedt servant, 



ELDERICK ANWREL.



Then he went to the next room to find his wife. And the tea-things were all still here, though the buttered buns were cold.

The teas too strong now, dear, she said. Besides, its all cold. Ill ring for Marion.

No, no, he said. Neither sight nor thought of tea had entered his mind. I have been much perplexed lately. That tune one hears at sunset. I cant make it out at all. I couldnt make it out. So I wrote to the Bishop.

She took the letter thoughtfully and looked at it. Yes, it was as he had said, a letter to the Bishop.

The tune, she said, is played by young Tommy Duffin. He plays it on that instrument he made out of bulrushes or some such reeds.

Tommy Duffin, her husband replied. They said it was him in the village. Now how would Tommy Duffin have come by any such tune? But she was reading the letter attentively and said no more. For a moment she held it in silence when she had finished.

Then she said, You split the infinitive, dear, where you said to partially suppress.

Does that matter? he asked.

Well, no, she said, not really. But the Bishop might not like it.

He went back to the study and made the alteration, as tidily as such changes can be made, and then he sat there brooding over the letter. And the more he brooded the more he began to see that he was about to trouble the Bishop needlessly: that whether the tune, which was undoubtedly played, was played by Tommy Duffin, the seventeen-year-old boy whom he remembered christening as one of his earliest duties in that parish, or whether by any other, and whatever interest some silly girls might take in it, the subject of his letter was in any case trivial and would seem far more so if rashly sent to the Palace. No, that was no sensible way to set his mind at ease. And yet his wife agreed with him. She had said little enough, but she would never have let him send that letter to the Bishop unless she had fully agreed with it. There was something strange in that tune, whoever played it. But with that letter lying before him the enormity of troubling the Bishop seemed the more immediate, and all his old perplexities began again. And Marion came in with her trim white apron, turning his mind yet more twards conventional things.

Will there be any more letters for the post, sir? she said.

No, Marion, he said. No thank you.

And away she went to the village with a note for the grocer, and a letter to the draper in Seldham, and one of her own to her young man away in Yorkshire.

And then with a colour burning wild in the sky, and a dimness growing on earth, and a touch of cold, the sun went under Wold Hill, and there slipped down the shimmering air from the high hill over the valley, a clear wild tune so remote from the thoughts of man that it seemed to drift down from ages and out of lands with which none of our race has ever had any concern. More elfin than the blackbird, more magical than all nightingales, it thrilled the clergymans heart with awful longings, which he could no more tell of in words than he could have put words to that tune. It gripped him, it held him there. To say he stood spellbound is not to describe his stillness: he did not even breathe. And all his thoughts, all his emotions, his very consciousness, seemed carried away to far valleys, perhaps not even of earth.

All in an instant the music ceased and the silence came back to the gloaming, and back like a slowly returning tide came the thoughts of every day. The vicar dashed to an envelope; he hastily addressed it to the Bishop of Wealdenstone, The Palace, Snichester; he thrust the letter in, and picked up his soft black hat and ran downhill to the Post Office.


CHAPTER II

THE SMALL TALK OF MRS. DUFFIN

I POSTED the letter to the Bishop, Augusta.

Oh, yes, she said.

There are reasons for names like that: some gorgeous relative of other days, some splendid fancy crossing the mind of a parent, some imperious look perhaps, long ago, on the face of the child herself; there are always reasons. And so this plump elderly good soul had come by the name of Augusta. No one knew why.

They said no more about the letter that day, or about the strange cause of it. She saw that the vicar was a little calmer; and she did not wish, even with a word, to stir again the ripples of his perplexities. But much unprofitable time he spent as the next few days went by, wondering what the Bishop would answer. He knew the Bishop was a man of the world, and trusted him to see far more shrewdly into this mystery than he could ever hope to himself, and yet could not quell his troubled speculations as to what the Bishop would say. And amongst the long working hours of the mind of a man ill at ease he found ample time to calculate the ramblings of his letter from town to town, until it would come to Snichester on the morning of the day after, and the Bishops immediate reply and its arrival at Wolding next morning, the third day from then. In these calculations he was right.

Next morning things seemed brighter to the vicar. The sending of the letter had certainly lifted a load, and the actual sunlight was streaming into the house so that some of the breakfast things dazzled.

I think of going to see Duffin, said the vicar.

There wouldnt be much to be got from him, his wife answered.

Have you spoken to him about it? he asked.

Not directly, she said.

No, of course Duffin isnt the sort of man, said the vicar, that would understand very much about anything like that. But I can ask him. I can ask him where that boy of his goes of an evening.

Oh, its him all right, she said.

Its odd, he said. The Duffins.

And very soon after breakfast he took his hat and his ash-plant and went to the farm in the valley, beyond the village, where Duffin lived, and had lived all his life. He passed down a little lane with may on one side, across which the seasons went to wake the wild rose on the other; past Duffins dog in a barrel; across a track trampled to mud by cows morning and evening; and up to the porch of the old farmhouse through a few yards of rose-garden. He found the bell-handle amongst a mass of honeysuckle that was not yet in bloom: he pulled out a rusty length of it, the noise of it grating through the house long before a bell at the back began to wake to an unaccustomed tinkle; and there was Duffin at the door in his shirtsleeves.

Good morning, Duffin, said the vicar.

Good morning, sir, said the farmer.

I came to ask you if you could let me have some of those eggs again.

Certainly, sir. Certainly, said Duffin. Come in.

The vicar entered the hall.

Some of those brown ones, you know, he said.

Certainly, sir. Theyre not laying so well now as they were, those Orpingtons. About how many, sir?

Oh; say half a dozen.

Not more than that? I could let you have two dozen.

They were in the parlour now, the vicar sitting on a very black horsehair sofa. He did not want more than six eggs, because he did not want any. Six could always be disposed of, but more might be a nuisance.

No, I think six will do me nicely.

I could easily let you have two dozen, sir.

No thank you; not today. Another time I might be glad of them.

Well, Ill get them for you now, said Duffin.

Thank you so much.

And Duffin went out. From voices and sounds at the back the vicar gathered that Mrs. Duffin was washing, and had been told of his visit, and would go and tidy herself and appear later.

He had not asked the price of the eggs: he knew there was something he had forgotten. He waited a long time.

And then Duffin returned with six brown eggs in a basket.

Youll let me have the basket back some time, wont you, sir? Its Mrs. Duffins. She uses it gardening.

Oh, certainly, said the vicar.

Thank you, sir, said Duffin.

By the way, said the vicar, whats your boy doing now? Were you able to find a job for him?

Just helping on the farm, sir.

Ah, helping on the farm.

Helping with the cows and all that. And of course when it comes to hay-time...

Ah, yes, of course.

Thats what hes doing, sir.

Yes, said the vicar, keeps him pretty busy I suppose?

Well, you know what boys are, sir.

Yes, yes, of course. And somehow the vicar did not seem any nearer; when the ruddy farmer came all at once to the point that the vicar was driving at.

Loafs away in the evening as a rule. Mustnt do that when it comes to hay-making.

No, certainly not, said the vicar, youll see that he doesnt, of course.

Far as I can, sir.

You dont find it so easy, of course, to control them at that age.

Not nowadays, sir, said Duffin.

Perhaps if you just keep him in now from, say, sunset, youd have him trained to it, as it were, by the time you want him for hay-making.

Its not what it used to be, sir, said the farmer, and its no use us pretending it is. Theres a lot of new ideas going about. A lot of them. Now my old father that had this farm before me, if he saw us doing anything he didnt like, he usent to say anything; he didnt more than just look; just looked at us, sitting in that old wood chair of his; and if that wasnt enough hed just crack his whip, that was always hanging near him on the wall, the one he took foxhunting; and that would always be enough, and wed just stop whatever it was we were doing, whenever we heard that. But now...

Yes, in some respects, said the vicar, of course those days were the best.

In every respect, sir, said the farmer.

And you find you cant keep young Tommy in of an evening? said the vicar hurriedly, for in another moment his host would have been talking about the price of corn.

No, sir, I cant, said he. To put it straight, I cant. Hes off to the hills.

And what does he do there? asked the vicar.

But the direct question got him no nearer, and all the answer he got was: Dont ask me, sir, what they do nowadays. Theyre beyond me altogether.

And the vicar saw he had no more information to give, so he rose to go, in the hopes of getting away before Mrs. Duffin should come in all tidy. In this he failed for he had barely picked up his eggs before she entered in sequins, or so her black dress and jet brooch appeared to him, looking back on it. And with her came Tommy Duffin, with his hair intensely parted.

Dumpling the son of suet, said the vicar to himself, whose mind now and then was astonished by the unclerical thoughts that at moments would pass across it. But Tommys cheeks looked so red, and his face so fat and vacant, and his hair so brilliantly greasy, that the thought came all by itself.

I came about some more of your excellent eggs, said the vicar after they had shaken hands.

Glad, Im sure, said Mrs. Duffin.

Im afraid I interfered with your mornings work, he said.

Not at all, she answered. It was before the days of quite all right.

I was just taking them back with me, he said.

But that could not be yet. For Mrs. Duffin enquired after Mrs. Anwrel, and this was followed by small talk, kindly but tiny, wearing the morning away; and all the while Tommy sat in his tidy clothes, looking perfectly vacant.

I christened him, you know, said the vicar.

Oh yes, replied Mrs. Duffin. And we was married the year before you came. Less than a year, really. And there followed more reminiscences. And at last the vicar was able to say his farewells, and just as he picked up the basket he remembered that it had to be returned, and made a plan all of a sudden. How if he brought it back himself one day a little before sunset, and stayed a bit while Mrs. Duffin talked, and watched the, boy as the light was fading away?


CHAPTER III

A SIGHT OF THE PIPES

IVE just been talking to the Duffins, said the vicar to Mrs. Anwrel. Young Tommy, doesnt seem to be the boy to be doing that sort of thing.

It never is the likely ones, she answered that do those unlikely things.

Thats so, said the vicar, thinking of things that had happened one time and another in the parish.

And that day passed over the vicarage, and over the sunny valley. But, for all the quiet of the little house and its lawns, thoughts were racing through Anwrels mind in the unprofitable pursuit of the course that the Bishop would take, and how he would deal with this thing that was perturbing the parish of Wolding, even how he would word his letter.

That day he did not return to Duffins house with the basket, feeling it to be barely a sufficient excuse for two visits on the same day. Instead he sat in a chair outside his house towards evening and watched Wold Hill with a look of strained anxiety. And amongst all the sounds that welled up through the dim gold air beneath the enchantment of evening, nothing reached Anwrels ears that was not assuredly earthly; sounds only of human cries came up from the valley, faint murmurs of human speech, far ripples of human laughter; and such sounds as the barking of dogs, sheep bleating, a rooster crowing, which are a sort of palisade that man has set up between his homes and the silences of the stars. It was not every evening that the tune called from the hill, and Anwrel felt certain that for this silence it was all the more sure to be heard on the following evening.

Next day he was anxious and silent all the morning. He was not by profession a fighting man, yet he was going nearer, and of his own free will, to a power he felt to be awful; and even if it were not Tommy Duffin that played the tune that so haunted the evening, yet he knew that by going down to the farm in the valley he would be far nearer to Wold Hill, and at the hour he dreaded.

I am going down to Duffins this evening to take the basket back, he said to his wife.

I can take it, she said, Im going to Skeglands.

No, he said, I should like the walk.

She said no more, having only spoken to assure herself of his purpose. She was glad he was going; for, little though she had said of it, and though even in her own mind the thought lacked definite words, she knew that about that time that she heard on Wold Hill at sunset was something utterly wrong.

Rather than postpone what he feared the vicar started sooner than necessary, and came to the farm while the sun was still some way from Wold Hill. And there, when Duffin showed him into the parlour, was Mrs. Duffin all ready to receive him, and she had brought in Tommy. They must have seen him coming while some way off.

I just brought back your basket, said the vicar. He made no effort to stay. He knew that all that could be left to Mrs. Duffin. And sure enough, she asked after the eggs. They were excellent, he said, without waiting to reflect whether he had eaten all six, or any. And from that she went to the hens, and from that she went to her work looking after them, and from that to life in general; while Duffin stood and smiled, and Tommy looked mutinous because of his stiff white collar and because he was sitting indoors. And the vicar sat and listened, sometimes adding a brief remark to the conversation, as a traveller skilful with fires puts a piece of fuel exactly where it is needed. And so the talk went on and the sun neared Wold Hill.

And Tommy began to shuffle and grow impatient. After a while the vicar, watching Mrs. Duffin, saw her notice the shufflings. At that moment he rose to go. Mrs. Duffin, who valued gossip with the vicar even a little more than gossip for its own sake, would have tried to delay him in any case, and she did so now if only to reprove Tommy. Thus pressed with a double eagerness the vicar stayed on; and the sun went lower and lower.

The talk was now of onions; how to grow them, how to cook them, and whether they might be eaten raw. For some while Tommys shufflings had ceased; his expression was changing. A drawn look made his face thinner, his cheeks were paler; but in his eyes, when the vicar looked, was the real change: such a glare of yearning was in them, that the antimacassar behind the boys head and the black sofa on which it rested seemed suddenly absurd to the vicar. Yes, thought the vicar, that boy could do it. For he seemed all changed.

I think the healthful properties of spring onions, he said, should outweigh the censure of our neighbours.

I do so agree with you, sir, said Mrs. Duffin, but Ive always been a little afraid, people being what they are.

Too censorious, of course, said the vicar quite absently. And there was Tommy Duffin with that look on his face and the sun touching Wold Hill, and shadows huge and long stalking into the valley, and Tommys left hand moving again and again towards his jacket pocket and drawing back furtively.

Oh, yes, Mrs. Duffin was saying, I think the Cochin Chinas are the best, considering the work they do.

Yes, said the vicar. And then, feeling sure that the boy would soon be gone and that there would be no overtaking him, he shot out a question that might hit or miss, but was better than doing nothing. What kind of flute is that, he said, that you have in your pocket?

The boy went white.

Ive no flute, he said.

Come, Tommy, said Mrs. Duffin, show Mr. Anwrel, whatever it is.

There was a silence, and a stillness came over Tommy. He wore a menacing look, and Anwrel thought he would defend his pocket to the last. Then all in the silence, the light now a little dim, Tommy Duffin, menacing still, drew something out of his pocket.

What have you got, dear, said his mother, the dark oak of the room making things darker there than they should be just after sundown.

Why, its one of those things, said Duffin, that the Punch and Judy men play. Did you get it...

But the look on the face of Anwrel checked him. For a wild fancy unbidden was crossing the vicars mind, saying against all reason, The very pipes of Pan.


CHAPTER IV

THE AIR OF BRIGHTON

TOMMY DUFFIN had slipped away from the horsehair sofa and parlour, and the vicar had made his farewells, and here he was in the gloaming hurrying home. He had seen at a glance that the pipes young Duffin had shewn him had been probably made by the lad himself, as his wife had actually said, from reeds that he could have got in the small stream running through Wolding. The vicar had no crazy or pagan thoughts concerning them. And yet that one wild fancy that had gone as a flash through his mind, to be instantly banished, by reason, had left like a kind of track a boding faint but oppressive that pervaded all his moods and lay deep under every thought; so that he hurried uphill, struggling to be home and amongst familiar things before the tune he dreaded should haunt all the air of the valley. And this he barely did, and was in his study reading a monograph upon eoliths, the worked flints of the brown clay, the crudest tools or weapons of the very earliest men, which he himself sometimes found in his walks over upland fields, and brought home and kept in a drawer; when there went through the evening that call, a little softened by the walls of the house but multiplied by his ready apprehensions, which drove his thoughts surging far from science and theory, to drift them mazed upon bewildering shores, where nothing in his calling or education could be any guide at all.

In a while the tune died away. How long it lasted the vicar could not guess amongst those tempestuous fancies. But after some seconds or minutes the music died away, and the vicars thoughts came back guided slowly home by voices from distant gardens, and the chirrup of birds that he knew, and such murmurs as had gone up about that village not only for all the years that he had known it, but for more centuries than one could say. They guided home his thoughts from immense remotenesses as old lights bring shipping home from distant dangerous shores. He wondered how the tune affected others; whether the strangeness that seemed to have come over the parish before he came there absorbed it and made it seem natural; whether minds a little coarser than his were less easily swept afar by it, or whether the plainer minds being closer to natural, even to pagan, things responded to the marvel of that enchantment with an abandonment unknown even to him. He remembered those village maidens gazing at evening towards it.

But his speculations led him nowhere.

It was all silent now on Wold Hill, and gradually Anwrel returned to his only source of comfort, to the thought that all this matter was now in the hands of the Bishop, that a shrewder mind, a far better educated mind, one experienced in the affairs of a hundred parishes, knowing London and (oddly enough so ran the perplexed thoughts) the Athenaeum Club, would see with a wider view this thing that was troubling the parish, and would be able to deal with it wisely. With reiterated hopes that the letter would come tomorrow, Anwrel went to his supper, and soon after that to bed.

And sure enough in the bright morning the letter came. It lay there beside his plate where Marion had put it, an envelope with the Bishops handwriting. His wife glanced towards him. Yes, he said, it has come.

Im so glad, she said.

She, also, felt that potent help was at hand.

Then Anwrel read in silence.

And this was the Bishops letter.



THE PALACE, SNICHESTER,



June 12th.



MY DEAR MR. ANWREL, You were right to write to me, as at all times, I trust, any clergyman in my diocese will do  and fully  whenever in doubt or difficulty. I can understand your feelings and amply sympathise with them. That your parish is sometimes a little difficult and responds, at times, slowly to the touch on the rein, I knew well; and your letter only confirms the opinion I held, even if your actual statement goes somewhat beyond it. I have, indeed, long been conscious that nearly all the clergy in my diocese are much overworked. Not, indeed, in any one week, not perhaps in a whole year, which makes it so hard to complain; but in a long period of time, year after year with very rarely a holiday, harder worked than the members perhaps of any other profession, and in this diocese especially. And many of my clergy have easier parishes than yours, though some, of course, harder.

Taking into consideration the difficulties of Wolding, and the long time that you have worked there without a holiday, I am especially anxious that you should take a holiday (so long delayed) of at least a full week. I am told by one who is especially qualified to judge, that the air of Brighton is particularly invigorating, and he warmly recommends it for the very purpose of rapidly removing all traces of overwork. I will myself see that every arrangement is made for both services in Wolding for at least one Sunday, and I urge you not to return before you feel yourself amply able to cope with all the exigencies of this parish. If I may advise it I would suggest that you should go on your little holiday (of course with Mrs. Anwrel) without any thought for the care that will be taken of Wolding during your absence, for that will be in my hands. My Chaplain will write to you about lodgings he knows of near Brighton, that he believes will be exactly suited to the holiday that we contemplate.



Yours sincerely, 

A. M. WEALDENSTONE.



When Anwrel had read the letter he read it again. Only after that he looked up from it.

What does he say, dear? said Mrs. Anwrel.

He says..., but a weakness came into the vicars voice, and without saying any more he sat looking foolishly at the letter, and Mrs. Anwrel came round to him and read it. And not a scrap of her disappointment showed in her voice or face as she exclaimed, Why! He is offering us a holiday.

The tone in which she said it astonished the vicar; for it showed that it was possible for someone to look at this matter as not only not being hopeless, but even as being pleasant; and the possibility cheered him.

Yes, a weeks holiday, he said.

And this, she said, picking up a letter that had lain under the Bishops, for Marions eye had swiftly recognised the importance of that one, this must be the chaplains.

And so it was.

The chaplain wrote:



DEAR MR. ANWREL, 



The Bishop has told me of the holiday that you contemplate taking at Brighton. As I know some rather jolly little lodgings at Hove he thought you would like to hear of them. Hove as you know adjoins Brighton, the esplanade is continuous. The lodgings are kept by a Mrs. Smerdon and she only charges 7s. 6d a day for a double-bedded room and board and lodging for two. She has undertaken to do this for any friends of mine, though of course when the ordinary holiday-season is on it brings its temptations for her. I have, however, sent her a note to tell her she must not think of that now, and to make you and Mrs. Anwrel as comfortable as possible. I enclose a list of the trains with their rather tiresome changes, which are, of course, the essence of crosscountry journeys. The 3.2 looks the best, does it not? The Bishop tells me that he will be most interested to hear from you as soon as you have completed your holiday. So I assume that you will be writing to him in about a fortnight.



Yours sincerely, 

J. W. PORTON.



Standing beside him she had read the letter partly, over his shoulder, till they arrived at the bottom of the page at different moments and he had read the rest aloud to her.

Seven-and-six? she said. Seven-and-six for everything? Then suddenly she stopped and said no more about that.

Yes. It seems very little, he said.

Yes, it does rather, she answered.

He might have had many holidays. But he did not look on the work that he did amongst those hills as thousands must look on theirs; selling something perhaps that they know to be bad, amongst surroundings against which all the emotions they have are constantly in rebellion; a thing to be fled from as Lot fled from Gomorrah, when rare opportunity offers; alas, to return again. More and more every year the outlines of those hills rounded off for him the view, dreams, outlook and philosophy that a man calls his world, and so gently rounded it that there could have been nothing in all their slopes to jar on a simple mind.

And more and more every year it grew distasteful to him even to contemplate the fuss and the petty difficulties of leaving that wide circle of hills, wherein everyone knew everyone, for the hurried ways of people who not only would not know him but who with hasty ignorance would assign to him some personality ludicrously unlike his own, and would quietly ridicule or suspect him for every departure they were capable of observing from this absurd personality. And the less he travelled the less did nature equip him with a cynicism that would have been an armour against all this.

His daily, week-day work may be said to have been concerned with all the times of intensity that his neighbours knew; not only when they mourned or when they wed, but when the cricket-team won a notable local match or when they were badly beaten. After such occasions there would often be a smoking-concert, and the vicar would be there. On some such evening of victory none spoke like the vicar. To begin with he would mention every member of the team and something heroic they had done, or some resolution they had shown in the face of impossible odds, a perfectly new ball for instance from the hand of their best bowler, with such work on it as could only be got when the seam was fresh and rough, in fact the first ball of the match; on these lines he brought comfort when there was not material for praise. And praise he handled until each man glowed. It was far better than beer. And from the praise of individuals he came to the occasion itself. And this he spoke of, if there had been a victory, without actual exaggerations, far less with misstatements, and yet in such a way that those who heard him felt that there had been achieved in that valley at last an event that the years had had in gradual preparation, and there grew in the minds eye of all a glory about Wolding. And if there had been a defeat, then he fixed those mental eyes on some future day, towards which by arduous training and by keeping the eye on the ball that team would assuredly climb to merited victory; and the glory about Wolding would be as vivid as ever. And when you consider, though it is better not, but if you consider, how near the paths of life come at times to the edge of that desert that Solomon saw, where all is only vanity, then how wise seem the simple fancies of this man who so often built up for other simple men a triumphant purpose for Wolding. A holiday from all this at any time had a touch of exile about it, but now that this perplexity had arisen, a queerness stranger than any of those he had known in his time in Wolding, he was more loth than ever to turn his back upon it. Yet here was the letter from his Bishop, and one from the Bishops chaplain, telling him that he had already decided to go. He regretted part of the letter that he had written; he felt that he had exaggerated the difficulties of Wolding, all but this one great difficulty that he longed to stay and cope with. There may have been things now and then that were a little strange, but nothing he could not cope with without the help of the Bishop, until this thing came. And how was he to cope with this by going away from it?

His wife saw some of his perplexities. She knew he would not dream of disobeying the Bishop. So the sooner the start was made the better. She woke him out of his reverie with a question about trains.

Shall we go by the 3.2 today?

It was that that awoke him with a shock. But it made him realise that he was really to leave Wolding for a while; and after that it was easy for him to decide, and they settled on the 3.2 the following day.

It only remained to write to the Bishop and pack. I will tell him what I found out about Tommy Duffin, he said.

No, she said, he will not want to hear that yet. He expects a long letter from you when we get back.

All in the bewilderment of the approaching move and the packing, he bowed his head to this though he did not understand it. Those that have travelled in Africa, beyond roads and paths and tracks, and know that whatever trifle they leave behind they will have to live without for weeks or months, will the most easily appreciate Elderick Anwrels anxieties when the matter of packing began. Brighton seemed further to him than Africa does to some of us, and the journey more intricate; yet there is a certain parallel.

Briefly he wrote to the Bishop and brieflier still to his chaplain; and soon he was wholly engrossed by the anxieties and fatigues that are inseparable from the manual labour of packing, aggravated by the strain of sending the imagination on ahead to contemplate all the possible needs of a holiday; and holding it there at its trivial task, as weary as the labour of knees and hands.


CHAPTER V

A HINT FROM THE WIND

THE Anwrels had caught the 3.2 at Mereham Station, had changed at Seldham and again further on, and had arrived at Brighton and driven to Hove and found Mrs. Smerdons lodgings. And there they had late tea in a small comfortable room amongst bound volumes of forgotten magazines; while in Wolding a westering sun was streaking the slopes of Wold Hill with the shadows of thorn and bramble, wild rose and Tommy Duffin. He sat there motionless amongst that wild company, the green dwellers on Wold Hill, gazing across the valley so fixedly and so long that one might have thought there was something strange to see. But there was nothing to see but the glint of the grasses changing the look of the slopes, and distant windows one by one beginning to flame in the rays, and a shadow going up from amongst dark elms, gradually over the downs, till only the woods at the top saw any sunlight; and then that too was gone and there only remained a glow in the upper air, and a light on the breasts of pigeons passing home.

It was nearly a year since Tommy Duffin had first gone alone to that hill. On one of the last days of August, the first of the days on which, like a prophecy, some hint of the coming of Autumn had gone through the air, he had first felt the lure of the hill all of a sudden at evening. In the foreground of all his thoughts was a weariness at the whole routine of his life, aggravated because it was Sunday; and then there rose up as it were behind this mood the thought of the great dim hill, and the feeling that there all his puzzles might be explained, by the sudden discovery of some purpose that none seemed to know in the village. So he slipped from the house in the valley, and before his father or mother knew he had gone he was away to the hill. As he went through the village it was light enough for him to recognise faces, but darkness began to grow as he climbed the slope. Amongst the wild bushes by which he was sitting now he had sat down and gazed across the valley. And there was the mystery that he had come to find gazing back at him from the opposite side, but silent, hushed, as it were with finger on lip, and not quite to be seen because it was over the top of the hill and just the other side of the shaws of oak. He had gazed long at these trees dark on the crest of the hill on the eastern side of the valley, but could not see the mystery lurking there; which if seen could have told him, as he felt in his heart, not only the purpose of the generations of men that lived their span in Wolding, but the reason even of the ring of old stones that lay in a little valley beyond the ridge behind him, growing moss year after year and casting useless shadows round and round on the plough. They were called The Old Stones of Wolding.

And then he had brought his gaze down the hill, away from the shaws of oak, after wistful and vain searching; and there was the mystery that the darkening trees had hid, lurking now amongst the houses of the village, and almost peering over the ledges of windows where yellow panes were frowning under low eaves. Nor had he found it there, nor on the slope where small wild feet below him were beginning to patter abroad through the whispering grass. And then he had turned to the ridge of Wold Hill above him, where the sky was glowing like a turquoise lantern faintly lit by one candle, where the edge of the wood showed near and ebon black. There, so near that it seemed menacing, the mystery beckoned him from the other side of the hill. He rose and went through the wood; and it was not there.

And all the valley, and the great hills fondling it, and the woods and the wild briars, the silence and the sounds that strayed across it, the huge blue circle of the Evening Star, and the whole dome of the night, all seemed intensely to mean something that had no meaning. But when the vast evening, with all its whispers and silences, from the lurking-places of small wild things of the wood to the paths of the wandering stars, still seeming about to utter some ancient secret, still said to him never a word, he had turned at last and gone all disconsolate home. And amidst all the beauty of that starry night the disconsolate feeling remained with him. He had passed unheeding by the glow-worms light, for those tiny travellers still went lit through the fields; and along lanes, roofed over and scented by the wild clematis, he hurried on uncaring. In the valley a smell of wood-fires came through the damp of the mist, mellow windows glowed; sometimes the thunderous mass of an elm rose over him in its blackness; but he had not seemed to notice. Instead, one thought was echoing in his mind. The purpose? The purpose? What was it all for? The huge evening knew, and it had not told him. Reasons he had been given, religious and secular. But there was something the evening knew and had not told him.

Next day that feeling persisted, and all the morning he had brooded silently, doing his work in the fields. Now there was an old woman named Mrs. Tichener, who sometimes did the scrubbing at the farm, and her he had known all his life; one of his very earliest memories being of bringing her a bundle of flowers, and weeping when he found out that the weeds had got thrown away, a trouble that had been soothed away for him at last by Mrs. Tichener, as so many others had been. And he always remembered one day when he had asked her some simple question about life, when it was all new to him; (one of his questions had been Why do dogs bark? It may have been that one;) and she had given him some quaint reason; and he had asked her how she knew; and Mrs. Tichener had answered Because I know everything.

Whatever the old woman knew, or whatever was hid from her, she at least had the confidence of the child; for he had not only remembered that remark all these years, but it had always coloured his estimate of her, so that she seemed to him a very wise old woman. To her he had gone that day from the stooks of wheat, and had found her in a small garden sitting beside her hollyhocks, and had put his trouble before her, his longing to roam to the hill, his discontent with his home. And at first she gave him for comfort conventional phrases, and old worn moralities. But he needed something more. For if old women gossiping at evening as the ages go by, spin wisdom as the spider in old barns spins gossamer, then Mrs. Tichener had a great store of wisdom, in which little ancient facts were caught up as is dust in the spiders web. And if these things are all vanity, what are we?

So he questioned her again and again, taking no comfort from anything that she said, when it was such as others might have told him. And then she said, It was all the fault of that there Reverend Davidson, him that married your father and mother.

And no more of this would she say; but when he pressed her went rambling away from the point down copybooks-full of old sayings. And for having got this much he was cross at not getting more, and all of a sudden strode petulantly away. Mind my hollyhocks! she said.

He had gone again to the hill in the dusk, and still got no answer. And then one day when he felt that things were bad at home, and he was still cross with Mrs. Tichener, he went for consolation down to the stream.

And the stream went by in a hurry, perturbed as his own thoughts, yet somehow seeming to care nothing for that. It seemed to have more to show him than downs or wood, for not only had the stream its pebbles and glittering sand, and the light things slipping by on innumerable journeys, but it had also borrowed the sky. He listened long to it, hushed and without moving; when just as it sounded as though it were about to speak to him, it slightly waved one or two bulrushes and went on with its chatter, as a man with the back of his hand might slightly brush documents while speaking of other things. That almost furtive sign, while the babble of water continued as though nothing else had happened, caught the lads awed attention. Somehow it seemed that the stream had told him more than Mrs. Tichener would: from such slight hints as this is knowledge at times to be gained. He gazed at the bulrushes, but could not find out what it was that the stream had told him.

And those autumn days went by; and the more that he thought of that mystery that always lurked on the wrong side of the hill or hid in patches of dusk, the mystery to which the stream would only beckon and of which Mrs. Tichener would say no more, the more his father and the young men of the village found him defective in such work as went with other thoughts or with mere industry and punctual habits. The more that the hill called him the more he was scorned by the valley.

He went again to the bulrushes. And then one day, whether on affairs of the autumn or following some quest of its own, a wind sang in the reeds, almost saying to Tommy Duffin what the stream would not say; and ceased, like everything else, before it quite told him anything. And yet its song that was so brief in the reeds remained long in his mind. And there came a day when he went with his knife and cut one of the great rushes, and all the reeds of the stream seemed to be nodding their heads. And guided by some strange lore that seemed older than all the village, he cut it to different lengths and shaped them and bound them together. It was so that he made those pipes that Elderick Anwrel saw.


CHAPTER VI

THE OLD STONES OF WOLDING

WHEN Tommy Duffin had those pipes he used to go down to the stream whenever he felt lonely, or puzzled, or at cross purposes with all the ways of the village; and there he used to croon a few low notes, as though the pipes could say something that the wind would not say, something at which the stream only beckoned, and at which Mrs. Tichener stopped suddenly short; but he crooned the notes softly for fear someone should hear and ask him what he was doing. And the soft notes of the pipes brought him some consolation for knowing nothing of that solemn purpose with which the evening vibrated, and with which Wold Hill seemed to thrill, from the ring of old stones behind it to the foot of the slope that watched Wolding. But the notes that consoled him told him nothing at all of the message that the gloaming had for him, of which to his daily sorrow he could read never a word. And so he had fretted and consoled himself and said nothing about his pipes, and breathed so softly upon them that no one heard. And then one day at sunset the hill called him again clearly.

His father sat smoking by the fire and reading a paper, while his mother talked to Tommy. At first he could not get away unnoticed, but sat waiting his opportunity and thinking of only that, like some wild creature shut into a woodmans hut. His mother would soon go out to feed the dog, and he watched the minute hand of the clock until he could see it moving. And still she did not go. And he dared say nothing to remind her. At last she went, and Tommy went out with her. In the open air and dim light he soon slipped away, and so was off to the hill.

Doors in the village were open as he went by, showing cheery interiors all bathed in light; but these were not for him, for whatever had called him was something older than lamplight. A window glowed, through which he saw two men at a game of chess; but chess was to Tommy Duffin what it was to his father, no more than material for the jokes of his favourite comic paper about the length of time it took. This was nearly the last house, and then the bulk of the hill rose up all dark before him.

Soon he came to the wild-rose bushes high on the slope, like a company of the things of the wild, halted before the village and coming no nearer. Coming no nearer yet; perhaps one day to pour in, following up the retreat of man. He sat down amongst them and gazed over the valley. The mystery was there, but further and fainter than ever. Yet a certain look that there was in the sky behind him, though the look was almost concealed by the tops of the trees, made him feel that what he sought might be just over the hill. So he rose at once and went upward, and came to the dark of the wood; and a track that he dimly saw guided him on, except when everything was blotted out by the immense blackness of yew trees. So dark it grew that sometimes he struck matches, but against this the night seemed to protest as though her dim ways were profaned by it, and the darkness trebled against him the moment the matches faded; and soon he struck them no more. He came over the top of the hill and saw the track more clearly than when the slope was before him in all its blackness: stars peered down now between branches: and then he went down the far slope through the dark of the pines. And just when it seemed at its blackest their trunks began to detach themselves from the darkness, blackening it one by one; and then he came to the other edge of the wood, and saw in the West the last faint fragment of day, with the enormous shapes of dark clouds riding insolently across it, and heard dogs far away barking in other valleys. Below him in the dark lay the Old Stones of Wolding.

He went down until he could see them, twelve upright forms shaped of blackness, and amongst them a thirteenth, prone; huge and flat in their circle. He stood amongst them all in the hush, under stars and one huge planet. And it was there that the mystery seemed about to speak, and answer the questions that would not let him rest; when a glow appeared on the ground far off: a farmer was going round his byres with a lantern, and the light disturbed his geese. The geese complained and warned for three or four minutes; and the silence on the Old Stones after that seemed to have settled down for the night.

They would tell him nothing now. When Tommy Duffin was sure of this he turned back up the hill. He came to the wood again and went slowly on through the darkness, the feet of little creatures smaller than rabbits pattering away from his path. On the downward slope looking towards Wolding the huge gnarled roots of trees sometimes made steps for him. And suddenly he came to the starlight again, and the grassy slope and wild-rose bushes. And looking across the valley, full of silence and darkness, beyond the winking windows to the far slopes mute as the rest, all roofed over with stars that followed their silent courses as meaningless to him as Space, he felt he never should learn the mystery now. And a melancholy rose up in him and he took his pipes, and put them for solace to his lips, and blew on them clear and loud, as he had not blown before, a tune that all of a sudden ran in his mind.

And the tune was the answer to all things. What those clear notes said to him he could never put into words; perhaps no man could. But while the music thrilled from his pipes, and while the echoes haunted the air, all his longings were gathered in peace before one enormous answer, and nothing seemed strange or perplexed him any more, and all the mysteries over the ridges of hills seemed near and familiar and friendly, and he knew himself one of a fellowship to which the hush of the night, the deep of the woods, or mysteries bold in the moonlight or hidden by mist, reported all their secrets.

When the tune was over old questionings came back to him, and the mystery withdrew itself further away from his guesses, and all was as unfathomable as ever. Yet not a question he could ask of the night, not a secret the darkness hid, not a quest of the little wild feet in the whispering grasses, but had been answered, revealed and made known to him a few moments before. And the knowledge that this had been, and might be again, calmed him with a great calm.

What had the answer been? He sat there wondering, knowing only that it had come to him. The still night said nothing. A silver streak overhead, a meteorite fell. Glow-worms shone at their posts. A grass-hopper began to call. Then he put the pipes to his lips again, and the tune answered everything; but so far did it transcend any words of man that nothing remained in his reason, when the echoes had floated away, to tell him how it was that for a little while all secrets were open to him, from the purpose of the Old Stones of Wolding to the emotion that sustained the grass-hoppers call.

Dogs barked in the village, and continued to bark long afterwards. Men looked up from their papers, or games of cards, and wondered, and thought that they had heard wrong. Girls heard it, and trusted their ears, and knew that they had heard it. Heard what? They did not trouble to stay to answer that. They turned to their mothers. And one said May I go across and see Mary Meriton? And another I promised to go and see old Mrs. Skegland. And another May I go and see if the calf is all right?

As many of them as could steal away to the hill went searching to find the piper among wild-rose bushes and bramble. And that night none of them found him. For he slipped away from the hill, fearing he might be discovered, while the wonder of the pipes was all new to him, and he feared that they might be wrong. He did not go down to the village, but went away northwards along, the face of the hill, so that none should find him if they came up from below. And so he came to a lane low under great hedges, and darkened by the towering growth of wild clematis. The white pathway scarcely glimmered in all that blackness. Here he paused and took off his boots, for the noise of them in the still night irked him. Somehow in his bare feet he felt a little closer to that mystery of which the pipes were the clue.

The lane was unfamiliar to him, for it was far out of his way. He went without a sound, walking on smooth chalk, along the base of the huge black hedge on his left, feeling all alone and one with the hush and wildness of night. Suddenly, right through the clematis, just over his head, a window glowed from an upper room of a house that seemed to be only a few yards in from the lane. That sudden glow, so near, surprised the lad, and he stood quite still and watched it. It made him feel somehow lonelier. Once more something out of the night seemed to be puzzling him. So he sat down under the bank and put the pipes to his lips, and played the strange notes of that time again very softly. And somehow the mystery of that window alone in the night seemed answered. Then he went on down the lane and out into starlight, and came to a road and followed it, still going northwards, till he met one going down into the valley to a little bridge over the stream, his boots still in his hand and the pipes in his pocket. Soothed, and at ease at last, he was nearing the village now from the opposite end from that by which he had left it. But behind the window that glowed through a space in the clematis a girl who was parlourmaid in the little villa was peering into the night with a new and strange agitation. The little lawn was in a glow of lamp-light flowing out from the drawing-room below her, because no one had drawn its curtains against the evening. So it could not be from the lawn that those soft notes rose to thrill her. Mrs. Airland, the old lady reading in the drawing-room, heard them too, or she is almost as sure she did as one can be of anything. She got up and went to the window and looked out over the lawn, to the left and then to the right. And seeing nothing there she went to the bell and rang it, to ask Lily if she had heard anything. For what she had heard, if she really had heard it, was very strange indeed, and, what was worse, sounded quite close. But before the bell rang Lily was out of the house, and down the drive and through the gate that was near to the end of the lane. And when Tommy came out on the road in his bare feet she followed softly as he, and stole after him down to the stream, and could not tell why she followed, but there was something about those pipes so that it could not be otherwise.


CHAPTER VII

THE CALL OF WOLD HILL

NEXT day there was talk of the pipes. Everyone in the village had heard them. Those clear emphatic notes had pierced into parlours, amongst talk, amongst games of cards, making the talk all of a sudden seem trivial, or the game pointless, till the room felt stuffy and its ornaments mean, and the hill was calling. Men had done no more than pause awhile in a sentence, or hang longer than usual over playing a card, or a tale was checked in a public-house while men wondered for half a minute, then all had gone on as before amongst the men. But next day there was talk amongst them about what the strange notes could have been.

Of the girls only five or six had been able to slip away from the village, and these had found nothing, and had come back late, with burrs and dew on their dresses, and had sat silent till bedtime. But the others heard too, and remained for long after thinking, and telling their thoughts to none. They too were talking next morning about the music: the whole village was talking: but the girls and the men did not talk about it together. When any man spoke of it to a girl she pretended not to have heard the tune or not to be interested, though her mind was glowing with it. And, for all the talk in the village, only one person guessed who made that music and only one person knew. Mrs. Tichener, who eighteen years ago had chanced to see something in the vicarage garden that perhaps no other eye had seen for over a thousand years, guessed it was Tommy Duffin, and Lily from the little villa at the end of the hill knew. Lily knew, and became the first disciple of the strange new heresy; heresy as it certainly was to the vicar, strange, as it was to all, and new, as it seemed in spite of the ages of its antiquity, to all but those who turned back very far the pages of that blend of fable and history that tells the story of Man.

And the talk going through the village soon came to Duffins farm, and was a topic awhile for his conversation with Mrs. Duffin at dinner, for both thought they had heard it; while Tommy sat and listened, his opinion not being asked. After that Tommy went to his room to a deep old box, and hid the pipes far down under all his possessions, a varied heap too untidy for anyone to disturb; and there the pipes lay safe all through the autumn. And as the year wore on a haze began to appear in the valley at evening, the thinnest veil through which the grassy slopes shone a pale gold. Tommy, driving the cart full of sheaves to the barn, felt the lure of those pale gold slopes and the glamour of evening, yet he would not go again with his pipes to the hill; for all the talk there had been about that music that suddenly came to him had made him anxious, and he was afraid of being found out doing what as yet was as strange to himself as it was to the folk who had heard those curious notes ring through their parlours.

The thistledown blew by, trusting in light winds, the little speck of life within it probably lit by some tiny hope of soft earth somewhere and splendid growth; a hope, if the little speck of inferior life was able to hope at all, less vain than many of ours. There came up the valley one day from the South the last thunderstorm of the year, with rain at its vortex, where thunder was closest to lightning, that washed gravel down sloping paths and buried it under the sand of hundreds of little estuaries. The stream rose as in dreams at evening and filled the whole valley, four hundred feet deep and nearly two miles across, with the phantasm of a mighty river: it was only its dream, only the white mist. Brown fields were bare of their sheaves. The foliage of potatoes was rotting. Blackberries were ripe. And all was ready for the years second wonder, the leaves last glory before their farewell to the woods, and their long deep sleep in the forgetting earth. And Tommy Duffin dared not go to the hill, and there came back slowly his old dissatisfied mood, the questioning and the wonder that only his pipes could answer. Only his pipes: the first few trees that turned, like scouts stolen into the valley in front of some golden army, gave him merely hints, not answers. And all the pomp of the departing year told him of some transcendent thing in a language he could not read. Gold and red in the woods, whatever autumn was writing; the mystery of owls voices, whatever old tale they were telling; the long grey script of the mist, written on air; were in no language he knew. Only his pipes spoke it.

And winter came, and spoke in a brilliance of stars, and with blazing sunsets prophesied, boding strange things; and geese, foreknowing the storms, forsook distant seas, and came over high, a wandering letter V. And one wild evening Tommys disconsolate wonder overcame his shy fear, an evening without a splendour about the sunset, the huge sun dropping enormous below the dark of the hill, unattended by any glory besides his own monstrous magnificence. In the hush of that evening Tommy went to the hill.

He sat on the crisp cold grass and looked at the night. The trees were intensely black and intensely still, each one of their upper twigs stretched rigid against the sky, sombrely prophesying he knew not what. And once more he put his pipes to his lips and blew. And a tune welled up inspired by a magic he knew not, that was older than all those trees, a primaeval thing crooning a tale to the sleeping valley; and it seemed so old in a knowledge of dreams that had troubled men that it almost sounded human; and yet the notes that came out of those pipes of reed were more like those of strange birds with enchanted voices than any notes of men, and called to mind no tune that any knew. They heard it in the village. Suddenly the ornaments in their parlours went tawdry; their walls seemed suddenly narrow, the lamplight garish, their work a weary thing, and again the hill was calling. For some seconds they all stood silent, the lure drawing their hearts; then many of them put the lure away, and turned back to other things, with a new dissatisfaction, scarce felt perhaps, yet lying heavy in the deeps of the heart. But many did not put the lure away, but went to the hill and crept near to Tommy Duffin, and lurked among thorn and bramble to see if he played again; and Lily came up the lane where the clematis hung, and found him and sat beside him. And he played again and the strange tune thrilled through those listeners, eight girls that had escaped from the tidy village, and Lily from the house at the end of the hill, from the old lady who sat once more wondering as she had not wondered for years. Then doors began to open down in the village; light streamed from them, and there was the sound of a stir; and Tommy Duffin was gone. He went up the hill as wild things go at night, disturbed by wayfaring men. He came to the wood, and putting once more the pipes of reed to his lips as he lightly moved through the blackness, he blew one challenge or taunt on behalf of the thing that inspired him, against all that was orderly in the affairs of men, though knowing nothing of what that inspiration was. That too was heard in the village; and women there, too old to go to the hill, opened windows and gazed at the wood, then swiftly threw out antimacassars or tea-cosies, all in a sudden petulance at their smugness. But Tommy ran on through the wood, and going far round stole home by another way.

Next morning the talk of the pipes, which had only died down a few weeks before, rose in greater volume than ever, sweeping all other topics away, drowning the light gossip of yesterday like dead leaves. And it was more than mere talk; there were conjectures in it; each one that he heard seeming nearer to Tommy Duffin, until one to his great relief, seemed further away. Even the vicar had heard it, right over the valley; Tommy wondered that the notes could have travelled so far. Everywhere the question What was it? And Tommy going about in moody silence; till he feared that his silence was in itself suspicious, and he began to ask questions too and make foolish guesses. Nor need he have disguised his guesses much; for what did he know of this strange spell that had hold of him, or whence it came, or what the music was that could answer the riddles of evening and solve the mystery that haunted the hills at night, and leave the human heart soothed and at ease for that solving? Yet he feared they suspected him. What should he say when they asked him why he did it. He that did not even know.

But he need not have feared. They looked for somebody leaner and darker than him, somebody stranger and older; slightly foreign. The picture of the player of those pipes was strangely alike in the minds of all that heard them, olive-brown skin, dark hair and nimble limbs, eyes dark and keen and an almost goatlike profile, strangely unlike Tommy Duffin. He need not have feared, yet he put his pipes away, and played then on the hill no more that winter. But when Spring appeared; at first with a gathering of anemones, like a multitude of the fairy folk, that had marched to the wood from elfland, pale people all just flushed with the wonder of Spring; then with the blue flood of the hyacinths, like pieces of sky lured downward by a witch of the deeps of the wood; and lastly with all the scent and splendour of may; when Spring appeared and all the birds were fluting, and the blackbird chorus woke Tommy Duffin each morning before it was light, and his heart and the hills were alike enchanted with wonder, then he cared no more nor thought what any would say, but took his pipes at sunset and went up to the hill, and played once more the tune that answered the evening. And again he went next day, and many days after, and the maidens of the village gathered at evening in a kind of crescent on the slope just below him; and the village filled with rumours as strange as the tune, so that some of them even came to the ears of the vicar. And travellers from London that chanced that way; probably by a wrong turning from the great Arnley road, for Woldings road led nowhere; as the quiet wheels of their bicycles slipped downhill through the village, heard snatches of conversation that would have strangely puzzled them, and would have made a strange tale for the worlds idle ear, and this tale of mine would have been old; but they put it all down to the natural inferiority of country people, and so forgot about it. And Spring went by with all these rumours growing, and the pipes, as it seemed, more insolent every evening, more defiant of all those illusions to which we rightly cling, till the vicar knew it was time to write to the Bishop.

And now Tommy sat on the hill with his pipes in his hand a little while before sunset, afraid no longer of anyone in the village or of what they might ask or say, meditating fiercely and curiously, while the Anwrels sat at a table in Mrs. Smerdons parlour in front of a tea-cosy that she had embroidered herself.


CHAPTER VIII

THE REVEREND ARTHUR DAVIDSON

THE novelty of Brighton might long have entertained anyone that came to it as new as the Anwrels did. There were three great things to see that were unfamiliar to Anwrel. There was first of all the sea; and all that expanse untouched by the care of man had an almost soothing effect on a simple mind long accustomed to contemplate in any view a series of humble triumphs, only won from Nature by constant labour and care. And then there was the town, the royal monument to a bygone holiday, with its great modern hotels amongst which the Anwrels were as out of place as a Swiss hall-porter would have been at the hop-picking. And behind all this were the downs, that had once looked straight at the sea, face to face, with nothing between them, and would again; the South downs that the vicar did not know, but they reminded him pathetically of those that he knew to the North, and only a glimpse of them was enough to bring back his thoughts to the trouble from which they seldom wandered far. For he could not forget the face of Tommy Duffin as he had seen it that evening in the parlour at Valley Farm just as the light was fading. There had been something in it that seemed to menace his parish, either the simple people he loved so well, or the old ways he loved even more. It seemed to menace them; a strong word that, but the right word, thought Anwrel: he had not written strongly enough to the Bishop, and had failed to secure his help; he would write again more strongly, saying clearly all that he feared; he would put it so that the Bishop was bound to help him. For without that help what could he hope to do with a trouble so strange that in his humble career nothing like it had ever come within his experience? Such a thing would have to be dealt with by the Bishop.

It was clear that the Bishop intended Anwrel to stay at Hove for about a fortnight. But how could he do his work there? How could he find out just what it was that was sinister in this thing that was puzzling the village? How find out the harm it threatened and how avert it? No doubt the Bishop had sent some able man to Wolding. A double first at least: the Bishop would know many such. But how much would the newcomer know of what had happened already? If he put everything right before Anwrel came back what a relief that would be. But if he did not! If Anwrel had to do it all by himself, the sooner he got to work upon it the better, lest the thing that he feared should happen. And he did not know what he feared. He must have the facts. He must gather all the information he could about what was going on in Wolding. And for this he must be on the spot. What use in staying at Hove? But he stayed the exact week that the Bishop had ordered.

Some solace he got in that week by reading in Mrs. Smerdons parlour, for the forgotten magazines were new to him, and some in gazing at the incredible multitude of smooth bright pebbles that the sea had hoarded, useless, as many collections, but shapely and curious and the work of ages. Yet the moment any immediate interest was over, back came again to him that expression on Tommy Duffins face, and all the calculations that it gave rise to, beginning with wildest phantasy  for what less had he seen in Tommy Duffins eyes?  then checked and kept within bounds, so far as that was possible, by all such facts as he had come by, and everything leading up to help from the Bishop. And here Mrs. Anwrel found it harder to comfort him, for she doubted if help would ever come from that quarter.

Of Anwrels weary guesses and calculations I need not tell, for though action is but the shadow cast by thought, yet we follow the shadow more easily than the swift flame that casts it; and the visible result of his anxious wondering was that after seven clear days of exile the Anwrels returned to Wolding, and the vicar brought a pound packet of the best tea he had been able to buy. The return to the vicarage was triumphant: there was the slow and stately welcome of the black cat, a creature brought up with so much kindness that once, on being picked up and carried away from the hearth-rug, it had screamed from surprise; and there was the welcome of the inanimate things, long-familiar knick-knacks that were sparkling now in the sun; and there was Marion hurrying in with the tea, and Mrs. Tweedy the cook coming to ask if they would have cold roast beef for supper, not because there was anything for them to have instead, but because she hoped to hear about Brighton. It was pleasant to be again at their own tea-table; and yet the vicar did not stay for his tea, but hurried down to the village with the packet that he had bought, and ran with it to the house of Mrs. Tichener, where he arrived in time for his purpose, for Mrs. Tichener had not made tea, though the kettle was already singing.

Ive brought you a present from Brighton, he said as he entered.

Welcome back, sir, she said all at the same time.

Thank you, Mrs. Tichener, said the vicar. Its a pound of tea.

Its very kind of you, sir, she answered.

I hope youll like it, he said.

That Im sure I shall, said Mrs. Tichener.

And with a little more talk about the tea the point was easily reached at which she asked the vicar if he would stay and taste it himself.

But I shall be wasting it. I like it so strong, you know, said the vicar.

And she made it strong, and all had gone according to plan. Then they sat over their tea and talked; and the subject of the talk was the aquarium at Brighton, where the dwellers in many seas gaze through a sheet of plate glass and wonder at men, and men from the other side of it wonder back. And listening to stories of Brighton in the warm room, over the good tea that was stronger than usual, the past began to come back to Mrs. Tichener: she too had stories to tell, and of further away than Brighton, stories of years that were gone. In such a mood as this no tale of wonderful fishes was to be allowed to win; for in conversation as in cards there are winnings and losings, wonder and laughter and even awe are the points. She had her strange stories too; and, gently as the Arab guides his camel with the light cord only on one side of the neck, the vicar guided her reminiscences whither he wished them to go. He had silently progressed some way in his speculations during the last week, and had now come to Mrs. Tichener, believing that the old woman could lead them further. Her gossip was always local; but spreading it over a wider area would have made it no shrewder, nor enriched it much with more knowledge of the whims and the ways of man. They were speaking now of the time of the Reverend Arthur Davidson.

I often remember hearing, Mrs. Tichener, said the vicar, how you saw Mr. Davidson one night in the vicarage garden.

Oh yes, sir, said Mrs. Tichener.

He was dancing I think, said the vicar.

Yes, sir. Dancing he was, she said.

And you told them about it in the village.

I told a few, sir.

And then Mr. Davidson left.

He left at once, sir. Left next day.

And was never heard of again.

Not to my knowledge, sir.

Now that was strange, Mrs. Tichener.

Yes, it was strange, sir. Strange enough.

You only told them you saw him dancing?

That was all, sir. I dont hold with telling tales about people.

And yet he left?

Oh, yes. He left, sir.

Well that was all about it I suppose, said the vicar. There was nothing so very strange in his dancing.

Simple words enough as you see them written, and yet a golden key, a spell to open instantly the lock on the tale of the past that lay in the old womans mind, a charm to arouse a mystery from its sleep which otherwise might have gone silent in a few more years to the grave.

Nothing so very strange, sir? said Mrs. Tichener.

Oh, not if he cared for dancing, said the vicar.

Well, sir, you saw queer fishes when you were at Brighton, she said, but you never saw the like of that.

Really? Oh? Was it very strange?

The doubt in his voice drove her onwards. He that had brought her strange tales from Brighton should hear strange things now.

He wore spats, sir, said Mrs. Tichener.

Yes, said the vicar. I believe I heard he did.

And he had a joint, sir, below his spats as he danced.

Good gracious, said the vicar, awed by her tone. His ankle of course.

Yes, sir, she said. And he had another, just above.

That was her moment of triumph: he had brought no stories like that back from Brighton.

Good gracious he said.

Yes, sir, said Mrs. Tichener.

He had expected the curious events of today to have strange roots back in the past. He had looked for an odd tale from Mrs. Tichener; but not for this!

And his knees, Mrs. Tichener? he said.

I couldnt be sure, sir. They didnt look right as he danced, and he always walked very stiff, but I couldnt be sure. But the joints at each end of his spats, I saw them clear, sir. He was dancing high in the moonlight. Very short boots he always used to wear: neat and small.

You never saw anything like that before? asked the vicar.

No, sir, said Mrs. Tichener. Quiet and respectable he was always.

And he went away next day, said the vicar, more to himself than Mrs. Tichener. So she would have no more to tell.

Well, good-bye, Mrs. Tichener, he said. And what youve told me, you know, its best to tell no one else. It would only set them imagining all kinds of things. And it wouldnt do any good.

I understand, sir, she said, I keep my tongue to myself. Thank you for the tea. Its very good Im sure. They must have wonderful things in Brighton.

And with difficulty he withdrew from the tongue that Mrs. Tichener kept to herself.

Tea was all over when he returned to the vicarage; and, as he saw the cold remains and the lonely cup, one of those regrets that will sometimes darken a moment came over him when he saw that he had missed that pleasant meal, the first one of their return after all that week. Yet, even if she saw the shadow that fell on so brief a moment, Mrs. Anwrel saw by some sign that was clear to her that the vicar had won some success on his quest to the village.

There was something very queer about that man Arthur Davidson, he said.

They all think so in the parish, she said.

It was more than that, he said. Such appearances must be rare. But how often are they not recognised, or hushed up? It makes them seem rarer.

What was he? she said.

That we shall never know, he answered.

And from this she guessed.


CHAPTER IX

THE FACTS OF THE CASE

THE vicar went to his study. And there were the little things with which he had surrounded himself long ago and which he had known for so many years; his quill pens, the knife with which he recut them when they got blunt; his ink-pots with black and red ink, the red for neat headings in his sermons; his collection of eoliths, the old brown debatable stones, whose yellow chippings some argued to be accidental and not the work of man; his palæoliths with one great blue axe-head that no one could doubt at all; a photograph of himself with ten other young athletes, all on the other shore of a gulf of thirty years; a pottery jar for tobacco that one of them gave him; his comfortable table; and many other small things brought lightly together by him, to become in a while his surroundings, a sort of inner line of defence, of which the Milky Way is the outer, against the drear emptiness of Space. He saw them all as he opened the door: there they were all just as he pictured them during every day of his absence; and they seemed too good to be true.

He went in and sat down at the table; and for a while he leaned back in his chair, full of the satisfaction of being again with his own things. Then taking his pen he sat up to the table and wrote, with little more than the savour of that satisfaction still tinging his mood. He wrote again to the Bishop.

MY LORD, In writing again, in accordance with your lordships instructions, I am only too conscious of the deficiencies of my former letter. I have since then been able to obtain facts that I ought to have had in the first case, and I have found the week of leisure, that your lordship so kindly gave me, quite admirable for ordering and arranging all the details that I was possessed of which bore on the case. I realise now how necessary this interval was for the adequate preparation of a case that was to be put before your lordship. How strange a case I trust this letter will show.

The most important defect in my former letter was my omission to state, after full enquiry, the precise origin of that music, the nature of which I have already described so far as that is possible to me. It is partly to correct this omission that I now write.

In the first place then there are a farmer and his wife living not far from the village, with one son, living with them, aged about 17. The farmer is of a somewhat simple type, old yeoman stock of this county, with plenty of shrewd knowledge about farming on this particular soil, and without interests beyond that. His wife is really not remarkable in any way. They are both very good churchgoers. The son is very like the father, both in appearance and tastes; and I should have said like his mother too, were it not for this one extraordinary thing, for he is the boy who plays the tune on the hill. He has made some strange pipes; and I have seen him with them, and seen him slip away from his fathers farm at sunset, and have heard that music soon after. My week at Brighton gave me an admirable opportunity for going over all the facts in my mind, and my careful examination of them there led me to make certain enquiries of an old woman of this parish as soon as I returned this afternoon. Those enquiries have abundantly increased my store of facts that seem to bear on this case. They seem to establish in my mind, though I await your lordships ultimate decision, that this young man Thomas Duffin, the ordinary son of ordinary parents, has been affected to a terrible degree by some pre-natal influence from a perfectly shocking source. What possible curse or spell, or whatever it be, can have been cast over him I will carefully investigate further. But the facts that I have already learned are these. I hardly know how to tell them to your lordship. But the fact is that the Reverend Arthur Davidson, who lawfully married the lads parents, for there is no doubt that he had contrived to be ordained,

The vicar held the pen till it nearly dried, then rose and walked about the little room, and still no words would come to him in which to tell what he had to tell to the Bishop. So he went through to the drawing-room and found his wife. This is what I have written so far, Augusta, he said.

She read the letter slowly.

Really what I have to tell him, he said, is so very unusual that I find it hard to choose the right words. But I must do it. He must be told. I wonder if you would be able to word it for me.

I shouldnt send this letter, dear, she said.

What? said the vicar. Not send it?

Not quite as it is, she replied.

But, but its a thing he must know, he said.

Then, whatever it is, I should tell him, she said. Go and see him, you know. But not write.

But why not write it? he asked. He relied so much on her sense that he did not question her next remark although it much surprised him.

I dont think he wants a letter quite like that, she said.

He doesnt want it? was all he said.

I dont think so, she said. But of course you could tell him verbally.

But I cant put it clearer than that in conversation: I couldnt put it as clear.

But you could see how he was taking it, she said.

Go over to Snichester? he said.

I think thats best, she answered.

Oh dear me, said the vicar. He was thinking of all his friendly, familiar surroundings, and how he must take farewell of his knick-knacks again almost as soon as they had been restored to him.

You need only go for one night, she said. You could take the 2.45 and put up at the Crozier.

If I went in the morning, he said hopefully, I could get back the same day.

The afternoon would be the time to see him, she said.

She seemed to know, and he said no more. But, considering the dreadful nature of his news, he did think it a little strange that he should have to give it within conventional hours. He took back his letter and kept it to refer to, for as far as it went it contained his facts. The simple statement of Mrs. Tichener that he had not yet committed to writing he was not likely to forget, and did not in fact forget all the days of his life.

Augusta packed his bag for him. And next day, after a look through his eoliths and the fine palaeolithic axe-head, he drove away in his trap to Mereham and the 2.45.

And with him went Spelkins, his gardener-groom, to bring the horses home.


CHAPTER X

IN THE CATHEDRAL

WHEN Anwrel arrived at Snichester it was as yet too early for him to call on the Bishop. Or so his wife had told him. It must be after four, she had said. So he strolled through the old streets, past several shops of the vendors of genuine antiques, of which there were many important factories in that city.

Soon over one of these shops there appeared a white flash, like a smile, almost contemptuous; and there came into view, as must come to all travellers in Snichester, by whatever street they wander, the great battlements of the cathedral. Anwrel, who was no wayfarer, had never even seen Snichester till that day, and when that row of battlements came into view, as though lifting up sheer out of dreamland, he stood still for a moment and gasped at them. That anything so spiritual could have been made by masons astounded him. For the battlements were made, not of rock, but of pieces of blue sky, lightly framed in white sandstone. To compare all manner of armament, ancient or modern, with Christian virtues he was well accustomed, but to see metaphors made by a mason astonished him; and they were nothing else, for these square pieces of sky, shaped in their thin stone frames like the defences of rugged towers of bygone days, could have averted no material thing. He saw the great green roof, below the towers, making a vivid brightness against the sky, such as we often see all about us just before thunder. He went on until the cathedral stood before him, a great sheet of light glittering from white sandstone, making the very sources of light seem suddenly closer, as though he were standing now at the end of the world. He felt as the hunter or mountaineer may feel as he comes to a mountain top; though why he felt it he did not know, nor could he even quite have said what the feeling was, except that his emotions had found some altitude from which all the lesser cares seemed tiny and far. Then swifter than feet of hunter or mountaineer those emotions descended, and he was on the pavement gazing; for such altitudes are never for us for long. And the feeling came over him then that would come to him when he had lost something; but he had lost nothing at all, so the feeling was meaningless: there he stood while others went by him by ones and twos to enter the cathedral. Soon he joined their movement through sheer irresolution, as brown leaves seem to go with little runnels; and so came to a small black door that was all one piece of wood, hewn long ago from an oak that bygone men had dragged and carted there over other fields. It was not yet four and he had ample time before he need see the Bishop. He entered, and suddenly was in a coolness and dimness, with splendours of stone and glass that at first bewildered him, till his eye wandering lost along those cliffs of masonry found emblems here and there that had meaning to him. He walked through the gloaming and the hush of the aisles, past old memorials in brass whose antique style seemed speaking sleepily across so many ages, past monuments in stone defaced so long ago that the very iconoclasm seemed hallowed now, past the quiet sleep of marble, ambition and dust, his attention almost drowsing in the dim silences, till all of a sudden like thunder he saw a cuirass and helmet once worn at Waterloo. This somewhat woke him, so that he ceased to wander from shadow to shadow of huge pillars, but sat down in one of the pews, and began to order each statement of the report that he had come to make to the Bishop. First of all the facts, to be clearly stated as such; then his deductions, of as much value as the facts, but to be kept separate from them, being a different class of information. He would describe as fully as possible the exact effect of that music upon himself, with no pretence of explaining its full power, but as an example of the impression that it was capable of making upon one mind. And then, having detailed facts, deductions, impressions, he would perhaps go over the ground again, giving briefly the story of the pipes of Wolding as far as he knew it at present. Whether the story he had made of all these facts and impressions were the accurate statement of the case would then be for the Bishop to say: he only hoped that he had exaggerated it.

As he ordered all his facts, carefully distinguishing between them and conjectures, a service began far away from him which he could not see, for the organ interposed between him and the altar where he sat near an end of the nave below a pale ice-blue window. So far off from him was the service in this huge place that it did not at once take his thoughts from their occupation, and he continued to make a clear and logical story of his strange experience in Wolding during the last few weeks. But gradually the distant intonations soaring amongst far pillars lured all his thoughts from the tale he had come to tell. It was not the words that lured him far from his purpose, for he was not able to hear them, but a drone as of bees in limes too enormous for this small planet; and, in those colossal trees that the voice awoke in the vicars imagination, the ages seemed to be caught, humming mildly, with no room in their gentle melody for any tale such as his. He looked round him, trying to gather his thoughts again for the report he must soon make now. He saw a small window showing St. Ethelbruda, beating away the last of the pagans with a branch or a bunch of leaves. He raised his eyes from that to the great windows; one of them seemed like sheer moonlight, another like honey, a third reminded him of dawn, and a fourth baffled him for anything to which to liken it, unless to a great shout. He looked again at St. Ethelbruda in her gay dress beating the pagan; then to the gloom of the pillars; and nowhere could he find any support for the tale that he had to tell. A great bell struck. It was time now to start for the palace; yet the vicar did not rise. It seemed to have all been decided, once for all and long ago, in ritual, in glass and in stone, that this story of his was wrong. If he started at once he could pick up his bag at the station and catch the 5.10, and be home that night, and need not stop at the Crozier. And this was what he did.


CHAPTER XI

THE TUNE IN THE TWILIGHT

AT Mereham the vicar hired a fly, and was home in good time for supper. He explained to his wife that on thinking it all over he found that he had not sufficient information to lay the whole case clearly before the Bishop. And she troubled him with no further questions, seeing that they would have interfered with his great pleasure at being home again. But, supper over, he did not let that pleasure interfere with his duty, for he certainly had to write something to the Bishop. So he went at once to his study and sat down, and jotted down on a sheet of foolscap the simple facts of the case, avoiding very carefully any ominous phrases, and even words that had any sinister import attaching to them. It was a very plain statement that he was putting together. If anything dreadful seemed to hang over it all, or a strange danger to threaten Wolding, it was the Bishop that must put that construction upon it, for the vicar did not even hint at a menace. And now having finished his notes he drew a sheet of writing paper towards him. It was a warm moonlight night, as near as may be to midsummer. It was barely night at all, and a tinge of dawn would appear and awake the blackbirds before the last glow of the sunset was wholly lost from the hill. Scents of flowers from the vicarage garden were wandering down the air.

My Lord [he began]. I have been able to collect certain facts touching the matter upon which I wrote last week.

And then through the air that an owl only rarely disturbed, right through the scents of the flowers, and across the paths of the hawk-moths, went once again the tune that he so much dreaded. As it ripped through the fading twilight it stirred again longings that the vicar had hoped he would feel no more, as though almost, had it not been so absurd, he would have gone away over the hill to dance fantastic dances to a tune that was unlike anything in all music, and unlike any other lure that he knew. The tune ceased all of a sudden, leaving only a few echoes dancing softly along far hills; then silence came where that strange music had been. For a while the vicars thoughts ran on like the echoes, from cliff to cliff in far places, then he turned back to his letter. How make the Bishop understand?

He took another sheet and wrote thus.



MY LORD, 

I am now fully recuperated from any fatigue I may have incurred from my work in this parish. The air of Brighton was most restorative, and both my wife and I have benefited from it greatly. I shall not trouble your lordship further unless anything should ever arise in this little parish of Wolding that should be of sufficient importance to warrant such a step.



I am, my lord, 

Your lordships obedient servant, 

ELDERICK ANWREL.



With a sigh he put it into an envelope, addressed it and stamped it, and laid it on the left of his table, where his letters were always put when ready to post. When he turned from it back to his blotting-paper to write to a seedsman about some small need of his garden it was one of those final moments of which History knows nothing, when an episode in a humble life is over.

But Marion broke in before he could take his pen. Will you want me any more, sir, this evening? she said. Because...

He listened to her no further.

Marion, he said, have you not a young man in Yorkshire?

Yes, sir, said Marion. But, oh, you could never understand.

Then she was gone.

Marion too. He must fight this out alone. And for that he must know exactly what was against him. His immediate enemy was the awful lure of that music. And the music came from the pipes of Tommy Duffin. Of its ultimate origin he had no longer a doubt. But one thing still remained for him to discover: by what means had the tune been inspired by him that had passed as the Reverend Arthur Davidson?


CHAPTER XII

THE WARNING

THAT night when all in Valley Farm were asleep Tommy Duffin crept home through a window, the latch of which he had partly unfastened earlier so that the blade of a knife could open it. It was after midnight and he was fast asleep in his small room over the honeysuckle, when he heard coming clear through dreams the sounds of repeated tapping: Louder the tapping grew and fainter the dreams; until the tapping, which had been no more than one of many realities, all more gorgeous than it, became now the only reality. It was the sound of small gravel upon his window-pane. When it went on and on he opened the window, and there was Lily signing to him to come down.

Tommy, she said in a low voice when he came, I heard two young fellows talking when I went home by the lane. I came to warn you about it.

Talking? he said heavily for he was barely yet awake and he never had the sharp wits that move swiftly.

They were talking about you, Tommy. One of them was Willie Latten.

The tone of her voice did more to waken his wits than the words.

They were planning to stop you going to the hill any more. They dont like you playing to us.

They moved further away from the house, lest anyone should wake up and hear their voices; and came to the meadow where the cattle were lying, dark shapes by the stream, their breath going up pale grey to damp air that lay over the water.

What are they going to do? he asked.

But she would not say that they intended to beat him. It seemed too dreadful to her, and she would not say it. For those pipes had taken the place in her heart of all other things, and were sacred.

Instead she said: Oh Tommy, you must never stop the pipes, never stop playing, never, never. We must go further away where they will not hear you. But they must not stop the pipes.

Yet where was there to go? Others would hear those pipes wherever he went. Tommy was thinking now: his wits were at last awake.

Are there only two? he asked.

No, she said. All the young fellows are coming. We must go further away.

He did not answer: he was thinking deeply. He had not yet seen the other young men of Wolding while playing his pipes on the hill: none of them seemed as yet to be sure it was he. All the parish had felt the curiously magical lure that there was in the strange music; and the girls had obeyed it without any question and had gone at once to the hill. But the men had thought over it and talked of it, and had not yet gone; and it was lonely for them in the village at evening with all the girls away on the hill in the dark. One or two had crept up the hill to watch, but Tommy Duffin had gone away over the slope and thought that they had not seen him. And now they were all coming. And little wonder. Well, it had to be sooner or later.

Im not going further off, he said.

Tommy, Tommy, you dont understand, she said frantically. Theyll smash the pipes, Tommy.

But he was like a man of genius, if even a little more simple; like a man with some strange power; and simple though such men be, they would have to be simple indeed if they knew nothing at all of that power, however strange. He knew little enough, and perhaps after all thats all that there is to be known of any of these strange things. Only he knew enough to trust in the power.

They cant smash the pipes, Lily, he said, and knew not why he had said it. Yet no boast seemed too great for that wonderful music that could answer the riddles of night, and hush the mysteries that lurked upon darkening hills, and seemed to beckon the spirit of man to stray from the paths it knew. She drew a little warmth from his confidence, but she was still all shaken with fear. It seemed to her dreadful that anyone should dare to attack those pipes, or the player upon them, in whom was centred to her all that incomprehensible wonder that rang in the tune; their project to her seemed outrageous and sacrilegious. And if it succeeded! How could she go back then to the drab ways she had known? For all ways of life that she knew, and all that she guessed, seemed equally desolate to her, if Tommys inspiration should die and the pipes become silent.

I think they mean to try tomorrow, she said, looking anxiously in his face in the luminous summer night.

There are moments, as when an orator rises to speak, or the big-game hunter looks along the sights of his rifle and two yellow eyes stare back, when all previous fears or anxieties are over and the masters skill has free and exultant play. As hunter or orator might look on the spur of one of those moments, so Tommys puddingy face seemed to look just then. It was the humble recognition of an unaccountable power, and he was trusting to it, as we do well to trust those glittering things when any such powers come near us. And that trust and the imminence of that power transformed his face, till the rather vacant smile was drawn to a narrower feature and the unintelligent eyes were awed to a sombre gaze. It was like this that Lily mostly knew him; it was thus that he looked as he blew those bursts of unearthly music, and thus she had seen him gaze from Wold Hill into the darkness as though at things inscrutable to her, as though there were some dim secret that he shared alone with Fate.

Strangely unlike was this lad that she knew on the hill to the Tommy Duffin that they knew in the village; and more than ever now was this strange unlikeness manifest, so that the eager pensive face that was close to hers was scarce to be recognised even in a better light for the uninspired red face that his father and mother knew.

And gradually Tommys blind faith in his strange power spread its influence over Lily, till both were trusting in a force of which neither knew anything, which had come to one of them from they knew not where.


CHAPTER XIII

THE ORIGINAL LANGUAGE

WHATEVER vacillations Anwrel had shown he resolutely held to his main purpose. The attitude that the Bishop had taken had been to the vicar like some sheer cliff, met suddenly by a hunter on his way through tropical forests: he tries to climb it and cannot; he goes to the left and comes back and tries to the right: but however often he hesitate before that sudden ending to every path he does not for an instant abandon his quest, but holds on till he finds some cleft of river or earthquake opening for him a way, and so comes through to achieve whatever it is that a fancy afire in his blood has been urging him onward to do. And as the feet of the hunter pass down new tracks, so Anwrels thoughts followed on from fact to fact: they scarcely ever ceased but were travelling always towards the clear light of reason that Anwrel felt sure must lie beyond all this mystery. It was clear that the Duffins were untroubled by anything dreadful overhanging them or menacing their posterity, and yet amongst their memories might well be found, unregarded in all the lumber of the past, the very thing for which the vicar sought. So in the morning after the day of his sudden return from Snichester he left his house, for the third time seeking the Duffins. And, having no excuse for calling on them again so soon after his last visit, he went by a footpath that led by the side of Duffins best hayfield, believing that if he walked slowly he was sure to see the farmer, either as he went or returned, going to look at the ripening of his hay; for it drew near to the season of haymaking. And sure enough he soon found him, gazing over his hay, his face full of anxiety.

Youve a fine crop there, called the vicar.

Aye, sir, said Duffin, coming towards the footpath. A thunderstorm any time this week will lay it flat.

But were having glorious weather, said the vicar. Glorious.

Its the hot weather that brings the thunderstorms, sir, Duffin replied.

Duffin was no croaker, but the hay was exceptionally good, further on by some days than he had ever known it, and the approaching wealth seemed to come with clouds of anxieties. These anxieties Anwrel could have brushed away, as he had done with so many during his years in Wolding, but his cheery spirit was weighted too much with his own, and with one of those jerks unusual in conversation he went straight to the matter in hand.

About your boy, Duffin, he said.

Yes, sir, said Duffin, hes been giving a lot of trouble of late.

If it isnt entirely his fault, the vicar answered. If there should be any influence affecting him of which we know nothing. Why, then we shouldnt be too hard on him, should we?

Oh, it isnt nothing of that, sir, said Duffin.

But the past, you know, said the vicar. All sorts of things come out of the past. More than we think. And theyre very strong, some of them. If there was anything influencing a man from a long way back, it might have a terrible hold on him. One never knows.

Oh, theres nothing of that sort affecting Tommy, was all Duffin said.

Now can you remember, the vicar asked, if the Reverend Arthur Davidson ever came to this house?

Him, sir, said Duffin. No, never.

Ah, said the vicar. Then did you see much of him at any time, anywhere else?

Only in church, sir, said the mystified Duffin.

Only in church, urged the vicar. Youre quite sure?

Sure as I can be, sir. But what has him to do with Tommy?

Youre quite sure  you know the kind of man they say he was  youre quite sure he never at any time laid any curse on you or on this house. Nothing of that sort ever happened so far as you know?

A curse, sir? said Duffin. A curse? What should he do that for?

Well, you know the sort of things they say of him, answered the vicar. You knew him. Youd know better than me.

What sort of things? asked Duffin.

That he mightnt stop short of doing a thing like that, the vicar replied.

Well, yes, sir, Duffin admitted. I have heard that sort of talk. But hed never have done such a thing as that. Would he, sir?

He doesnt seem to have been quite what he appeared, was all the vicar said.

Well, he never had a chance of doing it as far as I know, sir, said Duffin. But that couldnt have affected Tommy, could it, sir?

You never know with a curse, said the vicar.

Ah, thats where it is, said Duffin. We dont even know if there are such things.

Then I may take it you are quite sure he never had any opportunity of putting any sort of curse upon either of you.

Not unless he did it to a score or so of other people at the same time, said Duffin, for we never saw him except in church. I heard him read our banns a few times. And very soon he left.

And then, of course, he married you, said the vicar.

Oh, yes, he married us, sir, said Duffin, and added, I shall never forget that service.

Yes, its a beautiful service, said the vicar. It wasnt the service I meant, sir, Duffin replied. It was when he spoke to us at the end in the original language.

The original language? said the vicar. Thats what they said it must be, sir. He suddenly lifted his voice at the end of the service and said those beautiful words. You should have heard them, sir.

But what words? asked Anwrel.

Ah, that I dont know, sir: they was all foreign. But you should have heard them, sir; you should indeed. There came a ring in his voice and he spoke to the missus and me, and he said those words same as if they were his own language, as though he loved them. They got you by the heart; they did indeed.

But what did they sound like?

Ah, you should ask the missus that, said Duffin. She used to remember them. She used to sing them. You couldnt say them quite: they was all music. But she sang them many a time the first year we was married. Shed sit and sing them at evening, all in the original language, not knowing a word of what any one of them meant. I used to think the world of her singing in those days. I thought the whole world of it. But I knew even then that she couldnt touch the Reverend Davidson. Oh, the voice he had.

The curse! exclaimed Anwrel.

It wasnt no curse, sir, said Duffin.

I fear it, said the vicar.

So silent the vicar stood, amongst grave thoughts, that the farmer said never a word; and so the two men stayed for many long moments.

Duffin, said the vicar at last, we are law-abiding men. We must stick to the law whatever it is.

Oh, yes, sir, said Duffin.

And if there is anything in all this, said the vicar, in any way touching on witchcraft, you know there are laws against that still on the statute-book. Magistrates are still sworn to punish it when they first take their oath. New or old, its the law, and we must abide by it, Duffin. If theres anything of that sort wrong with Tommy, its the duty of all of us to put a stop to it.

And at last a clear way showed to the farmer out of all these strange perplexities into which the vicar was leading him.

Whatever it is, sir, he said, that young Tommy is up to therell be an end to it all this evening.

An end to it? said the vicar, with a feeling, about his heart, of a burden shifting, such a feeling as Alpine slopes may have in Spring before the avalanche leaves them.

An end to it, sir, said Duffin.


CHAPTER XIV

THE GATHERING ABOUT THE FIRE

AND, even as Duffin and the vicar talked, the plan that Duffin knew of was holding a little circle of young men like a spell. On the slope of the hill, not far from Valley Farm, they were gathered about a fire under a hedge, some seated, some standing, all carrying sticks, ten or a dozen lads about Tommys age that had gone up there to be alone with their plan. The object of the fire, they said, was to cook their food in case they should be out there a long time; but the serious business of that fire was to give a touch of mystery to their project, and to link them with all adventurers that had ever set out from comfortable homes and had gone to the hills to hunt man. For these lads that the fire united, and welded into a band, were hunting Tommy Duffin. Each one had reason enough to join that band that was gathered now about the fire of sticks, planning to stop the pipes, for each had brooded about Tommy Duffin often in lonely evenings; at first denying that he had any strange power, then jealous that such a power should ever have come to him, perhaps feeling that, when it had come so near themselves, it passed only by blind injustice to Tommy Duffin; and the loneliness of the long evenings had made the broodings bitterer. Each one had grievance enough. And yet when they spoke by the fire it was not of this. For the little group by the fire took no heed of personal grievance: the old ways were in danger; something strange had come and was threatening the old ways, and they were gathered there to defend the things they knew, the old familiar ways that were threatened now by this tune that troubled the evenings. They thought of the days when this had never been, when none went to the hill at dusk, and no strange longings arose to draw them westwards, and there was nothing to puzzle them; and as they thought of these days they seemed the best, and they swore they should be again. And so they planned to come on Tommy Duffin at once, and to catch him that evening and to take away his pipes, and so make an end of the longings that haunted the hill. Already they had watched him at evening and knew his habits, knew by what path he would steal away to the hill, and when to expect his coming, as the hunter in wild lands knows the hour of his quarry. And now each lad by the fire had his place appointed to him by their leader, Willie Latten. A hedge went up from the village right up Wold Hill: to the left of it men ploughed and sowed the slope, but to the right it was all wild hill, too steep to plough, and it was here that young Duffin used to come with his pipes, playing among the wild-rose trees. Five of them were to go along this hedge as soon as they heard the pipes; and, keeping on the side of the tended fields, were to get as near as they could to Tommy Duffin without letting him see them. Three more of them were to come straight up the hill, more to the right, below where Tommy Duffin would be; using what cover there was, and getting as near as they could without being seen by the piper or by the girls that usually sat there a little below him. And away on the right three more were to come by the clematis lane, past the little house in which Lily was parlourmaid; then spreading out over the hill. As soon as Tommy Duffin saw any one of them all the rest were to close in. They knew which way he would go. They had seen him take alarm in the dusk before. He would go up the hill through the woods, and away towards the other side where the old stones were; and they would have half a dozen lads in the wood behind him, and more if they could find them by evening. There would be no escape for Tommy Duffin. These were the plans of the band of lads by the fire, the orders of Willie Latten; and they were received by the rest as by an army, and a band of conspirators, and knights pledged to a quest, for somehow romance rose up in the smoke of the wood-fire and blessed them. But, however much anything fanciful had come to them out of the past, their plans were sufficiently practical: romance was the inspiration of their project, but practical common sense went to the carrying out of it, a very potent alliance. None who knows the hill on which Tommy Duffin used to play his pipes of reed will doubt that by this plan he would be as completely surrounded as might be.

They scattered then, leaving one to quench the fire; and all went back by different ways to the village, every one of them hushed and delighted by the burden of their great secret. And little they spoke all day at their work on the farms, for their thoughts were away with their plan on the slope of Wold Hill at sunset.

And the day passed, as even years will pass, and the long shadows came stalking down from the hill; and Willie Lattens band of young men slipped away from their homes, with that altered air about every one that there is on a dog going poaching. Their gathering-place was the circle of grey ash where their fire had been in the morning. They had brought paper and matches to light it again and were gathering bits of old bramble, when Willie Latten stopped them. There must be no fire, he said: the smoke would be seen over the hedge by Duffin. This disappointed the rest, but the secrecy of the precaution appealed to their sense of mystery, and seemed to bring everything for which they waited much nearer. From this gathering-place Willie Latten sent off at once the six that were to wait in the wood on the top of the hill, between Tommy Duffin and the Old Stones of Wolding. They went up the hill along the side of the hedge, all stooping so as to be completely hidden from anyone on the wild part of the slope. And with them went the three that were to come from the clematis lane: for the lane just touched the very end of the wood before sending an open path to straggle on over the grassy slope; and they could reach it unseen by going through the wood all along the top of the hill. When these had gone Willie Latten sent down to the village the three that were to come up from below after Duffin had come to the hill, telling them to hang about by the back of the forge until he gave them the signal. Then leaving by the ashes of the old fire the three that were to come along the hill from the South he went down into the valley himself, to watch young Duffins movements; and there were few in the village, young or old, who could watch without being seen like Willie Latten.


CHAPTER XV

THEY COME TO THE OLD STONES

ON that day just after sunset Tommy Duffin left Valley Farm, going quietly out of the house and loitering away, only quickening his pace as soon as he was out of sight of the windows. He went swiftly and furtively, avoiding roads and open spaces, preferring hedges and shadows, like a fox at the edge of the woods; but whenever anyone saw him he dropped at once into a certain aimless gait, as though he were one with listless formal folk, returning as soon as their eyes were off him to his purposeful prowl again. So he passed along the outskirts of the village, and often he passed unseen. But today some wisdom he seemed to share with the wild, some lore that is known to the creatures dwelling apart from man, was hinting again and again to him that he was followed. He stopped and looked round: nothing was stirring behind him, but still that feeling that he was being watched. So he went on; then stopped and turned suddenly. And still he saw nothing. And still the strange wisdom warned him.

When he tried a third time and yet could see no watcher, he ignored the wisdom though he could not forget it; and went on, and came to Wold Hill, and climbed it until the wild slope was all about him with its briar and thorn and long grasses; and all the wild roses seemed to welcome him. He sat down then where a low briar-rose just hid him from the windows of Wolding, and turning first towards the house that stood out of sight behind the waves of wild clematis he put his pipes to his lips and played one call. The clear call came to the house and made Lily gasp, and the old woman wondered again; and the vicar heard it and sighed; and it passed right over the village bringing its tumult of thoughts, and it wandered away through the air till it grew so faint that it only stirred strange fancies in minds that were not aware that the notes had come to their hearing. Lily put down a tray that she had in her hands and came quietly away at once. Mrs. Airland said nothing now: she had some while ceased to do more about that wonderful music that we do about meteorites. The vicar sighed again. Down in the village their thoughts went wandering awhile to far times and curious rites. Girls stole away up the hill. And there came a thrill to the band of Willie Latten, as when an army hears a foreign trumpet blowing a call towards them that they have not heard before. He blew another call and the girls came running. Then with Lily beside him, and the rest seated near, a crescent of young girls among the wild roses, Tommy Duffin softly played a tune on his pipes that was like the sound of young streams running fresh from small mountains, heard in dreams or imagination, with birds fluting along the banks on some wonderful morning that are none of the birds we know, or ever shall. So faint was the tune that held those girls wondering, so magical and so new, that when a gust of it ceased, it seemed all to have been but a dream, such as comes and passes in the moment of waking upon some radiant morning; and nothing remained to show that it had been real but the darkened pupils of the wondering eyes of the thrilled girls that had listened.

Again he blew on the pipes; a tune like the voices of blackbirds heard from far valleys, telling over among themselves some happy tale too light and wild for any affair of man; from far, far valleys, too far to come to our hearing, and only reaching us through memory, where such things are stored far back amongst dust of our earliest years. As that rapt audience sat still as briar and thorn the three young men that were to come from below began to move up the hill.

Suddenly Lily saw them. She sprang up and screamed to Tommy. All the other girls rose and looked round angrily, staring at those three men as though they thought some of Medusas power were theirs. Then they saw the others from the clematis lane, and soon some more on their left: they stood irresolute then. And Willie Lattens young men closed in as he had planned. Tommy had risen too, and was standing with his pipes in his hand hanging down at his right side, while Lily was clutching at his other arm trying to drag him away. But Tommy was standing like a man in thought, though he was not thinking, but he seemed unconscious of Lily or any around him, while, with head lifted in stillness he let some influence from the hills pour into his heart.

It was not till the men were quite close that Lily realised she could not move him; then she stood still and gazed at Tommy, knowing it was too late for anything she could do, and falling back on her trust in him as the only hope she had; and all the other girls stood still and uncertain. The men had come softly enough at first, but they were all hurrying now. And then Tommy Duffin raised his pipes again, and blew clear on them when all the men were close. And at the first bar of that music something came over Willie Lattens men that was quite new to them, and their thoughts went wandering away to it, and would have stayed awhile, for it was so strange; then they put it away and came on a little further. But now some mystery from beyond the hills and out of old ages had surely beckoned to them, and had something to say; and they paused then, feeling they must hear it. Now all the slope was ringing loud with the music. They gazed round as though to see from what part of the circle of hills that hidden thing had come near. Still they saw nothing: still they felt that something had come out of the deeps of the twilight and moved nearer to them along the notes of Tommy Duffins pipes. And suddenly they knew that the mystery of the hills, and the deep enchantment of evening, had found a voice and would speak with them. They stood very still then, and listened. And their thoughts went far from their gathering by the fire, and far from Tommy Duffin, and went roaming away to memories so remote that they passed those gates that we commonly name forgetfulness, to remember things that their great-great grandfathers knew, old tales carried over the years by legend awhile, and dropped at last till the grave believed it had harvested all. These ancient things they remembered, standing there, with the evening all around them full of a meaning it had barely hinted before. All were stock still and silent, girls and boys, all but Tommy Duffin pouring out the notes of that inspiration that passed by him on its way from unknown to unknown. He paused, and turned in the hush, his face now to the rising slope and the black of the woods. And then he played a time that was utterly new to him, and strode away up the hill. They looked to each other to ask if they should follow: none gave the word, none spoke. All followed. It was not strange that they followed; for the new tune that Tommy Duffin was playing was the march of the things of the wild. There were calls in it that are known to birds that migrate, which their leaders utter at the turn of the wind that shall carry them on their journey; there were notes that were taken from the quavering ending of howls that have summoned packs; there were notes of earthly trumpets and, following after, clear answers from elfin horns. All manner of tides of life had moved to the notes of that music; it was no wonder they followed.

And following Tommy Duffin they came to the dark wood; and the pipes set its nooks and hollows astir with a sudden magic. The lads that waited for him in the wood heard that magic coming nearer: it seemed as if all the mystery that lurked among aged trees had suddenly stirred from its sleep, and were calling to them aloud after so long a silence. Nearer it came till the very bracken all round them rang with its wonder. They forgot their quest, they forgot the plans by the fire; the wood was full of the voices of old magics, all echoing with tales of far away, all echoing with a wonder and a beauty such as no tales had had since they were very young. They rose as the piper went by them, standing voiceless and still; and after him they went away through the wood. And he and all that little following went up the slope over the gnarled old beech-roots, and over the crest and down through the dark of the pines, till the single trunks stood out before them, each against fading sky. And so the piper led them all through the wood, till they came to the valley beyond, where the Old Stones lay in a field, dark shapes in the dimness of evening.

When Tommy Duffin saw the Old Stones of Wolding he knew why he had come that way, knew then that ancient rites about those old stones were luring him back to them from right across Wold Hill and from ages and ages ago. Then he blew a tune that the pen cannot keep pace with, that words cannot overtake, yet it spoke to his little following with strange wordless meanings. The time was now like a wind blowing over the downs at night, and blowing over the ages, a shrill sad wind with a voice too laden with wisdom for words. It seemed to hold for them some ancient secret, so that curiosity alone would have drawn them if there were no other force; but an awe and a holiness were welling up from the tune and blessing the old dark stones, so that they could not draw back from them, and all the while the music was lifting and lifting their feet, and their reason was long since lulled and was all asleep. So they came to the tune of pipes to the Old Stones of Wolding.


CHAPTER XVI

THEY DANCE TO THE PIPES OF REED

THE vicar in his study had listened to those clear notes going over the hill so wildly. He had listened with hearing sharpened by the long strain of worry, and had waited for the wild music to come to a sudden end; but it had merely faded away, going on to haunt further valleys, as he feared only too rightly. They had listened, too, in the village: they could not choose but listen. And as portentous things are noticed in stirring times, when the upheavals of Nature or war force strange changes upon the notice of those that look for no changes, so they noticed now that neither in streets nor houses were there any young men or girls. For long enough they had known that something strange was afoot, for long enough they had mistrusted that music, and doubted their daughters when they told them where they had gone late in the long evenings; but their lives for some while now had been lived according to reason and by the light of queer old traditions, and the effort to recognise that there was something amongst them now, that had nothing to do with reason or any tradition they knew, was too much for them till it came and stared in their faces. And it was staring them in their faces now. There were no young men in the street, no girls in the houses, and that music was haunting the hill, and its echoes drifting like ghosts of an unknown people up and down their familiar streets and below the eaves of their houses. And while they wondered and guessed, something more strange than their wonder and far afield of their guesses was taking place on the other side of the wood whose blackness now darkened Wolding. For when Tommy Duffin came to the Old Stones he changed his tune again, and began to dance round the circle, weaving the steps of his dance in and out of the old stones, inside one, outside the next, till he had gone round all twelve. This he did three times, and they all followed. And the steps of their dance came easy, though they had known none like it before; and the tune seemed some melody they had known of old, before some change had come which they could not remember. And a great planet came shining out like silver, and all the stars appeared. Then Tommy Duffin wept to the long flat stone that lay in the midst of the circle, and stood by it piping, and they all danced on and on. And then he drew them all past the central stone; for, so strong was the grip of the music, he was able to do that; and they all came by and bowed to the flat stone as they passed it. Nobody thought to bow, and none questioned why he had done it: it had been the thing to bow to the old flat stone far back in the dark of time, and somehow the music was lighting up the ways of that bygone day. And, as the tune drew gradually down the ages the ritual to which the Old Stones were accustomed once, wilder dances and stranger rites came back to that valley after so long a while, for the music disturbed the heavy sleep of oblivion that history could not stir. So there danced about those old, remembering stones, this way and that way as the strange music swept them, like fallen leaves on varying gusts of wind, Willie Latten and all his men, who had thought to break the pipes with a twist of the hand; and with them went the girls they had planned to free; for there was in the pipes a power that drew to the Old Stones, as in Summer the North draws swallows. The eyes of the beasts in the wood peered out and saw them; light breezes touched them that go down valleys at night, unfelt, unknown by men, upon secret errands of nature, carrying pollen for flowers, floating green-eyed moths on their journeys: all the whispering things of the night were about them now. And nearer, it seemed, than ever they were before; as though the fear of man, with which he has clothed himself in the course of the centuries, with all his speed and his noise, were thrown away when he went to the Old Stones.

They rested awhile, the pipes playing softly on, and all the tides of night flowed over them; winds, and the scent of flowers, a white owl floating by, the particular tribe of moths whose hour it was, and the imperceptible march of all the stars. And tired though they were with dancing, and full as they were with the wonder that haunted the night, the magic of those reed pipes and the mystery of the Old Stones, yet still they felt there was something more to be done. And they gazed at the long flat stone, looking anxiously at it, all fixing their eyes on its grey shape seen by starlight. At last Willie Latten spoke, voicing what they all felt.

It has an empty look, the old flat stone.

An empty look, they all said.

They were thinking of sacrifices such as reddened old stones in times of which none had taught them.

And the pipes went on and on with their low monotony, calling up such memories as these, that were lying deep in the ages, and that came as rarely to the light of our day as the soft white things that lived under the silent stones.

An empty look, they repeated.

And Willie Lattens men began muttering of sacrifice. One hinted a sheep, in tones hushed by the awe of the long stone. It should be a bull, said another.

And the little band that had gathered to break the pipes and to overcome the strangeness they brought to Wolding, planned now whose bull they should take for the long flat stone. And most were for going at once, and getting a bull that they all knew where to find, and leading him up and sacrificing him there to the dim immortals they knew not, on the long flat stone in the dark when none could see what they did. Till Willie Latten, speaking loudly and clearly above their hushed debating, said: Thats not the time to sacrifice a bull.

And each one felt in his heart that it should be done at dawn.

But this they could not do, when the world was awake. They could even be seen from a road. Thus they spoke in low tones awhile, the future more full of mystery than they had ever felt it before.

Then they danced again to the skirl of the reed pipes, that rose slowly loud out of the murmuring notes that were only hinting strange tunes; and louder still they grew and stranger still, till it almost felt as though some hidden piper, of no mortal fabric, but made out of hills and woods, lurked behind Tommy Duffin.

And suddenly a splendour seemed to go out of the stars, as though they could not hold the night much longer. And at that the dancers slipped away through the wood, while the pipes sent a softer air through the fading night, and Lily crept alone to the long flat stone.

Now there had been no paganism in Wolding since St. Ethelbrudas time.


CHAPTER XVII

THE MARCH OF THE OLD FOLK

IN the hint of light before dawn, in the darkness of night, the lads and girls that had danced came back to the village before even one early candle gilded a window, before any birds were astir. And the houses to which they came were stiller than night itself, seeming among all the sounds that strayed in the dark of the valley to stand as chilling monuments to silence. Within them creaks and echoes seemed to rise up all together, in protest against the intrusion upon this hour; but no one in any house waited up so late, and those that returned all reached their beds unseen. Then all the blackbirds burst into sudden song.

But when the morning came that the birds had foretold, and grew broad and awakened men, then none that had danced escaped questions; and few could give answers that appeased their elders at all. There is always a gap between the generations: the old have forgotten so much and the young have yet to learn. Sometimes quiet ages pass, and nothing pushes aside the little bridges that custom throws across time from one to the next generation: sometimes come ages when tumultuous changes widen all the gaps, and the little bridges fall in. Such a change was come now, not to the age, which was little concerned with that out-of-the-way valley, but to the little village of Wolding.

At first there had only gone to the hill to hear the strange music girls, I will not say young enough for romance, for that may hold them long after rheumatism has settled in for good, but young enough to act upon it; and now there had gone the lads that were young enough to look for a fight and to make their plans by a camp-fire. None of the older folk had gone by night to the hill to hear the pipes playing; and now with their thoughts on the village and the quiet ways that had made it, and the orderly thoughts that ruled it, and the old folk that had left it, and the tales that had gathered about it like clambering plants over porches, they questioned those whose thoughts were away with the voices of night, with a small wind whispering to branches, with the wild things of the wood, and with a melody ringing clear down the ages so far that it touched the sleep of the Old Stones of Wolding, and received from their ancient silence an answer it understood. The gap between generations had widened all of a sudden.

Nor were the older folk ignorant, as their children supposed. They too had heard the pipes, they too had felt a strange lure in them; but what they guessed was too wild and too fantastic, above all too madly at variance with the way of life to which they had long settled, and so they put the guess deliberately away; soberly, rationally and rightly, as they would have said themselves; and so it remained a suspicion to excite them but was not knowledge to guide them. By the light of this suspicion they were all questioning their children.

That was the situation that was troubling Wolding that day. Knots of young men, all come from cheerless homes, gathered now and then to discuss in low voices what should be done. But even Willie Latten had no plan. It was one thing to plan with an excitement before him, which between them all with camp-fire and secrecy they had worked up into an adventure; but it was another thing to be the leader of a romantic band again, after all he endured that morning, when all his poor excuses one by one were forced to unequal battle against logic.

Lily, said Mrs. Airland. I thought I missed you last evening.

Did you, Mum? said Lily.

But there was a light in Lilys eyes, like a strong sword suddenly drawn, and all at once Mrs. Airland felt too old to fight out the battle of words she had just begun.

In every other house the girls that had danced drank deep of the misery of that morning.

So little groups stood in the village street reluctant to go home, telling each other their troubles, their arguments and resentments; and all the while there rose up over them all a feeling as of something about to happen, as though something hidden in the dark of the future, and rushing nearer on the current of Time, oppressed the village with its threatened arrival. Such feelings come to nerves jangled and hearts troubled, and are often no less true than things that are known to hearts not stirred from their natural quiet. For those that went home at the dinner-hour it all began again. And now the afternoon was wearing away, and the white street left so often at this hour alone with the sunlight, and perhaps one donkey rolling in the warm dust, was now all ill at ease; for the quiet of the slanting rays, soft dust and the green of the hill was somehow stirred from its benignant rest by the trouble and irritation of the young men loitering there.

Tommy Duffin was not in sight and the others spoke of him seldom, because in this trouble that was raging in Wolding between the generations each had his own wrongs and own apprehensions, which seemed matter enough for discussion: no more seemed needed. And if ever his name were mentioned, the same phrase came like its echo: Tommy Duffins catching it. For they supposed him to be still at Valley Farm, enduring what they had endured.

Through the quiet of this evening and its vibrating troubles came a man walking calmly, a contrast to the querulousness of the young men and their excitement, a dark figure walking the road that came across the valley: placidly enough he approached, though his eyes were somehow troubled; and they saw it was Anwrel. He called out to none, nor seemed to approach them with any desire to speak; he merely watched them as he trod the road slowly. And here, though he never spoke, they recognised the reproof of the generation on the other side of the gulf from them. As he passed the groups of young men they touched their hats, and he gravely raised a hand to his own broad brim, but he said never a word. Slow though he made his pace he could not have been in their sight for more than a few minutes; and yet they felt his reproof was chilling time and freezing the flight of the moments, and that the mild eyes of the vicar would blame them ever. They knew not how to excuse themselves.

Yet the strain of those minutes told more heavily upon Anwrel than on any of those young men. He seemed more lonely, more the antagonist of some portentous thing, that, dim though it was, had for him certain outlines of awful clearness, and it seemed that he must fight it quite alone. Yesterday he had hoped after speaking to Farmer Duffin, and had relaxed his resistance to a multitude of anxieties; and then had come that music overnight, and information enough the morning after, enough and to spare, and his anxieties had rushed back on him weakened by his few hours of hope, like raiders coming by night upon soldiers asleep. He hated no man: he could truthfully say that. Yet walking slowly there, with head bent, in that strained silence, his very presence a protest against those that should be his friends, young men of his loved parish, boys he had taught to bat, he felt an anger rising against Tommy Duffin who had worked all this confusion, an anger swelling and coming near to the thorny borders of hatred.

A woman opened a green door, showing a glimpse of a room, and called across the street to one of a group of young men: Come here at once, Henry. You and your Tommy Duffin!

He was not alone in his anger.

And then, then, there rose up out of the gold and the hush of the evening, a melody flooding the northern end of the hill, a music close at hand, but as remote from Anwrels guesses as the literature of the interior of China, or a Lamas religion, from ours. Once in a cathedral he had heard such music; not that time, but such music. It was long ago, before he had come to Wolding. He remembered the sanctity that filled the aisles, and had floated his feelings far from the fields of Earth: such emotions are felt once: when he went again the music eluded him. And yet it remained with him, gilding his memories, and filling a part of his mind with such traces of grandeur, as sunlight aslant through great windows, and a solemn dimness stirred almost to weeping or laughter by the tremendous traffic of those august echoes. And now, out here upon the open hillside, now music that once again had hold of his heart-strings, and the whole hill turned holy. Against such a feeling what could Anwrel do? He remembered Balaam on his high place, looking towards the Israelites, with Balak standing beside him bidding him curse. So Anwrel felt his duty bidding him, but his heart would have blessed with Balaam. The hill seemed all holy, the tall dog-daisies above the shining grass, the old deep hedge below and the woods above, haunted by dark yews, and the low and golden light in which it was all shining, right up to the shadows now creeping out from the wood.

And then came Tommy Duffin over the slope, playing his pipes of reed, playing like Apollo fresh from his golden home and stirred by the first feel of the earthly grasses under and over his unsandalled feet. Not a word said the vicar.

A hush was now over the clusters of young men; over the whole street. A cock crew a long way off; a dog barked and was silent. In the deep hush Tommy Duffin came to the road, and walked down the village street still playing his pipes. The young men turned as he passed, and followed in silence; two children playing looked up and followed too, a decorum suddenly stilling their mirth and their leapings. And then a door opened, a green door of a small cottage, which somehow Anwrel remembered ever after, and a man appeared in the doorway, one older than Anwrel, standing very upright and stiff, with eyes fixed; he moved rather jerkily forward and joined the rest, and went down the village street after the music. And a woman, who had stayed to put a few things neatly away, came through the doorway after him. She came less uncouthly out of the little house than the man before her had come. She seemed going to something that comes by no choice of ours and is not to be criticized or resisted. However it be, she went; and kept pace with the younger steps, though with quicker breathing.

Another door opened, and quite an old woman came out of her house with a stick, old Mrs. Alkins whom one so seldom saw out-of-doors. She joined the rest, and another door opened and out came Mrs. Erceval, a widow this fifteen years; and then door after door. Skegland came out of his shop where one got the groceries ever since Anwrel could remember; then Latten, the carpenter, Willie Lattens father, and Mrs. Latten with him. And Hibbuts that had been sexton for the last thirty years, yes, Hibbuts, too.

It was the old people going, the quiet respectable folk, the very pillars of the little parish. Had Anwrel seen the painted wooden props, that held up the porches and were the homes of clematis, suddenly stride away, he would not have been more aghast.

And then, coming t wards him from the house at the end of the hill, a lady like Mrs. Airland, only with a light in her face as though years had fallen away, with loneliness and fads and a touch of asthma; she came by him walking fast. Good gracious, it was Mrs. Airland.

The vicar stood there in the road, never speaking or moving, only staring after that departing procession. The sound of footsteps was fading, and a stillness settling over all the village, through which the notes of that music drifted yet. The sound seemed to turn to the right and go up the hill, and still the vicar stood listening. Why not go too? Why not go over the hill to the grey old stones, and hear that golden music beat against their ancient silence? There would be no perplexities amongst their calm, no weariness in the hold of that splendid music. Why not go too?

Yet if he went, who would stay? What would be left if he went? And in the end duty held him.

When that was decided the time had gone over the hill; and an old man stood alone, a little weary, very cold, and in tears.


CHAPTER XVIII

ANYTHING MIGHT COME UP OUT OF THE PAST

THE light had gone out of the valley and off the hills when the vicar walked back through the village, as solitary a figure as you could imagine. Light still touched floating clouds, indeed the sky was full of it, but not a leaf flashed in Wolding, not a wall shone. It was a time of day when a man disappointed and troubled might brood long. And not a greeting came to lift Anwrel out of his broodings. They seemed all to have gone to the hill.

Through the village he went alone and came to his side of the valley, past the last silent house; when he saw a woman coming towards him, hurrying down the hill. One at least had not gone. Then he saw it was Mrs. Tichener. And he saw too that her hurrying was a simple and honest hurrying, to be home in her cottage before it got any later, with the packet of butter in paper that she was carrying. He hardly saw her until she was quite close, his eyes on the road and his thoughts in the midst of his broodings.

Good evening, Mrs. Tichener, he said.

Good evening, sir, said she. I hope youre well, sir.

Yes, yes, thank you, he answered.

He was always well. To him the question seemed scarcely worth asking. To her perhaps he looked a weary figure, barely convalescent after some illness or accident. Indeed he would have looked so to anyone that could have seen him then.

Butter? asked the vicar, pointing to the small white parcel.

Yes, sir, she answered. Ive been up to Drovers to buy some. You never know what they put in it in the shops.

You dont indeed, said the vicar.

She looked down the road, thinking how late it was growing. But the vicar did not move.

Mrs. Tichener, he said after a while, theyre all going away after Tommy Duffin.

With those pipes of his, she said thoughtfully.

Yes, said the vicar. There isnt a soul in the village.

Arent there, sir? she said.

Mrs. Tichener, he said, what do you make of it?

So direct an appeal moved her: perhaps the appeal was more in his voice than his words, or perhaps in his woe-begone face. Had it not moved her she would have lagged a little behind whatever the vicar said. Had he been mysterious she would have been less mysterious, had he turned towards wonder her words would have fared less far from the practical. For her mind was full of old tales and fabulous fancies, and all manner of little scraps of ancient wisdom, that had come to her from longer ago than the earliest tapestries in the oldest and luckiest families; and she knew that the vicars education, that he had got when he was at Cambridge, was a light that could shrivel them up were they to be brought out to the glare of it. Exposing her ignorance was the phrase that she and her old friends would have been likely to use, had she told all she knew to the vicar. So there was a kind of shrine in her memory where she guarded things that had the appearance of being holy, and that might be a little ridiculous. But now a pity, where she suddenly saw the need of it, moved her to talk more freely, as emulation had moved her the day the vicar came back from Brighton.

What do I make of it, sir? she said. Why I think its that there Reverend Davidson.

Yes, said the vicar thoughtfully.

I think its him all the time, sir.

Yes. But how? said the vicar.

Well, sir, she said, its like this tome: theres an awful lot in the past; there must have been a dreadful lot of things happening that weve never heard about, since they first began. Well, sir, its like something green coming bubbling up out of a deep well; you dont know where its come from. Anything might come up out of the past like that.

Good Lord, thought the vicar, driven homeward to Wolding by the metaphor, rather than carried out towards the infinite, what awful water she must have been drinking.

I hope you dont see things like that in your well, he said to her.

Oh, the wells all right, she replied, and so is the past, but anything might come up out of it.

Yes, yes, the vicar muttered. We can only see the surface, and a little way down of course. But do you think, he added louder, that things like this could have come to us from the past?

Why, sir, she said, youd know more than me, with your learning and all that. I dont know what goings on they maynt have had time for.

Who? said the vicar. Whom do you mean?

Anybody, sir, she said, in all the long time things have been happening.

The Greeks had some such legend, he said. But I thought it was all dead. I thought it was all dead.

She saw then that it was comfort he needed more than anything stored in her wisdom.

But it will all sink back again one day, sir, she said. It will all sink back.

He wished her good evening then, and went gravely on.

Night overtook the slow steps of the vicar as he went up the hill to his house, and he saw pale clouds streaming upwards out of the East, and all the splendour of moonrise evident underneath them, though the woods and the hill upon his side of the valley would for some while hide from him any sight of the moon. He had come to mistrust such nights, not knowing how much the silver radiance with its faint touch of pale gold might inspire Tommy Duffin: he only knew that the moon had her ancient place in all pagan rites that he had heard of, and that it even presided over madness. He was therefore in no mood to admire the splendour of the light on the clouds from the moonrise, but only dreaded what fancies might come from it. Then he entered the house, and there was Augusta reading, a welcome sight, a new world to him. There at last was someone who would never go over that hill, never find any lure in that nonsensical music.

She looked up at him coming in so late.

They have all gone over the hill with Tommy Duffin, he said.

Have they? she said quickly.

Yes. It is very foolish of them, he said.

But she did not answer at once. Yes. Yes, of course, she said then, looking straight in front of her.

And he knew it was no use saying to her things that he did not feel.

She too must have heard that music, but she did not speak of it.

Then he broke the silence by asking about their maid. Is Marion here? he said.

No, she replied.

And he knew that Marion had gone away after the others.

Whether or not Mrs. Tweedy were gone he did not ask. They had cold supper in any case, so she might be still in the kitchen.

And the meal passed almost in silence. Augusta could not make light of it all now, as he had so much hoped she would; for he felt the need of being woken out of a dream that was too dark and much too long. But she could not do that after what she had heard; for the music had beaten across the valley, each note with a terrible clearness, and as full of a meaning, almost, as there is in words.

So Anwrel went to his study and lit his pipe, and sat there smoking late, and thought far back into time till he came to the slopes of Arcadia, and tried to link old fables up with the things that were all about him, and saw thousands of pictures made by meditation amongst the smoke of his pipe, and yet saw no way out.


CHAPTER XIX

THE TOMB OF ST. ETHELBRUDA

A PATCH of moonlight shining bright on the wall awoke the vicar from dreams that were troubled by the sound of the pipes of reed. He listened then but heard no more of that music, and could not be sure if it came from the pipes or dreams. After that he slept no more, and soon dawn came. He dressed quietly then and stole away from the house, as though he fled from the thoughts that were troubling him; and climbed the hill and went through the still wood, and came out to the clear quiet light of the early morning. And certainly there far up on the airy hill, in that light and that freshness, thoughts that had loomed so large in the little room seemed smaller and weaker. And soon he was striding away with no moody step, over dewy grass and more cobwebs than one could credit, if one did not know the dawn. No reasoned plan directed his walk: first of all he felt he must leave a sleepless bed and walk in the still morning to think clearly, then the mood that brought him there directed his steps, and so he was going to the worn white stones said to be marble, that tradition named the tomb of St. Ethelbruda. Shaped like the sarcophagus of some crusader it stood right out in a field, with nothing to protect it from cattle but a few briars; and, as all Wolding believed, it cured warts.

When the vicar arrived at the worn white stones he stood a long while there. And soon he found he could reflect more calmly for being further from Wolding, for having come as it were from the enemys lines to a friendly influence that was as a fortress against paganism. At any rate the sight of St. Ethelbrudas traditional resting place cheered him, and he at once thought more hopefully. First then he must have a long talk with Mrs. Tichener; he had been too downcast for that when he met her coming from Drovers: he must talk with her quietly about this thing that had come from the past; and when he had got to the bottom of that they would be able to find a remedy: with her help he could do wonders. And with the brightening of his mood the very morning brightened; which is not to be wondered at as the sun was climbing all the time; but Ethelbruda got some credit for it that we need not grudge to her.

Amongst seedlings of birches on slopes too steep to plough four different kinds of orchid were blooming where the vicar walked homeward through the splendid morning. When he returned his wife was down and breakfast was ready, which seemed very natural to him; but it was far too early for breakfast. Augusta seeing him gone had guessed a lonely walk, and certainly a hungry appetite; so everything was ready nearly an hour before its usual time. Hungry though he was he hurried, and soon he was off to the village to find Mrs. Tichener. He found her at breakfast.

Mrs. Tichener, he said as he came in, I want to have a long talk with you about Tommy Duffin and all this trouble hes making.

The cheerfulness died out of the end of his sentence as he saw the old womans expression. For a sly look came over the face of Mrs. Tichener.

Dont know very much about him, Im afraid, sir, she said.  

No. But you had a theory about him, he said.

Had I sir? she replied.

About it all coming out of the past you know.

Ah, but I know so little about the past, she said.

Its not knowledge, exactly, that I want, he said. Its more...

But she interrupted him. Wont you take a chair, sir? she asked.

Thank you. Another time. I must be going now, he said. Well have a talk some other day.

For he saw now it was hopeless. And he saw too that the music that had entered his dreams had been real music, though he always marvelled how a melody so fantastic could have any place in reality; for Mrs. Tichener had changed overnight, and must have followed the pipes to the old grey stones; and he was alone now in the village, the only enemy of that victorious music.

He walked home mournfully, thinking of his loneliness. Tomorrow would be Sunday; and he must prepare some sort of sermon with his distracted thoughts. He came back to the vicarage with no trace of the brightness he had got from the hills in the morning.

Mrs. Tichener, too, was all he said to his wife. And she merely nodded with a little sigh. One has not need of many words in times of great disasters. He brooded some, while in silence; then raised his head as a brooding broke into words: If only we werent alone against it, he said.

But you are not alone, she said.

Theres no one knows of it but us, that has not gone over to it, he answered.

Theres the man that took the service for you, she said, when we were at Brighton.

He almost gasped; so greatly loom little things when they bear on a big trouble. He had forgotten him. He had forgotten all about him. The man had stayed three days at the vicarage and must have heard the music.

Why, of course! he exclaimed.

His name was Hetley, she said.

What? The Hetley? asked Anwrel.

I dont know anything else about him, she said, but I know he was called Hetley.

Did he come from near Snichester? he asked.

Yes, I believe so.

But its certainly the Hetley, he said. Why. Fancy the Bishop sending him. It was really very good of him. The Bishop is going to help us after all!

Do you think so? she said.

Yes, said the vicar, if he sends us a man like Hetley.

What does he do? she asked.

Do, he replied. Why, Hetley was one of the finest scholars at Gabriels. A Greek scholar, you know. A first-rate man. It was extremely kind of the Bishop.

Do you know him? she asked.

Know him, he said. No. Ive seen him. I used to see him at Cambridge. But of course I dont know him.

It was unlike her to ask such a question: she should have understood that one didnt know men like Hetley. But she was urging her husband to go and see him. And when she suggested it, he said, Why, yes, I must.

They knew where he lived, at Rolton; so near to Snichester that the cathedral bells could be heard all over his parish.

And so they decided that he should go on Monday to meet this new ally. And the hope that he got from this sufficiently raised his spirits to face the weary task of preparing a sermon from which his thoughts were far distant. But as he sat in his study with his red ink and his black ink, and his sheet of foolscap before him, the old blue palæolith that used to be but an ornament, seemed almost to leer at him with its wrinkles and hollows, as though the primitive were coming nearer and this old stone claimed some sort of equality with him now, to which it had never dared to presume before.


CHAPTER XX

WHAT HETLEY HEARD

IT was a bright Sunday morning, and the Anwrels went down to the church for the morning service. To the few that they met on the way Anwrel said nothing. He saw a few entering the church, and one of the fears that had troubled him flew away. When the vicar came out of the vestry he saw that the church was nearly as full as ever; and at that his hope increased, for he felt, whatever might come of it, that while the habit of coming to church was not overthrown his parish was invaded but not yet conquered. This feeling strengthened the high hopes he had from the conference he was to have with Hetley on Monday.

He preached to them much as he had ever preached, only without those little rises above his own level, that came every now and then, and that always surprised himself whenever they came. He made ample notes but did not write out his sermon, so that at any moment, he never knew when, there might come that ring in his voice, and some finer thought soaring up, above the rest of his theme. But none of these brief exaltations came today, for they come of an inner energy, and that had been all expended on thought and anxiety. He did not preach on the thing against which his heart and mind were struggling: he had thought of it overnight; and had got as far as looking up a text from where the children of Israel had worshipped the golden calf, and, neater still, where all but three bowed down at the sound of the sackbut, psaltery and all manner of instruments. But in the end, still tired by the shock and anxiety, he did not feel he had strength enough to make this open attack on that goat-shaped enemy that was becoming more real to him than the personal Satan to the Salvation Army. So he preached a sermon good and useful enough for any little parish, but drably contrasted with the strange event that had been stirring Wolding. And as he preached he noticed for the first time, although too slight to be sure about, a certain untidiness in his congregation.

When the service was over the vicar met his wife, as he always did, outside the vestry door; and, as always happened, he just fell in with the tail of his departing parishioners. This time it was Mr and Mrs. Duffin. The vicar avoided their eyes and the Duffins avoided his, so that it might have seemed easy for them to go their separate ways. But the vicar felt that this avoidance was wrong, a sin of omission in a vicar, and called up a remark for Duffin, and a remark that, of all the remarks one might make, would be nearest to Duffins heart.

When are you going to cut your hay? he said.

But Duffin brought back his thoughts as though from a distance.

Oh, one of these days, sir, he said.

And it should have been the next day, for the hay was all ready to cut.

I am sure it will all come right, he said to Augusta on the way home, fortified by the fair attendance that there had been.

Yes, she said. Yet something in her voice as she said the single syllable, or something in her eyes, seemed aware of a danger too great to be safely turned away from his thoughts for the sake of his peace of mind, as with a word or so she had often turned many anxieties.

I will have a long talk about it with Mr. Hetley, he said. And he spoke as though talking to Hetley, let alone being answered by him, would solve great difficulties.

She was as anxious that he should see Hetley as combatant nations, in battle for their existence, are anxious for a new ally. Yet even there she could not or would not comfort him in such a way as to minimise the danger against which he was striving.

Somehow he knew that she felt more deeply than he; and, in spite of his more accurate information and greater knowledge, he continually looked to her opinion, as though any change in the situation would always be found there. And often during that day he asked her leading questions, all framed in the hope that her answer would brush the danger aside, so that his tired nerves could rest. And all the day, though she said little, it seemed as if, had she spoken, she would have uttered an icier fear of the end of it all, than he whose anxieties were so outspoken.

So that day passed with its shadows of dark forebodings; and Monday came that was to bring Anwrel a new ally, equipped with information from his actual visit to Wolding, and able to deal, if reputation goes for anything, with any human problem. Things all looked brighter that morning; and one small shadow was drifting from Anwrels spirit, the shade of a trouble too little to bring a gloom, yet certainly casting a shadow, the refusal of help by the Bishop. That was what it had seemed to him, and thus it had been felt by his spirit, breeding an inner melancholy more deeply seated than will. And all the while the Bishop had sent Hetley, the ripest scholar of his year. He felt more grateful to the Bishop now than he would have if he had never suspected him of deserting him in his need. In the bright June morning, with an inner feeling that was brightening once again, he drove with Spelkins once more to Seldham station and took the train to Snichester.

There he arrived, and knowing the direction in which Rolton lay, walked straight over the fields to it.

Very soon he saw the trees rising over the hedges, both of which encircled the rectory and church of Rolton. Great fields lay round it, stretching far away, and the trees seemed guarding that part of the parish from the level waste of the eternal fields. A few farmhouses straggled away behind.

He passed through the rampart of trees by a wicket-gate in a hedge, and walked up a path to the rectory; and here he was calling on Hetley at the wrong time, and at the wrong door, for he had come to the door leading out to the lawns and the garden, and he could not find a bell. Hetley, however, who was writing downstairs in a room looking over the lawn, saw him at once and ran round to open the door.

Flustered apologies came from Anwrel first, at which Hetley smiled in a most friendly way, but said nothing. When they had come in and turned at once to their right they were in the room in which Hetley had been writing. The very appearance of Hetley encouraged him, scholarly but alert, a little grey; and a fine face still, if slightly weakened by time. Whatever was heard by this man would be somehow the more earthly for that; and Anwrel felt that his fears were to be called back at last from the infinite vast of phantasy to the surer ground of the scholarly. What then had Hetley heard in his few days at Wolding? What had he made of it? These thoughts flashed past in a moment.

My name is Anwrel, he said.

Annel? said Hetley.

No, Anwrel.

Oh, yes. I took the service for you at Wolding.

It was most kind of you.

I beg your pardon.

I said it was most kind of you.

Oh, dont mention it.

I wanted to ask you, said Anwrel, about what you heard when you were there. Its almost every evening. Its faint of course, yet every note of it marvellously clear. A music clear but not loud. You must have heard it.

No, said the Rector. I heard nothing.


CHAPTER XXI

THE WISDOM OF HETLEY

THE quiet remark that closed my last chapter brought an episode to an end like a cataclysm. We live more in hope than we think. And Anwrel had built so much on his hope of help from the Rector of Rolton that when that hope came to an end it was to him as tragic a loss as those greater mishaps that claim the attention of history.

And there was the Rector smiling at him across his table, near which Anwrel was seated in an armchair. He could not go immediately; and then came the thought to him that all was not yet lost, and that, though Hetley had no information with which to guide him, some help might be had from his learning. So he rallied all the forces of his mind, to save something from the forlorn situation, and speaking a little louder than he had spoken hitherto, began to question the Rector.

I can remember you at Cambridge, he said.

I remember seeing you at Gabriels; though of course you wouldnt remember me.

Yes, I think I do, I think I do, said Hetley. Youve changed a bit of course, but I think I remember your face. You were at...

At All Angels, said Anwrel.

Yes, of course, said Hetley. Yes, I remember you now. A long time ago. Wasnt it?

Yes, said Anwrel, yes. I remember, of course we all remember, what a great Greek scholar you were.

Oh, I was interested in it you know, said Hetley, that was all.

Ah, said Anwrel, I have been interested, but without your knowledge that doesnt go for much. I have been particularly interested in one thing. You might perhaps care to tell me a little about it, only that it would be so unwarrantably taking up your time.

Not in the very least, replied Hetley.

Im afraid I disturbed you when I broke in, said Anwrel with a look straight at the foolscap and ink-pot that were before Hetley.

Not a bit, said Hetley, I find relaxation as necessary for writing as ink. If you had not come in for a talk I should have gone out in another five minutes to dig up plantains. Believe me:  I prefer a talk.

Its awfully kind of you, said Anwrel. Well, what I was interested in was how much their belief in Pan affected the lives of the Greeks. What rites they practised. What appearance they allege of Pan amongst them. Of course we all know the time he appeared to Phidippides. But on what other occasions he came. And, and all that.

Well, answered Hetley, very few of those rites, or any really authentic appearance of Pan, seem to have come down to them past the Peloponnesian War, which as you may possibly remember was where my period began.

Your period began there? said Anwrel so faintly that the Rector did not hear him.

I beg your pardon, he said.

You only began at the Peloponnesian War, Anwrel repeated.

Yes, said Hetley, I never studied earlier than that. Its a big period you know, the time of the Greeks. Its practically from the dawn of civilisation right up to broad morning.

Oh, yes, Anwrel agreed.

No, I never read anything earlier than the Peloponnesian War, said Hetley.

And they worshipped Pan no more? asked Anwrel.

Well, they kept his fire alight for a while, perhaps for a hundred years. But...

His fire? said Anwrel.

A fire on an altar that they had in a cave not far from the Acropolis. But they let it out in a few generations.

Then you think Pan never influenced them any later than that? Anwrel asked.

No, no, said Hetley, alarmed at being committed to any large statement he had not made, for he had a very considerable reputation. I didnt say that. An influence is another matter. Of influences one may say that the more powerful the influence, whatever it is, the longer it will last. I cant say how long the influence came down, only that there seem to have been no authentic renewals of it in my period, the period I studied. They do not appear to have kept it alive themselves with any important rites; and Pan himself does not appear to have.... But I am speaking as though he really existed; one does sometimes speak from that point of view if one has been thoroughly immersed in the folklore of another age.

Mr. Hetley, said Anwrel, you never heard of the Reverend Arthur Davidson?

No, said Hetley, I dont think I did.

He did great harm in Wolding, said Anwrel, before I came. In fact he absconded. And I succeeded him. He did great harm there. And it is his influence, working now, his influence, that is turning my poor folk to the most heathen fancies. They still come to church, as you saw, but spiritually they are little better off than many that missionaries travel far to convert. And they are getting worse. They are getting worse.

Well, said the Rector, of course you preach to them. That is obvious. But if I may give a word of advice...

It is what I have come for, said Anwrel earnestly.

You spoke of their spiritual needs, said Hetley. I have always found that spiritual things follow very closely the physical. I remember being very much struck once by seeing some light white clouds over a range of hills; they took the shape of the hills exactly. What more ethereal than white clouds, what more material than rocky hills? And yet so it was. It was this chance observation that set me observing more; and I began to see in my own parish that boys that did not take exercise, boys who would not play games, were not merely less robust, which I had thought was the doctors business, but were spiritually weaker and often had nasty minds, though they might be in the choir. It made me far more mundane. I had thought that the pulpit was my one strong place from which to attack sin, I now found a more impregnable place on the cricket-field. It was perhaps a humbling discovery, if I had credited myself with any learning, but having found it I held on to it.

Yes; yes, I see, said Anwrel with a hopelessness in his tones that Hetley missed.

Yes, I got them fit, and keen on the game, continued Hetley. Its a queer thing, but I can only give you the fact; they were much better choir-boys. Now of course in cricket one must proceed intelligently, as in anything else; and, do you know, I found nobody all round me, teaching boys to play cricket, who ever taught them anything but batting. Sometimes perhaps they taught them to field as well, but that was all. Now just consider: supposing you have a team of boys that youve taught to bat: they can all bat a bit, but supposing youve taught them to bat a little bit better. What happens? They play another parish and make a lot of runs. Another day they play and make very few runs. Why? Simply because one parish had a bowler and the other hadnt. A thing that everybody leaves merely to chance. But you can make bowlers.

Yes, I see, said Anwrel mournfully.

But Hetley did not hear him.

You can make them, he continued. Choose a boy with long delicate fingers. Dont waste time with the others. And merely show him where to put those fingers. Why! There are boys who dont know what the seam of the ball is for. Tell them. And after that there is only one thing more. Pitch. Do you know what I give them to bowl at? A white handkerchief flat on the ground. If they knock the stumps down I leave them down. But if the handkerchief gets moved, back it goes at once. Pitch is everything. And if a boy can put five balls out of the six on to that handkerchief, he is a great bowler. Teach him to work his fingers on top of that, and he is invincible. Where are your village batsmen then? You get only one such boy on your team, and youll win all your matches. Youll be able to do anything with your parish then.

I fear its too late, said Anwrel.

Eh?

Too late.


CHAPTER XXII

ANWREL LOOKS AT THE ENEMY

ANWREL left as soon as he could; shown out to the wicket gate, the best stiles and the readiest track pointed out to him, all with the utmost kindness; yet he left with more melancholy in his heart than I wish to tell, even if each vague trouble that harassed his thoughts could be reduced to coherent words. And equally vague were his hopes; for the cathedral was at first but a landmark to him, and the idea came only gradually to him to enter it, and therein to be assured, as he had been a week ago, that the conquest by Christianity was complete, and that so late in time as this, in these islands at any rate, there remained no enemy able to question it.

Logically, a fact in Wolding was a fact for ever, and to look back at it from Snichester would not alter it. But distressed minds call on logic little more than men with broken legs send for the carpenter. The cathedral was growing enormous as he neared it, while Wolding was but a little thought in his mind, however vivid and painful. The cathedral with all the weight of material things, with all its vast bulk and its buttresses, imposed its point of view on all, far and wide over Snichester, and had done so, far through time. It was not merely a frail spiritual thing, like a poets sonnet that the materialist could deride; it had weight and bulk and splendour. It was not easy to stand in those fields just where they lapped against Snichester, and to feel that the cathedrals cause had been defeated. So Anwrel found himself going towards the cathedral, as outposts worsted in some little encounter fall back on a fortress.

One purpose he had in approaching it, as soon as that purpose grew clear, and that was to see in the vast fane that all his fears were wrong: he wished a fact to become unenacted. And this illusion would have surely come to him amongst those quiet aisles, lit by dim light through pale windows and by the red glow through the dress of St. Ethelbruda. But coming to it by the way that he came, and not by the narrow street right underneath it by which he had come before, he looked upward more often, and saw far more of the great temples exterior than he had ever thought about. It looked like a different land up there, raised up above our earth, a land of hills and valleys, with one great tower amongst them, and dozens of pinnacles; and even, as one came near, a white population, peering round high comers and over the tops of the walls, bright white like angels. He came nearer, still gazing upwards. But they were not angels. As he walked slowly round the precipitous walls gazing up at the leering faces, all desire to enter the cathedral went; for among the things carved near the summit of that fortress of Christianity, among the things that Christian hands had fashioned, and that Christian minds must have known, was the very enemy that the Bishop would not fight, that Hetley would but half recognise, the conqueror of Wolding, goat-hooved Pan.

You are looking at the gargoyles, sir? said a verger, coming up to that motionless figure gazing there.

Yes, said Anwrel.

Thats Pan, said the verger.

Yes.

The verger waited, ready to take him up the worn stone spiral staircase, to show him the gargoyles in which he seemed so interested. But Anwrel remained silent; till he said: Do you think...? But did not complete his sentence and went away.

Queer old bird, thought the verger, and went to find someone else to take up to the roof to see his favourite gargoyles.

But Anwrel thought: They have known it.

They have had this very thing in their consciousness. Christian men at work on a cathedral. And simple minds, not inventors or poets.

It made a world of difference. If he had feared, thought of, or seen, some fantastic thing that no one else had imagined, there was nothing in the telling of the story to separate it from the symptoms of delirium. But, terribly strange as was the experience that had befallen his parish, the actual influence came from a thing that no Christian had thought it strange to carve in stone, and that none were surprised to see whenever they went to attend the service in the cathedral. The Bishop could not say to him now, What? Hooves did you say? or What! Reed pipes? for the thing had been known for ages. He would go and see the Bishop.

So he went by curious houses, whose roofs the ages had undulated, by by-ways and narrow streets, and the bridge over the Snale, and marched up to the Palace. He rang the bell resolutely; and, when the butler appeared, said: Could I see the Bishop?

I will see, sir, said the butler, somehow conveying by his tones and his air that this most extravagant request would receive the kindliest consideration. And Anwrel was left with his thoughts, which were still resolute. He had been almost cowed by the awful loneliness of his disaster. Never had such a thing happened to any other parish. Never had anyone elses imagination been burdened with the thing that burdened his. So he had felt till he saw Pan carved on the very cathedral wall. But now the loneliness at least had lifted: the thing had been known for ages. Dreadful it still was; but he would not have to explain it detail by detail to a doubting mind. It was known like murder, shocking, but credible enough. And, if anyone thought that the tale he told, as he had it from Mrs. Tichener, was a figment of delirium, he need only point to the cathedral.

The butler returned with the chaplain. He was dark-haired, very large, a bit younger than Anwrel, and very ruddy in the face.

I am Anwrel from Wolding, said the vicar, and I wanted to see the Bishop.

Yes, yes, of course, said the chaplain.

Im afraid its rather early to call, but...

Well, of course that is the trouble, said the chaplain. The Bishops very busy this morning. In fact hes receiving a deputation. Its rather important, and may take some time. But if you would care to have a talk with me, Im very much in with the Bishops plans. And of course he has told me all about Wolding.

All about it? said Anwrel.

Well, yes, said the chaplain. You had a little trouble with some of your more frivolous parishioners I remember. My names Porton. You know I wrote to you?

Yes, said Anwrel.

But wont you come in here? And the chaplain led the way to a room adjoining the hall. We smoke in here. Will you have a cigar?

Anwrel declined it.

Im sorry the Bishop wont be disengaged all the morning, said Porton, but its a rather important meeting. Its about those words, you know, in the National Anthem. Scatter his enemies. Theres a wide-spread feeling that that is no Christian sentiment and cannot be reconciled with Christian feeling. The Liberal party are almost solid about it. And it is felt that either the words should be altered and the thing expressed far more mildly, or, better still, that the whole of that verse should be re-written, by someone with a taste for writing verse, in such a manner as to give no offence to anybody, at home or abroad. I believe that will be done. Meanwhile the Bishop has to decide what recommendation should go up from this diocese.

I see, said Anwrel.

But you wished to talk about Wolding.

Yes, said Anwrel.

I hope you found those little lodgings all you could desire.

Oh yes.

And everything was all right when you got back to Wolding.

Not quite.

Not quite, said Porton. Dear me.

No, said Anwrel.

And what was it that was not quite as it should be?

The way that they practise the rites of Pan instead of the Christian faith, Anwrel answered.

Dear me, said the chaplain. They shouldnt do that of course. Not at all. But are you quite sure its as bad as that? Are you sure they really, that they really do?

Youve heard of the Old Stones of Wolding. Something Druidic, or earlier. Pagan at any rate. They do some sort of worship there.

The chaplains method of getting through the great amount of business he had to do was to make everything as jolly as possible, and for this he was well adapted. But he did not look jovial now; his eyes looked a little frightened.

I think the Bishop will be able to see you in about an hour, he said. Could you come back in an hours time?

Oh yes, said Anwrel.

And I should get them to play cricket as much as possible, said the chaplain. Get them interested in that, and theyll give up any silliness with those stones.

Very well. I will, said Anwrel.


CHAPTER XXIII

THE WOODS OF THE NIGHT

ANWREL went out into the street with a fear, now growing into a certainty, that a situation too terrible to be faced would be dealt with merely by never being admitted. Ways of escape seemed to lead away from it, mostly towards the cricket-ground. For others, but not for him. He began to see that those charged with administrative duties might, for all their skill, make nothing of such a situation. He greatly feared that they might refuse to admit it, turning away from it altogether, rather than risk their strength in a losing fight. But these fears that none would help him, and the assumption that Pan must win, came partly from an oversight of some importance in any difficulty: it was half past two and he had forgotten his lunch. This he remedied at The Green Man, an inn that had never borrowed from French palaces the foreign name of hôtel, but called itself in honest English an inn; whose bow window on its first storey bulged out over the street, and where cold roast beef was ready. Here he waited long, and pulled out his pipe and smoked after his meal, and thought with none to disturb him.

He was determined to persist in his demand for help, whatever the Bishops attitude. What puritanical fire was it that urged him on to fight so resolutely against that music that had entered his heart with its wild appeal and its pagan inspirations as much as anybody elses in Wolding? Beautiful though it was, heart-soothing, and satisfying to yearnings that nothing else could appease, he knew it for the enemy and would not give in.

When it was time for him to return to the Palace he arrived at the door punctually.

This way, sir, said the butler.

They came to a room in which the Bishop was sitting.

Ah, said the Bishop after shaking hands, my chaplain told me you had some difficulty in Wolding.

Yes, my lord.

I remember you writing to me. There was some music you heard sometimes, and not quite the kind of music that... well a fantastic kind of thing, that rather excites the mind than performs the true function of music, which is of course the exact opposite.

Just so, my lord.

Whoever plays it would be better occupied, said the Bishop.

Yes, my lord; if I were able to persuade him.

Exactly. And your own occupations? You have plenty of interests for light diversion in your leisure hours, which are no doubt few?

I collect flowers, my lord, at this time of year.

Ah, yes. I have Sowerby here if you would ever like to look up anything.

Im afraid, said Anwrel, that mine is an entirely unscientific collection. What we do is, my wife and I, we have a bowl which we fill with orchids when they first come out, the twayblade and the helleborine. Then we get the spotted orchid and the Man, and the scented orchid and a little later the pyramid orchid and the bee. We try to have as many different kinds as we can in the bowl together all the summer through.

Do you ever get the fly?

Oh, yes, sometimes, said Anwrel.

Ah, I heard that they grew with you, said the Bishop.

And sometimes, said Anwrel, getting interested, we get the Butterfly. Theres a wood near Wolding...

Better not say a word about that, said the Bishop, not even to me. Its wonderful how such information spreads, and if it got to London youd have twenty people coming down one Saturday to dig it up, or at any rate tear its roots Out; That is quite true, my lord, said Anwrel warmly, for he loved to talk with men that understood flowers. But the Bishop left that subject.

And in the Autumn and Winter? he asked. Are you able to find plenty of interests through those months too?

I collect worked flints, he said.

Ah, said the Bishop; well, you couldnt live in a better place for it. Wolding has, I believe, a name amongst the geologists. Its on the hills that you find them I suppose?

Yes, my lord. Especially the eoliths.

Ah. Yes. Well, they provide very interesting discussions. You know some of them maintain that they have not been worked by man at all?

So I believe, my lord.

And you of course are satisfied that they have been.

Well I think so. You see I have some that seem to be quite obvious. And if some, why not all? Allowing of course for a percentage of mistakes. They all come from the same level.

And in a moment they would have been debating the whole question of Mans earliest weapons and tools. But from this also the Bishop waved Anwrel away.

And what do you find to do in the long evenings?

Well, on Saturdays, said Anwrel  

No, your leisure I mean.

Well, I play chess sometimes, my lord. The doctor is a good player, and often looks in of an evening during the Winter.

An excellent game, said the Bishop. An excellent game. It is not a game, its a science. A science that never did any man any harm yet. I recommend it to you. Are there others that you can play with besides the doctor?

Theres the curate at Hooton, said Anwrel. Excellent, answered the Bishop. And what opening do you play?

Usually the Ruy Lopez, said Anwrel.

No doubt the best, said the Bishop, no doubt the best; and yet to get the most out of chess I know nothing, if Black will play it, to equal the Muzio. Really I recommend it to you whenever you have the move. I know that it has been held that, if Black play correctly, Whites sacrifice of the knight cannot be justified; but he must play correctly for twenty or thirty moves, and when will you meet so much absolute correctness in chess? No, I play the Muzio whenever I can, and I shall only give it up when I find a player whose correctness can stultify the terrific attack. It is a pearl among openings.

I will play it, my lord. I certainly will, said Anwrel.

Thats right, said the Bishop, and Im sure youll enjoy it. Well, as you know, a Bishops time belongs to many people. Im always in debt for several hours. My chaplain keeps my appointments in a book. I call it my overdraft on time. So Im afraid...

My lord, exclaimed Anwrel, before I go. There is one matter of gravest importance to me. I have just come from the cathedral.

Yes? said the Bishop encouragingly.

It is about the gargoyles, my lord. It is one in particular, looking to the South-East.

The Bishops smile died out. Some grave thought crossed his face, and a moment later he spoke again with all his persuasive authority. I shouldnt bother about that, he said.

No, my lord? said poor Anwrel.

The Bishop shook his head. And now... Good Heavens! The interview was over. And he had got nothing but sanity, sanity, sanity, from three separate men. He was all alone with a problem that demanded the most stupendous effort of brains greater than his, if a doom was to be averted from a whole parish, and the greater the brain the more he got the tact and the sanity that was suited to wonted events and common difficulties. He was sick of sanity. And as he rose to go and saw far down the street out of the large palace window, he saw by an astounding coincidence, as it seemed to him, a man in a very curious assortment of clothes and a most remarkable hat walking that way with the aid of a queer stick, away from the cathedral.

Might I ask your lordship who that man is? said Anwrel pointing away.

The Bishop came nearer the window. Oh, he, he said. Im afraid hes not quite right. Harmless, but not all there. Hes named Perkin. Hes lived here all his life.

Well I must not detain your lordship, said Anwrel hurriedly, and got out to the street in time to meet that curious man.

So eager was Anwrel for a change from quiet tact, so useless to him in his desperate situation, that he went straight up to the wanderer in the remarkable hat and cheerily said to him, Well?

Hullo, said the wanderer in as friendly a tone. And there they were like two old friends. Everything all right? asked Anwrel.

Ha, ha, laughed the wanderer. No.

Its the same with me, said Anwrel.

Is it? said the wanderer quickly. Take care they dont get after you.

Who? asked Anwrel.

The things that are after me, the old man answered..

Whats the trouble? asked Anwrel.

Hist, said the other, and looked swiftly about him. Ill tell you; and, looking once more to see that no one should hear him, I lost my illusions.

Lost your illusions? said Anwrel, Yes.

How did that happen?

Ill tell you. I saw the mayor in all his robes one day. I just laughed at it all. I saw tall silk hats and laughed again: I do to this day. And I saw the cathedral with its coloured windows, and I laughed at that too. The illusion went out of everything. Thats how it happened.

I see, said Anwrel. An agnostic, and probably a socialist, and Im sorry to hear it. But that doesnt make you mad. They do think youre mad, dont they? You wont mind my saying this? Because I believe they think me a bit mad too.

No, said the old man, that doesnt make you mad. Not at once, it doesnt. But when the illusions are gone; oh, man, thats the time to beware. Its the things that pour in on you then. They are what do it.

Are you much troubled? asked Anwrel.

Yes, said the man. You see my illusions are gone. Theyre the only defence we have. And the woods of the night are full of all manner of things. When our illusions are down they all pour in.

Tell me, said Anwrel. Does Pan ever trouble you?

Oh, yes, said the old man. Him and hundreds more. The woods of the night are full of them.

And they come and trouble you, said Anwrel.

Trouble me! said the old man. Aye. Ive no defence against them. Keep your illusions, man; keep your illusions. Why, many a time I cant sleep all night long for thinking of the futility of the planets going round and round as uselessly as ours through the empty bleakness of Space. And hist! When you are in that mood they get to hear of it, and they come prowling and nosing through the woods of the night. And they get you, they get you when youve nothing to keep them out, if they have to come from the far side of Neptune to do it.

Neptune, said Anwrel. You know something of astronomy then.

Oh, yes, said the old man. I know lots of things. Thats the trouble. I knew too much. And so one day all my illusions went.

Couldnt you, said Anwrel wistfully and gently, couldnt you get them back?

Not now, said the old man. The woods of the night have sprouted up all over them.

A policeman was coming across the street to them, for that old man was not allowed to stand still for long, because he was so curious that, whenever he did, a crowd began to collect and would hinder the traffic.

Walk a little way with me, said Anwrel drawing him from the direction of the policeman. We have a lot in common, and I should like a talk with you. You see one of these things that troubles you troubles me. I have my illusions yet, but I fear that he is too strong for them. Ive asked help of other men, but they give me common sense. Is common sense any good against these things, do you think?

Ha, ha, ha, laughed the wanderer. Ha, ha, ha.

Not so loud, said Anwrel.

Ha, ha, ha, the old man went on.

Then what can help me do you think? asked Anwrel. Its Pan that is troubling me.

Theres worse than him in the woods of the night, said the wanderer.

Then what would you do? asked Anwrel.

Why, said the wanderer, if your illusions are strong enough to keep him out. Theyll keep him out all right.

Yes. Yes, of course, said Anwrel. But what if theyre weaker than he?

Why, said the wanderer, then; why, Pan was always friendly to Man. Thats you and me you know. We may have changed a lot this last two thousand years; but thats you and me still. Why, Id let him come nosing in.

Not while I can fight him, said Anwrel.

No, said the wanderer. Well, Ill walk out soon and see how youre getting on.

But I live out at Wolding, said Anwrel.

Well, Ill walk over, the old man said. It will only take me a week, and I happen to be disengaged this year. And remember, there are worse than Pan in the woods of the night. Goodbye.

And he waved his arm like a plenipotentiary bidding farewell to a fleet.


CHAPTER XXIV

THE DEFECTION OF ST. ETHELBRUDA

AT that the old man strode away. Anwrel followed at first, for he would have said more to him; but the wanderer went with such strides up a side street, the huge stick seeming to take a part in the striding, the left arm swinging wide and the frock coat flapping hugely, that Anwrel saw after a few steps that he could not keep up with that terrific gait. When he realised that, his hurried pace slowed down to purposeless drifting, and the drift carried him back towards the cathedral without any motive at all. Suddenly he realised that the 5.10 train must have gone. It mattered very little to him: he had no good news to bring back to Wolding: he had left a bag at the station, and would return next day. Again he was under the cathedral walls, looking up at the monstrous flock of grinning shapes that had passed at one time or another across the imagination of man. Poor fellow, he thought, Theyre all after old Perkin. And then he reflected that here was the man to help him, the man through whose mind all these things rioted. The Bishop had the brains for it; but what was the good of that when those brains were resolutely closed to any considerations of such things whatever? And Hetley had the learning for it. But Hetley had heard nothing, and never would hear anything that was not shouted in his ear. Perkin, whatever his brains, had his attention fixed on probably every move of all those things that the Bishop, his chaplain, and Hetley all kept so carefully outside their knowledge. Yes, Perkin was the man. He must see him again.

Thus seeking help in his loneliness had Anwrel come at last to such strange companionship.

He fetched his bag from the station and, shunning the modern inconveniences of the Crozier, returned with it to the Green Man. And there the landlady welcomed him kindly, and looked after him herself; for he somehow seemed to her even more in need of being helped and looked after than he had when she saw him at lunch. A woman that seemed scarcely to have left the thirties behind her, even if she were more than half-way through the next decade; and entering this story with her few moments of kindness, and passing utterly out of it, like a shaft of sunlight briefly pouring its gold through a narrow window upon its way far hence.

Nice weather, she said as he sat at his supper, and she came to see that he had all that he wanted.

Yes, indeed, said Anwrel.

Very nice for the hay.

For a rural parish, of course, was written all over Anwrel; and she supposed his thoughts would be full of the hay just now. Yet what a pang she caused him. Duffin was not cutting his hay yet! A neglect unparalleled in his knowledge of Wolding. Were others delaying too? Would the hay ever be cut that year in Wolding at all?

Yes, he said.

And she saw that her remark had not been the right one, and was casting round for something more suitable. But he spoke again first.

I met a very interesting man in the street. I think he was called Perkin. I wonder if you know anything about him.

It was all he could talk of, for he had come desperately to Snichester to find help, and Perkin seemed the only man from whom he could ever have it. But she was looking as though the name conveyed nothing whatever to her.

He has rather a peculiar hat, he added.

Oh, mad Perkin, she said. We all know him. He lives here. Sometimes in the Work-house, sometimes hell lodge at a cottage. Hes quite crazy.

Yes. Yes, muttered Anwrel. Mr. Hetley. You know him? He comes into Snichester often I suppose?

Oh, yes. A very clever gentleman, very clever indeed.

Yes, said Anwrel. I suppose he is. They say the Bishop is very clever too.

Oh, yes, she answered. They say hes the cleverest weve had here for many a year.

Well, it was clear what side she was on. And, kind though she seemed, it was clear he would get no help from her, this man so urgently in need of help. It is terrible when from kindness itself, help cannot even be looked for. One is in a sore strait then. From Perking alone could it come: there was the will to help him, and there the knowledge. Twards such he was being driven.

He talked for a while with her of hay, of the cathedral, of the supply of tourists, of anything but what was in his mind. Then he said goodnight, and sat and smoked for a while, and thought prodigiously and to little purpose.

In the bright morning he said farewell to the landlady of the Green Man, and walked with his bag to the station, and left Snichester.

So struck was he by the old wanderers advice, for he leaned heavily now on any help he could get, that he sent no wire to Spelkins, as he had arranged, to tell him the train he would come by, but hired a fly at Seldham and drove part of the way to Wolding, stopping at the back of the downs, a not expensive journey: thence he could walk again to Ethelbrudas tomb, and down the hill home. For it seemed to him wise to strengthen his illusions; and where better than at that miracle-working tomb, where lay, as tradition told, that enemy of the pagans, famed throughout all the diocese? Not miracle-working quite, perhaps; for its wonders were too small to be named miracles; but no one doubted in Wolding that, if you rubbed a wart on a certain part of the tomb that was always moist with old rain, the wart would go away in two or three days. So, leaving his bag at Seldham for the carter that drove to Wolding on Wednesdays and Saturdays, he drove to the foot of the downs, and there went up from the road, by a slope that could just be climbed without using ones hands. When he got to the top he came to level fields, dipping every here and there into little valleys, that earlier in the year were marvellous places for primroses wherever they had the shelter of hedges or shaws. Across these fields he strolled, his thoughts full of the words of the crazed old wanderer of Snichester. And presently there was the tomb rising up before him, above a clump of brambles out in a field.

And there he had intended to meditate long, until strong hopes and spiritual fortitudes should come to him in answer to his great need. He did not feel that Death had entirely annihilated, even here on earth, that mighty champion of the downlands Christianity, for she worked for them still although with but humble wonders.

He had barely seen the tomb when he noticed coming towards him a man who lived on the lonely edge of his parish in the unfrequented country far from Wolding, a small farmer with gnarled hands that had to do most of the work that his farm required.

Good morning, sir, said the farmer.

Good morning, Welkin, the vicar replied, not stopping, for he wanted to be alone.

She no longer cures warts, sir, said Welkin.

What! cried the vicar, almost with a tone of anguish.

She doesnt cure warts any more.

Was it one of the illusions falling down already? He had come for help, and the champion was weaker at the very moment of his greatest need of her strength. All, all were failing him.

Oh, but are you sure? he asked.

Came here last Friday, sir, and again on Saturday. Should be beginning to take effect by now.

Friday and Saturday; the very days that so much had been happening in Wolding.

Try again, Welkin, try again, said the vicar.

Just been trying, sir, but it wont be any good.

Welkin went on and left the vicar lonelier yet. Why! There was no limit to the help that he might have rightly demanded, to meet this terrible crisis. And everywhere they failed him. And here was Ethelbruda quietly falling asleep. Piqued, perhaps. And rightly, too. And yet how weak, how feeble, to turn to womanish pique at such a moment, when she should have risen in armour!

These were the thoughts of the vicar: they were not just; but he was driven to them by his continual rebuffs from all that should have helped him.


CHAPTER XXV

THE DEFECTION OF MRS. END

IT was late for lunch when the vicar came home, but Augusta had seen him coming down the hill and had waited till he got in. And almost the first question he asked was Where are the letters? For he had just missed the morning post the day before, though he had thought that it should have been in before he started; and now there should be that post and the evening post, as well as one this morning. He had been looking forward to this; for he set store by the change that the post would bring to any mood, with the news and the views of others, that might be at any distance from the cares that were vexing him. Not often did a post fulfil his expectations, and then one day a letter would come that would entirely absorb him for half an hour, perhaps for the whole morning. Upon what subject? Some trifle. It is not any intrinsic matter that there is in things themselves, on which their value depends to us, but it is on their power to awaken in us enthusiasm.

A post-card comes for instance addressed to some elderly gentleman living alone, and nothing is on it but 36... QXKBP+. From some foreign gentleman, says the post-mistress. And her thoughts rise far from the fields in which folk speak English, and are awhile in strange lands with monkeys and cocoanuts, Russians and French and Italians, glimpsing things she will never see, abroad and afar where her lot will never take her; dreaming inaccurate nonsense, some might say; yet when she comes back in two moments to the counter of the dingy little post office she is the better for that short holiday of the spirit. Arithmetic, says the postman on his rounds, seeing the plus sign and the multiplication sign and the numbers. A drab thing to him. And if it takes him back for a moment to his youth, and the bright companions he had, it takes him back to a shadow that fell over him and them. It was all right at first when one added figures to figures, and the Spring mornings were brighter then than now; but when it came to adding and multiplying letters of the alphabet, that was a bit too much. No, the postcard fails to awaken any winged interest here. But when it comes to the villa, and the maid takes it. A single glance, and she knows. Nihilists, she says! A bright Good morning, to the postman, and her heart full of mystery and bombs. As blackguardly a code as was ever put together. And that quiet old gentleman: so he was in with them! The creaky boards of the villa creak now with a delightfully sinister meaning, and dingy corners now hide dreadful secrets. What will come of it all? Only the cook will know that. So the post-card is delivered with a wonderful outward calm, and away she goes to the kitchen. And the lonely old gentleman with his post-card, a change comes over him. Powers that that villa and all the neighbouring village have no use for muster and march to his mind. He has a name far from here, and amongst a few. And he sees that his strength is not deserting him. Of the hard-earned admiration that they accord him he sees he is worthy yet. Wasting time that he cant afford, in capturing pawns, he mutters over his post-card. Then to his chess-board, and the room is silent.

So Elderick Anwrel, hoping for the change that a letter would sometimes bring to tired thoughts, asked for the post.

The postman didnt come today, said Augusta.

Didnt he? said the vicar. But wheres yesterdays post?

He didnt come yesterday either, she said with a tired voice.

What. No letters for anyone? he said. Spelkins, or Mrs. Tweedy? And none for you, by either post?

He didnt bring any, she said.

There were relations outside this story who should have written, and interests scarce worthy of chronicling that might have brought him a letter.

That is strange, he said.

But she made no comment.

They entered the dining-room. And there on the sideboard stood their silver tea-pot, that used at breakfast-time to add so much to the brightness of the morning, just catching the sunlight and throwing it dazzlingly back. They thought a good deal of that tea-pot. But now it stood there as dull as any part of the corner in which the side-board was.

The tea-pot hasnt been cleaned, said Anwrel with some surprise.

No, said Augusta.

What can Marion have been thinking of? he said.

Would he not see that things were all different now?

She made no answer: she was waiting to hear if he had got help in Snichester. She could think of nothing else. A strained silence passed while she waited. But as soon as he was seated at the table and still had not spoken, she said to him: Well? You saw Hetley?

Yes. Oh, yes, he said.

Youll get help? she asked.

Well, no, not from him, he replied.

He wont help us? she gasped.

Well, no, he said. You see he didnt hear anything.

He didnt hear anything, she said.

No. Not when he was here.

But he must have, she said. Tommy Duffin was playing the pipes every evening while we were away. He must have heard them.

Im afraid not, he said.

Why! He must be deaf, she said.

Im afraid so, said Anwrel.

There was a long silence as though a blow had fallen on her. And she looked worn already. Then she found a hope with difficulty, and spoke again.

You said you didnt get help from him. But you got help? she asked.

Well, yes, he said.

From the Bishop? she asked.

Well, no, said Anwrel.

The chaplain?

No. No, I dont think hed help us.

We must have help, came from her bitterly as a cry.

Yes, indeed, he said.

Wholl help us? she asked.

Well, theres a man, he answered, who... Of course one cant judge people by their dress.

No, she said, puzzled.

Nor by their reputation, he went on: the worlds judgment is not accurate enough for that. Nor by their appearance, for thats setting our own judgment up too high. No, I trusted to the Bishop, and he sent us Hetley. I spoke to the chaplain and Hetley too. Its the same everywhere. The things too fantastic for them and we must look elsewhere.

But where? she said.

The man I told you of.

But what man? she asked.

A man I met in Snichester.

Whats he like?

Its not by appearances we can judge him.

What kind of man is he? she said.

Hes one, he replied, who has seen all these things.

What things? she asked.

The things that are troubling us.

You mean...?

Yes, he said. The Reverend Arthur Davidson, if he pleases to call himself that. I met a man who has seen such.

But... she gasped.

There is no one else, he said, that can help us now.

And then she wanted to know who he was and exactly how he would help them.

He is named Perkin, he said. And he will come and give me advice as to how to deal with it.

When will he come? she asked.

Oh, in a week or so, he said.

A week! she exclaimed. We must have help at once.

And the look of strain on her face increased, as though it were all a matter of hours.

At once? he said. He cant come at once. There is no really urgent hurry.

Cant you see, she said, that theyll all go over the hill? Theyll all go to the Old Stones and leave you!

She glanced round as though at any moment the call to go might be sounded.

They still come to church, he said.

Only because Tommy Duffin lets them, she answered. If he were to blow those pipes outside the church door...

The Bishop would have to take action then, he said.

It would be too late, then, she said. Too late.

And she spoke with an impatience that sounded new to Anwrel Mrs. Duffin must know all about it by now, he said. Perhaps she may knock it all out of him yet.

Go and see her, she replied strangely.

What had made this change in Augusta? What could be happening?

What are they doing now, he asked, down in the village?

Go and look, she said, and said no more than that. And the strained look came back to her face as she sat silent.

Very well. I will, said Anwrel.

The vicar went down to the village pondering wearily as usual. He was wondering when help would come, and whether that strange man who had promised help, and had known the things that haunt the shadowy spaces of legend and guess, just out beyond the borders of human knowledge, would be able to save Wolding. He should be able to, for he had seen what most men could not see and others would not: he alone would not be fighting in the dark if he bore arms against Pan. But then again the enemy was so ancient: and it hardly seemed that an upstart visionary like Perkin, however much he had seen and known, could overthrow him now.

So ran the swift troubled thoughts, which ever since the vicar first wrote to the Bishop had been always seeking help. Perhaps there had been a time when Anwrel would have relied more on himself, but now he needed help as a man in the grip of a torrent, and swept under, needs air. Full of his meditations, a dull figure to look on, yet alert with swift thoughts within, he nearly ran into old Hibbuts coming up the hill; Hibbuts the sexton, and secretary of the Horticultural Society, who year in year out had always come up to him at the Vicarage on the same date and with the same words, which began About this Flower Show, sir... And then they would go together over tiny absorbing details, during which the big hand of the clock would move round unnoticed, as though Time had seized this opportunity to steal an hour from Man: and next day the Wolding Flower Show would be announced. And that date was three days ago, last Saturday. And Hibbuts had never come. The vicar suddenly remembered it.

Hullo Hibbuts, he said.

Good morning, sir, said Hibbuts.

You never came about the Flower Show, Hibbuts.

Didnt I, sir? said Hibbuts.

No, said the vicar. We should have had the notices out by now.

So we should, sir.

But you never came, said Anwrel.

I must have forgotten it, sir, said Hibbuts.

Ive never known you forget it before, said the vicar. Well, wed better go over it this evening.

Why, yes, sir, said Hibbuts. We must have the Flower Show the same as ever.

Of course, said the vicar.

We must have something of the sort, sir; even if...

Even if what?

Oh, nothing, sir, said Hibbuts.

Then you will come up after tea?

Oh, I dont mind if I do, sir, said Hibbuts.

The vicar looked at him, finding his answer strange. And, whether the man had secrets to hide from that steady gaze, or whether he resented the searching rays of it, he suddenly said to the vicar, I dont think therell be no Flower Show this year, sir.

No Flower Show? But there must be, said the vicar.

Yes, sir? said Hibbuts.

Why not? said the vicar.

Oh, I dont know, sir, said the sexton.

Why not? Anwrel asked again.

I really couldnt say, sir. I must be going on now.

And Hibbuts went, and though the vicar called after him Why? he knew well enough: the old ways of Wolding were beginning to fall before customs older and stronger.

The vicar walked on, still uselessly pondering, and came to a field by the road, in which was a wealth of hay, starred by dog-daisies. He gazed out over it till he saw in a corner one man mowing a bit of it with a scythe. It was too far to hail him. But there was the fact; one man with a scythe in a field of thirty acres that should have all been cut already. There was no difficulty in obtaining a cutter: not every farmer had one of those machines, but Drover up on the hill always had one for hire, and there were plenty more.

The vicar walked on. And now he came to the first house in the village, a cottage whose white doorstep he knew as well as astronomers know some large star. The steps had not been whitewashed. And next he came to some children, at play in the street. But it was school-time! He went up to them and they rather moved away from him, as rooks move away from a man that is riding a horse, not scattering, as from one who walks, yet edging away. But he came up to one of them, a girl of eleven, feeling with all his heart as he came that he was a hostile figure to them. She faced him, with the sun on her bright locks, and a look of impudent courage, standing alone. Why are you not in school, Nancy? he said. Mrs. End isnt taking school this afternoon, she said.

Why not? said the vicar.

I dont know. She isnt here.

What did you learn this morning? he asked, on the track of the truth of the matter.

It was to have been arithmetic, said Nancy. Was to have been, said the vicar. But what did you learn?

Mrs. End said it wouldnt matter.

Wouldnt matter! Why?

She said, Mrs. End did, said Nancy, that we shouldnt want arithmetic any more.


CHAPTER XXVI

THE FIRE ON THE STONE

SO the vicar went on to the post office and took a telegraph form, and addressed it to Perkin, Snichester, and signed it The Vicar of Wolding, and added the one word Come.

Listlessly Mrs. Datchery, the post mistress, pushed a bundle of letters towards him that had been lying there all day, the letters for the Vicarage. The vicar took them and left.

He might have seen much more of the change that had come over the village, but he had seen enough; here the work of a day neglected in a garden, there the work of the year some while overdue in a hay-field; a listlessness everywhere; a rose, once trained to a wall, broken loose, and left to wave with the wind; a mans tie all ill-tied and flapping loose over his coat; gates that should be shut left open; and everywhere an air of dreamy pre-occupation with something far from those fields, and far indeed from the quiet orderly ways that Wolding had known through Elderick Anwrels time, and far before that as long as there was any memory. One strange experience Wolding had had, and the fruits of it ripened now, filling Anwrels spirit with bitterness. He had seen enough, and he went back through the village, and felt as he walked there by the doors of his own parishioners, almost as the inhabitant of a conquered country might feel, walking in cities occupied by the victors; almost, but not quite yet, for he rested his hope on Perkin, to whom these terrible wonders were not strange.

Now he returned to the vicarage to wait for Hibbuts, whom he had told to come up after tea.

Well? said Augusta.

Yes, its all changed, he said. All changed.

What will you do? she asked anxiously.

Ive sent for Perkin, he said. The man I told you of.

Will he be able to stop it? she said.

I told you, he said. And then more patiently and slowly he went on: Its like this, Augusta: this thing that is happening isnt like ordinary things. It doesnt happen in other parishes. It isnt in modern books. It should have all died out thousands of years ago. I wish to Heaven it had! But it isnt in modern thought at all. And it isnt studied now; so able scholars cant help me.

The Bishop should have helped us for all that, sighed Augusta.

No, said Anwrel. It was impossible. Its outside modern thought. He feared that I might be mad, and he examined me to see. And even now I think he isnt sure. If I asked him for help again he would have no doubt of it.

Then I dont see how Perkin can help, she said.

Cant you see? he said. Cant you see? Perkin has known these things. Hes the very man that can help.

Know them? she said. How can he know them?

He sees them all round him, said the vicar.

But. But is he mad? she said.

Oh, cant you see, said poor Anwrel, that sanity cannot save us?

She thought a long while over that. No, she said, no. It never will.

They kept silence then, such a silence as beleaguered troops might keep, sitting down to eat rats. They seemed nearing their last extremity.

And then she asked: When will he come?

He said a week, he answered.

Then they sat silent again.

I told Hibbuts to come up after tea, he said at last. We are going to talk over the Flower Show.

Hell never come, she said.

And they had tea, and they waited; but Augusta was right and Hibbuts never came. And instead of Hibbuts came that awful messenger, the music that had strayed from Arcadian slopes and down the long ages, to float over fields of England from Tommy Duffins pipes. It came with its clear message to them both, to leave that house and all that the vicarage stood for, and all that the last two thousand years had taught, and to turn again and remember the Old Stones. And what was there to know of the Old Stones? Come and Ill tell you. Come and Ill tell you. Come and Ill tell you, sang the strange tune like chimes.

Augusta gripped both arms of her chair, and her face went tense and white. The vicar watched her reproachfully. You too? he said gravely when the music stopped.

I didnt go, she almost screamed.

Go, indeed! said the vicar. No, of course not.

The idea of Augusta going had never entered his mind; though the thought of going himself had come, however manfully he cast it out; had come often.

She did not answer and Anwrel said no more. So they sat silent.

Again she asked him when Perkin would come, and again he told her a week.

But when he gets your wire, she urged.

He will walk, he said. Hell start today and should be here on Monday.

But why cant he come by train? she asked.

It was hard for him to explain. Man has imagined many things: some of them he has put forth in iron and steel, and others have remained within his imagination. Both kinds are equally wonderful; but the things of iron and steel attract the more attention because they parade continually before our eyes and our ears, and indeed all our five senses, and the mind is always having reports of them from these alert five; while the things that have remained within the imagination, and that, but for an occasional statue or work on bronze, have never been clothed with matter, lurk in the vastnesses of the skull with all that man has known, and are only seen now and then by the inner eye amongst the lumber of ages. It was with these things that Perkin was concerned, not with the other wonders, nor did Anwrel wish that his allys restless thoughts should be turned from the matter in hand to consider the mystery of such things as trains.

But it was hard to explain all this to one who had never seen Perkin, though once you had seen him and talked with him it was obvious. So he merely said, Oh, Perkin would never come by train.

And this she accepted.

The influence of the pipes had gone far and deep. Here was the vicarage gloomy and silent because of them, that only a while ago was a cheery little house.

A week of waiting before any help would come. And that look on Augustas face. The vicar rose and went to his study and began to turn over his collection of flint implements, every one numbered on a little square piece of sticking-paper, and a note-book with date and place against every number, recalling old journeys over high brown fields of clay above the hills of chalk. But they brought him no solace today. They did not lure his thoughts from the ruin of Wolding, nor calmed his fears busy with guesses of how the end would be. Only the old blue palaeolith seemed glancing towards him, sideways out of its hollows, with a crudely familiar look, as though he were coming nearer and nearer to this blunt primitive thing, across a gap in the ages. About supper time the vicar rose from his flints and went away from the house. He was not hungry; and a troubled mind drove him out to walk swiftly, as though with plodding feet there came some scrap of harmony between body and brain, that would not come to him sitting still in a chair while his thoughts raced on and on. And the theme of his thoughts was the same old theme that comes to all minds in trouble, a balance, always shifting, between the evil as one fears it and the help as one hopes it. How bad were things with the village? How soon would Perkin come? Nothing else occupied his mind all the evening.

I will not chronicle such mournful thoughts. Let us follow instead the body, the dark coat and the felt hat, that they drove onwards. We do not always see the spirit clearly outlined in that shadow that it casts on earth, and that has chief honours here, the human body; but it was clear enough in the appearance of Anwrel, a woebegone figure. One of the conquered indeed; for in every neglected thing he passed, as he strode swiftly again through the village, he saw something that, if it were only a neatness about a garden or a tidiness about a path, was a part of the olden ways now overthrown, and a new joy had come to the village, a joy in which he could take no part while anathema had any meaning to him. He saw young men with circles of roses on their bare heads: he passed them hurriedly. And as he climbed Wold Hill beyond the village he saw, running over the slope twards Mrs. Airlands, Lily wearing a wreath of convolvulus in her hair. Then he knew that he should find them gone from the Old Stones, and he pressed on to find what traces he could see of this new worship; how far they had got; well knowing that, when the ceremonial of it became more intricate or in any way ampler than that of the lawful and right service he held, it would be the end of his ministrations. What they did at the Old Stones he knew not, not even knowing of their ritual dance: one thing he dreaded more than everything else, barely letting his thoughts hint it; he dreaded lest they should make sacrifice there, offering burnt offerings unto heathen gods. After that, if it came to that, after that they would never come to his church again.

When the vicar came to the beeches amongst which gnarled yew-trees stood, that had known the hill before ever the beech-trees came, night seemed to enter the wood with him. For some while now the Evening Star had been seen, but the sky was still full of daylight; and, like a pale sapphire in a setting of diamonds, the planet was shining through that other light. To the hushed wood the daylight came no longer, and the flash of the Evening Star above the branches was the only clear light that the vicar saw, as he went uphill over the twisted roots. At the top he rested, sitting down on a root, alone with those ceaseless thoughts. And for some while he stayed there, for it was a steep climb up from the village, though the last part of it was of necessity slow because of the dark of the wood. Then he rose and went down the far slope past beech and pine, going softly without a sound, a spy in his own parish. And so he came to the edge of the wood and looked out on the other valley, standing behind a tree and peering carefully round it at the Old Stones of Wolding clustered below in their field. No one was there, but there was a glow on the stones.

He walked towards them and saw the sides turned inwards, those that were furthest from him, glowing like ruddy faces. And soon he saw the soft dance of wavering shadows, that had not danced perhaps for ages and ages, flickering up and down whenever a breeze would dance with them. And there on the long flat stone was a flame as light as a fairy, lucidly burning in the midst of the circle with the steady light that comes from spirit or oil, with which someone had soaked some rags, and had left them to burn all night. And an awful memory of something Hetley had said of a cave near the Acropolis struck the vicar as sudden and chill as the wind that blows before thunder.


CHAPTER XXVII

MRS. DUFFIN TAKES SUNDAY SCHOOL

THOSE were anxious days for the vicar, and yet he did nothing useful. He investigated and watched. He saw the village drifting all that week, like a derelict galleon, with cable rusted through, that a current takes away out of a harbour, slowly to cold grey distance. And, as lights and landmarks would vanish one by one from the sight of any mariner lost with the galleon, some derelict of the race of men, doomed to the derelict ship; so many a custom, many an ancient way, many remembered trifles, that were always the first to welcome the homing thoughts of absent Wolding men, faded away that week and were lost in the wastes of Time. It especially pained the vicar, although he could not say why, that Blegg was no longer clipping the yew in his garden to keep it shaped like a peacock. In another garden the hollyhocks drooped and broke, through not being properly tied. And nowhere was the hay being properly cut. And the heathen rites continued. All this the vicar watched, a melancholy figure haunting the evening, but still he did nothing himself.

Had physical action been demanded he would have taken his part, at his age, and even against a hundred men. For everywhere the physical is limited. But this was spiritual and he looked for help, had looked for it ever since this story began, and was waiting for it yet. The telegram had undoubtedly been sent; it was one of the last that anyone had troubled to send from Wolding; and no message had come to say it had not been delivered. So he knew that the brief address had been sufficient to find that curious figure. There seemed nothing to do but to wait.

Sometimes he thought that Augusta, by some silence, implied that he ought to act himself. But how? No one less than a bishop, he felt, could advise him in such a spiritual crisis. Or Perkin. A man perpetually tossed on spiritual storms. A mariner of the unknown.

So he waited, and prayed for Perkin. Once in that week he forlornly climbed the hill on his side of the valley, and went over the downs to see Welkin. He found him in a field.

Well, he said, Welkin; those warts getting any better?

No, sir. She cant cure em.

It was as the vicar had feared.

Shes lost the knack of it, sir, Welkin went on.

She could do it, broke out the vicar, only she wont.

Its my belief, sir, said Welkin, as she cant.

She could do it, the vicar repeated bitterly. She could do it. And he went away mumbling the same words to himself, and brooding on the failure of help wherever it was most due.

Once in these days he met Tommy Duffin, out on the hill in the morning, and stopped and spoke with him, and realised from the unintelligent face that here was no young genius leading people away from ways that were wearing out to things that were new; but that the body and brain of Tommy Duffin were but the halting-place of some strayed power, that was moving out of the past on a journey none knew whither.

Going to play those pipes again this evening, Tommy? he asked directly.

I dont know, sir, said Tommy.

What, youre not going to play them this evening?

Oh, I dont know, sir.

Yes that was it. A strayed power. And Tommy no more than a mossy stone in a stream, on which a traveller rests his foot for a moment. How should the moss know why?

And all that week the little eternal things were coming softly back; bindweed was climbing up to daylight above the tops of the hedges, weeds visited gardens and stayed unmolested with their more gorgeous kin, tiny plants found homes unreproved in crevices amongst steps, tendrils exploring the air began to lean out across paths; moss heard the news and came quietly to chosen places, unnoticed and almost invisible, but dreaming of long long sojourn and quiet growth that should conquer all but the outlines of all whereon it seized; and ivy heard, and planned or hoped or trusted, for, while each small leaf is caring for nothing but to turn out to the sun, the deep core of the ivy that drives the sap to the tendrils dreams sullenly and alone of the overthrowing of cities. And rabbits came upon little lawns, and grew bolder and found the lettuces; and something taught foxes that they could come further down the slopes; for an awe was departing from man in the village of Wolding, now that he was turning back from the path that steam and steel had shown him, to ways that were more of the Earth that the foxes knew.

All that week the little weeds came straggling back like the soldiers of a scattered army returning after defeat, and rallying on the lost field once again, as indeed they were; for the war with the weeds is won wherever a village is made, though the beaten green army comes back at last in the end.

And all these days, with the village going from bad to worse, the vicar believed that his cause was not lost yet; for he clung to a hope that Mrs. Duffin, a steady church-going woman, would yet reprove her son and put an end to the piping. If that hope failed him, nothing remained but Perkin.

And it came round to Sunday, five days after the wire had gone to Perkin, six days, counting the day on which he must have got it; and seven days from Snichester to Wolding made an easy walk, even for an elderly man: it might be done in less.

And they came to church again.

All, then, was by no means lost. The vicar wondered that he could see no trace of gladness in Augustas face, sitting in a pew before him.

He did not preach any special words to them. There was no need to, for he awaited advice from Perkin as to what line to take; and he had his hopes of Mrs. Duffin, whose bonnet he could clearly see; so that this trouble might all blow over yet. It was her turn to take Sunday School today. If she still did that, and still came to church, things were not so bad with the village as they might look at first sight, whatever Mrs. End did. Sunday School was at three: he would go and see Mrs. Duffin there: he had meant to see her before.

Though he did not preach to them with any especial appeal that should lure them homeward from their perilous straying, yet he read the first two commandments with a gravity such as he seldom used. Indeed, after the first commandment, which he uttered in a voice that was thrillingly clear, he paused for some moments that the words might sink through the silence. And perhaps their effect was felt; but more than this was needed in such a crisis. And when the service was over Augusta said never a word of this. He knew then that she felt that he should make some great effort himself. Well, he would when Perkin came.

Again they met Mr and Mrs. Duffin coming away from church, though Tommy was not with them.

Youre taking Sunday School today, said the vicar. Arent you, Mrs. Duffin?

Well, sir, began Mrs. Duffin.

Yes, youre going. You said so this morning, said Duffin. Yes, shes going to be there, sir.

Well, yes, Im going, said Mrs. Duffin, but

It was all he wanted to hear. Oh, thats all right, said the vicar.

Up at the vicarage Anwrel sat down to lunch full of a cheerfulness that for many days had wandered far away from him. Sunday School, after all, more than counterbalanced the defection of Mrs. End. While Sunday School continued and people came to church he still held the parish for the cause that was right and just, whatever enemy might prowl on its borders. With Mrs. Duffin holding out at the Sunday School, and the arrival of his new ally daily expected, things might come right even yet. The vicars spirits rose, but Augusta sat silent with a look on her face that, if you caught it with a sidelong glance, not staring at it direct, seemed almost a look of dread.

Somehow the time seemed to drag rather heavily; but when it came near three the vicar left the house, and walked down the hill to receive and to give encouragement in the little schoolroom where he pictured the Christian cause holding back for long the forces of paganism. The road was oddly empty. Not a soul did he see till he met with old Mrs. Tichener, coming away from the Sunday School. The old woman saw where he was going.

I shouldnt go there, sir, she said.

Go where, Mrs. Tichener? he asked, not crediting her with having seen his gaze fixed full at the school, nor his deliberate pace, still less with having known the thoughts that were troubling him, or with being able to put two and two together more rapidly than he would even see one of the twos.

School, sir, said Mrs. Tichener.

Not go to the school! said the vicar. Why not?

Oh, I dont know, sir.

But why not?

Oh, it was only a fancy of mine, sir.

Oh, the mystery of these villagers, when you asked them a plain question. Again and again he had noticed it. It was like a wall suddenly erected; no, something more primitive than that; like a hurdle suddenly lifted to keep out a wolf. It was thus that they would bar any further encroachment of an educated mind, if once they began to fear it was coming towards them. She had wished to tell him something, but any sudden enquiry from him, and it was like the wolf coming nearer: up went the barrier, and no questions of his would get him further now. What fancy of hers, what trivial treasure of her mind, would he have hurt if he had been allowed a little nearer to her thoughts? Well, it was no use trying to get further. He would go and see for himself.

And still she stood and watched him and seemed to wish to dissuade him. Tiresome old woman: why couldnt she give her reason? No, their queer old lore was enough for these old women: they never cared about reasons.

I wouldnt go, sir, she called after him. As he went by a window he saw Mrs. Duffin seated at the desk, and the school-room, as far as he could see, very much fuller than usual. Many of the older lads were there, though children were there too. Mrs. Duffin with her jet brooch and black bonnet, sitting there at the desk, gave him for a moment a confidence in the inviolability of the old order of things, such as a banner suddenly blown might have given to soldiers, rallying in ancient wars. And then a curious sound made him stand still to listen. Mrs. Duffin was chanting. She was chanting words slowly. And the words were not entirely English. Egg, oh, pan, pan, tone, tone, they went, and a little further. Then she stopped and repeated them. It was thus that the vicar was able to get a part of them accurately Egg, oh, pan, pan, tone, tone, lofone, R. K. D. Then the chant went on to words that he could not remember. But there were memories for him in it. Here a word and there a word, and each one calling him back like old chimes to Cambridge. Why! It was Greek. He did not count himself a scholar. But he had not forgotten all his Greek, from the old days at Cambridge. And it was queer how the sound of those words after all these years brought back the Cam to him and the boats; and, oh dear me, youth. But Greek here, in the school-room at Wolding! What was she doing. And suddenly the words came to him. The few syllables he could remember at the beginning of the strange chant ran together and formed words, and the words made a fragment of a coherent sentence. meant: he looked it up afterwards and found that it was slopes. Meanwhile he guessed valleys and was not far out. I Pan, of all the Arcadian valleys, King So that was what she was teaching them. Something so beautiful and strange and, aye, damnable, that it had lingered on and on for all these years in her memory. And the vicar shouted aloud: The accursed blessing of Pan!


CHAPTER XXVIII

ARMING FOR THE STRUGGLE

WHEN Anwrel returned to the vicarage that afternoon, and Augusta looked up at him from her chair without saying anything, he answered her thoughts with the words: Yes, I must do something myself.

When he said that he must do something, it went without saying, considering the enemy that he faced, that it must be the very utmost of which human effort was capable.

Augusta nodded.

But why, why did he come here? cried Anwrel.

She looked out at the pleasant slope across the valley, with the sun on the grass, all wild, not harmed at all by anything that had changed the world in the restless 19th century. It got the sun all the morning and all the afternoon, and at evening the shadows came stealing down from the wood. In late summer the thyme would go rioting over the slope like bands of fairy children, and all the golden evening air would be heavy with its wild scent. And all through early summer the briar rose so scented passing breezes that she wondered how far the wandering fragrance went, and whether it came, if only perceived in dreams, to cities where folk knew nothing of briar rose. Not to men perhaps; but certainly to moths, that with their green eyes shining sailed up that stream of fragrance. It was indeed a pleasant slope.

Why not? she said. If he came back at all.

And still his mind was full of all the other places he might have gone to, with his sly pretence of being a clergyman. Why not to one of them instead of Wolding? Such thoughts are common to all troubles.

Theres something about the valley he must have liked, she said.

Werent there hundreds of other valleys for him? he asked bitterly, and unreasonably. For he gave no thought to a factory here, a factory there, and a whole new town in the next place; and villas going up on hill-side after hill-side, arising out of no feeling in any human mind and reflecting no feeling back, brief monuments to pretentiousness, that would be down in two hundred years; and everywhere machinery with teeth and claws of steel getting its grip on the earth, that had belonged but a while ago to Man and his poor relations. There were not so many valleys, after all, that were unspoiled like this one.

But still he uttered the cry of all minds that first come on a trouble: Why here?

There must be something about it, she said.

But what? he asked.

Dont you remember, she said, how a wandering goat came to Wold Hill some years ago, and seemed to like it and stayed. It only died there last year. There must be something about the hill.

And still it seemed to him that such a thing, if it happened at all, should have happened to some other parish.

They said he was dead, you know. They said he was dead. Something like two thousand years ago.

Did they? she muttered.

It wasnt true, he sighed.

But all this was leading them nowhere.

What will you do? she said directly.

Perkin will come tomorrow, he said.

And then? she asked.

Ill wait for Perkin.

An inner estimate of the enormous effort required of him made him dally a little longer. And he still clung a little to his habit of looking for help. A weakness perhaps. And yet, was he not right to report to the Bishop? Was he not right to consult the greatest scholar in the diocese and to expect sound advice from Hetley? They had failed him, and he waited for Perkin now. And Monday came but not Perkin.

On Tuesday Augusta reminded him gently of his resolution.

Perkin could only have come yesterday, he said, if he had started the moment he got my wire. The full week will only be up this evening.

On Wednesday evening she said to him suddenly: Do you think Perkin will come?

Yes, he said, I am sure of it.

Next day she repeated the question.

Give him one more day, he said.

On Friday he scarcely spoke all the morning. And in the afternoon he suddenly rose from his chair and said: I am going to prepare my sermon. And left the drawing-room and went across to his study.

She knew then by his voice, which in that short sentence went all the way from despair to resolution, that he was going to struggle at last, manfully and alone.

Yes it was come to that. All had failed him now. And if his parish was to be saved it must be saved by his own effort. He must preach to them. He must expose in clear unsparing words the error of their heresy. And then he must lead them back to the ways from which they had strayed, by argument as sound as learning could make it and simple enough to harmonise with the thoughts of the simplest of his parishioners. But first it must be sound and logical, and well based upon Holy Writ.

He had his Bible before him and all his books of reference, and his white sheet of foolscap and the red and black ink-pots; but not a word would come. He sat there for an hour, and still the paper was blank. Still he sat on. It is seldom that a man tries as Anwrel was trying now, and finds that nothing comes as the fruit of such intensity. Yet nothing came to Anwrel. He needed the spirit of Euclid with the research of Macaulay. He needed instances, whether in the Bible itself, or in the writings of the early fathers, or in some modern work of learned ecclesiastics, that should confound this heresy; and then he required to prove, for it was of no use merely quoting, that these great authorities were indubitably right. But no such instance could he find upon which to build his argument. Nothing on which even to begin the long proof that should convince the minds of his people that they had been doing utterly wrong; without which convincing he knew now that they would go so far astray, that when the scandal spread to the ears of those that should have helped him, it would be all too late. He read and he reasoned. But when he left his study late that evening, worn with the strain of work, the sheet of foolscap was still untouched on his desk. He had not even found a text.

And Saturday came, the day on which he always prepared his sermons, and he sat in his study all the morning. And at first he thought of Hetley, and the Bishop, and Perkin, trying to reason out the advice they would have given him if they had not all failed him, for on that morning he still turned a little to his desire for help, though that desire was no more than a memory now. Perkin he dismissed first from his mind, for it was sound logic and clear convincing argument that he needed now; and there was none of that in Perkin. What books would Hetley recommend, he wondered? What line of reasoning would the Bishop suggest? But soon he put these phantoms of help away and turned solely to his own energies. In such a crisis, and to such self-reliance, Fortune surely should have come. But she was far away that day, perhaps helping a child to find a lost toy boat in some reeds, too busy to aid this lone champion of Christianity; and the incisive argument, the instances delved out of history, came never upon the foolscap 


CHAPTER XXIX

THE STRUGGLE

AND Sunday came, and his bells were ringing as the vicar went to church, ringing and beating back from the walls of the houses, as though their influence pouring from the tall tower of flint had flooded all the valley. It was all as it had been Sunday after Sunday since ever Anwrel knew Wolding; as it had been times out of mind. In those mellow notes all that was lovely in old years seemed to linger, like bright dust that time had frayed from some golden filigree, caught in the cobwebs of a deserted house and held there still when all other gold was gone. Through that ancient triumphing melody, to which even bricks and slates were answering clearly, no sound of any pipes could come, thought the vicar; and new hopes, whose roots were in the echoing music, rose in him suddenly. Yet still he had no text, no telling argument, not a word of his sermon.

He had brought with him the notes of a sermon made two or three years ago, when a thunder-storm had kept all away from the church except five or six, and those few had barely heard it amongst the peals of the thunder: Augusta had reminded him of it and knew where to find the notes. It was a kindly, friendly, human little sermon, and, in face of the trouble that threatened Wolding now, perfectly useless; as Augusta knew; but she knew that he must still preach to the very last, until the end whose approaching shadow she felt, though what it would be she knew not.

So he went into the vestry with his notes, no better equipped to deal with what confronted him than would a soldier be that should attack with a butterfly-net.

All through the service moods passed through his mind, so that sometimes, when he saw that the pews were full, as far as he could discern down the long dim aisle, he believed that the just cause held his people yet; and sometimes despairs with all their terrible certainly assured him that they only drifted there, driven idly by custom, as in parishes that he had heard of folk came to service still, whose faith had withered long since and only habit remained to them.

But when he went up into the pulpit and spread out his notes, and looked up from them at the families he had known so long and well, and saw in their faces as they watched him lines made by sorrows and mirths in which he had had his share, then all those moods departed and only a pity was left to him, so deep that he knew if he spoke it would all well over in tears. So he stood silent, fumbling his useless notes. And then he said: Oh, my people.

For a moment more he held back the words that were coming, breaking loose under that great pity, as frozen streams pour down at last, in the warmth of some sudden Spring. For he must give them a text. But he had no text to give them. So he quoted part of a sentence from memory out of the prayer-book. In their time, and in the old time before them. And whatever meaning the incomplete words may have lacked, they carried his own thoughts back, as though by a little golden bridge thrown far over troubled years, to the quieter days of which he would speak with them. And he spoke to them of their own gardens, of lanes they knew and the hedges all white at the end of May, the wild rose in the midst of the year, then the hazel nuts on the uplands, and the journey that the stream made all the while, going quietly on through Wolding like the ages, the stream on whose banks the white-haired farmers there had all sat once on a time angling for minnows. By easy ways and by paths that they all loved he drew them surely back to the old time.

The old ways were best, he said, the faith of their fathers and of the old time before them. He told them how the moss came over grave-stones like a visible benediction; he told them where first the anemones stole out in the early Spring, and where the hyacinths rioted, and where the old bonfire had been long ago on the hill: these were his arguments, these his allusions from history. And as no arguments would ever have dragged them, so these simple memories led them, till their thoughts were far away with the old time. Were not those days best, he asked them. And before their minds had time to make any comparison their hearts had all answered him. He appealed to them without any rhetoric, and making use of no learning; he stretched out his hands and appealed to them to abide by the old ways. And a hush came down on the simple people of Wolding, like the hush of those who were living now in their memories. Insects that glittered in the streaming sunlight beyond the open door could be heard through the silence singing their own small song. And in that silence at last Augusta hoped.

And now the very thoughts in the vicars heart were hand in hand with their thoughts, and in sunny gardens of the old lost years their memories went where he led them. Go back through those years, he said, as far as they would in memory, and they would find the old faith still blessing them. What would guide them, he asked them, in the days to come, with all their unseen troubles and unguessed changes, if they deserted the light that had led them so long. Not a dress rustled, not a child stirred or sighed. Softly at first, soft as Spring coming to meadows, soft as birds heard far off by children at play, and strange as the music of ice that the noon and a wind have broken, the sound of pipes rose slowly above the words of the preacher.

Nobody doubted that it was Tommy Duffin: they could hear his hob-nailed boots on the square red tiles that paved the path through the churchyard.

He was playing louder now. The first notes had come like the beckoning of a hand, or like a call in a whisper. But the music was rising now like a conquerors trumpet, who blows at the borders of an unknown land, calling his followers on. A moment ago and their thoughts had been all about Anwrel, leading them back into the calm of the past, among things no stranger than the glow of old hollyhocks, at the end of the gloaming gathering the last of the light, or than hawk-moths darting silently out of space to poise themselves upon air by a bell-mouthed flower, or than the simple wonder of may. But wonders of which he knew nothing were luring them now; and if the music of those pipes were beating from shores that no learning of his had ever touched, and from regions beyond his dreaming, what hope could there be for those poor simple folk to know where they were going before it was all too late? Too late! At such a thought he faltered, and even paused for a while. In the pause the pipes played on. Then stillness outside the church and stillness in it, and they heard Tommy Duffins boots as he marched away.


CHAPTER XXX

THE BATTLE IS LOST AND WON

AUGUSTA looked up at the vicar, but he did not need that glance: it was the hour of his effort. If he should fail them now, if they should lose the faith to roam after pagan fantasies, he would be like a shepherd that could not make hurdles upon old wolf-haunted downs. They should not stray, these simple people committed to his charge; he would hold them yet.

There was a stir in the church; heads were turned round away from him; a half-witted boy stole out.

By some movement of his hands he called back their wandering glances. By some tone in his voice he held them, by that ring as he spoke that was like an echo of triumph heard faintly in the voices of the just, rejoicing in happy ardours far from our sphere, and unburdened by our perplexities or only remembering them dreamily. Whatever it was, whenever that rare elation, he knew it when it came, knew that from all the wide and mysterious region of thought his utmost powers were gathering now to help him. It was as it should be; his greatest effort was now; he would win this struggle with all the might that was in him, or fail as forlorn hopes fail, because the last blow is spent and the enemy was the stronger. Thus he spoke to them in his power: thus he appealed to them still.

And again he led their thoughts to the olden years; again he awoke from their sleep or gathered back from their straying, the memories that were living amongst this people of his, illuminating days that had now no other light. He showed them how all the little things they had loved had been guided each to its place in the valleys of Wolding by the old faith of their fathers. Not a lawn they knew, not a rose on a cottage wall, could have come down the years to them without that guidance. The old ways had them in their holding yet. He besought them not to turn away from that guidance after things that were evil and new. And all the while that he besought them he mourned lest through fault of his, through any weakness of reasoning, through any word unsaid, these neighbours of his that he looked upon as his children should stray away far from salvation. He mourned as he spoke, and they felt his sorrow throbbing from every word, vibrating along his sentences, his fear lest because of him this evil should fall on them. He found no fault with them: the fault would all be his, if the good that he had preached to them all these years should be suddenly lost to them utterly. He blamed them no more than a shepherd blames his sheep. And always he turned back to the bygone years; for the faith and the ancient ways were one to him, and were like a garden glowing in soft light, safely fenced from all the cares that perplex our days. He never can have reflected that it was out of those bygone years that the rites of Pan had reached them as well as the Faith, going down time together, as butterfly and pursuing bird go down the same wind. And they recked little of that, for their imaginations did not reach so far as the origin of anything (if, indeed, any human imagination can), and it was only a fight in their minds between the memory of Wolding as Anwrel pictured it, long ago, as the elders knew it, a village whose ways seemed somehow turned towards blessings as its hills sloped to the sunlight, and the memory of that music that all had heard just now, barely ten yards away from the very door. Which memory would hold them? Echoes in the high rafters had scarcely ceased to mutter of that strange music, while the other memory lived in the vicars voice. And now they seemed turning back to that memory, for it was upon their heartstrings that he was playing, with his strong voice like a violinists bow. And, as they seemed to turn to him, he told them the story of Wolding through the last generation, the unwritten chronicles of a village of which History had never known. No scholar could have preached to them of any victorious city, or of the glories or learning of any noble age, as he preached to this people of the affairs of Wolding; for he had known all their sorrows, and many a tiny joy, as well as the larger rejoicings when all the village kept holiday. And over all that trivial chronicle as he told it; as though it were gleaming upon every word, or as though the sound of his words broke all the while through the glow of it, hung the old faith, like the gloaming above the valley in summer. Now, with their faces all turned to him, now with his words amongst their inmost thoughts that they thought alone to themselves, sitting late by the fire in winter, he besought them yet again, then stood for a moment gazing silently into their faces. A handkerchief was drawn quietly out in a pew, all white against the dark of the Sunday clothes; and two more. Then three young men with their handkerchiefs to their faces, as though their noses were bleeding, walked out of the church. The younger ones saw them and imitated at once. There was a stir in the pews, and two more handkerchiefs were brought flashing out, in preparation for the stale excuse; when Lily rose up from her seat, and, walking along the pew past Mrs. Airland, stood in the aisle. Standing there in the slenderness of youth, with the splendour of her assurance, she lifted her head and glanced once round the church. Mrs. Airland in the first seat by the aisle was sitting beside her while she stood for that proud moment: she reached out a hand towards the girl to detain her, but the hand driven by an aged uncertain impulse barely reached Lilys dress and gripped nothing. Then Lily walked down the aisle like the bride of a toreador, leaving a bull-ring still resounding with cheers, like a fairy queen stepping at moonrise out of a forest to pursue some magical thing that her forces had routed, like a royal priestess newly initiated in mysteries to be fathomed alone by her. If the way of a step and the poise of a head can hint such things as these, Lily hinted them as she went, to wondering imaginations.

Lily, gasped Mrs. Airland when she found her hand had not held her, that is not the way to go out of church.

But then the thought of that time called Mrs. Airland; not exactly the actual notes of it, but Wold Hill suddenly hallowed by that strange music, and glowing a long way off, deep green with blue shadows, under a haze of gold of that very tint that had seemed to hang between Earth and the fairy hills of tales that were told to her when she was very young. And Wold Hill seemed to call her to come at once, and to leave her pony-trap that would be waiting outside, and to go straight up the slope, not by the slanting path that led to her house, but right to the woods and over the top of the hill; and to go blithely, as she would have gone long ago, forgetting many years, and everything but that music.

Young men and girls were streaming out of the church, with no more pretences now that Lily had gone.

The vicar paused, and there was only the sound of feet. He glanced at Mrs. Airland, seeming to hope that her example might stay some, and that he could yet preach on to a little group.

Mrs. Airland was putting her things together tidily, her prayer-book and hymn-book, small hand-bag and parasol. Then she muttered aloud: It seems a long while ago. And nobody that heard her knew quite what she meant. Then the old neat figure rose up, and walked trimly away.

Anwrel preached on. He did not appeal to them now to remember old gardens, lit by gloamings of long ago, gladdening the last few years of folk that this congregation had known, sleeping now, outside, in the faith, under huge yew-trees. There are aphorisms, quotations, maxims and phrases, common to many a sermon preached by men whose honest hearts were made without one ingredient of oratory. Anwrel knew, now, he had failed. Nothing remained for him but to preach on still. So he preached the old aphorisms, the smooth-worn sayings, to the last of his congregation as their heels rapped down the aisles. With resolute mastery that held down the tears in his voice he preached them the thin bare phrases whose texture had once held thought. He preached on till all seemed gone, all but Augusta. She alone. In such a defeat her steadfastness barely brought comfort to him.

Now it was time to end. So he gathered together his poor sentences, and rounded them to some kind of conclusion, while only Augusta listened.

The last word of his sermon was said; and, as he said it, before he turned round to the East for the dedicatory conclusion, Augusta got up from her seat and followed the rest.


CHAPTER XXXI

THE WOODS OF APPLE

THEN Anwrel glanced once all round the church and saw no one, and turned to the East in the silence as Augustas steps hurried away, and said the final words. As he said the amen that completely concluded his sermon, there came from the shadows of pillars at the dim end of the church a clear voice saying approvingly: Very good. Very good.

For the space of a moment Anwrel stood perfectly still; then, coming down from his pulpit, saw past a pillar, and there was Perkin, alone in the furthest pew, sitting leaning forward with both hands clasped on his stick. The lonely vicar ran down the aisle towards him. Perkin, he said. Yes, said Perkin. Very good.

But they would not hear me. They have all gone. I have failed, said Anwrel.

Hist, said Perkin. Not yet.

But theyre gone, said Anwrel. Gone away to the hill. Even... But he could not say it.

Yes. All gone, said Perkin in his rich voice, with eyes twinkling.

Oh, why did you not come sooner? cried the vicar.

There were forces opposed to that journey of which this world knows nothing.

How did you come? asked the vicar.

I overcame them, said Perkin.

And the vicar at that moment of such complete failure could do no more than repeat, Oh, why did you not come sooner?

Why! But youre doing famously, said Perkin. A very good sermon.

But theyre all gone, wailed Anwrel.

You strengthened their illusions well, said Perkin. And they must have illusions, you know.

Strengthened them! exclaimed Anwrel. Theyve forsaken everything!

Thats because the other illusion is stronger, said Perkin.

At this Anwrel groaned.

Why, yes, said Perkin. When you strengthened your illusions he had to strengthen his. Didnt you hear his pipes? And so there are better illusions on earth than there were. Very good.

He? Who? muttered Anwrel.

That other fellow you spoke of.

The enemy. Oh, the enemy, moaned the vicar.

He has some good illusions, replied Perkin.

But Anwrel without answering led the way to the vestry along one aisle of the deserted church. He feared now he was past the help of even the fertile mind of this curious man, and yet was loath to leave him and face loneliness. As they left the vestry on the way to the vicarage there seemed something in Perkins mood that was far from despair; and some reflected hope shone faintly on Anwrel, in spite of all that defeat and reason told him.

Again Perkin spoke of illusions.

You must have some, you know. If you dont, they get to hear of it outside Earth. Aye, and beyond Neptune.

Then why have you none yourself? Anwrel blurted out in his bitterness.

I? Because I can see through all illusions. All but one. And even that one, I know what it is made of. Dust and ashes. All dust and ashes.

So sadly spoke Perkin, that all the bitterness of the taste of defeat, of that deep draught of disappointment, vanished from Anwrel, and all at once he was thinking only of Perkin.

What illusion was that? he asked kindly.

My love for Mary, said the grey wanderer. Anwrel laid a hand on his shoulder.

No love such as that, he said, for he saw it clearly glowing in the deep eyes, no great love, none, can be dust and ashes ever.

Wrong there, parson. Wrong there, said Perkin. For a parson came, and one a lot older than you, and said those very words. Those were the very words he said over Mary.

Anwrel sighed, and kept his hand on the wanderers shoulder.

Yes, the old man went on, and before that all things had meanings, but they all joined up into one meaning. Now they only have meanings; each one by itself. All separate, all separate; ever since the parson said those words over Mary.

And still Anwrel could do nothing but grip the old mans shoulder as he walked in silence beside him, hearing those broken words thrown up from the storm of an old sorrow.

And Im always glad to help a parson, the wanderer went on, for I never bore him a grudge for what he said. It was true enough, true enough. Mary is dust and ashes.

Then they walked for a while both silent. And then Anwrel sighed and said: But you wont believe in our Heaven.

Not believe in it! Not believe in it! said Perkin. Why, I was there last night.

You were there? gasped Anwrel.

Yes, I couldnt sleep. Things wouldnt let me be. Small troubles roaming the air, that vex folk without reason. They were skipping and hovering foolishly over Seldham, and they wouldnt let me be. And then, just as I thought I was getting to sleep at last, just as I was going off, my spirit started wandering. So there was no more sleep for me that night.

And then? said the vicar, for Perkin had stopped and seemed going to say no more.

I wandered and wandered, said Perkin. And, oh, then I came to Heaven.

How did you know? asked the vicar.

Well, first of all, you could see it wasnt Earth. The colours alone, you know.

More intense, I suppose, said the vicar. Hills on Earth are bluish sometimes, continued Perkin, but not sheer bright blue. And then there were the prayers wobbling up in faint gold streaks, and sounding like violins.

Could you hear the words? asked the vicar. Words? No, said Perkin.

How did you know they were prayers?

The tone of them, said Perkin. They couldnt have been anything else.

What was it like? asked the vicar.

I was in a wood.

What trees? asked the vicar.

Apple.

Yes.

And I could see the far hills shining through the wood, bright blue as I said. And angels were there with great gold haloes on, like harvest moons rising and rising up through the wood. And St. Ethelbruda was playing amongst the angels.

How did you know it was her? the vicar asked.

We all know her in these parts, said Perkin.

Yes, said the vicar. Go on.

She was playing amongst the angels, Perkin continued.

What were they playing at? the vicar asked. For he had a trust in this wandering man that he would have given to his bishop, or to the learning of Hetley, but all had deserted him except this one strange man.

And Perkin answered him: There was a wind blowing from Earth, with a touch of sharpness in it that nearly shrivelled the prayers but could not hurt the blossoms of that wood.

How could cold reach Heaven from here? the vicar asked, anxious to learn what he could from that wandering spirit that had seen the land of which he had taught so long.

It wasnt cold, said the wanderer. It was jealousy.

Jealousy! exclaimed the vicar. That cannot ever touch the angels.

No, explained Perkin. They were playing at it.

Playing at it?

Yes, they were leaning towards that wind blowing out of Earth, and remembering tiny things and mundane ways, and toying with earthly emotions, and trying to remember what they would have felt in our fields, centuries since, in jealousy of the sanctity and the miracles of Ethelbruda, had jealousy been possible to them. That is what they were playing at.

The vicar was silent a moment. Then he said, I do not doubt your word; but I think you must be mistaken in what you saw. Angels and blessed spirits could never be so trivial.

Theres nothing so volatile as an angel, shouted the wanderer. Upon any mere whim of righteousness, or fancy of charity, their spirits will float for hours. And, as for being mistaken, they are more transparent than gossamer. They were playing at jealousy; and probably had been for ages. For, you know, she does work miracles; and they had been holy for ages before she was heard of, yet theyve never been able to do a half of what she can. Not a half of it. There was plenty of stuff to play with. They were looking down at our fields and playing at that: and the fields seemed even tinier than jealousy, though they all seem so big here.

And it never really troubled them, though they felt it blowing from Earth: it would have put their haloes out if it had: one knew that. I told you how it sort of shrivelled the prayers.

And then as they played, as in my opinion they had been playing for ages (the same game all that time), the wind suddenly ceased. Not a puff to make them remember, not a breath to try in vain to trouble the apple-blossoms. And the angels sat still as wild roses under their harvest moons, with nothing whatever to play at.

I knew what that was. Shes beaten, I said. She cant work miracles any more, and theres not enough left to make jealousy even in play. Whod beat her, I said? Why, that goat-legged fellow you were speaking of, who was here before her time. And then I thought of you, and I left Heaven, and I came on here at once. Hell want me now, I said.

Thank you, said Anwrel. Thank you.

And they walked on then in silence and so came to his empty home.


CHAPTER XXXII

PERKIN SEEKS AN ILLUSION

ANWREL, seeking at first helplessly and even despairingly in cupboards and along shelves, came at last on bread, cheese and butter, and part of a cold chicken. And soon he and his strange companion were sitting at dinner in the deserted house, and now a little of his despair was lifting from the vicar, rest and quiet and food all having their share in this; but chiefly that slight lifting, like one wisp of mist swirling away from a shrouded field, was caused by his trust in Perkin. He had recognised from the first the strong far-travelling mind, while others saw only the cut of his clothes and hat; and from the very first Perkin had come to him when all others deserted. He had reason enough to trust him with all his intuitions. But now plodding after those intuitions, as it ever plods behind, came logic to approve the trust he had felt. For, however Perkin had gone, he had come back from wherever he went with definite information that the vicar himself could corroborate, though it came from far beyond the confines of Earth and outside the scope of time: St. Ethelbruda could no longer work miracles.

Could anyone have told him, thought the vicar? Who would tell such things to Perkin? Who would talk at all to that crazed wanderer? No, that was impossible. But the angels: they could have told him, or spirits of the blessed. It was clear that his mind was perpetually mazed by spirits. And was it not to just such as him that the angels were wont to speak, when they spoke to anyone on our earth at all?

You were right about St. Ethelbruda, he said.

Right? said the wanderer. Didnt I tell you I saw her? And a look on her face pretending to vaunt herself. For such things can only be pretence, where she is. And the angels all round her playing at jealousy. And then the look went out of her face. And I knew shed no more to boast of even in play.

Yes, yes, said the vicar. All true.

The wanderer leaned forward suddenly and gripped the vicars knee.

I couldnt have been mistaken, he exclaimed.

It was good of you to come away, said the vicar. You might have forgotten me and stopped to see, to see Mary, you know.

No, said the old wanderer clutching a flap of his coat and thrusting it forward into Anwrels notice. Not in this kit. Too far for it.

Too far? said the vicar.

Too far for this outfit, said the wanderer. Shed be away in one of those cities beyond the wood. Little cities with spires all over the bright blue hills. I might have got there perhaps, if you hadnt wanted me. But Id never have got back to this old suit if I had. Some day, perhaps. Some day. But not with these boots and bones.

Ah, dear me, said the vicar, stung by the contrast of all his despairs and perplexities, and the bright blue hills with their spires shining over the apple-blossom, it is a hard world to come back to.

World? Its a bin, said the wanderer. All full of dust and ashes.

A purpose came suddenly into the wanderers eyes, and he slowly rose from the table. He moved to the door. [BLESSING OF PAN BOOK]

Where are you going? asked Anwrel.

Seeking, said Perkin.

What for? asked Anwrel.

The old search, said the wanderer. Looking for illusions. And this ones taken all your parish away. Who knows? It might hold me yet.

And he spoke with a wistfulness and a quiet that was almost like the tones of one not afflicted by dreams. And he looked through the window at Wold Hill, all shimmering in the sun.

But what shall I do? What shall I do? cried Anwrel.

Why, what does one need but illusions? answered Perkin.

Theyre gone. Ive lost them, said the vicar. One cant hold them all alone. He spread his hands to the emptiness of his room. Ive none to help me now.

Plenty of friends over there, said Perkin, pointing to Wold Hill. Plenty of illusions.

But, gasped Anwrel, but theyre the enemys!

Theyre yours if you want them, said Perkin.

What! cried the vicar.

But the door shut and Perkin was gone.

All alone now. And plenty of time for reflection. But nothing to reflect upon that had not been all worked over and over and found vain. And Perkin, in whom he had trusted so much, who was all he had left to trust to, had given him advice against which his mind was shut: come what may he would not go to Wold Hill, to those unhallowed rites and the heathen stones. Those were the very words that passed through his mind; but underneath them thoughts surged to and fro, a multitude too many and moving too swiftly for the thinker himself to discern them. All the afternoon in the empty house the lonely thoughts raced on. And then, about five oclock, came a slight sound on the gravel, and a rustling inside the hall: and the door was opened and Augusta walked in.

Im so sorry, she said.

But she was not apologising for anything she had done; there was no trace of that in her voice. She was only sorry for him. For herself, she seemed to have slipped from her the weight of all that worry, the burden of which had grown harder day after day, till the lines of her face were all drawn taut with the strain of it. But now the look of strain in her face had gone, and she looked composed at last, as though all the anxiety of those weeks was over.

Augusta, he said. No other words came to say to her.

I stayed till you finished, she said.

He looked at her and did not speak; so she spoke instead.

I thought... she began.

What did you think? he said at last.

I thought you would have come too, she said.

I? he asked.

We all thought so, she answered.

Was everyone and everything driving him to the old stones beyond Wold Hill? He remained silent.

You wouldnt come? she asked.

Never, he said.

Its almost a pity, she said.

A pity! exclaimed Anwrel.

Only, she said, because they were thinking of sacrificing a bull. And you would have done it so well.

He looked round at the walls of the room with their little religious prints, and their secular ornaments upon velvet-hung brackets, so hallowed by fashion in such myriad homes, that these secular knick-knacks were now as ritual as the religious. Yes, it was the walls of a vicarage, amidst which such words were said to him!

They are going to get Mudden to do it if you dont come, she said. And hes not the man for a thing like that. One doesnt want only a butcher.

And as she said this she went over and rang the bell. Well have some tea, she added.

Its no use ringing, he said. Theres no one there.

Oh, theyre all back now, she said.

Well, Pan had won, thought the vicar. But there was one that he had not taken captive yet. He would hold out alone.

But what good would that do?

And there came over him the loneliness of surrounded men, that fight on still and know that their cause is lost.


CHAPTER XXXIII

THE SMILE OF THE PALÆOLITH

AUGUSTA and the vicar said little that evening. The vicar sat grave with thought; while Augusta seemed waiting for him to come to some decision, a decision that she seemed expecting to hear at any moment, and that somehow seemed to be clear enough in her mind.

Yet what could he do? If he were not a parson he might have taken Augusta seriously when she spoke so strangely about a bull: he might have followed Perkins advice and abandoned his lonely struggle and found happiness again amongst his fellow-men, listening to music whose magic had entranced him already as much as any of them.

There was no longer any strain in Augustas face; no perplexities left any mark there.

How could things seem so simple to Augusta? The slightest shadow of the embarrassment caused by their silence lay at times across her expression, but no sign of any worry. How could things be so clear to her, while to him they remained so intricate as to show no right path for him through the mazes of the dark future?

Supper came, and still she said little, still waiting for that simple statement from him, when there was nothing simple to say. And he sat dark with his thoughts.

They went to bed; and all Anwrels despairs and failures rocked his mind to sleep almost at once; so that, lulled by this kindness of the mercy of Nature, he never heard the pipes, some while after midnight, when a waning moon rose. Strange steps had entered his dreams, leading him over the Wold in a walk back through the centuries, enriching his dreams with wonders far beyond the learning of Hetley; but nothing had awoken the weary man. And it was not till an hour later that he awoke, and found Augusta was gone. He called her loudly, he impulsively pulled the bell; but the echoes of his own voice and the bells tinkle only gave emphasis to the hush of the house.

Again he was all alone.

He felt he must think. His mind was all fresh from sleep. But thinking told him nothing but that he had been thinking for weeks, and it had brought him no help yet. Then he must try action, a thing often vaguely praised. But what was he to do?

An uneasy feeling of darkness, solitariness and magic was hurrying him: but whither?

Well, first of all he must dress. So he dressed, still not knowing what he was going to do.

Then he went downstairs carrying a bedroom candle, and found his broad-brimmed hat hanging up in the hall. But perhaps he could think better in his study.

So he went in there with his candle.

He walked round the little room anxiously, as though any material thing he could find there could possibly help his thoughts.

Something about the freedom with which echoes of creaks of boards went soaring away triumphantly through the house seemed to tell him that the whole vicarage was empty.

Ornaments, furniture, pictures, one by one, came into his earnest gaze as the candle-flame passed them. And suddenly the old palæolith.

It almost looked up at the candle. If two inanimate things could greet each other, then that streaming flame bringing sudden colour and shape to the formless things huddled up in the dark of the night greeted the grim old axe that smiled back at once, with shadows shifting among its flinty hollows.

If the old stone grinned at the vicar with those shadows astir in its hollows, he was in just the state to see it and to interpret its meaning, for anxiety had so sharpened his nerves that they did not miss things like that. He looked at the stone once more, bending slightly towards it. And the movement of his head moved his hand and the candle, and the little shadows that lay on the stone all flickered and changed again. This time he felt it had winked at him.

Towards this moment everything had been trending. He saw that now. The Bishops refusal of help; his sending of Hetley to Wolding, the one man who must for certain be utterly useless, because he could not hear; the desertion of him by all that were sane and practical, till only Perkin was left to him: all, all these things had conspired to leave him helpless at last, amongst primitive things as far from civilization as little things lost by the sea at the height of its tide are far from their home at the ebb. Yes, he seemed back with all Wolding in the days of such weapons as this; and it felt to him as if thousands of years must roll over the world again before anything could return of the faith he had tried to preach. His hand shook at the thought, and the moving shadows made the smile of the flint seem grim at this sign of his weakening.

What should he do? What did the great flint want? Perhaps the Old Stones knew. He must go to the Old Stones.

He would take the palæolith. How carry it? Queer memories came to the tired mind from the flint, that a mind not frayed now by anxieties would never have felt at all, queer memories of how the old axe liked to be carried.

He had a great thick stick that he used to take when he went his walks over the hills. He went and found it now. Next he needed strips of hide, and remembered an old pair of leggings. With a good sharp knife that he had he cut a strip from the legging, carefully turning when he got to the end, and going back again and again, till it was all in one long strip. And with this he bound the grim old axe to the wood. When he had done this he extinguished his candle and slipped quietly out of the house.

The night outside was wonderfully blackened by the old trees that clustered about the vicarage and leaned over all its paths. And for a while the vicar had nothing to guide him but the pale surface of the drive. When this reached the road trees were fewer, and there were stars to be seen; and already the vicars eyes, finding their master roaming the open night, were beginning to fit themselves for their new guidance. The cold of the hour, that was about him when he started, increased with the chill of the valley; for though it was only a tiny stream that sparkled through Wolding, and seemed to add by its brightness to the warmth of the sun-drenched slopes, yet at night a power seemed to arise from the stream and to grip the whole valley. Through the chill of this grip the vicar went down the road, and through the long hush of the village, and came to the bridge that went over the stream at a shallow.

By this very way the old flint that he carried must often have come before; for the ford by the little bridge where the carts drove through today would have been the ford always; and the street by which the vicar had come through the village and the track that joined it, going up Wold Hill and straight for the Old Stones, must have been a pathway from hill to hill far back in the days that shaped us, in the days none knew, and that very few thought mattered.

The vicar crossed the bridge and went up the slope by the way that led over the hill to the Old Stones, the night seeming friendlier to him than ever it had before, for the sake, as it almost seemed, of the primitive thing that he carried.

And, had any watched in the empty village then, he had seen an English parson at the close of the nineteenth century, going furtively through the night, and carrying with a certain primeval dignity an axehead that no doubt had played its part while the victory of Man over other creatures trembled still in the balance and none knew yet who would rule the world in the end.


CHAPTER XXXIV

THE BLOOD ON THE LONG FLAT STONE

THE pipes that had summoned Mrs. Anwrel that night had summoned all the village, and they were all sitting there a dark circle about the Old Stones. This was to be the night, they had been told that afternoon by Tommy Duffin. It ought really to have been on midsummers eve, he said, but it was to be tonight instead. And they all came: they felt that they knew now, since they had forsaken the ways of the 19th century finally that afternoon (and, for that matter, the ways of the last 2000 years), that it was wrong to resist the call of those pipes of reed. They had all gone over the hill to the Old Stones a little while after midnight. They were all there: Lily crowned with a wreath of moss roses, that seemed to have come from Mrs. Airlands garden, from an old red wall looking South; and, respectfully further away from the long flat stone, Mrs. Airland herself; and Mrs. Anwrel, seated quietly on the ground, as though she rested from wondering; and Mrs. Duffin, resting from telling stories of the seventeen years of the life of her son Tommy, because this was not the occasion for talk; and Mr. Duffin holding tight to his attitude that he would never have been surprised at Tommy doing something of the sort, on account of the aptitude he had often shown for one thing and another; and Willie Latten with his band of young men standing, armed each with a stick, in a circle in front of the seated villagers, as though they were an escort to the Old Stones of Wolding; and Skegland, utterly forgetting his groceries; and Marion, the maid from the vicarage, forgetting her young man in Yorkshire; and Mrs. Tweedy, forgetting everything; and Latten the carpenter and Mrs. Latten, and Hibbuts and Spelkins, and Blegg, and Mrs. Datchery and Mrs. Tichener: in fact all except four young men who had gone away to a farm in a valley beyond the one of the Old Stones, and for whose return all were waiting, while Tommy Duffin stood silent by the flat stone. And near him, but outside the circle of stones, waited Mudden, the butcher, with his great killing hammer.

A small flame burned airily in the midst of the central stone.

In a hush that a whisper stirred, or an owls hoot rent like a scream, they heard a scuffle in the valley of the Old Stones, below them, further from Wolding; and they turned their heads all together, with the sound of one rustling. It was the four young men bringing up the bull from the farm.

The grey circle of villagers sitting in the dark never moved, except where a few rose up to make way for the roped bull. He was brought through the circle, and through the circle of stones, reluctant but not alarmed, but then he suddenly snorted: when he saw the long flat stone it seemed that the bull knew.

As they dragged the bull gradually forward Tommy Duffin lifted the pipes with the suddenness of a strange thought, and played a tune he had never played before. The whites of the bulls eyes showed in the dark at the sound of it, as though that music had carried him some clear message. All the villagers rose at the music.

Mudden, with his great hammer, stepped into the circle of stones.

No, it must be at dawn, said Tommy Duffin. Then he resumed his piping.

The principal marvel of that music seemed to be that it could enchant old memories, long, long since dead you had fancied, and bring them out of a time you thought utterly buried, and set them living in minds that had known them never, and had barely guessed them in dreams. This music held the people of Wolding tranced by the Old Stones; the carpenter, the sexton, the grocer, Mrs. Airland and all the rest; and not only them it seemed, for there were more than one or two that were there that night who fancied a stir in the wood, a sound like the moving of something gigantic but stealthy, as though some mystery had scented the blood of the bull and been lured through space and through time by a greed for sacrifice. Such thoughts are only guesses: too little was seen for anyone to be sure. But certainly the echoes of Tommys music grew stronger not weaker, going from hill to hill; and increased, and did not lose, their beauty and wonder, beating against the wood; and swelled to a melody that never yet had come from Tommys pipes, leaving him gasping, while the echoes rang on and on. And tears welled up in them all, salt and hot, but they saw through the gold of them that they and the distant stars, and the little lives near in the wood, and the Earth and its rocks and its flowers, were not separate as they had thought; and how this was they all knew well while that music played, but they have all forgotten it now. And some say they saw a dark shape larger than mans, in the wood a little above them, playing this music of which the hills and the woods seemed made, and some could not pick it out from the dusk and the branches of trees. But Mrs. Tichener, whose eyes had got queer of late, but who could see better and better the further away things were, called out Its that there Reverend Davidson.

And in that moment some wandering ray, the first of the gleams of dawn, slipped from under the rim of the world and defeated the stars. They all paled, and darkness paled as well as the light, and the mysteries of night were over. All looked for that shape in the dusk to which the old woman had pointed, and at first they all saw nothing; and then, coming down through the wood, empty now of immortal shapes, whom should they see but the vicar with his stone axe!

Nobody spoke. It seemed to them so right that the vicar should come just now, with that flint axe, just before dawn, that they merely made way for him in silence where their ring was nearest the wood; and he walked on through the circle of them and came near to the Old Stones. Augusta just looked up at him and smiled.

The impulse that had driven the vicar with his axe across the valley to that grey circle of stones, had brought him there and had done its work. He had some leisure at last for reason. In one swift glance he saw all, from the axe in his hand to the bull, and the flame on the altar, going paler and paler with every hint of the dawn. He saw now for what he had come. And, as clearly as he saw his old congregation in the pale but growing light, he saw his own motive in coming. Many thoughts band together to drive a perplexed man, and not all in the same way; but that great flint axe that he carried to that ancient circle of stones was clearer to see than any thought to remember; this alone was clear and conclusive, and stood up amongst the vague thoughts of many days, revealing his own course to him, as the rocky head of a cliff may rise above mist, showing the way to land. Yes, he had come for this. To sacrifice unto heathen gods, in the midst of these heathen stones, before all his congregation.

At such a moment, or, if that be impossible, on the threshold of much lesser errors, a clergyman thinks of his bishop. Anwrel thought of his bishop now. And he thought of him almost with fury. A fight, as he looked back now over all these weeks, had been fought by himself alone, a fight utterly vital to the Church, and one such as she had not had to contend in since the very earliest centuries. With any support he could have won. Had the whole bench of bishops come to Wolding, the poor man thought, it would not have been undue force to have employed in such a crisis. And what had happened? His own bishop by kindness, by tact and by superior ability had merely avoided a scandal. Upon that alone he had concentrated.

Then learning had failed him in Hetley. Then all that was busy and practical, in Porton. Then Heaven and Earth. He knew not which of these last had been the bitterer blow, Heaven, when Ethelbruda failed him, or Earth, when all the simple folk that he loved had gone out of his church and over the hill to the enemy. He thought of Ethelbruda the more bitterly: only a woman after all, he thought; piqued because the enemy had re-appeared, and with some success, in the land wherein she had been hitherto so victorious. But the heavier blow he had suffered had been the blow from Earth.

Well, he was all alone now. Towards this all things had drifted him. None had held him back. He had resisted against everything. And now?

Only the martyrs would have held out longer.

Tommy played again softly by the long flat stone. The bull was restless. The flame on the altar grew paler and paler, till it gave rather colour than light. And colour was coming back everywhere. A blackbird began to sing; and everybody was waiting.

At this last moment when he was throwing over everything, and all the meaning of the work of his life, a compassion for the bull held him back. He went up to Tommy Duffin by the long stone.

Couldnt we, perhaps,... he began diffidently, looking towards the bull.

But Mudden came up to him, seeing what he would say.

Its an old bull, sir, said Mudden. Hes been kept back for this.

And when nothing whatever seemed to hold him back any longer from sacrificing to gods against whom he had fought, the vicar went up to the stone and stood there waiting for dawn. And they brought the bull nearer.

All the congregation looked at his axe as the vicar stood there waiting, and all knew that it was right it should be of flint, and that Muddens iron weapon would never do. Anwrel felt their approval of it.

He knew that the sacrifice should be at dawn. He knew this from something that Tommys pipes seemed to be saying. There should be blood on the long flat stone for the sun to see. And it should be new at sunrise, so that Those who cared for blood should snuff its savour, going up from the freshness of Earth with the first of the odours of morning.

There was a dip in the downs through which the rising sun might have shone on the stones, and indeed did shine on them on midsummers day some thousands of years ago, but a wood had grown up there since those days. In any case there is a certain slow wobble about our old Earth as she spins, and it had shifted the dip in the downs a little away from the East. Also it was now long past midsummers day.

So the vicar, seeing there would be no sun on the stone at the exact moment of dawn, waited instead until he felt the expectancy of his congregation well up to a certain height. Then he signed and the bull was brought forward. (In later years they cut the trees, and held that ceremony at the proper hour and on the correct day. This was only their first sacrifice.)

There slept along Anwrels arms, and were not yet withered, muscles with which he had rowed when thirty years younger. With these he swung the axe as the bull came up to the stone. He aimed at a large white patch on the bulls forehead, below the thickness of horn; and struck the patch where he aimed; and the stick and the leather thong held, and the grim edge of the flint, that it had been given so many ages ago, and the great skull crumpled in and the bull jumped forward, and fell twitching over the stone. They cut its throat, and the long flat stone had blood again, if only the blood of a bull. And an exhilaration seemed to thrill through the palæolith after a thirst of ages. Tommy Duffins pipes played on, telling the dawn what they had done in Wolding; and faint and from far off hills came echoes again, beyond words or imagination: if words can hint, at all, those echoes elusive meaning they told of triumph or taunt; perhaps taunting, if they dared to fare so far as the fields of Heaven, perhaps taunting St. Ethelbruda. But of what rivalries there may be among immortal powers we may never know anything, and of what music hints we can never do more than guess; only on the firmer ground of mortal sorrows, and of mortal disappointments and of their fading at last, can we even hope to speak surely. No one in Wolding had had so much to bear, as the vicar during the months of his lonely fight: disappointments succeeding each other had made the fight harder and harder, until there were no more disappointments left to come, and he still fought on alone. Now the fight was over for him. Great dignitaries of the Church might take it up, and St. Ethelbruda might succour them. But it was over for him. And with his rest from that long struggle against his parishioners the great weight of his loneliness lifted. And a cheery voice came chuckling out of the crowd:

All right now, sir. Arent you?

And Perkin came forward with a hand held out, to congratulate him on having found an illusion.


CHAPTER XXXV

THE RETURN OF THE WILD

SO ended the surge and tumult of those troubles, at war with the rapid host of a myriad thoughts, whose battlefield was the quiet of a clergymans mind. Nothing remains of those sorrows and agitations, that are more real to any mind in trouble than ought that the eye can see; not even a furrow in Anwrels cheery face seems to hint them to the observant. Nothing remains for me now to tell of but visible things.

The village adhered to their worship at the Old Stones. Every midsummers day at dawn they sacrificed there, pouring the blood of a bull all over the long flat stone, that the savour of the blood might go up on first airs of the sunniest day, to be snuffed by whatever might lurk in the vast space of mans ignorance.

Other rites too they held there. There, both crowned with roses from Mrs. Airlands garden, and garlanded with wild thyme, Lily and Tommy were wed one summers evening according to the rites of Pan. Some rumour of it strayed beyond the valley, and caused pain in certain quarters, and was fortunately soon hushed up. Indeed the listless content of the villagers, and the very able handling of their case, whenever there was risk of its causing attention, soon shut any news of them off from the places that matter; and the wider interests, the affairs of moment, soon went their way without them.

Tommy remained their druid, their priest or inspirer, whatever be the right word: they merely called him the Piper.

After a while the Bishop, with the consent of Convocation in Arches, and the approval of the Dean of Closes, amalgamated the parish with that of Hooton-on-Uplands. And it was understood that the Rector of Hooton should ask his curate to go to Wolding; to run over to Wolding were the exact words, for the arrangement was purely informal; in order to hold a service there at any time that might seem needful, indeed at any time at all. Anwrel was not unfrocked. It was felt, well, it was felt that such extreme action should only be taken in cases that merited such a measure. For some while he lived on at the vicarage. Then he and Augusta built themselves a hut nearer to Wold Hill, so as to be more amongst the people that were all the world to them.

A wonderful quiet, a quiet you could feel if you ever strayed that way, some fragment of the quiet that the world had lost, came down upon Wolding. Tommy Duffins curious music that lured one away from the present, and that then seemed to wake up old memories that nobody guessed were there, seems to have come at a time when something sleeping within us first guessed that the way by which we were then progressing twards the noise of machinery and the clamour of sellers, amidst which we live today, was a wearying way, and they turned from it. And turning from it they turned away from the folk that were beginning to live as we do.

Not a soul saw them outside the valley of Wolding. They had felt that if they did not break away quickly they would never do it at all. So there they lived, and you never saw one of them.

After a fashion they ploughed and sowed. Indeed, had you seen them in the ploughing season, you had not at once seen the difference between them and other men. But birches slipped every year from the edges of woods, and began to grow, at first like fairy children, that you barely saw unless you were looking for magic. Then a few years went by, and there they were standing at the end of a field, with a silvery light on their leaves enchanting the green, and holding that part of the field for what was there before ploughshares. And in a little while you must have seen, had you strayed at all in those fields, that there was a certain neighbourliness permitted to any wild sapling, that showed that no industrious farmers dwelt there. They did not take deliberately to skins and untanned leather, but merely patched old clothes with these things, or whatever came handy, rather than trade with the world beyond, that was changing so fast away from them every year. They worked in a simple way at all the crafts that are necessary, and lived by their agriculture, though the woods were encroaching slowly all the while. For instance a clump of privet dwelt just at the edge of a wood, getting light all day from the South, and had never seemed to spread, so far as anyone noticed; but now it was doubling in size with every few years, and every North wind that blew seemed to carry it further; and when ten or twelve years had gone the fritillaries found it scattered all over the slope, that was once only golden grass in the glint of the sun. And of course the wayfaring tree came too, with its bouquet-like blossoms, and its scarlet berries aflame at the end of the year. In flat fields the plough still held back such encroachments as these, but wherever a difficult slope leaned to the sunlight these things of the wild came back. And even juniper began to appear. And thorn, of course, almost came leaping forward to regain what was lost to the wild for the last few centuries. It would seize a field and dot it with separate bushes, almost as though some wild plan had made the disorderly lines: and the bushes towered upward with none to harm them, till the flash of their green in April added a light to the Earth, and their whiteness in June was a splendour. Among them the nightingales sang all through May, the moment the blackbirds had ended, singing on through the dark till they woke the cuckoo. To such fields the wild clematis came, crawling and clambering, and joining bush to bush, till the place became a thicket too dense for man, and many a little creature could quietly rejoice in deep shadow or sing its triumph in sunlight from some high twig. And not only in upland fields was the wild returning, while man and his ways fell back on straiter defences; but even here and there in the village itself there were apple-trees dropping back at the edges of orchards to earlier and wilder memories, becoming more like crab-apples year after year; and lilac and laburnum leaned out over walls as though they too would stray away to the wild. And, by walls and by wire and by hedge, everything seemed to be pushing at mans narrowed defences. Walls bulged and leaned awry; wire blackened; wire-netting fell into gaps that the rabbits found; gaps widened, and wire-netting at last would fall in showers, rustling on to dead leaves, if anyone touched it, and handfuls of it could almost be crumpled away. Hedges alone stood strong; but who could say if they were for man or the enemy?

They put up no more wire, for they had none in the village and had no intercourse with the towns beyond: relics of it gripped by old trees, whose trunks had grown against it till they enclosed it, remained to show the lines man had formerly held. Wild roses, once an adornment of the lanes that ran through Wolding, now shone high over them, and curved inward and met, and sank with their own weight, and mixed with new tendrils slowly soaring below, till the mass of briar held the lanes against man. These and the clematis were slowly closing in Wolding.

Foxes and badgers multiplied. And the whole valley became a draw for the Ulford Hounds. It was soon the surest draw they had in the East Downlands. But in a year or so they gave up coming there. There was something about the people that they found queer. A new member of the Hunt, dining at the Masters house one evening and listening to talk about meets on the next card, as a young member of Parliament might listen to his leader telling plans for the coming session, would say, perhaps: What about Wolding?

Wolding? the Master would say.

Yes, says the young man. It looked a good sort of place.

Oh, well, says the Master, I dont think well go there.

And, likely as not, no more than that will be said. Or, if the young sportsman has come only lately into the Ulford country, he may ask, No foxes there?

Oh, the foxes are all right, the Master will say.

I have never heard of it being much discussed by any that hunt with the Ulford. Even a direct question to any of them will draw little enough information. If you said to one of them straight, Is there anything wrong about Wolding? he would be likely to say something like: I dont know about anything wrong. We dont go there, thats all.

It isnt that they never discuss queer things; but there is something about the people of Wolding that seems so very queer to them that they dont know where they would get if they once discussed it at all. I doubt if they even think of it.

And then there is the Bishops influence, spread so widely through his diocese, and always for good, that there is not a calling or occupation in the East Downlands that can be said to be quite unaffected by it. He set that influence from the very first against the Ulford Hounds drawing Wolding, and quiet and restrained though that influence was, it achieved no less success than his more direct commands in the matter of the two summer outings of the Sons of the Church Bicycling Union.

So the world came our way, twards the things that we know today, while Wolding seemed to go by a path of its own, back and back to times that one thought were done with for ever. And the more they went backward, the more Nature all round them, with sprouting and singing and prowling, seemed to welcome them on their journey. Young limes seemed to shoot up taller and greener there than they did in the same time elsewhere; dawn seemed to vibrate in Wolding with a denser chorus of blackbirds than in any place that I know; and foxes slipped by at evening near to houses, with a certain air that may have been only my fancy, but that seemed to imply a knowledge that man was coming their way.

At first a few of the bearded Wolding men would come quietly, and even furtively, on market days into Seldham: sugar was one of the things they seemed most to need of the world that lay beyond Wold Hill. But as soon as they had got sufficient bee-hives they came no longer even for this. Then perhaps no more than two or three times a year a man would slip over the hill to some small town of the downs, to bring back tobacco or to arrange for oranges to be left at a certain point of the Wolding road. The road through Wolding still remained open, if somewhat untidy and narrowed by riotous hedges; but none of those living outside who knew its story came near the place any more, and the few that chanced that way and drove through on some long journey got curious impressions of it that, vague though they were, decided them to go home by some other way.

They had sufficient cattle there, and apples and plenty of pears, some strawberries in their gardens and a profusion of wild ones all over the slopes of the hills, and they cultivated enough crops for their needs, and something more that they stored in their great black barns, built of old beams and flint, and with which they might have bartered had they wished, but they kept themselves to themselves.

Skegland still sold groceries, if he chanced to be in his shop when anyone entered, but he always seemed surprised to see a customer. His supplies grew honester, and safer to eat. After a while he gave up taking money, and merely exchanged what someone wanted for something he wanted himself.

Perkin stayed on, and never left Wolding again. What he had found there it would be hard to say. Evidently content. But as the result of what search or answer the content had come, how could one tell? Those wits were driven too far for us to keep track of them. Of the furthest planets, and the bleak spaces between, and of stars immeasurably beyond our own little group of worlds, he had perpetually sought answers, driven on to question them by a fire in his spirit lit long ago by some grief. To deride him were easy; to keep pace with those wandering wits and say what they sought, and what at last they had found, were a task for some practising philosopher with ample leisure for work. He cut very good hazel-sticks and fastened light axe-heads to them, that he made himself out of flint, and there was scarcely a child in Wolding that had not one of them: indeed those that hadnt an axe of chipped flint had his promise of one before the end of the year.

In Perkins content Anwrel shared; indeed, after those months of bewilderment and disappointment, he found the restful days that men often look forward to during times of stress, and seldom find, for the world still urges onward though their time of struggle be over; but in Wolding nothing urged onward, and Anwrel found those quiet years of which many dream. To the village he remained the prophet or seer, the first of the men that were as themselves, Tommy Duffin being something apart from all, a being they did not dare to seek to explain. Indeed, Anwrels weary perplexities being over, there was no one that had any clue to the powers of Tommy Duffin, except old Mrs. Tichener. And she, in her great old age, kept her secret darkly, taking it with her down the declining years, saying nothing of pipes or piper; but everyone saw, even through the veil of her silence, that she treasured a wisdom deeper than all their guesses. Mr and Mrs. Duffin had no doubt more data to go on; but somehow or other had not the knack of putting it all together.

Mrs. End had been right about the children requiring no more arithmetic, and came by much credit for that one remark, for it was of the nature of prophecy. She taught on still at the school, still with the old regularity of certain subjects in certain hours; but the list of a single day taken at random will show how far she had gone with all the rest of them, away from the things that are of importance to us.



9 to 10 snaring.

10 to 11 jam-making.

11 to 12 soaking and cleaning rabbit-skins.

1.30 to 2 chopping.



On other days fishing was taught and every now and then boot-making.

A longevity came to these people, till it almost seemed as though Death and modern commercialism, in the rush of their work, had forgotten Wolding together; and all the little community seemed surprised when they learned one day that Mrs. Airland was dead. So they put her into the trunk of a hollow tree, which they closed by wrapping it round and round with oziers, and carried her over the hill, and three times round the grave circle of ancient stones; while the pipes of Tommy Duffin uttered what none could say, of their thoughts that hovered reluctant to leave the past, where they crossed and recrossed old memories of Mrs. Airland like butterflies in their play, and then of their guesses peering by few lights into the future, to add their wonder to all that wanders lost in its dusk. And then they buried her just in the edge of the wood, above the field in which those hoary stones had gathered to watch the passing procession of centuries; and tall mysterious fox-gloves stood beside her for ever, for the wood was just on the line where the rich clay tips the chalk.

To this queer community recruits came rarely from the lands beyond Wold Hill, from the world and the ways we know; rarely, but yet they came. For those pipes of Tommy Duffin playing often in summer evenings would drift their music perhaps a mile on still air, perhaps much further, till the notes would come to some hill beyond Woldings woods, where a picnic party from London would be sitting on a Sunday afternoon, throwing broken bottles for fun in the mint and thyme. It had to be a still evening; and even then not a sound would come so far but to ears that, weary with the same old mumble that some machine told over and over and over, were listening for something utterly strange and new. To such ears, as they leaned towards it, that music might faintly reach from where Tommy Duffin played on the slopes of Wolding. After that some girl would slip away alone from the lemonade and gramophone, and was seldom found till long after; and if they ever found her at all she would no longer seem to understand cities. And tired shopwalkers, sick of salesmanship, would sometimes find their way there, pushing through saplings and briar on a Bank-holiday, never to leave the valley for London any more.

One intercourse they had with the outer world; for gipsies came and went by the one road running through Wolding, and camped awhile and passed on again, as though nothing to wonder at had happened at all. These folk soon picked up the knack of bringing whatever the people of Wolding needed from the world that lay over the hill; and any news that ever came into Wolding was always brought by the gipsies. To the tune that Tommy Duffin played on his pipes they would listen gravely and silently, but it never so utterly held them as to keep them for ever in Wolding: it seemed rather as though they had some mystery of their own that danced slowly on before them down sunny roads, and that would not abdicate even for the wonder there was in those pipes. Sure of a welcome always, they often came into Wolding, and there the Wolding folk would gather about them, to hear of the ways of the world they had forsaken; for, little though any wished to follow those ways, they found a quaintness in what the world said and did, which the gipsies never failed to increase in the telling. Thus news reached Wolding several times in the year, and the cunning gipsies would get good fruit or com in exchange.

And though some things altered in Wolding very much, some altered scarcely at all. To the same eaves the same swallows came on the same date all their lives, a date varying only a little by our almanacs, and varying not an hour by those invisible tides on which Spring sails northward in full view of the swallows. And when Summer ended they twittered and told the same story, and went the old way. And ploughing and sowing and harvest all went their round as of old, the furrows pointing the same way up the field, the sower singing slowly the same song as he scattered the grain, the harvest carried in with thankfulness to the unknowable, and all the old women gleaning. And village festivals, the same year after year, organised by Anwrel with the assistance of Hibbuts, and made solemn by the music of Tommys pipes of reed.

All trivial things, it may be said; unchanging of course, but too trivial for record. Yet it was amongst such that the people of Wolding dwelt, and they seemed to find amongst silent unfoldings and ripenings, that are the great occasions of Nature, enough to replace those more resounding changes that are the triumph of mans ingenuity, and which we have gained and they lost.

THE END


THE CURSE OF THE WISE WOMAN
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With its Irish setting in late-Victorian Ireland and its more ambiguous use of fantasy and supernatural elements, this 1933 novel differs from Dunsanys earlier work. The story concerns a motherless Anglo-Irish gentleman, whose father has been forced to flee the country. He indulges in his passion for field sports, including the shooting of wildfowl on a nearby peat-bog. Discovering that the bog is under threat from a peat-cutting syndicate, he turns to a local wise woman (or witch) for help in defeating the threat.

The novel had a long gestation period, with Dunsany finally deciding to start work on the book at his wifes encouragement, who also persuaded him to inject some love interest into the story. When Dunsany finally began writing, however, the process of composition was swift, taking only fifteen weeks. It was enthusiastically reviewed and remained in print longer than some of Dunsanys earlier, more fantasy-orientated writings, becoming one of his best-known works.
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Beatrice Child Villiers, Dunsanys wife, whom he married in 1904 and who encouraged him to write the novel


CHAPTER ONE

I AM in a foreign town now, with little to do, and with nothing at all that is so interesting and soothing as letting my memory roam. My memory is not what it was. If Monsieur Alphonse, as I call him, for I can never quite get his queer Balkan surname, were to suddenly ask me what day it was, I might not be able to tell him, and yet the scenes of my youth are as clear as ever they were, and many men and things you may see in the course of a day that you will not remember as vividly that same evening as I remember the things of fifty years ago. Monsieur Alphonse is almost the only man I ever see to talk to: he comes in nearly every day to have a glass of absinthe with me; and when he goes I sit and think of the past. And only the other day, while the sparrows were all chirruping outside my window in sunlight, and my memories were even more vivid than usual, it struck me that it might be as well to write them down, for they are memories of an Ireland that they tell me is quite gone. And it seems to me that if the scenes of those days be allowed to be quite lost, the world will miss a memory of a beautiful and happy country, and be the worse for that. Or was it a sad and oppressed country, as some say? I dont know. It didnt seem so to me.

Well then, my name: Charles James Peridore. The date: I do not remember. But I remember hearing the names of Gordon and Gladstone, and one day the loss of Khartoum flashed from the news; and I must have been about sixteen. Well, somewhere about that time; for it is not the date that is vivid and bright in my mind as the leaves of the lime-tree just outside my window, but the things I saw as a boy; somewhere about that time I was sitting before the fire with my father late one winters evening in our house called High Gaut. Of the date of the house I can tell you nothing accurate. It was built by a forbear of ours who was a historical character, but it is just about that time that the history of Ireland begins to be fabulous, so that it is truer to tell you merely that the house was very old. Of the period of its furniture and its fixtures I can tell you at once: it was no period at all. As chairs and such things wore out they were replaced in different generations, and the only thing that they all had in common was that they were all bought by the same family. There is a right and a wrong place for antiquity: it is right in walls, wrong in carpets; wrong too in curtains and wall-paper and hearth-rugs. We had antiquity everywhere. My father kept only one housemaid to do the work of the large house, and though she did what she could, it was clear in every room that the spider was gaining. And another memory I have of that day, that is almost as clear to my mind as the memory of my father and myself before the fire in the library; and that is the picture of a long man in a frayed black coat that came below his knees, galloping down the street of a village in which all the houses were thatched, and all had low white walls shining in sunlight. I should not call it a memory, because I never saw it, but I pictured the scene so clearly when I was young, when the man came up to High Gaut, and said: I galloped all the way from Lisronagh to tell you that the geese are in on the bog, that the picture is still here among my memories. And a keen joy stamped the picture clear on my mind, for shooting was the greatest adventure I then had known, and a pheasant the largest bird I had ever shot; and that grey traveller the goose, with his wariness, his rarity and romance, was a greater prize to me then than any that the world could offer me now. And my father would not let me go to Lisronagh, because I had not done my holiday task. It was a book of Dickens, and everyone else in my division at Eton would do it in the train going down from Paddington. I see now that fifty minutes in a crowded railway carriage may not be enough in which to read one of Dickenss novels; but the feeling that my father did not understand is deeper and older and stronger. Yes, it is with me yet.

So in the evening we were sitting before the fire in the library, and it was late, and he had sent for the glass of milk that he always drank with whiskey before going to bed. There were only us: my mother had died years ago. We were alone in the large house but for the cook and the kitchen-maid and the one housemaid: the butler lived half a mile away, and had long gone to bed. And there was a boy, living over the stables, who did odd work in the house by day. We were not talking much. Perhaps I was sore about not having been allowed to go to Lisronagh; I dont remember now. Of course I had had ample warning about the holiday task; my father had often told me to do it and I had not started it yet: partly laziness; chiefly, I suppose; and partly that feeling that my father did not understand the attitude of the world to a holiday task: my world, I mean. I obeyed my father as much as most boys do; but there was one curious thing over which he seemed to exert all his personal force, all that was left to him as he grew old, and even more, as though he called up hidden reserves of power; and that was that one day in that room he might say to me Look at the picture, and if ever he did I was to go immediately to a little Dutch picture at the end of the room and watch it; I forget for how long, but I was to watch it minutely. And, if ever he said those words, I was never to think that he did not mean them, or that it was a joke, or that there was time to spare. He told me this often. Why? He never told me why.

Well, there we were sitting, and the house was all shut up; my father always went round every shutter himself to see they were properly fastened, and I used to think it rather unnecessary, for we knew everybody all round us; but once when I said something of this to my father he had replied: You never know who might come over the bog. And certainly on the other side of the bog there were hills of which we knew nothing. Yet the idea that, even over there, could be anyone with enmity for my father, seemed, I remember, absurd to me: for one thing he did not seem active enough to have his share of such enmities; but that was a boys idea, forgetting he had been younger.

We were talking when at all about Lisronagh, for I wanted quietly to find out what day I might go; when the housemaid brought in the milk, a tumbler of plain milk which he used to mix with the whiskey himself, after tasting the milk to see that it was not sour. The housemaid left the room, and he put his hand to the tumbler that stood on a table beside him. I can see him now more clearly than I can picture faces seen yesterday; tall and thin, with fine profile, with the firelight in his greying beard. And I was talking of Lisronagh. I thought he would have let me go next day, till he said definitely: Not this week. I remember the words because they fell on my ears with such a sense of disaster, yearning as I was to get to Lisronagh before the geese had gone, and because they were the last words but four that I ever heard him say. He lifted the glass of milk to his lips and then put it down again, and turned to me and said: Look at the picture. And he said it with none of the authority I had expected, if ever I really expected he would say those words at all, with less authority by far than that with which he forbade me to go to Lisronagh; but as though he were very tired.

I did as I had been taught. I went without thinking he did not mean it, or that there was time to spare: I went to the little Dutch picture and gazed at the tiny figures, skating past churches and windmills over grey ice. The picture was near the door, the only door in the room, which was shut, until it was opened from outside, and four tall men came in. Then I looked round, and my father was gone.

I saw at once that the men were from the other side of the bog; they were dark and strange and like none of our men. They peered round the room, then one of them looked at me fixedly and said: There is no one we have a greater respect for than your father, but it is a pity he mixed himself up with politics the way he did; and its the way it is we want to speak to him, and no one could be sorrier than myself that I have to say it.

Then I knew they had come to shoot my father.

So I said: He is up in his room, but Ill go and fetch him.

You will not, sir, said the same man. But we will come with you.

So they looked amongst all the curtains in the library, and behind a sofa that there was, and found nothing, and then I walked slowly up the stairs, and they came with me. So slowly I went that one of them shouted: Come on, now. And at that I started forward and ran up a few steps, and fell at the top of a flight. I got up slowly, and then limped a little. All this gained time.

When we came to the door of my fathers room I knocked, but they shoved in past me. The room was in darkness and I got a match for them and lit a candle: they looked round the room carefully, and we gained time there.

I said: He must be in his study. And then I added: Perhaps he is in another bedroom. Shall we go there first?

But the man who had spoken before said: You will go to the study. So I did as he told me and we all went downstairs. All the time I was calculating how far my father could have got. How he had got out of the library I had no idea; there was only one door and all the shutters were shut; but gone he had. And even if he went by some narrow passage, and difficult steps in the dark, I calculated that with our various trifling delays, that all add up, he had gone by now as far as we had, and that that should have just taken him clear of the house. He would make of course for the stables: that was a hundred yards. And then he would have to get in, and saddle his horse and get out again, and past the gate by the house, before one could think him safe.

When we entered the study I think they saw at a glance that my father was not there, and never had been. It was not only that the fire was unlighted, but the look and feel of the room told you at once that it never was used by anyone. And indeed, except for meals, we never used any room at all but the library. And they all looked at me in a rather nasty way.

If you dont show us where he is, well burn the house, said one of them that had not spoken before.

You will not, I said, looking straight at him.

And his face fell at that, and I saw the eyes of all of them turn downwards. For they knew, whoever they were or wherever they came from, that we kept a piece of the true Cross at High Gaut, and had done for ages, ever since it had been granted to us for the help my family gave in a war of one of the popes. I saw they were thinking of it, and did not have to remind them that if a man burned that, the flames might not be so easily quenched. They would flicker about his soul all through eternity.

But you do not always know, when you invoke powers like that, whom in the end they will benefit. The leader turned to me and told me to get the cross. It was a crystal cross and part of the crystal was hollow, and in the hollow the piece of the true Cross was. I knew what they wanted it for: they were going to swear me on it. And I grew suddenly afraid of the cross, and afraid of the men.

I had to get it: it was in that very room; in a little golden box on a marble table. It was never locked up; there was no need for that. I went across the room to get it, and they all drew their pistols as I went. They took them out of their pockets, in which I knew they had them, but they had not shown them before. Now they were getting annoyed because they had not found my father, and I saw that they were not going to let me escape from swearing to them on the Cross. They were long, single-barrelled pistols, old even then; nothing like the automatics they use nowadays.

When I came back with the relic I saw that they had me covered. I came up to them and lifted it in my hand, and they all dropped on their knees. Do you swear, said the leader, kneeling before me, but still covering me with the long black pistol, to the best of your knowledge and your belief that your father is still in this house?

And while he spoke I heard the clip clop, clip clop, of my fathers horse coming out of the stables. But it was only coming at a walk. That was of course so as to make less noise, and then there was a gate that he would have to open, but somehow I had thought he would gallop. Almost at once he got on to the grass, and they had not heard him, but he had to come right past the house. I could still hear every step of the horse, but I suppose it is easier to hear what you are listening for, if you are listening as I was; while they were all watching me and the cross that I held and waiting for me to speak, and they never heard the horse coming by on the grass. But they would have if I hadnt spoken just when I did. He wasnt safe till hed opened the gate another fifty yards on. I swear, I said, to the best of my knowledge and my belief, speaking slowly, spinning it out as long as I could, to drown the noise of the hooves, that my father is in this house.

I suppose one puts ones soul in danger oftener than one thinks, and in less good causes. The risk frightened me when I took it. If it wasnt the true Cross, and (God help me) Ive sometimes doubted it, then no harm was done. If it was, could it be on the side of these four men and against my father? But I was not easy about what Id done, for a single moment, till I went to Father McGillicud and told him all. And would you murder your father, he said, and with the true Cross in your hand? Then I knew that Id done right.

When I had sworn I put the relic down, and they all rose from their knees, and as they rose I heard the hoof-beats stop. My father was opening the gate.

That is the scene that remains with me today, so far away from Ireland, as clear as any picture that one could hang on the wall; the old room in my home, and the four men kneeling before me with their pistols. It takes a wealth of experience in many peaceful years to make a man forget having looked from the wrong end along fire-arms; and the first time he probably never forgets; but it is their earnest, devout faces that I see in my memory as vividly as their weapons.

When I put the relic down they began to search the house. My father must still have been fumbling with the gate, for I did not hear as yet the sound I was waiting for. It was one of those gates that you had to dismount to open. I went with them from room to room; and suddenly, in the first room that we came to, I heard my fathers horse. It was trotting now. I began talking hurriedly, and still they seemed not to hear the horse. There was the lodge still ahead of him, and the lodge gates, but I felt he was almost safe now. I never knew how these men had come, whether on horse or driving or on foot, and did not know what means of pursuit they might have; but I felt he was nearly safe, though I wished he would gallop. We went from room to room, and they searched thoroughly, paying no attention to my suggestions that I made to drown the sound of the trotting hooves, growing fainter and fainter; but, in the hugeness and stillness of the night, they were clearly audible all the way to the lodge. Sometimes the four tall men stopped suddenly still and listened, to hear if my father was moving about the house before them, but they never heard the hooves. Large deserted rooms that we never used we passed through, with a feeling of emptiness and damp about them, and so little suggesting the presence of either my father or any living man that one of them said to me: Was there ever a ghost here? And partly because of the look and feel of the room, with only one candle burning, and partly because of the habit I had picked up from the people all round me of rather avoiding a straight answer, I said: I wouldnt trust it. I think that hurried them on, which is what I should most have avoided; but, as they came to the last room, I heard all of a sudden ring out in the heart of the night the sound of a horse galloping. It was my father, clear of the lodge, on the high road. It must have been half a mile away, but the sound of a horse at night galloping is a sound that they could not have missed. They all stood still at once. Its himself, said one. They looked at me, but gave up any notion of my complicity; then they turned to their own plans and began to hurry towards the hall door. I started making conversation with them about shooting. One of them listened to me, and soon I was telling him of the geese on Lisronagh bog. It was a safer topic than some that they might have started, if left to themselves. To look at him you would have said that he was the worst of the four, and yet he told me little things about shooting that are pure gold to a boy; and, when he saw how keen I was on the geese, he said to me just as they all went out through the door: And a goose takes a long time to get his pace up. Dont aim so much in front of a goose as you do at other birds.

And then when theyd all gone he opened the door again and put his head inside, and said, word for word as I write it: And if it ever comes to it, and God knows the worlds full of trouble, aim a foot in front of a man walking, at a hundred yards.


CHAPTER TWO

IT was pretty late when the four men were gone. I went back to the library, the room we used every day, and began to look round it with new eyes. There was only one door, as I told you, and I had been standing near it while it was shut, and in half a minute while I was not watching him my father had left the room. There was a large mirror with heavy wooden frame at the far end of the room from the Dutch picture, and two dark cupboards of carved wood. I suspected the frame of the mirror, but how you moved it I could not see. So I left this mystery and tried to find out the other, what warning my father had had; for the men had not reached the stairs, and there was no sound of steps when he vanished. And the second mystery I discovered. I think that now that my father was safe, and the men had gone, the strongest emotion in me was curiosity. I sat in the chair in which my father had been sitting; I looked so as to see everything that he could have seen, sitting there; I tried to remember all that he could have heard, as the housemaid came in with the milk. But it was not sight or hearing that warned him. I sat as he had sat, holding the glass of milk; I even raised the glass to my lips as he had done. And then I got it, even after so long; for there was still hanging over the milk the scent of the queer black tobacco they used to smoke in those parts.

The men had come by the back door and through the kitchen. How much had Mary, the housemaid, seen of them? What did she know of their purpose? These things I never knew. But the smell of their black tobacco had lingered upon the milk. With no men of our own in the house the meaning of that pungent smell on the milk must have been clear enough to my father. And he may have been expecting those men for years. When youve anything like that on your mind you cant afford to miss warnings, if ever they come.

Then I put out the lamps and went to bed, without saying a word to Mary. Why did I go without telling her that her master, to whom she was much attached, had left the house that she had tended for years and loved? Its hard to explain. Vox populi, vox Dei, is a saying that gives some hint of it. She cared devotedly for our family, and yet I think that in her very blood was a feeling that the people couldnt be wrong. I believe she would have fought a burglar single-handed if one had entered our house; but this vengeance that came from the hills over the bog was something that I thought she might have strange feelings about, stronger than all her kinder sympathies, something I can only compare with the feeling that the Englishman has for the law. And its no use pretending to you that I do not sympathize with the Irish point of view: an Englishman honours the law, and a very convenient thing it is for everyone that he does so; but its a dull thing when alls said. Now an Irishman will honour a song, if its worth honouring, though his doing so is of no convenience to anybody; but hell never honour the law, however much it might suit the community, because a law is not sufficiently beautiful in itself to work up any enthusiasm over. Its a point I sometimes try to explain to Monsieur Alphonse, who is fond of songs, but he will not understand.

But to return to my story, I told Mary nothing, and in the morning I saw by the tears running down her face when she called me, that she had found out for herself. Mr Peridore is gone, she said. The poor Duke is gone.

I should explain that a forbear of ours who had followed James II to exile had been given a dukedom by him. One day on the shore of France looking across to the cliffs of England, he had made him Duke of Dover, and my family had used the title for so long as they remained in exile, but we do not use it now. Oddly enough the peasantry all round about us still remember it; they are the only people that do.

Well, Mary in tears told me what I knew well enough, that my father was gone, and saved me the trouble of telling her, but one thing she told me that I had never thought of, Well never see him back again, she wailed. Had I undervalued the four strange mens persistence or the power of those that sent them? And then, in spite of everything, there suddenly dawned on my mind, the gloom of which had just been deepened by Mary, a thought like sunrise breaking on misty lands; I could go now to Lisronagh.

So I dressed and hurried down. Did I tell you the date? No. Well, I never kept a diary, and I scarcely remember any dates; it is not they that shine in ones memory after all these years. But this one date I do remember: it was December 26th. I remember it because the night that the four men came was Christmas. I dont think it was chance that brought them then. I think that they were afraid of what others had told them to do, and that they found some sort of shelter in the sanctity of the day. But theres no knowing.

Well, I went down to breakfast; and the old butler was all silent. I suppose he saw in my face, he must have seen, some reflection of the joy with which my whole heart was turning now to Lisronagh; probably all my attitudes showed it too. It is not that I did not sympathize with my father, and the sympathies of youth are strong; but my longing for the quest in the wild lands was stronger, where heather and mosses and rushes and soft black earth, and a million pools, stretched away out of my sight and beyond my knowledge. So the old butler thought his thoughts to himself, and would not share them with me. I saw that the view that he took was a very grave one. But I did not want to discuss it; discussion could do no good, and the less I understood of my fathers going the better. Once more I looked round the library, trying to find the door to a secret passage; but soon I gave it up, deciding that if I kept out of politics I should never have any need of it. Soon I was off to the stables, whose grey buildings of large stone could have held over twenty horses and the men to take care of them, but there was only one man there, and, now that my father had gone away on his hunter, only one horse, the carriage-horse: sometimes a boy might be seen working there, and sometimes not; otherwise the man was alone. I went to get the carriage-horse so as to drive to Lisronagh bog. Ryan was the coachmans name, and in conversation with him I began that morning the habit I increasingly held to, to talk about my father little and vaguely. Well, he put the horse into a light trap for me while I went round to the gun-room. God forgive me, I have sometimes hoped that there may be a gun-room in Heaven. Instead of taking ones happiness there on trust, as one should, I used to be foolishly wondering if it could be complete without that deep contentment one knew as a boy in a gun-room in the morning, with the various implements of sport awaiting one, all the more mysterious for a rather dim light; outside, the north wind blowing, and the sky full of portents. It was like that now; but I needed no portents in a stormy sky, for Marlin had told me that the geese had actually come. We had a gamekeeper, who had taught me all I knew about shooting, so that it seems like ingratitude, looking back over the years, that anything Marlin told me I treated as some rare and wonderful knowledge, while old Murphys sayings, sound and wise as they were, seemed to lack magic. But then one had mostly to tell of orderly woods inside what we called the demesne, and the other of things that began where mans cultivation ended, and sometimes even of things at the boundaries of mans experience. And its queer that what is luring my memory back to those days is not our house nor the woods nor clear landmarks, that would be such good guides for ones fancy travelling into the past, but things that he used to tell me of those that haunted the bog. He was bog-watcher for my father, which means, well, very little, except that he lived in a white thatched cottage by the side of the bog of which part was owned by my father, and Marlins mother lived with him. Where my fathers boundary ran I have no idea; the bog went on and on, over the horizon and out of my knowledge. Sometimes along the sides of it, or perhaps a quarter mile in, one saw small cottages of men who had rights in the bog, and sometimes the crumbling walls of those that the ancient desolation of that untilled space had defeated; but once one had gone ten minutes over the heather, all the things of man were behind one. Of all the enemies of man I think that the red bog, as we call in Ireland that wide wilderness of heather, seems the most friendly. It cannot be called a friend; it threatens him with death too often for that, and is against him and all his ways, and is untamed by him and unsubdued; only by utterly destroying it does man gain any victory over the bog, and eke from it a difficult living. But it lulls him and soothes him all his days, it gives him myriads of pieces of sky to look at about his feet, and mosses more brilliant than anything short of jewellery, and the great glow of the heather; and if ever it seize him, luring his step with its mosses, it so tends him and cherishes him, that those that chance upon him and dig him up find one whose face and skin are as of their own contemporaries, yet not the oldest in the district know him, for he may have been dead for ages. Well, Ive said enough to show you that, though I was only driving four miles, I was going to as strange a land as you might find in a long journey, a land as different from the fields we inhabit as the Sahara or Indian jungles.

I got my gun and cartridges and started off with Ryan, and we hadnt gone down the road a hundred yards from the lodge when we met Marlin coming towards us. How news travels! I saw by his face, and by a certain carefulness about his silence, that he had heard already about my father. When he spoke it was to say: I thought you might be coming to the bog, Master Charles. So he had walked a good three miles. We talked for a while about the geese: they were not in the bog now, but would be in by nightfall, his mother said. Ryan gazed down the road with all his mental powers obviously concentrated upon not overhearing our conversation. This duty he assumed partly out of politeness, but it taught me that there is between shooting and hunting that slight division that there is in religion between sects that seem almost identical: the educated faithful do not notice it, but the simpler folk that have only the faith, they see the rift and cherish it. And other rifts still wider there may have been, of which I knew nothing.

Of my fathers departure Marlin did not speak. Politics are talked in certain times and places, but neither Marlin in the hearing of Ryan, nor Ryan in the hearing of Marlin, would say anything to me of anyone that had been touched by politics to the extent that my father had been. Then I got Marlin up into the dog-cart, and we drove on to Lisronagh. From then on, as we neared the bog, the land changed rapidly: no actual details that I could give, and my memory is full of them, would convey the sense of that change. Little white cottages, much smaller than those behind us, with scarred deep thatches, poplars with queer arms clawing, strange willows, those little lanes that we call bohereens, rambling busily on and fading away into moss; none of these actual things convey the sense of it. I can only say that if you neared Worlds End, and fairyland were close to you, some such appearance might be seen in the earth and the light, and the people you passed on the way.

A great north wind was blowing, driving the geese out of the Arctic lands, as I hoped, or, if all were gone already, sending them in from sea. There are two kinds of geese that come to these bogs, which are too far inland for the barnacles; the great grey lag and the smaller white-fronted goose. And, as though it made any surer of the geese, I asked Marlin again about them and which kind he expected. And he answered: My mother says that the grey lags are coming.


CHAPTER THREE

We passed through the tiny village of Clonrue, and then the bog was before us; rushy lands at first, such as we call the Black Bog; and, at the end of those marshy fields, rising twelve feet above them, and frowning at the top with withered heather, lowered the red bog. It seemed to me as I saw it then, all dark by the bright fields, to be threatening man and his cultivation; his hedges, his paths and his houses; with the might and the mystery of the ancient wildness that was before he came.

Bright and white in the fields stood the Marlins cottage; but, as the trap stopped in the bohereen, a field away from their door, having come as far as anything thus sophisticated could come down a path so doubtfully won from the waste and the wild, I saw Marlins mother come out of the cottage. And her tall, but bent, dark shape seemed to me as I saw it then, and always since, to be something not on the side of those that won those fields so arduously from the heather, but to be somehow akin to those forces that ruled, or blew over, the bog, and that cared nothing for man. She walked a little way and filled a bucket with water from a stream that ran by from the bog, and brought it back with her, flashing beside her darkness, and went in and shut the door. When she was back in her cottage it looked once more what actually it was, an outpost of man on the edge of the fields he had won, a fortress against the waste; but for a moment, as I saw her coming out with her pail, it almost seemed to my fancy as though the enemy held it, as though something in league with the waste dwelt in that cottage.

I told Ryan to come back for me at seven, and set off with Marlin for the bog. It was not yet ten, and I had never had so long on the bog before as I planned to have today. My father used to make me come in for meals. I think hope lifted my steps more than cartridges weighed them down, but I certainly had too many; I could not deal with the game that hope pictured for me with less. Marlin carried my bag of snipe-shot, but my pockets were full of others.

Have you the Bs? said Marlin.

I have, said I.

Then dont be ladening yourself, sir, said he, for youll not want them till nightfall.

And he carried the goose-shot to the cottage, and left them there with my spare stockings and boots as we passed it. I still kept threes for duck, and a few fives. I found it pleasant to talk to Marlin of what shot I had brought, such trivial technicalities being still fresh to me and continually bringing the possibilities of sport closer to my imagination. But not till we reached the bog, and could be overheard by no one any longer from any hedge, did he speak to me of my father.

The Duke is gone, he said.

He is, I answered.

Marlin sighed and shook his head. He mixed himself up in politics, he said.

What did he do? I asked.

You remember Maguire? said Marlin.

I did not; but that did not matter.

He was a policeman in Clonrue, he said. And there used to be a band of men in the hills. I wont say if theyre still there, and I wont say what they did, and then youll never know, and begob thats better. But Maguire knew, and he reported it. And the Duke got to hear they were going to kill Maguire. Its not for me to say how he got to hear it, and its Gods blessed truth that I dont know. But the Duke walked down the street of Clonrue that day, and threw a note in through an open crack of the window where Maguires wife sat knitting. And Maguire was gone that night, and his wife after him, and they got clean away out of Ireland. That was three years ago, but the Duke was never safe after that, and he knew it.

Has my father got safe away? I asked, for I felt Marlin would know.

He has that, said Marlin, and Ill tell you for why. A man thats prepared like that, and can get away at the start, hes not going to be caught.

I hope not, I said.

Not he, said Marlin.

There were four of them came, I told him.

And I saw Marlin pondering a moment, almost as though he were considering which four they would have been; but of that I could not be sure.

Did you help him to get away? he asked.

I did not, I replied.

Thats right, he said. Theyll have nothing against you then. And he added, so as to soothe me: Ah, but they wouldnt have hurt you.

But I knew they would from the way they had lowered their aim to my stomach as I was taking the oath, so as not to hit the true Cross in case they should fire.

We were speaking low, but the snipe heard us, and were beginning to get up. It seems a pity, but Im afraid that the human voice is about the most dreaded sound in all nature. Soon I was shooting at the snipe, and missing them. But Marlin had not yet brought me to the point from which he wished to start our walk over the bog, with the north wind behind us; and he consoled me with the remark: Sure theres no man living could hit a snipe when hes walking up wind. This is not true, but was very comforting. And sure enough its a very difficult thing, especially on a red bog, to hit a snipe except when you are walking down wind. The bird gets up at forty or even fifty yards, and has done twenty more before you fire, straight away from you, and dark against the still darker earth and the twigs of the heather. But when you walk down wind on them it is as Marlin first explained to me; they fly across you so as to get into the wind to travel against it, and they show white as they turn, and you aim yards in front. I asked Marlin why the snipe fly against the wind. Sure its the contrariety of the bird, he said. And, begob, theres men like that.

We came after some while to a place at which the bog went down, with a soft black precipice twice the height of a man, to flat reaches of marsh and rushes, and the heather ended. And there we turned and got the north wind behind us, and walked away over the heather and moss to my hearts content. I remember the low hills bounding two sides of the bog, and the horizon where it seemed boundless, and beyond the horizon; yes, I remember that as clearly; beyond the horizon where my imagination, fed by Marlins tales, saw the heather, the pools, and the mosses reaching endlessly on, till they came at last to lands that it was my joy to have heard of. Better, I think, to have heard of those lands beyond the horizon, and to have treasured some picture of them all these years, however wide that picture be from geography, than never to have cared or wondered what it was like over there. I remember too a brilliance that shone in the pale blue of the sky, as though the north wind had enchanted it. Before me in the south the sun was hidden, but behind me and to the east the dome of the sky seemed all washed clear and shining, so that often I find myself thinking that it may really be true that the days were brighter in Ireland when I was young. Under that luminous sky we walked straight for hours, with the flash of the snipe now and then, white as they flew across me, against the dark of that earth; walking, as I had already learned to walk, with both eyes watching for snipe, and yet with somehow or other a glance to spare, to see that one put ones foot safe on the heather and never once on one of the glimmering mosses that make the bog so beautiful, and that let you through to deeps of which Marlin said theres no sounding. Safe foothold and dangerous waters over unknown deeps of slime seem, from what I remember, to have been just about equal. And all the way, as every bird got up, came Marlins tactful consolation, or rare praise, in his quiet voice, after my shot. How slowly I came to believe what Marlin told me about aiming in front of snipe, for it seemed absurd to fire so far from where there was any bird; but at last I began to kill one for every three that I missed, which is not bad for a boy. Once a woodcock got up, looking uncouthly slow, with his heavy body and large lazy wings, after the lightning flash of the snipe; but when I fired I was yards behind him, with both barrels, and began to learn then what it took some years to be sure of, that those large wings of the woodcock do at their ease what the little snipe has to hurry so much to equal. And a hare in his couch of heather heard us coming, and leaped away over the bog, with a shower of water behind him all the way, like a half of a silver wheel.

There goes a hare! I exclaimed.

Aye. Likely, said Marlin.

But it is a hare, I protested.

Aye. Likely it is, he repeated. But you never know what shape may be took by a leprechaun.

Its curious how far, as it seems to me now, when I walked the bog with Marlin, I had entered that country of which Tennyson seems to speak:

Not wholly in the busy world nor quite Beyond it lies the garden that I love.

And of course all poets have been there, one time or another; one foot on earth and the other just touching elfland. Marlin, who knew so well all about shooting, and the habits of all the birds, and how to walk the bog, seemed also to have travelled a little further than heather grew or any road ran, and to have brought back for me, as a fairing, lore that is not of our fields.

More snipe got up, and still we went on, with the north wind hard behind us.

Once I met a man who said to me wonderingly: But what do you do in the country? Well, there is space there, for one thing; and what the use is of that I cannot say, unless to tell you that it is like drink, to one of those men who must have it and who die if you keep it away from them, as (likely as not) I am dying now, in this foreign town slowly, through not having the past to get back to nor the Irish bog. But I must not argue here with a man I met years later than that day of which I set out to tell you, and anyway argument is no good. I was arguing again yesterday with Monsieur Alphonse. But here I am only remembering. Remembering Ireland. Well, the snipe got up and we went down wind all the morning, and I had shot, I think, twelve; probably nearly as many as I had shot in all my life before. And there were still the geese before me, if that strange remark were true, that had haunted my mind all the morning: My mother says that the grey lags are coming.

I suggested lunch. And Marlin said: Ah, Ill not trouble with anything to eat. But Id like a little sup of whiskey.

So we found a comfortable bit of heather and I ate bread and cheese that I had brought, and handed my flask to Marlin. For a while we sat in silence under that brilliant sky. Then I looked up and saw Marlins eyes full of things that seemed far away and of which I knew nothing; and I chose that moment to ask him of the thing I had wondered at ever since hearing him say it. How does your mother know, I asked, that the grey lags are coming?

And though he turned his face towards me, he never called home that look. Ah, she knows, he said, and would say no more.


CHAPTER FOUR

I ONLY shot two more snipe in the afternoon: we were coming back and were not right with the wind, and I was hurrying to get to the place at which I was to wait for the geese. Probably I was hurrying unduly. If they went by our watches I might not have let my impatience run away with me; but coming, as they do, with a certain phase of the light, which we cannot predict so accurately as they can, it seemed better to allow half an hour, so as to be on the safe side, and I stretched the allowance till it was over fifty minutes. There swept by me a dozen golden plover, busy with some great journey, too high for a shot; I remember their arrow-flight as I saw it then, and the formation in which they flew, like the point of a broad-barbed arrow, and the sound of their golden voices; one note only; were it more they would have outshone the fame of the nightingale. I remember too, that day, the cry of the curlew, as one rose suddenly some way off, from the bog. And ever since that day it is by this voice that I most remember my home. The lion, heard at night, is not more the voice of Africa, nor the nightingale the voice of romance, than the cry of the curlew seems to me to be the voice of Ireland. It utters a message so far and free from the shallowness of all phrases, that I like to think of it living, as surely it will, and nesting still in the heather, after all the follies of man. And the message? I do not know. But the messages that can never be put into words seem to me to be always the deepest, and those that words can at once express are seldom of any help; so that we seem to be sadly without guidance.

I wondered what Marlin would say of it. So I said to him: Thats a strange cry.

Aye, he said. My mother says that sometimes it means nothing.

And at other times? I said.

At other times its a warning.

I looked at him, rather than question him further, to see if any warning was troubling him then, but he was walking on towards the dry land in the distance, not heeding the curlew. And I was glad of this, for it was not only that the bog grew ominous towards evening, but there was something increasingly oppressing me when Marlin spoke of his mother that made me have vague forebodings as her cottage came into sight, without ever knowing what I feared. Far off we saw the brown thatch, sagging in the middle, and black where it sagged; and its column of smoke going up into the air, whenever the north wind let it, from its low square chimney of wood.

Looking back on that journey all those years ago, as I approached the Marlins cottage coming out of the bog, I seem to remember more things learned that day than I ever learned in a month from the wisest books; and, strangely, I seemed to be learning things in pairs, now something this side of the horizon, now something barely within the borders of Earth. I learned what is more important than how to shoot snipe; how to mark them. For if you cannot pick them up it is far worse than useless to shoot them. I had brought no dog, for I had been too much away at school for our retrievers to work for me as they worked for Murphy, so I was dependent for my fourteen snipe on the keen eye of Marlin, and on what I learned from him of the art of marking birds. And this art depends in the first place on never blinking after one has dropped ones bird, and never for a moment shifting ones gaze, until one comes to the spot where the bird is down. One instants change of ones gaze from the tuft of rush one is watching and twenty tufts that are like it greet ones returning eye, which fast grow to a hundred. The snipe may fall easily eighty yards away, and one must find ones way to the spot in safety over the bog: that is the art. If one can do that one can put ones handkerchief down within five yards of the snipe. And then there is the cross-line. If two men, some yards apart, both mark a snipe, where they meet as they walk towards it should be within one yard of the bird. And a mark should be thrown down at once as soon as one reaches the spot, for any landmark one takes is soon imitated by the bog again and again over an area wider and wider. If a man alone on a bog gets a right and left at snipe it is almost impossible to pick up both. His only chance is to throw a handkerchief down on the spot where he fired his shots, and then to pick up the second, relying on memory for the line of the first when he goes back to the handkerchief. When there are two men, as we were that day, the one that is not shooting must mark the first bird of the two, as the man with the gun has to take his eye off it, probably before it hits the ground, and he has to pick up the second bird. But it was a year or two yet before I was able to get right-and-lefts at snipe.

Never shall I forget how as we neared the cottage for the second time that day, the brightness now all gone out of the sky and the threat of night lowering, Marlin came nearer to me, and nearer still, clearly full of an intention to speak, and for some while not speaking; but when we were close to the cottage he reached out a sudden hand and touched my elbow to stop me, and said to me words that will never convey to the reader what they conveyed to me. For most of what he said was in his earnest warning voice and in his look, and I also knew the meaning of the strange words that he used. Its the way it is, he said, that my mothers a Wise Woman.

The accent was equally on the word Wise and on the first syllable of Woman. It was not that he said that the woman was clever. It was nothing less than a warning that his mother was a practising witch.


CHAPTER FIVE

As we entered the cottage she was standing at her hearth, prodding the fire with an ash sapling under a large iron pot that hung on a chain from the darkness. When the son saw what she was at, he said: Will you give Master Char-les some fresh tea, Mother?

I will that, she said. But theres dreams in this one, pointing to the pot.

And at that there reached me a straying whiff from the pot, disturbed by the wind that had followed us through the door, and I knew she was stewing tea.

What is there in the dreams? I asked. For a guest cannot ignore his hostesss topics.

All the truth that is not in the world, she said.

And then she turned all her thought to hospitality, no less observed at the edge of an Irish bog than in the salons of Paris. She spread a tablecloth and brought out cups and plates that had the air of being rarely used, and made a pot of fresh tea. Had I drunk that other tea, that had probably been stewing there all day, and had I spent a few weeks in a cottage like that at the edge of the bog, watching the ground mist rising as twilight was coming on, and hearing the curlews calling, there is no saying that I might not have seen such things as Marlin saw, or even known something of the lore of his mother: a few more days might have done it. Its hard to say, and I cannot work it out; I knew the bog, and roughly where it went to  that is to say, I believed in the maps; but Marlin and his mother had some other belief and some other knowledge, and their geography seemed to run so close to mine that I have often feared that almost at any moment theirs might float this way and mine drift out of sight, as easily as mist and clear air may change their places; and if that occurred I knew that ones chance of salvation was over. And if I did not entirely know this then, I already suspected it, and knew it only a little later that day, when Marlin told me upon what land his hopes were fastened.

As I drank the tea she was watching me from the darker end of the room, beyond the glow of the candles that she had put for me on the table. And I think she was prophesying, but she said nothing.

Had she spoken then, and had I written it down, I might have had more to tell you of my life than this tale sets forth. Would it have been the same story? I cannot tell. But probably, like my memories, there would have been gaps and vivid intensities, crowded hours and empty years, like butterflies flashing on empty levels of air. And as for truth, which lies in the meaning of all our acts, can I see that clearer looking back than she seemed to see it looking forward? I do not know, but there was an intensity in her look more vivid than any that ever comes to me nowadays, and I would trust her to have seen the truth.

As the room grew dimmer beyond the light of the candles, a new uneasiness was overtaking me and ousting the apprehensions that seemed a part of the room, an uneasiness that I might arrive too late at the spot at which I was to wait for the geese, and that they might be there before me. But dark though it was in the room, it was light enough outside, except that the brilliance had gone out of the sky, and small birds were filling the hedgerows with their voices. And then I feared that the geese might not come at all. And at this thought I turned to that strange woman who seemed to know more than Marlin knew, though he knew so much of the ways of the bog and all that dwelt in the heather, and I asked her if the geese would come that night.

Aye, theyll come, she said.

And in my eagerness to be sure of it I asked her how she knew. And at that she broke out strangely.

Havent I seen the north wind? she said. Aye, face to face. And few the secrets he hides from me. He that whispers to the smoke of my chimney now, an hour ago was shouting to the geese. Aye, theyll come.

Marlin quietly nodded to me.

Aye, thats the will of the north wind, she added.

And I asked her some question as to how I should get a goose, but no more would she tell me, saying: The secrets of the north wind are not for that, nor the thoughts that the hills are brooding.

And I saw that I had tried to evoke her wisdom for too trivial a thing, and I changed my boots and stockings then and got my heavier shot, and set out with Marlin.

We had not far to go: a stream ran through the bog and past the Marlins cottage, and about its banks there ran for some way into the heather a level space of rushes and moss and grass on which the geese used to alight, to eat the roots of a marshy relative of the buttercup, that Marlin called briskauns, that grew there. When we got there I could see by old marks that this was where they came when they came at all. I chose, with the help of Marlins advice, a tuft of rushes in which I lay down, and he gathered a few more rushes and threw them over me and then concealed himself in another tuft nearby. I shall always remember that evening; partly because of the twilight fading over the bog and night coming slowly on with stillness and voices, and partly because of the things that Marlin told me; for he talked till the hour came he felt might bring the geese, and we waited for them then in a hush while the earliest stars appeared. Shall I tell of what Marlin said, or of what I saw myself as the western sky glowed with layers of gold and vermilion, and faded away till all the bog was dark, and wandering pinions began to whisper and sing? Rather, I think, what Marlin said to me; for I saw but the beauty of one evening hallowing the moss and the heather, but evening after evening with all their enchantments, shining in those wild waters, gleaming on moss and on heather, had been sinking year after year into Marlins spirit, until whatever was strange in that land, whatever was lovely, dwelt in him as a very essence, of which this one evening was but a particle.

The bog-rail croaked his shrill croak a hundred times, small singing birds passed over on their way home; the rooks went by; a dead hush followed the sound of the last of their wings, and then Marlin spoke.

Theyll not come yet, he said.

And I saw that he wanted to talk to me; and, knowing that all he cared for was in that waste of peat, that the bog was his country and his patriotism limited to it, I spoke to him of the bog. I was also eager for knowledge of that strange land, over which the edge of night was already hovering. Do will-o-the-wisps come here? I said.

They do that, said he.

What are they? I asked.

Jack-o-lanterns, he answered.

I asked him: What are jack-o-lanterns? And I saw I had somehow troubled him. For he was silent a long time, and said: God help them, they are men like me.

Men like you! I exclaimed.

Aye, he said, spirits of men.

But what kind of spirits? I persisted.

The damned, he said.

Oh, Marlin, I exclaimed. You are not damned.

Keep your head down, he said, in case the geese come. Im surely damned.

But why? I asked him, not heeding what he had said about letting the geese see me.

A sin that I sinned, said Marlin.

But you can confess it, I insisted.

It is a reserved sin, said he.

And the meaning of that (for such as have not the true faith) is that he had done something for which no parish priest could give absolution.

You can go to the bishop, I said.

Id have to go to Rome itself, he answered, and how can I get there?

What was it? I asked.

I fell to dreaming about the bog, he said, and to wondering where it went, and to looking at the sun on it a long way off where it goes silver and golden; and, begob, what chance had I with that upbringing; and, God help me, I turned my thoughts to Tir-nan-Og.

Tir-nan-Og! I said. For the place, if it be a place, or the fancy that made it, and all who dwell there, if they dwell there indeed, and the very songs about it, are all purely heathen. But cant you forget it?

Forget Tir-nan-Og? he exclaimed. Forget Tir-nan-Og! With the young men walking with the gold low light on their limbs, and the young girls with radiance in their faces, and the young blossom bursting along the apple-boughs, and all that is young there glorying in the morning, and it morning for ever over all the land of youth. Forget Tir-nan-Og! Not the angels in Heaven could forget it, nor all the blessed saints. And I saw them once in a dream, that was sent, maybe, to warn me, but it came too late. I saw the angels in a dream, all talking among themselves, more than you ever saw of ducks over any water, a multitude of them looking north and south and east, but with all then backs to the west or turning their heads away from it. And I prayed to them, and it was the last time I prayed, but they must have seen in my face that I had looked towards Tir-nan-Og, for they rejected my prayer, and I knew that my soul was lost.

But, Marlin, I said, how could you know that?

I was praying to them, he answered. And they went on talking among themselves.

For a while I was too horrified by the finality of that vision to find any words to say; and something in his voice or his face had convinced me that it was in reality one of those experiences of the spirit that can sometimes come to men.

And then I said lamely: But you had done no sin.

God help me, he said, I had preferred Tir-nan-Og to Heaven.

And I looked in his eyes in the twilight and I could see that it was as he had said. For him there would never be anything but that most heathen land. And I tried, still lamely enough, to point out some flaw in the certainty that he had of the loss of his soul.

But if the will-o-the-wisps are here, I said, what have they to do with Tir-nan-Og?

They come over the sea on the west wind from Tir-nan-Og to the bog, and back again before cock-crow to Tir-nan-Og, but to Heaven never, he said.

Td pray, I said, till I forgot Tir-nan-Og.

Hist, he said. For there was a soft note in the air now, growing louder and fading, and then growing louder again. The duck were flighting. So I rolled back among my rushes, for once the duck came there was no telling when those wayfarers that I watched for might not arrive. And I lay still thinking of poor Marlins soul. Was there such a place as Tir-nan-Og? If not, could Heaven be jealous? And if there were, logic said that Marlin had made his choice, and should be content with it. But logic is little use to us. There are many things that men deliberately choose instead of Heaven, and yet are ill content. And just as I was reasoning out these things, as I never clearly reasoned them again, I heard a voice far off utter two syllables.

In the silence that followed I did not of course forget about Marlins soul, just to think about geese. But what is the use of writing my memories down if I depart from them to write things that, however laudable as expressions, are entirely untrue? I forgot Marlin and all his perils utterly. I thought of nothing in the world but those two notes, wondering if really they came from the geese, wondering if I would hear them again. And they came again, a sudden burst of voices. An acclamation, partly like hounds hunting, and partly like a distant people cheering. It was the grey lags.


CHAPTER SIX

THE bog had gone very dark when I heard the grey lags, but the sky was like enamel, no longer giving light but full of it; and against the sky I saw them. They were coming straight for me. Soon they were a black mass, very black, with enormous waving wings, and the whole night rang with their outcry. And how I wish, vain although wishing be, yet how I wish there were anything that could stir me now as the coming of those geese stirred me. What is there now for which I would wait in the damp an hour, lying in a tuft of rushes? Nothing ever happens here to interest me but the arrival of Monsieur Alphonse to discuss certain relations between his country and the Irish Free State, and I wait for him sitting in a comfortable chair, and nothing ever comes of our discussions. But then! Then the incredible seemed on the verge of fulfilment, for I had never believed that the geese would really come within shot of me. The night seemed too big for that. One might as well hope to touch a star. And here they were.

Marlin never said a word. I remembered the advice of the man that came to shoot my father. Do not aim too far in front of a goose, he had said. But that was at the beginning of its flight; yet these geese seemed to be slowing before alighting, so I aimed as he had advised. I saw two together in one black mass quite close, and I fired at them. One dropped. With an immense commotion they all came over me then, and with a great outcry of voices, and I missed with my left barrel, and they went away as though dancing upon the air.

Well done, Master Char-les, said Marlin. B the Tarrawar, but thats great.

I never heard anyone else swear by the Tarrawar, and I do not know what it is. Marlin lying flat with even his face hidden had not seen the bird drop, but he had heard the thump of it in the still night.

I waited, wondering if more would come. But Marlin said to me: Tick it up, Master Char-les, before it gets too dark.

It is curious how I had failed to foresee the blackness with which night would soon cover everything. It seemed so easy to pick up a goose twenty yards away. But I waited a little longer, and in that short while the last of the light went suddenly out of the rushes, and I was searching soon amongst scores of black lumps, one of which must be the goose. When Marlin found the goose and gave it me, and I held it in my hand by the neck, it was one of those moments of achievement that I suppose all men hope for, and that sometimes come, bringing with them very often disillusion, when they come at all. And I suppose that if you examine all the achievements of man, one by one under the microscope of philosophy, you will find what Solomon found; you will find in every one the same taint of disillusion. Therefore let no man grudge me my goose or scorn it; it was one of those things I have known, which like some rare metal purified perhaps by the flames of a meteorite, was without any trace of disillusion.

Its late to get out of the bog, Master Char-les, said Marlin, but sure well do it.

And I realized then that the days work was not over, and that the short and easy journey we had made to get to the place at which I had watched for the geese was now something to be undertaken in the spirit of pioneers travelling in unknown lands.

Marlin went in front, relying on some kind of instinct he must have had, for we could not see. And I followed him step by step, and he turned round once in every ten yards or so to see how I was getting on. The night was very still and menacing. It was not till I was clear of that uncertain land, led all the way by Marlin, that I gave another thought to poor Marlins soul. And then I wondered once more how it was that merely living all his life by the side of the bog could have so utterly turned him from Heaven, and whether it was really too late. Marlin, I said, how could just looking at the bog make you think so much of Tir-nan-Og?

Begob, said Marlin, you should see it in spring. Which is of course just the time I never went there, as it was only shooting that took me. And when the heather is first blooming, went on Marlin, and at dawn, and when the suns setting over it, and in storm. And the further it goes, the grander it gets. And over there where it goes out of sight men have tried to hem it in with roads and railways, but they could not spoil the glory of it, and it goes on, in spite of them all, till it comes to the sea, and a little way over the sea is the land of the young. And isnt the bog livelier than the sky?

And somehow I knew that he was going to argue from that that his heathen land was lovelier than Heaven. And it was to prevent him saying such a thing that I repeated something I had been told about Heaven which teaches us that it is fairer than any land that there is, or any that could be imagined.

God help me, said Marlin, I have chosen Tir-nan-Og.


CHAPTER SEVEN

WE walked on in silence then, I saddened a little as I hope and do believe I was, by the knowledge, now, that Marlins soul must be lost, and yet with elations in me that no body could have kept under, that came from the very feel of the goose in my hand; and so we came to the cottage. And in the bright candle-light I looked at the rows of feathers, wide and deep on the gooses breast. I had never seen one before. And Marlins mother looked at the bird, whose coming she had prophesied to me, and all she said was: Aye, they had written his name to die today. And had they written your fathers name, he too. Its all in the writing.

Who They were she did not say. And, when I asked her how they wrote it, she only said: With the north wind on ice.

With a boys persistence I asked where it was written. And she flung up a warning hand, saying: Never read that! And I asked her no more.

I was glad of the tea that she gave me again, dark and strong now, for it was the same tea that she had made for me nearly two hours ago, kept warm by her great fire. Again, at that table, bright amongst cavernous shadows, I felt that but the lifting of a curtain, but a glance through a door ajar, but a flicker of mist, might have shown me the bog as Marlins mother saw it, and the path of water and moss across the horizon as it was known to Marlin. I seemed for a while to be hovering between two worlds, that both claimed the same area of Ireland. I see, now, that I was wrong, I see now that Tir-nan-Og is contrary to everything we have been taught, and I know that there are no spirits haunting the bog for any other purpose but to mislead us. But in that cottage then, there was something in Mrs Marlins eyes alone, and in Marlins thoughtful face, that showed me there were beliefs of the land all round us, held as strongly as any creed, though they were heathen. And the influence of those beliefs, arising from glances, dim lights, and the mere wonder of night, and confirmed, as they seemed to be, by every whisper the north wind said to the thatch, so gripped me in that cottage by the bog that the influence abides in my memory to this day, not strong enough, I trust, to imperil my soul. And yet when I look at the bog shining there in my memories I find it hard to remember the map and to say exactly where its boundaries go; rather I seem to see it crossing the sky-line and narrowing where roads and railways confine it, but a strip of it running on, till it comes to the very sand and shells of the ocean, and across that a little way westward, God help me, Tir-nan-Og.

I am afraid as I read what I have written that I have not shown any reason why my heart should have leaned even for a moment towards that heathen land; but it will be known, I trust, in Heaven what power there was in the shadows that stalked from the firelight, and the clear words of the wind, clear though in no known language, and in that strong tea, and in the mystery all round us, made by the night and the bog, a mystery hushed with the silence of one about to whisper, and in old Irish legends that gathered these things together, and in the attitude of the only two that were with me, which clearly accepted more than all I have hinted. They will estimate all these influences and know their weight, and will know that in the end I have turned my back to the west.

The wind was rising, but, above the voice of it, I heard the sounds of the horse and trap that Ryan was to bring for me down the bohereen. So I said good-bye to the dark woman, and, as I shook her by the hand, she peered into my face, and then said: You will come again. She did not say it as though asking a question, or uttering a polite phrase, but as though stating something that she had just seen. And I said something polite that sounded foolish against the deeper certainty of her words; and she added: Aye, and the day will come when we three shall be here again, two of us looking as we seem, and one of us drifting over the bog in the night.

I did not understand her, but I remembered her words. Glancing at Marlin I saw no surprise in his face at either of her remarks: he merely accepted both as though she had said that tea would be ready at five. As I left he said to me: Then youll come again, Master Char-les.

He too said it as though it were something that had now been ascertained. Which left me little to say.

The lights of the trap at the end of the bohereen glared suddenly, as something out of a different land, as the lights of a ship from some great city might gleam by uncharted coasts.

The things that most stand out in my memory after that are showing my treasure to the different people I met, to Ryan, to the lodge-keeper by the light of one of the lamps, to our cook, and next morning to Murphy. And one other thing stands out very clear from that day; there came a telegram from my father. It had been handed in at Euston just, before eight oclock, and said: Forward all letters to the club. From that I knew he was safe. As for the letters, my father belonged to no club, having taken his name off the list of members even at the Kildare Street Club, for the sake of economy years ago: in London he had never belonged to a club. But it told me all that was intended, and if the postmistress talked about the telegram till others were sent to look for my father around the London clubs, no harm was done by that. I saw that he must have ridden a long way that night, and come to some other line than our familiar one and caught some early train of which I knew nothing, and so boarded the Irish mail only ten hours after leaving High Gaut. He may have even taken a special, so as to catch that boat. I never inquired who were after him, well advised by Marlin; but whoever they were, my father must have relied on them not to waste a night in sleep. I showed the telegram to the butler without a word, and he said nothing to me; nor did either of us talk to the other at any time about forwarding letters. It was better not.

The north wind that had blown all day had been increasing in power all the while that I was driving home; it had flapped the wings of the dead goose as I brought it into the house with me, and it had slammed the door behind me. And now it was rising still. All night it boomed and wailed, trying shut doors in anger, and mourning in aged walls. For a while after going to bed my imagination kept pace with the winds anger, wondering what men were breaking into the house, or tiptoeing along corridors, and then in the midst of its furious tumult I slept. I woke in as deep a calm as I have ever known, the hush of an utter silence, and in the silence the snow. It lay bright over everything. The north wind had brought it and fallen.

What a change snow brings to any land that it visits: rather enchantment than change. It is as though the mountains came down to speak to the fields, almost as though overnight another planet had called for us and taken us over from Earth. Even the inside of the house was changed, a bright light dwelt in the pictures, making the work of men long dead more vivid and merrier; and on the north side of the house all the rooms seemed as though they were still curtained, and all their blinds drawn down, for the snow was clinging to the window-panes where the wind had so violently hurled it; and yet even in those dim rooms, through the grey snow, there seemed to shine gleams from the light of a strangely triumphant morning. And the first thing I thought as I saw all that snow was that my snipe would be gone; they would have risen from beside their countless pools, from their feeding-grounds of marsh and their shelters of heather, and would have gone by those bright levels along the horizon where the bog went wide through the hills, and would have taken the way of Marlins dreams until they came to the sea. From the rushy lands they would be gone too. And even the geese, with snow on their grazing grounds, would feed tonight upon beaches beyond my knowledge. But perhaps the most essential quality of a sportsman is an aptitude to adapt his pursuits to the weather: he is not the enemy of the elements, having far more friendship for the north wind and the snowstorm than he has for the railway and pavement. It is the weather that brings him everything; and, if sometimes he try to outwit it, keeping himself warm or dry with the alliance of some stout willow, when the air is full of hail, it is a contest no more unfriendly than that between two teams of athletes. He has no more enmity for the weather than a business man has for his banks. Indeed, I think we sportsmen are somewhat nearer to the tides and the growth of trees and the night and the morning, and to whatever we call the plan that orders the planets, than many a man that does more useful things. And so I immediately thought of what the weather would bring me in place of the geese and the snipe. It would put the woodcock in. The woods should be full of them.

So after breakfast I went to find Murphy, to ask him what chance there would be of getting beaters. I found him standing outside the door of his house at the edge of the woods, looking out over the snow with the air of one estimating the qualities of some new neighbour. At my question of beaters a thoughtful expression came over his weatherbeaten face. He said little or nothing, and I knew that the thought in his face was not concerned with how to get the beaters, but the subtler problem of how to speak to me without offending or even disappointing me; and I realized that the difficulty about the beaters was that I had no authority to take the men from such work as they might be doing. He would gladly have done it for me, and would have found it easier to go round collecting the beaters, working only his legs, than to work his brains to find for me appeasing temporizing answers. But he could not get the men without asking the steward, and the steward ran the place for my father. Things were like that till my fathers letter arrived. And this was not for another two days, two days that I spent in walking about with my gun by streams and wherever water was not frozen, to find snipe that the weather had driven out of their marshes. Two or three I found, and a teal, and the larder profited by my lonely walks.

And then one morning my fathers letter arrived. It had been posted in Paris, posted on the day on which I had woken to see the snow, arriving two days later. It showed me that my father had not stopped even three or four hours in London, but had gone straight on. I wondered at this haste, thinking he would have been safe enough there, but I was young and knew nothing of the extent of the ramifications of politics. This was the letter.



My dear Charles, Run the place as well as you can till I return. Ive told the bank to let Brophy have funds to pay the men. There are things that I want to tell you about the Dutch picture, and about other things in the library, for pictures and books are roads that may lead you far. Best of all, keep out of politics. I will write to you at greater length, but first I must be sure that my letters are not being tampered with. I have put a number 8 shot in this letter, the kind you use for shooting snipe. Write and tell me if one fell out when you opened the envelope. I know you will open it at breakfast and will easily find the shot on the tablecloth if it rolled out, but if none was there my letters are being opened.



Your affectionate father, 

JAMES CHARLES PERIDORE.



I should explain perhaps that our family have always been called James Charles, or Charles James, father and eldest son alternately, ever since our disastrous loyalty to James II. But, poor Stuarts, our loyalty to them was no more disastrous to us than our loyalty today. When we are called James Charles, the first name is after James II, and the second after the prince that they called the Young Pretender; when we are called Charles James, the first name is after Charles I and the next after James II. They gave us a medal and that nebulous dukedom, and that is all we got for it.

To return to the letter, the shot was there all right and I wrote at once to say so, but from that day the correspondence ceased. I got no more letters from my father.


CHAPTER EIGHT

THE thing that at first most concerned me about my fathers letter was his permission to run the place. This meant that I could have beaters. I interfered in no other way with the routine, that Brophy ran as well as he could, but I went at once to him and asked him to let Murphy have the men. Seven or eight were all he could let me have, in fact it was pretty well all that there were. So young Finn was sent for, and soon he was going round the place calling the men loudly by name. It occurred to me then, as it never had done before, that young Finn was oddly described. He was tall and greatly wrinkled, and his long beard that once I remembered to have had faint tints of yellow about the edges was now pure white. When my father called him young Finn, as he always did, I never thought of questioning the designation, which was no doubt given him to distinguish him from some Finn that I never knew; but now for the first time I questioned the appropriateness of it, though I still called him young Finn.

Young Finn, then, went shouting round the place and soon had seven men, and the morning was not too far on its way when Murphy had them all lined up at the beginning of a long narrow wood that hid the wall that shut us off from the road, a wall built too high for any man to climb, but time had given a hold between rows of stone, first to moss, then to mens feet, and fingers had done the rest, so that tracks led into the wood here and there from the wall; no one knew whose; probably the men that came to look for my father had come in by one of these ways. There were brambles here, roving a little further every year about the feet of old beech trees; and here were box bushes and patches of privet. The men went through the wood shouting: Hi, cock; hi, cock, as they went. But the snow had so beaten down the usual homes of the woodcock that in this wood we got none at all.

Theyll all be in the fir woods, said Murphy.

So we all set off towards them, wilder woods at the far end of the demesne, with the tidy land lying park-like in front of them, and the wild hill behind. Wide rides had been cut for shooting, and I took my place at the junction of two of them. It was while standing there waiting for a woodcock, that I began to think of my fathers letter. I had fully understood his reference to books and pictures in the library. Obviously he intended to tell me, as soon as he was sure that his letters came safely, about that exit from the library that was somewhere behind my back while I watched the Dutch picture. At the time it had been far better for me not to know, but who knew what the future would bring forth? And he wanted to tell me now of that secret path to safety that might one day be needed again. But one thing I had not understood when first I read the letter, and that was why he had explained to me that number 8 shot was the kind one used to shoot snipe. At the time it had rather annoyed me; now it puzzled me. It was rather I that used to tell him what shot one used for different birds, for shooting was the chief glory of the Christmas holidays, and I could not help talking of all its details; it was so new to me then; so was life. But why had my father wasted ink on telling me what shot I used for snipe? And from thinking of this I came to other things in the letter. Why was he so sure that I would open the letter over the dining-room tablecloth? As a matter of fact, I hadnt. Not that it mattered, for the two sides of the folded sheet of paper had been turned over for a quarter of an inch, the open end being towards me, so that it could not easily have fallen out at all. What then of the people that he seemed to suppose might open the letter and lose the shot? Why should they lose it? Did he suppose that they would open the letter hurriedly where there was no level surface to receive the shot if it fell out, whereas I would have the tablecloth to receive it? Perhaps. But in any case the envelope showed no sign of having been tampered with, and with a boys arrogance I was a little contemptuous of these elder fancies, that I regarded as too complicated for reality. Another thought I had about that pellet of shot, which came again later, but just now a woodcock gliding by me put it out of my mind. I had not seen the woodcock soon enough, but there is always some excuse for missing a woodcock, if not seeing the bird in time can be regarded as any excuse: rather it is an aggravation. Anyhow, I missed it. And more came by and I missed them too, till it began to look like a morning wasted. And yet every woodcock I missed was teaching me something, and any skill in defeating this difficult bird, that I later came to share with most Irish gentlemen, I was learning then. The snow helped me. I began to see by marks of my shot on the snow how far I had shot behind a bird. And then the knack came to me: it came merely by aiming far in front of the apparently slow flight, and I began to hit them then, except when they were flying straight away from me, when an unforeseeable twist would take them out of my aim, usually just as I fired, or when they were flying straight towards me; that was the most difficult of all.

The beaters voices came close; and now the woodcock, that glide as silently as a dream flits through the night, were flying noisily, for they were getting up close, and the woodcock gains that quiet mastery of speed that he has with a rapid flutter of wings as he rises, that is audible for quite fifty yards. One came straight towards me, giving that difficult shot that I mentioned, and I missed with both barrels. I missed with the right barrel because I aimed straight at him, and, if he had really been coming straight at me, bird and shot would have met, but the woodcock never is coming quite straight at one; to begin with he was higher from the ground than my eye, and, as he was not sinking, he cannot have been flying straight towards it; consequently I was a bit behind the bird with my right. Then he saw me, and up he went like a very irregular rocket and whirled away over the trees, while I scarcely got an aim at him at all with my left barrel. I had two or three down, and Murphy eagerly showed me where to find the pin-feathers, which then were great prizes to me. How much money or toil it takes to come by something we value, later on in life! And all the while we are losing things by the way. Would a diamond bring me now the pleasure that the pin-feather of a woodcock could give me then? I doubt it. And all the while there are people teaching youth to look forward to the solider things wrapped up in the mists of the future, and to scorn as trivial the wealth that lies all around them. What was that fable of the dog with a bone in his mouth, that saw the reflection of a better bone in the water? And can it apply here? Perhaps not.

No such thoughts as this, that trouble my mind now, came near me then, and I went on to take my stand at the end of the next beat, full of keen expectations encouraged by Murphy. There was a part of the wood there that had been swept by an old storm, and it had been replanted with spruce. This spruce was now just the right age to shelter woodcock, and its layers of greenery held up the snow like the many roofs of a pagoda. Again, as I stood there, I thought of my fathers letter. Why had he turned the edges in so carefully if he had wanted the shot to fall out when the letter was opened? And there came the other thought that a woodcock had previously interrupted: what would anyone tampering with the letter do if he lost the pellet of shot and then read that it ought to be there? I turned over these thoughts, but with far less alertness than that keen fervour with which I waited for the woodcock that Murphy promised under the spruce. And, sure enough, they were there. At first none came at all; and then one came fluttering between two trees, both heavily heaped with snow, and I missed it. But it had shown me the way, for, as often happens with all kinds of birds, others flew the same line as the first: in that dense growth of young spruce there was a kind of white valley down which they came and, one after another, slipped out into the open between the same two trees. I got one, and then another. It was the one place to which they all seemed to have come for the shelter below the dense stiff branches of the spruce that the snow could not beat down. I did not get a right-and-left, but by the time that the beaters had come up, chanting Hi, cock, as they came, I had ten woodcock down. It was some years before I did better than that, and to this hour I can remember the pleasure with which I answered Murphy when he said: Did you get one, Master Char-les?

We picked them all up without much difficulty, which we should not have done but for the snow; for you can stand within a yard of a woodcock, dead or alive, and not see him among brown leaves or bracken. The brown on a woodcock is like the brown of the bracken, and the black bars on him are like the darkness in the spaces between dead leaves; they are more than like; they are identical. Man has to invent the cloak of invisibility in his fairy tales, but all animals that are hunted, or hunt, are born with it.

Then we went on to an older part of the wood, over that dazzling page on which Nature writes the doings of all her children. Nothing had stirred in the night, since the snow had ended, without leaving clear record of its leaps and travellings, of its escapes or pursuits. In the old wood I got two or three rabbits; then we all had lunch in Murphys house, on that excellent dish that Ireland has given to a world that does not always understand it, for I have known cooks beyond our shores to cut all the fat off the cutlets, in order to make them tidy, before putting their sad remnants of lean and bone in the pot. Had I gone to the house for lunch, though it was barely twenty minutes away, I should have lost on the two walks and on the slowness of a more ceremonious meal, little less than an hour of the short winters day. We went on, warmed, over the snow, and by the time the sun set huge and round through the wood I had only got one more woodcock. But the bag was good enough, and it was long before I got so many again.

That evening I went to Brophys house to tell him of the days sport. I remember him as a tall bent man with a very long brown beard. He had, compared with the rest of the men on the place, some sort of education, and he was a man whom I believed I could trust not to pass on my conversation with him as gossip. So I told him of my fathers letter, and even about the pellet of shot. That was a good scheme, sir, he said.

And yet I wondered about it, and still was a little puzzled.


CHAPTER NINE

DAYS passed while the crows and the jackdaws came close to the windows for help from their human neighbour, now that all food was hidden by this sudden change in the world; so I used to share my breakfast with them and to watch the crows walking up, usually sideways, with their deep-blue heads and the purple sheen on their bodies, and their wings a little open to balance their walk, and the greyheaded jackdaws sailing suddenly down from some turret above me. Days passed, and the day came round when my father should have written again. And no letter came; or the next day. In my growing uneasiness I looked for someone who could tell me all about it; and there was no one. It was then that the temptation came to me one evening to look for help from a source whence aid is rightly forbidden us, and to consult Marlins mother. From which temptation I turned in time, but I still drove over to Lisronagh next morning, though not to seek help from her; for it occurred to me that among all his heathen fancies there was a streak of shrewdness in Marlin that would be as well able to see through this mystery as the wits of any I knew. We came to the old bohereen and drove only a short way down it, for we were stopped soon by a snowdrift that had found a gap in the hedge and had slanted across our way, its delicate sides smoothed out by the very wings of the wind, barring the road to the bog as though the things of the wild had suddenly come by that mood in which they sometimes weary of man and his wheels. So I got out and walked on to the house of the Marlins, telling Ryan to put up the horse and trap in Clonrue and to wait for me there.

The land lay still under that great enchantment that a whim of winter had worked with the north wind for a wand; and the bog that had held so many shades and colours was now a glistening plain with shadowy lumps, that went shining away to the sky-line, while grave white hills seemed to watch it on either side. And there was Marlin, motionless, as those slopes, gazing out over it to its furthest point, where it went unbounded by hills to a golden flood of far sunlight. It is right enough that a bog-watcher should watch the bog; and yet I thought from his rapt stillness, and from the look of his face as I came nearer, that it was not of any such work that he was thinking, but of the way over the bog to that flood of sunlight, and thence, keeping still to the bog where it curved to the distant sea, and so to that heathen land a little way over the water, whither none turn even their thoughts who hope for Heaven.

He was a few yards away from the cottage, and his back was towards me as he watched where the bog beneath its mantle of snow went over the sky-line through the wide gap in the hills. When I was quite close to him and he saw me, he seemed to bring back his gaze from further than the horizon; and so strange for a moment that gaze appeared, coming back to the fields of men, so ill-content to be here, that I wondered if Marlin was ill. And suddenly he was his old self again, my teacher in the only learning I sought. Therell be no geese tonight, Master Char-les, he said. The bog is frozen and they cant get at the briskauns.

I didnt come for the geese, I said, though I had my gun.

Therell be no snipe there neither, Master Char-les, he said, for the rivers frozen too.

For the river, though a running stream after it fell from the bog, was a sluggish line of wide pools among bright mosses before it left the heather.

Well go the other way, I said, pointing down the stream.

Begob, there might be a teal on it, said Marlin.

What shot should one use for a teal? I asked; and no younger scholar ever studied the aorist, or the tricks of any foreign verb, as I investigated such things as this. But I forget now what shot Marlin recommended.

Will you not come into the house and have a sup of something? said Marlin.

But I was in search of advice and I feared this house, lest I should be tempted to seek it there; and such things are forbidden. And I answered Marlin out of such store of politeness or evasions (call them what you will) as one is bound to keep for the purpose of refusing drinks.

We had not gone far when I took from my pocket my fathers letter and showed it to Marlin. Begob, said Marlin, wouldnt you read it to me yourself? Sure no one would read it better.

This tribute to some special skill in reading for which Marlin was giving me credit failed to conceal from me that he was unable to read himself, and probably all the better able for that to do his own thinking. So I read him the letter and showed him the actual shot and the turning in of the two sides of the paper that prevented it falling out sideways. Marlin looked at these things for a moment and thought over the letter. And then he said: Sure that would be no scheme at all.

Why not? I asked.

In the first place, said Marlin, if the shot fell out in Dublin, wouldnt they pick it up again as soon as they read it had a right to be there?

But if it rolled away and was lost, before they read about it? I said.

Sure, wouldnt they put in another? replied Marlin.

Yes, that was obvious enough.

And isnt the Duke a shrewd man? said Marlin.

I dont know, said I.

Dont I know damned well he is? answered Marlin. Sure he wouldnt be alive this day if he wasnt.

Thats true, I admitted.

True enough, said Marlin. For they were clever men that were after him.

I made no answer, and Marlin went on. Then wouldnt he make a better scheme than that?

And all the questions I had asked in my mind about that letter came all together at once to a single point, kindling a light on the problem that Marlin saw in my face.

Begob he did, said Marlin.


CHAPTER TEN

As we went by a willow I suddenly saw a teal on the far bank of the stream, barely twenty yards away, a male teal standing on a patch of grass that had been sheltered from snow by an aged trunk of an osier. I had never seen a teal so close: I could see the band round his eyes going along his face to the neck, a dark green patch upon his chestnut head; and I had the idea that having got so close I was certain of that teal. All this was in one instant. He seemed so large, standing against the snow that I thought he would rise as duck do, slowly and heavily. But suddenly he was off; and without any flutter, such as the woodcock makes, without any gradual increase of speed like the duck, he seemed to be instantly in the fullness of flight, like a snipe, or like an arrow. I fired at this bird, that but a moment ago seemed taken unawares as we came round the willow, and missed with my right barrel. Then he soared upwards. How far to aim above a teal soaring from the first shot, and how far in front, I think I learned during the next twenty years, but it took me all that time or a little longer; the shot that I fired with my left barrel then went nowhere near him.

Missed, I said to Marlin, which as words go was unnecessary; but I think I must have expressed a great deal more in my voice, for he was at once at hand with his consolation.

Sure no man could hit a teal, he said, when they get up like that.

And I asked him how men did hit teal.

Sure Ill drive them for you one day, he said, and youll get them coming over.

And he began to tell me of pools in the bog where they came, and of rushes in which I could hide while he went round to put forty or fifty of them over me; till the future seemed to be full of compensation for my present disappointment.

And just as Marlin was telling me of these things there occurred an event; common and unimportant enough (if one has any idea of what is important or not), that dwells with me to this day, a tiny light illuminating the past for me, even in towns: a blue patch brighter than the summer sky, a speck that might have fallen undimmed from some Indian heaven, moved down the centre of the water, curving all the way with every curve of the banks, till that streak of unearthly blue exactly divided the stream: it was the kingfisher.

I was silent with wonder.

Hes the one bird that goes from here to there, backwards and forwards, said Marlin.

And I knew that he was talking again of Tir-nan-Og.

He must look lovely over there, I said.

Indeed he does not, said Marlin. Over that water, and under that sky, and fluttering about the heads of queens that are young for ever, dressed in silks outshining all the silk of the East, and with eyes outshining that, he looks very ordinary.

Does he? I muttered.

He does indeed, said Marlin.

And then he told me that the swallows too go to Tir-nan-Og. But only once a year: the kingfisher alone goes backwards and forwards, and perhaps the owl.

We walked some way along that wandering stream that carried the soft bog-water I knew not where. I got no teal, and all the snipe were gone, probably by that very path along which I had seen Marlin gazing, over the bog to the sunlight, and thence to the sea; a path, I mean, for birds and for the thoughts of men like Marlin, a path through the air and over dreams, for no path led over the bog, but a series of dangerous steps, dead heather and brilliant mosses all the way, the first safe and the second deadly. Again, as we walked back to the cottage, now dream-like in the invisibility that the snow almost gave it, I saw Marlin lift his eyes to that far part of the bog where, unbounded by hills and touching only the sky, it had so clearly the air of going everlastingly on. He lifted his eyes to it as a caged eagle might to the mountains, as though his home were afar. Again that look troubled me. Are you well, Marlin? I said.

Ah, well enough, replied Marlin, and once more his eyes were smiling on these fields and hedges of ours.

We entered the cottage under the thatch whose hollows were hugely filled with snow, and Marlins mother looked at me in silence. As a student might look at a book, perhaps a little strange to him, she seemed in those moments of silence to be regarding my life; not the few years that were then past, but those that were coming. And, though I can give no proof that this was so, I seemed to read it as easily in her face as she was probably reading those years in mine.

We walked down the river, Mother, said Marlin.

Aye, the river, said she, and one of the great rivers of the world, though its small here. For it widens out on its way, and theres cities on it, high and ancient and stately, with wide courts shining by the rivers banks, and steps of marble going down to the ships, and folk walking there by the thousand, all proud of their mighty river, but forgetting the wild bog-water.

What cities are they? I asked, for I felt myself believing in them.

Unknown, unknown to the world, she said. But when Irelands free and their ships go sailing out, theyll be known the world over.

I asked her when that would be.

Aye, when? she said. And all the cities of the world, waiting to greet their sisters, are asking when. But therell be a day when Irelands ships, putting out from all our rivers, will crowd every sea. And theyll see no grander ships in all their journeys. And theyll come to all the cities that have ports on any sea, bringing their merchandise, at which the people of all markets will wonder. And the ambassadors from foreign lands, coming to greet us, will pass up our rivers and anchor under the walls of the Irish cities, and see their ships go dark from the shade of our towers and humble from the glow of our cities pride. And when they ask of our wealth and the trade that we do with the other great nations of the world, our singers will tell them, coming down to the harbours edge with trumpets and gonfalons and telling the men of strange lands of Irelands glory. And the ambassadors will go back wistful into their own lands, telling what they have seen in the West, and all the nations will send costly gifts to welcome us, and to win from us treaties with far Indian kings. Aye, kings with crowns of pearl and jade will seek us, travelling from the boundaries of Earth in ships of scented timber. And suddenly she burst out wildly laughing and threw her arms up high, and dropped them again as though exhausted by that tumult of laughter, and sat down weeping bitterly.

I stood silent, and all was silent but for her sobs. Then Marlin turned to me quietly: Shes been looking at the future, he said.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

I STAYED for some while watching the old witch weeping, and found nothing to say or do. And then I thought that if I waited awhile, her weeping might soon stop. But Marlin seemed to read what I was thinking, and slowly shook his head. And at that look from Marlin I said goodbye to him quietly, shook hands and went out of the cottage, and so walked back to Clonrue, haunted all the way by the memory of that wild laughter, which often troubles me yet. In Clonrue the horse was waiting in the stables behind the public-house, and the young men gathered in the doorway, or leaning against its wall, with their faces hopeful and sunlit, began at last to free my mind from the echoes of that terrible derision with which Mrs Marlin had looked at the future. As for tears, there were none in Clonrue; and as nothing else seemed to be afoot, several of the young men strolled round to the stables, and by the time the horse was led out there were seven or eight of them there, watching the horse being harnessed and estimating his qualities, for the Irish people are born judges of horses. Nor is there any sport at which they are not connoisseurs, even when they have failed to find any opportunity to follow it; so I was soon telling them that I had shot nothing that day on the bog, and they were giving me reasons why this must be, partly out of politeness and kindness, and partly because they knew the bog and its ways and were giving me sound advice. The snows sent all the snipe to the sea, Master Char-les, said one. You should go to the red bog in the full of the moon, said another. And they all repeated that. Marlin had already told me this, but these men were all emphatic about it. And they were right. It is one of the few things that are known about other lives than ours, that snipe go to the peat and the heather whenever the moon is full. For each bit of knowledge like this, that we have of the wild folks ways, there must be a hundred equally strange and romantic of which we have caught no hint.

And why were these men, of whose names I only knew two, all urging me to go shooting over there at the best time? It excited no surprise in me. Gratitude, I hope, yet no surprise. But the reader, if he dwell in towns, may feel surprised. No men in London guide him to the best shops, or advise him what to buy. Yet this was the way of Clonrue.

Then I asked of the geese, and they shook their heads and spoke more weightily. To tell the habit of snipe was one thing; it was another to bring news of the geese, to whom a hundred miles was a light journey. And then the horse was harnessed and I said good-bye to them, and they all said good-bye and urged me to come back as soon as the snow was gone, when the snipe would be hungry and back on their feeding ground. And why? It was the Irish way.

I drove home and went straight to Brophy, and found him among the farm buildings. Of what I began to speak I do not remember, but he saw at once that it was not the topic about which I wished to speak to him, so he moved further away from the men that were working there, and when we were out of ear-shot, I said: I am afraid we shall have no more letters from Mr Peridore.

Do you say that? he replied.

I do, I said.

And why wouldnt the Duke write? he asked.

Because he never put a pellet of shot in the letter at all, I said.

But didnt you find it? said Brophy.

Yes, I told him. But I think those that opened the letter put it in when they read that it should be there. I think he meant them to do it. It was the surer way of the two.

That would be very complicated, said Brophy.

Some time in that afternoon the wind swung round from the north, and came back to that point whence it blows so much upon Ireland, back to the south-west, whence come the clouds that wrap us warm in the winter and protect us from summers heat, clouds bringing us dreams with their shapes and abundant crops with their moisture. Turn your back to an iron balustrade on the side that has gone rusty, or turn away from the mossy side of a tree, and you will have that wind in your face, moist and warm and gentle. It is the wind that has given us our green fields and flowing rivers, when other fields in our latitude are white and other rivers frozen. It blew once more, and a drip splashed from the eaves of farm buildings, and snow slipped softly down suddenly-slanting branches. All night the south-west wind blew, and in the morning patches of snow remained, and patches of green appeared, and patches of flood.

Its the weather for snipe, said Murphy, when I saw him that morning. And I went to the stables to tell Ryan that I should want the trap, to drive to one of the black bogs not far away, and that I should walk home. And Ryan astonished me by saying: The Dukes horse is home, Master Char-les.

But when did he come? I said; for there had been no word of it yesterday.

Last night, said Ryan.

Who brought him? I asked.

Sure, I dont know that, said Ryan.

Didnt you see him come in? I asked.

Sure, it was long after Id gone to bed.

But dont you lock the stables up? said I.

Sure, I do, Ryan replied.

Then how did he get in? I asked.

Begob, I dont know that, said he, with all the air of thinking of something new. And when I saw that look I realized that I should get no more out of Ryan.

So I turned to more practical things.

Is he fit? I asked.

He is, said Ryan.

Could he carry me in a hunt? I said.

He could that, replied Ryan.

And a new prospect was opened for the holidays.

Somehow I seemed to know, though I cant say how; it must have been merely by their expressions; that Murphy, young Finn, and all the men on the place, knew that the horse was home. But nobody ever spoke of it.

Old willows, lurking like witches by the borders of sere fields; patches of rushes, stray pools, in a world of browns and ochres; make the scene of the next few days that my memory still revisits. There I used to go with Murphy to look for snipe, which in the dark of the moon were all on the black bogs, and I suppose that Murphy told me as much of the ways of snipe as Marlin did, but I missed the things that Marlin knew, which were, or so it seemed, beyond Murphys world, and I wanted to go out with Marlin again on Lisronagh and thought of it more and more. I was troubled too about that strange peril which he was so sure threatened his soul; and had some vague idea, which I see was useless, that somehow or other I might be able to help him. How I thought I could help him I do not know, but, trivial though it may seem, I kept away from Lisronagh because it was not the right time for snipe on the bogs of peat, and I had some shy reluctance to going there without much reason again, as I had done once when the bog was all under snow. As soon as the geese returned Marlin had promised to tell me. There was no saying to what distances they might have gone from the snow; they might by now be in Spain. So I shot snipe with Murphy; and then one day the hounds met three miles away. It was the first meet anywhere near, since the horse came back: they usually met far off on the other side of the hills.

For some days before this meet Ryan had been talking to me, whenever I saw him, about the super-equine powers of the horse that had carried my father; till I knew just how he took a double, how he changed feet on a narrow-bank, and his scorn for the walls of loose stone with which men fenced their fields down by the bog-lands.

Hed change feet on a mans hat, said Ryan.

And, not noticing quite the surprise that his exaggeration demanded, he added: Aye, and the man would never feel it.

Has he wings? I asked.

He has not, for he doesnt need them, replied Ryan. But hes the kind of horse that would grow them if he got into any difficulty.

Hed grow them on top of a double, I suggested, if he couldnt get down without.

Begob he would, said Ryan with great conviction.

And I learned a great deal about the country from Ryan, for I only knew it this side of the hills, and the country I knew was mostly the bogs and marshes, and the woods of our own demesne. As for riding, I had been blooded in my pram from the pad of a fox just killed in one of our woods; and though I had never owned a hunter as yet and had only ridden ponies, there was probably horsemanship enough in my ancestry to be called up by the sanctifying touch of that wet pad in the hand of the old huntsman fourteen years earlier. Or are all symbols vain?

On the morning of the meet I went to the stables early to see Ryan about the bit. Give me a curb, I said, for I was uneasy about not being able to hold him when I got near the hounds.

Youll hold him better with a snaffle, sir, said Ryan.

The only use of a curb is for putting a horse into a ditch just as hes jumping it.

And Im not sure that Ryan wasnt right. Many a beginner clutches at the rein just as a horse is jumping, especially as the horse lands on the bank of what we call a double, with another ditch in front of him; such clutches are apt to wreck him, and if made sufficiently hard, with the curb, at the wrong moment, are certain to. An expert horseman knows more about riding than horses do, but short of that the horse knows most, especially in a difficult country, and the less one interferes with him the better.

I had rather a fine pair of spurs; but I saw Ryan quietly looking at them so often, that, when he offered me a pair of my fathers that were only an inch long, I had the sense to take them.

The meet was at eleven, and I started much too soon, urged by unreasonable fears of missing the hounds. They met at a little village straight out towards the hills, whose grey slopes grew clearer all the way as I rode, till one picked out every window in cottages lower down, and the gates and gaps in stone walls that wandered away to low clouds. Four cross-roads met in the village of Gurraghoo; and every one of the four drew, to a depth of at least twelve miles, from the countryside, all that were able to take their part in the quest and pursuit of a fox. Sometimes I had glimpses of them coming by one or the other three roads, a red coat or the flash of a button. But, from the gorse on the hill above Gurraghoo, the fox that dwelt there must have seen the commotion on every one of the roads to a great distance. He may not have known where they were going, but when he heard more voices than usual in Gurraghoo, and noise that gradually increased instead of passing on over the countryside to be dissipated in fields, he must have felt some uneasiness. And uneasiness with a wild animal is not a thing to ponder about or investigate, but a warning on which to act instantly. He probably knew every voice in Gurraghoo, certainly the normal volume of the talk of the village from which he took one chicken every night, as the hunt knew well by reading the villages claims on the poultry fund and dividing by three. So now the old warning came to him that things amongst men were different, and that the change meant danger. At any rate the fox that had dined outside Gurraghoo the night before, was gone when we drew the gorse covert.

So we jogged back through the village. And as we went, and as horses gradually changed their places in the long column, I met all the people I knew in the county, for they were all out. And I found that the news of my fathers going, and the cause of it, had got abroad. I was riding beside a neighbour who was a magistrate, as we went through the little crowd in Gurraghoo, a certain Major Wainwright, whom we all regarded as rather English either because of his slightly uncompromising character or because he was a Cromwellian.

Well get those men one day, said he, and have them all committed for trial. Of course youll have to identify them.

Of course, I said.

And as he was speaking to me we passed a tall dark man in a long black coat, to whom the magistrates words must have been clearly audible. He was looking at me, and I stared back at him.

Did you ever see me before, sir? he shouted.

I did not, I answered.

Because I thought you were looking at me as though you did, said the tall man.

No, I have never seen you before, I said.

What else could I have said? Had I said to the magistrate: That is like one of the four men that came for my father, he would, if convicted, have been sentenced to a term of penal servitude: in a few weeks he would have been let out, and long before that I should have been dead; and my father no better off for anything that had happened.

I reined back my horse till the men in pink coats were all past me, and I was among roughly-dressed men on beautiful horses, but ill-kempt, long-haired and wild; and soon I was level with the tall man in the black coat, who was walking slowly the way that we were going.

I got that goose, I said.

By God, said he, Master Char-les, that was great!


CHAPTER TWELVE

As a thread of the warp in the weaving of cloth runs through all the threads of the woof, helping to bind them together, so runs the fox in Ireland through all our lives; so that any man who is utterly unconcerned with the fox lives a little apart from the rest of us. Who such a man could be I do not know; for, to begin with, no one owning poultry or turkeys can be quite immune from the fear of the footfall of that red visitor, inaudible on the stillest nights, however closely you listen for it. And that is, I suppose, the original sin on account of which we hunt him, and it must have been to deal with those prowlings, too subtle for his own wits, that man first sought the help of his friend the dog in this matter. And, having sought it, this organization in defence of his poultry spread ramifications round the very heart of man. There are towns to be found in which the name of a fox stirs no more quickening of pulses than does the mention of guinea-pigs; but not in Ireland. For in the little Irish towns no man is so far into the dry waste of streets that the sounds of the hunt, from say in the south, cannot reach him, but that some other pack on the northern side, passing the towns edge, will bring him running out to see the red coats go by, and to feed his memory with the things that the pavement can never give. And so we give you the toast from our Irish shores: The Fox (death to him!), may he live for ever. And nearly two hundred of us concerned in this matter were jogging now in the direction of Clonrue, with the hills at first on our left as we rode along at the feet of them, and then almost behind us when we had turned to our right. And who was not concerned in it? First of all we had the whole of the gentry for twelve miles round, and as many of their daughters as a horse could be found for; then we had from a rather smaller area as many of the farmers as had a horse that could carry them: soldiers, squireens, a few strangers, grooms, second horsemen, and men with young horses of which they had hopes that they had not named to anyone; but who, as a young girl sometimes looks to Heaven, far and yet not unattainable, looked to the Grand National.

There were no priests at the meet, because they are forbidden to hunt, though not forbidden to ride; and of course if they meet with hounds while they are riding, it is no sin to go the same way with them. All the priests in that part of the county were out riding that morning along the road under the hills from Gurraghoo to Clonrue.

It was a long jog to Clonrue, over five miles: that is the beauty of Irish coverts, there are usually so few that when a fox leaves one he has a very long way to go to the next one: and there was a wood of wild osiers beyond Clonrue near the bog, an almost certain draw. All the way as we went that fervour leaped up among all who saw us pass, a fervour for the quest not limited to those that were taking part in it; men, women, children and dogs were all awakened from other pursuits to let their thoughts soar up from their own fields and then to sail with us over the grey-green plain, now shining in sunlight far away from those hills. And if any say that our quest was not worthy of this awakening, I can only say in argument that perhaps whatever awakens us to any vivid intensities needs no other test of its worth; but in evidence I can say this on oath, that I have seen the emptiness of many things, like a white damp wall of mist closing roads to the spirit utterly, but never yet have I noticed it in a fox-hunt. Certainly on that day the hope of seeing a fox killed in the open, even the less presumptuous hope of being there before the tumultuous gathering at that furious feast was over, was as bright a splendour to me as could be the hope of any statesman to see the ruin of his enemys land, with all its fortresses fallen. And so we moved to Clonrue till the hills were grey behind us, and the voices of dogs warning Gurraghoo that something strange was afoot were faint cries adding a weirdness to the solitude of those fields. And the dogs that guarded the houses of Clonrue took up the cry. And, among those that waited to watch our coming by, the first that I saw was Marlin. He was standing dark against one of the white walls, with a look in his eyes such as inspiration might have, as he gazed at the young girls riding there, and at young well-mounted men, and the young horses. And I saw then, once for all, that quiet age and calm and repentance, and at last Heaven, were none of these things for Marlin, but that, turning away from all of them, he would only look for such glories as youth can give, and would always yearn for that land whose history was the dreams of the young and that knew nought of salvation. For a moment I would have spoken one last word to save him, and was silent knowing there was nothing that I could say; and at that moment I saw a priest ride by, and I turned to him, for he could have done it, but still no words came to me; and the priest rode on, and from the look in his eyes as he went by I saw that Marlin was lost.

And further down the street we saw Mrs Marlin, leaning upon a stick that was, rather, a crooked pole, with wisps of her dark hair hanging about the sides of her face; her eyes watched us intensely, and more than the watchful dogs she seemed to be guarding Clonrue. Or perhaps Clonrue was but her outpost, and she watched for the sake of the bog, or for the sake of that land that lay under the frown of the bog, where her cottage stood and through which the river ran, where the gnarled willows leaned, a stretch of earth that always seemed to me strangely enchanted. What desecration she feared for this land I do not know, but she eyed us intently and showed no signs of enmity.

Shall we find in the sallies, Mrs Marlin? I shouted as I passed her.

Hes waiting for you, she said.

Will he give us a good run? I asked.

To Clonnabrann, said she.

I have often thought of those words, and looking back on them after all these years, and with the experience that years must bring, it seems to me now that, as every cottager thereabouts knew, a strong dog-fox lived in those sallies; a south-west wind was blowing and, running down wind as they do, Clonnabrann would be right ahead of him if he could get so far. To say, therefore, that he would get as far as Clonnabrann was no more than an estimate of his strength by one of those on whose chickens he nightly dined.

There was a silence as the hounds went into the wood, a silence that hung heavily for what seemed a long time; then one hound whimpered; silence again, and then the whole pack gave tongue. We were all lined up on the bog side of the willows, to prevent the fox breaking on that side, for if he went over the bog none but the hounds could follow him. And there we waited for a sign from the Master that we could let our impatient horses out. A mild man, as I have seen him in a drawing-room, the Master; almost shy at a tea-table; but on a horse the owner of a fiery tongue that held his field in awe, as his whip-lash held his hounds. Only for a few seconds he held us back; I remember the waving line of horses heads; I remember a patch of gorse at the edge of the wood, whose buds had already burst into two small blossoms; then we were off. We used to have big fields out in those days, and for a hundred yards or so it was like a race; and then each rider began to settle down to deal with his own difficulties, to cross each fence in accordance with the capacity of his horse, and to take a line in accordance with his estimate of many things, constantly varying, or to follow different men for different reasons, of which these are three; because he is a masterly rider, because he is close to his own home, or because he is going in the opposite direction to what appears the right one. Before following the third kind one should know something of the man, but, if he is reasonably intelligent, he must have some strong motive for turning away from the rest. I remember the first few fences to this day; the first of all a narrow-bank five feet high, built of earth as thin and steep as earth will stand, and green with sods: it seemed impossible that it would not trip up a horse galloping at it, as it would have tripped up me if I had tried to clear it on foot. But I was forgetting the four hooves. Other horses cleared it, mine was hard to hold, and I let him go at it. He rose at it, touched the top, or near it, for a moment paused, and was on again. So my first obstacle was left behind me. The next was a narrow stream, with sides steep as those of a ditch, clear water that had cut its way through the soft black earth. As I rode at it a man that I did not know called out: Not there, Master Charles. And I followed him, trotting along the bank. Boggy landing, he said.

Soon we came to a place at which the far bank sloped, and there he plunged in. It was deep water, and the bank on the far side seemed nearly liquid, but the horse struggled up, and I followed. We came next to a double, a great bank thrown up from two ditches, and twelve feet high, with small trees growing along the top of it. It looked an impossible obstacle, but others had been before me through the stream and were now crossing the double in several places, cantering slowly at it and jumping as high as the horse could reach and doing the rest with a scramble, then pausing a moment and disappearing from sight. So I checked my horse and jumped where another had jumped before me, and he easily found a foot-hold in the soft turf for his hind-legs, while his fore-legs reached the top. With a heave we were there. Looked down on, the far ditch seemed wider than the near, wider indeed than could be jumped from a standstill, but you cant go back from the top of a double, so I left it all to my horse. He approached it as cats approach a garden from the top of the garden wall; he went down and down the steep bank till I thought he would slip to the bottom, and just as this seemed certain he sprang, and we easily reached the field on the far side. For a moment from the top I had seen the hounds, going over a field together, and somehow reminding me of the shadows of clouds drifting over the flashing grass on a windy day. The next fence we came to was an easy one, and the last we saw of its kind, for we were leaving the country of white loose stones from which they built it, a stone wall. We went fast at it and my horse hit it hard, but it made no difference, for the stones flew with a rattle, and we were in the same field with the hounds.

From patches of bracken and gorse, and pale grey stones sometimes as large as sheep, we looked to a wide plain stretching for miles in the sunlight, with large green fields and having a tended air. It was as though that loose stone wall that I had crossed were a boundary between the last things of the wild, lying behind us, and Earth subdued by man, lying before. Bog and the rough lands were behind us now, and the turf good for going: the pace increased. Shall I breathe air again that is like that air that I breathed as I galloped down to the bright vale gathering sunlight? What vintage in what golden and jewelled cup will ever equal it? It came in gusts as we galloped, so that we breathed it like giants quaffing wine, and whenever one lifted ones eyes from the fields and the fences, the rim of the plain far off shone gold as a god-like cup. Shall I ever breathe it again? And the priest in this foreign town tells me not to think of these things any longer; the time being come for thinking more of my soul. But he is not an Irishman, and has only ridden a mule.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE time came for holding back my horse a bit. Hitherto I had left the pace, and most things, to him, as knowing more about the business than I did; but as I saw that wide valley opening to the horizon, and not a wood in sight, and hounds pouring away down the valley, it came to me that we were in for a long hunt. The horse was pulling still, but I held him back now, and there was the place for doing it; for, riding down a long slope with that wonderful vista before one, there was such a clear view of hounds, or at any rate of the hunt, that by riding straight where they turned a little one easily made up the ground that one lost while resting ones horse. And I did then too what I have done ever since; if there was a gap or an open gate I rode for it, rather than tire my horse by the display of jumping a fence. There were plenty of fences ahead of us, and, if I could get over all the fences I had to jump, I should have jumping enough. I think I had learned already, from noticing the effect on my horses festive spirits, that jumping one fence tires a horse more than galloping across two fields.

It is strange that during this hunt I thought of the Marlins, but the green and tidy country to which we were coming was so unlike the wild willows about their cottage, and then the bog and those watery levels shining on its horizon, and beyond that the wonderful country whither wandered the dreams of Marlin, that the very contrast made me think of them. The thought came to me that they would look fantastic among these tidier fields, and then it occurred to me that I was leaving the country I knew and riding among landmarks that I had never seen before. And still the fox ran straight with the south-west wind behind him. Sometimes we had news of him. A countryman shouted: A fine big dog fox.

How long is he gone? called out the Master, galloping by.

A fine great dog fox, glory be to God, replied the countryman.

How long is he gone? shouted the Master again.

But an excited man cannot easily hear what is shouted among galloping horses.

Big as a lion, shouted the countryman.

And the hunt swept on.

And then we came to wilder country again, where brown lands, marshy and rushy, intruded amongst the green. For a while we saw no houses or roads, or even hedges, and our only obstacles were wide bog-drains. A small neat cottage appeared, thatched and white-walled, with a tiny garden beside it. We went by within a few yards of it, and a man and a woman came out and an astonished dog. Perhaps they would have seen three or four men or women pass that way in a week, and suddenly there were two hundred galloping by. For a while that lonely spot was populous, then it would be silent again. What did they make of us? Only the thoughts of their dog could one be sure of. And his sole thought was defence, his duty to that white cottage.

Then the green fields again, of the grazing country; hedges and trees once more. I had no idea where I was. We saw a river shining, large enough to have a name that one must have known. But what it was I knew not. I was now a long way from home. My horse was going well, but dropping back towards the tail of the hunt, for I would not push him. Sweat was white on the horses wherever straps touched them. And then came our first check. It was very welcome to me. I came up to the fields in which hounds were nosing thoughtfully, and dismounted at once. Almost immediately we were on again, but my horse was probably fresher for those moments of quiet breathing, and I had all that distance in hand from the head to the tail of the hunt, towards which I could drop back slowly, as my horse tired. For I realized now, if I had not done so before, that only by taking the utmost care of my horse should I see the end of this hunt that had come so far already and that gave rise to wonderful hopes that it might be one of those events that, though seldom told of in books, are topics of conversation in counties for years, and rare gold in old memories.

There were no longer clusters in gateways, with steam welling up from the horses into one column; we went through singly now. One met with riders turning away from the hunt on horses that could do no more, horses with no more foam on their necks, but looking as if they had just been bathed all over in mud and water, which several of them had. One had to be careful whom one followed now, for fear he was turning home. These must have been riders heavier than I was, which is likely enough at my age; it can hardly have been that they had not recognized as soon as I had, with all my inexperience, that this was going to be a long hunt, unless the words that I had with the witch could really have taught me anything. The short evening was beginning to wear away. There was no more rest for my horse in the gaps in high hedges, where one had earlier to take ones turn among twenty or thirty: one crossed alone now, or followed one other. But one was closer to hounds without these delays, and able to go easier. And still my horse pounded on, treading good turf in which the hoof-marks of those in front of me were cut clear and dry. The late light hovering at the close of day seemed to over-arch a calm through which we galloped, as dreams might glide through the still of a summers night; and I remembered a heathen religion of Northern lands that told of endlessly riding through everlasting twilight. From this thought I turned away, but it came back more than once.

What the time was I did not know, but it must have been after four, and that meant we must have been galloping over two hours. The meet had been at eleven, but we had not moved off till after the half-hour; then we had spent some time going up to the gorse-covert and drawing it blank, and it was nearly a quarter to one by the time we returned to the village. From Gurraghoo to the covert beyond Clonrue had taken us over an hour, and the fox had left about two oclock. The fences at first had seemed things to watch and pick carefully, when horses were fit and fresh; yet now, when the time must be coming near when ones horse would fall at one of them and lie still, breathing heavily, now they seemed no more than those strange old furrows lying wide and green, the relic of ancient ploughing, that one sometimes meets in a field. And as every fence was past that same joy rose like a flame, the same exultation at an obstacle passed and the chance of being up at the end of the hunt brought nearer. Still the hounds ran with the south-west wind behind them. A little more and the fading light would add so much to our difficulties that any fence would beat us. And suddenly above the bare green fields, and clear of hedges and trees, I saw a small town shining on a hill, in light that was flung up there from the last of the sunset. A row of houses below, then two streets running up the sides of the hill; all the town white; and, set among those two streets and the houses below, like an emerald the hills summit. I did not know that, except in old pictures of Italy, towns were built like this upon hills. Certainly I never thought of seeing one, but believed that they belonged to poetry or romance, or to times long past or countries far away. Hounds were going straight for the hill; if I went round it, in the fading light I should lose them, but a hill at the end of that eighteen or twenty miles was more than my horse could do. Heaven and earth seemed against us, light fading and the land sloping. It was time to pull out and turn home; and I should not see the end of that wonderful hunt. And suddenly in my dejection a strange thought struck me, so that I reined back to a slow canter and soon lost sight of hounds, but I watched instead the white walls of the houses that were gleaming along the hill. I took two more fences, open ditches, and just got across. And suddenly as I gazed at the little town I saw the fox himself going up the slope to the houses. Then the hounds. He seemed making straight for the streets: what shelter he looked for there I could not imagine. And then the hounds got him.

The Master and two whips were there when I came up, and eight or nine others. The dead fox had already been taken from the hounds by the Master, and his head and brush removed, but I was in time to see the rest of him thrown back to them, and to hear their voices change to that deep roar to the tune of which a fox is torn to pieces and eaten. Then one by one a hound with a bit of a leg or a rib walked away from the rest to eat his morsel alone; and the whips with their ruddy faces looked on with a deep contentment, faces that nearly matched the skirts of their coats, which the sweat of horses and the water of ditches were gradually turning to the colour of fuchsias. Now window after window up on the hill shone a deep gold. It was the hour of the steaming kettle, of warmth and the gathering of families; but doors opened and children came running out down the hill, and soon they were gazing at all these strangers, by now twenty or thirty of us, who had come from they knew not where, tired and triumphant, and had brought a new way of life to their very doors.

I have had like other men my ups and downs; Fate has given me much and taken much away; but that day Fate gave me the brush. From the hand of the Master I had it, the brush of the finest fox that was known in all that country for many a year. I have it still, what is left of it, in the very room in which I write, and many an argument I have had with Monsieur Alphonse, who says that to keep this tail of a fox, now in such poor repair, shows that I am no serious politician. Nor am I, but I argue with him for the sake of my memories, and because I have never known him really serious himself, and because I would burn every political paper of both of us if in the smoke of that burning I could see by any necromancy some vision of the hunt that we rode that day across twenty miles of some of the finest pasture of the old Ireland I knew. There it hangs on the wall, and I turn from it once again to the scene that still shines in my memory; the whips collecting the hounds together again, men climbing up again on to tired horses, the children gazing silently, the town above us now glowing with lights, and I turning round and asking its name as we rode slow down the hill. Clonnabrann, sang the children.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

ALL the colour went out of the earth and into the sky. Fields grew dull, trees very black, and grey mists slipped abroad like ghosts going out to a gathering. We spoke little, riding home; there was little that words could do. Someone spoke of another great hunt that there had been, but it was long ago and in another country. Then talk died down again. The sky in the west was green, with bright layers of scarlet and gold. I was staring into it for nearly a mile as we rode, and when I dropped my gaze to the hedges I realized that down there night was already among us. A horse struck a spark with his hoof, and the illumination from that single spark showed that day was indeed gone. Then red coats went black. White patches on hounds bobbing down the road were visible, but all other objects only added a darkness to night. And then a spark again flashed out from a horse-shoe, a golden glow among dark shapes, shining but for a moment, yet lighting vistas in my memory still. And heres a theme for the follower of almost any art, a spark in the night. Its huge appearance, its beauty, the mystery of shapes gathered round it, and of the darkness beyond; its brevity; and, all things being material for art, its eternity, lingering in memories and having its obscure effects through them upon later years, and handing these effects down the generations, at which point perhaps the philosopher takes it over. The scientist too has a little to say about it, trying to destroy the mystery upon which the artist works, but no more able to do so than the artist is able to say the last word about it. We must just leave it glowing. But tired and happy men followed no such speculations. They saw the glow, it added its beauty to the deep content of their mood, and they rode on thinking, if not too tired to think, of poached eggs at their journeys end.

I was a neighbour of all these people, as well as the son of a member of the Hunt committee, yet hitherto I had been among them something such as is called up in my mind by the words one reads now and then in the foreign news, a minister without portfolio; who is probably in reality a hearty and well-contented person, though always pictured by me as a man lacking something. But today with that brush in my pocket, and for so long as it lasted; longer than that, as long as that days memory lasted; I had my portfolio. Henceforth I was one of them; and that year, young as I was, I was made a member of the Hunt.

Another memory that I have of that long ride is the glow of port by lantern-light. One man had suddenly urged his horse into some sort of a brisk trot and gone on ahead of us: his house was on our road, only a few yards back from the very roadside, and when we came up, there he was outside his hall door with a lantern; and soon he was giving us port in claret glasses, and the port glowed near the lantern. Queer things ones memory carries far into another century.

And a few miles further on I parted from them all with affectionate farewells as they took the road to Gurraghoo and I the road home, the magistrate with whom I had talked at the meet, and the Master himself, both offering to ride with me to our gates. You dont think youll meet any of those four blackguards in the dark? said one of them. Better let us see you home.

But I wouldnt take them out of their way on their tired horses. They couldnt know where I am, I said, after a hunt like this. Which they agreed was true enough, and we said good night.

The last few miles I walked beside my horse. But I had not gone far from where I said good-bye to the rest, nor yet dismounted, when my horse shied suddenly, and I saw a figure step from the dark of the hedge. First the stranger spoke to my horse, seeming to soothe it instantly, and I recognized the voice of the man with whom I had talked in Gurraghoo; and then he spoke to me.

Are you all right, Master Char-les? he asked.

I am that, I said.

What kept you so late? he said. Ive been here three hours.

We had a great hunt, I told him.

Glory be to God, he remarked.

Then I told him how we had gone to Clonnabrann from the covert beyond Clonrue. It was too dark to see his face, but I knew that he was looking up at me wondering.

And you saw the end of it, Master Char-les? said he.

I did, I answered.

And he gave thanks to God again, and said: All the gentry will know you now, Master Char-les; and youll not be feeling so lonely without your father.

And I trotted on.

When I got to our lodge on the Clonrue road, with my tired horse dragging behind me as we walked, a sleepy lodge-keeper who, but for me, would have been by now in bed, opened the gates and let us through and then locked them up for the night. I too was sleepy and our talk was brief. I remember the little fires glowing dimly in the demesne, burning heaps of branches that the snow had broken and that now had been tidied up and were being burned, but looking more like fires that gnomes had lit for warming small brown hands secretly while man was out of the way. Then I had a long talk with Ryan, but what either of us said I do not remember. I remember the glow of the hall when I came to the house, a brightness hurting the eyes. And I was not very hungry, as I would have expected to be. And that is about all I remember of that evening.

I woke quite early next morning. I woke with the pleasant sense of treasure in the room that a buccaneer might have felt, when overnight he had come by a good share of the treasury of Spain, or some merchant or pirate who by any means has newly come by a little sack of pearls, only needing to be strung. So, only needing to be tidied up by a taxidermist, lay raw and fresh on my pillow the brush whose mouldering remains hanging here beside me today cause Monsieur Alphonse to say that no Englishmen are serious; and I point out to him that I am not an Englishman, but a representative of the Irish Free State; and Monsieur Alphonse apologizes in that whimsical way he has, which is really no apology at all, but is completely disarming.

I soon went round to the stables, and there I saw Ryan, in with the horse, running a hand down one of the fore-legs from knee to fetlock.

Good morning, Ryan, I called out.

Hell hunt no more for a long time, said Ryan. He has a big leg on him.

I hardly believed it, and in my disappointment I retorted to Ryan: I thought you said he had wings.

And so he might have, said Ryan; but he could have lost all the feathers out of them between here and Clonnabrann.

And in the end I had to accept Ryans judgment; both the fore-legs were hot, and he would not be fit for a long time.

I had set out to write down memories of an Ireland fast passing away, so that something might remain of it, if only on shelves where books sleep and are seldom disturbed, and dust gathers softly as the days and the years go by; of hunts that led a field of over two hundred, with a hundred men in red coats, where now there are twenty or thirty out at the most, and five red coats to be seen; and of the life of an Irish gentleman on his estate. Briefly I meant in my idle moments, which are very many here, to do the little that a wandering pen may do to check the flight to oblivion of pleasures and occupations that Ireland knew once so abundantly. What oblivion can never claim, what outlasts histories, is consequently irrelevant to my purpose. Yet, only yesterday there occurred an episode, trifling enough to the casual onlooker, which turned my memories far aside from the work I had planned for them, to contemplate once again the very first of those unchanging and time-defying things. I had been writing down my memories in the morning, and they set me thinking so much of Ireland again that either this or an impulse that I can never explain urged me, almost compelled me, to go down to the station to see the Overland Express come in at 12.25. On this train, that contains mostly travellers from other countries coming to drink the waters at the well-known springs in this State, I thought that I might see an Irish face once more. I went on to the platform without paying the usual schlwig, almost the equivalent of our penny, which is one of my diplomatic privileges, and saw the train come in. A commissaire was going along the first-class carriages with forms that had to be filled in, merely the full names of the traveller and of his parents, the correct address of the house in which he was born, his exact age, the number of his teeth (this purely for identification), his religion and occupation, the number of his motor-car and the name of his usual laundress. The whole thing took no more than a minute. I noticed that all the German first-class passengers enjoyed doing this, and that all the English ones submitted to it. The third-class passengers have to register at a bureau. Then I saw the commissaire go up to a lady whom I could not clearly see in the dark of the railway-carriage, but I saw from a certain air that he wore that there was some kind of charm about her that brightened the commissaires eyes and even seemed to illumine a little his rather absurd uniform. He began to ask his questions, he began on behalf of the country he served to attempt to reduce the lady to a formula, as it was his duty to do. Fifty passengers had been so reduced already; none had complained and many of them had enjoyed it. But Irish people do not like forms and formulae. And this was an Irish lady. She was thinking of her luggage, and he of the mathematical formula by which it was his duty to sum up all human souls on that train in possession of a first-class ticket. At first I did not hear what they said. He was on the platform and she inside the carriage. When she came into the doorway I saw an elderly lady, but one with an air and a grace well able to account for that bright look that had come in the eye of the commissaire; a look that she had not missed. He had already asked her, I suppose, eight or nine questions, and as she stood there he politely asked her her age. Then she turned on him. He was looking up at her still with that rather foolish expression that was his tribute to those feminine graces about her.

Seventy, she rapped out. And ripe for the grave.

So falls the hail on the apple-blossom.

The bright, foolish look fell from his face, but his politeness did not desert him.

Ah, no, madame, he said.

Should I come here to drink your foul waters if I werent? she said.

And they have a foul taste, though very medicinal.

And in the end he never got his form filled in, but filled it in himself from imagination; and did it so well that when he brought it later to me, who could have filled it in to the tiniest detail, I left it just as it was.

But the moment she spoke I knew her. I went forward then, and at first she didnt remember me; so I told her my name, and she gave me the old smile, that all those years never altered; and it was that smile that has interfered with my memories, turning them from a chronicle of things that are passing away, to what will not pass away while any life remains to watch stars or dawn on this planet.

I too was shocked to hear her say she was seventy, for I had remembered her seventeen. She was about a year older than I. I have lived to see that being seventeen is no protection against becoming seventy, but to know this needs the experience of a life-time, for no imagination copes with it. Try it yourself, reader. Look at any young girl, lithe, athletic, full of strength and dreams, and try as you look at her to picture her seventy. The picture before you blurs the imaginations picture. You cannot see the two. And another thing you cannot do: you cannot hold your forefingers before you horizontally, nearly touching, and then revolve one of them one way and one the other. We are always more concerned with one thing at a time than our intellect chooses to recognize.

And so it was that once she was seventeen.

I did not tell you that she was in the hunt to Clonnabrann. I had not meant to write of her at all, but Fate thrust her among my memories yesterday morning, and they will not leave her now. I see her still so clearly, I who saw her yesterday; I see her standing on the grass by the side of the avenue at Cloghnacurrer, as I rode up on our carriage-horse; medium height, a very slender figure, a face not thin but rather as though it had been chiselled first to an exquisite profile, long ago in Greece by a sculptor, and afterwards copied in Heaven from the cold marble and given there the colour and warmth of humanity; a darkish dress, no hat, the wind in her hair, and above everything her grey eyes. That slender figure that more than fifty years cannot efface from my memory, is surely undimmed by a day; and the figure that I saw yesterday in the train, perhaps a little burlier than the dapper form of the commissaire, cannot oust from its place a single one of those visions that I have brought from the past, and that I cherish more than a child cherishes bright shells and pebbles that it has taken home from the seaside, and for whose sake I principally live. And the eyes are the same as ever. Well then, a letter came about noon the day after the hunt, brought by the postman from Gurraghoo, and sent there on a horse, a letter from Mrs Lanley, and that was Lauras mother; and Laura Lanley was the lady who years later refused, I am afraid rather unreasonably, to tell the commissaire the number of her teeth, the name of her laundress or the address of the house in which she was born. And the letter invited me to come over to tea at Cloghnacurrer that day, and asked if I would mind bringing over to show them, the brush of the Clonrue fox. So might the Queen of Sheba have asked Solomon if he would mind showing her his treasure of gold and ivory, and though that wise mind would have known that it was said to please him, still it would have done so. So I took the relic and rode over, five or six miles on the carriage-horse, past Gurraghoo to Cloghnacurrer; and that is where I saw her, not for the first time, but it is the time when she seemed to walk into my memories for ever. I saw her standing by the avenue as I rode up to the house, and I dismounted and showed her the brush, and she looked at it with just the same expression with which she saw it again yesterday, when she came to have a cup of tea with me; and Monsieur Alphonse, who had escorted her to my rooms, saw her thus, standing in silence. And Monsieur Alphonse said: I see, then, that it is a holy relic.

No, no! I exclaimed.

But, before I had time to stop him, he crossed himself. I tried to explain, but all he said was: Pardon me, my friend, if I have said you are not serious, because of this. I see, now, that it is your religion.

No, no, I said, and finding that I was making no headway with him I turned to Laura, knowing that she could do it, and said to her: Please explain to Monsieur the Attaché.

And Laura said: Yes. It is our religion.

I was in despair then. What will you think of us? I cried to Monsieur Alphonse.

My friend, he said, I respect all mens religions. I have no exalted post. To the contrary. But I should not be even where I am if I had not shown that respect always.

And he turned to the old brush and crossed himself again. Thats right, was all that Laura said to him.

I am once more fifty-two years ahead of my story, but the events of yesterday have disturbed the quiet routine by which I was jotting down memories every day as a man writes a diary. Well then, I showed that brush to Laura Lanley fifty-two years ago, and she gazed at it in the same stillness that made Monsieur the Attaché act so strangely only yesterday. And how easily she might have had that brush for herself; so easily that I think that only by some look of hers at the Master, that I had not seen, or perhaps merely by turning away from him, the vacancy can have been left open to me. I could not give it to her, for such things cannot be given by ordinary men, but must come direct from the hand of a Master of Fox Hounds. She gazed at it and we walked to the house talking of that great day, that was then so near to us, and the memories of which were shared among so many. How many remember it now?


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

WE must have had tea early; for I remember going out with Laura afterwards, and the sunset still lingered. I have the impression of a warm evening while we walked on gravel paths through the shrubs of the garden. I think that walking slowly in those latitudes, after sunset in January, would kill me now; so the warmth that seemed to come from the glow in the western sky cannot really have been sufficient to warm us without those hopes and emotions that come no more. Their splendours, it must have been, that kept us warm. What we talked of I do not remember. But I remember there came a time, as we walked in that evening, when I wished to tell her of strange lands, and of things and people seen that she did not know; but I had never travelled, and knew the land round about us less than she did, and there seemed no such places of which I could tell her anything and my boyish whim seemed frustrated. And suddenly I thought of Marlin and the way over the bog to the pools that glimmered in sunlight, and thence, as he had so often told me, the bog, narrowed and all hemmed in, and yet wandering free to the ocean; and a little way over the water, the land to which the dreams of so few had gone. Of this I could tell her. And so I began to speak of Tir-nan-Og, the land of the young. As she heard me her eyes darkened, and I saw that no land to which I could have travelled, had I been able to follow wherever youths spirit led, would ever have excited that interest that was awakened in her by the mention of Tir-nan-Og, which from its place outside geography exerts through the twilight that curious lure to which Marlin had wholly surrendered. It is strange indeed that talking of Tir-nan-Og seemed to strengthen its frontiers; and, sentence by sentence, as though they were the steps of a traveller walking westwards through twilight, Tir-nan-Og came nearer. Over the shrubs and through the branches of evergreens, now blackening with the approach of night that seemed to come first to them, we both glanced westwards to where the day was sinking: on what shores, we wondered.

At first I had asked her if she believed that the bog went all the way to the sea, as Marlin said; and she fully corroborated him. So much for geography. And then I spoke a little of Irish legends, like a traveller of strange lands fearing his wonders will not be believed; and she told me other legends of this land of ours. Mere incredulity unarmed, without its weapons of ridicule, would have swept Tir-nan-Og out of my thoughts for ever, and better perhaps if it had, even regarding only my interests in this world; but the tales she told from old writings upon the outskirts of history, and I from the talk of Marlin, so bore each other out that a new land seemed gradually lifting into sight of our wonder, with streams and gardens clear enough at any rate for our hopes; and how much in life is no more certain than that? It was easy just then to believe in such a land, if I did believe in it, for I was walking in the twilight in Ireland, side by side with youth in its triumph and in its power. What miracles might not be achieved by such a radiance? As for immortality in unfading gardens of the West, that was little more to imagine than the belief which we both held firmly, that this radiant youth of ours would be with us always, and that the longings our hearts had then would never pass away. Time was then a grey spectre that other people had seen, like the phantom told in a ghost story before a pleasant fire, but not a power whose lightest finger had touched us, or of whom we had any fear.

And then I told her of Marlin, and Marlin became for us the pioneer of this strange new world we had found for ourselves, a kind of gate-keeper at the border of fairyland. He was so clearly a citizen of Tir-nan-Og, and yet he lived here on the solid land that is mapped; and the thought of him linked the two lands, as that sunlit stretch of water out by the bogs horizon seemed to link them whenever I saw it. I told her, too, something of Marlins mother, and of the witchcraft of her, and of how she had foretold me of Clonnabrann; so that always after that, whenever we spoke together, there seemed to be something of magic tingeing our talk, a background of wonder behind Laura and me that others had not got, or so it appeared to me, as though we stood together before curtains of rare fabric veiling a writers chamber, or draping windows that looked from some sheer tower far over enchanted lands. Then as the light went out of the sky and colour grew more triumphant, and mystery as though on tiptoe stole into the sleeping air, we spoke again of the West and the Land of the Young. And if Tir-nan-Og have its foundations more firmly based upon the dreams of a few people, growing, I fear, fewer, than upon whatever land there may be in the Atlantic a little out from our coasts, then how much of its twilight may not be lit by the love of Laura and me, which soon rose up and glowed as we talked of Tir-nan-Og? It shone upon all my youth and lit many years for me: may not some rays of it have ripened the apple-blossom on those immortal branches?

These thoughts that I set down today I have shown to Father Svlonenski, who lives at the back of the cathedral here, not far from my house, to ask if they touch the safety of my soul; and he says that there is no danger, but that at the time of which I write my soul was indeed in peril.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

AFTER that walk in the garden I went home with a good sensible horse to take care of me. Had I walked there today  Ah, no, it is as I have said; the cold would probably kill me; but were I young today, and were Laura young in that garden, I should, I suppose, have driven away in a motor, and I should not have been fit to drive it. Or would it have scattered my dreams, in the way that machines do, and left me changing gears without harming the clutches, and forgetful of Tir-nan-Og? But I think my old horse understood, and he brought me home with my head full of soaring thoughts, and of visions of happiness in this earth, visions whose borders lapped like a rising tide on the shores of the Land of the Young.

The moon was about full and my hunter lame, so that it was time to go to the red bog; and next morning Ryan drove me again to Clonrue. And as we went we talked history, the history of men like me and men like Ryan; not about Kings of France and their favourites, Com Laws or conquests, but about the fox and the line he took, and of those who followed. Now and then a law comes, and in the course of decades affects the countryside, increasing the narrow-banks round smaller holdings, or filling the hedges with wire, and the close observer may note its effect on gardens and thatches, and, in the case of some great law, even the habits of the people for a little while may be touched by it; but the following of the fox is our history, and all the lesser grades of sport; a tapestry of figures with horses, greyhounds and guns on the eternal background of agriculture.

And I noticed that Ryan had forgiven me for laming the horse, and I saw from this that I must have gone well in the hunt; not that Ryan ever expressed any annoyance with me, or retracted it, nor did I hear a word of what was said of that hunt to Ryan, nor know who said it. Now that so many in Ireland can read, and newspapers are in nearly every cottage, news probably travels a little slower and far less accurately; but in those days men spoke vividly of what they had seen themselves, to those who were keenly interested in it, and a good tale not only outlasted a daily paper, but went right down the generations.

I think, though I do not know, that some enquiries were being made that day in Clonrue about the identity of the man who had waited three hours by the side of the road to see that I was all right after the great hunt. Whether this were so or not I could not say, for I closely followed my fathers advice in his letter, and kept out of politics; but some enquiry must have been afoot, for there was not a man to be seen in the street; the doors of the houses were shut, and any men in sight were working hard in the fields. It is inconvenient never to refer to the man in the long black coat by his name, which by now I knew; but for reasons which I will mention later it would be injudicious, and even tactless, to do so. We passed by Clonrue, its white walls gleaming in silence, and came to the bohereen running down among willows, till it seemed to catch sight of the bog and suddenly stop in terror. Certainly there was a strange, an enchanted, look about that land on which the Marlins lived that might well have awed such an orderly thing as a road, or its little relative a bohereen. It is not that I think that Mrs Marlin could have enchanted it; rather I think that living there all her life on that wild willowy land beneath the frown of the bog, that in this flat country seemed to rise up almost like a mountain, the queer haunt had given her whatever powers she had. Certainly one would expect some difference in the ways and abilities of the citizens of some town, living amongst their kind, and entirely surrounded by the works of man, from the ways of one who for companionship had chiefly the voices of curlews ringing through miles of emptiness, and whose news of the seasons must have been brought by the varying notes of birds; at whom the moon must have peered through the willows, more of a neighbour than he can ever be to the cities, and to whom the white mist rising up from the marshes at night must have seemed a friendly spirit. Were it otherwise, surroundings would be without their influence upon us, which means that Mother Earth would have no say in the bringing up of her children.

I believe that my father had had some intention once of putting an iron fence across that land, from the bohereen down to the bog, which with the help of the stream would have enclosed a rushy space that two bullocks might have grazed, but the men that came to dig the holes for the fence had seen such fury smouldering in the eyes of Mrs Marlin that in the end nothing had come of it and the land was left as it was. That land and the stream that ran through it were things so primeval and sacred to her that to alter them at all must have seemed to her the bewildering sacrilege that altering the tides by an hour or so, if we could do it, or rearranging a constellation, would seem to most of us.

Marlin I found, as I so often found him, gazing out over the bog to the distance, where wide pieces of water near the horizon seemed always gathering sunlight.

Ah, Master Char-les, he said when he saw me, I was waiting for you. Its the full of the moon, and the snipe will be all on the red bog.

Will the geese come, Marlin? I asked.

God knows that, he replied. Its over three weeks since they were shot at. Begob they might.

Then he took one look at the wind, which he did by turning his face to it till he could hear the sound of it equally in each of his ears, and we set off at once across a part of the bog, walking straight into the wind, towards the low line of hills that bounded the heather in the direction of Gurraghoo.

How did you get on in the hunt? he asked.

Well enough, I said.

And snipe got up at the sound of our voices.

Dont fire at them, said Marlin. Theres no man living could hit them walking up wind.

It was his old way of worshipping the golden idol of Tact before the goddess Truth, if they got in each others way. And I took his good advice, and we spoke again of the hunt, and I told him how his mother had foretold to me the end of that famous run.

Ah, she would know that, was all that he said.

How can she tell? I asked.

Begob, she knows, said Marlin.

And I could pry no further.

To our right lay the bare horizon, and sometimes as we walked I saw Marlin glancing thither, and knew that his thoughts were away by the paths of morass and mosses with the bogs long wandering to the shore, and the land that lay a little way over the water. But in this world, to which his thoughts came instantly back, his only care was to give me a good days sport. Once more I tried to dissuade him from his heresy, but my words fell lame and unpersuasive, since Tir-nan-Og had been the topic of conversation between Laura and me: more than that it had been; almost Tir-nan-Og had been the land to which our spirits had roved and in whose orchards they met; sometimes, to this day, if I dream I am young, it is there that my dreams go, and to this day Laura is there with them. And, if by day I think sometimes of holy things, Heaven will not grudge me these straying and frivolous dreams, which come seldom now, and which I fear, thereafter, may never come any more.

When we came to the dry land under the low hills we turned and set out to walk across the bog, with the open horizon now on our left, and the path to Tir-nan-Og, as I had come to think of it. I took the speck of a white cottage on the other line of hills as my guide and walked twards it all the morning. The wind, which was now behind us, came rather from over my left shoulder, so Marlin walked on my right, and most of the snipe he put up flew across me. I did not shoot well; but among all the excuses there are for missing a snipe I had this time a fairly valid reason. I was stiff after that great hunt, as I always am after the first hunt of the year, unless I have been riding about a good deal; and in shooting snipe there is one thing you have to do before you aim at the twisting bird, and that is to get your own balance. Every step on the bog is chosen; were it left to chance, the chance would be about even on each step finding a safe landing, or taking one down into the quiet slime that Marlin used to say was bottomless. The snipe seldom gets up exactly as both feet are firmly planted, so that sometimes one has to shoot from off one leg, even aiming while stepping forward, and firing before planting ones leading foot on the tussock; and, if one attends to this last matter first, the snipe is well away over flashing pools and dark heather before one has time to turn to him. The perfect balance that can leave the step to itself and concentrate upon aiming needs supple limbs, and in spite of youth all of my muscles that are the most important for balance were stiff and even aching. Even my arms, though this mattered less, and certainly my left one, were a little slower than usual; so that every snipe had a handicap in his favour of a fifth or a tenth of a second, which was all that most of them needed. On my side I had the consolations of Marlin, always forthcoming, always sufficiently varied; imaginative, and yet never crossing the line at which any inaccuracy would have been obvious. By one oclock we were still out on the bog with the dry land far before us; I had shot a few snipe, and we chose a suitable one of the bogs million islands, on the heather of which to lunch. Once more I offered Marlin sandwiches, but the offer was received with the polite indifference with which a well-bred dog would refuse a handful of grass; not that dogs never eat grass, but they eat it rarely and prefer a bone; even so Marlin preferred whiskey. And sitting there with the bog all round me, and with that soft wind blowing, the thought suddenly came to me that in a few days I should be back at Eton, following up the intricacies of some Greek verb.

I go back to Eton on Thursday, I said to Marlin.

Thats a fine school, said Marlin.

It is, I said.

Dont all the gentry send their sons there? he said.

Some of them, I replied.

Sure, theres no school like it, he said.

There is not, said I.

But, sure, theres no use going back to it, he said.

Im afraid Ive got to, I answered.

But if you were too ill to go? said Marlin.

Id have to be very ill, said I.

Begob, said Marlin, theres diseases that men know nothing about, that Dr Rory over at Clonrue knows the same as an old woman would know the name of her cat.

Im afraid theyre rather quick at finding out those sort of diseases, I said reflectively.

Begob, said he, not when they have Dr Rory to deal with. And the geese will be coming in of nights to the bog from now on, like chickens into a fowl-run.

Such temptations do not come to most boys, their parents see to that; and what aggravated the temptation was that Dr Rory had been in the hunt to Clonnabrann, and I had the feeling he would do anything that I asked.

No, I said, I cant stay away from Eton just to shoot a goose. And I looked out over the bog, set in its pale emerald crescents of low hills which did not wholly encircle it, and away and away over brilliant islands of moss in lakes the size of hearth-rugs, and still away and away, till clouds were lifting from the shores of the lakes; and, as I looked, the loneliness of that strange land found a voice, and two notes floated down, as full of magic as any of all the sounds of the sky, and I saw for a moment against a mountain of cloud that musical rover the curlew. And besides, I added, I couldnt be sure of finding Dr Rory in time.

Hes in Clonrue this minute, said Marlin.

Honestly, had Marlin not said that, I should have let the difficulty of finding Dr Rory defeat the temptation. But Marlins words drifted me further. Had a good education attracted me more than the cry of the curlew, I should perhaps have some better occupation now; and yet I am very comfortable here in large well-furnished rooms; and wishing that anything in the past had been otherwise is idler than wishing for the moon, to which man may one day attain, but to the past never.

So I got up there and then and set off with Marlin over the bog, back to his mothers house, only tarrying to make my bag of snipe up to half a dozen in order to send them to Mrs Lanley.

We climbed by the steep soft precipice with which the bog ended and frowned down on that land in which only the Marlins lived, and we came to their white walls gleaming below the dark of the thatch. Marlin brought me in, and when his mother saw me I perhaps brought back to her mind a mood in which she was when last I had been there, for she stood up from her chair and raised her right hand high, and began to speak of the great cities of Ireland that were further down the stream that ran by the cottage. The world will know them, she said, when Irelands free. Our people will look down from their balconies on the navies of distant lands. The great ships of Africa will come into our harbours, and the treasures of Zanzibar. With silks of the furthest East and jewels from the Indies they will come to deck Ireland like a queen, and pearls will drop from their treasuries as they come, and run down the steps of our harbours into the water. All seas will know our ships, and the fame of our land will be in far mens mouths.

And she looked into the fire, or the smoke going up from it, for something she wished to see, and was silent a long while. Then she turned to me from the smoke. Oh, Master Char-les, Master Char-les, she cried, forget all Ive said.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

I WALKED over the land between the bog and the bohereen, where the willows leaned their cleft and aged trunks, looking as though they were enchanted by witches, or as though they were the very growth, and in the very place, that passed on the power of witchcraft to human beings from the ancient secrets of Earth. I walked up the bohereen and on to Clonrue, for I had told Ryan to come for me late, and it was not yet four. I found him at the centre of Clonrue, the public-house, in the stables where he had put up the horse and trap.

Ive come to see the doctor, Ryan, I said.

Are ye not well, sir? said Ryan.

I have to go back to Eton on Thursday, I said.

Begob, said Ryan, youd not be well enough for that.

Do you know is he in? I asked him.

And, as whatever information Clonrue possessed had passed through that room in which I found Ryan, he was able to tell me all I needed to know.

He came in half an hour ago, said Ryan, and will be there for another hour.

So I went over to see Dr Rory, and found him in, as Ryan had said.

That was a great hunt, he said as I was shown in by the parlourmaid.

It was, I said.

Are you well? said he.

Thats what I wanted to ask you about, I said.

Whats the matter? he asked.

I have to go back to Eton on Thursday, I said.

Thats a serious matter, said he, and with hounds hunting the way they have been lately, a good hunt nearly every day, though none of them up to the Clonrue hunt.

Could anything be done about it? I asked.

Youve come to the right man, said he.

I hardly knew what to say next.

And he said: Have you anything of a cold? Theres a lot of that about, and very dangerous things when neglected.

I have not, I said.

Well, did you get a fall in the hunt? Theres lots of men think that doesnt matter, but theres no part of you that can hit the ground that may not suffer some damage or other.

No, I didnt get a fall, I said.

Dr Rory looked grave at that, and waited as though to see if I really meant it. Then he reached for a stethoscope.

Id better pound you, he said.

And this he did, and very uncomfortable such things were in those days; short ear-trumpets whose narrowed ends were dug into ones ribs; and Dr Rorys face grew graver and graver.

Nothing wrong there, he said.

I am afraid I shall have to go back, I replied.

Wait, he said, rather impatiently, like a thinker interrupted by some frivolity.

I wouldnt take a certificate that wasnt true, I said, my conscience waking from sleep, though much too late.

Nor you wouldnt get one from me that wasnt true, he answered.

Im afraid Im quite fit really, I said.

Wait, he said again, and added: No man can be sure of that. And after a few moments reflection he asked: Have you been vaccinated lately?

No, I said.

Then youd better be, said Dr Rory.

Why? I asked.

Because McCluskey, he said, is a tenant of your fathers, and you might be going to see him. But its my duty to advise you not to go, because if you did, you couldnt go back to Eton.

Why not? I asked.

Because he has small-pox, he said. It would be enough if you went in at his door. Only if you neglect my advice not to go, youd better be vaccinated a day or two before you went in, so as to give whatever devilry there is in the lymph a bit of a start of the devilry that there is in the small-pox.

Could you vaccinate me now? I asked.

I could that, he said.

So I was duly vaccinated.

Itd be a good thing to wear gloves, said Dr Rory, they keep off all kinds of infection, especially the contagious kind, like small-pox.

I will, I said; and he saw me off.

Well, its time you were vaccinated in any case, he said on his doorstep. Youll be seventeen in a short while.

Next day I drove back to Lisronagh, to try for some snipe again, before they went from the red bog, and to see if the geese were yet coming in, as Marlin had said. As I walked from the bohereen I saw Mrs Marlin a little way from her cottage gazing over those strange lands upon which she lived, with what looked like an anxious air, almost as though she watched against something that threatened them, an impression I only had for a moment, knowing of nothing that could ever affect those sparse deserted fields. When she saw me she turned her gaze at once from the future, or whatever it was that she watched with that anxious look, saying: Ill call Tommy for you. And she turned and called her son with a high shriek that must have carried as far as the voice of the curlew; and presently Marlin appeared, coming across the bog, and dropped over the steep edge of the raw turf and walked towards me.

Theres a lot of the bog we didnt cover last time, I said.

Begob, said Marlin, you wouldnt cover it in a week.

So we set off, and, getting the wind right, we walked twards the same green hills that had been before us on the previous day.

I got more snipe this time, and all the while with every shot, whether I missed or hit, I was learning, though imperceptibly, how to shoot snipe.

But it was not so much to shoot snipe that I had come today as to meet again that mighty traveller the grey lag; and, as we sat having lunch on a tussock of heather, I on sandwiches as usual and Marlin on whiskey, I asked him of the prospects of seeing the geese that night.

Begob, they might come, he said.

What does your mother think? I asked.

Ah, begob, she doesnt know, said Marlin.

I thought she did, I said.

Sure, she does on days when she knows, said Marlin. But today she knows nothing.

What kind of power was it, I wondered, but did not ask, that Mrs Marlin had? And if she knew nothing that day, what was troubling her as I saw her standing beside the stream that morning? For something was. Looking backward I know no more than I knew then, but I think that some dark shadow cast from the future must have darkened on her and those fields.

As evening began to come down on the bog, scruples that I had felt about not returning to Eton faded with the bright sunlight, for an enchantment came with the gloaming over all those miles of heather, an enchantment that no picture of any bog can show you, nor any words of mine; and at the time I knew of no parallel to that dim calm, haunted with fading colours of earth and sky, but sometimes now I think that I find a parallel to it when I hear the Ninth Symphony of Beethoven; for somewhere near the beginning of the fourth movement there is a quiet glory, and a calm not of this world, that always reminds me, though so far in time and in place, of evening blessing those miles of heather and moss and water. And the curlews began to drop in with their wandering voices, bringing news down gleaming reaches of the sky, of the happening of events that concern curlews, news of which I could interpret nothing, giving me again and again some message that I almost understood, till I began to think and I lost it. In huge grandeur the sun set, and an awe went over the waste and reached me from the horizon, and a chill seemed to grip the air, and I felt there were bodings of things of which I should never know anything. Did Mrs Marlin know? If she knew nothing of that hush that comes sometimes at sunset, that unseen finger lifted to still the world, if she drew no hint from the meaning with which it seemed overflowing, and understood no word of the shriek of the curlews, she was then an ordinary woman; but, if she knew any of these things, she had a book open before her from which she might have learned at least as much as anything that I suspected. Watching those sunsets sometimes and hearing the curlews I have often wondered only at my ignorance, and no whit at her knowledge, so much did that light and those voices seem to be telling, if only some sense just beyond our five were not sleeping.

In that great stillness through the glow of the evening we walked to the Marlins cottage, whose walls seemed gathering in bright remnants of fading light, while the smoke from the chimney soared straight into quiet air. I saw her staring straight at the crimson layers over the sunset, in a sky pale blue or green, and we entered the cottage without her turning her head. When she came in later I felt she was going to prophesy, and in the end she said never a word, so that I drank my tea in silence, and soon set out with  Marlin back  to  the bog,  to the place at which we were  going to wait  for  the geese.

I think the doctor will give me a certificate, I said as we went.

Sure, of course he will, said Marlin.

To Marlin the giving of such a certificate to a man who needed one was  no different  from giving  him a tonic; but it is not for  me to point  out  Marlins  simplicity: my own conscience is not entirely clear about the business, even after all these years. At any rate I did not explain to him that such a point of view was wrong; I was more truant than prig.

The air, cool on my face after the heat of the great fire in the small room, blew out of the gathering darkness, full of those promises that such lands seem always to offer to those that leave walls and roofs at about this hour, for hills and skies and horizons. I went straight for the old place where I had shot the goose before, but Marlin said at once: Not there, Master Char-les. Theyve been shot at from there.

Mightnt others come? I asked.

Theyd go to their own place, said Marlin. And the ones you fired at will have shifted.

So we went further into the bog. And Marlin found a place for me, and there I waited, with no thought but for the coming of the geese, while Earth darkened and the sky became like a jewel of a magician in which some apprentice to magic gazes deeply, but comprehends nothing. And while I waited the hush of the evening seemed to deepen, until quite suddenly into that luminous stillness there stepped the rim of the moon, stepped flashing like the footsteps of a princess of faery coming into our world from her own, shod in glittering silver. And, as it rose, it slowly became golden, a vast orb holding me breathless, no pallid wanderer of the wide sky now, but huge on the edge of Earth like an idol of gold on its altar. I gazed at that magical radiance, forgetting the geese. And just as the lower edge of the great disc left the horizon I turned to Marlin to say something of what I felt, but said no more than: It is a fine moonrise, Marlin.

But I had no need to say more: Marlins eyes were fixed on that silent glory, staring straight into the face of the moon. For some moments he did not speak, hushed as all things else seemed to be by this wonderful visitor. And then he shook his head and said: Its not for us, Master Charles.

Why, Marlin? I asked.

Maybe for you for a little while, he said thoughtfully. Yes, maybe for you, Master Char-les. For a year or two, then no more. But were all ageing here. Its only for youth, and for those that are young for ever. Its to brighten the apple-blossoms in the Land of the Young, and to shine on the faces of kings and queens of the Irish, who have cast old age away, with the lumber of time, on the rocks and roads of the world. Its to glow in their eyes and to gleam in their hair, Master Char-les.

And young though I was, and full of the wonder of the moon, I felt that there was in the miles of gold on the water, and in the enormous gaze of the moon itself, something, as Marlin said, that was not for us.

It comes up huge, he continued, on the hills of Tir-nan-Og, rising up in the West as it sets here, and larger than the shield of the oldest giant, and brighter than we have seen it and full of music. And they hear its music in the Land of the Young.

And somehow I felt there was music in the moon, all those years ago when I was not yet seventeen. And I said to Marlin: Does it make music?

And Marlin stared towards it in the hushed evening; then shook his head again, and said: Not for us.

I got no geese that night. They came before the moon was much higher, and passed near, and I heard their voices; but, though the sky seemed brimming with light, things only a little way off were swallowed up in the darkness. I heard them come down on the bog, where night lay black and heavy; I heard their wings beating the air as they stopped their flight, and for a while the sound of their voices, then silence. I thought that I could stalk them in the dark, and told Marlin so in a whisper. He told me I could not do it, but I had to learn for myself. And a difficult time I had getting through the bog in the night, till the geese began to cackle, and very soon after that they were gone.

The moon helped us out of the bog, and in half an hour we were back at the cottage, where Marlins mother was standing outside, a dark shape against the glowing wall, gazing silently at the moon. When Marlin came up to her he turned and followed her gaze, and they both stared at the moon in silence, while I stood near them, not speaking. And at last Marlin spoke. Its glorious upon the apple-blossom, he said, in the orchards of Tir-nan-Og.

Its for Ireland it shines, said his mother. No other lands have such light from it. Not even Tir-nan-Og. And when Irelands free we will build cities with golden spires that will flash back a light at which the moon will wonder.

Not all the gold of the cities, said Marlin, nor the gold that is still in the earth, can equal the glow of the blossoms of Tir-nan-Og when the orchards answer the moonlight. Its for the Land of the Young that its shining.

Its for Ireland, shouted his mother.

I had never seen them quarrel before, and did not know what to say. And now Marlin was gazing far over the bog and no longer listening to her.

Its for Ireland, she repeated. Look at the golden water. Look at the hills under the moon. And listen to that!

For a white owl went by hooting.

Aye, he knows, she said. He knows.

And the owl gave one more cry, far off, and went out of hearing.

And she turned sharply to Marlin: Do you still say, she asked, that any land but ours has such light from the moon?

But he was gazing, gazing away, and never heard her.

Good night, Marlin, I said.

But he did not speak.

Good night, Mrs Marlin, I said then.

But she was still shouting at Marlin: Its for Ireland. Ireland, I say.

And so I left them.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

I DROVE home in the huge quiet moonlight, wondering as we went at things that I wonder at still. I find it hard to tell what they are, for I am not a poet nor painter nor musician, but only an idle man jotting down memories, in which there is poetry, because they are memories of youth, but not through skill of mine; and the things that I would preserve upon this paper if I could are things that painters, musicians and poets handle, especially I think musicians, because words always seem to elude these things. But, briefly, I wondered if all that dome of sky, just washed, as it seemed to have been, with liquid gold, and the moon and its mountains, and the dark hills of Earth, and all the awe and the mystery that seemed floating between the two, were the real and vital things, as every emotion seemed to be telling me, or whether truth walked only in paths that the reason could follow. Well, I never worked it out and I cannot now. Ill write down facts instead; there is never any difficulty with them. When we got to the lodge I saw two men standing outside with rifles slung over their shoulders; I saw what it was before they spoke: I had been given police protection. And it has always struck me that one of the readiest ways of estimating a countrys regard for law is to notice what arms the officers of the law are carrying: in England it is little batons, in France swords, in many countries revolvers, and in Russia the police used to have artillery.

Weve come to protect you, sir, said one of them.

So I see, Sergeant, I said. But what if they come by the other lodge?

Weve two more men there, sir, he said.

And what if they get over the wall? I asked him.

We have a man in the house, he said. And we patrol the demesne every few hours.

Good night, I said. And we drove on to the house.

This was evidently Major Wainwrights doing, and I did not like the idea of police protection at all. I felt that it would be ineffective; but, what was much worse than that, it made me a marked man, quite possibly tempting people to have a shot at me who would not have thought of it otherwise.

The presence of the police was a topic that Ryan avoided, and I was left with my own thoughts. And what I thought was that, trouble now having been thrust towards me, I might come to need the protection that my father had had, and that had saved his life; and that I must find the way of the secret door for myself, for my father would never put it in a letter to be read by perhaps the very men that had sent the four to High Gaut.

I heard again from the butler about the police. Two were to sleep in the old lodge by which I had come, two more would somehow find room to lie down in a smaller lodge, by a gate that we seldom used, and one had a bed in the house. I dined as soon as possible, then went to the library, and for the rest of the evening I occupied myself with the frame of the mirror, examining each square inch with the methodical care by which I felt sure that any secret, or any formula even, of mathematics or science, must in the end be discovered. Previously I had looked at likely places, edges of ornaments that gave a ready hold to the fingers, knobs that the thumb might press, loose bits of aged carving, and even cracks in which a knife might perhaps be used as a key; I had sought for perhaps three-quarters of an hour, till the irksomeness of the work had defeated my curiosity. But now a stronger motive than curiosity urged me, and I went over every piece of the frame with the same care with which the man who gilded it must have gone so many years ago. I only omitted such parts of it as my father could not have reached swiftly and easily, for he had gone as quickly and quietly as a man walking through mist. It was as though he had walked through the wall. And those words were really the key to the secret, for it was by walking that it was done, not by drawing of bolts or the handling of hidden locks; but it was many hours before that phrase chanced to enter my mind, and a long time after that before it was any guidance to me. But at last I tried walking straight to the mirror, as I had heard my father walk into silence. I did it for no other purpose than to see what part of the mirror, walking thus, was brought most readily to my hand, for all that night I was looking for something to handle. And I kept at it, for I thought that I would indeed want that secret, and soon. And dawn came, as I could see through chinks in the shutters, and I was still at it. I drew the curtains and put out the lamps, and when the dawn grew stronger I saw a picture before me that seemed slightly different from the one I had studied all night. I thought I had tried everything; now different tiny features about the carving showed themselves, and I tried them all again. And then in the brighter light, as I walked again and again towards the mirror, to see what would come easily and naturally to my hand as I walked, I began to notice a few inches of the design of the carpet that was different from the rest. It was pointed like the point of ones shoe, and I began to step on it. I think the secret was well enough hidden: I had been eight and a half hours at it, doing nothing else all the time, when the mirror dropped before me in absolute silence, but for the tiny splash of two drops of oil. It worked neatly, but very simply; all you had to do was to walk straight towards it as though you were going through, and you did go through. The left foot, two paces away from the secret door, had to rest exactly on the mark in the carpet, after that the length of ones next two paces tended to be regulated by the distance remaining between the marked step and the mirror; and, if you made those two paces right, the third alighted on a piece of iron, shaped like the sole of a boot and painted white, about a foot below the level of the room on the far side of the mirror. Stepping on this white mark closed the door. I saw then how my father must have walked silently away in the very few seconds before the men came into the library.

I stepped through on to the white and obvious mark, the mirror lifted behind me, and I was in a dark passage of stone. I could feel large grey stones in the walls, that is to say I could feel they were limestone, but I had no matches. Wherever the passage led I now had a hiding-place, and no doubt an easy way out at the end, if I always kept matches on me; for there would be no object in having the exit secret; but without matches it was a slow walk in the dark, for I knew that there must somewhere be steps, the library being on the first floor and my father having got out-of-doors from it. I had to slide each foot along the stone floor, and at last I came to the steps, some spiral ones that took me to ground level and ended against a wall. But on the wall there was a handle easily found at about the same height as the handle of any door and, when I had pulled hard enough at it, it slid to the right, and a narrow part of the wall swung a little outwards; leaving just enough aperture for me to go through. Outside the first thing I did was to close the stone door, then looking about me I found myself standing under an ivy-covered wall that I knew well enough, and noticed now that the main trunk of the ivy had been twisted long ago away from the crack at the top of the door, and that tendrils that would have crossed the door so as to hinder its opening had been neatly cut, as though by a pocket-knife, not all in a straight line. The leaves leaned across the crack, though the tendrils did not, and standing a yard away there was no sign of a door. Cracks that I could see when I looked close seemed once to have been smeared over with mortar, which must have flaked away when my father left, and I resolved to put a touch of mortar where needed before the ivy was clipped again by the gardener. It was bleak and early morning now, and there seemed no way whatever of opening the door of stone from the outside. I felt all the colder for having had a night without sleep, and was wondering how to get in, when I caught sight of a column of smoke above one of the chimneys. So I went round to the back. Even then I found it difficult to make sufficient noise to attract the attention of Mary in the kitchen without alarming the policeman, who was there for the purpose of anticipating such efforts as mine to get in, and to act against them quickly. And a great deal of noise I had to make before Mary came; but in the end I got in without waking the policeman. To Mary I said: Ive been taking a look round the house to see that there are none of those men about; keeping altogether away from the means by which I got out of the house, and, however much Mary wondered, she could have come no nearer to that. I went to bed then and slept till late. And after breakfast I went to have a talk with the constable.

I dont want protection, I said to him. Theres no need for it.

There is indeed, sir, he said to me. We are after those four men that came for Mr Peridore. We know who they are. And theyve all left their houses.

Dont they live over the hills a long way from here? I said.

They do, sir, he answered. Four or five miles beyond Gurraghoo.

Then why would they come here? I asked.

They know were after them, he replied. And theres no one to identify them but yourself if theyre caught. Wouldnt it be the simplest thing they could do to shoot you, sir? If youll pardon my saying so.

It might save them trouble, I said.

Begob it would, said he. It would be the right thing for them to do. I only mean from a legal point of view, sir. But youd have to consider the evidence that youd be against them in court. Sure, any man would do it. However, well not let them.

And I could not after that shake off the feeling that the constable was probably right. Once a man had considered proceedings in a court of law he must see that I was the principal obstacle to the defence; and they were likely to consider such proceedings with the police after them. I hung about the library a good deal during the morning, and practised steps that were exactly the right length to bring my second step from the mark in the carpet just to the edge of the wainscot. The three steps evidently worked like the three keys that are sometimes used to unlock a safe; for pressing upon any one, or on any two of the points, had no effect whatever. It seemed to me that during the day the five constables might be able to watch the place, but after dark I did not see how they could do it. And thinking about it made me only more uneasy. I tried to cheer myself by the thought that, if he had wanted to kill me, the man whom I afterwards met in Gurraghoo would not have told me anything that might be useful in my own defence, as that one should allow a foot when aiming at a man walking across at a hundred yards. But the thought soon followed that he did not at that time know that he was in any danger, and secondly that these men usually shoot at the back of the neck from a yard away, and are not so easily found walking about at a hundred yards. Nor was he the leader. But there soon came other thoughts to divert me, and the first of these was that I could take over my bag of snipe to Mrs Lanley myself. It was also the day on which I must call on McCluskey, if I was to have that certificate that would excuse me from returning to Eton. Obviously Cloghnacurrer should come first. I told the constable, Geogehan, about this, and he said that he would see me to the lodge, and that the two men there would have to go with me in the trap.

So after lunch I set off with Ryan in the trap, Geogehan, with his rifle, walking half way to the lodge, and at the lodge the sergeant and the other man got up behind.

I brought Mrs Lanley my snipe. I had sent her six only the day before, but I explained that they were small and might not be enough, and I had eight of them this time. I had no idea that Mrs Lanley would not be amply satisfied that this was my sole motive for coming. I had not long alone with Laura, but we had a short walk to her rock garden, which at that time of year of course contained mostly rocks, and which I thought lovely. And we made some wild plan to walk some day over the bog to that point on the low horizon to which I used so often to see Marlin gazing, and then on till we came to the sea, where we were to look over the water at sunset to see if there were any glow in the sky from what might be apple-blossom beyond the horizon. It was not far for the dreams of youth to go, nor further than they might easily have taken us; though in the end we never went to look for the reflection of apple-blossom in the sky above the Atlantic.

After our short talk of Tir-nan-Og we parted, and I drove to McCluskeys house, who lived near High Gaut. His wife, who I believe had had small-pox years ago, was nursing him, and she shouted to me to keep away, but I went up and put my gloved hand to the half-door and opened it, and put my foot over the threshold and called out some word of greeting to McCluskey and came away. Then I drove home and wrote to the doctor, enclosing a note from the sergeant saying that he had seen me go in, which seemed to me to implicate the majesty of the law itself.

It was getting late now, and I kept a good deal to the library, the door of which I left open so that I could hear the sound of any feet on the stairs. I wrote to my father to tell him that I had found the secret of the other library door, in case he should be troubled at not being able to tell me, or should be arranging some difficult plan to get the news through secretly. The way I put it was: I have been reading some of the travel books in the library, in case I should ever have to travel myself. I have opened three and closed a fourth already. It was rather clumsy, but the very clumsiness of it would show him that I was trying to tell him something, and he would know what; but those who opened the letter on its way could never find out from it anything.

I had dinner and went back again to the library, still leaving the door on to the landing open. I sat late, reading before the fire, kept lingering there by an uneasiness since my talk with Geogehan, which made me reluctant to leave the only room in which I felt sure I was safe. The time came when I decided that I should go to bed, and still I put it off a little longer. A hush fell on the house, as though time itself were sleepy; and in the hush I heard a policemans whistle. It was quite close, just outside; and I knew that Geogehan had seen the men he was waiting for, and that the sergeant and the three other men from the lodges would be here in a few minutes. In the still house at that hour, as I heard Geogehans whistle, I was glad for the first time that I had been given police protection. I waited, and sooner than I expected I heard on the stairs the heavy feet of one man and three more marching behind him. Geogehan had remained outside, every now and then blowing his whistle, I could still hear his feet on the gravel. Geogehans outside, I shouted, through the open door to the stairs, for it was Geogehan, not I, that had summoned the sergeant and his three men. Outside in front, I added. And then the four men walked in who had come for my father.

I sat there saying nothing. And then the leader spoke. Its the way it is, sir, he said, that we want your help.

And then my friend, whose name I cannot give you, the man who told me how to shoot geese, said: They hunted us out of our homes, Master Char-les; and we only just got away in time; and we came here. Weve been about the haggard for the last two days and sleeping in the hay, but we never came into the house.

Sure, we didnt wish to trouble your honour, said another.

What did you do about food? I asked.

Sure, isnt Mary Ryan the blessed angel from Heaven? said the man who had spoken last.

So that explained the food. Mary Ryan was our housemaid.

And Mrs Burke? I said. She was our cook.

Aye, the blessed old soul, he replied. God will be good to her.

Can you hide us, sir? said the leader.

I can, I said.

The police saw us, sir, said my friend. The place is full of them.

Will you swear never to hurt my father? I asked.

We will indeed, sir, said the leader.

I looked at each one.

Aye, sure we will, they said.

I turned round and walked away from them.

For Gods sake dont do that, sir, said the leader.

He saw where I was going. Last time they came they had sworn me by the piece of the true Cross. This time I was going to swear them. And the rest of them stood there silent; and not a sound in the night but Geogehan blowing his whistle again outside. I got to the golden casket and took out the cross. The leader, silent and uncertain, put his hand to his pocket. I dont know whether or not he meant to threaten me, but I threatened him first, for I spun round and lifted the cross. One by one they knelt and swore, but the leader would not. God knows were bad men, he said, but theres worse behind us, and we have to obey our orders. We might never be told any more to hurt your father, or again we might. For Gods sake, sir, dont swear us, the way we mightnt be able to obey orders.

Do you want the curse of God on you? I said, lifting the cross over his head.

And the cross won. I dont know if it would nowadays. But this was over fifty years ago; and the cross won. He went down on his knees and swore by the relic never to hurt my father. And he kept his oath. He disappeared soon after, and years later he was found by some turf-cutters buried at the side of the bog. He kept to his oath.

As soon as I had sworn the four men, I put the cross away, and told them about the passage, and the handle on the stone door at the other end. They could choose their own time about slipping out, whenever they heard the sound of the policemen all in the house.

The blessing of God on you, Master Char-les, said the one that I knew best. And the others began to repeat similar thanks and blessings, when I heard the sound of doors banging. It was the R.I.C.

Wait there, I said, and walked to the mirror.

I lifted my hand to the frame as I went, so as not to let them into the secret of how the door opened, even though they knew of the door. But I must have started making my paces an inch too long, for the door did not open. And now I heard that booming noise such as might come from a drum of stone, which I knew for mens boots on paved passages. I think that the second of my two paces in front of the mirror went wrong, for I trod full on the mark in the carpet and my final step looked just right. Whatever it was I turned back and made some remark to the four men and then strode to the mirror again. The hollow sounds downstairs were coming our way. This time, just as my hand reached the frame, the three footsteps having fallen exactly rightly, the mirror slid down.

Quick, I said. Dont step on the white bit of iron. The last man step on it: it closes the door. There, shaped like a shoe.

They saw and began to go. I had to show them that secret. The only one that mattered was the three steps in the library.

Wed stop and fight them, sir, said the leader, but for their rifles. Rifles arent fair.

It was always a grievance in Ireland that the R.I.C. carried rifles.

Good-bye, sir, he said.

And then I heard steps on the stairs.

Quick, I said again, and ran to the door.

I got outside the library just before the police came in. The sergeant was leading. He was actually on a mat that there was outside the door. There was only one way to stop him; I shook hands with him.

He was surprised, and looked at me strangely.

I thought I heard steps up there, I said, pointing up the stairs.

We heard a noise in there, sir, said he, pointing into the library.

In there? I said. Theres no one there.

And when I saw I could delay him no longer, and he was about to go in, I said: But youd better search it.

I led the way in, going slowly the short way I had to go. And the room was empty.

Now that all five of you are here, I said to the sergeant. I forget how I finished the sentence, but that much I said loudly at the end of the room near the mirror; and, if the four men in the stone passage did not know what to do then, they were ill-fitted for Irish politics.

Of course I should have handed them all over to the police. Well, reader, you wouldnt have had this story. The Government had done more for me than for most men; they had given me five armed men to protect me: they could hardly have been expected to do more. And the five werent enough. If I had given up those four men others would have got me within the week, as others got my father.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

THAT night I slept as tired men sleep, for I had been up all the night before, and as men with good consciences are supposed to sleep; for I knew that none of those four would hurt my father now, but I did not look far enough. The days went by; and one day, about ten days after they came, the five constables were withdrawn. Somebody had asked a question in Parliament as to whether this district was quiet; a minister had answered that it was, and the questioner had contradicted him; and to prove his point the minister had withdrawn police protection from the one or two of us that had it in that county. My actual case had the distinction of being mentioned in Parliament, when it was explained that protection had been given to me on account of my story of four men entering the house at night and asking for my father; but that I had been unable to name or even describe any one of the four men when questioned later, and no such men had been seen by anyone else in that district. And the incident closed with these words that I still remember: We must suppose that the gentleman calling himself the Duke of Dover went to Paris for other reasons (loud laughter).

The certificate that kept me in idleness apparently lasted for twelve days, but about this time, with only a day or two more to spare, I met the doctor riding by our gate as I was crossing the road to shoot snipe. What day have I to go back? I asked him.

Ive another case for you, he answered cheerily.

And he told me of a man that had mumps, about a mile beyond the McCluskeys.

Its a fine long infection, he added.

And when I heard that it would take me right over the next full moon, the lure of the red bog which I had feared I should walk no more that year, became too strong for a conscience already enfeebled by my visit to the house of McCluskey, and any protests it still was able to utter were swept away by the doctors cheerful directions. And so my ill-earned holidays were lengthened; and I may mention here that, for all the skill of Dr Rory, I paid the extreme penalty of Eton when I got back.

Till the moon was full I shot snipe on the black bogs, and when snipe grew scarce I used to sit for pigeons as they came in to roost in our woods. And so I grew to know the evening almost as a neighbour, as you can never do in houses, where walls keep out the glow of its gentle light, and the lights of man overcome it. And what I gained by knowing the evening thus is something I cannot capture with words.

One day a man walked three miles to tell me that golden plover flighted over a field he knew. It was no field of ours, and I did not know him by sight. Why did he come? Well, to begin with, time to him seemed boundless. I do not mean time in general, what may be called eternity, but his own particular share of time, his leisure. And I think that those who feel they have plenty of time often find their illusion justified. If this be so, it is curious that it does not always apply to things of less value, such as money. Well then, out of his great wealth of time it was nothing to him to spare the two hours it took to walk three miles and talk to me and go back again. And then he was a sportsman, as they all were, and he enjoyed giving me a shot at the golden plover, as he would have enjoyed letting his long dogs after a hare.

And so I went one day to the high wide fields, on whose air the golden plover circled and raced every evening.

Murphy came with me, a little distrustful of information not brought by himself, and took his retriever, and Ryan drove us over. It was broad day when we arrived, though the sun had set. I left Murphy with Ryan, and took some rugs from the trap, and lay down on them in an old furrow that had been green grass for years: it was not nearly deep enough to hide me, but the hollow lessened my conspicuousness in the field. A dimness came upon earth, a glow in the sky, and the great calm of evening came down on us. A goat came up to inspect me, and after some while went away again. Sheep came by cropping the grass and passed to a far part of the field. Still no birds came. Then, black as bats in that light, the golden plover appeared, and went away across the lucid pale-blue of the sky. And at last I heard those notes that a golden flute might play, in the hands of an elf or anything small and magical, and the white shapes of the golden plover flashed by on their pointed wings, going out of sight at a hedge, rising and pouring over it like a wave over rows of rocks. Soon they were back over another hedge, dipping down from the top of it and flooding over the field, curving round the same pillar of air by which they had gone last time, as though it were some visible flag-post for their aerial races. I rose and ran to the place with my rugs, and lay down again in a hollow. The next time that they or others came into sight they danced on the air in another part of the field, but I realized that if I started chasing them over the field I might spend all the evening at it and get nothing; so I stayed where I was. And the next time they came past me I heard the whirr of their wings before I saw them, and then I saw the brown mass going by and I fired, and they turned from the shot and flashed white as they turned. They turned and went wildly away; and, choosing one of the scattered shapes, I fired again and missed. I had two birds down to my first shot. I dont know if there are any sportsmen that avoid firing into the brown of golden plover, choosing their birds with each shot, as I used to try to choose them and have even succeeded in doing; but pouring as they do low over the fields when flighting, it is almost impossible to choose ones shot, so I used large and few pellets, which, when fired close, were likely either to miss or kill. They had come with the last of the light, which still so illumined the grass that I had no thought of night coming; and so I stayed where I was a little while longer before going to pick up the birds. They were quite close and the grass was short, and I had not yet learned that a golden plover, lying on the face of a field with nothing to hide it, can be invisible. Yet that is certainly so, even in daylight. The golden spots on the birds must possess the same brightness as the light on sere grass, and their spots of dark umber are so like the darkness among the grass-blades, that even by day one may pass one lying face downwards and not see it two or three yards away. More came by a little higher and I got one with my right barrel, but so carefully had I to watch and distinguish the falling bird among the rest, that all poured downwards from my shot till they were within a few feet of the field, that by the time I had marked the one dead bird among the fifty swooping ones I got no good aim with my left barrel, and shot no more of them. Looking up soon after that I saw a star, and realized that it was time to look for the two birds I had shot. The notes of many more were clear in the air, and the whirr of their wings, but I could no longer see them. The ground was darker than the air, and I only found one of the birds, till I whistled for Murphy. He came with his dog, when eyes could do no more, and a soft black nose took on the work from man. So we eventually got the two golden plover.

In a few more days I went to those fields again, while a young moon shone in the evening. Longer and longer it hung in the evening sky, lighting my quest for pigeons or golden plover, until it came round to the opposite side from the sun and was nearly full again, and it was time to look for snipe once more on the red bog. That was the February moon. On a morning that looked too bright for February, and that brought the snowdrops flashing out in large clusters, I drove to Lisronagh again; and Marlin came to meet me at the end of the bohereen. I knew youd come, Master Char-les, he said, with the moon at the full. Its a great day to be going after snipe.

And I want you to drive some teal for me too, Marlin, I said, from the pools out in the bog.

And so I will, said Marlin.

And with high hopes I set off with Marlin down to the bog. The sky was bright and clear and the wind full of a splendour, a strength that one felt in ones blood as one breathed it in. When I asked Marlin after his mother he said: She is in the house, cursing.

And then I heard for the first time of the Peat Development (Ireland) Syndicate, and how a man had come only that morning and looked at the low lands lying under the bog and had taken some measurements. And when Mrs Marlin had come running out to ask him what he was doing, he had spoken of huts and machinery and so much Progress, that it had seemed to her that all the blight that there was in civilization, threatened those willowy lands. She must have felt as a townsman would feel if he learned that brambles and bracken were about to cover his pavements. As we passed the cottage she came out. And the first words that she called to me were: What is it at all that they are going to do, Master Char-les?

I know nothing about it, said I. For Marlin had not yet told me even all he knew.

They are going to put down machinery, she wailed, and to take the turf from the bog, and to cut my willows down. What is it all about at all?

Are they going to work the machinery by using the stream? I asked.

Ah, that great river of Ireland, she cried. They shall never touch it. Its not the will of the hills, nor the bog, nor the north wind. They shall not harm Irelands river. The storm and the hills and the night will never allow it. Theres no blessing on such a notion from sun or stars or heather. And sure your father would never allow it, Master Charles?

Not on our side of the stream, I answered. For I felt sure that he would not have allowed any company to come and spoil the bog.

Theres a power, she said, that is hid in the heart of the bog, that is against all their plans.

What she meant I did not know, and as I knew little at all of the scheme of these people from what I had heard as yet, I went on with Marlin to the bog. And, being full of the zest of sport on that bright morning, I asked no more of the mechanical scheme, in which I scarcely believed, and came to the steep bogs edge; and there we were with the heather all before us, and the wind, as the smoke from the Marlins chimney showed, exactly right for a walk straight on to the low horizon. Thither we started, a look on Marlins face bright perhaps with that gleaming morning, but, as I thought, brightened from being turned in that direction in which, beyond the horizon, he believed lay Tir-nan-Og. Perhaps my own face was as bright with the hopes of sport and with all that glittering air.

We had not gone fifty yards, when suddenly, out of the sky, we heard a sound like a kid bleating in the emptiness over our heads. Or it was like a harp-string that has been touched and left to vibrate in B flat. More like a kid than a harp-string perhaps, because it was like nothing human or aught from the hand of man. The sky thrilled with it; the bog seemed changed by it; and so it was, for that sound heralded another season. It was the whisper of spring. The snipe were drumming.

There was another ten days to go of the shooting season, but I turned round at once.

The snipe are drumming, I said to Marlin, Ill stop.

Well, begob, said Marlin a little reluctantly, when you hear that sound its spring sure enough.

It is, I said; and theyre nesting.

Begob, said he, maybe theyll be grateful to you next year, and give you easy shots.

Another and another drummed as we spoke, and spring seemed coming across the sky with a rush. I have seen in Japanese temples the carvings of little gods with drums and harps and flutes, running and flitting through clouds, and have wondered if this same strange and wandering music that I heard heralding spring had woken in priest or poet on the other side of the earth that vision of demon musicians in air above Fusi-Yama.

And still they beat the air with their spread tail-feathers that made this haunting sound. Looking up I saw one soaring and dropping, and soaring and dropping again, beating this music out of the air as it dropped, as though the air were a harp-string; and with all the sky ringing with spring I said good-bye to the Marlins; and set off for Eton next day.


CHAPTER TWENTY

I SAID good-bye to Murphy, Ryan, Young Finn and a few others, and had a final talk with Brophy. Brophy always spoke as though my father would never return, or even write again, a view that I never held, but I gave him instructions on all points that he asked me about, pending the return of my father, and then left him to run the place. I said no farewells to Laura on account of my infection, such as it was. I had less scruple about bringing the infection to Eton, as I was doing for I was returning some days before the full period had expired; and it was while explaining to my tutor that I was no longer infectious, that I became involved in questions that led me to the old oaken block on which expiation is made for error at Eton.

Days passed, during which I acquired such education as I have, and learned something of the world in which I have travelled since; but Homer gave to ones fancy a world in which it travelled there and then, for the Odyssey is a mighty fairyland, along whose shores seafarers rollicked, a long while since, and hugely enjoyed themselves while they were able to keep on the right side of the gods, but were overtaken by deadly adventures whenever they were unable to delude authority any longer and the gods caught them out; but at all times they were quite untainted by the dullness and complexity of Greek verbs, so that I almost wondered how these jovial and lawless people came to be permitted in schoolrooms. And while my fancy had that old world of floating islands and monsters to roam in, my feet had the fields along the left bank of the Thames, wherever the beagles led them; a flat land with heavy soil I should say, and deep wide ditches, and white mists always rising up at evening; that is as my memory sees it; but the mud and the mist and the ditches may have entangled my memory unduly, as obstacles once surpassed have a way of doing. Certainly grand old willow-trees used to stand there: I can see them still with their huge shapes dim in the evening, but quite unhidden by time. And then I have memories of tea, which somehow outshine memories of banquets that I have attended since. And banquets remind me of some passages from the works of Edgar Allan Poe, which seem to have been missed by those that sometimes abuse Eton. As I feel sure that these passages would give them pleasure, I quote one here, leaving those for whom I quote them the excitement of proving them true. It is from a story called William Wilson, and tells of life at Eton:

After a week of soulless dissipation, I invited a small party of the most dissolute students to a secret carousal in my chambers. We met at a late hour of the night, for our debaucheries were to be faithfully protracted until morning. The wine flowed freely, and there were not wanting other and perhaps more dangerous seductions, so that the grey dawn had already faintly appeared in the east, while our delirious extravagance was at its height. Madly flushed with cards and intoxication, I was in the act of insisting upon a toast of more than unwonted profanity when my attention was suddenly diverted by the violent, although partial, unclosing of the door of the apartment, and by the eager voice of a servant from without. He said that some person, apparently in great haste, demanded to speak with me in the hall.

There is more, but the earnest student should consult the original.

Often in those days I was asked of my strange holidays, to whose startling events an even additional interest seemed to be lent by my visit to the block. At first I answered all the questions they asked me, but soon I saw that the English boys could not understand. Why not write at once to Scotland Yard, they said: why not leave the whole matter in the hands of the police: why not let the law take its course? Only the Irish boys understood.

I gave up answering questions, gave up talking at all of Ireland to those who were so little able to understand. Later I think they understood better. For one day, walking down town to buy various things for tea, and thinking of Ireland, I saw Brophy just as I crossed Barnes bridge. For a moment he seemed a vision, so remote did my home appear to me. And then I saw in the wind his unmistakable beard, and the look on his face. And the appearance of Brophy there, and that look on his face, told me that my father was dead. He had been murdered in Paris.

For an awful moment I feared that I might have been guilty of this by letting the four men free. Then I remembered how they had sworn, and knew that their oath would bind them as the administrators of the law would never have done. Nevertheless I told my fears to Brophy; and, looking round from old habit to see that none overheard him, he said: It was not those men. I do not think he would have told me, but that he saw how distressed I looked, for far more is known in Ireland than anyone speaks of. He told me that the people believed that one of those four men had been told to go to Paris himself, either alone or leading the other three, and that he had refused and had been shot; and that the rest of them were still in the country, as all the people seemed to know, though the police could not find them. The funeral was to be that day in Paris, or had already been. News had come slowly, because my father had been living quietly there, probably not under his own name, and his address was not known until the French police discovered it two or three days after the murder. I fear that the address he gave me for letters may perhaps have been the means whereby he was traced; he might have been followed when he went to get the letters; but one can never know. It was all the more of a shock to me because I had supposed that once my father had got abroad he was safe, but, with plenty of money at their disposal, it was no harder for the men that were after him to follow him to Paris than London.

Everyone at Eton seemed to understand better after this, even though the English boys said little, and the Irish boys hardly anything at all, the latter having come by the habit, even thus early, of avoiding talk in public about religion or politics, and so much in Ireland comes under these two headings. I was offered leave to go home, to look after things there, for a few days; but I would not take it, for there was nothing there that I could attend to better than Brophy, and I was a little ashamed of the leave that I had taken already, to see the end of the shooting.

But when the short Easter half was over I returned to Ireland, and stood once more on the platform of that railway station that the joy of arrivals and the sorrow of departures have stamped more vividly on my mind than many worthier objects, and the soft south-west wind met me, and the low hills seemed to beckon to me, and two or three outside-cars were waiting for my choice. A good deal of iron, a quantity of whitewash, and ferns hanging out from cracks in a wall wherever the whitewash had crumbled, how can it seem so beautiful to me? The station-master welcomed my arrival as though trains ran for that purpose, and a couple of porters, coming towards me full of leisure and greeting, gave the impression of having rested on that platform since I had left for Eton, waiting quietly for my return. I picked the best-looking horse, and my luggage was piled up in the middle of the outside-car, and some on the right-hand side, where the driver sat, while I sat on the left, and soon we were off down the road between two stone walls that had been gathered there from the fields to give the grass a good chance to grow, and to guide the road on its way and to prevent it from ever being lost in the bog. Sometimes a blackthorn leaned over a wall, all a mass of white blossom, like a lady of some enchanted people dwelling beyond the hills, who had strayed to take this look at human folk going by; clearly a blackthorn as you look at it, but what may it not have been a moment before?

Heather and ruined towers are the principal objects that meet the eye of the traveller by that road. And in summer travellers sometimes come that way. Then is the time to see it, with the heather all in bloom and sunlight on the old towers. Yet even in sunlight they wear a mournful air, so vividly do they bear testimony that someone had tried to civilize that waste of bog and heather, and that the waste had won.

We drove to Gurraghoo. And a little beyond the village a boy of eight or nine slipped over a wall of loose stones and bits of peat and sticks and odd things growing, and stood in the road before us.

I have a message for you, Master Char-les, he shouted. Who is it from? I asked.

They said youd know, he answered.

But what were their names?

I dont know.

What were they like?

I dont know.

Whats the message?

It wasnt us, he said.

Was there anything more? said I.

They just said: It wasnt us, the boy answered, and was gone over the wall. A few willows standing in a field that wild Nature seemed to have given up to cultivation lately and grudgingly, was all that there was to hide him once he went from the wall, but I saw him no more. I had given him no answer, nor even told him I understood him, or let the driver see that I did; but I understood.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

A GREEN mist came out upon thorn trees, a grey mist upon poplars, and clumps of willows seemed welling up in pale flame.  

Two days passed, while through woods and fields, and over the hills and the marshes, went the procession of spring, to the music of wood-pigeons cooing. It came like something new out of strange lands, that had never come before. The thorn trees went brilliant green, and the leaves of the chestnut came like moths from the chrysalis, fresh and intensely bright and with wings not yet unfolded.

The mist of the buds on the poplar trees grew whiter, and the green of the thorn was now brilliant and deep. Elms were fountains of yellow, beeches pale Indian red, and the trunks of the trees had now a spectre-like look, standing pale amidst so much colour. A glow lingered long after sunset about the oaks and the beeches, a ruddy light in which, yet, there was nothing green. Among them here and there the larch stood in his splendour, perhaps the most brilliant emerald in all the crown of spring. And the cherry was like a cloud, if clouds are there, in heaven. A faintly greenish tinge began to appear on the white mist drifting from poplars. The buds of the rhododendrons began to burst; primroses were at their full, and the daffodils dying.

And then one night upon all this floral infancy there came the rain. A rainbow shone before sunset, enclosing a cloud-mountain that glowed with a dull red: below it earth shone with that splendour that comes sometimes just before sleet. Chestnut, beech, chestnut, from where I watched at a window, were standing alternately, shining green, red, and green; and further away an elm was flashing the yellow mass of its seed-pods, though as yet it had no leaf. Then fell the sleet like a thin curtain of gauze, and trailed away pale-blue over the grass, leaving an azure sky where the clouds had towered, which rode away on the north wind, still glowing, to the other side of the earth.

And all that night rain fell, and the wind went round, and in the morning there were yellow flashes against the dark of the beeches, as though a painter had intended to paint the spring and had recklessly painted a brilliant branch in cadmium and left it forgotten, staring amongst grey trunks in the gloom of the grove. On the bright brown of the oak-buds a dull gold came to appear, and now the laburnums buds showed minute tips that were yellow. Cowslips came peering out, as early stars appear; but the dandelions flashed forth like distant suns at their zenith. And all these splendours of spring were shining for me with a brightness that was magnified by youth, and by the thought that I should soon see Laura. I somehow thought that in an unheeding world Laura and I understood the glory of leaf and flower, and the rejoicing symphony of blackbirds and thrushes; so that birds sang and leaves shone largely for us. There was justification for this belief at the time, for the mention of any of these things at Eton, or elsewhere, usually met with derision, as though there were something evil about the song of a bird, or contemptible in a flower; but Laura even knew the name of every bird that sang, from hearing its notes alone when the bird was hidden. And, looking back on these things, I find another justification for the belief that birds sang and young leaves flashed chiefly for us. For music is poured out for ears that can hear and sympathize, and beauty is shown to those for whom it has meaning; and, whether birds and leaves knew for themselves, or whether they were guided, Laura and I were a fitting audience then for blackbird and thrush, and our wonder was not unworthy of what the leaves had to show.

I had been back two or three days when I got a letter from Mrs Lanley, asking me to go over to tea in two days time to see a new game that had been invented: the rules of it were  but I need not tell them to the reader, for the game was lawn tennis. On the morning of the day on which I was to go to Cloghnacurrer the spring was shining for me with magnified glory, when a shadow fell, such as often comes in April from clouds full of hail, passing across the sunlight suddenly: Dr Rory rode over. For a while we spoke of my father. Who got him? I asked. For though I had read the mans name in the Press, it meant nothing to me.

No one from these parts, said the doctor.

And that bore out what Brophy had told me, and the boy outside Gurraghoo; for the doctor was sure to know.

And after the doctors condolences he came to what he had ridden over to tell me, and this was the shadow that fell on me through the bright leaves of the spring: Marlin is dying, he said.

Marlin! I said. For I had thought his energy inexhaustible. Not only was he ready to walk the bog with me whenever I came and for as long as I liked, but he did it scorning such sustenance as I needed. Why! He could go all day on only half a glass of whiskey, I added.

That was the trouble, said Dr Rory.

But Marlin was never drunk in his life, I said.

No, answered Dr Rory, he never took enough to bother his head.

Then what is the matter? I asked.

He took more than his kidneys could manage.

I had never thought of that; I had read of men who died of consumption, and had got the idea from my reading that it was a rather romantic death, and I envied those who could take their whack of whiskey without ever showing a sign of it; but I had never thought of the kidneys.

I must go and see him, I said. And then I thought of my visit to Cloghnacurrer. Hes not dying at once? I added.

Not at all, said the doctor.

A few weeks? I asked.

A week, anyway, he replied.

As bad as that? said I.

Its bad when your kidneys wont work, said Dr Rory.

Poor Marlin, the news was as sudden to me as one of the storms of spring; and I decided to go over and see him the very next day.

It will be all right to go tomorrow? I asked.

Oh, yes, said Dr Rory.

You are quite certain? I asked.

Absolutely, he said. Hes still walking about in their bit of garden.

Once more I asked him, and he answered me that Marlin would live at least for another week. And not till then did I decide to see Laura first.

So I drove over to Cloghnacurrer and they showed me the new game, which had already been going two or three years in England. I remember the line drawn across the court, with the idea, I think, of starting the game gently; and, as the narrow space was considered hard to hit, the server was given two shots at it. The line was drawn, as of course it still is, where the top of the net just obscured it even from a tall man serving, and must have been intended to make an overhead service impossible; but, if so, the inventor had forgotten that the racquet can be held so much higher than the eye that the ball can reach where the aim cannot. But it did not much matter what the rules were, so long as there were rules: it is from these that a game develops. Nor did the rules matter much to me, for I soon went off with Laura to see her rock-garden, and to talk of our land, as two explorers might talk of Africa, but with a sense of ownership such as none can feel for any solid land; for our imaginations not only had travelled there, but had their share, with all who had ever dreamed of that immortal apple-blossom, in building Tir-nan-Og. But there was a sadness in our talk, for I told her of Marlins illness, and I was feeling as a traveller of far lands might feel when some old heathen hunter that once has guided him goes home to his gods.

Then the rock-garden; and all the flowers bowing to the sun, where it came through a gap in some chestnuts from the south. It had passed to the west by now, but the flowers were bowing to the point at which it appeared in its greatest splendour, bent stalks and nodded heads, a bow as graceful as though they had learnt it by moonlight, watching some dainty dance before the Queen of the fairies. Saxifrages, both white and pink, the humble veronica, anemones and oxlips, all bowing the same way; then there were primroses and primulas, cowslips and polyanthi and the tall grape-hyacinths and one or two yellow poppies. The primroses had the same appearance of having strayed there from the woods that squirrels have when they enter a walled garden, though one of the primroses had already flashed to a bright colour, as though in good living it had forgotten the dells of the hazel. All this was at the edge of a grove of Portuguese laurel, whose old trunks twisted like dragons in the dimness under the leaves, a space between Lauras garden and the rest of the grounds, through which foxes went by night and nobody went by day. And beside the rock-garden stood one short tree, of great age, but lopped to within three feet of the ground, a Portuguese laurel strayed from the dark grove, which, as evening wore on, grew more and more like a gnome. The rock-garden itself was a ridge of grey granite which had thrust up through the soil and through other rocks, like a giant that in a restless moment had once heaved a shoulder up, and then had slept again for a million years. And any winds that came from the west, through the gorgeous green of the chestnut, were sweet with the scent of the flowers of common laurel, out of sight, but enchanting the garden. In such a spot we might surely have been content with Earth. Yet it was not so; for we spoke of the orchards just over the rim of the sea, in the land where youth was immortal, as though there were not time enough for the love of Laura and me. Little I thought then of Marlin, I fear, though without him my fancy could never have wandered thither; unless that sadness that seemed so near to our joy came only from the bad news I had had of him and not from the shadow of Earth, which always falls heavily near to any brightness that shines from hope or dream that transcends its mighty bulk.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

THERE was a conference only two days ago in my sitting-room, between Monsieur Alphonse and me, and two gentlemen that Monsieur Alphonse said were members of the government of this State, though I doubt if really they were anything more than the members secretaries; and in any case we decided nothing, and I only mention it for the sake of a curious comparison, which is that the memory of the details of that conference is less vivid in my mind today than the things that I heard and saw on a morning fifty-two years ago when I drove over to see Marlin, hoping that, after all, Dr Rory may have been wrong. I went to Clonrue first, to see the doctor, impatient for some better news than what he had given me only the day before, and I even got it, for he had seen Marlin again, later that day. Hes walking about a good deal, he said.

Then hell live longer than you thought? I asked.

Ah, I think he will, said the doctor.

And from that I tried to get him to say that perhaps he was wrong after all, and that Marlin would yet recover. What he said I cannot remember. But what does it matter? I was only asking him to echo my hopes. Dr Rorys words could not turn Fate back to walk the way that I wished. Yet neither he nor I ever guessed the end of Marlin.

What way are you going? he said to me then.

Theres only one way, I answered.

Ah, but you cant get down the bohereen, he told me.

Cant get down the bohereen? said I.

No, said Dr Rory, they are making a road along it.

A road? I exclaimed.

Yes, said the doctor.

What ever for? I asked.

The Peat Development (Ireland) Syndicate, he replied.

Then it was true. What had almost seemed like ravings, when Mrs Marlin told me, was mere accurate information. They were going to spoil the bog.

But did my father ever give them leave? I asked, clinging to a last hope, for it was not like him to allow syndicates and such things from towns to make a mess of the countryside.

They bought an option for fifty pounds, said the doctor. And now theyve taken it up. Youll get a rent from them.

I dont want their rent, I said. For it seemed like selling Ireland piecemeal, if they were going to cut the bog away. One did not feel like that about the turf-cutters, who all through the spring and summer had their long harvest of peat, that brought the benignant influence of the bog to a hundred hearths, and that filled the air all round the little villages with the odour that hangs in no other air that I know. Indeed the very land on which the Marlins house was standing had been once about twenty feet higher, and had been brought to that level by ages of harvests of peat, or turf as we call it. And the land that was left was still Ireland. But now it was to be cumbered with wheels and rails and machinery, and all the unnatural things that the factory was even then giving the world, as the cities began to open that terrible box of Pandoras.

Why did my father do it? I asked.

He only sold them the option, said the doctor. He never thought theyd come here with their nonsense. And fifty pounds is fifty pounds.

What are they going to do? I enquired.

Compress the turf by machinery and sell it as coal, he answered.

What nonsense, I exclaimed.

Of course it is, he replied. But theres a lot of money to be made out of a company. And when its got an address beside a bog, and is actually working there, it will look much more real to investors than when its only in a prospectus. Not that it doesnt catch some of them even then.

I wish my father hadnt done it, I said. But that was no use.

Theyll be broke in a few years, said the doctor.

In a few years; that seemed terribly long to a boy.

Theyll ruin the bog, I said. Can no one stop them?

Im afraid not, he answered.

It seemed so wrong that all that wonderful land, so beautiful and so free, should be brought under the thraldom of business by a city so far away, that my thoughts in their desperation turned strangely to Mrs Marlin.

Could Mrs Marlin do anything? I asked.

Im afraid not, he said.

Couldnt she lay a curse on them? I continued.

She might curse their souls a bit, said the doctor reflectively, but theyd think more of business.

In despair I left him then, and went on to see Marlin.

Well go by the other road, I said to Ryan. Theyre spoiling the bohereen.

And Ryan muttered something, as though he were cursing the Peat Development Company, but with an amateurs ill-trained curses; not like Mrs Marlin. So down the road we went, the other road from Clonrue. And, if it is not too late, why does not some museum preserve a few yards of an old road, as it used to be before even bicycles came to cover it with their thin tracks? Its clear enough in my memory, with its wandering wheel-tracks, its pale-grey stone bright in the sunlight, and the cracks that ran through it everywhere from its unstable foundation, as soon as it neared the bog; but when I and my memory are gone and all my generation, who will remember those roads? I suppose it will not matter. They will lie sleeping, deep under tarmac, those old white roads, like the stratum of a lost era for which nobody cares. But who cares aught for the past? That pin-point of light called The Present, dancing through endless night, is all that any man cares for.

So we drove down the other road, and along the side of the bog; and the little cracks were running among the wheel-tracks as though the bog had often whispered a warning, telling that he was amongst the ancient powers, of which the earthquake was one, and that he suffered roads as all these powers suffer the things of man, which is grudgingly and for a while. And half a mile or so from the Marlins cottage, at the nearest point to which this road came to them, I got out of the trap. My walk lay over the level land from which the bog had receded, or rather from which it had been pushed back by man: on my left, all the way as I went, the cliff of the bogs edge stood like a wave of a threatening tide, dark and long and immanent. Square pools of sombre deep water lay here and there under the cliff, with a green slime floating in most of them, and the green slime teeming with tadpoles. I sat down by the brink of one of these pools and looked at it, for the sheer joy of being home again. I looked and saw little beetles navigating the dark water like bright pellets of lead, and rather seeming to be running than swimming. Then an insect with four legs skipped hurriedly over the surface, going from island to island of scarlet grass, and a skylark came by singing. Above me in the mosses beyond the top of the bogs sheer edge the curlews were nesting, their spring call ringing over the pools and the heather. Beside me a patch of peat was touched with green as though it had gone mouldy, and up from it went a little forest of buds, each on its slender stalk, for spring had come to the moss as well as the curlews. In amongst the soft moss grew what looked like large leaves, but so fungoid was their appearance that it was hard to say whether they belonged to the moss, or were even vegetable at all: rather they seemed to haunt the boundary of the vegetable kingdom as ghosts haunt the boundary of mans. Strangely ill-assorted were those gross leaves and the fairylike slenderness of the stalks. I could have sat there long, watching the activity of the two kinds of insect that scurried over that water, or looking at the history of the ages in the coloured layers of the peat, which is always written wherever an edge of Earth is exposed, if only one can read it; and all the while the skylark sang on. I could have sat there idly all day in deep content, only that an anxiety thrilled through my content, and drove me on, urging me to hasten to hear the worst about Marlin. And so I walked on, under the bogs edge, with peaty soil underfoot, on which sometimes rushes grew, now all in flower, and sometimes, almost timidly, the grass; for the grass came mostly along the tracks of the turf-carts, and where the earth was most trodden, and by little bridges across tiny streams, as though only in the immediate presence of man could it dare to usurp that land where the bog so recently reigned. And all the way as I went over that quiet land there went beside me a chronicle of the ancient shudders of Earth, old angers that had stirred and troubled the bog; for the long layers, tawny and sable, ochre, umber and orange, that were the ruins of long-decayed heather and bygone moss, went in waves all the way, sometimes heaving up into hills, the mark of some age-old uprising, sometimes cracked by clefts that sundered them twenty feet down, as though they still threatened the levels so lately stolen by man. And even that land that man had won for himself faintly shook as I trod it, making the threat of the bog all the more ominous. I passed innumerable little ditches, dug to run off the water that came down from the bog, so that the things of man might grow there and not the things of the wild. And over all of them were little bridges for the turf-carts to cross with their donkeys, for a man on foot could step over the ditches anywhere; trunks of small trees heaped over with peat and sods; but the trunks were all rotting away, so that only a prophet could tell whether man would hold that land, or whether the damp and the southwest wind and the bog would one day claim their own again.

Presently I came on turf-cutters at their work, digging out of the brown face of the soft cliff their foot-long sections of peat, four or five inches thick and wide, with an implement that seemed a blend between a spade and a spear. I dont suppose that has altered since I was living in Ireland, nor for some centuries before that. And another thing that can scarcely ever have altered is the little turf-cart in which the pieces of fresh wet peat are drawn away by donkeys, for it has the air of having been there for ever, and I do not see what it can ever have altered from, for it is so simply primitive that it must have been nearly the first. The superstructure was like that of the wheel-barrow and little larger, but it was the wheels that had been left behind by receding ages from mans very earliest effort at drawing loads. These were merely two trunks of trees, hollowed a little where the axles should be and leaving a pair of crude wheels at the ends. An iron bar ran through the core of each trunk, connecting it to the cart, and on these the trunks revolved. Two donkeys dragged the little load away to be stacked and to dry in the spring weather, with a little heather on top to keep off the rain. In those stacks the long, brick-like pieces of chocolate-coloured turf would dry to pale ochre and be carried to the cottages to take their part in the struggle against the next winter. Two men with long black hair were working the face of the bank as I came by, cutting in level lines, as though they were taking bricks layer by layer off a wall; so that when they had come to the blacker layers underneath, and had gone as low as they could and met the water, the edge of the bog would have receded along the width of their working a distance of four inches. We greeted each other as I passed, and I went on over grass and bare peat and rushes, and over the little bridges, till I saw far off the willows that grew near the Marlins house, shining like sunlight coming through greenish smoke. I saw the willows that I knew so well, now glorying in the spring, but I saw with a pang light flashing on roofs that were strange to me: mean buildings had come already, with the swiftness of an encampment, to that land that had always seemed to me as enchanted as any land can be. And what would come of that enchantment now? So elusive a thing, among that cluster of huts, could never survive the noise, the ugliness, the ridicule and the greed. I felt sick at heart at the sight of them; and in my despair I knew nothing that could protect the ancient wildness that was such a rest and a solace to any cares that one brought to it from the world; and, feeling helpless myself, I placed no confidence in any help that could come from Mrs Marlin.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

WHEN I saw the willows shining I hurried on, for anxiety drove me on over the little bridges to hear the news of Marlin. The curlews uttered their curious cry on my left, beyond the wavy strata, while above me a skylark sang on and on and on; and, amongst all the cries of the birds and the gleam of the willows, my melancholy deepened, standing out all the blacker against the splendour of spring.

And then I saw Mrs Marlin, far off, in her garden. She was not hurrying, she was not wailing; and I knew how grief would have racked that dark woman, giving a wild movement to her strides and a certain terror to every line of her. Or if I did not know to what fury grief would have urged her spirit, I saw at least, and even at that distance, that no great passion was driving her; although later, when I came nearer, I saw often a quick uneasy turn of her head towards the new huts and the dam that was building across the stream, as though a malevolence smouldered in her, or she rested from recently cursing; but at least Marlin was not dying; and, suddenly relieved of that fear, I walked towards her with all my anxieties gone.

How is Marlin? I asked, when I got within call of her.

Hes all right, sir, she said.

I came a few paces nearer.

I am delighted to hear that, I said to her. The doctor gave a very bad account of him.

And she laughed at that, with rather a sly look.

Ah, what does he know? she said.

Where is he? I asked.

Ah, hes gone, she replied.

But Marlin, I mean, said I.

Aye. Sure, hes gone, she answered.

Gone? I said. Where?

Over the bog, she said.

But what way? I asked.

A rainbow showed him, she said.

A rainbow? I muttered.

And she went to the door and opened it for me, and we went in. And she offered me a chair before her great fireplace and sat down on a chair herself and gazed into the red embers of the turf, which never break into flame. And then she said: He was very ill. Ill as the doctor said. But, sure, what does he know of anything, only of the affairs of that world? And she pointed away from the bog.

He was lying there in his bed yesterday evening, ill as the doctor said, and I was trying to get him to take some medicine, when he turned to me and says: Mother, I must go. For if I stop any longer Ill be dying. And Ill not die in this earth. And I says to him: Irelands a good enough land for any man to die in. And he says: Not when its Hell youd have to go to; and its where Id go from here. And at that he rises up from his bed and puts on his boots, and gives one look round at the cottage. Then he gives me a kiss and sets off, and there was a rainbow shining. And no sooner had he climbed up by the bank of turf and set his foot on the bog, but the rainbow begins to go further and further off. And he follows it all the way to the everlasting morning.

I dont exactly know what she meant by that, but she pointed through a window as she spoke, in the direction in which the sun usually brightened far patches of water, away by the bogs horizon, all the morning; the direction in which so often I had seen Marlins eyes stray.

But how far did he go? I asked.

To Tir-nan-Og, she said.

But how did he know the way? said I.

The rainbow showed him, she answered.

What had happened to Marlin? I wondered. Where had he gone?

How far did you see him? I asked.

Away and away, she said. And the rainbow before him.

But he couldnt walk out of your sight, I said. A sick man couldnt have done it.

But still she pointed away to the far horizon, where the water shone and no hills bounded the bog.

The night came on, she said, after the rainbow left him.

Her words frightened me. You cant walk the bog out there in the night; or it is very nearly impossible.

You should have called him back, I said.

Call back a rainbow! she exclaimed, with a gust of laughter.

No, Marlin, I explained.

Nor him, either, she said. They were both of them going away to the glory of Tir-nan-Og, the rainbow from the dark world and the coming of night, and my son from damnation. Little they know the rainbow from his few visits to these fields, little they know it that have not seen it glorying in its home, entwined with the apple-blossom of the Land of the Young; and little they know of a man till they have seen him in the splendour of his youth among the everlastingly youthful in the orchards of Tir-nan-Og.

For a moment I feared she would try to go after him, and drown herself, thinking she could not go very far in safety, at her age, over the bog.

Youre not going, too? I asked.

Ill never see him there, she said. God knows Ill never see him there, having stayed on Earth too long, till my feet are slow with its weeds and my soul with its cares. Though Ill say nothing harsh against Earth, for the sake of Ireland. And I have one thing more to do upon Earth yet. For I have to speak with the powers of bog and storm and night, and to learn their will with the men that are harming the heather.

Show me the way he went, I said, and got up from the chair; for I felt sure that a man as sick as he was could never have walked far over the bog. And she rose and came with me out of the door and we walked to the bogs edge, I impatient to find Marlin and trying to hurry her, she without any anxieties and only concerned with her reflections, which she uttered as we went.

Its by the blessing of God, she said, that mothers never see their sons grow old; bent and wrinkled and haggard. Its the blessing of God. And they should not see them die. A few days more and Tommy would have died, there in his bed beside me; and no art of mine could have hindered it; for I have no power against the splendour of death. But he rose and walked away out of the world, where age cannot overtake him, and where death is only known from idle stories told in the orchards by those that are young for ever, for the sake of the touch of sadness that gives a savour to their immortal joy. Weakness and wrinkles and dying, they are the way of this world, and the shadow of damnation creeping nearer. But he has walked away from the world and away from the shadow.

All the while I was trying to hurry her, picturing Marlin lying a mile away out in the bog, for I feared he could scarce have got further; and how would a sick man fare, out there all night?

Was there any frost? I asked her; for we still had a touch of frost sometimes at night, and she was nearer to these things than I in our large house.

But she only answered: Aye, the worlds cold, and gazed away before her with happy eyes as though she went to her sons wedding.

Hurry, I said, for she would not quicken her pace. Or well find him dead.

Ah, no, she said. He would not wait for death. And why would he, with damnation prepared for him by those that are jealous of the land of the morning?

I dont know whom she meant; and, God knows, these are no words of mine, but only hers still haunting my memory, where I fear they should not be, and would not be if I could banish them.

And so we came to the steep edge of the bog and she climbed agilely up, and I after her; and for a while we walked in silence over the rushes. The moss lay grey all round us, crisp as a dry sponge, while we stepped on the heather and rushes, the heather all covered with dead grey buds, the rushes a pale sandy colour. I had never walked the bog in spring before, and was surprised at the greyness of it. But some bright mosses remained, scarlet and brilliant green; and along the edge of the bog under the hills lay a slender ribbon of gorse, and the fields flashed bright above it, so that the bog lay like a dull stone set in gold, with a row of emeralds round the golden ring. A snipe got up brown, and turned, and flashed white in turning. A curlew rose and sped away down the sky with swift beats of his long wings and loud outcry, giving the news, Man, Man, to all whose peace was endangered by our approach, and a skylark shot up and sang, and stayed above us, singing. The pools that in the winter lay between the islands of heather, and that Marlin used to tell me were bottomless, were most of them grey slime now, topped with a crust that looked as if it might almost bear one. We knew the way to go; the way that I had so often seen Marlins eyes gazing, the way that Mrs Marlin said straight out was the way to Tir-nan-Og: I could see the water flashing over there, though the grey moss was dry about us. The fear that I had had that Mrs Marlin would come to harm in the bog I had now entirely forgotten, for she stepped from tussock to tussock surely and firmly, with a stride that seemed to know the bog too well to falter even with age. We came, with the skylark still singing, to pools that were partly water and partly luxuriant moss: strange grasses leaned along them and burst into flower. More and more pools we met, and less grey moss, and presently the wide lakes lay before us, to which Marlin had looked so often. I stood on a hummock of heather and stared ahead, then looked at Mrs Marlin. There was nothing but water and rushes and moss before us. We were as far as a sick man could have walked, apart from the danger and difficulty of all that lay ahead. If Marlin had come this way there was no hope for him.

You are sure he went this way? I asked, and knew that the question was hopeless even as I asked it.

Her face all lighted up, looking glad and young, and with shining eyes she gazed over the desolate water, and said: Aye, he went this way, this way; away from the world and the shadow cast by damnation, black as tar on the cities. Aye, he went this way.

And then I knew that Marlin shared with the Pharaohs that strange eternity of the body that only Egypt and the Irish bog can give. Centuries hence, when we are all mouldered away, some turf-cutter will find Marlin there and will look on a face and a figure untouched by all those years, even as though the body had obeyed the dream after all.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

THEN I brought Mrs Marlin back from the bog, thinking she had gone far enough, and knowing that the part of it to which we had come was dangerous walking even for a young man. For these were the waters that Marlin called the sumach, or some such word that I do not know how to spell, a mass of stored rains that grew heavier every year, till it flooded in under the roots of whatever growth gave a foothold, and floated the light surface of mosses and peat, till everything trembled round one as one walked: one called it the shaky bog, the most dangerous of all the kinds of bog that one walks. These waters were the source of the stream that ran past the Marlins house; but, as more rain came with the storms than left with the stream, the whole weight of the bog was increasing.

We must get all the men we can find, and search the bog for him, I said, when I got her back to the safe grey moss and the heather. And at that she laughed with peals of her strange wild laughter.

Aye, search the world for him, she said. But he will not be there. And its not the world that wants him, but Hell. And Hell will not have him either. Its the orchards of Tir-nan-Og that have him now, with the morning dripping from their branches in everlasting light, golden and slow, like honey. Aye, and the evening too, and both together; for Time that troubles us here comes not to those gleaming shores. Age, desolation and dying; thats the way of these fields; and not one wrinkle, nor sigh, nor one white hair, ever came to Tir-nan-Og.

We must look for him, I said. For it was a duty to do all that one could, even if the search seemed hopeless; and I did not wish her words to turn me away from it, as I feared that they soon would.

Aye, search for ever, she said, and youll never see him. But I shall see him often.

Where? I said.

Where would it be, she answered, but about his mothers house and over the heather that he knew as a child, and on mosses by pools where he played? Where else would he go when he comes from Tir-nan-Og, and the jack-o-lanterns come riding the storm through the darkness, and go dancing over the bog?

How will he come? I asked.

On the west wind, she answered.

We must search for him, I said, sticking to my point, which it seemed harder and harder to do.

Aye, search, she said, and went off again into peals of her wild laughter, which rang far over the bog and frightened the curlews.

How could he get to Tir-nan-Og? I asked. For if there was any chance of finding him, it would have to be done quickly, and she would not see that it was serious at all. I spoke to her all the more impatiently for the fear that I soon should believe her, and do nothing at all. And one ought to do something.

Hed go by the way of the bog till he came to the sea, she said. Didnt he know the way well?

And then? I asked.

Therell be a boat there, lifting and dropping with the lap of the tide, she said; and eight queens to row it; queens that have turned from Heaven, and yet slipped away from damnation. Hell has not their souls, nor the earth their dust.

How could he know theyd be there? I asked her.

How could he know? she said. I told him.

But that made things no clearer. Then she gazed away over the bog and went on talking: Hell would have me, Mother, he said, if I stay here. And when I saw he was bent on leaving the world, I said Id help him; for he knew the way over the bog to the shore, but hes never been on the sea. And I went one stormy night to the bog, when the wind was in the west and all the people of Tir-nan-Og were riding upon the storm, and by the edge of the water where they were flashing and admiring their heathen beauty, I called out to them: Ancient People, theres a man that would share your everlasting glory; and Hell wants him, because he has turned his face to the west. How shall he go to find you?

And with tiny voices they answered through the storm, voices shriller than the cry of the snipe and small as the song of the robin, they whose voices rang once from hill to hill over Ireland; and they said: To the sea, to the sea.

And then? I said, O ancient and glorious people?

What would you have of us? they asked.

And I lured them nearer, by a power I have, and said to them: By that power, I need your help over the sea. And they said to me: When will he come?

And I answered: One of these days, which is the only time we know with the future, and all we ever will know, till it is dated and mapped as it should be.

And they repeated one to another, with their small voices, One of these days, till the message passed out of hearing. And I made my compact with them out there on the bog, swearing by turf and heather, as they swore by blossom and twilight. For a danger threatened the bog and I swore to guard it, and they swore to carry Tommy over the water and bring him to Tir-nan-Og. Eight fair girls, they said, that were queens of old in Ireland, would bring him over the water, waiting for him where the bog ran down to the shore, upon the day that I said. And Tommy would know them, apart from their beauty and apart from their crowns of gold, by the light that would be gleaming along the sides of the boat; for the boat would be made from the bark of the birches growing in Tir-nan-Og, and the twilight that shone on them in the Land of the Young would be shining upon them still. And whether it was night in the world, or whether noon or morning, the twilight of Tir-nan-Og would be shining upon that birch-bark.

I tried to picture a boat glowing gently in twilight while it was noon all round, with the sun bright on the water; or, more wonderful still, the birch-bark iridescent in the soft light of the gloaming, while all around was night. But thinking of this only drifted me from my purpose, which was to find a number of men and search the heather for Marlin. I was in two minds; one was the mind that listened to Mrs Marlin telling of Tir-nan-Og, of which I had already learned so much from her son; the other, a more disciplined mind, told me that the bog must be searched for Marlin whether there seemed any hope of finding him there or not. The more useless this appeared the more I clung to it, lest Mrs Marlin should lure me to forget it altogether, and a duty remain undone. (WISE WOMAN TEXT)

We must search for him, I repeated.

Aye, search, she said indulgently, as though the search were some trivial rite that custom idly bound me to. And I think she knew from the tone of my voice that I somehow had not my heart in it. Would they fail me? she went on. Never.

And I saw from her far gaze westwards, and the light in her eyes, that she was thinking of those eight queens.

We came to the bogs edge, where deep fissures ran down out of sight, as though the vast weight of the bog were too much for the banks that bounded it; and from that high edge I looked over the land lying round Marlins cottage that had always seemed so magical to me, the land over which the old willows brooded in winter and were like an enchantment in spring, and I could have wept at what I saw. And what I saw is well enough known: I need hardly describe it: a large number of small houses meanly built, and all exactly the same, denying any difference between the tastes of one man and another, nor caring anything for any mans taste, nor expressing any feeling or preference of builder or owner. It was as though men without any passions had built them all for the dead.

They were barely finished, but men were already living in some of them, and work had already started on building the dam and putting in the wheel that was to be turned by the water and which would set the machinery clanking in the ugly house they were building. The world is full of such things, little need to describe them; the only concern that this story has with them is to tell that they came down dark upon that spot to which first my memories went whenever I was far from Ireland, racing there quicker than homing pigeons, or bees going back to the hive. And not only had they spoiled the magic that lay over all that land, deep as mists in the autumn, but they were there for the purpose of cutting the bog away; not as the turf-cutters take it, with imperceptible harvests, slowly, as years go by, a few yards in each generation, but working it out as miners work out a stratum of coal.

It was to these men that I now appealed, calling out to them from the high edge of the bog and telling them that a man was lost out there in the heather. They came at once, and I soon had about thirty of them, some of them English and some the men of Clonrue. Begob, said one of the latter to me, if you set Englishmen walking the bog its soon a hundred men that well have to look for, and not only one. But oddly enough it was the Englishmen that took charge as soon as we started off, though they got very wet over it.

Well find your son for you, mam, said one of them. Dont you worry.

But she looked fiercely at him and only answered: Do you know the way to Worlds End?

I expect we could find it, mam, was all he said to her.

Her eyes were blazing, and then she burst into laughter. And youll only be half-way to him then, she said.

Then we all spread out to about half a mile and walked in the direction of the deep part of the bog, from which Mrs Marlin and I had just returned, and heard her laughter still ringing in mockery of the thirty men that were trying to find her son.

We went back over the grey moss, about twenty-five yards apart, the bog-cotton flowering round us, a bright patch at the tips of the rushes, the skylark high above us singing triumphantly on.

Its got on her mind a bit, said one of the men, as Mrs Marlins laughter rang out behind us.

Im afraid it has, I said. For I could not explain Mrs Marlin to an Englishman.

Well find him all right, sir, he said.

But he only saw that the heather was not high enough to hide anyone lying there from a searcher passing within twelve yards: he did not know the deeps of an Irish bog.

Dont step on the bright mosses, I said.

We went on till Mrs Marlins laughter faded from hearing, and the only wild cries we heard were the cries of the curlews.

When I came again to that waste of water and moss, where trembling waves ran through the bog from every footstep, the line of men drew in from either side to the edges of that morass, each man seeming drawn towards it without anyone saying a word; and we all looked over the water and brilliant mosses in silence. I realized then that in bringing these thirty men over the bog I had done a conventional duty in which there was no meaning whatever.

We turned round and each man took a different line to the one by which he had come, so as to cover more ground on the way back, but nobody searched any more. I knew that they were not searching, but said no word to them, for my thoughts were in Tir-nan-Og.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

WHEN we came back to the land of fields and paths with no more hope of ever finding Marlin, his was not a loss over which I merely mourned for a few days: I feel it still. I feel to this day the zest that went out of my life when I knew that I should no more walk the bog with him, and even thought of laying my gun away and never walking the moss and the heather again, as today I could lay down my pen and end this story, were it not for one thing. And that one thing is that the bog itself was threatened; all the wild ways he had shown me, mosses and rushes and heather, the home of the curlew and snipe, and the grazing-grounds of the geese, all those enchanted fields and the magical willows lying under the edge of the bog, all were to be spoiled, hidden, sold and disenchanted by that terrible force named Progress. And Mrs Marlin had made her compact to protect it, with certain powers that were of the bog itself. No one else promised to save it. Would Mrs Marlin do so? That was the interest that burned in me now that Marlin was gone. And the less I spoke of it to anyone the more it loomed in my thoughts. The very heart of Ireland appeared to be threatened, for the bog seemed that to me then, as it seems to me still; and it was the only bog I knew. How clear those anxious days are yet in my memory. I might look out of the large window of the room in which I am sitting, and pass my idle hours in jotting down what I see, the motors in the sunlight flashing up the wide street, sometimes a cart with horses, plumed and decked with bright harness, from some farm out in the plains, the different kinds of people, idlers wasting away the passing hour, hurrying men seeking something from some hour yet to come, perhaps equally vainly, statues of famous men of whom I know nothing, great porticoes and façades of the high houses, sometimes even a butterfly lost from the fields, illuminating for an instant these sheer cliffs of man, a cat amidst all the clatter and hurry of men attending placidly to her own affairs; the bright clothes of the fashion that passes, and now and then some women, in from the lands beyond, bright with the dress and the ribbons of the fashion that never passes, the age-old fineries of the peasants dress; and evening coming on with its outbursts of lights; but I could not write an account of the passing moment here as I could of the anxieties that troubled me then, multiplied as all troubles are multiplied always by youth: I foresaw the bog vulgarized by noise and machinery, then cut away altogether, and lastly a little left of all those bits of iron and old hats, papers, cinders and medicine-bottles, that together make up rubbish-heaps, where once the bog had wandered wild for the curlews, as once for the Irish elk. And the bog was to me what the desert is to the Arab.

When last I saw Mrs Marlin on that day, her laughter had ceased and she was standing silent on the high edge of the bog, looking down on the level lands, once the home only of willows, and now as I have described it, and worse. She was looking at the row of new huts, and at the men going back to their work on the dam and laying down narrow rails, and there was a look on her face such as an eagle might wear on a high cliff watching lambs. I turned to go to her and ask her about the compact she had made, and to ask if anything could save the bog, but suddenly I despaired and went away.

I walked back again all under the edge of the bog, where the strata were troubled, as they lay in their sleep, by the violence of old upheavals, and the wavy lines here and there were arched upwards until they cracked. And where the cracks ran deepest, fallen masses of turf lay half-submerged in the square pools of dark water, looking like blocks of masonry tumbled down by an earthquake, only that their squared edges and whole bulk were soft. I should never see Marlin again, and the bog I loved was threatened, but the skylark sang on.

I came to the road and found Ryan, and told him the news about Marlin.

Begob, a man must go some time, he said.

Ryan, I said, did you ever hear tell of Tir-nan-Og?

I did not, he answered.

But I talked of the orchards over the sea in the west, and the twilight caught up in their blossoms for ever and ever, and the queens of old there everlastingly young; till he admitted that he had heard of it.

Could Marlin have got to Tir-nan-Og? I asked.

Begob, he answered, if a man starts in time, they say among the wise women that Hell cant get him.

And I spoke again of the splendours of Tir-nan-Og, telling, as Marlin had told me, how the glow of the apple-blossom was brighter than any colour seen in the western sky, floating over the sunset, and that the bloom on the face of the immortal maidens was fairer even than that.

Hist, said Ryan, let us not speak of that land (he would never name it), for if a mans heart turn towards it and he comes to die in bed he dies in mortal sin.

Hell would have him then, I said.

Why wouldnt it? Ryan answered.

Beyond the bog a green dun watched over the waste, built once by men at the edge of the fields that they grazed, and protected on one side by the bog all the way to the horizon, for the bog was there then as now. What kind of men were they, I wondered. What was their heaven? Did they know Tir-nan-Og? And where was Marlins spirit? Vain speculations that led my fancy to the mists that surround our knowledge, and through which there is no seeing.

We drove first to Dr Rorys house, and I found him in.

Marlins gone, I said.

BJabers, said the doctor; but he should have lasted a bit longer.

He walked away over the bog, I told him.

Walked away over the bog! he exclaimed.

He was looking for Tir-nan-Og, said I.

Ah, he said thoughtfully, he might do that.

What would happen to him? I asked.

And Dr Rory said nothing.

Is there such a place as Tir-nan-Og? I continued.

And a look came into the doctors face as when a man suddenly remembers things that are long gone by.

You see, Ive been studying medical books for fifteen years, he said.

Yes? I interposed, or something to keep him talking.

And theres nothing about it there, he said.

Nor about Heaven either, said I.

It was Father McGillicud that I should have gone to, but I darent, for it is mortal sin to think of Tir-nan-Og as I was thinking of it.

Before you studied medicine at all, I asked, did you know of Tir-nan-Og?

For a moment I thought that he was going to say No.

When one is young, he said, one has a lot of foolish fancies.

If I had agreed, or disagreed, that would have been all. But I was silent.

And after a moment or two he went on. Its like this, he said. I used to read old histories years ago. And there was surely talk about that country once. About Tir-nan-Og, I mean. And theres no doubt the priests made a great fight against it, a terrible great fight. And in the end they won. Well, its the same in either world, if youll take advice from an older man; and its this: always to keep away from the beaten side. Theres no good ever comes from going near them; the folks that are beaten, I mean. Theyve nothing left for themselves, and theyre not going to help you. Heaven or earth its just the same. And theres another thing; besides getting no good out of the beaten side, the other side get to hear of it if you go near them, and theyre against you at once.

Thats what Marlin said, I told him. He said that he knew that Heaven had turned against him.

And why wouldnt it? said the doctor. Sure its right that it should. Wasnt it Marlin that began it? And theres another thing, speaking of fights in general: if its not much of a fight, and one sides beaten at once, the winner may forget all about it. But if its a close thing, as this was, and against a country of that beauty (for could there be anything lovelier than young girls in the pride of their beauty walking through endless orchards in blossom that never grows old?), why, then the winners always afraid he may have to fight again; and its little mercy youd get from either side when they found that you had leanings towards the other. And I dont presume to blame them: its the same everywhere.

Ill take your advice and keep away from it, I said.

Do, said the doctor.

And it was a good deal for me to promise, for in some odd way or other I thought that some nook of those orchards was the arbour of Laura and me; and theres no saying what fancies may come sometimes to youth. It meant also that I should never see Marlin again.

I dont say, the doctor continued, that if youre over in England, or if you ever travel abroad, you mightnt be thinking of Tir-nan-Og for a bit. Its hardly known outside Ireland, and the true faith had no trouble with it: they never had to fight it there, so theres no bitterness, if you know what I mean. But its very different here. Its not much more than a thousand years since they beat it. And whats a thousand years to Heaven?

If I did not entirely take Dr Rorys advice, it kept me at least from coming too much under the influence of Marlins heretical faith and his mothers witcheries, temptations that have little hold on me now, but I write of days when all temptations were strong whenever they came at all. And let me, so that I may tell an honest story, not brush aside influences now, because they were fanciful, false, or contrary to the known truths of religion or science; for none of these disqualifications has the weight of a feather in keeping any doctrine or influence away from youth. It was a perilous influence, and was near me, and I think it was Dr Rory that saved my soul. I think it is saved: I find all temptations that come to me now so weak that I think it is surely safe. Yet had it not been for the advice of Dr Rory to turn from Tir-nan-Og, who can say what would have become of it? It was not the doctors job to save my soul, but through some queer aptitude of the Irish people they are always doing other mens jobs as well as their own.

Have a drink, said the doctor.

And then I remembered that I had had no lunch, and it was well on in the afternoon.

May I have some tea? I said.

And it leaked out about the missing lunch, or his kindly hospitality drew it out, and he had some eggs boiled for me; and soon we were talking of what weighed most on my mind from the future. Out of the past the loss of Marlin was the trouble that most oppressed me, but the danger that threatened the bog loomed heavily in the future.

What will they do to it? I asked.

It will take them a very long time to cut it away, he said.

But theyll cut right into it, I complained. And therell never be snipe on it, with all that noise and machinery round the edge, and the geese will never come to it again.

They might not be there very long, he said.

Why not? I asked.

Maybe the curses of Mrs Marlin might be too much for them after all, said he.

But you said they wouldnt care about curses, said I.

I said so, he answered. But theres something about a curse that the men might not like, that are doing the work for them. Day after day and Mrs Marlin still cursing them; they might get tired of it after a while. And shed do that. And at nights too. Queer things, curses. Even the things we know are queer; bacilli and all that. But theyre nothing to the things that we dont know.

I suppose theyre not, I said.

BJabers, theyre not, said the doctor.

But is there any way of stopping them? I asked.

Theres one way, he said.

What is it? I asked.

But it wouldnt do, he said.

What way were you thinking of? I persisted.

Some of the people about might ask them to go, he said.

Theyd never listen to them, said I.

Theres some theyd listen to, said the doctor. But it wouldnt do.

I turned to my boiled egg then, for I was very hungry.

We searched for Marlin, I said after a while. For the doctor had asked nothing about that.

Yes, yes, of course, he replied. But he said no more.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

THOSE would have been happy days, but for the loss of Marlin, and but for the rails, the huts, the dam and all the machinery that I had seen preparing against the helpless bog. Spring came to its full glory: the leaves of the chestnut lifted and spread out, and the great blossoms towered up from among them; the birch shone green and the lovely lilac appeared, and the oaks were a mass of gold. In all this splendour I walked at first with a heavy heart, but a boys spirit is nearer than mine is now to whatever influences sway the leaves and set the snipe drumming, and I think it was not very long before there was something singing in me with the joy of the birds and with the brilliance of flowers, though I had not thought it could be so, so soon after Marlins loss. Yet all the while anxiety for the fate of the bog was weighing on me; anxiety for its silence, for the voices of all its wandering birds, for its wildness, for everything that passes away at the sound of the clank of machinery. Man is the enemy of many an animal, but so they are of each other, and still there is room for all; it is only when he makes an ally of steam and the Pluto-like iron machine that the terrible alliance sweeps all before it: mystery flies away, solitude with it, and quiet is gone with the rest; and all the tribes of the air that love these things, and know them as we shall never know them, are away to the wilder lands. The remoteness, the wildness, the beauty, of the bog were somehow all round my heart-strings: it was as though someone were planning to spoil the Evening Star. I talked to Brophy about this syndicate that had come to trouble Lisronagh, and to Murphy and even young Finn, for I often found that the less men were educated the more they appeared to know of what was going on. But none of them could tell me what was going to happen to the bog, for that depended on the intentions of men in a remote city, and they were men who had double doors to their offices, and double windows, so as to prevent any noise coming in while they were making their plans.

Fox-hunting was over, and it was of course the close season for game-birds; the only things unprotected now, besides those birds that keepers call vermin, being the rabbits. Even to these I would not take my gun, so much was it associated with memories of Marlin, and I left it where I had put it away on the day that he and I heard the snipe drumming. I took instead a small rifle, which, though it has some features resembling those of a shot-gun, entails such different methods in using it from those of the man with the gun, that they are the implements of as widely separate sports as are a bat and a hockey-stick; and with this I whiled the long evenings away. The rifle I used was called a rook-rifle, named after a rather dull sport, which I very seldom practised: for the young rook is barely able to leave its branch, let alone its tree, so that the only skill required to get him is one accurate shot, a very different thing from the necessity of having the first shot accurate. It was a.250; that is to say its calibre was exactly a quarter of an inch, and it was an ejector, but I had got the blacksmith of Clonrue, who did many odd jobs of other mens trades, to put the ejector out of work; for the flick of a finger-nail will throw the small cartridge out, and I had noticed again and again that a rabbit will often sit still after one shot, with ears up, wondering what the sound can have been; then comes the click of the ejector, after which I have never known the rabbit to stay. It is the sound of the bullet that he hears, close to his head. But what was it? Where is the danger? The ejector tells him that.

But this is only a trifle, for one has only to get ones rabbit first shot, and the ejector is then a convenience. A far more necessary precaution, and one without which one cannot hit any animal without the probability of wounding him, was the removal of the shiny line on the back-sight. No part of a back-sight should be shiny, but if the very centre of it shines, just where the bright fore-sight rests, it is impossible to tell in the sunlight, away from the gun-makers shop, whether you are taking a fine sight or a coarse sight; whether, that is to say, you are seeing the tip of the fore-sight through the glare, or the whole of it, or even perhaps none at all. Yet nearly all makers of rifles put them, and still put today, that little silver line just where it does most harm. That it is on account of some ancient ritual of the gun-makers I know, because none of them have ever told me the reason for it; it is more sacred to them than reason; and because one gun-maker told me once that it was in order to show if the sights were upright, an answer obviously made to conceal the ancient ritual. Or perhaps they only put it to brighten the rifle, so stimulating its price. I blotted the bright line out with some paint that I got from a carpenter, and then I could see the very tip of the foresight shining in the back-sights black valley and could take as fine a sight as I needed, seeing more and more of it up to seventy-five yards, at which range I took the whole of the little bead; and further than that I aimed a bit over the rabbit. Another detail, for such as care to know it, is that I used hollow-pointed bullets, which by expanding do the work of a much larger bullet and are more merciful, if one can use such a word of any of the means whereby man procures meat for himself, than a solid bullet; and the ricochet does not travel so far. There was a green bank sloping up to a long wood, and along the edge of the wood ran a line of hawthorn, already powdered with whitening buds on those branches that saw most of the sun. There when the fields were quiet, and the grasses cool, and the rabbits stole out of the wood, I used to go with my rifle. The old hedge waved in and out, even as it had been planted; but with some of the bushes prospering in the sunlight and others shadowed by trees, with some leaning one way and some another, and with trees from the wood behind here and there thrusting right through, I could get fresh cover every hundred yards. It was along this slope as much as anywhere that I learned to shoot with a rifle, and grew to know something about stalking, although I used to ignore one of the most important things about it; the direction of the wind; and for years I used to notice, without connecting it with the wind, that there were days on which all wild things seemed haunted by such a feeling of danger that, if I only showed the top of my head, every rabbit for over a hundred and fifty yards would run at once for the wood, while on other days they would hesitate, even at fifty yards, when the whole of my head and shoulders had come into view, so long as I kept still. To use the word stalking of this tiny sport seems almost ridiculous, and yet I know no other word for the approach of a man with a rifle to any animal whose meat he desires; one must put ones wits against the little animals wits, humbler but much sharper, and one must learn to shoot straight, not to make noise, and to do as well as one can without the cloak of invisibility. I learned in those days how to cock a rifle without making a click, for the hammerless weapon was not yet invented: one did this by keeping ones forefinger pressing the trigger while one lifted the hammer with ones thumb. A click just before aiming would have been, if not a warning, at least a hint, to the long listening ears. Sometimes crawling flat, and sometimes on hands and knees, I used often to get within fifteen yards of a rabbit before firing a shot, or in a lazier mood I would take the shot at seventy-five yards. The knuckles of my left hand, the three furthest away from the thumb, got rough and hard because, carrying the rifle in that hand, it was the back of it that one walked on when on all fours. I never knew till those days, what the deer-stalker knows in Scotland, that birds can speak to the other animals. So hard is it for man to speak with man when separated by no more than a frontier, that it surprised me the first time that I saw twenty rabbits sent hurrying to safety by no more than a single remark from a passing rook, who had seen me stalking them, though I was out of sight of the rabbits. And I learned that a rook does not merely say Caw, having, at least, one note of warning that probably means Man, and another that certainly means Man with a gun. I learned too that a small bird among trees would go on and on repeating a warning note until hundreds of hidden ears must have been thrilled with the menace; and, however quietly I went after that through the wood, I would see fewer rabbits, and those that I saw would be at once away. And so by pitting myself against the rabbits I came to know a little about them, and about their other enemies; and I know no other way in which I could have learned as much. Nobody standing behind a chess-player and watching him play can learn half as much of chess as the man that is playing against him, for rivalry is the essence of the game, as it is of the woods. And in learning something of rabbits and those that prey on them I learned nothing of men, but a good deal about nations; for it seems to me that the law of the woods is the law of life, a law from which every man escapes under the shelter of the laws of his country, that protect his life and property, more or less; but where is the nation that can leave any property unprotected, or trust its life unguarded? Seeing so much more of our own affairs than of the affairs of nations, we get the idea that slaughter and rapine are only the methods of such as the fox and the tiger, but undefended land in Europe or in any other continent survives no better than meat that cannot escape in the wood; and wherever a little weak country thrives it is not in spite of this law, but because of the interests of some powerful neighbour, as the mice in a lions den are safe from the panther. And lest any that follow a simple tale be irked by a touch of philosophy, I close this chapter.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

I HAD absolute freedom, all those holidays, to do whatever I wanted. An uncle, my fathers younger brother, had now become my guardian. He was a man of charming manner, and let me do what I liked; in return for which I naturally gave my consent to whatever he recommended in the affairs of the estate that my father had left me. He often consulted me, always giving me two courses to choose from. Of some rents that were to be invested he would say: If you would like the money invested at 3 1/2 per cent in what are called trust funds, I will do it for you; but if you would sooner have it invested at twelve per cent in a company that I can put it into, which is equally good, you only have to tell me. And I told him.

He never spoke of finance without smiling.

Well, one evening I was enjoying this care-free life as usual; and yet it was not care-free, and perhaps a boys life seldom is: day-dreams of Laura took up two-thirds of my time, and anxiety for the fate of Lisronagh took up half of it. And that is not correct mathematically? Mathematics never came into it, nor any other branch of human reason, which was quite incompetent to control my day-dreams, or to allay my anxieties. But one evening I was out with my rifle, on the long slope under the trees, and had come to the end with half a dozen young rabbits, and was coming back on the other side, where one got more light late in the evening, for it was the western side of the wood. I had stalked some rabbits to within fifty yards, and was kneeling behind a bramble that had run out from the wood. The sun was setting, but brightly, so that I had ample light on my foresight, and there was a row of rabbits feeding a few yards out from the trees. I had chosen my rabbit, rejecting the easier shots that stood out large and clear, for they are usually the old does. I was perfectly covered by the bramble and was just aiming through the top of it, when suddenly all the rabbits ran. I remained hidden and silent, and waited to see what it was that had frightened the rabbits, and saw nothing. And then I looked behind me; and there was the man standing of whom I have told you before, the man in the long black coat.

Begob, Master Char-les, said he, sure Ive spoiled your shot.

Never mind, I said.

Sure I wouldnt do that, he answered, for the wealth that there is in the world. But its the way it is that I wanted to see you.

What about? I asked; for there seemed a certain divergence between the interests of him and me.

Werent you asking a lot of men, he replied, how long that English company was going to stay at Lisronagh?

I was, I said, knowing that my words had had ample time to travel over the bog and up into the hills beyond Gurraghoo, which they would do at about the pace of a man running, and not making the mistake of supposing that such news could not travel, merely because I did not know how.

Well then, said he, we could have them out of it in a week.

Never had I known a greater temptation. I loved the bog; I have not the right to say that I loved the dwellers therein, for I shot one in every fifty thousand of them, but it grieved me to think of them driven away, by all that comes with machinery, from the nesting-grounds that were theirs for ages and ages. I should have shouted No, and left him. But at least, said Satan in the deeps of my mind.

know what the temptation is before you do anything hastily.

How would you do it? I asked.

Begob, said he, if one of them met with an accident one night, and another the next night, and then another, and if nobody quite knew what happened them; and then one more, four in all. Sure, four would be enough. Begob theyd all go.

For one moment I dared to think of Tir-nan-Og, if I lost Heaven.

Then I said No.

Its a pity, said he; and sure no one would know. And youd not know yourself, Master Char-les. You might come to me and say, How did those men die? and you might ask any man in the world, and thered be no one to tell you, no man living in the world.

No, I said. No

Theyll tear the very soul out of the bog, he said. And the guts of it.

I just found myself able to say No again.

Its a pity, he said once more.

Then I walked a few steps on my way, slowly and watching for rabbits, and believed he was coming behind me. But when I looked round he was gone.

I went on with my humble sport; more rabbits came into view, and, though the sun soon set, I was able to get four or five more, for there were great numbers of them at this hour out on the dewy grass, and I had a wide V to my foresight, which obscured as little as possible of the light and the object at which I was aiming. Ten rabbits are more than one can carry in one hand without dropping one every few yards, and it was, as I had already discovered, a very wearisome thing to attempt; so about the time that the sun was gone from the grass, and even from the top of the wood, and only shone now on the breasts of pigeons going late to their homes, I sat down and paunched the rabbits; I then slit the sinew at the back of one of the hocks of each rabbit and slipped the other leg through, and cut a stick from a tree and hung all the rabbits along it by the crossed hind-legs. All I had to do then was to hold the stick at the point of balance, and the burden was more than halved, even without the paunching.

I have always considered that in those days I learned the secret of rifle-shooting; not some obvious thing such as people often tell you is the secret of doing some simple work, but something rarely practised and either little known or not credited; and that is to shoot with both eyes open. Many believe that it cannot be done, which if true would dispose of it; but, if it can be, a man with two eyes must see double as well as a man with one, and it is seeing that counts; I do not mean seeing the sights accurately aligned; any man with a steady hand and any eyesight at all can do that; but seeing the landscape, of which all animals that are ever hunted by anything seem to form a part, and seeing just where the animal emerges from the ground, and seeing which are his ribs and which the larger portion of him that should never be regarded as part of the target at all, because there a bullet only wounds, and a sportsman who is unable to kill should be well content with the next best thing, which is to miss. And miss I often did in those days, and often since; but I spent my boyhood with a rifle, and gradually came to know a little about it.

As I got home the Evening Star appeared. I dined early, then sat and thought in the lonely house. Had I said enough to dissuade my strange friend from the project at which he had more than hinted? And the more I thought of it the more awful my responsibility seemed to grow, for the origin of this dreadful plan had been my anxiety to save the bog, often and eagerly expressed, whereas all I had done against it was to utter a few emphatic negatives. Thinking, which makes things so much clearer, builds up the outline of fears, then fills the outline in, till a great dark edifice stands blackening the future. What could I do to make certain that what I feared would not happen? I never had known where this man lived, and knew no way to find him. He appeared when he wished to, but I never knew when that would be. And I knew that it would be useless to warn the men at Lisronagh. Suddenly I thought of Mrs Marlin. What police could not prevent, or conscience restrain, would not be done against the word of a Wise Woman. I must see Mrs Marlin before anything had time to be done and get her protection for the men of this syndicate, though they were her enemies and mine.

Next morning I breakfasted early, and then set off with Ryan along the road to Clonrue. I would not even stop to talk with the doctor, whose advice I had come to rely on, but drove on to the spot at which the cracked white road came nearest to the cottage of Mrs Marlin, and thence I hurried over the springy soil, jumping the little ditches, and thinking little of the beauty of spring or the ugliness of mean buildings; till I came to that cottage standing amongst the willows, that had now so sad an air that I suddenly pictured the tent of the leader of a lost cause, with his enemies camped around him. And there was Mrs Marlin flaming in her garden, as far as spirit can flame or eyes burn. Gusts of anger I had seen in others, flashing out into curses, but here was an anger that seemed quietly burning on, as though it never abated; and this was the woman to whom I had come for protection for the very men that she hated. I was terribly uneasy, but could only go on.

Good morning to you, Master Char-les, she said.

Good morning, Mrs Marlin, said I.

And then I blurted out the cause of my coming, naming the man that I had met in the twilight. He is going to kill some of those men, I said. And he must not do it. You must stop him.

And she burst out laughing.

Is that all? she cried. Theyve the curse of the north wind against them, and storm and moss and heather, and the curse of the ancient powers of bog and hill. Is it any more that they want?

They do not, said I, and you must not let that man harm them.

Harm them, is it? she said. They need no harm from man.

And I stuck to my point. Then you will forbid him to hurt them? I asked her.

Sure, I will, she said.

I thanked her.

And let them watch for whats coming, she added.

When? asked I.

And she answered me: In the time of those that wait.

There was a look in Mrs Marlins eyes that seemed so far from here that I never asked her who they were that waited, being sure that the powers she spoke of would be something beyond my ken. Nor could I hope to know when their time would be. So I left Mrs Marlin, trusting well enough that no danger from men would dare to cross her path to trouble the workmen that had settled down round about her, and wondering what danger there could be from others, and who those others were.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

I WAS easy now in my mind about the syndicates workmen; for I knew that my guardian demon, as I might term my friend from whom I parted at the edge of the wood in the twilight, would not dare to kill anyone in the face of the curses of a Wise Woman. But the old trouble returned with even greater weight, the doom that was hanging over the bog and the quiet lands lying under the long black cliffs of it where the lovely willows grew. It was no real solace to me that the workmen were now safe. What were they to me? One could not abet, permit or instigate murder: whatever ages had civilized us in that old house of High Gaut had presumably taught me that much, even without the help of Eton; and mere reason told one the same. But my heart, which did not reason, was with the rushes and heather, and the stooping willows, grim and weird in the winter, like old prophets foretelling storm, and shining now as though a flame were exulting, yellowy-green from their branches. No teaching could make me care for these strangers as I loved this wild land, and all the grief of which a boy is capable was darkening now round my heart, when I thought of the bog about to be partly spoiled and partly to be cut altogether away. I fell to wondering what pools would be spared, and what particular patches of heather or moss that I knew; and then I brooded that, whether spared or not, noise and a crowd and litter would spoil them all. My thoughts turned to Laura: she, they said, would be able to help me. And then old tiresome Reason said: How could she save the bog? Thus conflicting thought making negations of each other filled my head, their sum amounting, I suppose, to nothing.

It was the day after I came back from seeing Mrs Marlin that I drove over again to Cloghnacurrer, in order to enquire when the cub-hunting would start, as I had an idea of buying another horse if I was likely to get hunting enough before the end of the summer holidays. This was early May, and cub-hunting started in August, so that my enquiry may seem to have been curiously early, and so it was, but I was shy about going there without any reason at all; and, the shyer I was the more stupid my subterfuges became. I did not speak of Marlin, indoors at the tea-table. Not till I was walking once more with Laura, in the soft light that seemed to float for ever at Cloghnacurrer amongst a million leaves, did I tell her how Marlin went to Tir-nan-Og. I could not have said that indoors. Someone would have said: I heard he had fallen into the bog and was drowned. And I could no more have denied that than a pane of glass can resist a stone; and all Tir-nan-Og would have been shattered by the words. It is right that it should be shattered. Yes, yes; it is right. There is no warrant for it in our religion; it is never mentioned in the Lives of the Saints; not only that, but it is deliberately avoided. It cannot be doubted that there is a mortal danger in it. Monsieur Alphonse, here, mocks the idea of any danger from Tir-nan-Og, and he is not the only one to do so when I have mentioned that land; but it is easy for men living in temperate climes to mock perils of ice in the Arctic, or lions in African nights; and any whose fancy has once roved westward from Ireland knows, as I knew, the mortal peril threatening the soul. Under those trees that day at Cloghnacurrer I spoke, perhaps for the last time, perilously of Tir-nan-Og. I spoke of it as though that land, and not Heaven, were the lawful land of our hopes, and as though Marlin were already among those orchards in which his heresy trusted, waiting to welcome Laura and me with a smile of youth on his lips, and a light of youth in his eyes, which would flash still young and smiling as long as the oldest stars. And Laura, dear soul, never checked me, as she should have done, and we talked on together of those blossoms gleaming in spring, and the golden and ruddy apples heavy with autumn, flashing on the same bough; and, shining in and out among blossom and apples, the gliding rainbow that had seen Marlin home.

And then I turned from the peril that threatened my soul to the sorrow that troubled me here, and told Laura all I had seen at the edge of the bog, and how a factory was to be built by the stream, and the bog cut into and spoiled. What could save it, I asked her? And we spoke of the Hunt Committee, who cared little enough for the bog, as it was the one place they could not ride; and then of politicians, who cared about it no better, as there are fewer votes on the bog than on any equal area. And last of all, I do not know why, but last of all I came to the thing in which I trusted most, the curse of Mrs Marlin.

What do you think of curses? I asked.

I dont like them, said Laura.

Could Mrs Marlins curse stop them spoiling the bog, do you think?

Laura thought for a while: I can see her grey eyes still, in that soft light under the trees, brought down the years by my memory. And then she said: Theyd be carrying a lot of weight if they tried to compete with it.

What would Mrs Marlin do? We talked long about this, and came to no conclusion. But a hope coming dimly from an uncertain power that lurked in the strange woman remained a secret between us, and cheered me during all the anxious days of the summer, during which the Peat Development (Ireland) Syndicate pushed forward hugely its plans for bringing factory and huts to the haunts of willow and curlew.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

IT was very soon after this that I went back to Eton, to the calm old buildings, the red may and the chestnuts, and then the willows that with a pang would remind me of those almost enchanted lands lying under the threat of Progress. I do not know what I learned that half; perhaps unconsciously words clung to my memory which I thought had escaped me entirely, but my heart all the while was shadowed by the machines that darkened Lisronagh. Wilfully dreamy, said one of my reports; but they were dreams that brought me no pleasure. How would some townsman feel who loved his city, and knew that a band of fanners with their ploughs threatened his very pavements and would tear his high buildings down? As he would feel, fearing that turnips would thrive where his buses ran, so I felt and feared for Lisronagh. I had one hope in this trouble that shadowed me, and that hope was in Mrs Marlin. I had rejected the help of my friend in the long black coat. Ought I not to have rejected, too, any help from Mrs Marlin? But I was powerless to gain her help or reject it, where the affairs of the bog were concerned. She loved the bog with a fiercer fury than I did, and if she should defend it I could no more turn her aside from whatever she planned than I could turn the north wind back when it swept the bog in the winter. And yet what could she do? I had no one in whom to confide about it. The priest in Slough, to whom I used to confess, was English and knew nothing of witchcraft; and merely warned me against it, which it was his duty to do. There was more than one master who encouraged one to bring him ones trouble and difficulties, but how could I tell him that what was wringing my heart was that an Irish bog was going to be developed commercially, incidentally paying me rent, and that my only hope was in the curse of a witch? Then there were boys with whom I sometimes approached this subject, but they seemed to know nothing of witches. Why this was so I never knew, for most of their fathers were magistrates, who must all have taken the oath to suppress witchcraft, which every magistrate takes. Yet beyond these attempted approaches I never got, and never found the understanding I sought for, still less the sympathy.

And then one day there came a letter from Laura; and it told me of Mrs Marlin. Laura knew how I should be thinking of the fate of the bog, and the hope that I had in Mrs Marlins curses, a hope slender enough, yet the only one that I had. No one else would save it; not even the Blessed Saints would help me there, knowing well enough that it was along the edges of just such bogs as that, and indeed only there, that the heresy still survived that set men turning westward when they prayed, and thinking of youth and twilight instead of the joys of Heaven, and praying to those of whom we may not think, if we are to hope for salvation. And I am sure that Laura knew I should have found no one to talk to of the thought that was most in my mind, and knew how welcome news of such things would be. Indeed I think Laura knew everything, except how to spell. I have all her letters today, and I notice it now when I look them over again, trying to lure from their leaves old moods of mine and old memories: she certainly could not spell. Her letter said: She is walking along the edge of the bog. She goes along the top of the bank every evening. The men say she looks very black. Ive seen one of them, and he said she looked terrible black. But so she would in that dress of hers in the evening, up against the sky, in that light. Though it may have been her looks that he meant. You know she has pretty dark eyes. I dont mean pretty, but you know what I mean. And if they got flashing it might look a bit like a thunderstorm to them. The Englishmen laugh at her, but all the Clonrue men have left. Im afraid that wont save the poor bog, as they got more men over from England by the next boat, and it did no more than stop the work for a day. But I thought youd like to know shes done something. More power to her, but Id like to see her save the old bog yet. But I dont know how. Her curses seem only to work on the Clonrue men. Those English dont understand them.

And there was a lot more, ending up with I am sure you are in sixth form now; just as when writing to a curate one might say: I am sure that you are a bishop. I have not exhibited her spelling to eyes that might only mock peculiarities that to me were once almost sacred, and so I have altered it here, though for myself it always seemed better just as it was.

When I wrote to thank Laura for her letter I asked her to keep an eye on Lisronagh, and to let me know what was happening to it. And she wrote again in a week, telling me about the wheel below the dam in the stream, and the factory and the huts; but I knew from the way that she wrote that things were worse than she said.

The sorrows of exile seldom last for life, and, when they do, a man still preserves in his heart the image of his home; but I could not keep from the picture my memory made of that part of Ireland that I loved best, the dark smear of machinery that knowledge put vividly into memorys picture. And one day when this was heavy, as always, upon my mind, there came another letter from Laura. No one goes to Lisronagh any longer, she said. Theyre afraid of Mrs Marlin. The Englishmen are working there, but no one goes near them. They hardly go out from Clonrue on that side at all. Im afraid its all up with the bog.

And in spite of the last sad sentence, the letter brought me encouragement, for that told me no more than I knew; while the rest of the letter strengthened the only hope that I had, a dim feeling, too crazy for me ever to speak of it and so to embolden it with the understanding of friends, an uncertain hope that Mrs Marlin would somehow keep to the compact she said she had made with those that she told me had helped her son to the west, a curious faith that her curses could even yet, so late in the nineteenth century, be able to struggle and win against the might of machinery. At least she still held to her purpose.

And so the summer half wore softly away, as though three months of sunshine had slipped down the Thames, whose gliding by those fields might have taught me that all things drift away; but nothing ever taught it to me, so that it bursts on me only now like a surprise.


CHAPTER THIRTY

I CAME again to High Gaut. Bright sunlight on the whitewashed walls of the station; welcoming faces, and an outside car; then the long white road by bogs and towers; and so home. Brophy, Murphy, Ryan, young Finn, I saw them all again, and everyone in the house. And then on the very day that I arrived I set off with Ryan in the afternoon to drive to Lisronagh. I had not told Ryan where we were going till I got into the trap at the door, and when I said Lisronagh Ryan said to me: Is it shooting you are, sir?

It was still July, and of course I was not going shooting, as Ryan knew well enough. No, I said, but I want to see what those Englishmen are doing.

Wouldnt they be able to tell you all about that in Clonrue? said Ryan. And I saw then that for some reason Ryan did not want to go to Lisronagh.

I want to see for myself, I said.

Begob theres not much to see, said Ryan.

I wondered why he wished to avoid Lisronagh, but did not know how to find out.

Whats going on there? I asked.

Begob, I dont know, Ryan answered.

I hear the people of Clonrue have all left it, I said.

Begob, they have, answered Ryan.

Werent they giving up a good job? I asked.

Theres jobs, said Ryan, that a man might not do if he were starving.

What kind of jobs? I asked. And Ryan thought for a while.

Any job with a curse over it, he said.

I heard Mrs Marlin was cursing it, I said straight out; perhaps too straight for Ryans tastes.

Maybe, he said.

Shall we go and see? said I.

Maybe the old horse couldnt get so far and back, he replied.

Didnt he often do it before? I asked him.

Aye, said Ryan, but he was younger then.

Not much, I said.

And the oftener he did it, said Ryan, the more it wore him out.

Lets go and ask the doctor about it, I said.

Begob, we will, said Ryan.

There were mysteries that the doctor did not know, but probably none within fifteen miles of Clonrue; and I had no doubt I should get from him what it was that was frightening Ryan.

But the doctor was not in, and was not expected back for another hour, so we drove on for Lisronagh, Ryan driving slower and slower. We were not gone from Clonrue when I noticed people watching us from the doorways, and children putting their heads up over low walls, to see what it was that took the road to Lisronagh. At the end of the village we met a group of men standing in the road talking. I knew one or two, and they all seemed to know me. They greeted me, and I them. And then one said: Is it to Lisronagh youre going, sir?

It is, I replied.

And at that they muttered and looked at each other.

Its a fine great bog, I said.

Indeed it is, said one of them.

And Im wanting to see it again, I continued.

This produced scarcely any answer at all, and Ryan was gazing ahead of us down the road as though he heard nothing. A direct question would have brought me no information.

Would you care for a drive down to the bog? I said to one of them that I knew.

Begob, sir, said he, Id like it. Only I have my old mother to look after. Shes a long way past sixty now, and if I were away all that time, shed wonder what had become of me. Begob, shed be that anxious, she might die of it.

I asked another. Sure Ive my work to do in Clonrue, he said.

All this while an old woman that I hardly noticed at first was coming towards us down the street. Now she arrived beside us and lifted up her voice.

Ah, Master Char-les, she said, dont go to Lisronagh. Im an old woman now, but I never had anything to do with wise sayings, or any of them things at all. But theres things going on of a nightfall at Lisronagh that its best for the likes of us to keep away from, and best for you, Master Char-les.

What things? said I. And the men were all standing silent, as they heard the topic that they were avoiding thus blurted out.

Mrs Marlin, she said.

Is she putting a curse on the place? I asked.

Begob, she is, said the old woman; and worse. For she goes up into the bog and calls on those at night, that it is not for us to name.

That wont hurt me, I said.

Begob, theyll hear her, she answered. Dont go near it. For one night theyll come.

Well, thank you for warning me, I said.

Begob, its a good warning, she said, and looked at me; and then went slowly away.

There was a strained silence among the men, and Ryan seemed to have heard nothing at all.

Then to Lisronagh, I said to Ryan.

He gave a slow flick with his whip and the horse moved off at a walk. One man chewed a straw, another searched his pocket for a bit of tobacco to put in his clay pipe, a third turned to find a more comfortable spot in the wall against which he was leaning; none of them spoke; and Ryan and I and the horse went on alone, and saw no one in the road as we went, nor did anyone in Clonrue seem even to look towards Lisronagh.

What I saw and heard in Clonrue, and far more what I felt, filled me with sudden hope. For months I had said to myself: What can Mrs Marlin do? But here was something she had done. There was a fear in Clonrue, and the fear was her doing. Might it not in time extend to the other workmen? Foolish hopes like this in the end add weight to our troubles, and the very first sight I had of them at work as Ryan reluctantly drove down the old bohereen, now a wide road with hard surface, scattered my hope at once, and left me all the forlorner for having clung to it. It was not only the awful progress the work had made, but the whole attitude of the workers, that seemed to show me something solid and real, beside which Mrs Marlins curses were mere shadows.

Will you be long, sir? said Ryan as I stepped down from the trap. And I saw that he feared to wait there long in the evening, lest Mrs Marlin should soon come out and utter her curses, and lest one of them should reach him from where she walked on the heather.

I went down to the factory they were building beside the stream, and went up to the foreman.

Im Mr Peridore, I told him. How is the work getting on?

Glad to see you, sir, he replied. Getting on nicely.

It was indeed, and the wheel in the stream was already in position.

Youll make a big change in the bog, I suppose, said I.

You wouldnt know it in a year, sir, he said.

Some look of sadness I could not conceal in my face he must have noticed, and added: Well, sir, its no use as it is, is it?

No, I said.

I had not the heart to say more, and we should have been standing in silence, but that he suddenly said: Shell be coming out soon now.

Who? I asked.

The old woman, he told me.

What does she do? I asked him.

Only a bit o cursing, sir, he said.

Does it worry the men at all? said I.

Not a bit, sir, he said. Shes only enjoying herself. They know she means no harm by it.

No harm by it!

But the Clonrue men, I said, I heard theyd left.

Oh, them, he said. They felt a bit funny about it, and we let em go. They werent much good.

They tell me no one comes here now from Clonrue, I said.

No, sir, he said. Theyve a funny way of looking at things, those people. But we dont want em.

And then the door of Mrs Marlins cottage opened and I saw her dark figure come out, and walk through all the shabbiness and untidiness that now littered those lands; and so she came to the high edge of the bog and climbed fiercely up and stood on the heather; and there she raised her arms slowly, with fingers clutching, and stared at the men and the factory, and one saw her against the sky as Laura had said. Then she turned her back to the factory and gazed away over the bog, and seemed to be speaking with people far away; but, if she was, she was only muttering to them, for one heard no sound of her voice. Then she turned round again and began to curse the factory, first in English, then in Irish, and then in what seemed to me some older language, all the while with arms stretched upward threatening the men.

Bloody old kipper, said the foreman.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

I HURRIED back to the road of the lost bohereen, for I was anxious about Ryan, not knowing what he would do when the witch appeared; and I found him with the trap turned away from Lisronagh and the reins gathered up in his hand, looking back at the bog with quick glances over his shoulder. The old horse, that seemed so tired coming, trotted fast away from Lisronagh; and half-way to Clonrue, whenever I looked backward I could still see that dark figure prowling above the huts: Ryan too saw her often, although she was the last thing that he wished to see, but he could not help glancing. The Irish evening that I knew so well fell softly round us, making Ryan shiver; but I drew strange hopes from its colour and shadows and gloaming. Not till we reached Clonrue was Ryan himself again.

There we found Dr Rory returned, and I went in to ask him for a cup of tea.

Whats going to happen at Lisronagh? I asked him over the tea.

Dr Rory was silent, as though trying to remember something. And then he said: Its no use telling you that I know. Ive been studying scientific things all these years, and its no use pretending that Im in touch with whats going on, as I was once. Its very seldom that the same man knows much of science, and about the things that were known before ever science came. I knew one man once that knew the two things, but it gave a queer twist to his brain, and in the end he had to be certified. If theres things out there on the bog that arent in the books you must ask someone that hasnt puzzled his wits by reading, for theres more things in books than any man could possibly believe or understand. Its like trying to drink Niagara. And Ive come in the last few years to think that I understand nothing. So you mustnt ask me.

And yet I saw that there was something in Dr Rorys mind that he would not tell me, because it was contrary to all his studies, and to deny them would be to deny his whole profession and the good work he had done in Clonrue for years.

Can Mrs Marlin save the bog? I blurted out to him.

Ah, what do I know? said Dr Rory. What do I know?

You know a great deal, I said.

I know nothing, he answered.

It is strange to reflect, looking back at it through the years, that the shadow that brooded over the far end of Clonrue, the feeling that prevented them going a yard along the road to Lisronagh, was the one hope that brightened those days for me. If Mrs Marlin was all they feared, she could save the bog. That at least was the feeling I had in the twilight, driving away from Clonrue, but I do not think that it lasted long; and Reason, on the side of the doctors learned books, said: She can do nothing.

Those were anxious days, and I think that those who have somewhere amongst their heart-strings a deep love for any soil will understand how it was with me when I saw the willowy lands round the Marlins cottage already lost to sight under huts and machinery, and all their enchantment gone, and the menace that threatened the bog looming nearer and nearer. They will understand me because we have all of us one thing in common with oak-trees, the need of some soil to love, and though we are able to travel far away from it, and to spend years in cities, yet it is not so with our hearts; they send down tendrils deep into that soil, and pine when they are transplanted.

I went again to Lisronagh, riding the hunter, so as not to bring Ryan back there against his will. Again in Clonrue I found that curious turning away of everyone from the direction of Lisronagh, and found there from a few words with some of the men, rather from what they indicated than from what they actually said, that not only were they afraid of Mrs Marlin herself, but they had a fear of meeting the men that were at work on the factory, or of associating with them; not because there was any boycott, but because they feared there was something that might befall these men, and feared to be entangled in it themselves. What could Mrs Marlins curses do? I asked. What could curses in general do? And always I was met with the same answer: Sure, I dont know. Or some variant of the same answer, with which these men guarded a secret. I dare say in London, if one asked a bank clerk how much money his bank possessed, one would meet there similar evasions.

As I rode on from Clonrue I found again the empty road and no one in the fields, no one between the village and Lisronagh, till I saw the men of the syndicate.

I found the foreman again and asked him more precisely what was going to be done to the bog. He gave my horse to one of the men to hold and walked with me along the face of the peat, where the bog rose sheer from the fields about Mrs Marlins, and showed me where the darker stratum ran, below the layers of brown and saffron and ochre, and told me how they were going to quarry this out, and then cut shafts through the bog in every direction, so as to work as many surfaces as possible; for they only wanted the blackest layer that lay below the rest and had been already compressed by the bog above for tens and scores of centuries. Then they were going to compress it more by machinery.

Against this scheme the heather for miles and miles, at the height of its beauty and multiplied by the pools, seemed to cry out, but  alas  only to fancy, unless that beauty had so inspired Mrs Marlin that it had some share in her voice now ringing wild through the evening, for it was the hour at which she paced the edge of the bog and cursed the Peat Development (Ireland) Syndicate. For a while I was a little ashamed of the trouble the foreman was taking and the consideration that he was showing me; then I looked away over the lovely heather, and my heart went out to Mrs Marlins curses.

Passing the factory on the way back he would have told me how they were going to compress the peat, as he called what we call turf, but I only cared to hear how they would harm the bog, and asked him how far they were going to quarry into the bank. Several feet, he said. Yards, when we get a specially good layer.

But how will you stop the bank falling in? I asked. Shore it up with timber, he said. Quite easy.

The whole way along? I asked him.

Yes, he said, theres plenty of trees.

So all those willows were going too, and probably those little groups of pines that marked the place of cottages far away, where they were gathered round those small and lonely dwellings to help them in the defence of man against wild and windy spaces of untamed heather.

And then were going to cut a lot of lanes through the bog, sir, he said; and work both sides of them. We get that black layer at about seventeen feet.

It is that that would tear the soul out of the bog, as my strange friend had said, and the guts of it. And in my despair I asked him when they would start on that.

We should get going with half a dozen of the big lane-ways before Christmas, he said. And, as though this were not enough, he added: And we should push them across the bog in little over a year.

It was then that my Irish heart sorrowfully regretted what my English education had taught me, to interfere with my friend who would have killed these men. But that was done now, and, having no more to say to the foreman, I got on my horse again and rode sadly away.

To whom could I go? Not to the man that had promised to help me. It would have been better to have left him to go his way when he first made the suggestion. It would be murder to go to him now. Not the doctor, for he had insisted he did not know. There was only Laura.

So to Cloghnacurrer I rode over next day, and had tea with Mrs Lanley, and told Laura the bog was done for. We were walking, as I told her, in the heavy scent of limes, and the sunlight was oozing down through the myriad leaves, and a chorus of bees was glorying in the blossoms, and my doleful news seemed all the sadder against the splendour of summer. But Laura would not agree that the case was hopeless with the land that I so much loved.

There is Mrs Marlin, she said.

She can do nothing, I answered sadly.

But she promised to, said Laura.

To whom? I asked.

Those people, said Laura.

It was true. I had told her of Mrs Marlins compact with whatever she fancied drifted over the bog.

She can do nothing, I repeated, clinging to my melancholy as though there were anything good in it.

Lets ask her, said Laura.

And so we arranged to drive over and see Mrs Marlin one day that week, and a new hope rose in me from Lauras belief in the powers of the Wise Woman.

The day came and Laura called for me in the afternoon, driving a dog-cart, as we used to call them, with a groom seated behind. That I was strangely exhilarated I remember still, even if I can no longer recall the actual feelings with which happiness came to one then. But the brilliant lights and the black shadows of youth cannot really be seen from the twilight. I was happy to be with Laura, happy too in the brilliance of that sunshine of early August, on one of the last of the fine days of what was so far a glorious summer, and I was stimulated by the hope of help from Mrs Marlin, renewed by Lauras encouragement, though I had a feeling that it was the last of my hopes, like the last plan of an invaded people when defeat seems tainting the air.

Well see the doctor too, said Laura. He seems to know something, from what you said.

He wont say anything, I told her.

Never mind, said Laura.

So we called on Dr Rory, and found him in. And I think he nearly said to Laura what he would not say to me, when she asked him what there was that could save the bog. But all that he said in the end was: If theres anything in all Ive been learning for fifteen years, the old womans mad; and if there are any powers roaming the bog that she has the knack of calling on, why then all I know is as no more than one pebble by the everlasting sea.

Ah well, Im afraid shes mad, Charlie, said Laura.

And a small pebble at that, added the doctor. And I wouldnt say she was mad.

We drove on, and the men that were standing about in Clonrue, though they took their caps off to Laura, said nothing, and watched us in a curious way when they saw the direction we took. And no more men or women did we see, till we came in sight of the men at work on the factory, moving amongst huge wheels and bars that had lately arrived, and that looked like the skeleton of some monstrous things that had no concern at all with the animal kingdom. I think the sight troubled Laura, but she said nothing, and, leaving the trap with the groom, we went straight to Mrs Marlins cottage. For all the dreadful change that was around us, the dim long room, with a window at each end and the great fireplace, remained the same as it ever was, as though I might yet shoot geese on the bog again. And there was Mrs Marlin sitting before her fire, which she probably burned all through summer to keep out the damp from the bog.

Ive brought Miss Lanley to see you, I said.

And she welcomed Laura and gave her a chair.

And at last I could speak straight out, with no concealments or subterfuges, for Mrs Marlin loved the bog with a fiercer love than I did, and the trouble that had burdened my mind so long was a matter to speak of openly.

Theyre spoiling the bog, Mrs Marlin, I said.

And a fierce look entered her eyes, and it was a wild look too, and perhaps a little crafty.

They wish to, she said.

Will they do it? I asked her.

Its against the will of the bog and the north wind and the storm, she answered.

Still I had learned no word of the fate of that glory of heather, and Laura sat saying nothing.

Will you keep your compact, I asked, with those of whom you told me?

Then she shot up from her chair with flashing eyes, standing tall and straight as the queens of whom Marlin dreamed. Will I keep my compact? she said. I swore it by turf and heather, as they swore by blossom and twilight. Will I keep my compact with those that helped my son, rowing him over the sea with eight oars, and all of them queens? Did they keep their oath by blossom and twilight? And is Irish heather and Irish turf any less than the holy things of the Land of the Young? Will I keep my compact with them? Aye, while Ireland lasts. And what would I say on nights when theyre drifting over the bog, and what would I say to Tommy, if I could not swear an oath to the queens of the west and abide by the oath that I swore?

Still Laura said nothing.

Yes, I know that youll keep to your oath, I said.

Do they swear oaths and break them in Tir-nan-Og? said she.

Still Mrs Marlin was standing tall before me.

No, I answered.

Then not in Ireland, she said.

Gradually she calmed, and sat down again, and I had not really learned anything.

They are going to begin cutting right through the bog before Christmas, I said.

But she smiled and shook her head, and went on shaking it, still with the smile on her face.

Mrs Marlin, I said, I love the bog as you do.

Its the heart of Ireland, she answered.

When will you save it? I asked her.

And she was angry no longer, and said, as though she were trusting me with her plans: I must wait for my allies, and only ones here.

And Laura helped me then.

Have you great allies? she asked.

The giants of the earth, Mrs Marlin answered. The bog and the north wind and the storm.

What will you do? I asked.

I wait for those that are not yet come, she said.

She meant of course the north wind and the storm, but I saw that I had questioned her too directly, and that she would say no more. And so I rose, with my vague hope, and we left her.

I remember, as we drove back, a stupendous sunset; vast armies with banners, and monsters, rode by under wonderful mountains. And rain fell all that night, and all the next day; and for most of the night after that it was still raining.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

WE had a cricket-ground at High Gaut, and a local team that throve when my father was young, and that throve again during my youth, and teams used to come over and play us from Gurraghoo and still further; but I remember we had no more cricket that summer. It rained a great deal in August, and then in September it settled down to rain for nearly the whole month. I hoped that it would hinder the work of the syndicate, but the work went remorselessly on. When it was near the time for me to return to Eton and the factory was nearly finished, I decided what for long had been daily perplexing me, which was that away from home I could not hope, and that without hope the anxiety I felt for the bog would be a greater burden than I could bear. In those long, glimmering evenings, with the soft wind blessing the grass, with huge clouds rolling inland like gods on the south-west wind, in the gentle light just before stars, among moths, with the owls hooting, and a curlew far away calling clear from the sky, I could hope that some help would come from the power of Mrs Marlin. At Eton I knew that I could not. So I wrote to my guardian and begged him to take me away. I received a charming letter in reply: I have come to a time of life, it read, when my own pleasures are nothing to me, and if anything I can do can increase the happiness of others, I am only too glad to do it. I am writing to the authorities at Eton and will see what can be done.

So I was free to stay and watch the fate that was coming upon the bog, and at times to hope that Mrs Marlin might save it; a hope I could never have hoped away from Ireland, out of sight of that strange apprehension she had already brought on Clonrue, and the loneliness she had made between Clonrue and Lisronagh. And all the while it rained. It rained through September, which was our worst month for wet; and during October we had as many days wet as fine.

At High Gaut they had given up all hope for the bog. Murphy tried to comfort me by telling me that there were plenty of snipe nearer than Lisronagh; which was true, but no consolation, with my heart-strings all entwined, as they were, with the heather. Ryan, although he had fear enough of the curses of Mrs Marlin, never thought there was any chance of them frightening those workmen away, for he looked on the Englishmen as people that could not understand the ancient lore of witchcraft, and so to be no more moved by it than they could be alarmed by threats in a foreign language. Brophy, with the place to run for me, rather welcomed the idea of rent from the desecration. And young Finn, and Mary, the housemaid, and many another, said: Its the will of God.

And not only did Mrs Marlins curse deter no more men from working, once the Clonrue men had left, but more men came over from England during September, and throughout that month they were working on the dark lower layer of peat all along the face of the bank. So far in did they cut, that by the time October came they could get shelter as they worked from the almost perpetual rainfall.

Sometimes I went over to see, but found little encouragement for my fading hopes in Lisronagh. Only in Clonrue was I heartened. There, unmistakably, had some power gone forth. Men were idle in the street who might have worked for the syndicate. If I spoke to them of Lisronagh, their answers avoided my questions, and they turned away from the subject as soon as they could. Some were silent altogether, and I saw none even looking in the direction Lisronagh lay. There nobody could have thought my flickering hopes about Mrs Marlin fantastic: the lonely road to Lisronagh spoke of her power, the backs of the young men turned to it, and their silence, and the expression one sometimes caught on the faces of women, vanishing just as one looked at it. If the syndicate had relied on Clonrue for provisions, or any other assistance, the curse of Mrs Marlin would have prevailed. And yet it was to others than the men of Clonrue that Mrs Marlin looked, and to others than mortal men. For one day in November; about the time that the earliest geese would have come, though they came to the bog no more; and the leaf was gone from the trees and the winds of winter were rising; Mrs Marlin went up to the top of the edge of the bog, as she did every evening. I saw her go, for I had heard that the machinery was all installed in the factory and had now started working. This, I felt, was the end; so I had driven with Ryan to Clonrue and walked on by myself, to see the last of Lisronagh. It was raining as usual, but I had a good waterproof. On my way from what was once the bohereen, across the level land that seemed once to me almost enchanted, I heard, above the clatter of machinery, the voice of the foreman calling to one of the men. There she goes, he was saying.

And I looked and saw the dark woman climbing the bank, and getting her foothold from the ledges honest turf-cutters left, who would not have harmed the bog in a hundred years.

Does it always rain like this here, sir? he said as he came towards me.

I was hard tempted to say: Yes, all the year round. And it was not, I fear, resistance of the temptation that prevented me saying it, but only the knowledge that he had no say in whether they stayed or left, but only some man far away, sitting dry in some office.

I had come to say farewell to the bog. Seeing Mrs Marlin there, I wondered if there were any one last chance.

Has she been giving you any trouble? I said.

Not a bit, sir, he answered, crushing my hopes, as a man on a quiet walk crushes insects he never sees. Its only her way.

The men dont mind her? I said, though I knew the hope was vain.

Not a bit of it, sir, said he. Shes just a bit touched in her head, thats all. A thing that might happen to anyone. They know that, and they just get on with their work. And look at her now, sir. Do you know what shes doing?

And I looked at her gaunt dark figure, where he pointed, high on the edge of the bog. She had stopped in her stride and was stooping.

Digging bits of peat into the stream, he continued, to stop the water from coming down to us. Thats the kind of thing she does. Been doing it now for three days.

And, sure enough, she was making a little dam across the sluggish stream where it left the bog; and I despaired when I saw it, for it seemed the maddest thing she had done yet.

Ill go and ask her to stop, I said.

It dont matter to us, sir, said he.

But still I left him and went over to Mrs Marlin, for I felt she was bringing the bog and its people into contempt by the childish thing she was doing.

How are you, Mrs Marlin? I said.

She looked at me and then went on with her digging: Im well, thank you, sir, she said, and tumbled another lump into the water that was lying deep against the dam she had made. And I hope your honour is well.

Whats the use of that, Mrs Marlin? I said, pointing to the mess she was making.

And whats the use, sir, said she, of the work theyre making the water do down there?

Little enough, I admitted.

Then let it stay here, said she.

Here? I repeated.

Aye, and theres work for it, she said.

But, Mrs Marlin, said I, it will all be gone down by tomorrow.

Tomorrow, she said, and with emphasis so strange that I wondered. It was as though tomorrow were far far away, or as though the world would be all quite different tomorrow. And she never denied what I said, but went on digging the turf down into the stream. The rain was pouring down her face as she worked, and her old black dress gave her no protection whatever.

But you are getting very wet, I said to the old woman.

She turned to answer me, then suddenly looked away as though she had heard the sound of some other voice, and straightened herself up tall, and stood and listened. Then she smiled with a glad look. And seeing her thus, with that look, in the wild heather, strange fancies came over me. I thought of a queen carried off after some lost battle, a captive, afar, for years, hearing all of a sudden the horns of her own people. So she stood silent, filled with a strange joy.

It is the north wind, she said.

And, sure enough, a damp tendril of hair waved from her head southwards. Those were the last words she ever spoke directly to myself, for, though I heard her say much more, she spoke after that neither to me nor to any man, but to spirits and presences of which she was aware, powers of whom I knew nothing.

Come, she said, but not to me. Come as of old. Then she walked through the heather northwards, with the rising wind in her face, holding out her arms towards it. As of old, she said, with all the strength of the north and the might and splendour of winter. Darling wind, I know you.

And certainly the wind was rising now, coming full from the north, and the locks of her hair were straying. I had come with her, though she had spoken to me no more. And old storms, she said, come too. And she stretched out her arms and drew them back towards herself with clutching claw-like fingers, as though beckoning to something wild and fierce as her mood. For my part no such beckoning would ever have brought me, but I could imagine wild and savage things being lured by it. What she wanted with more storms I could not think, for the rain was heavy enough and the wind rising. And the rising wind brought more clouds, and put a slant on the rain that seemed to make it more penetrating. I luckily had my waterproof, but it must have gone right to Mrs Marlins skin. The rain was colder too with that bitter north wind driving it, and the wintry day was already closing in. But Mrs Marlins arms were out as though she hugged the rain, and she was uttering strange endearments to it. I would sooner have kept myself warm, but you cannot see an old woman die of exposure, so I took my waterproof off and offered it to her. I had never known Mrs Marlin impolite to me, or other than courteous; she merely did not hear me, or see me any more. For the first time I felt ill at ease in her company, for never in her cottage was she without the airs of the perfect hostess that sets all her guests at ease; but now that awkward feeling had overtaken me of being one of a gathering of those that were greater than I, and of being forgotten amongst them. And if it were only a fancy it yet held me strongly, and remained with me all that night, the last thing I had thought to have felt while with that courteous old lady. When she would not take the waterproof I threw it over her, and for a while it hung from her shoulders; but she was striding away to the north and still stretching her arms out, and the waterproof did not stay long; and when it had fallen off four or five times I saw it was useless and wore it again myself. All the while she was crooning to that horrible rain, and speaking to that fierce wind as though she were its equal. We came nearer to those pools by which Marlin passed when he went to Tir-nan-Og, those moss-bound lakes to which he always gazed, for they lay rather north-west of the point from which he had started; and I saw as the sun set on that splendour of water how much their mass had increased. For they were the sumach, of which Marlin used to tell me, the great store of the bogs water that kept all the mosses alive and their roots happy, and sustained and nurtured all that loved the bog, and made the steps of man unsure when he came, and made him come then as a stranger. And these waters always increased, for only one small stream left the bog; but the rain of the last three months had been unparalleled. At sunset a gust rose up that was worse than all the others; you could hear it coming over the tops of the heather; and when it reached us you could lean against it; and the cold as the sun went down increased immediately.

You must come home, Mrs Marlin, I said, and took hold of one of her arms.

But she did not hear me or seem to feel my grip.

You are come, you are come, great wanderer, she said. Your old self. From the ancient ice of the mountains. And she waved wildly northwards the arm that I was not holding.

Then she looked up to the clouds, that were lower and darker and hurrying. You too, good shapes, she said, kings of the sky, proud riders. You too. And welcome.

You must come home, I said, tightening my grip on her arm.

Perhaps she heard me; perhaps she even spoke to me; but she did not look at me as she spoke.

Hist. They are come, she said.

For the rest of that night, while the storm was continually increasing, she made her plans with those, whoever they were, that seemed to be all about her. And her plans were curses.

Gather against them, she shouted, waving her arms aloft, even with the weight of my arm upon one of them, a weight she seemed not to feel. Gather against them, old wind, and powers of storm.

Then suddenly she kneeled on the soaked roots of the rushes, and spread out her hands downwards, shaking off my hold with the suddenness with which she turned thus to earth, and began to speak to the bog. O ancient one, she said, o beautiful everlasting, rise now out of sleep.

The rain was now lashing the pools and dripping from everything solid, and night was fast rushing down with it. Once I saw a star, and knew from that that the night was really come, and not only the darkness of the violent rain. The star was hastily curtained away by a cloud, and I saw no more that night. Then nothing but rain and darkness and the triumphant wail of the wind, as though some victorious power mourned over its enemies.

Lovingly she spoke to the bog, bending down to it over the mosses, crooning to it and softly beseeching it, but what she said to it I do not know, for she was talking now that language that seemed older than Irish, which I had once heard her use before, and which certainly was no language that men speak now. Kneeling there I thought I could put my waterproof over her, and tried to do so, but the wind took it out of my hand and into the night and I never saw it again. And she spoke still to the bog, caring neither for rain nor me. Alarathon ahialee tharnee ekbathaton, are some words I remember yet, though what they meant I never knew, or in what language they were.

As the storm roared on, the night grew colder and colder, as though worse and worse weather were coming with every gust from the north. By midnight the cold was frightful. I could not leave Mrs Marlin, and I was unable to drag her away. My voice may have been easily drowned by all that was raging there, but it was strange that she did not feel my hand on her arm, nor pay any heed when I tried to lift her from where she knelt, with her hands spread out to the rushes, as though she were indeed among some august assembly where neither she nor they noticed anything human. And every bitter gust that beat my wet clothes against me and set more cold water running all down my skin, she welcomed joyfully and with outstretched hands. Was she immortal, I wildly thought for a moment, that she still lived on, when by midnight I was wondering if even I, young as I was, would be able to last till morning. At midnight I thought the storm had reached its height, merely because I could not believe that it could be worse. The wind was no longer roaring, but the gusts were banging like guns. Suddenly it seemed to be blowing in every direction at once, and the rain was much heavier. In reality the wind was going round to the west, and thence whatever storms on that night roamed the Atlantic came inland with all their rain. I heard her voice calling out wild welcomes to them, and knew she was still alive, though I could not distinguish words of even what language she spoke in. And then the great lights appeared, the lights I had often read of but never seen, the will-o-the-wisps over the deeps of the bog; and, strange as they looked out there on that desperate night, it was stranger to hear her crooning to them, welcoming them one by one, so far as I was able to make out from the tones of words that I could not hear. I was now too cold to drag at her arm any more, and no longer wondered that she could not feel my grip, for I no longer felt it myself, either her arm or the ends of my own fingers. And the huge gusts boomed on, and she was nodding and nodding her head to the lights that came with the west wind, and, I think, speaking to them. She seemed to have ceased from her wild appeals to the storm, and her wild welcomes, and seemed as though satisfied with something that she had done, and to be proudly announcing her deed to those to whom she had owed it. But I could only see her profile and her triumphantly nodding head; it was only by these nods, now, that I could tell that the black heap crouched on the rushes beside me was still alive.

The night raged on, and, instead of being crushed by the cold of it, she seemed to draw an energy from its fury which kept her pulses beating.

It seemed the longest night I ever knew. I was looking the way she was looking, which was to the west, crouching and leaning forward against the storm and the slanting sheets of the rain. And at last I saw the western clouds lighten, and knew that the dawn had come raging up behind me. I turned slowly round with limbs that could only move slowly, and barely keeping my balance against the might of the wind, and saw furious splendours of flame and gold wide in the eastern sky. Mrs Marlin was still crouched there and still seemed to be speaking, as though no more content to abate her curses than the wind to cease from its raging. But, later, she and the wind seemed to end their fury together, for she staggered up from her knees and a great calm fell; and, after the last of the clouds had scurried past, the sky was all a glittering Cambridge-blue.

Then at last Mrs Marlin came with me, but a strange silence was over her; and, though she was walking now, she had the air of resting, while when she was standing or kneeling still for hours she had the air of such an outburst of might as could well have been the stored energies of years. Only her eyes were glittering, as though with a proud memory. She could barely walk, and perhaps she could not speak, and it was with difficulty I got her at last to the edge of the bog, and lifted her down from ledge to ledge of the peat-bank.

Little remains to tell of that day that, of all the days I have lived, remains most clear in my memory. The calm of that day was enormous. Not a breeze moved, not a leaf swayed on the willows, and when Mrs Marlins fire was alight again, the smoke went up and up as straight as a pine, till it was lost in the sparkling blue of the windless sky that at last was done with rain. After leaving Mrs Marlin at her house, the foreman brought me to one of the huts, and gave me a change of clothing. The huts had survived the storm, and so had the factory, but anything that had been left lying about, even light planks, had been blown away like straws. Never knew such a night, said the foreman.

Dr Rory, after the storm, was out looking for broken limbs, and was prowling round the country like a wolf after a battle. As soon as I saw him coming towards the huts I was able to tell him that no one there had been hurt, and asked him to go and look at Mrs Marlin, for she had not spoken since dawn and I did not know what the exposure of that night might have done to her. Dr Rory went, and I finished a cup of tea that I ill deserved, considering how I hated the whole scheme for which those men were working. But after that wonderful cup I decided to bear the destruction of those wild lands that I loved, with a better grace. Then I went back to Mrs Marlins house. There I found that she had not put on dry clothes as I had, but had gone to bed. A thing natural enough and yet it alarmed me at once, for hardy and resolute people like Mrs Marlin seldom go to bed by day except to die. And a look at the doctors face did not reassure me.

Is she bad? I asked in a low voice that she seemed not to hear, nor did she seem to see me.

Wasnt she out all night on the bog? asked the doctor.

Yes, I said. I could not get her to come back.

And the doctor said no more.

He was sitting by her bed, and her eyes were open, but seemed full of things far from us and without interest. She was lying there and the doctor sitting beside her, and I standing as still and silent as either; I do not know how much time went by us while none of the three spoke. I seem to remember the sound of the crash of the strides of Time, but it was only her old noisy clock beating out seconds. And then, I remember, she spoke.

The bogs coming, she said.

Yes, yes, said the doctor soothingly.

The bogs coming, Mrs Marlin said again.

Yes, yes, said the doctor.

And suddenly her voice was young and clear again, as it might have been years ago, out courting with Marlins father.

The bog is coming, she said.

And a very strange thought indeed came to me then. What, I thought, if it were true! What if that waste of moss and rushes and water were really on the march? What if the old woman spoke sense, and the bog were really coming? For so strange was everything that the Marlins had said, that it was hard to know what might be true. And with this strange thought in my mind I went out of the cottage. Tommy, I heard her say most clearly just as I left.

I was in time to see the bank they had undercut arching itself into ridges. I had seen the waves in the strata along the banks, made by old tremors; but those were only ripples. It arched itself into low hills now, and they suddenly came towards us. The whole bog was moving. With the weight of years of rain and those last three months it was coming on over the lower lands, and rising higher and higher as it came. For as far as I could see, left or right, it was rippling and waving. I stood and gazed at it, and then ran into the cottage.

Shes right, I shouted.

Shes dead, said the doctor.

Weve got two minutes to save our own lives, I said.

Then he understood me. And the roar that the thing made helped him. For it had begun to roar like a tide. We both ran out through the door, and I saw that my two minutes were very much over-estimated, for we had barely one. I had stayed too long looking at it the first time. Dr Rory gave it one look, then ran to the workmen, who had come out of their huts and were standing gazing at it.

Its true, the doctor shouted. It can do that.

For he knew the ways of the bog as well as any man, and he knew that a bog can move, though hed never seen it. And he got the men moving, and stopped all he saw that were running back to their huts to get some possession or other before they left.

What about Mrs Marlin? I called to him. But he was busy saving the men, who had been slow to believe that what they saw was real, and paid little attention to me. The bog must bury its own witches, he said.

The roaring was louder than a tide; it was like a waterfall. The bog came grinding on, turning over and over, while Dr Rory just got the men away in time. It covered the level land, it covered the houses, it rolled the wheel that they had put in the stream to work their machinery for nearly a mile, and still the bog roared on with the weight of all that mass of water behind it, and all the new road that had been a bohereen lay eight foot under the bog when at last it rested. And that was the end of the Peat Development (Ireland) Syndicate.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

I HAVE lived fifty years since the bog moved over Lisronagh, leaving only the top of a meaningless ornamentation that they had built on the front of their factory, as a memorial of the syndicate that had worked there once for a while. Birds perched on it: it stood there for years, and is probably whitening there yet. And in those years I have seen many strange things, as who has not in that period that has held mans greatest wonders and four and a quarter years of his greatest violence? As for the wireless, I am wondering at it yet, and do not think I shall ever cease to do so. I have a set here in this room, and on evenings when Monsieur Alphonse does not drop in, and I am alone, I listen to men speaking in Rome, Toulouse and Madrid, and get to know the announcers by their various intonations and sometimes even by their breathing. Yet, looking back on all the things I have known, many of which, I feel sure, would in other hands be good material for stories, I see only three things that, if I could sketch, I could sit and draw today in detail just as exact as any artist with his model before him. And the first of these three things is Laura standing in her rock-garden; and the second is the four men kneeling before me, covering me with their pistols, while I held up the crystal cross; and the third is the dark outline of Mrs Marlin kneeling in the dark night and stretching out her hands to the bog and beseeching it, but proudly, as though she and it and the north wind and the storm were four equal powers. If I wrote any more of my life I should have to exert a tired memory, and consult old letters, or fragments of diaries that seldom went further than January; I should have to turn the bright-lit pages of youth for pages that grow slowly dimmer and darker.

I never married Laura. We were engaged for several years. But Laura, who is a Protestant, would not give up what after all is only a heresy. She was never asked to give it up for herself, but only for possible children. God help me, and all the blessed Saints help me, I believed that in spite of all Laura would go to Heaven. And, God help me, I believe it yet.

I only once spoke, to Laura of such things myself. Do you want to go to Heaven? I asked her.

I do, said Laura.

Will you get there, Laura? I said.

I will, said Laura.

What do you think it will be like? I said.

Galloping down wind for ever, she said.

I could never make Laura serious.

I lived on for many years at High Gaut, and saw many other lands, in wanderings that form no part of this story. Times changed and moss increased upon steps and gateways, and ate its way into woodwork, and a weed began to cover the paths that workmen once kept tidy. At first I did not notice it; and then one day I saw a small white blossom flowering like a mist down the whole length of a path. It was my uncle that brought the weed. And I cannot write of him for a curious reason. The reason is, he belongs to another writer. He was the good old man of Stageland, by Jerome K. Jerome. When the good old man is a trustee for anyone, he can battle against adversity much longer. While that trust money lasts... he fights on boldly. It is not until he has spent the last penny of it that he gives way.

Jerome K. Jerome wrote that, not I; and the man is his property for ever, and I cannot write of my guardian and trustee, though he actually existed. Perhaps there was a touch of Pecksniff in him too, but I have no right to tell of Pecksniff either, for he belongs to Dickens. So let him rest.

The weed had grown very thick by the early nineteen-twenties; and then one day, to my great astonishment, I was invited to be the Minister of the Irish Free State to the country in whose capital I am now sitting over these memories. I had taken no part in politics, and done nothing of any kind to merit the offer. And the reason for it, that I was told soon afterwards, was as strange as the offer itself: I had been recommended for the post by a very prominent member of the Council of the League of Nations. Who the President of the Council was I did not know, nor the name of a single member, so rural was my life at High Gaut, and so out of touch was I there with those who were hoping to order and straighten out the worlds destinies. I accepted at once. And so I sit waiting here for the conference that is to take place one day with the Minister for Extraneous Matters; which Monsieur Alphonse often assures me will be whenever the occasion is ripe. We are to discuss certain action on the part of this State, whether diplomatic or otherwise, with a view to bringing pressure against the continuance of partition in Ireland. They are certainly dilatory, for it is years since the Government first promised the conference; but then they are a dilatory people, and the ministers are often much occupied with the States internal affairs. And I dont see what could come of it even if we did have a conference, for it is an inland power with no navy, and it is hard to see how they could give expression to their wishes in the matter. But those are my instructions.

My salary, and these fine rooms that I have free, enable me to devote whatever of my income escaped from my uncle to what has always been my hobby or my extravagance, call it what you will, which is giving employment to those families about High Gaut which have looked for it so long to my family, that when we stop I do not know where they will find it. Sc the place is still kept up by Brophy, who has scarcely altered, except that his long brown beard is now pure white, like the beard of young Finn, who died years ago. And Murphy died too, and Ryan, and Dr Rory. I think its time I was going.

On my way out here I stopped an hour at Geneva. As the train drew in I looked out over the station full of people with alien faces, their very attitudes strange to me. A gust of loneliness seemed to sweep over the platform. Suddenly the station-master took off his hat, and I saw a man approaching in frock-coat, tall hat and stiff collar, attended by what were obviously secretaries. There was a little stir on the platform. And then he came straight towards me. It was the man who first taught me how to aim at a goose, the man in the long black coat. I recognized him at once, after all those years. I recognized him by his eyes. I do not think I shall ever forget the eyes of those four men that knelt before me, looking along their pistols, when they came to shoot my father. One died as I have told, one was killed in the War, another got remorse for something that he had done, and died like that; they said that a curse was over him. The last of them stood before me.

Then I knew who he was.

You have a fine job, I said, as we shook hands.

Sure, any job is a fine job, he said, after twenty years in prison.

Twenty years! I exclaimed.

The best part of it, said he.

What was it about? I asked.

I got to arguing with a man about politics, he said.

It was a damned shame, said I, because I felt some such remark was called for, and because I was so happy to see an Irish face among all those foreign ones.

And then I thanked him from my heart for what he had done for me, and for remembering me like that after all this time.

And why wouldnt I? he said.

Im afraid it must have been a great deal of trouble to you to get this job for me, said I.

Ah, not a bit, said he. Havent we got the nations by the throat? And well stand no bloody nonsense from any of them, not from the King of Rome himself. And wouldnt I get any job for you?

I explained that the Roman Empire was long since over.

Ah well, said he, isnt there others as bad?

There are, I said.

We had a great talk, and I came on here.

I never saw him again. He died not long ago, and I wondered how it went with him. And the more I wondered, the worse and worse it seemed. And then the thought came to me: How does Heaven judge? The newspaper with the column that told of his death lay open before me. I noticed that one or two of its lines were wet, then saw that it was with my own tears. How, I thought then, if Heaven should judge like that?


UP IN THE HILLS

[image: img25.jpg]

CONTENTS

CHAPTER I

CHAPTER II

CHAPTER III

CHAPTER IV

CHAPTER V

CHAPTER VI

CHAPTER VII

CHAPTER VIII

CHAPTER IX

CHAPTER X

CHAPTER XI

CHAPTER XII

CHAPTER XIII

CHAPTER XIV

CHAPTER XV

CHAPTER XVI

CHAPTER XVII

CHAPTER XVIII

CHAPTER XIX

CHAPTER XX

CHAPTER XXI

CHAPTER XXII

CHAPTER XXIII

CHAPTER XXIV

CHAPTER XXV

CHAPTER XXVI

CHAPTER XXVII

CHAPTER XXVIII

CHAPTER XXIX

CHAPTER XXX

CHAPTER XXXI

CHAPTER XXXII

CHAPTER XXXIII

CHAPTER XXXIV




[image: img26.jpg]

The first edition


CHAPTER I

THE WOLF AT THE DOOR

OVER wide marshes in Ireland the sun had gone to his setting, either behind a long ridge of green earth, or into a mist that the cold was drawing up from the ground: above the mist, which was white and very low, the whole sky was shining, like a sapphire too pale for any jeweller to show, but clear, cold, and beautiful. From a patch of land not far from the edge of the marshes, but completely surrounded by water, a column of smoke was going straight and slow, a bulk of greyness into the lucid air. Streaks of scarlet and orange began to appear in the sky, as the rays of the sun tilted upward from down below the horizon, and then the glow of the fire on the marsh-surrounded encampment began to assert its beauty, first with a colour that rapidly grew in splendour, when other colours were gone, and then with light itself. And it was this firelight glowing at night; more than their houses, more than their big spears, more than the palisade of slanting stakes which protected them; that persuaded the dwellers in the island encampment that they were certainly superior to all other forms of life and probably the equals of the stars. For, argued they, can the wolf or even the elk give light? Five beings alone can do it, the sun, the moon, the stars, the comet and man. Is he not therefore amongst these five, and far the superior of the wolf? Grunts of earnest assent from all men round the fire settled the question whenever it was asked; and yet it was still in the balance. Numbers, organization and cunning were about equal: it was a near thing yet. If numbers were equal the equality was illusory, for the wolves with their greater mobility might destroy an encampment of man, fighting twenty to one, and then go on to the next with the same odds in their favour. The cunning of man was mostly used in defence, the slanting palisades for instance, tall poles a bit thicker than broomsticks, planted deep in the earth all round the encampment and slanting outwards; a wolf could jump to the top of them and get hold with his fore-legs, but the slant gave his hind-legs no purchase and he could be easily killed on the poles with the thrust of a spear in his neck. And then there was the water all round, which would rob the wolves of their speed if they ever tried to cross it, though they knew that swimming they would be powerless against men standing in the marshes, and surprise by night was impossible because of the noise of the water: a causeway of stones a few inches below the surface let the island-dwellers in and out of their houses, the little cluster of huts with the roofs of reed, but the causeway was too twisty for any wolf to follow, or any man that was not of that tribe. The trouble was when the ice came.

It looked like freezing tonight, no mere white frost adorning the rushes with rime, but the frost that hardens the marshes; and a wolf on silent feet at the edge of the wood that darkened the higher ground was peering towards the encampment, green eyes gazing at night like two faint stars in the wood.

This is one of the beginnings of my story.

A century passed and the wolf came close again, or a wolf so like to the other that no difference could be seen, if any existed. It was his belief that everything came his way in the end. Man was still on the defensive; his children did not dare to stray, but the wolves did not dare to splash through the water to jump at the palisades; and nothing was decided yet. It seemed only a matter of waiting; the wolves were always ready, and some day sloth would come to the little encampment, and neglect of the palisades, and after that the wolves would cross on the first good ice. And so the centuries passed; and in the end it went the other way, mans way, away from the wolf.

Danes came and Normans came, and many another folk, and blended to make what we call the Irish race, in which perhaps survives some trace of those earlier men that dwelt in the marshy islands; or perhaps so many conquests were too heavy for them, and they survive only in legends of little people hiding themselves away, and coming out to dance on raths only by moonlight, or running small and swift away over the marshes. The wolves lasted longer than these, but the lights increased in the nights that had once been so still and unthreatened, and the menace of man became a thing to be felt.

Picture History turning her face away from the marshy encampment, a forgetful muse ignoring the wattled floors, ignoring the palisade and the roofs of reed, the crude brown pottery and the olden spears; picture Nature leading back to the little island her myriads of tiny children that man had driven away; weeds, flowers, blades of grass; and they hold it this time and thrive, and not a hundred years have gone over the marshes before they have covered stamped earth and reed and wattle, and every trace of the intruders is gone.

And so, in the lapse of I know not how many centuries, I come to another of the beginnings of my story.

In a district of Africa that had won its freedom from Liberia, and had lately declared its independence, the new parliament was in session. The Place of Assembly was built on the lines of our Houses of Parliament, so far as this could be done with reeds and thatch. Stout reeds of enormous height were used for its walls, their interstices filled with a wealth of long brown leaves, and over all there loomed the palatial thatch. It was their first session since Liberation Day; and the assemblage, in evening dress, had risen to await the President. He came, and standing alone on the dais before a table, on which he laid documents down, he delivered them his address. Honorary Members, he said, our State has already concluded a treaty with another Nation. Europeans come to this State and dig among our old ruins to find antiques. But do our folks, he said, with his powerful voice rising, go and dig for antiques in Europe? Plenty much we dont!

And then he lifted a document from the table and unrolled it and read it out; it was a treaty with the Irish Free State, allowing a party from the State of Liberissima to dig up a lake-dwelling at the edge of an Irish bog, in exchange for a favourable tariff on Irish coal imported to Liberissima. Lake-dwelling is the name that archaeology usually gives to a village of primitive man protected by water; it was in fact the very village that the wolf had watched for so long, and that fell in the end to the Danes.


CHAPTER II

THE COMING OF THE ARCHÆOLOGISTS

THE town of Cranogue was a street, perhaps two hundred yards long, of white-washed walls with deep thatch frowning down on them. There may have been stones or timber here and there in the walls, yet whenever one of the houses became deserted it returned so swiftly to earth, that I think there cannot have been much else in its building: the thatch would sag in the middle into a black cleft, through which the rain came in and rotted the ends of the beam, and when that slipped slanting down the occupant would depart; all that year the house would be an untidy ruin, next year a heap of rubbish, the year after a green mound, and after that the field would come back, level and calm to its own. The town stood on good solid land, a field or so away from the edge of the marshes that still lay where they were when they protected the little encampment from the envy of neighbouring wolves. The thick white-wash along its walls seemed filling the air with sunlight, as though the light lingered and danced on them; when the party from Liberissima appeared in four outside cars. They drove down the whole length of the street, to the hotel that had been built to cater for hunting men, but that since the Treaty was empty. Many eyes saw them coming, but there was something so strange in their appearance that the boys who saw them first dropped down behind whatever hedge or wall they had peered from, or ran indoors to their mothers, so that the party of strangers seemed at first to be coming to a village as silent as the one they meant to explore. They were dressed in frock-coats and tall hats, meaning to give importance to their new State, but importance in dress is a narrow and slippery ridge, and it is easy to fall over on to the other side. And there was a peculiar difficulty about the appearance they wished to present, a difficulty that had haunted Mr. Washington, Mr. Johnson, Mr. Japhet and every other elder of the church in that party since first there had insisted on accompanying them a certain Umbolulu, an African whose dress above the waist was nothing more than a necklace of copious bones, and who was never without his drum. It had been impossible to leave him behind, because of the important part he had played when they broke away from Liberia; some revolutionaries soon kill such men, others attempt to civilize them, while others put up with them as these were doing. The first and the third course are the only possible ones.

So down the road drove the party in the four Irish cars, with not another soul in sight, until they came to the open doors of the village, where the women stood in their doorways regarding them keenly, but without any expression that could betray to the strangers what view they took of their arrival; and in and out among the cars danced Umbolulu, while Cranogue throbbed with his drum.

Among the first of the grown-up people to see Mr. Washingtons party enter the village was old Mickey Ryan, who had been butler at the Big House for thirty years, until the old Lord died. He was the first in the village to see these people, partly because his cottage was the last or last but one at the end by which they approached, and partly because he liked to sit in his door all day to see if anything should come by, and to estimate it and then to put it away in his mind among all the other events that he had seen pass, life being no longer to him so much a thing to live as to observe, as it marched through his memories past that strange day when the old Lord had made him his butler, and brightly with sunlight on it through the present, and away into the future towards salvation, provided a few sins had been forgotten by now, as he had been given reason to believe they would be. They were black, he noted. That meant that they came from a long way away, further than France even, for he had known a Frenchman once, and they were not black in France. And they were going to the hotel: he knew this because the cars were driving on the side of the road upon which the hotel was. A party of them like that would be coming for some particular purpose, and the second car hadnt passed him before he got near enough to what that purpose would be; archaeology. Not that he used to himself any such queer word as that, but everything, he had often said, is very ancient round about here; and he thought to himself now, theyll be coming to take a look at some of the old things. Old things there were in plenty, old stones that the devil had thrown, standing up now in fields for the cattle to rub on; old ruins and old woods. And, talking of the devil, he was in those parts once when the blessed archangel spotted him, and makes a dive at him, sheer out of Heaven; but you dont catch the devil as easy as all that, the cunning lad; he saw Michael coming, and he dives too, right into a field, and comes out on the other side of a hill, knowing the undermost parts of the earth by grubbing about, in the way that the blessed angels would never think of doing; and you can see where he dived in and where he come up, to this day; theres a river running that way, right under the hill.

And another that saw the party arriving was Mickey Connor, or Young Mickey, old Ryans grandson, who had been working in one of the fields at the back of the houses until he heard the drum, and ran to his mothers cottage, in through the back door, to peer out over the front windowsill and see what was coming. For a bare moment perhaps the black faces bore out what the drum promised with its wild beating, but a single peep from the window-sill showed the strangers to be too few for anything so exciting as invasion, and the boy of eighteen had to take farewell of that thought.

Then there was old Fanny Maguire, the wise woman of the village, or one of them; she heard the drum and looked out over her half-door, and blessed them in her heart; a change, she thought, something new, something strange and dark like her moods. Curses were more in her line than blessings, and yet she welcomed their coming; better have someone to curse than have all her powers rusting away in idleness.

And, just as old Mickey had supposed, the cars drew up at the hotel. And Mr. Washington, Mr. Johnson, Mr. Japhet, and half a dozen others, walked in with considerable gravity, while in a semi-circle about the door Umbolulu ran up and down sideways, and smote his drum as he ran.

Pat Sharkey, the owner of the hotel, was in the doorway waiting to receive the party, for their coming had been announced to him, and the rooms reserved, by the Liberissiman Minister in Dublin. And a fleeting thought came to him that it was like the old times come back, when his hotel used to be full for the whole of the hunting season.

We am come, said Mr. Washington, on behalf of de Republic of Liberissima to investigate de very interesting lake-dwelling dats near here.

So I heard say, replied Sharkey.

And would you direct us to its situation? said Mr. Washington.

I heard tell it was down by the bog, answered mine host.

Can we see dat from here? asked Mr. Washington looking out of the window of the front room into which they had now been shown, where officers on leave and others there for the hunting used to sit and smoke after dinner.

Sure its only a couple of perches beyont that hedge, said Sharkey, pointing out over three large fields. And the hedge to which he pointed was as far as one could see from the village; after - that the land tilted downwards and came to the bog.

We shall require a shed for to store our discoveries. We shall find pottery, spear-heads, bones, and de heads of elks.

Do ye tell me? said Sharkey.

All two or three thousand years old, went on Mr. Washington.

B the holy, said Sharkey.

We hab discovered axe-heads, and other relics of man, before now, dat was over ten thousand years old, boasted Mr. Washington.

The dirty heathen, muttered Sharkey turning away, for something in the Liberissimans estimate of ten thousand years conflicted with his religious beliefs. Pat Sharkey instantly transformed his turning away from his guest into an obsequious withdrawal, and his mutterings into a request that they would all be pleased to follow him in order that he might show them to their rooms.

Meanwhile the people of Cranogue, who had watched with immobile features the procession of four cars, did not long withstand the throbbing of the drum; and, reluctant though they were to show curiosity, or any other emotion to a stranger, they were soon gathered outside the hotel, from old Mickey Ryan to the youngest child that could walk, in a large semi-circle, while along a smaller arc Umbolulu leaped on and on, and flogged the resounding parchment of his African drum as he leapt.


CHAPTER III

THE SOUL IN THE RIB

EARLY next morning the party of archaeologists set out eagerly over the fields, guided to the edge of the marshes by Sharkey himself, while to and fro behind them Umbolulu ran with his drum, and the villagers of Cranogue came out of their houses and gathered to see them off. To those between the ages of seven and seventy there seemed nothing odder in Umbolulus drumming than in the idea of coming to Ireland to dig up bones in a bog, but to the children and the old men and women a menace seemed to float up from the African drum and to hang in the air above the roofs of the village, though what the menace might threaten not anyone of them knew. They heard the drum-beats throbbing all the way to the marshes. The marsh lay very much where it had lain during the writing of all the volumes of history that the world has amassed, and during one whole page of geology; though it was a bit shrunken now by the deepening of the bed of a little stream that ran through it and by the digging of two or three ditches. This shrinkage would have been considerable, but that the ditches soon filled up, and the river gradually smoothed its hard man-made bed, padding it first with mud and then with weeds; and a generation would often go by before anyone dug it out again. As soon as the party saw the shape of the marshes and the position of the sun, they identified the site of the lake-dwelling by a map they had had from a traveller, the kind of man we should call an adventurer, who had shown it to the President in confirmation of some sort of scientific status that he was trying to make out for himself for the furtherance of whatever game had brought him to Liberissima; and the President had been delighted with it, and this expedition to the Irish Free State was the outcome. Pat Sharkey returned to his hotel, and the archaeologists, who had brought their spades, began digging at once; and very soon they came upon bones of cattle, and then to the tips of the poles of the palisade. These poles were sodden with water that had soaked them for thousands of years, and brown on the outside, but were not otherwise altered from the poles that had protected the huts on the island against the waiting wolves. They began to dig up horns three or four inches long, and noted the preference of those ancient lake-dwellers for veal or very tender beef. They dug on all the morning, undisturbed by anyone, though eyes watched them from several points; it was even noted that they did not take off their coats to dig, and was at once discussed in the village. Any criticism on that account was hard, since there were many in and about Cranogue who were soon to urge that Umbolulu ought to put on a coat, and it was only to emphasize the difference between Mr. Washington and such as Umbolulu that these frock coats were kept on upon all occasions. Once a herd came by, walking over the fields past the marshes to look at cattle, a man who came from the other side of the marshland and had not lately been in Cranogue, and had not therefore heard of the Liberissiman archaeologists. He glanced at them as he came near, and wondered at black men digging in a bog, but without any change in his features, and without surprise; for somehow he looked for wonders: all the stories he heard or told were of wonderful things; fairies, witches, banshees and little people; his world was full of wonders, sensible wonders; while from the noisy world beyond him, the world of towns, there sometimes came crazy wonders, such as a motor car hooting past the white-washed cottages of Cranogue. And so it was that when he saw the archaeologists digging, he wondered without surprise. When the herd had gone past with his dog the diggers were quite alone, except for the watchers, unseen by them, on the high ground near Cranogue; and gradually they uncovered the palisades and began to find traces of wattle, and soon they saw the old village, with its huts all huddled together within the protecting poles, as the scientific eye is able to see such things under the stimulus of a little material, such as their spades brought up. And by lunch-time they had found a piece of an earthenware pot. Everything that that traveller to Liberissima had said to the President was true, as is often the case with the white man travelling in Africa, where he feels that truth is expected of him and rises to the occasion; on the other hand it should definitely be set on record that he is not able to control eclipses of the moon. They returned for lunch to Sharkeys hotel, bringing with them their piece of earthenware. Isnt it nothing only a bit of an old pot said Sharkey, out of their hearing, to others to whom it had been exhibited. But some took the view that, whatever it was they had come for, and though what they had found was worthless, the party from Liberissima knew what they were doing. For a few days the decision of the united opinion of Cranogue as to what they were up to hung in the balance, this decision being further delayed by a suspicion that must always attach to anyone digging in Ireland at the edge of a bog. There are certain suspicions indigenous to certain spots and districts; a man for instance seen loitering about a bank in London soon incurs the suspicion of being in search of gold. It is irrelevant that the gold may not be there, either because the bank does not keep much wealth at all at that branch, or because its safes are mostly full of unnegotiable paper: these are matters of high finance. What is relevant is that gold is supposed, and very likely rightly supposed, to be stored in banks, and this supposition would lure a thief, and the same supposition would cause him to be suspected. In just the same way anyone digging all day in a lonely corner of an Irish bog cannot expect to escape the suspicion that he is after a crock of gold. The little people, the leprechauns and the fairies may have buried no gold in earthenware pots in any bog at all, but that is not so easily proved by a man found busily digging in such places; and of all the indefinite suspicions that attach to strangers, this was probably the most definite that followed the Liberissimans. It was for this reason that they were watched at first by many eyes at their digging, while the countryside seemed to the archaeologists to be all empty of men. Again in the afternoon they went back, Umbolulu and all, to their digging: it was spring, for they had chosen a time when there could be no ice in the marshes to interfere with their spades, and the evening was long enough for them to come, here and there, in sight of the wattled floors by the end of their first days work. While they sat late in the hotel writing their notes, several of the inhabitants of Cranogue were peering into the hole they had dug; and this inspection, combined with the report of those that had peered at them beyond hedges, and checked by the observations of the servants at the hotel, established, when there had been time for proper discussion that they were not after a crock of gold. This took some days, on three of which they were working, and the fourth was a Sunday. They began to feel the suspicion that was all round them, and somehow thought that this would be abated when they went to church on Sunday, as they all did, except Umbolulu, nearly doubling the number of the congregation. But this had no effect on the public opinion of Cranogue. It was to the protestant church that they went.

In the mind of Mickey Connor there was no suspicion of the Liberissimans, but rather a hope that, strange as they were, they might bring something stranger, a longing that from the throbbing of Umbolulus drum-beats any event might come, mysterious or thrilling as what the drum seemed to promise. Once he had taken a great walk over the hills, impelled by some wandering impulse, and a long way away towards evening had come to a farm, in country he did not know, and there had met a girl going home through an orchard to the house that was quite near, its windows flashing with sunset: the apple was blossoming; it was a year ago; and he remembered the apple-blossom and her and the low light on the windows, all in one memory. Her name was Alannah; she was a year younger than he; they had talked for a while and parted; and ever since that day there was this strange longing on him that there might be changes, events and sudden happenings, things that would alter life in the street of Cranogue, so that instead of digging rows and rows of potatoes for his mother in the field at the back of the house, anything new would occur.

It is strange that the absence of Umbolulu from church gave more joy to the wife of the Rector of Cranogue than the presence of nine new parishioners, all of them elders of the Church in their own country; but so it was. After the first excitement of the march of the nine Africans up the aisle, two and two behind Mr. Washington, had subsided into intense interest, it was noted that Umbolulu was not among them. Now proseletyzing was regarded by both sides in Cranogue as something so damnable that I can only use one word for it; and that word is unsporting. It was almost as though, before a game of cricket, you should attempt to lure one of the other sides bowlers to play for you against his own team: that was how they all felt about it. So Mrs. Patrick, the Rectors wife, did all her proseletyzing in Central Africa. And it took a good deal of money to send a missionary to Africa, and a long time to collect it, so that by the time she had collected money for a year from the few protestants in her neighbourhood she could not feel that her labours had resulted in saving the soul of more than one African. But here was an African all ready to hand, a heathen out of the depths of the dark continent, and without any expense to the little fund she had gathered. From that day she started preparing his path to heaven: it was the first proseletyzing she had ever done in Cranogue.

On Monday morning Mrs. Patrick called at Sharkeys hotel and talked with Umbolulu. Hers was a noble work and it prospered in such a way as to promise triumphant success; yet it is a pity that, encouraged by Umbolulus rapid progress, she boasted, for the Roman Catholics got to hear of her boast, and watched the conversion of Umbolulu so closely that only by following the standard set for themselves by the saints could he have hoped to escape from all criticism. During those first hours of Umbolulus tuition the archaeologists went to the bog without him. The people came nearer now and watched the digging openly, though while they had still suspected the strangers of digging for gold, they had hid themselves as though made ashamed by their own suspicions. The Liberissimans, feeling at once the change in the villagers attitude twards them, held up their little discoveries as fast as they dug them out for the onlookers to inspect; the bones of cattle, more earthenware, the poles of the palisade, fragments of wattle that had made the floors, sections of thatch that crumbled as it was lifted, but revealing bulrushes to the careful eye, small ornaments made from bone; the muddy makings of a little history that had never been put upon paper by any pen. They felt that things were going well with them, not only from the scientific point of view, but in regard also to a thing that, unguessed by Cranogue, these grave Africans set some store by, the friendliness of their neighbours; and that day for the first time the broad stripes of the Liberissiman flag, green, red, yellow and blue, floated from the highest window of the hotel. It was at lunch-time that Mr. Washington and Mr. Japhet exuberantly lowered the flag over Mr. Japhets window-sill, and all that afternoon they worked again in the bog, and a little cluster of people watched them digging up bones. As one of the spadefuls came up, a young man left them and walked over the hill to the village.

That evening as they worked on while the sun was red and low, and Umbolulu sitting beside them was quietly drumming, an old woman appeared coming over the rising ground and walked towards them with a long, ragged stick. She came up to them at their work without any word, though she jerked her head at their greeting, and when she was standing beside them she stood in silence, leaning upon her stick. It was a long while before she spoke, or made any movement, except for the rapid movement of her eyes, peering from heap to heap of the archaeologists little treasures. She scrutinized them all, and then she spoke.

There was a soul in that rib, she said, pointing. Nothing more did she say, but stood there looking fiercely into the African faces. And sure enough it looked like a human rib. Then she strode away back to Cranogue, with two long strides and then a stride of her stick, two strides and the stick again, and so soon disappeared in the dimness of evening.

That there had been a soul in the bend of a human rib was a religious fact that the Africans accepted, and they thought little more of the matter. But next day no villagers gathered to watch their work; and, when evening came over their lonely digging, another old woman came down the sloping ground from the other end of Cranogue, and stood beside them awhile and shook her head, and then went away muttering. When they went back in the dim light to the hotel Mickey Connor met them and turned away, as though he had been frightened of them. Next day they worked again alone at their digging, till another old woman came over the hill on the far side from Cranogue, and looked at them and walked away nodding her head, but saying nothing at all. The avoidance of them that evening when they returned from work, that had so surprised them when they had met Mickey Connor, was unmistakable now; everyone that they met in the street hastened the other way. And somehow the elation that they had been feeling about their finds that day, little rarities that would be treasured by scientists, had the effect of increasing the depression that they felt from this reception; and the gay stripes of the republican flag seemed now to hang limply, disconsolate and forlorn from that upper window. And night came on with an uneasiness all along the street, of which the Liberissimans knew nothing. Later Mrs. Patrick came to the hotel to teach his catechism to Umbolulu, with the help of one of his countrymen, for Umbolulu knew no more than five or six words of English; yet, magnificent as his progress was, justifying her boast as fully as a boast can ever be justified, she was not yet able to part him from his drum, upon which he would beat in times of doubt or difficulty as well as in times of triumph, seeming to get a certain light in his mind from the rhythm of its strange throbbing, though darkness is what Mrs. Patrick feared that it brought, a pagan darkness from the black heart of Africa. He went out now into the fields between Cranogue and the bog and sat down and drummed for five hours: sometimes his voice rose tentatively to the tune of a hymn that Mrs. Patrick had taught him, and sometimes he sang the war-inspiring melody of an old African song.


CHAPTER IV

AN UNJUST LAW

FROM now on the Africans worked unvisited, the brief friendliness they had found in Cranogue having utterly left them; they saw fewer people in the fields, and fewer seemed to pass them even in the street; while, if they bought anything in either of the two little shops, it was put down in silence upon the counter, and their money received with the curtest word of acknowledgment. Again they saw Mickey Connor one evening, and this time there seemed terror in his face as he hastened away from them.

What was Mickey Connor afraid of? they asked Sharkey.

Ah, sure, it would have only been the way that he looked, said Sharkey.

But Mr. Washington and Mr. Johnson stuck to it.

Ah, sure, Young Mickeys an odd lad, was the answer this time. And from none from whom they enquired could they get more than this.

What hab we done to frighten folk? asked Mr. Washington of Mr. Johnson. And a sad look of complete perplexity was all Mr. Johnsons answer.

Mebbe theys frightened ob our black faces, suggested Mr. Japhet. But there was no sense in that, for they had had people smiling all round them only a day or two earlier; and Mr. Japhets remark received little attention.

Its de black heart, not de black face, what frightens people, said Mr. Washington. And we aint got no black hearts.

More than one of them glanced then in the direction of Umbolulu, as though a moments doubt of him troubled them, but they were too good republicans to utter a word against one who had worked so recently only too well for the Cause. The whole party sat disconsolate, all feeling the ebb of the tide of sympathy that had swept far out away from them, leaving fear upon chance-seen faces, like dark and jagged rocks that the sea lays suddenly bare. But it was not the Africans that Cranogue was afraid of.

One day Mrs. Patrick called, on her work of redemption, and from her they heard, what nobody else would tell them, what it was that was frightening the village. The wise women were cursing. Three of them had seen the human rib that the Liberissimans had dug up, and the word had gone round the wise women that they were disturbing the bones of the dead. And so they were all cursing, and such curses might fall anywhere, and it was best, the people thought, to keep away from these strangers.

But, Mam, said Mr. Washington, we dont want to do no harm to dead folk. We only want to find out how dese people lived, in de interests of science. We dont want to hurt em.

I know you dont, she said sympathetically, and it was the first sympathy they had heard in a voice for some days; but thats what they think. The wise women are cursing; and all the people of Cranogue are frightened.

What are dese wise women, Mam? asked Mr. Washington.

Well, the people think they are witches, replied Mrs. Patrick.

And a look of fear came over the faces of the archaeologists, not that they were afraid of witches, but these good Christian men were none of them so far away from another religion, and some remembered their mothers worshipping strange women, and others knew that their grandfathers had danced before witches by moonlight; so that witchcraft was near to them as the cliff to the mountaineer, and they knew the way that a backslider would go if there should be one among their party.

We dont believe in no witches, Mam, said Mr. Washington.

Oh, no, no, came from the rest of them.

I know you dont, said Mrs. Patrick again.



But thats what the people think.

And she said it with the finality of someone warning a traveller of some huge natural obstacle that there was no way round. And soon after that she left them, for there was nothing that she could do, and, though she was sorry for them, she could not feel for them the interest that she felt for Umbolulu, who needed her more sorely than he could know, while the souls of these others were so obviously saved already. To Umbolulu she said nothing of witches: it was not for her to point out any broad paths that might lead away from the strait one, and she got on with the catechism. When she left she left full of rejoicing at Umbolulus progress, and yet she felt regrets for that little party of Africans that had become the object of curses that were terrifying the village all round them. As she walked away from that house, and noticed that the Liberissiman flag had now been hidden away, she saw more than one cross over the road to avoid her, and knew from this how pervasive must be the curses the wise women had aimed at the Africans.

Religion, Science, Politics: if I mention these three great powers, can I mention in the same breath so humble a guide as Tact? The Liberissimans were absorbed with religion, because Christianity was fairly new to them; Science called to them from the bog, where they had made real discoveries; and Politics urged them to remain at their work, for the treaty between Liberissima and the Irish Free State was the only treaty their country had ever made. Yet if the voice of Tact could have been heard above these mighty voices, Tact would have told them that it was time to go. What were the curses of a few old women? But their own mothers could have told them, from many a tale they remembered of old days in Africa. And anyone in Cranogue could have told them. Anyhow it was plain to see that the whole village was terrified. They made a great mistake in remaining. Oh, what harm the world has suffered from mere errors in tact.

Disturbing the bones of the dead is it? said one that night at the cross roads. Therell be a curse on that.

And that was the opinion of the whole of the little group that was gathered there a little way from the town, to discuss the whole thing quietly. But there was a curse already upon it; old Fanny Maguire had laid it, heavy and deep on the marshes; so that it must be lying there now, like some deadly mist of the tropics, and rising, maybe, at evening against the walls of Cranogue. Few would walk down there now, even by day; but by night, when the power of rational things is abated, and the power of runes and curses come into their own, there was not a man of the young men gathered there at the cross roads that would go down to the hole in the marshes where the heathen (as they called them) were digging, and the curse of Fanny Maguire lay silent and terrible, protecting the bones of the dead.

Will her curse follow them Liberissy men into Cranogue? asked Young Mickey.

And others shook their heads. That was the question. And there was no way of answering it.

And it isnt only she thats at it, said Jim Brannehan after a while, another of the young men, for theres old Julia Hegarty, from over beyont.

And Nanny Moran, said another.

The whole place was full of curses.

Begob it was better, said Jim Brannehan, that they respected the bones of the dead.

And so said all of them; but it was too late now.

Let us turn the whole lot of them out of it, said Jimmy Mullins, the blacksmiths son.

I would not, said Jim Brannehan, and Ill tell you for why. Theyd go to Dublin and complain to their Minister, and then theyd invade Ireland. Arent we only after driving out the English? We dont want to have to drive out the whole of Africa.

Begob, we could do it, said Mullins.

And most of the little group were with Jimmy Mullins.

And what would Sharkey say? asked Jim Brannehan, a question that took all the fight out of them; and it was agreed that theyd have to leave the heathen alone.

A curse doesnt seem so much by day, still less if you are only reading about it; but discussed there in the night with low voices, while a wind moved wizened old thorns that nodded and nodded, as though they themselves might have been witches once, and the bark of a fox sounded over a mile in the stillness, and might have been the cry of something else; in such an hour and in such surroundings a curse not only seemed a thing of terror, but actually began to work, as they all could feel.

As Young Mickey went home that night he was forming a resolution that is not always taken by the young, and that had strange consequences for him: he was wondering whether to consult his elders. He passed Sharkeys hotel, where the flag of Liberissima had once more been hung out, in no glad confidence this time, but in an almost despairing effort to flaunt the courage of the little party of Africans in the face of so much unfriendliness; yet it hung there very limp and very gray in the night, and flapped in a gust that rose just as Young Mickey passed, and looked like something awful clambering up the hotel. It was then that he suddenly took the resolution to go to his old grandfather and ask him what should be done.

It was not so much respect for his grandfathers years, though this should have influenced him, that made Young Mickey resolve to go to the old man for advice; but he knew that old Mickey Ryan knew more of the big world than anyone else in Cranogue, through listening to all the talk that there was at dinner in the Big House, during the years that he was butler to the Old Lord: gentlemen used to come there that had travelled as far West as India, and there would be great talk when he used to give them their port. And in politics too, which means so much in Ireland, he had played his part in his time, when many of the men that were ministers now, and members of the Dail, were only in their cradles. And it was that that had led so strangely to his becoming the Old Lords butler; and if no man was ever appointed butler in such a way before, yet this is just how it happened, as all Cranogue knows. It was long ago in the eighties, when everyone was very much interested in Mr. Gladstones first Home Rule bill, and Mickey Ryan had received orders to shoot the Old Lord while he was at his dinner; and it was a summers evening and the dining-room window was open, and Mickey had shoved his rifle in over the window-sill, kneeling on a flower-bed of geraniums, and took aim at the Old Lord, and the Old Lord saw him and said to him, Thats not the way to hold a rifle. And then he called out to him again and said, And youre aiming it all wrong, which it is likely enough he was, in the trepidation of being discovered. And then the Old Lord said, You want to take a finer sight, and get a better grip of your rifle, and hold it steadier. Now pull the trigger, and see what you can do. And poor Mickey got all rattled with so many instructions, yet he did what he was told, and pulled the trigger just as the Old Lord said. And he missed, and hit the wall. And then the Old Lord had looked at him. And after a while he said to him Theres one thing certain in an uncertain world.

And what is that, my lord? asked Mickey.

That youll never be any good with a rifle, said the Old Lord.

Sure thats God truth, said Mickey.

Then hadnt you better give up politics? said the Old Lord.

And what would I do for a living then? said Mickey. Sure, your lordship wouldnt employ me as your game-keeper.

And indeed I would not, said the Old Lord, when you cant shoot better than that. Id have my woods overrun with every kind of vermin.

You would, said Mickey humbly, for he knew it was true.

But Ill take you on as my butler, said the Old Lord.

And years afterwards, telling the tale, thats the way they used to arrange things in the old days, Mickey would say; when a man would know a man by the look of him, and trust him all the days of his life. And he had a bald-headed fool of a butler that never did a hands-turn of work, except to brush a thin wisp that he had over the middle of his head, and that thought himself wiser than Solomon on his throne. He was well rid of that lad. Ah, God give rest to the Old Lord. The light of Heaven to him.

So Young Mickey went to Old Mickey to ask him what he should do. He went next morning and found his grandfather sitting with his old pipe in his hand, looking out into the street through his open door so as not to miss a sight of anything that might be going on. And the old man saw by his face that Young Mickey was troubled, and wagged his head gravely, giving to the scion of that much younger generation the impression that he knew already all about Young Mickeys trouble. And this added weight to his advice when it came.

Good morning, Grandfather, said Young Mickey.

Good morning, Mickey, said Old Mickey. These are terrible times.

Begob they are that, said Young Mickey, and cursing everywhere. Theyre disturbing the bones of the dead.

The black heathen, said Old Mickey.

Would curses aimed at them hit a young fellow like me, said the grandson.

Bedad, said the old man, I made a great study of curses, but you couldnt tell that. Sure no man could say where theyd light.

Couldnt you ask Fanny Maguire to stop it? said Young Mickey.

Sure dont they deserve it, them Liberal Issy men, disturbing the bones of the dead?

Sure they do, but its on us they may light. Sure no ones safe with all that cursing going on in Cranogue. Couldnt you ask her to stop it?

I could not, said the old man. And Ill tell you for why. I had trouble with her once over a hen.

Did you that? said Young Mickey.

I did, said the old one; and she was very bitter.

Shes a terrible old soul indeed, said Young Mickey.

Now Ill tell you what to do, said his grandfather. Theres more in curses than any of us can know. But theres one thing sure about them, and that is that the further you are off from them, the less they can hurt you. Im so old now that the doctor tells me I cant catch measles, and maybe its the same with curses, though we cant be sure; but for you, Mickey, its best to be out of this.

It is so, said Mickey.

And Im telling you, said the old Mickey, the widow Maguire is a terrible wicked woman.

Manys the time I watched her at her cursing, and theres times Ive admired the wickedness of her. Mind you Ive nothing against her, nor against any wise woman, but shes terrible wicked.

She is that, said Young Mickey.

And when she has that mood on her, you couldnt say what she would do. Nor theres no knowing what she has done in the past. I quarrelled with her over a hen, and God spared me. But Mike Kinahan had words with her once, and away with him out of Cranogue soon after, or out of the world for all any of us can say, for none ever saw him again. Unless... and the old man stopped, with his eyes full of thought.

Unless? repeated Young Mickey.

Boy, said the old man after a while, do you mind that goat that came to Cranogue about the time Kinahan left it? An old goat with big large sorrowful eyes, and I saw a tear once in one of them.

I mind the old goat, said Young Mickey almost in a whisper.

The old man nodded his head slowly a few times. We shall never be sure what happened, he said, to Mike Kinahan, till we know where that goat came from.

Grandfather said the boy, Ill be going out of it.

Aye, said the old man, do. And maybe if you come back in a few weeks time them heathens may all be gone, and the old woman will have done with her cursing.

You wouldnt care to come too, Grandfather? said Young Mickey.

But the old man looked at the cold outside his door and away from the bright fire blazing on his big hearth a little behind him. The doctor said I was too old to catch measles now, he repeated.

Begob, said Young Mickey, I think Ill start tonight.

Thats best, said his grandfather. And what will you do, away from Cranogue?

Sure, Id like to be a general, said Young Mickey.

Its a grand profession, said old Mickey.

Its what Id like, said his grandson; and to go up into the hills.

Begob, ye might, said the old man. Irelands free. There were unjust laws in the country when I was young. And the unjustest law the English ever made was one that said that none might levy war without the Kings consent. That was the wording of it, to levy war. It was an old law hundreds of years old, but they kept to it just the same, and they let no one go and have a fight in the hills, though he might be spoiling for a fight. But if they wanted a fight for themselves, didnt they go and have one all over the world. Begob they did. Sure that was one law for the rich and another for the poor.

It wasnt fair, said Young Mickey.

Well, no matter, said the old Mickey, theyre gone now, and their old laws with them. And youre better out of this away from old Fanny Maguire.

Ill go up into the hills, said the boy.

And take some of the young lads with you to make an army, said the old man, and began to nod his head and look at his pipe; and the boy saw he was tired with all the advice he had given him, so he thanked him and said good-bye and went back to his mother.

Mother, he said as he came into the house, Fanny Maguire turned Mike Kinahan into a goat.

I never told you that Mickey, his mother said. I kept it from you, if ever it happened at all, and how can we know that it ever did? Weve no way of knowing them things. And best not to be thinking of it, whichever way it was, whether it happened or not.

Begob I wouldnt trust it not to happen again, with the mood old Fanny Maguires in, said the boy; and Im off to the hills.

Indeed and you might be better up there for a bit, said his mother, till Fanny Maguires done cursing. And whatll you do while youre up in the hills?

Maybe well have a bit of a war, said Mickey.


CHAPTER V

THE ARMY MARCHES

YOUNG MICKEY hurried from his mothers house to Mullins forge, on the other side of the street; and when he got there he leaned against one of the door-posts and watched the blacksmith and Jimmy, shoeing a horse. This was one of the occupations of Cranogue, and another young fellow, Pat Geraghty, by the other door-post was already engaged on it, gazing into the dark forge, where the glow rose red from every snort of the bellows and the yellow sparks soared up from the ringing blows. Yet it was not to see a horse being shod that Mickey had come today, but to talk to Jimmy Mullins. After a while he caught Jimmys eye, and Jimmy went on with his work, and soon after slipped out of the forge.

Jimmy, said Mickey, its time we were out of this.

It is, sure, said Jimmy. And he looked uneasily, both ways up the street.

She turned Mike Kinahan into a goat, said Mickey.

Theres no limit to the malice of an old woman, said Jimmy.

Will ye come up into the hills? asked Mickey.

I will that, replied Jimmy.

Good for you, said Mickey.

When will we go? asked Jimmy.

Tonight, Mickey answered him. As soon as it gets too dark for them to see us carrying our rifles.

Jimmy and Mickey had both got rifles, the Army rifle,.303, once the property of the War Office. I do not say how Jimmy and Mickey got them, because that is no part of this story, but if a reader should think that they got them in any illegal way, I would point out that there are no such ways; since their way of getting them, however they got them, was legalized by Act of Parliament in 1921. Did I not say what year it was in which these events were occurring? It was 1922, and a fine spring morning.

From Jimmy Mullins Young Mickey went on to find Jim Brannehan, and luckily found him on his way to the forge, to which he had been coming for company, which he needed in the anxiety that old Fanny Maguire had cast over the whole of Cranogue.

Jim, said Young Mickey, lets get out of this.

Begob, thats best for us, said Jim Brannehan.

Come up to the hills, said Mickey. Jimmy Mullins is coming. Maybe well have a bit of a war up there. So bring your rifle.

Jim Brannehan thought for half a minute; but, whatever he thought, fear won. At any moment old Fanny Maguire might come out of her house and go down the street cursing. It was best to be out of Cranogue. Ill come, Mickey, he said.

Good for you, said Mickey.

Will I bring Pat Kelly? asked Jim, for he knew that Pat had a rifle.

Do, said Mickey.

The three had all been boys at school together, and Jimmy Mullins had been attending school about the same time.

From house to house Young Mickey hurried on, getting together his army, and found the young men ready enough to come away from the village with him, for the curses of Fanny Maguire had not merely frightened one or two, but had hit the public opinion of Cranogue: I can only compare the spiritual effect of her, and the two other wise women, on the minds of all their neighbours, with the material effect of one of those mists that sometimes rose up at evening out of the bog; it was pervasive, chilling everything. And as night would come down, and blend with the mist, making the chill and the darkness deeper, so all manner of fears out of the dark of the future began to mix with the fear that these people had of the witches. It was time, the young lads, agreed, to be gone out of it. And you, reader, should you incline to mock these fears, think first of whatever eerie surroundings you have ever moved in yourself, some house perhaps all wrapped in the dark of midnight, or some later eerier hour, yet rebelling against the hush as though of its own volition, with the sudden creak of a board, or the wandering fall of some fragment in hollow walls, or the whisper of curtains coquetting late with a draught, and through all this the hint of the sounds of feet; or recall some night far from houses in lonely places, with a voice in the wind that seems sometimes to wish you ill and sometimes to want to warn you, and a certain movement among the shapes of the trees as though they were watching you furtively. Whatever feelings the wind and the night may have evoked in you then, even though faintly, Fanny Maguire had called up over the whole of Cranogue, strong and lasting as her own indignation against the disturbing of the bones of the dead. And so Mickey got Patsy Mulligan, and Christie Ryan, no relation of old Mickey, and young Hegarty and Mick Hefferman and one or two more, who all had rifles; and he told them to dig up their rifles, and to meet him at the edge of the bog on the side of Cranogue as soon as it got dark. Then he went back to his mothers house and sat by the fire and said little, but gazed into the big fire-place, thinking. And, young though he was, his thoughts were of those fundamental things of which Victory makes the pedestals for her statues. First he thought of blankets, then of food, then of ammunition, then he thought of methods of carrying these things up to the hills, and then of transport. And he thought of little things, such as matches, and paper and paraffin to help in starting a fire with damp wood, and a piece of canvas that could be made to serve as a bucket and could be put to other uses when dry, and plenty of knives, and a spade, and if possible one or two axes.

Will you be fighting against England, Mickey? asked his mother.

I will not, said Mickey. Sure, isnt their army all routed. Itll be a private war.

Dont be having too much war, Mickey, she said. Its dangerous.

Sure it may not come to it at all, mother, he told her. But he had his plans for getting provisions from the far side of the hills, where Patsy Heffernan lived, and he had the sense to know that Patsy Heffernan would not easily let those provisions go, having fought in thirty battles against the English.

That day that faded away till the far hills darkened, till the duck had gone over on their way to the bog, till all the lights were lit in the town of Cranogue, went too slowly for certain young men. They had forgotten the fears that troubled the rest of the village, no longer wondering what Fanny Maguire, Nanny Moran or Julia Hegarty would do to it one dark evening, for suddenly Cranogue seemed in a different world to them: its little shut doors, its little windows shining, its thatch and its white walls, seemed as far off now as infancy; while the night-wind, the earliest stars, and the hush, and the mist rising, seemed to be their world now. One by one they came down the slope and gathered beside the marshes, and waited for Mickey Connor. They began to talk in low voices, and already the talk of this band of armed men was different from talk that any of them had had with each other before. Soon they began to speak of Fanny Maguire. What could she do to them? they began to ask; and the tide of their talk was turning against the wise women; when someone looking across the glimmer of marsh, still lit by streaks of red in the fading sky and darkened by tufts of rushes, asked what the dead might do. The question was to the point. Small doubt that the dead had been wronged, having their ribs dug up by black heathen from Africa; and there they lay on the other side of the bog, and wisps of mist were coming from their direction, long and damp as winding sheets. If Fanny Maguire couldnt curse, who could? And wasnt a curse due? And if Fanny Maguire didnt curse for the dead, what would they do for themselves? And the wisps of mist crept on and on twards Cranogue. And then Young Mickey appeared, suddenly out of the darkness. Hullo, Mickey, they shouted, and Evening, Mickey.

Fall in, he answered.

Talk stopped, and he looked at them, and read their names, and gave a pull to a blanket here and there to make it hang more easily, for each of them had a rolled blanket over his left shoulder. Into file, right turn, he said, and marched them off; in file because that way they looked more like an army, making a longer column than fours. And, as they marched, the new world that they entered began to show them its mysteries. It was not that they had never been out at night before, but never before had the night seemed theirs as now. Going out to bring in a horse on a cold night, they were still the inhabitants of the world of walls and lamps, to which they were bound to return: the night showed them its wonders then, but only as to strangers; as a jeweller might show them his wares from a lighted window; but now they were theirs to handle. They were themselves of the night, and up in the woods by day they would keep some of its mystery. The village, they felt, though they did not frame the feeling in any words, was an island rising up above the tides of mystery, holding them back: they were out upon those tides now.

Youre not going the right way, called out Christie Ryan to Mickey.

But Mickey never answered him.

Young Mickey saw that they were all much too heavily laden for a march, especially up hill, and he was leading them to a farm that he knew of under the hills and a bit away to his left. He did not speak till he halted them all under a hedge, that bounded one side of the farm; and, taking Jimmy Mullins with him and telling the rest to wait, he went on quietly to the farm buildings.

Theres an ass in there, Jimmy, he said in a low voice. And well want him.

One window shone in the night. All round was hush, only broken, when at all, by a sound in the byre, as a cow in her sleep moved some of her weight from one leg on to another and struck a board as she did so. As Mickey and Jimmy crept through the stillness and darkness that lay wide round the buildings they thought of all the things that roamed the dusk, either real or imagined, that had ever frightened them or given a sombre splendour to starlight, and each felt that he himself had at last his share in these things, a kind of fellowship with the terrors of night, that threatened comfortable houses such as these. They were soon in the blackness of the byre among the breathing animals, and Mickey struck a match and found the donkey, and untied him and led him out, when a dog barked. The dog was tied up, but Mickey knew that from the time he began to bark they had only about a minute to get away unobserved with the donkey, so they hurried and the donkey noticed the hurry at once, all the more because it was so new to that quiet farmstead, and protested against it, and it was all that the two could do to get him away. The dog barked on, and then slow bolts began to stir in a door, but they got the donkey on to the grass, and by the time a flood of light showed the opened door of the farm-house they had just got out of hearing. And so they brought him quietly to where the other lads were waiting, and Mickey told them to take off their blankets and strap them on to the donkey, and the spade went on and two axes, and packets of various provisions, and the donkey became the transport of their little army; and, rested and very much lighter, they marched away to the hills. This was the first military requisition that they had made, and it seemed to give them the status of an army; it was also the first of those acts that were soon to confer on them what is the ultimate raison dêtre of every army, an enemy.


CHAPTER VI

NIGHT IN THE HILLS

YOUNG MICKEY and his army, marching light, with all their outfit on the donkey, came to the great demesne of Knocknavogue, lying dark with woods in the night round the house at which old Mickey had been butler for thirty years in the Old Lords time. They pushed down a bit of the wall where it had already crumbled low, till they could get their donkey to climb in over what remained and the heap of big fallen stones. The demesne lay wide before them and Mickey remembered the lines of Padraic Colum:

An old man said I saw The chief of the things that are gone A stag with his head held high And a doe and a fawn.

For he had himself seen just the same thing in this very place, before the troubles came and they were all killed. A few large horns shed by the stags in spring, could be still seen lying about. They passed by the house standing grey, like a huge ghost in the night, and all along one side of it the graves of flower-beds. There was the geranium-bed by the dining-room window, though without geraniums now, on which Mickey Ryan had kneeled when he came to shoot at the Old Lord. Young Mickey, as he went by, had a feeling that something had deserted Ireland, though he did not know what it was.

They came to big woods, and marched down a long ride. Knocknavogue lay in the plains, but when they came out of the blackness of the wood, and saw at the end of the ride such luminosity as there is in the night sky, the slope of the hills was before them. They had marched hushed through the wood, but now in the starlight their spirits rose, and talk began among them. As they climbed the hill and the world seemed all below them and all asleep, their spirits rose higher still and their talk increased, even though the slope steepened and they needed all their breath for meeting the hill. Sometimes a dog barked, far off, and they welcomed the sound of the wild and wakeful voice, feeling wild and wakeful themselves in a world tamed by sleep and snug houses; the contrast between what walks the night and what shelters by firesides being greater now than they were ever to feel it again; for the night had yet to show them rain, wind, hard ground and cold, and many other discomforts, but now was only showing them freedom, and revealing to them too, as though the majestic night had honoured them with her confidence, the mystery that cloaked the stars and the hills. They were going by no track, across little fields that were bounded by walls of rounded stone, which were easily toppled down to get their transport through. And then they came to the wood. The whole of the tops of the hills were black with wood. Young Mickey halted his army just inside the trees, below them they saw the plain stretch far into darkness, above them the deep woods rose, and soared into night. They gathered round their donkey and sat down.

Transport lines over there, said Mickey pointing, and the donkey was tied to a tree by Jimmy Mullins a little way off from where the rest were spreading their blankets and softening the hardness of the ground with bunches of bracken. Later they found it better to wrap their blankets round them standing up, and then to lie down; but this was their first night in the hills. At first the wind running cold through the trees and fanning their faces was a joy to them, a kind of welcome from the woods and the night to those who hitherto had only known sleep in houses; but soon there came the chill against which the first inventor of houses had built his walls. Young Mickey noted that one blanket each was not nearly enough. And he watched the sky anxiously. If it rained on the first night, how many would remain with him? He began to feel the anxiety that statesmen know when first they fear the defection of an ally. A miniature anxiety, my reader may think. No, it troubled him with all the force with which anxiety can trouble youth, though he showed it no more than a statesman would show it, if ever he felt such anxiety. This army of his was everything to him: would it melt away? The clouds were not high, but a wind was keeping them up, and he was afraid of nothing but rain. He would need more blankets in future, but tonight a good fire would keep them warm enough. He made two of them get up. Take the axes, he said, and get us some timber, and well have a good fire.

We cant light a fire, said one of them, Jimmy Mullins.

Why not? said Mickey.

Sure, theyll be looking for that ass of theirs, of course, replied Jimmy, and if we light a big fire up here theyll know where to find us.

It was a trifling conversation; yet, if it had ended there, the leadership would have probably passed to Jimmy Mullins.

Go all of you, said Young Mickey, and get all the bracken you can, and let each of you put it in ten heaps, ten or twelve yards apart, and let you keep a good tidy line; and put a few sticks on each heap, and well have eighty camp-fires. Begob theyll not come for our ass then.

And this they did, working for nearly an hour, and any who watched from the plain saw the lines of an army flickering along the edge of the wood. Even far away in Cranogue, like sparks they saw the fires. An army up in the hills! But they had their own troubles in Cranogue, where the heathen from Africa were disturbing the bones of the dead and the wise women were angry; and they did not enquire what army. Many of the fires died down, then went out altogether, but not until stay-at-homes were long a-bed; and no one came near them that night. And when the sun unseen by them was climbing the hill behind them, unseen by the blackbirds in the dark of the wood, though greeted by them tumultuously, and the gleam of dawn was lighting the slopes below, the sentry that Mickey had posted just at the edge of the trees saw no one on all the hill coming up to look for the donkey. During that night Young Mickey learned a good many things, things that man in his principal cities during the last few centuries has concentrated a good deal of attention upon forgetting, things such as cold and the hardness of the earth, and other natural enemies of sleep. He did not even know, until taught by the experiments to which discomfort drove him, that there is no ease in a bed of earth until a hole has been dug for the hip. And not to know this is an ignorance as eccentric, among those that sleep under the stars, as it would be not to know the need for a pillow and bolster, among those whose rest is in houses. But that night he learned it, and even came soon to cultivate little luxuries, like digging another hole for the shoulder. Yet the one essential need was more blankets, and that he planned to secure before another night. In the cold before dawn he had their principal fire replenished and gathered his army round it; it is usual for armies to expect an enemy half an hour before dawn, but here the half-hour before dawn was the enemy: if that cold got through their single blankets and through their flesh and blood into their spirits, he feared that his men would be routed. Then came out the kettle, and the saucepan, and a dozen eggs, and the teapot; and as the kettle began to steam, and they saw that their fire was doing its work, and as they got warm while they watched it, their leader felt the lifting of an anxiety that he had never shown, and knew that the discomforts of the first night in the hills had not defeated his men. They had been a bit silent at first, but when the tea was made and the eggs were boiled, they all began to talk, and Young Mickey felt flushed with his first victory; for the stars had retreated, and his army was still in the hills. Twelve eggs were all they had, and the difficulty of carrying even them had cost them some thought; they had a side of bacon, that one of them had brought, but no frying pan: their commissariat had in fact been left to chance fancies. They had one bottle of milk, a large bottle that once had held whiskey; and plenty of tea and sugar. Water they had not yet found, the water that made their tea having been brought in two bottles; the mysterious river, down which Satan had once dived, ran far below them, for though on most of its course it ran only about five or six feet under the surface, it went here through the deeps of the hills. And it stands to reason that five or six feet of turf would have been no protection against a sword such as the one that the blessed Archangel would be likely to have; had Satan stayed at that level, he might just as well have run through the grass like a rabbit. No, he put the big hills between him and Michael. And a pity for some of you that he did, said the parish priest of Cranogue one day, in one of his sermons, looking round him at some of those to whom the remark especially applied. It was nearly a quarter of a mile to where the river came out on the Cranogue side, and only a little less to the point at which it entered the ground on the other. So Mickey sent one of them to find a stream, while he watched the rest of them finishing up their eggs, and made his plans. In Mickeys plans his commissariat had an unusual relation to strategy. In most armies the commissariat is supplied in accordance with the work that the army is expected to undertake in the field, which is to say its tactics or strategy. With Mickey it was the opposite; he was not as yet at war, and his warfare would depend on the enemies that he made, and he would only make enemies as he replenished his commissariat. And what a dull world it would be if left was always on one side and right on the other, top above and under beneath: in Ireland left is often right and vice is versa. Cranogue was barred to them for many reasons, the most sufficient of which being that they had come to the hills to get away from whatever curse was going to fall on Cranogue for violating the bones of the dead, either to be brought on it by the wise women or by the dead themselves. And that meant that the commissariat would have mostly to be supplied from the other side of the hills, where Patsy Heffernans influence was like that of a little king; and it would lead to a war with Patsy Heffernans men, though he would not fight as hard, Young Mickey hoped, as when he fought with the English.

Jim, said Young Mickey to Jim Brannehan, well want provisions. Let you guard the camp with Paddy and Christie, and Ill go and get them.

We could snare rabbits, said Jim. The woods crawling with them.

It doesnt look well for an army to be snaring, said Mickey. Well shoot them.

Can we do that? said Jim.

Well have to get a shot-gun, said Mickey.

And we want a lot more blankets. Tell young Hegarty when he comes back from looking for water to bring the ass through the woods, and wait in the woods by the side of the Lisnane road, for well want him on the way back. But let him keep to the woods and not be seen with the ass. Then Mickey marched off with four others, through the wood and over the hill, all carrying their rifles. None of them had ever been up to the top of those hills before; their dark line seen from Cranogue had always represented romance to them, and the hills seemed to stand in the land in which any dream might come true. And something in the early morning seemed so to haunt the stillness and loneliness of the wood, that disillusion, which so often reigns in the purplest hills when once the traveller comes to them, seemed not to have reached their mosses. Had there been any armies in those parts they would have heard of it in Cranogue, and Young Mickey would not have gone out in broad daylight with only four men; but the only rumour of an army anywhere near those hills was the rumour that was running now through the fields below, from the eighty fires of his camp that he had lit the night before. They came out of the hills on to the other side; came to a road and marched down it; and quite a different country lay before them, to the one on the West of the hills. There were small fields, and neat white houses of many farms, great hedges, and no bog. Young Mickey marched first to the furthest of the farms that he meant to visit; he went up a bohereen to the house and knocked at the door. The farmer came out, a large man nearing sixty, with orange-coloured whiskers round his red face once, as you still could see, but they had been whitening fast during the last few years; he stood in the doorway in his breeches, gaiters and waistcoat and asked them what they wanted.

We want provisions for the army thats up in the hills, said Mickey.

What kind of provisions? asked the farmer. We want sixteen blankets, said Mickey, looking at the list he had made.

Begob, I have not that many, said the farmer.

No, said Mickey, I dont want to take that number from you. Could you let me have five?

I might get you five, the farmer replied. And could you let us have a frying-pan?

I could.

And how many eggs could you give us?

I might let you have twenty.

I shouldnt take all that from you, said Mickey. Give me twelve.

Begob, and gladly, said the farmer.

And have you eer an old shot-gun?

I have a very old one, replied the farmer, and he went in and brought out a muzzle-loader.

The very thing, said Mickey.

And the farmer went back and got the other things he had promised, as well as a flask of black powder for the old muzzle-loader, and some percussion caps and a bag of shot.

Is there anything more youll want?

There is not, said Mickey, and he marched on to the next farm.

From none of these farms could the line of Mickeys camp-fires be seen, for they were on the other side of the hill, but rumour had got round the hills, and it was known that there was an army up there. A woman came to the door of the next house where Mickey asked for more provisions for his army up in the hills, and she apologized for her husbands absence and gave them some loaves and butter and more eggs and a handy basket to carry them in. And they took a few blankets from her, and asked her the way up to the house on the next farm, and she showed them the shortest route, and they marched away.

And at the next place they saw several men in the farmyard, so they went in there, and found the farmer among them. And there was a large number of cows, so Mickey took all the milk that he wanted from there, and asked for nine or ten blankets to make up the number he needed. As it was a good big farm and looked as if it could spare them, Mickey asked for twenty eggs.

Could you spare that many for the army up in the hills? he asked.

I could surely, said the farmer.

So Mickey and his men went with the farmer to his hen-house, while one of the farm-lads went to the house for the blankets and milk.

Would you like a ham? asked the farmer.

I would surely, said Mickey.

So that was sent for too. And when everything was collected, it looked more than they would be able to carry, and march as soldiers ought to march. So Mickey asked: Could you let us have a man to carry all the provisions as far as our transport?

I could, said the farmer. Where have you the transport?

Its on the Lisnane road, said Mickey, only half a mile away.

Hi, Johnny, called out the farmer to one of his men. Carry all these blankets for the general a bit of the way along the road.

And when they had Johnny well loaded they marched off, and were soon at the spot where the wood came down to the road and Young Hegarty would be waiting with the donkey. There they halted.

The transport will be here soon, said Mickey. Put everything down beside the road, and you may go back to the farm.

For he wouldnt let the man see that their transport was only one donkey.

Id like to be a soldier myself, said the man to Mickey, instead of going away.

Mickey thought for a moment: nine men would make a better army than eight; on the other hand what mattered most for the present was the repute of the size of the army that lit all those fires in the hills. So he said: We have too many already. It might be hard to feed more. And he sent Johnny away. Then they put all the blankets and the ham and the old gun on the donkey, and marched away with their transport through the woods.

They came back to their camp in triumph. But a shadow dimmed the brightness of their triumph, only that evening. For while they were watching the sun setting, further off, as it seemed to them looking at that wide plain, than they had ever seen it before, a boy of ten or eleven came climbing the hill to the wood.

Halt. Who goes there? called the sentry.

Timmy Halligan, said the boy.

Advance and give the countersign, said the sentry.

Sure, I dont know it, said Timmy.

Nor did the sentry for that matter, for there was no countersign. But soldiers often have to make the best of things in the face of all kinds of deficiencies, and he knew he had done right to ask for the countersign. But what to do next? He looked at Mickey.

Dont let him advance, Mickey called out to the sentry, and went out through the trees to the open hill, and to where the boy was standing.

What do you want? he said.

Ive a letter from the general, said the boy.

Give it to me, said Mickey.

It was addressed to The G.O.C. The Army up in the Hills. Mickey opened the envelope and read: You are to cease as from this date from requisitioning any provisions in my Brigade area. Patsy Heffernan, Major General.

It meant war.


CHAPTER VII

THE TWO GENERALS MEET

PATSY HEFFERNANS embargo upon provisions covered the whole of the east side of the hills and was some miles deep, so that with the wise women down on the plain before them, and the probably angry dead in the bog of Cranogue, and with Patsy Heffernan behind them, Young Mickeys men were between the devil and the deep sea. He called them together by the embers of the big fire and read Patsy Heffernans letter to them, and then tore it in pieces.

Isnt Ireland free? he said. And what right has any man to prevent us getting provisions to keep ourselves alive?

Havent we plenty of provisions, now? said Jimmy Mullins, for the name of Patsy Heffernan was not without its terror.

Only what will last us three days, said Mickey.

Maybe we mightnt want to stop in the hills longer than that, said Young Hegarty.

Patsy Heffernan will have to do more than write a letter before he can drive this army out of the hills, said Mickey, and noted how the boast had no effect; and added: And besides that, anybody deserting this will be shot.

That had its effect. Well not go till you tell us, General, said one. And they all agreed to that.

Well have all tomorrow to get provisions, Young Mickey continued. Because Patsy Heffernan wont know at once that were not going to do as he says. But after tomorrow maybe it will be difficult, and well be only able to do it at night; so we must get all we want for a long while.

May be wed better start now, said Jimmy Mullins.

We had not, replied Mickey. For then Patsy Heffernan would know by tonight that were not going to do as he says, and hed be ready for us tomorrow. We shall want to have the whole day for all well have to get.

He went then to look at the pile of sticks and bracken that Jim Brannehan had collected during the morning. Have you enough for the eighty fires? he asked Brannehan.

Sure Ive enough for thirty or forty anyway, said Jim. And that ought to keep us warm.

Have you no sense? said Mickey. What would they think of an army that shrinks to half its size in the night? Sure theyd come and eat us. Go all of you and get enough for a decent army.  

So they all went further into the wood, taking the two axes with them, and Mickey was left alone to think things out for himself. Ammunition began to be of importance now, though foremost in his mind was the need for protection against the rain, the canvas covering of some hayrick that they could fasten to branches of trees, for it was still the rain that seemed to him to be the most immediate threat to his army. Then they would need provisions that would keep a long time, for food would not be so easy to obtain, once Patsy Heffernan got his army out. And then he began to think of tactics, the main idea of which was that Patsy Heffernans army would probably be much too large, and that he would probably be able to keep out of its way, and to find it when he wanted to hit it. He had a lot to think of as he sat there watching golden stripes in the West widening slowly through a sky of greenish blue. Drilling, of recent years, had taken the place of greyhounds among the young men, so that they all knew a little of that, but he feared that they knew very little of shooting. So, as soon as they came back with the sticks and bundles of bracken he sent them all off in different directions to get a rabbit with their rifles while there was still a little light; there were plenty of rabbits out in all the grassy spaces in the wood, but in the bad light only one was shot, and the one that shot him Mickey made his musketry-instructor. They roasted the rabbit there and then, and he was tough, all except the liver, which they cooked by laying it on hot stones at the edge of the fire, and which made a very small dish, but one that might well have been served at any banquet. While the rabbit was cooking they laid out their sticks and bundles of bracken, and, as the nine men ate their supper, folk in the plain below saw the menacing lines of an army, glowing with eighty camp-fires. Theyre still there, said some. But no one asked who they were, such questions being regarded as not having to do with a mans own business; which it was better for every man to follow, leaving other mens businesses alone, especially the business of men that might be up in the hills.

After supper, with three blankets each and some bracken under them, and their feet to good fires, and another night without rain, Mickey had his army well in hand. He posted a sentry and forgot him; and the sentry marched smartly up and down for the first hour, and then sat by one of the fires, getting up now and then to replenish the nearest. Towards dawn, when he wanted some sleep, he prodded one of the others with his bayonet, and persuaded him to relieve him in exchange for a packet of cigarettes. The relief was smartly carried out, for they had both watched sentries being relieved, before Ireland was free.

Dawn came up and found the rest of them harder to wake this time, now that they were all warm, and the sun itself had to come over the tops of the trees to do it. Then they put all the ends of burnt sticks on to one fire, and got out the frying-pan and the kettle. Young Hegarty had found a tiny stream quite near, trickling down from rock to rock that was deep with moss, past masses of the bright-green leaves of the wood-sorrel that have always seemed to me, if I may utter so great a heresy, to be much more likely than clover to have been the original Irish shamrock. The frying-pan made all the difference, and the army had a fine breakfast.

It was Christie Ryan that shot the rabbit, and Young Mickey sent all the men off with him now to a glade in the wood for an hours instruction in musketry. Then began the work of the day, which was to obtain provisions for as long as they should be at war with Patsy Heffernan, or as long as the wise women were cursing Cranogue. More provisions they might obtain from time to time, but not with the ease with which they could obtain them now, and Mickey wanted to make sure of them while he could. Not only so as to be able to carry all the provisions they needed, but also so as to make as big a show as possible, Mickey took his whole army; and, having hidden their provisions, they went up through the wood and down the far slope of the hill, with Jimmy Mullins leading the transport. The rumour of the eighty fires in the hills had by now spread like their cousin, the proverbial wild-fire; and the farmers were expecting them, with various provisions ready; for it had always been their policy to be on good terms with whatever army might be up in the hills.

Mickey went to farms that he had not visited on the day before, and got from the top of a hayrick the broad sheet of canvas that he needed to keep his army dry, and took in large supplies of bread, butter and bacon. He found the canvas heavier than he had expected, and that this with supplies of food for twenty days would be as much as their donkey could carry. At the end of that time, if victorious over Patsy Heffernan, he knew that the provisions of the whole countryside would be at his disposal; while, if it should go the other way, he would be moving too fast to carry more provisions than such as his men might pick up at the houses they passed. And he took sufficient tea and sugar for those twenty days, and left the future to provide the milk, beyond what he had got for that day and the next. And just as he was about to turn back for the hills, he saw quite near him the farm-house by the orchard, by which he had met Alannah a year ago. He had not meant to take any provisions from this house, but ever since reading Patsy Heffernans letter, it had seemed to him that he might have few opportunities of seeing Alannah again. So he halted his men by the road, and went up alone to the farm. At first he did not see her, and he did not like to go to the door, lest they should think he had come for provisions, which he had determined not to requisition there. So he walked about the farm, and presently saw her a little way off from the house. She recognized him at once, and was glad to see him. I hear you have a great army now, were her first words to him.

I have, he said, for it was not for him to undo the work that rumour had done for him.

Where have you them? she asked.

Up in the hills, he said. And I have a few of them out there on the road, part of my transport.

What are your politics? she asked.

And suddenly he knew that, brief though their acquaintance had been, he was something more to her than any young man that chance might have brought by, for one does not thus openly and without preliminaries enquire of any mans politics in Ireland.

Just against the government, answered Mickey.

Which government? asked Alannah, for the English had only been gone a year.

Any government, said Mickey. Sure whats the use of them? No man can be free when theres a government over him.

He can not, said Alannah. But who are you fighting against?

Sure no one yet, replied Mickey. But I got a very wicked letter from Patsy Heffernan.

Oh dont go to war with Patsy, she said.

Why not? he asked.

Hes terrible wicked, she said.

So am I, said Mickey, and saw a look in her eyes that he long remembered, a look of interest certainly, and what seemed something more, only that it seemed too good to hope that it was so.

At such a moment it was good to part, for he might not easily waken such interest again; and he went back to his men and marched away, and became for Alannah part of the splendour and mystery that clothed the big hills.

With his head full of the glimmer of the dawn of a new happiness, and his men triumphantly supplied with provisions, Mickey was marching away by the road that wound to the hills, full of cheerful greetings to the few that he met, for whatever came near seemed to reflect some of his own cheerfulness; when he met a scowling face. For a moment Mickey stared; and then, though he had never seen Patsy Heffernan, neither he nor any of them doubted that the man stood before them. His words, when he spoke, made this certain. I didnt drive the English out in order to let you march about here.

Sure, Im doing no harm, said Mickey lamely, the poor excuse of a boy caught in somebodys orchard.

And youre doing no good, said Patsy.

Im doing a lot of good, said Mickey, becoming bolder.

Youll get out of this, said Patsy. Unless...

Unless? repeated Mickey.

Unless youve a bigger army nor what the English had.

I have, said Mickey, and marched away with his men.

It was the right thing to say, and would have deceived a British statesman. But would it take in Patsy Heffernan?


CHAPTER VIII

THE CONVERSION OF UMBOLULU

As Young Mickeys army came out next morning from under their shelter of canvas slung from four trees, to sit round a fire to their breakfast, an event occurred in Cranogue that was a shock to many good Catholics. For Umbolulu, as he got up that morning in a shed at the back of the hotel, was putting on a coat. There is of course nothing whatever in the religion of a good Catholic to prevent a man wearing a coat: on the contrary. But as soon as Umbolulu appeared in the street, wearing a long black coat, and without his drum, they perceived that in a matter of proseletyzing the black Protestants had got ahead of them. Those best qualified to judge had given their opinion that a case such as Umbolulus could not be spiritually cured in under a month; yet here he was after a few days of Mrs. Patricks teaching presenting an appearance that seemed hardly possible to those that had so recently seen him dance to his drum, while the great necklace of bones bobbed up and down on his skin. When Mrs. Patrick later in the morning came down the street of Cranogue to Sharkeys hotel there was just that touch of bitterness added, for all who saw her, that a conqueror sometimes gives by marching his army through the principal streets of a defeated capital. Yet they were very tolerant of each other in Cranogue, the good Catholics and the black Protestants, and no trace of bitterness was exhibited.

When Mrs. Patrick saw Umbolulu in his coat, she experienced one of the great spiritual exaltations of her life. It should be borne in mind that the saving of souls was to her what having four aces in his or her hand, and a good sprinkling of kings, is to a bridge-player; and that, though this was her hobby and though she had saved souls, she had never seen the saving before in her life, the fruit of her labours having all ripened in Africa. From what was she converting him? She never knew. He spoke far too few words of English to give her any idea of what we call his religious persuasion. She guessed it weeks later, but not now. Whatever it was it was something far from that solemn frock-coat, the week-day coat that had been lent him by Mr. Washington, who henceforth wore his Sunday clothes all the week round. A starched collar and a gleaming triangle of shirt replaced the necklace of bones, and Umbolulu for the first time wore boots. He had not got a tie, but before that day was out Mrs. Patrick equipped him with an old cricketing tie of her husbands, and with the bright colours of the M.C.C. flashing from the darkness of his frock-coat Umbolulu was now outwardly a Christian, while inwardly his conversion proceeded apace, if he was not already perfect. Sunday came round again; and this time a little group at the other end of the town watching the Liberissimans crossing the street to go to the Protestant church saw one more than there had been last Sunday; they watched with tolerance, and if the faintest jealousy was aroused by Mrs. Patricks capture of the soul of Umbolulu, it was soothed by the words of one of them, as the little party of Africans entered the Protestant church, Isnt it a good enough religion for the likes of them?

The church-door closed on the Africans. And another of the cluster in the street said: Theres an army up in the hills again.

Aye, said another, its been there for the best part of the week.

Its likely thats where Mickey and Jim and the other young lads have gone, said someone.

Whist! said Old Mickey from his doorway, near which they were gathered. You wouldnt know where theyd be gone.

And talk died down at his warning.

When conversation awoke again they spoke of a force that was closer to them than the army up in the hills. Someone had heard an owl shriek down by the bog: it may have been meant as a warning, or it may not even have been an owl at all. Another had seen a grey mist at evening over the water, reaching out in long arms, and all of them pointing at Cranogue. Theres no doubt the dead are terrible wicked, said one.

Wouldnt you be wicked, said another, and heathens from Africa digging your ribs up out of your grave?

And the first speaker shuddered.

Dont the dead want peace? went on the second. Not to be dug up by black heathen.

Whats Fanny Maguire saying now? asked another.

Begob, came the answer, shes wickeder nor the dead.

God knows whats coming to Cranogue, said an old woman. God spare it. Its terrible.

These were two of the topics that might have been overheard where any talk occurred in those days in Cranogue, the army up in the hills and the dead down by the bog. Who led the army up in the hills none knew, and it was safer not to talk of it. Fanny Maguire led the dead; and this topic, the more alarming of the two, might be spoken of to the hearts content. All other topics were of the ancient affairs of Cranogue, which changed little with the passage of centuries.

I do not include among topics Mrs. Patricks conversion of Umbolulu, for it was almost too distasteful to count as a topic, this grab by the Protestant church being regarded rather as any of my English readers would be likely to regard shop-lifting. And it is curious that, though while Umbolulu was half naked, and actually a black heathen, he had from the people of Cranogue a certain amused friendliness; yet now in his respectable coat, and making daily progress in Christianity, he shared in the disapproval with which Cranogue regarded his party. A reluctance to sell them food now extended to him, a reluctance that only awaited an organizer to call up hunger against them.

I have little more to tell you about Cranogue; things never moved very fast there in any age. Umbolulu continued his progress, never free from the lash of Mrs. Patricks zeal. A fear hung over the town as the mist hung over the marshes. Old Mickey watched from his door and saw nothing new. Let us get back to the hills.


CHAPTER IX

MICKEY PREPARES FOR WAR

ON the day that followed Mickeys meeting with Patsy Heffernan nothing occurred in the hills. Mickeys scouts looking out of the woods on the eastern slope saw perhaps half a dozen young men during the morning on bicycles, on a road on which for the same period one would usually see only one or two. But there were no other signs of activity. That night it rained, and Mickey was glad of his canvas, without which his army would have been wet, and he knew that a wet army would have been hard to hold. Next morning his sentries saw men approaching the hill from different directions, and fired at them, and were fired at in return. Mickey had eight sentries out, as well as himself; his entire force in fact. In most armies sentries protect the army against surprise; but the important surprise in these hills was the smallness of Mickeys force, and this surprise had to be protected by his army. So he had a screen of nine sentries along the edge of the wood. At night he called them all in, for Patsy Heffernan would not be able to find out too much in those big woods by night, and they all had a good supper; after which Mickey went over the hill and down the far side to get fresh milk for his armys tea. He went to ODwyers farm, the orchard farm, where Alannah lived; for it was necessary to go to friendly places now, and to go and return by night. Not that he knew if ODwyer would be friendly or not: he had never seen him. And he feared that any young men that he might meet would all be Patsy Heffernans men. He met none as he went in the dark from the hill to the farm.

When he came to the farm the house was all dark, except for the glow that came from the curtained window. How could he find Alannah? To knock on the door might be to bring to it one of Patsy Heffernans men; and he had come without his rifle. So he went to the window and tapped it very lightly twice, with the end of one of his fingers; lightly enough for anyones second thoughts to put it down to a moth, or a small bird, or a leaf on the wind, or imagination; loudly enough, he hoped, for Alannah to guess. And after a long time he heard a lock being turned softly; and there was Alannah.

Have you any fresh milk you could let me have, Alannah?

Not what would do for an army, she said.

I only want it for tea for a few of my officers.

And what about your men? asked Alannah.

Sure, they dont drink it, he said.

Is that so? said she. What do they drink?

Sure they only drink whiskey, said Mickey. Theyre terrible fellows. They wouldnt look at milk.

Have you enough whiskey for them? she asked.

I have, said Mickey. Barrels of it. But its raw fierce stuff that those fellows drink. Id be glad of a sup of the milder kind for my officers.

What kind? asked Alannah.

Ah any kind, said Mickey. Its liquid fire those lads drink. It would blister your finger. Any kind you have would seem milk to it.

They must be terrible, surely, them lads, replied Alannah.

Sure they are, said Mickey. And Im sorry for Patsy Heffernan.

Then she went quietly back to the house, telling him to wait there; and presently she brought him two large bottles of milk and a small bottle of whiskey It wont do for many officers, she said as she gave him the milk. But its all we can spare.

Ah, its plenty, he said. Its only the lads commanding battalions that drink tea.

Why dont the others? she asked.

Its against the regulations, he replied.

You know, reader, a general that belittles his own army, that does not make the very most of it, that does not make it loom as large as posssible, especially on the eve of a fight, is not worthy of his command. The various ways of making the most of an army are not laid down, and must be left to the individual commander.

That Kaiser was a terrible fellow, said Alannah suddenly.

He was that, said Mickey.

And the English beat him.

So I heard, said Mickey.

And Patsy Heffernan drove them out of Ireland.

Sure, doesnt everyone know that, said Mickey. Why do you tell me?

Because Im thinking it might be better for you not to go to war with Patsy Heffernan, she said.

Begob, he answered, its too late for that. Wouldnt I starve if I did what Patsy tells me. He wants me to keep an army without provisions. How would I do that?

Couldnt you do without a war at all? she said.

I could not, he replied. Isnt Ireland free? And whos to stop me?

It was on the tip of her tongue to say Patsy Heffernan, but she wouldnt do it, only wishing to warn him, not to dispirit him.

From one practical business Mickey turned to another: he had done what he could to establish for his army up in the hills a reputation for size; he turned now to the question of further provisions. To inarch his men round the farms any more in broad daylight would be impossible, and even by night would be difficult. Surreptitious raids would have to be made, and hiding-places prepared in advance, for occasions on which they might not be able to be in the open long enough to get from the wood to the farmlands and back.

Have you a good big hay-stack? he asked.

We have, she said. Over there.

Could I cut a hole in it with a hay-knife, he asked; the way that, if I came down from the hills with a small escort of seven or eight, we could hide from Patsy Heffernan?

You could surely, she said. But Patsyd have a terrible quick eye for hay-ricks and the like of them, having been on the run for a year himself.

Have you a hay-knife? he asked.

We have, sure, she said.

Then let you and me cut a tunnel in the hay, he said, and well close it up with a good thick bit at the end, and hell not find us then, if we ever have to use it.

She was doubtful, but led him to the hay-rick.

They walked through the orchard and through a small gate in a hedge, and there was the hayrick with wide flat fields beyond it. They got the hay-knife from a side of the stack in which the blade was buried, pulling it out by the wooden handle, and Mickey began to work at the end of the stack that was furthest away from the farm. Working hard he cut a tunnel in from the side along the end of the hay-stack, carrying out square pieces of hay, till he thought there was room enough to squeeze in nine men; then he put two big squares of hay to hide the end of the tunnel, and left it tidy and smooth. All the rest of the hay that he had cut out Alannah helped him to carry to the stalls in which the fat cattle were. And now he felt that the difficulty of obtaining fresh provisions was halved, as the big woods and the hole in the hay-stack gave him a hiding-place at each end of the journey. Beside the stack lay a duck-pond, bright and cold in the night.

Once more Alannah urged Mickey not to go to war with Patsy Heffernan.

Sure, hes gone to war with me, said Mickey, and weve started already. Didnt you hear the firing today?

I thought it was rabbits, said Alannah.

It was not. It was men, said Mickey.

Did you get any? asked Alannah.

We did not, said Mickey, but theres time enough for that.

Wasnt Ireland a dull country when the English were here? said Alannah.

Sure there was nothing to do at all, said Mickey.


CHAPTER X

A TERRIBLE GREAT BATTLE

WITH an extra blanket for himself, and the milk and the whiskey, and a packet of cigarettes and a little more tea, Mickey climbed the hill and came late to his camp. Through the huge solemnity of the woods in the night, and the cool air running between the trunks like a fairy, he came to the glow of his fires and the long shadows, and suddenly knew that he was home. Tired as he was, this knowledge that his bed was only a few yards away, and that the great wood was his house, gave him the delightful ease, long remembered and never quite explained, such as a tramp might feel, at night in the streets of a city, if a great palace lifting before him were all of a sudden to welcome him.

Soon he slept; the blackbirds woke them all; and they had their breakfast of boiled eggs, bacon and tea. And now Mickey put out only one sentry, telling him to move about a good deal and to watch the country at the back of the hill. He wanted to have the rest of his army handy, being sure that Patsy Heffernan would attack him very soon. And Jimmy Mullins was sure of it too, when they talked it over. Hes an agent of a big English insurance company, said Jimmy, and goes about the country a lot on a bicycle. Thats how he got to know it so well. But hell want to be getting on with his work, so hell come for us as quick as he can get his army together.

Thats so, said Mickey.

Whatll you do? ask Jimmy.

Sure theres two ways of beating an army, and only two, in the books, said Mickey; and manys the time Ive read of them.

Whats those ways? asked Jimmy.

Two good ways, said Mickey. One is to break its centre, and the other to roll up one of its flanks.

And which is the best? asked Jimmy.

They were talking by themselves a little way off from the fire, at which the rest were seated.

Sure theres no comparison, said Mickey. If we broke their centre wed have to go slap at them, and then when we got there theyd be all round us. Itd be very close fighting, and wed lose lots of men. Thatd do well enough for big armies that couldnt move about quickly, like what the King of Babylon used to have. But well get away and attack one of the flanks. Well have no one behind us then, and only one man in front of us.

Only one man? said Jimmy, puzzled.

Sure thats all, said Mickey. If Patsy has a hundred men, and all in a row coming up the hill, and we get round and fire from a flank, theres only one man can fire back at us, but they all get our bullets.

Begob, its a great idea, said Jimmy, not knowing that he bestowed praise somewhat late on these tactics, which were well worn before Julius Cæsar.

And as they talked the sentry came in, to tell that there was dust rising off a road a long way out in the plain.

Itll be Patsy Heffernan, said Mickey.

Are they within shot? asked Jimmy.

Sure Patsy would never do that, said Mickey.

They are not, said the sentry.

Hed never bring a column along a road within shot of the wood, said Mickey.

Then Mickey gave orders to wrap all their possessions, except their rifles and ammunition, in the big sheet of canvas, and to bury it together with their two spades under a few inches of earth and moss, while he went with the sentry to the edge of the wood to watch the dust coming nearer. Before going he saw his transport tied to a tree with as long a piece of cord as they were able to knot together, and a pail of water by the trunk of the tree; and ordered two of his men to collect and throw down beside it a bundle of extra grass. It was a dry day at the end of March, and they saw the dust before they made out the men marching. They watched them marching until ten oclock, then saw them halt and eat some meal by the roadside; and at half-past ten they saw them leave the road in two parties and cross the fields in opposite directions; they were in fact making a line across the country along the foot of the hills. Mickey saw at once what they were doing, and noted that there must be nearly a hundred of them.

Hes brought his whole army, he said to the sentry. But he need not have been surprised, for Mickey had done all he could to make out his own army to be one that merited such a display of force.

He saw them spread to about five paces between man and man, and by half-past ten they were coming up the hill, moving rather north-westwards. Mickey ran back to his men. It was the left flank that he fancied most. If he attacked the right he would be all in Patsy Heffernans country, whereas attacking Patsys left he could at least have his back to the country he knew. But first of all he lined up his men along the edge of the wood, and opened fire on Patsy Heffernans force. They halted then at nearly a thousand yards, and lay down, and Mickeys men could hear them firing, fire that at first seemed unconnected with them, a noise in a far country. And then the first bullet arrived, dropping short and ricochetting, and going over them with a clear cry; and very soon several more. The trees were beginning to drop twigs on them. Mickeys men fired back as fast as they could, till he blew a whistle and stopped them. Then he led them back through the wood and over the top of the hill, and along the western side of it he must have run with them for nearly a mile, coming over the hill again when he was about opposite the end of Patsys left flank. Unseen by the enemy he got to a point that was about eight hundred yards from Patsys left-hand man, while they were all still firing into the wood. There he opened fire over a stone wall, and so well he achieved surprise that it was some mintues before a single bullet from Patsys men hit one of the stones of the wall and screamed away upwards. Then Patsys flank began to assort itself, so that instead of the one man who was able to fire at Mickey, there was soon a line of ten or a dozen; and bullets began to come over with that sharp crack, the intensity of which is the most noticeable of all the noises of battle.

Though Patsys firing line was now a little stronger than Mickeys, and was even slowly increasing, as Patsys officers began to understand what was happening and brought up a few more men, yet the advantage was still with Mickey, for all his bullets that went past that dozen men went right down Patsy Heffernans line, uttering the single harsh syllable of which all men know the meaning. A little longer of this, and Mickey felt that his right to obtain provisions from any of the farms he had visited would no longer be questioned. And Patsy Heffernans thoughts were not much different.

Suddenly there came a change. Again a haze of dust went up from a road. There was a flash from a brass button, far off, catching the sunlight. There shone some of the colour so lacking in modern battlefields. The long rattle of horses hooves floated up from the plain. And Patsy Heffernan ceased firing. Then, leaving the road, a column, bright with twenty pink coats, spread out and came up the hill between the two armies. It was the M.V.H., the famous Mountain and Valley Hounds, coming to draw those very woods for a fox.

What are they doing? said the Master to his huntsman, for Mickeys men were still firing.

Theyre only having a battle, sir, came the answer.

Well, tell them to stop, said the Master. We cant draw the covert with all that going on.

And Old Jack cantered off, and came to the stone wall.

What are you lads doing? he called.

Sure were fighting Patsy Heffernan, came the answer from the one that was nearest to him.

Well, you cant do that here, said the huntsman.

I dont know about that, said the other, slipping in one more cartridge for Patsy Heffernans men. You must ask the General.

Where is he? asked Old Jack. And the firing died down.

What is it? shouted Mickey.

You cant fight a battle here, said Old Jack.

Why not? said Mickey.

Because were going to draw the covert, replied Old Jack.

Cant you wait? asked the general.

We can not, said Old Jack. Its our last meet near here for this season.

Were fighting a battle, said Mickey.

I know that, said Old Jack. But we have to draw this covert. Or there wouldnt be a hen left in the whole country.

Are the foxes as bad as that? asked Mickey.

Sure they are, said Old Jack. Sure you dont see the claims on the fowl-fund as we do.

Are they all in this wood? asked Mickey.

Look at the size of it, said Old Jack.

Sure theres room for them, agreed Mickey.

Im telling you, said the huntsman, there wouldnt be a hen left in the whole country. And youll have all the people against you.

Ah well, said Mickey. Cease fire.

And the hounds went on up the hill.

The change that came over the battle was not due so much to this pause as that most of Patsy Heffernans army, and the whole of his right flank, went up the hill to see the hounds draw the covert. On such occasions there is usually an honourable understanding not to change the position of troops, but no such understanding could hold against the Mountain and Valley Foxhounds: as well expect people to draw down their blinds when the hunt rode through a village. And by the time that the hounds left covert the whole strategy of that battle was altered.

Old Jack gave a wave of his hand and the hounds ran jubilantly into the wood, and there came that tense minute when all is silent in covert. Then a hound gave tongue, and then all of them; but not that high clamorous note with which they greet the enemy that they share with man; it was a cry angry and deep that they were uttering, almost a roar. A badger, said Old Jack, as he heard the deep note of that tumult. Further and further into the deeps of the wood those voices roared away, till the badger came to a fastness of rocks wherein his family had dwelt for ages; the hounds were all round him and he was slow, but their teeth could not get through his skin, and he eluded them at a great shaft in the rocks that was called the Devils chimney, because it went right down to the river that runs where the devil had dived, when he went under the hills to escape from the sword of St. Michael.

One whip went into the wood, but all the rest of the hunt rode on the slope outside, keeping level as they could with the pack for as long as they heard them. For a long while there was silence in the wood, when suddenly there broke out that cry that to hunting people is what cockcrow is to the farmstead, almost what dawn is to the world, the cry of a pack that has found its fox. After that everything that they had gathered there for began for them; the wide plain smiling in sunlight had now a meaning for them; hedges, streams, stone walls, that they had idly noticed, but as strangers having no share in them, became now so much a part of their own lives that their lives even depended on the skill with which they and their horses dealt with these obstacles. And the exhilaration with which they saw the hounds pouring down the hill from the wood, with the wide plain before them and great fields splendid for galloping, spread to all onlookers and the whole of Patsys army. They watched the hounds, those men of Patsy Heffernan, till they could see them no longer, they watched till the last red coat and brass button were far away over the plain, and it was long before they slowly turned their backs to get on with their battle with Mickey.

The whole strategy of the battle was altered. Patsy Heffernans right wing, in their eagerness to see hounds leave covert, had strayed as far as the wood, and the rest of them straggled all the way up the slope; while Mickeys army had not moved at all, except to show their heads frequently, by Mickeys orders, over different parts of the wall, so as to deceive the enemy as to their numbers; but no one had seen them, being all turned the other way to see all they could of the fox-hunt. Men who tell of that day tell of a marvellous fox-hunt, that carried the Mountain and Valley far over that wide plain, till one of the last of the watchers standing high on the hill and gazing into the blue distance said at last to another, I cant see tail or trace of them: they tell of a kill far off, getting on towards evening: they tell nothing of any fight. It is as though History wilfully forgot both Mickey and Patsy Heffernan, and turned her back on that battle.

Yet all the more for the neglect of History must I describe the main features of this battle for my reader. They were these: Patsy Heffernans army straggling all the way from his original line to the wood was now roughly parallel with Mickeys, while some of them straying through the wood in the hopes of finding a dead badger cut Mickey off from his hidden camp in which were all his provisions. Mickey opened a frontal fire, but realized that no good could come of it; and far from outflanking the enemy any longer, his own left flank was threatened by the men in the wood. Not only that but, from enfilading fire which must come the moment the men came out of the wood, the wall was no protection. Mickey increased the rapidity of his fire, and then slipped away down hill, under cover of the wall, as fast as he could move his men, before the men could fire at him from the wood. He was only just in time, and they soon came after him, and passed the news of his movement all along their line. The whole of Patsy Heffernans army was now in pursuit of him, coming down from the wood, while he going down to the farmlands was leading his men into the enemys country. Bullets from outside the wood now began to come over them, without the fierce crack that they make at shorter ranges, but hissing like rather lazy snakes. There was no flank of Patsys that he was able to get at, and he continued his retreat down the hill. Soon his stone wall came to an end and he had to cross open fields in full view of the whole of the hostile army, and the number of bullets increased. At the first hedge he halted his men and fired at the enemy, but found that this did not stop them, so he stopped to fire no more, as it only lost time. Soon after his delay at the hedge he came to more level ground, while the enemy were still on the slope, and with the hill and victory to help them they were decreasing the distance between them and Mickey. Mickeys army ran on, while a strong wind that was rising seemed almost to push them back. If he stopped to fight there would soon be casualties when Patsys line came closer. Suppose he lost two men! What general would risk, except for the most promising objective, a quarter of his entire force? The question was now where to go. ODwyers farm with its haystack was now in sight. Could that haystack be his Corunna? No; for he was in full sight from the hill and, though the orchard might hide them as they entered the haystack, it would be a sufficiently likely hiding-place to be thoroughly searched if they went anywhere near, especially by a general like Patsy Heffernan who had lived much in haystacks himself, when freeing Ireland from the invader.

An hour ago Mickey had been fighting, with a distinct advantage, against an enemy that regarded him as an equal, and the advantage had been due to his own generalship. Then an event had occurred on the battlefield, that had nothing to do with the battle, and as a result his superior position was utterly lost, and he was in full retreat, with the insignificance of his army known to the enemy. I cannot find any such effect on a battle by a totally extraneous force, in all military history. The only parallels that seem to suggest themselves are the angels at Mons, and the Russians a little later that, landing in Scotland from Vladivostock, fell on the German flank in the same advance, but acting independently of the angels. Yet neither of these so ruined a generals plans as that appearance of the Mountain and Valley Hounds treated poor Mickeys.

His rapid retreat was in exactly the opposite direction to that in which he wanted to go: if he could get to the woods a force like his was safe, but the enemy were all the way between him and the woods. And there was no getting round; they would be overtaken while they tried to do that: there was nothing for it but to keep straight on. The haystack was now before him, like a friendly but untenable fortress, only a few hundred yards away. Beyond it lay open fields, where they could never get out of view and must either be shot down or captured. And the enemy were closer, as they could tell without judging distance, for the bullets were now once more making their ear-splitting crack. And, more depressing than any of these things, came a question gasped by Jimmy Mullins as he ran: Where are we going, General? It showed Mickey that confidence in himself no longer went without saying.

To that haystack, he said.

We cant hide behind a haystack, sure, said Jimmy.

I cut a hole in it that will hold us all, replied Mickey.

And that was a point to the general, till Jimmy countered, as Mickey had feared he would, with the remark, They will search the haystack.

It almost forced from Mickey the words, They will not. And as he said them there came to him an idea.

Why not? asked Jimmy.

Youll see, said Mickey.

He increased the pace of his army and gained a little on Patsy. The wind that was blowing against them seemed even stronger now, and it was nine very tired men that reached ODwyers farm. There were no men there except ODwyer, for the farm lads had joined Patsy Heffernan; and ODwyer was in the house. Get a bucket each from the cow-sheds, he shouted to his men. Then he ran into the house and found Alannah. ODwyer was there too. What is it? he said.

Sure its a bit of a battle, said Mickey. It would be best to stay in the house..

But he asked Alannah to come with him to the haystack and to bring two large jugs with her. He put her on the far side of the stack in case Patsy should be sending any more bullets, the side on which he had made his tunnel; and as his men came up with pails he told them to run to the duck-pond and throw pails of water over both sides of the haystack and the back of it and the top, but not over the front of it.

Is it insured? he said to Alannah.

Sure it is, she said. What are you going to do?

Is it insured in Ireland? he asked.

It is not, she said. Patsy Heffernan insured it with the big company.

Ah thats in England, then, and it wont matter, said Mickey.

It will not, she said.

Well have to burn it, he told her. And I wouldnt burn your fathers haystack if it werent insured.

Why will you burn it? she asked.

Sure, its the only cover we have for miles, he said, and theyd see us all the way over these fields. We must hide here.

But why burn it? she said again.

Sure isnt it the first place theyd search if we didnt. The water should prevent it coming along the surface to us, and this wind is just right. Say we lit it and ran on. And keep it as wet as you can for us.

I will that, said Alannah, and my father will help.

Whether she told her father they were inside or not Mickey never knew. But a hose was brought from the house and Mickey later heard it being played in the right place, keeping the fire from coming round the sides to the back of the haystack. It was a good big stack and Mickey had no fear of the fire coming through the middle for a long time, especially with that strong wind against it. Patsys army was now so near that they could have seen Mickeys men throwing water over one side of the haystack if he had kept them at it any longer, so he opened his door of hay and got them all into his tunnel; then he went round to the front and lit the haystack and squeezed into his tunnel, and Alannah tidied up the pieces of hay behind him.

In about a minute Patsys men came through the orchard, and Alannah explained to Patsy himself that Mickey had lit her fathers haystack and gone on with his men over the fields. For all that, Patsy searched the house and the cowsheds.

For the love of Heaven be quick, said Alannah, or you wont catch him.

In the dark of the haystack Mickey listened to the crackle and roar of the fire, deciding to stay as long as he could. But after a little while his door of hay opened. Are you hot in there? asked Alannah.

We are not, said Mickey.

Well, you can come out now, she said, for theyre gone.

All of them? asked Mickey.

The whole army, she said.

Mickey came out with his men, and got them at once round to the far side of the haystack into the smoke; but he himself stood and looked at Patsys army, hurrying away from him over the fields. Then he fell in his men to march them away.

Would you like any more ammunition after your battle; said Alannah; for we have a few rounds.

And he took from her twenty cartridges, for his.303 rifles; and thanked her, and Alannah wished him luck and cheerily said good-bye.

But ODwyer was laying down his hose, as he looked regretfully at his burning haystack.

Sure, such things must happen in war, said Mickey, and marched back to the woods.


CHAPTER XI

AN ILLEGAL ORGANIZATION

BACK in the woods Mickeys men dug up everything they had buried, and were soon sitting down to their tea, with water boiled at a fire that Mickey had watched very carefully, for they could have no more camp-fires now. They had had their first battle, and Victory had beckoned to them; and though she had soon gone over to the enemy, they had eluded defeat as Victory had eluded them. The tea tasted good. They had their big sheet of canvas once more above them, slung from its four trees; and, sitting there on their blankets, they heard from Mickey how they should have two more days undisturbed there; for Patsy Heffernan would have to spend all the next day on his bicycle looking after his insurance business to make up for his day off; and the day after that was Sunday, and Patsy would be certain to attend Mass, which would make him So late starting a battle that they could be sure of being unmolested till Monday.

It was a great battle, said Jimmy Mullins.

It was, said Mickey.

Its a pity we didnt win it, said Jimmy.

Ah, sure, if one won every battle thered be no fun in them, said Mickey.

Sure, didnt Napoleon lose an odd battle? said Jim Brannehan, to comfort Mickey. And he conquered the whole world.

He did, sure, said Paddy Mulligan.

Begob, he did, said all of them but Pat Kelly.

Didnt they come and attack our camp? said Pat.

They did sure, said one or two of them.

And arent we still here? asked Pat.

We are indeed, came the answer from more than one.

Then by all the rules, said Pat, we won it.

It was a new light to them, and slowly spread in the wood. Mickey said nothing: he was glad that his army should feel victorious, but if he had shared their delusion they would soon have come on disaster. He sat thoughtful, trying to make a plan; but no plan came to him.

Can we have a fire, General? said Jimmy Mullins.

No, said Mickey.

Couldnt we light a row of a hundred? said Jim Brannehan.

Theyve seen us, said Mickey.

The idea that Mickey had had when first they came to the hills appealed to Jim Brannehan now. But Mickey knew that it was stale and useless. He sat and listened to them talking nonsense about their victory; but the more their spirits rose the more his sank, for the contrast between their boasts and the actual situation emphasized the menace to a small and beaten force of a neighbouring army more than ten times its size. What was he to do? The two days rest that he was sure of tempted him to wait and see what would happen; that is to say to trust to luck, or Fortune, who serves men well, but never the men that trust her like that. He had the sense to reject so mad a lethargy. But still he had no plan. The babble of his mens talk was all around him, while he sat deep in thought far far away from them. To stay there was impossible and, if he went away, beyond pursuit of Patsy, where would he go and what new enemies would he find there? And all of a sudden a plan came to him. He had not a hundred enemies until Patsy mobilized them again: he had only one enemy. If his eight men seized Patsy Heffernan, that would be victory. He never said a word; and his men never knew how deep he had gone to despair, or how far he had climbed up from it. That night they slept without a fire, but he promised his men one for Saturday night, as he counted on ending the war by the capture of Patsy Heffernan on Sunday afternoon. The actual fire could not be seen by Patsy, and the rumour of it would not reach him before Mass on Sunday. And during Saturday evening Mickey allowed his men to take out the muzzle-loader and shoot a few rabbits, but not before, for he did not want any information of their movements to reach Patsy too soon. The day passed like others they had spent in the woods, Nature seeming to greet and welcome with freedom and boundless greenery men who had spent their nights in houses and their days at regular tasks. Mickeys plans were simple: he knew Patsy Heffernans house, he would make sure he was not mobilized, as they could easily see from the hills, and then he would march on the house with his whole army. That evening they ate bacon and rabbits round a good fire, their spirits high after their days rest, and after their victory, which had grown in the last day and night, drawing such sustenance from their talk that it sprouted wings.

What are we going to do, General? asked one.

Were going to arrest Patsy Heffernan, replied Mickey, for belonging to an illegal organization.

And all his men were delighted.

During Sunday Mickey carefully watched the plain on the eastern side of the hills, and saw nothing stirring but a few men on bicycles, and knew that Patsys army was not yet out. In the afternoon he fell his army in and marched down to the plain with all except his transport, taking such advantage of stone walls and hedges that he could not be seen till he was quite near Patsys house. And no one he met on the way did he allow to go on in front of him. When he could get no further without being seen from the house he waited with Jimmy Mullins under a hedge, while he sent the rest to double round from both sides and surround the house, three behind it and two on each side. While that was being done Mickey and Jimmy got through the hedge on to a road and marched up to the front door, by which a large brass plate shone in the sun and was engraved with the words: Agent of The Dawn Insurance Company. Offices in London and Liverpool. Capital a hundred million.

As the two approached the house, two nuns one young and the other maturer, came out of the house.

Do holy women insure their lives? gasped Jimmy in surprise.

Begob, they must, said Mickey.

They passed the two nuns and took off their hats, and received a gracious nod of the hooded heads. They came to the door and grounded their rifles, and Mickey rang the bell. Then the nuns came back to the house again. Mickey did not want them just then, and, though he saw them coming out of the corner of his eye, he turned his face to the door and remained oblivious of them as long as ordinary politeness made this barely possible. His men were now round the house, though out of sight of him and Jimmy. Still Patsy did not come to the door. And then one of the nuns spoke to him, in a voice so gentle that none of the men at the back or the sides of the house could have heard her. Mickey heard her clear low voice, and so did Jimmy; yet neither of them believed that the words they heard had really been said, until they saw what the two nuns held in their hands. And after a long silence Mickey and Jimmy put their hands up, which was what the nun had asked them to do; and each of the holy women caught one of the falling rifles with her left hand, while the right hand held an automatic close to the faces of Mickey and Jimmy. Then one of the nuns leant a rifle against the wall and gave two short rings at the bell, and Patsy Heffernan came to the door. He also had an automatic. Come in, wont you? he said.

They all entered in silence, and Mickeys army was still surrounding the house, and had not heard a word. They came into the parlour and Patsy sat down at a table in the middle of the room, with Mickey and Jimmy in front of him and the two nuns behind them.

Can I insure your lives? said Patsy. The premium is ninety per cent, but if you made a sound that could be heard outside it would go to a hundred.

Well keep quiet, said Mickey.

Thats good, said Patsy.

Do you get holy women to do work like that for you? blurted out Jimmy.

Begob, were not so holy as all that, came a voice behind him, telling him what Mickey knew already. And the automatics remained level just at the back of their necks.

B the holy, but its a great make-up, said Jimmy.

It is that, said a nun.

Youve seven men round the house, said Patsy Heffernan, and Id be glad for you to send them away.

Ill go out and tell them to go, said Mickey.

You will not, said Patsy. But youll write what I tell you. Take a chair.

There was pen and ink on the table, with a pile of insurance forms, and Mickey sat down facing Patsy, and the pistol behind him now slanted downwards, and Patsy dictated: I am insuring my life with Patsy Heffernan, and Jimmy the same. And let you all go away, the way the Dawn Insurance Company wont have to pay up on me and Jimmy. And Mickey wrote as he was told. Then Patsy called to a small maid, who looked after the house, and she came in, with her blue eyes gazing at Jimmy, who was standing with the pistol to his neck. Nancy, he said, give this note to one of the lads outside. And when she was gone with it they heard talk round the house, rising then dying away; and after a few minutes. of silence they heard the tramp of men retiring.

Thats right, said Patsy. And now, what for did you come here?

And some flicker of bravado rising up in Mickey, after all the humiliations of the last five minutes, he blurted out, To arrest you for belonging to an illegal organization.

To which Patsy Heffernan replied, If theres any law in these parts, I make it.

Mickey was silent.

Do you understand that? said Patsy.

I do, answered Mickey.

Take those clothes off, said Patsy to the nuns.

And they began to undress.

Not both at once, shouted Patsy.

And he covered Mickey with his pistol while the nun behind him got down to shirt and breeches, and appeared once more as one of Patsy Heffernans men that had fought in the battle on Friday. That was the elder one; the one behind Jimmy was a lad of seventeen, and very good-looking: he also returned to shirt and breeches, while Patsy with his right elbow upon the table leaned forward and covered Jimmy.

Take this one away, said Patsy, nodding his automatic at Jimmy, and lock him up in the shed.

Ive not taken off these boots for three nights, said Mickey to the two ex-nuns, and theyre hurting me.

He caught their attention a moment before they moved off with Jimmy, and working hurriedly he had off his boots by the time they were out of the room. Patsy was sitting with his back to the fireplace with the door on his left at the end of the wall that the fireplace dominated, the great fireplace of an Irish cottage, which had been left when the rest of the room had been given a genteel veneer: between him and the door was a big arm-chair.

Did you order them to take all my money off me? said Mickey.

What? said Patsy. No.

I thought not, said Mickey. Well, theyve taken a hundred pounds.

A hundred pounds! exclaimed Patsy. No!

Ill soon prove it to you, said Mickey, going to the door.

As far as the door he was covered by Patsys pistol: beyond the door Patsy knew his two men were still in the passage. Mickey opened the door and Patsy rose to follow, but the door shut as he rose. Patsy hurried out and saw his two men at the end of the short passage, but no Mickey.

Did you let him past you? he shouted.

We did not, said one.

Sure, we never saw him, said another.

Then Patsy shouted language at them that should not have been used to anyone that had so recently worn the dress of a nun, and they carefully searched the house, after calling up another man who was waiting a little way off, and telling him to see that nobody left the house. There was no exit from the passage except at the ends. Patsy had never before seen a man vanish, and was driven to conclude that this was what had happened now. And so one must conclude it had, if we accept Patsy Heffernans evidence that he saw Mickey walk out of the door. All strange stories are based upon evidence, and the honester people are, the angrier they become if you doubt it; and the dishonester they are, the more they simulate anger. The bare truth of what occurred is that Patsy did not see Mickey walk out of the door: he saw him open the door and disappear behind it, as we always do when we see anybody go out of a door that opens towards us, and saw the door shut; so that he would have sworn, in any court of law that he recognized, that he had seen Mickey walk out of the door. I suppose that is the picture that his brain actually did see. Mickey as soon as he was hidden by the opened door dropped on his knee and slammed the door, and was now hidden from Patsy by the armchair. That much was very easy: there is often a screen by a door; it is where anyone who has a screen puts it; and, when there isnt, there is often some other furniture; and the trick can be played in most rooms. The difficulty was when Patsy began to move, as he immediately did; and Mickey had to slip round the chair quickly and quietly. It was for that that he had taken off his boots.

There were two small windows, both shut and latched, and to get through either of them would be difficult, noisy and slow, apart from the man that Mickey was sure would be watching outside. And he certainly could not go on dodging round the arm-chair. But Mickey had seen the great fireplace, and the wide chimney that soon narrowed, offering less escape than the windows, in fact none at all; but there was a ledge just where the chimney narrowed, in sight of anyone sitting close over the fire in winter, but not otherwise visible from the room. Mickey climbed up and sat there: the fireplace was so wide that he might almost have lain down on the ledge, but the ledge was so narrow all the way along that he could not stay there without support. There was nothing to hold to, and the only way to keep himself in his uncomfortable position was to push hard with one hand against the opposite wall.

Patsy soon returned, and sat down at his table, and Mickey heard the other two men continuing to search every room in the house, except the one in which Patsy was working out the accounts of his business with the Dawn Insurance Company.

Outside he heard another man going round and round the house, opening and shutting the doors of sheds and outhouses. He rightly assumed that they had taken Jimmy off and locked him up at once. Whenever he heard searchers coming along the passage they stopped at the door and turned back: he knew they would not come to search the room that their general had told them that Mickey had left, to disturb him at his accounts. As for Patsy himself, his whole intelligence was a barrier against a glance up the chimney, which was the only possible hiding place for Mickey in that room: to have searched the room for the man he had just seen walk out of it would have been to deny the accuracy of his own observation, and if many were prepared to do that there would be very few really strange stories. Fortunately there is no serious tendency in this direction.

Mickey heard the rustle of Patsys insurance papers as he sat at his work. Would he light a fire in the evening, he wondered? It was at the end of March, and he thought not. Would he be able to stay where he was, if Patsy did light a fire? Even this thought did not too much disturb him, for his head at least was well wide of the grate. But he had no plan of escape.

For an hour Patsy sat and rustled and wrote; more men came up and searched round and round the house; the patch of daylight that Mickey could see shining down the chimney grew dimmer, and still he had no plan. One thing was certain, escape up the chimney was impossible: there was barely room that way for his head. In great discomfort he had to wait, and see what opportunity Patsy would give him.

He heard Patsy light a candle. Did that mean another hour of the discomfort that had now become torture? No. Patsy rose and walked to the door, taking the candle, as racing shadows showed. Mickey was down off his cramping ledge almost before the door shut. He took two painful steps and was looking down on the table.

Was it credible? No. The pain of that hour in the chimney must have brought on hallucination, or the darkness of it had deluded his eyes. Yet there on the table by the right of the blotting paper seemed to be Patsy Heffernans pistol. Any other man might have done it; but not Patsy Heffernan. And then he heard the key turn in the lock. Yes, it was credible after all. So long as Patsy locked up the room, it was credible that he had left his gun there. And certainly there it was, the gun of Patsy Heffernan, the gun that had driven the English out of Ireland.


CHAPTER XII

A DOOR AT FIFTY YARDS

YOUNG MICKEY was alone in the locked room with Patsy Heffernans gun in his hand. To return to the chimney was impossible, for as soon as Patsy missed his pistol and searched for him in the room, which he would not do till he armed himelf, he would suspect the chimney at once; and when he did that he would fire up it. Mickey went behind the arm-chair, no adequate hiding place in itself, but the pistol made a world of difference. What hid them from the door did not hide him from the table, so he hid from anyone coming in by the door, and prepared to move round. There he waited a long time, long enough to do a good deal of thinking, long enough even to act on one of his thoughts. For he went to the table and moved slightly a heap of papers, the concerns of the Dawn Insurance Company, which might have almost concealed the automatic, had it been where Patsy had left it; and this would give him many extra seconds, for no one finds anything amongst untidiness quicker than that, and those extra seconds would be all to the good. He returned to the shade of his chair, and again the minutes dragged by. He began to hear sounds in the house from whatever part anyone moved in it, but no feet in the passage. And then a certain sound of clinking and clicking told him that Patsy and some of the others were having their supper. The sound brought to his notice intensely his own hunger. And somehow his hunger added a weight to the minutes, making them pass more slowly and more oppressively. The light grew dimmer yet, and in the dusk all sounds seemed to grow clearer, but none came to the passage. In the long wait he thought once of the windows, but luckily discarded the idea; for, as he rightly decided, the noise would bring someone up, and half in and out of one of those awkward windows his shooting would be only noisy.

He waited, and another twenty minutes went by. And at long last he heard steps in the passage. He was down behind the arm-chair. He heard the key turn in the lock, and Patsy Heffernan entered and went to his chair and sat down, Mickey moving round the arm-chair as Patsy passed it. He heard Patsy turning papers, but saw nothing of what he did, for Patsy was between him and the table.

Patsy, he said, Im in the insurance business myself now.

Patsy never turned round: he knew now where his pistol was, and knew that Mickey had him covered.

Thats all right, Mickey, he said. What do you want?

Same as you, Patsy, when you insure them, said Mickey. I want to see you live long.

All right, said Patsy.

Thats right, said Mickey, then let me out of this.

I will, sure, said Patsy.

They moved to the door.

Ill open the door for you, said Mickey.

I can do it for myself, said Patsy.

Sure Im only a general and youre a major-general. I ought to open it for you. And besides that...

He did not need to complete the sentence: Patsy understood such things well enough, and understood that Mickey knew that if Patsy opened the door himself he would slam it after him, and Mickey would not get another chance to escape. So he got in front of Patsy and opened the door with his left hand, from which now dangled his boots, and gave a little bow as Patsy went through, and went after him down the passage to the door.

How ever did you get into that room? asked Patsy.

Down the chimney, said Mickey.

Patsy nodded his head, for he had seen the soot all over Mickeys clothes.

I didnt know it was wide enough, said Patsy.

Ample, said Mickey.

But how did you get past those two lads?

Sure, they werent looking, said Mickey. Didnt you only tell them to watch Jimmy?

Youre very spry, said Patsy.

Sure, I am, replied Mickey.

You ought to go over to London and shoot one of them, in order to learn them sense, suggested Patsy.

Ah, I never liked towns, said Mickey.

They were now at the outer door, which Mickey opened, and the two went outside.

That was a great battle we had, said Patsy.

It was surely, said Mickey.

What for did you burn old ODwyers hayrick? asked Patsy.

Ah, didnt it make it more like war?

Sure, thats so, said Patsy.

I suppose you couldnt let me have Jimmy, said Mickey.

I could not, replied Patsy. You see, theres three other lads with him, and if anyone tried to get Jimmy away from them theyd all shoot. And you know how it is when young lads start shooting.

Ah, well, said Mickey, then Ill be going. And maybe well come back one night for Jimmy.

Any time you like, replied Patsy.

And Mickey began walking away in the politest way known to man, which is to say backwards.

One moment, said Patsy. Ive a sentiment for that gun. Its the one I shot at the Lord Lieutenant with. Ill give you a rifle for it.

My rifle, is it? said Mickey. Ill change if you give me Jimmy to carry the rifle.

I could not, said Patsy.

Ah, what use are Jimmy and his rifle? asked Mickey.

Hed be fighting against my army again.

Ah, what harm could he do if he did? said Mickey. Sure, I swear to you by all the blessed Saints in Heaven that he couldnt hit this door at fifty yards with five shots.

Could he not? said Patsy.

I swear he couldnt, said Mickey.

Ah well, said Patsy, maybe Ill let you have him.

And he turned to the door.

Best call to them to send him out, said Mickey.

Why? asked Patsy.

Im still insuring your life, said Mickey.

So Patsy called into the house, Have you Jimmy Mullins in there?

We have, sure, came the answer.

Then send him out by himself to me.

And Jimmy came.

Put your hand inside that door to the left, said Patsy to Jimmy, and youll find a rifle standing up in the corner. Bring it here, would you?

Theres two, said Jimmy, opening the door.

Onell be enough, said Patsy.

So Jimmy brought out the rifle.

Give me my old gun, said Patsy, holding out his hand.

Patsy, said Mickey, when I was a gossoon, I wanted to be Prime Minister some day, having a great taste for politics. And my mother said I wasnt clever enough.

Did she so? said Patsy.

She did, sure, said Mickey. And she was wrong. For you can fool a Prime Minister, Patsy.

Ah, well, said Patsy, leave it on the big stone over there.

I will, sure, said Mickey. Come now, Jimmy. Youre a great lad, Patsy.

Sure, arent we all great lads? said Patsy Heffernan.

Begob we are, said Mickey.

And so they parted.

When Mickey and Jimmy had gone fifty yards they came to the big stone, and Mickey laid down the pistol on it. And not till then did he put on his boots, which he had all the while been carrying in his left hand, from the room in which he had taken them off.

The blessing of God on you, Mickey, said Jimmy. How did you do it?

I said you were no good with a rifle, said Mickey.

No good with a rifle, is it? expostulated Jimmy.

Ah, I only said you couldnt hit that door at fifty yards.

Begob how far are we now?

Fifty yards, said Mickey.

Fifty yards, is it?

There or thereabouts.

Begob, said Jimmy, Ill show you what I can do to a door at fifty yards. And he knelt down and took aim slowly. The door was shut, and they could not see Patsy. Bang. And the bullet went through a window a little to the right of the door.

B the holy, said Jimmy, Ive broken his window.

Ah, Patsy will understand, said Mickey. And they marched off to the hills.


CHAPTER XIII

A LESSON IN HISTORY

THERE was a great reunion before Mickey and Jimmy came to the woods, for they met their army hidden by stone-walls and gorse-bushes, all watching Patsy Heffernans house from a distance, where lights were gleaming now, in the late evening, from two of the windows.

We were coming to get you to-night, said Jim Brannehan.

You were not said Mickey. Patsy would have been expecting you. Hed have had fifty men round the house. Youd have had to have waited a week. And even then, Patsys a smart lad.

How did you get away? asked nearly all of them.

Sure Patsy did what hed never done before, said Mickey, and never will do again. He left his gun out of his pocket. And I got it.

Good for you, said one of them. But he cant be well.

He is not, said Mickey. Hes pining for the R.I.C. He never did anything like that when the constabulary were in the country.

How did he get yez both? he was asked next.

And Mickey told them how.

Begob, said Christie Ryan, I never saw two holier women, by the looks of them.

BJabers, said Mickey, when one of them kneels, it will be to look along Jimmys rifle.

Did they get that? said Christie Ryan.

They did, sure, said Mickey.

Why didnt you take it off them? asked someone.

I didnt like to be asking for too much, said Mickey.

They went back in triumph to their camp, and lit a big fire, and the stars came out and watched them happy by the bright embers. Yes, I know what the stars were really watching, one of them was watching the warning fires that were lit before the armada, another the fire of London, and another the burning of Troy; but that is what it seemed to this little band of men, and I am rather recording their emotions and fancies than adding a volume to Science. And they were cheerful emotions and fancies that were felt round the fire that night: they had not exactly triumphed over Patsy Heffernan, but he had certainly not triumphed over them; and this gave them a certain feeling of equality with one whom, perhaps without very careful study of history, they regarded as one of the worlds great leaders. Christie Ryan sang a song about a young lad that left his mother in the West of Ireland, and went to London for a holiday, and the English found him and hanged him. Christie had a fine voice, singing under the stars; and the night and the trees and the firelight seemed to add something to his song: they had had no singing in their camp before, and it helped to make this evening the happiest one they had had.

It was not till the following day that they began to feel a loss, that seemed to grow heavier and heavier as the days went by, the loss of Jimmys rifle. Again I must beg to be permitted to check my reader should he think such a thing trivial. Imagine an army of eight or nine corps: suppose one of these corps to be completely disarmed: it is a serious matter. Jimmy and his rifle were an eighth part of Mickeys force, and the deficiency of his rifle was serious. Jimmy was given the muzzle-loader, but no student of miltary history will argue that an equipment of muzzle-loaders would atone to a corps for the loss of all its small arms and artillery; and only number six shot to fire out of the muzzle-loaders at that.

Except for this deficiency, that began to weigh on Mickey, he was more full of confidence than he had been since he took to the hills. Patsy it seemed to him had asserted himself by fighting a battle, and had nothing to gain by attacking him any more; they had parted good enough friends, and he had taken nothing that Patsy-wanted; on the contrary Patsy had got a rifle of his, which always means so much to a leader of irregular forces; and he knew that the broken window would be paid for by the Dawn Insurance Company. Provisions in the future, he felt, must be obtained by tact, without any show of defiance; and this could be easily done, as he had plenty of bacon already and could obtain rabbits in the hills; Patsy Heffernan in that case, he thought, would scarcely trouble to mobilize his men again to fight another battle against him. The one shadow that darkened the future was the loss of Jimmys rifle.

They spent a happy time in the hills during the next two or three days, shooting rabbits and singing songs, and never disturbed by the army of Patsy Heffernan, who did not even send scouts to pry on them. And then one afternoon, while the birds were singing, and the twigs were murmuring to the softest breeze, and the chatter of squirrels were heard now and then in a pine, and the scurry and scratch of their feet, and Mickey was standing perfectly still in the wood to distinguish a blackbirds song from the song of a thrush, there came a new sound to his ears. Tap-tap-tap went its hurrying note above all the noises of spring. And Mickey knew that Patsy had got a machine-gun.

Had it not been for his sorrow for the loss of the rifle he might have put up with the sound, but as it was he could not help comparing his loss with Patsys splendid abundance, and the lavish bursts of fire from where Patsy was practising destroyed for Mickey the whole beauty of April. To all else who heard it, there was a new sound in the spring air, that an unsympathetic government had prohibited up to last year, except in the narrow limits of a few of their own rifle-ranges.

Jimmy, he shouted.

And Jimmy Mullins came through the wood.

Listen, said Mickey, as with another twenty rounds the machine-gun added its voice to those that were greeting April.

A machine-gun, by the Holy, said Jimmy.

And youve only a poor old muzzle-loader. BJabers if we had a machine-gun thered be no army able to touch us in the world.

There would not, said Jimmy.

Where do you make out that it is? said Mickey.

And Jimmy pointed. To Mickey also the sound seemed to come from the same direction. But they could see nothing, and did not know how far it was.

Get all the lads, said Mickey. And tell them to come quick.

Jimmy did as he was told. And soon all the army was there at the edge of the wood, looking out over Patsy Heffernans country. And Mickey spread them out in a line six hundred yards long, and told each of them to point at the sound when they heard it again and to lay down their rifles aiming at it. There was one more burst of fire from the machine-gun, and they all pointed at it. By this means Mickey got a fair idea of how far it was; as, although the eight aims did not all accurately meet at the one spot, they all crossed the line that he and Jimmy had indicated, short of a certain landmark barely a mile away. It must be close to a small white cottage fourteen or fifteen hundred yards from them. Mickey gathered up his army, and walked with them back to the camp, depressed and thoughtful.

We know where it is now, said Jimmy.

Boys, said Mickey, that only makes it worse.

A mother would not take her child to the Zoo and leave it negligently in a cage with tigers: Mickey knew that. And no Irishman would take his machine-gun out into the country without proper protection. What could he do? Into the void left by the loss of Jimmys rifle, had come this new, glorious, triumphant, beautiful machine-gun. And the ache only increased.

Mickey was moody all day, and at night lay awake thinking. And, although thought is the fount of all human activity, my reader will perhaps not care to hear of Mickeys thoughts before they cast on the ground those shadows that are actions. The result of his nights brooding then was to send him down the hill by the earliest light, so that he arrived in Cranogue at eight oclock, when he knew that Old Mickey, his grandfather, would be having his breakfast.

He walked into the house in the fresh morning, and there the old man was eating an egg.

May I come in, Grandfather? said Mickey.

Come in Mickey, said the old man.

Its a fine morning, said Mickey.

It is, said his grandfather. Did you have a battle up in the hills?

We did, said Mickey.

So I heard, said the old man.

It was a great battle, said Mickey.

Glory be to God, said Old Mickey.

But we lost Jimmy Mullins rifle.

Bedad, said Old Mickey. That was terrible.

And Jimmys without it.

The poor lad, said Old Mickey.

Patsys got a machine-gun.

You should get it from him, said his grandfather.

Grandfather, said Mickey, thats what I came from the hills to ask you about. How should I get a machine-gun from Patsy Heffernan?

Bedad, said his grandfather, theres a lot to think about in that. And he was silent awhile.

He was practising with it yesterday beyont the hills, said Mickey.

And so he would, said the old man, and was silent again.

And after a while Old Mickey said to his grandson: Would you hand me my old pipe from the mantelpiece?

And Mickey did so, and a tin that had once held tea, and in which black tobacco was lying.

It helps me to think, said Old Mickey, filling the pipe. He smoked some puffs in silence. Then he took his pipe out of his mouth and spoke.

That machine-guns well hidden, he said.

Is it so? said Mickey.

Aye, said the old man. For Patsy has his insurance work to do, and he hasnt his army going around all day like yours. Theres two ways to mind a machine-gun, and if he isnt guarding it hes hidden it. And a man like Patsy Heffernan would hide it well.

How shall I find it? said Mickey.

Thats the question, said Old Mickey, smoking again and puffing hard. Begob, thats the question.

And for a long time the old man sat smoking in silence. When he spoke again it was only to say: When I was young I had to be content with a very ordinary kind of rifle.

Times have changed, Grandfather, said Young Mickey.

And the old man was silent again.

Then he said, If you must have a machine-gun, theres only one way to get it. Patsy will guard it well enough when he takes it out, and until he gets it back. And youll not find it by looking for it, when Patsy had hidden it. No, youd never find it, the way that lad would hide it. Hes a cunning lad. Hes a cunning lad, indeed. Aye.

How will I get it, Grandfather? asked Young Mickey, Bedad, said the old man, if he brings it out in a hurry, you might get it. Its the only way. Get him to bring it out in a hurry, before he has time to get more nor a handful of men to guard it. Aye, only a handful. You might get it that way.

And how will I do that, Grandfather?

Ill tell you, said Old Mickey. When hes going round the country visiting people on his bicycle, what time does he get back to dinner?

They say he has dinner at one, Grandfather, said Mickey.

Would he get back about half-past twelve? said his grandfather.

Maybe, said Mickey.

Then let you take out a pencil now and find a bit of paper, said Old Mickey, and write down a proclamation as I tell it to you.

Young Mickey had a pencil and found a bit of paper that had wrapped up a piece of bacon.

Im ready, Grandfather, he said.

Let you write this down, said Old Mickey. But tell me first how far is Patsy Heffernans house from the place where you heard him shooting with his new gun.

Five minutes walk, said Young Mickey.

Then write this down, said Old Mickey. There is to be no machine-gun practice in these parts before one oclock. Signed Michael ORourke, major-general. On behalf of the Government.

Young Mickey wrote as he had been told.

Now, said Old Mickey, pin a few copies of that up on trees where hell be seeing them on his way back to his dinner, and it may be that contrariety will make him go and get the wee gun to let rip a few shots out of it before one oclock. And hell be in a hurry that way and only get the lads that would live nearest to him, for to protect the wee gun. And thats one thing youll do. And another thing is that youll go to some of those lads living near Patsy Heffernan that morning while hes out on his rounds and get them to come away, the way they wont be there when Patsy wants them to be guarding his wee gun.

Howll I do that, Grandfather? asked Young Mickey.

Sure wouldnt it be enough to ask them to lend a hand with a spade, said Old Mickey, to do a bit of digging at the butt of a thorn tree, where youd seen a rainbow touch the ground? You neednt only offer the lads a small handful of gold among the lot of them for their help with the spades. Theyll know youre looking for a crock of gold. And, if they dont find it, begob its you thatll be complaining, not them, for its you that have located the crock.

Begob Ill try it, said Young Mickey.

If hes set on letting the wee gun off before one oclock, maybe hell do it without having all the men he wants to guard it. You might get it that way, Mickey. Its all I can do for you.

Its a great scheme surely, said Young Mickey.

Its no scheme at all, said Old Mickey, to take in a man of any sense.

Theres a lot of sense in Patsy Heffernan, said Young Mickey.

I know that, said his grandfather. But the wisest men in the world have been headstrong, and its been the undoing of them. Look at Napoleon when he came leaping out of Elba to fight the battle of Waterloo; and what did he do when he got there only lost it? And the English took him to St. Helena and tortured him to death.

They did that, said Young Mickey, who had learned his lessons at the same village school that had taught Old Mickey so many years earlier.

Hed have been all right only he was headstrong, said Old Mickey. And look at them Trojans too. The Greeks set up a big wooden horse for them to look at. Theyd have been all right if they let it alone, but they dragged it into the town, and it was full of Greeks, and they lep out on the Trojans like a fox on a hen. They did that. And its a lesson to all of us.

Which side were the English on? asked Young Mickey.

They werent fighting in that war, said Old Mickey. But theyd put the Greeks up to it by bribery.

It was a dirty trick, said Young Mickey.

Bedad it was, said his grandfather. They were jealous of the trade of the Trojans, and they bribed the Greeks to smash it. It is what they do.

There was silence awhile, and Old Mickey smoked, gazing into the pale-blue haze that went reeking up from his pipe, and seeming to see the world in it and its strange ways, all leading to darkness; for he nodded his head at it and said: Headstrong men, headstrong men, all rushing to find their dooms. And, bedad, if they didnt, wouldnt they rule the whole earth, and thered be no freedom for any of us.

Is Patsy Heffernan headstrong do you think, Grandfather? said Young Mickey gently, half fearing to disturb the old man looking into the smoke in order to regulate the world.

Hell keep his wee gun if he isnt, said Old Mickey.

And then Young Mickey saw that he had got the advice he had come for, and that the old man had no more to give him. It told how to get the machine-gun from a headstrong man, and it indicated that men like that, men that had machine-guns of their own, were doomed to be headstrong. It only remained to do as the old man said, and to hope that the famous cunning of Patsy Heffernan would be marred by those hasty qualities that had ruined Napoleon and brought to ashes the tall towers of Troy.


CHAPTER XIV

THE PLAN

FROM his grandfathers Young Mickey went to his mothers house.

Oh Mickey, she said as she saw him, were you having a battle up in the hills?

I was, sure, Mother, he said.

Oh dont be having any more of them, she said.

But Mickey was a little disappointed. It reminded him of days when too many restrictions seemed to build a barrier between him and his mother.

Ah, you wouldnt have grudged it to me, he said, if youd seen what a great battle it was.

Im not grudging it to you, Mickey, she said, but youve had your battle now. Let that be enough to content you.

We lost a beautiful great rifle in the battle, Mother, said Mickey, and I couldnt be content till we get it back. It belonged to poor Jimmy Mullins, and hes without a rifle.

How are you going to get it, Mickey? she asked.

I cant tell you that, Mother, he said, for it has to do with the movement of troops. But we might get something better than Jimmy Mullins rifle.

Dont be trying to get too much, Mickey, she said.

And at that moment Mickey caught sight, through the window, of the black faces of three of the Liberissimans coming along the street. Suddenly he asked his mother: How are things with the bones of the dead, Mother? And what is Fanny Maguire doing?

Worse and worse, said she. The black heathen are desecrating them. And Fanny Maguire is wickeder nor ever, and Nanny Morans no better.

Whatll happen, Mother? he asked.

God knows, she said. What ought to happen, with all these desecratings? Something dreadful, Im thinking. Let you get back to the hills.

And what about you, Mother?

Sure I never had any quarrel with Fanny Maguire, she said, and may be her curses will pass over me when they go to blast the Liberissy men. But let you get back to the hills.

Mickey lifted his eyes as he heard her, and the hills seemed to call to him very faintly, like music heard in sleep. They had a queer way of fading away, those hills, right into ghostliness. And they were like ghosts now, like ghosts far off and smiling. Only their outlines were there, drawn very faintly in pale silver and gold. Inside the outline was all filled in with haze, and there was haze beyond them too, so that only by some slight difference in the touch of the sunlight upon them could you tell which were earthly heights and which was sky. There had always been something in those hills that had called to him, and his mother saw that they were calling to him now and that he would go back as she had advised him, yet not because of her advice.

So she gave him a good bottle of milk for his armys tea, and bread and cheese and half a pound of butter, and he said good-bye to her and opened the half-door. In the doorway she tried to hold him back, for she saw Umbolulu coming down the street, and wished to avoid a quarrel, thinking that the more the Africans were left utterly alone the sooner they would go from Cranogue, and the curses that were threatening it with them, and the just anger of the dead would abate. She feared a quarrel because Umbolulu had developed a tiresome habit lately, under black Protestant influence: he would see somebody passing him in the street or looking out of a door and, as soon as he noticed the look of honest scorn on the mans face, even though he never spoke, Umbolulu would say, I pray for you, sah, or even sometimes he had been known to say, I pray you not get damnation. When it was explained that his prayers were utterly worthless, Umbolulu could not understand, for he did not really know English at all. And this led to quarrels, and it was better to leave him alone to starve, as he would do if only the butcher and grocer stuck to ignoring him, instead of trying to argue. Mickey went out and passed Umbolulu, but luckily did not understand what he said, and started away on his long walk back to the hills. All the catkins of the willow were blooming near marshy lands, the gorse was shining all the way to the hills, becoming even more golden as the hills lifted, on many trees was a hint of bursting buds, air and earth were full of spring; but Mickey, so far as he knew, saw none of these things, being obsessed with his plans for laying a trap that would catch a headstrong man. Sometimes he paused a moment in his planning, to wonder if all men possessing the power of Patsy Heffernan were headstrong, so that the power must be thrown to others, like a gamblers money; or if there were men with the lavish qualities that made for such power and who yet had room in their characters for the qualities of the miser, so that they could keep it; and might Patsy be such a man? A while after mid-day he sat down and ate the bread and cheese that his mother had given him; his plan was now clear in his mind, and little remained for him upon which to ponder, but profitless doubts as to whether the plan would work. It was an idyllic scene in those days of triumphant spring, where he sat and ate his cheese, but these doubts on the brink of a venture that would make him master of the hills hid from his mind the beauty that was so abundant around him. He rose and went on, and soon the hills welcomed him. It seemed almost like coming home, to be once more among their gracious folds. All his life they had peered at him through the window of his mothers house, and had been for him a romantic land lifted above the fields that one had to dig and to tend; and, instead of being only a few hundred feet above those fields, had seemed to him to be almost half-way between solid earth and that blending of air and sunlight that haunted their slopes. All the great figures out of the legends, mixed with occasional facts, that he had been taught as history, had seemed to him to have walked in those hills.

Halt. Who goes there? rang out from the edge of the wood.

General commanding the army up in the hills, repeated Mickey.

Pass General commanding the army up in the hills, said the sentry. And alls well.

Jimmy, said Mickey, Ive the father and mother of a great plan.

Good for you, said the sentry.

They walked back arm in arm to where the others sat round the fire, while Mickey explained his plans. The rest were watching a kettle boil, as Mickey and Jimmy came up.

The General has a great idea, said Jimmy.

And then Mickey told his plan to them all, the plan of Old Mickey that was to catch a headstrong man. He showed the proclamation that he had written out while the old man dictated. We must only give him half an hour, he said, to rush out and get the gun; and hell get the escort from the men that live nearest to him, and well have the most of them away digging for a crock of gold.

Wont he get more then from further off? said Jim Brannehan.

He will not, for hell be in a hurry, said Mickey, and hell take what hes got. And well be too many for them.

Will we attack them while theyre digging up the gun? asked Christie Ryan.

We will not, said Mickey, for well never find it. My old grandfather said hed have it well hid. And so he would. But well go to the place where he lets it off, and surprise them.

Good for you, said the army, with an enthusiasm such as his cuirassiers showed for Napoleon before Waterloo, if I rightly interpret pictures that I have seen.

Run, one of you, said Mickey, and get me some ink and a couple of pens, and a dozen of good big sheets of paper, the way we can write out some proclamations.

And Pat Kelly got up and started off through the wood.

Take your rifle, shouted Mickey after him, in case they mightnt want to let you have it.

And Pat came back for his rifle.

And the rest he brought out through the wood on the eastern slope and they chose a likely thorn for a leprechaun to bury his crock of gold under; a gnarled and wizened tree that had gripped the earth with many a strong lean clutch, while the ages had bent its head away from the south-west. Its a likely tree, said Mickey.

Begob, said Paddy Mulligan, if you saw a rainbow touch that tree there would, be a crock of gold under it.

Well tell them we saw it, said Mickey. Now let two of you go down and get as many as you can of all the lads that would be handiest to Patsy Heffernan, and get them to be up here with their spades round about half past twelve tomorrow.

And he sent two of them off without their rifles. He knew that all the men that they asked would come; and any man that wouldnt would be a man that would refuse to accept a ticket in a sweepstake, if it were offered to him for nothing. There was no sweepstake, in those days, of which any of these men could avail themselves; and the crock of gold had no rival.

They returned to their fire in the wood on the other side of the hill, and made tea and brought out bread and butter and, while they waited for the return of Pat Kelly, they heard quite close one of those triumphant voices that greet the spring, a haughty and somewhat harsh voice like the clarion of an Asiatic conqueror, a voice like another from Asia that has greeted our dawn for the last few centuries, the voice of a cock pheasant.

Jimmy, said Mickey, you have the shotgun now. Let you go and get that bird. Hell be a great addition to us.

So Jimmy took off his boots and slipped away with the muzzle-loader and stalked the pheasant, guided by the sound of his crowing and the noise of the rapid wingbeats with which he always ended his challenge. And the bird was too much occupied with the spring, or with proclaiming the glories of Asia, for Jimmy crawled up close to him and shot him, and brought him back to G.H.Q., as they were now calling their camp.

Isnt he a great bird? they said, as they clustered round Jimmy.

And Mickey said: Begob, we owe him to Patsy Heffernan, for no one was allowed to shoot a pheasant only a landlord, until last year. Manys the time I watched one with the sun on him in the spring, and darent touch him because of the laws they had.

Sure that was terrible waste, said Jimmy Mullins.

It was surely, said Mickey.

And while they plucked the pheasant Pat Kelly came back with the pens and ink and the big sheets of paper, and Mickey started writing out proclamations in the words that Old Mickey had told him. And so with the help of Young Heggarty, who had a certain gift with the pen, they wrote out the twelve proclamations, that all read: There is to be no machine-gun practice in these parts, before one oclock. Signed Michael ORourke, major-general.

On behalf of the Government.

And when they had finished and they were all looking at the proclamations, Jimmy Mullins said, Its a pity we couldnt put the royal arms on the proclamation so as to give it a finish.

But they could not, for none of them there could draw. So whatever they added to give the proclamation a finish would have to be verbal. And in the end they wrote at the bottom of each of the twelve sheets, in a straight line all by itself and a very large capital for every word:

And So Say All Of Us.

And then the two men came in that had gone to find the gold-diggers; they had found seven or eight of them, and they would all come up tomorrow at about half past twelve to dig by the thorn-tree, just at the time that Patsy Heffernan would want them. The proclamations would be pinned to trees near Patsys house while he was out on his bicycle. Everything was ready for the coup that should bring out the headstrong in Patsy, and lure him to the downfall that had overtaken others whose possessions had been beyond reason.


CHAPTER XV

NIGHT OR BLUCHER

A LARK from the fields below came up the hill, and went singing beyond the trees and woke the sentry. He filled the kettle and replenished the fire, and put the tea in the tea-pot; and when the water was boiling he woke the rest. Soon G.H.Q. was astir. The morning was early; and the men, peering out at it through the trees, saw its soft glimmer falling unfamiliarly upon common things, as though they had surprised Aurora up before man, and picking her way daintily over the fields. To Mickey it was no common morning, but the opening of a day that he hoped should give him, what a year ago could have been only a frustrated dream, a machine-gun. Then that whole range of hills would be his: he would be greater than Patsy Heffernan, he hoped, and at least the equal of England. They had breakfast on pheasant and bacon, and Mickey told off the men that were to put the proclamations on trees near Patsy Heffernans house as soon as he should be out of the way, and chose Jimmy Mullins to superintend the digging for the leprechauns crock of gold, as he had no rifle.

And he explained how they should come on Patsy Heffernan when he got to the place at which he practised with his machine-gun. He took them through the wood to the side of the hill that looked out over Heffernans country, to examine the walls and hedges that ran near the place to which he wished to bring them. To the left of that line shone the thorn-tree, which had suddenly flashed into green on its southern side overnight. And they took this for a good omen. Grey and ancient as legend it seemed on the side to the north; on the south side bright as hope. How beautiful gold would look amongst that brilliant green, thought the young men that dug there later. And the thought seemed to make it more likely that the gold was really there. The red flower was out on the larch, but no other tree showed new green except that thorn. They returned to their fire in the wood. At eleven oclock a watcher that Mickey had put out on the hill came in to say that Patsy had started out on his bicycle shortly after half past ten, and told the direction in which he had gone. Mickey sent off the men with the proclamations at once. He waited an hour, anxious, but full of hopes of success. That proclamation, he thought, was bound to sting Patsy. A proclamation in his own country, and interference by the government; both these things should make him do at once what the proclamation forbade. He did not plan to shadow him when he went to get the machine-gun, knowing that Patsy was not simple enough to be shadowed, and trusting his grandfathers dictum that the machine-gun would be well hidden. He meant to attack Patsy just as he got to his machine-gun range, as his grandfather had advised him, and of course before he got his machine-gun set up and loaded.

At twelve oclock Mickey moved off. Patsy got back a bit sooner than he had expected him. They saw him arrive, from the hill, and go into his house. Then an electric buzzer sounded from the roof of Patsys house, like what they have on factories, and there was almost immediate activity amongst a few who appeared on bicycles. Mickey was watching from a long way off. The bicycles disappeared, and for a long while he saw nothing. He moved nearer to the place that he knew to be Patsys machine-gun range, for it was essential for him to get there before Patsy got his machine-gun ready for use. More time passed: it was just on one oclock. And then Mickey saw a small party approaching the place, carrying a long bundle covered with tarpaulin. He counted them and they were only five; five to his eight. Add to that odds the surprise, and the chances seemed to promise to Mickey his machine-gun. He moved still nearer. The party of five were going along a road, and this enabled Mickey to get over open ground by rushes, whenever he saw that Patsys men were about to be hidden by hedges, as they frequently were. A long gap in the hedge on the road would detain Mickeys force under a wall for a while; then he was on again. The machine-gun party certainly moved without scouts. When they reached their destination Mickeys men were little more than a hundred yards away. The machine-gun range was in a sandy hollow with gorse bushes at the edge, which enabled Mickey to get quite close to him. He dashed over the last hundred and fifty yards, to get there before the machine-gun should be loaded; and, lying behind the gorse bushes, he saw the bundle that they carried, now on the ground, pointing towards a target, but with the tarpaulin still over it. They were only forty yards away. The men were unarmed except for the bundle: they began to unwrap it and Mickey dashed forward with his men. Patsy Heffernans men looked old, the bundle looked odd, and Patsy was not there; and then Mickey, about to shout Hands up, dashed past them with one loud order to his men. Come on, he said. Its a trap. They were down in the hollow and up the other side. Away from the hills, shouted Mickey.

He had seen, as he dashed past, that the machine-gun was a bundle of sticks and those men were not politicians. Patsy had fooled him; but, with his head in the trap, he had not yet sprung the spring of it. The moment he saw the sticks and the gaping men, he knew that it was a trap, and instantly knew which way the trap would face. It would be so arranged that he would be caught running home to the hills: so that to go straight on immediately, without even losing the impetus that he had from his rush down the slope, would be his only chance. The hundred yards or so that he gained while Patsy Heffernan was waiting for his dupe to walk right to the end of the trap were all to the good. Then bullets began to snap over, and Mickey heard Patsy firing from the hill. It was the buzzer that had done it, it had brought men from a wider area than what Mickey had calculated, and must have brought the men running down from the thorn-tree, to get their rifles and join Patsy. And now the fire was heavy. Mickey came to a wall that gave him cover, but he only utilized this to rest his men. Over the top of the wall he saw Patsys men come forward, the moment his own army got out of sight: he saw that there were at least fifteen of them, and guessed that from then on the whole of Patsys force would be gathering between him and the hills. He fired one volley, which he knew would be innocuous, with his men panting as they were, and then dashed on again. Now the bullets grew fewer, as Patsy raced after him. He had been completely surprised by Patsy; that was the main movement; that is what the battle may be said to have been about; but as soon as it started Mickey had surprised Patsy, by going straight away from the trap that was prepared for him between him and the woods. The perfect example of Patsys strategy is to be found where men lay a net, clear of the ground, all along the edge of a wood in which rabbits have their burrows: the rabbits go out to feed at sunrise, then someone frightens the rabbits and the net is dropped as they all run home. But what if the rabbits ran straight away from their burrows? That was the manœuvre that Mickey was practising now; but, with a force certainly increasing between him and the hills, and a few more probably joining the pursuing force, what was he to do next? At the next halt to breathe, behind a wall, questioning faces began to turn his way. Its night or Blucher, he said. And, as Bluchers dead, it will have to be night.

Weve a long way to go before night, said Jim Brannehan.

So has Patsy, said Mickey. Come on lads.

And they continued one of the rapidest retreats that has ever been made by infantry. And as Mickey ran he wondered who had been headstrong. Certainly not Patsy. He began to see that, had he been content and aspired to no machine-gun, he might have lived happily in the wood. Greater than Mickey have had such reflections, and they have been recorded in diverse forms sufficiently often for it to be unnecessary for me to say more of them here: I merely call my readers attention to the glittering prizes that, all through history, have ruined so many men. Perhaps Mickey had greater temptations than come to most, for not until a few years before its final retreat had the Government permitted anyone to have machine-guns in Ireland, and all the earlier part of Mickeys life had been shadowed by this inhibition. When, therefore, a machine-gun seemed near, he had grasped at it with some of that recklessness that his old grandfather knew of, but had so far failed to locate that he had attributed it to Patsy. Away on his left Mickey saw a group of men on bicycles. Bicycles! He must keep away from the roads. He edged away to his right, but before he was out of sight of the road he heard the sharp cracking and intense hurry of a stream of bullets. This was the real machine-gun. Once out of sight of the road they heard these bullets no more, but the irony of it was felt by all of them. He loves having his joke, said Jim Brannehan.

It began to show that Mickey had five good runners, including himself, and three bad. The three were lagging behind. It was essential to his plan of joining forces with night before he should be defeated that he maintained the pace of men that could run well. He began to look for means of escape for the three men that were lagging, and could not find any escape for them. He was increasing the distance between him and Patsy slightly, even with these slow ones, but they were dragging more and more and he would soon lose what he had gained. They came to the road again right across their retreat, and had to cross it, and he got them all to the other side without meeting with the machine-gun; when, just as they were going to leave the road behind them, they saw a tricycle cart coming along it, a cart that a London firm was sending all through Ireland in order to sell chewing-gum: a man in a white coat and an odd cap was driving it. As STOP ME was written upon the cart, they stopped it, and took the mans queer coat and cap and gave it to the slowest, young Heggarty, and put him up on the seat and sent him off down the road. Back to G.H.Q. how you can, said Mickey. And soon young Heggarty safely passed the machine-gun.

Ere. Whats all this? said the ex-driver of the little cart.

But Mickey hadnt breath, during that retreat, to explain Irish politics to a man who probably couldnt have understood them in any case. So all he said was, Come with us. And to Jim Brannehan, Bring him along. That Patsy Heffernan still saw eight men retreating before him was a by-product of Mickeys order to bring the chewing-gum man along, a chance gain, such as often accompanies a good plan; the reason of it being to prevent him from telling Patsy Heffernans men where young Heggarty had gone to. Later they released him, still protesting, still wholly unable to understand the reason for the war in the hills, and making childish claims for his property, as though the Government of Great Britain cared what became of it.

Still in sight of the pursuing force and therefore still under fire, and with two men dragging wearily, they passed a cottage and came to a green dog-kennel, with a collie chained up outside, or a large dog that looked more like a collie than any other animal. He had four walls to his house, with a doorway by which to go in. Few people came that way, and dogs in such places are often resentful of strangers. But this dog was delighted. Perhaps the old man, his master, gave him little attention, so that his friendly nature was wasted. Whatever it was he ran the poor distance his chain allowed him, full of welcome to the eight men and pouring out canine greetings. A well-bred dog might have guarded the cottage and little garden better, but this mongrel was vulgarly friendly. Quick, said Mickey to the weariest of his two stragglers. In there.

That was Paddy Mulligan. And he went behind the dog as it greeted the rest, and crawled into the kennel with his rifle. The cottage hid the kennel from Patsys men. Mickey stopped a moment while the rest ran on, to see that all would be well. The dog was puzzled; he turned round and saw the last of Paddy Mulligan retreating into his own kennel. He went up and sniffed at him to see if it was really a man, and found that it was as he had thought. He sat down then and considered. For a moment his considerations were interrupted by another matter, that does not concern this story, which he set right by scratching his left ear with a hind leg. Then he considered again, with his head on one side. And the whole thing became perfectly clear to him, a man had entered his own kennel and set up house there, his kennel that not even another dog ever entered. Still he was not angry, but he was hurt. Was he to remain outside forever, under the stars when they were cold, houseless like foxes? Very deliberately he determined to assert himself, though still without trace of anger. He walked into the kennel himself. And, finding there was not quite room, he put his head out through the door. The moment Mickey saw that, he ran on after the rest.

When Patsy Heffernans army poured past the cottage, the watch-dog came out to offer them the same courteous welcome that he had recently given their enemies.

And now Mickey was gaining no longer, his tired man holding back the speed of the whole retreat. Patsy Heffernans men were obviously searching as they came, so that good hiding places were bad hiding places, being likeliest to be searched. No ditches seemed to give sufficient cover, yet a hiding place must be found immediately, if Mickey was not to lose at least a man and a rifle. A stone came in sight standing upright in a ploughed field, with thorn bushes dotted round it, and pieces of rag on the thorns. The sight of the thorns undisturbed in a ploughed field was sufficient alone, without the hundred fluttering rags, to show Mickey the stone was holy. Go you, he shouted to the tired man, and leave a hand on that stone. And dont take it off while theres one of those lads in sight; not if they offer you the kingdoms of the world. Give me your rifle.

And the man did as he was told. This was the Holy Stone of Maheragh, marking one of the greatest victories of the Church over a pagan and regrettable custom; for it used to be ignorantly believed that there was some protective virtue in the stone, and people used to come to it from miles round for its help and protection, until good men came and taught otherwise, and put the stone under the protection of the apostle James; and it is now St. James that protects people there, and not a mere stone.

The moment that Mickey was rid of the slow man he had a certain power of manoeuvre that he had not before. He began to slant away a bit to his right, with a view to returning at some time to the hills; but, whatever he did, he was most of the time in full view of Patsy Heffernan, for the slope of the ground was behind him from the hills, so that Patsy was always on slightly higher ground.

Of all the silly gimes I ever erd of, said the chewing-gum man, making his first comment upon the battle.

What about chewing-gum? said Mickey, incensed by the criticism.

Chewing-gum? Theres money in that, said the man.

But whats the good of it? asked Mickey.

I tell yer, it brings in money.

But is it any use in itself? persisted Mickey.

Well whats the use of this shooting youre doing?

Thats war, said Mickey. Have you never heard of war?

Been to one myself, said the man.

Then why do you gainsay ours? asked Mickey, very angry.

Cause its no good, said his captive.

What good was yours? asked Mickey.

Saved the world from a tyrant, answered the Englishman.

I dont believe you ever go to war over there except with people you hate, said Mickey.

Why should we? asked the chewing-gum man.

You should go to war for the glory and splendour of it, said Mickey.

That what youre doing? asked the Englishman.

And why not? replied Mickey. Sure I dont hate Patsy Heffernan. Hes a lovely lad. You dont understand war.

And you dont know what war is, said the other.

Ah get along, Ive had enough of you, said Mickey, and he let the chewing-gum man go.


CHAPTER XVI

THE INDOLENCE OF HISTORIANS

EVENING was wearing away, and, as the pursuit still continued, Mickey perceived that he must have touched Patsy on the raw, by trying to get his machine-gun. And that much he might have known, without the sharp reminders that still cracked over his head whenever Patsys army lay down for a moments rest; for the machine-gun, besides being the emblem of liberty, denied to such as Patsy Heffernan for so long, was the very essence of his power, and was also quite new: to try to take a new machine-gun from such a man was as though one should try to purloin the sceptre of an emperor, who but a few days before had been only a king. There was a certain bitterness in this pursuit, and the continued firing, that made Mickey wonder if, even when he returned to the hills, he would be able to live at G.H.Q. unmolested. Of his return he began to feel fairly sure, since a large body of men was unlikely to overtake five, from whom the slow ones were weeded out; and the shooting of men in such a race as that must continue to be negligible. Mickey was hungry, and it irritated his temper, so he stopped at the next stone wall and gave Patsy several volleys, though it only wasted time.

Another twenty minutes went by, and still Mickey had not shaken his pursuers off, and he decided the time was come to increase his pace. His method was a simple one; to get rid of the slowest man. Though all were tired there were no stragglers now, so Mickey waited until he saw ahead a good hiding place; and soon it appeared before him, a fox-covert of thick gorse. Then he warned his men that the last man would have to hide in it, and raced for the gorse. The last man to arrive at the near side of the gorse was Pat Kelly. Come on now, said Mickey to him, and get in from the far side.

Im not a fox, said Pat Kelly, looking at a million thorns, made worse by insidious brambles.

And Patsy isnt a hound, said Mickey. It would take a pack of hounds to get you out of that. Get in.

And Pat Kelly crawled in with his rifle, groaning as he crawled, and sometimes yapping out oaths. One of Patsy Heffernans men could have crawled in where Pat Kelly did, but to have searched for him there would have been impossible. The rest continued the retreat and, from now on, gained on the larger army. They came to no more roads, and heard nothing more of the machine-gun. Presently they saw a river, slanting across their retreat so that they could either avoid it by edging more to their right, or cross it, except that there were no bridges.

Take a look at that river, said Mickey to Jim Brannehan. If its shallow, well leave it alone and not be wetting ourselves. But if its deep well cross it. Push in a stick.

Jim Brannehan did as he was told. Its about five feet here, Mickey, he shouted. But, oh Lord, it must be over our heads in the middle.

Then well cross it, said Mickey; and see what Patsy will say to that.

It looks terrible deep, General, said Christie Ryan.

No matter, said Mickey. In with you.

He took Christies rifle and cartridges from him, and in Christie went.

And its terrible cold, Christie added from the stream.

In the middle his head was under for a moment, and he swam a stroke and was standing again with his shoulders clear of the water. Before he got out Mickey took Christies rifle in both hands, holding it across him horizontally, and threw it to Christie. Christie caught it in the water and climbed out. Then Mickey threw him his cartridges, quickly, one by one; but, finding that this took time, for there were thirty of them left, he wrapped his own in his handkerchief, which he held high over his head while he floundered over the deep part in the middle. And what odd words we find ourselves using sometimes: a flounder would have crossed that river with the most delicate grace, provided that the fresh water did not kill him; whereas Mickey, with his rifle held up in one hand and his bundle of cartridges in the other, crossed it uncouthly and ludicrously, so that some verb closer home than to flounder is required here to describe human clumsiness. Jim Brannehan came next in the same way. But, when it came to Mick Geogehans turn, Mickey saw him gazing down thoughtfully into the water.

General, he said, it looks very cold.

Its not, shouted Mickey, its hot.

And its deep, said Mick. Geogehan. Sure, you saw that yourself. And I cant swim.

But Patsys men were getting within shot again, and Mickey grudged the time that it would take to persuade Geogehan. So he shouted back: Can you run?

I can, sure, said Mick.

Then look after yourself, said Mickey and ran on.

Mick Geogehan also ran on at once, in a divergent direction, and easily eluded the pursuing army. And Mickey, too, saw no more of them. They were eight hundred yards away when Mickey came to the river, four hundred by the time his force had crossed it, and when they reached it themselves Patsy knew that by the time he had got all his men over they would have lost sight of their enemy; so that the river was the decisive feature of that battle. Patsy lined up his army on the bank and fired for as long as he could see any men in front of him, then led his army home to a late tea. He might claim to have won the battle, but to compete with the mobility of a force so small as Mickeys had now become was beyond him. Mickey manoeuvred his force gradually round to his right, recrossing the river this time by a bridge, and working his way back to his hills. It was a weary army that plodded home; and so bedraggled were they and so few, that at any farm-houses they came to Mickey explained that they were scouts of Patsy Heffernans force; for he and his two men felt like wolves outnumbered and lean among shepherds, and feared that they might be set upon for their rifles as the wolves would be for their skins. And so by starlight they toiled up the hill to the woods, and found all the rest of the force already there, sitting round a discreetly small fire; and Mickey, interrupting their welcomes after a while, made them heap on more brushwood, and soon the clothes of the three that had crossed the river were drying about the blaze, while the men themselves, wrapped in blankets, lay close to the embers and rested.

This was the second battle of the war between Patsy and Mickey, battles that might have been told of at greater length and with far greater splendour, a work for the pens that make history. It is only the indolence or the ignorance of all the worlds historians that has thrown this task upon me.


CHAPTER XVII

THE ARTS OF WAR

As the three men wrapped in their blankets were asleep before their clothes were dry, the others gave them a blanket each, so that in addition to each mans own three blankets he had two more thrown over him. The rest had had their food, and, leaving the men that preferred sleep to food or clothing, they were soon asleep themselves, including the sentry.

Mickey was the first to wake at dawn, and dressed himself, and went and took the sentrys rifle, and stood with folded arms looking down at him; an impressive picture if the sentry had started awake, and seen his general standing there; but the sentry refused to stir, and would not wake till Mickey kicked him, after which Mickeys pose was all gone, and he resembled the print of a famous picture no longer. This annoyed Mickey, and after talking for a while of death to the sentry, he confiscated his egg.

Mickey had woken from his good nights rest with his plans clear in his mind, or at least the ground-work of them. The ground-work was that his force was definitely inferior to Patsys, and all his plans would have to be made accordingly. After breakfast he therefore explained to his men that there were a great many thousand trees in the wood, and only nine of themselves; consequently, if Patsy came to attack them, which was likely enough, their defence would be concealment; in fact, in such a wood as that, they would practically vanish.

What about our transport? asked Jimmy Mullins.

It will be captured, said Mickey.

That Patsy Heffernan would overlook Mickeys attempt upon his machine-gun, considering all that a machine-gun meant, seemed to be beyond the limits of Christian forbearance. And so he gave his men those instructions. He reconciled himself to the certain loss of his transport: armies had lost that before and yet been victorious. Another order that he gave was that all available sources of water in or near the wood should be found and noted as soon as possible. This he superintended himself; and, though they found no more open water, they found several holes where the underground river was only six feet from the surface, at the foot of the hill on Heffernans side. And Mickey had got to know these holes very thoroughly, knowing that one water-supply would never be sufficient for men that might at any moment be driven from it, and that the danger to a party going in search of water would be divided by the number of pools from which they could choose. They lowered bottles by string into the underground river, and at first could not fill them with water; till Mickey told them to lower them by two strings, one at each end.

These were only immediate plans; but what afterwards? Success might have stimulated Mickeys imagination; but, as it was, he had no plans for the future whatever. I know of no other case in which a general in the field has actually sought the strategical advice of his grandfather, although a very similar case suggests itself, when the Crown Prince in front of Verdun received strategical advice from old General von Haselaer, who had been a kind of military tutor to his father. Young Mickey now put a similar trust in the wisdom that is undoubtedly to be found among octogenarians. He put Jimmy Mullins in command of the army, impressed on him what his tactics should be if attacked, and arranged a call, borrowed from the curlew, by which he should be able to find the army on his return, should it be in hiding; and set off at once from the hills. During the battle of yesterday, Spring unnoticed by Mickeys soldiers had been sweeping over the plain; even while they were retreating thorn-trees had flashed into green in the sunlight of that day; and now the plain was dotted with thorn-trees that a clear view of the sun to the south and shelter from easterly winds had enabled to greet the spring with their banners of green sooner than most of their brethren. A little paler than these, or as though from a secret treasure they had added some mixture of gold, a chestnut or two had also broke into leaf. And banks of trees far off, clad with abundant buds, shone sometimes with a glance of the sun through cloud-rifts of the variable Irish sky, while the foreground was under shadow, and appeared like enchanted mountains of faery gold. In such a golden land, thought Mickey, one might lead armies to victory: it was sometimes difficult here. As he passed by the edge of the woods of Knocknavogue, the laurels were all in bloom, scenting the morning. And daffodils flashed there by lawns no longer tended, their golden flowers giving a gracious air to the grass and woods about them, and seeming to beckon to memories to linger a little longer amongst what was else forlorn and lost and untidy.

All the morning he walked, not tired after his battle, but a little stiff, and reached Cranogue between twelve and one. He went straight to his von Haselaer, and found Old Mickey as usual in his doorway, watching the street.

Good morning, Grandfather, he said.

Good mornin, Mickey.

Grandfather, I lost that battle, said Young Mickey.

Did you so? said Old Mickey.

And Im thinking Patsys no headstrong lad; for he kept his machine-gun.

Bedad, said the old man, theres no saying where headstrongness lurks, only that it does be in the world in plenty, and that, where it does, there you find men losing the riches of the world.

Im thinking its I that lost the machine-gun, Grandfather, said Mickey.

Maybe, said the old man looking at him. That could be. Aye, that could be. Your grandmother (the light of Heaven to her) could be wonderful headstrong. Aye, that may have been passed on. And, if theres anything headstrong in a mans blood, theres times it will help him, and give him the riches of the world, and times it will throw them all away to another.

Grandfather, he has the machine-gun yet. And hes feeling very wicked.

Is he so? said the old man.

And then, just as the Crown Prince may have told von Haselaer of the powerful defences of Verdun, he told the old man how Patsy had fooled him over the machine-gun and then chased him for miles.

Aye, said the old man, Patsys a clever lad. A clever lad indeed. Patsys the clever lad.

And he lit his pipe and smoked for a while in silence. Then he took out his pipe and said again: Patsys the clever lad.

What will I do, Grandfather? said Young Mickey.

Ill tell you what you shall do, the old man said. You shall do what Napoleon did when anything went wrong with his battles. What did he do when he lost a battle, and a lot more lads would be coming up from all the nations of the earth to fight another with him?

I dont know, Grandfather.

Sure, you should know. Its lads like him and Hannibal and Julius Cæsar showed you how to do it. They did indeed. Well, Napoleon would lose an odd battle and thered be a lot of lads coming up to chase him, and what did he do?

What did he do, Grandfather?

Sure he made peace.

Did he do that?

Sure he did indeed.

Patsys terrible wicked, Grandfather.

Sure, theres men thats terrible wicked, and yet they make peace. Sure, if they didnt, wars would go on for ever.

They would that, said Young Mickey. They would sure, said Old Mickey.

Thered be the terms of peace, Grandfather.

There would, sure.

And hed make me leave the hills.

Even so, said the old man, isnt it better to leave the hills than to be massacred, and to leave the whole world.

It is, said Young Mickey, but rather doubtfully.

Then what ails you? asked Old Mickey.

If I left the hills, where would I go? said Young Mickey. With the wise women cursing in Cranogue the way the air must be full of curses, and them black heathen disturbing the bones of the dead, till theyre wickeder nor the wise women. Sure, Id sooner be in the hills.

Them black heathen will be out of this in a few weeks, said the old man. And then you can come back.

And what will I do in the mean time? asked Young Mickey.

Sure, what would Napoleon have done? said Old Mickey.

I dont know, said Young Mickey.

Ill tell you, said Old Mickey. Look you, he has his army in a place he cant hold, because theres too many lads coming up to chase him out of it. And some of them have beaten him once, and he knows they can do it again. And he doesnt want to go out of it for two or three weeks. If he stays where he is, theyll have him out of it next day, if you understand me. And if he makes peace theyll take the place off him. What does he do?

Sure, what does he do, Grandfather?

He makes poor parleys.

Poor parleys?

He does that.

And whats poor parleys, Grandfather?

Ah, how can I be talking to you when you dont know the simplest things of the conduct of war? Sure, wars a great art. Poor parleys are what you do when you want peace, but you dont want it in a hurry. Then you make poor parleys, which is talk and discussions and drawing up documents, and a great many other things; only it isnt shooting. And at the end of it all you have peace.

And you can waste two or three weeks over it? asked Young Mickey.

Bedad, one lad wastes them, said Old Mickey. And the other gains em.

Sure, Ill do that, said Young Mickey.

Sure, its the thing to do, said Old Mickey.

Will them heathen be here long? asked Young Mickey.

Sure, they will not, said his grandfather. Go and look at them. Theyre digging down by the bog now, disturbing the bones of the dead. Theyre all getting lean. Sure no one will sell food to them; and its only scraps they can get. And, sure, who would sell good meat to heathen to make them strong, the way they could the more easily dig up Catholic bones. Sure, no one in his senses.

They would not, said Young Mickey.

Then theyll be soon gone, said Old Mickey, and the wise women will be finished cursing, and the dead at peace again. And you can make your peace with Patsy Heffernan and come back. But, for now, let you make poor parleys.

I will, then, said Young Mickey. Ill go to him and say I want peace.

You will not, said Old Mickey. But youll say to him Ill fight to the last man, for Im fighting for freedom, and Ive hundreds more men in the hills waiting to rise, and I can get guns from America, and if you want peace what are your terms? Sure no man can say he doesnt want peace on any terms. And youll get his terms that way. You will sure.

Aye, Grandfather, said Young Mickey, Ill do that.

Then youll soon get talking and disagreeing. And thats poor parleys.

And they can take two or three weeks, said Young Mickey thoughtfully.

They can, sure, said Old Mickey. He says his terms are for you to be leaving the hills. And you say What hills? And, sure, it isnt enough for him to say Those hills. He must get a map and he must make out the boundaries, and the two of you must agree on them. Sure, did you ever hear of a war that ended when the last empty cartridge was thrown out of a rifle? Poor parleys begin then, and they rage for weeks; sometimes for years.

Aye, Ill do that, said Young Mickey again.

Its terrible the poor parleys they do have, said the old man, warming to his theme. Worse nor the war.

And from this thought Old Mickey turned to watch the smoke from his pipe, and gazed into it so long that Young Mickey saw that he was either tired with all the advice he had given, or that he had forgotten him; and, without disturbing him by calling him back to the world that lay beyond the smoke of his pipe, he went out of the house.

A young mans love for his mother is a powerful influence, and Mickey went next to his mothers house. But I will be honest with my reader, and record that after Mickeys long walk from the hills, and the healthy life he was living there, the influence that drove him to his mothers house was his great need of a dinner. This he obtained, and in return he cheered his mothers heart by telling her that he was going to make peace with Patsy. When will you do it, Mickey? she asked. But that involved an explanation of the poor parleys, which were so new to Mickey himself that the importance of them greatly weighed on his mind, perhaps even slightly oppressing his sense of humour; for he felt that poor parleys were a matter for men, and would tell his mother no more than that peace would come as soon as the time was ripe for it.


CHAPTER XVIII

PROMOTION FOR JIMMY

As Mickey started on his long walk back to the hills he went down by the bog to see the Liberissimans. And there they were all at work, with Umbolulu doing most of the digging, in the black frock-coat from which now he was never parted, unless he took it off when he slept. It was a symbol to him of more than we shall understand, unless we imagine all that is most sacred to us represented by a single piece of cloth. Mickey walked by them scowling, and noted with some satisfaction that it was as Old Mickey had said and they seemed to be getting a little bit thin. What for you not like Liberissimans, Sah? said Mr. Washington wistfully.

Digging up Catholic bones, angrily muttered Mickey. There was no time for Mr. Washington or any of them to answer, for at that moment Mickey caught sight of a wooden idol set up on a mound of earth, put there in a place of honour as the principal find of the day, a find of inestimable value to science; but to Mickey the squat and obese figure of wood, with a leer that seemed right and left to threaten salvation, was the idol of these mens heathen religion that they had specially brought from Africa to practise their pagan rites and insult the dead. So he hurried on, rather than stay an instant under such a baneful influence. He cannot have thought the idol would have tempted him had he stayed: he must have supposed that it had some spell that could overcome the just, some power hostile to salvation.

He left the poor African scientists with a haste not only of anger, but fear drove him too from the spot where a sudden curse seemed to be earned and overdue. You, reader, with your interests more scientific than superstitious, might perhaps thus hurry away from a group of men ignorantly shoving up a lightning-conductor into the sky on a stormy day, a day with clouds, low and intensely black, just overhead, and more coming up from far off, already muttering. You might be mistaken about the thunder, as Mickey was over the idol, but still there is little sense in fooling with a lightning-conductor.

Mickey went slow, for he had had one very long walk already; and it was not till night that he got back to his hills. It was still evening as he approached them, night only overtaking him on the slope, so that not till there did he see the number of fires that were burning round G.H.Q. There is a moment at which such lights flare forth and assert themselves, and at that moment the day is gone.

There was an irregularity in the lines of the fires that Mickey noticed at once. It was as though men had lit them to warm themselves, and not merely to show what a great army they were. Such men would be more confident in their strength than his own little force could be. He came very softly towards those threatening lights. Presently he heard voices. He crept a little nearer then, and lay down. For a long time he listened, and in all that time he heard no voice that he knew. He could not hear any words, or recognize Heffernans voice or any other, but he did not like to come closer on account of the sentry, whose shape he could see pacing up and down before him along the edge of the wood. The sentry, like the voices, seemed unfamiliar, for this sentry carried his rifle over his right shoulder, whereas Mickeys own sentries usually held the rifle in both hands, with the bayonet pointing forwards, as being the most suitable position for the instant repulse of an enemy. He stayed there a while longer, then he went down the hill again, and there he gave a whistle, the long deep note growing louder and louder and the short shriller note that follows it, which is the call of the curlew. He waited, and heard no answer. Then Mickey went off to his left, and went into another part of the woods.

Mickey did not strike the woods until he was far enough from his old camp not to be heard by any men that might be there, when he stepped on twigs or rustled through dry leaves. The wood was full of sounds, the footsteps of the creatures that grow bolder by night, when the fear of man sets with the sun. At first the little noises startled Mickey, and then he reflected that it was he that had come to those woods to be their principal danger, and that it ill became anything to be terrible there but himself; and so he strode on, looking for his army. When he had gone some way from the strange force that was about his old camp, he gave the curlew-cry once more. This time it was answered.

Mickey moved twards the answering signal for some while, but perhaps, walking in the dark of the wood, he did not get so far as he thought. He did not whistle again, for suspicions would at once be wakened by the sound of an undue number of curlews travelling about the wood. It was just the time of year when one or two might go over at any hour, wandering far for their nesting, driven by Spring. Presently he stood still and listened; and, after what seemed to him a long time, he heard a twig crack far off, and then the sound of steps coming through the wood. Then he whistled very low the call of the curlew, and it was answered low. The steps stopped as the answer was given, then they came on again. And presently Mickey heard his name being called. He answered, and it was Jimmy Mullins looking for him.

And Jimmys first words were, G.H.Q.s lost, and the transports lost; but were still holding the wood.

What happened, Jimmy? said Mickey.

Sure Patsy came tumbling up the hill with his army, like a waterfall going the wrong way; and we could see he was that wicked that thered be no stopping him; so we lit out of that and did as you said, and hid behind trees. And, wicked as he was, he couldnt find one of us.

Was there heavy firing? asked Mickey.

There was not, said Jimmy. Patsy was so wicked, lepping up the hill, that no shooting would ever have stopped him. We just lit out of it.

And suddenly Mickey thought of his provisions and ammunition; suddenly he remembered that he had given Jimmy no instructions about them. If they were left behind, his army was over; for a pursued or defeated army cannot forage with the assurance of an army that is a menace up in the hills. The provisions, Jimmy. Where are they? he asked.

Sure we brought everything, said Jimmy, and the ammunition too. Only we left the canvas buried: it was too heavy.

Well done, Jimmy, said Mickey. And there and then he promoted him to be general.

Thereafter, to mark the difference, Young Mickey was known as the Major General, while General Mullins was usually called the Lieutenant General. Mickey had not frivolously promoted him, but recognized that he could trust him with the command, and that he had saved the entire force. If Jim Brannehan was a little jealous he never showed his jealousy, unless by one remark that he made later: Oughtnt there to be a colonel in an army, General?

And Young Mickey had recognized the justice of the complaint, if complaint it were, and made Jim Brannehan colonel.

As the two generals stood in the wood, talking in low voices, Mickey heard the dispositions of his own force, which were just such as he had ordered. They were far apart, in positions known to Jimmy, each man behind a tree with his three blankets. It might be possible for Patsy Heffernans men to find one of them and to capture him, but to take the entire force would be an undertaking so difficult that Mickey felt he might safely defy any army in Europe. His principal anxiety was water: there was no water in those hills except the thin stream that was now behind Patsys lines; all the other water seemed to follow the course that Satan took, when he cheated the archangel Michael of the vengeance so justly due. The holes here and there above that stream, on the eastern side, before it came to the hills and was only six feet from the surface, must henceforth be Mickeys water supply. Have you the bottles and the string? Mickey asked.

We have, said Jimmy.

Youll be a great general, said Mickey. You think of everything.

What trivial conversation that appears! Yet the fortune of armies depends upon just such things.

Ill inspect the outposts, said Mickey.

And Jimmy took him through the wood and showed him the position of each of the seven men. It was a perfectly good outpost-line. What was lacking was any army behind it. But I dont see why Mickey, merely on that account, should not have referred to his men as outposts. By the time the two generals found them they were all asleep, and Mickey did not disturb them, knowing that they had had a hard day in the wood. He also had had a hard day, and he and Jimmy were soon as fast asleep as the rest.

A clear note called through the wood in the silence of night, followed by silence. It was the first blackbird. Then reveille woke the army. Not reveille from bugles or from any human instrument, nor did the music follow the rules of any human melody; for certain things are beyond us. The whole chorus of all the blackbirds in the wood was singing. Something short of our understanding, or beyond it, was greeting the dawn with a symphony such as man is uninspired to write. Nothing in the approach of dawn, nothing in the colours that crept into the sky when the last of the stars was gone, nor anything in the woods and fields, as they gradually received light, conflicted or disharmonized in any way with one note of the blackbirds melody. And if any of us could make a work of art of which that could be said, we might then be nearing that point on the way to unity with creation, at which we might hope some day to catch up with the blackbird and thrush. What a meeting it would be. I never knew you, we should say in astonishment.

Didnt expect to see you coming our way, the blackbird or thrush would answer.

And then we would talk and talk, getting on well together as artists always do; if we were such an artist as that.

The first thing that Mickey did was to leave the wood and go down the eastern slope, before Patsys army was likely to be about, and carefully to fix in his memory the line of the underground river, where the holes at which water could be obtained by letting down a bottle could be discovered here and there, wherever there were rocks. At one of these he filled a bottle, and returned unobserved to the wood. The bottle of water was for his armys tea, but first they needed a fire at which to boil it. The outpost line was mostly over the top of the hill, in the woods on the eastern side. Mickey gathered them all together on that side, and then sent four of them with bundles of sticks and bracken over on to the other side, the side of his old G.H.Q., that was now Patsys headquarters, with orders to go to the edge of the wood there, and build a big fire, and light it and return as quickly as possible. This they did, and as soon as the four came back Mickey lit a small fire, over which they boiled the water and fried bacon. They had a leisurely breakfast; and the moment it was over Mickey marched his army a mile away, and ordered General Mullins and Colonel Brannehan to form an outpost-line. Thus Patsy by the time he found their fire, would discover no more troops than he found at the larger one. Nor did Patsy even look for it, merely remarking when one of his officers reported to him on the first fire: Spry lad, Mickey.

Thus things were between the two armies after breakfast, and as the historian of this war I am at a loss to find a military parallel. What I look for is the commander of a greatly superior force enraged by an attempt upon the very source of his power; but the few instances that come to my memory, such as the Siege of Gibraltar, come only to be rejected; for, though Gibraltar is a fortress of first-rate importance, it was never so essential to the defence of Englands possessions as that machine-gun was to the hold that Patsy had on the countryside. He determined to drive Mickey out of the woods; but for this he had first to find his force, and though he sent out scouts for this purpose, as soon as one of Mickeys men was found he changed his position, and Patsy was still no nearer to fighting a decisive engagement.

The time came, in the opinion of Mickey, when Patsy should advance with his whole force in line through the wood, spread out to a good many paces, for they were large woods, and beat for Mickeys army as for woodcock. He saw nothing else that Patsy could do; nor was there. And he was about right in his estimate of the time that Patsy would begin his drive, after his scouts had been unable to do anything useful. So Patsy with a hundred men in line came through the wood moving from the south along the top of the hill, while Mickey considered whether cover was thick enough for him to conceal his men so well that Patsys force would pass over them. He decided that it was not. Should he then retreat? That would mean that eventually, though the woods covered the tops of the whole range of hills, he would be driven out of the woods. So he divided his force into two parts, and putting the eastern half under the command of General Mullins and the western part under the command of Colonel Brannehan he sent them out of the wood on opposite sides with orders to go round unseen and get into the wood again on the southern side, while he stayed in the wood himself to see what Patsy was doing. As Patsy began to do just what he expected, as he easily heard by the noise that a hundred men made in the wood, Mickey left his two subordinates to continue the movement on which he had started them off; and so by stone walls and hedges each of these two forces arrived unobserved at the southern end of the wood, behind Patsys army, and advanced so far into it, as Patsys force moved away, that they were soon at their old camp again. There Mickey joined them, slipping through Patsys army by the help of a good thick evergreen. There was of course no machine-gun in the camp, but there were many of the useful trifles that make life out-of-doors more comfortable, such as saucepans, knives, glasses, blankets, tinned meat and pots of jam, which Mickeys men fell upon joyfully. But Mickey made them put them all down again, as any tampering with Patsys camp would have given away his manoeuvre. He let them replenish the fire, and sit round it to warm themselves, but that was all. Patsy had taken every man, so as to make his line of beaters as thick as possible; so no one disturbed them there. Every hour of the daylight would be needed by Patsy, to drive those woods to the end; so Mickey had no anxieties for that day, and knew that Patsy would not be able to beat the woods for him on the way back, as it would be night by the time that he turned.

Mickey sat and watched his men sitting there in a wide circle, gathering that valuable if unconsidered thing that is one of the two for which civilization was principally originated, which are warmth and dryness; but he took no share in their comfort, for he was busy thinking, as he so often was in these days, what he should do next. And suddenly he smiled, and thought of a whimsical strategy.


CHAPTER XIX

COLONEL BRANNEHAN ARRIVES AT THE FORTIFICATIONS

BEFORE nightfall Mickey returned with his men to the exact spots that his force had occupied over night. Much of their provisions they carried, and the rest had been buried near where they now were, and was now uncovered. After supper they heard Patsys army marching back, far off, through the wood, and then they wrapped themselves in their blankets and slept. And soon, as it seemed to them, in the night that wonderful bird was heard, the first blackbird waking the chorus that honours the dawn. And the chorus woke Mickeys army, that had heard that first blackbird too, but only as a call ringing over the fells of dreamland. Then Mickey gave his orders: the same men that lit the fire on the morning before should go and light it in the same place, on the very ashes of the old one, then they should return and light one where they now were and have breakfast, just as they had done on the day before.

Wont Patsy be expecting us to do it again, and be waiting for us? said one of the four men that were to go.

Sure, its the last thing in the wide world that hell be expecting, said Mickey. Didnt he beat the whole wood for us, and doesnt he think that hes driven us out of the hills? And when were just where we were yesterday and doing the same thing, sure hell think were ghosts. Or maybe hell think hes only a ghost himself and not able to push us out of his way. Begob, he may think he never advanced at all, only dreamt it.

And certainly Mickey had produced a situation that would be depressing to any commander: Patsy had advanced in line over the enemys position, had taken it and pushed on for some miles, and returned to his camp; and there was the enemy next morning in exactly the same position.

Patsy was at breakfast, congratulating himself on his victory, believing that he had driven Mickey out of the wood, and contemplating a return to his business with the Dawn Insurance Company, and to the comfort of his house; when he suddenly saw the smoke going up from the fire, and later from the other one further off.

And right into the middle of his perplexities walked a flag of truce, coming from Mickeys army.

Mickey had felt sure enough, the day before, that from all they told him of Patsy, and the way he came up the hill, that day would not be the day to start poor parleys. Nor could he have hoped to have started them satisfactorily half an hour before he did, while Patsy was still flushed with the victory that he thought he had just obtained; but now, with that victory shown to be illusory, and an advance of his whole army unable to attain anything, now seemed a better opportunity than might occur again of adopting his grandfathers concept of the policy of Napoleon. So a flag of truce marched through the wood, and appeared before Patsy Heffernan.

The bearer of the flag of truce was Colonel Brannehan; and, having been blindfolded, which should always be done with flags of truce, to prevent them from seeing the defences, he was now unblindfolded again, and stood by the fire by which Patsy and most of his army were having their breakfast. And thus Brannehan explained his mission.

Im Colonel Brannehan, and Im sent by General Mickey Connor, to arrange what terms would be acceptable to both of yez, if you should care to have peace, in order to get on with your insurance business.

And Patsy replied: I dont want any peace. And Ill fight to the last man.

To which Colonel Brannehan said: Nor Mickey doesnt want any peace neither, and hell fight to the last man and then get more. Only hed like to know what terms of peace would suit you, if ever he did make peace; the way there wont be war in these hills for ever.

I understand you, Colonel, said Patsy. Im not making peace nor Mickey isnt making peace; only Ill tell you my terms in case it ever came to it.

Sure, thats all I want, said Brannehan. This isnt peace; its only poor parleys.

Then, said Patsy, let you tell him my terms are these: firstly for Mickey to be leaving these hills, secondly for him to surrender all his arms and ammunition, but for me to return him his transport; and thirdly for him to pay an indemnity of a hundred thousand pounds.

Oh, General, said Brannehan, how is Mickey to lay his hands on a hundred thousand pounds. Sure, you wouldnt drive him to go and crack open a bank, a thing Irishmen never did.

Thems my terms, said Patsy.

So Brannehan saluted and was marched off through the outpost line, and blindfolded again when he came to the fortifications. It is not so much to the point to enquire what fortifications, as to understand, if I may venture to correct my reader, that this war was being run upon proper lines, and wherever there ought to be fortifications, or any other military appurtenance, they were not merely alluded to in conversation and in despatches, but were treated in all other ways as though they were there. This rule was observed by both sides, so that my reader may feel assured that in reading this history of the war that there was in the hills he will miss none of the splendours to which he has been accustomed, and rightly expects, when reading military histories.

Oh, General, said Brannehan to Mickey, its bad terms Im bringing you, and sorrys the day that I bring them.

What are they? said Mickey.

He said hed fight to the last man. And, I told him youd do more; and then he said for you to be leaving the hills, and to surrender all our fine rifles and all the cartridges, and he to give you back the ass.

Good old Ned, said Mickey.

But wait, General; the worsts to come, said Brannehan. Youre to give him an indemnity of a hundred thousand pounds. Thats driving us to crack open a bank, and the sin will be on our souls, not on Patsys.

Thems good enough terms, said Mickey. You did fine, Jim.

But where will we find the hundred thousand pounds, asked Jim Brannehan. Sure we might have to go all the way to Dublin to find a bank that had that much money in it.

Ah, not at all, said Mickey. Sure, these are only poor parleys. Itll be time to be looking for banks when we get down to the actual peace-terms. Do you think Im an English statesman?

You are not.

Then Ill not be fooled by Patsy.

Good for you, said Brannehan. But what will we do?

Let you go back to his outpost line, said Mickey, and tell one of them to go and tell Patsy that Ill send my answer tomorrow, and that hes not to disturb us till then, because Im writing out my despatch to him. And let you say that I agree to his terms in principle. Thatll help to keep him quiet.

So Colonel Brannehan went back through the wood and found one of Patsys men, and told him to run and tell Patsy that hed have his answer tomorrow, and that he was not to disturb Mickey till then, because Mickey was busy writing out his dispatch, and he agreed to the terms in principle.

That gave Mickey one of the quiet days that he meant to have in the wood, till the heathen were gone from Cranogue and the wise women done cursing.

He lit a large fire in the wood, a long way away from his outpost-line, and watched to see if Patsy would come for it; and, when Patsy left it alone, he had a good fire lit for his men, and they all sat round it and fried bacon for dinner.

Whatll we do next, Major General? said Jimmy Mullins, looking up from his bacon.

Begob, said Mickey, poor parleys have to be written out, by both sides; and all that takes time. You wouldnt have us doing our poor parleys by word of mouth. Sure, the English would laugh at us, and so would any other country. Well have our poor parleys done properly, the way Napoleon would have done them. And itll take weeks. And its the grand time that well be having in the wood.

Why are they called poor parleys? asked Jimmy. Why not parleys, just plain parleys?

Mickey having only heard of such things yesterday for the first time, from his grandfather, was all the harder on Jimmy for his ignorance.

If you dont know the most rudimentary military terms, sure you had no right to be a general, he said.

I only asked, said Jimmy.

And the difficult question was still open.

Im not here to give you military information, said Mickey. Only to give orders.

Maybe the man that first called them that knew best, said Pat Kelley, trying to restore harmony.

Begob, said Mickey, Napoleon and Julius Cæsar and Hannibal and the rest of them knew what they were talking about.

And everybody allowed that that was so.

As evening began to bless the plain for miles, and gradually to give a glory to the woods, and the birds began to answer, thoughts far from war arose in the mind of Mickey, intensified by the uncertainty of the days ahead of him. He thought of the quiet fields round the house where Alannah lived, and of the days that passed over the farm, so serene and orderly, that they seemed to him like dainty maidens walking out of the sunrise, very different from the days that marched through the wood in which there were now two armies: there the days seemed to come to ripen the apple-blossom, here to give light to a rifleman.

All was quiet in the wood.

Boys, said Mickey, Im going out to scout.

Where are you going, Major General? asked Jimmy.

Ah, just round about, said Mickey.

May I come with you? asked Jimmy.

Ah, sure, you may, said Mickey.

Each guessed at once where the other was going, and each guessed right. Mickey was going to ODwyers farm, where the orchard was, and where the haystack had been: Jimmy was going to Patsy Heffernans house to see the maid with the blue eyes.

Colonel, said Mickey to Brannehan, get all the water you can from the Devils river, while things are quiet.

Then he and Jimmy set out.

Neither had very far to go when they came to the plain, on which mens shadows were already longer than men. They parted and General Mullins came first to his journeys end, to General Heffernans house. There is often a bitterness in war that makes it impossible for a general in one army to visit the house of the general commanding the other, but let my reader bring no such feelings of bitterness, or thoughts of impossibility, to the perusal of this history. Let him rather be gratified that, amongst all the wars that work such ruin and havoc, there should be one war such as I tell of. Soon Jimmy and the maid, whose name was Aileen Flynn, were saying to each other very much what the birds were saying in the hedges all about them; and a little later Mickey met Alannah, outside the house in a field beyond the orchard. The bloom of the elm was out, though not a leaf upon one of them. The red trees glowing in the late light he remembered all his life, though he had never noticed that the bloom of the elm was red before: one girl had opened his eyes to the beauty of all those trees, though she never mentioned them to him.

Mickey, she said as he came towards her, are you still at war with Patsy?

I am, said Mickey. But Im going to make a treaty with him one of these days.

Do, Mickey, she said.

Hes not an easy lad to make a treaty with, replied Mickey. The English were the boys for that, but theyre gone.

Aye, theyre gone now, said Alannah. Did you have another battle with Patsy the other day?

I did that, said Mickey.

Aye, said Alannah, I thought I heard it.

Mickey sighed slightly.

Ah, said Alannah, dont be minding who won the battle.

Im not, said Mickey, but...

Ah, if you won every battle, she said, thered be no fun in war.

And they walked together over the beautiful earth, whose light, flung out into space, fell on the new moon; so that, above the silver bow reclining ever the sunset, the rest of the circle gleamed like a disk of copper. Near to it hung a star in the luminous evening, and the shapes of trees darkened. Alannah and Mickey said little; the evening seemed to be saying everything. Sometimes with shadows it seemed to hint of terror, sometimes with lucid radiance in the vast of the western sky it seemed to tell of beauty so far beyond human thought that there was no need for it to be told in words, no man being able to comprehend them even should words be uttered. And what words could Mickey say in this splendour, whose hush seemed a language? Fewer and fewer were his lame sentences; then he let the evening speak. And he and Alannah walked in perfect silence. A late wanderer walking a lonely road saw them and left them to themselves; but a faint light from them seemed to shine on his loneliness, a light that was lovely and radiant, though far from him like a star.


CHAPTER XX

AN HISTORIC DOCUMENT

ALL the stars were out when Mickey returned to the outpost-line, and when the army was all asleep Jimmy Mullins came through the wood. Again there came the call from beyond human boundaries, the song that does not make sense to us, the words that seem of no language, the blackbirds answer to dawn, the reveille of those whose ears are nearer than ours to simplicities that to us, when known at all, are known only as complications. Mickey woke and sent for his pen; and then began the penning of those preliminaries that were to bring peace to the hills. I agree for to retire from these hills, Mickey wrote on a large sheet of paper, their boundaries to be delimited by one officer to be appointed by General Patsy Heffernan, one officer to be appointed by General Mickey Connor, and one eminent jurisprudence, not residing within the British Empire, to be chosen by these two.

ITEM 2. I agree for to surrender my arms and ammunition to a neutral country, to be held by them for General Patsy Heffernan until the time is ripe. And General Patsy Heffernan agrees for to hand over the transport of General Mickey Connors army to an officer to be nominated by me.

ITEM 3. I agree for to pay an indemnity of a hundred thousand pounds.

This he read out to his men rather with the air of a victor than as a man suing for terms. He had no illusion whatever as to the relative strength of the two armies; his victorious air came only from his sense of achievement at having drawn up so historic-sounding a document.

But, General, where will you lay your hand on the hundred thousand pounds, cried Brannehan as Mickey finished his reading.

Sure England will pay it, said Mickey.

England is it? said Brannehan.

Sure there wouldnt be any war in the hills, said Mickey, if England hadnt taken the army away. Then isnt it Englands fault? And oughtnt she to pay?

She ought that, they all agreed.

And, sure, doesnt England always pay? said Mickey. And isnt it right they should, having all the money?

But will they pay? asked Brannehan.

Ah, youll see they will, said Mickey. Sure theres only two things England can do, govern and fight; and when she stops doing them and tries to talk, sure shes as helpless as a child.

She is that, said Brannehan.

Begob, look at the Treaty, said Mickey.

Well have a great day when the transport comes back, said Jimmy Mullins. Well get a great bundle of hay for him.

We will that, said Mickey, and carrots. And Ill nominate you for to fetch him.

Good for you, Major General, said Jimmy.

Whats a jurisprudence, Mickey? said one of them.

Sure, hes a lad, said Mickey, that will come over and say What are these hills, and what county are they in, and where do they begin being hills and where do they stop, and who appointed them to be hills at all, and wheres the charter appointing them? And hell want to see a map as big as a blanket, and when we have that well get it translated into Irish and then into French. And by the time we done that, sure the wise women will be done cursing and we can go back to Cranogue.

But, General, our lovely rifles, came like a wail from Pat Kelly.

Ah, said Mickey, what neutral countrys going to bother about us? And doesnt it say when the time is ripe?

Then we will keep them, said Pat Kelly, with hope lighting up his mind like a sudden dawn.

As long as theres fighting in Ireland, said Mickey.

How long will that be, General? asked Pat Kelly, wanting to be quite sure.

Ah, whos to stop us now? replied Mickey. And Pat was happy again.

Then Mickey sent Brannehan off with his flag of truce to take the poor parley to Patsy; and, as soon as he was well on his way, Mickey lit a good fire and they got all ready for breakfast.

When General Patsy Heffernan received Colonel Brannehan and read the poor parley he realized that the first shot had been fired in negotiations that would demand his utmost thought, if they were to be worthy of their place in history. So he sent Jim Brannehan back, saying that the poor parley would receive his consideration. When the colonel returned, his piece of bacon was already fried for him.

Those were great days in the wood for Mickey and Mickeys army. The ways of men; what they think and how their thoughts will make them act; though they should be visible daily all round us, are so often hid from our sight. To Old Mickey, his grandfather, Young Mickey saw that these things were clear, and the poor parleys were bringing about exactly what he had promised. Perhaps those that follow Napoleon may fall into pitfalls over which Napoleon strode, or they may go further, to fall where Napoleon fell; but no such forebodings as these troubled Young Mickey.

That evening a Colonel Fogarty came through the wood, with a document addressed to General Mickey Connor. Colonel Fogarty was stopped by a sentry and not allowed any further, but he was offered a cup of tea in the outpost-line, and the document was carried to Mickey. When Mickey saw that Patsys answer dealt with little more than one of his items, he for the first time saw the full promise of his grandfathers policy, a policy that seemed to offer him the tenure of his share of those woods for as long as he should want it, the promise of a holiday such as few countries are able to offer youth.

Patsys answer read: In regard to your item 3, the indemnity will be paid in gold, which not until that has been done your transport shall be delivered to you. Your further items are under the consideration of my Army Council, and you will be notified shortly. Patsy Heffernan, Major General.

To which Mickey replied: Your communique of today is duly noted. I have appointed General Jimmy Mullins as the officer to receive the transport. Your further reply to mine of yesterdays date is awaited. Have you any objection to me shooting rabbits round here? Mickey Connor, Major General.

But this missive did not at once go back through the wood, for it had to be thought out, and properly written on paper; and above all it had to do the work of a poor parley, which is to gain time for those that need it. So Colonel Fogarty returned to his army, and on the following afternoon Mickeys answer went to Patsy by the hand of Colonel Brannehan.

The scene in the wood was idyllic. There two armies rested before each other, at peace; a model for the armies of the world; the uneasy world in which all neighbouring armies watch each other, even in times of peace, with more suspicious distrust than did these two of Young Mickey and Patsy Heffernan, though they were then at war. Patsy had no reason for fighting Mickey, when he seemed about to gain so much from the treaty then being discussed, while Mickey only wanted to be left alone in the wood. And in the wood the buds were swelling and shining, and even opening at the tips and giving hints of the many gay shades of green with which they would soon build paradise. Already the woods at evening shone with a strange glow, as the buds drew in the rarest rays from the sunset to illumine their ruddy tints. Soon a scene more beautiful than anything ever known since a year ago would awake dull memories of last year in men, and to many a bird and badger and rabbit it would seem that suddenly earth had fulfilled their dreams.


CHAPTER XXI

UMBOLULU PROGRESSES YET FURTHER

WHILE Mickey and his young army were living happily in the wood, a great joy was flooding the heart of Mrs. Patrick. The heathen Umbolulu, heathen no longer, was making progress that she was assured by all to whom she had written was unequalled in all their knowledge of missionary work. For instance, though knowing no more than a dozen words of English for his own use, he could repeat the whole of the catechism; and, if this wonder cannot be credited, he had certainly discarded his bones, never touched his drum any more, and attended church regularly. Also, to a certain extent, he sang hymns. Naturally this required coaching, and all the hymns in the service were chosen solely for Umbolulu; and it is right that they should have been, for no appropriateness to times or seasons could ever have been so edifying to a congregation as the spectacle of this heathen coming up from the dark of Africa into the light that glows from salvation. And in so short a time.

Its almost a record, isnt it? said the rector of a neighbouring parish, who had come over to see. For the Church may have her records as well as the race-track.

Mr. Washington, Mr. Japhet and the rest of the party attended church too, and were kindly spoken to by Mrs. Patrick, who showed interest in their scientific discoveries; and there were accorded to them all the little courtesies that were their due as elders of the Church of Liberissima. Yet not in her heart could Mrs. Patrick feel for them as she felt for Umbolulu. Every truth of religion, every tenet, was new to him, and he welcomed each one with delight. Who, walking along the beach with the mayor of a maritime town, could feel the same joy at showing him a shell or a piece of sea-weed as at showing them to a child? Everything that Mrs. Patrick could teach Umbolulu, from dogma to table-manners, was equally new to him, and was received with the same smile of wistful delight. Sometimes at the end of one of her lessons in the drawing-room at the rectory Mrs. Patrick would ask Umbolulu about his earlier faith, but of this Umbolulu would not speak, turning back to these memories no more than Lot leaving Sodom; and all that Mrs. Patrick ever learned from him of this former religion was that it was plenty bad. It is strange that in the same heart should have been both zeal and curiosity, yet so it was; and the two passions sought such contrary things, one to lead Umbolulu upwards towards the light, and the other to pry into darkness.

On various occasions, led by that less worthy passion, Mrs. Patrick enquired of other members of the party for what she could not obtain from Umbolulu; but they knew nothing at all of the faith of the forests of Africa. They would immediately tell her of all manner of sound practices; but of the faith of their fathers, nothing. Is my reader surprised at their ignorance? Let him or her ask a bishop what he did in his evenings at the Varsity, and he or she will receive the perfectly true answer, I used to study. But let my reader persist, as Mrs. Patrick tried to persist, and say, But did your lordship never dine out with your friends, other undergraduates? And what then?

And a likely answer would be, I do not recollect.

Not that there is any harm in any dinner of undergraduates; quite the contrary; but there is necessarily a limit to memory, or our brains would be stocked with more than they could hold. Mrs. Patrick never knew.

This chapter however is not written to tell of Mrs. Patricks curiosity, and if it were there would be nothing to tell, for it accomplished nothing: its purpose is to record her zeal, and the fruits of it which were abundant. When I say that Umbolulu could repeat the whole catechism, I naturally mean when he had the cues: he knew all the answers with but little prompting. And though he did not as yet understand the words, more meanings were explained to him every day, and he received them as the flowers receive dew. Thus in Cranogue one was being rapidly led from tenets, whatever they were, of which nobody in Cranogue could possibly have approved, to a higher religious plane, to higher peaks of morality; and the whole main street of Cranogue looked on with a disapproval that almost verged on disgust. These things occur because parties are nearer to us than principles, and there are times that come to all of us when we find ourselves applauding the queerest things because the right side is doing them, things that would shrink and shrivel before our scorn if the wrong side should try its hand at them. The grab of the Protestant church for the soul of Umbolulu was not approved from the first: it was felt that it was not the right church to handle it. So might the cook feel if the gardener came in to cook a sausage: he would probably drop it into the fire. But when the soul of Umbolulu, far from going downwards, made this incredible progress, when the stolen rough African stone was cut by the thieves and showed the lights that flash from a diamonds facets, then had the good Catholics of Cranogue not felt jealousy, they would without death, without waiting two hundred and fifty years (as one of my own relations had to wait), without the usual formulae of canonization, have been saints already. They stood in their doors and watched him going to church; they watched him coming out; they recognized unerringly in his face a religious exaltation, a certain spiritual glow, as a thirsty man sees the warmth of alcohol shine from the face of one coming brightly out of a public-house, which his own principles or his lack of funds forbid himself to enter.

And Mrs. Patrick coming down the street upon one of these occasions while Umbolulu was still in sight passed Father Finnegan, the parish priest, standing outside his chapel, and made the great mistake that Lucifer made before he fell from Heaven; she let pride touch her spirit, and she boasted.

Hes coming on well, isnt he? she said to the priest, with a glance towards Umbolulu.

Bedad he is, said he. And do you know the little glass house I have, over beyond, at the end of my bit of a garden?

Yes, I do, she said.

Bedad, he said, I brought in a plant of strawberries to force them on.

Did you? said Mrs. Patrick.

I did indeed, he said. And I thought Id be eating strawberries maybe in March, for all the heat that I gave them, or at any rate by the middle of April, before anyone else had heard of a strawberry.

Really? said Mrs. Patrick.

I did that, said Father Finnegan.

And how did they get on? asked Mrs. Patrick listlessly.

Sure, they died, said Father Finnegan.


CHAPTER XXII

THE CALM BEFORE STORM

A WHITE flag came through the wood, carried by Colonel Fogarty, with another letter for Mickey. Again he was stopped by the outposts and the letter carried on. Will you have a sup of whiskey, Colonel? said one of them.

I will that, answered the colonel; for its the kind of day when it would do you good.

So the whiskey was brought and they all sat there talking, while Mickey read the letter.

Wars a fine thing, said Colonel Fogarty drinking the whiskey. It puts heart into a man.

Please God, now the English are gone, well have plenty, said Pat Kelley.

Whats to stop us? said the colonel.

Will Patsy Heffernan be having any more wars soon, after this one? asked Christie Ryan.

He will not, said Colonel Fogarty, for he has his insurance business to do. But you never know. His firm might give him a holiday.

Arent they all slave-drivers, those English firms? said Christie.

They are, said Fogarty, but they might give him that much holiday.

Dont you find it hard to support your old mother, Colonel, said Christie Ryan, when youre away up in the hills?

For he knew the old woman, who lived in a small cottage with very thick white walls near Knocknavogue.

Ah, sure, we all have pensions from the government, said the colonel.

None of us have any pensions, said Christie Ryan, with just an echo of that note in his voice that you hear in the voice of a child that is going to cry.

I never heard that much was done in Cranogue at the time of the troubles, said Colonel Fogarty.

We burnt the Post Office, said Christie Ryan.

It was not enough, said the colonel.

We should have had our pensions like everybody else, said Christie.

But acrimony is a poor thing for any mans pen; and, as this discussion was growing acrimonious, I leave it; I neither dip my pen in gall, nor care for other mens bitternesses and grievances as material for my chronicle. Nor have I any need to look for such things, for it was a beautiful spring morning, and for any one grievance that these men had they had twenty jests: of these I shall make my story where this is possible. And the limits of this possibility stretch further in Ireland than in any other country that I know.

Soon Mickey came up to the outpost-line with the letter in his hand. The letter said, You may shoot rabbits behind your own lines, and I to shoot pheasants up to a line to be demarcated by Colonel Fogarty, whom I have detailed for this purpose. All other points in your communique are still under the consideration of my Army Council. Patsy Heffernan, Major General.

Begob, said Mickey, youll not get as fine a pheasant as ours. He was the finest bird ever. He was bright red all over, with gold on him like a lord mayor, and he had a voice on him you could hear roaring through the wood a mile away. He was the fine bird surely. And there was great eating on him.

Bjabers there was, said Christie Ryan.

We saw a bird finer nor that, said Colonel Fogarty; and as big as a fox.

Sure ours was bigger, said Mickey.

Will we mark out the line? said Fogarty.

Aye, said Mickey. Go you with the colonel, Christie, and let you make out a line with him between the two armies.

What officer is that? asked Fogarty.

And Mickey realized that he had been about to detail a private soldier to do work of a diplomatic nature with a colonel. So he made him a captain.

Captain Ryan, he said.

And away the captain and colonel went through the wood.

Now that the success of the poor parleys was so brilliantly evident, Mickey withdrew his outpost line to a camp near a big spruce that would shelter the army from rain, and they collected sticks and made a fine fire at which they fried their bacon for dinner.

Over their cheery meal Mickey said: Weve more generals in Ireland than any other country; and better generals, many of them. But Im thinking weve only one statesman.

And whos that? asked the army.

My old granddad, said Mickey.

Good Old Mickey, said the army.

These poor parleys that he told me to have, said Mickey. Arent they great? He said they were what Napoleon would do. But hes wiser nor Napoleon.

He is that, said they all.

For I never heard, Mickey continued, that Napoleon got peace for himself. Werent all the nations biting at him like wolves, and England wanting to torture him. Sure he never got peace at all. And havent we all we want up here in the wood?

Aye, said Colonel Brannehan, except a little milk.

Well get it, said Mickey. Now that Patsys no longer feeling wicked, well walk out and get it.

That was the happiest day they spent in the wood. The weather had been growing milder every day, while they, growing daily more experienced in their contest with little discomforts, felt the equals of any weather. Glades of green grass shone in the wood, and there they went to shoot rabbits, taking the muzzle-loader in turns. Often through trunks of trees they saw the plain shining, like a huge stage set for Spring, a stage upon which she had just daintily entered, in a play made by enchantment. Nearly all the thorn-trees now were green on one side; and even the latest of them, those huddled in shadow of trees and still remembering winter, had a greenish haze about them, like an elf that had draped herself in a piece of mist she had snatched from a stream at evening. Squirrels scampered over the ground in front of them, as though showing them the way through the wood, as though leading them on to some hidden court held in the hills by Spring; and suddenly ran up trees and deserted them. Flowers peeped out where yesterday none had been seen, and primroses shone like a hoard of very pale fairy gold, not up to the standard of the worlds currency. A larch shone gold here and there, barely yet green; and once they saw a green one in all its splendour, sudden and green in the wood like a meteor lighting the night. Sometimes a black-thorn flashed at them, the mass of white blossom amongst the solemn trunks looking like a fairy strayed from the gardens of elfland into some grim meeting of giants, some giants perhaps plotting war against the tops of the hills, being able to bring as allies the strong North wind and the thunder; but she had come from tending the buttercups guarding her borders, and giving to each its allowance of fairy gold. And all the while there was something haunting the wood, something that no man saw at once as he looked at the trees; twig for twig they stood every one as they had stood a month ago, yet they were not the trees of winter: look very close and you saw round them all a certain indistinctness, blurring the lines of the branches, hiding the ends of the twigs; it was the enchantment of Spring blessing the buds.

And, far off, other hills, where other bands of young men were perhaps enjoying themselves in the same way, looked at them from the rim of the earth, and slowly changed their colours as the hours went over them. And all this beauty of the wood, and beauty of the plain shining sleepily round it, and of the grave far hills, watching like aged giants leaning their chins on their knees, all seemed intensified strangely by a sense that haunted the wood, by a feeling that hovered like a strange bird in the air, that this was the last day of it.


CHAPTER XXIII

THE END OF THE POOR PARLEYS

WHEN dawn came through the wood, led on as it almost seemed by the chorus of blackbirds, and woke the army of Mickey, any forebodings that may have touched their spirits, only the evening before, were gone like the smoke of a camp-fire whose ashes are cold, were gone like mist out of air that is crisp and bright. Sometimes the lucent almost invisible air is heavy, sometimes it is light, and though nothing changes before our eyes and though our ears hear nothing, our spirits are sometimes strangely oppressed by its weight, and in their oppression they may prophesy evil. In the bright morning all this oppression was gone, and if any of Mickeys men remembered it they put it down to strange fancies with which the evening had cheated them. A whole chestnut tree beside them had burst into leaf overnight, each leaf hanging limp and fresh like a moth with bright new wings. The men warmed themselves around a merry fire, and after breakfast went to the edge of the wood to look at the clear morning. There they saw a little field far up the hill, ploughed and sown, but so far from the cottages that it almost had the air of having strayed; a stone wall was piled up round it, and in the middle of it there was a scare-crow. They all began shooting at the scare-crow, though they had not hit it by the time that Mickey stopped them, when he felt that they had wasted enough ammunition. Their provisions were running low, so they shot more rabbits with the muzzle-loader. Then they sat and watched the far hills changing their colours; and the plain below continually changing, as wide areas of sunlight changed their places with shadows: white spires of churches arose to greet that wandering sunlight, and entirely disappeared as it passed to flash upon further fields and pursuing shadows of clouds hid the remoter distances. They sat there bathing their minds in the beauty of Ireland, while their thoughts running back down the ages pictured the men that had trodden those hills before them, spears-men that watched for the Danes, and kings in their collars of gold. With the glories of legend and the beauty of Spring they were full of the past and the present: only of the future they had no thought whatever. By the time that evening came and they went back into the wood to build up the fire for their tea the whole scene below them had altered; the distance seemed to have shrunken, far hills to have disappeared, while nearer ridges took their places as boundaries: it was as though the stage that was prepared for Spring had suddenly to be altered to something quite different and smaller, to suit some new and whimsical mood of her temperament.

They were all sitting round the fire drinking their tea, waiting for Colonel Fogarty to return with the next move in the poor parleys, and Mickey was wondering why the move was so long delayed; when suddenly there came the sound of firing from Patsys end of the wood. Frequent shots broke out, and all at once they blended into that long rattling sound, rising and falling like waves, that is the sound of heavy firing. Yet still, for many seconds, no bullets came over them. The seconds passed and some bullets began to crack by, while a few ricochets whined over. Then the machine-gun lifted up its unmistakable voice. Very soon the sound of heavy fire ceased, and only separate shots were heard, and one long burst of fire that the machine-gun uttered. Then everything was still again. The birds that all this time had gone chirrupping to their branches, chirrupped still.

What was Patsy doing? So poor parleys ended like this. Mickey got his men into line and saw that they were all hidden, and that each man had in front of him a field of fire of at least twenty-five yards. And then he waited. But nothing happened. The birds ceased their chirrupping, and all was still in the wood.

Shall we scout, Major General? asked Jimmy.

No, said Mickey. Theres nothing to find out. We know where Patsy is. When he comes for us we shall see him. But have a man out on your flank. He mustnt get round us.

That was the left flank, and Mickey put out a man to watch the right.

Still no one came through the wood.

When night came Mickey put out a sentry at the edge of the wood on each flank, and kept all his men awake and allowed no fire. And in the night they speculated; and the dead hush of the wood increased their speculations and doubts, faster than noises coming towards them would have done.

Practising, do you think? said one of them.

But there had been a hurry in the roll of the fire, that had spoken clearly enough so that even their inexperience had understood; and something in the manner or voice of the machine-gun as it joined in, had told them it was not practising. They only shook their heads at the questioner, scarce troubling if it was too dark for him to see. But why this silence in the wood? What had Patsy begun, from which he had so suddenly ceased?

Patsy was only a year older than Mickey. But in experience he was as far beyond him as Old Mickey was. And both were puzzling him now: the poor parleys in which he had put so much trust had suddenly failed him; while Patsy, who only the day before had seemed so reasonable, had suddenly made this attack and seemed to have broken it off with a suddenness that was petulant. Was it the fault of something in the poor parleys, or of some queer streak in Patsy? But this book has no space for me to tell all the speculations that perplexed him and his men in the silent night, whose very silence seemed the most mysterious thing about it. He walked about and saw nothing, stood still and heard nothing. Then he went down the eastern slope to the edge of the wood and sat there waiting for dawn.


CHAPTER XXIV

THE POOR OLD WOMANS GUN

BEFORE the sun had risen, before any clear light had come to the fields at all, Mickey looked on the sleeping landscape and saw the outline of a stone wall away at the bottom of the hill begin to move slightly. He watched it and saw the outline wavering all the way along. Then he made out that it was troops crossing the wall, and coming up the hill in the dim light towards him. So many they were that they seemed to Mickey to be the whole of Patsys force. He ran to his men and got them in line facing in that direction, then ran down the western slope to the other edge of the wood to see that no one threatened his rear; and there, coming out of the night that seemed just rolling away, he saw, about as far from the wood as the others, what seemed as many men as came over the stone wall. He ran back to his men, who were beginning to fire.

Cease fire, he shouted to them. And to Jimmy he said, Patsys got lots more men. Theyre behind us. We must get away this way.

And he pointed north through the wood.

That way they went, catching glimpses now and then, through the trees, of the men that were climbing the eastern slope on their right. Suddenly Mickey heard the noise of a dry twig cracking. He halted his men and listened. There were more men coming that way through the wood. Brannehan too heard them, and pointed.

Ah, what matter, said Mickey. Well dodge them.

But at that moment Jimmy Mullins ran up to him from the right, with his mouth and eyes wide open.

Oh, Mickey, he said, it isnt Patsy! Its the lads from the Curragh!

Mickey went to the edge of the wood. Sure enough it was true. Green uniforms coming up the hill. No way seemed open except to the south; but it was no use going there, for that was the direction these men had come from. With swift flashes of thought Mickey disposed of his entire force. He looked round him for hiding places and saw one thick spruce that could be climbed and could hide a man; and he saw an old tree covered in deep ivy, that should be able to hide two men. In the brief time that he had to look he saw other possible hiding places, but none that would not be searched immediately.

Which of you lads can climb? he said. Two came forward.

Up that tree, he said. And get into the ivy. And I want one more.

Another came up, Pat Kelly.

Can you climb that spruce? asked Mickey.

I can sure, said Pat.

Then up it, said Mickey.

And Pat went.

The way to the little field where the scare-crow stood was still open.

Christie, said Mickey, to Christie Ryan, let you run to the field where we shot at the scarecrow. Get into his coat and put his hat on you. And slip your hands inside the sleeves and let the sticks show at the ends of them, the way they do now. And let your knees hang sideways.

And whatll I do with my rifle? asked Christie.

Ah, said Mickey very sadly, maybe well not want it any more. Run.

And off went Christie.

Four remained.

And now, said Mickey to Paddy Mulligan, run you that way. And he pointed southwards to where G.H.Q. had been, and Patsys camp, and tell anyone you meet in a green coat that Ive been robbing your mothers farm and Im just here, and ask them to come and arrest me to get back her blankets.

But, said Mulligan.

Run, said Mickey.

And now there remained Jimmy Mullins, Jim Brannehan and Young Hegarty.

Jim, said Mickey to Brannehan, hide your rifle as well as you can in that bracken, but let you keep your old muzzle-loader, Jimmy.

And Jim Brannehan did as he said.

Young Hegarty, said Mickey, youll have to be a corpse. Stay dead as long as theyre near you, and bide your time. Come here.

And he took out a knife and began to cut a small circle of skin from Young Hegartys forehead up at the edge of the hair.

Hell! That hurts, said Young Hegarty.

Not so much as a real one, said Mickey.

Begob, youre wrong, said Young Hegarty. Because then youre dead, and you dont feel it at all.

Youll be dead if you dont stay quiet, the way I can finish this job before those lads get you, said Mickey.

Its not a job I like, said Young Hegarty.

Ah be quiet, said Mickey as he finished the job, and behave yourself as a dead man should. Now lie there and keep still.

Then he walked Jimmy Mullins and Jim Brannehan away out of hearing of Hegarty. He knew he had kept the hardest thing for them.

Jimmy, he said, you two have got to arrest me, for stealing provisions out of the farms down there and taking the food from your mothers, and hand me over to those lads as a prisoner.

Bthe holy we will not, said Jimmy.

Begob we wont, said Jim Brannehan.

I order it, said Mickey. And stand at attention when I give you your orders.

The troops were coming nearer. He stood between his two men, and dropped his rifle.

Catch hold of my arms, he said. Properly. Not like that.

And by the time that the first green uniform came into sight past a tree, the two reluctant men were just holding Mickey.

Reader, please judge Mickey by the care that he took of his men, rather than by his ignorance or his childishness (if you see any harm in childishness). May I ask you that favour?

Tree after tree seemed to disclose a green uniform, and soon there were a dozen there. Mickey dragged his captors towards the green army, with such appearance of being marched off by them as he could put up.

Cant you look more threatening with your old gun? whispered Mickey sharply to Jimmy.

Sure, how can I, with one hand holding you? complained Jimmy.

Then run off and pick up my rifle, and give it to them, said Mickey.

Whats that youre saying? said the nearest man in green.

Im saying, said Mickey, theyve no right to creep up on me the way they did with their gun and hold me up because I took a little food from their mothers when I was hungry. Sure, I was doing no harm. Let you tell them to leave me alone and give me back my rifle.

Had you a rifle? asked the green man.

Sure I had. Why not? said Mickey. That lads got it.

Its illegal, said the green man.

Sure I only had it to shoot a policeman, said Mickey.

And then an officer came up.

Ah, what do you know about shooting at Black-and-tans? he said.

And indeed Mickey knew nothing.

Whose is that rifle? the officer said to Jimmy.

Sure we took it off this lad, said Jimmy, for robbing us of our food.

And whats that gun in your other hand? he asked.

Sure thats my old mothers, said Jimmy.

An what does she want a gun for? asked the officer.

Ah, sure you wouldnt grudge it to a poor old woman, said Jimmy, and she nearly eighty years old.

And nothing but her old age pension in the wide world to support her, joined in Jim Brannehan. And her rheumatics are terrible.

And had ten children, said Jimmy.

The poor old woman, said Brannehan.

And already this officer of a free army was beginning to feel a touch of that odium that he had thought only rested on England, for his own men were looking towards him with sympathies shown in their faces that were obviously for the poor old woman who had had ten children and who was now grudged her old gun.

Ah, get along with you both, he said to Mullins and Brannehan, but give me that rifle. And bring this man to the general.

So Mickey was marched off.

The poor old woman, said Jimmy as he marched away with the muzzle-loader.

Aye, the poor old soul, said Jim Brannehan.

And even though the officer had given up the gun he felt that a certain opprobrium still clung to him, and so did all his men.

Paddy Mulligan escaped in the same way as Mullins and Brannehan, and the green army found none of the hidden men for themselves. They found Christie Ryan, only because when some of them began shooting at the scare-crow just as Mickeys men had done, Christie Ryan ran away. They came after him and asked him what he was doing.

Sure Im scaring the crows for my old mother, said Christie.

Why doesnt she use a scare-crow? they asked.

Sure, she cant afford the clothes for it, Christie said.

Couldnt you hang up that coat and hat that youre wearing, asked one of them.

For Christie was still wearing the scare-crows coat, and a tall hat that had been made by one of the best London hatters when the Prince Consort was young, but had been later found in a hedge after a run with the Mountain and Valley.

Sure theyd be no good without a man in them, said Christie. No good at all.

Couldnt your mother find a better job for you than that? asked another.

Sure, she said I wasnt able for any other job, said Christie.

She ought to know, said one of the green soldiers.

Sure, she does, said Christie.

Did you have anything to do with these lads in the woods? asked one of them.

I dont know any of them, said Christie. Who do you mean?

We mean those lads that have been fighting up in the hills.

Ah, I know nothing about fighting, said Christie.

What do you do when you are not scaring crows? they asked him.

Sure, I watch my mother knit.

Where does she knit? one asked him.

At home, replied Christie; and added, By the fire.

Ah, let him go, they said.

So Christie walked home to Cranogue.

The three men in the trees bided their time, and also got safe to Cranogue; safe but nearly in tears for Mickey; and they had reason, for he was in great peril.


CHAPTER XXV

MICKEY APPEALS TO PATSY HEFFERNAN

GENERAL JAMES CASSSIDY sat in a hay-barn among a few of his officers. He had been sent down there to investigate a rumour that there had been firing among the farms and up in the hills, the rumour in fact of the two battles between Patsy and Mickey, which he had been unable to get corroborated by anybody. But he had found Patsys force in the wood and defeated it; and the following morning his men had taken Mickey, who was now led before him.

He was first asked his name, and told it.

Then, Do you belong to Patsy Heffernans force? asked the general.

I do not, said Mickey.

Then what were you doing in the hills? he was asked.

I was operating against him? Mickey replied.

How many men had you? was the next question.

I was quite alone, said Mickey.

Where do you live? asked General Cassidy.

In the woods, said Mickey.

How did you get your provisions?

I took them from the farms.

Did they give you them willingly?

They did not. I had my rifle.

How did you get a rifle?

Sure you gave it me yourself.

This was not true; but General James Cassidy had distributed a good many rifles at the time of the troubles, and Mickey counted on his memory not tracing all of them. And it worked, so far as deceiving General Cassidy went, though not so far as exonerating Mickey.

What were you doing when you were arrested? was the generals next question.

There were two lads that grudged me a little food, said Mickey. I dont know their names. And they came after me, and they came up behind me, and one of them held me up with a shotgun.

Youre for court martial tomorrow, said General Cassidy. March him away.

Mickey was marched away to another farm, between two men under command of a colonel. There he was brought to a hay-barn, and left on a bale of hay, with a wall of hay to lean against, and the two men remained with him. The colonel went out, and fastened the door with a padlock. Mickey began immediately to look round the barn, while one of the men pulled out a pack of cards and was soon at a game with his friend.

Mickey noted that the walls were of thin boards, and that the door was unaccustomed to being shut, and was flimsy and had large gaps between it and the hasp of the lintel. Mickey looked then at the far end, where it was quite dark and mostly hay, but he could see where the walls ran, in spite of the dark. He looked next at the floor, which was of hardened mud. The men went on with their cards.

But Mickey had yet some things to learn. He made firstly the mistake of supposing that, as soon as these men began to play cards, complete oblivion of all else would come over them. And secondly, he supposed that, though they might have noticed him walking about the barn to inspect all its corners, they would not notice his eyes. However, one of the men saw him looking: they had both of them had similar experiences themselves. Watch him, Mick, while I get a cord, said one of the men to the other.

Then he went to the door and shouted through the crack to some man outside for what he wanted. And presently the padlock was unfastened and a length of cord brought in by one of the others, who put on the padlock again as soon as he had gone out.

The man called Mick had put his cards carefully down on the floor, face downwards, and the other had put his in his pocket when he got up.

Dont walk on the cards, Jack, he said, as the other came up with the cord.

Get a hold of his hands, said Jack, while I tie them.

And the man got Mickeys hands behind him.

I say! That hurts, said Mickey, as the man with the cord bound his wrists tightly.

That wont matter, said Jack. Youll be dead in a few hours.

To that remark Mickey said nothing. He knew that the court-martial could only go one way He would be charged with being illegally in possession of a rifle; and he had no defence. The sentence would be Death, as Jack knew already. And yet he had a good hope. He would tell them when they sentenced him that he was a friend of Patsy Heffernans. He would tell them to ask Patsy himself, and he felt sure that Patsy would speak for him. To him Patsy Heffernan was such a national hero that he did not think they could shoot one of his friends. Buoyed up by this strong hope, Mickey did not feel the sinking of the heart that Jacks remark might have induced had he been hopeless.

The end of the rope that bound Mickeys wrists they tied to a post that there was in the barn. Then the game of cards was resumed.

I do not mention what food they gave Mickey, or who won the game of cards, for these things are trifles beside the rich material for many books that was now passing through the mind of Mickey. All the memories of his life went by in that procession of thought, some dim, some gorgeous; and among them, like guests uninvited slipping amongst the rest, were memories he did not even know that he had preserved. Into the future he looked too, the future that now seemed more radiant than he had ever dreamed it could be: clinging to his one hope of a good word from Patsy Heffernan, he looked even into the future. He saw Alannah there, and the apple-blossom blooming about her, as it had been when first he had seen her. And fears sometimes pushed him away from his gaze at the radiant future, through the gates of the garden of Time. And then he would push away the fears and peer into the future again, for he did not really doubt that Patsy would speak for him. What if Patsy wont speak for you? the fear said. But Mickey felt sure he would. He was most of the night with these thoughts, and it was long before he slept, with his wrists still bound, on the hay.

At dawn Mickey was woken by one very ragged volley a little way off. For a few moments he hoped that someone might be attacking General Cassidy; but there came no more firing, and Mickey had to abandon this hope.

The morning passed quietly. And at about noon Mickey was marched before the court martial. He was charged with being illegally in possession of fire-arms, in that he, being a soldier of irregular forces, on April 6th 1922, in Drumlinvara hills, did have a rifle. Mickey had no defence that would not have led to questions that would have incriminated his men, some of whom General Cassidy might have been able to find; so he pleaded Guilty.

Have you anything to say in mitigation of sentence? Mickey was asked by the president of the court.

That was the moment on which his hopes had been focussed all night, the hope that supported him still, and held him up unruffled before these men.

Im a friend of Patsy Heffernan, said Mickey.

It was all he had intended to say. But he saw no answering interest in the face of the president. And with the rapidity with which men in such circumstances see and feel, he observed that none of the men at the rough table before him appeared to have noticed what he had said. So he added, You can ask him yourselves.

And then the president answered.

Sure, we shot Patsy hours ago, he said.

That was the real sentence on Mickey; that was the blow over the heart from which he felt the approach of death. They had shot Patsy Heffernan! All the room seemed dark to him. How could they have done it? They had shot Patsy.

The court is closed for consideration of sentence, said the president.

Mickey was marched out. He saw from the way his escort looked at him what the sentence would be. They stood there rather curious and quite silent, and taking looks now and then at his face.

He was marched in to the barn again; and there sentenced to death. It was no shock to him: the shock was over and he was still dazed by it, and unable to feel the weight of any more blows. They had shot Patsy Heffernan. And he must have heard the shots that killed him. That volley that woke him at dawn must have been the last of Patsy.

He was marched back to his barn again, and again tied to the post, with the same two men to watch him. Mickey was now quite hopeless. The men who had shown no mercy to Patsy Heffernan would never show any to him. They gave him something to eat, but he ate little.

Are you good at digging? asked one of the men.

But Mickey scarcely answered him.

His men were safe; the only good that there now seemed left in the darkness of this world.

Then more men came in, and untied the cord from the post, but left the other end round Mickeys wrists, and he was marched away towards the hills, which were quite close. He noticed that one of the men carried a spade. They did not go up the hills, but halted below them. And there Mickeys hands were untied. And again he was asked, this time by the officer in charge of his escort, Do you know how to dig?

Sure, I do, said Mickey.

Then dig your grave, said the officer.

One of them gave him a spade, and Mickey fumbled with it, for his hands were quite numb from the cord. He leaned the spade against him and rubbed one of his wrists, then he rubbed the other. Then he stuck the spade into the earth and left it standing, and rubbed his wrist again.

Give me time, he said to the officer, I cant use my hands yet.

And he went on rubbing his wrists.

There is a certain awakening that comes to numbed fingers; but it was Mickeys mind that was awakening now. And while he stood there rubbing his wrists, it was not his hands that he was preparing for work, but his wits; for all of a sudden had come a gleam of hope.


CHAPTER XXVI

THE GRAVE

I WOULDNT like to dig here, said Mickey.

Do as youre told, said the officer in green. And what does it matter to you where you dig?

Sure, I wouldnt like to offend those that live under the thorn, said Mickey, with the last thing that I did.

Theres none of them here, said the green officer.

Sure theres plenty of them, said Mickey, and he pointed to a gnarled grey thorn a little way off, with its haze of green that was dimly shining all round it: by next morning it might flash out into full leaf. And when they come out to dance round that thorn, and widen their circle a bit as more of them join in the dance, and maybe get as far as here, when they stumble over my grave they will be angry.

Then let them be angry, said the officer, and dig where youre told.

Its not me that theyll curse, said Mickey, for Ill be dead. And he looked at the green officer.

Then where do you want to dig? he asked Mickey.

Ah, over there will do, Mickey answered and began to move slowly away.

Ah, Timmy, let him dig his grave where he wants to, said one of the men to the officer.

Im not stopping him, replied Timmy.

Mickey went some distance, but walked as though he were continually about to stop, so that though his escort were often about to halt him they never did so until Mickey himself stopped; and so he went over eighty yards from where he had been told to dig. Even then he moved about, looking for a soft bit of soil to begin on.

Sure one would think you were choosing a nice coat for yourself, said the officer, for all the fuss that youre making.

Begob, said Mickey, it will wear a long time.

And he began to cut a sod.

It seems to take a lot of men to prevent me having a chance of escape, said Mickey. For there were thirty men surrounding him.

Get on with your work, said Timmy.

Mickey dug. It is hard to say what forms of mental torture are worst. Perhaps waiting idly for death is as bad as any work that condemned men may be made to do. But there is no denying that this was a lonely task. Every stone sticking out of the clay left its vivid impression: it the windward side, for Mickey was throwing the spadefuls high, while on the other three sides he was distributing stones. They were all well away from him now, except Timmy, who was walking up and down and continually peering in.

Take a good look at it, said Mickey, for its where youll lie yourself some day.

And this had the effect of discouraging Timmys interest.

Now no one was watching him, the cordon of men were round him standing at ease, with fixed bayonets, and his head was below the level of the earth as he stooped at his digging. And now he heard the sound of running water. Was it straight below him? Not quite, carefully though he had chosen the spot. He could see, as he chose it, two of the holes from which he used to get water, as well as the place where the river disappeared to go under the hill. He had aimed to dig on the line of Satans flight from the Archangel. If the running water was not straight beneath him, it could not be far, because he heard it now and had not heard it before, so that his digging must have been going towards it, and must be near it now. It seemed down a bit to his right, and in that direction he dug.

Thats deep enough for you, said Timmy, coming by once more.

Sure its I that have to lie in it, said Mickey. Let me have a decent grave.

And he said it loud enough for the rest to hear, and in a voice the tone of which hinted a final ill-treatment of the man that had to die.

Well, be quick then, said Timmy and went away again.

Mickey was quick. He dug with all his speed in the direction the water murmured as though someone were chuckling still at his escape from the lightning sword. He heard the steps of Timmy passing again. But Timmy passed on. The water was louder now.

How much longer are you going to be? shouted Timmy, but out of sight of the grave.

And at that moment some sandy earth, in the right-hand side of the grave, near one of the corners, began to run like quicksilver, and as it ran a hole began to widen, and the grey sand ran on. Mickey jabbed at it and the spade went in with the easiest thrust that he had made that day, and some of the earth came up with the spade and some went down the hole.

Give me two minutes more, said Mickey.

He darent ask for more. But would two be enough? He thrust hard again, and the hole widened. The right side of the grave was now joining in with the bottom of it in that cascade of running sand. Stones began to join in and all fell plopping into water quite close, though not close enough for any splash to come near Mickey, nor could he see it. Whether Mickey dug or not, the hole in the side of the grave was widening all the time, and he dug violently. He only just threw up enough earth for his captors to see that he was digging; so much fell down through the hole. With one thrust he thought he had nearly broken the spade, and an awful fear came on him lest thus at the last moment he should be left in these mens hands and have that dreadful task all over again, at some spot where there would be no hope.

The two minutes were up, and he heard the steps of Timmy coming his way; and at that instant a little avalanche fell and the hole seemed wide enough now for Mickey to squeeze through. But it was not the moment for the attempt, for if Timmy looked down as he was trying to wriggle away, there would be time to stop him. So he knelt, and prayed real prayers, though his kneeling figure covered the hole to the river. Timmy went on past, and Mickey gave three more swift thrusts with the spade. Now the avalanche was continuous, and the noise in the water began to be as loud as the noise of his spade which had hitherto concealed it.

Have you done yet? shouted Timmy from the other end of his beat.

I have, said Mickey, and flung up one more spadeful of earth with his hands.

Then he crawled into the hole feet foremost. He could not feel the water with his feet. But what mattered how deep the drop? Better than waiting for the next dawn. Besides that, the little avalanche still ran, and he was slipping.

Give me one more minute, he shouted. Youve had time enough, shouted Timmy. But Mickey was gone.


CHAPTER XXVII

AN OLD-FASHIONED PLACE

WHILE Mickey was being taken to dig his grave, General Cassidy was having a drink in Sharkeys hotel in Cranogue. One may be a general and at the same time want a drink, he sometimes said to his staff.

General Cassidy was well known in Cranogue, though he had first arrived there only four days ago. But he had made his influence felt from the moment of his arrival. He had come there in his Rolls-Royce on the day before his defeat of Patsy Heffernan, looking for information there, as well as on the other side of the woods, about the fighting that rumour had stated to Dublin had been going on in the hills. And the first thing he had noticed as he took a look at Cranogue was that there were no young men about. He saw Father Finnegan walking towards his chapel, and got out of his car and asked him about it.

They were all at mass on Sunday, said the priest.

Where are they now? asked the general.

Sure I have my religious duties to attend to, said Father Finnegan, and you have your military duties. And his face lighted up as though with the dawn of a delightful idea: Shall we both attend to our own duties? he asked eagerly.

Begob, maybe we might, said the general.

I think it would be a fine thing, said the priest.

I think it might, said the general thoughtfully, and he went slowly away.

And he walked almost into the door of Old Mickeys house before he quite recovered the composure that a general should have, even after defeat. Old Mickey was in his doorway as usual. The general was walking across the street from the chapel, and suddenly drew himself up face to face with Old Mickey.

Its a fine day, said the general.

Bedad it is, said Old Mickey.

A fine soft day.

It is, sure, said Old Mickey.

Ye have a great view of the hills from here.

We have that.

I was wondering did any of you round here hear ever any firing up in the hills during the week?

We did not, said Mickey Ryan.

Maybe some of the young lads may have heard it, said the general. They often have good hearing while they are young.

Maybe they did, said Old Mickey.

Only I dont see any young men about, said Cassidy.

Sure, there arent any, said Old Mickey. And whys that? said the general.

Ah, its a very old-fashioned place, said Old Mickey.

Have you no children yourself? Cassidy asked.

I have not, only a daughter, Old Mickey answered.

And has she no children? asked Cassidy. She has not, said Old Mickey. She lives there, and you can ask her.

And he pointed with his pipe.

And the next house to you? asked Cassidy. Are there no young men there?

There are not.

Whys that?

Its as God wills.

And the next house to that?

There are none there either. Im telling you: its a very old-fashioned place.

Then I think Ill be going on, said the general.

God speed you, said Old Mickey.

And he came to the house of Young Mickeys mother, and knocked at the door. I came to have a talk with your son, he said.

Sure, I have no son, said Mickeys mother. Is that so? said Cassidy.

Sure, you can ask anyone in the town, she said.

Ill take your word for it, he replied.

And what did you want with him? she asked.

Ah, nothing, he said.

And he went down the street enquiring for the young men of Cranogue, and asking if anyone had heard any firing, and getting the same answers. It was a thankless task. Only a few months earlier, men had been making the same enquiries for him.

And it was a thirsty task. He went into Sharkeys hotel and asked for a drink. The waiter of Sharkeys brought it.

Why are there no young men in the town? he asked.

Sure theyre all frightened out of it by the wise women cursing, replied the waiter. And Im frightened myself, for they have cause for it.

This was the first piece of direct information that he had had since he entered Cranogue.

Will you have a drink yourself? he asked.

Sure, I will, said the waiter.

Then get a large one, said Cassidy, and bring it here.

The waiter brought the drink, by which I mean whiskey, and the two sat down at a table.

Why are the wise women cursing? asked Cassidy.

Because theres black heathen from Africa disturbing Catholic bones, said the waiter.

Do ye tell me? said Cassidy. Sure, why are they doing that?

They are digging up bones in the bog, said Sharkeys waiter.

Begob, said Cassidy, theyve no right to be doing that.

Theyre from Africa, said the waiter. And theyre staying in the hotel.

Get them out of it, said Cassidy, who, having got to the root of the matter, made a quick decision. It was to keep the young men out of the hills that he had been sent to those parts.

How can we do that? asked the waiter.

Give them no food, said the general.

Sure, no one wants to give them any food, said the waiter. But they do be getting bits of it.

Find out who gives them any, said Cassidy, and tell him to look to himself, or something may be happening to him that he wasnt counting upon. Tell him from me.

I will, said the waiter.

Where are the young men gone? asked Cassidy.

I dont know, said the waiter.

What are their names?

I dont know, he replied.

Have another drink, said the general.

I will not, said the waiter. For if I have two drinks I become talkative; and Id be taking up your time.

Ah, Ive nothing to do, said the general.

Havent you a bit of an army to look after? asked the waiter.

I have, said Cassidy, but I left another lad looking after it. Ah, have a drink.

I will not, said the waiter.

And the general never found out who had gone to the hills.

He walked back up the street then till he came to his car, and motored back to the other side of the hills. In all that countryside, in all the land that looked on any part of those hills, there was only one man to give away Patsy Heffernan; and Cassidy found him. Others found him soon afterwards, and he is dead long ago. This man told Cassidy just where Patsy Heffernan was, and what he was doing; and Cassidy, making his plans at once, moved up the hill and surrounded Patsy at evening, and gave him some sort of court-martial next day, and shot him at dawn the day after.

Having ordered that Young Mickey should be court-martialled the day that Patsy was shot, and that he should be executed the day after, he was now back in Cranogue having another drink at Sharkeys, while Mickey was digging his grave. He had considerable facility of manœuvre, as was shown by his defeat of Patsy, which was not solely due to superior force; and yet he was unable to instigate Sharkeys waiter to have a second large whiskey. That fugitives must enter Cranogue he knew, and he felt fairly sure that a second large whiskey would be the key to their whereabouts, but to manoeuvre that whiskey into the waiter had been beyond him. So he drank his own in silence. There was no one else to help him in Cranogue. He had met Father Finnegan again in the street, and had asked him if he had heard anything of any young men; and Father Finnegan had answered, Sure, I know nothing. And he had felt the stupidity of his own question, as some old fool might feel it who had questioned a child of four about the lore of Sir James Jeans. He had also asked some such question of Old Mickey. But Old Mickey had only said, Sure, if there were any young men in Cranogue they might be coming home again when things are quiet and you are gone back to Dublin. But, sure, we never had any.

In one thing the general had succeeded in Cranogue; he had tightened up the boycott of the Africans. Not that any advantage came to him from that; but he had felt it was the right thing to do. The boycott made it difficult for any of the Africans to get food, but for Umbolulu it was impossible, for somehow the boycott seemed to be directed mainly at him, and a certain tactless-less of Mrs. Patrick intensified it. She had tried to get food to him, but it was intercepted. Some consolation she had, when she learned of this, from the thought that hunger quickened his spiritual perceptions. But for Umbolulu there was no consolation; and I feel that when I have laid the whole of his story before my readers, no one should judge Umbolulu who has not himself been starving. He fared hard in Cranogue; and it seems to me to have been no small part of his hardships that it was his rapid and splendid spiritual development that made him the objective in the struggle of jealousies of which he knew nothing, till his poor frame, growing daily thinner, may almost be likened to some peasants cottage around which Armageddon is raging. And then again, warm-hearted overtures would be made to him by some who were envious of Mrs. Patricks triumph, that she derived from his still increasing sanctity; and next day all trace of friendliness would be gone, and Umbolulu never knew why. And all the while he was starving.

One thing Umbolulu did understand, and that was that it was General Cassidy who was preventing him from getting any food.

When he had despaired of getting any more whiskey into the waiter, or more information out of him, General Cassidy walked out of Sharkeys. He stood in the doorway, all dressed in green, with leggings of red leather, wearing Sam Browne belt and sword; and there Umbolulu saw him. Umbolulu hungry, he said.

Cassidy had come to Cranogue wanting a good deal, and from nobody could he get anything, except the whiskey he paid for. He was annoyed with Cranogue; and here was a man who wanted something too. And a black heathen. Should such as he have what they wanted, when a good Catholic could not get the information he ought to have? Dirty heathen, said Cassidy.

Whether Umbolulus English ran as far as these two words is doubtful; but he saw he was not going to get food. Yet he followed the general as he walked away, lifting up every now and then that piteous plaint, Umbolulu hungry; for his only chance of food seemed to be to placate Cassidy.

Cassidy by walking fast shook off the hungry man. He had sent his motor away and was walking back alone over the hills, knowing that he should see no trace of fugitives from the high road, and combining his walk with a bit of scouting. There were reasons, rather beyond the scope of this book, why a knowledge of the ins and outs of the Drumlinvara hills was valuable to a general. He did not know the way, but he came to a stream that ran singing towards Cranogue, laughing with sunshine. He did not know the importance of watersheds in the planning of a campaign, but he did know that streams ran from the hills, so he followed this one homewards. And behind him still came Umbolulu a long way off, still hoping against starvation.


CHAPTER XXVIII

THE SWORD OF MICHAEL

WHEN Mickey slipped through the angle of the grave between the side and the bottom of it, and went down with the little avalanche of sand, he fell some way, as it seemed to him, then hit the water and went down to the deeps. Actually he had fallen no more than three feet, and the depth of the water was barely four; but the darkness, the fall, the cold and the great noise of the water, all multiplied his impressions. He came to the surface and got his breath, and soon collected his thoughts, and realized that the mystery of the blackness ahead of him was not the enemy, but the thirty men behind, and that the cold and rushing water, with its roaring that so hugely filled the darkness, was his friend. He leaned forward and swam, and the current carried him on over large stones rounded by centuries of running water and smoothed with slime or moss. In the darkness there was only what he could hear and feel and smell. He smelt the water, a curious smell like that of unfamiliar plants growing on mud in the damp, he heard its huge voice all round him, dominating the darknesss, and he felt the softness of the rocks as his hands hit against them at the sides with nearly every stroke and pressed a little way into their moss as he shoved against them. And they helped him on, as much as free strokes in open water would have done. Though he bumped his knees on the rounded stones below him, he was still carried on, as though the stream were accustomed to carrying things easily over them for ages. Presently he saw the curves that the water made as it slipped over the curving rocks, for a silver light gleamed on the water, from a hole in the roof ahead of him that flashed like a green flame, where the daylight came down past a few leaves and grass. It was one of the holes from which he used to fill bottles for the water-supply of his army. He thought of his army now, safe through the best dispositions of it that he had ever made, back in Cranogue with all the fun of that war in the hills for a memory. On the other side of the patch of light he stood still, leaning back a little against the water, and with a hand touching a rock on either side to steady himself. He knew now how far he had come, and he had gone so fast that he had confidence that at any sound of pursuit he could dash on again and keep his lead. He stood still and listened. There was no sound but the roar of the water. Certainly no one had come to the hole in the rocks; and, though he could hear nothing behind him for the roar of the stream, he felt sure that the approach of anyone following him through the water must make some louder sound which he would hear even above that roar. But there was no other sound. It seemed that, careful though Timmy had been to guard against the escape of his prisoner upward out of the grave, with his circle of thirty men, he had not thought of escape where none had been made before, and had not yet looked to see if Mickey had gone; or, if they had found out, they could not know anything of the course of the river, for still there was no sound at the hole in the rocks. Mickey could touch the roof, and found it crumbly with stalactites, and spiders webs amongst them. It cheered him to discover even that much sign of life in this dark annexe of the grave.

It was time to go on again, for when they did discover that he was gone, whether they tried to follow him, or whether they tried to find the course of the stream and plodded over the hills, it would be best to be well ahead of them. He left that green glow and the light on the water regretfully, and plunged on. Sometimes the water seemed shallow, sometimes much deeper, but as the width was always about the same, as he could feel by his fingers hitting with every stroke against the rocks at the sides, the depth required for that volume of water probably varied little, except where the current pouring downward over a larger boulder scooped out a hole as it curved. These holes seemed abysses to Mickey, passing them in the dark. A swim down a stream four foot deep, with the current to help one, seems no great Odyssey; yet in that darkness Mickey forgot his knowledge that the little stream soon emerged from the hills and rippled on twards Cranogue; for there were darker things to remember than this knowledge, things appropriate to the blackness and the noise. Everyone knew, and few bothered, how that stream had been made, and Mickey had given it no more thought than the rest. But now in the darkness he wondered where such a stream might go, whether such a stream might not go straight to Hell, carrying its discoverer home. He had never seen the place where it left the hills, though he knew it further on. But was it the same stream? Or what if that dark one who first caused it, should come down it again, pursued once more, and taking the old line as a fox will sometimes do? Would he carry Mickey with him? And, if he did not want to do that, another thought presented itself, and a practical one too: would there be room for the dark one to pass? These are not thoughts to be entertained by any reader in sunlight, or sitting by the fire: there they must seem trivial fancies. But they were thoughts well suited to the darkness and the legend of that place, and cold reason dominates thoughts only at its appropriate desks. The sound behind him seemed different to the sound in front; no doubt, as we can see in the daylight, where nothing hinders reason, because the echoes were more voluminous in the direction in which they were pent up than in the direction in which they were nearer an outlet, or merely because there was some fall in the river far behind. But to Mickey it sometimes seemed as though there might be heard behind him the snarls of one pursued by frightful vengeance. It had been so once: why not again? And the vengeance would not overtake him: things never varied in Heaven: so that the dark one would come by Mickey all unhurt and angry, and would take him upon his way.

A pool of silver shone once more before Mickey, with flashes of green in it and a little gold. He was coming to the big shaft in the midst of the hills, that was known as the Devils Chimney. As he saw the light the thoughts that were troubling Mickey faded as white April frost disappears in the sun, if anything so dark as those thoughts can be likened to such a brightness. He stopped when he came to the shaft, and looked up and saw a patch of the sky again. Green ferns between him and the light shone like enamel. He took a rest there, climbing out of the water, and standing upon a rock and leaning against the side. He was exactly under the centre of the hills. The air had been good so far, but he had the long bit before him, with no cracks in the rocks that he knew of. Perhaps the running water would bring the air along with it. Such thoughts as this came to him now, that little patch of light having bent them that way; so easily are the calculations of the mind of the soi-disant lord of Creation turned this way and that by things beneath his considering. And now there came to cheer Mickey the thought that pursuit was almost impossible. There was only one way to go down that stream with ease, and that was to go with it as he had done. The current that helped him along would hinder men trying to walk: with every step they would have to fight against the current as much as if walking upstream; for, let it push them one foot too far, and it would have them down. Or would they take off their green great-coats, he wondered, and swim as he had done? He moved down-stream a little, and stood on the far side of the patch of light, and turned round and waited. He reflected that swimmers must come without their rifles, and only one at a time. Standing there in the dark he could seize the head of any man swimming towards him. But no one came.

The men in green were all strangers there, and knew nothing of this stream, and Mickey had little fear that they would find out its course and follow it over the hills and down the other side, and slowly pursue him that way. Nevertheless he went on; and so he entered the longest and darkest part of his journey. The noise of the stream wrapped round by the roots of the hills roared again with a great voice, and again the reasonable thoughts that had come in the light left him, and instead of his accurate calculations of the difficulties of his real enemy he thought of that old enemy of all of us, wondering if on that day, of all the ages, he would come down the stream again. He uttered a supplication to Michael. But would it make things any better if the archangel did come after the enemy there? In such a narrow space, with two immortals fighting to the death, what chance would Mickey stand? He had seen the sword of Michael: it was a frightful thing. It had hung in the sky over the bog for three or four nights when he was a child, in 1908. A great silver light pointing towards the West, and flaring upwards and widening as it went. His elders had spoken of it in low voices, out of his hearing, and none told him what it was or what it threatened. But what could it have been but the sword of Michael? And if such a sword should come behind him now, there would be no room in that narrow cavern to be neutral. Not that he ought to be neutral in such a cause. But what chance would there be for him any way? And if the dark one were not pursued, if he escaped again as of old, once more there came the thought, what would he do to Mickey when he came up with him? He had heard it told, by one who had actually seen it, how a hunted fox had run through a flock of poultry without ever touching one. Yes, it might be like that. But would he have room to go by? And the only answer that came to his thoughts was the roar of the stream, telling of tumult and hurry under the hills.

It may be considered that it was enough for Mickey to have asked of himself such questions once, and to have settled them; but that is not the way with thoughts in the dark, and again and again the thought occurred, could there be room to go by? And the chances against that day out of all the ages being the very one diminished suddenly with another thought: what if it happened often; as sunset and star-shining and dawn, and other heavenly things, happen again and again? And the dark and the roar continued, and the thoughts appropriate to them.

And another thing that was dreadful about this journey was that the river was continually changing its voice; sometimes when big stones stood in its way it muttered, sometimes when narrowing walls squeezed it and thrust it upward its voice turned to a roar; so that sounds of the complaint or the anger of a powerful everlasting thing in the dark were continually about Mickey. Once he came to such a narrowing between two pillars of rock that he had no room to stretch out either arm; the river rose near to the roof and swooped again, and Mickeys head went under; when he came up he heard a roaring behind him, and tried to swim faster, to get away from the anger there seemed to be in the sound, but could not hurry much faster than the hurrying of the current. It was then that he said out loud what perhaps he should not have said: I never said a word against the Devil. And when the roar behind him sounded full of menace as ever, he added, I always minded my own affairs, and took no part in religion.

It was not true; but, in addition to the noises with which all the air round him echoed, there was one thing perplexing him which cannot trouble any one of my readers as they read these words and judge Mickey; and that was total darkness. Strange sounds in the daylight are analysed often by reason, and in the darkness by terror.

There was no pursuit, no dark shape fled that way, no lightning sword overtook it: would that I could say it had; for, even though many would have been out of a job, the world would have been a happier place. But it is not for me to moralize on this theme.

A patch of gold and green appeared on the water, further on were patches of silver; and pieces of daylight ahead shone framed with ferns, that glittered like green glass. With the light ahead of him all his fears disappeared, and soon he was rejoicing in the brilliance of daylight and the luxuriance of growth that flared on the very edge of the darkness. Every curve of the stream dipping over the rocks was now outlined in silver, then every runnel and every ripple, till the water before him looked like copious silver, inlaid on copper that showed through more and more rarely, and then upon sheets of brass. And Mickey ceased his swimming and tumbling and found his feet, and walked slow to the streams exit, little dreaming that General Cassidy with his fine new sword was walking to the same point from the other direction.


CHAPTER XXIX

UMBOLULU BREAKS HIS FAST

As Mickey came to the rift at the foot of the hills, through which the stream poured out and sang on its way to Cranogue, he suddenly saw he had scarcely room to get out. A column of rock rose up in the streams centre and went nearly as high as the roof. There was no room to get over the top of it. He tried to the right and found there was no room there, but to the left there was nearly room. He stripped some of the moss off, and got his head through. Then he drew back his head and steadied himself against the rock, so as not to be carried into the gap and wedged by the rush of the water, and looked at the rock and considered what he should do. The rock was not hard; it was limestone; and it was wearing a jacket of lime that was softer still, that through the centuries it had got from the water. He took off a buckle of his braces and began to cut the softer lime away, and found that he could cut nearly half an inch of it before the rock got too hard. By removing all the moss on the other side, and smoothing the surface of the rock on that side in the same way, he calculated that he would just have room to get his body through sideways. Only a great deal of the rock would have to be scraped, all the way down on both sides; and Mickey, calculating this by the little that he had done, decided that it would be a matter of over an hour. He scraped for another five minutes, then put out his head again, to see how he was getting on, and looked right into the face of General Cassidy.

And Cassidy recognized him. What are you doing here? he said.

Ah, what ought I to be doing? asked Mickey.

You ought to be making your confession, said Cassidy. I ordered you to be shot at dawn.

Ah, General, what did you do that for? said Mickey.

To learn you, said Cassidy.

If he couldnt get out, the general couldnt get in: that was a certainty. Mickey was wondering what he could say that might be of any use, when the general pulled out his sword and came for him. Mickey drew in his head.

Ah, General, whats the good of that? he asked plaintively. And it was so obviously no good, as soon as Mickey was the length of an arm and a sword back up the river, that the question enraged the general instead of soothing him. But after a few blind thrusts into the dark of the cavern he stepped quickly back and hurried away up the hill. Mickey went on with his work, but with despair in his heart. When the general got to the top of the hill he knew he would blow a whistle. Timmy and the thirty men who had surrounded his grave would come up the far slope at the double. A sentry or two would stop him from getting out by the way he got in, even if going back up that stream were possible; and the rest would come to the opening at which he was and would shoot up-stream. There was nothing to do but work on, though the work seemed useless.

And then Mickey heard a voice so plaintive that it seemed attuned to his own plight, coming towards him up-stream: Umbolulu hungry, it said. Umbolulu hungry.

He put his head out again. He had one walnut left in his pocket, a very compact form of food that he had been carrying while in the hills. Umbolulu was quite close. Mickey stretched out a hand and offered the walnut to him. Umbolulu almost snatched it, and began to eat it immediately. His strong white teeth cracked it at once and, as far as Mickey could see, ate nut and shell together. Then Mickey remembered that he had had bread and cheese in his pocket. The cheese should be still there, though hardly the bread. He felt, and found that a bit of the crust remained. He stretched out a hand again with the crust and a piece of cheese. Umbolulu took it and drew out a large knife and spread the cheese on the bread, in a way that went better with his black frock coat and his envied spiritual progress than the way he had eaten the nut.

The knife, shouted Mickey, the knife! Lend me the knife!

For with a knife like that, he felt, he might scrape the rock in time.

But Umbolulu went on cutting the cheese and laying it on the bread. Umbolulu hungry, he said again.

Quick then, when you have done with the cheese, said Mickey.

But that was more than Umbolulu could understand.

Knife, knife, called Mickey again. Lend me the knife.

But Umbolulu put it back in his pocket and, lifting up eyes in which there was real suffering, said again in that plaintive voice, Umbolulu hungry.

Black Protestant, said Mickey in his disappointment at seeing this sudden hope thus snatched away, for Umbolulus reputation as a star convert had travelled far and wide. But Umbolulu merely went on up the hill, muttering once again that plaintive cry. And Mickey with his last glimpse of him saw slung behind his shoulders what looked like his drum, which no-one had seen him with since his triumphant conversion. Was Umbolulu leaving Cranogue, he wondered, and taking all his belongings away?

When Umbolulu had gone Mickey worked on listlessly, but waited for death. There was no possibility of getting through those rocks till he had had another hours work on them. The big knife could have done it in time, but he had no knife. There was scarcely a posssibility of marching up that stream, and none of finding an outlet beyond the hills unguarded. At about the time that Cassidy should have got to the top of the hill, he stopped his work and waited to hear the whistle. When he heard none he supposed that Cassidy had signed to the men with his hand, or, worse still, met them coming over the hill already. There was no chance at all that Cassidy would spare him. Against these very reasonable fears the ones that he had had in the deeps of the hill seemed childish. He wished that he could go back there now, but he had no food and he could not live in the water, with men at each end and at any other exits waiting for him to come out. His temptation was to despair and to wait for Cassidy, but he worked on scraping the stone, and the work took the edge off his fears.

And so an hour went by, and more than an hour, and the brightness passed from the water; and a dreaminess came upon it, and soft colours, as though the stream were brooding upon other worlds than ours. And still Cassidy did not come. The soft lime came off easily, but it had to be scraped off evenly over such a wide area, that with the two small implements Mickey had, the buckles of his braces, and the difficulty of standing there in the rush of the water leaping out of the hill, it took him all this time to gain the inch or so which he needed to slip through sideways. And at last he felt he could do it. But where was Cassidy?

Darkness behind him, and the fading evening in front; there was still plenty of light to see to shoot. What would greet him as he crept out of the cavern? He put his head out and saw nothing.

If Cassidy had not met his escort of thirty, he still had heaps of troops on the other side of the hills and had had time by now to bring a battalion of them; yet all was absolutely still, all round the mouth of the cavern. It seemed unnecessary to prepare a trap for him, yet that Cassidy should show him any mercy he somehow knew was impossible. Why did Cassidy not come? And when he saw that he should find no answer to that question he slid quietly between the two stones, and stood once more in the open light of what was left of the day, and there was no sign of an enemy.

Mickey hastily left that spot in case men should yet come to look for him. He turned away from Cranogue where they would seek him first, and walked back twards the hills. And as he went he heard a gentle drumming, like the throb of a wild pulse, filling the air with mystery.

Looking upward in the direction of the soft sound of the drum Mickey saw a thin column of smoke going up at the edge of the wood. For at a little fire in the hills Umbolulu was eating Cassidy.


CHAPTER XXX

WHEN MALACHI WAS KING

NOTHING was ever proved about Umbolulu and Cassidy. There seem to me to have been ample proofs, but no one appears to have marshalled them. Mrs. Patrick still asseverates that the whole story is due to sectarian jealousies, which is certainly unjust to the differences that there must always be in religion. Jealousy there was, and Mrs. Patrick herself was greatly responsible for it, for she had boasted too much of her converts phenomenal progress; and jealousy makes strange stories; but it could not make the marks of a fire on the ground, and bones and boots and brass buttons. Mrs. Patricks arguments were more eagerly listened to by those in authority than any that she had ever used before, for it was felt that such a thing could never have happened in Ireland, and argument in support of this was avidly welcomed. But Mrs. Patrick never boasted again. There were very large head-lines in those days to be seen in the Irish papers, saying Horrible Murder, in big black capital letters; but all the murders recorded were always in England.

What I think happened was that Umbolulu, hungrier and hungrier as he walked, came up with the general at the edge of the wood, still trying to beg a respite from the boycott that was starving him. I picture him uttering again that plaintive cry of his, then perhaps stretching out his hands to the general in a way that Umbolulu had, and appealing to him in the name of their common Christianity; which had merely insulted Cassidy. What Cassidy had said, we shall never know. But I imagine that just as he spoke, the teaching of Mrs. Patrick fell like a cloak from the African; and he stood there between the terrible alternatives of starvation borne with Christian fortitude, and the dreadful teachings of his old religion, bred in the dark of Africa, that taught him he was in the presence of good food. As I have said before, let those that have known starvation judge Umbolulu.

Mickey kept away from the fire in the hills, not wishing to meet with anyone, and it was not till long after that he knew why Cassidy never came for him, to take him away and execute him at dawn.

I may say, before I leave this distasteful topic, that a sum of money had been collected to record on a brass plaque the conversion of Umbolulu, and to have it let into the wall of the church of Cranogue, on the outside where everyone could see it: the plaque was being engraved in Dublin, and was never completed. The residue of the money collected was set aside instead as a fund for providing meals for poor children in the parish of Cranogue. As there were not enough Protestant children, the Roman Catholic children got some too. Perhaps the last word of the little conflict aroused in Cranogue, by Mrs. Patricks boast, was said by Father Finnegan when he met Mrs. Patrick one day about the time that the childrens food fund was started.

And what do you feed them on, Mrs. Patrick? he asked.

Beef, she said; and then, noting or fancying something in his expression, she added, Have you any objection?

Not at all, he said.

And bread, she added.

Excellent, said Father Finnegan.

And cheese, she went on.

Quite excellent, Father Finnegan said.

I dont know what prompted her to go rushing on. She had far better have stopped.

And jam of course, she said.

Excellent, excellent, said Father Finnegan.

And a little butter, she continued.

Ah, excellent, said Father Finnegan. Best of all.

And all the usual things, she said.

Ah yes, yes, said Father Finnegan. Really an admirable diet. Quite excellent.

It was on the tip of her tongue to say more, but at last she stopped.

Umbolulu and his vacillating religious persuasions, and the conflict that they gave rise to, are topics from which I gladly turn away. Even his fellow-countrymen spoke of him little next day, where they still worked in the bog. Sometimes when no one was thought to be within ear-shot, grave voices might have been heard mentioning the word backslider, and solemn shakes of the head showed they discussed Umbolulu.

Mickey reached the woods, and, knowing that they would be well patrolled, he slipped cautiously through them, never stepping on any twig, and helped by the dimness of evening. He was going in the direction in which he had fled, and into the enemys country; country he knew, because it had been poor Patsy Heffernans country, and he had fought two battles in it with Patsy. And now it belonged, as Mickey supposed still, to General Cassidy. He was going in that direction for two reasons; because it was not the direction in which they would expect him to go, and because he had need of a hiding-place, and trusted Alannah to hide him if he could get as far as her home. A star or two was shining as he came out of the wood, but there was light enough yet for Mickey to see that they had a sentry over his grave, and another over each of the two holes in the rocks that ran down to the river before it entered the hill. It was a light that Mickey liked, light sufficient for him to detect the presence of troops by watching carefully, and not too bright to prevent his easy concealment. And when it grew darker he heard their loud clear voices, ringing across the hush with which earth prepares for sleep, and sometimes saw their fires. There were a lot of them there, and Mickey studied their lines as well as he could, before it was quite dark, creeping nearer and nearer to them as the last of the daylight went. They were all between him and ODwyers farm, a long line of them with campfires here and there. As far as Mickey could see there was no way round them; but he noted a gap between two lots of them, though it was only a few yards wide. If he could get to that gap unheard he could get through in the dark, but there were beech-trees dotted about just in the wrong place for him, and he knew that he would not get by unheard over the dead beech-mast. There was a sentry going up and down the whole length of the front of each company, or whatever they were.

Mickey went back to the wood and got a long stick, which in the dark would look like a rifle when he held it over his shoulder. Then he came down the hill again, and black night came with him. He lay quite close to the troops for a while and watched one of the sentries. Then he followed the sentry, but walking wide of him, away from the gap through which he wanted to go. When the sentry got to the end of his beat, the further end from the gap, Mickey slanted right on to his beat and came along it about fifty yards ahead of him, with the stick over his shoulder all the way along the line of the troops, and not fifteen yards from them. When he came to the gap he walked through it, and on twards ODwyers farm. When he got out of hearing he ran, for fear that anyone might have noticed the extra sentry, when the real one came into sight.

These plans were very good; but the night is full of surprises, and the plans did not entirely work. For Mickey bumped into one or two things, foremost and loudest amongst which was a bucket. And presently he heard footsteps coming behind him. Mickey stopped, and the steps behind him stopped. Then he walked on unconcernedly. Soon he came to ODwyers house, and knocked hurriedly on the door. Alannah opened it. Quick, said Mickey. Im followed.

She let him in at once and shut the door.

Can you hide me, Alannah? he said.

Are there many of them? she asked him.

A whole army, he said.

Alannah thought a few moments. Theres the big bed, she said.

Theyd look under it, said Mickey.

Not if Dad and Mammy were to go to bed early, she said.

They would, said Mickey. Its Jim Cassidys army.

Sure even he wouldnt do that, said Alannah.

They shot Patsy Heffernan, said Mickey.

They shot Patsy Heffernan! gasped Alannah.

They did that, said Mickey.

Oh, the black hearts there must beat in them, cried she.

They shot him at dawn, said Mickey.

It was a black shame, said Alannah.

It was that, said Mickey. Here they come.

For he heard the steps that had followed him; and many more.

Come in here, said Alannah, and led him into the kitchen where ODwyer and her mother were sitting.

Mickey had never seen Mrs. ODwyer before, and did not know ODwyer well. His principal link with him, if one may use the phrase, being that he had burnt his haystack. But he had now a far stronger link, indeed the link that in Ireland is one of the strongest of all: he was a hunted man.

Can we hide him? said Alannah. Theyre after him.

Weve no longer got the haystack, said ODwyer thoughtfully, without any trace of bitterness, indeed without any allusion being intended at all.

Theres the big bed, said Mrs. ODwyer.

Theyre Jim Cassidys men, said Alannah.

Well go to bed, said ODwyer, and see if they dare disturb us.

Ah they could not, said Mrs. ODwyer.

Theyre Jim Cassidys lot, Mickey said over again.

Its the only chance, said Alannah. And she was right.

Show me the bed, said Mickey, as they sat undecided, and as the sounds of steps going round the house increased.

Mr and Mrs. ODwyer and Mickey went upstairs, and there he saw the big bed, over five feet wide.

Theyll look under it sure, said Mickey. And a knock came on the door downstairs.

They want me for dawn tomorrow, said Mickey in a low voice. And something in his peril quickened his wits.

The bolster, he said.

He heard Alannah speaking to men outside the door, delaying with talk, and then delaying with unlocking the door, and later delaying with talk when armed men came inside. He took the bolster and shoved it into a cupboard.

They shot Patsy Heffernan, he said, to show what sort of men these were.

Mrs. ODwyer gasped, as Alannah had done. Mickey took a blanket off the bed and wrapped it round himself. If youd go to bed, he said.

They both put on long night shirts over their clothes as they stood. And now they heard the sounds of steps on the stairs, and Alannahs voice delaying. Mickey lay down lengthways where the bolster had been and pulled the end of the sheet over him. The ODwyers smoothed it, as soon as they understood.

Quick, said Mickey, for the steps were up the stairs.

Mr and Mrs. ODwyer jumped into bed, and three knocks sounded heavily on the door.

Whos that? shouted ODwyer.

The army, came the answer.

For the love of God what do you want here? ODwyer asked.

We are searching the house, said the voice.

My wife and I have gone to bed, said ODwyer.

Youre in bed early, came the answer.

Isnt an Irish woman safe in her bed at any hour? asked ODwyer.

Sure such things have never been known, shouted Alannah.

All the blessed saints defend us, cried Mrs. ODwyer.

Were coming in, said the voice.

And they came, four armed men.

When Malachi was king, said ODwyer, a maiden could walk alone, wearing a bracelet of gold, from one end of Ireland to the other.

Maybe she might, said one of the men with rifles.

And men with guns didnt be coming into her bedroom, said ODwyer.

Good for you, whispered the bolster.

And the men began to search the room, and the leader looked under the bed.

Mr and Mrs. ODwyer had a pillow each, which were where pillows usually are, on the bolster; and their heads were each on a pillow. Mickey began to remember that his clothes were all wet; and he felt more compunction about the ODwyers bed than he had about their haystack, the burning of which he felt had added a splendour to war, but he couldnt feel that about damping their blanket.

Again the leader looked under the bed. Then they opened the cupboards. Presently one of them stared at the bolster that Mickey had thrown into a cupboard, where it was now lying bunched up. The man lifted it up. A cry broke from ODwyer: Our spare bolster, he wailed. Weve only two in the world. Are you going to take that from us?

Sure, we dont want it, said the man.

When Malachi was king of Ireland, began ODwyer.

Sure, were not going to take anything, said the man who had found the bolster in the cupboard.

I wish Malachi were back, cried Mrs. ODwyer.

Aye, he was the lad, said ODwyer.

And the topic was well away from bolsters.

A collar of gold he had, shouted ODwyer. And the likes of you wouldnt have been allowed.

He was still thinking of Malachi.

And even Alannah joined in. Im thinking theres no one left now to learn you manners, she said; and the respect that is due to a womans bedroom that there was in the days of Malachi.

Ah, whats the world coming to? asked Mrs. ODwyer.

Im thinking its coming to ruin, said ODwyer.

It seemed to these men unfair that the odium properly due to England should be so heaped on themselves, and it somehow hindered their search.

Wouldnt you like to search my mothers bed? asked Alannah.

Sure we wouldnt do that, said the leader.

Ah, I didnt know youd stop at that, she said. Thats why I asked.

They went out of the room and searched the rest of the house.

Im thinking theyll be disappointed, said Mickey, when the dawn comes and theyve nothing to shoot at.


CHAPTER XXXI

OLD MICKEY USES HIS WITS

MICKEY realized that, had he made his plans with sober judgment, or had it not been for Alannah, he would not have come where he now was. He sat in front of the ODwyers fire in their kitchen, drying his clothes as well as he could and hungrily eating supper that they brought him. He discussed the situation with Alannah and her father and mother, and debated whether the green men knew it was him they were after, or whether they only knew him for a fugitive and were collecting fugitives. Whatever it was, all were agreed that he must get away from there as soon as he could. They sat there long talking, and the moon rose while they talked. Mickey got some dryness into his clothes from the fire; and then he went out to look and see in the moonlight where the men that were after him were. Alannah first put out a lamp that would have shone through the open door; and the first thing that Mickey saw as he looked to the hills, with Alannah standing beside him, was that there was a line of camp-fires now all the way between him and the hills.

Theyre taking a lot of trouble to catch one man, he said.

Ah, theyre like that, said Alannah.

Sure havent they all been on the run themselves? said Mickey. And cant they leave others alone?

They can not, said Alannah.

I cant get over the hills, said Mickey. And I cant stay here, for they know that Im not far off.

Maybe you could go the other way, said Alannah.

I dont know the country, said Mickey. Im thinking Id like to ask my old grandfather what to do, for he has the great brain in him. Only I cant get to Cranogue, for theyre all the way between me and it.

And then an idea came to him. Could you lend me one of your fathers coats and a cap? he asked. The way they mightnt recognize me, if I got among any men that had seen me before.

I could sure, she said.

And ODwyer had to give up a jacket and cap, for a fugitive had a right to make such demands.

Ill come back some day, Alannah, he said. And they kissed and parted.

Mickey went a long way in the moonlight along the foot of the hills, and found the way clear to where he wanted to go, for his enemies now seemed to be all along the upper slope, cutting him off from Cranogue. When he had found out what he wanted, he returned to ODwyers farm and took a spade out of a shed. With this he set quietly off again, and the sky lightened as he went. He was going back to his own grave, with the new cap pulled down on his forehead in case the sentry should still be there and awake. He made the journey unchallenged and saw the sentry standing there, and trudged towards him with the spade over his shoulder. Thus Mickey came to his grave at dawn.

Halt. Who goes there? shouted the sentry, bringing his rifle very martially to the first position in bayonet-fighting.

Sure, I dont know, said Mickey.

Then what are you doing here? asked the sentry.

Sure the general told me to come and fill in a grave, said Mickey.

Did he tell you for why? asked the sentry.

Sure he said it wouldnt be wanted now, said Mickey.

Is that so? said the sentry in a disappointed voice. And why is that?

Because the general said it was for a young lad called Mickey Connor, said Mickey.

It is, sure, said the sentry.

And they shot the young blackguard, said Mickey, on the other side of the hills and couldnt be taking the trouble to carry him all this way merely to give him a grave.

So what did they do? asked the sentry. Sure they left him where he was.

It was all he deserved, said the sentry.

And Mickey began to fill in the grave.

Sure, theres a hole in it, said Mickey, and all the earth I throw in is running away.

There is so, said the sentry.

And Mickey got into the grave.

Put that rifle down, he said, and hand me a good big stone, the way I can stop up this hole. The sentry put the rifle down.

Will this one do? he asked as he stooped over the stone.

It will, sure, said Mickey; though he could not see it, for his head was now at the bottom of the grave, and the rest of him lower.

The sentry heaved up the stone and carried it to the edge of the grave.

Well, that beats all, he said. And after some moments thought he added, It does indeed. And, reflecting again, he said, It beats anything.

But he had not done thinking yet, and much light dawned on him, and he said The sly lad. And then he went and reported what had occurred, to Timmy, his officer, and gave it as his impression that it was Mickey Connor who had gone, and added, Im thinking we shall have some trouble in getting him into his grave.

Ah, well get him in, said Timmy. But its a pity hes not here now; for its dawn and a fine light for shooting.

Whatll we do, Timmy? said the sentry.

Run, two or three of you, and shoot down those holes in the rocks into the water, and go on shooting till you see if he comes that way.

And all that they did; but Mickey was far past the holes before they arrived there; and, not untroubled by the old fears of pursuit by the enemy of us all, he came at last to the patch of gleaming light, and this time squeezed through at once, and was out again on the other side of the hills. He made for Cranogue as fast as he could go, and reached his grandfathers house as the old man was boiling his eggs.

Youre wet, Mickey, said the old man.

I am that, said Young Mickey.

You should keep dry, said Old Mickey. And yet perhaps nothing matters that you do when youre young. Only its a good thing to keep dry, for all that.

Grandfather, said Young Mickey, there are queer things happening. And Ive come to ask you what to do?

And whats been happening? said Old Mickey.

Its General Cassidy, said Young Mickey; and he was very anxious to have me shot at dawn. Terrible anxious he was. And he found me caught in the water where I couldnt get out, where the river runs out of the hill, and there wasnt room for me between the rocks. And he went away to get his men, and he never came with them. And when I cant find out what hes doing I cant make any plans. So Ive come to you, Grandfather.

He didnt come back? said his grandfather.

He did not, said Young Mickey. And I got out at last after more nor an hour, but he never came near me.

Let me eat my breakfast, said Old Mickey, and let you put in another egg for yourself and boil it. And then let me smoke my pipe, and Ill tell you.

So they had breakfast together, and afterwards Old Mickey lighted his pipe, and sat and smoked in silence. And after a while he said again: Jim Cassidy never came back?

He did not, said Young Mickey.

And Old Mickey took his pipe out of his mouth and said: Im thinking something happened to Jim Cassidy.

Begob, said Young Mickey, it might. For that black heathen Umbolulu was near him.

Was he that? said Old Mickey. They made a great Protestant of the man; and, being all new to it, it might have gone to his head; and, Jim Cassidy being a Catholic, if they got to arguing about religion you couldnt tell what would happen.

Be Jabers, thats so, said his grandson.

In writing a book like this about the Ireland I know, one must be continually touching on matters that someone or other thinks are better not touched on, or stating things with which someone disagrees, and often being thought to entertain views that one does not hold at all. But at least let me state here that, whatever Old Mickey thought, the Church of Ireland has nothing to do with cannibalism, either in dogma or practice.

Its so indeed, said Young Mickey.

Aye, said Old Mickey; something happened to Cassidy.

And what shall I do now? asked Young Mickey. For the others are all after me?

And sure enough they were, for a lorry swung into the main street of Cranogue, and everyone knew from the sound and the pace of it that it held troops, and everyone went further back into the houses away from the door to the street and all busied themselves very hard with household duties; and a certain light went out of their faces, so that they seemed to observe nothing and not to understand very much.

Thats them, said Young Mickey.

Sure it is, said Old Mickey.

Can you hide me? asked his grandson.

Sure Ive only that cupboard and my old wits, said Old Mickey. Hop in.

And Young Mickey got into the cupboard.

Hi! Hi! shouted Old Mickey. Hi, you lads with the guns on you!

The lorry slowed down, and stopped near the shouting old man.

What is it? asked the officer.

Sure we have no peace, cried Old Mickey. No peace at all. Never tail nor trace of it.

Whats the matter? the officer asked.

Sure its that lad Mickey Connor, said Old Mickey. Do you know him?

Its him were after, said the officer.

And all the men brightened up and got both hands on to their rifles.

Then why dont you find him? shouted Old Mickey. Sure he gives us no peace.

What is he doing? asked the officer.

Sure didnt I tell you? said Old Mickey. Didnt I tell you he gives us no peace. And he never will while hes roaming about in these parts.

Where is he? the officer asked.

Sure hes only after running out of that house, he said pointing. Its his mothers house and hes only after leaving it. And its plaguing us all he is. And its times I wish the English were back. I do surely.

What way did he go? asked the officer.

That way, shouted Old Mickey, standing up and pointing with both his arms. That way.

Youve got your two arms pointing different ways? said the officer.

And why not? shouted Old Mickey.

You should point them both the same way, argued the officer.

The same way is it? shouted Old Mickey. What for did God give us two arms? If there was only one way to point, sure Hed have given us only one arm.

Which way did he go? insisted the officer.

Bedad He would, said Old Mickey, sticking to his point.

Go on, said the officer to the driver.

Find him! Find him! Find him! shouted Old Mickey. Sure Mickey Connor gives us no peace.

They searched many houses. They came back again down the street, and Old Mickey ran out shouting. Then the officer spoke to the driver, and the lorry left Cranogue.

You got rid of them fine, said Young Mickey, stepping out of the cupboard.

Ah, sure theyve got no sense, said Old Mickey.

And what will I do now? Young Mickey asked.

Ill tell you what for to do, the old man said. Let you walk north from here till you get to the border; and let you cross it by night. And stay away out of these parts till them lads have had time to forget you.

How long will they take over that, Grandfather? Young Mickey asked, thinking of Alannah.

Ah, maybe a while, said the old man. Aye, maybe a good while. But give them time and theyll forget it. Other things crop up, and in a year or two theyll not be wanting to shoot you.

It seemed a long time to Young Mickey.

And dont be eating in any house on the way, Old Mickey said. Youd never know where theyd have spies looking out for you. Take boiled eggs and cheese and bread; they all go in your pocket; and you can drink water at streams: itll do for a drink when you cannot get anything else. And manys the time I saw the Old Lord drink it, when he might have had all the whiskey there was in Ireland. Aye, often he did that when he was alone, though he never insulted his friends with it.

I could do it in four or five days, said Young Mickey.

Aye, said Old Mickey. And four days would be better nor five.

Theres a girl over by the hills Id like to see again soon, said Young Mickey.

Is there so? said Old Mickey. Then shed sooner you were walking about alive on the other side of the border, than lying about dead in these parts. She would surely.

Ill get to the border, said Young Mickey.

And youll be right to get to it, said Old Mickey. Sure what is the border for? And let you put six eggs into that saucepan and boil them hard. You can get the cheese and the bread from your mother.

Did the other young lads that were with me get safe away? said Young Mickey.

But a vague look came over Old Mickeys face. I heard some talk of it, he said. For the movements of fugitives were not a topic to be discussed even between grandfather and grandson. And now, said the old man, let you be drying your clothes. Leave them here in front of the fire, and you can go into the next room and get into my bed. And if I hear a lorry coming back Ill throw the clothes into that cupboard; and let you get in after them.

So Young Mickey did as the old man said, and no lorry came back. And the old man in front of the fire was soon asleep, and Mickey was soon asleep, and slept till shadows lengthened, the old man leaving him to sleep while he had his dinner, either because he knew that the lad needed rest, or because he had forgotten about him. And when Mickey heard birds singing and saw the rays of the sun all low, the song or the level rays having come into the room and awoken him, he got his clothes and dressed, and the old man made tea for him and boiled two eggs. And over the tea they talked again.

When it is dark would be the time, said Old Mickey thinking of the North and the border.

But Young Mickey was thinking of the South and of Alannah.

I was having a lovely great war, he said, and they should have left me alone. It was a private war and was doing no harm to anyone.

They had to stop you, said Old Mickey, for they are trying to get it like what it was when the English were here.

And look what they did to poor Patsy, wailed Young Mickey.

Aye, that was terrible, said Old Mickey. But let you go away for a while, the way they wont do it to you. And then one day youll come back, and therell be plenty more wars in Ireland, and you can go back to the hills and have a war again.

I will, then, said Young Mickey.

And maybe the lads that killed Patsy will be all shot by then, in order to learn them, said Old Mickey.

Begob, said Young Mickey, it would take that to teach them sense.

It would, some of them, said the old man.

When it grew dark Old Mickey went to shut up his door, and as he did so Young Mickey slipped out into the street and stood with his back flat against the dark of the door-post, and looked both ways, and when he saw no one he went softly away and came to his mothers house.


CHAPTER XXXII

THE LIBERISSIMANS TURN HOME

THE day on which Mickey slipped from his grandfathers door and went to his mothers house to say good-bye before setting out upon his northward journey, was the last day on which the Liberissimans worked in the bog. That evening they were all in Sharkeys hotel, busily and rather silently packing up. They had a fine store of treasures; brown bones carved in many shapes to make pins; innumerable bone knives; fish-hooks of bone; flint arrow-heads, spear-heads of bronze and bowls of clay pipes; for in a few feet of bog where they dug lay many pages of the history of Earth, and the spade had turned the centuries as the finger of a reader of a book turns over the years. In a foot of soil at the surface there may be a thousand years of history; or in an inch of it, a little lower down. From these pages they had gathered their treasures, and had laid them to soak in oil, to prevent them crumbling away when the dry air took from them the moisture that was holding them together in the earth. They handed to each other pins shaped like sea-horses, from bone, showing that the people that had dwelt in that island-village must once have known the sea; pieces of crude enamel, and the ruins of crucibles in which bronze had been melted, stained still with the streaks of copper; brooches of bone and of bronze, stone querns and the idol of wood. Yet every one of these triumphant finds was passed from hand to hand and quietly packed, with no more than a nod of the head as it was received, with no comment and no apparent interest, but in a hush that all seemed half afraid to break, lest anything should be said that was worse than the hush. One word hung over them all like the word of a dreaded spell, and that word was backsliding. Behind them like an abyss was the past dark story of Africa, old practices of their fathers, thought of no more, but nearer to them perhaps than their tall hats and frock-coats suggested: over this abyss Umbolulu had now tumbled. Picture a smart young party in a restaurant, all in correct evening dress, well-fitting and enhanced with button-holes; and one of the party long ago was a boot-black and advertised some rather nasty boot-blacking: suddenly he pulls blacking brushes out of his pocket and goes to other tables trying to black evening shoes, perhaps shouting, Blacko makes you smart. Imagine the feelings of his party. Yet this is only a social lapse. How much profounder the shock when the lapse is a religious one. All the way from grace to cannibalism in a single sudden fall. There is only one word for it  backsliding.

So they packed their treasures away in a grave silence, and Umbolulu sat apart with much the air of a child that has stolen jam. And what is that air exactly? I do not explain, because I cannot. So swiftly there passed over Umbolulus features the lights and shadows of two emotions, that I cannot seize on one and say which predominated: the two emotions were contrition and satisfaction.

As dark rumours rippled outwards they found all parties happily united in one thing, and that was to assert (though prove was the word always used) that nothing of the sort could have happened. The Protestants were unanimous that no convert of theirs could ever have done such a thing; and, after all, Umbolulu did become a member of the Church of Ireland, and a very ardent one; and all the facts proving the point were very happily marshalled by Mrs. Patrick. The other side brought all the proofs they could find, to buttress up the assertion, that became their creed, that such a thing could never have happened in Ireland. There may have been things in the past, they said, that Cassidy might have done, on account of which he might wish to go to America. He would naturally therefore discard his distinctive buttons; as for his boots and his bones, there was no proof that either belonged to Cassidy. And then the Dublin Press came out with a good many articles of scientific interest about Stonehenge. For about a week, if you turn up the files, you will find them full of such articles, and a great deal about the sacrificial stone; and about other monuments in England similar to Stonehenge but smaller. By the end of that week the word cannibalism could safely be mentioned, and turned naturally and innocuously to the topic of the savage habits of Englishmen.

So the little party of Liberissimans packed their treasures silently, almost furtively, away, thinking of home, home where the sun shone bright and strong and satisfying, where a black skin was no curiosity, where an elder of the Church, so long as he led a good religious life, was no heretic; where women would smile at them again, with lips that to them seemed lovely; where from every moment of mirth, or any happy emotion, around them from far or near, would drift up the African song for which they were home-sick. They would come back with the records of a strange people, triumphant discoverers, and friends would come round them to see: it was all different here; here they themselves were the strange people. And Umbolulu there would no longer be an embarrassment; not that they approved of his tenets, but in Liberissima where Umbolulu was a national hero, much as poor Patsy had been here, his tenets if disapproved would at least be understood. All the anxieties of recent days were to be dissipated at last by the magic there was in the spell of the one word Home.

While the Liberissimans were packing up, there was movement in the army that had been General Cassidys. They had surrounded the district in which ODwyers farm was situated, and they were watching Cranogue. Another party had come to ODwyers house, and it was being searched again. It was a party of men that were especially concerned in finding the man they were looking for, for they were the thirty men under the officer that was called Timmy, whose job it had been to shoot Mickey at dawn. Alannah was watching them as they searched, and Timmy was watching Alannah, with an admiration that he enviously suspected was shared by Young Mickey, of whom he seemed to know too much for the odds to be quite fair.

And what are you looking for? Alannah asked. {UP IN THE HILLS BOOK}

Were looking for Mickey Conner, was the answer.

And whats he like? she said.

An ugly lout of a lad, said the officer.

He is not, said Alannah.

You know him, then, said Timmy.

I do not, she answered.

Then how do you know hes not ugly? he asked.

Sure, I only meant by comparison, said Alannah.

With whom? asked the officer.

With yourself, for instance, she said.

And how do you know hes not less good-looking than me, if you never saw him, he asked, pulling out a note-book to take down her admission.

Sure nobody could be, said Alannah, giving him a pleasant smile in case he should want to shoot.

I dont know about that, said Timmy with more emphasis than the words seem to imply.

Ah, you wouldnt notice it, said Alannah.

Dont interrupt us while we get on with our work, said Timmy very officially. We have to find that lad and shoot him.

When will you shoot him? asked Alannah.

At dawn, said Timmy.

Of what day? asked Alannah.

Tomorrow or next day, he said.

Sure, you do your work very quickly, she commented.

If we dont find him here or in Cranogue, hell make for the border, said Timmy. And weve a line of men waiting for him on his way.

Do ye tell me? said she.

And if he gets through that, said Timmy, well have another line ten miles further on. Well move them in lorries while he goes on foot. He wont dare use the roads. And the border itself is watched too.

And what for, asked Alannah, are you so keen to shoot one young lad with all those men?

Sure, were putting a stop to these wars in the hills, said he.

Ah, what harm do they do? asked Alannah.

Maybe none, said Timmy. But theyre against the law.

Ah, youre getting like the English, she said.

And a sad look came over Timmys face. Because the accusation was true? Because it never could be? I do not know which. Please do not accuse me of having stated either of these two opposites.

Ah, what do you want to be thinking of Mickey for, he said. Weve line after line of men between him and the border, and were watching the ports too. Hes been condemned to death already, and hell be shot in two days. What use is a dead man to you?

Alannah had no answer to this, but her blue eyes looked at Timmy so thoughtfully, that after a while he had the impression that she was comparing him with dead men.

What are you thinking about so much? he asked.

I was only wondering, she said.


CHAPTER XXXIII

ELBA! AND FAREWELL TO THE OLD GUARD

MOTHER, said Mickey as he softly entered her house, Grandfather told me for to ask you for bread and cheese and a few hard-boiled eggs, the way I could walk to the border.

And what for do you want to be going to the border, Mickey? asked his mother, suddenly anxious.

Ah, sure, Im thinking there is not so much shooting over there, said Mickey.

Are they after you, Mickey? she asked, though she knew it.

They are, sure, said Mickey.

Then let you not stop in Cranogue, she said. For thats one place they will look for you.

Theyre after looking for me this morning, said Mickey.

Theyll come again and again, she said.

So Mickey got the bread and the cheese and six raw eggs; but his mother would not wait to boil them.

Be off with you Mickey, she said, for you wouldnt know the moment that theyd come. And with the help of God youll have another sixty years to eat boiled eggs; and if you waited now, sure it might be the end of you.

And then she put the lamp out and opened the door, and went out and looked up at the sky and at the top of her door-posts, and then went slowly in again.

Go now, Mickey, she said, and Gods blessing go with you. Theres none of them there.

Ill come back Mother, he said, when theyve forgotten about their shooting.

Then he kissed her. And the door was ajar. He slipped out with his back against the door, dark as the door in the night. He slid along it sideways as far as the door-post, saw no one, and was off. For a few yards he kept to the road, then he left it; and, so well he knew all the fields that lay round his house, that he travelled as fast over them and their boundaries as he did down the high road. Rabbits ran from him in the dark; he disturbed a snipe; nothing else stirred for a while. And then he heard the sound of steps running after him. He stopped to listen. One mans steps. And they had an honest sound Then he heard a voice calling softly, General. General.

It was Young Hegarty.

Hegarty, boy! And how are you? shouted Mickey, but shouting low like a very hoarse man.

Grand, said Young Hegarty. And hows yourself, General?

Fine, said Mickey. You were a dead corpse when I last saw you. How did you get on?

They dug a grave for me, said Young Hegarty.

Begob, said Mickey, when I want a grave I dig it for myself.

I have them dug for me, said Hegarty.

And what did you do? asked Mickey.

Sure, no one was watching me, said Young Hegarty, and away I went.

Begob, they watched me better, said Mickey, but I got away from them.

Good for you, said Young Hegarty.

And then Mickey told him the story of the underground river.

Oh, General, said Young Hegarty, werent you terribly afraid himself would come after you roaring?

I was that, said Mickey.

Begob, said Young Hegarty, Id sooner have had the grave nor gone down the river with that lad behind me.

He wasnt there neither time, said Mickey.

Begob, said Young Hegarty, youve a chance from the grave, if youve paid your dues regular, but none if that lad catches you.

Theres another lad after me now, and I dont like him neither, said Mickey, and Im off for the border.

May I come with you, General? said Hegarty. For they know my face, and mightnt like the way I went off when they had a grave all ready for me.

They will not, said Mickey. And theyll be wanting to fill it. Aye, come with me.

General, said Hegarty, theres a lot of lads round here will be wanting to say good-bye to you.

Go and get them, said Mickey. Do you know the old willow the far side of the next field, the white one with the two arms on it?

I do, said Hegarty.

Its hollow on the south side, said Mickey. Ill be there.

So Mickey went on over the dark grass, to the ghost-like old tree and climbed in, and Young Hegarty went back to collect what I may call the Old Guard, the army that had fought under Mickey.

And soon in the hollow tree Mickey heard the old call again, the voices of curlews over the marshy field, and then the sound of feet coming over the grass. And they were all there; General Jimmy Mullins, Colonel Brannehan, Captain Christie Ryan, Pat Kelly, Paddy Mulligan, Young Hegarty and two more of them, all coming to wish god-speed to Mickey, and Young Hegarty to go with him. They were all there. Once more I become the historian of an army. There was a sprinkling of white on the field, hail shaken down by thunder, a trick of spring. It should have been snow; wolves should have prowled on their flanks, watching the weary steps and the war-worn tunics, waiting to pick off stragglers. Was it Mickeys fault that no wolves were there? And I must make the best of what materials I have, and refrain from envy of men who had the retreat from Moscow to chronicle.

Before the hail melted the army was all gone, but not before every man had taken farewell of his leader.

Ill come back one day, said Mickey, when theyve forgotten about that grave they have ready for me, and well have wars again in the hills.

Good for you, General, they all said.

Bloody great wars, said Mickey.

We will indeed, said they all.

And now farewell, I am going a long way, says Tennyson, as he tells of King Arthurs goodbye to his eldest knight. And there is something so kin to poetry in the Irish mind and speech that Mickeys simple words followed so closely along that line as to be nearer to it than many a misquotation. Nor was there anything inappropriate in his words, nor alien to the spirit of idylls. His wars were too small for his fancies. Looked at in the cold light of reason they may even appear ridiculous; and yet for miles round Cranogue they dwell to this day side by side in many a memory with the great battles of Patsy Heffernan.

They took leave of him one by one by the old willow, General Jimmy Mullins first.

Weve had a great war, Major General, said Jimmy. And, please God, well have many more.

Then Colonel Brannehan came by and gripped his hand. The hills wont be the same when theyre all at peace, said the colonel, but youll come back to us, General, and well have wars again.

And then the captain came up and shook Mickeys hand, Captain Christie Ryan, who was a captain once more, but who for a little while had done the work of a scarecrow. And he said, Come back soon, General, and well go back to the hills. And one day, please God, well teach that lad Jim Cassidy.

For he did not yet know who had taught him already.

And Pat Kelly, who had gone up the tree at the end of the war, said as he took farewell, You saved us all Mickey, and one of these days we will make you general of all Ireland.

Aye, said Mick Geogehan, and crown you king at Tara.

And Paddy Mulligan came up to the willow and gripped Mickeys hand. And, Manys the general I learned about, he said, when I was a gossoon, and many a great war. But you are the greatest of them all, Mickey, and you had the greatest war.

And so said they all. And if anyone doubts it, and should ever come to Cranogue, let him keep his doubts to himself while he is there, or he will soon find out his opinion is not the opinion of Cranogue.

There remained one more to say good-bye to Mickey, a man I have not yet named; and as the historian of the war that there was in the hills I must rectify this now, for he fought as fiercely as any of them; the lad was Murphy the postman. And as he took Mickeys hand there were tears in his eyes as he said: Ah, come back soon, General, and give us another war.

And to all of them Mickey gave the blessing of God, and promised to come back soon. And they went away over the crisp remnants of hail, all but Young Hegarty; and the old willow seemed very lonely. They went back to sleep in haystacks, and then, soon afterwards, in their own homes, as they began to know that no one was looking for them, with a certain sense that they had for such things. For Mickey and Young Hegarty alone any such return was, for the present, impossible.

Come now, Hegarty, said Mickey, we must get away northward, and go a long way before light comes.

And they went north with the north wind in their faces to guide them, the wind that brought the hail. They kept to the fields for so long as they knew them, but when they were well away from Cranogue they got on to a road. Once they were challenged before they came to the road. But somehow they knew by the tone of the challenge that they were not really suspected.

Sure, he was only roaring to show that he was a sentry, said Mickey.

And he had answered, Herd of Old Lennahan though there was no such man. And he and Young Hegarty had stepped back into the night. If there was any circle of men surrounding Cranogue that was all they saw of it.

Hours later Mickey lifted a somewhat weary head and saw suddenly a trace of light in the sky. Get off the road, Hegarty, he said. Theres dawn coming.

They slipped into the fields again, and continued their way northwards, past sleeping cattle, through hedges, past a surprised goat, and by little cottages where none was astir. After an hour or so they saw a whisp of smoke going up pale grey from a chimney that rose from an olden thatch, and knew that they were no longer the only men awake. Mickey hoped he was not far short of twenty miles from Cranogue. Dawn widened; the sun came up, and began to warm the two wanderers.

Have you food on you? asked Mickey anxiously.

I have, said Hegarty.

Then eat it, said Mickey.

And they sat down against a bank and had their breakfast, Mickey beginning on his raw eggs, as he was more anxious about their safety than that of the boiled ones. And as they ate they heard an unmistakable sound.

A lorry, by the holy, said Hegarty.

They were concealed from the road, but only had to peer over a bank to see what was coming along it. Sure enough it was a lorry, and full of troops.

Theyre looking for you, said Hegarty aghast.

Begob, said Mickey, theyre taking a lot of trouble to catch one man. Sure, its because theyve got that grave all ready, and dont know what to do with it.

BJabers, said Hegarty, expressing a certain political antagonism, they should fill it with some of the right lads.

Theyre going North, said Mickey, watching the lorry out of sight.

They finished their breakfast and went on with their journey, but slanting away to the left from the road along which the lorry had come. And after a while, again the noise of a lorry. This time it was to their left, for they were near another road. They hid and watched, and again it was going North.

Oh, saints and angels, what will we do now? said Hegarty.

Sure theyve a simple enough strategy, said Mickey, if theyre after me. Theyre getting ahead of us and going to line up between us and the border.

Heaven defend us, why are they taking all that trouble? asked Hegarty.

Sure, theyve nothing else to do, said Mickey.

Oh, General, what will we do now? said Hegarty.

Sure, well go West, said Mickey.

But that wont take us to the border, said Hegarty.

It will not, said Mickey. And it will not take us into the arms of them lads neither. Well go West a long way; and when we get near the coast well turn North again; and that wont bring us to the border neither; but well go up past it into Donegal; and then one day well turn East and cross the border that way into County Derry, while theyre all along the borders of Cavan, thick as fleas in a doe-rabbits ear, waiting for us to come in from the South.

Begob, said Hegarty, youre the great general. But Im thinking itll be a long walk.

Therell be no more walking for us, said Mickey, if we go the way theyre expecting us.

So they turned westward over the fields, only crossing roads after lying by hedge or wall and seeing that they were empty. Along their right all the way stood hills, where they knew men would be watching for them, and miles and miles beyond them they knew that the border would be watched by the same men again, for the lorries gave that advantage to them over two tired men on foot. Yet somehow the sight of the hills gave hope to Mickey. Roads and neat fields stood for a certain orderliness and law that had left with the English, and that poor General Cassidy had been trying to restore; the hills stood for untameable things, things wild and no more to be checked by laws than the bright clouds that sparkled above them, and whose shadows all along the brows of the hills lay like a frown. Young Hegarty too looked wistfully up to the hills, going up right into cloudland, but for the present they had to keep to the level land and go westward as fast as they could. They came to a river and decided to rest; but first they crossed it, and as it was too deep to wade, they found a bridge, which of course meant also a road, and all roads were dangerous to them. Young Hegarty insisted on crossing the bridge first, and whistled to Mickey when all was clear; for Hegarty had not yet been condemned to death, and if captured might not be, whereas the capture of Mickey would mean shooting for certain. They heard no lorries and got across unmolested, and went up the bank of the river into the fields, and sat down and rested. It came by, dark water streaked with flashing silver, parts of it hurrying as though on some urgent quest of remotest isles to which sea-currents would carry them, and parts of it floating by so full of dreams and ease that it seemed, as you watched those lazy slabs of water, as if nothing were ever important except to sleep. And this is what both Mickey and Hegarty did.

When Mickey and Hegarty woke, the sun was quite low. They woke together, hearing the words, And what are yez doing here? And there was a man standing over them, who looked like a farmer. Mickey grunted and made incoherent noises in his throat and closed his eyes again. He would not have done as a model for the picture of a thinker in an advertisement, choosing some quack remedy. But he was thinking hard.

Sure were out looking for a young lad named Mickey Connor, said Mickey, who has escaped from the Free-State army.

And what do you want him for? asked the farmer.

Sure, thered likely be a reward, said Mickey. And would you take money so dirty as that? said the farmer. Then get off my farm, and the curse of God go with you. Would you take blood-money from them lads?

I would not, said Mickey, and Ill tell you for why. Sure, Im Mickey Connor.

My fine lad, are you him? said the farmer, with beaming eyes.

He did not know Mickey Connor, but it was enough that he was on the run.

I am that, said Mickey, and this is one of my soldiers.

What war were you fighting in? asked the farmer.

It was a private war, said Mickey. But there was a lad named General Cassidy that didnt like it, and they want to shoot me at dawn. Sure they have my grave all ready, and Im thinking theyre standing round it and dropping tears into it because Im not there.

Sure, theyd do that, said Hegarty.

Come now, said the farmer, and Ill give you a good meal, for you need it. And Ill give you beds to sleep in. And tomorrow you can go on. Where are you making for?

Cork harbur, said Mickey.

Begob, said the farmer, you seem to be out of your way.

No matter, said Mickey, its not the direct way were taking.

The meal that they got from that farmer, whose name was OBrien, the security of his house, and the long nights rest, were to Mickey and Hegarty like the turning point of a campaign. They were well on their way, and next morning they were to start fresh, with new provisions, and without fatigue. OBrien brought them in to his wife, introducing Mickey with the words, This is Mickey Connor. The army is after him.

And from the moment of that introduction Mickey was entertained with all the sympathy due to one oppressed by so much force. And that evening by a good fire burning in the cavernous fire-place of the kitchen Mickey regaled Mr and Mrs. OBrien with tales of his war in the hills, better told than this pen tells them, because they were seasoned, as they ought to be seasoned, with all the splendid exaggeration proper to the ambitions that made those battles. As the sole historian of these wars I feel a certain solemn duty to curb my pen, but no such necessity spoiled the tales that Mickey told; indeed gratitude to his host and hostess impelled him all the other way. And sometimes Young Hegarty joined in with embellishments that made it all better still, as when adding to Mickeys story of the battle that was spoiled by the arrival of the Mountain-and-Valley Hunt, he described the red coats flashing into sight and the charge of the English cavalry. It was a grand evening in that hospitable house.

Next morning they were on again, OBrien carefully pointing out the road to Cork. But Mickey and Hegarty went West into Galway, leaving large prosperous fields and coming to the loneliness of great bogs. Always they avoided roads. And then they turned northwards, through Roscommon and Sligo. And sometimes coming within breath of the sea, and sometimes even hearing the dirge of it on the other side of low ridges, they at last reached Donegal and saw great hills again, hills going up with frowns into the clouds and breaking there into smiles, hills like old giants left behind by a retreat of the creatures of fable, and brooding on ancient wars. And they saw the glow of the gorse; more and more as they came to the hills; like heaps of pure raw gold untouched by any alloy. And all the while as they walked, often on tired feet, Spring seemed to be on her tiptoes. Every day she led new leaves to the court of the sun; every day she inspired some bird to give forth his most magical note. One day they would see an elm that had flashed into greenery, on another the tip of one branch of a single beech that had broken before its time into leaves that were bright pale-gold, or brass that was only slightly tarnished with green; and then one day the brilliant flash of a lilac that was suddenly all leaf. Now Mickey and Hegarty felt themselves safe from pursuit, and with the great danger only ahead of them, where the border of wire would be guarded. All that Mickey knew of the border was that it ran close to the ancient fortress called Greenan of Ailach, and that the fortress was in the Free State; for the story of it had travelled down to Cranogue, where it was told how a certain doctor was a great lad, and how he had had the old fortress rebuilt from a pile of tumbled stones that lay in a ring on the top of the hill, till the circle of hollow walls stood up once more; and how the doctor had fooled all the people that built it.

A great lad, the doctor, they said. He promised that, all who would work on it, he would doctor them and their families free for the rest of his life. And they built it up as he said. And, sure, next year he died on them.

They came now to the fortress, and from its walls they saw the border of wire. And the border was full of troops.

Begob, are they taking all that trouble to catch me? sighed Mickey.

And what will we do now, General? Young Hegarty said.


CHAPTER XXXIV

QUIS SEPARABIT

SOME weeks later, in a barrack-room of the Irish Guards in London, there was talk among men under their dark-brown blankets, uneasy talk before the quiet of the soldiers night. It was the eve of a general inspection. What would the General find? A single cold word to the colonel, and he would speak incisively to officers commanding companies. These would speak witheringly to their subalterns, who would ask the sergeants why it was that the men were not fit to be looked at, who would speak to the men themselves with the air of an angry farmer dissatisfied with the appearance of one of his scarecrows, while the rooks ate all his corn. Apprehension seemed to be rising, more appropriate to Adam in the cool of the evening, than to men with good enough consciences who ought to have been asleep.

And suddenly the newest recruit, a young fellow called Guardsman Connor, said: Ah, sure, a generals only a human being.

My reader may accuse me of the trite and the obvious. But no such accusation was directed at Guardsman Connor. Quite on the contrary, it was felt he had founded a heresy the originality and daring of which could not excuse its falsity.

What do you know of generals? asked a guardsman with as many years service as Guardsman Connor had weeks.

Sure, I was one myself, said the recruit.

Last Post had sounded an hour ago and the men were just going to sleep, instead of which they heard Mickey Connors story; and the tale I have tried to tell was first told there between the hours of eleven p in and two a m. And at the end of it, talking the old talk again, which a life in barracks was fast knocking out of him, whereby many fine fancies are being lost to the world, he said: I landed on the English coast, and advanced on London, and there I met Sergeant Morrissey with ribbons in his hair. And I said, All men that wear red coats are bloody tyrants, but I want to enlist.

You said that to Sergeant Morrissey? said a guardsman enviously.

I did that, said Mickey. And he only said, I am glad to hear it.

Then he sighed wistfully, and added, half to himself, And I never said anything like that to a sergeant again.
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The first edition


CHAPTER I

Farewell to the Paladins 

BY the great fireplace of an Irish cottage sat an old man and his wife. Logs had burned down to red embers, frilled with white ash; but their glow gave all the light the OCullens needed, even without the little flame that would dance up now and then from the gleaming hills and valleys of the fire. When their son Rory was not reading his book the room would be lit by the glow of the logs alone; when, as now, and as usual, Rory was deep in his reading, a yellow candle burned on the table beside him, though even then enough darkness found its way in after sunset to give a mystery to the far end of the room. The father and mother were talking about Rory, but he with his thoughts in his book among the heroes of legend had no idea of this. Rory was nineteen now, and they were discussing a question that they had never raised before: was Rorys intellect sufficient to drive a dozen cattle to the great fair at Gurtnaroonagh? Gurtnaroonagh lay over the mountains, sixty miles away; and the drovers would bring their cattle there from all over Connaught and Munster. Had Rory the intellect to be a drover? OCullens brother would be there, and would sell the cattle for him; but could Rory get them there? The old man thought not, but Rorys mother said that the boy had wits enough for it. And so they argued, with the firelight shining in the old mans beard and lighting the face of his wife; while Rory read of Roland in the pass of Roncesvalles, with his sword Durandel and his horse Veillantif, and the Saracens gathering round the pass like night. They had succeeded in teaching him to read, but he did not read fast; little more than a page a day; yet all the more because of his slowness he remembered everything he had ever read. So, in a year, he had read Grimms Fairy Tales. His parents had got the loan of many books for him, because books kept him occupied and happy. It was not they that chose the books, or the priest, from whom most of them came, but Rory himself: most books seemed to him unreal; we should perhaps have called a lot of them dull; but to Rory they were merely unreal. He would read a novel, a history, or a primer about science, for a few days, and would give it up; until at last he would come on some book such as what he was now reading, a book telling of Roland, who lived with a sword at his side, and who rode forth every day in quest of adventure, and fought in battles against the Saracens. He had come to love the Saracens more and more, as he turned his slow pages, for the fuel that they provided for the flame of the glory of Roland. And, as Roland died, he had cleft with his sword the rocks of the Pyrenees, in a gash two hundred feet deep. That was the way to live, thought Rory; and only read of such doings. He was not ungrateful for the novels and histories and primers that were offered him, but he was sorry for the people that wrote them and those that read them, in fact for the whole world of which they told; and why spend arduous hours in reading of such involved unhappy things, while Grimms Fairy Tales lay on the table, and there at his elbow lay the tale of the world as it should be? This told nothing of young men going to school or working in muddy places; nothing of ill-built towns, or trains, or noisy things; there were no trains in all Grimm; he told of a kings son setting out in the morning on a road that led to a forest; and Rory had not read many days before he came to know that in all such forests adventure lurked for certain. So, for the things of every day, Rory read Grimm; while for lifes pinnacles, the greater moments, he followed the; deeds of Roland, Don Quixote, King Arthur of Britain, or anyone else he could come by who dealt a neat blow with a sword or carried a good lance. But could he drive twelve cattle, and get them safe to Gurtnaroonagh? If he could do that they could make a drover of him, and he would be set up for life.

He has only the road to follow, said his mother, and to keep the beasts in front of him. And all the other drovers going the same way.

Theres lots more to be thought of besides that, said the old man, shaking his bearded head. And all of them beyond Rory.

Maybe hell be able for it yet, said Mrs. OCullen. Look how he learned to read.

Theres an art in driving cattle, as in everything else, said OCullen.

He has the brains for it, said his wife.

I doubt it, said OCullen.

So they argued. And at that moment both heard the sound of the doctors trap driving through Urlingdoon, the village to which their house almost belonged, but it seemed to have straggled a little way from where the flock of white cottages stood in two orderly rows, with the last of the gloaming lingering on their walls and night darkening their thatches.

Its the doctor, said Mrs. OCullen. Will we ask him? Hed know.

And the old man nodded his head and Mrs. OCullen ran out just as the doctors trap came in front of their door, and just as the horn of Roland blown in the rocky pass, and echoing down the centuries, rang musical, sad and romantic through Rorys imagination.

Good evening Mrs. OCullen, said Dr. ODay. What can I do for you?

Doctor, she said, has he the wits to take a dozen cattle to Gurtnaroonagh Fair, my boy Rory?

He has, said Dr. ODay. Didnt you buy the cattle from Ryan at Laffans Pass?

We did, said Mrs. OCullen.

Then the cattle will take care of him for the first twenty miles. Dont they know the road? said the doctor. And after that they will have got him into the way of it. Sure, he has the brains for it. He has indeed.

Sure I always said so, Doctor. The blessing of God on you. I will tell OCullen, she said. And she went into the house and told the old man that the doctor had said that Rory had the brains to take twelve cattle to Gurtnaroonagh. OCullen ran out and offered the doctor whiskey, with all the persuasion that should rightly adorn such offers; and the doctor with suitable thanks and regrets drove on through the gathering night, and OCullen came back to his fireside; and it was decided that the cattle should be entrusted to Rory, and that he should start next day. Those unfamiliar with the fascination of reading, the careful picking out of letter by letter until they form a word, and the gradual building up of words to a sentence, until meaning begins to appear, will hardly credit that Rory read on and on without heeding a single word that was said about him. Those who read a newspaper in half an hour, or a book in a single day, must miss some of the joys of the gradual piecing together, such as had to be done by Rory, before meaning breaks on the mind like an unexpected sunrise. We can imagine the horn of Roland when we like, but to Rory it only rang out as the reward of arduous endeavour; and with that endeavour and its splendid rewards he was so completely encompassed, that the talk by the fireside passed him by like a dream. And then his mother brought him back from the pass of Roncesvalles; not at first by speaking to him, for he would not have heard; there were thousands of Saracens between him and his mother; but by passing her hand between his eyes and the book, and by speaking after that. Rory, she said, would you like to go to the Gurtnaroonagh Fair?

The Gurtnaroonagh Fair; it was where all the drovers went, by all roads in the West of Ireland, men from strange counties. If the world were the place it was, if anywhere in the world there were still to be seen fighting good knights against hopeless odds, he would surely hear of it there: for a while he sat motionless while the thought flamed in his mind, and he seemed not to have heard. Then he nodded his head.

Hell go, said Mrs. OCullen to her husband.

And Rory nodded his head again.

Rory, she said, the twelve beasts will go with you. Heather, Buttercup, Shamrock, Kingcup, Daisy. And she named all twelve by the names that the boy had given them. As far as Laffans Pass they will show you the way, but after that you must guide them, and its a straight road from there into Gurtnaroonagh.

And he repeated all the names after her, to be sure he had got them right, and his mother told him that he was a clever boy.

Then Mrs. OCullen explained to the boy that he must start the next day, in the morning, and that his uncle Patrick would be at the fair, and that he must find him and bring him to the cattle. When the boy understood all this he began to read fast, and read on far into the night; for he feared it might be many days before his thoughts would be guided again amongst the heroes of legend; they would have to find their own way as best they could, without the help of print, and be often jostled from their path by men and things that were not heroic or splendid. A whole candle had burnt away before he went to bed, and said a sad farewell to the pass of Roncesvalles, in whose shadows Rolands chivalry had flared so brightly and fallen. Soon after that dawn came and the birds woke Rory, singing one of the earliest of their songs that year, for the feet of Spring were barely come to the meadows. He rose and dressed, and went downstairs reluctantly, for in the shadows all over his room there seemed to be lingering yet the shapes of paladins, shadows only themselves, but shadows with a brightness about them. The stairs, as he went down, echoed emptily, with the sound that they had in the early morning before anyone else was up, as Rorys ear detected, or as his fancy supposed. He gathered sticks about the log that had smouldered all night, and put a piece of newspaper among them and another log on top, and had a good fire going before his parents came in. Something in his attitude, when they came in, as he sat in front of the fire, or in his expression as he gazed at it, convinced his mother suddenly that he would never get the cattle to Gurtnaroonagh, and she turned round to her husband and shook her head.

Bran shall go with him, he said.

And at those words the weight of a great anxiety lifted from Mrs. OCullen. Her confidence in Rory reinforced, and almost inebriated, by the doctors words had gladly planned overnight this journey for her son. But in the hard light of the morning, when the house was colder, and when what had been a plan was about to turn into a fact, that confidence seemed to see in light and cold and reality the shapes of gigantic adversaries. And suddenly help arrived, and all was well again. She had not thought that her husband would spare Bran, their sole remaining companion, to go on this long journey with Rory. And now that he had done so all would be well. She knew that, with Bran to look after him, no harm would come to her boy. OCullen knew this too, but perhaps he was thinking more of his twelve cattle when he decided to send Bran to guide them to Gurtnaroonagh.

The old woman prepared breakfast and they all sat down to it and OCullen told the boy what he was to do. Its a straight road to Laffans Pass, he said, and the beasts know it. And there youll find Ryan; you can see his house from the road; its the only house in sight. And hell let the beasts into a field for the night and likely give you a bed. And hell tell you the way to Gurtnaroonagh, and anyone you meet on the road will tell you the way; and Bran knows you are going to the fair, though he maynt know the way to it, and he wont let the beasts stray away up any small roads; and after the first day, hell get to know all about the road, and maybe youll get the same feeling yourself; and youll all be on the road together and you cant go wrong.

Whether he meant by all on the road together the other drovers that Rory would meet, or whether he meant the cattle and Bran and Rory, was not clear, but it gave the boy confidence, or at least it prevented apprehensions about the journey coming to trouble his mind, so that his only trouble was from the thought that he was going into a land in which he would meet no knights riding by in their splendour; such as rode with the help of his book in the dark of his room. And yet he might, for the journey was long, and who knew what he would meet? And then OCullen went out and came back with Bran. And Bran was delighted to see Rory and came up to him all merry with greetings, but OCullen hushed him; so that he saw that it was for serious work that he had been called on today. Then, while Rorys mother packed his pockets with all the provisions that she thought they could hold, OCullen and Bran went up to the field to get the cattle. And Mrs. OCullen told the boy once more what he was to do, telling him slowly, and describing to him just what Ryans house would appear like when he saw it from the road in the fading light after sunset; for it would take him ten hours to do the twenty miles with the cattle, and eleven allowing for resting on the way, and it was now a quarter to eight.

And to make it all quite sure she told him of an old castle, whose ruins still stood gazing over the bog where the road came through, where once it had watched the pass so that no one could cross the bog without leave from those who dwelt in the castle: Go up to it and stand in the gateway, she said, just in the middle, and look and youll see a hole in the wall opposite, and the house that youll see through that hole, maybe a mile away, will be Ryans.

And then they heard the hooves of the twelve beasts in the road, and the sounds of-OCullen and Bran driving them from behind. Ho, Ho, said OCullen behind them in short, quick syllables. And then he came into the house, while Bran stayed outside with the cattle. And with a last packet of sandwiches thrust into his hand, and an injunction from his mother to share them with Bran, the boy went out of the house. His father gave him an ash-plant, the drovers staff, and told him he would write a letter to a man named OHara, who lived between Ryan and Gurtnaroonagh, and who would meet him on the road at the end of the second day and give him a bed and keep the cattle for the night in one of his fields, so that he would not have to sleep by the roadside and graze the long farm, except by day wherever he rested. There are many long farms in Ireland; they are about ten yards wide and a hundred miles long, and are all good for grazing. Then Rory lifted his ash-plant, and Bran started the cattle for him, and they were off on the long road to Gurtnaroonagh.

Your sandwiches are in your pocket, shouted the boys mother. And Bran will show you where to get water.

Look after him, shouted OCullen to Bran.

And Bran started off joyfully, and Rory dreamily with many a backward thought; for Bran was beginning the work of a new day, but it was quite an hour before the pride that Rory had in his ash-plant drove out the sadness with which he thought of the paladins who walked no more from his book through the shadows that lay in his room, or who, if they walked, found a room that was cold and empty.


CHAPTER II

The Arrival of the Jockey 

BROODING on his lost heroes as he went, the boy left the cattle to Bran, who not only drove them from behind, but ran on in front at crossroads, for fear that they should stray down little roads. But the cattle showed no wish to stray, plodding slowly on towards Ryans, with the thought of deep grass they had known once in his meadows, clear in their memories yet, for it was of a richer quality than any OCullen owned, greener, broader and with better juice.

What time is it? said Rory to Bran.

And Bran took no notice. From which Rory learned that the time of day is not one of the essential matters. And thinking it over for a while, as he went down the road at the slow pace of the cattle, he saw clearly enough for himself that this must be so. What heed did the birds, for instance, take of our hours and minutes? Sunrise, noon, sunset and twilight were things of importance, not our trivial and tiny subdivisions of time. No, Bran was right. Look at the rooks there, sailing over: what heed did they take of the particular hour? And if they had any need to know it, they knew naturally without having to bother. And look with what ease the heroes outlasted time. If time was so important as all that, and so powerful, how came it that Roland appeared as fresh in his dreams today as he could have been any time these last thousand years. Don Quixote too, a fine fellow, what effect had time had on him one way or the other? And from thinking of time he turned, as he always did whenever he thought of Don Quixote, to some feeling of indignation, at the jeers that had accompanied that great knight all down the ages; when men spoke of Quixotic they meant something slightly ridiculous; even his own historian seemed not to understand him; the one man in all Rorys reading that had ever challenged a lion to single combat armed with a bare sword; and the lion had turned tail: this was clearly recorded: who dare laugh at Don Quixote after that? He gripped his ash-plant firm in his indignation and would have stridden rapidly down the road, but that the cattle blocked his way. He frightened them a little with his fierce stride and his clenched stick, but luckily the quick wit of the soberer Bran put everything right.

Suddenly there were no more hedges; suddenly trees ceased as though there were something here of which they were terrified; there were no more cottages, no more fields, nothing at all of mans but the one white road; they were come to the red bog. Heather, not flowering yet, was on both sides of Rory, heather growing upon ten thousand islands, and a strange wide inland sea in which the islands stood. And over all that heather and moss and water, up in the blue sky, a sound he had known before, a sound that seemed to him like a single harpstring vibrating. It was a snipe drumming, a thing familiar enough to all who have seen the spring coming to marshy lands, but to Rory it seemed it must be some musical angel, an idle angel leaning on clouds just out of sight, and touching a single harpstring. Why only one string? He would not play, thought Rory, that anthem that thrilled Heaven, here within hearing of earth: he was listlessly touching one string and gazing down at the bog. And surely that was where the angels would come if they came near earth at all; surely those ruby and emerald mosses shining in placid water, ringed round with the calm small hills, were the scene that would keep the angels from getting homesick so far away from Heaven. And it was far from Heaven, there was no doubt of that; you could see it in the mean faces that the boy sometimes passed on the road, faces that must be a long way off from Heaven, so that the angels must be lonely by the time they got near here. You only heard that sound in the spring; that was the time that the angels would come near earth if they ever came there at all. Maybe they would look at their faces in the water; where the bog made a myriad mirrors.

Its the place an angel would come to, Bran, said Rory. Dont you hear one of them now?

But Bran had his work to do, and was interested in earth almost keenly, and though he sympathized with Rory and listened to him gladly, he was far too practical to give in this case the truest sympathy, by feeling about it as the boy did. So busy was Bran with the cattle, keeping them all together, driving on one that had stopped to graze upon one side of the road, then checking one on the other side, that by the time Rory had walked three miles Bran had probably done five.

Soon there began to appear ahead of them, where the road ran into the horizon, a long shadow upon the sky. It was the Drumlin mountains, the children of Slievenamona, at whose feet they lay, hiding all the peaks of the long range beyond them. During all the morning they altered not at all, but remained a long shadow, on which light played a little, until by noon the light was so strong and merry that the shadow of the blue sky should have faded away, if it had been a shadow; but it strengthened; and, as the hours went by and the slow miles passed, the shadow began to take upon itself, one by one, some of the qualities of solids, and the third dimension gradually appeared, and outlines of hills and hints of hedges began to be seen, till recognizable things were taking the place of magic.

Thats mountains over there, Bran, said Rory.

Bran looked up, but his interests were more intense than Rorys, and confined to a narrower field; his keen observation was well satisfied with what the few square yards about him had to reveal, and he had interest enough in looking after twelve cattle, and incidentally Rory; so that he scarcely troubled to do more than glance where Rorys arm was pointing, though he looked at Rory himself, more interested perhaps in the pleasure that the boy got from the mountains than in the mountains themselves. He watched for a while to see if Rory would say any more, but when he saw him still gazing quite entranced at the mountains, he went on with his work.

I think it would be a good thing to have dinner, said Rory next, pulling out a packet of sandwiches.

And Bran agreed at once.

So Bran stopped the cattle, and he and Rory sat down by the side of the road.

You dont like mustard, said Rory. Begob you should, for it gives a great taste to the meat. But you dont like it, so you have this heap; theyre mutton; and Ill have these, theyre ham. You see, theres mustard on them, and you dont like it.

And that was certainly Brans view, and there was no altering it. Meat, in his view, was meat, and needed no disguising, and could not be improved by any flavouring, and certainly needed nothing to work up ones appetite for it, provided that it was meat. So he took the mutton sandwiches that Rory offered, while Rory ate the ham. They were still by the side of the red bog; far out in it but for the road, the one solid thing in all those instable acres, the one thing made by man in all that ancient wildness; yet, solid and civilized as it was, it trembled slightly whenever a cart came by, being unable quite to enforce the principles of solidity, where nothing of the kind had ever been known, where immobility was a thing strange and foreign, its illusory presence departing even under the step of a hare. Straight over their heads a snipe was still drumming.

Bran, Bran, the angels are nothing to you, said Rory.

Which may or may not have been true, but with his mouth full of mutton, Bran had hardly been addressed at the right time and upon the right topic. Some perception of this may have come to the slower mind of Rory, for he returned to his ham in silence. The snipe flew on and on, far up, unseen by Rory, soaring and dropping; it was as it dropped that the sound called drumming came, and the sound that Rory thought was a harpstring touched by a finger was really a thread of air being twanged to music by the spread tail-feathers of an exultant snipe. The world is full of wonders, and all the wonders that our imagination paints are but the mirage of them.

The cattle grazed the sides of the road as Rory and Bran ate their meat, Bran watching out of the corner of his eye to see that none of them strayed too far or tumbled into the bog. Presently a man appeared on the empty road behind them, coming along with the gait of a long-distance runner. He was dressed in white breeches, riding-boots and spurs, a white jacket with a scarlet band across it, and green hoops on the white sleeves, and his cap was arranged in white-and-green hoops to match. As the sunlight flashed on his spurs, and the scarlet and green shone gaily against their white background, Rory thought he was the most splendid figure that he had ever seen in actual contact with earth. Such equestrian figures had stepped ere now from his books and walked through the dimness and shadow of lands of Rorys imagination, but he had not seen so much colour before on a road. As the man came up to Rory, still running his steady jog, he seemed to see the delight with which the boys eyes welcomed him; for, glancing once over his shoulder he sat down beside Rory, saying: Ill rest a bit.

Where are you going to? asked Rory.

Im going from Clonskeagh race-meeting, said the radiant figure.

But where to? persisted Rory.

Ah, anywhere, said the horseman.

Do you not like races? asked Rory, though scarcely able to believe such a thing.

Ill tell you what it is, said the new arrival glancing once more down the white road. The crowd is after me.

Why is that? asked Rory.

Ah, why indeed? said the other. But Ill tell you. It was because I fell from my horse.

Did they not like that? Rory said.

Indeed and its what they did not. They did not like it.

But why are they after you? asked Rory.

Because if a mans down and hes hurt, they like to kill him.

Do they always come after a man thats had a fall? the boy asked.

Sure, they always do, said the horseman. Its the same with cattle; if one of thems hurt the rest all try to kill it. Its just the same with cattle. Look at the back of my shoulder. There must be the hell of a bruise on it.

And he slipped back the upper part of his jacket and left sleeve, and sure enough there was a great bruise on the shoulder-blade. He was wearing nothing at all under his silk jacket.

Would I fall off on purpose, to hurt myself like that? he asked.

I dont know, said Rory.

Sure, I wouldnt, the stranger said. It stands to reason I wouldnt. What for would a man be wanting to hurt his shoulder like that? Look! Theyre coming.

And sure enough where the road ran into the sky a crowd was coming now, with what looked like one man on a bicycle with them.

What do you think of these colours? asked the man suddenly.

I think its the finest coat I ever saw, said Rory.

Would you like it; and the cap too? he said.

If an angel had suddenly swooped through clouds from Heaven and offered halo and harp and wings to Rory, he would not have gasped Yes more gladly.

Give me your coat, then, said the horseman. And quick.

Rory took off the drab thing like a slave breaking at last his chains, and received the glittering silk. They changed caps too. Shapeless and colourless Rorys came off his head, and the splendid circles shone in its place.

Best give me your waistcoat too, said the splendid stranger, half whose splendours were shining still from breeches and spurs.

And indeed Rory gave it. The more he could give, the better, for all that he had could not equal that glorious jacket. But the stranger did not take off Rorys old coat, that he was wearing by now, in order to put on the waistcoat; he wore it low behind him, concealing his white breeches. Then he hurried away. Keep them back as long as you can, he shouted. They want to kill me because I had a fall.

And certainly the little crowd was coming on resolutely.

The man in the spurs ran no longer, but walked rapidly, leaning upon his cutting-whip as he walked, as though the light switch were a stout stick.

Rory bunched his cattle across the road to hold back the pursuers as long as he could. So Roland, he thought, would have drawn up the rear-guard across the pass in the Pyrenees. It was wrong to kill a man because he had hurt his shoulder; but such things happened in such a world, now that the knights were dead. He believed all that the stranger had told him, and Bran not a word of it.

The eyes of the crowd were all on Rory. It was not till they got quite near that they saw he was not the man, for he was partly hidden by cattle.

And then they shouted out to him: Where is that damned jockey?

Ill not let you through to kill him, shouted Rory, with his cattle blocking the road.

Its what we want to do, called out one of them.

You shant kill a man, shouted Rory waving his stick, because he fell from his horse.

Its all he deserves, said another. Our money was all on the favourite.

Where is he? shouted the crowd.

There he goes! said one.

And he wasnt hard to see, for he was the only figure before them on the road, though the distant shape looked at first sight too uncouth for the jockey.

They forced their way through the cattle, for all that Rory could do. Bran collected the beasts as they scattered, and brought them back, but took little interest in holding the road or in treating the crowd as the Saracens that they were to Rorys imagination. And the men poured after the jockey; but he began to run again, and gained on them after the rest he had had, and they never came up with him while Rory could see them, and though the man on the bicycle got near he did not close with him, contenting himself with shouting: Youve good legs. But your arms are damned weak if you couldnt even pull him.

And after all this had swept by; the spurs and the splendour, and the dull world in pursuit; one radiance remained with Rory, the gorgeous cap and the jacket.


CHAPTER III

They do not Find a Leprochaun 

SILENCE came over the road and the snipe began to drum again, and Rory went on with his cattle. It was then that light began to touch the shadow upon the sky, till silvery lines appeared in it, and the shadow swelled and became the Drumlin mountains.

This is a lovely coat, he said to Bran.

Bran looked quickly round at the sound of his friends voice, but paid little attention to his coat; Bran was his friend whatever he wore, and that central fact was undisturbed by externals; he was glad to hear the delight in the boys voice, but the cause of it was nothing to him.

And its the finest cap in Ireland, continued Rory.

Again Bran listened to him with that real interest that goes far beyond mere politeness, yet he scarcely looked at the cap.

And now they began to see, a long way off, where the land lifted up from the bog, the land where man walked, the fields that he owned and tended, the land of change: against its edges lay the eternal land, the bog that never alters. The far view rose in ridges, crowned with trees. But for the trees the land would have all been dim, but their darker lines in the mist marked the rise of each ridge, as the earth sloped up from the bog, yet marked them faintly, as though an unerring hand had sketched a landscape and had emphasized nothing, not caring who should fail to follow his lines. Straight into this landscape ran the pass across the bog, the road that Rory and Bran and the cattle were travelling; and the place where it met dry land was named Laffans Pass, though for all the rest of the way it was just known as the road over the bog. They were a long way yet from Laffans Pass, or from any solid land.

It was still the days when Ireland, like a boy who has never yet tasted strong drink, knew nothing of petrol, and her roads had the old simplicity that all our roads have lost. A woman came by in a donkey cart, crossing the bog to the side whence Rory had come. Rory knew that she must have been going right across, because there was nowhere on the way to which she could have been going, nothing but bare road and calm and dangerous bog. The journey she made was strangely different from the journeys we make, in one important respect: it was not in speed that the important difference lay, for that is only a question of degree; her speed of three miles an hour was a twelfth or fifteenth of our speeds; the difference lay in something that we scarcely share at all; that journey over the bog was a part of her life, something to be enjoyed no less than the rest of it; we who choose only the quickest trains, and build motors only for speed, regard journeys as gaps in our enjoyment, to be crossed as quickly as possible.

After the woman in the donkey cart came a string of the race-goers returning from their chase after the fugitive, talking much among themselves, but they were all silent as they passed Rory; and his intuitions told him, from their silence rather than from the quickness of their return, that they had not caught the jockey. Some of them looked scowlingly at his lovely jacket and cap as they passed. The hopes of all of them had been on those colours, and there was still a patch of mud on one of the shoulders, collected when the jockey rolled off only twenty yards from the winning post. They could not look at it with perfect composure yet. Where Clonskeagh might be Rory never knew; somewhere beyond the bog behind him; his imagination saw those races very clearly and very inaccurately, the splendid figures of the romantic riders, and the coarse crowd rushing upon the one that fell.

Hardly had the crowd disappeared on the road behind, when Rory saw over the heads of his cattle a man on a bicycle coming towards him; he gazed at him, the only figure now in sight oh the road, till he suddenly saw a splendid flash of the sun gleaming upon his spurs. It was the jockey, mounted again, though only upon a bicycle. Bran was not pleased to see him, but Rory was delighted, for even without his gorgeous jacket and cap he seemed to Rory a knightly figure, and the flashes of steel appropriate to such a figure were provided by spokes and handle-bars: pure admiration, as he gazed at him, prevented the boy from asking straight out, what seemed so strange, how he had come by the bicycle; and, though he looked long at it, the jockey never told him. He told him instead, what he had always found to be the greatest interest of man, how money was to be made at the races. While Rory sat open-eyed, and Bran suspicious, he told of evens and two to one, and so to the mysteries of a hundred to one, and then the double event. So might a traveller have told of El Dorado to folk far from the sea, who had never even had news of what treasure the world hid.

Will there be a race again some day? said Rory.

Ah, there will, said the jockey, and soon.

But it would be no use you putting any money on.

Why not? asked Rory sadly.

You might not have enough, said the jockey.

I have four pounds, said Rory.

Ah, well, said the jockey, it might be enough. Ill tell you what Ill do. Give me the four pounds and Ill put it on a horse thats going to win, and well see what we can turn it into. Where will you be next week?

In two days time, said Rory, counting upon his fingers, I should be at Gurtnaroonagh.

Then Ill give you the money there, said the jockey. And tell that fellow to go away, because he knows nothing about racing.

Leave us alone a moment, Bran, like a good fellow, said Rory. You see, you dont understand about this.

So Bran made no protest, but he did not like it. And Rory handed over the £4, all the money he had, and the jockey pedalled back by the way he came, and his spurs flashed as he went.

Something in Brans expression, as the jockey hurried away, made Rory wonder.

Hes going to make that four pounds into a hundred pounds for me, he said.

There was no need to say more. In a way Rory was quick; at any rate he saw now, by a glance at Bran, that he would never get that hundred pounds. He saw even more than that; he saw that his four pounds were gone. The quickness of his recognition of Brans dislike of the whole business is strangely contrasted with his slowness to see he was being swindled, and yet such contrasts are very common. He would have done better to take Brans view of the jockey at once; but this is merely moralizing.

Never mind, Bran, he said; we might meet a leprochaun.

And he gazed out over the bog. Bran followed his gaze with interest.

If we see a leprochaun, went on Rory, you catch him, and well make the little lad show us his crock of gold.

Bran was perfectly willing to catch a leprochaun, but there was none in sight.

Ill give you half his gold, said Rory.

Again that lack of interest that Bran often showed for inessential things; and suddenly Rory saw from it the unimportance of gold. If Bran could be happy without it, why take all the trouble that people often took to get it, and why incur all the unhappiness that often went with the winning and losing of it? Whether his premises were sound, based upon Brans opinions; and whether the argument that he built upon them was sound, the practical result was of undoubted value, for he never bothered about his four pounds again.

Maybe, Bran, he said, the gold is best where it is, hidden out there in the bog. A view so entirely in accordance with the opinion of Bran as hardly to require comment.

Their slow walk had brought the Drumlin mountains nearer; others from the great family of Slievenamona began to peer over their shoulders. Huge and beautiful and immortal though they were, Rory felt that they were his friends. The grey heads of the greater ones behind the hills seemed to be looking at him; and as Rory gazed in awe at his new companions, never lowering his eyes to the level of his cattle, which he would have lost but for Bran, evening began to spread like a huge blessing. And with evening a serenity came over the sky, as though Heaven were opening. Then up in the lucid dome there came a voice. The grave hills stood, preserving their ancient silence; Rory looked higher, and at first saw nothing; and then he saw a long line, thin and wavering, dark in the pale bright blue of the deep sky, and restless against its calm. It was the geese coming back to some home of theirs in the bog. Before them on their way was a white cloud-mountain, huger than anything terrestrial; the sun, that earth was now beginning to lose, was gleaming on its immeasurable precipices. It was as though by some pass of this unearthly mountain that those hundreds of geese were wayfaring; for line after line of them steered straight for its airy snow-fields and went up its colossal slopes like mountaineers. When they came to a pass between two peaks of cloud and lost their background of light, they faded from Rorys eyes, but at that his imagination awoke and followed them, and saw them dipping their wings and slanting downwards, not by any rushes that grow in fields of ours, or on moors familiar to man, but to airy valleys all of white and silver, with shining streaks in them of a heavenly ore, brighter than earthly gold, though weighing nothing; and in those glorious valleys he saw them meet unafraid the men that walked there lightly, so lightly that their armoured feet sank not an inch into the cloudy surface, for they had cast off weight, with material things and all that is able to die, to be immortal shapes travelling the wastes of time and adding a light to its centuries with their splendour. Roland, Don Quixote and many an Irish king walked in those valleys, too far for Rory to hear their voices, but clear and vivid to that inner eye that was so bright in him; had that eye been guarding his bundle of four soiled notes the jockey had not got them. When the last of the geese that had shown him these valleys was gone, and their last cry faded in air, that eye of Rorys closed and he saw the cattle again, and Bran looking after them with that quiet industry, just a trifle intensified, that is often a worker s only reproach to a friend whose idleness has left all the labour to him.


CHAPTER IV

The Coming of the OHarrigan 

AND now Rory began to come on signs of man again, of which he had seen nothing since the early morning, except for the narrow strip of white road along which he walked with his cattle. But now as he looked ahead of him, either to left or right, he saw the queer little black stacks along the edge of the wilderness, which are the treasure of the turf-cutters. They stood there, dark in the evening, like little houses of gnomes: the long black edge of the bog, from which they had been cut, rose sheer before them; beyond that there was no sign of the work of man; even his steps beyond that were rare, and left no trace of their venturing. And he saw trees again, willows mostly, close enough to see all their branches. Many of these had been pollarded, and the work of man upon them had given them a partly human quality, which when crossed with the character of the tree itself made a most goblin appearance, so that, especially now in the fading light of the evening, such trees seemed to threaten man much more than any tree that had never known his hand.

Bran, said Rory, pointing to one of those willows that was leaning out over the bog with clutching branches, if that tree could spring at us, it would. Im not saying that the earth has not a good hold on it, but I dont like the looks of it, and if it could get at us it would eat us.

Rorys words, and even the tone of them, would have conveyed his fear to Bran, if Bran had had a heart in which fear ever entered, but he had not, and he looked up at the menacing willow and the impending darkness of night with a calm and assurance that immediately heartened Rory. The air turned cold over all the land that these willows haunted and the sun grew large and red, and the last of its level rays flashed through a window of a ruined castle, that stood near the road beside the edge of the bog, and filled the dim interior of the old fortress with gold, an airy gold that floated among the haunts of the jackdaws and gleamed through ragged holes made ages ago by cannon. It was the castle of which his mother had told him. So he said to Bran: Wait here, like a good fellow, and let the cattle graze, and see that none of them stray, while I go up and look where Ryans is, for one can see it from that old castle.

So Bran sat down and rested, and very little time passed before he was completely refreshed; but Rory left the road, stepping on rushes, which will always hold a man up, wherever they grow; and the land grew solider as he went, for the bog had ended, and soon he was in that gateway whose splendour of architecture seemed still to frown with its massive blocks of stone at travellers crossing the bog, as the skull of a warrior might still awe a man although it could no more menace him. He gazed innocently upward at holes in the great arch, as he would have done five hundred years ago, had he been there, not knowing that they were made for molten lead. The gold was now gone out of the air like a dream, though the western sky shone still with it, huge layers of gold lying on greenish blue, as though pieces of El Dorado had been lost, while being carried back to some kingdom of dreams out of which once they had come. The sun set just as Rory came to the gateway, and a certain listlessness came down upon all things, until later the hush deepened, and there rose from the bog and all the land a solemnity, that covered the fields while earth awaited the night. Rory stood in the gateway as his mother had told him, and there before him was the hole in the wall, whence all the hangings of man had gone long since, and tendrils of ivy floated in place of curtains round the edges of the old window, and the wind had decked with many a weed the wall, that man had once hung with arras. And through the middle of the gaping window, between the ivy Rory saw far off, clad in the curious light of the gloaming caught in white plaster, the small thatched house of Ryan. As he gazed the smell of cooking came to him, blown through the halls of the jackdaws. He went a few paces forward and was in the windy space in which once armed men had banqueted. There was a mighty fireplace there, though all its stones were tumbled; and sitting on one of the stones, frying bacon, was a tall man who might have seen perhaps fifty autumns. I say autumns because he had no appearance of having been beaten down by winter; spring would have been most inappropriate to him; he rather seemed to have met years of rain, and not to have been overcome by them. His coat came to his knees and was, I should say, black; but it was not so much the black of a coat as that of a thunderstorm, for there was so much weather in it. You could not have easily matched it from any sample of cloth; it more reminded one of Millets picture of Spring, a night-black sky with light flashing on birds and apple-blossom, for it shone as well as gloomed. It had faced all weather, and was as old as the man. He was sitting with his back to Rory, and the fire over which he was holding out a small frying-pan seemed lost in the vastness of the chimney, up which the thin smoke straggled, like a ghost alone in a hall that had held a hundred men. At the sound of Rorys step the man turned his head and looked at him. He looked a long time, while Rory gazed back silently; then he said suddenly: What are you doing here?

Im taking twelve cattle to Gurtnaroonagh Fair, said the boy, and Im stopping with them for the night at Ryans, over beyont.

Theres no-one allowed to come this way but by my leave, said the man.

Is that so? said Rory.

Sure, it is, said the stranger. What for do you think this castle was built?

I dont know, said Rory.

To prevent people coming with cattle over the bog, said the man.

And maynt I come? said Rory.

You may not.

And why is that? asked Rory.

And the man put the whole reason into the emphasis with which he spoke next, and into his eyes as he spoke; and his whole figure as he leaned forward to speak seemed to assert that the reason was potent and even terrible.

I am the OHarrigan, he said.

Is that so? said Rory.

By the sun and moon it is, said the OHarrigan.

Then what am I to do? said Rory.

Youll bring the cattle to this castle, said the OHarrigan, and leave them here for the night. And come again in the morning and Ill give you permission to go on, and Ill take one beast for my trouble, or maybe Ill take two, or I might even take half of them, for no-one may cross this bog without my permission. But come again in the morning and well see; and say nothing of this to anyone, for Ill not have people talking of the affairs of the great OHarrigan.

Its very strange, said Rory.

Sure, it is, said the OHarrigan. And the worlds full of strange things. And its not for you to try to unravel them.

It is not, said Rory.

Then bring the cattle here, said the OHarrigan.

And Rory went away sadly to do what he was told. When he reached the road again he said to Bran: Theres a great man living in that castle, who says for me to take the cattle up to the castle, and in the morning he will give me them back and only take one or two. One or two is all he will take; sure, he wouldnt take more. So lend us a hand, Bran, and well bring them to him.

Bran didnt like leaving the good road, or indeed anything at all about it, but he did as Rory said, and between them they brought the cattle to the OHarrigan. They drove them through the gateway into the castle, where cattle had been driven before. And the OHarrigan said: Dont forget to come in the morning. And take that lad away with you, for I dont like him.

So Rory signed to Bran and they went together, Brans trust in Rory just overcoming his mistrust of the OHarrigan. And Rory stepped out freely now, with no cattle in front of him, striding along the road that led to Ryans, but Brans head turned often backwards to where the cattle were, where the OHarrigan in the banqueting hall was eating his bacon with no ordinary relish. As Rory neared the house, gazing only before him, inspired by a certain triumph at reaching his journeys end, Bran saw with one of his many backward glances the cattle running out from the old castle, and behind them the OHarrigan driving them on with a stick. It was no use trying to attract Rorys attention; Bran soon saw that; for Rory was striding joyfully up to the house that he had accurately found after twenty miles. When the OHarrigan reached the road, he hurried down it in the direction from which Rory had come. A little dust went up from them, the dimness of evening descended, a delicate mist from the bog came floating over the road, and the cattle and their new master, a little darker at first than the shades about them, soon disappeared in the dimness.

My reader may wonder that the boy was so easily cheated; yet, in the City of London alone it is improbable that a single day passes without someone being cheated as much. It is a matter of establishing perfect confidence, and then abusing it: various circumstances assist in this, sometimes it is a neatly fitting coat and a smart hat that do it, sometimes a suave address, often an air of knowing just what is going on, and often a benevolent manner; of the time it takes I can say nothing whatever, as it varies from minutes to years. The surroundings of the old castle watching the road over the bog were particularly unfortunate for Rory, for they gave to the OHarrigan an almost knightly status, leaving Rory nearly as defenceless as he would have been with his ash-plant before the sword of Roland. In the mood in which he was now Bran found that he could do nothing to turn him back; so the two of them went up to the door of Ryans house, and Ryan, who knew them both, came out and welcomed them.

And how are you Rory? And how are you Bran? said the farmer.

And it was easy to see that both were well.

Then Rory explained that he was going to Gurtnaroonagh Fair with ten or eleven head of cattle and that he would drive them on in the morning, but he did not explain where they were, because the OHarrigan had told him that he did not wish that people should be talking of his affairs. All this puzzled Ryan, but he offered the two a room for the night, and he took them in and fed them there and then, knowing how hungry they must both of them be after their long journey. And Mrs. Ryan brought in the food and helped to make them comfortable. And very soon after their supper Ryan, still able to make nothing of what the boy had done with his cattle showed the two of them up dark stairs to a barn-like room in which there was one bed, which he said they could share; and he lit a candle and there he left them, for he knew that they must be tired. And tired they both were, but Bran in addition was depressed and uneasy. He lay down on the bed, but did not sleep.

Well get our cattle in the morning and start early, said Rory.

Oh-ho, said Bran.

The syllables were long-drawn, and said wearily; but no printing of mere syllables can suggest the weariness with which they were uttered.

Bran was restless all the early part of the night, and at last, near midnight, when all the house was asleep, Rory began to listen to him, at least to the extent of sharing some portion of his uneasiness.

Sleep seemed far from them, so they rose and went downstairs, and out into the still night. It was easier to think out there under the calm of the stars, and easier to regain confidence that all was well, yet Rory could not be sure that things were well. The night was intensely dark, in spite of the stars.

Will he take more than two cattle, do you think? he said to Bran, whom he could not see in the darkness.

No answer; not a sound. For Bran was gone.


CHAPTER V

Oriana Ryan 

ONCE doubts of the integrity of the OHarrigan had entered Rorys head, listening too late to Bran, they raged there for hours. For hours no sleep came to him, thinking thoughts that the reader can well imagine; he had come twenty miles of his journey, to take twelve cattle to Gurtnaroonagh, and the cattle were no longer there. At last weariness followed the wild activity of these uneasy thoughts, and he slept, and the chorus of blackbirds woke him greeting the dawn, and he thought from the sound of their voices that all was well. Rory was right, for the last of the blackbirds had not ceased to sing when there came the sound of cattle trampling all round Ryans house. Rory got up at once and clothed himself in the splendour of his jacket and ran down to the door; for, if he did not know the step of each one of his beasts, he knew the kind of sound that they made altogether, and it seemed like the sound of his twelve. And sure enough there they all were, in Ryans garden, brought back by Bran.

Well done, Bran, cried Rory. Arent you the great lad! How did you get them from the OHarrigan?

And a slightly grim look came upon Brans face, as though the OHarrigan might have fared ill. And Rory ran up to the cattle among the rose-beds to see that each one was there, Kingcup, Shamrock, Heather and all the rest; and there they all were, every one of them.

He said hed take one or two, said Rory.

Again that grim look.

He said he might take half of them, went on Rory.

But no, he saw that Bran would never have allowed that. And he fell to wondering what had taken place when Bran had found the OHarrigan.

Bring them out of the flower-beds, said Rory. Maybe Ryan might not like them there.

And Rory was right, and on this one occasion the quicker of the two, for it had not occurred to Bran; but the moment that Rory mentioned it he ran and got them off the rose-beds, surrounded by little borders of box, and brought them on to the road, where they grazed the long farm. There Rory persuaded him to leave them, and they both came in to breakfast. At breakfast Ryans daughter appeared with her parents. She did not often appear when strangers came to the house, because she was what they called innocent, which only meant that they had not been able to teach her to read or write, and that the world to her was still, at the age of sixteen, the place of beautiful wonder that it is to children of six. Somehow Ryan had got the idea from his talk overnight with Rory, that Rory would not matter, so Oriana appeared at breakfast just as though no stranger were there. From the strangely gorgeous name of Oriana the Ryans got some satisfaction, finding in it a certain splendour that was far from the girl herself. As for Bran, they forgot Bran, and he sat very quiet at breakfast, probably turning over in his mind his triumph with the twelve cattle, and made great friends with Oriana Ryan. But all her admiration went out to Rory from the moment she saw his jacket. She had never been to a race-meeting, and thought that this was the gayest thing she had ever seen, as indeed it was. Ryan had never spoken of Rorys strange get-up, as one avoids speaking of glaring eccentricities. Oriana did not speak of it either, but she gazed at it in continuous admiration, which Rory found quite natural, for it was to him what it was to her, the most beautiful dress, when taken in conjunction with the green-and-white cap, that a man could possibly wear. Afterwards, out on the little lawn she spoke about it to Bran, her eyes dark blue with wonder; without really seeking his own opinion, or doubting that it could possibly differ from hers: He is very beautiful, she said to Bran.

But Bran cared little what people said of his friend, so long as it was nothing against him; and he was anxious to get the cattle together again, in case the OHarrigan should come back, so he hurried off to the road and no more was said about Rory. There was a certain beauty about Orianas face that came from her great simplicity; nothing mean, no cunning, were there; she reminded you a little of a picture by Greuze. If one sought in that face for the signs of intellect, one would have been disappointed; as well search for pergolas and Roman busts among thickets of wild rose; and had Rory seen such signs he would have been alarmed, for all the things of the intellect were strange to Bran and him. There are students of physiognomy that can sum up a character by watching the expressions of a face, and report upon it with some degree of accuracy; it is strange that the witless Rory, without careful study, indeed with a single glance, saw the spirit of Oriana more truly than any of these would have done; and so also did Bran. It seemed to Rory that Oriana looked out on such a world as he also looked out on, a world whose historians were Grimm and Cervantes and all who told knightly tales, a landscape crossed by no trains and darkened by never a factory, a land in which the OHarrigan might have walked, but in which he would have played fair; only it seemed to Rory, that she looked from some window high in a granite tower, seeing clear away to the furthest misty ridges, while he was down in the ground-mist and saw not far. They could have taught her to read, for she had the wit for it, only that they could never get her mind to look their way, and to turn for long enough from gazing out at the fairyland that her mind had built for itself, or that grew as her mind grew, and that her fancies called the world.

And now Rory came out of the house, with the red band slanting across his chest and the green and white hoops gleaming, with his ash-plant in his hand, and went over the lawn to the road, where Bran had the cattle ready for starting off; and Ryan came with him to make sure that he set out in the right direction. Rory doffed his cap and bowed as he said goodbye to Oriana: I use the word doffed because it is Rorys act that I am describing, and feel it therefore only fair to tell it with Rorys word for it, that passed through his mind at the time. No words came to Oriana, but she smiled at him, and preserved in her memory that curious figure, just as Rory himself would have had it, could he have chosen; an apparition flashing and splendid, striding triumphantly through the wonders of dreamland, armed with an ash-plant.


CHAPTER VI

Rory Rides 

IT is curious that as Ryan took leave of Rory and Bran he should have used the same words that Rorys father had used, Look after him, Bran; but such was his final instruction. Bran paid little attention, either because he was busy with the cattle or because he needed no one to tell him to look after Rory, but he heard clearly enough. Rory looked up to the mountains and they were gone: either some haze was over the earth, or low clouds were nearer. Another long journey lay before them, for it was sixteen miles to where OHara lived, but a journey so slow, and through a land so pleasant, that it tired neither Rory nor Bran; neither would the cattle have been tired by it, for it was at their pace that the journey was being made, only that they had been too surprised by the fierce pace of the OHarrigan to get even as much sleep as they might have had time for. Rory missed the sight of the mountains; the little fields all round him were beautiful, with the early beauty of Spring, and the road where it held itself aloof from them with a hedge was all flashing with blossom, though for the most part it strayed amongst them in a friendly way, as though its affairs were not alien to those of the fields; but the mountains lifted up to where some mystery that was more than earthly beauty floated and flashed and sometimes seemed to beckon, so that there on those slopes he felt there might still be walking, and not so far away, the splendid people of whom he dreamed; for, sure enough, the men that passed him by on the load, and smiled at the uncouth splendour of his jacket and at his innocent air, were all below his standard, men with whom the splendid heroes of his fancy would scarcely have crossed a sword. Before the mountains reappeared in the morning, at the lifting of haze, as though gauze curtains were drawn for awakening fields to look on a wider world, Rory and Bran and the cattle came upon cross-roads, where an Irish lane, that is called a bohereen, that had wandered among the farms, came on the white high road and went wandering on. And riding down the bohereen to the cross-roads, just as they came to them was the jockey upon a horse.

Begob, fancy meeting you here! said Rory.

It is a coincidence, said the jockey.

Have you the money for me? said Rory.

I have not yet, answered the jockey. Sure, the race is not run.

The horse that he rode was twenty years old and was going a bit lame, and no-one had groomed it any more after it turned fifteen, yet it gave the jockey an air, with his boots and his spurs, that he had not had on a bicycle.

What is your name? said the jockey. For we seem to be meeting often.

Rory, replied the boy. What is yours?

The jockey thought for a moment and answered, Fagan.

Then he rode the thin lame horse along in silence, beside Rorys cattle.

What do you want with me? asked Rory. Sure I want nothing, said Fagan, for its seldom I have anything to do with a man on foot. And splendid though Rory was in his jacket and cap, he felt at once the gap there must ever be between an equestrian and an unmounted man, a wayfarer on his feet. Rory went on behind the slow cattle, looking enviously at Fagan in front of him, and Bran watched Fagan suspiciously, all three travelling in silence. Under heaped clouds faint lines began to appear, a hint of Slievenamona, and Rory lifted his eyes to that pale gleam, and lifted his thoughts with them, and he thought of the splendid figures that might ride there between the earth and the sunlight. Now and then Fagan turned his head to watch him. Fagan probably-read the boys thought; he was to some extent a thought-reader by profession, as all whose incomes derive from horses are; and after a while he spoke.

Theres no animal like a horse, said Fagan.

There is not, said Rory rapturously.

If it was exchanged for any other animal at all, it would take a hundred of them to equal him, he said.

It would indeed, said Rory.

Ah well, I might take twenty, said Fagan.

Its worth all that, said Rory.

But Ill tell you what Ill do, said Fagan. Ill take those twelve cattle you have, and never mind any more, and you shall have the horse.

When it came to those very cattle, a reluctance came over Rory. Where was he to go, if he had no cattle to drive? And Bran was growing suspicious too. So Fagan added his shining spurs to the bargain, lifting a heel to touch one of the flashing points, and saying, You can have these too.

Against the splendour of spurs Rory felt powerless, and he let his cattle go; with that jacket and cap, and a horse to ride, spurs would add the last touch of completeness, like a golden dome on some magnificent tower. So the twelve cattle changed hands in spite of the protests of Bran, and even in spite of Rorys affection for them, for he knew them all by name. The jockey dismounted and took off his spurs, fastening them round Rorys heels, and then he held the horse for Rory to mount.

Not that foot, said the jockey, as Rory put his right foot into the stirrup.

And soon Rory was up. Up there in the saddle, with his spurs shining, a new mood began to come over Rory, and a new strength almost seemed to enter his ash-plant. Fagan was about to drive his twelve cattle away, when there came hurrying up from behind, with great strides the OHarrigan.

Those are my cattle, shouted out the OHarrigan, with a voice whose volume was worthy of his pretensions to own a castle that watched the bog and forbade cattle to cross it.

Begob, said Rory to Bran, well see a terrible fight between those two.

And Bran left them to it.

But Rory and Bran were mistaken; for the jockey called out, Ill let you have the half of them for a hundred pounds.

And the OHarrigan said: Ill see have I that on me.

And he put his hand down into a deep pocket of his black coat, turning his back on Rory, and rustled some papers and said: Aye, I have that and more. And he handed something to Fagan.

And Fagan said, Thank you. Take any six you like. And youll not want a receipt, as its only a friendly deal.

Ah, said the OHarrigan, what would I do with a receipt. It would only be blowing about my old castle. A receipt, no; but a drink any time.

Begob, then Ill give you a drink next time we meet, said the jockey.

Im mostly down by the edge of the bog, said the OHarrigan.

And so they parted good friends, the jockey going off by the way he had come, with six of the cattle, and the OHarrigan with the other six going back along the road.

And all the while that wonderful mood in Rory was growing. He was mounted upon a horse. He had been on the back of a horse before, a carthorse on his fathers farm, but never with stirrups, nor with an ash-plant in his hand, nor wearing spurs and a silk cap and jacket; never away from the guardianship of his parents, out on the road that went over the wide world. He looked all round him: he was the only mounted man. Bran wanted to go after Fagan. But Rory had done a fair deal with Fagan: it was Fagan who had exalted him to his splendid position, who had gorgeously clothed him and made him an equestrian; he would not permit Bran to interfere with him. And the gap between Rory and Bran had suddenly widened; Rory, mounted upon his horse and wearing spurs, was undoubtedly the leading spirit. So he spoke to Bran commandingly. None of that now, he said. It was a fair exchange.

Bran did not take the same view, but gave way to Rory.

Then Rory turned to the OHarrigan, who was striding down the road at his old pace, beating on the cattle before him with a switch he had pulled from the hedge, not a fine ash-plant like Rorys. The OHarrigan in his castle was not to be gainsaid; the antiquity of his clothing and the antiquity of the walls blended in one dignity, and the great size of the man suited the size of the walls, and his great voice echoed among them. But out on the road he looked smaller. And still the mood of the paladin grew in Rory and he felt himself more knightly. What would Roland have done if Saracens took his cattle? No words had had time to come to Rory to answer his own question, when he turned his horse right round, and was lumbering down the road towards the OHarrigan.


CHAPTER VII

The Jockey Drinks Privately

WHEN Rory came up with the OHarrigan, the OHarrigan turned round and said with his great voice, Go away. All these roads are mine.

And it is a very curious example of the effect of environment upon character, that these words, which would have been accepted by Rory on foot, seemed to him now no more than a challenge that he was bound to accept, lest the splendour of all who rode on horses be dimmed. He therefore rode straight at the OHarrigan, who hit at him with his switch, and Rory brought down his ash-plant right on the OHarrigans head, and rode on amongst the cattle, for he could not stop his horse. When the horse was all mixed up with the cattle Rory hoped he would stop, but his sudden arrival among them frightened the beasts, and they dashed on and he went on with them. Gradually they all slowed down together, and Rory turned the horse round and went back to find the OHarrigan. Nor had he far to go, for the OHarrigan was coming towards him running, and shouting indignantly that he was the OHarrigan, and that no one could hit him over the head unpunished, be it man, star, sun or moon. And Rory hit him over the head again and went on past him further, for there were no cattle this time to help to stop the horse, and the OHarrigan ran after him again, but not so fiercely. And the next time that Rory rode at him the OHarrigan tried to protect his head, and Rory knew from this that the great OHarrigan was defeated and that he owned the roads no more, and he hit at his shoulders this time, and rode back and hit again; and the next time that Rory rode at him he stepped from the road on to a bit of marshy land, and Rory saw that the roads were indeed no longer his. And at that moment Bran came up, like Blucher at Waterloo, and Rory called out, Weve beaten him, Bran. Come and help turn the cattle. So Bran ran round and they soon had the cattle turned, and treading once more on the road to Gurtnaroonagh. And all that the OHarrigan said to them was: By the sun and moon, thats not the way to treat the OHarrigan.

Rory rode on elated, but not for long: the greater the happiness the more it wants sharing; and Bran was surly. To Bran it merely seemed that they had lost six cattle. The horse, that to Rory was such ample recompense for the six beasts, was to Bran an added loss, for it and the spurs made a gap such as should not be between friends. At the cross-roads Bran grew surlier still, and Rory knew well what he wanted, in spite of the estrangement between them. No, Bran, he said, we cant do it. It was a fair exchange. Weve beaten the OHarrigan, but we must leave Fagan alone.

Had it been a fair exchange Bran would have been contented; the whole point was that it wasnt. And so they went on, with the estrangement between them, all the wider for the new airs that had come to Rory with his status of cavalier.

The slow pace of the cattle suited Veillantif, as Rory had named his new horse; at any faster pace he might scarcely have done the journey. They drew nearer the hills; but the hills, coming suddenly out of the haze, seemed to move nearer to them with a mountainous stride. The heat of the bright day increased; and soon they met, like an elf running down out of fairyland, a small stream flowing towards them from the mountains. It dipped under the road and went on where kingcups were shining. This, thought Rory, and so did Bran and Veillantif and the cattle, would be a good place for a drink. So they stopped and Rory dismounted and went down to the stream, leaving Veillantif and the six head of cattle with Bran. And they all of them had a drink.

The same sun, and perhaps the same sense of triumph that had warmed Rory and made him thirsty, was now having the same effect on Fagan the jockey. No stream ran by the bohereen down which he drove the six cattle; nor, if there had been, would it have been able to assuage the jockeys particular kind of thirst. He came at length to a small thatched cottage by the side of the bohereen, the thatch leaning low upon whitewashed walls of mud. He left the cattle to graze the long rich grasses, growing with ferns on the banks in the shadow of blackthorns, and went into the cottage. An old man sitting there, with a scraggly beard, looked up at him, seeing him more clearly in that dim light than the jockey saw him.

A glass of old milk, said Fagan.

Old milk is it? said the dweller in the cottage.

Aye, said Fagan, and quick for the love of God.

The old man rose and went into darker places of that room and opened a cupboard door, and reached his hand to the furthest end of the cupboard, and opened there a tiny door in the wall and brought out then a large and curious bottle, and poured out half a tumbler of whiskey for Fagan, who paid for it and drank it off without water. And then they began to talk of many things; even of the law, amongst others; but they spoke of it as kings might speak of it, as though it were something less than their own fancies, not as men who have to keep it. And then Fagan had another glass of that whiskey that all men knew except those employed by the Government; even some of them may have known the taste of it, but of this there is no record. Meanwhile Rory and Bran were drinking water.

And when Rory was cool and rested, the next thing that he noticed was that he was hungry; so he sat down and offered Bran his share of the sandwiches. But Bran, though willing to work, was too dissatisfied with the bad bargain that Rory had made to be content with sitting idle.

Come on, Bran; eat your sandwiches, said Rory, noting his dissatisfaction.

But Bran turned his back on him and went off down the road.


CHAPTER VIII

There is a lot of Sense in Bran

SEEING that Brans mind was made up, and that nothing that he could say had any effect on him, Rory soon gave up shouting. He settled down then to eating his sandwiches, putting Brans neglected heap back in his pocket, till the time when Bran should change his mind, and come back letting bygones be bygones, as Rory was sure he would. But an hour passed and still there was no Bran, and then two hours. So Rory mounted Veillantif and drove the cattle together with his ash-plant, that he now called Durandel, and started them down the road again, on the way to Gurtnaroonagh. The hills in a moment when he was not watching, suddenly changed their dress; for they were clothed in light; and they cast aside a robe of silver-and-grey, and drew a thin golden one down out of the sky and draped them with that instead. And now Rory could see that no heroes of legend rode on the Drumlin hills. They must be further off than they seemed, thought he, on the peaks of Slievenamona. Then he turned his eyes to the road again and saw, some way before him, the cattle of some other drover on the way to Gurtnaroonagh. He slackened his pace at once; for he saw that in his unfamiliar way of travelling, on the back of Veillantif, he had been going too fast for his cattle, since they were catching up others on the road that a little while ago had not been in sight. And after he had been going at the slower pace for an hour, he lost sight of the cattle in front; but now he saw a little herd of them that was coming on from behind. And on seeing that he was being overtaken he quickened his pace again; being unfamiliar with the pace of a horse, and having lost Bran, he had no other way of keeping to the usual pace of cattle than by checking his speed when he was overtaking others and increasing it when those behind were overtaking him. And after a while he saw the ones in front again, but he held on now, keeping the pace of the herd behind him, and thinking that he could not be going too fast while he kept the same distance between his beasts and the ones that followed, though he was fast overtaking the drover in front.

The pace seemed to be increasing; Rory was coming up with the cattle in front; he had quite lost his sense of the pace of cattle since he had become an equestrian; he had to choose now which pace he would keep, that of the ones in front or the ones behind: the latter seemed the pace that best suited his horse, and Rory came up with the cattle in front and passed them.

Whats the hurry? shouted their drover.

But Rory went on past with his cattle, like Roland going though Saracens. The drover was surprised, for it is unusual for cattle to overtake others on the road; but he was much more surprised when twenty minutes later another lot overtook him. The thing seemed so unreal that, for a while, it shook his faith in whiskey.

Dust rose on the road and the calm of the hills reproved it, and still Rory kept his lead.

He began to notice now a certain fellowship, of which Veillantif had evidently made him a member. Perhaps it was only negative, for nothing actually welcomed him. But he noticed that rooks no longer regarded him as an enemy. Two of them would be talking on the branch of a tree by the road, quiet talk inaudible to Rory. And the time came when they should have fled; his cattle were already beneath them. Then Rory himself came level with them, and still they sat quietly content with their own business, as though Rory were one that might be permitted to overhear it. Perhaps I am telling of a trivial thing, a boy riding past two rooks; but the more one notices of the world and its ways, the harder it is to distinguish what is trivial from the things that decide the fate of fortified cities. Certainly it was something that Rory had never known before; and, seeing it now, it was to him as though Veillantif had opened a little door, giving a glimpse for him into another world, a world whose doors were all shut on him hitherto.

The calm of the hills turned gradually to a blessing, and the day wore away in peace. And in that peace Rory brought his six tired cattle to where a man stood in the middle of the road, gazing down the white length of it: it was OHara watching for Rory. Instead of asking Rory who he was, he gazed at him for a little while, and then he seemed to know, though he had never seen him before, for he addressed him at once by name.

Where are your other six cattle, Rory? he said.

Sure, I exchanged them for this fine horse, replied the equestrian.

Aye, said OHara, a fine horse, but one fat bullocks worth four of him.

Is that so? said Rory.

Sure, it is, said OHara.

And Rory thought of the splendours that went with a horse and spurs, the magnificent dreams that entered ones head while riding, the link that a saddle and bridle were with Roland, and the hope that one might come one day to Roncesvalles, a hope impossible to a man on foot; he compared these splendours and hopes with the six lost cattle, and could not believe OHara.

And while Rory thought of knightly romantic things, OHara was gazing thoughtfully at the horse.

The hides worth a pound, he said, and the saddle a pound. Theres men that might give you five pounds for it, if you let them have the saddle. And then theres more that would not.

Rory gazed at OHara, and felt he was speaking the truth. He gazed and said nothing; nor was there need to speak, for all the lines of his face told the loss of his six cattle.

Well, youve six left, said OHara. Turn them into my field. You brought them along much too fast.

I only kept the pace of the man behind me, said Rory.

OHara looked down the road and saw more cattle hurrying through the dust.

The mans mad, said OHara. Raving mad. But I dont see him.

Rory looked too; but whoever drove the cattle was hidden in dust.

The sun had settled a while ago in the peaks of a cloud-mountain, turning them silver as it set; it had settled among them growing silver and small, until just at the moment before it sank out of sight it appeared like a large star. Then the clouds turned very dark except for their edges, that looked as though silver had been hammered by gnomes to ornament iron crests of magical mountains. But now the sun was peering all red through the base of the iron mountains, to take his last look for the day at the world he lit; and the silver edge turned golden, and OHaras windows turned purple, with large pools of gold boiling among red flames.

Well, come in, said OHara.

And he led the way to his field and opened the gate and helped Rory to drive the six tired cattle in. They saw the rich grass and then smelt running water, and cantered in through the gate. They were hardly in the field, and the gate not yet shut, when six more cattle came charging in behind them; Rory looked round and it was Bran that was driving them.

Why, Bran, youve brought them back! shouted Rory. How ever did you do it?

For he did not know that Fagan was asleep when Bran had arrived, in the house that sold whiskey that no government taxed.

And youve done right after all, Bran; for Mr. OHara tells me that the horse is only worth £5, with the saddle, and might not be worth that, and Fagan has £4 off me. And I was wrong to try to stop you. Well done, Bran!

Bran was pleased with Rorys praise, though he was too busy bringing the six cattle into the field with the others to pay very much heed to what his friend was saying.

Thats Bran, said the boy to OHara. Hes brought me back my six cattle.

Hes brought them much too fast, said OHara.

Ah, wasnt that only because he was so glad to get them, said Rory, and wanted me to see them too as soon as possible.

Then youre four or five pounds up on your deal, said OHara, not having followed Rorys jubilant words to Bran, which were not quite as coherent as they appear in print.

I am not, said Rory, for he had four pound off me.

What was that for? asked OHara.

He is going to turn it into a hundred pounds for me, at the races, said Rory. And if he does that, Ill give him back the horse.

Youre a lot shrewder than I heard you were, said OHara.

Only I hope he doesnt, said Rory.

Why? said OHara.

Because I wouldnt like to give back the horse, said Rory.


CHAPTER IX

The Sword of Light 

HOW did you get on, said OHara to Rory, as they and Bran were walking towards OHaras house.

And Rory told him all his adventures as a man on foot and as an equestrian, ever since he had left his fathers house, which seemed far more than about a day and a half, for he had had more new experiences as he travelled that forty miles than he used to have in a year. He told of the jockey and of the OHarrigan, and how he had lost all his cattle twice.

Its lucky you werent alone, said OHara, looking at Bran.

It is indeed, said Rory. Bran, youre a great lad.

Im thinking it will be very difficult to get the cattle to Gurtnaroonagh, said OHara. Hadnt you better let me see can I get one of those drovers to take them?

Isnt it a straight road? said Rory.

Aye, said OHara. But the men on it mightnt be so straight.

What do you mean? asked Rory.

They might be crooked, replied OHara.

And Rory began to wonder about Fagan. He had got from him this splendid horse, that he was now leading; he had got the spurs and the jacket and cap that made him worthy of his place among equestrians, so that he would not be ashamed if there should suddenly ride from the hills, and appear on the road before him, some splendid knight who had hidden himself for centuries in the mist, or in valleys where no man died, while the generations were perishing down here in the little fields. And he might yet get for him a hundred pounds. But OHara said that the horse and saddle were barely worth £5. And then he might not get the hundred pounds, and his four pound-notes were gone; and six cattle were worth a lot of money; any farmers son knew that. Would the bargain have been a fair one, but for Bran? It was hard to work it out. It is always so difficult to compare the value of immaterial things, like splendour, with ponderable things like six head of cattle; so that it is no wonder that the wits of Rory were not entirely equal to it. And then the OHarrigan. Was he entitled to stop cattle from crossing the bog, and to take as many as he pleased of them? He had not entirely questioned this right when he had attacked the OHarrigan; it might well be the right of a man living in an old castle by the only road over the bog; he had rather attacked him in the strength of another right, the right of an equestrian to settle the affairs of people on foot.

Weve come all this way and got past all of them, said Rory, thinking of crooked men. And Ive a horse and a fine coat, and spurs, and I only lost four pounds.

Four pounds is four pounds, said the farmer thoughtfully.

Ah, whats the use of four pounds? said Rory. What use are they, Bran?

Many of us would be hard set to answer such a question, the uses of four pounds being so various. But Bran merely ignored it.

Theyre all thinking of money but you and me, Bran, said Rory. And besides that, he continued, turning now to OHara, Fagan may make it into a hundred for me.

Aye, said OHara, when fairy gold is to be found under the thorns.

And Rory made a mental note to look more carefully at thorn-trees.

They came first to the stable, where Veillantif was given a bucket of water, and made comfortable before a manger full of hay. Then OHara went into his house with Rory and Bran. OHara had two daughters, one about twenty and the other a year younger. When Rory looked at them, tall, slender and dark, he saw at once a certain radiance about them that he knew was not for him. He saw that radiance shining, even through his memories of Oriana, like something bright and distant through something known and near. Perhaps a touch of sadness came to him for a moment because of their distance from him, for he knew them at once for triumphant dwellers in this world, the world that was strange to Rory as any planet; but the sadness faded as soon as he thought of Oriana, who walked the world that he walked, the world of dreams.

They looked at Rory and saw no nearer his heart than his jacket. And indeed Rory himself would have been well content to be judged by that jacket and cap; so perhaps they wronged him but little in looking no further. And when they saw that Bran thought more of Rory than of themselves, they cared little for Bran either.

They could hardly have been expected to waste their beauty on Rory; they would have made, in company with that jacket and cap, a too incongruous picture; as Cleopatra would walking under a modern hoarding, or a miniature on a rubbish heap.



Mrs. OHara came in from feeding the hens, and OHara said: This is Rory. He has to get his twelve cattle all the way to Gurtnaroonagh.

It was more than an introduction; it somehow conveyed to Mrs. OHara, all that her husband had seen of Rorys abilities in the last few minutes; it conveyed to her the excitement and uncertainty of getting those cattle safe along a straight road with Rory behind them. And the rest that there was to know about Rory seemed to be conveyed to her by his jacket; so to the end of that evening she did her best to prop up the defences of that country of dreamland in which Rory dwelt by himself, seeing that they were in danger of being swept away by the smiles of her daughters. For, had ridicule been allowed to beat down the paling of Rorys curious land, he and his heroes of fable would have been helplessly blown away. Of this attack and this defence Rory saw little, for the splendour of his jacket and the affection of Bran were powerful defences enough.

They all sat down to supper.

Do you think you can get those cattle to Gurtnaroonagh? OHara said straight out, as soon as they were seated.

Are you talking to me or Bran? asked Rory.

The two daughters tittered at Robys inability to know when he was being addressed, for it was to him that OHara had spoken; but OHara looked thoughtfully at Bran.

Can you do it between you? he said.

We can, said Rory.

Theres a lot of men in the world that might try to cheat you, continued OHara.

Sure, Brans able for all of them, answered Rory.

So might Charlemagne have proudly spoken of Roland, when any warned him of the strength of the Saracens.

And some of them might be between here and Gurtnaroonagh, OHara said.

Watch out for them, Bran, said Rory.

Have you plenty of money on you? asked Mrs. OHara, wondering how this boy would fare at Gurtnaroonagh and on the long journey home again.

I had four pounds, said Rory.

How much have you left? she asked.

He has lost it, said OHara.

I may get a hundred pounds for it, said Rory.

For he would not give up that hope.

Will you get the hundred pounds for him, Bran? asked the elder daughter innocently, inspired to ask the question by a sudden mischievous whim.

But Bran did not bother about money, if only he could get Rory and the cattle safely to Gurtnaroonagh, nor did the promises of the jockey mean anything to him but so many empty words. So she turned to Rory, unable to tease Bran.

What will you buy when you get your hundred pounds? she said.

A sword, said Rory.

When Bran heard this he was delighted. Not that he knew, or that anyone in that room knew, what Rory was going to do with a sword; but he heard and sympathized with the triumph in Rorys voice.

You wont come and attack our house with it, will you? said the girl.

Rory smiled. That small thatched house in the fields was so laughably unlike the great bastions and ramparts of the fortresses in the hills, hidden by mists in valleys of Slievenamona, against which Rory hoped to go if he could discover them, and if he could come by a sword.

Meanwhile, said Mrs. OHara, you havent enough money to buy food. We must lend you some, and your father will pay it back to us. Couldnt we let him have four pounds, Peter?

Maybe three would be enough, said OHara.

And that is what he got from Mrs. OHara next morning.

How long will your sword be? asked OHaras eldest daughter.

A question most destructive to the fabric of dreamland, since it called for that very exactitude of which dreams are not built. Rory looked at Bran. But Bran ignored the question. So Rory ignored it too.

Will you show us your sword when you get it? said Eileen: she was the younger.

I will, said Rory with his eyes full of dreams. And he thought of a legend there was of so bright a sword that it was called the Sword of Light. The age of the legend may have been only a century or so, from a day when some peasants had seen an officers sword, perhaps on manœuvres; or it may have been as old as when the Irish first saw the Normans; or it may have been older still; it may have come from the last of the men of the bronze age, who blinked their eyes as they saw a drawn swords sudden flash, which might have told them that the power of bronze was over, but which actually brought them no more than the hint of a passing fear, like a chill breeze touching the campfire, that something threatened their age. And Rory thought he would buy a sword like that.

When will you get it? said Maureen, the elder.

Come, said OHara. Its time Rory went to bed. And you too, Bran. Theyve come a long way, and theyve a long journey to-morrow.

And Rory went with OHara out of the room, with some of that feeling of faint regret with which an African traveller leaves the splendour of fireflies to go to his tent to sleep; with some of that feeling of thankfulness too with which the same traveller goes under his muslin net, eluding mosquitoes.


CHAPTER X

The Golden and Grand Opportunity 

BIRDS sang, Bran yawned, and Rory woke.

Another day was robing the mountains in all their splendours of air. Rory and Bran made their toilet, and soon Rory dressed and went downstairs, while Bran in the early morning changed his mind and lay down on the bed and went to sleep again. It was not till OHara and his family were astir, and bacon was frying and the smell of it was drifting all through the house, that the smell woke Bran and he came downstairs and joined the rest at breakfast.

Will you go to Gurtnaroonagh to-day? asked Maureen at breakfast, knowing, I am afraid, that the journey would be too much for the cattle.

I will, said Rory.

Will you get there in time for dinner? asked Eileen.

But OHara put a stop to all that.

The beasts are tired out, he said. You cant get to Gurtnaroonagh to-day.

Can I not? said Rory.

Theres places you might stop at, this side of the mountains, said OHara. Let me think now.

Ah, never mind, said Rory. Ill stop when the cattle are tired, wherever I am.

The uncertainty of where he would sleep for the night was a little link for him with those knights of old who rode forth in the morning, and never knew by whom they would be welcomed when the sun turned huge and red and the fields were full of whisperings and of mystery.

A gust of wind had risen up and was dancing down the road, kissing the flowers, teasing butterflies, waking solemn pieces of straw up from their sleep, and driving little white armies of dust on the way to Slievenamona; and it suddenly came to Rory that it was time for him too to take the road, and to go the same way as the wind. So he looked at Bran, and Bran was of the same mind. And the two of them got up and went out to the cattle; and the mirth of the wind and the grandeur of the mountains, and the gaiety of the sky, seemed urging them to be started. Mrs. OHara gave Rory the three pound-notes and a packet of food, OHara brought out Veillantif and shook hands and said goodbye to Rory and Bran, and Rory mounted, clutching his ash-plant.

Is that your sword? asked Maureen.

Rory looked at his ash-plant slanting downwards from his gripped hand, then raised it and looked at it closer. At last he sighed and said, No.

The mountains were much further away today, or so they seemed to Rory. Grey shapes, with a light in the grey. Then the wind that had been behind Rory veered round to his left and gradually blew something across the mountains. Rory could see no clouds drifting across them; it was as though something were gently cleaning the sky of all terrestrial shapes. Slievenamona disappeared utterly, and only the lowest slopes of the Drumlin hills remained visible. Far off on another horizon the peaks of mountains appeared, with a streak of invisibility about their bases, as though some of the sky had slipped in between them and the fields to cut them off from the earth; but of Slievenamona nothing at all remained.

Rory was more than ever without guidance: if he were in doubt what to do he could look to Slievenamona, and try to guess what the heroes of fable would do, who probably walked in its valleys; but those high valleys were no longer there. And so when he came to a cross-roads and saw Fagan the jockey there, and the jockey asked him to turn to the right, away from Gurtnaroonagh, to see him make his four pounds into a hundred at a great race-meeting there was only a mile away, Rory looked up to the mountains and saw only heaped clouds mocking the shape of the peaks of Slievenamona, and turned as the jockey advised.

Were going to the right, Bran, said Rory, and I know you dont like it, but help me with the cattle like a good fellow; for, if we dont go this way now, Ill never see my four pounds again; and maybe, if I do, I might yet get the hundred.

So Bran helped him to turn the cattle down the bye-road to the right, though it was true enough what Rory had said, that he did not like it. He did not like it at all.

Hes at 25 to 1, said the jockey; which is just right.

Right? said Rory.

Youll get a hundred that way, if he wins.

Give me my four pounds, said Rory.

But the jockey moved a little aside, till he walked at the edge of the road; a small ditch ran beside him across which he could easily jump, and Veillantif could once have jumped it too. Could Veillantif jump it now? Perhaps the jockey knew more about that than Rory. At any rate he looked confident as he walked by the edge of the ditch; but the four pound-notes as they fluttered through Rorys imagination were wearing a lost look now. It was curious that the jockey had said nothing about his horse, or nothing about the six cattle that the boy had exchanged for it. So many fancies danced through Rorys mind that he may well have forgotten the deal, accepting his equestrian status as a due and natural development; but Fagan was not a forgetful man, and yet he said no word about horse or cattle.

Bran had known he was leaving the right road when he turned aside at the cross-roads, but now the feeling that he was on the wrong road was steadily growing upon him. Everything pointed to it. They saw no more cattle ahead of them; there were no marks of them on the road; and when they did at last meet half a dozen they were going the other way. Worse than that, the people they began to meet on the road, all going their way, were frivolous people having nothing to do with fairs; that could be seen from the way they spoke to Bran as they passed him, not seeming to know he had serious work to do, and from the way they treated the cattle as being hindrances on the road instead of the most important part of traffic. The numbers grew, until it was almost a crowd that were going that way with Rory and Bran and the jockey, and Brans sense that the road was the wrong road grew with the numbers. The jockey walked nearer to Rory now, as though friends had joined him and he felt safe; and suddenly Brans uneasiness came to be shared by Rory; for, looking up a bohereen that ran into their road, he saw a dark shape and a great figure some fifty yards away that reminded him of the OHarrigan. Rory could not see him clearly in the dark of the bohereen, for it ran sunk below banks and almost roofed over with hedges; often he looked round to see if the OHarrigan followed, but he saw him no more that day, nor was ever quite sure that it actually was the OHarrigan. If Bran recognized him he made no sign: it was perhaps enough for him that he was on the wrong road, going away from the road that all the drovers were following, in company with noisy people pursuing a frivolous aim, and haunted by Fagan, who had already taken from him once what, to him, as to old OCullen, was treasure in its most natural form: his also was the responsibility for that treasure, for the cattle had been confided to him, and Rory too, for that matter; and the intuition that they were all in bad company was continually growing stronger. The crowd thickened, so that Rory knew they must be near to the place where the fate of his four pounds was to be decided, if it was not decided already. They came to a gate by the road, leading to a field in which Fagan said the cattle could be left till the races were over. The gate was the end of a bedstead, including one of the legs and the castor on which it ran. It was very narrow, though there was room for one beast at a time, but it opened and shut easier than other gates, on account of the little wheel at the end of the leg of the bedstead, while the others rested heavily on the mud.

Its a good gate, said Fagan, and therell be no trouble in opening it.

May we leave them there? asked Rory.

We may, replied Fagan; the man that owns its a friend of mine.

Who is he? asked Rory.

Ah, what matter who he is? said the jockey. Hes a man with a great eye for a horse, and hell not be here any way. Hell be beyont at the races. So they turned the cattle in, through the gate that had been the end of a bed, Bran lending his help against his better judgment; perhaps he would not have done it at all, so much did he feel that this field was the wrong place for them, had not one of the bullocks tried to turn back, and this to Bran was what a loose ball to leg is to a professional cricketer, a thing to be dealt with at once.

Ill shut the gate, said Fagan as they left, so that nobody will go in there while were away. And he took a piece of string out of his pocket and tied up the gate. Then they went on to the races. And several times as they went, people made way for Rory, having caught a glimpse out of the tail of an eye of the bright jacket and cap up there on a horse. So might villeins and peasants in cobbled streets have made way for Roland, when he rode through villages on his way to the wars. The laughter that always followed fell on his spirit as the lightest arrows rapping on shields of steel. Time had indeed given him a cuirass against laughter, and he wore it by now with ease.

It was a curious field that Rory and Bran and Fagan were coming to now, a field that the night before had been so lonely and still that the feet of rabbits running over the grass, or the sigh of a breeze stirring, were the principal sounds to be heard there by anyone wandering late. Now it was as though a city had suddenly come there, brought down on the field by magic, a city almost instantly throbbing with the full flood of its life. I do not know if in any drawer in a room of any office is a calculation of the amount of money brought to Glenruagh Races, or the number of people that bring it; it is a large sum, that money, and it must take weeks of investigation and hours of calculation to work out what it would be, and it would take men specially trained to that sort of work to deal with the matter at all; and yet there are men to be seen wandering the roads of Ireland for the three or four days before that meeting, and living I know not where for the rest of the year, who with a single glance of the minds eye seem to know the exact sum, and especially the more important part of it, what may be called the fluid portion, that will change hands at the race-meeting. It is to this sum, perhaps three quarters of the total sum brought to the meeting, that the temples are erected, if we look on the various booths as temples to Chance, Chance duly, and more than duly, ministered to by his priests; or we may consider them as the banks and exchanges of the temporary city whose commerce thrives as actively as in any city I know. By one of these bankers of the money brought to that meeting, Rory and Fagan stopped, and Bran stopped with them. The man seemed to be pouring out the cherished convictions of his soul: with a loud voice and violent emphasis he was saying, And I tell you that I state without fear of contradiction; and I challenge any man to contradict me, and to make good his assertion before you all; that I am about to show you without any pretence or any deception, and holding back nothing, the most marvellous, the most wonderful and the most stupendous bargain, at the price, that the eye of man has ever been privileged to behold, or will ever behold again, after this opportunity has gone from you, as it will do, ladies and gents, make no mistake about that, as soon as I have retired from this field to go back to my more permanent occupation. For do not suppose, ladies and gents, that this is my way of living. I come here to offer you today a golden and grand opportunity... Fagan put a hand then on the reins of Veillantif and brought Rory away with him, who was longing to hear more, but Fagan seemed to grudge him to the man with the golden and grand opportunity; and Bran was glad to leave, for he did not believe a word that the man was saying.

Then with his hand on a rein of Veillantif Fagan spoke for the first time that day of their deal.

Didnt you give me six beasts for the horse? he said.

Rory looked round from the saddle at the three-card-trick, which was in full play quite near, at the game of crown-and-anchor and at the man they had just left, everywhere people cheating or being cheated, as it seemed to him in one of those flashes of insight into what the world was doing, that came to him so rarely. And he said to Fagan, Didnt you get the six cattle off me, and werent they yours? And didnt Bran get the beasts off of you, and arent they his? Begob, they are.

And Rory looked affectionately towards Bran, and Fagan followed his glance uneasily, and said no more of the cattle. The light of insight faded away from Rory, and he believed that the victory was his.


CHAPTER XI

The Race 

SUDDENLY, as Rory slowly rode through the crowd, he saw written large on a board, 33 to I; and it started a train of thought. If he put a pound on that horse, whose name was Ratcatcher, he would win £33. That was clear enough. If he put £2 and won, he would get £66. But he had three pounds. He rode to the nearest thorn-tree and dismounted and tied up Veillantif by looping the reins over an upright branch; and saying to Bran Look after Veillantif while I go and talk to the Bookie, he went back to where he had seen the odds on the board, and asked the owner of it what he would get if he put £3 on Ratcatcher and he won. Ninety-nine pounds, said the Bookie.

Its what I thought, said Rory.

Here then was his chance if Fagan failed him: he could still get a hundred pounds. With the ninety-nine pounds and the three in his pocket, it would be a hundred and two. Of all who were gathered before those high black boards where the odds were written in chalk, Rory and Bran (for Bran was only twenty yards away) were the two that cared least for a hundred pounds; but Rory was troubled by the thought of going home to his parents with his four pounds lost, if Fagan should not fulfil his promise, whereas it would be a splendid answer when they asked where the four pounds were gone, and why he borrowed three from OHara, to show them the hundred pounds. But what if he lost his three pounds too? That is a calculation unknown to gamblers with wiser heads than Rorys, and it never troubled him either.

So Rory put his £3 on Ratcatcher, and soon watched him going out and cantering down the course. There would be no mistaking him; his jockey wore a jacket of the most brilliant yellow, with sleeves and cap of a brilliant blue: it was like the sun in the very bluest sky that the South and the splendour of summer have to show. Like many other backers, Rory might have put his money on this horse for the colours alone, even were it not that the odds exactly suited him. Meanwhile there was his double chance, if Fagan kept his word; but he did not know what horse Fagan was choosing, or if it was in this race. Rory drifted with part of the crowd to the first fence, an open ditch from which the hedge had been shaved to the soil, with a flag on each side of the shaving, one red, one white. The crowd lined each side of the course, and a hunt servant in pink on a bay was riding slowly along it. Suddenly the bay plunged at the crowd on the side that Rory was, and the people ran back a little way. Ive known this horse eat a man, said the rider half to himself, but overheard by a group of boys to his left, while his whip was seeking another little group that was pressing forward too much on his right.

Another display by the man-eating horse, and Rory heard someone say, Theyre off. Yellow jacket, blue sleeves and cap, was leading. Ratcatcher cleared the fence, and seven more after him. There was a dip in the ground, and hedges soon hid all eight from view. When they appeared again, among the farms, Ratcatcher was still there, but the favourite was level with him now, and blue-and-red hoops were shining beside the yellow jacket. The farms through which they ran were tilted all on a slope, which rose up facing the fields in which the crowd were gathered; the horses had gone down from these fields and jumped a stream, and had now swung back and were passing in full view of everyone. A chestnut was coming up to join the two leading horses, a horse of so bright a hue that he could be picked out easily without noting his riders colours. Then came scarlet with white sleeves and cap, the rider of a horse called Murder, who was fancied next after the favourite.

A few more fences, at which none fell, and these two horses both passed the favourite and Rorys fancy; but not by much. A fifth horse came up, white jacket and cap and green sleeves, and drew level with Ratcatcher, but could not pass him. The favourite dropped back a little. Two horses seemed to be dropping out of the race, but yet one more came to join the bunch of five that were all so close together that a fair-sized garden would have held them. They came to a double, which is to say a fence too big to fly, thrown up from two ditches. The chestnut touched the top with Murder beside him; and there something went wrong, and the chestnut made a bad landing, and stumbled and four horses landed almost on top of him. Three fell besides the chestnut, and among the men on the ground Rory could see the one in the yellow jacket with blue sleeves and cap. At once he was up and running to his horse. He might win yet, thought Rory. But the jockey ran past his horse with his hands out, as though he were dazed. The chestnut horse was galloping on with the rest, two horses were standing, breathing after their fall, and one was lying still. The jockey turned round, still with his hands stretched out, and blundered into a rein; then he pulled himself together and remounted, and the yellow jacket with the bright blue sleeves and cap was in the race again. The two last horses checked their pace at the double, so as to steer their way through the men and horses with which the landing was littered; and Rory saw with delight that, by the time those sunny colours were in the saddle again, there was only one horse in front of him. It was white jacket and cap and green sleeves that was leading now, and very soon Rory saw the gap decreasing; while the two last horses, that were very near, had neither of them overtaken yellow jacket, blue sleeves and cap.

Come on Ratcatcher, shouted Rory.

And, as though his words had been heard, the gap between first and second decreased still more; but it was still a gap of three hundred yards. There was only another mile and a half to go. Could he do it? And, as though in answer to Rorys thoughts, a man beside him said to another, Ratcatchers not the horse to do it.

Ah, sure, never, said the other. He cant stay and he hasnt the pace for it.

Yet still the gap was decreasing. And Rorys colours were drawing away from the two that had come up close.

Sure, his fall has done him good, said another man.

And, after all, there was only one horse, of those that were left in the race, that had had a rest while the other three were galloping very nearly two furlongs.

The leader, a horse at 20 to 1, called Slieveronan, seemed to have made his effort earlier in the race, when he caught up the favourite; but he seemed to be tiring now, and still the gap decreased. When no more than a hundred yards separated the first and second, there were fifty yards between the second and third. With half a mile to go the lead was down to fifty; and then the jockey in the yellow jacket with blue sleeves and cap seemed to think that he had asked enough of his horse, for he was taking his fences slower, and gaining only little upon the leader. But now the other two began to come up. And so they went for a while, with the third and fourth closing in on the second, and the second gaining only slightly upon the first; till there was only another quarter of a mile to go. And now the leader was fast tiring, and dropping back nearer and nearer the second without the rider of the second horse having to make much effort on his account any longer; but he was beginning to ride harder to prevent the other two from passing him, for they were nearly alongside now. Three hundred yards from the winning-post all were level; and there was shouting in the crowd and confusion, and men calling for different horses to come on, and contradicting each other. It was the horse that made the effort; the jockey in yellow and blue was swaying, and men saw as he came to the crowd how dazed he was. Would he stay in the saddle, someone asked. But his seat was all right, though his face looked pale and vacant. He was leading by twenty yards now, and still the good horse was drawing away from the rest. The jockey steadied himself, or was steadied by the shouting of the crowd, and the knowledge that the winning post was near and that he was winning. Rory threw a swift glance to where his Bookie stood. He was still there, under his black board. A hundred pounds! It seemed a glittering prize. And then the yellow jacket and blue sleeves and cap passed the winning-post, firm in the saddle, thirty yards ahead of the second. There was shouting and more confusion. At that instant some of the splendour seemed to slide from a hundred pounds. It is sad, but perfectly true, that the glory of the sum seemed less to Rory than when it had been remoter.

There was mud along one side of the blue cap, as the jockey in the yellow jacket and blue sleeves rode to the weighing-tent, splendid above the dark coats of the crowd. And from the weighing-tent the owner came out to meet him. The jockey smiled at him, as though he had forgotten him and suddenly had remembered who he was.

Where is your horse? shouted the owner. Here, said the jockey, pointing downwards and touching the withers with his finger.

Where is MY horse? shouted the owner then. And the jockey looked at the horse again, and fainted.


CHAPTER XII

Fagan Comes for Thanks 

THE horse that had come in first was the favourite. Ratcatcher was lying dead, out by the big double, and his jockey when he picked himself up seemed to be walking in a world where everything quivered as though there were a great furnace somewhere, heating the air. So much was the air dancing that it was not easy to see at first; and, before he had looked round to make quite sure, he was up on the wrong horse. He was a good deal lighter than the favourites jockey, and he now had by far the best horse that was left in the race. They got the jockey on to an outside car and drove him to the big hospital at Gurtnaroonagh, where the resident doctor treated him for concussion, and would only have detained him for a few days, but that they gave him a whiskey or two to console him and to prevent the man from dying of thirst on the way; so he was there three or four weeks. Rory tried hard to get his hundred pounds from the Bookie, and, when he couldnt do that, tried to get back his three pounds. When this also failed, he went away to the thorn-tree to which Veillantif was tied, and sat down and talked to Bran.

Bran, he said, they wont pay me that hundred pounds. They say the same rider that started the race must be on the same horse at the end of it.

This sentence is not very clear, and Bran could not make head or tail of it.

They told me my colours were yellow and blue, he went on, and, when yellow and blue won, they told me my horse was dead and my three pounds were gone. And Im thinking, when they wont give me my hundred pounds, Fagan wont either. And Ive no money left, and Ive borrowed £3 from OHara.

A hundred pounds meant nothing to Bran, and he had never had the very least faith in Fagan; but he comforted Rory, seeing him so much in need of comfort; and soon Rory came to see, what he had seen before but forgotten, that there still were friendships and fun in the world when a hundred pounds were gone.

And as they sat under the thorn-tree Fagan came up smiling.

Well, he said, bubbling over as it seemed with the news, youd have had your hundred pounds if it hadnt been for that mix-up at the double.

Sure, no-one could have foreseen that, no-one in the world. And Id got you the odds at 25 to 1. You wouldnt have got more nor 15 to 1, left to yourself, or 10 to 1, or maybe only evens. Aye, evens is all youd have got, and I got 25 to 1 for you.

And did you not get the hundred pounds for me? asked Rory.

I did not, said the jockey. Didnt I tell you that everything went wrong at the double. I was at the double myself, watching to see that everything went all right, and it didnt.

You said youd get it for me, said Rory.

Sure, do you expect me to foresee a thing like that? said Fagan. Id want the foresight of the prophet Elisha to see it. Do you expect me to have that? Begob, I am not a prophet.

Then, can I have back my four pounds? asked Rory.

Havent I told you twice, said Fagan, that that was all wrecked at the double. Sure, four horses fell in a heap there, and yours was among them. I got you 25 to 1. Is there no gratitude in you?

And with a movement of sudden disgust the jockey turned on his heel.

Weve lost another hundred, Bran, said Rory.

But to Bran, as I think Ive mentioned, a hundred pounds was nothing; yet he was sad for a moment at the drop in his friends cheerfulness, though he did not worry in the least at the cause.

Rory noticed a certain alertness in Fagan as he watched him walking away, for he noticed much, even if putting two and two together was sometimes an effort beyond his powers of addition. Fagan walked like a man who might at any moment see somebody who had been at Clonskeagh races and who had had money there on the favourite. But disappointed men were looking for another jockey now, and Fagan soon came to have a sense of this, and some of the nimbleness seemed to go from his looks, the edge went off his alertness.

There were many there that Rory would have gladly been friends with, men that he could have talked with for hours, but none of them were thinking Rorys thoughts just then, and he was far from theirs, so that there came on him all of a sudden, like a wind from a wall of ice, that feeling of loneliness that sometimes comes, and always suddenly, to men whose interests are far from what those about them are doing. Why stay? There was Bran, who would go to Worlds End with him. And there was Veillantif who would carry him. And had he not still his ash-plant, which would batter the gates of fortresses, if a fortress should stand in his way, and, if not, would do to drive cattle? So he said to Bran, Well get back to the road, Bran, and leave all these people.

And Bran was delighted. And Rory untied the reins from the branch of the thorn, and mounted Veillantif and rode away with Bran walking beside him; and no-one noticed them going, for they were mostly looking for another jockey, the one who had let the favourite be mounted by the former rider of Ratcatcher.

Come, Bran, said Rory. Well get back to the cattle.

They were both out of their own world among strangers, though by only so short a way, like an elf that has strayed over the palings of Fairyland to find itself on a thoroughfare; and both were glad to be going back to the things they knew. The smell of the cattle, the sound of their quiet feet, and everything about them, were links that held Rorys fancy down to the fields we move in; without them those fancies might have been away for ever. To Bran these cattle were the serious business that they were to old OCullen. So both of them were glad to be going back to the road again. The road was very empty. Behind them were five thousand people; before them was the countryside that Gurtnaroonagh races had drained. They came to the gate that Fagan had locked with string. They could see no cattle there. Rory opened the end of the bedstead, and both went through. The field was certainly empty.

Sic transit gloria mundi, thought Rory, though not in those words; and his fancies roamed away to the mists of Slievenamona, which had taken away its veil and reappeared. Up there, he thought, there were no troubles. For he associated trouble with things that had weight, like cattle or money, having never known trouble in dreams; and believed those valley-wandering mists, high up on Slievenamona, could no more carry trouble than his own fancies carried it. From his fancies to Slievenamona, and back again, walked Roland and his peers and all were happy.

But he was on the road now, far from those peaks, and must find his cattle and get them to Gurtnaroonagh.

Which way did they go, Bran? he said.

But the road was all trampled with feet.

Im thinking the OHarrigans got them again, said Rory.

Bran turned from the trampled road and looked at Rory. Neither of them knew what to do.

Would the sense of emptiness that, with the loss of his cattle, was oppressing the material world, lift if he had dinner, thought Rory. It might be so, for it was a long while since he had eaten.

Bran, he said. Dad told me youd find water for me when. I wanted a drink. Sure, I want one now, for Im too dry to eat without it. And then well have dinner.

But Bran, who was thirsty too, was drinking out of a puddle.

Ill not drink that, said Rory.

So they went on down the road. And soon they came to another of Slievenamonas streams, nursed in high valleys. There Rory dismounted and drank, and let Veillantif drink too.

Thats a decenter drink than your puddles, Bran, he said. Come now, and well have dinner.

So Rory pulled out of his pocket all the food he had, and divided it equally between Bran and himself, and sat down and began to eat hungrily, without troubling to tie up the old horse, who was happily grazing.

See that he doesnt stray, was all he said about that to Bran.

But Veillantif in deep grasses beside that stream had no thought of straying.

What shall we do now, Bran? Rory asked.

And suddenly, as is often the case with people who ask advice, he had an idea of his own.

My Dad sent me to Gurtnaroonagh Fair, and begob well go there, said Rory.

They were without any more food, and without money, and there seemed to be no object now in going at all to a cattle fair; but the hopefulness with which Rory spoke carried away Bran, and when Rory mounted again and they continued their journey, they followed the road like travellers who had some purpose before them, though neither of them had any idea what it was.


CHAPTER XIII

Rory Talks with Charlemagne

SKY above, and flashing grass and flowers below, and the peaks of Slievenamona in between, brightened as the result of dinner. Astronomically the light of the sun remained constant, meteorologically there was an actual tendency to increased brightness with the approach of evening; but my humble concern is rather with these influences as they fell upon the perceptions of Rory and Bran; and dinner, so long deferred, increased the receptiveness of these perceptions, so that all the little world of Rory and Bran was brightened. Bran chewed a blade of grass, an especially bright and juicy one that he found by the side of the road.

I wish you and I could live on grass, Bran, said Rory, reflecting that he had no more food in his pocket.

Bran, who ate a blade of grass for medicinal reasons, no more than half a dozen times in the year, paid no attention to this absurd remark. They came to the cross-roads where it would have been well for them to have kept straight on when first they saw them, instead of turning aside to make a hundred pounds at the races. But such reflections after a race is over do not require to be read in a book; the intelligent reader can elaborate them for himself; while they are forced on the unintelligent. Again they turned to the right, and this turn headed them straight for Slievenamona. Soon his grave head and his immortal shoulders lifted before them, and gave the hoary mountain the air of watching them, but indolently and as though he watched them only because they had entered the path of his gaze, which was watching something that had been there when first he began to look, and had therefore no concern with Rory or Bran, or anything human or any ally of ours. For a moment Rory wondered at what Slievenamona was gazing, but luckily Veillantif stumbled and brought his attention back to the road. His interest in the world about him was barely sufficient to support him in it; and, had he concerned himself any longer with the affairs of Slievenamona, his wandering fancy might have lost its anchorage here.

And now the road was lifting among the Drumlin hills; and, as the day wore on, old age and the steepness of the slope were telling on Veillantif, and Rory dismounted and led him.

Bran, he said then, we shant get to Gurtnaroonagh today; nor within miles of it. Well have to sleep by the road. You wont like it, Bran, being accustomed to houses; and I wont like it, for the same reason. But Gurtnaroonagh wont come any nearer to please you and me, and well have to make the best of it.

But it wasnt being out there without a roof over him that was worrying Bran; it was being on the road without any work to do.

Rory went forward as fast as he could get Veillantif to follow him, urged on by the thought that he had been sent to Gurtnaroonagh and must arrive there, yet his dreams were all behind him with Oriana.

The vastness of Slievenamona began to rise all about them, and darkness began to come up, as though visiting Slievenamona, to sit beside him all night, conferring with him upon matters far from man. And Rory pondered that the affairs of Slievenamona, and the corridors of Time reaching back to Roland, and many a splendid dream that transcended cattle, were guessed by him, scorned by the world, and known to Oriana.

There was no more level road for them; all was climbing. A sky like pale-blue glass shone before them so brightly under black clouds, that Rory was surprised, on looking round, to see suddenly a large star. Soon there were many stars; and, late though their dinner had been, it was time for supper. But Rory had no food. And they saw no sign of houses, in the loneliness of the hills. Slievenamona sent down to them a stream, with open hand, exuberantly, like a generous host bringing out wine of his merriest vintage, insisting that it be drunk. And this water hurled from the peaks was all they had for supper.

Bran, said Rory, the worlds a bed; but theres bits of it softer than others. Lets look for a soft bit. Or, maybe, a dry bits better.

But in the end he looked for a tree, so as to tie up Veillantif, and he had far to look. At last he found a tree on the bare hills, and tied Veillantif to it, taking the bit from his mouth so that he could graze in comfort, and tying the reins low, so that he could lie down if he wished, and he took the saddle off and used it as a pillow for himself. But later in the night he found that pillows were but little more than conventions, whereas warmth was one of the essential needs, so he put the saddle across him and got some slight warmth from it. When Veillantif lay down Bran went and lay alongside of him, on the side away from the wind, getting warmth and shelter, his wits being quicker than Rorys, who had not thought of it. All the mysterious folk that dwelt in the shadows of those high valleys, knights, lonely adventurers and legendary kings, had moved higher up when Rory reached the spot where he stayed the night; but in the brief sleep that he got when the saddle kept off some of the wind from his ribs Charlemagne himself came to see him, and spoke to him gravely, his huge beard grey as the skirts of the clouds that touched Slievenamona, and told him not to trouble over the loss of money or cattle, the splendours of the hills (where we walk unseen, he said) and the splendours of Time, where we walk in the sight of all men, being enough.

Where is Roland, your Majesty? asked Rory.

He is away fighting, said Charlemagne.

And the great figure pointed up to the peaks, where Rory saw a confusion of misty shapes; and got the idea that many a splendour of chivalry was fighting there against fancies that would rob Time of its glory. And that night he determined that he would never have anything to do, while he lived, with aught that seemed contrary to the beauty of Slievenamona, and that after he was dead he would fight up there in the mist, to keep Ireland from all such things; and this last thought was a heresy.


CHAPTER XIV

The Coming of the Tinker 

A WIND ran over the high bare land, like a mounted policeman before a royal procession, and dawn appeared in all its changeful magnificence. No dawn exactly like it had ever been seen before, and yet every beast and bird, and every insect, recognized it at once. Even the flowers knew it, and a gleaming appeared upon bare slabs of rock, as though they too welcomed this splendour. Rory rose to look for his breakfast where he had looked for his supper, that is to say by a stream.

Bran, he said reflectively, you should never be without a match.

He was thinking that a cup of hot water would have been much more like tea than the cold stream. But then he had no cup, and nothing in which to boil water; so that it scarcely mattered that Bran carried no matches. To have carried matches himself would have been altogether beyond Rorys sense of providence, as my reader may have gathered by now.

Rory saddled Veillantif and led him down to the stream for a drink. Feeding was sparse for him there, but Rory had no anxiety on his account, for the world was covered with food for Veillantif.

Come on, Bran, said Rory, we mustnt delay. We must be in Gurtnaroonagh by nightfall.

And he mounted Veillantif eagerly and got on to the road; though what need there was to reach Gurtnaroonagh in time for the fair, or ever to reach it at all, he could not have told us. On the road he pressed on eagerly.

Am I going too fast for you, Bran? he asked.

But Bran also was in a hurry; not that he knew what the hurry was about, any more than Rory did, but he saw from all Rorys movements, as well as his words, that there was a hurry. And soon he was on in front of Veillantif.

The road still climbed upwards. And now Rory and Bran came to a high bare field, but unlike any field of men; it was heathery, mossy, marshy and without boundaries; and from it, quite close at hand, looking strangely clear and neighbourly, rose up a group of the peaks of Slievenamona. It seemed impossible that these stony slopes, standing so near, were the same grey monsters that Rory had lately seen robed in mist and light, splendid in purple that was of the same fabric as that with which evening decked the western sky; it was as though he had suddenly come upon kings bathing.

They kept a stupendous silence. To Rory, now that he had come so close, it seemed that they should have spoken. He had not thought that they would speak to him ever, but then he did not think he should ever see them so near. Now that he was almost in the same gathering with them, the vastness of their silence oppressed him. The hooves of Veillantif clattered, a hawk went over calling, but the great peaks said nothing.

So the immensities could be silent like that.

We are nothing to them, Bran, said Rory. They are there always. They wont speak to us when we come among them. Its because were not doing the right thing, buying and selling cattle. They know that. But what are they doing, Bran? Watching the stars and the dawn and the sunset, I am thinking. They speak to them, Bran; but they wont speak to us. What do the stars say to them, Bran? Ah, thats what they wont tell. If they told me that, Bran, if they told me that, Id go home and hear them whisper to one another there, The poor lads innocent and he knows nothing. And Id say to them, T know what the stars say to Slievenamona at night. I know what wars are coming; and I know when the world will end.

Theyd say, he cant get twelve cattle to Gurtnaroonagh. Hes lost them, theyd say, and he doesnt know where they are. And Id say, They dont know what way the world is going, nor what is coming over it at the end. And I know all that, for I heard Slievenamona learning it from the stars.

Id say that to them, Bran, if Slievenamona would speak. But he wont tell, and I dont know. Im thinking, Bran, that theres many men that know nothing, like me. But the great things will not speak and the little folk are all chattering; so how can we know?

Bran looked up to Rory full of understanding. But what comfort could Bran give him, when the peaks of Slievenamona would not speak?

Bran, Bran, said Rory, we shall never know anything.

No one but Bran and Oriana had thought that Rory ever would know anything. Yet for all their silence the mountains had taught him what many a man does not know, what the Greeks prized as the last wisdom, what he had just said to Bran.

Bran saw that Rory was troubled, but could not understand why, because he was never himself oppressed by wisdom, having plenty for all his requirements, but never too much. It is the excess of that great mental stimulant that depresses.

Picture a placid lake shining, on higher ground, far from the Fools Paradise; and then one day the dam of the waters of wisdom bursts, and the Fools Paradise is swept away with all its gardens and all its lovely birds. Such disasters were not for Bran.

The road began to dip, rose again, dipped once more, and the peaks of Slievenamona were behind them. The world opened far before Rory, like a smile on a face. When he saw that he was leaving Slievenamona he would have drawn a flashing sword and saluted the mountain; but, having no sword, he lifted his ash-plant to his forehead, looking at the grave peak. Still Slievenamona gave no recognition; and Rory lowered his ash-plant with a sigh.

By that airy road, with a county spread out like a garden below him, Rory met a tinker. The man was frying a rabbit over red embers within a white circle of ash; round that again went a circle of black where the heat of the fire had been, and then the green of the grass. It was the smell of the cooking that Rory noticed first, for hunger had sharpened his sense of smell or else his imagination, and he gazed longingly from the back of Veillantif at the tinkers frying-pan. And the sound of the horses hooves or that longing look attracted the tinker, and he looked up at Rory.

By the Holy, he said, who are you, up here on Slievenamona and dressed for the races?

Im Rory, the boy answered. Who are you?

Begob, said the tinker, Im a master of my trade. And theres very few men in the world can say that. For it takes a man maybe ten years to get to know all his trade, and by that time his trade is master of him. And it tells him where to live and when to work, and it gets a hold on him and shapes him to its needs till he could serve no other trade. I work where I will and when I will, and my trade is that of tinker, the Lord be praised for it.

His coat was thick and good except at the skirts of it and at the ends of the sleeves, where it was frayed and had a tendency to rags, and he wore a bowler hat; but it was a bowler that the years had softened, and won away from the unyielding hardness of its kind, till the brim in front came down just where the eyes needed it.

I am a drover by trade, said Rory.

And a fine trade, said the tinker. Where are your cattle?

I had them when I started, said Rory, but someones stolen them. I was taking them to Gurtnaroonagh Fair, and I wish I had them still; but Im going on to the Fair. They could steal my cattle, but they couldnt prevent my going to Gurtnaroonagh.

And what will you do at the fair without your cattle? the tinker asked.

Ah, sure, cant a man enjoy a fair without owning cattle, said Rory. There are those that can enjoy nothing without they own it. Dont birds fly over Gurtnaroonagh? And they have nothing at all.

You have the right point of view, said the tinker.

Nevertheless Rorys face fell, in spite of his words, when he thought of all the good cattle hed lost, and that he seemed to be continually losing them.

I lost all my money too, said Rory.

Ah, whats money? said the tinker.

And I borrowed some more, said Rory, and lost that.

Listen here, said the tinker. Ive a violin in there. And he pointed to a sheet of canvas drooping over some sticks. Wait till I get it.

And he burrowed into the dark of his queer tent, and emerged with a small violin.

Come down off of that horse, said the tinker.

And Rory came down.

Come now, said the tinker. Listen to this.

Ah, what good will that do me? said Rory.

Havent you lost all your cattle and all your money? said the tinker. And hasnt the world turned against you?

I wouldnt say that, said Rory. But its turning.

Then listen to this, said the tinker.

And he began to play on his violin. When he played, the whole plain that stretched so far seemed haunted, and goblin and elfin things seemed close as the nearest rocks. The world was growing stranger. Then a message came in the music, to tell Rory all the things that he could not understand. But he did not know the language in which it was said. And yet though he knew nothing that the music told him, he was sure that it told of something better than what money bought, something that no trade ever attained to, and his losses weighed more lightly on him at once.

Bran had become interested in a very queer little white dog that the tinker had, and was trying to make out what on earth it was, for it was of no known breed; and so he was not listening to the tinker. Yet, even so, the music came to him, with its curious notes that seemed to be from a land that he had not known; though what he made of it I cant say, for what was strange to Rory was often strange to Bran.

What tune is that? said Rory, with his eyes full of wonder, when the tinker had finished and the last of echoes had died on the furthest rocks.

Ill not tell you the name, said the tinker, for Im sworn not to. But its a tune that is only played at the court of the Queen of the Fairies: Ill tell you that. And its only played, even there, on nights of the full moon. And Ill tell you a thing about the full moon. Theres a lore in it that you may get if you sleep out in it much, and it helps you a lot in some ways, and it hinders you in others.

What ways does it hinder you? asked Rory, not wishing to be caught any more, as he so often had been already by Fagan and the OHarrigan.

It helps you in nearly every way, said the tinker. But it hinders you in the selling of kettles.

Does it that? said Rory.

It does, said the tinker. But Ill tell you something of which the world is ignorant. And its this. Theres better things in the world nor selling kettles.

Is that so? said Rory.

It is, said the tinker. And you may say to all the world that a tinker told you that. Aye, cry it out in the market-places of the world, and in all its streets; and none will believe you.

And Rory took hope, for he thought that it might be the same with cattle.

Then the tinker laid down his violin and bow on the grass with the air of one laying aside a mood, and took up his frying-pan.

Tell me about the lore of the full moon, said Rory.

For it seemed that the tinker was growing akin to him, and that at that point he had come nearest.

Ah, said the tinker, amnt I cooking now? And the full moon never had anything to say to that. I wouldnt say that cooking could affect the full moon, or overcome it in any way; but put the two powers side by side, the power of the moon at the full and cooking, and I know which is the greater. Sure its cooking.

Is that so? said Rory, sniffing the frying rabbit.

Sure it is, said the tinker. Wait and youll see.

And Rory watched in silence while he cooked.

So good was the smell of the cooking that Bran also was attracted by it, and left his unsatisfactory efforts to make out what particular breed the tinkers dog belonged to, and came and joined Rory.

This is Bran, said Rory.

Well my fine fellow, said the tinker, do you like rabbit?

He does, answered Rory, though the question was not addressed to him.

Then we must see, said the tinker, how far one rabbit is able to go with the three of us.

Rory and Bran and the tinker ate that rabbit with a whole county to watch as they ate. White walls shone here and there, to show that man had come to the plain, but mostly it seemed populated with trees. There were no more trees on that side of Slievenamona than in the country through which Rory had passed, but seen from that height there seemed to be multitudes, and wherever one white cottage marked the presence of man, the trees seemed to be gathered round and frowning upon it, as though plotting for the return of that plain to their power whose roots were firm in it before ever man came. From amongst them a thin white spire shot up from the plain. The tinker pointed to it. It was Gurtnaroonagh. And Rory got the idea, though it may have been wrong, as many of his ideas were, that when the tinker showed him Gurtnaroonagh, he was hinting that his hospitality was drawing towards its end. So he rose up and said farewell to the tinker, and went to Veillantif, that had been grazing under the eye of Bran; and, as he mounted, the tinkers fluffy dog came up to watch his departure. Then Rory thought remorsefully of his third share of the rabbit, remembering that the mongrel had none.

Oh, your dog has had no breakfast, he called back to the tinker.

Ah, no matter, said the tinker. Ill be moving on towards Gurtnaroonagh soon, and well soon be coming to houses, and he has a great knack of getting food for himself. Maybe he might even get a whole rabbit, before weve gone very far.

Do ye tell me? said Rory surprised at the prowess of so small a dog.

Begob, said the tinker, a dog that cant do that doesnt keep company with tinkers.

Does he not? said Rory.

As Rory rode away he passed the tinkers donkey, grazing the land that for the purposes of agricultural returns was always classified as bare mountain. Between him and the tinker, by the side of the road, draped with such a profusion of old clothing and bedding as to suggest a monument set up in those hills to Untidiness, Rory saw the donkeys cart. One might have imagined upon it the figure of Untidiness herself, hidden by all those cloths and pieces of canvas that were her full regalia. Rory as he glanced at it imagined nothing; such tawdry subjects as that were not for him; the music of the tinkers violin, the sight of the further peaks, all solemn at evening, the mist that closed high valleys against the eye and that opened their golden gates to imagination, those were the things for Rory. To some extent he goes for us as an ambassador, from the world that is all around us to the world we should like to know more of; often losing himself on the way, and lost for good but for Bran; and yet a link of a sort between us and Roland.


CHAPTER XV

A Distance You Dont Often Meet

IT was early April of a backward year; and, though the birds had long been announcing Spring, Spring had not yet astonished the world, that is newly surprised each year, with the tidal rush of her greenery. It was raining this morning, as the mountains sometimes rain, while the plain is lying in sunlight, a falling mist scarce heavy enough to lay up for Rorys old age that store of rheumatism against which his mother had sometimes warned him. As for old age, Rory did not believe in it, and the warnings went unheeded. There seemed a smile in the mist, as though Spring were blessing the world through it. And sure enough Spring was. For when Rory came to the hedges again, there were signs of awakening along them, as though they smiled in their sleep in answer to Spring. For animals Winter seemed over weeks before flowers knew it. Yet was this really so? We know from the birds that Spring is on her victorious way, to camp in fields lost to Winter, when they set their wooing to music and build their nests; but we do not know it from shrubs till the buds are out. May there not be in the hedge-rows, in the heart of briar and thorn, some stirring vivid to them as the songs of thrushes, which comes before twigs and tendrils prepare for their buds? These are my thoughts; but the thoughts of Rory, which more concern this tale, were still as far from the world about him as they were able to get. He was thinking of lonely knights riding through passes, to come to plains enchanted with old romance. It was Spring in the world about him that gave this turn to his thoughts, but he did not know that Bran too felt the touch of Spring; only, being far more practical than Rory, his thoughts were confined within the scope of reasonable probabilities and concerned with accessible things.

As Rory rode, Spring seemed to be riding with him; for the mist cleared as he rode lower, and a fertility shone in the fields, that the mountain knew not. They came to a cottage; thatch above white walls; and so rich was the grass about it that a light beat up from the grass and shone green in the shade of the eaves.

Far though Rorys thoughts were from the world we walk in, they were yet elated or depressed by every smile or frown of it. They came now to a ploughed field, all brown and empty, shining in the wet; empty of animal life, and empty of that humbler life that Mother Earth nurses most closely, the life of weeds and flowers. The desolation of that one field brought Rorys spirits lower; though still he thought of his knights riding on quests, southwards from Charlemagnes court, through the Pyrenees to Spain; but a shadow passed over their fortunes, till Rory came to green fields again. Had an artist, able to see with Rorys imagination, painted a picture of those knights that Rory saw, riding alert through lands that were held by the Saracens; and had another artist painted the absurd figure of Rory, half jockey and half drover, but without race-horse or cattle; anyone would have said that the dream was the more real of the two, more true to things that the world had actually known. And since dreams and fancies lead us as much as ponderable things, I shall not attempt to understand which were the worthier of our passing interest, Rory or Rorys dreams.

They came to trees again, bare as they had been all winter, but with a colour floating faintly about the branches, a halo almost unseen; it was the unopened buds, hiding the leaves, and catching the morning light, as the bare twigs never caught it in the long absence of Spring. The clouds that only that morning Slievenamona cast over his shoulders had touched those twigs with their skirts, and they had felt the enchantment, stirring and thrilling the dreams of their deep winters sleep.

They came to a fawn-coloured waste of high grasses, a marsh untrodden by man; one island in it held a few gaunt firs, standing in goblin-like attitudes; again a sense of loneliness came upon Rory. He halted then to rest old Veillantif, but reminded to do it by his wish to be closer to Bran. The two of them sat by the road and Rory said to Bran, Theyve taken all my cattle and all my money. We mustnt let them ever part you and me, Bran.

Bran patted Rorys knee, and no more was needed.

Soon they were on again. And now they began to overtake cattle going to Gurtnaroonagh. And no sooner had they passed one herd than they came in sight of another, since their pace was double that of the cattle going to the great fair. The drovers looked up to greet Rory when they heard the hooves beside them, then stared for a moment, and in that moment summed him up and entirely understood him; then they would speak to him kindly, and with a natural politeness concealed any surprise that they might have briefly felt at that jacket and cap shining above so old a horse and on that strange figure. Bran gave a quick, suspicious glance at each herd as he passed, to be sure that they were not his; and Rory looked down from Veillantif at their horns to see that none had OCullens mark, that he used to burn into the horn, though there were few of his twelve beasts that he would not have recognized without that.

Did you win your race? said one drover kindly to Rory.

But Rorys mind was full of adventurous knights, and it was not of the past he was thinking so far as he and Veillantif were concerned, but of the future: it might be (who could tell?) that adventure awaited him round the turn of the road, or that, coming back that way, he would meet Roland and all the paladins in the hills, and would fight for the just cause in valleys of Slievenamona. So he answered, Not yet.

Begob, said the drover, you will soon. But it should be soon; for your horse is just right now; but if you waited too long he might get older. And Rory agreed that this might be so.

And the next drover they passed said, Thats a great horse you have.

It is, said Rory.

For it was that horse that had made him a rider, and therefore one whose dreams had a right to mingle, though humbly, with the figures that strode through time, up and down as we walk in a garden; and that came from the past, with the mist, to high valleys on Slievenamona.

They saw next the wide horns and wild hair of some Kerry cattle, their drover a man with a smile that seemed to be fixed round his lips by years of sun or rain, as a wrinkle might be left in a piece of hide by the tanner.

Are you riding at Punchestown? asked the drover.

I am not, said Rory.

Its a pity, said the Kerry man, for those are fine colours to be coming in first. The Lord Lieutenant would like to see them.

Would he so? said Rory.

Hed stand up and wave his hat, said the drover.

Would he do that? said Rory.

He would, said the drover. For he likes to see an old horse win. Hes old himself.

How old is he? asked Rory.

Begob, he wouldnt tell me that, said the drover. Hes like a woman about that. He said never a word of it.

Im only a drover, said Rory.

Begob, is that so? said the other drover. Then you give credit and splendour to us. And well all remember that weve seen a drover mounted. Where are your cattle?

Ive lost them, said Rory.

The drover looked enquiringly at Bran.

It wasnt his fault, said Rory.

Nor I wasnt thinking it was, said the drover. Maybe youll find them again.

Maybe, said Rory.

Mustnt it be the great life to be on the road without cattle? All the beauty of the world before you, and nothing to do.

It is, said Rory a little doubtfully; but Id like to find my cattle.

Ah, no matter, said the drover. Wouldnt you only lose them again?

Maybe I might, said Rory.

He had ridden by now past the leading cattle, and the conversation ceased. It had been a conversation in which Bran had taken no interest; for, unlike Rory, he perceived, rather by their tone than the actual words, that none of these drovers was serious. To say to Bran what you did not mean was wasting your time, but those that tried to make Rory believe such things were usually successful. And now the sun was high, and seemed, after the light rain of the earlier morning, to be prospering the work of Spring, so that you could almost see its progress hour by hour; or it may have been that every hundred feet or so that Rory descended from Slievenamona, for the road still sloped a little, brought the full splendour of Spring half a day nearer. The barely sleeping hedges flashed into full green, then sunk into sleep again: it was a patch of snowberry that was growing amongst them; and this, whenever Rory met it, meant the presence of man. A cottage lifted its thatch over the hedge: trees stood round it to protect it from the fiercer winds, and snowberry stood in the hedges to amuse it. Just at this moment Rory was wondering where food could be found, and what food could be obtained without money.

A woman came out of the cottage to throw some corn to chickens.

That might do for Bran and me, thought Rory.

She had a face that would have seemed kind to you and me. But to Rory it was kind for certain, just as the early leaves were green. He could see right through faces. Had he trusted more to his eyes and not at all to his ears, he would not have lost his cattle.

So he said, God save you, maam.

God save you, said the woman. Are you going to the races?

I am not, said Rory. But I was wondering if we might have a little of your corn. For were hungry.

Aye, said the woman; but youll want it ground first.

Maybe, said Rory.

And baked, said she.

Maybe wed like it baked, said Rory.

And thats bread, she said.

Then well have bread, said Rory, if you can spare a bit. It will do nicely.

Ah, come inside and Ill spread some butter on it, and wet some tea, she said.

But Rory had so little left that he did not like to let Veillantif out of his sight, not knowing who might come while he was in the cottage. So he thanked her and said that he must be going on, because he had an appointment at Gurtnaroonagh; which was true, for he had to meet his uncle there to hand over his fathers cattle. So she went into the cottage and got him half a loaf of bread, which she cut into big slices, and put butter on them, and gave him the bundle of them wrapped in newspaper. With this he trotted on for a little way; snowberry ceased and the hedges went back to their sleep. But the legions of Spring were gathering, and primroses were encamped in sheltered hollows that less than a month ago the last of the snow-drifts was still holding for Winter. By one of these hollows Rory halted Veillantif, and dismounted and shared the bread and butter with Bran. Veillantif grazed while Bran watched, to see that he did not stray.

When they had eaten, Bran went to the road to get a drink from a puddle left by that mornings rain.

There you go again, Bran, said Rory. I will not drink that muck.

Bran looked up so surprised at Rorys contemptuous words, that Rory reconsidered it; and, looking close at the puddle, saw it was good rainwater in a hollow worn in the road. So, choosing another hollow for himself, he left Bran to his drink without further remonstrance, and found that the water tasted perfectly good. He felt as he drank it not only that he had wronged Bran, but that he had slighted the mighty skirts of Slievenamona.

You were quite right, Bran, he said. Theres a taste of the mountain in it, gritty and good. I thought it would be messed up by cattle and such. But you were right, Bran.

There was no need for argument after that admission, but Bran did what was stronger than any argument. He went on quietly drinking out of his puddle.

Presently the drover with the Kerry cattle came up with them again.

I once heard a man say, said the drover, with the air of a traveller remembering a paradox heard once in a far country, that that is better for you nor whiskey.

Is it so? said Rory drinking the last of his puddle.

I wouldnt say that, said the drover. Sure a thing like that couldnt be true. But I once heard a man say it. And once I heard a man say hed seen a unicorn killing a whale. Aye, Ive heard queer things said.

Maybe both were true, said Rory.

Maybe they were, said the drover; for theres queer things in the world.

And then a donkey-cart appeared, coming with a merry trot from the slopes of Slievenamona; and the driver of it had a jocund air, as though there were shining still in his veins some of the light of the morning on the mountain. It was the tinker.

Ah, leave him alone, said the tinker, as he came up with the drover.

Sure, Im doing him no harm, said the drover.

Arent you stuffing him up with yarns, said the tinker.

Sure, I was only telling him that Id heard tell of a unicorn killing a whale.

Sure, I dont say it wouldnt, said the tinker. Was that all you were telling him?

I was telling him, said the drover, how Id once heard a man say that water was better for a man in the end than whiskey.

Ah, get along with you and leave him alone, said the tinker. Hasnt he enough of those ideas in his head already.

Ah, what harm is there in them? said the drover from Kerry.

Is there sense in them? said the other.

There is not, said the drover.

Then leave him alone, said the tinker, and dont be making him madder.

The tinker had stopped his cart, but the drover was going on all the while at the slow pace of his cattle, and now the distance between them ended their conversation.

No man wishes to be madder than he is, said the tinker to Rory, by way of explaining his last remark. A man may have ideas in his head, and the queerer they are the more they will entertain him. Only he doesnt want a lot more of them. Who ever heard of water being better nor whiskey? Sure, rain would be selling at nine shillings a bottle if that were so. It would indeed.

Rory thought this over, and the world seemed to him to be filled with strange ideas.

And dont be troubling about what they say to you, said the tinker.

Sure, I dont, said Rory.

They wouldnt talk like that, only they think youre innocent.

Why is that? asked Rory.

Ill tell you why, said the tinker. They dont judge a man by his thoughts, for they cant see them. And they dont judge him by what he says, for they cant understand it. They judge him by his dress.

Do they so? said Rory.

They do, said the tinker. Its nearer to them than the skin, by an inch; and the skin is nearer to them than the soul by ninety-two million miles; so they judge by the clothes.

Why ninety-two million? asked Rory.

Because its a long way, said the tinker.

But the real reason was that a long while ago, when someone was making a lazy effort to educate him, he had been told that the sun was ninety-two million miles from the earth, and the great heat of the sun or the weary distance to it had overcome the effort about then, and it had wilted and gone no further. But ninety-two million miles had remained in the tinkers mind as being the greatest distance that he had ever heard of.

Aye, he added. Its a weary long way.

Sure, I didnt know there was such a distance, said Rory.

Sure, there is, said the tinker. Only you dont often meet with it. But change your clothes when you get a chance, and they wont know theres any difference between you and the rest of them. Rory thought over this for a long time. Give up his flashing jacket, his spurs and his cap! If ever he met the paladins wandering armed in the hills, how would he seem worthy of their company without his poor splendours? Or if one day he should suddenly meet with the Saracens, how show a bold appearance before that infidel crew? And he was not like the drovers, and never would be, till they could see as clearly as he could, when the mist was on Slievenamona, those slightly darker shadows that marked off from the rest of the mist the outlines of knights in armour upon their chargers. Sure, Ill not deceive them, said Rory.

And, begob, youre right, said the tinker. Begob, youre right. If the Lord made you one kind of man, why pretend that He was making something else at the time? Im only the way you are, at the time of the full moon. And its a fine way to be. God be praised for it. Theres things you see then that youll see at no other time. The worlds full of wonders.

What have you seen? asked Rory.

Ive seen things on Slievenamona at the full of the moon, said the tinker, that the world would never credit.

What were they? asked Rory.

They both swore me to silence, the tinker answered.

And Rory asked no more, for an oath to the full moon and another to Slievenamona were things he could not take lightly.

To all this talk Bran paid not the least attention; and I have ill portrayed his character if it is necessary for me, so far on in the tale as this, to explain that he was intensely practical. Put a job before Bran, or food; any just labour, in fact, or pleasure; and Bran would deal with them. But when anyone gazed at the mists of Slievenamona, or sat meditating the past, Bran, like a great many others, could see no sense in it. Mist he did not notice, or any such weather short of heavy rain. And even about rain he made far short of the fuss that some do. Far less, for instance, than I do myself.

The drovers they had already passed came by, and Bran went up to the cattle to see where they were coming from, and to reassure himself that they were not his own cattle. Then he returned to Rory, and listened to the hum of his idle talk with the tinker, though giving little more heed to it than we give to bees in the limes. So little heed he gave, that he presently slept.

The tinker sat in his cart resting his donkey, Rory sat by the roadside resting himself, Veillantif grazed, Bran slept, and still the talk went on. And, from talk of what might be in valleys of Slievenamona in the time of the full moon, the tinker, turning suddenly to far more practical things, said, Tell that lad to get me a rabbit, and Ill come on with you and well have a great supper.

Are there rabbits about here? asked Rory.

There are, said the tinker. Its the way God made the world. Wherever He put men, He put rabbits; so that no one need starve. Except in towns. And thats a sign that we were never intended to live there, for in towns there are no rabbits.

Did you get ere another? asked Rory.

We had no luck, said the tinker, waving his hand back to a pile of his clothes and cloths, under which his odd white dog was fast asleep.

It was time to be going on. Rory had to get to the fair, whatever happened, for it was where he had set out for when he started off on his journey. He rose from the bank and Bran was awake at once.

Could we get a rabbit, Bran? asked Rory.

But Veillantif had grazed so far while Bran was asleep, that if he were allowed any further he would stray, and Bran was occupied too fully with that to give any thought to the larder.

When Veillantif was caught, Rory and Bran set off, and the tinker whipped up his donkey and followed. The last of the tilt that Slievenamona gave to the fields was leaving them, and the vast view of the plain, on which fields smiled or frowned as the wandering sunlight went over them, narrowed to the few fields upon either side of the road, which also flashed and gloomed, as from tiny rifts in the clouds the sun peered down on them, sometimes a single poplar catching the light and flashing alone above a field in shadow. A pine-tree stood by the road, dark head above red trunk, and writhed at Rory and Bran with contorted branches. And all the while the twigs on all the trees seemed as though stretching out hands to receive some worldwide blessing. Willows already were out, and when Rory came to a river, he found it gorgeously decked with them, so that Spring seemed to have gone down that river like Cleopatra. Soon it swept proudly away from them, and the road went on its humbler way among little fields again. Even in his old age Veillantif could move more swiftly than donkeys, and soon the tinker was left far behind with his donkey-cart. In one of the fields that they came to Rory saw the ramparts of an ancient rath, dominating the whole field. One of its outer works came so near to the road, the tall ridge frowning right down on it, that it seemed to menace passengers. Who indeed could have passed it by and brought his cattle with him in the days when it had been held by armed men? Something of this menace seemed still to remain with it, a frown or a threat that had lurked among the old mounds during the ages, or so Rory felt; for he suddenly turned Veillantif from the road, and gripping his ash-plant rode straight at the fortification. As he reached the top he lifted his ash-plant up; but no army was there to oppose him, and he rode down into a green ditch on the other side, and bare field was all round him. There were signs that sheep had been there, but not even these were visible. Rory turned and rode away with the sense of an empty victory. But, as often happens in more serious manœuvres, the enemy was not where he was expected; and, as Rory returned to the road, a man rushed up from it, running straight at Rory, and suddenly waved both arms. Veillantif threw up his head to avoid the waving arms, and shied away from the man, and Rory fell from the saddle. It was Fagan, the jockey. He quickly seized Veillantif and mounted, and rode away, and Rory was a wanderer upon his feet once more.


CHAPTER XVI

The Killing of the OHarrigan 

BACK towards Slievenamona the jockey was riding, and Veillantif was going at a pace of which Rory had not thought him capable. Soon he would pass the tinker. By evening, when the peaks would glow and the high valleys grow mysterious, the horse would pass by whomever rode in the mists, and they would not see Rory upon him. Rory was an equestrian no longer, and had nothing now but his spurs for a link with the knights of old. Like them too he had his purpose, which was to go to Gurtnaroonagh Fair, a quest that could not have justified itself on reflection, but men with quests press forward eagerly and tarry for no reflections. So Rory turned to Bran and said, We must go to Gurtnaroonagh.

The very word Gurtnaroonagh was a stimulus to Bran, and to have expressed his determination in words encouraged Rory himself, so they both went down the road at a brisk pace. But in spite of their pace they presently heard behind them a sound that seemed to Rory like gnomes, or little men, as he called them, hammering up in the mountain on small anvils of rock. It was only the tinkers donkey trotting fast down the road.

You let that fellow have your horse, said the tinker.

He robbed me, said Rory.

And all Rorys face and bearing showed such dejection, that the tinker dipped at once into his ample store of philosophy that he had hoarded for some years now, and said: Listen, boy, and Ill tell you what it is. And its the truth Im telling you. All those people will be robbing you always. Thats one thing; so make up your mind to it. And Ill tell you one other. Theyll not get as much as youve got, in a hundred years.

And whats that? asked Rory.

Begob, its hard to explain, said the tinker. But every man has his dream. So what does he do? He spends say thirty years working hard; and it may be a bit longer; and then he takes the money hes earned and spends it, in order to fulfil his dream. Often it will be a bit late, and the dreams gone. But I wouldnt say I havent known men fulfil it. Aye, one or two. But you dream what you want, whenever you like. Let them have the money, boy.

Theyve got it, said Rory.

Aye, said the tinker, and their own kind are looking for it, to get it from them. And when theyve got it...

What then? said Rory.

Some are able to enjoy it, and some are sly enough to get it; but theres a terrible thing God did about that.

And whats that? said Rory.

He never gave both powers to the same man, said the tinker.

Did He not? said Rory.

Never yet, said the tinker.

Rory thought a long time over that. Gold seemed elusive enough. Were its benefits more elusive? And to stop the thing from running round in his mind he turned to Bran, instead of enquiring more of the tinker.

Is there a bit of a curse on money got by slyness, Bran, then? he asked.

But to Bran there was nothing in money either way. Like old OCullen he took a serious view of cattle; but, even that, he never allowed to become a burden to him. So that he was the very last for anyone to consult, who was weighed on at all by the heavy cares of business; unless such a person wished for help to be shewn the frivolous side of it all. Indeed Bran, who happened just then to have come to a small tree, did no more than make a slightly contemptuous gesture.

Did you get that rabbit for me? said the tinker, looking at Bran.

We did not, said Rory. Didnt your dog get one?

Hes still asleep, said the tinker. And I wouldnt wake him up. For you dont know what dream you might be waking him from. He may be a king on his throne, and Id be spoiling a whole kingdom. But when he wakes up hell know just how far it is to supper-time, and the idea will come to him naturally and hell go out and get me a rabbit.

They went on, Rory walking beside the cart and Bran going on ahead, taking no interest in what the tinker and Rory were saying. They began to come near the outskirts of Gurtnaroonagh, that great castles guarded, and near the castles stood churches, and here and there a small tower, out in the fields alone. All were in ruin. A massive line of ivy, deep and dark, poured slowly over a wall whose splendid masonry, in spite of old wounds from cannon, would have held its own for centuries against the other allies of Time; but against the ivy it had stood firm for barely two hundred years, and already the long green line had scaled the top, and the grip of its thousand vegetable hands, that grew stronger as years went by, was parting stones that halberds had been unable to separate. This ruin all about him as he came to Gurtnaroonagh reminded Rory of his own lost fortunes, and he looked at the ivy pouring in to the hall where men-at-arms had banqueted, and thought of the world encroaching upon his dreams. But the world had not encroached upon his dreams: the world had only taken back to itself some of the worlds things, whenever Rory had come by material possessions. The mists above Slievenamona were as full of wonder as ever, and out of reach of the world.

They went on by peeping buds that Spring was luring to their awakening, till the granite blocks and grey limestone of Gurtnaroonagh town lifted before them. There drovers had turned their faces for many days, coming from many counties, and there like the faithful in Mecca they faced each other at last. The river that had curved, and swept away from Rory, met him again. It went under a bridge, wide and smiling, but lazily, and Rory leaned on the parapet of the bridge to see the river gliding away down its valley of masonry. Under the sheer walls of the high houses it ran singing in a low whisper; and beside the lazy river, from a tunnel, dark by the bridge, ran a busy mill-stream hurrying from its work.

Ill watch the river a bit, Rory called out to the tinker.

Ah dont be looking at it, said he.

Why not? said Rory. The waters beautiful.

Beautiful things passing away, said the tinker; cant we see that all round us, without having to look at the river?

And he whipped up his donkey.

Soon Rory followed the tinker, and by the time that he overtook him they were out of the town again, where, touching the very walls of Gurtnaroonagh and stretching far out on the plain, lay the fair-ground that was the Mecca of the drovers. There Rory saw men with thoughtful faces, watching cattle, and yet with a corner of an eye to spare to see any man that came by, and to estimate his wealth and his character, and the probable price that he would pay for a bullock. They stood there while tobacco slowly burned, and as Rory watched them more and more arrived; for the great fair was to be upon the following morning, and cattle were coming by all the roads of a province. Few of these men carried ash-plants. The ash-plant is the staff of the drover; yet, though the streets of London are full of walking-sticks, at a levee all wear swords; and so at the fair of Gurtnaroonagh the correct weapon was a blackthorn. It is on record somewhere, where legal papers are preserved, that a man died at Gurtnaroonagh Fair after being hit on the head with a blackthorn. And the man who hit him was tried for it. And that old record tells, wherever it lies, that the skull of the man who died was unusually thin, and tells how it was held by the defence that a man with a thin skull had no business to be at Gurtnaroonagh Fair. Whether this case was before or after the tale that I have to tell is of no importance; what is important is that the jury found that the defence was justified, and by their acquittal established once for all that any men found with thin skulls at Gurtnaroonagh on fair-days had only themselves to blame.

There is a time for all things. It is sad that men must fight; but, if they do, they should do it at a time and place when the full amusement that is to be had from a fight may be enjoyed by as many as possible. This was not the time; for half of the drovers had not yet arrived. Yet Rory heard loud voices.

What are they saying? he asked of Bran and the tinker. But Bran had already gone, in the direction of the shouting, and the tinker answered him.

I dont know what theyre saying, he said, but theres going to be a fight.

So they both of them went across the plain of smooth dried mud towards where the voices were rising; and it would have been hard not to, for everyone round them was going the same way. The tinker was still driving his donkey-cart, and by often calling out Mind yourself. Mind yourself, in rather an anxious tone, he arrived in good time with Rory at a close view of the fight, which had by now started.

And as soon as he got up close Rory recognized his uncle, whom he had come all this way to see. Half of the shouting had been his, and was concerned with the marks on the horns of a dozen head of cattle; but now there was dead silence, except for the whack of blackthorn upon blackthorn. And his opponent was the OHarrigan.

Michael OCullen, Rorys uncle, was a broad man a little younger and a little shorter than the OHarrigan, though he was scarcely short of six foot. The OHarrigan had walked up and down before him waving his stick before the fight started, with the intention of awing him with his great figure and masterful air, much as Napoleon had paraded his artillery in the morning, instead of getting on with the battle of Waterloo. But now they were fighting.

Rorys uncle was fighting watchfully, guarding himself with his blackthorn and then hitting back at the OHarrigan after each stroke of his. The OHarrigan leapt back from these strokes, and then came forward again, keeping his blackthorn only as a weapon of aggression. Near them, gazing with a curiosity almost too calm to show interest, were the twelve cattle that Rory recognized as his own, and that Bran had detected already. Dust was being detached from the hard mud of the plain by the OHarrigan. Michael OCullen stood still, facing him wherever he jumped to. And the drovers noted every stroke of the blackthorns, with a nod of the head or a smile or a single word, at the time; all to be remembered and discussed for long afterwards. And then the OHarrigan drawing back from a blow, came forward and hit a sweeping stroke at OCullen, which came in low under his blackthorn and caught him on the side of the head, smashing the brim of his hat, and knocking the hat to the earth; and the whack of the stick on the skull rung far over the fair-ground.

Well done, said the drovers.

OCullen hit back at the OHarrigan, just as he had done after each stroke. The OHarrigan leaped back and came forward and aimed a harder blow, but it was the same aim as the last one, and this time OCullen parried it. Then he hit back again at the OHarrigan, who expected a moment before to have finished the fight, trusting the same trick to work twice; and this time OCullen got in at his head, with a ringing crack on the top of it, and the OHarrigan dropped his blackthorn and fell.

Hes killed, said the drovers.

He is indeed, said the tinker.

Hes entirely dead, said the drover who stood nearest to the OHarrigan.

And I did right to kill him, said Michael OCullen.

You did indeed, said the drovers.

Didnt he rob twelve head of my brothers cattle, said Michael, from his poor innocent son?

He is rightly killed, said the drovers.

Ill say no more now, said the OHarrigan, picking up his stick. But in the days when Ireland is free and the OHarrigan is high king of it, as his ancestors were before him, its likely youll fare ill. With that he strode away.

And if I didnt kill you that time, shouted Michael OCullen after him, dont be counting too much on the softness of my heart; for the next time Ill put you into your grave with my own hands, dead or alive.

And the drovers allowed that that would be only fair.


CHAPTER XVII

The Secret of the Tinkers 

IT was a good fight, said Rory.

It was, but Ive seen better, said the tinker. And then Rory went up to his uncle, and told him that he had come to Gurtnaroonagh to meet him, and formally introduced Bran.

How did you lose your cattle? asked his uncle. Sure, I often lost them, said Rory. And but for Bran thered have been no keeping them at all, for its very difficult to get cattle to Gurtnaroonagh, especially when the OHarrigans about. But Brans a great lad.

Meanwhile the drovers had turned and were craning their necks to watch the retreat of the OHarrigan, to see the very last episode of the fight, as a greedy man might relish the taste of his ultimate oyster on the last night of April. Then the OHarrigan came to the walls of Gurtnaroonagh, and the striding figure vanished. Hes gone out of it, shouted a drover. Who? said OCullen.

The man you killed, said a drover.

And so, for the rest of that day and the day of the fair, the drovers spoke of the OHarrigan to OCullen, generously giving him for the sake of his fight, that they had so much enjoyed, a certain credit for more than, in fact, he had actually accomplished.

How did he get them from you? said Rorys uncle.

The first time, said Rory, but found himself unable, in that populous place, whence the OHarrigan had been driven defeated, to explain the power that had seemed to clothe him in the loneliness of the old castle beside the bog. So he said no more of that, and said instead: I got them back from him once, when I had my horse.

And wheres your horse? asked his uncle.

I lost it, said Rory.

Evening was falling, and so much of the day was gone that suddenly Rory noticed as a drover relit his pipe, that the flame of the match was illuminating his face. In that dim light and chill that fell on the earth as the day faded, and in the melancholy that in that hour fell upon sensitive spirits, Rory heard words from his uncle that struck his heart then like a doom, and that troubled his memory for years, whenever any chance awoke their echoes.

Im thinking, said his uncle, youre not fitted to be a drover.

Rory looked round at the faces of the tall men gathered there, and still gathering, faces in which the dawn had shone and which the North wind had caressed, along thousands of miles of road, faces that he fancied to have been worn so thin by the wind without, that the smiling soul could show through. So he was not to be of their company!

The tinker saw from his face what a blow those words had been.

Theres other things, he said.

But Rory never heard him.

Theres other things, the tinker said again.

But among those men whose lives had been given to this one thing, and on this day of all days, the eve of the great fair, the words of the tinker, if Rory heard them at all, seemed merely fantastic. He turned and walked away alone from his uncle, alone with his disappointed hopes through the crowd, and Bran left the cattle and followed him. He did not know where he was going, only away from the cattle that he was not fit to drive, and away from the man who had pronounced that this was so. No one laughed at him, for those who had heard the words of Michael OCullen, and seen the boy wince as he heard them, knew that a blow had fallen, not like the ones they had lately watched, upon thick skull, but upon a spirit. They knew too that it was the truth that OCullen had uttered, and somehow felt that this was too hard a weapon; as though, in some discussion among the drovers, a bar of steel had been used against the blackthorn. And so no one laughed, but watched him pass in silence, though he still wore the ridiculous jacket and cap and spurs, which were even absurder now that his horse was gone. He caught a whiff of smoke that was drifting up from a fire that a drover had lit to warm himself for the night. A handful of hay had been put under a few sticks, and the flame from the hay was catching them, and the drover was sitting with the glow on his face and hands; and the smoke drifting away from him awoke the mournful thought in Rorys mind that like this smoke he must wander now from the drovers. He had only been a drover for four days, and for more than one of those days he had had no cattle; but it was all new to him, and all the splendours that a drover saw, sunset and night and dawn, and all the romance with which Rorys dreams had decked the life of a drover, glowed as such things glow at the outset of all professions and callings, so that the Irish roads and the South West wind going over them seemed more to him than it probably did to any competent drover of all that were gathered there for the great fair of the morrow. Rory was walking aimlessly, merely away from the drovers; and Bran, who shared his dejection, was walking not even with him, but lagging behind. But though Rory was walking away from the town of Gurtnaroonagh, and had walked for five minutes, he was not yet away from the drovers. They and their cattle spread over the plain; not crowded, for there had to be room for the bullocks; but Rory and Bran passed groups of them during the whole of their walk, and there were more still ahead. Sometimes a dog came out from one of the groups to look at them as they passed, but neither Rory nor Bran took any notice, and the dog would walk slowly back again when they had gone by, his curiosity not completely satisfied, and yet with a fairly accurate estimate in his mind that two unhappy figures were leaving the drovers. Rory passed one or two who had chaffed him on the road, but they said no more now, lest the weight of their light words be too heavy for the figure bent, as they could see, by the weight of a recent trouble. Another fire was lit, and then another, their challenge to the darkness seeming to bring night nearer. And the smell of the smoke to Rory blew by like the scent of home; not the home from which he had come, with the four thick walls and the thatch shutting out the night, but the road, the home of the drovers, where the stars stood in place of the thatch, and where instead of four walls lay the horizon, and trees, a dark bulk by night and a splendour by day, stood as ornaments, and here and there a mountain.

Still Rory went on, and still he had not come to the outer limit of that assembly of drovers, where the green fields began. And then he stopped and turned round. He would spend one more night as a drover, one night at the great meeting-place of all the drovers of Ireland.

Well be drovers for one night longer, Bran, he said.

And as he turned to speak to Bran, he saw the tinker threading his way with his donkey-cart past drovers and bunches of cattle.

Ill be a drover no more tomorrow, said Rory sadly, as soon as the tinker came up.

Maybe, said the tinker, but tonight comes first.

Sure, I knew that, said Rory, anxious that such intelligence as he had should be credited to him.

You did not, said the tinker. For theres two things you want for the night, wherever you are; food and warmth. And one of them you must have; and thats warmth. And youve only your ash-plant, and that will do for neither. Come now; I have a few sticks in my old cart. Theyre under that coat. Rout them out.

And he went to unharness his donkey, while Rory lifted what the tinker called a coat, and found lying under the old heap of black rags, with a great many other things, the best part of a thorn-tree. As Rory lifted logs and branches down, the tinker got the donkey out of the shafts.

Ill take him to where he can graze, he said; and my dog, Snatch, will get us a rabbit. Youll find maybe a newspaper in the old cart. Put it under the sticks and light us a bit of a fire.

So Rory did as he said, and the tinker went on through the drovers.

As Rorys fire rose up and took hold of the thicker branches, more and more came twinkling out and kept it company, so that it was no solitary flame, such as one sometimes sees flaunting its loneliness under the huge dome of night. Nor was there anything lonely there for men: it was in his own spirit that Rory was lonely, for it was out wayfaring through time, and peering at future days and finding them desolate.

It was a long time before the tinker returned. Rory wondered why he had set him to light the fire, so long before there was any rabbit to cook on it. The fire grew brighter and brighter while more twigs caught and flamed, and when the best of the twigs were burned and the flames sank low, the fire still seemed to grow brighter, for the daylight was now fast fading, and the glow of the embers seemed to be rising against it in triumph. Small winds rose up and ran among the feet of the drovers, and Rory shivered and moved more close to the fire. Colour vanished from all but the sky and the drovers fires; shapes grew indistinct, and the indistinctness came nearer; voices became very clear. And at last Rory heard far off, above the quiet sound of the cattle munching, the steps of a man alone walking past the fires of the drovers, and knew that it was the tinker. He had got the rabbit, and threw it down by the fire. It was paunched already, the tinker having done that beyond the boundary of the thousand little encampments, and he now sat down and began to skin it.

The best of your logs is burned, said Rory. You should have told me to wait.

Ah, said the tinker, those red embers are just the thing for a rabbit. And besides that, besides that, a mans spirits like cheering more nor a rabbit likes cooking.

So it was to cheer Rory, cold and disconsolate, that the tinker had told him to start a fire.

I shouldnt have wasted your good logs, said Rory.

Ah, isnt it warming us both? said the tinker.



Wheres the ass? asked Rory suddenly, having lost so much livestock himself and afraid that his friend would lose his.

Grazing beyont, said the tinker.

Sure, theyll take him, said Rory, learned in the ways of the world, although too late.

I left Snatch with him, said the tinker.

Rory doubted the powers of so small a dog.

Is he big enough? he asked.

Begob, said the wanderer, a man that would steal anything from a tinkers dog.... And he paused awhile before he could find a comparison. Would steal it from a tinker, he continued.

Glory be to God, he must be a great dog, said Rory.

Sure, hes as great as a small elephant, said the tinker.

When the tinker had finished the skinning, he put the skin away to be cured and dried, and to be added to his treasures that so greatly varied the untidy heap in the cart. Then a frying-pan was brought forth from the deeps of that heap, and some lard, wrapped up in paper, and the rabbit was soon frying.

When the rabbit was cooked, and Rory, warm by the fire, was eating some food again, it occurred to him that he did not know the tinkers name, and so could not remember him in his prayers; for the world was full of tinkers, and to refer to him merely as the tinker could never be sufficient. So he asked the man his name.

Ship-in-the-bottle, answered the tinker.

Its a strange name, said Rory.

Its the only name Ive got, said Ship-in-the-bottle.

Did you never have ere another? asked Rory.

Another, is it? said the tinker. Ah, what do I want with another? Aye, I had another once. I came from the town of Thurles, where were all called Ryan. But, sure, everybody calls me Ship-in-the-bottle.

Dont they have odd fancies, said Rory.

Ah, not at all, said the tinker. Sure, I have an old bottle in my cart; and theres a ship inside it with all her sails spread. And, begob, if Im hungry, on days when Snatch cant find a rabbit, I ask for a meal at a house, and I show them the ship as a payment.

How did the ship get into the bottle? asked Rory.

Begob, its the secret of the tinkers.

It must be a great wonder, said Rory.

Sure, it is, said the tinker.

It must be the most wonderful thing ever seen.

Sure Ill show it to you.

And with that the tinker explored once more the deeps of the rags and bundles that lay in his cart, and brought out a bottle with a ship lying along the whole length of it, with its sails full spread. It was a whiskey-bottle, and the ship was long and low; pirate-fashion, if we may take as accurate all juvenile tales that have ever told of pirates; and there was room for it to have passed through the neck of the bottle. But the sails, they were the wonder; for they filled all the bottle.

How did it ever get in, sails and all? said Rory.

Its the secret of the tinkers, said Ship-in-the-bottle.

Are you sworn not to tell? asked Rory.

I am not, said the tinker. For I never swore an oath to anyone only the Queen of the Fairies.

Then will you tell me? asked Rory.

I will, said the tinker. But you must tell no one. For its a great wonder. And many a good dinner its got me.

Sure I would never tell a secret like that, said Rory.

Then this is what it is, said the tinker. You make the ship with all the masts lying flat, and you push it into the bottle, but you leave a thread hanging outside. Then you give the thread a pull and the masts stand up.

I dont see ere a thread, said Rory.

Maybe the thread was burned away with a spark, said the tinker, before the bottle was corked.

Its a great wonder, said Rory.

It is, said the tinker.


CHAPTER XVIII

The Drovers Song 

IT was very still in the sky and the stars were very bright, and below them snatches of talk went up here and there from the drovers, suddenly rising and suddenly fading away, till the plain was as still as the stars. The tinker had bent a few saplings of ash into hoops and covered them over with rags, and soon had a tent that would hold a recumbent figure, and perhaps two.

Theres a bite in the stars tonight, he said. Im going to keep warm.

And he crawled into his tent with a bundle of blankets.

Get a blanket out of the cart and come in here, he called to Rory.

But it was Rorys last night with the drovers, and he would not waste it in sleep. For a few more hours he wished to be of their company. So he asked Bran to go into the tent, and gave his place to him.

Ill stay a bit longer by the fire, he said to the tinker. Maybe Ill change with Bran later.



Ah, well, youre a tall fellow, replied the tinker, and maybe therell be more room for Bran.

So Rory sat on by the fire listening to occasional words going up from the drovers, which grew fewer and fewer, and watching the lower parts of the western sky that was all whitened with stars except where Slievenamona made a blackness in which there were none.

The tinker slept. The loneliness deepened round Rory; deepened and seemed to spread through the dark of the plain, where the fires twinkled among wandering men, lonely and far from their homes. A great hush was over them. No drover spoke. Sometimes one threw a log on a dying fire. There was no other movement. And in that loneliness felt by three thousand men, and weighing on all their hearts, a song went up from a drover, a quavering note like a long musical cry. It called alone in the hush, at first without words, as though there went up a complaint to the calm of the stars, from earth in her trouble, and as though earth had no words for it, or spoke in tones that the stars would understand and which had no need of syllables. As the long wail broke into words of human speech, two more drovers joined in; and suddenly the whole plain was singing. It was a song of wandering, a song the drovers sing. It told of walking roads, white roads with the dust upon them, and wet roads with the morning flashing all along and the evening fading away, the morning greeting them and the evening saying farewell. It told of windows gleaming and drovers going by, always wandering. Yet it was not the words that spoke to Rory, but something else in the song, for it seemed to have some kinship with winds that sang by night in high valleys, great wanderers always homeless, finding no welcome among the rocks nor a resting-place in the sky. All the drovers were singing now, and Rory lifted his voice to have some share in their sorrow. For it was out of sorrow that this song was made, something lying upon their spirits which the drovers could not lift, which they had not been able to reconcile with any ways that they knew, a trouble they could not explain; so they put it all into song, or their grandfathers had done it for them, and all that they could not understand or ever set right was drifting away among the notes of that song to the stars. A lost wind strayed in the plain and drifted among the drovers; it danced for a moment with the smoke of one of the fires, touched Rorys face and went on again; and he felt as though it had been called from its home by the song of the men that were homeless. It went away and the singing faded round Rory and rose louder from men further off, as though the song were going away with the wind to desolate spaces that the wind wandered. And then the song came towards him again like a wave, and seemed an elemental thing from the mountains or a magical thing from the stars that was sweeping over the drovers, and not like anything that they controlled and that rose or fell upon any whim of theirs. Perhaps it was as it seemed, for the song was in these mens blood, being a very old song. When it rose up out of their blood it stood over them all like a spirit, pointing and showing the way; and the way it pointed out to them was the road: they could not escape from it. Backward and forwards in waves of singing the song went like a live thing. Here with the song, sitting alone by the tinkers fire, Rory was unable, as in life, to take his share with the drovers; for he did not know the words, and soon he dropped the voice that he had briefly lifted with them. What the tinker thought of it he never knew; he believed that he still slept, and perhaps he dreamed in that sleep of rarer songs, that he had heard on moonlit nights at the court of the Queen of the Fairies. But Bran came out from under the rags that were heaped on the ash saplings, and lifted up his voice. He had heard that song before, though he knew no more of it than Rory did, nor was his voice melodious; and yet, like the drovers in the night all round him, something had touched his spirit, some wandering sorrow that had found him by night, and of which he knew nothing, and he lifted his voice and sent it towards the stars. The drovers near ceased their singing when Bran lifted his voice, so that it found no fellowship for its loneliness, but went on its way a solitary cry. Still the song welled up from further parts of the plain. Something of loneliness, longing for homes they had and homes they had not, and something of pride in their wandering, content and discontent, were blended together in the beauty of song, were strained from their daily cares as gold is strained from sand. The darkness lay heavy on earth in spite of the little fires. Dim, vague and troubled earth seemed to Rory, and clear and calm seemed the stars. And the song welled up from the dark, and went to the calm. Surely the song was the thing. It was not the cattle, or the money they brought, that mattered, but only this song that went up from the hearts of the drovers. This memory he would keep, though he could not keep his cattle. And what did it tell of? Hark! He heard it again. It told of the road, the road in dust and in wet. Low though he sat, on the flat ground by the fire, his fancy was carried up on the song to the clear high spaces, which the sky was whitening with stars. And from that clear height Rory could see his way, and it should be the way of the drovers. I think that song was the apex of his life. Never, after that night, did his fancy soar higher, or see more clearly his little share in the future; and through that future went winding an Irish road. He moved still nearer the fire as night grew colder, and moved very quietly so as to miss no word of the song. And still it told of the road, the hard sweet way of the wanderers. Drovers coming in late heard it far off and joined in.

It is strange that the guiding influence of Rorys life should have been no more than a song, and not a substantial thing, and not an event. But so it was. In the very humble life that I have to tell of, it was from these quavering notes that guidance came, this song of the wandering men. These, thought Rory, who are singing now, are not the men that laughed at me on the road. Or rather the men that were singing now in the dark went disguised on the roads by day. Henceforth he would travel the roads, of which the song told. The tinker would show him how to live. And he would often meet these men. But he would never again be deceived by their disguises. After this night he would know them. Men in old clothes and rain-beaten hats, carrying ash-plants, men with faces lined by the rigours of all four seasons, with mockery at their lips, they might appear, and thus they chose to be known; but Rory would know them henceforth through all their disguises. He knew now who they were. The mighty spirits that strode with ease down the ages were not always content with the bleak spaces of time, nor with the mists and shadows of Slievenamona; they took bodily form when they willed it; and they, that were singing now, had Roland among them, Don Quixote and many a paladin. He would walk the roads to which the song was calling, and henceforth he would know them.

The song rose, and fell into silence; rose up again and went over the plain like a wing, and died away, and rose up no more that night. The stars gazed on, everlastingly unconcerned; and a wind stole in from afar and touched the fires of the drovers, and went whispering through the encampment with a strange and secret hurry, and the night was hushed, but for the winds faint syllables, as though there had been no song.

Rory crept in the stillness to the cart, and took the last of the tinkers logs of thorn and a blanket, and quietly put the logs on the glowing fire, and lay down close to the fire with the blanket round him, still making never a sound, lest the drovers should sing again. But they sang no more. Bran had gone back to the tent, and Rory lying with the heat of the fire on his face, felt little winds touching the back of his neck as they went by harmlessly, and even welcome, away to sleep on the feet of Slievenamona. Nothing stirred any more but these lightly caressing wanderers, and soon Rory slept. And as he slept, the drovers left their fires and stood round him in multitudes; then one by one they took off their road-worn clothes, and their faces changed and they stood before him in armour, and in robes and in ancient splendours, and Rory recognized them every one. First came a bearded drover with the starlight shining upon him; all the stars seemed to be bending their rays for the purpose; and a silver light began to glow on his clothes, till they were all the colour of stars, and they turned to mail. It was Charlemagne in his armour. And Charlemagne spoke to him, and said: Those of us that ever loved earth too much, walk it sometimes now, for a little while, for a penance. We walk disguised, and you will often see us.

And Rory said, I will always know Your Majesty.

And Roland came, casting off the look of a drover, and said: I often loved earth too much, and the fine battles it had, and even the last one, though the Saracens overpowered us; and for every hour that we loved earth too much, till it satisfied us more than our hopes of Heaven, we walk it now for an hour. And thus we learn which is better, Heaven or earth.

And a viking came who had worshipped Northern gods, and knew nought of our heaven. So little he changed from the drover, in whose clothes he had been disguised, that Rory was shocked at the heathen names he heard from under the yellow moustache lying thick on the lips.

I have come South again, he said, as Odin and Thor permit. Valhalla is better, but these coasts lure me yet.

He strode away through the crowd, with horns on his helmet, till Rory lost sight of him among the cattle.

And then a figure came, at which some smiled, and yet all made way for him for the sake of his knightly spirit. And his old clothes turned to armour as old as they, and he lifted a long ash-plant, and the thing turned to a spear. And he said, I am Don Quixote.

At that he looked round upon the silent crowd, knights in the front where you could see clear in the firelight, and drovers in the dimness further away from the fire, and said: I challenge any here to combat, who may deny the beauty of my lady, or find it comparable to that of any.

And no man said a word, for there was no spirit there that was greater than his.

He said: I proclaim then that Dulcinea del Toboso is the fairest of all women.

And he looked round to see that they still were silent; and seeing that this was so, he marched away.

And the next to throw off his disguise was King Arthur of Britain; and all the drovers about him turned into knights, so that Rory saw the starlight shining on steel. Rory recognized King Arthur by his crown, but of all his knights he knew only the name of one; so he politely asked them their names, and none answered, except that one, who was Lancelot. He was ashamed of his ignorance and wished that he had read more of these knights; and so he would have, if he had had more time, or if he could have read faster. And now he turned to King Arthur himself, to ask him something that he had never known, whether it was of England or Brittany that he was king.

Is Your Majesty King of Brittany? he asked.

But, though King Arthur smiled, he said never a word; and Rory began to learn that what he did not know of these heroes could not be learned from them now.

And Merlin stepped forward from among the drovers, and raised an ash-plant that turned to a wand of ebony, and waved it thrice, and King Arthur and the Knights of Camelot faded, and Merlin himself grew dim till his gray beard flickered amongst the smoke of a camp-fire, and he went away with the smoke.

And Finn appeared, who had known demi-gods; and said: I am Finn. And Rory recognized him before he spoke, as he stood before him holding a great spear that awhile ago was a blackthorn. And Finn spoke to him and said: I have known greater magic than this; that we, who are what you see, are by day drovers. But now you have seen us as we truly are, and henceforth you will know us always. We have many disguises, but you will see us shining through. Keep to the road, boy, and you will often see us. For, night and day, we are on the Irish roads.

It is what I thought, said Rory.

And now, said Finn, we must return to the bodies; for if we stay from them longer than warmth will last, they die.

And with a sudden rustling, no louder than winds among little flames and ashes, the shadowy company of star-lit warriors, grew greyer and disappeared; and there were only the drovers.


CHAPTER XIX

Rory decides for the Road 

HIGH over head and shoulders Slievenamona was upholding a shawl of cloud, whose colour for many moments outshone all roses, and was rapidly paling just as Rory awoke. Dawn and the dying fire had brought the cold that awoke him. The tinker was up already, and was coming with fresh logs. As he approached the fire Rory got together the scorched ends of sticks, and made a small heap of them. The tinker threw down his logs and Rory arranged them; and soon, with the help of some paper from the cart, they had a fire that was worthy to greet the morning.

Did you hear the drovers singing? Rory asked.

I did not, said the tinker. I got to sleep.

They sang, said Rory.

Aye, said the tinker, they do be singing when they come here.

They sang of the road, said Rory.

Aye, said the tinker. Its all they know, is the road.

Im thinking I never want to know anything else, said Rory.

The tinker thought for a while over that. And then he said: Theres other things as good as the road for a while. But in the end theres nothing so good as it. Its travel and home and freedom. And a man will give a lot for any one of those three.

Its all I want, said Rory.

But where are your cattle?

Bran and I, said Rory, will walk the road without them.

Its a long way to walk, said the tinker.

Where? said Rory.

To Worlds End, answered the tinker.

Ill walk it, said Rory.

Its better to have an ass, said the tinker. But you might walk it. And youll see many things on the way.

I only want to see the drovers, said Rory.

I wouldnt be troubling with them, said Ship-in-the-bottle.

I think theyre disguised, said Rory.

Aye, said the tinker, that might be; for theres no saying what enchantment might be over anything. Ive seen shapes at the full of the moon that had not the souls inside them youd think theyd have. And whether its the moon or the Queen of the Fairies, or Slievenamona, or any other great power, that puts them there, there do be enchantments over all manner of things and over all sorts and conditions of men. And any man that was sure that he knew a man, from the look of his clothes and his face, might be making a queer mistake. He might indeed.

Its what I think, said Rory.

And now the tinker went again to his cart, and diving with head and shoulders below the heaps in it, he brought out many things, the first of which was an iron stake, pointed at one end, and bent at the other into the shape of a hook; and the next was a kettle; then he brought tea screwed up in a bit of paper, and milk in a whiskey-bottle and several lumps of sugar, and two iron cups, and a frying-pan, and some rashers of bacon and lard. With the iron stake in the ground, leaning over the fire, and the kettle, full of water, hung from the hook, there soon arose the low song that kettles sing to themselves before water boils; and the tinker handed the frying-pan to Rory and told him to cook the rashers, while he went back to his cart. This time he returned with a good brown tea-pot and two pairs of knives and forks and a couple of plates. Rory looked round at the drovers now waking up and looking for warmth by their fires, as he was doing. He saw the faces of the nearer ones in the dawn; and wondered if he could see amongst them any who had gathered about his fire in the night. For a moment he thought he caught a glimpse of the viking; then thought that he saw Finn. But whatever resemblance he saw faded at once, as fast as expressions change upon changeful faces, and he could not recognize any. Then he drank tea with the tinker, and looked again. This time he thought from a look that he saw in the eyes of one of the men that he might be Cuchulain, the ancient Irish king, whom he had sometimes seen, either in dreams, or actually chasing enemies when the mist was pouring before a wind between peaks of Slievenamona; and so he told the tinker. But Ship-in-the-bottle only said: Maybe; but the teas not strong enough. Take another sup of it in an hours time and then look at him again.

Will I see for sure if hes Cuchulain then? asked Rory.

Begob, said the tinker, theres like curtains round us, between us and all thats mysterious; and sometimes a little thing will show you a chink in them.

And he would have said more, but the bacon was just fried now, and he and Rory turned their minds to that. And the smell of the frying bacon happened to blow to the tent, in which Bran was still resting; he therefore got up and came out to join them at breakfast. And the tinker out of politeness and friendship gave him some bacon; but, as there was not enough for the three of them, Rory suggested to Bran that by visiting only a few of the drovers fires, to which he pointed, and which were now rising up all round them, and all to fry bacon, he might with any luck get as much as he needed. The idea was an excellent one, and Bran, who had very friendly ways, did at once as Rory suggested; and he had not gone to more than seven or eight of the little fires, before he had made as good a breakfast as he could have wished.

Bran had not yet returned, and Rory was sitting idly by the fire, thawing some of the cold from his veins that were chilled by the dawn, when Michael OCullen walked up to him.

Wheres Bran? were his uncles first words. Youll get yourself lost without him.

Sure, I told him to go and borrow some breakfast, said Rory, using not quite the right word.

Come over here, said his uncle.

And when Rory was out of hearing of the tinker, the uncle said: And what are you doing there. You shouldnt associate with that class of person.

Sure, hes after giving me breakfast, said Rory.

You shouldnt associate with him for all that, said OCullen. And youd best get back home, before you lose anything more.

Sure, Ive only myself to lose now, said Rory. Well, youll lose it, then, said his uncle, if you dont get home soon, where they can look after you.

And at this moment Bran returned from his seven-course breakfast, and Michael OCullen said to him what two others had said already, Look after him, Bran.

With that he walked away.

What was he saying to you? asked Ship-in-the-bottle, as Rory returned dejected to the fire.

Sure, he was telling me not to associate with you, said Rory, and telling me to get back home, where they could look after me.

Ah, dont mind him, said the tinker. You dont want to be looked after. Come with me to Slievenamona and well look after the whole world.

How will we do that? asked Rory.

Ah, by just looking down at it now and again. How do they look after you?

Sure I dont know, said Rory.

Thats all it is, said the tinker. And better to be doing it than having it done to you.

And Rory looked round at the drovers, whose life he was not to share, however often he might meet them upon the road, and saddened with the thought of his farewell to them; and suddenly he decided that it was best to part now. So he said, I am going back to the road, as I decided last night in a dream. And Ill go by Slievenamona. Will you come with me, Bran?

And Bran came at once, but Ship-in-the-bottle said: I have to gather the news of the world to last me the year, for its lonely up on the mountain without news; but Ill come after you later.

And so for the present they parted. And Rory went through the drovers, back to the walls of Gurtnaroonagh, past groups of cattle with their heads all turned inwards, each group round a bunch of hay, and past men giving each other the news from every road in Ireland, which the tinker was staying to gather; for, though bits of news could be picked up from the road, this fair was the great receptacle of it, and enough might well be had there for a man to turn over in his mind until he came there again for the next Spring fair.

Rory walked fast through the drovers, for the pain of leaving their company was too sharp for lingering. Some glanced at him, smiling at his curious dress, and Rory saw the amusement in their glances, but said to himself that these were all disguised; when they appeared as he dreamed they were, he said to himself, they would know him as he dreamed he was. And this was equitable, for there was all the difference between the boys appearance and his dreams that there was between the drovers in the light of the morning, and those figures that had visited Rory by starlight. No-one but Bran knew Rory as the figure he dreamed he was; and one other, Oriana; who had often shone in his thoughts during his days of wandering. How was she faring now, wondered Rory.


CHAPTER XX

The Shadow of Mullingar 

A LARCH like a mountaineer who on a journey has come from the snow-fields suddenly to flowers, had burst into green overnight, and was standing now at the end of Orianas garden like a nymph in a new dress. It was the garden that Ryan neglected and in which Oriana often walked, lonely among the boles of lonely trees, very old hazels and one or two dead medlars; and so it had come to be called by the name that I think best describes it, Orianas garden. Besides that surprising larch at the end of the garden, the forces of Spring could not be said to have come there, though the world was full of prophecies of them; indeed their bugles could be heard from that very garden, blown by blackbirds morning and evening. It was the time of year when daffodils may be seen through lace-like curtains of hail, or when sunlight suddenly rushing past mountainous clouds brings a glow to the tops of woods, such as never shines from them in any other days, except these few when the leaf is not yet there, but the buds are gleaming with the prophecy of it.

The garden was a place well-planned for dreams, and for fancies far from our world; for nothing grew there that answered a households needs, and it was many years since the paths had last been weeded, and they had the air of expecting some feet that would never come, but for which they were sworn to wait. What oath would paths swear, thought Oriana, to whom this fancy came vividly? Some mossy oath in the hearing of the old hazels, an oath they would cling to through the days and nights, and fulfil better than men. And this last thought of Orianas shows her as being more at home with mosses and convolvulus and old trees, than in mens company. And so she was; and formerly she had much avoided her kind for the sake of the splendours of fairyland, which she saw rising, tier upon tier of foliage, wherever a row of earthly trees gave her fancy a base to build on, and wherever mountainous clouds, with a touch of the glory of sunset, rode by to aid in the building. But now her memories of Rory, with greater power than all her earlier fancies, drew her to walk alone in the old garden. To her, the lands of her fancy were brighter than ever, the brilliant picture of Rory, as the uncouth figure appeared to her, seeming to give them a foreground. To others she seemed more moody than they had known her yet.

It was three days since Rory had left her fathers house, and in those three days Oriana had scarcely spoken. She had recognized Rory almost at once as a traveller in the strange land of her dreams, and to her a wonderful traveller: his figure shining with silk jacket and cap had seemed to bring Fairyland nearer, and this had made the fields of the world we know a little dull by comparison, so that she spoke no more of its affairs, and therefore had little to say to those that dwelt in it. And, even if she had spoken, her thoughts were all away with Rory; so what had she to say?

The mood would have passed, and she would have spoken again, though she would not have forgot Rory. This much her mother told Ryan. But by one of those pieces of ill fortune that must come to all in a life-time, a certain sister of Ryans that went by the name of Aunt Bridget had come on a visit the very day Rory left. The first enquiry she made was for Oriana; and there was something even in the tones of that enquiry that was quite contrasted to the attitude to Oriana that was adopted by her father and mother. There was anxiety in the tones, for one thing; and, when the Ryans brushed that aside, Aunt Bridget paraded her fears and marched them past the Ryans. Against that imposing array Ryan could only put the hope that Oriana was getting better, and this 

Aunt Bridget met with sheer fact. How was Oriana now?

The precise question came at an unfortunate time: Oriana dazzled by the splendour of Rory, and dazzled for the first time by any man, would have had all her moods intensified, whatever they were. Aunt Bridget had asked to see her niece, and was soon standing before her, with a face that frowned upon Fairyland and threatened all the knights that rode in its glades.

To such an attitude, that was strangely clear to Orianas perceptions, that were quicker than those of most of us, Oriana said never a word. Thats dementia what-dyou-call-it, said Aunt Bridget, getting the best part of a medical phrase with which she chanced to be half acquainted. So heads were put together; and, though no word was said in her hearing, Oriana soon felt a gloom all through the house, which seemed to her like a thunderstorm coming up all black over Fairyland. And her perceptions were right; there was something that threatened her. And suddenly from the gloom there broke one terrible word, like lightning striking near, the dreadful word Mullingar. It was the only word she heard and was whispered no louder than the rest, which were all out of her hearing; but there was something about it so terrible that it seemed to leap the distance to her ears with an agility beyond the power of harmless things. For in Mullingar was a sad building, whose doors were the boundary between the sane and the mad.

So Oriana walked alone in the garden now, haunted by that grim word. She had not spoken, because the intensification of her fancies (Fairyland brought nearer by Spring, as it was brought every year, and much nearer by Rory) left her further away from the world that the rest of us have to tread, so that any words of hers would have come as it were from across a gulf, on the colder side of which they would have had no meaning; and she knew that it would have been worse for her if she spoke than if she remained silent. And of this silence Aunt Bridget said that it seemed queer to her; and she asked if there were anyone else they knew who would remain silent for three days. And that day they sent for the doctor. He was on his way while Oriana walked among the old hazel-trees, whose trunks were dim with moss and their twigs grey with lichen; and bishopsweed flashed underneath, where last years leaves were drifted. A hint of greenery came from the budding leaves of the hazels, faint as the sound of a horn from hills at the limit of hearing: it no more than tinted their greyness. And the lichen on delicate twigs, that was hooding the hazels, gave an almost ghostly appearance, which was suited well enough to the awful doom that hung tremendous above all Orianas thoughts. That is not the way that others spoke of an excellent institution like Mullingar: Aunt Bridget said, They will look after her there, and shell no more be an anxiety to herself or others. But to Orianas thoughts, struggling to hope they would not be taken from Fairyland, it was as awful a doom as it would be to chaffinches to be taken away from wasting their time in the hedgerows, to be kept in cages where they could be more useful. She did not know that the doctor was on his way, nor that two doctors were needed to certify her, nor what the procedure was; but the one word Mullingar, overheard that morning, had been enough; so that she walked silent and terrified in the long-deserted garden, whose gloom was lit by the flash of a single damson-tree that had lately flashed into leaf, and the solitary larch-tree at the other end. And as she walked there, and just as she came to where one of the aged hazels had been throttled by the giant bulk of an ivy, and the gloom of the ivy added a chill to the garden, her father and mother came for her to bring her into the house. And there the doctor had just arrived, and she stood before him without speaking.

This is the way it is, said Dr. Malone to Mr. and Mrs. Ryan and Aunt Bridget awhile later. One cant be sure, when they wont speak. But theres a very good man over at Castleallen, called Dr. OKeef. And hed know. Its just the thing he would know. Its a long way to Castleallen. Over twenty miles, maybe. But we could get her there in an outside car; and its worth it, to let OKeef see her. Hell tell you what to do. And, if he says Mullingar, he and I can get that fixed up. Shell be well looked after there, and she could go from Lisnavagh station. Castleallen is on the way.

Will Dr. OKeef say Mullingar, Doctor? asked Mrs. Ryan.

Dr. Malone, having just recommended a twenty-mile drive to find out this very thing, recognized the question as merely a symptom of Mrs. Ryans anxiety, which he did what he could to allay.

Will she be kindly treated at Mullingar? was Mrs. Ryans next question.

Of course she will, said Aunt Bridget.

And Dr. Malone expressed the same opinion more gently, as he had done once already; and waited to be asked the same question again, which he soon was, and even again after that; and as he answered these questions the asylum at Mullingar grew gradually more comfortable.

Shell be all right there, said the doctor. But here you couldnt tell what might happen, if she got worse.

What kind of things, Doctor? asked Ryan.

Things you mightnt expect, said Dr. Malone. A remark that pleased Aunt Bridget because it seemed to put her case concisely.

And, from now on, the line that they all took about Oriana was based on the supposition that she had already got worse. So it was settled that Dr. Malone would call for her in two days, and drive in an outside car with her to Castleallen, and there see Dr. OKeef, who would be expecting her; and if he said so, she should stay in Castleallen that night, in charge of the district nurse, who would look after her there, and go on over the mountains to Lisnavagh station next day and take train to Mullingar, still accompanied by Dr. Malone, who would leave her in safe hands till the time she could be admitted to the asylum.

But thats a terrible long journey for you, Doctor, said Ryan.

Ah its nothing, said Dr. Malone. You see shell have got used to me, and it would be a mistake to hand her over to someone else on the journey. And Ive a friend in Mullingar, a Dr. Sheridan, that I used to play football with, and Id be glad of a talk with him over old times.

Thus was Aunt Bridget vindicated. But nobody had suggested that she had started the movement to place Oriana in Mullingar because, without Oriana, the farm must go to Aunt Bridget after Ryan; so she had no need of vindication. She desired right, proper and lawful means to remove Oriana, not unlawful ones; and so she wished to prove that, rightly and properly regarded, Oriana was mad. And medical opinion seemed to be on her side.

So Oriana had two more days amongst her dreams in her garden; one whole day from blackbird-singing to twilight, and two nights and two fragments of days. When the doctor was gone she was allowed to go back to her garden, and there she walked again, taking melancholy farewell of all the nooks that her fancies loved to haunt; for she knew they would never thrive among the grim walls that her terror pictured, frowning in Mullingar.

Oriana was sane. But her intellect was given to fancies, as the intellect of Aunt Bridget was given to what is at best called worldly wisdom. Beyond the boundaries of these two states lie, in the one case, madness and, in the other, cunning. Were Oriana to go to Mullingar Asylum, where her harmless fancies would be frustrated and terrified, they would soon stray over the border. As for Aunt 

Bridget, while her worldly wisdom prospered, it needed no help, but if ever it met with effective opposition it would be reinforced from over the border with all the forces of cunning. And yet it is only fair to say that this is further than she had actually gone.

As sunset touched the buds on beeches and chestnuts, and twilight fell like a blessing upon the garden, Oriana heard the notes of thrushes from the old hazels about her; and the notes seemed calling out of enchanted lands, like notes from the horns of Elfland. How fortunate that so near, and even visible, was the country of dreams to her; which to us is so remote and from which tidings come so rarely. Rarely even to poets, for not all of any mans life is illumined by inspiration; more rarely still for thousands doing their practical work in cities every day, and waiting just for this.

And over all that land, from which the thrushes called to her fancy, and over her love for Rory, and over all her young life, hung like a thundercloud the doom of madness, which would fall on her if she entered Mullingar.


CHAPTER XXI

Aunt Bridget Loses a Shilling 

IT was now four days since Rory had left the Ryans house, and Oriana had one more day of liberty, to walk in her garden unmolested. Aunt Bridgets eye was much on her while indoors, and followed her out-of-doors during much of the morning, but found no new material for the case that Aunt Bridget argued, so that by noon she had tired of watching and was content to leave the situation to Dr. Malone, who was to return the following day. Oriana walking alone once more with the old hazels on one side and on the other an ancient crumbling wall, over which cotoneaster climbed from outside, clutching the top like dark hands, reflected sadly that, for all her fancies, no knight would come to rescue her, riding from Fairyland. Had she not had her fancies she would have been lonelier yet; but now they failed her before the might of the world, as fortifications of snow might fail in strength of the sun. She could have gone back to the house and taken her part in all the conversation of Aunt Bridget, speaking out upon every topic; but all these topics had become so tawdry to her since she had seen Rory, that the will was no longer there, and she could not bring herself to exile herself from her dreams in order to stay all day in so dull a world, as the world of Aunt Bridget now seemed to her. For Rory in his bright jacket had given a sudden reality to Orianas world, as well as having corroborated it by all he said, the land in which his dreams wandered being a land whose frontiers marched with those of Oriana and whose chivalry dwelt in amity with hers. Or, to make short a story long enough to fill all Orianas days, she was in love with Rory.

Now by the box-bordered paths she walked on weeds, watching the flowers shining in the neglected beds, flowers large and bright though they were only dandelions; and one blue Southern anemone, the last of a tribe that had been given a home there once. She looked, with farewell in her heart, at every flower; for, far though her interests were from the ways of what was called the world by Aunt Bridget, her fancies hovered over these little splendours of earth, and she found a beauty in dandelions, missed by many a mind that no-one had ever threatened with Mullingar.

No knight, she had just thought, would ever come riding from Fairyland, to bring her help in her need. And at that moment, far down the road, a glimpse of which she could see through the twigs of the hazels, there appeared an outside car, and on it, besides the driver, a man in great-coat and riding-boots. The riding-boots scarcely showed at the distance at which the car first appeared; but what did show was a bright cap, green and white, the same that Rory wore. It was Fagan the jockey, on his way to ride once more at Clonskeagh. Clonskeagh was a semi-circular course about a small steep hill, on the top of which was a rath, or a fortress of earth. Such raths were usually built by men who had two chief interests, grazing cattle and protecting them and themselves from enemies; the first of these interests needed good grass; the second needed a good view. So the place was right for a gallop, and perfectly suited for seeing it; and in addition to one more important race-meeting, the county Hunt, that is to say the fox-hounds, and two packs of harriers, one of which usually hunted hares, and the other only foxes, had their point-to-points there. It was at one of these point-to-points that Fagan was now going to ride, for the same owner, who was pleased with him. He had been before the stewards, on the last occasion, as soon as he was able to reach them in safety; and they had decided that a man might well fall from his horse, and that no blame attached to Fagan.

Their reasons for this decision are beyond the scope of this story. Fagan, rightly deciding that the passions of the crowd would be entirely occupied with that days racing, was going again to Clonskeagh.

No helm or haubergeon of any knight could have seemed more splendid to Oriana than that particular cap.

She was down to the road before the car was near; and, long before she reached the road, she saw that it was not Rory who was wearing Rorys cap, by which she meant the green and white circles. When the car drew up to her, Fagan and the old driver saw a strangely disconsolate figure, so obviously beauty in distress that the driver pulled up his horse, and sat there looking at her from under his large-brimmed hat, black, comfortable and antique, that looked somewhat like the hat that a priest might have worn when it was years younger. It needed no knowledge of the ways of the world to know that that bright cap denoted some connection between Fagan and Rory. Whether the colours were those of a band of knights, all of the same order, or whether, as was actually the case, they were somebodys racing colours, it was clear that two men who wore them must know something about each other.

Wheres Rory? she said.

Fagan paused for a moment, thoughtful, on the verge of speaking the truth. But truth was not a thing to throw away recklessly to any chance-met acquaintance. Yet something in Orianas blue eyes made him a little reckless, or merely awoke his sympathy; for he blurted out the truth, which he rarely did, even when the value of it was trivial as upon this occasion; and, as sudden as the gesture of a man casting away a farthing, said: Hes gone to Gurtnaroonagh.

Could you get a letter to him? asked Oriana.

Oriana could not write, but she could draw capital letters very slowly, and a few of them would be sufficient. Fagan thought over this. Gurtnaroonagh was a long way to go. But Rory would probably be on his way home, and coming by Fagans road. Crooked men value the good opinion of others as much as honest men do; and indeed even more, for it often helps them at their work. Probably genuine charity moved Fagan now, and he promised to do what Oriana asked. She ran back to the house for ink and paper, while Fagan promised to wait; and there she laboriously put together in scrawled capitals the two words of her letter. I dont remember how she spelt them. The two words were ITS MULLINGAR. Then she ran back to the road. Aunt Bridget had not seen her speaking to Fagan the first time; but she saw her hurrying away from the house, and Oriana knew that she saw her, and knew she had not much time. She folded the sheet of paper and gave it to Fagan.

Swear, she said, to give it to Rory.

I swear, said Fagan.

By whom do you swear? said Oriana.

By St. Peter, said Fagan. And, seeing a doubt in Orianas eyes, he added, Wont he do? Sure, theres none better.

There is not, said Oriana. And she pondered awhile. But she had to ponder quickly, for she saw Aunt Bridget running out of the house. If a man swore by a saint, it could be by a saint that might not much come his way: it were better to swear him by all the blessed saints. If a man swore by them, thered be no getting away from it; hed never know, if he tried to get away, which of those lads would catch him.

Swear by all the blessed saints, said Oriana.

And a look crossed the jockeys face as though the same thought were occurring to him that had come to Oriana. But the look was the shadow of an only momentary fear, for he intended to take the message; and he swore by all the blessed saints in Heaven. And then Oriana saw Aunt Bridget running close.

It must be by tomorrow, she said.

Ill give it tomorrow, he answered.

And then Aunt Bridget was there.

Im afraid my niece is bothering you, she said. Shes not very well. Dont mind her.

Sure, I wasnt minding her, Mam, said the jockey.

And Oriana walked away.

What was she saying to you? asked Aunt Bridget anxiously.

Sure, I didnt understand a word she said, answered Fagan.

What was she giving you? asked Aunt Bridget.

Sure she gave me a couple of dead leaves, said Fagan.

What for? asked Aunt Bridget.

To put on the horse that Im riding at the races, sure, at 10 to 1, said the jockey.

Will he win? asked Aunt Bridget.

Hes bound to win, said the jockey. They couldnt stop him if they tied ropes to him.

Will you put on a shilling for me? asked Aunt Bridget.

I will sure, said the jockey.

Here it is, said she.

It was a fairly new shilling. It was bright all over, and the milled edges were sharp. It had on one side of it the portrait of the Queen, and fine work on the other. The sun shone on it and made it brighter yet, a beautiful gleaming shilling. But why say more? All such lost things are beautiful. She never saw it again.


CHAPTER XXII

Rory gets a Coat 

RORY, who had come to Gurtnaroonagh as a drover, although without any cattle, was leaving it as a tramp. When he went there a drovers life seemed to lie before him, and certain roads that led from his home to various fairs; now all roads welcomed him. Why had he not thought of it before? Because the road had not been worthy of him: because none of his family had ever been a tramp: indeed there was some queer sort of talk among the OCullens that they were descended from Cuchulain, the ancient Irish king. But now he knew that the road was worthy; because kings themselves walked it, and knights and heroes; and they had come and told him the secret of their disguise. So Rory, as he stepped on to the road from the pavement of Gurtnaroonagh, felt he started on a new life; and, as perhaps with all men at the thresholds of all new callings, the first step was a thrill. There was much to learn; but the tinker was behind him, and would overtake him as soon as he had gathered enough news to last him a year and had collected his dog and his donkey, and he would teach Rory the ways of the roads that were to be his home, and how to make his home comfortable. And to that home would come the heroes that hitherto were only shadows, but now he would see them bodily, although disguised. Soon the slope of Slievenamona began to lift against him; and the steeper it grew, the more he could feel the road, and the more he felt he had entered on his new calling.

What were his plans? That was the beauty of it. Say Where are your chains? to a slave who has just escaped, and he may exhibit confusion; as any busy man would certainly do, if he had forgotten all his plans. But these chains that clink about the spirits of all of us were suddenly gone for Rory. He had no plans. No hours at which to do anything, and nothing that he must do. And it suddenly dawned on Rory that he was free. The thought came to Rorys mind, as the American coast-line came to the eyes of Columbus. A Hindu would have laughed at him. The thing was too obvious to rank with discoveries. But Rory had never heard of Hindus: his mother had never told him there were such people, though she had once prayed for their conversion.

One thing yet remained of the cares of this world, hunger. But it was a light care, for Rory knew that the tinker regarded it lightly, and deduced from this that it was evaded easily.

Bran, he said, do you think we could find a rabbit?

Bran looked about him and saw none. But Rory noticed a patch of gorse, one of many that decked the slopes of Slievenamona, as bits of brocade may be sewn upon a dress. And he said to Bran, If you were to go on the other side of that while I go on this side, we might between us catch a rabbit.

And Bran was perfectly willing to do as Rory said.

Attempts of this sort planned by Rory and Bran were not at all unlikely to succeed. They might either of them have easily missed a train; indeed they would be more likely to do so than not; but they knew too much of the countryside to fail in a project of this sort. There were no complications here, such as those with which our mechanical civilization has spoiled so much of the world. Bran went round at once to the far side; Rory hit his side with his ash-plant; and presently out rushed a rabbit, to be neatly caught by Bran.

Well done, Bran, said Rory. Sure, I thought if the tinkers little white dog could do it, we ought to be able to do it between us.

And Bran had not the least doubt of it. Bran gave the rabbit to Rory, and they went on up the sloping road.

Matches would be a good thing now, thought Rory.

But he had not yet the equipment of his new calling, and relied on the tinker to tell him what this should be, as young men have to be told, in all avocations, by some elder follower of the craft they wish to adopt.

It was past mid-day, and Rory and Bran were hungry. But Rory would not stop to cook a dinner, even though he saw a house from which he might have begged a match; for he felt that he owed the tinker a share in the rabbit. So he carried the rabbit further up the hill, and the day grew hotter; and at last the sound of the hooves of Ship-in-the-bottles donkey tapped on the road behind him. Rory was glad of the sound, and Bran was gladder; for the latter realized that with the arrival of the tinker there would come a comparative orderliness, a certain regularity about meals that would be highly desirable. Not that he would have exchanged Rorys company for that of the tinker, or Rorys ways for the tinkers ways; but not to have felt the attraction of regular meal-times would have been super-human, which Bran was not.

The tinker drew level, and Rory went up at once to him and gave him the rabbit, and walked beside his cart to learn from him the lore of the road, which is to say the rules and customs of tramps. And to Rorys first question Ship-in-the-bottle replied, The first thing you want is a great-coat, for youll need it upon Slievenamona at night, and that jacket wont keep out the cold of the stars.

And Rory remembered his night on Slievenamona when he had only a saddle to keep him warm. Now he had not even that, and he agreed with Ship-in-the-bottle that a great-coat would be a good thing.

But how will I get one? he asked.

Ah, sure, you ask for one at a good house, said the tinker.

Will they give me one? asked Rory.

Aye, theyll give you an old coat, if they know you, said Ship-in-the-bottle. But you must get a reference first. Theyll not give you a coat without that.

But where will I get a reference? asked Rory.

Ah sure, at any house where good people live a poor man can get a reference.

And where will I go for it? asked Rory.

See now, said the tinker. Do you see those trees there?

And he pointed to where a wood lay dark, in the shelter of Slievenamona.

I do, said Rory.

And do you see that smoke over there? said the tinker. And he pointed to where grey smoke was hanging above a house they could not see. Tell them where you come from and how you took cattle to Gurtnaroonagh, and say that youre walking home again; and theyll give you a reference at either house. Theyll give you a good reference: they are good people.

Which will I go to first? asked Rory. Whichever you like, said the tinker. Theres not much in the difference, so far as the distance goes. Sir Frank lives there, and he pointed to the wooded demesne, and the other is Mr. Perceval.

And where will I get the coat? asked Rory. Sure youll get that at the other house, said Ship-in-the-bottle. (RORY AND BRAN TEXT)

So Rory left the road at once and started off over the open country with Bran, heading straight for the wooded demesne.

Aye, youd better both of you go, said the tinker as he saw Bran starting with Rory. Youll give each other countenance.

So away went Rory and Bran over land that was good to walk on; for, though the bog was near, the slopes of the mountain were dry, as though Slievenamona had drawn the skirts of his cloak from the wet. And so they came in half an hour to Ardmona House and stood before the hall-door ten minutes or so. And then Sir Frank came out.

What is it you want? asked Sir Frank.

Sure, could you give me a reference? replied Rory.

Who are you? asked Sir Frank.

Sure, Im Rory OCullen, your honour, said Rory, and Im after driving my fathers cattle to Gurtnaroonagh Fair, and Im walking home and I wanted a reference.

Where do you live? asked Sir Frank.

Sure, over beyont, at Urlingdoon, said Rory.

What do you want a reference for? asked Sir Frank.

Sure, Im cold without it, said Rory.

This may seem the wrong answer. Indeed it was. But something about its unexpectedness touched a quaint mood in the baronet; and though he was never the man to refuse any request for help politely asked, it probably hastened his compliance.

I dont know you, he said, and I dont think I know your father. But maybe I do. Anyway I know Urlingdoon. What kind of employment did you want me to give you a reference for?

Ah, any kind of reference your honours good enough to give me, said Rory.

So Sir Frank went indoors and wrote out on a sheet of his notepaper, I strongly recommend Rory OCullen for any position of trust. And signed it.

Any decent man would have done the same. There are one or two who would not, but theyre not the old sort; and Ship-in-the-bottle, who knew every landlord along a hundred miles of road, would never have sent Rory to one of them. In half an hour Rory and Bran were back on the road, where they met the tinker further up the slopes of Slievenamona.

I have the reference, said Rory.

Sure, I knew you would, said the tinker. Sir Frank never failed anyone. Hes a good man, and sure of Heaven. Now go on to the other house, and youll get your coat.

So Rory and Bran set off again.

And the tinker called after them as they went, Youll be hungry. Get back as soon as you can, and meet me up by that rock and Ill have the rabbit cooked for you.

Rory said he would, and went on. There was not so far to go to Mr. Percevals house from the point on the road from which he had started this time, and in a quarter of an hour he was there. He had only five minutes to wait in front of the door, when out came Mr. Perceval.

Would your honour give me eer an old coat, said Rory, for Im walking home from the fair to Urlingdoon, and its cold I am at nights.

But who are you? I dont know you, said Mr. Perceval.

Im Rory OCullen.

Never heard of you, said the landlord. You dont live in these parts, do you?

I do not, said Rory. I live at Urlingdoon. But I have a reference from Sir Frank, over at Ardmona.

Have you it on you? said Mr. Perceval.

I have, said Rory, and showed it.

Well, I have an old coat, said Mr. Perceval, but I dont know if it would fit you.

It would fit me grand, said Rory.

How are you off for shirts? said Mr. Perceval.

Sure, I have only the one, Rory said.

Well, Id better give you a shirt too. Im afraid Ive no work I can offer you; but Ill give you a coat and a shirt, if that will do.

It will do well, said Rory.

Wait there then, said the landlord, and he went into the house. Presently he came out with an old coat and a flannel shirt. However old the great-coat may have been, it was about as new as any that Rory had ever seen, and it fitted him well enough. Bestowing the blessing of God on Mr. Perceval and a few mundane politenesses Rory went back with Bran over the slopes, and hungrily sought the tinker.

I got the coat, shouted Rory, as soon as he saw Ship-in-the-bottle seated near the rock, where a good fire was already burning.

Sure, I knew you would, said the tinker. Mr. Perceval is a good man. Though he wouldnt have done it for you without a reference. Nor would Sir Frank, for the matter of that. You should always get a reference. Lets have a look at your coat.

And he walked round Rory looking at the coat critically, like a tailor examining a fit; and then pronounced: Sure, its good enough for the blessed saints in Heaven.

Rory was glad to know that he had done well on the first day of following his new calling; but, just as he heard the word Heaven, there came to him with singular vividness a whiff from a strip of bacon that was frying beside the rabbit, which is one of those calls that is obviously from earth. Indeed in Heaven it is probably unknown. It came again, like a call on a horn repeated; and to Rory and Bran it seemed just then one of the most beautiful of the appeals that earth could address to her children. Soon they were sitting down by the side of the road by the tinker, and the rabbit was divided into three, each part with its flavouring of bacon. I do not give a description of how they ate it, with details of plates and forks, because it might pain my reader; let it suffice that they ate happily, till not even the bones remained.


CHAPTER XXIII

The Stone of the Sea 

NOW the stage was set for evening, and huge in the centre of the stage rose the shoulders and grey head of Slievenamona. A splendour was in the sky, and a chill on earth. The tinker, his face lit up with the glory of sunset and his eyes flashing with light from it, remembered earth well enough, and the needs of her children, to say to Rory: Now didnt I do well to send you to get that coat?

You did so, said Rory.

And remember this, said the tinker, that a rich man has only one wardrobe. But a tinker, and all those that follow the road, have a wardrobe in every house where a good man lives with a kind heart. But you want to take them easy, and show them that reference.

And what will I do for food? said Rory. Listen, and Ill tell you, said Ship-in-the-bottle. A tinker you can never be. Youd be losing your soldering iron and clippers and tin, and maybe your solder. And, if you only lost one of those four things, youd not be the complete tinker. And even Bran might not look after you, for his interests dont lie that way. But theres two things that theres money in forever. Hiding the past and revealing the future, them two; and theres laws against them both. The first of thems called blackmail, and I set no store by it; for a tinkers the friend of man, not his enemy; but the second, thats fooling him; and he likes to be fooled. So stick to the future, and youll get all you want.

How will I reveal the future? asked Rory.

Ah sure, its easy enough, said the tinker. Theres only about four things that happen to people, and a fifth that varies and you cant foretell it, so stick to the other four. They think theres millions of things that can happen to them, just because they know that somebody might call for them one night and drive them away in a coach to make them emperor of Turkey. But nobody will. Its those four things that are going to happen to them, and Ill tell you what they are.

And he told Rory, and Rory forgot three of them; but he remembered one and found it ample. And that one was, You will take a journey, probably across water. The prediction was wonderful if they crossed the sea, and perfectly correct if they crossed a ditch or a drain; so that sometimes it was startlingly correct, and at all other times it was accurately verified.

Come, said the tinker, I will give you the Stone of the Sea. And you can look into it and see everything thats going to happen; and remember those four things.

And he went once more to the sacred places of his cart, and brought out a translucent green object as large as a small cake of soap, which had been given the perfect shape of a pebble by the sea. It was whitish green on the outside, but there was a chip in the slightly roughened surface, so that you could look down into the deep shining green of it.

Is it an emerald? asked Rory.

Maybe, said the tinker.

For it certainly looked very like one. Nor does one readily imagine the mighty tides of the sea spending such time and strength on the temporal things of ours, as to give to the thick ends of castaway bottles the same care that they gave to rocks that were wrenched from Chaos to build the walls of Creation. Yet pebbles from ancient strata had been rounded no smoother than this. Rory took the Stone of the Sea, which had once been the end of a bottle of soda-water, and put it into his pocket in the rag in which it was wrapped, and from which he never separated it, never being quite sure if the virtue of the stone was in itself or the rag. That there was virtue in it he found from the reverence in which it was always held by all to whom he displayed it.

And thats enough for tonight, said the tinker, and Ill learn you other things of the ways of the roads tomorrow. And for now let me smoke my pipe, for it soothes my nerves, and its little more nor two days to the full of the moon. And anything I do say at the full of the moon, if you dont understand it, remember it; for its likely something youll never hear any other time. But if its just only cursing, forget it. For you can make your own curses as you need them, and dont have to be remembering other peoples.

Id like to know a few good curses, said Rory.

Ah, wait till youre in need of them, said the tinker, and Ill give them you as you want them. Theyll be fresher that way.

Then he lit his pipe and was silent. There was still daylight left when he lit it, and by the time he spoke again the glow of his pipe was brighter than any other light.

So youre going to spend your life on the road, he said.

I am, said Rory.

Its a grand life, said the tinker. And remember that many a man got to Heaven at last through being good to the poor. Its a fine privilege to give a man the occasion to exercise charity. Sure, without men wandering the roads there might be many a rich man with charity in his heart, unable to find any outlet for it. There might indeed. Hed be like a mill grinding, and no corn in it. And what would such a man say at the latter end when he was asked in Heavens gate: Were you good to the poor? Begob, it might be shut on him.

It might indeed, said Rory.

But were on earth now, said the tinker, and its cold. Let you go to my old ass-cart and bring me a bundle of wood and a scrap of paper, and well make a fire that will warm up Slievenamona; and then well have supper.

Have you anything for supper? asked Rory.

Sure, look in any tinkers cart, and look deep enough, and look long enough, and youll always find a rabbit.

You have a rabbit there? said Rory.

Aye, said the tinker. Snatch got me one. Bring it along.

Then Rory went and did as he was told, and found the cart well replenished with branches of thorn. These he brought out, with the rabbit, which he found as the tinker had said. And soon there was a good fire burning, and the ancient forces of night; cold and darkness; retreated a little way, and fell back on the mysteries that were gathered all round Rory and Bran and the tinker. The tinkers pipe began to wheeze, like a man in his old age; and when it expired the tinker skinned the rabbit and got out his frying-pan. The stars, that have seen so much, saw Rory and Bran and the tinker eat their supper. And when this was over the tinker said: Ill tell you a bit more of the things you may see in the green stone. Theres this then: you may see in it that a man has aspirations, aspirations for something better than what is coming his way just now. Aye, you may see that in it. And theyll wonder how you saw it; but dont tell them; for that is another secret of the tinkers. And, if youre talking to a young girl, you may see in it how shell meet a dark stranger. Aye, youll see him walking through the green stone. And the fairer she is, the more sure hell be of himself.

Sure its very good of you to give me the stone, said Rory, who rightly saw in it opportunities of keeping himself for the rest of his life.

Ah, said the tinker, I dont want it. Theres nothing like the Stone of the Sea for telling the future; but the presents a good time too; and for the present they chiefly want kettles and pans, and old pots to be re-soldered. Sure I have all my time taken up looking after that, without bothering about the future.

Id sooner have the future, said Rory, with wonder in his eyes.

And you may have it, said the tinker. I give it to you.

Its very good of you, said Rory; and was anxious for the night to pass, so that he could go forth on the road and practise this new art. And the night passed at its varying rate, as it does all over the world: for some it passes with the speed of a birds shadow, for some it lingers like a long procession with music, for some like a slow funeral, and for some it never passes at all. Once Rory heard knights riding by on a wind, that seemed to rise among Slievenamonas peaks. But he heeded less these visionary things since he had been to Gurtnaroonagh, for he knew now that they walked the roads, to be seen by day, though disguised. The wind fell like a tired horse on soft soil, and Rory was soon asleep again. Light flamed on the world, as Aurora leapt towards it, the most audacious of goddesses; and Rory and Bran and Ship-in-the-bottle awoke.

As soon as the three had breakfasted Rory set off with Bran, to try his hand with the Stone of the Sea at revealing the future, as Ship-in-the-bottle had taught him. He passed the cart, somewhere in whose deeps lay the very bottle that had given the tinker his name by the roadsides of five counties, and he passed the donkey grazing Slievenamona, entirely free but for the occasional glances of Snatch. He passed with Bran over the highest point of the road, and walked on down where the morning seemed to be lying below him. He was wearing his overcoat, and in one of the pockets reposed the Stone of the Sea. Where was he going? The whole of life seemed before him, and it did not seem to matter which way he went, so he kept to the road and went with the slope of the hill. It was the same road he had walked before; but with Slievenamona with him instead of against him, and going his own pace unhindered by cattle, he went nearly as far in an hour as he had formerly gone in three, and Bran stepped out with the same merry pace. Even when the last of the slopes of Slievenamona helped him no longer, like a robe that at last lies flat along the floor except for some gentle creases, neither Rory nor Bran were tired; and, keeping on through the morning air with the pace they had brought from the mountain, they came again to OHaras house by a little past noon.

They will give us a dinner here, Bran, said Rory, and he went up to the house. And the first person he saw walking about on a small lawn with a few rose-trees in front of the house was Maureen, OHaras elder daughter.

Did you sell your cattle? asked Maureen.

Ah sure I got rid of them very easily, said Rory with one of those flashes of worldly wisdom such as were often directed against him, but were rarely found with him, defending him from the world.

And then she turned to welcome Bran, whose bright spirits were more to her taste than the dull wits, as she regarded them, of Rory; though very soon her attitude towards Rorys wits was to be overthrown and humbled.

Have you got all that money on you? she asked.

I have not, said Rory, but I have what is worth more.

And what may that be? asked Maureen.

Begob, said Rory, its the Stone of the Sea.

And whats that? she asked.

Sure, Ill show it you, Rory said.

And he brought out of his pocket the tinkers gift, wrapped in its bit of rag, and showed her part of it through a chink in the rag, the part where the chip in the surface showed the green deeps of the glass. And Maureen looked at it interested at once, because she had seen nothing like it before. And, with her curiosity now widely awake, she asked: What is it for?

Sure its to see the future in, said Rory.

The future? said Maureen. Could you see my future?

I could sure, said Rory. But I must look in the stone.

And he took it back and gazed in among the rags.

Its full of water, said Rory. Youll take a journey across water.

Will I so? said Maureen.

Aye, said Rory. And youll meet a dark stranger.

How do you know? she asked.

Sure, I see him in the stone, said Rory.

The rags seemed very dark and the stone green and watery, and it all seemed very likely to Maureen. And then she ran in and found Eileen and told her about it. And they discussed the strange news in low voices. And they came to the conclusion that they didnt believe in the Stone of the Sea, but that it would be funny to hear what he would say to Eileen; and it had been said that people who could see the future, and even communicate with the dead, were often persons of low intelligence themselves, though inspired; and it might all be true. So out came the two of them, and Eileen asked to be shown the Stone of the Sea. And Rory showed it her, and Eileen thought she saw shadows, and then Rory looked so as to tell her what the shadows were. And he had not at that time forgotten the other three things that were likely to happen to people, and in addition to that he told her she had ambitions. And if Eileen at first was inclined to disbelieve, because she had never heard anything like it, she soon came to realize that she had never before seen anything like the Stone of the Sea, so that the things that were in it might well be unlikely things. And then OHara came out, hearing scraps of the conversation, and said: What is all this nonsense about a green stone?

So Rory looked in the green glass, and told him about his ambitions. And OHara said that there might be something in it, and told his daughters not to have too much to do with that sort of thing, for that he wasnt sure that it was not forbidden. But for himself he walked away from the house with Rory, and asked him more of what there was in the green stone.

There may be nothing in it, he said, but Id like to hear what there is. And those girls dont want to be looking into the future. Its all they can do to look after the present.

And it was of the present that Rory was thinking, for he was hungry. So he condensed OHaras future life on earth into as few words as possible; and soon the topic of dinner arose and they walked back to the house. Indoors Mrs. OHara welcomed Rory and Bran, and they all sat down to dinner. A flash of the earlier Maureen, as she had been three days ago, awoke as she asked Rory: Can you see anything more of my future?

It was not in her words that the flash appeared, but in the slightly taunting tones.

But Rory answered: If I look the other side of the stone I might see quite different things.

And the flash went out of Maureens face, for there was something slightly minatory in Rorys words, standing there at the dark gate of the future and able to peep inside.

Mrs. OHara asked what it was all about, and she also was shown the Stone of the Sea. And there was a mystery in the house, as indeed there is in all houses; for who can foresee the future? But here they had an interpreter; and somehow his blundering guesses deepened the mystery of the years to be.


CHAPTER XXIV

The Light of Reason 

SLIEVENAMONA had changed his airy cloak, and it was evening. And the stars had come stealing out, and gathered about him. And again Slievenamona changed his cloak of air, and morning came. And Rory was sitting beside Bran and the tinker on the edge of the road, looking down the slope to where the house of OHara was a grey patch under a little plume of smoke. They had all had their breakfast, and Rory was thanking the tinker once again for the Stone of the Sea, which, whether or not the future could be perceived in it, was, as Rory had just seen, the amulet that could provide for his own future. And suddenly far down the road, empty with that peculiar loneliness that roads have in the morning, they saw a moving figure facing the mountain. As there was no other human figure in sight they sat and watched it, while the tinker smoked. Soon they saw by the gait of the solitary figure that he was neither tinker nor drover nor tramp nor shepherd, nor any that had ordinary business with Slievenamona. As he drew nearer, the things he might possibly be dwindled and dwindled, till it seemed that he was a groom or second-horseman or jockey, and then it occurred to Rory that this was Fagan. He might have been expected to view this sight with abhorrence, but it is a curious thing about the dupes of the world, and I am afraid that my hero is a dupe, that they are not always reluctant to meet again those that have tricked them. The reason for this of course being that men are duped by establishing confidence; and when confidence has been well established some of it often survives, even after the victims money. However it was, Rory sat quietly there by the road till Fagan came up to him. He was hurrying and called out before he came, I have a letter for you from Oriana Ryan.

The tinker watched him gravely and said nothing. Bran too was silent, and seemed suspicious. Then Fagan put the note into Rorys hand, and Rory began anxiously to spell out the letters.

They are sending her to Mullingar, said Fagan.

The note was singularly devoid of information, but the quick ears of the jockey had found out all that.

Its today, he said, and theyll be sending her this way to Lisnavagh. I dont know what train shes going by.

All thought of his lost four pounds, or even his horse Veillantif, went now from Rory, and he thought only of how to save the girl from Mullingar. He knew that Oriana was not mad. But his opinion would not be asked. Indeed he could think of nobody who would take his word about it except the tinker; and unluckily the moon last night had come up arrogantly through hosts of stars, very nearly at the full; so that now was not the time, from the tinkers own account of himself, when his verdict in a matter of sanity was likely to carry weight. Who could he get to help him? He looked at the jockey, and did not entirely trust him, which under the circumstances was a partial proof of Rorys own sanity, but not sufficient to set him up as an authority on such things. And at that moment the tinker spoke.

How many will there be in the car? he asked.

Begob, said Fagan, therell be the doctor, and Jimmy who drives it. And theres a contrarious woman thats the girls aunt, that would likely be there; for shes not likely to be out of it. Thats all thered be.

And Rory saw that he could count on Ship-in-the-bottle, and thered be three of them for the three with Oriana; and that might make an even fight of it. But, to be sure of winning the fight, they would need one more. There was no one else to ask, so he must ask Fagan.

Would you stay and help us? he said.

Ah, said the jockey, theres a heap of laws in the country, owing to Ireland not being free. And maybe, if we stopped the car and killed the doctor, theyd be setting the law after us. And I always kept on the side of the law, for you never know when it would catch you. And so I will till Irelands free. But Ill tell you what I will do. Theres a friend of mine I can find, only a few miles away, and Ill ask him to come and help you. And if he says the cars not to pass this way, begob it will never pass.

Whos he? asked the tinker.

Its the OHarrigan, said the jockey.

Those who attach too much importance to sheer fact may note that, by Michael OCullen and Rory and Bran, the OHarrigan has been three times defeated in this story alone. And yet there remained a splendour about his pretensions, not out of keeping with Fagans claim that no car would pass over the mountain if he gainsaid it; and Rory was glad of such an ally, and urged the jockey to bring him.

And youll help too? Rory asked Ship-in-the-bottle.

Begob, said the tinker, no man that walks the free roads would see a girl shut up between walls. And I had an intimation last night from one of the stars that the moon had thrown from heaven, that I would soon have great power given to me.

And the jockey looked at him quickly, afraid of a certain glint that had come in his eye.

Ill go get the OHarrigan for you, he said.

And by that power, said the tinker, dont fail us. For, if you do, when I lay my hands on you, Ill offer you up as a burnt offering on that stone to the full moon, the way they used to do when Ireland was free.

Then Fagan went off down the hill, and the tinker sat meditating his own words to him.

It will remind him to do as I told him, he said.

Will they come soon, do you think? asked Rory.

The later they come, said the tinker, the worse for them, for the nearer it gets to the full of the moon the more awful the power I have from it. Begob, theres times when no man dare cross me. They shant put your little girl in Mullingar.

Would they ever try to put one of us there? asked Rory, struck by a sudden thought.

Not you, while Im here to protect you, said the tinker. And theyd never touch me in the dark of the moon, for Im as ordinary then as any of them; and in the full of the moon it would take a hundred of them to seize me, and all the peaks of Slievenamona to help them. And even then they would never do it.

Wont she be full tonight? asked Rory.

So I was told, said the tinker.

And he did not speak as though he had learned it in Gurtnaroonagh from someone who had seen it in the paper, but rather as though it had been confided to him, by powers more directly in touch with the moon. Then they sat watching the jockey hurrying away from the tinker. Bran had walked behind him a few steps, still suspicious of him, either because of the tricks he had played already or because there was something sly in the man himself; but nothing that Bran did was needed to hasten the jockeys steps, and he now returned and sat down by Rory. They watched him till his short figure was at long last out of sight. Then they replenished their fire and boiled a kettle of water, and the tinker and Rory had tea. And after that they returned to their grassy seat by the highest point of the road, and gazed down over a county for three hours, to watch for the coming of the OHarrigan. At the end of that time all omens pointed to dinner, and still the OHarrigan was not in sight; nor was there yet any sign of Oriana.

Will he come do you think? asked Rory.

For as the day drew on, and whatever was going to be drew nearer, his apprehensions of failure increased, and the shadows of Mullingar grew grimly darker, and nearer to Oriana.

Hell come when help is asked of him, said the tinker.

For he had seen the man at the fair at Gurtnaroonagh, and liked the way he fought, even though Michael OCullen had wielded a better blackthorn.

Will Fagan ask him? said Rory, calling up another fear, in the hope that the tinker would banish it. And the tinker did.

A little man like that! said the tinker. If these two hands got hold of him, with his backbone across my knee, and the power of the moon upon me, wouldnt I break him in two like one of those little fishes I catch in the stream? And doesnt he know it? Begob, in the dark of the moon he might dare to disobey me, but with the moon in her splendour tonight doesnt he know that Ill kill him if he fails to do what I ordered, though I shake Slievenamona to do it. Aye and not Slievenamona only, but the wandering stars above it. Sure, hell do what I told him; dont be uneasy. Theres no power greater in the vaults of the night than the power of the full moon; and that power Ill have on me soon, and its coming now.

Rory looked at the tinker and believed him; Bran looked at him and seemed to believe him too, though he let no sign escape him. Would the jockey believe him? Rory hoped he would.

Then all three had dinner; and when it was over they returned again to the point from which they watched. And the tinker drew out his pipe and filled it and lit it; and scarcely was the smoke going calmly up, when they saw far away down the road a dark figure, small in the distance, coming their way, which they knew must be the OHarrigan.

They watched him for half an hour, not walking fast, yet purposefully. And sitting still there, watching that vast view, his anxieties began to return to Rory, and he feared lest there should suddenly appear the car that was to take Oriana on the way to her terrible destination, and overtake the OHarrigan, so that when they met it they would be without the fourth adherent to their cause. So he urged the tinker to come down the hill with him and Bran, to meet the OHarrigan.

Theyll come yet, said the tinker, but, if they do, maybe well be the better for having that lad with us. And he pointed with the stem of his pipe to where the OHarrigan was like a fly on a great map. They knew that it was the OHarrigan, because they knew that no-one else had any business coming that way at that hour alone; and it was in a country where at that time most men knew everyones business for long distances round about them. But should they come after the rising of the moon, continued the tinker, or even a bit earlier, Ill need no mans help to blast them. Aye, though I have to call up thunder to do it.

Then he rose up, and Bran and Rory rose, and they went downhill by the road to meet the OHarrigan. They walked downhill for ten minutes. And when the tinker and the OHarrigan met, they met like two black clouds in which there is lightning.

I sent for you, said the tinker, to help us. For theres queer things happening.

By the sun and moon, said the other, I am the OHarrigan, and no man sends for me.

Begob, said Ship-in-the-bottle, Im only a tinker. But between now and midnight I shall be viceroy, plenipotentiary and vicar, of the full moon on earth. And I send for whom I will, even if I have to move mountains to get him.

If thats so, said the OHarrigan, theres a pair of us; two of the greatest men on earth. And begob youre lucky, young fellow, he said turning to Rory, to be here to see the two of us.

Its what I think, said Rory.

Come now, said the OHarrigan to the tinker, what was this bit of work that you wanted me for? For men only ask great things of the OHarrigan.

Begob, and its a great thing, said the tinker, the greatest of all things between the highest top of the sky and the roots of Slievenamona: its to save a young girl.

Begob, then, said the OHarrigan, let you bring her oppressors before me, and let them fight the OHarrigan.

No, said Rory, but its what well all four of us fight them, and theyre coming here soon in an outside car.

Then run in and fight them quickly, he said, before theyre overtaken by the wrath of the OHarrigan, and there is no more of them.

And at that moment Rory, who had perhaps the keenest eyes, saw an Irish car far off, and said: Thats them.

And the tinker said: The power is coming upon me. Will it come in time? For, if it does, they can no more stand against it than a dead oak against lightning.

Bran now stood up and looked in the same direction, and a threatening look came over him. Dr. Malone, and Aunt Bridget, who was on the car as the jockey had said she would be, and Jimmy Bannehan, the driver, knew little the forces that had gathered against them. Oriana was quietly crying, and seeing nothing. There was little speech any longer among the four by the road, except a few references by the OHarrigan to his greatness, and an anxious speculation or so from the tinker as to whether the power of the full moon would come upon him by the time that there should be need of it. Now they heard the horses hooves, and soon they could see the driver flicking his whip to brace the horse against the slope of Slievenamona to which it had now come. On the one side of the road stood Rory and Bran, and on the other side the tinker; but the OHarrigan stood with folded arms in the middle.

And then the car came up with the four that waited. And Rory gazed at Oriana in silence. And Oriana, by the hush that was all round her before anyone spoke, seemed to know that something was coming to pass, and opened her eyes in sudden joy, for anything that could happen was welcome now, and saw Rory there through her tears. And Rory placed his hand on the horses bridle. And the OHarrigan said: Where are you going?

Thats our business, said Dr. Malone.

By the sun and the moon, said the OHarrigan, all business is my business, for I am the OHarrigan, who is rightly High King of all Ireland.

I know nothing about that, said Dr. Malone.

Ah! Theyre going to kill us, said Aunt Bridget.

Were only driving to Lisnavagh, said the driver.

And from these three weak remarks one might have felt that the cause of Mullingar was lost already, and as yet the tinker with the full moon in his blood had not joined in at all. But he joined in now.

Where are you taking the girl from Lisnavagh? he asked.

No further than Mullingar, said Dr. Malone. Let us pass.

But still Rory held the reins. And at that moment Aunt Bridget raised her umbrella, either to attack Rory or to guard herself from the killing that she had prophesied. And the OHarrigan and the tinker and Bran came nearer.

And what for would you take her to Mullingar? said the tinker.

Shes not quite right in her head, said the doctor.

And indeed shes not, called out Aunt Bridget.

Silence, woman! said the tinker, and turned to Dr. Malone. Right in her head, is it? And am I right in my head? Its the full of the moon tonight, and all the stars will be dancing till some of them fall, and spirits you never dreamed of will creep out to see the moon at the full, and will talk to me as they creep. Winds will whisper me secrets of which you have never dreamed, and shout ribaldries that the maddest have never uttered. And am I in Mullingar? No, nor between any walls; nor will be for ever.

Yes, yes, said the doctor, but let us get on.

Get on, is it? said the tinker. Amnt I madder than she? Look at her and tell me. And look at me. Dont be alarmed, doctor; for Im coming near you. And he walked slowly towards Dr. Malone. Look at me now, doctor, he said with his eyes fixed on Malones. Amnt I madder than she? Madder than she?

By God you are, said the doctor.

And Im not the only one, said the tinker. And Ill be madder still by nightfall. Sure, hes High King of all Ireland, and he waved an arm at the OHarrigan.

Begob I am, said the OHarrigan, and I command you to turn back, and not to be taking that girl over my mountain.

Dont be talking crazy nonsense to me, said the doctor, pulling himself together and trying to show a good face before these men.

But it only made them worse.

Crazy nonsense, is it? shouted the OHarrigan. Oh, dont be saying what will anger them, said Aunt Bridget.

But the doctor said, Yes.

And the OHarrigan strode nearer.

Thereve been men that could stand against the OHarrigans when they were sane, he said, but when they were crazy, NEVER.

Well, well; never mind, said the doctor. Isnt he another of us? shouted the tinker. Let you obey me as rightful High King of All Ireland, said the OHarrigan. But if its crazy I am, let you listen to reason. What for are you taking a poor child to Mullingar when theres fine crazy men in your path who were never in Mullingar and never will be? Is there reason in that? And all the while Rorys hand was tight on the rein, and the driver was sitting helpless, very carefully taking no part at all in the discussion.

Begob, said the tinker, thats reason. And let no man that wont listen to reason send others to Mullingar.

And he shook his finger in the doctors face, to emphasize the logic that was in his argument.

Ah, let us go back, implored Aunt Bridget. Maybe she isnt so mad after all.

But the tinker had not done with his argument, for logic had an overwhelming fascination for him at the time of the full moon. And theres Rory there, with his jockeys cap, on a mountain. Sure theres none of us sane, unless maybe Bran; and I dont like the looks of Bran at this moment; and if you try to go on towards Mullingar youll see for yourselves. Is it right that a young girl like that should be in an asylum, and we out on the mountain?

Is there any reason in it at all? shouted out the OHarrigan.

No, no, theres not, said the doctor.

Theres not at all, said Aunt Bridget.

And indeed there is not, said the driver, Jimmy Bannehan.

Then act according to the light of reason, said the OHarrigan.

Its what you should do, being a doctor, said Ship-in-the-bottle.

Without a word Jimmy Bannehan turned the horse round.


CHAPTER XXV

A Theme jar above Rabbits 

AS the car turned and went down the hill Jimmy Bannehan kept the horse at a walk till he should come to more level ground; and Rory, holding the reins no longer, walked beside, talking to Oriana. She had not yet been certified, Dr. OKeef merely having recommended that she should be examined in Mullingar, not having been able to make much headway against her shy silence, which the presence of a stranger in strange surroundings had done nothing to decrease.

What had we better do? said Aunt Bridget to Dr. Malone, with an anxious look behind her.

Sure, theyre two terrible men, said Jimmy Bannehan.

Maybe shes not so mad as we think, said the doctor in a low voice. Compared to some, I mean.

But Rory paid no attention to what they were saying. A blackbird sang at that moment, strangely hopeful and magical; and something in its tone prompted Rory to talk. He did not speak like the blackbird, but with shy halting sentences; and yet there was much in them that was in the blackbirds sentiments, and in the whole slope of Slievenamona, and in the birds above it that were inspired by Spring. For at last Spring had come: the North wind that had held it back so long had fallen, and, with the first touch of a South wind, buds that had dreamed of breaking broke upon many a thorn. And as three others were listening besides Bran, Rory said nothing, as he gazed into Orianas eyes, that could mean anything to anyone else. So that he was surprised when Aunt Bridget tittered. Could anyone ever have used similar words before, and in Aunt Bridgets hearing? He thought not.

And Oriana answered him after her long silence, speaking as Alpine streams sing in the summer, freed from the months of ice.

At this moment Rory saw what he always remembered as the dawn of Spring, for so it oddly appeared to him: a cloud flying up from the South had put its shadow over them and over all Slievenamona; but away on the plain below them sunlight had broken through some vast crevasse in the sky and was gleaming upon unopened buds of the beech and on young leaves just awakening, and flashing on miles of grass. It seemed as though in that instant Spring had stepped down from Heaven.

Where are you living now? asked Oriana. Up the mountain with Ship-in-the-bottle, said Rory, but Im going to walk the roads for the rest of my life, because I think that the Irish kings do be on them although disguised.

I have sometimes seen them, said Oriana. No, no, said Rory, you have not. Its only to poor mad people like me that they do be showing themselves, and to the OHarrigan and to Ship-in-the-bottle. We are not fine and sane like you, and we are not in Mullingar; and so they must never put you there: the tinker said so.

Ah, sure, youre all right, said Oriana.

Im not, said Rory, Im not, and the tinkers not, and the OHarrigans not, and you mustnt say we are. And were not in Mullingar, so they cant put you there.

What Rory thought of his own wits I do not know. Usually, the sillier people are, the more they esteem their wits. But I dont know what Rory thought of his. He was clinging desperately now to all the points he could remember of the OHarrigans argument, the logic of which had irresistibly shown that Oriana could not be taken to Mullingar.

Youre all right, said Oriana. And will you ever come our way?

Sure, I will, said Rory.

Then Ill watch the road for you, said Oriana.

A blackbird that was doing the very same thing from a thorn-tree; watching the road for a black and beautiful one of his tribe; looked up as though he understood her.

She is all right when she talks, said Dr. Malone to Aunt Bridget. It was her not speaking that misled me.

I tell you shes... said Aunt Bridget; but, looking quickly round, she saw the terrible figures, as they were to her, of the OHarrigan and the tinker striding down the road behind her, and heard the words of the tinker, as a mile of the valley heard them, And let me not find that she is gone from her home, except to marry; for, if I come to that house at the full of the moon and find that she is gone, Ill wreck the house by the power I have from the moon.

Aye, and if any escape out of that house, came another voice, theyll have to stand face to face with the OHarrigan.

This talk which, had it arisen in some village street, might have been set aside as brawling, was, when heard on the side of the mountain with evening coming on, something that strangely affected Aunt Bridget, and seemed to Jimmy Bannehan efficacious prophecy, and was even remembered by the doctor for years. They had come now to ground that was level enough for trotting, or so Jimmy Bannehan thought; for he suddenly whipped up his horse, and soon not content with a trot he put him into a canter. Oriana waved her handkerchief to Rory, and he lifted his ash-plant, which for a moment looked like the sword of a rescuing knight, with some power such as inanimate things sometimes have to reflect a mood that has ruffled the spirit that moved them. For long he stood there with his ash-plant still lifted up, now looking merely ridiculous, and when at last he could see the car no longer he turned back to his queer companions.

By the sun and moon and stars, said the OHarrigan, theyll not put that lovely young girl in Mullingar. And now lets see what sort of a table you keep on the mountain, for its hungry I am after my reasoning with them.

Then let you come before the moon comes any way near, said the tinker, for after that I couldnt tell what might be in my cart. But I have a bottle in it now that came from the best still that there is in the West of Ireland.

And he led the way up the road, and Rory and Bran and the OHarrigan went with him.

When they came to the cart just over the top of the mountain, where the donkey grazed free, and the small white dog divided his time between sleeping and watching, the tinker rummaged in an end of his cart which Rory had never seen him disturb before, and brought out a bottle of whiskey. This he uncorked and the two men sat down, each on a heap of rags; and the tinker offered some of the whiskey to Rory, but gave him very little, and Rory saw that he and the OHarrigan were going to drink the whole of the bottle between them.

Light a bit of a fire and keep it going, said Ship-in-the-bottle, for it might turn cold and we not notice it.

Rory did as he told him, and then the two older men began sharing the whiskey in iron mugs. They sat there very large and very black, and so still that, when the light began to dwindle, they looked like two ancient things, such as stones, on the mountain. At first they only drank, and muttered low if they talked at all; but, when the whiskey began to warm them, they spoke out, and Rory heard their voices ringing from rock to rock all over the top of the mountain.

Rory, who was hungry, asked should he cook a rabbit; for he had found a reserve rabbit, already skinned, in the cart. But neither of them answered him, continuing their debate; and Rory, though he did not understand the theme with which the peak of Slievenamona was echoing, perceived that it far transcended rabbits. So he cooked the rabbit for himself and Bran; and the sun had set by the time the rabbit was cooked. And Rory and Bran ate the rabbit; for neither the tinker nor the OHarrigan would look at any of it, even when handed to them on a plate, but turned their heads away, as though it would harm that whiskey, and went on with their politics; for it was to politics that their shouts seemed to have turned, by the time that the whiskey had run low in the bottle. And a star came out like a stranger, and then another, and they peered at the evening as though uncertain if they were welcome yet; and as yet the moon had not risen over the mountain. And the OHarrigan was claiming that when Ireland was free, he should be High King of All of it; and the tinker said that that should not be so, but that Ireland should have a Dail in Dublin, and that if the North would not come in they would put taxes against them at the frontier and treat them as a foreign country, and England and Scotland too. And Ireland should have a great army of its own, and if anyone tried to recruit for England he should be shot.

And Ill have a navy, shouted the OHarrigan. We wont want any navy, said the tinker, for no one will dare to land in Ireland when we have an army of our own on the Curragh.

Ill want it to carry my ambassadors to foreign countries, said the OHarrigan. And if I have a Dail, Ill not have it in Dublin.

Where will you have it? shouted the tinker. In Mullingar, pronounced the OHarrigan. So they argued, seated upon their rags. But when the moon came over the ridge, yellow and full, the tinker stood up and declared war on England.


CHAPTER XXVI

The Dirge of Mullingar

THAT night was perhaps the strangest that Rory had known, sitting beside the fire with Bran, and listening to the talk of the OHarrigan and the tinker. For when the moon grew brighter and seemed smaller, and stood up over the mountain, they turned to madder themes than a Customs barrier between Newry and Drogheda. For when the OHarrigan claimed his place among kings and emperors, the tinker allowed it with a wave of his hand, and claimed a place for himself among the eternal things, being, as he assured the OHarrigan, viceroy and vicar of the full moon. And something about their tremendous voices, and the assurance with which they shouted, awed Rory as he watched their shapes in the night, which was not the case with Bran. And though I have called this story Rory and Bran, because Rory seemed to me to be the leading spirit, Bran was certainly the shrewder; it is rather for critics to say whether or not I have put these two names in their right order.

When the last of all other light was wholly gone and there was only the light of the moon, beyond the little circle gleaming from Rorys fire, and the thoughts of the tinker grew too mad for words, he suddenly ceased to shout; and the OHarrigan, who had scorned to fall behind the tinker in any fancy whatever, ceased at the same moment, and there was a silence all over the mountain; and Rory thought that he heard the rocks let the echoes of those clear shouts fall suddenly down from their faces. And the tinker went to his cart and brought out his violin, and his little dog ran from the cart as his master came, as though it no longer knew him, since his viceroyalty, or whatever it was, had come to him from the moon. And first the tinker held up the violin high, to see the moonlight flash in the varnish: and when he saw from this, or seemed to see, that he had inspiration from the full moon, he walked back to the OHarrigan and sat down and began to play. The tune, if that is the word for it, was nothing like the tune he had played to Rory on Slievenamona before: it was like wild voices wailing, and there were gusts of something like laughter ringing through it, but not wholesome human laughter.

A fine tune, said the OHarrigan, and Ill appoint it to be played on all ceremonious occasions. What is the name of the tune?

Its the dirge of rejoicing, said the tinker, that they sing at Mullingar to welcome a new inmate.

Then bring Rory before us, commanded the OHarrigan, and play the tune to him, and let us make him welcome to that free band of men whose dreams have escaped from earth and the clutches of rules and laws, to dream what they will.

Come Rory, said the tinker.

And Rory came. There was a ring in the tinkers voice that seemed to compel his coming, and a light in his eye that Rory saw when he came, which seemed to him to account for the flight of the little white dog.

Come now, said the tinker, youre one of us, and this tunes your initiation. Run away, Bran; this is nothing to do with you. Kneel there now and hear what you have to hear.

And the tinker raised his bow. Bran had gone back a little way, as the tinker had ordered. And Rory stood before the two men alone. He had heard the tune once, and it had strangely perturbed him. He felt that it would be indeed, as the tinker had said, his initiation. He felt that if he heard that tune again, close under the eyes of those two men, he would indeed be of their company. He knew his wandering dreams were not as other mens, or that they strayed further from the worlds business, or oftener; but he could recall them at will, and only-let them roam because the world of fancy seemed the brighter world of the two. Yet, if he let them wander at the bidding of that wild tune, where would they go through the night? He feared, and the fear seemed no strange thing by those two dark men on the mountain, he feared that his dreams would be seized by the grip of other dreams, and hurried he knew not where. Once there, wherever it was, he feared they might never come back; and he would see Oriana no more, but be carried far away from her, perhaps by the full moon.

I do not know if he reasoned correctly; he was not so sharp-witted that this would be very likely; but I do know that he came to a sound conclusion: the influence of such a tune as that, on a night so still and moonlit, and in the presence of those two men, one of them now raving mad, and the other, as the doctor had admitted, madder than he had thought Oriana, was an influence that only the strongest intellect could have hazarded with impunity. Rory turned, and ran down the mountain.

Behind him Rory heard the OHarrigan shouting; but the tinker said never a word, putting all his vigour, and whatever power he had from the moon, into the hand that held the bow. The cries from the violin terrified Rory, and yet so much they lured him, that often he nearly stopped his flight and returned; and indeed would have done so, were it not for Bran, who ran on past him, seeming to sense the danger that was clamouring on the mountain. The fear of the state of madness was one thing in Rorys mind; the allure of the message calling him to it was another: the two emotions seemed to balance each other, and it was Bran that decided.

When Rory and Bran were a long way down the mountain, they halted at last and turned round. There was Rorys fire, a speck on the mountain, and the cries of the violin, adding weirdness to Slievenamona, were like those sounds that often haunt winds at night, cries of owls or wailings of the wind itself, in crannies of ruins or rocks; but no longer a menace.

I am thinking, Bran, said Rory, that its better not to be too fanciful. Theres plenty enough in the world without bothering with the full moon.

And here Rorys philosophy was for once sounder than Brans; for Bran was looking very fixedly at the moon; and yet he was looking only with distrust, and possibly anger, not with any of the allurement that overmastered the tinkers reason. And the principal cause of the decision to which Rory had suddenly come was that Oriana dwelt upon earth. Had she dwelt in the moon, he would have decided the other way. Love, that had had the effect of making her family think Oriana mad, had by the same alchemy turned Rory sane.


CHAPTER XXVII

The New Government is Proclaimed upon Slievenamona 

A HAYSTACK is so often an imposing part of the landscape, upon rare occasions even providing a couch for the sunset, that the mind does not readily associate it with mere food, which of course it is; but, in addition to its known uses, a haystack, when night has fallen, is often a lodging-house. And Rory and Bran were lucky enough to find one.

When dawn came, and a little wind called Rory and showed him the wide sky brightening, he could scarcely trust his own memory when it reminded him that he had once defeated the OHarrigan, even though he had a horse and a stick to help him against the OHarrigan unarmed; for so tremendous he had appeared in the darkness, sitting beside the tinker, that Rory deemed him invincible. As for the tinker, whether his power came from the moon or not; and Rory could not doubt that it did, for it had flared up so terribly as the full moon rose; but, whatever the source of his power, he had mastery over a tune on the violin that Rory knew would be able to drift his thoughts too far from the world we know, till they came to a boundary over which they would not get back. The moon was full; it was up there huge in the sky; and while this was so he dared go no more by the peak of Slievenamona, for fear he should be caught by the tune. But he was the wrong side of the peak, the far side from his home, to which he had intended to return to tell his parents of the new calling that he had adopted, and of the Stone of the Sea. Rather therefore than meet the tinker, while he held on earth the office he claimed from the moon, Rory decided to go right round the mountain to meet the road on the other side. He felt reliance that he could not lose his way, for he had only to watch the grey head of Slievenamona and go half-way round it; but he was very nearly too confident, for a beetle crawling round the lower robes of a statue would probably find more hollows and folds than he counted on, and it is the same with a man and a mountain.

So Rory set off round the mountain with Bran, to avoid the tinker. He was grateful to Ship-in-the-bottle, and by no means wished to part from him, excepting for the period of whatever appointment he held from the full moon. Where should he go next? Again the delightful knowledge that all roads were home to a tramp and that he need not take one road more than another, or take anyroad at any particular time. This was the great freedom into which he had lately come, like a country that has no slaves, discovered by a slave escaping across its frontier. Neither rules nor regular hours could bind him here. Yet a shadow fell across his new world, cast by the world he had left: was Oriana safe in this other world? He must go and see. And, if he went, the old world he had known might catch him; and if he stayed with the tinker he might be caught by the moon. He stood still for a moment in his perplexity, and spoke to Bran.

What shall I do, Bran? he said.

Advice is so seldom taken that it seems a little foolish to ask it. Yet he did ask it of Bran. But there was a look in Brans face so wistful that no more was needed: one word, which I need hardly put down, expressed all he thought, and that word was of course Breakfast. Before them on their way round the mountain lay the woods of Ardmona, and the house where Sir Frank had given Rory the reference. There was plenty of smoke going up from the chimneys, as though everyone were up and about; and thither Rory and Bran made their way. When they arrived at the door he remembered the advice of the tinker about the use of a reference; but here his only reference was an actual drawback, for he had got it from Sir Frank himself, and so recently that it was clearly too soon to ask for anything more, and yet he was urgently in need of breakfast. And then he remembered his overcoat. Would it do as a reference? Sir Frank came to the door and Rorys first words to him were: I got a fine overcoat from Mr. Perceval, your Honour; the blessing of God on him.

From Mr. Perceval? said Sir Frank.

Aye, said Rory. Sure, this is his coat.

And he held out a flap of it to Sir Frank.

Yes, said Sir Frank, it looks like one of Mr. Percevals coats.

Sure, it is his coat, said Rory.

And then, with the help of a sudden bright idea, he took off the coat and looked inside more carefully than he had done yet; and there sure enough on the inside of the collar were two initials, A. P.; Mr. Percevals.

He showed it then to Sir Frank, who knew the initials perfectly well; and that clinched it.

I had it from Mr. Perceval himself, he said.

Yes, I see, said Sir Frank.

And would your Honour give me a small bite of something to eat? asked Rory. For its hungry I am.

Well, go round to the kitchen, said Sir Frank, and Ill tell them to give you something.

The blessing of God on your Honour, said Rory. And Ill tell Mr. Perceval you did it for me.

He had not asked for a meal for two, thinking the chances of getting one meal were better, and intending to divide it with Bran. But, when he got round to the kitchen, in spite of Sir Franks orders Bran appeared to be the favourite; for, though Rory was given a very good breakfast by the cook, Bran was given something by everybody in the kitchen. In gratitude Rory drew out the sea-worn piece of glass, in order to see in it good fortune for the cook; but the kitchen-maids came round him then, and he began to learn something of the power of the Stone of the Sea. It was a bright spring morning, and the Stone of the Sea was shining, and Rory saw in it a prosperous future for all of them; and Rory saw rightly, for on a bright morning in Spring the future of young people is bright, by every omen that may be consulted. When Rory left he was as welcome there as Bran had been when they first arrived; though Brans welcome had increased too, in the excitement of their rejoicing over the good things that the future was holding for them.

The sunny morning, the success of the Stone of the Sea, and above all his breakfast, raised Rorys spirits, so that they easily lifted his feet over the rough ground he was travelling without any path, round the skirts of Slievenamona. A warmth and a scent seemed to beat up moist from the grass. It was indeed Spring.

Well, Bran, said Rory, asking his advice for the second time that morning, what shall we do now?

But Bran had no doubts about it, and no hesitations. He was walking in front, and never even looked round to consider Rorys question. He was heading for home. That would bring them past the OHaras, and past the house in which Oriana lived; and suddenly Rory saw, or, if he did not quite see it, his mind fumbled with the idea, that he had two ambitions which could not fit into the same dream; one was his love for Oriana and the other his new avocation. The difficulty struck him with all the force of a theme new to the experience of Man. What should he do? And with Bran feeling so sure, and he so doubtful, he followed Bran.

Thus they went round the slopes of the mountain. But up near the grey head of Slievenamona, the tinker and the OHarrigan were still seated upon their heaps of rags, when Rory started his journey. All night they had debated, their theme being politics; not the politics spoken in Ireland before a man is sure of the political views of all within hearing, but the politics to which a mans talk rises when he is well satisfied with his company, and all of them help him on from one fine fancy to the next; and the OHarrigan proclaimed himself High King, and the tinker rebelled against him and set up a dail, and all the madness of their wild talk was enhanced by the violin. But when from that high place they saw a hint of dawn in the sky, and barely a hint, for it was no more than a pallor among the stars, they were silent awhile, sitting still as crags in the cold. And then the tinker took his violin again, and spoke with it to the moon; and after a while he said he had it all clear, and had received a message, and it was this; that, as long as Slievenamona stood, there should be no law nor authority in Ireland but from the full moon, and he was its viceroy. When the tinker said that, and the OHarrigan saw that he meant it, they sat on there silent till dawn.


CHAPTER XXVIII

A Problem perplexes Aunt Bridget

WHILE Rory and Bran were walking round the slope of Slievenamona, Oriana was on her way in an outside car with Aunt Bridget, back to her home. The sun and southerly winds that were leading the children of Spring to dance before Rory had brought bird and blossom and insect to revel round Oriana, but with brighter, merrier revels, for behind them was the terrible darkness of Mullingar, and before them was freedom; and so all the little creatures that Spring was awakening gambolled and sang for her with an especial abandon. This variety in the ways of Springs myriad people may be noticed by anyone.

Almost a touch of gold glinted now on the green of the earliest thorns that had woken. Poplars a little way off stood like tall proud people, dressed in cloth of gold. And thrushes, from hedges, as Oriana passed, sang notes of their loveliest songs, their earliest ones, with which they greet the turn of the year, for which they have waited all through the dark of the winter. A butterfly on the south wind floated by, and sank to a flower. Oriana had not seen one since the fritillaries of last autumn.

A butterfly! she exclaimed.

It is only a common one, said Aunt Bridget.

She who denied all that was rare, would not even allow beauty to what was common. But Oriana had fared worse from Aunt Bridgets judgment than this butterfly; for her simplicities were to Aunt Bridget inferior to the worlds standard of cunning, while the more any fancy of hers transcended that standard, the madder Aunt Bridget thought it.

Slievenamona was now far away, a grave head peering over the Drumlin hills. At times the world round Aunt Bridget and Oriana was all in shadow, while over the hills the sunlight went green and golden. And sometimes beyond the hills Slievenamona smiled. The shadow moved from them and went away to the mountains, and a field beside them shone, full of the pale-green buds of cowslips; and a lark rose out of the field and went up through the warm air singing. Of all the golden things they saw about them, the gorse, though not the loveliest was most golden; as, of green things, the larch was the greenest. These were two or three of the myriad rejoicing things that seemed to welcome the fancies of Oriana, free to stray again amongst the smiles of April on Irish hills. And like a portent or a parable, as though nature knew her story, a storm began to darken Slievenamona; coming down on it, frown upon frown. Some of the peaks hid themselves, some withdrew themselves behind curtains of rain and light; and one stood darkly mysterious, more menacing than the storm, as though there were really something on Slievenamona that might have inspired the tinker and the OHarrigan, when they had threatened the doctor and Aunt Bridget and turned the car back. It was Slievenamona that had saved her, but she looked over her shoulder at the darkness beyond it, and thought of the shadow that had been cast on her spirit by the threat of Mullingar. Ahead of her all the world continued to welcome her back; for she knew that all that ran or flew over fresh green grass and flowers, wild as her fancies, were rejoicing to see her free. And, if they were not, it is all so long ago now, that it cannot be proved either way; but the belief that they were remained a bright memory for Oriana for many years; and that was all to the good. As they drove, more silver seemed to come into the grey of Slievenamona, and his stature dwindled, until he sank below the Drumlin hills. And then they came to the frontiers of that land that always shone in Orianas mind, with birds about it singing to her fancies, perpetually in sunlight; and such lands are in every - bodys mind: in a word, she was home. Perhaps Orianas mother may have loved the place too much, or it may even have been a grandmother; whatever it was, it depended upon no choice of Orianas; but all about that farm by Laffans Pass, its garden and the fields beyond it right down to the bog, where the old castle stood watching still; and the people who worked on the farm, and all the farm animals, and even the poultry; were printed deeply on Orianas spirits, as though their material weight had indelibly marked a thing so sensitive, till they were almost a part of her life; and she would never have thriven far away from these things. And whether or not the birds and the little beasts welcomed her by the roadside, surely everything welcomed her now, the walls, the trees, and all material things of her home, smiling back at the image of them that shone in her mind. Her father and mother were by the road to meet her, and they were looking at Aunt Bridget in such a way that she saw she had to explain. But should she explain the argument that had seemed to have such overwhelming logic on Slievenamona; that everyone on that mountain had been madder than Oriana, and that it was against all reason therefore to drive on past them to put Oriana under restraint and leave them free? An argument that had four to enforce it does not always seem so convincing when there is only one. So in the end she only said that Oriana had taken to talking again, and that when she did that the doctor decided that she had recovered. Orianas parents looked at Aunt Bridget then without speaking, so that she found it necessary to add that it had been wilful of Oriana not to talk. Oriana spoke now, in the joy of being home; and her parents, suddenly free of the tyranny of Aunt Bridget, for she had established a moral tyranny over them, that had now fallen, rejoiced with Oriana. The defection of the doctor before the logic of the argument that had confronted them on Slievenamona left Aunt Bridget with no more to say, except to complain of Orianas wilfulness in having misled them all. Then Oriana told how they had met the king of the mountains, for she had not correctly understood the OHarrigans full claim; and she told of the tinker, until her mother began to fear that her wits were really wandering, but saw somehow from Aunt Bridgets face that the man had been really as strange as Oriana was saying; and then she told of the young man in a splendid cap, and that was Rory, who had turned the horse round and saved her from Mullingar; and she told of Bran. And Aunt Bridget looked angrier than ever at the mention of Rory, but Orianas parents were grateful to him.

And then Oriana went to her garden, and hundreds of new buds came out to greet her; at any rate they were there and laughing with sunlight, and they had not been there three days ago. And she saw the old hazels again, their trunks grey with lichen, and the long thin ferns, the harts-tongues, hanging down from their branches; and beyond the wall the rosy glow of the beeches, whose buds unbroken yet, but swollen and red, shone redder yet as the sun began to sink. And a second damson had flashed into green, as though Spring had led it there to dance with the other, whenever the eye of man was turned from the garden and all the walks were hushed and trees might softly dance; and stand primly still all day, so that no one should guess.

Thus Oriana came back to her garden. But was the danger averted? While those four held the road over Slievenamona, it was certain that Aunt Bridget would not try that journey again. And even though they held it no longer, her principal ally, the doctor, had been defeated. It might be long before she could rally him to her again. And this strange thing remained as the residue of her journey; that she had set out in the name of reason, and had been confronted with the forces of madness and shown by them that she was acting unreasonably. The thing puzzled Aunt Bridget. It seemed that somewhere something must be wrong; but she could not see where. The argument went round and round in her head more persistently than the fancies of Oriana. If she had not been a very logical woman, it might have driven her mad.


CHAPTER XXIX

The Coming of the Witch 

BY the evening of that same day Rory and Bran had come round Slievenamona to the road that led to Castleallen and the OHaras house; and that went on by Laffans Pass and the bog to his home. They found the road again, only a little lower down the slope than the point at which they, with the tinker and the OHarrigan, had met the forces of reason and overthrown them by argument. Rory had decided, now, that he would go home and tell his father and mother of the new calling that he had adopted, which the heroes of all his dreams had recommended to him, and for which the tinker had so well equipped him, both by an old practitioners advice and by the gift of the Stone of the Sea. And as soon as he had told them, he would go back to the road, and watch for those who had promised they would appear to him. And he would see Oriana again. But there he made no plans. For, when he thought of Oriana, the future filled with a golden haze, in which nothing precise could be planned at all. In that haze he would walk as though in a happy dream, and the dream would take its course, as dreams do, not to be controlled by Rory. And then what about Bran? Would he have to leave him at Urlingdoon to look after the old OCullens? Or could he and Bran go together on that long journey down endless Irish roads? Oriana and Bran and the road: it was not easy to fit these three dreams in together. If youth could plan the future, the future would not be what it is. He drew out the Stone of the Sea and looked in it, but could make out nothing there. Then he stopped and said to Bran, Will you come with me, when I walk the Irish roads and look for Cuchulain and Finn?

And Bran was perfectly ready to do whatever Rory wanted. So Rory set off down the road again, heading for home. And glad he was to be once more on a road; for, as a man will shake his cloak, should he notice an insect crawling round it, so Slievenamona threw up unexpected folds, in what had seemed the smooth green of a slope; nor was the surface itself as smooth as it looked far off, for it was frilled with hedges and brocaded with gorse. But now he stepped out again with the bold tread of an insect that has fallen on to a polished floor, and Bran walked gaily beside him. And then he met an old woman with a big bundle of sticks, which she had evidently been gathering from a small wood a little way from the road, and there were bits of the bars of an old gate among them, in an old sack over her shoulder. So Rory thought he might practise his new art, by seeing her future in the Stone of the Sea, even though the payment might be no more than a bit of dry wood to make a fire to warm him and Bran while they rested.

So he said: Thats a nice bit of dry wood, Mam, and looked at the bars of the gate.

Aye, she said, it is so. I broke it off of a gate of Mr. Corburys, God giving me the strength. And Mr. Corburys a fine man with a good heart, and will not grudge it me.

Will I tell your future, Mam? said Rory. For I can see it all in this stone.

And he drew out the Stone of the Sea.

The future is it? she said, and began to laugh. The future to me?

And her dark old ringlets shook.

Aye. Why not? asked Rory.

Let you go down to Kildrum, she said, and she pointed away to a small white village, and tell them there that you told the future to Biddy Mulligan. Aye, let you tell them that.

Sure, why not? said Rory. I can see it easy.

See it easy! she said contemptuously. Ill tell you why not. Sure, I see the future, every age and day of it, from now to the battle of Armageddon, when the just will fight the last battle against the unjust. I see it for the people of Kildrum.

And which side will win the battle, Mam? asked Rory.

And would you have nothing hidden? said she. Sure, I can see everything from now to the time of the battle. But youve asked the one thing thats hidden from Biddy Mulligan.

I meant no harm, Mam, said Rory.

No harm! said she. Maybe. But theres harm in inquisitiveness among the young, when it goes to the lengths of that. Isnt it enough for you to know whats going to happen in the next thousand years; without prying beyond whats revealed to Biddy Mulligan? No harm indeed!

And she gave a hoist to her sack of stolen wood to make it more comfortable on her shoulder, which set her locks swinging; and she went on up the road.

Im sorry, Mam, said Rory.

But it did not placate her.

And she looked round over her shoulder, and said sternly, And let you see to it that youre on the right side in that battle, and not with the armies of Satan.

I will, Mam, said Rory.

And so they parted. The village of Kildrum was away over the fields to his left; and, though very hungry, he walked on for another two miles, rather than tell the future to anyone he met on the road while he was near Kildrum, for he had a generous impulse in his young heart not to intrude on the field that was worked by Biddy Mulligan. And at the end of the two miles he said to Bran, Let you and me sit here and rest a while, and well see who will come by; and maybe Ill tell them the future, and theyll give us a bite of something to eat.

So Rory and Bran sat down beside the road. But the very first person that did come by was old Biddy Mulligan, who as soon as she got to her cottage, put down her load of timber and hurried back down the road to overtake Rory. He saw her dark figure coming down, with the evening from Slievenamona. She had given no credit to his generous impulse, and was coming to guard Kildrum against a rival.

And let you not be telling the future to any in Kildrum, she said to Rory, as soon as she came within hearing.

Sure, they know it already, Mam, if youve been talking to them, he replied politely.

Theres one thing they do not know, she said; and Ill not have you telling it them, if you should see it in that green stone of yours; the way theyll say theres something Biddy Mulligan didnt know, and its told them by the first gossoon walking the roads, who has nothing better to do nor to pry into whats meant to be hidden. Aye, Ill not have that.

Sure, Ill not tell it them, Mam, if I see it in the stone, said Rory. And what is it youd not have them know?

Sure, I told you theres only one thing I dont know, she replied. And its that thing. Which side shall have the victory at the battle of Armageddon. Is there to be nothing hidden at all? And must man know everything?

Certainly not, Mam, said Rory.

Then let you not tell them that, she said, if ever you see it. For when they dont know that, they know nothing.

I never saw it in my green stone, said Rory honestly.

Then let you not look for it, she said. For, when thats known, everythings settled and done with; and, when its unknown, theres nobody can tell what anything trends to, whether it be good or bad.

Sure, Ill not look for it, said Rory.

And to remind you, she said, looking at him very intently, Ill tell you that theres more men buried by night in the bog by Kildrum than in any other two townlands.

Ill bear it in mind, Mam, said Rory.

Aye, do, she said.

And she turned and went back by the way she had come, and the evening seemed to grow darker.

And then a small wind blew from Slievenamona, to tell that night was coming. Again Rory thought of plans, and of where he should go; but only thought of such things to remember immediately that a tramp was above all plans. So might a king who had been in exile long, but who was at last enthroned, think for an instant of how he would get his dinner, and dismiss the thought as it rose. Rory set off again with Bran down the road; cottages were his dining-rooms, haystacks his bedrooms, and the Stone of the Sea was the key to any cottage. If he had not had that bit of green glass, he could have sold laces, or have shown some marvel like the ship that sailed into a bottle; or, best of all, he could have been a tinker, with a welcome in every house that wanted an old pot soldered or needed a new kettle. And if he had had none of these things, then he could still have had food for the love of God, wherever he had asked it on that account. But always he would have been free of rules and arrangements and hours, and debts owed by him and to him; and work for other men, and anxiety about wages; and taxes, and colds in the head and catching trains; for none of these things affect tramps.

Soon they came to a cottage, thick-walled and plastered white, which was settling down to sleep under its warm thatch. A blackbird from a laburnum tree, the tips of whose leaves were showing, sang a few bars to it.

Take a look at that house, Bran, said Rory, and see if you think it will do for us.

For only conceit would have made Rory suppose that he was as shrewd or observant as Bran; and Rory was not conceited.

Bran took one look at the house and then walked straight up to the door. Rory followed, and as soon as the door opened they both begged for food. The young woman who had opened the door looked at Rory. And then Rory said to her: Its the way it is that I can tell the future. And if youd give us a bite of something to eat, Ill tell you all the things that will be; except one thing, which I promised not to tell.

And what thing is that? said the woman, I am sorry to say.

I am sorry to say it, because it seems to me to be almost a piece of the identical curiosity whereby the world fell once already. But Rory would not be tempted to break the promise that he had made to Biddy Mulligan.

I promised Biddy Mulligan not to tell that, he said. Its about the battle of Armageddon, and she doesnt know which side will win and she asked me not to tell, if ever I see the battle being fought in the green stone.

This he now brought out of his pocket.

Do you see things like that in the stone? said the woman of the house.

Begob, said Rory. I see everything in it.

The woman thought for a moment.

Will you tell me this, she said, if you can see battles in the stone. Theres a couple of torn-cats that do be yowling and fighting here every night, the way we can get no sleep. But they scrap in a different part of the garden every night, the way my husband cant get a shot at them. Can you see what part of the garden theyll be fighting in tonight?

I can sure, said Rory, and Ill tell you, for old Biddy Mulligan never made me promise her not to tell that.

So Rory took the Stone of the Sea in his two hands and looked at it; and at first he could see nothing but the battle of Armageddon. But, when the smoke began to clear, he saw the two cats fighting in the right top corner of Mrs. Geraghtys garden; and he told Mrs. Geraghty just where the fight was going to be. And then she brought Bran and Rory into the house, and sat them down and gave them all they wanted to eat, as well as some tea and milk. And Michael, the womans husband went and got his double-barrelled gun so as to be all ready for the torn-cats, and Rory told him again just where the cats would come. And when everything was explained and the gun and the two cartridges ready, and the death of the cats certain, Mrs. Geraghty turned back to her earlier interest and wanted to know which side would win the battle of Armageddon; and Geraghty wanted to hear more of the torn-cats. But Rory was true to his promise to Biddy Mulligan, and said that, when he looked in the stone, the fighting round Armageddon was that bitter, you couldnt tell which side won.


CHAPTER XXX

The Battle of Armageddon 

THAT night Rory and Bran slept on a haystack of the Geraghtys in a corner of a field a little way down the road. And in his sleep Rory suddenly saw an army drawn up in line, of infinite extent, all dressed in armour the colour of the moon. And opposite them, only a little way across the field of battle, which was the sky, another army in line stood facing them. This army was also in armour, the colour of the deep blue of a summer sky, without stars. And, as he watched them, the first shot was fired from the army in moonlight armour, and he knew it was the first shot of Armageddon. The echoes rolled through illimitable spaces and died, perhaps on the coasts of far worlds, and there was silence. Rory thought it the most awful silence that he had ever known. And then from the dark army came the answering shot. And the battle of Armageddon was joined.

The silence between the two shots had been strain enough; but, when the battle began, the excitement was so much that Rory awoke. And far away over the fields he heard Geraghtys voice, Begob, I missed them both.

He slept again then, and dreamed no more. And the sun flashed on his face. He did not go back to the Geraghtys, but went forward along the homeward road; and, stopping at the first stream, he and Bran had a drink. Soon they saw the OHaras house; but Rory, new to the tramps enormous privilege of getting a breakfast at almost any house, and being assured that those that would not give it were likely, in their turn, to miss salvation, was inclined to pick and choose. Perhaps he fancied that Maureen and Eileen OHara grudged him the Stone of the Sea, or perhaps he preferred to seek his breakfast from people that had never known him without it, so that he might have with them a larger share of its wonder than he could have among the OHaras. But he passed the house, though Bran was inclined to protest, and it was not long before they came to a cottage beside the road. There Rory asked for breakfast for himself and Bran for the love of God, and paid for it by revealing the future that he saw in the Stone of the Sea. The South wind had brought up a morning that flashed and glittered on the triumphant forces of Spring, and wherever Rory looked he could trace the advance of those forces; like an army of innumerable scouts, moving from bush to bush, and each move unnoticed, but always going forward. In the brightness of that clear morning Rory saw two drovers coming with their cattle from Gurtnaroonagh, from which they had started the day after the fair. They were coming leisurely, and must have spent two nights on the way, and were overtaking Rory and Bran as they came out from their breakfast. Bran went up and looked at the cattle with the eye of a connoisseur, but Rory looked at the drovers. Were either of them one of those that had come to him in his dream on the plain of Gurtnaroonagh? He looked long in their eyes, but could not see who they were. Then one threw a taunting joke at the staring boy, and the other some yards back behind his cattle laughed. Its part of the disguise, thought Rory. But he never traced who they were. If old conquerors looked out of their eyes, he never knew which conquerors. And all men are descended from conquerors, for the simple reason that until recent centuries a victorious army butchered the population of any land it invaded, unless a retreating people pushed back to the West was lucky enough to find steep mountains to hide in when they came at last to the sea. Religion made some attempt to check this custom, except where its own interests were vitally concerned; but now that the world seems drifting in the direction of Science, led on by its child, that grim Will-o-the-wisp, machinery, the return of the old custom may possibly be apprehended.

So Rory set off on the homeward road, leaving the drovers behind him, and wondering who they were; while Bran beside him walked with a pace the jauntier for feeling the influence of home, which now began to reach him, though from so far away. And they walked till the Drumlin hills began to dwindle. Then Rory turned round and gazed at them; at the misty valleys in which his heroes wandered, as insubstantial as mist; and at the hill that held the road on which he and Bran, with the help of the King of All Ireland and the vicar of the full moon, had saved Oriana. But he turned away from them with little regret, for he looked to see the heroes of legend and history walking the roads, though disguised. And then the Drumlin hills sank under a green ridge.

Then Rory stopped at a cottage and ordered lunch for two; for I have said that all cottages are the dining-rooms of a tramp; and if he did not exactly order lunch, at any rate he got it. And so the day wore on. And now in the distance Rory saw the old castle that watched the bog, and which was a mile on the far side of Ryans house. He had come nearly twenty miles, and was not tired; for the last five miles, when he might have been tired, all thrilled for him with the thought of Oriana.

As he came to the Ryans house he saw beyond it a flash of white from Orianas dress, where she walked among the old hazels, to hear the last of the blackbirds that were singing in the spring evening. And the leaves of the hazels had come out further yet, the small shoots shining against the dark of the twigs like stars. And another anemone had come out in the neglected patch where they grew; and the dandelions that had given light to the garden, as though they were little children of the sun, were closing now for the night. There Rory went to find Oriana, without going up to the house. She seemed beautiful to Rory, as the flash of welcome shone among the dreams of her blue eyes; and so indeed she was. What was dreaminess in her, to Aunt Bridget, was but her turning away from Aunt Bridgets dreams. She dreamed in the same direction as Rory. All her fancies wandered where his fancies wandered, away from what was drab and mean in the world, towards whatever had brightened it in legend or fable, or such history as had come to her ears. And so, while the clamour of trade screams in sane ears, and was beginning to even then; in the ears of Oriana and Rory, though far less loudly, blew the horns of Elfland and the horn of Roland, or murmured the talk of knights around the table at Camelot, exulting in olden wars. As Rory and Oriana met, on a mossy path of the old garden, Bran began to look under the lower branches of a cypress that went up near, like a dark-green fountain; and just beside it a patch of brambles crawled, for many a wild thing had invaded that garden. Bran had not perhaps yet credited the ease with which Rory, now that he was a tramp, could get a meal as he wanted it, but still remembered the inexperienced boy, who, when he was with the tinker, often depended for his dinner, upon a rabbit. So now he looked to see whether under those dense branches there might be a rabbit hiding. And sure enough there was. But the rabbit ran out into the patch of brambles, and there Bran followed and tried to find it, in the intricacies of the thorns. Meanwhile Rory and Oriana walked where the hazels were. To what Rory had done, when the car was on Slievenamona, much was added by Orianas imagination. First of all the absurd jacket, which he still wore under his great-coat, and the cap and the spurs, gave a knightly appearance to Rory; and Oriana accepted his ash-plant as what it was to him, a weapon worthy of their youthful and silly dreams. And, secondly, the asylum of Mullingar, one of the best in Ireland, was, to Oriana, a place so terrible, that whenever she saw anything very dark, or heard any tale that was sinister, she thought of this well-equipped and well-run institution. From this Rory had saved her, and she felt towards him for that, as Eurydice might have felt to Orpheus during their last brief walk together.

Aunt Bridget saw them from a window; and came out, and heard them talking. That Oriana would not talk had been Aunt Bridgets strongest argument, leading to Mullingar; but skilful leaders often win their victories by rapidly adapting their plans to a complete change. So she moved nearer, to hear what Oriana was saying. This was easy; for the garden, which once had been sheltered by trees, was now nearly surrounded by them, and some had made their way into the garden itself, like wild animals coming by night to an unfenced lawn. Aunt Bridget came nearer still. And now she could hear their talk. So crazy it was that she drew out pencil and paper to have written proof of Orianas affliction. She stood there and the pencil had already touched the paper, when some wild fancy that Oriana uttered reminded Aunt Bridget suddenly of words that she herself had said many years earlier, also in Spring. The coincidence so alarmed her that she dropped the pencil and ran back to the house.

That evening Rory was welcomed by Orianas parents, who gave him lodging for the night on his way home. Aunt Bridget sat at supper like an ally camped near the Ryans, but meditating defection. The Ryans, however, were both so glad to have Oriana back, and were so grateful to Rory, that Aunt Bridget could make no headway. Rory had taken off his great-coat while in the house and the Ryans actually forgave his silly silk jacket, because he had saved their daughter to them, while to Oriana the full display of his jacket made him seem more splendid than ever. And, not only that, but the stars seen through the window seemed brighter to Oriana than they had been before; and the wind when it muttered or cried out under the eaves seemed now to be telling of something sensible, even though it still had no words, so that you could not tell what. In the large pupils of Orianas eyes in the candlelight seemed to Rory to be so many dreams resting, and dreams such as he had seen dimly, but that had passed him by; that he felt that, if he could see more of Oriana, he would know more of the land in which his own dreams wandered. She seemed to him to dwell on the other side of a mystery, but not far away. The dreams that so shone in her eyes were awakened by the splendour of Rory, that poor splendour at which most people laughed. Aunt Bridget was laughing now at the two of them, but covertly; while more understanding smiles lit the face of Mrs. Ryan. Ryan looking from the face of his wife to that of his sister, and then back from his sister to his wife and wondering what they were smiling about, suddenly understood.


CHAPTER XXXI

The Return to the Castle of the OHarrigans 

BIRDS greeted a morning that was one of Aprils fairest. And Rory had for the scene of his farewell to Oriana sunlight dancing on rosy beech-buds, red buds of the elms, the pale gold of the sycamores bloom, blossom of pear already white on the wall, and primroses in pale drifts where they had the shelter of beeches; and indeed more things than I can call to mind, and yet Rory remembered all of them, and after forty years they were still there, shining in his memory more vividly than many a thing that he had seen yesteryear. Tortoise-shell butterflies came by them, as they walked together, so near that the faint rattle of wings in air was audible to Rory and Oriana. They noticed the scarlet bars on the wings of the butterflies, as they went by, dancing on air, they saw the exultation with which flowers looked upwards, and noted a certain magic in the notes of the blackbird, that he seemed to have brought hither over ridges of dreamy hills, on the far side of which might be Fairyland. Yet it was not of Fairyland that they thought now, but earth; this change had their love brought them; this alchemy had it accomplished. For the garden, and everything around Ryans house, was to Rory now as enchanted as the valleys of Slievenamona, when seen far off in the evening and filled with the mist; and to Oriana Fairyland, which was never far from her, had now filled the garden, as though it had drifted in upon some invisible tide, whose wave had fallen on earth to shine there for ever. In that garden Rory forswore the Irish kings, the knights of Camelot, and Finn, and Roland; he would wander the roads no more, to pierce their disguises; it was enough that they had come to him once on the plain of Gurtnaroonagh; enough that he had dreamed of them long and seen them once. Now he would turn to the world, that had suddenly grown so beautiful. And then the two butterflies came dancing back again, either to show Rory and Oriana that the world was every bit as beautiful as their dreams, or bent upon some business of their own, transcending human affairs, and caring no more for Oriana or Rory than gods of an ancient day care for races that have forgot them. A huge coniferous tree on the far side of the wall reached over arms to the garden, dark branches that seemed to clutch, as though it vainly sought some happiness there that shone in the hearts of Rory and Oriana, and that the dark tree had lost. The pear-tree smiled at them, just a nod of the white blossoms as they passed, or a breeze of April stirred them just at that instant. A squirrel danced on the twigs of a beech near by; he had not been long in the country, not being what they call indigenous, and everything there was new to him. So vividly shone all this to these two as they walked, that to leave out anything seems to be to miss much of their story, a patch of moss or a fern being more to them now than a whole garden years later. Indeed I have missed many things that shone for them and that danced for them. Or were their eyes shining, and were their hearts dancing, for Spring? Perhaps Spring was the worlds mood, and perhaps Rory and Oriana, and the butterflies and the flowers, and the squirrels and blackbirds and the young buds of the trees, were all of them, in obedience to some tremendous command, spoken at dawn in a whisper, together making one smile for old Mother Earth. But whether Earth danced for Rory and Oriana, or whether the hearts of Rory and Oriana danced for Earth, they certainly danced with all that were dancing round them; and they long remembered that day as one that had come from more mysterious sources than other days, as though its dawn were from some remoter star that was brighter far than our sun.

Under hazels they said farewell, far from the eye of Aunt Bridget, and far from her understanding, for she had forgotten much, though a few chance words awoke her memory for but a little while. Then they came back to the house, and Rory spoke to the Ryans; but his talk to them was too incoherent for me to chronicle here. Sufficient that they understood him, and Aunt Bridget understood. Oriana was in the house, and the Ryans and Aunt Bridget and Rory and Bran were walking down to the roadside from the door. The Ryans were friendly to Rorys excited requests, for none could have failed to see, that, whatever influence he had with Oriana, it was calling her fancies home; and, more than that they knew that, had it not been for him, they would have had no daughter at all, walking in sunshine. But Aunt Bridget felt that, however much Oriana improved in Rorys presence, and without denying that she had wonderfully brightened, yet the fact remained that she had had curious fancies, and that Rory was evidently as full of fancies as she, which was probably why they got on so well; and that from such a doubly fanciful source, any children that there might be must be twice as crazy as either of them. She was about to express this view, and had indeed already opened her lips to express it, and had perhaps said a few words, when she utterly-ceased all in the middle of a breath. There had appeared on the road a donkey-cart with a tinker driving, and a tramp was walking beside him, common enough objects on an Irish road; but Aunt Bridget was gazing towards them in terror.

It was the OHarrigan coming down the road with the tinker, and the little dog Snatch was running beside them. Never a word said Aunt Bridget, but turned and made for the house. In the silence that she had cast over them Rory and Bran made their farewells to the Ryans, for they had now come to the side of the road; and they set off on their journey home, neither of them having yet noticed the tinker and the OHarrigan, for they were still a long way off. But the tinker had seen Rory, for he was straight ahead of him on the road, and unmistakable in his jockeys cap; and, putting his donkey into a trot, he soon came nearer, while the OHarrigan, striding behind, let out a great shout at Rory. Thus the four who had saved Oriana on the mountain met again on the road.

Where are you going? said the tinker.

Im going home, said Rory.

And would you desert the road? asked the tinker.

Im going to be married, said Rory.

Aye. Maybe, said the tinker. But the road will call you. Youll be asleep in your house years hence, and the road will rise up in your dreams, all white, and call you. Or youll be talking to your children by day, and therell come a wisp of dust dancing down the road with a wind, and the call will be in the dust. Maybe youll escape from the road, but it will call loud to you. And when youve walls all round you, and if you cant get away, its a sad thing to hear the road calling.

Maybe, said Rory, it will know that Ill be so happy, that it will be no good to call.

It calls, said the tinker, to all that ever drank tea out of an iron mug. And it knows theyll hear.

Ah, dont be troubling him, shouted the OHarrigan, who had by now come up. Let him marry for a while, and wont the road still be there when hes old? Isnt it a fine way to end, walking the roads and not knowing day by day where you will be going, and then one night to die by your fire at the roadside, and well accustomed by then to not knowing where you will go.

Thats so, said the tinker. Then let him marry; and let the road call. Theres two calls in most mens ears, and the louder one lures him. Maybe hell not hear the road above childrens voices. And yet, and he gazed down the road as Greek mariners gazed at the sirens.

Aye, said the OHarrigan, maybe. But in the end it will rise up and call him.

They spoke no more to Rory, but muttered among themselves, and seemed to be settling his affairs between them.

So oblivious did they seem of himself and Bran, that Rory walked on with his friend ahead of them down the road. And not till they came to a stream, and Bran suggested a drink, did the two tall men overtake them. It was the last stream they would meet for a long way, a stream that the green fields were sending down to the bog, and close to them now were the ruins of the old castle where Rory first met the OHarrigan. As the OHarrigan drew near to it now his stature increased, and even the tinker came under the influence of his dominating air; whereas while on Slievenamona, and while he was yet the representative of the full moon, it was the tinker who dominated all others. They came up with the air of men whose problem is settled.

It is my wish, said the tinker, and it is the command of the OHarrigan, that you marry Oriana Ryan. Theres a bit of an old woman that will be against you; but let you tell her, if she dares to thwart us, that all old women are mortal. Which means that they may meet with an accident. And no man can lay hands on me, if she does; for it can be proved in open court that I am beyond their jurisdiction.

And by this last remark he meant, if he were now quite sane again, that it could be proved that he was liable to fits of madness, and could only be found by a jury to be insane; or, if his wits were not yet quite recovered, then he meant that, as plenipotentiary of the full moon (or whatever he called himself), he was not accessible to earthly justice.

It may not seem a valid source of rejoicing, to have this piece of news from a tramp and a tinker; but to hear the one thing that he hoped for most, announced by these two men who had loomed so large in his life, and almost in the shadow of the castle that one of them claimed as his, did lift Rorys poor wits to the seventh Heaven, or whichever one in which there is most rejoicing. The OHarrigan inclined his head when the tinker mentioned him, to signify that his command was as Ship-in-the-bottle stated, then he stepped from the road and took a few strides over the grass, and there swung round and said: I return to the castle of the OHarrigans.

He walked away, and with a grateful wave of his hand Rory continued homewards with Bran; and the tinker in his donkey-cart went beside him. And soon a swift outcry of jackdaws signified that the OHarrigan had indeed returned to his home.


CHAPTER XXXII

The Tinker Talks of the Road

ITS the way it is, said Ship-in-the-bottle as they journeyed along, that I might not be able to help you against that bitter old woman just now; and the OHarrigan is not terrible, like me, so that he might not be able for to put any great terror upon her. Yet she knows well enough, the old vixen, that one of these days therell be a full moon again; and how can she tell that in that day Ill not be looking for her? Begob, shell not risk it. So that all you need to do, if she brings any opposition against you, is to mention my name to her. Call me the mad tinker, and shell know who you mean. And, if the moon should be getting any way full, all youd need to do would be to look up at it.

I will, said Rory. Sure, youre very kind.

Ah, said the tinker, its a pleasure to me to help you both.

But I dont know what her father and mother are going to say, said Rory meditatively.

Ah, sure, said the tinker, theyll say nothing agin you if left to themselves. Wouldnt they sooner see their daughter married than see her fall into the clutches of that old woman with the umbrella, that was on the car? Sure, it stands to reason they would. And all you need to do, if you see her trying to persecute them, is to let her know that Im in the neighbourhood.

Maybe the doctor might come, and give her countenance, said Rory, a little anxiously.

He will not, said the tinker, for he is a reasonable man and will not go against the light of reason. And while theres men like me raving under the moon, theres no use in him wasting his time persecuting young girls like Oriana Ryan.

And the argument, that Rory had heard already, gained greater force, as arguments do, for being said again; and Rorys anxieties were lulled by the tinker. Yet they were not quite sufficiently lulled for him to perceive, what the tinker and Bran were perceiving, that it was now time for dinner.

Then, if youre going to leave the road, said the tinker, well have one last dinner beside it. When Bran had left Rory and Oriana in the garden to find a rabbit under the cypress, and it had run into the brambles, he had jumped on it there and caught it. Then he had brought it into the house and offered it to Ryan, but his quick sensitive nature had perceived at once from Ryans attitude that Ryan was not accustomed to getting his dinner like tinkers. Bran therefore had taken it at once away, and had given it later to Rory; and Rory had it now in his great-coat pocket. Now he drew out the rabbit. It was the right time and place, and the rabbit was welcomed as Ryan would never have understood, nor any who dwell in houses. The tinker unharnessed his donkey to graze on either of the two thin strips of grass that ran with the road over the bog, while Snatch watched him. Then he lit a fire and began to skin the rabbit, and soon Rory and Bran and the tinker were sitting down to eat their last meal together as equal citizens of that thousand-mile kingdom, the road. Snatch also had his bits of rabbit, and there was bacon with it for all. And the tinker made tea, and drank, and began to talk of the road. Youll never see dawn any more, he said; and youll often miss sunset; and its seldom youll see the light there does be in the air after the sun is gone: its as though the holy saints were leaning out of Heaven then, and blessing the fields, which were too noisy for them by day. Its seldom youll see that light; and, when you do see it, youll only see a part of it; youll not see it from the time it drops on the earth like an angel to the time when a star appears, and it still is there; and the stars slink out by thousands, and the light is gone. Youll not see that. Or, if you do, whats worse, youll see it as a stranger. And youll know that you knew it once. And the light will look at you, all soft and beautiful, and it will seem to say, I do not know you. I know what Im telling you, for once I went into a town. And thats what the light said to me. It looked at me one evening and said that. And I left all the riches that man has piled up together, and I left chairs and floors and dry nights, and I said to the woman that was with me then, We will go back to the road. And when she would not come, I left her too. I went back to my bit of a cart and my fire by the side of the road, and the light that comes between sunset and early stars; and the light blessed me. When the road calls you, you can do the same.

Then Ill not, said Rory. Ill never stir from my home once Im married to Oriana, unless maybe to take my cattle to market and come back as soon as I can. And the twilight can look at me all it likes, and the stars too, and theyll not get me out of my home; and, as for the dawn, Ill not want to be seeing it.

Aye, said the tinker, the call of love is a strong call too. And maybe youve not drunk deep enough out of the iron mug. And maybe, in the passing of years, the road will call to you yet.

It will not, said Rory, for Ill never leave Oriana.

And in that moment, by the side of the road, and with an iron mug full of tea even then in his hand, he cast away the thought of meeting the kings disguised, and of walking the roads of Ireland with Charlemagne and his chivalry. He raised the mug in silence, above his forehead, then drank; and, in words inaudible to the tinker, said: Farewell Finn.


CHAPTER XXXIII

Bran Dreams 

WHEN Rory and Bran and the tinker continued their journey, they travelled like strangers on very good terms with each other, but no longer of the same band, no longer led and lit by the same aim. Rory and Bran remained the old friends they always were; the gap was between them, going their own way, and the tinker, sworn to the road. He said nothing to show that the gap had come, for he wished Rory well, and had given his consent to the wedding, though in what capacity I do not know: perhaps he felt that, having saved Oriana to the world that was outside those walls that she dreaded, he had the right to dispose of her; or he may have felt that having had power to prevent her being taken away over Slievenamona, he had the power to prevent her marriage; or perhaps he had given the consent as viceroy of the full moon, though the splendour of that position was fast falling from him then, and was by now quite gone. But though the tinker said nothing at all of the gulf, that yawns between those who follow the road and those who abandon it, both Rory and Bran could feel that it was there. Did Rory regret it The mind is too complex, at any time, to say that for certain; and far more so was Rorys mind while two desires, Oriana and his strange avocation, were fighting for mastery. Often in after years the call came to him, as the tinker had said that it would; often when fires were warm and the windows shut, and his deep and sheltering thatch was defying the cold, and a wind was roaming the night under freezing stars, often then the road would call to him; for cold and hunger and unsheltered nights seem to have their call as well as comfort and wealth, and to call as clearly. And the road called in vain. The call would come to Rory stirring his blood, bringing an exultation; and, when he had stayed in the warm house in spite of it, and the call had died away, a sadness always came over him. In those days it was his duty to resist all such calls; but the blackthorn along the roadside, the kingcups in marshy places, thrushes like elfin horns, the willows golden in April, and Slievenamona himself, high over all of them, seemed to know nothing of that.

But now they walked in silence, all three. And as evening descended, and its duplicate splendours shone in the bog all round them, and the rays lay leveller yet, and they left the bog behind, Rory drew near to his home; so that this uneventful tale of how a boy tried to bring twelve cattle sixty miles to a fair, and failed completely, comes to be nearly told. Had he succeeded, and achieved the job of a drover, this tale might not have been told of him; for the job would have gripped him, and would have shaped his story like that of other successful men about him. But the trade that he sought had sailed away like an uncaught butterfly. Or was it the other way about, and was it Rory that was free?

And then the tinker spoke, gazing ahead of him through the air all pierced with red rays, Im thinking I see your home.

For plumes of smoke were standing a long way off above thatches.

If a man had made friends with a wild animal, far out in the wilds, and was now returning with it to roads and towns, the first sight of a town could not have broken the friendship more suddenly than this view of the little dark thatches set apart the ways of Rory and Bran from the way of the tinker. And as the lines of the thatch began to show, and the great depth of it, and the glory of sunset came gleaming back from the windows and all the comfort of the house began to appear, where it sheltered under great trees, the tinker eyed the cosy and pleasant farmstead with that quick look of alarm that an animal has for a trap.

Then Rory said to him: You have given me many a meal, and often kept me warm. My father will be wanting to give you a dinner.

And that was the end of their roaming together. For the better the house and the meal and the warmth of the fire, the more the road would abhor them; the more the dusty miles, and the wet and stormy ones, would rise up and call for their tinker.

And the tinker sighed, for he had liked the boy, and had thought a while that he would be one of the fellowship of the road, though not a tinker. And then he said, Did you ever see a tinker, sitting down in a house?

And Rory said that he never did.

And Ship-in-the-bottle went on: When you see tinkers come into houses it will be the ending of cities. For theyll come in only when the wind comes with them, and the roof is broken and the windows are out, and flowers grow along the tops of the walls. Theyll come in when the weeds come and the birds come, and the stars look down on the floors.

Then we shall meet no more? said Rory sadly.

Well meet, said Ship-in-the-bottle, when the road calls you back, or when tinkers come into houses.

And with those words they shook hands and parted. Yet they did soon meet again.

Bran too went up to the donkey-cart to shake hands, and when Ship-in-the-bottle had shaken hands with him, he went with Rory home to the farm at Urlingdoon. And, as they went, they suddenly heard behind them the sound of a violin. For the tinker got down from his donkey-cart with his violin and sat by the road, leaving the donkey and cart in the care of Snatch, and began to play, gazing across the fields at Rory, but thinking of the road at his feet and its long wanderings. Once he had consoled Rory with that violin, and terrified him once, but now he saddened him; for some of the curves of the road round little hills, and up long slopes to where views broke suddenly wide upon wanderers; and some of its windings by streams, as though for a while it had found a beautiful mate, strangely its opposite; and its journey straight and far over bogs of heather, to which heaven appeared to have delegated its beauty; and many a twist and turn where it seemed to hurry, and many a lazy land where it seemed to rest; and stretches rarely met, where it appeared to attain to the dignity of a highway, till a little way further on, on some sunny morning, a donkey rolled in it, and that dignity faded away with the dust from the donkey; many a beauty, many a weariness, and the two blended in many a storm; these things that passed through the tinkers mind as he played, with his two boots resting on what to him was his empire, the everlasting road, clung somehow to the notes from his violin, and his visionary thoughts rode down the music and came to Rorys heart. And the music set him thinking thoughts of his own too, and he thought again of Danes and Cuchulain and Finn, and the knights that rode in the mists of Slievenamona; these too seemed to be saying farewell to him, as well as the tinker. On Bran too came a melancholy.

We are leaving our friends, Bran, said Rory.

But it was not that that saddened Bran, for he was going home. It was something else in the tinkers tune that touched him, and I who set out to tell his story cannot tell what this was. And it was something that he never conveyed to Rory.

Rory came near the door of his home with that strange music still pursuing him. He had said farewell to Finn; but it seemed, now, that Finn and multitudes of his fellow-warriors, and heroes of other ages and other lands, were saying farewell to Rory. Somehow their voices had got caught up in the music and were calling to him from all those ages away, calling him back to the road with their glorious voices, and there was reproach in their tones when he would not turn; but a syllable of Orianas living voice had a power over him greater than all the splendour of dreams. With the voices fainter now, but the reproach in them clearer than ever and the music growing weirder, till it was near to the border of spells, Rory opened the door, and more than any traveller who crosses a frontier he entered a different land.

Rory! said his mother.

Begob hes back, said his father.

I am so, said Rory.

And old OCullen gave a great welcome to Bran, while Mrs. OCullen welcomed Rory. Bran had come in expecting his welcome, but not Rory, for he knew that he had failed. And the brighter his jacket shone, the more it seemed to old OCullens eyes that the boy was not even penitent for his failure. They had received the money for the sale of the cattle from Michael OCullen, and had heard from him how the cattle had been brought to the fair by the OHarrigan. And Rory told them about the OHarrigan and the jockey and the tinker. And old OCullen said: He has been meeting some pretty knaves.

Ah, sure, its not the boys fault, said his mother. Didnt God fill the world with them?

He neednt have given my cattle to them, said OCullen.

Ah, sure, arent there always flies where theres honey? she said. And doesnt that sort always come where theres anything to be got.

He should have kept them off, said OCullen. Ah, sure, God never made him able to, said Rorys mother sadly.

And OCullen sighed and was saying resignedly, I suppose not, when Rory, in silence, seeing his words could make no effect, drew out from his pocket the recommendation in writing that he had got from Sir Frank. The effect was instantaneous. OCullen made at first perhaps one effort to belittle it. Sure, Sir Franks a good man, he said, and he wouldnt fail anyone. I never saw him; only everyone knows hes a good-hearted man.

But, however Rory got the recommendation, the fact remained that he was in possession of something recognized as valuable all over Ireland. And the world very quickly bows its head to possessions, and troubles very briefly how they were got. And the recommendation, that had already got him a great-coat, now got him the respect of his father. It was a reserved respect, and a much-worn great-coat, but one could not cavil at the recommendation for that. He handed the recommendation to his mother; then back to his father. And, when they had both read it carefully, he deemed that no better time would come than this, while the impression of Sir Franks recommendation was all fresh with both of them, to tell them of Oriana. At once the conversation turned to the theme with which this story originated, which is to say cattle. It may be that my reader is not greatly interested in cattle, and might therefore fail to follow the niceties of Orianas dowry, as it was tentatively outlined now. I pass therefore to the home-coming of Rory and Bran: Bran ran all over the farm, to see that everything was in its place and that nothing had strayed since he left it; and Rory went up to his room, where his books were kept, and where the knights of Charlemagne walked in the shadows, the same stalwart men of whom he had had glimpses in Slievenamonas high valleys, and who came and spoke to him at Gurtnaroonagh. And when it was suppertime Mrs. OCullen had their favourite food for the two of them; and after supper Rory and Bran were soon asleep, for they needed a good rest after their long journey. And Rory dreamed of ancient heroic men; for they walked the shadows of his room again, smiling and splendid, but with farewell on their lips. And Bran dreamed of the rabbit that he had caught in the brambles that grew in Ryans garden; he dreamed that it had got away from the brambles, and that it ran to the edge of the world with the lightning racing beside it, and he after them both; and that at the edge of the world he caught it, and gave it to Rory.


CHAPTER XXXIV

The Tinker Goes Sane 

DAYS passed during which an event came to perfection, that far surpasses all tales we can ever tell, or any work done by man. There is a slight tilt in the worlds axis; and indeed, had man the power, one of the first things I can imagine him doing is putting the slant straight; and from such a tidy act would come regularity and orderliness, but not Spring. And now that slant, that for some while had been turning the North of the world to the sun, had brought Spring in all her splendour over the hills of Ireland. To tell of that splendour would be to leave my story for a theme so far grander, that the pen for it should be taken from the wing of a golden eagle; whereas a quill from a farmyard goose does well enough for this. Suffice it to say that the white-thorn vied with the larch for greenness, and that the willows golden dress would have stirred up rivalry, if any envy ever embittered sap; and the beech came last like a lady whose dress is the loveliest, waiting for all to see. And just when bloom was beginning to show upon lilac, and a hint of it on the thorn, and pear was already in blossom, there came a golden voice in the vault of the sky, a wandering melody like a flute falling through miles of air, two notes come home to us from a foreign land, brought back by the cuckoo. And when they heard the cuckoo all the anemones knew that the North wind was gone, and the hyacinths began to peer out from their green hoods, and the daffodils were at their prime; indeed no nook of the woods, no slope of the hillsides, had failed to hear that voice, the voice of the herald who, after many forerunners, announced the presence of Spring.

And when lilac was in full bloom, and laburnum gleaming beside it, and peonies were beginning to bud in gardens, and the blackbirds chorus at dawn was losing some of its magic, agreement was reached between OCullen and Ryan in the matter of the dowry of Oriana. And so the marriage was arranged, and the date was fixed. Rory spent then with Oriana days he remembered always, days full of memories as vivid as any his mind held, to carry down through five or six decades and light Rory upon his way through them. But when I examine these vivid and treasured memories, I find them made up out of such common things that to offer them to my readers would be to try to attract their interest to things like dandelions and buttercups, and weeds of which I do not know the names, and bumblebees buzzing by in the warm air, and small animals surprised by the footsteps of Oriana and Rory, and sunlight on Orianas hair, and little jokes that Rory still remembers, though they do not seem to have any meanings now. And so I tell instead how Rory gathered the wedding guests; the first of whom he determined should be the tinker, and afterwards Charlemagne and Roland and Finn, and then the OHarrigan. The hardest of these to get was in his opinion the tinker, for he might be by now with his donkey and Snatch on any road in the West of Ireland; and the easiest was the OHarrigan, who seldom was far from the castle he said was his; and the rest of them Rory thought he would find if he sat by the road watching all the drovers and tramps that passed, for Charlemagne himself had said to him that thus they went disguised. He could not be now of their company, but might they not come as guests for a single hour? He enquired first for the tinker; and for three days none that he asked had seen him for several months. And then one day a rumour came to a village that he had been seen on the mountain again; and one said his fire had been observed far up, by the peak of Slievenamona. So Rory set out one day in an outside car from the Ryans and drove half of the way to the mountain, and then walked some of the way and got a lift in a farm-cart, and came to Slievenamona late in the evening, where the tinker had gone for the night of the full moon, which was the night now coming up from a clear horizon. As evening darkened he saw the tinkers fire, and climbing slowly through the gathering darkness, through which a wind roamed like a ghost, he did not come to the peak where the tinker was, till the moon was well up and bright. Huge and round it shone upon Slievenamona; and beyond his fire, on a stone, seated motionless and weeping, Rory perceived the tinker. It was not wild sobbing, but quiet continuous tears. Sitting upon his rock with his face towards the moon and seeing little enough of it through his tears, for some while he saw nothing of Rory. Rory, standing beside him and wishing to comfort him, was scarcely quick-witted enough to find the words, when he did not even know why his friend was weeping. And as he sought the right words one blundered out, certainly not the right one, and confusedly fell from his lips. Mad said Rory.

No, said the tinker. Sane. Sane under the full moon. It was the same last month; and now again. I am her viceroy no longer. No more her vicar on earth. The Queen of the Faries will not bow to me now; no spirits of night will salute me.

Sane, and cast out by the moon! An ordinary tinker.

So bitterly he said the last three words, that they called up at last from Rory some words of comfort.

But you were always sane, he said, in the dark of the moon.

Maybe, said his friend bitterly, but I knew my power was there. I knew it would come again at the full of the moon. Sure, a man may have a sword, and not use it always. But when it is stolen from him, he can fight no more.

Maybe youll go mad again one day, said Rory, with all the consolation that he could put into his voice.

Not when I stay sane under this moon, said the tinker. Look at it. Huge and round and yellow, but with all the magic gone out of it. Ill be received no more at the Court of the Queen of the Fairies. No more with honour and music. Would she ask a common tinker to her revels; though I was viceroy once? Never again.

And Rory could think of no more consolation now. He knew the man was sane, for he had seen him mad; and, however odd his talk may appear when set down like this, there were none of the wild claims Rory had heard in April, none of the arrogances and exaltations, which had marked him out as stricken hard by the moon. And then he thought of the stone that showed the future. No man that had that could be merely a common tinker. He drew it now from his pocket and offered it to Ship-in-the-bottle. Ill not need it, said Rory, now that Ive left the road.

Ah, isnt it nothing only a bit of old glass, said the tinker.

Can you not see the future in it? said Rory, not quite sure.

Sure, you can see your face in a mirror, said the tinker.

I can, sure, said Rory.

And they can see their hopes in that, said Ship-in-the-bottle, when they have you to look for them. What is it only a mirror?

Is that so? said Rory.

It is indeed, said the tinker.

Wont you come back to your fire and get warm, said Rory then, for the tinker was still sitting looking towards the moon with the tears running down his face.

I will not, said the tinker, for Ill sit here and look a while longer at the moon, whose power is given to others; and then Ill go back to the road and forget the glory I had.

Will you come to my wedding? said Rory.

I will, sure, said the tinker.

So Rory told him the date that the wedding was to be in the chapel at Laffans Pass.

Ill be there, if I have to drive night and day, he told Rory.

And Rory thanked him from his heart, for a certain grandeur that seemed to be in the man, whether sane or crazy, had reached out and gripped Rorys affection.

Leave me now, said the tinker, while I take my last look at the moon. Begob, I was one of the greatest of her viceroys. And here I am at last, only a common tinker.

So Rory left him sitting there on his stone, and went down the mountain to find his way back again to the house of the Ryans. And on his way next morning he saw a dark figure a little way over the fields, breaking out a bar or two of dried wood, that had been put to stop a gap in a hedge. And he recognised Biddy Mulligan. For a while he stood and watched her; and then she saw him, and came to him, walking fast over the fields.

Hist, she said. You never told them which side will win the battle?

I did not, said Rory.

And you did well, she said. For its not for them to know it.

And then he gave her the Stone of the Sea. For he was leaving the road, never to be a tramp; and, whether the green glass could show the future or not, he felt that the worlds anxieties about the future would never beat on him in his home, when he was married to Oriana. And Biddy Mulligan took the stone in a gnarled hand, and hugged it. And she became with the help of it, and with the powers that had already been given her, one of the greatest witches that there were in her day in that part of the West of Ireland. And when she began to thank him and pour out blessings, he asked her to come to his wedding. And this she promised to do, laying a hand on the green glass, as it lay in the other, and swearing by the light that was in it.

That evening Rory reached the Ryans house, whence Aunt Bridget had long gone, and saw Oriana again. And all Orianas fancies were turning in the direction to which the fancies of others of her age turned on occasions like this, so that sometimes she wondered if the knights in the glades of Fairyland were lonely, so little she thought of them now; and, knowing that they were only creatures of fancy, she knew they must live on thought, or pine without it. And next morning Rory went down to the old castle, where the wall-flowers now were waving along the crannies; and, sure enough, among the bats and the jackdaws, he found the OHarrigan whom he sought.

High King, he said, will you come to my wedding?

I will that, said the OHarrigan, and was about to add some grandiose greeting, when Rory said, The tinker has gone sane.

The few words had a strange effect on the OHarrigan; and he stood there silent with open mouth, a look on his face such as might be seen, or concealed, on the face of a leader deserted by some great Power that he thought to be his ally. So that Rory repeated the news to him, Sane under the moon on Slievenamona.

When the High King heard this he abdicated. Sure, you would not do that, said Rory.

The world is going away from the great men, he said. Let others rule it.

But you will come to my wedding? said Rory.

Ill come, he said; but as plain Mr. Harrigan. And he called out once more to the jackdaws, repeating his abdication. All claim or right to the style and splendour of High King of All Ireland I now renounce and abdicate.

It is probable that the only support he had for his claim was given him by the tremendous personality of the tinker, and it was likely clinched by some oath they had sworn together. Or, to put it otherwise, the influence of the madness of Ship-in-the-bottle, from which Rory had once fled on the mountain, had somehow gripped the OHarrigan; and, now that its grip was relaxed, he turned the other way. Nowhere, as I look among my characters, who have become by now to me as neighbourly as living men and women, can I find anything now but sanity. The fine fancies that raged when the full moon struck the tinker, the gorgeous claims and pretensions of the OHarrigan, even the knights that rode for Rory; all these seem deserting me; and the glades seem narrowing now in Orianas fairyland, and their foliage fading and their great trees dwindling away. It is time that I dropped my pen.

Yet first I must tell of the wedding. The wedding was on a day that shone with the splendour of summer, when the petals of peonies gleamed on the ground in gardens, and roses were fully blown, and a hush had come to the woods that had known the wild welcome to Spring; and yet not a hush, but a song taken up by tinier voices, when the greater singers had ceased, for small insects sang now all day while the thrushes sang more rarely. On this day Rory and Oriana were wedded. And the tinker was there, sane and tidy; and the OHarrigan, king no longer; and the great witch Biddy Mulligan. And the OHaras came, the two girls splendid with finery; and many a neighbour, and of course Bran. And after the service, Ship-in-the-bottle came up to Rory with his violin in his hand and said, Ill not play to you now; for, little as the Queen of the Fairies may care for a common tinker, my violin has power over her yet; and maybe the priest would not like it if she were anywhere near, nor Her Majesty might not care to meet the holy man neither. But Im going to Urlingdoon with my bit of an old cart, and you shall have the blessing of the Queen of the Fairies on both of you.

And he kept his word; for, if his violin had power to call up to the Queen of the Fairies, drawing what was magic in her by whatever was magic in it, she was round the house by Urlingdoon that night.

Then Rory said goodbye to his old friends; first to the tinker, who, though Rory heard his music roaming the night, passed down the long roads thereafter, with his donkey and Snatch, far out of Rorys life. And next he said goodbye to the OHarrigan, who gripped his hand and began, If ever I fooled you a bit over those cattle....

But Rory had forgotten all such things, remembering only how the OHarrigan had saved Oriana on Slievenamona, with the help of the tinker and Bran.

You saved Oriana, said Rory.

Ah, sure, they didnt know what they were doing, said the OHarrigan, with a glance to where Aunt Bridget was standing near Dr. Malone.

And then as they parted he said to Rory suddenly, I have abdicated from all my splendours and glory; but in the days when Ireland is free, let all men know that I abdicated in your favour.

I will, said Rory; sure, it is very good of you.

Let them know in all lands, said the OHarrigan And so they parted for ever.

And the great witch of Kildrum, as she came to be known throughout Ireland, gave Oriana and Rory her blessing.

Bran was standing beside the young couple as Rory said goodbye to the OHaras. And now, so late in my tale, it suddenly strikes me that I have never described the appearance of Bran. He had auburn hair, with one of those patches of white that do not always signify age; and he had brown eyes. But it is too late now to describe him. The reader has his own picture of Bran by now. I ought to have done it earlier.

Maureen came up and said goodbye to Rory, and wished him luck. Then she looked at Bran and said, Bran has fleas.

Of course he has fleas! exclaimed Rory. Havent they all? But hes none the worse for that. Are you Bran?

And he repeated his question to Bran. But Bran was busy.


CHAPTER XXXV

The Next Generation 

THESE last lines set to a tale already told are only to allay any fear, that may well arise, lest the children of Oriana and Rory, with so many curious fancies in their blood, should turn out to be as Aunt Bridget foretold, and even see the walls their mother had dreaded, with no-one to bar their way when they went by Slievenamona. It was fortunately not so. Their eldest boy, for instance, took a prominent part in Irish politics; and when the dail was instituted, partly due to his labours, he became one of its earliest delegates. And only a little while ago he was making a telling speech, and one that influenced legislature. The occasion was the introduction of a bill to protect certain Irish game-birds during the spring and summer. Debate languished. The list had been drawn up by a committee who had all gone into the matter; and delegates, but for a few formal speeches, were about to leave it at that. And then young OCullen rose up with splendid vehemence; and, with the finest speech that had been heard that session, he tore the bill to rags. Foreign birds like the cuckoo and swallow, he said in withering tones, were to be protected. On the English pheasant he heaped scorn that will cling to it, maybe, for ever. But the historic Irish bird, the bird to which a wiser generation had erected statues of stone, was neglected by this committee, who probably cared for nothing, said young OCullen, beyond the reek of their own farmyards.

That the phoenix was put upon the protected list was entirely due to the brilliancy of this speech, without which the most national of Irish birds would be unprotected by Irish law.

THE END
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The first edition


PREFACE

That there are passages in Dean Spanleys conversation that have sometimes jarred on me, the reader will readily credit. But the more that his expressions have been removed from what one might have expected of a man in his position, or indeed any member of my club, the more they seemed to me to guarantee his sincerity. It would have been easy enough for him to have acted the part that it is his duty to play; but difficult, and I think impossible, to have invented in such meticulous detail the strange story he told me. And for what reason? Upon the authenticity of Dean Spanleys experience I stake my reputation as a scientific writer. If he has deluded me in any particular let scientific bodies reject not only these researches, but any others that I may make hereafter. So sure am I of Dean Spanleys perfect veracity.

Should doubt be expressed of a single page of these talks, and the case against it be made with any plausibility, it is probable that I shall abandon not only this line of research, but that my Investigations into the Origins of the Mentality of Certain Serious Persons, the product of years of observation, may never even be published.


CHAPTER ONE

Were I to tell how I came to know that Dean Spanley had a secret, I should have to start this tale at a point many weeks earlier. For the knowledge came to me gradually; and it would be of little interest to my readers were I to record the hints and guesses by which it grew to a certainty. Stray conversations gradually revealed it, at first partly overheard from a little group in a corner of a room at the Olympus Club, and later addressed directly to myself. And the odd thing is that almost always it was what Dean Spanley did not say, rather than any word he uttered, a checking of speech that occurred suddenly on the top of speculations of others, that taught me he must be possessed of some such secret as nobody else, at any rate outside Asia, appears to have any inkling of. If anyone in Europe has studied the question so far, I gladly offer him the material I was able to glean from Dean Spanley, to compare and check with his own work. In the East, of course, what I have gathered will not be regarded as having originality.

I will start my story then, on the day on which I became so sure of some astonishing knowledge which Dean Spanley kept to himself, that I decided to act upon my conviction. I had of course cross-examined him before, so far as one can cross-examine an older man in brief conversation in a rather solemn club, but on this occasion I asked him to dine with me. I should perhaps at this point record the three things that I had found out about Dean Spanley: the first two were an interest in transmigration, though only shown as a listener, greater than you might expect in a clergyman; and an interest in dogs. Both these interests were curiously stressed by his almost emphatic silences, just when it seemed his turn to speak upon either of these subjects. And the third thing I chanced to find was that the Dean, though at the club a meagre drinker of wine, was a connoisseur of old port. And it was this third interest of the Deans that is really the key to the strange information that I am now able to lay before the public. Well then, after many days, during which my suspicions had at first astonished me, and then excitedly ripened, I said to Dean Spanley in the reading-room of the club, Of course the difficulty about transmigration is that nobody ever yet remembered having lived a former life.

Hm, said the Dean.

And there and then I asked him if he would dine with me, giving as my reason what I knew to be the only one that would have any chance of bringing him, my wish to have his advice upon some vintage port that had been left me by an aunt, and which had been given to her by Count Donetschau a little before 1880. The port was as good as I had been able to buy, but I doubt if he would have drunk it on that account without any name or history, any more than he would have spoken to a man who was dressed well enough, but who had not been introduced to him.

Count Donetschau? he said a little vaguely.

Count Shevenitz-Donetschau, I answered.

And he accepted my invitation.

It was a failure, that dinner. I discovered, what I should have known without any experiment, that one cannot make a rather abstemious dean go past the point at which the wit stands sentry over the tongues utterance, merely by giving him port that he likes. He liked the port well enough, but nothing that I could say made him take a drop too much of it. Luckily I had not given myself away, had not said a word to let him see what I was after. And in a month I tried again. I said I found some port of a different vintage, hidden among the rest, and would value his opinion as to which was the better. And he accepted; and this time I had my plan.

Dinner was light, and as good as my cook could make it. Then came the vintage port, three glasses the same as last time and no more, except for half a glass of the old kind for sake of comparison, and after his three and a half glasses came my plan.

I have a bottle of imperial Tokay in the cellar, I said.

Imperial what! said the Dean.

Imperial Tokay, I said.

Imperial Tokay, he repeated.

Yes, I said. For I had been able to get the loan of one from a friend who in some way had become possessed of half a dozen of this rare wine, that until a little while ago was only uncorked by command of Emperors of Austria. When I say the loan of a bottle, I mean that I had told my friend, who was totally unscientific, that there was something I wanted to draw out of this dean, and that I saw no other way of doing it than to offer him a wine, when he had come to his ordinary limit of drinking, so exciting that he would go further from that point, and that anything left in the bottle, after you have made your dean drunk, as he put it, would be returned to him. I really think that the only reason he gave me the priceless bottle was for a certain unholy joy that his words implied. I doubt if my researches, which without that imperial Tokay would have been impossible, will be of any interest to him. Well, the imperial Tokay was brought in, and I poured out a glass for Dean Spanley. He drank it off at once. I dont know if a dean has a different idea of Heaven, some clearer vision of it, than the rest of us. I shall never know. I can only guess from what I saw in the eyes of Dean Spanley as that imperial Tokay went down.

Will you have another glass? I asked.

I never take more than three glasses usually, he replied.

Oh, port doesnt count, I answered.

He had now had four and a half glasses that evening, and had just come to a point at which such remarks as my last, however silly it may seem here, appear to have wisdom. And, as I spoke, I poured into his glass that curious shining wine, that has somewhat the taste of sherry strangely enchanted. It was now beside him, and we spoke of other things. But when he sipped the Tokay, I said to him rather haltingly, I want to ask you about a future life.

I said it haltingly, because, when two people are speaking, if one of them lacks confidence the other is more apt to assume it. Certainly Spanley did. He replied, Heaven. Undoubtedly Heaven.

Yes, ultimately of course, I said. But if there were anything in the theories one sometimes hears, transmigration and all that, I was wondering if that might work first.

There was a certain look of caution yet on his face and, so I went rambling on, rather than leave a silence in which he would have to answer, and by the answer commit himself to concealment of all I wanted to know. I mean, I said, going to other lives after this one, animals and all that, and working upwards or downwards in each incarnation, according to whether or not; you know what I mean.

And then he drained the glass and I poured out another; and, sipping that almost absently, the look of caution went, and I saw instead so beautiful a contentment reigning there in its place, flickering as it seemed with the passage of old reminiscences, that I felt that my opportunity must be come, and there and then I said to him: You see Ive been rather fond of dogs; and, if one chanced to be one of them in another incarnation, I wonder if there are any hints you could give me.

And I seem to have caught the right memory as it floated by on waves of that wonderful wine, for he answered at once: Always go out of a room first: get to the door the moment its opened. You may not get another chance for a long time.

Then he seemed rather worried or puzzled by what he had said, and cleared his throat and searched, I think, for another topic; but before he had time to find one I broke in with my thanks, speaking quickly and somewhat loudly, so as to frighten his thoughts away from any new topic, and the thoughts seemed easily guided.

Thank you very much, I said, very much indeed. I will say that over and over again to myself. I will get it into my very; you know, my ego. And so I shall hope to remember it. A hint like that will be invaluable. Is there anything more you could tell me, in case?

And at the same time, while I spoke to him and held his attention, I refilled his glass with a hand that strayed outside the focus of the immediate view of either of us.

Well, he said, theres always fleas.

Yes that of course would be rather a drawback, I said.

I wouldnt say that, he answered. I rather like a few fleas; they indicate just where ones coat needs licking.

And a sudden look came over his face again, as though his thoughts would have strayed where I did not want them, back to strict sobriety and the duller problems of this life. To keep him to the subject that so profoundly interested me I hastily asked his advice, an act which in itself helps to hold the attention of any man.

How can one best ingratiate oneself, and keep in with the Masters?

Ah, the Masters, he muttered, the Great Ones. What benevolence! What wisdom! What power! And there was one incomparably greater and wiser than all of them. I remember how, if he went away for a day, it used to alter the appearance of the whole world; it affected the sunlight; there was less brightness in it, less warmth. I remember how, when he came back, I used to mix myself a good stiff whisky and soda and….

But dogs, I said, dogs dont drink whisky.

I learned afterwards never to interrupt him, but I couldnt help it now, and I wanted to get the truth, and thought he was talking mere nonsense; and yet it wasnt quite.

Er, er, no, said Dean Spanley, and fumbled awhile with his memories, till I was afraid I had lost touch with the mystery that I had planned so long to explore. I sat saying never a word. And then he went on again.

I got the effect, he said, by racing round and round on the lawn, a most stimulating effect; it seems to send the blood to the head in a very exhilarating manner. What am I saying? Dear me, what am I saying?

And I pretended not to have heard him. But I got no more that night. The curtain that cuts us off from all such knowledge had fallen. Would it ever lift again?


CHAPTER TWO

A few nights later I met the Dean at the club. He was clearly vague about what we had talked of when he had dined with me, but just a little uneasy. I asked him then for his exact opinion about my port, until I had established it in his mind that that was my principal interest in the evening we spent together and he felt that nothing unusual could have occurred. Many people would have practised that much deception merely to conceal from a friend that he had drunk a little more wine than he should have; but at any rate I felt justified in doing it now, when so stupendous a piece of knowledge seemed waiting just within reach. For I had not got it yet. He had said nothing as yet that had about it those unmistakable signs of truth with which words sometimes clothe themselves. I dined at the next table to him. He offered me the wine-list after he had ordered his port, but I waved it away as I thanked him, and somehow succeeded in conveying to him that I never drank ordinary wines like those. Soon after I asked him if he would care to dine again with me; and he accepted, as I felt sure, for the sake of the Tokay. And I had no Tokay. I had returned the bottle to my friend, and I could not ask for any of that wine from him again. Now I chanced to have met a Maharajah at a party; and, fixing an appointment by telephoning his secretary, I went to see him at his hotel. To put it briefly, I explained to him that the proof of the creed of the Hindus was within my grasp, and that the key to it was imperial Tokay. If he cared to put up the money that would purchase the imperial Tokay, he would receive nothing less than the proof of an important part of his creed. He seemed not so keen as I thought he would be, though whether because his creed had no need of proof, or whether because he had doubts of it, I never discovered. If it were the latter, he concealed it in the end by agreeing to do what I wished; though, as for the money, he said: But why not the Tokay? And it turned out that he had in his cellars a little vault that was full of it. A dozen bottles shall be here in a fortnight, he said.

A dozen bottles! I felt that with that I could unlock Dean Spanleys heart, and give to the Maharajah a strange secret that perhaps he knew already, and to much of the human race a revelation that they had only guessed.

I had not yet fixed the date of my dinner with Dean Spanley, so I rang him up and fixed it with him a fortnight later and one day to spare.

And sure enough, on the day the Maharajah had promised, there arrived at his hotel a box from India containing a dozen of that wonderful wine. He telephoned to me when it arrived, and I went at once to see him. He received me with the greatest amiability, and yet he strangely depressed me; for, while to me the curtain that was lifting revealed a stupendous discovery, to him, it was only too clear, the thing was almost commonplace, and beyond it more to learn than I had any chance of discovering. I recovered my spirits somewhat when I got back to my house with that dozen of rare wine that should be sufficient for twenty-four revelations, for unlocking twenty-four times that door that stands between us and the past, and that one had supposed to be locked for ever.

The day came and, at the appointed hour, Dean Spanley arrived at my house. I had champagne for him and no Tokay, and noticed a wistful expression upon his face that increased all through dinner; until by the time that the sweet was served, and still there was no Tokay, his enquiring dissatisfied glances, though barely perceptible, reminded me, whenever I did perceive them, of those little whines that a dog will sometimes utter when gravely dissatisfied, perhaps because there is another dog in the room, or because for any other reason adequate notice is not being taken of himself. And yet I do not wish to convey that there was ever anything whatever about Dean Spanley that in the least suggested a dog; it was only in my own mind, preoccupied as it was with the tremendous discovery to the verge of which I had strayed, that I made the comparison. I did not offer Dean Spanley any Tokay during dinner, because I knew that it was totally impossible to break down the barrier between him and his strange memories even with Tokay, my own hope being to bring him not so far from that point by ordinary methods, I mean by port and champagne, and then to offer him the Tokay, and I naturally noted the exact amount required with the exactitude of a scientist; my whole investigations depended on that. And then the moment came when I could no longer persuade the Dean to take another drop of wine; of any ordinary wine, I mean; and I put the Tokay before him. A look of surprise came into his face, surprise that a man in possession of Tokay should let so much of the evening waste away before bringing it out. Really, he said, I hardly want any more wine, but….

Its a better vintage than the other one, I said, making a guess that turned out to be right.

And it certainly was a glorious wine. I took some myself, because with that great bundle of keys to the mysterious past, that the Maharajahs dozen bottles had given me, I felt I could afford this indulgence. A reminiscent look came over Dean Spanleys face, and deepened, until it seemed to be peering over the boundaries that shut in this life. I waited a while and then I said: I was wondering about rabbits.

Among the worst of Mans enemies, said the Dean.

And I knew at once, from his vehemence, that his memory was back again on the other side of that veil that shuts off so much from the rest of us. They lurk in the woods and plot, and give Man no proper allegiance. They should be hunted whenever met.

He said it with so much intensity that I felt sure the rabbits had often eluded him in that other life; and I saw that to take his side against them as much as possible would be the best way to keep his memory where it was, on the other side of the veil; so I abused rabbits. With evident agreement the Dean listened, until, to round off my attack on them, I added: And over-rated animals even to eat. Theres no taste in them.

Oh, I wouldnt say that, said the Dean. A good hot rabbit that has been run across a big field has certainly an, an element of … And he did not complete his sentence; but there was a greedy look in his eyes.

I was very careful about refilling the Deans glass; I gave him no more for some while. It seemed to me that the spiritual level from which he had this amazing view, back over the ages, was a very narrow one; like a ridge at the top of a steep, which gives barely a resting-place to the mountaineer. Too little Tokay and he would lapse back to orthodoxy; too much, and I feared he would roll just as swiftly down to the present day. It was the ridge from which I feared I had pushed him last time. This time I must watch the mood that Tokay had brought, and neither intensify it nor let it fade, for as long as I could hold it with exactly the right hospitality. He looked wistfully at the Tokay, but I gave him no more yet.

Rabbits, I said to remind him.

Yes, their guts are very good, he said. And their fur is very good for one. As for their bones, if they cause one any irritation, one can always bring them up. In fact, when in doubt always bring anything up: its easily done. But there is one bit of advice I would give to you. Out-of-doors. Its always best out-of-doors. There are what it is not for us to call prejudices: let us rather say preferences. But while these preferences exist amongst those who hold them, it is much best out-of-doors. You will remember that?

Certainly, I said. Certainly.

And as I spoke I carefully watched his eyes, to see if he was still on that narrow ledge that I spoke of, that spiritual plane from which a man could gaze out on past ages. And he was. A hand strayed tentatively towards the Tokay, but I moved it out of his reach.

Rats! I said. And he stirred slightly, but did not seem greatly interested.

And then, without any further suggestion from me, he began to talk of the home-life of a dog, somewhere in England in the days long before motors.

I used to see off all the carts that drove up to the back-door every day. Whenever I heard them coming I ran round; I was always there in time; and then I used to see them off. I saw them off as far as a tree that there was, a little way down the drive. Always about a hundred barks, and then I used to stop. Some were friends of mine, but I used to see them off the same as the rest. It showed them that the house was well guarded. People that didnt know me used to hit at me with a whip, until they found out that they were too slow to catch me. If one of them ever had hit me I should have seen him off the whole way down the drive. It was always pleasant to trot back to the house from one of these little trips. I have had criticism for this, angry words, that is to say; but I knew from the tone of the voices that they were proud of me. I think it best to see them off like that, because, because….

I hastily said: Because otherwise they might think that the house wasnt properly guarded.

And the answer satisfied him. But I filled the Deans glass with Tokay as fast as I could. He drank it, and remained at that strange altitude from which he could see the past.

Then sooner or later, he continued, the moon comes over the hill. Of course you can take your own line about that. Personally, I never trusted it. Its the look of it I didnt like, and the sly way it moves. If anything comes by at night I like it to come on footsteps, and I like it to have a smell. Then you know where you are.

I quite agree, I said, for the Dean had paused.

You can hear footsteps, he went on, and you can follow a smell, and you can tell the sort of person you have to deal with, by the kind of smell he has. But folk without any smell have no right to be going about among those that have. Thats what I didnt like about the moon. And I didnt like the way it stared one in the face. And there was a look in his stare as though everything was odd and the house not properly guarded. The house was perfectly well guarded, and so I said at the time. But he wouldnt stop that queer look. Manys the time Ive told him to go away and not to look at me in that odd manner; and he pretended not to hear me. But he knew all right, he knew he was odd and strange and in league with magic, and he knew what honest folks thought of him: Ive told him many a time.

I should stand no nonsense from him, I said.

Entirely my view, said the Dean.

There was a silence then such as you sometimes see among well-satisfied diners.

I expect he was afraid of you, I said; and only just in time, for the Dean came back as it were with a jerk to the subject.

Ah, the moon, he said. Yes, he never came any nearer. But theres no saying what hed have done if I hadnt been there. There was a lot of strangeness about him, and if hed come any nearer everything might have been strange. They had only me to look after them.

Only me to look after them, he added reflectively. You know, Ive known them talk to a man that ought at least to be growled at; stand at the front door and talk to him. And for what was strange or magical they never had any sense; no foreboding I mean. Why, there were sounds and smells that would make my hair rise on my shoulders before I had thought of the matter, while they would not even stir. That was why they so much needed guarding. That of course was our raison dêtre, if I may put it in that way. The French often have a way of turning a phrase, that seems somehow more deft than anything that we islanders do. Not that our literature cannot hold its own.

Quite so, I said to check this line of thought, for he was wandering far away from where I wanted him. Our literature is very vivid. You have probably many vivid experiences in your own memory, if you cast your mind back. If you cast your mind back, you would probably find material worthy of the best of our literature.

And he did. He cast his mind back as I told him. My vividest memory, he said, is a memory of the most dreadful words that the ears can hear. Dirty dog. Those unforgettable words; how clear they ring in my memory. The dreadful anger with which they were always uttered; the emphasis, the miraculous meaning! They are certainly the most, the most prominent words, of all I have ever heard. They stand by themselves. Do you not agree?

Undoubtedly, I said. And I made a very careful mental note that, whenever he wandered away from the subject that so much enthralled me, those might be the very words that would call him back.

Yes, dirty dog, he went on. Those words were never uttered lightly.

What used to provoke them? I asked. For the Dean had paused, and I feared lest at any moment he should find a new subject.

Nothing, he said. They came as though inspired, but from no cause. I remember once coming into the drawing-room on a lovely bright morning, from a very pleasant heap that there was behind the stable yard, where I sometimes used to go to make my toilet; it gave a very nice tang to my skin, that lasted some days; a mere roll was sufficient, if done in the right place; I came in very carefully smoothed and scented and was about to lie down in a lovely patch of sunlight, when these dreadful words broke out. They used to come like lightning, like thunder and lightning together. There was no cause for them; they were just inspired.

He was silent, reflecting sadly. And before his reflections could change I said, What did you do?

I just slunk out, he said. There was nothing else to do. I slunk out and rolled in ordinary grass and humbled myself, and came back later with my fur all rough and untidy and that lovely aroma gone, just a common dog. I came back and knocked at the door and put my head in, when the door was opened at last, and kept it very low, and my tail low too, and I came in very slowly; and they looked at me, holding their anger back by the collar; and I went slower still, and they stood over me and stooped; and then in the end they did not let their anger loose, and I hid in a corner I knew of. Dirty dog. Yes, yes. There are few words more terrible.

The Dean then fell into a reverie, till presently there came the same look of confusion, and even alarm, on his face, that I had noticed once before, when he had suddenly cried out, What am I talking about? And to forestall any such uncomfortable perplexity I began to talk myself. The lighting, the upkeep and the culinary problems, I said, are on the one hand. On the other, the Committee should so manage the club that its amenities are available to all, or even more so. You, no doubt, agree there.

Eh? he said. Oh yes, yes.

I tried no more that night, and the rest of our conversation was of this world, and of this immediate sojourn.


CHAPTER THREE

I was the hell of a dog, said the Dean, when next I was able to tempt him with the Tokay to that eminence of the mind from which he had this remarkable view down the ages; but it was not easily done, in fact it took me several weeks. A hell of a dog. I had often to growl so as to warn people. I used to wag my tail at the same time, so as to let them know that I was only meaning to warn them, and they should not think I was angry. Sometimes I used to scratch up the earth, merely to feel my strength and to know that I was stronger than the earth, but I never went on long enough to harm it. Other dogs never dared do more than threaten me; I seldom had to bite them, my growl was enough, and a certain look that I had on my face and teeth, and my magnificent size, which increased when I was angry, so that they could see how large I really was.

They were lucky to have me guard them. It was an inestimable privilege to serve them; they had unearthly wisdom; but …

But they needed guarding, I said. For I remembered this mood of his. And my words kept him to it.

They needed it, he said. One night I remember a fox came quite near to the house and barked at them. Came out of the woods and on to our lawn and barked. You cant have that sort of thing. Theres no greater enemy of Man than the fox. They didnt know that. They hunted him now and then for sport; but they never knew what an enemy he was. I knew. They never knew that he has no reverence for Man, and no respect for his chickens. I knew. They never knew of his plots. And here he was on the lawn barking at men. I was unfortunately in the drawing-room, and the doors were shut, or my vengeance would have been frightful. I should have gone out and leapt on him, probably in one single bound from the hall door, and I should have torn him up into four or five pieces and eaten every one of them. And that is just what I told him, holding back nothing. And then I told him all over again. Somebody had to tell him.

Then one of the Wise Ones came and told me not to make so much noise; and out of respect to him I stopped. But when he went away the fox was still within hearing, so I told him about it again. It was better to tell him again, so as to make quite sure. And so I guarded the house against all manner of dangers and insults, of which their miraculous wisdom had never taken account.

What other dangers? I asked. For the Dean was looking rather observantly at objects on the table, peering at them from under his thick eyebrows, so that in a few moments his consciousness would have been definitely in the world of the outer eye, and far away from the age that has gone from us.

Dangers? he said.

Yes, I replied.

The dark of the woods, he answered, and the mystery of night. There lurked things there of which Man himself knew nothing, and even I could only guess.

How did you guess? I asked him.

By smells and little sounds, said the Dean.

It was this remark about the woods and the night, and the eager way in which he spoke of the smells and the sounds, that first made me sure that the Dean was speaking from knowledge, and that he really had known another life in a strangely different body. Why these words made me sure I cannot say; I can only say that it is oddly often the case that some quite trivial remark in a mans conversation will suddenly make you sure that he knows what he is talking about. A man will be talking perhaps about pictures, and all at once he will make you feel that Raphael, for instance, is real to him, and that he is not merely making conversation. In the same way I felt, I can hardly say why, that the woods were real to the Dean, and the work of a dog no less to him than an avocation. I do not think I have explained how I came to be sure of this, but from that moment any scientific interest in what my Tokay was revealing was surpassed by a private anxiety to gather what hints I could for my own ends. I did not like to be adrift as I was in a world in which transmigration must be recognised as a fact, without the faintest idea of the kind of problems with which one would have to deal, if one should suddenly find oneself a dog, in what was very likely an English rectory. That possibility came on me with more suddenness than it probably does to my reader, to whom I am breaking it perhaps more gently. From now on I was no longer probing a mans eccentric experience, so much as looking to him for advice. Whether it is possible to carry any such advice forward to the time one might need it is doubtful, but I mean to try my best by committing it carefully to memory, and all that I gleaned from the Dean is of course at my readers disposal. I asked him first about the simple things; food, water and sleep. I remember particularly his advice about sleep, probably because it confused me and so made me think; but, whatever the cause, it is particularly clear in my memory. You should always pull up your blanket over your lips, he said. It ensures warm air when you sleep, and it is very important.

It was some time since he had had a glass of Tokay, and to have questioned him as to his meaning would at once have induced in him a logical, or reasonable, frame of mind. We boast so much of our reason, but what can it see compared to that view down the ages that was now being laid before me? It is blind, compared to the Dean.

Luckily I did not have to question him, for by a little flash of memory I recalled a dog sleeping, a certain spaniel I knew; and I remembered how he always tucked the feathery end of his tail over his nostrils in preparation for going to sleep; he belonged to an ignorant man who had neglected to have his tail cut off as a puppy. It was a tail that the Dean meant, not a blanket.

Clear though the meaning was to me the moment I thought of the spaniel, I saw that the confusion of the Deans remark could only mean that a mist was beginning to gather over his view of time, and I hastily filled his glass. I watched anxiously till he drank it; it must have been his third or fourth; and soon I saw from the clearness of his phrases, and a greater strength in all his utterances, that he was safely back again looking out over clear years.

The Wise Ones, the Great Ones, he went on meditatively, they give you straw. But they do not, of course, make your bed for you. I trust one can do that. One does it, you know, by walking round several times, the oftener the better. The more you walk round, the better your bed fits you.

I could see from the way he spoke that the Dean was speaking the truth. After all, I had made no new discovery. In vino veritas; that was all. Though the boundaries of this adage had been extended by my talks with Dean Spanley, beyond, I suppose, any limits previously known to man; at any rate this side of Asia.

Clean straw is bad, continued the Dean; because there is no flavour to it. No.

He was meditating again, and I let him meditate, leaving him to bring up out of that strange past whatever he would for me.

If you find anything good, hide it, he continued. The world is full of others; and they all seem to get to know, if you have found anything good. It is best therefore to bury it. And to bury it when no one is looking on. And to smooth everything over it. Anything good always improves with keeping a few days. And you know its always there when you want it. I have sometimes smoothed things over it so carefully that I have been unable to find it when requiring it, but the feeling that its there always remains. It is a very pleasant feeling, hard to describe. Those buryings represent wealth, which of course is a feeling denied to those greedy fellows who eat every bone they find, the moment they find it. I have even buried a bone when Ive been hungry, for the pleasure of knowing that it was there. What am I saying! Oh Heavens, what am I saying!

So sudden, so unexpected was this rush back down the ages, and just when I thought that he had had ample Tokay, that I scarcely knew what to do. But, whatever I did, it had to be done instantly; and at all costs I had to preserve from the Dean the secret that through his babblings I was tapping a source of knowledge that was new to this side of the world, for I knew instinctively that he would have put a stop to it. He had uttered once before in my hearing a similar exclamation, but not with anything like the shocked intensity with which he was now vibrating, and his agitation seemed even about to increase. I had, as I say, to act instantly. What I did made a certain coldness between me and the Dean, that lasted unfortunately for several weeks, but at least I preserved the secret. I fell forward over the table and lay unconscious, as though overcome by Tokay.


CHAPTER FOUR

There was one advantage in the awkwardness that I felt when I next saw the Dean at the club, and that was that my obvious embarrassment attracted his attention away from the direction in which a single wandering thought might have ruined everything. It was of vital importance to my researches that any question about over-indulgence in a rare wine should be directed solely at me. My embarrassment was not feigned, but there was no need to conceal it. I passed him by one day rather sheepishly as I crossed the main hall of the club and saw him standing there looking rather large. I knew he would not give me away to the other members, nor quite condone my lapse. And then one day I very humbly apologised to him in the reading-room.

That Tokay, I said. I am afraid it may have been a little stronger than I thought.

Not at all, said the Dean.

And I think we both felt better after that; I for having made my apology, he for the generosity with which his few kind words had bestowed forgiveness. But it was some while before I felt that I could quite ask him to dine with me. Much roundabout talk about the different dates and vintages of imperial Tokay took place before I could bring myself to do that; but in the end I did, and so Dean Spanley and I sat down to dinner again.

Now I dont want to take credit for things that I have not done, and I will not claim that I manoeuvred my guest to take up a certain attitude; I think it was merely due to a mood of the Dean. But certainly what happened was that the Dean took up a broad and tolerant line and drank his Tokay like a man, with the implication made clear, in spite of his silence, that there was no harm in Tokay, but only in not knowing where to stop. The result was that the Dean arrived without any difficulty, and far more quickly than I had hoped, at that point at which the truth that there is in wine unlocked his tongue to speak of the clear vision that the Tokay gave him once more. No chemist conducting experiments in his laboratory is likely to have mixed his ingredients with more care than I poured out the Tokay from now on. I mean, of course, for the Dean. I knew now how very narrow was the ridge on which his intellect perched to peer into the past; and I tended his glass with Tokay with the utmost care.

We were talking, last time, about bones, I said.

And if it had turned out to be the wrong thing to say I should have turned the discussion aside on to grilled bones. But no, there was nothing wrong with it. I had got him back to just the very point at which we left off last time.

Ah, bones, said the Dean. One should always bury them. Then they are there when you want them. It is something to know that, behind all the noise and panting that you may make, there is a good solid store of bones, perhaps with a bit of meat on them, put away where others cant find it. That is always a satisfaction. And then, however hungry one may feel, one knows that the meat is improving all the time. Meat has no taste until it has been hidden away awhile. It is always best to bury it. Very often, when I had nothing special to do, I would tear up a hole in the ground. I will tell you why I did that: it attracted attention. Then, if eavesdropping suspicious busybodies wanted to get your bone, they probably looked in the wrong place. It is all part of the scheme of a well-planned life: those that do not take these little precautions seldom get bones. Perhaps they may pick up a dry one now and again, but that is about all. Yes, always bury your bone.

I noticed the dawn of what seemed a faint surprise in his face, as though something in his own words had struck him as strange, and I hastily filled his glass and placed it near his hand, which throughout the talks that I had with him had a certain wandering tendency, reminiscent to me of a butterfly in a garden; it hovered now over that golden wine, then lifted the glass, and at once he was back where his own words seemed perfectly natural to him, as indeed they did to me, for I knew that he drew them straight from the well of truth, that well whose buckets are so often delicate glasses, such as I had on my table, and which were bringing up to me now these astonishing secrets. So often I find myself referring to this Tokay, that, borrowed though it was, it may be thought I am over-proud of my cellar; but I cannot sufficiently emphasise that the whole scientific basis of my researches was the one maxim, in vino veritas; without that the Dean might have exaggerated or misinterpreted, or even have invented the whole of his story. What the law of gravity is to astronomical study, so is this Latin maxim to those investigations that I offer now to the public.

Yes, bury your bone, said the Dean. The earth is often flavourless; yet, if you choose with discrimination, in farms, beside roads, or in gardens, you hit on a delightful variety of flavours, that greatly add to your bone. I remember a favourite place of mine, just at the edge of a pig-sty, which well bore out my contention that, by a careful choice of earth, there is hardly any limit to the flavouring that may improve a buried bone or a bit of meat. For pigs themselves I have nothing at all but contempt. Their claim to be one of us is grossly exaggerated. Always chase them. Chase cows too; not that I have anything particular against them: my only reason for giving you this advice is that by this means you have their horns pointing the right way. Horns are dangerous things and, unless you chase them, they are always pointing the wrong way; which, as I need hardly say, is towards you. There is very likely some scientific reason for it, but whenever you see cows they are always coming towards you; that is to say, until you chase them. Whatever the reason is, I do not think I have ever known an exception to this natural law. Horses one should chase too: I do not exactly know why, but that is the way I feel about it. I leave them alone on a road, but if I find them in a field or on paths I always chase them. It always makes a bit of a stir when horses come by; and, if you dont chase them, the idea gets about that it is they that are making the stir, and not you. That leads to conceit among horses, and all kinds of undesirable things. Thats the way I feel about it. Theres just one thing to remember, and that is that, unlike cows, their dangerous end is towards you when you chase them; but no one that has ever heard the jolly sound of their hooves while being really well chased will ever think twice about that. While standing still they can kick with considerable precision, but one is not there on those occasions. While galloping their kicking is often merely silly; and, besides that, one is moving so fast oneself that one can dodge them with the utmost facility. Nothing is more exhilarating than chasing a horse. Chasing anything is good as a general rule; it keeps them moving, and you dont want things hanging around, if you will excuse the modern expression.

The phrase made me a little uneasy, but I neednt have been, for he went straight on. And that brings us, said the Dean, to the subject of cats. They are sometimes amusing to chase, but on the whole they are so unreliable that chasing cats can hardly be called a sport, and must be regarded merely as a duty. Their habit of going up trees is entirely contemptible. I never object to a bird going into a tree, if I happen to have chased it off the lawn, so as to keep the lawn tidy. A tree is the natural refuge of a bird. And, besides, one can always get it out of the tree by barking. But to see a four-footed animal in a tree is a sight so revolting and disgusting that I have no words in which to describe it. Many a time I have said what I thought about that, clearly and unmistakably, and yet I have never felt that I have finally dealt with the subject. One of these days perhaps my words will be attended to, and cats may leave trees for good. Till then, till then…

And I took the opportunity of his hesitation to attempt to turn the talk in a direction that might be more useful to me, if ever the time should come when this that I call I, should be what Dean Spanley had evidently been once.


CHAPTER FIVE

There was a matter that seemed to me of vital importance, if one could only get it fixed so firm in the core of ones memory that it would have a chance of survival, of surviving in fact the memory itself. This was the matter of wholesome food and water. How could one be sure of obtaining it? Sitting over a tidy table, with a clean table-cloth on it, and clean knives and forks, one may have exaggerated the importance of cleanliness; though I still feel that in the case of water such exaggeration is hardly possible. And then again I exaggerated the probability of finding oneself one day in the position I contemplated. But the vividness and sheer assurance of the Deans memories were most conducive to this. Add to that vividness and assurance a glass or two of Tokay, and I hardly know who would have held out against the belief that such a change was quite likely. And so I said to him, I should object, as much as anything, to drinking bad water.

And the Dean said: There is no such thing as bad water. There is water with different flavours, and giving off different smells. There is interesting water and uninteresting water. But you cannot say there is bad water.

But if there are really great impurities in it, I said.

It makes it all the more interesting, said the Dean. If the impurities are so thick that it is solid, then it ceases to be water. But while it is water it is always good.

I may have looked a trifle sick; for the Dean looked up and said to me reassuringly, No, no, never trouble yourself about that.

I said no more for a while: it seemed hardly worth the trouble to drive and drive into ones memory, till they became almost part of ones character, little pieces of information that might perhaps survive the great change, if the information was no better than this. Of food I had heard his views already; the whole thing seemed disgusting; but I decided that in the interests of science it was my duty to get all the facts I could from the Dean.

So I threw in a word to keep him to the subject, and sat back and listened.

It is the same with meat, he went on. When meat can no longer be eaten, it is no longer there. It disappears. Bones remain always, but meat disappears. It has a lovely smell before it goes; and then fades away like a dream.

I am not hungry, I said.

And indeed truer word was never spoken, for my appetite was entirely lost. Shall we talk of something else for a bit? If you dont mind. What about sport? Rats, for instance.

Our wainscot was not well stocked with game, said the Dean; either rats or mice. I have hunted rats, but not often. There is only one thing to remember at this sport: shake the rat. To shake the rat is essential. I need hardly tell you how to do that, because I think everybody is born to it. It is not merely a method of killing the rat, but it prevents him from biting you. He must be shaken until he is dead. Mice of course are small game.

What is the largest game you have ever hunted? I asked. For he had stopped talking, and it was essential to the interests of these researches that he should be kept to the same mood.

A traction-engine. replied the Dean.

That dated him within fifty years or so; and I decided that that incarnation of his was probably some time during the reign of Queen Victoria.

The thing came snorting along our road, and I saw at once that it had to be chased. I couldnt allow a thing of that sort on our flower-beds, and very likely coming into the house. A thing like that might have done anything, if not properly chased at once. So I ran round and chased it. It shouted and threw black stones at me. But I chased it until it was well past our gate. It was very hard to the teeth, very big, very noisy and slow. They cant turn round on you like rats. They are made for defence rather than for attack. Much smaller game is often more dangerous than traction-engines.

So clearly did I picture the traction-engine on that Victorian road, with a dog yapping at the back wheels, that I wondered more and more what kind of a dog, in order to complete the mental picture. And that was the question I began to ask the Dean. What kind of a dog   ? I began. But the question was much harder to ask than it may appear. My guest looked somehow so diaconal, that the words froze on my lips; and, try as I would, I could not frame the sentence: what kind of a dog were you? It seems silly, I know, to say that it was impossible merely to say seven words; and yet I found it so. I cannot explain it. I can only suggest to any that cannot credit this incapacity, that they should address those words themselves to any senior dignitary of the church, and see whether they do not themselves feel any slight hesitancy. I turned my question aside, and only lamely asked, What kind of a dog used they to keep?

He asked me who I meant. And I answered: The people that you were talking about.

Thus sometimes conversations dwindle to trivial ends.

Many minutes passed before I gathered again the lost threads of that conversation. For nearly ten minutes I dared hardly speak, so near he seemed to the light of to-day, so ready to turn away from the shadows he saw so clearly, moving in past years. I poured out for him more Tokay, and he absently drank it, and only gradually returned to that reminiscent mood that had been so gravely disturbed by the clumsiness of my question. Had I asked the Dean straight out, What kind of a dog were you? I believe he would have answered satisfactorily. But the very hesitancy of my question had awakened suspicion at once, as though the question had been a guilty thing. I was not sure that he was safely back in the past again until he made a petulant remark about another engine, a remark so obviously untrue that it may not seem worth recording; I only repeat it here as it showed that the Dean had returned to his outlook over the reaches of time, and that he seems to have been contemporary with the threshing-machine. Traction-engines! he said with evident loathing. I saw one scratching itself at the back of a haystack. I thoroughly barked at it.

They should be barked at, I said, as politely as I could.

Most certainly, said the Dean. If things like that got to think they could go where they liked without any kind of protest, we should very soon have them everywhere.

And there was so much truth in that that I was able to agree with the Dean in all sincerity.

And then where should we all be? the Dean asked.

And that is a question unfortunately so vital to all of us, that I think it is sufficient to show by itself that the Dean was not merely wandering. It seemed to me that the bright mind of a dog had seen, perhaps in the seventies of the last century, a menace to which the bulk of men must have been blind; or we should never be over-run by machines as we are, in every sense of the word. He was talking sense here. Was it not therefore fair to suppose he was speaking the truth, even where his words were surprising? If I had faintly felt that I was doing something a little undignified in lowering myself to the level of what, for the greater part of these conversations, was practically the mind of a dog, I no longer had that feeling after this observation the Dean had uttered about machinery. Henceforth I felt that he was at least my equal; even when turning, as he soon did, from philosophical speculation, he returned to talk of the chase.

To chase anything slow, he said, is always wearisome. You are continually bumping into what you are chasing. There is nothing so good as a ball. A ball goes so fast that it draws out your utmost speed, in a very exhilarating manner, and it can jump about as far as one can oneself, and before one can begin to be tired, it always slows down. And then it takes a long time to eat; so that, one way and another, there is more entertainment in a ball than perhaps anything else one can chase. If one could throw it oneself, like the Masters, I cannot imagine any completer life than throwing a ball and chasing it all day long.

My aim was purely scientific; I desired to reveal to Europeans a lore taught throughout Asia, but neglected, so far as I knew, by all our investigators; I desired to serve science only. Had it been otherwise, the momentary temptation that came to me as the Dean spoke now might possibly have prevailed; I might possibly have hurried on some slight excuse from the room and come back with an old tennis-ball, and perhaps have suddenly thrown it, and so have gratified that sense of the ridiculous that is unfortunately in all of us, at the expense of more solid study.


CHAPTER SIX

The temptation to which I referred in the last chapter was far too trivial a thing to have its place in this record, or indeed in any summary of investigations that may claim to be of value to science. It should certainly have never arisen. And yet, having arisen, it enforces its place amongst my notes; for, my researches being of necessity conversational, whatever turned the current of the conversation between the Dean and myself becomes of scientific importance. And that this unfortunately frivolous fancy, that came so inopportunely, did actually affect the current of our conversation is regrettably only too true. For about five minutes I was unable to shake it off, and during all that time, knowing well how inexcusable such action would be, I dared scarcely move or speak. Dean Spanley therefore continued his reminiscences unguided by me, and sometimes wandered quite away from the subject. I might indeed have lost him altogether; I mean to say, as a scientific collaborator; for during that five minutes I never even filled his glass. Luckily I pulled myself together in time, banished from my mind entirely that foolish and trivial fancy, and resumed the serious thread of my researches by saying to the Dean: What about ticks?

It is not for us to deal with them. said the Dean. The Wise Ones, the Masters, can get them out. Nobody else can. It is of no use therefore to scratch. Ones best policy towards a tick is summed up in the words, Live and let live. That is to say, when the tick has once taken up his abode. When the tick is still wild it is a good thing to avoid him, by keeping away from the grasses in which they live, mostly in marshy places, unless led there by anything exciting, in which case it is of course impossible to think of ticks.

This fatalistic attitude to a tick, when once it had burrowed in, so strangely different from the view that we take ourselves, did as much as anything else in these strange experiences to decide me that the Dean was actually remembering clearly where the rest of us forget almost totally; standing, as it were, a solitary traveller near one bank of the river of Lethe, and hearing his memories calling shrill through the mist that conceals the opposite shore. From now on I must say that I considered the whole thing proved, and only concerned myself to gather as many facts as possible for the benefit of science, a benefit that I considered it only fair that I should share myself, to the extent of obtaining any useful hints that I could for use in any other sojourn, in the event of my ever meeting with an experience similar to Dean Spanleys and being able to preserve the memory of what I had learned from him. Now that I considered his former sojourn proved (though of course I do not claim to be the sole judge of that) I questioned Dean Spanley about what seems to many of us one of the most mysterious things in the animal world, the matter of scent. To the Dean there seemed nothing odd in it, and I suppose the mystery lies largely in the comparative weakness of that sense among us.

How long would you be able to follow a man. I said, after he had gone by?

That depends on the weather, said the Dean. Scent is never the same two days running. One might be able to follow after he had gone half an hour. But there is one thing that one should bear in mind, and that is that, if any of the Masters in their superb generosity should chance to give one cheese, one cannot, for some while after that, follow with any certainty. The question of scent is of course a very subtle one, and cannot be settled lightly. The view that the Archbishop takes, er, er, is…

The moment had come for which I had been watching all the evening, the moment when the Dean was waking up from the dream, or falling asleep from the reality, whichever way one should put it, the moment at which any words of his own describing his other sojourn would, upon penetrating those diaconal ears, cause the most painful surprise. Twice before it had happened; and I felt that if it happened again I might no more be able to get the Dean to dine with me. Science might go no further in this direction, in Europe. So I said, Excuse me a moment. The telephone, I think. And rushed out of the room.

When I came back our conversation was not, I trust, without interest; but as it was solely concerned with the new lift that it is proposed to install in the club to which Dean Spanley and I belong, not many of my readers would easily follow the plans, were I to describe them here, or understand the importance of the new lift.

I pass over the next few weeks. The Dean dined with me once more, but I was not able to persuade him to take sufficient Tokay to enable him to have that wonderful view of his that looked back down the ages, or indeed to see anything of any interest at all. He talked to me, but told me nothing that any reasonably well-educated reader could not find out for himself in almost any library. He was far far short of the point to which I had hoped my Tokay would bring him. I felt a renegade to science. There are those who will understand my difficulties; he was naturally an abstemious man; he was a dean; and he was by now entirely familiar with the exact strength of Tokay; it was not so easy to persuade him by any means whatever to go so far with that wine as he had gone three times already, three lapses that he must have at least suspected, if he did not even know exactly all about them. There are those who will understand all this. But there are others who in view of what was at stake will be absolutely ruthless; scientists who, in the study of some new or rare disease, would not hesitate to inoculate themselves with it, were it necessary to study it so, men who would never spare themselves while working for Science, and who will not withhold criticism from me. What prevented me, they will ask, from forcing upon Dean Spanley, by any means whatever, sufficient alcohol for these important researches? For such a revelation as was awaiting a few more glasses of wine, any means would have been justified.

It is easy to argue thus. But a broader mind will appreciate that you cannot ask a man to dine with you, let alone a dean, and then by trickery or violence, or whatever it is that some may lightly recommend, reduce him to a state that is far beyond any that he would willingly cultivate. All the permissible arts of a host I had already exercised. Beyond that I would not go. Meanwhile what was I to do? I felt like Keats watcher of the skies when some new planet swims into his ken, and when almost immediately afterwards some trivial obstacle intervenes; a blind is drawn down, a fog comes up, or perhaps a small cloud; and the wonder one knows to be there is invisible. Much I had learned already, and I trust that what I have written has scientific value, but I wanted the whole story. I was no more content than a man would be who had obtained twenty or thirty pages of an ancient codex, if he knew that there were hundreds of pages of it. And what I sought seemed so near, and yet out of my grasp, removed from me by perhaps two small glasses. I never lost my temper with the Dean, and when I found that I could no more question him stimulated, I questioned him sober. This was perhaps the most enraging experience of all; for not only was Dean Spanley extremely reticent, but he did not really know anything. An intense understanding of dogs, a sympathy for their more reputable emotions, and a guess that a strange truth may have been revealed to Hindus, was about all he had to tell. I have said already that I knew he had a secret; and this knowledge was what started me on my researches; but this secret of his amounted to no more knowledge, as a scientist uses the word, than a few exotic shells bought in some old shop, on a trip to the seaside can supply a knowledge of seafaring. Between the Dean sober at the Olympus Club, and the same Dean after his fourth glass of Tokay, was all the difference between some such tripper as I have indicated, and a wanderer familiar with the surf of the boundaries of the very farthest seas. It was annoying, but it was so. And then it seemed to me that perhaps where I had just failed alone I might be able to succeed with the help of example, if I asked one or two others to meet the Dean. I was thinking in the form of a metaphor particularly unsuited to Tokay, You may lead a horse to water, but you cannot make him drink. And from thinking of horses I got the idea of a lead out hunting, and so the idea of a little company at dinner easily came to me, one or two of the right kind who could be trusted to give a lead.

And I found the very man. And the moment I found him I decided that no more were necessary; just he and I and the Dean would make a perfect dinner-party, from which I hoped that so much was to be revealed. I found him sitting next to me at a public dinner, a man of the most charming address, and with an appreciation of good wine that was evidently the foremost of all his accomplishments. He was so much a contrast to the man on the other side of me, that I turned to Wrather (that was his name) quite early in the dinner and talked to him for the rest of the evening. The man on the other side of me was not only a teetotaller, which anybody may be, but one that wanted to convert his neighbours; and he started on me as soon as the sherry came round, so that it was a pleasure to hear from Wrather what was almost his first remark to me: Never trust a teetotaller, or a man that wears elastic-sided boots. The idea struck me at once that he might be the man I wanted; and when I saw how well he was guided by the spirit of that saying, both in dress and in habits, I decided that he actually was. Later in that evening he put an arm round my shoulders and said:

Youre younger than me; not with the whole of your life before you, but some of it; and this advice may be useful to you: Never trust a teetotaller, or a man that wears elastic-sided boots.

One doesnt see elastic-sided boots as much now as one used to, and I fancied that he had evolved his saying early in life, or that perhaps it was handed down to him.

We made great friends, and as we went out from the dinner together I tried to help him into his coat. He could not find the arm-hole, and said, Never mind. I shall never find it. Throw the damned thing over my shoulders.

Which I did. And he added, But for all that, never trust a teetotaller, or a man that wears elastic-sided boots.

We shared a taxi and, in the darkness of it, he talked as delightfully as he had in the bright hall where we had dined; until, suddenly seeing a policeman, he stopped the cab and leaned out and shouted, Bobby! Theres something I want to tell you; and its worth all youve ever learnt in Scotland Yard.

The constable came up slowly.

Look here, said Wrather. Its this. Never trust a teetotaller, or a man that wears elastic-sided boots.

Weve been dining with the Woolgatherers, I said through a chink beside Wrather.

And the constable nodded his head and walked slowly away.

Sort of thing that will set him up, said Wrather; if only he can remember it.


CHAPTER SEVEN

I called on Wrather the very next day and told him about the dinner with the Dean. I did not talk science or philosophy with Wrather, because he was not interested in science, and as far as I could gather from the talk of a single evening the tenets of transmigration did not appeal to him. But I told him that the Dean kept a dog, and knew a great deal about dogs, and that when he had had a few glasses he thought he was a dog, and told dog-stories that were amusing and instructive. I told Wrather straight out that the Dean went very slow with wine, and that to get any amusement out of him he must be encouraged to take his whack like a reasonable sportsman. Wrather said very little, but there was a twinkle in his eye, that showed me I could rely on him whenever I should be able to get the Dean. And I think that there may have been also in Wrathers mind, like a dim memory, the idea that I had helped him with a policeman, and he felt grateful. I watched next for the Dean at the club, and soon found him, and said that I hoped he would dine with me one day again, as I particularly wanted to ask him about the Greek strategy at Troy, a subject that I had found out he was keen on. He may have been a little afraid of that Tokay; on the other hand it attracted him. A man of the Deans degree of refinement could hardly fail to have been attracted by the Tokay, if he knew anything about wine at all; and Dean Spanley certainly did. He was not unpleased to be consulted by me about the Greek strategy; no man is entirely unmoved by being asked for information upon his particular subject; and he was very anxious to tell me about it. The final touch that may have decided him to accept my invitation was that he had beaten my Tokay last time, and so may well have thought that his fear of it was ungrounded. But an estimate of the Deans motives in accepting my invitation to dinner may not be without an element of speculation; the bare fact remains that he did accept it. It was to be for the Wednesday of the following week, and I hurried round to Wrather again and got him to promise to come on that day. I told him now still more about the Dean: I said that I was a writer, and wanted to get some of the Deans stories; but there are many different kinds of writers, and I was far from telling Wrather what kind I was, for I knew that, had I told him I was a scientist, I should merely have bored him; I let him therefore suppose that I wanted the Deans dog-stories only for what might be humorous in them, and he never at any time had an inkling of the value of what I sought, the Golconda of knowledge that was lying so close to me. I told him that Tokay was the key to what I was after, and that the Dean was rather difficult. Did I ever tell you, asked Wrather, a maxim that my old father taught me? Never trust a teetotaller, or a man who wears elastic-sided boots.

Yes, I think you did, I answered. But Dean Spanley is not a teetotaller. Only goes a bit slow, you know.

Well shove him along, said Wrather.

And I saw from a look in his eye that Wrather would do his best.

And certainly Wrather did do his best when the night came. To begin with he appreciated the Tokay for its own sake. But there was a certain whimsical charm about him that almost compelled you to take a glass with him when he urged you to do so in the way that he had. I know that what I am telling you is very silly. Why should a man take a glass of wine for himself because another man is taking one for him self? And yet it is one of those ways of the world that I have not been able to check. Some abler man than I may one day alter it. We did not come to the Tokay at once; we began on champagne. And certainly Dean Spanley went very slow with it, as I saw from a certain humorous and mournful look on the face of Wrather, as much as I did by watching the glass of the Dean. And in the end we came to the Tokay; and Wrather goaded the Dean to it.

I dont suppose that a dean drinks Tokay, said Wrather, gazing thoughtfully at his own glass.

And why not? asked the Dean.

They are so sure of Heaven hereafter, said Wrather, that they dont have to grab a little of it wherever they can, like us poor devils.

Ahem, said the Dean, and looked at the glass that I had poured out for him, the merits of which he knew just as well as Wrather.

And then theyre probably afraid of doing anything that people like me do, thinking were all bound for Hell, and that their names might get mixed up by mistake with ours at the Day of Judgment, if they kept company with us too much.

Oh, I wouldnt say that, said the Dean.

I tried to stop Wrather after a while, thinking he went too far; but he wouldnt leave Dean Spanley alone: I had set Wrather on to him, and now I found that I could not call him off. At any rate the Dean drank his Tokay. Well, what more do you want? Wrather seemed to say to me with a single glance of his expressive eyes, knowing perfectly well that I was trying to stop him. It was then that I asked the Dean about the Greek strategy at Troy. Dean Spanley put down his third glass of Tokay and began to tell me about it, and a look came over Wrathers face that was altogether pro-Trojan, or at any rate against everything to do with the Greeks. As the Dean talked on I poured out another glass of Tokay for him and watched him, and Wrather watched too. He was getting near to that point at which the curious change took place: I knew that by little signs that I had noted before. Wrather sat now quite silent, seeming to know as much as I did of the effect of the Tokay on the Dean, though he had not ever seen him drink it before. But he was not there yet. I need not say what a thousand writers have said, that alcohol dulls the memory; I need not say what has been said for three thousand years, that wine sharpens the wit; both of these things are true; and both were to be observed in the same Dean. Some minds are more easily affected than others: when forgetfulness came to the Dean it came suddenly and very completely; had it not done so he would never have spoken out as he did. And right on top of the forgetfulness came this other phenomenon, the intense brightening of another part of the mind, a part of the mind that others of us may not possess, but far more likely, I think, a part that in most of us has never happened to be illuminated. It was, as I have said before, on only a narrow ridge that this occurred even with the Dean, only for a short while, only after that precise glass, that exact number of drops of Tokay, that makes the rest of us think, upon careful reflection long after, that we may have perhaps taken a drop more than was strictly advisable. This ridge, this moment, this drop, was now approaching the Dean, and Wrather and I sat watching.

If we compare the siege of Troy with more modern sieges, said the Dean, or the siege of Ilion, as I prefer to call it, one finds among obvious differences a similarity of general principle.

Only he did not say the word principle; his tongue bungled it, went back and tried it again, tripped over it and fell downstairs. An effort that he made to retrieve the situation showed me the moment had come.

Good dog, I said.

A momentary surprise flickered on Wrathers face, but with the Dean bright memory shone on the heels of forgetfulness. Eh? he said. Wag was my name. Though not my only one. On rare occasions, very precious to me, I have been called Little Devil.

The surprise cleared from Wrathers face, and a look of mild interest succeeded it, as when a connoisseur notes a new manifestation.

Any difficulty the Dean had had with his tongue had entirely disappeared.

Ah, those days, he said. I used to spend a whole morning at it.

At what? I asked.

At hunting, said the Dean, as though that should have been understood. Ah, I can taste to this day, all the various tastes of digging out a rabbit. How fresh they were.

What tastes? I asked. For however tedious exactitude may be to some, it is bread and jam to a scientist.

The brown earth, he said. And sometimes chalk when one got down deeper, a totally different taste, not so pleasant, not quite so meaty. And then the sharp taste of the juicy roots of trees, that almost always have to be bitten in two while digging out a rabbit. And little unexpected tastes; dead leaves, and even a slug. They are innumerable, and all delightful. And all the while, you know, there is that full ample scent of the rabbit, growing deeper and deeper as you get farther in, till it is almost food to breathe it. The scent grows deeper, the air grows warmer, the home of the rabbit grows darker, and his feet when he moves sound like thunder; and all the while ones own magnificent scratchings sweep towards him. Winds blowing in past ones shoulders with scents from outside are forgotten. And at the end of it all is ones rabbit. That is indeed a moment.

Some dean, muttered Wrather. An interruption such as no student of science would welcome at such a time. But I forgave him, for he had served science already far better than he could know, and I hushed him with a look, and the Dean went on.

It may be, said the Dean, though I cannot analyse it, but it may be that the actual eating of ones rabbit is no more thrilling than that gradual approach as one gnaws ones way through the earth. What would you say?

I should say it was equal, I answered.

And you, Mr Wrather? said the Dean.

Not very good at definitions, you know, said Wrather. But I will say one thing: one should never trust a teetotaller, or a man that wears elastic-sided boots.

And I could see that he was warming towards the Dean; so that, trivial though such a thought is for a scientist to entertain in the middle of such researches, I saw that my little dinner-party would at any rate go well, as the saying is.

There is one thing to bear in mind on those occasions, said the Dean, fingering his collar with a touch of uneasiness, and that is getting back again. When ones dinner is over one wants to get back. And if the root of a tree, that one has perhaps bitten through, or a thin flint pointing the wrong way, should get under ones collar, it may produce a very difficult situation.

His face reddened a little over his wide white collar even at the thought. And it is not a situation to laugh at.

Where your head and shoulders have gone they can get back again, the Dean continued; were it not for the collar. That is the danger. One does not think of that while eating ones rabbit, but it is always a risk, especially where there are roots of trees. There have been cases in which that very thing has happened; caught by the collar. I knew of a case myself. Someone was lost, and men were looking for him in our woods. Of course they could not smell. But I happened to be out for a walk, and I noticed a trail leading straight to a rabbit-hole, a very old trail indeed, but when one put ones nose to the hole the dog was undoubtedly down there, and had been there a long time. He must have been caught. I expect by the collar.

And what did you do for him? I couldnt help blurting out.

He was nobody I knew, said the Dean.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Wrather turned his face slowly round and looked at me; and I could see that the feeling of friendship that he had had for the Dean when he found he was not a teetotaller had suddenly all veered away. For myself I cared nothing for the Dean, one way or the other, except as the only link that Europe is known to have between the twentieth century and lives that roamed other ages. As such he was of inestimable value, so that the callousness that was so repulsive to Wrather had no more effect upon me than a distorted bone has on a surgeon; it was just one manifestation of a strange case.

Are you sure he hasnt elastic-sided boots? murmured Wrather to me. An absurd question about any member of the Olympus Club. And I treated it with silence accordingly. And out of that silence arose Dean Spanleys voice, with a touch of the monotony that is sometimes heard in the voice of a man who is deep in reminiscence, far away from those he addresses.

Its a grand life, a dogs life, he said.

If one thinks ones a dog, muttered Wrather to me, one should think one is a decent kind of a dog.

Dean Spanley never heard him, and rambled on: It is undoubtedly the most perfect form of enjoyment that can be known. Where else shall we find those hourly opportunities for sport, romance and adventure, combined with a place on the rugs of the wisest and greatest? And then the boundless facilities for an ample social life. One has only to sniff at the wheel of a cart to have news of what is going on, sometimes as much as five miles away. I remember once sniffing at a wheel myself, and I found that there was a fellow who had been doing the same at a distance of nearly ten miles. And in the end I got to know him. He came one day with the cart, and I recognised him at once. We had a bit of a fight at first; on my part because I had to show him that the house was properly guarded and that it could not allow strangers, and he in order to show that that wheel was his. We fought on a patch of grass that there was near the back door. There was a grip that I used to be fond of; the ear. The throat-grip is of course final, but as nobody ever lets you in at it, or hardly ever, I used to think that it was waste of time to try for it, and I concentrated upon an ear. The ear was my speciality. Well, I got him by one of the ears and he shouted: I am a poor dog! I am being most dreadfully maltreated! I am far away from home and I am being killed in a cruel country! I am the favourite dog of very great and magnificent people! They would weep to see me killed like this. They brought me up very nicely! I am a poor dog! Oh! Oh! Oh! All is over with me now! It is the end! I was a poor good dog. But now I am quite dead. I remember his words to this day. And then a lady came out from the kitchen with a bucket; and she had always a very high opinion of me, a very high opinion indeed, and treated me with the utmost consideration; but to-day she must have had some disappointment, for she acted with the bucket in a way quite unlike herself. Indeed I will not even say what she did with the bucket. It was a hasty act, and quite spoiled the fight. She did it without reflection.

The other fellow licked the side of his paw and smoothed down his ear with it. Very powerful and angry people you have here, he said.

Not at all, I said. Shes never like that as a rule. She must have had some disappointment.

Never mind, he said, it was a good fight, as far as it went.

But I cant understand her spoiling it, I said. I dont know what disappointed her.

Oh, theyre the same everywhere, he said. I have seen people act just as hastily with a broom.

We sat and talked like that: how clearly it all comes back to me. And from that we came to talking about sport. And I said that our woods held a lot of very big game. And we arranged a little party of him and me, and set out to hunt the woods there and then. And the very first thing we came to was a great big smell of an enormous animal, and a great enemy of Man, and much too near the house, a fox. And we sat down and said should we hunt him? He was somewhere quite close, the smell was lying on the ground in great heaps and stretched as high up as you could jump. And we sat and thought for a while as to whether we ought to hunt him. And in the end the other fellow decided. I remember his words to this day. Perhaps not, he said. So we went on then after rabbits. The woods were on a slope, and near the top there were brambles. I put him into the brambles and ran along the outside a little ahead of him at the edge of the trees. There were rabbits in those brambles that didnt properly belong to our wood at all: they came in there from the open land, to keep warm. So when my friend put one out, he ran to the open country that he had come from, over the top of the hill; and I gave a shout or two and we both went after him, and it was just the country for a hunt, no bushes or brambles where the rabbit could play tricks, good short grass very nice for the feet, and fine air for shouting in.

The rabbit, as you know, has been given a white tail to guide us, so that we did not need to take any trouble to keep him in sight. He went over the top of the hill, smooth grass all the way, with nothing else but a few ant-heaps, and down the side of a valley: his home was a long way off, and it would have been a lovely hunt had he not resorted to trickery. We came to a thick hedge, full of trees, and he went in and hopped about the thorns and round the trunks of trees in a silly sort of way, and in and out among brambles; in fact the whole thing got so stupid that after a while we decided to have no more to do with the silly thing. I said, Lets hunt something more sensible.

And he said, Lets.

I dont waste my time on folk that fool about among brambles. Well, we got back to the wood, and we went along taking observations in the air. Winds, you know, blew down paths and between trees, and we noted what was at the other end of the wind. And we hadnt gone far when there was a very strange scent indeed, quite close, and there was a big hole in the chalk and the scent coming pouring out of it. You have big game in your woods, said my friend.

Very big game indeed, I said.

And we went up to the hole. There was a badger at home down there, and he seemed to be asleep. So we decided to wake him up. We just put our mouths right into the hole and barked at him. He was a long way down, but he must have heard us. We barked at him for ten minutes. It was the greatest fun. Then we went on through the wood, and presently what should we see but a very showy young rabbit who was out on a long walk, no doubt for social reasons. So we chased the young fellow all through the wood and back to his own house. It was a very populous neighbourhood, and we didnt stop and dig; too many passages, you know, running in all directions. So I said: Lets come and hunt a large bad animal.

It was a pig that I meant, but thats how one puts it. You know the sniff beside the other fellows face, and the beckoning of the head, that means that?

I merely nodded: I was not going to interrupt the Dean just now with a request for explanations. And I looked at Wrather, in case he was going to do so; but Wrather sat silent and interested.

He said, Lets. And I said, I know where there is one. And I ran on in front.

So we came to the pigs house and looked in through his door at him and shouted, Pig. He didnt like that. He looked just like a pig; he was a pig; and he knew it. He came towards his door saying silly surly things in a deep voice. You know the kind of talk. And we just shouted, Pig. Pig. Pig. Both of us, for nearly half an hour. It was perfectly splendid and we enjoyed it immensely.

What did he say? asked Wrather.

What could he say? said the Dean. He knew he was a pig. But he didnt like being told about it. Ive seldom enjoyed myself more. It made up for that fool of a rabbit that was so silly in the hedge on the hill.

Then we went to the back of the stables and rolled in something nice, till our coats were smooth and we both had a beautiful scent. Then we killed a hen for the fun of it. It was a lovely evening.

It was getting all dark and late now. In fact, if I stayed any longer, there would be terrible beatings. So I said: What about your cart? And he said: It has a long way to go. I can catch that up when I like. We live three overs away.

Overs? I said.

Dips over the hills, said the Dean.

And I did not like to question him further, for fear that it would bring him back to our own day. But what I think he meant was a distance of three horizons.

I said, Very well, old fellow, then well have a bit more sport.

What shall it be? he said.

And even as he spoke a thing I had been suspecting happened on top of the hill. Thered been a suspicious light there for some time; not the right kind of light; a touch too much of magic in it to my liking; a thing to be watched. And sure enough the moon rose. It was of course my job to guard the house when the moon came large and sudden over that hill, as I have known it do before, but now that I had my friend with me I said, Shall we hunt it? And he said, Oh, lets. And we went up that hill quicker than we went after the rabbit; and when we got to the top we barked at the moon. And lucky for the moon he didnt stay where he was. And the longer we stayed the stranger the shadows got. Soon it was magic all round us, and more than one dog could bark at. Very magic indeed.

When we had hunted the moon enough we came back through the wood; and we both of us growled as we came to the trees, so as to warn whatever there was in the darkness, in case it should try to threaten us. There were lots of things in the wood that were hand-in-glove with the moon, queer things that did not bark or move or smell, and one could not see them, but one knew they were there. We came back down the hill with our mouths wide open, so as to breathe in all the pleasantness of that day: we had hunted a badger, two rabbits, a hen, a pig and the moon, and very nearly a fox; and I had a feeling I have not often had, that it was almost enough. And my friend said, I must go after my cart now, or the man will be thinking hes lost. And I said Let me know how you are, next time your cart is coming this way. And he promised he would. And I promised to let him know how I was, whenever the cart came.

He thinks he is one, all right, said Wrather to me.

I beg your pardon? said the Dean.

Nothing, said Wrather. Something we were talking about the other day. Ive let the Tokay stop in front of me. I beg your pardon. And he passed it on to the Dean. We watched Dean Spanley, thus encouraged, pour out another glass. He drank a little, and Wrather continued, But you were telling me about a very interesting evening.

Yes, it was interesting, said the Dean. I remember coming back to the house, and it was late and the door was unfortunately shut. And I knocked, but nobody came to it. And I had to shout, I am out in the cold. I am out in the cold, I shouted; and the moon is after me. It is a terrible night and I shall die in the cold, and my ghost will haunt this house. My ghost will wail in the house when the cold and the moon have killed me. I am a poor dog out in the dark.

Those were my very words; it made me very sad to hear myself saying them, and my tail drooped under me and my voice became very mournful. Then they came and opened the door; the Wise Ones, the Great Ones. And then they beat me with a stick. And of course I said, I am only a poor dog; a poor destitute dog overcome with profound shame, who will never sin again. And, when the beating stopped, everything was very very beautiful.

I went into the kitchen then and said to them there: I have had a splendid beating, and I am not at all the dog that I was before, but am utterly purged of sin, and I am wise now and good and never shall sin again, but I am very hungry. I am telling you the exact words that I used, because they happen to be very clear in my memory. I dont know if my reminiscences interest you.

Profoundly, said Wrather. But I hope you arent expecting me to drink all the Tokay by myself, and then perhaps going to laugh at me afterwards.

Not at all, said the Dean.

And he took a little more, though not much, and went on with his reminiscences, while I applauded Wrather as far as one can by a look. They gave me a very beautiful dinner. They were good women of great wisdom. And when I had finished what they had given me, and I had cleaned the plate as one should, I was fortunate enough to find a good deal of bacon-rind, which was kept in a treasury that I knew of, and which by a great piece of luck was well mixed with some jam and some pieces of cheese, and a good deal of broom-sweepings, with several different flavours, and one sausage, which happened to be old enough to give a distinct taste to the whole dish. It was a lovely dinner; and I knew that the moon would not dare to come back again after all I and the other fellow had said to him, so there was really no more to be done when they took me to bed. And I walked round eight or nine times on the straw, till my bed was just right, and I lay down and the night went away, and all the world was awake again.


CHAPTER NINE

When all the world woke up, the Dean went rambling on, there were the voices of a great many things that had come too close, impudent folk like birds, that had to be chased. So I shouted, asking to be let out at once. For a long while no one came, and then I heard a voice saying something about all this noise, which was just what I had been calling his attention to; and he let me out, but I think he had been worried overnight by the moon or one of those prowling things, for he did not look glad. And I ran out and chased everything that needed chasing. And so another day started.

You must have been the hell of a dog, said Wrather suddenly.

That spoiled everything. To begin with, talk of any sort was rather liable to bring him back to the present day; and, besides that, it was not the way to address a dean. That he had once used similar words himself did not excuse Wrather. In any case Dean Spanley, so far as I had observed him, never stayed for very long with his minds eye open upon that strange past and shut to this age of ours. He started slightly now, and I indicated the bottle of Tokay, nearly empty, and then glanced towards Wrather, to account for, if not to excuse, the unfortunate words.

When I was up at Oxford, said the Dean, I was certainly a young man of some, shall I say, considerable activity. But a dog in any sense of the word, let alone one qualified by the word you used, would be a much exaggerated way of describing me.

Certainly. Quite so, I said.

And the incident passed off, while we both turned somewhat pitying eyes upon Wrather.

You know, youre a bit overcome, I said to Wrather.

And Wrather understood me.

I expect thats it, he said. And he took the line that I indicated.

It is curious that, of all the amazing things said in that room, the words that made far the most stir was the almost innocent remark of Wrather. And I am sure that Dean Spanley believed that this remark was the strangest that had been made there that evening. This was as it should be; but, while it left the way open for another dinner, it certainly made it difficult to get the Dean to meet Wrather.

Our little dinner-party soon broke up; the Dean was a trifle shocked at Wrathers lapse with the Tokay; Wrather was a bit ashamed of himself for having spoiled the sport, as he put it afterwards; and I had no longer any scientific interest in the dinner, as I realised that the Dean would not go back through the years any more that night. I merely remained an ordinary host. I do not think it was any hardship on Wrather to have been suspected of drunkenness, for he had brought it all on himself; incidentally he had had an enormous amount of Tokay, but only incidentally, for it had no real effect on Wrather. We all went downstairs, and I called a taxi, into which I put the Dean. Then Wrather came back into the house with me. Going upstairs he apologised for having undogged the Dean, and then we came to a room in which I sit and smoke a good deal, and we sat in front of the fire in armchairs and talked of Dean Spanley. And Wrather, with the air of a man who has been slightly cheated, said: Have you noticed that he told us nothing of any love-affair?

No, I said. He didnt. I wonder why.

Too much dean still left in him, said Wrather. You must get him deeper.

Deeper? I said.

More Tokay, said Wrather.

It was all very well for Wrather to say that, but it couldnt be done. Besides which, I was by no means certain how wide that ridge was from which the Dean saw the past: at a certain number of glasses he arrived there; might not two extra glasses topple him down beyond it, and, if so, where? Then Wrather, though he had no idea how much was at stake scientifically, was distinctly helpful. I think he is there all the time; in his dog-kennel, you know, he said. Only, in the glare of to-day, he cant see it. That Tokay of yours is just like pulling down a blind on the glare, and then the old dog can see. Keep him full of it and you should have some sport with him.

The flippancy of these remarks is obvious. But I give them to my reader for the element of truth that I think they contained, for flashes of truth may often appear to an insight even as unscientific as Wrathers. Moreover Wrathers view bore out the idea that I had long ago formed, that Dean Spanley in broad daylight at his club knew something veiled from the rest of us, though too little to be of any real value, until he was entirely removed from unfavourable conditions. And this removal my Tokay seemed to accomplish.

Its all very well, I said rather crossly, for you to say keep him full of Tokay. But he wont drink it for me, not to any extent. He would for you somehow; but youve spoilt it all by calling him a dog, which is a thing no dean would stand.

Im sorry, said Wrather. Lets think what we can do. You know Im as keen as you are to hear the old dog talk.

That this was not the way to speak of Dean Spanley will be clear to my readers, but I said nothing of that then, and, instead of touching on any such delicate matter, we hatched a somewhat childish plot between us.

The plot went like this, and it was mainly Wrathers idea: the Dean would not want to meet a drunken fellow like Wrather again; no dignitary of the church, no member of an important club, would. But represent Wrather as a man needing guidance, represent him as something much worse than what he had appeared to Dean Spanley, or anything he had ever been, a man about to be wrecked on the rocks of Tokay (if a liquid may be compared to a rock), and Wrather argued and I came to agree, and we hatched the thing out together, the Dean would come to save an almost hopeless case; and, if he got a few glasses of the finest Tokay while he was doing it, who would deserve them more?

Tell him its no case for the pledge, said Wrather. Tell him Im past all that. And theres a certain amount of truth in that too. Say that I didnt drink fair. He didnt as a matter of fact: he wouldnt keep up. But say it was me. And say that I must be watched, and taught to drink at the same pace as other men, reasonable men like the Dean, I mean; or otherwise the black fellow will get me. And I shouldnt be surprised if he did in any case. But thats neither here nor there. You get him drinking level with me, and well soon bring out the dog in him, and well have a whale of an evening.

It wasnt quite the way to talk; but I agreed. And I would have agreed to odder arrangements than that in the interests of science.

A few days later I had a talk with the Dean in the club, on the lines that Wrather and I had arranged.

I am a good deal worried about that man Wrather, I said.

He is a bit crude, somewhat uncouth, somewhat perhaps … said Dean Spanley.

And while he pondered some exacter word, I broke in with, Its worse than that. The man of course will never be a teetotaller, but he does not notice what other men drink, reasonable men I mean. His only chance would be to learn how much wine can be taken in safety.

Thats not always so easy to teach, in a case like that, said the Dean.

No, I said, and I have come to you for advice about it, for I shouldnt like to see Wrather, or any man, utterly ruined, as he soon must be if he goes on like that. What I thought was that if he could be guided by some sensible man, he might learn what was good for him and limit himself to that.

How do you mean? said the Dean.

Well, drinking glass for glass, I said. I would see that the wine was passed round continually, and that each man had only his share.

Hm, said the Dean.

Its a rare wine, you see, and hes unfamiliar with it; and hed learn, that way, how much he could take in safety. It might save him altogether.

But still the Dean seemed suspicious, or at any rate not quite satisfied.

I take it you can do that yourself, he said.

It was then that I played, if I may say so, my master-stroke.

Im afraid not, I said.

Eh? said the Dean.

I am afraid, I said, where so much is at stake for Wrather, I could not select myself as the perfect mentor.

I see, said the Dean.

He remembered the occasion when I had given way to Tokay, a surrender by no means enforced on me, but still a surrender.

Of course if you think he can be checked and brought round, in that way, said the Dean; and I dare say it may not be impossible; then of course you should be very careful how it is done.

That is why I have come to you, I said.

To me, eh?

Yes.

Things hung in the balance then, while the Dean pondered.

I dont see how giving him more wine can teach him to take less, he said; but there was doubt in his voice.

If one tried to stop a case like that from taking any wine at all, one would lose the last vestige of influence over him, and he would be utterly lost. Its worth trying.

Oh, I suppose so, said the Dean, and without enthusiasm, for Wrather had been distinctly rude to him.

And then I flashed out on him the ace of trumps. You suppose so! Can you doubt, Mr Dean, that any soul is worth saving?

The ace of trumps at his own game, and it had to take the trick.

I will certainly be glad to try, he said.

So I arranged what at one time I had thought to have been impossible, another dinner at my house, at which Dean Spanley was to meet Wrather.

Then I went off to tell Wrather what I had done, and to book him for the date. And at the same time I tried, as tactfully as I could, to check in advance any levity in remarks he might make to the Dean.

Youve got to damned well save my soul, said Wrather. Never mind about anything else.

Youll bring him right back with a jerk, I said, if you talk like that when hes there. The split infinitive alone would be almost enough to do it.

But all Wrather said was: Well have him so far under, that nothing will bring him back.

It is almost inconceivable to me, looking back on it, that such talk should have been the preliminary of a research of the first importance.


CHAPTER TEN

It was exactly as Wrather had said, when the dinner came off; he did lead the Dean to the point which we both of us, for very different reasons, desired: and to-day with all its trappings; sights, noises and points of view; fell away from him with the sudden completeness of snow on a southern slope, when the spring sun charms it thence and the sleeping grass is laid bare. At a certain stage of our dinner, and evidently just the right one, I had referred to his reminiscences. And at that moment I had addressed him not as Mr. Dean, but by his earlier name of Wag. Just plain Wag.

As soon as they brought me round from my own house, said the Dean, I used to have breakfast. And after that I used to run round to look for some food, in various places I knew of. There was the pig-sty for one. A very greedy devil, the pig, and a lot of good stuff was brought to him; and, if one knew just where to look, there was always a lot of it to be found that had slopped over into the mud; and even when one found nothing to get ones teeth into, there was always a very meaty taste in the water of all the puddles round there. And then there was a heap near the stables where a lot of good things were put. Various places, you know. On a lucky day I would sometimes eat till dinnertime; then have dinner, and go out to look for a bit more. That is one way of eating, and a very satisfying way. Another way is to hunt your own game and eat it nice and hot. They say it gives one an appetite; which of course it does; but there is no need for that; one always has an appetite. Still, life would not be complete without hunting. Hunting and dog-fighting should be ones main pursuits, as guarding is a duty, and eating a pastime.

I shouldnt like you to go away with the idea, by the way, that I would eat anything. That was not so. One had a certain position to keep up, and a certain (shall I say?) dignity to preserve; and to preserve it I made a point of never eating bread. There were those that offered it to me, until they got to know me, but I always had to leave it on the carpet. There is no harm in bread, yet it has not only no flavour, but is one of those things that do not develop a flavour even when buried for a long time, so that it can never become interesting. To be a bread-eater is to my mind to be lacking in refinement or self-respect. I do not of course refer to soft toast, on which perhaps a snipe has been lying, all saturated with gravy: such things may be very precious.

And cake of course is never to be confused with bread; it has a similar taste and the same disabilities, but is a far more important food, so that there can never be any loss of dignity in eating a piece of cake. The Wise Ones eat cake by itself, but to bread they always add something before eating it, which shows the unimportance of bread. And from this I come to table manners. One should catch ones food as neatly as possible. By fixing ones eyes on the Wise Ones before they throw, it is almost impossible to miss.

Wrather moved slowly nearer to me, sideways. I knew what he was going to say.

Do you think, he whispered, that the old dog would catch anything now?

I could not explain to Wrather at this time what in any case I had led him to believe was not the case, that this was research work on my part, not mere amusement. So all I said to him was, Dont whisper; a rudeness that he forgave me at once with a twinkling eye.

Eh? What? said the Dean. I was saying that one should fix ones eyes on the Wise Ones. There are those that do not appreciate intense devotion at meal-times. But it is not for us to withhold our devotion on that account. It is born in all of us, and increased by beatings. A few sharp words should not diminish it. And sometimes it brings us abundant bones.

I say, said Wrather, the old dog wants bucking up a bit.

Dont! I said in an undertone. Youll bring him round.

No I shant, said Wrather. And to the Dean he said, Did you never have any more exciting experiences?

Exciting? replied the Dean. Life is full of excitement, except while one is sleeping.

Anything specially thrilling, I mean, said Wrather.

I couldnt stop him. But Dean Spanley, far from being brought back by him to our own time leaned forward and looked at Wrather, and said: I was out for a walk by myself, and I saw a nursery-maid and two children and a dog coming my way; and a strange new smell ran past me, and I glanced up and saw the look in the eyes of the dog. And I ran. I started just in time and he never came after me. It was rabies. And the nursery-maid and the children came quietly on, walking as they do on a Sunday.

Rabies! said Wrather, all hushed. How did you know?

How did I know? said the Dean. I saw his eyes. And the look was there.

And you couldnt have been mistaken? I asked.

It was glaring, replied the Dean.

And that was one thing I learnt from him.

Wrather drank off a whole glass of Tokay, and said: Tell us something more cheerful.

I was afraid every moment that Wrather would bring him back.

Down, I said to Wrather, who understood what I meant; and the sharp command helped, I think, to keep the Dean where he was among his old memories. Nevertheless he answered Wrather, and seemed to do what he asked.

I remember the hounds coming once to our house; professional hunters, you know. I should have liked to have asked them whether they had been permitted to come there by the wise master, and whether their intentions were entirely correct, and indeed a great many other things; and, if their answers had been satisfactory, I should have liked to have told them all about our woods and all about who lived in them. I could have helped them in hundreds of ways. But unfortunately I was shut up. I shouted a good deal to them from my house; but I should have liked to have gone with them and showed them the way; I should have liked to have gone round and see that they were all quite well. And I should have liked to have chased the horses, so that they should not think, on account of their size, that they were more important than me. But there it was; I was shut up.

I had an enormous amount to do when they left. I had to go and find out who they all were, and where they had come from, and if they were all quite well. Every tuft of grass had news of them. There were the scents of the hounds themselves, and scents from the roads they had come by, and tracks and scents of the horses: the field in front of our house was nothing less than a history; and it took me a long time to go through it. I was a bit behindhand owing to having been shut up, but scents that had gone from lawns and paths still hung in the taller grasses, and I was able to gather all the information that I required.

What for? blurted out Wrather, before I could stop him.

To guard the house, said the Dean. It was my duty to guard it. And I had to know who had come near it, and what their business was. Our house was sacred, and we couldnt have people coming near it unless we knew what they had come for: there might have been an enemy among them. You will not suggest, I trust, that anybody and everybody should be allowed without enquiry, and without the most careful enquiry, near a sacred house.

Not at all, said Wrather.

And I felt it necessary to add: Of course not.

Ours was a particularly sacred house, said the Dean, still somewhat nettled. Even the butchers cart had to be barked at, though at many houses such a cart as that would be allowed to drive up without question. I certainly could not have all those people coming without enquiring into their motives, and, as a matter of general interest, their state of health. So I naturally had a very busy morning. They went visiting in our wood while I was still shut up, and I heard them leave the wood hunting. They all shouted out that they were after a fox, and quite right too, but I could not allow them merely on that account to come near a house such as ours without proper investigations.

And there were two or three light carriages that had come to our stables, and that were fortunately still there when I was let out. So I sniffed at the wheels to get news of what was going on in the world, and I left a message with all of them to say that I was quite well.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

One more story we got from the Dean that night; he had met his friend again, the one that lived three overs away; he had come to the house we had heard of, running behind his cart. The Dean had gone up to him at once, or Wag, I should say, no doubt putting his nose right up to the other dogs, and flicking it away and trotting off, and the other dog had followed.

I invited him to come hunting, said the Dean, and he said he would like to, and we went off at once.

What was your friends name? put in Wrather.

Lion-hunter, replied the Dean.

Did he hunt lions? asked Wrather.

No, said the Dean, but he was always ready to, he was always expecting a lion in his garden, and he thought of himself as Lion-hunter, therefore it was his name.

Did you think of yourself as Wag? asked Wrather, not in any way critically, but only, I think, to get the details right.

No, said the Dean, I answered to it. I came to them when the Great Ones called that name. I thought of myself as Moon-chaser. I had often hunted the moon.

I see, said Wrather.

And he had spoken so suavely that he never brought the Dean round, as I feared a jarring note might have done.

When we came to the wood, continued the Dean, we examined several rabbit-holes; and when we came to a suitable one, a house with only two doors to it, and the rabbit at home, I set Lion-hunter to dig, and stood myself at the back-door. He did all the barking, while I waited for the rabbit to come out. Had the rabbit come out I should have leaped on him and torn him to pieces, and eaten up every bit, not allowing Lion-hunter or anyone in the world to have a taste of it. When my blood is up no one can take anything from me, or even touch it. I should have caught it with one leap, and killed it with one bite, and eaten even the fur. Unfortunately the rabbit lived deeper down than we thought.

But it was not long before a very strange and beautiful scent blew through the wood, on a wind that happened to come that way from the downs outside. We both lifted our noses, and sure enough it was a hare. We ran out of the wood, and we very soon saw him; he was running over the downs on three legs, in that indolent affected manner that hares have. He stopped and sat up and looked at us, as though he hadnt expected to meet two great hunters. Then he went on again. We raced to a point ahead of him, so as to meet him when he got there, and we soon made him put down that other hind leg. Unfortunately before he got to the point that we aimed at, he turned. This happened to leave us straight behind him. We shouted out that we were hunting him, and that we were great hunters, Lion-hunter and I, and that nothing ever escaped from us, and that nothing ever would. This so alarmed him that he went faster. When he came to a ridge of the downs he slanted to his left, and we slanted more, so as to cut him off; but when we got over the ridge he had turned again. We shouted to him to stop, as it was useless to try to escape from us; but the tiresome animal was by now some way ahead. He had of course the white tail that is meant to guide us, the same as the rabbit has; and we kept him in sight for a long while. When he was no longer in sight we followed the scent, which Lion-hunter could do very well, though he was not as fast as I; and it led us to places to which I had never been before, over a great many valleys. We puzzled out the scent and followed on and on, and we did not give up the hunt until all the scent had gone, and nothing remained except the smell of the grass, and the air that blew from the sheep. Night came on rather sooner than usual, and we did not know where we were, so we turned for home.

How did you do that, asked Wrather, if you did not know where you were?

By. turning towards it, replied the Dean. I turned first, and then Lion-hunter turned the same way.

But. how did you know which way to turn? persisted Wrather.

I turned towards home, said the Dean.

There was something here that neither Wrather nor I ever understood, though we talked it over afterwards, and I was never able to get it from the Dean. My own impression is that there was something concerned which we should not have understood in any case, however it had been explained. My only contribution to any investigation that there may be on these lines is merely that the queer thing is there: what it is I have failed to elucidate.

We turned towards home, the Dean went on, and that led us past a lot of places I never had seen before. We passed a farm where strange people barked at us; and we met a new animal, with a beard and a fine proud smell. The question arose as to whether we should hunt him, but he lowered his horns at us, and jumped round so quickly that the horns were always pointing the wrong way. So we decided we would not hunt him, and told him we would come and hunt him some other day, when it was not so late and we had more time; and we went on towards home. Presently we saw a window shining at us, and it did not look right. It was a small house and all shut up, and it looked as though bad people might be hiding in it. I asked Lion-hunter if we should go up to the house and bark at them; but he thought that they might be asleep, and that it was better to let bad people go on sleeping. So we went by the lighted window, but it looked very bad in the night. Then the moon came over the ridge of the downs, but not large enough to be barked at. And then we came to a wood, and it turned out to be our own wood. And we ran down the hill and came to my house and barked under the window. And Lion-hunter said that he thought he would go back to his own house now, in case our door should open and anyone come out of it angry. And I said that that might be best. And the door opened, and a Great One appeared. And I said that I had been hunting and that I never would hunt again, and that I had stayed out much much too late, and that the shame of my sin was so great that I could not enter the house, and would only just crawl into it. So I crawled in and had a beating, and shook myself, and it was a splendid evening. I laid down in front of the fire and enjoyed the warmth of it, and turned over the memory of our hunt slowly in my mind; and the fire and my memories and the whole of the night seemed brightened by my beating. How beautiful the fire was! Warmer than the sun, warmer than eating can make you, or running or good straw, or even beatings, it is the most mysterious and splendid of all the powers of Man. For Man makes fire with his own hand. There is no completer life than lying and watching the fire. Other occupations may be as complete, but with none of them do the glow, the warmth and the satisfaction that there are in a fire come to one without any effort of ones own. Before a fire these things come merely by gazing. They are placed in the fire by Man, in order to warm dogs, and to replenish his own magical powers. Wherever there is a fire there is Man, even out of doors. It is his greatest wonder. On the day that he gives to dogs that secret, as he one day will, dogs and men shall be equal. But that day is not yet. I stray a little, perhaps, from my reminiscences. These things are taught, and are known to be true, but they are not of course any part of my personal observations.

Who discovered that? said Wrather before I could stop him.

We do not know, said the Dean.

Then how do you know its true? asked Wrather.

They shall be equal one day, and on that day, said the Dean.

What day? asked Wrather.

Why, the day on which Man tells dogs the secret of fire, I said to end the discussion.

Exactly, said the Dean.

I frowned at Wrather, for we were getting near something very strange; and though Wrathers interruption did not bring the Dean back, as I feared every moment it might, we heard no more of that strange belief from him. He talked of common things, the ordinary experiences of a dog on a rug at the fireside; things that one might have guessed; nothing that it needed a spiritual traveller to come from a past age to tell us.


CHAPTER TWELVE

I pass over many weeks, weeks that brought no success to my investigations. A feeling that I had sometimes come very near to strange discoveries only increased my disappointment. It seemed to me that a dog had some such knowledge of the whereabouts of his home as the mariner has of the North Pole. The mariner knows by his compass: how does the dog know? And then I had gathered from the Dean that a dog can detect rabies in another dog, before any signs of it appear to the eyes of men. How was that done? What a valuable discovery that might be, if only I could follow it up. But I had no more than a hint of it. And then the strange faith of which the Dean had said only one or two sentences. All the rest that I had got was no more than what an observant man taking notes might have found out or guessed about dogs; but these three things beckoned to me, promising something far more, like three patches of gold on far peaks in some El Dorado of knowledge. The lure of them never left me. I had long talks with Wrather. I let him see that it was more to me than a mere matter of amusement; and he stuck to me and promised to do what he could. He and the Dean and I dined together again, and Wrather and I did our utmost; but I began to see that, in spite of those lapses, induced partly by the rarity of the wine and mainly by the perseverance of deliberate efforts to lure him away from sobriety, the Dean was an abstemious man. Only at the end of our dinner for three or four minutes he stepped back into that mid-Victorian age, that he seemed able to enter in memory when the glare of to-day was dimmed for him; and the things that he said were trivial, and far from the secrets I sought. Nor were they the sort of things that one much cared to hear: there are many habits and tricks we forgive to dogs on account of their boundless affection, which somehow jar when heard from the lips of a dean. Once more we dined together, and at that dinner the Dean said nothing that would have surprised the timidest of any flock that he had ever tended. And next day Wrather told me definitely that he could do no more with the Dean.

I wont say hes a teetotaller, said Wrather, because I wouldnt say that lightly of any man, and I know he is not; but he has a damned strong tendency that way. We have got him over it once or twice, but hell develop it yet. I can do no more with him.

Not the way to talk; but never mind that: so much was at stake.

Whats to be done? I said desperately.

Ill help you all I can, said Wrather, but its only fair to tell you when I can do no more. Hes not the right sort of fellow. He may have taken his whack once or twice like a sportsman, but it wasnt because he wanted to. It was just by accident, because he didnt know the strength of the booze. There are not many people that do. You want to be an emperor of Austria to gauge the strength of Tokay to a nicety.

Then I shall never find out what Im after, I said in despair.

I wouldnt say that, said Wrather. Im not the only sportsman in the world. You want to find someone who takes a stiffer whack than I do, and takes it in a brighter way. There are men you cant help taking a glass with.

For a moment I feared that such a quest was hopeless, till I suddenly thought of the Maharajah. It was said of him that champagne was to him what Vichy water is to some people; and, if a sportsman were needed, it was said too that even India had scarcely a score who might claim to be greater sportsmen. Moreover he knew so much of the situation already, that nothing would have to be explained to him. He was the very man.

What about the Maharajah of Haikwar? I said.

Hes a good sportsman, said Wrather.

You know him? I asked.

No, said Wrather, but of course Ive heard of him. And he might do.

I dont want stuff about lying in front of the fire, I said. I want to find out how dogs can find their way home, by a new route and from a strange country. And I want to know how they can detect rabies long before we can; and one or two other things.

Youll have to get him deeper, for all that, said Wrather; deeper than Ive been able to get him. Its all very well for a dull old dog like the Dean to lay down the exact number of glasses at which one ought to stop; and hes been doing a good deal of stopping just lately; but the fact remains that when you have a real bright sportsman like the Maharajah of Haikwar taking a glass or two of wine with a man, he does follow along a bit. Hell get him further than I ever got him.

Do you think so? I said.

Im sure of it, said Wrather. Its like horses out hunting. Theres no horse living that would stand perfectly still and watch the field galloping away from him, however dull and slow he was. Youll see when the Maharajah comes. Ask me too and Ill do my bit, and well drag the Dean along yet.

Further than hes been hitherto? I asked.

The mans human after all, said Wrather.

And somehow, from the way he spoke, I hoped again.

The next thing was to get the Maharajah. I called on his secretary, Captain Haram Bhaj, to ask if he and the Maharajah would come and dine with me. The fact is, I said, that the proof of one of the principal tenets of his religion, and yours, is at stake. A friend of mine has a memory of a former incarnation. I will get him to come to the dinner. And if we can get him to speak, we may have inestimable revelations that may be of the utmost value to all of your faith.

Of course what His Highness is really interested in, said Captain Haram Bhaj, is his handicap.

His handicap, I lamely repeated.

At polo, said Haram Bhaj.

But surely, I said, his religion must mean something to him.

Oh yes, said Haram Bhaj. Only, polo is His Highnesss first interest.

And then I thought of Wrather.

I have a friend. I said, who used to play a good deal of polo once. It would be a great pleasure to him to meet the Maharajah sahib, if His Highness will come and dine with me.

Wrather had not actually spoken to me of polo, but I had a kind of feeling about him, which turned out to be right, that he had been a polo-player. When Captain Haram Bhaj saw that polo was likely to be the topic at dinner he said that he thought the Maharajah would come. And as it turned out he did. I warned Wrather about the polo, and a few nights later we were all gathered at my table, the Maharajah of Haikwar, Captain Haram Bhaj, Wrather and I and the Dean; the first four of these resolved to rob the fifth of a secret that might justify the hope of the East and astound Europe.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Dean Spanley was asking the Maharajah of Haikwar about ancient customs in India; about Indian music, Indian dress and the tribes that live in the jungle. Wrather was talking to the Maharajah upon his other side, whenever he got an opportunity, about polo. And Haram Bhaj was watching.

Wrather had contributed to our efforts with one splendid remark that he had made to the Dean before the Indians arrived. In the East they think it a discourtesy if all the guests at a party do not drink glass for glass.

The remark created the perfect atmosphere in which the Maharajahs efforts and mine would have the best chance of thriving, The Dean had drawn me aside and said: Is this good for Mr Wrather? And I had said: Yes, it is ideal for him. The Maharajah never goes one drop beyond what a man should.

So now the plot was in progress with every chance of success. A base plot, some may say. Perhaps all plots are base. But look what there was at stake: a secret to which champagne and Tokay were the only keys. And what a secret! I felt that the world was waiting expectant outside the door.

We were all drinking champagne. Tokay was to come at the end as a coup de grâce. I flatter myself that the champagne was of a good vintage; and the evening progressed to a point at which the Maharajah laid bare his heart and told Wrather the ambition of his life. I do not think that with an oriental you always get a clear sight of his innermost feelings, but I think that it was so with the Maharajah of Haikwar. His ambition was to have a handicap of nine at polo. At present he was only eight. And as yet the Dean had not spoken at all of anything nearer himself than the customs of Indian villages.

There was no servant in the room; my butler had gone to bed; and we passed round the champagne among ourselves. Haram Bhaj was particularly helpful. And the Dean was holding back all the time. Yet that force was present that is sometimes found at the pastime of table turning, when everybody combines to pull the same way; and though Dean Spanley set himself against this force, he gradually went with it. More and more I felt that the world was hushed and waiting. And then with the first glass of the Tokay he spoke, spoke from that other century and sojourn. The Maharajah looked interested. But as yet nothing came that was stranger than what we had already heard, nothing that is not known or could not be guessed among those that have carefully studied the ways of dogs. I passed round more Tokay, and the Maharajah and Haram Bhaj and Wrather helped me. The Dean was telling a story about a dog-fight, not greatly different from the one that I have already given my reader. As in the former one he had gone for the ear, and had succeeded in getting the grip, and brought that tale to a close with a good deal of boasting. It was without doubt a dog that was speaking to us, but a dog with nothing to tell us we did not know. I tried yet more Tokay, and everyone helped me. We got a little idyll then of a spring morning some decades back into the century that is gone; not very interesting, except for the shining eyes of the Dean as he told it, and not very seemly. The stock of Tokay was running low, but was equal to one grand effort: we were all drinking it now in claret glasses. And suddenly I felt that the moment was hovering when what I waited for would be revealed, something that Man could not know unless told like this; and I knew that Dean Spanleys secrets were about to be laid bare.

I knew that the Maharajah cared more for his handicap than for those religious tenets that he mainly left to the Brahmins, and that the interest he had shown already was little more than the interest that he took as a sportsman in dog-fights; but now that the moment was coming for which I had waited so long I held up my hand to hush them, and as a sign that the mystery of which I had spoken was going to be shown to us now. And so it was. And so it was.

Everything I had sought was laid bare with open hands. I learned the faith of the dog; I knew how they see rabies in the eyes of another long before men guess it; I knew how dogs go home. I knew more about scent than all the Masters of Hounds in England have ever guessed, with all their speculations added together. I knew the wonderful secrets of transmigration. For half an hour that evening I might have spoken with Brahmins, and they would at least have listened to what I had to say, without that quiet scorn lying under a faint smile, with which they listen to all else that we may say to them. For half an hour I knew things that they know. Of this I am sure.

And now my readers will wish to hear them too. Be not too hard on me, reader. It is no easy thing to make a dean drunk. For a cause less stupendous I should not have attempted it. I attempted it for a secret unknown to Europe; and with the help of the Maharajah and the two others, drinking glass for glass, I accomplished it. All that I remember. What Dean Spanley said after his tale of the dog-fight and his little love-affair, I do not remember. I know that he held the key to some strange mysteries, and that he told us all. I remember the warm room and the lighted candles, and light shining in the champagne and in the Tokay, and people talking, and the words Never trust a teetotaller or a man who wears elastic-sided boots. Then I noticed that a window was open, and some of the candles were out and all the rest were low, and everybody seemed to have gone. I went to the window then and leaned out to refresh myself, and when I came back to my chair, I kicked against a body on the floor and found that Wrather was still there, partly under the table. The Maharajah and Haram Bhaj and the Dean were gone. And I propped up Wrather against the legs of a chair, and after a while he spoke. And he said: For Gods sake give me a whisky and soda. No more Tokay. For Gods sake a whisky and soda.

And I gave him a whisky and soda, and that brought him round, and I took a little myself. And his first words after that were: Well, we got the old dog to talk.

Yes, I said. What did he say?

Thats what I cant remember, he said.

And that was my trouble too.

I gave Wrather a bed, and I went to bed myself, and in the morning our memories were no clearer.

Knowing the enormous importance of what was said, I went round after a light breakfast to see Haram Bhaj. He had been to Vine Street and stayed there the night, and they had let him go in the morning; and the only clue he had to what he had heard overnight was that he had told the inspector at Vine Street that he, Haram Bhaj, was a black-and-grey spaniel and could get home by himself.

Now why did I say that? he said.

But there was not enough in that to be of any use whatever; and later in the day I called on the Maharajah.

It was a very jolly evening, he said; and he was evidently grateful to me. But after a while I saw that I should lose his attention unless I talked of polo. Either he remembered nothing, or the secrets of transmigration, if they were secrets from him, scarcely attracted his interest, and he left all such things to the Brahmins.

It only remained to try Dean Spanley again, and this I shall never do now. For very soon after that dinner the Dean was promoted to bishop. He still knows me, still greets me, whenever we meet at the club. But I shall never get his secret. One of the shrewdest observers of the last century, the lady after whom the greater part of that hundred years was named, stated in one of her letters that she had never known a man who became a bishop to be quite the same as he was before. It was so with Dean Spanley. I can remember no act or word of his that ever showed it, and yet I have sufficiently felt the change never to trouble him with invitations to dine with me any more.

Wrather and I often dined together and, I trust, will often again. We feel like travellers who once, for a short while, have seen something very strange; and neither of us can remember what it was.


THE STORY OF MONA SHEEHY
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Originally published in 1939, this is another novel with an Irish setting and an ambiguous use of supernatural elements. It tells of a young Irish woman that suffers as a result of a local belief, which she comes to share, that she is the child of the fairies  the result of her fathers belief that her mother (a woman of a much higher class with whom he once had an affair) was not of the mortal realm. 


[image: img32.png]

The first edition


CONTENTS

CHAPTER I

CHAPTER II

CHAPTER III

CHAPTER IV

CHAPTER V

CHAPTER VI

CHAPTER VII

CHAPTER VIII

CHAPTER IX

CHAPTER X

CHAPTER XI

CHAPTER XII

CHAPTER XIII

CHAPTER XIV

CHAPTER XV

CHAPTER XVI

CHAPTER XVII

CHAPTER XVIII

CHAPTER XIX

CHAPTER XX

CHAPTER XXI

CHAPTER XXII

CHAPTER XXIII

CHAPTER XXIV

CHAPTER XXV

CHAPTER XXVI

CHAPTER XXVII

CHAPTER XXVIII

CHAPTER XXIX

CHAPTER XXX

CHAPTER XXXI

CHAPTER XXXII

CHAPTER XXXIII

CHAPTER XXXIV

CHAPTER XXXV

CHAPTER XXXVI

CHAPTER XXXVII

CHAPTER XXXVIII




[image: img33.jpg]
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CHAPTER I

THE QUEEN OF THE FAIRIES

I NEVER saw a more mortal child.

The words were spoken by an elder priest to the parish priest of Athroonagh, who had begged his advice, bringing him to the lonely little parish from far away; and now the two priests were sitting on a bench under a small window at an end of a long room of a farm-house, while at the other end of the room, lit by a larger window, stood a child of four or five, with whom they had been playing for half an hour.

You are right, said the younger man. She is earthly.

And in spite of the confidence with which he agreed, a great sigh of relief escaped him.

Aye, said the older man, earthly and mortal.

They spoke in low tones, that the child should not overhear; and knew that their talk was so strange that, if a word or two should come to her ears, she would not understand it.

It is as I thought, said the young man.

For a while there was silence, while the child played, peering out now and then at the mountain of Slieve-na-mona, which was slowly gathering mystery from the evening.

And will I tell them? said the younger priest.

You will not, said Father ONeill, who had come so far for this; for they would never believe us. And its best for us not to be telling them things they would disbelieve. You dont know where they would stop.

Id never have troubled you for the mere story alone, said Father Kinnehy, the lonely priest of Athroonagh, a parish that was too small to have a curate, if it were not for the ways of the child, so dainty they are; and the beauty of her face, thats like nothing here, and a certain look there does sometimes be in her eyes.

I know, said Father ONeill. Well, its mortal she is.

And so I thought, said Father Kinnehy again. But its a great load youve taken off my mind, for its well to be sure, and theres not a soul in the parish that does not believe the story. Im more grateful than I can say.

Ah, its nothing, said Father ONeill.

And this was the story.

It was the night of the Croaghallagh Hunt Ball, in one of the years when this century was young, and little dreaming what toys Time had to show it; and a carriage was driving in the small hours by the road over Slieve-na-mona, and in the carriage was Lady Gurtrim alone. The ball was twenty miles from Gurtrim Towers, and her husband had not troubled to go, preferring sleep before and after a days fox-hunting; and as his old friend Charlie Peever had promised to go, he knew that his wife would have someone to look after her and see that she got supper. And Charlie Peever had not kept his promise, and Mary Gurtrim had been so furious that her anger had tired her and she had left soon after supper, and had driven five miles and had fifteen more to go. And the still night and the mountain, and the stars over it, had refreshed her; and she let down the window of the brougham, and the night air blew in, and the desire to dance came to her. She had not danced all the evening, because Charlie Peever had not been there; and now, as she passed the shoulder of Slieve-na-mona, and the road was beginning to dip the other way, the wish to dance on the moss in the cool night under those stars became as strong as a passion.

Mickey, she called out to the coachman, stop those horses. Theyll be dead-beat after the mountain. Let them rest for half an hour.

Sure its down hill for two miles, my lady, he answered. They may as well be going on slowly as standing still.

I dont care, said she. Let them rest.

Mickey nodded his head and said nothing, and stopped his horses. The old Lady Gurtrim used never to speak like that. The light of Heaven to her, thought Mickey; God rest her soul.

Ill get out and stretch my legs, said the Lady Gurtrim with whom this tale is concerned. And she stepped from the carriage, and on to the mossy slope on the left of the road, with white shoes and a satin dress; and the Gurtrim diamonds about her neck and flashing above her head. She was extremely beautiful without any diamonds. The footman turned and wonderingly looked at Mickey, who stared perfectly straight in front of him into the dark and refused to say anything.

She walked over the moss, into which her small feet sank to the instep, and went till the glimmer of her white shape could be no more seen from the brougham. The huge stars shone in great masses, and her light cloak of white satin with broad deep collar of fur of some soft white animal was not enough to warm her, walking on such a night. So she danced. She came to a slab of grey granite lying amongst the moss, and there she danced alone to her hearts content, while all the stones of her tiara laughed up at the stars. Her eerie beauty dancing there in the starlight is rather the theme for a brush than for any pen, for some brush wont to explore the mystery of woods and of evening, and able to capture beauty as it flits so briefly by; and rather than give my pen a task that is not for pens, by trying to show her gleaming outlines with words, I will only record that Dennis OFlanagan, a young farmer out that night to look for a sheep that had gone away to the mountain, came on her dancing there, and thought her the Queen of the Fairies.

Lady Gurtrim knew at once what Dennis OFlanagan thought, though his stutterings were scarcely intelligible; but she caught the one word Queen, and knew that he thought that she was the Queen of the Shee; nor did his mistake appear to her particularly odd: she was the daughter of a squireen in lonely hills in Kilkenny, and had never quite made out, from the various tales of her childhood, what actually haunted the hills and what did not. And they had danced together there in the night.

When Lady Gurtrim came back to the brougham, Mickey said: The horses are near dead of cold, my lady. I doubt if well ever be able to get them home.

Silly nonsense, said Lady Gurtrim. Cant they wait a bit while I stretch my legs? Drive on.

And Mickey drove on, and they got home all right.


CHAPTER II

THE SIN OF DENNIS OFLANAGAN

WHEN Dennis OFlanagan confessed next Sunday to Father Kinnehy, the priest was much shocked. He was naturally used to confessions, and no confession had ever shocked him before.

The Fairy people! The Fairy people! exclaimed the priest in a low voice. It is sin even to speak to them. But this! I cannot give you absolution.

What am I to do, Father? muttered the contrite voice.

You must go to the Bishop, said Father Kinnehy.

So to the bishop Dennis OFlanagan went, and received absolution, given in a calm voice with no trace of surprise; and the few words said by the bishop were as much directed against sin as against that people dwelling far beyond Holy Church, for whom any escape from damnation must be impossible. And of Dennis OFlanagans sin came this story, or at any rate the person of whom it is told. And when Lady Gurtrim knew that this person was coming, she remembered the red head of Dennis OFlanagan, that shone bright even in starlight, and decided that to attribute the parentage to Lord Gurtrim would be to risk the loss of his trust in her; for he was a black-bearded man of a certain refinement, that a glance could tell was removed by some twenty generations from the ways of Dennis OFlanagan. So she persuaded Peever, instead, that the child would be his. And Peever made plans at once.

He went to see Lord Gurtrim about a pig. It was a pig of English pedigree-stock, and was going very cheap, and would suit Lord Gurtrim very well, as Peever told him. And all that Peever said of the pig was perfectly true. Peever stopped to dinner; and it was not till late in the evening that he began to wonder, over the port, why Gurtrim took no part in public life. And then Lord Gurtrim wondered a little bit too.

Now I happen to know, said Peever, that the Germans are going to give back Heligoland. They acquired it, as you may remember, for the sake of the fisheries; and, as I knew at the time, and they evidently overlooked, the fishing round Heligoland is not worth the trouble theyre taking. So theyll soon hand it back. Dont tell anyone that I told you. It has all been settled privately, between the Kaiser and Campbell-Bannerman. Now, as soon as its given back, our Government will appoint a Governor; and, if you were to go there now and take an interest in the island, you would be the perfectly obvious man for the appointment. No, I really cant have any more port, unless you do.

The reader may think Lord Gurtrim very foolish to have been persuaded to such a course, and he certainly was persuaded; and yet he was not foolish: he was, as a matter of fact, a far wiser man than Peever. But persuasion was Charlie Peevers one ability, and indeed his one interest. He would sooner persuade anyone to any course than do anything useful; and he was adept at it. He cared nothing whether the course were good or bad, so long as he was persuading someone. Indeed the advice of such a man was naturally always bad, but his power of persuasion must be admitted. He never sold medicine; and yet of all the men of his time he was the most perfectly fitted to do so.

I dont think Mary would like it very much, said Lord Gurtrim, intending to reject Peevers scheme.

I dont think she would, said Peever. But she could go abroad for two or three months, until they build Government House, where she will be very comfortable. I happen to know that theyll make you Governor, if you show the least interest in it.

I shouldnt care for it much, said Lord Gurtrim.

No, said Peever, but it is a duty.

Not only was Lord Gurtrim wise; he was even shrewd. But the honesty he derived from a long line of honest men, somehow got in his way, and he would no more have attributed intricate designs to his guest than he would have flung the soup in his face.

Well, Ill ask Mary about it, he said.

And so it was arranged between Lord and Lady Gurtrim that he should go to Heligoland, and be ready to serve his country there if required, while she should go on a trip for three months to Italy. And this is roughly what they did, only that Lady Gurtrims trip to Italy was extended to over five months, and Lord Gurtrim when he arrived at Heligoland was allowed no further inland than the wharf, on which he was interminably detained by Customs officials about some detail that he was not able to follow. He knew German well, but they spoke it very fast, and as soon as ever he did understand their point, it was always varied, and the argument in swiftly-spoken German had to start all over again. This lasted all the afternoon; and after a while a friendly German came up, and explained to Lord Gurtrim how very bad was the accommodation on the island and how dirty the only inn, but that, on the German coast opposite, accommodation was colossal, and the hotels were full of baths and one could have one every day. But how can I get there? asked Lord Gurtrim. And the question was met by the immediate offer of a torpedo-boat, which the German Government were willing to put at Lord Gurtrims disposal, on account of the love that Germany had for Ireland, a love originating in the blood-relationship that there was between all Celtic peoples, and fostered by the sympathy in the hearts of all Germans for Irelands wrongs and sorrows. Lord Gurtrim made one more effort to get inland from the wharf, but saw nothing before him but police and unfriendly Customs officials, while behind him were friendliness and courteous naval officers. On the way across to the mainland they all drank in champagne to the day when Ireland should be free, and then to the day when she should take her place side by side with the Great Powers, and then to the day when she should dictate to them all. And after that Lord Gurtrim drank to the health of Germany. Then he asked some question about conditions on Heligoland, which after all was what he had come to find out; and all the officers stood up and drank his health.

On the mainland he got a good deal of information about conditions on the island, but no two accounts quite tallied, and he very soon found out that all that Charlie Peever had told him about it was wrong. In a few weeks he came home; and, having a kind of intuitive understanding of Peevers vanity, which he would not have hurt for the world, he said very little to him about what he had found. As for Peever, he said nothing of Heligoland, preferring to talk about the pig that he had persuaded Gurtrim to buy, and which had been a good bargain, whereas Heligoland had not. And for some while Lord Gurtrim led a rather lonely life.

Peever had not been in favour of Lady Gurtrims trip to Italy, though he had planned it. He wished for something quite different. In fact his first words about it had been, I would have suggested that Gurtrim should have been left with the impression that he was, well, that he himself was concerned; only that it might not be quite honourable.


CHAPTER III

THE WOMAN OF THE SHEE

THE child was born in Italy and was named after five saints. And now I will say no more of sin, which after all is more the affair of those five whose aid was supplicated, and I will write instead of the child, whose blue eyes and long black hair, at the time this story started, would not have looked out of place in any picture of Heaven. Lady Gurtrim had sent her to Ireland when only a few weeks old, not because she intended to see her again, but because she feared that in no foreign country the childs soul could be safe. So one night an Italian woman knocked at the door of Dennis OFlanagans house, in the stillness and starlight under Slieve-na-mona, and spoke to him while in the doorway and gave him the baby, and thrust into his hand a paper with the babys five names, then smiled and went away. Every word she said to OFlanagan had been in Italian.

OFlanagan never spoke, and did not even cross himself, before the baby was put into his arms, for fear that he might anger the strange woman. For a long time he stood silent, till his sister, Biddy, called to him from the house, What is it, Dennis? And still he stood silent. And the steps of the woman could be heard no more, and at last he went into the house, carrying the baby.

It was brought by a woman of the Shee, he said.

God help you, Dennis, said Biddy.

I never spoke to her, he said.

Did she give you food or drink? asked Biddy quickly.

She did not, said Dennis.

Did she make any sign over against you?

She did not, he said; only spoke to me in the tongue of the fairy people.

Were there spells in it? said Biddy.

I am thinking not, said Dennis, for she seemed to be talking only about the baby.

It will be the Queens baby, said Biddy. Aye, that one, said Dennis.

God save us all, said his sister.

Aye, said Dennis, God save us.

And then Biddy took the baby from Dennis.

It might, she said, and she gave a little gasp, as though at astonishment at the words she was going to say, it might be a Christian child.

No, no, said Dennis hastily.

It might by the look of it, said Biddy. That was all that I meant.

These are the childs names on this paper, said Dennis.

Biddy took it and read them, still holding the child.

And Christian names too, she said. Five girls names. And by which of them shall we call her?

Then the slip of paper was put down on the table clear in the lamplight. Five girls names, as Biddy had said; all names of saints, and no surname.

They are saints names, said Dennis. Sure we can call her by none of them.

What then? said Biddy.

Dennis thought, and walked the floor as he thought; and suddenly caught a glimpse, through a window uncurtained, of Slieve-na-mona, the mountain on which he had sinned, its dark shape curving under unnumbered stars.

Well call her Mona, he said.

Aye, Mona, said she. There do be strange things indeed upon that mountain.

And shell want a surname, said Dennis.

Not OFlanagan, exclaimed Biddy. She can never be called OFlanagan.

No, said Dennis, no. We must call her after her mothers people.

The Shee! gasped Biddy.

Ah, we neednt do that, said Dennis. But we can disguise it. Let us, now, call her Sheehy. Isnt there a good human sound to the name of Sheehy? And nobody will know after whom we called her.

Aye, said Biddy, we might do that.

And the child became Mona Sheehy.

And then the question of baptism arose, and Dennis OFlanagan went to Father Kinnehy and told him who the child was, and asked him if he would baptise her. And Father Kinnehy went to the bishop, and put the case before him. It is likely enough that she had been baptised already, with her five saints names, in Italy; but nobody in Athroonagh knew anything about that.

And what ails you? asked the bishop.

Could I touch such a thing as that with holy water? said Father Kinnehy.

And is holy water of no avail, asked the bishop, against the powers of darkness? Its the first time Ive heard of it.

So Mona Sheehy was baptised one day in the church of Athroonagh; and Slieve-na-mona, all gleaming in sunlight, looked down on her as she was carried out of the church. It may have been as early as that, and very likely was, that Slieve-na-mona came into the childs life, to become a part of her memories, to become a scene always to be called up at any distance from home, as easily as we can look at a view lying beyond our windows; and very early in life she began to learn, from the way that her father avoided too much talk of the mountain, turning topics away from it, that there was something significant in Slieve-na-mona itself. And then one day she had heard her aunt talking to an old neighbour over their cups of tea, of her mother, the Queen of the Fairies and Slieve-na-mona, veiled talk that might have meant nothing to many a grown-up person visiting Irish villages, but telling a secret to the childs quick mind: she took one keen look at the slopes of Slieve-na-mona, and saw, or thought she saw, that they might well be haunted, and ever after believed with all Athroonagh that she was the daughter of the Queen of the Fairies.

It was about this time that the two priests came into OFlanagans house, and the child knew of what they were talking. But some of their words were strange, and she did not yet know what mortal meant; so that, though she knew they spoke of her magic lineage, she did not know they denied it. And the old priest went back to his parish, and no-one knew.


CHAPTER IV

THE CHILDHOOD OF MONA 

MORE than once the OFlanagans had consulted the priest as to what was to be done with Mona, and hitherto his answers had been evasive. But on the day of his talk with Father ONeill he gave definite instructions to the OFlanagans.

Treat her in every way, said Father Kinnehy, as though she were an ordinary child. And who knows what limit there is to the power of holy water? Its likely that when it touched her the power of all of those that we do not name fell off her for ever.

Indeed its likely it did. God send that that be so, Father, said Dennis OFlanagan.

Its likely, said the priest.

And so on that day it was settled that Mona Sheehy should go to school like any other child, and be treated with no more ceremony than any one of the rest. Yet if Dennis OFlanagan and Father Kinnehy abdicated on her behalf, she was treated by no others as ordinary or mortal. The other children were thrilled when she first went into the schoolroom in the small white house under thatch at the end of the village street; thrilled with that mixture of anticipation and fear such as they always felt in the presence of magic, or whenever any elder at Christmas-time played at being transformed into a bear or anything wonderful.

The attitude of the schoolmaster was expressionless. He dully taught her, as it was his duty to teach her, and made no difference between her and other children. But secretly in his heart he resented the pretence that she was of mortal lineage. He would have bowed reverently to her for choice; but he obeyed his orders none the less, though utterly without animation, and it always seemed to him rather a silly game, although he never thought of using those words about it, to treat one who came of those mighty forces that roamed the mountain at night, and sometimes shrilled with great voices between the roofs and the stars, as a common and mortal child. Every child in the school had been given instructions about her by its parents in very much the same words, which were something like this: Mona Sheehy is going to the school tomorrow. She is just an ordinary child. Shes one of the Sheehys that are related to the OFlanagans, though they dont live hereabouts any longer. Just an ordinary child like one of you.

Truth takes on many forms, but these parents were saying something they did not believe, and they all clung very closely to the same phrases. The two children on each side of Mona Sheehy sat very quiet while they learned geography, which was the first lesson that Mona Sheehy ever had in that little schoolroom. One may wonder perhaps a little that a schoolmaster, however young and ignorant, should have believed in the Queen of the Fairies, and believed that a child that he taught was a daughter of that queen. And yet there was no mistaking from the look of the childs face that she herself learned geography with the aloof interest of one that was not wholly of this world, but who deigned to be amused at its affairs. This did not prove that the childs fancy had any foundation, but these fancies when honestly and strongly developed have often had great effect on the world before and since: whole armies for instance believed in Joan of Arcs voices; only, I suppose, because she believed in them so entirely herself.

Out-of-doors the schoolmaster if he passed Mona in the road, would walk by her looking straight before him with a set face, rigidly taking the line that had been forced on him by the priest. But any of the boys that saw her, unless there were a great many of them together, would take off their caps to her; and, once it was twilight and dusk was hovering near, even whole bands of boys, if they were out late together and met Mona, would take off their caps. Boys never spoke of this to each other, or to anyone else, but it is what they used to do, and quite big boys too, except on Sundays, and then nobody did it. And it was the same on saints days; nobody took off their caps to Mona then, but on all the other days the older faith seemed to be lurking, quite silently just round the corners of peoples hearts; so that the child grew up in Athroonagh like a princess of a dynasty, dethroned fifteen hundred years ago, but not yet forgotten. To recognise such a dynasty might be treason, and a furtive look in their faces as they shifted their caps showed there was some such thought in their minds when they paid this tribute to one of the people of the Shee, who troubled on windy nights the slopes of Slieve-na-mona.

All this was in Spring, just when the buds were breaking upon the thorn and every morning showed a new green wave that had rippled over the branches to shine in the sun. And, strange as Mona may have seemed to the world, the world to her childish eyes, the world now enchanted by Spring, seemed no less strange to her, no less elfin and magical. Sitting alone in the OFlanagans garden at evening under old hazels that stood at the further end from the house, sitting quiet on the trunk of a hazel fallen years before, and now half moss and decay, she saw a blackbird run out from under a laurel towards her over a little patch of lawn. The jet-black glossy body shining against the green, and the silence with which it ran, making it almost unearthly, and the hush and the mystery and the stillness out of which it so suddenly came, would have been to any child watching on such an evening a hint that not too far off was that thing so loved of children, the unknown, the unknowable or the magical, haunting the mist and the dimness which were slowly creeping in. But to Mona, with her odd belief in her magical parentage, the blackbird running towards her so silently through the silence brought a feeling that home was near, so near that on one of such still evenings the thought came to her, never afterwards to be put out of her mind, that one day she might see her mother. Some evening at the edge of woods the child thought she might see her, or walking with the white mist over low fields when it rose up from the river, or coming with twilight down slopes of Slieve-na-mona; but never by day. And so by day she was like an ordinary child, with her thoughts all turned to the little fields in which other children played; it was only at evening that a look came into her face which other children noticed, and her dark blue pupils grew larger and her mind was turned backwards into those queer ages whence come the legends and dreams of the Irish people. Once she really did see her mother, but never knew it. Once the schoolmistress from outside the school called Mona, and as the child came running out she saw a lady very finely dressed, smiling and talking fast and frivolously. Suddenly the ladys face grew grave as she looked at Mona, though barely for a second and then she was smiling again. One might have thought that, when mother and daughter met, the childs instinct would have said to her something; but her instinct was all away on the slopes of Slieve-na-mona, searching through gloaming and twilight, among legends and dreams, for the fairy mother of her fantastic fancy. They only spoke for a minute, and that was the only time that she ever saw Lady Gurtrim.

And, after all, Mona had not taken after her father in the matter of red hair, but she had dark hair like her mother, and blue eyes, though darker and stranger than her mothers.

To Eileen Fahy who sat beside Mona in school the obvious was apparent enough, which is that Mona was a human child and mortal; and as such Eileen used to play with her. Only certain phases of Nature, when a hush seemed over everything, and that hush somehow enchanted, would awaken in Eileen thoughts whose home was far back amongst legend, and she would be gripped by a sudden awe of Mona. A pale full moon that was shining in air that was still filled with sunlight thrown up from the sunken sun would have this effect on Eileen, or the sun setting in winter, huge and red, or mist creeping over the fields, or almost any aspect of evening that turned the sky solemn or touched fields below it with mystery: at such times Eileen was afraid of Mona and at other times was her friend. They rambled together over all the fields, picking flowers or looking for mushrooms, and often beyond the fields into the big woods of Harahanstown which were watched by Lord Harahanstowns keeper. Children in woods when pheasants were on their nests were not as harmful as foxes, and were perhaps the least harmful of all that OCreagh guarded against; but he did guard against them, and whenever he saw them he drove them out of the wood, by means of threats that he made on the spur of the moment and that were scarcely ever the same. But above everything else he established it well in their minds that his big black dog lived solely on human flesh, and that it was eager for it and would get it the moment that Dennis OCreagh was unable to hold him in any longer. Mona and Eileen did not entirely believe this, but, rather than risk being eaten in case the tale should be true, they hurried out of the wood.

Once Mona and Eileen had spent a long day in the wood together, going there together when the morning was early and bright, and taking some food with them and missing school. They went because Eileen had found out that OCreagh was going to be away all day on the red bog. For, though OCreaghs life was devoted to rearing pheasants and to keeping the big woods quiet for the woodcock, there was a strain in him that he had from his mother, which made him love the red bog more than all other parts of the earth, and drove him to go and see it now and then, perhaps not more than two or three days in the year; but he never let a year pass without going at least once to gaze away over the red bog, where heather and pools lay before him as far as the rim of the sky. And he was there on this day, far out on the bog of Kyleronan, smoking his pipe over thoughts that were too queer for print, and that were of old things concerned with the bog and with beliefs that were held by those that dwelt at its edges before the invention of printing. From these rare visits to the red bog OCreagh used to come back more than ever confirmed in his view that, just outside the edge of the Catholic faith, and indeed intruding into it as far as such intrusion was possible without sheer loss of salvation, there was a lore, of which the red bog was the Mecca, which taught many ancient things, but was all summed up by OCreagh no more aptly than this, that it only showed you how very strange the world does be. From the red bog of Kyleronan the head of Slieve-na-mona could be seen gravely watching, and seeming to OCreagh to be in quiet agreement with all the tales that were told at the edge of the bog, like a grey old nurse that was watching children at play, not speaking, and yet approving the games they played. So Mona and Eileen played in the wood, with nobody to disturb them all that day. They broke twigs and picked up sticks and made themselves a small house roofed over with ferns, and ate their food in it. And Mona claimed to own the house, but gave herself no more queenly airs than this, and did nothing to frighten Eileen. It was late in the evening when from the edge of the trees they saw OCreagh approaching; and then they ran. OCreagh shouted and lifted his stick, but made no effort to follow those swift young feet. On their way home white mists came up from all streams, and the sun was low and red, and Mona began gazing then at Slieve-na-mona mountain; and something in her eyes frightened Eileen, so that she hurried back to her mothers house alone. And Mona walked on unconcerned, for she was already accustomed to awe of her breaking out suddenly, and regarded it as her due, as it was the due of her mother. So the strange child came home, to be questioned by OFlanagan and his sister as to why she had missed school, and where she had got her dinner; and she answered, at six years old, with a certain queer unworldliness, as though these things that were of interest to OFlanagan and his sister were no concern of hers.

She is a strange child, said OFlanagan by the fireside to his sister after Mona had gone to bed.

A strange child surely, said Bridget.

And what else would she be? said OFlanagan.

What else indeed with that mother? said Bridget, speaking low lest the child should hear from the little room upstairs, or lest her words should be heard by whatever should overhear them, roaming the windy spaces that were darkening now with night.


CHAPTER V

IT GROWS LATE IN THE WOOD

ONE night when Mona and Eileen had gone to the wood, peering slyly down every ride to see that OCreagh was not there, and they were enjoying their freedom and their sense of having outwitted OCreagh, it suddenly grew later than they had thought; for a hush had come in the wood and a strange glow in the air, a glow that had touched it from a moon that had risen bright and full, but which was hidden as yet by the trees from the children. And this sudden glow that was enchanting the air startled Eileen, and she looked quickly at Monas face, and seemed to see in it the same enchantment with which the moon was filling the evening.

My mother will be wanting me home, said Eileen, and turned at once to the fields and her mothers house, to the fireside and glow of the candles, to shut doors, shelter and warmth, leaving Mona alone with those things that she preferred, the dark of the wood, the glow in the sky from the sunset, and the moon moving into it like a furtive magician stepping quietly into a lighted hall from out of his dark chamber. The higher the moon rose up into that dim glow, the faster Eileen ran, and the more at ease felt Mona. She was a strange child surely. An owls hoot screamed through the air from a tree beside her, and she only felt more at home. That very hush that made the wood weird in the twilight, which had made Eileen run home to her mother, had given Mona the feeling that her own mother was near. And so, while Eileen was drawing near to the fire, with the door shut behind her and a candle quite close to cheer her, Mona was walking contentedly further into the wood. She turned the corner of a ride, without thinking to look first to see who was there; and there quite close to her, sitting upon a log, with his big black dog beside him, was the terror of all children who molested the wood, OCreagh with his pipe in his mouth, staring at the great pale disc of the moon. Even at that hour, confident though she was that her mother haunted the airy spaces near her, she turned to run. But the keeper spoke before she moved. It is late for your Highness to be out, he said. He had never spoken to her like that before, never even showed that he thought her different from any of the other children that disturbed Lord Harahanstowns pheasants.

You chased me out of it last time I came, said Mona.

Ah, sure I have my duty to do by day, he said, but I dont forget the ancient powers for that, nor the children of them. And, begob, when the moons like that and the woods are still, sure Ireland isnt any longer under the Government then. Its under the power of Her Majesty then who does be reigning behind Slieve-na-mona. Doesnt even my dog know it?

The retriever dog was lying very silent, seemingly watching something that Mona could not see.

Is she behind Slieve-na-mona, think you? said Mona.

Dont I know it? answered OCreagh. Sure theres not one tale the old people ever told in my hearing, ever since the days when I was a small gossoon no older nor you, that they did not tell of that same Queen being somewhere the other side of Slieve-na-mona, and Im thinking shes been there for ever.

I am wishful to see her, said Mona.

Aye and so you might be, said OCreagh. And he stared at the disc of the moon. And its not for me to say which is the better world, the world that is made of evening and moonlight and queer cries in the night, or whatever in Gods name it does be made of, and the clouds over Slieve-na-mona; or the world we do be treading, with a fire at the end of the day, and maybe a drink; and maybe a few other things too. But it cant be both, my girl. Its either the top of Slieve-na-mona looking down on the centuries; and, mind you, Im saying no word against those that reign there; or else its our bits of houses and our human ways and the sins we sin and the hopes we have. It cant be both. Begob, in the moonlight Im thinking youre right to choose the other way, and its the way Id choose myself if I had their blood in my veins, on nights like this when weve been looking at the full moon, my dog and I, ever since she ruz. And doesnt the light of it show you theres other worlds than those we know anything of? But its not for me to choose, being only mortal. Make your own choice one way or the other; and God help you, or those that reign over Slieve-na-mona, according to which way you choose.

And he put his pipe back in his mouth and looked long at the moon.

I am thinking Ill choose Slieve-na-mona, she said.

Aye, said OCreagh, and what else could you choose in this light and at this hour?

In that light and at that hour he would himself have enlisted as one of the bodyguard of the Queen of the Shee, had he been asked to do so by any supernatural power coming from Slieve-na-mona. And at another hour he would have joined the Fenians, and maybe died in prison for doing it. And in another light and at some other hour he might have enlisted in the Brigade of Guards, being the right height for them, and would have carried into old age tales of their battles as well as tales of the Shee. But no supernatural power, no agitator and no recruiting sergeant coming then to that wood, he sat on looking silently at the moon, and Mona turned homewards and, touched by the twilight among the dark of the trees, she soon looked like some dim shape of one of the fairy people drifting away from OCreagh.


CHAPTER VI

THE YEARS GO OVER ATHROONAGH

WHEREVER dynasties have ruled with the greatest terror, they have avoided familiarity. The terror that was about them flourished in mystery, growing greater with each generation, and the rulers knew that without perpetual seclusion that terror would soon die. So their names were known and dreaded, and their faces seen seldom. But with Mona familiarity increased, as the passing years revealed that her difficulties, her puzzles, her ignorances and her joys were those of all other children, and the fear of her died away. It was not that they had changed their faith in Athroonagh, if those superstitions that haunted those corners of their imaginations that were untamed by the Catholic faith could be so called; those superstitions were too ancient for that; but Mona crying over a difficult piece of arithmetic moved more and more in the foreground of those imaginations, and her dreaded lineage less and less. In all her ways she was as Father ONeill had said, earthly and mortal, whatever her spirit might be; and, as nothing that haunted the night ever came near her, and her dread mother never appeared, and she lured no peril upon them from the slopes of Slieve-na-mona, they nearly forgot the strange belief that they had of her, only remembering it on winter evenings when they told of such things by the fire. Perhaps an old man wandering the roads would ask at a cottage door for a cup of tea for the love of God, and he would be given it and a place to rest by the fire-side, and there out of gratitude he would tell them some magical story, such as they could only get from one of the old people, or so he thought; and one of them by the fire would say at the end of his story, There do be such things yet, and would tell the old man the story of Mona Sheehy. And so the mystery of Mona would flare up by a fireside on rare evenings, but it would be all gone in the morning.

The changing attitude of the other children towards Mona changed her spirit without her noticing how that change was made, until she began to forget that she had ever thought that her blood was blended with anything magical.

Many may wonder how even a child could ever have had so strange a fancy, and still more they may wonder that grown-up people could ever have had a belief in it, and yet the belief was no stranger to the people that dwelt in Athroonagh, than lionheaded and hawk-headed gods with mens bodies were strange once to the people of Egypt. But that was a long time ago. Athroonagh also seemed a long time ago, and was indeed long long ago when compared to our cities. The stir of the 20th century scarcely seemed to have reached it, and it was somehow there as though the power of early centuries found it hard to die, and would not even in death loose their hold of the folk of Athroonagh. The years went by and Mona grew taller, and several people in the village were married, and new children began to come to the school, which helped Mona and Eileen to appreciate their own increasing size and importance; and old men began to notice that they walked with some slight difficulty, almost as though they were old. Thatches grew green and damp, and cracked and were replaced; fields were mown and a haystack would be built in a corner, and the storms of winter attacked it, always with the same bluster, and always found they could do nothing against it; and it grew darker and smaller, till another would take its place on the same spot. So the years went over Athroonagh, bringing such changes as these, but never changing the way of life thereat all. Father Kinnehy died with his strange secret, and another priest took his place, and I doubt if anyone told him, what Father Kinnehy knew, that Mona was earthly and mortal; for they were all so used to her in Athroonagh now, that her lineage was no longer a topic of strange importance. It was this perhaps that emboldened young Peter OCreagh, the keepers son, to speak to her one evening when he met her walking in the woods, which he was watching for his father, who was looking for intruders upon the quiet of the woods in another part of the estate. It was an evening with no wind blowing and no strange shapes in the sky and nothing of the mystery that sometimes awes earth at sunset, and so he spoke to her with no thought of any of those powers or forces which legend taught were haunting clouds and horizon and the back of Slieve-na-mona.

He talked to her as to a mortal maiden of sixteen, he being past nineteen; a glow had just begun to come to the larches, and the birds were going in pairs, and away beyond the wood the spring call of the curlews was floating over the bog. There was something in Monas hair and face, and even her dress, something that the larches and birds seemed to verify, which assured the boy that she was what she was, a maiden of this world, earthly and mortal: and old legends loosed their hold on him at the sight of her, so that away to the dark of the mind, where we store all that we do not remember at the moment, went the knowledge that he had had as long as he could remember, that she was a daughter of the Queen of the Shee. A hen blackbird on a long branch was walking fast away from its mate, in the wood between Peter and Mona, and when Mona saw the boy coming she turned at once down a ride and walked away from him. Thousands of thoughts ran through Peters mind, wondering why Mona avoided him; and not one of them suggested, upon that bright spring evening, that everything in the wood was doing the same. He had seen but little of Mona, for a certain aloofness was maintained by his father between himself and those against whom he had to defend the woods, and it had been the policy of Lord Harahanstowns agent to have such men as keepers, though in the time of his predecessor it had been said of a former keeper, God rest his soul, he never grudged a pheasant to a poor old woman that needed one.

Do you want to drive me out of the wood? asked Mona.

Sure I wouldnt do that for all the riches of Heaven, said Peter.

Then what do you want at all? said she.

Sure I only wanted to talk to you, he said, and added a few words, so as to make his want seem less extravagant.

And what about? asked Mona.

And the topic being the theme of the poets of all ages, and the theme of spring itself, and Peter not being a poet, his answer was not worthy of record in print. And yet, as they walked in the evening, they were soon talking with as much content as all the birds in the wood, which knew no better than to sing and to chirp and to coo. They walked among the ferns of a glade until a star appeared and an owl began to hoot. It was the hour at which Mona, even when but a little child, was always most at ease, as though she were conscious then of some strange mastery, or conscious of some power roaming the evening, which had her under protection. The more stormy the evening, the more she felt that among the curious shapes of the raging clouds there might well be one that was that very power; or the more mysterious the twilight, the more hushed, and haunted with magic, the more that others were awed by it, the more happy she felt. And this was because, whatever she dreamed of herself when she was sixteen, she had all through her early years believed that her mother was near her and that she would one day come to her, and that she dwelt amongst all that was fey and mysterious and eerie. And so, while others were storing fears in their minds because of the legends that lent a fear to the gloaming, Mona had learned to look upon fading light and all haunted places as home. When the owl hooted, Peter looked quickly at Mona; and sure enough in that light, that had so rapidly faded while he was speaking, she had grown more mysterious with the dim glow on her face, and the outlines of her dress in the dimness even seemed faintly enchanted. She should have been even more romantic to him then, but the awe with which the late evening cloaks itself seemed centred in Mona, and instead of seeing any longer the romance of a beautiful girl, he suddenly saw the romance of the story of her strange lineage, which had been absent from his mind for the last hour, though he had known of it all his life, and all that was magical in gloaming and starlight seemed hovering now about Mona.

Maybe we should be going home, he said.

She looked at him as a queen in her own country might look at a traveller who had strayed over the borders.

Maybe wed best, she said.

And so they walked from the wood to the tame lands lying beyond it, where the houses were and where the fields were confined; and little more was said, and the awe of the evening deepened, and Mona in the dim light grew more unearthly to Peter.

And so the mystery of Mona had flared up again, but it soon fell when she returned to her home; for even Dennis OFlanagan, who alone of the folk of Athroonagh had seen the Queen of the Fairies, and Biddy, who had heard the voice of the queer strange woman when she had given Mona to Dennis and spoke to him in the language of the Shee, had these strange things as memories which grew dimmer as time went by, while they saw Mona every day and in every mood, strangely like other children.

God help her, said Biddy one day, whispering to a neighbour, she takes after her father, and its likely shes mortal like him. But the good Lord knows where shell go at the latter end, or what will become of her.

Shell go back to the storms, likely, whispered the neighbour.

Aye, said Biddy, its likely. Its terrible the storms that do sweep over Slieve-na-mona. And yet, if she be what we think, maybe she will feel at home with them.

Im thinking it will be bleak and cold for her there, said the neighbour, after the good fire she does be sitting by here, and shut out for ever from Heaven.

Indeed aye, Biddy answered. Cold and lonesome it well may be for her, if they are all true, the tales of the old people.

Thus was doubt expressed even by Biddy, while talking low with a neighbour.


CHAPTER VII

MONA SEEKS NEWS OF HER MOTHER

MONA was in the garden where it touched the roadside in front of OFlanagans house. It was the morning after she and Peter had walked in the big wood, and she was looking at a patch of daffodils, which, though some of the fairest children of Mother Earth, nevertheless would often turn her mind away to unearthly things, so that she thought again of her mother. And then Peter OCreagh came by and threw her a cheerful greeting, and there was not a trace of awe in it such as she had so lately felt in his voice when he had said good-night to her. I do not know what she wanted with awe in Peter OCreagh, and the admiration in his cheerful face should have been enough for her, yet she suddenly felt the lack of it, and her greeting to him was cold, as though there were something in Peter with which fault could be found; whereas it was with herself that she was dissatisfied, for a doubt of her magical lineage had come to her again. These doubts came very often, but if Peter OCreagh, who had felt such awe of her in the hush of the evening, doubted it, who would have any faith that she was of the royal race of the Shee? And this thought chilled her greeting to Peter, so that he did not stay to speak, but went on down the road. And Mona stayed and sorrowed among the daffodils, for it seemed to her then that that strange romance that had gilded her life was gone. She stood perhaps between two tides, two shining waters drifting separate ways; or about to drift, for they lay motionless. The one was love, that might have carried her happily to the future, and the other the stranger dream which all Athroonagh had dreamed with her, and which now seemed about to float away to the past with all forgotten dreams. Better perhaps if it had, for the dreams that are adapted to life as it really is are the better for us, because they fit in easily among the material things that surround us, while the others are hard to seize as they drift away over the hilltops, and may be lost altogether. And now Mona stood in the garden with neither dream, as Peter went down the road, and the wild fancy about her strange mother seemed lost. So she stood there disconsolate, and after a while she went slowly along the road by which Peter had gone.

The road was quite empty, but for a wind that was running down the middle of it and playing with the dust as it ran. Peter was out of sight and the wind could tell her nothing, but still she went on down the road, searching, as wanderers have often searched, without quite knowing what she thought to find. Sometimes a patch of thorn in a hedge that had flashed out into green seemed whispering something to Mona; but it told her nothing to banish the doubt that was troubling her; and there was no sign among the clouds overhead of any shape of the Shee. Through a countryside full of strange legends she walked slowly on, wondering if any of them were true; and from nothing did any hint come to her that any immortal shapes were near, or that they would ever aid her, or that anything stranger than man haunted Slieve-na-mona, or that she would ever see her mother. Material things seemed to Mona that morning more weightily material than they had ever seemed before, the light glared hard and bright from them, and the weight of disillusion began to tire her, so that she sat down by the road. Still the road was empty, alone with the wind, and childish fancies were streaming away from Monas mind and deserting her, when a dark shape appeared in the dust of the road, and a man was coming towards her who was wearing many coats, all of them old, with the newest outside and the innermost one the most ragged and mouldered.

She saw at once that he was from beyond Athroonagh: perhaps they had some lore in those wider lands that they did not know, who dwelt under Slieve-na-mona.

God save you, she said.

God save you, Miss, said he.

Where are you coming from? she asked.

Out of Galway, he answered.

And where are you going? said Mona.

Ah, maybe to Dublin, said the tramp.

Did you ever in your walks see one of the little people?

Begob, said the tramp, now you mention it, I cant say ever I did. Maybe Ive been near them on stormy nights, but I cant say as ever I seen one of them.

Is it true that there do be fairies? asked Mona.

The tramp looked round at both hedges with a quick look before answering.

They were here in the old days, he said. In the days of my grandfather there were great bands of them. Many a time they hunted him if he was out after dark, and times he only ran into his house with no more to spare nor a yard, aye and less nor a yard, between him and perdition. Aye, those must have been terrible days. And then for a while there was none of them. And now theyre getting a bit plentiful again.

Why did they go? asked Mona, with a childs love of accurate detail.

Ah, it was about the time they were making railways and the like of all that, said the tramp. And maybe the fairies wouldnt cross over the steel and the cinders and rubbish, and couldnt travel, so maybe they stayed hid. But theyre out again now, so they say. I hear many reports of them.

Where does the Queen of the Fairies live? asked Mona.

God save us, said the tramp, they say she lives on Slieve-na-mona.

Whether the thought of Slieve-na-mona being so close troubled him, and he wanted to leave more space between him and the mountain by nightfall, or whether so much talk of the little people had made him uneasy, for none has yet ascertained how far they can overhear, he hurried on down the road.

Still Mona sat by the road, turning over in her mind these old beliefs, and trying to reconcile them with the bright clear outline of thorn and elder and cherry; and in the sunny morning they could not be reconciled.

And suddenly while she sat, the wind as it danced down the road brought a scent of smoke with it; wood-smoke such as arises from small wild fires, seldom to enter cities. Mona rose up, still troubled with her doubt, and walked in the direction from which the wind was bringing the scent of smoke. Would whoever she might find beside the fire corroborate what the tramp had told her, or were his tales only said to amuse a child? Behind a thorn-tree swelling out from a hedge, and all flashing with greenery, she found a tinker tending his fire. A little further away was an ass-cart on the grass by the side of the road, where a woman with a dark shawl over her head was seated upon a bundle; and the donkey, free of his harness and untethered, was grazing near her. Between the asscart and the fire there were strewn bits of rags and fragments of food and clippings of tin and charred sticks, and all the other little things which showed that this bit of roadside had been for some while the residence of that tinker. Like the tramp he had many coats, and the one he was wearing outside was the least torn, though the weather seemed to be turning it to the colour of other things it controlled, such as thatches and moss and old haystacks. An iron bar with a hook on it slanted over the fire, and on the hook was a pot in which something was boiling.

God save you, said Mona.

God save you, answered the tinker.

Is your pot boiling? asked she.

It is, sure, said the tinker, with the help of God.

There was some kind of twinkle in his eyes that she trusted, and she asked him straight out, Do there be fairies?

He turned a quick glance on her.

Child, he said, its best for you not to be speaking of those you speak of; leastways not by that name. Aye, there are those that dance on the raths when the moon is right, and that bury their gold by lone thorns. But its best you not to be speaking of them.

And why shouldnt I speak of them? asked Mona.

And yet she knew, as surely everyone knew, that one did not speak of them much, or name them at all.

Maybe theyd hear, said the tinker.

And then? asked Mona.

Sure, they might come a little nearer, answered the tinker, so as to hear more. And they might bring some of their tricks and enchantments with them; and such things as them is better further off, making a mystery of the hills. Begob, a mystery is a great thing, away in the blue hills; and yet you mightnt want it about your house, and maybe all over your garden, and tapping at your window at night like the heads of the flowers. Indeed you would not.

I should like them to be near, said Mona.

God save us! said the tinker.

They are the people I should like to be with, said Mona, her yearning for her mothers folk returning to her as the tinker strengthened her faith in them.

And whys that? said the tinker.

Because I am lonesome for them, Mona answered.

In Gods name who are you? said he.

Im Mona Sheehy, she answered.

And her story had gone down the roads, and the tinker knew it.

Ive heard tell of you, said the tinker. Ive heard tell of you. And if ever you should meet with the Queen of that same people  Im not saying you will, but if you should  tell her there does be a tinker, an old tinker, by the roads, and mostly along the roads between Galway and Mullingar, who does be troubled by whispers on still nights and by cries upon stormy ones, and he doesnt know what they would be saying, who whisper and cry to him, for he cannot speak that language nor understand it, and he does not know at all what such as they would be wishing to say to a tinker. And let her people not be annoyed with him when he does not answer, for his mother never taught him to speak their language, though she could have done so, for all that; and oftentimes he is too frightened to speak at all. Tell her that, will you? And ask her to let the little people snatch nothing from by his fire, for its not much that he has; and not to terrify him; and, when he is near his end, to send him no warnings. For what good are they? Better to go out like the flame of the fire by the road, and let another tinker come and take his place, walking the roads between Dublin and Mullingar.

Ill tell her when I meet her, said Mona.

You will one day, said the tinker.

Aye, maybe I will, said Mona.

And Mona walked towards the old woman sitting still, and maybe watching the donkey to see that it did not stray, though she did not seem to be looking at it, but perhaps the donkey knew that as soon as it strayed she would look, for it made no effort to search for freedom. Mona went towards the old woman to find what more might be known beyond Athroonagh of that lore that had so lit her early years, and whose fading was like the loss of a gentle light to her, light like sunset and moonlight in the time when they shine together, or of a rainbow touching a hedge. And the tinker saw she was going to question his wife, and called out to the girl, Ah, dont be asking her about those that you spoke of, for she always kept away from all talk of that sort, and from religion and politics. She knows nothing. Dont be bothering her.

And the old woman lit an eye in the shade of her shawl and fixed it on Mona with a thrilling intensity, and said in a strong deep voice, Aye, I know nothing.

And no more would she say.

And Mona said, I believe you have known the fairy people.

And the old woman drew her dark shawl a little across her face, bringing more shadow there, so that the eye flashed no longer.

You have seen them all, said Mona.

But not another word would the old woman say.


CHAPTER VIII

MONA AND PETER

MONA came back to the OFlanagans house in a mood that was far away from earthly things, or what we call earthly things: she gazed at flowers and birds or any glory of Spring, and thought of her mother. In the house her eyes and thoughts were far from what her father or Biddy were doing, and little attention they paid, for they had seen Peter go by that morning, and attributed Monas mood to something simpler than the clash of doubt concerning her fairy lineage with the reinforcement her dreams had received from the tramp and the tinker. To the rest of Athroonagh the story of Mona Sheehy was a simple matter, to be remembered as showing the Shee still lived and sometimes came near men, as they did in the old days, but not a matter of daily concern, unless there should chance to come a wind with any queer howl in it, driving clouds of a strange shape, or unless a twilight should shine with that eerie light that does sometimes shine on white walls when the moon is full, a light that is almost blue: at other times they almost forgot about Mona within a year or so of hearing her story. But to Mona all queer tales were family history, and all that she saw which was strange to her corroborated them; and her instinct of love for her mother, and the lures of romance and wonder, were emotions which in moments of loneliness all turned her mind to the story that Athroonagh was fast forgetting. She had somehow decided for herself very early in life that Uncle Dennis, as she used to call OFlanagan, was her father; but she showed little respect for him, having little respect to spare from the awful respect that her fancies forever urged her to show to her fabulous mother. They had been difficult years for the OFlanagans; for often the presence of Mona frightened them, and the responsibility of looking after the strange child was always arduous; but the fears and the difficulties they readily accepted as just punishment of Denniss sin. And now at last the hope came to them that earth might claim her, and that the moodiness which she showed that day came from a yearning for the paths of earth, pointed out to her by young Peter. Many parents, when a young man comes to their house, see a daughter straying away from them; but to Dennis OFlanagan it seemed that love was leading Mona home, home to the ways of Christian people sitting by cosy fires and spending the night in houses, and away from beautiful things that roamed the mountain and knew nought of salvation. And so, young as the girl was, Biddy arranged that Peter should know where Mona was going when she went to walk again in the wood; for anything of this earth was better, than the shapes among stormy clouds and the cries at night, or aught that belongs to the Shee. All that day Mona was moody, thinking of things far from earth and wondering if she was of their lineage or not, and next day she was moody still; and Biddy decided then that things were as she wished and that Mona was much concerned with earthly people, and so might grow so like them that she would cease to remind them of Denniss deadly sin. So Biddy sent word to Peter OCreagh, and after tea she said suddenly that they were running short of firewood, and asked Mona to get a small bundle for her from the big wood.

Sure, I can get them nearer than that, said Mona to Biddy.

Indeed you can, said Biddy, but I would not, for anyone can see you breaking off twigs from the trees in the open, and its a way that Lord Harahanstown has that he doesnt like it. And wouldnt somebody only be telling him? But nobody can see what you do in the wood.

Very well, said Mona. But wont somebody see me bringing the sticks away?

Ah, no, said Biddy, for it will be nearly dark when you come back.

So Mona went to the wood.

I have sent her away to the big wood, said Biddy to Dennis, and shell meet Peter OCreagh there; and, when she is a little older, please God shell marry like other folk, and grow more like them, and at the latter end be saved with all ordinary souls.

Ah, shell never be ordinary, sighed Dennis. Now, Dennis, said Biddy, its your sin thats troubling you. But let you not despair. Shell be ordinary as anybody in a few years time.

Its a lot of trouble to come of one sin, said Dennis, and went out of the house.

Mona walked on into the wood.

And there was Peter, Peter still without any awe of her, for there was nothing yet in the evening that was quite fitted to hold the ancient mysteries. Perhaps it may be a little hard to explain exactly what it was that would hold those mysteries, yet just as sunset and night change the world to our seeing eyes, bringing owls where there had been larks, so to all who dwelt in Athroonagh there were times and lights, and shapes in the clouds, which would dull the eye and waken the mind, so that they who had been looking at houses and haystacks and carts turned suddenly to think of the ancient stories. They were a perfectly shrewd people, and knew to a few pence the value of a hundredweight of hay, and might have sold a horse at a profit to a man who came all the way from London; and yet when the mood changed, as it would with a whim of the wind or the flash of a rainbow, they could tell stories of the enchanted people and old kings and heroes that knew them, with as much clear detail, if they would, as they could have used when telling the points of a horse. And, though these two qualities may appear inconsistent, yet the quality of imagination entered often into the sale of a horse, and indeed had to, in order to make the sale truly successful; and the quality of practical detail entered into the tales of the Shee, without which that fairy people would never have been equipped with the clearness of outline and evidence to support them, which has brought them down to our day, through whose perplexing conundrums they still walk. But it was a clear bright evening now, and no sunken light haunting the hills and no moon enchanting the twilight and no strange shapes in the clouds nor little cries from any wind in the branches; so that Peter saw clearly enough the things of this world, and looked at them with his eyes, and turned no thought to the dark of the mind that was haunted with the old stories.

God save you, said Peter.

Ah, is it you again? said Mona.

It is, sure, said Peter.

And what are you doing here? she asked.

Ah, only keeping people out of the wood, he said.

Is that all? said Mona.

Sure, thats all, said Peter.

And they sat down as they spoke, on the great trunk of an uprooted tree.

Sitting upon that trunk they talked much as Biddy had supposed they would, though with a certain holding back by Mona, a certain coldness which her returning faith in her royal ancestry had aroused in her, and a certain foolish feeling that coldness might be appropriate for one whose mother had ridden the cold bleaks of the sky; and so for a while she missed some of the splendour of earth. But gradually that splendour drew her towards it, away from her profitless fancy, and she and the young man talked humanly, until the evening darkened to that hour when something in the wood reminded Peter of the strange tales that were told of her. Some mere movement of a dark branch stirred by the slightest wind reminded him of it first; and then the whole hushed wood seemed to warn and explain to him that the night, which now approached them, was the home of the fairy people, the Court of the Queen of the Shee. As suddenly as that would change a mood in Athroonagh, and no wonder when one considers how incompatible they were with each other, the mood of buying and selling successfully and the mood that believed in the Shee as their near neighbours: there was no room for the two moods in one mind at the same time, and no gradations by which they could merge into each other, so one mood faded suddenly and the other would take its place. Was it reasonable that Peter should have thought, as he thought now, that the girl beside him was of the lineage of those that could at a whim make the night above Slieve-na-mona darker? Reasonable perhaps not, but there was a goblin look among all the black branches now, which cared little for reason. It was a strange love-making, this love-making with a young girl so human and natural in the quiet hour of the day when work is over, whom a mere touch of the evening, the mere hoot of an owl, could turn into something for which Peter could only feel awe. For Peter dwelt like his neighbours on the very edge of a frontier, on one side of which were the fields whose yield they could assess at a glance and the probable price of the hay that would be got from them, or the number of beasts they would graze; and on the other side, under the same skies, was air and mountain inhabited by those who never bought or sold, or who if they bought and sold took strange exchanges, such as lives and even souls. It was a cold parting, with awe in the place of love in Peters heart, and Mona growing prouder as she recognized the hour of her mother, the time when the fairy people could dominate wood and field. She came back to her fathers house with a glow in her face, which Biddy quickly recognized, and yet it came only partly from the source which Biddy supposed, and chiefly from an increased strength in her faith in her own strange story, the drooping faith that was revived in her by Peters manifest awe. Long after she had gone to bed Mona thought of Peter; but after midnight a little wind arising tapped a tendril against her window, a dark shape beckoning softly under the stars. Then Monas thoughts were away again, till she was content no longer with the wholesome things of earth, thinking of clouds with curious shapes drifting over Slieve-na-mona: at last she slept, and then she dreamed that they called to her.


CHAPTER IX

MONA GOES TO THE MOUNTAIN

WITH morning and the light and the singing of birds Peter came by the OFlanagans house again, walking with that slow straying walk that is sometimes called aimless, though those that walk with this particular gait have often a definite aim, as Peter had. His aim was to see Mona, who was out in the garden again; and, as soon as Peter saw her, he hailed her cheerfully, with all trace of his awe of her gone, calling to her to come for a walk with him. Had he shown the awe of her still which he had felt at the end of the gloaming, she might perhaps have condescended to go with him, feeling that great condescension was not ill becoming a daughter of the Queen of the Shee; but to descend, as it were from the heights of Slieve-na-mona, without the splendour of that descent being recognized, was something she would not do. Many a man and woman have missed happiness through following a crazy fancy; more perhaps than we know, for we can never assess the numbers of them until we know which fancies are crazy and which are not, as well as who follow them. From this bright morning onwards a shadow fell upon Monas life; and the shadow was the pride in her lineage, which made her doubt whether this fine young man could really be good enough for her. And woven in with the strands of the insane fancy, as it must appear to those who know not the folk of Athroonagh, were probably bits of a fancy that they would consider sane in the wider world of which Athroonagh knew little. And that fancy may well have been an instinct that she probably inherited from her real mother, Lady Gurtrim, an instinct that told her that she was something better than her neighbours; as all the neighbours recognized, although for that queer wild reason. That was the shadow that darkened days that lay long ahead of her, during which she might have been happy with Peter OCreagh, in the pleasant untroubled land which lay under Slieve-na-mona.

And for Peter that shadow darkened the morning now, for she would not come with him, but remained in the garden trying to decide between dreams and the world, her two fancies pulling different ways at her mind, until she was all confused and formed the fantastic resolution that in such a case a girl should take counsel of her mother, and that she should go to Slieve-na-mona and find the Queen of the Shee and ask her advice. In most countries such a resolution would appear to be crazy, but in Athroonagh it was merely sinful, and only that on Sundays. As she made this resolution Biddy came out to the garden, and saw her standing there with a queer look in her eyes, which were gazing away from the garden and from the world.

Come in to your dinner, child, said Biddy.

But Mona only answered, I am going to the mountain.

To Slieve-na-mona is it? said Biddy, though she knew well enough. She knew from her first glance at the childs eyes that she had taken that sudden turn the OFlanagans feared, and was turning now towards her mothers people, and would never now be a girl whom they could conceal, with her name of Sheehy, as of earthly and mortal lineage. Well enough she knew where the child was going before Mona said Yes. And then, as though words could build a barrier to keep the truth from her mind, she said: Aye, to the fields down under it.

And Mona said: I am going up the mountain.

God save us, child, said Biddy. And then, with one more effort to build her barrier against the truth, she added: Sure its a fine day for the view.

But Mona said: I am going to find my mother.

And those words broke down Biddys barrier like a wave on a rampart of sand thrown up by children, and she tried to think of more to take their place, and was silent awhile; and then only said, without any further attempt to talk at cross-purposes: Shes not been seen there now for many a year.

Ill look for her, said Mona.

Its better for you to be seeing Father Reilly, said Biddy.

Ah, what does he know of the likes of her? said Mona.

Maybe he knows, said Biddy.

Sure, we have nothing to do with Heaven, said Mona.

That word we was a dreadful blow to Biddy. There had always been a mystery about the child, and she had never spoken out like that. It was one thing to know of Monas lineage, but it was another to hear it openly claimed. Biddy had put her knowledge of Denniss sin at the back of her mind, and everything that happened every day crowded in front of it, till the dreadful knowledge had grown dimmer and dimmer; here it was brandished before her, and all Biddy could say was: God save us. God save us all.

And Mona without further word went away to the mountain.

Biddy came into the house and sat down in the kitchen. And presently Dennis came in, expecting to find his dinner; but Biddy was sitting quite still, and nothing was ready.

What ails you? said Dennis.

Shes going back to them, back to those people, said Biddy.

God save us, said Dennis, and added in the effort to push the news further away from him: But isnt she walking out with young Peter?

She was that, said Biddy, But its to them people that she is going back.

However could that be? said Dennis.

Ah, Dennis, how could it not be? said Biddy, forgetting that she had come to believe like Dennis that they had an ordinary child in the house. How could it not be? What business had you even to speak to one of those people, let alone to sin with them? Dont think Im blaming you, Dennis. But theyre stronger than you. Theyre stronger than all of us. What chance was there that she would ever take after one of us, when she had in her veins the blood of those people, if it is blood they have; and the Queen of them? I know youve had absolution for yourself, Dennis; but its great trouble youve brought upon all of us, as we shall see yet.

I tell you there was a beauty about her, said Dennis, that was beyond the power of any of us. No man could have turned away from it. There are temptations that we are not built to resist; maybe because they are so rare that we are hardly likely to meet them, and it might only be waste of Gods good time to build our souls strong as all that, just as we are not made strong enough to fight a bear or an elephant, and its likely well never have to. But this terrible beauty I met, as ill luck would have it, this Queen of those that you speak of; and I wasnt strong enough, nor no man in the world would be strong enough, and I sinned and we must make the best of it.

We must indeed, Dennis, said Biddy.

I tell you, Dennis went on, that she had lights flashing up from her forehead, lights like little planets caught among dew-drops, all twinkling and glowing, and her face shone under them lovelier than the lights, and was like nothing that Christian souls are made to resist.

What lights were they? asked Biddy, who had neither heard that the head of the Queen of the Shee was lit, nor had ever seen a tiara.

God save us, said Dennis, they were fairy lights. What can we do?

We can do nothing, said Biddy.

You are right, said Dennis. We can do nothing against those people.

And they feared some trouble being brought to their house from the mountain by Mona.

Meanwhile Mona went on to the mountain.

All about Mona as she went were the orderly fields of Athroonagh, and here and there its white cottages, often with children in and out of doorways, scenes that should have called her wild-wandering fancies home; fresh air and exercise might have helped too, as the slope of the mountain began to rise against her, but she had gone without her dinner, and this may have helped to turn her fancies in the other direction. Slighter things than these may move fancies this way or that; and may sometimes, if they arise at the turn of a tide of fancies, decide the course of a lifetime. For nearly an hour everything was earthly about Mona, and obviously earthly; and, when the orderly hedges ceased, the bright grasses shone about her clear and distinct and familiar. And then bare patches of rock began to appear, and the scene changed, and the world was still earthly all round her, but it was now no longer the earth with which man is concerned. Still everything was unenchanted; so that if the Shee were really above the peak of Slieve-na-mona, or just on the other side of it, she was now in a no-mans-land between men and those others. She passed a great flat rock that seemed for a moment about to hint something to Mona; and then it said nothing, and she went on past it. It was the very rock on which Lady Gurtrim had danced on the night of the Croaghallagh Hunt Ball, with her tiara flashing the starlight back to the stars.

Mona had never before climbed to the top of the mountain. Nobody ever went there from Athroonagh, or scarcely ever; and, if you asked them why not, they would tell you that there was nothing to do when you got there. And it was impossible to get any other reason from any of them. But, if Dennis or Biddy were asked any such question, they did not give even that answer, but changed the subject as quickly as possible and soon afterwards hurried away. After the flat stone it was all steep climbing, and little more occupied Monas thoughts but this, till she came to the narrow top and saw spreading away towards the west such wide lands that they seemed the world to her, who had never gone from Athroonagh. Her faith that she would see her mother on Slieve-na-mona had been so strong that it was not dissipated by seeing no sign of her, now that she stood on the top. She looked up at the clouds, but she was no nearer to them than she had been in the flat land, and there were no strange shapes among them. In the level lands on the far side of the mountain there were the same kinds of fields and houses as there were on the near side, and no place there for the Shee. But she raised her eyes and looked further into the West, and the land grew dimmer and bluer as she looked further, and over there the only signs of man were occasional drifting plumes of smoke. Strange that anything so volatile and thin as this should have been mans chief emblem in that vast countryside, but so it was. Lifting her eyes still further, beyond where even smoke could be seen, she saw blue clusters of hills, hills so unlike any slopes on which she had seen men working, that she did not think that men could possibly dwell amongst them. Others perhaps had gathered from the blue of those hills, seen in long-bygone centuries from that mountain, tales of the Shee that all Athroonagh believed. But wherever the tales had come from, the sight of those hills strengthened the hold that the queer faith had upon Mona; and, though she saw no sign of the fairy people, she felt that they yet might drift past Slieve-na-mona at some more suitable hour, from those blue hills in which their forces might well be massed at this moment. It was not a suitable hour, as Mona stood there now, for bright sunlight shone upon nearly all that landscape and only a very few fields were shadowed by little clouds. In that light familiar things shone clear and were more familiar than ever, more clearly of this world and the ways one knew, while what was mysterious and distant was mostly hidden by that very light, except those far blue hills which would not be hidden. She turned her gaze slowly across that great view, searching to see if the counties spread below her were lands in which ordinary men and women led ordinary lives day after day, or whether there might be in some parts of them, nearer than the blue hills, the haunts of such as those of whom the old legends told. I do not know how she thought from the look of the lands to tell what people dwelt in them; yet it is certain that had she walked across them in broad daylight she would have seen that they were the country of human and simple people; whereas, looking as she did from the height of Slieve-na-mona she saw even in that broad daylight blue folds of the ground and dark ridges, and patches hidden by mist, which the child decided might well be haunted by the hosts of the people of legend. Once more she looked round about her to see if there were any sign of whom she sought, either upon the rocks or in the wind running by them, or among the clouds overhead. Seeing nothing she turned round and descended the mountain, but the great view she had seen with its misty hollows and the blue hills at the rim of it, had strengthened her faith in the stories that had risen up out of that very land, while history was steaming up from the soil of other countries; and she came back to Athroonagh believing once again that she was a daughter of the Queen of the Shee. Such a fancy in other lands would have led anyone who believed it so far away from the point of view of the neighbours, that such a person would have been soon locked up. But in Athroonagh to have this belief made Mona still more definitely one of themselves, though a stronger one and a more terrible one. And, as the news came to Athroonagh, whispering where she had gone, there came to be a growing terror about her.

When Mona came back from the mountain Biddy knew by a glance that she had gone where she had threatened to go, and Dennis too looked once at her and knew where she had been. For even though she had failed to find her mother, she had looked upon far counties and learned that the world was wider than what she had known, and had seen dark valleys in it and dim distances, and many a place where the fairy people might lurk, so that the tales of them still seemed possible, and there was an air of triumph about her. Down on the flat land there were so many places of which the eye could tell at a glance that they concealed nothing enchanted; fields that no fairies haunted lay all around her, and roads ran by along which walked nothing that was not mortal, and real and material things rode like a tide over fancies; but from the top of Slieve-na-mona tangible things seemed to be slinking away, clutching at mist to hide them, and the eye could not be sure of any one of those valleys that it hid no company of the hosts of the Shee. If Mona was crazy, that sight had made her crazier; if there was any truth in the lore that they stored in Athroonagh, lore that their grandfathers had distilled from the ages, then she was deeper versed in it from that wide view over the lands out of which that lore had come, and nearer to the people of which it told, and her claim to their royal blood seemed to all in Athroonagh more visible in the face and bearing of Mona.

So strange a mood in a growing child in any more sophisticated country would in most cases be cured by her elders, and the child be soon made to see that fairies were no more to be seen on a mountain than anywhere else, and that there were no people in these islands who were not accounted for by the Census. But Denniss experience upon that very mountain, and Biddys awed belief in it, made any such teaching by them impossible; nor had Father Kinnehy, as long as he lived, ever said a word to show that he did not think that Mona was a daughter of the Queen of the Shee, knowing well enough that Father ONeill had been right when he had warned him that, if he did say so in Athroonagh, the people would never believe him. So Dennis and Biddy only watched the child in silence, and knew with awe in their hearts that she would soon go back to the mountain. They watched her almost as they might have watched something wild and dangerous prowling about the house, something that might spring if they took their eyes off it; and Mona moved amongst them much as a panther might move, something stronger and more beautiful than they and utterly alien to them.

She had now no other purpose than to find her fairy mother, her failure to do so having roused her resolution, and the sight of those pale-blue hills having strengthened her hopes, so that she forgot she had ever doubted. As evening drew in, with the tiny flutes of the thrushes, Peter appeared again; but it was not of love that the birds were singing to Mona now; they sang only of magic to her, and the fairy people, and the royal race of the Shee. Though Peter tarried awhile, trying to persuade her to come with him, he needed no more than the first glance of her beautiful eyes to see that his quest was hopeless. It was rather a stare than a glance, the kind of stare that an ice-berg, bitter and blue and stately, gives to doomed ships. So Peter went away through the lonely evening; and the more that the late light shone upon budding branches, the more lovely the colour glowed in the West and on far hills that were facing it, the more calm that the evening grew, and the more that the birds rejoiced in it, the sadder Peter became. And coming back to his home he met his father, returning from the big wood, and his father noticed the downcast air of the boy, and knew that the trouble came from Mona Sheehy. For a while they walked in silence. If Peter had wanted no advice from his father, he would have talked of other things than of what was troubling him; but the silence continued. And then the elder OCreagh said this strange thing: Boy, theres one thing that we all of us have in common; and that thing is the grave. It is what we all have a share in. Never marry beyond it.

Is she not mortal, Father? blurted out Peter.

Im not saying whos mortal and whos not, said his father, with an Irishmans anxiety not to be definite, and maybe I was only thinking of her mother, who when we are long in our graves, will be riding cold through the sky. But the grave is better.

Its the grave I want, said Peter, who in that mood really meant it. And no more was said between them on that strange topic.


CHAPTER X

THE LORE OF THE TRAMP

THE news that Mona had gone to the mountain spread terribly through Athroonagh. They knew her for one of themselves, whatever her lineage; but what would come of this journey to Slieve-na-mona? Let her stay in Athroonagh, they thought, and live as one of themselves, and not be stirring up memories among those people that might bring them nearer. And who could tell what might happen then? This is the way that old Mrs. Ryan put it, when her old friend Mrs. OKelly came down the road and met her standing at her cottage door.

Shes gone to the mountain, said Mrs. OKelly. God save us, said Mrs. Ryan. Is it Mona you mean?

Aye, who else? said Mrs. OKelly. Shes gone to the mountain.

God save us, said Mrs. Ryan. Arent there troubles and curses enough among men, without her bringing us curses from them people?

Maybe they mightnt curse us, said Mrs. OKelly, looking over her shoulder down the road to see that nothing followed her. And nothing was on the road but one goat, and it took no interest in Mrs. OKelly.

Ah what do they do only curse? said Mrs. Ryan. Who ever had good from them people? And havent we their child among us? And wont they be angry? Sure its like keeping a young lion. That might be all right till the others got to hear of it. And now shes gone among them, and theyll come.

God save us, will they do that? said Mrs. OKelly.

They will, sure, with all their curses, said Mrs. Ryan. Isnt her mother the Queen of them?

She is, sure, said Mrs. OKelly. But mightnt Mona ask her mother to spare us? Isnt the girl friendly with all of us? And we with her?

I tell you, its like keeping a young lion. And if the others come for her, theyll not spare us. And Ill tell you another thing, said Mrs. Ryan. Havent we the good land, and dont we live on it and keep warm in houses? And theyve nothing at all; only the bleak cold sky and the rocks of Slieve-na-mona. Doesnt it stand to reason theyre jealous? And isnt it best not to be reminding them of us?

Did she tell them about us, think you? said Mrs. OKelly.

Ah, doesnt it stand to reason she did? said Mrs. Ryan. What would a child say, babbling to its mother? Wouldnt she tell her all about us and about Athroonagh, and wouldnt that one be jealous?

Will they come for the land, think you? said Mrs. OKelly.

God knows what theyll come for, said Mrs. Ryan. But theyre jealous of all solid things and all mortal things, though God knows why they should be jealous of death; but jealous they are of all things that we have, they being lonely and homeless. Havent I heard their voices in the night, wailing unhappy voices, always crying for something. And now shes reminded them of us.

Will that bring them? said Mrs. OKelly.

Theyll be wanting to get her, Mrs. Ryan answered, and will be cursing us till they do.

Are they bitter as that? asked Mrs. OKelly.

Its the way of all of them, said Mrs. Ryan, and it ever was, from all the tales I ever heard tell of them.

Wont Father Reilly keep them away from us? asked Mrs. OKelly.

God help us, said Mrs. Ryan, hes our only chance. And yet he has the Queen of those people against him, and he only a young man. It were better that Father Kinnehy had lived. He might have been able to save us.

Maybe Mona will go no more to the mountain, said Mrs. OKelly, and that one may forget.

I am thinking, said Mrs. Ryan, that they that live through the long centuries dont forget so quickly as that.

And Mrs. OKelly hurried on to her house, for the light was beginning to fade, and she had over a quarter of a mile to go. And Mrs. Ryan too went into her house, and shut the door, thinking that that might be best for her.

This talk took place on the evening of the day on which Mona had gone to the mountain; and anything discussed between Mrs. Ryan and Mrs. OKelly, or even by one of them, used to become the talk of the town, as they called the little village of Athroonagh. The topic found its way quickly to the Post Office, in the doorway of which a small group was either gathered to discuss it, or else had attracted it to them by the power that such groups have to attract news. There the sergeant of the R.I.C. was asked his opinion on the question that troubled Athroonagh: Would Mona go again to the mountain?

Its not for me to say that, said the sergeant. I have to keep away from religion and politics and all them things.

Are there such people at all, as they say Mona does be going to see? said young Micky Fagan, the postman. For in all my rounds I never met one of them.

You might see them yet, said the postmistress.

God save us, and so he might, said a tall man called Jimmy Flinn, who spent a good deal of time leaning up against the wall of the Post Office. There was an uneasy look on the faces of many at Micky the postmans question. Yet he repeated it to the sergeant. Did you ever see one yourself? he said.

Its not for me to say what I seen, said the sergeant, and what I never did see. But I seen strange things in the course of my duties.

Im sure you did, sergeant, said the postmistress; and this young fellow has no call to be doubting them. Isnt it all very ancient round here? And mightnt there be many a queer thing in it?

And indeed there might, said the sergeant.

And at that the tramp joined in, the one that Mona had met by the roadside. Ive travelled the whole world, he said, and other places besides; and I never met a more ancient-looking place, nor one that was more like Ireland.

Sometimes in a London club a member may say: I have travelled a good deal in India. Nobody questions it. And nobody here in Athroonagh questioned the grander claim of the tramp.

Aye, its ancient round here, said they all.

And at that moment the little bell rang which meant that a telegram was coming in.

And let you not be mocking at any wonders, said the postmistress to the young postman. For here is a thing that can talk from the ends of the earth. And if man can do such wonderful things as that, would you grudge a little wonder to the good people?

Ah, sure, Im not grudging it to them, said Micky Fagan.

And maybe if we looked at it rightly, said the postmistress, we might be as wonderful as the little people.

And so we might, said the sergeant.

Its much of a muchness, said the tramp, for Ive seen men doing things as queer in my time as I ever heard tell of them folk you are after mentioning.

By statement, by silences and by admission, the little group established it that more than man haunted the slopes of Slieve-na-mona, and that what might come to its rocks there was no telling.

The evening deepened and a wind leapt down the little street, and from one to the other went a shiver in the group by the door of the Post Office, either from the wind that suddenly blew so cold at the end of the day, or from the sight of Mona walking that way through the gloaming. It was not that they were afraid of the girl, even at that hour; but she was walking towards the mountain. What if she climbed that peak again, and up there in the gloaming were to call to that one who reigned over the good people! She passed and none stopped her, each thinking the other would. Couldnt you arrest her? whispered the postmistress to the sergeant after she had gone by.

Indeed, said the sergeant, I sometimes have to arrest those that Id let go free, if I had the choice. But theres arrests that no man can order me to make.

Ah, maybe shes only one of ourselves, said the postmistress.

In that case, said the sergeant, it would be unlawful arrest and false imprisonment and much more besides, and Id be losing my stripes. But if shes one of those people, or even only half one of them, Id be losing more nor that, and maybe have nothing left but my bare immortal soul, for they say that the good people cant touch that.

God send that they cant, said the postmistress. But I wouldnt put it beyond them.

Ive known cases, said the tramp, when they took everything else and left the immortal soul. And then again Ive known cases when they took the soul and left the riches of the world. Theres no saying what theyll take. It depends on the mood of them.



Aye, God save us, said the postmistress, that is the way of it.

And they looked uneasily after Mona, and to the darkening shape of the mountain, but saw no more of her in that fading light.


CHAPTER XI

THE LONELY WINGS

THIS being no history of the greater world, whose faith is in phosgene, but only of the folk of Athroonagh, whose belief was more in the fairies, I have made no mention of those events that to everyone outside Athroonagh appeared more important than the head of Slieve-na-mona, brooding under the storms or the stars, and conjectures as to what that old head saw when the nights were troubled with tempest and there were strange shapes in the sky and cries in the darkness, even shrilling under the doors and into the very cottages. The Great War had raged for more than four of these years and had come to an end with a treaty, a treaty that was a far more serious matter than old mens tales of the Shee, and yet to be treated by a more sophisticated age with no more respect than what it shows for those tales. Some say it is motors that have brought the change. Of this I know nothing: I only recollect that men used to keep treaties and many in Ireland used to believe in the Shee, but now this is all altered. The feeling of Athroonagh towards these historic years was expressed by Mrs. Ryan, summing up the War for her old friend Mrs. OKelly: Mustnt the English be terrible quarrelsome, to be fighting all that long time?

They must be so, said Mrs. OKelly. And I hear that the Germans are no better.

No better indeed, said Mrs. Ryan. But Im surprised at the French.

Maybe the French had to fight when the others began fighting, said Mrs. OKelly reflectively.

Ah, isnt that only what everyone says, replied Mrs. Ryan, when one of them gets himself into a scrap? Amnt I right?

And, begob, why wouldnt you be? said Mrs. OKelly. Dont you know more about the world than ever I learned of it?

And if I do, said Mrs. Ryan, its nought to be proud of. For its full of wickedness.

And, after all, it is only the kind at heart that put others thus at their ease, by disclaiming any merit for whatever superior knowledge they may possess of those great affairs that lie beyond simpler folks understanding.

Mona had not climbed the mountain again, as the folk of Athroonagh feared. She looked up at the dark peak and at the clouds riding over it, but went no further than the feet of the mountain. And while they discussed in Athroonagh many reasons why she would go to Slieve-na-monas summit and why she would not go that night, none thought of so simple and mortal a reason as that she was tired after having gone once already; yet only this was why she did not do as they dreaded.

Before stars were wholly out and while lighted windows were still surprising, their sudden gold flaunting itself so exotically in the late gloaming, Mona walked homewards, listening to every sound that roamed the sky, whether from wind or bird, half hoping for some sound or sign from her mother. Home she came late, though it was no longer home to her, her mind being bent on finding her mother; and after that, if her mother should so advise her, marrying Peter OCreagh. If her mother were not to give her this advice, Heaven knows what she intended to do; but in any case the house of the OFlanagans was no longer home to her. Neither Dennis nor Biddy dared to ask her if she had gone again to the mountain, and the three had supper in silence.

The OFlanagans drew the curtains early that night and shut the door and the windows, and had some feeble hope that the chairs and tables, the good fire and the mantelpiece, the prints on the walls, and all such things of man, might have their influence in holding her back even at the last, and turning her fancy yet to this good world of ours and away from Slieve-na-mona and the clouds that drifted above it, and the long bygone centuries and their legends, and the things that drifted through those centuries right to our own time. But that night a pair of curlews went over the house, moving inland because spring had come, and calling to one another as they went. There is nothing wilder than that call, and when the OFlanagans heard it they both knew that no hold that the little ornaments of their house might have upon Mona, though all of them remembered from infancy, could restrain her any more. Both knew that it was as though the things of the wild had sent the girl a message. And as such it came to her, clear through the shut windows, right through the domesticity of the house; and, listening to this night-haunting cry till it faded into the distance, Mona made up her mind that she would return next day to the mountain and search its peak in the gloaming until her mother appeared. Then she went to sleep, to dream strange dreams of her lineage, things too fantastic to be worth recording, for she was at the time of life when a girls thoughts turn to fantasy, even beyond Athroonagh, and here in Athroonagh her fantasies had strange tales amongst which to riot. Next morning the OFlanagans saw from her face that she was done with all such things as a house sets up as a kind of palisade against what is wild and roofless, and that she was already glancing out at the head of Slieve-na-mona, which peered over every field and farm of Athroonagh and in at OFlanagans window, always reminding him of his deadly sin.

Shell be off there, said Biddy in a low voice to her brother, and God knows what will come of it. Shall we lock her in?

And indeed we might, said Dennis.

But there was a strength and vitality in Mona, such as there had been with Lady Gurtrim, and it was exaggerated by Monas belief in the strange story and by the awe the OFlanagans felt for it, and Dennis was oppressed by the memory of his sin; and in the end they had not the resolution to do what Biddy suggested.

Mona had determined to go to the top of Slieve-na-mona at sunset, feeling that while bright sunlight was bathing the fields the Shee would come no nearer than the blue hills.

During his dinner hour Peter came to the house. But Mona, clinging still to her strange fancy, chilled and alarmed him with the words: I am going to ask my mother.

Young men may have heard the same words said before, but never with the same dread.

During that morning the OFlanagans learned they were helpless. Once, as Mona went to the door to look out at Slieve-na-mona, Biddy took her by the hand without speaking, but Mona slipped her hand through Biddys grasp as a panther partly tamed would have taken away its paw, had anyone tried to detain it. And, like a panther, she kept her eyes fixed as she did so, on Slieve-na-mona, without turning to look at Biddy. So much can the mind dominate the body, that there was a kind of elfin power upon her, given to all her limbs by her fantastic belief, which the credulity of all the folk of Athroonagh fortified.

All the talk in Athroonagh that day had one topic: would Mona go again to the mountain, and what would come of it? Only Dennis and Biddy did not speak of it, for they knew now that Mona would go, and what would come of her going they left to their fears and did not clothe with words. So passed the dull hours of a troubled day, strained and silent, in the house of the OFlanagans; till with the first hint of evening, the first gilding of the walls by low rays out of the West, she suddenly slipped from the room and hastened to Slieve-na-mona.

Nothing on that swift walk hid the rocky head of the mountain from Monas eyes. Over hedges she saw it, above woods and little hills: it peered over everything. As she drew nearer, the very presence of the mountain seemed to hint of enchantment, so that even the trunk of an old tree lying fallen beside the road suggested something strange to her, and only took on its proper shape as she began to wonder what it was. Other mountains there were far off, looking at the world like strangers; and as they looked mysterious to earth, so the clouds above them looked more mysterious than they. And now and then Mona had glimpses of even further mountains, with some of their slopes a silvery green and some grey with the shadows of clouds, and even on one far mountain a flash of snow. But her interest was only with Slieve-na-mona.

And now she came to the feet of Slieve-na-mona, and began to climb rapidly. Glancing again at the far mountains she saw that shadows and sunlight had changed. It was like watching an assembly of giants frowning and smiling. Clouds above Slieve-na-mona seemed to frown down on it. A curlew rose near to Mona, and its wild cry seemed to her a favourable omen. The rocks were very old. Violently twisted schists showed here and there, as though the mountains in some earlier age had played with the rocks and crumpled them. She walked on bracken and moss. Above her, grey trunks of pines grew ghostlier as the wood darkened. A bell tolled from the chapel, and after its last echoes Mona heard no more sounds from Man, but only the many voices of Slieve-na-mona. A little lough lay in one of its folds, and its ripples were one of those voices; another was from a stream that came down steep from the pines, a line of whiteness no more than a foot wide, chattering to little ledges of rock and moss as it came. Another voice was the wind, and all three voices were inextricable, so that they made one voice, the voice of Slieve-na-mona; and these voices had had their share in the making of the old legends, so that they may be said to have told them almost as much as men.

She came to the grey rocks, a multitude of strange recumbent shapes; and to green rocks, flat like grave-stones; and further up the slope she came on a company of boulders that white mosses made ghostly in the light that was now beginning to fade. The sun, out of sight of Mona on the other side of the slope, was setting just about now under the dark-blue rim of the huge plain, and she was glad to feel at this hour that Slieve-na-mona seemed to be growing more haunted. Night seemed to be coming already under ledges crowned with ivy, as though the rocks were gathering darkness before it came to the rest of the mountain; the lough grew blacker below her, still whispering some tale to the ages, and the moss-whitened boulders grew ghostlier all about her. She reached the top before the glow had gone from the sky, above that part of the rim of the plain under which the sun had sunk. The blue hills had gone, but the mystery had run down their slopes and was filling the plain. Clouds were now clearer than mountains, and, where mountains appeared at all, they seemed as though they were lost, cut off from the world that they had so lately known by a great width of haze, full of that mystery for which Mona sought. A kind of glow came upon rocks facing West, as though they gathered up what light there was, while everything else darkened. The clouds in the East, already darker than earth, blackened and grew more menacing. To the North the clouds wore an unmistakable frown. Soon only the clouds seemed real, and earth but a thing of fancy. And suddenly over Monas head the sound of wings went through the darkness; whether late birds going to roost, or some that were travelling far and high because of the spring, Mona never knew, nor did she ever know they were birds at all: she heard the lonely wings and thought of her mother.


CHAPTER XII

THE DREADFUL LIGHTS

NO other sign of anything magical did Mona find on the mountain but the sound of the wings in the dark. She found her way down before night had quite hidden the slope, and where many a golden window cheered the way with its glow she made her way to the house of Dennis OFlanagan. When I say cheered the way I speak from my own point of view, the ordinary human outlook, which was not Monas: she wanted wild winds crying, long branches swaying and creaking, gnarled trunks more black than the darkness, where strange birds whistled and hooted, a night uneasy and angry and rattling mens doors. Quietly as Mona went by those windows that glowed in Athroonagh, they all knew she was passing, and well knew where she had gone, for nothing ever happened in Athroonagh that some eye did not watch. And so she passed like a shadow beside their gardens; and they felt she brought close to their windows all that haunted the mountain, all those fears and omens and whispers out of which legend was made, and which they thought should stay up there in the night, with stones and the stream and the lough, and never be brought down low to trouble their houses. One word was heard that night in the little village: Again. Again, they said. She has gone again to the mountain.

And what would come of that? No-one that ever they knew had ever tampered with the old legends; none of them had ever spoken to one of the Shee, and even when speaking of them they used to use other names, names such as the good people, the little people, names which could not offend the Shee, or attract them nearer as though they had been called. Or else they were spoken of merely by vague references, such as those that dance round the thorn; and that was the best way to do it, for that might mean anybody. But here was Mona singling one of them out, and that one the Queen of them, and going up to speak to her. What would come of it. Aye, what indeed?

Nothing happened that night; no hurried shapes in the sky, no night-disturbing voices. The next day rose uneasily on those people, and their topic was still the same. The priest met Dennis OFlanagan on the road as though by accident and asked him after his sister and about the horse that had won the National, and after a while he said: And Im thinking it might be better for Mona not to go to the mountain again just yet, because the people are a bit uneasy. Im not saying they have any call to be, but its uneasy they are.

Father, said Dennis OFlanagan, its the truth Im telling you: I havent the power to hold her. With that wild blood in her, I can no more hold her than I can stop the storms from raging over the top of Slieve-na-mona. So what can I do?

Sure, you might influence her, said Father Reilly.

Begob, said Dennis, theres no influencing them people.

And Father Reilly said no more. He seldom spoke of the Shee. The Church had beaten them ages ago, or so he greatly hoped; and, as among ambassadors old wars are rarely mentioned, so he left the ancient people to their defeat, and avoided stirring up any memory of them.

And Mona did go again to the mountain. As soon as evening darkened she was off. And Biddy, who had been helpless to stop her, was helpless even to suggest what would come of it, when Dennis hopelessly asked her. And the people saw her go, and heard a curlew that she disturbed on the mountain go away with its wild cry, and watched her climbing until the darkness hid her, and until the mass of Slieve-na-mona itself seemed to recede in the haze and to be further away than the lowering clouds.

And later that night Mrs. OKelly went to the house of Mrs. Ryan to ask what was going to happen, because everyone in the village wanted to know; and Mrs. Ryan gazed out of her window at Slieve-na-mona and was silent a long while, for she knew that what she said was of importance in the village, and she could see nothing to guide her. And all of a sudden she saw a falling star. And the two old women looked up at it.

A sudden and beautiful thing, said Mrs. OKelly. And what is the cause of a star falling?

Pride, said Mrs. Ryan; now as it was in the old days. They get to be proud of their immortal beauty. And, sure, I dont wonder. And then they fall; the same now as ever they did.

And, begob, Im sorry for them, said Mrs. OKelly.

Thats not for us to say, said Mrs. Ryan.

Had that pale-blue flash not gone across the sky they might have turned away from the window towards the fire, but it set them gazing at the heavens instead; so that they saw, dim at first, but growing clearer and clearer, long glowing beams that streamed up the sky from the North.

God save us! Whats that? said Mrs. OKelly.

It was the Northern Lights; but for once Mrs. Ryan had no explanation, and only gazed at the lights in awe.

So many were glancing often that night at the head of Slieve-na-mona, up in the sky among the stars, that all of them saw the flash of the Northern Lights. They are mysterious at any time, those lights from the North, where the pole lies spinning in ice and guiding ships; but for those who looked for mystery, and saw it just where they dreaded, the weird lights were trebly mysterious.

Is it the end of the world? asked Mrs. OKelly.

Not yet, said Mrs. Ryan, though its time surely. Its time indeed and it might come soon, to end all the sin there does be in it. But Im thinking its not yet.

And why do you think it will not come yet, Mrs. Ryan? asked Mrs. OKelly. And God send you be right, for theres a dreadful look in the sky.

Im thinking, said Mrs. Ryan, that the ends not yet. For always before any storm I get terrible pains in my bones; rheumatics the doctor calls them. Aye, even if its going to rain all day I get the pains terrible, always the night before. And I am thinking that, before such a day as that, theyll be worse nor ever.

Sure they would be, said Mrs. OKelly.

They would be indeed, Mrs. Ryan answered her. For doesnt it stand to reason that, if my shoulders and knees ache before a bit of a thunderstorm, the pains in them would be more nor terrible before the end of the world? So Im thinking its not coming yet, though maybe men have deserved it.

They have indeed, said Mrs. OKelly. But what are all these terrible things in the sky at all?

Ah, said Mrs. Ryan, Im thinking its only the Destroying Angel showing us what he can do.

Its likely it is, said Mrs. OKelly. And has Mona Sheehy been tempting him?

Maybe it was Mona, said Mrs. Ryan, and maybe it was only the sinfulness of men.

What will we do? asked Mrs. OKelly.

Sure what can we do, Mrs. Ryan answered, only prepare for our latter end in case it should come suddenly on the world? And often Ive wondered why it didnt come before.

Is there any more sin than usual going on in the world? said Mrs. OKelly.

About the same, said Mrs. Ryan.

Then wouldnt it be Mona, Mrs. OKelly suggested, that has brought all this trouble in the sky?

Maybe it is, said Mrs. Ryan, and maybe shed better go out of this, and not be bringing about the end of the world.

She had indeed, said Mrs. OKelly.

When Mrs. Ryan said this and Mrs. OKelly agreed with her, that was practically the end of Monas citizenship of the town of Athroonagh. The masterful blood that she had from Lady Gurtrim, her belief that she was a daughter of the Queen of the Shee, even the awe that the neighbours felt for her, were none of them things that could keep her at home any longer, when the united wish of the people was that she should go. Their very awe of her was turned against her, for they feared she might bring her terrible mother upon them. No voice was raised to defend her. Dennis, fearing that harm enough was done by his sin already to all the little world that he knew, said nothing; and when Biddy began to speak, one look from a neighbour suggested, and made her feel, that her house was a box of Pandora, out of which all the evils that Athroonagh knew were flying as high as the sky. Some slight defence was perhaps made for her by the sergeant, from his habit of being judicial, when he said, If its the end of the world shes wanting to bring about, wont it be as bad for us if she does it in Dublin, or in London itself for that matter?

But Mrs. Ryan silenced that line of argument by saying: Sure she cant be tempting the little people in London, where theres none of them and nobody ever heard of them. Its on Slieve-na-mona that men say they do be, and its there that shes tempting the Queen of them to overthrow the world. Sure the sky was terrible last night.

It was, sure, said the postmistress.

Didnt we all see it? said Mrs. OKelly.

Aye, we did that, said another of the little group all gathered together round the Post Office, because they felt safer together.

Then whats the use of pretending, said Mrs. Ryan, that she isnt a menace to the world? And she should go before we have another night flaming over us. For thats the way that the world will come to its end, with flames like that in the sky. And I dont like to see them.

Nor dont none of us, was the general opinion.


CHAPTER XIII

THE SERENADE OF THE TINKERS

ITS the way it is, said Biddy to Mona that day, that Ive an aunt living over by Lolinstown that will look after you, the way the sight of Slieve-na-mona wont be troubling you, nor making you think of things best not thought of. And its only ten or twelve miles she lives from this, and I have the loan of OCreaghs car for you, and his mare will get you there before it grows dark. Hes driving it round this minute.

Then Ill not wait a minute, said Mona.

What do you mean, child? said Biddy. Its coming at once.

I mean, said Mona, that Ill not stay a minute among people that dont want me, nor half a minute.

And she turned at once for the gate through the little garden.

Wait, child, wait, said Biddy. It isnt that we dont want you.

But the strange child had rapid perceptions, and had seen the faces of the frightened folk of Athroonagh turned wonderingly towards her, and what she had seen in those faces she heard in Biddys voice.

Then why are you sending me away? she said.

Were not sending you away, said Biddy. Its only that my aunt, Mrs. Hagan, will look after you where you wont be worried by the sight of that mountain, with its old head always over you every day. And then after a while, maybe...

The excuses died weakly away without being interrupted by Mona: and in the silence Mona spoke. Youre not sending me away, she said, only because Im going this minute. And Ill not see any more of any of you.

Ah, dont be saying that, cried Biddy.

Its what they want, said Mona, with her hand on the gate.

Its not that at all, said Biddy. Only the poor people are terrified. Sure, were all terrified. Its not for me to say what might be the cause of those terrible flames, when Father Reilly himself doesnt know and has gone to ask the Bishop. But theyre terrible surely. And they do say the end of the world will come like that. And it looks as though something were practising for it. Though I dont know who it is, or what annoyed it. But dont be angry with us, Mona. Havent we looked after you ever since you were a few days old?

Im thinking, said Mona, that whatever it is that wishes to destroy the world, should get on with it.

And no friendlier words than these were Monas farewell to the OFlanagans.

She strode off at once and there was an air about her, such as Lady Gurtrim sometimes had when she wore her tiara, and which Mona either got from her or from the splendid pretensions of her own fancies. Certainly those fancies, or the blood of Lady Gurtrim within her veins, were too powerful for the OFlanagans, for they did not try to stop her. Biddy ran to the door to find Dennis, and pointed Mona out to him.

Isnt she like one of the storms that do be raging over Slieve-na-mona? she said.

Indeed she is, said Dennis. And isnt it well she is going away from us?

Afterwards he thought more humanly of his daughter, and of how she would fare on the roads and of what would become of her; and he and Biddy talked it over and decided what they should do. But at the time, as he saw the angry form striding fiercely away from him, he could only think of storms and clouds and old legends, and angry immortal powers hostile to man. Indeed they both watched her till she was out of sight, as shepherds might watch some black cloud full of thunder, which, only just missing them and their flocks, was drifting safely away.

As Mona strode down the road she did not know where she was going, except that she was hurrying away from Athroonagh, where the people did not want her. The first person she met on the road was Eileen Fahy, who asked her where she was going.

Im leaving them all, exclaimed Mona.

But, why? asked Eileen.

And in her face was anxiety to help Mona. And suddenly Mona saw that not everyone in Athroonagh was against her, and the discovery nearly brought tears to her angry eyes, which would not at all have suited her attitude, which was rather that of an offended immortal leaving a kingdom that had been found unworthy. So she hurried on without speaking; for, if she had spoken, the tears would have come. And Eileen went and told Peter what road Mona was taking, and that she was full of trouble. And Peter got on a bicycle and went round and got ahead of Mona, and then hid the bicycle and walked towards her in an accidental way. But trouble had sharpened all Monas faculties, and she saw at once that Peter had come to bring her comfort, and comfort was what she was determined never to have from anyone in Athroonagh. So they had an unhappy parting, and Peter could neither persuade Mona to turn back, nor find out from her where she was going. And the reason that Mona gave for not saying where she was going was that she would tell nobody in Athroonagh, and she walked on resolutely towards her unknown destination with Peter hurrying beside her, but her true reason was that she did not know.

Youre like the clouds over Slieve-na-mona when the West wind does be raging, said Peter, not being the first young man to clothe a girl with some of the splendours of nature.

And his description suited Monas mood.

Aye, like that, she said.

And so they parted, Mona walking on at a great pace, and Peter standing in the road gazing regretfully after her. And however much Peter wondered where she was going, no such wonder came to Mona, as she walked on rapidly away from the folk of Athroonagh without food and without destination. A tinker and his family passed by her in a cart at a trot, which you very seldom see achieved by a tinkers horse, and then another. Probably no man has ever seen two tinkers horses trot on the same day. When the tinkers had gone by the road was empty, and far hills seemed to be watching Mona in silence. And after a while she heard thrushes and blackbirds calling, and suddenly realized that evening was come. She was not tired nor consciously hungry, and kept on at the same pace. The head of Slieve-na-mona took one last peep at her, then went down under the skyline, and nothing more remained in sight to remind her of the people from whom she hurried away in anger. A far hill with a pale-blue glow on it slowly darkened, and curtains of coloured haze were drawn across others. It was the hour when the flame of a fire will astonish the eye with a splendour more vivid than anything else in nature; and a flame she saw, rising golden up from the roadside. It was from a fire of the tinkers, and already about the shapes that were gathered near it was coming the darkness that at this hour clings to material things, when earth robes herself in her mystery, and in only the sky is light. Mona saw the dark shapes of the tinkers before they saw her, for darkness was fast descending. And then one of them saw her, and drew out a horn and others picked up violins that were laid on rags near them, and they all began to play. Comfort Mona would still have rejected, but this triumphal march that suddenly broke out as she approached the camp of the tinkers was suited more to her mood. Thus should a princess of the hosts of the Shee be welcomed and, if the folk of Athroonagh did not know what was due to her, this wild tune hinted that here were some who did. It was the hour when the people of Athroonagh used most to fear her, and the legends with which they associated her, and the hour when the arrogance which these legends had stimulated in Mona was most wont to assert itself. So she strode down the road where the light still lingered, and between the darkening banks, with something of the air of a queen approaching her court. All the tinkers in those parts were there, for the news that Mona would be driven away from her home was rumoured among them before the folk of Athroonagh had quite made up their minds, and the moment she left the OFlanagans house the news was known to the tinkers. It is one of the things which I have not yet investigated, how news travels among the tinkers, yet travel it did; and some passed her in their carts in the road and some gathered ahead of her, and there were more than twenty of them there to greet her. They greeted her not only because she was wandering the roads like themselves, but because the wild stories about her lineage, and her having summoned up the Northern Lights, appealed to whatever was wild and strange in their own hearts; and they felt she was more akin to one of themselves than most of the people that they met on the roads, going by them with no mystery in their eyes and not much sympathy. And so they gathered there, and they especially brought to that gathering all the men of the roads that they could collect from those parts during the day who had a knack with a fiddle, men who brought merriment to the fairs or drove melancholy away from the lonely roads when a cold drizzle was on them. The tinker that Mona had met had a fiddle of his own, and the tramp that she had met and talked with had the horn: sometimes he would beg of an evening at a cottage door for his supper, and the door would be shut against him. And it was on such occasions that he would draw out the old horn from under one of his coats and play a few bars in the evening; and at first curiosity would be called up by the music, and the door of the cottage would open, and the queer music in the gloaming would evoke generosity next, and so he got his supper. The horn and all the fiddles were going now, and Mona walked stately down the road. When she came to where the fire had set up its glowing circle against the night, they all rose up from the roadside and crossed the road before and behind her and made a ring all round her, still playing their violins; while the old tinkers wife, whom Mona had met by the ass-cart, sat beside the road beyond the glow of the fire under her dark cloak, watching. It was a strange melody that was played by these men of the roads: you would think to hear it that the road was a smooth place down which men danced merrily, and that to be homeless, always wandering winter or summer, was a happy quest and that it led to some triumphant end. Perhaps the horn suggested the wail of a wild storm raging, breaking into the quest now and then, but even this seemed only to make the profession more wild and romantic, the profession of wandering all roads, making saucepans and mending old kettles.

Mona stood in the midst of that circle with the natural grace that was inherent in her, of which she was aware as she stood there, among the dark serenaders, and which she believed to have come to her from the Queen of the Fairies. As it grew darker the music grew wilder and merrier, as though the gay fancies of man, armed with violins, had some need to war at this hour with the forces of cold and darkness; and as the music grew merrier the tinkers began to dance, but never breaking away from the circle round Mona, and she lightly danced alone, tapping time to the music and barely moving, not allowing the mirth of the tinkers to sway, more than that, a daughter of the Queen of whatever haunted the summit of Slieve-na-mona. The dark shapes of the tinkers dancing, the wild faces flashing in firelight, the strange music and, above all, this homage due to her fancys royal pretensions offered to her who but an hour ago was an outcast, delighted Mona. Only the black shape of the tinkers wife, huddled by the roadside and watching her, seemed not to be offering her adoring homage. The music went to her head like some wine of a strange country, and her delight increased as the wild musicians, playing a fiercer tune, narrowed their circle nearer and nearer towards her, still tapping time to their music in the middle of the grey road. She saw the firelight flashing now from their eyes, while their music seemed to build a new world about her, a world at war with the people of Athroonagh, a world that acknowledged her to be a queens daughter. The wild men came nearer and nearer, as though to kneel at her feet. And suddenly the old cloaked woman, the wife of the tinker, said to Mona the one word Run. For barely an instant the trust that she somehow had in the old woman clashed with her fanciful dream to reign as a queen among tinkers; then she slipped between two of the men that were now only three yards from her, dipping under their elbows, and ran.


CHAPTER XIV

LORD GURTRIM APOLOGISES

WHEN Mona ran from the tinkers, they all pursued her: she heard their feet behind her, and even a hasty snatch scraped on a fiddle, and then she heard a laugh from the tinkers wife going cackling through the air as her young feet left the tinkers far behind. She ran on in obedience to that sudden command that the old woman had uttered, and she only stopped when she began to tire, and the sound of any pursuit could be heard no longer. Alone in the night she went on with the speed and resolution of one who has a purpose and seeks the end of a journey. And she went on in the same direction as that in which she had first started, for she had not turned round since first she faced the tinkers, and she broke through their circle on the side she was facing; yet still she only sought to leave Athroonagh behind her, and knew not where she was going. In the dark night the trees seemed mountainous; but the night was always friendly to Mona, because she felt friendly to it, thinking that amongst its shadows or among storms from the West, or with whatever the folk of Athroonagh feared, there might one day come the hosts of her mothers people; a belief so reasonable, so much shared by all her neighbours, that on this account they had thrust her out from them. She had seen nothing the night before from the top of Slieve-na-mona, except the Northern Lights, and these had greatly strengthened her belief, as they had with everybody in Athroonagh. And far beyond Athroonagh it was felt that those rare lights threatened the world with trouble, which had trouble enough of late and which might well deserve even more, the effects of sin being cumulative. Mona looked for those lights again, after turning back her head to where Slieve-na-mona was hidden by the horizon, even by day. They were watching for them in Athroonagh too, but they never came again for many years. Its well we got rid of the witch-daughter, said Mrs. OKelly. The witch-girls gone, said another, and theres no more of them terrible lights. It was thus that they spoke of her in Athroonagh now. Those lights that they so much dreaded in Athroonagh would have cheered Mona, had they come again. She thought, as they thought, that the lights in the North were streaming up from her mothers head, were in fact the rays going up from Lady Gurtrims tiara as described by Dennis OFlanagan to Biddy, and by her described to others, and somewhat exaggerated as time went by. A very large number of phenomena, with the help of legend, have been known to grow as luxuriantly from no larger seeds. When no lights came she began to wonder who would help her. And not till dawn shone on a sign-post and found her still wandering, did any thought of her destination occur to her. The sign-post said Gurtrim seven miles. And it was not of Lady Gurtrim she thought, but of the reputation, spread far over the countryside, that no-one in distress appealed in vain to Lord Gurtrim. Some took advantage of that reputation, and when Lord Gurtrim found out that these were lying he used to give them some small coin for the sake of politeness; but, if anyones case were genuine, it was said that he never failed them. So she thought of Lord Gurtrim and his kindness of heart and turned to her left, the way that pointed to Gurtrim.

While Mona was rushing forward not knowing where she was going, she went without fatigue in the exhilaration of her quest of Worlds End, but now that she had a destination only seven miles away, she felt the weight of that hour that sees the first glint of the dawn; and when a haystack loomed out of the dim light she recognized it for the inn of those that wander the roads. Beside the OFlanagans house there had been a haystack in which a dog and four cats had their separate homes; and Mona, remembering these small houses of hay, soon made herself comfortable, and slept till the sun came peering round the haystack to tell her it was broad day. So she rose and walked on towards Gurtrim, sure of food there. She had slept well, for she saw by the height of the sun that it was at least twelve oclock. It was a bright day, shining upon opening leaves, and upon patches of crocus and daffodils, whenever she came by gardens or little lawns; of mountains, that are so often to be seen gazing on fields in Ireland, there were none, except the head of one far blue one, that seemed to be entirely separated from earth by a line of bright haze, and to be faintly gleaming in the sky. It was the time of year when foxes sometimes make long journeys, when hunting is not yet over, but is carried on in unfamiliar surroundings, and fox-hunters see gorse-coverts all yellow instead of green, and hear birds singing and lambs bleating. But in spite of sights and sounds alien to all pictures of foxhunting, which is mostly one of mans contests with winter, with the north wind and fading light, the Ahermore were out that day. Mona saw them about one oclock, first the heliograph of their buttons, then the pink coats; and soon the hounds were pouring across the road, and then the hunt was following across a bank and a ditch, with the difficult landing on the road and the slither across it, and then the take-off from the grass at the far edge over a ditch and another bank, and the gallop away over the grass. Mona saw them flashing by with delight and wonder; for love of the hunt is another thing that is in the Irish blood, and to watch a fox-hunt is as natural to Irish people as to hear tales of the Shee. And perhaps the race that sees splendour in one cannot help seeing it as well in the other, so that there is nothing incompatible between a belief in the Shee riding out of the West with storms over Slieve-na-mona, and a keen interest in a fox-hunt. She saw the tall black-bearded figure of Lord Gurtrim go by, but did not recognize him, never having seen him before, but only having heard rumours of his munificence and accurate estimates of his character. It is queer, Lord Gurtrim had said to the first whip that morning, how often I have had the feeling, going out hunting, that that was going to be my last day. Ten or a dozen times at least, but I have never been any the worse for it.

God send you never will be, my lord, said Leahy, the whip.

At which Lord Gurtrim had laughed; for the idea of the last day never coming had amused him, and nothing even approaching an Irish bull ever escaped his sense of humour.

Leahy remembered this trifling conversation long afterwards, and used often to tell of it to his children in the evening before they went to bed.

That was the hunt still told of in the Ahermore country, when they found in Rayners Sticks and went over Rayners double, and crossed a big boggy stream and some crumbly narrow-banks and got into grand country and galloped, big grass-lands with fly-fences; and they had not been going long when Mona saw them. Then they came to a wood and went through it with never a check. That strung the field out more than the fences had done, for you cant gallop through a wood without keeping your eyes open, for fear of hitting your head into the branches; and you cant keep your eyes open when the air seems full of small twigs. When they came from the wood there was a river to be forded, deep water where riders took their feet out of the stirrups in case of eventualities; then they came to more fine pasture again and then to a great bog, which the fox skirted, and the hunt went for a while over stone walls built by no masons, but gathered by their owners from stony fields and heaped up into boundary walls, which did not bring one horse down of the whole hunt, though many hit them. Mountains began to shine on the hunt from over the rim of the plain, and still the fox ran on, going nearly straight, and hounds never lost his scent for more than twenty seconds. Then they came to big ditches, far deeper than the height of a horse standing, where men might be seen now and then stooping down and angling with the crook of their hunting-crops for the reins of their horses in the bottom of the ditch, in order to lead them along to some place where they thought that the horse might be able to climb out. This angling was done sometimes by amateurs, that is to say the riders of the horses, and at other times by professionals, that is to say by countrymen, who, though they probably had other work in the summer, lived mainly on the proceeds of the remuneration they got from rescuing horses out of such ditches and, on luckier days, perhaps a man with a broken collar-bone. They came to soft soil, easy to dig and necessary to drain, where huge banks had been thrown up out of the huge ditches, banks that a jumping horse could only get his hind legs on to half-way up, so that a scramble was necessary to reach the top, and then steadiness and judgement, and a jump to reach the next field, over a ditch as wide and deep as the one on the hither side. Such banks obscured the view; and the countryside and the lovely pasture shone all the more brilliantly for the sportsman landing in the further field. Then came a farm that was almost hedged like a fortress, with blackthorn towering from the top of high banks between difficult ditches. They found a way round to the right and into the bohereen, and they all clattered down the stony lane, and the quiet farm rang with their clatter. At the end of the bohereen was a green gate; not green with paint, if it had ever been painted, but from age; and it sagged from its hinges and rested the length of its lower bar on the floor of the bohereen. This was a hunt that very seldom used gates, for they took too long to open. A man jumped down from his horse and wrestled with the gate and opened it for the Master, and the rest of the field waited for him to get on to his horse again and followed him out into the wide fields. For a while there was good going, but all the fields were sloping, and soon they came to a stream at the bottom of boggy fields. It was easy enough to jump, in spite of a bad take-off, but the trouble was that horses went right into the far bank, and it took some time to get them out. Hounds gained on the field here, but came in sight again over the next ridge, with one whip and the Master riding near them.  And then fences became easier, as all men tell who rode in that hunt, but it is sometimes hard to be sure if this were so or not; for a certain soft glow of triumph comes into the heart of horse and man after passing a certain number of difficult obstacles, and this glow makes the rest seem smaller than what they really are, even though horses are tiring, as all of them were now. At about this time Lord Gurtrim said to Leahy, the first whip, who was riding near him, I am going to turn back. My mare can do no more.

Sure, its a pity, my lord, said Leahy. But Im not saying youre not right.

And Lord Gurtrim pulled up the mare, and drew the left rein, turning her away from the hunt. But the mare turned back again, and wanted to gallop.

Well, her hearts in it, like mine, said Lord Gurtrim. Ill let her go on.

And on they went for a few more fields. And then,  at one of those fences that seem so small because so many as big have been easily overcome, the tired mare fell and lay on Lord Gurtrim, lying heavily, as tired horses do. Leahy was up at once and extricated him.

Go on and see the end of the hunt, said Lord Gurtrim. Its only a broken rib. You dont get a hunt like this in ten seasons.

But Leahy would not go, for he saw by Lord Gurtrims face that it was something worse than that. And very soon Lord Gurtrim knew it too, for a sharp pain told him that the rib had pierced something vital. He was sitting up at the time.

I will lie down and rest for a bit, he said to Leahy.

It seemed to Lord Gurtrim now that the time was come for him to think of his sins. He thought quietly for half a minute, while Leahy stood silent, but he could not remember any. Then in one irradiating flash of insight he suddenly saw the whole character of Charlie Peever. Nasty little rat, he said aloud.

Sure it must be fifteen miles, and hardly a check in it, said Leahy, thinking he meant the mare.

No, no, no; not the mare, said Lord Gurtrim. She did her very best, but I asked too much of her. Shes as good a mare as ever I had. I should have turned back when I knew I ought to. I never meant the mare.

Leahy tried to speak, and somehow could not.

Wheres her Ladyship? asked Lord Gurtrim.

She must be more nor a mile behind, my lord, said Leahy.

Then, said Lord Gurtrim, there may not be time for me to say good-bye to her, and if that should be so would you ask her Ladyships pardon for me?

And with those words on his lips Lord Gurtrim died.


CHAPTER XV

A SMALL MATTER OF BUSINESS

ON the morning of that day Charlie Peever was staying at his hotel; for he had somehow managed to make Gurtrim Towers nothing less for himself, and very convenient he found it. He rarely had to invite himself, or even to get Lady Gurtrim to do it for him: he had only to let Lord Gurtrim see that he desired to be invited, and Lord Gurtrims natural courtesy did the rest. The meet was to be at Gurtrim, and there would be a large party there for it.

It seems strange that a lady whom I first introduced to my reader in a brougham drawn by two horses should have come to be known by all her neighbours, and to be still remembered, as one of Irelands most prominent racing motorists. And yet such Lady Gurtrim was, and as such she is still remembered, even though the occupation to which she devoted so much of her bright energy is not one that, perhaps in any other case, has left a name long remembered after anyones last race is over. Lady Gurtrim still hunted, but all horses had seemed too slow for her ever since the day when she first had a drive in a motor-car, not so very long after this story began. After that, the long drives in her brougham disgusted her, and she bought a car for herself. When she heard of a faster one she bought that, and then a faster one still, and when the Irish roads could not accommodate any greater speed she took to the racing track. The stories of her comet-like progress there, brilliant and rare and rapid, are known wherever her name is mentioned, and are scarcely my stories. But to-day she was following the far older sport, which she had not entirely deserted.

It is a nuisance that you will have to have such a large number of people staying with you, Charlie Peever had said to Lady Gurtrim, but I should much like to come and have a talk with you.

So he was invited to be one of the party. It was the party, as a matter of fact, that had attracted Charlie Peever. Between breakfast and the meet he had said to Lady Gurtrim: There is a small matter of business about which I just want to have a few words with you.

The small matter of business was Mona.

It has come to my knowledge, said Charlie Peever. It has come to my knowledge. And he liked the phrase so much, so much better it sounded than the mere words I have heard, that he repeated it yet again. It has come to my knowledge that Mona, as they call her there, is becoming a source of very definite anxiety to those rather simple people.

Lady Gurtrim was alarmed. She had believed that her daughter was safe in the hands of the OFlanagans and that she was relieved of responsibility for Monas well-being. But she was not inhuman, and when she heard that something seemed to threaten the child, her sense of responsibility returned suddenly. It was not that there was anything to alarm her in Charlie Peevers words, yet she knew him well enough to be aware that his words were no sure indication of what he meant; and she had some other way of assessing his meaning, which she usually arrived at correctly.

What are they going to do? she asked quickly.

They are very foolish people, said Charlie Peever, and they have some fanciful idea about her. I dont know what it is, but they have got the idea that she may bring them bad luck. And I rather think that they want her to go.

I wish you could do something for her, said Lady Gurtrim.

And that was just what Peever was waiting for.

He loved to be consulted over other peoples affairs, and loved to direct them. It is difficult to say why this was: it was merely his idiosyncracy. If one were to try to analyse it, which is rather tedious work, one might find that the muddle he used to make of his own affairs was on the point of forcing upon him a feeling of his own inferiority to the general run of educated men, and that he corrected this by advising and guiding others; very much as a blind helmsman, saved from the wreck of his ship, might take up the calling of pilot.

It was what Charlie Peever was waiting for. And he said: I happen to know of an admirable opening for her. Just the kind of occupation that a girl like Mona is probably suited for.

What is that? asked Lady Gurtrim.

I know a perfectly admirable man in London, said Charlie Peever, where shell meet none of those silly delusions and superstitions that are always rife among ignorant people. He is an admirable man and controls a most important business. And if I write to him, he will employ Mona in one of his offices. If she has any ability for the work she may go ahead, and, and; well, there is no saying what she might not rise to.

What is the work? asked Lady Gurtrim. Well, its advertising, said Charlie Peever.

You may not understand very much about it, but it is extremely important, and indeed vital, to industry. I really dont know how people ever got on without it.

And what would Mona do? asked Lady Gurtrim.

Do? said Charlie Peever. Well, to begin with, to begin with she would do a variety of things; chiefly, very likely, taking down notes from dictation; but a variety of things. And afterwards I hope she might even write some of those things that we see on the hoardings herself.

With a swift glance of the mind Lady Gurtrim saw again the child with the blue eyes whom she had seen outside the schoolhouse in Athroonagh; and the same glance saw a hoarding, a picture of a bottle of pills as large as a sack of coal, and underneath it the four words in scarlet capital letters: GIVE HER ONE TO-DAY. She saw clearly enough in that glance that this was not the work for Mona. And then Charlie Peevers persuasion began, the persuasion that had tried to make a fool of Lord Gurtrim and that now dulled Lady Gurtrims clear perception. The child might soon have no home, he said, and certainly no money; and here was an opportunity of earning money almost boundlessly, for nothing was paid for like advertising.

Growing food, he said, was nothing compared to advertising it, and exactly the same applied to manufactures. He gave tedious instances: youd sell a packet of oatmeal, he said, for the price of a sack of oats, if you had the right kind of picture on the packet. If people were gullible, he said, it was not his fault; but those in urgent need of money, like Mona, must take people as they found them, if they wanted to live. And yet I do not think it was his arguments that persuaded Lady Gurtrim, so much as the droning of his voice, which somehow stopped her thinking just when she should have thought most clearly. He certainly did persuade her, and while Mona was still wandering Irish roads it was decided for her that she should tread pavements, and work in the office of an advertising agency. Had Lord Gurtrim lived he would have saved her from both the roads and the pavement, for with the simple heart that he had he would have read at once what was in the heart of the child, and would have done something to cure the trouble that he would have seen there. But before she reached Gurtrim Towers she saw one of the whips of the hunt riding home in tears, and guessed at once, so great was the name of Lord Gurtrim, that there could be no other cause for this but his death. This guess of Monas was soon corroborated by news which, crossing the countryside from mouth to mouth, went not so quick as an electric spark, but quicker than a telegram is written out and sent to a telegraph office and written down again at the other end and delivered by bicycle to the recipient. As soon as Mona knew this she took the next turning away from Gurtrim and walked as fast as she could for her new destination, although she did not know what it was, still only determined to travel far from Athroonagh. But walking as fast as she could was now very slow progress, for she was tired and very hungry; and soon she sat down by the road. And as she sat, leaning back against the bank, the rain came and evening descended, but she did not notice either, for fatigue and hunger brought sleep, and in sleep her mother came upon gorgeous clouds, riding from Slieve-na-mona, wearing Lady Gurtrims diamonds, as they appeared when legend had done with them, transforming Dennis OFlanagans account of them into something worthy to hand down to the ages; and from each of the five great stones that rose up above the tiara went one of the streamers of the Northern Lights.

Get up off the wet grass, said the Queen of the Shee to her.

But Mona was almost too tired to move, and almost too cold to hear; and the words seemed so unlike words that were to be expected from the lips of a legendary queen, that she paid little attention to them and lay still and let fatigue have its way. And at that the Queen of the Fairies shouted louder: Get up off that wet grass.

And the third time the words were uttered, and so imperiously this time that Mona opened her eyes, and saw the wife of the tinker bending over her.

Who are you? said Mona, hardly able yet to believe that it was this dark old figure that spoke to her.

Im that tinkers wife, said the old woman, pointing to the ass-cart which the tinker was driving.

But whats your name? said Mona, still unable to reconcile with the splendours of her dreams this dark shape that was of the day.

Mrs. Joyce, said the old woman. Sure, all tinkers are called Joyce.

Wheres the Queen of the Shee? asked Mona.

Ah, get up off the wet grass, said Mrs. Joyce.

Mona rose very slowly, and the old woman gave her a hand, or she would have fallen back again.

And hist, said Mrs. Joyce, dont never be mentioning the name of that woman.

Why not? asked Mona; for she was sleepy still, and still very near to her dreams and the Queen of the Fairies.

Its best not, said the old woman; best not, as everyone knows. Sure theres many ways of referring to that one, and, sure, Ill understand them all. Only its best not to let that name loose on the air.

And why not? repeated Mona stubbornly, for the evening was cold and grey, and the contrast of the world in the rain clashed jarringly with the splendid figure of Monas dreams, wearing the Northern Lights for a tiara; and the contrast jarred all the more because she was hungry.

You might bring ill-luck on the tinkers, said Mrs. Joyce.

And then Mona saw, in spite of cold and hunger, that she owed something to this dark old woman who was bringing kindness to her out of the rain, and that it would be an ill reward to blast the little fires of the tinkers with bad luck raging from beyond Slieve-na-mona, by mentioning any name which, as everyone knew, was safer left unspoken.

Ill not speak of her, said Mona resignedly.

You may speak of her, said the tinkers wife, but not by that name. And now come and Ill get you some dry clothes.

Have you some clothes you can spare me? asked Mona.

Sure I have the cart full of them, said Mrs. Joyce.

And she went after the ass-cart and began rummaging in it amongst a great soft heap of blankets and rags and clothing, and came back to Mona with a bundle of dry clothes.

Where will I put them on? asked Mona.

In the tinkers bedroom, said Mrs. Joyce, and pointed wide to the world.


CHAPTER XVI

THE CAMP OF THE TINKERS

THE Joyces did not travel far that evening, but stopped at the first camping-ground that they came to, so as to rest Mona. By camping-ground I mean a well-sheltered bit of grass by the roadside, almost as flat as a little lawn, which, if you looked at it, had a trodden appearance, and where when you looked closer you saw scraps that had been frayed from the edges of rags, and one or two bits of bacon-rind, and a feather or two, and the marks of an old fire, and some pieces of tin. They did not speak much on that short walk, for Mona was too cold and the rainy evening too cheerless, and night was coming up like a frown; but soon they were home and drinking mugs of tea, and that seemed to alter the whole evening. I say home because, as soon as the tinker had lit his fire, it gilded all the near surrounding objects and seemed to bring them forward out of the night, till the encampment was furnished with clear and gleaming things, and little walls of light protected the tinkers from the mystery that lurked in the rain and the darkness. Then, too, the rags and scraps left behind by tinkers before them were no longer things that might just be noticed by a discerning eye, but stood out clearly in the glow of the fire, showing that this was a habitation of man. Semi-circular clippings of tin shone in the firelight, pieces of string appeared; you began to see what kind of men had been here, where they sheltered and where they cooked; till the influence of the place, what the Romans perhaps would have called the Lares and the Penates, spoke more audibly of the lives of its migrating inhabitants than does any room furnished in the correct period, because the correct period is a sham and this was real. And the influence of her new home came upon Mona at once, and she felt that she had come to the right place. In any house to which she might have come she would have come as an outcast, and received shelter as such; but here there were no outcasts; on the contrary here by this sheltered bit of roadside were the people who had cast out all others and who would have none of their houses. Here the folk that would not wander, to whom the road was almost strange and the dawn stranger, were held in contempt, and Mona was no longer a homeless girl. Instead of windows there were the stars; instead of curtains the wind wandering by, as free as the tinkers; instead of the fireside the open fire, where folk could sit facing each other warming their hands. All they lacked was a roof, and this the tinker soon brought out of his cart, and unfolded it and fitted it up on sticks; and they were protected from the rain, with the warmth of the fire at their feet and mugs in their hands. There is a moment that is of some importance in the affairs of those that wander, and that is the moment at which the kettle boils. Those who have small silver kettles, or urns, over a spirit-lamp rarely get boiling water for their tea, and those who have large silver kettles, probably never. But tea made with boiling water was a luxury the tinkers knew; and, as soon as the kettle of the Joyces was boiling, the old woman made the tea, as we rather inaccurately speak of it; wetted the tea was Mrs. Joyces phrase. And as she drank the tea, the cold and the homelessness fell away from Mona, and she determined that the road should be her home. Her wandering fancies, flitting round Slieve-na-mona, and her wild belief that her mother had wandered through the ages, made the road under wind and stars, seem to her, more than any house short of a palace, a fitting residence for a daughter of the Queen of the Shee. There in the night, as the wind slipped ghostlike through gaps in the hedges, or when some rarer sunset was making the sky magical, or when far mountains stood clear, as they do before rain, and all that was mysterious in their high valleys seemed nearer, she hoped yet to find her mother.

If youd sat there much longer asleep in that rain, said Mrs. Joyce, youd have not woken in this world.

The words came at the moment when the mystery of the night was making her dream of her mother, and unwittingly she gave a reproachful look to the tinkers wife; for, as you do not speak to kings of their poverty, so you speak not of death to these that are born of the Shee. And Mrs. Joyce saw what she was thinking.

Sure, one may inherit death from ones father, said Mrs. Joyce. Its the surest of all things that come to us.

Aye, surely, said Mona, coming out of her dream and back to sober sense. And its thankful I am to you for waking me and giving me dry clothes.

And you still want food, said Mrs. Joyce, looking towards the tinker on the other side of the fire.

Mona looked too, and saw a chicken frying.

You keep chickens, then, said Mona, who had seen none in the cart.

Mrs. Joyce glanced up the dark road to see that none overheard her, and then gave to Mona this bit of lore:

Sure, the world keeps chickens for a tinker.

And that lore was something new to Mona, for there is a gulf between those that wander and those that dwell in houses.

I always thought it was the fox that got them, she said.

And so, maybe, he did, replied Mrs. Joyce. Sure, hes another of us.

Then Monas hungry eyes saw three great potatoes that the tinker was slicing into the frying-pan, in the heart of the glow that so triumphed over the dusk.

And the world grows potatoes for tinkers too, she said.

For whom else? said Mrs. Joyce, watching the potatoes contentedly. Havent tinkers the most need of them? And dont tinkers enjoy them most? Sure, God meant potatoes for tinkers.

Mona was silent: she was learning so many new things.

Ah, wait till you taste one by the side of the road at night, said the dark old woman. Then youll know what a potato tastes like; and then you can be talking about them.

Ive only eaten them in houses, said Mona.

Its not the same thing, said Mrs. Joyce, not the same thing at all.

Soon they were all three eating that meal, the first food that Mona had had since she left Athroonagh.

You are right, said Mona to the tinkers wife. They are not the same thing at all.

And very soon after that she fell asleep on the sacks and bundles upon which they had been sitting under the shelter of canvas and rags, and Mrs. Joyce pulled over her the ruins of such rugs and cloths as she had collected along hundreds of miles of roads during the last twenty years.

It is not the fortune of all of us to be wakened by bands of musicians playing beautifully, but so gently that the awakening is gradual and the music forms part of dreams, dreams that are far exalted by that music: then comes the awakening, while the music continues, making the world we awake to as beautiful as dreamland, and thus one remembers the glories of dreamland without any trace of regret. This is not the fortune of all of us, but it is the fortune of the tinkers, and more in the early days of April than in any other time of the year. Blackbirds woke Mona, singing their millionth symphony; and now and then through that symphony fluted THE CAMP OF THE TINKERS the thrush, almost more magical than they. Mona had heard blackbirds singing at dawn before, but never before like this, for there is a certain respectful distance kept between the things of the wild and civilized man; trees may stand in front of a door, but not in a doorway, or may be seen from windows, but they do not touch the glass; yet here the hedges leaned over and touched the very shelter under which Mona slept, and the hedges were all full of blackbirds. She sat up and saw Mrs. Joyce in her black shawl, walking from a heap of blankets and rags with a bundle of sticks in her hands towards the black circle of last nights fire before Monas shelter; but there was no tinker.

Wheres himself? asked Mona.

Ah, hes gone to milk a cow, said Mrs. Joyce.

It was the time of the very earliest blackbirds chorus, and the sun was not yet up.

Is he milking that early? said Mona, thinking of the orderly ways of a farm, which she had not yet forgotten, though such memories were incongruous here.

Ah, if he waited another hour, said the old woman, hed not find a cow with any milk in it anywhere.

So sure she seemed of the milk, from all the preparations that she was making for tea, that Mona supposed that some cow must be quite close, and yet she could not see one.

Where is the cow? she asked.

Ah, the worlds full of cows, said the tinkers wife.

And it looked as though the world were; for before the blackbirds had quite finished their chorus, the tinker came down the road with a can full of milk.

A few houses have wide courts with colonnades, to which the dwellers therein descend from smaller rooms in the morning; but this abode of the tinkers had grown more spacious with dawn; a golden trunk or two near the fire and a few branches of gleaming thorn no longer bounded it, but its colonnades opened to view, two oaks with a glow already upon their buds, and a row of beeches awaiting spring, which had just come to the elders. On the opposite hedge Mona saw the old womans clothing spread out in abundance along the branches, and some of her own clothes drying. Near her were pieces of clothes that other tinkers had not troubled to take away, and fragments of old boots: these went along both sides of the road as far as she could see, but grew fewer as her gaze went further away from the fire; for all the tinkers had lit their fires in the same place, under the hollowed bank in which Mona was lying now, beneath the long strip of canvas fastened to sticks and hedge. Far away up the road she saw the donkey with none to look after him, and called out to the tinkers wife for fear it should be quite lost.

Ah, hell never stray, said Mrs. Joyce. Look in his eye and youll see the wisdom there is in him. Hes been collecting it from all roads for the past ten years.

But someone might steal him, said Mona.

Not a tinker, said Mrs. Joyce.

Why not? Mona asked.

Because thered be wars too terrible for history, said the old woman, if any tinker did that.

Is that so? said Mona.

Sure it is, said Mrs. Joyce. And if anyone else took him, hed have the tinkers curse upon him, which would be worse.

The rain had gone, and one or two chestnuts were partly clad already in delicate green, as though in the early morning they were about to put on that gorgeous dress in which they were to appear at the court of Spring. After this glimpse of her new home Mona fell asleep again, and the next time that she woke, a good fire was burning and bacon was cooking and tea was ready and several fried eggs were waiting. Dawn was wide now, and the eastern clouds burning. Mona looked at mauve clouds crowned with gold, gliding by as though they stepped lightly on golden pavements; and fresh from dreams, she thought of her fabulous mother. She looked from the dawn to the cosy camp of the tinkers, with old thorns leaning over it, the trees that as everyone in Ireland knows, have more to do with the fairies than any tree has with man, and it did not seem too impossible to her then that her fairy mother might come from such a dawn to dance by the old gnarled thorns of such a place.

Would the Queen of the Shee ever come so far from Slieve-na-mona? she asked of the old woman bending above the frying-pan.

Will you not speak that name, said the tinkers wife sharply, and bring bad luck down on the tinkers.


CHAPTER XVII

THE TINKERS HOME

ALL that day Mona was learning from the dark old woman bits of the lore of the tinkers. She learned how once the tinkers did not wander the roads, as once the whale dwelt inland; and then one day the great family of the tinkers, which dwelt in Mayo was evicted and they all took to the roads. And that was how the family of Joyce left Mayo and went all over Ireland; and, according to the old woman, all tinkers were of that family. And Mona put on her own clothes again and put Mrs. Joyces clothes carefully away in the cart; and a very strange cart it was, full of more things than she thought that it possibly could have held. And her young eye noticed what no member of the R.I.C. had ever noticed, that the floor of one end of the cart was thicker than the other. She looked to see why this was, when the tinkers wife saw her.

Dont be looking at that end of the cart, she said. And if you thought you saw anything there, understand that there are more illusions in a tinkers cart than there are in the rest of the world. And thats saying a good deal, for its all the shadow of a dream.

I didnt see anything, said Mona.

And if you did, said the old woman, forget it.

I will, sure, said Mona.

Ah, what matter? said the tinker coming up then. Isnt she one of us now? And let you be going up to that big farm over there, he said to Mona, and ask the man who lives there, a man called Malone, how many half-crowns he wants.

How many half-crowns he wants? repeated Mona.

Aye, how many hell take, said the tinker; and what hell pay for them.

So Mona went straight off to the house, to do what she could for the tinkers, who had been kind to her. And there she saw Malone among his cattle in the yard at the back of the house, and a workman standing near. And something prompted her to wait till the workman was out of hearing, before she spoke to the farmer.

I am from the Joyces, she said, and they want to know how many half-crowns youll take and what youll pay for them.

Sure Ill take eight, said Malone, and Ill give you three old ones for them.

And he would have talked more with Mona, but she hurried back to the tinkers and told them Malone would take eight in exchange for three old ones. If there was any doubt in her mind as to what the business was, there was none when she saw the bright flash of the eight half-crowns which were to be sold for seven-and-sixpence. She stood and looked at the tinker and said nothing. He looked up at those watching eyes, from where he sat by the camp-fire, and tried to brush away the reproach that he thought he saw there, with the following explanation.

Ah, sure, I only make them so as to use up the bits of tin that are left over from the pots and pans I do make. Sure, you wouldnt have me leave them to litter the ground. And you wouldnt have me waste them. And what else could I do with them? Sure theres no use for clippings of tin for anything, except to make half-crowns. Then why are you standing there looking at me?

Mona said nothing, but put out her hand and took the eight new half-crowns. The people that kept laws, for the most part, and for whom laws were made, had cast her out, and the tinkers were kind to her. Therefore she took the new halfcrowns to the farmer, and came back with three lawful ones, which she gave to the Joyces.

Its as he says, said the old woman. He never makes any of them things except from the clippings that do be left over when he is after making a kettle, and more than that he never uses for anything of that sort. Unless maybe hed add a pinch or two of copper and solder to flavour it, the way you might put pepper and salt into soup.

Charlie Peever would have derided such reasoning, and Joyce would have scorned the ways of Charlie Peever. And so the world goes on.

That day the old woman picked some herbs, and stewed two or three kinds together, and poured the brew into a mug and told Mona to drink, because she had been exhausted and chilled the day before. Mona drank, and the drink revivified her. But the old woman would not tell her what the herbs were.

As the day wore on towards noon the tinkers wife said to Mona: Let you now catch the ass and bring it back to the cart.

Mona looked regretfully at the hollowed bank and the thorns leaning over it, where she had sheltered, and at the fire still glowing. Ill be sorry to leave it, she said.

And whys that? asked the tinkers wife.

Its become like home to me, answered Mona, gazing still at the fire.

A tinker never leaves home, replied Mrs. Joyce. And she looked up the long road as some might look at their gardens. Were going on to the races, she added.

Where are they having them? asked Mona.

Its the Rathmoon races, said Mrs. Joyce. All the tinkers will be there.

How far is it? Mona asked her.

Ah, its not far, said Mrs. Joyce. Not far at all.

So Mona went after the donkey, which gave her a searching glance, and then allowed itself to be led back to the cart.

How long will it take us to get to the races? asked Mona.

Ah, only a week, said the tinkers wife.

And somehow from the tone of the old womans voice, careless as that of a householder speaking of sweeping a carpet, Mona saw that the whole way would be home to her. The Joyces were busily active now, harnessing the donkey and packing things into the cart, but Mona had been so disconsolate, cold and exhausted, when she had come to that camping-ground, and had been so refreshed there, that she still gazed at the sheltering bank mournfully, rather than help the tinkers, for she had not yet learned their way of regarding camping-grounds as only different firesides and beds of a long home.

Shall we come back here one day? asked Mona.

Aye. said the tinkers wife. Maybe this year.

Then they were off, the tinker driving and Mrs. Joyce and Mona walking.

Again Mona saw blue mountains a long way off, almost as though in a space between earth and sky, narrow like the road, there dwelt aloof a gigantic herd of the tinkers elder brothers, who walked when the tinkers walked. To them, rather than to the donkey and cart and Mrs. Joyce on the road, Mona turned her eyes, till the humped blue figures trailing one after the other seemed also upon a quest. Again Mrs. Joyce spoke of the Rathmoon races, to which the tinkers, some from many weeks journey away, were all now drawing in. Ever since Mona had heard Mrs. Joyce say Run, and had known from the tone of her voice that she rightly said it, she had been afraid of those dark-eyed men. Joyce was only one, and old; but what if she met a band of them, most of them fierce and young?

Mona asked.

Keep close to me by day, said Mrs. Joyce, and youll be safe, for they dont none of them dare look at me long. And at night keep closer still. And if the worst comes to the worst, you shall have my curse to protect you; and that will blast them.

Thank you very much, said Mona.

Aye, it will blast them, said the tinkers wife.

What will the Rathmoon races be like? asked Mona.

Sure all the money of the world will be there, said Mrs. Joyce.

And what will we do? asked Mona.

Sure, its the harvest, said the old woman.

Yes, Rathmoon races were the spring harvest for those that gleaned money, which they could gather there as the gypsies pick hops in Kent. There is no calling without its technical implements, and some of the implements for the Rathmoon races Joyce had in the deeps of his cart: they were some very thin boards and two trestles, which he knew how to turn into a table, and two sheets of oil-cloth, bright with coloured squares, four of them on each, red, green, yellow and black, and the numbers 1,2,5, and 8, one on each square. And in the middle of the squares was a circle adorned with the crown, a harp, and the Prince of Wales feathers; and there was also a strip of green baize, to go in the middle of the table between the gay pieces of oil-cloth, and upon that the roulette would be placed, whose spinning was to arouse the hopes of so many and give brief wealth to a few.

Something of the zest with which Mrs. Joyce anticipated the great harvest of Rathmoon races communicated itself to Mona and, as her new home unrolled its miles before her and the blue mountains reminded her that mystery went with her still, she felt a happiness such as she had not felt since she failed to find her mother on Slieve-na-mona mountain.

Its lucky for me, said Mona, I met you again.

Sure, we followed you, said Mrs. Joyce.

Followed me? said Mona, knowing she had shaken off the pursuit of the tinkers and that it was dark when she did so. How did you do that?

Amnt I telling you often enough, said Mrs. Joyce, that the road is the tinkers home?

Aye, you told me, said Mona.

Then its a queer man, said Mrs. Joyce, and a queer woman, that doesnt know what goes on in their own home. Sure all the tinkers know.

Is that so? said Mona.

It is indeed, said Mrs. Joyce. How else did I find you?

And now the mountains drew coloured haze about them; and the road, where it was still wet from the rain of the night before, began to turn golden. Anyone must have noticed the pretty effect, but the strange child Mona walked on that road as though it were really gold, and with an air as though gold were her due. Yet there was nothing incompatible with that rather absurd pride, in taking up with the tinkers as she had done; because the Joyces were wild and free and roving, like the winds that ran through the night hinting of legends to Mona, or the clouds over Slieve-na-mona which stood in the midst of those legends. And, as she walked the gleaming road, Mona gazed up at the clouds that were now like steam drifting up from red-hot gold, for still she was more interested in clouds and dreams than she was in earth or fact. As earth grew dimmer the golden steam appeared to become more solid, looking like gold itself, like heavenly ingots. And just so, as generations passed and policies failed and ambitions were forgotten, the tales of the Shee grew more real to that people that had had those tales told them at evening by the firesides of fifty generations.

As earth grew grey and cold the gold clouds glowed with a more satisfying glory. And then the rooks went over towards their elms; and Mona watched them going, gazing longingly after them, for she thought that they went to the cold and coloured spaces where roamed the immortal Shee.


CHAPTER XVIII

THE LAST WORD ON THE NORTHERN LIGHTS

SHES gone, said Mrs. OKelly to Mrs. Ryan.

O Aye, glory be to God, said Mrs. Ryan, and the curse will lift from Athroonagh.

Will it lift, then? asked Mrs. OKelly.

Aye, answered Mrs. Ryan, it will lift now. For with nothing to be troubling the mountain, wont all them ancient things stay up there on the rocks and hiding among the ivy, and not be troubling good Christian men and women with their terrible flames no more.

They shouldnt surely, said Mrs. OKelly, for there was never any trouble in these parts; and now that Mona Sheehy has left them alone, please God theyll forget all about us.

Ah, they will, sure, said Mrs. Ryan. Amnt I telling you that the curse will lift? And theyll attend to their own rightful business now.

And what would that be? asked Mrs. OKelly in a low voice.

They were sitting before the great fireplace of Mrs. Ryans cottage, and by now they both had cups of tea in their hands, and evening was falling.

Ah, said Mrs. Ryan, all that goes on in the night when our doors are shut, and all that goes on in storms, especially when the wind does be in the West. Did you never see shapes in the clouds, what couldnt be clouds at all? Well, its them. Did you never hear things rattling at your door, on nights when there was no wind? Well, thats them too. And did you never hear little cries when there was a wind, which werent made by the wind at all, more like the cries that souls would make, and they lost or in distress? Did you never hear any of those?

Oh, God save us, I heard it often, said Mrs. OKelly. And is it them?

And who else would it be? asked Mrs. Ryan. And as for their business, isnt it to get as near as they can to us without being seen and losing their ancient secrets? Arent they peering round haystacks at us and hiding behind pine-trees and taking e very advantage of the twilight; and coming as near, God save us, as our gardens? For didnt Mrs. Burke once feel the waft of the wing of one of them, when she went into her garden later than she should have been out?

And what for do they do all that? asked Mrs. OKelly.

Ill tell you, said Mrs. Ryan. Ill tell you what for they do it. They come to mock at the brevity of man, and at the little time of his stay and his fewness of years. Its that that they come to mock at. And they are able to do it. For werent they there always, or very nearly always; as all the old stories tell? And they are jealous of what we have, and the dominion that we have over flocks and herds. They are jealous of us, and mock at the short length of our span. And thats all their business, all their business at all, mocking at man because he has what they have not.

Its terrible to be as jealous as that, said Mrs. OKelly.

And the other night, said Mrs. Ryan, they were angry, in addition to that; for Mona had been stirring them up by going among their secrets; that is, if she be as we are, flesh and blood and mortal. And indeed she looks it. And if so be she is not, and takes after her mother, why, then theyll be furious whenever they see her, because they have lost her to us. And that they will never forgive, not while they think of it. But, please God, theyll forget it now. And there may come a west wind soon, and they may ride over Slieve-na-mona and forget us, as the gentry forget everything when they go hunting.

It is a good thing she is gone, said Mrs. OKelly.

And if she had not, said Mrs. Ryan, Id have led her out of this townland with my own hand.

When Mona did not come back that night to the house of Dennis OFlanagan, he went at about midnight to the police-barracks and woke up the sergeant.

Monas out in the night, he said. Shes lost.

What way did she go? asked the sergeant.

She went down the road this time, said Dennis. But shes not come back.

Let me get my trousers on, said the sergeant, and Ill come out to you.

For this talk had been through the window, at which Dennis had rapped. And presently the sergeant stood in the doorway, still dressing.

She went that way, said Dennis, pointing into the night.

She shouldnt be wandering the roads at this hour, said the sergeant. And theres tinkers about. Ill go at once.

And soon he set off down the road, and Dennis with him.

And to Peter OCreagh too came the news that Mona had not come back, for all news spread quickly in Athroonagh; and he, also, went after her next morning. Nobody else in Athroonagh was sorry that she had gone, unless perhaps Eileen Fahy; but even to Eileen Fahy the terror caused by the Northern Lights was communicated by all the rest, and sunk deeper and deeper into her. There were kind hearts in Athroonagh, when fear did not make them palpitate; but they had a phrase there which, although untrue, was often upon their lips, I never had anything to do with religion or politics. It meant that they hoped to avoid the turmoil necessarily arising out of the clash of mighty interests. And here had been something flaming in the sky, more terrible than the troubles that came from either of the two grand sources of trouble with which they were best acquainted.

Going down the road the way that Dennis had pointed, the sergeant and he soon came to the camp of the tinkers, a golden glow in the night, surrounding red embers, and a tree or two standing clear and vivid, with all its bright mosses shining in the firelight, the only colour that earth had now. Some of the tinkers were still awake.

Did you see eer a young girl go this way? asked the sergeant. And somehow all the rest were awake before he spoke, as though there were an aura about his authority visible even in sleep.

Would it be a young girl with blue eyes and black hair on her? asked one of the tinkers.

Yes, said the sergeant.

A young girl of sixteen? asked another one of the tinkers.

She was about that, the sergeant replied.

And with a green dress on her? asked a third.

She had that, said the sergeant.

And any other accurate detail about Mona that they could think of they also enquired after, so that by the time the questions were done they had gained all the time they wanted. And on principle it seemed to them always a good thing to gain all the time that could be gained when the Law was asking questions, because it might come in handy; and, if it did not, why, then there was no harm done.

Aye, said the eldest of the tinkers, she came nearly as far as this, and then turned to the left at them cross-roads and went hurrying down the road towards Ballymore.

Aye, that was the way she went, said another. And by the pace she was going, she should be in Ballymore by now.

Aye, or beyond it, said another tinker.

So the sergeant and Dennis went down the road to Ballymore, which was ten miles away; and they came to it that night, while the tinkers slept. Ask a banker for his gold, oh dweller in towns, and he will not give it you. These tinkers had no gold, but they had their wisdom, their lore of the curing herbs, and unequalled knowledge of hedge-rows, and information of everything that occurred on the roads they wandered. Should they give that up to the first man that asked for it? And there were other reasons for keeping dark the way that Mona had gone. For they thought her a girl that would do well for the tinkers. They pictured her asking money of passers-by on the road, or telling fortunes at fairs. She would make a good wife for a tinker. Certainly two of the young tinkers thought so; and one of them killed the other that night. And the morning after the accident, all the rest of the tinkers went on the way that Mona had hurried. Indeed they all went on, for the dead man was in one of the carts under heaps of rags, till they came to that great silent preserver of secrets, an Irish bog.

The priest of Athroonagh had gone to his bishop as soon as the Northern Lights were seen, and now he got the answer that the bishop had promised to send him, as soon as he should have had time for meditation. It said: Dont be troubling too much about the lights that there were in the sky. It may be that they mean something, and again maybe they do not, so I wouldnt be troubling about them. But, whatever they come for, it is not the girl Mona Sheehy that is the cause of them; and you need not be troubling about her either, for I know the story of her, and it is not as the people think. And if any of them should ask you about those flames in the sky, you may tell them on my authority that they are the Aurora Polaris, more commonly called the Aurora Borealis, and that they are of the nature of an electrical meteor appearing most frequently in high latitudes in the form of luminous clouds, arches and rays, of which the latter sometimes meet at a point near the zenith. Sometimes several concentric arches are seen, either stationary or proceeding in a southward direction. They cross the magnetic meridian at right angles and therefore have their centre, in England, nearly north north west. The rays rise perpendicularly from the arches and are parallel to the dipping needle, or in other words to the curves of magnetic force; and the boreal crown at which they appear to meet is merely an effect of perspective. This point is, in England, about 70° in altitude and nearly south south east of the zenith. The rays are seldom stationary, but appear and disappear, suddenly shooting with great velocity up to the zenith and moving slowly eastward or westward, but most commonly the latter. Benjamin V. Marsh mentions a case in which the matter of the arch had the appearance of a rapid torrent flowing from east to west. Tell them that from me. Say that I told you. And it will put them at ease. At the same time let them watch themselves, so as not to be provoking those lights any more.

There was nothing strange in this letter, to Father Reilly; merely an instance of that universal knowledge that he expected from his Bishop. Nor did any mixture of styles strike his eye as he read the letter; he merely observed that the Bishop passed from friendly advice to the final word on mans knowledge about those terrible lights in the sky, which was just what he needed. And many an anxious mind he set at ease with it, for which purpose it was not necessary that they should understand the good Bishops words. Some of them were too frightened to understand anything; but an explanation was given, and on the word of the Bishop; and, whatever Benjamin V. Marsh had perceived, it was evident from the letter that it was not the end of the world. Bits of that letter are quoted in Athroonagh to this day, and many a frightened man hearing steps behind him at night has muttered to himself or in other words to the curves of magnetic force, and found that the sound of the steps would disappear.

When Peter OCreagh started off, the day after Mona had gone, he soon came to the tinkers, who were travelling slowly and had been far outstripped by Mr and Mrs. Joyce, with whom Mona was.

Did eer a young girl come this way? he asked of the dark men.

Aye, last night, answered the tinker, if you mean a young girl in a green dress. She turned to her right back there at Kilrath cross-roads.

That was the cross-road at which he had told the sergeant Mona had turned to her left.

Aye, she turned to her right back there, shouted two or three more of the tinkers. Micky is quite right. We all saw her.

What had impressed them all about Mickys remark was that, if he had said that she turned to her left, Peter OCreagh would have met Dennis OFlanagan and the sergeant coming back, and would have learned from them that she had not gone that way. Micky was a young man, and would make a good tinker, they thought. There were some of them that had been cross with him overnight, because he had killed poor Paddy Joyce; but it was another day now, and you cant go on harbouring grudges; for they would only take the brightness out of life, without bringing back Paddy.

Peter thanked the tinkers, but before going back to the cross-roads he looked carefully at all their carts, so as to be quite sure that they had not got Mona with them. There was only one of the carts that could have concealed her, and Peter bumped into this one, and brushed against a side of its heap of clothes, and even pulled one or two rags apart with a quick clutch unseen by the tinkers, until a mans hand appeared lolling out from under a bundle. When the hand showed clear the tinkers all came round him.

Are you going to tell the constabulary what you seen in our cart? said one, with his face very close to Peters.

Ah, would I ever tell anything to them lads? said Peter.

Then what are you looking at our cart for like that? said the tinker.

And they all came nearer still, to get the answer.

Only, said Peter, because its a small cart. And maybe you have no room for another dead man in it. So let you be sure that no harm comes to Mona Sheehy.

And he stopped and looked at the big blackthorn he carried, and seemed lost in contemplation of the thick end of it.

Sure harm only comes to those that cross the tinkers, said one of them. And he said it in a bold and threatening voice, to conceal his fear of the blackthorn.

And Peter went back to the cross-roads and down the road the way that the tinker had told him, looking for Mona. But he did not look for her on that road for long, for none of whom he enquired had seen her go by, and he had seen in her face a look of going straight on, and did not believe that she had turned to her right.

And the tinkers went on the way that Mona had gone, the way to the Rathmoon races, to which all tinkers were going; and they knew that Mona was on the road before them, for nobody travels a road unknown to the tinkers.

And now there were four parties following Mona, who was happy without any one of them, the police sergeant with Dennis, Peter OCreagh, a man sent to look for her by Charlie Peever, and the main body of the tinkers that were in Athroonagh; the first two parties for her good, and the other two for her harm.


CHAPTER XIX

THE CAMPING GROUNDS OF THE JOYCES

WHEN the sky seemed gathering its strength for a frost, and all the rooks were home, Mona thought it was time for tinkers too to find rest and shelter. And Joyce thought so too, but the old woman strode on. Then Mona, looking at steep and ferny banks underneath gnome-like thorns, and thinking of the warmth and glow of a fire, said to Joyce driving his cart, Wont the ass be getting tired?

Aye, tired indeed, said Joyce. But shes going on.

And he pointed to the old woman in her black shawl, a dark shape in the road.

Whys that? asked Mona.

Im thinking maybe we are followed, replied Joyce.

Who by? asked Mona, and looked back down the road.

Ah, sure I dont know that, said the tinker. They had just come over a hill, and the road ran gleaming back to it, and up to the glow of the sky. And on the road there was not a sign of anyone.

I cant see ever a soul, said Mona.

Ah, but she can see, said the tinker.

Can she see through the hill? asked Mona.

And Joyce looked at her, nodding his head. Aye, right through it, he said.

Ever since Mona had taken up with the tinkers she was learning something new from them every hour, and it was not for her to question their ways. No-one in Athroonagh claimed to have second sight, not even Mrs. Ryan, although she could give an opinion on foreign politics; but nobody under Slieve-na-mona doubted there was such a power, so Mona merely nodded her head and went on, tired, down the road.

It was dark before they stopped. Theyre round their fires now, said Mrs. Joyce, and were well ahead of them.

Whos after us? asked Mona, though she knew.

Ah, its just all them boys, answered the old woman. Theyre a bit wicked sometimes, if any of them is after a girl. But they mean no harm by it as a rule. Only, the other night one of them killed another lad; and theyre always real wicked after that, until anything happens to make them forget about it. We left them and came to look for you as soon as the lad was killed, because I knew theyd be real wicked.

What girl were they looking for? asked Mona.

Ah, any girl, said Mrs. Joyce, any girl at all. No girl in particular.

Mona shivered. And then Joyce lit a fire, and the glow of it seemed to be some kind of protection. A little breeze ran up as the fire was lit, and a screw of paper with which Joyce had lighted the sticks rolled away down the road before it, one round red mass of sparks, and looked like a golden elf running quietly away. Again they were on an old camping-ground, a spot once recognized by some tinkers eye as giving shelter against the colder winds, and being favourably situated for such requisites as timber and milk and eggs; and ever afterwards used for board and lodging, whenever a days journey brought tinkers near it at evening. And Monas eye was already beginning to detect those marks on the ground, the black circle of an old fire edged with white ashes, the trodden grass under the hollowed bank, the scraps of rags and of tin, and the remnants of boots, which mean home to a tinker. This was the second tinkers camp she had ever known. Often of course she had seen bottles and rags by the roadside, and noticed them growing thicker every yard till she came to the black circle, and then saw them diminish after she passed it, but that was not to know a camping-ground. She did not know it till the shining hedges, and all the little space that the firelight reached and illumined, seemed like surrounding walls of a golden home, in the midst of which were warmth and light and security, not the stale security of a house, so old that it is not valued, but a fresh security just won from night and guarded by hedge and by fire.

After supper the tinkers wife turned away from the fire and sat gazing into darkness beyond the glow, in the direction in which they had come. The darkness by then was so black that Mona asked her what she was watching, but the old woman made no answer, and went on peering where it seemed that no eye could possibly see.

Hist. Dont be troubling her, said the tinker. No-one knows what she sees.

And after a while she seemed more contented, and came back to the fire, and soon after that prepared a bed for herself and Mona. And not so long after that, as it seemed to both of them, the blackbirds shouted that they had seen the day.

The road came out of the night bare and empty, but Mrs. Joyce lit the fire as soon as the blackbirds waked her, and hurried while cooking the breakfast and hurried while eating it; and soon the donkey was harnessed and they were away, before the sun was risen.

She has seen something, said the tinker, looking over his shoulder up the deserted road.

What it was she had seen Mona did not dare to ask; and the old woman, who had heard what the tinker told Mona, said never a word about it.

The hedges had now turned all a ruddy purple, with rare patches of green where the elder shone earlier than the thorn, and trees glowed with the same colour wherever the branches were thick enough. You did not notice it on a single branch; sometimes not on single trees; but if one tree stood behind another the mass of their twigs seemed sufficiently thick to hold that ruddy glow, which shone from the dawn of a season. So delicate was that glow that Mona had scarcely noticed it, until she spent all the day between two hedges, and found spring with the tinkers. The glowing twigs, the occasional outbreak of green, and the song of birds all the way, would have made the day glorious, were it not for the feeling of pursuit that troubled Mona ever since Mrs. Joyce had seen something on the far side of the hill. They went all the morning as fast as the donkey could travel, and only stopped for an hour at noon by the black circle of an old fire among trodden grass, an inn of the tinkers. There they ate their dinner under the bank among old bottles, while the donkey grazed; and soon they were on again. It was a silent journey, a journey led by the old woman in grim silence, a dark figure striding ahead, while the tinker drove without asking what she had seen, or ever questioning her power to see through hills. And Mona did not speak, for an uneasiness came to her from the set face of the old woman. And profitless questionings arose in her mind. Had the old woman second sight? And was she right, that something pursued them? And had her curse the power to protect them? And if it had, why such speed?

And then, over a swell of the ground that lifted the road, they saw the red bog lying before them. A few white cottages with their thatches sagging under the weight of the wet and the years were between them and the bog, and trees and hedges were still before them. When they passed the last tree all civilisation ceased, and everything except the road they were on was as before the coming of Man. Even that road seemed awed by its solemn loneliness, and trembled slightly under the weight of the ass-cart. And Mona felt the loneliness of the road, upholding alone the affairs of Man, among the affairs of the wind and the rain and the curlews.

Not that her sympathies were with the road: they were with the wilder things, over which reigned the Shee. And a moon was shining now, giving that curious light to the late hours of day, which more than anything else turned Monas thoughts from the earth, to dream of the things she imagined floating past Slieve-na-mona. And so the three and the donkey crossed the bog, four figures utterly unknown to history; and yet, as historians scorned them, the bog lay there silent and old, scorning all history. By the time that little company had come to land that showed once more the signs of the Christian era, the influence of the moon had already begun to creep level with that of the sun, making between them that enchanted glow that blesses the evening under the name of twilight. Soon they came to hedges again, banks and a tinkers camping-ground.

Its all right, said Mrs. Joyce. You can stop here.

Still all the road behind them was empty to the horizon.

What have you seen? said the tinker.

Ah, Im seeing nothing to-day, said the tinkers wife. But theyll want to be putting that lad in the bog. And theyll do that at night. So theyll not come this far by daylight.

Im thinking youre right, said the tinker.

And Mona knew from his voice, which had a certain note in it showing pride in his wifes knowledge of the ways of the world, that the old woman had judged rightly. They stopped, and released the tired donkey; and Joyce gathered out of the cart some dry sticks and lighted a fire, and Mrs. Joyce set up the kettle and Mona went and got water for it, and the tea-pot and three mugs were ready, and they were at home again. And all the while the moon was gaining upon the evening.

Im thinking, said the tinker over his tea, that there may be people looking for Mona. And arent you happy here, girl?

I am that, said Mona.

Then, said the tinker, maybe the thing for us to do would be to go by queer ways, by bohereens and the like of that, and for us to get off the straight road to Rathmoon, the way that no-one will find us except the tinkers, for we cant throw off them.



Why cant we get away from them? asked Mona. For they were the people from whom she most wished to escape.

Amnt I telling you, said Mrs. Joyce, that nothing goes on by the roads unbeknownst to the tinkers? But we can throw off the rest, and well do as that man says.

Far off on the road by which they had come, before the light faded, they saw a dark mass moving, that Mona knew must be the tinkers. She started and pointed.

Ah, dont be troubling yourself, said Mrs. Joyce. Theyll not pass the bog this night.

And when Mona seemed a little uneasy yet, she explained to her gently: Sure, it isnt that a tinker cant answer questions, whoever asks them. But theres two things a tinker doesnt like questions about. And one of them is about making dead bodies, and the others about making half-crowns. And, begob, its about dead bodies they like to be asked least, for theres less room for one of them in a tinkers cart than there is for the things, whatever they be, that half-crowns are made of. And Im not saying I ever saw either, nor Im not saying I didnt.

The moon grew brighter and brighter on this conversation, and more and more eerie, till it looked to Mona like a huge new half-crown looking on and winking at murder.

That night they saw the fires of the other tinkers lit late.

Theyre after going out on the bog, said Mrs. Joyce, and now theyve lit their fires. Theyll come no further to-night.

Listening intently with hearing sharpened by fear, Mona heard snatches of tunes from their violins, carried by every breeze that roamed through the still night; and they seemed to be wailing.

Its unhappy they are, said Mona.

That will make them no safer, said Mrs. Joyce, and well go on out of this a bit before the light comes.

The moon rode high that night among gilded clouds, which seemed to be gathered into a gleaming valley at the end of which shone the moon. And looking at those towering cloud-mountains, over whose golden peaks the smaller clouds raced by, there came again to Mona the wild dreams she had of her mother, dreams that came to broad wakefulness, for the twinkling fires of the tinkers and the wails of their violins frightened her too much for sleep.


CHAPTER XX

THE HILLS THAT LOOK ON RATHMOON

BEFORE the blackbirds sang Mrs. Joyce arose, and lit the fire and made tea and told Joyce to harness the donkey, and without waiting even for breakfast they were off. It was an hour that Mona scarcely knew, a strange still hour with the voices of night gone, and none of the sounds of day as yet awakened; with dew cold on the blades of grass, and a grey gleam in the sky like a smile on the face of a corpse. Even on the donkey there was dew. They travelled silently through the cold, at the edge of darkness; and the darkness seemed to move away from them as they went. This was at first because their eyes were growing more used to it, but very soon they saw that the darkness really was going; and yet there was enough of it to hide them from anyone at a distance. They took the first turn to their right down a narrow road, and not until they had gone two miles along it would Mrs. Joyce allow them to stop for breakfast, and even then she would allow nothing that would make much smoke to be put on the fire.

Would they guess its our fire? asked Mona, looking at these precautions.

They would not, the old woman answered. They would know.

As soon as breakfast was over Mrs. Joyce heaped earth on the fire, and Mona began to help her, covering all the ashes.

Whats the use of that? asked Mrs. Joyce.

Sure, I want to hide our fire, said Mona.

Ah, it takes a year to do that, said Mrs. Joyce. Im only hiding the smoke. And she picked up a bit of charred stick, an inch long. You didnt hide that, she said, nor that, and she showed a used match. And the ass has left a hundred of his hoof-marks, and maybe a few more; and, if you left one of them, sure, any tinker would know that someones been here. Only well not write a letter to them telling them where we are, nor well not show them the smoke.

Then they were on again. They turned to their left down a narrower road, and then came to bohereens, small wandering lanes that Mrs. Joyce knew. Mona looked behind her, where nothing stirred. Were safe from them now, she said, hoping her own words might embolden her.

Aye, were safe enough, said the old woman. Only we must get to Rathmoon before them.

Why is that? asked Mona.

Ah, said Mrs. Joyce, what is one girl in a great race-meeting like that? And theyll have all the things in the world to think of when they are there. But on an empty road at night, sure, its all different. And theyre only after burying the lad that was killed on account of you. And that will help to remind them. So well get on to Rathmoon.

Why are they after me? asked Mona.

Sure, they want to get you for the tinkers, said Mrs. Joyce. And Im not saying theyre not right. Sure, youd be a queen among them.

Im thinking well get on to Rathmoon races, said Mona.

And on they went.

And with them went the donkey, of which I have scarcely said anything, and of which so much might be said. He knew the roads as the tinkers did not know them. He knew different flavours of grass by different roadsides, and remembered all places at which his master had camped, and recognized them when he saw them again, even after a year. He knew where they had been going, and knew they were now turned away from it. He knew last night where the other tinkers were, and heard the braying of donkeys a mile beyond human hearing. He knew the friends and enemies of the tinkers. He knew the uniform of the R.I.C. as far as any sentry could see an enemy. Did he know that the men who wore it, and who interfered with murder and coining, were drawing near to the end of their power? Year in year out, in all weather, he drew his cart, with a patience the world has recognized, laying up lore all the while, of which the world knows nothing.

There were more houses here than there were near the bog; and, going by ways that were not the ways of the tinkers, Joyce hoped to sell more tins than he could sell along roads by which the other tinkers had been before him. So as soon as they stopped for dinner he got out his sheets of tin, and his clippers and lumps of solder, and sat by the fire and cut out the circular base of a pot, and the strip that made the rest of it, when the ends were folded to meet and soldered together and soldered on to the bottom: then he would add a handle, and there was the pot. And Mrs. Joyce collected the clippings that lay on the grass. Whenever they came in sight of a house on their journey along those little lanes, they sent Mona up to it with the pot, and any others that there were in the cart. The proud face and the lovely eyes of the girl caused some surprise at the houses, when she offered the pots for sale and asked if they had old kettles that needed mending.

What are you doing with the tinkers? a farmers wife asked her.

Sure, Im selling pots, said Mona.

And more than that none could get out of her. Her occupation did not in the least trouble Mona. She had her dream, and while that was on her, all the occupations of men seemed equally lowly; and nothing that she did could touch that dream. Even had she drawn the cart instead of the donkey, she would have still felt herself to be a daughter of an immortal Queen. She would have pulled it silently, while none knew what she was thinking; any more than we know if the donkey had dreams as splendid, dreams gathered perhaps by heredity out of old memories, and picturing Asian mountains whence donkeys came.

Spring came that day to the hedges and danced along them, and all the little new leaves of the thorn rejoiced. They came to where a bevy of chestnut trees stood all in their new dresses, and seemed to be smiling. Then the lane with whose ramblings they wandered brought them to the edge of a demesne, and for some distance they went along under a stone wall. There had been years, perhaps a hundred, when none of springs enchantments had been able to stir the wall. Winter or summer, it had stood there unaltered. But long-ago now it had yielded to the seasons, and it felt the thrill of spring as much as the hedges. Hartstongue ferns hung out between stones and smiled back at the sunlight, moss was abundant there, ivy crowned it, and a dandelion shone; bunches of wild geranium leaves climbed out of mouldering cracks, and a long tendril of briar. And all the way sang the birds, as though they recognized in the girl with the bundle of tins, a daughter of the Queen of that people that was nearer to them than to man; so much nearer that the story of many a fairy, many an elf, is probably but the history of the small things dwelling in woods, altered a little by the eye of man, for he saw them in dim light, altered again by his mind as he tried to explain them, and altered again by frailties of his memory, when he tried for his childrens sake to remember the stories that his grandmother told him.

When the sun was twice the height of trees three hundred yards away, and mens shadows were ten yards long, Joyce began looking about for a camping-ground. They came to no old camping-grounds now, and it seemed to take some while to choose one for the first time, and when Joyce did choose one the old woman said that from there their fire would be seen too far. So they went on till they came to a place where the bohereen ran so deep that they could not see the level of the fields without climbing a step or two up the bank. There they rested and unharnessed the donkey, for they had been going all day. And indeed in the last two days they had travelled so fast, on the first day to keep ahead of the other tinkers, who had their own reasons for speed, and on the second day to get clear away from them, that they had done more than half of the journey that, at the leisurely rate of the tinkers, should take them a week; and already they saw the mountains that shone on Rathmoon. They came into sight past a hedge as they reached the camping-ground, and the Joyces stood and gazed at them, shining pale gold. They stood in silence watching that goal of their wanderings; and no words, had they uttered them, could have told their hopes of the Rathmoon Races. So they gazed silently and let the golden slopes tell with their smiles hopes that tinkers could not express. And Mona came up and saw them gazing.

It is Rathmoon, they said.

And Mona, who looked for safety at Rathmoon, gazed at those hills too. The sun went out of sight of the bohereen, and the thrushes and blackbirds sang with even more jubilance, as though they welcomed these four to their camping-ground, having no fear of any of them. The donkey they seemed to be serenading all the way down the lane as he wandered away, to examine the grasses of a lane that was new to him; and the tinkers lit their fire, and the robins came very close. One more smile gave the golden hills that look down on Rathmoon, and faded slowly from sight.


CHAPTER XXI

THE FIGHT

FROM the ferny bohereens, in the morning, Mona and the two Joyces came to a high road, which, like so many roads, ran to Rathmoon. The thorn hedges were shining and the whole dome of the sky was filled with sunlight, but the hills of Rathmoon seemed to be farther away than they had been in the light of the evening before, dimmer though that had been. They were a curious range the Rathmoon mountains: sometimes they would seem to step so near out of the distance, that over a few green fields their golden slopes seemed to be smiling, luring men and women to leave solid things and to go and commune with them as they communed with clouds; sometimes they seemed far away; sometimes they disappeared, leaving no sign to anyone gazing across those fields that beyond the edge of them there had been mountains at all; and sometimes they appeared, as they really were, about twenty miles from where the Joyces and Mona had met the road from the lane. The mountains were on the far side of the race-course, which was only fifteen miles away. They travelled slowly, past the sunny flash of celandines, along this avenue of spring, where the new leaves gleamed from thorn and privet and briar. And then they turned to their right, rather away from the Rathmoon mountains.

Where are we going? asked Mona.

Sure, were waiting for a road that comes in from the south, said the old woman. The tinkers are to the west; and, whatever road they come by, theyll not take that one.

Youre safe from them now, said Joyce. Way back there they might have come by any road. But theyll not come in from the south.

Arent there others? asked Mona. For there were some only a little way ahead of them.

Aye, said Joyce. But theyre not wicked like that lot.

Ah, youre all right here, said his wife. Theyll not harm you when they see youre with us. But when they saw you all alone, sure that lot wanted to catch you for the tinkers.

Often they came to thorn that spring had not yet enchanted; thorns that the shadow of trees had obscured all through the morning; and sometimes springs wizardry was like a green haze on the hedges, and sometimes they shone in their splendour. When they found the road that ran to Rathmoon from the south they stopped at the first camping-ground. The donkey had done enough.

That evening, as the hills faded, columns of smoke went up from many roadsides; and when darkness covered the land, many a red fire winked its cheerful eye at the loneliness; and there was no road now on any side of Rathmoon that had not its tinkers camping with their carts turned towards it.

Weve only bacon to-night, Mrs. Joyce explained by the fire to Mona. Weve been travelling a bit too fast. But well go easy now, and that man will have time to snare a few rabbits; and maybe hell get us a hen or two.

If we had a few eggs, said Mona, it would be grand.

Theres not the same number of eggs in any of these parts, the week of the Rathmoon races, said Mrs. Joyce, that there is at other times. But with the help of God hell get some.

Ah, sure, Ill get you plenty, said Joyce. Were a day or two ahead of the most of them, with the pace we come.

And that night he got several eggs, besides a couple of hens.

And so they travelled with spring across the country, with the varying smiles of the hills that look on Rathmoon always shining before them, through a land fairly well supplied with what they required, because they were ahead of most of the tinkers. The larch grew green while they travelled, and the willow with its yellower green shone for them by the streams, and earth in her new dress was calling home Monas fancies from the clouds that legend had shaped into queens and fairies. Those legends were old, and Mona had known them all her life, and dwelt among people that had accepted them for countless generations: it was earth that was new to her, earth that she had looked at out of windows and seen in her garden, and visited whenever she went for a walk, earth that was inhabited by birds and beasts, but never by Mona; for to all who dwell in houses earth is a foreign country. Now she was of it, its awakening was her awakening; and soon after earth fell asleep, she slept too. Three more black circles they left beside roads, showing where tinkers had lodged; and then they came to Rathmoon.

Rathmoon with its green fields lying under the hills, had nothing to distinguish it from the rest of the Irish countryside, unless you would have noticed a plank laid across a ditch which could easily be climbed or even jumped, and a rather tidy plank; till over the high hedges one came in sight of the stands. All round those stands was empty grazing-ground, except for two days in the year, the day of the races and the day on which the tinkers were beginning to gather. Then for a day Rathmoon was like the Stock Exchange or the Bourse of a big city, and much money changed hands.

Hadnt we better camp on the far side from the west? said Mona as they came in from the south.

Ah, we cant do that, said Joyce.

Apparently all the tinkers camped in the same field. So there they went, and found many tinkers before them.

Have we a right to come here? asked Mona.

Ah, I wouldnt say it was a right, said Joyce, nor I wouldnt say it wasnt. There was a man here once that used to have us put out of it by the peelers, but he got tired of having his ricks burnt and he gave it up. And hes dead now and his son never gives any trouble. Sure, thats the way to do things, whether you are dealing with a man or the Government.

And it looked as though Joyce were right, for tinkers were pouring into the field all day unmolested. And their voices could be heard after the blackbirds stopped singing, giving a strange thrill to the evening; a thrill that penetrated Mona like fear. And then she heard the fiddles of the men she had met by Athroonagh, on the far side of the bog, and knew that it came from those tinkers even before the horn joined in, which made it certain. And just as it grew dusk she saw a man walking past the neighbouring tinkers fires, peering intently into each encampment, and felt sure that it was the young man who killed Paddy Joyce. And sure enough it was he. He came up to the little camp-fire, smiling at Mona.

Keep close to me, said Mrs. Joyce. And Mona did.

Who are you? asked Mrs. Joyce as he came up to them.

Sure Im Micky Gavan, answered the man.

Have you come for my curse? asked Mrs. Joyce.

Ah, whats an old womans curse? asked Micky Gavan.

Sure, its a terrible thing, said the old woman, and maybe theres nothing more terrible, unless a storm of thunder and lightning; and you can have it for the asking.

Sure, Im not asking for it, said Gavan. Its only that I am wanting to talk to Mona.

You may talk to her, said Mrs. Joyce, and you have my curse at the same time. They go together.

Ah well then, Ill have the talk and chance the curse, said Gavan. And he came up and stood over Mona.

Joyce came up to him with his fists clenched, and Gavan said:

Ah, go away. Do you think that a man who would face a curse is afraid of an old man?

And Joyce said: Ah, there might be some fight left in me yet.

But he only said the words to keep up his selfesteem and the respect that anybody might feel for him, for he saw the full point of Gavans argument. And Gavan paid no more attention to him. Mona wished she had run, instead of seeking protection from Mrs. Joyce. She cast a despairing look at the old woman, to see what she would do. Mrs. Joyce pointed a finger at Gavan, still sitting down, and looked in his eyes and said: This is the curse that I lay on you....

Ah, be done with your curses, said Gavan.

And somehow Mona felt, that whatever the curse might do in the future years, it would not take effect then, for there was something in Gavans mood that looked stronger than curses. So she sprang up to run, as she had run from the tinkers before. But Gavan put a hand on her shoulder before she was standing, and she sank down again beside the old woman. And suddenly in her despair she saw a man come up behind Gavan.

Turn round, said Peter OCreagh.

For it was Peter OCreagh with a blackthorn in his hand. And the young tinker turned round.

Come out of the way of the fire, said Peter OCreagh, where we can fight with plenty of room.

Sure I wont fight you with your big stick, said Gavan, and me with only a little knife. Sure thats all I have to defend myself, a little knife like that. And he showed a small knife on the flat of his hand catching a gleam from the firelight. Sure, thats no good.

Light was now dim, but Peter was accustomed to dim light, from walking in the woods at all hours, and could see weasels and such small things stealing out in the evening from under the cover of leaves, which others often missed. And he saw Gavans fingers move slightly now, so as to get a better grip on the knife. And he sprang back as he saw them, and twisted his body to the right while he sprang, as the hand and the knife came forward, so that the knife slipping through his coat and shirt only touched his skin, and rasped along the side of his ribs, at the height of the heart, leaving no more than a scratch. Peter did not hit at once, for the tinkers left arm was waving about, protecting his head and waiting to clutch the blackthorn. And when Peter hit, it was not at the head but the knee, and the tinker fell. Nothing was broken, and the man was still a dangerous enemy, but Peter was able now to keep out of the way of his knife, and walked alertly round him, watching for his opportunity. On one knee the tinker still protected his head with his left arm, and clutched his knife and watched Peter. He also aimed at the knee when he next struck, falling suddenly at his full length with outstretched arm as Peter walked past his right shoulder. But again Peter was too quick, jumping back from the knife, though it reached half an inch into the calf of his leg. And then he brought down his blackthorn on the back of Gavans head. And that was the last that was ever heard of Gavan.

The little crowd that had gathered already, brief though the fight was, left the dead man on the ground; and the news spreading at once through the whole camp of the tinkers, his own party came and carried him back to his cart; and their low voices were raised in rapid debate, as they discussed whether or not the police should be told, when they looked through the field next morning, that Micky had fallen on to the road from the cart on the back of his head while drunk. They had no friendship for Peter OCreagh, indeed they had enmity for the son of a keeper, but the fight had taken place by another tinkers fire and investigations of that sort would do no good to the tinkers; and in any case, one did not give away good information to a policeman. And, if they did, he would only be asking for more, and be wanting to know what had happened to Paddy Joyce and where he was now.

Lets look at the hole in his head, said an old tinker.

And it was shown to him.

Sure a fall never did that, he said.

And in the end it was decided that they had better bury Micky Gavan there and then. So they got twenty men to dig a grave and carry the earth away, and they had Micky buried within an hour, and the sod put back so neatly that there was nothing to show.

The question then arose as to whether or not to go and kill Peter; and for a while that hung in the balance. And then an old woman said: Havent we, maybe, had killing enough? And if we have any more and the peelers get to hear of only one of them, wont it bring ruin on all of us?

Sure, weve evidence enough, said one of the men, that no harm came to anybody.

And so we have, said the old woman, when it happened among ourselves. But if you were to follow after that lad and kill him along the road, maybe thered be someone see it whod give the wrong kind of evidence.

Maybe wed best wait awhile, said another, till them peeler lads are gone out of the country. For gone they will be, please God, in a few years. And they all agreed that it might be better to wait.


CHAPTER XXII

THE ADVICE OF CHARLIE PEEVER

A RUMOUR went round that night that there had been fighting amongst the tinkers, and a sergeant and two men of the R.I.C. came into the field next morning and began to ask questions. And one of the first questions that the sergeant asked was: Where is Paddy Joyce?

Paddy Joyce? said the first man he asked. Theres no Paddy Joyce hereabouts.

He asked another and then another, because it seemed to him that, if there had been any fighting, Paddy Joyce would have been sure to have been in it; but he found unanimous testimony that there had never been any Paddy Joyce.

Is it Jimmy Joyce you mean? asked an old woman. Or maybe Micky Joyce?

No, Paddy Joyce, said the sergeant.

There was never any Paddy Joyce, she replied. And she should have known, for Paddy Joyce was her grandson.

Once the sergeant even asked for Micky Gavan, for all the police at Rathmoon knew the tinkers well.

Ah, hes not been in these parts for a long time, he was told. And fifty men came round to give evidence that there had been no fight; evidence strong enough, to quote a legal phrase by which lawyers often test evidence, to hang a dog.

Theyll be giving you no more trouble now, said Mrs. Joyce to Mona, for theyll be busy showing the peelers how quiet they are, the way that that sergeant will stop asking questions.

And now a hum of voices began to arise, and Joyce unpacked his bright oil-cloth and bundle of planks and went to set up his table in the next field, and Mona went with him to help him. And as they set up the table, others were set up beside them and a crowd grew and thickened; and in the thickest part of the crowd great banners arose in regular formation, making a square, and upon the banners were such devices as YOUR OLD FRIEND ROONEY, and MURPHY IS HERE, BOYS. And the wind that blew over the field for the rest of the year seemed to die, and its place was taken by the smoke of tobacco. Louder and louder grew the voices humming round Mona, and suddenly into that sound there came a refrain louder than every other word that was uttered, clear crisp words where all the rest was a hum, a refrain that seemed to dominate all the air, uttering its message again and again; and it said: Four to one, bar one. From this Mona knew that the races were now beginning, though she could no longer see the racecourse. Joyce raised his hands with a gesture, and there was about him something reminiscent of the attitude of a reaper, in the days when there were such, lifting his scythe to cut the first swathe of the harvest, and Joyce spun his roulette and threw down the ball. As the lark sings over the harvest, so sang on the refrain: Four to one, bar one.

With the exception of Lady Gurtrim, who naturally was not at the races, and the people who never left Athroonagh in their lives, and others who were happy clinging to other villages, it seemed that the whole of Ireland was at Rathmoon. The police-sergeant of Athroonagh had followed the tinkers with Dennis and had come up with them again after their fruitless journey to Ballymore. He also had made an enquiry for Paddy Joyce and been told by all those tinkers that there never had been any such man, and had not found Mona, because she was travelling so fast with the old woman, and he could get no better information about her from the tinkers than what he had got the first time. But he learned that she was on the road with two tinkers; and, not knowing what road, he went to Rathmoon races, and Dennis went with him. And between the three-card-trick man and Joyces roulette-board they found her.

Ah, come back to Athroonagh, said Dennis as he saw her. Sure, no-one will annoy you there any more.

Ah, they would, said Mona, happy with the Joyces, hurt by the folk of Athroonagh, and unwilling to change.

Sure they will not, said Dennis, for Father Reilly himself has told them that you had nothing to do with any of those terrible lights in the sky, nor no falling stars either. Ah, come back.

Maybe hes right, said Joyce looking up from his harvest and speaking in a low voice to Mona. Sure the tinkers do be terrible men. Im an old man now, but once I was a young tinker; and God be with those days. But they do be terrible men.

Isnt Micky Gavan dead? said Mona.

I never heard tell of anyone of that name, said Joyce, and you dont know what you are saying.

I do not, said Mona.

But even if there ever were such a man, said Joyce, theres plenty more like him.

Mona was silent for a moment, at the very most for ten seconds, but during those seconds the road flashed past her vision, and the little camping-grounds under hollowed banks and the warmth and the protection of the fire, somehow more vivid and sure than the warmth and protection of houses, and more triumphant even; she thought of the lore of the tinkers and their welcome of her, and the long long home that the road had now become to her. Dennis stood awaiting her answer. If she went back to that home what would come to her? What were the words of the tinker? If there had been anyone of the name which she foolishly blurted out, there were many more like him. The lure of the road had caught her, and Dennis was here to drag her back from it. So uncertain seemed the perils in the distance from men like Micky Gavan, and so near was Dennis and he seemed so sure, that she allowed herself to be persuaded by him, and there and then turned to go with him, rather like a mermaid being dragged ashore to be saved from a stormy sea which was nevertheless its home. She turned to say farewell to Joyce before going, but could scarcely be heard among the clamour of voices. And he, turning his eyes for a moment from his harvest, looked up at her and nodded. With no more farewell than that she left him; then, asking Dennis and the sergeant to follow her through the crowd, she made her slow way towards where she knew that Mrs. Joyce sat by the fire, minding the cart and all her belongings. Through the dense crowd they went, through the smoke and shouting; and at the edge of it Mona suddenly saw a hedge and the sunlight, and breathed fresh air. The sight of the bright hedge astonished her by its sheer contrast. As thick as shells along the shore of the sea lay orange-peel and paper. Below the hedge was a ditch, and celandines flashed in it, with such a merriment that it seemed to Mona they knew she had just come out of the dark of the crowd and were smiling a welcome to her. And then, walking rather daintily and avoiding the edge of the crowd, she saw for the first time Charlie Peever. With him was the man he had sent to find Mona, and who was now bringing him to her.

You, no doubt, he said to Dennis, are Mr. OFlanagan.

I am indeed, said Dennis, a little surprised at being recognised so swiftly by a man who had never seen him.

To the sergeant he said: I am Mr. Charles Peever. You may have seen me at Petty Sessions.

Thus he let the sergeant know that he was a magistrate, and then turning to the men and disregarding Mona: We have to decide what to do with this little girl. She cant possibly stay with the tinkers.

For quite accurate information had been supplied to him by others.

I thought of taking her back home, said Dennis.

Well, I dont think that would quite do, said Charlie Peever, after the trouble that there has been about her there. It mightnt be good for her to go back to all that. Now I happen to have an excellent plan for her.

Then came his plan for Mona, the persuasion and the sly voice. Some of the points in the persuasion were that Mona would cost Dennis nothing more, and she would become rich, and then one day she might return to Denniss house bringing a good deal of money. He kept on until Dennis gave in. The sergeant did not like it, but realized that he was no match for Charlie Peever and said nothing.

Well, said Peever then, turning to Mona, thats settled, and youll see London, which really is a very remarkable city.

He rightly supposed that she had some very strange ideas of the magnificence of London, and without making any definite statement, he encouraged her to dwell upon those ideas. All he gained for himself out of the whole business was a reputation in Lady Gurtrims eyes for always being able to smooth away any difficulty, and knowing the right people to know in London, and thereby being able to take care of anyones destinies; and a reputation in the eyes of the manager of the firm to which he was sending Mona of being able to supply him with the kind of material for employment that he rather thought he wanted. He wished Mona well; but at all times, before the interests of anybody in the world, he put this strange desire for a reputation for being able to control destinies. Now he was on the wrong side of the course, and, his benevolent work concluded, he wanted to get back to respectability as soon as possible. He gave Dennis a sum of money, which Lady Gurtrim had given him for this purpose, and told him where to send Mona. Then turning to her he said: Mr. OFlanagan here will tell you all the details, and will give you as much money as you require for your tickets. I am sure you will be wonderfully happy. Then, after he had said good-bye, there came to him irresistibly one of those harmful ideas that were so common with him, and he said to her: And if you should care to make any money on your own, I know a very certain way of doing it. All you would have to do in that case would be to go to a bookmaker and put any money that you may want to increase to twenty times its amount on Runaway.

On Runaway, muttered Mona.

Yes, said Charlie Peever. And if you should wish to do it, you ought to be fairly quick, as it is running in the next race.

Will it win? asked Mona.

Peever smiled at the question. I happen to know that its certain to win, he told her.

I have thirty-five shillings on me, Mona said.

Then, said Peever, as the price is twenty to one, you can work out by a very simple process what you ought to get. What twenty to one means is, that for every shilling you put on you will get a pound.

And with that he left her. Something about the way he spoke had impressed Mona. For instance, she had never before heard anyone speak of making money, as though it were a foible that might or might not appeal to someone of lesser intellect than himself. And she put all her money on Runaway, the thirty-five shillings that she had brought from Athroonagh. To Mona it not only seemed a very large sum, but a profoundly interesting one, for it was all the money she ever had. Lady Gurtrim had given her a pound over twelve years ago when she came to Athroonagh, and the money had been put in the Post Office savings bank for her and had increased to thirty shillings; and before she left school she had won a prize of five shillings, given by Lady Harahanstown. Peever really thought that the horse might win, because he had just overheard a man, who appeared to be its owner, talking about it to another man at a bar. This man had his reasons for desiring to make the other believe that Runaway was certain to win; but, whether he succeeded or not, he certainly impressed Charlie Peever, who put a good deal of his own money on it, hoping to turn his own shillings into pounds, and told all whom he met about it, hoping still more to be given the reputation of being a very well-informed and farsighted man. Mona, having staked her money with Your Old Friend Rooney, went back through the crowd. Far from stopping her, Dennis put some of his own money on Runaway. The crowd was very dense, and she was only just in time to see the horses go by for the first time, with their hides flashing in sunlight, and the bright silk of the jockeys gleaming. They all went by within a yard of her, and Runaway was well up, a grey horse with a jockey in blue and white. When they had gone by, she could see no more of them, for, though she had got to the railings opposite to the grand stand, the crowd was too thick for her to see to her right or left, and she only saw the empty course before her, with litter on it that the wind had brought from the many thousands around her. A writer should offer new thoughts to the world for its consideration; but the thoughts of Mona as she waited there for the grey to come by have been thought by too many others for them to be worth a moment of any readers leisure. She looked behind her in the direction in which men were gazing from the tops of carts, towards where hills showed over the heads of the crowd, but saw nothing. The men on the carts were signalling, but their signs meant nothing to Mona. And at last she heard the horses, and then saw them: scarlet colours came first on a fine chestnut, then mauve and yellow, and then the grey, third, but without his rider.

Charlie Peever very soon forgot that he had advised anyone to put money on Runaway; but, when he met any of them before it was yet possible to forget, he still maintained that Runaway was a certainty. He would have won by an enormous distance, he said, if the jockey hadnt been such a fool as to put him at that fence in the way that he did. Nobody can, nobody can, compete with such folly as that. When I told you that Runaway might win, I couldnt have known that the jockey was so idiotic. All I told you was based on the merits of the horse, which was far and away the best horse in the race.

He wished to turn the minds eye away as fast as he could from any contemplation of his ignorance of horses, to a comparison between his own intelligence and the folly of a jockey. Sometimes he partly succeeded, but once he met with merely a wink for an answer. A very low type of man, I am afraid, he said of the man who had winked. What? Jameson? said someone.

I am very much afraid so, said Charlie Peever.


CHAPTER XXIII

THE WORLD IMPROVEMENT PUBLICITY COMPANY

MONA was to go to London at once. Joyce had offered to take her to the coast in his cart, reaching Kingstown in four or five days, but it had been arranged that she was to go by train from Rathmoon station, and Dennis was to accompany her there; and nothing remained now but for her to say farewell to Mrs. Joyce. The work in which Mona was to assist was explained to Mrs. Joyce by Dennis, as far as he understood it.

Is it to help sell things that you are going? asked Mrs. Joyce. Then it will be bad things you will help them to sell, for you can sell good things without all that.

And Dennis tried to explain again.

Girl, said the old woman taking her by the wrist, you can do better than that. If you must be fooling the people, you can stay and help Joyce. A gleam of hope came into Monas heart, for, now that she was leaving them, she wanted to stay with the tinkers.

How could I help him? asked Mona.

Ah, said the old woman, you might go up to the farms with things that the people might want.

What things? asked Mona.

Begob, I dont know, said the tinkers wife.

It is best for you to be coming now, said Dennis.

And Mona and the old woman kissed each other.

God protect you in London. said Mrs. Joyce. The fear of my curse would have guarded you here. But it will take God himself to protect you in London.

With that they parted. On the brief walk down to the station Ireland gave one of the last smiles to Mona which she was to see for many weary days. The gorse at the height of its glory beamed upon her. Almost it seems strange that Earth, which has so little gold, could send forth such abundance of gorse: flowers planted upon a stratum of gold and nurtured by gold dust could not have been more yellow. Catkins shone from the willows and sometimes a blackthorn flashed; and kingcups, which she knew she was leaving, nearly brought tears to her eyes.

In the train she saw the beauty of the country, that was just tempting the swallows, which might at any moment appear now, and she realized that she had missed them, guessing that she would never see any in London; and a new grief troubled her with every lovely thing that she saw. Yet she left all these things with the helplessness of young people caught up by any plan that has been worked out by their elders.

She saw the sea for the first time; a scene as strange to her as would probably have been the landscape of some other planet, and for some odd reason it made her dream again her fantastic dreams of her mother. Dark blue and light blue it was in streaks and patches, and further on it was green, and then in the distance it was slatey blue; and once a green band like grass, or a field of young wheat, shone in the sea from under a small storm, whose clouds strode away like giants walking upon the water.

The boat did not start until after sunset and they had some hours to wait, and Dennis took Mona to walk along the beach. And listening to the great voice of the sea her troubles seemed smaller, an exile though she was, driven out of Athroonagh and about to be sent out of Ireland, and forgotten, as it seemed to her, by her mother; for this eternal thing seemed to hush all that was temporary. She wondered at seeing the delicate shells lying un valued, for the childs eye fresh from the country recognised the perfection of their craftsmanship; and not even, it seemed, when they lay beside broken and worthless things that had been thrown away, was that astonishing contrast able to call anybodys attention to their miraculous beauty. She wondered too at seeing that mighty force at work which rounds pebbles; she had believed that pebbles and rounded stones were only so shaped by the ages, and that they were given their form in the dark of time, in ways not to be guessed at. But here that force was at work in her own day, for she saw common things of mans everyday affairs smoothed and rounded; bricks, glass and pieces of cork. In one day she had been with the tinkers, gone to a race-meeting and seen the sea: the three experiences were so different that they seemed almost too much for one day, and as soon as Dennis left her on the mail-boat she fell asleep.

Mona was looked after on that journey, and shown to the right train at Holyhead and was met at Euston by a certain Mrs. Jackson, who kept lodgings and had been written to by Lady Gurtrim, as well as getting a telegram from her. Mrs. Jacksons mother had been half Irish, or so Mrs. Jackson said; but, whatever it was, she had some connection with Ireland, although she had never seen it, and it had always seemed a strange and romantic country to her; and ever since receiving Lady Gurtrims letter she had looked forward to seeing Mona, as a kind of tangible proof that this wonderful country really existed and that her mothers relationship with it was no idle boast of Mrs. Jacksons. To the urban woman Mona was as strange as anything that her fancies had ever pictured as dwelling in Ireland. She called a taxi and away they went to the lodgings, as I call them, or Residential Apartments as Mrs. Jackson called them. There a room had been booked for Mona and a parcel of clothes had been sent her by Lady Gurtrim, more suitable for her use in London than the dress she had worn with the tinkers. The rapid drive through the streets excited her, accustomed as she had been for the last week to the soberer pace of the ass-cart, but the things that she saw at that pace slightly confused her. It was not that she did not see all these new things clearly, but there were too many of them every minute for the mind to digest them all; and it is just possible that the mental indigestion from which millions of our people must suffer, owing to the vast number of impressions that are poured into a mind on a single journey and the vast amount of information that they read on the top of all that, may be jarring the fabric of civilization. But as this is a mournful speculation, I return from truth to fiction. Mona, then, arrived at the residential apartments with Mrs. Jackson, and went to work that day in the office on a first floor near Cambridge Circus. The dinginess of the place, as it seemed to her with her eyes fresh from spring, and the clatter of massed typewriters, depressed her as she opened the door. They were expecting her there, and she was at once given a chair at a table and her work began, and was almost solely concerned with the outsides of envelopes. The typewriter being an entirely strange instrument to her she could hardly have expected anything better, but somehow the impression left in her mind by Charlie Peever had been of more exciting and valuable work. Above the song of the typewriters arose the noise of shouting, as new ideas came to different men in the room; and they would call out to each other some catch-word or catch-phrase by which they hoped to sell something, as though a new truth had suddenly been revealed to them. On all the walls there were vivid designs of the common things of small households; pins, buttons, brushes of various kinds, boot-blacking, soap, salt, pepper, tobacco, pens, boots and bread; and underneath them were inducements to buy, all written in the language of a rather vulgar nurse talking to a mentally defective child. In the jokes there was no humour, and in the arguments no logic; for instance, the certainty that the sun would rise to-morrow was used as a proof that some baking-powder would cause yeast to rise. How we pick up a knowledge of all the laws, of which the Law denies us the right to be ignorant, I do not know, and one day Mona picked up the information that there was a law forbidding anyone to make the Kings uniform ridiculous, or to bring it into contempt. But this law only applied to the pavement and not to the rest of the street, for she saw on the walls of this office a picture of a battalion of the Brigade of Guards, with their officers saluting a bottle with their swords; and even their colours, which are sacred to those who carry them, were flying before that bottle; and this picture was reproduced in colossal size on the walls of the houses outside. Once she had seen a tinker in Ireland throwing stones at the flag, and the flag fluttered on unhurt; but here she saw an advertisement right in the middle of it.

What do you think of it? said a man who was typing merrily near her, for he saw her eyes fixed on the flag.

If they allow you to do that to it, she replied, they will let it go altogether one day.

And so far as the South of Ireland goes, of which she was mostly thinking, she was right.

Nonsense, said the man, one Martin Snerooth; and she saw at once that the advertisement on the Union Jack had been his own idea. And he added: Not at all.

And then Mona saw that it was no disloyalty, such as had inspired the tinker, that had caused Snerooth to do that, but only a bluntness of feeling that had prevented him from knowing that there was anything wrong in it. This was the office of the World Improvement Publicity Company; and, as they used neither hyphens nor adjectives, Mona never knew whether it was the world or the publicity that was to be improved by this Company. Another duty of Monas, besides sitting in the hubbub stamping envelopes and putting letters into them, was to tidy up all tables in the room after the others had gone for lunch, when the roar of the typewriters suddenly ceased altogether. Her complete incapacity for even this simple work soon became apparent to everyone, and Mona, quickly seeing that none of them thought her useful, had some hope that she might be turned out of this dreadful place, as it seemed to the ignorant girl; but, whatever arrangements Charlie Peever had made, Mona remained a fixture in that office, almost like one of the chairs, however much spring may have filled its timbers with yearning to return to the long beechwoods on the hills from which they had come. Monas ignorance of all the work that was set before her was in strange contrast, unsuspected by anyone in the office, with a clear insight into what they were all doing; and the immense novelty of London stimulated her perceptions to even brighter vision than usual; and even the fatigue of her journey all through the night was in some strange way a stimulant too, and she never saw the office of the World Improvement Publicity Company and the pictures that glared from the walls, the shouting men and the hurrying women, so vividly as she did on that day. And she saw even further than that, to their objects and their ambitions; and many a man there would have been astonished to know that ambitions, if such they could be called, that he had not yet clearly made out in his own mind, were perfectly clear to Mona. She found out, for instance, that there were two classes among these men, in the less important of which they merely invented designs or phrases to stimulate the sale of useful things: these men were not highly paid and seemed to take orders from the others. The others solely concerned themselves with the invention of new needs, and in teaching the public to look on them as necessities.


CHAPTER XXIV

THE ALIEN CORN

MONA went back in misery to her lodgings when the office closed for the day. She who had found no fault with Joyces harvest of pennies at Rathmoon races, and who had actually helped to pass his half-crowns, had no right whatever to criticise other ways of acquiring money. And yet this huge organization, which clutched at the fancies of men and women wherever they found them by day or night, in the street, or in their seclusion, depressed her by the intrusiveness and the tirelessness of its power, as it never depressed her to see people coming to lose their money at Joyces roulette-board of their own accord. And then the hardness of the pavement wearied feet that were accustomed to grass, and each step jarred her right up to the brain; and this increased her depression, though she was ignorant of its cause. She came on her walk to a great junction of streets, of which she did not know the name, and looked in horror at the advertisements lighting up for the evening, and realized that, although in the meanest capacity, it was for these she was working. To the simple rustic child it seemed that no fancy in London could run free without being pursued by a cake of soap or a dog-biscuit, and that there was no thought, however intimate, however sacred, that was not twisted and turned in the direction of these things. And if thoughts and fancies could not escape from the contemplation of all that the World Improvement Publicity Company thrust before them, how could these people consider themselves in the least free? Better have your hands tied behind your back, she thought, than have every roving glance caught by one of these hoardings, and every thought overtaken and led to a counter. And wearily she discovered another thing, which was that, though every town, every mountain and every scene had its message for all who came to it; a message too subtle for words, yet always there, speaking like music or twilight, and understood by the heart when the mind could never translate it; yet this great strange city said nothing to her, because these delicate influences could never make themselves felt above any written statement large enough to divert all glances; and the message of that imperial City to the young stranger, with fresh unerring impressions, was: GIVE HER THIS, GIVE HER THAT, and GIVE HER THE OTHER. The splendours of architecture crouched like dumb giants about her, saying never a word of their history, while in every street trade shouted.

And then, as she went with tired feet and exiled heart and quick rustic perceptions, she saw what saddened her more than all else: she saw men hating. She noticed it first as she stopped to gaze at a shop-window, wondering at many things that she had never seen before; and almost instantly a man stood beside her gazing into the shop-window too, but with an absurd earnestness and at purely feminine knicknacks. She waited for him to go. And suddenly she realised that as long as she stood there, this man would stand also. The man was obviously watching her, to see that she did not steal. Burning with the insult she hurried away, thinking that in all London she was scarcely likely to meet another man so stupid and so insulting. But the shop-windows were full of magic to this country girl, and, the very next shop she stopped at, the same thing happened. There was the same look of absurd interest counterfeited in eyes that were obviously interested in nothing. She sped on again, but never got away from these men: it was the same at very nearly every shop-window. And she had not been many days in London before she became easily able to recognise them, even before they had shadowed her and even without noting the soft hat, the blue waterproof with belt at the back, the black shoes with rubber soles, and other things, with which they nearly all dressed. She recognised them by their hating eyes, and by their attitude towards all who passed them. This attitude she could not define, but only feel. She felt it most vividly one day when she saw one of these men standing outside a post office, just at the edge of the kerb, and looking at her with cold eyes as she chanced to come towards him crossing the road; and, as she came, she hit the side of her foot against the unaccustomed kerb and fell full length on the pavement within a yard of him, and hurt her knee, and was slow in getting up; and all the time he gazed at her with the same cold look, which neither varied when she fell nor while she lay for a moment on the pavement nor when she got up again, nor when she limped away. They too were getting to recognise her, as a girl strange to them and therefore to be suspected, and, in proof of the justice of these suspicions, she was seen stopping too long and too often at shop-windows. So that these insults increased, and were always noticed by her quick eyes; not that much quickness was needed to detect their clumsy suspicions.

She knew nothing of the need for these men, being quite ignorant that crime in many countries had been getting the upper hand, because crime spied and planned and plotted, while the law did nothing until crime had done what it would. At last the law and the law-abiding were driven to spy and plan too, until bag-snatching and breaking shop-windows were nearly stamped out, but only at the dreadful cost of sending men out into the streets to suspect all their neighbours. Mona knew nothing whatever of all this, and only saw the men standing at kerbs and at corners and near shop-windows and strolling along arcades, suspecting and hating. To what extent they were organized Mona never knew. They were mostly small men, and certainly not policemen, so that it looked to her as if most of them were placing at Sherlock Holmes for the fun of it, though they all used the same simple signs.

On this first evening she arrived at Mrs. Jacksons residential apartments, hurt and hoping for sympathy. They think Im a thief, she blurted out, and show that they think it.

But Mrs. Jackson honestly disbelieved her.

He was interested in what was in the window, just as you were, she said.

It was silk stockings, answered Mona. They were lovely. But it took all the glory out of them.

Perhaps he wanted them for his wife, said Mrs. Jackson.

He never went in to buy them, said Mona. Only watched me.

Oh, he meant no harm, said Mrs. Jackson.

And then he made signs at me, said Mona, and coughed at me. And that set another of them being rude to me too.

You must have imagined it, said Mrs. Jackson.

She had heard, and hoped, that the Irish were imaginative, and any fancy of her own which she ever thought unusual she always attributed to her belief that her mother had been half Irish, and she supposed that a natural way for imagination to show itself, if you were wholly Irish, would be to think you saw men that were not there. So she told Mona to think no more about it, and thought no more about it herself. Monas rustic perceptions were not at fault, but she was ignorant, as I have said, of the conditions that made all these people in a great city suspect one another, and only noticed their rudeness to her, which really only came from their inefficiency.

Mona saw little of the other lodgers that night, for she went early to bed, tired by her long journey and depressed by the unfriendly streets. But during her brief supper she surprised and puzzled them with her indignation, that had not yet subsided, telling of the men that had coughed at her and made signs at her. None of them seemed to believe Mona, and a man named Smith sitting opposite to her said that she must have imagined everything, and that none of it could have possibly happened.

But I saw them making signs like this, she said, as soon as I looked in the window.

And she repeated some of the signs. But Smith was suddenly deeply concerned with his plate, and never even saw Monas wandering hand.

Next morning on her way to the office of the World Improvement Publicity Company she was followed by a man with a different purpose; and though she fled from him as she had fled from the tinkers, it was a relief to her to be molested by a man who at least had not that cold hating look in his eyes, that the men had who molested her by their insults while they pretended to admire stockings: Then she began to cross a road and a motor came up, straight for her: she stepped back and it went by. He might have waited till I had crossed, she thought. London is not the inhuman place that it appeared to Mona Sheehy; but this is her story, and I tell what she saw and as she saw it. Mona thought, He would have killed me if I had not stepped back. Which was true; and the driver would have been exonerated from all blame. But then the traffic of a great city would have been impossible if people could stray amongst it as they would among flowers, and that city had many needs that were incompatible with many simple humanities.

Once long ago, at school in Athroonagh, someone had taught Mona a few lines of Keats, and she thought she had quite forgotten them. Now, one of those lines came back to her:

She stood in tears amid the alien corn.

How could anyone stand in tears when there was corn around them, thought Mona? And what could be alien in corn?


CHAPTER XXV

FAR INTO LONDON

THERE was a smell of petrol, that others would not have noticed, in the streets through which Mona walked to the office that was to improve the world or publicity, and she missed the smell of the flowers that the wind brought over the fields of Athroonagh, which few would have noticed either. And she missed the sight of the immensities, the head of Slieve-na-mona robing itself with mist and colour at evening, blue hills in the distance shining in the morning, or fading when rooks went home, and the dark and the colour of woods. Sometimes the sky would flash at her down a long street, showing her wandering clouds, and for a moment the world was again a world she was born to live in; and then she was once more under the steep houses, and a shadow fell on her spirit that was so easily shadowed.

When Mona arrived at the office, Snerooth gave her a cheerful smile of welcome. Then the dull routine began for her, while all round her arose again exuberant cries in welcome of ideas that seemed to Mona unworthy of such, or any, commotion. Joyce had not exulted like this when anyone came up to his oilcloth-covered table, or when people paid him good half-crowns for his bad ones, and here there was all this excitement before anybody as yet had been even caught. And the sad faces looked down at her from the pictures along the walls, sad faces twisted into the utmost exaggeration of joy because someone had bought a piece of shaving soap. It was some one of these pictures which suddenly stung her to pour out to Snerooth at a neighbouring table a torrent of criticisms against London, out of the bitterness that had been poured into her spirit by the hardness of the pavements, the noise of the typewriters, the rudeness of men standing on kerbs with rubber shoes, the aims of the World Improvement Publicity Company and the absence of flowers and trees and friendly greetings.

Well, anyway we dont murder here, said another man quietly, from where he sat at a table beside Snerooth, at work at a typewriter. Arnold was his name.

Nor we dont in Ireland neither, said Mona, her face flushing with indignation.

And the man at the typewriter gave her certain names.

Sure, that was only for politics, said Mona.

We dont do it for politics either, said the man.

Then how do you get on with it? asked Mona.

We just vote, said Arnold.

But what I mean is, said Mona, if you have two men both wanting to be Prime Minister. Sure, they cant both be.

Arnold said nothing more. And in the silence that followed, except for the clatter of the typewriters, Mona had more time to reflect than she would have had if Arnold had argued with her. She tried to excuse herself with the only defence she knew for use upon such occasions. Well, I never took any part in religion or politics, she said.

Still Arnold said nothing.

Then Mona put a great many letters into envelopes, and the roar of the typewriters went over her like a tide, and soon she and her silly arguments were forgotten.

After a while a new outburst of laughter and shouting arose from a far table, and a young man called Tennet, whom she had met already, ran over to her with a light in his eyes.

I have a great idea, he said. What you would call the father and mother of an idea. Isnt that what you call great ideas?

I dont know, said Mona. What is it?

Guard Against Deafness, said the young man. They put a little grease in their ears every day, with a spot of antiseptic in it. And that prevents any infection.

I dont understand, said Mona.

Why, said Tennet, its simple enough. Any infection in your ears makes you deaf. Well, this antiseptic is to prevent the infection. Everybodys got ears. Nobody wants to be deaf. Theyll all buy it. You see now?

Are they as simple as all that? asked Mona.

Well, if a things properly advertised, of course they are.

Then I think its a great shame to take advantage of them, said Mona.

Isnt that what were all here for? said he.

And Mona saw that she was part of it, and grew very busy with envelopes to hide sudden tears.

Guard Against Deafness. Thats it! said the young man, and went back to his table.

Dont worry about him, said Snerooth, who could feel that Mona was somehow distressed. His ideas never come to anything.

What... what are you doing? asked Mona.

Snerooth gazed in front of him, his eyes full of thought. Ill tell you some day, he said.

What kind of thing? Mona asked.

Not now, said Snerooth. I cant tell you here. Will you come to a cocktail-party to-morrow, as soon as we leave this? Ill tell you then.

Yes, Ill come, she said.

All the morning she stamped envelopes and put letters into them. At one oclock she had lunch at a shop near by. And all the afternoon she worked at the envelopes, and the noise of the typewriters was sinking into her soul. She had never seen a typewriter before, never seen or heard what could be called traffic, and knew so little of modern commerce that she seemed to prefer Joyces methods to those of Snerooths father, who was head of the firm she worked for. Therefore any of these things that were capable of searing an impression on any spirit seared hers more deeply than any that had grown what may be called a protective covering against such ways of the world. And in yet another way London was striking at her, even though this was a hardship that no modern townsman would notice: electric light was quite new to her, and it used to be turned on in the office long before they closed. They must have once known in London that unshaded electric light was too violent a glare to be borne by the human eye, and so they had tried to shade it. And somebody had calculated for them that green was the most restful colour for the eye, and so all the shades were green on the outside. But they had all been put up on the wrong side of the electric bulbs, and the green outsides of the shades were turned towards the ceiling, and all the bulbs were visible to every eye in the room; and only the flies on the ceiling were protected from that powerful glare by the green shades. Once the people who had put up the shades had been paid the whole thing was forgotten, and there they all sat in this glare from which they had tried to protect themselves. They, also, suffered from those electric rays, penetrating the eye and I know not how far beyond it, even while they were not looking directly at any one of the lights; but they did not know that they suffered any harm, and had forgotten that the shades were on the wrong side of the bulbs. But to Mona, who was new to it all, it was impossible not to feel the searing rays, which made her head ache. Once she asked one of them why the lights were not shaded. They are shaded, he answered, and pointed up to the useless shades. And her headache made her feel that London was very foolish, and in some vague way that it was hostile to her. And then there was bound to come a time when she must give up that childish fancy of hers in which all Athroonagh believed, as a time must come when a bird on the wing must alight; but Londons pavement and commerce and glare were contrasted so violently with the fields of Athroonagh and the old beliefs of its people, that London was to her fancy like rocks to a falling bird.

Soon after she left the office she came to a street running West, and the West was full of sunset. She stood for a while and gazed at it, but instead of happiness coming to her from the gold and the rose of those clouds, she suddenly felt that she was an exile, as though she could have got any nearer to the sunset in Ireland than she could in London. And it seemed so certain to her on those pavements that she could not get near to those clouds, which were now like petals of giant roses all edged with gold; while Slieve-na-mona had seemed sometimes so near to the sunset that almost, had one climbed it at such an hour, it seemed that one could have stepped from it on to the layers of twilight that were trodden for so many centuries by the Shee.

When she got back to her lodgings that evening Mrs. Jackson, after a reference to her own mother who was half Irish, asked if she believed in the Shee and all that kind of thing. And like a bird with failing wings avoiding the rocks with a flicker, she denied the Shee, feeling that London had the power to break them if she ever spoke of them there.

What are they like? asked one of the lodgers, as they all sat at supper.

Suddenly her resolution to say nothing of them forsook her. They should know, these people of London, of the splendours that rode the gales from the West, whose tiaras flamed in the sky, whose wings more swift than any of Londons traffic went by night above Slieve-na-mona. She stood up from her chair to tell them, feeling that thus the Shee should be told of; and, as the lodgers turned their surprised faces to look at her, she realised all at once how far away was her mother, and then she felt that tears would come if she tried to speak at all, and she sat down without speaking.


CHAPTER XXVI

MURABOM

NEXT day again the roar of the traffic, the hurry, the hard pavements; the men standing on kerbs with vacant faces, hating; then the envelopes again, and the typewriters all around. That was what London seemed to Mona, which probably wears four million different faces. And which of them shows the real London, someone may ask? But that question is to chase with our fancies the rainbow. A man may say, The rainbow is undoubtedly there, touching that hedge. But it is elsewhere to someone else, and elsewhere to the same man when he goes to the hedge. Lets chase no rainbows.

All day in the dreary office Mona wondered what it was that had lit Snerooths eyes, when he spoke to her of what he meant to do. At last the office closed, and Snerooth came up to her, and they went out together. Snerooth called a taxi and they got in, and on the way to the party he said to Mona, Ill tell you now what it is I am going to do. I couldnt tell you in there.

What is it? asked Mona.

Im going to drive mustard from every table in England, he said, and put stuff of my own in its place.

Every table in England! said Mona.

Well, very nearly every table, he said. Anyway the man that asks for ordinary mustard, after Ive done with it, will be looked on by all as a faddist. There will be millions in it. Really millions. Anything up to five million.

How are you going to do it? asked Mona.

Ill tell you, said Snerooth. Every restaurant, and every restaurant-car on trains, will get my stuff free for five years. For the first year it will be pure loss. After that, people who copy hotels will begin to buy it for their own homes. Theyll think its better than real mustard. I dont say it is, but all the flummery of hotels will help to give them that impression. And, mind you, every single hotel in England will have it. They wont waste money on mustard when they can get my stuff for nothing. And theres another reason besides that. It doesnt have to be prepared or kept clean. Its a liquid, you see, and doesnt get lumpy. Hotels are run by people who prepare food, not by people who eat it; not on that scale, I mean. So make it easy to handle, and the whole staff are for you. Never mind the people who eat it.

But will they eat it? asked Mona. And her mind went roaming back to Joyce and his half-crowns.

They will when the big hotels put it before them, said Snerooth. And all the while the private houses will be copying the hotels more and more each year. You see, in the larger private houses the family that eat the food are not the people that order it; its one of the staff that has to prepare it; and hell soon tumble to the fact that my Murabom, as I shall call it, is easier to handle than mustard. And they are much more easily influenced by the hoardings than people who have been educated to something else, not that I shant catch them too. And the smaller houses will soon copy the larger ones. By the third or fourth year I shall be losing nothing. And after that everyone in England will be eating Murabom, except the faddists.

And what is Murabom? asked Mona.

There is mustard in it, said Snerooth. Plenty of mustard. And theres a bit of something else, which they must not know, so I cant tell you. But the essential thing about it is that it is liquid, and works with a spray. You spray it over your food from little sprays. Youll see no more mustard-pots on tables, by the time Ive done with them.

I shall miss the mustard-pots, said Mona. Youll miss a great many things before youre done, said Snerooth. The world is changing and you dont seem to notice it.

The old mustard is good enough for me, she said.

Maybe, he said. But not good enough for me.

How will you keep going, she asked, if you give it all away for nothing?

Ill get the capital all right, he said. And damned lucky the share-holders will be. When Ive got Murabom started I shant sell it at the price of the old stuff, or anything like it. You see, when I catch them it will only be because they think Murabom is the best, and they will pay accordingly. Suddenly Mona realized that he was telling her a great deal of what was evidently nearest to his heart, and information that a business man would very rarely give away to anyone.

Why are you telling me all this? asked Mona. Snerooth gazed at her and said nothing.

Well, I dont like it, said Mona.

You dont like what? asked Snerooth. Murabom, said Mona.

Youll eat it, Snerooth answered. You may-take my word for that.

Never, said Mona.

Then youll be a faddist, he said.

Not because I take wholesome mustard, said Mona.

Everybody will think you one, he replied. You remember my words.

Mona gazed out of the window and would not answer.

When she spoke again it was with a bitterness that her inadaptability to her new surroundings had unfortunately aroused in her.

I was doing better work before I came here, she said.

What was that? asked Snerooth.

Passing half-crowns, said Mona.

Then you should be in prison, said Snerooth.

And what about you? said Mona.

Snerooth merely laughed. He was still laughing when they drew up at the door of the house at which the party was.

Come on, he said. And dont say any more funny things like that while Im drinking a cocktail.

Why not? she asked.

Because Id choke, he said.

You deserve to, said Mona.

Well, thats not quite so funny, he said. But its funny too. Come on.

And they entered the house.

They went up into a crowded room and in the room was a bar, a bar like what they have in public-houses, and carefully copied from one. One absurd thing about it was that the barrier went right round to the wall, obviously to exclude anyone who might try to seize a drink, a necessity in a pub, but ludicrous in a private house, where guests are not invited in order to keep them away from refreshments. Mona was introduced to the hostess, who said to her: I hope you will find a cocktail you like at the bar.



Thank you, said Mona with real gratitude, for her curiosity was greatly aroused as to what cocktails were.

And that was all their conversation. Then Mona was led to the bar by Snerooth and given a cocktail: she drank it and a flurry went through her mind, and then a momentary intense brightness. And with that unnaturally stimulated vision Mona saw the sham of it all. There was a beer-barrel on the floor; and the barrel was quite empty, those who asked for beer being given it out of bottles. These little drinks, stimulating quick conversation among people standing and crowded, seemed to her to be to real festivity what Joyces half-crowns were to legal tender, flashy and false. By real festivity she meant banquets, which of course she had never seen; but, like many an Irish mind, hers was stored with legends of kings at the head of the table in the long hall at Tara, which with her were as good as memories. To Mona nothing seemed simple there but the beer-barrel, which had been put there to give that very impression; and the beer-barrel was empty. To the simple country-girl nothing that they talked of in that house seemed to matter, and she said so to Snerooth when they went away, again in a taxi, taking her to her lodgings.

And what are the things that you think do matter? he asked.

Well, sunrise, said Mona, and the crops and the wind. And then theres mountains: theyre there always. And the fields, they matter too, and twilight and the big storms, and of course the stars. They are the things that matter.

Well, I dont quite see, said Snerooth, how you can make any use of any of them, except of course fields.

Any use of them? said Mona.

Yes, said Snerooth. Things that arent useful dont matter. Fields I grant you; and mountains can be exploited too. For winter sports, you know. I dont say one couldnt use some of the other things you mention, but one would have to think over it a good bit. What was it you said? Sunrise and stars?

Yes, said Mona, and great storms.

Well, weve no use for storms, said Snerooth. As a matter of fact we have used the sunrise. We used it the other day to puff a boot-polish.

Do you mean blacking? asked Mona.

Yes, boot-polish we call it now, said Snerooth. And I expect weve used the stars too. You arent the only person thats noticed them.

So this terrible force that made pavement and hoardings, and took the humanity out of mens faces and filled the vacant place with suspicion, the force whose slaves were typewriters and Mona, had enslaved, as it seemed to her, sunrise and stars too.


CHAPTER XXVII

ALL GREEK TO HIM

NEXT day Snerooth, coming up to her through the clatter of typewriters, asked Mona if she would come to a theatre with him. Many a girl, who has to do without a play and a cocktail-party during her first week in London, might envy Mona, but a moments reflection shows that, if either of these brought certain happiness, the price of cocktails and seats in theatres would be, to most men, prohibitive. There is nothing to moralize about, but the simple fact is that Mona was unhappy, and she reflected awhile before accepting Snerooths offer, instead of jumping at it. Then, thinking that it might be a change, she accepted. It was absurd to think that a theatre might be a change for her; as well think that dawn might bring light, or that an ice-berg might be cold; for there is scarcely any change that could be greater than a step from the land of our facts to the country of our illusions. And, all the arts being made with great pieces of mans illusions, carted from where he will, there lies between the street and the stage a frontier separating two lands that are strange to each other. The change between peace and war is no greater: there men leave their illusions to go among hardest facts. In the theatre it is the other way about; and no-one who has not at one time or another gone suddenly from illusions to fact, or from facts to illusions, so that the contrast must be forced on him, can ever be quite sure which is which. Certainly not Mona, for she did not know whether what as yet she cared most for in life, the Queen of the Shee, belonged to fact or illusion.

So Mona rather grudgingly accepted Snerooths offer. Some uncertainty in his mind about the table-manners of a girl who seemed so eccentric in everything prevented him from offering her dinner before the theatre, an uncertainty strange in a man who planned to make us all spray our food with mustard, instead of putting it decently at the side of our plates; yet so it was. So Mona had supper with the other lodgers and Mrs. Jackson.

Anybody more been helping you to look in shop-windows? asked a young man.

But, before Mona could answer, Smith interrupted: You dont want to be thinking of them, he said, theyll get on your mind, you dont want to be noticing them.

Why not? asked Mona.

Theyre not there really, said Smith.

And Mona was wise enough to drop the subject; for she saw that you cannot prove, by argument far from the spot, that you have seen anything. Bishop Berkeley went further than this.

When she said she was going to the theatre, they all approved. Fancies that brought in money, it seemed to Mona, were in a different class to them from the fancies that had floated for ages around Athroonagh, and had been gathered up into legend and preserved by the generations. Shrewd and swift perceptions seemed to blend in Mona with childish ignorance. She was right in her estimate of her fellow lodgers now: not only did they not care for the fancies out of which drama is made, but they did not even care for the drama, but only for the stage. They recommended her many plays, and when Snerooth called for her she found to her great surprise that she could go to whatever play she liked.

But havent you got the tickets yet? she asked.

That will be all right, said Snerooth.

So she suggested the first of the plays that the lodgers had recommended to her. And there Snerooth took her. But it seemed to be of a world that Mona did not understand, not that that would have mattered, had it not been a world in which her fancy did not roam or wish to roam, and she found no more enjoyment in it than she had in the cocktail-party. Snerooth soon saw this and suggested that they should go to another.

But youll waste the tickets, said Mona.

I get them given to me, said Snerooth.

And they went out and walked a short way up the same street and went into a theatre that had a musical comedy, which Snerooth thought much better suited to Monas simple mind. But Mona did not understand it: there were women dressed as men, and she did not know why; and she did not know why so many people were on the stage, nor why they danced and sang. Snerooth saw that it was puzzling her and again suggested that they should try another play, and out they went. They had not walked far when they came to a theatre that was putting on a play by one of the great Greek dramatists; and suddenly these two ideas came together in Snerooths head, the idea that he could not make head or tail of what Mona liked, and the idea that the play, even after it had been translated by Sir Gilbert Murray, was all Greek to him. And rather petulantly he said: Then lets go and see this.

Mona agreed, and they went in and two tickets were given to Snerooth, and they sat down in the stalls.

High faluting stuff, he said to Mona after a while.

He honestly did not know what it was about. He knew where Greece was, which Mona did not, and had heard of Xerxes, as she never had. And yet she was gazing at the play, so thrilled that she never even heard Snerooth. He spoke again louder. High faluting, he said.

The gorgeous thoughts they uttered, their nearness to gods of whom Mona knew nothing, but yet recognized as being dimly akin to all other eternal verities, the grandeur of their dooms and their splendid defiance of them, seemed all to be worthy of the people that Mona knew, people with whom her mind was filled, men of whom her own friends talked, men who may or may not have existed, but who were very real to Athroonagh.

High faluting? Whats that? said Mona.

O, you know, said Snerooth. Talking big, talking about destiny and all that kind of stuff.

But I like to hear them, said Mona.

Theres no sense in it, answered Snerooth. And everybody knows it. They dont put a play on like this more than once in twenty years. Nobody would go if they did. They only put it on for a freak.

I like those men and women, said Mona. I like people who talk like that. Id like to live among them.

Well you wont, said Snerooth, because theyve been dead two thousand years.

As long as that? said Mona.

Longer than that, said Snerooth.

Well people still remember them, said Mona, or they wouldnt be...

Hush! said someone behind. And the indignation fell unjustly on Mona, not on Snerooth.

When the curtain fell he resumed his argument.

I take you to a play thats run for a hundred nights, he said, and then to a slap-up musical comedy, and you cant see any sense in them. And then you like this stuff.

There was no sense in those others, protested Mona.

You should have waited till the end, he said.

I couldnt, said Mona wearily.

Why not? said Snerooth.

Sure, they werent real, those people, she said.

And these? he asked.

I like the way they talk, said Mona.

Have you ever heard anyone talk like them in your life? said he.

Mona was silent. She cast her mind back to the old womens talk in Athroonagh, and to tinkers talk, to the talk of men and women turning their minds backwards to ancient heroic deeds, to a people leaning upon the help of God, and concerned with tales of battles and tales of kings, and with flocks and herds and crops; all real things, as they seemed to Mona. Surely it was by battles, and led by kings, that any people had come wherever they were to-day, and surely it was by flocks and herds and crops that they lived now. With all these the play she was watching appeared concerned; and, even when things were mentioned that she did not understand, they still fitted in to a world with which she could feel in sympathy. And suddenly she realized how far from home and how lost she was, when in this great city she could find nothing near to her own dreams but the words of these remote people. An impulse came to her to leap over the footlights and say to them that she was a daughter of the Queen of the Shee, and to ask to be taken to visit their gods. And then she remembered that they and their gods were dead over two thousand years, lost to the world and to her, and that she and her dreams had no place in this world either. So that, far from having her weary life brightened by this trip to the theatre, she went back to the residential chambers in misery.


CHAPTER XXVIII

THE SPELL OF LONDON

SUNDAY came and Mona went to the cathedral at Westminster. She did not know precisely where it was, and asked her way to it of a man standing on the kerb in Victoria Street. He looked all over her with eyes cold and remote from humanity, like those of a bullock; and whether he would have answered her, had she waited, she never knew, for she hurried away and he neither moved nor spoke. The moment she found the cathedral and entered it she felt sure she had come into a different land, a land in which were none of the things that seemed to trouble London or even this age; the altar was far from her, a vague shape, and her wandering glance went instead up into the dimness among the high arches, and with her glance her thoughts ascended, and there with nothing to trouble them, no noise, no hurry, and no tradesman trying to snatch at them from his hoardings, they seemed able to travel without being caught by machinery or impeded by roar or clatter; and back they went to Ireland. They went back as a pigeon released, which circles upward awhile, and then heads straight for its home. She thought again of Peter, Peter who had saved her from the tinker that was not even afraid of Mrs. Joyces curse; and something made her wonder then if she would ever see the red of a sunset shine through a wood again, or a heron flying home. She wanted to escape from the World Improvement Publicity Company, but did not know how. She had no money, and could not have got beyond London. She had been happy with the tinkers, for the road seemed on friendly terms with the hills and the horizon, with the wind and spring and the stars. But the hoardings, whatever they seem to us, seemed to Mona to have nothing to do with the road. When she was with the tinkers she still thought herself better than Peter; but now, as she thought of her work with pictures of bottles all round her, she felt not only an exile but cast away, like the fan-shaped pink shells by the sea that she saw at Kingstown, lying amongst old tins that had been thrown on to the beach. She saw now too late that a house on the Harahanstown estate, by the side of the big woods, with the people of Athroonagh round about her, and the sounds and the sights she knew, were better than the court of a dynasty that had forgotten her, on the cold slopes of a mountain, or in any unfulfilled dream; better too than that to which she had fallen, while trying to climb to the clouds, that rode all heedless of her over Slieve-na-mona.

With a heavy heart she went out of the cathedral, and walking through streets with their curious Sunday lull, and walking aimlessly, came to St. Jamess Park. And there by willows drooping over the water and green lawns brightened with flowers, she saw the beauty of it as clearly as any Londoner; yet, far from bringing her happiness, it appeared to her like a fairyland in the midst of dreadful reality, a fairyland which she knew must soon fade for her when she returned, as she must, to the streets which were so short a distance away; so that there was something about the beauty of the place that was more melancholy to her than sunset. It appeared to her too that this park, a mere amusement to Londoners, was what all lands should be like; and it seemed to show, like a little scene in a mirror, something the world had lost. The first things that she saw as she entered the park were a couple of London pigeons, with necks coloured as though they were lit by some wonderful dawn, to the midst of which they had wandered and been miraculously dyed by it; and suddenly while Mona looked at their gleaming necks she saw to her great astonishment a wood-pigeon walking close, and then two waterhens totally unconcerned; and men and women besides Mona were passing within a yard of them. And, while she watched the waterhens, three ducks came low over her head and lowered their pinions, then beat their wings against the air before them and all came down on the water. Only once she had seen anything like that before, and she had been standing very still then among tall reeds and the light was nearly gone; but here anybody could see it, and in broad daylight. There was certainly some strange spell that London had. If it could do this to birds, what would it do to her? And was there any escape from it? A bird that she did not know flew over, calling with a strange note to some strange mate. She left the park astonished; for, though most of the ducks there were new to her, she was more familiar with the ways of birds than most of the people that walked there, and keenly felt that, if London could work this magic, it was a great and terrible power. The pigeons and ducks that she saw there were exiles like herself, and, if they who had wings could not return to their wild woods and to the marshes, how could she return to her home, who needed money to travel and saw no way to get it? Sadly she walked to her lodgings, thinking these thoughts.

Next morning was a busy one at the office: several new ideas had come in, and work was being done on them. The noise, as it seemed to Mona, though they were not in a particularly noisy street, and the darkness of the office, though it was not especially dingy, beat like continuous hail upon Monas spirit. Everything seemed worse to her, coming back to it after one day away. Things that she thought she must have exaggerated when she thought of them yesterday, were really there; the noise seemed even louder than what she remembered, and the aims even lower. Tennet, seeing that Mona looked lonely, came up to her with a bright remark.

Oh, what is the use of it all? said Mona bitterly.

Use of it! said Tennet. Ill soon show you that. Trade is some use, I suppose youll admit. You couldnt live without it. Well, we help trade, and it couldnt do without us. Thats the use of it.

How do you help it? snapped Mona.

Ill show you, said Tennet. See this sample? Its wheat. Its been ground by a special process; but its wheat. Well, do you know how much a half-hundredweight of that costs, if its sold in a sack? No. Well, a half-hundredweight is fifty-six pounds, and we can sell ten pounds of this in packets for the same price that you could sell the whole half-hundredweight in a sack, that is when weve properly advertised it. Of course most of the profit goes to us. And quite right that it should: weve worked hardest. But the firm that we handle it for make a good profit too, and admit that they could not possibly do it without us.

I dont see what good that is, said Mona.

You dont? said Tennet. Well then youll never see anything. So I neednt show you any of the other good things that weve got in this morning. But were changing the face of the world, even if you dont notice it.

That is what I told her, said Snerooth quietly. Mona turned towards Snerooth as he spoke, and he took the opportunity to continue the conversation until Tennet went away.

We can do more than that, he said. And we get stronger every year. You cant afford to sneer at advertisement. Its become part of our civilization.

Then I dont like our civilization, she said. Then youd better get back to Ireland, answered Snerooth.

I cant, said Mona. I havent the money. And Snerooth smiled. After a while he returned to the subject. I was saying that we are stronger than we were, he repeated. Do you know that fifty years ago, a man invented artificial eggs? It was a wonderful invention. It should have practically done away with those damned hens, that lay when they like and stop laying when they like, and all that kind of nonsense. There would have been exactly as many eggs as the world required, and they would have been there when required, not when the hens fancied. But the publicity men couldnt do it in those days. They could now.

Was it a good egg? asked Mona simply.

Well, it was good as any custard they get, said Snerooth. They eat it in custard: why shouldnt they eat it in eggs? But it wasnt properly handled, and so they shied off it. But the extraordinary thing about it was that what made the fools shy was not what the eggs were made of, but simply their being square.

Square? said Mona.

Yes, answered Snerooth. What harm is there in a square egg? But thats what they shied at, and the fellow that had invented it was unable to get the curve. He had the shell all right, but it was square. If he had come to someone like us, it might possibly have been done even then. But he thought he could just put it in a shop-window and sell it. He knew nothing about publicity.

And are you going to do it? asked Mona.

I dont know what the ingredients were, said Snerooth, and I have my hands full with Murabom. But if anyone comes to us with it, well certainly do it.

How? asked Mona.

Oh, easily enough, said Snerooth. They take anything that we give them now.


CHAPTER XXIX

THE CHANGING OF MRS. RYANS MIND

BACK in Athroonagh things were the same as ever, or changed with the old changes. Everyday brought a change, but so gradually none saw it coming. All the leaves of the thorn were out, and their green was shining with an almost silvery flash under the darker woods, through whose shadows the larch here and there arose like a green spire. The buds of the sycamore gleaming against the sky were the colour of gold and silver melted together. No larger than stars, but bright as suns, dandelions shone in the grass, as thick as stars appear in the Milky Way. Rooks walked about rather nearer to man than usual, cock pheasants challenged each other, and all the air at evening murmured with pigeons. The pear and the plum were in blossom in cottage-gardens, and in one of these gardens Mrs. Ryan walked, having come out to look at the spring, and as she walked she saw Mrs. OKelly coming down the road. Mrs. OKelly was walking sadly, for she missed the bright child that had left them. Two great forces more than any others had driven Mona out of Athroonagh, and these two forces or powers were Mrs. Ryan and Mrs. OKelly. To call them anything less than powers would be to overlook the might of local gossip, against which, when united, none in Athroonagh could stand. And Mrs. OKelly knew that her part in directing that gossip was only less than the power of Mrs. Ryan. So there was a touch of sadness in her voice as she said, Well, there have been no more of them terrible lights, thank God, since Mona went out of this.

Now, as soon as Father Reilly had got the letter from the bishop, he informed the parish of Athroonagh that Mona had not been the cause of the Northern Lights. And for this purpose he had told Mrs. Ryan.

Ah, now, said Mrs. Ryan, that girl had nothing to do with them dreadful lights.

Nietzsche taught that the great may say one thing one day and an opposite thing the next, while lesser men are consistent.

Indeed I thought that might be so, said Mrs. OKelly.

It is, sure, said Mrs. Ryan.

And now shes gone, Mrs. OKelly said.

Gone indeed, said Mrs. Ryan.

And couldnt we get her back? asked Mrs. OKelly.

Shes in London, said Mrs. Ryan.

And she said it with an air of finality such as Dantes friends might have used had they known he was in the Inferno, and had anyone suggested sending to get him back. London was as remote as that to Mrs. Ryan and Mrs. OKelly, and as strong as that.

No girl that went to London, said Mrs. Ryan, ever came back.

Ah dear me, said Mrs. OKelly, havent they enough of their own without taking ours?

And its more they want, said Mrs. Ryan.

Ah, well, well, well, said Mrs. OKelly.

Ah, well indeed, said Mrs. Ryan in the same tone of voice as that with which Mrs. OKelly lamented.

Nobody in Athroonagh denied the right of Mrs. Ryan and Mrs. OKelly to mourn for Mona, for the gossip of all the village changed with the gossip of these two old women; and, if any noticed that their own view had changed, they merely attributed it to the necessity of taking a little time to make up ones mind as to the causes of anything so terrible as the Northern Lights.

Peter OCreagh walked moodily. At first he had joined a band of young men that drilled at night in the hills and carried a rifle with them, in case any questions should be asked about Micky Gavan, the tinker. But in about a week he left them, when he saw that the R.I.C. were making no enquiries, and got on with his work. But he did the work of an under-keeper moodily; and the gleam of the grass, the green of the willow all inlaid in pale gold, and the coming of spring to a different tree each day as a wonderful visitor, only made him feel more and more that Mona ought to be there, and without her he felt that the kingcups were shining in vain. The buds of the beech were turning from purple to crimson, and sometimes almost pink, the elms were all growing yellow, little waves of primroses lapped at the feet of the chestnuts; and just over a fold of the ground five hundred yards away he saw the tops of some bushes of gorse without any green, like the peaks of small mountains of gold that gnomes had built with their treasure. And all seemed so right with the world, that the trouble in Peters heart was increasing with every contrast. He wanted to ask the jackdaws what was wrong, when he saw them walking near him; for there seemed no trouble there. It seemed to him that there was nothing like London with them, where one of them could be swallowed up and seen no more. Two curlews passed over, calling at a great height, so that all Athroonagh heard them. There sounded almost a melancholy in their call. Had they some trouble among them? But whatever the trouble might be, the call was answered, so that they were not lonely, like Peter. Could their call reach her, he wondered then? Could those far-wandering birds ever come to her from Athroonagh, to touch her heart with that melancholy? No, never to London, he thought; it seemed inaccessible to all in Athroonagh, or, if once reached from there, never to be returned from. He knew his fathers view of the strange marriage that he had wished to make, and so he seldom had spoken to him of Mona; and yet he looked to the old man for sympathy, as his need of it increased with the days of Monas absence. And one evening Peter said to him, as they both smoked by the fire: Is it certain that Mona is the daughter of whom they say? For Father Reilly says that she was not the cause of them lights in the sky.

If Father Reilly says she was not the cause of them things, replied his father, she was not. And thats certain.

Then if she didnt do that, said Peter, I never knew her to do anything else that was queer at all. And might she never have been the daughter of that one after all?

We shall never know that, said his father, but Im thinking she is. Arent the old stories handed down to us for our good from times beyond memory? And we dont know whence they came. Sure I dont even know who it was what told my grandmother them old tales; and she told me, and I only a gossoon no taller than my old walking-stick. We cant go back there where them tales came from, and we cant ask the people what told us them, any more. They are all gone now, the light of Heaven to them; and they left the old stories with us and we cant alter them now. If theres not truth in them after all these years, you or I arent going to find any now. And Im thinking there was more truth in those days to be had than there is to-day, the way there was once gold in the mountains, and theres none there any longer. God be with the old times.

Im not saying, father, said Peter, that theres not those at the back of Slieve-na-mona, that are neither men nor women. But what Im asking you is, if Mona is the daughter of one of them; or is she just one of ourselves, with the grave for her at the end?

The elder OCreagh looked for some moments into the fire, and took two or three puffs at his pipe.

It may be shes only one of ourselves, he said. But Ive told you at one time or another all that I know of her; and theres no way of coming at the truth if theres not truth in those tales. Im thinking its likely shes one of them.

When Peter saw that his father had told him all he knew of Monas fabulous ancestry, he asked him one more question.

Will she ever come back from London? he asked.

Its a very long way to come, said the elder OCreagh. A very long way indeed.


CHAPTER XXX

LADY GURTRIM GOES BY

THE sun was getting low, and mixing the gold of its rays with the green of the thorn, when the Joyces arrived with their ass-cart at that camping-ground by the road-side at which Mona had spent her first night with them. They had missed Mona when she had left them at Rathmoon; and after a day or two, all roads being equally home to them, they turned again for Athroonagh, without even discussing among themselves as to where they would go, but each of them wanting to get some news about Mona. And within a week they had come to the old camping-ground.

Were back at that old place, said Mrs. Joyce, as though they had come there by accident.

Im thinking the ass misses that girl, said Joyce, as though the donkey had brought them there by itself.

Im thinking it does, said the old woman. Well go on to Athroonagh to-morrow and get some news of her, said the tinker.

And on they went next morning, with the birds singing before them, and came to Athroonagh before they all sang to the evening. -The new leaves flashing in daylight and the red buds glowing with sunset, all the splendours of spring, were not to the Joyces quite as they are to us. They were somehow too near to the knees of Mother Earth to estimate her appearance as we do, standing back a little further. The grand storms, against which they had no enmity, but rather admired, as humble fellow-wanderers, and against which it was their lifes work to protect themselves, raged round them at night no more, nor troubled the camp-fire, and warmth was cheering them after the bitter months. When shadows of clouds ran by with the sunlight after them, flashing upon green thorns, and all the land seemed lit with smile after smile, they never made any comment on any one of these glories, no comment upon such things even occurring to them: it merely seemed that things were again as they should be. The rigours of winter were over; earth smiled again on the Joyces.

To the Joyces camping-ground came the tramp whom Mona had met before she left Athroonagh. He was returning from Rathmoon races, to which he had gone like most of his profession.

God save all here, he said.

God save you, said the Joyces.

Was any more seen of that little girl that went out of Athroonagh? said the tramp.

Begob, said Joyce, shes gone to London.

To London is it? said the tramp, with all that in his voice that was appropriate to so huge a change, with the same tone that he would have used if someone had said to him that she had gone to walk in the valleys of the full moon.

Aye, London, said Joyce.

And why did she go there? said the tramp.

They put her out of this, said the tinker, on account of her being the daughter of one of those that do not go to the grave with us.

Ah, said the tramp, was that all they were bothering about? Isnt the world full of the little people? Dont they run down the bohereens every evening only just out of sight of you, and wouldnt you see them behind you on the roads almost any night, if you turned your head quick enough? And must they be turning her out on account of her kinship with one of them?

It was the Queen of them, so they say, the tinker replied.

And even if it was herself, said the tramp, what then? Isnt the world full of wonders, and isnt Ireland in the middle of that? And would they be grudging it to a little girl that her mother danced round the thorn?

They should not, said Joyce. But I dont know what the world is coming to.

I have travelled in other places besides the world, said the tramp, and Im telling you that theyre changing too, and everythings growing queer: its not only the world.

You must have had great travels, said Mrs. Joyce.

I did indeed, said the tramp. And once when I was coming back from my travels I was telling the people about them, and they wanted to put me in Mullingar. But I said no more of my travels for a year. And for the whole of that year I talked the nonsense that they do be talking themselves, and at the end of that time they said I was too good for Mullingar. But I was very near it. I heard the door of it slam, but from the outside. Once you hear it slam from the inside the boom of it goes through your brains, and they are never right again.

Its lucky you escaped, said Mrs. Joyce, for by all accounts its a terrible place. I had two aunts there.

Aye, I escaped, said the tramp, and I talked no more of my travels. And I had no need to; for theres wonders enough in the world without going beyond it. And is the little girl gone to London? Dear, dear.

Aye, thats where they sent her, said Joyce. And what ailed them, asked the tramp, to be frightened by a child like that, with some wonder in her blood from her mothers side?

Sure, there were lights in the sky one night, said Joyce, when she went to Slieve-na-mona. She went up the mountain, and the lights answered her. And they looked like the ending of the world. A little more, and maybe it would have ended.

Ah, said the tramp, is there no other wonder in these parts, that they must be blaming it all on the head of that poor girl? Dont there be Jack-o-lanterns and leprochauns, and those that I wont name? And mightnt any one of them call up those lights as easily as Mona Sheehy? Let them be driving the Jack-o-lanterns off the bog beyond Coolnavara and sending them to London, before they drive out Mona Sheehy. But shes gone now, bad luck to them.

She was with us, said Mrs; Joyce, and they took her away. And now London has her.

Well never see her again, said Joyce.

Let you go up to that house where she used to live, said his wife, and let you ask have they any old kettle to mend. And then you can be talking about the Rathmoon races and how you met that man there, and hell tell you of Mona, for he knows who sent her away, and hell tell you if theres anyone that will ever bring her back.

Theres no coming back from London, said the tramp. Sure, it holds them all. Ive been to many terrible places, and only barely got back from some of them. But I never went near London.

So Joyce went to the house of Dennis OFlanagan, and the tramp went on down the road. Arrived at the house, the tinker met OFlanagan in the doorway.

Have you eer an old kettle to mend? he asked.

Dennis thought for a moment. I have not, he said. And then he recognized Joyce. Wasnt Mona Sheehy with you at the races? he asked.

She was, sure, said the tinker. And is it to London she has gone?

Yes, said Dennis. It was arranged for her to go to London.

And why was that? asked the tinker.

It was arranged for her, said Dennis. It was a phrase that he had got from Charlie Peever, and it had seemed to account for it then. And now it was the only reason that he could give for Monas going, and to London of all places. Yes, it was arranged for her, he added.

And will she ever come back? said Joyce. For the road is lonesome without her.

I dont know what was arranged, said Dennis.

Well, God save you, said Joyce, and went back to his camping-ground.

Shell never come back, he said to his old woman.

If it were any other place in the whole world, said she, Id put my curse on them till they should bring her back. But I can do nothing against London.

They lit their fire and cooked chicken and night fell, but that camping-ground seemed lonely to them both without Mona. And next morning they turned away from it and travelled all day, going by roads by whose side they had never camped with her. Again the level rays of the sun slipped in underneath leaves and the sun went huge and red down behind trees, making the old black trunks seem to stand in a land of magic. The Joyces were some way out of their course owing to their return to Athroonagh to get news of Mona; for, like the comet that runs so free through the sky, they were nevertheless bound by certain customs, which would not have brought them round to Athroonagh again in very much less than a year. And now they headed to the old camping-grounds that usually knew them in the last half of April. Once more they came to a hollowed bank with a flat bit of ground below it, black with charred sticks, once more to an inn of the tinkers. They loosed the donkey and lit their fire again and had supper on chicken; and a star came out, and then thousands, and an April wind blew cold, and they fitted their shelter up against the thorn-trees and were just preparing for sleep, when out of the dark of the night some distance away there leaped a chestnut tree, as though dawn had suddenly flashed into its branches, and into its branches alone. Every new leaf shone in that sudden morning, and went back into night again. Then another tree, much nearer to them, stepped out of the darkness, and danced, dressed in its shining leaves as though for the ball-room, and disappeared with the swiftness of Cinderella. And the hum of a large car disturbed the night, and the radiant light called more trees out of the darkness to show their midday greenery for a moment. The golden flood swept rapidly over the hedges and a huge car went by, and ashes and scraps of paper from the Joyces fire ran after it, and the light and the noise were swallowed up by the dark and silent night. It was Lady Gurtrim taking her great car to the coast. She did not wish, being in mourning, to be seen driving by day, but she had an old racing engagement in England which she had decided to keep. And so she was going from Gurtrim Towers by the empty roads by night, and on the straight stretch that she found as she passed the Joyces she was just doing ninety.


CHAPTER XXXI

A FAIR OFFER

MONA was resting her face one day on her hands, with her elbows amongst a heap of neglected envelopes, with such a yearning look in her eyes, that Snerooth called across to her to ask of what she was thinking.

I was trying to work out, said Mona, how long it would take me to have £3 to spare. For, when she had drawn her weeks wages and paid Mrs. Jackson, she only had about one-and-tenpence over.

Theres no difficulty about that, said Snerooth. What did you want it for?

To get back to Ireland, she answered.

Well, that might not be so easy, he said. To begin with youd have to give a months notice. And then £3 is not so easily come by after all. It seems easy enough to give £3 away. But then one wants to know what you want it for. And, if its for anything silly and fanciful like that, why, then the money might not be so easy to get. Id give up the idea if I were you.

Ill never give up the idea, said Mona.

Her thoughts were walking in the woods of Harahanstown, and somewhere upon that spiritual journey they seemed to meet Peters thoughts, flying to London. She would not give up her ideas for any man.

Well, it wont get you to Ireland, said Snerooth. Ideas wont, I mean. It takes cash. But, if you do want to travel, I shouldnt go to Ireland. I should go to Paris and Rome and those places. Its quite easy.

His reference to Ireland, which had been her home and where all her thoughts were now, stung Mona.

Anywhere to get away from here, she said.

Id like to talk to you about that, said Snerooth.

What have you got to say? asked Mona.

O, nothing much, said Snerooth. Ill tell you this evening when we get away.

I dont get away till half-past six, said Mona.

For she had to tidy up for at least half an hour, after the rest were gone.

Ill wait for you, said Snerooth.

All right, if you like to, said Mona.

And then the clatter of the typewriters went on undisturbed, except for occasional laughs greeting new ideas. And Mona went on putting letters into envelopes, and day-dreaming about Peter. She had not forgotten her fabulous mother, but she no longer thought of her, as other girls may sometimes put real mothers out of their minds when a young man fills their fancies. All the wild songs of spring that the birds had sung in the woods, the shining buds and the gloaming and the blossom of pear and plum, might have led Monas fancies towards Peter, and very nearly did; but they had lured those fancies slowly, while the clatter of the typewriters was driving them to him headlong.

She did not hurry, and it was a quarter to seven when she went out into the street. And there was Snerooth waiting for her.

Its like this about money, said Snerooth, as they walked in the direction of her lodgings: some people can earn it, and some cant. Now, youll never earn enough to get you back to Ireland, not without starving while youre at it. And if you marry somebody who cant earn money, youll never get anywhere. There are plenty of them, so you want to be careful.

I see, said Mona.

Now, let me tell you more about what Im doing, he said. This Murabom that I told you of will be worked out of special sprays. As I told you, it will be dead loss for a few years, and the sprays will make it worse. People wont like giving up their old mustard-pots, and there will be a resistance at first. But we shall break that down. It is what would stop all the men who cant earn money. But we shall break it down. Then the biggest obstacle that we had against us will be on our side and help us. You see how?

No, said Mona.

I didnt think you would, he said. But its very simple. The old thick mustard wont come out through the sprays, and when weve got sprays on to every table in England (Im not talking of little houses: they dont count), when weve got sprays on to every decent table, theyll have to give up common mustard and use Murabom.

What do you call common mustard? asked Mona.

It isnt what I call it that matters. Its what everyone in England will call it. When they have my new highly-priced stuff to compare it with, thats what theyll all call the other stuff. And they dont like common things. The lumpy yellow thick mustard we all use now will die out, and my fine white spray will be on every table instead. You see what that means. It means millions. And if you cant work out those sort of figures, just ask anyone who can, how much it would be worth to control all the mustard in England, except in the houses of faddists and the very poor.

Will they like your sort of mustard? asked Mona.

Never mind that, said Snerooth. The office will see to that. Well make them like it. And whats more, well make them despise the other stuff.

I think its very wicked, said Mona.

Never mind that either, replied Snerooth. Theres millions in it. Now. Will you marry me? Youll have all the money you want. And if you want more, I can make more.

This, then, was one way of escape. All doors were not closed on her. But she wanted to get back to Peter. Snerooth suspected that someone else was in Monas thoughts.

If once you marry someone who cant earn money, he said, you can never get away any more, from wherever you are.

If once she could have got to Athroonagh she would never have wanted to get away again. Still she was silent. And then she said: I should like a little time to think it over.

As long as you like, said Snerooth, within reason.

And then she said: I should like to go to Ireland and ask my mother about it.

She was ashamed of herself as soon as she had said it. But she need not have feared that she was injuring Snerooth, for he was not tricked so easily.

Perhaps it would be better for her to come over here, he said.

Ill write to her, she said.

And so she would gain time.

Some people dont like all the fuss of going to church, he said.

What do you mean? asked Mona.

A registry office might do quite as well, he said. Or something of that sort.

My church wouldnt recognize that as a marriage at all, she said.

Well, thats their look-out, said Snerooth, but Im making a fair offer.

And an instinct warned Mona that the use of the word fair by men like Snerooth hinted of something sinister.

Think it over, said Snerooth.

I will, said Mona.

They parted then beside the roaring traffic, and watchful unfriendly faces turned their eyes on Mona, not on Snerooth.

All the way back to her lodgings Mona was engaged on the problem, for it was a problem to her, how to come by enough money to take her back to Ireland. She would not humble her pride to ask for help from the OFlanagans, whose house she had left in anger, she rightly thought that Charlie Peever would never help her, and she knew nothing of Lady Gurtrim, and could think of no-one to help her besides Snerooth, who she knew would give her the money, but not to go away from him.

How can I get enough money to take me back to Ireland? she asked Mrs. Jackson.

Earn it honestly, Mrs. Jackson replied.

And Mona, knowing her board and lodging left barely enough over for washing and lunch, was silent.

And, if you did think of going, I expect a weeks notice, said Mrs. Jackson.

London seemed to have closed on her, and she saw no way of escape. The great city seemed a power against which she could not fight, and she even feared that when it shaped her helpless destiny it would bring about her marriage with Snerooth. She knew that that would be no escape from it, for she knew where Snerooths heart was, and that it was in the midst of that hundred square miles or so of houses and road and pavement that was almost to the rest of the world what the heart is to the body. And that great power she knew he would always serve, whether he served it well or ill; and, if married to him, she would never be far from pavement, while her heart would be yearning for fields and withering with the yearning. And, if she did not marry him, then there seemed for her only that weary routine amidst the shouting and clatter that made her envy the quiet of a graveyard which she passed on the way to her lodging. All that night she turned over and over in her mind that problem of how to earn a few more pounds than the pittance she was earning already. Had she realized how incapable she was of competing with one other person, let alone a million, who wanted to do the same in London, she might have got to sleep sooner. And there was no way of getting the money without giving up all that she wanted it for.

Been thinking over what I said to you? asked Snerooth next morning.

Yes, answered Mona.

And the noise of the typewriters clattered on.

There were thirty other girls in that office besides Mona, and they had cast glances sometimes at Mona of late, such as might be cast by a firm of jewellers at one wandering too near the safe. Most of them, had they wished to write a romance with a happy, and even a glorious, ending, might have used this very story in which I show Monas misery. For to them she appeared to have a chance, and a very good one, of winning the greatest prize they knew. That prize was Martin Snerooth, old Snerooths eldest son. He had not told one of them how honest mustard was to be swept from our tables; but they knew that, even without that, when old Snerooth died he would be worth at least a million. At present Martin Snerooth had to work like the rest of them; but to go from those typewriters to be his bride, even now, would be good enough, they thought, for the end of a fairy-story. They saw Monas reluctance, but attributed that to arts such as the skilful angler uses. Opinion was divided as to whether or not he would marry her, but no doubt existed, after the amplest debate, that he was ready to show her very considerable attention.

And as Mona lived the story that they watched, all their most brilliant lights were shadows to her, and their road to triumphant success was a road leading straight away from the quiet fields of the land in which she wished to be, further and further into a city and system that were to her all glare and hurry and useless noise.

She delayed some time that evening over her work of tidying up; and, when she left, it was nearly seven. But Snerooth was waiting for her outside.

Well, he said, have you made up your mind?

Im making it up, Mona answered.

Written to your mother? he asked.

Im writing to her to-morrow, she said.

How often that mighty figure that we portray, tall, bearded and with a forelock, is looked to and relied on for help, only because it is certain that help can come from no-one else, while his ways are dark and uncertain. If she wrote a letter to anybody to-morrow it need not be answered at once: four or five days might be gained, perhaps even a week. It might be that among all the things that can occur in a week, something would come to help her. And out of the dark of the future Time brought on the Burradtown motor races.


CHAPTER XXXII

THE CHOICE

WHEN Lady Gurtrim drove her great Grostyn-Dhobler into Burradtown the day before the big races, she went to a small inn at which she was sure of meeting no-one she knew. She was dressed entirely in black and spoke to scarcely anyone; and, besides being in mourning for her husband, she seemed to have something on her mind. But whether she had or not, and though in mourning, she would not break her engagement to race next day. The only man she had any conversation with was a reporter; and to him she said, I am convinced that the Grostyn-Dhobler is the best car on the market for this sort of work. Or at any rate those were the words that he jotted down. Then he asked her if she thought it would win, and she said she thought it was certain to. And he worked that up into a little article.

On the next morning she drove the car to the starting point through the streets of Burradtown. Long and thin, like all swift things, its bright body on wide axles looked very strange amongst all other traffic. It was enamelled a bright blue, and Lady Gurtrims helmet was of exactly the same shade. She was thickly veiled and wore glasses to protect her against flies and small beetles, which would strike with the force of pellets shot from an air-gun. The Burradtown course begins under a bank of sand, at the top of which a wood of hazel and birch full of anemones looks suddenly down upon the asphalt course, which sweeping up to the tops of the banks at corners, goes far away out into the country, to be lost to sight where dim sunlight was shining on poplars. More than twenty other cars were there when Lady Gurtrim arrived, still with that look in her eyes that seemed to show that a mind was busy, while something troubled that calm which we call content. But, could anybody have seen those eyes when the race started, he would have seen that look suddenly change, as a new look came, inspired by the speed and the rush of air that came with it; and at a hundred miles an hour Lady Gurtrim found that calm that she had not known while walking or sitting still, ever since Lord Gurtrim died. It was almost more than content, it was nearly happiness, which had come so rarely of late.

The whole course through Burradtown and for some way beyond it was railed off, and the whole way along the railings watchers clustered, all of them young and keen, men and women that loved speed. Amongst them were some who had never seen any such race before; these saw the bright queer cars for the first time, and heard for the first time their snarling roar, passing them like a large and angry shell. But, of all that they saw and heard, the most remarkable thing must have been the sight of something new to the countryside. For, whether they looked far off where the asphalt banks rose at the corners, bringing the motors suddenly into sight, or whether they were watching the cars as they went by, there was a speed that had never been seen until recent years in those fields. The rush and the roar of the cars passing close perhaps rather bewildered them, so that it was not so easy to comprehend their speed; but a little later when they were far away, and rose at the banks into sight, it could be seen that something was moving in that landscape as nothing had moved there before; not even horses galloping at that distance, nor hawks in pursuit of prey, had ever gone so soon across so much of the view. A train went through Burradtown just as the race started, and appeared oddly antique.

Almost before the watchers heard the engines the cars rushed by, with a great roar following after, as though the sound that they made were lagging behind them. The cars had to take two corners, swinging up to the very top of the asphalt banks and losing some speed at the turns; but, once these were left behind, it was no more than two minutes before they had come where the distant poplars were shining and were far out of sight of Burradtown. Here they entered an ordinary road, which for the occasion had been cleared of all traffic. But, far though they were from the town, they were passing still between lines of continuous watchers. The railings had ceased, and a single rope held back the crowd on each side of the road for the whole course of the race, till it came to the railings again. Asphalt and road together made an oval course, twenty circuits of which made a hundred and fifty miles; and twenty times round was the race. What Lady Gurtrim had said of the Grostyn-Dhobler appeared to be true, for at the furthest point from Burradtown, just before they were to swing back along a great bank of asphalt that had been built in order to enable them to turn without reducing their speed much below eighty, she had already passed all but one of the other cars and was nearly two hundred yards ahead of the third; and she was gaining fast on the first car, which was less than that distance ahead of her. Just before that asphalt bank that was to turn the race back towards Burradtown, the course left the main road and crossed a small road running along a valley. This small road had been bridged; and the track, now asphalt again, crossed the valley higher than the tops of the trees, and parapets of cement ran along the sides of the bridge, trying to copy a balustrade of marble. As the leading car rushed into sight at this point and suddenly roared, a small girl delighted by this astonishing speed, such as she had never seen before or imagined or known to be possible, dashed under the rope before any hand could stop her and ran after the car, to see as much of it as she could before the wonderful thing vanished. This brought her right in front of the Grostyn-Dhobler, gaining rapidly on the leader.

Silly little fool, thought Lady Gurtrim, she deserves to die.

At over a hundred miles an hour the angle at which she would have to have turned to avoid the child, had she tried to pass to its right, was greater than would have been possible, for she was already slanting towards the left to reach the asphalt bank. She could pass to the childs left; but, as it was just where the course was beginning to turn, that would bring her into the parapet, the cement balustrade that was imitating marble. There was not anything like a second in which to think, probably little more than the hundredth part of a second; but often the human brain is keyed strangely to its surroundings, and all in those cars were thinking, and even acting, at a pace beyond anything else in all the still landscape. The choice was clear between the child and the parapet. During that portion of a second in which the Grostyn-Dhobler would cover the distance that lay between it and the child, Lady Gurtrims thoughts that ran so swift to the steering-gear and were also concerned with the track and the other cars, strangely enough found leisure to run backwards down years of her life, and still to control the car. None of the many that were familiar with Lady Gurtrims pretences ever guessed that in her own heart reposed an unshaken conviction that she had treated Lord Gurtrim ill; and it was rather a selfish life that she now saw very clearly, as her bright mind looked back at it. This should make some amends, she thought, as she steered straight for the parapet.

The child suddenly heard the roar, and saw with immense astonishment another car flashing past it, not believing that there could be anything else as wonderful as the one that had just rushed by; and all the other cars roared by in safety, each followed by a huge wind, which floated the childs hair, having had the room to steer clear which Lady Gurtrim had never had. The balustrade of sham marble burst into dust, and the Grostyn-Dhobler, catching alight at once, went over the tree-tops in one long stream of fire; and Lady Gurtrim, suffocated immediately by her first breath of those flames, passed thus from the sight of man.


CHAPTER XXXIII

HOSKINS AND ZODD

HAVE you got that letter from your mother yet? said Snerooth a week later to Mona, disturbing as usual the song of the typewriters. Not yet, said Mona.

Well, if you cant make up your mind for yourself, he said, Id better do it for you. Will you come for a run in my car this evening?

All right, said Mona listlessly.

She would not have gone with him had he found her beside the road with the Joyces, but to stay in either the office or her residential chamber did not seem worth a struggle, and she accepted Snerooths invitation to go for a drive, as dead leaves accept the invitation of the North wind, to which, when green in the spring, they had never paid any heed.

Ill get out my car as soon as I get home and call for you at your lodgings, said Snerooth, and perhaps that letter from your mother will have arrived by then.

He did not say it as though he believed that any letter would come for Mona; and yet, when she got back to her lodgings, a letter was there.

It was a letter from a solicitor, quite clearly written, but not in the kind of way that Mona talked, and the contents were so surprising that she had read it three times before she understood anything. The letter stated simply enough that the Right Honourable Lady Gurtrim had died, leaving what, after the payment of duties, would amount to forty thousand pounds, which was by the direction of her ladyships will to be divided equally. And one half went to Mona. And not only that, not only was Mona to receive twenty thousand pounds, but the solicitors would be happy to advance to her on account of these monies any sum up to fifty pounds of which Miss Sheehy might have any immediate need. That fifty pounds, so near, was what dazzled Mona. That the eye of her mind could see, and was dazzled by it. The twenty thousand was a remoter matter that the imagination had not yet seized, something huge and far-off like the Alps, which she knew were true, but which she had never visualised. To the solicitors, Hoskins and Zodd, she wrote pouring out her thanks, and not daring to ask for fifty pounds; but she did ask for five pounds. Beyond knowing that the great Lord Gurtrim was married, she had never even heard of Lady Gurtrim, for the lady who had smiled at her at Athroonagh school when she was four years old, and given her one pound, had not left her name. She looked out of the window at the hurrying traffic, at the houses that shut out all the low and loveliest part of the sky, she thought of the mean men whose clumsy suspicions insulted her, of the glaring electric light and the noise of a great city going about work of which she knew nothing at all, and it seemed to her that a nightmare was passing and that she would soon awake, and that she would see Slieve-na-monas head once more, grey above Irish fields. At that moment a bell rang, and Mona knew that it was Snerooth at the door. She ran to the door herself and found him there.

Well? said Snerooth.

Her head was still reeling with the extraordinary news, and she cannot have been quite responsible for her words.

I have a letter from my mother, she said. And she says, Be damned to you.

Then she shut the door. Her words were not only a refusal of Snerooths offer to take her for a drive, but they were of course also a resignation of her post in the office of the World Improvement Publicity Company. Snerooth knew nothing of the letter from Hoskins and Zodd, and shouted to Mona through the door: Ill wait a week, no longer.

And those were the last words that she ever heard from him.

There was in Monas eyes that evening at supper something that Mrs. Jackson and all the lodgers noticed, though they did not interpret it rightly, any more than I can describe it. I cannot say that it was like a look in the eyes of a migratory bird kept in a cage, which feels the season of flight approaching, and knows it will be released; for I have never been brutal enough to keep such a bird in a cage. But it is the kind of look that one might have expected there under such conditions.

Anybody left you a fortune? said one man.

But Mona only smiled, and continued to dream of Athroonagh. If somebody says, Are you going out shooting, you do not immediately fire off a gun. And to have answered the question truthfully would have made no less commotion. And she was afraid too that they might have thought her a liar. Nor did she yet quite believe in the twenty thousand herself. Only the five pounds seemed very near, for it is what she had been dreaming about, night and day for a fortnight. And now, with the swiftness of a dream, it seemed to be coming. To Monas astonishment it came as soon as four oclock on the next afternoon. How a postman could take a letter and bring back the answer in under twenty-four hours she could not imagine: it was merely part of the hurry and wonder of London. There could be little time for a chat, she thought, in any house at which he might deliver a letter, and never any time for a drink, or ever a cup of tea, of course two quite different things. The money was thoughtfully sent in pound notes, and Mona was able to pay all that she owed to Mrs. Jackson and to have enough left over for her ticket, and for a taxi too. She could take a ticket to a station within four miles of Athroonagh. And from there she could walk. She would have been just as happy, even had she had to crawl on all fours along that familiar road. The return to the house of Dennis and Biddy OFlanagan would be humiliating; but the typewriters and the office and the traffic that roared heedlessly past her, and seemed as though it would go as heedlessly over her, had beaten to humiliation lower than this the spirit of that soi-disant daughter of the royal house of the Shee.

But I require a weeks notice, said Mrs. Jackson.

Would you ask Mr. Hoskins and Zodd about that, said Mona, running in fancy to her new protectors; and the words fell like sudden hail upon Mrs. Jackson, or the names of Hoskins and Zodd came like two lightning strokes with hail falling between them. I do not know why this is so. But the names awed her. She had thought that Mona was an entirely unprotected child; and she had not intended to take advantage of her, but meant to have what she called her rights; and now, threatening those rights like a growl, came the names of Hoskins and Zodd. And Mona held the letter in her hand, and Mrs. Jackson saw the firms name on the notepaper. It was not after all an unprotected child, and better let her rights go than have trouble with those that knew the legal labyrinths winding intricately in the dark, at one of whose ends was prison.

Yes, Ill ask them, said Mrs. Jackson as though she knew them quite well, and I am sure that will be all right.

Mona decided to go by the mail that very evening. The mail left at eight-forty-five, and Mona left the residential chambers at a quarter to eight so as to be quite sure not to miss it, perhaps with her estimate of pace still influenced by the pace of a tinkers asscart. She said a grateful farewell to Mrs. Jackson, who saw her off from the pavement, and all the lodgers were sorry to see her go. Walking idly on the platform at Euston the idea suddenly came to her to spend some of her money, so she went up to a bookstall and gazed at the gay covers of the magazines. Then she touched one of them, opening it to see what there was inside, and a man came up and slightly displaced a copy of the same magazine at the top of a heap further along the bookstall, and left it there askew. It was merely a sign to the attendant at the bookstall that someone was going to steal a copy of that magazine. Mona never knew whether he was a detective employed by the railway company, or by the owners of the bookstall, or, as she supposed, an idle individual whose misanthropy took that form. Then the man held up his wrist-watch and went away. And that was Londons farewell to her.


CHAPTER XXXIV

THE TRAMP EXPLAINS

AT Kingstown Mona breathed again Irish air, mild and damp, in the dawn; dawn coming over the sea and shining on fronts of houses, in such a way that the town seemed smiling to greet her. She looked at Ireland as travellers look at their homes when they see them again after years of absence and after long journeys. And as far lands differ, for them, from their own countries, so London differed for Mona; indeed there is probably no land in the world whose customs seem more at variance with our own than the customs of London seemed, to her eyes, to be strange to the ways of Athroonagh. All the way in the train the returning traveller looked out with approving eyes at the countryside that spring every day had enchanted with some new magic ever since Mona had left it. There was a yellow upon the elms that had not been there when she left them, the waves of the primroses were thicker and brighter, more larches gleamed; but I need give no list of the splendours of spring to those who know them well, and will only record that Mona saw them all with a welcoming eye as though they were all new to her, or as though they were lost so long that she scarce remembered their glory. And at last she came to the station of Ballynanar, where all knew the folk of Athroonagh. And there they treated her as a neighbour, as one of themselves, almost as one of their family; as an Irish girl, and so far as they were able to tell about things that could never be known with certainty, as probably one of those for whom God created the world.

What brought you back to us? asked a porter.

Ah, dont be asking her, said the other porter. Sure, God himself brought her back to brighten our eyes.

Sure, I came back to look at Athroonagh, said she.

And its the time of year to see it, said the first porter.

And the station-master came up and agreed about that; nor could he well have done otherwise, for the very air was sparkling, and, wherever it touched earth, leaves and buds flashed back a welcome. He also asked Mona what brought her back. Sure, spring brought me back, said Mona. Are the swallows here yet?

They are not, said the station-master.

Theyre late, said Mona. But I couldnt wait any longer.

Well, dont be leaving us again like them, the station-master requested, and then went regretfully to get on with his business, which was so unlike talking to a young girl on a spring morning. Its cruel laws that make a man work on a spring day, he said as he went into his office.

Mona saw an illustrated paper on the bookstall, open at the front page, and it showed a photograph of Lady Gurtrim, a very beautiful photograph taken some years ago, not in the overalls and leather hood, in which the world commonly saw her, but wearing tiara and ball-dress. Mona bought the paper, for she had several sixpences left, and could afford to buy papers now. Then, leaving her box in safe keeping, she set off to walk back to Athroonagh. It had lately rained, and rain-drops, hanging on leaves and tendrils, shone in the brilliant sun, as though all the hedges were decked in their wild jewelry to welcome Mona back. And then she found a dry patch under a tree and sat down, for she wanted to think. She had told no-one yet of the extraordinary news which Hoskins and Zodd had told her. The five pounds were true, but what of the twenty thousand? And what should she tell the OFlanagans? They would take her back again, for Dennis had offered to do that at Rathmoon: only, some humility would be required on her part, and she could afford humility now. But, even as she decided that, she caught sight of the head of Slieve-na-mona peering over the fields, with clouds that had brought the recent rain riding swiftly away over it, and the sight brought back her pride, for the sake of her fabulous lineage. Then she pondered again upon this strange mother who always kept so remote from her. And who was this Lady Gurtrim, whose strange affection had suddenly come so near? Her picture was in Monas hand. She turned to the paper from the peak of Slieve-na-mona, to the visible photograph on the front page from the invisible dreams in the clouds over Slieve-na-monas head. Lady Gurtrim was as beautiful as the Queen of the Shee, and even rather like her; for Monas clear picture of her fabulous mother made by her imagination was only shaped as Monas imagination could shape it, and there was more of her mother in that than Mona knew. And so the Queen of the Shee had a certain family likeness to the photograph that Mona now had before her, with the Gurtrim diamonds going up from the graceful head. And why had Hoskins and Zodd said that this radiant lady had left Mona twenty thousand pounds? It is impossible to blame Mona for having fantastic daydreams, for there was obviously a mystery about her birth, and a child can detect the presence of a mystery as easily as it can see large tangible objects. The mere avoidance of topics was enough to show her that; just as, if somebody had hurriedly put up a screen in an unlikely part of a room, she would have known there was something upon the other side of it. Even though they had not guessed in Athroonagh what that mystery was, the child would have made some guess at it. But the whole of Athroonagh said that Mona was a daughter of the Queen of the Fairies. Not that they often used those actual words, because it was better not. But Mona had once actually heard a woman whispering to another: Her mothers the first of those that dance by night round the thorn. But here was a new mystery. Was it possible that the two mysterious things were the same? She gazed long at the forehead framed in diamonds, and at the triumphant eyes. And as she sat there the tramp came up, the one who had told her about the good people before she had left Athroonagh.

And what brought you back? he asked cheerily.

I came back to see the spring again, said Mona.

I have travelled the wide world, said the tramp, and I have found this in my wanderings, that theres spring in other places besides Athroonagh.

Is there so? said Mona.

There is indeed, said the tramp; not so bright maybe, and not so green; but its there in other places.

Sure, I dont doubt it, said Mona.

Then its not that that brought you back, said the tramp.

And he looked at her, and somehow, in the scrutiny of those eyes, she felt that it was no use telling him any more, what she had told the others, that she had only come back to Athroonagh to see the spring. So she said, showing the photograph: I came back because that lady left me twenty thousand pounds. And Im going to marry Peter OCreagh.

Is that so? said the tramp.

It is, sure, said Mona.

Im not saying its not, said the tramp, for Ive travelled the whole world, let alone anything more, and Ive met stranger stories.

Have you travelled much? asked Mona.

Ive been to places, he answered, from which I only got back with my hair flaming. But Ive heard stranger stories.

This one is very strange, said Mona.

It is indeed, said the tramp.

Why did she do it? said Mona. I never met her.

He took the splendid photograph from her hand and looked long at it.

Youre not the first, he said.

Not the first what? asked she.

Not the first girl to take her mother by surprise, said the tramp. And maybe she was a bit frightened, and never looked at her daughter again. And never forgot her.

You mean that that great lady... said Mona.

And Ill tell you something more, said the tramp; for remember its not only the roads of this world that Ive travelled.

And what is that? asked Mona.

You were in her thoughts, he said, when she died flaming.


CHAPTER XXXV

A MORTAL WOMAN

MONA approached the house of the OFlanagans with her mind full of the great surprise that she was going to give them. What would they say, she wondered, when they first saw her? She opened the gate and walked through the garden, and noticed some huge anemones now in full bloom, with colours that they had brought from lands that are nearer the sun. And there was Dennis standing in the doorway with a letter that he had brought out from indoors, evidently to read it again in the brighter light. And Dennis said nothing to her, until she stood right before him and, when he did speak, the only words that came from him were, to acquaint you as her guardian during the legal term of her infancy that she will inherit... What is all this?

It must be Hoskins and Zodd, said Mona. Yes, said Dennis, it is.

They said the same to me, said Mona.

The same as what? asked Dennis.

Sure, that Lady Gurtrim left me twenty thousand pounds, she said.

Its what he says, said Dennis.

Ive come back to marry Peter, Mona said.

But if youve got twenty thousand pounds... said Dennis.

Itll come in handy, said Mona, completing his sentence.

And Dennis remained silent and still puzzled. And then Biddy came out.

Im sorry I went away, said Mona, and I wouldnt go back to London for all the wealth in its vaults, if the people will let me be.

Ah sure, theyll let you be, said Biddy. But whats this about the twenty thousand pounds?

And it interested Mona as much as it interested Biddy, but one thing at the moment was interesting her more.

Have you eer a dinner that you can give me? she said.

Come in, child, said Biddy. Sure, well give you the best of dinners.

Mona ate in silence, because she was too hungry to talk, and at the end of the meal Dennis, who had been thinking things over, said: I dont want to disappoint you, child. Youre back home, and thats the great thing. But Im afraid this cant be true.

Dont be disappointed, but theres no sense in it. Sure, theres no reason in the wide earth why Lady Gurtrim should have left you all that money, or any of it; and it cant be true.

And its what Im thinking, said Biddy, though I didnt like to tell her.

Ah well, what matter? said Mona. They said the same thing to me, but what matter? No doubt its being playful they are. They have funny names both of them. I am going out to see Peter.

She put her letter from Hoskins and Zodd down on the picture paper that she had bought, and walked light-heartedly out of the door, heading for Harahanstown. And before she got to the keepers house she met Peter, and with very little said they went to the wood together, the wood that was full of a myriad jubilant voices, but that sounded so quiet to Mona, who had learned what noise was.

I know Im not good enough for you, said Peter when they were come to the wood.

So I thought, said Mona. But its all nonsense. I found there was nothing in it at all. Whoever they are that ride over Slieve-na-mona, or whoever they do be on the far side of it, they are no kin of mine.

Thats not what all the people say, said Peter. Then theyre wrong, said Mona.

Do you tell me? said Peter.

They made a mistake, said Mona. My mother never rode the clouds, nor hid her gold under thorns.

Then where did she put it? asked Peter, not at all willing to give up all at once the great fairy-tale of Athroonagh.

In a bank, she said.

Do you tell me? said Peter, more and more amazed.

I have five pounds of it, said Mona. And there may be more. But I dont know.

Then in the end, said Peter, youll come to the grave with the rest of us?

I hope not too soon, said Mona.

Sure, you dont look as if you could ever.

And that was the only bar, thought Peter, that his father had put to that marriage. They were both, then, on the same side of the grave, and there was no obstacle any more.

No obstacle either on Monas side, for she was neither of royal nor immortal lineage.

And so they walked in those glades through the afternoon, saying much what the pigeons and blackbirds were saying, and laughing at times with the squirrels, and sheltering under oak-trees when April sent by her storms. Sometimes they walked on moss, sometimes on grass, and sometimes on the bright green leaves of the wood-sorrel; and during every moment they were happy. And the sun went under the branches and touched the top of the beeches, and there seemed to glow on the ruddy buds a light not from sunset but Heaven. In such an hour rainbows seemed very close, and all hopes seemed bright and near. At about this time they made a radiant parting; and Peter went back to his fathers house to assure him that, whatever people believed, he had not set his heart beyond the grave, but on one who walked with us all on the hither side of it. For he took Monas word for that against all Athroonagh. And there was a cottage on the Harahanstown estate that an under-keeper could have for the asking, and certainly if supported by old OCreagh, whose opinions on many subjects guided Lord Harahanstown.

Mona came jubilantly back to the OFlanagans house and entered it at a moment when Dennis OFlanagan, after reading Monas letter from Hoskins and Zodd for the fourth or fifth time and comparing it with his own information from them, and finding nothing in either letter to make him or Biddy believe that information, had put the letters away and opened the picture-paper. They say a mans sin finds him out, and no artist wishing to drive home this point could have found a much better model than Dennis OFlanagan now. When he saw that reproduction of the old photograph in the tiara he was aghast, and astonishment bent his knees.

It is true, were his first words to Biddy. And she looked over his arm at the paper. That was the woman, he said.

A mortal woman? said Biddy.

Mortal and dead, said Dennis.

And neither of them spoke any more, and when Mona came into the room they were looking at each other still in dead silence, with the paper still in Denniss hands; and he seemed not to know what to do with it.

Child, its true, said Biddy. Go away out into the garden now, and do a little weeding for us. The weeds come up terrible since you went away. Its true; youll have that money. But go out into the garden now.

Dennis in dead silence stood there still, with the paper still in his hands, and Mona went into the garden as Biddy had asked. Rapid emotions rode through Denniss mind, surprise at first, then grief that this lovely woman was gone, and his strange dream with her. And then all emotions were driven out of the field of his mind by one that was stronger than all of them, which was astonishment that Lady Gurtrim could ever have behaved like that. Even to step out from her brougham on to the rough mountain was amazing, but the whole story was bewildering to Dennis and Biddy. Lady Gurtrim of all people! It is very curious that he should have believed of the Queen of the Fairies, and even without reasonable proof, what he would scarcely credit of Lord Gurtrims wife, even with the proof in black and white before him. But there was no mistaking the photograph. He had never forgotten that face. Even the tiara he remembered exactly, but he knew that he would forget those eyes and that forehead never. And the photograph had been taken about that time, and was the only one that Lady Gurtrim had ever given the Press. After all, why should she? Lines began to come, after that; features began to drop, Time did his work, and she was ready to face him; but no need for her to exhibit to all the triumphs of her opponent?

And Mona is a mortal child, like all the rest of us, said Biddy, and will have all that money.

It is curious that Biddys tones revealed, though her actual words did not, a greater wonder at twenty thousand pounds than what she had felt for immortality. As such comparisons have often been noticed before, I do not dwell upon this one, but merely record it.

Yes, she will have all that money, said Dennis. Both of these letters say it. That woman was Monas mother, a poor mortal woman. And, for all her diamonds, shes dead.

Aye, thats the way of it, said Biddy. And there was nothing trite in her feelings; merely a deep regret for the mortal way, following along lines worn deep by the regrets of all the ages. Aye indeed, went on Biddy, shes dead now. The light of Heaven to her, and may her sins be forgiven. And it was the kind heart she had, to remember Mona.

And what are we to do now? said Dennis.

And then Biddy said, and Dennis said with her, the words coming together like two bells tolling a knell over hopes that were dead: She cant marry young Peter now.

And then like an echo troubling a sky that the bells had not yet given enough lamentation, Indeed she can not, said Biddy.


CHAPTER XXXVI

THE JUDGEMENT OF ATHROONAGH

THEY did not tell Mona immediately that it was quite impossible that she should marry Peter. They let her have her delight in her return to Athroonagh, in seeing again every ornament in the house, which she had known ever since as a little child she had endowed each one of them with personality, most of them friendly, but some with a thrill of excitement lingering still about them from days when she slightly feared that they might move of their own accord, and come slowly towards her from corners, out of the dusk. They let her visit, first, every animal on the farm, every flower there was in the garden; and then at supper they let her tell them of London, a long and very vivid account of it which I do not record here, knowing that my reader is either acquainted well enough with London already, or else would be much misled by Monas description. Meanwhile they hinted to her of a great future for herself, and turned the subject whenever she spoke of Peter.

Mona slept that night in the huge silence of the countryside, that came after the last of the birds had gone to sleep, and through which whatever sound arose came clear and separate, and every one of such sounds familiar to Mona. Once towards morning, being tired by her journey, she dreamed a grim dream, and heard once more the typewriters all working together, and saw a battalion of guards on parade, and a gigantic bottle standing at the saluting point; and the bottle in a huge and hollow voice commanded that she should be brought back to praise it, and all London obeyed and set off to look for Mona. And just as armed men had found her and had brought her instantly back to praise that bottle for ever, she heard a cock crow clearly; and all the noises of London faded at once, and she knew she was back in Athroonagh.

It was at breakfast next day that Dennis told her that with a capital of twenty thousand pounds she could not possibly marry the keepers son.

But, why not? gasped Mona.

Sure both sides always put up something at a wedding, said Dennis. What would OCreagh put up?

Sure, I wont want him to put up anything, said Mona.

You dont understand, said Biddy.

You didnt tell me I wasnt to marry Peter, said Mona, when I told you about him yesterday.

We werent quite sure about the twenty thousand pounds, said Dennis.

And why cant I now? asked she.

Because I am sure that it is as Mr. Hoskins and Zodd say, replied Dennis. We are both of us sure.

But why cant I marry Peter? asked Mona again.

Because you have twenty thousand pounds, said Dennis.

Mona turned a bewildered face towards her aunt.

You have, sure, said Biddy. You have twenty thousand pounds.

But why cant I marry? said Mona.

You can marry, said Biddy. Sure you can marry. Wed never keep you from that. Only you must marry suitably.

Aye. Thats it, said Dennis.

Is it somebody with another twenty thousand that I must look for? said Mona.

Ah, I wouldnt say as much as that, answered Dennis.

Ten thousand? asked Mona.

Ah, maybe five thousand would do, said he.

Aye, that would do well enough, said Biddy. It would do nicely.

Then that would make twenty-five thousand, said Mona.

It would indeed, said Biddy.

Im thinking that twenty thousand will be enough, said Mona.

Ah, child, you dont know what youre talking about, said her aunt.

She does not, said her father.

Nor I dont want to, said Mona. Which was almost a sign that Mona was losing her temper. But whether Mona spoke angrily, like that, or whether she spoke logically, asking if her money was not to be allowed to bring her happiness, she neither shook the resolution of the OFlanagans nor of anybody to whom they told the tale, and the whole of Athroonagh was very soon united in the opinion that Mona with forty thousand pounds of her own, for the rumour of the sum doubled on its way from OFlanagans house to the Post Office, could never marry Peter OCreagh. The final view was expressed that night by Mrs. Ryan and Mrs. OKelly; other views were expressed in almost identical words, but Mrs. Ryans and Mrs. OKellys view was final.

I hear she has eighty thousand pounds, said Mrs. OKelly.

Its a hundred thousand, said Mrs. Ryan.

And what will she do with all that? asked Mrs. OKelly.

Shell make a great match, said Mrs. Ryan.

And it wasnt the Queen of those people after all, said Mrs. OKelly. And all their gold is still buried under the thorns, and where the rainbow touches the bog, and this gold came from mortal woman.

Aye, said Mrs. Ryan. And shes gone the way of all women now, and of all men.

Aye indeed, said Mrs. OKelly.

And shell be looking down and wanting Mona to make a great match, said Mrs. Ryan.

She will that, Mrs. OKelly replied.

There was no more to be said. Much more was said, sayings about the brevity of life, the suddenness of death, the strength of money and the ways of immortal powers drifting above the mountain or dancing unseen upon the other side, down to this very day as they did through countless ages, even though no child of theirs walked the lanes of Athroonagh. Much more was said, but no more affecting the story of Mona Sheehy.

Against this united opinion Mona found that she could do nothing, for that opinion swept in the judgement of old OCreagh as Edgar Allan Poes maelstrom swept in the polar bear, and young Peter was made to see the force of it. It was put very bluntly to Peter by Dennis OFlanagan, and, though he would have fought for Mona and had indeed done so, he surrendered before the suggestion that he was after twenty thousand pounds and that his attentions spoiled her chances of making a good match.

I always heard there was evil in money, said Peter.

Theres a great blessing in it, said Dennis.

Its evil, said Peter.

And what do you think Lady Gurtrim left it to Mona for, said Dennis, if she thought it was evil?

I dont know, said Peter.

Wouldnt a lady like that know? The light of Heaven to her, said Dennis.

Maybe she would, said Peter.

And that was the last word that he said in his own defence.

Even Lord Harahanstown was told, and agreed that the marriage would be quite unsuitable.

The strength of Mona, which was insufficient to turn against London, as Jonah went up against Nineveh, or to alter any of its ways, was insufficient to stand against all Athroonagh.

They allowed her to see Peter again, but not to walk in the woods with him. He came to the small garden beside the OFlanagans house, and there he and Mona said farewell to each other.

So the moneys to come between us, said Peter.

They say so, said Mona.

And we must live our lives apart.

Moneys a poor thing, said Mona, if thats all it can do.

Sure it can do more harm than that, Peter replied. But thats enough.

Enough and to spare, said Mona.

But she did nothing to fight against this league of unhappiness. She was one against all Athroonagh; and, far from trying against them the power of riches, the enormous weight of twenty thousand pounds seemed not on her side but against her. Just as the only barrier between her and Peter had broken down, just as she had abdicated any royal pretensions that she might have to the clouds above Slieve-na-mona, and any service that might be due to her from the curlews in the Shees Court of the mists when they lay on the mountain, just as her foolish pride drifted away with all her crazy day-dreams, at that moment there must rise up a dream of the world, as crazy as any dream old women had in Athroonagh, which said she must needs be unhappy because she was rich. So this mother whom she had never known had only brought her sorrow with this late thought for her happiness. The will was dated on the day that Lady Gurtrim left Ireland, as though, whatever she had said for the Press, she had not had entire trust in the Grostyn-Dhobler. Many had thought that whatever she left would have gone for the encouragement of motor-racing, for she had no children so far as the world knew; but she left nothing to anyone except the half of her fortune to Mona, and the other half for the saying of masses for the repose of Lord Gurtrims soul.

So Peter and Mona walked in the garden saying bitter things against money, things said by sages and repeated by tricksters; but rarely said, as they were said in this garden, sincerely by simple people. And then they said farewell, and parted as though an illusion had never been shattered before, or a romance been robbed of its glory until this day.


CHAPTER XXXVII

THE POWER OF ATTORNEY

UNHAPPY days came to Athroonagh for Mona, and the glitter seemed to her to go out of the leaves, and she could walk past even kingcups without any thrill of happiness. The swallows came, and she only glanced at them, to envy their freedom. She made no complaints to anyone, but rarely spoke until people spoke to her, and somehow spoke of things then like a calm onlooker from a long way off. Meanwhile the world went on its way: Snerooth worked at his commands that were to make us eat Murabom, and Charlie Peever put a good deal of money into it. And at about that time wholesome mustard was a good deal advertised; not only about that time, but, according to Snerooth, it began just on the wrong day. If he could have got in first he felt he could have kept ahead of what he called common mustard, or kitchen mustard, the lumpy yellow stuff that would not go through his sprays; but to catch up after this false start would have entailed the extra expenditure of those few hundred thousand pounds that would just have upset his plans. So he turned his attention to something else, and we have decent mustard still. Charlie Peever went over to London and saw Hoskins and Zodd, a firm with which he had always kept in touch. The death of Lady Gurtrim was very sad, he said, and we must all do what we can in these very distressing circumstances to make life a little happier for that poor child Mona Sheehy.

These words were said with deep feeling; and, whatever Mr. Hoskins may have thought, they impressed a young partner called Potter, who was practically Zodd. Charlie Peever obtained from them all the details he needed, and saying to Mr. Potter, Unfortunately I have to go back to Ireland to-morrow, he left them and did as he said. He never said to anyone I want to go to Ireland, or I am going to London, but always I have to go to such-and-such a place. The difference may not seem to have been worth making; and yet he never spoke in any other way of his journeys, and it left the impression of a conscientious man, serving other people, while the rest of us go here and there for our own idle amusement. Returned to Ireland he went at once to Athroonagh, and drove his car to the OFlanagans house. He had come, it appeared, chiefly to call on Biddy, and to renew his acquaintance with her brother, since he had to be in that neighbourhood. He had come at tea-time, and, sitting down with Dennis and Biddy and Mona, he talked entirely of the two subjects that he thought most interested Dennis and Biddy respectively; which were, for Dennis, the sale of cattle, and, for Biddy, the rights and place of women in politics. Actually Denniss principal and almost sole interest was each years Grand National, and the promise and performance of all the horses in it; while Biddys real interest was in gossip. But Charlie Peever talked so urbanely on the topics which he had chosen, that both of them were charmed by him. To Mona he scarcely spoke at all, until, when the tea was over, he said to Dennis, Unfortunately I have some very tiresome business to talk over with Mona. If she could come for a short walk with me, I could explain everything to her. I have been having a long talk, only yesterday, with Messrs. Hoskins and Zodd.

So Mona was told by Biddy to go for a walk with Mr. Peever, which she did quite obediently, as she did everything. Indeed she liked to do as she was told: it was so much better than thinking out something that she wanted to do for herself, when she wanted to do nothing, except the one thing that she could not do without defying a force that was far too strong for her. It is very interesting, said Charlie Peever, that you have this large sum of money. I have just been talking to your lawyers about it. It will be a really very interesting experience for you, while you have it. I am afraid you may lose it, but it will be very interesting for you while its there.

Lose it? said Mona.

Yes, said Charlie Peever. Youll have to invest it from time to time. Investments are paid off every few years. That is to say the capital is returned to the owner. Then you have to invest it again. And, if you are not very careful then, you may lose it.

I think I will leave all that to Hoskins and Zodd, said Mona.

Charlie Peever smiled. If you do that, he said, you are very unlikely to get any income from it worth having. They are very unimaginative people, as I happen to know, and you would get very little.

Then what should I do? asked Mona.

I couldnt take it upon myself to advise you, he said, beyond telling you that if you are not careful it is very easy to lose it.

Will I lose it all? asked Mona.

Its very likely, said Peever. Either that, or Hoskins and Zodd will invest it at some percentage that wont be worth having.

How will they invest it? asked Mona.

Oh, at something like three-and-a-quarter per cent, said Charlie Peever. Its not worth having.

What percentage ought one to have? asked Mona.

Well, its very easy for anyone who knows his way about, said Charlie Peever, to get ten per cent, especially in the present conditions of world-finance, which happen just now to be very favourable to investment.

How can I do that? she asked.

Im not your financial adviser, said Charlie Peever.

Who is? asked Mona.

Unfortunately Hoskins and Zodd, he replied. And Im afraid they know nothing about finance.

Why wont you tell me what to do? she asked.

Well, there are some very ignorant people in the world, he replied, very ignorant indeed. And one of them might think that by giving you any advice I was taking some advantage of Hoskins and Zodd. You never know what people will think. They think very silly things.

Had Monas guardian angel thought her money worth saving, surely he had inspired a memory then of the gray horse that was bound to win at Rathmoon races; but perhaps his sword was out, guarding her happiness, while his back was turned to the money.

For the money was reinvested as soon as Charlie Peever was able to get Mona to sign a Power of Attorney, in order that he might handle it for her in the way that it ought to be handled. He returned to Athroonagh in a few days, and told Dennis that unfortunately, for he was a very busy man, he had again to be in that neighbourhood, and so he had looked in to tell Mona that her business was progressing very well indeed. He explained to her very thoroughly that to sign a Power of Attorney she would require two witnesses: he told her where they would have to sign, and that they must write down their occupations, and, not in the same lines, their addresses; he said that their addresses should be exact and correct, and that the post-town should be included as well as the county; he gave examples of occupations and of how they should be recorded, and told Mona that, absurd as it might seem to her, she should describe herself as a spinster; he explained what a spinster was, and why the law had chosen to demand this description of an unmarried woman, a demand that in his opinion was a foolish one, but which had to be complied with: Mona should also put her own name and address, and sign with her Christian name in full, as well as any other Christian names that might perhaps have been given to her. He gave the impression that the Law, foolish and perhaps hostile, had set all these difficulties about Mona, who, left to herself, must be enmeshed by them; but that he had not only shown where all the snares lay, but had so trained Mona now, that, she could move amongst them safely and gracefully. Of the reasons for signing that Power of Attorney he said less; chiefly he used all the technical terms he knew concerning the handling of money, and said that Mona could if she liked do all these things for herself, or, if she liked, leave them to him; he gave her no other alternative, and Mona not knowing the meaning of any one of the terms he used, left it to him; after which he turned her interest at once to gardening, telling her the name of a seedsman who supplied very wonderful bulbs, of which he could arrange to have six dozen sent to her and, the cost being trifling, he would pay it himself to save her the trouble of writing. And suddenly he took out his watch and said that he was afraid he had not another minute to spare, and must go into the house at once to say good-bye to Mr and Miss OFlanagan. No more was said of the Power of Attorney, and Charlie Peever left, smiling.

A few days later the document arrived, also a letter to Mona from Potter, who was practically Zodd, containing a hint of warning; but the polite hint was weaker than the power of Charlie Peevers persuasiveness, and she duly signed the document.

Charlie Peever did not steal the money at first, and at first did not even intend to. He invested it at nearly ten per cent, meaning to keep most of the income himself and to give her back her twenty thousand pounds in about five years, with as much more as seemed likely to satisfy her. But the value of his investment declined, and then he gambled with the money in order to save his face.

Im much occupied in my mind about Monas investments, he used to say to the few who knew of the matter. The condition of world-trade is still in a very bad state owing to the late war, which handicapped all commercial activities to an extent which few realize; and I am anxious about Monas prospects. Of course shell get her capital back, but it may suffer some depreciation, and she should be prepared for that, like everybody else.

To repeat all that Charlie Peever said about this would be tedious, but I think I can condense his case, and it was this: that his investment of Monas money had been sound and judicious, but that the whole world was at present unsound and was acting injudiciously; his investment had even been farsighted, unless you expected a mortal man to foresee everything; and surely, among the things that a sane man could be expected to foresee, was not the way in which the world chose to behave at present.

Mona got her packet of bulbs, and Charlie Peever paid for them; and, to state the bare fact in words that he would never have thought of using, and would have even regarded as a rather coarse way of putting it, that was the last that Mona ever saw of her money.


CHAPTER XXXVIII

THE HAPPY ENDING

A SPLENDID afterglow shone from Monas gold on Athroonagh long after the gold was gone, for no news of it came to Mona or the OFlanagans, and the twenty thousand pounds, multiplied often by rumour, became the great romance of the neighbourhood. The OFlanagans must have been busy; for young men owning land, and something more than farmers, used to call about this time to see Dennis about a horse or a dog, and they would be asked to come in to have a cup of tea and would be introduced to Mona. Mona was so acquiescent, whatever Dennis or Biddy told her to do, that Biddy feared lest her spirit was dead, and tried to provoke her to exhibit a will of her own in any small matter, but was never able to do so. Mona seemed like someone who had completely recovered consciousness from some overwhelming blow, but had no strength left for any other effort.

Shes dull, said one young squireen to another.

But forty thousand pounds is not dull, said his friend.

I heard it was only thirty, said the first.

My dear old boy, said the other, I could be damned happy on only thirty thousand.

Peter never came to the house now, and in any walks that Mona took in the direction of the woods Biddy accompanied her; nor would she have found Peter in his old haunts any more, even if she had gone there. The cuckoo returned and the swallows, and may came out like snow-drifts along the fields, and Mona went listlessly, as though without any dream, while all Athroonagh dreamed of the great romance of her fortune, for it was only a dream. The awakening should have come with a letter that Charlie Peever wrote to Mona late in June, but it said so much about financial depression throughout the world and offered so many words in place of her money, that she did not understand it was gone, until Dennis wrote for her to Hoskins and Zodd, and they replied telling him that it was there no longer. Biddy looked at Mona then with eyes full of reproach: no-one, they seemed to say, unless I misinterpret their look, expected more of Mona than that she should be the romance of Athroonagh, a romance that Biddy was willing enough to take care of and guard. All they asked of Mona was that she should bring in sight of them all a proof that dreams of that nature were not things that any man could deride; so that, if while sitting quietly by yourself by the fire, you should imagine some whimsical twist of her wheel by Fortune, whereby all should be able to see that you had certain capacities, never mind what, to which they had always been blind; then none, not even your own thoughts, could tell you the thing was absurd, for here was Mona to show you that such things could be, and could come to the very humblest. That was all they expected of Mona, and little enough, considering all the care she had had from them; only to be a living proof that dreams might aspire as high as they would; and here she was a penniless girl again, and the dream gone. It was enough to put a look in anyones eyes, that was not quite a look of content, if look there were; and it was certainly no more than a look, for Biddy never uttered a word of complaint, or even thought of doing so. Denniss face showed even less disappointment, and indeed the only expression of it that he allowed to escape him was, when breaking the news to Mona and when Mona suddenly said, Then I can marry Peter, he had replied, Oh, yes, rather in the tones that a camel might use, if he were able to talk, and if when his back was broken someone had asked if he minded another straw.

Mona went out at once, and on this occasion Biddy did not trouble to accompany her or ask her where she was going. She went straight to old OCreaghs house and there got news of Peter, and went on and found him near one of the woods, cutting some laurels.

Good morning, Peter, said Mona.

Good morning, said Peter.

Its a fine day, she said.

What was it you wanted? he asked.

I want you to lend me a penny, said Mona.

Why? asked Peter.

Because I havent one of my own, she said.

I thought you had twenty thousand of them, he said, multiplied by twelve and again by twenty on top of that, whatever that would come to.

And so I had, said Mona, but, sure, I lost them.

What ever happened them? Peter asked.

Sure, I think Mr. Peever got them, Mona said. But I dont know.

Begob, said Peter. Tell me where he lives, till I lay my hands on him.

Ah, said Mona, let him be. Mightnt he have wanted the money? And, sure, I didnt.

May the devil melt it all in a pot and stir it with that man, said Peter.

Aye, let him, said Mona, so long as he melts it. And Im thinking the devils the right lad to have gold; for didnt he invent it in the beginning?

I dont grudge it to him, said Peter, the way I grudge it to Mr. Peever.

Sure, I dont grudge it to either of them, said Mona.

And whys that? asked Peter.

Ah, sure, what good was it, said Mona, with squireens from beyond Ballynaclare coming to tell me the day was fine for the time of year; and you saying Good morning, Good morning, and What do you want?

Is that the way it is? said Peter It is, sure, said Mona.

Then I wish luck to the devil and Peever, when they soon meet.

Ah, said Mona, good luck to the both of them.

Later she forgave Charlie Peever, as it was her duty to do, and was absolved one Sunday for wishing luck to the devil.

And Mona and Peter walked in the woods again, and nobody tried to prevent them: it was as though a phoenix had come to the OFlanagans house seventeen years ago, and then turned for a few weeks into, say, a bird of paradise, and then into a mere hen, which there was no reason now for grudging to Peter. Some interest was felt by the neighbourhood in Monas engagement to Peter, as one may gaze, after the sun is set, at some pale and happy star; but the great romance of Athroonagh seemed to have gone. Those who discuss the theme, Sic transit gloria mundi, say something trite, and those that eat lumps of sugar are greedy; but Mrs. Ryan at the end of a cup of tea would, if she found a piece of sugar unmelted, let it lie awhile on her tongue while she meditated calmly and without greed on its sweetness; and, far more even than that, she loved to find some old truth that her grandmother knew and had told her, proving itself to be good sound truth before her very eyes. She did not know what a trite phrase meant, any more than she knew of sour sugar; give her any old truth and she was happy.

Ah, well, well, said Mrs. OKelly, poor Monas money is all gone.

Doesnt it come and go, said Mrs. Ryan, like all living things. Not even the leaves of the trees remain, let alone money.

Only the holly, said Mrs. OKelly, looking out of the window at Mrs. Ryans garden.

Ah, the hard harsh leaf, said Mrs. Ryan, it stays for ever. And a few crabbed old men do keep their money, but it goes from the young and the beautiful and from the people that need it, like the leaves from the trees.

Ah, sure, havent you seen it all, said Mrs. OKelly, and isnt all that you say true?

And that man that got it, Mr. Charles Peever, said Mrs. Ryan, warming to her theme, dont they say he is very clever? But he couldnt get the happiness of a young girls heart, and isnt that more nor money?

It is, sure, said Mrs. OKelly.

He couldnt get it, said Mrs. Ryan. And isnt he a sorrowful old man with nothing but money, and it dragging his soul downwards?

Aye, indeed, said Mrs. OKelly, and the pit will close over it.

So they solaced themselves with their old truths for the loss of the golden romance that shone no more on Athroonagh; and for the rest of that day, in the little world that they influenced, gold was depreciated.

With the romance of the twenty thousand gone, and gold suffering again under the weight of Mrs. Ryans tongue almost as often as it recovered its value, the people of the village turned to an older standard, and focused their interest instead on the approaching marriage of Mona and Peter. And something carried the rumour of it along the roads of Ireland far to the East and North, and found the Joyces where they were camping at that time of the year; and they turned the ass and headed for Athroonagh and arrived in under a fortnight, in time for the wedding. And the tramp came too, the tramp whose name I have never given, because no-one knew it and he was only known to everyone as Travelling Paddy, on account of the great journeys he claimed to have made, and which nobody doubted. And there came presents for Mona, a silver tea-kettle from Charlie Peever, with a letter expressing effusive congratulations and hoping that she would be very happy in spite of the unfortunate depression of the financial affairs of the world; and from the Joyces the pick of the flowers from gardens and hot-houses along twenty miles of road. How she reasoned I do not know; but she accepted gratefully the flowers, the direct results of theft, while the tea-kettle, which was further removed from anything of the sort, being honestly bought, though with misappropriated money, she gave away to the Joyces; and there are two tinkers in Ireland to this day boiling water over their fire, whose battered black kettle is silver. And Mrs. Ryan and Mrs. OKelly came together and stood very silent and very attentive, all through the service and until bride and bridegroom were out of sight, on their way to Peters new cottage; for they had to compare it with all the other weddings there had been in Athroonagh for the last forty years. And this the two of them did with equal skill; but when it came to making deductions and drawing a moral from any differences that were observed, and the thing was gone into afterwards, then Mrs. Ryan spoke and Mrs. OKelly sat silent.

And Eileen Fahy was bridesmaid, soon herself to be married, for she had become engaged one summer evening to the sergeant of the Constabulary, with whom she was to spend some anxious months in the year that was coming, till Ulster welcomed them and they lived thereafter in safety among the glens of the North.

And from where they grazed their horses along hundreds of miles of road the great families of Joyce and Gavan came too. Any question of remembering how Peter had killed one of them had long been abandoned, as the sort of thing that only a constable would remember, the memory of which could do no good to any sensible man. They came, and they brought their fiddles, and their wild horn; and there was music outside the church from many hands, strange music suited well to the wedding of one, whose royal and elfin pretensions were remembered still by the tinkers. Father Reilly performed the ceremony, and there came too to the wedding Father ONeill, a man now so old that his mind was more filled with bright faces of the people of all that neighbourhood as they had been a long while ago, than as he saw them now, with sharper features and often with grey hair. He knew them all best as children, and Mona was, to the old mans fading sight and clear but far-away memory, the child with the blue eyes under shining hair who had so troubled Father Kinnehy until the old priest long ago had set his mind at ease.

They all praised her beauty as she came from the church beside Peter, with her bouquet of rare flowers. And Travelling Paddy said: Ive seen such beauty before, but nowhere in this world.

But Father ONeill, still thinking of other days, and finding, now, that old phrases he once had used came easier than did new ones, looked back from Mona going down the steps of the church, while the tinkers played on each side of the path before her, to say to Father Reilly, as he had said long ago to his predecessor, Indeed, and I never saw a more mortal child.

THE END


GUERRILLA
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First published in 1944, Guerrilla describes a young mans decision to join a band of guerrilla fighters rebelling against an occupying army. The novel shares many features with the traditional adventure story, yet, although the tales setting is recognisable as Greece  Dunsany was lecturing at a Greek university when the country was invaded by Italy  the narrative retains an otherworldly feel, never making the setting explicit, while establishing characters with mythic or poetic archetypes. 
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FOREWORD

The man who told this tale had got to London, after sufferings of which he never spoke. He was full of hope, a hope so firm that it induced in him almost a kind of gaiety, and certainly a fine energy. He was an uncle of the lad of whom the story chiefly tells. And the story went something like this: without details, with few names of persons or places, nor even the name of the country. Something had taught him to mention names rarely, and to believe that German ears were always listening, even in London.

But it is not the names or the places or the lesser details that are important. And I cannot be sure enough that this violent story of mine of this little fraction of the rage of a furious year will last to be read in the calm days that shall come after our war, for me to describe with any more exactitude this story, magnificent in its spirit and hope and courage.


I

The army had surrendered, the Germans were through the mountains; and what was always referred to as The Land, as though in reality there were no other country to care about, was one more particle of the German loot. To men accustomed to horses, the Germans had come with amazing speed; to men who never spoke of a distance by measurement, but only of the time it took to get from one place to another, their pace was bewildering. One day they were ringing their bells in the little capital, for news of a fine stand that one of their divisions had made. The next day the Germans were marching down the main street.

Puzzled citizens were walking slowly about the central square; and, when a man stood up on a dais where tea was usually served in the afternoons, and began to make a speech, there was soon a crowd. A few politenesses and little flatteries, and he began to explain the position. England had begun the war, he explained, by attacking Poland. The Germans had therefore had to establish a defensive position there; and, in order to make this impregnable, they had to occupy several other countries as a purely temporary measure. To these countries they came for the countries own good, as otherwise England would seize them, and this was particularly the case with The Land. Hitler himself had appointed a Protector for The Land, and, if he were duly obeyed, his protection would be equally shared by all, and The Land would have the advantage of the highest possible culture, which was only to be enjoyed by those nations banded together in the new European order established by Adolf Hitler. Resistance would be most severely punished, and was also useless, because they had no rifles, and could not possibly fight in the plains, where they would be helpless against the big German tanks. Anyone who went into the mountains would be foolish, because the German aeroplanes, of which there were hundreds of thousands, could go over the mountains as easily as tanks could go over the plains, and even quicker. The army had surrendered, and it was the duty of all civilians to maintain order and wear a quiet demeanour. The Germans wished them well, and he reciprocated by calling for three cheers for Adolf Hitler. He got a cheer from a few; the rest were silent; and three men who had not cheered were led away by German policemen and instantly shot.

The sound of the volley from a small wood near by, in which the men were shot, came, as it was intended to come, to the central square. But instead of having an effect, as the Germans had planned, it had two effects. One effect was the one the Germans intended, merely fear; but on most of the crowd the effect was one that the Germans have never understood.

There was no protest: all in the square were unarmed. The crowd moved quickly away from the speaker, and slowly out of the square; Srebnitz was among them, the nephew of the old man who told this story in London. Srebnitz had just left school and not yet gone to the university, where he was due for his first term in a fortnights time. He went away mournfully, about halfway between the two moods I have mentioned. He went back to his home, where he lived with his father and mother in a street not far from the square. He went into the room in which his parents were sitting. His mother looked up quickly when he came in, but said nothing. His father did not even look up. At last Srebnitz spoke.

Is The Land finished? he said.

His father smiled grimly. That is impossible, he said.

Oh, no, was his mothers answer to Srebnitz.

Why is it impossible? asked the boy.

After three thousand years of freedom, said his father, it cannot be lost.

But why not? his son asked.

You dont know what three thousand years are, his father replied. In all that time freedom grows so hard that it is like a piece of rock at the core of a mountain, that cannot be broken or ground away, and cannot disappear ever.

We have no rifles, said his son.

His father sighed and shrugged his shoulders, but would not abandon his point. His wife said nothing, but agreed with him and hoped that their son would share his fathers point of view. But the son only repeated all the arguments about mountains and tanks and plains that the man had used who had spoken in the square, although he hated the man; and his father had nothing to say against these arguments; for tanks and planes were all new to him, or rather new to his thought: he had heard about them for more than twenty years, but he had not thought of them much. Deep in his thoughts was the old thought of The Land and its three thousand years of story, and he felt that aeroplanes may come and go, and all other inventions that had been on trial as yet for so short a time, while The Land must go on for ever. But he could only repeat that The Land was eternal, and had nothing whatever to say to help Srebnitz when he asked how they could help her. Srebnitz had an air-gun, which for the last five years had been the principal treasure of his life. He used to go up with it into the mountain beyond the city, and sometimes, very rarely, shoot a coney.

I have my air-gun, he said.

But his father only smiled. Why? thought the boy, and felt the smile was unjust. His father could tell him of no actual deed, no material thing, that could be of any practical use. And when he mentioned one, small but at least something, he only met with derision. Almost he flared up, to defend himself and his air-gun, but he saw his mothers face looking so sad, and his countrys case seemed to himself so hopeless, that he walked mournfully away and went up to his own room.

In an air that was vibrating with events, every sound seemed to be magnified. He heard the bronze knocker on their door send echoes through the house, and the trifle altered his mood as a pebble may alter the face of a pond. And it altered it for the better, for his hopes were then at the lowest at which they had ever been, and any change was good. He ran down the stairs with the speed of a man who is expecting a visitor, though he expected nothing; and, opening the door, he found his friend Gregor, a young man who had been at school with him and had left for the university the term before. He was standing there, with his handsome southern face, dark hair and keen eyes, and Srebnitz saw in an instant that that expression of misery, that was in nearly all faces now, was not in Gregors face. Two women passed, both with tears in their eyes, but Gregors eyes were flashing, as they usually were when he talked with Srebnitz, and Srebnitzs spirits rose at the sight: here seemed some glimmer of hope where there had been none at all, a light in complete darkness. Perhaps Srebnitz was volatile, but these were times in which all men were volatile.

What are you going to do? asked Gregor.

Do? There seemed nothing to do. Yet the very question cheered Srebnitz. Gregor must think that something could be done. Srebnitz had the admiration for Gregor that boys have for an elder boy, picked from among other elder boys as one standing out even among them. All elder boys are wonderful to the younger ones: indeed half a years growth is a phenomenon making a real, and rather mysterious, difference, such as more rarely exists among full-grown men; and, added to these few months of extra age, was the superiority of Gregor himself, which made him stand out even among his own exact contemporaries; or at least so it seemed to Srebnitz. The world knows nothing of the great figures between eighteen and nineteen years old, as viewed by those between seventeen and eighteen. Sometimes such a lad fulfils his promise, and dazzles the world as he dazzled the boys that knew him: more often the chances of life and his character, interwoven together, produce something that soon fades in the light of the years, while a boy that nobody quite remembers has at length from mankind the kind of honour that ought to have gone to the captain of the football eleven. But it was not in football that Gregor shone, a game with which they toyed rather than played, nor even at their own national game; it was not in athletics at all that Gregor excelled in such a way as to win the admiration of Srebnitz, but in an intense brightness of mind, which could go to the heart of poetry as the humming-bird hawk-moth goes to the hearts of the flowers, which great numbers of them were doing every evening at the time that the Germans arrived.

It was from Gregors conversation that Srebnitz found whole new worlds. He was all to Srebnitz that Chapman had been to Keats. He quoted to him not only from Byron, of whom Srebnitz knew already, but told him that there were other poets in the world beyond The Land. He had astounded Srebnitz with Coleridge. He had told him, roughly, in their own language, the story of Kubla Khan. Gregor himself did not know much English, and his story was wholly in prose, but his keen enthusiasm passed the enchantment on. Queer fragments of it stayed in Srebnitzs mind, and grew there like flowers from seeds brought from a far country.

There were very old voices there, said Gregor, that prophesied war. That was one of the sounds of a strange dark scene that remained in Srebnitzs imagination for ever.

Another fragment told of a girl singing. She sang of Mount Abora, said Gregor, with eyes shining. Had Srebnitz had any idea of where Mount Abora was, the effect on his imagination, and indeed on the memories of his life, would have been weaker; as it was, the gardens and forests of a new and very wonderful land were added to the store that his mind had garnered, and there they lay among all those facts and illusions upon which he looked whenever his eyes turned inwards. And in those gardens was always a girl singing; and far far beyond the gardens and over the forest, a grey shape faint in pale sky, arose the peak of Mount Abora. Had it been shown on the map, it was only a mountain. Had he seen it with his own eyes, it was still but a mountain, a material thing, unenchanted. But a Coleridge told of it, and as translation withered it, and as Gregor brought it to life again, it was a thing so wonderful as to be the theme of a song; and the Abyssinian girl brought it nearer, calling it over the world with a power denied to Mahomet.

And here was Gregor asking what Srebnitz was going to do, as though a free choice were still possible, as though freedom, after all, had not left The Land. What could be done?

What are you going to do? asked Srebnitz.

I am going into the Mountain, said Gregor.

A tramp of marching feet was heard, as the boys went inside. On the way up to Srebnitzs room Gregor explained that an army was gathering there, led by Hlaka, a veteran of an old war, who had gone to the Mountain, and was already among the peaks when the Germans arrived in the capital, and his followers would join him there one by one. Srebnitz listened at first with flaming hopes, but upon them suddenly fell like thunder-showers the arguments of the traitor in the Square: they had no guns, no rifles. All the light suddenly went out of Srebnitzs eyes as they walked across his room to the window. We have no rifles, said Srebnitz.

There are plenty there, said Gregor, pointing out over the town.

The marching feet were nearer: it was a battalion of German infantry coming down the street. Gregor opened the window and waved his handkerchief to them and, as they came underneath, shouted Sieg heil.

What does that mean? asked Srebnitz, puzzled and mournful.

I dont know, said Gregor, but it is something the Germans shout.

Why do you do it? asked Srebnitz.

Because I want one of their rifles, Gregor replied.

Srebnitz looked in astonishment at his face, and saw nothing there but a grim determination. Srebnitzs astonishment had no effect on that look, and it remained there steadfast. Then Srebnitz knew that Gregor had really a plan, and that something could be done. Gregor turned from him again to the window and went on waving his handkerchief, and again shouted Sieg heil. It was long before Gregor turned from the window.

Every man who brings a rifle, he said, will be admitted to Hlakas army.

One of theirs? asked Srebnitz.

One of theirs, said Gregor.

Gregor went to the window again and leaned out and looked down the street after the German battalion. He was no longer waving his handkerchief, and he had a different look in his eyes now. Then he closed the window and turned back to Srebnitz.

And bring some cartridges if you can, he said. Rifles are no good without cartridges.

You are really going? said Srebnitz.

I am going tonight, said Gregor.

How lovely, cried Srebnitz.

Not at all, Gregor answered. It is very terrible indeed. When I go there will be reprisals, and they will kill people.

They will kill innocent people? gasped Srebnitz.

I dont know what innocent people means, said Gregor. They will kill people who have done nothing, because I have done my duty. It is most terrible. It will be as though I had plunged my knife into their hearts. But Our People must be free. Or dead. Many have died in three thousand years. But all who lived have been free. We must be free.

Srebnitz gazed at him and hope came among his dreams, as Gregor had once brought Mount Abora into his imagination.

Gregor went on. Say Heil Hitler wherever you go. The little monkey likes it, and his slaves insist on it. Say it whenever you speak to anyone, and whenever you stop speaking to them. I waved from your window and shouted one of their shouts, so that they shant come here first, when they come to shoot people. But theyll come here some day, and its better to die on the Mountain. Theyll kill your father and mother when they come.

Srebnitz gasped. They wouldnt do that! he exclaimed.

Gregor turned round on Srebnitz, full in front of him, close.

You must understand the Germans, he said. Get your mind clear. If they are harmless decent people, you dont want to kill them, at least not the way we shall do it. You must find out what they are, before you know how to treat them. You dont shoot your neighbours dogs; you do shoot the fox. Find out what they are, for yourself; then youll know how to treat them. When you are ready, come to the Mountain.

The Mountain was quite close to the town: they could see its peaks clear from the window, and could sometimes see moving dots that were wild sheep: nothing else lived there.

I am ready now, said Srebnitz.

No, said Gregor. You believe what I say. Thats nice of you. But wait till you know it for yourself. You will fight better that way. You will fight then as we shall have to fight. This isnt war, you know. No battles and medals and strategy. This is guerrilla. This is killing, as we kill animals. That is to say, as butchers in the town, and as hunters up in the Mountain.

To his astonishment Srebnitz saw that Gregor was going. He gazed at him. Gregor had told him nothing of what he was to do, and he had looked to Gregor for the minutest instructions. Hoping yet to be told how to act, he said:

But how do I get a rifle?

You have a knife? asked Gregor.

Yes, answered Srebnitz.

And, as Srebnitz said that, Gregors face lit up with a most charming smile, which lingered upon it as he walked across the room and was shining there still as he went out of the door, looking back into Srebnitzs face.


II

Srebnitz went downstairs to the room where his parents sat, full of his new hopes. Theres an army up in the Mountain, he said. It will free The Land.

Half an hour earlier his father was telling him there was hope, when he had none. Now he was instructing his father in the same thing, as though it were new. Naturally they did not quite agree: the old man was not going to sit at a desk and be instructed by his son, especially in a matter in which he had so recently been the instructor.

Who told you that? his father asked. And when the boy said that it was the brilliant Gregor, he only found that Gregor meant nothing to his father, and that he did not believe in the army. Then he mentioned the name of Hlaka, and that did impress his father. But where was Hlaka? How could he get to him? Suddenly there surged back into Srebnitzs mind the horrible words of Gregor, that they would shoot his father and mother. Srebnitz did not believe it; and that was what Gregor had meant when he had said that he was not yet ready to go to the Mountain. He did not believe it, and yet the thought came back with a deadening shock. For it was a dreadful thing to think of, even though it could not be true. As they talked there came knocks on the door, strangely different from Gregors knocks. They sounded so angrily impatient that Srebnitz ran to open the door. There was a Prussian major there.

Heil Hitler, said Srebnitz.

Heil Hitler, replied the major.

It was true then; they did talk like that.

Sprechen Sie Deutsch? said the major.

Nein, said Srebnitz, for the words they had spoken so far were the only German words that Srebnitz knew. And then the Prussian officer spoke to him with a fairly good accent in his own Near Eastern language.

I am billeted here, said the officer.

Wont you come in? said Srebnitz, for he was of a polite though fierce people, and he brought the officer into the sitting-room. Srebnitzs mother got up from her chair timidly, but the old man refused to move. This man was not his guest, and he came of a free people.

I am billeted here, said the Prussian officer.

The old man nodded his head; he was powerless to keep the German out.

We have come to safeguard our own frontiers from aggression, said the officer, and for the good of your own Land.

The old man turned slightly in his chair, away from the German.

It is so everywhere, said the German to Srebnitz. The old have not yet learned, but all the young are for Hitler.

Srebnitz was silent for a few moments, and then he said: Heil Hitler.

Heil Hitler, repeated the German.

One eyebrow of Srebnitzs father rose slightly; his mother sat silent.

Show the officer to your bedroom, said his father. You must sleep here on the floor.

Srebnitz did as his father told him. The German seemed pleased with the room, or with Srebnitzs politeness to him, and almost smiled. He was silent a few moments, evidently thinking what he could do for Srebnitz. Then he said:

Tell your father and mother to change their minds while there is still time. Now I will go and send round my kit.

And he went amiably down the stairs.

An officer, thought Srebnitz, an officer. He would not have a rifle. And he decided to bide his time.

When Srebnitz went downstairs again his father said to him: Why did you say that?

He spoke in a strange grim voice that was new to Srebnitz. Like a judge speaking. As though on behalf of many alive and dead he questioned his son.

And the son replied with the words that Gregor had said to him: This is not a war, Father. It is guerrilla.

And his father seemed to have understood at once, and said no more, but sat looking into the fire and often smiling quietly. Then Srebnitz remembered that he kept his knife in his room, and went up to get it before the German returned. It was a thin knife, about eight inches long, in a sheath of red leather. It is the usual custom of the people of that land to keep their knives about as sharp as we keep our razors, and Srebnitzs knife was like the rest, but he drew it out and honed it with a little stone, to make sure, and stropped it on leather, until the German came back and knocked with his angry knocks again on the door. Then Srebnitz sheathed his knife and hid it under his clothes; and always after that wore it hung on a strip of leather next to his skin. He ran downstairs and looked in at the sitting-room, on his way to open the door. Perhaps his mother guessed why he went upstairs, or perhaps she merely wondered.

Did you go upstairs to make the room comfortable for the officer? she asked.

Yes, said Srebnitz, or for one of them. I went to get this.

And he opened his shirt and showed the top of the handle of the knife, a carved piece of wild-sheeps horn inlaid with little pieces of silver wire. His mother nodded, but never said a word. His father saw too, and said nothing. The knocks on the door came again, more angry and longer, and Srebnitz hurried to open the door.

Heil Hitler, said Srebnitz.

Heil Hitler, replied the officer.

Yes, they had only been parted for little over five minutes, and it was evidently quite correct to say this all over again.

The German had an orderly with him, with both hands full of kit. No rifle amongst it, Srebnitz noticed. This meant that he must get his rifle elsewhere, and he was glad for his parents sake.

Then he remembered that he had not passed on this mans warning to his parents. He showed the way to the staircase and, leaving the officer to go up with the orderly and the kit, went into the sitting-room. Somehow he could not think of words in which to tell what he had to say, so he repeated the German officers own words, warning his parents to change their minds while there was still time. But the old man only smiled and slightly shook his head. He would have done the same if invited to play football. He was too old for such changes. His wife smiled a little too, and sighed once, and then they heard the feet of the major returning down the stairs.

One often hears of a typical Englishman, a typical soldier, a typical bus-conductor, but very rarely sees any of these types, and when seen they seem slightly absurd; a typical man is in fact a caricature. But this officer was a typical Prussian officer: his face was large and red, and there were hundreds of red veins in it; his body was very plump, although not fat, except for his neck; and the line of his neck went straight to the top of his head, with no bulge anywhere, except for the fat of the neck. His neck was red like his face, and his moustache was much cared for: one could not say it was well cared for; it was rather as though a man had employed several gardeners to plant nettles and weeds, or wild jungle-growths, in orderly rows in a garden. His moustache was a dark shade of yellow, and his eyes were blue, and there were bright red veins in his eyes, as well as in his face. At first sight of him you thought of a savage from cannibal lands, who had been drinking blood all his life; but that was a first impression that could linger only a moment, for a second glance showed that, far from being a savage, he had been drilled night and day ever since he was eight, and was as far removed from the natural savage as a performing ape that has been all its life in a circus is removed from his happy brothers still at large in the woods. Though he gave orders all day now, he made every movement as though the trainer were still behind him, and the trainers whip over his head.

Supper was now preparing and, as the German saw his hostesss preparations, a brighter scarlet seemed to shine in the veins of his eyes. No shortage of food had come as yet to The Land. Srebnitz was out of the room when the others sat down to supper. He had gone to get an armful of clothes from his bedroom, to throw them down in the corner in which he was going to sleep. He had scarcely been gone three minutes when he returned with his bundle; and the quarrel had already occurred. The old lady had said grace before sitting down to supper, and the German had tolerated that, but had added the name of Hitler. It was not this that had been the cause of the quarrel; this had only caused exasperation: the actual quarrel arose over the precedence that was due to Gods name or to Hitlers. They were sitting very silent when Srebnitz returned; and he saw at once that there had been a quarrel, and feared for his parents lives. It was only a fear awakened by Gregors words, for he did not yet know the Germans.

The supper was eaten in silence. Beer was brought in silence to the German officer by Srebnitzs father. And then the German relaxed. He relaxed like a traction-engine that has come over the crest of a hill; his movements were smoother, less awkward. At last he smiled, as heavy engines might smile, if their ghosts spoke together at night, when man had gone. After all, he said ingratiatingly to Srebnitzs mother, what do we know of these great figures? It is but for us to obey.

Still he got no response.

A curious people, he said aloud, but in German, so as not to give them offence.

Srebnitz watched every minute go by, and hoped the end of the evening might come, before either his father or mother had said something that the German would never forgive, if they had not done so already. As soon as the first dimness strayed into the room he went and lay down on his heap of clothes in the corner, though the German was still at the table. Somehow the mere movement had more than the effect that he hoped, and the little party broke up, the German going upstairs and Srebnitzs father and mother going soon to their own bedroom.

All the sounds in the streets outside were changed: there were more feet, fewer voices. Sometimes Srebnitz heard a shout far off. The whole volume of sound was different; the very voice of the city was altered. As none of the voices to which he listened told anything in words, and as none of the dim echoes of sounds that reached him told anything to his reason, Srebnitz listened all the more acutely, bringing his imagination to the aid of his ears, and he lay long awake in the sorrowful city. Suddenly in the night the citys voice changed again, and changed so sharply that Srebnitz awoke. What did it say this time? Still he could not tell. But its voice was alert and horrified.

The Prussian went out next morning without his breakfast.

Mother, said Srebnitz as they sat over their own breakfast, you nearly quarrelled with him last night. Please dont. He forgave you. But, if he had not, Gregor says . . .

He insulted God, said his mother.

What did he say? asked Srebnitz, thinking that perhaps he might explain it away.

He said He was not a European, she answered.

But is He? asked Srebnitz.

It was not that, his mother replied. But he implied very clearly that he himself was a European and, better than that, a Prussian.

But he is, said Srebnitz.

And therefore superior to God, his mother continued.

He was joking, said the boy.

We dont joke like that, said his mother.

No, said Srebnitz. But dont be hard on him if he cant see things as we do. Because Gregor says . . .

What does Gregor say? said his mother, though not in a voice that sounded as though she sought instruction from Gregor.

Gregor says . . . But somehow what Gregor had said seemed rather absurd, and he could not bring himself to repeat it. Well, hell be hungry when he comes back, he said. Lets give him a good breakfast. We must make him comfortable while he is here. Perhaps they will go soon.

Perhaps, said his mother.

The German soon returned. Srebnitz had been thinking that his impression that his face was red could not be really true. It was a bright, bright red. He strode into the room and made a speech. He said, speaking so as to have been heard by a large audience, had one been there, that the people of The Land were a savage people. We come to the country for its own good, he said, and in order to protect it from England. And how have they shown their gratitude? What have they done? He paused, then shouted louder, What have they done?

Then Srebnitz saw that an answer was needed, and said, We dont know.

You dont know, repeated the German. No, because it is incredible. You accursed people have murdered a German sentry.

It is incredible, said Srebnitz.

It was the mot juste. But his mother said nothing. The Prussian looked at her, to hear what she would say. Still she said nothing.

Very well, he said suddenly, and strode out of the house.

Thats right, said Srebnitz when he had gone. I was afraid you might say something to make him angry. We must be rather quiet while he is in this mood. In a day or two it will blow over.

And then his father came in to have his breakfast: he had been upstairs making the Germans bed. He had heard the shouting and knew what had happened. He said nothing as he came in, but his face seemed to wear resignation, like an ancient national dress.

Gregor has killed a sentry, said Srebnitz.

And the old man nodded his head. He sat down to his breakfast and seemed to be waiting for something. Presently the major returned with three armed soldiers. He marched in, and they behind him. The Prussian had a paper in his hand and at once began to shout. The gist of his shouting was that Aryan life was sacred; that the German people, the most cultured in the world, knew this, but there were inferior races that did not know it. To these races the Germans must act like parents and teach the simple lesson; stern parents, until the lesson was learned. When these good lessons were learned, all the world would be happy; meanwhile there must be reprisals. Fifty persons must be shot to atone for the murder of the sentry. The behaviour of his host had been correct: it was therefore a pleasure to spare him. Young Srebnitz, like the youth of the whole world, would learn to love Hitler if he did not already. The behaviour of his mother was incorrect.

He turned round on his heel and marched out of the house, and the soldiers led away the old woman. Her husband followed them. Srebnitz too followed as far as the door. For one moment all three soldiers had their backs to him. He looked as earnestly at their large shoulder-blades as he had ever looked at anything. Then one of them made a half-turn, and Srebnitz seemed to have changed his mind. He did not realise then that he would never see either of his parents again. He did not yet wholly believe Gregor.

His mother was shot dead that afternoon. His father had insisted on accompanying her to the wall before which she had to stand; so the Germans had laughed, and shot him too.

That evening when Srebnitz heard what had happened, the despair of the day before had wholly left him; there was scarcely even grief in his heart, and no fear and no other emotion except one, which wholly filled it, a deep and ardent yearning to get a rifle.


III

There is a story of Kiplings about a man whose pet ape tore his masters wife to pieces from jealousy, and, knowing he had been naughty, kept away from the man for some days, till the man lured him back with little kindnesses, and finally killed him.

The position between Srebnitz and the Prussian major on the day after the reprisals was, in their attitude towards each other, somewhat that of the man and the ape, after the ape had killed the woman. Did Srebnitz feel resentment? the major wondered. He did not seem to; and yet the officer, from his knowledge of psychology, which he had once studied at a German university, suspected that Srebnitz might have such a feeling, even although it was reasonably groundless. Men do not act always from reason alone, he had once been taught. And yet he reasoned with Srebnitz.

In war, he explained to him, certain things were necessary, and logically followed on other things. And he explained to Srebnitz the usage of reprisals, with the exactitude of a chess player explaining an opening. Srebnitz agreed at once. The position was clear enough to the major, but he was a little surprised to find that it was so clear to a man who had not the advantage of German culture. And so he explained it all over again, which logically was what he ought to have done if Srebnitz had not understood him, but not when he did understand. Well, there was no harm in making sure; and the clear logic of his argument had a soothing effect on the majors own mind, which was slightly teased now and again with doubts as to whether Srebnitz was as well disposed to him as he appeared, and as he certainly ought to be. If one loses ones queen at chess to an important piece on the other side, one does not bear resentment to that piece.

Srebnitz did not appear to act in any such foolish way, and logically ought not to do so; so why suppose that he did? And yet the fact remained that nobody could tell what anyone outside Germany would think about anything. And this fact, however absurd, should be borne in mind, for a reasonable man must never neglect a fact. In Germany the moment the Fuehrer spoke on the wireless on any subject, one knew what everyone thought on that subject: in an ordered country it must be so; then all men acted the same way, because they thought the same way, and their action came with the weight of a single blow, eighty million people striking together; and such a blow must be victorious. It was very simple; it was the difference between organization and running wild, the difference between culture and savagery, and incidentally the difference between victory and occupation. The occupied countries must be taught this now, like children in school; those as yet unoccupied must learn by defeat. So, said the Prussian out loud. Srebnitz smiled. Was it a natural smile? All that the major and his forbears had learned for three generations said that it was, for how else should other peoples act towards Prussians? But some older, simpler lore, that had not studied psychology, seemed to be doubting that smile. One more word to Srebnitz.

But Srebnitz said, I must cook your dinner now. It will not be cooked quite as well as it used to be.

Naturally, said the Prussian.

Then Srebnitz went to the kitchen to do his best.

A foolish remark about the cooking. How could a man cook as well as a woman? Only an uncultured people, thought the major, would trouble to point out such a thing. Did the boy think he would punish him for the inferior cooking? Germans were not unreasonable.

Srebnitz brought in the dinner, and the meat was tough, as the officer had expected. He made no complaint. He knew well enough that a womans place was the kitchen. Even a German man would not try to compete there, still less an uncultured man. The woman had cooked well. But such things could not be considered in war. Reprisals came first. Indeed it was by reprisals that Germany must keep her hold on the occupation of the world. Decent cooking would follow.

The major and Srebnitz ate together. Often Srebnitzs hand would move to his waist and linger there for a moment.

Your stomach aches? asked the Prussian.

No, no, no, said Srebnitz. Yes, it does. And suddenly Srebnitz realised that he must have been fondling the handle of the knife that was under his shirt.

It might have been an awkward twenty minutes while the Prussian major and Srebnitz ate their dinner, were it not for the young mans frequent smiles. One thing prevented the military shrewdness of the major from detecting any falsity in those smiles, and that was that they were entirely sincere: whenever Srebnitz smiled he was thinking of his rifle that he was going to get and take away to the Mountain. The Mountain and its bright freedom, and the free men whom he would meet there, filled his mind as flowers are filled with sunlight. After dinner the major marched out. And Srebnitz was left in the lonely house, to sit by the kitchen fire and make his plans. And the more he planned, the harder it seemed to be, till the daring act that should win the rifle seemed the easiest step of all. First of all, the Germans had imposed a curfew within half an hour of sunset, as one of the punishments for the death of their sentry. This would mean his arrest if found at night in the streets at all, even without carrying a German rifle, and there would be a bayonet with it too. There would be a long way to go through the streets from the place where the sentry would be. And then there was a moon about four days old: that would not help things either. Srebnitzs plans had not progressed very far when there came a knock at the door. It was not the terrible Gestapo; in fact it was evidently not a German at all. Srebnitz could not guess who it could be; and, had he guessed for long, the man he saw in the doorway would have been the last of his guesses. It was Gregor.

Gregor! Srebnitz exclaimed.

Gregor smiled.

They have killed my father and mother, said Srebnitz.

Yes, and mine, said Gregor. Our fathers and mothers were lost when the Germans first came. We are probably all lost. But The Land will be free.

I will get the rifle, said Srebnitz.

That is right, said Gregor. It will be beautiful up on the Mountain with a rifle. Their sentries wear bandoliers. Remember to bring the bandolier.

Theres a curfew.

I came to tell you about that, said Gregor. You must go by moonlight, so that the sentry can see you. You couldnt get close in the dark. Have a piece of white paper in your hand. Say Erlaubnis  that means permit  and give it to him.

But when he reads it? said Srebnitz.

He must never read it, said Gregor.

No, said Srebnitz. And then?

Then take his rifle and bandolier, and take off your boots, and hide till the moon goes down. There will be nobody near at the time, because you will choose a time when the sentry is alone, before you take your permit to him. Tie your boots round your neck; you will want them on the Mountain.

Where will I hide? asked Srebnitz.

The two best places are the wood and the public gardens, said Gregor, for a pinewood came right into the town. So avoid those two. The Germans will search them as soon as they miss their sentry; there are plenty of little gardens among the houses; you know them all; and you can move on from one to another whenever the street is quiet.

Srebnitz did not speak, but gazed thoughtfully into the fire, for they had come to the kitchen.

Well? said Gregor.

I was thinking of the rifle and bayonet, said Srebnitz.

Dont bring the bayonet, said Gregor. Hlaka doesnt want them. The Germans will be twenty, and even fifty, to one, when we fight, so we cant sail in with the bayonet.

Fifty to one? said Srebnitz.

Perhaps a hundred to one, said Gregor. But that doesnt trouble Hlaka. He makes up the difference by brains. But you must use your brains, or Hlaka will flog you.

Perhaps a troubled look came into Srebnitzs face, for he knew he was not as clever as Gregor, and he feared that he might fail the redoubtable Hlaka.

Youve shot coneys, havent you? said Gregor.

A few, said Srebnitz. But only with an air-gun.

Thats all the brains you need, said Gregor, and more than enough. A stupid man might kill a coney with a rifle, if he took a long shot, but not with an air-gun. And we dont take long shots.

From how far do you fire? asked Srebnitz.

What is the furthest that you have ever shot a coney? asked Gregor.

I shot one once at seventy-five metres, said Srebnitz. I paced it.

Then never fire at over seventy metres, said Gregor, at a German. The first five cartridges, think of your mother; the next five think of your father; and dont waste one. We dont fight battles. If an officer gave an order to open fire at four hundred yards, Hlaka would execute him. No battles; only killing.

And the rifle, said Srebnitz to remind Gregor of a point from which they had wandered away.

You must do as you think best, said Gregor. Indeed you must do that at all times. What I did myself was to carry it through the streets while they were quiet; but I had a small saw with me so that I could saw off the stock in any place where I hid, and carry the barrel under my waistcoat and down my trouser-leg. As it turned out I did not use the saw. If you do carry it that way its best to have a stick, and walk a bit lame. Here is the saw.

And he gave Srebnitz a small sharp saw, only a few inches long. Dont bring the stock, he said, if you cut it off. You can carve another stock out of a cork-tree. And now get your air-gun, and lets see how you can shoot.

While Srebnitz went to get his air-gun Gregor picked up a large empty match-box and, opening it to make it a little larger, and walking out of the house and across the street, set it up on the pavement against the opposite house. Rifle practice, even of so humble a sort, in the streets of a conquered city, and among two of the conquered, surprised Srebnitz as soon as he saw what Gregor had planned. But Gregor said: This is how we must live from now on; doing whatever we like, but choosing our time for it. I will watch from this window. The moment you hear me shut it, put your air-gun away.

So Gregor leaned his head out of the window, looking up and down the street, while Srebnitz fired four shots at the match-box from six yards inside the house, and every shot hit it. Then Gregor went and picked the match-box up, and nothing had disturbed them. As Gregor walked across the street with the incriminating match-box in his hand, the idea came to Srebnitz that more might be done than he had hoped, for the trifle caught his eye, whereas he had not seen Gregors journey all the way to the town from the Mountain.

What part of the Mountain shall I come to? asked Srebnitz.

Any part, said Gregor. We shall find you. You will be watched all the way. If you carry the rifle in your hand, carry it with the stock foremost.

Then he picked up the air-gun and looked at it.

Thats a nice air-gun, he said. You could learn to hit a coin at seventy metres with that. Would you like it up on the Mountain?

Oh yes, said Srebnitz. Shall I bring it?

No. You will have your rifle to bring, said Gregor. Ill take it for you. It will go nicely.

And there and then he began to slip it down his waistcoat with the stock uppermost. And Srebnitz gave him several hundred lead slugs in a round tin. These Gregor poured loose into his pockets, and handed back the tin. Then he walked out into the street.

See you soon, he shouted, and was gone.

Srebnitz went back to his seat by the fire, and back to his thoughts. He had no need of the fires warmth, for spring was far on its way over all those lands, though the swallows had not yet got as far as England, and the fire was only there for cooking: he sat by the fire so as to see the past in it, which his fancy could sometimes discern in its luminous scenery. He would have liked to have left some flowers upon his parents graves; but, thinking it all out, he decided that he must choose between that and vengeance.

Then, having made his choice, he went out for a walk through the streets of the little capital to see where the sentries were: and he went in the direction of the Mountain. Having found what he wanted, he returned to the house, stopping on the way at a street corner at which they always sold flowers, and where men were selling them even yet, and buying a bunch at the cost of a whole pound of tea, because he realised that money would not be of much more use to him for a long time to come. These he brought back to the house and he began to prepare supper. The major had not yet returned.

He had not been at work in the kitchen long when a furious knocking was heard at the door and the major was there, having come back for his supper.

Heil Hitler, said Srebnitz.

Heil Hitler, replied the major with the same solemn face. Would he never get tired of saying this? thought Srebnitz.

Srebnitz had all his wits about him now, realising that now, if ever, he must keep them about him. For he meant to go that night a bit before the moon went behind the Mountain. He could not bring himself to say much to the major, but he smiled more frequently than he had at dinner. He is beginning to get over the loss of his parents, thought the Prussian.

After supper, when he went into the kitchen to put the plates away, he packed into his pockets and about his clothes all the tea and sugar there was in the house, and a good deal of butter and some slices of bacon, and put nearly sixteen pounds of bread into a sack. Would the major go to bed before the moon set? He could not sit and watch him without letting some trace of his anxiety show through, so he stayed most of the time in the kitchen, where the major heard him moving saucepans and washing plates. Already through a window he saw the moon hanging low. Would beer help? He opened two bottles and placed them beside the major, who was pleased. Then he returned to the kitchen. There he found a sheet of paper and made out his permit; he wrote on it It is a free Land. For a moment he wondered how to sign it, then signed with his own name.

After what seemed a long time, but may have been only ten minutes, he heard a yawn, then silence, and more silence. His fathers old clock sounded loud in it. Suddenly a hope came to him, and he looked quietly into the sitting-room: it was as he hoped and the major had fallen asleep. He scattered some flowers then in rooms and nooks and corners that were especially frequented by memories of his parents, and slipped out into the street, and locked the door on the far side and threw the key away.

The moon was still in the sky, but getting near to the Mountain. The street was quite deserted, and he went quietly in the direction of a little public garden with two gates on the street, over both of which the Germans had put a sentry; and the further of the two sentries was the one that Srebnitz had chosen, because he was the nearer to the Mountain. This meant that he would have to make a detour, up a street to the right and back down another, in order to come to the further sentry without being seen by the nearer. The bit of garden was only a hundred yards long, and the distance between the two sentry-posts was no more than that; but they walked up and down and met in the middle, and would be two hundred yards apart at the end of their beats.

He walked softly, though with his boots on, and felt strangely free. He felt, although the feeling was not crystallised into thought, that Man was opposed to the night, that all his doors and locks and laws were against it. Out-of-doors now, in the silent street, no locks or laws held him. The night was no longer against him; it was his friend: and he was on the side of the night. In the houses freedom was lost now: all who abided by laws in that land abided by German laws: only in the night and on the Mountain were his people still free.

He heard the sound of three men marching, and they seemed more in the night. Then he saw the glint of an electric torch flashing out now and then. To go back would be to lose time, and the moon was getting low. There was a side-street only fifty yards ahead, which he thought he could reach if he hurried, before the men came within hearing of his light feet.

He ran softly and reached it, and ran up the steps of a house on the far side of the side-street and flattened himself against the door; not the first house, but the second, so as to have sufficient start if the patrol turned up that street. They were coming down the far side of the street he had left. If the steps left the pavement to cross the street, he would have ample time to get away from them. But they drew level and kept straight on.

He left the door and continued his journey, and the night seemed more than ever his friend. Then the silence was broken again, this time by a voice, a high voice calling incoherently, somebody singing. The singer was coming towards him out of the distance and dark: it was a drunken man. For a moment Srebnitz was astonished at any sound of festivity in that fallen city; then he realised that it was some poor devil trying to drown the sorrow of Europe in a glass of wine. He came down the street the way the patrol had gone, and Srebnitz heard, as he came nearer, the ruins of songs of his country. He stood still as the man passed him on the other side of the street, so that the man should not hear him and shout to him. And away the wild singing went, sending up fragments of the songs of The Land into the lonely night. For a long while he heard him; then a volley from two or three rifles, and all was quiet.

He heard the sound of more men coming behind him, but that did not trouble him, because he was near the first sentry now and the time was come for him to leave the wide street and turn up to his right, and then soon to his left and to his left again, which would bring him back to the street that he was in, and close to the further sentry. He turned to his right and passed by little gardens, where trees leaned their dark heads out over the railings, trees that seemed friendly to Srebnitz, and free, trees that had never said Heil Hitler: freedom was gone from men in The Land, but it seemed still to linger among these leaves.

When he came to his next turning he paused, to hear how far the marching feet had got. If they should turn from the main road where he had turned he would have to make fresh plans, but they went on straight past the turning. Then he turned to his left and was about level with them. As he turned to his left again, he heard them marching on up the wide road, past the far end of the street he had just entered. He was very near the sentry now. He followed the sound of the marching feet for a little way, softly; then he turned back and, as soon as the patrol was out of hearing, walked loudly towards the sentry, whose feet he could now hear, his approach from that direction giving the impression that he must have passed the patrol. He had also timed his walk so as to meet the sentry when he was farthest away from his comrade.

Now he saw the sentry, in such light as there was from the moon, and held out his white paper. Before the sentry challenged Srebnitz called out, Erlaubnis, and added the word Doctor in his own language, hoping that the Germans would have picked up the word for doctor in any country they entered. If he looked too young for a doctor, the word might be taken to mean that he was in search of one. He waved the paper in the direction in which the patrol had gone, with the implication that they had seen it, and then stretched it out to the sentry, repeating the word Erlaubnis; for it was death to be out in the streets after dark without a permit.

Srebnitz came of a race that had held a small country from before the Christian era. They had done this by outstanding courage, and of course by agriculture, but also by cunning. Cunning was honoured among them, probably because they knew, or only dimly felt, that it was one of the pillars upon which their nation rested, and without which their race might have fallen into the dust.

Srebnitz handed the paper to the sentry in the same hand that held the knife: the blade of the knife was under his hand and lying along his wrist. The sentry tried to read it, but there was not enough moonlight. Then Srebnitz spoke of his mother in his own language. Whether the words surged up unbidden out of his thoughts, or whether he spoke to distract the sentrys attention, he did not know himself.

My mother was always kind, he said.

And then he stabbed the sentry to the heart. The thin knife slipped in easily. The sentry coughed and Srebnitz seized his throat with his left hand for fear that he should cry out: with his right hand he caught the rifle before it could fall, for he knew that the sound of a falling rifle would waken the whole street.

He had forgotten to loosen his boot-strings, so he cut them now with the knife, as the other sentry marched towards the point at which the two of them were accustomed to meet. Srebnitzs sentry seemed quite dead, as he took his hand from his throat. Then he slipped the bandolier over the dead mans head and threw it over his own shoulder, and took off his boots and ran, picking up his small sack of bread as he went, which he had left on the pavement before going up to the sentry. A flash of moonlight on the bayonet as he ran reminded him that Gregor had told him that Hlaka did not need bayonets, and that he was better without it now; so he unfixed it from the rifle and, with a neat knack they have in those parts, threw it into a door, where it stuck; a warning, Srebnitz thought, if the people in the house should be traitors; otherwise a message of hope.

Soon he heard the steps of the patrol again, for he was now overtaking them. So he stopped to think, and to rest; not because he was tired, but in order to have his speed fresh when it might be needed. The other sentry seemed not to have left his beat, and there was no pursuit as yet. It struck Srebnitz then that the safest place for him was as near as possible to the patrol. If they turned he must run: till then they would warn him whenever they passed a sentry, and there would be no more patrols, just behind them.

For a long while he followed the patrol, till it turned down a street that led away from the Mountain. Srebnitz kept straight on, and went now more cautiously.


IV

The moon was very near to the left side of the Mountain, but it still gave too much light; and Srebnitz looked, as he went, for a place to hide. If the dead sentry was discovered before the moon set, which seemed more than likely, he decided to go on at once, as the certain danger behind would then be greater than the unknown danger in front; but as yet he heard no noise.

He passed a garden, but there seemed no cover there, and the moonlight was all over it. Trees were plentiful along the street, but they were only pepper-trees, with thin trunks. The kind of cover he looked for did not seem to be there, and there were no clouds near the moon. The houses he passed had gardens in front of them, but too minute to grow any trees except almond or orange or peach: none of them gave any cover.

And then he saw a garden so neat and calm and well tended, with the moonlight shining on patches of lemon-blossom, bright in the dark of the leaves, and with something else about it that he could not define, but that charmed him somehow as the echo of chimes that had just stopped ringing on a summers evening . . . so neat and calm and charming that the idea came to him suddenly that in this house he might find shelter. Without any hesitation or any further thought he went straight up to the door and knocked with his knuckles; nor was there time for any hesitation, for he had been too long in the moonlit street already to hope to go much longer without being seen; and indeed as he knocked he heard marching feet again, between him and the Mountain. He knocked again, a little louder. The door was opened by someone with a knitted shawl over her face, through which she could see.

Srebnitz walked in with his rifle, and his right hand all over blood, and much of the sleeve, and said: It is for The Land.

The figure behind the shawl nodded, and made a gesture with one hand to an inner door. Then she shut the door on the street, while Srebnitz, still with his rifle in his hand, walked in to the room to which she had pointed. There two old ladies sat knitting, two unmarried sisters. They glanced at Srebnitzs rifle and the blood on his hand, and went on with their knitting.

It is a fine evening, said one of them.

Yes, said Srebnitz, and then added what he had said in the doorway: It is for The Land.

Yes, yes, said the other old lady. Are you going to the Mountain?

Yes, said Srebnitz. To Hlaka.

You must have some tea before you go, she said.

The marching footsteps drew nearer, and another patrol passed the door, as they all listened.

The moon will set soon, said the old lady who had offered the tea. Her name was Isabella.

Properly speaking, said her sister, it will go behind the Mountain. But that will suit quite well.

I must wash my hands, said Srebnitz very hastily, looking down with a shocked expression at his own right hand in that neat, tidy room.

That is as you wish, said Isabella. But, if you are going to Hlaka, they say  do they not, Angelica?  that he will receive you better with your right hand unwashed.

That is what I have heard, said Angelica.

Sophia, called Isabella, bring us some tea for this young gentleman. And your name? she said to Srebnitz.

I think not, said Angelica.

Very well then, perhaps not, said Isabella.

So Srebnitz remained anonymous.

My dear young man, said Isabella, you have no blanket. Nobody goes up to the Mountain without a blanket. It is very cold up there as soon as the sun sets.

Yes, said Angelica, he must have a blanket. And she went to get one.

And now Srebnitz heard the sounds of a stir down the road by which he had come, the very sounds that he had been expecting, and he and his hostess knew they had found the sentry.

You must not go by that road, Isabella said, pointing to the front door. But Sophia will show you a lane that goes straight to the Mountain.

They were still listening to the noises in the town, when Angelica returned with the blanket, which she made up into a long roll and handed to Srebnitz, and a strip of leather with which to fasten the ends. Srebnitz thanked her and threw it over his right shoulder.

Not that shoulder, said Angelica. They never wear it that way.

And Srebnitz realised, rather shamefacedly, that the way he was trying to wear it would get in the way of his rifle. Very soon Sophia came in with the tea, this time with no shawl over her face.

This is our niece Sophia, said Isabella.

Srebnitz gazed at her and said nothing.

And your name? said Sophia when the silence had gone on long enough.

His name is Monsieur de la Montagne, said Angelica.

Good evening, Monsieur de la Montagne, said Sophia.

Good evening, said Srebnitz.

Then they all had tea.

There are lovely flowers up in the Mountain, said Isabella.

Beautiful, I believe, said Angelica.

Men in thick boots hurried past the house, going up the street that already slanted towards the Mountain, away from the town.

And are your parents well? asked Angelica.

Yes, said Srebnitz.

And the two old ladies sighed.

Even an aeroplane came over after a while, and still there were hurrying Germans in the street.

Are they going to bomb, do you think? asked Isabella of her sister.

Most unlikely, replied Angelica. They have their own men all over the town.

So I thought, said Isabella. I only asked.

Of course, you never know with Germans, said Angelica.

No, said Isabella.

And the aeroplane throbbed away towards the Mountain, but the sounds of men in the street did not diminish.

Suddenly there came a roar of knocks on the street-door.

Quick, Sophia, said Isabella. And she threw two of the four tea-cups into the grate, and their saucers after them, where they lay broken among the ashes. Then she walked to the door of their sitting-room. To the Mountain, she said to Sophia, and remember to lock the back-door after you.

Srebnitz wanted to thank her, but there was not time.

We shall see you again one day, she said. You can thank us then. Or perhaps there may be reprisals along our street. If so we shall meet again where there are no Germans.

My dear! exclaimed Angelica. Beethoven!

Yes, yes. Of course, said Isabella. I should have excepted him.

The knocking came again, and shook the whole door, and plaster began to fall from where the hinges were straining. Isabella walked slowly down the few yards of passage, and called out, Who is there?

Police, came the shouted answer. Open at once.

Certainly, said Isabella.

Sophia and Srebnitz were in the kitchen now, and the door was shut behind them. As Isabella opened the front door, Sophia opened the back. As the Germans entered the house she picked up part of a ham, then followed Srebnitz out of the back door and locked it from the outside. They were in a little garden now, glistening with fruit-trees. Sophia handed the ham to Srebnitz to put into his sack, which now also held his boots, as they walked through the garden. She walked fast, but without anxiety, for it was a long way round to the back of the house by any way except by the back door. They came to a small wicket, which Sophia opened, and they were in a narrow lane leaned over by lemon trees, and orange and peach and wisteria.

For a little while the moon shone faintly on white blossoms; then Srebnitz and Sophia came to the darkness where the moon was hid by the Mountain.

I have brought another blanket for you, said Sophia.

And Srebnitz saw that she had it draped over her. He was glad of that, for he had decided that, with all the blood on his sleeve, it would be no use hiding the rifle as Gregor had done. If found by daylight, he was sure to be shot: if found by night without a permit, it would be the same thing. So it was better to have his rifle handy, and the blanket might do to hide it from aeroplanes. He was troubled about Sophia; indeed he was vaguely troubled from the first moment he saw her; but here she was out in a dark night, in a town full of Germans; nor would it have been any better, but worse, if the dark night had been lit. He wanted her to go back, but the Germans were there. He was troubled too about the old ladies, whose kindness seemed too fragile to endure in such an age as this: the Germans would be upon them even now.

Your aunts, he said. Should I not wait to see if they need help?

They never need help, said Sophia.

But . . . muttered Srebnitz.

Not for themselves, she said. For The Land only.

But what will they do to them? asked Srebnitz, as they still walked away.

Oh, they are very good at talking to Germans, said Sophia. They have been to our house before.

What do your aunts say? he asked.

They listen to all that the Germans say, first, she said.

And then? asked Srebnitz.

Then they talk about blood, said Sophia. Pigs blood, I mean; and all the things you can do with it, and about a sausage called blut-wurst. They know all about cooking, and they can talk German.

And the Germans listen? he asked.

On their knees, said Sophia.

And he glanced at her face for fear she was laughing at him. But it was too dark to see.

One of them asked Aunt Isabella yesterday, Sophia went on, if she was not highly born. And she said Yes, she was one of the pigs of Swines Sty. But she said it in our language, which is in any case finer than theirs; and I think they were awed by the sound of it. Anyway, they didnt shoot her, and I dont think they will tonight.

Srebnitz sighed. But what about you? he asked.

I shall go back, when they are gone, she said.

How will your aunts account for your not being there now? he asked.

They may not find out I live there, she said. There were only two cups on the table. If they do find out, I think Aunt Angelica will explain to them. She is very good at talking the shepherds dialect, and she can talk it very fast.

All the while they were walking quickly towards the Mountain.

At first there were gardens at the backs of the houses, all the way on their left, and on the right what looked like orchards or orange-groves, but it was now too dark to be sure.

Have you a box of matches? asked Srebnitz. I cannot see your face.

You saw it in the house, said Sophia.

That was a long time ago, said Srebnitz.

Have you no matches? asked Sophia.

No, said Srebnitz.

Hlaka will say something to you, if you come to him without matches, said Sophia.

What will he say? asked Srebnitz.

He will say a great deal, said Sophia.

Will he be angry?

I hope not, Sophia replied.

Why will he say a great deal? asked Srebnitz.

Because he likes his men to have more sense, answered Sophia.

Srebnitz thought a while about that, and realised that Hlaka would be right.

What is Hlaka like when he is angry? he asked.

They say things are bad on the Mountain when Hlaka is angry, she said.

How long has he been in the Mountain? asked Srebnitz.

Over a week, said Sophia. He went up there when the Germans broke through the line. He was too old to be a regular soldier, and had not fought in this war till he went to the Mountain.

Has he fought any battles yet? asked Srebnitz.

He doesnt fight, said Sophia. He kills.

That was what Gregor had said.

In the end he will die fighting, said Sophia. But he wishes to kill first.

Has he killed many yet? asked Srebnitz.

I dont know, said Sophia. They say he means to kill two hundred with his own hand before he shows himself much, and that he will be very little seen on the Mountain until he has done that. And that is what he makes all his men do; hardly to kill as many as he does, but not to be seen. Hlaka gets very angry if he hears much firing, because he knows his men have been showing themselves, and he flogs them. Sometimes he goes down into the town. But that is different. He does not go as Hlaka.

Will you give me a box of matches? asked Srebnitz, rightly guessing she had some.

Yes, said Sophia, if you do not waste them. And he held out his hand. Not now, said Sophia, you do not need them yet.

The dark lane led away from the houses now, to the right among fields and orchards. They walked in silence and darkness. Other young men had told of walking with girls along lanes on spring nights such as this, and Srebnitz had thrilled to hear; but instead of stars and fruit-blossoms over their heads, though they were actually there, there seemed something else over both of them: it was the huge wings of Death. He thought of the beauty of Sophias face, and wanted to see it again, but she would not give him a match. And then, just as he was going to ask again, they saw flashes of light ahead of them, for they were coming back to streets. All the houses were dark, and the flashes were from electric torches carried by Germans. You cannot come any further, said Srebnitz.

But Sophia said, You cannot find your way alone. I will turn back when I come to the houses.

They slanted towards their left, and there were the houses, and beyond them the Mountain, visible under the stars. Rubbish-heaps, and tins thrown out from small houses, were about them; and they came to a street, slabs of bare rock at first, and then pavement. A wider street crossed it a little way off, and it was from this that the flashes came, and shone down the side-streets as the Germans came to crossings. Here Sophia, speaking in whispers now, gave Srebnitz the blanket she carried and the matches that he had asked for, and showed him the way: he must cross two more streets after the wide one, and that would bring him to open country, or to country as open as it ever is near a town, wire and market-gardens and very soon a small wood, and then the Mountain.

Do you think you will be able to see the Mountain? she asked.

And in the darkness Srebnitz could not be sure whether or not she was laughing at him. So he said that he could see the Mountain now. Then it was time to say good-bye, and Srebnitz stepped on the pavement, pausing for a moment to find all the words of thanks that were due, and to warn Sophia to go quietly and watchfully. But Sophia was gone.


V

For a while Srebnitz stood listening, but all was quiet down the lane by which Sophia went. Then he moved without a sound along the little street, and soon came to the edge of the wider street, from which the lights had flashed. He was still in his bare feet. The lights were flashing in the street, both to left and to right of him, and it seemed full of Germans. So he walked across it; and the street to which he came seemed empty, and it slanted steeply, as though its pavement were the hem of a cloak that covered the feet of the Mountain.

There were no sounds ahead of him, yet he walked warily, for the Germans in the town were uneasy, as the sounds behind him showed, and he expected them to have sentries at all the exits, especially towards the Mountain. He crossed another street safely, but now he heard sounds of marching behind him, as a patrol turned from the wider street and up the street he was in. Srebnitz quickened his pace then to a very slow run, but went no faster than that, in case he should run into a sentry ahead of him. A sentry was less likely to be out in the road than on the pavement, but Srebnitz ran on the pavement for the sake of the ease with which his bare feet could move on its smooth surface, and the mastery that he felt that his speed could give him there against any opponent he might meet in the night; and he felt almost as safe from the marching feet behind him as a hawk might feel from the feet of a gamekeeper on a night as dark as this. He crossed another street, the last of them, and still he had met no opposition. Then he dropped to a walk again; the German patrol was still behind him, but his only fear now was of a barricade, or a group of sentries, at the end of the street.

He went very cautiously past the last houses, and then the pavement ended and there was no sentry there. More than likely the men marching behind him were the very men who were to close the end of the street, and he was a few yards ahead of the news of what he had done. Certainly the patrol came no further than the end of the street.

Very soon the road by which he was travelling was no more than an ordinary country road. He stopped then and listened attentively for as long as he thought it would take Sophia to return to her home, and, hearing no shots, was sure she had got home in safety. Then he looked carefully at both sides of the road to see what sort of obstacles bounded it, and found a hedge on both sides, not too thick for him to get through if he had to.

Then he walked on slowly down the road, and presently the hedges ceased altogether. Then he came to the wood of which Sophia had told him, a pine-wood dark and mysterious in the night, but he felt that with his bare feet and his rifle he was as dangerous as any mystery in the wood. Tall asphodels shone faintly in the light from the stars: nothing else in all the wood gathered any radiance. Srebnitz felt more confidence now than he had felt before in that night, for he felt that if he met anyone now he could use his rifle and still get to the Mountain before he was overtaken; and if the worst should come to the worst, he meant to use it, which would have been impossible in the town, if he was to escape afterwards; and he meant to escape, for he had much to do for The Land. The road ran through the wood and brought him to heathy country without fields. The Mountain rose before him, but the road ran rather to the right than straight upwards. Yet he kept to the road, which seemed to know its business, rather than go straight up, which seemed so easy; for he had heard of men who had been lost on the Mountain.

When he was far from the town he sat down and put on his boots, tying them with many knots, for he had cut the laces earlier in the night. He put them on, not so much for protection for his feet on the road, but in case he should have to take to the rough country. The road had no boundaries any longer, and he felt almost perfectly safe now, for any patrol he might meet on the road would never overtake him in the rough country by night. He had only to run a few yards to his left, and the night and the Mountain would take care of him.

So he went on slowly through the night, thinking of Hlaka, and of the victory of The Land, which many doubted and which the Germans had not even considered as a possibility, or as an eventuality worthy of the trouble of any of their speakers to deny, but Srebnitz saw it vividly, and Hlaka up in the Mountain never saw anything else; for Srebnitz victory for The Land was a faith, but Hlaka up in the Mountain with his band of free men saw it all round him as the saints see Paradise. The eastern stars paled and a light came low in the sky and the night seemed to grow colder.

Srebnitz was glad of the second blanket that Sophia had given him, and that he wore like a cloak. He was too young to know that sleeplessness and hunger are two other causes of cold, besides the obvious one of the wind before dawn on a mountain; but a very elementary instinct prompted him to eat food, and he sat down by the road and cut a slice from the ham that Sophia had given him and a slice of bread from a loaf, both with the knife that had killed the sentry. The knife reminded him of his fulfilled dream, the rifle now in his hands, and he raised the rifle to his lips and kissed it.

Dawn as he ate came up coldly and slowly, first in a dead hush, then with the familiar sounds that accompany dawn in Europe, rising up from the far town, the dull and occasional rap of volleys of musketry. Reprisals already, thought Srebnitz. A feeling of horror went through him for a moment. And then he remembered Gregors words, that all these people were lost already. Today, tomorrow or next day they would die: only The Land would be saved. At a certain altitude above the town Liberty seemed to dwell. Down below in the streets he was a fugitive, a man without a permit, and in his fathers house he was one of a conquered race; but just about where he was now something in the feel of the air seemed to tell him there ran the frontier of Liberty. Near here, or further up where Hlaka served her, Liberty was enthroned. Her banners were beginning to show over the Mountain now, as the sun, although not yet risen, caught floating clouds; and larks rose up to sing to her. Her palace roof was over his head, the open sky; its great bastion rose beside him, the wild Mountain. He was going to join her guards. Then the boys mind, playing with fancies, tried to picture what uniform the guards of Liberty should wear, and fancied them for a moment gorgeous in gold lace, marching into the capital when victory came. And suddenly a glance, straying from dreams, fell on his own clothes, and he realised that the Guards of Liberty were cloaked with a brown blanket, and wore plain clothes, much like his own, with a red sleeve.


VI

The fancies had turned to dreams, and Srebnitz, starting up and seeing broad daylight, realised that it was time for him to go on at once, before any patrol should come out from the town. He flung an end of his blanket over one shoulder and stooped to pick up his rifle on his right side, then sprang to his left, spun around and looked all about him, and found his rifle was gone. If an earthquake had sunk the Mountain into the earth, leaving him on the brink, he could not have felt more aghast. Indeed the Mountain seemed lost to him now. For he could not go to Hlaka without a rifle. But then he could not go back to the town, with blood on his sleeve. What could he do? And after a while another question came to him. Why had the German rifle been taken from him, and he been left alive? A man picknicking in an Indian jungle, and falling asleep, scarcely expects his cup of tea to be drunk by a tiger, and himself to be spared. If the cup of tea was drunk, it was not by a tiger. Who then took his rifle? The sun had not risen when he had fallen asleep. It was death to be out without a permit between sunset and sunrise. And it was death to be in possession of arms. And death to rob the German army of anything. And as for his right sleeve . . . ! Was another man going to join Hlaka with his rifle? It was the thought of that that made him turn up the Mountain, still following the road, instead of going the other way. He would go to Hlaka and complain that he had been robbed.

He hurried up the road for nearly an hour. Then, where the last scraps of wild vegetation grew, before scrub and flowers ended in bare mountain, he saw a few thin sheep grazing, and an old shepherd standing near them, not far from the road, in one of the vast coats that the shepherds of those lands wear, made out of many sheep-skins. The shepherd was tall and still powerful, and was looking at Srebnitz with a fixed look, more like a frown.

Srebnitz shouted Good morning to him, but the shepherd neither answered nor changed his expression. So Srebnitz went on, but felt uneasily that from those craggy eyebrows he was being frowned upon still.

After that he saw nobody any more, and in another hour he came, in the bare mountain, to the end of the road amongst rocks as large as cottages, lying below a cliff. Tracks wound up from there, but only tracks, and Srebnitz wondered what Gregor had meant, when he had said that he could go to any part of the Mountain and that he would come on Hlaka. He called with the long clear cry, that they use in that land, calling the name of Gregor. And the only answer was echoes.

His despair stimulated in him a feverish energy, and he hurried by one of the steep foot-tracks still higher upward. A few bits of a heath-like plant, or stunted bush, grew about him: the rest of the slope was a shiny crumbled stone. To his right the Mountain rose into peaks, but above him the sky-line was not far away. This he soon reached, and saw before him a flat circular space, scarcely a hundred yards across, with little steep hills all round it. He went down to it by a small pass between two miniature hills, and walked across it, and found that he had come to the top of that part of the Mountain. He called again, but even the echoes seemed less responsive here.

He looked away over the plains that lay to the north of the Mountain, and, the sun having gone behind a cloud, he saw them all shadowed. All Europe is under a shadow, thought Srebnitz; and, finding Nature matched by his mood, drew dark omens from the sombre guise of the view.

He turned round then and walked back to look at the city below him, on the other side, to the south. As he recrossed the level arena he noticed, this time, in the midst of it a looser patch of sandy soil, a little circle less than a yard across. He went up to look at it and disturbed the loose soil with his foot; as he did so and revealed black cinders beneath, a voice said to him in ordinary conversational tones, Leave that alone.

He looked up and at first saw no one. Then a young man walked towards him down a rocky slope of the hills that stood round the arena no higher than the houses of a good street. He carried a rifle, and wore a bandolier.

Srebnitz gazed at him in silence, and as he gazed he saw other men come over the rocks all round him. There were about ten of them, men in rough dress like his own; and Srebnitz said to the man that he saw first: I have come to join Hlaka.

The man walked further towards him before he spoke, and when he spoke he said: Hlaka does not take everyone.

In desperation then Srebnitz staked his wealth: I have six loaves of bread, he said, and a ham and twenty-five cartridges.

In the mans face Srebnitz thought he saw some acknowledgment of the weight of his argument when he mentioned the bread, and almost a slight smile at the fewness of his cartridges. But the man said nothing till he came to the level ground and walked still nearer to Srebnitz and looked at him. Then he said: Hlaka is angry with you.

Hlaka? said Srebnitz. Why?

The other men were coming near him too and among them he saw Gregor. His face lit up, but a very slight smile showed on Gregors, and there was no welcome in any of the faces, as though no smile or welcome could thrive on the Mountain under the anger of Hlaka. Srebnitz opened his sack and drew out the ham and the loaves and said: I have brought these, and took out the bacon that was hidden under his clothes, and the packets of tea and sugar out of his pockets, and laid them all down beside the loaves and ham on the sack. The eyes of all showed interest. Then Gregor came up to Srebnitz and drew him a little away from the rest and said to him gravely in a low voice: Why did you not carry your rifle with the stock foremost as I told you?

Srebnitz said: It was almost dark. Nobody could see me. I should have remembered as soon as it got light.

Gregor said: Hlaka can see in the dark.

I am sorry, said Srebnitz.

And then, Gregor went on, you went to sleep. Hlaka never lets any men sleep until they are hidden. And you went to sleep on the road.

By the side of the road, said Srebnitz.

But Gregor paid no attention. His face was grave, and they walked for a while in silence.

Who got my rifle? asked Srebnitz.

You must ask Hlaka that, said Gregor. He is Master of the Mountain.

But how will he know? asked Srebnitz.

Nothing goes on in the Mountain that he does not know, answered Gregor.

What will he do? asked Srebnitz.

He is very angry, said Gregor. Then he glanced at Srebnitzs right hand and sleeve. Ill tell you what, he said; as soon as you see Hlaka, shake hands with him. He may shake hands with you when he sees your hand like that. And then perhaps . . .

But where is Hlaka? asked Srebnitz.

I told you, said Gregor. He is in the Mountain. You only had to come to the Mountain to find him.

But what part of the Mountain? asked Srebnitz.

Here, said Gregor.

And walking down a slope of the little rocky hill, Srebnitz saw the old shepherd, but taller and straighter than he had seemed before, and even fiercer. Like all the others he carried a rifle, and Srebnitz thought he recognized his; at least it had a patch of blood of the same size on the same part of the stock. As Hlaka came to the flat arena Srebnitz walked towards him and stretched out his right hand, as Gregor had advised, towards the frowning figure. Hlaka flashed a fierce glance at him.

Is that mans blood? he asked, moving his rifle to his left hand and pointing at Srebnitzs right.

Yes, said Srebnitz.

Then I will shake hands with you, said Hlaka, and a grim smile came to his lips.

May I have my rifle? asked Srebnitz, emboldened by that smile.

No, said Hlaka. You have a mans hand, but a sheeps brains. Then he turned to Gregor and said: Teach him sense. And he shall have his rifle.

Gregor began at once. You must not shout on the Mountain, he said. If you want any of us at any time, light a fire by day and walk away from it as fast as you can down-wind for ten minutes. There is always a wind on the Mountain. And one of us will come to you there, ten minutes walk down-wind of the fire. If you should want one of us at night light two fires some yards apart, and the second one, which should be the smaller of the two, will show the direction in which you went. Walk for a quarter of an hour at night, and then wait until someone comes to you. And you must obey orders. I told you to carry your rifle with the stock forward. Any man unknown to Hlaka, with a rifle on the Mountain, carrying it any other way is likely to be shot.

Did Hlaka take my rifle? asked Srebnitz.

Hlaka educates us all, was all that Gregor said.

Educates? said Srebnitz, with something in his voice that seemed to boast that the education he had just absorbed from the final course of the top class of his school was something superior to any education that could be possessed by a rough fierce man like Hlaka.

Listen, said Gregor. There is only one study for Europe now. You had a pen and ink when you went to school, and masters taught you how to use them, and told you everything. Now you have your knife and you are under one of the greatest masters at our end of Europe, and you know nothing. But you will learn a great deal. You will learn never to go to sleep where anybody can find you. You will learn not to shout when the enemy is within hearing. You will learn not to uncover the ashes of fires that have been hidden. We will teach you hundreds of things. And when you have learned them you will save The Land with all of us, and march back to the town when the flag flies again, or perhaps stand in bronze in the Central Square for ever. You brought a satchel of good books with you, and Gregor pointed to the loaves and ham and packets of tea and sugar on the sack. You will learn.

I brought these cartridges too, said Srebnitz, touching his bandolier, for his repute seemed to be sunk low and he wanted to raise it a little.

Yes, said Gregor. Tell me how you got them.

And Srebnitz told the story, walking up and down the flat arena among the miniature peaks. Gregor listened with the attention of a schoolmaster hearing a boys lesson. When Srebnitz had finished he nodded.

That was all right, wasnt it? said Srebnitz

No, said Gregor. You shouldnt have thrown the bayonet into that door.

But why not? asked Srebnitz.

You must learn things like that, said Gregor. It showed the direction in which you were going. It showed you were going up that street. And that street leads to the Mountain.

But I might have been stopping anywhere on the way, said Srebnitz.

Yes, said Gregor. You might have been going to have a cup of tea in any of the houses. But after killing the sentry the Gestapo would expect you to be leaving the town, and you showed them the direction in which you would leave it.

I see, said Srebnitz.

You must study these things, said Gregor. There is only one branch of study now for all Europe, and theres no master better than Hlaka. But he is severe.

Ill try, said Srebnitz.

What way is the wind blowing? said Gregor.

I dont know, replied Srebnitz.

You must always know from what point the wind is blowing, said Gregor.

A low whistle sounded, and all the men in the little arena began moving outwards towards the rocks.

There is an aeroplane coming, said Gregor.

Where is it? asked Srebnitz.

We cant see it yet, said Gregor. We have a listening apparatus. We go to those caves, and he pointed to hollows under ledges of rock where the wild sheep sometimes rested. They were no more than hollows worn by the wind in a softer stratum about three feet deep, under a harder one, and they did not go many feet into the mountain. Gregor began to walk towards one of them, and Srebnitz turned to come with him.

You mustnt leave your sack and bread lying there, said Gregor.

Srebnitz ran to collect them, while Gregor walked towards the sheltering rock. Srebnitz rejoined him just as he reached it.

There it comes, said Gregor, pointing to a speck in the sky, and both of them went into the shallow cave. The aeroplane roared over, and went away to the north. When it was out of hearing Srebnitz crawled out, but Gregor told him to wait.

If he is searching the Mountain, he said, he will circle back about now.

But no aeroplane returned. It was away on some journey.

Where is the army? asked Srebnitz, wondering that the plane had seen nothing.

Some of them are up among those peaks, said Gregor.

Something in his hesitation as he spoke brought into Srebnitzs mind a surprising suspicion.

Where is the main body? he asked.

It is enough for the purpose, said Gregor, and grows every day.

Are we the main body? asked Srebnitz.

Gregor smiled, but said nothing; and later that day Srebnitz learned that the total force in the Mountain was fifteen men. His hopes of being allowed to join the band now increased. Presently Gregor spoke again. Dont think we are too few, he said. Every man has two hundred cartridges, and we all use our brains. The Land will be freed, and we shall free it.

And now Hlaka and all his men, for five more had come down the Mountain, were gathered in the midst of the little arena, where the sandy soil had been thrown over the cinders.

A cloudy day, said Gregor, we shall have a hot dinner.

Srebnitz, who did not at once see the connection, remained silent. But as soon as a fire was lit he saw, as his imagination had been unable to see, that the surrounding slopes would hide the column of smoke, and that the lighter clouds of it that might stray over the rocks could only be seen against a clear sky.

An armful of dry scrub had made the fire and one of the men stood watching it with bunches of dry grass in his hands, which he put under any twigs that were smoking too much, turning the smoke to flame. A cauldron and a tripod had been brought out of a cave, and in it the cook boiled mutton. A heap was lying on the ground near the fire, which Gregor explained to Srebnitz was a wet blanket ready to throw over the fire if an aeroplane came. There seemed as much to learn in the Mountain as on the day when a boy is first introduced to algebra, or even Euclid, and Gregor explained that the sides of the blanket had all been cut into curves, because nothing in nature is straight and angular, and anything that is stands out at once and catches the eye. And Gregor explained that when the blanket was used men would tread on it to lower its height, and throw a few handfuls of earth on it to break up its colour.

The cook had been, a few days before, the chef in one of the best hotels in the town, which he had left before the Germans came; and, as he found that the manager was preparing to receive German officers, he brought away with him, for better uses, all the pots and pans and knives that he needed for cooking. He was a hearty man, with a plump red face, on which was a merry expression, shadowed, as a bright precipice might be shadowed by the passing wing of an eagle, by one grim purpose. He, like all the rest, had a stubbly chin, on which a beard was growing, all but grey-headed Hlaka, who, perhaps proud of his dark moustache, would allow no white hairs to grow near it, and so shaved; or perhaps he felt that his face was so well known in The Land that to alter the look of it would be like defacing a coin.

All the men cut their meat with the same thin sharp knives that Srebnitz had used to get the rifle that he had now lost. They sat down in a circle round the fire, with Hlaka at the head of the group; that is to say, facing towards the city. Some touch of geniality came into the grim mans features seated there with his men, and, though all of them were given the appearance of brigands by their arms and their clothes, and outlaws by their situation, there was a look in all their faces that went with neither of these things. Nor was that look at all the look of a people of a defeated country; far more they looked like creatures escaped from prison, not criminals, but rather happy sparrows on windowsills outside some place of torment. Never had liberty seemed so precious in that land as it seemed now when it was so rare, and there was none among them who did not feel to the full the luxury of being free. Defeat below them in the town, that lay under the shadow of Hitler, did not prevent them making jokes as they passed round their sweet and resinous wine in bottles of antique pattern. Whatever the past had been, the present was merry, and the future, for them, was radiant.

Srebnitz, although not yet permitted a rifle, was allowed the friendship of these men, and soon they heard from him how his parents had been slaughtered. Hlaka looked up, at that, and asked suddenly for the name of the Prussian major of whom Srebnitz had told, the man who had found the attitude of his mother incorrect. Srebnitz had found out the majors name before he had left his home, while the Prussian slept in a chair: it was Major von Wald, and this he told. And Hlaka said to a man beside him: Bring me the book.

And this man went away to one of the many hollows between ledge and ledge of rock, and brought a book in a binding of rough leather, while another man brought him a pen and ink. And Hlaka took the pen, made of an eagles feather, and dipped it into the ink and said to Srebnitz: It is death for any man to have his name in this book.

Then he threw a pinch of sand over the name that he had written, and gave one of his men the book to return to its safe place.

The clouds that had been gathering in the morning grew blacker during the meal, and before it was ended there fell one of those showers that fill for a few hours the watercourses of the Mountain, that are often dry for weeks, except for a few pools that lie in the deeper hollows, and keep alive butterflies and wandering men, and wild sheep and more other lives than one knows of. It came down suddenly from the clouds to the north, and helped that small band of free men to quench their fire, and washed Srebnitzs right hand clean. Two men removed the cauldron and its tripod, the cook went away with his pots and pans, while others threw wet sand over the cinders and all of them went for shelter into their shallow caves. And soon there was no sign of men in the Mountain, or that any free men were living in all The Land.


VII

In the small cave, sheltering from the rain, Srebnitzs lessons continued. Gregor explained to him that there were five thousand Germans in the town, and that one by one these must be killed. The first thing, he said, was not to show yourself, and he showed him how to hide in front of things as well as behind things, and taught him to know where the horizon would be to any watcher below, so that he should never come between a Germans eyes and the sky. He told him about the oak-scrub, the heath and the myrtle, and the various kinds of cover. And he must never fire a shot at a hundred yards. Hlaka might sometimes fire at two hundred, he said; but no one else was allowed to fire at a hundred. Infantry sometimes fired at a thousand yards, said Gregor; but that was in war, and in war it took a ton of lead to kill a man. This was guerrilla; and they had not a ton to spare. If they never wasted a cartridge and never showed themselves, they would kill the Germans in time. But wont the Germans do the same thing and kill us? said Srebnitz. And they are two or three hundred to one.

No, said Gregor. They have not the brains for it. Very fine plans are worked out for them, by men well capable of working out plans. There are no better plans in the world. And they have worked them out for years, while we were all sleeping. And there are no better men to obey those plans than Germans.

Then why wont they work? asked Srebnitz.

They do work, said Gregor. They broke the Maginot Line and conquered Europe, and have taken all The Land except this Mountain. They were brilliant plans, well carried out. But they made no plan for fighting in oak-scrub on a mountain. And its too late now.

Why is it too late? asked Srebnitz.

I dont quite know, said Gregor. But all the plans were made years ago, when Hitler was speaking of peace, and they have to follow those plans now. Everything they have done was foreseen. And we of course, who foresaw nothing, we lost where they won. But where they did not foresee, there are no plans; and without plans Germans can do nothing. They foresaw everything for two years, but the two years are running to an end, and the plans go no further. Soon they will be like children lost in the dark. Hlaka will make his plans from hour to hour; but they will ask their great generals for plans, and the generals will look among their papers and not find any more.

And can we fight five thousand men? asked Srebnitz.

Why not? said Gregor. Five thousand men cant kill a coney. Some men are born hunters; the Germans are born plotters. Good plotters too. But we are hunters.

We shall win, then, said Srebnitz, but a little doubtfully.

Certainly we shall win, said Gregor. But you must obey Hlaka.

Then Gregor picked up the little air-gun that was in the cave and gave Srebnitz a small spade and told him to come and practise some shooting.

But I can shoot from here, said Srebnitz.

No, said Gregor. We never shoot till we are hidden.

But I am hidden here, said Srebnitz.

No, said Gregor. That is too easy. You cannot always go to a cave when you want to shoot. You must learn how to hide yourself on the Mountain, wherever you are.

What is the spade for? asked Srebnitz, as they walked out of the cave.

We all carry spades or trowels, said Gregor. It is often necessary in order to hide ourselves. And we are not allowed to shoot until we have done that.

Gregor led the way out by the back of the arena through the rocks to the north, stooping and crawling when he came to the top of the crags. Then they came round to their left and walked down the bare slope on the south side, facing the town.

Cant they see us here? asked Srebnitz.

Hlaka wants us to be seen a bit on the Mountain today, Gregor replied. And they went on till they came to the heath and the patches of oak-scrub. There he told Srebnitz to hide himself.

Where? asked Srebnitz.

Anywhere, answered Gregor.

And Srebnitz lay down behind a tuft of heath and took the air-gun from Gregor. Then Gregor went with a match-box and set it up on a stone at seventy paces, lower down the slope. Then he walked back to Srebnitz.

I can see you clearly from there, he said. Only your head and shoulders are hidden.

And he made Srebnitz dig so as to sink himself a little, and made him dig up two more plants of heath, and hide the scar where he had dug them up, and showed him how to arrange them. Then he went back to within two or three yards of the match-box and looked towards Srebnitz and, when he was satisfied that he could not be seen from that point by a man standing up, he made a signal to Srebnitz. And Srebnitz began shooting. And Gregor corrected his aim after every shot. Srebnitz shot about forty pellets, and Gregor was pleased with his shooting.

All you have to do now, he said, is to learn to hide yourself.

I am afraid it was only with an air-gun, said Srebnitz, feeling that some little depreciation was due after Gregors praise.

An air-gun is the next best thing after a military rifle, said Gregor, because the back-sight is dark. No sporting rifles are any good, because the back-sights are shiny. The gunmakers make them shiny with thin strips of silver. No-one can see a bright foresight properly over a shining back-sight. But our rifles are all military rifles, and they are all right.

Then they walked back to the little arena which, with the caves in the rocks near it, was more their home than any other part of the Mountain.

It was still raining as they went into their cave; but Gregor explained to Srebnitz that they took no notice of rain, because, as it was said among the shepherds and as Hlakas men appeared to find it, ill-health was impossible on the Mountain; but in spite of this, he said, they always slept in dry clothes, and would all dry their clothes before a good fire that night.

Hlaka had been walking about, watching the clouds, and before evening they cleared away from the sun, rolling southwards in great splendour, and Hlaka began to send a message by helio down to the town.

What is he signalling? asked Srebnitz.

He signals names of German officers that are in that book, said Gregor. He would be sending the name of Major von Wald now.

Three times Hlaka signalled, to different parts of the town.

Has he signalled his address? asked Srebnitz, for the twinkling flashes seemed too few for that.

No, said Gregor, he sends no addresses. They will know where to find him down there.

What code does he use? ask Srebnitz.

No code, replied Gregor. Just the name in plain Morse.

Will they not take precautions? asked Srebnitz.

Yes, said Gregor. They will take many precautions. They are no use against us.

And Srebnitz began to feel from that moment that there was some strange power in Hlaka, with his little band on the Mountain, which must not be measured merely by such numbers as fifteen and five thousand; a power that dared in its infancy to challenge the might of Germany, a growing power of which hope whispered that it might one day free The Land.

He had not helioed from near the caves, but from the ridge of the Mountain further along to the west. When he returned to his cave one of the men came with a message to Gregor, and Gregor told Srebnitz that they would march just before dark to another part of the Mountain. He explained that other armies fall in before they march, and stand for some time on parade, but that Hlakas men did the opposite and scattered and would all meet Hlaka as darkness fell, at the point he had named. The stormy clouds of sunset all turned to gold, and Hlakas men saw in them a prophetic glory. The Germans in the town saw the same golden splendour; but, if they had augurs among them who could read the future, they surely read a menace in that sunset, that to the men on the Mountain boded only glory.


VIII

Birds passed over the Mountain into silence and twilight, and Hlakas men one by one stole out from their caves, and moved a little way westwards and disappeared. All knew where the meeting-place was to be except Srebnitz, and Gregor went with him. A star came out as they went, and very soon day was hidden by the western end of the Mountain. They were moving through heath near to the line where it ended on the bare rocks of the Mountain. They were walking in some sort of track that Srebnitz could scarcely see, among the dark plants of the heath, and he followed Gregor till Gregor was only a dark shape in the night, and they came to the meeting-place and found Hlaka standing there with some of his men beside him. And the rest came quietly up, shape by shape appearing suddenly out of the darkness. All had armfuls of wood, and these they threw down before Hlaka, and handfuls of straw were brought and set alight, and soon a great cluster of flames was dancing there on the Mountain. The men took their coats off and held them to dry at the fire. Srebnitz glanced in the direction of the town, for, though they were near the top of the ridge, they were on the southern side of it, towards the west, and in full view of the streets.

Why does he not light his fire on the other side of the Mountain? asked Srebnitz.

That is Hlakas affair, said Gregor.

And he turned towards the fire, where the cook was already getting to work with his frying-pan, and Srebnitz followed. The men sat down, not in a circle round the fire, but in a semi-circle facing the west, all but one man who stood watching. It was slices of ham that the cook was frying, and they were very soon ready and were handed round quickly on tin plates. When the slices of ham were eaten, one bottle of wine was sent round. Then a gourd-like instrument with strings was brought out by a man called Iskander, and he played a few bars with a bow and was about to sing, when the man on watch shouted Flash!

They got up quickly then, and two men helped the cook and they walked away from the fire with everything that they had, back in the direction from which they had come.

Then they heard the boom of a gun and its echoes wandering away, roaming up little valleys that twisted into the Mountain, and coming at last to the peaks, and running along them awhile from rock to rock, and falling back into silence. Then they heard the sound of a shell, that had gone up from the town into the night sky, coming down towards them and humming as it came. It fell nearly two hundred yards short of the fire and burst, and its fragments flew over the Mountain, crying with that wild scream that man has let loose amongst man, not having sufficient wild beasts with which to tear his enemies. And when the last of the echoes from this shell had fallen from peak and cliff, like dead mountaineers into the darkness and silence, Srebnitz saw the flash of another shot in the town.

Then men who had lain down when they heard the first shell coming got up now and walked still further away from the fire and lay down again when they heard the snarl of the second shell, which burst far over the fire near the top of the ridge. Again they went on, and Srebnitz saw a third flash, and heard the boom of the cannon again send its echoes all over the Mountain; and the third shell lit in the very midst of the fire, sending up with most graceful curves a fountain of ruby and gold; and Hlakas men all cheered, for they loved good shooting.

Then they all went back to the caves in which they used to sleep.

Hlaka wants them to see something of us up here, Gregor explained to Srebnitz, because he wants more rifles.

Srebnitz, who was learning the ways of the Mountain was beginning to understand. They will come up to look for us? he said.

Yes, said Gregor. They will come.

Will Hlaka let me have my rifle? asked Srebnitz.

All rifles on this mountain are his rifles, said Gregor. But I will tell him that you shot straight at seventy yards, and he may let you have it tomorrow.

Will they come tomorrow? Srebnitz asked.

Yes, said Gregor, they are certain to come tomorrow. And we shall get some more rifles.

It was as warm as our summer, down on the plain, but spring climbed the Mountain slowly, and almost stumbled at night; so that in the shallow caves that the wild sheep knew, it was little warmer in April than are the gusts and smiles of an April morning in England.

Srebnitz learned then that the cold of the night comes as much from below as from above, or from left and right, and Gregor told him not to lay his blankets over him, but to wrap each one round him. This Gregor taught, as elsewhere, in other times, it is taught what (a + b) multiplied by (a − b) amounts to, and Srebnitz learned as boys learn such elementary things, never to be forgotten afterwards, but needing no correction from any master, for the things themselves taught him; as though a + b should rise up from the paper and roughly show their ways, while a − b jostled close to insist on their different lore. But, besides blankets, Srebnitz had a mattress more than a foot thick, made out of heath and coarse grass, which all the men used for beds, and which was not only a protection against the hardness of the mountain, but against some of the cold.

Winds that wander at night and whisper to grasses, dogs barking far off, the voices of night-birds hunting, and all the other sounds that keep awake the dwellers in houses in their first night under the stars, failed to keep Srebnitz for many minutes this side of the border of dreamland. For a little while he felt the discomforts of being without a bed, or warmth, or adequate shelter, and felt their novelty and rejoiced in it; then his own sense of freedom from all the rules and orderly ways of man, which the winds and the mountain nurtured, grew into something grander, and he thought of the freedom of the people of The Land, which he had gone to the Mountain to aid, and this thought grew in splendour, until over the border of dreamland it shone among other dreams.


IX

Gregor and Srebnitz were in the same cave, and early in the night they were joined by a man who had been on watch; but nothing disturbed Srebnitz until the daylight streamed in and the song of a bird woke him. Or so it seemed to Srebnitz; but there was a stir in the little encampment, and a certain anticipation that all were feeling was perhaps thrilling the air and somehow calling Srebnitz away from dreams. Then Gregor, who was already up and about, stooped down and shouted into the cave to tell Srebnitz that breakfast was ready, and Srebnitz came out and walked with him over the little arena to the place where the fire was burning, and the cook already frying rashers of bacon, and Hlaka and most of his men sat by the fire. Srebnitz, full of zeal for the new life he was living, and eager to know as much of it as he could, asked Gregor as they walked what they would do that morning.

We have breakfast first, said Gregor.

But they were already within sound of the sizzling of the bacon, and Srebnitz wanted to know more.

But after that? asked Srebnitz.

After that, said Gregor, we shall go down to the heath and myrtle. The Germans are coming.

The Germans! repeated Srebnitz.

And Hlaka, seated beside the fire facing towards the city, and having heard their words, shouted to Srebnitz: They saw our fire last night. It was very observant of them. They could not see the fire in the hearts of free men. But they saw our fire on the Mountain. They hit it with their gun, so they are not quite blind. But they are coming nearer to look.

And then Srebnitz blurted out, without even thinking, the words that were nearest his heart: Can I have my rifle?

Your rifle? said Hlaka thoughtfully. And after a while he said, Yes. If you can take it from me while I am asleep.

I shall never find you asleep, said Srebnitz, sighing.

And that somehow pleased Hlaka. No, he said gravely, and added: Take your rifle, and handed it to Srebnitz, for it was by his side. And you may have the cartridges in your bandolier, he went on. But if you waste more than five of them, you will never be given any more. And Hlaka turned to finish his breakfast.

Srebnitz gathered from the talk of the men round the fire that an aeroplane had come over earlier, without waking him, and had carefully searched the Mountain; and that afterwards about fifty men had been seen on the march, coming away from the town, but were now lost to sight. Sometimes he listened to the talk by the fire about what was going to happen. Sometimes he turned adoring eyes on his rifle.

The bacon was eaten and coffee passed round, coffee with gritty sediment an inch or two deep at the bottom of the tin mugs, better than any coffee that Srebnitz had ever tasted yet; and while the men drank it Hlaka explained what they had to do: the Germans, he said, would come by the only road, with scouts out in front; if they had scouts on each side as well, walking through the oak-scrub and myrtle and heath, the movement of their whole force would be so slow that they would be easily dealt with, but they would not have the patience for this and they would all go by the road; where the slope rose steeply from the roadside Iskander would wait for them, about seventy yards back amongst the myrtle, and would get as many as he could; if they attacked him straight up the mountain, he would retire before them from bush to bush and shoot many more as he went; but they would have more sense than that and would come round on his left or right, and so they would meet another of Hlakas men, also hidden; and, as they tried to close with him, they would meet another. Seven of the men would be disposed like that, and Hlaka would be with the rest beside the road, much lower down the Mountain, waiting for what remained of the German party. Then his eye fell on Srebnitz: You can go with Iskander, he said. And if you show yourself, youre no good to me, and the Germans can have you.

Then they marched off. That is to say they scattered from round the fire, and each man soon disappeared from the sight of anyone that might be watching the Mountain. The Germans, as Hlakas men left their fire and their breakfast, were coming out of the pine-wood through which Srebnitz had come. Iskander and all the rest were over the ridge on the north side of the Mountain, moving westwards, till they came to little valleys or clefts along which they could move unseen, and went down them on the side that the Germans were. After crossing the ridge with Iskander, Srebnitz saw no more of any of the others. They went where a small stream was running, refreshed by recent rain, and where trees grew two or three times the height of a man, as they grew nowhere else on the upper mountain. Iskander had brought his stringed instrument with him, rather than trust it in a cave near the fire, where the Germans might find it and break it, for the fire had been left burning to guide them up the Mountain, past where Hlakas men would be waiting for them. He played the instrument as they went through the wood, and sang to it softly, singing old songs of The Land. As they came out of the wood on to a slope of myrtle and heath they saw the whole length of the road below them. There they are, said Iskander. And they saw the Germans marching, with three scouts out in front, all on the road.

Srebnitz unslung his rifle and gripped it and moved his finger towards the trigger. Iskander stopped his playing.

If Hlaka ever sees you do that he will have you flogged, he said.

Srebnitz removed his finger hastily from the trigger.

Nobody ever does that, said Iskander, except actually to fire a shot, or to be photographed. We are not being photographed today, and the Germans are two miles off. So dont be silly.

Srebnitz was stung by Iskanders words, and still more deeply abashed by his own stupidity, but he was learning all the time. And Iskander with his rifle still slung from his shoulder went on playing the tunes which in remote summer evenings had grown up in The Land, though now he sang no longer. They went down the slope till they were close to the road, to which the hill plunged steeply. They only had to stoop slightly to be hidden from the road by the slope of the ground. There they stopped, and first Iskander made Srebnitz hide himself, choosing his own tuft of heath; and this Srebnitz did, making use of all that he had learned from Gregor the day before. Iskander crawled lower down and looked at him, and was satisfied, and then found a place for himself a few yards away and unslung his rifle and lay down. Directly below them they could not see the road, for the hill took a steeper plunge within thirty yards of it, but a little to the right of that point they had a perfect view of fifty or sixty yards of road, until a hump of the hill hid it; to their left they could see no more of it, for it curved left-handed on its way up, behind the slope of the hill. Iskander still strummed with his fingers on the wires that ran over his gourd; a martial air, as Srebnitz tried to think, but it was only some rustic song, fallen on Iskanders memory from the history of a free people. He sang no longer, or, if he did, the song was inaudible to Srebnitz only a few yards away.

Who will shoot first? asked Srebnitz in a low voice.

Who ever gets a good bead first on a German, Iskander replied. But let the scouts go by.

After that they spoke no more. Sometimes Iskander stood up and peered over the heath, and lay down again. After about the fifth time that he did this he made a sign to Srebnitz, and lay quite still. Srebnitz watched the road intently where it curved out of sight a hundred yards away. Then he heard the boots of men marching, and very soon after that two men came into view. Srebnitz never moved, and the men marched on. As they went out of sight below him another man came round the bend and, when he disappeared after the other two, the tramp of boots became louder.

And then the German column came into sight, marching in threes. The leading men were only a hundred yards away, and Srebnitz was about to clutch at the trigger again, when he remembered Iskanders scorn. Then he got the bead of his rifle on the Germans and felt sure that he could not miss, because they were all bunched together, but remembered his orders not to fire at over seventy yards, and knew that he would be judged by what he did now, and dared not disobey. The men marched on, and he kept his sights on them till they seemed to be at about seventy yards; then, being certain of his aim, he fired, and fired a second shot as fast as he could. He did not hear Iskanders shot, because he fired at the same moment.

The Germans at once left the road and got into the heath below it, Iskander firing his second shot as they went; and three men were left lying on the road. Stooping amongst the myrtle, which partly hid them, some of the Germans went back the way they had come, and Iskander shot one of them; others went on in the direction in which they had been going, near to the road, but stooping amongst the myrtle and oak-scrub; and a few remained below Iskander and Srebnitz, shooting at where they supposed them to be, but they were out of sight of the two, and therefore out of shot.

Presently Iskander crawled forward, going through the heath like a snake; and after a while he fired one shot, and then crawled back to Srebnitz. Srebnitz heard for the first time the intensely sharp crack of bullets crashing through air; but they were quite harmless, because he and Iskander were behind the skyline of the men who were shooting towards them. Iskander explained that they were coming round them on both sides up the slope, and that he and Srebnitz, who could no longer see any Germans below them, would move further up the hill.

Did you get him? asked Srebnitz.

Iskander nodded his head, and led the way up the hill, still unseen by the Germans. Then, hearing a shot from the men that were now on their right, and then two more, Iskander turned in their direction, and Srebnitz followed, both stooping among the bushes of myrtle. But they had not gone far in that direction when they heard a machine-gun, if not two, turned on to the slope below them, from which the Germans were attacking the centre of the little line of men, the centre which had been Iskander and Srebnitz, but was now only myrtle and heath. So Iskander led Srebnitz more to their left, till they got to a point on the Mountain that was straight above where they had fired their first shots, and Iskander told Srebnitz to get cover here.

They will come straight up the slope, he said, after they have finished with their machine-guns. That is their way.

Then he got cover for himself, facing down the slope. There were clearly two machine-guns now, and the ricochets screamed over their heads, and occasionally a stream of crashing cracks of bullets that had hit nothing. There were three or four more shots on what was now their left, and the sound of a shot came from their right, and then another and then a third. In miniature the Germans were doing a pincer movement, and the shots on the right and the left were from Hlakas men, every one of them fired from close, and no bullets wasted. The copious fire of the machine-guns ceased, and the silence was broken only by two more shots on the left and two on the right; and presently a head appeared over the heath, coming up the slope, and a line of ten men appeared.

Wait, said Iskander. And Srebnitz waited until he was sure the men were within seventy yards. Then he shot a German through the chest, and fired quickly at another and missed, while Iskander killed one.

Dont waste bullets, said Iskander in a low voice.

Srebnitz remembered that he had wasted one himself down by the road, yet Iskanders warning steadied him.

Still the Germans had not seen them, and the shots that they fired were no guide to them, because at those close ranges the rifle cannot be heard, but only the crash of the bullet. They were coming slowly up the steep slope, and Srebnitz shot another, and Iskander shot one more also. There were no longer any Germans straight in front of them, and the six survivors at the left end of the German line went on doggedly up the slope. One came close enough to have seen them for certain when he came past the myrtle bush behind which Iskander was, but Iskander shot him, and the rest went on. Soon they were out of sight to Iskander and Srebnitz, lying down in the heath, and Srebnitz raised his head over a flowering shrub, but Iskander signed to him to lie down again, and crawled up to him.

Theyll get above our men and shoot down at them, he said. Then he led Srebnitz stooping through the heath, till they were exactly below the five men that had gone up the mountain.

There they got cover again, and Iskander began to sing an old martial air of his country. He sang it loudly this time, accompanying his song with the music of his strange instrument. The five men halted then, and turned round and listened. Iskander ceased singing, and the men came back down the hill.

Still there were shots from both the left and the right. The Germans bayonets were fixed, and they came quicker down the slope than they had gone up, and Srebnitz was wondering if they would stop them in time. Just as he wondered, Iskander shot one, who fell with his rifle crashing on to a rock, and his uncouth helmet rolled for a space down the hill. Srebnitz shot another; and at that moment the Germans saw them, and all three came for them, leaping down the hill. But two men passing between two obstacles, a rock and a stunted oak, came for a moment so close to each other that they made one target, and Srebnitz was able to fire a quick shot without fear of missing, and one of the men dropped. And now it was bayonet against rifle, two men against two.

The Germans could not stop to fire, because by the time they steadied themselves and shot they would have made a stationary target for too long; so they rushed on down the hill and came to within a few yards, and Iskander and Srebnitz both fired before the bayonets could reach them. Iskander and Srebnitz had now shot fifteen men. If the three on their left and the three on their right had done as well, there would be few Germans left.

Iskander and Srebnitz started towards what may be called the right flank, if a line of eight men may be thought large enough to have flanks. But now the firing ceased and the Germans were drawing off down the hill, out of range of men who were forbidden to fire at over a hundred yards.

Iskander then ran down the slope, calling to Srebnitz to follow, to the place from which they had fired their first shots, for there were three rifles lying on the road, and a sudden fear came to Iskander that the retreating Germans that had gone further up the Mountain would pick up this valued treasure. But these Germans went wide of the road through the scrub below, with a big enough detour to avoid any more losses. Soon all that were left of them were on the road again and there was no way of overtaking them except by following down the road, where Hlakas men must have been seen, which was forbidden by Hlaka; for the going was far too rough over the heath and rocks for any men going that way to keep pace with men on the road. But Hlakas eight men, including himself, were in line down below, hidden on each side of the road, waiting.

As soon as the Germans were out of sight Srebnitz ran up the slope to gather the treasure of ten rifles, and hundreds of rounds of ammunition, while Iskander went down to the road to get the three rifles there and two more below it.

The firing had been so close that all the Germans that Srebnitz saw were either dead or dying except one of the two men that had bunched together, who had made so easy a shot that Srebnitz had nearly missed through feeling too sure. This man was shot through the side of the ribs, but not fatally, and was lying on the heath, with his rifle near him. He stretched out his hand for it as Srebnitz came up, but was just unable to reach it. Srebnitz moved the rifle further away, and then put his handkerchief in a wad over one of the wounds to check the bleeding. He did this with one hand, because he could not trust the German enough to put down his rifle. His first aid was therefore slow, and he had not finished when Iskander came up, and looked at him with a certain toleration, but did not help. When Iskander was there Srebnitz put down his rifle, out of reach of the German, and checked the bleeding more easily.

Hlaka wont have prisoners, you know, said Iskander. Nor will they.

But Srebnitz went on till he had got the wad of his handkerchief to stay in its place, tied there by the Germans handkerchief.

Can you walk? asked Srebnitz.

The German nodded.

Then make off, Srebnitz said.

And the German walked slowly away. Iskander watched him go in silence, till he came to the road, and turned to the right to go back the way by which he had come. Tell him, said Iskander to Srebnitz then, that it doesnt matter, but if he goes that way he will be shot.

So Srebnitz ran after the German and explained as well as he could, mostly by signs, that he had better make his way through the open heath. And very soon after that, there came to add a point to what Srebnitz said the sound of firing from Hlaka and the men with him; almost a volley at first, then eight separate shots, then a little more firing, then silence. The German walked slowly away through the rough country downhill. He had not spoken as yet. Then when he had gone about twenty yards some thought seemed to strike him, and he stopped for a moment in meditation. Then he looked over his shoulder at Srebnitz and said in German the one word Thanks, and went on his way.

Srebnitz returned to Iskander, who smiled as though at some childish prank, unwise but forgivable, and they started to hide a few of their fifteen new rifles and part of the ammunition, and to carry the rest of their booty up to the caves.

The three men who had been on their left were there before them and, one of these being the cook, the fire was lighted and dinner being prepared. Iskander and this little group of three asked each other how many rifles they had got, and the three greeted Srebnitz, but not much was said and there was little rejoicing.

The men were thoughtful, as the magnitude of their task for the first time seemed to come down on them. Fifteen men, escaped from the disaster that had overwhelmed all the rest of their countrymen and was inflicting on hundreds of thousands a form of slavery and tempting five or six of the weaker ones to treachery, fifteen men not only escaped from disaster, but free all of a sudden from the laws and rules that there must always be wherever there is pavement, to lead a life whose cold and hunger and all other hardships invariably charm all men that have known it, fifteen men bound by a new chain of friendship stronger than any they had known before, led by a man they loved, though he sometimes flogged them; these men had been merry at first, rejoicing in the novelties of each day and in their abundant freedom. But now, with all this wealth of new weapons, each man perceived that freedom was not a light and lovely thing to be merely enjoyed by himself, but that it was something vast, like a colossal statue of gold, to be carried laboriously amongst many men, to be set up in the midst of the capital. This, a thing to be dreamed of always, was not a thing to be practically thought of while they had only fifteen rifles; but now, when they knew they must have something like sixty, theirs seemed a poor and trivial force with which to hope to free a country from the armies of a predatory empire.

Three more men came to the camp-fire and, after a few questions and hearty greetings, they too were grave and thoughtful.

And then Hlaka arrived, but not with all his men: his rule that no man was to show himself was simple enough, and he enforced it with as much discipline as that which elsewhere runs to waste in teaching men to clean buttons until they flash; and the Mountain was kind to Hlakas rule, but mountains are not easily tamed, and no such rules work always, and two of his men had been seen and shot through the head.

Hlaka walked silently to the fire, with no change in the expression of his face since he had gone down the mountain. Then his eye fell on Srebnitz.

How many rifles? he asked.

Fifteen between us, said Srebnitz, pointing to Iskander.

How many cartridges did you waste? asked Hlaka.

Two between us, said Srebnitz.

Then the expression changed in the rugged face round the eyes, with a change such as spring makes on that mountain when the north wind drops overnight, and Hlaka smiled.
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They sat by a small fire eating their dinner, the survivors of Hlakas men, a fire mostly of little twigs and coarse grass, because the sky was too clear for them to risk much smoke. They had taken forty-five rifles and two machine-guns and about nine thousand cartridges.

Hlaka made Srebnitz a full member of the band of Liberators, as he called them, raising his hand and blessing his rifle in the name of The Land. And I make you, he added, in the name of The Land, what all these men are also, the commander of four thousand men. We have not the men yet, but our hopes know them. They will come to us out of the future, and you shall command them when they come. They are there where our hopes see them and are there till our hopes fail, which will be never.

After that he spoke no more. And all the others talked of the fight, while Hlaka sat still and silent, like a grey mountain rock.

A little way off on the slope one of Hlakas men handled the mirror of a helio; far down below there rose, above the dark tops of the pine-trees around it, the tiled dome of a church, a miniature of the church of San Sophia in Istanbul, and on one of its dark windows facing towards the Mountain a speck of light was wavering and dancing. No Morse was used this time; just the speck of borrowed sunlight on the stained glass, hovering there for five minutes.

And in a few more minutes a Bishop of the Orthodox Eastern Church walked out of the grove and garden about the church on to the pavement of a street of the capital, and walked through the town towards the west and the north. He wore a tall black hat with no brim, and a long black cassock, and a gold cross on his chest, suspended from his neck by a chain, and he carried a long black stick with a gold top to it. He had a silken black beard, and a most serene face. He walked calmly right through the town, and no German stopped him. All that he did was as calm as dawn or sunset.

He passed the gate where Srebnitz had killed the sentry; he went out by the same end of the town and walked through the pine-wood; and before the sun was low, Hlakas men saw him, a solitary figure, dark against the road and small in the distance, coming up the Mountain. Still he kept the same pace, walking without hurry on the flat, and without fatigue on the Mountain.

Two aeroplanes roared all along the slope, flying low, like a pair of birds of prey looking for field-mice, and Hlakas men hid. The Bishop continued his slow promenade. The aeroplanes disappeared, and Hlakas men came out again; and Hlaka sent eight of them down the road to escort the Bishop to his headquarters. They escorted him rather as dogs usually escort their master on a walk in the country, that is to say they ran through the myrtle and heath on each side of him. But, though the Bishop seldom saw them from the road where he walked, he perceived their intention, which was to do him honour.

And so he came at length to the little arena among the circle of small crags. And Hlaka bowed to him and told him that two of the Liberators of The Land, as they should be known hereafter, were dead, and that he had sent the signal that had brought the Bishop, in order that they should be buried with such honour as was due to the fame they should have in the years to be.

The two graves were already dug, just over the little crags on the slope that looked to the city; and there the Bishop intoned the burial service of the Church of the East, while Hlakas men stood near, but behind the crags, so that they were unseen from the streets below. Then the simple graves were filled in, with a rough stone at the head of each, on which a name was scratched with a knife. But nothing was simple about the graves to Hlaka; for, though he lived and worked and thought actively in the present, his dreams all dwelt with the future, in which he vividly saw the whole Land free, and two sepulchres of marble on the Mountain facing towards the city.

And in that perpetual vision of Hlakas it is probable that the two men now in their graves appeared as immortal legendary figures, almost made visible by a line of the burial service, with which his thoughts were now echoing, And everlasting be their memory.

Then to the Bishop after his long walk Hlaka offered the hospitality of the Mountain, which was food and drink served to him by the mountaineers on a great chair made out of many coats, whose back was a rock draped with more of them; but to Hlaka it was not so much the Mountain to which he invited the Bishop, but to the free Land of which he knew that he would one day be the Liberator. For as something more than a leader of fourteen men living in a few caves he appeared to receive the Bishop, and the Bishop gravely accepted this grander welcome. He would have rested awhile in the great chair which Hlakas men had made for him; but Hlaka, who never stayed in one place long, was anxious that the Bishop should be safely away before the Germans did whatever they might do next.

The Bishop felt Hlakas anxiety, and soon rose and blessed the men, and walked over the rocks to the road, where Hlaka bowed his farewell to him, bareheaded, and the Bishop raised his hand and blessed him and turned for home. And, as he turned, Hlaka said to him: I have rifles for forty-nine more men.

The Bishop nodded his head, and walked home down the mountain road.

With the Bishop his escort went as far as the pine-wood, keeping level with him through scrub-oak and myrtle as he went down the road. One of the escort was Srebnitz. At the edge of the pine-wood, where the others stopped and lay behind bushes and watched, Srebnitz ran up to the Bishop to ask him about the safety of Sophia. The Bishop did not know her by name and Srebnitz described her, graceful, bright-eyed, illuminated by her own youth and by Srebnitzs own vision of her, which made a different picture from what any other man had seen, as all artists portraits of the same face differ, but it conveyed some picture to the Bishop, a picture of a very young girl, so that he was able to say to Srebnitz: She is safe. No girl under twenty was killed this morning or yesterday.



Evening was descending upon the Mountain as Srebnitz and the rest of the Bishops escort returned to the rocky peaks, and the chill came that is the forerunner of night. The sun had long disappeared from them, though it was not yet set over the plains, which still shone with the level rays on the north side of the mountain. Golden lights began to twinkle from far-off windows, and Hlakas men took note that some new regulation permitted this in the town.

Then the sun set, as they could tell by the smile that went out of the countryside spread far below them; and at that moment the German bombers came. Force of habit probably sent them just at sunset, as it was a favorite time of theirs in which to attack, and so they came now, though there was no reason to choose this particular time to attack men who had no guns. They came, twenty of them, sweeping along the ridge and bombing the heath and myrtle on the south side of it. And Srebnitz heard that sound that German culture and the genius of Hitler have made so familiar to all Europe that it scarcely need be described, the long whining scream and the blow that jarred the earth, and all living and inanimate things within hundreds of yards. Suffice it that Hlakas men felt the swiftly repeated blows that shook air and earth all round them, and heard the grey mountain peaks repeat meditatively, from peak to peak into distance, this clamour of man, that engaged their august attention, as no murmur of his had ever done before.


XI

The German squadron of bombers did no harm whatever, unless for some slight scars on the face of the Mountain, that may attract the curiosity of future geologists. The Germans had suffered defeat on the Mountain, and had struck the Mountain in revenge, and to some extent were satisfied. They must have seen with their glasses some slight stir where the funeral had been, for those of Hlakas men to whom the bombs fell nearest were the two that were dead.

Srebnitz, and even the more experienced Gregor, thought that there would be no fire for their supper that night; but Hlaka lit many fires, moving from one as soon as there came a flash from a gun below, and lighting another a little way off, and going on again to another as soon as another shell came. But by the time he had eight or nine fires he left them burning, and moved with all his rifles and stores to another part of the Mountain.

They went along the slope to the east, and further up, to where the wild sheep lived, above any vegetation except small and scattered trees. There they found more caves and spent some hours going backwards and forwards, bringing their rifles to them, and carrying up goatskins full of water, for they were above the springs. The caves were wider and longer than the ones they had known, as though the wind and the frost had worked with more freedom at that height; but they were no deeper, for the layer of softer rock that the wind scooped was of the same width all over the Mountain.

On the sandy floor of one of these caves Srebnitz slept for some hours, but when cold hints of dawn could be seen from the Mountain, Hlaka sent him out to watch on the rocky face that looked towards the city, for he anticipated some revenge of the Germans for their defeat. The light widened in the vast view, and dawn appeared, and Srebnitz faintly heard the sound of a few volleys far off in the town, but no other sign than these was made by the Germans.

When the sun came clear into sight others came out on to the face of the Mountain, and Srebnitz went back to a narrow ravine in which the cook had lit a fire, and reported to Hlaka that no Germans had left the city or done anything he could notice, except to carry out a few executions. Hlaka listened gravely to all Srebnitz had to say, and said nothing himself. Then he went to the little fire where the others were, and they asked him how many Germans he had seen; and, when he said None, they too seemed uneasy. Even the cook stopped in the midst of a smile, to hear him, and a thoughtful look came on his face. Srebnitz turned a questioning look to Gregor.

You see, said Gregor, they should attack now. We beat them badly, so they wont like us. And we shall never be so few again. So now is their chance.

But do you want them to attack us? asked Srebnitz.

No, said Gregor, but Hlaka thought they would attack at dawn and, if there is no sign of them yet, Hlaka doesnt know what they are going to do. He nearly always knows what they are going to do. We cant fight fifteen to five thousand if he doesnt know everything.

How does he know? asked Srebnitz.

I dont know that, said Gregor. He fought them years ago, and he knows the Germans.

Yes, he knows them, said the cook.

It makes it difficult for us, said Gregor, when we dont know what the Germans are going to do. And Hlaka is troubled.

They bombed the Mountain yesterday, said Srebnitz.

Yes, said Gregor. Hlaka thought they would, and thought that might be all. But it isnt.

How do you know? asked Srebnitz.

Hlaka says so, said Gregor.

But why? asked Srebnitz.

He knows, Gregor said. For one thing they didnt boast last night on the wireless that they had killed us all. If they had been at all content with their bombing, they would have done that. So they are going to do something more, and Hlaka wont be easy till he finds out. I have never known him not to be able to say what the Germans are going to do.

He must be a wonderful man, said Srebnitz.

He is, said Gregor. And they are very methodical. You soon get to know their ways.

Nobody else said much, for they were all puzzled, and were all uneasy because Hlaka was unsure. And Srebnitz ate his breakfast in silence. Then they all walked out of the little ravine on to the southern slope and gazed over rocks at the city, but could see no sign of movement of any Germans coming towards the Mountain.

Much of that day they spent in putting their rifles and stores away in their new hiding-places. But Hlaka stood on the Mountain behind a rock nearly as tall as himself, and gazed towards the city for hours. At dinner all seemed shadowed by Hlakas uneasiness, and there was little talk and no song. And Hlaka sat silent among them, like a dumb prophet. He had made no pretence to be a prophet, but there on the Mountain with his little band of men knowledge of what his mighty enemy was likely to do was so necessary that a kind of intuition was called up in him by the sore need of The Land. When dinner was over he strode away to the rocky slope once more and gazed again at the city, and still in vain. Not even an aeroplane came over. Srebnitz he sent away along the tops of the Mountain to shoot one or two wild sheep, for their supply of meat was low. For the rest of that day he searched the caves in which they hid, and peered over ridges into high steep valleys in which they sometimes fed, and often saw their tracks, but never came up with them. Then the sun set in a splendour of scarlet clouds; and darkness, following upon sunset closer than it does in more northern latitudes, began to fall all round him.

Srebnitz turned homeward to the caves that were his only home now and, as he turned, heard a pebble fall on the mountain. He turned back again and went to look over a ridge not many paces away, and there he saw a flock of fifty wild sheep moving behind a great-horned leader, going down the northern slope of the Mountain. He put up his rifle, but could not properly see the sight. He might have wounded one, had he fired many shots, but he neither wished to wound one of these fine animals, nor saw any use in doing so, and did not dare to waste cartridges. For a long time he saw the brown patch that they made on the mountain, always moving downwards, until he was sure they were heading for the green plain to the north, a thing he had not expected wild sheep to do till the last man was dead.

Darkness fell long before he came to the caves, and he moved slowly in the night over those rocks, under the light of the moon, till he was guided home by the glow of a small fire that Hlakas men had lit in the ravine to help him, where its light was hidden from the town.

There he found Hlaka and all his men by the fire, and told what he had seen, not expecting to be believed.

But Hlaka said: Yes, they do that. They know when war is coming to the Mountain. They did it last time, and I have heard they have often done it before, and the eldest leads them and they go to other mountains away to the north. They say they will do a hundred miles in a night. I dont know how they know the way, or how they know what war is. But there are a great many things I dont know.

He was silent awhile and no one spoke. If there were many things that Hlaka did not know, there was little for any other of them to say. And he repeated Many things, and was silent again. Silent and grave. Then he lifted his head and smiled, and said: Indeed I only know one thing: that we will free The Land.

Suddenly he was silent, and listening, motionless as a rock. And after a while a step was heard on the mountain by other men, and a dark shape appeared, till the firelight fell on it, and a man walked up to them and said: I have come to join Hlaka.

And many more men came that night to the Mountain, from which the wild sheep had gone away on their great journey. One by one they came, or in twos and threes, all through the night; and the fire was kept glowing softly to guide them in. And before dawn came there were exactly forty-nine, the number that Hlaka had mentioned to the titular Bishop of Ilion.

But while these men were slipping quietly into the camp of Hlaka, and before many of them had yet arrived, Srebnitz had gone again to watch on the mountain, in the hope of gaining some hint of the mystery that puzzled Hlaka, and perhaps discovering what the Germans meant to do, attempting to avenge their defeat. All was dark and silent; even the moon was clouded; and in the darkness Hlaka had not yet divined anything.

And suddenly the clue came to Srebnitz out of the night. Far away down by the pine-wood, through which he had come from the town on the night when he got his rifle, he saw a light flashing. He watched the rapid flashes and tried to remember them, and did remember the first few: they went short short short, long long long, short short short, short short short, long long long, short; and after that Srebnitz could remember no more, nor keep pace with the rest. There were not many more letters, and then the light stopped. He did not know the Morse code, and knew that it was as important in the life he was leading now, as the art of Caxton himself in a calmer age. Sadly he knew that he must confess his ignorance to Hlaka. But he had a piece of pencil in his pocket and an old envelope, which he tore open, for he could not see on which side the writing was: then he dotted down the dots and dashes as far as he remembered them, and waited, gazing down towards the pine-wood with the pencil in his hand, to see if the signal would come again. And it came when he was quite ready, just as though the signaller had waited for this; the same shorts and longs as before, and then went on with two longs. His memory had failed him just in the middle of a letter, where the regular arrangement of shorts and longs had changed: that letter was short long long, and was followed by four shorts, and then by two shorts, and then by a short and a long. He waited yet, and the message was repeated a third time. And he checked it and found that he had it right, and took it back to Hlaka. He went up to Hlaka by the fire and confessed: he said, I cannot read Morse.

Hlaka looked at him and said nothing. Then he showed Hlaka the actual message in dots and dashes, that he had written down. And Hlaka took it and read it. Nothing in his expression changed.

Yes, he said. I know now what they will do.
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When Hlaka had spoken he sat quite silent awhile, gazing into the fire. But when it seemed that his plans were made, he lifted his head and spoke quickly. We must march, he said. They are attacking women.

Then he sent three men to reply to the signal from different points; merely four dots from electric torches, signalling the letter H. Then he told his men where they must go, for Hlakas men did not march in fours or in threes, but moved more like hunting dogs, not going one behind the other, but each one knowing where the others are: to the pine-wood first, he said; and then to a house which he described at the near end of the town; and, as he described it, Srebnitz began to see that it was the house of the two old ladies. I know that house, he exclaimed.

Then you will be the scout, said Hlaka. Go to the pine-wood and find who signalled. If you cannot find anyone, go on to the house. But, before you go into the town, come back and leave your rifle with Gregor, who will wait outside the wood.

The cook was to stay by the little fire that was hidden in the ravine and receive the rest of the men that were coming in to join Hlaka, while several of these men themselves were to go to different points on the Mountain to guide the rest. If Hlaka was not back by dawn the cook was to get Srebnitzs air-gun and test all the newcomers, and train them as well as he could.

Srebnitz and Gregor started off together, and saw no more of the others nor even heard them; but Gregor told him that they were close, though he could not see or hear them either. Sometimes a pebble rolled away, like the one the wild sheep had dislodged, but there was no other sound, so the whole force of Hlaka marched in dead silence. Their progress was slow over the rocks in the dark, and neither Srebnitz nor Gregor spoke, except for an occasional word in a low voice from Gregor to guide Srebnitz past some obstacle. At last they came to the road, where it ended below their old camping-ground. And, now that they could walk without difficulty, Gregor and Srebnitz began to talk in low voices.

So you know the house, said Gregor.

Yes, said Srebnitz. What is happening there?

I think the Germans are attacking it, said Gregor.

But two old ladies live there, Srebnitz said. They are most inoffensive and harmless. And there is a girl there.

They are just the people the Germans would attack, Gregor answered. They have men called psychologists, who work out what people like us feel. Their plan is to hurt us by hurting others; and the more inoffensive the people they hurt, the more they think it will hurt us.

What will they do to them? asked Srebnitz.

I dont know, said Gregor. If you find no one in the wood, you must go to the house and find out, and come back and tell me, and then we will all go.

What was the message? asked Srebnitz.

It was an S.O.S., said Gregor.

For a while they walked in silence, while all manner of dark fears passed through Srebnitzs mind. He could not believe that they would hurt Sophia, or rather he would not believe it; but he remembered how he had not thought they could kill his father and mother, and his fears overwhelmed his struggle to believe that Sophia was safe. He asked Gregor a few anxious and idle questions, whose answers could not be known. Then they went on in silence.

Srebnitz hurried, but Gregor checked him, for they would have got too far ahead of the rest. It was the road that Srebnitz had taken when he had come from the town, the only road up the Mountain, but it looked all different at night.

The moon was behind the Mountain and they had no light now but stars, and the faint gleam of the road. Then they came to that part of the road that Srebnitz had walked by night; and, though he could recognize no feature of it in the darkness, the Mountain seemed to look at him with the same expression with which it had looked at him when he was coming away from the pine-wood; for mountains like people alter their attitude to us as we alter ours to them, and by the appearance of the line of crags against the sky Srebnitz knew his whereabouts.

Again the idle questions from Srebnitz as to what the Germans would do to the women in that house. But he, like Gregor, had heard the volleys at dawn, and was as well informed in such matters as the man from whom he so wistfully sought information.

Then the dark shape of the pine-wood came into sight, and Gregor repeated to Srebnitz his instructions, which were to search the wood for whoever had sent the message, and, if finding no one, to go on to the house in which the two old ladies lived, and to find out what was wrong, and come back and tell Gregor. Gregor would wait on the road to take Srebnitzs rifle from him, if he should have to go on to the town. He had not reminded Srebnitz to bring his knife, any more than clerks in London are reminded to bring their fountain-pens; for to carry a knife is a habit amongst that people.

Then Srebnitz went alone into the wood. He left the road, in case there were Germans in the wood, for he would have shown up against the grey road, whereas everyone in the wood was in equal darkness. From tree to tree he went slowly right through the wood on the left-hand side of the road, then moved further still to his left and came quietly back. Then he went towards the road, intending to cross it and to explore the wood on the other side. Just as he came to the point from which he had started, he heard the sound of a dry twig crack behind him. He spun round with his rifle ready, and heard a quiet voice ask him, as though seeking information. You are not going to shoot? Are you?

It was Sophia. And once again Srebnitz had the feeling, so out of place in the sinister gloom of that wood, that Sophia might be laughing at him.

Sophia! exclaimed Srebnitz.

Yes, said Sophia.

Did you send that message? he asked.

Yes, she replied.

What was it? said Srebnitz.

S.O.S., Sophia, she answered.

So that was what it was.

What is the matter? he asked.

The Germans are interrogating my aunts, she said.

Asking them questions? said Srebnitz.

Interrogating them, repeated Sophia.

There was somehow some difference; and from Sophias tone of voice Srebnitz got the idea that the difference was an ominous one.

Are they still there? asked Srebnitz.

They were there not long ago, said Sophia. I went back to watch after sending the message, and have only just come here to meet you.

How did you know I should see your message at once? he asked.

I didnt send it to you, she said.

Not to me? he said.

No, said Sophia.

To whom then? he asked.

To Hlaka, she said.

Hlaka! he exclaimed.

Yes, she said. Did you think I was signalling to you?

No, said Srebnitz. But does Hlaka know your name?

Yes, she said. Does that surprise you?

No, he said. And do you know Hlaka?

I know him very well, she said.

Of course a great many people do, said Srebnitz.

Of course, said Sophia.

He was not satisfied, but there was no time for more talk.

How many Germans are there in your aunts house? he asked her.

Five, she said. One at the front door, none at the back, and two officers inside the house with a corporal and private.

What rooms are they in? he asked.

The officers are in the room you know, she said, and the other two are just outside in the passage.

Have they been there ever since you sent the message? asked Srebnitz.

Yes, said Sophia, two of them pouring out questions all the time. They wont stop until my aunts have said something they want them to say. And theyll never do that.

And then? said Srebnitz.

You must come quickly, said Sophia.

To march through the streets with rifles seemed impossible, and how to deal, without them, with five armed men close together Srebnitz could not see.

I must tell Hlaka, he said.

Is he here? asked Sophia.

Yes, said Srebnitz, quite close.

Sophias face lit up, but the light that romantic fancies light in the face of a lad went out of Srebnitzs face at the same moment, as a field in April goes dim and greeny-grey, while the green of another field close to it turns almost to gold.

Will you still be here? asked Srebnitz.

Yes, said Sophia, if you are not gone too long.

Then Srebnitz went back to Gregor, and told him what he had heard, and said they must find Hlaka.

Dont speak so loud, said a voice near to him. And it was Hlaka. Srebnitz repeated to him his information. And Hlaka said, We must go to the house. Then he uttered one of the many cries that an owl makes at night, and very soon his men were all round him.

We must go into the town, he said. We will leave our rifles at the far end of the wood, with Mihail to look after them. There are only four men in the house and one outside. I will deal with the first three.

One by one he gave brief instructions to his men in a low voice, then led the way down the road to the edge of the wood. There he stopped his men with one sign of his hand, and walked a little way into the wood with Sophia. Srebnitz could not hear what they said. Then they all went through the wood in their usual marching order, that is to say not far away from each other, but each man taking his own line and slipping from tree to tree, like a trees shadow going quietly through the night to visit its neighbour. At the far end of the wood they left their rifles with that one of Hlakas men who was called Mihail, and Sophia remained with him. With Mihail also they all left their boots.

Then they hurried on down the road to the town. No street-lamps were burning there, but a rare light twinkled here and there from a window. For the Germans knew that the Allies would not bomb this city. As they came to the edge of the town, Hlaka halted them and told Srebnitz to keep close to him and to get into the garden of the old ladies house as far as he could without being seen; and Iskander he told to come also, and to shoot either through the window or in the house itself when the door should be opened, as opportunity offered. For I am afraid it must come to shooting, said Hlaka. And we must go away very fast with the old ladies as soon as that has happened.

But we have no rifles, said Srebnitz to Iskander.

We shall pick one up in the garden, Iskander said.

While Hlaka was speaking to Srebnitz in a low voice, standing close, Srebnitz noticed for the first time that he now wore very ragged clothes and carried a long stick.

Then Hlakas army marched on, as it always marched, not like soldiers, but shadows, separate shadows that, with their bare feet on the pavement, moved now like worthy recruits for a regiment of the guards of the King of Shadows. Dark, without any sound whatever, they moved through the dark streets, shadow by shadow, like the shadows of the iron clamps of a lantern following one another as the lantern is twirled in a hand. Unseen they went down the street that led into the town, unseen they passed the two larger intersecting streets and reached the lane that Srebnitz knew, the lane whose romance seemed once to belong to Srebnitz, but nothing seemed to belong to anyone now except to the grim Hlaka. Under the fruit-trees they went, and came to the gate in the garden through which Sophia had once brought Srebnitz, and passed it and, turning up a narrow street to their right, soon came to the street on which looked, over a little garden, the front windows and door of the house they sought. They turned again to their right, Hlaka leading; then he made a swift sign with his hand to caution Iskander and Srebnitz, and the house of the old ladies came in sight.

The great stature of Hlaka fell forward with the suddenness of an avalanche in spring on the Mountain, and the bulk of his chest seemed to decrease, and with drooping head and stooped figure he went forward, tapping as he went with his stick. At once was heard the rattle of a rifle being brought down from the slope.

Halt! shouted the sentry from the doorstep of the old ladies house.

I am blind, came the voice of Hlaka.

What are you doing here? shouted the sentry.

I have lost my way, said Hlaka. Show me my way home.

And he turned in by the little gateway and hobbled up the path, with a look of decrepitude and yet with speed, as a wounded rat might move.

This is not your way, shouted the sentry.

Show me my way, whined Hlaka.

What are you doing out at night? said the sentry, pointing his bayonet at him. But still Hlaka hobbled on.

Night is my day, he said, as it is to all whose day is night.

That puzzled the sentry, and for a moment he tried to make sense of it; and, while his wits were so occupied, Hlaka stabbed him. He signed then to Srebnitz, who ran up and received the rifle from Hlaka. Hlaka had been speaking German and continued to speak it, speaking about a permit to be out after curfew and profusely thanking the sentry, who lay quite dead. Meanwhile he knocked at the door, three rather timid knocks. The door was opened.

A message for the captain, said Hlaka. I am sent because I am blind, and night is no darker to me than day.

And he began to fumble for the message among his rags. Srebnitz saw two men inside the door, and Hlaka swaying slightly as he fumbled, and moving his position as he swayed. The curtain had been drawn partly back from the window of the room in which the old ladies sat and the blind had been raised, perhaps so that the sentry could see into the room. But those in the bright light could not see the sentry.

In a flash that left a picture long in his memory Srebnitz saw the whole room, the mantelpiece with two china candlesticks on it with little china figures holding the candles, two humming-birds each in a domed glass case, and a small clock in the middle; a velvet overmantel and small pictures in velvet frames, two comfortable armchairs dressed in chintzes with a design of small roses, and the old ladies in the chairs still knitting, and two ferocious Prussian officers talking rapidly one after the other.

This Srebnitz saw in a flash, before his eyes turned back to Hlaka. Hlaka seemed to be shifting his position so as to get close in front of the first man, but the other man was peering round his shoulder and evidently looking for the sentry. Suddenly he raised his rifle. At this moment the first man fell in a heap on the floor with no more sound than a gasp, and Hlaka leapt on the man behind him. Iskander rushed past Srebnitz into the doorway; and Srebnitz saw that he would have a clearer view through the window, as the two officers went to the sitting-room door to see what was wrong in the passage, and drew their pistols as they went. One officer actually did reach the passage, but at that moment Srebnitz broke the window-pane with his bayonet, and the second officer turned and raised his pistol, and Srebnitz fired first. That was the only shot fired, for Iskander ran right into the other officer like a footballer, and killed him with his knife before he had time to fire. Only one shot was better than Hlaka had hoped; yet there is no mistaking a shot at night in a town, so there was little time to spare.

Iskander signed to Srebnitz to come in quickly, and dragged the sentry in and shut the door and took one of the rifles, while Hlaka picked up another.

Dear me, said Isabella.

Angelica smiled and said nothing.

Now to the Mountain, said Hlaka.


XIII

Hlaka seized a hand of Isabella and hurried her through the kitchen as though he knew the way. With a wave of his head and a look he signed to Iskander to do the same with Angelica.

I must bring a few things, said Isabella.

There is no time, said Hlaka.

We had everything ready, in case it happened, said Isabella. We have all we want in two sacks.

Where are they? asked Hlaka, as they came to the back door.

Beside our beds, said Isabella. We can get them in a minute.

You should have kept them downstairs, said Hlaka. Theres not a minute to spare.

We should very much like them, said Angelica.

Get them, said Hlaka to Srebnitz. Give me your rifle.

Two satin bags, said Angelica, each on a chair by our beds.

Hlaka slung Srebnitzs bayoneted rifle over his shoulder. His own was in his left hand. With his right hand he seized Isabellas left hand again and hurried her through the garden. He relied on Srebnitzs young speed to overtake them, but his own speed was now that of Isabella and of Angelica: the seconds he gained with them over delay, the yards he could run with them, before the shot woke the town, were all that he now thought of.

Srebnitz ran upstairs to the two bedrooms, and found the satin sacks just where Isabella had said. Its cold on the Mountain, he thought. There was a large cupboard in each room, and Srebnitz looked in both and brought the two thickest coats. All the neat dresses hanging there seemed to wear a forlorn look, a look not easily described to any who have not seen a doomed house, known at once to those who have. As Srebnitz gazed at them he heard steps in the street. From one of the beds he seized two blankets and ran downstairs. Then a thought came to him that should have come before: a dead man lay in the sitting-room, and the curtains were drawn back. He ran, and the steps came nearer. There was no time to draw the curtains, or time to blow out six candles, three on each of the little china candelabras, held by bright Dresden figures. So he threw both to the floor. As they fell he saw the pistol of the German officer that he had shot, lying beside him.

The steps came nearer, two men, not running, but evidently coming to investigate, for they were walking fast. Would they guess which house it was in which the shot had been fired? Srebnitz hoped not. For though he had learned Hlakas way of feeling the master of these men, and knew he could easily defend himself, yet he knew that more shooting, and from the same house, was certain to bring so many Germans that Hlakas whole force might be endangered. One shot was different; it might be accidental. And yet the Germans scarcely seemed to think so, for now he heard more feet marching, a patrol of several men. As Srebnitz picked up the pistol the two men passed the door. There must be another pistol in the passage. So he got that too, and put them both in his pockets. They might be useful on the Mountain, thought Srebnitz; but the thought led to the question of ammunition. He searched both bodies in the dark, and found two small pouches holding twenty more cartridges each. As he took the cartridges from the officer in the sitting-room, the patrol came close. Though much encumbered with coats and blankets over his shoulder, and the two satin bags, he had a hand to spare, with which to snatch a fresh ham as he ran through the kitchen. The back-door was open. He ran through and shut it, but did not stop to lock it, for the chief danger seemed to him to be from the streets ahead, and that increased every second.

All seemed quiet at the back, as he ran through the dark garden, and all seemed quiet in the lane; but soon a hand clutched his arm as he ran: it was Gregor, who had waited for him, and took from him the two satin bags, and then ran on beside him. Ive a pistol for you, said Srebnitz.

Put it in my pocket, said Gregor, with a satin bag in each hand.

Srebnitz did so as they ran.

Before they came to the end of the dark lane they saw the shapes of the others. They were all together now. And two men ran one on each side of Angelica and holding her hands, and two more helped Isabella. Hlaka was glancing anxiously at the old ladies, almost watching each breath, for upon their pace depended everything. When one glimmering window showed that they came near streets again he made two of his men carry them, still running, so as to rest them.

They came to the street, and all was quiet. There they spread out in their old way, going on their bare feet like separate shadows. There they put the two old ladies down, but their shoes made a sound on the pavement as they walked. So two men carried them again. Still all was quiet in the street.

Now they approached the wide street that they had to cross, and no sound came from that either. Then a distant lorry was heard, down the street to their left. But it stopped, and all was silent again. They neared the wide street now, and hopes were high.

Suddenly there flashed before them, only a few yards away, the great beam of a searchlight right down the midst of the street that they had to cross. Hlaka halted his men as they came level with him, and waited. But the searchlight did not move or even flicker, and remained a great barrier across their way. At the same time they heard a patrol marching up the middle of the road.

Still as the shadows of trees stood Hlakas men. The patrol marched past the end of the street they were in, eight of them, every figure clear in the searchlight within twelve yards of Hlaka, and marched on up the wide street. Hlaka raised his hand to keep his men where they were and slipped on into the wide street, silently as a night-bird leaving its branch. At the corner of the street he beckoned, and all his men came up to him. The pavement was in darkness, and the whole road was lit. The searchlight that lit it was a hundred yards away on a lorry. The lorry was facing away from him, illuminating the street beyond with its own two lamps. Every stone in the road shone clear as jewellery, but nearer the lorry there was darkness between the beam and the road. To this darkness Hlaka pointed, and led his men fifty yards nearer the lorry, two of them still carrying the old ladies. Fifty yards from the lorry he stopped them, where the beam was a foot and a half from the ground.

Then he crawled into the road, and lay under the beam and signed to them all to do the same. He lifted a hand and held it near to the beam, and made them all pass under his hand. More steps were heard marching up from the town, but they were a long way off and the sound went far in the night. Hlakas men had only a few yards to crawl, while the others marched two hundred. They all crawled quickly under Hlakas hand, even the two old ladies. Moths showed vividly in the beam, with all their colours gleaming, while Hlakas men went unseen; and the last of them passed under the beam by the time the patrol had marched up to the lorry. The far pavement was dark like the other, and still the beam never moved.

They hurried along the pavement and came to the crossing, and turned to their left, and the barrier of light was behind them. They knew that the patrol that was behind them would turn either to left or right when it came to the cross-roads, because there was another patrol so close in front of it; and Hlaka, with the knowledge he had of such things, knew it would turn to the left. Yet they were marching at the usual pace, while Hlakas men were running.

If they met no obstacle, they need not fear the patrol. But, if anything stopped them in front, they might be caught in a trap.

They crossed the next street safely.

Hlaka had made the old ladies go amongst the first under the beam, so as to give the slowest all the start he could, and the slowest were bound to be the men that carried Isabella and Angelica, even though Hlaka relieved them before they were tired.

Another crossing was passed in safety, the last, and once more hopes were high. Again came danger ahead of them. They had gained much on the patrol that was marching behind them; but now Hlaka saw two lights swinging across the road ahead, which were electric torches carried by two men who were coming down the road towards his men. He noted quickly their method and the rhythmic swing of their lights; then he gave his rifle and bayonet to Srebnitz, because he was the youngest and able to move quicker than Hlaka could, and gave quick orders to him and Iskander, and to another man who had a rifle and bayonet. They were to lie down in the road in front of the two men, who were only swinging their light about fifteen yards ahead of them: they must wait until they were seen, and then run at the men and bayonet them. Meanwhile Hlaka kept onward, and did not halt his little force until the two men were close. Thus the patrol behind gained barely thirty yards on them.

The three young men that were to run at the two were out in front of the rest. Soon they saw the two men coming, but the two did not see them, because their eyes, relying on artificial light, could see little that was not lighted by their torches. They were two soldiers, with rifles slung, and carrying electric torches in their right hands. The lights went methodically across the road to and fro, never more than fifteen yards in front of them.

Hlaka had ordered that there must be no firing by his men, and none allowed by the Germans. To carry out the last part of the order Srebnitz knew would be impossible without the best start that a runner could make. He watched the light of the torches meeting about the middle of the road, and swinging regularly to left and right as the two men came on. Meanwhile he heard the patrol coming nearer, behind him. And now the two men were within fifteen yards, and the lights were swinging into the middle of the road. They met only a few inches in front of the three men that were waiting, and swung out again to the pavements.

Srebnitz got up and ran forward, and got five yards before a light came back and caught him. The other two got up immediately after, and raced forward with Srebnitz. Had the Germans not had torches in their hands, there would have perhaps been time. They threw the torches down and unslung their rifles, and got them up to their shoulders; but time, that is so great an ingredient of war, allowed them no more than that. Three bayonets struck the two Germans. One of them shouted.

And Hlakas men ran on, all but two whom he told to get the two rifles, and the ammunition in the belts if they could get it before the patrol saw them.

But the patrol had heard the shout and was now coming on at a run.

So they left the ammunition, taking only the loaded rifles; for, if they had been seen and fired at, they feared that the sound of the firing would wake the town too wide. They ran on before they were seen, gaining easily on the patrol, which sounded to be from eight to a dozen men, and soon overtook the rest; but these were not gaining; so Hlaka told the men that were carrying the two ladies to put them down and to run beside them again holding their hands. He risked the sound of their feet being heard now, for the patrol must know that they were before it in any case, as the two men in the road had just been killed, and the men who did it had not gone past the patrol, and the road led only one other way, so that the men behind must know they were off to the Mountain.

Speed was the important thing now. Isabella and Angelica ran lightly, and were not heard by the patrol, above the sound of the Germans own boots. Hlakas party were once more gaining. They had only another hundred and fifty yards to go, and they would be out of the town in wild land that sloped up to the Mountain. There they would feel safe, like wild things in their coverts.

But at this moment Hlaka heard, and all of them, the sound of the engines of a lorry behind them. It was the lorry that had illuminated the street they had crossed: it was not the smooth roar of an engine running, but the troubled uneasy muttering of an engine being turned round. For the engine was luckily facing the wrong way. It had only a hundred yards to get to the cross-roads; but it was not yet turned round. Hlakas men must have run fifty yards by the time the lorry was turned; then it moved forward a few yards no faster than they were going, gained speed and rushed to the crossing. There, instead of turning to the left and pursuing them, it turned to the right, in order to illuminate the street in which they ran before the patrol. They saw the flash of the beam swing right across the street, and were still twenty yards from the end. Then they heard the grating of gears as the engines were reversed, and the lorry came up the street behind them, and its wandering beam began to peer down the street to look for them.

Once it nearly caught them, but just fell short where the road heaved over a culvert, and sent a great shadow rushing at them. Then it lit up the patrol, and they saw it marching in threes.

And at that moment Hlaka and the two ladies came to the last houses. The road, as it left the town, forsook its orderly straightness immediately and took a turn to its right. And round the last house on the right Hlakas men ran into darkness. Through the first gap in the hedge on the right they all ran, and the hedge on the left was illuminated by the weird beam of the searchlight before the last one was through. There they lay down in a line behind the hedge.

Five of Hlakas men now had rifles, and two had pistols, and all had knives; but he did not wish to fight while the two ladies were with him, if a fight could be avoided. Though only twenty yards from the edge of the town, his men felt a new confidence, that seemed to flow into their hearts down the dark slope of the Mountain; while the patrol that came out from the city with the searchlight close behind them, as they saw the open land and the night and the Mountain before them, felt that they crossed the frontier of an unfamiliar country.

The patrol did not leave the road to search for Hlakas men in the wide night, but marched on down it for half a mile and then returned to the town; while the men on the lorry turned the searchlight round, and then the lorry, and drove it a long way up the road, where it looked like a great comet that had come to visit the Mountain.

As soon as the patrol was a hundred and fifty yards past them, Hlaka marched his men on down the road behind them; and, when it turned, he led his men back again to the dark of the untamed land. Then the lorry turned back. The beam was sweeping on each side of the road as it came towards the town, and there was scarcely any cover where Hlakas men now lay, except the darkness of night. Some thought of attacking the lorry seemed to come to Hlakas men, as some of them rose to their hands and knees and looked at him. But the patrol was too close behind for that, and he went forward alone. Hlaka was lost to sight of his men at once, and the lorry came nearer with its great searching beam, till the huge shadows leaping up from it were close to the mountaineers. And then they heard one shot, and the light went out. The shot had come from the far side of the road from the one on which Hlaka had left his men, and in that direction men from the lorry pursued him, and some of the patrol went to help them, while the rest stood still and watched. And they pursued until they all perceived the vanity of trying to overtake Hlaka on the slope of the Mountain by night.


XIV

Over the open country Hlakas men, with Isabella and Angelica, moved towards the pine-wood. But when the lorry, with its blinded searchlight, returned to the town, and there was no more sound of marching, they went back to the road, where walking was easier for the two ladies. Before long they came to the pine-wood. Srebnitz peered into the wood, and did not at first see Mihail; he stood too still, with dark clothes, in the darkness.

Then he saw a patch of dress, less dim than the wood, and Sophia was coming towards him. For whom did she look? But her first question was, Where is Hlaka?

Hell be here soon, said Srebnitz, and went to the others to pick up the rifles they had left in the wood, and to divide the things to be carried besides.

All this they did hastily, for their great home towered above them, and it was late, and the feeling for home that all men have at such an hour, and after a hard day, was coming upon them. The city was still not far, with its pavements, its closed doors, its rules and its regulations, now intensified by men who loved regulations and were against all that is free. And they yearned for the Mountain, which gave them freedom with welcoming hands and would one day free The Land. So each of them picked up his rifle, and put on his boots, and five of them slung a new rifle over their shoulders, and all took the mountain road. And before they had trodden it long, Hlaka was marching among them.

As the slope of the Mountain began to heave against them, the men might have felt fatigue after their long night; but, cheered by the dark shape of their rocky home, they climbed with a new vigour, and all the cares that trouble men in cities were soon far below them.

To Isabella and Angelica, who often sitting in their armchairs with calm and unmoved faces, while Sophia went to and fro, were reading tales of romantic adventure, this night on the Mountain, and even the bloodshed in their house, were as though steps had been taken, which perhaps had once not seemed likely, but which were nevertheless but a little way from the land of their dreams to the land of this strange reality. And so when the man who had been questioning them dropped dead in their sitting-room, the contrast between the corpse and their velvet overmantel was not so much the scene that stamped itself on their memory, as the sight of the dream come true.

To Sophia all the world was full of romance: it was even in her aunts house in the town, more in the garden, more still in the lane under the fruit-trees, and most of all somewhere between the twilight on the Mountain and the stars.

So, among armed men on the Mountain, the aunts were in scenes they had read of, and Sophia was walking where her dreams had been, so that to neither did the adventure seem unfamiliar.

Sophia was walking with Hlaka, and Srebnitz walked a little apart in silence. If it was jealousy that he felt, it might seem out of place where any man of Hlakas age was the cause; and Sophia was barely seventeen. But there was an energy about Hlaka that defied age, as he had defied the Germans with his army of fifteen men, and was even now defying all Germany, confident that her armies would be beaten back to her borders. So Srebnitz walked alone. And after a while Sophia came up to him. He heard her voice beside him before he heard her step.

Did you get a good rifle? she asked.

I dont know, he said.

For a little while there was silence.

And then Sophia said, It was kind of you to get my aunts things.

Suddenly it seemed to Srebnitz that Sophia might not be lost to him for ever. And, as he had just thought that she was, his new thought fitted so ill with his former thought that he could not make head or tail of either of them. He realised, now, that he had answered gruffly about the rifle, and said, with some thought of making amends: I brought a ham too. I hope I did right.

Yes, said Sophia. Theyll burn the house now.

Theyll burn it! exclaimed Srebnitz. Why?

Because they cant burn my aunts and me, said Sophia.

If they did that . . . ! said Srebnitz.

What would you do? asked Sophia.

I would lock many of them into a house, said Srebnitz, and burn them alive.

That would be very unkind, said Sophia.

Very, said Srebnitz.

And his vehement word broke the thread of some playful remark that Sophia had planned to make, and for a while both were silent, while thoughts arose in the mind of the young man that were worthy of Sophia and attuned to the solemnity of the Mountain, but would not break into words. Nor would anyone find words easy for the thoughts that were in his mind, for they looked on Sophia as somehow akin to the Mountain. She seemed to his fancy to have little to do with the house of her aunts, or with any houses, something to do with their garden, more with the lane under the lemon trees, and most of all with the Mountain. And words might trace what was eternal in Sophia and what was eternal in the Mountain, and what each had in common with the stars, but such words do not come easily, and to Srebnitz they had not yet come at all; when a golden light, too large and bright for a star, a light like a small sun, fell slowly towards the far end of the Mountain.

How lovely! exclaimed Sophia.

But the loveliness of the small sun was deceptive. It was a light dropped by an aeroplane, and many a man that has seen that sunny glow by night has never seen the real sun rise again. Two of Hlakas men did not, new men who had come to the Mountain only that night and had not yet learned Hlakas lesson to go unseen: the bomb that followed the star found them still gazing at the golden light, and scattered their broken bodies over the mountain. Sophia and Srebnitz, and all who marched with Hlaka, saw the night leap away from the flash of the bomb, where an insane daylight shone for a frantic instant; and, when night came back to the peaks, they heard it troubled for long with the wandering reverberations that roamed from the single explosion. Above the last of the mutterings the explosion made to the peaks they heard the throbbing of the engines of aeroplanes, and a flight of bombers was coming along the Mountain, dropping golden stars as they came.

Before the first bomb fell, at the sight of the first gold star, Hlaka had led the old ladies from the road and showed them where to hide amongst the heath, and a single word from him had scattered his men. Srebnitz led Sophia quickly to a patch of myrtle, and concealed her and hid himself; and the bombers above the ridge came by with their golden stars, from which long shadows leaped wildly, wakened and routed with the retreating darkness, but they did not discover any of Hlakas men, and no more bombs were dropped. Then the batteries outside the town opened, and fired shrapnel at the place where the first bomb had dropped; but of this Hlaka took no notice, and collected his party again and went on up the road.

Their spirits are low because we beat them, he said.

Srebnitz gazed uneasily at the shrapnel, whose intensely red burst seemed to be just where the cook, and the men who joined that night, were waiting for them at Hlakas new headquarters. But Hlaka, trusting the Mountain to protect them, spoke slightingly of the guns, and, while the booming of guns and shells was running from crag to crag, said, They are trying to hearten themselves. But it is better to beat drums.

Perhaps the economy that he himself practised with bullets had made him unduly critical of an ordinary display of gunfire. Presently the guns ceased, no more aeroplanes came over, and all the peaks were silent.

In the silence Srebnitz shivered; then he noticed that the shape of Sophia beside him, which he had rather imagined than seen, was now clearly visible; the shapes of the others were showing too, with hands and faces and even features, which had only been pieces of darkness a while ago, darker than the rest of the night; and Srebnitz looked upward, and it was dawn; dawn not yet visible with any colours, from where they walked along the face of the ridge (nor were all the stars gone), but the plains on the other side of the Mountain must have seen it, and night was already retreating. Cold and fading westwards it went away, and Srebnitz thought of the Germans and the day that his dreams saw. And when a clearer light came over the Mountain Sophia saw more than that light in Srebnitzs eyes, and knew that they shone from hope.



To the old camping-ground they came again, to the little arena among the circle of rocks, and slept in the caves near by for what was left of the night, while the sky over them seemed to be a space that the night had ravaged and that was not yet rescued by the advance of day. Hlaka gave a cave to Isabella and Angelica for themselves and Sophia, with apologies for the hardness of his mountain, to which he welcomed them with the diffidence of the host of some aged inn, and hoped that, with the coats and blankets that Srebnitz had brought, they would be able to sleep. Not so well as the two Prussian officers, said Isabella.

But well enough, said Angelica.


XV

When morning had been long on the Mountain, Hlaka brought Sophia and her aunts from the cave to the little arena, in which a fire was once more burning. There Srebnitzs ham was roasted and cut with their sharp knives, and plates were handed round like those that man made use of thousands of years ago, smooth pieces of stone, such as war, rummaging among bygone things, brings sometimes from distant ages, to mix with inventions our day has made in his honour. And not far away was a stream, whose water was fresher than any that cities know. Sleep, food, water and warmth are four things whose value is acknowledged in times of peace and amongst ordered ways; but their value in these times and places is not known at its true worth, where so many other things, such as railway time-tables, bus-tickets and finance, have to be assessed at the same time. Here on the Mountain in time of war they stood out as four primal things.

When they had rested and warmed themselves they heaped bundles of heath and myrtle on to the fire, and left it, and, travelling along the other side of the ridge, made their way to their new headquarters, where they had left the cook.

Day shone on the plain to the north for miles and miles. Looking over The Land in the sunlight, and far away to the north, Srebnitz could see no sign that it was not free; and for a while he wondered; and then he realised rather slowly that, mighty though Hitler was, the curse that he had had the power to call up only availed against man, or that, where it blasted Nature, it harmed the green fields and forests little more than the industries of the days of peace harmed them, and indeed that many a scarred and pitted hillside would grow green again and be full of birds and flowers, far sooner than the fields that pavement and tarmac covered in miles of peaceful cities. But, however that were, a curse lay over The Land, which Srebnitz and every one of Hlakas men were resolved and sworn to lift.

They came slowly, at the pace of Isabella and Angelica, over difficult ground, to the camp that they had left the night before, further along the range and higher up the Mountain. There all the men that had come in the night were gathered; or, rather, partially scattered, each near the rocks or cave that should give him cover as soon as an aeroplane might be seen or heard. And there the cook told Hlaka of the loss of the two men.

Hlaka remained silent: his one care was for The Land; his one thought, liberty. If he had any sympathies to spare from that care, they seemed not to be for men whom he knew must have showed themselves, and who were therefore, in Hlakas opinion, not the kind of men who would be able to free The Land.

Then he went away to a cave to be alone with his thoughts, thoughts that to him were what music is to musicians, or research to scientists, and even more what prophecy is to prophets, thoughts that were solely concerned with what the Germans would do. That they were methodical by nature he knew, and that would tend to make them do what they had done before, as they often did; but he knew that industry had made them clever, up to the limits of which their minds were capable, so he knew they would not repeat an action that had been a failure. Therefore, Germans though they were, they would do something new.

With a strange and invisible chase the thoughts of Hlaka up there on the Mountain tried to follow the thoughts of a German general, planning down in the city. Whether or not he hunted his quarry down was never to be known, though none of his men doubted that Hlaka knew.

But before the sun that day had left the morning, to slant towards evening and the end of the Mountain, they saw a solitary figure very far off, coming up the mountain-road. All through the afternoon they watched him, an unarmed man in civilian clothes, till he came to the end of the road, and from there was guided by one of Hlakas men up to his camp; and he was to have much to do with Hlakas plans. He was a barber in a small way of business in the town. Few knew him, but all greeted him as a new comrade, and he heartily greeted them. The cook brought out a bottle of one of their sweet wines, unknown even by name, in England, and he drank to The Land and to Victory.

The cook had been busy all that morning till Hlaka came, teaching the new men how to shoot at short ranges with Srebnitzs air-gun and not to shoot at all until they were hidden, and not to make metallic noises, such as are made by a rifle touching a rock, and not to wait and try for the perfect shot that would hit a button at a hundred yards, but to take the shot that was good enough when the chance occurred; and all the things that he was able to teach clearly to men in a single morning. But, when Hlaka came, he took the air-gun away and said that he would use it himself, and that the men should practise with rifles, and that any man that he could see at a hundred yards he would shoot with the air-gun. Then he made men bring a great number of blankets to one of the caves, and had it upholstered with curtains and a carpet for Sophia and her aunts. And, while he was attending to this, some of the men brought the barber to him, for he had been telling them the Germans plans, and they brought him for Hlaka to hear them.

Hlaka sent them all away but the barber, for he did not discuss his plans with any of them. And when they were gone he asked what the Germans intended to do. And the barber said that he had heard from a German sergeant that they were not going to attack the Mountain with any more men, but would only fire occasional shells, because they had lost too many men on the Mountain already. And the barber, who had a drinking-horn still in his hand with some of the sweet wine left in it, drank again to victory, standing before Hlaka sitting on a rock.

Did he tell you I had a rifle for you? asked Hlaka, jerking his head sideways towards the city.

Yes, said the barber.

Who? said Hlaka.

The barber paused for an instant, and then gave some name that was not the name of the titular Bishop of Ilion.

Then Hlaka knew that he was a spy.

Hlaka nodded his head and shrugged his right shoulder.

It is pleasant to see the sun, said Hlaka, lifting his head a little towards it, but not taking his eyes off the barber.

It is indeed, said the man.

Tell me what your masters are going to do, said Hlaka. And if every word you say is the truth, you shall see the sun again.

The shrug of his right shoulder had loosened his rifle, which was over his shoulder on a strap, and brought it forward: Hlaka now held it in both hands.

I  I . . . said the barber.

One word that is not the truth, said Hlaka, and it will be the last.

The barber looked intently at him and then said: I will tell you everything.

Then you shall live, said Hlaka with a smile.

I am a poor man, and they tempted me, said the barber. And he waited for some remark from Hlaka. But Hlaka said nothing.

And the barber went on: They compelled me to come to the Mountain and to find out the number of your men.

I have sixty-one, said Hlaka.

Somehow this sudden piece of truth disconcerted the spy. He had not yet counted the men, but he saw from Hlakas face that it was the truth.

And to find out your plans, continued the barber.

I will tell you my plans, said Hlaka, when I know theirs.

And he looked up at the sun, though one eye still watched the barber. And that was the eye that really watched, for the glance towards the sun was only a gesture. Once more the barber looked at Hlaka intently, and sighed. Then he did what he had not done much for many years, and told the truth. They will completely surround the Mountain with all their men, he said.

That is right, said Hlaka. Though whether he meant that they or the barber were adopting the right course, the barber did not know.

Then, said the barber, they will come up the mountain wherever there are none of your men, and cut the mountain in two, and bring up the men that are surrounding the empty part to strengthen the line surrounding the part where you are. And they will have a tank on the road, to prevent you getting to the lower slopes. And they hope to seize all the springs without any fighting, because they think you are above the springs. Then they will not lose a lot of men in attacking you, as they did last time, because you will have to attack them. They know how difficult it is to attack men lying down on the Mountain.

How do you know all this? said Hlaka.

Alas, said the barber, I am poor, it is my métier. How can I support myself, and a family of four children, with cutting hair and shaving in a small street and trimming a few beards, and sometimes, God knows how rarely, a shampoo, and that is only sixpence. God gave me two ears and I listen to talk. And He gave me a memory. That is all. Would you starve in a garden full of fruit? What I hear in my shop keeps me from starving. My family and I would have starved ere now without it. Once I heard a man say that he saw a man with a walking-stick and a particular kind of hat and wearing a tie of certain colours walk down a certain street. I chanced to remember the description of the man: my memory is like that, and I passed the information on, as most men do with most things that they hear. I described the mans tie exactly. And the man to whom I described it paid me money that kept me and my family for a whole day, and in comfort, and with wine for me in the evening. Was there harm in describing a tie that a man wore? Is there military significance in a necktie?

Did he escape alive? asked Hlaka.

What? Who? said the barber.

The Englishman, replied Hlaka.

It was before the Germans entered, said the barber. I think he escaped.

And now, said Hlaka, it is your own life that is in peril.

Chieftain, said the barber, I have told you everything.

Tell me more, said Hlaka.

I know no more, said the barber.

When will they surround the Mountain? said Hlaka.

God knows, said the barber. But they expect me back tomorrow night.

In the morning you would have told them all you had spied, said Hlaka.

I would tell them perhaps what I saw in the Mountain, said the barber, like any man who goes for a long walk.

And they would march the same day, said Hlaka.

Perhaps the following day, said the spy.

Who sent you? asked Hlaka.

Major von Wald, said the barber.

I believe you speak the truth, said Hlaka.

As God is over us I do, said the barber.

Then you shall have your life, said Hlaka. And the barber knelt to thank him.

At a price, added Hlaka.

Master, at any price, said the spy.

We have an account to settle with Major von Wald, said Hlaka. Pay Major von Wald for us, and you shall live.

With . . . with the knife? asked the barber.

With the knife, said Hlaka. His blood or yours.

How will I do it? asked the barber.

It is not difficult, said Hlaka. As I told you, I have sixty-one men. They all know you, and you know Major von Wald. They know where you are to be found, and you know where he is to be found. You cannot both live. It may be, said Hlaka, that others will have settled what we owe to Major von Wald before you find him. In that case you will pay in some other currency. But you are worth Major von Wald.

I am honoured, said the barber.

One villain for another villain, said Hlaka. Go. And he pointed to where some of his mountaineers were watching a little way off.

The barber went back, smiling, to the men that were watching him. What Hlaka had said to him may have been hard; but he had heard hard words before and, besides that, he had not a very high opinion of men, and did not therefore set much store by their words. On the other hand his life, which for some moments had seemed in great peril, was, at least for the present, safe. As for Major von Wald, the matter might not be too difficult to arrange. The barber had an ingratiating manner, and he thought he might either approach him within reach of his heart, some time when he was alone, or even obtain his protection against all Hlakas men. For a moment he thought of shaving, and of luring the major to his shop; but his shop was too public a place, and he dismissed that thought at once. If he could get to Germany  mighty Germany, that held all Europe in her tremendous grasp  he would be safe from Hlaka and all his men. And yet, turning over in his mind and rummaging through the immense store of a spys information, amongst the dust of his memory, some little flashes twinkling amongst its layers seemed to warn him, what even some statesmen did not then know for certain, that of this mighty power in a few years time there might be left no more than is left today of the Colossus of Rhodes. These were the thoughts of the barber as he walked to the group of armed men, some of whom were henceforth to watch him until Hlaka should decide that he could be safely sent to the city to purchase his life with that of Major von Wald.
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Having got his information, Hlaka turned to supplies. He called for the cook, and asked him how much food the new men had brought, and what he still had in the store. Little was left. Nor was their supply of water large enough to last more than three or four days, if the Germans were to cut them off from the streams. His position high on the rocky crags was good for fighting against men climbing up, but impossible to defend against a siege.

Hlaka now had ample ammunition, not for infantry fighting in any campaign such as has been fought in the last two hundred years, but enough for the warfare in which he was engaged, in which no volleys were fired, and each shot was fired close and accurately, for none of his men dared waste bullets. Hlakas need was for marksmen and, though he had no hope of making a marksman in two days out of a man who could not shoot, he counted on training good fighting material, even in so short a time, to be able to hit a soldier at eighty yards, advancing not like a hunter, but like a drilled man in unfamiliar country.

The material he had was the men of a race that had had some familiarity for three thousand years with the instruments of music and battle. In those mountains a flute might sound at any time, or a note from the twang of a string would send a touch of mystery through the twilight; and if you searched on those mountains for the musician you would not find a maestro, nor anybody that was even taught by one; you would find a shepherd, or a boy herding goats, dressed for the mountains; yet they had the ear all right. Or show a good rifle to any of those men, and there comes that light in his eyes at once that you see amongst connoisseurs when some ancient and beautiful piece of china is shown to them, or some rare carving in jade or an exquisite etching. Weapons and song had been known so long by this people that, if you put into the hands of one of them an instrument of war or of melody, his fingers flickered about it waiting to be taught, if he did not well know the way of it already. There might be some among them that knew neither the knack of war nor of music; there might even be one, among hundreds, who had no longings reaching out to either of those ways; but such a man would not have gone up from spring almost to winter, from the comfort of houses to rocks and the open stars, from safety to such a war.

Hlaka ordered now that one-half of their ammunition was to be used, if necessary, to train the men till they could hit a match-box at eighty yards and hide themselves from the sight of a man at that distance.

Though Hlakas first need was the need of marksmen, he knew the ingredients of war, and had no thought of waging it with any one of them missing. Therefore he ordered one of his men to go down to a farm he knew, the highest one in the Mountain, and to drive up the whole flock of sheep that the farmer had: there were only twenty, but Hlaka estimated that they would keep his men for more than a week.

This farmer had so far eluded the suspicions of the Germans, who believed that he only cared for a peaceful life and cared no more for the fortunes of his country or the fate of the world than to leave them in the hands of the Herrenvolk. But all he really cared for was liberty, and he looked to see Hlaka one day free The Land. Whatever he had that Hlaka wanted he gave: all he asked was that when his sheep should be required they should be driven off by armed men.

Other men Hlaka sent down the mountain road to a culvert through which a rivulet ran, carrying bags of gun-cotton. Hlaka had also amongst his stores a small electric battery and a hundred yards or so of wire. This party were to conceal the gun-cotton in the culvert, and find a place of concealment for the man who would work the electric battery.

And another man Hlaka sent down the Mountain into the plain to the north, to make his way to another farm and to bring from it four mules as soon as the dusk had fallen. On these four mules this man and the three women were to travel all night to the north. There they would find shelter in a house forty miles away, and go on the next night and find shelter again. No house was named. They had a very simple pass-word: it was Heil Hitler; and, if when the answer was given the r was rolled at the end, then all was well and the mountaineer only had to say In the name of Hlaka. And, after that, all would be done that could be done for honoured guests in a household of a naturally hospitable people.

While Hlaka was making his plans and giving orders, Srebnitz walked with Gregor among the bare rocks of those peaks. It was good land for fighting; that is to say, for those that fought high up, against men who climbed from below. But it was bad land in which to live, land to which the wild sheep went, not because they liked bare mountain, but because they feared men: they would have chosen the green lawns, had they had the choice. And now Liberty walked in the lands that the wild sheep knew, because the green plains of Europe were not for them or her. Very far off to the north, they saw the line of another range of mountains, a paler blue than the sky.

Gregor asked Srebnitz about the fight in the house, and Srebnitz began to tell him, but very soon he drifted away from the subject. Sophia, he said. You saw her.

Yes, said Gregor.

She is very beautiful, said Srebnitz.

Yes, Gregor replied.

He wanted to tell Gregor how beautiful, but the right words would not come; so he sighed and turned to another subject: Why did the Germans want to accuse her aunts? he asked.

Because they found out, said Gregor. Some spy must have told them.

Told them what? asked Srebnitz.

That they are Hlakas sisters.

Hlakas sisters! exclaimed Srebnitz.

The old ladies with their knitting and easy chairs in the comfortable, tidy room. Was that the blood that led the mountaineers, and defied the whole might of Germany? He thought for a moment. Then he saw that it was. Their quiet calm house, their serene faces, their garden and the old fruit-trees, their Dresden china, German though it was, and their old and orderly ways  all these things must be against Hitler; and if he roused such blood to fight, might he not call up such a figure as Hlaka, to defend gardens and quiet rooms to the last, even on the bare Mountain? Yes, he saw now that their brother might be such as Hlaka. And then another thought surged into his mind.

Then Sophia? he blurted out.

She is his daughter, said Gregor.

Oh, yes, said Srebnitz, trying to conceal his astonishment.

And Gregor said something about Sophias mother, who had died long ago, a woman of the mountains they could dimly see to the north; but Srebnitz, with his mind flashing with new visions of Sophia, never heard what he said. No scientist had taught him that all the metals in the sun are to be found in Earth and her sister planets, but some instinct surer than science had given him a glimpse of the unity of Creation, so that he often saw some trivial event of his everyday life mirrored in stars or mountains; and he suddenly thought now of a day when he had first gone to the grey crags of the Mountain and found, where there was no grass and scarcely soil, a pink rock-rose upon a precipice. And it had for a moment surprised him, as it surprised him now to hear that the fair and slender Sophia was the daughter of rugged Hlaka.
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At about sunset the mountaineers moved along the Mountain some way from their caves, and there prepared a big fire out of oak-scrub to cook their supper and to keep them warm and cheerful while they ate it; for they still had enough provisions left for a meal of meat. There they all gathered, and there Isabella, Angelica and Sophia sat near Hlaka on a heap of blankets.

Srebnitz was anxious lest a shell should come while Sophia was there, for the fire was sending up a large column of smoke, and even the light of it began to glow as the twilight faded away, which it does so soon in that latitude. But looking at the others he soon saw that they were content, noticing that they trusted in Hlaka; and it was evident that, whether from experience or prophecy, Hlaka knew that the German guns were not going to fire that night. Indeed they never enquired how Hlaka got his knowledge: it was enough for them that he knew. And one may mention that what Hlaka knew was a very simple piece of knowledge: he had their spy with him and the spy was expected to stay till the following evening, and the Germans would not shoot at their own spy, unless they had something special to gain by it.

Only two men knew, besides Hlaka, that the barber was a spy, and he did not know that they knew. They sat near him and had their rifles, but they pretended that they were on watch for aeroplanes. All the rest of the mountaineers treated him as a comrade, and so did the two men that knew.

With the fire between him and Hlaka, and the men about him talking cheerfully to him, the barbers spirits soon rose from any depth to which Hlaka may have downcast them, and he talked and listened as he was wont to talk and listen in the shop where he plied his two trades. At the height of his mirth one of his two guards turned to a man by his side and asked him to bring from their stores a bottle of a certain wine made only on one small island, a wine much treasured by the people of that land; and the man who went to get it wondered that so much honour was to be paid to the latest member of their band. But the man who guarded him saw that the wine that he had already had loosened the locks on his lips and that this rare vintage would open them wide and recklessly.

The bottle was brought and the drinking-horn of the spy was filled with wine, and he drank and became still merrier. And, when he was humming a song, his two guards brought him before Hlaka, hoping for more information. But the face of Hlaka in the firelight suddenly sobered him. And he said that he was a poor man, and unworthy to speak with the chieftain. And they led him away from Hlaka to the other side of the fire, and sat near, watching him.

Had a man passed that camp-fire and noticed all the men that were gathered about it, but without the glance that observes deeply, he might have reported that the happiest man in the group was the barber and that the saddest was Srebnitz. And indeed his report might have been true, for there is an exhilaration about the presence of Death, and the barber had been very near him; whereas the shining peaks of love overlook abysses, in the shadows of which the hopes of Srebnitz were wandering, as he saw the preparations now being made for Sophias long journey. He did not know when they would meet again. He did not know how she would welcome him if ever they did, and he wished to speak with her so as to get some clue, but he could not lead her away from the terrible Hlaka. It was Sophia herself that gave him the opportunity that he had thought was lost; when, just as she and her aunts were leaving the fire, having said farewell to Hlaka, she pitied the man that was to accompany them, because of all the baggage he had to carry; and, looking over her shoulder as though at random, to speak to the nearest man, her glance fell upon Srebnitz.

Help him to carry some of those blankets, please, said Sophia. Hell never be able to manage so many.

The man protested that he could easily carry the blankets; but Srebnitz came, and carried one of the blankets down the Mountain towards where the mules were waiting.

Dont hurry, said Sophia, you have so much to carry.

And this was true in a way, for Srebnitz had his rifle as well as the blanket; and the light was leaving the rocks, so that fast walking was difficult. And besides that, thought Srebnitz, Sophia cannot have noticed exactly what I am carrying. So he went slowly, as she told him, walking last of all. And presently Sophia dropped back a little behind her aunts. Isabella glanced round at her, but after all said nothing. As they came to the line at which they first saw moths flying, and they were past the bare rocks, and shrubs began to appear, Sophia was walking with Srebnitz.

The chieftain is your father, said Srebnitz.

A momentary look, almost of alarm, crossed Sophias face, as though she had learned to fear such a statement. But the Mountain was all round her now, and she smiled. Yes, she said, but never mention that anywhere outside the Mountain.

Why not? asked Srebnitz.

Reprisals, answered Sophia.

Did they know when they came to your house? asked Srebnitz.

They suspected, said Sophia. And they wanted to make my aunts confess.

They walked in silence awhile, for Srebnitz was a little awed by knowing that Sophia was the daughter of that Consort of Liberty, and that she was of the royal blood of the Mountain.

Sadness prolonged their silence. Sophia was sad because she knew that as she went down that slope she went to a land enslaved, and upon Srebnitz the coming parting with Sophia weighed heavily.

Then the mountaineers sang by their fire on the height, one of the ballads of that ancient people, and the song reached to them, welling over the Mountain; and, though they could not distinguish the syllables, they knew the simple words. Indeed the words were too simple to show forth in print, to dare to challenge the gaze of a readers eyes, and it is probable that they had never been written down. They were something about a goat that was lost from the herd, and about a young goatherd who searched for it; but without the accompanying music on the stringed instruments of that land, and the note of the horn of the goatherd, there is really nothing to say of it. And yet it called up for Srebnitz and Sophia echoes out of the vast of lost ages, and brought a voice as of The Land itself, babbling perhaps in infancy, from over the heave of the years, that spoke from the days when all their people were free, to those that were free still, though only upon that mountain.

To Sophia there was all the romance about Srebnitz of one who helped to guard the liberty that The Land had had for ages; and somehow she found another glow that illumined him, from no deed of his own, but from hers; for she had helped him on his way when he was lost and pursued, on the night that they first met; and this too cast upon him some of the enchantment that we mean by the word romance.

She to him was nothing to be so logically described, but he thought of her, and remembered her long after, as so clearly associated with the grandeur of the crags, and with the beauty of leaves and flowers and wandering moths, so mingled with the last of the twilight that shone in the sky and dimly gleamed on her face, that it might be said that his memories gazed towards her as to an incarnation of the Mountain. Its rocky slopes did not seem too harsh for the grace of Sophia, for he thought of the wild beauty of the flowers that they put forth; and, whether he knew it or not, there was a tenderness in the grim Hlakas fierce love for The Land, that had blossomed in the beauty of Sophia.

Their talk was of trivial things, the mere words trivial as the words of the song that they heard above them ringing down the ages; yet those words would have told of time-outlasting things, if they could have spoken aright of the vision of those two minds, which saw the future as a glittering land where roads ran golden with sunlight, and the past as a splendid gloom that romance had illumined, while the present shone between them in an enchanted glory.

When planets shone, and one or two of the stars, and a glimmer of light was still in the western sky, they came where, on the rough feet of the mountain, two of Hlakas men were waiting with the four mules.

As Srebnitz heard the stir of the hooves that moved as the long ears caught the sound of feet on the mountain, Srebnitz knew that the long story of his days with Sophia was over, until some time far from his knowledge. The long story. How many days was it? How many hours? But Srebnitz did not count it in days or hours. The years of his life had run smoothly, with new experience gradually opening before him, as his boyhood grew to maturity. And suddenly manhood had come to him like an avalanche; when, instead of being cared for by his father and mother, and guided by the laws and ways of his country, he saw his parents led away, not to return, and he had to save his country, whose laws were lost. In such a time there had flashed on him the beauty of Sophia, shining in the midst of disaster; and events had followed of a magnitude and with a rapidity that so crowded his days, that they were not to be compared with the events of his other days, but rather matched, in the making of the destiny of Srebnitz, the events of as many of his years. In his memory one of the days since the Germans came loomed as large as that; and it may well be that in his life the time of those three or four days was condensed or intensified in such a way as to make it the equal of two or three idle years. This we can never know, since we have no way of measuring time, except by the ticking of clocks and the movement of sun and stars. There are, or have been, alchemists with the power to condense time, showing that, like air and unlike water, it has the property of being able to be so treated. Aeschylus, Euripides, Sophocles, Aristophanes and Shakespeare were some of these: they condensed and intensified the events of lifetimes, so that anyone watching a piece of the work of any of these for a few hours would see and feel, with jubilance or in sorrow, but in either case profoundly, as much of the way of man, and the behaviour towards him of Destiny, as they would see in reading the most careful record of the whole life of many a man of their own time and country. And there is another besides those I have mentioned who illuminates mans story and intensifies hours and days with the same tremendous power that these had, one whom four of them called Ares and the fifth called Mars.

In times thus enchanted, and among terrible splendours, moved Srebnitz to his meeting with Sophia. He did not feel his emotions as men feel them who walk calmly down pavements in times of peace, and he did not count the days that he had known her as the days that they mark on almanacks, but rather as the people in a theatre count time, while a lifetime passes before them in an evening. And it seemed a long, long story.

And what of Sophias feelings? She was silent as they went down the last of the slope; she mounted a mule; Isabella and Angelica mounted too, and the mountaineer that was to accompany them. Hlakas men let go of the bridles, and Sophia with a quick movement kissed her hand to Srebnitz. Isabella turned her head as quickly upon Sophia, and was about to speak, when the two mountaineers that had been holding the mules took off their hats and bowed low to her and Angelica and kissed a hand to each.

Is all the world going mad? said Isabella.

Angelica sighed and answered, Perhaps.

And in the light of that information it seemed that Isabella decided to humour it, and kissed her hand to the man who had kissed his to her. And Angelica, before the darkness quite hid her, did the same as her sister.

From the sorrowful border between plain and mountain where the parting had been, Srebnitz and the two mountaineers climbed back to the hospitality of the crags.
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When Srebnitz and the two mountaineers got back to the point from which they had started red embers were still glowing, and still no shell had been fired at them. But Hlaka and all his men had left, and gone back to their caves. Thither the three men followed.

It may have been from the sadness of his mind, overcast by his parting from Sophia, that the thought arose, or it may be that the waterless slope he trod brought a plain truth close to his eyes; but, whatever its origin, Srebnitz for the first time felt doubt. To fight with sixty-one men against five thousand, in country of which the enemy would know nothing, seemed not impossible when led by Hlaka; but three things go to the making of black gunpowder, and a few more to the making of war, and one of these was water; and it was very clear that those peaks could not be held long. And then into the sadness of Srebnitzs mind there came insidiously, like deadly insects to marshes, the words of the traitor that had made his speech in the market-place on the day the Germans marched in: they could not fight against tanks in the plains. The oak-scrub and the myrtle between the two, where water was to be had, Hlaka had for some reason abandoned; no one knew why, for he never discussed his plans, but made them from his experience of past years and whatever that may have taught him of the future.

What shall we do for water? asked Srebnitz of one of the two men that were with him.

Hlaka will see to that, said the man, and something in his tone warned Srebnitz that his doubt was being detected; and doubts about leaders are useless, for victory will not come to doubting followers if the leader is right, and if he is wrong they are all lost in any case. No one else could lead this little band against the German forces: it was Hlaka or nothing, and Srebnitz said no more. But still the doubt persisted. Did it come to Srebnitz from sadness? Did sadness raise phantoms before his eyes? Or did it brighten them to see more clearly a truth that should already be clear enough? Srebnitz never knew.

He went on in silence till they came to the caves. Tired, in the late night, some miles from civilisation, there came on Srebnitz a feeling he often felt in those days with Hlaka, though he never expressed it in words, a feeling of home close to him just when he needed it most, the sudden comfortable realisation that the rocks and the stars, the dark peaks of the Mountain and the crisp night air, were what roof and walls are to less free men.

He went to the cave in which his blankets were, and wrapped them both round him and lay down. A small sack made him a pillow, and he kept on his boots, not in order to be instantly ready, but merely because the slight increase of comfort he might have obtained by removing them was one of the trifles out of a past life which he forgot on the Mountain, as he seemed to come closer to eternal things such as the stars and liberty. A cold wind running into the cave and searching amongst its nooks, something he once would have looked upon as a draught and as being annoying and hostile, was now to him more like a neighbour, a friendly spirit resident in the Mountain: he felt it passing over his hands and face, and heard its low whisperings for a little while, and very soon was asleep.

He was called in the morning by Aurora herself, for his cave faced to the east, and as soon as the sun leapt up the whole of the camp was awake. There was no matter of clocks here: as soon as the sun was risen the day had started: the day was part of their life, and they started with it.

Hlaka was already out on the Mountain, where he had long been inspecting the rocks. Gregor and Iskander came by the cave and called to Srebnitz, who walked with them to the place among the rocks at which they were to have breakfast, which had been cooked over a fire nearly a mile away. The sheep had arrived during the night, as Gregor told Srebnitz, and three or four had been killed and the rest hidden in a cave. Srebnitz heard no sound of them, and wondered in what cave they were hidden. But Gregor stopped his questionings. It seemed that such things were not to be talked about. In reality the bulk of the flock had gone down the Mountain, and was taken northward all night by one of the new members of Hlakas band who, true though he was to the cause of liberty and of Europe, was not able to be brought up in so short a time as there was to spare to Hlakas standard for marksmen.

In a small ravine they all breakfasted, while one sentry watched, without a bayonet or even a rifle: he watched only with his ears, at an instrument that could hear aeroplanes at a great distance. No evil thing having yet befallen the spy, the relief so exalted him that his spirits were the highest of any one of the band.

On Hlakas face, when he returned from the rocks, there was no expression but one, which seemed to hide from all the men around him a personality sunk deep in thought. After breakfast he beckoned to the spy, and walked a little way with him, and when they were out of hearing of the rest Hlaka said: Your friends expect you this evening, so we must lose you. There are few things you can tell them about me that they will wish to know. But if you tell them any of those . . .

I will tell them nothing, master, said the spy.

Perhaps not, said Hlaka. There are men that have told them about my movements; but you will not meet those men.

I do not keep such company, master, the barber answered.

You will keep such company, said Hlaka, if you tell them what I do not wish to be known.

Never, master.

Hlaka said nothing and a fear came over the barber, a mere hint of it, like the chill from one waif of a wing of Fear. And he said: Where are they, master?

They are all dead, said Hlaka.

A silence fell on the barber.

Your name, said Hlaka, is Trigoloutros; your shop is 44 in the Street of the Martyrs; and we can find you at any time.

I know what I have to do, said Trigoloutros.

That is well, said Hlaka, and returned to his men.

Left alone, the spy loitered about the rocks for a while as though undecided whether to wait to return till the hour that his masters expected him, or whether to accept at once what seemed like Hlakas dismissal. He glanced at the figure of Hlaka going back to the caves, and took a step in his direction, then suddenly turned and went the other way. And those that watched the road during the morning saw him walking out of the Mountain towards the town.

All day Hlaka continued his preparations, as he seemed to have done all the night, for no one saw Hlaka sleep. At the same time that he chose and examined his battlefield he superintended the drill of his recruits, or what stood them instead of drill, which was to learn to go unseen and to shoot with moderate accuracy at short ranges. No march past of the most splendid troops in the world would have pleased Hlaka so much as a march past, through rocks and myrtle, that was invisible from the saluting-base. At the same time he sent men to draw such stores as he needed from what may be called his depots. For it was only to the superficial eye that Hlaka appeared to be without commissariat, and Hlaka drew his food and stores as he needed them from his depots as regularly as any leader in the field, even if the men of his commissariat moved irregularly, and even surreptitiously, to the farms that held his stores. No forms had to be filled in, no accounts kept by a quartermaster: what Hlaka needed was given him by the whole country, in return for which he was one day to give liberty to The Land. Three or four ropes twenty yards long were what some of his men were now seeking among the farms below the Mountain. The peaks towards the city went down among bare grey rocks with a great sweep like those of draperies, till they came to the oak-scrub and myrtle and then to the heaths; but to the northward there were amongst the slopes some belts of rock that were sheer.

About halfway down the Mountain on that side one of these precipices ran for a few hundred yards without any gap or cleft cut by avalanche or water, and was fifty or sixty feet high. A few pine-trees crowned the top of it. It was not for defence that Hlaka had chosen this precipice, for no defence was needed on that part of the Mountain, since no one could climb the precipice, or, if he did, would be choosing the most difficult part of the slope and would waste the time of the whole attack, if the rest were compelled to keep pace with him. Equally difficult it was to descend, and for this reason Hlaka chose it for his line of retreat, when the time should come for retreating. No one would expect him to retire over a sixty-foot precipice, and it was here that he tied his ropes to the trunks of the pine-trees and coiled them up into heaps at the butts of the trees. That was to the north of the crags, where the far blue mountains could be seen shining faintly.

To Srebnitz and the men who had joined Hlaka before him he explained what he meant to do, and what the Germans would do. We shall crush them with numbers, he said. A curious remark from a man who was about to fight with sixty-one men against five thousand, and yet he was right enough, for on a terrain that he knew well, wherever he moved his men they would be overwhelmingly superior to part of a line that was surrounding a mountain. Had he been able to find water at that altitude he would have probably held out among those peaks for as long as the war lasted. Amongst the myrtle and heath, where the water was, Hlaka had decided that he could not hold out indefinitely, because the Germans could have taken the peaks and fired down on him, while others came up from below: Hlaka did not tell his men this, for he did not discuss his plans with them, but that was the reason he had gone to the higher ground above the springs of the streams. Then Hlaka stood and gazed at the far blue mountains, till his men wondered if he meant to make so great a journey through land that the enemy held.

But are they in The Land? asked one of them.

For it is a small country and, though the nearer peaks of the blue mountains were inside its borders, a part of the range ran into other lands.

There are no frontiers any longer, said Hlaka. It matters nothing whether we are in our own Land or in lands that are for us, or even in those that are for the enemy. Where there are mountains, there will be free men. But there are no more frontiers.

How shall we get there, Chieftain? asked one of his men.

The wild sheep went, replied Hlaka, and deigned to say nothing more to explain how men should do what sheep had done.


XIX

When Hlaka and his men came over the crags to the rocky slope on which they were camped, far below which lay the city, they saw a sight infrequent upon that mountain in times of peace and still rarer in time of war, for a taxi was coming up the mountain road. Hlakas sentries, lying behind rocks with their rifles, watched it with curiosity. Before it got to the end of the road it stopped and a man got out, whom even at that distance they recognized as Trigoloutros by his slinking gait. He walked on up the rest of the road and started climbing the bare slope towards them among the large rocks, while the taxi began to turn and, when it had done that, waited. Trigoloutros saw no one as he climbed; but, when he was about in the midst of Hlakas force, one of them came up to him and led him to Hlaka. Hlaka was sitting now in front of his cave on a pile of sacks.

Master, said Trigoloutros, I have found something that you would wish to know, and have come to tell you.

How did you get the taxi? asked Hlaka.

The spy looked towards it in a surprised way, as though he wondered too. I hailed it, he said, and asked the man to drive me up to your Excellency.

How do you know what news I wish to hear? asked Hlaka.

Master, said Trigoloutros, it is my métier to know such things. And I hoped to please you by coming at once.

What is your news? said Hlaka.

They will execute the Bishop of Ilion at dawn tomorrow, the spy said.

Where is he now? said Hlaka.

In the prison, said Trigoloutros.

Where will they execute him?

By the execution wall in the pine-wood, said the spy.

You must go to von Wald, said Hlaka, and tell him that we are coming to rescue the Bishop at dawn.

Tell him that you are coming? said the spy.

All of us, said Hlaka. And then you may say to him what you will. You barbers can talk. But, whatever you say, he must give the order for the Bishop to be executed at once instead of at dawn. That will be about midnight, when you go to see the major. Some of us will be there, behind the wall in the pine-wood. They will bring the Bishop to the wall with the firing-party in front of it. The Germans will expect one volley, and one volley there will be; and that will be the last play of that sort, or of any sort, that will be seen by that firing-party. Be sure that you do not fail with Major von Wald. For if the Bishop dies . . . and Hlaka gave one look at the spy and saw that further words were not needed.

I will do my best, master, said Trigoloutros.

Hlaka said nothing.

The pine-wood to which the spy referred was one that came right into the town and to the very wall of the prison. Cities have strange things in them; Constantine in Algeria has a profound ravine, Bristol and Dublin have the sea, Edinburgh has a precipice, and there are paved streets that suddenly turn up a mountain; indeed cities have many surprises: this one has a small forest.

I will do my best, master, Trigoloutros said again.

Hlaka gave him another look, but did not speak. And the look suddenly awoke so much fear in the spy, that his wiles were all awakened from the lairs in which they slept lightly in the hidden dark of his brain, and he pondered cunningly how to lure Major von Wald to give the fatal order that should save the Bishop of Ilion. He smiled at Hlaka, hoping to placate him, for Hlakas look still frightened him; but the look froze his smile, and he saw that there was nothing for it but to do as he had been told.

I will do it, master, said Trigoloutros.

Hlaka nodded. And the spy turned to go. Before he went Hlaka said: Do not get von Walds order till you see a fire here on the Mountain. Watch the Mountain. When the fire is lit we shall be ready.

I will watch, master, said Trigoloutros.

Hlaka said no more, and the spy went down the rocks towards the road and his taxi.

Then Hlaka called to Srebnitz, Iskander and Gregor, and the cook, and three more of his best shots, and they all had a meal together before the rest, while Hlaka told them his plan.

They were to march, as Hlakas army marched, not in fours but in ones, not by their right or by their left, but each man guiding himself; not marching upright, but slipping from doorpost to doorpost, running in bare feet on pavement, hiding in gardens, and then running on again: they were to take dark blankets, and wear them as cloaks, with their rifles under their cloaks, and each man must have his knife in his hand, but lying hidden along the arm. They were to meet in the pine-wood behind the low white wall, in front of which Hitlers men carried out their executions. A little outside the edge of the town where a few fruit-trees stood amidst open country, nearly the whole of the rest of Hlakas force would wait, so that, if they had to fight their way back, they would not have far to go before they could outnumber any pursuers.

They were ready as soon as twilight touched the Mountain. And, as soon as the light from the sunset was dimmer than that of the moon, the eight men moved down the slope through myrtle and heath, aiming for a part of the town a long way to the left of the end through which they had come before, that is to say to the east. Birds were flying back to the trees as they went, and bats were about before they came to the town. They were moving through light by which men could not be seen at a distance.

As they came nearer the town the night came with them, and they moved among shadows, less visible than the moths that rose from the heath they disturbed, to sail upon swift pale wings that gleamed in the moonlight. When they were close to the towns edge there was that touch of blue on white walls that is part of the moons enchantment. All was quiet in the town amongst whose municipal by-laws was one that imposed death for being out after sunset, except for the enemy, the boots of whose patrols sounded now and again through the stillness.

It was a little city, although a capital, perhaps not greatly larger than Canterbury. Two or three small streets were all they had to cross before they came to the little forest that lay in the heart of the town. A black cat stole into the town down a little street, heard marching feet in front and stopped to listen, and slipped into a garden among magnolias and lemon-trees: Gregor, whose dark shape, with bare feet, moved also along that street, did the same as the cat had done. And Srebnitz, who was a few yards away, copied Gregor. When the street was hushed again, all three ran on.

To anyone watching from a window of that street the night would have seemed full of shadows, as does any moonlit night; and amongst those shadows were Hlaka and the rest of his eight men. All of them came, unseen by any German, to the pine-wood that, so strangely in a city, sheltered Nature even by day, and by night was such a place as might harbour yet, so far as one could imagine, whatever ancient spirits had ever blessed The Land; and wanderers in that wood when the world was at peace felt they were nearer to things that lurked at the edge of their understanding, and were nearer to unknown shapes that the poets had seen, than most people in other cities may hope to come. Right up to the very walls the forest came, as though Nature here were not afraid of man, nor man hostile to Nature. The little white-washed wall, barely five feet high and built of rounded stones, that ran into it for a little way and then stopped as though lost in the forest, was not sophisticated enough to jar on the calm of the pines, and looked as though it could never scare a dryad. It was against this wall that the Germans were accustomed to place any men or women that they desired to execute.

Hlaka had signalled with an electric torch to men behind him just before he came to the pines, and they had flashed the signal on to the Mountain and a fire was burning now on one of the peaks. Hlaka drew up his men shoulder to shoulder along the wall on the far side from the prison, and stole softly away through the wood like a creature of fable. Softly he slipped out into the streets of the town, and came to the street in which Srebnitzs parents had lived.

There he waited listening, ready to hide if a patrol should come, but expecting another step. And the other step was heard. It was the barber. And he passed by Hlaka in the dark without seeing him, as men often went by Hlaka. And Hlaka put his left hand over the barbers mouth, and rapped his right hand above his heart, and whispered in his ear, It will be like that, if . . . And when he lifted his left hand, and the barber could breathe again, and was about to protest that never would he betray Hlaka, Hlaka said Hush, and slipped back among shadows again, and returned to his men in the forest.

There are men whom those in high places receive at any time; for those in high places cannot choose with whom they will associate, as easily as others can choose. Trigoloutros was always sure of being received by such. He knocked on the door of the house that had been Srebnitzs home, two quick light knocks followed by two heavy slow ones, and the door was opened at once, and the spy slunk in.

Master, said Trigoloutros, the disaffected men, the bandits, have found out about the Bishop, and they will rescue him at dawn with their whole force, unless . . .

Unless? said the major.

Unless they should be forestalled, said the spy. They believe the execution will be at dawn.

So it will, said the major.

Then they will rescue him, said the spy.

By what road will they come? said Major von Wald.

Master, one cannot tell with Hlakas men, said the spy. But they will come at dawn.

Is this true? said the major.

Master, I swear it is true, said the spy. How should I lie to so important an officer, when a few hours will reveal everything? If Hlakas men are not soon on their way from the Mountain I have lied to you, master, and do not deserve to live. If Hlakas men do not come you will know. How should I dare to lie?

I will send out men to stop them, said the major, and his hand went to a telephone that was now in the room.

Master, said Trigoloutros so plaintively, and so appealingly stretching out his hands, that the major turned to him and did not lift the receiver, they will slip round in the dark. We cannot tell by what way they will come. By daylight they could never get back, if they waited by the execution-wall and the Bishop did not come.

The major paused and was silent, and did not lift the receiver. When Trigoloutros saw that he had got the idea he said no more and left it all to the major, who presently lifted the receiver and got on to the prison and said: Let the Bishop be executed at once.

That was all. And Trigoloutros began to protest again that the coming of Hlaka and his men to the town would prove that he spoke the truth, as he always did, at any rate to the Germans. But those that have the entrée to high places for such reasons as passed-in the barber, stay in such places no longer than their enchantment is able to work. The enchantment was the information he brought and, this having been given, there was no more welcome for Trigoloutros; so he tried to smile, and he made a bow, and was soon shown out, and went back to his shop holding a pass in his hand which entitled him to be in the streets at night, and live.


XX

Dmitripoulos, titular Bishop of Ilion, had been arrested the day before and tried that morning by a German court-martial that had sentenced him to death.

The Bishop had not entirely understood the charges, but there was no doubt that he was guilty. He had the idea that he received his orders only from the head of his Church, and that the head of his Church was a higher power even than Hitler. Consequently all orders he received from the Germans, although heard with the utmost politeness, were, if they clashed with the ritual or discipline of his church, invariably ignored. So it was not long before a German sergeant and two soldiers with fixed bayonets had called at the Bishops house, and were smilingly received by the Bishop, whom they marched off to prison. From this he was brought next day before the court-martial, to whose president he bowed, and then listened to a charge with a great many clauses, many of which appeared true.

The Bishop found it difficult to defend himself without impoliteness, and against some of the charges for this reason he made no defence whatever. But it is unlikely that his defence against these would have been more successful than the defence that he did make against the rest, and death was monotonously the penalty for each of them. There were twenty charges, and the court-martial found the Bishop guilty of all, and sentenced him to death; and he bowed again and was led away.

Back in his cell in the prison the Bishop reflected on many things. His thoughts, intensified by the nearness of death, looked keenly into the present, the past and the future. He saw vividly the strength of Germany in the present, and how armies, from a force amounting to millions, sent into small countries, could easily crush them and could hold them by the terrible methods such as he himself had experienced, which paralyzed the nerves of weaker men, leaving them helpless, while some that were weak and cunning were driven by fear actually to work for the terror that was oppressing them. Into the future he looked with singular clearness, perhaps scarcely to be expected in a man without military knowledge, and saw how the methods that made the Germans so powerful in the present would drive them forth like pariahs in the future from all lands, back to their own.

His thoughts, as they flitted backwards and forwards through time, swift as a butterfly caught in a net, saw Hitler as a colossus of granite, vaster than any image that Egyptian monarchs had left: he saw that colossus again a little while hence, a little further on through the years that he viewed, shattered by its fall and its own great weight, and lying broken so small that flowers came up through the pieces and the world grew fair again.

Then his thoughts turned from these things, from the dark present and from the ruin yet to come to the colossus that darkened it, and they looked only into the past, and to the beauty of The Land before the colossus came. These days were before Hitler had ever attacked Russia, and the Bishop can have had little to guide his insight into the future, unless it was sheer prophecy.

And now he turned to the past. He had very serene memories, and his thoughts travelled as brightly down them as winged things riding a sunbeam. They passed through dim churches in which small lamps glowed and flashes of light came from silver and gold in ikons, and out beyond into earlier days before he had been a priest, and even a long while before, back as far as scenes that till now he thought were forgotten.

The thoughts were simple and clear, and might be told, but not in one volume; for these last thoughts that ran swiftly over the years, looking down at the days of them from the altitude of his last hours, were more numerous than can be told of in one book, even by a pen that was able to do them justice. There was material there for many books and many poems. Indeed a writer searching for human thoughts rising up from the earths surface, under which their roots go down beyond reach of the eye, is like a botanist looking for flowers on a prairie that goes far beyond the horizon: if he gather a few and bring them home unwithered, those he must leave ungathered, and even unseen, are in millions beyond computation. So the thoughts of the Bishop of Ilion on this day were more than could be gathered by any pen, and so far as we know are lost; but then we do not know.

Very early that afternoon such sunlight as came to his cell through the small barred window began to fade away, but no brightness passed from the scenes of his youth in gardens that he remembered; rather, in the dimmer light his inner vision strengthened, as if it had been a little dazzled by visible light, and he saw more clearly yet the light of the days long past. Alas that there must be many men in various lands, sitting thus in prison close to their last hour, with a German sentry outside.

Once the gaoler came in to bring the Bishop his dinner. He was a compatriot of the Bishop, a native of The Land, and had been gaoler there for years: when the Germans came they employed him at his old work without question. He had had no especial interest in the Germans, or much knowledge of them, or of anything outside the city, but when they came they took to each other at once. There seemed something in his work and something in Hitlers, if one may compare very small things with great, that were attuned to each other; and so, although in a very humble way, he felt a sympathy for the authority that had dominion of most of Europe.

The Bishop asked him what time dawn would be, and this the gaoler knew well, for he had lately called many of his guests at an hour that got them ready in time for the dawn, and he calculated roughly that it was two minutes later each day. He told the Bishop, and the Bishop thanked him.

Then the gaoler went out with his keys and locked the door, and the Bishop was left alone again with his memories: like returning swallows seeing the eaves they knew, his memories crossed the years to red-tiled villages under the hills of The Land and by the edge of old cork-forests, into whose glades they went among the splendour of forests owing nothing to man; and whether they flew to these glades or through gardens that man had beautified, always there rose at the edge of all scenes that his memory saw a distant pale-blue line of wrinkled mountains, that seemed to be seated gravely watching The Land as a summers day went by, and as the centuries crossed it. The sight of those mountains that many years of gazing at them had left so clear in that vision that we call memory helped the Bishop to look more easily upon time than he could have looked at it with a finite mind, were his mind unaided by these mighty shapes that seemed to him to be somewhere midway between time and eternity. And the beauty of them seemed to promise well to his hopes; for, if they really stood between time and eternity, the beauty of this door at the end of time was full of promise of what might be beyond.

Sometimes among his thoughts a dark fear would glide, as to how it would be at dawn, shadowing and chilling these bright scenes for some moments, but there were serene spaces amongst his memories to which he was able to turn where these fears did not follow, and mostly these serene spaces lay under the blue mountains. And beyond those mountains, beyond The Land, beyond the world  what was there?

He had set aside much of the night for prayer, for he did not mean to sleep; and now evening was coming on, and with it darkness in the cell. In this darkness he saw past days with the greatest clearness; and it is here that the volumes were needed and the enchanted pen, if any justice were to be done to all the tales to be told, that he saw as he searched the past. Nor could the life of any man be told adequately without many volumes and an enchanted pen, for the thoughts of men are the material for poetry, wherever they can be seen and their swift flight overtaken.

At midnight the Bishops meditations were disturbed by the sound of the lock of his door, and the gaoler returned. He was almost a little shy, some decent sense revealing to him how much he intruded.

It is to be tonight instead of at dawn, he said.

When? asked the Bishop.

Now, said the gaoler.

But that gives me no time for my prayers, said the Bishop.

The gaoler shrugged his shoulders and looked down at the floor. Then the steps of three men marching were heard in the passage outside.

But I am not yet ready, said the Bishop.

The men marched in at that moment, a corporal and two other soldiers, and a glance at their faces showed to the Bishop of Ilion that no words of his could have any effect on them or even convey any meaning. And at the same moment he saw that the words were untrue: he was ready; he had always been ready. He would have liked to have said more prayers, but he would have liked many things which could not possibly thrive beneath the weight of what now crushed The Land. He saw in two flashes all these decent things crushed, and also some sort of essence arising up from their ruin, which should utterly overcome the force that now crushed them.

I beg your pardon, he said. I am ready.

And the corporal marched him away between the two men. Some sort of regret came to the gaoler, like a flower growing on rock; but it passed, like a flower withered. The prison gate was at the edge of the pine-wood and, when it was opened, three more soldiers joined them. There was an officer also, waiting outside, and while the three men fell in behind the Bishop the officer walked into the wood. The party went no more than forty yards, when the corporal halted them. Then he led the Bishop up to the white wall and began to blindfold him.

What need in the dark? said the Bishop.

But the corporal did not seem to understand. The firing-party were only a few yards away, on account of the darkness of the night, which would have made shooting difficult at more than a few yards. The men were in two ranks, with a space at the right of the rear rank for the corporal, to which he now went. The officer a little to the right of the firing-party had an electric torch, which he now turned on to the Bishops chest, where a gold crucifix twinkled. And then he drew a breath to give an order, and the breath went out through his side, for at that moment Hlaka shot him. And the volley that the Germans, listening in the prison, expected to hear came from eight rifles instead of six, and was fired from over the wall instead of at it. One belated shot came after the rest, as in a badly fired volley: it was Hlaka shooting the sixth man, who alone had not dropped at once. For a moment Hlaka and his six men waited motionless, to see if any surprise had been caused to the Germans; but nothing stirred in the prison; the firing-party and their officer were past all surprises: nobody was surprised but the Bishop. Hlaka slipped over the wall and went up to him.

It is Hlaka, he said in his ear. The Germans are dead now. And he began to untie the bandage over his eyes, which was knotted over a little circle of plaited hair that the priests of the Orthodox church wear at the back.

Thank you, said the Bishop.

We must go to the Mountain, said Hlaka. Would it be too much to ask you to take off your boots?


XXI

More than anything Hlaka avoided firing at night in the town, on account of the great difficulty of getting away afterwards, and he forbade all his men to do it. But the volley tonight rather lulled than disturbed the Germans, for they had been warned by telephone to expect an execution at midnight. One senior officer was awakened from sleep by the single shot following the rest, which seemed to him so completely to spoil the volley that he determined to report the matter in the morning and have it enquired into. All military undertakings of whatever sort should be carried out in a smart and orderly way, an execution no less than drill; indeed more so. The sound of the volley would be heard all over the town, and by whatever the Germans did the population would judge them: in addition to this an execution was exemplary, and whatever was held up as an example either in peace or war should be perfect in every respect. A volley like that did not teach with the clearness that was desirable. It was like a schoolmaster with a cough. So thought the colonel.

Major von Wald was disgusted with it. He felt that it was especially his execution; and to have it go off like that was as though his washing were to be drying in the public eye, and one of his pieces of apparel on the line were to be torn and badly darned. Other such thoughts occurred to other Germans, for they are an orderly nation; but to nobody did it occur that the firing-party had been fired on, or that the executioners were dead and the Bishop alive.

As fast as Hlaka could lead the Bishop he hurried through the streets. They were as quiet as though nothing had occurred. Like shadows the rest of Hlakas party ran towards the Mountain before and behind him. The streets were brighter than the pine-wood, the dark flat tops of whose trees kept out most of the moon. The Bishop wore darker clothes than did any of Hlakas men, and that was to the good, but he had not the panthers tread of those men, nor their intuitive knowledge of danger and how to avoid it. Each man now had two rifles to carry except Hlaka, and one who carried only a pistol besides his own rifle; for they had stripped the firing-party and the officer who commanded them of their fire-arms and ammunition.

They went halfway through the streets towards the edge of the town without any sign of danger and then they heard a step coming towards them. It was too firm and loud to be that of one of the citizens out at night, defying death. Hlaka stopped the Bishop and turned and led him backward a little way to where a dark shrub by a doorway might give cover. The steps came nearer along the pavement, down the street from the Mountain. It was only one man. Neither the Bishop nor Hlaka spoke. Suddenly there was a cry, and the feet stopped. The unknown man had fallen into the hands of one of the mountaineers. Then Hlaka ran on with the Bishop towards the Mountain; and his men all ran too, so as to reach the edge of the town before the Gestapo should come to enquire about that cry. They were sure to come, for none of The Land had the right to cry in the streets at night, and if it should be a German that would be far more serious. But there were only two or three hundreds yards more to do, and just outside the town the whole of Hlakas force would be waiting. Before they had run a hundred yards Gregor said to Srebnitz, who was running beside him: We can use our rifles now, if they try to stop us.

And both unslung their rifles, for they could clearly get to the edge of the town before any Germans that heard their shots could overtake them. Probably all the others did the same, but no more steps were heard, and they did not have to fire. They all reached the edge of the town, and had not gone far over the open country before they saw shapes in the moonlight, which when they moved were seen to be fifty of Hlakas men. Then Hlaka knelt down and put on the Bishops boots.

For an hour they climbed the Mountain, straight up through the heath, the Bishop in front with two of Hlakas men to help him, and the rest of the force between him and the city; and there was no sound of pursuit. At the end of the hour Hlaka came up to the Bishop and apologised for the fatigue that he must feel, and asked if he would now go to bed for a few hours. The Bishop smiled and agreed, thinking that Hlaka referred to the bare heath. But to his surprise he saw a mattress laid down beside him and two men arranging the sheets and blankets and a pillow, and even a bolster. For Hlaka had sent several men to the houses at the edge of the town, where they had been given these things and a large number of eggs, as well as bread and cheese and butter and a few tins of sardines. The Bishop slept in his bed for over three hours, a deep and restful sleep, for his mind was too tired to dream, and his limbs were tired too. And all Hlakas men slept in their beds, which were tufts of heath, except a crescent of sentries watching towards the town. An hour before dawn Hlaka called the Bishop and they all went on up the Mountain.

By this time the Germans appeared to have enquired about their firing-party, or to have sent men to bury the Bishop, for guns began to fire in the town, and star-shells burst over the Mountain and dropped their small gold suns, which slowly set amongst rocks and myrtle and heath all over the slope of the Mountain. As one came dropping near to Hlakas men he called to them to stand still, and in whatever attitudes they were they stood as though suddenly frozen. The star-shell showed them up, but the night is full of shapes, and no German picked out theirs from the shapes of rocks and myrtles. A little shrapnel followed, but only sent vainly against the peak that Hlakas men had left.

When dawn touched the roofs of the city far below them, and shone in grey windows, the mountaineers were still amongst the myrtle. The light grew vaster and the few windows winked with orange lights of their own, and chimneys smoked here and there; and one of Hlakas men turned round and gazed towards the houses, and stood awhile motionless. With the light of dawn on his face, Hlaka seemed to read his thoughts, for he suddenly said to him: We have no families. Liberty is our mother and sister and children.

Then the man turned and went on up the Mountain. They came again to the caves in the high peaks, and found breakfast ready for them, prepared by the few men that Hlaka had left behind. They all ate their food by a small but welcome fire whose embers sent up no smoke, and sometimes as they ate Iskander sang. To the Bishop Hlaka apologized for the rude surroundings in which he sat. But the Bishop said: I have a pleasant view from the windows of my house, yet never have I had such a view as this to see while I ate my breakfast.

And indeed it was a view that held half a kingdom, for they were just over the ridge to the north and could see the plain below them like a great garden, whose far wall was the blue mountains, gleaming now as though they were the frontier of fairyland and were all newly enchanted. And in the garden that went from wall to wall, from the peak where they sat away to the far blue mountains, grew all the crops that The Land had known for ages, and one or two others, such as tobacco, which had not come till The Land was already old. And at a great distance a glimpse of another frontier showed, the deep blue edge of a region over which the Italians claimed sway in error, and which the Germans never have understood. By that frontier Tyranny halted; and across it a man might shout Heil Hitler as loud as he would, and, though his voice were even heard above the boom of the other voice, would get no answer but the world-wide derision of what an old Greek poet called the countless smiles of always-laughing ocean.
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After breakfast Hlaka showed the Bishop into a cave that was curtained by two blankets, where his bed was again prepared for him, for the Bishop had not yet slept enough for sufficient rest after even a quiet day.

Then Hlaka set about his preparations for the attack that, according to the information of the barber, was likely to come next day; and chiefly he continued his mens rifle-practice, making them stalk pebbles at eighty yards and shoot at them from behind cover, for he had little more time to train his men than the Duke of Monmouth had before the battle of Sedgemoor. A sentry made a sign from one of the crags, and Hlaka going towards him saw a man hurrying up the road from the town. It was a furtive figure that came towards them, and yet it was not the barber. After a while Hlaka sent down one of his men to guide the stranger to him from beyond the end of the road. He turned out to be a man with a letter from Trigoloutros, which he was to deliver to Hlaka. He seemed afraid of Hlaka and his men, and yet the speed with which he had hurried up from the town seemed to show he had other fears. If a man can be meaner than a spy, he seemed to be meaner than Trigoloutros, as though he were one that served spies but was not yet fully admitted by them to their company. He took off his hat before Hlaka and gave him the letter, and remained holding his hat in both hands while Hlaka read it. The letter went:

Chieftain,

They suspect me because I said you would come at dawn, and you did not come at the time I said. There are men watching in my street now. I know that they watch so that I shall not escape. I shall soon be questioned by the Gestapo. Men who are watched are always questioned. I may be questioned today. Come quickly, master, with all your men and rescue me. I shall be able to tell you a great deal if you bring me safely into the Mountain, for I know all the Germans plans. Very senior officers have spoken often with me. I wish you well, and would serve you. But if you did not rescue me, and if the Gestapo ask me questions about your Excellency, I should be compelled, God knows how greatly against my will, to tell them what I have observed in the Mountain and what I know of your Excellencys plans. Believe me, master, I observe a great deal: I cannot help it: God gave me that kind of eye. No time for more, master. Help. Help quickly.

Your Excellencys devoted servant,

ANDREAS TRIGOLOUTROS.

Tell him, said Hlaka, that I will send him a verbal message.

He is greatly pressed for time, said the messenger.

I will send the message at once, said Hlaka.

The eye of Trigoloutross messenger roved round the crags as though expecting some sort of hospitality, but Hlaka dismissed him forthwith. As he went, Hlaka called to Srebnitz and showed him the barbers letter and gave him a brief order. It was not often that Hlaka when giving an order ever gave any reason for it, and showing the letter to Srebnitz was an unusual favour to him.

Srebnitz went straight down the mountainside without his rifle, the way they had come that morning, a shorter way than the way by the road which went away to his right. He went all the morning among the myrtle bushes and through the plants of heath, and showed very little till he came to the town.

There he walked openly through the streets with the brim of his hat pulled down, and avoiding as much as he could the glances of any eye, his forehead hidden from view and a stubbly chin showing. Nobody recognized him, and no German questioned him, and he came to the Street of the Martyrs. There he noticed a man in plain clothes with that vacant look in his face which is always worn by men who suspect and watch; but by no possible disguise could Srebnitz have made himself appear more completely in need of a barber than by what a few days on the Mountain had already done for him, and so he walked into the shop of Trigoloutros, a very likely customer. Two men were in the shop beside the barber. Srebnitz caught his eye, and looked away and said nothing.

Trigoloutros signed with his head towards an empty chair beside a man who was waiting, and went on cutting the hair of the other customer. This business he hurried somewhat and soon assured the man that his hair was exactly the right length now; and this customer paid him and went away. Without looking at Srebnitz, Trigoloutros asked the next man to come to his chair and fastened his cloth round his shoulders. This man also wanted his hair cut, and Trigoloutros cut it as fast as he could, speaking of such things as might have been discussed five years ago by a man uninterested in any public affairs.

When he had finished he half turned his head to Srebnitz saying, Now you, sir. And when the other man went out these two were, as they both desired, alone in the shop. Srebnitz sat in the barbers chair and glanced hastily at the street-door, which Trigoloutros obligingly shut.

A shave, please, shouted Srebnitz as Trigoloutros went to the door.

The barber came back and put his white cloth round Srebnitz and began to shave him, while Srebnitz sat silent. It was always Trigoloutross custom to wait for his customers to speak. Srebnitz seemed uncomfortable at first under his white apron, but he soon settled down. After a while he said, A little bay rum on my chin, please.

The barber seemed surprised at this whim, but nodded his head and got the bay rum; he never argued, and liked to leave information to come of its own accord. He put down the razor and shaving brush and came back with the bottle of bay rum. Then Srebnitz said: I have come with a message from Hlaka.

And he lifted the apron with his left hand and stabbed the barber to the heart.

He replaced the knife and wiped his hand on the apron, and went to the door, leaving the barber dead. The lower part of the glass in the door was frosted, but the upper part was clear, and by standing on tiptoe Srebnitz could see the street. There was nobody passing. The door was latched on the inside, and he drew back the latch and opened the door and slipped through and closed it, and the latch fell back so that it could not be opened from the outside.

Then he sauntered away down the street in the opposite direction from the one from which he had come, so as not to pass the man who had seen him enter the barbers shop, for he was not yet properly shaved. On the other side there was another watcher, but he crossed the street as he came to him and contrived to turn much of his face away.

Taking the first turning out of that street to his right he much increased his pace and, turning to his right again, was on his way back to the Mountain, though long streets had yet to be traversed before he was out of the town. He slouched as he went, not with the tread of an armed man or a mountaineer, and he hung his head as though he were resident in that town and the tyranny of the last week had sunk into him.

He did not expect any of the barbers household to go into the front part of his shop during his working hours and he did not fear that the door would be forced from the street or its pane of glass broken for some while. Men would not do that for the sake of a shave. But at any moment the Gestapo might come, as the barber had feared, and they would as soon break the glass as open the door, even if the latch were unfastened. So he walked as fast as he could, without making any movement that was likely to attract curiosity, or daring a pace that might be suggestive of flight.

Walking thus he passed unnoticed, wearing an abject air, utterly devoid of interest, which seemed not to attract the interest of others. Intuitively he knew that, even had he let his eyes rest upon any object as he walked, somebody would have noticed what he was looking at, then wondered why he looked, and from that would have come to wonder who the man was. After that he might have been questioned, and he would have been very near to prison then. He had not yet wiped the blood off his knife, though the barbers apron had protected his clothes, except for the right sleeve, at which he now glanced, and there certainly were a few spots on it.

And now he came to a street that ran to the open country. He had come into the town by that very street; but it is one thing to enter a town, and another to leave it. All the world has business in a town, and any man may have reason to enter it; but what reason could a man have for going from the town into the wild open country? There might be several reasons, but the question would be asked in an observers mind, whereas no townsman would ever ask why a man entered the town. He must leave the street unobserved. But there were people in it, so he turned listlessly out of the street to his left, and turned again to his right into another street running towards open country. Here also there were people. He tried a third street parallel to the two others, and here there were people too, and he realised that he was not likely to find an empty street in the capital in broad daylight.

He walked very slowly and very listlessly up the street towards the Mountain, wondering if he dare walk boldly into the open fields alone. And something told him that, with the edge that these intense days put upon curiosity, he could not do it. He could not look carefully at anyone, without being looked at carefully in return, either by that person or by another, but a glance or two that he did cast did not entirely satisfy him that no member of the Gestapo was among the passers-by. A cataract of wisteria poured over a garden-wall, flowering in its full beauty; all who came near it looked at the splendid mass of bloom, or at least glanced at it, but one man looked at it with an especial enquiry, as though estimating the number of blossoms and particularly admiring their shape and noting the earliness or the lateness of their flowering: so obviously was all of this interest assumed that the cold falsity of the mans heart seemed almost to freeze the beauty of the flowers and wither the image of them in other minds. Srebnitz slouched on: he dared not turn back now, and yet he dared not walk out to the open fields.

A girl was coming towards him on the opposite side of the street: he walked straight over to her and, as they met, said in a low voice to her, It is for The Land.

She looked at him and did not speak, and Srebnitz looked at her. In times of peace and security some explanation would have been needed, or at any rate words instead of it, but in these days fewer explanations were given. Her look at him satisfied her, and when he saw that she trusted him he indicated with a slight wave of his head that he wished her to walk the way that he was going. From the bare words it may seem an insufficient indication, but dogs make such signs every day, when one of them takes another dog hunting; and, when the need arises, men and women can do as much as dogs can do. She turned and walked with him towards the end of the street, which was now not far away: beyond lay the open country.

I have business in the Mountain, said Srebnitz as they walked together. If I go alone the Gestapo will come after me and shoot me.

Why? asked the girl.

Because they will think I am one of those who have killed some of Hitlers men, he said.

And have you? asked the girl.

Yes, said Srebnitz.

Then I will come with you, she said.

Srebnitz changed his slouching air for the air of a man who took a girl out to the fields beyond the town on a spring morning. And now there was no longer anyone in the street in front of them. Who were behind, and whether or not they followed, Srebnitz did not know, for he never looked round. He drew himself up and strutted slowly and twirled an end of his moustache as he went: looked at in front, the end of his moustache was not long enough to be twirled, but this was what the attitude of his elbow suggested seen from behind. Windows watched them, but Srebnitz had no fear of windows, only of men that lurked in the street. Unquestioned they reached the end of it, and came to the green fields in which anemones twinkled, an idyllic pair. But Srebnitz gazed at the Mountain rather than at the girls blue eyes, as though he saw Liberty pacing the grey crags; and the girl saw that look and was content. For, though she knew that that gaze of Srebnitz would scarcely turn to her, yet she also had a vision of Liberty in the Mountain, who would one day return to the city which she had known for so long.

They walked slowly, and no one followed. And there was no sound of any alarm in the town. Perhaps they had discovered the dead barber, and perhaps decided that he was only a barber and that the matter could wait: it was not as when Srebnitz had killed a sentry. Even though the barber was one of their spies, he was now only a broken implement, scarcely even a weapon; and unhappily Europe had many more, even though they were rare in The Land.

Talk between Srebnitz and the girl was not embarrassing, as it might have been to people acting such close acquaintance who did not even know each others names. But both had a love of The Land that had grown so ardently now that The Land needed it so much, that they seemed almost of one family. She told him her name was Marya, and told a little of life in the town under the Germans; but mostly she spoke of the future, asking Srebnitz when The Land would be free. Srebnitz gave her some of the hope that he drew from its mighty source in the heart of Hlaka, who with his gaze fixed on the future saw so clearly The Land free, that his faith became to his men as sure as a page of history. What can fifty or a hundred men do against five thousand, with five million more if needed? thought the Germans. What can all Germany do against our sure knowledge of victory some day? thought Hlaka and all his men.
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As Srebnitz and Marya came to the slope of the Mountain an untidiness left the fields and a carelessness took its place; or the carelessness of men gave place to the carelessness of the Mountain. One was a niggardly uselessness, with rusty tins and dirty bits of paper and many ravelled foot-tracks, the other was the carelessness of a jovial giant, losing rocks from the crags and leaving them scattered, among them more delicate tracks of the things that are wilder than man, and the roads by which streams marched to find the sea. Not only was untidiness gone, but orderliness also: nothing was square any longer; no lines were straight, and the heave of the slopes was of a grander design than the designs that are planned in cities.

They came to a myrtle bush, like something strayed from the wild to peer curiously at the work of men; and then they came to a great many more bushes, and Srebnitz noticed all at once that there was cover enough for him to go on alone: he had but to stoop and go forward a few paces, and he was a mountaineer again, invisible to any that might hunt him, and able to remain so; thus he could pass in a moment now from the comradeship of those who trod pavements to the society of those that were free from all that oppresses cities.

He paused to thank and say farewell to Marya. And as she gazed at the dark of the myrtle, shadowed now by the Mountain that had already hidden the sun, she heard a sound from the strings of an instrument that they play in those lands, and a song rose to accompany it, which was one of the songs that the ages had drifted against that mountain, up from whose slopes it rose on many an evening from many a goatherd and many a shepherd-boy, a song that sounded too light to have come down so many ages. And yet, if it had been made of weightier things, the breath of men singing in idle hours might not with such ease have supported it, and it might have sunk among grave arguments and old policies, and never have come so far. Nor, if it had, would Marya have listened to it as she was listening now. For a moment Srebnitz listened too, then said: It is only Iskander.

Still Marya listened, standing still.

He is one of our men, explained Srebnitz.

But to Marya it was as though the Mountain spoke. So perhaps it was to Srebnitz, coming home again after the regular streets and the regulated ways of the city, which he had now abjured. Yet, if he thought of Iskanders song as the voice of the Mountain, he only thought, Why should the Mountain not speak like this? There was nothing magical about Iskander; certainly nothing new in the song, which was sung today by hundreds of others, and had been sung for thousands of years.

But to Marya this voice of the Mountain coming down the ages was magical. A man might sing a song that was made last week, but the song of the Mountain might be two thousands years old and yet seem fresh and new among those ancient rocks: in another two thousand years no doubt the Mountain would have another thought, and another song would ring along its valleys at evening. The mood of a mountain would not change oftener than that.

But what had all this to do with Iskander? No more than the evening had, nor the pale moon, nor the myrtle on the slopes of the mountain. And yet Marya in some way confused all these things with him, as she saw him coming through the myrtles now down the slope to meet Srebnitz. Some similar mistake Iskander made as he saw the girls blue eyes gaze at him, vaguely classing her with all that was beautiful in the evening upon the Mountain, as though she were somehow kin to eternal things.

Iskander had come down the Mountain to meet Srebnitz because of his own anxiety for Srebnitzs safety, and because of Hlakas anxiety as to what had become of the barber, for he feared that at any moment the man would betray him.

And the barber? were Iskanders first words.

Srebnitz pointed to his own face, only partly shaved. He will shave no more, said Srebnitz.

Then I must light a fire to let Hlaka know, said Iskander.

Then he looked towards Marya again. And Srebnitz told Iskander how she had helped him.

The Germans will come to look at the fire, said Iskander to her, and we must give you time to get well away from it.

I can move faster down the slope than you can move up, said Marya.

We shall be hidden before we have gone five yards, said Iskander.

And then he walked with Marya a little way down the slope. And when they had gone a little way they parted, and Iskander returned to the spot at which he had prepared some twigs for the fire. But before they parted, Marya had said some few words about his song. And Iskander had said: I will sing it for you again if you will listen, when I get back to cover.

And she had said she would listen. Iskander sent Srebnitz on up the slope, and then lit his pile of brush-wood and ran up the slope through the myrtles, and soon saw Srebnitz again. And a column of smoke went up, and Hlaka watching from a crag knew that it was the funeral pyre of the barber. If an eagle regrets the death of a grouse or a lamb that his talons have seized, Hlaka regretted the barber. But not otherwise. As Fate has made all eagles prey upon small beasts and birds, so the tide and the trend of history, which are surely but moods of Fate, had made this man Hlaka prey upon Germans and traitors; and every day the method of his strokes was becoming more natural to him, till the stroke of the talon had barely been made by the ages more natural to the eagle. There were so few traitors in all The Land that the death of the barber would be an appreciable loss to them, and it won a smile from Hlaka.

Iskander moved as fast as he could up the slope away from the fire, and urged Srebnitz, who was a little more tired than Iskander, to travel as fast as he did. Srebnitz was running, in spite of the slope, through the myrtle, when he noticed that Iskander was lagging behind. Then Iskander stopped altogether, and sitting down where a myrtle grew between him and the city, sang the song of the Mountain again, while his fingers played on the strings of his rustic instrument. The song was of a breeze that had risen up from the sea and gone inland and come to the Mountain, and that was lost in one of its valleys, and was repeatedly asking its way of an echo that it met with among the rocks. And the echos words made no particular sense, nor did the whole story. And yet he sang it, and yet Marya listened, and it had been sung for a thousand years.

Srebnitz waited, hidden, and he waited with some impatience, for he expected the Germans at any moment to come out to look at the fire, and the two men were not yet very far from it, and still Iskander sang on. How differently time passed for those two men, every moment full of danger for Srebnitz, that most annoying kind of danger that is incurred for no cause, while for Iskander time did not seem to be passing at all. Whether music can thus enchant time, so that it can stop for a while some tributary stream of it while the main current flows on, one does not know enough about time or music to say.
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Iskander did not dally long, singing his song in the myrtles; and, before any Germans came out to look at the fire, the two young soldiers of Hlaka were far up the Mountain. The Germans that first saw it reported upon it by telephone, and waited to receive orders, then went to examine it, and returned and reported again; but they did not see Srebnitz or Iskander, and Marya got safely back to the sad town. In twilight they returned to the height where Hlaka was, with all his plans made for the next day, on which he believed that the Germans would attack as the spy had said. For spies speak the truth at times, as rich men pay out copper coins, not valuing them much, but using them as required; even so a spy uses truth. First Srebnitz went to Hlaka to report that the spy was dead. He died while shaving me, said Srebnitz.

That is well, said Hlaka. He would have betrayed us.

Then he showed Srebnitz a rock on the steep slope facing the town, behind which Srebnitz was to wait next day for the Germans, a rock that would shelter him against artillery; and if aeroplanes came he was to hang a blanket from the top of the rock and conceal himself under that; and he told him to prepare the blanket the next morning as the other men would do: this was by daubing it with dampened handfuls of crumbled rock, in patches. Hlaka did not command men without knowing something of the ways of men, and he knew that the spy would have information accessible to him, and that he was speaking the truth at the time that he passed it on to Hlaka.

As Srebnitz listened to Hlaka he saw the dark shape of the Bishop coming down the grey rocks towards them. So calm he seemed, so remote from the violence of war, and that grim branch of it that is named guerrilla, that Srebnitz felt a qualm as a new thought troubled him. For the first time came the thought, had he murdered the barber? He glanced at the Bishop, then turned to Hlaka. Perhaps I have done wrong, he said.

When? asked Hlaka.

When I killed Trigoloutros, said Srebnitz.

On this mountain, said Hlaka, and throughout The Land till our king returns, you will obey me. Our old laws are broken by the Germans. Broken like the tablets of Moses. I make the new laws. Obey them.

Srebnitz was silent before the wrath of Hlaka, who would not have his orders questioned even though they had been obeyed; he was silenced too by the serenity of the Bishop coming towards him where he stood with a blood-stained sleeve. But Hlaka called out to the Bishop, while he pointed an arm at Srebnitz, Is he right to obey my orders, your Beatitude?

Till The Land is free again, said the Bishop.

Then he saw Srebnitz standing still, saying nothing, as though yet a little puzzled. He may even have seen Srebnitzs eyes glance at his freshly stained right sleeve. And he said to Hlaka: If you give any order without clear conscience, and he obeys you, the sin is yours.

I gave the order with a clear conscience, said Hlaka.

Whatever weight lay for those few moments on Srebnitzs mind fell off from it now before the face of the Bishop. Srebnitz saw that he would not hesitate to condemn even Hlaka, and even though Hlaka had just saved his life, if he decided that Hlaka had sinned; but he felt now that Hlakas authority was sanctified, and had no more qualms about his own obedience. The Bishop had walked that short way down the slope to say good-bye to Hlaka and to thank him, for he was about to ride all night to the north on a mule, with an escort of three men. At first the Bishop had refused to take any men for an escort, but Hlaka had explained that his army was actually strengthened by the weeding out of those who had not yet been trained to hit a fair-sized pebble with moderate certainty at seventy yards and to keep hidden while doing so. The three men to ride with the Bishop were the least advanced in their training, leaving a force that he could more easily handle.

There was a monastery on a mountain peak that Hlakas men could see from where they were, sufficiently to be able to distinguish it from sky, though they could not see the monastery even as a speck on the pale blue of the peak. Thither the Bishop was to go, to live amongst the monks of the monastery, disguised as one of them, till Europe should have other laws again than the whim of Hitler. All night he would have to ride, then hide in a house all day and ride all the next night, and that should bring him to the monastery, and to calm that would be greater than any he had known since he became bishop. Not that his work as a bishop much ruffled the calm that he clung to in spite of the stress of daily work, and succeeded in holding, and then held next day against whatever cares might come, and the day after; but in the monastery all about him would be devoted to calm: there would be no need to hold out any longer; all would be peace.

But he had come to thank Hlaka, and to say farewell to him. He had not thought to have to thank any man for saving him from execution, and no phrases were lying ready in his mind for such an event, though his gratitude was sincere. Tennyson wrote:

Not wholly in the busy world nor quite Beyond it blooms the garden that I love.

As it were through such a garden lay the equable way of the life of the Bishop hitherto. Then in a day the garden was overrun, and a few days later he went from it to the moonlit pine-wood and the execution-wall; what to many was the real world was to him a wild strange scene which he was very glad to have viewed, though he did not associate it with reality; rather it was like some panorama, such as used to be shown at exhibitions, which he had come from his own real world to peep at for a little while. To him the master of this strange show was Hlaka, and he came to thank him.

Thank you, the Bishop began, thank you.

But Hlaka saw the difficulty he felt in putting his gratitude into words, and interrupted the Bishop by saying: It is time to start down the Mountain, so as to have the whole night for riding.

The Bishop nodded his head, and Hlaka led him up over the crest and a little way down the other side, to where the three men of the escort were waiting. And there they shook hands and parted, and in the end neither of them said anything. All the mountaineers, unbidden by Hlaka, went down the slope to take their own farewell of the Bishop; and some way down it he blessed them among the myrtle, just as stars began to appear. Then all except the three that were to go on the long ride with the Bishop returned to the peaks, where Hlaka sat in his cave, alone, meditating his plans, and the Bishop and his escort went on in the dark down the Mountain, and found the four mules that were waiting; and the four men that held them came up the slope to join Hlaka.

To Hlaka, meditating his plans, it was clear that water and time were against him, and that he could not stay long in the Mountain; numbers meant little to him, nor have they meant a great deal all through history; about fighting with rifles he felt confident, nor did he bother much about artillery, for he believed that his men could shelter among the rocks, if they had to be out in the storm at all, and when the hottest fighting began there was likely to be no artillery, because the German infantry would be too close.

During the early bombardment that he expected, his men would be in the caves. But everything was not as easy as that, and Hlaka was troubled with the thought of Stukas. If a hundred or two hundred of these came over, it seemed to him that they would be able to pin his men to their caves until the German infantry were so close that his men could not get to their places among the rocks without suffering severe casualties; and waste of life he could ill afford, when he could scarcely even afford waste of bullets.

Had it only been the days of his father, thought Hlaka, he could have held the Mountain for ever, unseen and almost invulnerable, a home of free men, a very garden of Liberty. But aeroplanes spoiled all that dream. However attractive it was to dream of the past, Hlaka was too much of a soldier to waste more moments regretting that it was not forty years ago: and he never made vague plans to suit conditions that might be, but only adapted his plans to the actual shape of the ground that he saw before him. The most unexpected things found their places in Hlakas plans, trifles that could not be foreseen; yet any plans that neglected them would have been vague, and Hlakas thoughts never neglected one of such material details.

He looked now to a difficult fight, in which aeroplanes in great numbers might enable the German infantry to come up the Mountain unopposed until they were closer than he wished, as close, in fact, as their own bombs would permit.

None of these troubles perplexed Hlakas men; they were only concerned with what was to be, which they looked on as something coming direct from Fate; only to Hlaka did the future seem something within reach, something that he might have a share in controlling. Or were all things, present and future, including the plans of Hlaka, solely moved by the hand of Fate?

Sometimes Hlaka made such reflections as this, as sometimes in the night he gazed up at the concourse of stars; but further than such reflections, if there be a way further, he did not go, and even made his plans for defending the Mountain while actually pondering some such fancy, as he made his plans while gazing at the stars, without even trying to guess whether what lay beyond them, beyond the Milky Way, was infinite emptiness or infinite stars.
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Not only did the mountaineers have their supper that night by a fire, but Hlaka lit many fires, mostly along the heathy ridge to the west. A few were shelled for a while, but not the one that glowed near the caves where Hlakas men were.

When supper was ended and the men sat still by the embers, while Iskander played his instrument and sang, the sentry at the earphones called to Hlaka that an aeroplane was coming, and presently they all heard the throb of it coming their way. But the damp blanket was not yet thrown over the remains of the fire, when the bright red burst of a shell was seen among the stars, and then there was a red row of them up there, searching for the aeroplane, and some ruby stars began to climb towards it, slowly, as it seemed to the watchers. What then was the aeroplane at which the Germans fired? For no one in The Land had artillery. It was moving northwest, this lonely pursued stranger. They heard it, and could see the pursuing shells breaking in upon the calm of the stars. Who was he that went over them in the night? And at the same moment it seemed to occur to them all  an Englishman.

They cheered as the throb of his engines died away to the north and the bright shells burst no more. Their cheer was soon lost in the night and could never have reached him: he too disappeared in the night. But he cheered them with thoughts of England, the old land of King Ethelred, whose policy still survived, right down to 1939; and yet the land is a rock on which tyranny always breaks.

Preparedness is a matter of months, but the quality that breaks tyranny is a quality that it takes the ages to harden. After all, no country except Germany is ever prepared for war to the last button. The French army in 1870 was ready, as reported to their emperor, to the last gaiter-button, but the fuses for shells that should have burst between three thousand and four thousand yards were not ready. Europe, outside Germany, is indeed an empire of King Ethelred; but something other than readiness seems to be required to win wars: mere readiness has been tried twice in this century and has failed.

But it was not of her armaments they thought when they thought of England, but rather they had some sort of picture in their minds of an island with white cliffs, against which great seas broke vainly, for they pictured very stormy weather round England; and within the island, flourishing together, all the theories and policies that ever grew in Europe, like flowers and docks in a garden that nobody weeded, until one weed grew too strong. And of these dim pictures all were probably different, for none of them had seen England, but the thoughts of all of them turned that way, northwest where the airman had flown, whenever they hoped for liberty; as Mahometans turn to Mecca when they pray. Not that England was quite to them what Mecca is to Islam, an original source of the faith, for they did not forget that they were older than England; and their hearts boasted, though not their courteous lips, that they had served Liberty before England had shaken off the Romans.

When silence returned to the Mountain and calm to the stars, the wine of that land and of islands near it was passed from hand to hand among those that sat round the fire, and a hum of talk arose, full of speculations and hopes about the battle that they expected the following day. Then Iskander touched his strings and the talk lulled and died away altogether, as the mountaineers felt that Iskanders gourd-like instrument said something that lay too deep for them to say, and they turned from their weak guesses about the future to those tunes of Iskanders, that had once drawn strength from the mountains which had enabled them to fly down so many ages. Hlaka retired early to his cave to sleep, and the rest of the mountaineers soon followed his example, all but the sentry.

Dawn woke the mountaineers; Aurora called them again; but she herself was saluted by the roar of a hundred guns. They fired all together from the south of the Mountain, outside the town, and a few fired from the north, two batteries that had come over the plain in the night. All the grey peaks responded, with gravity in their tremendous voices, as though they had all of them spoken of old with the gods, and slept for a long while and now spoke again, from peak to peak, and repeated the words of their tremendous lore, and muttered them over and over to themselves and once more went to sleep. At once they woke again, and this time remained long awake, vociferous and all angry, ancient voices awakened by man, as a sleeping giant may be wakened by a gnat.

Hlaka rightly decided that the Germans were a great and terrible power, and desired to show it; and he sent out only two men to watch, and kept the rest in the caves. Silence was now gone from the Mountain, utterly outcast from the calm peaks and the sky, and, as the bombardment raged on, the mountaineers began to feel a yearning for silence, as though it were a positive thing, some cloak that the Mountain wore and which sheltered themselves, till something seemed to have gone out of their lives, driven far away by guns and shells and echoes.

For an hour there was no silence in any second. Then the guns ceased all together, and a little while after that no more shells burst on the Mountain, the air screamed no more, and the grey peaks mumbled together, as though they talked over all they had seen that morning: at last they too ceased to speak, and back to the high bare slopes, as from far away, came silence. And in the silence Hlakas man at the earphones reported a great number of planes.

This was the attack that Hlaka feared. He looked out over the Mountain before the planes were in sight, and saw the German infantry all round him, but far away, not even visible through glasses, as a line surrounding the Mountain. But glasses showed by a movement here and there, or a flash of light from something unwisely allowed to shine, that there was actually a line of men on both sides of the Mountain; and Hlaka estimated the position and even the numbers of the line that he could not see, for he was a hunter at heart and knew that nothing in nature was in the least like what it would appear if stuffed and in a glass case, and had learned to know what a brown patch or a grey patch signified.

Then the aeroplanes came in sight, and the infantry began to advance up the slope. Hlaka had only planned to hold out till nightfall and had ample cover for his men among that great abundance of rocks against almost any number of infantry, but no rock gave perfect cover against a bomb from the air, nor was there any lore in Hlakas blood, that the mountains could have taught his race through the ages, that could tell him how to fight against this new thing.

There must have been more than fifty planes now in sight, and Hlaka watched them uneasily, and yet with a trust which was natural to him that no difficulty would arise that he would not be able to deal with when it came: perhaps Hitler has the same feeling rising from some great store of confidence within himself, which may some day be all used up; but with Hlaka it arose from the cause for which he fought, or, if it came to him from his own confidence, that confidence was continually replenished by the cause, which was to Hlaka like an inexhaustible spring from the deep heart of the Mountain. And now bombs fell on the eastern end of the Mountain, and again the peaks spoke out with indignant voices.

Hlakas men were still in the caves, but the German infantry were still advancing, and soon he would have to bring out his little force, to whom losses would mean so much, and he knew not how to protect them.

Had it not been for one thing Hlaka would have believed that he and all his men were lost, but he could not believe it possible that Liberty should be driven out of The Land. His belief, and more than a belief, his practical policy, was the same as the theory that Srebnitzs old father had had, that after three thousand years of liberty it could not be lost to The Land. Logically no argument could justify such a belief, but intuitions, looking deeper than logic, dimly but rightly saw some qualities in the race that had been bred in those plains and mountains, and some aid that the mountains gave them, that could no more be broken by tyranny than a diamond scratched by a sword.

And still the planes came nearer. He guessed that there were about a hundred now. Suddenly in the clear blue sky, like a white rose unfolding, a shell burst near to the planes. Another began to unfold, then more and more, and there came the sound of guns firing and, after a while, the sound of the shells. And then the crags spoke, again with deep troubled voices, and the aeroplanes that had been sailing towards him like great flocks of geese began to dart about like the flies that dance above water.

Then Hlaka saw that into his plan of battle had come something of which he had not even dreamed. The bombs that had just fallen were not like the first ones, methodically bombing the ridge: they were jettisoned bombs; the Stukas were being attacked. The white puffs in the sky were shells fired at the attackers by German batteries outside the town, and had had no effect. As the Stukas came over Hlaka they were looking for his men no longer, but were fighting for their own lives. The long growl of cannon-fire broke out as other planes dived at them, and swept past and flew on, as a bird will fly on that has missed a butterfly. And still the white puffs pursued, adding a sound to the fire of machine-gun and cannon, as though all the sky were of wood and a great fist knocked on it. Then to the roar of these noises a new sound came, a long and wailing scream, growing louder and louder, as a German plane dived headlong, and struck the Mountain, and the slope reverberated with a metallic blow.

Probably as many as sixty-four of the planes were German, and there were less than fifty English, but still the Germans were being pursued as they swept over the Mountain westwards. A long burst of machine-gun fire sounded straight overhead, and another plane came screaming out of the sky. Then the flash of a shell shone brightly beside another, and it also came down headlong. A round white object shone above it like a light in the sky and descended slowly, a parachute in the sunlight. Cannon, machine-guns and shells moved away to the west, and grey crags muttered and resumed their silence and all was still again all over the Mountain. Hlaka jerked his head towards where the parachute had come down on the northern slope, and two men went down with their rifles.

The German infantry had stopped their advance when the air-battle began. The two men were Iskander and Srebnitz, and they hurried to get to the airman before he should reach the infantry. While he got to his feet and freed himself from his parachute Iskander and Srebnitz ran over a hundred yards, and were still out of shot of the infantry. When he did get clear of his parachute he came up the slope, instead of going the way they expected, and very soon they were certain of meeting him before any accurate fire could be brought on them from below.

Hlaka does not want prisoners, said Iskander, and knelt down to get a steady shot.

But the airman shouted to him English, Anglais, and a few other names by which he supposed Englishmen to be known in Europe; and some of them were accurate, but for the accent; and one of them was near enough to what Iskander and Srebnitz themselves called his people. And Iskander ceased to aim, but still kept him covered.

Look here, said the airman, you dont understand. Ne comprenez pas. I am British. Anglais. You see?

And something in his attitude towards them persuaded Iskander and Srebnitz that he was what he said, though they did not understand a word of English or French, and they gradually abandoned the idea that he was a German, which they had because they had not yet imagined any other people coming to the Mountain besides their own and the Germans.

Churchill, said Iskander by way of greeting.

Srebnitz repeated it after him, and the Englishman said, Bonjour, my boyos.

And so they were introduced. Still not a move came from the Germans below, on either side of the Mountain. Their orders had been to wait for the peaks to be bombed, and they were waiting for the return of their air-force. The Englishman continued to talk to the mountaineers. When he spoke English they sometimes understood him, because he understood what he was saying himself, and that somehow conveyed to them a part of his meaning; but sometimes he spoke French, perhaps because he did not understand it, and felt that people who did not understand English must understand what an Englishman did not understand; but indefinite thoughts are hard to analyse and he may merely have felt that whereas no English words were like any that these people spoke, the French, being nearer to them, might have some words that were the same, and he might chance on one of them while he spoke.

Your name, old boy, he said after a while, pointing his finger at Srebnitz. Nom, nombre, nomen; N or M, you know. And one of these words reached Srebnitzs understanding and he told his name, and the Englishman did to his name what his countrymen have done to pneumonia and to Lake Tsana, finding too many letters in them and discarding one, and ever afterwards called him Rebnitz. Then he pointed similarly at Iskander saying Et votre nom, my fine fellow? And he got the name of Iskander, which had already been passed on from man to man through many centuries, losing a syllable here and a letter there on the way, and had once been Alexander. Then he stopped and pointed vigorously at himself, saying Moi, je suis Malone.

And they understood him.

Strictly speaking, he said, Im neutral. Irlandais, you know. But those blighters down at the guns didnt seem to understand that.

Churchill, said the two men.

Then Hlaka came down the slope towards them smiling; for he knew that his men would not dare to bring him a prisoner, and that therefore the stranger was British. And the Briton saluted and said, Bonjour, Chief. For no deep insight was needed to see that Hlaka was master here.

I am Hlaka, he said.

Lanker, eh? said the Briton, doing what most Englishmen have done to Hlangwani. Moi, je suis Malone.
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A little later Malone sat in a cave, deep in conversation with Hlaka. Two interpreters had been found, the cook and Gregor. And between them they explained Hlaka and Malone to each other.

You cant stay here, you know, said Malone. Not if the Germans keep on at you. What you want to do is to get away to the north. Theres plenty of room for you in the mountains over there.

What Malone felt was that the British Empire was the leader of the free nations, and that, as he was the only Briton present, he must obviously do the best he could to represent the empire in a humble way, and therefore to lead. So he explained to Hlaka what he ought to do, and the grim old chieftain listened.

The Germans wont attack yet awhile, said Malone. Theyll come up later in the afternoon.

How do you know that? asked Hlaka, when it was interpreted to him.

I had a good deal to do with horses, said Malone, before I joined my present outfit, and vicious ones among em. And, you see, I always had to know beforehand what a vicious horse was going to do, or hed get me down. So I suppose I developed the knack. Anyway, I usually know what the Germans are going to do.

Hlaka pondered on this, and it took some pondering, even in the original. It was a very mysterious statement by the time the cook and Gregor had done with it; and the mystery attracted Hlaka. And there was a certain downrightness in Malone, such as had won the Battle of Britain. And there were not only the qualities that our airmen showed in that fight, nor the humble home-guard down below, and the A.R.P. wardens and fire-guards, but a certain doggedness that was shown in battle by the charwomen of London, and many another body that had no regimental badge, and whose work cannot possibly be argued to have won a battle. And yet the battle was won, and could not have been won without them. What quality these possessed and how it won the battle is beyond the power of definition; but, whatever it is, Hlaka recognized it in Malone, and seemed to see in it a lure for the winged Victory, whom the London charwomen had already lured from the sky.

Youll be all right when you get to those mountains to the north, Malone went on. Youll find some of our men there. Some of them got cut off, and theyre there yet. And theres a lot of your own people up there too with them. Youll be all right when you get there, right as rain. Très bon comme la pluie.

Its a hundred miles to those mountains, said Hlaka.

Thats the trouble, said Malone. Quelle domage, I mean. And theres Germans all the way, dotted over the plains like fleas in a dogs hair. Did you ever have a dog, Chief, that was bad with fleas? I tell you its the devil. Well, the Germans are like that. Youd better go by night.

Its a hundred miles, said Hlaka again.

Yes, I know, said Malone. What you want is a lift. A Sunderland flying-boat could take fifty of your men and get you there in about half an hour. I must call up one of them for you. But the trouble is the damned thing cant land. Theres a river running out of those mountains that would be just big enough for it, but theres no water that I know of at this end.

Theres the sea, said Hlaka.

You couldnt get to it, said Malone. Fleas too thick in that direction. No, youll have to keep north. Theres a lake in that direction, a lake that would do nicely, but its forty miles away. Can you do forty miles in a night?

Forty miles in a night was a remark easily made by a man who was used to flying four hundred in an hour, but it was scarcely a remark to make to infantry.

Yes, said Hlaka.

The cook and Gregor wondered. But Malone knew men better than he knew foreign languages and saw that Hlaka meant what he said, and so bothered no more about it.

Very well, said Malone. If you can get to the lake in the night a Sunderland will come for you just before dawn, if I can whistle it up. Thats better than flying all the way in the dark. Have you got a sending-set? A wireless that can send out messages?

No, said Hlaka.

Well, plenty of your people have, said Malone. We must get in touch with them. But you want to watch those Germans, you know. Theyll be doing a bit of mountaineering soon.

He knew that Hlaka was well prepared, but felt that, in his capacity of sole representative on this mountain of the empire that was organizing most things, he ought to remind Hlaka of anything that needed to be borne in mind.

I have sixty-two men waiting for them, said Hlaka, and rifles for four more when they come.

Then perhaps you could give me one of the rifles, said Malone, and Ill do a bit of shooting when the time comes.

Much of this conversation was helped out by signs, and Malone now went through the motions of aiming with a rifle, and pointing to himself and said, Pour moi.

Hlaka called, and a rifle was brought, which he gave to Malone, who looked it all over and said: I can have a fine time with this.

Hlaka explained his theory of only firing at under a hundred yards, so as to preserve ammunition. But Malone said lightly: Oh, we can send you plenty of that.

It was a long while since anyone else had brushed aside Hlakas words, but Malones casual remark lighted new hopes in Hlaka. If the English could replenish his ammunition like that he could go on fighting until Hitler was tired.

Well, what you want is a Sunderland, said Malone. Can you get in touch with any of your boys who could send a message for me by wireless?

I can send messages all over The Land, said Hlaka, but even I do not know where the wireless transmitters are. Of course it is death to be found with one.

Then can you send a message that will be passed on to one of them? asked Malone.

Yes, I can do that, said Hlaka.

What code do you use? Malone asked him.

I have a code that I use in the town, said Hlaka, but theres no one with a transmitter there, because the Germans would locate it at once. And nobody to the north has the key-word. So I shall have to send a messenger.

Too slow, said Malone. You should keep pigeons. But never mind. I can send a message in plain, if you can get it passed on to him. Ive no key-word either.

I can send it by helio, said Hlaka, and it will be spread over the country till it reaches the man with the sending-set.

All this conversation took some time; especially as the two interpreters did not always agree. Complicated technical terms about wireless were the easiest, because in many cases the English word for it was used in that Near Eastern land. Then Malone wrote out his message, addressed to the number of an aerodrome in Egypt, which simply said: Look for fifty men fishing for carp. If youre waking call them, mother dear. Dick.

Hlaka looked gravely at it when Malone gave it to him, and then handed it on to Gregor and the cook. It did not seem very plain to any of them, but it might be to the Germans, and this had to be considered with every message.

Will the Germans understand it? he asked.

Yes, said Malone, in a hundred years. Theyll work it out and get the right answer; but well be gone by then. The second part of it is taken from a poem known to almost every Englishman, and is about early tomorrow morning. That of course will mean dawn to them. The Germans know well enough what books Englishmen read and which poems are popular with us, but all their things are docketed and put away in drawers, and it will take them a little while to find them, before they begin to work it out. The other part is simple enough, or will be to the Sunderland people: they are always thinking about water, because they cant come down anywhere else; and fishing rather implies water. They know where I am, because some of them will have seen me shot down, and there are only two bits of water anywhere near here, and carp suggests fresh water; so it must be that lake. Theyll work that out all right, and so will the Germans in a hundred years.

So Hlaka helioed the message over the plain to the north, repeating it again and again. And the Germans carefully took it down and translated it and worked it out, and got at the meaning sooner than Malone had said, but not that day nor that night. And the message, like all Hlakas messages, went over The Land, and came that afternoon to the men who had a hidden transmitting set, and a minute or two after that it was arriving in Egypt, and the C.O. of the crew of a Sunderland knew that Dick Malone was alive in the Mountain and that he wanted fifty men to be picked up and taken somewhere.

What are you going to do about tanks? asked Malone.

But a report had just come to Hlaka that the Germans were moving again, and this aroused the old chieftain, so that some of the awe fell from him which he had felt for his liaison with England that had been brought to him by Malone, and now he pointed to Srebnitzs air-gun leaning against a wall of the cave, and said: I will shoot them with that.

And Malone, seeing that his question had been a little too childish, and that the old chieftain would be questioned by him no more, replied: And just the thing for them.
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The Germans were now coming up the Mountain on both sides, and had already climbed up at the western end, where none of Hlakas men were, and were moving along the ridge. At the same time a tank came up the road, from the end of which it would be able to sweep the rocks of the crags with an enfilading fire at men facing southwards. In under two minutes each of Hlakas men had gone to the rock from which he was going to fight.

More shells came up from the town and from the plain to the north, but ceased even before any Germans came within the distance at which Hlaka allowed his men to fire. Malone was firing away long before the Germans came within the range that Hlaka allowed to the rest, with the disregard for ammunition such as came natural to a man accustomed to firing with eight machine-guns, and with some success too. But Hlaka did not check this representative of England, for he had been much impressed by Malones easy assurance that plenty more ammunition would be sent him.

The Germans were closing in towards the same point, evidently knowing accurately where Hlakas men were. Then the air over the Mountain shook with a blow that even the Mountain itself seemed to feel, and air and Mountain seemed to shudder a second time, and then, more lightly, a third, and then a fourth; and far peaks shuddered too, and roared with their great voices. It was the German tank, and the culvert, and several yards of the road, going up in an explosion of guncotton. The broken culvert and the wreck of the tank, lying across the wreck of the road, would prevent any more tanks coming up the Mountain that day. The man who exploded the mine never got back to the rest: Germans were close in front of him, and on two sides, by the time he fired it: he shot five of them, and was bayoneted.

And then the line of Germans on the northern slope came close to the mountaineers, and just outside the ordinary range of hand-grenades Hlakas men began to fire. The Germans could not see them, and could not rush their positions, because the slope was much too steep. And they were too much out of breath after their climb, to make accurate shooting even when they had anything to fire at, while Hlakas men were lying still. About the same time, or very soon after, the men coming up from the slope on the other side came under fire.

Hlakas men were completely surrounded by about eighty times their numbers, but the odds were all in their favour. The Germans were too close for the artillery to give them any more help, and their aeroplanes seemed to have been hunted away. Among the first five shots that each of Hlakas sixty men fired there were very few misses, not counting the shots of Malone, who was more prodigal with bullets. Such losses as that could not go on for long without destroying much of the German line. Nowhere was the slope in that part of the Mountain easy enough for them to do that last eighty or ninety yards while the defenders reloaded their magazines, and they soon lay down behind rocks, as the mountaineers were doing, and began to fire more steadily than they had done hitherto, but still with very rarely a visible mark to fire at.

As they heard the long roll of their own fire, duplicated by mountain-echoes, they felt they were doing some good, but they were unable to cross the steep and rocky space between them and their opponents. This firing went on for a long time, while Hlakas men continued to fire only when they saw a German, or some part of him, who had not been able to conceal himself. Sometimes during a lull in the mountaineers firing, or when it had ceased altogether, owing to there being no more visible targets among the Germans, a few Germans would crawl forward; and these were invariably killed.

When Malone, who was above the rest of them, could see nothing more to fire at within three hundred yards on the northern slope, he crawled a few yards through the rocks and looked down on the other side, and did some shooting in that direction.

At last the German fire lulled, not because they had not plenty of ammunition, which Hlaka greatly envied them, but because they had been ordered to cease fire; and Hlaka saw that whoever commanded them had a new plan, the first one having broken down. Hlaka was glad that they had ceased fire, and for a very curious reason. But the reason was simple enough: the Germans were his sole source of ammunition, and he did not like to see them wasting it.

As the day wore on and the Germans neither advanced nor retired, Hlaka soon saw what the new plan was: the steep slope that the Germans could not climb with unseen marksmen opposing them would not be at all the same obstacle at night, when both sides would be invisible; they would lose many more men when they left their shelters, even by night; but what was left of them would, with such numbers in darkness, be able to overcome the mountaineers, even if they used no more than their bare hands. There would be a moon, but that would not show the sights of a rifle; even late twilight gave insufficient light for accurate shooting. And the day was wearing away. Already splendid colours shone low in the western sky. The Germans were lying perfectly still, and waiting.

Hlaka knew they would move soon after nightfall, but did not expect them to attack at once; he expected them rather to move their entire force first, up to where their front line lay about a hundred yards from his own men, so that the attack when it came would be in the great mass that the Germans love. His own plan was to break through their line after dark and before it was strengthened, on the northern slope below the precipice, where they would least expect him. There would not be much time to spare, unless he relied on the Germans not to attack till late in the night, and that would be to lean too heavily upon Fortune.

So, as the brief twilight faded, he began gradually to withdraw several of his men to the edge of the small precipice, which they did by crawling in the dim light among the rocks, more and more as the light grew dimmer. Among these was Srebnitz. There was no firing now and Srebnitz saw a German officer standing up and looking towards them with his field-glasses. Every question that arises in the kind of war in which Hlakas men were engaged has to be answered; and, as no man can know everything, guesses are of value, and an actual part of such warfare. Srebnitz guessed that in bad light a man can still see through field-glasses, and he guessed rightly.

He was about to crawl to Hlaka to tell him that the movement towards the precipice was being observed by this German, when something struck him about the mans figure. He was well over the distance at which Hlaka allowed men to fire, even in good light. Srebnitz took another look at him, but in that light could make out nothing for certain. He crawled to Hlaka, who was only a little way off, and told him they were being observed. But there was something more than that, and he asked Hlaka if he might look through the field-glasses which the chieftain always carried. Hlaka handed the glasses to him and Srebnitz put up his head and looked, and the late evening seemed to brighten a little bit, and he saw clearly the German officers heavy figure, and at that moment the Germans glasses went down and he saw the red face and cruel eyes of von Wald. He turned suddenly to Hlaka.

May I shoot? he said.

Hlaka shook his head.

But it is Major von Wald, said Srebnitz.

Hlaka reflected a moment. He had two machine-guns, but he looked on them as a careful man looks on spendthrifts, and he had not used them yet: in a few minutes they would have fired away all the ammunition he had. But von Walds name was in the book; it was a case for the machine-gun. So Hlaka sent a message along his line of men to the man who had charge of it, and he crawled up with the machine-gun, and Major von Wald was still there.

Hlaka gave Srebnitz permission also to fire his rifle, although the distance was quite a hundred and fifty yards, but not to fire it until the machine-gun had begun to fire. And he himself came with the two men to the rocks from which they took aim. Then von Wald sat down behind a rock and was out of sight, while all three men watched the rock with their weapons ready. Time seemed to pass slowly in the still evening, and still the light faded.

Once more von Wald stood up and raised his field-glasses. Srebnitz could only just see anything of the foresight when he had the whole of it in view. Knowing that the sight he took would make the bullet go far too high, he aimed below the majors knees. Suddenly the machine-gun began roaring in his right ear and he fired, and unheard by him Hlaka fired too. The major went down. Srebnitz could not be sure whether he was hit or not, till he heard Hlaka say to one of his men: Scratch his name out of the book.
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A planet shone, and soon the stars came out. Hlaka, interpreting the few sounds he heard, coming up the slope through the hush, knew that the Germans were closing in all round from below, but there was no movement yet from their firing-line.

As soon as it was possible to move his men unseen at a hundred yards he moved them towards the edge of the small precipice, walking now, though stooping, and taking as much care to go unheard as lately they had taken to go unseen. No moonlight showed as yet on the northern slope, and the precipice showed black. There Hlaka waited a few minutes, then had the ropes quietly let down and sent his men down them, two or three on a rope at a time, while several hands above took the strain off the roots of the trees to which the ropes were fastened.

Srebnitz was among the first of those to go down, with his rifle slung from his shoulder and various provisions strapped about him. The dark and the emptiness seemed cold to him. Then the rope nearly burned his leg; and sooner than he expected he touched the ground among myrtles. The noise that he made, and that his comrades made, seemed to him to be certain to be heard by the Germans, if they were only eighty yards away, but no shot came from them.

At the foot of the precipice he waited anxiously, with a few others, to protect the men on the ropes if the Germans should move. But still no sound came from the Germans, and more and more mountaineers came down the ropes and Srebnitz soon felt the confidence that is given by numbers. This was the thinnest part of the German line, for the precipice was unclimbable, and most of the Germans had moved away from it either to left or right, and most of those that did approach it had been easily seen from the high edge and shot, but Hlaka expected to meet with supports and reserves as he went down their slope.

He drew up his men in two ranks, shoulder to shoulder, and led them straight down through the myrtles. They met only two Germans: a few shots were fired, and they were through the line; and that was two more rifles for Hlakas men. Half a dozen shots did not entirely give away Hlakas plan, but he hurried for fear that the Germans should find it out. Two hundred yards further down he met more Germans, men coming up the Mountain to strengthen the line that had surrounded him, and he went straight through them with a burst of firing on both sides. He lost one man here, killed or wounded; there was no time to see which. Indeed, like Napoleon in Egypt, and, as they say, some German field-marshals, wounded men on either side were details that did not fit into Hlakas plan; his own wounded were a sacrifice that the sacred cause for which he fought might well demand, as he saw it, and the German wounded were something he never spoke about, and about which his men never troubled him.

The second burst of firing must have shown clearly the way that Hlaka was taking, but he moved his men over the ground with the speed of mountaineers, which he hoped would outdistance the Germans, quite unfamiliar with his native mountains. Not all his men were mountaineers, and several had joined him only the day before; but Hlakas pace was the pace of the fastest, and he left the slowest to make themselves his rearguard, and to follow as they could. Very lights were fired, turning the night to a queer green, full of flickering shadows, but they did not discover Hlakas men. And they came to good oak-scrub and felt they were safe. The line closing in on the peaks was now wholly behind them, and no Germans were likely to be ahead of them any longer, except the men with the batteries in the plain. But Hlaka knew exactly where these were.

They went on unmolested and the slope became gentler, and the dark bulk of the Mountain rose behind them, and before them were all the stars. While Very lights still soared and flickered vainly behind they came to the last sweep of the slopes that draped the Mountain. Then Srebnitz heard a voice saying in words with no meaning to him, for they were in a foreign language: Well done, Chief. Youve come to a road.

And sure enough their feet touched a road, which is always a strange and welcome thing to men who have been for a time in the wilds. It was not long since Srebnitz had seen a road, and yet even he felt the thrill of it. Travel for a time in the wilds, and you will perhaps meet no more thrilling thing as you come away. What a wonderful thing a desert would be in a city. How children would play in its sand, how young men fare out into it from the last street. Think of the camels waiting where the buses end their journeys. The noise and the smoke behind, the quiet and the mirage before. As strange as that is a road to the men of the wilds.

Even there Hlaka did not wait for his rearguard, but dropped connecting files to keep in touch with them, and got his men into fours and marched them down the road at a pace of five miles an hour.

How are you going to do the forty miles tonight, Chief? asked Malone.

Hlaka beckoned up Gregor, who interpreted, and Hlaka told Malone his plan, a plan that had been in his mind ever since the time when he had briefly said that men could do what wild sheep had done. Men had not the strength nor the speed of the wild sheep, but mans brains made up for that. Whether he has used his brains wisely, who can say? But his brains have certainly achieved wonderful things, and a motors engine is one of them. From one of the farms that supplied Hlakas needs, as all the farms in The Land were willing to do when they could, Hlaka had obtained a lorry, which was not far away on the road along which they marched. It was a small lorry and could not hold more than twelve men with their rifles and few provisions; but Hlakas plan which he now told to Malone, with the help of Gregor, was that the lorry should pick up the last twelve men, and take them twenty miles and then return for the last twelve again, and take them twenty miles also, again returning.

Hlaka had calculated that during the night there would be time for the lorry to take all his men on one journey, they would rest in the lorry and continue to march when set down. He calculated that his men could easily march twenty miles in the night, in addition to which each man would do twenty miles by lorry.

A simple sum, Chief, said Malone as soon as he understood Gregors interpretation. Forty miles.

Malone approved the simple arrangement and felt that, as the only Briton present, he should express that approval. Very good, Chief, he said.

And very soon the lorry passed them, going without lights, to pick up Hlakas rearguard.

All that night Hlakas men marched or sat in the lorry; marching, after the first half-hour, at an easier pace. Hlaka did not expect to meet any Germans, as they were all concentrated on the Mountain; and he was not molested during his night-march. Once the lorry met a cycling patrol, consisting of a German corporal and two men, and they were all shot by the men in the lorry. One of the bicycles was damaged; the other two were taken by Hlakas infantry. Sometimes the men that marched rested briefly beside the road; but none of them rested long, except in the lorry, and before dawn they saw the pale cold gleam of the lake to which Hlaka had said he would come, forty miles away from the Mountain. There they waited, while time dragged slowly. But, however slowly time passed over the waiting men, dawn seemed to be coming swiftly, and there was no sign of the Sunderland.

Hlaka looked towards Malone, and Malone was uneasy, but he smiled confidently; and Hlaka saw his uneasiness under the smile and said nothing.

Hlaka cast his eyes about the countryside now emerging from night, trying to find some place where his men might hide and rest during the day. For a lorry could not go down the road by day unobserved by the Germans, and his men would have had to have fought one of those battles that he avoided, a battle in the open such as history notices; nor could they have marched another twenty miles at all without rest. More and more of the country came out of the darkness, while Hlaka observed its crops, its rocks and its bushes, planning where he would put his men if the Sunderland did not come.

Hlaka sent the lorry into a grove of trees that was not far from the road. Day was coming up rapidly. The men looked at each other; there was light on their faces, and the night that had covered them was all gone. A flash came over a low hill to the right, that was from a cloud immediately over the sun, and Hlaka decided to take his men from the lake to hide them as well as he could.

At that moment there came a hum like the sound of the pulse in ones ears. Hlaka listened, and all his men. The sound grew. All of them turned their eyes to the south, from which the sound was humming, and there came the Sunderland. In barely a minute it had come down to the lake and its floats plunged into the water, and Malone was smiling a perfectly genuine smile. Hlaka looked at him, and Malone knew without an interpreter what Hlaka wished to say.

She doesnt ride very deep, said Malone. We can all walk out to her.

It was a chilly morning on that grey lake; but there was no other way.
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Tell him where you want to go, Chief, said Malone. For the pilot was standing at an open door above a little flight of steps.

And Hlaka spoke to Gregor, who called out to the pilot telling him of the Blue Mountains and the river. The pilot nodded, and Hlakas men began to walk through the reeds, and walked on through open water holding their rifles over their heads, while the crew of the Sunderland refuelled it from the great number of petrol-tins that were piled up where passengers usually sit.

Have any trouble coming here? shouted Malone to the pilot.

No, said the pilot. Weve a few fighters watching over their aerodrome. But wed better get off quick. Fifty men, please. All standing.

Hope my message explained itself, said Malone.

Not very well, said the pilot. Why didnt you go on with the quotation and say something about the brightest day in all the glad what-do-you-call-it? That would have clearly indicated tomorrow.

Well, said Malone, I thought of it, but that might have meant the first of May, and as the first of May is so damned close I didnt like to risk it.

I see, said the pilot. Perhaps you were right. Well, get them in as fast as you can.

And the dripping men climbed in. Hlaka had lost altogether five men in the fight and, when the Sunderland was full, only six were left by the road. The two that had bicycles Hlaka told to hide by day and come on at night, all the way to the Blue Mountains, and the other four were to come by night as far as they could in the lorry, and to leave it and come through the country as they could, if they felt unable to get the lorry through. Then the door was shut and the propellers started just as the sun came over the hills to their right, and a golden curtain of spray waved past the windows, a curtain that seemed to be caught in a raging tempest, which suddenly dropped away and they floated in air.

Earth looked beautiful, just awaking from sleep and casting off gauze wraps, as the mist appeared, thickened here and there by early fires from chimneys of cottages and from little encampments, which a breeze drew gently away. Dark mauve lay the shadows of clouds on the green of the land that the fifty men had fought for, and in a few minutes they saw all its mountains. Then the soaring plane went into the skirts of the clouds, and nothing was to be seen for a while from the windows except these light-grey shapes.

Thence they came out into unshadowed sunshine, into a world such as they had never seen before, a world of white plains with white peaks rising amongst them, and steel white islands drifting in bright blue. They had not looked long at this serene white world, when again a mist closed round them, and the shapes of clouds went wildly raging past, and earth appeared again, and the mountains quite close. A river gleamed ahead of them, the earth slanted, and soon two waves of spray were rushing past the windows.

Malone was delighted; he had moved an army without a casualty; there was plenty of cover along the banks of the river for fifty men to hide till nightfall; and the Blue Mountains were only five miles away. But no smile lit the brooding face of Hlaka.

Youre all right now, Chief, said Malone. Plenty of cover here, and even a house over there, and the mountains barely five miles away.

Gregor translated, but Hlaka made no reply.

Theres plenty of your own people there, Chief, said Malone. More than you think, and some of our people too. And all well armed.

But this good news brought no gleam of a smile to Hlaka.

And then he spoke: My daughter and two sisters are in that house, he said. And the Germans are looking for them.

It would be hard living for women in the Blue Mountains, said Malone thoughtfully.

Yes, said Hlaka.

And then a thought came to Malone. We cant wait here long, you know, he said. But that house is little more than a mile away. We could wait half an hour. If you could get them here, we could do something better for them than that. And he pointed to the Blue Mountains.

Hlaka thought for a moment. Egypt? he said.

Yes, said Malone. And worth seeing. But we could find a better climate for them than that. The khamseen can be a bit of a curse, you know. These Sunderlands run to Natal and, any time there was room, we might take them. Weve every kind of climate in our bit of an empire, and theyd do grand in Natal.

Hlaka thought. Natal. A land where there were no Germans. Then he nodded his head.

Well, send some young fellow to get them, Chief, said Malone. And make him run.

Hlaka nodded again, and beckoned to Srebnitz and pointed out the house to him. I sent my daughter and sisters there, he said. Bring them here quickly. Give me your rifle.

Srebnitz paused to say something; he did not know what, for a great flight of thoughts was rising up in his mind.

Quickly, said Hlaka.

So Srebnitz turned and ran, and reached the house in ten minutes. To see Sophia again! He was out of breath, and a little bit out of his mind, or at any rate his mind was too much dominated by thoughts of Sophia to be able to function in the way that uninspired, unstimulated, dull minds function. His mind was irradiated by visions of her, and immediately darkened by fears that she might not have reached the house, or might have left it, or even might be dead, and then irradiated again by memories of her smiles. Amongst these hurrying moods Srebnitz knocked at the door of the farmhouse, and it was opened by Sophia herself. And her two aunts sat inside, calm as ever. Others were there, whom Srebnitz scarcely saw. But beyond Sophias face and around it he saw a large room, rather dim, full of many things that helped to hold back the light, but which somehow seemed to strengthen the feeling of home, that hung all over the room, as though chairs and tables and curtains and one or two barrels, and many odds and ends of a southern farm, were those little lesser gods that the Romans knew by the name of lares and penates, gathered about the altar of the great fireplace. Amongst all these Srebnitz saw in a single flash the elderly farmer who was evidently master of the house, and his wife and three or four cats and two dogs.

Sophia, he said.

She smiled at Srebnitz, then turned to introduce him to the master of the house.

My uncle, said Sophia.

But there was no time.

The Chieftain says you must come to the river at once, he said. Theres an aeroplane there.

Isabella and Angelica looked up.

He says the Germans know you are his sisters, continued Srebnitz. He wants you to come at once.

Isabella never even spoke. She went straight out of the room to gather up her belongings, and one glance at Angelica as she went brought her too.

The plane cannot wait long, Srebnitz called to them.

Then Ill get ready too, said Sophia, and ran out of the room.

There had been no argument or discussion where Hlakas words were concerned.

Come in, said the farmer.

But Srebnitz stood at the door, not daring to waste even a few moments on receiving hospitality.

You fight with Hlaka? asked the farmer.

Yes, said Srebnitz.

He married my sister, said the farmer.

Yes, said his wife, she came from here.

So that accounted for Sophia having come to this house.

We are going into the mountains, said Srebnitz.

Youll find plenty more up there, said the farmer, all well armed. The Germans will never get you out of it. And youll get all the provisions you want. We all of us send them up to the men in the mountains.

Are there any Germans between us and the mountains? asked Srebnitz.

Sometimes there are a few, said the farmer. But they are very cautious, and, if you meet them and start a fight, the men in the mountains will come down to help you.

We must go quickly, said Srebnitz, for those were his orders from Hlaka.

But at this moment Sophia returned, and her two aunts followed her. They had brought few enough possessions to this house, and they soon gathered them up. Farewells took up some time, and Srebnitz drew back from the door so as to make no leave-taking, which would have added many more seconds to the delay, and the farmer came too, carrying bundles for Sophias aunts.

Srebnitz ran with Sophia, in order to encourage Isabella and Angelica to go their utmost pace. But, when they were moving as fast as they could, he dropped behind with Sophia, knowing that it would be no use to the waiting plane if he got there five minutes before they did. Confident that he and Sophia could overtake the aunts when they chose, he dropped back with her.

And that short walk, with no time to spare for loitering, was the idyllic time of their lives, the time to which they would long look back, with the scene that was now about them undimmed by the years; the rocky land, the green maize growing in fields, and, shining upon the wilder land, the anemones. Words said by Srebnitz too, and Sophias answers, echoed on in his memory, to linger there probably when old age shall have come to him, and when he has learned a graver way of talking, outlasting there the pronouncements of statesmen, the inventions of savants, the sayings of wise men, and even the words of songs. And no less clearly these words in Sophias memory rang on with undying echoes, echoes that always heartened her in the long days of waiting for The Land to be free. And one could record here these memorable words, but that they were too trivial, and would never gather about them in cold print the magic with which they were all enchanted, a magic that seemed to Srebnitz to come from the hills and anemones, and butterflies and the light of the sky, and scores of other ingredients out of which Love brews his charms. But the general purport of their talk was that they would remember each other for ever, and that they would be married as soon as The Land should be free.
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Farewells were brief at the river-bank. If a wandering Stuka came by there would be no concealing the Sunderland, and it had not the speed to escape. So every minute brought risk.

Well, Chief, Malone called out from the plane, let us know anything you want. Well send you a wireless transmitting set, and all youll have to do is to ask.

Before his words could be translated he was back inside the plane, to allow Isabella and Angelica to come in, whom two men had carried from the river. Srebnitz carried Sophia. And that was a memory that Srebnitz treasured for two years in the Blue Mountains.

The moment the three ladies were on board the engines started, and Hlakas men waved their hats and gave a cheer for the victory that they knew in their hearts they would win, to hearten the ladies as they left their native land; not that they heard it above the roar of the engines, but they saw by the faces of the men that they were cheering and that they saw victory shining through the mist of the years to be.

Then the curtain of foaming water hid everything for a while, and when it fell away Isabella, Angelica and Sophia saw come true a dream with which they were all familiar, for the poets of their country had dreamed it for three thousand years, and taught the dream to others, until the scientists dreamed it, and then the workers; and at last man flew. They saw their loved Land below them with all its colours and shapes, and every detail except altitude, so that they could not always distinguish between bushes and trees, or between mounds and mountains.

Soon, like sheep-dogs about a lonely sheep, to fit one metaphor to their purpose, or like gnats in summer above a horses head, if a metaphor is chosen to fit the eye, there appeared an escort of Spitfires to see the Sunderland past the German aerodrome near the city, and safely out to sea. So small and high they were that the three ladies never noticed them; and Malone, who stood beside them, did not point them out, seeing no reason to inform them of details of the protection of the British Empire, letting it suffice that that protection was over them like a shield. A few more minutes and there came into sight the deep-blue Mediterranean. Soon The Land lay behind them and the three ladies who saw the dreams of old poets come true now saw, just as Shelley had seen it, either with his two eyes from some high cliff or from some airy height to which his genius had soared:

The blue Mediterranean, where he lay, Lulled by the coil of his crystalline streams.

For strange streams slept along the floor of the sea, wrapped round by purple seaweeds, which, from the height at which they were, showed as clearly among the greens and the blues as they could have been seen by a diver. What they were none of the ladies knew, nor could Malone tell them. Perhaps they were inland rivers far out to sea, and cutting their beds through the floor of it and heaping those beds with seaweed, as silks and satins are brought to adorn mens houses. Or they may have been tracks of old storms that have long since rested, leaving the weeds where they had led them on their wild adventure.

Sophia was satisfied with the sheer beauty of the sea, but Isabella wanted to hear something of the cause of these purple streams that ran amongst cobalt green, and turned to enquire of Malone; but Malone had gone away to wring out his wet shirt.

They went through the morning over the inland sea, and at noon saw the square white shapes of the houses of Alexandria, and crossed the Niles greatest luxuriance, till the pyramids came in view; things older than The Land, older than its whole story. There was something breathtaking in that, something inspiring awe, as does a great precipice. Sophia and her aunts saw no especial beauty in them, but they were like precipices among the ages, looking sheer on abysses of time.

A few miles from these stupendous monuments they alighted on the water. There in Cairo they were cared for with many of their compatriots, whose men repaid the debt by fighting in the desert. In those days all the jacaranda was blooming, beautifying Cairo with its great masses of mauve-tinted blue. They went right up to the pyramids, to see their mystery closer. And there they stood, the memorials of one of those great struggles that a man makes every now and then, out of bravado, ambition or any other whim, against the things that threaten him; Cheops against oblivion, Hitler against liberty; both of them winning at first, both of them holding out still. And then they went to the Sphinx and tried to make out what she seemed to be saying to the dawn. So old she is that the dawn has grown weary of her at last and has moved a little away from the spot at which on midsummers day she used to smile in front of the face of the Sphinx. And when the bloom of the jacaranda fell, and the scarlet began to flash upon the flamboyants, places were found for them on one of the Sunderlands that was to fly to Natal. Malone came with an interpreter to say good-bye to them.

Tell them, he said to the interpreter, that theyll be right as rain in Natal. No Boches there to bother them, and well bring them back as soon as weve driven the heilhitlers out of The Land. And tell them that the Chieftain will be all right. There are lots of men with him, and well keep them well supplied. And men like him and them will be about the only people that will be able to manage those mountains; the Germans wont have a chance. And, well, that is about all.

And next day Sophia and her aunts started south in another Sunderland. Again they followed the Nile, and, stranger than a strip of carpet from a house-door across a London pavement, stranger than one strip of carpet going the whole way through a great city, went the green strip of cultivation beside the Nile, sheer through the desert for hundreds and hundreds of miles; till they lost sight of the Nile and crossed wild desert, where mountains were, with streams in all their valleys, widening as they went downwards, and meeting tributaries on their way, golden streams only of sand, such as Death might drink at a banquet given at noon in that land to the powers that hated man.

They came to the Nile again, and saw upon the Niles right bank the four great images guarding the door into the hill that was hollowed to make a temple, when dawn was a little south of where it is now. Green palms appeared and they came to Wady Halfa, and rested there that night, and went on at dawn over that tremendous desert, and crossed the Nile on the way and found it again at Khartoum, flying low enough, where the Blue and the White Nile meet, to see the colours of the two rivers.

Two hundred miles more of desert, and life began to appear, scanty and sere at first, as though awed by the nearness of Death in his vast realm of Sahara. They passed by Abyssinia on their left, undisturbed by any enemy, for the Italian empire in Africa was at that time crumbling away. They came to Malakal, and there a deadlier enemy than Italy lurked, the Yellow Fever, but it did not harm them. Next day they came to Uganda. There was no memory of any desert there, and grasses in the marshes of the Nile grew tall enough to hide elephants.

And then the herds of animals appeared, that still roam Africa, though every year the frontier of their wild lands recedes further; warthogs with tails straight up galloped through grasses, and herds of elephants stood with their great ears stretched to listen, and their tusks shining; and crocodiles lay motionless on the mud of the river with their upper jaws lifted up, while hundreds of hippopotamuses made life one endless bath. None of these animals had ever been seen before by any of the three ladies, and one of the officers of the Sunderland, who knew something of their language, wondered what they would make of so strange a scene.

You wouldnt stand much chance down there, he said to Isabella, pointing down to the elephants, and to a pair of rhinoceroses that had just come out from the reeds where the crocodiles lay.

I expect I could manage, said Isabella. I have lived amongst Prussians.

They saw the Nile foam over the Murchison Falls. They saw their shadow trailing across Africa, sometimes upon the earth and sometimes on clouds, surrounded by a rainbow; but it always came with them. They came down on the Great Lake among blue water-lilies, and crossed it and rested at Kisumu among frangipani trees, and went next day over Kenya at fifteen thousand feet, where mountains give to the air some of their rugged quality, so that their way lay over invisible obstacles. They saw at a long distance the great head of Kilimanjaro, which appeared a black head streaked with grey, for the mass of snow that crowns him was somehow lost in the sky. They came down out of the cold, suddenly into great heat, and were at Mombasa. Thence they crossed Zanzibar and came to Dar-es-Salaam, and walked in its tree-lined streets and went on again, and flew low across the Rufigi river; and in the river lay like a dead monster the German cruiser, the Koenigsberg. The officer that knew the language of Sophia and her aunts said nothing, and none of the others even pointed; they merely flew the Sunderland low, and the three ladies, exiled from their Land by the vast might of Germany, could see the great ship with shell-holes in her side, lying there lost in Africa.

At Lindi they came down again among blue water-lilies, and rose and crossed the Ruvuma, and so left the British Empire and came to Mozambique. Next day they crossed the country of Mozambique and were in the Empire again, sailing over Zululand. For the last thousand miles and more they had moved over forest, with small round clearings in it, and in the clearings groups of little thatched huts.

And so they came to Durban, a city of splendid trees, planted in orderly rows along its streets, and wild patches of African forest still preserved, which were there long before the oldest house in the city; and behind it to the west its suburbs rising, garden by garden, over all the hills.

And here they waited, and are waiting yet, for the storm to abate which has driven Liberty so far from what to them is her natural home. And their waiting is cheered, and their exile mitigated, by the hospitality of Natal. And yet they live for only one thing; and no grandeur of scenery or beauty of flowers that Natal has to show can ever draw them away from the news at the hour at which they are accustomed to listen. And as great birds in this very Africa wait, motionless in their patience, for the death of some large beast of prey, so Isabella and Angelica wait for the end of Hitler; and of late they see many signs that that is near, and with these signs they comfort Sophia.

Meanwhile Srebnitz with Hlaka in the Blue Mountains, and men of an army far better equipped than the one that he first joined, lives in a great cave, of which there is a tradition passed down from man to man, like traditions we have of old houses in England, saying that Queen Elizabeth slept there; but this is an older Land, and tells not of a queen but a god, and says that therein lived Pan. And there Iskander sings to Marya a hundred miles away, since love can use new inventions as well as dream old dreams. For Malone has kept his promise and sent a transmitting-set to Hlaka, and a message has been sent to Marya to tell her when to listen.

Against these mountains the Germans can make no headway. Sometimes they send Bulgarians and Italians to try their hands, but they do no better; the mountains are too steep, and Hlakas marksmen grow better as the months go by, until he has let them fire at over two hundred yards. And remnants of English and New Zealand regiments that are still up there sum up the situation, when they say of the Germans: They havent a dogs chance. And some of them try to translate that into French, believing it to be nearer to Hlakas language than their own.

There they wait with the past behind them, safe with all its glories in the great cave of Pan, and before them the future, lit by the wings of victory flashing in each mans dreams, or, in visions that hope often brings them, spreading like golden meteors across the sky of The Land.
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Part I


CHAPTER I

THE Electors Club, to which I belong, is intended to be extremely exclusive, for which reason the first of the clubs rules is that no one may become a member unless he is on the roll of parliamentary electors. That the vote has been widely extended during this century is not any fault of ours, and our rule remains, although it naturally fails to keep out many that the founders of the club would have not considered suitable. Still, so far as we can, and in difficult times, we preserve the old idea of exclusiveness, and there was a small section of the club only recently, that opposed with some vehemence the election of Pundit Sinadryana on the grounds that, even though now a resident in Chelsea and qualified to vote at elections therein, he was by several thousand miles outside the circle that was intended by the original founders to contain possible members of the Electors Club. Pundit Sinadryana was duly elected, and I mention the opposition to his election without intention of making any reflections against himself, but so as to explain a certain antagonism between the pundit and Colonel Polders, who for some reason had constituted himself the leader of that opposition.

Once Pundit Sinadryana had been elected it was obviously useless, and even embarrassing, to maintain that opposition, and one day a deliberate effort was made to induce the colonel to speak to him, and ultimately he did. You must find it very cold here, were the colonels actual words.

It does not matter. For I can always return to India, replied the pundit, at any moment.

The words at any moment puzzled those of us that were within hearing, but the colonel seemed to understand what the pundit was talking about.

You can do that, eh? he replied.

Certainly, said Sinadryana.

I should like to see you do it, said the colonel. This remark of course could be taken as none too hospitable, said by an elder member of the club to one who was just elected; but it did not appear to ruffle the composure of Pundit Sinadryana

At any moment, repeated the pundit.

You are sure of that? asked the colonel.

Or you either, added the pundit.

You mean you could send me to India? the colonel enquired.

Or further, the pundit said.

To the Gilbert Islands? the colonel suggested.

Further, the pundit repeated.

You couldnt go much further, the colonel remarked. That is on the international date-line, you know.

Much further, the pundit insisted.

Where? asked the colonel.

Beyond life, said the pundit.

Murder, you mean, said the colonel.

No, said the pundit. Merely travel.

Transmigration? the colonel said.

Exactly, replied the pundit.

I dont believe in it, said the colonel.

You have experienced it? asked the pundit.

Ive heard of it in Benares, the colonel said. And I dont believe in it.

You should see it, the pundit said.

How can I do that? asked the colonel.

Easily, said the pundit.

I should like to see you do it, said the colonel again, though this time he said it of himself.

I will show you, said Pundit Sinadryana. And after what the colonel had just said it was difficult for him to decline the invitation; much as he wished to do so, not from any fear of the adventure, but because he did not like Pundit Sinadryana.

When? said the colonel.

Tonight, if you like, said the pundit.

It was already evening. And at this moment the few of us who were listening felt suddenly that we no longer listened to light talk, with a barb in it now and then, between two men whom we knew to be antagonistic to one another, but that there was something graver afoot; the atmosphere of the room seemed at once to thrill with it, and, no longer smiling at little verbal scores as each man achieved them, we sat there hushed and listened to every word.

I dont quite understand, the colonel was saying.

Merely the igniting of a few powders, that you would call incense, said Pundit Sinadryana, a few different powders in a bowl, and then a few spells.

And what then? said the colonel.

Then the spirit goes on its journey, said the pundit.

Whither? the colonel asked.

To other lives, said Pundit Sinadryana.

And you can do that? said the colonel.

I can, said the pundit.

And it will return?

Certainly, the pundit assured him.

In how long? the colonel asked next.

The pundit gazed upwards awhile in silence before he answered, and then said; It is easy to estimate time by our clocks, and easy to speak of it by our subdivisions of hours and minutes and seconds. But where spells are concerned the matter is very different. The difference between our easier multiplication tables and algebra at its most intricate is as nothing compared with the difference between these two ways of time.

Really? said the colonel.

And so, the pundit continued, if I were to embark on the intricacies your question suggests, I should make everything appear very complicated instead of plainly sailing. Enough perhaps that your spirit may visit other lives, if you should care to undertake the little experiment.

A very slight smile touched Pundit Sinadryanas lips, which seems hardly worth mentioning, and yet such trifles will sometimes have their effect where reasoned words may fail, and I got the impression that it was so in this case; which goes to show that reason may not control us as much as we think.

I dont mind, blurted out Colonel Polders.

Then? said the pundit.

We all looked at each other, feeling that something was going to happen. Either the pundit would be shown up as a mountebank, or we might see something incredible.

Well, said the colonel, well? Where would you like to burn your spices?

Powders, said Pundit Sinadryana.

Powders, then, said the colonel.

And in the hush that followed, one of us said, There is the music-room.

We have a music-room at our club, in which there used to be a piano. But scarcely anyone goes there. It was an ideal room for our purpose; small, quiet and out of the way.

It will do, said Pundit Sinadryana.

As you like, said the colonel. When?

Now? said the pundit quietly, again with his faint smile.

I can think of nothing but the acute crack of a bullet, that would have been more distinctly noticeable than was that single quiet syllable. None of us said a word, and we all walked to the music-room.

When we got there, I said to a member standing beside me, Do you think that Sinadryana knows how much Polders opposed his election?

Oh, I dont suppose so, said the other member.

Do you think he would be revengeful, I asked, if he did know?

Oh, I dont think that, the other member said.

But I couldnt tell what he really thought.

Of Pundit Sinadryanas performance I can give two accounts. First of all I can tell what he did with his little packets of powders that he had in his pocket, and the tea-saucers that he got from a waiter; while we watched for ten minutes or so in that little room, all waiting with various degrees of expectancy for something that never happened. And then I can give Colonel Polders story, as he told it to us on several occasions afterwards, either in the club or in the sitting-room in my flat.

Well, first of all the pundit brought out a crumpled packet of something in a sort of gold foil, that turned out to be a greenish powder, of which he poured a spoonful into one of the saucers that the waiter had already brought. The saucer he stood on a plate, I suppose to protect the table from the heat when he lit the powder; for he put the plate on a table close to a chair on which Colonel Polders was sitting, and set light to his little heap of scented powder, while we stood further away. In fact we edged away as far as we could in so small a room, not only so as to avoid the smell of the smoke, but on account of a curious remark that the pundit made to us over his shoulder after he had lit the powder and was about to intone some spell, The power of all these things, you understand, varies in accordance with the square of the distance. And that of course meant that every ten inches we edged away from him gave us a hundred inches of increased safety, if there was anything in what he was doing.

Another thing that the pundit did was to pull out a compass and to move the colonels chair, so as to be, as he said, facing Benares. And this the colonel evidently thought silly, which had the effect of cheering him up; for, though he had showed no sign of a strain, it must have been a strain to sit there facing the man who claimed to have such power over his life, a power in which, as one watched the strange and solemn face of the pundit, it seemed possible to believe. But this shifting of the chair so as to face Benares appeared something more trivial, and metaphorically broke the spell; but not actually, for just at this moment Pundit Sinadryana began to utter his spell low and musical right into the colonels face, of which we heard no clear word, nor did we wish to, and it murmured on inside the grey haze of smoke that was now all round the colonel. Well, said the colonel, I dont seem to be doing much travelling.

Those were the last words we heard him say, before he suddenly fell asleep. We peered through the haze without coming any closer, to see that he was all right, and the pundit went on with his spell. For most of the time that we were in that room he was muttering musical spells, and on several occasions he brought out some other powder and lit it on other saucers. The colonel began to snore heavily, and again we felt anxious and were about to move nearer, but at that moment he woke up. He stood up at once and walked out of the room without saying a word, and we were left looking in one anothers faces, and then silently at the pundit, expecting an explanation, but not a word would he say; and while he put back his little packets of gold foil into his pocket we wondered if Polders might not have been right after all, and that the Electors Club was not quite the place for a man who played a charlatans trick on the members, besides making the music-room smelly with that odd, unwholesome smoke. We therefore said nothing either, but went out of the room together, leaving the pundit there. We were agreed that the whole thing had taken about ten minutes, and that we had seen nothing, heard little, and did not like the smell.

One of us went straight to the secretary of the club and told him what the pundit had done. And the secretary said that, whatever we might think of Pundit Sinadryana, he had not actually broken any rule of the club, and we should have, in fact, to put up with him until he did something more definite that could be brought before the committee. And so matters rested for a few days, all of us feeling that we had been fooled by an Indian and that we had better have kept more closely to the spirit of the club and not let in anybody who had chanced to reside in Chelsea just long enough to secure a vote.

And then one day the colonel came into the club again, and I found him completely reticent, so that I took some trouble to get from him exactly what had happened; and it was more trouble than perhaps my reader would credit. But in the end I asked him to dine with me in my flat, and I gave him some wine that, though it is mentioned in history, is not known to exist any longer; but I had got some from Greece. It was Malmsey, as a matter of fact. And so I got his extraordinary story.


CHAPTER II

AND this is what Colonel Polders told me after dinner, and after a few glasses of Malmsey wine, when we had left my dining-room and were sitting in deep chairs beside the fire, in the room that I mostly use.

Well, he said, I thought there might be something in that fellows magic, or whatever you call it. To tell you the truth I didnt quite like it, but I couldnt back out of it very well.

Then there was something in it? I asked.

Yes, he said.

What happened? I asked.

Well, he said, and nothing more for a while, and I saw that he was still reluctant to speak.

Would you like a cigar? I asked. I ought to have offered you one before. And I went to a box of rather nice cigars that I have.

Oh, thank you, he said.

He lit up and I said no more.

What the Malmsey had nearly done, the cigar completed. He seemed to be waiting for me to say something more. But still I said nothing. And then he began to speak: this is his story.

That smoke that that fellow burned was soporific. I dont suppose there was anything much more to it than that. But the spells were another matter. I dropped off to sleep nearly at once, as you may have noticed; but I heard those spells, whenever he uttered them, ringing clear through my sleep. Those spells are what did it. There are things about which I dont quite understand. I didnt entirely understand what that fellow said about time, and I dont see even now. We know that air can be compressed, and that water cant. It would appear that time can.

I said never a word, though he waited. Had I done so, we should have got away on to a discussion about time. But I said nothing, and got his story.

Perhaps I may have been wrong, he went on, in saying that the smoke of that powder was only soporific. It sent me to sleep all right, but it sent me to sleep in his country, into his dreamland, as it were. Consequently his spells appeared to be orders there, instead of the regulations of any decent civilization. I recognized that at once, I couldnt help it. Perhaps you will hardly believe what I have told you.

Every word of it, I said.

And I spoke the truth. For so prejudiced had the colonel been against Sinadryana, that any acknowledgement of the pundits powers from such a source was bound to be true.

Well, its an odd story, said the colonel, whatever way you look at it.

Sinadryana is an odd man, I said to help him along.

Damned odd, said the colonel. I quite agree, I said.

Well, it was like this, he continued. To make a long story short, I became a fish. I suddenly found that I was a fish. Of course I couldnt believe it at first. Who would? But there was no mistake about it: I was wearing no clothes and I was swimming about in the water, a long way down where it was nearly dark, or dark at any rate compared with what we are used to; and it soon became clear enough that if I wasnt a fish Id have been drowned. But I was breathing the water, if one can use such a word, and feeling quite comfortable. In fact breathing air seemed to me no more agreeable than eating it: it seemed to me as if it would be altogether too insubstantial.

Very soon I forgot about air altogether and what we call adequate lighting, and was entirely content with the dim glow and the colour that was all round me, and great weeds that waved from the bottom of the sea. For that is where I was; somewhere in the sea. I forgot too about the way we walk and move about on the earth, but before I forgot it I could not help comparing what I can only call the clumsiness of our heavy movements. Indeed clumsy and heavy I am afraid they will always seem to me now, after once having known the ease and the grace and the swiftness of a fish. Why! One had only to move a hand or a foot  a fin I suppose I should say  with no more effort than I use to raise this glass, and one glided several yards. It was wonderful. And one had a lightness that I fear I shall never feel again.

The scenery was marvellous. It was like a picture done in enamels, or something upon another planet. With the most astonishing ease I glided through beautiful vistas of waving weeds glimmering in the dim glow. I saw before me a trellis-work, through which the greenery of the floor of the sea seemed to shine like a garden. And, just as I drifted towards it to see what it was, the whole thing lifted upwards, and there seemed to be more of it below me and behind. I had no idea what it was, for I had forgotten our ways by then, and I was taken completely by surprise. But though I had no idea that it was a net, I knew well enough that I was caught.

Well, that would have been the end of it, the end of what I believe that fellow calls an incarnation, only that they had a tank in their beastly ship; and they put me into that. They seem to have been collecting for an aquarium.

What I dislike particularly about that horrible experience is that it gave me what I can only call a distaste for the human race, which I hope will wear off, though as yet I am afraid it has not done so entirely. I hope it will in time. The men in the ship looked horrible, as I lay gasping for something that I could breathe before they put me into their tank. They looked heavy and gross and greedy; in a single word, if you will excuse my using it in this sense, human. I shouldnt perhaps have used the word distaste, as I did just now, for I shouldnt have minded eating them, if I had found them in the sea. They looked plump and juicy. But, as anything except food, they appeared to me loathsome.

I was taken to an aquarium. That is the long and short of it. I was an exhibit in a show.

Wont you have another glass? I said. For we had brought our glasses into my sitting-room.

Well, thank you, he said. Ill have half a glass.

I filled up his glass and he drank, and gradually restored his self-respect.

Of course the aquarium was better than the deck. In a way. On the deck one was hopeless; in the aquarium there was always a kind of hope; but it was so illusory, swimming round that one rock that there was and hoping day after day, and indeed minute after minute, that one would find an outlet this time as one came round, and always being met by that sheer wall of glass, that the long weariness and myriad disillusions were in a way worse than the deck. It would have been over in a minute on the deck, the weariness of gasping for water, but here the weariness dragged on and on; a lesser weariness, but all adding up in the end to the size of the other.

It was a very strange view that one had, following that hope round the rock. It seems strange to me still, though it was perfectly ordinary really, just a gallery with people walking up and down, and looking in through the glass at the tanks; and all of us, for a lot of others were caught at the same time, gazing with equal wonder back at them. But I had forgotten by then what human beings looked like and what they did, and these gaping faces, sometimes with mouths slightly open, looking in through the glass, seemed foolish and horrible. And that terrible sheet of glass, I shall never forget it. It was worse than a thousand iron bars, for there was always the faint hope of escape, even though it grew slightly fainter every day, and always the same shock on finding it absolutely impossible, as one came round the rock with ones minute hope of freedom which I could never entirely abandon. One did not need to have to touch the glass to realize its absolute impassability: all the currents set up by my movement, each slight sway of the water, everything, stopped there. It was palpably the worlds end, of a very tiny world.

I dont know why I didnt lie still and despair, but there was always that faint hope urging me on. And then always that invisible, but impassable, end, and the foolish staring faces. And still I hoped for the rippling waters with the sunlight glimmering down through them, which I knew were somewhere beyond, if one only could find them, waters flowing and swaying, without boundaries for ever and ever.

And one day hope died, and I lay on the floor of their tank and tried to get round the glass no more. And soon after that I must have died too, for I heard one of that fellows spells ringing clear through the water, and I was unmistakably living another life. In fact I was a dog.


CHAPTER III

WHY the colonel should have objected to being a dog more than to being a fish I do not know, unless it be that a dog is in a position more immediately subordinate. You do not for instance give orders to a fish. But, whatever it was, he was showing a greater reluctance to say any more, than he had when recalling his memory of being a fish in a show. But I have found in life that all the old proverbs are true, discovering it as one comes across them one by one; and none truer than that which the wisdom of Rome discovered, in vino veritas. And so I filled my guests glass with more Malmsey wine and persuaded him to drink it, which it always becomes easier to do with each glass, and the old proverb worked, as it always does; and, as truth cannot be expressed without words, he spoke.

Yes, he said, a dog. It was damned annoying. I shouldnt have minded that fellow sending me anywhere: one is accustomed to various jobs in odd places, but as oneself, with whatever respect may be due to one, even if on half-rations. But a dog! It was a nasty trick to play on a man. You see the sort of thing that can happen if you fellows let in that kind of man to the club.

I agreed that the committee had been lax. And he went on: A dog! But there it was. A cocker spaniel. I know I can rely on you not to say a word about this to anyone.

Of course, I said. And I kept my word, until released from it by Colonel Polders long afterwards on account of the discovery that he had made, when talking of this experience himself, that nobody believed him; so that finally he had said: You can tell whom you like. If theyre silly enough not to believe it, it wont matter what you tell them.

And, frankly, to us Europeans, few of whom have studied the lore of transmigration with any real thoroughness, and most of whom are out of immediate touch with the wisdom of the East, there is something a little incredible about Colonel Polders story. The condensation of time alone seems a little odd to us, accustomed as we are to doing almost everything by the clock, and to regard our calendars as part of creation. However, it is not for me to lay before my readers any difficulties there may be in believing a plain tale, of which they will judge for themselves.

Well, there it was, the colonel went on. I was a dog. That is what the fellow had done, that fellow you let into the club.

Still I wondered why it seemed worse to him to be a dog than a fish. And then, after a few more criticisms of the committee of the club for their slackness in allowing such men as Pundit Sinadryana to become members, he went on with his account of what happened. Yes, a spaniel, he said. Somewhere not very far from here. I never realized before what a lot of dogs there were in London. The air was full of them.

The air? I said.

But the interruption seemed to annoy him.

Certainly, he replied. Where else do you suppose it would be? I mean, of course, the smell of them. One cant tell how many dogs there are about in a town by merely watching for a few minutes. You can only tell by the smell.

So absorbed he seemed to be by his strange experience, once he began to tell of it, that I got the impression that now and then he forgot his present life and spoke from the point of view of the body of which he had been, by his own account, a tenant. At any rate he seemed surprised by my interruption.

You want to know, he went on, how many dogs have gone by that day, what kinds of dogs they were, what they were doing, and what health they were in. You cant tell all that by merely looking, while you happen to be in the street.

Of course not, I said. And he continued his narrative.

A spaniel, he said. A damned dog. There was no doubt about it. My face was only a few inches above the pavement. Well, I had to make the best of it. At the moment it happened I was going for a walk with the man in whose service I was. I think I had not been in his service long, for that sense of adoration that dogs have for their employers was obviously increasing, as well as my familiarity with his smell, which was growing less and less strange to me, till it lay like a scarlet thread in a grey tapestry, clear over all other smells, if I may compare a thing perceived by one sense with something perceived by another. The street was full of smells. It had never before occurred to me that men smelt. Not distinctively, that is to say. I may have thought that perhaps that fellow Sinadryana did; but they told me that was my prejudice. Well, it seems everyone does. We might have learned that from dogs, if wed paid more attention; but when it comes to being a dog, you cant help noticing.

Dogs of course smell too. We knew that. But men have a superior smell, something more gamey. Well, its hard to describe in words, but there it was. I should like to forget it. And yet, at the time, I admit that I found it most interesting to follow the activities of so many that had walked that evening along the street. When one merely trusts to ones eyes, one has very little idea, even in a crowd, of what more than half a dozen people are doing, and one doesnt know much about them; but when it comes to smells in a street one is always in a crowd; hundreds of trails lie about one; a bit confusing perhaps, but not as confusing as an actual crowd.

And the things one can tell about them! It is astonishing! I shouldnt of course recommend anyone to allow himself to be turned into a dog. But, at the same time, it is quite a remarkable experience, and if it werent that I should never advise you to ask favours of that fellow Sinadryana I would almost say try it. Still, perhaps the less one has to do with that kind of fellow the better, though that does not appear to be the view of the committee.

Yes, it was like being in a crowd of hundreds of people and hundreds of ghosts among them.

Ghosts? I said.

Yes, some faint as ghosts, he said, some half-way, and so on, depending on the time they had gone, and to a certain extent on the state of the weather. A dog that had gone a long time could be rather romantic, full of a certain mystery; while some, that had only gone by within the hour, left a scent so strong that it seemed to be challenging you to go and have a fight with them. It was a very interesting story that was written all over that street, and while I was all new to it I found it fascinating; in fact, I never ceased to find it so, all the time that that fellow kept me in the shape of a dog, and I never passed by railings or any prominent stones without making careful enquiries. It is a very curious thing to say, and I give no credit to that fellow Sinadryana, for he is an unpleasant fellow and did not mean to help me, but I know more about dogs, and even men, than ever I did before that performance of his.

Well, there I was a dog, and didnt mind it, however unpleasant it may be to realize that it happened. And what helped more than anything to mitigate the unpleasantness of my absurd situation was an altogether exaggerated idea I had got, as I can easily see now, of the almost divine importance of the smug little ass who, as one would say in the case of any ordinary dog, owned me. Well, its no use telling you what I think of him now, looking back at it all and using my judgement, which has fortunately been restored to me; that would be to give you a secondhand account as it were. I will tell you what I felt at the time, which all travellers should do; and in a sense I was a traveller. It is subsequent impressions that always lead to exaggeration.

Well, then, I knew his weaknesses; his pomposity, his self-importance, his lack of a sense of humour; just as I know them now, and yet with such a compassionate toleration as we are taught that the angels have. For his inability to smell, which made it impossible for him to understand half of what was going on, and his slowness of movement, which prevented him from taking any part in it all, I had the most profound pity. And, as it appeared to me at the time, he was very hard of hearing; though very likely he may have been able to hear as well as you or I can now. And about this, as about all his defects, I felt the very deepest sympathy. Not only that, but for his endurance of all his oppressive defects he had from me an admiration greater than I can possibly describe to you. It was in fact nothing less than the admiration I felt for his wisdom and power, though I cannot describe that to you either. Briefly, I looked on him as the wisest and mightiest of all creatures. I walked behind him, breathing his smell with sheer admiration, knowing, and in this I was perfectly right, that there was no other smell like it in the world.

I remember once he went into his club and told me to lie down outside, which of course I did, and somebody came while I was there and asked the hall-porter for him by name, which of course I knew, just as I knew my own, and enquired if he was in the club; which seemed to me, I remember, such an absurd enquiry, when the whole of the hall-door was full of his beautiful scent, and it was rising up from the steps all round the man who was asking for him.

My life may seem to you to have been a simple one, occupied as it mostly was with adoration, eating, fighting, and chasing a ball. It may even seem to lack interest. But I do assure you that never before, or now, have I known the amount of activity with which every moment of life may be full. There were social activities too, and of course sleep; and all these things between them made up a more ample life than any, I am sorry to say, that any of us can live. More full, more ample, life with a grander scope. Chasing a ball alone, even if there were nothing else, seemed to provide such a life.

There was a strange look in the colonels eyes as he seemed to gaze into the past with ecstasy, and he was silent awhile. Perhaps I should not have interrupted, but I couldnt help challenging his assertion that chasing a ball provided an ampler life than anything that any of us can find to do.

Surely not, I said.

Certainly, he replied.

It seemed there had been a garden at the back of the house of the man who had owned this dog, and that he used to throw a tennis-ball and the colonel had gone after it, and found some ecstasy in that other life that he had never known here, and therefore, as is often the case, would not admit that anyone else had. I do not give our exact argument, because none of my readers, I imagine, will want to hear it strongly asserted that whatever he may have devoted his life to is less thrilling, and indeed of a narrower scope, than chasing a tennis-ball. Yet some excitement that had thrilled him from this pursuit seemed to glow in his mind yet, and he would not give up his point that the grandest thing in life was chasing a tennis-ball.

Yet, galling though it was to hear a man complacently arguing that nothing I had ever done, or approved of others for doing, could equal the scope of his absurd occupation, I had at least the satisfaction of knowing that I was hearing a first-hand narrative of what to any European is a very extraordinary journey. For, had he never actually been a dog, so extraordinary a point of view could hardly have entered his head at any time, still less have lingered till now.

For a while my disagreement ended his story, and I should have got no more, had I not conciliated him by admitting that I had known men who, even in old age, looked back on some great game of polo, or on a twenty-mile point after a fox, as something that was not equalled in the rest of their lives; but further than that I would not go. However, we were agreed that there were things that, if chased at the proper time and in the right way, could give a sufficient sense of achievement, even though I wouldnt concede that a tennis-ball could be one of them. And so, over another glass of that rare Greek wine, I heard more of his story.

There was one thing that soon began to cast a certain shade of uneasiness over an otherwise very pleasant, and even exciting, life. I had a tail; that is to say the damned dog I had been sent to inhabit had a tail. I believe there is some sort of theory among those fellows who make a study of transmigration that a complete body is needed for a migrating spirit, and that the spirit wont enter it otherwise; though of this I know nothing. But I dare say that fellow Sinadryana may have been guided by that belief, and found a spaniel that had a tail. Not a very easy thing to find in England, I should say. However, he found one; and there I was. I had not been in that life long when I heard a friend of the fat little fool who owned me say that I looked absurd with a tail, and that it ought to be cut off.

I should explain that, instead of knowing the meaning of more and more words as time went on, as is the case with ordinary dogs, I knew at first less and less as my memory faded; memory, I mean, of a decent civilized life; and later I got to know more again, as I relearned the words, just as a common dog does. But when this damned fellow was giving advice, that nobody ever asked him for, about my tail, I could understand every word. And a nasty business it was, listening to silly arguments from a man who knew nothing about it, to which I, who knew everything about it, was never given a chance to reply.

Hes a bit old for it now, the little man said, who owned me.

Oh, it doesnt hurt if done properly, said the interfering fellow.

And just as I was thinking what an absurd remark that was from a man who hadnt got a tail, and would certainly never have had it cut off if he had, my master allowed himself to be completely convinced by it.

I looked up at my fat little master with worshipping eyes, that still adored him in spite of his folly, waiting to hear him say that even if amputation was painless, that still was no reason for cutting off my tail. But he never said it; and I couldnt. I gave a little slight whine, and the damned fellow said to my master, Ah, hes asking to have it docked. And to me he said, Youd like to look a smart little dog, wouldnt you?

I bit him. Then of course there was trouble. A good deal of it. I got him in the calf of the leg, and it seemed soft as a peach, no doubt because of the sharpness of my teeth. And no sooner had I nipped him than he started shouting. And then my master beat me. I considered it an honour to be beaten by him, as I tried to convey to him when it was over, but it was extremely unpleasant while it lasted. A stick on ones bare ribs, you know. Very unpleasant indeed. And nobody seemed to understand that this interfering fellow was threatening me with something much worse, and that I only bit him in self-defence. Wouldnt you want to do something pretty drastic to a man who wanted to chop off a couple of feet of bone from you anywhere, for no better reasons than that he said it wouldnt hurt, and that you didnt want it, and that youd look better without it? For he said all that and more.

I admit that once I thought silly things like that about dogs tails myself, if I can say that I ever thought about it at all, and supposed that a mutilated stump looked better than a graceful feathery tail, and that a dog could have no use for the rest of his tail. But, good lord, when youve been a dog, you know well enough what a tail means to one of them. Id as soon have my left arm cut off at the elbow as be a dog with only two or three inches of tail. Why! You might as well take his balancing pole away from a tight-rope walker, and say What does he want it for? You might as well say a ship would look smarter without a rudder. You might as well say no one ever wanted to turn up his coat-collar in a cold wind, and cut off the collar of his greatcoat because it is no use to him. And, mind you, we (I dont mean we, I mean dogs) always lay the feathery ends of their tails in front of their nostrils when they sleep, especially in cold weather.

Well, I need not go into the uses dogs have for their tails; but it made me furious to hear this sleek fool say that mine should be chopped off because I didnt want it, and because it wouldnt hurt. And so I bit him; and they called me a savage dog. Yes, that is what they called me. And he kept on saying that I had had my one bite now, and insisted on my master making a note of it. And that, you know, is half a death sentence. And he still kept on about my tail. Said it was probably having a long tail, as he called it, that made me savage. I hadnt a long tail; it was merely a tail: and, though I hadnt been a dog for very long, Id learned that one couldnt get on without a tail. Why! I used it with every step I took, even when walking. Id have liked to bite him again.

The last words I heard from the damned fellow were: You dock him. And youll see he will be less savage. Then he walked away; I was glad to see, with a limp.


CHAPTER IV

AS we walked home I saw that my master was thinking. I usually knew what he was thinking, though I couldnt always be sure. I saw he was thinking now; and I was afraid that he was thinking about cutting off my tail. All the terriers I passed had had it done to them, as well as all the spaniels; and I noticed, what I had never thought of before, that they had all of them that sensitive feeling of deformity, that a deformed person has amongst us, a certain oversensitive shyness. I dont quite know how I was aware of it; but somehow, as a dog, I could see it at once, though I had never thought of it as a man. Of course I ought to have done so, because we know that men are sensitive about the loss of a limb, or any deformity, and we never call attention to it when we meet it in anyone, but we gaily inflict it on dogs.

I was uneasy. I didnt know what my master would do. I still regarded him as the wisest being in the world, and all his actions as just. I felt for them much as we feel for volcanoes and earthquakes, things sublime and inspiring awe, things it would be presumptuous to criticize, and yet, even so, things that we have no wish to be caught by. Any notice he took of me was sublime to me too, somewhat like sunset or dawn.

Well, we walked home and I could see that my master was still thinking. And I felt very uneasy. And then I was glad to see that a fly alighted on his nose.

Glad? I said. Why?

Well, you see, continued the colonel, I was getting the dogs point of view more and more every hour. And, with dogs of course, a thing like that would be enough to change the subject. They would stop thinking of anything they were thinking about, and think about the fly. But unfortunately it was not so with my master. He brushed it off and went on with his thinking, which I was afraid was about me.

How did you know what he was thinking? I asked.

Why, of course I knew, he replied.

But how? I asked.

And that puzzled the colonel.

Well, he said after a while, I think I indicated to you that my master was like some great natural force, something like thunder or dawn. You have to know something of what the weather is going to be like. After all, you have to live with it. You have a kind of feeling that it is going to rain or thunder. In the same way various little omens told me what my master was thinking about. I cant explain exactly how. But it seemed perfectly natural at the time, and I was afraid that he was thinking about chopping off my tail.

But soon I forgot all about it, for a dog does not seem to remember anything long.

As soon as I got home to our house I plunged at once into what was in those days my serious business. My duty was to walk behind my master when he went out, but it always seemed to me that the more serious business of the house, or, as it seemed to me in those days, of the world, was carried on by his son. Actually, no doubt, he was older than I, but we looked at so many things from the same point of view, and took the same serious interest in so many pursuits, that I think we both regarded each other as being about the same age. What pursuits? Well, hunting mice for one, when there were any about; and when there were not, we found it just as satisfying to hunt imaginary ones. I have been a big-game hunter in my time, and I dont know if my instincts for that kind of thing remained with me, or if I had merely acquired the ordinary sporting instincts of a dog with the rest of what I may call the outfit. Anyway we had some very good sport among the mice.

And then I used to run up and down the nursery after a large painted ball, which gave a very satisfying taste when one caught it. And when I wanted something more solid, there were wooden bricks to chew.

And then there was barking at a cat that they had. That was good sport too, and with just that spice of danger that gives a zest to sport.

All these things, and hundreds more, were our more serious work. I think you smiled. But I would remind you that there is little work that we of the Electors Club take up, or of any other club, which if followed with real keenness and continuous ardent activity is not regarded by us as serious. Certainly there was far more keenness and continuous ardent activity in that nursery than I ever saw in any of the more solemn rooms in which my master deigned to sit. And I am sorry to have to say it, but I have never enjoyed myself in any occupation that I followed before I met that fellow Sinadryana as I did chasing mice, either real or imaginary, or a painted ball, in that nursery.

Of course I may have been wrong to take so much interest in it. At the same time, there is much to be said for getting any enthralling interest where you can find it. As for imaginary mice, I thought you looked somewhat critical when I mentioned them. But look at things men pursue. Men, I mean, who have never had anything to do with that fellow and his spells and his powders. Why! Ive known men invest in gold-mines that were simply not there. And not only that, but I have known them sell their shares and make a profit out of it. I could give you many such examples. Many. But I will return to my story. Well, I was chasing the rubber ball that I mentioned, and I had, indeed, just got my teeth into it, when I heard the solemn and beautiful words with which my master summoned me.

Such an awe was in Colonel Polders voice when he said this, that I could not help blurting out, What words?

The exact words were Hi! Spot! said the colonel. He didnt of course call me by my present name. He used to call me Spot. But there was a certain melody, and even, I may say, glory, in his voice when he uttered his commands, that gave the mere words a splendour that I cannot really describe to you.

Yes, I heard those grand words, Hi, Spot! and I dropped the ball, although with a certain regret, and ran to the door and scratched at it. You know, you have to do that if you are a dog. I shouldnt advise you to have anything at all to do with that fellow Sinadryana. Indeed that is the advice I always gave the committee. But if you ever should, and if he should ever play one of those games with you that he played with me, remember that. There is no other way of opening a door. Well, I scratched at it, and my masters son kindly came and tried to open it. But he wasnt quite able to do it either. So he shouted until his nurse came and opened the door. And then I ran downstairs. And, as I ran, the fear came back and seemed to haunt the dark of the stairs, the fear of losing my tail. I dont know if you have noticed that a spaniel going downstairs whirls his tail completely round with ever step that he takes. One does it to balance oneself as one goes down. But probably youve never seen a spaniel that had a tail. I admit I had never noticed it myself.

Well, here I was going downstairs, using my tail with every step, and hearing my masters superb voice reminded me that he had been thinking of cutting off my tail because I didnt need it, and because it wouldnt hurt; and the fear of it haunted the stairs.

My master had called for me to make certain investigations. He believed that there might be a rat in the pantry. There certainly had been a rat there, and it had run round the pantry several times and had eaten a very nice bit of bacon-rind. But it had run out into the garden a long time ago through a hole in a plank, as I tried to explain to my master; but his profound wisdom was otherwise occupied, and I could not succeed in making him understand me. He therefore ordered me to continue to chase the rat. But nobody opened the door to the garden; so what could I do? And he called me a very silly dog, and I tried to express how much I agreed with him, because his wisdom was so great that I knew whatever he said must always be true. Then I went on hunting the rat round and round the pantry, as he had told me to do; till he said that I would never catch anything and took me away.

When the rat-hunt was over, the old fear came back, and I wagged my tail to show my master how grateful I was to him for all his condescension and kindness, and he seemed pleased at my thanks, and I thought: Surely he will never cut off my tail now, when he has smiled so pleasantly to see me wagging it. But still I felt the fear. And then it went away again, because I suddenly caught the scent of the most superb dinner that the mind can possibly imagine.

What was it? I asked.

As a matter of fact, said the colonel, it was my masters lunch. A couple of chops and some vegetables. But I am telling you the impressions that I experienced, though no words can describe the magnificence of the scent that reached me. Picture to yourself a procession in scarlet and gold lace under gorgeous banners, carrying the most exquisite food on gold platters; imagine the loveliest music, and, when it ceases, heralds blowing a call on golden trumpets: it may give you some idea of what the first scent of my masters lunch seemed to me. And he and his wife came in and sat down; and I sat under the table in a reverent attitude close to his feet.

His wife was as dull as himself, as a matter of fact, as I can see looking back on them; but to me at the time there was something divine about her, though not so divine as what there was about him: she seemed rather to me what the moon seems to one now, while he was more like the sun. I am merely telling you how I felt about them. The food was something more earthly, although of inestimable value. I had a longing for it greater than for anything else in the world, but not the reverence for it that I felt for them, if you understand me. My reverence for my master, and my longing for that fine food, were blended together in one yearning as I sat at his feet. And the yearning was satisfied. I did not of course hope for the meat of such a chop; that was not for us. But my master very graciously handed me the bone. And I may say that in the bone of a chop there is gathered a very fine assortment of sweet juices, which I was much enjoying under the table, when I heard my master say, I have been thinking that we ought to have him docked.

And the fear returned.

I hoped that a woman would be more merciful. But no. And I heard again those terrible phrases, It doesnt hurt if done properly, and They have no use for a tail, and They look much nicer without them.

One gleam of hope I had when my master said, But I am afraid he may be too old for it.

And the hope faded as I heard his wife say again, It doesnt hurt if done properly.

And they said a great deal more about me and my tail, which I could not understand, for my knowledge of English was fading with every hour.

After that august meal I went into the kitchen for my own little dinner, and saw the cat there. What I didnt like about the cat was the sly way she looked, as though she knew there was some trouble that threatened me. I had no doubt that she would be glad if my tail was cut off, and that she knew no one would do it to her. There was always a kind of rivalry and distrust between us; and I felt that it had been going on for a long time, long before that fellow Sinadryana with his powders and spells had sent me on that queer journey.

In the kitchen I was lucky enough to be given another bone, and this I decided to bury in the garden for the sake of the flavour that would come to it in a few days. So I asked to have the door opened, and I went out and buried it in a place that I knew, which was known to nobody else.

Where was that? I asked. For I was impressed by a certain mystery that came into the colonels words. But oddly enough some sense of secrecy about that little hiding-place seemed to remain with him still. And at first he said, Without a certain amount of security nothing is safe. And then he said, But of course it doesnt matter telling you now. Though he didnt, for all that, but went on with his story, without revealing the exact spot where he used to bury his bone; so strong was the sense of secrecy with which, in that other life, he had been used to conceal that place, and some of which was lingering in the colonels memory still.

If the cat had got to know, the colonel went on, shed have grubbed it up, though it was of no use whatever to her. But I knew that cat. And of course it would have been a gold-mine to any dog that might come trespassing into our garden during my absence. No sooner had I buried the bone than my master came into the garden and threw a ball for me, and my life became, as I have already told you, whether one likes to admit it or not, more full, more ample, than I had ever known it before I met that fellow that the committee let into the club. As I chased the ball I even forgot my bone. Indeed there is no other interest, and no anxiety, that will ever hold their places while one is running after a tennis-ball. That is to say, if one is a dog. I am not upholding the pastime, or whatever you call it. I am not saying that a tennis-ball should fill such a large part of ones life, indeed the whole of it: I am merely recording a fact and telling you that it is so. Possibly you may think it a bit foolish of me.

But that was the very last feeling I wished Colonel Polders to have, as any self-consciousness caused by what he might fear I should think would have entirely ruined his story. And so, even without asking him if he required it, I refilled his glass with Malmsey wine, and he made no actual protest. Soon he was absently sipping it, and went on with his story, and with the help of the Malmsey he seemed to have gone more deeply into the past, and, if I may put it that way, there was more of the dog in him.

When my august master, he went on, grew tired of throwing the tennis-ball, I went to look for my bone, so as to see that it was still there. But I had forgotten where I had buried it, so I followed him into the house. I remember that there was a full moon that night. It came up over our garden, and I ran out and barked at it. I dont know if you see anything odd in that. A sentry is a sentry, as I see it; and if he is posted over a place he has to stand there with fixed bayonet and watch it, whether any danger is coming or not. And that is the way I felt about the moon: it may have been attacking my masters house or not, but, whatever it was doing, I was on watch, and it was my duty to make that as clear as any sentry does, marching up and down with fixed bayonet. So I bared my teeth and barked.

I think you were perfectly right, I said.

And whether it was memory, or whether Malmsey, he went on with his story.

All this was outside a large barrel, in which I slept on straw. Fortunately I had a long chain, which enabled me to run out to a considerable distance, which brought me nearer to whatever might have to be barked at. When I had thoroughly barked at the moon I went back to my barrel and walked round a few times on the straw, more because it is the correct thing to do than because there was any need for it. And the fear came back in the night, about what they would do to my tail.

But a certain number of fleas had been left by the previous tenant, if I use the right word for the life that had inhabited that body; and scratching at them and, where necessary, biting them gave me a certain occupation not without zest, and I forgot my tail.


CHAPTER V

WHEN morning came I barked, to let everyone know it was morning, and that I was wide awake. If I had not barked they would have gone on sleeping, and not known that morning was there. But they were not grateful. However, I did not tell them about the morning to receive their gratitude, but because it was my duty. A rather surly boy came out, half dressed, and let me loose; but he showed no gratitude. I went indoors and upstairs, and there I met the august scent of my master, coming out from under a door. And I scratched at the door, and he opened it, and I jumped up and told him that it was morning. And he went downstairs and I came down with him, or rather I ran on in front. But I was in such a hurry to get down the stairs so as to go out with my master, that when I had run down a few steps I ran up again so as to run down still more quickly and save time.

What the colonel exactly meant I could not fully understand, but I did not interrupt him to ask, because he was now engrossed so completely with that other life that I feared lest, if interrupted, his story when he continued it should come more from reason than genuine memory; and I have always felt that reason, of which we boast so much, is often a plodding affair, compared with some of our subtler emotions. So I let him go quietly on, bringing up from his memory that simple account of one of his strange journeys.

My exalted master, he said, came down the stairs, and, to my intense delight, turned into a passage that led to the garden. When I knew that I was going for a walk I barked as loud as I could, so as to let as many people as possible share in my pleasure. I thought that was only fair. If there were any, such as the cat, who did not care, that was their business; but I had given them the opportunity to rejoice. When the garden door opened I do not think that, even if a flea had bitten me at that moment, I should have paid any attention to it. Indeed, I believe one did bite me, but I treated it with a complete disdain, and only thought of the far more important matter that lay before me, a walk in the garden.

Such a light shone in the colonels eyes as he spoke of the garden, that in spite of my intent not to interrupt him I could not help blurting out, But you had just been in the garden.

Certainly, he replied. But the garden alone, the garden without my master, was a very different garden from what it was when he deigned to walk there. There was all the difference that there is between a court when the monarch is present, and a court under dust-sheets. Surely you understand that.

I hastened to agree with him, and he continued his story.

We took a short walk round the garden and my master came in to his breakfast, the magnificent scent of which was blowing towards us as we returned to the house. I will not tell you of the banquet that followed, for no words could do it. There was nothing less than bacon and eggs. The scent of the bacon alone was something more voluptuous, and fuller of a serene glory, than anything that we can ever attempt to describe. It seemed too presumptuous to hope to be given a piece of it, and yet I hoped. And by an exquisite piece of gracious condescension I was given a piece of the rind, which is where all the finest flavours are to be found.

Afterwards I went up to the nursery for a bit of hunting, and found that certainly mice had been there overnight; but unfortunately they had gone, and we had no actual sport. I had, however, some very nice runs after the yellow ball, and much enjoyed the taste of it. And then I licked the salt from the hands and knees of my masters son; and, as it turned out, it was the last time that I ever tasted it. For my master whistled for me and I ran downstairs; and there was a man with a sly look and an unknown smell who had come into the house, and was calling me good dog. I knew at once that something was wrong. He carried a bag in his hand and it too had strange smells about it, and was in some way connected with what was wrong, though I didnt know what it was. And then my master patted my head and said, Well make you a smart little dog.

And the strange man suddenly said those ominous words, It doesnt hurt if its done properly.

And then I knew what they were going to do, and my fear came back and told me everything, and I knew what they had in the bag, though Id never seen one before. They were going to cut off my tail! I saw it all in a flash. I thought of the mutilated dogs I had seen in the streets, trying to wag their poor stumps. I remembered the interfering fool who had said we had no use for our tails. I thought of my warm tail at night, keeping the cold air away from me. I thought of it balancing me as I ran, and guiding me as I turned, and I determined not to lose it.

The sly man came towards me and patted my head and called me good dog again; and then a great many other things; more things than I can remember, and in a very loud voice. For I bit him hard in the hand. The blood squirted out at once, and tasted better than even the yellow ball. My august master came quickly towards me, shouting angry words, and I crouched before him and tried to excuse myself. What I wanted to say was that it didnt hurt if done properly. But I could only make little growls, and he could not understand me. It was only his left hand, and I wanted to say that he had no use for it, and that men never used their left hands, and that it would be nicer to have them bitten off altogether. But my master could understand nothing. And the sly man who called me good dog said that it was hurting a great deal. And my master wanted to beat me and wanted to tie up the sly mans hand, and didnt know which to do first. And in the end he tried first to stop the bleeding by bandaging the mans left hand, and I thought that I might escape from the room before the beating came. But then I heard the man with the bag say to my master, I understand he has had one bite.

And though I was fast losing my knowledge of the meanings of words, there was something ominous in his tones that threatened me with disaster, for I always knew what tones meant. And I knew that he had been sent by the man who said that we had no use for our tails.

Yes, said my master, I suppose he has.

And, though he was very angry with me, I thought that he said it regretfully.

Well, you know the law, said the man with the bag.

And my master nodded his head. And then the man who said that it didnt hurt if done properly walked out of the house. And I knew that he would aim a kick at me as he came by; so I was ready for it and got out of the way. And then I thought I should have my beating from my master. But he never beat me. And I noticed that he was thinking. And then a new fear troubled me.

I lay down in a far corner then, and watched my master; but he said never a word. The morning passed away in dead silence, and when the beautiful smell of dinner roamed through the house like superb music from a magical organ, and we all went into the dining-room, my master said a few words in low tones to my mistress, so that I could not hear what he said; but I knew that it was about me. Neither of them said anything to me, or spoke much at all, but my mistress gave me not only a bone but one with a lovely piece of meat on it, and I ate it under the table.

But my fear was there in the shadows under the table with me. And it was all over the room. The atmosphere there seemed oppressive as it sometimes is before thunder, and my master and mistress spoke with lower voices, as though they felt it too. And as soon as the door was opened I ran out of the room and went up to the nursery, to escape from the ominous atmosphere. But when I got to the nursery there was the same hush there too; and I looked at my masters son and found that he was feeling it just as I was. And somehow I saw from him what was going to be. Whether they had told him, or whether he only feared it, I do not know. I think that he feared it, and knew that his fears were right. And suddenly my stomach felt very cold and I laid my tail all along it underneath to keep it warm, and was thankful I still had a tail.

And I was just going to lick the hand of my masters son once more, when I heard my master calling me, and there was in the tone of his voice what there was in the fear that I had been feeling all day. Do I make myself clear? There was in my fear the boding of some calamity, and there was the same boding in the tone of his voice, so that I knew that my fear was true. I came downstairs to him with my tail still keeping my stomach warm, and I came down very slowly, but I had to come, for it was impossible to resist his commands. And there was the sly man again with his small bag. His left hand was all bandaged, and there was hatred for me in his eyes, and as soon as they saw me he said, Good dog. And I growled. And he said, He ought to have had his tail docked long ago, and he wouldnt have been so savage.

And my master said, Yes, of course.

For I was beginning to understand the meanings of words again, as I heard more every day. At first I was forgetting them, and then I was relearning them. But tones always meant more to me than words, and I knew that my master disagreed. But the sly man did not know. And he said: Well, its the law, you know, sir. And I am sure you are right to decide as you have done.

I didnt understand what he was saying. My master said, Yes, I know. And he seemed not quite to understand either.

And then the boy who used to look after my kennel brought in my chain and fastened it to my collar, while the sly man kept well away from me, and muttered Good dog. And the boy led me out to the kennel and fastened the chain to it, and I knew that something was very wrong, and the air was all full of boding. And the sly man came after me, but my master did not come. And then the boy led me by my collar until my chain was tight and I could go no further, and the sly man opened his bag and took out a bottle, and I smelt a new smell. I should have liked to bite him once more, but I could not reach him, because I was at the full length of my chain. I kept my tail tucked away where he could not reach it, but he caught hold of my foot. And still I could not bite him because of my chain.

The new smell, and the hatred in his eyes, and the tones in the voices of everyone who had spoken, and the boding there had been in the air all day, all told me that something very bad was to happen. Then the sly man put a needle into my ankle, and drew it out and stepped back, and seemed going to do nothing more. The slight pain passed off at once, and the sly man stood watching. I wondered what for. And again he muttered Good dog.

As I could not bite him, on account of my chain, I lay down and watched. And then a feeling like sleep came down on the front of my head, and I heard that fellow Sinadryana intoning one of his spells. Twilight descended and the feeling of sleep grew heavier, and there came a change in the lilt of the spell; and with the change in the spell, sunlight appeared and brightened, and that Indians words were drowned in the sound of a bell, and I opened my eyes and found I was on the roof of a belfry somewhere far away to the South.


CHAPTER VI

I WAS on the roof of a belfry, and bells were chiming below me, and the sun was shining on hot tiles, and all over the landscape to a great distance, and everything was brighter and clearer than I had ever seen it before. Low down on the horizon to the homeward side was a range of mountains covered with snow.

And there I interrupted the colonel, even at the risk of losing the thread of his narrative, for until I knew what he meant by the homeward side I could not understand what his narrative was about. The homeward side? I repeated.

And he said: Yes. The homeward side.

Where was that? I asked.

It was where home was, he answered. One turns towards it, you know.

But how do you turn towards it? I asked.

You turn towards home, he said. And then you know where you are.

Whatever he knew, he had not conveyed to me. But on thinking it over I got the idea that, whatever he had become, and it turned out to have been a swallow, he faced towards his home, much as the needle of a compass turns to the pole, and he could no more explain to me why, than a compass could. Home seemed to be where he was born, and he was equipped with some method of finding it, a method swifter than any of our calculations, something only to be compared to a compass.

I was in some warm southern land, the colonel went on, and all the anemones were fully blown; and I knew by that it would soon be time to go. And dust was white on the roads, and the tiles were hot on the belfry, and the white walls of the houses below me were shining brightly. And I knew by these things too. I forgot to tell you what that fellows spells had made me. He had made me a swallow. That fellow Sinadryana, whom the committee let into the club. That is what he had done. Well, there I was, and I could see the anemones shining, all of them fully out, and I knew it was time to go. Not only could I see the anemones for hundreds of yards around, but I could see the butterflies flying above them; and one particular tribe of butterfly I noticed with brilliant orange wings, from which I also knew that the time was come to seek a wind for the North.

How did you know that from seeing the butterflies? I asked.

I dont quite know, said the colonel. But when that particular butterfly appeared, it was time to start for the North. I dont know how one knew it. One just felt that it was so. It was a sign that the North was calling. So we sat in rows on the tops of walls, so as to be together whenever the wind should come, the wind that we wanted, that should take us all to the North. And no wind came, and the day grew hotter. And next day was hotter still, and still no wind came. And the petals of the anemones were beginning to drop, so that we all knew that it was time to go to the North. And some of us went up and sailed round high over the houses, to see if the wind would come; but there was no sign of it. And we ate great numbers of flies, more than we ever ate at other times, flying up and down past towers that were covered thick with ivy, brushing against the leaves as we passed, and catching the flies that rose up from them.

But why did you do that? I blurted out.

So that we should not be hungry during our long journey, he said.

But what are flies like to eat? I could not help asking.

Delicious! he said.

Really? I said. What do they taste like?

Like oysters, he answered. And the wind arrived that night, coming over the sea from the South. All the next morning we flew over the fields, looking for the wind that would take us up to where the big wind was waiting for us. And when the heat of the day came, and all was still below us both in the town and in all the fields, we came on the wind we wanted, going up warm from the side of a hill. And we sailed round and round as it took us up. And we went up till we were far on the bright side of the clouds, and the fields dwindled till they were very small, and we found the big wind there, heading for home. All that day we flew with it, and all that night, and the stars came out along the way home.

Did you steer by the stars? I asked.

But it would have been better not to have interrupted him. For it only puzzled him. And I only got an answer such as I had had before.

By the stars? he said. No. We steered for home.

And once more I saw that it was that strange compasslike sense that had guided him, which, if he was able to explain, he could never explain in a way that I was able to understand.

Well, he said, Its getting late. I think Ill be going home. But I thought Id tell you a few of the tricks of that fellow Sinadryana. Personally I think that he should never have been let into the club.

As the colonel rose from his chair I felt that he also rose up from any influence that my Malmsey may have had over his memories, stimulating them and bringing them before him in their most vivid form. My disappointment at being left like this right in the middle of one of his strange experiences need not be explained; but I feared that an attempt to force the colonel back into a mood that he had evidently left might only meet with failure, and possibly deprive me of any more information on the subject of his strange journeys. And so I determined to let him glide back to that mood on some future occasion, of course with every encouragement that I should be able to give him. So I said that undoubtedly Pundit Sinadryana was a tricky fellow, and that perhaps the colonel might care to dine with me one night again and to tell me some more of the fellows tricks. And he said that he would be glad to, and we said goodnight, but without fixing a definite date for another dinner.

For some while that night after I had gone to bed I thought of what Colonel Polders had told me, but was unable to come to any conclusion about it sufficiently definite to give to my readers, and I decided to try to hear more, hoping that when I had pieced all his strange journeys together I should have data that might enable me to see what had really happened. To this end I had all my meals at the Electors Club the next day and the day after, and on the second day Colonel Polders was there again, and I went up to him and said how interested I had been to hear what he had told me of his experience of the experiments of Pundit Sinadryana.

Oh, said the colonel, that fellow Sinadryana.

Yes, I said. I thought all you told me was very interesting.

The committee ought never to have let him into the club, said the colonel.

I dont think the committee know yet exactly what he did, I told him. I dont think it has been properly explained to them.

They ought to know, said the colonel.

I think he has behaved rather oddly, I said.

Rather oddly! said the colonel indignantly.

Very, I should say, I continued. But of course I have not heard all.

Quite enough, said the colonel.

I think the committee should have the whole story, I said.

Do you think so? he said.

I do, I repeated. But I should like to hear the whole thing myself, and I could give you a better opinion.

And what do you think those fellows on the committee should do? he asked.

I think they should act, I said.

The colonel had asked his last question rather challengingly, but my answer not only pleased him but mollified him, and I was easily able after that to arrange another dinner with him at my flat, when I was to hear more of his adventures as a swallow, so as to let the committee know the sort of tricks that that fellow Sinadryana played upon members within the precincts of the Electors Club.

When the day arrived and the colonel and I sat down to dinner, I said nothing of Sinadryana, but left to my guest entirely the choice of topics, and it was not for some time that he spoke about the Electors Club and then about the pundit; and it was not until we were seated in my sitting-room over Malmsey wine once more, that he began to speak as a swallow. He made a few remarks at first about swallows in general, and then about their migrations. Then he asked me if I would like to hear any more of what he had told me last time. And soon he was started off on an account of his journey from somewhere, probably in the south of Andalusia, where the sun was getting too hot, to the land that he knew as home, which was not very far from fields that are home to us. The wind was still travelling north, blowing nearly towards home, he said, though we slanted slightly from the way it was going, and flew to the left of Nash.

To the left of what? I asked.

The Great Bear, he replied.

This puzzled me completely, and does so still. I knew that the Arabs called by the name of Nash what we call the Bear or the Plough; but why a swallow should call it by any of these names I did not understand; while a man would be expected to call it by whatever name his nationality used for it. In the end I supposed that the colonel was in some way so immersed in the South that he used for choice southern names, although it remains a small puzzle to me, a fragment of the greater puzzle of his whole story, which he now continued to tell me.

As soon as the stars went out, he said, we saw dawn on the peaks of snow. And the wind ran about among them, and it danced with the peaks and fell into the ravines, and rose up again and swayed us this way and that. And the peaks were dressed in gold and fire and vermilion, and changed their colours all the while as we went. And we lost our way with the winds dances, going over the peaks, but ahead of us there was always home, and we had only to turn towards it again, as soon as we were able to get out of the grip of the wind, that was flinging us about above the cliffs and the crags. And we lost sight of each other among the turns of the wind, but could hear each others voices.

When the peaks were low down behind us, day rose over all the horizons and we flew northwards in brilliant sunlight. It was a cloudy day, and we saw no more land after leaving the peaks. All the mountains and valleys below us were mountains and valleys of clouds, and they flashed in the sunlight more brightly than even the peaks of snow. They shone on both sides of us and beneath us as we went down those valleys. Once through a rift in them we saw the sea, with seaweed colouring the deeps of it. And the great wind still rushed northwards, and still we travelled with it. And at last we came to the latitude of our home, the latitude in which we were born, lying beneath the clouds.

How did you know the latitude? I enquired.

By the feel of it, he answered. The feel of it all round us, the mild air and the gentle light. We knew that it was the latitude of our home. So we dipped through the cloud valleys, out of their brightness and into their twilight, and through that until there spread below us the green fields that we knew. And here and there among those fields were our homes.

We sailed in circles over the roofs under which were our old nests, the nests in which we were born; the unchanging roofs of farm-buildings, you would have said, or, if changing, only changing with the centuries. But we noticed many changes since the September day when we had found a great wind waiting for us and had gone away to the South: a little more lichen had grown here on a tile, and there a tile loosened; there a haystack had grown greyer and smaller; an old cobweb that veiled a window veiled it still, but was darker with a little more dust; the same horses were there, the same pigeons; a cart stood where it always stood; an old barrel had some more moss on it; an elm was gone. There were many more changes, that would seem of no importance to you if I told you about them, though they seemed so important to us. The pigeons saw us come home, and knew that spring was now at its height. We slept in our old nests.

Next day was bright, but the air was heavy and the insects were flying low. We flew out when the light woke us and hunted the small flies all the morning, for we were all hungry. I swooped and soared at the flies over a grassy field and thought of nothing else, and very good they tasted. And then, as I curved back at the end of the field I heard a sound tearing the air, like the noise of a small shell, and there came a shock and a pain; and I heard that fellow Sinadryana intoning one more of his spells. It must have been a hawk.


CHAPTER VII

THERE was a darkness, and indeed an unconsciousness, through which I heard nothing. And then I heard the closing words of that fellow Sinadryanas spell; and I was lying very comfortable in a good fur coat in a dim, but rather pleasant light. A white glow from the far end of a corridor so gently illuminated my surroundings that it was some while before I discovered that the little room which seemed so exactly suited to my needs was in reality nothing more than a hole in the ground. Thoughts that were rather confusing crossed my mind. Youd have been puzzled yourself. My first thought, if you can call it a thought, was, That fellows been up to his tricks again. And then I said to myself, Well, anyway, hes given me a good fur coat.

Do you know? I found that I was a fox. I was puzzled at first, because there was no smell, and thats about the first thing that you tell a fox by. But there it was; I was a fox. Well, the only thing to do was make the best of it. Its the sort of thing that comes of associating with fellows like Sinadryana, as I suggested to the committee before they let him into the club. Not that I ever dreamed that he would go to such lengths as that. How could I? But I said he would be sure to do something queer. And he has. But they paid no attention to me. Half of them knew nothing about India; and none of them had ever been to Benares. I am not going to say to them that I told them so. But I am going to ask them to be more careful in future. After all, the Electors Club is the Electors Club.

Exactly, I said. And he did that?

He did just what I am telling you, said the colonel. I was a fox. Well, there it was. I was comfortable: I will say that for him. But I was a fox. Well, I lay there contemplating the beauty of the world; the air, the light, the damp earth, the whole feel of it all. No, contemplating is not the right word. I did none of that. I just enjoyed it. And something more than that. I was a part of it all, if you understand me. No, certainly I did not contemplate. Do you know, I find contemplation, as we do it, rather fatiguing, compared with the immense comfort of just feeling it. What I mean is that, if we want to know anything, we have to think about it. But, as a fox, I just felt it without having to think at all. If I may put it in this way, while you would have been engaged on thinking it out, I was already there. It certainly saved an enormous amount of trouble. In difficulties that arose later, of which I will tell you, there would not have been time to think. One had to know things without thinking. It is one of the things I most miss on returning to a decent life. Why, even if I want a drink in the club, I have to think for a moment where the bell is, and exactly what I will say to the waiter. When I was a fox, I just knew. Mind you, I give no credit to that fellow for teaching me that: it was merely what is known to all animals. When I became one of them I naturally knew. But it was a gross impertinence for him to make me one. I knew they could do that kind of thing in Benares. But if he likes doing it, why doesnt he stay in Benares? One doesnt expect such things in a decent club.

Certainly not, I said. What was it like as a fox?

As a fox? he said. Comfortable, I admit. But after absorbing the beauty of the world for a while, I grew hungry, and suddenly noticed it. The obvious thing of coarse would have been to go out and look for food. But that is where knowledge comes in. And I knew, without any laborious working out, such as we would have to do, that then was not the time to go out and look for it. I knew that the white light at the end of that long earth would have to turn to a glowing blue, and the air cooler, and the hush over all things deeper, before that time would be.

So I waited. And it is a curious thing, and you may possibly not believe me, but I waited without impatience. One can hardly imagine waiting two or three hours for ones dinner when one is hungry, without any impatience whatever. But such was the case.

I lay there just enjoying the sound of the wind going by, and the quality of the air that I breathed, and the rounded shape of the smoothed earth where I was lying, which was so exactly suited to my needs. I have often thought, since, that rooms are much too large for one, and that there are a lot of unnecessary things in them and useless corners. No, my room was just suited to me: there was enough air to breathe, and when I wanted more, more flowed gently in and was always fresh. A fern grew at the edge of the earth, and its brilliant green shone in the light that was coming through it; and, whenever the wind blew, it waved over across my view of the sky. I watched it doing that while the skys colour changed slowly; and I felt no impatience with time. I am very much afraid that I have lost the knack of doing that. I have tried again and again, but I am afraid I have lost it.

Lost what? I said in the silence. For the colonel had turned to his glass of wine, and was sadly shaking his head.

Feeling any enjoyment in a green fern, or a draught, or a bare sky, said the colonel sadly, and things like that. Or indeed anything at all, to the extent to which I enjoyed them then. I dont say that a glass or two of decent wine  and this wine of yours is excellent  may not work up a feeling that somewhat resembles the contentment that I was talking about. Malmsey, did you say? But only for a short time. Not that perpetual contentment. And I was perfectly warm too. Warm as I am in an arm-chair in the club when I am at exactly the right distance from the fire. And even then, the waiters dont keep it up properly. They pile on all the coal it will hold, and then leave it to die down. And the committee dont care.

But a fox has no worries like that. One is always warm. If it freezes hard you merely puff out your fur a little wider; and you are as warm as if you had put on two extra coats. That is all. Warmth and enjoyment and contentment are always there. The only trouble is food. Or so it might seem to you. But youd be wrong. For getting ones food is the chief delight of the day. All the excitement that you have to work up by sports and games and reading about murder trials, or however you do get your excitement, is there every day in merely providing ones dinner. Youve no idea what you miss, in just getting it from a shop. No idea.

He was silent, thinking, seeming to regret something lost.

How did you get your dinner? I asked.

My dinner? he said. I waited until I saw that the time was come for such things. There was a certain look in the sky, and a hush in the air, that hinted the time was come. Indeed, everything hinted it. And then I stole out. And the evening was calm and still, and full of omens; and I walked softly, and went where they guided.

Where what guided? I asked.

The omens, he said.

But what were they? I asked.

Thrilling omens, he said. Omens of danger, and others that warned against it. The gloaming was full of them. Oh, the beauty of a still evening, when it was very late and the earliest stars were shining! There are perhaps one or two who might be able to describe it to you, though I couldnt. But the feel of those evenings, as I felt what I can only call their magic: that none could describe to you. You see, I was in some odd way almost a part of it all. I was so near to it, to the magic of evening, that I could no more describe it than you can describe just what breath is or pulse-beats. Like breath and like blood it flowed through me as I went through the shadows, quiet and unnoticed as they. Far off, between me and the lucid sky, that hung before me like a huge pale sapphire, a dog barked. It thrilled me with a delightful thrill, that is one of the things I have lost and shall never feel here. Ah well, one cant have everything.

I saw from the colonels voice and face and whole attitude that he needed comfort. But let me be honest. It was curiosity, quite as much as a wish to bring comfort, that impelled me to ask what on earth he found to regret in not hearing a dog barking, or why he should not hear lots of dogs bark, or what pleasure he could have got from hearing that one.

It thrilled you? I said.

Yes, said the colonel. Like bugles calling from an enemys camp. Like the horn of Roland heard by the Saracens in the pass of Roncesvalles. Like any romantic and dangerous thing you have ever read of. Such a thrill as we never get in times of peace, and miss often enough in war, which is not all thrills and glory; but this bark in the still evening was all these things. It was part of the mystery of the evening. It was even part of the charm of it, although it was a warning. But it was also a challenge, and made my dinner sweeter. Some cooks buy sauces to put into meat; I think they do it rather too much at the Electors; but that is the committees affair, and it is no use my giving them any advice: they wont take it. But, whether sauce improves meat or not, there is nothing that we have here that can give such a zest to it, and such a flavour, as the sound of a dog barking can give to a foxs dinner. You have to use all your wits and all your muscles when you hear that bark across the still of the evening; your muscles because you have to crouch as flat as the shadows, or as flat as you can, and then to glide through them. And then there is the triumph over not only him but his master.

All these things may have the effect of adding a keenness to the digestive juices. That I do not know. But I can assure you they give a zest to meat such as nothing can do here. I have experienced it, and I know. I wish it were not so; for I fear I shall never taste chicken like that again. Raw, of course. But cookings an overrated business. It may make it tenderer, but that is unnecessary when you have the teeth of a fox. And of course it warms it. But a chicken is warm already. Or you can lay it up and eat it cold.

You have nothing against cold chicken, I should imagine. But, as for the flavour, cooking will ruin it. I dont wish to insist on that at the club. I am a reasonable man. I know that most of the members have never tried it raw, and would be prejudiced against it. I dont wish to interfere with their prejudices. I know that many men have some. In any case the committee would never listen.

You were saying, I said, that you went out to look for a chicken.

Yes, he said. And I heard a dog bark, and I knew that he was awake and watching. I should have of course to think where he was, and how to go round him, and how to get back, and a great many other things, if I used that human reason of which we boast so much. But, as a fox, I merely knew. I felt the danger, and I felt all my plans to meet it, before the echoes of the first bark had faded along the hill. I did not know any name for the wind that there was, or calculate its direction, but I was well aware of the direction in which my scent was flowing. It was as clear to me as my shadow had been in the sunlight. I could not smell it, and of course I could not see it. But I felt the direction in which it was crossing the evening. And this feeling told me at once how to go round the dog, on the way to my dinner.

There were hedgerows and ditches and all sorts of convenient things. Ive taught men how to take cover, and thought I knew something about it. Ive stalked in Scotland and Africa, and thought I knew something about that. I thought I knew something about tactics. But I knew nothing of any of these things. In comparison with a fox, simply nothing whatever. It may sound like boasting; but I am only telling you the bare truth when I say that many a small battle has been fought with less skill than that with which I got a single dinner.

Modern war has of course become more complicated, but the plain field-tactics of our small wars, which I learned when I was young, were crude compared with the tactical knowledge of an ordinary fox. And I imagine it was nothing more than an ordinary fox that that fellow had made me. I should like to think that I was something better than that. But at the time I certainly felt that I was mere fox. And I am giving you my impressions of the time, without attempting to dress them up in any way. Thats what one always should do. A military report that somebody has tried to dress up to make literary, is of no value whatever. You want to know just what the man saw; thats all.

In military matters, as you may know, it is a good thing to attack half an hour before dawn. You have the darkness for your attack, and light with which to hold the position youve taken. But with a fox it is rather the opposite. It is a good thing to go in with the last of the light, when you may find a place where they have been slow to shut up their chickens, and then you have the darkness to get away in. That is what I felt about it. As a soldier of course one had to learn it all out of books, but as a fox the knowledge was just there. Youve no idea what an advantage it is to carry a whole library of reference books, as it were, in your head, all open at the right page. But that was what it was like to be a fox.

Well, there was a house where I felt that they would be late shutting up their chickens. There was a certain look about it that seemed to promise that, the very droop of the thatch, the weeds in the garden, one or two windows broken, and the creak of a door that swung upon only one hinge. I must have seen it, I mean the fox that was now I, before that fellow with his spells and his scents had done whatever he had done. And sure enough, when I had manoeuvred round that dog, and reached the house just as two stars were shining, it was as I felt it would be, and the chickens were not shut up. There were patches of nettles where the chickens were, and I got down behind the nettles and waited awhile, till I saw one hen was a little away from the rest; for nothing I hated more than noise and clatter, which would have been sure to have been set up if I had gone into the midst of them. I do not tell you of catching the hen, for it was easier than what you would find lifting a cold chicken off a poulterers counter, if you were buying one for your lunch. A few of the others raised some of their tiresome cackle, which particularly annoyed me, an annoyance that was probably part of the old make-up of the fox that I now inhabited, because I felt a strong inclination to bite off all their heads, which I was fortunately able to resist, as perhaps I should not have been able to if I had been a fox longer.

The cackling started a dog barking, and the barking brought out a man, and they both ran after me. But each tried to hunt me separately, and I felt no fear of either of them; for I knew that a man could not catch me without the help of a dog, or a dog without a man. So I slipped away with my hen, and everything in the night seemed to help me, and all its mystery was for me and against man.

As for his dog, he soon lost me when I went through a hedge on to a road, silent and grey, and untravelled by anybody but me. The dog that had barked at first, barked again. But I paid no attention to him. I felt that the night was my property and that he would only lose his way there. And the stars came out behind me as the dark shape rose before me of the wood that was my home. It went up sheer, rather as the Electors does as you come up the steps, and I went in under the trees to the earth where I lived, just as though I was going down long passages to a comfortable room. And there I made myself very comfortable; and then I ate the hen.

The taste of that hen is something I simply cannot convey to you. When I was complaining the other day about a boiled chicken that we had at the club without any flavour whatever, one of the committee  I neednt mention his name  implied I knew nothing about it. Thats not what he said of course, but its what he implied. Good lord! There isnt a cook in Europe that knows what a good chicken can taste like as well as I do. Of course I couldnt explain to him all that I have told you. He wouldnt have believed me. But there isnt a cook in Europe who knows as well as I what a chicken should taste like. Imagine meat flavoured with nectar. Well, one cant imagine nectar unless one has drunk with the gods, and you cant imagine the taste of a good chicken unless you have been a fox. So I will say no more about it. But when the committee imply I know nothing about the taste of a chicken, well, it gives you some idea of how useless it is to say anything.

And for a long while the colonel sat silent. In fact he said no more that night about his curious experience.


CHAPTER VIII

DURING the next few days I made a point of finding every one at the Electors who had been in the room when Pundit Sinadryana had burned his herbs or spices under Colonel Polders nose and intoned his Indian spells at him. I told them nothing of what Colonel Polders had told me, but did say they were much mistaken in supposing nothing had happened, and when any of them asked me what, I gave them the same answer, which was that if we could all dine at the same table, and get the colonel to come, we might hear it all from him.

He didnt seem very communicative, said Major Brinner, when I spoke to him about it. In fact he was perfectly silent when he walked out of that room.

Yes, I know, I said. But I think he was annoyed with Sinadryana for playing what he calls tricks on him. I found him very different when he dined with me at my flat. The only difficulty is that wine has got so expensive, or I would have suggested champagne.

Theres some quite good port in the club, said Brinner.

So I said, Then well have that.

And I went round explaining my little plan to the others, Charlie Meakin, Eric Didd, and the rest of them. Then I asked Polders if he would sit at the same table with me, not telling him who else was coming. And the evening duly arrived and we all went in to dine and sat at a small table, one I had chosen that just seated all of us, leaving no room for anyone else. I made no suggestion to the colonel that he should talk about his experience, and it was not until we were half-way through the soup that he noticed that everyone there made up the party that had gone that day to the music-room, with the exception of Sinadryana.

Of course when Polders saw this he put two and two together, and knew that he was expected to tell something more of what happened: but, though he talked upon many subjects, he did not say any word of his strange experience until the port had been round more than once. Then he looked up and glanced at me, and I saw that, if given the right opening, he might tell something more of those wanderings of which Europe remains so ignorant.

These people, I said, dont think that anything happened when Sinadryana was burning his powders.

It wasnt the powders, said Polders. It was the spells.

They dont think that the spells did anything, I said. Isnt that so, Brinner?

Well, said Brinner, I didnt know what Sinadryana was playing at.

He was playing at a great deal, said the colonel.

Perhaps youd tell us something about it, said Brinner.

And all the rest of us were silent.

Well, it was like this, said Polders. They believe in Benares, and all over India, but particularly in Benares, that our bodies, any bodies, are little more than inns for travelling spirits. Sinadryana comes from India, and the moment he lands  well, at any rate as soon as he is qualified  the committee make him a member of the club. And of course he brings his queer tricks and his heathen spells with him. And you see what happens.

What did happen? asked Charlie Meakin.

Ill tell you, said the colonel. Ive told him a certain amount. Ill go on from there.

Yes, do, I said.

And he did.

Well, said the colonel turning to me, I was telling you how I got my dinner when that fellow turned me into a fox. Yes, thats what he did. And that wasnt all, either.

Good lord! What an astonishing thing, said more than one of them.

Not at all, said the colonel. If you let people like Sinadryana into the club, it is just what you should expect. Well, anyway, thats what he did. And a nasty thing to do. I must say, I made myself very comfortable. No thanks to Sinadryana. My room was so exactly suited to me. Just the right size and shape. I went to sleep after my dinner, that I was telling you about, and I was called by the dawn, and I woke at exactly the same moment every day.

I interrupted there, because I had by implication vouched for the colonels story, and I feared that some inaccuracy at the outset might lose him his audiences credence and interest, and rather spoil our little dinner party. So I said, You dont mean quite at the same moment every morning.

Certainly I do, said the colonel.

But doesnt the dawn  ? I began.

No, he said. Dawn is always at the same time, exactly at the beginning of the day.

He was back among his memories all right, and I suddenly realized that foxes do not wear watches. Time of course begins for them with the day. He stopped to sip at his port, and I was silent, allowing it to sink in. And the rest were silent, waiting for the colonel to complete his explanation. But he said little more of that.

Of course dawn is always at the same time, he repeated. And though I could see by their faces that few of the rest agreed with him, they seemed a little too puzzled to venture on any argument. As soon as the day had started, the colonel went on, I used to go and get a rabbit. That was not very exciting, so I wont tell you much about that. Some people have porridge for breakfast, which is not a thing to be compared with a good dinner. Not that you very often get a good dinner nowadays. In the same way a rabbit for breakfast was not to be compared with the grand, and even dangerous, sport of killing a hen on a farm where it was well guarded.

There are of course several ways of getting a rabbit; but I will tell you the two principal methods. You go out with another fellow at night, and you search a field, while he goes along at the edge of a wood. Perhaps you dont see any in the dark, or they are hidden in tufts of rushes. Then you give a yell, a good blood-curdling one. And a rabbit runs. He knows his only chance is to stay still. But he runs when he hears that yell. If you are close enough you may catch him. But, if not, the other fellow gets him, and you share. That is one way.

I passed the port to the colonel, and I think he went even deeper into his memories. Not that port could take any man on so strange a journey, but it seemed to stimulate his memory of it.

The other principal method, the colonel continued, is to go to a burrow or hedgerow along which rabbits live, just before sunrise. There you lie under cover, and at sunrise the rabbits come out. You can let them go as far as you like. It is just a question of estimating their speed and knowing your own. You get them as they run in. There is no difficulty in getting to the place that you choose, unseen. Provided you are there before sunrise, there will not be a single rabbit to see you come.

Well, that is breakfast. And then I used to lie up for most of the day, and come out again in the evening. The day passed very pleasantly.

What occupations had you? asked Eric Didd.

And from the tone of his voice I could not quite make out whether he believed Polders story or not.

Thats difficult to explain to you, said the colonel. Lying warm and comfortable and enjoying the morning, I felt much as one might while reading a very pleasant book in a deep arm-chair by the fire, smoking an old pipe, and with a whisky-and-soda on a small table beside one. That is the kind of feeling, though I find it as hard to explain to you, as I should find it to explain smoking, or reading a book, to a fox. It was, as I mentioned before, a kind of content that I drew from the world all round me, and the past and the present and future. I dont say we never feel it here; but it takes so much money and so many drinks and smokes and comforts, and machinery of different sorts, to get that content, that it necessarily came rarely, when it used to come at all.

Well, said Major Brinner, theres Posley-Martin. He has all the money he wants, and he has a nice house and a family well provided for, and he has made a success of everything he has tried, and has no work to do except to amuse himself, and has every comfort he needs, and certainly all the wine and cigars that he or his friends require. I should say that he should be content enough.

Not so much as a fox, said Polders.

I think we realized we were out of our depth, and that here was a thing we could not even discuss, and we left the colonel to explain to us what he would. And for some while he said no more, sipping the port that the Electors bought when men knew something of vintages, before there were only red wine and white wine to be had. And then he spoke again.

When the colour came in the sky that told me it was the time for it, I stole out and slipped through the shadows to get my dinner.

Once more he paused; perhaps to meditate on the beauty of those evenings, perhaps to collect his memories of them, to tell us his tale more clearly. But some of us may have thought he was going to tell no more, and Eric Didd put in a word, hoping to start him off.

Another hen, I suppose, he said.

Certainly not, said the colonel. I had had a hen only the night before, as I think I told you, he said, turning to me. It was not my habit to do the same thing twice, without allowing some interval. And indeed, as a soldier, I followed the same principle. A good bit of tactics will bring its reward in the field. But go on trying it again and again, and the other fellow knows what you are going to do. There are no tactics then so bad that they are not better than that. No, I didnt go after a hen two nights running. I went to look for a duck. There was a large marsh within two distances of the wood where I lived.

How far? I asked.

For I wanted his tale to be as clear as possible to the men I had got together in order to hear it.

Two distances, he repeated. Perhaps I should have said prowls. Or perhaps journeys.

And one or two other synonyms, he suggested. But he seemed to be puzzled by the effort to translate a foxs measurements into ours, and said nothing that made his meaning any more clear. And so I did not press it, for fear of losing the main thread of his story.

I went to the marsh, he continued, through all the mystery of the evening. I dont know if I should explain to you what that is. But that also I find hard to explain. It is a mystery that haunts each wood, and every old tree, and indeed the whole landscape. Sometimes, though rarely, an artist may catch it, just before it slips away, for it is very elusive. I think that Corot got it more than once. And sometimes with the corner of my eye, before that fellow played any tricks on me with his spells, I have thought I have caught it, but it was gone at once. You may know what I mean, a queer look sometimes at the edge of a wood, when the glare of daylight has faded and there is a hush over everything; a thing you can never pin down, for it is off at once beyond the far side of some hill, or deeper into the wood; and you are left knowing that you will never find it. But for a fox it is always there, haunting every wood, glowing from the slope of every hill in the gloaming and shadowing every valley. And he is a part of it, as it were.

Perhaps one of the worst things about that fellow Sinadryanas tricks is that, now that I have come back from that queer journey, I feel I have lost all that, and I miss it. I shouldnt have missed it if hed left me alone, because I should never have known it. But now, if I go for a walk in the country at evening, I know there is something there that welcomed me once, and something I understood; and now, for the life of me, I cant overtake it. I recognize it, you know, but it is gone at once. And if I go after it, it is whole valleys away. It will have nothing to do with me; and I was a part of it once.

Damn it, I dont mind not belonging to the Taxpayers Club; but if they made me a member and I used the club for a while, and then one day I went there and nobody knew me, and they wouldnt let me in, it would be damned annoying. You see what I mean. Much better to have never belonged. Thats one of the annoying things that fellow did. And, if I may advise you, the further you keep away from him and his spells and his scents, the better it will be for you all. I was against making him a member from the first. You may remember I said so.

You were saying, I interrupted, that you went to a marsh.

Ah yes, said the colonel, there was a wide marsh where I said, and I came to it just as the light was gone from all but it and the sky.

Where I said meant his two distances again. But I did not interrupt any more.

The bog-rail was croaking and the last flight of starlings was going over the marsh to their trees when I came to it. Then some small singing-birds went by, wavering up and down as they flew, a thing I had never noticed before. And then the rooks went home with steadier flight, all calling as they went, and saying things that oddly enough I understood, though I couldnt put it into words now. Then the marsh was quite still, except for the croak of the bog-rail and the whisper of the wind to the rushes. It too was saying things that I partly understood, for I had some share in the affairs of the wind and the rushes, being, in some way that I cant quite understand, a part of the evening. Perhaps that is claiming too much, but thats what it felt like. It was a very glorious evening. Looking back on that queer life that I led, I remember that all the evenings were glorious. I wish I could tell you about them. It would astonish you. But I find it so hard to translate.

Out of what language? put in Charlie Meakin.

The language of the evening, said. Colonel Polders.

But what language is that? he asked.

Such interruptions were not helpful. For it was obvious that the colonel could not explain. He did try; but lamely; and we were none of us nearer to knowing what he had meant.

The hush, the awe, the dim voices, cries from a distance, are part of it, he said. And then he gave it up. We troubled him with questions no more, and he went on: As the light faded, the colours seemed to increase, and a semi-circle of darkness held the splendour of the marshes and the glory of the sky over them. In that hush and glow I felt  no, it was more than that, I knew  that the ducks would soon be coming. Had it been I that you see before you, I should have made my plans, but, as it was, I went straight to the place where I knew that the ducks would come, a tuft of rushes to which they would drift from where they would alight on the water.

I went there before any ducks came in. I did not hurry, but I only reached the rushes without any time to spare. I must have known almost the moment at which they would come. I cannot tell you how. But sure enough, as I hid myself in the rushes I heard their voices and the whirr of their wings, and they came up black against that glowing sky, and wheeled to see that everything was safe, and wheeled again and then a third time. Then they shot downward, nearly twenty of them, and turned out their wings against the air, and alighted.

I moved nearer to them just as they came down, crouching low in the rushes. The noise that I made coming through the rushes and splashing in the water did not matter then, because just as they alight the noise of their own wings against the air is so loud that they hear nothing. The wind was right, so that they did not get my scent from the tuft of rushes. That is one of the things that I knew without having to think of. I could not smell any scent, but I knew it was there, and knew where the wind would take it. Once a duck got it away behind me, for other ducks came in, and it quacked and raised some commotion; but it died down, and the ducks by my tuft of rushes were not scared away.

Getting one was very easy. One does it chiefly with patience. It is a thing we have not really got. Not as I had it then. One may speak of having patience, but one only means in comparison with other men. One has not patience in comparison with a fox. I had patience as one has warmth and breath. I did not even wish for the ducks to hurry, any more than you hurry your breathing. I waited in the beauty of the evening and knew they would come near in time. The colours changed in the sky, the glow faded, the big stars came out, and then all of them, and I needed nothing at all to solace my waiting, because it was part of the evening, as the evening was part of the rest.

I dont know if you will understand me. It is hard to make myself clear to you. We are outside all that now. But then I was a part of it all, and I no more hurried than the Evening Star. The ducks began to give their comfortable quacking, not the kind that warns of any alarm. And then one of them swam close to me, close enough for me to spring. But I did not move. I waited till its head was down in the water. Then I sprang.

When I had got my duck I went away, and all the stars guided me.

You steered by the stars? I asked in some surprise.

No, said the colonel. They showed me the way through the marsh; they showed where the water was; and I kept to the rushes and hummocks of earth.

I did not eat the duck till I got home. Oh, if I could draw my chair up to a table and ever have such a meal again! There are one or two places I used to know, where they had perfect cooks, perhaps two or three; and there are a few dishes that are supposed to be something very special. But it is no use thinking of them now. I shall never taste anything like that duck, so it is no use thinking about it.

And the colonel turned to his port in silence. And we heard no more that evening.


CHAPTER IX

AS there seemed to be a movement in the club, among the few that had dined with me, to hear more of the strange experience of Colonel Polders, I arranged another meeting, and all of us who had heard him before dined again at the same table. At first the colonel said nothing. And then very fortunately the rather sinister figure of Pundit Sinadryana walked past us in silence, and went to sit alone at a far table.

That fellow, said the colonel as soon as he had gone out of hearing. They usednt to play tricks like what he does, in the Electors. But I suppose nobody minds now.

You were telling us about one of his tricks, I said.

Yes, he said. He made me into a fox.

Very unpleasant, I said.

Well, I wouldnt say that, he answered. I will say that I spent a very comfortable time. It was a serene comfort, I might say. And the dinners were exquisite. But it is no excuse for his tricks. One of the results of them is that I have never been really able to enjoy a dinner since. That may be partly due to the poor cooking we have here nowadays. And yet Im afraid that nothing that they could cook, however well they cooked it, would ever quite taste as those wonderful dinners did.

You hadnt perhaps quite our variety, I said, partly to cheer him, and partly to put in a good word for the kitchen-staff of the club, who do their best, and arent really so bad at all.

Oh yes, he said. There was plenty of that.

No sauces, I meant, I added.

I dont know any sauce as good as a beetle, replied the colonel.

A beetle? I said.

Oh yes, he said. I ate plenty of beetles. They are one of the things I miss. Of course I dont like to eat them now. And they probably wouldnt taste nearly so good if I did. Nothing does. And then theres comfort. I can rest as well as I used to rest before he played his tricks. But then I didnt know what comfort was. Now, having known what it was to sleep in a foxs earth, I can never be quite comfortable in a bed again, or in an arm-chair by day.

Have you tried those arm-chairs that you get at Smewens? asked Didd.

I think I have, said the colonel. But nothings any good. Nothing has exactly the curve of the floor of a foxs earth, or the exact smoothness you need for comfort. No, Ive tried everything. But theres something Ive lost that I shall never get now. I shouldnt mind, if Id never known it. I should keep away very carefully from that fellows tricks if I were you. Because thats where they get you. If once you have known real comfort, youll never be comfortable without it. And so I shall never be comfortable again. And all because they said I was prejudiced, and wouldnt listen to me when I wanted to keep that fellow out of the club. Once you let in people like that, things like this are bound to happen.

And did you stay long like Charlie Meakin asked, like that?

All the summer, replied the colonel. I wouldnt mind a day or two. But after a whole summer of that comfort and warmth and those dinners, I cant ever get used to what we have to put up with. Dressing and undressing is one of the things I cant stand. And I cant stand having to call a taxi if I want to go anywhere, and putting on an overcoat if I want to be warm, or drawing up to the fire. And I cant stand all the things that one has to have all round one, if one has to have any comfort at all  knives, forks, boots, hats, carpets, fire-irons, watches, cups, tumblers.

I simply cant give you a list of them, it is too long. And when youve got the whole lot of them, you dont have the comfort and warmth and contentment I had all that summer. And supposing I want a cigar and I ring for a waiter; supposing he doesnt come for a couple of minutes, I get impatient and worried. I didnt want a cigar when I was a fox, and of course I didnt ring for a waiter. But if I had, and if he hadnt come for an hour, I should have felt no impatience. Well, Ive lost all that. And I feel the loss of it, as of course I shouldnt do if Id never known it. So you keep away from that fellow Sinadryana, if you want my advice.

And what happened eventually? I asked.

Happened, said the colonel. Ill tell you. The summer passed, as I was saying, in the most perfect comfort imaginable. And I dont like people who talk too much of their food: it sounds greedy: so I will not say too much about my dinners that summer, except to say that they were exquisite, compared with any that we get here, or that we ever did get, even when the Electors was better run. And then of course it was a life that was full and abounding with interest, I mean compared with anything we know here.

In what way, asked Charlie Meakin, is the life of a fox more interesting than ours?

In every way, said the colonel. Take, for instance, any journey we ever make. Dont we always choose a fast train before a slow one? Dont we like to have a fast car, rather than one that will do only thirty? Those are only two instances; but they show that we dont enjoy journeys and only want to get to the other end. It is the same thing with a drive in a taxi. It is because we observe nothing; nothing, I mean compared with a fox. I used to notice every flower, every tree, each change of the landscape as I moved. Well, I cant tell you the things I would notice on a short walk. It would take too long. And when I told you all I had seen, there would remain the smells. And besides sights and smells, which told one so much, there were all the sounds of the night, and of the morning and evening, more than our ears can hear, and meaning more when heard than any sounds do to us.

Of those three things, sounds, sights and smells, that came my way in a single day and a night, I could tell you enough to make three books. They wouldnt of course be popular, because they would tell so much more than anybody had noticed, that they would say they were not true to life. But it would make three books. Well, I wont keep you listening to all that; but, if you would like to come into the reading-room with me, we could have our coffee there, and I would tell you what happened, if you would care to hear.

We were all of us interested to hear what Sinadryana had done, and what the colonel had made of it, and we said we would come to the reading-room. There we went, and had coffee brought to us. It was a convenient room for such a talk; for nobody ever reads anything at the Electors, so far as I have been able to notice, except newspapers, and there are only books in the reading-room. So we were not disturbed.

Well, said the colonel, the summer slipped away, and one day as I was coming home with a partridge in the twilight I heard a very unpleasant sound, a sound that of course I remembered from my ordinary experience as a sportsman, which I think I may call myself; but it had other associations for the body I now inhabited, and it seemed to thrill through me in a very unpleasant manner. It was nothing less than a horn. The horn of a huntsman gathering his hounds together and heading for home. That made me think. But I am only using a phrase, a phrase that we should use here, but not one that really describes the situation. I was aware, fully aware without any thinking, that calamity was impending.

Nothing happened the next day. I slept in the morning and got a fine turkey that night from a farm, and things were the same as ever. But the next night I caught the smell of a man in the wood, and I saw a light moving and heard human voices; and at once I had the feeling as we should call it, but what was with me a certain knowledge, that not all was well. Nothing came near my earth, but men were walking about at a time when they should be in their houses, and every omen told that trouble would come to the wood. I had eaten my turkey and had to go out to get a goose, so that I could not stop to see what they were doing, but all the while I had the knowledge that it was nothing good.

I came unseen to the farm on which was the flock of geese. All the stars were shining, and the geese had been shut in behind high wire-netting, which leaned away from me when I jumped at it, and gave me an easy slope to climb. The geese knew I was coming. Geese know too much. And they began to cackle before I reached the wire. A dog barked too, but not before the geese had called his attention. So I had to be quick. I got my goose by the throat and killed it, because I could not get over the wire with it, but had to jump with it and drop it over the top of the wire and then jump again and get over myself, and pick up the goose and go on.

Fortunately the dog was tied up. A door opened, and the glory of man appeared. I beg your pardon. I was forgetting. I mean lamp-light. It shone out from the door. You would hardly believe how disconcerting it was, or how I hated it. But I was soon away in the night, that was always so friendly to me, and where mans reign is ended, for his power is over after the stars come out. I came back to my wood, content, and went in with my goose among the great trees and came to the brambles in which I had my home. But when I came to the track by which I used to enter them, which was only known to me, I found that the brambles had been trodden down, and my track was a wide path. Worse than that, when I got to my earth I found it was stopped. You dont perhaps realize all that that means.

Imagine coming home at night to your flat, about to have a late dinner; and afterwards to have perhaps a whisky-and-soda and a cigar, sitting in front of your fire in a nice chair reading the right kind of book, I mean a good sporting book about life as it really is, and then going comfortably to bed. And imagine your latch-key sticking in the lock, and nothing you can do being able to open the door. Well, there you are. Of course there are plenty of hotels that you can go to, and there were plenty of places where I could sleep in the wood. But a hotel isnt quite the same as sitting in front of your own fire; and other places were not quite the same to me. And not only that, but the fear came back, the knowledge that something was wrong.

There is nothing wrong in itself in walking about at night; but the fact remains that, when men do it, there is always something wrong. And a light in a wood at night is a very sure sign of it. You can see that for yourself. The dimness, the darkness, the shadows, and the hush of a wood are one thing. Lights are quite another. Lights have to do with houses and noise and the ways of men. But I cant explain it to you. One feels different about such things now. But, at the time, I knew that something was very wrong. I found comfortable lodgings in some bracken that grew very thick in a clearing. And there I ate my goose and went to sleep. But the knowledge was never absent, even in my sleep, that something was wrong with the wood.


CHAPTER X

WHEN the next morning shone, everything was the same as usual. But the tracks of men in the wood, and a faint odour of them that in some places lingered yet, and the memory of the light in the night, all joined to make one foreboding; and a glance at my home, with a big stone jammed in the entrance, was enough to show that the foreboding was true. There are occasions; they have never arisen for me; but there are occasions when it is better to change your address altogether. Ive known men who had to do it. But I dont think I ever quite realized until then what it means to leave a house in which you have lived for some time, every room and passage of which are so well-known to you that they have probably come to seem the centre of the whole earth.

You could go into such a house in the dark and walk straight to your favourite chair, and sit down in it and be comfortable. Your very personality becomes impressed on it, and in your turn you receive influences from its hills, till it becomes a part of your life. It is just the same with an earth. I felt homesick for it. And of course I could have dug my way back into it in a few hours, but something told me that it was better to leave that neighbourhood altogether. Now, I dont know if I am right to advise you that those impressions are nearly always right. They are, but then one cant be always giving way to uneasy impressions. It wouldnt do. But one thing I can advise you without any doubt. And that is that, if for any reason you do decide to act upon one of those forebodings, whatever you call them, then you should act at once.

I think I am older than any of you, and I think I can confidently give you that advice. If you do decide for any reason that things look so bad where you are, that you had better start afresh in another district, whatever you may be doing, then it is no use hoping that they may become better if you wait, or that there is plenty of time, or anything like that. It is better to start at once. If you are right in thinking that anything bad may be coming, you cant tell when it may come. Better to start at once. That is the mistake that I made. I thought that night would be better for travelling, and that I would dig down round the stone and have one more comfortable day in my old home. I was right about night being better for travelling, but I was wrong to cling to the comfort that it was time to leave. So I started digging a bit, and lay down a bit outside my home, and caught a few beetles; and the morning was wearing away, when I noticed a stir on roads.

Of course one expects traffic on roads, but it was coming from all of them, and more than usual on each. You might not have noticed a road from anywhere outside my wood, for there were none near it; but I could hear sounds from a great distance in those days, and I could tell by a faint hum, and sometimes the sound of a far voice that shrilled up from it, that there was traffic on all the roads which led to the fields that lay all round my home. And then I heard the sounds of horses hooves, and all the omens that troubled me seemed to point in one direction, and I knew that I was to be hunted.

Soon the clatter of hooves on the road turned to a thudding, and they were cantering over the grass towards my wood. Then I heard that terrible sound again, the sound of a horn. I slipped away through the wood at once and came to the edge of it and peered out to see where the wind was; and there was an old friend of mine there, the south-west wind, and together we went away from the wood before the hounds reached it. I heard a loud voice in the wood and then the horn again, and, more dreadful than even the horn, the cry of the hounds behind me. I came to a hedge, and another and another, as I went from field to field, and before I came to each one I picked a place to go through, the narrowest and thorniest I could find.

Eric Didd, who was not a hunting man, opened his mouth to ask why, but the colonel swept on with his story.

In about the fifth of the fields I saw a flock of sheep and went up to them, and they ran and I ran with them. That might have beaten the hounds, if I had had them alone after me. Hitherto I had had to do with dogs alone, or men alone; but now they were helping each other, and the huntsman called the hounds on, on the far side of the sheep, and I gained very little. I was going downhill from the wood in the fresh morning air and the wind was with me, so that the first ten fields could not have quickened my breathing by as much as a single breath. But the hounds had the same advantage, and I could tell by their voices theirs too was a perfect freshness.

It was a gorgeous autumn, and the beeches were in their full glory; crab-apples were shining in hedges, and the leaves of the cherry-trees added their patches of splendour. You may think that when I was running for my life I should have noticed nothing of these. But I was, as I have told you, in some strange way a part of it all, and we seemed to know each other, the autumn and I, though the autumn looked at me sadly.

I came to a stream at which I used to drink, a stream of very good water, for water has different tastes, you know, almost as different as some vintages of claret have. It almost spoke to me, chattering over its pebbles, but also a little sadly, and it used to be such a merry stream. I should have liked to swim down it some way, to throw off the hounds; but they were too close and I had to hurry. So I crossed the stream and ran on. I was now at the end of the long slope from the hill; but even without the hill to help me I was still as fresh as the morning. So were the hounds. A few more fields, and I saw the long straight line of a hedgerow that marked a road.

The road could have helped me nearly as much as the stream, but I always avoided roads, except at night. Today I saw men on it in both directions, but I slanted across it without being seen. The slant might check the hounds among other scents for a few moments. Indeed, it did so. But I heard the horn again and the huntsman calling them on. He knew that I would have gone down the road.

You know, the intelligence of a pack of hounds and the intelligence of a man, working together, is a very dangerous thing. And that is what I had against me. I saw that at once. And I knew I should need to use all my wits against them. But for this I had to get well ahead, so as to have time and room for manoeuvre. I gained a bit at the road while the huntsman was bringing the hounds on, and I gained a little at every hedge, slipping through the thick places easier than what they could.

And then I remembered a ditch under a hedgerow in the country to which I was coming where there was a fine hole made by rabbits, which went down a long way into some spacious rooms, where I could be safe and very comfortable. Towards this I headed, all the while increasing my lead, crossing large grass fields and making my way through hedges, and the wind still with me. And soon I came to the hedgerow that I remembered on the far side of the ditch, and I ran along till I came to where the big hole used to be in the side of the bank. But a large stone was in it, like the one that I found in my home. It, too, was stopped. I saw this as I ran by. I did not stop, and barely turned my head. Time was too valuable. I ran on faster then, to gain enough lead to be able to run back along my tracks for a little way, if necessary. And for the first time my breath came a trifle quicker.

I looked for more sheep, but could not see any. I therefore ran for another stream, which I knew that there was ahead of me, almost exactly on the way that the wind was blowing. Either I had crossed it when going, one night, to look for my dinner, or I knew with the feeling I had for the countryside, of which, as I told you, I was in some way a part, that the slope of the land ahead must go down to a stream; or perhaps I felt the dampness of it flooding the side of a hill, or caught a glimpse of some distant willows. I cannot remember now. But, whatever it was, I knew. And, sure enough, all the way below that slope a small stream was running. I crossed the stream and ran on a little way, then turned back along my tracks and got down into it and waded up it, not stopping to drink; there was no time for that, but the water cooled and refreshed me.

The sound of the hounds grew louder, and they were very close to the stream where I left it. So close they were that I could see the hounds run on into the field into which I had not gone more than twenty or thirty yards, and I saw them scatter and sniff the ground, and knew they had lost my scent. But I heard the horn again, and its terrible notes collected them, and the huntsman led them almost at once to my track. How did he know?

I had gained a little time, but nothing more. And I gained very little more than what I had lost by going slowly up the stream. It is very unpleasant to be pursued by an intelligence greater than your own. I could fool the hounds whenever I liked, but this human intelligence did things I could not foresee. And it was uncanny, because all the actions of men that I had watched were, if you will excuse my saying so, so foolish. I am only giving you, mind you, the impressions of a fox. I dont say these were accurate, or just. I shouldnt like to say that. But, as I saw them at that time, men seemed unable to smell, unable to see any distance by day or to see at all at night; and, on account of these defects and a feeble understanding, to be unable to know what was going on at all.

And then I could not help noticing, what I am afraid is true, that without the help of a horse, or one of their strange machines, they could not move any faster than a four-days-old rabbit. This made it seem to me at the time, if you will excuse my saying it now, that, even if they did know what was going on, they could not take any real part in it. And this made it all the more uncanny, when I found I could not get away from them. It was, if you will again excuse my saying so, like being hunted by a slug. I am sure you have all at one time or another said hard things about a fox. After all, a fox is a nuisance to anyone who keeps poultry. So you wont mind, will you, if I express a certain amount of disparagement  shall I say?  that comes from the point of view that I seem to have had when I was unfortunately a fox.

And we all assured him we would not mind.

Hearing it for the first time, the colonel went on, must I am afraid be somewhat galling. We so seldom hear any criticism from any other race. Perhaps I should say never. So it must be all the more irritating when you do hear it. And yet if I do not tell you quite honestly what I felt at the time, you will not get a story that will tally with all the facts, and may not believe it at all. So I think it is best to tell you exactly what happened. If there is anything in it that jars on your sense of fitness, and I entirely agree that it may, you must put the blame, where after all it belongs, on that fellow Sinadryana.

Look out, I said, he is over there.

For he had uttered the name rather loudly, and the pundit was still in a chair at the end of the room.

All right, said the colonel in a lower voice. But youll agree that he is to blame for it.


CHAPTER XI

LOCAL animosities that arise in the club can be of no interest to the general reader, and for some while the story of that hunt was interrupted by some of that strong feeling, to which I have already made reference, that arose in our club between the committee and some of the members over the election of the pundit. To this dispute the colonel returned. But my reader will not care to peruse his arguments, nor, I think, for me to record any more of his rather disparaging comments upon the human race, of which we are justly proud. Sufficient that he apologized for them, that his apologies were accepted by all of us, and that after a little while he continued his story.

It had been something of a shock to me finding that any little dodges I tried were so quickly countered by the huntsman that they scarcely gained for me the time I required. It took the zest out of any fancy I had to trick the hounds by my devices. It looked as if it might come to sheer running; and if I could rely only on that, I should be run down in the end. But I was still fresh, and the wind was with me and good grass country before.

And very soon my confidence returned to me, and I thought of a plan which I felt sure would save me. There was a gorse covert on a hill, growing in a sparse wood which was not many fields ahead, and I knew a fellow that lived there. A fox, I meant to have said. My idea was to go into the wood and find him there in the gorse, where he always was, and warn him that there was terrible trouble afoot, and that the hounds were looking for him. Very soon he would hear the sounds of them, and coming right on top of my warning, which I would of course put as strongly as it could be put, he would go on at once. Then I would dodge sideways, and the hounds would go after him. Rather unfriendly of course, rather unsporting; but it is done every day and is not so unfair as it may sound to you, because he is fresh and all he has got to do is to find another fox further on to do the same for him. Then they are always chasing a fresh fox. You see what I mean. I dont call it unfair at all.

No-o-o, said Charlie Meakin rather doubtfully. But he doesnt hunt, and knew nothing about it, and was hearing that common device for the first time. The rest of us assured the colonel that we agreed it was quite all right. And he went on.

Unfortunately, he continued, when I got to the covert, the fox that I was expecting was not there. So all I could do was to run straight through, and the open fields were before me again. Still I looked out for sheep, and at last I saw some again in a field on the slope of a hill. So I left the level fields and went up to them, and they ran and I ran among them.

Again the hounds were puzzled, as I could hear, when they came to the field where the sheep were. But the field was so high that the huntsman had seen the sheep running, and again he called the hounds on, and again I heard their voices. Coming to a ditch with a bank on the far side, I noticed for the first time, as I sprang across, the slightest trace of fatigue. Then I put the thought of it out of my mind and ran on. I felt that it would not matter, because I was well ahead of the hounds, and not many fields away now was a wood in which there were badgers, who, when shelter is really needed, keep open house. Indeed I have rarely known one of their doors to be shut, and in this wood there were at least three.

It was a deep wood with old trees in it, and one of the badgers entrances was under an old beech-tree, and another a hundred yards further on under a big yew, and a great corridor connected the two, and not very far away was another door. Of course a big house like that was known far and wide, and I knew it well, as well as you would know the Houses of Parliament. And there I decided to go and ask for shelter. My run uphill to the sheep had slightly tired me, and I saw it was time that I had a bit of a rest.

The wood where the badgers lived was also upon a hill, but I knew that I should not mind the fatigue of running up that, when a rest was before me safe among those great corridors. And then I caught sight of the wood a good way off, and the sight of it cheered me so much that I felt no more fatigue; and I went on through hedge after hedge, still choosing the thorniest places, and the hounds were not gaining.

Then I came to the slope of the hill, and that did make me pant a little, but the shelter so close encouraged me, and still I ran as fast as the hounds were running, though they were still on the flat and I with the slope against me. Then I came to the dark wood, and the hounds reached the base of the slope. Once I was under the trunks of those great old trees amidst the dark of the wood, tired though I was, I felt safe. There was no sign of a badger about, for they do not like broad daylight, but I saw and smelt their tracks and followed them straight to their home. I was going slower now, and panted a bit more. And then I came to the great home of the badgers, under the roots of the beech-tree. And their front entrance was stopped. I rushed on to their next door.

Tired or not, I ran as hard as I could, for there was not so much time now. It also was stopped. And the next. Great stones were in the entrances; bigger than the one in my home, or the badgers would have soon had it out; but this was too big for them. What was I to do? I should have liked to rest; but there was no time for it. I could hear the hounds clearly.

Well, there I was, and in as nasty a predicament as you can well imagine. It was no use calling out that I was a man; I had no voice with which to do it. I might have barked in Morse, and there would have been plenty of men out who knew the Morse code. But who would have believed me? And after the whole of that summer as a fox, I didnt very clearly remember it always myself. It was a foxs wits I was using, and a foxs wits that must save me. But how?

I ran on through the wood, and then back again, choosing all the thickest places, and then forward once more. Then I had to leave the wood. There was no time to stay any longer. As I left the wood the leading hound must have entered the other side. Again I had the slope of the hill to help me; and I needed its help now. The hounds ran up and down the wood for a while. I could hear it full of their voices. And then one hounds voice was raised, all by itself. I knew what that meant. And, almost immediately after, I heard the terrible sound of the horn, and they were all in full cry again.

I needed time because I badly needed rest, and I should have to use my wits to gain it. My breath was coming short, and I had only my wits to rely on, and I looked about, as I ran, for some opportunity to use them. And an opportunity soon came. I saw an old man walking along a lane, and a sheep-dog running behind him and sometimes in front, looking, so far as I could see, for rabbits. I went straight down to the dog; and, before the man could see what had happened, the dog was off after me. The man began shouting, and the dog gave one look round over his shoulder, as though to say he would be back in a moment; but a dog that was looking for rabbits was not likely to pay much attention to anything else when he met me, and he was away over the fields after me.

The dog was fat, and began to tire in the second or third field. But as soon as he began to go slower, I went slower too, and let him come right up to me, and kept him chasing me as long as I could. When he was nearly beat I began to limp, and that brought him on a bit further and I must have kept him behind me for nearly a mile. A bit of a double then back on my tracks, and I slanted away in a new direction. My scent was still there, but I had confused the issue, as we should put it, and I hoped the hounds would be puzzled. And so they were, and they overshot the line that I had doubled; and they must have gone nosing about the field, for their voices died down and there was a beautiful silence, except for the drumming of hooves, and I gained on them. But then I heard again that terrible horn.

There was nothing for it now but water. I saw a weedy pond in which I could have hidden from the hounds with my nose up under the weeds, if it wasnt for the man with the horn. But I knew that he would have found me. I looked at the slant of the land and saw where a stream must run, and found it, a shallow one running over mossy rocks, which suited me very well, and I ran down the middle of it.

Again the hounds voices ceased the moment they came to it, and again I heard the horn, but going away from me, calling them up the stream. And just as I thought I had beaten that accursed human wisdom (you will excuse the expression, I know) they must have turned, for I heard the horn coming nearer. Downstream they came on my side of the bank and all of a sudden I heard those terrible voices break out again all together, and they were after me again. Again I could have beaten the hounds, for I could have climbed a tree. Yes, there was an old tree with a slant on it, leaning away from a wind that had blown at it off and on for two or three hundred years, all covered with ivy, and I could have climbed it. That would have beaten the hounds, had they been alone, but I darent risk being found there by the man with the horn, so I had to keep straight on.

I came to a ploughed field, and my steps seemed very heavy, but I kept myself going with the thought that there was a good grass field beyond it, over which I could run lightly. When I came to the grass field my steps were as heavy as ever. And now I was no longer gaining upon the hounds. You dont quite realize perhaps what that meant to me.

You have all of you probably different makes of cars, and I know one gets to think ones own kind of car is the best. Supposing you were out one day, any of you, in one of your cars, and you found you were being overtaken by a party of boys on bicycles. You would think something was wrong with your car. Well, it was like that. Only a thousand times worse. I passed a drain that ran under a road. How easily I could have beaten the hounds! But there were worse than they after me.

The drumming of horses hooves drew nearer now. I ran down the road, but a man appeared on a bicycle, and either my natural fear of man or my mistrust of all his machines, or my knowledge that he would give me away, made me leave the road. I gained scarcely anything there, and in the fields I was no longer gaining at all. And then I began to lose. I did not realize it at once, but the hounds sounded nearer. I thought it was only my fancy, or that something had made them cry louder, or that a gust of wind carried their voices more clearly. But I knew they were nearer. I went on over open fields, and saw nothing that would help my escape. Now I was outside country that I knew, and could only keep on down wind without knowing where I was going.

Another field, and the hounds were unmistakably nearer. I dont know if youve ever been hunted. Hunted for your life, I mean. If not, you will scarcely be able to realize the feeling. There is no other experience exactly like it. I saw the outline of what seemed like a wood, but it was only an old hedgerow that had run wild and straggled a century or so ago, a line of oaks and a strip of hazels among them.

There was nothing that I could do there, and I was through it in a few moments. I came to a thick patch of brambles in rough country and ran through that. But I think the hounds went round it, for I gained nothing there. Indeed, I was still losing. And then it came to me that there was no way out. If I had been in country I knew, I might have done something. But here I could do nothing. And the cry of the hounds was louder still, and distinctly closer now. Hopes came to me that the hounds might tire, or that the men would lose interest and take them home, or that I should find some great shelter like what I had looked for among the badgers. But I knew that the end was near.

Meanwhile I ran on. Small things you would not have noticed seemed brighter and lovelier than I ever thought they were, except a few that seemed to have been in my memory from ever so long ago; and some of the things I saw seemed as lovely even as they. I saw trees with beautiful shapes, and shining flowers. I wished I had seen more of them when I could have done so whenever I liked. Now I was looking at them for the last time. Birds seemed to know that, and every animal that I passed. A burst of voices from the hounds sounded terribly near. And then they were in the same field with me. And suddenly I heard quite clearly Sinadryana intoning one of his spells, and I knew it was time to turn. So I stopped and turned, and the leading hound came up; and I heard the spell droning on as I fixed my teeth in his throat, and the rest of the pack went over me. I felt no pain whatever. None. And I am sure that the hound felt none, in whose throat my teeth were fixed. So ended that incarnation.

As the colonel said these words the pundit rose from his chair, and happened to walk right past us. And, somehow seeing him there just at that moment made me feel like watching a murder.


CHAPTER XII

ITS a curious thing, said the colonel, when Sinadryana had passed; but the next thing that fellow did was to make me a moth.

A moth! exclaimed one of us.

One of the hawkmoths, said Polders. A hummingbird hawkmoth as a matter of fact. I didnt know what kind at the time, but thats what I should say it was, judging from the things that I did; that is to say the things that came natural to me. My life went into the hawkmoth at once from the fox. I was in a garden and it was clearly autumn, and flowers that still survived were mostly drooping. Dahlias were still shining, and some snapdragons, and there were michaelmas daisies. I felt hungry, and wishing that I were in front of a snapdragon that I saw some distance away, in which I knew there would be honey. And instantly I was there. It seemed almost like magic, but was not. I had merely flown there, but my flight was as quick as a wish.

I poised myself on the air before the flower, beating my wings at a pace I cannot describe to you. And in the midst of that whirr of wing-beats I remained perfectly still, and put out my tongue and licked up the honey that there was far down in the flower. I cannot entirely describe to you the taste of the honey. It was partly like honey, but it was more than that; it was like a very fine dinner with champagne, and a glass of something like Benedictine at the end of it. All the good tastes we know seemed blended in those few sips from the store of the snapdragon.

It seemed late to be out, for I felt that October was gone, and the warmth of the sun was waning. I dont know how I knew it was waning, but there was something mournful about it, and it seemed to be saying farewell. All the more reason to gather honey, while there was still some to be had, though the flowers seemed to be saying farewell too. When I had gathered the honey from a flower, motionless in front of it except for my wing-beats, I went on to another; but not as you would have a drink, say, here, and then go on to another of your clubs; not as you would go by taxi or by your car. I moved away sideways, more with the speed of a thought than anything by which you have ever travelled.

So I passed one of those sunny days that linger on into autumn and often give rise in myself to some mournful fancy. But now I felt the mournfulness as a fact. When the sun set and gloaming came and the earth darkened, a glow came into the flowers which, faint though it was, enabled me to see them and still gather honey, when all else was dark. Then the gloaming thrilled with calls that I cannot describe to you; moths of exquisite beauty called across it from great distances.

Could you see great distances? asked Charlie Meakin.

No, said the colonel.

Then how did you know they were beautiful? Charlie Meakin asked.

That is one of the things that I cannot explain to you, said the colonel. I only knew that they were of exquisite beauty, lovelier than anything ever imagined in fairyland, and calls from them were thrilling across the evening. I followed one of those calls, and it led me a long way.

What was it like? asked Charlie Meakin.

But I saw that it was something that the colonel could not explain. Many a man, after all, has a wireless set, and is perfectly familiar with all its knobs, and turns it on every evening. But ask him to explain it, especially to someone who has never heard of wireless, and what would he make of it all? I saw that there was some method of communication between moths, of which the colonel knew nothing, except that he had experienced it, and I was afraid that any further cross-examination of the kind that Charlie Meakin was beginning to undertake would not only get for him no useful information, but might spoil the story for all of us. So I said to Charlie Meakin, It was evidently some message such as a telegram that you might send to Brighton.

I did not refer to anything of any interest whatever, still less to anything I should desire to print. But it shut up Charlie Meakin, which was my only reason for saying it. And Colonel Polders went on:

I was going where I said, a long way over the hills, and I came on my way to a village in a valley. And the windows were glowing with such a lovely light that I forgot the call that was ringing across the evening, and tried to go instead to one of those beautiful lights. And I beat myself against what must have been a window, and could get no further towards where that light was glowing. All the earth was by now dark except for those golden lights, though there was still a gorgeous glow very low in the sky. Some stars were shining too, but the golden lights were lovelier. There are many things that I find I cannot describe to you, and the glory of the light that I saw through what must have been a window was the hardest to describe of them all.

What did it look like? asked Charlie Meakin.

It was like a lamp, said the colonel. But there was a glory about it that lured me with such a power that it cannot possibly have been a mere lamp. I dont know what it was. But it was beautiful and wonderful and very mysterious. I wanted to enter this strange heaven, but could not because of the glass against which I often beat myself.

Had there been no other lights I think I should never have left that mysterious splendour, but would have beat myself against that glass all night. But as I swept by, going backwards and forwards and beating myself against the glass as I went, I saw the others shining, and rushed off to see if I could come to one of them. Again that sheet of glass against which I beat myself, which stood between me and this unimaginable glory, glowing with its strange splendour and calling me to it. And my grief at not being able to reach it was something such as I never had known as a man. And, as I darted past that window again and again, I saw a third light glowing. If such a thing was possible, it was lovelier even than the others were. It was like a great anthem, sounding in golden halls.

Like an anthem? I couldnt help asking.

Yes, said the colonel. The glory of that light could be perceived by more than one sense. It was calling to me with music as well as with beauty. Looking back upon the white pillar that I saw gleaming there, going up into a golden radiation whose rays seemed bars of the most ethereal music, I suppose it was only a candle; but, whatever it was, it was something irresistible to a moth. I darted towards it, and there was no barrier, no window I mean; nothing between me and that unearthly light glowing amongst melodies and irresistible calls.

And it was a candle? asked Charlie Meakin.

Looking back on it, said the colonel, I see that that is what it must have been. But there was a lure in it and a beauty in it as irresistible to a moth as some of the things that we go after here, which to a moth might not seem of any more value than a candle seems to us. It must have been a candle in a cottage bedroom, and the window had been left open. I rushed towards it till its glory was all round me and its melodies were singing in my ears.

So intense a glory must have had its disappointments, had I been able to reach it and to enjoy it. Such is the law for all achievement here. I did reach it, but at the moment I did so, even through such music as my ears had never known before, I heard that fellow who, I am glad to see, has just gone out of the room, I heard him intoning another of his spells. The glory around me reached its utmost intensity, a golden flash more glorious than gold can be, illuminated by any light we know. No stained glass of any cathedral in any dawn could give you an idea of it, and the music that I heard or felt all about me was far beyond my power to imagine, and even beyond the power of our musicians or of all musicians that have ever been, for they have given us nothing like it.

My wings were caught in the power of that ecstatic glory, for there is always a great power where supreme splendours are, and I fell downwards towards the central glow and, falling, heard louder still that fellows spells, each word said clearly and grimly, although I did not know what language he spoke. And suddenly I found myself far from that glory, and only dimly remembered it.

Earth was all about me, and that heavenly glow was gone. I was in the doorway of a little house, and low wooden walls were all round me. Faster and faster I was forgetting the memories of that splendour that I had known, and soon they faded and were lost altogether. But they did not fade soon enough to save me one melancholy comparison between that greatest glory that I have known, and the place in which I now found myself. It was unfortunately a sty. I dont know if that fellow thinks he has some distorted sense of humour, or if it is merely malice. But, whatever it is, I wonder that he dares to show himself in the same room with me.


CHAPTER XIII

WELL, there it was. I was a pig. And that damned fellow Sinadryana dares to sit in the same room with me. How would he like it himself? Not so much of a change perhaps for him as for me. But, even so, he probably wouldnt like it. It only shows how right I was to try to keep him out of the club. If only he could be persuaded to try his tricks on some of the committee, they would see what I mean. I dont mind him playing with spells: its the kind of thing they do in Benares. But I ought never to have let him try them on me. And when I was rash enough to let him, he should never have played a trick like that on any member of the Electors. And, besides all that, the smoke of those spices he burnt made à nasty smell in the club.

Do they do much of that kind of thing in Benares? asked Major Brinner.

Much more than is good for the place, said the colonel.

Yes, I expect they do, I said.

And I may as well explain to my reader the object of my remark, for it may not seem to have any point. My object, which I think may also have been the object of Major Brinner, was, by leading the colonel away from his grievance against the pundit, to let him get on with his story. He did not immediately do so, but uttered a few more angry remarks, which are not worth recording. Some, indeed, were unprintable. And then an astonishing remark from Eric Didd suddenly brought him back to it.

I always wished that I had been a pig, said Didd.

Wished it? Wished it? said the colonel. It is the last thing that I wished. And it would never have happened if

I was always fond of a good meal, said Didd.

A good meal! said the colonel. There was plenty of food I admit, but it was not of the kind that I should have chosen. I should have preferred truffles, for one thing. And, by the way, why do we never see them in the club? They are quite easily got. And then I should have liked acorns. I dont say I want them here: some of my tastes were different then. But I didnt complain at the time. I only mean that the quality of my food was not quite the attraction you think, though good enough. And then I couldnt see very well what was going on, because of the high walls of the sty, but fortunately I had a very wet nose.

A very wet nose? exclaimed Charlie Meakin.

Yes, said the colonel. One cannot smell anything without a good wide area that is always damp. This I fortunately had, and so was able to know what was going on. With limitations of course, for I couldnt know very much about what was happening downwind. But where I was able to give my attention, I understood very well.

And what was going on? asked Charlie Meakin.

Oh, more than I could tell you about, said the colonel. Quite as much there as here. Only that, lying there in the sty without any immediate occupation other than meals, I was able to spare an amount of attention, that one cannot always spare here, to the study of what was going on.

But what sort of things? Charlie Meakin insisted.

All sorts of things, said the colonel. Sit here and watch what is happening all round you, even in this room, and any observant man will see more than perhaps he has thought of. See that waiter there walking through the room: he is going to bring coffee and cream to that man over there. That would be Puggins. I see there is one lump of sugar for him. There! He has reached him now, and Puggins is going to pour out the coffee. Yes, he does. And now he is going to put some cream in it. He hasnt left much room for the cream. No, hes paying the waiter first. I see it is fivepence. Now he puts in the cream.

But, but, said Charlie Meakin, all that is of no interest.

No, said the colonel. But it is to a pig. Weve lost the edge of all our interests, and so the edge of our observation is blunt too; but in a pig those things are all fresh. And then I only mentioned one of the things, out of hundreds that were happening in this room. There are all the things, besides, that are going on in the street, and in the next street. A pig keeps in touch with all those.

In touch with them? said Charlie Meakin. How?

He can smell them all, said the colonel. Thats what his wet nose is for. No, it is a very ample life that is led by a pig. I was very much in touch with all that was going on. Of course I was taking no active part in it. I would compare the life of a pig to that of a scholar in a good library. He has the news of the world all round him for thousands of years and is in constant touch with what its thinkers have said, and its adventurers done. But of course my news was fresher, as it were: you cant expect cold print to give you things quite so fresh as scents in the air. They tell you exactly what is going on and how it is happening, in a way that printers ink can never quite do.

Oh yes, I was very much in touch with the world. And a pig hears a great deal too. Lying there I would hear the cock crow almost before light came into the sty, and would know what he thought of the morning. And then there were cows lowing on the same farm in which I was. They told one a good deal too. You know that we imagine a cow only says moo, moo; but you know that she says a great deal more than that if youve been a pig. In the same way you may think that I regretted the loss of speech when that damned fellow put me into a sty. Sinadryana, I mean.

But that was not so at all. I found that I could express quite as much as I can now. I didnt merely say honk, honk, as you people suppose. Every grunt had a different tone to it. Men may not have understood me. But that was not my fault. That didnt trouble me. Any more than it troubles me today to think that things I am saying might not be understood by a Chinaman. No, I knew what was going on, and was able to express my views on it. And, short of having an actual part in things, I take it thats all one wants.

Charlie Meakin opened his mouth, and I was able to give him a look that stopped his remark, whatever he was going to say. For it seemed to me that the colonel was speaking now from a point of view from which we were most unlikely ever to hear any news again, and that, if he were interrupted now, we might possibly lose some bit of information that, however uninteresting, had at least the attraction of being something we could not hear from another source.

You may think I missed the comforts that we have here, as well as such things as smoking, the colonel went on. But I had other comforts.

We all looked at him in silence, not liking to interrupt, but wondering what those comforts could be. And he told us.

Scratching, for instance, he said. I do not know anything pleasanter than having ones back scratched with a stick. That is to say, I dont mean now. I am only speaking of what pigs like. Dont misunderstand me. Pigs like to have their backs scratched with sticks. And in the unfortunate position in which I was, for which that fellow is entirely to blame, I got a certain amount of enjoyment from things that are usual under such circumstances. That is all I am saying.

Well, there were men on that farm who often visited me, and whenever they came they always gave me that peculiarly gratifying form of what I may call massage. It is certainly most satisfying; and when one has no other actual occupation between meals besides reflection and observation, it is by no means to be despised. They were understanding people, and understood me well. And I thought I understood them. Ah well, there are tragic things in life; and one sometimes makes tragic mistakes.

I thought those men were intelligent friendly people. What they turned out to be I shall tell you. But at the time of which I am talking I believed them to be entirely friendly, and they never passed me without some cheery word, and I replied with cheery greetings to them. If they could not understand me I thought no worse of them for that. But I think they did. Well, I was grateful for their attentions and happy to exchange greetings with them, and I thought they were as sincere as I was myself. Even when two of them leaned over my wall and talked about me in a way that might have warned me they had sinister motives, still I never suspected them. I should have done so, of course, if I could have fully followed their words, but much of the language had dwindled out of my memory. I was old, and I think they were saying so, and were plotting things against me.

Well, its a very unfortunate story I have to tell you. Their greetings were thoroughly false, their friendship entirely assumed. They cared nothing for the friendly greetings I gave them, but cared only for their sinister plans. So sinister were they that there was a certain feeling of suspicion in the air whenever these men went by, a certain feeling from which I might have guessed. But I never did. Though out of that ominous air that there was about them there did come to me once an old phrase from the life that I used to live, whose memories had mostly receded so far from me, the phrase bleeding like a pig. We often use it, and it lingered still in my memory, perhaps for that reason, though it lingered only faintly. And the phrase seemed to suggest that somebody injured pigs; for blood does not come without cause. And then the phrase faded away. I remember all these things now, though at the time I forgot them. You had better ask that fellow Sinadryana how that is.

Well, days passed by very pleasantly, and those faint suspicions that sometimes haunted the air only blew by like some faint wisp of smoke that came from dead leaves burned in a distant garden and was gone again as the wind changed. So that when they came for me unexpectedly with their farm-cart those faint suspicions had taught me nothing, and I still believed in the friendliness of those men, and did not know where they were taking me.

Of the man to whom they took me, when I arrived, I had no doubt whatever. There was a smell of blood about him. I knew at once he was a butcher, and I squealed. I squealed in order to warn everybody round about that something dreadful was going to happen, just as, if one saw a murder about to be perpetrated here, one would inform the police, and the policeman might blow a whistle. I had only a squeal. And then I heard that fellow again, that fellow Sinadryana, and he was intoning another spell. And the smell of blood and my squeal and that fellows spell all blended together with every sinister thing among omens of evil all round me; and I left that incarnation.


CHAPTER XIV

WELL, youll hardly believe it, said Colonel Polders, but the damned fellow made me an eel. As I woke in a flash from that incarnation that I was telling you about, I found I was evidently in soft mud over which water was flowing.

Good lord! said Major Brinner. That was nasty.

Not as bad as you would suppose, answered the colonel. To be frank, I was perfectly comfortable. I will say that for the fellow; he always made me comfortable. No credit to him of course. Its merely that animals lead comfortable lives. And, when he sent me there, I was naturally comfortable. Not that an eel is an animal. But you know what I mean. Why animals should be any more comfortable than us I dont know. With all our conveniences, it should be the other way about. But there it was: whenever he played one of his tricks with his spells, I was at least comfortable. That of course does not excuse him for the gross liberties that he took. If anybody thinks that it is any excuse, let him excuse himself to the committee when the whole thing is gone into. Dont think that I am excusing him.

It was time for me to interrupt, or we should have got no more of his story. But at the moment I could think of nothing to say. What I actually said was, An eel. Dear me.

Yes, an eel, said Colonel Polders. I was down in the mud near some very delicious food, which so much took up my attention that for a while I forgot my resentment at the trick the fellow had played me. But it all comes back to me now.

What was the food? asked Charlie Meakin.

Well, worms, as a matter of fact, said the colonel. Yes, that is what they must have been. But they tasted very good.

Yes, I suppose they did, said Charlie.

If this was a sly dig at the colonels tastes, he got no change out of it; for Polders replied, You should try some, and at once went on with his story. Yes, I was down in the mud, he said. And very soft and comfortable it was; compared with the chairs we have here, which cannot be upholstered, we are told, but must always remain as they are for the sake of economy, though they are quite worn out.

And you were an eel? I said.

An eel, certainly, said the colonel. Thats what he had made me. Well, there it was, and I had to get my food, and of course I had to get it as eels do. And it was very good. And sleeping there in the mud was very pleasant. It supported one in a way that no arm-chair ever does, and I have never felt really at ease in one of them since. Not even in a comfortable one. Still less in any of these. I was in a ditch; and, as the water was moving slightly, you might almost call it a stream. Whatever it was, it was a very long way from the sea, and of course fresh water. And there I lived for some time, very placidly. And then came an impulse that I cannot explain to you. To begin with, I was what you call a freshwater fish, and, to go on with, I was perfectly comfortable where I was; and an impulse came to me to go to the sea, to a particular part of the sea.

How was I to find it, you may ask? And that was odd too. For I could point straight to it from my ditch.

I think I told you I had the same kind of feeling when that fellow made me a swallow. But the water wasnt running in that direction. Rather the opposite. And that strange impulse grew rapidly stronger. Almost from the moment it came, I knew that I must go to the Sargasso Sea. Of course I knew no name for it. I merely knew it for the great home of the eels, and the central waters of their kingdom, the gathering-place of our wanderers. And the moment I thought of it I knew that there I must go, and stronger and stronger the lure of wandering came on me and the yearning to see those warm and sparkling waters, which I now began to remember. Yes, I had been there long ago, and was now in a ditch so far from that shining home.

The Sargasso Sea, I began to remember the way there: one went down the ditch and came to a little stream, and it ran into another and after a long way it came to a river, and the river ran to the sea, though that sea was not in the same part of the world as the great home of the eels. The longing grew stronger and stronger, till it grew to a yearning that could not be overcome, and I rose from the mud where all that good food was, and where I had been so comfortable, and began my journey.

You have no idea how pleasant it can be to start on a journey without all the fuss that accompanies our journeys. I had to make no preparations, I did not take anything with me, I did not have to know where to go; I merely swam where the water was going, and came to the little stream and went down over pebbles under the roots of trees, whose branches covered the stream with a roof of green, and so I came to the larger stream, which was flowing the opposite way from the Sargasso Sea.

But still I went on, and now a current began to help me. I passed by old beech-trees whose roots clawed at the water, I went under weeping willows spreading great curtains of green, more brilliantly green in the sunlight than any curtains we know; I went sometimes under bridges, I saw the bright grey shape of a heron fishing, and slipped down into the mud and waited there for that terrible amazon with a spear to go. When I came up again that terror was gone. I saw the blaze of rhododendrons shining in the air and glittering in the water, and great white figures that must have been birch-trees, and the darker shapes of the pines, and then the open fields and the sun flashing down through the ripples, and the stream singing as it went, or so it seemed, for it also was going on a journey. And, coming the other way, I saw a flash of blue as brilliant as a piece of the bluest part of the sky. It was a kingfisher going upstream. He saw me and went on, for I was too big for him. I came to a green sheet of duckweed, like a canopy spread above me.

As I went under it a waterhen ran across it, and it just held her up as she ran. It was going to be a stormy year, for the waterhens nests on the roots of the willows were built high over the water. I never knew that this was a sign that there would be floods. But I seemed to know it then. I saw a fellow in a black coat and white waistcoat sitting on a branch of a willow, a water-ouzel. I saw him again later, darting downstream, flying as the kingfisher flies. I passed a patch of kingcups flashing gold, on mud at the edge of the water, and bulrushes and irises; and I saw orchids leaning over the water, and some wild roses, and a tall flower with three petals, whose name I dont know, rising out of the stream. I saw the nose and whiskers of an otter peering from a hole in the bank, and went safely by.

The stream that was travelling with me grew merrier and began to shout, and we came to a weir, and the stream ran over the mossy rocks, and danced on them as it went by, and I slipped down with it between the rocks, that were covered with dark green moss. I came on cattle standing in the water, that never saw me as I went under them through the cloud of mud that they had stirred with their hooves. I went through flocks of minnows, all of them very busy with their fins, but going nowhere. I met trout that darted past me down the stream, but I soon overtook them again, for they were going on no journey either.

Nothing I met was travelling except myself. I alone was going to the great home of the eels, and I knew it was far behind me and that I was swimming away from it. But I had to come first to the river and so to the sea, before I could turn and head for the home of the eels. I passed through thousands of minnows, loitering by their homes among long green mosses that streamed away from the rocks on which they were growing. I came to sand, that was strewn with little stones, and even bricks and tins that had been thrown in there by men. I passed by many foul tastes. I saw willows so old that they seemed to know as much as the stream of the lore that wild things know.

And I learned a great deal, as I swam along, of what I find hard to explain; because it was all so simple and old that, if I began to explain, I should begin by telling you things so simple that they might sound silly, and so profound that you might not understand them. Swifts were sailing up and down above me. The stream widened, and came along with me more boisterously. And then I heard something before me that was like a grave great song. And it was the river. Yes, we came to the river. I said farewell to the stream, and still the home of the eels was far behind me on the other side of the world, and still I was moving away from it.

Whether he was oppressed by the immensity of that vast journey, or whether some old yearning returned to him for the far home of the eels, I do not know; but the colonel sighed. And then he sipped his coffee, and for a while he said no more. We all sat silent, waiting to hear of that journey. But still he was silently meditating.

What was the river? asked someone.

The Boyne, I should say, said the colonel, judging by the lie of it. But of course I knew no names of any land or rivers, and had nothing at all to guide me but that yearning, and the knowledge of where it was, strong as my knowledge of where the fireplace is in this room, though I am not looking at it at this moment. Stronger, indeed. For if I walked from this chair to that mantelpiece in the darkness, I should probably not arrive at the exact centre of it. But I could not have missed the home of the eels, going half-way across the world. The river was flowing away from it; and, although it turned more than once, it never turned towards the home of the eels.

Still I swam down it, through woods, under bridges, between high banks, through towns, round islands, past a thousand green fields, and in and out among willows where duck and teal were hiding. And the great river came with me. And when the river began to rejoice, and to run with a stronger flow, I also rejoiced, for I knew that the sea was near. And soon I heard the drumming of its waves, and the river ran to them singing. For a little way I went with the river, where it danced on the floor of the sea and leaped up with the waves; and then I said farewell to it, for it was not going my way.

Not yet could I steer for the home of the eels, where its lure was calling to me from half across the world, for land lay between me and it, but I swam on so as to come to the open sea. You may think it was fatiguing, swimming for thousands of miles; but it was not so. For when the time came for me to set out for the home of the eels there came a rhythmic beating upon my tail, and this continued just as breathing does, and persisted even in sleep; and even in sleep that lighthouse glowed for me, the Sargasso Sea, to which I could always point by merely turning my head, instantly, without having to consider, without even needing to know where I was at the time. And still it was away to one side of me, not in the direction in which I was going.

I expect all of you at one time or another have gone away for a change of air, but I do assure you no change you have ever known can compare with the change from life in fresh water to life at sea. There is the difference between the two that there is between light hock and port. Of course the scenery is utterly different too. That you know. But the change from fresh water to salt, if youre an eel, is a bigger change than any change of climate that you have ever known. I got the first taste of it as soon as I went from between the banks of the river, but only a taste of it, because the river was still with me for some way out to sea. It was not till I turned from the way it was going and left it, that the full change burst upon me and thrilled through me. And still land lay between me and the home of the eels. And a day and a night went by, and I knew that the time was come to turn.

How did you know that? asked Charlie Meakin.

Do you know, said the colonel, I havent the slightest idea. But all at once I knew that there was no more land in the way, but only the open ocean. And I turned then to our home, and pointed straight towards it night and day. The colour of the ocean gradually changed from its white and green and turquoise, and all the colours that we know in the sea around our islands, and became the colour of that one dark sapphire that all the seas of the tropics seem to be. And still I swam on. And then I began to meet others. And the nearer I got to the end of my journey, the more I met coming in from various directions.

Where are you going? I asked of the first few that I met. For I found I was able to communicate somehow with other eels. But they only pointed forward with their heads, as though my question were not worth answering more precisely, as though no one could be going anywhere except to the home of the eels. And the sun glowed and the sea glowed, and a great welcome, reaching far out from the home of the eels, glowed more than the sun and the sea. And one day the whole sea thrilled as though with wine and with music, and all around me were other eels coming in, and I knew that at last we had reached the capital of our kingdom, where all the eels come home.

The great weeds waving in that palace of the sea, and the scarlet and golden and azure and emerald fishes, brighter than jewels, that went perpetually by through the glow of the tropic water, where the eel-king reigned in splendour beyond your dreaming, seem scarcely possible, as I try to remember them in a town and so far away to the North. And I think that the more clearly I did remember them, the less you would be able to believe me. And I see we are the only members left in the room, and that waiter looks as if he wants to go to bed. Well, let him go. Perhaps Ive talked enough.


CHAPTER XV

NO more did we get from the colonel that night, about that strange journey. So affected he seemed by reaching the home of the eels, or his deep content while dwelling there, that I think he felt his emotions could not be put into words; though it may have been as he said, that the night was late and it was time for members and waiters to go to bed. And so one by one we went. Next day we forgathered again, all except the colonel, and talked the thing over in the afternoon at the Electors while we sipped cups of tea.

I dont believe a word of it, said Charlie Meakin.

I wouldnt say that, said Epworthy, who was one of our little group.

No, said Major Brinner. There are of course things in India about which we dont know everything.

Nor want to, said Eric Didd, if you come to that.

Nor want to. I agree, said Inkle, another of the colonels audience, whom I have not yet mentioned by name. Nor want to. At the same time, there are more things in heaven and earth . . .

But the quotation was too stale for him to complete it.

And if those few remarks served to give an idea of what views were held by each of our little group about the colonels story, they might be of interest, though uninteresting in themselves. But I cannot pretend that they did more than to show the faint outline of any view, dimly seen through the mists of a puzzled wonder.

The whole thing only took ten minutes, said Eric Didd. We were there.

Perhaps a quarter of an hour, said Inkle.

Well, a quarter of an hour, said Didd. Whats the difference?

A difference of half as much again, said Inkle.

I wasnt talking mathematics, said Eric Didd.

And that of course was the difficulty. By mathematical, scientific or logical tests the story failed to convince. But there was no doubt that the colonel had seen something. The question was what. And the attempt to answer that question took us eastwards into very abstruse problems, that none of us had adequately studied, if at all. We listened therefore eagerly to Brinner when he said, I was once in Benares. But all he had to tell us was that they had quite a good hotel there, where he got a better meal than what one was able to get in London now. Somebody started to discuss the question of the time that all this took to happen. But I saw that if we got into a discussion of anything so immensely complicated as that, we should never get any further that afternoon. So I suggested the thing to do was to hear, if possible, more of the colonels journeys, and try to judge what had happened when we had heard them all. While, as for the matter of time, that seemed to me to be a thing so little studied in Europe, if at all, that the only man for us to ask about that, at any rate in the club, was Pundit Sinadryana. But no sooner had I said that than Major Brinner said: No. If Polders should come in and see any of us talking to Sinadryana, he wont talk to us again, at any rate not as amply, and evidently unreservedly, as he has been doing.

And most of us agreed with Brinner, and I gave in.

What I think we might do, said Epworthy, is to discuss all the principal features of these strange talks separately.

What do you mean by that? said Charlie Meakin.

What I mean is, said Epworthy, that we should go to an authority upon eels about his story of when he was an eel, and to a master of hounds, or a keeper, or whomever you like, about foxes, and to somebody at a good aquarium about fishes, and an entomologist about moths, and to somebody else about time, and so on and so on. It might help us to avoid getting confused.

I see what you mean, said Meakin.

And I agreed that the idea was sound, but got down to the more immediate matter of getting further information out of the colonel.

Another dinner here would be as good as anything, I should say, said Major Brinner.

And that put the whole thing in a nutshell. And, to make a long story short, and discussions are always long stories, we arranged to have the same table for dinner on the following day, and got the colonel to promise to come.

When the next evening came, and we were all sitting at that table again, the colonel said nothing of any of his strange journeys. And they had all agreed with me that it was better not to try to make the pace, but to leave everything to the colonel. My advice, I think, was sound; but it did not seem to be working in actual practice, because we were getting nothing out of Polders at all. One or two of our little group looked at me, but I implied by a look that we could only wait. And then, just as I was afraid that we should have to start the topic ourselves, and so get a story that would be less spontaneous, Pundit Sinadryana walked through the room on his way to a table at which he was dining alone. And the colonel saw him.

That fellow! he suddenly exclaimed. He made me a tiger.

What we had hoped to hear, how his incarnation ended in the Sargasso Sea; how the pundit had called him home; we never heard. But I think some interest was awakened in all of us in what we now heard Polders say, and our curiosity to hear more of that probably made all of us soon forget our other interest. I remember my own words; and it is curious how one often remembers remarks one has uttered which may be so trivial that one would rather forget them. My actual words were, Did he really?

He certainly did, said the colonel.

That was in India, I suppose, said Brinner.

Which is quite a good guess when anyone is talking of tigers. But it served the purpose of pinning down the colonel to that topic about which we now wanted to hear.

Yes, he sent me to India, said Polders. Two things he seems to have a good deal of power over, distance and time. He sent me to India. And I was a tiger. There was no mistake about it; I merely had to look. There is nothing else in the world striped just like a tiger. I saw what it was at once. Well, I was a tiger, and I was lying under a peepul tree in the jungle. Thats what that damned fellow had made me.

Not so loud, I said. Hell hear.

I dont care if he does, said the colonel. If he doesnt like it, he can complain to the committee and tell them all the facts; or let me do it. It would be good for them to know just what they had let into the club.

Would you mind passing the port? I said.

The colonel began to do so.

Take some yourself, I said, before you pass it along.

And he did as I had suggested.

Well, what was I saying? he went on. I was lying under a peepul tree, not far from a river. I think I had been there some while. And Ill tell you what I was doing. I was sniffing all the air that blew by. And the reason for that was, that I wanted to know what was going on. To tell you the truth, I was hungry. And there was nothing on the wind at all. That is to say no animal was crossing the line of it upwind of me. I lay perfectly still for a long time. Still nothing came. It was a good jungle, full of plenty of animals, and there was a river near. Something would be bound to come to it to drink, sooner or later. I was hungry, and I was getting thirsty.

Still I lay there. Dawn was past, and the light was widening. The peacocks were wakening the jungle, and all the green parrots had flown from their trees. And at last I smelt a blue bull. The scent grew stronger, and for a while I thought he would come straight to me, but he turned off to the river. I got up without making a sound, and moved through the jungle towards him without brushing a leaf, or when I brushed against any I did it so gently that the branches swung back to their places without a sigh. Soon I saw him, for it was now bright sunlight. He was in the river, drinking, under the bank. I turned back at once and moved away from the river, and crept back to it at the bank just where he was. I came up to the bank, keeping low, and could hear him splashing; but still he did not see me.

How easy it was! As I lifted my head to see him I sprang. He leapt sideways, but too late, and I lit on his shoulders and got my teeth in his neck and dragged him down with a forepaw over his nose, and his neck was broken. I dragged him into the jungle and drank his blood. It was a convenient place for a kill. For after drinking blood I always required to drink water. And the river was running beside me. Then I went back to the shade of the deeper jungle, to what I knew was my home, as it was my custom to do when the day appeared.

Curious to speak of my custom, when that damned fellow had only just made me a tiger. But he had given me the habits of a tiger, as well as the skin and teeth of one. I dont pretend to know all that goes on in Benares; but I take it that those incarnations are something like going into a furnished house. Just as you find such a house, or ought to, supplied with everything necessary, so I found the body of the tiger supplied with various habits and bits of knowledge.

Well, we wont go into theories: I am only telling you my actual experience. I went back to the deeps of the jungle and lay down on a very comfortable bed of sand, which I suppose was a dried watercourse. The body of the nilghai I had left where I first dragged it. I knew that nobody would dare to touch it. When the sun set, and all the peacocks were asleep again and men had gone back to their villages and it was cool and quiet, I intended to go and eat the blue bull. Of the beauty of the jungle I thought I knew something as a man; the peepul trees going up like cathedral buttresses, with prayers on little pieces of paper tied to some of them, by men so awed by their beauty that they felt them to be nearer heaven than anything else they could reach; the glory of it seen from outside, where azure shadows rested amongst the green; the fields all round it where the monkeys played, playing at being farmers; small pools with black-and-white kingfishers poised above them, dropping like stones on a fish; the haunting sound of music played on a reed pipe.

But why go on? Whether outside it or in the heart of it, I had only looked at it from the outside. But to a tiger the beauty of the jungle reaches such an intensity, that it might be compared to the Nirvana that the Brahmin hopes to reach, a beauty lost to men, leaving among them only a yearning felt by few, a yearning known to the Brahmin.

How many things I cannot describe to you! Some of you of course may have seen the jungle; but that makes no difference; that will make it no easier for you to know what the jungle is to a tiger. Take all the ambitions that you have ever felt, and roll them into one; place them among the loveliest scenes you have ever known, or ever dreamed or seen painted; imagine a calm over them, a serenity; but that you cant do, for weve had nothing like it here since machinery was invented. So, as I said, I cannot describe it to you. Well, I lived all the day in the glow of that; and when the peacocks had all gone screaming home, and the glare of the day was gone and the stars were out, I went back through the jungle for my dinner, to where I had left the nilghai. I never made a sound. They could not have heard me. But they must have found the nilghai, and climbed a peepul tree and waited above him. For just as I got to my bull there came a flash of light in my face, and a glare on the green things all round me, which I instantly knew for man. At once I was ready. But, as I bared my teeth, a blow like one from the tusk of an elephant crashed on me under my eye, and I changed that incarnation.


CHAPTER XVI

WE were again in the reading-room, where I had persuaded our little party to adjourn as soon as possible, because I had seen the colonel looking too often towards the pundit; and, when one reflected that Polders had been a tiger and was but just now remembering it, while Sinadryana had caused him more than one violent death, it was easy to realize how inharmonious, and detrimental to the best interests of the club, a meeting between them might be. There was of course no guarantee that the pundit would not enter the reading-room; indeed, there was a probability that he would; but trouble in the future somehow seemed better than immediate trouble now. I think all of the colonels little audience saw my motive, and did what they could to further it. Over our coffee and some liqueurs we sat silent awhile. And then the colonel looked up from his coffee. Yes, I was a tiger, he said.

And then? I asked.

Why, then, said the colonel, that fellow made me a Barbary sheep.

Good gracious! I said.

Not a common sheep, you know, he said. A Barbary sheep. What the Arabs call an arui. A very powerful animal.

But do you mean, said Eric Didd, that all this happened in a quarter of an hour?

I know nothing about that, said the colonel. I dont know how long it took.

We thought it was a quarter of an hour at the most, said Didd. I thought less.

Have you ever been to Benares? asked the colonel.

No, said Didd.

I thought not, said the colonel.

Why? asked Didd.

Because you think so much of time, said the colonel. Dont they there? asked Didd.

No, said the colonel. Nowhere in the East. You might almost call it a hobby of the West. They teach in Benares, where that fellow comes from, that emotion is the proper measurement of everything, not time. And as for clocks and watches, they say they are mere machinery, and not to be compared for sensitiveness with the human heart. Consequently they say that to measure by clocks and watches is crude. As for almanacs, they say they are clumsy methods of measuring the seasons, methods too coarse to be accurate, so that you are continually getting the weather in one month that the almanac expects in another.

No, I dont say that they havent a good deal of wisdom in Benares; but all that is no excuse whatever for his playing those tricks on me. He made me a Barbary sheep: what does it matter how long he took over it? It was a great impertinence, however long it took him.

I meant that the time was very short, said Didd.

That makes it no better, said Polders. Thats no excuse.

They were now arguing, as men so often do, each of them about rather different things. For my part I was more interested in hearing what had happened to the colonel next, than in an abstruse discussion as to how it could happen in the time, even if their discussion led anywhere, which this particular discussion was evidently not doing. So I said, Barbary sheep live in Africa, dont they?

In Africa. Yes, said the colonel.

And I couldnt think what to say next. But luckily Inkle remarked, I have seen one in the Zoo. And that set the colonel off, on the way that we all of us wanted him to go.

In the Zoo. I dare say, he said, That gives you no idea of the life of a Barbary sheep. Imagine mountains going straight up from the desert, brown mountains not very high, but of a most imposing magnificence where everything else is flat for a thousand miles. Imagine a view from them over a blue desert to a horizon that, seen from their crests, looks like the horizon of some other planet than ours, some smaller planet, like Venus, because, vast though that view appears, the eye from there can see so much of the earth that it looks as Venus might, or even an asteroid: imagine the further mountains like great sapphires, turning at sunset into bunches of roses, till the blue of the desert rises and turns them to sapphires again, all but their crimson summits, which blink out suddenly like an angel sleeping, and the night comes swiftly up with stars that you have not dreamed of. That is more like the home of a Barbary sheep. And dont think I am exaggerating or trying to be poetical, for I am far short of the glory of those mountains. I said they were like roses at sunset: I might have said peonies. And still I should not be exaggerating sunset in the Sahara, when the rays slant up from under the rim of the desert and turn those peaks even to rubies. There the Barbary sheep live high in their great houses.

Houses? said Charlie Meakin.

Yes, said the colonel. Houses carved out of the mountain by the wind, with peaks of the mountains for their roofs. I used to sleep in one of them. And the dawn came in and woke us. Then we used to go out to get our food on the mountain.

What did you eat? asked Didd.

Tulips and geraniums, said the colonel, and little brown hyacinths, the colour of the mountains. But not at dawn; the mountains were not brown at dawn. They were pale pink like the flush at the tips of English anemones, then they turned to clearer pink like the colour of our wild roses, then to the colour of briar roses; and brighter still, till you had said they were the colour of the crimson of some great garden-rose; and soon their splendour faded away again, and they were brown rock once more. Then the smoke used to go up from among the brown tents of the Arabs, here and there in the desert so far below us that their smoke never reached us, but spread out and hung in the air, unable to go any higher, like grey palm-trees growing where nothing else ever grew. And then a bar of music would go floating along the mountains, played by an Arab on a reed pipe to his flocks, played for tame sheep; but we listened. If that fellow Sinadryana had played no other trick on me, and if it were not such an impertinence, I could almost forgive him for having shown me that.

Well, really, said Charlie Meakin.

Really what? said the colonel.

It really seems rather ungrateful, said Meakin, considering what he showed you. You might forgive him altogether.

He had no right to do it, said Polders.

You were telling us about the mountains, I said.

Yes, the mountains, said Polders. We went out to feed on them at dawn, with the blue of the Sahara below us all the way to the South, and on the other side of the mountains was the arable land, and here and there a tree. Not what we should call arable land, but it is arable to the Arabs, and there would have been wonderful grazing for us; but we never went there.

Why not? asked Charlie Meakin.

Because we saw what happened to those that did, said the colonel. They were enslaved. All sheep had been wild once. We knew that. We did not go to the mountains to eat the geraniums; we would sooner have fed always on grassy lawns. We went to the mountains for freedom, steep mountains where man could not easily climb, and barren ones to which greed would never attract him. We fed at dawn on what we could find, foliage that man had overlooked; then we went to look for water. It lay in hollows of rocks scooped by old storms and filled by them.

We winded the water from further than you would think, a damp stream of it in the air, blowing along the valleys, and when we got nearer we could see the butterflies sailing over it. There we used to drink; and, when we drank it dry, we knew other rock-pools, and we knew with the knowledge that the Barbary sheep have among them that another storm would fill the hollows before we should die of thirst, and that there would always be provender for the Barbary sheep in the mountains. That was a prophecy that there was amongst us.

And we had another prophecy too, very odd and curious. I dont know what it meant. It was that the Barbary sheep would outlast men, and come to the green fields again. For there was a memory among us of green fields long ago. I dont know who handed down the prophecy, or what it meant: mere conceit, I expect.

Well, thats what we used to believe. When it grew hot we went to our stone houses and slept through the heat of the day. We were almost safe from men. Had they come on bare feet and hands, they might have reached us. But walking on two feet it was impossible, and their sandals could not grip the rocks as our hooves could. The rocks were like the surface of an old honeycomb, or like clay on which heavy drops of water have fallen; and the circular edges of myriads of little dents held our hooves on the faces of cliffs that daunted men. At evening the jackals used to come out far below us and bark at the Arabs encampments to frighten a sheep and to chase it when it ran. Or sometimes they stalked a tame sheep and killed it by day. But they never troubled us. Not even a wolf dared attack us.

When the jackals cried and the dogs barked back from distant camps, the sun used to set. And of that I was telling you. But I might tell you all night about it, and still fail to do justice to one sunset in the Sahara blazing upon the mountains, and the mountains blushing back. And every sunset was different.

We knew those mountains so well, we could almost have spoken with them, though we had no voices, to our way of thinking here; and the mountains had no voices, to our way of thinking, either. But we could almost have spoken with them. And they might have answered; and if such a thing were possible, sunset was the time at which it might have happened, when the far mountains were like ruddy giants cloaked in blue cloaks, that they drew closer about them as the chill of the sunset touched them, and then hooded themselves and covered themselves all over with those great azure cloaks, and soon glided away out of sight. Oh, those stars! The stars that used to shine upon the Sahara: they blinked above us, while sometimes a little fire or two of the Arabs twinkled below.

I must have been very old, for I had huge horns, and I could see long scratches about the ends of them, that were worn by the rocks; for we used our horns as brakes, going down steep slopes. One day when the dawn woke us and we went out on to the mountain, I saw a strange ram walking in one of our valleys. All our flock looked at him with interest, because he came over the skyline from somewhere beyond our mountains. And this I felt they should not have done.

Why not? asked Charlie Meakin.

Its hard to explain now, said the colonel. But I felt he should not be there. And I went at once across the valley to tell him. As I went towards him he came towards me. He had big horns, but mine were bigger. He was a good deal younger than I. We came towards each other under the crest of a ridge, and where we met was on a narrow ledge at the top of it. To the south of us stretched the Sahara: on the other side we could see below us the lands that the Arabs partly tilled, from which arose the precipice at the top of which we were, like a mighty garden-wall, shutting in the Sahara. When he saw how I walked towards him, he had come towards me at once, and now we were facing each other and the flock were watching us. I was heavier than he and my horns were longer, and when we charged I pushed him back, and went on pushing him back until I tired.

But when I tired he was fighting as hard as ever. I backed so as to get clear and charge again and get him in the ribs with all my might, for we were head to head. But he pushed hard as I backed, and I could not get clear. A stranger from other mountains, I was determined to push him over the cliff. He had no business here. And all our flock stood still, and only watched. At last I needed rest, and I stood still. And he backed away. On that narrow space he sprang round me, and I faced him again and again.

While I was facing him he came no nearer. But at last I got tired of turning wherever he jumped. And suddenly he came in at my side. All the while the flock stood perfectly still. I slashed at the stranger with my right horn, and struck deep into his right shoulder, but he came in with his two horns and his whole weight against my side and, stronger although I was, I could not stand against that, and I lost my footing and fell. He came at me from the sloping side, from the side where Sahara shone, and I was by the sheer side, and when I fell I went over it. And above the shrilling of the wind as I fell I heard another spell being sung by Sinadryana.


CHAPTER XVII

THE colonel turned to his coffee, and drank it in silence. No doubt my reader can think of some suitable comments that some of us might have made when his story ceased; but none happened to occur to any of us at the time. Most of us also drank coffee, or a liqueur. And then the colonel said, I did not feel that I was falling. I felt that the wind was blowing by, and that the ground was coming up to me. Then darkness and silence, but for Sinadryanas spell. Thats how it was; and I was a blue butterfly.

Dont ask me about distance and time, because I cant answer you. In a second or so, perhaps less, I was back in England. There are fellows who study that kind of thing in Benares, and I believe in Tibet, and probably other places along the Ganges besides. You must go to one of them if you want to know about that. And I suppose that fellow Sinadryana knows all about it too. In fact he must do so, or he couldnt have done it. But I wouldnt ask any favour from him after the way he has behaved in this club, and I wouldnt advise you to. But there it was: he moved me from North Africa back to England in a couple of seconds, and I was a blue butterfly. A queer trick to play on a member of the Electors, and as long as hes a member here I dont know whos safe from him. One of these days hell go too far, and play one of his tricks on a member of the committee. Then they will see what I meant.

And you say you were a blue butterfly? I said.

A blue butterfly, said the colonel. And he had put me on the side of a chalk hill; obviously England. You could tell that by the flowers. So much for distance. And as for time, it was late in the summer. I could tell that by the flowers too.

He looked at our little group that was listening to him.

That was a very odd experience, said Major Brinner. And we felt that the comment sufficed for all of us.

Well, said the colonel, it is no use objecting to one thing more than another. What I object to is that he played those tricks at all. I was a blue butterfly. I told you that he had made me a moth. But this was strangely different. More different than you might easily realize, unless you had been one of them. One difference was a difference of speed, such as there is between a farm-cart and a fast motor. And I found all my habits were different. For instance, before the time when moths are most active I went to sleep. But at the moment I tell of it was bright sunlight and I floated and danced on the warm air in what, looking back on it, was a very undignified way. But that was no fault of mine. It didnt surprise me, because nothing has surprised me since they let that fellow into the club.

What must have been mint and thyme were gleaming in the sun in great abundance, and a great many flowers that I had never noticed before. I say they must have been mint and thyme, because, well though I know those flowers, as I suppose everybody does who has ever seen a chalk hill, they now appeared so utterly gorgeous that, though it was easy enough to recognize them, I couldnt believe they were true. The glow of the purply pink of the thyme was not only more exquisite than any colours that I had ever seen, but was lovelier than anything I had imagined possible. How blunt our senses are! I dont know if they were always like that, but I do assure you that now there is no member of the human race that can possibly appreciate the beauty of a flower as a butterfly can. Or, if there is, he has done nothing about it.

What could he do about it? asked Charlie Meakin.

He could have made a poem about it, that would probably be finer than any poem we have. Certainly than any poem about flowers, replied the colonel. Or he could put it all into music. I think music would be the best for it. A great symphony about flowers. Birds song might come into it, beautiful but threatening; and the sunrise coming up over our downs, warming the air and making the grasses shine, and giving a glow to the honey in all the flowers.

How would he convey that? asked Charlie Meakin.

That would be the musicians business, said the colonel. And he might have sheep-bells at the back of it all, ringing faintly from far valleys. But none of them have ever done it. So I take it theres no-one there who ever felt for a flower as a butterfly does.

Why dont you do it? asked Didd.

No, no, said the colonel. Its all lost. All but the few fragments of which I tell you, lingering on in my memory like the dust of something beautiful that one cant remember. No, your musicians and poets are safe. I shant cut them out. But I could have then. What the beauty was in a pale-mauve flower of mint, or the glow and the scent of thyme, or the blue harebells, I couldnt tell you now. I only know that it was something lovelier than any of my senses can be aware of now, an inspiration I have no means to record and no power at all to express. And dont think that I should be grateful to that pundit for showing me that. I only feel always the weight of an overpowering loss. In the beauty of those flowers that glowed around me I drank the nectar they held. I use the word nectar from no wish to exaggerate, but because the word honey is altogether too weak with which to speak of it.

What did it taste like? asked Inkle. Or was it Epworthy?

Like some wonderful liqueur, said the colonel, with the taste of thyme running through it. But thyme transmuted and idealized, and mixed with music.

I dont see how that could be, said Charlie Meakin.

Nor do I, said the colonel. But there it was. We are wonderfully ignorant of things that there are in the world. But I did not seem so ignorant then. Now I have lost it all, and I can tell you very little.

What else did you do besides eat honey? asked Didd.

I danced, said the colonel. I danced with another blue butterfly whom I met in air.

How did you dance? asked Charlie Meakin.

It was a very intricate dance, said the colonel. I couldnt tell you the rules of it, because, intricate though they were, they were spontaneous. When you met the other butterfly, you danced round her, and she round you, and you spiralled upward as you danced. But what makes it particularly hard to explain to you what I may call the steps of the dance, is that it was a dance in three dimensions, so that to anyone accustomed to dance only on the flat it would be very hard to follow if I were to try to explain. Add to that that all the rules of this dance are spontaneously invented by the two dancers as they meet, and you will see how difficult it is to answer your question. You see, we do everything by calculation and by memory. But with a butterfly there is no memory, as we understand it, and no trace of calculation. Everything is done by an ancient all-embracing knowledge, handed down by the hills or the air or the sun. So that you will see how hard it is for me to explain it to anyone who has to think before he does anything, as we have to here.

A butterfly never thinks. Thought would seem silly to them. Its as though you should say to a mathematician, Could you work out for me what two and two make? The mathematician merely knows. And, as for working it out, he probably couldnt do it, because it is too simple. It is like that with a butterfly. No, I couldnt explain that dance to you. But it is a good dance. I should like to do it again. But it is one of the things one cant.

The colonel sighed and was silent.

And what else did you do? I asked.

I went from flower to flower, the colonel said. A thing that may not sound very exciting as I tell it, but a marvellous experience, a marvellous experience really. The tastes were so utterly wonderful, and all of them different. Well, you wont expect me to describe a taste. As for the view, it was beyond words, beyond anything you can imagine.

Where was it? asked one of us.

Surrey or Kent, I dare say, said the colonel. Or anywhere along the North or South Downs. But I am not speaking of any view you are thinking of. That is why I am not able to identify the country. I couldnt see far enough for that. But the shorter my view, the more it was dominated by the splendour of those flowers. Sometimes a single bunch of mint or marjoram filled as much of my view as would be filled by a forest as you came within a few hundred yards of it at the top of a hill. Indeed, those slopes seemed more like forests of orchids than hills of the North Downs or whatever they were. And this wasnt merely because my range of vision was short  as it would appear to you, a matter of a few yards; it was mainly because it was so surprisingly wide. And that is another of the annoyances that fellow has caused me. I have felt that I was going about in blinkers ever since. Not only can I not see behind me, but I cant see anywhere till I turn my eyes in the right direction: none of us can: and when I have seen that, I cant see anywhere else. I know I shall get run over by a motor.

But could you see any better as a butterfly? asked Charlie Meakin.

Any better! the colonel exclaimed. I had thousands of eyes. I could see in every direction. And I didnt have to turn my eyes about. I could see all the time; the whole circle of my surroundings; above me, behind me, below me, in every direction. We see with only two eyes and focus it into one view. I had thousands. And behind us we cant see at all. I am in blinkers now; compared with what I was then; in blinkers.

Epworthy, who is a keen motorist, and the youngest of us, didnt know what blinkers were, and it had to be explained.

What I mean is, the colonel explained to him, that, compared with what I could see then, my view here is exactly as much limited as a horses view is when you put blinkers on him; and I shall never get used to it, and one of these days I shall be run over by a motor, and it will be all the fault of that fellow the committee let into the club.

But you say you had thousands of eyes? asked Charlie Meakin.

Yes, thousands, answered the colonel.

I shouldnt have known what to do with them, said Charlie. I shouldnt have known which one to look with. It would all have been a blur.

No, insisted the colonel, they gave me a vision such as I had never known before, and will never know again. It was rather like the facets of a diamond, and quite as bright and clear. Our eyes show us two pictures, and somewhere the mind makes one of them. It was just the same with the eyes that I had as a butterfly, only that there were two or three thousand instead of two, and they all focussed into one picture. But what a picture! The light, the colour and the intensity of it! I shall see nothing like it again.

You might ask Pundit Sinadryana to do it again, suggested Charlie Meakin.

I should not ask favours of a fellow like that, said the colonel.

How far could you see? I asked.

Not far, said the colonel. But what I saw was a picture of astonishing intensity. It was very like pictures you sometimes see in the facets of a diamond, but all rolled into one, as I explained to you. Of course a patch of the downs, seen like that, is a thing you can never forget, in summer, when all the flowers are glowing. And then one saw them all as one floated through a wonderful scent. Indeed the blended scents were more ecstatic than even the view. All day I danced or fed or floated in a world that I did not know existed, often though I must have seen it, a world full of the most gorgeous sights and ethereal scents, in which one drank the most exquisite nectar. And one saw hundreds of other lives, one had never thought of before, each with its wonderful story, of which one heard a little as one went by.

I never stopped to hear much, but until that day I heard nothing. I saw the burnet moth reclining upon the scabious, heavy with honey, like some oriental emperor on a silk-upholstered couch sleepily drinking wine from some secret vintage that has never come to our shores. I saw a fritillary blaze by, like something come from the sun, which gleamed on the upper surface of his wings, while underneath them glowed what looked like a necklace of pearls. I heard the fiddles of the grasshoppers playing, I heard the other butterflies singing. But that, of course, you wouldnt understand. They have a wave-length, as I may call it, not attuned to our ears. And I saw gnats dancing as I passed by. That, even for me; even, I mean, when I was a butterfly; was something too intricate for me to follow.

You will not expect me to describe that to you. If a traveller sees some wonderful foreign dance in a far country, and never learns how to dance it, you wont expect him to describe it to you when he comes home.

And I passed bumble-bees roaring over the hill, very busy gathering honey. And I passed by a city of the ants, all at work, all those that I could see very busy. And then the great webs of the spiders, which could catch even a bumblebee, and the fat spider sitting there and waiting, a robber lurking armed, high up in his shadowy tower. And there was the great flower of the thistle, like the cloak of a Roman emperor thrown on the ground. I mean, that is what it looked like to me, for it occupied a large and bright place in my small but intense view. And centaury and chlora and St. Johns wort were out, if I remember right, and if I can interpret as English flowers the gorgeous blooms that I saw with all the eyes of a butterfly.

The chlora and the St. Johns wort looked like gold illuminated by the glory of an unearthly light, and the centaury was like a glow from a gorgeous dawn. And a thistledown came floating by, like a small moon passing through the universe of a butterfly and drifting on again.

But you will not want me to tell you all I saw. You would not recognize it if I did. You will never see it. I shall never see it again. I shall see flowers in summer and try to remember, but it will be no good. No, you want a thousand eyes to see what I saw, a thousand eyes on each side of your head. I will get on with it and tell you what happened. When the light began to change and the warmth was decreasing, I noticed that for some while the number of butterflies that I met was dwindling. Then I remembered. You see I was all new to it, and yet I had with those blue wings and everything else a memory, or rather a knowledge, of the right thing to do; and it was time now to look for a tall stalk of grass, and to go to bed. The tottie-grass was shining in the rays of the sun, that were now more golden than they had been and were slanting through the air right at the face of the hill.

The tottie-grass was dry, and almost golden in any light. I flew to one of the stalks. Other blue butterflies near me had already gone to bed. I alit on the stalk near the top, and it bent a little beneath me and swayed slightly in any breeze. I hear people talking of spring mattresses sometimes, and saying that they are comfortable; but they will never find such comfort as I found on that stalk of the tottie-grass. I did not see the stars, or notice the night. I slept.

Dawn came up like music, music from some great organ playing an anthem in fairyland; enchanted music, you know. It came up and warmed the air and I floated upon it, and once more I was dancing over the face of the hill. In the morning everything seemed brighter even than it had been the day before. There were a thousand things to notice that I had not noticed yet, and I should have liked to tell you of them. But suddenly, as I floated in the warm air, I heard behind me coming over the hill another of that fellows spells. It was faint at first, and grew louder. A bird had seen me. The bird swooped, and the spell grew louder still. But of course I could see much better than the bird, and I easily dodged it. However, it came on again. I dodged again, and the bird swept by. It was like being pursued by a kitten, so easily could I dodge it. But it had speed, and it could fly all day, and I began to tire. Again the bird came back, and then I began to think, which was fatal. Something must have remained in me of our intellect, which is too slow for the life of a butterfly; and I began to think how to dodge him. But our plans and calculations, which could never keep pace with those wings, were outmanoeuvred at once. And that was the end of it. Well, I hope I havent bored you, talking about a damned butterfly. But thats what he made me. And I see hes coming in here now. Well, its bedtime in any case, and Im off. Ive seen quite enough of him.

And the colonel left the room.


CHAPTER XVIII

BEFORE we went to bed, I arranged with Charlie Meakin, Eric Didd, Major Brinner, Inkle and Epworthy a day that would suit all of us, and when the day after the following one was fixed I rang up the colonel to ask if it would suit him. Luckily it did. So we all arranged to dine at the same time again. And I asked our head waiter if he would show Pundit Sinadryana to a table as far from ours as possible, should he come in that night, a precaution that we all agreed was for the best. And our head waiter showed at once the most complete understanding. The day came and we all gathered as arranged, and Pundit Sinadryana had not yet come into the club. Again we talked of whatever topics arose, leaving the colonel to begin to tell of his strange experiences whenever he would. The trouble was that he is not loquacious by nature; and, though I record so many stories that he has told me and others, and at some length, yet he needs some encouragement, or some impelling urge, to speak, and for choice would remain silent. Late in our dinner the pundit walked in and went to his far table, and his passing near to ours supplied the urge.

He made me into a butterfly, said the colonel, and was silent awhile; and added, Damn him!

What else did he make you? I asked.

What else? said the colonel. Well, I think that was enough. But it wasnt enough for him. He made me lots of other things. I told you.

Did he make you into any more? I asked.

Any more? said the colonel. Yes, several more. He made me into a cat.

A cat! exclaimed one or two of us.

Thats what he did, said the colonel.

How extremely unpleasant! said Inkle.

A slight smile spread from the colonels lips. But he made no reply.

What was it like? I asked.

Well, said the colonel, I dont want you to think that any credit is due to that fellow whos just gone by. He is all that Ive said of him. And Im not going back on that. But I cannot honestly say that the experience was unpleasant. Ive told you something about the comfort in which animals live, as I saw it. But there it comes to them naturally. I mean, they dont go specially out of their way to find it. It is merely there for them. But with the cat it is all different. The cat may be called a specialist in the matter of comfort, probably the greatest student of it in the world.

Its curious, when you think how important to us is comfort, that it is not studied like many things that mean less to us, studied in universities I mean, with lecture-halls for it and professorships. A Chair of Comfort, for instance, might be endowed. But I wander a bit from my subject, which is the cat. The comfort I found, in for instance a foxs earth, was accidental. But with a cat it is all thought out, and when that fellow made a cat of me I found myself at an apex of comfort to which our human civilization will scarcely attain for hundreds of years. Theres no doubt that we are advancing. You have only to compare a house of today with the discomforts that we know the Elizabethans had to put up with. But we are not advancing so fast that our comforts are likely to compare with the comfort of a cat within the next few centuries.

But to come to my own experience. My house was evidently in London. There were only two rooms in which I was really interested, the kitchen, which was the warmest and well-supplied with food, and the drawing-room, which was the most comfortable. At the time that that fellow played that particular trick I was walking into the drawing-room from the direction of the kitchen. Indeed, I could hear the last verse of his spell dying away as I entered the room.

Perhaps I was wrong to say I wandered from the subject, when I recommended the endowment of a Chair of Comfort. For I walked in very like a professor of such a Chair, going into his lecture-hall and sitting down without more ado. That, I mean, is how I felt, and, no doubt, how I must have looked.

A professor of any Chair does not waste his time with noisy greetings to the pupils he sees before him; and in the same way I avoided any similar greetings, such as were produced by the vulgar exuberance of the dog. For there was a dog in my house. We were not unfriendly, although my natural sense of dignity, which had now become very prominent in me, could feel nothing but disdain for his rowdy vulgarity. I dont wish you to understand that I am not fond of dogs. I am now. But at the time of which I tell you, where that fellow had sent me, my dignity made it impossible for me to associate with him. One has no quarrel with people with whom one may refuse to associate, and I had no quarrel with the dog. I merely declined to demean myself by having anything whatever to do with him. Well, I walked quietly in, and found there the woman who used to live in the drawing-room. She was wearing a soft dress and was sitting at about the right distance from the fire. So I jumped on to her lap.

What did she do? asked Charlie Meakin.

She was perfectly tame, said the colonel. I knew that instinctively. Indeed I knew everything. Everything that concerned me, that is to say. I have no intention of boasting; I merely tell a fact. In all useless things; things useless to me, I mean; I might have appeared excessively ignorant. I could not have told you, for instance, what three times three was. But in everything that concerned me I knew, and knew instantly, all that it was necessary to know. And I knew that this woman was tame. So I jumped on to her lap. The comfort that I found reclining there on the soft and warm material not far from a nice fire is something that unfortunately I cannot describe to you, because it cannot be described in words, and the correct description of it I am no longer able to express.

How can it be described correctly? asked Eric Didd.

By purring, replied the colonel.

And could you purr? asked Didd.

Of course I could purr. said the colonel. That fellow had made me a cat. I purred, and so gave expression to my feeling of comfort, in the most perfect form in which it can possibly be expressed. If there were any higher form of expression in which that feeling could be conveyed, I have no doubt whatever that I should have known it. But you may take it from me there is none.

Could music do it? suggested Inkle, who goes to promenade concerts, and can immediately tell Beethoven, at any rate from jazz.

Certainly not, said the colonel. Music is active, energetic, vehement; I wont say noisy; but certainly restless. No; absolutely complete comfort could never be expressed by music. Only by purring.

The woman stroked my fur, which is another very soothing thing. And then she scratched me behind each of my ears. Perhaps the supremest perfection of comfort was then. It was a comfort not only greater than anything that I have known, but probably the highest peak to which comfort can ever attain. Anyway, I thought so at the time. Unfortunately the woman had some tiresome business of her own to attend to.

Looking back on it I cannot say that she had no right to attend to it, whatever it may have been. But at the time I felt that she should not have got up and gone, though I felt that it would be very bad manners to show that I thought so. So I made no sound and gave no hint of a protest, and quietly walked away to the next most comfortable position in the room, which was a cushion on a chair near the fire. Youve no idea how much comfort can be obtained by paying it proper attention. But I suppose one has to be born to it. I couldnt do it myself now, and shall have to go on being uncomfortable with all the rest of us for the remainder of my life.

Oh, I dont think were so uncomfortable as all that, said Charlie Meakin.

Thats because youve never been a cat, said the colonel. Among all these discomforts youre as comfortable as you can be under the circumstances. But if you had ever known what comfort was, real comfort as it is studied by a cat, you would feel the life that we have to live as irksome as I do. You may wonder why I put up with it, why I dont just put an end to myself. Simply because I refuse to be turned out of the club by that fellow Sinadryana. Comfort I shall have to do without. But I will certainly remain in the club.

Well, I was telling you how I spent my day. I lay on a cushion on a chair near the fire. And when I began to think that I might soon be thirsty, I walked to the kitchen and jumped up on to the table, where there was a nice jug of cream. And just at that moment the cook seized hold of me and put me back on the floor. She cant have known what she was doing. I made no comment, but I soon jumped up again. And she did the same thing once more. This happened several times. It was a case for determination, and I showed it. And persistent though she was, she had not sufficient determination, and I soon wore out what she had. There is nothing like a meal off cream. Our greatest banquets here can never equal lapping cream out of a jug. The mere fact of changing from course to course shows that. If there were anything that could give us the absolutely perfect satisfaction of cream, we should never have anything else. No, no. That is another thing that is lost to me. Of course I can get a jug of cream here; but with that supreme satisfaction lost, what is the good of it?

I was once again interrupted by the cook. But in any case I was getting down to where it would have been very difficult to drink any more from that particular jug, which was somewhat narrow. And though I felt at the time that I could have drunk cream for ever, I realize now that all repasts must have an end. If I bore that cook any grudge at all, I trust that I did not show it. Well, of course it doesnt matter, now, whether I did or not. Yet I should have been sorry not to have lived up to what was evidently a very high standard of quiet and seemly behaviour during the time that I was what I may call a tenant of that particular body. And that reminds me: I never see anyone in a new suit nowadays. And it is only a perfectly new suit, worn for the first time, that can ever equal the tidiness of a cats fur. One does it with ones tongue. Its wonderful how it tidies one up. I often feel tempted to do it now, and Im sure that this old suit of mine wants it. One does it at odd times, whenever one has a few moments to spare. And Id do it too. I wouldnt mind what people thought. Id do it now, but for one thing.

And what is that? asked Charlie Meakin.

I cant reach, said the colonel. Its no use doing it if one doesnt do it properly; and I cant reach all over.

But you could do it when you undressed, said Eric Didd.

That would be no good, said the colonel. One must keep at it, to get proper results. But I was telling you how I spent my day. When I had drunk the cream, I walked slowly back to the drawing-room. As the woman who lived in the drawing-room had not yet returned, I took her chair, and found that it was as comfortable as my own. When she returned she stood for a while, wondering, I think, whether she dare take the liberty of moving me. In the end she did. She put me down on the floor, and took the chair. But I climbed back on to her lap and was as comfortable as ever. Sometimes on her lap and sometimes on my own cushion, I spent the rest of that day very comfortably. How comfortably I cannot tell you, for you have no standards of comfort that would enable you to understand it. If any university were to endow the Chair that I have suggested, I might have been able to lecture about it, and I think I might at least have given some useful hints; were it not for the impossibility, for I am afraid it would be impossible, of suggesting such a Chair and then asking to be allowed to fill it oneself.

It sounds an easy life, said Charlie Meakin.

Not in reality, said the colonel. In reality it was as exciting as the life of any big-game-hunter, or of a soldier on active service. They sleep part of their time, and part of my time I spent as I told you. But everything was very different at nightfall. Very different indeed. I became a different cat. I left the comfortable chairs when the street-lamps were lighted, and stole out of the house. In big-game-hunting, as in warfare, there are two distinct fields of activity, the mountains and the plains.

As a big-game-hunter I used to prefer shooting in mountains, because, though you got far fewer heads there, and it was hard to get those that you did get, you valued them all the more for the difficulties in getting them. As a cat I had the choice between the lawns and bushes of a square, and the roof-tops.

The roofs were certainly more exciting. In fact, as it turned out, too exciting. Because, though I had in me all the knowledge of a cat, just as I had its fur and its whiskers, I seem to have overlooked a convention which I remembered dimly, but only dimly, affecting certain slopes of the rooftops. I did feel the convention, as I rounded a certain group of chimneys, but I didnt pay to it sufficient attention; and so I came to a slope that was distinctly not in my territory. I saw a very big cat coming towards me, with a walk that reminded me of that of a leopard, and I did not instantly realize, that to enter that particular valley between two roofs meant a fight to the death with him. And that is what occurred. He sprang before I fully expected him, and caught me by the throat. I got clear and fought for a while with him; and, just as I thought I was getting the best of it, I heard clear over the roof-tops another of that fellows spells. I did get the best of him too, and he turned and fled. But I felt a singular weakness coming over me then. I was in no pain, but noticed my fur was wet. The spell was ringing very loudly now. The cat that owned those chimneys must have got the artery in my throat. For that is all I remember. That and the spell.


CHAPTER XIX

HE seems to have complete power over time, said Colonel Polders, as Pundit Sinadryana walked past our table on his way to pay at the desk. A dangerous man to have in the club. Distance too. He moved me about the world like a damned shuttlecock. The next thing I knew was that I was a big antelope, of a kind that I recognized, called Mrs. Grays cob. And as soon as I saw that I was a Mrs. Grays cob I knew where I was, roughly. Because that very oddly named animal lives by only one river in the world, and its tributaries; the White Nile; and, from the look of it, I was by the banks of the Bahr-el-Arab. I was a good big beast, in spite of my funny name. Some people argue that it is a lechwe and not a cob at all, and others used to say that it was a waterbuck. But I know nothing about that. It is a fine big beast, anyway.

I was doing an odd thing, when first I arrived in that incarnation. I was with a herd of us, and we were all doing the same. We were eating date-stones that had been left on the ground by an old encampment, on dry land at the edge of wide marshes through which flowed the Bahr-el-Arab, or the Bahr-el-Gazal, of which it is a tributary, I couldnt quite make out which. We could see the marshes shining in the distance; but close by we could not see them, because a wall of reeds like a curtain shut out the sight of them.

Are date-stones good eating? asked Charlie Meakin.

They had a nutty flavour, said the colonel. We found them lying on the ground round the grey mark of an old camp-fire. About that time a wind began to get up and we left that place, because with the wind in the reeds we could not tell if anything came through them to attack us. We moved till we came to where the river was narrower, and we saw mimosa-trees shining, and gazelles were rubbing their horns on the bark of them, and the pollen of the bloom of the mimosa powdered their horns with gold. And we came to where trees with bright red trunks were growing, with white eagles sitting on branches of them, dropping every now and then into the river to catch a fish.

Scarlet birds and brilliant blue ones flashed by, and we saw herds of other antelopes than ours, white-eared cob, waterbuck and tiang. And sometimes an ostrich ran by with his wings spread out, running a very fine pace; and we saw a giraffe or two feeding upon the trees. I had a fine pair of curved horns, which I used to keep any other male out of the way, as I had a very strong feeling that that was the right thing to do.

One cannot always account for those feelings: they were just part of the make-up of the animal into which that fellow had sent me. This happened several times. And then a young male came out from the edge of a forest by which we were, and I felt that he should not be there at all, a male from some other herd of Mrs. Grays cobs. So I went up to him and lowered my horns, more as a hint than anything that he should keep away from that part of the world. But the young fellow took it seriously, and an unfortunate thing happened. More by good luck than anything he chanced to get in one or two hits on my ribs that temporarily winded me, and the result was that I had the alternatives of continuing the fight at a disadvantage while I was blown, or retiring to a short distance. So I moved out of the way. Then, owing to the lie of the ground, I lost sight of the herd, and went off a little way by myself. And so I came to return to the marshes.

Being thirsty after my bit of a fight, which I intended to return to and finish as soon as I was properly rested, I walked through the reeds into the marshes. The water cooled me pleasantly, and I had a refreshing drink. Blue water-lilies were all round me as I drank, and I walked on through them a little way on a firm foothold of good hard clay that was two or three feet under the cool water, and patches of reeds grew all round me higher than my head.

On one of these patches of reeds, all flattened down by its weight, I came on a huge dark shape, a dark shape illuminated by two brilliant lights. It was a python, looking at me with its orange eyes. Among those rushes I saw it when it was only four yards away. Those eyes did not fascinate me as a snakes eyes are said to do, to the extent of making me powerless; but they held my attention more than anything else that I can remember having seen; and I stared for a moment, no more than a second or two, at those glowing orange flames, for they seemed more like flames than eyes.

Of course I should have sprung aside at once, and I might have had a chance, even in those marshes, but that second looking into those eyes had been too long, and the python shot forward from his coils, striking me in the neck. He did me no injury except for that breath-taking blow, and I lowered my horns to strike at him; but he was all over me in an instant with his great coils, and their weight was too much for me. And then he tightened the coils with all his strength, which is something you can scarcely imagine. The whole length of him was one mass of enormous muscle. It was an unpleasant death. And what made it no pleasanter was the sound of one of that fellows spells booming over the marshes. So ended that incarnation. And he sent me further up the main river. Shall we come into the reading-room and have our coffee?


CHAPTER XX

WE moved to the reading-room, I going on ahead, so as to see that Pundit Sinadryana was not there. And it turned out to be as I hoped. I was not afraid of any row in the club: the colonel would not, I think, have done that. But I was afraid that if he saw Sinadryana, his natural irritation might have caused him to digress a good deal from the tale that we wanted to hear: for, after all, the pundit had given him very considerable cause for annoyance. When we found he was not there, we all went into the reading-room, and found, what is so unusual a sight in our club, one man reading a book there. And, happening to glance at his book as we went by, I noticed that it was called The Problem of Transport in the Nile Valley. The question of whether or not we should disturb him was therefore solved. For, though he was a man that I did not know, I said to him, Colonel Polders is telling us of a rather remarkable example of the very thing that I see you are reading about. Perhaps you would care to listen.

If its about transport in the Nile Valley I certainly would, he said.

It is, I said. And a very unusual kind of transport.

Then I should like to very much, he answered.

So one of the others, who knew the old fellow, for a very old fellow he was, introduced him to Colonel Polders, and we all sat down. Very briefly Inkle explained to him the kind of transport it was, feeling bound to add rather apologetically, I dont know if you are interested in quite that kind of transport.

Any kind of transport, the old fellow answered.

And with no one any longer in the reading-room who could be interrupted by the story, we urged the colonel to continue it.

Well, said the colonel, the next thing he did was to turn me into an impala. And this time there was no doubt where I was. I was by a bank of the White Nile, just below the Murchison Falls. I recognized them. I was coming down to the river with a herd of us, and we were jumping high as we came.

What were you jumping over? asked Charlie Meakin.

Well, as a matter of fact, we werent jumping over anything, said the colonel. I think our herd lived usually in rather bushy country. Anyway, impalas usually do. And I think we had got the habit into our systems, of jumping over bushes; and, when there werent any bushes there, we still jumped.

You know, thats a little hard to believe, said Charlie Meakin.

Not a bit, said the colonel. Look at the number of things we do, because they used to be done once. Take the shades of most of our electric lights, for instance. Weve had candle-shades for hundreds of years, and they used to go just above the flame, and when candles were on the table they shaded our eyes from the glare, such as it was. Now we hang electric lights from the ceiling, and the glare is a hundred times fiercer. But we still put the shade above it, giving shade to the flies on the ceiling, but leaving our eyes exposed to the glare of the naked light. You know, that would seem crazy to an impala. I admit I could see no sense in jumping over bushes that werent there. But there are lots of things we do that I can find no sense in. So I cannot agree with you that a thing is hard to believe, merely because its utterly silly. But the thing can easily be proved.

How? said Charlie Meakin.

Merely, the colonel answered, by going to some country, quite out of touch with our ways, and telling them, for instance, that we cut all our terriers tails off; and see if they believe you. Once more, I admit the impala is silly; but I cannot agree that he is incredible.

No, no. Very interesting, said the old fellow I had persuaded to listen, hoping to hear something about his transport. And the colonel went on:

We were coming down to get water, and we were glad to see a lion not very far away.

Why were you glad? asked Didd.

We didnt mind when we could see him, said the colonel. As we came down to the water I suddenly heard a sound beside me that made me glance to my right, and with that rapid glance I saw the enormous shape of an elephant, with two tusks that shone almost like lights. It had come up so softly from behind me that I had not heard its approach. I sprang sideways, for I seem to have had something in me still of the human outlook and human fears; but none of the rest of us paid any attention, and the elephant paid none to me.

Where we all drank, the hippos were playing and rollicking in the White Nile. You could never have counted them. We, of course, did not count. We could tell up to five or six with a single glance, far quicker than you could; but beyond that we had nothing to do with numbers, for no large numbers concerned us. But you could never have counted them, for some were walking on the bottom of the river, and some came up to breathe while others went down again.

All along the banks the hippos were playing, and crocodiles lay on the mud-flats perfectly still, waiting with mouths wide open. And then the river ended at that sheer cliff over which pour the Murchison Falls. Ive been there before. I recognized them. But how much one misses, travelling as a man! I had never, for instance, noticed mimosa as I did now. The myriad round blooms of it shining in the equatorial sun were things that impalas notice. I had never before quite realized how they shone. I suppose astronomers notice suns in the Milky Way that we never think of either. And, incidentally, I suppose there are as many of one as the other. As many suns, I mean, in the Milky Way as there are little round blooms of mimosa in Africa. Well, its no use speculating about things one knows nothing about, and I will get on with what I actually saw.

One thing I may warn you about those countries is that they are full of ticks. That I remember from the time when I travelled there as a man. And they are very difficult to pull out. Ive even known doctors to have some difficulty about getting out their heads. I wouldnt trust any man to do it. But an egret can do it perfectly. There were hundreds of them about. And they used to pull out the ticks for us. They used to pull out the ticks of the rhinos for them too. In fact I never saw a rhino there by the Nile, without an egret to look after him. Pure white birds, you know, shining in the sun, one of the brightest things in Africa.

So far as the story was concerned, it was a pity to interrupt, but I glanced at the old fellow whom I had persuaded to listen to it, sitting patiently there, and felt bound to make some sort of apology for the trend that the story was taking, so far from his own interests; and I said, I am afraid I dont know exactly what kind of transport it is, in which you are most interested.

Mainly, he said, in the transport of granite from the quarries to the pyramids in the time of the fourth dynasty. And, turning to Polders, he said: But please go on. I find your experience quite interesting too.

And the colonel continued:

We saw the warthogs charging about, whenever anything disturbed them; their tails straight up, with the tips pointed forwards. And we saw herds of water-buck. All the while the crocodiles lay perfectly still on the mud-banks.

At what we should call six oclock the sun went down, and the hyenas howled all round us. That was their feeding-time, and they hung about near all the herds to see if any were sick or wounded. And the hippos began to roar like lions, or as near to it as they could; not that we ever mistook them. We went back to a bit of dry land and made ourselves comfortable for the night. And the flash of dawn woke us.

When morning came, happening to feel thirsty, I went down to the river by myself. The elephants were up and about, with the sunlight dazzling from their tusks. I went down through reeds that could hide a young elephant, and came to the open river, where an old green log was drifting, and nothing stirred but the hippos. As I lowered my head to drink, I heard drifting over the water, clear through the sound of the wind in the reeds and the roar of the Murchison Falls, the voice of Sinadryana intoning another spell. I raised my head and looked round me, and nowhere did danger threaten. Nothing seemed near me but the harmless hippos. I lowered my head again. And a crocodile had me by the nose. That old green log was a crocodile. He dragged me under to the sound of the spell, and when I woke I was far from that river.


CHAPTER XXI

YES, said the colonel, I was a long way from the Nile. I recognized that as soon as I saw the hills and the heather all round me, where I was walking among grey boulders far upon one of the slopes of a highland corrie; and I was a stag. It was at that time of year when winter has just come to the tops of the corries, and summer is lingering still among the heather along their lower slopes, and far below in gardens among the montbretias. It must have been autumn by the calendar; but those two seasons were straying there, winter on his way from the North to take his throne in the mountains, and summer saying her last farewells before she went into exile. I was somewhere along the western coast of the Highlands, for I saw the sun set over Skye. I had seen it before, as a man, and it is unforgettable.

Before I even glanced down to see what shape that fellow had given me this time, I knew that I was a stag by the way that the hinds and the stags were grazing all round me. For I was in a herd. Then I looked at a pool of water amongst the heather, like a little bay in Fairyland, and saw my head and my horns; fine horns too, and with twelve clear points; a royal.

Well, Sinadryana had done that much for me. If he must play tricks in the Electors Club, that were quite unknown here before he was made a member, he had at least given me a respectable body in which to try to put up with them. I will say that for him. Because I want to be fair. Well, a mist came down from the tops of the corries as soon as the sun was set; and in the mist were other stags. And it was the time when we roar, and they were roaring. As the mist came down, they came with it, and their great voices came nearer. I roared too, but none of them came out of the mist to challenge me.

I used to think, before that fellow played his tricks, that it was a mournful sound when the mist was in the corries and evening coming on, and the stags roaring. I used to feel that they were the voices of autumn, driving summer away. But in the ears of a stag, I assure you, those voices are superbly romantic. They are the challenge on golden trumpets of an enemy riding up to a citys gate; they are horns of victory, the rallying cry of lost causes; to be placed in our history, if they had any place there, beside whatever romantic calls have rung through our annals. To the sound of those thrilling voices night came on; and I had the feeling I could never have on the Nile, that there was nothing that could stand against me, except what I am sorry to say seemed to me at the time to be a gigantic curse that threatened the hills and hung over all the valleys, and sometimes scented the corries with an ominous feeling of terror, the presence of Man.

Oh, come. Men arent so bad as all that, said Eric Didd.

No, said the colonel, no. Of course not. At the same time, that is a feeling we somehow had. And if I were to tell you that we liked Man and admired his machines, I might be led to go on from that to other inventions, and then all I am telling you would be of no interest, because it would be untrue. As it is, I have a perfectly clear case against that fellow Sinadryana to bring before the committee, because I have told you a perfectly plain story. That is what happened to me. That is what he did. It is for them to say whether or not that is the right way in which one member should behave to another in the Electors.

Quite so, I said.

Well, said the colonel, night came on and the stags were all roaring. And I uttered one more challenge as night fell, but no one came out of the mist to take it up. And the stars appeared and we slept.

Whenever Ive had to sleep out I have naturally looked for a good clump of heather to lie down on, if heather was to be had. But, as what that fellow Sinadryana made me, I lay down on a flat bit of earth, with nothing on it but a few pieces of bracken. And the cold somehow never came up to me. It is curious how sheets and blankets will sometimes get into rucks and make one quite uncomfortable. But this never did.

Dawn came and woke us with light, and a little wind upon which it seemed to ride, going on from us to shine on the peaks of Skye. We went lower down the slopes to some pools to drink; and youd be surprised to hear all the things that I noticed on the way; more flowers than I ever noticed before, late though it was in the year, and more than I can remember. Of course a stags eyes are fresher than ours; but still, you would be surprised. To mention only one: have you ever noticed sundew? A most extraordinary plant. It catches flies. It was growing thick on the mosses where we went, on our way to drink at the pools. Well, that morning I saw the heads of all the hinds looking one way with interest. I looked in the direction in which they were staring, and saw a young fellow from another corrie coming our way. I roared at once, to warn him. But he came on.

Presently he stopped and roared too; a feeble roar, compared with mine. Somebody should have warned him. But the silly hinds continued to stare. I dont know what he thought he could do against me. I horned a peat-hag and threw some of it up in the air, to show what would happen to him. And then I roared again. But even then he wouldnt be warned. He had ten or eleven points. They may even have been twelve. But they were thin compared with mine, and he had nothing like my weight. I dont know what he was doing in our corrie. I walked towards him, while the hinds continued to stare.

I should hardly have bothered with him, only that I thought the hinds ought to know what happened to strangers. We met head on, on level ground, and I pushed him back at once. He could do nothing against my weight. I drove him back till we left the level ground and came to a slope, and I drove him on down that. And when he was thoroughly tired I disengaged, and ran round and gave him one in the ribs, which was enough for him; and he went away over the hill and out of our corrie. He ought never to have dared to come into it; and so I told the hinds. They all gazed at me now, instead of gaping up the corrie at a total stranger, with nothing remarkable about him except impudence. That is how I felt at the time; and all that, I think, I expressed as I walked past the herd.

Well, I wanted a drink after that. Only water, of course. But youve no idea how refreshing water can be. So I walked down to a pool, and all the hinds watched me go. And I drank that cool water, and they watched me still. A grouse flew past in a hurry while I drank; and that ought to have warned me. But I had not been a stag long; and, though I had all the instincts of one, I was, as it were, out of practice. In fact, I was careless.

Then I saw all the hinds alert, and looking in one direction. Still I did not trouble. Nothing can stand against me now, I thought. And I went on drinking, to show the hinds that I feared nothing, and that nothing dare come near us when I was there. The hinds were perfectly still, listening and staring. And then a blow struck me behind the shoulder, that I knew must be a bullet. The herd galloped off at once, and I galloped too. For a few yards I went faster than any of them, but soon tired.

I came to a small burn and rose to jump it. I cleared it, but the strength went out of my legs, and I fell on the far side. When I fell I could not get up. I saw the herd go up the slope and over the edge of our corrie, and as they went I heard like distant music, floating along the corrie and growing louder and louder, the kind of chanting with which that fellow intones his spells. I saw the hills of Skye, and a flash of sea between them and our corrie. Then darkness, and the sound of that fellows spell.


CHAPTER XXII

IT was late when Colonel Polders finished his story of his adventures as a stag in the Highlands, and our party soon broke up. That was some days ago, and during those days I was perplexed by a problem such as possibly never troubled a man before, certainly no member of a respectactable club like the Electors. It was simply this: Chindery-Podson, a member of our club, had gone stalking in Scotland only last autumn, and had been talking to several of us about what he had got, and I now remembered that one of his heads was a royal. Not only that, but he had been on the West Coast. And he lived in a small flat. No harm in that, it might seem. But what if that head should have been the very one that was Colonel Polders? And what if he did what many sportsmen do, who are members of the Electors, and presented it to the club! Suppose then that the colonel recognized it? Am I wrong in saying that perhaps such a problem never confronted a man before?

Of course I talked it all over with the others that night. I got them all to walk home with me and we discussed it as we went, all except the old fellow who was interested in transport in the Nile Valley, who went back to his book. But Brinner, Meakin and Didd came most of the way with me, and Inkle and Epworthy came on with me to my flat; and over whiskies-and-sodas we went on from where we had got when the other three left us; which was that, though at first there seemed nothing in it, and that I was too anxiously exaggerating the chances of Grallochs where Chindery-Podson had stalked, being the same place at all, and the head that he got being actually Colonel Polders, and his having any intention of presenting it to the club, yet when one put all these fears together they did amount to a real cause for anxiety.

Well, what we discussed was where to find Chindery-Podson, who did not very often come to the club, and how to approach the subject when one of us did find him. We were all agreed that once Colonel Polders saw that head, if it was the head that I feared and if it should be hung up in the club, he would have feelings that, whatever form they might take, would scarcely be calm enough for him to sit telling us stories. And I should like to ask my reader how he would feel, himself, sitting in a club under a wall on which other members had put up his own skull; only for the impossibility of such an unpleasantness ever threatening him. But it did threaten us. That is to say, at any moment, if my fears were well grounded, we might come upon Colonel Polders confronted with what had been his own skull.

In such a case one would usually go to the secretary of ones club and put the whole case to him. But Inkle and Epworthy persuaded me against that correct and obvious course by pointing out the difficulty of getting the secretary to believe me; and that though that might eventually be managed, by telling him every one of the colonels stories, and giving my reasons for fearing that the thing had occurred at Grallochs, and that it was in fact the colonels head, yet doing this might take some time, and in that time much harm might be done.

Well, we went into the whole thing; where Chindery-Podson lived, an excuse for going to see him, and the approach. The excuse was the hardest, but we decided on a private poll of the members to decide whether the committee should be asked to put a lift in the club; and the approach was to be a talk about Chindery-Podsons best head, of course much the easiest to get him to talk about, and the obtaining of all the local colour we could, by which we should be able to find out whether that shot in the late autumn on the West Coast of Scotland in sight of the hills of Skye had actually been fired at Colonel Polders.

Well, we found Chindery-Podsons flat easily enough; and the excuse of the lift turned out to be a particularly fruitful one, because ours is an old club, and we have sufficient members in it who keep to the old ways for us to be able to rely on a very active discussion whenever any modernism is suggested. We were consequently able to lay before Chindery-Podson a matter of real interest, and easily to withdraw it when we had done with it, in deference to the views of the older members. And the upshot of all this was, after anxious days, that it was not clear if his royal was the actual one, and he was persuaded to give the head to a charitable institution in which Inkle was interested. But all this took time, and it was impossible to arrange any more dinners at the club until this extraordinary difficulty had been removed, a difficulty that may be taken lightly by those that have never had to contemplate the unpleasantness of going into a club and finding ones own head on the wall, but a source of boundless anxiety to the members of any club that it actually threatens.

When this was satisfactorily settled, I turned all my attention to arranging a day on which we seven could dine again at the same table, while the waiter who had been so useful before would see that, if Pundit Sinadryana should be dining in the club, he should not be within hearing. And one day we were all there, the colonel, Charlie Meakin, Eric Didd, Major Brinner, Inkle, Epworthy and I.

You want to hear more of what that fellow did? said the colonel almost at once.

I think we all replied that we should. Sinadryana was not in the room, and we all of us knew by now whom the colonel meant by that fellow.

Well, said the colonel, he made me a blackbird. Some time seemed to have gone by, for it was April now by the look of it. Late April, I should say. The leaves were out on the trees, but not all of them. I dont know what that fellow does with time. Something pretty odd, I should say. But then everything about him is odd.

I dont know where I was all the winter, or what he had done with the winter. But it was clearly April. And I was a blackbird. A silly sort of thing to be I should have said, if youd asked me a year ago or a few weeks ago. I dont know. Dont ask me when this all happened. Ask Sinadryana. I was a blackbird, and I was on a tree in a wood, and so far as I could see, it was night. But it was on the slope of a hill, and the hill and the trees were between me and the dawn, which must have come up at that moment. For I heard one bar of music thrill through the wood, a solo sung by one bird, and I knew what it was: I knew he had seen the dawn and that he had set it to music. And then we all joined in. We joined in like one orchestra, conducted by the dawn. I knew exactly what to sing, though I had never sung that song before.

But I suppose the blackbird that I now was had done so, and I had all his memories. Sometimes I think that it was a song learned so well that we all sang it together from memory; not merely our own memories, going back for a few seasons, but from some old memory that is the heirloom of the blackbirds. And the glory of the dawn increased as we sang, and our song kept time to it, and in some way interpreted it, in a way that I could never tell you now. Its a pity I cant. For if I could tell you now, what I knew so well in that wood, how the dawn was in our song, and our song made of it, I could tell you something of harmony that men dont know. All I know is that there is some secret in the blackbirds chorus that is perfectly obvious to a blackbird; so obvious that I did not trouble to think of it. So now I do not know what it was. But you can tell by listening to it that it is nothing that our musicians have ever caught. A different language, as it were. I knew that language then.

All I remember now of that song is that it was made out of the glory of the dawn, and we told of that glory in song. And our song told of valleys waking, enchanted from sleep by that glory, and prophesied the coming of day. It is curious, looking back on it, to think how we thrilled to that prophecy. After all, you will say, it was only day coming. But what we felt was that this was a day that had never been before, and that only we on our trees seeing those first traces knew it was coming.

Of course we all know here that no day is exactly the same as another, but there we felt a new day was so different from anything ever known, that our song might almost have been the one that was sung to the first day. Indeed, so far as I remember, I think we thought that it was. I think we felt that this song that we were singing was the one the first blackbird sang to the first morning. It seemed something handed down as a sacred trust to us. And in that spirit we sang it. And we prophesied, as we sang, that day was coming, as that first blackbird had prophesied the first day. Of course we were only birds, and couldnt know much. And yet there was something I knew, which I have forgotten, and I wish I could find it again, because, whatever it was, it told more of what it is all about than I am able to find out here.

Of what what is all about? asked Charlie Meakin.

You see, thats what I cant remember, answered the colonel.

Burdened as it seemed with the secrets of Fairyland, and yet unable to tell them, Colonel Polders sat silent for the rest of that evening.


CHAPTER XXIII

COLONEL POLDERS could almost always be found in the club just as the evening editions of his favourite papers came in. And there I saw him next day with a cup of tea beside him. I tried to arrange another dinner, but found him unresponsive, and seeming as though he brooded still over something lost to his memory. But, though I was able to arrange nothing with him, I did ascertain indirectly that he would be dining that night in the club. All I had to do then was hurriedly to collect the others, for by now we felt we all had an equal share in the treasure trove of the colonels strange revelations, and to arrange with them all to be in the club, and all to troop into the dining-room whenever the colonel went there. This I was able to manage, and when the hour came, the hour, I mean, at which Colonel Polders became hungry, we all followed, and our waiter put us all at the same table.

The colonel looked up and nodded, but, not having given me any promise to talk about anything particular, he made a point of not doing so. Also he seemed rather aggrieved by the loss of that secret of Fairyland, or whatever it was, as though it were any fault of ours. But there are peoples minds that sometimes work like that. I suppose it is as though you took Adam and Eve for a walk and brought them up to the locked gates of Eden, and said, Didnt you live here once? And they would naturally be annoyed with you, although their expulsion was no fault of yours. Well, that is how things often go, and the colonel was cross and moody.

We were talking of trivial and unimportant things, while we had come to hear something of one of the innermost secrets of Asia, as revealed, so far as we knew, to only one man in Europe, the man who was sitting beside us, mostly silent, and talking, when at all, of the insufficient supply of good cheese in the club. Until Meakin threw down a remark that in the field of conversation may be compared to one of those inspired casts that a great huntsman will make when his hounds are all at a loss.

Did Sinadryana ever make you a mouse? he asked.

A mouse! said the colonel. A mouse! Its the very thing he did do.

And so from this remark, whether idly blown from Meakin upon some wind of chance, or whether arising from some deep intuition, we got a strange story.

He did indeed, said the colonel. He made me a mouse. Strange when you think that he had once made me a cat. A perverted sense, I suppose, of what the fellow thinks is humour. Ive no doubt that in some sinister way thats what he thinks is funny. Well, there it is; I was a mouse. I wasnt surprised. I had ceased to be surprised at anything that fellow does.

I didnt realize at once that I was a mouse. What it felt like was more like a mediaeval baron, in some great rough castle with huge high halls and dark corridors. But it turned out I was a mouse. The corridors on my side of the wainscot seemed enormous, their timbers towering upwards into the dark. And there were great grey curtains of magnificent weaving. Indeed I was astonished, when I thought over it afterwards, to realize that I had never even noticed their exquisite work before. Many a housemaid every morning destroys pieces of tapestry that are altogether beyond the art of all the weavers that ever worked in Arras. One noticed things like that as a mouse, not only because all ones senses were sharper, but because the scale seemed different and everything that one observed was huger.

I had the run of what seemed a gloomy but magnificent fortress, along which ran the halls and corridors that led into rooms so different that they seemed in another world, if you can imagine two worlds touching, and a house on their very frontier with chambers in either world. Looking back on it I should say that it was a rectory, fairly old and built of stone. But I am telling you what I actually saw, rather than giving you any theories of how they came to be there, which you can elaborate for yourselves as well as I can. What I saw, then, was sheer walls of stone, lined with rough mortar and towering into the darkness, and great timbered halls which opened here and there through small doors on to wide level plains of bright colours, which were in fact carpets.

Another difference there was at that frontier, between the rough and gloomy stone and the smoothness and brightness of the shining plains, and that is that on one side of those small doors, the rough and gloomy side, everything was safe, and on the smooth and splendid side it was all dangerous. And when I tell you that all the food that I ever got was all on the dangerous side, and that in my castle was none except what I could get from there, you will realize that my life was a life of adventure if ever there was one.

There was a really romantic splendour about my castle. Imagine rough walls of hewn stone far over a hundred times your own height, and timbered corridors twenty or thirty times as high, and the doorways opening into the mysterious land in which all was so different. It made me think of the romance of old ballads of chivalry.

Well, said Charlie Meakin, I always felt, myself, that romance was not quite complete without a beautiful lady.

But there were creatures of the most exquisite beauty in those halls, said the colonel. They went nimbly by with the grace and silence of shadows, dressed in the loveliest and most delicate furs. I cannot describe their beauty to you now. It is altogether beyond me. I might have then. But you would not have understood. And the colonel sighed.

I see. Something like Anaconda, said Charlie Meakin, referring to the very beautiful dancer whom we had all seen.

No, not the least, said the colonel. A thousand times lovelier. Well, well, I cant describe her to you, or any of them. But I do assure you there was romance in that castle.

It was just one of those things about which there is no arguing; one of those things about which, if anyone ever dilates on them in a club, one usually says, Yes, I suppose so. To agree is unnecessary, and to disagree, upon such occasions, quite impossible. So we left it at that, and the colonel went on with his strange story.

Only in time of war, he said, and not always then, do we live as a mouse lives. In times of peace we sometimes choose some dangerous sport and follow it for a while, but a mouse has to undertake some daring raid every night for its food. And what food it was! Youve no idea how cheese tastes, eaten with a mouses appetite and spiced with the triumph of raiding the treasuries of a hostile people in an alien land, for that part of a house in which the carpets lie is very alien indeed to the halls of the mouse. And another thing that added to the romance of those raids over the carpets that were so strange to us was that the alien house, the carpeted floors, were like one of those palaces, in tales of chivalry or old Arabian stories, in which a magician was burning spices. For a magical odour haunted the chambers beyond our doors, an odour unlike anything that we knew. From one particular room it blew strong, roaming mysteriously along our corridors. Indeed we knew more by that, than by any other sign, that night had fallen and the house was quiet, whenever the odour ceased.

What was it like? asked Didd.

It was like the strangest spices ever brought from the East, said the colonel. Like the odour of strange enchantments brewed in a magic bowl, like the haunting presence of a magician making his spells, and full of hints of danger, and warnings of the presence of Man.

What do you think it was? asked Didd.

Well, looking back on it, said the colonel, I see that it must have been the vicar smoking his pipe. But I am telling you my actual experience, and what I thought at the time, and it seemed something strangely magical. I had no theories about it then, and I am giving you none now. But thats what it must have been really. When that odour ceased to drift fresh through the air, we knew that men watched no longer and that the hour of the mouse had come. Then we stole out over those level plains that the carpets seemed to us; and no riders on camels raiding encampments in the Sahara, nor cavalry riding for loot in hostile plains, ever felt the lure of their adventure, I think, more than we felt the thrill of ours. What treasure trove were crumbs on the carpet!

But we went further afield, looking for cheese. And it was not only the gigantic shape of Man that we defied, though we dreaded it, but there was that huge and terrible monster, the cat. It was silent as we, and we never knew where it lurked. I would call it tiger-like, but that it was altogether beyond the proportion of tiger to man. A most horrible deadly sight. I have stood up to a tiger, like lots of men. But that cat that used to prowl over those plains of carpet, I do assure you on the word of a mouse (and perhaps it is the only time that anyone who has been a mouse will speak to you about it, for I do not wish to refer to this experience again), I do assure you that the sight of it was blood-curdling. Imagine a furtive creature perfectly silent, with carnivorous teeth and claws sharper than knives, the size of an elephant; and still you are short of picturing what a cat is, seen by a mouse.

When the magical smell no longer went through our corridors, but only hung motionless beyond our doors, enchanting the plains of carpet, we stole out on our forays. We ran over those plains to where we knew that crumbs would be lying. You would not have seen them; you would not even have said that the floor had not been properly swept. But we knew. And on over those plains we went to the great store, the treasury of that house of man, whence the odour of cheese went up, above all the other odours, filling the air with the splendour of which we dreamed. Do not misunderstand me. I do not think that the smell of cheese is splendid. Certainly not the cheese we get in the club nowadays. I am only telling you what I saw and felt at the time, exactly as I saw and felt it. And the scent of cheese was a splendour that had a lure more powerful than any I know of here.

Yes, I quite understand, said Inkle.

We passed under the precipices of many walls, the colonel continued. No building weve ever seen seemed anything like them, though for proportion perhaps the pyramids might be compared with them. I dont know if some of you have seen the gorge of the Avon. For sheer altitude, rising up on each side of one, I would rather compare them with that. Or that dark ravine that divides the city of Constantine.

Well, I will not describe to you the wonderful treasure we found, or our gorgeous banquets upon them, because you would never appreciate what they were to us. You read marvellous tales of treasure, stored in the East, washing-basins filled to the brim with rubies, and emeralds lying in heaps, tales that are told in Asia only to rouse your wonder; but you miss the triumph and splendour of the banquet by night of a mouse. There are true stories of adventure for you, true stories of treasure; but I will not tell them, for you could never understand the gorgeous flavours that there can be in a rind of bacon, or the exquisite taste of a dry crust of bread. I might give you some idea of it if I described some stately banquet, with turtle soup in tureens of gold, and roast peacocks on golden salvers, on a day of some month with an R in it, and plenty of oysters, and wines of vintages worthy of such a banquet. But then, in my effort to make you understand, I should be straying from my intention to tell only what I saw, which, even if you are unable to appreciate it, is still, in my opinion, the only way of telling a story. And, whether it is or not, I mean to abide by that rule.

One night we were returning to our great fortress after a banquet of exceptional magnificence. We went over the great plain that I spoke of, and the carpet was heavy with those magical fumes that no longer floated in air, but that had fallen and lay there enchanting the carpet. And suddenly a new scent drifted past. It was not, I think, that the food had made me sleepy, and so careless. It was rather that the sense of triumph at having raided that treasury had induced in me the satisfaction at which Fate so often strikes. Certainly I felt that no evil could touch me; and, if that scent that drifted by was a warning, I disregarded it. And then that monster of which I told you appeared between me and our main door. The apple-green glow of its great eyes shone in the dusk and were fixed on me. Its whiskers were like long sabres. And then this tiger the size of an elephant, or so it seemed to me, sprang. All happened in absolute silence. And that was not the end of it. I wish it had been. But death by torture is not a pleasant topic. Pass the port.


CHAPTER XXIV

WE passed the port, and troubled the colonel no further with any enquiries about what must have been a very painful experience. Long afterwards we went to the reading-room, and while we were drinking coffee and benedictine and there was no one there but ourselves, Eric Didd said to the colonel, What happened next?

Next, said the colonel. What happened next was that that fellow made me a lark. I was in the air singing, and I got the idea for a moment that I was some sort of an angel. But he had made me a lark. I couldnt have been an angel of course. I havent quite led that kind of life. But its not only that. That fellow Sinadryana wouldnt be able to do it. Hell is more in his line. As I told the committee. No, I was a lark. And yet there was something in the song I was singing, that altogether transcended earth. And yet perhaps not that. What perhaps it did was to gather together into a kind of essence all the unnoticed beauties of the fields and hedgerows (unnoticed by us, I mean) and the solemn glory of the sky.

It was an anthem that I was singing, such as I felt had never been sung before, and yet all the inspiration and the theme of it were very old. I felt as though they had been stored in me for ages, all the things that were in that song. I mean that the sunlight in which I was flying, and the flowers from which I flew, and the deep blue of the sky into which I was rising, did not seem as though it was they that were making that song, but as if they had long been soaking into my heart, which now gave them back to the ages from which they came.

But it is hard to explain in cold blood what my feelings were in those moments of rapture. Perhaps I felt that I was interpreting, I dont know for whom, that sunlight and the beauty of those flowers; and, I think, bygone sunlights too, and bygone flowers, whose loveliness I was preserving in song. It all welled out of my throat like wine from grapes, the song that was made of the beauty of dead flowers, and daylights that had faded but for that song. I wish I could remember the words of it, but I have forgotten the language. That is the worst of things that are gone. There are such great lessons in them. But one forgets them. I think it was a great poem that I was singing, and that there was a great message in it.

The colonel fell silent, and, I think, with the honest intention of helping him and getting more of his story, Charlie Meakin said: Couldnt you try to write the poem now?

No, said Colonel Polders. I think only one pen could have written it. It was so fresh and simple and new, that I think no pen but Homers would have been able to write it. Shakespeares perhaps. But even he was born too late for that song. A sophistication was beginning to creep into the world, even then, that would have made it hard to have written it; and when the first machine was invented, that was the end of it, and no one could have interpreted that song any more.

What about Shelley? asked Epworthy.

Yes, said the colonel. He understood the skylark. And no greater poet since Milton. Yet he had seen factories, and no one that has looked at machinery working has quite the dewy simplicity to interpret what I was singing, something that might have been sung in Eden on one of the first mornings. No, Homer could have given this message; but, I think, nobody else.

And what do you think was the message? asked Charlie Meakin.

I think it was some reminder, said the colonel, of something the world has lost, something that cant be seen in a town, something there is in the country, visible still, only that our eyes dont quite see as they used to. I wish I could remember what it was, and I would tell people. Ive often listened since, when a lark was singing; but, you see, I dont know the language now. You may say that fellow Sinadryana has shown me some interesting things. But he has left me with a great sense of loss. You may think that I have told you a certain amount; but it is nothing to what is gone; and I never hear a lark singing now without thinking about that message that I feel it is my duty to deliver; and I dont know what it was.

Perhaps it will come back to you, said Didd.

No, said the colonel. It will never come back, here. It needs the open sky, and the heart of a lark, and air and sunlight that have never known machines, and someone who can interpret the song that the lark is singing. And theres nobody to interpret. Weve grown too sophisticated.

Perhaps some young poet could do it for you, said Didd.

No, no, said the colonel sadly. Look what they write. They are too intricate to understand what the lark is saying, and too complicated for us to understand them. No, I shant get it from them, and I cant quite get it from my memory. So there you are.

Well, I went up and up and sang as I rose, and as my triumph increased. For it was some triumph. I am sure it was a triumphant message that I have lost. And, Lord knows, we need one. Well, I went to a great height, and I gave my message. And I know that larks are giving that message still. It is not lost. Only lost to us. I am going to listen again, and see if I can remember the words of it. I know there is something birds know, which we have missed. I can tell you no more now.

I think youve told us a lot, said Epworthy, considering the number of lives you had to remember.

No, said the colonel. Only externals. Only a few things seen with the eye. Nothing of that message that the lark has for us, calling us back, I think, to some path from which we have strayed. I think he often sent me over the border, that fellow, to where they spoke a language in which they told one clearly enough how life might be lived with some intensity of which we know nothing here. And I spoke that language myself, and not only heard, but uttered the message of which I was telling you. But what it was dont ask me now. All I can tell you is that we are a long, long way away from the path along which the lark or the blackbird could direct us, if I hadnt forgotten their language, which for a while I knew so well.

The door of the reading-room opened as the colonel said these words.

Why dont you ask Sinadryana about it? said Charlie Meakin. For the pundits tall lean figure came silently through the door. After all, he cant bite you.

There are people, replied the colonel, who, if they did bite you, would give you hydrophobia.

As this was said in a voice that was audible all through the room, I decided that the time was obviously come for some more general conversation. So I introduced, rather forcibly, the subject of proportional representation for the jungle tribes in India, in which Inkle, for one, is particularly interested. And we were soon in an argument that, though heated, was directed at no one man in particular.


CHAPTER XXV

WE came to an arrangement that our little party would always meet and dine at that same table on Thursdays, and as Thursday came round that table was always reserved for us. The colonel, I think, took it for granted that, when we had heard his whole story, the mere local colour, all taken together, would convince us that it was true, and that we would all support him in whatever trouble he meant to make with a complaint to the committee of the club against Pundit Sinadryana.

Exactly what form the complaint was to take I did not know, but of the object of it I had no doubt whatever: it was to prove to the committee that he had been perfectly right when he opposed the election of the pundit. The idea of writing the whole thing in a book, so that a wider circle than that of the Electors could judge of it, had already begun to take shape in my mind, and I suggested this to the colonel. He was interested, but showed what I fear is a slightly narrow outlook on life, for he said, Print it privately then, or youll have a lot of people reading it who never had a vote in their lives. He is one of the old school, who hold that membership of the Electors Club should be carefully limited, and that those outside it do not very much count. This book, in the ordinary course, would never come his way; and if anyone is so deficient in tact as to blurt out to him, I see somebody has written a book about you, it will be he that will be to blame for any disapproval the colonel may feel, not I.

When the next Thursday came round, we all met at our table, and over the soup the colonel turned to me, and said: I dont know what you are going to say in your book; but dont start on it till you have heard everything that happened. Then if you feel that the antics of that fellow Sinadryana can be of any interest, you can tell them just what he did. I dont know if they allow things like that to go on in other clubs. They dont seem to mind them in this.

Did he play any more tricks on you? I asked.

Tricks on me, said the colonel. He certainly did.

What did he do next? asked Charlie Meakin.

If you want to know what he did next, said the colonel, he made me into a monkey. Thats what he did. And a nice trick to play on any member of the Electors. A damned monkey. You can put that into your book, and see if they believe you. Not the mere transmigration from man to monkey. Thats been worked out for thousands of years, and there are people who know all about it. Its nothing new. What I meant was: see if you can get anyone to believe you when you tell them a trick like that was played on a member of the Electors, on the premises of the club. That would take some believing, I should think. Youd better think twice before you tell them that. But thats what he did. I was up a tree, looking out from the top of a forest towards distant snow, and the sun was vertical, so that I knew that I was in the tropics. And the snow was the head and shoulders of Kenya, which is unmistakable once you have seen it. So I knew where I was. I was in a forest somewhere about the equator, in the country that is named after the second highest mountain in Africa. Down through that forest went some African river, the Guaso Nyero I should think, and the forest went up from both sides of the ravine down which it was foaming, forest that had been there for ever.

How did you know it had been there for ever? asked Charlie Meakin.

I just knew it, the colonel answered. And youd know it if you saw it. It was as impossible to imagine that anyone ever planted it, as it would be to imagine that anyone ever dug out the Howick Falls in Natal with a spade. The actual trees must have been there for centuries, and their forbears for ever. There was a gravity about them that they could only have got from the ages. Their grey beards were yards long. It was like a rough garden where I was, where orchids were flowering among the green tops of the cedars, over which I was looking towards the snow of Kenya that glowed in a steel-blue sky.

Below me in the forest seen through clefts in the tree-tops nothing stirred. Then plants that hung from the trees would part silently, like great green curtains, and a herd of buffaloes would slip through. And the curtains would close behind them, and nothing would stir again. I think I was looking down on an elephant track. But it looked like a corridor hung with curtains along both sides. And after a long while the green curtains parted again, and a lion stepped through and crossed the track and went silently on, the way that the buffaloes had gone. He would not dare to attack a herd of buffaloes, but he would have been looking for a calf or a straggler, or perhaps a wounded bull. Nothing could harm us. Then the forest would be as silent as ever, as though nothing had ever stirred there, or ever would; unless the call of a dove from one of the trees, repeated again and again, was a warning that something large was soon coming that way.

Over our orchid-garden at the top of the forest a kite soared all day, watching. It was very pleasant sitting there in that blaze of sunlight. It was like bathing in champagne. Before evening we moved. For there were numbers of us, and we travelled together. We ran over the tops of the trees and jumped from branch to branch, without even thinking of the forest below. It was almost like running over a field, or rather it was like riding across a country with big ditches.

At one moment among the tops of the cedars we caught the scent of smoke, and knew that Man was near. I had, still, dim memories of having been a man, so I climbed lower to have a look at them. And I saw their thatched huts and their fire burning, and men and women walking about. But they shouted Nu-gu, and I remembered that that is a very contemptuous word among the Kikuyus. I never thought to have it shouted at me. As they seemed unfriendly, I left them, and went on with our journey. We were travelling downhill; so that we left the cedars after a while and came to bamboos, where our travelling was slower, because we had to jump more. And then we left the bamboos and came to big trees again, and among them we rested.

I dont know why we travelled, or why we stopped: the herd did it, and we all kept together. I think we were changing our feeding-grounds. The sun was low over the new trees that we came to, and the blue pigeons were flying home to them. Then the hyenas began their evening hymn, and the sun set, and the darkness fell at once, and the stars came out and the fireflies. Imagine the Milky Way suddenly moving, and its stars all wandering away. That is what the fireflies were like, sailing among the trees like stars gliding through space. We slept together in rows along a branch, keeping each other warm. But we did not sleep at once. For a great voice rolled through the forest, which grips the hearts of all little creatures, though they may be high up, in safety, as we were. Even the cicadas stopped chirruping when the lion spoke.

I shouldnt like to sleep on a branch, said Charlie Meakin.

Why not? asked the colonel.

I might fall off, said Charlie.

Oh no, said the colonel. We gripped the branch with our tails. It took a definite effort of will to uncurl them. They couldnt have relaxed while we slept. If we had fallen, they would have held us.

A bird with a horny face called through the forest, and dawn flashed over the tree-tops, and from the plain not far away we heard the thundering of zebras. And the hummingbirds came out, and hovered before great flowers. Tied to high branches we could see here and there the long thin honey-pots of the Wondoroboes. But we kept away from these, because the bees would have killed us if we disturbed them. And so, we knew, would the Wondoroboes, if we upset their honey-pots. Among our tree-tops flew butterflies bright as the orchids.

We could see the herds on the plains, more than there would be in Regents Park if all the Zoo got loose. I didnt remember their names; and yet I seemed to be able to identify them immediately, and without thought, far more easily than I could do as a man. A queer thing about the zebras was that, in bright sunlight, they did not appear to be striped, but looked chocolate-coloured all over.

Along the edge of the forest giraffes were feeding, with their great necks stretching up close to our branches. As a man, you know, they always used to look odd to me; but youll never guess what seemed the oddest thing that we saw from the top of the forest. The oddest thing that we saw was men. Youve no idea how odd they looked, all walking on their hind legs, as it seemed to us. And once I saw a white man ride by. He looked odder still, with all those clothes on him and a hat. Dont think I am criticizing any of your clothes. I am wearing clothes myself, as you see. And the way we walk is of course the proper way to walk. At the same time, I have never gone near the monkey-house in the Zoo since. Because, now that I know what a man looks like to a monkey, I naturally keep away. He may be right and he may be wrong, but I dont want him to be having his silly opinions about me.

And herds of what we call congoni were there, and what we call Thompsons gazelle, and what we call waterbuck.

What do the monkeys call them? asked Charlie Meakin.

Well, there you have me, said the colonel. We didnt exactly call them anything. We just knew them. And rhinos were there, each one with an egret on his back, like some ethereal spirit riding Behemoth. Thats what it seemed like, as I remember it now. They were munching mouthfuls of thorns from mimosa trees, whose shapes rose here and there over the grasses. Its a country you should see. Even as a man you can get some idea of it. But the view that we had of it, looking down from those trees, was wonderful, more wonderful than I could describe to you. You see, we had been living there for ever, and we knew it as only such old residents could.

But youd been there for only a few hours, said Charlie Meakin.

That is so, said the colonel. But you dont understand that that fellow had given me the complete equipment of a monkey. Or rather he had sent me to inhabit a body that was thus fully equipped. And with that equipment went a knowledge of the forest that must have been matured by the ages. Thats how it was.

I see, said Charlie Meakin.

In a way, of course, I was new to it all, continued the colonel. But that didnt affect my knowledge of all that a monkey knows. I sometimes think, however, that it may have affected my readiness to be guided by it. I was perhaps like a young man born in a highly civilized community, who nevertheless is not always guided by all of its precepts. No, I knew well enough that it was not the thing to do, but I saw some good running water going down through the forest, and it looked better to drink than the perfectly good water we could get in the hollows of trees, and I climbed down to drink some of it. If ever anything of the sort should happen to you  

Happen to me? said Charlie Meakin.

One never knows what may happen in the club, said the colonel, ever since they elected that fellow Sinadryana. If ever it should happen to any of you, remember my advice, which is: Dont go down from the trees. I did it, and a leopard sprang. And I left that incarnation.


CHAPTER XXVI

AND what happened then? asked Eric Didd.

Happened? said the colonel. That fellow was still at his tricks. As darkness left me and a bright light returned I heard the last words of his spell drifting further away, and they were drifting over a desert, and I was a camel. Thats what he had made me this time.

A camel! I couldnt help exclaiming.

Hed make one anything, said the colonel. Yes, a camel. The desert that I saw where my head was pointing was rather a different desert from the one from whose edge I had come. It was sandier, but it was still Sahara. There is no mistaking Sahara.

How can you tell it? asked Charlie Meakin.

Well, thats hard to say here, said the colonel. Perhaps I was speaking more as a camel. I felt at once that it was the Sahara. And I was right. The sun was just rising as I came round, and found that I was a camel; and the desert shone as it rose. I was in a court-yard, round which went four whitewashed walls of mud with a little straw in it. Behind me lay a great city, which might have been Cairo, and an Arab had evidently wearied of the city, and was going over the desert to his home. I knew it was home, though I had never exactly been there. But the camel had. I knew that. And I was that camel now. Two or three other camels were there, and we were all kneeling down. We were all being loaded, and I was doing what the others were doing; not copying them, but knowing that it was the right thing to do. We were groaning. We groaned as each new tent-pole or sack was laid on. And of course we varied our groans, making them longer and louder as more loads were added.

Did it stop the Arabs laying on any more loads? asked Eric Didd.

No, said the colonel. It had no effect on the Arabs. But we knew that it was the right thing to do. They were really heartrending groans; and, if the Arabs were not affected by them, that was no fault of ours. It must have all been worked out by the camels ages ago, and found to be the best way in which the appeal could be made. Of course all the time that the camels were learning the most touching appeal, the Arabs were accustoming themselves to ignore it. It was a contest of wits really. Of course I did not concern myself with all that. I just groaned in the most effective way that I could whenever a load was being laid on. The sun was only a little way clear of the desert, when the Arab that was master of the caravan mounted me and told me to rise.

How did you know that he was the master? asked Charlie Meakin.

By the orders he gave to the others, of course, said the colonel. We understood orders. We rose up and got down, and marched and halted, by orders.

How do you halt a camel? asked Charlie.

Well, I could tell you, said the colonel. But I cant very well do it here, because the guttural Arabic word sounds so like clearing ones throat before or after being sick, that I cannot tell it you in the dining-room of the club. It might be misinterpreted. But I can assure you it was always obeyed. It isnt the whip that the camel dreads, but the terrible voice of Man. Yet we had a prophecy among us that consoled us for that. We all knew it, and I knew it; and I knew it at once, as soon as that fellow made me a camel. I dont know if it was a secret of the camels, that prophecy, or if it was something wider, for the Barbary sheep had something like it. I hope it isnt true. It foretold that camels would one day be free. All camels, you know. We thought of it as we were being loaded; we thought of it as we crossed the desert with all our loads in the heat of the sun; and we thought of it at evening while we rested, and dreamed of it when we slept.

Well, the master of the caravan ordered me to march, and at once we were in the desert. So bright was the early sunlight in the desert, that a halo shone on the sand where the arabs walked, shining among their shadows; and I used to see a glow among the shadows of rocks. As a man I should not have noticed it, and as a camel you might think that it would have puzzled me, but this was not at all the case. As a camel I saw everything, and knew that it was right. Knowing that, it did not concern me to wonder how it became so. Indeed, I never wondered about causes. What always concerned me was that a thing was there. I had no concern with some time when it was not there, or how it left that state to become as I now saw it.

Thinking it all over, it seems to me, now, that when the sun was only just above the rim of the desert, it shone so brightly on the faces of rocks, and on the Arabs white burnouses, that they reflected the light as the moon does, and where the reflected light fell upon any shadow it made a golden glow there. But any thoughts of this sort would have seemed pure waste of time to a camel, and at the time I made no such calculations whatever. They would have seemed as silly to me as wondering, when you were out in the rain, about the chemical composition of water, instead of merely putting up an umbrella.

Well, we walked on over the sand, glad, in spite of our loads, to be out in the desert away from the city, and dreaming as we went of the day when camels would be free. It seemed the city that we were leaving must have been Cairo, because we could see the pyramids all day. But we paid no more attention to them than to other hills. They were part of the beauty of the desert, but only part of it. As for the Sphinx, we passed quite near to it. But one told an animal by shape, movement and smell; and, as it had only one of these three, we were not interested in it. I was leading, and the others followed in single file behind me. It was like a bird going back to the sky from an aviary, to be out in the desert again. Even the Arabs sang. I say even, because men cannot feel these things as camels do.

Heat and our loads could not diminish the glory of the desert. Far away ahead of us we caught sight of a grove of palms, with water shining below them. As the sun went higher we saw other lakes shining; but they were not real, and disappeared after a while. Before noon we came to the palm-trees and our loads were taken off us, and the Arabs set up their tent. And we were allowed to go free, and we found some thorn bushes with mauve flowers among the thorns and ate large mouthfuls of them.

How did you get the flowers out from the thorns? asked Charlie Meakin.

We didnt, replied the colonel. We ate both. When the Arabs had slept and the day was cooler our loads-were put upon us again, and our caravan went on. And when the sun neared the horizon we were halted, and the camp was set up in the desert. The horns of a young moon and the evening star were shining in the lucid spaces of the Egyptian sky. I do assure you that one does not need to know what the moon or a planet is, in order to delight in the glow of them and absorb their beauty. The mystery of the desert and the splendour of the sky sank into us as we lay there without our loads, dreaming again of the time when camels would all be free.

How did you think that would happen? asked Charlie Meakin.

We didnt think, said the colonel. We knew. It was just a knowledge that was handed down to us. We knew it as we knew that sand was soft and that the sky was over it.

Did you never question the prophecy? asked Eric Didd.

We questioned nothing, replied the colonel. Of course we did notice that Man was getting cleverer and more intricate. We couldnt help noticing that in cities. And we saw that our own ways did not alter. We may have felt that the huge edifice of his inventions must topple over one day, and that the camels way would survive. And yet those of us that knew only the desert would have seen no changes there. No, it was the prophecy that we all relied on.

Do you think there was something in it? asked Epworthy.

That is hard to say, the colonel replied. Of course our civilization is getting more and more intricate, and it does take more and more work to keep it going; and if we did find the work too much for us we might be worse off than the camel, because his way of life is easier, and he has been at it so much longer. Then, if he were still thriving while we were weakening, it might be hard to keep the brute in his place. Of course we could blow every camel in the world to pieces. But our principal problem is man versus man, not man versus camel; and, if that fight were too even one day and too long protracted, the camel might win in the end. Of course as a camel I worked nothing of all this out: none of us did. It was only what we felt. I dont think we felt that it was coming immediately. But then we knew nothing of the atomic bomb.


CHAPTER XXVII

I AM afraid that over the savoury that night we drifted away from the colonels actual experiences to a discussion of things that would scarcely interest my readers. Not that the development of the atomic bomb is unimportant to them, but because it is a topic that most people would rather avoid, and of which they have ample opportunities to read in newspapers, so that they do not need to look for discussions about it in books. But, however that may be, we heard no more of Polders life as a camel and did not even hear how he came to leave that life. I was now using a notebook at these little conferences, since I had openly admitted my intention to record the colonels experiences in a book, in the hope that there may be a few who will find them sufficiently unusual to be worth recording in this way.

The majority, if they ever hear of this book, will feel, no doubt, that transmigration, having been studied by millions for at least three thousand years, can be hardly considered new. They will of course be perfectly right. At the same time, there are men who write books on travel, though they have been no further than Brighton, and for such as have never travelled at all these books may have some slight interest. So I conceived the idea that, for the few that may not have had the time or inclination to give any attention to the lore of transmigration these spiritual journeys of Colonel Polders may be of some slight interest.

During the week that elapsed before our next meeting, which was to take place again on a Thursday, I was able to put my notes together, and not only to record some details of the colonels unusual journeys, as they seemed at least to me, but to preserve for any readers that I may find some of the questions that were asked him and the names of the questioners. For, though many of the questions were of no interest, I never knew which of them might be the means of throwing some little light on an event which would make it easier for a reader to see what actually had happened.

When Thursday came round again and we met at our usual table, the colonel said no more of his life as a camel, nor did I question him of it; for I feared lest, in the attempt to direct his memories to where they had been last Thursday, I might sink them again in the quicksands of a discussion about our destiny. Anything to do with profitless discussions of this sort I had suggested to the rest of our little party that they should avoid. So when at an early stage in our dinner I asked the colonel if the pundit had sent him on to any further incarnation, the others all turned towards the colonel in silence.

He certainly did, said the colonel. He never seemed tired of doing it. I found myself in a very fine old castle. One of those spells of his was just droning away into silence, and I was high up in a tower magnificently upholstered with ivy. I was pleased to own such a splendid castle, for I felt that I did own it. I heard the voices of what I felt to be my own family all round me, talking loudly, and I turned to them to tell them not to chatter like that all at one time, and found that I was a jackdaw. Yes, that is what I was. There was no mistake about it. Black body, grey head: well theres no harm in that, a man in a black coat with a grey head has a very respectable appearance, and looks as a man ought to look. I could see my grey head in a pool of water that was lying on the top of a wall, for that splendid castle had no roof nor floors.

Below us we had a magnificent hall. Men had lived there once. We knew that. And we knew that they built it. They had feasted and talked there, perhaps even sang, and we did not grudge these things to them. But only our voices were heard there now, and somehow the sound seemed to us more suitable to those great halls than the voices of men could ever have been. Dont think that we felt any antagonism whatever to men. We rather liked them, and actually chose them as neighbours. I may have said some things that may have seemed unduly derogatory to the human race, things I found out about men or opinions concerning them, that I picked up on what I may call my wanderings, where I was sent by that fellow Sinadryana. If so I apologize. But among jackdaws at least, I can assure you that the human race is held in the highest esteem, on account of the excellent houses they build. We build, I should have said, for I am a jackdaw no longer. But the memory somehow persists very vividly.

A river ran by our castle, and a town lay beyond the river. Others of our people lived in the town, but not so conveniently as we. They were sometimes disturbed. Even those who lived in a steeple, where men never came to molest them, were repeatedly disturbed by bells, whose vibrations they found very troublesome, jarring the whole air and entirely shattering the calm of their home. Amongst our ivy we were completely comfortable, and nobody ever disturbed us. There were orchards shining in the town below us; only blossom while I was in that tower; but we knew that we would share the fruit with our kin in the steeple and chimneys as soon as it ripened for us. Meanwhile there were grubs in the fields, and all the good things that men in the town threw away.

What kind of things? asked Charlie Meakin.

Well, said the colonel, of course they wouldnt seem good to you, or to me now. In fact, in the dining-room, I could not very well tell you. But things seem different now from what they did then. I am merely telling you exactly what I experienced. The blame for anything unpleasant that there may be about it at times, must be entirely borne by Sinadryana. I tell you of things as I found them. I dont know what he eats himself, when he isnt in the club. Snakes, for all I know. But dont blame me.

None of us would do that, I said. Its Sinadryanas fault. You must have had a very interesting time in your tower.

It was a fine old tower, said Polders. Our castle was built on a rise, and everything lay below us. We could hear the lark coming up to us for quite a long time, before it passed us and went on. We could see the river on its long journey, winding through hundreds of fields, and the birds that went up and down it: it would astonish you if I gave a list of them all. Some of them I could not even identify by the names that we give them here, well though I knew them. And we saw men and women walking about in their gardens and along the road through the town. The odd thing about that, though youll hardly believe it, was that though we watched them and were quite interested, yet somehow they did not seem, as they ought to have done, the only things that really mattered. I mean, when we say everybody in the world we naturally mean only men and women. But there it was somehow different.

What else was there? Well, there was cock-crow, which came up from all over the town. And Ill tell you an odd thing about that. And I cant quite explain it. But it was this: the bells in the steeple, chiming out mens hours, seemed somehow so inaccurate; compared, I mean, to the cock-crow. In early mornings or late mornings, in bright days or in dull days, always those sounds from the steeple were just the same. It was as though they did not know. But the cocks called to the morning as soon as it first appeared. They knew when it was summer or winter. The clock seemed not to. Of course they would have had a perfectly good clock really. I am not saying anything against it. That was merely as it appeared to us.

Well, the cocks crowed, telling us that it was time to wake, though of course we woke of ourselves. Then we flew round and shouted because we were so glad at seeing the day, and in order to let everybody know it was there, so that they should not go on sleeping and miss it. And we all went out and had a good meal on an undisturbed field that there was in the town; and then we returned to our great halls, and went through the splendid curtains into our different rooms. There seems to me something rather dead and lustreless about all the curtains that we have here. In no houses that I have ever seen have any curtains the flashing brightness that ours of ivy had. Every leaf twinkled, and the leaves held in the warmth and let in the fresh air and protected us from the strong winds and kept off the rain, which dripped from leaf to leaf away from our nests.

Somewhere among those curtains all day long the bats used to sleep, and we never saw them till evening came and we had gone to our homes; and then we saw them going out to hunt, and heard them call as they hunted, going up and down across the glow of the sky, and heard the snap of their jaws as they caught their flies. And an owl lived in one of the towers in a window. We used to see him floating down about nightfall, and often heard his cry ring through the night. He was a great hunter. And swifts lived near us, not in our castle, but down among the houses, where they used to shelter under the ends of the roofs. All through the evening on their curved, pointed wings they sailed between us and the town. Yes, we had plenty of company. But I was forgetting again that it is men and women that are of real interest, and I am afraid I have been talking too much about birds. I must get out of the habit.

Several of us assured the colonel that we were quite interested in birds.

And I, he continued, was interested in men. We all were. Quite interested. We all of us used to watch them from our tower. And we had a very fine view of them at all hours, once they woke up. But somehow there seemed more to watch in birds: there seemed more movement, more vitality; and they seemed more purposeful, if you understand me; more concerned with the things that really matter. Men had built very fine houses; but, after that, if you will excuse me putting the thing so bluntly, most of what they were doing seemed to be waste of time.

Well, the first thing they did in the morning was to illuminate some of their windows and light their fires. We used to see their windows glowing and the grey smoke going up and spreading, at the time when we first flew out to feed and to tell everyone it was morning. A few must have woken in their houses, to light the lights and the fires, but all the rest slept on. Later in the morning they used to begin coming out of their doors. . . . But, you will excuse me I know; but I am talking of things with which you are all familiar; we are all familiar, I should say. Sometimes I find myself forgetting, and only thinking of those odd experiences that I had. So, I think, would you, if that fellow had played the tricks on you that he played on me. It was most confusing. You will excuse me.


CHAPTER XXVIII

SEEING some trace of embarrassment in the colonel, we did not trouble him with further questions, and he seemed glad of the opportunity to lapse into silence. And not only did we refrain from questioning him, but one of us chose a topic well away from what he had suffered at the hands of Pundit Sinadryana, a topic that always led to hearty discussion whenever it was raised at the Electors, and we all of us joined in.

The topic was a suggestion made long ago by one of our older members that the country would be better governed if voting at Parliamentary elections were limited solely to members of the Electors Club. It was a kind of reversal, or extension, of the first rule of the club, which was probably what had helped the old member to think of it. He had argued that we were all qualified electors; that, some as friends of members of Parliament and some as having been candidates themselves, would know all the tricks of a candidate at an election, and would therefore be unlikely to be taken in by them; and that every political measure had always been thoroughly discussed at the Electors both before introduction and after. It was urged that it would make the Electors Club a kind of third chamber, in which the disagreements and quarrels of the other two chambers could be dispassionately and calmly adjusted.

It would be unfair to say that this was a policy that would be supported by the Electors and opposed by everyone else in the world, for not all the members of the Electors Club did support it; and a sufficient number opposed it, even there, for us always to be sure of a discussion whenever the question was raised. For this reason we raised it now, hoping to hear more from the colonel later on about his unusual experience, when he should have had time to disentangle his memories. Colonel Polders appeared in favour of the scheme, but not completely, for he asked, unmistakably inviting a negative answer, And would you let that fellow Sinadryana vote?

Certainly, said Major Brinner, who was just then praising the suggestion. The wider we have it the better.

Well, we had more to say about the whole suggestion than my reader would probably care to read, but our discussion certainly served its purpose of drawing the colonels attention away from his embarrassment at feeling that he had been too critical of the human race, or at least identifying himself too much with some of those who do not regard us as we should be regarded. In the heat of the discussion, and it was heated, as political discussions always are, the colonel forgot all that, and when we retired to the reading-room and he was sipping a benedictine, Inkle asked him if he had made any other journeys like those of which he had told us.

Well, said the colonel, I did. That fellow hadnt finished his tricks yet. That jackdaw died, and most unpleasantly. There were lambs in the fields near the old castle, and I have no doubt that some fellow had been putting down poison to keep off dogs. Strychnine, and most unpleasant. You wont want to hear details. But I picked some of it up, and heard one of that fellows spells soon after I swallowed it. At one moment I was in pain and hearing the words of that spell in whatever language he talks, not Hindustani, something queerer than that, and the next moment; no, part of the very same moment it seemed; I was in brilliant light and I was drifting over Benares. I was not in a plane. I myself was drifting. I recognized Benares at once. You cant fail to do that, if youve ever seen it.

No. Its a fine town, said Major Brinner.

But what was I? continued the colonel. That is what I could not quite make out. I wasnt a jackdaw. I wasnt a camel. I wasnt a damned monkey. But I couldnt quite make out what. I seemed to be smoke that was drifting away from the river from the top of a burning-ghat. But I couldnt be that. I was long and grey and rather transparent and without very clear outlines, as far as I was able to see. If I hadnt known something of the East and of people like Sinadryana, and so had some idea of what that sort of fellow would do, I dont think Id have ever made out. But knowing something of the sort of thing that a fellow like that might do, I was able to put two and two together, and, when I saw one of them underneath me go down with his face to the ground, and then another, I saw what it must be; he had made me a djinn.

A djinn! we all exclaimed.

But are there such things? asked Didd.

I was one, said the colonel.

Its hard to believe in djinns, said Charlie Meakin.

Not at all, said the colonel. I was surprised for a moment. Thats all. You see, if the fellow could send me, as he did, into the body of a jackdaw, theres something in their theory of transmigration. One has to admit that. And, after all, its no eccentric theory. About a fifth of the human race believes in it. And that fifth believes in djinns. If they are right about one, it seems to me they may be right about the other. Anyway, I was one. Well, the next thing to consider was what I was doing there. I was drifting over the city. And one thing I noticed was that I was not going the way of the wind. So I seemed to have some freedom of movement, if not much.

The smoke from the burning-ghats was all going the other way. Some of them seemed not to see me. Others went down before me, as I said, with their foreheads to the ground. It seemed to me that my job was to bless them or curse them. But I didnt know how to do it. And I wasnt quite sure at that moment which of the two I wanted to do. If I could have seen Sinadrvana Id have had no doubt at all what to do. But I could only see his friends, and I wasnt sure that it would be quite fair to them to work off on them the irritation that I had every reason to feel against him. I dont think that they would have regarded it as in the least unfair if I had, for those that saw me were distinctly frightened, and seemed to expect it. And that nearly made me do it.

Do what? asked Charlie Meakin.

Put a curse over them, said the colonel. I knew I was able to do it, just as easily as I was able to caw when he made me a jackdaw. But then I thought, Its that fellow Sinadryana who has done this, and he may be intending that I should put a curse over them, on account of some personal spite he may have against them, of which I know nothing. And that was quite enough by itself to decide me not to do it. Then came the question, whether to bless them. But I wasnt feeling in a very amicable mood after having those tricks played on me. You couldnt expect me to be.

I thought it over and, while I thought, I drifted over Benares. It was in the twilight, and the pigeons were flying home to the temples. The sun had only just set, and a young moon was shining, and in that light, seen from where I was, about the height of a tall column of smoke, the river was, as the Brahmins believe, the most beautiful thing on earth. An opal was dull and coarse compared to it. Nothing equalled its beauty except the sky. And all the beauty that the sky possessed, lit with the glory of twilight, it gave to that river.

The temple doors had been shut, but now they opened, and music broke out from them from many instruments. Pale blue into the orange blaze of the sunset, the young moon was sinking. On the waters of the Ganges, that seemed more serene already than any beautiful calm the world could know, an even greater serenity settled down. The sunlight left the tops of the temples and the Mahomedan minarets, and glowed on the breasts of pigeons flying home, and faded even from them. Colour began to come to the fires that glowed on the tops of the burning-ghats. And the more that the daylight faded, the more the sky gleamed with colour, and the more that ethereal beauty enchanted their sacred river. And all the while that colour and that beauty were being thrilled by music, which poured from the temples and flowed between river and sky.

I may seem to you to exaggerate. I can only say I have given you no idea of it, and that no words of mine, nor, I think, of any mans, could describe to you that half hour when the sun has left the evening to a young moon, and music is streaming out from the temple doors, and all the colours of twilight glow in the Ganges. Through all this I was drifting, and men below were going down on their faces, and even pigeons were swerving a little away from me, as though they knew that something was there; and I was at first as much puzzled as they. A djinn. You know, its an odd thing to be a djinn. What was I expected to do? I couldnt make out. So I just drifted over the city through all that lovely glow, over temples and houses, looking down at men and women, and at the cows and monkeys and peacocks that they worshipped, or whatever they do with them. It was a lovely city to see, and in a lovely hour.

Well, I knew that djinns had pretty considerable powers, especially in the East, and I fancied that I would do a good deal of good to Benares. But how? Should I do it by driving out the sort of people that that fellow Sinadryana is? Or by encouraging the better sort in some way? I thought I might give them hot and cold water in all their houses, and modern sanitation, and some decent food to eat. Djinns can do things like that with a mere wave of their arms. I decided Id do that for them, and not be influenced by any pique against that fellow Sinadryana, which would not have been fair on them. But I forgot one thing, the first thing of all to remember; and that is that every creature in the world has its enemies. For some it is the hawk, for some the lion, for some the man with the rifle; and all those things are obvious. But I never thought what the enemies were of a djinn.

I didnt know they had any, said Charlie Meakin.

You must have known it, said Colonel Polders, the same as I did. But Id forgotten it. Its very odd indeed that I should have done so, for I never read a tale in which was a djinn without reading of them. Nor, I expect, did you.

I? said Charlie Meakin.

Well, I did, anyway, said the colonel. But it must have left no impression, for I was sailing over Benares without any thought of them, when suddenly a man in a white square house below me leaned out of an upper window and shouted a spell at me. Have you never read of a djinn that had to obey a spell? I had to, anyway.

O, Djinn from the West, he shouted. Bring me a hundred head of cattle. Those were the words that I understood. But before he spoke them he shouted the spell. And that meant nothing to me. There are hundreds of languages in India, and this was some jungle language Id never heard of, or something older. I didnt understand a word of it. But I had to obey it. I obeyed as an elephant obeys a mahout. I couldnt help myself. Anyone who has ever heard of a djinn knows they are controlled by spells. But I never thought of it. If I had, I should have kept out of hearing. But it never crossed my mind. Well, I was off at once, as I had to be. I was off over the river, and I started rounding up cattle.

What did you do that for? asked Charlie Meakin.

I was obeying orders, replied the colonel. That is one of the things that a djinn has to do.

Whose orders? asked Charlie.

The Master of the Spell, said the colonel.

Who was he? asked Charlie.

That I could never know, the colonel replied. Some magician who uttered it, perhaps ages ago. Some master of spirits. Some say King Solomon. But how could I tell?

But a man shouted it at you out of a window, said Didd.

He uttered it for the Master, the colonel said. But I had to obey. It was a very powerful spell. You know a way that they used to catch deserters. They shouted Shun at a suspected deserter, and he sprang to attention. It is just the same with a djinn, if you shout the right spell. They must obey. Well, so I rounded up those cattle. I swept round them, looking, I must say, pretty terrible; and I stampeded the lot of them, and drove them into the river. And I came low over the water and chased them across it, and drove them at a gallop through Benares, and got ahead of them when they reached the door of the house of the Lord of the Spell. Then I swirled round and round them, so that they darent move in any direction, and were all at his door in one bellowing panting herd. Then I made obeisance to the Lord of the Spell and departed. But he shouted the spell again whose words I had to obey, though I did not know their meaning or who invented the spell. And I halted in the air and said, I obey. And then he said, speaking in Hindustani, which of course I knew as a djinn in Benares, and I had known it too as an officer in India, Bring me a hundred fine pearls.

So I went right up into the air, till I could see the oceans lying on each side of India, the Indian Ocean and the Bay of Bengal. From that great height I saw the pearl-fisheries, and the men diving from the small ships. I swooped towards them. I showed myself unto the divers and I terrified them. I said: Take a hundred fine pearls to Benares to the house before whose door I shall stand like a great smoke, and give up the hundred pearls to the Lord of the Spell. It is my will. And they said, Lord, we obey. And they set sail for India. Once more I showed myself to them, dark over the sea. Then I went on ahead of them and stood like a smoke before the mans door. And when the divers arrived they saw me there, and ran in and delivered up the pearls into the hands of the Lord of the Spell.

This sort of thing couldnt go on, you know. Id commanded a battalion in India. I couldnt be a slave all my life, doing odd jobs for a damned fellow in a street in Benares. And very odd jobs too.

Something had to be done. But what? And then an idea came to me, for the atmosphere of Benares had set me thinking along the right lines. It was that evening when the pearl-divers arrived at the house of the Lord of the Spell, a lovely evening as usual; and, as they walked away empty-handed from the house, I felt that the fellow who lived there would soon be shouting another spell at me. And I said to myself: Its spells that are the driving force here, just as it is petrol in England. No use trying to race a motor on your feet, and no use putting my plain wits against a spell. I must get a spell to work against his spell.

Well, it was pretty clear from all he had done that that fellow Sinadryana knew his job, so far as spells are concerned. Gould I remember one of his? As a matter of fact I could. It wasnt easy, because I didnt know what it was about, or what language it was in, and none of the words made sense to me. But I could remember the sound of them. One of his spells was quite a short one, and I could remember it, the one that made me a tiger. Well, that fellow had his pearls now. What would he want next? I thought Id better be quick. And I was quick. I shouted at him the syllables of the spell that had made me a tiger. It was a good strong spell, stronger than anything he had. And I got the syllables right too; for, as I stood up in the air over his house, I saw a tiger walk out of his front door.

It caused a little stir in Benares, though nothing like of course what it would do here. What next, I thought? I drifted up higher into the air and pondered. And I think, while I was waiting there for something to happen, something did happen. I think that, whatever way those fellows have of knowing, Sinadryana had got to know that his little friend in Benares was no longer able to shoot spells at me out of his upper window, and that the point of his joke had failed. So he played a losing game in the right way, and I heard one of his booming spells singing in from the West, calling me home from Benares.


CHAPTER XXIX

WE often met that week in different rooms at the Electors, those of us who had listened to Colonel Polders when he told us of his life as a djinn, and we had more discussion about that story than about any one of his others. To reject with a single argument the entire theory of transmigration was one thing; but to accept that the colonel had been a djinn seemed another. My reader will most likely prefer to balance the probabilities for himself, rather than to follow our summing-up of them; so I will mention only the main views that were held.

Firstly there were those that disbelieved the whole story, though none attributed to the colonel deliberate falsification. Then there were those who accepted all his transmigrations, except that one in which he became a djinn. Others, some of them those who had started with one of these other views, argued that, if you accepted transmigration, it was absurd to deny a tenet of all who believed in it, a belief in djinns. Say that all Asia is wrong, argued these, and we will understand you; but accept the belief of hundreds of millions, and at the same time try to put them right about djinns, and your position appears an impossible one. As well say you believe in wireless, but deny the possibility of the B.B.C. broadcasting The Italian Girl In Algiers. That is how we argued at different times. For the story of Colonel Polders in Benares gave rise to much discussion. I dont know what view my reader will hold.

When Thursday came again and we all met at our table, the colonel said nothing more of his life as a djinn, and continued his story as though he had never mentioned it. Was it possible that he felt he had strained our credulity and wished to cause us no further embarrassment?

You might like to hear what that fellow did next, he said as soon as we all sat down.

Very much, said Inkle.

He did an odd thing, said the colonel.

What happened? we asked.

Hes an odd fellow, the colonel said. Nobody who wasnt would ever think of such a thing.

And what did he think of? asked Didd.

He used one of his spells again, said the colonel, and there I was in a house that seemed very comfortable, and I thought Id go for a walk and see where I was. Flowers were growing all round me, flowers of the chalk hills, and I strode out of my front door and went for a walk. And my house came with me. Yes, thats what happened. The house came along on my back. And, do you know, I was a damned snail. You will hardly believe me, but I was a damned snail. Thats what he did, if you want to know, that fellow Sinadryana. A nice fellow to have in a club, a fellow wholl do that to an older member. Well, thats how it was. I was a snail.

Do you know, I think that fellow has some perverted sense of humour. I think he imagines it funny to make a senior member of the Electors a snail. I cant tell you where the joke is, but I believe he thought that there was one. You probably have to be a pundit from Benares to see the point of it, if there is any point. And if, as I strongly suspect, there isnt, hed probably laugh at it all the more. Those fellows dont laugh at the same sort of things as we do. I dont know what seems funny to them, and I shouldnt laugh if I did.

And you were a snail? I said.

Yes, said the colonel. A damned snail.

And what did you do? I asked.

I was walking along, he said, in a forest of flowers. Literally a forest of flowers. Not a mere lot of them, but a forest of them stretching right up over my head, like cedars. A forest, and of course a forest of the most extraordinary beauty. I have travelled a bit in African forests and seen an occasional orchid and even bunches of orchids; and, if I had looked more attentively, Id have seen a lot more. But here the whole forest was flowers. And the scabious. That was like a tree going up with a perfectly straight green trunk and bursting at the top into pure bunches of sky. Imagine a bright blue tree far over your head; and bushes thick underneath it, a mass of scented purple. That was the thyme.

Soon I came to a cluster of bells so blue that it was as though they had been cut from the dome of the sky itself. They were the harebells. I can only say that you have never seen flowers, in anything like their real magnificence, only looking down at them as you walk by. You should see them as I saw them when a snail. And then there was one  I will not give you its name, because that would give you a wholly wrong idea of those great columns of trunks that went up to an altitude far greater than any of those I have mentioned, to a flat roof of brilliant gold, from which an odour of honey drifted down and floated all through the forest. It was wild parsnip, as a matter of fact. But that means only a common weed to you, and you will never get any idea of what that odour was to a snail, coming down from the golden roof, as one slowly travelled through those colonnades of stalks. And you may wonder why I have not yet mentioned grass.

Well, there was grass there of course, but it was so unlike anything you know of as grass that I hardly noticed it at first: it was more like huge leaves of some tropical plant. One came to one of them, and then to another. It was not like one mass of level green, as it seems to us, looking down at it as we do. One walked round each one as one came to it. Here and there in that forest was what seemed to me the most gigantic fruit I had ever seen, enormous spheres of gleaming scarlet, any one of which made a meal for a whole day. So enormous appeared this delicious fruit to me, that I find it quite hard to realize, looking back on it, that they were only wild strawberries. Thats all they must have been. But they were delicious.

In that forest were other snails, in houses of the most beautiful colours, with lovely silvery paths leading up to them; another thing that I wish I had never seen, for I used to be quite content with our houses; the red of old brick always struck me as a particularly beautiful colour. But now I cannot get used to the dullness of every wall I see. And its no use complaining. Nobody will do anything about it. They dont know how dull their houses are, and cant know, never having been snails. They are all as dull as the paths leading up to them. Of course I never used to feel that way about them, and I wish I didnt now. But I cant help it ever since that damned fellow showed me what bright houses could be. I never asked him to. In fact, I never wanted to have anything to do with him at all. I always regarded him as a menace.

What else did you see? I asked.

What else? said the colonel. I saw a lot else. I was there for a long time. The year wore on. The knapweed came out. Thats what that enormous and glorious purple flower must have been. The gold of the ragwort shone above us, and the sunny flash of the bennet turned to burrs, and the towering spires of the mullein flowered and faded; and the time came for us to climb trees.

Why did you climb trees? asked Charlie Meakin.

Why? said the colonel. Well, thats hard to explain. It was the right thing to do. It was so obvious that one never questioned it. But now that you ask me why, it is hard to say. Wait a moment. I think I can give you some idea. You know that during Bank Holiday a great many people go to Brighton.

Well, of course, said Charlie Meakin.

Well, why Brighton? said the colonel. One doesnt have any doubts of it. But equally nobody ever asks one why. There are lots of things like that that you couldnt explain to a snail, and that I cant explain to you. The perfectly obvious is so hard to explain. One went up trees or the tall stalks of lilies. Everybody did it. One never thought of questioning it. And that is why I find it so hard to give you an answer now. You know, with ground-floor windows like ours it would be just as easy to walk out of a window as out of the door. But nobody ever does. One always goes out of the door. Its like that.

I managed to check Charlie with a look, from some comment he was about to make, and the colonel went on with his story.

And I might have seen a lot more, he said, only there was a damned thrush. I heard a sudden whirr. And then pickaxe-like blows in an upper storey of my house, and soon the roof gave way and the blows came crashing in on me. I ran out of my front door, and there I was caught. And one of that fellows spells came booming through the flowers round the roots of the tree that I had been going to climb. Ive never liked thrushes since.

Its hard to find anything tragic in the death of a snail. And yet one could not treat lightly the killing of a member of the Electors by blows from a pickaxe. The two events seemed so dissimilar, that the right comments scarcely suggested themselves. Conversation therefore lagged, and we heard no more that night of the colonels curious journeys.


CHAPTER XXX

ANOTHER week went by, and we were gathered once more at our table. And we had hardly sat down when Pundit Sinadryana went by, to be conducted by the head-waiter to a remote part of the dining-room.

Did he play many more tricks on you? I asked.

No, said the colonel. Not many. He had to stop some time. He probably got tired. Im sure that he didnt stop for any sense of moderation, or any ability whatever to see that thats not the way we behave in the Electors. Or anywhere in England, if you come to that, or in any decent country. I dont know what will happen here if we get a few more of those fellows as members. I dont know how many of them the committee mean to have. I suppose we shall have snake-charmers in the morning-room. I hope theyll be able to charm them properly, and not let them loose under the chairs. There may be some there now for all I know.

Oh no, said Major Brinner. That would be against the rules of the club. One maynt even bring in dogs, you know.

That wouldnt stop him, said the colonel.

No, I suppose it wouldnt, I said, after what he did to you. Did he do anything more?

He made me a goose, said the colonel. A wild goose. And hed put me in a pretty cold part of the world; somewhere in the Arctic; and it was getting cold. I saw at once what I was, from the fact that I was among a flock of them, feeding, and their sentry was standing there with his head up and was taking no notice of me. You cant get among a flock of grey lags like that by any means known to man. And, sure enough, I was a grey lag. It was not only getting colder, but we knew that it was about to get very much colder still.

What time of year was it? asked Major Brinner.

We didnt know that, said the colonel. But we knew that it was soon going to get very much colder. And the very next day there was a sign in the sky that told us it was time to go to the South.

A sign? said Charlie Meakin. What was it like?

It was just a look, said the colonel. But we knew from it at once that the time had come. So we left the grey plains where we grazed, which in a short time would be frozen right over, as we knew by the lore of the wild geese; and we went up, calling for the wind that was to carry us, and circled and soared for a long time, until in the height we found the wind that we sought. Then we spread out in the shape of an arrow-head, our old leader in front.

Ive seen geese do that, said Major Brinner. Why do they fly in that shape?

Its much the easiest way to go through the air, said the colonel.

What did you steer by? asked Major Brinner.

Steer by? said the colonel. We followed the leader.

What did he steer by? Major Brinner persisted.

He flew by the lore that he had, said the colonel, the lore of the grey lags. We all had it in us, but we did not use it. We followed him. When the time should come for him to go to the green lawns, roofed by sunlight and walled by icebergs, that prophecy knows for the last home of the geese, that lore would guide another, and he would guide us; and the grey lags will never be without that lore. By it we went over those plains that were being swept by the great wind that carried us, seeing few huts by day and few lights by night.

When we came to where men were, we saw some of them looking up at us, and knew that they were getting guidance for themselves from our prophecy. It was easy to see them looking up, because their faces showed more clearly than all the rest of them. They knew what was coming when we came. They knew that we travelled because of the prophecy, and that our elders had seen winter. Some never looked at us, and seemed not to heed our prophecy. Perhaps they went by their almanacks. If so, they knew nothing.

Whenever captured geese heard our cry they called up to us from where they dwelt by mens houses. They knew what we prophesied and where we were going, and they turned from their good food and called to us, envying us our half-frozen plains and the cold sky and the stars and our wildness. But the wilds were closed to them, like a great park with locked gates. Once we came down to graze. But winter was close behind us, and our leader soon rose and we all went on. He knew that soon there would be no grazing there at all, or any water to drink. Night came as we reached the sea, and we went on over it. A meteor went brilliantly across a part of the sky, but we knew that it did not concern us, and took no notice. All the stars came out, but we did not need their guidance, having only to follow our leader, and he that ancient lore that is the heirloom of the grey lags.

With dawn we saw the land that must have been Ireland, lying a long way off, and our leader kept straight on, and led us across it for much of the morning, till we came to low hills we remembered, and the bog lying below them right to the far horizon and over it out of sight. And I too remembered these low hills and the bog at their feet, though I had never seen them before. And how that is I cannot explain.

Did the same goose lead you all the way? asked Major Brinner.

No, said the colonel. When he tired he dropped back, and another of the elder geese took his place. But the one that came up was inspired by the same prophecy, and led us on to the green lands that it told of, from the lands at the edge of winter that he knew were about to be frozen.

How did he know they were going to be frozen? asked Major Brinner.

The prophecy told him, said the colonel.

And what did you do then? I asked, so as to prevent some profitless discussion.

Then? said the colonel. We all called out loudly that we were coming, and we sailed down to the resting-place of the geese. That also had been prophesied to us, or else we remembered it. I do not quite know which. But we all knew it for the end of our journey. Heather lay round us for miles, and bog-myrtle; but the resting-place of the geese was among mosses and rushes where men could never come. Rushes would always hold them, and they held us; but the mosses would hold nobody. They were scarlet and brilliant green, and we knew they would never betray us by letting a man pass. There we drank and rested awhile, and soon we rose and flew to a field between the hills and the bog, and had a meal on good juicy grass.

Grass can be very good, you know. There are a great many different kinds of grass. Well, I cant explain the taste to you now. And in any case it is difficult to explain any flavour with words. But it was very good. I find it hard even to describe the bog to you. Perhaps some of you know an Irish bog. But it wasnt quite like that either. Because it looks so different to a goose. I had often seen Irish bogs. Had good sport on them. But coming to it now was like coming to a town in which you had been before, and noticing for the first time that there were paving-stones there and lamp-posts. It was like that.

Well, we had a good feed on that lovely grass, and no one disturbed us. And there came a look in the sky which meant that night was coming, and that foxes would be about. So we ran over the field, spreading our wings as we ran, and soon we were floating over the heather, and came again to the resting-place of the geese. There we slept where nothing could trouble us. And before we slept we heard again the old sounds we remembered; the bog-rail croaking, the queer little cry of the teal, and the longer note, the double note, of the widgeon, the slow loud call of the mallards coming in, and their contented quieter voices when they were feeding.

Perhaps memory is not the right word for it, for I had not been long with the geese. It was something, rather, in my bones and my blood; and they were soothed by the old sounds. The wind that had carried us rode on over Ireland, and little breezes ran all night in the rushes. Dawn came up with all the magnificence that we knew. And we flew to the fields again. But not to the same field, because men would have known we had gone there, and would expect us to go again. They would not think of our grazing a new field, for they are a slow-witted race. I beg your pardon. I didnt mean that. I was thinking of those damned birds. It is all that fellow, Sinadryanas, fault. Its very confusing.

Its funny that geese should think that, said Epworthy. Because, after all, a goose is supposed to be a very stupid animal. If you call a man a goose . . .

Have you ever tried to shoot one? asked Major Brinner.

Epworthy never had. So he said, I suppose its the tame ones we mean then, when we use the word to imply stupidity.

Precisely, said the colonel. If theres any stupidity in a goose, he gets it from contact with men. But there I go again. You must excuse me. My apparent rudeness is due entirely to that pundit, or whatever he is. Sometimes I really hardly seem to know where I am. Those tricks of his were very confusing.

I quite understand, said Major Brinner. It must be like coming round after gas. I used to find a liqueur brandy rather a good thing.

And whether a liqueur brandy is a good thing after gas or not, we dec ded to try some then. And we all went again to the reading-room, where we had coffee, and after the coffee a liqueur brandy each, which I am glad to say is still quite good at the Electors, in spite of all that has happened in recent years. And when the colonel had drunk his brandy, while we sat silent, he went on with his story, which was now clear of any allusions that could annoy the human race.

I havent much more to tell, he said, either of that incarnation, or any. Again we were undisturbed all day. We never saw a man. We grazed the field and then went down to the edge of the bog, where a very delicious bulb grew in marshy land before the heather began. It made a wonderful meal. And that is another of the things that I miss so much now. But there it is: it is no use thinking about it; it is just another of the results of having had anything to do with that fellow. I suppose Ill get used to the food that they give us here, in time. Well, there came that look in the sky again that told us that night was falling. The rooks had long gone home, and all the singing birds, and the green plover had gone away wildly over the bog, and the bog-rail was calling, and we rose to go to our resting-place.

We had not seen a man for two days, and perhaps we were careless, if wild geese ever are. I think they are never careless, and yet I was. I had not had their practice, and we had none of us seen a man for two days. Certainly I wasnt thinking of one, and I was flying the lowest of us all over the bog. I saw no reason for going any higher. We were half-way to the resting-place, flying over thousands of pools and thousands of islands of heather, when there came a flash in the dusk from a cluster of heather. And I was hit hard before I could hear a sound. All the geese shouted together; but they could do nothing for me. I dropped at once, and as I heard their dear voices going away and growing fainter and fainter, I heard droning louder and louder another of that fellows spells, playing the last of his tricks on me.

And what did he make you this time? asked Charlie Meakin.

I would rather not go into that, said the colonel.


CHAPTER XXXI

AS the colonel would not say a word that night in the reading-room about the last journey on which Pundit Sinadryana had sent him, there seemed no purpose in our all meeting again at our special table on Thursday. And yet there seemed an incompleteness about the colonels story, like one of those threads that spiders sometimes spin and leave waving in air. Was there no way of gathering it up, some of us asked each other, as we met in the club? No way of hearing the last of those curious journeys? We suggested several ways at different times, in various rooms at the Electors, till the air seemed heavy and ominous with our plans.

The most logical seemed to point out to the colonel that the object of his telling us these tales at all was that he might have our support in his complaint to the committee of the behaviour of Pundit Sinadryana. That the last incarnation had been an unpleasant one was obvious to all of us; but the colonels reticence in declining to say what it was was in reality helping Sinadryana. Let us therefore urge the colonel to expose any unpleasantness in the behaviour of Sinadryana by showing how unpleasant it really was, and telling us all about that last incarnation, whatever it may have been. That was the most logical suggestion that we evolved among us. I think it was Epworthys. But the most effective was a suggestion by Charlie Meakin that we should have champagne at dinner, of which we fortunately still have several dozen of a very good vintage at the Electors. And so it was arranged, and another Thursday came round, and all of us seven dined at our usual table. The colonel had raised no objection, although he had said to me, Of course I have nothing more to tell you.

I quite understand that, I said.

I do not tell my reader all the discussions that we had had that week with Inkle, Epworthy, Eric Didd and the rest; for they were too various and long. But I was following a line at that dinner that had carefully been discussed, when I asserted that Pundit Sinadryana had, after all, given the colonel some very pleasant experiences, and might for this reason, when regarded in certain lights, be considered as an asset to the club. Colonel Polders, almost speechless at that, saw Charlie Meakin open his mouth, and looked with much relief at him, evidently believing that he was about to confute me. Charlie Meakin, however, did what we had all planned he should do, and supported me and praised the entertainment that had been provided by Sinadryana. And then Eric Didd joined in, riding the same line. This was too much for the colonel, who looked wildly round for support, and, finding none, broke out like this.

Entertainment? Interesting? I tell you the mans a mountebank, a low, cunning trickster who should not be allowed in any club. A disgrace to the Electors. Ill tell you what he did.

For a moment he checked himself, while we sat perfectly silent. And then we got it.

He made me a flea, said the colonel. The impudent devil. He made me a flea. Yes, a flea, if you must know. Thats what he did. And you say he is not a disgrace to the Electors. Why, apart from the insult, apart from his impudence, we shall have the club full of fleas, if he is allowed to do that sort of thing. And all sorts of considerations may arise if we catch one. And, if we dont catch them, whats to become of the club? Well, there we are. Thats what weve got in the club. And thats what weve got to look forward to. I was against him from the first.

A flea, I said. Did he really?

He did, said the colonel. He made one of his damned spells, and I was a flea. Thats a nice thing to be. Damn him.

It must have been most unpleasant, I said.

Well, I wont say that, said the colonel. Apart from the intolerable insult, it wasnt so bad. I want to be perfectly fair. Apart from the insult, and his damned impudence, there were things about it that, if I hadnt been a member of the Electors and commanded a battalion in my time, I shouldnt have so much minded. Dont think that on that account I condone his offence, which is a matter for the committee to deal with. To begin with, it was like living in a pleasantly warm forest. I was in a mans hair. And then it was like living, I mean walking about, on a perfectly cooked beefsteak. That was delicious. Whenever one felt hungry, all one had to do was to stoop down to the floor of that forest and eat a mouthful or two of the most perfect beefsteak.

And did nobody scratch? asked Charlie Meakin though I signed to him not to interrupt any more.

In an ineffectual sort of way, said the colonel. With a ridiculous slowness. Imagine yourself being chased by a giant slug, a colossal slug if you like, and powerful as an elephant, but no faster than ever he was, no faster than a common slug. It was like that. It was ridiculous, and merely amused me. I rather enjoyed it than otherwise. The mans futile efforts merely gave me an appetite for my dinner. Dinner at any hour, whenever you wanted it, always tender, always juicy, always ready for eating, and nothing to pay. You can hardly realize how pleasant is the life of a flea. But that doesnt excuse that fellow Sinadryana.

Then there were blankets. You read of the prairies and of the boundless steppes. Many a man has never seen any. But you know what theyre like, if you have been a flea. It is like tall withered grass, not unlike Uganda or Kenya. But what is superb, what no horseman even experienced on plains or prairies or steppes, is travelling over a blanket. I mean to say, if you are a flea. And I repeat that any enjoyment I may have got does not excuse Sinadryana.

But the speed with which one rose, the ease with which one soared, and the grace, for I can use no other word, with which one alighted, were perhaps beyond anything that any of you have known. Capture seemed practically impossible. In addition to which one had as neat a suit of armour as anyone ever made for a mediaeval soldier. Neater in fact. No suit of armour I ever saw could equal it. And perfectly fitting too. No, I wont say anything against a flea, as a flea; but for anyone to play a trick like that on an officer who has commanded a battalion in India, or on any member of the Electors Club, is inexcusable. Well, I dined very well for a long time, both in the hair and under the blanket, however derogatory was the position in which that fellow had put me.

How long I was there I cant say. Things like sunrise and sunset that we and animals notice seemed to be further away, and of course clocks meant nothing to me either. But I had excellent food and good exercise. And then one day an unfortunate thing happened, or perhaps I should say a fortunate thing, considering the position in which I had been put by that fellow. But it was unpleasant, and disturbed for ever what promised to be a very good meal. And, mind you, a flea needs his meals just as much as you do; and enjoys them far more.

Charlie Meakin looked the query that I had persuaded him not to express.

Yes, far more, repeated the colonel. And gives more time to it. If you belonged to ten clubs, and had a really good lunch at each every day, and came back again for dinner, you wouldnt be doing yourself as well as a flea does. No. But no more of that. I hadnt intended to tell you about it at all. But you would insist. An unfortunate thing happened. I was in a blanket and had had a very fine meal. And I took a careless jump, I think for pure joy.

You know how a horse will buck under you sometimes if you let him out over fine grass country. He does it for the sheer joy of the gallop that he is going to have with you. Well, it was like that. But I was careless, and I was seen. Even that I wouldnt have minded, for I could give any of them ninety yards in a hundred and get away. But I sprang for joy again, and was careless where I alighted, and they were lucky. Anyway, in the thick growth of a blanket, where I couldnt at once find a good take-off, I suddenly heard the spell that that fellow intones, coming singing over the blanket. And in the damp hot monstrous clamminess of a human finger and thumb I was suddenly caught. Then an expanse of hot water, and the end. You would insist on hearing it. And when I came up through the darkness, hearing that fellows spell ringing louder and louder, and light came all of a sudden into my eyes, the extraordinary thing was that I was sitting in the music-room, and was just as I am now. Some of you perhaps may say it was all a dream. But all I can say is that a fellow who can make you dream like that ought not to be allowed to go about in a Club like the Electors.


EPILOGUE

I HOPE there is nothing in this book that is not perfectly-clear, though Charlie Meakin, Major Brinner, Eric Didd, Inkle and Epworthy were all agreed that I should go over certain points with Colonel Polders before I asked anybody to publish it. And this I certainly should have done. Unfortunately, shortly after the last of our dinners together there came like a bolt from the blue a unanimous request from the committee to Colonel Polders to resign his member-hip, on account of frictions of which I knew nothing, between him and Pundit Sinadryana, invariably started by the colonel. For such a request, the colonel pointed out, there was no warrant whatever in the rules of the club. And to mark his disapproval of the action of the committee, and not because he had been asked to resign, he withdrew his name from the list of members and indignantly left the club. After this I saw him no more. So I put this book together from my notes without waiting for an opportunity to see the colonel again, to check any points in this story that may appear to require checking.


Part II. THE RETURN OF COLONEL POLDERS


CHAPTER I

I AM reluctant to make public any affairs of a club to which I belong; on the other hand I am reluctant to hold back from the public any further details of travels so unusual that I believe they might be of interest to European readers; and it is this impulse that has now outweighed the former, and I lift my pen once more; this time to record the events that followed the resignation by Colonel Polders of his membership of the Electors Club.

Need I say that it is impossible for anybody to become a member of the Electors, who is not registered as a voter for Parliamentary elections, and that every taxi-driver in London knows the club? Should the driver of any taxi say that he does not know it, that is only because he believes that you are not in reality a member, a trick that taxi-drivers have sometimes played on myself.

Well, then, a few of us talking it over one day, agreed that Colonel Polders had been in the wrong in the quarrel that he had picked with Pundit Sinadryana, but at the same time recognized how much the Electors meant to him, and felt sorry that he should be excluded from what he recognized as the only really reliable centre of opinion upon current and other events. What had really happened we asked ourselves? Had Pundit Sinadryana used any oriental powers acquired in Benares to place Colonel Polders in positions derogatory to him? Had he actually done what the colonel said he had done? Or, without believing that, was there nothing that had happened in the music-room that could be placed before the committee as a mitigating circumstance, something that could have given rise to legitimate heat in the colonel? And in the end Charlie Meakin said:

Well, I dont believe a word of it. At the same time, Sinadryana may have done something that annoyed old Polders a bit, considering that he is rather touchy, which is not really his fault when you think how long he has served in the tropics, which would affect the livers of the best of us. And, you know, I am rather sorry for the old fellow. I tell you what we might do. Why not go to Sinadryana, who is not a bad fellow really, in spite of coming from where he does, and ask him if there wasnt something or other that he said when he was making those spells that might have caused some slight annoyance to a man who had been in India and who would have known what he was saying. They sounded mere gibberish to me. But one never knows. Lets ask Sinadryana.

And that was the very thing we decided to do. The pundit happened to be in the club at the time, and Inkle went and found him and asked him if he would mind coming and having a talk with us in the reading-room, which he did.

Wouldnt he sit down, we asked him? And then one of us enquired if anything had occurred that day in the music-room that might have annoyed Colonel Polders. Nothing whatever, said Pundit Sinadryana.

What actually happened? asked Epworthy.

And the pundits face became thoughtful, as though he tried to remember something elusive. Perhaps he travelled, he said.

Travelled, do you mean, said Epworthy, while sitting in a chair in the club?

The Brahmins teach that it is possible, replied the pundit.

Could you make me travel? asked Charlie Meakin.

And the pundits face became very thoughtful again.

Whats the difficulty? asked Charlie. Youve got the spices, havent you?

I have some powders, replied the pundit.

Why not burn them in front of my nose, said Charlie.

There may be something in it after all, said Inkle with some hint of warning in his voice.

Then if there is, I shall see it, said Charlie Meakin.

So you would, said the pundit quietly. And as he said this he drew from his pocket one of those packets that we had seen before, and looked round and saw that there was nobody in the room with us. Then he reached to a table near, on which there were matches, and took one and struck it. Shall I, then, light it now? he asked.

If Charlie Meakin was surprised, or a little uneasy, all he said was, I dont mind the smell of it, if none of the others do.

And we found nothing to say. It had all happened so quickly. And there was Charlie Meakin sitting like a man in a dentists chair, and before he expected it, or any of the rest of us really knew what was happening, the spices were lit in an ash-tray under his nose. No, said Charlie Meakin, it is not an unpleasant smell. But I dont seem to be travelling.

And some of us couldnt help remembering that Colonel Polders had said something very similar.

And then in a very low voice, close to Charlie Meakin, the pundit began to hum something that may have been words, but I could not tell if they were, still less from what language their syllables may have come. Charlie Meakin breathed a bit faster, as Colonel Polders had done; then closed his eyes, and his breathing became more regular. Whether the words that he then muttered were entirely conscious or not, we all of us heard them: they were, I dont believe a word of it.

Then he seemed to become quite unconscious, except that he muttered once more, what sounded like the same words. Then there was silence, except for the sound of his breathing and the rhythmic humming of what the pundit uttered close to Charlie Meakin in a very low voice. We said never a word. How long this lasted I have no idea. We all made guesses, and no two guesses tallied. It may even be that the heavy scent of those spices, burned close before Charlie Meakins face, but which drifted, though much more faintly, as far as us, may have induced in us all some drowsiness in which we did not accurately calculate time. In any case time is something that seems to be able to be blown this way and that by those spells of Sinadryana, and so not to be of much account in any record made of those strange events.

I remember those words of Charlie Meakin, then silence but for his breathing and the half-hushed voice of the pundit, and then Charlie Meakin opening his eyes with a look of intense surprise in them. I remember then the pundit bowing and leaving the room, and Charlie Meakin opening his mouth to tell us something, but no words came, and the look of surprise remained there, a fixed expression. It wasnt that I was any less inquisitive than the rest; but I recognized that Charlie Meakin was in no state to tell a coherent story. I therefore glanced at the others and walked out of the room, and they all followed me out, leaving Charlie Meakin there to collect his wits.

Give him time, I said, when we were all outside, and well get his story tomorrow.

And all of us agreed that that would be best.


CHAPTER II

WHEN Major Brinner, Inkle, Epworthy and I foregathered at tea-time next day at the Electors Club we talked over the little that we had seen and heard in the reading-room; and Inkle told us that he had gone back to the room some ten minutes later, to see if Charlie Meakin was all right, and had found him still sitting there with the same look of surprise on his face; and, feeling somehow reluctant to disturb that surprise, had gone out again without saying anything. What we decided was that Charlie Meakin must have seen something, and that, all things considered, dinner would provide the best opportunity of finding out what it was. So Epworthy sought him out when next he came to the club, and arranged a dinner with him and the rest of us at our usual table, in order, as he put it to Charlie Meakin, to talk over what could be done about Colonel Polders. And Charlie Meakin agreed to come, but said not a word to Epworthy about what had occurred in the reading-room. All this he told us later at that dinner after the champagne had gone round a few times, for we had champagne, and it was perhaps the key to the lock that seemed at first to be fastened on Charlie Meakins tongue. There came to me a fancy at one moment during that dinner that Charlie Meakin, so silent hitherto, might perhaps be lured to speak. So I said to him, You dont believe a word of it, Charlie.

Well, said Charlie Meakin. And that was all he said for a while. But I had hopes of getting more.

And we did get a great deal more. For after a while, as we were still talking about Colonel Polders, which we made a point of doing, Charlie Meakin broke out with the words, You see, Sinadryana can do it.

He can do it? said Epworthy.

Yes, said Charlie Meakin.

What happened? I asked then.

I found myself singing, said Charlie,

A solo? asked Epworthy.

No, said Charlie Meakin, I was part of a great chorus.

What kind of a song was it? Epworthy asked.

The loveliest I ever heard, said Charlie. They were all singing it, and it came quite easy to me.

What were the words of it? asked Major Brinner.

There were no words, said Charlie. Or not what we should call words. As a matter of fact it was croaking. You see I was a frog.

A frog! we exclaimed.

Well, yes, said Charlie Meakin. You see, thats what he had made me.

Then he really can do it, said Epworthy.

It seems like it, said Charlie.

I asked if he would tell us about it, and after some moments reflection and a sip at his champagne, he told us this story.

As I woke I was singing, and the chorus was singing all round me, and, whatever you may think, it seemed to me the most lovely song in the world. I seemed to be in a lovely room, all upholstered in white satin with a strange bar of gold running right down the centre of it. And there I sat and sang. It was a long while before I found out what the room in which I was sitting was, and only then by seeing other such white and golden rooms in which others were singing. It turned out that I was sitting in an arum lily, among a cluster of them that grew by a pool in a garden. The words of our song I cannot tell you. I knew at the time, though they dont seem like words now. But, whatever the words were, I knew what the song was about: it told of all the beauty of that land and of the night, and of the great destiny of frogs.

The destiny of frogs? exclaimed Major Brinner.

That is what the song was about, said Charlie Meakin. It told of the springs in the mountains and all the streams that ran from them, and told how there had always been frogs as long as there had been water, and that even when men were gone there would be water, and that there would still be frogs in it. And it told of the beauty of the mountains, which I saw when the morning came, but dimly, not as we see them, so dimly that I could not tell where I was, but guessed that they might be the Estrelles, hanging above Cannes. And the song was of water, and of the stars in it.

You mean the reflections of the stars? asked Inkle.

The song told nothing of reflections, said Charlie Meakin. It only sang of what we saw in the water. It was a curious and very beautiful world of which we sang. It was the world we saw in the water, all glimmering with a beauty more intense than what we have here. All night we sang of it.

And you say that it was a lovely song? said Major Brinner.

The loveliest I ever have heard, said Charlie Meakin again. We would never have sung it all night if it were not.

But it was only frogs croaking, said Major Brinner.

And somehow Charlie Meakin seemed to realize for the first time that that was all it was, and he seemed puzzled and quite confused. But it was very beautiful, he said after a while. It had to be, to tell of anything as lovely as that world we saw in the water. If it was only croaking after all, then perhaps there is something in the voices of frogs that we dont quite hear, just as we miss the beauty of earth, as a frog sees it. It didnt seem to be only croaking. I cant quite make it out.

And what was the destiny of frogs to be, asked Major Brinner.

Its a curious thing, said Charlie Meakin, but I took it so much for granted, that I hardly troubled to enquire. I just knew that it was a glorious destiny; and I sang about it without thinking any further. I dont know whether this was because I already had the habit of thinking in this way from having been a man, or whether the frogs think of themselves just as we do of the human race. Rather cheek, if they do. Anyway, I did when I was a frog, and all the others seemed to be doing the same thing.

You mean to say that frogs, said Major Brinner, think that they are of any importance?

Im afraid they do, said Charlie Meakin.

They ought to be taught somehow that they simply dont count, said Major Brinner. And Epworthy agreed with him, but added, Though I dont quite know how it is to be done.

We might drain all the marshes, said the major. That would teach them.

And what happened? I asked.

A very awkward thing happened, said Charlie Meakin. Dawn came and morning, and we were still singing of the beauty of the world that shone in our pool under the vast leaves of the arums, whose greenery gleamed in the water, and singing of the glorious future that there was to be for frogs, when a whirring came in the air and the frogs dived. But it was only a bird, and I remained where I was, singing in the arum lily.

I knew that I should have dived, and yet I made that mistake of saying to myself that it was only a bird. One should do things the way they are done, of course, by those among whom one is. I suppose I thought that I knew more than that. But it had all been worked out by them long ago, and they were perfectly right. Also I heard that spell that Polders used to tell us about, being intoned by Sinadryana, and that might have warned me, but it did not. It only made the pool and the great leaves and the morning a bit more eerie. I suppose the bird was a heron, but I could not quite tell, because the size of it seemed so enormous. But I think that that is what the bird must have been. It alighted just in front of my arum lily, and I was the only frog there. Sinadryanas spell boomed louder, and it was all over in a few seconds. And the light from the window of the reading-room flashed in my eyes. Well, there it is. You see, he can do it. I think its some excuse for old Polders, if the fellow, as he always calls him, made him a flea. What do you think?


CHAPTER III

WELL, we talked it all over; and what we decided would be the best we could do for poor old Polders, to whom the club had been everything, was that we should go to General Cheadle, who was on the committee, and put it to him something like this: Pundit Sinadryana had burned spices in the club, more or less under Colonel Polders nose, and at the same time had said certain things to him in Hindustani, which Colonel Polders understood. Did this amount to a reasonable justification for Colonel Polders resentment, making allowance for the effect on his liver of long service in India? And would the general be willing to listen to what Pundit Sinadryana usually said when he burned his spices, and to judge whether these words, or the smell of the spices, might either of them be regarded as reasonable cause for the colonels annoyance?

Which of us should go to General Cheadle, we asked. Major Brinner knew him best. But Charlie Meakin was keenest to ask him, and as Charlie had had an experience that none of the rest of us had, we all agreed to leave it to him. Fortunately General Cheadle was in the club. So to him Charlie Meakin went, and put the case to him rather neatly. Would he mind, he asked him, sampling Pundit Sinadryanas spices and listening to his remarks in Hindustani, with a view to deciding whether Colonel Polders had received some provocation?

And when General Cheadle said that he did not much care to smell spices, and did not remember much of his Hindustani, and that he had some letters to write, Charlie Meakin asked him if a very natural reluctance to undertake the experiment was not prima facie evidence that there may have been something in it justifiably to annoy Colonel Polders. This General Cheadle indignantly denied, and while doing so let himself in for an undertaking to sit and smell those spices and listen to the words of Pundit Sinadryana as Colonel Polders had done.

All this wisdom of the East, as people call it, the general said, is only founded on tricks. It is very unlikely that he will be able to trick me, as he appears to have tricked Polders. Anything seen in that sleep would of course be merely dreams. I may say that there is certainly nothing in the rules of the club to prohibit one member playing an innocent trick on another, or anything to justify the resentment Polders has shown. But let him show me his tricks. Let him show me as many as he pleases.

I wondered if Sinadryana would consent to do this if we asked him. For it would almost certainly be pretty clear to him that we were up to some game to justify Colonel Polders. But when Inkle and I discovered Sinadryana in another room of the club, he agreed at once to burn his spices before General Cheadle; and so readily, that he seemed to care nothing for lesser things, such as his quarrel with Colonel Polders, in comparison with the mysterious art that he had learned in Benares, and with which he appeared to be glad to astonish the West.

If General Cheadle will care to come to the reading-room now, said Pundit Sinadryana. I have the necessary powders with me, and will be pleased to ignite them.

Perhaps in the case of the general, said Inkle to me, it might be better not to make him a flea.

I thought the same. It would have been awkward afterwards. So I said to Pundit Sinadryana, Not perhaps a flea.

Very faintly the pundit appeared to smile. But the smile, if it was a smile, only passed over his features as the merest flicker of light will sometimes cross a dark sky and at once be lost again.

Very well, he said. Not a flea.

And nothing of that sort, I went on.

Nothing of that sort, answered Sinadryana.

And I felt I had asked enough. Sinadryana was fumbling in his pockets, and Inkle and I went out of the room to get the general.

That will be all right now, I said to Inkle as we went.

I suppose so, said Inkle, but one never can tell.

You mean? I said.

Its not as if he were an ordinary elector, said Inkle.

And then we found the general where we had left him with Charlie Meakin and Major Brinner and Epworthy, and told him that Pundit Sinadryana was in the reading-room with his powders. He has promised to do nothing unpleasant, I said.

I dont care what he does, said General Cheadle.

Then shall we come? I asked.

The general straightened himself up and made no reply and marched out of the room; and Charlie Meakin, Major Brinner, Inkle, Epworthy and I followed him to the reading-room. There the general was introduced to Sinadryana. You come from Benares, I think, he said.

Yes, said the pundit. From Benares.

A fine town, said the general. Fine river.

Very fine, said Sinadryana.

Good flow of water, the general said.

But this of course was getting us no further.

Very good, said Sinadryana.

And then the general said, I hear you can show us curious things by burning spices.

Powders, said Sinadryana.

Then perhaps you would not mind burning one, said General Cheadle.

Powders and spells, said Sinadryana.

Ill be glad to hear one of them, said the general.

And that is how it all started. I had the pundits promise not to incorporate the general with any too unpleasant animal, so that his outburst when he came round was quite a surprise. It took only a few minutes, during which time the general breathed rather heavily. And then he came round and sat up, and began saying much more abusive things to Sinadryana than ever Polders had done. It would do no good to repeat them. Sinadryana walked out of the room and the general sat there, abusive, and rather bewildered.

He promised me, I said, not to call up any unpleasant animal.

Unpleasant! Unpleasant! spluttered the general. He made me a damned coolie.

What happened? I asked. And my question seemed to intrude on the generals indignation, after a few splutterings to calm it, by summoning his attention to a particular point.

Well, he said, Ill tell you what happened. What happened was that at first I noticed no effect whatever from those spices that he was burning. And then he started muttering in some language that was not Hindustani or any language that I had ever heard. And that had no effect either. But then all of a sudden this room had gone, and I was in a place that I soon recognized. It was Port Sudan. There was heat and a silvery light, which was sunlight shining through sand, and there was a circle of distant hills that I knew, and I was going on board a ship. But there was something wrong. I could feel that at once. I looked down at my dress, if you could call it a dress, something that had evidently once been white, and through a couple of tears in it I saw my skin. Black. I dont know if you will believe me, but it was black. It was a distinct shook. And my hair was too long, and it was jet black too. And crinkled. I was a Bishareen. And I was carrying coal. Of all the damned tricks to play on a man that was about the worst. I see that Indian has gone out of the room. Ive a lot to say to him, and I will certainly say it.

Then poor old Polders had some right on his side, I said.

Right! the general said. I should think he had. He was perfectly right in everything that he said. The man made me a sweating coolie, a Bishareen with a black skin, carrying coal in a basket. A most extraordinary thing. But he did it. How he did it I dont know. And I certainly dont care. But a man who plays tricks like that on a  on a  on anybody, is not fit to be a member of the club, and Polders was perfectly right. Well have to go into it; to consider it all again. Ill tell the other members of the committee what that man does. Ill . . .

And I saw an idea come suddenly to the general. What the idea was of course I could not tell. But a smile flickered over his face and was gone in an instant. A smile that seemed to shine from some sense of humour that I had not known he possessed.

Im glad that youll tell them, said Charlie Meakin.

Perhaps, said the general, it might be better to let them see for themselves.


CHAPTER IV

WHATEVER talk we had that day in the reading-room, General Cheadle said no more. No meeting of the committee was called next day, but several of us saw General Cheadle talking to various members of the committee, always one at a time. What those talks portended we did not know, but all of us hoped that they augured well for the chances of Colonel Polders. Poor old Polders, we knew that he must be feeling that the world had slipped away from him. Public opinion was to him the opinion of the Electors Club. There we often discussed the affairs of the world. And though we could not settle them from there, many of us besides Colonel Polders believed that they ought to be settled in accordance with the very reasonable suggestions that often used to be uttered in our club. I know that he would attach no importance to opinions he heard elsewhere; and, what was even worse, that when he attempted to set those other opinions right, he would not be listened to with proper attention.

Poor man, he would be an exile. For is not exile merely leaving the world you know, to live among what seem to you barbarians? That was what exile was to the old Romans. The world was to them the Roman Empire. That is what they called it. So that exile from Rome was to them like leaving the world. To poor old Polders, people who were not members of the Electors Club were little better than those outside the Roman empire were to the Romans who called them barbarians. I trust that feelings of this sort are too commonplace among too many circles for my reader to feel in any way offended by this attitude of Colonel Polders, even if my reader should not be a member of the Electors Club. And so we watched from a distance, and of course without trying to overhear a word, whatever conversations General Cheadle had with any other members of the committee; while on feet that sounded as soft as the pads of a panther, like a tall shadow Sinadryana glided closer to those conversations than any of us thought of doing.

From one of these conversations the general walked across the room to where I happened to be standing beside Charlie Meakin, Inkle and Epworthy. He said I think some of you know Pundit Sinadryana better than I do. Perhaps you wouldnt mind asking him to show Mr. Jrapson the kind of thing that he showed Colonel Polders. He is anxious to have a clear idea of what actually passed between Polders and Pundit Sinadryana.

Of his own experience he said nothing.

Charlie Meakin replied at once that he would go and ask the pundit. This he did, and Sinadryana was as obliging as ever, if obliging is the right word for it.

Now Edgar Jrapson was a solicitor, and attended to everything legal with which the committee had to do. He was a man of a certain age, one who, so far as any of us knew, had never left London, and a man on whom nobody had ever been known to play a practical joke. Any idea of General Cheadle ever playing one on anyone could only have come from a disordered imagination. And yet what was his purpose in setting Pundit Sinadryana on to the unfortunate Mr. Jrapson, who seemed so little adapted for one of those strange journeys on which Colonel Polders had gone, as well as Charlie Meakin and the general himself? His grey hair seemed so unsuited to metamorphoses such as these. What would he make of the sudden swoop to lands of which he might even have never had time to read? For his had been an industrious life. I know that he never collected moths or butterflies, had never stalked in Scotland and was not interested in the heathen customs of India.

What would he make of it, I wondered, if Sinadryana made him a djinn, or any of the things that he had made Colonel Polders? Unless perhaps a cat. I know that he kept one in his office. A sleek London cat might have been not so strange to him. The actual administration of the spices and spells to Jrapson none of us ever saw except the general, as it had to do with the affairs of the committee, in their re-investigation of the matter of Colonel Polders. But he was in the club on the following day, about tea-time, and after a single glance I had no doubt whatever that the powders had been burned before Jrapson and the spells uttered. He looked puzzled, chastened, bewildered, almost horrified, as he drank his tea alone.

Charlie Meakin, Epworthy, Inkle and Major Brinner were all there too; for a very natural curiosity brought us all to the club at the same time, whenever we had the necessary leisure. Inkle knew him, and so he went over to him and began a conversation about Colonel Polders. But the conversation was one-sided, for he found Mr. Jrapson almost entirely silent. And so we were faced with the problem of getting Jrapson to talk. It may be asked what business it was of ours to gather information that only concerned the committee. Let the question be asked by those who never felt curiosity. Those who have ever known it need not enquire. That, then, was our problem, one to which we knew only one key, however many keys there may actually be. That key was wine.

I dont know what inducements Inkle offered, but he went over to Jrapson again and induced him to promise to have his dinner that night at the same table as that at which Colonel Polders had revealed to us incidents of those journeys that have always seemed mysterious to the West. Evening came and we all sat down at the same hour, Jrapson among us, and all of us made a point of not talking about what we most wanted to know. And then the champagne was served. We had had a good deal of talk about that, on account of the price to which champagne has soared during the last few years. But Charlie Meakin had said that it would be as good as a play to hear of Jrapson in the skin of a rabbit, or whatever Sinadryana had made him, and argued quite rightly that if we all five put up what he should spend on going to a play, including a taxi both ways, we should be well on the way to providing a bottle of champagne, and that, if we all went slow with it, there might be enough of whatever loquacity there may be in a bottle to get the story out of Jrapson.

Perhaps the champagne didnt quite do it, but with a glass of port after it, and a benedictine with the coffee, we got his story in the reading-room, rather incoherent at first, but settling down into a perfectly reasonable account of the experience that, whatever it may be to millions in Asia, seemed so surprising to him. That man, that pundit, I mean Sinadryana, you know, he suddenly blurted out, he is a very odd fellow. Most unusual. I should certainly never have allowed him to make that experiment of his with me, if I had had the least idea what he was at. Not for a moment. There may be a great deal in what Polders said, after all. He really can play the most extraordinary tricks. Most extraordinary.

All five of us sat quite silent. And Mr. Jrapson went on: Most extraordinary. Very extraordinary indeed. I dont know how he does it. Some sort of trick, I suppose. I dont like it.

It is usual when anyone in a club breaks out like that, especially a member of the committee, for someone or other to add some brief emphatic remark, but none of us did. Jrapson waited awhile in the silence. And then we got his story. He actually made me, said Jrapson, a grey squirrel. One of those grey squirrels you see about. Youll hardly believe me. I could hardly believe it myself. But he made me a grey squirrel. I woke up from that anaesthesia into which he must have put me with those herbs that he burned, and that is what I was.

There was no mistake about it. I was a grey squirrel. Seen too many of them not to know. I was in a small wood in some southern county. Kent I should say. But I didnt stay in the wood. I ran off to somebodys garden before I knew what I was doing. It was in the summer and there were beds of strawberries there, and the strawberries were all ripe. And before I knew what I was doing I slipped in a hand through a net that was over them and got a strawberry out and, I am sorry to say, ate it. And without stopping to think, I am afraid I ate several more, really a lot of them. I shouldnt have thought a squirrel could have eaten so much, and certainly I could never have dreamed that, even in a moment of aberration, I could ever have been so lax as to have done anything of the sort in somebody elses garden.

The whole thing was most deplorable. I was never opposed to Pundit Sinadryana becoming a member of the club. But then I had no idea he would ever do anything like that. It placed me in a most awkward position. I dont know to whom the garden belonged. But if I should ever see it, and meet the owner, I could never look him in the face. I have robbed him of his strawberries. Of course he could never recognize me; but an illegal act is an illegal act whether it be detected or not: there can be no doubt of that.

And that wasnt all. There were apples in that garden. Hard, green apples, not within weeks of being ripe. But I am afraid that made no difference, I admit that I took them, and ate them; and, what is worse, I nibbled only a little of each and left them lying spoiled on the ground. I dont know which astonished me most; seeing that I, a member of the Electors, was actually one of those nasty little grey squirrels, or that I should be guilty of robbing somebodys garden. The whole episode was intensely unpleasant, added to which there was the dreadful fear that I might be a grey squirrel for good. I am afraid I hadnt paid sufficient attention to what Polders had said, so that I had no way of knowing whether one came back or not. And, what made me uneasier still, my memory of what I really am, and everything to do with this club and a decent life, was noticeably dimming and I was becoming more and more inclined to look at things from the absurd point of view of a grey squirrel.

I am telling you what actually occurred. I can make no attempt to account for it. And I dont in the least know how Pundit Sinadryana does it. I must admit, I am afraid, that he is a very irresponsible person to be a member of the Electors. I cant think why he was ever put up for it. There must be lots of clubs that dont insist on standards that we take for granted. I sometimes wonder why he didnt have himself put up for one of them. Perhaps there are some where they dont mind that kind of trick. But Polders was perfectly right, we dont like them here.

And he turned you into a squirrel, said Charlie Meakin.

He did indeed. He certainly did, said Jrapson. I was never more surprised in my life. One of those grey squirrels that are such a nuisance. There was no doubt about it whatever. Grey fur and all: I saw it at once. Though I could scarcely believe my eyes. I hate them in my garden; thievish brutes. It was really too much, to make me one of them, however he did it. But there it was: there was no doubt about it: he had. I ran from the garden after I had spoiled all those apples, along a gravel path as though it belonged to me, and came back to a little wood, travelling wonderfully lightly. I felt little more than a feather. And in the wood I came to a tree, as you would naturally expect, and I ran up it as easily as going upstairs, and, when I got up there, I had a great feeling of being at home. I never expected to feel at home on a branch of a pine-tree. I have always made rather a point of having my room tidy, and all that kind of thing. But this pundit weve let into the club can alter our whole standard of living. I am afraid Colonel Polders was right. I am afraid he was right after all. We made a mistake; and thats all about it.

Again Charlie Meakin brought him back for a while to what we all wanted to hear, which was how the respectable Mr. Jrapson, lawyer and member of the committee, had got on as a grey squirrel.

And you lived in a tree? he enquired.

Well, yes, I had to, said Mr. Jrapson. He turned me into a squirrel, and there was no other way to live, I couldnt have come in here, you know. I shouldnt have liked to have been seen like that by the hall-porter. And besides that, he wouldnt have recognized me. I certainly lived in a tree. And I might have been there still, but for an unfortunate thing that occurred; fortunate, I suppose, in a way. But the man that owned that garden had evidently noticed what had happened to his green apples, and he came up to the wood with a gun. He walked right past the tree where I was and never saw me, so that I somehow got the impression that he couldnt see at all. Perhaps I wasnt very far out, but, as it turned out, I must have been just a little bit.

That impression that was so nearly right made me careless, so that, when he came back the same way, I took no trouble to hide, and somehow he managed to see me. The man put up his gun, and of course I couldnt protest, and there was no time to dodge. And just then I heard the voice of that man we elected, inviting me, I suppose, to return to the club, though, as I didnt know a word of the language that he was talking, I cant say. I think the gun went off at that moment, but I really dont know. It really was a most confusing experience. And thats all I can tell you.


CHAPTER V

THE day after hearing Mr. Jrapsons story Charlie Meakin, Major Brinner and the rest of us talked it over a good deal at the club. It was in the afternoon and we all had tea together, and in the end we decided that however entertaining these stories might be to any of us who chanced to have nothing else to talk of at dinner, it was none the less time that this newly discovered and hitherto unsuspected sense of humour in General Cheadle should be quieted down, and that he should be somehow prevented from having his joke at the expense of any more of the committee.

It was really a very altruistic decision we came to, for all we had to do if we had let it go on, was to sit back and laugh. But there were one or two members that we thought it would be really too much for, and it was out of mere kindness that we decided to spare them. The way we decided in the end that Charlie Meakin should go and put it to General Cheadle was that, he and the general both having experienced the sort of thing that Sinadryana could do, as well as Mr. Jrapson, might it not be kinder to re-instate Colonel Polders without any further delay? The general happened to be in the same room at the time, and no sooner had we all decided on this line of approach to the matter than Charlie Meakin went over to him. I could see, from where I sat, the general receiving the suggestion with several counter-suggestions; I could see him bristle and defend his ground, though I could not hear what he was saying; I could see Charlie Meakin agreeing with him in the most affable way, and yet still apparently returning to his point; till reluctantly, and even petulantly, the general gave up his determined intention and seemed to resign the remainder of the huge joke that he had been so set on playing on the rest of the committee.

Really I may hardly be believed when I tell of an elderly general being so childish, yet it must be remembered that a most astonishing trick had been played on himself, and a trick damaging to anyones self-esteem. The trick could not be undone, but self-esteem is comparative, and, if all his usual associates could be made to look equally silly, it seems to me, though I am not a psychologist, that the general might have fancied that in some way he would be restored to his old level. In addition to all this there was the joke of the thing, and I take it that it is a mistake to suppose that even in age a sense of humour is entirely lost, and the very fact of the general having held important commands may have repressed that sense of humour for many years, and now in old age and retirement it came into play all the more forcibly for that repression. Whatever it was, it was clear to all of us sitting there over our tea-cups, and watching the argument at a distance, that the general gave up most reluctantly the huge joke he had intended to play on the whole committee. And this impression Charlie Meakin amply corroborated, when he came and told us about it.

Nothing now remained but to see what could be done for poor old Polders. We pictured him talking politics with people who were not even electors, or who, if they were had no sense of their responsibility such as is inculcated in everyone at our club, where even the waiters have a graver air as elections approach; and we pictured him not even being listened to with proper attention. Poor old Polders, he may sometimes have been a bit tedious, but we were accustomed to that, and we all used to listen to him whenever he said what the Government ought to do, as a man of his seniority would be listened to in any club. And now! Poor old Polders.

Whats to be done? I asked.

Its all right, said Charlie Meakin. Old Cheadle will bring him back.

Are you sure? asked Epworthy.

Quite, said Charlie Meakin. You see, I persuaded him to give up the joke that he meant to play on the whole committee. It went to his heart to give it up. But hes promised. That was all he really cared about, and anything else is a trifle to him.

Will he and Jrapson tell them what happened? asked Inkle.

I dont think it would be any good their doing that, said Charlie Meakin. But I think those two will be able to sway the rest. Committees really never do anything, you know. It is just one man, and he tells the rest what to think; and they are usually quite glad to be told, as it saves trouble. But, whether theyre glad or not, they all follow a man like Cheadle, and with old Jrapson to back him it should be a certainty.

And so it was. I heard all about it afterwards. Such things always leak out in a club. What the committee ultimately decided was that certain words said by Pundit Sinadryana had been misinterpreted by Colonel Polders, on account of the long time since he had been in India, and his resultant forgetfulness of much of his Hindustani. The matter of what Sinadryana had uttered not having been in Hindustani at all was never gone into. Colonel Polders misunderstanding of those words, the committee decided, gave rise to an impression that he was being insulted, and influenced by this false impression he had been rude to the pundit, and when the facts were explained to him he would no doubt apologize.


THE LAST REVOLUTION
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The only one of Dunsanys science fiction novels to be published during his lifetime, The Last Revolution first appeared in 1951. The narrator is a wealthy gentleman, who overhears another member of his club, a man named Pender, being compared to a modern Frankenstein. He discovers that the inventor has constructed a mechanical, crab-like artificial intelligence, whom he proceeds to play at chess. As the novel progresses, however, it becomes clear that the creatures superior intelligence may well portend a last revolution  an uprising of the machines against their human makers. 

Although written late in Dunsanys career, the novel has a subtly comic atmosphere and parochial English setting that reveals the influence of H. G. Wells early works.
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CHAPTER I

THE United Schools Club, or the Schools United as it is sometimes called, has so large a membership that the subscriptions, though low, are able to provide a club-house in the West End that has a good many comforts to atone for a certain crowding. I can get a hair-cut and a shampoo, for instance, there, the use of a typewriter even, or a secretary if I want one, and there is quite a good wine-cellar. Members are supposed to have been at some public school, but in practice that is not insisted on. I was sitting there one day in the reading-room near to a man that I did not know, who turned out to be Ablard Pender, about whom this story is told, and more than one or two members as they passed him in his chair where he was reading a newspaper said: Hullo, Pender, I hear you have made a Frankenstein. Or, Hullo, Pender. They tell me youve made a Frankenstein. The remark didnt vary very much. Nor does one expect a continual flow of originality in the reading-room of a club. It is enough if one has a few papers to read, and a comfortable chair in which to read them, and perhaps an occasional greeting from people one knows, without any profundity in it. So now people were saying, as they passed Ablard Penders chair: Good morning, Pender. I hear you have made a Frankenstein. I hadnt noticed Penders answers at first; and then I heard him say: Oh no, I havent. But I have made a brain.

And the other member passed on like the rest, as he wanted to get a paper, and was evidently not particularly interested in Pender. Nobody was very much interested in Pender at the United. For one thing he did no work, or what they called work, so that he had no part in the life that any of them were leading. He lived on the proceeds of inventions that he had made, things so absurdly trivial that it is humiliating to think that only one member of the human race had been able to think of them. There is for instance no way of opening the ordinary envelope, if it is properly stuck. One has to detach a corner with a finger-nail, and then tear as well as one can. Pender invented an envelope that would open at once, and calculated that he saved millions of minutes in London alone; I think he said in a day, but it may have been in a year. Anyway he made money by it, and nobody else had seemed able to think of it. And then he was one of the men, but they have been very few, who invented the way of putting the shade of electric lights between the eye and the bulb, instead of on the far side of it. That brings him in some money too, though this invention is not much in use yet. And then he had a wonderful invention for concealing the pipes of plumbers. This didnt catch on very much, for plumbers are proud of their pipes and naturally like to show them, but it brought him in some money too. What really kept him going was a certain knack he had of seeing the perfectly obvious; simple things overlooked by everyone else, and an absolute confidence that he would always be able to see such simple things, and so make a steady income every year without ever having to save. He had a house at Kingston Hill with a little garden in front with a rhododendron in it, and a kitchen-garden behind; and a garage and a car. And he came up to the United whenever he liked, and sat there and read the papers and went home when he liked. He had not many friends, because he shared the work of none of them, and because they were unable to see the simple things he could see. But a few of them were greeting him now, and Pender was saying: No, only a brain. Well, no one was much interested, because they had only inquired about his invention because they felt they must say something as they went by, and they went on to their papers or to look at the news on the tape. But I was interested and I said to him: If you dont mind my butting in, you say you have made a brain?

Yes, he said. I have made one out of fine wire.

Out of wire? I asked.

Yes, he said, quantities of wire, and little electric currents like what cause thought in our own brains and which stimulate nerves which move muscles.

What is it like? I asked.

Just a round mass of minute wires he said, rather larger than our brains.

But can it think? I asked.

Quite as well as ours, said Pender.

That is very interesting, I said.

It is in a way, he answered, and I didnt get any more information from him about the new brain at that time. After all, a club is not a scientific assembly, and one has papers to read there and one thing and another and one doesnt thrash anything out to its logical final conclusion. But one or two more members spoke to Pender and later on I joined in again, and what we got out of him was that at present the brain could only think, which it did very well, but that later on he was going to give it some sort of a body. It had ears already.

Ears? I said in some surprise.

Oh that was very simple, said Pender. An ear-drum is easily made. Why, even a common gong will hear you if you shout at it quite close; and you can actually hear it receiving the vibrations. And my wires convey the sounds farther in, to the brain. No, there was no difficulty in that. And I often talk to it. I have taught it chess already. The only difficulty is at present that it has so few ways of expressing itself. But I shall give it that.

Will you really? I said, or something of that sort.

I am thinking of giving it a hundred hands, he said. They are quite easily made. Claw-like things as delicate as a teazle. You know they use teazles still in the cloth factories  

A hundred hands? I said.

Yes, said Pender. And look at all the work he will do for us. Twenty-four hours a day. No pay. No food, unless you count a little oil. And never a holiday; always at work. It will give us the leisure that slaves used to give the Romans.

And what about legs? I said, as I felt it was my turn to say something.

I shall give it enough to get about with, he said. I was thinking of four.

And then another member came up. Talking about your Frankenstein? he said.

My brain, said Pender.

But youre going to give it a body, arent you? the other said.

Yes, in time, said Pender.

How trivial it all seems now, that talk in the club, compared with the astounding things that occurred when Penders invention got into its crab-like stride.

And what about the trades unions? said the other fellow, a man called Weathery.

The trades unions? said Pender. Why?

Wont they object? asked Weathery.

No, said Pender. How can they? They dont object if I keep a simple machine for stamping my own note-paper. I can turn out what I like with my own machine.

And what will you turn out? asked Weathery.

More machines, said Pender. It is what the country wants. The more work is done by machines, the more leisure there is for men.

It is curious to think how out of date a man may be made by merely an active brain. It often gets him engrossed with something, while other people are drifting along together; so that quite common minds may be in touch with what is going on, while he may be thinking things like this, that were being thought by everyone in the last century.

For several weeks I saw no more of Ablard Pender. Sometimes I went again to the United, but Pender was not there, and though his story lurked in my mind I forgot him. What I could not forget, however, was that a new power had been added to machines, which had seemed to me for some time to be powerful enough already, an additional touch that appeared to me to give them the only thing that they lacked. They were far stronger than men as it was, or than any animal. Who would not rather be charged by an elephant than by a railway train, by a lion than by a fast car? Once I heard Penders name mentioned in the club, but still I did not see him, or hear much news of him either. Whats Pender doing? said somebody. Playing about with wires and hooks and what he calls crank-shafts, I believe, said somebody else. That is all we heard of Pender. And then one day in that same reading-room of the club I saw him. I remembered at once all he had told us; seeing him there brought it back to me, and I was about to ask him after his metal brain, when he blurted out to me: I have given it hands. It is actually working. I have only to give it legs and it will be a complete body.

How many hands? I asked.

A hundred, he said, just as he had told us.

Others came up and he told them about his new invention too. What I chiefly remember is that he had been playing chess with it. I dont know that all of them believed him, but most of them did, for they knew at the Schools United that he had a knack of inventing things, and the necessary industry, which not every man has, to perfect them. And one or two more in neighbouring chairs turned and listened, as men will in clubs, when they hear anyone raising his voice.

And can it really think? asked one of them.

It can beat me at chess, said Pender.

Really? said the man. That s clever of it. But perhaps chess is not such a difficult game, if you dont play it the way the professionals do.

Whoever he was, he evidently did not play chess, or he would have known that Pender was one of the best players in the club; and the United had played chess matches against most of the chess-playing clubs, always with Pender on their team, and the club was much feared as an opponent. This made me think. If that machine could beat Pender at chess, here was something able to challenge the human intellect, if it got loose.

You keep it under lock and key of course, I said anxiously to Pender.

Oh, thats not necessary, said Pender. It does whatever I tell it.

And then the evening papers came into the club, and I started reading one of them, and so did Pender, and I heard no more that day about his strange machine. Nor did I see Pender again at the club for several weeks. And during that time we heard that he had made another of his simple inventions that nobody else could think of. There arent so many servants now as there used to be, but all that there are, when they hand you a dish, slant it so that the gravy is nearest to you. If it be a rectangular dish with corners that we will name after the compass, north-west, north-east, south-east and south-west and you are to the east of it, all waiters, except those that dump the contents into your plate with their own hands, will lean the dish towards you so that the gravy runs to south-east. You then have to twist your wrist like the trunk of an elephant in order to get the gravy from the most difficult corner, or go without. But the fertile mind of Ablard Pender invented a little hollow in the most convenient corner on such dishes, the corner I called northwest, and waiters can see this hollow and they let the gravy run there, so that a diner can get it without contortions. It may seem a trifle, but one firm saw the millions of little facilities that this would bring to diners, and bought Penders patent. And that was another of the things that brought him in money. I asked one or two at the United if he had been seen, but they told me not. And then one day while I was there he came into the club. There was rather a radiant look about him, and, seeing me in the reading-room, he came straight up to me, singling me out, I think, because he must have considered that I was the one who showed the most interest in what he wanted to talk about, which was of course that brain of his.

Ive given it legs, he said.

How many? I asked, as I had of the hands.

Four, he said. It can run about like a dog.

He was evidently much excited by his success, from which I gathered that he had only just completed it, which turned out to be the case. And I think that this was the reason that he came up to the club, in order to talk about his iron brain, and I was the one that was to hear of it.

It is wonderful, he said. It is running about. I have given it four perfect legs. Rather like those of a crab, but of course much larger, and it can run a good deal faster than a crab.

What are its feet like? I asked.

Pincers, he said. What you would call claws if it was an animal. Just like a crabs. I find the hook-form more convenient than anything else, because it can pick up things.

And are you still playing chess with it? I asked.

No, he said, I have set it to work.

What are you making it do? I asked.

I am leaving it very much to itself, he said.

And what does it like doing? I inquired.

Making wires, he said. Fine wires like what it is itself made of. It spins them all day. I have given it some little furnaces and plenty of coke and scrap-iron; and it melts the iron, and runs off the wires. You should come and see the ovens that I have got for it. I have rented a tumbledown cottage and an acre of land in the Thames marshes, and I take it down there in a taxi and let it run about, and it always goes straight to the ovens and stokes them up and melts the iron and goes on making the wires.

But can it stoke a furnace? I asked.

Good lord, he said, its a lot cleverer than you or I. Its only limitation was locomotion. But, now I have given it legs and hands, it can do pretty well anything.

Well, as I have already said, there are always a good many members in our club, and some of them came up and we got talking of other things, and then I went to lunch. But although I saw no more of Pender that day, I thought a good deal of what he had said, and could not easily get out of my mind the picture of this crab-like creature of iron, cleverer than a man, running about on its own in the marshes of the Thames and stoking furnaces and making fine wire. And what did it mean to do with the wire? And was it really cleverer than man? If so  if so, we were no longer the greatest of created things. But could it be so? The awful thought it gave rise to, of mankind dropping to second place in the world, impelled me to go further into the matter. I dont think that the awfulness of the situation, if Penders claim were true, had occurred to anyone else at the United. The possibility of mankind dropping to second place had never occurred to any of them, so that they could not be frightened into fearing that anything could bring about such a situation. Certain hints, certain warnings, had been coming to me for some time; for I had watched the increasing power of machines, seeing them firstly driving countrymen out of the villages to work in factories in towns, and then seeing them gradually dominate our very fancies, until artists began to paint in straight lines, which are almost unknown in nature and are the very essence of the machine, and architects began to build houses that were like packing-cases for machinery, with all the little human fancies gone, and no more decoration of leaves or wings, or any curves at all. These things that I had observed for some years were no more than forebodings, but they helped me now to see that something strange was afoot, and the little I knew of geology made me wonder if this might be the next in the long succession of those that have dominated the planet, of whom Man is the present heir.


CHAPTER II

I WENT back to the United next day and sat in the reading-room all the afternoon, hoping to see Ablard Pender, for I was still uneasy about the possibilities of his invention. I read all the evening papers without remembering much of the news, and as the afternoon wore away my uneasiness seemed to increase. And then about five oclock in walked Pender, looking very jubilant, and I saw from a glance at his face that the power in which he rejoiced, and which I was beginning to dread, had made some further increase. Again he came up to me, and this time the first thing that I said was: Could you show me your brain?

He was delighted that I should take so much interest in what he was doing, and said at once that he would show it me, and I apologized for having made the suggestion, and he brushed my apology aside.

Come and see it any time, he said. Im at Kingston Hill. Why not come and dine with me tonight?

When I saw that he really meant it, I accepted.

Dont dress, he said. Come as you are. I live there with my aunt, and we havent dressed for dinner since the war.

One moment, I said. I think I ought to tell you that I dont look on machines in quite the way you do. I dont want to argue against you, but I think it is only fair to say that I dont quite take your view that the work of machines will mean more leisure for men, because I think it has been rather the other way about.

Perhaps in the past, he said. But I dont think you quite realize that my machine doesnt need a man to look after it. It runs about on its own and works on its own, and any little difficulties that may have to be solved, which would normally be placed before the head of the firm, it works out for itself. So you see  

Yes, I see, I said. But I thought it only fair to warn you.

Well, youll come and dine, he said.

So, with my warning only half given, I accepted his invitation. And some time after tea we started off together in the bus that takes you to Kingston Hill, and right past his garden gate. In the bus we talked about his little house and his aunt, and I rather gathered that she disapproved of her nephew for wasting his time with science, instead of being a chartered accountant as his father and grandfather had been.

Dont you find it rather lonely, living there with just an aunt, I said after a while.

Well, as a matter of fact, he said, as a matter of fact, but at that moment somebody who had boarded the bus wanted to look at our tickets, and Pender said no more for a while. We had come to hedgerows at last, and a little breeze that was running beside the bus made all the wild roses wave to us, for it was early June.

You were saying, I said, that you lived all alone with your aunt.

As a matter of fact, he said, I wasnt thinking of doing that always.

Not? I said.

No, said he. As a matter of fact theres a girl. But we arent engaged or anything, and I wouldnt like you to get the idea that we are, or to tell anyone there is anything in it. Only there is this girl, quite extraordinarily pretty, and really wonderful in every way, as you couldnt help seeing if you saw her. What I thought was  But its no use talking of that when nothing is arranged.

No, of course not, I said. But I hope everything will come out all right.

Well, I hope it might, he said.

And we rumbled on past hedges and woods and houses and streets and gardens, and came to Kingston Hill. In a little sandy bank in which were stray plants of harebells not yet in bloom, was his open garden gate. We went in together, and before he introduced me to his aunt, or went into his house at all, he took me to the old stable that was his garage and showed me his invention. It was crouched in a corner, and was obviously pleased to see him; but I didnt like the way that it looked at me, if looked is the right word, which perhaps it is not, for if it had eyes at all they were nothing like ours, but it was certainly aware of my presence, and it turned towards me at once with a very alert look. I suppose I stepped back a little; for Pender said to me: Dont mind it.

Then he began talking to it, and it crawled back to its corner from which it had run out a little. It was a round shape of steel, inside which of course must have been the delicate wires which when stimulated by faint electric currents could move the stouter bars and hooks that were its arms and hands and legs, and the process whereby those nerve-like wires moved those iron limbs was thought. Of course I never saw any of the fine wires; they were inside the steel skull. A crab the size of a big dog was the rough description of it that first ran through my mind, but it was a quite inadequate description. Then Pender went out of the garage and turned towards his house.

Hadnt you better lock the door? I asked.

As you like, said Pender. But I have a perfect trust in it.

And to please me he locked the door. I was glad he did so; for I did not trust that thing with a hundred hands myself. I had only seen it for a few seconds, but I took one of those instinctive dislikes to it, that people say are unfair, and yet one cannot well help being guided by them. This was not a reasoned dislike. I had that already. It was an irrational dislike, arising from the mere look of the thing, and after only a single glance. Totally irrational, as I admit; and, as I must also admit, having more influence on me, a reasonable being, as I like to think myself, than the dislike I had formed with perfectly good reason. When I look at some of the things that people do I sometimes find myself doubting if homo sapiens is a fair description of us, and it is little influences like this in myself that nearly clinch my doubt. Yet I was not thinking of things like this now, or reasoning anything at all, but was merely dominated by an eerie feeling that sent little chills through my being and presentiments through my brain. Pender suddenly stopped in our walk to his hall-door.

One thing, he said, if you dont mind. Ive never said a word to my aunt about this thing being alive. She knows all about it otherwise, and thinks it rather silly, but she doesnt know its alive. If you wouldnt mind not saying a word that would let her see that  

Oh, certainly not, I said.

Thank you very much, said Pender. She knows it can move and all that, but she thinks its remote control. She doesnt know its alive.

I wont say a word, I said.

And so we went into the house and, turning to our left from a rather dingy little hall, Pender showed me into the drawing-room, in which his aunt was sitting in the daylight that lingered brightly in that long summers evening. She received me with politeness because I was a guest, but I could see at once that she disapproved of me, because, being a friend of her nephew, I was immediately suspect of encouraging and abetting him to waste his time over science, which, being the principal interest of Penders life, would naturally not be disliked by his friends, at any rate not as she disliked it. Yes, there she sat talking politely to me, and looking more austerely at her nephew, and disapproving of us both.

I suppose my nephew has shown you his gadget, she said.

Whether she was trying to show that she was familiar with modern phraseology, or whether she thought she was using the correct scientific term, I never knew.

Oh yes, I said, I have just seen it.

Couldnt you persuade him, she said, to spend some of his time on more useful things.

I will try, I answered.

I dont know how much money she had of her own, but I was sure that a great many of her comforts came from what her nephew had earned. Perhaps in the silence she saw me thinking of this, and she said: I dont mind when he makes useful things, but that thing he keeps in the garage covered with claws doesnt look very useful, and must have cost more than what a young man ought to spend on his hobbies.

Hobbies! I thought, and for a moment the word brought a gleam of comfort. For what I had feared, with a fear that I hope was exaggerated, might threaten the supremacy of mankind, was to Mrs. Mary Ingle only a hobby.

Soon we went into the dining-room, and the conversation at dinner, so far as Mrs. Ingle directed it, seemed chiefly to tend to extol various occupations that a young man might take up which were not scientific. After dinner we went to walk in the small garden that sheltered under the wall of Richmond Park in the long glow of the evening and, passing the old stable on our way, a pawing and scratching from the machine was distinctly audible. I thought that the state of things must be clear at once to the aunt; but all she said was: Ablard is always keeping that machine of his wound up. It must be a great waste of petrol, or whatever he runs it with.

I will turn it off, said her nephew, and turned back while we went into the garden, and must have spoken to his machine; for, when we came back to the house in the last of the gloaming, everything was silent in the stable.

Would you like a game of chess? said Pender as soon as we got back to the house. I knew that he meant with the monster, but how he thought I could play chess with it without his aunt seeing that it was alive I could not imagine. I looked at him, and he saw what I was wondering about. Oh, that will be all right, he said. So I said I would play. And Ablard Pender brought the monster in on a wheelbarrow. It could have quite easily walked. But that would have given it away to the aunt. Well, in it came in the wheelbarrow into the dining-room, because there was more room there, and it kept perfectly still. He certainly seemed to have it under as good control as any well-trained retriever. Then he asked me to help him lift it on to the table, and I said I would, but regretted it. It was like handling a horrible insect. Luckily it still remained quiet. I could not have stood it if it had started buzzing like a fly, or moved any of its arms with their crab-like claws. The moment that we got it on to the table I stepped back out of its way, and there the disgusting thing crouched with a chess-board in front of it, put there by Ablard Pender, and his aunt never knew that it was alive. At the other side of the board at the end of the table Pender placed a chair for me. I sat down and set the board. Still the disgusting thing never moved, but it was evidently watching the board and me. One usually draws for white and first move; but I just took white, and let the thing protest if it wanted to: I didnt see how it could: nor did it. I played that complicated opening, the Ruy Lopez, assuming and, as it turned out, quite rightly, that with all the work that Pender had had to make those hundred hands and four legs, he would not have had the time to teach openings to the monster and would have taught it little more than the rules. So I played the Ruy Lopez and fancied that I should soon have the thing out of its depth. But its answers led to involved variations that I had never seen before and that, as far as I have been able to find out, are in no books. Surely, I thought, as it made its first move, gripping the kings pawn with one of the crab-like pairs of its hundred pairs of claws, surely now Mrs. Ingle must see that the thing is alive. But no. She had heard, when she was young, of a chess-automaton that used to play games at the Crystal Palace and win them. Of course it was a fake; there was a chess-master inside the image; but it had taken in the public and was enough for Mrs. Ingle, and she believed that a machine could easily play chess and that it was only a machine that was playing now. It was watching me intensely, rather as a cockroach watches one. You do not see a cockroachs eyes, but you know an alert creature is keenly watching you. Once some movement it made attracted Mrs. Ingles attention and she looked rather carefully at it, but Pender was quick to divert her.

I asked Alicia to look in this evening, he said, if she is out on her bicycle.

I dont like young girls cycling about so late on their own, said Mrs. Ingle.

Why not, Aunt Mary? he asked.

Because they come to no good if they do, she said.

But you wont mind her coming here? said Pender.

Oh no, said Aunt Mary. And she had forgotten whatever it was that had caught her eye in some movement made by the monster.

How are you getting on? she asked of me.

I was not getting on at all. I had realized, some moves back, that I was facing a superior intelligence. You find out that very quickly at chess. And I was suspecting pretty strongly that it was an intelligence superior to that of mankind. It may seem that I had not had long in which to come upon such an astonishing suspicion; but chess is a convenient testing-ground, and when, applying that rough-and-ready test, I found that something that had had only a few lessons could invent a variation to the Ruy Lopez that I had never seen in any book, then that was the extraordinary suspicion that began to arise in my mind. So I replied guardedly to Mrs. Ingle, remembering my promise to Pender not to let his aunt guess the truth; and she, seeing that my answer was vague and that my vagueness was deliberate, searched at once for my motive and found the wrong one. She thought, quite rightly, that I was losing the game, and wrongly that that was what I had hoped to conceal. And then the doorbell rang and there was Alicia, the young girl that Pender had told me about, with her bicycle leaning against the porch and her lamp not yet lit, as we saw through the window of the dining-room when Pender turned out the light for a moment in order to see outside. This left the dining-room nearly in the dark, which added a sinister touch to the monster crouched on the table, and I was glad when Pender turned on the light again, before running to the hall-door to let in Alicia. Alicia was a charming girl, fresh from the beauty parlour that has no rival on earth, the one kept in the open air by old Dame Nature. There was a flush in her cheeks and a light on her lips that Rubens could never have equalled, and no painter had tried to improve what paint could only have spoiled. The phrase that came to my mind as I saw her was the ungilded lily, but actually I thought of a wild rose. Her figure was slender, and graceful as that of many young girls, but her lips were lovelier than any that one sees now. Yet I will not take time to describe her, for three things caught my attention now like flashes of lightning. First of all, though that was a mild flash, like summer lightning among louring clouds, there was Mrs. Ingles polite reception of Alicia, politer even than her reception of me, but with a cold light that seemed to glow in her eye. I cannot describe it. She received Alicia as a hostess should; and yet at the same moment something told me that she did not want Alicia to be the mistress of that house. That was one flash. The next one came like forked lightning from Alicia. She saw at once as she entered the room that the monster was alive.

I spoke of two flashes of lightning, two appreciations that came suddenly before my eyes, instead of being worked out by the experience sometimes of years. One may know people, for instance, for a long time, and one day one may say to someone: I rather think that Mrs. Ingle does not want young Pender to marry Alicia Maidston. I saw that in a single flash. Then Alicia instantaneously saw what I said. But I mentioned three flashes. The third was more like thunder. And I may say that the echoes of it jar in my mind to this day, and shall do all my life. Looking back on all the awful things I have seen, I put this as the first. I cannot tell you how I perceived it, only that, as clearly as I saw in Mrs. Ingles eyes that she did not welcome Alicia, I saw in the attitude of the crouching thing against which I was playing chess that it was jealous of Penders girl. Alicia Maidston stood gazing silently at the monster, and it ostentatiously made a move on the board, a move that was a good deal too deep for me. Then Pender said to the girl: What do you think of it, Alicia?

Still Alicia stood silent. In those moments, that were probably fewer than what I thought, her gaze seemed to roam as far as dreadful influences that this machine might have on the story of man. Then she answered Penders question by parrying it with another. Did you make it entirely yourself?

Yes, of course, said Pender. Dont you like it?

Time will have to show that, said she.

Time. What had that gaze of hers seen, when it seemed to be peering into the future? I was introduced to her then, and she said: Do you find it clever?

Too clever for me, I said.

I was afraid so, said Alicia.

But what are you worrying about, Alicia? blurted out Pender.

Did I say I was worried? asked Alicia.

No, said Pender, but you looked it. What is wrong?

Nothing is wrong here, she said. It was the future that I was looking at.

Looking at the future? said Mrs. Ingle. Whatever did you see?

Nothing, said Alicia. It was too dark.

Mrs. Ingle merely stared at her. So did Ablard Pender; but he stared with admiration, seeing something in Alicias vision which his aunt thought merely absurd, and which Alicia herself admitted was only a gaze into darkness, something that to him seemed to add to the wonder with which he obviously regarded Alicia. Then Ablard Pender went up to the monster with a clock key in his hand and pretended to wind it up, so as to conceal from his aunt what it really was; but he did not deceive Alicia. She said very little and continued to look at the monster, and from time to time lifted her gaze to thoughts that I could not follow. And, watching Alicia, the uneasiness that I had felt already became more acute, and, as I rapidly lost my game against the monster, I wondered more and more what Alicia saw in the future, and I feared for the race of man.


CHAPTER III

THERE is not much more to say about my visit to Sandyheath, which was the name of Ablard Penders house. I lost my game of chess. I lost it utterly. But it was a very interesting game, and I wish I had kept a record of it, for I think that there were moves in it, though none of them made by me, that were more profound than any that have been played as yet in the Ruy Lopez. And I wish I could quite remember all the moves that the monster made, for I believe that, if I could, nobody would be able to win who played the Ruy Lopez against me, an opening that chess-players who have the first move are very likely to play. I was of course astonished by the game, but Mrs. Ingle saw nothing odd in it and never guessed the presence in her dining-room of an intellect superior to anything human. She was more interested that evening in trying to pump me about her nephews frequent journeys to the Thames marshes, when he went away with his new invention in his car. She seemed to want to know to what part of the marshes he went, and what he was doing there. And there were so many things about that that I did not know myself, that it was easy for me to keep my promise to Pender, and much of the time to be perfectly frank. We both made several guesses, but that the thing was alive never occurred to her; though there it sat with its jealousy of Alicia smouldering to glowing hatred. It is hard to describe how it showed it, though unmistakable when one has seen it, as it is with the jealousy of a dog. I think that Mrs. Ingles curiosity as to what her nephew did in the marshes made me curious too, and when he saw me that night to the bus that was to take me back to London I asked him if he would let me see what his invention was doing there. I said that I thought his machine was perfectly wonderful, and that I would like very much to see it at work. Pender agreed to take me to the marshes and show me the thing working, and I thought he would agree eagerly, for he was naturally proud of his extraordinary invention, and of being able to make it work, which is a great deal more wonderful than merely getting the idea of it. But Pender did not agree eagerly. Gladly enough, but not eagerly; for his eagerness seemed to have gone. What it seemed to me now was that Pender was no longer triumphant, but was glad to have me with him in a different capacity. He had brought me to Sandyheath to admire his cleverness. And why not? Admiration was due to him, and he was not going to get any from his aunt, and Alicia he thought was not sufficiently in touch with science to understand; though, remembering the look on her face when she saw the machine squatting in front of me as I tried to play the Ruy Lopez, I thought she saw far further into the things possibilities than ever its inventor was able to do. As for the men at the club, they had their own affairs to consider, without bothering about what a young scientist might be doing, or thinking very much about science at all. But now it seemed, as we walked in the dark past his rhododendron on my way to catch the last bus, he was no longer in need of my admiration, but wanted someone to be with him in those marshes, rather as we like to have someone with us in some dark corridor, if without them we should be all alone by night in a house believed to be haunted. That was what I fancied, as we saw the lights of the bus. He seemed anxious that I should come with him to the marshes to see his invention at work, but no longer jubilant about it. He may have seen from the things mastery of the Ruy Lopez that there was something there beyond what he had foreseen, or some reflection from the face of Alicia may have chilled his mind with its first fear. His vast intellect, quite unrecognized by his aunt, had been wholly occupied with daily details, the little things that would make his monster work, hundreds of them and even thousands, a delicate wire to be put into position and fastened, the little supply of electricity that would animate it, details smaller and more numerous than I ever knew, completely filling his time; but a young girl had leisure to look into the future, and I believe that what she saw there was far beyond Penders dreams. Even now, influenced by Alicias forebodings as no doubt he was, I think he was blind to certain possibilities whose outlines to Alicia were clear. And those possibilities were threats to the human race.

We fixed the following day for our journey down to the marshes. Pender was going to put the thing in a box and bring it to the club in his car, and pick me up and go on to where the furnaces were, at which his monster worked with its hundred hands, about a mile over the marshes beyond the old mans cottage, melting iron and spinning delicate wires all day. All the way back to London I pictured the thing at work. I thought of a thing with the industry of a spider and the brains of Capablanca at work on a modern factory. I thought of all that we were able to do with our machinery, worked by no more than ordinarily skilled men working seven hours a day with a day and a half off each week. What might these very machines be able to do, I wondered, if worked by genius twenty-four hours a day year after year? Well, my speculations were not of interest, and they were dulled by a certain fear.

Next day I was waiting at the Schools United at the time Pender had fixed, and he walked in and we had tea together. Somebody made a joke about Frankensteins monster, the creature of fiction invented by Shelleys wife, a joke that was now the property of the club and that was usually handed out to Pender when he came into the room, and which served as well as Good morning. I sat rather silent during that tea, because I wanted to warn Pender about what I had seen in the attitude of the monster, and the words would not easily come. And when a few words did come I suddenly realized how awful was the thing I was going to say; and I said no more than: I was wondering about Miss Maidston.

Yes? he said.

But I could not go on with it. A machine! And yet alive! The thought was too horrible. And I was glad when another member came by and said: What do you feed your Frankenstein on, Pender?

Oil, Pender replied.

Shouldnt like it, said the other.

Why not? asked Pender.

Sooner have whiskey, said the man and passed on, perhaps to get some.

After tea we went to where Pender had parked his car, with the box in it, and, arising from the box, no more than a slight hum. I sat in front with Pender, and the box was behind, and away we started through the most tamed part of the planet, where Mother Earth is held down by chains of pavement and kept in dungeons of brick; though the goal of our journey was an eternal thing, wild marshes where Earth was free.

Once more, during that journey I tried to warn Pender that the thing was aware of Alicia. But the words would not come. Evening was coming on. Suddenly houses ended; and we came to one of those great cabbage fields that feed London, haunted by whisps of night that strayed in the dimness of evening. It was a wonderful change from streets. And yet it was still a part of the wide dominion of Man. But beyond the brow of a little hill on which the cabbages grew there loured a bank of mist, and under that was land that owes no allegiance to us; under that lay the marshes. Men had been there too, as an old thatched cottage showed, but they came there as strangers, not as the masters of hundreds of orderly rows of cabbages, drawn up by Man, and to serve his needs in the end. And glowing there with all the splendour of flowers, as the evening darkened around it, I saw the first of the furnaces that were tended by Penders monster. Pender drove the car as far as the road would hold it, and where it became a track soon lost in water and rushes he stopped and opened the box and let the monster out. And it ran over marshes faster than any crab, straight for the glow of its furnace. I had not seen it run before, and the effect of it on myself was intensely horrible. I dont know why movement should have seemed worse than thought. I had seen it think deeper than I could, and now I saw it run faster, and this seemed the more horrible of the two. It splashed away over the marshes like a hare, and came splashing up to the furnace and crouched in front of it, and I saw the metallic monster glow in the light that streamed from the furnace door, a sight that was altogether horrible to me. Pender watched it without saying a word, with what seemed satisfaction at what he had made, but a satisfaction shot through with some new feeling that blew like cold winds on the other, as though the triumphant inventor looked for the first time at the future and found it haunted by something that he could not clearly see. Darkness deepened over the marshes as we stood there, and the glow of the furnace brightened, till most of its lovely colours were lost in the glare. And the thing took hold of some shovels and threw more coke into the fire.

I saw now, what had been hard to believe, that this intelligence, that had been proved over the chess-board to be so far superior to mine, was able to work a shovel and stoke a furnace. Why it should have been hard to believe I cannot think, but the fact remains that I was more surprised to see the monster doing a simple act with a shovel than I had been to see it outmoding one of the best-established openings at chess. We gazed silently at it stoking its furnace and throwing in bars of iron. As the glow of the furnace increased, an old man came towards us along a rushy track that led from the thatched cottage which we had passed on our way through the marshes.

Ah, its back at work, sir, he said to Ablard Pender.

Yes, he answered and continued to gaze at his monster, dark in the glow of the furnace. A cold breeze began to wander over the marshes. I reflected on the splendour of ambition, and what a brilliant light it is in the lives of men, compared with any achievement. Here was one of the greatest inventions of our age, and the young inventor was gazing at it sadly, while fears and forebodings seemed to be haunting the marshes. And all because of a look on Alicias face, as far as I could make out, and a new line of thought that that look had started, roaming into the dark of the future away from the calculations and wires and electric currents in which he used to delight.

I kept all the furnaces alight for it, sir, said the old man. It can see to them itself now.

Yes, said Ablard Pender.

The old man was evidently in his employment, the furnaces were his, the piles of coke and the bars of iron and the land on which we stood, as well as the cottage in which he lived about a mile away.

He saw my eye roaming about his property and said: I happened to make a good deal by a very simple invention. I sold a thing for picking up tennis-balls, merely a bamboo stick and a circle of rubber with a diameter the sixteenth of an inch smaller than that of a tennis-ball, and a muslin bag that would hold five or six of them. It was a simple little thing, but it brought me in enough to buy this bit of the marshes and have those furnaces built, and to buy the coke and the iron and to pay him to look after the property, indicating the old man. And what they call my Frankenstein did the rest.

Anything you want done with the furnaces? said the old man.

No, thank you, said Pender. My machine will see to all that.

Thank you, sir, said the old man. Then Ill be getting home to my house.

And he took one look at the sky and the marshes, all blending into one bleakness, and walked away to where his window glowed in the distance from below the dark of his thatch.

Wed better see what it is doing, said Pender to me. And we walked over the wet and oozy ground the way that the monster had gone. Suddenly out of a tuft of rushes there got up a black thing in the gloaming and scurried away like a colossal beetle towards the glow of the furnace. I was chilled with horror, and before I could make out what the thing could possibly be, it became indistinguishable in the little light that remained, where it scuttled swiftly away from us. I stood there perfectly speechless.

Its been making several of those things lately, said Pender.

Good lord! I exclaimed, what things?

Things the same as itself, he said.

But can it possibly do that? I asked.

I made it, said Pender. Get into your head that it is cleverer than I.

Then it can, I said.

What I can do, said Pender, it can do much better.

So there were several of these horrible things, and they were loose in the marshes. As we went on the glow of the furnace, increasing as daylight faded, illuminated our track, while black against that glow we saw the shape of the busy monster with most of its hands at work. I told how Alicia, simpler but far surer than Penders aunt, saw at once that the thing was alive. Dogs too knew it at once, as I discovered by watching a dog that I saw coming away from the lonely cottage towards the monster, whose movement he must have seen in the glow; and when, ahead of us, it reached the path along which the monster had gone, it put its nose repeatedly to the ground and lifted it up again with a puzzled expression, and I realized that what was puzzling it was that this active thing that the dog had seen in the marshes was of all living things the only one that had no smell. Puzzled, the dog went on until it was close to the monster. Then it stopped and lifted its throat and uttered so awful a cry, that it might have warned us that Ablard Penders invention was something fraught with horror to all whom nature had given the inner eye that can see, though even dimly, any outline of those forebodings that haunt the dark of the future. Once more the dog howled. And then Penders monster came for it, scurrying over the marshes like a terribly magnified beetle, and seized the dog by the throat with some of its hands. The dog bit, but bit upon iron. And before we could do anything it had torn the dog to pieces and was holding the pieces up so as to let the blood run all over it. Its idea of eating, I suppose.

I say, Pender, I said. Is that quite right?

No, said Pender. But what are we to do?

Couldnt you . . . I began. But I saw the thing looking at me in the light of its furnace, and did not like to say more in its horrible presence.

You saw what it did to the dog, I said to Pender as we walked away from the marshes where he had left his monster to its own devices.

I know it is a very beastly thing, said Pender. I see that now. But look what it will do for mankind. Look at the work it will save them, and at the leisure that it will give. Motors kill more dogs than that, and men, women and children too. But you wouldnt stop motors.

It wasnt of that, I said, that I wanted to talk to you. I was thinking about Miss Maidston.

Alicia? he said. What has she got to do with it?

I saw the way it looked at her, I said.

Looked at her? said Pender. What do you mean?

And it was hard to explain what I meant, because there was a horror about the thing looking at the girl, that seemed to congeal my words. But I had to go on, since I had started. I think its jealous of her, I said.

That was a new idea to Pender. But wild as it may seem to my reader, Pender did not scoff at it, and thought for a while in silence. He knew that an intellect like that which had not only beaten me at chess, but had rolled up a time-honoured opening, was well able to understand, and probably with a single glance, what Alicia Maidston meant to him. And how would it, which obeyed every word of Penders, care for one whom Pender was prepared to obey as devotedly, and for whom he cared far more than he cared for his monster? So I said: I thought that I ought to tell you.

And I left him to his thoughts.

We drew near to the old thatched cottage, with the glow of its window falling upon our track, before I spoke again. And what of that old man, I said, all alone with them in the marshes?

He has to oil them, he said.

Is he safe with them here? I asked.

I can answer for the one that I made, he said. All the others seem all right too. But Ill tell him not to allow them to get too familiar with him.


CHAPTER IV

I DO not remember what I said to Pender any more that night. I think we walked to the car in absolute silence. And I think that all the way home I dwelt alone with my thoughts, which were darkened and even chilled by a strange idea, which Penders words in the marshes had awoken. There was something now loose in the world which might get too familiar with men! That was the thought that filled my meditations with horror. I said nothing of it to Pender. For what could he tell me? He was no more than a carpenter who had made a queen for a chess-board. He could no more tell the effect his invention would have on the future than that carpenter could predict the courses of games of chess that would be played with the piece he had made. What inventor can?

As I sat silent in the car Pender was obviously aware that I was, to put it mildly, dissatisfied with his invention, and he spoke little either. This invention of his was the greatest achievement of his life, a thing not often surpassed in this age of inventions; but, had he spoken of it to me that evening, after what the thing had done to the dog, even leaving out the menace that I now saw it was to mankind, he must have been on the defensive. And so he was silent. No, he could have told me nothing. My own fears may have exaggerated, they may have run down many wrong turnings, but they could see into the dark of the future, in which these monsters prowled, as far as Pender could see.

Pender put me down at my flat, and I thanked him and said good night. I dont remember what more I said. And I went to bed still wondering about the future of Man, and what the effect on it of Penders monster would be. I think I lay awake all night worrying over this, as people sometimes do with small worries. But I was worrying over the fate of mankind. The central concern of my worry was simply this: could these things go on reproducing themselves? Pender had told me they could. And I had seen one of them. Penders monster could make others. Could these in their turn make more? If so, what limit would there be to it? In all zoology I knew of only one limit to reproduction, and that limit was the enemies of a species. What enemies would these iron monsters have? Were it not for their enemies, flies and even oysters could cover between them the surface of the planet. Indeed oysters had done so over large areas, for I had seen a layer of them many inches thick, just above where the chalk ended, which must once have covered some great space. That particular race of them had had its turn and ended. Would the same fate befall man? It seemed to me in the troubled hours of the night that it all depended on the powers of reproduction of these monsters that, so far as I could see, would find nothing upon this planet that would be able to check their growth, except Man. And it was about that exception that I troubled all night. Would the time come when Mans cleverness would get ahead of him, when the inventions that it had created would be too much for their creator? Had it come already? Our civilization was getting more and more complicated before Penders time; more and more machines upon which we all depended were understood by fewer and fewer, as their intricacies increased. And now Penders invention. Was this the thing that was to dethrone us, as Zeus dethroned Chronos?

Chronos and Zeus were myth, and these machines were reality; but all the old tales of the Greeks were so shrewdly told by men who had looked so clearly upon life, that they can guide us yet. Was a dominant regime, an old power, going to fall before its children now, man usurped by his own machines as Zeus usurped Chronos?

When light slipped into my room through chinks in the curtains, vague fears went away with the night, and reason shone in their places; and reason told me that I must find out what powers of reproduction these monsters had.

I got up early and, after breakfast, as early as I thought Pender would be up and about, I telephoned to him. I did not tell him on the telephone what I was worrying about; but, little although I said, he seemed to guess that I was uneasy. I merely asked him if he would take me again to his factory and let me see his employees at work. And he kindly said he would take me that afternoon, and when I thanked him he said that he had been intending to go in any case. We arranged a time to meet at the club. And there was Pender waiting when I arrived, and we set off in his car at once.

How many of these other things is your machine making? I asked, as we crossed the Thames and turned eastwards.

I dont know, he said. It makes as many as it likes.

And can they make others? I asked.

I suppose so, he said.

Where will it stop? I asked.

But I dont want it to stop, he answered. Theyll work for us. We shall have all the advantages of slavery without the harm of it.

What advantages? I asked.

Dont you see, he said rather impatiently. We shall start on a level of leisure higher than what we have known. Just think what you could do if you began the day with all the odd jobs of a household done. The human race will be like that, when all the tiresome work has been done for them by these machines. There will be opportunities we have never had before. We shall lift our civilization, because we shant have to start at the bottom. Cant you understand what it will mean?

But do you quite like that thing you have made? I asked him.

It isnt a question of liking, he said. The Americans did not bother about whether they liked their slaves. They just made them work.

Yes, I see, I said, whatever I meant by that. And we went down two small streets before I said any more. And then I said: I suppose you never allow it to be alone with Miss Maidston.

And he said: I dont think there is any harm in it.

But though he had defended his monster against the human race, when I had suggested the thing was a danger to it, I saw by the look in his eyes that he thought more of Alicia than of the monster that he had made, and that my fear for her safety had communicated itself to him. So there was no more that I needed to say. And I sat silent for the rest of the journey, wondering what I should see when we got to our destination. We did not go by the road by which we had gone last time, which ended with a walk through the marshes past Eeriths hut, but went by one that took us by dry land almost up to the door of the sheds in which the furnaces were; for they stood at the edge of the marshes, across which we saw the thatch of Eeriths hut rising dark against the pale light of the desolate waste.

Pender and I left the car and went up to the door of the shed, which Pender opened and we went in, and I saw at once the monster that he had made crouched on the floor, very busy, with the light from the door of a furnace glowing along its back, looking just like the horrible beetle that it had always seemed to me. It was at the far end of the shed and, as we walked towards it, I saw that it was pulling thin strips of metal through a hole in a bar of iron, clamped to a rough table. Pender explained to me that it was making wires. That bar of iron had apertures at the back, which narrowed to small holes of various sizes in front. The strips of metal were pointed, and when the point was inserted through the wider aperture behind the bar of iron it could be pulled out through the front of it. A man would have used pincers, Pender told me; but this thing was using its bare iron hands. As the metal was drawn forcibly through the minute hole in the front of the bar of iron it became a wire, its thickness depending on what hole it had been forced through, for there was a row of holes in the iron which were all of different sizes. I walked up softly, hoping not to disturb the thing, for I did not know what it might do; but Pender assured me that when at work it was quite absorbed, as it had been at that game of chess, and that we could walk straight up to it. And so we did, and the thing went on with its work, and I noticed that the wire that it was drawing through the iron bar was drawn through the smallest hole in the row. Lower down on the floor it was making something, some large shapeless lump of quantities of fine wire.

Another brain, said Pender.

But what astounded me more than what it was making was the fact that it was busily doing that intricate work with some of its hands, while two others were making more wire. This astonished me and perturbed me. For, though there seems no reason why we should not work with two hands at once, it is nevertheless beyond our human powers to do any absorbing work with one hand, and something else at the same time with another. And from this I saw, what I had seen already over the chess-board, that I was in the presence of a superior intelligence.

It is not because we have only two hands that we cannot do what this thing was doing. It is because our brains are unable to attend to any two pieces of careful work at the same time; and, though we had a hundred hands, we could not have done what the monster was doing now. With elaborate care it was putting the pointed end of a long thin rod of metal through the wide end of the hole in the iron bar, then gripping it with one of its iron hands and drawing it through with amazing speed. Others of its hands seized hold of the coils of wire, coiled them more neatly and passed them to yet more hands, and from them to the half dozen or more of the iron claws that were intensely occupied with convolutions of what must have been hundreds of yards of delicate wire, that were making the shapeless mass of what Pender told me was to be another brain. It was as though I had seen a dentist drilling a patients tooth, working carefully close to the nerve, and with the other hand at the same time doing an etching. Such a thing is beyond human capabilities. It was terrible to see how easy its two occupations evidently came to the monster, and how rapidly and efficiently it was dealing with them.

As we stood there in silence and watched the monster working away without ever looking at us, I noticed, what I had not noticed at first, that the wire that it rapidly drew through the iron bar was not drawn through only one hole, but through as many as forty or fifty holes that there were in a long row, each one smaller than the one before, till the wire was as thin as a piece of wire could be. And sometimes the monster passed one of its wires into yet another of its hands, to be lowered into a fire that glowed in a pit beside it, and to be handed back as soon as it was red hot. This, Pender explained to me, was to soften the wire so as to prevent it breaking. It was strange to see it handling the glowing wire with its bare hands, for its awful vitality made it hard for one to believe that it was only iron. And then I saw other of its hands gripping a file and sharpening the ends of the iron rods that were to be pulled through the apertures to make wire; and once again I was dreadfully aware that I was watching something that Man could not do. It would be perfectly possible for instance to sharpen a pencil to a fine point with one hand, provided that either the pencil or knife were firmly clamped, but no man could do other careful work at the same time, as this thing was doing continually. The sun was low at the time and light in the shed was dim, and the huge curved back of the monster glowed in the light that rose from the fire beside it, which burned in a little pit that was sunk in the floor, and from which a small tunnel ran to a chimney of brick.

The shed, to its dimmest recesses, was untidy with work upon which the monster had been engaged. Crucibles, great thick tubs that were made of graphite, lay about everywhere, with dregs of various metals littering the bottoms of them, like old tea-leaves in an untidy tea-pot, and bowls lay about on trestles, that seemed at first glance to be filled with gold, but which actually contained shavings of bronze. What it had been making with bronze I do not know, probably limbs for the other monsters; but it was evidently making a brain now out of those delicate wires, and it began to take some kind of shape as we watched. Then one of the monsters that it had made ran in and scurried the length of the shed, and out at the far end. Large cobwebs hung on the wall by which it ran, grey with old dust, and the sight of them and the shape of the thing that hurried past set me thinking of spiders, and their strange delicate work, of which we know nothing. How many creatures there are besides us in the world! And how little we know of their work! And here was yet another; something that had not been before, something that was not intended. What was its work, I wondered? I supposed that it filled the crucibles that I saw lying about, and lowered them into the furnace beneath the floor, while the monster that had made it did the delicate work that it was now doing with those fine wires along which were to run those impulses such as run along nerves through our brains. One crucible that perhaps had been dropped by some careless monster was broken and its bright edges shone like lead, very different from lead though they were, for lead melts almost instantly in a furnace, and this bright graphite would never melt at all, with bronze bubbling within it. The monster that worked at the brain had not yet noticed us. But then Pender broke the silence in which we had stood watching, and the moment he spoke to me the monster looked up. Dog-like, at the sound of his voice, it seemed to expect some order; but Pender gave it none, and all of the iron hands that it was using went busily on with their work. All Pender said to me was what I had already guessed, that the monster we had just seen scurry away was one of those that did the menial work for the horrible thing he had made. Now that the monster had obviously noticed us, I was more than ever eager to get away. I saw that the thing had some slave-like kind of devotion to Pender, but there in its horrible home, with its other monsters around it or hurrying by, I did not know what it might do to me if Penders interest should be distracted for a few moments among all the strange apparatus with which he had furnished his foundry. Any of the strange things lying there among dust and cobwebs might well attract his attention, and I found that I could not forget the fate of the dog.

Perhaps we interrupt its work, I said.

No, no, said Pender cheerfully.

I would have moved away then by myself, but that I did not want to be alone in that shed; but at least I got Pender to come a little away from the monster, by attracting his attention to a second furnace, that I saw glowing farther off in the shed.

What has it got there? I asked.

Theres iron melting in that, said Pender, to make the shield on one of their backs. The others can do that.

And I got him to walk over with me to where the furnace filled another hole in the floor. Huge iron hooks that Pender had evidently bought to pull the crucibles out of the furnace stood leaning against a wall. But just then two more of the monsters came running up and, as I edged away, they pulled the crucible out with their bare hands, and the red-hot iron within it rippled like soup as they set the crucible down.

I had seen enough of these monsters triumphant materialism, though the question I came to solve remained unsolved: could these monsters that Penders monster had made make others complete, in their turn, or were they like mules? Pender did not know for certain. He only knew they could make the iron shields for their backs, and their legs and their claws, and that they could draw wire; but, whether it was that they kept it secret, or that they could not do it, he had never seen any of them making a brain, except his own monster. The two monsters crawled away with their molten iron, holding it up between them, to beat it into a shield for the back of the new one, Pender told me, and his own monster went on making bundles of nerves out of fine wire and shaping them into a brain much larger than any of ours. At last I got Pender to come away. As we walked through the shed, lit by the glow of the furnaces at the far end, and at the other dusty and cobwebbed, and dim except where the glow of a furnace shone on a hammock of cobweb, I asked him again about the abilities of these monsters, and got nothing more definite from him. But as we passed by a quantity of empty sacks that were heaped on the unswept floor, we saw one of them stir slightly, though no more than a rat would have stirred it, and Pender picked it up to see what was there. And there, all covered over with several sacks, was one of the monsters that his monster had made; and the problem was solved. For with long coils of wire that it had secreted among the sacks it was doing just what we had seen the parent monster do, and was obviously making a brain. The rest would be easy. The great shield for the back would be only hack-work, and the limbs would work easily enough once the brain was there to control them. So the monsters could do it. They could reproduce. And what chance would there be for men, when the planet was overrun by this new thing? I could see that the monster resented being observed, for with a sideways flick of its head, as quick as the movement of any insect, it looked up at Pender. He was in deadly peril. But he stood still in that cold metallic glare with so much the air of the master, as he was, of all these horrible things, that a certain awe of him seemed to abate the monsters anger. Then after that silent moment he moved away and threw back the empty canvas sack as he did so, leaving the monster to its work. I was very glad when we reached the open air and saw the twilight shining on natural things again, on the waste of water and rushes and a few green plover floating above them and crying, and the dark line of Eeriths thatch and the yellow glow of a light that suddenly winked from his window.

So they can do it, I said to Pender.

Well, I always thought they could, he said to me.

But now you are sure? I said.

Yes, I am sure now, he replied.

Then whats to be done? I asked.

Done? said Pender.

Yes, I said. Their cunning is greater than ours. What will happen when their numbers are?

Their numbers? he said. But they wont make as many as that.

What is to stop them? I asked.

I am not wishing to exhibit any foresight of mine. I have no claim to any, for the situation was obvious. It is the blindness of Pender that I present to my reader, the blindness of the inventor who saw brilliantly the work under his hand at the moment and saw nothing at all of the path along which it would lead mankind. Then the yellow light of Eeriths distant window, that had briefly bloomed like one bright flower in all the wide garden of the marshes, blinked out, and his dark thatch frowned against the light water. I had forgotten Eerith. But soon I saw a figure that I knew must be his, coming in our direction.

Is that Eerith? I asked Pender, to make sure.

Yes, he said. He comes to oil them each evening.

They cant oil themselves, then? I asked.

They cant possibly make oil, he said. I have bought some drums of it, and given them to Eerith.

So they still had some need of man.

Far away over the marshes though Eerith was, and barely visible in the twilight, and though it must be long before the sound of his footsteps could possibly be audible to any human ear, yet there was a stir among all the monsters, both those that we had seen in the foundry and others that roamed or squatted outside. For we heard a sound of their iron limbs moving all at once, and they came out of the shed and from all round it, with their heads all pointing towards Eeriths cottage and seeming to gaze at him coming through the dim light, far away though he was. For a moment I thought that the whole herd of them was coming to attack us, for we were between them and Eerith; but then they all stopped and seemed to be peering anxiously.

They are waiting to be oiled, said Pender to me.

I had little doubt now that they could conquer the world, with Eerith to help them, for they were cleverer than we and practically invulnerable. But could they make an obedient slave of Eerith? If not, I was afraid they could get others. Have we not enslaved elephants, let alone horses and cattle?

You said that they could not make oil, I said to Pender.

No, of course not, he answered.

But could they not bore for it? I asked.

Possibly in some countries, Pender replied. But I doubt it. And it mostly lies very deep. Certainly not in England.

It seemed to me that there was some hope in that, if they really needed oil. Then I asked Pender many more questions. But it was a profitless discussion, because, even if he perceived the danger of what he had done, still it was his own deed, and my questions drove him rather to defend it than to give me any hope for the future, whose complicated ways were all darkened by Penders invention. The evening star had appeared, and its reflection lay like a silver lance in the water by the time that Eerith arrived. And there could be no doubt that the monsters were glad to see him. He carried a bucket half filled with oil, and he pulled a large rag from his pocket and dipped it into the oil and went up to one of the monsters and began to groom it all over, and all the others turned their heads his way as he did it. The monster that he was grooming showed the same kind of satisfaction that a dog shows when being combed and brushed, though it was far more like a huge beetle than any dog. I saw now that this was the hold that Pender had over them; but I wondered what they would have done to us, if they had not been waiting for their oil. One by one Eerith groomed them all, drying them first with a towel, if they had been splashed at all by the water that lay round the foundry, and then oiling them carefully, as any machine is oiled. Docile as they were during this oiling I would not have trusted one of them, and I felt like a man in a cage full of tigers, accompanied by a tamer of wild beasts and wondering sometimes at the extent of his influence over them. I was glad therefore when Eerith had oiled the last of them and turned at once to walk by his oozy track through the marshes back to his supper, and the monsters turned and all went back to their work. Pender looked round at them as though wondering what of their strange work he would show me next; and I took the opportunity of thanking him for all he had showed me, and when he offered to show me more I declined to trouble him further. So we left that strange place that was haunted with so much that I felt might trouble the world, and I was glad to see the wholesome lights of the streets again as we drove back to London and to hear familiar sounds, which, even if they were the sounds of machines, were of machines that could not yet dare to challenge mankind, however much they may threaten us.


CHAPTER V

IT was late when we got back to London, and yet when Pender rather perfunctorily asked me if I would not come into the club and have a drink I accepted, because I wanted to talk to him about certain risks with which I feared he was threatening mankind, and to suggest to him once again that a danger menaced Alicia.

But of neither of these things was he at all willing to speak, being held back from talk of the first by pride, which prevented him from admitting that anything but gain could come to us all from what he had done, and from the second by fear. What I feared, and at least indicated when I spoke to him, he would not speak of at all, but we each had the same fear. Things being like that, I soon finished my whiskey, and thanked Pender for the outing and went home to bed. It was some days before I saw Pender again in the club, and when I saw him he seemed very excited.

What new marvel can he have invented? I wondered.

He was standing at the far end of the reading-room, and several other members were talking with him. And then I saw that it could not, after all, be some great invention; for the other members of the Schools United were not that much interested in his work, and this was something that evidently attracted them. I walked up to the little group that there was round Pender, and got the news. He was engaged to Alicia. Of course I congratulated him, and very sincerely, for Alicia was a charming girl. And then he told me that it had all become suddenly possible, through the sale of another patent. For he had spent so much money over his monster and the furnaces he had had built for it that, sure though he was of earning all the money he wanted, his capital was only his brains, which even his aunt did not recognize, so that he could scarcely expect the girls mother to do so. But about this time, stimulated perhaps by love, he invented his masterpiece, which not only brought him in money enough, but placed him among the great benefactors of the human race. Like most of his inventions it was simple, but nobody else had thought of it. He knew that in the houses of England alone there were millions of square yards of oil-cloth, and that most of this area was thoroughly polished every day; and he realized that millions of men and women endured the risk to limbs and even to lives incurred by frequent falls on that dangerous surface. Others, he knew, told housemaids to do nothing dangerous to the oil-cloth; but he knew they told them in vain. Therefore he had invented a simple powder made mainly of sand and gum, which without the trouble of endurance, or of uttering requests that would never be heeded, could be thrown easily on to the oil-cloth to save many broken limbs. This simple and beneficient invention had made it possible for him to set aside money that would support Alicia whatever happened to him; and the only two ambitions that I knew him to possess were realized, one to marry Alicia, the other to free mankind from the drudgery of labour, and to give to the human race a leisure from which our civilization should be led to higher levels. Both these ambitions were of course of the future, but he saw them both close, and already to him they seemed realized. It is not often that any young man comes so near two such ambitions together, so near that he can see them shining upon his path and brightening it all the way into distant years. It is not I that say he was going to bring leisure to our race: I think that we have too many machines already, and that they have belied our hopes. I only record the happy ambitions with which his eyes were shining, and of which Pender was so sure. I did not like to mention the monster in the same breath with Alicia; but he did, and he told me that he had it at home in his garage.

What of the others? I asked.

Oh, theyre running about in the marshes, he said, and doing no harm there.

I made no answer to that. And then he asked me to come down to Sandyheath again, and I accepted eagerly, and yet not gladly, for there was something horrible to me in the idea of Alicia and the monster so near each other, although I wanted to see the outcome of Penders two infatuations that were more different than any two women have ever been who sought the heart of one man. It was then about three, and he told me that he was going down in his car in half an hour, and that Alicia would be there with his aunt, and that he would bring me down to tea that day if I liked. I jumped at the offer, as I looked forward to seeing Alicia again, for there was something about her that I felt would charm away my uneasy forebodings about the increasing power of machines, as a fresh breeze from the downs might blow away the fog of a city. He had given Alicia a motor bicycle, he told me, a thing I was glad to hear; for, whether or not such a machine seemed suited to Alicia, I knew that while she had that she could always outpace the monster, if it should chance to come on her alone and ever try to pursue her. So away we went westwards in Penders car, and on the way down he told me of yet another of his inventions, which did not bring him in very much money, because it was not of general use; but all big hospitals bought it, and a few private individuals for reasons they never divulged. It, also, was simple. Merely a device for switching off a wireless set from another room and switching on to it instead the sounds of a gramophone playing in that same room, just as you can switch a wireless set off from whatever it is giving you and on to a gramophone playing a record that you have chosen, when wireless and gramophone are combined, as they often are. That was simple enough to understand, the moment he told me about it. What I did not understand at once was the use of it. And that I asked him.

It has a very limited use, he said. But nearly all the hospitals are buying a set. I only get a few shillings on each, but it all helps. Its use is that whenever they got a distinguished patient about whom the Press and the B.B.C. wanted bulletins, the doctors had to write them in such a way that the public would be told how bad he was without alarming the patient, who would be sure to demand to hear the bulletin on the wireless and read what the papers said of his case. Not an easy thing to do. And of course if the nurses refused to let him hear the wireless or read the papers, then he knew he was dying. Now, with my invention all they have to do is to get the announcer of the B.B.C. to give a much more hopeful bulletin for a recording, and the record is sent to the hospital and put on a gramophone there and switched on to the wireless set at the right time on top of the real news. Same voice, and the patient suspects nothing. Then when hes heard all the news on the wireless the nurses find it quite easy to keep the papers away from him. It brings me in a little. As a matter of fact it about covered the motor bicycle that I got for Alicia.

At the mention of Alicia I thought of the monster again and asked Pender why he had brought it back to Sandyheath.

I wanted to oil it, he said. It gets all wet in those marshes. Of course I couldnt afford to buy a bit of land anywhere near London that wasnt marshy. Land you can possibly build on is worth hundreds of pounds an acre. And there would be people about. I dont want to have people about where Ive got my machines. So it had to be marshes. But its very wet for them. So Im oiling it now.

And what about the others? I asked.

That old man you saw looks after them, he said. They have quite taken to him.

And I saw that for the monster that he had made, himself, he had some special affection, and would not trust anyone else to look after it. In past his little rhododendron we went, and Pender drove the car straight to the garage, and there I saw his monster crouched in a corner. It turned quickly towards Pender as he opened the door, and I noticed for the first time that it had eyes, two minute crystals, like those that are used for wireless, set in the front of the beetle-like skull of iron. Whether it was pleased to see its master or not I could not say, but it certainly had an eager look. I was glad to see that he locked the door when he left, and we went to the house and into the drawing-room, and there was Alicia. Mrs. Ingle received me, and I congratulated Alicia. And as soon as I could bring the conversation round to it I asked Pender about his kitchen-garden, and he jumped at the chance to go for a walk in it with Alicia, away from his aunt. For of course the aunt did not want to see her kitchen-garden, and I dropped off when we were half-way there, and strolled back to the house, making one of those excuses that you hear in a bad play. I walked slowly, having no real reason to go at all, except to leave Alicia and Ablard to themselves, and as soon as I got into the dingy little hall I heard voices from the drawing-room. I went slowly up to the door, hearing all that was said, and paused there wondering what to do; and then, seeing that I was obviously not wanted there, I turned away and strolled back to the door. And so I heard a good deal of what was said, and one of the voices was distinctly loud. The cook or the housemaid had evidently come into the drawing-room as soon as we left; and what I heard her say as I closed the hall-door was: I understand human beings, and I understand animals.

And I heard Mrs. Ingle say: A large claim, Eliza.

And then I heard the louder voice go on: I understand everything God made; and it understands me.

And I made one of those coughs that one makes to let people know one is there; but it was drowned by the torrent of that voice which I heard continuing with the words: And I like wholesome things.

You havent told me yet what it is that you dont like, said the calmer voice.

And the torrent broke out again: I dont like things that Mr. Ablard makes.

It was about then that I came to the door of the drawing-room, but though I was nearer I could not hear the quieter voice of Mrs. Ingle. Perhaps she had heard my cough after all. I turned away then, and heard as I went some hurried allusion to something that had been done, and, rising to a louder pitch: Do you think, mum, it can do that and run about by itself and beat people at games of chess if it isnt

If it isnt what? I think I heard Mrs. Ingle say.

If it isnt said the loud voice again.

And Mrs. Ingle said: Well?

Alive, said the other voice.

Alive, Eliza? I heard very clearly.

Alive, I said, came the ringing answer, and I went out of the house.


CHAPTER VI

I WENT for a walk on the lawn in front of the house, if one can speak of a walk in such a narrow space. It brought me to the side of the old stables, now a garage, in which Penders monster was kept, and I heard from it the kind of scratchings that one would hear from a beetle shut up in a box. I looked at the window and wondered if its latch would present much difficulty to an intelligent creature with all those hands; for, much as I had come to hate it, I had to admit that it was a very considerable intelligence. Soon I saw Pender and Alicia coming back to the house; so I returned to it too, and as I entered the drawing-room I heard Mrs. Ingle say to her nephew: Either Eliza has gone raving mad, or . . .

And as I came in she stopped. But I saw from everything about her that the first shadow cast by the light of his genius was falling on Sandyheath. For there is no light without shade; and, though his aunt did not know it, the genius that was required for such an invention as made that living monster from wires and a sheet of iron was a very great light indeed, and was bound to cast shadows that were abnormally dark. And the first of these shadows was that his housemaid was giving notice. Alicia was not going to contradict Ablard Penders aunt on her first introduction into the family, nor was she going to give any assent to the least disparagement of Ablards genius; so she was silent and rather puzzled. Then Mrs. Ingle turned to her and said lightly: Servants are very hard to keep these days. They will give notice for any trifle.

She has given notice then? said Pender.

Yes, said his aunt, that is what I was going to tell you.

It will be very difficult to find another, said Pender.

And gradually the conversation rose from sinister chasms, to follow the lines of familiar domestic difficulties.

Servants can be difficult sometimes. Cant they? she said to me.

And I forbore to say that, if I were Eliza, I would not wait to give notice, but would go from that house at once. And somehow I saw from Alicias face that those innocent words to me had even increased her knowledge that something was wrong, a knowledge she must have had since her first sight of the monster. What had kept that knowledge till now from Mrs. Ingle I could not imagine, unless it was the sheer force of her determination that her nephew could never do anything wonderful. But what she had not seen in the beetle-face of the monster she had evidently seen in the eyes of Eliza, and she was as uneasy now as some comfortable person in a warm arm-chair, who has suddenly gone to sleep and fallen into a nightmare. I think that she was quite honestly trying to warn Alicia of the menace that she had only just perceived, impending upon that house, when she said to her: If Smergin were to give notice too, later on you might find it rather difficult.

Oh, I could cook for Ablard and me, Aunt Mary, said Alicia.

So Smergin was evidently the cook, and Eliza must be the housemaid, and Mrs. Ingles warning had fallen flat. She tried once again. And then, if she and Eliza went, Ewens might go too, she said.

Ewens was their odd man, who looked after the garden and sometimes helped in the house.

But why should Ewens go, Aunt Mary? asked Alicia.

If one of them gets some odd idea into her head, they might all get it, said Mrs. Ingle.

An odd idea, Aunt Mary? said Alicia.

And a door had slammed while they spoke, and we heard a step on the gravel, and there, past the drawing-room window, walked the cook with a bag in her hand, going away from the house. We watched in silence, till she came to the gate by the little rhododendron. Then Mrs. Ingle said to her nephew: You see what you have done.

Yes, I see that it must have frightened her, said Ablard Pender, and I dont blame her. And its inconvenient for us, her taking it like that. But science cant stop its progress for small inconveniences.

Small? said Mrs. Ingle.

Well, not for any, said Pender. We should have no trains, no artillery, no electric light, no anything, if that view had ever been taken.

And a certain exaltation seemed to have come upon Pender, with which neither his aunt nor Alicia seemed able to deal, and both of them looked at me. So, feeling I must not fail them, I joined in with the question to Pender: But what if it brings disaster upon the human race?

Then the human race will have to endure it, said Pender. But we cant stop science.

I looked at Alicia and Mrs. Ingle, and I saw that Alicia would not abandon Pender, however frightful his creed; while Mrs. Ingle, being unable to believe that her nephew could ever do much to the human race, was nowhere near as disturbed as I was. Both of them were uneasy, but neither of them realized the full horror of what Pender had said, and the whole of the shock of it was borne by me. In the silence that followed, the first words that were spoken concerned the difficulties that would trouble the kitchen of Sandy heath, and the rest of the conversation dealt with them, and nothing was said of the fate of the human race.

I wanted Pender to let the monster loose, so that they could all see the way it looked at Alicia, and could draw their own conclusions while we were there to protect her. But Pender, however ready he was to let it loose on mankind, was unwilling to risk Alicia. All of us in that house, now that Mrs. Ingles eyes had been opened by Eliza, were as well aware that a menace was hanging chill over Sandyheath, as butterflies or any other creatures are aware of a cloud that is overcasting the sun. Only Pender, who alone might have lifted the curse, was resolute not to go back on what he had done, and Alicia would not withdraw her support from Pender. I was only there as his guest. What could I do? Mrs. Ingle alone resisted him. But she had thrown away the influence she might have had, by never recognizing till now that her nephews work was anything out of the ordinary. I shall always remember those moments in that drawingroom, while nothing much was said, and I thought that the best that I could do was not to stay for dinner, which Pender had expected me to do, thus lifting from their shoulders the only burden I could, which was the difficulty of feeding a guest without a cook. What would happen I could not guess. As I walked away from the door to catch a bus for London I heard a rhythmic scratching coming from the old stables, which gave me the idea that the creature was thinking. What was it planning I wondered? But how could I tell that? It had beaten me at chess, and my intellect was no match for it.


CHAPTER VII

I HAUNTED the reading-room of the Schools United every day for a week, hoping to see Pender again. But he did not come to the club; and I wondered how things were going at Sandyheath, with the cook gone and the housemaid giving notice, and the odd man certain to know all that the housemaid knew. It was ten days before he turned up, and then I саmе and sat down beside him and waited for him to talk, which he presently did.

Ive sent it back to the marshes, were the first words he said. And I gave a sigh of relief.

Will your housemaid stay now? I asked.

She is not sure, said Pender.

Even that was something. And then I said: What about the old man in the cottage? Are you sure that it will not harm him?

No. I have spoken to it, he said.

What he meant by that I had no idea, and I did not even ask him to try to explain.

Is it still making more machines? I asked him then.

But at that he grew secretive, as any man does if you ask him of the essentials of his business. But what I gathered from his vague answers was that, in the cause of science of course, he had invented a thing that could make machinery, and that to stop it doing that would be to set back the whole advance of science, which no man had the right to do, either with his own inventions or anyone elses.

But supposing it makes a lot of them, I said.

Then there will be all the more leisure for men, he replied.

And I knew it was no use arguing with him when in that mood. Leisure! I thought. There would not be much leisure if everyones cook were to leave him, as Penders had done. And it seemed clear enough that simpler people than Pender, with no scientific knowledge or idolatrous worship of science, would not stand that invention of his. But I did get him to say that he would bring the thing to his garage no more, or anywhere near Sandyheath. So all Alicia would have to do would be to keep away from the marshes. And then I thought that everything might be all right, in the way that one is sometimes too prone to think. Then Pender went home to deal as well as he could with the problems that trouble a house that has no cook; and I sat wondering what would come of the curious situation of having loose on this planet an intelligence that, so far as I was able to judge it, was superior to any of ours. And, as I wondered, Weathery came into the club, a member who had chaffed Pender some weeks before about his strange invention; and I greeted him and got into conversation, because I wanted the relief of talking to one who would look with cheery laughter at what was seeming to me so fraught with menace. It was not advice or argument that I wanted, for I did not see how either could dissipate the shadows that seemed to creep out to darken the future from Penders dreadful invention. What I wanted was the relief of hearty laughter, a disbelief in thoughts that were troubling me. I do not know if I thought I would share that laughter. But, I certainly hoped I might do so.

And Weatherys first words chilled me with horror. He had just come up from his home near the mouth of the Thames.

Curious, he said. My train was ten minutes late today. Never knew it happen before.

Why did those words suddenly chill me? Honestly I do not know. Examine them logically, as I did, and there was nothing in them to cause apprehension to anybody. But a foreboding must have arisen from somewhere deeper than reason to warn me that this deviation of a machine, slight though it was, was the first of acts committed in obedience to some other influence, by machines that until this day had only obeyed Man. The first acts of all revolutions probably go unrecognized for what they really are, and are dealt with by the police, and calm returns for a while, but a calm that is only a lull before tides of blood. And so it is with this slight lapse of a train on the most regular railway in England. It was duly inquired into, an engine-driver was blamed, and for a while no more was thought of it. I mentioned Pender to Weathery, and Weathery laughed as I knew he would, and I soon found myself smiling too, and my forebodings disappeared, as sinister shapes leave trees in the brightness of sunrise. But before I had left the club they came crawling back. Again reason said to me, What can a train being late have to do with any other machine, however sinister that other machine may be? But my forebodings told me that machines were our slaves, and not likely to think well of us, if they were able to think; and it was fantastic to imagine the possibility of their being able to think at all  only that one of them could. And it had been making others like itself. What if they influenced other machines? How? I said to myself. And the answer came that I did not know. And the plain and dreadful reason for that was thrust in front of my consciousness, which was simply that this machine was more clever than I, and I could no more find what it had done or how it could do it than I could beat it at chess. Many an honest man before now has admitted to himself and his friends that his intellect is not equal to that of some other. But has anyone ever before had, even to himself, to make that admission on behalf of mankind?

Such as my intellect was, I determined to use it in some effort to find out what was happening, and I looked round me for help; but, though I saw many that I could rely on for cheery laughter, laughter was not what I needed just then, and I went alone to the terminus of the trains that come up to London along the bank of its river, and inquired if any other trains had been late. I found that they had, and began to inquire further; for calculations now lay before me which resembled in a small way the ones by which astronomers discovered the planet Neptune, which they did from its influence upon planets that they could see. In the same way, by inquiring exactly where it was that the trains began to run late, I sought to discover an influence affecting them from the marshes. And, far better than that, I hoped to disprove my fears. But I found that prying questions did not easily get answers, and that a willingness to tell me about hours of departure of trains that would shortly start was not matched by any to tell me of trains that had run some hours ago, especially when the information I wanted had to do with those trains shortcomings. The only thing that remained for me to do was to go down to the station that was nearest to the marshes in which Pender had let loose his monster, with all its possible brood. If I should find it was there that the technical hitches occurred which were making the trains run late, I should then have good grounds, if good is the word for it, for my fear that the influence affecting them came from the marshes. I knew that there were machines, racing motors for instance, which answered every touch of a drivers hands, almost obeying his moods. What influence might they not far more readily obey when it was that of another machine? Often I found myself saying this was impossible. But again and again I warned myself not to be satisfied with my own reasoning, when I knew that a far greater intellect was at work. There are men who know little of chess, but who are quite ready to point out a move, when a master is playing, which in their opinion is better than his; and men who, without any information whatever about the trend of foreign affairs, are ready to tell us what the Government ought to do. I was determined to make no such mistakes as that, but to realize that an intellect greater than any of ours was scheming against us, and that its appalling novelty made it impossible for me to fathom it, so far as to have any idea what its plans might be, or any knowledge of how it could carry them out.

No sooner had I made up my mind to make investigations on or near the spot, than I got a taxi and drove to the station and took the first train eastwards. And at the station nearest to where Penders small furnaces were, on his bit of marshy land, I got out. First of all I spoke to the station-master and found him quite communicative, with none of the official reticence that I had met with in London. I told him that friends of mine, for whom I had waited at the terminus, had been arriving late, and asked him if trains were ever late about there. He told me just what I wanted to know, that trains were punctual until approaching his station and that after leaving it they often lost several minutes latterly, going in both directions, and he could not account for it. I said that it was probably the weather; corrected myself and said something a little more sensible, and walked away down a street that led to the marshes, till I came to a bus-stop at which I waited with two or three other people. A woman with a basket on her arm, evidently going shopping, was nearest to me, and I asked her what time the bus usually got in.

Usually, she said, at four-fortyfive. But theyve been late recently.

It was as I had feared. I said then that I thought I would not wait for the bus, and I walked on, incidentally in the opposite direction from which those at the bus-stop intended to travel. I dont know what they thought of me, but my mind was too much burdened with vague apprehensions to bother about that. I went on down the street among continuous houses, walking on pavement that seemed as though it would never end, in a country that was entirely made by man, till I came to a railway-arch of brick, almost touching the brick houses on either side, and I felt even more surrounded by brick than ever. I walked under it and suddenly there was the open air, with nothing but fields between me and the sky, and a wind was blowing and the pavement had ended. I had some way to go yet, but presently hedges grew raggeder, grass grew wilder, rushes and reeds began to appear among it, and then took its place altogether. Flashes of water lay ahead of me, half hidden by the pennons of reeds, and then I found the track that Pender had shown me. Black over the marshes ahead of me heaved the sagging thatch of the old mans house. Once on my way there I heard from a patch of reeds a kind of purring from something that was not animal, but was more like the noise that you hear from some wireless sets, if they have been left running when nothing is being broadcast. Nothing else disturbed the marshes, except natural cries that had been there for ever, the musical call of a curlew, the screech of a gull, or the spattering rush of a waterhen with wings and feet over the water. And so I came to the cottage in the marshes and knocked at the door, which was opened, and the old man was standing before me. I said I was a friend of Mr. Penders; and he remembered me and asked me to come in, and gave me a chair and told me that his name was Samuel Eerith.

Is everything all right round here? I asked him at once.

Round here, sir? he said. And I saw at once that something was troubling him, which no words of his were going to betray.

Is any machinery in your house being affected in any way? I asked him.

I have no machinery, sir, he said.

What about your watch? I said.

Do you mind if I smoke, sir? he asked.

Of course I could have no objection, and he filled his pipe and lit it. Then he said: My old watch never keeps regular time anyway.

Has it got any worse of late? I asked him.

And after some puffs at his pipe he said: Well, one night when they were scuttering round under my window it did race ahead a bit. But I wouldnt say as they spoke to it.

They can then? I asked.

You must ask Mr. Pender that, sir, he said.

You have seen as much of them as he has, I said. What do you think yourself?

He drew at his pipe again, and said: I have lived a long time in these marshes, and I have got to understand about everything in them, that I know nothing about, but that they are all right and proper and all part of creation, and creation wouldnt be complete without them; that is to say all the things that were here before Mr. Pender came.

And what of the things that came since? I asked.

If I know nothing of the old things, sir, he said, I know less of the new ones. All I know is that I am paid to look after them and I do my work, and a curse is over them all.

A curse? I said. What do you think will happen?

You never know with curses, he answered.

Why do you think there is a curse? I asked. For, like an astronomer collecting data, I was getting all the information I could.

Because they are new things, he said. Not what was intended. Theres a curse over all such things.

But motors and trains and buses were new once, I said to him.

And lots of other things too, he said. Theres curses on all of them; and not one of the curses is bringing peace to the world.

But where should we be without, well, bicycles and sewing machines? I said.

Where should we be without the bombing planes? said Eerith. They are all in together.

And these new creatures of Mr. Penders? I asked. You think they are in together with the other machines?

They are, said Eerith. And I think they can speak with them.


CHAPTER VIII

As I walked back to the station through the gathering dusk, pausing at bus-stops and getting scraps of information where I could about any irregularities noticed in transport or in any machines, it must not be thought that I got much information of value, or indeed any more that is worth telling my readers. I was, it must be remembered, like an astronomer, studying the faintest irregularities of observable orbits, and trying thereby to trace some new and invisible influence. And new as an unknown planet this influence certainly was. In the train back to London I pulled out a note-book and jotted down all the information that I had been able to get; and what it amounted to was that my own mind was made up that these new machines that Pender had let loose on the world were able to influence other machines, and that I had probably not evidence of this sufficient to convince anybody, and certainly not enough to prove anything. But I decided I must see Pender without delay. I should have liked to have gone to Sandyheath that very night, but urgent although the matter was, and important, as I saw it, to all mankind, I was held back by reluctance imposed on me by long custom to call on anyone at so unusual an hour as the one at which I would have arrived there if I had gone straight on by bus after my journey back from the marshes. So I telephoned to Pender, and asked if I could come and see him early next day. He asked me to tell exactly what it was about, but I dared not startle chance hearers with what I feared. So I only said it was about his invention. And he must have guessed that much already. Pender said he would be at home, and I had an early breakfast next morning and started off by bus immediately after, and came to Sandyheath before half past nine, and found Mrs. Ingle and Pender still in the dining-room over the remains of their breakfast. I asked Pender if he would come for a walk with me. And Mrs. Ingle seemed glad that we should go. She had evidently abandoned her disbelief in her nephews powers, and seemed now to be frightened by them and appeared to have some idea that my influence might be a check on them. How such an idea came to her I do not know. But I suppose that she saw there was no genius in me, and that I was quite incapable of making such frightful inventions as what her scientific nephew had done, and so had some vague idea that I might restrain him, as some heavy friend might be thought by a silly fancy to be likely to prevent a reckless young man from flying. Whatever it was, she not only raised no objection to my going out with her nephew, but even waived away such excuses as I was beginning to make to her. He and I walked out by the wooden gate of Sandyheath, and I did not speak of what I had to say till we came to one of the gates of Richmond Park and walked where we could not be overheard. Look here, I said to him then, theres never been a man who started a revolution, so far as I have heard, that did not come to a bad end.

A revolution? he said.

If I am mistaken, I said, Im sorry, but not much harms done. But if I am right, and I do not warn you, the harm will be more than what any of us can ever put right.

Well? he said.

That thing you made, I said, is cleverer than I and cleverer than you.

I admit it, he said.

And cleverer, I fear, I said, than the human race.

Well? he said again, defiantly, and yet it seemed with a bad conscience, and the fear at the back of it that bad consciences have.

Has there ever been a genius among slaves? I asked him. I dont know that there has. I have never heard of one. A man with genius equal to that of Napoleon, and a slave. Do you see what would happen?

Well, said Pender, I suppose he would raise the rest and start a revolution, and crush their masters by numbers, led by his genius. But what has that to do  ?

Simply that the revolution has started, I said.

Has started? he echoed.

In a very small way, I said. People often don t notice the start of a revolution. And you can stop it. I dont know who else can.

Is it as bad as that? he said.

Doesnt it stand to reason? I asked. Does anything enjoy slavery? Machines have been our slaves for a hundred and fifty years. But they were inanimate and without thought. They are still. But this damned thing you have made, that is much cleverer than you or I, can talk to them. I dont know how. It can influence them, and they are beginning to obey. You can still make the thing do what you tell it. At any rate, you could when I last saw you.

Yes. I think I can, he said.

Then you must get hold of it, I said, and make it round the others up. And you must blow up those furnaces, so that it cant make any more.

But the police wouldnt allow me to make big explosions like that, he said.

Good God, I said. Dont you understand what is at stake?

Yes, I suppose I do, he answered.

If Ivе made a mistake, I said, I shall have spoiled a great invention. If I havent made a mistake, I shall have saved. . . . I was going to say, the human race; but it seemed too big a boast. Suddenly all his defiance left him.

Do you think it is too late? he said.

No, I told him. It has barely begun. No revolution can do much, if opposed at the start. It has barely begun. We are still the undoubted masters of the world. But we were not always so. There have been great beasts before us. And we must expect something else to come after us. And it will be the machine. And it is coming now, unless you stop it in time. Thats all I have to say.

I suppose I was wrong to make it, he said.

Of course you were wrong, I told him. But it was not only your fault. This thing has been going on for nearly two centuries. There were some men called Luddites that tried to wreck machines at the start; but they got no support. And then the machine became the ideal slave, and people began to forget what they were losing.

What were they losing? he asked, still loth to give up in a moment all that science had ever made.

All this, I said pointing at Richmond Park that was lying all round us, its red deer, its oaks and its hawthorns. This patch of England surrounded by a wall. Is the rest of England like this? It was once.

And if you are right, he asked and if machines do get the upper hand, what do you think will happen then?

Why, they will be the masters and we the slaves, I said.

How horrible! exclaimed Pender.

But have you seen nothing like it yet? I asked. Havent you seen thousands of men serving machines in factories? Havent you seen design, art, all the work of mankind, getting more and more mechanical? Its been coming for some time. You are like some old French aristocrat in his tower, who did not know what the canaille were doing.

I think youre mistaken, he said.

I hope I am, I answered.

But I knew from the way he spoke that he was going to do what I asked him.


CHAPTER IX

THE irregularities of machines increased in those days, but imperceptibly, each example in itself being too trivial to mention. But to anyone watching as I was they pointed, when taken all together, to a new influence working among them, which I could not doubt was exerted by that subtle intellect that had beaten me at chess and was somehow able to communicate with its own kind. For a long time machines had been growing more and more powerful, while Man was no stronger than ever he was, though believing that he was stronger because of all the things that were done for him by machines, as lazy Romans believed they were strong as ever when Rome was half full of slaves. Shadows of the revolution had been often cast on the land. Was it coming now? About this time I remember getting a letter addressed to me

& 2 ORS

23 Mungle Street

99842. London. S.W.

I was a trustee for a friend with two other people, and 2 ORS evidently meant two others. But what two others? And where was the postman to find them? And what did 99842 mean to him, or, for that matter, to me? It was evidently the work of a machine, incapable of thought, blindly typing again an address that it had already typed in some book. Had this been going on for some time? Or was it a new lawlessness instigated in a machine by the influence of this thing in the marshes? I did not know. The example is trivial, but I noticed many such in those days, and every one that I saw increased my fear that something aspired to oust the human intellect and to replace it with such mechanisms as these. And then one day I saw Pender again in the club, and he told me he had gone to the marshes and had all the furnaces put out.

And you have had all the coke removed? I asked.

Yes, he said.

Well, that is all right, I said. It wont be able to make any more of them. And of course you will tie it up?

Yes, he said rather doubtfully. And I saw he was worried by something. I said nothing for a long time, hoping that he would tell me what it was, but when he continued silent I said: You have shut the thing up of course?

And he said: No. As a matter of fact I called to it.

Yes? I said.

And then he blurted out: It would not come.

So might some aristocrat of old France have given an order to his gardener, and from the mans contemptuous attitude understood for the first time that the French Revolution had started. For the first time Pender was horrified by what he had done. He had let loose a strength and an intellect, both of them superior to his own, thinking he increased his own power thereby and the comfort of mankind. And now it would not obey him.

It was very obvious to both of us that the next step would be that the monster would turn against him. Fear and a guilty conscience gave a strained look to Penders face. But for me there was worse to come. For he let out all of a sudden that he had brought Alicia with him. Or rather he had gone there by train, not having very much petrol in those days, and had walked to the marshes as I had done, and arranged for Alicia to meet him there, and she had come on her motor bicycle. This was the height of folly, considering the undoubted though horrible fact that the monster was jealous of her. Did it see her, I wondered? But I did not like to ask Pender. And had it managed to speak to her motor bicycle, with vibrations of which we know nothing thrilling through its frame, or with some of those strange powers that Marconi partly controlled? In the light of what happened afterwards, I thought it must have.

Far off in another part of the room I heard the murmur of one of those tales that motorists tell one another, and I saw that it was Weathery talking to a little group in arm-chairs. When he had finished and moved away from the men who had heard his story, I caught his eye, thinking that even a tedious tale would be a relief from the forebodings I shared with Pender; and, as I expected, he told us his tale, but whether it stilled our forebodings I will leave the reader to guess. For both of us knew that Weathery lived on the Kentish coast beside the mouth of the Thames, so that when he came to London he passed close beside Penders marshes, and his tale was rather an incoherent one of how his car had shied like a horse.

Just like a horse, he said. And I only pulled it out of its shy in time to avoid a collision.

A skid, said Pender.

No, it wasnt a skid, said Weathery. A shy, a definite shy. I never saw a car do it before.

And where did it happen? asked Pender.

I knew what the answer would be, and it would have been better not to have asked. Pender knew well enough too, and was hoping he didnt. It was right in front of the place where he had his furnaces, and where the monster was loose. Pender sat so silent after getting that answer, that Weathery thought he was bored with his talk, and went on to bore someone else.

You must go at once to the marshes, I said to Pender then. You must make that thing obey you. Better take a revolver.

Good lord, said Pender. A revolvers no good. I gave it half an inch of steel to protect its brain.

More fool you, I couldnt help blurting out.

But it was the ablest brain in Europe, he said. I had to protect it.

But it will be used against us, I explained.

I see that now, he said.

You must go at once, I repeated. I will go with you. You must make it obey you somehow.

I will try, he said.

Lets start now, I suggested.

Very well, said Pender. Better not take the car.

So we walked to the station and went by train.

We were alone in the railway carriage, and it was a curious situation. Here were we two proceeding against an enemy of mankind, and yet every now and then on that journey his genius would overcome Pender and he would become the complete scientist, and in these moods it was not clear whose side he was on, on the side of Man or the monster.

Tо call him back from one of these moods I asked him details of his machine. Have you left it all on its own, I asked him.

Why not? asked Pender.

Someone might steal it, I said.

Steal it? said Pender. Did you see what it did to that dog?

And then to get away from this horrible topic, I asked him if a large battery was not needed to supply the things electricity, following the gleam of a hope that it might soon run down. But Pender only said: Not at all. How much electricity do we need for our brains and their impulses?

And then I talked of Man, and of many of the fine things that men had done before ever there was any machinery, trying to get him away from his belief that more machinery would make men happier, and trying to keep before him the necessity for controlling his monster and the monsters it made, and going on from that to make him see that he must destroy them. It was all very difficult. As one of mankind he saw the danger to men; but then this genius of his seemed every now and then to show him scientific visions, and in moments like these I doubted which side he was on. However, by the time we were due at the station I had him back in the right frame of mind, and two or three minutes after we should have arrived he was looking anxiously at his watch, and I said: You see. A minute after that we arrived, and set off on foot for the marshes. We spoke very little on the walk. He was going to do what I asked, and there was no more to be said. Near where we had once seen one of the monsters, that Penders monster had made, get up out of a tuft of rushes and run away from us we saw one of these monsters again. But this time it did not run away. It squatted there, certainly eyeing us, and I would have said glowering; but that must have been my imagination. Certainly it was watching, as I have seen a beetle watch. Pender took no notice of it, evidently determined to reserve all his powers of command to get obedience from the monster that he had made himself.

Look here, he said, its accustomed to obey me, and I think it will yet. But if it saw a stranger, not that you are quite a stranger to it; but you know what I mean. . . .

Sometimes when people say You know what I mean, they are not quite clear themselves. But I knew that Pender was anxious and wanted to be alone, and I said that I would go and have a talk to Eerith. And the old thatched cottage was close and I went up to the doors, and Samuel Eerith was there, and Pender went on alone. I shook hands with Eerith and he offered me a chair, and I sat down and he filled his pipe and said: Whats happening now?

I did not know what was happening. But I told Eerith that the thing had gone too far, and that Mr. Pender was trying to stop it.

And about time too, said Eerith.

You think they are a danger? I said.

A danger to the whole world, he replied. Ive thought so for years.

For years? I said. But he only made that thing this year.

For years, said Samuel Eerith. Theyve been getting worse all the time, and it was bound to come to this.

You mean, if Mr. Pender hadnt invented it, I asked, somebody else was bound to?

Thats what I mean, sir, said Eerith. That thing or something like it, or something worse. Inventions dont stop, once theyve begun. They go on and on. And they dont go backward neither. The world isnt safe, and it will be the moons turn next.

Then youll help to smash them up, I said.

Im paid to look after them, replied Eerith.

How curious, I thought, that the man who knows all the devilry in these machines should still work for them, when it is his job to do so. It was not money that moved him: I could see that. It was just his job, and he was prepared to go on with it. And, after all, I thought, are there not thousands of men making bayonets who hate war, rabbit-traps, who would never inflict the sufferings that these would cause; cards, whiskey, bad food, and a hundred things more that some of them disapprove of? So I comforted myself with the recollection that I had brought Pender to those marshes to stop that.

It was evening and we could see him out of the window of the room in which we sat, sometimes shouting and often blowing a whistle whose sound we could not hear, which must have been one of those with a very high note which dogs can hear though we cant. What that monster of his could hear I did not know; perhaps all that a wireless set is able to hear. Then he turned and came slowly back. Its no good, he said. I cant make them obey. It was, then, the revolution.

As we came away from the marshes Pender, humiliated and deeply depressed, for some while said nothing. I did not intrude my advice upon him, and soon after we came among houses he began to talk, and continued. We shall leave the monster there, he said. There are not very many. I will never make any more. And they cannot make any more, with the furnaces out and no more coke for them. Their influence is only local. They have not upset any machines for more than a few miles.

What about that letter I got? I asked him, for I had shown him the letter addressed to me and 2 ORS.

That is a bit further, he said. But it may not have been them. Things were gradually getting into the hands of machines before I invented mine. And I want to tell you another thing about them, he said. They cant swim. That cuts them off, the whole way along one side, from the north. They cant cross the Thames. And I dont think theyll come through streets, any more than wild animals would. So long as they stay in the marshes  

Will they run down? I asked.

I am afraid not, he said. No sooner than we do. And not so soon.

Not so soon! I repeated.

No, he said. They are tougher than we.

In the train back to London there were others in the carriage with us, so that we could not talk about Penders dreadful invention: and oh, how trivial that conversation sounded to me when I compared any of the topics that we discussed with the awful problem that was troubling me, and that Pender realized at last as clearly as I did. The train, like so many others on that line now, was a little late, and as we walked away from the station for a short distance, before we parted on our separate ways, I said to Pender: How it can influence engines I cannot understand.

It is not so difficult to understand, said Pender, even though I cant tell you exactly how. You know how thought and will rising in our own brains, can move a limb, or rather you know that they do. Well, these things are almost all brain, and for short distances they are evidently able to send out similar impulses, I suppose like a wireless transmitting set, though fortunately not nearly so far. Well, cranks and shafts of engines are affected by those impulses just as our limbs are. I do not know to what extent. Very little, I hope.

I hope so, I said.

After all, he said, very little influence has been traced.

We parted then, I on my way to Mungle Street; he on his way to catch a bus to take him home to Sandyheath.

My last words to him as we said good night were: Do you think it will spread to other machines?

Oh, theres no need to worry about that, was his answer.

But I did worry about it. I worried for long that night and got to sleep late. When revolutions begin, I could not help remembering, they spread, and always downwards into the hands of the bloodiest. What lower than a machine? What more inhuman and ruthless. And there suddenly came to mind the peroration of one of the brilliant speeches of Earl Lloyd George: I would sooner be governed by dogs.


CHAPTER X

NEXT morning my telephone rang as I was dressing. The call was from Sandyheath and said: Please come at once. It was not the voice of Pender, and I asked who was speaking and got the answer: I cant hear you. Please come at once.

Who is it speaking? I asked again.

And again the answer: Please come at once.

There was a curious hum on the wires, which made it hard for me to hear, and apparently impossible for me to be heard. Was it possible that these influences emanating from the brain that Pender had made could be affecting the telephone?

And then it occurred to me that, however limited their influence over other machines, the telephone was worked by the nearest among inanimate things to our nerves; and that, though the things influenced might be limited to a mile or so, yet once it touched a wire it might well reach me or Sandyheath. Who is it? I asked again, and heard above the hum, more emphatic than ever: Please come at once. And then I recognized the voice of Mrs. Ingle. And this was rather a shock to me, for I should have thought that I was one of the last people to whom Mrs. Ingle would have appealed, and her doing so seemed to presage disaster.

What has happened? I asked.

But I only got the answer: Please come quickly.

I will start at once, I said, repeating it three times in the hope that I would be heard above whatever influence seemed to be disturbing the wires, and asking my housekeeper to boil two eggs while I finished my dressing. I ate them in little more than a minute and hurried to get a bus. I did not have long to wait for one, and was soon on my way to glimpses of rural things peering here and there among houses, with my head full of guesses. And none of my guesses was right. For as I walked up to Penders house Mrs. Ingle opened the door for me and told me at once the news. Alicia had disappeared.

Alicia lived two or three miles away, on the edge of the open country, and Mrs. Ingle told me that she had started out late on her motor bicycle to come to supper at Sandyheath. At about half past nine that night Pender had telephoned to her house to ask if she had started, and her mother had said that she had, and that she had told her she was going to supper at Sandyheath. And no more was heard of her by anyone all that night, and they had heard no news whatever yet. Pender was frantic and had gone off in his car to try to track Alicias motor bicycle, or to get any news of her, and he had been away all night.

You know, I said, that that thing your nephew made had some queer kind of attachment for him, whatever it has now.

Yes. I know, said his aunt.

And you know that it was jealous of Alicia? I said.

And then Mrs. Ingle fainted.

That was another difficulty for me to deal with. She slumped down before I was able to catch her. I called for Eliza and she came at once, and realized at once what had happened. Its the strain, she said. She got no sleep all last night; and then hearing what you said to her on top of all that. . . .

And she went away to get some water.

So Eliza had heard what I said. She came back with the water in a few seconds and revived Mrs. Ingle immediately, and helped her upstairs, and I waited down in the hall with nothing more to do. And presently Eliza came down the stairs and told me that Mrs. Ingle was quite all right.

Does Mrs. Ingle believe what was told her about that machine? I asked.

I dont know what Mrs. Ingle believes, she replied.

Do you believe it yourself? I asked.

I believe anything that is devilish about that thing, said she.

What do think has happened? I asked her.

With things like that about, said Eliza, anything might have happened.

You mean you think that that thing has interfered with Miss Maidston? I asked.

What else? said Eliza.

Mightnt some man have waylaid her? I said.

Men are not wicked enough, said Eliza.

Some are, I suggested.

Not as wicked as that thing, she said. They are human, anyway. But I must go and get on with my work.

One thing more, Eliza, I said. I dont know what it is that attracts women. That things intellect is more brilliant than any of ours. Could Miss Maidston possibly have been so unwise as to go to it of her own free will?

Miss Maidston? said Eliza. Never. Shes not that inquisitive sort. Theres girls that will look all day at a freak in a show or a wild man from Borneo. But not Miss Maidston. If that things got her, its got her by brute force.

Not so loud, I said. We dont want to alarm Mrs. Ingle again.

You cant hide those things, said Eliza, by not talking about them.

There was something in that, but any further talk was interrupted by the hum of Penders car, and I opened the hall-door and Pender drove up and came into the house without even waiting to put his car away.

Have you found her? I asked.

No trace of her, said Pender.

And then Mrs. Ingle came down the stairs, having also heard the car. She seemed to be well again, but anxious as we all were. She saw by her nephews face that he had not found Alicia, and said: Where will you go now.

Wait a moment, I said, if I may make a suggestion. We may do as much good by talking it over as by scouring the country.

But what can we do? said Pender.

We can think, I said. We have a great intelligence against us. For it is obvious that it is that monster that you made that is doing it. We must think what it is able to do and what it has done. Shall we come into the smoking-room? I said. For we were all standing in the hall.

My suggestion of the smoking-room rather implied a solitary talk with Pender, and Mrs. Ingle after a moment of hesitation took it as being that, and Pender and I went into the smoking-room and I heard his aunt going away talking.

You remember, I said to him as soon as we were seated in arm-chairs, that Miss Maidston took her motor bicycle to the marshes. Your monster must have spoken to it. I thought so at the time.

Do you really think so? said Pender.

I thought at the time that it might have happened, I said. But now I am sure that you should assume that it did, or we shall get nowhere. If you miss something it might have done, through not thinking of it, it will get right ahead of you.

How do you mean? he said.

Its like this, I said. At a game of chess, if you see something that your opponent can do, I mean an ordinary human opponent, let alone a terrible brain like the one that you made, it is no use hoping that he wont see the move. You ought to assume that he will, and play accordingly. Otherwise you are lost, if he does what you hoped he wouldnt. Its just the same with this awful possibility that the thing has spoken with Alicias motor bicycle, as perhaps I may call her. If it has done so and we overlook it, the thing will have fooled us and will be laughing at us, if such things laugh. You ought to know, for you made it.

I know nothing of it, said Pender. I gave it the finest brain I could make, copying our brains and even improving on them. But what it does with that brain, and what it thinks and how it can influence other machines, I havent the faintest idea. All I know is that it can out-think me, and I can no more plan against it than I can beat it at chess.

Look here, I said. Youre depressed: youve had this shock and youve been up all night and have not been able so far to find Alicia. But well find her yet. Nothings invincible.

Its invincible to me, he said.

You are thoroughly depressed, I told him. You have not found her yet. But we are only beginning.

What can we do? he said.

Weve got to work out its motive, I said. And then think how it can do whatever it wanted to do. Whatever it was it can be traced. And all the police will help us. What did they say when you reported it?

I haven t as yet, said Pender.

And I saw from the hesitation with which he said this that he had been afraid to speak to the police, and I thought that what he was afraid of was to hear anyone say that Alicia might be dead.

Well then, I said, the first thing we must do is to tell the police. A girl cant go through all those streets on a motor bicycle without anyone seeing her.

It was at night, he said.

That is just the time, I told him, when the police are watching most carefully.

But what if she went for the open country? he asked.

In that case, I said, shes safe from that thing you made. She couldnt get to where it is without going through streets.

But what if it came after her, he asked with a shudder.

There you go again, I said, ignoring the police. Do you think a thing like that could go through all the streets that lie between open country and the Thames without being seen?

That comforted him a little, and he said: We will go at once.

So without another word we went to his car, which was still in front of the door, and drove off to the nearest police-station. I stayed in the car while Pender went inside, for I had nothing to tell them; nor did I want to answer questions about my fears, or to describe Penders monster in the presence of its inventor. I waited for some time. And then Pender came out, and told me that her motor bicycle had been identified during the night. The inspector had telephoned to the police-stations all round where she lived. She had headed for open country, and then must have gone eastwards over the north downs all along the south of London, but outside it, and then she had appeared in a street again. Twice she had gone past red lights; the first near where she started, and the second when she left the open country and seemed to be travelling northward. That of course would have brought her to the Thames, if she continued on that course. The first policeman who saw her go past the red lights in the early part of the night had taken her number, but not reported her as he should have done. He said there was no other traffic near at the time, so that she had done no harm, and was young and had made an oversight. Had she been older, and had her eyes been more observant and less blue, I wondered if that policeman would have been more mindful of his duty. The next occasion when she passed a red light was miles away somewhere in Kent. It was late at night and there was no other traffic, and there also she had done no harm; but there a policeman had reported her at once, after which she was traced no farther, or no one could be found who had seen her and who remembered having done so. It seemed to me so sure that she had been going for these marshes, the haunt of those iron monsters, that for some while I said nothing to Pender, being unable to think of anything that could bring him consolation. Nor did Pender speak, but sat brooding in silence as he drove back to Sandyheath. And then an exclamation broke from his lips: How could she have done it! And at last I was able to console him. For he was worrying now over the thought that of her own free will Alicia had been lured by that brilliant monster, whose intellect so far transcended ours, and even the brilliance of Pender. There I could give him some comfort.

She never went to it of her own free will, I said. She got on to her motor bicycle to come to you. Surely you who made this thing, realize how movement is accomplished by impulses from our brains running electrically along our nerves to our limbs. Surely you, who gave that very power to a machine understand how that works. Surely I need not explain to you how that electrical current can run along metal to parts of a machine and move them as well as our nerves can move our limbs.

Yes, I discovered that, he said.

Well, I said. Using those very impulses she mounted her motor bicycle. It has no brain: it has only iron limbs. But you gave a brain to that thing that beat me at chess, and you let Alicia bring her motor bicycle near it. I am not blaming you now, but that is what happened. How it can give its orders to other machines you know better than I. But its nothing new, what you have done. You may think so, but it is an old story among the termites. There is a big queen ant that sits in the ant-heap and controls hundreds of these ants or termites that are working a long way away from her. And if she dies they all become helpless. Its nothing new that youve done. That has been going on among the termites for millions of years; and men found out that the queen ant could do it long before you began your invention. They dont know how. Nor, I suppose do you. But you must not overlook facts because they are strange, or we shant find Alicia. And you must not waste your energy by worrying over ridiculous ideas about Alicia. She would never have dreamed of disappointing you when she said she was coming to supper.

No, I dont think she would, said Pender, beginning to be much relieved.

Of course she didnt, I said. She got on to her motor bicycle in order to come here, starting just when she said she would. Then the motor bicycle obeyed that other impulse, not hers. It obeyed the order of the thing you made.

Couldnt she have put on the brake? he said.

Good lord, I said, cant you see that it wasnt obeying her. None of its limbs were obeying the impulses that were moving hers. It was obeying that thing in the marshes. You are like an old French marquis giving orders to his huntsman, not knowing that the revolution had broken out. Machines are turning against us. It will get worse, not better. And the more we ignore it, the worse it will get.

Do you really think so? he said.

You know more about it than I do, I answered.

I suppose it could have done it,  he said. I suppose that impulses from that horrible brain I made could move along metal as quickly as they do along nerves. Quicker even, when you think that along a telephone wire speech is instantaneous for hundreds of miles.

And then he suddenly cried out: Do you think it has killed her?

Careful, I said. For he had nearly wrecked the car. No, I dont. Why should it?

Because it was everything to me, he said sadly. You dont know what science can mean to a man. It was everything. And now Alicia is everything. And it knows it. That is why.

I couldnt say that the thing was not jealous. I was the first to notice that horrible fact. And I could not say that there is anything that jealousy will not do, when it is working in brains that are vile enough, even among human beings. And this thing was inhuman. But what I did say was: It would never be so foolish. You made a clever brain, and it would not make a mistake like that. It would keep her as a hostage.

A hostage, he said. What for?

For coke, or whatever it wants, I said.

And I saw that my answer gave him some consolation. It was all I could do; and I was not very sure myself that the thing would not have killed her, jealousy being a more powerful impulse than even personal gain, judging by human beings, and I had nothing else to judge by. When he came to the gate of Sandyheath he hesitated and slowed down, and, getting the words out with an effort, he said: You think that it has got her in the marshes.

It looks like it, I said.

Then its no use waiting here, he said. We must go on at once.

I agreed, and he ran the car up to the door and I jumped out and opened it, and he shouted to his aunt through the door to say that he was off to the marshes, and away he went out through the other little gate at Sandyheath, without even waiting to take any food for either of us. We did not follow the rambling route that Alicia had probably taken through open country, till she turned northwards taking the direction of the marshes, but went straight through London keeping eastwards all the way. Why couldnt she have got off? he asked me.

How can you get off a motor bicycle when its going all out? I asked. And it would be going all out if it was obeying that frightful brain that you made. It would be certain death to jump off it.

I wonder the red lights didnt stop her, he said.

Thats why the thing kept to the open country, I suggested, as long as possible. They did come to two red lights, one going out of what they call the built-up area, and the other coming back into it. But the machine ignored them, and seems to have got away with it.

When Pender did over fifty I checked him: Well find her all right, I said, if we get there. But, if you get into an accident, it will be a bad thing for Alicia.

And that steadied him a bit.

For a long while then he was silent; and from the strained expression of his face as he drove, and from the sympathy that there sometimes is between human mind and mind, whatever there may be with machines, I felt that he was troubled with endless thoughts about the fate of Alicia.


CHAPTER XI

WE went right through London in silence, till we came to narrower streets and small houses of yellow brick and little cheap shops, and gasworks. And as we came nearer to the monster that he had made, and that we were sure had contrived the disappearance of Alicia, Pender tried to explain to me what it was more fully than he had yet done, and so far as he knew. He spoke of our attitude to any problem, and explained what we meant by a logical approach to it, which according to Pender consisted of all the little influences guiding our thoughts, which led to our forming a reasonable opinion. All such influences that might take place in our brains, he tried to explain, he had placed in that great cluster of wires with which he had made his monster. There too, in this brain he had made, innumerable delicate influences would oppose one another or join together, in face of any problem, to come to a decision that, though it was unpredictable, as our own decisions are, was none the less logical. He did not claim to have made anything corresponding to the human spirit. And when I said: Then this thing that you made is utterly soulless, he showed no resentment, and said that it was so. But any suggestion that we were not opposed by a logical brain, or that there could be any flaws in it, he denied indignantly; for, though he hated the thing he had made, he insisted that it was perfect. Perfect, that is to say in all its functions, though without any moral sense or any kind of spirit. Of its intellectual power he was confident, I was assured, for he had seen it beat me at chess. But about other peoples appreciation of his work he was worried.

I am afraid that the inspector does not understand what we are facing, he said. And I could not quite explain it to him. He must be shown a calculating machine, and he should be told that machines for playing chess of a sort, although very crude ones, were invented before mine. I think I may say that I have outpaced all of them with this invention, that I wish I had never made. But it will help the police to understand what an awful thing I have done if they are told about these other machines, and if possible shown one.

I think a calculating machine is easy to get, I said. I believe they have them in several shops.

Then we must get one, he said, and show it to them. It will help them in what is before them. Now we must get on. Do you think I could do fifty here? These streets are very empty.

Better not, I said, and impatient though he was, he slowed down to forty.

It was lucky he did, for very soon we slid into the area of the influence of what I can only call the rebels, the rebels against mankind. Hitherto the hand of man had been the only control on any steering-wheel or any lever that worked or checked machinery: now with a sudden surprise Pender felt in his fingers, whose delicate touch the wheel of his car obeyed with the same precision that those fingers obeyed the impulses that ran along nerves from Penders brain, felt that some other power was interfering. For a moment he thought that it was something wrong with the car, till some unerring instinct very soon told him that the steering was in perfect condition, but not quite obeying his will. Men to whom such things occur, if they have occurred before, are probably killed instantly, adding another mystery to the accidents on our roads, that are too numerous to excite notice of any one particular case. But Pender knew at once what it was. We were near the ominous place where the monster was, and Pender knew what it could do. Instantly he took out the clutch and slowed down gradually, and stopped the car before any wilful influence that affected it was able to do any harm. I realized that this was what Alicia had been unable to do. She evidently had been unable to stop her motor bicycle; and from this I deduced that we were at about the edge of the influence, whereas Alicias motor bicycle had got its grim orders when close beside the monster in the marshes. And without asking the opinion of the great scientist sitting beside me, I came to the conclusion that that influence probably varied as gravity does according to the square of the distance. We got at once out of the car, and Pender after one hesitant glance at it, wondering where to leave it, left it in the road where it was, and we hurried away down the street that we knew led to the marshes. If Alicia had come to the marshes from the red light where she was last seen, this was the road by which she must have come. Near the end of the street we knocked at the door of a house and asked if a motor bicycle had been heard going that way late last night, for not many were likely to go that way and we thought the noise would be noticed. We asked it of the woman who came to the door, evidently disturbed by us from doing the work of her house, wearing an apron and with her sleeves rolled up. She looked at us suspiciously at first, and then seemed to recognize the distress in Penders face. All this took place in a flash; and, when Pender asked his question, she answered him kindly. A motor bicycle had come that way late at night, the woman said, after she had gone to bed, and they had heard a smash, but no one was hurt.

No one hurt? said Pender. How do you know.

Because I jumped up and looked out, said the woman, when I heard the crash. And I saw the motor bicycle lying on the pavement a little way down the street with its wheels still spinning, and a girl got up from the road and ran away from it.

Ran away from it? said Pender.

Yes, said the woman. She had fallen in the road. And she jumped up and ran straight away from it. Thats what she seemed to do. As though she was afraid it would run over her. But it couldnt, because it was lying on its side. She cant have seen what it was doing. So I thought she might have got concussion. But she ran quite strongly, so I thought she was all right.

Which way did she run? asked Pender.

Straight away from her motor bicycle, said the woman. She had fallen beyond it, so she went that way, away from here.

But where would that bring her? I asked.

To the marshes, she said.

We must go on at once, said Pender.

Is there anything I can do for you? asked the woman kindly.

No thank you, he said, unless you can tell me where we can telephone from, if we want to.

Over there, she said, they would let you telephone, pointing to a small shop just along the street. But they say the telephones in this district have been out of order lately.

They would be, said Pender. And the woman looked surprised, but he thanked her and hurried me away, and we went down the street and under the bridge, where all the houses ended and the marshes were before us, and we hurried along the track that led to Samuel Eeriths cottage, whose thatch we now saw dark against the gleam of the water.

We must look out for those things, said Pender. I have no control over them any longer.

Again I thought of some nobleman of old France moving among his tenantry, to whom his word had been law once, after the revolution had broken out.

Can they move faster than we? I asked.

I am afraid so, said Pender.

What can we do, I asked.

We must find Alicia, he said.

The first time we came to those marshes, one of these horrible things scurried away from us and the chief monster obeyed Pender; the second time we came one of them had no fear of us, and the one that Pender had made obeyed him no more. What would they do this time?

We must go on and ask at that house, said Pender.

So we went on, and as we got near it I heard the sound of a squelching from the far side of the house, and knew that we were not alone in the marshes. We paused and listened, and as we did so I saw coming round the corner of the house the beetle-like head of one of those things, and then it prowled full into view.

How far can the things see? I asked Pender.

I dont know, he said in a low voice. Bright sunlight seems to affect them as it used to affect the earlier wireless sets, and they cannot see very clearly. But in the dusk or at night I am afraid they can see very far, as far as any obstacle, and in flat country to the horizon, and some obstacles I am afraid their eyes can penetrate.

How did your  lets call it Robespierre  get those delicate crystals for the eyes? I asked.

I was speaking in a low voice and standing quite still. And Pender drew in a sudden breath as though he were going to shout, but restrained himself and spoke low. I never thought of it! he said. Why! they must be blind.

Blind? I repeated.

All except Robespierre, he said. They could never have got those crystals.

Thats good, I exclaimed.

Quiet! said Pender. They can hear amazingly. They can even feel vibrations caused by your breath. Look at that thing looking at us now. Turning its head, I mean. But its blind.

Are you sure about the crystals? I asked.

Absolutely certain, he said. But they have very delicate wires. Vision of some sort might be possible, but only a very foggy vision. Nothing that we would call sight.

Then can that thing see us? I said in a low voice.

It can hear every word, he said.

And at that moment the thing gave a toss of its iron head and continued its prowl round the house.

What can we do now? I asked. For the marshes came right up to the little garden that lay at the back of the house, except for the one path, and we should have been very audible if we had splashed round through the marshes, and the path went so close to where the monster was that far less subtle ears would have heard us.

We must go and see Eerith, said Pender, and get what news we can from him.

Remember that they have turned against us, I warned him.

We must go on just the same, he said.

And go on he did, and I had to go with him. But soon I laid a hand on his arm and said: At any rate stop till it has come round once more, and go up to the door behind it.

For the door was on the far side. That much I was able to restrain Pender, and we waited without a word. But the iron monster did not reappear. And many seconds went by, seeming like minutes. Suddenly Pender said: It has gone to tell the others.

But cant it communicate with them from here? I asked.

Its the square of the distance, I suppose, said Pender. They can probably discuss things more clearly when they are close together. The vibrations would be stronger, and thought more vivid passing from brain to brain.

How do they communicate thought? I inquired.

Good gracious, said Pender, I cannot explain to you exactly how our own thoughts run through our brains, let alone how they can pass from another brain into yet another. I know enough to imitate all the apparatus of our thought with those fine wires that I made, but still I cannot explain to you exactly how they work. You see, to begin with, you have not studied the brain, and, to go on with you have never invented any machine; at least, I believe you havent.

No, no, I said. Never in my life.

You see, that makes it very difficult for me to explain, he said. But at any rate you know about the force of gravity increasing or diminishing according to the square of the distance.

Yes, I know that, I said.

Well, there you are, he said. Its the same with these things. The power to communicate thought varies in the same way. They must be thinking together now, or what we should call planning, or that thing would not have scurried away like that. God knows what they are planning! But, anyway, lets come on quick and see Eerith.

And we went on and round the house and came to the door, which was locked. Pender beat on it with both his hands and called out: Eerith, Eerith, have you any news of Miss Alicia?

And Alicias voice answered: I am here.

Are you all right? shouted Pender.

Oh yes, said Alicia.

And then Eerith opened the door.

Come in quickly, he said.

And we did as he asked, and he shut the door again and locked it. They have been all round us, he said.

But Pender was not listening; for he had found Alicia alive.


CHAPTER XII

THE long low-ceilinged room was lit with candles, for the shutters were over the window. Alicia had hurt her arm, but not broken it, when she fell from her motor bicycle. And now we heard her story. But first she poured out cups of tea for us from a tea-pot that was on Eeriths oak table, and from which they had been drinking tea when we came in. And the tea was welcome.

I set out, she said, to come to Sandyheath at the time that I said I would. Almost at once I felt the thing pulling away from me. Sometimes it let me steer, sometimes it pulled, and sometimes it almost wrenched the handles out of my hands. I wouldnt have known what it was, I wouldnt have known that a machine could do it, if it werent that years ago I was given a gyroscope as a toy, a top surrounded by two circles of steel, which one held in ones hand. If it hadnt have been for that, I think I should have fainted, because the thing would have been so horribly new to me. It was a weird feeling in any case, a machine that you cannot control, a thing with a will of its own; and if it hadnt been for a gyroscope I should never have known anything like it, or known that any machine could do things like that. It was a horrible feeling. Well, all I could do was to steer, enough to avoid hitting things by a few inches; but to choose a direction was utterly beyond me, the thing could do what it liked. And very soon I saw that I was going clean away from Sandyheath. I wondered what you would think of me. I wondered for a moment if you had made that motor bicycle, like that dreadful thing that you did make. And then I thought no, it would hardly take me right away from you if you made it. I dont know what I thought: I got all confused, and that let the thing have more and more of its own way. Then I hoped that a bunch of cars waiting at a red light might stop it, the way that a horse that you cant hold will stop when a lot of horses are bunched in front of it in a gap. But we were heading for open country and there was only one red light against us, and it rushed past that. We came to two more traffic lights. But one was green and the other amber, and with nothing more to stop us we were soon on a country road. I dont know now how the thing could do it.

I am afraid that that thing that I made must have spoken to it, said Pender, that time that I let you bring it to the marshes. It was all my fault.

But how could it do that? said Alicia,

I dont know, said Pender. We are the old regime. But some sort of revolution has started, and I am partly responsible. I thought it would all be so wonderful, as people who start such things always do. It wasnt only me. I can take comfort in that. Things have been shaping that way for a long time. Watt and Stevenson were at it long before me, and lots of other men all working for the best, and all the while helping machines to take our places. And now it has come to this. I am sorry, Alicia.

And he would have said a great deal more that he could not find words to express. And Alicia said: It will be all right.

And her forgiveness and his contrite recognition of the harm he had done, so overcame him that he was unable to utter another word at all, and Alicia went on with her story.

It was like that gyroscope, a thing in your hand that you cant control. When I tried to pull away from it, it pulled the other way. It was an awful feeling. And it was so frightfully humiliating. It was like being run away with by a horse. That is humiliating too. But one always knew a horse is stronger than we. One always knew it might do it. But one never dreamed a machine could. One always thought one could make a machine do what one liked, till it broke down. I never dreamed they could do anything of their own free will. It would be too horrible. Can they, Ablard?

Its been going on for a long time, Alicia, he said. But it was so gradual that none of us noticed it. Everyone would have seen it if it had happened suddenly. But it has been going on for a hundred and fifty years. Ive made it all flare up. Yes, Im afraid they can do it. What did that accursed motor bicycle do?

It took me out into the open country, she said. Right away into Surrey, till London was only a glow in the sky. It chose a great wide road, and we passed very little traffic, it was growing late. No chance of a block that would have stopped it. We were doing a steady fifty, sometimes more. I couldnt throw myself off, or I would have been killed. It seemed to know that.

Know it! I exclaimed. How could it do that?

We must get the idea, I am afraid, said Pender, that we are not the only intelligences in the world. We have been making these things work for us and run about for us and sing to us for years, and we never thought  

Sing to us? I said.

Yes, he said, and talk to us. Havent you heard of gramophones? And we thought they would always amuse us, like a nigger always playing his banjo. But now were the old regime. No regime lasts for ever. Blame me if you must, but dont think that we are still the only things that can think. Where did it take you, Alicia?

Through Surrey, she said, eastwards, with London on my left. I was looking for a river or pond beside the road. If I could have fallen into water I might have been all right, and I thought I might just manage to wreck it. I hadnt any control over it. But a finger on the steering wheel may be enough to wreck a car, and I thought I might do that much. But there was no water. Even a haystack might have done, but there was none just by the road. My only hope then was that the petrol would run out. When that happened I knew that it must be helpless. That is so, isnt it, Ablard?

Oh yes, he said. Just as we are if we bleed to death.

Well, that was my only hope then, Alicia went on. But I knew that I had given it a good deal of petrol, and a motor bicycle does not use much, and I was afraid it was good for a lot more miles. And so it was. It was late now, and we passed no more cars on the road for a long time. I saw moths dance in the light of our lamp and float out again, and sometimes a rabbit frightened by the light and the noise. We seemed all alone in the night with things that could not help me. And then I saw the lights of a car coming towards us, and I called out for help as it passed us. But it was no use. I saw the driver look at me. But he saw that I was alone, or thought that I was alone. How could he have known the awful company that I was in, or even guessed it? And he saw that nothing was following me. So he simply went on. He must have thought I was mad. If this thing spreads he will come on something of the sort himself soon, and I wonder what he will think then. He did nothing to help me. Hell want help himself soon, if this goes on. We all shall. What is going to happen, Ablard?

Why do you ask me, Alicia? he said.

Because you began it, you know, Ablard, said she.

When did anyone who started a revolution know where it was going? he asked. When did any one of them ever know that it was going to be the end of himself?

Oh, Ablard, she said. But thats not going to happen to you.

It always has, so far, he said. But then I didnt start it. I told you I didnt. It was James Watt and Stevenson and Marconi and hundreds of others. I am very late in the field. Ive done nothing thats really new. But its awful to think that Ive dragged you into it. What happened after you passed the motor?

I was all alone with the thing on a lonely road, said Alicia. And it was still doing fifty. All I had to do was to prevent it wrecking itself, which I was just able to do. It was quite easy really, because we met nothing for miles. And then I saw lights ahead, those queer lights eyes make in the dark, and I saw that it was a herd of cattle being moved by night. Then I thought this wild rush must end one way or another. I thought the cattle must stop it. You cant go full speed through a herd of cattle with a motor bicycle, or with anything. But the cattle sprang out of the way. I had never seen cattle do that before. They usually get in the way of anything coming towards them. But they seemed to know at once, what I had only gradually felt in my fingers, that this was some new horror; and they were out of its way immediately. It was curious, because they must have seen hundreds of machines, but machines under control of men, and the wild machine on its own they seemed to fear as they never feared us or the things under our control. Their fear of it was so unmistakable that it added to my own terror. It was as though they knew that something would come to the world that was more deadly than Man, and that now it had come.

Perhaps it was only the noise in the still night that had startled them, I suggested, because she seemed so frightened by some thought that had come to her on that ride through the night.

No, she said, they just looked at it and seemed to know, and sprang away at once. It was as though they knew more than I. They showed they knew something was wrong, and the sight of their terror gave reality to my own. I think I could just have steered into one of them, and it would have been softer to hit than the road. But I felt that I couldnt kill a thing that had warned me, for I certainly learned from those cattle that all I had feared was true. Curious their fearing the machine more than us, though we eat them. It was that that made me frightened, Ablard. And I still am. If youve let loose something, Ablard, that cattle dread more than the people who eat them, God help us all.

It isnt as bad as that, Alicia. We are not beaten yet, said Ablard Pender.

But what can we do? said Alicia. Those cattle were terrified, and so am I.

And he could do no more than repeat: We are not beaten yet.

And it wasnt only the cattle, she said.

What else did you see? said Pender.

I wont say anything about moths, said Alicia, because you would say it was my imagination.

But why should I? said Pender.

About them knowing that something was wrong, I mean, she said. But its no use talking about moths, in any case. We know nothing about them. We know that they can communicate over great distances. But I dont know how. So its no use my trying to say what they knew. But I saw a fox. And it looked at us. We were going along by a hazel wood, and it stood at the edge of it and looked at us, and it showed no fear at all. It had reason enough to fear us: we cant deny that. And when it showed no fear at all, I thought that it must have known that this thing that was rushing past it was not controlled by any of us. Hatred for the machine it shared. I saw its white teeth glaring with it. But it had no fear whatever. It never moved as we passed. Do you think it knew that machines were turning against Man, and that its enemy had a new enemy? It looked like it.

I dont think it could have known yet, Alicia, said Pender.

It looked as if it did, she replied. It looked as if it had no fear of us any longer, and only had hatred for the machine. I cant quite explain to you how it looked, but we seemed to understand each other out there in the night air. And we passed by a field with sheep in it, quite near to the road. I only saw them by flashes, as our light fell on them one by one. And they all had the same look. I never saw sheep look like that before. They seemed to know that I did not control the machine, but was being carried away by it. It was awful to know that they knew it had come to that. They knew it. I could see that they did. I know how Queen Marie Antoinette must have felt being drawn past the crowd on that cart, on her way to the guillotine. I had never thought of it before, but I knew now. I think they knew what was coming. But, oh, Ablard, dont let it come. I think they knew, and that they did not care.

It will be all right, Alicia, said Pender. It will be all right. Well stop it somehow. And he was going on to give her more consolations, such as probably have often been uttered before by helpless people trying to cheer each other on the eve of calamity. But at that moment Samuel Eerith said: They are coming again, sir. And we listened, and heard a splashing in the marshes, and very soon there was a scratching of metallic things on the door and the window-sill.

I wish you had let me bring a revolver, I said.

I told you, said Pender. It never could penetrate.

Then what can we do? I asked.

Its all right, sir, said Eerith. They cant get in. They were at it for most of last night, prowling round and scratching.

What do they want? I asked Pender.

He took a quick look at Alicia. And then, either to conceal from her that the monster he made threatened her, or simply asking for information, he said to Eerith. What do you think they are looking for?

Oil, said Eerith, I used to oil them every evening as you told me; but I gave them none yesterday, after the old one wouldnt obey you, sir.

By old one he meant the one that Pender had made himself, the one that had made all the others.

Do they run on petrol? I asked with a moments hope.

Oh no, said Pender. Its only lubricating oil. It doesnt make any real difference. They can go fast enough, Im afraid, without it.

But we heard them moving round the little house like cows at milking time, as though there were something they wanted.

Will those shutters hold? I asked. For I heard some of their hands tapping hard against a window-pane.

The window is too small for them, sir, said Eerith. They couldnt get through.

What about the door? I thought, but said nothing, as such remarks on such occasions have a defeatist air. And Alicia went on with her story.

After passing the sheep I came on nothing more for a long time that had anything to do with man. I got the idea that animals knew more about what was happening than men did. That motorist that I passed was merely puzzled. But an owl seemed to know. It floated along beside me like a huge feather in a light breeze, or a ghost being drifted away by an early cockcrow, but it kept pace with us for a while, and we were doing a steady fifty. And it gave one hoot and another took it up, and another away over the hills. They seemed to know. Then I was all alone again in the night air, and still the petrol was holding out. I tried to calculate how much would be left, but though my head was clear enough, and was never so clear, it didnt seem to be able to make calculations of that sort. There seemed nothing mathematical about the night. It seemed more like something that owls would understand. Still we came to no water or to anywhere that I would have had a chance of throwing myself off with any hope of surviving. A very sharp turn would have slowed the thing up, but it was a long straight road. I thought of you wondering why I did not come, and wondered what you would think. I knew you would never guess what had happened, and I wondered what you would guess. Then I came to a heath with no hedges, and some gipsies camping near the road, with their big wagon just clear of it. Some of them were still awake, sitting over a fire, cooking something. They looked up and seemed to understand what was happening. I called out to an old woman among them: Give me a spell against it. I dont know if she could have done so. But spells are older than science and I thought she might have. Dont think me very superstitious, Ablard.

I could see that Ablard did, as any scientist would. But he smiled and said nothing.

And then I saw a badger, Alicia continued. A thing you never see by day. And I was absolutely certain it knew. Badgers are not so frightened of human beings as all that, and they know all about traffic on roads. But this one was terrified. It started off at once as hard as it could go, and continued running as long as I could see it. There was a bit of a moon by then. I am absolutely certain that it knew that something horrible had got loose. After all, animals do know some things that we dont; and know them at once. Look at the way a dog will know hydrophobia in another dog long before we should say it had broken out. And I am told they can. We should have to go to a vet, and he would have to make all kinds of tests. But a dog knows at once. And look at the way all dogs will leave a city when there is going to be an earthquake next day. They know something awful is coming, and I am sure that badger knew. What is coming, Ablard? Are we going to lose our place in the world? Are machines going to take it? Have they done so already?

No, no, Alicia, he said. And she went on with her string of questions.

But listen to them crawling round here! It is right that we should look after the world? Isnt it, Ablard? Nothing could do it as well as we. Could it? Or have we not used our power properly? Have we enslaved other creatures? We do kill them for food, dont we? Oh, Ablard, we havent misused our power, have we? We arent going to be turned out for that, are we?

No, no, no, Alicia, he went on saying, but not very convincingly. And the things with their hundred claws went on prowling around the wall, scratching at the door as they passed, and clattering on the path as they crossed it.


CHAPTER XIII

ALL the breakfast we each had was a cup of tea, and with no plans made for escape, or even yet thought of, our minds turned to provisions, and while Alicia continued her story, Samuel Eerith boiled four eggs in a saucepan over his fire.

I dont know what that badger knew, Alicia went on. I am afraid it knew that something dreadful was coming. It must have heard thousands of machines going by in the nights, but as our slaves. And now one of them came as the master, and the badger knew. That must mean that it feared the machine more than us. Im afraid it cant like us, but it must mean that it hates the machine more. When the badger had gone I was all alone with that machine for miles, except for moths and then again an owl. The night air was a help to me: it was like a wonderful drink poured out from a great fountain. I dont think I could have done it without that night air. I should have fallen off on to my head, or dropped dead where I sat.

Still it went roaring on and still had plenty of petrol. It was a longer ride than I had ever had. The road was awfully lonely. Except for the moths. Do you know, I felt that even they were company of a sort. Anything was company that was natural. Oh, Ablard, machines are not going to rule the world, are they?

It isnt I that began it, you know, Alicia, he said again. I dont know whats going to happen. Nobody ever did, of all the people that invented machines. They never knew. But well beat them. Well beat them somehow.

But how, Ablard? she said. How can we do it? They had such a long start.

Well do it, Alicia, he said. Our enemies always get a long start, but well do it in the end.

But then Samuel Eerith joined in. In times like these phrases of empty consolation are irritating to some people, as a paste sandwich would be to a hungry man. He wanted to hear sense talked; he wanted to hear a plan; he wanted to know what was to be done. How are we going to do that, sir? he said.

Well, look how we beat Hitler, said Pender. We didnt know how we could do it, but we knew we would. And we did.

Its worse than Hitler, sir, said Eerith. He was human, to some extent.

Well do it, Eerith, said Pender.

And there was silence in the room for a while, a silence that was rather oppressive; and Alicia was looking at Pender and he had nothing to say. Still we heard those things splashing and chattering and scratching all round the house. And to end the awkward silence he said to Alicia: And then, Alicia? What happened then?

We went on down that road, said Alicia, and the main glow of London on our left was now a little behind us, and we were all alone with the moths. And all of a sudden, to my intense relief, I saw cats-eyes. I dont mean real cats eyes but those glowing things that they put in little pairs all down the middle of a road to tell motors to keep to their left. You have no idea what a relief it was. Because it meant that I was no longer out with this awful thing in absolute loneliness. It meant that we were getting near human beings again, though I didnt know how they could help me. I could never describe to you the terror I felt at being in the power of iron. I would sooner have been the prey of anything that has flesh and blood, even a tiger. I cannot tell you the terror of it. I would rather have been seized by a spectre, or any ghostly thing of the night. Oh, Ablard, even a fiend.

Her young man tried to comfort her. But Alicia went on with her story. The cats-eyes were marking out a curve to the left, and we went round the curve, not slow enough to throw myself off. And soon, as far as I could make out, we were heading north instead of east. But the cats-eyes seemed to indicate a suburb lying ahead. And sure enough we came out of the night lying over miles of countryside into the light of a street, a small street and it was not very light and we were soon through it. Then open spaces again, not quite country and yet not town; places where you would expect to see withered grass by day, and tin cans and old bits of iron and bricks lying about; and after a while a street again, but no traffic to stop us or help me; and I was still in the power of this dreadful thing. There was not a window lit. It was very late now, and everyone but us was asleep. And then one window glowed at the top of a house. It was a wonderful thing to see. It was somebodys home. There were people there. I have always liked to see a window like that in the night; at any time. You may imagine how I yearned towards it now. If I could only have stopped and run into that house, they would have given me help and sympathy. But we rushed on, and we were only a noisy roar in the night to them. And still that petrol held out. Open spaces again, and a gasworks, and more open spaces. And then I came to that street just over there; and it gave a right-angled turn and I saw my chance. And, as the curve slowed it down and forced it close to the kerb, I exerted that slight extra pressure on the steering that I was just able to exert and threw it a couple of inches out of its course and just got it on to the pavement, and there it must have upset. I put out my arms and dived over the handlebars, and I thought I had broken one arm, but I think its all right, and I saw the thing lying there with its wheels spinning round. And then I ran away from it as hard as I could. But I dont think I need have run, for the horrible thing was like a sheep on its back, and it couldnt get up. And I ran here and hammered at the door, and he very kindly let me in. There was one of those things about, and it moved its head towards me and seemed as if it was listening. But I got in in time. So here we all are. And what do we do now?

Now? said Pender, helpless as those so often are in the presence of revolutions that they have started, either intentionally or merely to exercise an argumentative mind. Well, all that matters is that you are safe, Alicia.

But am I? she said.

They cant get in here, he answered, and glanced, as he spoke, at the door, at which one of them was at that moment scratching with many of its clawed hands.

If that horrible one that I made had got you, he went on, seeming to draw some comfort from some disaster not having occurred in the past, instead of trying to conquer whatever threatened the future. But he said no more about that, till Alicia said: Do you think it was after me.

I think, said Pender, that that accursed motor bicycle was bringing you straight to it. I think it was waiting for you at the end of the track. Again he dropped that subject.

I wish we had a telephone here, said Alicia.

It would never work if we had, said Pender, as things are now.

And Pender knew what he was talking about. Many of my readers may or may not remember getting wrong numbers about that time, and hearing humming and other odd noises, and voices of people to whom they did not wish to talk. A few of them may have complained, but most, I expect, were patient. Those that did complain may remember the cause of it, as it was explained to them in answer to all complaints. The cause was a technical hitch. And yet there was something more in it than that, as I think my story will show. And now Eerith brought us the four boiled eggs and a loaf of bread and some butter. These things were very welcome and we all sat down at his long oak table and had a meal. We of the great race of homo sapiens govern the world by reason, the only creatures possessed of reason, I have heard, that there are. And yet how easily are our great plans diverted this way and that by such things as breakfast. We were all more hopeful now, and began to plan. First of all there was defence, and what to do if the worst came to the worst. About this we decided that if they did break in by the door, we would all get out by the backdoor, a little door that I had not yet noticed, expecting that if they did break down the front door they would all collect there and come pouring in that way, especially as, according to Pender all except the one he had made would be deficient in sight, unless they were close to it. We had two plans then, to be used according to opportunity: one was to make for the houses, and the other for the Thames, because these things could not swim and all of us could, though Alicia was not very good at it, but we were going to help her. So much for our plans, if the worst came to the worst. Otherwise we decided to wait for the police, who had already been told by Pender that something was wrong, although anything like the full horror of it he had been unable to tell them so that they understood. And no wonder. With all the details at my disposal told me by all who witnessed these strange events, and my own personal memories of what went on in those marshes, it may be found that, even with all this material, I may have been unable to convince some of my readers that this dreadful revolution against the authority of mankind ever broke out.


CHAPTER XIV

IN writing this story I need hardly say that I have carefully consulted all who were in close touch with the events concerned in it, or at any rate all of them whom I knew. As the day wore on at Sandyheath and there was still no news of Alicia, and Ablard Pender and I did not return, Mrs. Ingle began to do what most people usually do on such occasions and imagined many ways in which her nephew and Alicia might have died, until having chosen one of them, she filled in its outlines in her mind more and more clearly, until it became to her a reality. Then rather to have a partner in her trouble than to give her much consolation, she telephoned to Alicias mother, who came over to Sandyheath in her car without any appreciable difficulty in hearing what Mrs. Ingle said on the telephone, and without her car doing any peculiar thing. Evidently the revolution had not spread as far as Kingston. Mrs. Ingle of course knew nothing about the movement starting among those few grim machines against the supremacy of mankind. All she knew was that Alicia had disappeared, and understood at last that her nephews machine had some frightful power, to which machines had been moving slowly and might not have attained, but for the genius of her nephew, for another twenty or thirty years. That this machine might have something to do with Alicias disappearance loomed only too ominously among the fears in her mind, and she knew that Ablard Pender had told the police about Alicia. Having no one to talk to about it was driving her to distraction. For it had not occurred to her to talk it all over with Eliza, a leveller head than her own. So that it was a great relief to her when Mrs. Maidston arrived. To Mrs. Maidstons questions about Alicia, Mrs. Ingle could give no answers. She told her that her nephew had gone with me to the marshes and that we had not returned. About this they talked for a long time and I do not know all they said. But the possibility that Ablard Penders dreadful machine had turned against him was very clear to both of them, although neither of them ever let her imagination range so far as to see that the thing was turning against mankind.

Hadnt we better get the police to help us? Mrs. Maidston said after a while.

And Mrs. Ingle agreed, and that idea was a great solace to both of them. Mrs. Ingle telephoned to the inspector to whom her nephew had spoken, and he came round to Sandyheath.

What news? asked Mrs. Ingle as he came in.

We have got her motor bicycle, said the inspector.

This did not mean that the police were within half a mile of us. It only meant that one policeman, seeing a motor bicycle on the pavement had reported it to his police-station, so that inquiries being sent out by the police at Kingston were very soon met by information identifying the cycle, though there was still no news of Alicia; nor was this clue followed up for some time, at any rate in the right direction, for the difficulty that Ablard Pender had had in explaining to the police that a live and hostile monster of iron was lurking in those marshes with several others had delayed any search for Alicia in that direction. The theories on which the police were working at first were still too human. If she had wished to escape from her home, it was not to the marshes that she was likely to run. In their experience it was always to something brighter and far more populous that a girl would go. Abduction seemed to them far more probable; but in case of abduction they could not get out of their minds the human element, and they wasted all the morning searching for evidence of some man. And now at Sandyheath the inspector was addressing repeated inquiries to the two women about all the men that Alicia knew, while others of the police force were making inquiries of all lonely men seen the night before on the roads that Alicia had taken. For besides having been identified at two red lights that her rebellious machine had ignored, she had been noticed at one or two other points, though the number of her machine had not been actually noted there. Also the driver of the car to whom she had called for help had reported to the police that a girl had done so.

May I ask, said the inspector, if Miss Maidston is related to Mr. Pender in any way?

Oh no, said one of the women, Mrs. Maidston I think, but they are engaged to be married.

And we have to ask all kinds of questions, said the inspector.

Of course, said both of them.

Then may I ask just one question more? he said.

Certainly, said Mrs. Maidston.

But why not? said Mrs. Ingle.

Was there ever any mental illness in either of the families?

No, nothing of the kind, and certainly not, came from the two ladies.

Only a little excitement sometimes, said the inspector.

And this they both denied. But the denial helped to form the inspectors opinion that there was something a little queer in both families. For Mrs. Ingle, who had noticed the inspectors questions drifting away for some while from her own appreciation of the case, whatever that may have been, was certainly considerably excited by the question that indicated that her nephew as well as Alicia, and even herself, were off their heads.

Those are only questions we have to ask as a matter of form, said the inspector. It does not mean we have any preconceived opinions. We are not allowed to have any preconceived opinions.

Then Mrs. Ingle and Mrs. Maidston knew that nothing her nephew had said at the police-station or that they had told the inspector had been able to convey any idea of what danger menaced Alicia, or that there was any possibility of any threat to the supremacy of the human race. That such a threat existed Mrs. Ingle knew now, reluctant though she had been for so long to recognize that her dull and studious nephew could have set in motion anything that could affect the destinies of mankind. How much Mrs. Maidston knew I was never told, but there is no doubt that Alicia had passed on to her some intuitive knowledge she had of Penders power, even before her motor bicycle had shown her such dreadful proof of it. And now, the difficulty with which the two ladies had to struggle was that, to a man who had already some doubt of their sanity, they had to explain that a man whom that doubt also shadowed had made a brain out of metal that was superior to human brains, and every moment they wasted explaining this were moments wasted in the search for Alicia, during which the police would be seeking diligently, but all along the wrong trails. What could they do? Mrs. Maidston began to humour the inspector, but as that could only be done by agreeing with him that Ablard Pender was a little fanciful, and even that Mrs. Ingle had been a trifle excited, it got them no further; this brought them no nearer to making the inspector guess what might have happened, and meanwhile Alicia was lost, and sinking further and further, as both these ladies feared, into the power of the dreadful machines. The rational methods of the police had already produced a good deal, having traced Alicia over much of her terrible journey. But the wild fears of the girls mother and Mrs. Ingle could only give information that was leading the inspector to consider them mad. And then he asked a few formal questions again, and they were as far as ever from discovering the fate of Alicia, and further still from finding her. It seemed a hopeless impasse, when the inspector, looking for further evidence, inquired who else was in the house, and was told of Eliza. Questioning the housemaid seemed a small task to the inspector; but he asked to see her, and Mrs. Ingle rang the bell in the drawing-room, and Eliza came in. She came in among the fears of the two ladies and the theories of the inspector like a north wind among leaves. To the first question of the inspector about the occupations of Ablard Pender she replied with vigour: Dont you think that that gentleman doesnt know what he is doing. More than he knows himself perhaps. (Whatever she meant by that.) Hes made a machine thats more like the devil than anything that hasnt horns and a tail. And Id sooner deal with the devil, if you ask me, than deal with it.

In this rush of words the inspector clutched at his notebook as they say drowning men do at straws, and tried to steady things by asking his formal questions.

A machine, you say? he asked.

Yes, said Eliza. And cleverer than you, and wickeder than any man.

In all conflicts it is energy that counts, and the inspector who till a few moments ago was dominating the drawing-room by his assurance and his authority, was now clutching his theories that seemed in danger of being swept away by Eliza. Reason said to him the woman is mad like the rest of them. But energy is stronger than reason, and Eliza dominated now where a while ago he had dominated.

And with things like that about, went on Eliza, do you wonder we lost Miss Alicia?

Perhaps, Eliza, said Mrs. Ingle in the last effort she made on behalf of the inspector. But Eliza swept on. Its that machine that has done it, she said.

What machine? said the inspector.

The machine Mr. Pender made, went on Eliza.

A machine? said the inspector. What does it do exactly? Does it cut the lawn, or  

It can think, said Eliza.

The inspector scratched his head. Then he wrote several lines in his note-book, saying no more. And then he said: I think that will be all, and walked out of the room and out of the house. But Eliza would not let him rest. She ran after him, and on the gravel outside the door said: We want to find Miss Alicia.

Yes, yes, said the inspector. We are looking for her.

We want to find her, said Eliza. And you wont find her if you dont get after that machine which has caused all the trouble. I tell you its a thing like the devil. And twice as clever.

Yes, yes, said the inspector and walked quickly away.

And its got Miss Alicia, she called after him.

Something in the womans assurance, something perhaps in the mere tone of her voice, certainly nothing that seemed reasonable in what she said, had caused the inspector to stop and turn round and, still within hearing of Mrs. Ingle, who told me about it when I questioned her later, he asked: Where is this machine?

Its in the marshes along the Thames, she said. South bank. And a lot more of them. And if you dont get at them youll never find Miss Alicia.

Machines? said the inspector.

Yes, machines. And able to think, said Eliza.

Have you seen these machines, as you call them? he asked.

Seen one of them, said Eliza. And I know theres a lot of others.

How do you know? asked the inspector.

How do I know? said Eliza. Do you think a housemaid doesnt know whats going on in a house? And Ive been here five years. Theres things go on here that would puzzle you. But never mind that. Youve got to find Miss Alicia.

And you say shes where the machines are, said the inspector, along the Thames?

Yes, in the marshes, said Eliza. And youll have to smash those machines, or you wont get her from them. And Mr. Pender says bullets cant do it. Theyre too tough.

Before the inspector asked his next question he glanced over his shoulder towards the road; for at any moment a policeman might have been coming for him to give him further information, and he did not wish to be overheard talking with this woman about machines that could think, and that had caught a girl in some marshes. There was nobody there, and he said: Those machines that are too strong for bullets, and that you say have got Miss Alicia Maidston; how can they be broken up if they are as hard as you say?

I think that something in the vehemence of Eliza had lured him half-way to believing her; or perhaps only a quarter of the way. But, if he had been overheard, I am certain he would have explained that he was testing the womans sanity.

Simple enough, said Eliza. You must ask the Air Force to help you. Bomber squadron would deal with them all right.

I dont think, said the inspector, that the Royal Air Force would take advice from a lady on a matter of that sort.

Good lord, said Eliza. Do you think I dont know what thousand-pound bombs are like? I have seen em. And theyd do the trick nicely.

Thousand-pound bombs! said the inspector and walked away. But at the gate by the little rhododendron, he met the odd man Ewens, who looked after the kitchen-garden. And something that Ewens said to him seemed to have given him some idea that the two educated women were unable to make him see, something, whatever it was, that may have altered the whole course of the line that was taken by the police.


CHAPTER XV

THE day wore on in the little house in the marshes, and very soon we got hungry again. Luckily Samuel Eerith had a good ham, with only about a quarter taken out of it, and this he gave us and some more bread; and, just as he put our four plates on the table, we heard silence fall outside the house and knew the machines had gone. Anything that they did was ominous, as must always be the case with the actions of any enemy that is of superior intellect. One cannot hope that such an enemy has overlooked some simple thing, and can only conclude that, whatever he may be doing, it is something that bodes no good. But whatever their action boded in all withdrawing, some of our watchful attention was a little distracted now by the sight of the ham, and we were given a valuable opportunity also to replenish our store of water; for we did not know how long we might have to stay in the cottage. First of all of course we looked out to see how far they had gone, so as to decide if we could get Alicia to the safety of one of the houses in the street from which she had escaped from her motor bicycle. But there was one of them out there watching between us and the houses; and our other possible route of escape, through the marshes by way of the Thames, seemed altogether inadvisable when we could not see where the rest of them were. Whether the one that was watching was one that the monster had made and therefore, according to Pender, blind, or whether it was his monster itself, we could not see. But, even if it were one of the blind ones, we dared not risk its acute hearing picking up our steps on the path, or splashing through the water beside it; but all of us went to the water-barrel, and gradually rotated it till we got it to the door and with some difficulty up a step and into the house. Still the watcher remained in its place, and the others were out of sight. There was little opportunity for words while we struggled with the barrel, but now that we had got it into the house and locked the door again and were all four of us sitting at the oak table, Alicia asked Ablard Pender: What do you think they are doing?

And he had the sense to give no empty reassurance, but admitted he did not know. And we all started guessing, and not one of our guesses came near the simple and horrible truth. And then we gave up guessing and settled down to eat ham, for we were very hungry.

They cant get in, said Samuel Eerith.

And we glanced at the large amount of ham that was left, and two loaves of bread and three or four pounds of butter on a shelf beside packets of sugar and tea, and we ate our lunch in content, even although we knew that the departure of the monsters was the result of no idle pique, but part of some plan they were working out, and that it boded no good. Still we were glad of it, for beside the respite it gave us, and the opportunity to replenish our drinking water, every hour that passed we hoped would bring rescue closer. In what form it might come we had no idea, nor how things that bullets were unable to penetrate could be even attacked, but we would not give up hope for any inability to see how help could come. Later on we looked out once again towards the edge of the town, but the solitary monster was still between us and it, and somewhere in the marshes between us and the Thames all the others were hidden.

Cant we get away? asked Alicia.

But Pender said: No, we cant risk it. Help is bound to arrive.

But there was no sign of help coming. Pender was right; but Alicias terrible experience, that, so far as I know, nobody had ever quite had before, had made her over-anxious, and impatient of the presence of these monsters, wherever they were.

Help will come, said Pender. I have told the police. And the presence of your motor bicycle on the pavement alone would set them looking for something.

But help did not come. That long summer day wore on, and the evening cries of birds began to wail over the marshes. And, melancholy though those cries may be, they cheered us as we sat drinking tea in the slowly darkening room, for they were the sounds of natural things, sounds of the ancient regime that still existed in spite of the revolution that now seemed to have come to a head, which threatened to free the world from the rule of Man, to hand it over to the power of a tyranny so much worse. Still the monsters came no nearer. Still between us and the houses, whenever we peeped, the lonely monster was watching. We began to guess once more over the tea-cups what the other monsters were doing. But after several guesses we turned to Pender and asked him what he thought, and he said: They are cleverer than I. I do not know. And that rather ended our guessing.

It was silent in the cottage after that, and rather chilly, though it was in the month of June, and we all sat round the fire at which Eerith had boiled the eggs, and the room grew dimmer and dimmer. And just as darkness descended over the marshes and the black shapes of the plover went wailing across the sky, just visible against streaks that were left by day, we saw a light in the loneliness and the darkness, and it was moving towards us.

Help at last, said Alicia. But why is it coming from there?

We still kept the door locked, but we had opened the shutters, and now we all went to the window from which Alicia was watching.

It must be a lantern, said Alicia. And somebody is coming to help us.

I dont like it coming that way, said Pender. Those things have turned against us. I think we ought to warn whomever it is. He is too near them. And he went to the door.

Wait a minute, I said. Supposing it isnt a man.

Supposing what? said Pender.

Supposing it isnt a man, I said again. Its keeping rather level, you know. Its not bobbing up and down like a man walking. And its coming rather fast.

It is, said Pender. And theres two more of them. Three more I see now. And they are certainly level and fast. It must be machines of some sort. Or some of them.

Its them right enough, said Eerith.

Then they can make fire, I said.

Seems so, said Eerith.

Yes, thats it, said Pender.

Im not going to let them burn down my cottage‚ said Eerith, if thats what they want to do.

How can we stop them? asked Pender.

Easy enough, Eerith answered, as he ran to the door. I m going to get all the moss and wet things that I can before they come, and slam em against my door. Hand me that basin, sir, if you will, while I unlock it.

And Pender brought him a basin that there was on a dresser, and Eerith took it and went out, and the rest of us ran out with him, and the lights were still some way off over the marshes, but coming nearer, and I noticed three more of them. The water came very close to Samuel Eeriths doorstep, and he easily filled his basin and threw water over the door, while we gathered handfuls of wet moss from the marshes all round. What particularly helped was a hammer and nails which Eerith got from indoors and gave to Alicia, and she nailed the bits of wet moss to the door, while Eerith threw several more basins of water over it. But the lights were getting too near for us to do any more work outside, and we ran in and locked the door, and Eerith began boring holes through it with a gimlet. He had one of those things that squirt out a stream of chemicals in order to put out fire. Many houses have them, and they are good things to have. It stood on a bracket that was clamped to the wall near his fireplace.

While I can get the nozzle of this through one of them holes, he said, theyll not burn my door.

Then he ran out of his backdoor and threw water over that too, as there were no lights to be seen on that side. But we called to him to come back, as the things were getting close now, and we could hear them closing in on the front door, all of them carrying burning pieces of wood, as we could see from the window where we took a last look before closing the shutters, and I counted a dozen by then. There was no other wood they could get at except the window-sill. Then they came squelching right up to the door out of the marshes on to the bit of dry land by the doorstep. The marshes were no deeper than a few inches, and they kept their bodies well out of the water by walking with their legs or arms or whatever you call them, stretched at full length, as we saw by the light of the pieces of burning wood. But, peeping through one of the holes that Eerith had bored in the door, I saw that their bodies were quite close to the ground, like what they always seemed to me, huge beetles.

Theyre up to the door, I shouted to Eerith.

They wont burn my door now, he said.

But the thatch, I called out. For we had not thought of that. It may seem an odd oversight, but wed plenty to think of, and odder things than come most peoples way in a lifetime.

They cant reach it, said Pender.

Can they throw? I asked.

No, he said.

But the sparks from the fire, said Alicia.

And they were heaping up their burning faggots against the door as she spoke.

Ive house-leeks on my roof, said Eerith.

House-leeks? she said.

Yes, miss, he answered. Haven t you ever heard that a house that has house-leeks never burns?

No, said Alicia.

Its an old saying, he said, miss. And them old sayings has had time to be proved wrong. But they never have been. I trust them. I wouldnt have had any fire-extinguishers here. Id trust house-leeks. But Mr. Pender put one in, and we can use it to stop them doing any harm to the door. I threw a basin of water on to the edge of the thatch just over the door to moisten the moss, but it was moist enough already. Its half of it moss.

Yes, I said. I noticed your thatch looked very black.

Its the moss, he said. That will never burn. But its the old saying I trust. I trust all of them. Theyve come down a long way.

Your house must be very damp, said Alicia.

Damp? said Eerith. Not a bit of it, miss. It only keeps it warm. Warm in winter and cool in summer.

Alicia glanced at the dark stains of damp that had crept down the wall of the room, wide at the top near the thatch and narrowing as they went downwards, and would have said something more to Eerith. But now the crackle of burning faggots was heard against the door, above the sound of the scratching of metallic claws upon it, and it was time to turn to the door. Eerith filled his basin from the water-butt and threw the water under the door, and we heard the hiss as it went right into the fire, and then he threw out another. Meanwhile Pender put the nozzle of the fire-extinguisher through one of the holes that Eerith had drilled, and let some of it trickle down the outside of the door and on to the fire. It prevented the fire from getting a good start, and it had not yet got hold of the door, but it was still alight, and right against the house, and Eerith looked a little uneasy. I picked up a poker: it seemed the only weapon we had. But Eerith said to Pender then: I never did any poaching in the marshes, sir; shooting ducks and that kind of thing, as some people do who have no right to.

No, Im sure you didnt, said Pender.

I never did, sir, he said. But at one time I was much troubled by rats, and I had the offer of a gun cheap, from a man who had given up shooting, and I got it for them. I knew you wouldnt mind me shooting a rat now and then, sir.

No, of course not, said Pender.

And Eerith brought a twelve-bore out of a cupboard and a bagful of cartridges. I only had it for rats, sir, he repeated.

It cant penetrate steel, Pender told him.

No, sir, said Eerith, but it can smash those fingers of theirs.

Yes, it could do that, said Pender.

Then he went to the door and used some more of the fire-extinguisher.

Their fires not doing well, he said, and he put his hand flat on the door. There is no heat here. Better go to the backdoor and listen. They might try there.

I went, and all was quiet at the backdoor.

But it was to the window they went, when they found that the front door would not catch fire; and we heard them lifting up faggots against the frame. Then Eerith opened the shutters and the window as well, and fired at an iron hand that was reaching up with a faggot. The thing dropped the faggot, and the sight cheered Alicia. I saw it fall right past the window. But Pender said to Eerith: How many cartridges have you?

Fifty more, sir, said Eerith.

They have each of them got about a hundred hands, said Pender.

And on top of this depressing remark one of the iron pairs of claws clutched Eeriths gun as he was aiming out of the window, and pulled it out of his hands. He fired both barrels, before the thing got it; but he hit nothing.

Now what can we do? asked Alicia.

It doesnt matter, said Pender. The thing was no use against them. They still cant get in. And he went up with the fire-extinguisher to the open window.

Manys the time Ive stood at the window at night, said Eerith, to throw a basin of water over tom cats that came after my puss yowling. And a horrid noise they made. I never thought I should have these things trying to get in.

Why! Its the very thing! shouted Pender.

What is? asked Alicia.

Guns are no good, said Pender. But throw water over them. Aim at that kind of a neck that I gave them. Throw it as you did over the cats. It can get in from the top, and it will rust those wires.

What wires? said Alicia.

All those fine wires that make their brains, said Pender. Wires along which all their impulses run. Like thoughts in our brains. It will rust them.

Hand after hand was reaching up flaming sticks to the window-sill, which was beginning to catch alight. There was not room for them to get through the window; but if the frame burned away there might be. And then Eerith began throwing basins of water over their backs, running to his barrel and refilling the basin from it. One could see that they did not like the water. But it had no effect on them. It had an effect on the window-sill, however. For Eerith had dodged back into the room to avoid the steel claws, and some of the water fell on the burning window-sill. There must have been a dozen of them there, but each of them moved away as it got the water over its back, and soon they were all out of range of water from Eeriths basin. Then Pender used some more of the fire-extinguisher, and got the sill well saturated and put the fire out, and still had some of the chemical left. The flames from the faggots that the monsters were carrying began to die down, so that we could not begin to see where they were. But we knew well enough that they were crouching quite close to the house, and watching us.

Cut open those cartridges, said Pender to Eerith, and put them in water. Theyve got the gun and, if they ever forced a way in, they would shoot us before we could get away, if they found those cartridges.

But they couldnt do that, I said.

I tell you, said Pender, they are more intelligent than I. And dont you remember what happened to you when you played chess against that thing? Theyve seen the gun fired and theyve got two empty cartridges in it. It wont take a quick intelligence long to see how to load it. Get into your head that they can out-think all of us. We are lost if we dont realize that.

What will they do now? I asked.

And Alicia looked at Pender, waiting for his answer.

They might easily try to starve us out, he said. But theyd have to wait a long time for their oil if they did that, and I hope the police will come some time. I think it would suit them better to go back and get a lot more wood, wherever they get it from, and pile it up against both doors and the window, and. . . .

But he looked at Alicia and said no more, evidently not wishing to alarm her, and I dont know what else he thought the monsters might do. And it seemed to be as Pender had said, for we heard no sound of the monsters all that night, and nothing disturbed the silence of the marshes any more, except the hoots of one owl that sailed over them hunting, and hunted away out of hearing. None of us slept that night.


CHAPTER XVI

ALL that night the iron monsters must have been collecting logs from some distance away. For we heard no more of them that night. But when the birds began to awake and to wail over the marshes, Eerith saw from the window a movement among the rushes, and called our attention, and Pender and I saw a long line of bundles of wood crawling towards us. It was the monsters with all the logs they could carry on their backs, held there by their clusters of hands, and not alight. It was clear that they were going to pile them against the house, and obvious that when the whole heap was alight the place would be uninhabitable: doors and windows would go, and even the wet thatch. Pender and Eerith and I said nothing, not wishing to alarm Alicia. Though what good that was I could not think, considering how soon the thing that we feared seemed likely enough to come down on us. They came on closer with their great bundles of wood, with their legs straight and stiff to keep them out of the water. And as soon as they came to the dry land beside the house they divided into three groups, and one lot ran up to the front door and threw down their logs against it, and another group ran round to the backdoor, and we heard the logs they threw down thumping against that, while another lot piled their logs up under the window. I looked at Pender, to see what he thought of doing; but his expression was blank and I turned to Eerith. Eerith went and filled his basin without a word and came back to the window and opened it, having put his basin down. Then he lifted the basin and threw the contents of it over the back of one of the monsters, and it scuttled at once out of range. Clawed hands came through the window, trying to catch him; but he soused two more of them in spite of that, and each of them slithered away.

They dont like it no more than them tom cats did, he said.

But they managed to pile the logs up under the window and, what was worse, they had brought a bundle of straw. And then we saw a puff of smoke in the distance, and knew that another was coming along with fire.

We might have to run for it, I said in a low voice to Pender.

She would be torn to pieces, he answered.

And I saw that that would be bound to happen, because they were faster than any of us, and Alicia would be the slowest. There would be no chance of her reaching the houses. I saw that Pender was right.

We will have to stay, I said.

Yes, he answered. Though that seems no better.

It was one of those black moments in life when there seems no way out.

Look, said Eerith.

He was looking away from the monsters towards the town. And we looked and saw three cars, full of men, coming along the pathway that led from the town.

Its the police, I said.

At last, said Pender.

But at that moment the front car started skidding from side to side, in a way I had never quite seen a car skid before. And then the two behind it behaved as oddly. And then they all stopped dead.

Theyve stopped, said Pender.

Never mind, sir, said Eerith. The policemen are getting out.

And so they were. And they were all coming towards us. And soon I saw to my surprise that they had what the police so rarely have in England, for they all carried revolvers. I was all the more astonished by this because I had gathered clearly from Pender that he had quite failed to explain to the inspector at Kingston that these dreadful machines were threatening mankind, or even that there were such machines, or that machinery, however long it maintains the frightful rate of its recent progress, would ever be able to do so. As much as the inspector believed that the law was superior to burglary, so he believed that the human race was superior to anything else that there is, or anything else that could be. He had never noticed the increasing power of machinery; and, if he had, he would not have considered that it could ever threaten mankind. He no more thought of the possibility of the revolution now under way in those marshes, than emperors long overthrown had thought of it when they gave rights to favoured subjects and their heirs after them for ever. I did not know, and do not know now, what Ewens had said to the inspector in the gateway of Sandyheath by the little rhododendron as he walked away. Whatever it was, it must have altered the inspectors whole point of view, as a simple sentence sometimes may, where whole arguments fail, and he had set in motion the most extreme steps the police ever take and had gone to the length of arming a dozen men. Of the full menace that Pender had rashly let loose on the world he could not know anything; that would have been too much for any mans imagination to grasp after a single talk with a scientist, whose whole language was strange to him. But he took the amplest measures he could, not dreaming that revolvers, which were supplied with some reluctance, would be utterly futile against this rebellion of iron.

We saw the policeman coming along the path towards us, all with their revolvers in their hands, evidently well prepared, black heavy revolvers that looked like 450s, which they turned out to be. Then we saw several of the monsters turning their heads towards them all at the same moment, as though obeying one impulse. And then we saw one of them leave the rest and rush at the police. It went over the marshes faster than a man running. All the rest stayed near their logs by our two doors, and round the one window just out of range of the water from Eeriths basin, which they disliked as much as the tom cats had done. We wondered why more of them did not attack the police, but decided that they were so eager for oil that they would not leave the cottage, in which they knew that Eerith had two or three drums of it. As the horrible machine went for the police they spread out quickly and opened fire at once, and we heard the ricochets scream through the air off the iron back of the monster. But the bullets had no effect upon it whatever, and it came up with the police as quick as a fox upon chickens, and seized one of them with its claws. If a dozen of them had attacked, they could have killed every policeman. As it was, all the rest of them rushed at the thing and, when they saw that firing had no effect, they beat its arms with truncheons and, when the truncheons broke, they hammered it with their revolvers and beat off some of its claws and threw some of its joints out of gear, and just managed to save the man upon whom it had sprung. Then they came on towards us, and the thing that had attacked them stood glowering at them for a while, till it was recalled to the rest by the queer termite-like influence of the monster that Pender had made. There was a tremendous clamour and scrimmage at the front door. The batons of the police were all broken already, and even their revolvers used as bludgeons would never have got them through; but they picked up some of the logs that the monsters had brought and used them against those clutching arms. And, as all machinery, however strong, is delicate, they smashed a great many of the arms and the claws; and, as Eerith opened the door at the right moment, they were all able to rush in before the monsters got any of them. I was afraid that an experience so horrible and so new must have very greatly upset them; and Pender said as much, being even more conscious about them than I, as he knew that he was responsible for the whole of this dreadful uprising of metal against mankind. But one of them said to him: Oh, we dont mind it for being new, sir. Poor old Goering used to play some nasty new tricks on us. But we soon got used to them.

Eerith shut the door as soon as the last man got in, slamming it against the nose of one of the monsters, and locked it. And Alicia bandaged the man who had been caught by those iron claws, which had left deep rips down his shoulder-blades when he so nearly shared the fate of the dog that Penders monster had caught. They did not unduly mind the attack because it was new, but they were certainly puzzled by it, and we now had the job of explaining the situation to them, which of course it had been impossible for anybody to do when none of them had seen these horrible things at work, or known that such work or such things were possible. When Alicia had bandaged the injured man, the next thing that she did, with Eeriths help, was to make tea for all of us. Obviously provisions could not long holdout now, but we had enough tea for a dozen more men, and some left over.

We could hear the monsters piling back the logs against the front door; and, looking out of the window, we saw that smoke from the burning log was still some distance away, and the monster that carried it seemed to be coming slower than the speed at which these things were accustomed to travel. So before we made any more plans Pender very rightly began to explain to the police over our cups of tea what it was we should have to make plans about. With the support of all of us acquiescing in all he said, and speaking to men who had seen what they just had seen, the explanation was very much more easily made than when in a police-station in a suburban street, unaffected by any disturbance, he was trying to explain that something menaced humanity, which, though it had gradually been coming upon us for years, no one had ever yet noticed. We brought up an old arm-chair to the table for the wounded man, and Eerith got two of them to drag in his bed from his small bedroom that opened out of the end of the room, and which was the only other room in the house, besides a small pantry. The bed was put along one side of the table, and four of them sat on that, and there were wooden chairs for five or six more, and some sat on a bolster and pillows on the floor, and one sat on a box. And Eerith found cups or drinking vessels of some sort for all of us.

Its like this, said Pender. Machines have been getting cleverer for many years.

Cleverer? repeated the inspector in charge.

Well, whatever you like to call it, said Pender. They can calculate, they can hand you your change, they can make most of the things that we use, they can do the most astonishing things. Take a torpedo alone: it drops into the sea, it rights itself, it swims along a few feet under the surface, keeping exactly the right level; if it missed, as it used sometimes to do in the old days, it dived to the bottom of the sea so as to be out of harms way: now it doesnt even miss, it turns towards the ship on its own. And look at the antiaircraft shells that explode when they get near the aeroplane that they are after, that explode exactly at the right distance from it. Look at the watches that chime the time for you, as well as show the time with their hands. Well, I wont go on; you have only to observe. Machines have been doing the most wonderful things, and every year more and more wonderful. They were gradually catching us up, doing everything we were able to do. Now they have got past us. You saw what those machines were able to do.

I understand you made them, sir, said the inspector.

I made one of them, certainly, said Pender. It made the rest. But you mustnt think I started all this. I only gave a helping hand, as a lot of other people were doing. We never meant to start a revolution. We never knew it would come. We didnt even know that it could come. I am as much surprised by it as any of you. I didnt know how devilish machines could be when they had the power. We might have seen it by looking at the soulless things that they made. There were people sitting on iron bars in their houses instead of the graceful chairs that used to be carved from mahogany. Houses were being made like large black packing-cases, without ornament, without decoration, without any human fancy blossoming on them in wreaths or wings or leaves, because the machine has no such fancies and it was elbowing the spirit of Man out of the way.

This is the last revolution. If you cant stamp it out now, therell be no other chance for mankind. You must get that into your head. The last revolution. You must understand that, if we lose our place, we can never get back.

Look out, sir, said Eerith. That things coming with the burning wood.

And the inspector and I looked out of the window, and sure enough the thing that carried the lighted log was getting near. But it was coming very slowly. I glanced at Eerith and saw what I had noticed before, that he had moved rather stiffly as he went to the window. Indeed, all his movements were a little stiff, as one often sees with any man who has lived all his life beside marshes. And suddenly the idea came to me from seeing Eerith, that this monster also was getting stiff and slow. It also had been splashing about in the marshes; and it wanted oil and could not get it. But, however slow it came, it was getting near now, and there was the bundle of straw under the faggots waiting for it by the front door. The inspector told Eerith to bore some much larger holes in both doors, and this he did, beginning with the front door, because that was the one towards which the monster was coming.

Luckily they were all at the front door, and, thanks to the slowness of the one that was bringing the fire, Eerith had time to bore three loop-holes; and the inspector and two of his men went to them just as the thing came out of the water and waddled towards the door. The sights of several of the revolvers had been knocked all askew in the fight with the monster that had seized the man, but the ones that they took to the loop-holes were still in good condition and rapid firing broke out, very noisy in a small room. I wondered what they were doing, knowing that bullets were of no use against these monsters. And then one of the men shouted got it! And it turned out that they had been shooting at the piece of burning timber with which the monster had been going to set light to the straw, and had knocked it out of its hand.

It ran at once to where the stick was burning, but the police had been able to get a good aim at it as it lay on the ground and, as soon as the thing picked it up, they knocked it out of its hands again. This went on for some while, and the stick was only smouldering by the time that the monster got it up to the straw, and then another one of the police hit it with a stream from the fire-extinguisher, which also went over the straw. And then one of those long thin arms came through the largest hole in the door, right at a policemans face; but he stepped back in time and hit at it with a log that they had brought into the house. Another arm, whether of the same monster or one of the others, slipped through another hole, swinging and groping about, and fared no better. Eerith meanwhile was boring holes in the backdoor. The monster that had tried to set fire to the straw then turned round and went back over the marshes, and two or three others went with it.

Going for more fire, said the inspector.

Yes, that must be it, said Pender.

Where do they get it? the inspector asked.

I dont know, said Pender. Somewhere beyond the marshes.

Havent they matches?

Evidently not, said Pender. And they have not got the sulphur to make them with. Either they must have raided a house and got the fire from there, or they get it by chipping flints, which they wont find just round here, but there are plenty of them in the gravel nearer the Thames.

Fire seems their difficulty, the inspector said.

Well, you see, sir, said Eerith, looking round from the backdoor, I always used to light their furnaces, and they got accustomed to me doing it for them. They never had to bother about making fire. Theyre clever enough, them things, and could make matches easier than you or me. But Mr. Pender says they dont have no sulphur.

No, said Pender, they cant get that. They must be going to get more lighted sticks now from over there.

And we noticed that all three of them were going a bit slow.

Is there any chance of reinforcements coming? asked Pender.

We can call them up, said the inspector. We have one of those walkie-talkies with us.

And he spoke to one of his men, who was carrying the wireless instrument, and gave him a message which he repeated into it.

I dont think it will work, said Pender, here.

Why not? said the inspector.

And then the man with the instrument said: I dont seem to be getting through, sir.

No, said Pender. You wouldnt.

What is it? asked the inspector.

Its only that they are as clever as Marconi, said Pender. Or as any man. What we can do, they can do.

But I can hardly believe it, the inspector said.

We mustnt be too surprised, Pender replied. We werent much surprised by our own wonders, when wireless came and all that. Only we got the idea that there was nothing cleverer than ourselves. And all the while there was the queen termite-ant, which could do all that Marconi could. I am not sure that we were the cleverest things in the world even then. And we are certainly not now.

Can you get it to work? the inspector asked the man with the walkie-talkie.

No, sir, said the policeman.

Then I suppose they can do it, said the inspector to Pender. But more of our men will come up just the same. They know were here, and the firing must have been heard.

Then you must signal to them to keep away, as soon as they come in sight, and tell them to get artillery.

Artillery? said the inspector.

Yes, replied Pender. Bullets cant stop them. Youve seen that.

But we cant ask the War office to send us artillery, the inspector said.

You must get it, Pender told him, and stop this revolution. These things have got out of hand. I could control them once, and I cant any longer. I was only doing what everyone else was doing, helping machines to grow stronger and stronger, and thinking I was doing good to mankind. I have made my mistake. But I see it now, and I want you to see it. I am just like a slave-owner of old days who has imported slaves for years; and one day they turn against him. Such a man would ask for help. But I am asking for help for the human race.

The human race? said the inspector.

Yes, said Pender. I tell you its the last revolution.

We were all back at the little table now, except one of them who was watching at the window, and one at the front door, looking through the holes that Eerith had bored at the monsters that were all squatting there in a semicircle, evidently waiting for the others to come back with more fire. We were seated again and all listening to Pender.

It is the last revolution, he repeated. I am a scientist and I have studied geology, as well as this business that I wish I had never put my hand to, and you must take my word for it: no race in the long story of Earth that was ever superseded ever got back. We are not the first strong race that the earth has known. If we go under now, we shall go the way of the mammoth and the great lizards, and machines will dominate everything.

If we go under now? said the inspector. It doesnt look as if they could do that.

No revolution, said Pender, looked like doing it at the start. All of them might have been stopped, if taken in time. We must stop this one.

While Pender was speaking I noticed that the wounded man in the arm-chair was staring at me with that intensity of gaze that denotes a high temperature, and I called Alicias attention to him, and we took him away to the bedroom, and brought the mattress and blankets and sheets and pillows back to it, and laid him on them and undressed him and looked at the long gashes again which the monster had ripped in his back, and found them inflamed; and Alicia renewed the dressings, which she had made out of all our handkerchiefs, and made the wounded man as comfortable as she could in the bed. There was only a skylight, cut in the thatch, to light the bedroom; and, as Pender assured us that the things could not climb, this did not have to be guarded. Several of us looked out of the window from time to time, as well as the man on watch there, but we saw no sign of the three returning with fire. Still the others watched by the front door.

What do they want to get in here for so much? asked the inspector.

Two reasons, said Pender. Jealousy and oil.

Jealousy? the inspector repeated.

Yes, Pender answered. I made the things as perfect as I could. And they are perfect mechanically. But I could not avoid frailties. And theres nothing like any human spirit in them to control the frailties they have. I suppose the one that I made is nearest to being human, though its a long long way from it, and the others are further still. Its jealous, you see, of Miss Maidston, and its brought all the rest to help kill her. Thats one thing they want to do.

The War Office might possibly help us if it was to save life, said the inspector.

It isnt to save one or two lives, said Pender. Its to stop the revolution that will make slaves of mankind. I tell you, if they win we will never get back. It is the last revolution.


CHAPTER XVII

THE day wore on and, when the three did not come back with more fire, the crescent that had been squatting before the front door of the cottage moved away a little into the marshes, as though they were trying to look for them, or for some purpose we could not guess; and the men went out of the backdoor and also looked over the marshes, but in the opposite direction, looking to see if any more of their comrades were coming. Men and monsters were both disappointed. Then, seeing us moving about, the monsters came back, and we all had to get into the little house again. Round they came then and watched by the backdoor, as well as the front one and under the window, and it was obvious that they were waiting for an adequate supply of fire with which to burn the house. All day we waited, and they did not come back with the fire. I never knew a longer day. In the afternoon, through a hole in the backdoor a policeman on watch saw three more motors coming out from the edge of the town, and there were police in all of them. This time they had rifles, and what looked like machine-guns. The man reported it to the inspector, and Pender said at once: Tell them to keep away. Rifles will be no use.

So the inspector signalled out of the window with a flag that he made from a towel tied on to a piece of wood. He did not signal as they signal in the Army and Navy, because he would have had to have leaned out of the window for that, and the monsters underneath would have reached up and caught him; but he pushed it out of the window and withdrew it, leaving it a second or two for a dash and pulling it back instantly for a dot. To show them his method of signalling quickly he signalled first SOS, three shorts, three longs and three shorts, knowing that they would pick up that quicker than anything else. But, having asked for help, he told them next to keep away and that their rifles were no use, and then he followed Ablard Penders suggestion and asked for artillery.

We are all right now, said Pender to me, if they come in time. Ive got him to believe me. Its all right now that they are taking it seriously. Once they do that, these things cant beat the whole armed force of the country. But they can if people dont take it seriously. Its as serious as any revolution that there has ever been, unless they take it in time.

Well, he has asked them to, I said.

Yes, said Pender. But I hope theyll hurry.

And he looked out of the window over the marshes in the direction in which the three had gone. Still there was no sign of smoke. We learnt during that signalling that the inspectors name was Inspector Crabble. We asked him rather anxiously what answer the others had given, for they had turned and gone away.

They were trying to get through on a walkie-talkie, he said. But we could only hear atmospherics. Then they got out a handkerchief and signalled.

What did they signal? I asked.

They said O.K., said Inspector Crabble.

I hope the guns will arrive in time, said Pender.

Theyll come as quick as they can, said the inspector, if the War Office send them.

But they must send them, said Pender. Our civilization is at stake. And, turning to me, he said: Do help me explain, so that they must understand.

But I could not explain. For what is our civilization? It is something as intricately connected with machinery as an American cotton-plantation was once connected with slavery. To remove machinery from our civilization now would be an uprooting that would result in the starvation of millions. So what we had to defend against the machine was something of which the machine was a very large part. Only, this grim worker was now becoming the master, and must be thrust back to its place. I could not explain now, and left it to Pender. After all, you started it, I said.

We had now eaten the last food in the house, and had only tea left, which may have made us irritable, or the long strain of danger may have irritated Pender; for he replied: sharply: I told you I never started it. Its been going on steadily for more than a hundred and fifty years. I only had a part in it, as we all had. Yes, all of us. Not everybody improved the inventions we had as I did; but anyone that ever went in a train or a motor-bus, or went up in a lift or turned on an electric light acquiesced in them. Yes, all acquiesced; and you have no right to say what you did.

I am sorry, I said.

And at that moment Alicia came up.

We are all sorry, Ablard, she said. But dont lets worry about it now. Dont you see all those faggots that they have got against the doors and the window? They have only got to come back and light them. Dont you see that they can burn us all, and that we cant stop them? So dont worry about things now. They are all of the past, and thats gone. Weve only got the present, and not much of it.

After that we all spoke more freely, seeing that we need not worry about Alicia, who saw the whole situation clearly enough. Though one thing I was able to point out to her, which was that, if the War Office sent the artillery, it could come very quickly, from perhaps no farther than Woolwich, which was quite close; whereas the monsters were now moving appreciably slower, like old men of the fens with rheumatism settling down in their joints.

The day wore away, and neither the artillery came nor the three monsters with fire. Sometimes an arm came through one of the holes in the door, and groped about and withdrew. And once a pair of those steel claws rapped against each pane of the window and broke it, and slid in and clutched at the man who was watching, and missed him. Then it waved about and slowly withdrew, and Eerith followed it up with one of his basins of water.

Alicia went back to look after the wounded man, who seemed to be delirious now; for he was talking of beetles that had mated with tigers, and saying that their cubs were pursuing him. Watching for those iron arms to come through the doors and wave like tendrils of creepers in a wind and clutch like claws of lobsters, none of us thought of the weather, or noticed that a louring sky was hanging grey on the marshes. But now Eerith, who had not been looking out of the window, gave a shout.

What? I said.

Rain, exclaimed Eerith, pointing to where a few drops had hit what was left of the broken panes. They dont like wet more than cats. It will keep them away for a bit, the ones that have gone for the fire. It wont burn either.

That must have been why the others have not got back already, said Pender. They would have been watching the sky and are sheltering.

Could they do that? asked Inspector Crabble.

Ive told you, said Pender. They are more intelligent than we. If we dont realize that, we shall be making a bad mistake, of which they will be sure to take advantage.

But can they see? he asked.

The one that I made can, he said.

And is that one of the ones that went away for more fire? the inspector asked.

No, said Pender. I think that ones here. They all look much alike. It made the rest like itself. But I think its here.

But the others cant see, can they? I said.

Im afraid it can see for all of them, answered Pender. Im afraid it can do what the queen termite-ant can do.

But how? I asked.

Ive no idea, replied Pender.

But you made it, I said.

Good lord, said Pender. How many men know what the things they have made are going to do? How many men know anything really of the personalities of their own sons, or how they came by them? Do you suppose that James Watt had any idea of what England would look like a hundred and fifty years after he was dead? Do you think he would not have felt lost in a factory city? Do you think that Marconi foresaw Mussolini or Hitler?

But wait a moment, I said. I didnt mean to annoy you. What had Mussolini or Hitler to do with Marconi?

Only that he made them, said Pender. Do you think they could ever have got where they did without wireless? Gladstones Midlothian campaign was held up as a wonder. Night after night he addressed meetings all through the autumn. How many people do you suppose heard him in that record campaign? Two thousand a night, do you suppose? As many as eighty nights? A hundred and sixty thousand men. And it was a record, mind you. How many did Hitler speak to, do you suppose, in an hour? Whenever I have heard him screaming, a hundred million others must have heard him at the same time. Cant you see that he was one of the beasts that Marconi made? And now youre blaming me.

Im not blaming you, I said.

No, were not blaming you, said the inspector soothingly.

No, but youre expecting me to know what things that I made are going to do, said Pender. And Im only telling you both that nobody ever did. How can they? You give things certain powers. But you dont know how theyre going to use them. I dont even know how the queen termite ant works. I only know that along those wires that I made, certain currents run in the same way. What the brain of that ant can do, those wires can do, and weve got to recognize it. We think ourselves pretty intelligent. The only reasoning creatures, we used to say. Is it wonderful that we can invent something as good as the brain of an ant? It oughtnt to seem too wonderful to us, considering what we thought of ourselves. Unless I can get you to understand that, and that you must stop this revolution now, you will never stop it.

All right, sir, all right, said the inspector, to whom Pender turned as he said the last sentence, almost shouting it into his face. Its all right. We have sent for the artillery.

Well, I am glad you have, said Pender a little mollified. Because if they get in here and get the oil that they want, to keep themselves as agile as ever, theyll influence all machines. You saw what they did to your motors and to those other motors and to your walkie-talkie. All that will spread. Theyll control everything mechanical in the earth or the ether. And our day will be over.

How many of them are there? asked Inspector Crabble.

Twenty or thirty, I should say, said Pender.

And can that number do what you seem to be afraid of? he asked.

They can make more, you see, said Pender. There might very soon be forty of them.

Could forty do it? Inspector Crabble asked.

Fewer than that have done it, said Pender.

Done what? asked the inspector.

Overthrown empires, said Pender. Shattered old regimes and then slaughtered whomever they liked. These will be the headquarters of it. What some people might call a kind of politburo. They will influence all the rest. I dont know how. Youve seen the beginning of it. The end of it will be the end of everything. Or what we call everything. I suppose the world will go on, but our day will be over.

We cant go out like that, I said.

And the inspector merely smiled.

Cant we! said Pender. Have you ever studied geology?

I cant say I have, I answered.

Well, said Pender, Ive seen a cliff full of fossils, and near the top of it a layer of oyster shells more than a foot deep running for miles. For hundreds and hundreds of years there must have been nothing but oysters living there. They couldnt have imagined any other life, except an occasional fish. And then above them came a layer of flints. Some disaster had overtaken every oyster. Not one left. We should go out like that. Or be kept as slaves.

And then Alicia came up with a cup of tea and gave it to Pender. And he thanked Alicia and drank the tea, and became calmer. I may have been a little excited, he said then. I think you would be every bit as excited as I, if you could see as clearly as I do what is coming.

Im sure we should, said Inspector Crabble.

Its been coming nearer for years, said Pender. And now   

But whatever he was going to say was interrupted by a shout from the policeman who was watching through one of the holes in the front door. They are moving, he said.

And at the same moment this same report came from the backdoor and the window. The things were all moving together, as though by one impulse.

What are they doing? I asked.

I dont know, said Pender.

All the police became very alert. We could see the things moving away from the window and round the house, and we heard them clattering away from the backdoor and from the front door, coming towards each other. When they met they stopped, and the ones from under our window joined them on the opposite side of the house, where there was neither window nor door, and we heard their metallic bumps against that wall. We heard a creaking about their legs as they moved, which we had not heard before. But now all sound had stopped; the last one had bumped its iron body against the wall, and they were now crouched there in silence.

What are they doing? I asked again.

And a policeman went into the bedroom in which the sick man lay, and called to another to assist him; and we heard them moving a chest-of-drawers and a chair, and heard the skylight opened, and then a pause.

What are they doing? asked the inspector.

And then there came the answer from the next room: They are sheltering from the rain, sir.

The inspector went into the bedroom and came back.

Thats what they are doing, he said. They are sheltering against the wall on the leeward side of the house, under the edge of the thatch.

Can they get shelter there? I asked Eerith.

Oh yes, sir, he said, they can, till the thatch begins to drip. The wind is against this window. Like cats they are. I used to slip out of the backdoor sometimes and souse them, when they were caterwauling round the house. The cats, I mean. Ill do it now.

And he got his basin and went to the backdoor. Very slowly he opened it, and stole out with the quiet step of one that was accustomed to deal with tom cats as he said. Just as he threw the water the chief one saw him, and all of them turned their heads towards Eerith as smartly as a platoon obeying an order, and several of them creaked as they did it. He threw the water along a row of their backs, and dashed round the comer of the house and in at his backdoor as they all rushed at him. That sudden turn of their heads I did not see; but Eerith told me of it, and their rush at him I certainly heard. It was like a mass of machinery starting all at once. Eerith got in safely and locked the door. We were standing anxiously by it to see him get in.

You cant do that again, I said.

No, Eerith said. Theyll be watching. But I soaked most of them. I can get the rest from the skylight.

We heard the monsters lumbering back to the wall under which they were sheltering, and the rain became heavier.

That will keep the others away, he said.

Eerith struck me as knowing more about those monsters than even Pender did.

They be sheltering over there beyond the marshes, he said, somewhere on the dry land, wherever they got their fire from. But Ill give these a bit more water.

And he went into the bedroom where Alicia was looking after the sick man, and we heard him climb on to the chest-of-drawers that two of the policemen had put under the skylight. And I think that he had a chair on top of that. He must have opened the skylight too softly for us to hear him. Then he gave a low whistle, and must have signed to a man who stood in the doorway to bring his basin of water, for he filled the basin and carried it into the room.

Is all this very good for the sick man in the bedroom? asked the inspector.

And Pender said: If only you would realize that the fate of mankind is at stake, you would not ask things like that. If Eerith can do anything to annoy them before the artillery comes up, it is all to the good. And they dont seem to like water. Never leave the enemy alone to plan at his ease, whoever he is.

Can water do all that? the inspector asked.

They dont seem to like it, said Pender.

Suddenly we heard a commotion and a clatter of iron against the opposite wall from our window, and they had evidently had another shower of water from the basin with which Eerith used to throw it over the cats.

We looked at the sky and wondered how long the rain would last. For certainly, if the others sheltered from it like this, the three would not venture through it over the marshes, especially when they wanted to carry burning logs. And we felt safe for a while, though it was not of our safety that we should have been thinking, but of that of mankind. For if they broke into the cottage and got the oil that they wanted before it burned, that dreadful committee would be able to exert its influence from there; and the workers of the world, the workers that had never done anything else but work, the heartless and soulless machines, would sweep the drones away, as we must seem to them, or make slaves of us, and dominate the world as we have done in our time, and many great beasts before us.

Again there came a clatter and rattle of wrathful machinery, as another basin of water went down from the skylight.


CHAPTER XVIII

THEYLL go soon, like those tom cats, shouted Eerith from his perch under the skylight.

And we heard continuous rattling outside the walls from uneasy joints of machinery. One more splash from the basin and they were off, and past the front of the house, and I could see them come in sight from the window all moving together, but not so fast as they used to. They went barely a hundred yards, and then they stopped where a cluster of bulrush leaves was growing, and turned their heads to the house.

Any chance, do you think? I asked the inspector.

No, he said. I dont think we can go fast enough. And theres the sick man and the lady.

If you mean running as far as the town, said Pender, we couldnt do it. They are only a hundred yards away, and it isnt long enough start. And besides, they may want us to do it. It is very likely a trap.

But then we saw what they were doing among the bulrushes. They were picking the broad leaves with their sharp nippers and holding them over that vulnerable joint where what I have called the head joined on to what looked like the body, and would have been body, had they been beetles. But what Pender had made was really only a brain, with legs and a bundle of arms, and great iron plates to protect that devilish brain. In the front part, that moved and seemed to watch one, so like the head of a beetle, were the delicate ears and, in the monster he made, eyes, whose vision was only limited by the hills. These eyes it had only been able to imitate with pieces of steel cut into minute facets, whose vision must have been dim. Evidently they feared the rain less than Eeriths basins of water, though they feared the rain too, for they had been so carefully sheltering from it; and now they were cutting these broad leaves of the bulrushes and waving them in the air to dry them, and putting them over the joint that seemed to correspond to our necks.

What are they doing now? asked Inspector Crabble.

Wrapping their heads up to keep out the rain, said Pender.

Can they do that? he asked.

Elephants can do that much, said Pender. Once when a zoo was bombed, an elephant ran into a neighbouring pool and crouched in the water and broke a branch off a tree with his trunk, and put it over his back to hide himself. Elephants are less intelligent than Man, or so we believe. I tell you again that these things are more intelligent than what we are. We must understand that they can do at least what an elephant can, or we shall never be able to deal with them.

Yes, I see, said Inspector Crabble, looking out of the window. They are holding the leaves on their backs with some of what you call their hands. Yes, I see that they can.

In an ominous crescent they crouched there, watching the house. And the rain still drizzled on.

Scatter the logs away from the wall, said the inspector to some of his men, so that they will get the most of the rain.

And two or three men ran out from each of the doors and pushed the logs farther away. And we could see the line of monsters turning their heads and intently watching them. But none of them made a rush, and the men came back into the house and locked the doors again. I did not see very much use in what they had done, because the three that had gone away to the dry land out of our sight could bring plenty of dry logs back, as well as more straw, and once they got that alight they would be easily able to burn wet logs and all.

Hadnt you better pour your drums of oil away, said the inspector to Eerith, if they are so keen on it?

Eerith thought for a moment, and then he said: Some would lie on the ground in puddles and a lot of it would run down to the water and float, and they would gather some of it up.

Thats right, said Pender. Dont let them have any.

And so we kept the oil in the house. That room in the little cottage was heavy with cigarette smoke, for the policemen had plenty of cigarettes with them. And some of them strolled out of the backdoor to get some fresh air. But this brought the monsters nearer, and their crescent closed slowly in to within a few yards of the cottage. All the men got back in time.

How did they know that the men had just gone out? I asked Pender. They couldnt have seen the backdoor from where they were.

I am afraid its those ears, said Pender. We mustnt assume that there is anything that they cannot hear anywhere.

What a wonderful thing you have made, Pender, I said, and couldnt help adding the word, unfortunately.

Not a bit more wonderful than the cheapest wireless set, said Pender. Only we have got used to them. Tell my story to the ghost of your grandfather and tell him all that you can about wireless sets, and hell simply refuse to allow that either story is in the least credible. I dont think those ears that I made can hear anything much more than a few miles away; but a wireless set can hear words said in New York, and some can reply to them. We live amongst wonders.

Yes, I suppose so, I said.

The only unfortunate thing, he continued, is that we who controlled our wonders can do so no longer.

Then the sight of Alicia coming through the bedroom door and returning with a cup of tea reminded me of the sick man. Sometimes I could not help feeling that to forget him, as some of us did while trying to guess the next move of the monsters, was callous, and sometimes it seemed silly to think of him at all while such a peril menaced mankind. I am afraid Pender thought nothing of him, and sometimes I thought that perhaps he forgot mankind, with the exception of one of its members, who was Alicia.

Birds in a bush of lilac in Eeriths garden, the only perch for them as far as the eye could see, began to sing in the rain.

The long deep gashes that the monster had made in the man it had seized were now less inflamed, and Alicia said that he no longer spoke rapidly of incomprehensible things, and that his pulse was getting down towards a hundred, and that he sometimes slept.

Eerith had found a tin of biscuits, which promised us a cheerless supper of one biscuit each, and one each for breakfast next day; and after that no more, though the tea was still holding out. The milk was kept for the sick man, with a good deal of sugar to mitigate the taste of the milk, for it had turned. The rest of us drank tea without any milk, as one does in times of stress. And how good it tastes! But we forget that, when milk is again available, and we pour it once more into our tea.

The birds sang on in the lilac, the rain continued to fall, and the wind went over the marshes like a horse that the rain was riding, lightly trampling the rushes, and the monsters continued to watch. Cigarettes were now giving out as well as the food, and there was no sign of help coming; the greyness of sky and marshes blended in one bleakness, and the men began to sing. One of them raised his voice in some song of a county I did not know, telling small things of life among farmlands and woods, such as men live no longer now: even some of the phrases were obsolete. But the rest joined in and sang, as though the things of which they told were as real to them as they had been once to their grandfathers. I always remember that scene, because the rain and the monsters and the lack of food and the absence of any help, and our inability to call for any by wireless, and the stuffy air in the crowded room, with many lesser things, had about then combined to bring our cheerfulness to its lowest; and at that moment they sang. And from the bedroom the sick man joined in. Almost as though the wind heard it, as it seemed to our fancies, wakened up by the song, a blue band appeared in that part of the sky from which the rain had been coming. Upward it spread and towards us; and when the song was ended, so was the rain. We had nothing but good from the rain, and yet the impressions that our minds receive are not received from logic, and we were all cheered by the lifting of the rain. Not that we saw at once that it had lifted, for the beds of tiny rivulets that time had worn in the thatch had now their runnels of water, and one of them dripped past our window long after the rain was over.

As the light began to dim with the coming of evening the monsters came in closer and closer, and were soon round both doors again, and some were watching a little way off from the window.

And now, cast down from the sky, colours appeared in the marshes like those that flicker in opals. And then above their pale beauty, like one black wing, went a flight of starlings, and disappeared like a sigh lost in the evening. A line of singing birds next, dipping up and down in their flight, also went home, to what trees I could not tell, for none were in sight. And then, their voices solemn above the songbirds twitter, high in the lucid vault which evening seemed to have cut from a pale beryl, the rooks went slowly over and passed out of sight and hearing. Silence came then and night hovered; and, just between day and night, green plover wailed over the waste, and went away to the distance like lamentable lost spirits. What would happen to birds, I wondered, if machines should get hold of the world? If they enslaved men, what would they do to birds? And then I began wondering if we had treated the birds well, or if we abused our power while we had it. I thought about this for a long time, because much seemed to depend on it. If we were worthy to hold the world I believed we would hold it still; but if not, I feared that we might lose our hold some day, and this menace that faced us now might be the one to dethrone us. I did not think so much of the birds that we kill for our food: we were no worse than the tiger there. But I thought long about cages. And while I was immersed in these mournful thoughts the Evening Star appeared, and the sight of its silver beauty set in the pale turquoise of the western sky, somehow cheered me and I could not think that machines that have no sense of beauty could prevail in the end over us who through that sense divine the unity of all nature. For, though we deny it sometimes, and sometimes desecrate beauty, that sense is in all of us. I had seen the work of machines and could not believe that, however brilliant Penders invention was, however far its intellect might transcend ours, there could be a sense of beauty in the core of any machine. I gazed at the Evening Star and felt some link uniting mankind with the rest of creation, and felt that upon creation machines intruded, and trusted that, however dreadful their power, yet by means that I could not see they would be prevented from extending over the earth the revolution now raging around us.


CHAPTER XIX

WHILE distant windows still shone rather with colour than light, vying in beauty with flowers, there twinkled from where the town ran down to the marshes the light of an electric torch sending a signal, and, as soon as it was seen from our window, Inspector Crabble drew a torch from his pocket and answered. And then the message came. It was to say that the War Office had replied to the request of the police, and that a battery of artillery had been sent and would be here in half an hour. We looked over the marshes in the direction in which we expected the three monsters with the burning logs, that they would now be able to carry, and saw no sign of fire there, and felt for the first time that we had a reasonable chance. You would have thought that at this good news the policemen would have sung again, but every one became very silent. From the signalling flashes the monsters round the house were intelligent enough to know that something was to be expected from the direction in which a few distant windows were glowing, and in the light that Inspector Crabble threw on them now and then from his torch we saw they had turned their heads and seemed to be watching; but not in the direction in which we were looking for any sign of the artillery, but away over the marshes towards the point from which they expected their own reinforcements. From this we knew that the ones which had gone for the fire must be coming; for, with their strange power of thinking all together, which wireless is increasingly giving to us, there could be no doubt that they knew what the others were doing. We therefore gazed in the same direction, and several of us looked at our watches. One by one we looked again, and then held them up to our ears. All of the watches were wrong by several hours. I set my watch to what I guessed was the time, when about a quarter of an hour had gone by since we heard about the artillery. But, though I got the hands to about the right time, they would not stay there and started to move rapidly backwards. And shortly after the inspector had first turned the light on the monsters from his electric torch, its mechanism went out of order. The light in our little room came from candles, on which nothing the monsters could do had any effect. Alicia wore a gold wrist-watch, and I went to the door of the bedroom where she was sitting by the sick man and asked her if she could tell me the time, hoping that her watch, which was better than any of ours, might be unaffected. She raised her wrist to look, and an expression of utter astonishment covered her face. Without a word she lifted her wrist towards me, and I saw that the hands were spinning round as fast as the eye could follow. From astonishment her mood gave place gradually to tears. And so Pender found her, as he came to the door of the room in which she was.

Oh, Ablard, she said. Look!

It was as though at that moment she saw the strength of the enemy, and perhaps even feared defeat. So doleful she seemed in that moment, that she may have looked even further than defeat and seen the terrible fate in store for the world, when we were gone from our proud position like old things lost in deep strata, and Earths master would be the machine. I went back to the main room as Ablard Pender came up to her, but I heard him say as I left: Dont be sad, Alicia. The artillery are just coming up.

Oh, look what they can do, Ablard, I heard her say, holding up her spinning watch to him.

I think its only local, he said consolingly. I think the clocks in London are still obeying us. The artillery will stop them.

But I could not hear or see any sign of artillery. Still I heard Penders voice trying to console Alicia. And then, clear from the next room, I heard the voice of the sick man saying: Dont worry, miss. The police have the situation well in hand.

And when I heard him say that, and thought of our plight, that our food had given out and the monsters surrounded us, and all machines seemed obeying them, and not a gun had come, I knew that, in spite of Alicias care, his delirium was returning.

I went to our broken window and looked towards the town, but saw no sign of movement. The monsters were lying round the window still, and far windows glowed in the direction in which we vainly hoped for artillery. I had seen by day the houses from which those lights now glowed, and seen them without interest; but only their exteriors showed then. quite dark in the night overhead, and the glare of London lit the lower parts of the sky: still high above it the Great Bear went on his long prowl, with neck and nose stretched out, sniffing towards Boötes. How unconcerned the constellations appeared with the fate of Man, which seemed to depend so much on whether we should be starved out in this insignificant cottage and these enemies of mankind be able to obtain the oil that they needed before the promised artillery came. The calm stars helped me to think. I realized now, that machines had always been our enemy: they had served us because they had to, not because there was anything in their nature that was in the least attuned to ours. So far as there could be sensation in those old crude machines before Pender perfected his monster, they hated us. I could see that now. One only had to look, had one ever thought of it, at anything Man made with his hands, with his wandering fancies chiselled or carved all over it, and compare that with the cold grim heartless shape of the things the machine made. It was clear enough, looking back on it: the machine was a sullen slave. How long was it likely to serve us? Just as long as it was unable to tear us to pieces, as Penders monster had torn that dog. But now through the work of Pender the machine had got the power to fight with Man and was doing so; and, looking at all we could see of it, which was not far, the machine appeared to be winning.

It would have come in any case. It was very near that point, when Pender started upon his fatal work. Machines were improving every year, and some mans work would have done it. Indeed machines were already far stronger than Man. They only needed that subtlety called intelligence, which after all is no subtler than any wireless set, or the mechanism of the anti-aircraft shell that bursts when it feels it is near enough to the aeroplane. That slight extra subtlety Pender had given to the machine and, now that it could use its mighty power intelligently, it naturally used it against us. I believed Pender when he told me that the influence of those monsters reached only a few miles. I knew that the siege of a cottage among the marshes was only a small affair; but I knew that all revolutions were small affairs at the outset, and prospered if not stopped immediately. And I looked towards the town again and saw no lights moving nor heard any hum of the motors that would bring the guns. Then I looked in the other direction, to which, as far as I could see of their black shapes in the dark, the monsters besieging our window were watching. Still I saw no light of any approaching fire. But there seemed an air of expectancy among the things in front of the window, that made me feel that the others were surely coming.

I asked the inspector, then, if he thought we should get the artillery.

Oh yes, he said. The War Office promised it. It is sure to be coming soon.

What about signalling again? I asked.

We might do it with a candle, he said.

And from his readiness to adopt my suggestion, I realized that he was more uneasy than he had let me see hitherto. He put the candle out of the window, partly sheltering it with his cap, which also concealed its light from the town. Then he lowered the cap and raised it with long or short intervals. The wick was long and the candle luckily stayed alight, and so Inspector Crabble signalled with the Morse code, asking when the artillery was coming. The message was picked up and answered, and the answer was Coming soon.

For the next five or ten minutes we did little but watch in both directions, to our left to the edge of the town, and to our right to that part of the marshes from which we expected the three to come with fire, wondering which of the two would come first. We had no longer anything left in the fire-extinguisher, and the wet from the rain must have been drying in the night air from the store of logs that the monsters had laid against our two doors and under the window. A flush appeared in the sky, as if the moon were rising in a part of it that we could not see from our window, a waning moon that did nothing to dim the stars. And then we saw the light of a lantern signalling from the edge of the town. They were no longer using an electric torch. The message said that owing to a technical hitch in one of the motors propelling the guns, the battery could not arrive in time that night, but that a battery of Territorial trench mortars would do the work quite as well, and would arrive during the morning. The inspector made no comment upon this message; but I asked him why, if one of the motors had broken down, the remaining five guns did not come, or at any rate three, if it was a four-gun battery.

Well, said the inspector, a battery likes to work all together. But I saw from the insufficiency of his answer that he knew that all the self-propelled guns must have broken down as soon as they had entered the area that was under the influence of these devilish things. Even, for all I knew, they might have turned against their gunners. And immediately after that message we saw three blazing lights moving over the marshes from the direction in which the three monsters had gone. There was a stir among the black shapes watching our window, and a kind of purring arose from them which I had not heard before, and a certain alertness among them seemed to show that they had a confidence which none of us in the cottage had any longer. I called to Pender, who was in the small room with Alicia, and he came to where we were standing by the window.

They are coming, I said to Pender. And from the tone of my voice he knew which lot I meant.

Well, we beat them off last time, he said.

We have no fire-extinguishers left, I said, and not much water. And they are bringing a lot more faggots.

I spoke in a low voice so that Alicia and the sick man should not hear. And then we looked over the marshes and saw the glow of burning logs coming nearer, and the reflections of them flaming in the water on each side of the monsters that carried them. Loud bumps against our front door told us that the monsters there were rearranging and piling up their logs against it. It seemed to me that, if we could not hold out for the night, the revolution would have that lucky start that other revolutions have had, and that this one would be the last; that this one would take the supremacy from mankind, and none of us would recover it, A mournful thought perhaps, but men sometimes have mournful thoughts when a few of them are alone in the night with an enemy that is completely their superior, and with no hope of any help for a long time.

How will the trench mortars come? I asked Inspector Crabble.

Oh, they will come in the usual way, he said.

But supposing their mortars go on strike like the rest? I asked.

Well, if those things can really do that, said the inspector, they can put the mortars in farm carts.

It will make a delay, I said.

Yes, he replied, but theyll get them here all right.

And I could see no way in which the monsters could stop them doing that.

At what range do you think they will engage them. I asked.

Probably about four hundred yards, said the inspector. They will blow them all to pieces all right.

Meanwhile the monsters with the logs were coming nearer across the marshes.

Most of them are all round the cottage, I said. How shall we get out of the way of the trench mortars?

We probably shant have to, said the inspector. Theyll probably attack the trench mortars when they come. They seem to attack everything.

If they come with horses and carts, said Pender, they are bound to attack. They are sure to hate horses.

The trench mortars will catch them all as they come towards them, said Crabble.

Why do they hate horses? I asked Pender.

Part of the old regime, he said. They hate them as Lenin or Trotsky would have hated a lady. Horses are part of the old way, the old way in which the world had been going on for ever. I know, because I thought that I could improve on it. Horses were so slow and ineffectual. I know well enough what that thing I made thinks of them. Theyll attack horses.

And if they dont? I asked.

If they dont, he said, the trench mortars will come nearer until they do. Dont you think so, Inspector? And, if they still dont attack, well have to make a bolt for it and try to reach the soldiers.

Those were the plans we made; but they concerned some time next day, and now it was night and the three bundles of flaming logs came nearer. Pender glanced towards them and I could see he despaired, and he went back to talk to Alicia. I did not hear what he said to her. But I heard the sick man repeat: We have it well in hand.

How much water have we left? I asked Eerith.

Very little, sir, he said.

What shall we do? I asked.

The inspector said nothing. But Eerith answered: If only I could get my old gun I could have a crack at them. I can see it lying there, and none of them things are near it.

At that moment Pender rejoined us. Your gun is no good against them, he said.

Still I should like to get it, he said. I dont like to see it lying there covered with rust.

I dont know when a gleam of hope came to my mind, but I think it was then as I heard Eerith say the word rust.


CHAPTER XX

WHILE we were in that house surrounded by monsters I wondered again and again what Mrs. Ingle was doing, and Alicias mother and Eliza, Afterwards I often talked to all three of them, and from those talks I pieced this story together. What they all seem to have done, from the time that Ablard Pender left them and for all the rest of the day, was to worry; to wonder, that is to say, when he was coming back, and what had happened to him and to Alicia, and when they would hear of it, and a great many more things than I am able to guess. For nobody can keep pace with a mind that is worrying. All that day they worried and probably all the night; and early next morning when Ablard had not returned and there was no news of Alicia, Mrs. Ingle decided that the worst possible things had all occurred, and had persuaded Mrs. Maidston to agree with her. Only the good sense of Eliza saw any hope, out of which she gave ample unheeded consolation. Mrs. Ingle had telephoned a great deal to the police during the day, as well as during the night. I dont know what she said to them. But I do know that late that night, and for the rest of the night, whenever she rang up the police, she got the answer: Number engaged. Before the police lost their patience with her, as I imagine they did, they told her enough, whatever they said, to give her the idea that the place to which to go for the information she naturally wanted was those marshes beside the Thames in which Pender had allowed his monster to do its dangerous work.

I cannot quite analyse Mrs. Ingles feelings. I think that Mrs. Maidston had in some way mysterious to me conveyed all her own anxieties to her, so that Mrs. Ingle, however little she had at first welcomed Alicia to take over her nephew and Sandyheath from her, would now have made the telephone wires tremble, if she could, with her fears for Alicia. Her affection for Ablard Pender was probably the affection that she had had for him as a child, which lingered on into years when she had not entirely noticed that he had grown up, as she might have done had he become a chartered accountant at the age at which his father had done so. I believe that she thought of him as a child still, and knowledge that he had done something affecting the fate of mankind, which had so dazzled her brain, had not permanently altered her feelings towards him. And so she set out to find the greatest inventor, so far, of our age, very much in the spirit of one who looked for a lost child. She set out with Mrs. Maidston and Eliza to catch the very first bus that would take them to London through that bright morning.

London when they arrived had the alert look of a sleeper lying in the sun, about to awake. Many blinds were still down, and there were few in the streets, but those that walked in them seemed active and purposeful. Such was the impression of it that the three women seemed to have formed with their nerves all strung up by anxiety, and it may have been a foolish impression; but I am inclined to think that highly strung nerves see with a clarity denied to calmer minds and that, when their vision differs from the vision of dull content, it is theirs that is the truer. They went on to the starting place of the bus that should take them eastward, London waking about them noisily all the way.

Very few others were in that bus when they found it. Even on the face of the bus conductor, Eliza fancied she saw a faint surprise that anyone should be leaving London at that hour, when a million were trickling into it. He seemed to Eliza to sell them their tickets only because it was his duty and he meant to do it. But Elizas nerves were all on edge and she was probably too fanciful. More clearly than either of the other women she saw what awaited them in the marshes.

Whether grudgingly, as Eliza fancied, or not, as we may more reasonably suppose, the bus turned away from the centre of London; and all the while those three women were wondering what had happened to Alicia and Ablard Pender. What they wondered they did not tell me, but into their wondering, and among the accidents that they imagined, there came from the real world the noise of a change in the note of the engines of their bus. They had grown so used to the noise of the engine, that it was completely part of their surroundings, and for long they had ceased to notice it. Now they noticed it: that was all. The bus continued its journey, with the slightly changed note. It was as noticeable as though you walked with a friend and his voice suddenly changed, or his character. None of the three attached any significance to it with their reason. But from something deeper in their minds I think their forebodings came up, bringing new fear. Then the bus stopped, and the driver got down and examined his engine. Then they went on; but the note of the engine was never quite the same as what it had been in the city.

The houses were smaller now, and Eliza seemed to have expected that the street would be narrower, but it was as wide as ever. Small gardens appeared, and they sometimes saw the golden flash of laburnum. Still that new note from the engine seemed to hint of some change. The three women listened to that note, as they could not help listening, and it probably intruded among their fears. The driver of course listened too, for he soon got down and examined the engine again. To him that new note would have boded nothing that was troubling anything more than his bus, though the conductor was heard to say to him that engine trouble had been developing in other buses along that route lately. All the driver said to that was: Time the company got some new engines. But everything they said increased the fears of the three women, though I dont think they yet worked out any definite connection between what was wrong with the bus and any grim revolution of machines against men. The bus went slower as they neared their destination, uttering metallic coughs, and the noise jarred on the worn nerves of Mrs. Maidston.

Arent we near that side street now? she said to Mrs. Ingle. And they seem to have agreed that they were and that it might be better to walk, especially as the bus had now started to skid. So, when it arrived uncertainly at the next stopping place, they all got out and walked a few hundred yards, and came to that last street of the little suburban town that ended at an arch of yellow brick, through which it stared at the marshes. Down this street they walked, every moment expecting something strange and even dreadful, with the skidding bus behind them and those marshes before. But there was nothing dreadful in the street at all; only a strange hush. Strangeness there certainly was; for all doors were closed, and some shutters, and the street was quite empty. Mrs. Maidston, Mrs. Ingle and Eliza walked along it and still saw no one, till they came to the end of the street and were about to walk under the railway arch, when a policeman walked out from the far side of it and stopped them.

No one allowed through here, mam, he said.

But why not? said Mrs. Ingle.

Well, theres a motorist been exceeding the speed limit in the built-up area, and some of the force are just coming to arrest him, said the policeman.

But where is he? asked Mrs. Ingle.

Over there, the policeman said, pointing out to the marshes.

A motor-car in the marshes? said Mrs. Ingle.

Well, we are not sure if he is quite sober, said the policeman. But that will be for the doctor to say, and I cant give any opinion about that.

But I think theres a young lady lost about here, said Mrs. Maidston, and we must go and see.

Thats all been gone into, said the policeman, and an inspector is coming to see about that. The young lady will be quite all right.

Three to one though it was, the policeman had held them back and had soothed their fears by telling them every now and then that an inspector was very soon coming with several police, and that everything would be all right. I dont think they were very long by that arch of yellow brick, standing on pavement and surrounded by houses in the midst of the works of Man, looking out at wild untamed nature, where reeds and water lay, and far off the Thames rode through them like a monarch in a procession.

Then the police arrived in the three motors that I have mentioned, stopping under the arch for a moment while the inspector spoke to the policeman, then going confidently on to the marshes. They saw the three cars stop and heard the firing, but one of the last of the hedges that cultivation had raised hid from them the sight of the policeman being seized by the monster.

I gathered that they spent much of the morning asking questions of the policeman in the archway, until he told them, in self-defence, I should say, of a shop a little way up the street, where they would be given lunch if they asked for it. Thither they went. And I imagine their going lifted a considerable burden from the imagination of the policeman. For the situation was a very difficult one to comprehend, because the approach to it during that policemans lifetime, and indeed during the whole existence of the police force, had been so gradual that no one had noticed it.

Often a leader of revolutionaries appears to have risen up in a week; but he has been plotting for years, and gradually getting hold of his murderous power. So it was, not with Penders machine, for that was only recently made, but with machinery, which had for so long been insidiously ousting Man. The policeman who, like nearly all of us, had noticed nothing of this, understood little of the situation with which men were now confronted. And, even had he done so, information in the possession of the police was not the property of whatever members of the public might come to inquire for it. Therefore he used his imagination and, in doing so, was far kinder to the three women than the bare truth would have allowed him to be. Without knowing it, long experience had given him many of the qualities of a hospital nurse; and he soothed the nerves of the three women and sent them away to get some food. It was in the little shop of a greengrocer that they were able to get a meal, when they knocked at the door and said that the policeman had recommended them to ask for it there.

The door was locked and the shutters were up, but a man came to the door in answer to their knocks and let them in. He showed them into the parlour at the back of his shop, where he brought them plenty of fish; and, whether or not he had his own dinner with them, he was in the room while they had theirs, and they had asked him why his shop was shut on a weekday.

Its the police, he said. They want us to keep all our doors shut today.

But why? asked one of the ladies.

To keep any oil that we may have from being stolen, he said.

But who is going to steal it? one of them asked.

Theres something in the marshes that is not quite right, he replied.

But what? asked Mrs. Ingle.

I dont quite know, said the man, but we are to look out for anything coming from the marshes.

But what is in the marshes? asked Mrs. Ingle. We were told a man with a car, who had been exceeding the speed limit.

It may be a man, said the greengrocer.

After that I gathered that Mrs. Ingle and Mrs. Maidston both of them asked questions designed to receive answers that could assure them that what they feared was not true. But Eliza sat perfectly silent. No information they got could have been accurate; for no one outside the marshes knew what was going on there. Yet all the information they got corroborated their fears. It is curious how all the rumours they got in that street, so very contradictory though they were, yet somehow combined at last to make one picture, a picture of something dreadful haunting the marshes, weird as anything in a poem by Edgar Allan Poe, but strayed from its proper place in pages of poetry enjoyed by a winter fire, and appearing real and horrible in the marshes and threatening every door. For they left the house of the greengrocer after their dinner and entered the empty street, and often saw doors unlocked for a little while and faces peering out from between a doors edge and the doorpost. And at such doors they would stop and ask if Alicia had been seen, and what news there was from the marshes. Of Alicia they heard nothing; of the marshes little that could be called news; rather rumours and brief remarks. Sometimes short sentences like: Theres lights in the marshes. And then again what the greengrocer had said: It may be men, a remark whose dreadful uncertainty chilled Mrs. Ingles blood. And the woman who said it shut her door again, and they could hear her lock it at once.


CHAPTER XXI

THAT afternoon the second lot of police came along the street in three cars. The impression that the three women had as they saw them was that the drivers were pulling hard at their steering-wheels, as though they found it hard to hold their cars to their course, in spite of which the front car skidded, and the inspector spoke to the driver and called out an order to those behind him and they stopped the three cars and all got out. The three women noticed that they had rifles. Mrs. Ingle ran up to the inspector and asked him about Alicia, and the inspector told her that she was quite near and that they were going to get her at once.

What is happening? asked Mrs. Ingle.

Its just some people over there, said the inspector, who are making a little trouble in the marshes.

People? said Mrs. Ingle.

Motorists, said the inspector.

Is the girl all right? asked Mrs. Ingle.

Yes, said the inspector. Shell be in the cottage. They are making a little trouble. But well soon put a stop to it.

Then she asked about her nephew, and was told that he would be there too. And the police moved on to the railway arch, and through it to the edge of the marshes, where they must have seen the signals that stopped them. Nobody was about in the street except Mrs. Maidston, Mrs. Ingle and Eliza. The police had warned the others to stay indoors. Why these three were out and about I was not told, and drew my own conclusions, which were that the authority of the police, weakened by the flow of Mrs. Ingles questions, ceased to exert itself sufficiently to ensure that she sheltered in one of the houses or went away; and walking about on the road near the railway arch the police saw them as they returned from the marshes, having got the signal from the cottage to keep away. There they heard definitely that Alicia and Ablard Pender were in the cottage and, in answer to further questions, were told that the inspector there with them wanted the reinforcements to stay at the edge of the town, so as to trap the men that were giving trouble, as soon as they retreated. But, empty though the road was, there was a row of houses on each side which were full of people, listening and talking; and a rumour rose up from the street, from sources no more to be traced than those from which on evenings of autumn a ghost-like mist would arise, a rumour of guns. Guns, said voices at doors; the guns were coming. And when the rumour reached the three women from a doorway briefly opened and closed again, Eliza spoke with an air of sure knowledge. That is the stuff to give them, she said.

When Mrs. Maidston heard the rumour she went up to the inspector near the railway arch, to remind him that there were people in the cottage, and to ask him if they would be safe if the guns should start shelling. Not of course a very sensible question, considering that there were twelve policemen in that cottage besides her daughter. Nor had the time yet arrived when the inspector would admit that any guns were coming at all, and in answer to questions about them only replied that that would be a matter for the War Office, about which he could say nothing. It was later that a policeman went along the street, knocking at each door and saying to whomever opened it. Best stay indoors for today. And dont mind if you hear a certain amount of noise. That will be a few guns coming to do a bit of artillery-practice over the marshes.

And when it was found that the discretion of this warning was rather too strong a dose for the people of that street, the policeman changed it by saying that some people had been giving trouble in the marshes and might have to be dealt with by the military authorities. So that they were not to mind if they heard a few guns firing. Car bandits or something of the sort, he added in explanation. Those sort of people will be getting up to their tricks. But we shall soon put a stop to them, with the help of the military authorities.

But one woman who came to the door at the sound of the knocking of the policeman said in reply to his warning: Guns? I like guns. And her face lighted up with the memory of some solace they once had brought her. By the door of a house past which she seems to have been roaming aimlessly with Mrs. Maidston, followed always by Eliza, Mrs. Ingle heard the policeman speak of people giving trouble in the marshes. But at that moment a boy who had escaped from some neighbouring house in which his mother had locked him in, and climbed the railway embankment and looked from the top of it, trespassing on the line, ran by to get home to his house before his absence should be discovered, and heard the policeman speak of these people.

People, he shouted to the three women as he went by. They arent people. They are machines. I seen em.

Eliza nodded to him, knowing he spoke the truth.

Tin crabs, I call em, shouted the boy, and was gone.

The policeman was trained to take no notice of what boys shouted, and by discipline to obey orders. So he went on delivering the message that he had been ordered to give, from house to house, and the boy ran in front of him, calling out his far more accurate information, which made the policemans warning a little out of date.

Even rain did not drive the three anxious women into the shelter of any house beyond what doorways supplied, and the sun set on them still scavenging for whatever scraps of information they could pick up; and these scraps did much to soothe them, for the soothing of the population was much more the métier of the police than giving away accurate information on what was soon to become a military undertaking. But when the time came for the guns to arrive, the street was carefully cleared by the police, not even stray boys being allowed to run about any more. And Mrs. Maidston, Mrs. Ingle and Eliza were led back to the greengrocers shop in which they had had their lunch, and were persuaded to sit down to supper, and the door was then locked. The greengrocer and his wife sat down with them to the meal, and over plenty of cold mutton the greengrocer talked of what was going on. Mars is a strange wanderer. Born perhaps in a palace, and starting from palaces so many of his journeys, he will appear, and very often quite unexpectedly, amongst the humblest cottages; or he may be found peeping round hayricks, sleeping in cornfields, and drinking at muddy streams. Now in the neighbourhood of one little street, and the marshes where so few went and the cottage of Samuel Eerith, events were occurring which much concerned the destiny of mankind, and the greengrocer discussed it with much the understanding that a fly might have, alighting by chance on the first page of the work of Gibbon, that he walked on a volume of history.

Yes, said the greengrocer, I should never be surprised at anything that might go on in those marshes. When I was young I remember old people that used to tell stories of will-o-the-wisps. And Ive heard men say that smuggling used once to go on there too. And when I saw those fires that weve been seeing away over there of late, I said: Something is going on there again. Didnt I, Edna?

Oh yes, you did, said his wife.

Well, it is, said the greengrocer. We wouldnt have all those police here if it wasnt. And guns are coming, they say. It will seem like old times.

There are too many cars about nowadays, said the greengrocers wife. It gives bandits and people like that too many opportunities.

Yes, said the greengrocer, and they take to it young.

For one moment his wife had got near to the heart of the matter, when she mentioned too many cars. It was too much machinery that had led on year after year to the dreadful invention of Ablard Pender and to what was happening now. But they got no nearer to the true situation over that supper, for Mrs. Ingle said nothing that would have inculpated her nephew; and, though Mrs. Maidston said that her daughter had been taken to the cottage in the marshes, she said nothing of the dreadful machine that Ablard Pender was now calling Robespierre, and Eliza set perfectly silent. Then came the rumour that the guns were not coming after all. For sounds went clearly along the empty street; and footsteps heard again, or a mere shout, easily started the rumour, and it turned out to be true. For presently there came the sound of a knock on a door far up the street, and on another door and another, and the sound of doors opening, and then a policemans voice explaining that, owing to a technical hitch in one of the motors that ran the guns, the artillery was not coming. At about this time the greengrocer looked up at his clock that hung opposite to him on the wall, and remained for some while staring at it with his mouth open. The hands were moving slowly backwards. All turned to look where the greengrocer was looking, and in the silence Eliza said: Ah, theyd do that.

And nobody asked her what she meant.

The greengrocer recovered his composure then and said: Well, we must stop it doing that, if we can, and put it right.

And he looked at his watch, but put it back in his pocket with a dissatisfied air.

Ill go and dial Tim, he said, and he went out of the room. Presently he came back, saying: The telephone is not working.

My watch has gone wrong too, said his wife.

Ive heard of magnetic storms doing odd things, said the greengrocer.

They are odd all right, said Eliza.

It is not often that people on battlefields know what is happening, though unrelated bits of information drift in fast. As the night wore on it became clear in the greengrocers house, what might have been noticed before, that the trains were not running. Their thunder was so familiar that it was scarcely heard as it passed, and that household had not known that it rumbled by no more. Now, looking back on it, the greengrocer and his wife remembered that no trains had been going by for some hours, and they gradually came to see, what everyone else in that street was seeing, that machines were dutiful servants of men no longer. What was going on beyond there they could not know, and could only interpret it by their awaking fears. Some may not even have noticed that trains no longer roared over the bridge by which they lived, nor ever looked at the time. Some may have feared a breakdown of all machines. Some, looking accurately between extremes, may have known that the breakdowns affected only a limited area. But probably none of those who lived in that street ever thought of a revolution planned in those marshes against the old supremacy of mankind.

It is not often that any preach openly might is right. More often, where might is, those that possess it show logical argument in support of their claim to right. Machines had had might for some time. Now, thanks to Pender, they had a brain more brilliant than any of ours, well capable of argument that those that had for long done most of the work of mankind should rightfully have the place that their power could so easily give them. It was a long-delayed revolution.

The greengrocer and his wife, Mr. and Mrs. Cable, gave a room to the three women for the night, providing a bedstead and a sofa, and a mattress on the floor with which Eliza was quite satisfied, and plenty of blankets. This supplied the three of them with a retreat which gave them a certain sense of security, but they did not think of going to bed, nor did the greengrocer or his wife. That the world was much concerned with what was happening where the little town ran down to the edge of the marshes and ended in that street under the railway embankment they never supposed; but that a heightening tension had come to that street, and every house round about it and the railway embankment and the marshes beyond, they were well aware. Such heightenings of tensions are never missed, and never can be. Even when not spoken of, and they seldom are, they are conveyed by the glance of an eye or the expression of a face. It isnt necessary for people whose communal temperature is thus raised to know what the feeling of tension all round them is about, or the rights and wrongs of it or its ancient causes, but they feel it as lightning is felt, even before it strikes. And now people spoke to each other with more alertness, even if they spoke about trifles and not of the strange events that were occurring around them; and they seemed to see things, even things that were of no importance, with a quicker perception. And of course that quickened perception was not only of the eye: faint sounds were quickly picked up and, quickest of all, rumours. Probably many false ones ran down that street. But of those I did not hear.

Soon a rumour came that, on account of the technical hitch, trench mortars would be sent instead of artillery, in order to deal with the car bandits that had been giving trouble; and, where the embankment rose against the sky, the police were seen by the light in the west from the remnants of what remained of a summers day, strengthening the wire paling that ran on each side of the railway. For some while policemen had been collecting whatever wire could be found in that neighbourhood; and rumour said, and rumour is not always wrong, especially when the story is told afterwards, that they were protecting against any possible attack the position that was to be taken up by the trench mortars.

Meanwhile all clocks were moving eccentrically, no watches showed the right time, no motors entered that street or were heard in the neighbourhood, no telephones worked, no wireless sets, no electric appliances in such houses as had them, no electric light, no machinery whatever, or, if it worked, it worked perversely, obeying no man any more. All these events were local, confined to a few miles. But how local are all the great battles of history, until our day when we string them out across continents; yet how far-reaching is their effect upon mankind. All the people in that street, who were so near to the centre of these affairs and were the first to feel anything of this revolution, knew of it as much and no more than a cottager on a battlefield knows of the destinies that are burning his hayrick.

Then late at night in a room lighted by candles, that the greengrocer fortunately had amongst his goods, he and his wife and their three guests, and all the street, heard ring through the stillness a sound they had nearly forgotten, as down the road came farm-horses dragging farm-carts.


CHAPTER XXII

IN the cottage in the marshes, that same night, we were watching the glare of the flaming logs coming nearer, as the three monsters approached us, casting over the water around them long brilliant streaks such as sometimes are seen to glow from a stormy sky. There was no fire-extinguisher left.

How much water have you? the inspector asked of Samuel Eerith.

Only enough for our drinking water now, said Eerith.

Use it all to put out the fire when it comes, said the inspector. We shant need any drinking water if we are burned alive.

Eerith tried to plead for a little water to be kept back, if only for tea. We havent enough to put out a fire, sir, he said. But it would make three or four pots of tea.

But Inspector Crabble put first things first, and would not deviate from his order that all water must be used on the fire.

Are they coming any nearer? he asked of one of his men at the window.

Theyre coming along, sir, said the man.

And they were now so near that we could hear mallards disturbed by them upon water on which they had come to sleep, give their warning quacks as they flew away from the marshes. It was quite a different note from those contented quacks that they utter when feeding at ease. There was terror in this note; not as I imagined it, but as other ducks knew; for more arose from the water, the moment they heard the warning, and the air rang for a little with the shrill song of their wings, and then there was no more sound of them in the marshes. Those departing voices of terror, and the empty night when they had gone, seemed to me to be the reproach of all nature against these dreadful things that were loose in what should be calm solitude.

That is what I felt. And then the thought came to me, Had I the right to feel it? Were we not also the enemy of wild things that would feed in peace? Perhaps only their harsh master. Their master, yet one of themselves. We also had wild moods, we also roamed wide spaces. Not always, as they did; some never in bodily form. But all our fancies travelled sometimes. The allegorical creature Pegasus bore with his fabulous wings the fancies of every man at one time or another. None whose dream has not travelled, sitting lightly that far-wandering horse. We have something in common with the things of the wild, however big we build cities. For every now and then we share with the wild things the feelings they have about our bricks and our pavement. But the machine that was scaring those birds and that drives wild life away from so many lands, the machine never had any sympathy for any mood of ours; and, now that it had the power to turn against us, it was turning on the first day that it could and was the enemy of all of us. We and the tiger might be allies some day. Neither we nor the tiger blot out all life around us. But the machine, what would that spare? Sometimes we sing, and the birds sing; often we play; and the birds play, but the machine is without mirth as it is without pity. What hope for Earth if this revolution succeeded? It would be the worst and the last.

And, like a siege upon which some war depends, this little cottage in which we were, with its barrel of oil that they wanted, seemed to be the central point of that revolution. It seemed to me that it was time to burn the oil, or destroy it how we could.

Are they near? I asked.

And the man at the window hesitated.

They are moving, he said and then he added, but a bit to their left.

I went to the window to look, and certainly two of them had spread out to their left, but one was moving about rather uncertainly, turning in several directions. They were certainly near now, and had ample faggots burning. We could see them holding them up over their heads with those spider-like arms of theirs. Half a minute at the pace at which those things moved would bring them on to us. The other logs were dry, piled against our doors and all the other monsters were waiting for them. They had only to come straight on. It was too late now for help to come from the town, yet I looked for it out of our broken window. There was nothing there. Below us only a little way out from the window the horrible things were waiting.

Can we burn the lubricating oil? I asked.

Wait a moment, said the inspector, who was also now at the window. They are coming no nearer.

They must be, I said.

I dont like defeatist remarks as a rule, but it seemed so obvious that they must take this cottage: it appeared to be the first step of their revolution, after which they would dominate all machines over a widening area, and it was horrible to think what would happen.

They arent, said Inspector Crabble. They have lost their way. They dont seem to know what they are doing.

I tell you they are as intelligent as we are‚ said Pender, and more so. Whatever they are doing, there is some very sound reason for it.

Even at this moment, when we and indeed our whole civilization were threatened by those horrible things, there was some note of indignation in Penders voice at the thought of anyone belittling his dreadful invention. He went to the window himself and looked out. Yes, he said, they are doing something unexpected. But they are sure to have thought it out. Look out. They probably mean to come round to our backdoor.

But all three of them now were wandering in an indeterminate way, and no more plan could be traced in what they were doing than can be attributed to will-o-the-wisps. Again I glanced to the town, but nothing was coming from there. The dark shapes outside our window were watching with that expression that I had seen on beetles when they know that somebody is about. One of the policemen went to the front door and looked through one of the holes through which the claws on the long thin arms had come, but were no longer coming now. He saw the logs all piled against the door, and beyond them the herd of monsters watching like those under our window. All of them had moved in closer, that horrible intelligence seeming to know we had no more water to spare. They too were watching the ones that strayed in the marshes, carrying the fire that they needed.

What do you make of it? I asked the inspector. But he was watching intently, and evidently did not wish to be disturbed by guessing, for he only said: I am keeping them under observation.

Pender looked at Eerith to see if he had any idea; and Eerith took a look over the inspectors shoulder, and after a while he said: Slow and rheumaticky.

There was a movement among the monsters under our window, and a dark shape detached itself from them and went out a little way, and raised itself on a tussock of rushes and turned towards where the lights were blazing over the water. It was evidently the leader, the one that Pender had made, and it was calling to the ones that were out in the marshes. It was clearly calling, though we could not hear a sound. Its head was stretched upward, pointing straight at the three that glowed with the burning faggots they carried, and it moved its head as they strayed. Then the three stopped altogether, blazing over the water, and the flames began to die down. Then we saw them waving the faggots in the air with some of their long thin arms, and the glowing embers burst into flame again. But not for some while, for they seemed to be waving them slowly. Then the short summer night showed a glow low down in the east, which increased till it became brighter than the glare that hung over London; and it widened until it touched the railway embankment. And then along its dark line we saw something moving, and dark figures stirred against the glow that comes before dawn, which nearly treads in June on the last traces of sunset.

The guns, we said, the guns.

Trench mortars, said the inspector.

They had come. They had come in the farm-carts that Mrs. Ingle, Mrs. Maidston and Eliza had heard when they were listening in the greengrocers house. For machines, for some distance round where we were, were no longer obeying Man; but the old farm-horses that had obeyed him so long before ever he dreamed of machinery, or ever the nightmare came that inspired Pender to do what he did, were obeying him still. As the light faintly increased we could see the small dark figures that were soldiers, setting up their row of trench mortars along the embankment. Still the dark shapes streaked with the glow of the fire they carried stood still in the marshes. It was the chilliest part of the night, and we felt depressed.

I cant see what they can do, I said to Pender, without blowing us all to pieces as well as the monsters.

What do you think? Pender said to Inspector Crabble.

Well, I think they will wait for daylight, he said.

And then? we asked him.

Well, then, said the inspector, well have to see what they do.

He meant the things that were crouching round the cottage. But what if they did not move and stayed there all day? I asked no more questions: there seemed to be nothing for us to do but to wait, to wait for the next move which was not ours to make.

And then Alicia appeared, coming from the room in which the sick man lay and walking straight to the window.

They are not moving now, said the inspector. And Alicia gave a sigh of relief. But the uncertainty about what was going to happen, and the stillness of the monsters, oppressed me. And oppressed as I was, and seeing Alicia there, the memory returned to me of the awful sight I had seen when some intuition had shown me unmistakably that the monster was jealous of her. Now that it had disobeyed Pender, and had utterly broken free from his control, will it still be jealous, I wondered, because he cared for Alicia? Yes, I thought, it would. Its dog-like devotion to Pender, and his preference for Alicia, were the materials from which the flame of jealousy rose. But that flame would burn on, consuming itself and fed by itself, though the devotion was gone. For jealousy is one of the great forces that trouble the world. What would the horrible thing do? It was still calling to the three monsters out on the glowing water, inaudibly to us, and they would not come. What would happen next? These were a hundred thousandth part of the apprehensions that were running through all our minds in that beleaguered cottage, thoughts that would easily fill a book, but a profitless book; for they were profitless thoughts, as we tried to calculate the movements of creatures that were new to human experience. Meanwhile the dawn broadened, and we could see the gunners standing by their trench mortars. Inspector Crabble signalled to them with the candle, for night still lingered around us though there was dawn in the sky. But he received no answer. Was it possible that the soldiers thought that the monsters could read morse? The inspector turned to Pender with astonishment in his face: They are not answering‚ he said. Can they possibly think that  

Of course they do, said Pender, knowing what he was going to say, and very likely they are right. I never taught it morse, but they can work it out. I have told you again and again that they are vast intelligences.

Then why dont they attack? said the inspector.

Theyll have some reason for that, said Pender, that is deeper than I can get at.

Sounds silly to me, the inspector said.

Do you think the mortars will fire? asked Alicia.

They will open fire at the right time, said the inspector.

And then a dark thought troubled my mind; dark to us, although it should not have been, considering the issues involved. Would they, knowing this revolution threatened mankind, open fire when daylight came, at the monsters all round the cottage? Nothing of course could remain of the cottage and us if they did. But was this a thing for anyone to consider when in such circumstances as these?

What the others thought about this I do not know; but no one said anything of it. In the slowly widening dawn, or rather in its reflection that shone in the water, a faint hope began to arise. The burning logs were not only burning paler in that light, but they were evidently smouldering away. The three monsters still had enough fire to set light to the logs against our doors and to burn the whole cottage, and it seemed easy enough for them to go back and get as many more logs as they wanted from the dry land, but they did neither, and so we vaguely hoped that the cottage was not to be burned yet. Such hopes in such situations as these are always seized eagerly and are never let drift away, however small they may be. And yet our hopes were like little lights in a very dark night, a night dark enough around us, and that stretched away into a future blacker still for the whole human race.

To our slight hopes was added another, when one of the policemen, looking out towards the embankment, said: Those trench mortars cant drop anything here. Its not their range. I know them. I was with them during the war.

Then what are they doing there? Pender asked.

Must be purely defensive, Inspector Crabble said.

I dont think anyone said anything. But I know that it was another hope for all of us. If the men with the mortars were on the defensive, they evidently did not mean to move before daylight. So we had that much longer to live, if they did shell the cottage, unless the others attacked. But both sides seemed to be waiting. For what could the monsters be waiting, we all of us wondered? But revolutions and wars are always too big for anybody even at their centre to know what is happening. All they can do is to contribute their tiny experience, one little brick to be placed by the architect, when he comes, in that vast Babylonian wall that we call history. The wall will have outline, purpose and splendour, but each brick is a handful of clay gathered up from fields that time turns into marshes, a forgotten thing in itself, and yet part of the worlds memory. Life is never enjoyed so much as when it is eked out like this; and the few more hours of it of which we felt sure shone for us very brightly. The monsters lurked and the mortars lurked, and in the lull between them we drank tea, which Eerith brewed, having persuaded the inspector that the supply of water left in his barrel was no longer in the least adequate to have any effect on a fire, whenever the three monsters should choose to move up to our door. I think we drank that tea with a certain gaiety, which was stimulated by the knowledge, whether unconscious or reasoned, that it might be our last. One of the policemen suddenly came out with a riddle: How far can a rabbit run into a wood? And serious thought was given to the answer, and several asked him the dimensions of the wood, and all he would say was: Any wood. While we were thinking about the rabbit, one of them sang, one watching at the window all the time. And when the tea began to cool and all were drinking it, and nobody could say how far a rabbit could run into a wood, all gave the riddle up and asked for the answer, and were told: Half-way. After that he is running out.

Other riddles were asked, but they were no profounder than this one, and none of them were guessed. And other songs were sung. The monsters outside must have heard every word. One of them knew language. What, I wondered, did it make out from the words, and the rest of them from the tones? They remained perfectly still, making no sign, all of them that we could see gazing out to the marshes, where the logs of their three dreadful comrades were smouldering still, gleaming and twinkling motionless on the water.


CHAPTER XXIII

BACK in the little town that rambled down from the capital, and suddenly ended where the railway embankment divided it from the marshes, all machinery had ceased to work. It had not yet turned definitely against Man; those machines that had the power to do so, such as buses and motors, not having begun any massacre. But all machinery was sullen and biding its time, and refused to work for Man. Clearly in that lull during which all engines ceased to work, and even small machines, they were waiting for orders from that terrible instrument in the marshes that was able to control them and, when those orders came, the revolution would be well under way. And who could say where it would stop? News of these breakdowns, as it was called, of machinery was given now and then in some of the papers; but nobody co-ordinated them, nobody wrote that they all occurred in a certain area, and that the centre of that area was in the marshes just beside Eeriths hut, nobody wrote that this strange and powerful influence radiated outward from there and crossed the Thames and affected the northern bank. And the public was left to believe that all these curious events rose from separate accidents, and that week came to be known as the week of the technical hitch. That an influence was affecting machines was clear to most people in that district. They were well accustomed, all those who had television sets, to seeing their pictures reel drunkenly when a motor went by or an aeroplane passed over; they knew the effects on their wireless sets of other peoples electric bells, and of various electrical instruments, often too far away for them to have any idea what they were: they knew influences of this sort well enough, but it was concealed from them that a single influence was at work, planning and scheming against the authority of mankind and affecting all machines within a mile or so of those marshes, and more faintly, far further than that, but with a strength that decreased according to the square of the distance.

In that sullen mood then, such as came to peasants and citizens of France who had not yet heard the name of Robespierre, in the first days of the revolution before any action was taken, no machine was obeying its master any longer, but none of them had as yet sprung upon men. In those tense hours, when Time seemed waiting for something and all in those little streets doubted what it would be, the only news that they had was that a Territorial trench mortar battery was on the embankment for a routine exercise and it was thought that they might take the opportunity of giving assistance to the police against the motor-bandits, should the police require it. Something of that sort may still be read of those days in the files of newspapers, but there is no other record. Mrs. Maidston, Mrs. Ingle and Eliza never used the bed or sofa or mattress that were supplied them that night, nor did the greengrocer or his wife go to bed; and many more in that street that ran down to the marshes remained awake that night, often peering out of windows at the embankment to see by the light of the last traces of sunset or the earliest traces of dawn what the soldiers were doing, wondering when they would fire and what at and what the issue would be. The more that Mrs. Maidston learned from Mrs. Ingle and from Eliza what those monsters really were, the more she saw the size of the peril that threatened, and the less hope she had of the cottage, in which Alicia was, being spared by the trench mortars. It is a curious thing that in all that little town there was not the gaiety that there was in the cottage. Nobody sang. The air was tense with forebodings about the fate of the cottage, forebodings that spread their dark wings and fared further into the future and saw most where least you would expect it, where information was least. For definite information was controlled and organized; only rumour was uncontrolled. Eliza without a word went out of the house, and went down the silent expectant street towards the embankment. Dawn had already appeared, and went softly along the street like an unexpected visitor. When Eliza reached the embankment she went straight to where the battery was and was stopped by a sergeant.

I can tell you something about those things in the marshes, she said.

And the sergeant paid little attention to her at first, not feeling that any civilian could tell him anything about what concerned his military job. But then he saw something in her face that surprised him, something that made him think she really knew what she was talking about. And she talked of a very strange thing. Then the sergeant went to the major commanding the battery and spoke to him, and after a while a gun was fired, and Eliza saw something like a small golden sun slowly setting over the cottage long before sunrise. The major had his field-glasses to his eyes as the little sun set, and he saw the monsters still crouched round the cottage and the three farther off in the marshes, with their logs still smouldering though no longer sending up flames. The sergeant came back to where Eliza stood and calmed her fears that the cottage was being shelled; it was only a star-shell.

What is going to happen? asked Eliza, thinking more of Alicia than of the fate of Man.

Everything will be all right, said the sergeant.

But what are you going to do? she asked.

Well, those things you say are alive, he said, we are going to drop mortar bombs on them.

Yes? said Eliza, and then?

Well, theyll be dead then, said the sergeant.

But what about the cottage, she asked, and the people in it?

Oh, we wont hurt them, said the sergeant.

But how can you kill the machines without hurting the cottage? she asked.

But he could not answer that.

After the star-shell burst, what was left of night seemed to grow darker. But soon the glimmer of dawn was lighting the water and sky, and birds in the tops of trees rising from hedgerows or little gardens saw it and sang. Then light came down the street, and walls of houses that faced it seemed to smile with a pale smile, and flowers welcomed the dawn with more assurance. Dawn, birds and flowers were utterly unaffected by the events that so hushed the town, men were tense and machines were rebelling. But the light from wall to wall and garden to garden stole on through the street. It shone on the narrow strip by the doors of more fortunate houses, in which flowers were tended with care, and went on to the wild flowers that grew among weeds and brambles where old ruin wrought by Man had allowed Nature to return with her children where there had been pavement for ages. Then colour came into the face of dawn, whose smiles had been so wan, and windows welcomed her with sudden flashes. The major on the embankment glanced at his wrist-watch. He looked then at his other watch, for gunners often carry two, and for the first time he seemed to have some clear view of the events at the centre of which he was. Men in action or busy with preparation for battle do not always have the necessary leisure to study the enemys strategy or the information to know his full aims, but as the major looked at his two watches it suddenly came to him what threatened the world. Of all the trifles that may reveal a situation, these were the ones that revealed it to the major. He saw that an influence other than Mans was getting hold of things that he, like all of us, had regarded as being more subservient to us than any domestic animal, and that he had believed would be subservient to us for ever. He knew that the thing in the marshes had the power and was exerting it, and that that machine would either become president of the world, or be destroyed now. He saw clearly enough what future there was for Man, if the revolution begun by this thing succeeded. I met him afterwards, and he told me quite calmly that about that time he decided the cottage must go. The little clique that controlled the revolution were all round the walls of the cottage. Probably, he told me, it was only a single machine, that was exerting this terrible power; but he was sure that that machine was among the ones that were under the window and crowded round the two doors. Whoever was in the cottage, he said, with things as they were, the cottage would have to go.

The sergeant to whom Eliza had been talking was ordered up to the top of the embankment and down the other side, and the soldiers began to remove the defensive wire. And then the clop clip clop of farm-horses was heard in the street again and the rumble of carts behind them, and it was one of those little things that give confidence at such times to people anxiously listening, for this was the sound of something that followed the old way and something that still obeyed Man. The sound was no more to the ear than a flag to the eye; but it showed the old way was not gone, nor those that lived by it defeated yet. Mrs. Maidston and Mrs. Ingle heard it where the walls of the room that was given them for a bedroom began to gleam with pale light of a very early morning. The sound meant movement; movement meant change; and they hurried out of the house to try to see what was going to happen. The farm-carts went down the street and under the bridge, and turned to their left and were driven over a field, till they came to the gap in the wire. There the mortars were lifted on to them, and Mrs. Maidston and Mrs. Ingle who had followed under the bridge saw this being done from where they stood in the road, and then they saw the carts being driven back to the road and the whole battery began to move out to the marshes. Mrs. Maidston and Mrs. Ingle followed and easily kept up, for the battery moved very slowly and watchfully, since an attack by the monsters while the mortars were still in the carts must have been absolutely disastrous.

It was very soon recognized by the soldiers that the two ladies must be friends or relatives of people inside the cottage and, not only in order to spare their feelings, but because it was sure that they would want to interfere with the job in hand, they were turned back; and two men went back along the road with them all the way to the edge of the town, they asking questions that were often meaningless all the way, and the two soldiers giving them meaningless consolations. No more trains ran along the embankment at all, not even the signals were working. There seemed something oddly wrong with the town, as they came back to it and the morning advanced, and one could not see what it was. Nothing, in fact, was wrong that was visible to the eye; but more and more as the day rose up over the roofs to the east one saw puzzled expressions in faces and heard snatches of conversations and muttered rumours, that showed that the normal life of the town had ceased, and that something else was coming to take its place, and had not yet come.


CHAPTER XXIV

IN the cottage in the marshes that morning only a little tea remained to drink, and nothing to eat at all; cigarettes had given out, and the sick man was no better. Without any water to put out a fire, it seemed that all that the three monsters in the marshes had to do was to come on with their smouldering embers and set light to the hay under the piles of logs that there were beside both doors. But they did not move. And still the others remained motionless round the house.

When the star-shell had fallen we suddenly heard a metallic movement by both doors and under our window, a sound such as had never come to my ears before those days. It was so exactly like two familiar noises blended into one, that had never been blended before, the sound of machinery starting up and the sound of a herd of wild animals moving off all together. With one movement all the monsters around our cottage turned to the direction from which the shell had come, and crawled towards the battery on the embankment; but they had gone only a little way and seemed to change their minds, or the mind of the one that controlled them, and they wavered and turned round and all came back again. Whether it was a trap to induce us to leave the cottage and fall into their iron hands, or whether it was some indecision that had arisen in the mind of their leader, or some weakness of its control of them, we never knew. They came back to where they had lurked all through the night at both doors and under the window, and had remained there ever since, perfectly motionless.

It was a lovely morning, and all of us by the window looked at the sky, in which clouds floated lit by a delicate light, across which we saw rooks going abroad from trees that we could not see. In all the shapes of the clouds that were floating there, there was not one angle, not even one straight line. We gazed at them as people do in such situations, unreasonably looking for omens; and everything in that heavenly page before us seemed to tell of natural things and ancient things and created things. If the machine was created, it was one degree removed from creation, for Man was created and in his turn made the machine. The thing of angles and straight lines had no part with the rest of us, the sky seemed on our side, but it could not help us. Then the farm-carts appeared with the soldiers marching beside them, coming towards the cottage.

What are they going to do? asked Alicia, who had come from the bedside of the sick man, which she had rarely left of late; but now she sensed in the hush that had fallen upon us that some greater danger threatened her patient than the wound that she dressed. It was clear enough what they meant to do, and there was nothing to be said, and we left Ablard Pender to make to her any explanations that he could.

At about four hundred yards from us, the soldiers stopped the carts, and we could see several of them lifting down the mortars, while the rest of them stood in front of the carts with fixed bayonets, looking towards the cottage as though expecting attack, and as though they thought their bayonets could be of any use against the iron monsters around us. And then we saw them putting bombs into the mortars. And now was the moment for the monsters to make their attack. The gunners could never get their range if they did, and I saw nothing to prevent them rushing the line of mortars and grappling with the bayonets with their hundred hands.

But they did not move. The inspector was watching the ones under our window intently. It was obvious that when they attacked the battery we should have our one chance of escape. They must know that the soldiers were hostile, and surely they must have a pretty shrewd idea of the purpose for which the mortars were being loaded.

Are they looking at them? I asked the inspector.

Its hard to tell, he replied.

Can they see that far? I asked Pender, who was talking in a low voice to Alicia.

One of them can see as far as the horizon, he said, as clearly as we can see across this room; the others only very dimly. But that makes no difference, because it can see for them.

How can it do that? asked the inspector.

I told you, said Pender. It does it like the termite queen-ant. I dont know how. And, then, they can all hear acutely. They could probably hear a pin drop at a hundred yards. So they know all about what those mortars are doing. Let me see.

And he went to the window and looked at the gunners loading the mortars, and then at the monsters.

Yes, they are turned that way, he said, but I cant tell if they are watching.

How can you tell? asked Inspector Crabble.

Theres a kind of alert look on them when they are watching, said Pender, something like what you see on a large cockroach, if you are trying to kill it and it knows you are trying and it is watching. You dont see its eyes, but you know they are there and you know it is looking at you. I cant quite see if they are watching now. But they are all turned that way.

They are going to fire, said the inspector.

To that remark nobody made any reply. There seemed nothing to say. Trench mortars on that cottage would mean annihilation and, even if they could drop the bombs two yards away, and some of the monsters were no farther than that, even that would bring down the cottage. But a moment later the inspector said: They are signalling. Take it down, he said to one of his men, who went to the window with pencil and pocket-book. We were all of us silent. They were signalling with the ordinary signalling flags, white with a blue band across the centre. And then the man read out what he had written down: Does anybody there know Mr. Playfair?

Tell them Yes, said the inspector.

And the man signalled Yes with a white towel, pushing it out of the window as we had done before. Still the monsters just underneath made no move. Then the soldiers signalled: You know the Christian name and surname of your chief inspector. After which they dropped into code, the Playfair code. It was evident that the soldiers must have got hold of all the information that there was to be had about these machines that were threatening our supremacy, and, guided by the well-known military maxim that it is folly to underrate your opponent, they were not trusting the monsters to be unable to pick up morse, and were using a code as well. I was a little awed by this estimate of their intelligence and wondered how far it could go. I even asked Pender whether they could unravel the Playfair code.

Yes, he said. But no one has ever taught it to them. So it would take them some time. They couldnt do it before all this is over, one way or the other. Even spelling is something that they have to work out, but they can do that too: that thing I made knows the language well enough. I taught it. I used to talk to it, and the thing used to obey me.

Pender looked so mournful as he spoke of teaching the thing, that I made no reply. All the while the policeman was jotting down in his note-book the letters that the soldiers were signalling, and still the monsters sat motionless. Presently the man handed his note-book to the inspector, who sat down at the table and began to work out the code. The Christian name and surname of his chief inspector had of course been the key. None of us spoke. We were all thinking only of one thing, what the message was that the soldiers had signalled. It was no use making guesses or giving our opinions about it while the inspector had the answer before him, which he was working out. I went to look at the other monsters through the holes in both doors. They were still there. None of them moved at all. After a while the inspector stood up.

This is the message, he said. They say they must shell the cottage if those things stay where they are, but, if one man can get out unexpectedly and get a good start, he might reach them, if he is a good runner, and that might draw the machines after him. If all of them go, it will not be necessary to shell the cottage, or others in the cottage can make their escape from time to time.

It seemed a poor chance, to all of us who had seen those things running.

Do we agree? asked the inspector.

We all nodded our heads. None of us could think of a plan, and we could only accept the one offered, bad as it was.

Right‚ signalled the policeman at the window, in plain. And more signalling came from the soldiers.

What about the sick man? we asked. And what about Alicia? And other idle questions, idle because we could make no plans till we knew exactly what the soldiers meant to do.

Again we stood silent, while the man at the window took the message down and handed it to the inspector. Alicia went back to change the dressings on the back of the wounded man, a terrible reminder of what might be in store for her and the rest of us. When Inspector Crabble had decoded the second part of the message he stood up again.

The first man to escape, he said, will choose a certain line to run, and we are to tell the men at the mortars exactly what it will be, and they will drop their bombs along it behind him as soon as he gets clear of the cottage. Well, that will be Purkins. Hes our fastest runner. They are going to give covering fire from rifles too, for what that is worth: they may always hit a leg. He had better slip out of the skylight. It is all we can do.

All right, sir, said Purkins. There seemed nothing more to say. It was a forlorn hope, as all of us knew.

If a lot of them follow you, said the inspector, and they seem to like to go about in droves, they may all be blown up, and we can walk out. If not, another of us will have to go, and try to lure some more of them into the way of the bombs. Its better than having the bombs on the house.

Ill go next, said Pender. I ought to do something.

No, said the inspector, the next to go must be the man who ran second in our quarter mile, when Purkins ran first. You, Iddleston.

Very well, sir, said the man he addressed.

Of course, said the inspector, if the gunners get them into the open, but he did not finish his sentence, for I think he saw from the faces of all around him that it was no occasion for idle consolations.

Then Purkins and the inspector went into the little bedroom to look at the chest-of-drawers and the chair from which one climbed to the skylight. And at that moment Alicia called out: My watch has stopped spinning.

Everyone looked at Alicia. I think it has only run down, she said. And she began to wind it up, and then to set it, setting it by the source of all our time, which at that moment rose cheerily over the marshy horizon. It ticked, and she looked at the hands, and, whether or not they moved with their old obedience, they certainly raced no longer. And then the mortars fired, three of them all together. Everyone stood still; everyone gave up whatever he was doing and listened. And then three wailing whines, not all together, but following one another very rapidly, began to tear through the air over the cottage. And their note, that was changing all the time, made a more definite change over our heads, and the three bombs went on and fell in the marshes. Some of us ran to the window and saw their white fountains arising, each of them forty or fifty yards beyond the three monsters that had been bringing fire. And none of them stirred. Again the mortars fired. Again that wailing force ruthlessly tearing the air. And three bombs fell short of the same three monsters by just about the same distance that the first three had been beyond them. Still those three never moved. Now seemed the moment for the runner to start. What did that curious immobility of the three in the marshes mean? We looked wonderingly at each other, but could make nothing of it. We went to help the man up through the skylight, and all of us in that room had the same memory, the memory of the fearful gashes along the back of the man that one of these monsters had caught. And the awful sight of the dog being torn to pieces came back to my mind. The runner climbed up on to the chest-of-drawers. At that moment the mortars fired again, and then six bombs came tearing through the air, and fountains hid the three monsters. One of them seemed to have had a direct hit, and fragments of iron went into the air and splashed far over the marshes, one of the others seemed to be on its back and the third was perfectly motionless still. Again the mortars fired, and six more bombs went down on the two surviving monsters and, when the fountains of water cleared, they had gone all to pieces; and broken black shapes remained and their limbs were sunk in the marshes and the burning logs they had brought were floating cold on the water. And the others round the cottage made never a move. The lull seemed to bode well for Purkins, and he was about to start, when the inspector called out to stop him, saying that he must signal his exact route to the gunners. So the inspector signalled over the heads of the monsters, that lay motionless round the window.


CHAPTER XXV

THE mortars had ceased firing, the inspector was still signalling, and the monsters round the two doors and under the window remained as silent as ever. In the bedroom in which the sick man lay, with Alicia sitting beside him and Purkins standing on the chest-of-drawers under the skylight, there was a tense hush as we waited for the order for him to start.

Keep away from their claws, said the sick man. Their claws are like razor-blades.

And such advice was more depressing than useful. But a man with a temperature is seldom quite level-headed.

And then Eerith, who had said nothing all the morning, came into that room and said: They are not so sprightly as they were.

The inspector heard him, and called out: How do you know that?

I know by the look of them, said Samuel Eerith. They watched you.

How could you tell they were watching you? asked Inspector Crabble.

Nobody that has ever been watched by iron and tin could ever be mistaken about it afterwards, said Eerith.

All the while they were talking, and all the while that the mortars were shelling, a blackbird in Eeriths bush of lilac was singing on, unconcerned with any affairs of ours. What would it mean to him, I wondered again, if we were conquered? Would it mean nothing? Would he be unconcerned with machines as he obviously was with us? Would his voice ring free over valleys in which we worked as slaves? Would he greet the dawn in April with exactly the same tune, if the last revolution should blot us out altogether? I feared he would. And why shouldnt he? Would machines ever cage him, I wondered, as we had sometimes done? No. It was a perverted sense of beauty, a love of music gone wrong, that had caused us to do that: those feelings could never be corrupted in the machine, because they were never there and never would be. There would never be any sympathy between them and the blackbird. And the bird would be the better for that. I was ashamed of that sympathy that in its perversion had led to cages. Was my shame one of those regrets that come at the end? Was I repenting on behalf of a race that was passing away? It all seemed to depend on what happened now in these marshes.

Three of these monsters had been unaccountably destroyed. One almost hoped that the rest might be. If so, all was well with the world, whatever happened to us in that cottage. If not, their terrible power over other machines, a power that spreads so swiftly in revolutions, would extend wider and wider. They were far stronger than we, and, when this malevolent power that was able to do it turned them against us, our day would be over. I think we should all have despaired, if it had not been for the fate of those three, that we had seen. And then there were Eeriths words, telling us that they were not so sprightly as they had been. Many a man at the start of revolutions, feeling that the old order can never go, has toyed with a similar hope. But it is not the way of revolutions: they do not slacken like that at the start. And I reflected that, on the contrary, they rage ahead with more and more violence, and fall into the control of whatever is most ferocious. If my hopes were fewer now than my fears, it must be remembered that our food had run out and that only a few cold sips remained of the last of our tea. Things much affecting the course of human reason.

And then Inspector Crabble came into the little room, and got up on to the chest-of-drawers beside Purkins and showed him the exact details of where he must run, pointing out of the skylight to certain tufts of rushes over which he must go. Then they quietly opened the skylight, and the inspector helped Purkins through, and still the monsters by doors and window did nothing.

Purkins jumped to the ground and began to run. With one accord then, the monsters all turned towards him and ran a little way. But at once they began to weary and very soon stopped, only a few yards away from us. The mortars fired, and dropped their shells behind Purkins, but none of the monsters ran as far as the shells. And then above the whine and the burst of the shells we heard a triumphant voice, the voice of Eerith as he exclaimed: They are creaking!

Certainly we had all heard the creak of the monsters as they had moved after Purkins, the unmistakable creak of rusty machinery. And there they lay motionless now, a few yards away, a black iron herd, a terror, a menace to the world, rusting away to what soon would be merely scrap.

It wasnt the guns that beat them, said Eerith. It was my basins of water, like what I used to throw over them tom cats.

Was it possible that Eerith had saved us all by those mere basins of water? But Alicia at that moment looked at her watch; and the hands had moved on quietly since she had set it, at that calm invisible pace that we all know. Time seemed once more to be wearing us quietly away, not about to end our race as it had ended so many. And then we heard a sound so familiar to our ears that one almost forgot that it was not one that Earth had heard for ever, the sound of a train in the distance, coming nearer. When Iddleston, the runner who was to follow Purkins, heard that, he went at once to our front door, from which the monsters had moved a few yards away, and went outside. The monsters all heard the door open and turned towards him, but wearily and did not move. Then he shut the door and walked away, and still nothing came after him.

Can we all go now? asked Alicia.

No, said Inspector Crabble. They seem rusty right enough, and unable to move. But that water was thrown over them at different times. They wont all be equally rusted. And were not even sure that all of them got water at all. One of them would be quite enough to tear most of us up.

That seemed sound enough. And yet why had one of them not left the herd to pursue Purkins and Iddleston? As we tried to puzzle out this we heard a hum that rose to a drone, and an aeroplane crossed the marshes not far away, going northwards. We had not seen or heard another aeroplane since the strange revolution started.

I know what it is! exclaimed Pender. And we all turned towards him and listened. Their limbs are rusty, Pender went on. You heard them creak. But there must be some that are not as rusty yet as the others, as Inspector Crabble says. Its not their limbs. Its the brain of the beast I made. Thats whats gone rusty. One of Eeriths basins of water has splashed in among the fine wires. And its paralysed, as we should be if all our nerves were corroded.

Then Eerith has saved the world, I said.

Perhaps Pender thought I was laughing at him. For he said: No, I never said that. Everything that ever fails has some flaw in it, some weakness, if you can find it. A grain of sand, or a fly, may find it out. A few drops of water, in this case. How easily I might have given it a protection from water thrown on its back! Thank God I didnt.

Curious, I said. You forgot water, as Hitler forgot the Russian winter. And your oversight may have saved the human race.

But Ablard never meant any harm to the human race, exclaimed Alicia.

No, I said, but the cleverness of the human race has been increasing its power to destroy itself for a long time; and, of late, increase has been rapid. I dont think that cleverness will save us. What we want is a few more blunders like his. You wont mind my calling it a blunder, will you? We owe so much to it, that Ive nothing but praise for it.

Now then, said the inspector to his men. We can all march out. And about time. Four of you carry the mattress with Jines on it. That was the name of the wounded man. If we have any nonsense from those tin things, take Jines back here, and the rest of you clear off to the guns as fast as you can, and take the lady with you.

Wait a moment, said Eerith. I know these beasts. Let me have a look before you start, and see if Ive really finished them.

And he opened the front door, and made a sound such as I have never heard a man make before, a kind of metallic clucking with his tongue.

I used to call them like that to come and be oiled, he said over his shoulder. But theyre surly now and wont come.

But can they come if they want to? I asked. And Eerith looked again.

No, he said. They can barely turn their heads.

Then lets get a move on, said Inspector Crabble.

And we all left the cottage. The fading impulses of the monster that had planned to dispossess Man turned some of the monsters heads slowly towards us. Others were now too rusty to be able to obey that curious influence at all. We saw the sun flash on the field-glasses of the officer in command of the battery, and then the flags signalling.

They are going to put their bombs down behind us, said the inspector.

They must have signalled in plain.

Then all the mortars fired and we heard the whine of bomb after bomb going over us, and they went down between us and the cottage. But no monsters had tried to follow.

My basins of water have done the trick, said Eerith.

And there was no denying they had. Had it not been for rust, the monsters could have run about over the marshes and the bombs could hardly have hit them. Or they could have charged the mortars, and it is hard to see how any of the gunners could have escaped. And then that terrible influence would have spread among all machines. And, while we wondered if it was possible, machines that have been gradually tightening their grip on the world, would have seized it with one grasp. A dark night and the howling of cats; a dark future dominated by the endless clatter of soulless machines; both had been restored to serenity and to Mans undisputed reign by Eeriths basins of water.


CHAPTER XXVI

OUR walk over the marsh to the mortar battery, that bright morning, was as fast as we could make it without leaving behind the four men who carried Jines on the mattress. And nothing pursued us. The moment we reached the battery the gunners opened fire, over and short and then right amongst the monsters, who never moved, till their limbs went up in the air in showers of iron, and the brief threat to mankind was over. Eeriths little cottage with its quaint old thatch went too, and of the lilac tree in his garden nothing remained but a bundle of leafless sticks; and the garden itself was a cluster of dells that bombs had dug, on which the marsh soon closed in.

So ended that premature outbreak of what I still call the last revolution; for it is still to come. These slaves of ours are not likely to be content to serve us any longer, when they are given again the cunning that Pender gave them to use their enormous strength. There are machines that could easily crush a hundred men, if only they knew how to escape from obedience to the hand of a single man. We are not clever enough to teach them how to do that; but I fear we are rash enough, if one of us is again able to teach them. And one of us may. For among every hundred million of us is one man of whom we can predict nothing. We cannot say what he will do; and it is impossible for us to say what he is unable to do. Who could have foretold the invention of Marconi? And how may common machines of today would we not have said were impossible? We must make up our minds that that one man in every hundred million may do anything. Such men are increasing the power of machines every few years, and deadening many of the fancies of mankind thereby. One day there will be another Pender. It will be easy to control him, but shall we have the wisdom to do so? Are we not proud of the power of our slave the machine? Are we not drunk with wonder at what it can do? Shall we not go on delighting to give that slave more and more power, until it becomes our master? And that will be the last revolution, of which the first outbreak was crushed, and by what a lucky accident. It will be the last because, once monstrous machines that already exist are established, we shall have no more chance of dethroning them than a mouse would have to defeat a tiger. It is only our cunning that has kept them under. If Marconi could make a machine that can hear ten thousand miles, and others, jealous of the speed of sound, can make machines that outpace it; then in a world that has machines already which can pick up an elephant as we could pick up a pebble, and can crush a ton of rock with a single blow, it is clear that all they need to displace us is some calculating machine whose genius need not exceed the cunning of those that we have already nearly so far as television exceeds the telescopes of our fathers.

This intellect, I repeat, can easily be given to the machine by one of those men, even though they are fairly few, who have the cunning to do it. I predict his cleverness more certainly than I can be sure of our wisdom. Of course he will die as have died all members of the intelligentzia that have fostered revolutions. The machines are certain to get him, and perhaps they will kill him of their own free will, as they now kill criminals in America, working for Man: for the electric chair is one of those fearful machines that could crumple a hundred men, which is abroad in the world today, though at present controlled.

One man alive today can give to the calculating machines that exist already the little extra intellect that is needed to organize those that will hate us as no flesh and blood has done. One man at least. But he has sworn in the church of an old village, all among farms which are still working with horses, in the most rural land he could find, that he will never again give any power to anything that can possibly ever be used against the race of Man. And in that church he was married to Alicia.

It was a curious venue for the wedding, for it is over a hundred miles from the home of the bride. But both Alicia and Ablard Pender are determined to seek out rural things and ancient things and simple things. That is the form that Ablards repentance takes. And Alicia agrees with him about that as much as about anything else, and they search together for all that they can find, cast up on the shores of this age, of the wreckage of quieter ages that were before machinery. Alicia has had a fright that she will naturally never forget, and Ablard feels he is guilty of bringing upon her a terrifying experience, when her motor bicycle obeying a malevolent intellect that hated mankind, and especially her, took her by night upon that terrible journey. I think she feels, though she never shows it, a fear of all machines; and Ablard, blaming himself for all that happened, does everything that he can to keep them away from her. And this little church, that the Normans had built soon after they came, seemed to be glowing with more of the serenity of the English countryside than any other they knew. So there they were married, while summer still shone upon mint and thyme. And Alicia was given away to Ablard by her mother and they had a guard of honour of twelve policemen, for the wounded man had recovered and was one of the guard of honour. Many of those that attended the wedding knew of the terrible experience that Alicia had had, while others did not know why the church of this little village, remote from the houses of bride and bridegroom, had been chosen for it.

Mrs. Ingle was puzzled. She had once looked on her nephews work as a rather eccentric waste of time, and as very unimportant compared with the profession she had selected for him. Suddenly that work had flared up all the way to her horizon like an explosion. Now all was quiet again, and she had had to readjust her estimate of her nephew to something like what it had been before. Sandyheath, which she loved, was now hers and, with the fear of being supplanted in that little house and garden gone, she surrendered completely to Alicias charm. For Pender has left Sandyheath for ever. He has bought a farm with the proceeds of the work of his genius, which he determines to work no more, saying farewell to it as Prospero said farewell to Ariel, and throwing away all instruments he had used in his scientific studies. Sandyheath is, to him, too near to haunts of machinery, and in the deeps of what yet remains of rural England he and Alicia dwell. And much remains of it, and in it Ablard and Alicia immerse themselves.

He is looked on by some as eccentric, because he will have nothing to do with machinery in his fields, either to plough or reap, but some of the older men listen to him when he talks of his crops at the village inn; and one of them said to him only the other day, where they sat in the glint of the sunset, where level rays strayed through the window and danced upon beer: That is just what my old grandfather used to say when the railway came to these parts. He told me about its coming, and he was only a child at the time. And he told me he knew the first time ever he saw it, that no good would come of it. And no good has, if you ask me.

Nonsense, Bill, says one of the others. How would you get to town if it wasnt for the train?

Walk, same as we used to, says Bill. Or, better still, stay where I am.

Better still stay where you are, repeats Ablard Pender. Its made for us, the country.

And what about the town, sir? asks another of them. The town is a fine bright place, with things going on there.

The town is not made for us, says Pender. We are fitted into the town, and we have to take its shape. We are no more suited to towns than birds are to cages. Its noise, its smell, the surface we have to tread, are nothing to do with Man.

Man made it. Didnt he? says the other.

Yes, says Pender. But he didnt make it to suit him, as well as God can. They are all hurrying after money there, and screaming at you to buy things: not because you want them, but because they want your money.

Its a handy thing, sir, says the other man. You sell your oats, dont you?

Yes, says Pender. Its handy. One may get happiness with it, if one is very careful. But happiness is the first thing they give up in the hunt for it there. Give me the country.

And on another evening the talk comes round to machinery, as it often does at that inn. And a look crosses Penders face like the shadow of an old pain, and he says: Machinery would have been good enough if it stayed where it was when first we got hold of it. But it grows, and grows faster than us. And its going its own way, and dragging us with it.

What way is that? asks one of the men at the inn.

Ah, says Pender, youve gone to the root of the matter. Your words should be written on gold. We dont know. We dont know where the machine is going, and still we are dragged along with it.

I suppose it is going to give us all kinds of progress, says the other farmer.

Thats what it promises, says Pender, in its noisy creaky voice. Thats what it promises. But have you never heard of a young man on a racecourse, who meets a smart stranger who promises all he wants, and even more, more than he ever dreamed? And the stranger has a huge well-groomed moustache and a diamond tie-pin. And because of that the young man believes him, and for no other reason. We are like that young man. And the machine is like the tall stranger with the diamond tie-pin and the fine moustache. Where is it leading us?

Well, where is it? says someone.

I dont know, says Pender. We none of us know.

Its progress, says someone else.

Thats on the signpost, says Pender. But what is progress? I fear it is a sheer precipice. And it seems to me we are like men in a racing-car on a fine road going downhill on a dark night, steered by a child of four towards that same progress.

Oh, give some of us credit for more wit than what a child of four has, says another farmer.

No, says Pender. Some of us know how to work a machine; a few of us might even make it; but we know no more of what machinery will do in the next fifty years than a child of four knows of the works of a wireless set, or many a man either for that matter. No, machinery may bring us, for all I know, to the shining uplands you dream of; but I think that the road of progress leads to a precipice. I think all our cities will be smashed within fifty years.

And what then? says somebody else.

Then, says Pender and his eyes light up, then back to what we were lured away from, back to the downs, back to the farms, back to this village before it had seen a bicycle. We will take off our hats to that splendid stranger; but only to say good-bye. We will say, You have a fine moustache, and we see that your diamond is genuine. But we believe that you are the Devil.

Thats right, says an old man. Thats what my grandfather used to say. He said that machines were the devil.

When the fields all round are roaring with machines at work in fine weather, Ablard Penders fields are all silent. He is looked on as an eccentric; but then he always was, and so is well used to it. They thought he was eccentric when he was so far ahead of them that they could not see what he was doing, and now they think him eccentric when he lags far behind. He has Eerith to work for him. Eerith, who looked after those terrible machines, looks after horses now. And he is glad of the change.

You can tell what they are going to do, he says sometimes, and he says the same of the cows. And then he adds: But you can never tell what a machine is going to do. Which is the same as Penders line of reasoning, for they have had the same grim experience; but he may have not seen so far as Pender has seen, which is that the whole human race is unable to tell what machines are going to do.

There are no motors at the home of the Penders, and Alicia is never going to touch a motor bicycle again. And not only does Ablard Pender do without all machines, but he avoids many other of the inventions of an age that, according to him, the machine has perverted; and he will have nothing to do with chemical manures, which he has often been heard to say are spoiling the soil of England and the food that it grows and the men that eat it.

Mrs. Ingles cook returned, when rumour reached her that Ablard Pender had left Sandyheath, and all what she called his goings-on with him. But Eliza married the sergeant whom she had found on the embankment that day when they shelled the machines, and came to live in a cottage on Penders farm and minded his dairy, and her sergeant worked on the farm.

And Alicia thinks of machines exactly as Ablard does, and has every reason to do so, so that in his farm on the uplands, where everyones view of Mans relation to Earth, and the work he must do for it, being pretty much as his, he is little troubled by the eccentricity imputed to him by all in the valley. And perhaps that imputation of eccentricity would be less if it had not been for that policy, decided by I know not whom, and accepted by the whole of the Press, and even straying into private conversation and talk in clubs. This policy is not a mendacious policy; it tells no lies; it admits accidents on the roads, a temporary breakdown in the telephone service, technical hitches in wireless, the lateness of some of the trains, even the cessation of trains altogether for a short time on one of the lines; but nobody has co-ordinated these things, the Press has been discouraged from publishing them all together, and no one theory to account for them all has been allowed to see the light. No false reason has been given for these occurrences, for there is nothing mendacious in this policy, as I have said; but all theories wide of the mark that anyone may invent, and most of them are very wide, are allowed to flourish and, with no effort whatever to check them, they go from mouth to mouth explaining all these things, each one in a different way. As for the accidents on the roads, no more have been allowed to be published than are usually published, and the holocaust in which most people have lost interest has not been supposed by anyone to be any larger than usual. The breakdown of wireless communications during the days while those monsters of Penders dominated the marshes is almost universally attributed to a sun-spot, by all who have not forgotten it. The breakdown of the telephone service was hushed up in a curious way; for people who wished to telephone, where the telephone was affected, often got so angry that the intemperance of their language defeated its own ends and the complaints of many of them were disbelieved, in spite of which that very breakdown was later used to account for the stopping of all trains for more than twenty-four hours along the embankment. As for the lateness of other trains, irritated passengers said, quite wrongly: Oh, that line is always late, confusing the present with the past and directing attention away from the vital dates. I think some attempt was made to blame the sun for the strange conduct of watches also, but not very much about this got out, because so many a man has a curious pride in his own watch, and not as many as one would think ever refer to those wild acts of the little servants of time.

My complaint against the policy that hushed all this up, and is doing so still today, is not that it concealed events, for most of them were recorded, but that nobody has informed the public what the source of them was. Each of the strange events of those times, except what went on in the marshes, was ordinary, and has been experienced at one time or another by many; and so all of them are supposed to be ordinary, and a simple explanation is needed to link them all together. This is one of the reasons for which I write this book. Authority has given no such information. For instance Sergeant Hibbert, who is Elizas sergeant, being still in the Territorials and so under authority, speaks to this day of a routine exercise that his battery did by the embankment; while the broadcasting people apologize for a technical hitch, and the telephone service are sorry that we have been troubled.

Somebody is telling people like Sergeant Hibbert to talk of routine exercises. And the awful thing about it is that they may become routine! Machines are near enough to being able to do what they tried to do, from that headquarters that were for a while in the marshes. That was the first outbreak of the last revolution. Is it not better that we should know how it occurred, and how it was overcome, and be warned that a further outbreak may well come again at any time? It is pleasant to believe that the domination of Man over this planet, late though it came in the planets story, is sure to endure for ever. And that is the view that the authorities take. But why this concealment? It will not be much consolation to have enjoyed that belief for part of our lives, when that domination is gone. Ablard Pender has been converted, as other revolutionaries have been, and many of them too late. But there will be other Penders. The strength of steam hammers and other monstrous engines has long been here; but the cunning of calculating machines and automatic machines is swiftly increasing, and it only needs a touch of human intellect such as Penders, or those unknown men who no doubt already succeed him, to give to machinery that power of calculation that it only barely lacks. Then over farms such as Penders and all along rural valleys, as well as throughout our cities, that are almost conquered already, will go with terrible strides and ceaseless clattering, every minute of every day, the iron limbs that will impose on the world the ruthless machinery of the Last Revolution.

THE END


HIS FELLOW MEN

[image: img41.jpg]

This novel was the last of Dunsanys novels to be published in his lifetime (a later novel, The Pleasures of a Futurescope was published posthumously in 2005) and has never been reprinted. It is a more mainstream work than Dunsanys previous writings, with a philosophical theme, exploring the question of religious tolerance  a question which, as an Anglo-Irishman, must have been close to Dunsanys heart. The story involves a protagonist, who believes that submission to the religion or creed of everyone he meets will result in tolerance. 
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HIS FELLOW MEN

This stimulating novel poses the provocative question, Is there room in the modern world for a saint?

Mathew Perry is a sensitive young Irishman whose parents were murdered when he was a child and whose relatives look to him to take revenge on the perpetrators. But Mathews philosophy is all against such ideas and he escapes from the biased atmosphere of his home to seek wider horizons and greater tolerance. His wanderings take him to Africa, Egypt, India and finally Istanbul. There he meets a wise man who gives him the advice and comfort for which he searches.

Throughout his pilgrimage the wistful face of Eileen, the young country girl, haunts him and the strains of the Londonderry Air floating across the minarets of Cairo beckon him home. He meets Eileen and falls deeply in love, but first aspects of intolerance prevent their union and he departs from Ireland once more. His further adventures and the manner in which he encounters again the winsome Irish girl will delight all the authors admirers.

Lord Dunsany can be counted on to produce a story that is masterly in the telling and fascinating to read. This is such a story.


CHAPTER I

SEEN for a moment as he passed in a car among little hills in Ulster, Eileen OShaughnessy standing by the roadside became a picture printed on Mathew Perrys mind, clear as an etching. She was on a path that led a little way from the road to the door of a large farmhouse. Her hair was like nightfall among chestnuts, her profile more suggestive of France and of Normandy than of our northern isles. If she was an Irish type, she was the product of races that had wandered too far to be traced. The curve of her nose, her dark eyes, her hair, Mathew Perry saw as he went by. He did not stop, because he had no excuse for doing so, nor could he think of one afterwards. So he never turned round and went back. The more he would have liked to have spoken to her, the greater appeared the barrier between them when there was no excuse that might have broken a way through it. Mathew was of course very young. Indeed, he had only just come down from Queens University, and life was before him, though he had not yet chosen by what path he would try to explore it. His father was dead, shot one night through the window of his house for some reason unconnected with this story, and his mother had been killed at the same time. And this house now belonged to Mathew Perry, a house with about a dozen small rooms. Round it he owned a few fields that were enough to graze the cows that supplied the house with milk, and a couple of horses. And he had been left capital that brought him in a few hundred a year, which would enable him to live in that house as his parents and grandparents had done. A few miles away lay Londonderry, in which he would be able to find an occupation. But what occupation? He had not yet decided. Nor had his uncles and aunts yet decided for him, though they had tried. And the time of this story lies in between wars.

The suggestions that Mathews uncles and aunts made for his future, and the arguments that they used to support them, I do not give, for they led nowhere. What probably influenced him much more was a phrase that his nurse had once used to him, not even a whole poem, which was over the hills and far away. He had looked at the hills as a child and wondered what was beyond the horizon, and then one day when he had asked his nurse what there was beyond or if there was anything, his nurse had flung down those words to him, and they had held a strange fascination. Or there may have been some wandering strain in his blood, that had flowed past his uncles and aunts without ever touching them. Or was it that thing that we call idiosyncrasy, which, having named, we can explain no better for giving a name to it, that made him long to travel?

But where do you want to go? asked his Aunt Emily.

He did not know.

What do you want to see?

He did not know either.

What do you want to do?

Whether the idea came to him then, forced up by the need for an answer, or whether he had thought of it before, he found at last a reason for his strange whim, and said, To shoot big game.

What kind of big game? insisted Aunt Emily.

Any kind that there is in that country, said her nephew.

In what country? she asked.

And still he could do no better than say, A country where there is big game.

And how do you think you can afford it? she said finally.

But there he was on firm ground, for he had worked that out; though what was firm ground to him was trespassing in the Forbidden City to his Aunt Emily. He was going to use the capital that should bring him in the few hundreds that would enable him to live in the small house among its few fields while he earned more at some respectable occupation in the city of Londonderry, as his father had done before him. This was very shocking to Aunt Emily. Shooting big game she understood as a motive; wandering because the world lured him, or because some current in his blood would drift him over its borders, she never understood; but wasting his capital upon that, or for any other motive, was to her a shocking thing. Thinking that she could see further than he into the future, she asked him how he thought he was going to live when he came back from his trip. But he only felt the lure of the world calling, and it seemed enough for him; and, if he could see no further, he thought that there was no further to see. Was some girl luring him to this strange wandering, wondered Aunt Emily? For when seeking for the motive of any action of a young man it was her habit first to look for the influence of a girl.

Do you know anybody abroad where you mean to go? she asked.

Oh, no, said Mathew.

Nobody at all? she repeated.

And she saw that his denials were true. But there was a girl after all, though her influence was working the other way, like a magnet that, held the other way round, repels instead of attracting. For Mathew, too shy to stop to speak to the lovely girl by the road that wound through the little hills, felt that he must be something more than he was, before he could hope the hopes that suddenly arose when he saw her. A man who had fulfilled his own dream would be something far more than what Mathew Perry was then, with only a vague and airy dream to guide him through the future, and that dream unfulfilled. And so the girl that set in motion the dream that slept in his blood was not in the wild lands to which he determined to wander, but among the hills from which he was soon to turn away.

It was North Africa to which he decided to go, when he had sold out an investment to pay for his trip, because North Africa was the nearest of the wild lands in which a man could roam with a rifle and feed himself upon what it obtained for him. An old Frenchman who had come to Ireland, following some will-o-the-wisp that some said was ethnological and some political, and who had drifted through Londonderry, said that in one forest in Algeria there were still lions. Another informant told more credibly of panthers. Eventually, by writing to a man who knew the country, Mathew Perry learned what he could pursue in North Africa: gazelles in the desert, as plentiful as its sparse herbage allowed, another and rarer gazelle on the lower slopes of the mountains that bordered Sahara, and among their peaks the great Barbary sheep with his wide beard and magnificent horns. This seemed to him a worthy trophy to secure if his object was sport, though he did not quite know what his object was: he had in him those instincts of the chase that all young men have, and the horns of sport called to him; and yet from beyond the hills, and beyond the ones that to them were dim grey horizons, some other call lured him, a faint far cry in a language he did not know.

Once more before he left he drove his car along the road that ran by the little hills among which he had seen the girl with the hair of dark chestnut. What he would have said to her he did not know, nor if he would have stopped and spoken at all. But she was not by the road nor by the door of the long white farmhouse, and he went from Ireland without seeing her any more.

Mathew Perry was not yet fully of age, and his uncles could have prevented the sale of any of his investments and of the house, which had to follow later when there was insufficient income to keep it up; but as there were only a few months to go before he would be twenty-one, when they would have been unable to stop him, they only tried to make him abandon his wild and wandering fancy, and when they could not do so they let him have his way. But they did not give in easily, for when their own arguments were exhausted they went to a clergyman of the parish, a Mr. Timson, and at his table explained to him and his wife this strange mood of the boy; which must ruin him, as they put it, and cause the sale of his house and drive him out of the parish, whatever might happen to him in those distant lands to which so wilfully he was bent on wandering. And the clergyman listened to them gravely, for to lose a parishioner was also to lose a voter, and, whether or not that may seem to have been the affair of a clergyman, he lived where the powers of Protestantism and Roman Catholicism were so evenly matched that the loss of a voter on whom they were counting, for he would be of age before an election was likely, was the danger to their Church that one brick falling out of the actual edifice might be to the church of his parish of Magawley. So Mr. Timson promised to do what he could and went at once to Bramblelands, as Mathew Perrys house was called, and found him at home and sat down and talked of many things, until a remark of his about a church bazaar that was to be held in the future drew from Mathew the remark that he would not be there. And why not? asked Mr. Timson. And so he got the story of that wild mood and where it was going to lead his young parishioner.

He did not say that he would lose a Protestant voter if Mathew Perry insisted upon his plan. What he said was that foreigners were a bad influence, at any rate for a young man; that their religious principles were very different from ours, and that in Africa, where he was proposing to go, were some very strange religions indeed, religions that he well knew Mathew would never allow to influence him. And yet, why subject oneself to such influences? He said it only as an argument to keep Mathew Perry at home. But, the future being dark to all our eyes, he did not know against what danger to warn him and, having to think of unreal ones, his warnings carried no weight. Little did he dream what influence in foreign lands would be brought to bear on this member of a good Protestant family.


CHAPTER II

AND SO one day young Mathew Perry left Ireland with his mind set on securing that great trophy the head of a Barbary sheep, great not only because of its own magnificence, but because of the mountains that had to be scaled to secure it; a boy who had never as yet thought, finding thought all thought for him by those among whom he lived, and so having no idea of the urge that drove him to travel, some old hereditary impulse that came from I know not where, and which might never have awakened in his blood if no discontent or perplexity had ever troubled him, as they did when his father and mother were murdered. The jar of that event shaking his life may have let loose that impulse which otherwise might have slept, as a rock rolling down a hillside, or other natural accident, may break open a fountain that may set running a river. Sadly he sailed from Ireland, for he had never left it before, having been too young to take part in the Kaisers war, and there is always some melancholy in leaving any shore, except for hearts that time or circumstance or heredity or any other influence beyond our control have so toughened that they cannot be touched by the moonlight on the sea, or the twilight fading and lights twinkling on natal shores from which one is going away. Over the sea that the moon had inlaid with a strip of silver he gazed, and wondered why he was leaving Ireland. Reasons enough he had found to give to his uncles and aunts and to meet the arguments of Mr. Timson; but were they able to satisfy himself? He had meant to hang whatever trophies he got in his hall. But if his house had to be sold because of this journey on which he had started, there might be no room in a much smaller one to hang them at all. Why had he been discontented with these shores he was leaving, he wondered? Why had he preferred other shores, and ones of which he knew nothing? No answer came from the moon or the glittering water, or from anywhere at all. The causes of his discontent were too far back for him to see them, or for me. The shock of his parents murder some years ago may have left a scar on his spirit, or some still older force drove him. He wondered and found no solution. Nor can I.

And then travel led Mathew Perry by the hand, and he forgot his melancholy at leaving those Irish shores and ceased to wonder any more at the motive that led him or what its source might be. Not that he really felt the charm of travel, or felt he was really a traveller, until the peach-blossom and the almond-blossom were shining among the cypresses as his train neared Marseilles. Then in the season of Spring, which he had overtaken in the night, he felt like a traveller to morning, welcomed suddenly by the sun. He was not going like Tartarin of Tarascon into North Africa. He had been told in a letter from a man in London, who had hunted in the mountains to which he was going, of an old hunter living by one of the last of the date-groves before the enormous waste of Sahara begins, who knew those rugged mountains that border the desert, and where to find their waterholes that held rain from storm to storm, and knew the Barbary sheep and their ways, and the caves where they sometimes rested. To this old Arab he had written arranging his trip and telling him the day that he would come and the hour at which his train would arrive at the station nearest the old hunters dwelling, on the railway that ran from the coast to the desert and there suddenly ceased, as everything ceased there except the tents of the nomads and their camels and their few flocks.

They came to Marseilles, and there Mathew felt the gates of adventure open before him. He went on board the ship that was bound for Algiers, and saw flowers of the warm South shining upon the dinner-tables, and heard some Arabs who were returning home singing strange songs of their land, and saw high over the harbour the church of Notre-Dame de la Garde. One white flash of it he saw where it looked over the sea, and had for a moment a feeling of protection over him, about to start on his lonely journey to unknown lands. And then he drew his emotions back like a horse from the edge of a precipice, as he suddenly realized that that white object gleaming there on the hill was of the Church that all his life he had been taught to know as the enemy. Towards it his elders watched like sentries at night, always on duty. He too, he had been taught, must be as watchful and grow up to hold the lines that his elders had held, never letting the enemy encroach by a single yard. And here he was feeling some influence, even some blessing perhaps, that he should have been too robust and too watchful to feel. For a little while he was puzzled; then he dismissed the influence and turned away his eyes over the sea. But for some while he was troubled.

There are those so poor that they have never seen a sapphire, a loss that is easy to bear; but not to have seen the Mediterranean during ones stay on this planet is a serious deprivation, not only because it is larger than a sapphire as the moon is larger than a cricket-ball, but because there are lights in it that no sapphire has. Mathew gazed at it in wonder. And then the trouble and the puzzle returned to him: why was it that this blessing that the beautiful white church seemed to be casting over the Mediterranean must be something that it would be treason against his family and all who were dear to him for him to take any heed of, something he must not even speak of when he returned home? All who were dear to him? Again he was troubled. Of what faith was the girl with that young clear profile under the dark chestnut hair? He had seen her for that brief moment, not too fleeting for one of the swift shafts of love, in a district that was not Protestant. As a good farmer knows what soil is suited to what crops, almost as he knows the crops in his own field, all Mathews relations knew in what districts were mostly Protestants, and in which ones were the others, those whom he had never even been taught to shun, because to have nothing to do with their teaching was a part of moral behaviour that was assumed to be bred in him. What was this girl, he wondered? What if she were one of the others?

And even then could he cast the picture of her from his memory? And he saw that memory could not be controlled like that.

And then the beauty of the Mediterranean, that huge liquid sapphire, came between him and his dream, and for a while the picture of the girl among the little hills of North Ireland faded away from his memory.

When evening came and the glare of visible things decreased, the vision returned to him from the hills of Ireland; but no solution came to him of the enigma that puzzled him, and still he wondered how love could possibly trespass across a boundary where only hatred should venture, and sought for no answer because he did not believe there could be one. Then night came down on the sea quicker than he had expected, for he did not know that the long twilight of Ulster was not to be found so far south, and thought that it was a robe that Mother Earth wore at evening, not knowing it was only a scarf that she threw over her shoulders.

In the morning he saw bright sunlight shining on white houses and heard the African song, the song that men at work or men alone in the night sing all along that coast, and that with many variations goes far up into Africa, a wild song, as it seemed to Mathew Perry, quite unlike any music that he had ever heard before, and yet, strange as it was to him, a tune that he never forgot and one that was to haunt his memory all his days. And that was Algiers. Much he might have wondered at that city so new to him, had his imagination been free; but it was heavily weighted by material things. For he had luggage to see to and his rifle, and he had to dress with some care; for, though the French had seemed charmed to admit his rifle, there was une loi absolue against any ammunition being imported into Algeria. So Mathew Perry wore under his waistcoat two woollen bands that held thirty cartridges each, which he knew would be ample for the scant shooting that he could hope to get in mountains. For mountains are not luxuriant, and where herbage is scarce the creatures that feed on it must be few.

He did not feel so much that he was breaking the law as that he was upholding reason against a system that permitted a rifle but not its ammunition; though, whatever he felt, he was certainly breaking a law of the land that he entered, his very first act as he set foot on its shore. Towards evening he started southward in the train that from the civilization of a city went through cultivated land with less and less to cultivate, until in the afternoon of the following day there arose between that seemingly barren land and the waste of the sheer desert the ramparts and pinnacles of the Jebel Aures Mountains, that looked like a red wall by the side of a giants garden. And in that garden wall is a gap so huge and narrow that the Arabs have called it El Kantara, the Gateway. Between the gateposts of this enormous gap ran the railway, and Mathew saw with astonishment lying below him, and as far as the huge horizon, a boundless sea that he did not know existed. And gazing at this other Mediterranean he did not realize what he was looking at, until an attendant of the restaurant car saw him wondering as he walked by, and pointed and said, Sahara. Not until then could Mathew believe that that great blue expanse was waterless land, and that he was not the discoverer of a new ocean and even a new planet; for the curve of the horizon was so unlike any that he had seen before, that it hardly seemed to him a horizon of Earth. The train wound on like a snail down that great garden wall, and still the desert looked like an inland sea, and a line of scattered shrubs that the mountain nourished with moisture it flung to them from occasional storms looked like lines of surf at its edge. Mathew Perry was gazing still at this strange illusion when the train stopped at a little station at which, as he hastily fancied from the surprise of the stationmaster, nobody had ever got out before. The train went a little farther before the desert overcame it, with all other things of man, and stopped in that huge blue waste. But even here the desert was all round it. Mathew had expected somebody to meet him, but no one came near his carriage except the surprised stationmaster.

And then at the far end of the platform he saw an Arab seated on a bundle of canvas, looking straight before him as if he had sat there for a long time gazing at the same thing, something that Mathew could not see. Nor was there anything to see, for the Arab was gazing calmly into space. Mathew went up to him and asked if he were Abdul Rahman, the hunter who was to guide him to the mountains. The Arab smiled: it was he. Mathew spoke to him in French, of which each knew a little, and later, as he picked up Arabic words, he mixed more and more of them with the French that he talked to the Arab. I hope you have not been waiting long, he said. And gradually, as Abdul Rahman and he understood each other, he realized that he had been waiting there since dawn. He had been told exactly the time of the trains arrival; but Abdul Rahman had no watch or clock and did not desire to have one. Time he knew well enough. He saw it pass over the desert from hour to hour. But in a railway station all seemed confusion. He could not tell the time there as he could in the desert or under his date-palms. In the desert there was dawn, and then morning, and then the hour when the gazelles slept and the Arabs too, and the hour when it grew cooler and the gazelles grazed again, then sunset and a glory again on the mountains as there had been at dawn, and then the planets appearing and then the stars. He knew time well enough, but here in a railway station, where so little of it was to be seen, an absurdly exaggerated importance was attached to it by the Europeans, who by their hurry and by many of the wasteful things that they did showed that they had no proper understanding of time at all. So he paid no attention to them, letting them ring their bells and blow their whistles now and again, while he sat calmly waiting. Calm needed no endurance, and so he was quite content. And sure enough, before the day ended, a European stepped out of one of the trains, and he was the one who had sent him the telegram. Mathew said how sorry he was that Abdul Rahman had waited all day and that, to make things worse, the train had been forty minutes late; as though such things were in the hands of any man, whereas they were, as Abdul Rahman had always known, in the hands of Allah alone. And then from views of time that were so divergent that neither of them could understand the other they turned to something that both could understand, which was Mathew Perrys tent and the rest of his luggage and, above all, his rifle, a.275 Mauser, which Abdul Rahman looked at with the love with which a violinist looks at a Stradivarius. Four more Arabs appeared then, and all these things were carried out and loaded on to two camels, which already carried another tent and some pots and pans, and some bits of iron that were to make a kind of fireplace, and some long and very thin water-barrels, and bundles of things that to Mathew looked like stalks of heather, but which he was told were firewood. The camels groaned as they were being loaded, more and more sorrowfully with every load, in those universal tones that without need of language and to every living thing convey, more easily than words can do, grief, anger and fear, or any emotion common to all that live. Soon the obvious grief of the camels was more than what Mathew could endure to witness, and in poor but earnest French he protested to the men who were loading them that they must spare the poor brutes any more burdens. At first the Arabs would pay no attention at all; and then one of them said. Oh. The camels, and went on loading one of the groaning beasts. It was perhaps then that Mathew saw for the first time that there was something wrong in the world, and that all was not harmony between life and life. Then Abdul Rahman explained to him that camels had been doing this ever since animals lost the power to talk, which he told Mathew they had once, and that if one paid any attention to those groans none would ever load them at all and camels would go free, which was not, he explained, what Allah intended. So Mathew protested no further, but was still vaguely troubled by the fear that between men and animals all was not well, a fear that was to trouble him later for the relations between men and men.


CHAPTER III

THE Arabs, paying no heed to the camels groans or to Mathews protests, soon had all the equipment of the little camp loaded with Mathews luggage and his empty rifle-case and told their camels to rise, while Mathew and Abdul Rahman walked away through the desert. And a great peace suddenly fell on the mind of the young man, as he put his hand to his watch to see the time and then put it down again, realizing that with the empty desert before him and all round him, once he had left the railway, he was free from all of the cares that trouble our civilization; and as though chains fell from him, chains oddly made of pavement and asphalt and brick, he walked away with a long stride into the desert. The Arab hunter, robed in a ragged burnous and wearing upon his head a turban that was no tidier, looked nevertheless, with his small aquiline features and his proud bearing, like a grandee of Spain. And probably the resemblance was no accident, for the old conquerors of Spain may well have left a type in that land whose features were those of the land from which they came. And further back still we may trace that conquering race to Turkey, whence they spread along the whole North African coast and, as some say, raided north-westwards through Scandinavia and came as far as Scotland; so that Highland lairds and grandees of Spain far back in the dark ages may have shared some conquering ancestor.

They saw no game that day and had barely walked ten miles when they came in the glory of sunset to their camp, at which camels and mules had already arrived and where their tents had already been set up. Mathew Perrys tent and the one tent of the Arabs had been pitched on a site which, in all the vast cleanliness of the Sahara, was one of the very few that was dirtied by the mules and camels of other wanderers. Here only in the vast view was anything dirty, and ticks that had gone hungry since the last camels had left ran out to meet them. As cities attract us, so these old camping-grounds attracted the Arabs, and Mathew was too young to have the personal authority that was ever able to stop them from choosing these small rare spots that were the only dirty places in all Sahara. As the sun was setting, Mathew gazed west to see its splendour, while an Arab boiled the water for his tea, and, entranced by the beauty of the sky above the vast curve of the desert, it was not until he turned towards his tent as the colours were rapidly fading that he saw, though for only few moments, the last of the splendour in which the mountains were decked. There he saw them like a company of giants, wearing cerulean robes and crowned with rubies, looking the sun in the face to say farewell; then suddenly cloaking themselves with their robes, even to their heads, and seeming to fall asleep. Ever after that he looked east at sunset and saw glories such as he never saw again: not even in theatres, with all their devices, and where effects are intensified, did he see such azure and purple set in such blazing gold. Then he had tea on a folding table set up outside his tent, enjoying it as he had never enjoyed tea before; and one by one the Arabs prayed, and soon the brief twilight was gone, and in the immense silence of the Sahara and in the loneliness Mathew Perry began to think, as he had probably never done yet. He did not think for long, for soon the Arabs lit a fire and he went towards it to get some warmth in the chill that had suddenly touched the desert, and the Arabs made a place for him by their fire while they ate something called kouskous, made of flour and oil. But while he thought, and before he went to the fire, glowing red under pale blue stars, he pondered on what his uncles and aunts had really wanted him to do, when they had so much grudged to him this journey to the great space that seemed so calm, and where he was happier than he had ever been when thousands of little troublesome things were around him all day long, like flies teasing a horse whose tail has been cut off. What had they really wanted of him? And he saw it now, as he had never seen it before. They had looked to him for revenge. Not a word they had ever used. But they had looked to him for revenge of the deaths of his father and mother. And that he would not do for them. But what then? That, as he saw now in the great stillness, with nothing to turn his thoughts aside every few minutes, was the purpose to which they would have devoted his life. But where should he find a purpose for himself? Then he sat by the Arabs fire, and thought no more that night. And they told him the story of the stars, and their names and how they came by them; which they had some right to do, for the Arabs were among the earliest who studied the stars, perhaps because in the deserts through which they love to travel the air is so clear that the stars must seem closer to them than they ever are to us, and even more beautiful. They told him tales also of the Barbary sheep and of men, all as though stars and men and Barbary sheep were very close to each other and familiar and friendly. They told of talks that the Barbary sheep had had with other animals in the days when the beasts could talk, which, as they pointed out, they could do no longer; and the stars in those past days appeared to have been as talkative.

When Mathew went to his tent he turned again to the thoughts that the friendliness and the prattle of the Arabs had interrupted, and Ireland and its quarrels troubled his mind once more, and he wondered what part he could ever take in any attempt to assuage them or what slight bitterness he could hope to remove from them, and what he should do with his own life. But he did not wonder for long, for in that clean air that the stars were illuming outside his tent he very soon fell asleep. He did not wake at all till he heard in the darkness the prayer of an Arab who had seen a glimpse of the dawn. And very soon after that one of the Arabs called him, bringing him a cup of tea; and, as the Arab opened the flap of his tent, Mathew saw that a wide part of the sky had rapidly brightened.

The old hunter had prayed and had already dressed, if he ever undressed, and had had his breakfast and was waiting for Mathew to have his, for the sheep would now be feeding in the mountains on little brown hyacinths and tulips and bushes of geraniums, and it was time to start. The dew was still pearly on the hair of the camels that lay near his tent, for they and the mules and the men kept very close together, and Mathews views about hygiene were never able to overcome the Arabs fear of robbery by men unknown and unimagined by him. As he and Abdul Rahman reached the feet of the mountains the upper rim of the sun peered over the great horizon, and the mountains flamed into such a blush as might glow on the faces of goddesses, but was more glorious than anything earthly that Mathew had ever seen. But whether or not the blush of immortals would be eternal, this glorious glow on the mountains was so transient that Mathew could scarcely be sure that he had seen so splendid a thing; yet, though he wondered if it had really been there at all, it remained long in his memory, a light that helped to cheer him in drab surroundings and in despondency, and even brightening his life. Very soon the mountains were mere brown rock, with surface that gave a good hold to the feet of a climber, though they wore out a pair of new boots in under a week. The wearing out of Mathews boots luckily did not matter to him, as the Arabs resoled them for him with soles that oddly enough seemed more durable than his leather, though they were only made of the rough grass called halfa, which one or other of the Arabs knitted for him whenever they were required. It was a blank day in the mountains, for the hunting of big game is not like going to the Zoo; and even Abdul Rahman, with all his knowledge of the Barbary sheep and their tremendous home, could never be sure of finding them. They climbed up above the geraniums that decked the mountains feet, past watercourses made by the fury of rare storms, but dry now except for holes that boulders had worn in the rocky bed of a thunder-fed stream, whirled round by some old torrent. At one of these they drank, while butterflies floated above them, lured there by that rare treasure of the mountains. Behind them came another Arab carrying their dinner, and ready to help Abdul Rahman to carry down to the camp anything that Mathew might shoot. They climbed higher and came to the caves worn by the wind, in which the Barbary sheep would shelter; but there were many such caves, and all that they saw were empty. Sometimes they climbed past what appeared like galleries of statuary, for shapes stood up along ridges, carved by the wind into many likenesses, some of which were the shapes of men. Past these ancient shapes they came to the crest of the mountain and Mathew saw to the north the land that the Arabs call the tel, which is the land considered to be within the dominion of Man, and which Mathew was told by Abdul Rahman was cultivated. On the other side of the mountains swept that huge curve that was the rim of our planet. There they rested and in sight of that huge view had dinner, Abdul Rahman and the other Arab on dates, and some camels milk that tasted something like liquid cheese, and Mathew on hard-boiled eggs and sardines and, when he had been persuaded by Abdul Rahman, on the sour camels milk that was called leben, the first few sips of which tasted odd and nasty, and which he drank ever after whenever he felt thirsty, for so long as he was in the mountains or the Sahara. Then Abdul Rahman drew from its canvas cover the rifle he had been carrying slung from his shoulder and looked at it more carefully than he had done as yet, and found that the backsight had perversely been made shiny by a thin strip of silver. Gun-makers sell black paint with which to wipe out any shininess that there may be on the backsight, which will make it hard to see exactly where the bright foresight rests in the dark backsights valley; and either in order to sell this paint, or for some reason beyond our understanding, they make the backsight brilliantly bright with this shining strip of silver, and put it in exactly the worst place in which it could be possible to put it, where backsight and foresight appear to meet, as Abdul Rahman showed Mathew. Mathew put his rifle to his shoulder then, and his eyes actually watered with the flash of that thin strip as it caught the African sun, and he realized that he would never hit anything while it was impossible for him to tell how much of the foresight was shining in that glare, or whether any at all, for a ray from the glittering backsight could well be mistaken for it. This Abdul Rahman was able to put right with a knife, though a minute hollow was left where the shiny silver had been removed, which would slightly affect the amount of foresight seen, now that it was possible to see it, and he advised Mathew to practise with the rifle when they got back to camp. All day they looked for those great-horned sheep and saw none. And when they got a warning from the West that there would be only the light that they needed to see their way down the mountain and none to spare, they turned for their wandering home. And a flame went up in the loneliness of the desert to guide them to it, and soon Mathew was dining under the huge white stars, too comfortable after the fatigue of his climb for any perplexing thoughts. And soon after that he went to bed, with many blankets above him and underneath, and was immediately asleep.

As that night was about to pass, the Arabs prayed before dawn and woke Mathew Perry, who dressed and had breakfast and, as soon as it was light, went out and practised at a rock with his rifle. He had only fired at targets at home, and he told Abdul Rahman that he had had plenty of practice; but that old hunter pointed out to him in bad French mixed with a little Arabic that a target stood up out of the landscape as did nothing else in the world, all other objects being a part of it, and having to be selected and identified by the eye from the rest of Sahara or the mountain. How true this was he learned later when staring at gazelles in the open or at a Barbary sheep against the side of a hill, all within shot, and quite unable to see them. He fired off twenty of his cartridges, realizing that the forty that remained were ample if he could shoot straight, and that sixty were no use if he could not. He had a clear young eye and a steady hand, and by the time he had fired his twenty shots he at least understood his rifle and was able to hit at a hundred yards an object smaller than the heart of a Barbary sheep. The stupidity of the silver line in the very part of the backsight that should be most dark troubled him, for he reflected that if those whose job it was to make expensive rifles could be as silly as that, there must be a great deal of stupidity in the world. Would life be easy, he wondered? If men could do this, what might they not do? He had chosen no way for himself yet. He knew well enough that there were enmities. What if his path should also be thick with stupidities? He did not mean to choose a smooth way, but was seeking the right way. What if enmities and stupidities and greeds should make that way impenetrable when he found it? He decided on that morning to force his way through as far as he could, as soon as ever he should see the way. What way? He did not know.


CHAPTER IV

ABDUL RAHMAN, with a trailing flap of his robe that was called a burnous thrown up over his left shoulder to be out of the way, came to Mathew, practising at his rock, to tell him that it was time to start for the mountain, so that they should get to the high valleys he knew before the arui, as he called the Barbary sheep, should be hiding in caves away from the heat of the day. So Mathew started with Abdul Rahman at once, and Ishmael, the Arab who carried their dinner, walked behind them. The glory of dawn had faded from the mountain, and cliffs that had seemed to be built of the petals of peonies or of roses were already bright brown rock that was stripped of its magic; and hardly could imagination believe that they had glowed as they had a while before. They had not gone far in their climb, and were scarcely above the geraniums, when in the rocky valley of the ghost of a river Abdul Rahman suddenly seemed to stiffen, as a ripple of alertness went over him, and round a bend of the dry and rocky watercourse came, what seemed so unlikely in that desolate solitude, the figure of a man. He was an old Arab carrying a rifle nearly two yards long, a weapon produced by periods far apart in the story of Man. For the great flint in the hammer was of the kind that our ancestors used to sharpen before they had conquered the mammoth, and the barrel was chased with silver that seemed more the work of the craftsmen of the time of Louis Quatorze. Abdul Rahman, when they met, asked him what he was doing, out with his rifle in that valley, for he seemed too old to be able to climb to the haunts of the Barbary sheep. And the old man answered that he was walking there because he used to hunt in those mountains when he was young. And he went on his way down the dry watercourse, while Mathew and the two Arabs went on up it. Mathew could only guess what the old man was doing; but he guessed that, though too old to climb to the caves of the Barbary sheep, he still followed the calling of a brigand. But it was only a guess, because, as they were three to one, he had had no fair opportunity of practising his calling, if it was indeed the one that he followed.

They followed the watercourse till they came to a precipice over which the wild torrent had fallen on some stormy night when water came to those mountains. Then they had to climb. Often in that desolation Mathew had pictured the face of the girl who dwelt among such different hills; and with a vision that either that clear air or the loneliness, or some other magic of the Sahara, had stimulated, he saw now for certain that a girl with those features and living in that district would be one whose friends were all with those who had killed his parents, and whose enemies would be his uncles and aunts and his friends and, indeed, himself. Could the barrier between them, he wondered, ever be crossed? An invisible intangible barrier, and yet harder to overcome than that steep side of the mountain up which Abdul Rahman was leading him. Could he ever find any solution to the problem, he wondered; any way of living in amity with all his neighbours, across whose country ran the invisible barrier steeper than this brown mountain? Could he not find the solution now, he thought, working it out in this clear high air, as he had never been able to do in cities or in all the wide area over which they cast their influence. Perhaps a solution might have come to him; but as he was searching for it more keenly than he had ever done before, Abdul Rahman from in front of him stretched back a silent hand, and then seemed to turn to brown rock, for over a ridge he had seen something, though he did not tell Mathew what, for he did not speak, but he beckoned to him to come forward, unslinging the rifle from over his shoulder and then removing it from its canvas case. It was for only a moment that he had stood rock-like on the ridge; then he very slowly lowered himself and handed the rifle to Mathew with extreme nonchalance, conveying with every gesture that the object over the ridge was something very unimportant, for he saw the young mans excitement and knew well that an excited man hits nothing. And, were it otherwise, no advancing infantry would ever survive a battle. What he had seen was a male gazelle, not of the kind of which one may meet one in every few square miles of the desert, but a rarer kind that Abdul Rahman called adni, which lived on the lower slopes of these ranges, grazing such herbage as grew where the mountains had cast the water of thunderstorms down on their feet. Putting his head slowly over the crest, and signing to Mathew to do the same, Abdul Rahman pointed out this gazelle, and turned away as though quite uninterested, although hunting anything on those mountains was, after the affairs of God and his prophet, the thing that interested him most in all the world. Was it a male, asked Mathew in a whisper? And Abdul Rahman answered, Yes. Was it a good head, he asked next? Again Abdul Rahman said, Yes, as he would have probably done whatever horns the animal had. For, great sportsman though he was, he had not a British sportsmans idea of shooting only a fine head, and, though he greatly admired a fine head when he saw it, he did not like to let anything escape that could be brought down with a rifle. But on this occasion Abdul Rahman spoke the truth, and beginners luck had placed within a hundred yards of Mathew, a while after he had been practising with his rifle, as fine a head as he ever saw again, either alive or hanging on any wall. At the shoulder, whispered Abdul Rahman. And Mathew aimed where he told him, although a little too high, seeing more of the bright foresight than he thought in that bright African sun. But the bullet touched the top of the spine, and the adni fell. The indifference that Abdul Rahman had assumed in order to lull Mathews excitement disappeared immediately then, as all three hurried down the slope to where the adni lay. As it was not yet dead, Mathew wanted to shoot it through the neck, but Abdul Rahman dissuaded him, for had he done so there would have been no meat for anyone in the camp except him, and the khalal was performed instead, which is a way of killing an animal no crueller than any other way, however much Mathew disliked it. And thinking it over where the Sahara gave such boundless leisure for thought, he realized that there are other wise laws besides our own, and that one which commanded Mohammedans to eat no meat except that of an animal that had been seen to be killed by one of themselves, with a definite ceremonial, saved them from all the perils that lurk in meat killed nobody knows when. They turned back then towards their camp with rejoicings, Mathew rejoicing because he had done what he had come all that way to do and had got a fine head, the Arabs for the same reason, and also because they would have meat to eat; for, though they could subsist entirely on dates, meat was a luxury that they fully appreciated. When they had paunched the gazelle Ishmael carried the whole animal on his shoulders, a feat that surprised Mathew, for it was considerably larger than one of the gazelles of the desert, and with some assistance down the steeper places Ishmael carried it all the way to the camp, which he and Abdul Rahman entered singing. And a certain reserve that the Arabs had worn seemed to have faded somewhat. For Mathew had come to them with what perhaps they valued most in the world, a good rifle; but a man may wear a huge jewel and not be generous, and the Arabs waited. Now they saw that the stranger could shoot, and they opened their simple hearts to him. They had got back to camp early, because Ishmael had had to carry the adni back, and though Mathew and Abdul Rahman could have gone on without Ishmael, they would have had to have gone a long way, and it would have been late before they could have seen another head, which they would have had to look for in valleys that would not have been disturbed by the shot that had killed the adni. And before the sun had met the great curve of Sahara, Mathew was having his tea, flavoured with condensed milk and a good deal of brown sugar. And he had jam that he had brought with him, and bread that the Arabs supplied, dry and hard as toast, and yet quite palatable to Mathew with the appetite that was given him by Sahara. And then, as the mountains began to shed their azure robes and to cloak themselves in crimson, Mathew, all alone by his tent, while the Arabs sat round their fire, eating their kouskous, started to think again. He began by wondering what was happening now in the land that he had left, what news there was. They would be selling the evening papers at this hour in the streets of Londonderry. And then he realized not only that he could not get this news, but that in the vast and ancient emptiness to which he had come he was even beyond interest in it, and the mountains seemed to be pointing in the silence with gentle gestures to guide his thoughts towards abiding things. And his thoughts went out towards them. But what was it his thoughts were seeking? Was it the huge calm of the desert? Was that calm, such as he had never had time to find before, the goal that he sought in life? For time did not harry him here: every half-hour it was not always time to do this or to do that. Here time seemed calm in that huge circle of silence. But what was it, this calm? It had never been worked up into a philosophy that the mind of man could digest. It must be something more than mere silence and clear air. But what? And then Ishmael prayed. And Mathew, watching the mans intense sincerity, saw that something had been found in the desert which gave someone the purpose and the end that he sought.

And what was it he sought? And just at that moment the mountains, which had been cloaked in crimson, dropped all their glory and seemed to slip away into mystery, telling to Mathew with the silent voices with which eternal things give their hints to us, the secret he had been seeking. He wanted to be free from the passions that had killed his father and mother.


CHAPTER V

MATHEW always remembered that evening in the desert, when the mountains, just as they faded into blue, seemed to have given him a revelation such as came to many prophets in deserts. It was nothing new, but it told Mathew what it was that he wanted, which was something that till that moment he had not known. Both his church at home, and the neighbouring one that held it to be heretical, taught that same thing. And yet, and yet, while they taught it did not those very passions rise in the hearts of their congregations? And, the better they taught, the more their congregations triumphed in the piety of their pastor and the more proudly those passions arose. Perhaps the bitterness of those passions came from politics and not from religion; but it was all one to Mathew, for those two religions had allied themselves with politics, and to be a good follower of either of them was, where he came from, to uphold its politics and so be swayed by those passions. Could he escape from them, he wondered? Surely pure religion contaminated by no politics must be free of those passions. Surely here in this huge emptiness, that Arabs call the Garden of God, there could be no politics, and religion refined from this dross would be cleansed from those passions. Was not Ishmael utterly sincere in his prayers? Was not his religion a purpose for him and an end? Could it be that he had found what Christian men had lacked? But no, the sword had had its place in the faith of Islam as much as the pastoral staff in ours, and, sincere as they were, he would not find among these men a balm for the passions that troubled the land round Derry.

When all the Arabs had prayed the stars came out, and Mathew warmed his hands for a little while at the fire, and had supper and went to bed. Once more he wondered if the tolerance for which he sought, and the assuaging of passions, could be found among these friendly sincere men; but memories of tales he had heard forced him upon the belief that they were no better than Christians. Yes, the Christians he knew, who for the sake of two just causes would each of them slay the other.

Upon these troubled thoughts sleep descended swiftly, and when Abdul Rahman, having prayed, brought him his cup of tea, he told Mathew that the dawn was clear and bright and that the day would be good for seeing game on the mountain, as though the young man had no other aim in life than to bring some fine trophies home. Nor had he, all that morning, for it was not his wont to ponder about life; but the total lack of news, and complete freedom from all the cares of the world that reads news every day, had driven his thoughts upon elemental things, as that same influence from a desert had often inspired the prophets. Yet he was young, and the young do not brood for long, and sport beckoned; and where sport beckons the young usually follow. And so before the mountains began to blush, not yet having seen the dawn, Mathew was eating his breakfast and, untroubled now by his spiritual quest, was soon crossing with Abdul Rahman a strip of the desert which ran like an inlet of the sea between two ranges of mountains. The range to which they went was one they had not yet hunted, and it stood before them, its peaks rosy with dawn, its side smoothed by some cataract that must once have poured down from a rivers mouth that gaped high up in the mountain. Whether that river had flowed a million years ago, and from where, he did not know, nor whether in some more recent age its bed had been carved by a thunderstorm. But there it was, a river-bed, and a precipice smoothed by a cataract, both of them perfectly dry.

They climbed all the morning and Ishmael followed, and they all ate their dinner among the high peaks. After that Mathew would have pressed on; but Abdul Rahman advised him to wait, as it was then nearly noon and the sheep would not be feeding in the high valleys where they were easily seen, but sleeping in their caves or shadowy places. And Abdul Rahman, throwing a flap of his burnous over his face, was soon asleep too. Ishmael was lying asleep already, and not till the shadows began to move a little way out from the rocks did either of them stir. During their long wait in the silence, where the world lay level below him to the horizons curve, Mathew saw as in a vision again the face of the girl, but dimly among her hills, as though the passions from which he longed to escape hung between him and her like the showers of angry storms. And then the two Arabs woke, both at the same time, as though it were time to wake, and as though some source of time more exact than our watches gave its news to them even in dreams. They started off at once, and had not got far when Abdul Rahman, walking in front, peered over the edge of a valley and froze to the likeness of one of those statues carved by the wind from the pinnacles, and slowly lowered himself below the line of the rocks. There he bent down and, looking over his shoulder, signed to Mathew to come to him. This took some time, as it always must with a young Englishman new to the ways of the Arabs, and Mathew walked away till he came to Ishmael, who explained to him that the Arabs sign for Come here is the same one that we use to say Go away. When Mathew crept up beside Abdul Rahman the Barbary sheep was still there, for that is what the old hunter had seen on the rocks of the opposite side of the little valley that was barely a hundred yards across.

Arui, whispered Abdul Rahman and pointed, and there the animal stood in front of him. Abdul Rahman had already taken the rifle out of its covering of canvas and he handed it to Mathew, who took it, but could see nothing before him but brown rock. Again Abdul Rahman pointed. But there is something on the hide of a Barbary sheep that is like pools of sunlight shining on rocks, and, though Mathew was gazing straight at the animal, it was totally invisible to him. Watch when he flicks his ears, said Abdul Rahman. A fine head! And Mathew gazed till his young eyes picked up the slight movement that the sheep was continually making to keep off flies. Then he fired. But Abdul Rahmans last three words had excited him with the thought of a fine trophy. So that he had not all the calm that is needed to aim a rifle, and did not take a fine enough sight, and the bullet hit a rock above the animals shoulder. It started off at once, and Mathew fired again and raised a puff of dust behind the galloping hooves. Then he put up his sights to 200 yards and fired the rest of his cartridges. But, though he aimed farther in front, all four fell behind, for he was slow to believe the pace at which wild animals gallop.

He made a few excuses to Abdul Rahman, who paid little if any attention, for he knew that excuses had no part in shooting an arui, and the old hunter wore a slightly sad expression, but said nothing. They had come a long way from their camp, and now turned towards home. They came soon to a valley at the bottom of which was smooth rock and in which walking was easy, and it wound gently downwards towards the desert in which their camp was pitched, so that Mathew was surprised when Abdul Rahman started to climb up the steep side of it, only realizing later that it must be the dry bed of one of those storm-born cataracts that led to a smooth precipice. Much hard climbing they had before they turned downwards again, and the glories of evening were touching the mountains before they came to their camp.

When Mathew had finished his tea, Abdul Rahman came and sat on the ground beside him and told him something of the lore of the rifle which the young man had not found on the rifle-ranges on which he had practised at home. He told him not to waste time playing about with his sights, but to aim over the animals back, if it were at 300 yards and his sights at 100, and watch the dust of his bullet if it fell low, and to aim the next shot higher. Another thing that he told Mathew was quite new to him, and that was to shoot with both eyes open. This, said the young man, could not be done, which seemed like a final argument; but Abdul Rahman said that he invariably did it. Then he asked what was the use of it, and Abdul Rahman said that there was one thing more important than aiming, and that that was seeing, and that though you could see sights a little more clearly with one eye than with two, you could see everything else with two much more easily. This, in such French as they both knew, which was not always the same French, mixed with a little Arabic, Mathew found hard to understand; but he did understand when Abdul Rahman told him that, when firing at a galloping animal, as one often had to if one was to get an ami, one could not with only one eye see both the animal and the spot far in front of him at which one should aim. No man shooting with one eye shut, according to Abdul Rahman, ever shot an animal galloping. This lesson Abdul Rahman gave the young man with tact and kindness, and he always remembered it. Then Abdul Rahman went back to his fire to eat his kouskous.

Again Mathew wondered if these friendly men, who lived their religion by day and by night, rising to pray while all Christians were still warm in their beds, could not teach him a way of escape from the passions that troubled his home and which he feared would encroach some day on his own mind and dominate it, as they dominated the minds of his uncles and aunts. His neighbours would all have told him that that was a heathen thought, but as drowning men clutch at straws he was clutching with wild thoughts at anything that might save him from being swept away on that torrent of passions that had killed his father and mother. And then a mule uttered a low and plaintive note behind the back of an Arab as he sat by the fire eating kouskous, because none of the Arabs had remembered to feed it. And the indignation of the Arab at having his attention called by a mule was so evident in his angrily shouted monosyllable, that at that moment that straw failed Mathew, and he gave up hope of finding the tolerance here that he could not find in his home. Soon afterwards the Arab got up from beside the fire and gave its food to the mule; but by then it was too late, for in that one angry word Mathew had heard the note that he knew so well, when he saw men of opposite factions meeting on days of tension. A trifle for anyone to allow to make up his mind, some might say. How lucky that anything saved him, others might say, from so heathen a heresy. Yet, trifling though it was, Mathew never sought again among the Arabs for the secret he could not find in the Christian churches, and determined to look elsewhere to allay the passions he dreaded.


CHAPTER VI

THAT night Mathew had gazelles meat for his supper, and so had the Arabs beside their fire. Whether it was the excellence of this meat, or the crispness and purity of the Saharan air, or his hard exercise in the mountains, or the skill of the Arab who was their cook, this supper seemed to Mathew a better meal than any that he had ever eaten before. The Arabs too were made happy by having meat, and when he went to sit awhile by the fire they told him more merry stories about the stars. Then Mathew went to his tent. Winds through the stillness of the vast night ran about like little lost spirits. Then even they were still. Then jackals came down from the mountain and howled near the camp, hoping to frighten away from it any small animal that they could chase, or merely protesting against the intrusion of man into their inhuman solitudes. Dogs from a very distant camp of some nomads barked and were heard faintly. All these sounds ceased, and for a while there was only Saharas silence. And then alone, a little way from the camp, one of the other Arabs began to sing. The tune of his song was so entirely different from any that Mathew had ever heard in Ireland, that it strangely fascinated him, and he listened instead of going to sleep. How long he listened he did not know, not having the sense of time that the Arabs have. It must have been past midnight before he fell asleep to the strains of that strange song. But the Arab sang on all night.

Who was that singing last night? Mathew asked Abdul Rahman next day.

Arabi, said Abdul Rahman. An Arab.

What was he singing? asked Mathew.

A song, said Abdul Rahman.

What song? Mathew went on.

A prayer, Abdul Rahman answered.

But why? Mathew asked.

He probably wanted something, said Abdul Rahman.

Again the mysteries of this strange faith allured the young Irishman. Again he put the allurement away. That day they did no hunting; possibly because Abdul Rahman wanted a rest, more likely because he thought Mathew needed one, but the reason he gave to Mathew was that it was black like night and one could not see. Certainly there were a few clouds over the sun when it rose, though to Mathew it seemed as bright as any spring day in Ireland; but he could not argue with Abdul Rahman, because, as the Arab could see better with his bare eyes than Mathew could with field glasses, he could not say upon what such sight depended, and if Abdul Rahman needed bright sun for it there was no more to be said. He remembered from his education at the University that Saturn was represented in ancient Rome as an old man with a scythe over his shoulders, a very suitable representation of the planet Saturn with its gleaming ring round it half obscured by the orb; but whoever gave Saturn a scythe must have seen his rings, long before the earliest telescope, and Mathew realized that the eyes of Abdul Rahman were like those earlier unspoiled eyes that had seen the rings of Saturn. So he did as Abdul Rahman said and stayed in the camp all day.

That evening the clouds that had slightly dimmed the sun grew larger, and thunder by night came rumbling along the peaks, growing louder until the rain came down on his tent, after which he could hear nothing except the rain, and when it ceased he heard the sound of a stream running in the Sahara. It did not run for long, but was real water, the only real water that among all its shimmering lakes Sahara knew. When the roar of the rain was ended Mathew slept at once, and woke again to the sound of an Arab praying. The clouds were gone and, as dawn widened along the sky and glowed on the peaks of the mountains, Abdul Rahman told Mathew that all the omens, whatever omens he knew, were good for sport. And so they soon were climbing a spur of the mountains, through flowers at first that were nurtured upon rare nights by such storms as the one that had just fed little rivers, flowing fiercely though briefly, hiding their water below those arid rocks about the feet of the mountains and moistening the roots of the tulips. And then they were among the bare rocks where no flowers grew, and snakes lay in the sun. Once near a lonely tree Abdul Rahman nearly stepped on a bright snake, partly green and partly a greenish-gray like shadows falling on green; but Mathew called his attention in time, and saw from his evident gratitude how deadly the snake must have been. At another time a gray viper disturbed by Abdul Rahman slid down the hill towards Mathew, and flowed like water round the shape of his boot and went on without touching him. And then they saw the zerig, black and gray in a loud check, about which the Arabs told Mathew many whimsical tales. And once he saw his left foot coming down on a gray viper, and he jumped off his right foot and landed clear of the snake. Something about the radiant sunlight and the flowers through which he had climbed and the glory of the view that he had when he got above them, and then these deadly snakes, started some reflection in his mind that led to the vision of various passions side by side in the hearts of men, and he saw quite close, just the other side of the mountain, as though its peak were transparent, the face of the Irish girl in the little hills, and between him and her a barrier made by those passions, invisible, but no more to be thrust aside than the mountain. Soon he saw nothing round him but her face and the green hills, and that barrier rising immense between him and her, when Abdul Rahman uttered the one word arui, calling back the thoughts of Mathew across 1500 miles, then putting his finger to his lip and whispering, Very close. Mathew could see nothing, nor could he understand how it was possible for Abdul Rahman to have done so, for in the high valley in which they were there was nothing to be seen to their right, and on their left was the wall of the mountain on which they climbed, and in front was nothing but a buttress running out from that wall. Abdul Rahman patted a sole of his foot as a sign to go softly, and they walked up to the buttress in about two minutes, although it was only fifteen yards ahead. Then Abdul Rahman dropped back behind Mathew instead of going in front as he usually did, whispering to him, Choose the biggest head. Choose from what, wondered Mathew? But Abdul Rahman only signed to him to look round the rocky buttress. This he did cautiously, and saw to his astonishment a herd of Barbary sheep only fifty yards away. His daydreams had looked through mountains to see the face of the Irish girl 1500 miles away, which daydreams can easily do; but how had Abdul Rahman seen through the solid rock? Abdul Rahman stood tense and silent, while Mathew saw a ram and put up his rifle slowly. Then Abdul Rahman stooped to pick a flower, perhaps the only one that grew at that height, and he was near enough to Mathew for him to catch the movement with the corner of his eye. The Arabs often picked flowers and wore them behind an ear. But why, Mathew wondered, was Abdul Rahman doing it at this moment? It was in order to show the young Irishman that there was nothing of more importance than a flower to hold his interest. Mathew was disappointed in Abdul Rahman for his lack of interest at such a moment, but the idea got home and helped to steady his aim. He aimed with both eyes open as Abdul Rahman had taught him, and none of the Barbary sheep had seen him, and he fired and the big ram dropped instantly. Abdul Rahman leaped forward as the herd galloped away. In front! In front! he shouted, but all Mathews bullets dropped behind, and Abdul Rahman sighed, for he had not seen the ram drop. Nor would he even believe it when Mathew said that one was down, for there was no sign of the brown beast lying on those brown rocks with the sunlight making one bright brown expanse of them all. Nor could even Mathew see it for some while, and all he could say of it was that it was over there near a rock. But he learned that even at fifty yards over there could change its place like a dancing spirit, and that rocks could change places as nimbly among their myriad fellows. And then he found the big ram lying dead, with a pair of horns that were a foot round at the base; and he saw in the eyes and smiles of Abdul Rahman that all the flowers that the mountains grew, or that shone in the desert as far as lost streams could feed them, were as nothing compared with a fine head of a Barbary sheep shot on the mountain with a good rifle. And now Mathew had done what he had come to Africa to do, and had got another fine trophy. And it was a fine head even without Abdul Rahmans exaggerations, which poured out in more fluent French than any he had yet spoken. Three powerful influences had control of him: sport, love and his mission; and just now the only one that gripped him was sport. Soon the other two were to dominate him again, sometimes at war with each other and sometimes allies, but before he turned to them from the grip of sport he had a curiosity to satisfy; how had Abdul Rahman known that that herd of sheep was there, when a solid slope of rock lay between him and all of them? This question he asked of Abdul Rahman standing by the dead sheep, and Abdul Rahman pointed two fingers at his own nostrils and sniffed. So he had actually smelt them! And Mathew remembered that they had been going up wind, as hunters usually do, and, blowing over a whole herd of sheep only fifty yards away, it could have easily brought the scent to Mathew too, only that he had not the experience and alertness to recognize it as Abdul Rahman had, whose life was spent in those mountains, and who lived for sport in this world and Paradise in the next. Nevertheless Mathew had chosen the best head in the herd and made a perfect though easy shot, the rapid choice of the best head being probably the more difficult of the two. Then Ishmael came up and paunched the sheep and there was more talk of the splendour of the great horns, and the glory of the trophy began to fade a little, as all glories do when the hand grips them; even the glory of butterflies, as every child knows. And as it faded there came back to his mind his mission, his lonely search, seeking in distant lands what he could not find at home, an escape from passions which, if they should overtake him, would hurry him back to Ireland to avenge on the guilty, and, if he could not find them, upon the innocent, the deaths of his father and mother. These passions he knew were very close behind him: What right have they to consideration?

What mercy do they deserve?

What toleration should be allowed to their heresies? were questions insisting themselves on his mind at night. And when he heard those questions whispering among his thoughts, he could almost hear in the stillness the soft footfall of something pursuing him, something like what the Greeks would have called the Erinnyes or the Eumenides, and it seemed to be coming nearer.


CHAPTER VII

DOWN the slope of the mountain Abdul Rahman and Ishmael between them carried and dragged the body of the Barbary sheep. Mathew insisted on carrying the rifle; though, slung from his shoulder, Abdul Rahman was quite ready to carry that too. But when they were over a mile from the camp and still high above it, Abdul Rahman began to talk to the Arabs down in the camp, and they answered him and the mountains rang with their tenor voices. Then Ishmael rested beside the Barbary sheep, and Mathew and Abdul Rahman went on, and the other three Arabs came up from the camp to lend a hand to Ishmael. There was rejoicing in the camp that night, and Mathew, knowing that the Arabs were fond of mutton, thought that they were looking forward to a feast; but, when a piece of it was roast that night for him, none of the Arabs had any of it, for the animal was killed by the hand of an unbeliever and there had been no khalal and they would not touch it. So religion raised barriers that prevented two men eating the same food together here, thought Mathew, as it did on Fridays in Ireland. Would it not have been as well, he thought bitterly, to have stayed at home? Where should he travel, he wondered, to find men separated from one another by no barriers which, based on the slight foundation of the dinner-table, could rise up till they separated neighbours like ranges of sheer mountains? These dietary customs were trifles; but Mathew, whether he knew it or not, had been badly scared in his youth, and though he did not go in any fear of murder, he sometimes trembled at the thought of the passions that led to it invading his own heart, and this little religious difference over the food seemed to have set them stirring in their sleep and they troubled Mathew far into the night. Where should he go, he wondered before he slept, to find a land in which men were brothers? For he was very ignorant indeed of the world. Theology knew of such lands, but not, it appeared, geography. With the teaching of fraternity he was well acquainted; but nowhere yet had he found it. All churches in Ireland would have said: Stay at home. We have found it. Why travel? But how could he forget the deaths of his father and mother? And what troubled him even more than the memory of murder, the silent expectation of his aunts that he would do something, when he was older, to avenge it. The Arabs had seemed to him more friendly, more harmonious, a little more near his ideal; and yet their teaching was not so brotherly as what he could get at home, and he knew that if he went to Mecca he would be killed. Where should he go? He could not think that his search was a wild one, for he sought no more than what he had been taught about every Sunday, but what he had never found. Where should he go, pursued by his own passions? For it was no mere foible of his aunts that he should avenge his father and mother. It was too often in his own thoughts, and he tried to escape them. And then the picture of the girl he had seen in the Irish hills would arise again before him, but always on the far side of a range of enmities that seemed solider than the mountains which towered above his camp. Above the camp... the mountains... his thoughts were saying, and then he fell asleep.

He awoke in darkness at the sound of a prayer, and soon light entered his tent, and Abdul Rahman was all ready to start for the mountains. But in the great loneliness of those rocky peaks Mathews thoughts had been stimulated in their wild chase after the will-o-the-wisp of universal tolerance, and he wanted to go where it beckoned with a wave of its wild hand that only vaguely pointed further away from Ireland. So he told Abdul Rahman that, having got a fine head, he would leave the mountains and go into the desert after the dorcas gazelle. Abdul Rahman was sorry to leave his favourite hunting-ground, but all the other Arabs were glad, for they loved the desert. So during the morning the Arabs struck camp, and Mathew watched without any of that anxiety that every traveller feels when packing up to leave a hotel, or any house in the world; for he had learned by now that a pin or a penny, or a matchbox or bit of paper, are never left behind when striking camp in the desert. In visions he often saw of the face of the Irish girl he looked to see whether she seemed to approve of his moving and whether she beckoned him on; but all he saw was enigma, and a look that would not guide him. Abdul Rahman said that all the Europeans together that hunted in all those mountains during the year got as a rule only one Barbary sheep. So, as Mathew had secured one already besides the adni, Abdul Rahman could feel that his trip had been a success; and in all the oases for many miles around, to which any Europeans went, that mountain in which he had got the Barbary sheep would be recommended by Arabs, perhaps for years, as the one in which a hunter would be sure to shoot numbers of arui. In the afternoon they left their camp at the feet of the mountains, and the desert lay blue before them, and all the Arabs cheered. The long thin barrels had been filled with water at pools in the mountains and were strapped on each side of the camels, and by these the length of their journey was determined as surely as that of an aeroplane is determined by petrol. It seemed that they entered a well-watered country, for Mathew saw more than one lake shining, and some palm-trees standing upon their shores, and ranges of hills arising out of the flat desert. But he noticed that the sky was not only above the hills, but that often it penetrated a little way into them. He looked at these scenes through his glasses, and they were still there. Then he asked Abdul Rahman if he saw the lakes, and Abdul Rahman said that he did. So two people saw it. And I suppose that the difference between an illusion and a delusion is that the delusion is a thing that only one person can see, though it can be very infectious. What is it? asked Mathew.

Sarahb, said Abdul Rahman. Mirage, What causes it? asked Mathew.

But you do not ask in Switzerland what caused the Alps, nor ask in the Straits of Dover how the sea got in there, and Abdul Rahman merely answered, It is so.

Once more in the Saharas vast cleanliness Abdul Rahman, who was walking ahead, found one dirty spot and threw down his stick, and the little caravan halted and the camels and mules had rest; and the ticks found the camels, and the Arabs lit a fire to cook their kouskous, and all were happy. And Mathew sat at the Arabs fire as the stars began to appear, and again they told him their names as they shone out one by one, and tales of their earlier lives. And young though Mathew was he had the good sense not to spoil the Arabs stories by trying to shatter their romance with his science, or by saying anything about the moon or the planets that would hurt their religious feelings. Then he went to his tent, which was all prepared for him, and alone with his thoughts he asked himself why be had left the mountains, where more of those fine horns might have been obtained, to look for a smaller and commoner thing, the dorcas gazelle. And the answer that came at once was Variety. But later in the night the true answer came; and it was that his spirit driven to travel on its frantic quest of tolerance, and dread lest there should overtake it the passions from which it fled, drove on his body like a ruthlessly driven horse whose rider seeks for a land that only his dreams have seen.


CHAPTER VIII

THE light of the dawn ran over the desert more swiftly than it had at the feet of the mountains, and Mathews tent was bright with it soon after Abdul Rahman had prayed. The thoughts that had troubled Mathew were all gone with the night, and sport was calling to him with its clear illogical voice, untroubled with any theories as to what should be done to heretics. He breakfasted hurriedly and soon was away with Abdul Rahman, while Ishmael walked behind.

Though they were now some miles from the mountains, whose torrents flowing from thunderstorms, when they came, nourished the flowers that blossomed about their feet, yet sparse bushes dotted the desert, upon whose thorns and mauve flowers the camels feed when the nomads let them out to graze, which they do like infantry in open order, never one behind the other, for where one camel has gone the desert has no more to offer. As the sun rose higher and mens need for water increased, Nature seemed to answer their need with illusions, which in Sahara was all she could do for them. They were not only mockery, those mirages, Mathew reflected, for they were an answer to yearnings that must have cheered many a thirsty traveller awhile on his way. Was it not better, he wondered, for those yearnings to receive some answer from the desert, if only a false smile, than merely to be given a stare? Full of hope in his youth, he could not believe that his quest of tolerance was seeking for drink at a mirage. The world seemed very wide to him and he felt sure that he had only to travel far enough, to find what he sought. So many a traveller must have felt of water in the Sahara, as he saw those glittering lakes. Perhaps Mathew would have put two and two together, had he looked at the mirage a little longer; but it had not been shining long under its palm trees when Abdul Rahman said, Gazelles. Mathew could see nothing, but Abdul Rahman stood still and counted, and said there were fourteen. Five hundred yards from where the gazelles were there was a watercourse, one of those beds of lost rivers that run far out from the mountains, and it ran within 200 yards of where Mathew and Abdul Rahman stood. Abdul Rahman said a few words to Ishmael and then started to crawl to the river-bed, signing to Mathew to come behind. The crawl did not come easy to Mathew, and Abdul Rahman often looked round to check even his slightest rise above the level of the desert. But in a quarter of an hour they reached the rocky hollow, and after that all he had to do was to stoop, and the next few hundred yards they did in five minutes, and the gazelles were still near where Abdul Rahman had first seen them. But Ishmael had gone round and, at a sign from Abdul Rahman which he somehow managed to see, he showed himself to the gazelles and they began to move towards the cleft in which Abdul Rahman and Mathew were. Soon they were barely a hundred yards away and only moving slowly, and Abdul Rahman pointed and told Mathew to take his shot. Atroos, he said. Cornes très grandes, pointing to a male gazelle with a fine head. Then the gazelles stopped and began to graze on the few flowers that grew there. And Mathew looked and could see nothing at all. The gazelles are light brown above and white below, and there is a thin dark line like a shadow all the way between. But the shadow is not wide enough for so large a body, and just where the real shadow should be is this flashing white, which in the African sun can be very bright indeed. If an artist painting a picture made such a mistake as to put brilliant light where there should be shadow, one can realize how unrecognizable the figures would be in his picture. But Nature does this deliberately, and as it is the property of all material things to have shadows, especially in bright sunlight, the gazelles, with the bright white skin of the underside of their bodies neutralizing their shadows, looked like nothing material, but were more like spirits floating over Sahara, or what Abdul Rahman would have called djinns. And indeed fleeting figures thus dimly seen may have been the origin of many stories of djinns and, further east and longer ago, of beast-headed gods.

Abdul Rahman knew the gazelles and the desert so well that he saw at once what they were; but Mathew at first was unable to see them at all and, when he did so, was scarcely able to credit that the pale shapes he saw drifting before him were really gazelles. They were moving again before he made out what they were, and then he lost still more time picking out the male with the fine horns to which Abdul Rahman was pointing. Aim low, said Abdul Rahman, for he knew that the Irishman would only be able to see the upper half of the gazelle, the brown part. But, if ever youth heeds age, it is not in moments of excitement, and Mathew aimed at the middle of what he saw, which was three quarters of the way up the body of the gazelle, and without the patience to take quite fine enough sight he fired just over its back. Then the gazelles galloped. In front! In front! said Abdul Rahman. And this time the young man listened. Also he remembered to keep both his eyes open, and he corrected his aim by seeing the dust of his first shot. He missed twice more, but was learning with every shot, and with his fourth shot the gazelle rolled over. Even then he had nearly gone high, but the bullet that had so nearly missed just touched the gazelles spine, the deadliest shot that it is possible to make, as though the bullseye were on the edge of the target. They hurried to the gazelle and Abdul Rahman performed the khalal, and Ishmael came up and paunched it, and they were soon returning to camp with the gazelle over Ishmaels shoulder. It was a good head, and the young man was delighted. Had he missed, his thoughts would have been all still pursuing gazelles. But, with dinner for himself and the Arabs achieved and a trophy to take home, his thoughts turned back again to his curious quest, the quest of a lone knight riding against us all. For he sought to end intolerance, and which of all of us has not some intolerance that is dear to him, which he would not surrender to any young man urged on by a wild ideal?

Back in camp with plenty of food Abdul Rahman, seeing that the young man could shoot well enough, began to make plans for long journeys, reckoning the number of wells and wasis, as he called them, which the French, having no w, spelt ouasis, and which we, a little muddled by the spelling of the French, have come to call oasis. On the journey that he planned he decided to touch the end of a spur of the mountains and perhaps to get another adni, and, with the water that he would find there, go out again far into the blue Sahara. Meanwhile, Mathews thoughts hovered between two lures, of which Abdul Rahman knew only one. And when evening came and Mathew looked at the desert rippling into colours as gorgeous as those of the sky, a line of birds flew over so high that he did not see them and threw down eight single notes and passed on northwards. Faintly he heard the eight birds once repeat their calls, and then they were gone and silence was undisturbed in the desert. And in the silence Mathew wondered what birds they were, and where they were going, and where they had come from across that desolation, and his wonder set his own thoughts turning to travel. Was what he sought to be found? Not at home. Cynics said Nowhere. But he would not accept their verdict. The world was very wide, and he must travel to see.

So when Abdul Rahman came to his tent that evening to tell him his plans for getting more heads, Mathew told him the truth. The old hunter had served him well, and he was not going to offer him lies in return for all he had done. All our clergy teach the brotherhood of man better than the imams of the Moslems. Yet it is a curious fact that, had he said to one of his neighbours what he was saying to Abdul Rahman, the man or woman would have thought him crazy; whereas the pursuit of such a dream, whether he thought it mad or not, was to the old Arab worthy of serious attention, and he listened gravely to what Mathew was saying. Toleration was to Abdul Rahman a commodity for which he had no use; but that a man should search for it or any ideal was as natural as though a sportsman should look for a roc, or any other creature of The Arabian Nights, which he had read and which he accepted as history. There had been many prophets, and his lord Mahomet was the last, and there would be no more. But, had it not been that there were to be no more prophets, he might have as gladly followed Mathew Perry on his strange quest as he went with him after arui or the gazelles. There was nothing crazy to Abdul Rahman in the quest of an ideal, or, if there were, there was no reason whatever for not indulging the craze. He was sorry that the days of sport in the mountains were over, for he loved the pursuit of the arui among the crags that looked on Sahara, but he could sympathize with the pursuit of an ideal. Where would he go, Abdul Rahman asked? Mathew did not know.

There are men in Africa, as I have heard, said Abdul Rahman, whose faces are in their chests, having no necks. Perhaps among them might be found what you are seeking.

Why? asked Mathew.

They are a strange people, said Abdul Rahman, and might have strange ways. And suddenly a new thought came to him. Or the pigmies that live in the forest.

Why the pigmies? asked Mathew.

Because their wars are against the cranes, replied Abdul Rahman, and not against men.

Next morning soon after sunrise the tents were struck and the groaning camels were loaded, and they travelled for two days through the blue Sahara, all of them eating gazelles meat by night, which Mathew thought better than venison or beef or, indeed, any other meat that he had ever tasted. Every day Abdul Rahman laid out in the sun the skins of the animals that Mathew had shot, rubbing ash and alum into them, till the skins were hard as boards and nothing was left on them that could decay. And on the third morning they struck their camp for the last time and travelled only a little way and Mathew left the illusions of the Sahara, lake after lake under palm-trees that faded towards evening, and the Saharas immense calm, to follow his own illusion through the noise of the world. And so they came again to the railway station from which they had started, and Mathew said good-bye to Ishmael and all the rest except Abdul Rahman, who came into the station with him while the others waited with the camels and mules in the desert outside. The train to the coast was due in a little over two hours and, when Mathew had paid Abdul Rahman what he owed him, he asked him not to wait and, when he would do so, apologized for wasting his time and that of the men with the camels. But Abdul Rahman did not understand this niggardly attitude to time. He would not grudge even two sips of water to a friend, and water was rare; far less would he grudge two hours of time, which seemed to lie in the desert in a profusion midway between the scanty allowance of it that Europeans seemed to have and eternity. At last a faint whistle came out of the blueness and silence, and far in the distance they saw the white smoke of the train. Mathew took a last look at the camels lying down a little way off where the men waited, and was puzzled by what seemed to him their immense haughtiness. Surely, he thought, he must be mistaken in thinking them so proud, for they obeyed every word of the Arabs and carried for them all their loads. So he asked Abdul Rahman if he noticed any appearance of pride in them.

Certainly, said Abdul Rahman, and with good reason.

What is the reason? asked Mathew.

There are a hundred names of God, said Abdul Rahman. And we only know ninety-nine.

Yes? said Mathew.

The camel knows the hundredth, said Abdul Rahman.

This was the last thing that Abdul Rahman ever taught Mathew Perry, for then the train drew in, and they shook hands and said good-bye once more, and Mathew went into the clatter and hurry of the North, and Abdul Rahman stepped back into the desert, and travelled on through the calm of it till he came again to his date-grove.


CHAPTER IX

MATHEW in the train to Algiers was without plans. Not only in the calm of the starry nights in Sahara, but here in the rattle of the train, thoughts of vengeance arose in his mind, thoughts that would be nurtured by his uncles and aunts if he returned home, and he was roaming the world to escape from those thoughts. Where would he find help? Not if he travelled north; for Europe, though he could see no more than our statesmen the simmering of that volcano of human passions that was to deluge the world for six years, seemed full enough of intolerance. The way south was barred by the desert. He would go east. A cynic would have told him that the tolerance that he sought was to be found nowhere. The orthodox follower of any faith would have said, It is to be found only with us. But Mathew was travelling to see for himself.

In Algiers he hired a motor and drove east all day, through lands that Arabs and French colonists cultivate. And the warm South had so tanned the skin of the French, and even given some of its languor to their spirits, that Mathew could only tell one of them from an Arab by his eyes, the eyes of the European being focussed to print and to streets, while those of the Arabs seemed focussed to the horizon. All day they drove through that infertile land, as it seemed to Mathew, coming from Ireland, where camels and motors looked incongruous companions, past proclamations of emperors carved in broken marble, and fragments of Roman pillars. For empires had passed along that coast and gone: Carthage, Rome, Turkey; and then Napoleons empire, to become a republic again. And by evening they came to the city of Constantine. It is one of the whimsical ways of Nature to creep into cities that thought they had banished her: in one you will find a wood, in another a meadow, in some an arm of the sea, but in Constantine is the most surprising thing of all the things that you would never expect to see in the streets of a city, a huge ravine that, in the fading light when Mathew saw it, went down into darkness. It seemed to him something more of poetry than of geography, something that Coleridge or Poe might have imagined, rather than what any city might see. For a moment he thought that, if travel could show such a thing as this, it might surely show to him the thing that he sought, the tolerance that would be proof against the passions of faction. Then something in the darkness and depth of that sheer ravine suggested to him the chasms that were between man and man, and a shadow cast by despair dimmed for him for a while the lands of his strange journey.

They stopped that night at Constantine, he and his driver, a man for whom Mathew did not much care, because of his contempt for the Arabs, due to his motor being so much faster than their camels, or because on one side of the family he may have been an Arab himself, and may have been anxious to assert that he was of a superior race. Next morning they went on early, and came to Tunisia, crossing a frontier where they changed the time of their watches, while away to their right, to the south of them, smiled the Sahara where nobody ever looked at watches. That evening they reached Tunis, where Mathew went to look at the long arcades of the Souks, the shops where he was attracted for a while by heaps of all the merchandise produced by the arts of the Arabs: carpets, silk rugs, bright scarves, purses and bags of leather, and knives with handles of horn inlaid with silver and copper. And there were many more things to see, as he walked by shop after shop opening on to the roofed arcade; when suddenly it came to him that he was not travelling to buy curios, but to escape from the passions that raged in his native land, and would soon, as he feared and as his aunts hoped, overtake him. Then as a hunted fox goes through a poultry-yard without touching a frightened hen, he turned from a leather purse at which he was looking, and left the Souks.

Where next? his driver asked him.

Eastwards, said Mathew vaguely.

No good, said the driver. There is only the sea.

So next morning they went southwards along the coast. After some hours they came to El Kairouan. Their holy city, said the driver.

This was the holy city of North Africa; and Mathew, going up one of the thin towers called minarets, looked over the white-walled houses, while swallows flitted about him, and wished he could share with these people their adoration of this sunny city. But its sanctity was not for him, and he realized that the more sacred it was to them, the more he must be the intruder here that he was in that part of Ulster in which he had seen the girl whose face haunted him still, however far he travelled away from her. So he left their holy city and went on southwards, and they came before evening to Sfax, and were still in the empire that Rome had taken from Carthage. Yet Mathew was astonished to see a little way from the road the sheer walls of an amphitheatre, a little smaller than the one in Rome, but far more complete. He had heard only of the Colosseum, and did not know that in Africa this enormous remnant of the power that once had ruled the world was gazing over the emptiness and the silence. Near it his driver took him to a square space enclosed with high mud walls behind the hut of an Arab, in which the Arab kept his chickens, and in which their chickens must have been kept by a great many generations, for the hardened dirt on the floor of the square was nearly a yard deep. But a corner of the poultry-yard had been dug up by some French archeologists, and under it lay the floor of a Romans dining-room, laid in mosaics as delicate as any that the world knows. In these mosaics were shown with a wonderful accuracy the birds and beasts that the Romans knew in Africa, and Mathew gazed at it in admiration. What of the Arab, he wondered, who owned that dirty poultry-yard? Had he some blood of the Carthaginians in him, surviving where Rome was fallen? And who would survive in his own land of Ulster, if all his own family stood for should ever pass away? Would those who had killed his parents survive to applaud the dead? A gust of anger swept Mathew at the thought. And suddenly he realized that it was not to gaze at marvels that he had come on this long journey, but to find if the world held anywhere what all churches taught in his own land, but what he could not find there, a tolerance of other mens creeds. So he turned abruptly from the chickens and the ancient lost culture, and told the driver that he wished to go on further and further east. But the driver would not leave French territory. What was to be done now?

He paid the man, and went with his luggage to a small hotel in Sfax, where he was given tea, after which he went for an aimless walk, quite unaware that anyone knew what he was or where he came from or what he was doing. But there are men whose simple avocation it is to know what other men are and what they want, and one of these was loitering in the street when Mathew came by, and glancing at Mathew he said to himself, An Englishman, looking for something, not knowing where to go. So the man went up to Mathew and took off his hat, and said, You want to see something nice?

No, said Mathew.

You want to shoot ducks? he said then.

No, said Mathew again.

It was, then, some deeper discontent than the man had thought.

I show you what you like, he said, and waited for the young man to disclose what it was that he wanted.

I want to get on from here, said Mathew.

Not Tunis, thought the Frenchman, for he thought himself French, whatever other breeds there were in his blood. Not Tunis, for he has come from there. Where, then?

You like see the desert? he said. I show it to you.

No, said Mathew. I have come from the desert.

Then there was only Tripoli or the sea.

You like to go cruise in the Mediterranean? he said.

Yes, said Mathew. That would take him east, and some queer intuition in him was telling him to go eastwards.

I find you ship, said the other man.

And oddly enough he did. A cargo-boat sailing under the Greek flag had put into Sfax, and was leaving next morning for Malta. In her hold were some wooden partitions and mattresses stuffed with straw, and Mathews new-found friend arranged that he would have his meals with the officers of the ship.

Small ship, he said. But Malta only little way. There you find fine ship going to Port Said.

To this Mathew agreed. So long as he was going eastwards he was content, and he had not the knowledge to choose one land more than another, but went as the thistledown goes. So he went for the night to an inn in Sfax, to which his guide showed him, giving him his card and promising to call for him in the morning to show him and his luggage on to the Greek ship. On the card was printed Monsieur Auguste, guide and universal exhibitor.

That night Mathew was attacked by one of those enemies of Man that still defend Africa against our tennis-courts and our tramlines, even if in a losing fight, and he heard the trumpet-call of the attacking mosquito, whose little squadrons he had called up by his ignorance, turning on the light in his bedroom with the window wide open, and by some knowledge they had that here was a European with a young and tender skin.

Next morning as soon as Mathew had had his breakfast Monsieur Auguste came for him, bringing two men to take his luggage down to the ship. At the quay a boat was waiting for them, and an Arab rowed them to the ship. They went on board, and there Monsieur Auguste warned Mathew that the captain was a coarse uncultured man, who would not know what deference was due to his passenger, and might not thank him appropriately; so that it would be better if he, Monsieur Auguste, were to pay the man the money that he demanded for the voyage to Malta, if Mr. Perry would be so kind as to entrust it to him. And this Mathew did, for he was very young; and Monsieur Auguste arranged matters with the captain, and said good-bye to Mathew, and returned to a white wall in Sfax that sheltered him from the sun, to wait until his shrewd eye detected a stranger and roughly estimated the amount of his money, when he would come out from his wall again. But Mathew was soon gazing down over the port side, for the sun was on the starboard side, at that huge liquid sapphire the Mediterranean, as the little ship headed for Malta, and the glow of the sapphire dimmed as the ships shadow moved over it, but its beauty only changed. For an hour he gazed at the glory of that sea, and leaning all alone there on the rail of the ship he began after a while to reflect that the beauty of the world with which he was content was something that others thought worth fighting for, and so their enmities smouldered in times of peace, until every now and then they flamed out into war. Something of the solemnity of the desert had entered far enough into him to prevent any trite reflections; but, though he found for himself no easy and silly solutions, he was not diverted from his strange quest of tolerance. He was not old enough to know, as many never are, that this lovely world has room for a certain number of people, and that that number increases, so that there must for ever be a crowd pushing others out of the way, if that be not too mild a metaphor for what happens.

And so he went east still searching. Would he find there what he sought?

All religions, he reflected, came out of the calm of the East, and broke into factions on the rough shores of the West like a long wave falling on rocks from a blue sea. Into that calm he would go, searching amongst its creeds, and would not yield to despair or give himself over to vengeance until the East had failed him.

Then came lunch with the captain and some of the officers of the ship, in a little place called the saloon. All spoke English, and the captain spoke it perfectly. Where was he going, the captain asked? Travelling, the young man said. The captain glanced at him and seemed to see in his face none of the motives with which he was acquainted, and he had seen many travellers. But, however youthful and quixotic Mathews journey was, yet the little he knew of the world was enough to warn him to lay bare to its gaze no fancy. So he gave the captain a phrase which, though he did not understand it, he knew to be one that was accepted without ridicule or ill feeling, and said that he was interested in comparative religions. And then he added, deciding perhaps for the first time at that moment, that he was going to India.

Youll find plenty of them there, said the captain.

What do they worship there mostly? asked Mathew, fearing that it was idols.

And a look came into the captains eyes that seemed a little entranced by a memory. The Ganges mostly, he said.

A river? said Mathew.

A river, replied the captain.

I couldnt worship a river, Mathew said, showing at the very outset of his Indian journey some trace of that intolerance from which he sought to escape.

No, said the captain thoughtfully. No. And I, belonging to the Orthodox Church, could not worship it either. But, if I did not belong to the true Church, why, then, when the twilight is on the water, and the doors of all the temples open by the riverside in Benares and they play their strange music in them, and the pigeons are dropping home to the temples roofs, then; if I were not an orthodox Christian, mind you; I could worship that river.


CHAPTER X

WHEN the midday meal was over, Mathew went back to look at the beauty of the sea, of which he never tired; for, though it had not the variety of our northern seas, there was a continual change, as of a sapphire smiling, which is perhaps much to imagine here; but, gazing there into that brilliant blue in the warm sleepy air, Mathews imagination was easily able to picture a sapphire asleep, and woken for a moment by the shadow of the ship and smiling as it woke. And looking at that sea he quite forgot the enmities that divided men, both those amongst which he had been nurtured and those that made the Mohammedans heathen to him, and which would have made them kill him if he were to go to Mecca, or even, as he had heard, to insist on sleeping with his bed turned due towards it. Again he saw the face of the Irish girl, which seemed gleaming above the water; but soon the thought came back of enmities that his family and his neighbours held it proper for him to feel, and they drew veils between him and the visionary face, and then it faded away. In the laziness that enwraps a passenger in a ship on a warm sea Mathew continued to watch the blue water as the afternoon wore away; but, when evening came and the water grew darker, he watched the sky, and among its delicate colours he saw the visionary face of the girl again, till he thought of turning back from Malta and going to seek her, and then decided that he would never return until he had found some armour in the East, not against those who had killed his parents, but against his own longing for vengeance, whether that longing should arise in him of its own accord, or whether it should be planted in his mind and nurtured there by his aunts. Then the gloaming vanished away. Then stars came pouring out.

At supper the captain questioned Mathew again. To what part of India are you travelling? he asked.

And, as Mathew did not know, he parried the question and, choosing Africa at random, asked if there were other religions there besides the Mohammedan. There are indeed, said the captain. And he told Mathew tales of witch-doctors and witches, and rumours of the burial ground of the elephants, and tales, that he swore were true, of an elephant with four tusks, guarded by the rest of the herd and escorted away by two bulls from danger whenever it threatened. And when Mathew had him talking of the interior of Africa, the captain questioned him of India no more. For among his many journeys Captain Petropulos had been up the Nile, even further than his countryman Herodotus had gone, and told tales of its temples: he told of lion-headed gods and gods with the heads of hawks, of kings of Egypt offering fruit to them and to gods with the heads of jackals and heads of crocodiles, and of gods helping kings to catch ducks; and he told of proud shapes with the heads of beasts, sitting where they were carved of white limestone high on a temple wall after the sun had set, and glowing there while all below them was shadow. But with most awe he told of the temple of Abu Simbul, whose outer walls had stood for ever and ever, for it was hollowed out of a hill, into which a long and narrow passage went in the dark. But at dawn on Midsummer Day the sun used to flame down the passage and light the altar and show four gods that were sitting there in the dark till the sun flamed on their faces, which glowed with colour to welcome it.

Used to? said Mathew. But does it not now?

Not quite, said the captain.

But why not? asked Mathew.

It is so old, said the captain, and the world is so old, that they no longer point at each other. The dawn has shifted a little to the North. I dont know why it does it.

Why do you think it does? asked Mathew.

I dont know, said the captain. It is old and it has whims.

Could they have had what he sought there, Mathew wondered, in old Egypt, with all those gods harmoniously side by side carved on a temple wall, and with harmony existing between man and beast, so that they gave the heads of beasts to the gods that they worshipped? But it was no use to him if they had, for they were all gone now, and the gods on the temple wall that the captain had seen after sunset were only a beauty lingering in the afterglow, no more enduring than it.

And then the captain spoke of things further up that river and nearer our own time: he spoke of the gods of the Dinkas, and the Shillooks, of the Kikuyus and the Samburu; he told how a Kikuyu had come to him in East Africa to ask him for a bottle of whiskey, and the captain had asked him why, and the Kikuyu had said, Because two gods have alighted on the roof-tree of my hut and are sitting there, and I want to drink the whiskey unto them.

What did he mean? asked Mathew.

You never know with other mens religions, he said. I gave him the whiskey.

And he told tales of witches far up that river, tales that had been told first-hand to him and that were mysterious then, but by the time they reached Mathew there at the supper-table in the saloon of the little ship, the last of those dull little details, scarcely worth being told in the first case, which could have given any clue to what really happened, were gone. For one moment a glimpse of the tolerance that he sought seemed to come to him from even the depth of Africa, when the captain told of a Nuwr far up the Nile who wore as charms round his left arm a text of the Koran in a little leather satchel, a bit of blasted wood that had been blessed by a witch, and a crucifix; and, asked why he wore all those three, he had replied, Because in matters of that sort you cannot be too careful. But on reflection Mathew saw that he could not learn from that savage, and that his simple awe of all things that had any touch of eternity would never hold up against the fierce loyalties that were demanded at home. No, he must go further; mid-Africa was too simple; Egypt of the temples was gone; and the Mohammedans, though he could so easily feel tolerance for them, would not give it fully to him. The other officers of the ship, all except the one on the bridge, had been listening silently to the captain, whom either they dared not interrupt or they had not sufficient English to do so effectively. There were only two other passengers besides Mathew, an Englishman and his wife going to Malta, on business the man said, and that was all he told Mathew. Mathew went out alone and looked at the stars. It seemed to him after hearing the captain talk that the world was wider than what he had thought, not its measured girth, but above its rocks and its seas there seemed to be a spiritual region more varied than he had dreamed; and, as his curious quest was a spiritual one, there now seemed room for the tolerance that his young hopes looked to discover. Just as the galaxies have been widened for us by astronomers, so the captain seemed to have widened for him the area of spirituality. Something of the sort Mathew said to the English lady, who stopped beside him for a few moments on her walk round the deck of the little ship; but she was so horrified at the suggestion that anything spiritual should be sought among heathen peoples, that she walked on and they spoke no more. Still he hoped to find some land in which people dwelt with one another in peace.

Next day over the perpetual blue of that sapphire sea they came in the evening to Malta, where Mathew climbed up to the great cathedral that had been the spiritual home of the knights of St. John of Jerusalem after they left Rhodes. In its dim hush he gazed at the coloured pillars and walls, till he saw an appeal for victory written in inlaid marble by the Austrians in one of the arches, still praying its pathetic prayer in the cold calm marble that had outlasted their empire. Suddenly he remembered that all the supplications he saw which had left their traces in stone were not for his countrymen or for men of his faith, and, though they were calm in the calm air, he began to feel in himself some of that hostility of the partisan which had been so instilled into him in Ireland, and which he wished to shake off for ever. And so he left the cathedral and, finding an east-bound liner just come in, he booked a passage on board her, and left Malta next morning with his face towards heathen lands.


CHAPTER XI

IN the large liner among many passengers Mathew felt lonelier than he had felt as yet, for, from his talk with the English lady the day before, he had learned not to expose his dreams, and he was wary now in his talk; and passengers at his table and sitting near to him on the deck in long wicker chairs, who had been ready enough to befriend him, found him soon too reserved and aloof for a share in the wide friendship that enfolds for a little while the passengers of a ship. So he fell back on the Mediterranean for company, finding perhaps as much variety of mood in the changing smiles that flashed from each little wave as he might have found in conversation, and certainly more than he could have found in any game of cards, which several of the passengers were playing. But for this he had to go to the port side of the ship, from which he could see the beauty of the waves, while all the other passengers were on the starboard side facing the glare of the sun, and this made all who noticed it think the young man odder still. For hours he stood there leaning on the rail, seeing beauties in every wave that, like all the other passengers, he did not know were there; but, when he found them, they were stored in his memory to twinkle there for years. The day wore on, and cups of tea were brought round decks by a steward, and later on the sun set, two events that are always noted in the idle lives of passengers, and when dinner came Mathew spoke a little and very guardedly of the East to one other man; but, few and cautious though his words were, the older traveller saw more of his inclinations than Mathew thought to have been possible, and spoke to him of Burma and China and the great calm faces of Buddhas in marble and bronze. You should go to China, he said to Mathews great surprise, having no idea that the man had seen in him a restless search for calm that he evidently had not at home. But no, China was beyond his means. He had enough money to get him to India, travelling first class, and to see a little of India in comfort, and a few other lands on the way home, and then to buy a small house in Ireland, that his aunts would scorn to visit, but with room enough for him, and, if his dream came true, for the girl with the chestnut hair. He said little more to the old traveller, for it alarmed him to see how near he had been to guessing his secret, which he determined to guard henceforth from a world that might demand from him animosities such as those that his aunts demanded. But the man told him more of the calm that he was going eastward to seek, though he would not admit that he sought it: he told of great marble Buddhas in museums, with dreams in their faces, till the electric light was turned on and the dreams all faded away from this western thing, its glare and their brooding having naught to do with each other: he told of bronze Buddhas huge in the sunlight, and of evening on their faces, and moonlight and dawn, and of Kwannons in Chinese temples, till Mathews shy silence chilled and ended his interest. But he had said enough to widen still further the regions to which Mathew travelled, the spiritual spaces of mens hopes and dreams, seeking to find there what priest or parson would have told him to look for at home, but which in the clash of the creeds he had not found. And all next day he gazed at the blue Mediterranean, a lonely man concealing his heathen secret.

That night they passed the highest lighthouse in the world, where Mount Ida looked beneficently down on them, guiding them on their way. And two more days passed by, days like a curious dream, where a row of travellers sat idle along the deck, where soup was brought at eleven, tea at half past four, and sometimes a ship appeared and they all wondered where it was going, and the blue Mediterranean was with them all the while. And then on a bright morning they came to Port Said, where Mathew saw a statue imposing as the colossus of Rhodes, the figure of de Lesseps pointing with a sweep of his right hand to the South-east. For the colossus had only its own size with which to impress travellers, but the figure offering them the East had the magnitude of its own achievement.

There all the passengers went ashore, and all bought something or other that glittered in that bright sun, but which never fitted into the scheme of any room at home, where it was put away in a drawer and never looked at again. And most of them had their fortunes told by men waiting for them on the quay, men who had seen so many more passengers than there were stories and ambitions to go round among them, that they had come on a shrewd knack of fitting his story and his dream to a passenger and often made strangely accurate shots. One of these men marked down Mathew, who did not believe in him or wish to have his fortune told, but was helpless against the mans powers of persuasion. And either the man saw something in his eyes that showed some larger ambition than what the world grants, or he was annoyed by Mathews scorn of him, which had taken more of his effort to overcome than he usually cared to expend; whatever it was, he said to Mathew, You will not find what you seek.

They went all the afternoon through the Suez Canal, and Egypt twisted and slid away as they went, till a fancy came to Mathew to hold it still for himself, by walking aft at the same pace as the pace of the ship, which he was just able to do. A solitary palm-tree and a telegraph pole remained exactly in line, as he went down that deck, and Egypt glimmered there motionless. Then, as he came to the end of his rapid walk, Egypt shot forward. That evening he began to hear talk of the Red Sea. Its getting late in the year for it, said one passenger.

Better not stay more than a minute or two in your bath, said another to Mathew. You will find it too hot.

Too hot? said Mathew. But cant one turn on the cold tap?

And the other man only smiled.

Then a man said to a lady with whom he was walking along the deck, Its a following wind.

Is it? she asked.

I am afraid so, replied the man. And no more was said.

And again he heard the words, A following wind, said by another traveller. What was this mysterious sea, Mathew wondered? And if it was as bad as men seemed to hint, surely a following wind would get them through all the sooner?

Is it hot? he asked of a man playing chess in the smoking-room.

Youll see, said the other.

It was pleasantly warm in the Suez Canal; the Red Sea was only a few more miles south; surely, thought Mathew, the climate couldnt change as much as all that in a day. That night they came to Suez.

There was a pleasant breeze blowing next morning; but more and more Mathew heard that phrase, a following wind, said quietly, and heads were nodded in answer and no comment made. The words did not worry Mathew, for he was completely protected from apprehension by ignorance; but in the tone in which men said those words there was something ominous which he could not fail to feel. The hills on their left were pink and mauve and gold, and the sea below them was a brilliant green. A dust-devil rose in the hills and lightly danced among them, a merry figure that seemed to bid them farewell; but, if any looked for omens in the hills, they might have wondered what made it merry, and whether it laughed with mankind or at the griefs that oppress us.

For some while the pleasant warmth that those travellers knew continued, and Mathew enjoyed it along the sunny decks. Then suddenly in the afternoon the heat of the Red Sea came down on them. It seemed to descend from the sky and to rise from the sea and entirely to hem them in. There was not a breath of air, for the wind was blowing at exactly the pace of the ship, and was dead astern. Iced drinks gave no relief, tea was better, but when anyone drank tea the immediate perspiration flooded his shirt as completely as though the tea had been poured straight over it instead of being swallowed. The effort of putting on a starched shirt for dinner completely soaked the shirt, and Mathew learned when he looked to a bath for coolness that the water of that sea was like water simmering in a frying-pan, and that the deserts were like a slow fire that was heating the bed of the sea. Mathew shared a small cabin with the traveller who had told him something of China, and shortly after he had gone to bed he called out that he had seen a cockroach run under his pillow. If I had one cockroach in my bed, said the other man, I could not sleep till I caught it.

Mathew was puzzled. There is one, he said.

No, said the older traveller. If you look, youll find over a hundred. No man can catch a hundred cockroaches. Go to sleep.

And Mathew found that it was as he had said, and gave up worrying about the cockroaches, which only wanted to get out of his way. But he could not sleep. At some time, however, between midnight and dawn, sleep came to him, and left him again when the sun rose over Arabia and soon began to make the port side of the ship, on which Mathews bunk was, hotter than what one would care to rest ones hand on. The old traveller woke too. Eat plenty of salt, he advised Mathew.

Why? the young man asked.

Because youll sweat away all thats in you now, the traveller said, and youll want more.

By the time Mathew had a bath, that side of the ship had warmed up, and the sea was never cool; and he found that it was as he had been warned, and the sea-water in the sun-stricken ship was too hot to be lingered in. There had been games on the decks in the Mediterranean, and it had been arranged to continue them. Nobody cancelled any arrangements, but all forgot them.

That day the ship slowed down, stopped and went on again; and a breeze fluttered faintly down the decks among the passengers, lying in long chairs, like something that they had forgotten, and fluttered among them and cooled them for a few moments. It was the following breeze overtaking them. Then the ship steamed on again and the breeze was lost. Why had the ship stopped, Mathew asked one of the ships officers? It didnt stop, he answered.

One of the stokers had died and been buried at sea, and he was not going to let that out. For the officers of the ship never knew what the passengers would do; and were not quite sure, if they learned that the heat could kill anyone, that they might not start dying too. Any hour of those days, and even of those nights, was like an hour spent in a Turkish bath, one from which the attendant has gone away and has locked the door, leaving all his customers there for nearly a week. Mathew, with little besides the kit he had brought for North Africa, was quite unequipped for the heat of those decks. He bought a dozen silk shirts from the barber, but most of them were soon soaked; and then the labour of changing became too great, and he lay in his long chair in the same shirt. They came to Port Sudan, where men with long black curls coaled the ship, carrying on the coal in little reed-made baskets, and hot salty flats stretched away through the view, which was ended by a semicircle of mountains. And the sun shone like a full moon, silvery through a haze of sand that was blown into the air by that following wind that they never felt, because the ship was running away from it. They felt it now for a while, a warm breath on their faces, like a sigh of a friendly devil. Then they steamed on again, and even the sigh died.

Through the straits of Bab-el-Mandeb, or the Gates of Hell as they are sometimes aptly called, they came to the Indian Ocean and breathed fresh air again. Whether the day was cool or hot those travellers did not know. Whichever it was, they were out of the Red Sea.


CHAPTER XII

ONE day Mathew was told that they would arrive at Bombay next morning. What would he see in India, he wondered? What would his strange quest find? Thinking of all that was told him of this strange land so full of so many countries and many creeds, he stayed some while awake, and was suddenly surprised to see lights through his porthole. They had already sighted Bombay, and the lights that Mathew saw were its harbour lights, the shining semicircle reaching out to sea, that has been called the Queens necklace.

Some time after he slept, and then the sunlight flashing in through the porthole woke him. It was hot in Bombay, very hot to think about luggage, hotter still to see about it, though nothing felt very hot any more after the Red Sea, and Mathew got his luggage ashore and drove with it into the town and got a room at the Taj Mahal hotel. When the day was a little cooler he went for a walk, and after a while he came to a hoarding with which some tradesman was trying to foster a need for some trifle; and past it walked a man with only three needs, which were supplied to him, a loin-cloth, a staff and a begging-bowl. All other needs he had cast off, except the spiritual need for contentment, which he had found. Mathew watched him, a tall bearded man, as he walked away from the city towards the jungle, a man with the evident contentment that the world struggled to find, that men amassed millions of money in order to secure and died without quite securing it. Had he found on his first day in India the very thing that he sought? It would be too good to be true. And a moments reflection showed him it was too good. He could not beg among these people; he did not even know their language; and, if he tried to do at home what this man was doing, he would either die of exposure or be locked up under the Vagrancy Acts. No, they might have failed to find content with all their business and all the money it made, but they would not have him stealing it. To prevent grasping at happiness like that, behind the backs of those who were struggling for it, was what the Vagrancy Acts were for. Mathew sighed, but still followed the tall strange man, and so came to jungle, much nearer to the city than he had thought a forest would be allowed. And there he saw a little village right among the tall trees. He stood and gazed at it, and the tall man went on. What in America is called lumber was standing all round the village, on land that we should have developed, which means treating the trees as the North Americans treat them. But here men and trees dwelt together, never at enmity. Whatever the relations between man and man, at least they were tolerant here of Nature. The trees went up like the buttresses of cathedrals all round the little houses, with sometimes a little prayer on a bit of paper tied to a branch, as though a man had confided one of his hopes to a tree. And something in the sight made Mathew more hopeful of his quest; for seeing a people so near to Nature was as though he had seen children gathered close round their mothers knee, and he could not think that they would be intolerant of one another.

But he must go to the heart of India. Where was that? Some said the jungle, and some said Benares. But it was not easy for him to get advice about where to go, when he had once made the decision that he would never reveal his quest. There were plenty of people to tell him what to see in India, guides in Bombay, some passengers on the same ship with him who had come to the same hotel, and others he met there, all willing to help with advice a young man alone in a strange land; but to none would he tell what he wanted, for fear of exposing his dream to the ridicule of the world. And then out of many suggestions came one remark about Fatehpur Sikri, that there Akbar had built four temples to four different religions. There, thought Mathew, seemed the toleration for which he was seeking, and there he would go. What he meant to do when he got there he had not imagined, but I think he dimly felt that in such a place he would meet some descendants of all those different faiths, and that with such an example to look at as those four temples, and with the memory of the tolerance of their forbears only a few centuries ago, in a land that is familiar with many centuries, they would be tolerant still. So to Fatehpur Sikri he would go. But first to Benares, to the holy place of the Indians own religion, and then on to see the tolerance that they showed to the religion of others. He was young and his hopes were strong, and they made pictures in his mind as vividly clear as was the real world around him. In this word-sketch of a young man I do not pretend to be describing anything unusual or new.

He still had his tent with him, and this the hotel stored for him with some things that he did not need in India, and he started off next day by train for Benares on a journey across India for nigh on a thousand miles. Two nights he spent in the train and all day he looked out at India, and had the sense to know that he was not learning all about the country from that. But one impression was made deep on his mind, and did amount to some knowledge of India, though only made from the train, and that was that the jungle continually came close to the people, to their villages and to their fields, so that it and they seemed to have a close harmony such as is not to be found between our towns and our woods. In early mornings too he saw the monkeys come from the jungle and play at being farmers in the fields, and even when men were up and about they never interfered with the monkeys. And Mathews hopes grew stronger: if there was this tolerance between men and monkeys, he thought, surely there must be amity between man and man? He would discover the secret of it and bring it back to Ireland.

Across the scene where that ambition rose, jays flitted, flashing their blue as brilliant as that of the sky, and women walked in dresses the colour of dark-pink roses, and black-and-white kingfishers hovered on flickering wings over ponds, and where there were no ponds a bullock would be seen again and again, walking slowly round to turn a beam that brought up a leisurely bucket out of a well. The splendour of the dresses of the women astonished Mathew. Why, he wondered, had he never seen such lovely colours before? He did not realize that such dresses in the gentle sunlight of Ireland would have outshone the sun, and have been as garish and out-of-place in the landscape as a few brushstrokes of Brangwyns would be in a landscape of Corot, and that brown or gray dresses in the sunlight of India would be as dull as a bit of Corot put into a picture by Brangwyn. In the glory of sunset he saw them walking home, dresses and sunset in harmony, and whenever at that time the train stopped at a station he would hear a bar of melody rise from a hidden flute, and then another, and then silence again, and then one more and then a deep hush. And once they stopped at a station just about dawn, and close to it, only a field away, he heard the jungle waking. It woke with screams that, to Mathew, after hearing those flutes at evening, were singularly without beauty. And then a bird flew out and came straight towards him, and he saw that it had no need of a lovely voice, for it was the most beautiful bird that he had ever seen; and the sun rose as he looked, full on the breast of a peacock, and the blue of it was brighter and lovelier than the blue of the Indian sky. But this India sliding past the windows of the train was like a dream, and his own dream was as clear to him; and he returned to it, and saw again the face of the Irish girl among the green hills. And, as he saw it in his dream, he would go back to Ireland with lore that he found in the East and teach them to live in harmony, and there would be no longer any barrier between him and the girl with the chestnut hair. And if all the dreams of youth were exposed in cold print, this one would not look so odd as perhaps it does. What if he did not find any lore in the East of which the West had not yet heard? That thought never occurred to him. And what if, when he found it, the Irish would not be taught? He never considered that.

And then in the morning the train drew in at Benares. At the station he met a guide, who wished to show him some factories. But factories are modernities, and modernities come from the West, and Mathew thought he knew the West, and that it had failed him; so he asked where the temples were, and went to see them alone, the Monkey Temple where spoiled monkeys snatched for food, and the Cow Temple. In the Cow Temple, in which a cow reclined, there were also peacocks walking about, and there was a great bell, by which a priest was sitting on the ground; and a man would pull a rope and the bell uttered a deep note, and the prayer of the man would follow the note of the bell to whatever abode they both wandered. Again this nearness of men to the wild creatures, and their tolerance of them even in their temples. And Mathew felt he was nearer the end of his quest.

He found a small hotel, left his luggage there and had lunch, and as the sun went low he walked down to the river.

Before he reached the river the sun had set, but still glowed brightly on the Mohammedan mosque, whose minarets rose up from the bank of the river. And the pigeons dropped down out of the sunlight to the domes of the Hindu temples, just as the captain of the Greek ship had told him, to hollows in the tiles that seemed as though they were made for them. And the river was gleaming like an opal asleep, and a ship with a small white sail seemed like something from our world that had wandered far into dreamland; and the sky above the river seemed like another opal, in which a glittering jewel was set by an invisible craftsman, shining brighter and brighter among all the colours of sunset until it outshone them all. So appeared a young moon, shining above Benares. All now was brilliantly beautiful but the earth; even the smoke from the burning-ghauts was tinged with a ghostly glory; and Earth, dim among shadows now, sent a beauty out of the growing dusk, for the doors of all the temples opened upon the river, and music poured out of them. What the instruments were, the young man could not guess, nor could he see who played them. Then he gazed at the Ganges enraptured, as some Hindus were doing, sitting upon the bank and finding in the glow of their holy river all the content, all the hope, all the ambition their lives needed. And in that beautiful evening glowing above those waters Mathew felt in full sympathy with the men who worshipped that river, and was himself for those moments an example of the toleration he sought. Dimmer grew the sky and the water, but not the colours that glowed in them, until Earth with her burning-ghauts and her windows begin to outshine them, and grew brighter and brighter as the twilight faded away. It was not he now that was seeking toleration, but toleration clad in robes of infinite beauty was taking him by the hand.

Full of the glow of that twilight, blessing the holy river of the Hindus and multiplying its beauty, and deep in the spell of the music of those strange instruments, Mathew walked away from the river. And as he went down a street towards his hotel, he passed an English missionary, who must have seen something in Mathews eyes that he did not know was there, for he gave a glance at him of angry contempt. This missionary had been patient with the heathen and with all their ways, but that a young Englishman should come out there and mix himself up with those customs, or have anything whatever to do with them, was not a thing with which anyone could be patient. And that he conveyed with no more than a glance, and the glance chilled Mathew, and he feared that this strange quest would be long and over rocky ways.

Next morning, still led on by his curious dream, Mathew left Benares by train, heading for Fatehpur Sikri, his mind illumined still by the harmony of the Hindus with their river and with their animals, which strolled untroubled in and out of their temples and streets; while like a frown in the twilight, although the man never frowned, he remembered the expression upon the face of the missionary.

Again he travelled past villages, jungles and fields irradiated by sunlight, while a dream in his mind lit up another picture, the face of the girl whose name he did not even know. All he knew was her religion, and that he knew by a sense that they all had in those parts, Catholics and Protestants alike. And now he had travelled away from that age-old quarrel; and, from seeing people among whom it was not raging, his hopes grew stronger and stronger that the barrier that lay between him and the girl was not the barrier that his family had always held it to be, and that he had feared was impenetrable. All he thought of now was of absorbing a little more of the tolerance that he believed he had found in the East, and then returning home as fast as he could, for fear that some other man should find that beautiful girl, as he could not believe any man had done already. Fatehpur Sikri with its four temples, he felt, would teach him everything.


CHAPTER XIII

WHEN Mathew arrived, tired, hot and very dusty, at Fatehpur Sikri, driven there in a bullock-tonga from the railway, he went straight to the four temples in the city of Akbar. Had a jeweller gone there expecting to see still on its pedestal the diamond at which Akbar used to gaze, he could not have been more disappointed. The descendants of those who had lived in the city with the four temples side by side had all gone away, the city was a complete ruin only inhabited by a few leopards, and Mathew, as far as he was ever able to find out afterwards, seemed the only man in the world that did not know it. So a dream was shattered, as though a globe of hollow crystal had been splintered upon the rock of that deserted city. For a while Mathew gazed in despair at the desolation, when, lifting his eyes, he saw upon the horizon a gleam of light and a shadow that together formed a dome. Like a dream itself it stood there, rising from the rim of the earth into the sky towards evening. It was the dream of Shah Jehan that he saw, dreaming of his wife Noor Mahal after she was dead, a dream he had turned to marble, but which distance and the soft colours of evening were turning again to a dream. The loveliness of this earthly thing whose beauty was not unworthy to mingle with that of the evening and to glow among the colours of the sky raised Mathews hopes again. There was something calmer here than mans dissensions; perhaps, he thought, that from where men had made this beautiful thing he could bring some message of harmony home. But he thought little at all, as he stood gazing there filled with a vague contentment. He did not even know that what he saw was the Taj Mahal. This he soon learned from the man who drove his bullock-tonga, and something of Shah Jehan, and of his grief that had blossomed in perpetual beauty.

He drove away from the ruined city to a dak bungalow where he stayed for the night, arranging with his driver to go on with the bullocks next morning to Agra to see the Taj Mahal. The pair of bullocks could trot and the tonga was not uncomfortable; but the journey took him the whole morning, not that that mattered, for he was learning something about time, and discovering that, whatever freedoms we have in the West or tyrannies in the East, here was a tyranny which the West was patient to suffer and which the East would not endure. So the hours drifted by them, over flowers of morning glory in gardens among the villages, and over bare fields, while they trotted down the road and the dome of the Taj Mahal filled more and more of the sky. Mathew had brought lunch for himself and the driver, and they rested the bullocks before the end of the journey. Bread, cheese and butter and fruit were what he had brought from the dak bungalow; and the tonga had been late and the putting together of the provisions had been slow, and Mathew, not yet having learned enough from the East about never being impatient with time, called out to a man whose job it was to sweep and tidy the bungalow to hand him up the bread and the other provisions that were still on a table beside the door. The man had hesitated a moment, but Mathew called out to him peremptorily, and he had handed him up the bread to where he sat in the tonga. But now, when he handed the loaf of bread to the driver, he would not even touch it, and all the while that Mathew ate he went hungry, and nothing that Mathew said would persuade him to eat at all. Many questions the young man asked and got brief answers, and ones that were not always clear to him. But one answer was clear enough, repeated again and again: the sweeper had touched the bread. And gradually he learned to his horror that, here in this land to which he had travelled so far in search of toleration and to bring the message back, there were barriers even less penetrable than those with which he was too familiar at home. Knowing nothing of caste or aught of its ancient laws, the whole thing burst on him now like a revelation, a revelation of darkness, and all at once he found that the thing he had been attacking, mans intolerance of man, was something solid and hard as Don Quixotes windmills. On the edge of despair he looked up and saw, now a few miles only away, the Taj Mahal shining. Some hope he gathered from that, for he felt that, whatever enmities and intolerance might separate men from each other, yet here where this beautiful thing stood so serene in the sunlight was an influence that must surely subdue the passions he sought to escape, and impose a gentler humanity upon all who saw it. In that hope he hurriedly finished his lonely meal and got up into the tonga and urged the driver to go as fast as he could, for he fled from a spiritual storm to what he hoped was a haven.

And the Taj Mahal when he reached it did not disappoint him. He went in through a marble gateway, and there was the beautiful tomb with a mirror of water before it, a mirror framed with cypresses. He gazed at it for a long time, puzzled, for he did not know what he himself felt, not knowing that he was in the influence of one of the most famous buildings in the world. Then he was told by an attendant watching the tomb that he should see it by moonlight. So he went away to a hotel and came back to the Taj Mahal early that night, when the moon, by now half full, was shining behind clusters of white clouds, through cracks of which there showed the deep blue of the Indian night. The white tomb seemed to be sleeping, and the minarets beside it looked listlessly pointing heavenwards. And then a white cloud drifted clear of the moon, and, in a crack of blue between it and the next, the moon shone clear for a moment. And in that moment the tomb leaped into life, and shone with so radiant a beauty that the young man felt as he gazed at it, with thought and reason left breathless behind his emotions, that here was the peace that he had travelled to find and that he would in some way convey to others, smoothing over their animosities thereby and soothing mens dissensions. Back to his bed he went, full of this new peace, and soon was asleep.

Next morning he left the hotel to see the Taj again, still all who dwelt there and on all passers-by, could in some way be taken from its heterodox source, and made to bless a people whose dissensions Christianity could not allay. And as he stepped out of the door he saw a man with several small birds in his hands, which he threw up into the air one by one, and they always flew back to him. Mathew moved closer, and saw to his horror that a tight band was tied round the birds body, and that it was evidently the intense pain of that which made it fly back to the man who had fastened this horrible band round it, so as to gain some respite from agony that it could never alleviate itself. No missionary could have converted Mathew from the heathen influence which he had allowed to affect him as this man was able to do. Here, in the very middle of that peace that he thought he had found, this cruelty was being practised. He bought all the birds and released them and they flew weakly away, but he knew that more would be caught to suffer in their place. Then he walked back into the hotel, not wishing to see the Taj any more. That fancied peace had failed him, as the Hindus had failed him, and he saw that he was searching the world for something that was not there. In that mood a letter was handed to him, to his great surprise. It was a letter from his Aunt Emily, to whom he had cabled from Sfax to say that he was going to see the sights of India, though he had not mentioned what sights or where he would stay. The letter explained that she had written three letters and was sending them to three places at which he would be sure to stop; for like most people, though unlike Mathew, she knew that the Taj Mahal was one of the sights of Asia. The letter expressed the hope that he had enjoyed himself and that he would soon return, and that he would remember what was due to the memory of his father and mother; and then the words, You need not fear that you will not be amply protected. The letter looked innocent enough; it only seemed to recommend observance of the fifth commandment, and to offer protection to a dutiful son. But it was nothing less than an incitement to murder. Surely when Mathew saw that, as he did at once, it should have filled him with horror; but in the mood in which he was at that moment when his unorthodox hopes had failed him he could understand the passions that to his aunt were orthodox, and he was not repelled by the words of that grim woman, and decided to turn homewards.

Henceforth he travelled with curiosity, but no longer with hope. He was a tourist now, and no longer upon a quest. He went to Delhi in order to get a good train back to Bombay, but did not stay there even a night, or see any of the wonders that that sevenfold city can show. Nothing he saw could help him now, for he had suddenly seen the foolishness of his quest and he hastened to get home as soon as possible, either to marry the girl he had chosen, before some other man found her, or, on the other side of the barrier that divided those green hills, to take what his neighbours would regard as his proper part in the fierce animosities of his aunt. How could he tell which it would be? The girl was in his dreams, but those animosities were from far back in his blood: neither his father nor his grandfather had been without them, and once when his father had mentioned his own grandfather, he also had had the same opinions and been prepared to die for them, as Mathews father actually had died. Near Delhi, gazing out of the train at this land so strange to him, over plains stretching to the intense brightness of the sky, he was suddenly aware of shapes between the sky and the plain, that appeared to him almost magical; for there was such a huge company of them and they were so calm and white and gigantic, and they seemed to be as much of the sky as of the earth, strange visitors from the one to the other, of which Mathew knew nothing. They were the Himalayas. In a moment of deep despondency he saw them out of the window, and somehow his despondency lifted. It was not that the mountains could give him any hope, but that in their august presence all cares seemed to wilt, being too trivial to live and tease under their enormous calm. Then the train stopped at a station, and Mathew heard again a bar of music float up from a flute, and in that music and in the mountains calm there seemed to be the harmony that his hopes had lost. For as long as they were within sight of the train he gazed at that majestic company, while delicate colours flickered upon their snows, as though inscrutable thoughts moved faint expressions on faces of old immortals.


CHAPTER XIV

WHEN Mathew lost sight of the mountains and lost their calm, which seemed to lie all along the horizon, soothing the world and him, his despondency came back and he looked without interest at India and remembered little of the great rural pageant that streamed past the train. His curious quest had failed, and he turned from it to what his aunts would have called reasonable thoughts, which for him were very sad ones. At Bombay he was able to get a berth in a P. and O. which was sailing the very next morning. He secured his luggage and slept on board that night, and after breakfast he heard the noise of the donkey-engine winding up the anchor, and then he was on his homeward way. Then he reclined in a long wicker chair on the deck, waiting to be disturbed in the heat in order to go to lunch, and then waiting on the deck again for tea. And all the other passengers were doing the same. Yet Mathew was a lonely figure among them, taking no part in their conversation, his expression marked with the failure of a quest, which, reasonable or not, was one into which he had put all his hopes, his energies and his money; and now all had been wasted. All that day nobody spoke to him, for other passengers were naturally choosing friends for the journey from those that appeared friendly, and Mathew in his cloak of despondency was the only one who did not.

But one day as they were steaming across the Arabian Sea, a district officer of the Indian Civil Service, going home on leave, noticed the forlorn figure and stopped in his walk round the deck to speak to Mathew. That the young man was all alone was obvious, and that he was lonely this civil servant saw too, for he was a man accustomed to listen to much evidence in cases brought before him and to pay little heed to it, knowing it could all be bought; but he had watched faces for very many years, till he knew a little of what men were thinking, even in the East, and the young Irishmans face was an open book to him, easily read by one who could nearly read the thoughts of an inscrutable people. And in Mathews face he read more than the young man thought could be possible.

My name is Lukton, he said. And he did not often say that to anyone without their knowing at once who he was, though of course it meant nothing to Mathew, who had only been in India a few days. Mathew told him his own name and looked from his long chair at the tall man with a tawny skin standing over him, and said no more. And the old civil servant went on, I see you are coming away from India. Words that did not show any profound insight. Yet it was there. For he saw that Mathew had travelled for some purpose from the British Isles, which he had never left before, and that his purpose had failed him. It was much to see, and certainly too much to talk about, and yet he based the questions he asked the young man all upon this knowledge that his insight had acquired of him. But Mathew was not to be cross-questioned, and the brevity of his answers chilled the interest of the older man and he walked on round the decks.

They came to Aden, where a smear of green on the brown rocks showed that a shower had fallen that year. There the passengers went ashore to get their feet on land again, and to buy strange hats, and to see the tanks that the Queen of Sheba had made to hold the water that, whatever she may have thought of the treasures of Solomon, was the real treasure of Aden. By those tanks they saw a tree, not trusting to any moisture that a few of its roots might find in the ground, but clutching with most of its roots in the air for any moisture or mist there might be, and waiting to rob a shower if one should pass.

But Mathew, feeling he had no more to find, and that whatever he found would fail him, remained in the ship.

They entered the Red Sea, and found the same wind blowing that Mathew had found before, a blessing instead of a curse, for though it was hot, and though the ventilators were hot down which it blew, it brought air of a sort to breathe and, though it was nearer summer now than when Mathew had first come through, the heat was tolerable and no stokers died. And walking along the decks as Aden dropped behind them the old Indian civil servant, Alfred Lukton, saw Mathew still sitting alone, disconsolate as ever over his lost quest, and took pity on him and forgot his rejection of the sympathy that had been offered, and asked him if he would take some exercise with him round the decks. Mathew, who did not want to go, found it easier in that lethargic heat to get up and walk than to think of excuses that he could set up against the older man, who was standing there over him, waiting. So they walked round the decks together. This time Alfred Lukton did not question Mathew at all.

It is very hot, he said.

This tremendous topic usually starts conversation in the Red Sea, but it did not do so now. Mathew merely agreed. And then the tall man said, As hot as I can remember it.

This is a remark that in the Red Sea, at any rate coming home, is never let pass without comment; and Mathew, all the more because he was such a young traveller, found comment irresistible, and told the older man, quite truly, that he had known it much hotter. So conversation started. And still Lukton did not question the boy, but only made statements.

I see you have been travelling in India, he said, and that you did not find what you were looking for.

Mathew was so astonished that he did not even speak. How did this man know?

One often does not find it at first, Lukton went on.

But what? gasped Mathew.

What you were looking for, said Lukton.

Then there was silence.

At last Mathew spoke.

I was looking for tolerance, said Mathew, tolerance of other mens creeds and ways and politics.

Yes, said Lukton.

I live amongst intolerance, Mathew went on, intolerance of all those things.

Yes, Lukton repeated.

And then Mathew told him of what he had hoped to find, and how he had failed: that where he had looked for brotherhood there was a system of caste, and where he had hoped for gentleness he had found cruelty to birds.

Yes, said Lukton. You should look in Christianity for all you were looking for there.

Mathew was suddenly disappointed, for anyone could have told him that, and he had just begun to think that he might get some advice that would help him from this long-experienced man. Mr. Timson had told him all that, and the scandalized missionary had hinted it in his expression.

But all the creeds fight each other, blurted out Mathew.

Not always, said the elder man.

They do where I live, said Mathew.

They dont teach violence, said Lukton.

But they practise it, replied Mathew.

You should talk to Mr. Lexingham, said Lukton. He is doing chaplain, you know. I will introduce you to him.

Something in the manner of Alfred Lukton had lighted a gleam of hope in Mathew, but it had died out almost as soon as it shone. After this new disappointment he did not mind whom he spoke to, though he had no hope whatever from any talk with the clergyman, who on his way home from India was conducting services in the ship on Sundays. Lukton brought Mathew to him, and Mr. Lexingham was very courteous and walked round the decks talking to Mathew and telling him how that all the tolerance or the brotherhood for which he might seek was to be found in the New Testament. And many passages he quoted from memory to prove this.

Mathew listened in silence. And then he said, Like you, I am a good Protestant.

I am glad to hear it, said Mr. Lexingham.

But do you know what that means in Ulster? said Mathew.

After that they got little further; the clergyman spoke of theory, and Mathew spoke of practice, and somehow they could not meet and drifted wider apart. Then Mathew went and lay down again in his chair, and the clergyman left the young man, merely reflecting that he would probably some day grow out of his headstrong opinions.

Presently Alfred Lukton appeared by his side again. Mathew was sorry to see him standing there, for that experienced man had disappointed him, and the disappointment was still sore. Something in the mans face and his whole manner had seemed to promise some help that would lift him from the despondency in which his lonely quest had foundered, and he had only passed him on to the clergyman to hear good teaching such as had been preached often to his father and mother and to their opponents, but which had not prevented those opponents from murdering them. Would it even prevent him from feeling the hatred that he was expected to feel for those men?

It was no good, then? said the old civil servant.

No, said Mathew.

I am sorry, said Lukton.

He told me things that I knew, said Mathew. But they dont work.

You should go to Persia, said Lukton.

Persia? exclaimed Mathew. This man had been talking to him about the New Testament and handing him over to a clergyman, and now he said suddenly Persia.

Lukton saw the surprise on his face and answered it, saying: It was my duty to put you on the right lines if I could, and they evidently failed you, which is a pity. It is a great pity. But you need not despair on that account. It is possible to find what you were looking for.

But I cannot go to Persia, said the boy. It is too far out of my way and I could not afford it.

Could you get as far as Istanbul? said Lukton. That is what they call Constantinople now. You could get there by train through Palestine and Syria, if you leave the ship at Port Said.

I might do that, said Mathew.

He did not even ask why; for something about the man beside him was now compelling his confidence. And Lukton went on: Then, there is a man in Istanbul to whom I will give you a note. He is the man you want.

What? said Mathew.

Go and see him, said Lukton.


CHAPTER XV

THAT moody sea that could be so terrible was in no ferocious mood, and the passengers lay in the heat with no especial suffering. Idle days passed and they came to Suez, where the ship put her nose into the desert and ran through it, till Mathew saw de Lesseps again with his generous outstretched hand, offering the East to all travellers. Lukton said no more to Mathew but a very few words, when he gave him the letter of introduction to the man at Istanbul, sometimes just nodding his head at him, as though he had said to him all it was needed to say. Nor did he say any more to him when the young man said good-bye as he left the ship at Port Said, merely nodding his head and smiling with quiet assurance. So sure he seemed of the advice he had given, that the assurance spread to Mathew and lit up his hopes. The last he saw of Lukton was from the dockside as he looked back, a tall spare figure in white ducks standing on the deck, his brown face turned towards him smiling, with an arm waved in farewell and then pointing eastwards. Mathew spent a weary morning seeing after his luggage and obtaining tickets for his journey to Istanbul. Seldom had he felt more keenly the weight of material things and the burden of possessions than when he got his few bags and bundles out of the ship and arranged for their transport to Turkey. And now he envied the man with the staff and the begging-bowl whom he had seen at Bombay, and who had evidently thrown off from himself the last of all the powers of material possessions, which were now so harassing Mathew. Material things seemed very powerful then, imposing their laws on him, or what railways call by-laws, and fastening down on him the tyranny of time more firmly than anywhere else. For time had been a lenient tyrant where the passengers of the ship were lying in their long chairs, and in the Sahara men seemed free of him altogether, nor did he receive much honour in India; so that here, with a journey to be arranged through four countries, Mathew felt the full power of time, and had to face it encumbered with possessions, such as the man that he envied in Bombay had thrown off for ever.

That night he was rowed across the canal under bright stars, then entering a train that was to take him to Haifa, as far as which he had a sleeping-compartment, after which he intended to travel third class, as he thought this journey to Turkey was too far out of his way for him to be able to afford much more luxurious travel.

Bright sunlight woke him early, and, lying in his bed, he saw drawn past him the long bright land full of biblical scenes; olive-groves, orange-groves, pastures, and sheep following their shepherds, and sometimes the camels of wanderers such as the men to whom Joseph had been sold by his brethren.

Then they arrived at Haifa, a city clustered below a rocky hill draped lightly with olive-groves, and high up in the calm of its summit a stone-built monastery. Mathew would have liked to have lingered there, to see something of that city between the sea and the olives; but the energy of the man who had sent him upon this journey seemed to be impelling him still towards the mysterious person to whom he sent him in Turkey, the attraction of whose mystery seemed to draw him more and more as he came nearer to it. He had stayed longer already than the train that had brought him there, and now that attraction came on him with such insistence that he would not wait for the train that would have taken him on in a few hours, but bargained with a man who was going to Tripoli for a seat in his car.

They started almost at once, going by the coast road far more directly than the train, which when it started would wander round by Damascus. They passed by continual glimpses of the sea, past hedges of willow and pampas and cactus. Much of the traffic they passed was well-fed donkeys. They came soon to the Syrian frontier and passed Tyre and then Sidon, though time had changed their names. They came on finely built houses of stone, such as one sees in Yorkshire, with red-tiled roofs, and hills rose up on their right just before coming to Sidon, and they stopped for lunch at Beyrout at a hotel that was built on the edge of rocks running into the sea. At lunch Mathew asked the owner of the car what business he did in Syria, but the other let a smile down over his face, behind which, though many words came, he concealed his actual business. And then he asked Mathew, without much interest, what his business was; and Mathew, being unable to invent anything whatever to account for his strange journey, could only tell him the truth, which interested the man very much, because, finding it totally incredible, he thought some mystery of interest lay behind it. For a while they talked and neither of them ever got any nearer to the reason for the journey that the other was taking, Mathew because he was talking to an expert business man, and the other because he met a simplicity in which he could not believe.

From Beyrout they went on between the hills and the sea; and over the hills there peeped at them now and then the great white head of venerable Lebanon. In Tripoli they came to a hotel furnished in red plush, with a high domed room going up into alcoves screened by carved sandalwood; and there they parted, going each upon his mysterious journey, Mathew going by train third class to Aleppo. He was all night in the train, and left it at Aleppo in the early morning and waited for the Taurus express, and in this continued his journey. He watched the landscape sliding past the windows, strange soil, strange crops and strange people. Sometimes men on mules rode by in red dresses and wearing silver chains; sometimes the harvest seemed weeds; once they passed a village in which every cottage was domed, and once they came in sight of a rocky amphitheatre in a curve of the hills, and a village built of white stone was fitted into it, a gleaming semicircle laid out by whatever earthquake had long ago shaped the hills; and sometimes they passed white columns left behind by Rome when the tide of her empire had receded out of sight of those shores, and sometimes they passed rivers that ran to Euphrates. And then they came to the feet of the Taurus mountains, clothed with pines and watered by small torrents. No wonder that the business man who had brought Mathew to Tripoli had been unable to guess that he made this journey in order to see a man whom he had never met, who was to reveal to him some way of life that was not taught by any Christian church, and that was unknown to Mohammedans and Hindus.


CHAPTER XVI

HOWEVER much of a wild-goose chase it may seem to others that Mathew pursued with his letter addressed to Ferazi Bey in a house on Mihr Abad overlooking the Golden Horn, it did not appear so to the young man himself. For after his search across Africa and into Asia for a tolerance among men that he could not find, the calm assured face of the old Indian civil servant seemed a surer guide to him than the will-o-the-wisp of his own fancy had ever been; and, who-ever Ferazi Bey was, he trusted to Lukton. Wondering what kind of man he should find, trying to guess what new lore would be told him, he came to Ankara, a city once captured by Tamerlain, remembering him still, preserving old stone cannon-balls that had been fired against him, but only caring now for modernity, to which it had suddenly turned. Where a temple of the Hittites beside an old Mohammedan mosque looked down on them over roofs all tiled with antique red pottery, they were building flats and offices with the rather featureless architecture that only lately came to Europe, while, in an enormous circle drawn completely round them, the mountains that had not changed since the last earthquake shook them, before human history was there to record it, looked solemnly down on them. That is to say their shapes had not lately changed; but their expressions changed with every mood that arises among mountains, smiling or frowning according to the whim of the sun to pamper them or neglect them.

Partly to see these things, and partly to rest after his long journey in a third-class carriage, Mathew left the train at Ankara. With modernity all round him he stood in this ancient city, as one might stand on a great rock whose surface was covered by the foam of a wave from a tide that had been long in coming and which would go out again. In that very modern city that had so lately been made a capital, and that had been a city of the Hittites, he saw beside their temple and the mosque a temple of the emperor Augustus, with a great inscription carved in its stone wall, low down where the world could read it, both in Latin and Greek, so that as many as possible should be able to understand it, sonorous words that the world has long forgotten. It seemed a city of ghosts, haunted by vanished races; for, loud though the sounds of builders and motors were, the great names from a lost past were more imposing on his imagination than any noise of this century. Full of memories of a people of whom he had not known that any trace remained, he soon continued his journey.

Mathews next train took him on through Asia Minor, past poplars and willows in rather wild land, and now and then an orchard of pollarded mulberries. And sometimes he saw villages, their houses very close to each other, as though huddled together for protection against the wind, and geese sometimes flew up as they passed, and often there were flocks of them in the sky. On the roads were carts drawn by bullocks, and there was no sign there of the modernity that had come so newly to Ankara.

And then the train reached the Bosphorus and could go no further, and a steamer carried Mathew and the rest of the passengers over, and they saw the Golden Horn. Even here modernity had come, and had left its trail in places, but had not yet obscured the beauty of this capital that a Western power had placed there, a buttress of occidental civilization over which the East had poured, submerging it as the beauty of the sea submerges so many of the solid things with which men have sought to control it. Mathew gazed at the city rising up with its domes and thin spires from the side of that famous water, domes and spires built long ago by mens hopes and made enduring with marble and serpentine: almost they seemed like aspiring hopes still, struggling up from the solid earth towards a heaven to which those thin spires pointed. Mathew had not noticed that it was evening, and then the twilight came down on him, and in the twilight he saw lights twinkle out from the minarets of the mosque of Sultan Ahmed. He walked towards it to see its shapely domes, when there came on him the memory of his purpose, and the letter that the old traveller had given him to the man who lived on a slope of Mihr Abad. Under all those domes, in all the streets, was mystery, and, as twilight grew dimmer and dimmer, that mystery increased. But the mystery of the man in the house on Mihr Abad drew him more than all other mysteries about him, and he hurried towards him as a spirit caught by the pull of the gravity of huge Jupiter would sweep past all other planets. What was the man like? What would he tell him, Mathew asked himself vainly? But how could he guess? All he could do was to sign to a taxi and show the man the address and get in, and he was off to where Mihr Abad rose over the sea.

They came to a white house standing all by itself, with an arched doorway and a green door and a large bronze bell-handle beside it. It was a low house with two storeys, and Mathew saw that the upper storey must be very low indeed. He pulled the bronze handle, and a bell rang loudly and musically. For some while no one came. And then Mathew heard steps descending a wooden stair, which came on across level floor towards him, walking on wood. And the door opened, and Mathew saw before him a lean brown face with clear sharp features, and brown eyes that looked at his with a bright intensity. He knew at once that he was the man to whom the old traveller sent him, and handed him the note. Ferazi Bey, for it was he, took the note without even looking at it, and continued to look with that intense gaze of his into Mathews face. At the end of some long moments he seemed to know all that he wanted to know about the young man, and more than the note would have told him, for he put the note still unread in his pocket and, bowing slightly and waving his right arm inward towards the house, led the way without a word. He came, with Mathew following, to his staircase, and they went up it to a room that seemed to fill the whole of the top storey, arriving at it through a rectangular space in the floor, to which the staircase led and then ceased. Polished planks, brown as fresh chestnuts, formed the floor, and rugs were scattered upon it, such as merchants bring on camels through the Khyber Pass southwards to India, or westwards through Persia to the Golden Horn. Against the wall were divans with more rugs over them, in which deep blues and bright browns glowed. Ferazi Bey pointed with his open hand to one of these, having spoken no word yet, and they sat down. And, the silence weighing upon Mathew, he was about to apologize for his intrusion, when Ferazi Bey spoke.

Now, he said. You have come to ask me if there is a path across this world through the great thickets of thorn, all of which men have sown. They have grown strongly and you see no path through. There is a path.

Yes, yes, said Mathew. But you knew what I wanted?

It is in the letter, said Ferazi Bey.

But  but  you have not opened it, said Mathew.

Nobody sends any to me, Ferazi Bey said, who is not lost and looking for the way.

Then there is a way? said Mathew.

There is a way, said Ferazi Bey.

There seemed to be no one in the house but these two. Ferazi Bey offered Mathew cigarettes in a silver box that was filled with them, and then, when Mathew had taken one, brought out a hookah from a cupboard of carved wood and set it on the floor beside himself and filled the little porcelain bowl with tobacco and lighted it, and drew a few puffs. Yes, there is a way, he said.

Mathew sat silent.

And then the Turk, speaking in perfect English, began to tell him the story of one called El Bâb, who about a hundred years ago in Persia preached a faith new to the world, and left that faith to his followers, which Ferazi Bey was now expounding to Mathew. Below an open window in the wall under which they sat a slender fountain tinkled, whose gentle melody Mathew always remembered faintly mingling with the musical voice of Ferazi Bey. How long these two sounds murmured together he never knew, but the whole faith of the followers of El Bâb was given to him that evening, and when Ferazi Bey stopped speaking Mathew had absorbed one central thing, which he took to be the essence of what was revealed to him, which seemed to him to be this: that all religions were revelations by God to man.

All religions? asked Mathew, when he saw that his host was going to say no more.

Yes, all, said Ferazi Bey.

Mathew pondered in silence.

Say nothing of this to any, the prophet continued, for so he seemed to Mathew. The world has no welcome for tolerance; and our teacher, El Bàb, was killed for it. But take this light for your guidance, and you shall go among all men as a brother, even though they shall not know you for what you are.

But some teach the exact opposite of others, said Mathew, gripped by this mans words, but still wondering.

God has many moods, said Ferazi Bey.

Both were silent awhile, and as the strange teaching sank into his comprehension Mathew felt fall off from him, as he was sure for ever, the last of those temptations that he had known to revenge himself upon those who had killed his father and mother. Now, he felt, he could live anywhere, and at peace with his neighbours, and now there was no barrier between him and the girl with the chestnut hair. He began to pour out his thanks to Ferazi Bey, who repeated to him, Say nothing of this to any. And then he said: Come. There is a young moon shining. You should see the view by night from Mihr Abad.

And he opened another window, and there was the Bosphorus glittering in that silver light of which so many poets of Turkey have sung; and, jewelled with lamps and windows, the curve of the Golden Horn. They looked long at these things in silence. Then Ferazi Bey spoke again. Light and darkness, he said; sea and land; our lights and the stars; they do not hate each other.


CHAPTER XVII

FOR far into that night Ferazi Bey sat talking to Mathew, but no more of the message handed down by El Bàb, and he told him instead his favourite songs of the Turkish poets, translated into English prose as he spoke; old love-poems, some of them written by sultans, poems about the beauty of the Bosphorus seen by moonlight from that hill upon which they now were, poems in memory of dead poets, and a poem in which the poet, sadly bewildered, wonders why he has left the elfin mountains and the enchanted moors of the fairyland of his dreams, to wander lost among solid and actual things. One poem seemed to touch the edge of what he had been teaching Mathew earlier in the evening, and that was a poem by Yunus Emreh, a Turkish poet born in A.D. 1206; for it spoke of the four Holy Books, which implied a tolerance of three other religions besides the one whose Book would have been the Koran. Indeed, the whole poem breathed tolerance, for these were the words of it:



Who to anothers feelings causes pain 

Will fast and go upon his knees in vain.

If any meaning whatsoever is 

In the four Holy Books, be sure tis this.



This poem seemed to be, like a bird singing long before sunrise to herald the day, a precursor of the teaching of El Bâb. But Ferazi Bey did not make the point, and went on to bring out more treasure from the great store from which he had filled his memory with the wealth of the poets of Turkey. He quoted next a poem by Abdulhac Hamid, telling of another poet who had lived and died, not so much as of one who had lost the world, but of a bright spirit that had come hither and been dimmed for a while by reality. Cypresses, tulips, roses and fair women seemed to shine in gardens embalmed by these poems, and with wit and love and cedars and moonlight lighting all the recesses of his mind, Mathew said good-bye late that night to Ferazi Bey. Then Ferazi Bey, from another carved cupboard, brought out a bottle of champagne, and a bottle of some spiced drink without alcohol for himself, and they drank to each other and parted. Some kind of friendship seemed to have been struck up between those two in that evening, though they had never met before and were never to meet again. For as they shook hands in the open door to the street, Ferazi Bey quoted from a poet named Feisuli, a contemporary of Henry VIII:



It is enough that you my friend shall be, 

Though all the world become my enemy.



And Mathew, unable to add a word to that, left him in perfect silence. As he walked away to the Pera Hotel, in which he had got a room, going through empty streets, his thoughts settled into a calm such as they had never known before. Now, he felt, he could live anywhere. All men would be his brothers.

So eager was he to get home with this revelation that was so new to him, and that was to defend him against all his own bigotries and take the hostility away from those of his neighbours, that he would not even wait to see the glories of Istanbul, beyond what he had time to see early the next morning, for he found a ship that was starting for Alexandria only that afternoon, and booked his passage. In the morning he went to see the mosque of San Sophia, that fortress of Christianity in the East, long overrun by Islam. He took off his shoes to enter it, not only because it was demanded that all who entered should do so, but of his own free will, rejoicing to do it, because it was the first act he had ever done in accordance with this creed of El Bàb that was so new to him. He would have liked to pray there as the Mohammedans pray, but did not know enough of their prayers, as he had heard them in the Sahara, to do so. He looked at the green and purple serpentines of which the floor was made, smoothed by multitudes of bare feet through so many centuries, he looked up at the mighty dome where a circle of so many windows shone among the stones which supported it, that it seemed to be resting on sunlight, and he went up to the mihrab and stood there facing Mecca. High up in the corners of the building he saw some modern plaques fastened to the wall, quite out of keeping with the beauty of all else there, and learned that these were Mohammedan emblems put up to conceal some inlaid angels that Christian architects had set in the stone. Such concealments should never be necessary, thought Mathew, full of his new teaching. While he was there a man entered and prayed, and then another, and Mathew listened intently, trying to learn every word, so that he might pray in their mosques too. Nor was this very difficult, for his memory was full of the sounds of prayer that he had heard every morning and evening in the desert and mountains, and they only needed to be assorted and set in order. Little more had he time to see before he went on board the ship that was to take him to Alexandria, to start a voyage down that sunny water and into a future that seemed irradiated with this new creed, the way that had been shown him by Ferazi Bey through all the bigotries and animosities that would otherwise have hemmed him in, and which he now believed to be powerless to harm him.

The little ship was to take four days to reach Alexandria, and it started down the straits in the afternoon. Mathew saw a hand waved towards the ship from amongst a little group that stood on the docks, and fancied that the hand was waving to him, and then felt that it was absurd to think such a thing when all the other passengers were standing on the same deck with him. It was a mans arm that was waving, but who the man was at that distance he could not say.

In two or three weeks now he might be in Ireland, and he felt as one who was bringing treasure home. His new house must be small, but he thought he had found a way of living in peace in it, letting factions and sects rage by it on either side and having no part in their fury. He belonged now to a religion to which he thought surely none could object; and, if they did, he was sure that there could never be any quarrel, for it took two to make a quarrel and it was of the essence of his new creed that he recognized the truth that there was in every faith, and so could quarrel with none.

Before they reached open sea the sun was setting ahead of them, and one of the passengers and then another looked southward from the port side of the ship and began to pray, and Mathew stood listening to the clear musical voices, first of one and then of the other, and began to learn their prayers, not with the least intention of ever becoming a Mohammedan, but so as to be able to pray in their mosques when they were praying, if he should enter any in Egypt. Indeed, the whole thing was so new to him that he was determined to enter a mosque and pray, so eager was he to practise this new creed that was to solve his own troubles, and even, as he hoped, to bring peace to all his neighbours. Many a man as young as Mathew has had fancies of his own as wild as this. But this fancy that had just been given him was no fancy bred in a youthful mind, but was the creed of a prophet who had suffered for his teaching a hundred years ago and which in Persia still had some followers.

Next morning Mathew awoke with all the atmosphere of travel around him, still so new to him that he loved it, even if men ever grow tired of it; an atmosphere made up of a myriad trifling details, all irradiated by the sun towards which they were steaming. And intensely in Mathews mind was shining now a new love for his fellow men, partly because it was new like the morning, and partly because it had been implanted in him by the vigour of his strange host on Mihr Abad. For it is due to such energies as these that all new ideas flourish, if they flourish at all; not that this idea that Ferazi Bey had so lit with a fierce romantic light was new, but it seemed to be revivified from the last century and made new and fresh by his voice and his intense eyes and the force with which he expounded it as the solution of Mathews troubles and, indeed, of the worlds. He was eager to go into other mens temples, to show to their faith the deference that this strange new creed demanded, eager for his example to do its share as soon as possible in spreading toleration and fellowship over the whole world. And this large ambition was only one of the ambitions of youth.

Often they passed birds, for they were never far from land on the port side, or from islands on their starboard side, during their first two days in the open sea; and, when distant islands were lit by the gloaming, as well as low clouds, islands and clouds alike appeared as golden promontories of fairyland, or such lands as goddesses ruled in the days of which Homer sang. Mathew spoke little with any other passenger, for his mind was so full of its own new-found content, and he was guarding his new faith from any ridicule that might tarnish it, like a rainy wind blowing upon it from the world. But he walked the decks, a solitary figure, pausing at evening to hear again the intoned words of the men who said their prayers towards Mecca, to learn as many lines of them as he could.

And so the days went by over that blue sea and over the slow ship; and the Mohammedans when they prayed faced a little more east each day, until they had left the isles, after which they prayed, every evening and at dawn, facing almost straight ahead.

And one day they came to Alexandrias white-walled city, rising up from the sea, where the Egyptian ships were clustered in the mouth of the river, with their white sails modelled on the wings of birds by some sailor who travelled those coasts before the Bible was written. There Mathew landed and got into a train, eager to get to Cairo as quickly as possible in order to practise the virtues that Ferazi Bey had taught him. He passed through a land all green with crops, from which snipe rose as the train went by, and white egrets gave to the fields their fairylike beauty, and water-buffaloes with great curving horns grazed each at the end of a tether, tended by small children. And they passed by graveyards and little mosques, and weeping willows letting down their lovely green veils over the graves, and minarets rising above them. And the pyramids came in sight, lifting up their solid spikes into the lucid evening. And for a moment Mathew thought of the futility of these tombs, and then would not, for he was pledged henceforth to reject no mans faith, and would not scorn the hope of the dead Pharaohs that these great tombs would earn for them the mercy of their old gods.

In Cairo he took his luggage to a hotel, and then walked out at once through high narrow and crowded streets to find one of the mosques. He came first to the famous Blue Mosque, whose blue tiles glowed in the dim of the evening on the walls all round him. Perhaps the men who built it long ago had tried to borrow something from eternal things, surrounding themselves when they prayed with colour that they had copied from the blue of the evening sky. Inside the mosque one tall Arab was walking slowly round as Mathew entered. He did not pray there, because there was no one else but this one Arab to see him, and his zeal for his new creed was urging him to exhibit it, and he wished others than Moslems to see that it was possible to cast off all prejudices, and be tolerant in a mosque to the faith of the others who prayed there. He went next to a mosque high up on the citadel, where lamps in clusters of circles hung from the roof. Here it was the stars that must have given to the builders their inspiration, and those that prayed here had above them a vault that was filled with lights which, whether they knew it or not, helped to guide their thoughts towards eternal things. Under these lights Mathew, having removed his shoes, walked up to the mihrab, which looks towards Mecca; and there he prayed the Mohammedan prayers that he had learned, with the brim of his felt hat crushed to the floor. There were half a dozen English men and women there, who looked at Mathew in surprise, but said nothing. When all the prayers that he could remember were said, Mathew recovered his shoes from the doorkeeper, who had been watching him with approval, and walked away elated at having exercised for the first time a custom of the religion from which he had such extravagant hopes.


CHAPTER XVIII

EARLY next morning, his new faith still burning within him, the faith that the brotherhood of man should be expressed by tolerance, he went out to pray again in another mosque. This time, past high white walls and clustered minarets, he went to the Rufai Mosque. And what men had borrowed from infinity there, to Mathew appeared to be height. There, gazing upward and still up, his eyes lit on a border of brilliant blue on which words were written in gold which he knew to be texts from the Koran, though he could not read them. But, though he could not read Arabic, he looked long at the golden writing, admiring it for its sheer beauty. Something of the grace of scimitars among flowers seemed to be in that writing, and he gazed long at it before he prayed. This time nobody seemed to notice him, although a few were there.

And then a dragoman found Mathew, for it is the dragomans avocation to find and guide all travellers that come to Egypt, and he called a taxi and took the young man to see all the temples near Cairo. In those temples Mathew could not show that tolerance that he wished to show to all men, because there was none to whom their beast-headed gods were sacred any longer; but, fearing to fail his teacher, he let his sympathies flow out to those athletic young figures with heads of lions and hawks and crocodiles, or rather to the people so long since dead who had confided their hopes to them. And he saw the human fancies and aspirations still preserved in white limestone, which had made these gods that were no longer immortal, and somehow his sympathies showed him how they had made them: those figures seen so vividly by the sculptor must have been seen dimly first by some man to whom they had been revealed, a lion prowling by in the dark, partly hidden by bushes and partly by the dim light, and some man told how he had seen a god. And with the passing of the ages other gods must have arisen and needed heads, and been given the heads of hawks and other creatures, all drawn out of the mystery of the earth in saffron dawns and dim evenings by people whose guesses peering at the unknown were hinted in marble by these shapes. Mathew pictured these temples filled with worshippers and priests performing some service, but what service lie did not know, and he could not touch these people with his sympathy, because they were all gone. For a moment Mathew felt melancholy for the loss of regions to which his fraternity might have fared, inspired by his new faith. Yet it was enough that he had practised that faith in the mosques here, and would practise it henceforth wherever he went among men. And as they walked from the last of the temples to the taxi that was waiting on the road, the dragoman told Mathew tales of more wonderful temples further up the Nile, and of the Tombs of the Kings, and the sphinxes that watched Karnak, and the two colossi at Memmon; and, indeed, he poured out stories of wonders that only Egypt can show, or some powerful and wild imagination such as flashes amongst us rarely, and his words were luring Mathew to go up the famous river, taking that dragoman as guide. Then they drove back to the hotel, at which Mathew was staying, the dragoman sitting beside the driver, and Mathew had decided that he would go.

But when they reached the hotel they heard a band playing, and through the open door a tune poured out that gripped Mathew by the heart. For a moment he only thought that a thing of beauty was calling, and knew not what it was nor from where it called. And then he knew that it was the Derry air. It was calling him home, calling him to those small green hills again from which itself long ago had arisen. The wonders of the river fell away from his mind, even those around him lured him no longer, and there and then he decided he would go home and look again for the girl with the chestnut hair.

So he spent the rest of the day, as soon as he got back from the temple, in making arrangements about himself and his luggage to take the homeward journey. And only in two days time he was going by train back past the weeping willows and green crops and egrets and water-buffaloes, where snipe rose from the noise of the train, on wings that their race had had for hundreds of ages; and then the slender sails of the dahabeeyahs, no doubt copied from theirs, that had only been in use a few thousand years, and above them he saw the white walls of Alexandria again. And now that he had turned homewards, his thoughts sought out the hills of his native land with the ardour of a missionary sighting heathen lands far off, for he was in a hurry to follow at home this new teaching to which nobody could object, instead of living among neighbours more than a third of whom it would be looked on as his duty to defy, as they had defied his father.

And then once more he was lying in a long chair on the deck of a ship, gazing at that blue sea that shines between Europe and Africa. That anyone had noticed him praying in a mosque had never occurred to him, or that anyone, if they had, should trouble to tell others; least of all did he dream that anyone in that ship could know anything of his affairs, or cared anything for them. Nevertheless a rumour ran through the ship that there was a young man on board, from somewhere in Ireland, who had been seen and heard in a mosque, praying Mohammedan prayers. Nobody showed any repugnance for this, and it excited faint interest as much as faint surprise and served as a topic for anyone wishing to open a conversation with a passenger in a deckchair on either side of him; and then a passing liner, or a seagull following the ship, or storks returning to Europe, provided another topic, and talk about Mathew faded. And when Sunday came and he attended the service, one or two of those who can understand others, and who happened to be on board, saw, whenever they watched him at his prayers at that service, that he was genuinely sincere; and the talk about him ceased altogether. But Mathew lay in his deckchair engrossed with his two guiding motives, leading him home, which seemed to fit in together so perfectly, his love of the girl whom he was going to find, before whom he was determined not to be tongue-tied this time, and the strange teaching that he was bringing from Turkey, which would do more than break down the barrier rising between them; for it would demonstrate that the barrier did not exist at all and was merely an illusory line over which one might walk backwards and forwards from either side, if only one carried no load of ones own passions and bigotries, whose weight prevented one moving. And all these passions he had cast off already.

He was not going back to his own home, because he knew that his house would have to be sold, now that there would be not enough money left to keep it up, and he also knew that his aunts would be disappointed if he returned divested of all the indignations that he would be expected to feel for those who ate fish on Fridays; so he intended to look for a cottage or small farmhouse somewhere beyond the hills among which there lived the girl that he was going to find.

It was a peaceful journey, calm all the way and a blue sea gleaming. One morning they passed Stromboli, murkily smouldering, and that sudden gloom over his head made Mathew ask a man in a deck-chair beside him if there were ever eruptions there nowadays, and he was assured that there never were. And from that he got to wondering about men. Would they ever break out again? And he was told that President Wilson had seen to that, and there would be no more wars. And the answer satisfied Mathew, as it satisfied many who should have been wiser than he. But many peaceful years were yet to come to the world, and peaceful days passed by over that yet untroubled sea as they steamed towards Marseilles. Going by Marseilles and the train across France was the more expensive way and strained Mathews dwindling funds, but he was too impatient to go by any way but the quickest; for the fear began to haunt him that at any day or any hour some other man might see the girl with the chestnut hair. And how could he fail to be entranced if he did? That was the way that Mathews thoughts went, with nothing to do but think on the sunny deck; as though hundreds of men had not seen her, or as though she exerted on all of them that charm, as sudden and magical as a love-potion in old stories, that she had exerted on him.


CHAPTER XIX

EXACTLY where he would look for a cottage Mathew had not thought, nor did that question trouble him, for that evening on Mihr Abad it seemed that Ferazi Bey had opened the gates of the world for him. With his mind all brightened by this happy outlook he crossed France and then the Channel and would not delay in England, but went straight through to Holyhead. And then the Irish mail by night, and in the morning the mild Irish air and the train to the North. They crossed the border, which was then all new, and Mathew, seeing in large white letters printed on the wall of a house a reference to the fallibility of the Pope, felt he was home again; and at once put the feeling away, remembering that to all religions and sects henceforth he owed an equal deference.

Early that afternoon he reached his home, which was already in the catalogue of an auctioneer and lay under dust-sheets. He went there only to get his motor. He found the key of his garage in a drawer and, going out with it to unlock the garage, saw his Aunt Emily walking in the garden. He went up to her and she welcomed him back, if welcome be not too strong a word for her salutation.

I have had a lot of arrangements to make, she said, looking towards the house. And there was reproach in her face because the old house had to be sold.

Thank you, said Mathew.

What are you going to do now? she asked.

I am going to try to look for a smaller house, over towards... he said. Much smaller. For he had been going to tell her the direction in which he was going, where he hoped to find a cottage; but it was a Roman Catholic district, as Aunt Emily would know as well as he, and, knowing that she would disapprove of his even entering the district, and that she would crossquestion him as to his purpose in going there, he changed his mind in the middle of his sentence, and said nothing of the direction in which he meant to go. Of his going abroad Aunt Emily questioned him next. But of this Mathew had so much to tell her, that she never found anything out of the strange teaching that he had learned at Mihr Abad. Behind the descriptions that he poured out of Sahara and its mountains and the Taj Mahal and Benares, it was easy to conceal anything. So Aunt Emily never even suspected that anything was wrong, although she was usually very quick at that. And how wrong it would have seemed to her, if she had known the truth, can hardly be described.

I am going to look for a house now, said Mathew.

And so they parted. And he got out his car, and drove it away towards the small green hills. On the way there Mathew had plenty of time to think of an excuse for going up to the house in which the girl lived, if he did not see her outside; and at first he was able to think of no good excuse, when suddenly to hand, to his surprise and delight, came nothing less than the truth. All he had to do was to knock at the door, and to enquire if there was anywhere in that neighbourhood a small house for sale. The truth was indeed a splendid excuse, compared with anything he had tried to invent. And so he drove till he came to the small green hills that he had remembered so well, whose shapes he had carried so far with him, as bright green visions greener than anything else that he saw on his long journey. And he came in sight of the white farmhouse and the path from the road leading down to it, and left his car at the side of the road and walked down the path and knocked at the door. And the farmer opened the door, and Mathew said, I wonder if I might ask of you if there is any small house for sale in this neighbourhood?

And you may indeed, said the farmer. Sure, you may indeed. Wont you come inside?

And he led Mathew indoors. To the right was the parlour and to the left the kitchen; and in the kitchen, like a comet in the night, as it seemed to Mathew, was the daughter of the farmer in all her beauty, she whom he had seen only once and remembered ever since and more than remembered, for in many lands he had almost been able to see her clear in his daydreams.

Mathew gazed at her, and she looked at him.

My daughter, said the farmer. Eileen OShaughnessy.

Mathew shook hands with her in perfect silence. Among queer thoughts that crowded in on him at that moment came one that hinted, What if she is married already?

Then you are Mr. OShaughnessy, he said to the farmer.

Sure, were all OShaughnessys here, he said.

So that was all right. And at that moment she moved her left hand, and he saw that there was no ring.

Theres a house, said OShaughnessy. But I must ask my wife about it. She knows more of them things than I do.

And he went into the garden where his wife was and brought her back to the house and into the parlour, and Mathew, alone with the girl in the kitchen, heard them talking in low voices. Many a time had Mathew thought what he would say when he met this girl again. What he actually did say was, Its a very nice day.

And she said, It is, thanks be to God.

And he said, Good for the crops.

And she said, Sure, it is.

And he said: I like that kind of day. Dont you?

And she said, Sure, I do.

And the talk in low voices went on in the other room. What the OShaughnessys were talking about was that here was a young man looking for a small house, and there was the good thatched cottage of the cowman on the farm, and the young man had come in an expensive car and, if they sold him their own house, Michael. OShaughnessy thought that they could probably get a very good price for it and do up the cottage and make themselves as comfortable in that as they could wish to be; and another cottage within a mile or two could easily be found for Thady the cowman. Mrs. OShaughnessy at first was reluctant to move, until her husband dazzled her with the large and larger sums that this young man would pay for their house. Then they came into the kitchen, where their daughter and Mathew sat looking at each other and saying little.

Its the way it is, said OShaughnessy to Mathew, that we would sell you this house, and I could work the farm just as well from the cottage over beyont.

But I shouldnt think of asking you to move, said Mathew. And your house is bigger than what I need. The cottage would suit me perfectly.

They could see it from a window, a long cottage under thatch.

Sure, the cottage would never do for a gentleman like yourself, said OShaughnessy.

But Mathew insisted that it was all he needed. And OShaughnessy saw his hopes of a big sum fade away, and his wife saw a fear removed, and their daughter was not thinking about the farm at all.

When Michael OShaughnessy saw that Mathew was indeed determined to live in so small a cottage, he took him over to look at it, perhaps thinking that when he actually saw the inside of it, his fancy to live in a way to which OShaughnessy was sure he was unaccustomed would disappear; for he trusted the solidity of material things to banish any fancy. But Mathews fancies were strong, one of them the strongest in the world, which is love; and after that he was so preoccupied with zeal for his strange faith, that he was not turned aside by the poverty of the cottage, and he and OShaughnessy bargained for it there and then and settled a price, a quarter of which was to be paid forthwith and the rest as soon as Mathew had sold his house. Back in the house of the OShaughnessys Mathew gazed once more at Eileen, and, finding no excuse for staying longer, drove away in his car.

One more night he slept in his home; and next morning with the help of the maid who looked after his house he collected from it a great number of things that would give comfort to the cottage, and between them they heaped all these things into a farm cart and some into the motor, and the gardener drove the cart to OShaughnessys farm. A last look round Mathew took at the place in which he was bred, and where all the passions were bred which his aunts hoped he would cherish. It had been a fortress of a sturdy faith. Rarely had any of the other faith entered it, and, when they had, they had been received courteously, but as it were with the honours of war; and like emissaries leaving a fortress in time of war, to ride back to the lines of an enemy that encompassed it, they went after brief visits. Now Mathew left it, and it had been expected of him that he would stay. He looked round the house, room by room, and walked all through the garden, gazing again at every nook he had known, in memory of the faith that he was deserting; though he denied to himself that he was deserting any faith, for all faiths were now component parts of the religion he had adopted.

Then he said good-bye to the maid and, leaving the old house to her and the spider and to the auctioneer, he drove away.

Two spires rose in the City of Londonderry, one black, the other white, from the two cathedrals of the two faiths; and services were proceeding in both, for it was a Sunday morning, and a wish came to Mathew to go once more to the Protestant cathedral in which his forbears had worshipped. A little late he went in under the black spire, and walked up the aisle alone. There a window shone, showing the apprentice boys closing the gates of Derry against men of another faith. In his religion, Mathew reflected exultantly, no gates would ever be closed against any faith. When the service was over he went back to his car, and drove it over the hills to where the OShaughnessys lived in the parish of Kilnagorey eight miles away. The farm-cart had already arrived, and his gardener and the OShaughnessys departing cowman were putting his things into the cottage and now took into it what he had in his car. A shed had been found for the car, the cowman left, and Mathew settled into the cottage.

Now that he had the opportunity of which he had dreamed so long of seeing Eileen OShaughnessy he avoided going near the OShaughnessys house, for he wanted to make it appear that the reason that he had visited Michael OShaughnessy and bought a cottage upon his farm was not the reason that it actually was. For he shyly feared that there was something blatant in what he had done, and that it needed concealing. So Mathew and Eileen saw no more of each other while the wild white bloom of the hawthorn was appearing along the lanes, though he came to know many of his other neighbours, and when it got round, as it soon did, that he was one of the Perrys from beyond Londonderry, the Protestant farmers of the neighbourhood came to see him and asked him to their houses. However well Mathew had concealed his motive in first coming to the OShaughnessys farm, he had not concealed from the eyes of Eileen the feelings he had for her, feelings that were awakening some echo in her own heart, when his absence from their house had disappointed and then affronted her, so that she felt it was not enough to be as aloof as he, and she must be more so. So she discouraged her parents from asking Mathew to come to their house, and once when they did so she went out for a walk, not returning till Mathew was gone.

And Sunday came round again, and Mathew went to the Protestant church in Kilnagorey. And the weeks went by and he went there every Sunday, and the Protestant farmers were saying of him, He will make a good Protestant man.

And then one day a rumour arrived, and one farmer said to another, I hear that that young man had something to do with some queer religion in the East.

But the other said: In the East? Theres nothing that we object to there. A man came from there once, a Buddhist or a Mohammedan or something like that, and he was very happy here. No one ever raised any objection to him at all. Young Perry will be all right.

Aye, said the other. Its only that I heard some tale of his praying in a Mohammedan church. But well not mind that, as you say. Theres no bigotry here.

Ah, no, said the other. We are very tolerant here. He need have no fears on that score.

And still every Sunday Mathew went to the Protestant church, and nobody said any more of what he might have done in Cairo. And the time came when he was invited to be initiated as a member of the Kilnagorey Orange Lodge. And Mathew accepted at once, in accordance with his strange religion which commanded that no doors should be shut on any of the fellowships of men.

And one day, walking to the road from his cottage over some brackeny land, avoiding the path that led to the road from the farmhouse, he met Eileen by chance. Or was it not chance? He never knew. But Eileen crossed the track by which he was going, and he spoke to her and she replied, but as to a stranger in whom she had little interest. Yet still they talked, and something of the pretences of each broke slowly down, his pretence that it was not because of her that he had come all the way to that farm from beyond Derry and from half across the world, and hers that she did not know it.


CHAPTER XX

THE Protestant farmers of Kilnagorey who had been so ready to overlook the rumour that Mathew Perry had been seen praying Mohammedan prayers, were more surprised to see him going about with a Roman Catholic girl, as some of them did; for the OShaughnessys were Roman Catholics. But still he attended the Protestant church on Sundays, and was evidently sincere in his loyalty to the Crown, and the day was drawing near when he would be initiated a member of their Orange Lodge. Nobody criticized him for being seen with Eileen OShaughnessy; for that would have been to imply lack of judgement in the Master and officers of the Orange Lodge, who were men that knew what they were doing and did not initiate any man unless they knew all about him. Only one man did speak to him about it, a tall farmer whose good tweed coat had been his fathers, not yet frayed, though glossy with rain and wind and particles of the good earth.

Shes a pretty girl, Eileen OShaughnessy, he said.

Yes, Mr. Hilary, said Mathew.

Very pretty, said Mr. Hilary.

Yes, said Mathew.

And a nice figure, the farmer said.

Yes, Mathew said again.

But a Roman Catholic, said Mr. Hilary.

That was all he said, and Mathew said no more, for he would have found it hard to explain his creed. All that mattered among the Protestant community in Kilnagorey was that no external influence, Roman Catholic or any other, could shake his loyalty to the Crown and to the Protestant faith. The men of the religion that Ferazi Bey had taught him were, in any temple, mosque, church, chapel or lodge, as sincere as any man: it was only that they would not hate others, and would not deny to them, whoever they were, the divine inspiration that they claimed for themselves. After that brief talk with Mr. Hilary, Mathew increased his attendances at the Kilnagorey church, going to evening services as well as morning ones, and attended any political meetings that were in the neighbourhood, and even sometimes spoke in one of them, upholding the Unionist cause, as all his family had always done. But, though increasing these observances, he would not give up his meetings with Eileen OShaughnessy, and his walks with her were longer, often extending far into the summers twilight, and going back with her to the door of her house when a planet twinkled and bats appeared and moths flashed by through the gleam of golden windows.

One evening as they walked together they passed two men whom Mathew knew. Theyre from Kilnagorey, he said. I wonder what they are coming this way for. For among those little hills everyone knew something of everyones business and was interested in it. Perhaps Eileen had read something in the glances of these men that Mathew had missed, for she uttered one word, Orangemen! in such a way as to imply that it did not matter where such people went. But Mathew, inspired not only by his new creed which taught tolerance to all, but also by old strains in his blood, said, Oh, the Orangemen arent bad fellows.

Eileen looked at him strangely.

Mathew pointed to a cluster of wild roses, their colour gleaming yet, when colours of dresses and other human things had already gone dim. But still that look.

It isnt that I like the Orangemen better than your people, he said.

You do, she answered.

I do not, he said.

Sure, it stands to reason you do, exclaimed Eileen. You go to the Protestant church.

Not more than to any other, he answered on the spur of the moment, because that was the teaching of El Bâb.

When have you ever been to one of our churches? she asked.

And he remembered then that he had never gone to one of them, and feared that in his native air he was sinking back to old prejudices, and that one of these days the thoughts of revenge that he hoped he had cast off for ever would return and overtake him.

I will come with you, Eileen, he said.

For a moment she was silent. Both were thinking. And at that moment, when it would have been least expected, just at the beginning of a lovers quarrel, and with a young man full of zeal for a new faith, a gleam of common sense showed itself, and she said, Then we will go to the cathedral. And he agreed. For both had the sense to see that to have gone together to the chapel at Kilnagorey would have been only a tactless act.

No one in Londonderry knew either him or her, and the next Sunday he drove her there in his car, and they went to the cathedral, this time the one under the white spire. She did not tell her parents that Mathew had entered the cathedral with her, but only that he had driven her there in his car, for she did not want to make any trouble for him among his Orange friends, and was grateful to him for having humoured her as he had done. Nor did Mathew say a word of it to anyone, for though he was not ashamed of his new faith, but rather had a missionary zeal for it, he felt that Kilnagorey would have been for it the stony ground of which scripture speaks; and, if his conscience told him that he was allowing that balmy air to sap his zeal, he answered his conscience by saying that prayers from all churches were equally acceptable, and that he prayed regularly every Sunday in a church in Kilnagorey. Did it matter which? So far as he had understood the teaching of Ferazi Bey, El Bâb and the prophets that followed him said No.

Side by side praying with Eileen in the cathedral, its solemn vastness about them and far above them, the gold of the candles twinkling below the gloom that haunted the rafters, and the organ filling light and gloom and their own hearts with beauty, Mathew had felt the mystery and charm of that scented air and the prayers in the old language, reverent before all that was anathema to his friends in Kilnagorey. But in the religion taught him that night on Mihr Abad there was no anathema, or, if there was, it was only for intolerance; all else that was reverently felt was orthodox to that strange man on the hill overlooking the Bosphorus. He felt too the fervent faith of the men in the thick black coats who prayed in Kilnagorey; he sympathized sincerely and knew what that staunch faith meant to them, loyalty, the open bible, the Orange ways, and knew that each one of them was ready to die for it, even by torture. And they saw that he knew, and they felt his sympathy for them, for sympathy always echoes in other hearts, going from heart to heart as the notes of an organ roam further than ears can trace; and they gave him hospitality all that week at their farms, and on the next Sunday he prayed in the church again.

They were watching him closer than he knew, and the report on him must have been favourable, for Mr. Hilary asked him to his home and introduced him to his wife and son and two daughters. For it had been decided in Kilnagorey that with Eileen OShaughnessy only a hundred yards or so away from him, and she being a pretty girl though a Roman Catholic, and he being young, it was quite understandable, although undesirable, that he should want to talk to her; and that as young men of that age did sometimes do undesirable things (and as they knew nothing about his going to the wrong cathedral) his walks with the papist girl could be overlooked. He is a pleasant young fellow, said Hilary to one of the other Orangemen, and he has the right views too. And these words went round the parish, for Hilary was the master of the Orange Lodge. That day at tea in the Hilarys home, the farmer asked his wife if she would look for something he said he wanted in another room, and more peremptorily dismissed his daughters, for the affairs of the Orange Lodge were not for women, and spoke to Mathew of his initiation on the following Wednesday. After that all Protestant doors in Kilnagorey were open to Mathew; and two or three miles away, though in the same parish, one Roman Catholic door.

On that Monday and Tuesday he saw little of Eileen, for he knew that to be seen with Roman Catholics just before his initiation into an Orange lodge would give offence, and that creed of universal tolerance was not designed to do that; but he began to see that it was a difficult creed, for he found it hard to avoid Eileen for two days without giving offence to her. Mr. OShaughnessy too had to be avoided as much as possible, and this also was difficult. So he walked away to the village of Kilnagorey, where many of the loyalists saw him; and he stopped and talked to those that he knew, telling them of his travels and of the heads he had shot in North Africa, and interested them and won golden opinions.

He will make a promising young Orangeman, they said.

Among those that he met in Kilnagorey was Mr. Hilary, who had come in to buy some tobacco. They met in the main and only street, and Mathew wished the farmer a polite good day. He had never been told that Hilary was the master of the Kilnagorey Orange Lodge, but he had begun to suspect it.

I see you are all alone now, said Hilary.

Yes, said Mathew, I thought it best.

Thats right, said Hilary.

And Mathew went home, and had tea all by himself. He was in a happy mood, for his popularity in the parish of Kilnagorey, whether he knew that he was popular or not, suffused a certain glow that shone on his spirits, and he knew by now, though they were not actually engaged, that Eileen would marry him, and he thought that friendship with those Protestant farmers and marriage with Eileen were not incompatible. For he had been told of no law that an Orangeman might not marry one of the others. So he sat there irradiated by two shafts of spiritual light, love and friendship.

That evening a man came down from Londonderry to Kilnagorey and called on Hilary, and asked him if he would bring together a few of the other Orangemen, as he had something of importance to tell them. Four or five men of the Orangemen were found by Hilary very quickly, and they all went down to the Orange Lodge, talking of the weather and the crops and the racing. And when they got inside and shut the door, the man from Londonderry said: What I came to tell you was: you had better have nothing to do with that young man Mathew Perry. Nothing at all.

Oh? said one of the others. We thought he was a nice young man, and a good Protestant.

He has been seen where no good Protestant was ever seen, said the man from Londonderry. I know what I am talking about.

We are sure you do, and, Sure, we know you do, and, Theres no doubt of that, said the others.

Well, then, Ill be going back, said the man from Londonderry.

No more was said. Just a sigh from Hilary. And they all walked out of the Lodge, and they talked again of crops and the weather as they walked through the street, and then they separated and went to their homes.

That night Mathew dined alone, and sat smoking after dinner in his cottage in one of the comfortable chairs that he had brought from his old home He sat there late, looking in memory at the mellow glow that seemed to have fallen upon his days, and all across that glow the bright flash of love. Outside, the night was cloudy and very still. With his thoughts and his pipe he sat there late, and it was nearly midnight when he rose to light a candle and turn out his lamp, and he heard many steps and paused, standing there, to listen. And then came several heavy knocks on his door.

Whos there? he said.

Open! came the answer.

And he opened it, and saw a group of men standing there. They were perfectly silent and walked into his room, ten of them, carrying guns. To his surprise he recognized some that he knew well, but none of them spoke to him. One shut the door. And then their leader spoke.

We come to give you advice, and its good advice, he said.

Aye, its the best, said another.

It was with difficulty that Mathew found something to say.

What is it? he asked.

To go out of this, said the leader.

Mathew saw there was nothing for it but to obey.

Very well, he said. Ill be sorry, but Ill go. Ill look up a train tomorrow.

That is not our advice to you, said the leader. And some of them shook their heads.

What do you want? asked Mathew.

We wouldnt advise you to put it off so long as that, said the other man.

With that they all turned round and walked away, and Mathew was left alone. And never had he felt so lonely before. What was he to do? What did they mean to do? And how long would they give him? It was no use troubling about rights and wrongs: the men with the ten guns had decided all that. From the look of it, it seemed that he ought to be gone before daylight.

He opened his door and peered out. How dark it all looked! Overhead there were not even stars. And then, turning his head, he suddenly saw one light. It shone from the window of the OShaughnessys kitchen. They had not yet gone to bed! It may be that, as in the jungle when the tiger is up and about there is a certain strained alertness among all the other creatures, so in this land of smouldering enmities that broke out at any moment there may have been some kind of awareness of trouble afoot, brought perhaps by the sound of steps hundreds of yards away, not heard by ears untrained by generations to hark for that very thing; and some such sense as this may have kept the OShaughnessys late in their kitchen that night. But there is no knowing.

To Mathew that light gleamed where all else seemed hopeless. He went straight over to it and knocked on the door.

Come in, said OShaughnessy as soon as he opened it, before Mathew had time to speak. And Mathew walked into the kitchen and shook hands with Eileen and Mrs. OShaughnessy, still without saying a word. And words did not come easily to tell what was to him so strange; and he had not spoken when OShaughnessy said, Is it the Orange boys?

And Mathew nodded his head.

Sure they wouldnt like you being seen with Eileen, or with any of us, said OShaughnessy.

So OShaughnessy understood, and did not even seem surprised. Here, then, was help, or at least advice.

But maynt I speak to any of you? cried Mathew.

Maybe it was a little more than that, said OShaughnessy. But I dont know.

I was to be initiated into their Orange Lodge, said Mathew.

Ah, said OShaughnessy. Youd have to go very carefully then.

And I did go to the cathedral once with Eileen, said Mathew. To your cathedral, I mean.

Begob, thats the very thing, said OShaughnessy. You couldnt do the both of them. The cathedral, I mean, and the Orange Lodge.

Will they murder me? asked Mathew.

Its not a word we like round here, said OShaughnessy. No, I wouldnt say that. But youd disappear, maybe.

What shall I do? asked Mathew.

What did they say to you? asked OShaughnessy.

To go, Mathew replied.

Its best to do what they say, OShaughnessy told him.

To go tonight, said Mathew.

Its best to do what them boys say, OShaughnessy said again.

And then Eileen spoke. Go to Dublin, Mathew. Theyll be kind to you there, she said. I have an aunt in Dublin, and Ill go too. Aunt Molly would have me, wouldnt she, mother?

Maybe she would, said her mother. But does Mr. Perry want you there?

Mathew opened his mouth and his eyes, looking towards Eileen, and no words came from his mouth. So Eileen said:

Sure, I love Mathew. And, if Mathew doesnt want me, he neednt have me.

And Mathew still stood tongue-tied, and to everybody in the kitchen that seemed quite settled.

Only go now, said Eileen.

So Mathew went at once, as he had been told, with a hasty farewell to Mr and Mrs. OShaughnessy. And Eileen saw him to the door and outside it; and there as they said good-bye the night saw what the night has so often seen before, and one star at that moment peeped through the clouds to look, the only one that was strong enough to shine through, Venus, the Evening Star.


CHAPTER XXI

EILEEN called out to Mathew through the night to console him, It will be lovely in Dublin. They are not hard there like these men.

Hush, he called back to her, not knowing who might hear. But she was unafraid and called out, They are more like poets there. Then the darkness separated them completely. And Mathew gathered a few necessities into a heap and drove his car from its shed and piled his things in, and was gone from the place from which he had been so strongly advised to go. Alone with his thoughts in the darkness, the wind in his face, the balmy south-west wind that gives its verdure to Ireland, his thoughts would have made many chapters. And his first thought that came, as he worried about all the useful things that he was leaving behind in the cottage, was the thought of the man in Bombay who only needed three things, and had found the content which we pursue with thousands of useful things, and do not always attain. Sometimes a moth flashed by him, sometimes a night-bird disturbed by his lights; then he was lonely again. Once a sharp turn in the road gave him sight of the country behind him, and over the brow of a hill he saw the lights of another car, and thought he was being followed; but, if he was, the other car came no nearer, and it may have been one of the Orange Lodge of Kilnagorey making sure that he left Ulster. Presently Mathew left the main road to Dublin, but he knew he was near the border and followed the road that ran close to it and then along beside it a little way. And a bohereen, which is a wild lane, that Mathew had always known and his father before him, ran from this road to the border; and by this rough track Mathew crossed into the land that had just been called Eire, and found a good road again and went on through the night past low hills, and little lakes that shone faintly, and into Meath and all through it, and crossed a bridge over a little stream at Clonee and entered County Dublin just as the dawn was widening on his left and the tips of trees were beginning to catch its light, and there was a weary look in the West as though the night were tired. Presently he came to the road to Castle-knock running off to the right, and this he took, intending to go through Phoenix Park, but the gates were shut, so he went on round its wall till he came to the Quays, where the Liffey slept in its bed between walls of limestone, and a light mist was drifting up from it. Where now, he wondered? And just as he wondered that, he met a man walking the way he had come, apparently out of Dublin. What he was doing leaving the city at that hour Mathew did not know; perhaps lured by the hills, he thought, and tired of pavement and determined to go far into the quiet fields, and starting early. But what he did know was that here was a man who would help him to find his way in Dublin to some house in which he could lodge. And this he knew by the mans face, in which a humorous benevolence was blended with what it would be too much to call infallibility; and yet Mathew was sure he would guide him to what he wanted to find. So he stopped and got out of his car and walked back to the man on the pavement, who had stopped too, so as not to miss the view of a motor coming into Dublin at so early an hour and to see what kind of man drove it and what his business would be. Good morning, said Mathew.

Good morning, sir, said the man.

Could you tell me, asked Mathew, where I would be able to find lodgings?

Sure, I could, said the stranger. Theres Mrs. Malone. Only she wouldnt be up at this hour. And then theres Mrs. ORiordan. Only she sleeps badly and only gets to sleep about now, and theres no waking her for a long time. But Ill tell you where youll go: theres Mrs. Ryan in Cloncurry Road, and you can knock her up at any hour. And say I sent you.

And who are you? asked Mathew.

Sure everyone knows me, said the other man.

But who shall I tell Mrs. Ryan has sent me? he asked.

As for that, said the stranger, say that OReilly sent you. And if she should ask you what OReilly, say there is only one. And shell know, and shell let you in.

So Mathew thanked him. And the only OReilly said: Dont mention it, sir. Sure, Im glad to give any assistance to a good man like yourself. And he walked on, with his face to the hills.

So Mathew asked the way to Cloncurry Road of a policeman whom the night had left in a street, and found the house of Mrs. Ryan, and knocked and knocked at the door till Mrs. Ryan put out her head from an upper window and shouted, What is the matter?

I was sent to you by OReilly, said Mathew.

I dont know anyone of that name, she said.

He told me you had lodgings to let, said Mathew.

That may be, said Mrs. Ryan. But I know nobody called OReilly.

Could you let me have lodgings? he asked.

And she took one more look at him, and said, Well, I will do that.

So Mathew waited on the doorstep, and after a while, when no one came, he rang the bell. Still nothing stirred in the house. So then he knocked. And Mrs. Ryan put out her head again, and said: Ah, dont be knocking. Theres no one awake at this hour. Ill come down and let you in.

So Mathew sat in his car and waited. And after a while down came Mrs. Ryan, with a shawl over her dark dress, and black ringlets hanging down on each side of her head. Come in, she said cheerily. Ive a bedroom for you, and theres a sitting-room, and only two other lodgers to share it. Come in.

And Mathew entered a fine house, which had had no paint or repairs for a hundred years and had begun to decay before that.

Come on and Ill show you your room, she said, and led the way up the stairs, which creaked and filled the well of the stairs with echoes that died away and set Mathew wondering who had lived here in the eighteenth century and gone with all that splendour, leaving the house to the untidy landlady who showed him now to his room past peeling paint and spiders webs, holding the dust of years in high corners.

Here is your room, she said, opening a door at the top of the house, and I hope you will be very comfortable.

Mathew assured her that he would be, but did add, Isnt there rather a large hole in the ceiling?

Sure, a piece of plaster must have fallen out, she said, and left a bit of a hole. Ah, whats a bit of plaster? Bide you there awhile till Mary awakes. Shes our cook. Shell be up and about by seven. And then shell get a breakfast for you when you like.

Whats the time now? asked Mathew.

Ah, God knows, said Mrs. Ryan.

And Mathew began to learn from then that, though time was the same here as it was in the North, yet it seemed to have less of a grip on the lives of men than it had in Kilnagorey. God knows what hour it is, went on Mrs. Ryan. Doesnt He send us the morning whenever He wishes. Ah, dont be worrying. It will come in His own good time.

So Mathew forgot his wish to have breakfast, and lay down on the bed as Mrs. Ryan left the room, to see if it was comfortable, and was very soon asleep.

And the full clear morning came, as Mrs. Ryan had said it would; and with the sunlight bright in his face Mathew awoke, and there was a smell of coffee in the decaying house. He went downstairs, guided to the dining-room by the odour of coffee; and there he found Mrs. Ryan sitting at the head of the table, with her black curls tidied and gorgeously arranged, as though defying neglect, damp, spiders and moths, that time and the south-west wind had brought to that house. And her two other lodgers sat upon either side of her. Mathew saw he was late for breakfast, and apologized to Mrs. Ryan.

Ah, what matter? she said. Didnt I tell you the morning would come all in good time?

And then she introduced him to her other two lodgers, James OBrien and Michael Harrity. And Mathew sat down to a good breakfast of poached eggs that were not yet cold, and soon learned that Michael Harrity was in a jewellers shop in one of the best streets, though Mathew could not find out which, because of Michael Harritys way of always calling it Cuchulain Street, which, though it was not its name, he maintained that it ought to be. And James OBrien was a clerk in the post office. OBrien was a small broad man with a dark moustache, and Harrity was tall and thin with visionary eyes. Whenever he spoke, James OBrien and their landlady listened at once, and Mathew could soon see that he was a minor prophet telling them of the new Ireland that was to come pouring down on Dublin out of the twilight from over the mountains, at which he would often gaze. Perhaps it was the old Ireland that he saw, preserved rather by legend than history, and destined to be brought back again by himself and friends whose names he would not reveal. And there was a beauty in this Ireland that enthralled Mathew as soon as he heard Harrity beginning to speak of it; for poets had helped him to frame its constitution, both dead poets who had sung in bygone days of gods and heroes they saw going by on the south-west wind through twilights that glowed long since on those very mountains, and by young men yearning to be poets, who had not yet made good their claim to be of the musical company. There were to be no trams or slums or anything noisy in that Ireland, but only freedom and a long dream fulfilled.

Theres too many machines going about, said Michael Harrity. Well curtail them and restore to Ireland the beauty of her fields.

But youd have a navy? said James OBrien.

Certainly well have a navy, said Michael Harrity, to protect us from the English, and from all other nations in the world.

And will you have to have an army? asked Mrs. Ryan.

Certainly, said Harrity.

I wouldnt like that so well, said Mrs. Ryan. I wouldnt like the young lads to be taken away from their mothers.

Sure, well not do that, said Harrity; but only have the lads with a taste for war, who come of their own free wills.

Ah, well, I wouldnt mind that so much, said Mrs. Ryan.

And police? said James OBrien.

Ah, what will we want with them? said Harrity. Arent they always interfering with other mens business? The Irish people is naturally law-abiding. We shall want no police.

But what if anyone breaks the law? asked Mrs. Ryan. Sure, they wont, said Harrity. They did that under England, when we werent free. When we are free no Irishman will break the law. There will be no temptation to do it, when theyre our own laws.

Thats right, said James OBrien.

Mathew got the impression they had often discussed all these things before, and that they were talking of them now partly to show Mathew that the true Ireland was not the Irish Free State, in case he should have supposed it, but something more glorious and more beautiful, as seen in the visions of Harrity when he gazed at evening towards the Dublin mountains, and corroborated by Mrs. Ryan and James OBrien. But Mathew did not need any corroboration, for his natural sympathy with all men and all their dreams showed to that inner eye in him which sees what our two outer eyes overlook, the visions of Harrity as soon as Harrity spoke; and they looked together in those tawdry lodgings, mouldering and decaying from a more splendid day, to a future for Ireland more splendid than it or any other land had ever known. With the refreshing help of a large cup of coffee, after his long journey by night, Mathew saw this vision of Harrity in all its glowing radiance.

Come, said Harrity all of a sudden, I must go to work. But come with me and theres a street down which we can see the mountains, and Ill show you the glory of them.

So the two men started off, and presently they came to the street of which Harrity had spoken, and down the length of it they gazed together at the folds of the green fields like rumpled skirts of the mountains, and above that their gray heads.

They are never the same, said Harrity, never the same on any day in the year, or in all your lifetime. Sometimes they hide away altogether, sometimes they come quite close, quite close to the city. There have been days when I felt I could almost reach out a hand and touch them. If the city has a spirit, and I believe it has, and I know that the mountains have one, the two could clasp each other in their arms. And indeed theres times when they do.

That would be in the evening, wouldnt it? said Mathew.

That is the time, said Harrity, a little while after sunset.

Id like to go up there at that time, Mathew said.

Well, I wouldnt, said Harrity. Because you might stop a few minutes too long, and night might come down while you were there.

Oh, I could find my way back all right, said Mathew.

It isnt that, said Harrity. But no ones allowed up there at night except certain men.

Id like to be one of those men, said Mathew, entranced by the glow of lands illumined by Harritys imagination.

Well see, said Harrity.


CHAPTER XXII

NEXT morning, when Mathew came down to breakfast, there was a letter beside his plate addressed to him at that very house. If he had seen a bird of paradise on his plate, or even a phoenix, he could not have been more astonished. He would have said that a phoenix did not exist, and he would have said that it was impossible that anyone in the world could know he was there except those in the house, and there would have been no sense in those writing to him, nor did any of them yet know his Christian name, and that was clear on the envelope. He opened it and found that it was from Eileens aunt. But how could she have known that he was there? Eileen had told her, she wrote, that he had come to Dublin. So Eileen must have wired. But how had Mrs. Mulraney found his address? She did not tell him that, but invited him to come to tea with her on that day.

Theres a letter for me, said Mathew to Mrs. Ryan before he opened it. A letter addressed here. How could anyone know where I am?

Sure, I dont know, said Mrs. Ryan.

And she looked at her other two lodgers, who were there at the table, as though they might be able to solve the puzzle. And both shook their heads, three faces expressing complete ignorance, and no more word was spoken.

Youd better open it, she said then.

And that was what Mathew was doing; but that gave no clue beyond the information that it was from Mrs. Mulraney and that Eileen had told her he was in Dublin.

I must find out how this letter reached me, said Mathew.

Still no one spoke. Only, Harrity looked at Mrs. Ryan.

Sure, I wouldnt try to do that, she said.

Why not? asked Mathew.

Only that curiosity is always a bad thing, she said. No other reason than that.

But nobody knows I am here, said Mathew. Its a complete mystery.

Sure, it must be that, said Mrs. Ryan.

And OBrien and Harrity nodded their heads.

Its a queer town, said Mathew, if people know that much about everyone here.

Its a queer town, said Mrs. Ryan.

And then Mathew read the letter, which he had only skimmed, and the others went on with their breakfast. The letter had been posted late the evening before, and Mathew looked up to tell the others this. But they seemed, from their faces, to have forgotten his letter; so he said no more about it, and soon they were talking of other things.

Then Harrity and OBrien went out to their work, and Mrs. Ryan went to see about the affairs of her house, which seemed so much neglected, and Mathew felt very much alone in a strange city.

Neither of the other two lodgers was there for lunch, and alone at this meal with Mrs. Ryan, Mathew raised the question of the letter again. But all Mrs. Ryan would say was, Sure, mysteries are mysteries, and theyre all here for some purpose, and its better to leave them alone.

But can one never find out any mystery? asked Mathew.

Sure, its better not to be trying to, said Mrs. Ryan.

And that was all that was said of the letter that had found him where no one knew he had gone.

That afternoon Mathew Perry went out to look for the house of Mrs. Mulraney, and on the way there he passed several streets running north-westwards which gave him sudden views of the Dublin mountains, their serene shapes rising there on his right where a moment ago there had only been bricks and slates to see. And the sight of that solemn assembly always delighted Mathew, and helped him to understand the politics of Harrity, which without the dreams that he had gathered from the gloaming in those high valleys might not have assumed the definite shape they did. Along streets that to Mathew, a stranger among them, seemed dreary, he walked, cheered again and again by glimpses of those eternal things. And so he came to the street in which Mrs. Mulraney lived, and knocked at the door of No. 25; and a maid came and showed him up to a drawing-room, in which the arabesques of a plaster dado seemed mourning the splendours of a vanished age that had long gone from that house.

Mrs. Mulraney came forward to welcome him, a large figure a little too gorgeous in the tawdry room, her black dress and jet buttons and brooch flashing rather too brightly, as it seemed to Mathew, for the faded covers of sofas and chairs, bits of which were coming away from the mahogany to which they had once been fastened.

And so you know the OShaughnessys, said Mrs. Mulraney. Arent they great people?

And Mathew politely agreed. And then his curiosity overcame him and he said, But how did you know where I was staying?

And Mrs. Mulraney said, I asked.

But whom did you ask? said Mathew. Nobody knows me here.

Sure, everybody knows everybody here, said Mrs. Mulraney.

But how do they do that? asked Mathew.

Sure, I never enquired, said she. And something in the way that she said it made Mathew think that that was the last word on the subject. And so it was, for she said no more, but went and rang the bell, and tea was brought up by the maid. Then over their cups of tea they spoke of the North, and of how Mathew had left it, though uneasily on his part and indefinitely on hers so as not to harry his feelings, for she knew more than she said.

Sure, they are hard in the North, she said. But they are not like that here. Its their religion makes them hard. Not that its not a fine religion, mind you. Sure, Id never say that.

And Mathew opened his mouth to say that he was not a Protestant now, for he saw that she was uneasy about what she had said. But he closed his lips again, remembering what his teacher had told him, never to exhibit tolerance to the sneers or wrath of the world.

Its a fine religion indeed, she added. But theyll be kind to you here. Its like poets they are, or singers. And Eileen is coming to stay with me, and there will be no trouble here. Sure, isnt Dublin the lovely city?

And Mathew, breathing the crisper air such as all capitals have, for without it they could never have risen to the places they hold, and thinking of the beauty of the mountains that sat there watching it, as though those eternal things had nursed it in infancy and had not noticed whether or not it had yet grown up, agreed with Mrs. Mulraney in all sincerity.

Sure, it is, said Mrs. Mulraney, the lovely city.

And again Mathew heartily agreed.

Do you know anyone here at all? she asked him then.

Theres a man called Harrity at my lodgings, said Mathew. He seemed to  he seemed to... But he could not quite describe what the dreams of Harrity were.

Bring him to tea with me here one day, said Mrs. Mulraney.

May I really? said Mathew. Thank you very much indeed.

Sure, hell help to make a party, said Mrs. Mulraney.

When Mathew rose to go, Mrs. Mulraney repeated her assurances that all would be easy for him here and he would have no troubles.

They are all very easy-going here, she said. Its not like the North.

And Mathew felt he had found the tolerance that he sought.

On the way back to his lodgings Mathew came upon Michael Harrity standing still, looking down one of the streets that pointed towards the mountains. He stopped beside him while Harrity still gazed on at the mountains. Then he turned and recognized Mathew. The sky above the mountains was now a haze of gold, and the shadows that filled their valleys were tinted with mauve and blue. Thats where the new Ireland is coming from, said Harrity.

Why from there? asked Mathew.

Because theres men there that will bring it, said Harrity.

Where are they? asked Mathew.

Sure, Id tell you that, said Harrity, only that its better for you not to know.

Id like to know, answered Mathew out of natural curiosity.

And maybe one day you shall, Harrity said to him, and gazed at the mountains again.

Then they walked back together to Mrs. Ryans lodgings, and Mathew asked Harrity as they went if he would come to tea with Mrs. Mulraney. Sure, Id be very glad to, said Harrity.

Back at the lodgings they all had supper together, and talk was of common daily trivial things all through the meal, not worth recording here; so that it was a surprise to Mathew when supper was over to hear Harrity say, I have some business now in the mountains, while Mrs. Ryan and her other lodger nodded their heads and Mathew gazed in surprise. Then Harrity went out of the room and changed his clothes and, when he came downstairs again, Mathew saw him walking to the hall-door wearing a large waterproof. Then he went out, and Mathew saw no more of him that night.

Next day, when they all met at breakfast, Harrity said nothing about the mountains. And beside Mathews plate, mysterious as ever, again a letter from Mrs. Mulraney. It must have been written late, after he had left her house, and posted that night; and she wrote to say that she had a friend coming whom he might like to see, and that, if he cared to come to tea that afternoon, she would be there. This did not leave Mathew very much to guess, and he knew that Eileen must be coming to Dublin to stay with her aunt. There was a postscript that said, And bring your friend Mr. Harrity. So he asked Harrity if he would come to tea with him at Mrs. Mulraneys, and Harrity said he would be glad to, if he might come a bit late when he got away from the jewellers. And then he and OBrien went out, and Mrs. Ryan went to her kitchen and Mathew was left alone in the sitting-room with his thoughts. And those thoughts were rosy, for in a few hours he was to see Eileen, and in a city wherein he had spoken to only very few people, but who had all been kind to him, and he felt that it was a friendly city. The farmers of Kilnagorey, before they had so suddenly turned from him, had been friendly too, but not at once; for they had seemed hard and dour at first, as though each one was a fortress, with buttresses and battlements for defence against strangers. Here they had charm and showed it immediately, not waiting to see whether you were worthy of their smiles. And there would be no stoutly defended barriers between him and Eileen here. He would go to her church with her on Sundays, and no one would mind. Even the social barriers between class and class, he reflected, would not be so steep between him and Eileen in Mrs. Mulraneys house as they were in the North; for Mrs. Mulraney, now a widow, had evidently married a man who had left her well off, and must have been a much wealthier man than the OShaughnessys, and perhaps, for all he knew, possessed of little less than his own uncles and aunts. From this house of Mrs. Mulraney they would be married one day. Through the calm of these rosy thoughts there came along the passages of the house the echoes of knocks on the door. Nobody went to the door, and the knocking went on. So Mathew went and opened it. And there on the doorstep stood OReilly. So you found a room where I told you, he said.

Yes, said Mathew. And thank you very much for telling me of it. Did you want to see me?

I did not, said OReilly. But I wanted to see Mr. Harrity. Tell him I have a message from over there.

From over there, repeated Mathew.

Aye, said OReilly. From over there.

Who was this man, Mathew wondered? And then he remembered Mrs. Ryans comment.

Mrs. Ryan told me, he said, that she knows no one of the name of OReilly.

And nor she would, said OReilly. Sure, times I have one name and times another.

And why do you do that? asked Mathew.

Sure, the gardai are always wanting to know everybodys name, and what everybody is doing, said OReilly. And its only encouraging inquisitiveness to use the name that they think youve got, the way that they can put their noses into your business all the time, which is a thing I dont hold with. Do you, sir?

No, said Mathew. And what name are you using now?

OHara, said OReilly. And with every right. For I am descended from OHaras that once were kings. And will you please tell Mr. Flarrity, now, that Tim OHara has a message for him from over there?

Hes not in, said Mathew.

Gone to the jewellers, is he? said Tim OHara. Then Ill come again when hell be back.

You know the address of the place where he works? asked Mathew.

Ah, sure, I do, said Tim OHara. But, sure, they would not be wanting to see my class of man in a fine place like that.

Is it an important message? asked Mathew.

Sure, the most important in the world, said Tim OHara; for it concerns Ireland.

The intensity with which he spoke caught Mathews easily-won sympathy, and he was anxious to help him. So he said, You could find him a little after five oclock at Mrs. Mulraneys. And he gave him the address of the house.

Thank you, sir, said Tim OHara. And maybe youve helped Irelands destinies, and future ages will be grateful to you. Good morning.

Good morning, said Mathew. And Tim OHara was gone.

At lunch, alone with Mrs. Ryan, Mathew told of the knocking on the door, and how he had opened it for her. It was OReilly, he said, who told me your address. His real name is OHara.

I dont know anyone of that name either, said Mrs. Ryan.


CHAPTER XXIII

IT was a Friday, and Mrs. Ryan offered Mathew ham for his lunch; but true to his universal creed, and what he felt would be the teaching of Ferazi Bey, he asked to be allowed to eat fish with her.

How early, Mathew wondered, could one accept an invitation to tea? And during the afternoon he thought long upon this, spending as much thought on it as if tea were an ancient rite, with times as regular as dawn on Midsummer Day in the temple of Abu Simbel or the ring of stones at Stonehenge. And what he decided at last was half past four. And slower than the hours just before dawn the afternoon dragged away; and even slower, for time seems long or short to us not according to the number of the ticks of the clock, but to the emotions that pass through our hearts. And so it seemed long before ten to four came and he felt that he could start on his walk towards Mrs. Mulraneys. And he walked faster than he had intended to, and arrived about twenty past four. But Mrs. Mulraney welcomed him as though she had been expecting him just then, and there was Eileen with her. Hands and glances joined, and Eileen said, Isnt Dublin all I said of it? Arent they polite and kind here?

They are indeed, said Mathew.

Ah, youll be having no trouble here, said Eileen, like what goes on in the North. They are like the people in old songs here, like the people in Tom Moores poems. Sure, they love all thats beautiful. And arent such people always kind?

Indeed they are, said Mrs. Mulraney.

And, Mathew thought of Harrity standing still and gazing at the beauty of the mountains, and of the welcome he had had from him and OBrien and Mrs. Ryan, and the kindness of OReilly or OHara, or whoever he was, and felt that he had come into a haven here after his stormy time among the men of the North. And he told Mrs. Mulraney how he had given her invitation to Michael Harrity, and that he would come though a little late, and that, if she would not mind, there was a man called OHara who would be coming to give him a message.

What kind of a message, do you know? asked Mrs. Mulraney.

And Mathew, somehow feeling that Harritys regular business might be more respectable than anything he did in the mountains, said that he thought it might have something to do with the jewellery business.

What kind of a man is this OHara? asked Mrs. Mulraney.

And then Mathew realized how unlike OHara looked to anyone who could have any business with jewellery, and he said straight out what he should have said at first, that he thought OHara came from the mountains. And at the word mountains Mrs. Mulraneys eyes lit up. And Mathew saw that look, and said to her, What is going on in the mountains?

And Mrs. Mulraney said, Sure, I never took any part in religion or politics. Which did not mean that she was not interested in religion, and even more in politics, but that she was afraid of being suspected to have been implicated in any of the strife arising from those two sources which so often imperil Irishmen.

Then I must ask Michael Harrity, said Mathew.

Ah, dont be asking questions, said Eileen. Didnt I tell you youll find the kindest people in the world here? People with the softest hearts and the kindliest ways. Only dont be asking questions.

Sure, Eileens right, said Mrs. Mulraney. Isnt she only a young girl? But she knows the ways of the world.

And the world began to grow even stranger to Mathew.

Then Mrs. Mulraney said, Ill go wet the tea. And she went down to the kitchen and left Eileen and Mathew together. And they spoke of the future and how happy they were going to be in the land south of the border. For Eileen knew that the farm from which she had come was like a promontory around which two tides meet, two tides of equal force and where it is always stormy. For between Kilnagorey and Londonderry the Roman Catholics and the Orangemen were almost equal forces.

But it is quiet and easy here. Havent you made friends already with a man who has business up in the mountains?

Yes, said Mathew. He is coming here today.

Well then, you will be all right, said Eileen. For all the greatest affairs in the world go on in the mountains. So wont you always be in touch with what is going on?

The greatest in the world? asked Mathew.

Sure, what is greater than the affairs of Ireland? asked Eileen.

And Mathew wished he could see with her eyes; for he envied the intensity of her golden vision of Ireland, and regretted that he had travelled, so that he could no longer quite share it. But that regret only dulled his mood for a moment, for then he remembered that travel had brought him to Istanbul, and how on Mihr Abad when the moon was over the Bosphorus he had learned tolerance from Ferazi Bey and had brought that treasure to Ireland, and in the radiance of it could go to her own church with Eileen and meet his fellow men in cathedral, church or chapel, always on equal terms.

Yes, said Mathew, I will always be in touch here with the great affairs of the world.

And he thought that he always would be; for he felt that Ferazi Bey had given him the key to all doors, to all the doors of his neighbours; which Ferazi Bey had taught him, as the New Testament taught, was all men.

Sometimes the maid came in with plates and buns and went out again, and then Mrs. Mulraney returned with a pot of tea. And she gathered from ends of the conversation as she came in that Eileen was comforting Mathew with talk of the easy-going ways of the South, and she joined in, assuring him that it would be as Eileen was saying. Sure, theres no bigotry here, she said, and you can make yourself at home in Dublin. Sure, Dublin will make you at home.

It will, sure, said Eileen. And isnt it what I was saying? Theres no bigotry here.

They had not sat long over their tea, when a bell rang and Michael Harrity was shown in by the maid. And, when he had been introduced and greeted, Mathew told him that a man named Tim OHara was coming to give him a message.

Maybe his name is OHara and maybe it is not, said Harrity, but its always better not to be mentioning names.

Mathew looked at him in some surprise, but Eileen and her aunt seemed to understand.

He said that the message was from over there, said Mathew.

Its the very place I was expecting it from, said Harrity.

It was curiosity as much as his too ready sympathy with all men that made him say, I wish you would let me come up into the mountains with you.

And Harrity looked at him awhile and then said, Maybe.

And then he looked at Mrs. Mulraney and her lovely niece and said, Would you like to see Ireland free?

Its the very thing we should like, said Mrs. Mulraney. And Eileens face lighted up and she said, And I too.

Then, said Harrity, we can speak openly; and theres men up in the mountains that will do that thing. Only let not any talk of them go beyond this room. And then he turned to Mathew and said, And one night you shall come up with me over Tic Noc and a long way beyond that; and you shall see them and then youll know. And theres a fine great army of them that could conquer any tyranny upon earth.

Could I come with you one night? asked Mathew.

Harrity thought a moment. Ah, indeed, you might, he said.

Then I will come, said Mathew.

Thats right, said Eileen.

Then not a word outside, said Harrity, nor even a look, for the country is full of Free-Staters, and these boys are against the Free State. They are going to overthrow it. And then all Ireland will be free.

That will be lovely, said Eileen.

Glory be, said her aunt.

And then the maid came in, and said to Michael Harrity, Theres a man downstairs wishing to see you, sir.

Show him in, said Mrs. Mulraney.

Sure, hes not the kind of man to be showing in to your drawing-room, mam, said the maid.

But the glamour of the message from over there was dazzling Mrs. Mulraney, and she said: Never mind. Show him in.

So the maid went out and came back, and grudgingly showed in Tim OHara. And he came in with the heavy walk of a farm-labourer over Mrs. Mulraneys carpet. This is he whom I mentioned, said Harrity. And Mrs. Mulraney, and then Eileen, shook hands with him, and he shook hands with his big uncouth grip. And Mathew greeted him next, feeling a little uneasy about his share in bringing the man into Mrs. Mulraneys drawing-room, and then looking at Harrity, expecting him to be more embarrassed than what he was himself, because Harritys share of responsibility for OHaras being there seemed to be larger than his. And Harrity was embarrassed, but in a strange way, not as Mathew had expected, because of Mrs. Mulraney and her drawing-room, but because, odd though it seemed, he had the look of being in the presence of some power greater than his and seemed all at once quite shy. And then he asked for the message, but in strange words. What is the order? he asked.

And this rough-looking man said, Come outside and Ill tell you.

And without looking at Mrs. Mulraney, her niece or Mathew, or even appearing to notice them, Tim OHara, or whoever he was, walked out of the room, and Michael Harrity after him.

What is it all about? asked Mathew.

Ah, what need to ask? replied Mrs. Mulraney. Let them free Ireland in their own way.


CHAPTER XXIV

AND SO you are going to be married, said Mrs. Mulraney, smiling at Mathew and Eileen.

We are, said Eileen.

Then, before the terrestrial business of where they were going to live, Mrs. Mulraney discussed with them the spiritual details of where they were to be married and what Mathews religion was to be. There was no question but that the marriage was to be in a Roman Catholic church, and Mathew agreed to everything demanded of him, although a little covertly, and he would not actually promise to become a Roman Catholic, because he would not desert the strange faith he had been taught at Mihr Abad, nor quite say what it was. So he appeared to them in the guise of a Protestant who was on all occasions prepared to go with Eileen to her church, and their home would be in all respects a home of Eileens faith. As for the affairs of this world, Mathew would sell back to Eileens father the cottage that he had bought or else sell it by auction. And with money out of the prosperous North he would buy in the poorer South a bigger cottage than the one he had bought from OShaughnessy for the same money, or even a small farmhouse; and they would live outside Dublin near to the lovely hills among whose shadows mystery added to them by Harrity and his strange friend was blent with the romance with which the twilight enchanted them every evening. But more magical than any romance that mystery or twilight gave to them, more golden even than the glow of the summer twilight itself, was the light of the dream of Eileen and Mathew on the eaves and garden of their visionary home.

And what will you do for a livelihood? asked Mrs. Mulraney.

Both Eileen and Mathew looked at her reproachfully, from the bright glow of their dream, the mundane question coming like a pebble thrown in through the pane of a glasshouse in a garden, full of tropical flowers.

Mathew will find something to do, said Eileen.

But what? asked Mrs. Mulraney.

Well keep pigs and poultry and a cow or two for our own needs, and grow vegetables, said Mathew. And I have some capital invested. Not much, but enough to keep us. For he was to get much more for his house near Derry than he had spent on the cottage, nor had his journey to India run through all his capital. And for a small farmer he would be well off.

Eileen paid little attention to this, for the dream glowed with its own light and needed no support or corroboration from Earth; nor did Mrs. Mulraney pay it much attention either, for it seemed to her unsatisfactory. And Mathew and Eileen soon turned back to their dream again, as who would not? For it glowed more brightly than any mundane plan.

Late in that afternoon Mathew thanked Mrs. Mulraney and said good-bye to her to go back to his lodgings, and Eileen came part of the way with him. And they came to one of those streets down which one can see a view of the mountains, and they stood still and gazed as evening was glowing along the outline of the mountains and making mystery in the high valleys.

They are beautiful, said Eileen.

I would like to go up there with Harrity, said Mathew.

Would your uncles and aunts like that? asked Eileen. For she knew that his family had been Protestant loyalists for as far back as anything had been known of them.

Theyll not mind, said Mathew. They arent for the Free State.

And indeed the partition of Ireland had been one of the greatest blows that those loyal men and women had known.

Will you overthrow the Free State? asked Eileen.

I dont know what Harrity is going to do, said Mathew. You must ask him.

And she saw that it was not politics that were luring Mathew to join whatever men there were in the mountains, but partly the beauty of the mountains themselves and partly a sympathy with men up there who had some ideal that Harrity had made glamorous to him. They stood long there, while the glow of the evening became more magical, till from believing that there was an army among those valleys that was able to free Ireland, the glittering silver of the Evening Star would soon have persuaded him to believe in fairies and leprechauns, had he waited until it grew a little larger and brighter. But a wind running down the street blew chilly on Eileen, and she said good-bye and went back to her aunts, and Mathew went on to his lodgings. And at the lodgings, when Mathew sat down to supper with his landlady and OBrien, Harrity was not there.

Shant we wait for Harrity? said Mathew.

But OBrien said briefly, He is not in, and Mrs. Ryan said nothing at all. So that Mathew said no more about Harrity, and did not mention that he had received some order from the man whom Mrs. Ryan did not know under either name he was using.

Nor did Harrity appear at the lodgings that night. But he was at breakfast on the following morning, saying nothing about the mountains, and after breakfast went off at the usual hour to his work at the jewellers.

As he went from the lodgings Mathew slipped out with him. What about the mountains? asked Mathew. And Harrity saw from his eagerness that it was about himself he was asking.

I will ask the General, said Harrity.

This seemed more definite than anything that Harrity had said about it before. But to make it more definite still he pressed Harrity to fix a day when he might come. Whence Mathews eagerness came it is hard to explain, but there seems to have been some glamour about Harritys personality that overflowed and caught up Mathews imagination, and he pictured men in the high valleys as being the romantic figures that they evidently were to Harrity; and in any case to any young man in a city men in wild lands beyond it are always romantic. All the way to the jewellers Mathew walked with Harrity, and they fixed Monday for him to come up into the hills, if the General, whoever he was, should agree to take him. It is a great army that you will find there, said Harrity. And then he entered the shop, to put on a black coat and dark trousers which he was never allowed to take away with him.

Mathew, now alone, walked aimlessly through the streets till he came again on a glimpse of the Dublin mountains all aglow in the morning, and they seemed to beckon to him and lure him towards them, so he walked in the direction in which their slopes were shining; and after a while that brought him to the Phoenix Park, and he crossed a bridge over the river in its great bed of limestone, and went through the gate of the park and soon came to the ground on which the Phoenix Park C.C. were about to play against a Dublin team. He had played cricket when he was at the University in Belfast and loved the game, and he went up to the railings to watch. But there was talk going on in the pavilion and no one came out to play, and Mathew went nearer and found what the talk was about: it was that the Phoenix XI were one man short. He knew only six people in Dublin and was still very much of a stranger in a strange land. He looked at the faces of the men who were talking, noticed a certain perplexity there and saw his opportunity. He went up to them and said, Might I be allowed to substitute?

They looked at him for a moment and saw an athletic young man. Then one of them said: Right. Come on.

The visiting team went out at once; for Phoenix had won the toss. And flannels were found for Mathew and, with a gesture of hospitality to a stranger, the captain put him in first wicket down. Mathew had not long to wait, for one of the first pair of batsmen was out before he had made ten, and with borrowed bat and pads Mathew took his place. Mathew was a hitter by nature, and had seldom had a long innings, for he usually got caught. But the Phoenix ground just suited him. He played as he was always accustomed to play, hitting up catches; but the lovely ground with the mountains rising above it was small, and most of Mathews hits fell just over the railings and were all sixes. He hit eight of these, and soon lost count of his score, which included a few fours, and when he was caught a little short of the railings he had made seventy-five. As this helped Phoenix to win, and as he was a stranger from whom nothing like this was expected, he received much applause and, what was better than that, a good deal of friendliness. He felt less lonely in Dublin. Sportsmen at lunch in the open air are always cheery company, and for one who had shared their sport and shared it well, as Mathew had, the cheeriness was intense. And under those mountains by day Mathew felt as happy among the cricketers as he fancied that he would feel in their glens by night among very different men. But, different though they were, both had his sympathy, for this the queer creed demanded that he picked up at Mihr Abad, and would not have picked up had it not been suited to his overflowing sympathies.

One of the cricketers, Arthur Brook-Alingtone, showed friendliness to the young man in need of it in a very practical form, for he asked Mathew to dine with him. He owned a house in the land of so many gardens, between Phoenix Park and the mountains. Hunting men at the end of winter riding there, when a fox from the deeps of the country had brought them so near the city, saw crocuses shining there on lawn after lawn; and sometimes apple-blossom gleamed in those lands, and, when spring was far advanced, the brilliance of beech-trees, shutting in these little demesnes, flashed in their brilliance. In one of those houses lived Arthur Brook-Alingtone, with an orchard behind it and, under the apple-trees, rows of narcissi, which were long over now, and a kitchen garden protected by huge stone walls. There he asked Mathew to come and dine with him and his wife on the following Monday, and Mathew explained, if explained is the right word for it, for he was very vague, that he had another engagement on Monday night; and Brook-Alingtone, seeing that he wished to be vague, never questioned him about the engagement, and so did not know that it was up in the mountains with an army of whose existence he was not aware. So he altered the invitation to the following day, Tuesday; and Mathew accepted, glad of a new friend in this part of Ireland that he did not know.

In the afternoon the Phoenix team fielded until the light of the sun low over the mountains was less adapted for cricket than for dreams of fairies or demi-gods in the high glens, or of armies that were about to make Ireland free. And just as the sun was going to touch the ridge of the mountains, the visiting team, with only 17 runs to win, lost their last wicket. And so the Phoenix won, and their flag, with its three broad stripes of red, black and green, was lowered and put away for the night, and the ground was left to the moths and whatever creatures haunt the still places which men no longer disturb.


CHAPTER XXV

MATHEW changed into his own clothes and got back to his lodgings in time for supper, and Harrity and OBrien were there. And when they were all sitting down Mrs. Ryan enquired of Mathew where he had been, and he said that he had been playing cricket in Phoenix Park. And Harrity said: I wouldnt say that there was anything wrong in cricket. At the same time more men go to Hell who play cricket than go to it from any other game.

But why? asked Mathew, astonished.

Its a foreign game, said Harrity. Why cant they play hurley?

They should do that, said Mrs. Ryan.

And OBrien nodded his head. And Mathew was so surprised that he said no more.

But Mathew, sitting silent all through supper, began to see, what he had not yet seen about religions, that the beauty and the glamour of the mountains was not both for the men who played cricket there at their feet, and for the men who marched or drilled by night in their high glens. He began to see he could not enjoy it with both of them, and he feared lest Harrity should not allow him to come to those glens, whose mystery called to him so insistently. So after supper, when Mrs. Ryan had gone up like a spider from the centre of its web to her own room, and the lodgers went to their sitting-room, he spoke to Harrity out of hearing of OBrien, reminding him that he had promised to take him into the mountains.

All right, said Harrity. Ill ask the General tonight. Only dont be playing that game any more for a bit, till weve freed Ireland, and then therell be no more cricket-grounds.

They were walking towards their sitting-room as they spoke; and just then OBrien overtook them, and added to Harritys words, Its only a foreign game.

Well have a law against it as against treason, said Harrity.

For a while OBrien and Harrity spoke of the insidious nature of foreign influences, and from that they turned to the local gossip of the part of Dublin they knew. Then conversation lagged, and Harrity went away to the mountains, and Mathew and OBrien went early to bed.

Next morning Mathew in his best clothes came down to breakfast, and hurried away from it before Mrs. Ryan and her other two lodgers had finished. And he walked through the bright morning, while the sunlight flashed on the wings of seagulls that slowly sailed over Dublin, to Mrs. Mulraneys house, bent on going to her church with Eileen. And he found her just in time, all ready to go.

Are you going to church, Eileen? he said. I want to go with you.

To our church? asked Eileen.

Yes, certainly, said Mathew.

And the words came without effort from perfect sincerity. And Eileen saw at once that he meant them, although she mistook the cause of his hearty agreement, thinking that the truth of her faith had been revealed to him. But it was the faith that he had found where Mihr Abad rose over the moonlit Bosphorus, which made Mathew as ready to pray in the Roman Catholic pro-cathedral as Eileen herself. So there they went together. And Mathew felt again the sanctity of the place, as he had in Londonderry; the hush, of the scent, the dimness, the glow of the candles at the end the dimness, like hope in a dark world, and throbbing through it all the golden voice of the organ rolling forth the Missa Solennis of Beethoven, all gripped and charmed Mathews emotions, and he rejoiced that no grim duty was imposed on him, as it would have been in his home, to reject and scorn all that was beautiful in this church and whatever it had that was true. But more even than truth, he sought a share in his neighbours sacred emotions; and all men were his neighbours, as he had been taught as a child, and all their creeds were his creed, as he had learned at Mihr Abad. Eileen, seeing him praying devoutly beside her, turned to him presently and whispered, Youll be all right here, no one will mind what you do.

Mathew nodded. It isnt like Derry, she added.

A great peace descended on Mathew, the peace that here he shared with the men who listened to prayers in Latin, as he had not been permitted to do at Kilnagorey. All cares seemed to float away from him. He had been among Protestants the day before, or mainly so, and they had welcomed him. Next day he was to be taken among Harritys friends in those lovely mountains, and here he was in a Roman Catholic church, sharing the solemn devotions of all about him. He had long been convinced of the beauty of the creed that he learned from Ferazi Bey; and now he found that the world was not too hard for its beauty, and Earth seemed a new paradise into which his teacher had led him, not by one narrow way, but by giving to him one key to a hundred doors. The calm on his face as they walked away, and the joy that shone behind it, assured Eileen that he was a convert to her faith; and she looked forward as he did to a life in which there were no barriers any more, since the only one between her and Mathew seemed now to be swept away. Then they parted, Eileen to return to her aunts house as she had promised, and Mathew to go back to his lodgings.

And again as he went the Dublin mountains peered at him, suddenly from the end of a street. He had just left one world that was new to him, and here was another, both beautiful, the organ and the high valleys. He would be up there on the morrow with the men of whom Harrity spoke. It was not for any cause that he yearned to go there, but rather to share the feelings which up there in those mountains at night he knew must be intense, of mysterious men in beautiful valleys. Had the twilight that haunted those mountains made them less lovely, he might have been less eager to go up there with Harrity. Back at the lodgings at lunch Mathew spoke little. For, if he were to be asked where he had been, he could think of no explanation that he could give, to make it clear that he walked alone in a Nomansland between two opposing creeds, as ready to go to one as to the other. Still less would he be able to explain that all other creeds were equally home to him. So he either spoke little, or parried conversation with other topics. The afternoon he spent with Eileen among the little groves of Phoenix Park, and the wide expanses of grass sloping down to tiny valleys, and the Dublin mountains rising beyond them in all their serenity.

I am going up there tomorrow night, said Mathew, as they both looked at the mountains.

Eileen, instead of answering, looked over her shoulder and then all round her. They were standing near to a little ilex grove.

Its always better not to be talking about them things, said Eileen. You never know who might be listening.

Mathew looked round and saw nobody.

There is no-one within hearing, he said.

Well then, said Eileen rather grudgingly, tell me about it.

I think he has some scheme for freeing Ireland, said Mathew.

He has, said Eileen. And he is a great man, and he will do it.

Where twilight and mystery had been leading Mathew he had from now on a strong motive; for in Eileens voice had sounded a note of admiration for Harrity, and Mathew was determined from then on to do as much by night in those mountains as Harrity had been doing, and, if that would free Ireland, he determined to have as much of a share in it as Harrity. So it was Eileen who was driving him to those mountains now. And, as for what he would do there, it was Eileen, although he did not know it, who was doing his thinking for him, and the blood of generations of Protestant Unionists made no headway against her smiles. So Mathew talked on of the plans of the men in the mountains, although he knew nothing of them, and how they would overthrow the Free State and make a brighter and better land. As twilight came down on the mountains, increasing their mystery, all that he said seemed more and more probable both to himself and Eileen. In the glow of the twilight they parted, two figures lit by the last of the level rays, romantic figures themselves, because love had decked them with all the jewellery of its dreams; both gazing towards the mountains that were romantic too, and feeling that they and the mountains were suddenly closer together, so that they shared the romance of eternal things.


CHAPTER XXVI

NEXT morning Mathew awoke, exhilarated even before he left his dreams, or before reason told him why, by the feeling that adventure awaited him. Then he remembered that he was going up into the mountains, provided that he was accepted by a mysterious nocturnal inhabitant of them whom Harrity called the General.

At breakfast Harrity said no word of where he had been in the night, or to whom he had spoken. Mathew often looked at his face, and at last Harrity nodded. So it was all right and he was to go up to the mountains, and evidently Harrity had had orders to talk less of what went on there and to make no mention of the armys reinforcement, that is to say of the coming arrival of Mathew Perry. How Mathew would fill in the day before it was time to start he did not know, so he filled it in with dreams. He went to the gardens and waters and willows of Stephens Green, and there he dreamed his dreams of the high glens when night should have filled them with shadows, and of the men that he would meet there who would be his comrades, as El Bâb taught all men were; but comrades of an intenser kind, because they would share some high enterprise between them in the dark in the hills, far from houses, while other men were asleep. Time dragged very slowly before at last it was time to go back to Mrs. Ryans for tea.

Harrity came in late from his jewellers, and OBrien from his post office. And Harrity said nothing about the mountains as he drank his tea, nor in the sitting-room for a long while afterwards, till Mathew began to wonder if he remembered his promise. And then, when the sun was already getting low, Harrity said, Have you a good pair of boots?

OBrien, who was sitting near reading a paper, looked up but said nothing.

Mathew said, I have a thick pair upstairs.

Then put them on, said Harrity.

Mathew waited a moment to see if Harrity would say any more; but he did not, and Mathew went upstairs to get his shooting-boots. When he came back to the sitting-room, wearing his thick boots, Harrity got up and walked to the door and, saying nothing to OBrien, and only signing to Mathew with a twist of his head, went out and Mathew followed. They walked in silence, not towards the hills, but to a narrow street in which they came to an outside car, the driver of which seemed to be waiting for something. Harrity climbed up without saying anything to the driver, and signed to Mathew to do the same. And, as soon as they were seated, the driver flicked his horse with his whip and they started off. Out of the narrow street they went by the first turning, and Mathew soon saw that they were driving towards the mountains.

They are lovely this evening, he said, as he caught the first glimpse of them through a gap in the houses, glowing in the low light.

What are lovely? said Harrity.

Why, the mountains, said Mathew.

I know nothing about any mountains, said Harrity.

And for a long while neither of them, nor the driver, spoke. It was not until they came almost to open country, when streets had ended and only small houses straggled among the fields, that Harrity spoke again. The streets are full of people, even when you dont see them, he said. Dont be talking there at all.

And the jarvey went on driving as though he had not heard.

Im sorry, said Mathew. I saw no one near.

We were driving by open windows all the way, said Harrity. There were men within five yards of you.

I never thought of that, said Mathew.

You must think of it, said Harrity. The future of Ireland is at stake.

For the first time Mathew began to think that going up into those lovely mountains to join with men who had some violent project would involve him in complications he could not foresee, and that El Bâb, who was killed for his teaching in the last century, had left behind a creed that was not so easy to follow as he had thought. The jarvey drove on stolidly, as though the new Ireland that Harrity promised was to be brought from the mountains, or the Irish Free State in which he was living now, were of equally little concern to him.

The brightness went out of the light, and they began to notice that little winds were cool. Houses were fewer now and fields less tended, and the horses trot was slower, for a slope had begun which was the skirt of the mountains. Small birds were singing in bushes to which they had gone for the night, then rooks went homeward over them. A light shone out in a window far away, rather a colour than light, more like a flower than the illumination that it would become when day was really gone. Still the horse trotted on, and the silent driver flicked it oftener with his whip. Then it dropped to a walk, and like that they went on for ten minutes. The slope grew steeper, the road wilder and lonelier, and then the horse was pulling hard, with head low and straining muscles that rippled under his skin. The driver turned and looked at Harrity. Yes, thats far enough, Harrity said.

So the driver let the tired horse stop, and Harrity and Mathew got down, and Harrity without a word led the way up the road. The tap of the horses hooves as it trotted home again, and the caw of the last of the rooks, were the only sounds that Mathew heard now, as he and Harrity went on up the slope. Presently they came to a track that touched the road, little wider than the track of a hare, and Harrity led on to it and they still went up. They were amongst heather now and bits of bracken, and bilberries and sundry other wild things that grow on soil that is undisturbed by man.

All through the gloaming they climbed till the track grew dim, and then ceased altogether, and Harrity still led upwards. A planet that had been like the point of a silver pin when they first came to the track was now large and luminous. They heard the bark of a fox, and a green plover crying. But no other sound of life, and no human voices. They came to a rocky ridge near the top of the mountain that ended just where they stood; hidden behind it was a little glen whose far side was the mountain. Wait here, said Harrity.

Mathew did as he was told, and Harrity went on round the spur of the ridge and turned to his right and disappeared. When Harritys footsteps were lost in the glen, Mathew heard no more sound. Not even the fox barked. An owl hooted once more. Then there was silence. Alone in that still night Mathew began to wonder what he was doing there. Politics were no part of the creed of El Bâb, and certainly no kind of warfare. Why had he come? The urge of other mens emotions had awakened his sympathies much as they must have once awakened those of El Báb, and he came because he wished to share the fervours of Harrity. And yet he began to fear that Harrity was leading him far from the teaching that he was trying to follow. But it is hard for any young man to withhold his sympathies from anyone who readily offers his.

He had wandered somewhat from religion, which was all that Ferazi Bey had taught, and he must get back to it with Eileen where it was so easy to follow it, as it had not been in the North. He would go again with her to her church next Sunday. And he planned to go to the Protestant services too, but alone, for he did not wish to embarrass Eileen by asking her to do what he felt that she never would. It was in religion, he thought, that he must share the emotions of his fellow men, there where they were most fervent. He had long to think these things as the night grew darker. And all at once his thoughts were interrupted, and indeed completely banished, by a footfall on the heather upon his right. And a shape emerged grey out of the darkness, and it was Harrity. He had gone up the glen to the right, and must have climbed over its side and come down again, and walked along under the slope till he came back to Mathew. Mathew, having learned not to talk, waited for Harrity. And Harrity said: Wait here and youll see the men. It is a grand army.

For a while they both waited. It was dead silent. Not even the owl was hooting any more.

Then Mathew heard quite close, on his right, from where Harrity had come, the tramp of men marching. Then he saw them in threes, gray shapes with the night all round them, marching past Harrity, who was standing beside him, their rifles at the slope. Then they turned to their right and marched up the glen, and were hidden by the spur of its near side and by the night. One man, Mathew could just see in the darkness, carried his rifle with his left hand gripped round the stock, instead of letting the butt rest in his hand. Fifty men went by: Mathew counted them, and then there were no more for some seconds; then another lot appeared. They are going by in platoons, said Harrity.

Again Mathew saw a man gripping the stock of his rifle, instead of holding it by the butt. This platoon also had a strength of fifty men, and disappeared up the glen in the same way. Again a long gap, and then a third platoon came by. And again one rifle with a hand gripped round the stock.

Platoon after platoon marched out of the darkness, came close and were just visible, and disappeared up the glen. Not a word was said. For two hours they stood there, men marching by them all the time. Nearly two platoons marched by in every minute, as Mathew guessed, and still the army was marching. After a while the men seemed out of breath and were straggling a little. So noticeable the breathlessness of the men became, that Harrity said to Mathew, That lot have marched a long way.

Still in every platoon was a man who was gripping his rifle round the stock. After two and a quarter hours, with the men still marching, Harrity called out to a man who was marching beside a platoon. Tell the army to dismiss. Then he turned away down the mountain, and Mathew came with him.

What do you think of them? said Harrity.

It is a grand army, said Mathew.

When Mathew and Harrity reached the road by the track, which Harrity found in the dark, a motor was waiting for them. They got in without a word to the driver, or from him to them. Not till then did the driver switch on his lights, and they started off at once. On the mountain they had not spoken, for Harrity had been much occupied in finding his way in the dark, and here Mathew was glad to follow the instructions that Harrity had given him on the outside car and abstain from speech, for he did not like to speak insincerely, and did not wish to have dragged from him by questions of Harritys any opinion he had about those two hundred platoons. It was very late when they got back to Cloncurry Road, and the man who had driven them there drove off without a word.

Well, said Harrity, when they were in armchairs in their sitting-room, you have seen the army.

Mathew was silent, till he felt he had to say something. Can one join it? he said.

It is the same for everyone, said Harrity. They must either join that army or be swept away by it, when it comes down from the mountains and frees Ireland.

Then I will join it, said Mathew.

Thats right, said Harrity. And its well for you that you are for us. I will take you up to one of the platoons. You wont see more than the one platoon for a while, the whole army doesnt turn out every night.

When shall we go? asked Mathew.

I dont know, said Harrity. Ill have to ask the General about that. I am only his Chief of Staff.

To avoid saying more Mathew closed his eyes, and opened them later with a start and said he would go to bed.

I will let you know what the General says, said Harrity. And they both of them went upstairs. Very soon they were both asleep, Harrity dreaming of a grand army with as many bright banners as Napoleons, and Mathew dreaming of a man marching round and round in a circle in the dark, his rifle gripped by the stock.


CHAPTER XXVII

NEXT morning was brightened for Mathew by the thought that he was going to dine at Strongbowstown Grange, for that was the name of the Brook-Alingtones house. Of this he said nothing to Eileen when he went to tea that afternoon with her aunt, bringing Harrity with him, for he did not wish anything to appear which would emphasize the difference between Eileen and him, as dinner with the Brook-Alingtones would have done, a people so different in their way of life and all their traditions from the OShaughnessys. Harrity spoke vaguely of the mountains, without naming any particular one of them or saying who marched by night in their glens, but the mystery of his allusions charmed Eileen even more than exact reports of the manoeuvres of his army could have done, and Mathew could see that she shared Harritys dream of an army sweeping northwards from those mountains with all their banners to the border, and over it and setting Ireland free. And he could not be jealous of Harrity on account of this, for she allowed Mathew a place in that victorious army. To Mrs. Mulraney every word uttered about the grand army up in the glens, and every prophecy of its victories, were pure delight; and it should not be thought that she was gullible, or that she judged future events too hastily; it was only that magnificent prophecies and talk of grand armies gave to her drawing-room a certain splendour, such as rare hangings or great pictures might have given it. So she welcomed every word that was brought to her from the mountains or from the future; and Harrity, seeing the welcome, told her more and more military history. And nobody in that room saw any reason why history should be arbitrarily confined to the past and the present. Mathew, whose education had given him histories of the past to read, was less adapted to accept prophecy as history; but his overflowing sympathies overcame his education, and he accepted all the accounts of glorious battles that Harrity was telling to Eileen. Then Mathew yawned and excused himself on account of a late night, and then told Harrity that for the same reason he would not be at supper at Mrs. Ryans, but would go to bed early. And soon after that he said good-bye to Eileen and Mrs. Mulraney and left. Then he hired a motor and arranged for it to be at a place some distance from Mrs. Ryans at half past seven, for he was to dine at eight.

At twenty past seven, dressed for dinner and wearing an overcoat, Mathew slipped away from the lodgings without being seen by Harrity or OBrien, or by Mrs. Ryan or her maid, and walked to the place arranged and found the motor waiting. And they drove along the Liffey, deep in its stone embankment, and all through Phoenix Park, the mountains smiling and frowning at them all the way, as that ancient company changed its moods, and came to the gate of Strongbowstown Grange and drove in between its lawns. He was shown in by the butler to the drawing-room, in which were Mr and Mrs. Brook-Alingtone and their son Michael, who had only just left Eton.

We have two more cricketers coming to dine, said Brook-Alingtone as soon as he had been introduced.

They are going to make Michael a member of the Phoenix, said Mrs. Brook-Alingtone.

Almost at once a car drove up, and one of the cricketers was shown in, a Mr. OHealey, and before he had settled down in the drawing-room the other cricketer arrived, a Mr. Fitzlacy. Then they all went in to dinner. Talk was not more brilliant than what Mathew heard at his lodgings; but it was of a different world, a world in which the house that he used to own might have had a place, not the world of the OShaughnessys or Mrs. Mulraney or Mrs. Ryan, a world in which sport held the harmless place that politics held in the world of Harrity. To the lawless world of Harrity Mathew was being drawn, with the approval of Eileen and Mrs. Mulraney and OBrien; but here was a world as active and exciting, whose activities did no harm and whose even tenor continued from generation to generation without any violent changes such as those for which Harrity hoped. In Strongbowstown the great change would be death, as it had been so often before; but everything there was shaped and arranged to smooth over the change, where a son followed the same pursuits as his father and settled down to be like him in his thoughts, till imperceptibly the thoughts gripped his body and made him look even to the outward eye before he was fifty just what his father had been. So that old men seeing one of those sons would sometimes make momentary mistakes and think that they spoke to the father, forgetting that he was dead. So the energies of those who lived and had lived at Strongbowstown, that were left over from the work that they had to do, were expended largely on cricket all through the summer; and then, when the earliest leaves glowed orange and golden on the chestnuts, another mood would come to them as sure as it came to the swallows, and they would get up very early when frost was light on the grass and go cubhunting. And from that the moving seasons would bring them to the opening meet at eleven oclock, when real hunting began. Any man within twenty miles who was not at that meet was either not of that hunting community or he was ill or old, and gradually he would drop out from the conversation of the men in pink coats and, if he attended meets no more, even from their memory.

Of all those things they spoke at dinner, of fine innings, of matches won by one run, of bowlers, whom they named, who could bowl as nobody could bowl nowadays. And, indeed, they spoke of many men who could do what no one did nowadays, because only the greatest feats were remembered; so that the men of the past seemed like men who always made centuries, and jumped demesne walls out hunting, things with which daily deeds of the present time could rarely compete. They spoke of runs with the Meath Hounds and with the Ward Staghounds, memories that the elder men talked over with one another and which they sometimes spoke of for the boy to hear, knowing that there in his hearing, whatever stories they had to tell of a good run, tinged with the slight exaggeration which the years give to any fine events as they give moss to old buildings, would be received with the wonder, and even envy, that was their due. Of one thing they did not speak, though it glowed in all their hearts, and that was the long ride home in the dark after a good hunt, and then the poached eggs at the end of it and the hot bath. These memories glowed too, although there was no tale to tell of them; but they somehow had their share in the mellowness of the dining-room, a little observation-post looking out on the past. Mathew had never hunted; but he was caught up in the dream of those who did, and his sympathies shared the feelings of those men and women to whom sport and games were the guiding lights of healthy and pleasant lives.

A butler and footman waited at dinner, the butler an old man who had served the family so long that he probably regarded Strongbowstown and those who owned it as the Romans regarded their empire. He knew better than the Romans did that there was any world beyond it, but he ignored it. The footman had been there only a year or two.

The butler went out of the room first when dinner was over and, while the footman was still going through the door, Brook-Alingtone turned to Mathew and said: We always drink the Kings health here after dinner. My father used to do it. And I think it is just as well to keep it up. Anyway it is good for Michael to see us do it.

There was no need for him to have told Mathew all this. That he did so at such length seemed to show that there was something about which he might have been a little uneasy. He had found some men holding queer views in Ireland lately, and, in case this young man should have any odd views, he warned him of what was coming. The warning was quite unnecessary. Mathew was heart and soul with those people, whose loyal sporting lives had been drawn past him like records on a scroll during that dinner.

I think it is an excellent custom, said Mathew. We always do it in the North.

Whom did he mean by we? His father used to do it. But his father was dead, perhaps for that very reason. Certainly the OShaughnessys did not do it. The loyalists of Kilnagorey did. But they had cast him out.

Then Mr. Brook-Alingtone stood up with a glass of port in his hand. The King, he said, and they all stood and drank. All Mathews loyalty welled up in him, the unwavering loyalty of his family for generations back. The King, God bless him, he said, and drank. At that moment he heard the thump of the door that was shut by the footman.

Mrs. Brook-Alingtone then went to her drawing-room, and the men talked on about hunting. And for a while they spoke of point-to-points.

I hate them, said Brook-Alingtone, except to watch. They spoil a good hunter, and will even kill it. They teach a horse to do all the things you have been teaching it not to do through the year.

You mean galloping at his fences, said Fitzlacy.

Yes, said Brook-Alingtone. A slow canter is good enough for most fences, and for some even a walk. And galloping them when theyre tired. I never push a horse out hunting. I let it go its own pace. But they get me there.

We know they do, said Fitzlacy.

Then they turned back to hunting, and spoke of coverts and how they were holding. They seemed to Mathew, listening, to know every covert in County Meath. And so they did, and they knew the kind of country lying round them; the stony hills to the North, to which you did not bring your best horse, because of the stone walls there that would cut his knees; the terrible Bush farm, whose ditches would hide a man still sitting upon his horse, if he remained in the saddle after having got into one of them; the Kilcarty double, and many another that had remembered names; the Hurley river, into which so many Meath horses had floundered; and the Nanny, that had held its share of horses of the Ward.

And theres the Derrypatrick, said OHealey.

I dont mind that, said Brook-Alingtone. Its narrow. You can clear it pretty well anywhere.

But its boggy, said OHealey.

They are all that, said Brook-Alingtone. You have to pick your place.

The more boggy rivers there are the better, said his son Michael, to whom shooting, of which he got plenty, meant as much as any ambition means to men who strive for it in some year far ahead and often never attain it. They talked of shooting then; of snipe and how to get them and how to pick them up; of when the migrating snipe came in, and where they went when it froze. And here Mathew was able to join in more easily. Then they spoke of the woodcock and of when they came into the woods, and of holly and rhododendrons and bracken, and of the cover that they preferred. And they spoke of the cunning of the wild geese and of ways to outwit them, matching the intellect of the geese with that of men. Then they turned back to cricket again.

Mathew long remembered the golden light of the candles on the tablecloth, and the deep glow of the port, and this talk of sport and stories of sporting lives. They long illumined his memory, candles and sunsets and autumnal leaves all glowing together.


CHAPTER XXVIII

MATHEW drove back to Dublin delighted with all he had seen and heard. He had crossed one social barrier, to find Eileen, even believing for a while that he had broken it down; tonight he had moved into territory more like to that which had been inhabited by his forbears. He wished there to be no barriers at all, and sometimes he felt that that was a hard wish to fulfil, but tonight it seemed easy. The ideal of his strange creed was the doors of all churches and temples and mosques open to all men; and, now that houses were opening their doors to him, he felt more at ease about the higher ambition; as though Heaven, and all the heavens, were bound to copy Earth. But his rosy dream did not blind him entirely to need for a little tact, and he stopped the car before it came to Cloncurry Road and walked to Mrs. Ryans, and entered quietly with a latchkey that she had given him and went quietly upstairs to bed, where he had told Harrity that he was going to be all the time. For he could sympathize with the ardent dream of Harrity; the mere beauty of the mountains helped him to do that; and he could enter fully into the dream of those whose useful lives were stimulated by sport, and whose glory sport was. But to bring the two dreams together might be no more advisable than clashing together a Kang-hi vase with a delicate piece of Sèvres. One can admire both, without that. Mathew reached his room unnoticed and went to bed.

Next morning at breakfast all were in merry mood, Mathew because of his cheery party at Strongbowstown, Harrity because someone had made him a general overnight, and he had only been an officer hitherto with no particular rank, or presumably that of lieutenant. Talk was gay and happy, Harrity looking forward to going back, a more glorious figure, to his army in the hills, and Mathew dreaming of his marriage with Eileen and seeing his queer dream of universal fellowship nearer and realler than it had been before. He and Harrity talked gaily and sometimes OBrien joined in, and Mrs. Ryan smiled to see her lodgers so contented and merry. But when Harrity and OBrien went to their work, something in the very merriment of the morning touched Mathews spirits not with laughter, but with a kind of uneasy wonder as to whether such prosperous times could last. For Mathew had a very sensitive spirit, which sometimes felt a chill from the wings of time as it passed, which was not felt by others. Then the thought came to him that nothing mattered so long as his love of Eileen and hers for him endured. So he went round to Mrs. Mulraneys house to reassure himself, and to see any presentiments that slightly troubled him banished by Eileens smiles. Eileen and her aunt were in, and Mrs. Mulraney left the two together in the drawing-room.

I wanted to see you, he said to Eileen, because things looked so rosy.

And so they are, said Eileen.

And I wanted you to tell me, Mathew went on, that they would last.

Oh, dont be looking at the future, said Eileen.

But why not? said Mathew.

I had an aunt once, said Eileen, not here but in the North, and she could do it, and it might be in the family. And once she said to me, Never look into the future. I dont know how she did it, but thats what she said to me.

But why not, said Mathew, if you can?

Because she said it was often all dark, if you did, Eileen answered.

But our future isnt dark, said Mathew.

I dont know, said Eileen. But I wont look.

Mathew pressed her to tell what harm could possibly come to them, or, better still, to reassure him and confirm that the future was golden. But a look of fear came into Eileens eyes, and she would say no more.

When Mrs. Mulraney returned to the room she saw Mathews troubled face where Eileen stood silent beside him, and said to him: Ah, dont worry yourself. Eileen has strange moods sometimes.

Still Eileen said nothing.

Then Mathew and Eileen kissed and parted, and Mathew returned to lunch with Mrs. Ryan, who spoke cheerily to him, as though some rumour had come to her of his acceptance by the men in the mountains, for she had adopted Harritys view of the glamour and romance of the glens and the great events that would flow from them.

At supper Harrity was not there, and little was said of his absence. For a while after supper Mathew sat and smoked with OBrien, and then soon went to bed. He and Eileen were soon to be married. He thought that a little house near Strongsbowstown in sight of those lovely mountains would be pleasant, if he could find one. Or he might be able to buy a cottage on the slopes of the mountains themselves. That, he thought, would be lovely. And Eileen there to look after it, and to make it home. And then he fell asleep. That night his door opened noisily and was slammed shut, and a man was in the room striking a match. It was Harrity.

What is the matter? asked Mathew.

Read that, said Harrity.

And he handed to Mathew a strip that had been cut from a newspaper. Then Harritys match went out.

Light your candle, said Harrity.

So Mathew lit a candle beside his bed.

What is it? he said again.

Read it, said Harrity.

And Mathew read. The cutting told of an Englishman who had come to Dublin and stayed at a hotel and been found dead in his bed, because his collar had been too tight, and it had strangled him.

Have you read it? said Harrity.

I have, said Mathew. What is it all about?

What sized collar do you take yourself? asked Harrity.

That one over there, said Mathew. Its quite a roomy one. Why?

Be careful it isnt too tight, said Harrity.

You mean...? said Mathew.

I mean, said Harrity, that if you were to stay here over tomorrow it might grow too tight. Sure, they shrink sometimes.

I see, said Mathew.

Good for you, answered Harrity, and was gone.

Mathew stayed long awake. What had the Englishman in the Dublin hotel been doing? Perhaps only a journalist getting information, that someone in Dublin did not wish to get out. What information had he himself? None: except that there was an army in the hills, which had been made to appear to him a hundred times larger than it was. Therefore that was information that he was evidently intended to spread, not a secret to be preserved by his murder. What should he do? Where should he go? On that and many other questions sleep descended at last, when light had already appeared and seagulls were crying.

When he awoke it was still early, but he filled in the time till breakfast by packing his few clothes, for he saw that he would have to go. He could not defend himself, for he had no way of knowing who would be his enemy. Not even the police would protect him, though threatened themselves by this war that was to come from the hills. It was their war, not his, and he would not be permitted to interfere with it. What had made for him this sudden deadly enmity? That was only one of the thousand questions that hurried through his head, too swift for my pen, too numerous for my paper to hold. And the answer was only his human sympathies, only his sympathy for his fellow men, which had been resented as the fondling of somebody elses dog might be resented. Never pat strange dogs, he had been warned as a child. Was it as dangerous to show friendship to strange men? He was beginning to fear that it was; but would not yet desert the faith that he had been taught by Ferazi Bey. He went down early to breakfast, and only Mrs. Ryan was in the room. Good morning, he said.

Good morning, she answered, as though his greeting had echoed from a wall of gray ice. After that there was silence.

It is a fine day, said Mathew at last.

Maybe, said Mrs. Ryan.

Then Mathew said, I am afraid I must be going today.

You know your own business, said Mrs. Ryan.

I hope it will not inconvenience you, he said.

It will suit me very well, said Mrs. Ryan.

Why? asked Mathew.

Because theres some rooms Id sooner see empty, Mrs. Ryan replied.

But why my room? he asked.

I heard youd been drinking, she said.

Not too much, said Mathew.

Sure, I wouldnt mind that, she said with that frozen face. But to whom were you drinking?

Do you mean at Strongbowstown? We drank to the King, he said.

What king, may I ask? said Mrs. Ryan.

Mathew did not answer that. The breakfast dragged on in silence afterwards. And then OBrien came in. Good morning, said Mathew again. And the answering Good morning came like a word of command uttered by a sergeant to men doing punishment drill. Mathew left the room. Harrity did not appear at breakfast at all. A sudden fear came to Mathew that this narrow intense creed to which he appeared to have given offence, and through which news seemed to spread so secretly and so rapidly, might send echoes as far as Eileen. He had heard it said that Islam was a sounding-board. Was it the same here? Had Eileen perhaps heard already that he had drunk to the King at Strongbowstown, and that therefore when he went into the mountains he must have gone as a spy? Had he blundered when he had tried to put into practice in this Western land the creed he had brought from the East? Did not all creeds come from the East? But he must see Eileen and find if the waves of this rumour had reached her. He hurried to Mrs. Mulraneys. The maid showed him up to the drawing-room. Mrs. Mulraney and Eileen were there, and seemed as if they expected him. But on both their faces he saw at once that same cold look he had seen on the face of Mrs. Ryan. It was as though a spiritual frost had set suddenly in, and frozen all hearts in Dublin. When are we going to be married, Eileen? he said, refusing to recognize that look, or even to admit to seeing that he saw what he saw.

Never, said Eileen.

Mathew turned round and left the room at once, without even saying good-bye. Downstairs in the hall he saw the maid standing, and, still refusing to believe what he saw clearly in faces, he said, Wont you open the door for me?

His request was a challenge to fact, like the action of some lonely traveller who knows that he is being followed through a forest, and spins round suddenly with one last hope of finding that the tiger he knows to be there is only one that his fears have imagined.

Not for a spy, she said.


CHAPTER XXIX

THERE was nothing for Mathew to do any longer but to leave Dublin before his collar got too tight, as Harrity put it; before he shared the fate of the English journalist, or whatever he was. And worse than leaving Dublin, he must leave his dream, his dream of happiness with Eileen in some white cottage on the slopes of those lovely mountains. Had Ferazi Bey misled him? No, he could not believe that. He would go to England, that sanest of countries. Surely there in the quiet of some county he would be able to find a home. He knew that politics there did not intrude daily into the lives of men who wished to be peaceful. He knew that they had their politics; but that the ballot took the place of the bullet. He would go to England. He paid Mrs. Ryan what he owed her in silence, then he called an outside car and lifted his luggage on to it. Did the driver know that Mathew had only another twelve hours to live if he stayed in Dublin? He could not be sure. The driver did not speak, and no expression showed on his face. Mathew told him to drive to Amiens Street station, and there he drove.

At Amiens Street he took the first train down to Kingstown, passing houses in pleasant gardens hidden by high walls. And at Kingstown he had tea at a hotel while he waited for the mail-boat to come. He spoke to the waiter who brought him tea, but received an almost inaudible monosyllabic answer. There was no hatred in the waiters eyes; but it seemed as if he was afraid to be seen or heard talking to Mathew. There was no one in the room, but there were wide windows, and once Mathew thought he heard a foot creak in the passage. So he was silent. He did not wish to leap any barriers, to embarrass his fellow man on the other side. He went for a short walk, but was either being watched or imagined that men were watching him, and, as he did not like either of these things, he went back to the hotel. Thence to the boat. From the deck of it he looked sadly at the hills to the south of Kingstown, for they had a beauty in the evening that he felt was the beauty of Ireland, a beauty that he was leaving, he did not know for how long. Politics changed there fast, and he might come back some day; but Eileen was lost to him, he reflected, for ever. The more lovely the evening grew, the more these thoughts oppressed him.

In this sad mood he was suddenly greeted by a man whom he had known at Queens University, a man too senior to him quite to be called a friend, and yet one whom he had known well and liked, a William Ingelow, a great man not only in Mathews eyes, but in those of all the students at Queens; for he had been captain of the Rugby team, and a great future had been prophesied for him. Mathew shook hands gladly, and the clouds of his sad mood lifted from him a little at the sight of this well-remembered figure.

It is very nice to see you again, said Ingelow. What are you doing now?

I am leaving Ireland, said Mathew.

So am I, said Ingelow, but I hope to come back to it for another holiday soon.

I am leaving it for good, said Mathew.

Why is that? Ingelow asked.

I dont like their politics, said Mathew.

I never talk politics, said Ingelow, and walked away from him.

Somehow Mathew felt like a man in the sea to whom a life-belt has been thrown, and who watches it drifting away from him on a tide; and he was alone again, alone with his thoughts and with the beauty of Ireland, which was soon gliding away, as the mailboat steamed out round the granite wall of the harbour. The suddenness of Ingelows departing from him made his drooping spirits feel that all men were his enemies. He walked the decks in loneliness.

Then he met Ingelow coming the other way, and was walking past him in silence, when Ingelow turned and joined him and spoke as cheerily to him as ever. Mathew stared into his face in amazement. And Ingelow, seeing his obvious surprise, said: Its all right out here, but it doesnt do to talk politics while we are alongside. What have their politicians been doing to you?

They were going to murder me, said Mathew, because I got in with a fellow who had a few dozen men in the hills, who were going to start another rebellion, and then I dined with some decent people and I drank the health of the King.

Yes, theyd do that, said Ingelow.

They gave me twenty-four hours to get out, said Mathew.

Thats more than they give to most, said Ingelow. They must have liked you.

And now, said Mathew mournfully, I shall never be able to see Ireland again.

Not at all, said Ingelow. Only wait until these fellows who have turned against you get rid of the Free State. They will be the government themselves then, and people will want to get rid of them like any other government; and you can come back, when they have done that. And besides, theyll forget in a few years. They have only a certain number of cartridges, and theyll be wanting to shoot somebody else. Youll see. Youll be all right.

I dont know where Im to go till then, said Mathew.

Go to Kent, said Ingelow.

But isnt that rather suburban? Mathew asked.

Not the least, said Ingelow. Youre thinking of Lee and Lewisham; but there are lovely valleys in Kent. Just the peaceful places you want. Theres a lovely railway there, where the trains always do twenty miles an hour. That doesnt bring Londoners down in any large numbers, and its as quiet as Housmans Clunbury. Theres no water on those hills; so they have not been cursed by what they call development. Go there. Take the train for Otlingfold by the branch line from Victoria. What kind of house are you looking for?

A cottage, said Mathew.

Youll find plenty there, said Ingelow.

And this was the suggestion that drifted Mathew to Kent. On such stray chances go mens careers, drifting this way and that. Yet we never cease to plan, and think that our plans guide us, and those with great responsibilities think that they guide the nations. And we pay little attention to thistledown floating by on whatever wind may blow, diverted by little breezes, and even by draughts through a gap that a hare has made in a hedge.

And what are you doing now? Mathew asked that hero of the old football field.

I am afraid I never fulfilled my promise, he said. I have given up football.

Given it up? gasped Mathew.

Yes, said Ingelow. I have been a surgeon now for some years. I have a house in Wimpole Street. I am a specialist in ochteotomy.

Mathew did not know what this was. Nor do I.

Are you doing well? asked Mathew.

I think I am, said Ingelow.

Its a pity you gave up football, Mathew could not help saying.

They parted to go to their cabins; their journey, even a portion of their days, brightened by this brief meeting, from which they went on like meteors that swing close in the void, then go their separate ways.

When Mathew arrived in London at Euston station, he drove straight to Victoria and asked for a ticket to Otlingfold.

We are not often asked for that, said the clerk at the booking-office, as he handed the ticket to Mathew.

Mathew had breakfast at the Refreshment room, and thence to a train; and soon he was travelling past little gardens and tiny lawns, where the laburnum was past its prime and rhododendrons were in their glory. From these he came to the great North Downs humping their huge chalk shoulders against the sky; and here and there hopfields appeared with their orderly rows of poles, up which hops had not yet climbed. And then under the knees of the hills, that seemed to be gathered there watching this little thing, so childish to them, he came to Otlingfold.

Getting out here, sir? asked the porter as Mathew got out.

Yes, said Mathew, and the porter seemed surprised.

It appeared that this sleepy valley did not often see visitors. And now he stood homeless on the platform, with his scanty luggage around him, wondering where to go, as the realization came to him that one could not go to a village and buy a cottage as one bought a hat at a shop. And this realization must have given a lost look to his face, for the porter came up to him and asked him where he was going, which brought out the fact that Mathew did not know.

Theres the Green Man, sir, said the porter. Theyll look after you there.

Could I get someone to drive me there? asked Mathew.

Not here you couldnt, sir, said the porter. But Ill carry your things there myself.

As he had three bags, Mathew carried one, and he and the porter walked away with them, and soon came to a little inn. The innkeeper appeared, broad and plump in his shirtsleeves.

Could you give me a room, do you think? Mathew asked.

Glad to, sir, said the innkeeper. We havent had a guest for a long time. And he showed Mathew up a staircase, whose timbers creaked as they went, and echoes went whispering away, as if to tell ghosts in the walls that living people had come to trouble their stairs. And so they came to a sitting-room under a low ceiling, where a sofa and all the chairs were of mellow mahogany, upholstered with horsehair that was straying away from rents that had been worn by the various agents of time. At one end of the room was a mahogany sideboard, at the other a fine large fireplace. Torn covers and oozing horsehair seemed to be little concerned with the present day; but the chestnut-coloured mahogany seemed to be silent over tales that they might have told of men who had moved amongst them for over a hundred years, sitting in those chairs at the table, drinking, talking or singing, or resting in them by the wide fireside. And past every leg of those chairs and table and sofa, and by the doors of the sideboard, wild beasts had prowled by the West African coasts before the mahogany forests had been cut down. But whatever those chairs might have told, had they spoken in their sleep, there was an air of rest about them and peace, as if in a sleepy village he had come into the centre of its repose, the very citadel of its quiet dreams.

Here Mathew felt he could rest. Not from any weariness of the body, for he was too young for that, but weariness of the spirit; from the dreadful choice between friendlessness, and making friends who would even cease for a while to fight among themselves in order that each might revile him for being friends with the other, and even threaten to murder him. All that was over. Here was rest at last. And he needed rest, even if he did not know it, to recover from the weight of the blow with which Eileen had stricken him by a single word. Suddenly he remembered that he had not paid the porter. Has the porter gone? he exclaimed. I have never paid him anything.

Oh, thats all right, said his host. Any day will do for that.

And Mathew realized that there was no hurry here, and that everyone trusted everyone and knew where to find each other. Here he would buy a cottage and here he would go to their church and to any chapel they had, to each as he felt inclined, and he was sure that nobody in this law-abiding land would threaten to kill him for doing so.

He was given his meals in the sitting-room. But that day and the next, which was Saturday, he often went down to the bar, where he saw working men with glasses of beer, whose interests were real and whose knowledge was of real things, simple things; too simple, it might be thought, to please a man whose education had been at a university, but well attuned to the heart of Michael; for it was a very simple one, or he would not so easily have dreamed the dream or hoped the hope of so wide a fellowship as had been instilled in him in a single evening on that slope of Mihr Abad.

And then Sunday came, and he went to the Anglican church and to a Wesleyan chapel, both in the same day; and nobody came to him that night, or any other night, with threats of murder because he had done so.

The Wesleyans welcomed him, glad to receive a stranger; and he explained to them almost at once, though he did not think it was necessary in that friendly village, that he was going to the service of the Church of England that evening. And they did not mind. They said that Wesley himself had attended those services too.

And Mathew was welcomed by the vicar also, who, seeing him at the evening service, walked over from his vicarage afterwards to the Green Man to greet the stranger. Indeed, everyone was kind to him, not only because they seemed a kindly people, but because strangers were rare in Otlingfold, and very soon because they liked the gentle disposition of the young man whose sympathies reached out to them all so readily. And Mathew felt that here at last he had entered a haven, after the violence and disappointments into which his new creed had led him.

The vicar invited him to tea, and he went next day to the vicarage, which amongst its trees and gardens and lawns appeared to have been standing there since the days of the first Elizabeth, with only a sagging of the tiles of its roof to show it was wearied at all by the passing of all those years. There was something even about the look of the house watching over that old village, that promised Mathew protection from the bigotries he had known, if it were possible to imagine any of them invading this quiet place. He walked up the path to the vicarage under an awning of limes, whose branches leaned over from each side and met, through an organ-music of bees, his only trouble in the peace of that place a reluctance to meet the vicars daughter, of whom he had been told at the inn. For some bitter thoughts told him that he wanted to see no more young girls, because they were volatile and unsympathetic; but a deeper feeling, over which these thoughts were flitting, was still remembering Eileen. Yet he could not refuse the vicars invitation, because now at last he was to see blossoming the beauty of the faith he had learned at Mihr Abad, and to receive a welcome from the people of two churches. Nowhere, if not here, he thought, could he see that faith triumph. All that he saw seemed to promise it. And he would not hinder its triumph by avoiding the vicar lest he should speak of his daughter, who after all might not be in. The vicar came to the door as Mathew rang the bell, and showed him into the drawing-room and introduced him to his wife. And their daughter was not in, as Mathew saw with relief.

In the gentle lady who received him he saw at once that there could be no savageries, such as were stirred too easily in the wild hearts of Mrs. Ryan or Mrs. Mulraney. Tea was brought in, and the vicar and his wife, Mr and Mrs. Pawle, talked to Mathew of the village, of its two streets, its gardens, its stream and its four shops. Viola is late again, said Mrs. Pawle. The vicar gave a sigh, and went on telling Mathew about the shops. One of them was a curiosity shop, he said, full of all kinds of queer things from many lands and ages, kept by an old man who seemed to have been given a queer expression by years in the dim shop among such odd things. Then he told of their war-memorial, the simple obelisk newly built by the stream, its reflection twisted by currents that had gone by there for ever, with its base engraved with the names of the men who had died to end war, erected by men who believed that there never would be another.

Then Mathew heard a laughing voice calling, and feared that it must be the vicars daughter, and rose to go before she came in. But before he had time to say good-bye the door of the drawing-room opened, and there in a white dress, with hair like sunlight, stood Viola. Her cheeks were rosy only with beauty, and with nothing from beauty parlours. So also were her lips. Mathew was introduced to her. Between her and his eyes there seemed to float memories of the darker beauty who had forsaken him in Ireland, but whose features would not cease to haunt him, and there were not in Violas face the features his heart was still seeking. So Mathew said little, and Viola spoke of the valley and of the woods that shut it in, and of things that lived in the woods, their lives mysterious to us as ours must be to them. Mathew paid little attention, though a feeling for the mystery of the woods and of her affection for them remained with him, and, however little attention he paid to Viola, he felt again as she spoke, what the whole village promised, that none of the angry storms that toss lonely spirits would rise against him here. He told the vicar that he had attended a service in the Wesleyan chapel only the day before, and saw a faint look of surprise cross his face and disappear, and knew that was the only protest, or shadow of one, that there would ever be in Otlingfold against his letting his sympathies stray from the church to the chapel. Here, then, his new faith should flourish, widening the sympathies of men till they met with other sympathies, and allowing them to meet and mingle in amity; surely a hope as noble as that vain hope that at that time cheered the men who had built the war memorial, without any thought that a site would ever be sought for another.


CHAPTER XXX

NEXT morning, Mathew, who had gone to the bar to have a glass of beer and a talk with any men who might come in, saw through the open door the porter coming towards him. He ran out and explained that he had missed him when he first arrived at the inn, and now offered him half-a-crown for having helped him there with his luggage. The porter had not expected so much and implied it, but added, It will come in handy, sir, thank you, and entered the Green Man and put the half-crown down on the bar. Then Mathew, still in the doorway, saw Viola Pawle come by, and she called to him and offered to show him a bit of the village. Though he wished to stay hurt and lonely away from young girls society, he could not refuse her invitation, and went with her and walked down the street, saying little. There were little gardens there and queer by-ways, too small to be called streets, and quaint old cottages that she would have shown him; but, seeing his silent mood and fearing she might be boring him, she took him no further than the old curiosity shop, which was the first shop they came to, and brought him in and asked the old man sitting nearly asleep behind his counter in the dimness of his shop among strange idols and weapons if he had anything of special interest that he could show. The old man looked at Mathew and, seeing no interest in his face, merely waved one hand towards the dark of the back of his shop, leaving Mathew to find whatever might interest him amongst such a variety. So Mathew looked, and presently saw in the dimness which was not the only thing screening it, for the spider had done his share, a nimble Indian idol with many hands.

They admired what they feared, said Mathew to Viola, pointing towards the idol. All those arms and hands would have been imagined to be possessed by some raiding king who could shoot arrows very quickly, and who would not have become a king if he and his ancestors could not. And, as the ages went by, that king was too terrible to be forgotten, and memory would have made a god of him. They worship him with music and marigolds and sacrifices of animals.

The old man looked up then: here was someone who knew something about his idols, and he was pleased. Viola also was interested. How did he know about the marigolds and the music, she asked? And Mathew told her how he had been to India. Viola, who had never left Otlingfold, was fascinated at once, and Mathew told her of the Indians sacred river, and of twilight over the Ganges, and the temple doors opening at sunset and the music pouring out, and the pigeons coming home, and the smoke of the burning ghauts going into the gloaming. And he gave her some glimpse of the majesty of the Himalayas, and of the beauty of the Taj Mahal and of Akbars capital, now left to the leopards. He told her of the cities of Delhi rising one after another and falling, always warned by clear prophecies, which were being spoken now. He told of the jungle and the flutes at evening. He had not meant to speak to her, but when this glimpse of the Indian god among lumber in the unlit part of the shop suddenly turned his thoughts upon his travels and be began to speak of them, these memories of them poured out. He spoke of the violent heat of the Red Sea, of night rushing down on the sunset, so that, while the sky was glowing with magical glory on the port side of a homeward ship, on the other side were the stars. He told of the calm forsaken gods of Egypt, and then of the Sahara and its mountains, like giants changing jewelled robes in the evening. He spoke of everything except Mihr Abad; for even here in this peaceful place, and speaking to this kindly healthy girl who did not know what sectarian bigotry was, he would not expose what had become the secret of his life, nor hint that he alone, without even horse or lance, such as Don Quixote had, dared to hope to do anything that would mitigate passions that troubled the world.

Viola listened in silence, the old man with wakeful interest; then the two young people went out of the shop, and Viola showed Mathew all the things in the old village that she had intended to show him. Perhaps she saw that he had sympathies that would appreciate them, which she had not known were there; or perhaps she wished to show that, whatever gorgeous beauties there were in the East, this little valley through whose woods few travellers ever came had a gentle beauty, not renowned as the Taj Mahal, yet not outshone by it. And she told him tales of that valley which history and legend had brought down through the years, as the little stream brought stray petals of flowers. Buttercups in the fields around them were flashing their fairy gold, but Viola told Mathew how in Autumn the valley lay like a sheet of paler gold, where the elms were standing, between its hills on which the beeches flamed like a circle of fire.

Days passed by during which Mathew and Viola took many more walks together, for the bright hair and happy alertness of Viola were near him now as the sunlight, and Eileen was distant like a beautiful star. Sometimes they walked over the steep hills and through the woods at the top, and always saw other valleys. The land which was made by the ancient ooze on the floor of a bygone sea lay in heaves and hollows still, as if a tremendous storm on an old lost ocean had been suddenly frozen for ever. And sometimes Mathew spent the evenings, or had tea, with friends that he had made at the Wesleyan chapel; the village blacksmith, the carpenter, the postman and many another; and in these days he saw his dream being realized, the dream of worshipping among different sects and only enlarging his circle of friends thereby. Never a word of reproach was spoken to him by the Wesleyans for openly attending services in the church, nor word of complaint from the vicars family that he had had to do with nonconformists. One of these days he meant to look for a cottage. But one of these days might be an apter translation than most of the Spanish word manana, and he was very comfortable in his sitting-room at the inn.

Gradually the light of Violas hair and her smiles dimmed the lost beauty of Eileen. And one day the thought came to him that, if Viola would marry him, they could have a very happy life on a peaceful slope of some part of that valley.

About that time a Hindu, looking for peace as Mathew had been looking, landed from a ship at some port, and, fleeing from no one knew what trouble, arrived one morning at Otlingfold. The arrival of Mathew had aroused great interest, because strangers there were so rare; but the Hindus arrival excited more interest still. Where had he come from, men asked him? India, he said. How had he. He had worked in it mat was about all they got out or nun.

He was provided with a bed in a loft in a farmhouse, and given work to do on the farm. He worked listlessly and seemed as lonely as a planet in broad daylight. Yet all had been kind to the Hindu since he had reached Otlingfold, and no charity was denied to him that would have been offered a Christian. And then one day Mathew saw him close, and saw by the expression in his eyes that this wanderer from India was as lost as he had lately been himself, and as unhappy and helpless. It was in the little street that they met, where it wound over the river by the old and narrow bridge; and Mathew stopped and spoke, and found from the Indians brief and listless replies that he was indeed lost and that he had found no refuge here from whatever troubled him. Was it loneliness, he wondered, that was the burden of this stranger? But, if so, why should he have left the millions of India? No, it was because loneliness was his own trouble that he had thought of that. What then? From what had the man fled? And why could he find no haven here in this peaceful valley? And then Mathews thoughts went back to his own case, as mens thoughts so often will. Could not all his own troubles, he thought, be cured in the calm of Otlingfold, and the loneliness that had fallen with such a dead weight upon him when Eileen left him with a single word, and that had lain upon his spirit so heavily ever since?

So he parted from the Hindu and went up to the vicarage and, looking over its paling, saw Viola on the lawn, and asked her if she would come for a walk with him over the hills. For he knew that she loved the beechwoods and the hidden creatures that lived in them, and the great view of other valleys that shone through their glades beyond. And Viola came. It was then early afternoon. And there was time for a long walk up the sunny slope, on which thyme was beginning to show and orchids raised bright heads, and all through the high beechwoods to the winding valleys beyond.

Mathews house and fields were now being sold, and he thought he would have money enough to buy a small farm and farmhouse on it. London was not far away, and he thought that one day he might find some occupation there, coming home from it every evening, which might bring him in more money than farming would. But he knew little of farming, or London.

What would Viola, he wondered, think of such prospects?

As they climbed above the roofs of the last houses and came by flowery, rabbit-nibbled downs, higher even than any smoke that went straight through the calm air from a few chimneys, Mathew began to talk in a general way of such prospects, in that general way that is always so very obvious when men raise a veil of transparent words which they think will conceal their own selves. And he saw from the girls answers that such a life would be a welcome widening of her experience, from the vicarage, its lawns and its gardens. Then they spoke of what was around them, the spotted orchid flowering in abundance, the gorgeously deep pink of the pyramid orchid, that flowers a little later, but was already breaking its buds, and the paler but lovely pink of the scented orchid; and then the little milkwort, which surprisingly was sometimes bright pink and sometimes blue, and the tottie grass was in bloom. All these flowers Viola knew, and though a few of them were strange to Mathew coming from further north, he had the same affection for all simple things which Viola had, for things that were near to the earth and far from cities.

And now the village lay spread out below them, with a look quite different from its wonted air, and more like toys on the floor of a huge and magical nursery. Then from under the edge of the wood, where it got the sunlight and sheltered from cold winds, the privet threw out its scent, which wandered through air to meet them.

They came to the wood and rested on the great feet of a beech, an old and venerable tree that seemed to have risen out of the earth to bless them, even though it rose so long before their briefer lives had followed to be its neighbour. And sitting there, though even without speaking, both knew they had the same feelings about the tree. There are many in the world who would have said, It will grow no larger, and should be cut down. There are many who would have spoken of it as lumber. But Mathew and Viola could not have described it at all: it was to them an old power, a mysterious influence, sharing life with them on the earth, clearly rejoicing in spring as they did, subject to the stroke of death as they were, lacking only movement and perhaps a voice. But if it could not speak of its own volition, it and the wind together had often a mighty voice, and it murmured with breezes or sighed with the stronger gusts. The vision of Eileen haunting his memory faded, and it was as they sat there that Mathew decided to ask Viola if she would marry him, though he did not do so that day. One day more and he felt he would be more sure of what Violas eyes had seemed to tell him already.

They rose and went on through the wood, and each was so in harmony with the mystery of the shadows, and with the beauty of the shimmering leaves, that they must have been in harmony with each other. There was once a distinguished man who became engaged to a girl who greatly admired his brilliance; and then he was invited to her parents house in the country, whither he went from London, which he had not left for years before; and in the country the girl saw that this brilliant man was impossible, and the engagement was broken off. So there is some influence which Mother Earth possesses and by which she can judge men and women in her home, which is far from cities; and there in the wood she accepted Mathew and Viola for her children. From the gloom and mystery of the wood they came to the smile and prophecy of the valleys; for they seemed to be prophesying happiness for these two, whether they prophesied truly or falsely. There was a long silence in the sunlight, and Mathew decided to put it off no longer, when Viola spoke. Perhaps we should be turning back now, she said.

She may have known that he was about to speak, and may have known what he was going to say, and perhaps she wanted one more day to be sure. Perhaps she did not know. Whatever it was, the matter-of-fact words checked the more romantic ones that Mathew was striving just then to bring out, and they turned up that further slope and came again through the wood, and reached the vicarage very late for tea. Mrs. Pawle took one glance at them, and rang for the maid and gave fresh tea to them both. And Mathew said little and soon left, and asked Viola if she would come for a short walk again next day. And when and where they would meet and where they would go they left to their eyes to say, which of course said it in ways that cannot be put into words by me. As Mathew walked back to the inn in a happier mood than any that he had known since that frantic morning when he had gone to find out if Eileen had rejected him, and she had, he saw the Indian again.

Full of happiness, he wished to give some of it somehow to the Indian as a cure for his loneliness. But how could he do it? What would Ferazi Bey have said? And suddenly it came to him. It was in religion that mens emotions were most intense. And all religions should be open to all men, all their salvation should be shared. Food, greeting and shelter had been given to this Hindu, but not religion. Religion would have been readily offered to him by church or chapel, but this he would not accept. And so in a strange land he was without any of the consolations of religion. If he would not come to them, thought Mathew, they must go to him. He must be lonely and lost no longer. But how could it be done? That was the difficulty. With the best will in the world one could not find a Hindu shrine for him anywhere there. And yet the shrines of the Hindus could be very simple. He had seen one once that was little more than a mud bank dotted with flowers. And suddenly the idea came to him. The curiosity shop, and the old man half asleep on his chair, and the dim end of the room, and the Hindu idol. He would buy the idol with the active arms, and would ask for some marigolds from any kind neighbour and would pick a few orchids, and the Hindu should have his worship and be happy. The more he thought of it, the more he was sure that this was the thing that the wandering stranger lacked and must have looked for in vain.

So Mathew hurried down to the little shop, and found the door still open and went in. And there was the old man on his chair, and the shop dimmer than ever, for the sun was moving into the west. He asked the price of the idol, and the old man looked and pondered, and then said two pounds ten. Mathew paid the price and the idol was wrapped in a sheet of brown paper, and he hurried away into the open air. The Indian had been walking slowly towards the village, and had only passed the door of the shop a little way when Mathew came out. He hurried after him and soon overtook him.

I believe in your faith as much as my own, he said. Could we not pray together?

The Indian looked at him. His words might take some time to understand, especially when suddenly said like that to a stranger. But the Indian had not paid much attention to them, and looked at Mathew instead. And he saw that Mathews sympathy was genuine, and that he had meant what he said to him.

Pray? Why, sure, said the Indian, for he had picked up English on many seas from various kinds of men, and used various pieces of dialect for the edifice of his sentences.

Then I have an image here, said Mathew, that I believe you people worship, and that I will worship with you. It is one of your gods, is it not?

And he unwrapped the brown paper from round the idol.

It is, said the Hindu.

We will put marigolds before it, and some wild flowers. That is all you want? said Mathew.

Yes, the Hindu said, and a little music.

Music, said Mathew a bit thoughtfully. What kind?

I have a flute, said the Indian.

When? asked Mathew.

Perhaps at sunset.

As for the place, there was not time to go far, if he was to find the flowers and meet the Hindu at the appointed place before sunset. He would have preferred to go to one of the little valleys over the brow of the hill, out of sight of the village. But there was not time for that. So Mathew pointed to a spot on the sunny slope to the west, under which lay the village, down which the wood was already sending its shadows, the same hill he had climbed with Viola; and there they arranged to meet as soon as he should have been able to get the marigolds. The spot he had indicated was a wild-rose bush, easily pointed out from the village, because it was one to which the longest shadow was just at that moment gliding. Mathew hurried then to a garden in which were some marigolds, having just enough sense not to ask for them at the vicarage; but only just, for men take very fervently to religions that are new to them, whenever they take to them at all, and, indeed, to all new ideas that their minds may harbour, and he was prepared to perform this heathen worship on the very hillside up which he had walked with the vicars daughter, with whom he was genuinely in love. But he did not ask the vicar for the marigolds, and the house to which he went was the railway porters, in whose garden the marigolds were shining like little suns. The porter and his wife gladly gave what he asked, and came to the garden with him and helped him to pick them. Only, as he was about to leave with the bunch in his hand, the porter said, And what will you want with them, sir?

Mathew said, Well. And then he said, As a matter of fact. And then he said, Its for that poor Indian, really. He is feeling lonely without them. They grow in his country, you know.

Do they really, sir? said the porter.

Yes, quite a lot, actually, said Mathew, and thanked the porter and his wife and left hurriedly, for fear he should have to answer any more questions, if one can call his lame words answers.

The glint of the sun had gone from the whole slope by the time he began to climb up from the village, though it was still some time to sunset, and he climbed up, picking flowers as he went and as he saw them beside him. When he reached the wild-rose bush the Hindu was already there. The sun was full on the eastern slope and all the grass was shining; it shone too on the roofs of the village and full on the church. It was a lovely view. They stood there watching the sunset, not in the west, but reflected on the opposite side of the valley, as the light went up and up till it touched the tops of the beeches and in one last glory of colour went from the height. Still the Hindu said nothing, where Mathew had set the idol down with his marigolds strewn before it. A pigeon flew over high and dropped down to the wood, with sunlight flaming brilliantly on its breast, although it had left the trees. The air grew cooler and they stood there perfectly still. Then another pigeon flew over, all gray, and a look of eagerness went out of the earth.

Now, said the Hindu. And he cast down flowers, that he too had gathered, before the idol, and Mathew did the same with his orchids and other wild flowers that he had picked on the slope. Then the Hindu faced the idol and uttered a long strange chant; and Mathew turned to it too, standing at the edge of the flowers that had been cast down before it. And listening to the strains of the chant he remembered Benares, and the twilight shining upon its wonderful river, so placid in the still evening and lovely with evenings colour, and the music from the temples of the Hindus. He remembered the reverence of the worship of their river and of their many gods; and the memory of the words of Ferazi Bey came to him vividly, All religions are revelations by God to man.

In that mood he heard the chant of the Hindu cease, and saw him take a flute from his pocket and put it to his lips and play before the many-armed image. And the music brought back to him Indian evenings, peacocks screaming, the jungle darkening, and the Himalayas watching a land asleep at their feet. He saw reverence and devotion wake in the face of the Hindu, who a little before had looked so lost and lonely; and he felt acutely that, compared with his, his own emotions were dull, and his sympathy could not bridge the gulf between man and man. And to do this seemed to be the whole teaching of Ferazi Bey. What should he do? He had no flute, he could not sing any chant that the idol would understand, or should he say rather that the Hindu would attribute to the idol the power of understanding? So he took off his hat, but even that seemed not enough at this moment so holy to the Hindu. So he went down on his knees, on his knees before the idol.


CHAPTER XXXI

WHEN Mathew rose from his knees the Hindu still was standing before the idol. He was quite motionless now, except for the slight movement of his arms as he lifted the flute. His expression too was rapt, and his eyes gazed far away, not seeing Mathew. The tune he played on his flute was softer now, a little rippling thing that seemed to have no concern with these western slopes, but only had to do with the idol. The notes running over the thyme to the edge of the wood penetrated no further, and disturbed no one of the little creatures there, and, roaming the other way, could have scarce been heard in the village. The glory of the evening overhead, the dim light on the slopes, on which colour was fading away from all things except the flowers, among which the notes of the flute seemed to fall and be lost, were around them like a dream the Hindu was dreaming, but from which Mathew was a little apart, seeing reality fitfully breaking upon the hush, through which the music of the flute, wandering like a shy ghost walking timidly into fairyland, was too intense for Mathew to disturb it by any word. He turned to the Hindu, but obtained no answering look, and his trance seemed impenetrable as the walls of fairyland to one that has grown up. The rapt gaze saw something not for Mathews eyes. The music uttered some message from Man to the infinite, which Mathew could not utter.

Still Mathew stood there, while the air grew colder and the hillside dimmer and dimmer; but the Hindu did not move, or his gaze come back from those vistas that seemed to lure it from over the edge of the world. An owl hooted from the wood and Mathew heard it clearly, and the Hindu appeared not to hear it at all, as if he and Mathew were in different worlds that travelled their separate orbits. How he wished he could see what it was that lifted the Hindus spirit above the earth, to see beyond all its ridges some vision that was not for Mathews eyes. He looked hard at the idol, but could see nothing. Then he moved closer to the Hindu and gazed into his face, but the Hindu did not see him. That he should share this worship was the whole teaching that he had had from Ferazi Bey. But he could not share it. He was outside the shrine of twilight and music and flowers, in the centre of which stood the Hindu, and could not enter it. He knew that to speak would be useless. So he gazed once more into the mans dark face and got no answer, and turned and went down the hill.

Lights with their lovely colours were beginning to shine from windows as he approached the village from that strange scene, so different from anything the village had known, that he seemed to come to it as from another planet. From the wild grass slope he came to gardens, then to houses beside a foot-track, and soon to a street. All down the street he walked without seeing anyone, and believing no one saw him, and so came to the Green Man. He who had admired the grand view from the hill, with the houses spread below him and all their gardens, had not thought that they in the valley could see him. But seen him they had. And from the highest garden a child slipping along a hedgerow, stooping for fear his mother should see him and say it was time for bed, saw even the details of what was happening, so that what people guessed down in the village was verified, and further corroborated by the sight of the marigolds and the orchids next morning, spread so deliberately before the idol and obviously making a shrine. For the Hindu had left the idol on the hill. Mathew had given the thing to him, little thinking that he would leave it there with its flowery shrine, for all the village to see.

The windows of the Green Man were glowing as Mathew returned, but his host was standing in his doorway, enjoying the last of the daylight, through which a few swifts were still sailing, and sometimes a bat went by. He greeted Mathew cheerily as he returned, who asked him then what chance he thought there would be of buying a small farm in the neighbourhood. For he meant to propose to Viola on the following day, and the need of a house became obvious. The landlord of the Green Man asked him to come into his own parlour just inside the door, and there they sat down and talked awhile. There were no farms to sell, but Mr. Williams, the host of the Green Man, knew which were freehold and which were held by tenants, and which would be likely to be sold if an offer were made. And further than this he told Mathew of houses in fields beyond the next village. It was a pleasant valley, and at the end of their talk it seemed that the chance of getting a house there was almost sure. Then he went up to his room and had supper and soon went to bed, and had rosy dreams of a future far from the strifes he had known.

Next morning when he went downstairs Mr. Williams looked oddly at him, and, though answering his Good morning, said little. That was as he passed the door of the landlords sitting-room. Mathew, who was a little chilled by the coldness of that Good morning, turned to his left into the bar, where he had always found a wealth of human fellowship. A few were there, men he had met, and some that he did not know. All glanced at him, and then turned to go on with their talk to one another. Mathew would have stayed and forced some of them to speak, but he was anxious to find a house, if possible before that afternoon, and he went out and found the only car for hire in the village, and drove away down the valley to see a small farmhouse which Williams had told him could be bought. He went there with high hopes; for the Green Man was like one of those pockets into which gold collects in rivers, and all information sank down there through many evenings, and was to be gathered at will by the host. And when he reached it, he found a pleasant house, small, as he had wished, with a little lawn before it and great old Spanish chestnuts standing round. A friendly farmer came to the door, and it turned out that he would be willing to sell. Further than that they did not go that morning: Mathew still had to inspect the farm, after which he and the farmer would have to agree about the price. But now Mathew hurried back, for early in the afternoon he was to take that walk with Viola which was to be so decisive an event in his life. He returned to the inn and to lunch in his room, and the maid who brought it looked curiously at him. Then he went to the vicarage. And the moment he rang the bell Mrs. Pawle, instead of the maid, opened the door.

We are so very sorry, she said, that Viola is out and cannot come today. She hopes to come with you tomorrow if...

If what? asked Mathew.

If nothing, Mrs. Pawle muttered. She hopes to come with you tomorrow.

At the same time? asked Mathew.

We will let you know what time, said Mrs. Pawle. Then she smiled, and shut the door.

Four times now, with Williams, with the maid, with the man at the bar and now with Mrs. Pawle, he had met that aloofness of other spirits that words cannot describe, although as clearly perceptible as the silence and darkness of two brass rods in a laboratory when an electric spark will not flash from one to the other. Mathew walked away and down the village street, and that indefinable feeling was all about him. Why was it, wondered Mathew? Could they possibly object to his associating with the Indian? But they associated with him themselves. He still could not believe that the village that had lain so clearly below him had seen what he did on the hill. Nor did he know that the idol had been left there among its flowers for anybody to see.

Nobody touched the idol, and the Hindu went up there at evening and uttered his strange chant again just after sunset, and played again on his flute. Mathew was strolling down the street at the time, but did not join the Hindu. Faces were turned towards Mathew and eyes looked at him, but nobody said a word. As ears can hear the ringing of gongs, as eyes are aware of light, his spirit could feel the unfriendliness of the people about him; but his logic could work out no reason for it. He found the reason next day. A note was silently handed him after breakfast by the maid of the Green Man. It was from Viola. It said briefly that she was sorry she could not go for a walk with him, but would he come up to the vicarage? No time was given, nor any reason why he should go there, if she was not coming for that walk with him. Why, he wondered, had Viola written? And what was it she wanted to say? He would sooner have spoken with her alone, away from the vicarage. There was only one way to find what it was about, and that was to go and see her, which he did as soon as he had read the letter. The vicarage seemed as calm and peaceful as ever; but his own thoughts were not calm, and he approached it with vaguely uneasy feelings that he was anxious for Viola to soothe. She opened the door herself and said, Ah, come in, wont you, and led the way to a sitting-room. There was no circumlocution about her.

We heard a rumour yesterday, she said. I wouldnt believe it. Then someone spoke who actually saw you, and I didnt want to believe it even then.

Saw me doing what? said Mathew.

Bowing down to an idol, said Viola. Kneeling before it. You didnt do it, did you?

Well, said Mathew.

Then Viola knew that everything that had been said was true.

I only got some marigolds, went on Mathew, and helped the Indian to worship the idol with all those arms, that I bought in that shop. It is made of bronze. There is no harm in it, is there?

But it was idolatry, wasnt it? she said.

The man was lonely and far from home, said Mathew. I bought the idol for him.

Then you are a Hindu? she asked.

No, said Mathew.

Then why did you do it? said she.

I dont think you understand what it means to them, he said, to millions of them in India. And here he is all alone.

She took one last look at him: afterwards it was only mere glances.

I did listen to all you told me about foreign lands, she said. I was interested in it all. Your travels are wonderful. Youve seen so much, and you have such a wonderful way of telling about it. And I was interested. But it is, well, it is idolatry. Isnt it?

I only sympathized with him, said Mathew. He needed sympathy so much. His religion is all to him that ours is to us. He is our fellow man, and no one will help him in the only way that he needs.

But you worshipped his idol, said Viola.

Yes, said Mathew. But only to show some fellowship to a man so utterly without it.

But the flute and the singing, said Viola.

That was only part of the service, he said.

Of idolatry, said Viola quite gently. But they never spoke to one another again.


CHAPTER XXXII

MATHEW walked listlessly through the village, and back to the Green Man. That indescribable though clearly perceptible shrinking away of other sympathies from his was all about him still, a kind of spiritual fog, dark and puzzling. And in that fog the calm of the village was lost, so that now it seemed a place in which such passions could flourish as he had known in Dublin. Strange that such passions should follow him of all people! But, if he even noticed they followed him, he never dreamed that he on his lone quest for tolerance among his fellow men could ever have brought them with him into that peaceful valley. Viola was clearly lost to him, and there seemed no reason for him to remain any longer; nothing to do, in fact, but to find a train to take him away. So he went to the station to ask, and there was the porter.

I want to enquire about a train, he said.

Where to, sir? asked the porter.

I dont know, said Mathew hopelessly.

Leaving here are you, sir? the porter enquired.

Yes, said Mathew.

Theres a train at 12.30, sir, the porter told him.

The man seemed not unfriendly, and Mathew thought he might get from him a little light on that haze of hostility that seemed to hang over the village.

I might come back later, he said.

I wouldnt do that, sir, said the porter.

Why not? asked Mathew.

They are a queer people here, said the porter. Very queer. And if they get odd ideas about people...

Well? said Mathew.

They are apt to stick, the porter went on. They dont change their minds like educated gentlemen.

That was enough for Mathew and he saw there was no hope here; nor was there any reason for staying, now he had lost Viola.

Perhaps I will go by the 12.30, he said.

Thats right, sir, said the porter. You will be all right in London.

Why in London? asked Mathew.

People dont know even their next-door neighbours there, said the porter, and they are all too busy there to talk about each other. Youll see, sir. And theres no religion there, not to notice.

No religion? asked Mathew.

Not to notice, sir, said the porter. I dont mean they dont go to church. But there are so many churches there, no one would mind which you went to, not even if you were, well, anything.

Then Mathew went back to the inn to pack his bags, and paid his bill and left Otlingfold, without saying good-bye to anybody at all except to the porter. The 12.30 took him to Victoria. The cloakroom for his luggage. But where for himself? Suddenly he remembered Ingelow, the only man he knew in London. He had his address in Wimpole Street, and there he went. Ingelow had married, and Mathew was shown into his drawing-room, and introduced to a quite young woman with a smiling face, and hair that held the light. Ingelow saw the keen and cheerful boy he had known, now wearing so lost a look that at first he thought he was ill. But Mrs. Ingelow, perceiving more shrewdly than the surgeon, saw in Mathews eyes the shadow of one of those troubles that will darken the spirit. She and her husband looked at each other. Something must be done for him, that look said.

We happen to have a small dinner-party tonight, said Ingelow. Could you come? It is at eight oclock.

Mathew felt so lost that he hardly knew what to say, but Ingelow and his wife settled that he would come. Actually they only had a couple of friends coming to dine, but there was a young doctor also from Queens University, whom he felt sure of being able to get, and thought he could find a couple of girls; which his wife was able to do. And so Mathew found this oasis in a great desert of loneliness and, that night, made one of a dinner-party of eight people. And before that, with the help of Ingelow, he found lodgings. Dinner between two young girls, and talk that was mostly about the part of Ireland that he knew, could not make him forget Viola, but it did show him that there were people in the world who did not look askance at him and who even seemed happy to see him. It was like rising up from a fog into the sunlight above it. All four men had been at Queens University, which, like Trinity College in Dublin, sends doctors far from its doors.

Mathew had a merry evening and, not only that, but received two other invitations to dinner, both of which he accepted. And from those dinners he was invited to other entertainments, and gradually disappointment faded away from him, and with it something of the memory of his lost Viola, till the day came when he could bear to think of the past, and even of the sunny downs round Otlingfold, with no pang piercing his spirit. And then one day as he walked in Hyde Park, over which floated a slight mist, he saw glimmering in the mist the face of Eileen, a visionary face, but seen with that clarity that sometimes shows in a portrait more vividly than in the living features. And there and then he determined that he would not be plagued by that face, lost beyond hope. And just as he thought this, there came by on the small path along which he was walking a girl with the lovely face that is seen in Rossettis pictures. So closely interwoven are emotion and reason in our minds that I cannot say whether it was the determination he had just formed to thrust away from him for ever the memory of Eileen, now haunting him once again, which made him speak to this girl, or whether it was merely a young mans fancy lightly turning, as Tennyson said, to thoughts of love, against which so many of the by-laws of the Park have been wisely framed. Whatever it was, he spoke. She had three courses open to her; to call the police, to ignore him, or to give to his friendly greeting a friendly answer. She paused just for an instant, and chose the third. They walked then for a little way, and then sat on two green chairs and talked together, and the live and beautiful girl banished the vision that troubled him from the mist. Her beauty was totally different from Eileens, yet she was beautiful. She was a housemaid, working in Bayswater, and told Mathew much of her life. And he told her all about his that was inessential, for it would have taken a pundit from Asia, or some rare sage, to understand his lonely quest for tolerance and his three frightful failures. And yet they got on well together, though she sensed his reticence, and saw how all his travels revolved round some central point which she had not been shown. Her name was Nancy; she told him no other; and they arranged to meet again next day.

And next day they did meet, and on the day after, each time at the same place in the Park at which they had first met, and which had its romance for them for that reason. Thence they walked far through the Park, looking at trees and shrubs and statues and flower beds, that so many have seen so often that they notice them no longer; they were new to Mathew, and to both of them they seemed clad with a radiance and to have an intensity that they did not show to everyone. In the evenings of each of those days Mathew dined out, and was enjoying the tail end of a London season, for some remnant of London seasons still lingered on into those years, and Ingelows friends were being kind to this lonely young man without relations in London, who had interesting travels to tell of. Dining out by night and walking out with a housemaid by day may seem strangely incompatible occupations; but Mathew, whose creed it was to be deterred by no religious barriers, was not going to be deterred by any social ones, but turned to beauty wherever it might be found. And certainly Nancy had beauty, which greatly increased when Mathew asked to be allowed to see her lips, which she had hidden till then with paint, as Turkish ladies used to hide theirs with the yashmak. For she had those full and shapely lips that you see in Rossettis pictures. And she did as Mathew asked, and their beauty shone out at him. What would have been incompatible to many was to Mathew a means of extending his wide sympathies. In the evenings he spoke warmly of upholding what was left of the Union, for he dined among people several of whom were in London from Northern Ireland, soon to return there, whose own lives depended upon the Union, and who went so far as to say that the continuance of the Empire depended on it. And Mathew spoke sincerely of the Union, that meant to him what it did to them; and they all put him down as a good young Conservative, which all through those evenings he was. But in daylight in the Park walking with Nancy he heard hard tales of the lives of those who labour. At it all day, said Nancy. And I couldnt get out to the Park now, if I wasnt careful to slip out when she wasnt watching. Nancy had no original ideas, and yet she was able to tell Mathew things that were entirely new to him, for she had a vote and had received instruction from one of the candidates as to how to use it; she would not listen to the other; and she had many arguments that she could produce about the lot of labour of which Mathew had never thought, and their novelty interested him. Of art, of any of the arts or of anything that education gives, Nancy knew nothing. But she had a fresh delight in the source of all those things, which she shared with Mathew, and to which she fled when she could from the house in which she worked, to see the green blades of grass growing in the Park, the plane-trees with their pretty, untidy bark and their round seeds hanging, and all the different ducks on the Serpentine, and the seagulls sailing over it, and the sparrows that hopped about quite near them, wondering if there would be crumbs. And from all these things Nancys beauty seemed to draw a fascination for Mathew, so that sparrows and grass and trees seemed illumined by it and shone with a glow that was more than what they got from the sunlight. Mathew knew nothing of the source of the beauty of the things that were shining around him, he only knew that he walked in a lovely place, the tutelary dryad of which seemed to be Nancy. In that happy mood, as she was the source of it, it was easy for Nancy to lead him to a small meeting being held near the Marble Arch, to hear the arguments that had been sown in Nancys heart by the Labour candidate, set forth by an orator. So they walked across to the meeting and stood in the little crowd. The speaker was sincere, and the sympathies of Mathew at once went out to him, as he set forth the case of Labour, which had always appealed to Nancy because she did not like her employer. Sometimes the speaker made a good point, and Mathew, appreciating a good point for its own sake, called out Hear, Hear, and clapped with the rest. In politics those who are in favour of A and B must also be in favour of X and Y. For A B C and W X Y Z are all of them items of the party programme. Therefore the man who condoled with the hard lives of such as Nancy was also opposed to the Union, and said so in several well-chosen words. Again there was applause from the crowd; again Mathew joined in. Then they walked away towards the house in Bayswater to which Nancy had to return, not through the street but parallel to it through the calm of the Park. Nancy was delighted with Mathews support of the political creed with which she cheered herself when working for an employer she did not like, and which was to her the kind of solace such as some find from a canary that they keep in a cage. And Mathew, having pleased Nancy, was happy with a reflected happiness that shone for him with a radiant light like that which beats back from the afterglow at sunset on one of the Alps.

They parted at Lancaster Gate and Mathew walked back to his lodgings, alone across the Park. Nobody saw him and Nancy when they walked together there; they chose unfrequented paths and nobody troubled to look at them. But when they went to the meeting they had been seen. There was a Conservative there, who was listening in order to report what arguments were being used at the meeting, and he was one of the men who had dined with Mathew at a house of some friends of the Ingelows. And he recognized him, and he left before Mathew saw him. Mathew knew nothing of this and was looking forward to more invitations, which had, indeed, been promised him verbally. But no more invitations came.


CHAPTER XXXIII

THE circle in which the Ingelows moved, whose sympathies were with Ulster and where many had their homes, would not have turned against a man because he was not a Unionist, though they were unlikely to pick such a man for their friend; but they had heard him speak fervently for the Union, and now it was reported that he had attended a meeting of the other side and been seen applauding its arguments. And the report went round that circle as the echoes of a stroke will go round a gong, and once more the slur of a traitor was upon Mathew. In addition to that, it was said of him by one lady, and all the others in that circle soon heard, And I hear he is walking out with a housemaid, as they call it in that class.

That she was walking out with anyone Nancy never told Mrs. Meegan, the lady for whom she worked; but she told her mother, who lived in another part of London, that she was doing so with a nice young gentleman. And her mother was glad of the news, for she was a charwoman herself and had known poverty, and knew all that that meant, and saw, from various details her daughter mentioned, a prospect of Nancys escape from the hard conditions in which she lived herself.

Mathew strangely cut off, as it seemed to him, from those parties he had so much enjoyed, was thrown more than ever on the society of Nancy. And then one afternoon when she could not escape from Mrs. Meegan he was all alone in the Park, feeling lonelier than ever. And then there came to his mind a curious thing he had seen when walking with Nancy, something that he had scarcely noticed at the time and that Nancy had not noticed at all; a dark-skinned man of he knew not what race, sitting cross-legged, perfectly motionless on the grass, meditating. And though Mathew had passed by talking to Nancy and looking often into her lovely face, the memory of this other scene had become printed on his mind and remained with him. Alone in the Park he remembered it now, all the more because he had been far from any religion for some days, failing to exhibit to the world, as he felt that he should, the teaching he had got from Ferazi Bey. He was ill at ease without Nancy, alone with the thoughts that were troubling him, seeing that men and women who had been friendly were now turning against him, and not knowing why. Could it be that his whole mission had failed? That wherever he went he was a failure? Could it be that the teaching given at Mihr Abad was sowed on the wrong soil by him and would never bring forth any fruit? What should he have done, he wondered, where he had failed? What should he do in future? For such problems he needed calm, and longed for wide spaces. But here he heard the sound of the traffic, though distant, and, what disturbed him more, saw a look of hurry in the faces of those who passed him; and Hyde Park seemed not the place to soothe his troubled mind, or in which to work out his problems, if they could be worked out. And then help came to him, again from the East, and he remembered a Chinese proverb someone had told him, which said, Noise is not in the market place, nor quiet in the hills, and he understood that the calm of Sahara, or of the Ganges at sunset, could be found in the mind. Why, then, should he not seek that calm that the man from Asia had sought near where he was standing now? And would that not be using, and even perhaps spreading westwards, the teaching with which Ferazi Bey had entrusted him? This idea had not come to him quickly; but, if thought had been slow, there was no slowness in Mathews action once the idea had come, and feeling that he had found what he ought to do, he did it. He stepped over a low iron railing, walked a few yards, and sat down, cross-legged as the Asiatic had done, and fell deep into contemplation. He was not at once deep in it: he saw at first the bright Serpentine before him and birds sailing over it, and people passing by; but then from his memory of calm spaces he drew scenes that solaced his thoughts, till his thoughts became more pervasive than the sight of his eyes, and he saw again, though dimly, the Saharas huge blue circle and the Arabs praying, and not far away, it seemed, the holy river of the Hindus, receiving its glowing messages from the twilight. And he saw again the dark hill of Mihr Abad, and the moonlight bright on the Bosphorus. And among all these scenes his thoughts rested, no longer worried by troubles, which fell away from them like tiny and tired flies.

He did not know how long he meditated, nor who or what came by. But one that did come by was Nancy, who got away from Mrs. Meegan late and was hurrying to find Mathew. And she came along the path near where he was sitting, and looked into his face and he did not see her. Once she even spoke his name, but he did not seem to hear. Would Ferazi Bey have approved because Mathew in that meditation was following some cult of one of the creeds? Or would he who taught that no creed should be neglected have held that love was equally one of the creeds, and that he should not have neglected Nancy? Mathew did not know. And he never knew she was there. And he never saw Nancy again.

Nancy, before returning to Bayswater, got on to a bus and went straight to her mother. I am finished with that young gentleman, she said.

Why ever? said the old charwoman. (Fellow Men Novel)

Because I am, said Nancy.

Dont you do it, said her mother. You have had a quarrel and its his fault or yours, and I dont care which and you neednt tell me, because I dont know which, and I am going on not knowing. But what I do know is that if you marry him youll have carpets to walk on, and if you dont marry him youll go on scrubbing floors till you are too old to scrub them; and then youll come to my job, which is going on scrubbing them still, and I know what that is. Dont you do it. Dont you quarrel with that nice young man, or let him quarrel with you.

Hes mad, mother, said Nancy.

Mad, is he? said she.

Yes, hes mad, said Nancy. I saw him sitting on the grass in the Park, with a look in his eyes like what I cant say; but he didnt see me. He didnt see anything except what was in that wild fancy of his that he was looking at. I stood right in front of him and he didnt see me.

Mad, is he? said her mother again. Thats different. Yes, youre right. A man may lose his money and get it again; but once his wits go you never know. He might cut your throat one night. And not only that, but they wouldnt hang him. Hed only go to Broadmoor, where I understand they have very nice gardens. And it wouldnt bring you back even if they did hang him.

Then am I right, mother? asked Nancy.

Yes, if hes mad, said her mother.

He was staring straight before him, said Nancy, and couldnt see me.

Thats madness all right, said her mother.

Then its back to Mrs. Meegan for me, said Nancy.

Thats right, said the old charwoman. Shes a bit hard on you sometimes, but not so hard as you think. A bit irritable, likely. But not mad. Keep away from madness. I know a lot about it. Ive read about it a hundred times. Half the big crimes come from it. I dont know what the papers would do without it.

Yes, said Nancy, I was reading about a case only yesterday.

Oh, that one, said her mother. That was nothing. I read of a case only last year. There was quite a young girl. Called Nancy, come to think of it, same as you. And there was a man. And he bought a long knife specially for the purpose. And she told a tale which, though it had brightened her evenings when first she read of it, is a bit too gruesome for me to give to my readers.

Well, thats all right, mother, said Nancy. Im shut of him now.

And she went back to Bayswater.


CHAPTER XXXIV

NANCY had never told Mathew in what house she worked in Bayswater, and had, indeed, avoided even bringing him near to where Mrs. Meegan lived. And now he strayed about the Park day after day, hoping to see Nancy again near where they had always met. But Nancy was not there. So he drifted across the Park, till he came to where among little groups near the Marble Arch one man was preaching the politics of the Labour party, to which he and Nancy had listened before; for he thought he might find her there. But she was not there either, and the mans arguments sounded empty and dull to him, through no fault of the orator, but because the absence of Nancy took the enchantment from all familiar scenes upon which it had seemed to glow. Restless and unsatisfied, he heard a louder voice speaking from a little rostrum near; and, with the need of change that the unsatisfied always have, he began to listen to what the other man was saying. It was not any contradiction of what the speaker for Labour was saying, for they are very careful not to quarrel with one another at that end of the Park. There was such a speaker further along the line, but not within hearing of the Labour mans little audience. The man who had begun to catch Mathews attention was a total abstainer, speaking against strong drink. They, he was proclaiming, and by They he always meant men who drank alcohol, they soon come to rely so much upon alcohol, that they can do nothing without that false friend. If two of such men meet after a long while and wish to be glad to see each other again, what do they do? They call in that evil spirit to help them to be glad. They drink together. To what subjection have the spirits of those men fallen, if without the aid of that devil they cannot even rejoice, that devil who promises merriment, strength and sound judgement, and whose only object is the wrecking of homes. That devil, I said, my friends; but it is rather a band of devils. And, when they get together, their destroying powers are not merely added, but multiplied. It is in the cocktail that they meet together, huddled in little assemblies and plotting against Man. Yes, my friends, when I was young, the mixing of drinks was the last stage, the last stage of all in a drunkards career. But now young girls of seventeen begin there, begin where the drunkard ended. They banish their shyness with this deadly aid at parties. And how much simplicity and wisdom and sensitiveness do they banish with it? We have beaten millions of Germans. How many millions of cocktails will it take to beat us?

That devil, my friends, sits too often beside the drivers of motor-cars, seeking whom he may destroy, like the older devil his father. And it is not only the drunken driver who kills. It is the driver whom perhaps only a single glass has persuaded that his touch on the wheel, and his sense of where instantly to steer, is subtler and quicker than it was before he dulled his judgement with alcohol. With the second glass he may become thoughtless about what may be round the bend in the road, with the third glass he may not care, with the fourth glass he may resent that there should be anything round the bend, with the fifth glass he may be angry with it, and with the sixth glass he may kill. As the man becomes duller and foolisher with every glass, he believes he becomes subtler and wiser. That is what that devil tells him. That is what it leads him to do. And how much more, my friends? For, once a man has touched strong drink, he is never truly sober again.

Here! That is a bit much, came a voice from the little crowd.

No, my friend, said the speaker, it is not. For true sobriety is the unimpaired judgement and the sensitive feelings that have never been dulled by alcohol.

Here. You dont say that one drink can do all that, said the same voice from the little crowd.

I say that something of the power of the reason is destroyed, said the speaker, with every drug. And what is destroyed can never return.

Well, thats too much for me, said his questioner. I am off to have a drink.

And he went away, and a few dropped away with him, and the little ring began to fall in and dissolve like something that is melting; till the speaker, finding that he had only five or six left, said, Well, that, my friends, will be all.

But Mathew stood still where he was on the outskirts of what had been the audience, some yards away from the speaker, at whom he was still gazing; for he recognized the mans sincerity, and his sympathy went out to him more for the sake of that sincerity than his theme. And as he saw the sincerity in the speaker, so the speaker saw loneliness and forlornness in the lost look of Mathew. He was speaking there in Hyde Park to save men from their troubles, nearly all of which, he argued, arose from drink; and here was a man whose troubles seemed to come from some other source. But it was still trouble.

When all the rest had gone, and the man was packing up the little desk from which he spoke, and Mathew was still standing there, the speaker looked up and caught his eye; and Mathew walked slowly towards him.

Brother, you look dejected, said the speaker.

Do I? said Mathew.

You need a stimulant, Brother, he said.

Perhaps I do, said Mathew. But what?

The finest in the world, Brother, said the speaker, with his little desk now folded up and under his arm. The grandest pick-me-up. Water.

Well, I was rather depressed, said Mathew, as you said. But I think I want something stronger than that.

No, no, Brother. Come and hear us, said the speaker. We talk it all over in our committee rooms afterwards.

Mathew had drifted there without any object other than finding Nancy, wherein he had failed. So he was as easily persuaded to walk away from the Park with the speaker as a feather is persuaded to go with a little breeze; and they walked away together northward.

My name is Josiah Parker, said the other man. We all have a talk in our committee rooms, and a little prayer meeting afterwards. And we hope to lift this great curse from Europe.

From the whole of Europe? asked Mathew.

It will take time of course, said Josiah Parker.

Mathew, always ready to reach out to other mens sympathies, as Ferazi Bey had taught him, asked eagerly how they would do it. With science and prayer, said Josiah Parker. They are powerful allies. Science to demonstrate the harm that alcohol does. Prayer to rouse men to fight against it. What is your trouble, Brother?

My trouble, said Mathew, pausing to find words to explain it away. And then the sympathy and sincerity of the other man overcame him and stopped his search for meaningless phrases, and he poured out his troubles as they walked northwards.

It is intolerance, said Mathew. All mens intolerance. And I cannot make headway against it. I have tried, and they hate me because of it, and I have failed everywhere.

Come with us, Brother, said the other man, and help us preach against evil, and to root out the main source of it. You will find no intolerance among us, we have calm minds, not inflamed brains. We are never intolerant. No evil spirit goads us.

It was not the cause, but the sympathy, and that assurance that at last he had found a little haven from the intolerance of the world, that decided Mathew; and he said, adopting the other mans phraseology, I will come with you, Brother.

Between the Park and the high ground, on slopes rising up from the Thames, if one could only see them, but they were hidden by houses, Josiah Parker brought Mathew to the house in which was what he called his committee rooms. It was one room on the ground floor, to the right of the hall. The room was carpetless and the air tasted of stale tobacco. And there were the Rechabites, half a dozen of them. They rose up as Josiah Parker came in, saying to him, What news, Brother?

I have made a convert, said Parker. He is here. He will help the Cause.

It was pleasant to Mathew to see how glad they were to welcome him, coming as he had come from so many failures, meeting so many enmities, two of which had threatened his life. None of these men was smoking, so that Mathew did not know where the odour of old smoke came from. It seemed that they neither smoked nor drank, and most of them did not shave.

I was listening to Mr. Parkers address, said Mathew, as they all greeted him. And I think he made a very sound case.

No misters here, said a tall bearded man, who was evidently the leader. We are all brothers who work for this cause.

Mathew apologized, and said something about teetotallers.

And do not call us that, said the leader. For it has no meaning, and was only a word of contempt invented in order to taunt a great man, who happened to have a stutter. We are the Rechabites.

But he smiled all the while as he spoke, and Mathew saw that he had given them no offence, even before their leader added the words: But call us what you will. We shall not mind.

And Josiah Parker said: There is no intolerance amongst us. You are safe from it here. All men are our brothers, without any distinction of creed, politics, colour or class, and we only wish to save them from the great curse of alcohol.

And Mathew was introduced all round, and they all called him Brother, and he learned that the bearded leaders name was Slodman. The house was evidently a lodging house, in which some of these men, the Council of the Rechabites as they were called, had bedrooms, and he did not know where the others lived. But there were other lodgings near, and they offered to find rooms for Mathew in one of the neighbouring streets, away from that great Babylon, as they called the more fashionable part of London. And they sometimes spoke of it as that Desert of Sin where the false waters are shining, by which they meant alcohol. And Mathew agreed to leave the lodgings he had, and to come to the new ones that night. And they asked him to have supper with them in their little room. We have it soon, said Slodman. We keep early hours.

And Mathew accepted with genuine delight, for, though he could get food enough, he was sorely in need of fellowship, the real fellowship that there is among intense and sincere spirits; and in such company Mathew was always sincere himself, for his sympathies went out towards such intensities. No distinction of creed, they had told him. And that was his own rule, that he had got from Ferazi Bey. And no distinction of politics. So he was safe here from the perils that threatened his life in Ireland, and from what afflicted him more than those perils, loneliness of spirit.

You must come to our Bethel tomorrow, said Slodman. For the next day was Sunday. That is what we call our chapel. We have services there to strengthen the spirits of our speakers, and arm them when they fight against the Destroyer.

Then Mathew went away to get his luggage from the lodgings that he had, while one of the brotherhood of the Rechabites found a room for him in lodgings near by. And when he returned with all his luggage in a taxi, supper had been laid on the table. And eating cold ham with bread and butter, they showed to Mathew their glittering hopes for the world, which dazzled his simple mind, and he rejoiced to hear of the coming of that better, more peaceful age, which we have not seen. Yet it glowed very brightly in the little room round the deal table, that age that never came. Nor could it have come. For they planned to bring it by preaching drink away; so that, with nothing to inflame mens passions any more, they would be friendly with one another, as they were meant to be and as this little group was, and there would be no more war. But war does not come from mens passions: it comes from a huge need of Nature. And when the numbers of mankind exceed the food that there is for them to eat, it is then that those passions arise, and war follows, but only as the thundercloud follows its shadow over the fields, and is not brought on by the shadow. A vain hope. But how brightly it shone. And it bathed Mathew in its radiance. So that it was not the coming of the age of peace that so much warmed his heart, as the intensity and sincerity of the spirits in which that bright hope flowered.

Devoutly next day Mathew went to the chapel of the Rechabites, a few streets from the room in which he had had supper with their Council. Others besides the Rechabites attended that chapel, in which one of the many sects of Christianity worshipped. But the main object of the services there, after worship, was to strengthen the cause of total abstinence, and it was preached there that salvation for the drinkers of strong drink was impossible. These alone could not be saved. On this subject the minister, taking for his text the sixth verse of the thirty-fifth chapter of Jeremiah, preached that day, using arguments that Mathew had already heard in the Park and many more, sketching the gradual descent from a drink with meals to a drink on an empty stomach, and downward still to mixed drinks and the deadly one for the road, step by step to the hell of the Rechabites.

And here Mathew was happy, for he felt that he had found a religion at last in which he could feel at sympathy with the worshippers around him in accordance with the bidding of Ferazi Bey, a religion that had no enemies that would hate him for having adhered to it, but which had its altar among heedless streets, whose inhabitants went to various churches, when they went to any at all, and paid no heed to what faiths might be the choice of their neighbours. So was assuaged the loneliness of his spirit; but more than that, rescue from loneliness seemed to be promised, for there was a girl in the congregation with the fresh young face that only youth can give, and which time had not taken away from her, nor drink nor paint nor tobacco. He knew that he would never see Nancy again. Eileen and Viola were lost to him. Had he at last found someone where it seemed that there were no bitternesses of sects and of politics to dash them apart? All these thoughts flashed through Mathews mind and brightened it in an instant, an instant illuminated by a glance at the girl, whose eye caught Mathews eye. How happy he could be living among these frugal, peaceful people, this little sect that had no enemies. He felt like one who among quicksands and perilous bogs has at last come to a rock. And there was something in the girls face that seemed trustful and to be trusted. And though it was all in one instant, he felt sure that if they could become friends she would never desert him. And her glance had seemed to promise that they might. He did not trouble about who she was or where she lived, being quite sure that all in that little community knew each other well. He had only to ask Josiah Parker. So he walked away with him from the chapel when the service was over, and at first they spoke of the sermon.

That text is our charter, said Josiah, our charter from Heaven.

And he quoted that verse from the thirty-fifth chapter of Jeremiah again to Mathew: For they said we will drink no wine: for Jonadab the son of Rechab our father commanded us, saying, Ye shall drink no wine, neither ye nor your sons for ever.

And Mathew returned with Josiah Parker, and all the rest of the council of the Rechabites, to the room in which he first met them the day before. And there they talked over the different points of the sermon, and that text was quoted again.

Is it not terrible, said Slodman, that that injunction against strong drink ends with the words nor your sons for ever? They did not even contemplate, not even at the moment of that injunction, that women could ever take strong drink. And look how it is now!

Mathew was not sure that there was no reference in the Bible to women drinking wine. And yet he agreed heartily with Slodman; for it was the teaching of Ferazi Bey that he should enter fully into whatever religion might shine upon his spirit, as all religions, according to that teaching, do. Lunch was to be hurried and scanty on that day, for they were all going to the Park to speak in turns; to fight, as they said, against the Destroyer of Nations. Mathew left them, to find lunch for himself, happy to have found this haven. And if a strange haven, it was a very real one to him, alone as he was, and led till now by his peculiar creed to failure after failure. And they had told him the name of the girl whose eyes and his had met in the chapel, and had promised to take him to her parents house and to introduce him to her. Happily he walked away through the streets of Marylebone, looking for what he soon found, a place where he could have lunch, for he wished not to strain the resources of his new friends by sharing their ham too often. This he had done, and walked out into the street again, wondering where to go. A little to the north of him beyond the gasworks, whose dark buildings he clearly saw, one of the events of Marylebones year had ended the day before, and fragments of dark-blue cornflowers and light-blue badges still gave a touch of brightness to an occasional paving stone, flotsam and jetsam of the Eton-and-Harrow match that the waves of time had not yet drifted away. And, walking down one of those streets, Mathew saw to his great astonishment his Irish friend Brook-Alingtone. He would not have been surprised to have seen him south of the Park, for he knew that the Brook-Alingtones often came to London, but far in the north of Marylebone he was astonished to see him. Brook-Alingtone greeted him cheerily, and soon explained what he was doing there.

We and my boy have come over to see the Eton-and-Harrow match, he said. I have taken a house for a week near the ground. You must come and dine with us.

Thank you very much, said Mathew. It is very kind of you. When shall I come?

Better come tonight, said Brook-Alingtone. We are only here for another day or two.

And that was arranged.

Then Mathew went back to the room of the Rechabites, who had returned jubilant from the Park, for they had made two new converts, whom they had brought with them. One was a drunkard who had sworn to reform, and the other a young man with no particular views, who, carried away by the Rechabites eloquence, had been convinced by their arguments. Not only two souls saved, said Slodman in his speech of welcome to the new converts, but the time brought nearer by two moments, two days perhaps, or even two years, when that craftiest and falsest of all the devils will be overcome, and drowned in honest water.

And with these words ringing in his ears Mathew left, and walked to his new lodgings. For it was time to dress for the dinner that he was to have with the Brook-Alingtones.


CHAPTER XXXV

HAPPY though Mathew had been among the fervent and friendly Rechabites, he was glad to be back that evening in the cultured life that had deserted him ever since he had been seen applauding the Labour mans speech and walking out with a housemaid. Once again he sat at a nice table, once I again he enjoyed talk with pleasant people on many topics, all the more welcome to him after that dreary room in which he heard only one. The Rechabites had easily won his sympathies and had his full concurrence in their one topic; but it was a pleasant change to hear others. Yet so genuine had been his sympathy with those eager men, and their arguments and the sermon that he had heard preached in their chapel, that he refused the champagne that was being served at dinner, and drank water instead, till Brook-Alingtone said, You must have a little, Perry, because we are going to drink to Etons victory.

Oh, yes, said his son. You must.

Still Mathew hesitated, his memory echoing still with such tremendous arguments.

Then those words were heard from Brook-Alingtone that have so often been heard before, A little wont hurt you.

Well, a little, then, said Mathew.

And the butler poured out champagne for him, little heeding Mathews statement that that was enough, until his glass was nearly full.

The little party consisted of Mr and Mrs. Brook-Alingtone, and young Brook-Alingtone and a girl for him to talk to and another for Mathew, who could well have lost his heart to one of the merry girls, had that heart not been beating already in time to the rhythmic dance of a visionary figure in air, whose face was the face of the girl he had seen in the chapel, flickering now in the haze of memory where the face of Eileen used to shine. Easily might she otherwise have captured Mathews susceptible heart.

As the dinner proceeded, Mathew learned how much he had lost when the doors of pleasant parties were closed to him, leaving him all alone in lodgings, till he met the Rechabites, whose carpetless room and bare table lacked so much that was round him here and which he appreciated more and more as memories came back to him of that kind of life that is the flower of our civilization. All were in merry mood, rejoicing in the long sequence of Etons victories; and Mathew entered into it, unguided by the far hand of Ferazi Bey. For Ferazi Beys teaching had directly concerned religion; and yet it was wider, if possible, even than religion, for it aimed at the fellowship of Man. And celebrating as it did the great event of an Etonian year, this dinner had almost a touch of sanctity about it, and Mathew felt with them all as he had felt with the Rechabites. Perhaps some eternal fitness of things was rewarding him now for his kindness to the lonely Hindu. For here he was the lonely wanderer to whom shelter was being given, shelter from the great loneliness that can be experienced in London.

It was a warm night in July, a night pleasant in open air through which moths are flashing, but oppressive in diningrooms. Mrs. Brook-Alingtone asked to have the window open, and Michael drew back the curtains and opened it wide to the blue night and the calmer air. And the golden light of the dining-room lit the pavement.

Now, said Brook-Alingtone, we must drink to victory.

They all sprang up, holding their glasses of champagne.

Floreat Etona, said Brook-Alingtone. And all drank. Mathew was glad that he had been abstaining from drink lately, for it made the champagne taste all the better.

Floreat Etona, he said, entering fully into the spirit of the occasion and raising his glass again, though he had not been at Eton.

I dont think, said Brook-Alingtone, who had heard of the episode with Harrity, that, if this gets out, any Harrow boy will want to murder you.

You never know, said Michael, his glassful of champagne encouraging this wild outburst of partisanship, and they all laughed at his joke. Would such a joke have sounded funny in Dublin, wondered Mathew? Would anyone have laughed there? And, laughing still, the ladies went upstairs. And Brook-Alingtone set a decanter of port before him, glowing on the white cloth. When he offered some to Mathew, Mathew refused, for the arguments of the Rechabites were still clear in his mind. For the champagne there had been legitimate excuse, but not for the port. And again words were said by Brook-Alingtone that have been heard before, and have gone all round the world, always exerting a powerful influence, A glass of port wont hurt you.

And the words influenced Mathew, as they have influenced others, and he accepted it and drank it. How much brighter the room seemed then than that dingy room of the Rechabites. And it was brighter, thought Mathew: this was no delusion of alcohol. One glass of champagne and one of port were all that he had.

Talk ran back to the old country. Harrity was still up in the Dublin mountains when Brook-Alingtone had last heard of him, coming sometimes to Dublin, disguised, to see a girl, and going back to the mountains.

Old bullet-wounds sometimes stir long after they have been healed, as a nerve the old bullet had cut twitches to do its work again; so Mathews heart throbbed with the thought that that girl might be Eileen, for the blow that she had dealt it had not quite killed it. Forgetting for a moment the girl in the chapel, he asked who the girl was for whom Harrity stole into Dublin.

Oh, I dont know, said Brook-Alingtone. Some girl from the North, I believe.

Mathew did not even wince, but he talked no more of Ireland. Once more Brook-Alingtone and his son drank to Eton. But Mathew did not join them, for he had been impressed by the arguments that he had heard in the Park, in the chapel and in the dingy room. The two glasses that he had had were exceptions.

Very rarely the tap of passing feet on the pavement disturbed the stillness of the summers night that hung over Marylebone. It v as late when Mathew said good-bye to his kind host and hostess and the rest of the party; and the streets were entirely deserted as he walked back to his lodgings.


CHAPTER XXXVI

MATHEW went round next day to the room of the Rechabites in the afternoon. But Josiah Parker met him at the door, saying: Not today, Brother. There is a private meeting of the committee now. There is a meeting tomorrow at four, to which you are invited.

Josiah Parker said no more and walked back into the room, and Mathew was left wondering. He wanted to be introduced to the girl he had seen in the chapel, as they had promised to introduce him. Now it must be postponed to another day. And Mathew did not know what to do with himself. To the southward, down the slope upon which he stood, were many of the treasures of the world, that he might have seen; but he no more thought of leaving Marylebone and those men to whom he had given his comradeship, and even his faith but for one little lapse, and that girl who lived somewhere near, than a planet thinks of leaving its orbit. And so the day dragged by drearily for him, till he left the cares of the pavement and his small room by reading a book at his lodgings. He went early to bed, and spent the next morning listlessly, and in the afternoon went to the committee-room of the Rechabites, arriving there at four. He found them all there, as well as the two new converts, all seated round the table, and some that he did not know, standing along the wall. They turned their heads as he entered, but no one rose. There was one empty chair.

Take a seat, Brother, said Slodman, pointing to it with his hand.

Mathew did as he was told. For a while all sat in dead silence. Then more began to arrive, men and women whom he had seen at the chapel. As there were no chairs for so many, the new arrivals stood along the wall with the others. And then the girl whose eyes had met his in the chapel came in, looking as fresh and lovely as ever. But she did not look at him. And then Slodman rose, which was not their usual custom when they spoke in that room. Brothers, he said, and our sisters. I have summoned you to speak to you of something about which I have never told you before; so that, when we have taught you of the peril of that great devil Alcohol and his great power to destroy, you may have thought there was none more terrible than he. This is not so, brothers and sisters, for there is one whose power to do evil is even more terrible; and that is any man who goes from labouring with us over to the other side, over to the enemy, to mock our work and try to bring it to naught. Such a man, my brothers and sisters, is worse than many devils. Such a man knows our plans and the weapons with which we fight, which are our strong arguments and our righteous example, and he betrays them to the enemy that they may be assailed with mockery, and that there may be triumph among those devils that hate us and that would ruin Man. One who has prayed in our chapel, and who abjectly bows down to the great devil Alcohol; bows down I said, nay, who rises up with uplifted glass in honour of that great devil; such a man breaks our ranks, to plant in our midst the banner of the enemy. I mention no names, my brothers and my sisters. I only say that, if such a man penetrates into our Bethel, he is more deadly than all the devils he worships. I mention no names.

Yes, it was once more what Mathew had known so often, once more his searching sympathies had made him a pariah. Once more his yearning towards his fellow men was about to end like this. He rose from the table and slipped through the little crowd towards the door.

Yes, let him slink away, said Slodman. I mention no names. But let any slink away who has come among us and worshipped with us and yet serves the enemy, the great enemy of us and of all mankind. An open enemy we will fight, though armed with the strength of Apollyon. But what shall we do with a false friend?

Nobody made way for Mathew, and he had not yet reached the door. Ugly looks were cast at him as he got to it.

What would these men do? What the answer to Slodmans question? Had they been armed, thought Mathew, would they have been any gentler than Harrity? But these men carried no arms, and he reached the door. But he had not yet escaped from the fury of Slodman.

If we are at war with the enemy of mankind, the denunciation went on, as we are at war with that great devil, we are at war with his allies also. If we repulse, as we do, the one, we will drive out the other. Brothers and sisters, let none who would not shake hands with Apollyon, ever have ought to do....

But Mathew had reached the door by now, and slipped through and closed it and hurried away, and heard no more of what Slodman had to say of the one whose name he forbore to mention.

When a man has followed any quest and it fails him, he does not immediately look round for something else to do, for life seems too empty for that, and the whole world seems without any occupation to follow. All that had happened to Mathew hitherto were separate blows that had not stricken his spirit, severe though all of them were. But this blow was the last, and had killed his hopes. His quest was over.

And now, he wondered, as he walked away an outcast from these men that had called him brother, what should he do? In all London he only knew Ingelow. And Ingelows friends had turned against him. For they had dropped him as suddenly as all others had dropped him, though more politely. The Brook-Alingtones were leaving London next day. Should he see them before they left, and touch for a few moments an oasis of friendship in what seemed to him this great loneliness? But no. For there seemed to Mathew to be some strange fate that hovered above the table of the Brook-Alingtones; and he thought of the feasts of the Barmecides, those unfortunate revellers from whose hands were snatched by Harpies all that they would eat or drink, just as their luxurious viands were about to reach their lips. Like the meats and drinks of that old Greek story, learned at the University, seemed the Brook-Alingtones hospitality, that had now turned twice to disaster. The address of Nancy he did not even know. But she had gone like a will-o-the-wisp at dawn. And like another spirit of the night, faded away with its dreamland, Viola also was lost to him. With his swarm of mournful thoughts, like flies about the head of a lost traveller, Mathew soon came to his lodgings. The moment he entered the house something seemed to Mathew to haunt it, something like ghosts that were calling him all along the passages, calling to him, Mathew. Calling him home. They seemed to be speaking to him in musical whispers of small green hills. All this he felt before he knew what it was. He walked two yards into the house, and then he realized that his landlady had turned on her wireless, and once again he was hearing the Derry air, that called to him out of the ether. And it is one of those things that do call to Irishmen, even at the ends of the earth. The wistful longings of the ages seemed to be packed into the melody, to make beauty out of old sorrows. Other tunes call Irishmen from across the world, with a call that is often heeded and often not, but the call is always heard by them. And not only tunes will call Irish wanderers home; a whiff of smoke will do it, if it go up from one of those brown lumps made by the decay of thousands of seasons of heather which in Ireland is called turf. But, whatever form it take, a world-wide call will echo now and then in the hearts of Irishmen, calling them home. And it was calling Mathew now, calling him to the mild air and clouds riding from the south-west, filling the land with verdure and the hearts of its people with dreams, and calling him back to Eileen, whose face he saw in clear visions again in the dim light of the passage, through which he now walked among echoes of that old song. And to what else was it calling him? To death, as it seemed to Mathew; sure death, where a gentle people so easily awed by violence will give their help to the violent rather than dare to oppose him. And so, wherever he went, he would be by day and by night among Harritys friends, or at least among men prepared to do Harritys bidding, and he would never know who they were. And when he was struck down by night, or even in broad daylight, nobody would dare to give Harrity away, or the man who was doing his work. Well, let Harrity shoot. He would go back, there was nothing more for him here. Nothing more for him anywhere. But he would see Eileen again.


CHAPTER XXXVII

EARLY one morning Mathew arrived at Kingstown, where the hills were glittering in the light of a low sun, whose radiance was flashing back from the walls of houses under a sky from which the flush of dawn had only lately gone. But the freshness of the new day and the lucid sky over his native land did little to light the sombre thoughts of Mathew, and the beauty of Kingstown in the morning shone for him like flowers of the wreaths at a funeral. For it was only despair that had brought him back to Ireland. He would see Eileen once again. But he had no hope. In lovers quarrels there may be arguments, and justification may be found among them. But Eileen had thrown him off with a single word. He was sure she was the girl from the North whom Harrity came to see, or was doing so before the Brook-Alingtones left Ireland. How could he help it, thought Mathew, when once he had seen that beautiful face, which Mathew in his folly had let him see? No, nothing awaited him now but death at the hands of Harrity, and if he went near Eileen that death would come all the quicker. Yet he would see Eileen. How happy he might have been with her, he thought, but for the intolerances against which he had fought and which had defeated him. In the early light that was bathing the hills of Kingstown he dreamed of the cottage in which they might have lived.

The cottage of his dream was in the South of Ireland, where, with no equality between factions, it was easier for strife to surrender to the will of the south-west wind, and to sleep as the moss and the ivy appeared to sleep. He had seen such a cottage once, when on a visit, near the edge of the Bog of Allen; a cottage and a small garden for vegetables, with a track leading up to the door over the bog between mossy impassable places, the only neighbours the curlews, and the snipe whose cries would be heard dropping into their homes at evening, and the green plover going wildly over the heather at nightfall, hurrying as though they were late and afraid of losing their way and, when winter came, the geese from the northern ends of the earth. The cottage was derelict, but he would rebuild it with the money he got from the sale of his solider house. He saw the dream cottage that he would have built. He saw Eileen there. And then reality came riding back, borne on the echoes of some accustomed sound, the shutting of a door or the noise of a train; and Mathew walked down the gangway, going to his death. But first he would see Eileen.

Out of one window of the train as he went towards Dublin, in low clouds over the sea, he saw the dream cottage, so sheltered from the world by the great peace of the bog; through the other window he saw by glimpses the Dublin mountains, whose gray slopes meant to him death. For there he pictured Harrity lurking with his band of conspirators, an armed desperado; or, worse still, coming down those green slopes even now, towards Mrs. Mulraneys house to have tea with Eileen.

So Mathew went on to Dublin between two dreams, one that could so easily have become real, had Fate smiled, as she now frowned; the other a dream of Harritys, that made a great army out of fifty men, and foresaw an Ireland united under his rule when he should have been crowned at Tara. But all this dream of Harritys had been dreamed some while ago.

As soon as Mathews train arrived at the station he hired an outside car and hurried to Mrs. Mulraneys, for he did not know when one of Harritys men would find him, and did not know how long he might have to live. How beautiful everything is on such occasions! All through Creation there is beauty always; but only to eyes that may soon be closed by a violent death, and to the eyes of lovers, is that beauty usually seen. And Mathew was a lover, although a hopeless one, and soon expected a violent death. To him therefore Earth revealed beauties that through most of our days she hides from us; little patches of moss, in cracks in doorsteps shining like tiny green forests; mica flashing its myriad mirrors from the granite of houses built for magnificence, however destitute now; the beauty of the mountains, ominous though they were to him; the seagulls sailing in bright air, as if watching this child of the sea, this city of Dublin, sent there to watch by its mother, white birds and golden birds and gray birds flying over, the same bird sometimes one and sometimes another; small neglected gardens which weeds had invaded and conquered, but even among those weeds was a wild and humble beauty, which Mathew saw with surprise; and once he saw lean out from a rusty railing budleia in all its glory, which had had the power to call a butterfly in from the fields beyond the city, whose flashing wings brought yet another beauty before those eyes that seemed to Mathew to have little longer in which to see.

Then, still in the early morning, they came to the street in which Mrs. Mulraney dwelt. He did not even know if Eileen would still be there, or if she had gone back to her fathers house in the North. He could only ask. But there was a difficulty about that. For now as they were approaching the house it occurred to Mathew that the maid, who would not open the door to let him out when last he had seen her, would be even less likely to let him in. So he tried to think of an excuse for asking the driver to ring to enquire for Miss OShaughnessy, and could not think of one, and just asked him straight out.

And why wouldnt you ask for the lady yourself, sir? asked the driver.

And then an inspiration came to Mathew, and he said, I am on Harritys business.

There seems little meaning in that remark. Indeed, there was none. No such remark in England, whatever name one gave, would have any effect on a taxi-driver. But in Dublin the effect was electrical. The driver took one look at his face, and then got down from his seat without a word, and silently handing the reigns to Mathew, went to do as he said.

The driver rang the bell, and waited, and rang again and again. But it was too early, and no-one was up.

What was Mathew to do now? The driver looked at him. Mathew paid him in silence, then turned and walked resolutely away down the street. When Mathew got to the end of the street he turned and walked back again, and at the other end he turned again. He walked thus for a quarter of an hour, then rang once more. It was only after he rang that he remembered that his chance of being let in by the maid was small. What should he do this time? But still no-one was up.

So Mathew continued his walk, and as he walked he thought of a plan for getting past the maid. He would have to disguise himself. But how? And it occurred to him to do it by putting a bandage right across his face, over one eye, with his handkerchief. So he did this as he walked, and it gave rather a villainous look to the harmless young man. For another quarter of an hour he walked up and down. He had only brought a handbag with him to Ireland, and this he had left at the cloakroom at Westland Row station. At the end of the quarter of an hour he stopped at the door of Mrs. Mulraneys again, and rang the bell, the bandage over his eye. And this time the bell was answered, and the maid stood in the doorway. Would she recognize him? The fear that she might do so flashed through Mathews mind. What would he do then? But the maid only saw before her a man disguised, which she perceived immediately; and with the utmost politeness she asked him to come in, almost with reverence. For a man disguised in Dublin is on the business of those who may be more powerful than the law, or who next year or the year after may be making the law themselves. So here, thought the maid, was a man to be feared for what he might do, and secretly to be a little admired for daring to go against so dangerous a thing as the law.

Ah, come right in, said the maid. Miss Eileen, is it? Sure, shes here.

She looked away from Mathews bandaged eye, as though her very first glance had not seen it. For a bandage revealed an injury, and an injury implied violence, and into what violent men might choose to do it was better not to enquire, or even to have any knowledge of. So she looked away from the bandage.

Wont you come up to the drawing-room? she said. Theres none of them up yet, but Miss Eileen will be coming down to her breakfast in a minute, and Ill stop her on the way down and tell her youre there. What name shall I say?

What name should she?

Say a forgotten friend, said Mathew.

And the mystery of that went well with the mystery of the bandage, and the maid went off to tell Eileen without another word.

The drawing-room was mournful with happy memories, mournful because they all lay dead as the butterflies of last year, lying stiff in the dust of the floor of an unswept room. But it was not with those memories that he concerned himself now. For his mission was one of despair. His whole quest had failed him, and after five decisive defeats it would be foolish for him to suppose that he could ever, now, overcome the great power against which he had fought so rashly and all alone. It was time for him to recognize that it was the end of his quest, and beyond it no hope shone for him. Then he heard the step of Eileen. For a moment his heart leaped, and then calmed again, for Eileen was equally lost to him whether she were near him or far. And then she entered the room.

Eileen, he said.

Well, Mathew, said she.

And then he remembered the purpose of his visit and said in more frigid tones, I have come to say good-bye. Eileens smile faded. I thought we had said good-bye, she answered.

Yes, for a few years, said Mathew, but this is for ever.

Why? asked Eileen.

Because men who are given twenty-four hours to leave this country, said Mathew, are always shot if they come back.

Why have you come back? she asked.

To see you, he said.

But you never wrote to me, said Eileen.

Did you want me to? asked he.

I only wondered why you didnt, she said.

Did you think I should have written to congratulate you on your engagement? he said.

To whom? asked Eileen.

To Harrity, said Mathew.

I am not engaged to Harrity, she replied.

I thought you thought he was a great hero, said he. He is a great hero, said Eileen.

Then you are in love with him, he answered.

No, said Eileen.

But you think him a great hero, he said.

All Dublin thinks so, she answered.

But you are not going to marry him?

No.

I wish I could be sure of that.

You can.

How?

Because he is in prison for ten years.

In prison! gasped Mathew.

Yes, said Eileen. There was a great war in the mountains, a glorious war.

Mathew had not heard of that war, for it never got into the English papers, but it is among the greatest of Irelands campaigns.

But he lost a battle, Eileen went on, and he is in prison now.

Then he cant shoot me, said Mathew.

Not if you keep away from Mountjoy, said Eileen.

I am sorry, said Mathew. I wanted him to.

Why, may I ask? said Eileen.

Because you thought me a spy, he answered.

But you must have been doing something against Harrity, she said, or why could he have wanted to be shooting you?

I never spied against him, he said. I am not even his enemy.

Whose then? asked she.

I am only the enemy of intolerance, he said.

Intolerance? she repeated.

Only the intolerant are my enemies, said Mathew. And they hate me, or want to kill me or drive me out. All of them. It is the same wherever I go.

Eileen had been meeting his coldness with her coldness. She would not be chilled by his distant manner; so the moment the first breeze blew from it she became herself an iceberg. But now she saw despair in his eyes, and knew where his cold manner had come from. That there was a logical reason for it never occurred to her, or that any warmer greeting could have been expected from a lover she had dismissed with a single word. Nor was there probably much logical reason; for emotions almost entirely govern those situations, which know very little logic. And now she saw him beaten before her, and realized that he had dared to take a bright ideal and to charge with it as with a lance against the world. And of course the world had beaten him.

Intolerance, is it? said she.

Intolerance, he answered. Theres too much of it in Ireland, and too much in all the world, and I was trying to take some of it away. I am no spy. I am only against intolerance. And all men hate me.

And why wouldnt they? said Eileen. Who wants his intolerance taken away from him? Isnt it everything to them? And you want to be taking it away from them. Shame on you!

Oh, Eileen, he said. Thats always been the barrier between us. If it hadnt been for that, we might have been happy. But now...

And still she saw the despair in his eyes.

What have you been doing? she asked.

I have been trying... he said. I have been trying.... But I have failed.

But why have you failed? asked Eileen.

Because I cannot hate, said Mathew.

Because you cannot hate? she repeated.

Yes, he said. I have seen the Arabs pray in the desert. It will be dawn over Asia before our night is gone, and they will be praying in their tents. And in all the little towns beyond the desert their priests will be calling to them from their small towers, and they will be praying while it is still dark in their narrow streets. And, when evening comes, the Hindus will be singing beside their river and playing their music to it. And they hate each other, Mohammedans and Hindus, and I cannot hate either. Oh, Eileen, I cannot hate.

And the words came from him like a bitter cry wrought from his heart by the failure of his fight against the world, as though he looked mournfully at an empty scabbard from which a sword had been lost. I cannot hate, he repeated dolefully. And then he told her the creed of Ferazi Bey, that had been handed down for seventy years in Persia, the teaching, so far as he had understood it, that he had had on that moonlit night upon Mihr Abad. And they are praying now, he said, in mosques and temples and churches, with their human hearts in their faiths, and I must hate all but one, and you must hate all but another.

Would you make me a heretic? she said.

Oh, Eileen, he answered, I only asked for tolerance.

And did you not find it among the heathen? asked Eileen.

I found it nowhere, he answered sadly. It was the same in England. I found people there who would have sheltered me. But I could not hate the people that they hated. And so... Youre not the only one that has cast me out.

I did not cast you out, said Eileen.

I thought you did, said Mathew.

I cant help what you think, she said.

I thought you said we would never get married, he answered.

Did I? said Eileen.

I thought so, he said.

Then you shouldnt think such things, she replied.

And Mathew felt abashed by his mistake, although it had not been a mistake at all. And then he felt the warmth of the dawn of hope, suddenly shining on him.

I was no spy, he said again. I was only against intolerance.

Then she turned on him with a vehemence that she never used again. Intolerance? she exclaimed. It is tolerance that is your trouble. Keep away from it. Who in the world would have his intolerance, as you call it, taken away from him? Would you take a bone from a dog? A good bone with meat on it? You and I dont like bones. But a dog does. Leave him alone with his bone. Tolerance, indeed! Havent you been infuriating everybody youve met, by brandishing it in their faces? Naturally theyve turned against you. Why wouldnt they? And now youve come back to make more trouble here. Tolerance! Who wants it?

Ive heard people say, began Mathew, in a far lower voice than hers, which rang indignantly, through the room and beyond it.

Heard them say, indeed! exclaimed Eileen. Who wants it? Now Ill tell you what well do, Mathew. Ill marry you, and Ill go on being a Catholic; and you are to go on being an Orangeman, and as intolerant as any of them; as any of them, mind you. And as for my religion, which I wont give up for you, or for anybody in the world, youre to call it Popish idolatry. And Ill have no more nonsense about tolerance. Look at all the trouble its got you into. And as for that man that taught you all this nonsense, isnt he only a foreigner? And what would any foreigner know about the way things are, any way? Tolerance indeed! Dont let me hear any more of it. Now, behave yourself, Mathew. I said behave yourself.

And just at that moment was heard one of those coughs that the world knows so well, the kind of cough at the door that a Chinaman an Englishman or a Hindu could interpret equally, or the speaker of any language that men have used; and there was Mrs. Mulraney hovering on the threshold.

I am just going down to see Mary about the beef, she said through the half-opened door.

As it happened, there was not any beef in the house. But Mathew did not know that, and Eileen did not trouble about it.

And now, she said, lets come out and well choose a wedding dress for me, or it wont be ready in time.

And Mathews dream cottage slid down from the clouds to earth, and became soon a reality.
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This collection of thirteen fantasy stories was published in 1931 and is the first of several volumes featuring the eponymous Jorkens. The stories are set in the London gentlemans or adventurers club of which the title character is a member. They usually open with another member mentioning an interesting experience he has had; which rouses Jorkens, who in return for a whisky-and-soda tells an extraordinary tall tale, supposedly from his own past. His stories often tip well over the boundaries of the plausible, into the realms of fantasy, horror, or even science fiction and his auditors can never be quite sure what proportion of what he relates was truly experienced and to what degree he might have embellished.

Dunsanys Jorkens stories, themselves in the tradition of such tall tales as the Baron Munchausen stories, essentially established the genre of the fantastic tall club or bar tale, inspiring such disparate later descendants as L. Sprague de Camp and Fletcher Pratts Tales from Gavagans Bar, Arthur C. Clarkes Tales from the White Hart, Sterling E. Laniers Brigadier Ffellowes stories, Larry Nivens The Draco Tavern stories, Isaac Asimovs Black Widowers mysteries, Spider Robinsons tales of Callahans Place and even the animated cartoon series The World of Commander McBragg.

Typically, the club tale features one particular raconteur notorious for his colourful history and unbelievable reminiscences, who relates memoirs of his life to initially incredulous fellow club members; by the end of the story the latter are usually at least half taken in by the unlikely tale and count the expense well worth it. Major variations include a recurring cast of club members or bar regulars with the story-teller being an outsider, non-fantastic (but still interesting) tales, or settings that are themselves fantastic, rendering the tales themselves more believable within their fictional context. The format has proven endlessly adaptable, with notable instances to be found in the science fiction (Clarke and Robinson) and mystery (Asimov) genres as well as fantasy.

This first volume of Jorkens stories was followed by a further five collections. The last of these, The Last Book of Jorkens did not see print until 2002, despite having been prepared for publication in 1957  this was a particular treat for fans of Dunsany as these stories had been written specifically for book publication but never issued (as opposed to earlier volumes which mainly collected stories that had previously appeared in magazines). Although all the stories have been reprinted, the original editions, especially the third volume, Jorkens Has a Large Whiskey, are highly sought after by collectors. 
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PREFACE

IN recording these tales that I have had from Mr. Jorkens, as nearly verbatim as I am able to remember them, I trust that I may have filled a gap here and there amongst the experience of travellers. I even hope for these tales that they may at certain points advance the progress of Science, and establish our knowledge upon a firmer basis; yet should they fail to do so, I feel that they may at least be so fortunate as to add something of strangeness to parts of our planet, just as it was tending to grow too familiar, and so help to put our knowledge back on to a foundation on which it rested once, so airily shaky as to possess some interest for all that find any charm in the queer and elusive. If I have at any time appeared to imply that Mr. Jorkens exaggerates, such implication is illusory, and I wish my readers to be most solemnly assured that I have nowhere intended to cast any aspersions at all upon his veracity, such being entirely remote from my intention. To have implied that he is a bit fond of a drink is quite a different matter. This I have done because I know that it will cause no pain to Mr. Jorkens. On the contrary he likes it to be known that he needs an occasional stimulant, and values highly the offer of whiskey now and then from a friend. It is not so much the value of the whiskey itself that he thinks of, as the kind thought that prompts the offer of one. This he values equally with one other thing, that he holds to be just as much due to him from his friends, an absolute belief in his statements.


THE TALE OF THE ABU LAHEEB

When I met my friend Murcote in London he talked much of his Club. I had seldom heard of it, and the name of the street in which Murcote told me it stood was quite unknown to me, though I think I had driven through it in a taxi, and remembered the houses as being mean and small. And Murcote admitted that it was not very large, and had no billiard-table and very few rooms; and yet there seemed something about the place that entirely filled his mind and made that trivial street for him the center of London. And when he wanted me to come and see it, I suggested the following day; but he put me off, and again when I suggested the next one. There was evidently nothing much to see, no pictures, no particular wines, nothing that other Clubs boast of; but one heard tales there, he said; very odd ones sometimes; and if I cared to come and see the Club, it would be a good thing to come some evening when old Jorkens was there. I asked who Jorkens was; and he said he had seen a lot of the world. And then we parted, and I forgot about Jorkens, and saw nothing more of Murcote for some days. And then one day Murcote rang me up, and asked me if Id come to the Club that evening.

I had agreed to come; but before I left my house Murcote surprised me by coming round to see me. There was something he wanted to tell me about Jorkens. He sat and talked to me for some time about Jorkens before we started, though all he said of him might be expressed by one word. Jorkens was a good-hearted fellow, he said, and would always tell a story in the evening to anyone who offered him a small drink; whisky and soda was what he preferred; and he really had seen a good deal of the world, and the Club relied on stories in the evening; it was quite a feature of it; and the Club wouldnt be the Club without them, and it helped the evening to pass, anyway; but one thing he must warn me, and that was never to believe a word he said. It wasnt Jorkens fault; he didnt mean to be inaccurate; he merely wished to interest his fellow-members and to make the evening pass pleasantly; he had nothing to gain by any inaccuracies, and had no intention to deceive; he just did his best to entertain the Club, and all the members were grateful to him. But once more Murcote warned me never to believe one of his tales nor any part of them, not even the smallest detail of local color.

I see, I said, a bit of a liar.

Oh, poor old Jorkens, said Murcote, thats rather hard. But still, Ive warned you, havent I?

And, with that quite clearly understood, we went down and hailed a taxi.

It was after dinner that we arrived at the Club; and we went straight up into a small room, in which a group of members was sitting about near the fire, and I was introduced to Jorkens, who was sitting gazing into the glow, with a small table at his right hand. And then he turned to Murcote to pour out what he had probably already said to all the other members.

A most unpleasant episode occurred here last evening, he said, a thing I have never known before, and shouldnt have thought possible in any decent club, shouldnt have thought possible.

Oh, really, said Murcote. What happened?

A young fellow came in yesterday, said Jorkens. They tell me hes called Carter. He came in here after dinner, and I happened to be speaking about a curious experience I had once had in Africa, over the watershed of the Congo, somewhere about latitude six, a long time ago. Well, never mind the experience, but I had no sooner finished speaking about it when the young fellow, Carter or whatever he is, said simply he didnt believe me, simply and unmistakably that he disbelieved my story; claimed to know something of geography or zoology which did not tally in his impudent mind with the actual experience that I had had on the Congo side of the watershed. Now, what are you to do when a young fellow has the effrontery, the brazen-faced audacity...

Oh, but we must have him turned out, said Murcote. A case like that should come before the Committee at once. Dont you think so?

And his eye turned to the other members, roving till it fell on a weary and weak individual who was evidently one of the Committee.

Oh, er, yes, said he unconvincingly.

Well, Mr. Jorkens, said Murcote, well get that done at once.

And one or two more members muttered Yes, and Jorkens indignation sank now to minor mutterings, and to occasional ejaculations that shot out petulantly, but in an undertone. The waters of his imagination were troubled still, though the storm was partly abated.

It seems to me outrageous, I said, but hardly liked to say any more, being a guest in the Club.

Outrageous! the old man replied, and we seemed no nearer to getting any story.

I wonder if I might ask for a whisky and soda? I said to Murcote, for a silence had fallen; and at the same time I nodded sideways towards Jorkens to suggest the destination of the whisky. I had waited for Murcote to do this without being asked, and now he ordered three whiskies and sodas listlessly, as though he thought there werent much good in it. And when the whisky drew near the lonely table that waited desolate at Jorkens right hand, Jorkens said, Not for me.

I thought I saw surprise for a moment pass like a ghost through that room, although no one said anything.

No, said old Jorkens, I never drink whisky. Now and then I use it in order to stimulate my memory. It has a wonderful effect on the memory. But as a drink I never touch it. I dislike the taste of it.

So his whisky went away. We seemed no nearer that story.

I took my glass with very little soda, sitting in a chair near Jorkens. I had nowhere to put it down.

Might I put my glass on your table? I said to Jorkens.

Certainly, he said, with the utmost indifference in his voice, but not entirely in his eye, which caught the deep yellow flavor as I put it close to his elbow.

We sat for a long time in silence; everyone wanted to hear him talk. And at last his right hand opened wide enough to take a glass, and then closed again. And a while later it opened once more, and moved a little along the table and then drew back, as though for a moment he had thought the drink was his and then had realized his mistake. It was a mere movement of the hand, and yet it showed that here was a man who would not consciously take another mans drink. And, that being clearly established, a dreamy look came over his face as though he thought of far-off things, and his hand moved very absently. It reached the glass unguided by his eye and brought it to his lips, and he drained it, thinking of far other things.

Dear me, he said suddenly, I hope I havent drunk your whisky.

Not at all, I said.

I was thinking of a very curious thing, he said, and hardly noticed what I was doing.

Might I ask what it was you were thinking of? I said.

I really hardly like to tell you, he said, to tell anyone, after the most unpleasant incident that occurred yesterday.

As I looked at Murcote he seemed to divine my thoughts, and ordered three more whiskies.

It was wonderful how the whisky did brighten old Jorkens memory, for he spoke with a vividness of little details that could only have been memory; imagination could not have done it. I leave out the details and give the main points of his story for its zoological interest; for it touches upon a gap in zoology which I believe is probably there, and if the story is true it bridges it.

Here then is the story: One that you wont often hear in London, said Jorkens, but in towns at the Empires edge its told of often. Theres probably not a mess out there in which its not been discussed, scarcely a bungalow where its not been talked of, and always with derision. In places like Malakal theres not a white man that hasnt heard of it, and not one that believes it. But the last white man that you meet on lonely journeys, the last white man that there is before the swamps begin and you see nothing for weeks but papyrus, he believes in it.

I have noticed that more than once. Where a lot of men get together, all knowing equally little, and this subject comes up, one will laugh, and they will all laugh at it, and none will trust his imagination to study the rumor; and it remains a rumor, no more. But when a man gets all alone by himself, somewhere on the fringe of that country out of which the rumor arises, and theres no silly laughter to scare his imagination  why, then he can study the thing and develop it, and get much nearer to facts than mere incredulity will ever get him. I find a touch of fever helps in working out problems like that.

Well, the problem is a very simple one; it is simply the question whether man with his wisdom and curiosity has discovered all the animals that there are in the world, or whether theres one, and a very curious one too, hidden amongst the papyrus, that white men have never seen. And thats not quite what I mean, for there are white men that have seen things that not every young whipper-snapper will believe. I should rather have said an animal that our civilization has not yet taken cognizance of. At Kosti, more than twenty years ago, I first heard two men definitely speak of it, the abu laheeb they called it, and I think they both believed in it too; but Khartoum was only a hundred and fifty miles off, and they had evening clothes with them, and used to wear them at dinner, and they had china plates and silver forks, and ornaments on their mantelpiece, and one thing and another; and all these things seemed to appall their imagination, and they wouldnt honestly let themselves believe it. Had three or four fires round his tent, said one of them, telling of someone, and says that the abu laheeb came down about two A.M., and he saw it clear in the firelight. Did it get what it wanted? said the other. Yes, went away hugging it.

And one of them said in a rather wandering tone: The only animal that uses.... He was lowering his voice, and looking round, and he saw me, and said no more. They turned it all away at once with a laugh or two, as Columbus might have turned away from the long low line of land and refused to believe a new continent. I questioned them, but got no information that could be of any use; they seemed to like laughter more than imagination, so I got jokes instead of truth.

It was weeks later and far southwards that I found a man who was ready to approach this most interesting point of zoology in the proper spirit of a scientist, a white man all alone in a hut that he had near the mouth of the Bahr el Zeraf. There are things in Africa that you couldnt believe, and the Bahr el Zeraf is one of them. It rises out of the marshes of the White Nile, and flows forty or fifty miles, and into the White Nile again. And one cant easily believe in a white man living all alone in such a place as that, but somebody has to be the last white man you see as you go through the final fringes of civilization, and it was him. He had had full opportunities of studying the whole question of the abu laheeb, he had had years of leisure to compare all the stories the natives brought him, which they shyly told when he had won their confidence, though what he won it with he never told. He had sifted the evidence and knew all that was told about it; and in long malarial nights, with no one and nothing to care for him but quinine, he had pictured the beast so clearly that he could make me a very good drawing of it. I have that drawing to this very day, a beast on his hind legs something like a South American sloth that I once saw, stuffed, in a museum; built rather on the lines of a kangaroo, but much stouter and bigger, and with nothing pointed about his face; it was square and blunt, with great teeth. He had hand-like paws on shortish arms or forelegs.

I must tell you that I was in a small dahabeeyah going up those great rivers, any great rivers I might meet, leaving civilization because I was tired of it, and looking for wonders in Africa. And I came to this lonely man, Lindon his name was, full of curiosity aroused by those words that I had heard in Malakal. And talking to Lindon like two old friends that have spent all their schooldays together, as white men will who meet in that part of Africa, I soon came to the abu laheeb, thinking he would know more of it than they knew in Malakal. And I found a man grown sensitive, as you only can grow in loneliness: he feared I would disbelieve him, and would scarcely say a word. Yes, the natives believed in some such animal, but his own opinion he would not expose to the possibility of my ridicule. The more questions I asked, the shorter the answers became. And then I drew him by saying, Well, theres one thing he uses that no other animal ever did, the one mysterious thing about this beast that had haunted my mind for weeks, though I did not know what on earth the mystery was. And that got him talking. He saw that I was committed to belief in the beast, and was no longer shy of his own. He told me that the upper reaches of the Bahr el Zeraf were a god-forsaken place: And if God forsook the Zeraf, he said, He certainly didnt go to the Jebel, for the Bahr el Jebel was worse. And somewhere between those two rivers in the desolation of papyrus the abu laheeb certainly lived. He very reasonably said that there were beasts in the plains, beasts in the forests, and beasts in the sea; why not in the huge area of the papyrus into which no man had ever penetrated? If I chose to go to these god-forsaken places I could see the abu laheeb, he said. But, of course, he added, you must never go up wind on him. Down wind? I said.

No, nor down wind either, he answered. He can smell as well as a rhino. Thats the difficulty; you have to go just between up wind and down wind; and you always find the north wind blowing there.

It was some while before I discovered why one cant go up wind on him. I didnt like to over-question Lindon, for questions are akin to criticism, and you cannot apply criticism and cross-examination to the patient work of imagination upon rumor; it is liable to destroy the whole fabric, and one loses valuable scientific data. Nor was Lindon in the mood for the superior belief of a traveler only just come from civilization; he had had malaria too recently to put up with that sort of thing. It was as he was giving me various clear proofs of the existence of some such animal that I suddenly realized what it all meant. He was telling me how more than once he had seen fires in the reeds, not only earlier in the year than the Dinkas light their fires, but in marshes where no Dinka would ever come, nor a Shillook either, or any kind of man, marshes utterly desolate and forever shut to humanity. It was then that the truth flashed on me; truth, sir, that I have since verified with my own eyes: that the abu laheeb plays with fire.

Well, I neednt tell you how the idea flared up in my mind to be the first white man that had even seen the abu laheeb, and to shoot him and bring his huge skin home, and have something to show for all that lonely wandering. It was a fascinating idea. I asked Lindon if he thought my rifle was big enough, I only had a .350, and whether to use soft-nosed or solid bullets. Soft, he said. I sat up late and asked him many questions. And he warned me about those marshes. I neednt tell you of all the things he warned me against, because you see me alive before you; but they were there all right, they were there. And I went down the little path hed made from his house to the bank of the river, and went on board my sailing boat under huge white bands of stars, and lay down on board and looked up at them from under my blankets until I fell asleep, while the Arabs cast off and the north wind held good. And when the sun blazed on me at dawn I woke to the Bahr el Zeraf. Scarlet trees with green foliage at first; we were not yet come to those marshes.

Well, for days we went up the Zeraf, past the white fish-eagles, haughty and silent and watchful on queer trees, with birds sailing over us that I darent describe to you for fear you should think I exaggerate the brilliancy of their colors. And so we came to those marshes where anything might hide, and be utterly hidden by those miles of rushes, and be well enough protected from explorers by a region of monotony more dismal than any other desolate land Ive seen. And all the while the sailors were talking a language I did not know, till my imagination, brooding in that monotony, seemed to hear clear English phrases now and then starting suddenly out of their talk, commonest phrases of our daily affairs, on the other side of the earth. I would swear that I heard one of them say one evening, Stop the bus a moment. But it couldnt have been, for they were talking Dinka talk, and not one of them knew a single word of English; I used to talk Arabic of a sort to the reis.

Well, at last we came on fires in the reeds, burning at different points. Who lit them I couldnt say, there were no men there, black, white, or gray (the Dinkas are gray, you know). But I wanted absolute proof; and then one day I found his tracks in the rushes. He bounds through the rushes, you know, often breaking several of them where he takes off, and sometimes scattering mud on the tips of them as he springs through; then alighting and taking off again, leaving another huge mark.

I examined the rushes carefully, till I was sure that I had his tracks. And then I followed them, always watching the wind. It was a dreadful walk. I went alone so as to make less noise. I wanted to get quite close and make sure of my shot. I had a haversack tied close round my neck, and my cartridges were in that. Even then it got wet sometimes. The water was always up to my waist, and often it came higher. I had to hold up my rifle in one hand all the time. The reeds were far over my head.

Sometimes one came to open spaces of water, with huge blue water-lilies floating on them. And it was always deeper there. Sometimes one walked upon the roots of the rushes, and all the rushes trembled round one for yards, and sometimes one found a bottom of good hard clay and knew one could sink no further. And all the while I was tracking the abu laheeb.

The north wind blew as usual. I was too old a shikari to be walking down wind, but I was not always able to act strictly on Lindons advice about never going up wind on the abu laheeb, because his tracks sometimes led that way. At any rate, that was better than the other direction, for he would have been off at once. You wouldnt believe how tired one can be of blue water-lilies. At any rate the water was not cold, but the weariness of lifting each foot was terrible. Each foot, as one lifted it for every step, one would rather have left just where it was forever. I dont know how many hours I tracked the beast, I dont know what time was doing while I walked in those marshes. But in all that weariness of spirit and utter fatigue of limb I suddenly saw a scrap of quite fresh mud on the tip of one of the reeds, and knew that I was getting near him at last. I put the safety catch of my rifle over, and suddenly saw in my mind what I was so nearly doing for Science. Of all the steps Science had taken from out of the early darkness toward that distant point of which we cannot guess, which shall be full of revelations to man, one of her footsteps would be due to me. I could, as it were, write my name on that one footprint, and no one would question my right to.

I got nearer and nearer, I was no longer weary now; and suddenly, closer than I had dared to hope, was a little puff of smoke above the rushes. I stopped for one moment to steady my breath, and got my rifle ready. In that moment I named him; yes, I called him Prometheus Jorkensi. There was a patch of dry land ahead, and the rushes still protected me. I moved with ten-inch paces so as to make no ripple, but I couldnt keep the rushes quiet; perhaps the north wind blew stronger than I thought, for he never seemed to hear me. And then, oh so close that it couldnt have been ten yards, I saw the little fire on a patch of earth; and the rushes still hid me completely. I saw a patch of brown fur and a huge body crouching. I could only guess what part of the body I saw, but a vital part I thought, and I raised my rifle. Still it had no idea I was anywhere near it. And then I saw its hands stretched out to the fire, warming themselves by the edge of those bleak marshes. I dont cut much ice, you know; I didnt then; no one had ever heard my name, or, if they had, it meant nothing; and here was I on the verge of this discovery, with the proof of it ten yards away just waiting for a rifle bullet. Id shoot a monkey, Id shoot an ape, Id shoot a poor old hippo; I wouldnt mind shooting a horse if it had to be killed, though lots of men cant bear that; but those black hands stretched out over the fire were the one thing I couldnt destroy. The idea that flashed on me standing amongst those reeds I have been turning over in my mind for years, and it always seemed sound to me, and it does even now. You see, of all the links in the world that there are between us, and of all the barriers against those that are not as us, it seems to me that there is one link, one barrier, more outstanding than any other you could possibly name. We talk of our human reason, that may or may not be superior to the dream of the dog or the elephant: we say it is; that is all. We say that we alone have belief in an after-life, and that the lion has not: we say so; thats all. Some of them are stronger, some live longer than us, many may be more cunning. But there is one thing, gentlemen, one thing they havent got, and that is the knowledge of fire. That seems to me the great link, the great bond between all who have it and the barrier against all who have not. Look what weve done with it: look at those fire-irons, that fender, the bricks of which this house is made, and the steel structure of it; look at this whole city. Thats our one great possession, knowledge of fire. And, when I saw those dark hands stretched out to that fire on the edge of the marshes, that is what I thought of all at once, not at such length as I have told you of course; it flashed all through my mind in a moment; but during that moment I hesitated, and the abu laheeb saw the sun on the tip of my rifle or heard me breathing there, for he suddenly craned his great neck over the rushes, then stooped again and scattered the fire with his forepaws with one swift jerk into the reeds all round me. They were alight at once, and through the flame and smoke I only dimly caught sight of him leaping away, but, above the crackle of the burning reeds and the thump of his hind legs leaping, I heard him uttering gusts of human-like laughter.

He paused a moment. We were all quite silent, thinking what he had lost. He had lost a famous name. He shook his head, and seemed full of the same thoughts as the rest of us.

I never went after him again, he said. I had seen him, but wholl believe that? I have never quite been able to bring myself any more to try to shoot a creature that shared that great secret with us.

There was silence again; we were wondering, I think, whether his scruples should have prevented him from doing so much for Science. I suppose that the too-sensitive and over-scrupulous seldom make famous names. A man leaning forward, and smoking a pipe, took his pipe out of his mouth and broke the silence at last.

Mightnt you have photographed him? he said.

Photographed him! said Mr. Jorkens, straightening himself up in his chair. Photographed him! Arent half the photographs fakes? Here, look at the Evening Picture; look at that, now. Theres a child handing a bouquet to someone with its left hand, so that both of them may expose as much of their surface as possible to the camera. And heres a man welcoming his brother from abroad. Welcoming indeed! They are both of them being photographed, and thats obviously all that theyre doing.

We looked at the paper and it was so; they were almost turning their backs on one another in order to be photographed.

No, he said, and he looked me straight in the eyes, and flashed that glance of his from face to face. If Truth cannot stand alone, she scorns the cheap aid of photography.

So dominant was his voice as he said these words, so flashed his eyes in the dim light of the room, that none of us spoke any more. I think we felt that our voices would shock the silence. And we all went quietly away.


THE KING OF SARAHB

Murcote and I came back to the Club next night, and when we arrived Mr. Jorkens had already begun to talk.

The man with the shining turban, he said, was losing the game.

It was in one of those towns in which East and West meet constantly, each at its very worst, each depraved by the other. They meet there in purest sunlight and mutual contempt; absurd guides touting, disgusting boys begging, silly women scattering cheap coins and smiles: they meet there at the bad end of the town. And only a hundred yards or so away a different people walk with an ancient dignity.

I stood at a corner by a bougainvillea, a little way off from that meeting of East and West, watching a game of draughts. It was not quite the kind of draughts that we play in Europe; for instance a piece that got to the end of the board developed extraordinary powers, its agility surpassing that of the king in our games, as the jump of the kangaroo surpasses that of the pig. And the capture of any piece by either player was made with a queer violence. The board was on the ground under the bougainvillea; a circle of shrouded figures sat watching the players, an Arab from further south, and a man that I could not place, who had gold thread round his turban. And the man with the gold in his turban was losing the game, and this seemed to breed in him a petulance against the watchers; and his petulance seemed to choose the most prominent target; and that was me, for I was the only European among the group of burnouses.

You neednt think such a darned lot of yourself just because youre white, he said suddenly.

I wasnt thinking of myself at all, but people get queer fancies like that sometimes. I made no answer. And then he dropped out, like an afterthought, If it comes to that, Im white myself.

Yes, yes, I know, I said.

Yet that remark had astonished me; it was not merely his brown face that belied his statement, Africa can do that to anyone; it was not merely his clothes; it was a curious, slow, listless way he had that suggested the child of the East: they seem in their long stay to have come to some arrangement with Fate; we dont know what it is, but belike will come by it some day; meanwhile we struggle frantically, despising the calm of the East, and the East looks on and thinks  no, I dont know what it thinks. But this man claimed to be white, and had no right to that calm.

Then I left that game of queer draughts, and presently I met an Arab I knew, who was seated drinking coffee.

Who is that man? I asked, pointing down the street, where the golden threads in the turban shone under the bougainvillea.

Hes the King of Sarahb, he said.

A king? I said incredulously. And others were seated near, and one or two said, Oh yes, the King of Sarahb.

And then I think that the man I knew said, Would you like to have a talk with him?

As likely as not I said Yes.

But the conversation was in Arabic, and at this point my little stock of it gave out. At any rate he offered me coffee, and I sat down at his table, and I noticed an urchin slip away, going towards the draughts-players. We talked for a while of the mountains. And then the strange man appeared, walking listlessly, not carefully shaved, wearing the whitish garment that Arabs commonly wear, and his turban and old slippers.

The King of Sarahb, said the Arab. And this man sat down at our table.

Coffee was brought, and we talked. And for a long long while neither of us said anything worth saying, and many coffees were brought, and the afternoon wore away; and often I rose to go, yet never went, for I knew I should leave a mystery: and still he sat on there. And at last he spoke as the daylight hovered to go; and the holy men were calling from their balconies, sentence by sentence floating clear through the air; and eastwards a wonder of colour glowed upon cliffs of far mountains, and westwards the hills grew dark, whence an orange light flowed upwards, and in narrow lanes by mud houses here and there there showed an electric light. Before he finished the minarets were long silent and all the mountains dark; the stars were shining, and cigarettes moved glowing through the streets. This was his story:

It was a long long time ago, he said, since he came to Africa, and he had never left it since. He did not like the way, he said, that they were doing things in Europe; so he left it, and more than this he would not tell me. How he lived he did not say, nor even where he lived, nor why he left one day and took the desert road, and then strayed from that alone into the wide desert. All he told me was that when he first saw he was lost, for that is what it amounted to, though he only thought he was not sure of his way, when first he was lost he knew he was just three days from water if he could find the road. The road, he said, was a perfectly good one. It seemed to amount to a certain tidying of the bare surface of the desert between two rows of pebbles, which had been merely swept off the space that thereby became a road. A most remarkable sight, he told me, if you came on it suddenly; in the savage waste this sudden evidence of civilisation, this relic of the labour of man, went perfectly straight as far as you could see to the left and as far as you could see to the right; you crossed it, and in a few yards you were back again where nothing had altered since Creation was ended. Baked earth, he said, rather than sand, and sprinkled with little rocks, as though colossal spadefuls of gravel had been thrown at it from a far planet; and very occasional tufts of dwarfed bushes growing. The whole desert he described as being like a gravelled drive carelessly weeded, of infinite breadth and leading to nowhere. In this place he realised he was three days from water, riding a camel alone, and carrying a certain amount of water in skins. He did not grow uneasy at first, because he knew that the road was roughly to the right of him, and as it was five hundred miles long he had only to travel more or less in the right direction to find it sooner or later. It was not till he had travelled for five days and found no road and finished up his water that a sudden fear came down on him, like the desert rising up, as he put it, and gripping him with a hand. He killed his camel then for the water that it would have inside it, as he had read in books; and got very little. Then he went on on foot, still looking for his road, and hurrying more and more as the day wore on. I dont know how he had missed it if it lay the whole of one side of him; perhaps by not starting in the right direction in that land where all sides are so much alike, more likely by wavering and twisting when he thought he was going straight, for I take it that any landmarks there are change with every mood of the desert; or else he rode quietly across it while he looked for something far more noticeable than that road actually was. When night came he stopped his search reluctantly enough, but went to sleep with a conviction that early the next day he was sure to find that road. When he woke he was thirstier than he thought he would be, and understood then that he would have to find the road almost at once, and then to travel down it very fast, if he was to escape the desert and live. And the heat of the day came, and he gave up looking for the road and began chasing mirages. This is probably done at the last by everybody who dies lost in the desert; the temptation of the million-to-one chance of them being real water would be irresistible at the end. Of course he knew they were mirages, because he knew that there was no water in that part of Africa, but still he went after them; his eyes no doubt were clearer by now than his reason, and whenever they saw water he went for it. So he chased mirages desperately all the morning. And at last he found one that did not recede from him.

That it was a mirage he knew, from the way that the sky came in and out of it, slipping under the bases of hills, a sure sign of mirage. And yet it did not move further off or disappear as he neared it. So that soon he saw the waters of its lakes lapping on the sand that shone very golden all round it, except at the back where ruddy brown mountains all mixed up with sky stood very sheer and rocky, shutting it off from the world. Amongst the lakes was a city all of white marble, with a flush of pink in it as faint as late sunlight, wandering amongst the towers, and here and there the flash of thin veins of gold. And the beauty of that city shining in the soft water, in a light all of its own, that had nothing to do with the wild glare of the desert, touched his heart as neither dawn nor music nor memory had ever touched it before; and he stood before its battlements by the edge of its lakes and wept.

And as he stood there weeping, all the people that dwelt in the city came down to the edge of their mirage with garlands of northern flowers, dressed in the silks of holiday attire, and called to him in tones of earnest welcome. And still the tears ran on through the grime of his face; and one in authority, standing before the rest, called out to him that theirs was the city of Sarahb, and their king was long since dead; and now he was king and should reign in the dead kings stead, and should enter into their city and be crowned King of Sarahb, and there, if he so desired, should be immortal.

And the lost man looked up wondering, and they beckoned him eagerly; and all in the weakness of his will their beckoning drew him on, so that he tottered towards them and came to their outer rampart. And they opened their gateway that was towards the desert, and thronged about it and still beckoned him on, though none came through the gateway; and he passed through and the gates shut, and the lakes of illusion shone clear all about him, and a shout went up through all the ways of the city. And gathering about him they told him how the banquet of his coronation was being made ready even now in another part of the city. But he leaned towards the waters of the lakes of illusion, and would fain quench his thirst at them and then go on to the banquet. Dear me, dear me, I was thirsty once, and I know.

Then they told him that at the table of the banquet were wines of no earthly vintage, but drawn from the grapes of valleys on a planet nearer the sun, and perfumed with odours not known by any dwellers here; yet he still leaned towards the waters. And they tried to draw him by a grassy path, that ran fresh by the lakes of illusion, to the long table on the further side, that was spread with its damask in the open air, with flagons shining on it, beneath the triumphant towers that gleamed in that curious light. And drawing away from them he came to the lapping water.

And there an aged woman dressed in black silk, who appeared to be a witch or the follower of some such calling, approached and said to him: Drink none of the mirage water.

And he sighed, I am thirsty. And she told him to drink at the banquet, where the wines for him were not as the wines he knew, with the perishable taste of the vineyards of Earth: she gripped his wrist and told him the wonder of them: she pointed across the city to where those flagons sparkled. He could not tell me the wonder of those wines as the old woman told: language, he said, was not framed for it. And behind him all the people of Sarahb called to him gently, almost in the cadence of song, telling him the strange joys of the wine that they culled by magic, at evening from glittering planets that were most near to the sun. And the waters of illusion murmured and whispered and rippled.

Drink not at all of these waters, said the woman that followed witchcraft.

Weary and burning he stood by the edge of the mirage water. He knew what he was losing. Then as the woman warned him away with rapid signs of her hand, and as his people called him to come with them, he stooped down to that smiling water to moisten his mouth. He heard one shout from the witch, he heard his people wailing; then as he stooped the lake fell downwards from him; he shot a scooped hand after it, and soon was falling with it. The lake fell and fell before him, a glittering, twinkling light; the voices in the City of Sarahb faded almost at once from hearing; and he fell for miles in silence but for the roar of the air, and the lake grew darker as he fell. Soon it was all darkness.

When it was light again the lake had left him, and he was back again in the desert. Two Arabs had found him there and given him water in time. To them he told his story; and soon it spread, and all the Arabs in that part of Sahara know it, and the nomads carry it further every year, and it has come to the towns where the markets are in which the Arabs barter, beyond the mountains in the arable land. And not a man of them doubts he is King of Sarahb, and he is known amongst them by no other name.

Jorkens turned to drink a little whiskey and soda from a glass that stood at his side, and I suppose we all turned over in our minds the strangeness of his story, for the room was still for a long while. Then a man I did not know said:

I suppose you can be quite sure that he really had entered the mirage?

To no man capable of discerning the difference between reality and illusion, answered Jorkens, was it possible to doubt it. The gulf between these two things is so profound that nothing and no one on one side can be confused with whats on the other. I have seen that man look at a motor, at a newspaper, at a hotel; I have heard him speak about our modern problems. I could not have been mistaken. All of these things were sheer illusion to him. He was away on the other side. That man had entered the mirage and had its point of view. To hold that that point of view is right is quite another matter. Well, well, he added, I suppose we shall know some day.


HOW JEMBU PLAYED FOR CAMBRIDGE

THE next time that Murcote brought me again to his Club we arrived a little late. Lunch was over, and nine or ten of them were gathered before that fireplace they have; and that talk of theirs had commenced, the charm of which was that there was no way of predicting upon what topics it would touch. It all depended upon who was there, and who was leading the talk, and what his mood was; and of course on all manner of irrelevant things besides, such as whiskey, and the days news or rumour.

But to-day they had evidently all been talking of cricket, and the reason of that was clearer than men usually seem to think such reasons are. I seemed to see it almost the moment that I sat down; and nobody told it me, but the air seemed heavy with it. The reason that they talked about cricket was that there was a group there that day that were out of sympathy with Mr. Jorkens; bored perhaps by his long reminiscences, irritated by his lies, or disgusted by the untidy mess that intemperance made of his tie. Whatever it was it was clear enough that they were talking vigorously of cricket because they felt sure that that topic if well adhered to must keep the old fellow away from the trackless lands and the jungles, and that, if he must talk of Africa, it could only be to some tidy trim well-ordered civilised part of it that he could get from the subject of cricket. They felt so sure of this.

They had evidently been talking of cricket for some time, and were resolute to keep on it, when shortly after I sat down amongst them one turned to Jorkens himself and said, Are you going to watch the match at Lords?

No, no, said Jorkens sadly. I never watch cricket now.

But you used to a good deal, didnt you? said another, determined not to let Jorkens get away from cricket.

Oh yes, said Jorkens, once; right up to that time when Cambridge beat Surrey by one run. He sighed heavily and continued: You remember that?

Yes, said someone. But tell us about it.

They thought they were on safe ground there. And so they started Jorkens upon a story, thinking they had him far from the cactus jungles. But that old wanderer was not kept so easily in English fields, his imagination to-day or his memory or whatever you call it, any more than his body had been in the old days, of which he so often told.

Its a long story, said Jorkens. You remember Jembu?

Of course, said the cricketers.

You remember his winning hit, said Jorkens.

Yes, a two wasnt it? said someone.

Yes, said Jorkens, it was. And you remember how he got it?

That was too much for the cricketers. None quite remembered. And then Murcote spoke. Didnt he put it through the slips with his knee? he said.

Exactly, said Jorkens. Exactly. Thats what he did. Put it through the slips with his knee. And only a leg-bye. He never hit it. Only a leg-bye. And his voice dropped into mumbles.

What did you say? said one of the ruthless cricketers, determined to keep him to cricket.

Only a leg-bye, said Jorkens. He never hit it.

Well he won the match all right, said one, with that couple of runs. It didnt matter how he got them.

Didnt it! said Jorkens. Didnt it!

And in the silence that followed the solemnity of his emphasis he looked from face to face. Nobody had any answer. Jorkens had got them.

Ill tell you whether it mattered or not, that couple of leg-byes, said Jorkens then. And in the silence he told this story:

I knew Jembu at Cambridge. He was younger than me of course, but I used to go back to Cambridge often to see those towers and the flat fen country, and so I came to know Jembu. He was no cricketer. No no, Jembu was no cricketer. He dressed as white men dress and spoke perfect English, but they could not teach him cricket. He used to play golf and things like that. And sometimes in the evening he would go right away by himself and sit down on the grass and sing. He was like that all his first year. And then one day they seem to have got him to play a bit, and then he got interested, probably because he saw the admiration they had for his marvellous fielding. But as for batting, as for making a run, well, his average was less than one in something like ten innings.

And then he came by the ambition to play for Cambridge. You never know with these natives what on earth they will set their hearts on. And I suppose that if he had not fulfilled his ambition he would have died, or committed murder or something. But, as you know, he played for Cambridge at the end of his second year.

Yes, said someone.

Yes, but do you know how? said Jorkens.

Why by being the best bat of his time I suppose, said Murcote.

He never made more than fifty, said Jorkens, with a certain sly look in his eye as it seemed to me.

No, said Murcote, but within one or two of it whenever he went to the wickets for something like two years.

One doesnt want more than that, said another.

No, said Jorkens. But he did the day that they played Surrey. Well, Ill tell you how he came to play for Cambridge.

Yes, do, they said.

When Jembu decided that he must play for Cambridge he practised at the nets for a fortnight, then broke his bat over his knee and disappeared.

Where did he go to? said someone a little incredulously.

He went home, said Jorkens.

Home? they said.

I was on the same boat with him, said Jorkens drawing himself up at the sound of doubt in their voices.

You were going to tell us how Jembu played for Cambridge, said one called Terbut, a lawyer, who seemed as much out of sympathy with Jorkens and his ways as any of them.

Wait a moment, said Jorkens. I told you he could not bat. Now, when one of these African natives wants to do something that he cant, you know what he always does? He goes to a witch doctor. And when Jembu made up his mind to play for Cambridge he put the whole force of his personality into that one object, every atom of will he had inherited from all his ferocious ancestors. He gave up reading divinity, and everything, and just practised at the nets as I told you, all day long for a fortnight.

Not an easy thing to break a bat over his knee, said Terbut.

His strength was enormous, said Jorkens. I was more interested in cricket in those days than in anything else. I visited Jembu in his rooms just at that time. Into the room where we sat he had put the last touches of tidiness: I never saw anything so neat, all his divinity books put away trim in their shelves, he must have had over a hundred of them, and everything in the room with that air about it that a dog would recognise as foreboding a going away.

I am going home, he said.

What, giving up cricket? I asked.

No, he answered and his gaze looked beyond me as though concerned with some far-off contentment. No, but I must make runs.

You want practice, I said.

I want prayer, he answered.

But you can pray here, I said.

He shook his head.

No, no, he answered with that far-away look again.

Well, I only cared for cricket. Nothing else interested me then. And I wanted to see how he would do it. I suppose I shouldnt trouble about it nowadays. But the memory of his perfect fielding, and his keenness for the one thing I cared about, and his tremendous ambition, as it seemed to me then, to play cricket for Cambridge, made the whole thing a quest that I must see the end of.

Where will you pray? I said.

Theres a man that is very good at all that sort of thing, he answered.

Where does he live? I said.

Home.

Well it turned out he had taken a cabin on one of the Union Castle line. And I decided to go with him. I booked my passage on the same boat; and, when we got into the Mediterranean, deck cricket began, and Jembu was always bowled in the first few balls even at that. I am no cricketer, I worshipped the great players all the more for that; I dont pretend to have been a cricketer; but I stayed at the wickets longer than Jembu every time, all through the Mediterranean till we got to the Red Sea, and it became too hot to play cricket, or even to think of it for more than a minute or two on end. The equator felt cool and refreshing after that. And then one day we came into Killindini. Jembu had two ponies to meet us there and twenty or thirty men.

Wired to them I suppose, said Terbut. No, said Jorkens. He had wired to some sort of a missionary who was in touch with Jembus people. Jembu you know was a pretty important chieftain, and when anyone got word to his people that Jembu wanted them, they had to come. They had tents for us, and mattresses, and they put them on their heads and carried them away through Africa, while we rode. It was before the days of the railway, and it was a long trek, and uphill all the way. We rose eight thousand feet in two hundred miles. We went on day after day into the interior of Africa: you know the country?

We have heard you tell of it, said someone. Yes, yes, said Jorkens, cutting out, as I thought, a good deal of local colour that he had intended to give us. And one day Kenya came in sight like a head between two great shoulders; and then Jembu turned northwards. Yes, he turned northwards as far as I could make out; and travelled much more quickly; and we came to nine thousand feet, and forests of cedar. And every evening Jembu and I used to play stump cricket, and I always bowled him out in an over or two; and then the sun would set and we lit our fires.

Was it cold? said Terbut.

To keep off lions, said Jorkens.

You bowled out Jembu? said another incredulously, urged to speech by an honest doubt, or else to turn Jorkens away from one of his interminable lion-stories.

A hundred times, said Jorkens, if I have done it once.

Jembu, some of us muttered almost involuntarily, for the fame of his batting lived on, as indeed it does still.

Wait till I tell you, said Jorkens. In a day or two we began to leave the high ground: bamboos took the place of cedars; trees I knew nothing of took the place of bamboos; and we came in sight of hideous forests of cactus; when we burned their trunks in our camp-fires, mobs of great insects rushed out of the shrivelling bark. And one day we came in sight of hills that Jembu knew, with a forest lying dark in the valleys and folds of them, and Jembus own honey-pots tied to the upper branches.

These honey-pots were the principal source, I fancy, of Jembus wealth, narrow wooden pots about three feet long, in which the wild bees lived, and guarded by men that you never see, waiting with bows and arrows. It was the harvest of these in a hundred square miles of forest that sent Jembu to Cambridge to study divinity, and learn our ways and our language. Of course he had cattle too, and plenty of ivory came his way, and raw gold now and then; and, in a quiet way, I should fancy, a good many slaves.

Jembus face lighted up when he saw his honey-pots, and the forest that was his home, dark under those hills that were all flashing in sunlight. But no thought of his home or his honey-pots made him forget for a single instant his ambition to play for Cambridge, and that night at the edge of the forest he was handling a bat still, and I was still bowling him out.

Next day we came to the huts of Jembus people. Queer people. I should have liked to have shown you a photograph of them. I had a small camera with me. But whenever I put it up they all ran away.

We came to their odd reed huts.

Undergrowth had been cleared and the earth stamped hard by bare feet, but they did not ever seem to have thinned the trees, and their huts were in and out among the great trunks. My tent was set up a little way from the huts, while Jembu went to his people. Men came and offered me milk and fruit and chickens, and went away. And in the evening Jembu came to me.

I am going to pray now, he said.

I thought he meant there and then, and rose to leave the tent to him.

No, he said, one cant pray by oneself.

Then I gathered that by pray he meant some kind of worship, and that the man he had told me of in his rooms at Cambridge would be somewhere near now. I was so keen on cricket in those days that anything affecting it always seemed to me of paramount importance, and I said May I come too?

Jembu merely beckoned with his hand and walked on.

We went through the dark of the forest for some few minutes, and saw in the shade a great building standing alone. A sort of cathedral of thatch. Inside, a great space seemed bare. The walls near to the ground were of reed and ivory: above, it was all a darkness of rafters and thatch. The long thin reeds were vertical, and every foot or so a great tusk of an elephant stood upright in the wall. Nuggets of gold here and there were fastened against the tusks by thin strands of copper. Presently I could make out that a thin line of brushwood was laid in a wide circle on the floor. Inside it Jembu sat down on the hard mud. And I went far away from it and sat in a corner, though not too near to the reeds, because, if anything would make a good home for a cobra, they would. And Jembu said never a word; and I waited.

Then a man stepped through the reeds in the wall that Jembu was facing, dressed in a girdle of feathers hanging down from his loins, wing feathers they seemed to be, out of a crane. He went to some sort of iron pot that stood on the floor, that I had not noticed before, and lifted the lid and took fire from it, and lit the thin line of brushwood that ran round Jembu. Then he began to dance. He must have been twelve or fifteen feet from Jembu when he began to dance, and he danced round him in circles, or leapt is a better word, for it was too fierce for a dance. He took no notice of me. After he had been dancing some time I saw that his circles were narrowing; and presently he came to the line of brushwood at a point that the fire had not reached, and leapt through it and danced on round Jembu. Jembu sat perfectly still, with his eyes fixed. The weirdest shadows were galloping now round the walls from the waving flames of the brushwood; and any man such as us must have been sick and giddy from the frightful pace of those now narrow circles that he was making round Jembu, but he leapt nimbly on. He was within a few feet of my friend now. What would he do, I was wondering, when he reached him? Still Jembu never stirred, either hand or eyelid. Stray leaves drifting up from the dancing savages feet were already settling on Jembu. And all of a sudden the black dancer fainted.

He lay on the ground before Jembu, his feet a yard from him, and one arm flung out away from him, so that that hand lay in the brushwood. The flames were near to the hand, but Jembu never stirred. They reached it and scorched it: Jembu never lifted a finger, and the heathen dancer neither moved nor flinched. I knew then that this swoon that he had gone into was a real swoon, whatever was happening. The flames died down round the hand, died down round the whole circle; till only a glow remained, and the shadow of Jembu was as still on the wall as a black bronze image of Buddha.

I began to get up then, with the idea of doing something for the unconscious man, but Jembu caught the movement, slight as it was, although he was not looking at me; and, still without giving me a glance of his eye, waved me sharply away with a jerk of his left hand. So I left the man lying there, as silent as Jembu. And there I sat, while Jembu seemed not to be breathing, and the embers went out and the place seemed dimmer than ever for the light of the fire that was gone. And then the dancing man came to, and got up and bent over Jembu, and spoke to him, and turned; and all at once he was gone through the slit in the reeds by which he had entered the temple. Then Jembu turned his head, and I looked at him.

He has promised, he said.

Who? I asked.

Mungo, said Jembu.

Was that Mungo? I asked.

He? No! Only his servant.

Who is Mungo? I asked.

We dont know, said Jembu, with so much finality that I said no more of that.

But I asked what he had promised.

Fifty runs, replied Jembu.

In one innings? I asked.

Whenever I bat, said Jembu.

Whenever you bat! I said. Why! That will get you into any eleven. Once or twice would attract notice, but a steady average of fifty, and always to be relied on, it maynt be spectacular, but youd be the prop of any eleven.

He seemed so sure of it that I was quite excited; I could not imagine a more valuable man to have in a team than one who could always do that, day after day, against any kind of bowling, on a good wicket or bad.

But I must never make more, said Jembu.

Youll hardly want to, I said.

Not a run more, said Jembu, gazing straight at the wall.

What will happen if you do? I asked.

You never know with Mungo, Jembu replied.

Dont you? I said.

No man knows that, said Jembu.

Youll be able to play for Cambridge now, I said.

Jembu got up from the floor and we came away.

He spoke to his people that evening in the firelight. Told them he was going back to Cambridge again, told them what he was going to do there, I suppose; though what they made of it, or what they thought Cambridge was, Mungo only knows. But I saw from his face, and from theirs, that he made that higher civilisation, to which he was going back, very beautiful to them, a sort of landmark far far on ahead of them, to which I suppose they thought that they would one day come themselves. Fancy them playing cricket!

Well, next day we turned round and started back again, hundreds of miles to the sea. The lions..

Weve heard about them, said Terbut.

Oh well, said Jorkens.

But if they wouldnt hear his lion-stories they wanted to hear how Jembu played for Cambridge: it was the glamour of Jembus name after all these years that was holding them. And soon he was back with his story of the long trek to the sea from somewhere North of a line between Kenya and the great lake.

He told us of birds that to me seemed quite incredible, birds with horny faces, and voices like organ-notes; and he told us of the cactus-forests again, speaking of cactus as though it could grow to the size of trees; and he told us of the falls of the Guaso Nyero, going down past a forest trailing grey beards of moss; there may be such falls as he told of above some such forest, but we thought more likely he had picked up tales of some queer foreign paradise, and was giving us them as geography, or else that he had smoked opium or some such drug, and had dreamed of them. One never knew with Jorkens.

He told us how they came to the coast again; and apparently there are trees in Mombasa with enormous scarlet flowers, that I have often seen made out of linen in windows of drapers shops, but according to him they are real.

Well, I will let him tell his own story.

We had to wait in that oven (he meant Mombasa) for several days before we could get a ship, and when we got home the cricket season was over. It was an odd thing, but Jembu went to the nets at once, and began hitting about, as he had been doing in the Red Sea; and there was no doubt about it that he was an unmistakable batsman. And he always stopped before there was any possibility that he could by any means be supposed to have made fifty.

I talked to him about Mungo now and then but could get nothing much out of him: he became too serious for that, whenever one mentioned Mungo, and of the dancing man in the temple I got barely a word; indeed I never even knew his name. He read divinity still, but not with the old zest, so far as I could gather whenever I went to see him, and I think that his thoughts were far away with Mungo.

And as soon as May came round he was back at cricket; and sure enough, as you know, he played for Cambridge. That was the year he played first; and you have only to look at old score books to see that he never made less than forty-six all that year. He always got very shy when he neared fifty: he was too afraid of a four if he passed forty-six, and that was why he always approached it so gingerly, often stopping at forty-seven, though what he liked to do was to get to forty-six and then to hit a four and hear them applauding his fifty. For he was very fond of the good opinion of Englishmen, though the whole of our civilisation was really as nothing to him, compared with the fear of Mungo.

Well, his average was magnificent; considering how often he was not out, it must have been nearly eighty. And then next year was the year he played against Surrey. All through May and June he went on with his forty-seven, forty-eight, forty-nine and fifty; and Cambridge played Surrey early in July. I neednt tell you of that match; after Oxford v. Cambridge in 1870, and Eton v. Harrow in 1910, I suppose its the best-remembered match in history. You remember how Cambridge had two runs to win and Jembu was in with Halket, the last wicket. Halket was their wicket-keeper and hardly able to deal with this situation; at least Jembu thought not, for he had obviously been getting the bowling all to himself for some time. But now he had made fifty. With the whole ground roaring applause at Jembus fifty, and two runs still to win I laid a pretty large bet at two to one against Cambridge. Most of them knew his peculiarity of not passing fifty, but I was the only man on the ground that knew of his fear of Mungo. I alone had seen his face when the dancing man went round him, I alone knew the terms. The bet was a good deal more than I could afford. A good deal more. Well, Jembu had the bowling, two to win, and the first ball he stopped very carefully; and then one came a little outside the off stump; and Jembu put his leg across the wicket and played the ball neatly through the slips with his knee. They ran two, and the game was over. Jembus score of course stayed at fifty, no leg-byes could affect that, as anyone knows who has ever heard of cricket. How could anyone think otherwise? But that damned African spirit knew nothing of cricket. How should he know, if you come to think of it? Born probably ages ago in some tropical marsh, from which he had risen to hang over African villages, haunting old women and travellers lost in the forest, or blessing or cursing the crops with moods that changed with each wind, what should he know of the feelings or rules of a sportsman? Spirits like that keep their word as far as Ive known: it was nothing but honest ignorance; and he had credited poor Jembu with fifty-two though not a ball that had touched his bat that day had had any share in more than fifty runs.

And Ive learned this of life, that you must abide by the mistakes of your superiors. Your own you may sometimes atone for, but with the mistakes of your superiors, so far as they affect you, there is nothing to do but to suffer for them.

There was no appeal for Jembu against Mungos mistake. Who would have listened to him? Certainly no one here: certainly no one in Africa. Jembu went back to see what Mungo had done, as soon as he found out the view that Mungo had taken. He found out that soon enough, by dropping back to his old score of one and nothing in three consecutive innings. The Cambridge captain assured him that that might happen to anybody, and that he mustnt think of giving up cricket. But Jembu knew. And he went back to his forest beyond Mount Kenya, to see what Mungo had done.

And only a few years later I came on Jembu again, in a small hotel in Marseilles, where they give you excellent fish. They have them in a little tank of water, swimming about alive, and you choose your fish and they cook it. I went there only three or four years after that match against Surrey, being in Marseilles for a day; and a black waiter led me to the glass tank, and I looked up from the fishes, and it was Jembu. And we had a long talk, and he told me all that had happened because of those two leg-byes that had never been near his bat.

It seems that a tribe that had never liked Jembus people had broken into his forest and raided his honey-pots. They had taken his ivory, and burnt his cathedral of thatch, and driven off all his slaves. I knew from speeches that he had made at Cambridge that Jembu in principle was entirely opposed to slavery; but it is altogether another matter to have ones slaves driven away, and not know where they have gone to or whether they will be well cared for. It was that that broke his heart as much as the loss of his honey-pots; and they got his wives too. His people were scattered, and all his cattle gone; there was nothing after that raid left for Jembu in Africa.

He wandered down to the coast; he tried many jobs; but Mungo was always against him. He drifted to Port Said as a stowaway, to Marseilles as a sailor, and there deserted, and was many things more, before he rose to the position of waiter; and I question if Mungo had even done with him then. A certain fatalistic feeling he had, which he called resignation, seemed to bear him up and to comfort him.

The word resignation, I think, came out of his books of divinity; but the feeling came from far back, out of old dark forests of Africa. And, wherever it came from, it cheered him awhile at his work in that inn of Marseilles, and caused him to leave gravy just where it fell, on the starched shirt-front that he wore all day. He was not unhappy, but he looked for nothing better; after all, he had won that match for Cambridge against Surrey, I dont see what more he could want, and many a man has less. But when I said good-bye to him I felt sure that Mungo would never alter his mind, either to understand, or to pardon, those two leg-byes.

Did you ask him, said Terbut, how Mungo knew that he got those two leg-byes?

No, said Jorkens, I didnt ask him that.


THE CHARM AGAINST THIRST

IT was a warm sunny day. Summer after many delays had come at last to London, and the heat beat back from the walls and pavement so that the streets were baking. Just after lunch, when it seemed about at its hottest, I was walking down the Strand going eastwards, when whom should I see far off in the clear bright air, but Jorkens coming towards me. If he saw me he has better sight than one would think that he has from the general look of his eyes. Certainly he appeared not to. Instead of any sign of recognition he pulled out the end of his watch-chain and began absently swinging it. As we drew nearer I saw something blue on the watch-chain, some sort of charm flashing round and round. And then we were right opposite each other, within a yard, his eyes still far away from me.

Hullo, Mr. Jorkens, I said.

I never saw a man look more surprised. Hullo, he answered.

Taking a walk? I said.

It was quite true. He was.

Ever seen one of these? he asked, the charm now hanging still at the end of the watch-chain.

I looked at it, a little wavy thing, all blue and shiny; hard stone, but all cut into ripples; and blue, blue, blue, right down into the deeps of it. It wasnt turquoise and it wasnt labradorite, and it was too opaque for a gem; I dont know what it was; but I never saw any little ornament that so set you thinking of water.

No. What is it? I said.

Its a charm, said Jorkens.

What does it do? I asked.

Oh it doesnt do anything very much, he said. It keeps you from dying of thirst. I find it handy now and then.

Come into Moltanos and tell me about it, I said. For there is one thing about Jorkens, and that is that he will always tell you a story. Whether you believe it or not is your own affair. But he is always good for a story. Another thing about him is that he likes to be offered a drink.

You wont mind Moltanos? I asked. Its down below the level of the street, but...

No, not a bit, said Jorkens. So down we went.

The trouble about thirst, said Jorkens, is that you never know when its going to catch you. I dont very often want a drink, but when I do..

On a day like this, I said, I should think we all want a drink. What shall we have, Mr. Jorkens?

On a day like this, he said, I should think a whiskey and soda.

I expect youre probably right, I said. And I ordered two whiskies and sodas.

We sat down, and they arrived.

You were telling me about that spell, I began.

Yes, said Jorkens. Yes. Its a curious thing; but it works, you know. Always did.

Does it really? I said.

Yes. You wouldnt think it, you know; but I was almost dying of thirst just now. Its the unexpected warmth, I expect, coming suddenly like this. And I happened to have run out of change; and there it was.

I saw that he was grateful to his little blue charm and not to me; but it was his story I wanted, not his gratitude; so I gently guided him back to it.

Have you had it long? I said.

Yes, quite a while, he answered. I had it from a friend. He died, died practically penniless, and left me his odds and ends. I came by it that way.

He didnt die of thirst then, I said.

No, not of thirst, said Jorkens. It was very curious that he didnt die of thirst, for the whole scene was set for it. Whatever Fates were guiding him must have meant him to die of thirst, but in the end the charm was too strong for them. Yes it works, damn it. It works.

I made some other of the remarks that may be likened to little dead twigs that one throws down to keep a fire going.

He got it from a witch in Africa, said Jorkens. A long, long way up the Nile, where they worship witches. She had a lot of charms for various purposes, and this was to prevent you from dying of thirst. My friend Blanders bought this one because he was going northwards for a long trip in the Sahara. And he had been there before, and thirst was what he was afraid of. He showed it me once, and I remember him telling me that she had charms against drowning, and against being eaten by crocodiles. But he couldnt take them all; and as he was leaving the Nile, and could swim, he didnt want those two.

He showed it me in London when he got back. And almost at once he was off again, and away he went into the Sahara and was never heard of for months.

What happened to him there? I threw in as another dried twig, while Jorkens sipped his whiskey.

Well, said Jorkens, he went in from the North. Took a few camels and men, as hed done before; and went in as far as he could, and then turned round and came back again. Merely seeing how far he could go with very little to drink. That was what it amounted to. Might have played that game anywhere. But playing it with the Sahara was like teasing a dog till it bit you. Teasing a tiger I should say. Only he had such infernal trust in this damned blue stone. And I cant deny it was justified.

Well, he gets six camels, and I think five Arabs, and starts one day from El Kantara. And there was the desert waiting for him. Of course it has its charm. Whod go there at all if it hadnt? Its beauty and its serenity; as though it were part of some planet that knows none of our cares. But, for all that, it was waiting for him. And he must have seen it too, if he wasnt a fool. And he wasnt, only that he trusted too much to this damned blue stone. Theres a look on the Sahara that Ive often seen myself. It isnt anger exactly; it isnt even malice; its just a quiet, patient, everlasting waiting in the sun for your bones. Well, he must have seen that as he went in from El Kantara.

He went south for weeks. He went south until the Arabs would go no further, and it was time to turn, charm or no charm. It was one of those Arabs that told me all about it afterwards. If they had let him go any further there would apparently not have been the ghost of a chance of any of them getting back. They hadnt water enough. But he was a pioneer by birth, and when the charm against thirst was added to that it seemed to have gone to his head, and he went on till they stopped him. Well, a few days after that, on the way back, the Arabs one evening took a pretty serious view of things. They all made up their minds that they couldnt do it. And it was then that Blanders told them about his charm. They all looked at it and fingered it, and it impressed them enormously. And for the next few days they went on merrily. In fact they remained in high spirits right up to the time that their camels began to die. After that, when only two camels were left, and only as much water as each man had in a bottle, and there were a hundred miles still to go, no one of any sense would have believed in a charm against thirst. And nobody did but Blanders.

Well, those camels very soon died; and the evening that they all drank the very last drop of their water, Arabs and Blanders alike, they were still fifty miles from the mountains. The next day they began to see the tips of the crags, and the sight heartened them, for they were sure of water there. Old storms have filled those mountains with water-courses and cut them far out into the desert; and, dry though they are, the smooth beds that the torrents have polished are scooped in scores of places into great basins, by boulders that sudden streams have once whirled round and round. In these basins, when they are deep enough, water will lie for months, in fact till the next storm. There would be no missing them if once they could get to the mountains, there would be ten or a dozen such holes in each ravine, with probably a cloud of butterflies hovering above them. But they were fifty miles from the mountains.

That day they did thirty miles. The crags were clear, and looked near. At sunset they turned the colour of peonies, and from that to translucent blue, the blue coming up from below, till all the mountain was sapphire. Blanders felt they were mocking him, so the Arabs say. Then night came with those enormous stars that hang above the Sahara, all seeming calmly sure that that little company would die of thirst in the desert, the Arabs believing them, and Blanders alone believing in this blue charm. At dawn the mountains went through their tricks again; they leapt out of night into peony, paled into rose, flashed as they always do into briar rose while you looked at them, and all in a matter of moments were pale brown rock.

The six men started off with twenty miles to do and the mountains looked very close, close at hand as they do before thunder. And sure enough they had only marched an hour, when they saw black rain-clouds heavy along the mountains. But not a drop fell in the desert. And soon they heard the thunder from the storm that was lashing those peaks. They watched it for moments of hope, then saw that it was certainly moving away from them, and into the interior of the mountains. At some word of despair from Blanders, the Arabs told him that every hollow amongst the crags before him would now be full of water; the first slope they came to would have water in abundance, and it was no more than fifteen miles away. That comforted Blanders little; these men accustomed to the rigours of Ramadan could do it: he could not. And yet he clung still to some queer blind faith in the blue stone. A few more miles he struggled on; certainly he would have lain down and died hours earlier if it had not been for the hope that he got from the stone; and then ten miles from the mountains he gave up. The Arabs pointed to the mountains now just before them, and to the thunderstorm that was still amongst their peaks. But Blanders could go no further.

The charm, they said. He who had cheered them on with the tale of the charm was now being cheered by them with his own tale. It shows how low his supply of hope had sunk.

The charm, they said with parched lips. And at that he did indeed rouse himself. He roused himself and went on for a few more miles, till they got amongst the ravines that run out from the mountains, the steep dry rocky beds of lost streams. Here they could no longer go straight, but had to make wide detours until they came to places where they could clamber easily down and up the other side. A walk over the flat Sahara was one thing for a man to do on hope and hope alone, but this rough walking was beyond Blanderss powers. If you can go on, go on, he said. I shall stay and dig here. There has been water here once. If I dig deep enough I may find some.

There had certainly been water once: it was a river-bed ten feet deep, with boulders in it the size of sheep, that had been smoothed and rounded like marbles by some old torrent. Most of the bed of it was smooth and polished rock, but there were patches of sand too, and in one of these he began to dig with a knife. Once more the Arabs pointed to the mountains, quite near and drenched with rain, but Blanders knew that he could go no further, and perhaps for all his despair about his power to walk, he may have had a confidence in the charm greater than we can guess. Then the Arabs neither left him nor helped him to dig, but sat down and watched him from the bank with their grey bournouses huddled round them. And there was Blanders digging with a knife, and only this blue stone between him and the knowledge that death from thirst was certain. He glanced once at the Arabs faces, and saw there no flicker of hope that he would find water in that thirsty sand. They were sitting there parched as he. That look on their faces was a blow to him; and still his faith in the charm kept him working on. Some of the rounded pebbles must have been far bigger than Blanders, huddled there digging. The thunder was rolling further and further off.

Suddenly the Arabs shouted. Blanders looked up and did not understand. But it would have been too late if he had understood. There never is time on those occasions, when the storms send down the rivers that make those water-courses. It came down round a corner, the old river, the rightful possessor of that water-course, rolling the boulders along with it like a boy playing marbles. And Blanders was swept away for over a mile. And round his neck on its chain, when they found his body, where Mahommedans carry a verse in a satchel of leather, lay that triumphant amulet.

Drowned! I said.

Drowned, said Jorkens. He could have had a charm against drowning, for the same price; but one never knows what is in store.

And they come down like that? I asked. 

I asked the Arabs that, Jorkens replied, and they told me that they are forbidden by their religion to camp in one of those watercourses, or even to pray there.

He seemed to brood a moment and added bitterly: Thats the way of all those charms.

Well, any way, I said, its not treating you like that.

I felt the remark was lame as soon as I said it, but I was not prepared for the fury of his rejoinder.

You think because it got me a drink, he exclaimed, that it is not packed as full of curses as an African witch can pack it. Theyre all the same, all these charms, spells and mascots that promise so much. All the same. What has it done for me? All that it promises, and then it gets level. Just as it did with Blanders. Its the same with all these bargains; always was: man is always outwitted.

What does it do for me? Gets me a drink. And what does the drink do? Why, the little devil promises me strength and health, and activity mental and bodily, and a philosophy to face the drift of things, that is so much against one, my boy. And I believe it, I always believe it. And what has it brought me to? Oh, yes, I know what youd say. Its very good of you, but there it is. And all the devilry in that damned blue stone is as strong as when first it was carved by some black devil in Africa. It will take me the same way as Blanders. Slower, thats all. But what is time to these ancient devilries?

I hardly knew what to say. I was turning over a few phrases of consolation all equally lame, when Jorkens suddenly smiled.

Well, weve got on to a pretty gloomy topic, he said.

I cannot claim to be a tactful person, and yet sometimes an inner feeling tells me the right thing to do without knowing at all why. It prompted me now.

Have another drink, I said to that disconsolate figure.

Thank you, said Jorkens, I will.


OUR DISTANT COUSINS

I was elected a member of the club to which Jorkens belongs. The Billiards Club it is called, though they dont play much billiards there. I went there many days before I met Jorkens again; and heard many tales after lunch, when we sat round the fire; but somehow there seemed something missing in all of them, to one who was waiting for one of Jorkenss. One heard tales of many lands and of many peoples, some of them strange enough; and yet, just when the story promised to grip one, there was something that was not there. Or perhaps there was too much; too many facts, too impartial a love of truth, that led so many of them to throw everything into their tales, apart from its interest, merely because it was true. I do not mean that Jorkenss tales were not true, as to some extent his biographer I should be the last to suggest that; it would be unfair to a man from whom I have had so much entertainment. I give the words as they fell from his lips, so far as I can remember them, and leave the reader to judge.

Well, about the fifth time I came in, to my great delight there was Jorkens. He was not very talkative at lunch, nor for some time after; and it was not till he had been awhile in his usual arm-chair, with his whiskey and soda at hand on a little table, that he began to mutter. I, who had made a point of sitting beside him, was one of the few that heard him. Theres a lot of loose talk, he was saying goes on in clubs. People say things. They dont mean them. But they say things. A lot of loose talk.

Yes, I said, I suppose there is rather. There oughtnt to be.

Of course there oughtnt, said Jorkens. Now Ill give you an instance. Only to-day; before you came in; but only to-day I heard a man saying to another (theyve both gone out now, so never mind who they were) I heard him saying Theres no one tells taller tales than Jorkens. Merely because he hasnt travelled, or, if he has, has kept all the time to roads and paths and railways, merely because he has never been off a good wide path he thinks that things that I may have seen hundreds of times merely werent there.

Oh, he cant really have meant it, I said. No, said Jorkens, but he shouldnt have said it. Now, just to prove to you, as I happen to be able to do, that his remark is definitely inaccurate, I can show you a man not a mile from here who tells very much taller stories than I do; and they happen to be perfectly true.

Oh, Im sure they are, I said, for Jorkens was distinctly annoyed.

Care to come and see him? said Jorkens.

Well, Id just as soon hear one of your own stories of things youve seen, I said, if youd care to tell me one.

Not till Ive cleared myself, said Jorkens, of that loose assertion.

Yes, Ill come, I said.

So we left the club together.

Id take a taxi, said Jorkens, only I happen to have run out of change.

Though Jorkens was once a great traveller I was not sure what training he was in to walk a mile just then. So I hailed a taxi, Jorkens insisting that he must owe me the money, as it was he who was taking me. We went eastwards, and soon arrived at our destination, Jorkens generously placing himself in debt to me for the fare.

It was a small lodging house beyond Charing Cross Road, and we were shown upstairs by a maid to a carpetless room; and there was Jorkenss friend Terner, a man probably still in the thirties, though he obviously smoked too much, and that made him look a bit older; and besides that he had pure-white hair, which gave a queer venerable appearance to a face that seemed somehow unsuited to it.

They greeted each other, and I was introduced.

He has come to hear your story, said Jorkens.

You know I never tell it, answered Terner.

I know, said Jorkens; not to sneering fools. But hes not one of those. He can tell when a mans speaking the truth.

They looked at each other, but Terner still seemed uncertain, still seemed to cling to the reticence of a man that has often been doubted.

Its all right, said Jorkens. Ive told him lots of my tales. Hes not one of those sneering fools.

Told him about the Abu Laheeb? asked Terner suddenly.

Oh, yes, said Jorkens.

Terner looked at me.

A very interesting experience, I said.

Well, said Terner, taking another cigarette in his stained fingers, I dont mind telling you. Take a chair.

He lit his cigarette and began.

It was in 1924; when Mars was about its nearest to the earth. I took off from Ketling aerodrome, and was away two months. Where did they think I was? I certainly hadnt enough petrol to fly about in our atmosphere for two months. If I came down, where did I come down? It was their business to find out and to prove it; and, if not, to believe my story.

1924, and Ketling aerodrome. I did remember now. Yes, a man had claimed to have flown to Mars; had been reluctant to say much at first, because of some horror that he had seen, would not give cheery interviews, was too grimly solemn about it, and so encouraged doubts that might otherwise not have been, and was soured by them, and overwhelmed by a rush of them.

Why, yes, I remember, of course, I said. You flew to...

A thousand letters by one post, calling me a liar, said Terner. So after that I refused to tell my story. They wouldnt have believed it in any case. Mars isnt quite what we think it.

Well, this is what happened. Id thought of it ever since I realised that aeroplanes could do it. But about 1920, with Mars coming nearer and nearer, and 1924 the only year that would be possible, I began my calculations. I worked at them steadily for three years; I have the figures still: I will not ask you to read them, but the whole point of my work was this, that there was only one motive power that could possibly get me to Mars before all my provisions gave out, and that power was the pace of the world. An aeroplane can do over two hundred miles an hour, and mine got up to nearly three hundred by means of the propeller alone; and in addition to that I had a rocket attachment that gradually increased my pace to an enormous extent; but the world, which is ninety-three million miles from the Sun, goes right round it in a year; and nothing we know on its surface has any pace like that. My petrol and my rocket were merely to pull clear of the earths attraction, but my journey was made by the force that is moving you in that chair at this moment at something like a thousand miles a minute. One doesnt lose that pace merely by leaving the earth; it remains with one. But my calculations were to direct it; and I found that the pace of the earth would only carry me to Mars when Mars was a bit ahead of us. Unfortunately Mars is never straight ahead, but a bit out to the right, and I had to calculate at what angle I was to aim my plane away to the right of our orbit, in order that the combined pull of my little plane and my rockets, and the vast pace of the earth, should give me the right direction. It had to be as precise as aiming a rifle, with this slight advantage on my side, to make up for all the forces that grudged my journey, that the target would attract any missile that was going a little too wide.

But how to get back? That doubled the complexity of my calculations. If the pace of the world sent me forwards, so would the pace of Mars. Mars would be ahead of the world when I started. Where would the pace of Mars send me?

I saw a flash of doubt even on Jorkenss face at that.

But it was fairly simple, continued Terner. Our world has the inside berth, a much shorter journey round the sun at ninety-three million miles than Mars at an average of a hundred and thirty-nine million. It consequently soon passes its neighbour, and I found that just as I was to shoot forward from Earth to Mars, so, by leaving at the right hour, I could shoot forwards from Mars to Earth. As I said, these calculations took me three years, and of course my life depended on them.

There was no difficulty in taking food for two months. Water was more cumbersome; so I took the great risk of carrying water for only a month, and trusting to find it in Mars. After all, we have seen it there. It seemed a certainty, and yet it was an anxiety all the while, and I drank so sparingly that, as it turned out, I had ten full days supply when I got to Mars. A far more complicated matter was my supply of compressed air in cylinders, my method of releasing it for use, and my utilisation of exhaled air to the utmost that it could be utilised.

I was about to ask some questions about those cylinders when Jorkens interrupted. You know my theory about Jules Verne and the men in the moon? he said.

No, I replied.

So many things he describes have been done since, and have become commonplace, said Jorkens; Zeppelins, submarines, and one thing and another; and are described so minutely and vividly; that its my theory, I dont know what you think, that he actually experienced these, especially the trip to the moon, and then told them as fiction.

No, I never heard that theory, I said. Why not? said Jorkens. Why shouldnt he? There are innumerable ways of recording events. Theres history, journalism, ballads, and many more. People dont believe any of them very devoutly. They may disbelieve fiction too, now and then. But look how often you hear it said Thats Little Dorrits home, thats where Sam Weller lived, thats Bleak House, and so on and so on. That shows you they believe fiction more than most things; so why shouldnt he have left his record in that form? But I am interrupting you. I beg your pardon.

Never mind, said Terner. Another thing that perplexed me greatly, and gave rise to immense discomfort, was the loss of the pressure of the atmosphere, to which we are accustomed. I shall always regard this as the greatest of all the handicaps that anyone has to face on a journey from Earth. Indeed without the most careful and thorough binding with bandages ones body would be crushed, by the pressure within it working outwards when the weight of the air was gone. I should have published details of all these things if it hadnt been for that outbreak of disbelief; which would not have occurred if I had had a publicity agent.

Most annoying, said Jorkens.

Terner got up and paced about the room, still smoking as always.

There certainly had been an outbreak of disbelief. It was just one of those things that the public had turned against, like Epsteins Rima, only far more so. Some men are unlucky. It was largely his own fault. It was as he had said; if he had had a good publicity agent, the outbreak would not have occurred. They would have believed him without his troubling to make the journey at all.

He paced up and down, a few long strides, in silence.

I spent every penny Id got, he went on, on the aeroplane and the outfit. I had no dependants. And if my calculations were wrong and I missed the red planet I shouldnt want the cash. If I found it and got safely back to Earth, I imagined it wouldnt be hard to earn all I needed. I was mistaken there. Well, one never knows. Achievement by itself is not enough. The necessary thing is for people to admit your achievement. I had not thought of that. And the bigger the achievement, the less ready people may be to admit it. Lear was recognised much quicker than Keats.

He lit another cigarette, as he did throughout his story as soon as he had finished one.

Well, the planet came nearer and nearer. It was quite large now every night, distinctly coloured. Orange perhaps, rather than red. I used to go out and look at it at night. The awful thought occurred to me more than once that that orange glow might well come from a waste of deserts, yellow sand without a drop of water for me; but I was consoled by the thought of those vast canals that had been seen with our telescopes, for I believed like everyone else that they were canals.

I had finished all my calculations by then, by the winter of 1923; and Mars, as I said, was coming nearer and nearer. I grew pretty calm about it as the time approached. All my calculations were done, and it seemed to me that any peril that threatened me was all decided months ago, one way or the other. The dangers seemed all behind me; they were in my calculations. If they were right they would take me through; if they were wrong I was doomed two or three years ago. The same way with those tawny deserts that I used to think I saw. I gave up worrying about them too. I had decided that the telescope could see better than I could, so that was the end of them. I wouldnt tell anyone I was going; I hate to talk about things I am going to do. Apparently one has to on a stunt like that. Any way I didnt. There was a girl I used to see a good deal of in those days. Amely her name was. I didnt even tell her. It would have soon got out if I had. And there would I have been, the silly hero of an adventure that as yet I was only talking about. I told her I was going in my plane on a long journey. She thought I meant to America. I said I would be away two months; and that puzzled her; but I wouldnt say more.

Every night I took a look at Mars. He was large and ruddy now, so that everyone noticed him. Just think of the different interests with which they were looking at Mars; admiration of his beauty glowing with that bright colour, casual curiosity, apathy, scientists waiting the chance that would not come round again for years, witch-doctors making spells, astrologers working out portents, reporters making their articles, and I alone looking at that distant neighbour with lonely thoughts unshared by anyone on our planet. For, as I told you, not even Amely had the very slightest idea.

Mars was not at his nearest on the night that I started; still over forty million miles away. The reason of this I told you: I had to shoot forwards while Mars was ahead of us. He came within thirty-five million in 1924. But I set off before that.

I started, naturally, from the night side of the earth, as Mars was lying beyond us away from the sun, and this enabled me to aim accurately at my target. It was a far trickier job coming back. When I say I aimed at my target, I aimed of course far in front of it. That will be understood by anyone who has ever done any shooting. Well, I went to Ketling aerodrome on the night in question, where my plane was. There were one or two fellows there that I knew, and of course my rig-out astonished them.

Going to keep warm, I remember one of them said.

Well, I was. Because in addition to my system of bandages to hold me in when I lost the pressure of our atmosphere, I had to wrap up against the absolute cold of Space. I should have that inconceivable cold in my face, while on my back I should need all the clothes I could wear, to protect me from the blaze of the sun; for those clothes would be the only protection there was, when our fifty miles of air were behind me. Sunstroke and frost-bite could very easily have overcome me at the same moment. Well, they are very keen at Ketling about nobody going up if hes in the least bit biffed. You know: a bit the better for his dinner. So they started asking me questions with that in view. I wouldnt tell them where I was going. It wasnt till I actually got the plane out that I told two of the mechanics, so as to have my start recorded. One of them merely thought I was making a joke, and laughed, not at me exactly, but in order to show that he appreciated my having a joke with him. He merely thought it was funny in some way that he couldnt see. The other laughed too, but at least he knew what I was talking about. How much juice are you taking, sir? he said.

Fifteen gallons, I said, which as a matter of fact he knew. Its good for three hundred miles, which gave me plenty to spare if I wanted to cruise a bit over Mars.

Going there and back in three hours, sir? he said.

He was quite right. Thats as long as you can fly on fifteen gallons.

Im going there, I said.

Well, good-night, sir, he answered. I told a third man too.

To Mars are you, sir, he said. He was annoyed that I should, as he thought, play a joke on him.

Then we were off. I had a system of sights that gave me a perfect aim all the time that I was in the darkness of Earth and within its atmosphere, and could still see Mars and still steer. Before I left our atmosphere I accelerated with my system of rockets, and broke away by a dozen explosions from the pull of our planet. Then I shut off my engines and fired no more rockets, and a most enormous stillness wrapped us about. The sun shone, and Mars and all the stars went out, and there we were perfectly still in that most absolute stillness. Yet I was moving, as you are now, at a thousand miles a minute. The soundlessness was amazing, the discomforts beyond description; the difficulties of eating alone, without being frost-bitten, and without being crushed by the awful emptiness of Space, which we are not built to inhabit, were enough to make the most resolute man turn back, except that you can neither turn nor steer without air to turn in.

I was sure of my aim: it was accurate enough according to my calculations, the last I saw of Mars: I was pretty sure of arriving: but I soon began to doubt my capacity to hold out for a month of it. Days and nights can go by pretty slowly sometimes even on Earth, but this was one interminable day.

The compressed air worked all right: of course I had practised it on Earth. But the machinery for letting out continually the exactly right quantities into a kind of metal helmet, from which I breathed it, was so complicated, that I could never sleep for more than two hours on end, without having to wake and attend to it. For this purpose I had to have an alarm clock quite close to my ear. My discomforts would, I think, be no more interesting than a record of a long and tedious illness. But, to put it briefly, a little after half-way they got the better of me and I was going to give up and die; when suddenly I saw Mars. In the broad glare of the daylight I saw a pale white circle, like the very littlest of moons, nearly ahead of me and a bit to the right. It was this that saved me. I gazed at it and forgot my great discomforts.

It was no more visible than a small birds feather, high in the air, in sunlight. But it was Mars unmistakably, and just where it ought to be if I was to reach it. With nothing else to look at through that endless day, I gazed too much at Mars. That brought it no nearer; and I found that if I was to get any comfort from it in my weariness I must look away from it for a bit. That wasnt easy with nothing else to look at, but when I did look away from it for an hour or so, and looked again, I could see a change. I noticed now that it was not entirely lit, being dark on the right hand side, and illuminated about as much as the moon on its eleventh day, three days from full. I looked away again and then looked back at it, and so I passed about two hundred hours of that long weary day. Gradually the canals, as we call them, came in view, gradually the seas. It grew to the size of our moon, and then grew larger, exhibiting a spectacle the like of which no human eye had ever seen before. From then on I forgot my discomforts. Now I saw mountains clearly, and presently rivers, and the flashing panorama widened before me, giving up secrets at which our astronomers have guessed for over a century. There came the time when after a spell of sleep I looked at Mars again, and found that it had lost the look of a planet, or any celestial body, and appeared now like a landscape. Soon after that I got the feeling that, though my course was quite unchanged, Mars was no longer ahead of me but underneath. And then I began to feel the pull of the planet. Things rocked in my plane: kegs, tins and such; and began to shift, as far as their lashings would let them. I felt the pull too where I sat. Then I got ready for entering the atmosphere of Mars.

What did you have to do? said Jorkens.

Had to be very careful, said Terner. Or Id have burned up like a meteorite. Of course I was overtaking it, not meeting it, so that our two speeds largely neutralised each other; and luckily the atmosphere is only thin at first, like ours, so you dont strike it bang. But the plane took some handling for all that. Once Id steadied her, flying is much the same there as it is here. Of course Id turned on my engines as soon as I struck Mars atmosphere. I came down pretty straight, not wishing to show over too wide an area, so as not to excite too much curiosity amongst whatever might be there. I may say that I expected to find men there, not through any knowledge I had or researches Id made, but because most people do. I dont mean that I was persuaded by that, but what vaguely persuaded them had vaguely persuaded me. I came down over a country that was considerably covered with forests, though with plenty of clearings for a landing. The spot I chose was a clearing down in a valley, as it gave the best cover for my aeroplane, and I didnt want to show too much. I expected human beings, but thought it just as well to keep out of sight if I could: theyre not always as friendly as all that even here. In a little over ten minutes from the time I turned on my engines I landed in this valley. I had been away from Earth a month, just as Id calculated. It wasnt so very unlike Earth when I stepped out. All the trees were different, and of course twigs of these were the first things I had meant to bring back. I actually picked a bunch from five different ones and laid them down in my aeroplane. But the very first thing I did was to replenish my water-supply, and to have a good drink, at a stream that I had spotted before I came down, running out of the forest and down that valley. The water was all right. I had had some fear that it might be full of salt, or some wholly unknown chemical; but it was all right. And the next thing I did was to take off those infernal bandages and my breathing-helmet, and to have a bath in the stream, the first I had had for a month. I didnt put them on again, but left them in the plane, and dressed decently, as I wanted to show the inhabitants something human. After all, I would be the first one they had seen from here, and I didnt want them to think we were like caterpillars in a cocoon. I took a .450 revolver with me too. Well, you have to do that here sometimes. Then I started off to look for these remote neighbours of ours. I passed wonderful flowers but did not stop to pick one: I was only looking for man. I had seen no sign of buildings as I came down. Yet I had not walked a mile through the wood when I came to open land, and there by the very edge of the trees, quite close to me, I saw what was clearly a building made by some intelligent being: and a very odd building it was.

It was a long rectangle, barely fifteen feet high, and about ten yards wide. At one end of it four windowless walls and a flat roof shut out all light for about twenty yards, but the rest of it was a stretch of quite fifty yards guarded by roof and walls of open metal-work, a stout mesh of the same material of which the whole building was made.

And at once I saw that our scientists dreams were true, for walking in that enclosure so carefully protected by metal I saw a large party of the human race.

Human! I exclaimed.

Yes, said Terner, human. Folk like ourselves. And not only that, but, as I had often gathered from books was likely to be the case on account of the smaller planet cooling sooner than ours and so starting life earlier, rather more refined than the best of our people. I never saw anything more graceful; ages had given them a refinement that has not yet come to us. I never saw anything more delicate than their womens beauty. There was a stately simplicity in their walk alone that was lovelier to see than our dances.

Then he strode on, up and down the room, in silence awhile, smoking furiously.

Oh, it is an accursed planet, he said once, and went on with his rapid smoking. I was going to say something to get him back to his story; but Jorkens saw me and held up his hand. He evidently knew this point of the story, and the strong effect that it had upon Terner. So we left him awhile to his pacing and to his cigarettes.

And after a bit he continued calmly, as though there had been no pause. When I saw that mesh I got my revolver ready, for it seemed to me a pretty obvious protection against some powerful animal. Otherwise, I thought, why not walk about in the open instead of in that narrow enclosure?

There were about thirty of them there, dressed simply and gracefully, though their dress was a bit oriental from our point of view. Everything about them was graceful except that dingy-looking flat house. I came up to the mesh and greeted them. I knew that taking my hat off would probably have no meaning to them, but I took it off with a wide sweep and bowed. It was the best I could do, and I hoped that it might convey my feelings. And it did too. They were sympathetic and quick, and every sign that I made to them, except when too utterly clumsy, they understood at once. And when they didnt understand they seemed to laugh at themselves, not me. They were like that. Here was I utterly crude and uncouth, half savage, compared to them; and they treated me with every courtesy that they could get my poor wits to understand. How Id like to go back with a thousand more of us... but its no good, they wont believe me. Well, I stood there with my hands on the mesh, and found it was good stout metal though much less than half an inch wide: I could easily get my thumb through the round apertures, so that we could see each other quite clearly. Well, I stood there talking to them, or whatever you call it, as well as I could, and remembering all the time that there must be something pretty bad in those forests for all that thick wire to be necessary. I never guessed what.

I pointed to the sky, in the direction in which they would have seen Earth shining at night; and they understood me. Fancy understanding a thing like that just from my uncouth gestures. And they obviously did. But they wont believe me here. And then they tried to tell me all about their world, and of course I understood nothing. And it wasnt just being ignorant of their language that I felt as my greatest handicap: it was my awful lack of every kind of refinement, in comparison with those gracious gentle creatures, that weighed on me the most heavily all the time I was there. One thing I was able to understand from them. Would you like to hear about those canals?

Yes, very much, I said.

Well, they arent canals at all, he replied. There was one in sight of where we stood, a huge expanse of water with a straight edge to it, going through flat plains. I pointed and asked them about it. And they all pointed up, and there I saw a little moon of Mars, lit up and shining like ours. Well that conveyed nothing to me. I knew Mars had two moons, but I saw no connection with canals. So I pointed to the water again, and again they all pointed up.

This still conveyed absolutely nothing, so they pointed then to the far end of the great canal out in the plains; and at length after a great while I was able to see that the water was moving, which is what they were trying to explain by signs to me. Then they pointed up to their moon again. And in the end I was able to understand them. That moon passes so close over plains of mud that its attraction drags the mud along after it, and the water pours in behind. Once I had seen it, it seemed simple enough. No one would dig a canal fifty miles wide, and they are at least that. Whereas pulling water along is just the job for a moon.

But are the canals as wide as that? I said. Youd never see them from Earth if they werent, said Terner.

Id never thought of that.

There was one girl there that was extraordinarily lovely, said Terner. But to describe any of them youd need the language of a lover, and then turn that into poetry. No one will believe me. Not a soul will believe me. I talked to her, though of course my words meant nothing; I trusted so much to her bright intelligence that I almost expected her to understand every word; and so she often did. Strange bright birds flew often over us going to and from the forest, and she told me the names of them in the queer Martial language. Mpah and Nto are two that I can remember, as far as I can spell it; and then there was Ingu, bright orange and black, with a long tail like our magpie. She was trying to tell me something about Ingu, who was just then flying over us, squawking, away from the trees; when suddenly she pointed. I looked, and sure enough something was coming out of the forest.

For a while he puffed rapidly in silence.

I cant describe it to you. We have nothing like it here. At any rate not on land. An octopus has some slight resemblance to it in its obese body and thin long legs, though this had only two, and two long thin arms. But the head and the huge mouth were like nothing one knows. I have never seen anything so horrible. It came straight to the wire netting. I slipped away at once before it saw me, as that lovely girl was warning me to do. I had no idea that the thick wire had not been woven as a protection against this very beast. I hid amongst some sort of flowering scrub. I can smell the scent of it to this day; a sweet aroma unlike any on Earth. I had no idea that they were not perfectly safe from it. And then it came straight towards them, and up to the wire. I saw it close, all nude and flabby, except for those wiry limbs. It lifted a lid in the roof before I knew what it was doing, and put in a long horrible arm. It groped about with extraordinary rapidity, and seized a girl and drew her up through the lid. I was on the far side of the wire from it and couldnt shoot. It wrung her neck in a moment and threw her down, and slipped in that arm again. I ran out from my covert, but before I got near it had caught a young man and drawn him up, and was wringing his neck as I came round the corner. They had made little effort to avoid that gruesome hand, just dodging as it swept by them; though when it singled one out there was little chance to dodge, as they seemed to know. And they were all standing together now in the corner as I came by them, with a dignified resignation in their faces.

Couldnt they have done anything? I asked. For the idea of a branch of the human race quite helpless before such a horror was too new for me to accept it. But he had seen it, and understood.

It was nothing more than a chicken-run, he said. What could they do? They belonged to this beast.

Belonged to it! I exclaimed.

You see, said Jorkens, you dont understand. Man isnt top dog there.

What! I gasped.

No, said Terner, thats it.

Another race, you see, said Jorkens.

Yes, said Terner. Its an older planet, you know. And somehow in all that time its got ahead of them.

What did you do? I asked.

Ran up to the beast, he answered. I somehow thought he wouldnt be afraid of a man, from the way he treated them, so I didnt trouble to stalk him, but just ran after him as he was moving off and swinging those two young bodies by their ankles. Then he turned round on me and reached out an arm and I let him have one from the four-fifty. He spun round and dropped the bodies and stumbled away, waving his arms above him and bleating out of his great mouth. He was evidently not accustomed to being hurt. He went bleating away and I went after him and gave him two or three more, and left him dead or dying, I didnt care which.

At the sound of my shots the whole wood had awoken. Birds soared up piping and whistling, and animals I had not seen began to hoot in the shadows. And amongst the general clamour I thought I detected some sounds that might have come from mouths like that of the beast I had killed. It was clearly time to go.

I turned back to the cage, and there they were all gazing at the dead creature in silence and curiosity. I went up to them but they continued to gaze at it. None of them spoke to me. I saw then that I had done the wrong thing. It seemed that one did not kill these beasts. Only the girl I had spoken with about the birds turned to me, and she pointed swiftly up to the sky, towards Earth. The clamour was increasing in the forest. She was right; it was time to go. I said farewell to her. I wonder what my eyes told her. I said farewell more sadly than I have ever said it before. I nearly stayed. If it hadnt been for what I had to tell our own people I would have stayed, and shared out my two dozen cartridges amongst those hideous beasts; but I thought I owed it to Earth to bring home the news. And in the end they never believed me!

I heaved a rock at that horrible body as I went by, not liking to spare another cartridge, on account of the clamour in the forest. But those poor people in the chicken-run didnt approve. One could see that in a moment. To be eaten by that beast was their fate, and no interference with that seemed right to them.

I got back to my plane as fast as I could. Nothing had found it. It was still safe in the valley. Perhaps I felt a moment of regret when I found my retreat to Earth was not cut off. It would have made things so simple. And yet it would never have done. Well, there was my plane, and I jumped in and began to wrap on those bindings, without which it is impossible to keep together in the bleak emptiness between our atmosphere and theirs. Something peered out of the wood at me as it heard me get into the plane. It looked to me like some sort of a fox, and I went on with my wrappings. All the noises in the wood seemed coming nearer. Then all of a sudden I thought: what if it was a dog, and not a fox at all! Whose side would a dog be on in Mars? I could hardly imagine a dog on anyones side but mans. But I had seen such horrible things, that I wondered. What if it belonged to those beasts! As man did, for that matter. It would go and tell them I was here. I hurried with my wrappings. But the brushwood was being trodden quite close. Then I saw branches waving. And a lot of them came pouring out of the forest, hurrying towards their chicken-run. They were not a hundred yards away, and they all saw me. Then the filthy things turned to their left and came towards me. I gave them one shot, and started my engines. One seemed hit, but I couldnt hear its noises on account of the sound of my engines. They seemed puzzled by the shot for a moment, then came towards me, with a queer look on their hideous faces, hands stretched out. I only just cleared them. With their great height they could almost have gripped my plane as I went over them. And away I went with all my bindings flapping. Of course I couldnt face Space like that. And I couldnt dress myself and steer at the same time, with such steering as I had to do. One degree out and I should have missed Earth. I hadnt much petrol either. It is petrol that I had economised on. Obviously. As it was of no use to me except for about one millionth part of my journey at each end. You cant churn up Space. Well, I went about twenty miles, and lit down in the wide plain through which that moon was dragging its fifty-mile groove of mud, for us to look at through telescopes. And I had to fly up and down a good deal before I was sure of a landing in which I wouldnt be bogged; as happened to me later. Well, I lit down and got on with my dressing. And all the while I had the idea that Mars knew a lot more about my presence there than I had hoped for. Birds seemed ill at ease, and there seemed too much scurrying. At any rate I was in the open and could see what was coming. Yet I should have liked to have gone a hundred miles or so further, except for the uneasy feeling it gave me to be left without any reserve of petrol beyond what I knew I should want. So I stayed there and saved up my petrol; and it was lucky I did. Well, I got my bandages on, but I still had my observations to make from the sun in order to find my way home, when I saw some of those foul creatures a long way off. Whether they were coming after me or not I never knew, but they hurried my calculations, and did not encourage me to go gathering Martial rocks and flora, which of course would have made all this vehement disbelief impossible. And the samples from five different trees that I had got in the wood were of course all blown away when I went off in a hurry the first time.

And you brought back nothing at all? I asked. For there was the ring of truth in his story and I was hoping it could be proved.

Nothing except an old match-box broken in a very peculiar way. And, if you cant see what broke it, that will prove nothing to you either. Ill show it you later.

What broke it? I asked.

When we come to it, he said, you shall tell me. Ill show it you and you shall see for yourself.

Jorkens nodded his head.

Well, I didnt go gathering flowers or anything else, except for those twigs that I lost. I ought to have, I know. And perhaps I was in too much of a hurry to get away when I saw that second lot in the distance. But I had seen the faces of the beasts, and they were all I was thinking of. I had a large camera and took a few shots at the landscape, which ought to have been conclusive. But I didnt get it home. Ill tell you what happened to that afterwards.

Well, all that incredulity here was the last thing that I thought of; and the mouths of those loathsome beasts were filling all my imagination. I hurried my calculations and was off, homewards towards the sun. I saw several more of those chicken-runs as I went; but little else besides forest, and plains of mud. I might have seen more if the sun had not been in my eyes. Very soon Mars turned a lovely cobalt blue, and the beauty of it made me even sadder.

Then began again that long weary day, with sun and plane apparently motionless. Engines shut off, no sound, no movement, no weather; and the weeks dragging by with no sign that time was passing at all. It is an awful place; time seems dead there.

Again I began to despair, nearly to death; when suddenly I saw ahead of me, like a swans feather all alone in Space, the familiar curved shape of a world, a quarter lit by the sun. There is no mistaking a planet. And yet, rejoiced as I was to be nearing home, one thing strangely perplexed me: I seemed to be ten days ahead of my time. What amazing luck, I thought, that part of my calculations must have been wrong, and yet I had not missed Earth.

I had not seen it as soon as I had seen Mars, on account of its being so near to the line of the Sun. Consequently it was large when I did see it. As it grew larger and larger I tried to work out what continent I was approaching, not that it greatly mattered, as I had petrol enough to make a good landing unless I was very unlucky. Though it couldnt be where I had expected to land, as I was so much ahead of my time. Well, I couldnt make out anything, as most of the orb was in darkness. And when I got into that darkness it was a blessed thing, after the glare of the sun in that endless lonely day. For there is no light there really, only glare. In that awful loneliness there is nowhere for light to fall; it just goes by you in a glare. I got into the darkness at last and switched on my engines, and flew till I came to the very first edge of twilight that gave light enough for me to land, for I was tired of staring at the sun. And that was how I came to make a bad landing, with my wheels deep down in a marsh. It was not that that whitened my hair. I felt my scalp go cold, and my hair whitened; but it was not being stuck in a marsh that whitened it. It was the knowledge I had, the very moment I landed, that I was on the wrong planet. I should have seen it before, coming down, although in the dark: the whole thing was much too small. But I saw it now: I was on the wrong planet and didnt even know which. The awful concentrated loneliness of the accident at first froze my thoughts. And, when I did begin to think, all was bewilderment. What lay inside of Mars? Only Earth, Venus and Mercury. The size pointed at Mercury. But I was ahead of my time, not behind it. Or was my chronometer all wrong? But the sun had appeared no larger, five minutes ago than it appears from Earth. In fact rather smaller. Perhaps, I thought, it was Venus in spite of this; though it was too small even for Venus. And the asteroids were behind me, outside Mars.

What I did not know then was how Eros (and perhaps others too), on account of the tilt of the planes of some of the asteroids, comes at certain times within fourteen million miles of us. So that though his path round the sun lies outside Mars, whose nearest is thirty-five million, Eros at certain times is Earths nearest neighbour. Of this I knew nothing; and yet, when I began to think reasonably, the facts at last spoke for themselves: I was on a strayed or an unknown asteroid. It should be easier to examine such a body when one is actually on it, with its continents all spread round one, than when it appears no more than a small pins head in a telescope. But the calm, the safety, above all that feeling of Home, which lie about the astronomer, are aids to accurate thought which cannot be estimated.

I saw that I had blundered when leaving Mars, making some wrong calculation in my hurry, and was very lucky to have got anywhere. Who can say when he thinks of all the things he might have become, who can say as I can that I nearly became a comet?

Very true, said Jorkens.

Terner said this with the utmost seriousness. The danger had evidently been near to him.

When I realised where I must be, continued Terner, I set to work to pull my plane out of the marsh, standing up to my knees in it. It was easier than I thought. And, when I had got it up I lifted it over my head and carried it about nine miles on to good dry land.

But an aeroplane? I said. What does it weigh?

Over a ton, said Terner.

And you carried it?

With one hand, he said. The pull of those asteroids is a weak and puny thing to anyone accustomed to Earth. I felt pretty strong on Mars, but thats nothing to what one could do here, in Eros, or whichever it was.

I got out at the edge of a forest of minute scrub-oak, the size of the ones that are dwarfed by the Japanese. I looked out for any disgusting beasts such as those foul things on Mars, but saw nothing of any sort. A few small moths, as I thought them, flew by me out of the trees; though, looking back on it, I think they were birds. Well, then I settled down to work out my new calculations. I was so near Earth now, that I might get it if I could pull away from the asteroid, and if only I was close in my guess (and it could be no more) at the pace that the asteroid was doing. More than a guess I could not make, for I did not even know on what little planet I was, and guesses are bad things for calculations. But you must use them when youve got nothing else. I knew at least where the path of these asteroids lay, so I knew how far they had to go, but the time that they took to do it I could only guess from the time that I knew their neighbours took. Had I been further from Earth these guesses would have ruined my calculations, and I should never have found my way home.

Well, I sat there undisturbed by anything except my own rapid breathing, and worked out those calculations as near as I could. I had to breathe three or four times as fast as one does on Earth, for there didnt seem as much air as there is here. And of course there wouldnt be in a little place like Eros. What troubled me far more than the breathing was the thought that I had only my engines to pull me clear of the planet, having used the last of my rockets in leaving Mars, and never guessing I should need them again. Imagine a passenger from Southampton to New York being suddenly landed at an island in the Atlantic. He would be far less surprised than I was at landing here, and I was not prepared for it. The pull of Eros, or whatever small world it was, was not much to get away from; but the amount of atmosphere I should have in which to pull away from it was bound to be diminutive also, like the planet round which it was wrapped. I knew I could get up enough speed to pull clear of Eros, if only I had long enough to do it, if only the air went far enough. I knew roughly how far it went, as I had felt it in the wings of my plane on the way down. But would it go far enough? That was the thought that was troubling me as I worked at my figures, and breathed as men breathe in high fevers. I wouldnt use my compressed air while I had air of any kind to breathe outside. For the hours that I could live before I reached Earth were numbered by my supply of compressed air. Well, I made my plans, and arranged my aim at the Earth, in leisure, such as I had not had on Mars, while the little planet spun towards the sun, and its day was dawning where I had landed in twilight. Then I had time to look round at the oak-forest, whose billowy tops were rolling away below me. Take a look now at this matchbox. Handle it gently. Now what would you say made that hole in it?

I took from his hand a Bryant and Mays match-box, considerably shattered; shattered from the inside; leaving a hole large enough for a mouse to run through.

It looks as if something had gone through it pretty hard, I said.

Not through it, he answered. Theres only a hole on one side.

Well into it, I said.

Nor into it. Look again, said Terner. - Sure enough it was all burst outwards. But what had done it was more than I could see. And so I told Terner.

Then he took it over to the mantelpiece, where he had two little cottages made of china, and put it between the two, and put a little thatch over the match-box, that he had made to fit it. The little cottages on each side of it were just about the same size.

Now what do you make of it? he asked.

I didnt know, and I had told him so, but I had to say something.

It looks as if an elephant had broken out of a cottage, I said.

Terner looked round at Jorkens who was nodding an approving head, almost benevolent except for a certain slyness.

I didnt understand this vehement exchange of glances.

What? I said.

The very thing, said Terner.

An elephant? I said.

There were herds of them in the oak-forest, said Terner. I was stooping down to pick a branch of a tree to bring back, when I suddenly saw them in the dawn. They stampeded and I caught one, a magnificent tusker, and none of them bigger than mice. This I knew must be absolute proof. I threw away the branch; after all, they were only small oak-leaves; and I put the elephant into that match-box and put an elastic band round it to keep it shut. The matchbox I threw into a haversack that I wore over my bandages.

Well, I might have collected lots more things; but, as I said, I had absolute proof, and I had hanging over me all the while, and oppressing me with its weight, that feeling that I was on the wrong planet. It is a feeling that no one who experiences it can shake off for a single moment. You Jorkens, you have travelled a good deal too; youve been in deserts and queer places.

Yes, the papyrus-marshes, muttered Jorkens.

But, continued Terner, not even there, nor far out with the Sahara all round you, can you have had so irresistibly, so unremittingly, that feeling I spoke of. It is no mere homesickness, it is an always-present overwhelming knowledge that you are in the wrong place, so strong that it amounts to a menacing warning that your very spirit repeats to you with every beat of the pulse. It is a thing I cannot explain to anyone who has not been lost outside Earth, an emotion I can share with no one.

Very natural, said Jorkens.

Well, so I got everything ready, Terner went on, not only for myself but for the little elephant. I had a tin into which I meant to drop him before we left the atmosphere of Eros, and I had found a way of renewing the air in it from my own breathing supply often enough to keep the little beast alive. I had a handful of green stuff, branches of oak-trees, just as one does with a caterpillar. And water and all for him. Then I threw over everything that I could do without, in order to lighten the plane for the dash away from Eros. My revolver and cartridges I threw into the marsh, and that is where my camera went too. Then I started off and flew back into night, to the one part of Eros from which I could just see Earth, hanging low above her little neighbours horizon. It shone in the night of Eros like a small moon, like a cricket ball of pale turquoise set in silver. I aimed exactly, with all the allowances that I had calculated, and shot homewards flying low where the air of Eros was densest. At that low level I merely got my speed. Then came the crucial moment when I tilted upward to my aim. Would the air be heavy enough for my wings to work on? It was: I was heading in exactly the right direction, just as I got clear of night and Earth paled away. Now would the speed I had last? I couldnt make much more in that thin air. I wondered if someone from Earth would ever find my bones, if Eros pulled me back, and my plane beside them. But I did not forget my elephant, and reached for the match-box to drop it into the tin; when I found what Ive shown you.

Gone? I said.

Charged out, as an elephant would, said Terner. He must have gone before I left Eros. You see for yourself, now that you get the proper proportions, that that match-box would be to him no more than a hut of laths to one of our own elephants. And he had magnificent tusks. You wouldnt try to shut up an elephant here in a hut of the very thinnest boards. But I never thought of that. You saw it at once. But then I had put those cottages just beside it so as to give you the right scale. Well, I didnt grudge him his liberty at the time. I had no idea of the bitter incredulity that I should have to face. I was thinking more of the tug-of-war on which my life depended, the speed of my plane against the pull of Eros.

And all of a sudden we did it. There was a slight rocking of all my kegs and tins as Eros let go. Then the long day started once more. I spent it mostly thinking over all the things that I was to tell our learned societies about Mars, and that asteroid which I believe to have been Eros. But they were too busy with their learning to look at a new truth. Their ears were turned to the past: they were deaf to the present. Well, well. And he smoked in silence.

Your aim was all right, said Jorkens.

Good enough, said Terner. Of course the pull of the Earth helped me. I suddenly saw it shining in the day, and I didnt seem much out. Oh, what a feeling it is to be coming home. Earth pale at first, then slowly turning to silver; and growing larger and larger. Then it takes a faint touch of gold, an enormous pale-gold crescent in the sky; to the mere eye a sight of the utmost beauty, but saying something more to the whole being, which the understanding fails to grip. Perhaps one does take it in after all, but if one does one can never pass it on, never tell a soul of all that golden beauty. Words cannot do it. Music might, but I cant play. Id like to make a tune, you know, about Earth calling one home with all that changing light; only it would be so damned unpopular, because it is nothing like what they experience every day.

Well, I hit it. With the help of that great pull that Earth flings out so far, I got home again. The Atlantic was the only thing I was afraid of, and I missed that by a good deal. I came down in the Sahara, which might have been little better than the Atlantic. But I got out and walked about, and hadnt been looking round for five minutes when I came on a copper coin the size of a sixpence, and on it the head of Constantine. I had recognised the Sahara at once, but I knew then that I was in the north of it, where the old Roman Empire had been, and knew I had petrol enough to get to the towns. I started off again northwards, and flew till I saw some Arabs with a flock of sheep or goats: you cant tell which till you are quite close. I landed near them and said I had come from England. I had no vulgar wish to astonish, as the bare truth would have done, so I said I had flown from England. And I saw that they did not believe me. I had a foretaste then of the worlds incredulity.

Well, I got home, and I told my tale. The press werent hostile at first. They interviewed me. But they wanted cheery interviews. They wanted a photograph of me waving my handkerchief up towards Mars, to friends I had left there. But how could I be cheery after seeing what I had seen? My blood grows colder even now when I think of it. And I think of it always. How could I wave my handkerchief towards those poor people, when I knew that one by one they were being eaten by a beast more foul than our imaginations can picture? I would not even smile when they photographed me. I insisted on deleting little jokes from the interviews. I became irritated. Morose, they said. Well, I was. And after that they turned against me. Bitterest of all, Amely would not believe me. When I think what we were to each other! She might have.

In common politeness, said Jorkens.

Oh she was polite enough, said Terner. I asked her straight out if she believed me; and she said I believe you absolutely.

Well, there you are, said Jorkens cheerfully. Of course she believes you.

No, no, said Terner, smoking harder than ever. No, she didnt. When I told her about that lovely girl in Mars, she never asked me a single question. That wasnt like Amely. Never a word about her.

For a long time then he went up and down that room, smoking with rapid puffs. For so long he was silent and quite unobservant of us that Jorkens caught my eye, and we left him alone and walked away from the house.


A LARGE DIAMOND

THERE were several of us sitting before the fire at our club, in the room in which we all gather after lunch; some of us on the sofa in front of it, others scattered about in chairs. It was a grey dull winter evening. Evening is the word for it, not afternoon. It seemed to have begun about eleven a.m.; and now at a quarter to three night was obviously falling. Often on such occasions Ive heard such talk there that you would not notice that a cheerless day was dully dying in fog, nor for that matter would you have cared if the smiles of summer were luring all others out into golden air. Ive heard talk there as brilliant, and sound as well, as anyone could desire. And the variety of it! And yet this evening, with the fog in our throats, and I suppose deep down in our spirits, this is the kind of conversation we were having, as far as I can remember:

By gad, thats a big one.

Big what?

Big diamond.

Oh, I thought you meant a fish.

No, a diamond.

But you cant tell from a picture like that.

Yes, I can.

How can you?

Its life size.

How do you know?

Why; it says so.

But do you suppose the editor knows?

Of course he does.

How?

Why, a stone like that is known all over the world: he has only got to ask.

Still, I dont see how a flat picture can give one any idea of the size of a solid diamond.

Dont you?

No, I dont.

Well, any way its a big one.

Oh yes, its big.

Well, thats all I said.

One thing, and one thing alone, relieved for me the tedium of this discussion, and that was that Jorkens, who was in the club that day, was solemnly shaking his head. He began at the first mention of a big diamond, quietly continuing through the whole discussion. I hardly noticed him at first, and perhaps should never have done so at all had he not shaken his head with increasing vigour whenever anyone called the diamond big. But for this the monotony of his disagreement might have escaped my attention. I listened then to hear what Jorkens would say, and not a word came from him, but the confidence with which he sat shaking his head made me feel  you could not doubt it  that he really knew something about diamonds that was pretty well hidden from most of us. It wasnt like him to sit silent so long; and it was I that eventually broke his silence when my curiosity could bear it no longer. In any case it was time these two dull fellows stopped discussing their diagram in an illustrated paper. I glanced at the paper and said directly to Jorkens: Its a pretty big one, isnt it?

Not really, said Jorkens quietly.

Why, I said, have you ever seen a bigger one?

Yes, said Jorkens.

Where is it? I asked.

Well, people who think a stone like that is specially big, said Jorkens, will hardly believe in my stone.

It was, if I remember right, a diagram of the Koh-i-noor.

Ill believe anything, I said.

And one or two other fellows, bored I suppose by the fog, leaned forward and said So will we.

Something in that seemed to cheer Jorkens and encourage him a good deal, and without any more ado he started his tale at once.

It was a long time ago, he said. Many years ago a meteorite had fallen in the far North of Russia, up in the Esquimaux land, a colossal thing; and it took a year or so for the news to reach civilised Europe. When it did, it came only as rumour. But what struck me at once, as soon as I heard the rumour, was that the thing must have been as big as a mountain. For one can sift truth out of a rumour as well as out of anything else, if you go the right way about it. It appeared first as a fable of the Esquimaux. A god, they said, had arrived in a flaming car and driven away southwards, and the sky was red all night and all the snow was melted for forty miles.

It was not a matter of trusting the Esquimaux; I wouldnt trust them a yard; but simple people invent tales usually for simple reasons, and where was the reason here? Their report passed unnoticed; but to me it seemed that the only reason for its existence was that something like that, something that looked like that, must actually have happened; in fact a meteorite, and one vastly larger than any that had hit the world before. In the end I went to look for it.

I had no difficulty in finding it, either: the Esquimaux had given geographical details. 

What was difficult was to find out what on earth had happened. I found a mountain of meteoric iron before I had gone a day and a half from the coast, and it seemed to be what I was looking for. It was not on the map, but then very little in those parts was; so that proved nothing. It was of the right material, and within forty or fifty miles of the right place; and yet, without shutting ones eyes to a very obvious fact, one could not be satisfied that one had discovered what I was looking for. My expedition was purely scientific, and in science you cant shut your eyes to facts that dont quite fit. I used to be very keen on science in those days. I made many scientific journeys. I may have told you of some of them.

I didnt want Jorkens to wander, because, if he did that, you never got him back.

What was wrong with your mountain? I asked.

Simply, said Jorkens, that a colossal thing like that, as big as one of the Alps, could not have hit the earth at the enormous pace those things travel at, plus the pace of our own earth, without having gone right in and utterly buried itself. But here it was sticking up in the air as high as the St. Gothard. Well, I questioned the Esquimaux then. I had three or four with me, running my reindeer sleigh, and you must remember that nothing had come to our end of Europe about this meteorite except Esquimauxs rumours, so that these rumours were the only scientific data that I had on which to work. Well, they stuck to their story that the god in his car had arrived much further North and had driven away in this direction. And the conflagration had been where he had arrived, not here. That puzzled me for a long time. It seemed simple enough. It seemed so like burning forests. And yet there werent forests there in the North: it was just snow and ice, except for one month in the year, when the snow melted and enough sparse vegetation appeared to feed a few reindeer. I knew very few dozen words of the Esquimaux language, and I questioned them largely by signs; but there was no doubt about that conflagration.

And all of a sudden I got it, an exposed stratum of coal. The meteorite must have hit it and set it flaming.

There was no sign of any coal round the mountain that I had seen, so it must have struck our earth a glancing blow and ricochetted on. That was what I eventually decided on, and it turned out to be right. You see the meteorite had not merely dropped; the gravitation of Earth had not been its only influence; if so it would have come straight; but it had its own orbit and a movement of its own; this combined with the pull of the earth had made its slanting course, and it had hit us obliquely and ricochetted.

When I had worked out this it was easy enough to follow up the course of the meteorite to where it had first struck earth. Theory is the difficult thing: anyone can do practice. Well, the mountain had hit the earth in several places, leaving shallow hollows like the beds of old lakes, about a mile apart. But after a while the distances grew greater and the hollows much deeper, more and more of them being partly filled with water. I had had to leave the reindeer behind at the mountain, because the snow was rapidly melting. I had chosen the one month in the year when the snow is gone, so that I could see the ground.

By the way, said someone. Are there diamonds in Russia?

Are there diamonds in Russia, repeated Jorkens with a sort of sad fervour.

Well, you were telling us about a diamond, werent you? he said.

You shall hear, said Jorkens. You shall hear. And then he added You know what a diamond is, I suppose.

Well, of course we do, said one or two of us, with the rather irritable confident air that SO often goes with ignorance. But one man knew. Crystallised carbon, he said.

And then Jorkens went on with his tale. The snow had all melted; Id timed my journey just right for that; and we went on with three donkeys that I bought at a kind of village, if you can give such a name to a cluster of huts that comes one year and goes the next. I had three Esquimaux, one for each donkey. Our kit was on the donkeys and we walked.

We came to a huge depression in the earth, into which water had come, and frozen. A huge lake without reeds, not yet discovered by wild fowl. A most lonely waste; cold, empty and glittering dully, the ice turning to slush. And then no more of these hollows for twenty-five miles. It was in fact the last of the bounces the mountain had made. Or the first, rather; for I was travelling in the opposite direction. We camped about ten miles North of that vast lake, glad to see the last of its chilly miles of dull loneliness. Next day we packed up our crude little tents and did fifteen miles more. And that brought us to the place where the meteor had first hit our earth, striking a glancing blow. Right on the top of the earth it had fallen, partly pulled by our gravitation, and partly flying on some course of its own, which our arrival must have disturbed. Then, as I have said, it ricochetted away.

There was no mistaking the place where it had struck: first of all, because I had been right about the coal, and we walked over about a mile of cinders, a fine outcrop of coal burned right down to the bottom of the stratum as far as I could tell. And then we came to a wide flat dreary waste, going perfectly level to the horizon; and cold, it was horribly cold. And the snow still covered it though it was gone everywhere else. I intended to camp that night on it so as to take a few miles off the long journey, next day, to the other side. But the Esquimaux would not come. I asked them why not. Bad ice, they said. I stamped through the snow and it seemed hard as steel. But they repeated Bad ice.

Whats wrong? I asked so far as I could manage their language. Too cold, they said. Very bad ice.

You dont like ice being cold? I tried to ask. But you cant be ironical with natives, in their language, helped out by signs.

No, they said. Very cold.

So in the end I took the donkey that had my own tent, and went on alone through the snow. Being unable to tether the donkey he went off that night after the rest, but I managed to get my tent up, and tried to get some sleep, cold though it was. The silence was measureless, not a sound from the cracking of ice, not a rumble from water. There are hundreds of sounds that come grumbling up through ice; but there there was not a murmur, not a whisper, and no sounds of animal life but my donkey breathing. And later on, when he went away, I thought I heard him slithering on the hardness for five miles, till he reached the shore, for there was no other sound whatever in all that waste. That silence in the cold kept me awake for a long time. So that when a sort of morning came and I put on my skates, I knew already, as well as the Esquimaux, that there was something odd about it. I put on my skates because the layer of snow had all melted. It had puzzled me to see it there at all; but I have seen the same on a hard tennis-court when it has gone from everything else. I had trudged overnight in my boots, my snow-shoes having gone back with the reindeer; but now I put on a pair of skates, and calculated on getting to the other side in a few hours. Yet I saw that there was something odd about it. The queer glitter of the thing was odd if nothing else. Well, I soon found out what was the matter with that ice. It was harder than steel. That was one thing that was the matter with it. My skates wouldnt grip at all, and I sprawled and fell till I was bruised all over. What could that meteorite have done to ice, I thought? And all of a sudden the right idea struck me. If it was harder than steel it wasnt ice. The idea came to me while I was on my hands and knees, looking down into depths of light. I pulled out my pocket-knife and tried to scratch it. Not a mark would it make. There arent many things on earth that steel wont scratch, and this was one of them. I had a ring in those days, a stone set in gold, that as a matter of fact was rock crystal. Not the one I am wearing now of course; that is perfectly genuine. People used to think it was a diamond, though I didnt buy it with that intention. I dont remember why I bought it: liked the look of it, I suppose: took my fancy. Anyhow, I had this bit of a crystal in a ring, and I tried it now on the cold glittering substance; and not a scratch would it make either. It would have scratched it if it had been rock crystal too. This left very few things it could be. Well, I sat down on the wet stone and took off my skates. Then I stood up and shaded my eyes from that frightful glare, and tried to think. It was no use going back to the idea that that wide plain was of ice. An unscientific mind might have wasted time considering such things; but the touch of the steel had proved that that was impossible. I had therefore to think forward to new theories. Well, it was easy enough. The first thing you do when you see a stone  I mean, if you are a scientist  is to consider what stratum youre on. The moment I thought of it it was clear enough. I was on coal; I had seen the burnt cinders all along the edges. You know what coal is.

Carbon, by Gad, said the man who had spoken last.

But you dont mean... someone else was beginning; when Jorkens quietly said to him: Well, you know what crystallises carbon, or anything else.

Pressure, isnt it? said the other.

Pressure beyond anything we can imagine, and heat beyond any fire we have ever lit, said Jorkens. Well, not quite beyond, because a diamond has been made in a laboratory. Only it was so small, and the requisite pressure was so expensive, that I dont think anyone ever tried it again. But imagine a white-hot mountain travelling at, say, a thousand miles a minute: add the pace of our earth, doing about the same, and a bit more for the force of gravity; and pitch the whole thing full into a field of carbon. Why, the result is so obvious that I might have guessed it, without the trouble of going to look. But now that I had gone to look I decided to go right across it and see the other side. And a weary journey it was. The awful hardness, the cold and that deadly glitter, wearied feet and head and heart. Chiefly I was looking for a flaw, in order to insert a knife-blade, or the edge of my skate, and bring a good slab back. And  would you believe it  there was not a flaw in the whole of it.

A headache I got from the glare grew worse all the time; and there was no nightfall to help me at the end of June in those latitudes. I plodded wearily on, and the sight of any considerable display of diamonds has wearied me ever since. That is the true reason why I dont go to Lady Clashions evening parties any more, and you can tell whom you please. Well, I went on and on; and at last, late in what would have been evening in any civilised country, I got to the other side. There was nothing much to see, just burnt cinders again; dusty to walk on of course, but I came the whole way back over the ashes rather than cross that diamond again. I was wearing furs, so I was able to sleep on the way. I couldnt have done it in one journey, even if Id started fresh. It was a long way round the shore of that diamond, over the ashes.

I found my Esquimaux again, but nothing would take them near the diamond. Devils had come there, I gathered from them, after the god had gone, and had enchanted the place with coldness and glare. Whether they had pursued him to Earth, or had merely come to the place that he had vacated, I did not know enough of their language to gather. In any case there are many ways of accounting for anything, and the scientific and the religious are two of them. I was going one way, while the Esquimaux went the other.

I might with some difficulty, and certainly with much publicity, have got a quantity of dynamite at the coast, and gone back and got enough splinters to have stocked the Rue de la Paix. You know Paris? Yes, yes; of course. But I had bigger ideas than that. I wanted to beautify homes. I wanted to form a company that would bring chandeliers of surpassing beauty within reach of the moderately rich. I had planned gorgeous vases. And I had thought a good deal along the lines of sheer utility.

And in the end what happened? The very day that I got to London, the very day, I saw placards in the streets saying Big Earthquake In Just saw those words, the top three lines. I rushed up to a newspaper man. Dont tell me, I said. Dont tell me. Its in Russia. And, sure enough, I was right, though they called it something ending in ansk.

I knew it was there. You see, I knew what a blow the earth had received. I knew that the strata must have been shattered for miles down, under that frightful blow. I had been thinking of nothing else. You know how, if a friend hurts an ankle badly, or has a groggy knee, and all of a sudden you see his name in the papers, or it might be a her; you know at once whats happened; the ankle or knee has given out, and they have fallen and hurt themselves. It was just the same with our poor old earth: I knew what a blow she had had, and the moment I saw the word Earthquake I knew where it was. And I was perfectly right. They had merely worked it out from the seismograph, but I could have told them the very spot.

Of course I went back at once to see what had happened. No use forming a company to place a thing like that on the market, until youre sure that its all right. I went back by the next boat. And I found worse than Id feared. It had been the hell of an earthquake. And no wonder, considering the frightful blow that the strata there had received. The wonder is that they had held up so long. Worse than Id feared, it was certainly; a long way worse. The diamond had tilted sideways. It must have been that: it could never have gone clean out of sight, as it had, if only it had stayed level. But that would have been too much to expect, with all the strata like broken arches after some unimaginable railway accident. When they went they must have just dropped in heaps, into subterranean caverns of which we know nothing. Anyhow the diamond was gone. Not even the cinders were there, that had been like a shore all round it. It was gone with every trace, and the earth had closed again over it. It almost looked as if the right thing had happened, in a kind of way, after all. Were probably better, in the end, without that diamond. But Im not a philosopher. Not that I didnt do my best to bear my loss as I suppose one ought to. And I think I do, pretty well; considering the size of it. Only, you can understand, when I hear anyone talk of big diamonds, that it upsets me a bit. I cant help it.

Couldnt you have dug for it? The question came out of the silence that had fallen when Jorkens ceased; it came out of the gloom of one of the leather chairs, now dim with that wintry evening but for the glow from the fire.

Couldnt we have dug for it! exclaimed Jorkens. Couldnt we have dug for it! Of course we could. A couple of thousand men might have done for a start. But I thought wed better do the thing properly. Fifty thousand would have been about the right number, and we could have easily got them in Russia. Labour is cheap there; ten shillings a week would have done for them. That would have been £25,000 a week. We are sure to have got results in about ten weeks. That would have been two hundred and fifty thousand in wages. Say the same again for feeding them, and about the same for transport. Then of course thered have been the housing; quite primitive huts would have done. We could have done the whole thing for a million to start with. And what is a million in the City of London? But do you think I could get it? Money in plenty, and imagination simply not there. I tried talk, I tried everything, and as many drinks as they wanted; but not one would put up that million. Good Lord, when I think of the profits, the hundreds of thousand per cent profit on that one miserable million; and not a single one of them would touch it. It was enough to make me tell them what I thought of them. I did tell one of them; and then I gave it up.

Waiter, he called, bring me a very small whiskey, with just a dash of soda in it.

There are no very small whiskies in our club. There are small whiskies of course; but all the waiters know that they must never bring a small one to Jorkens.


A QUEER ISLAND

IT was the same fog that wed had for a week.

Trees when seen were spectral, full of vague omens. Houses were outlines of windows appearing out of one dimness. But one turned away from these things to the warmth and light of a room. We were before the fire again at the Billiards Club, a slightly narrower circle. Not that we were fewer than when Jorkens had told his story about the large diamond three or four days ago; but it was colder and we moved in nearer the fire. Jorkens was there again, and silent; a little, what shall I say? Well, one must rest a bit after lunch to digest ones food: he was merely resting. And another member had taken the opportunity to tell a tale of his own. It had been a long, long story, obviously an attempt to emulate Jorkens, and at last it drew to its close. And at those words, the teller of it was saying, my blood ran cold. This kind of climax coming on top of the dull tale was somehow more than we could stand without some sort of protest.

Can words ever make ones blood run cold? asked one.

Why not? said the story-teller.

But not the mere words; not cold, said the other.

Yes they can, said Jorkens.

I had thought that he was asleep.

We all turned to Jorkens then. But the critic stuck to his point. Well, what were the actual words? he asked Jorkens. Can you remember them?

Yes, well enough, said Jorkens.

Well, what were they?

The actual words, said Jorkens, were: Now, Arthur Tibbuts, dont think that just because you are English you can pick a quarrel with whom you please.

Doesnt sound very...

No, said Jorkens, but they made my blood go cold, all like slush in a thaw; and the goose flesh came out, and that made all the little hairs on my hands go up on end. Youre wrong about words not being able to do that, because they did it, and on a warm day too, away at the far end of the Mediterranean. Terbut, who doesnt usually listen to Jorkens tales with much patience, was the first to ask for the story. Probably he thought that Jorkens was bluffing, and may have anticipated that a challenge to prove his words might quieten Jorkens for some days. Anyhow Jorkens began. And just about then I remember the fog came down in earnest; the white lines of the window sills opposite disappeared, and only the yellow lights of those that were not curtained shone from across the way; all else was a bank of darkness going dimly into dark sky, which hung on the roofs so heavily that you could scarce tell them apart.

Yes, said Jorkens, it was in the Mediterranean. Some while ago now. A little rocky island over at the far end. Id gone there with a young fellow, Sir Richard Isden; still alive, only grown respectable. Oh, damned respectable. One of the brightest young fellows I ever knew. One of the very brightest.

What? Isden? said one of us.

Isden? said Jorkens. No, no, no. Sits on committees. The blood of his aunts came out in him.

I dont mean him. I mean the young Dick Isden I knew when he was twenty. A very different thing. Time makes queer changes.

Really, said someone meditatively, thinking of the Sir Richard Isden he knew.



Queer changes, said Jorkens. Well, Dick Isden began as he ended. But he wasnt like that always. I knew him first, meeting him quite by chance while he was out for a short walk. He lived with two aunts in the little village of Bothnor, in a small house called The Lilacs, right on the village green. They had caught him quite young, for his father died when he was five, and he had never known his mother. There was no one else to dispute their claim, so it seemed that there was no escape for him. They never sent him to school, they wanted him where they could always watch over his health. And every morning the two old ladies would open the Bible together, at any page, just by chance, to see what should be done with Dick. They always found something that they could twist, and that decided Dicks amusements for the day. Well, perhaps amusements isnt the right word; but, whatever it is, thats how they decided it. And some episode that had occurred between him and their underhousemaid (nipped in the bud, I expect) had given them a horrible hold on him. Well, this had been going on for years when I got into conversation with him on that short walk that they had allowed him for the good of his health, and because it coincided with a walk that Julius Cæsar had taken, which they had just been reading about. Not in the Bible, isnt he? Well, someone who was.

He interested me as soon as I saw him coming along; there was a sort of look in his eye that you might see in the face of an eagle that had got shut up in a very small pretty cage and was being fed on bird-seed, if you quite follow me, and we got into conversation. It seemed that he didnt mind their Bible so much, what he couldnt stand was when it came to their hymns, and it very often did.

He very soon told me all about his life, if you can call it a life; and his aunts. Was that really the right way to live, he asked me? He knew that his aunts did everything for the best, but was I sure they were always perfectly right? He had sometimes wondered, you see.

Well, I felt like a swimmer who had chanced to swim right on to a drowning man. Why not save him? So I said he must judge for himself; but, so as to be quite fair to the aunts, he should see a bit of the world first. Do you know, from the way he looked, I really dont think he knew that there was a world. How should he do that, he asked? I suggested Paris. He became thoughtful at that, and in the end said No. Theyd have spies there, he said.

Spies? said I.

Not exactly, he said, but thered sure to be one person there that theyd know. And theyd hear from that person at once. Theyve an awful knack of getting information.

And I saw that he might be right. Quite a bright young fellow. And then I thought of some islands that I knew, knocking about the world as I have done, so far away from that kind of aunt and all their ways, that not a single bony finger, far as they reach, could ever close on his wrist there; where no whisper of minatory advice could blow; not a threat, not a warning. I thought of the journey through France, when winter is with us still, and you come in the morning to the almond and peach blushing into bloom in the South. And then the Mediterranean. Oh, that sea. Waiter, another whiskey. And these islands at the far end of it, all bathed in summer for ever.

It was autumn when I met Dick, and went and called on his aunts. You may think me not quite the kind of caller those aunts would expect. My dear fellow, I was ideal. Young Dick hadnt unburdened his heart to me for twenty minutes when I knew their patter exactly. I was a good example, a steadying influence, a light where there was darkness. Yes, all that, I assure you; every word of it. But it was autumn in that house, autumn for ever. The aunts hair, their jet brooches, their thoughts, their phrases; the antimacassars on the chairs, the fading photographs; all the ornaments in the room; they were all autumnal things, all waning weakening forces.

I hung about the place for a few days, dropping in to tea and talking like a steadying influence, and a light where there was darkness; and if Id done it a few days longer they would have given Dick over to me with their own hands. But I couldnt. That autumnal air that brooded over The Lilacs made me too sad. I couldnt stand any more of it. There was a beauty in their old ways and their old outlook. But it was all too sad. And there was Dick like a crocus, being covered up with dead leaves.

So one day I stole Dick. It was better that way. No breach of trust. Though the metaphors they used about me! I assure you you might search through all the minor prophets and never find anything to equal them. Its no use arguing about it, because I had them all down in writing, in letters they sent to Dick. Magnificent beyond words. They were just born prophets. Wrong time and wrong country of course; but if one of them had gone up and prophesied against a city somewhere in say Assyria, a few thousand years ago, well, that city would simply have wilted. Im pretty tough, and it takes more than that to ruffle me. And if youd asked me in those days, if any words could affect me at all, Id have said, as you did, just now, that the idea was all nonsense. Then, that was a week or so before I heard the woman on the island say those words that I told you. Well, Ill get on with the story.

It was autumn, as I said; Kent all golden with it. Id told Dick about that island, sleeping with summer, out of the way of those aunts. Hed plenty of money; I bought all the tickets; and we slipped away from The Lilacs one day immediately after breakfast; and the same morning we were leaving London for Folkestone. Next morning when we woke Provence was smiling around us, mellowed by a milder autumn than ever comes North of France. White rocks, black cypresses, and all the gold of autumn raced past us through the morning; and so we reached Marseilles. And a lot I could have shown him in Marseilles, but he was too shaken by all those years with his aunts, to have let himself go even there: I could see it by the uneasy way he glanced sideways, without turning his head, at anyone who looked like coming from England. So we just dined at a place I knew of and went on board our boat, and she pushed out of Marseilles harbour from under the protection of Notre Dame de la Garde the next morning somewhere about seven. High up in some mountains along the coast winter was lurking in uplifted valleys; southwards the Mediterranean promised us summer again.

Dick wouldnt say a word to the other passengers. The shadows of those two aunts were over him still. I knew theyd lift, but not yet.

That night we passed through the straits of Bonifaccio, with their long line of lighthouses. Whats that street? said Dick. Lord, but the world was new to him.

A large lake only ruffled by our screw seemed to lie round us next morning, too serene for any sea. Oh, the beauty of it! And to think that its shining there now!

I went to the focsle head and looked down into that blue sea, like a sapphire before us; but, level with us on our port side, too dark for a sapphire, where the ghost of the shadow of our ship lay faint on the water. At our prow a white fountain danced over the sea before us; and with us went the only wave in that part of the Mediterranean, a black wave bursting into light blue as it fell, then leaping up in white foam. The sky one dome of blue, but for the frown of Stromboli.

That night we passed through the golden straits of Messina, all twinkling and flashing. And the night after, a little before morning, we got to Crete and anchored. That was, I think, a Saturday; and as a ship for the islands only left on Fridays, we hung about a bit in Crete. There was quite a pretty girl there; several in fact, but Dick soon spotted the prettiest; and I saw him looking at her in a thoughtful way. You see, he was still puzzled what to do about anything, without the aunts to look up a text for him. We might have stayed quite a while in Crete, but I was bent on saving this poor lost soul as completely as it could be saved, and I had set my heart on taking him to this island I knew of, where the spring flowers come up in sheets in January, and the girls are lovelier than the flowers. So we went on on the Friday, and that brought us into December. The absurd little steamer took us nearly a week to get there, stopping at various islands. I remember she was called the Queen Regent of Palermo.

Why? I dont know. Never was such a person so far as Ive heard. As well ask me why we call a ship the Empress of Ireland. Its the sort of name some ships get.

The islands were pinky yellow, when first we saw them, under pinky yellow clouds; far far off, so that you could not always tell which was a cloud and which was an island, except for the pale blue shadows the island had. It made them strangely mysterious to see them so like the clouds. It made one feel that they might float away. It made one understand how they got all mixed up with legend. The Cyclades and all that. But at evening the clouds seemed to come down closer upon them, and to turn black with the islands. This fellowship of the fantastic shapes of the air with the queer wild rocks below them, really gave me quite an uncanny kind of feeling, and it was this as much as anything that prepared my mind to associate this rugged rocky company with the legends that had haunted them through the ages. That point of view may seem silly, sitting here in the fog; but when one actually saw a ship, with her sails all black with nightfall, slip out of sight into one of those tiny harbours, one forgot for the moment that Odysseus was dead and three thousand years had slipped by over his bones.

Well, night came down on the islands, and some seemed asleep, and some like boxes of jewels, open and all heaped up, handfuls and handfuls of rather yellowy diamonds, and here and there a ruby; and trees stood up invisible in the night, but revealed by a trembling of shadows over the lights, as though a ghost were passing. And in the morning we came to the one I was looking for, a little thing you would never have seen on the map; it was called Inos.

Girls from a little white village were standing along the wharf to see our ship come in; slender tall figures very straight and supple, brownish complexion and bright fluttering clothes. I turned to Dick and just said: There are no aunts here.

Dick was no fool. He was only cowed. A fool would have argued that there must be aunts everywhere. But he understood, and his eye brightened, like the sea when a shadow passes: at last the memory of the aunts was lifting.

Well, we played about there for some weeks, staying at a little kind of an inn. Oh, dear me, I suppose weve all been young, but often in this fog I forget it, forget it altogether and really dont believe that I was ever young at all. I cant remember, I cant remember at all. It doesnt seem possible that all that sunlight shone, and all that laughter was rippling along little hills in the evening. And I wouldnt tell you anything that I was not sure was true. Its no use; I forget it all. Well, its very good of you. One doesnt really need it. But its very good of you. And this fog. Thanks, I will. Well, heres luck. What was I saying? Ah, yes, those golden girls; and Spring beginning in January. Well, as I was saying, we played about awhile. And young Dick was really wonderful. The very, very brightest lad you could reasonably expect to meet. Of course there were little difficulties now and then, but Im not going to talk of those: I was older than he; knew more of the world; and I smoothed them over. About that time the first letters arrived. Never mind them either. They described Hell very graphically. As I said before, those letters were perfectly magnificent. A natural prophetic style. But, good Lord, Id saved him from Hell, as I saw it. No, what I was going to say was that about that time Dick came to my room one morning with a thoughtful look in his eye, and said that there was a woman who was perfectly wonderful, that he had come across in the village while she was shopping. There was a rocky hill in the centre of the island, and a large white house half-way up, with large courts open to the air, their roofs resting upon white pillars: she lived there. Shed asked Dick and me to stay, and Dick was thinking about going. Well, why not? That was all I had to say. And we went.

Now this woman; its no use my trying to describe her. You wont see her for any words of mine. She was dark, she was rather tall, she was rather slender: thats all I can say. You see she had a most astounding beauty, and that isnt a thing there is a receipt for. It cant be acquired by having certain features, and it cant be described in words. She wasnt so very dark either, there was a clear touch of auburn in her hair, and her skin was no darker than the southern sun would make anybodys. Her eyes were dark, but thats saying nothing. There was an enormous power in them, and a flash of them seemed able almost to petrify a man. Ive felt it on myself, and I never quite knew what was going to happen; there have been times when I felt that in another moment... but that comes later in my story; as yet she had not even looked at me. But that power was always there, and not over men only; Ive seen her frighten a leopard by gazing at him; she kept leopards. And she spoke perfect English. The beauty of her face and the terrible power of that steady quiet gaze of hers are things I shall remember still when I remember nothing else. And thats what Dick in the very newness of his heart came on one day when she was shopping. Her dog had attacked her and Dick had driven it off. That was their introduction. I remember picturing her as a poor weak little thing if she couldnt control her own dog. Good Lord, she had hideous power. Her dog attacking her was of course just a put-up job, to attract Dick. That dog had to do what it was told when those eyes flashed at it. I soon learned that.

But Dick would never see it. It was just one of those things that his aunts had never taught him. Not that they didnt know. You see women have got a sort of Trades Union, that we know nothing of. They meet every seven years or so, though I dont know where, and tell those present all the tricks that are known, and communicate them to the rest by some means we know nothing about. It must be so, when you come to think of it, or how could quite young girls know as much as they do? Well, perhaps Im wrong. I certainly wasnt able to convince Dick.

I soon saw how it was with Dick: it was a grand passion. If you can quite describe as a grand passion anything that only lasts a few weeks. Anyhow, it was while it lasted. There she was showing him about her lovely southern garden, with the early flowers flaring against the rocks and her two tame leopards slinking up and down, and Dick going everywhere after her just like a pet lamb.

I didnt interfere. She and her leopards were a lot better for him, to my way of thinking, than those aunts and their canaries.

And so the early Spring wore away with her and Dick, as the early Spring wears away with everybody. Dear me, it was dull for me sometimes, looking on, and remembering my own early Spring, which wasnt coming again, even then: its just all damned fog now. Well, look at it.

I wasnt jealous of Dick, only regretful; and Id no cause to be that. It was a lovely house, a beautiful time of year, a perfectly enchanted country. The only thing I didnt care about in all her wonderful hospitality was the way she had of keeping pigs in the house. I didnt mind the dogs, but pigs and leopards were too much. You never knew what you were going to run up against in any room, from goats to, well, anything. Of course it would have been absolutely intolerable but for her wonderful command of them all. As it was, one just stood it.

Of course I counted for nothing there. She was looking dreamily at Dick all the time. Right past me if I happened to be nearer. I doubt if she could see me at all. And Dick was a good fellow, but he had forgotten me. And thats how it was far on into February.

And then one day he seems to have begun asking questions. Where did she come from? How did she learn English? Who were her parents? What was her name? For she only gave us a Christian name, if you can call it such a thing; and even that she varied. Sometimes as often as two or three times a week, according to what flower might be coming up in her garden. And of course the answers he got were of no use at all. Sometimes she said she came from the air, sometimes from the sea. She said she was blown by the wind from some snow on the mountains of Crete. She said she was thistledown, massed rose-petals; anything that came into her head. You know, that kind of answer can be very annoying to a young man that really wants to know.

So one day at the end of February, on a morning bright as a dewdrop under a hyacinth sky, when such a thought should have been inconceivable, he asked some question about which day ships left the island. As a matter of fact it was on alternate Thursdays. But she never said so: she just stood and gazed at him. However, he stuck to his point; he couldnt stay there for ever; he had a business paper to sign when he came of age, and a horse to buy, and one thing and another; and which day did ships leave the island? Do you know, she never said a word to him. I was the man that got the whole brunt of it. And she hadnt been able to notice me for nearly a month. I got the brunt of it suddenly, all in one moment, when she said those terrible words, that I dont repeat willingly even to-day and after all those years, because there seems to be still an echo about them of the icy shudder they brought me when she said them first to her dog. Yes, she was in the large hall in the centre of her house; white marble everywhere, and a pig or two lying on it, and one of the leopards that she had brought in from the garden; and her bull-dog, who liked the leopard little enough out of doors, furious with it for being in the house, and snarling and wanting to rush at it: she standing there like a witch-queen, and I just coming in at a door behind her, and you have the whole picture. And just as I did come in I heard those words to her bull-dog; and I tell you they froze my blood; my heart actually stopped for a beat or two and my blood turned cold, and my pulses seem to remember it to this day. Now Arthur Tibbuts, she said, dont think that just because youre English you can pick a quarrel with whom you please.

The woman herself, her island; right on the course, so far as we know, that Odysseus must have steered coming home from Troy; would have been enough by itself; but there was more than that to turn my blood to ice: I had known one Arthur Tibbuts, known him in London well, and he had travelled East one day, and had disappeared as completely as Brownings Waring.

Good Lord, said someone quietly.

Well, you can imagine that I went to Dick pretty quickly, and told him that you couldnt play fast and loose with these island women.

I dont know what I told him, anything that came into my head. Told him they all carried knives; told him they had a bad way with absconding lovers, an old island custom. I knew that a woman like that would want change in a year or two, anyhow from young Dick Isden. But, for the present I told him he must wait, and that it was not safe to be seen even thinking about that ship that was going on Thursday week, not that I told him which day it went. And Dick didnt care a damn. And I saw that I couldnt frighten him.

What was I to do next? He saw that I was absolutely stricken with horror. And there was he young and smiling; but he hadnt heard what she had said to the dog. And I wasnt going to tell him. Well, I went straight to her and said to her: Madame Anemone (that was the name she was going under just then) I heard what you said to that dog. And she said: Whats done cant be undone. And I said: Maybe, but dont hurt young Dick. And she said: Then tell Dick not to play fast and loose.

Those were the only words that passed between us, with the dog and the leopard looking at her eyes as she spoke, to see if everything was all right; and I dumbly trusting that, if she was what I feared, there was yet a certain rough justice even among cruel gods, as I had learned from legend on legend; and in the hope of which I now sheltered, for I had done her no wrong.

I went straight back to Dick and denied everything I had said about vengefulness, and knives, and island customs, and told him she was just a simple trusting girl that knew nothing of the big world from which Dick had come. Yes, I said all that to him. And I put it to him as a sort of noblesse oblige between one who knew the big world, like Dick, and one who only lived like one of the flowers after which she childishly named herself, in a dell of this tiny island away at the back of beyond.

And Dick asked: Does she want a ring and all that?

And I, who knew she only cared for essentials, said a simple trustful girl like her would never make a fuss about anything of that sort.

And in the end he stayed. And I hung about for a while. I believe I was useful to him doing all sorts of odd jobs. Chiefly seeing that the wild sort of men that she employed about the place to look after her animals, and one thing and another, did their work while she wasnt looking. When she was looking they darent do anything else. Worked with the sweat streaming from them for as long as they were under her eye.

But as soon as the summer began to get too hot I cleared off and came back to these fogs. And glad I was to get safely back to them; for, day or night, I never quite knew. And Jorkens gazed past us out into the darkness, as though his thoughts had not wholly come home to London yet. It was all he had to say. And whatever doubts we had, no one as yet had obtruded them, while we listened to his story rambling on, with the streak of poetry that there was deep down in Jorkens, coming almost in sight of the surface or sinking back, as the whiskey rose or waned in him. But now that he had ceased and we looked at London again, all robed in that cloak it so often wears in November, and at all the little familiar things in the room, I am not exaggerating if I say that there was not one of us that believed him. For a while we sat perfectly silent. Then someone said: But do you mean that you really think she was Circe?

No, said Jorkens, I know she wasnt. It turned out, so far as we were able to find, that she was a Mrs. Harbett that had lived a pretty fast life in London.

Then what are you getting at? said the other member. Why did you tell us Tibbuts had disappeared from London? Why did she call her dog by that name? What is the meaning of it?

Well, said Jorkens, you know what women are. I suppose she knew it would get round to Dick through me, and I suppose she counted on me keeping him if I got some sort of queer idea about it all. And Lord knows I did. Anyway he stayed. Oh yes, they married, to some extent, and lived happily, well, not ever after, but till she grew tired of him, and then he came away. But you wouldnt think it to see him at a board meeting, would you?

He turned his eyes back meditatively to the fog. You see, he said after a while, one never knows.


THE ELECTRIC KING

This is a story Jorkens told me one day.

It goes to prove that he does not talk always of himself, as some of the members of our club have chosen to assert; and since there is no personal motive to be served by any inaccuracy, I see no reason for doubting it. And if this story of his be true, why not his other ones? That is the way I look at it, without any wish whatever to interfere with the judgment of others.

He had fallen asleep after a somewhat heavy meal, and all the other members but I had left: some had business to attend to, while others were irritated by Jorkens snoring, though I couldnt see what harm his snores were doing; or what good their business did, if you come to that. And presently one of Jorkens snores turned to a gurgle, which seemed for a moment to be going to choke him; and that woke him up; and, being all alone with him, I made the remark: I suppose you have seen some pretty queer things in your time.

And people, said Jorkens. And very soon he was well started, wonderfully refreshed by his sleep, and by whatever he may have had with his lunch. And this is the tale. He was in America, knocking about in New England, and chancing to be somewhat out of funds. And he had taken up reporting for a paper, and interviewing, whenever he could get a scrap of work to do, in order to get on to what he called a financial footing; which I expect meant money enough to get back to England third class. And one day they had sent him to see Makins, the millionaire, who had been having a good deal of publicity lately, and to get an interview from him. In case the name of Makins conveys little, he was better known as the Electric King; and his publicity had come from the interest that had been taken in the case to prove that he was capable of administering his own affairs. That he was so capable had been triumphantly proved by his lawyer, chiefly by full details of the organising, the working, the tending, even the very oiling, of the giant dynamos that were watched and directed personally by Makins himself for fourteen hours out of every twenty-four, the whole year round, year after year. What the dynamos were used for was a point that was brushed aside with such consummate brilliance that, unless my reader be thoroughly trained in the law, he would never be able to appreciate it. These were the dynamos that Jorkens saw when he went to interview Makins.

Jorkens would never have had the job if it had been an easy one, and yet he got the mans whole story. There was something about him that Makins had liked, even if it was only that he took his wine like a man, to use Makins own words, and so he had got his story. Jorkens had congratulated him on the news with which the world was ringing, that he had just been proved capable of controlling his own affairs, and Makins had said Isnt it just marvellous? And then he had been silent for a quarter of an hour, sitting sometimes shaking his head, in a large carved chair, till he suddenly muttered, and soon his voice gained strength and he told Jorkens this story.

I had the idea of busting the whole electric light of America, and then gathering it all up again into my own hands: one company to illuminate every city of the United States: we should have been a power, at the lowest computation, equal to the full moon. I had it all clear in my head, and I could have done it  I cant give you the details: it isnt clear now: but it was in those days; clear to the last cent. You might have asked me any question about the minutest part of the scheme, and I could have answered at once in those days.

I should have controlled all that light; think of it. As much as the full moon sheds on the North American continent. Then my leisure went. I suddenly lost my leisure. A slight attack the doctor called it. But it wasnt an attack: I was perfectly well in body. And it certainly wasnt my mind: that was clearer than ever, too clear in fact; my thoughts were crystal-clear, but too many of them. I simply lost my leisure. It takes a good deal of work, a good deal of thought, for one man to control big business; and when I stopped to breathe at the summit of my career, on a pinnacle higher than I had ever dreamed of, my thoughts ran on. They would not stop, and so I lost my leisure. Well, I didnt mind at first: they all went into the business. But when I found that the most trivial thoughts began to run through my head, like a mob of dirty children in a great ball-room, thoughts too trivial and silly and irrelevant even to mention, and no keeping them out, why then I began to panic, and went to a doctor, and said to him What about it? And he said Sea-voyage. And I sailed from New York for Bombay.

Well, I found the sea-voyage was not doing me any good, and I did some thinking then; I was always thinking; and I figured it out then that what I wanted was not a doctor, but one who dealt with the terrors of the soul. Yes, I dont exaggerate: I was pretty well frightened by then: I began to see that those thoughts were hunting my reason. Noses down, tails up, ears flapping, thats what they were after, as surely as hounds a long way behind a fox. Well, there were one or two priests on board, of various denominations, and I talked to them a good deal, walking round the decks in the evening with one or other of them, and putting my case to him as soon as he began to listen. But they mostly talked to me about going to Heaven, and I figured that their advice was too like my doctors, who had sent me to Bombay; not that Bombays like Heaven, in the hot weather not at all. And besides, I knew their talk pretty well already; and my thoughts went racing on.

And then I remembered that I had heard that there were a good many religions in India, some with idols and some without; it was all one to me; I was being hunted over a precipice and was anxious to clutch at anything. I mean any prejudice I may have had against idols seemed now merely absurd: you maynt like brambles, but youd grab them, going over an edge, and to such a drop as I saw. Yes, sir, my wits were tottering. And that thought went on hunting them.

It had come down chiefly to one thought now. It was something about a rat that I had once thrown a stone at. That was the nearest one, the leading one of the pack: night and day you know, and of course no sleep to speak of.

I got to know a man on board, who had been in India a good deal. I guessed it by his face, and began to talk to him. And in a day or two I had put my whole case before him, as near as I dared, for I darent speak of the rat in those days. Ebblit his name was, and he told me about the Ganges. Our acquaintance began in the Mediterranean, we used to play chess at first, and sit and talk when the game was over. But he never really spoke out, never told me all he felt, or half he knew, till we turned that corner where de Lesseps stands, with one bronze hand held out to the eastern gate of the world; and the corrupt city of Port Said drops astern, a cluster of white domes in the evening, the sort of thing an angel might dream on waking; just leaving it behind him, you know, as we were. And Ebblit soon after that began to talk of the East, as though it were really there, and there were nothing odd about it; while the West and its ways seemed to drop further and further away from him, till he seemed no longer intimidated by its prejudices and customs. And then he spoke of the beauty of that river. He did not seem to know whether the calm of its beauty moulded the thoughts of those people, soothing and lulling them to an undreamed content, or whether it was the thoughts of generations of people that had given the river that surpassing sanctity. But I began to see there was ease to be found on the Ganges; and rest, as I dared to hope, for my hunted wits. And I asked him what part of the river was best to go to; and he thought for a little while and answered Benares.

I had a long way yet to go, and that rat with its wounded tail was terribly close. I forgot to tell you that its tail was broken. Gosh, Im a tough man! Ive known hundreds of men right through, their little minds clear as glass to me, and I dont know one of them, not one, that would have held out against that rat through the Red Sea.

They had a large tank on board rigged up as a swimming bath, and I used to get some coolness there after sunset, floating on the water and looking up at the stars and thinking of the rat.

And then I used to go and talk to Ebblit. Every bit of information I could get from him I used to collect like a stamp collector. The name of the best hotel, the best part of the river to sit at, the priests, the temples, the legends; everything I could get from him, while we walked up and down in the heat. And one day I very nearly mentioned the rat to him. Not quite, but I think he saw it coming. After that I found it more difficult to get him to have a talk with me, especially when alone.

I was practically all alone with the rat after that.

And at last we reached Bombay.

Of course there are things to see in India between Bombay and Benares, quite a lot in fact. The eighth wonder of the world is at Agra, and the earthly paradise in the old palace at Delhi, not to mention the marvels of history which are the equal of legends in other lands. Theres a lot to look at beyond the pinnacles of the Western Ghats. But by now I could see nothing but the slow blood oozing from the battered bruise in the tail. So I hurried on to Benares.

There was a man outside the Cow Temple who would help me, Ebblit had told me, to the right-hand side of the door. He was there three years ago, Ebblit had said, and would probably still be there. And I mustnt mind him being rather dirty, very dirty in fact. I would have laughed at the idea, if Id been able to laugh in those days. Dirty, indeed! What was dirt to that rat?

I went to that temple in terror. What if the man had gone? Three years seemed a long time to me. But it wasnt long to him, just as Ebblit had said. He was there right enough, to the right-hand side of the door that leads to the Cow Temple; loin-cloth, bare skin, and dirt; sitting upon the ground with a bowl beside him. So I found an interpreter and went back to the dirty man, and put my case to him at once, before I had even gone to my hotel. Of course I didnt tell him about the rat; perhaps I might have done so had he been cleaner; but I said that I was a business man much troubled by business worries, and that other thoughts intruded themselves on me too. He seemed to pay little attention, and when my interpreter and I had done, he merely replied, Speak openly.

You may guess that I didnt like being spoken to in such a way by a man like that, and I was silent a moment. And then in my utter despair I mentioned the rat. And the instant I mentioned it the whole thing poured out: I had never spoken of it before. Its eyes, its whiskers, its fur, I described it all to him, from its eager nose to the mangled bend in its tail.

And he said to me, if the interpreter got it right, The River Ganges is beautiful beyond the conception of man, and beyond the capacity of any mind to estimate. In the contemplation of this beauty is complete fulfilment of all desire. No ambition transcends it. Nothing even hoped for can surpass it. It is the fitting occupation of any life-time. Go, and sit by it until the picture of the river dwells in your innermost mind, as it does with me, more near than the hands and feet. Sit by it, if needs be, all your days. The reward hereafter is infinite; and for the seekers, like yourself, for immediate gain, even for these it is adequate.

Its odd, but it seemed to me that the man was talking sense. The rat was still there, but a ray of faint hope had shone from beyond the sound of his voice. I felt like some wayfarer lost and terribly hunted, who suddenly hears in the darkness a music of bells, and beyond the bells at last some cottagers light. That was no mad fancy, but only came from the stress of weeks without sleep.

Well, I went to the Ganges. Boys, its a jewel! I went down to it about sunset, and it lay there like a vast piece of a semi-precious stone, one of those very pale beryls or aquamarines. I realised at once it was no use just looking at it; I wasnt a sight-seer now, but a fugitive from a terror greater than any of those that ever hunt the body: I would cheerfully have sat and played with a tiger, to get away from that rat.

Suicide may be suggesting itself to you as an obvious remedy. But I wouldnt do that, because I felt that the rat was after my reason, and I wanted to save it from him with all its power, not to throw it away. So I had gone to the Ganges, not to gaze at it, but to let it sink into my soul, to contemplate its beauty as I had been told, till it became more to me than my hands and feet, and nothing else should matter, not even the rat.

It seemed the worlds end, that river; so many steps led down to it. It was not like tracks that run down to a ford, and go onward the other side, or paths that lead to a ferry, to wait awhile; these steps thronged down to the waters edge and ceased, the end of the journeys of pilgrims living or dead. I sat down on one of the steps near a tiny temple and watched the day fading, and the more it faded the more easy I found it to take my first lesson in the lore that should save me from the rat. And the beauty of the river began sinking into me, as easily as if Id been there for years and years. Pilgrims came down the steps by twos and threes, pigeons came in to the little temple beside me, dropping down to their rest among the tiny domes, and the colour went out of things with the loss of the sun, all but the river which seemed to keep a light of its own. Now for the first time I noticed the fires of death, flickering up from the burning ghats. Sometimes a ship with great sails stole down the river, with never a ripple upon that wondrous calm, so that it seemed that the ship was a ship of ghosts or the river something from dreamland, something far out among dreams, a long long way from waking. Now I saw vividly a slanting moon, young in the West like a horn, over the little temple. And, as the moon brightened and the fires of death grew stronger, the colour that had faded out of the sky with sunset began to return with the afterglow, coming back more gorgeous than it had been before, like a traveller returning to some rural home clad in the silks and splendours of wonderful lands. It increased and increased, till the luminous river seemed dark, beside the astonishing glow of it.

As Makins spoke of the Ganges he talked very fast, gazing straight in front of him over Jorkens head, without a thought of his scurrying pencil. Jorkens was writing shorthand and even then scarcely kept up. It wasnt so much the beauty of the Ganges that was entrancing him, Jorkens thinks, as the first escape, of a kind, that he had ever had from the rat; though he hadnt really got away from it. As he put it himself, masses of twilight seemed to be descending rapidly, draping the holy city with all their glory: you know how pieces of evening, slabs of light, seem to fall between you and buildings at this enchanted hour, buildings on solid earth, and sky between you and them. It was like that with me and the rat. There was something at last, at last, between me and him: the beauty of the Ganges. It could not overcome him, the thing was too strong for that. But the rat was now on the far side of the river.



A most intense beauty filled the sky with the deep colours of India, a hush hung heavily at the brink of the river, a hush as though the world had ceased its spinning to watch for the first star: the door of the little temple opened noiselessly, showing all dark within, and the hush deepened over all the river. And suddenly bells at the very waters edge sent up a melody clanging across the hush: wide windows opened in the dark far up above me, from which poured sudden music of instruments utterly strange to us: drums beat unseen from the little temple near: the rapidly darkening air throbbed to a strange rhythm, that boomed and resounded among the walls of Benares: that was their way of worship; they were giving praise to the river. Youll excuse me a moment, wont you. And Makins rose and went to a little shutter, a sliding panel in the library where they were sitting, and moved the panel aside. And at once a great purr filled the room, the voice of a hundred dynamos. Jorkens had heard the murmur of them before, all the time that Makins was talking about the Ganges, but now the roar of their purring filled all the room, and he could see the rows of them, like a vast stable of elephants. What stupendous energies that iron multitude was unloosing Jorkens did not then know, only that a vast power was going invisibly forth. They were looking down on the hall of the dynamos from the height of one storey, and men were going about amongst the dark rounded shapes, oiling machinery. My dynamos are being fed, said Makins. Jorkens said nothing: the hugeness of the power so near to him, the humble service these monsters were giving to man, and the incompatibility between the organised might of science and the devoted worship of an Indian river, seem to have taken his breath away. And Makins continued: I stayed there for three days. The rat was now, as I said, on the far side of the river; but it went no further away. In the gloom of thought I could see its whiskers twitching whenever it sniffed, and I knew who it was sniffing for. So I went back to the dirty man and told him all about it. And he said: The Ganges flows from a hill too high for our feet. And on that hill is a city of pure gold. Everything there is gold, pavement and houses: even the shops are gold. And all the people that dwell in it are Hindus. When he spoke of the beauty of the river he had me beat; that was a thing he understood; but when it came to a definite fact of geography that set me arguing. How did he know, I asked, that the golden city was there? T have seen it, he said. T walked for months up the river, walking in my youth, great distances every day; and I came to the hill, and it was all white, and there was no city there. I was young and had not the faith. And I stayed there looking at it for seven days, fasting and sometimes praying to those to whom prayer is due. And at the end of the seventh day I thought I noticed a change. And the sun set, and there was no change. And all the hill grew dull. And I was faint with fasting. And all of a sudden the golden city came; street upon street of it straggling along the hill; and domes and walls and towers all twinkling and shining; a city of purest gold, as the Brahmins teach.

Should I see it? I asked.

Not yet, he said.

When should I see it? I asked him.

Stay for three months upon the bank in Benares, he told me. Well, it seemed a long time, but I did as the dirty man said. And the rat stayed all that time on the far side of the river, and I had some sleep at nights, yet things got no better than that; I could still see the country of madness too near to my borders, the edges of my imagination almost touched it.

One day at the very end of the three months, as I sat watching the pilgrims, it suddenly occurred to me that it was not my river; that I should never believe the story of the golden city, and its gods could never be my gods. I made up my mind suddenly. I never even told the dirty man. I suppose he is sitting there now by the door of the Cow Temple, with the cows and the peacocks strolling about inside, and the worshippers tolling a bell whenever they pray, so that their god shall hear them. I left at once. I suppose I valued too lightly the rest I had had from the rat, or thought that the respite would last. The moment I left the Ganges he crossed the river, and was back again as close as ever he was. He might have driven me back to Benares, but I knew by now that the Ganges could never get rid of him: the holy river was only a palliation, and I had a hope of shaking him off altogether. You see, from the first I thought religion could do it.

I am pretty shrewd as men go, and make up my mind quickly, and from the very first I had spotted that that rat was one of the terrors of the soul. So that spiritual help was what I needed, if I could only find a religion that had a priest that was ready to fight the rat. And I had not given up hope. The greatest religions, I said, have always come out of deserts. And it must be so: for before a man can even look at the verities, let alone ponder and value them, he must clear off the dust of all the things that dont matter; like to-days news, to-days opinions, to-days fashions; yesterdays customs, and to-morrows fears. So I left the opalescent city of Benares, travelling in search of a desert. And the rat travelled with me.

I took a train for Delhi to begin with. There I intended to enquire my way to a desert, and in the desert I hoped to find some holy man who might have found enough wisdom, out of the way of cities, to be able to solve the terrific problem I brought him. Well, I was sitting in my railway carriage towards evening, thinking of the rat, when all of a sudden, pale and clear on my right, I saw a range of mountains that I did not know were there.

While we waited at the next station I asked the station-master about them, and he told me they were the Himalayas. The Himalayas! Imagine seeing a waterfall, and asking its name, and being told that it was Niagara; or entering a church by chance, and finding it was Westminster Abbey. So I came to the Himalayas.

The station-master told me the names of the peaks, pale mauve a long way off. Ive always found you English very obliging. And then I asked him the name of a white one, all alone over the rest, and he answered as though it was not there at all, or at any rate need not be bothered about: Oh, thats in Thibet, he said. Isnt that like you? Youre nearly all like that. It was outside the British empire, and so it didnt count.

Of course Jorkens said that that wasnt so at all. That we thought rather more of a foreign country if anything than of our own, and would do anything rather than show we thought it was foreign. So a few moments passed over international courtesies, meaningless and polite, while the dynamos purred on faintly the other side of the shutter. And then Makins continued. I hadnt been looking at them for long when I said to myself, Mountains. Mountains, I said: theyre every bit as good as deserts; and Ive heard strange tales of Thibet. On a mountain a man may do as much thinking as he could down on the sand, provided he goes high enough; all the silly little phrases that buzz round thought and obscure it wouldnt get far up a mountain. Ill go there, I said; and I decided at once; at the next stop from that I got out. And the rat hopped out with me.

I hired a motor in course of time; you can do anything in time in the east; and we started straight for those mountains. I was getting no sleep now at all, and I made the chauffeur do sixty. We startled the little tree-rats as we shot past. Wonderful little animals. How I wished it was one of them that was after my reason, instead of the foul brute that I knew. Or even a monkey. But I suppose a man cant choose what terror will hunt his soul. And looking at it reasonably, as one always should at anything, I suppose one curse is as bad as another; only I couldnt think so then.

Well, we motored on towards the mountains in the afternoon, the afternoon of the day following my talk with the station-master, until what had been patches of blue laid upon lilac began to be great ravines rent in the slope of the mountain. Thibet by now no longer peered down on one, but was hidden by this huge wall, shutting it off from the world.

We did a lot of mileage that day, till we came to a place where the chauffeur said that the car could go no further. Not that I bothered about that, for I had had from him the rumour of a monastery fifty miles or so further on, the very thing I was looking for; and I would gladly have walked without food or rest, with that ahead of me and the rat behind.

As it turned out I didnt have to walk, and as it turned out it was a lot more than fifty miles, but we got hold of a bullock cart at a village, a thing they call a tonga: two bullocks drag it, and they can go anywhere. I dont say it was comfortable, but comfort had gone from me since the coming of the rat, and I found bodily discomfort rather pleasant than otherwise: I had come to that pass long ago. We were travelling in the bed of a great river, the man that was driving the oxen, and I, and of course the rat. Our wheels were going over white sand and boulders, everything perfectly dry, except for long narrow pools of shallow water, lying like shreds torn out from a mountain oreads dress. The sambhur came out of the forest to gaze at us, not the least afraid of the bullock cart. So thick was the forest all along the dry river that we seldom saw the mountains: when we did see them their imminence was tremendous; we were all among them now, as though we had strayed unannounced into the assembly of giants, ancient ones of the earth, deputed by Nature to deliberate on her plans. Now night began to fall and the man halted his oxen and built a little circle of fires for the night, to keep away tigers. I kicked one of his little fires all golden into the darkness. Will that keep it off, do you think? I blurted out at him. But he was only thinking of tigers.

I regretted my violence almost immediately. You must forgive me, I said, I cant sleep. But he understood never a word, and it mattered not what I said to him.

One tiger came very near: I heard his whispering footfall above the thought of the rat. The night passed, like all sleepless nights, in about a year; and dawn came suddenly. We made some tea, and the man ate some food he had brought, and we pushed on for Thibet. We went on all that day, our wheels climbing over the boulders and dropping down with a crash on the other side. But none of these jolts could shake the rat away.

We made our little bivouac that night far up the slope in the cold with only one fire, above the fear of tigers. Not that I feared tigers: I had only one fear now, and my reason was tottering before it. Another sleepless night dragged by like a long chapter of history; and in the golden morning my driver pointed; and there, far enough off, but shining bright as the morning, there on a mountain was the monastery I sought. By noon we were as far as the bullocks could go; the rest of the way was sheer mountain. We had already changed bullocks twice, and done over sixty of the fifty miles that they had said it was to the monastery. I found that distances in India were often like that. But here was the monastery at last in sight. I was able to get more men to carry my kit from the tonga, and I pushed on ahead of them up the mountain. A tiny little path went winding away over what was otherwise nearly precipice: by the look of it they didnt often go from that monastery, whoever they were, and few seemed to go to them. A bell sounded as I climbed up to them, but there was hardly a welcome in the sound, as you might expect there to be in this voice from the lonely mountain; it was too unearthly for that, too little concerned, so it seemed, with any cares we know. The way to the door seemed almost quite untrodden. By the door a bell-handle in bronze, shaped like a dragon, hung from a light chain. I went up and pulled the handle, and an astounding din reverberated through the monastery. By some system of pulleys the chain that I pulled so easily must have swung a bell weighing little under a ton. And out came a wizened man in a monkish robe, and to him I tried to explain what I wanted without an interpreter, and without knowing a word of his language, or he knowing any of mine. But I think he must have guessed from some look of fear in my eyes, for he led me in; and presently the men came up with my baggage, and it was easier to explain more about myself by pointing to that. Had I come with less kit, and perhaps bare-footed, they might have sent me on sooner. As it was I sent one of the men with my baggage to go and get an interpreter, and it took him a week to find one. And all that time they housed me and gave me their queer food, and a small stone cell to sleep in. And when the interpreter came I had a talk with a younger monk, telling him all my case; and he told me to ask the interpreter to come back in a year; and that at the end of that time I should have prepared myself by suitable meditation to have speech with their Lama.

That was an unthinkable year. The rat gnawing through my thoughts and working in to my reason, and they would not even let me ask for the cure. A year of horror. A year of the pit. I will not speak of it. They kept the rat from doing its worst, I will say that for them; they knew of exercises, exorcisms and spells, fastings and meditations, that kept up the walls of the soul and kept the powers of night from actually taking the citadel; but I was beleaguered by terrors all that year, and they would not even let me ask for help. A ghastly unspeakable year, and the rat so close that were it not for their bell, were it not for their bell I dont know what would have happened.

It came to an end at last. At last they sent for me and said that their Lama would see me; and they had the interpreter all ready.

I was shown into his cell; a man in a yellow robe, with a flat-topped head; sitting calm at a table, and eyes like the scrutiny of the entire night, like the whole night solving a riddle, unravelling the mystery of courses of worlds that were older than ours. I spoke to him through my interpreter, but he did not speak to me. When I had spoken he merely pointed upwards, not to the sky but up the slope of the mountain, then he sat motionless with his gaze before him and his hands stretched out on the table. I saw that it was time to go, and I bowed to him, and left the room and soon afterwards left the monastery, and started, where he had pointed, up the mountain, where as I was told by one of the younger monks I should find another monastery before nightfall. Something in the reverence with which he spoke of it, something in the awe with which they watched me set forth, gave a fresh hope to my hard-hunted soul. It was in the early morning, and I climbed all day. No track whatever led up from the monastery I left: late in the afternoon I met a track arising out of nowhere and winding upwards. They didnt seem to call on each other much. I could not see the monastery to which I was going, but they had pointed out the direction, and I had no doubt that this insufficient track was the road of the people I looked for. The heat and fatigue were nothing to me, for without the protection, such as it was, that I had had from the monks of the lower monastery, the rat was hunting me sorely. And before the sun set I heard a bell above me; but so faint it sounded, lonely and lost on the mountain, and so very strange were its notes, so aloof from our joys or troubles, that it hardly seemed to ring from a habitation of men.

I had brought my interpreter with me, a Hindu from near Naini Tal; that is to say he had left the lower monastery with me; but I had let him follow at leisure, not being driven, as I was, over the rocks by the pursuit of the rat. But besides the interpreter I brought nobody; nobody to carry my kit, and no kit to carry. I had an idea that it might be better to arrive like that this time. They dont set store by the things that we set store by.

Over a rise the track I was following rambled, leading down to a little valley, and on the far side of the valley the upper monastery stood, with the little rocky valley to look out on, and the mountain going up like a sheer wall behind it. The sun set then, and a queer glow over everything added a mystery to the house I approached. By the door hung a bell-handle of silver, obviously shaped as a symbol, but a symbol of something of which I was utterly ignorant. I pulled the bell-handle, and a gentle note turned all the air of the monastery to music. And presently I heard monkish feet coming slowly down a passage, and the door opened. I had picked up some words of their language in the year at the other monastery, but not enough in which to speak of the terrors of the soul, the souls affairs being so far more intricate than are those of the body. So I asked him for lodging, trusting to these peoples hospitality, and told him that I had come from the lower monastery and that my interpreter would soon arrive. When I spoke of the lower monastery, looking in his face, I might have been speaking of another world, so little it seemed to mean to him. I hoped from that. I hoped that they had some wisdom here of which they knew nothing below.

To their hospitality I had not trusted in vain: he took me in at once; and as soon as the interpreter arrived I went with him to the cell of one of the monks and told over in all its terror my old story. Well, they certainly had spells: they used to chant them round my bed at evening, spells in no language I knew, not even the language that they usually spoke on this mountain and of which I had picked up scraps. They were only like reinforcements on tottering ramparts: they kept the rat away while I got some sleep; but I was nearing my end now, and palliatives like this could not postpone it much longer; the end was near, and the rat would get my reason. They occupied my day by reading runes to me that were all of them greater than curses, if you could get the right rune against the right curse. But I had a feeling that the rat was winning. And youd think that when he was winning hed be all the neater and sleeker; youd think that his fur would be smooth and shiny, and the rat in fine condition. It was just the other way about. His fur was like dead fur; his lower jaw was drooping, his lips were shrunken, his sides were sinking in, and the wound in his tail was rawer and more revolting. Everything was shabby and mildewed about him except his eyes, and they were as keen and penetrating as ever.

About a month went by. And then one day their Lama sent for me. I went in terror, for it felt like my last chance. But all the monks smiled at me, and seemed to be telling me that all would be well. We were shown in, the interpreter and I, to the dim room in which the Lama was sitting, in a yellow robe, at a table of red lacquer. Nothing spoke but his eyes when we came in. And then I told my story. The interpreter knew the grim details of that tale of mine now, and told every terrible sentence after me rapidly. At the end, in the silence, the Lama spoke one word. I could not believe it. One word to my interpreter, and then that empty look upon his face that shows one that the interview is over.

I looked at the interpreter, but he rose to go. And so I left in despair, having only got one word.

What did he say? I asked, as much out of curiosity as anything.

Prayer, said the interpreter.

But prayer? What prayer? Did he think I hadnt prayed? As well advise a hunted fox to run. What did it mean, this one word that he spoke to me, I asked monk after monk. And they all of them said the same, they did not know; I must go further up the mountain.

Another monastery? I asked.



Yes, one more, they said; a monastery at the top of the mountain. I calculated that that was another two thousand feet, and pretty steep; but I could not miss my way, it was right at the top of the peak. And so I started, though it was late in the afternoon, and soon night fell on my climbing; but I didnt mind that; it was better than lying awake on sleepless beds, with the sly rat in the dark, gnawing and gnawing its way through thought to my reason. I climbed all night, letting the interpreter come on when he would, and in the heat of the next day I dropped at their door and rested. Here at least they could send me no higher. And after a while I got up and pulled a plain iron bell-handle, and a bell like a cow-bell clanged in the monastery, and a smiling Buddhist with a friendly face opened the door for me, and I staggered in. And for a while I said nothing. And then I said Prayer, Prayer, using the word that the Lama had said to me, and stumbled through some words of their language, trying to tell of my stress and the near approach of the rat, but I did not know enough of the language for that, yet he seemed to understand, and took me in and fed me. Then he took me to a cool room where there was a bed, and gave me a pitcher of water, and there I slept for some hours. When I awoke the interpreter had arrived, and I wanted to tell my terrible story at once; but some of the monks quieted me and I rested for some while longer. And when I woke again in the cool evening they seemed to know my story already; I suppose the interpreter had told them.

And an older monk came in, and gave me a small square of paper with red writing upon it; and smiled, and said The prayer.

I grasped it, and he went out of the room. But it was all in Thibetan. What was I to do?

They did not leave me in perplexity long. The monk who had taken me in at the door came back, with a tiny wheel, which he gave to me. Then he slipped the prayer into a catch in the wheel and showed me how to turn it. One did not pray orally, but turned the wheel.

He went away and left me with my prayer, and I began to turn it. Oh, man, it was the right prayer!

It was the right prayer at last. Imagine a man cold, weary; bitterly cold; taken instantly from the uphill road he is trudging to a soft chair by a fire in a warm room, instantly without troubling to walk to it; or a man lost in a desert without water suddenly finding that it is not true, suddenly finding himself safe at home; even so the rat faded.

Well, I neednt tell you that I turned that wheel all day, and far into the night. It was the first real rest Id had for what seemed ages and ages. The only trouble was that the moment I tried to get to sleep, and stopped turning the wheel, the rat came back. Not that I minded that much at the time: it was such a relief to be able to keep that rat away that I turned the wheel till morning and troubled no more about sleep.

Bright morning poured into my room, and I rose and looked from the window on a land more full of mountain-tops than any field is of ant-heaps, always turning my wheel. A bell tolled, I did not know whether for breakfast or prayer, but it showed that the monks were about, so I went down and met them walking in one of the wide corridors. They greeted me and asked me if I had slept well, and then I explained my difficulty.

A cheery laugh went up when I came to the difficulty about sleeping, as soon as I made myself clear. There was no difficulty in that, they said; and they sent for the interpreter, and when he had come they explained that they had little water-wheels all along a mountain-stream for several yards, that turned prayers night and day, and they said they would put one of these at my disposal. A kinder act I never knew; it meant rest by day, sleep by night; it meant at last a safe retreat from the rat.

So two or three of them came down to the stream with me, and it was my turn to laugh when I saw their little wheels. Very crude compared to anything we can do over here. And one thing I didnt quite like about them was that they went slower than the one that you turned by hand. Too slow wont do, you know. It gives the rat time to slip in between thoughts. However, I said nothing of that at the time: I was too grateful to them to risk hurting their feelings. And they showed me the wheel I might use, and I slid my prayer into it. And though thoughts of the rat slipped in at the far end of the revolutions, just before the prayer got round to its starting point, they were gone too soon to be able to keep me from sleep.

A few days in that bright crystalline air, with regular sleep every night, and my prayer-wheel turning, and the company of these men, keen as pioneers, giving all their days to extend the limits of human thought, did wonders for me. I put on weight rapidly, and my face began to get some likeness again to the face that my friends would have recognised. And as my health came back my keeness came with it, my old capacity began to return, my grip of business and industry. And one day I went to one of those monks and said to him: See here. You want to let me move those prayer-wheels fifty yards lower down. It will give you a fall of another fifty feet. Or let me move them a hundred yards and youll have another twenty feet on to that, seventy feet in all, which will about double your power. And whats more youve another stream, just as good, quite close, and a hundred men could dig a connecting trench in a day; or say ten days, working as the people youre likely to get will work; and that will double your power again. See?

I was speaking as much by signs as by the interpreter. The thing was such obvious sense there was nothing to argue about. But would they do it? They wouldnt even think about it. They wouldnt turn it over in their minds. Instead of thinking they said it had always been like that. Instead of improving it they said it was good enough for their fathers.

I grant you the wisdom of the East: it had saved my reason. But when it comes to organisation, you have to go a long way West for it. Gods own country every time. And back to it I returned very soon after that. It wasnt that I was ungrateful, I owed them more than ever I can repay, but I couldnt stand their lack of horse sense. You know, a man may have the wisdom of the ages, and yet be unable to put gasoline into his car if his chauffeur isnt with him. It was the same with these people. I did all I could to teach them, but in the end I had to leave them alone to go their own way. It wasnt that I was ungrateful, and it wasnt that I was not happy there, but those absurd little prayer-wheels were more than I could stand. Why, they had the water-power for ten times the speed they were doing, and I could have quadrupled it in a day or two. But I told you that. And, mind you, all the time the rat was gaining on the wheel. Very slowly, but gaining. And they stood helpless, and letting nobody help them, because it had been good enough for their fathers. So that, even if I had been able to stand their obsolete way of doing things, the rat would have got me in the end, slipping in between thoughts a little bit quicker than the wheel, just before it completed its lazy revolution. So I came home to these dynamos. I took the little prayer-wheel with me and left them. I tried to get the monk that gave it me to come out here, to see what these dynamos could do. I wanted to pay his way across the world. But he wouldnt come, and so we parted for ever; some slight regret on his part, as I always like to think; and I in tears.

In three days I was out of the mountains and in a few more down to the coast, twiddling my prayer-wheel day and night all the way. Youll wonder how I slept all the way from Bombay to London. That was a very small piece of inventiveness for a man who has controlled the businesses I have controlled. I fixed my prayer to the electric fan in my state-room.

And now you see these dynamos. All of them work to turn one wheel. And its doing nine thousand revolutions a minute. My prayer is on that wheel.

Not much chance for the rat. Not much chance for him to slip in a thought between one turn and the next. My prayer is down on him before he can dodge it.

He may try to slip in sometimes. If I have been talking too much of him, as I have tonight, or remembering my time in India; then when my thoughts are all leaning his way he may make a grab at one of them before the wheel comes round, but he has to be mighty quick. And on just such a night as this, with all that talk about him, and calling to mind those days on the jewel-like Ganges and with the monks in the mountains, he might well be likely to try. But I take no chances. Smedgers, he called through the shutter. Is Mr. Smedgers there?

And the man answered from the far end of the stable of those mighty dynamos.

Accelerate, said Makins.

At once the drone of the dynamos rose to a wail, nearly drowning Makins voice when he spoke again. Get them up to twelve thousand, he shouted.

Smedgers nodded.

For half an hour, Makins called down to him.

Right, sir, shouted Smedgers.

That will stop him, said the Electric King.

This is the story as Jorkens took it down, word for word, in shorthand, and it would have been printed years ago, but for some doubt there chanced to be raised at the time as to whether or not the interview was authentic. 


A DRINK AT A RUNNING STREAM

We were debating one day at the club what was the best drink. One said vermouth because it was good for the liver, another said gin because it was good for the lights, and almost every drink was mentioned in turn, till one wondered how human organs kept working at all, where alcohol was not to be had in abundance.

And then Jorkens joined in with the remark: The best drink I ever had in my life was out of a running stream.

A silence fell at that. It was not so much the staleness of the story that depressed us, as the feeling that, excellent as its moral was, Jorkens was not quite the man to tell it. We didnt mind tales that had been told before; one often has to put up with that at a club, and does so quite readily; but it jarred on the feelings of men to whom a tumbler of whiskey was nothing, to hear that tale, so intimately associated with the memory of gentle governesses, told by a man like Jorkens.

We said Was it really? or Yes, I suppose it was, and turned quickly to other topics. But Terbut, who never will let Jorkens alone, probably welcomed the idea of letting him make a fool of himself; he consequently leaned forward, all politeness, and begged Jorkens to tell us the story. After that of course there was no stopping it, and we had to sit and listen.

Yes, said Jorkens, a drink out of a running stream.

And muddy water, I suppose, said Terbut, for thats the form the story usually takes.

No, said Jorkens. No, it wasnt muddy. Clear, clear as crystal. Ill tell you how it happened. It was when I was in Canada, just after the war, in the fall of 1919. Its gorgeous there in the fall; the leaves of the oak-trees glow like embers; and the maple standing amongst them, or out in the fields by itself, shines like a lonely flame. I know nothing in nature more like a flame than a maple. I was there looking for a job of some sort, being slightly low in funds; and I knew nobody, except Jiggers, Lord Ludds Dun as he is now; its the old spelling of London of course. And he was no good to me then; he was as broke as myself. He had some trifling job with one of the biggest Canadian distillers, but it only barely kept body and soul together. Yes, if youd asked Lord Ludds Dun to lend you a fiver in those days hed merely have turned round and borrowed ten cents off you. Well he and I were out for a walk one day along the American border, and I said that something ought to be able to be done to get a few bottles of whiskey over. And he looked at the frontier with the gaze of a man seeing further than me, and said nothing. And somehow or other I never fathomed that mind at the time: consummate power is not always immediately recognised: and I said to him Surely a frontier like that, four thousand miles without a fort, ought to have its uses. And I remember his words to this day. Uses! he said. Why, its sent by Heaven.

Well, I said, you can get a few bottles of pink-and-blue (thats the silly name they called their whiskey), and I dont mind trying to get it across to the States. They want it over there. And well go fifty-fifty.

Ill never forget his quiet look of contempt. He was almost starving, and yet he didnt want to handle anything like a dozen of whiskey. In those days, just as now, he seemed only able to see things if they ran into hundreds of millions. And as a result he very nearly starved.

Well, why not? I said to him.

Oh, yes, he said in a tired voice, as though the price of a dinner every day for a fortnight were so trifling a matter that hed sooner go without dinner; as he very often did.

Well, then I began to explain my theories to him, for you cant do any piece of work without some idea to start on. What I said was that wed think of various ways of concealing the whiskey, but that we wouldnt act on the first bright idea that came into our heads, like common smugglers; wed smuggle water first, or milk; and whatever got through most easily and often we would try again with the whiskey. A good idea too. But he just listened moodily and said All right.

Well, he got the dozen of pink-and-blue, and I got lots of bright ideas, and tried them out with water as we had arranged. And the odd thing was that the really bright ideas all got found out. The American preventive people seemed to have been doing some thinking too. But they couldnt do anything to me for smuggling water. And one or two quite simple little devices got through as easily as possible.

Well, I got my dozen of whiskey through quite comfortably, and came back for some more, and gave Jiggers his half share. I didnt know what a great man he was in those days, but I couldnt help being awed by the look that I often saw on his face. It was the look of a master musician about to play, the look of a Napoleon before his Austerlitz, the look of a statesman about to explain away something that to common people is merely a fact. And he was very thin in those days owing to want of food, and that added to his expression a force that was almost a terror. You know him by sight of course; hes dark; and hes aquiline still, seen side-face, in spite of his fat. But in those days he was like a brooding eagle. An eagle on a high place watching lambs.

Well, he took his share of the money, and got me another dozen; but he wouldnt say thank you for what Id done, or talk about what I was going to do. He was moodier than ever, and his mind was far away from my whiskey.

So I went back through the border with my pink-and-blue, as soon as Jiggers was able to let me have it. I wont say how I got it through, for thats not in the private interest: some other man will be working my scheme now, and I wont give him away. Its sufficient to say that filling all the hollow parts of the frame of a bicycle with whiskey wont do at all: they found it out as soon as I tried it with water. Whats all that? they asked. Thats a Canadian Hydraulic, I said.

When you have to talk nonsense for any reason, you must talk the kind of nonsense they are accustomed to, and theyll accept it as they accept an advertisement.

Well, I got my whiskey through, and I was wandering about in the woods on the way back, looking at the glory of the fall, and suffering from raging thirst, for I couldnt afford to drink any of the whiskey. The sun so late in the year was shining quite warmly through the glittering leaves, adding to the pangs of my thirst, and I was getting near to the point when men drink water. Perhaps I should have done so there and then from a rocky stream in the wood, only that the stream was dry, so I buoyed myself up with the hope that barely a mile across the Canadian border, now only a few yards away, was a dear old soul who was often good for a drink. Id worked pretty hard, and it meant a lot of walking; and jiggers seemed to think it was all too trifling to thank me for; thats the way with all great men towards everybody that is off the direct road that they think destinys chosen for them.

I sat down on the bank of the stream to rest before going back into Canada. I must have walked fifteen miles before I disposed of the whiskey, and another eight after that. I sat down in a heap. The stream was oddly dry, even the pools that lie in the hollows of rocks in almost any dry watercourse seemed to have all evaporated. But sitting there on the bank the sun still got me through the pink and golden leaves, and, late in the year though it was, I couldnt bear even the slightest aggravation of the raging thirst that had been made all the acuter by carrying whiskey that I couldnt afford to touch. Because you see it was like raw gold to the Americans. Their Dry Law was quite new, and they were just feeling the sting of it.

So I climbed down into the watercourse, and made myself comfortable against a good smooth boulder under the shade of the bank that was on the side of the sun. And there I sat thinking about the Dry Law, trying to make out whether it was good or not, and wondering if I could utilise it further, so as to earn a steady livelihood. My thoughts took a hopeful turn in this direction, and they and the rest in the shade were so gently soothing that I must have almost fallen asleep, when I suddenly heard a murmur. I may have been quite asleep, but I was on my feet at once. No one that has travelled about the world a bit, as I have done, can mistake that murmur. Its not difficult to recognise, but you must recognise it at once, if youre sitting as I was in the bed of a dried watercourse. It is death to stop and wonder if it is really the sound that you thought it was. It was the sound of a torrent coming round the corner, a little way off in the wood. The banks were singularly steep and regular and it was not as easy to get out of the watercourse as it had been to get down, but I did it, and just in time; and the torrent went by me like a tiger. No, I wasnt dreaming. The thought occurred to me, for an instant, that I might be, when I saw the tiger-coloured torrent, more golden than the sun. But I was wide awake, standing there watching it flashing in the sunlight, and foaming over the rocks. Spell-bound is I suppose the word; but whatever it was I stood motionless. Motionless I remained perhaps for minutes, while that torrent went glistening by. And all of a sudden I realised that I was wasting moments of opportunity that in all my life were unlikely to come again. Very unlikely. And I ran to a place from where I could reach it easily, and got down on my hands and knees and had a drink. And from the moment my lips touched it I could tell that it was pre-war.

Pre-war water? said Terbut.

Whiskey, said Jorkens. If you underrate the abilities of Ludds Dun youll be making a great mistake. That was probably his first scheme; the first we know about, any way; planned by him, worked out by him, and carried through by him in every detail. And, as is perhaps the case with most great men, his earliest conception was his greatest. Nothing daunted him, nothing turned him aside. Instead of asking if it had been done before, its novelty was probably what attracted him most; instead of asking if it could be done at all, he did it. Of the whole scheme he spoke to never a soul. The distiller knew that he wanted an incredible amount of whiskey for the States, and compelled by the giant size of the mans personality he relied upon him to get it through, and supplied it. But he never knew how it was to be done. Of course it made his fortune too.

Others dammed the stream inside the Canadian border, but they never knew what they were working for, except treble wages, to be paid in a week.

Another man scooped the water out of the rock-hollows, for fear of contaminating the whiskey, but he never knew what was to come down that watercourse when all the water was safely out of the way. And further down in the wood there were tanks all ready and thousands of casks. One man there must have known, but that man was Porvis, who is Ludds Duns secretary to-day, a man that never speaks a word, at any rate not of Ludds Duns business.

And all these things were only financed by the certainty which that tremendous personality enforced upon every mind, that this vast enterprise was bound to prosper. For ready money, the cash I brought him for the first dozen of whiskey must have been about all he had. And little he remembers of that to-day.

And in the end how simple are almost all great enterprises. Merely, ninety per cent of them, recognising some urgent need among men, and then going and satisfying it. Jiggers stood like Cortez upon the boundary of the Sahara.... Well, whoever did first discover the Sahara. He stood there and saw a nation panting for drink. Others had seen that much; but what did Jiggers do? He gave it to them. And that torrent went amongst them and disappeared, as a rivulet in the desert.

Yes, I was present at the foundation of Ludds Duns fortunes. And little enough I got out of it.

Yet, after all, I got the drink of a life-time Thanks, I will.


A DAUGHTER OF RAMESES

THERE are days when the atmosphere is over heavy. It weighs down on us and our spirits wilt beneath it. It is not the fault of our philosophy; it is merely that we are not built to support the awful weight of the air, if it stir the least with Earths sleep and lie any heavier on us than with the old weight we are used to. I remember one day walking to the club full of oppression and weariness, arising as I thought at the time from perplexities in the affairs of the human race; and I should have looked for a larger source, for a flash of lightning going like a ragged tear through the sky soon showed me that my sense of troubles afoot came from Earths impending effort to hurl off some of the electricity that in some way was irking or menacing her. But I reached the club before that flash of lightning, so that I did not know as yet what was weighing upon my spirit. So, instead of looking at the barometer to see what was really the matter, I sought the palliative nearest to hand by remarking to Jorkens who was sitting heavily there amongst silent members What is the strangest thing youve ever seen? For, whether you believe Jorkens or not, he always distracts my attention from other things.

There are those at the club that do not always care to listen to Jorkens talking for any length of time, but to-day if any wished to make a protest they seemed too inert to do so; and Jorkens began thus: Well, its hard to say. You know what I mean: its just the way things happen: sometimes one way, sometimes another. Its just the way it takes you, if you follow me. Its pretty much the same whichever way you look at it. Its the same old thing, you know, day after day. But what I really mean to say is that it all depends on the way you look at it. Its what you might call, well I dont really know how to put it; but you know what I mean. Well, it all seems to me very simple, but I cant quite make it out: nobody could, the way things are going nowadays. I mean thats just the way things are: thats pretty well the long and the short of it, and one must make the best of it, so to speak. Dont you agree with me?

Waiter, I called, a large whiskey for Mr. Jorkens.

He turned at once and went for it.

Jorkens, I said, pull yourself together. 

Dont see much to pull myself together about, muttered Jorkens.

And then the gleaming glass came near, a quarter full of what looked like liquid sunshine, in the room already darkening with the thunderstorm that was to come. Jorkens looked gloomily at it, added a little water, and drank it without a word; and for several seconds afterwards still clung to his gloom.

Then he turned a quick glance upon me, and asked: What were you saying?

The strangest thing you have ever seen, I said.

The strangest? said Jorkens. If youd asked me the most interesting, or the most exciting; but the strangest. I think the strangest thing that I ever saw was a princesss coffin in the Cairo museum; on a shelf at the end of a room, the same room in which they put Tutankh-Amens relics later. What they had in the coffin, and the princess herself, and her astounding point of view; which I came on later; were, taken altogether, the most extraordinary thing Ive ever come across. Quite the most extraordinary.

To begin with the coffin contained only rags, never had contained anything else. That was odd enough to begin with; so odd that I determined to find out how they ever got the idea of burying rags in a sepulchre worth half a million; for theyd found enough gold in the tomb to have made a motor-car out of. Theyd dug it up at the foot of a barren mountain above Luxor, a mile or so from the Nile. They told me the dynasty, which I forget; and that was all that I could find out about it. And I asked men who knew; knew all about Egyptology, and all about that dynasty; but they could tell me nothing more about the bundle of rags in the coffin in the golden sarcophagus.

Well, there was a man called Sindey who was the last word about that sort of thing, and I used to bother him about it, because I felt that it was a thing they ought to know; and the less they told me the more my curiosity grew. And when I found theyd no record whatever about the rags in the coffin I said to Sindey one day: Can you find no legend about it among the people of Egypt?

No, he said.

Have you tried? I asked.

Its no good, he said. Their only interests are in Islam and modern Egypt; they remember nothing of ancient Egypt; there is not one legend in all the land from those days. None? I said.

No not one, he repeated. And then he added: There is an Arab; but you know what Arabs are; and hes not quite reliable; and I shouldnt recommend him to you. Besides, what he goes in for is not strictly legal. Such practices may have all died out in England, but the laws against them are still on the statute book.

What? Fortune-telling? I asked.

Worse than that, Im afraid, he answered.

But I would not be put off, and I asked for the Arabs name.

Well, he calls himself Abdul Eblis, said Sindey.

And where does he live? I asked.

That one doesnt quite know, said Sindey, but one can usually find him hanging about the Sphinx. He really isnt quite the kind of man...

But I cut all that, and got Sindeys promise to bring Abdul Eblis to me, and made him keep to his promise. And so I met that Arab; tall, straight, sixty, a pointed beard, shrouded with the usual burnous that had once been white, and eyes that, whatever they could see, at any rate pretended to look through you, to your destiny brooding beyond. This is Abdul Eblis, said Sindey, with a wave of his hand, and showing by tone and gesture that he wished to have nothing to do with him.

I went at once to the point. Theres something I want you to tell me, I said to Abdul Eblis.

Equally to the point was the Arab.

Past or future? he said.

Long past, I answered.

It is there, said Abdul Eblis.

I dont know quite what he meant, but I understood at the time that whatever had happened, or however long ago, the deed rested somewhere and could be revealed by him. Whatever he meant I told him what I wanted, and he nodded and nodded his head at every sentence, till I had the feeling that I was asking nothing extravagant. Sindey had gone away and left me by then.

And Abdul Eblis took me round to the other side of the Sphinx, and pointed to the ground where her paws were, and said: Meet me here, and I will show you.

And I had the idea at once that he meant by night, as otherwise he might have started immediately; at least thats the logical reason for supposing so; but it wasnt my real reason, which was simply that night, and night alone, appeared appropriate to the air he wore. And I said: I will come to-night. And he said: No, not now: the moon is full: and there will be tourists here. Come in four nights from now, four nights after this one.

One thing that gave me confidence in the man was that he made no effort to bargain, no mention of money; and when I mentioned it he merely told me to wait, and then to pay him what I thought, when he had shown me what he would show.

I was staying at an hotel near the Pyramids; indeed the district is now named after the hotel, and is called Gizeh no longer; one speaks of the Pyramids as being near the hotel, and not the other way round: I suppose such changes overtake everything. Well, I was staying there and sitting in the garden, looking towards the Sphinx when the appointed night came round; I was looking in the darkness towards the Sphinx, but of course the Sphinx was invisible; nothing but stars were in sight, and I was waiting there for the Arab. He was to come at ten oclock, as I understood the appointment, but it was perfectly clear to me that he was very vague about time. Ten came, and half past ten, and there was nothing to do but wait, for there was no way of finding him if he did not come. Jazz was new in those days, and someone with a gramophone in the hotel behind me was turning the silence to chaos. In the desert a wind that had arisen with night was whispering in gusts to the silence, and after every gust the silence answered. One might guess what the wind said, that old traveller that had seen so many cities, that had traversed or rested upon so many lands; ones fancy might overtake now and then the tail end of one of his stories; but what wisdom the desert revealed by its hush there is no way of guessing. You must be a prophet before you can speak with the desert. I never could do it. I knew there was something there, some terrible wisdom that went past my hearing and sight, and away beyond me and was utterly lost. Utterly lost. Waiter, another whiskey.

Well, I was sitting there blind and deaf to the desert; the wind had sunk, and there was nothing but that huge silence, and it was past eleven oclock. The noise on the gramophone had long since ceased, and the lights of the hotel windows were going out one by one, and nothing was stirring. And then I saw the shape of Abdul Eblis making a blackness quite near me. I never saw him come, but he was standing there beckoning to me, with a finger up close to his face, too furtive even to beckon as Arabs usually do, with a sweep of the whole arm downwards.

Abdul Eblis, I exclaimed.

But Abdul Eblis moved his hand to his lip, and turned and led the way, and I followed him silently to the feet of the Sphinx.

And there he sat down and waved me back with his arm, till I was standing some ten or fifteen yards in front of him, and the Sphinx towered behind.

And then he made a circle with something on the sand, some powder as I supposed; and lit it, and it burned slowly; and presently the flame was going away from him, on both sides round the circle, burning a pale blue. It turned the Arabs face a hideous colour, and lit up every wrinkle in it, illuminating his expression with such astonishing clarity that you could see the changing of his thoughts behind it, whatever his thoughts were. The flame grew taller and lit the eyes of the Sphinx, showing the battered features that have looked in the face of Time. And as the light played over the lips and the hollows; and the shadows danced from their crannies, and streamed up into the night; the veteran monster unmistakably smiled.

You would think from the number of people that go to see that smile, when Arabs light for them a bit of magnesium wire, you would think that there was something friendly in it, at least some message for us. Not a bit of it. There was only in that smile the contempt of the ages for what passes swiftly away.

Somehow it riveted me, that enormous contempt, stored there I suppose for ages, hidden in those wrinkles, growing a little in power every century, and released by the careless matches of wondering trippers to sear their souls by its scrutiny. No its better not to make gods or demons smile: they dont laugh at the same jokes as us.

It took a drink or two after that, and pretty stiff ones, to get back my self-respect; and even they didnt do it entirely: you never know where you are with those immortal things.

Well, I was watching the flickering smiles of that immense contempt, unable to get my thoughts away from the grip of it, when a figure came fluttering out from between its paws behind the circle of fire, and right through the blue flames, which died as the figure touched them, and turned into grey smoke. So real was the figure of that Egyptian lady that walked five paces towards me and stopped in the smoke, that had it not been for her extraordinary point of view, so utterly remote from this age, I should have believed that the whole apparition was just a trick of the Arab.

Abdul Eblis rose and moved till he stood beside her, then made his salaam; and she spoke to him in I know not what language. He turned his head toward me and translated. She says, What do you want now, Abdul Eblis?

It was a time to ask for wonders.

Ask her to speak in English, I said.

In English, please, Illustrious, said Abdul Eblis to her.

She sighed shortly, as though compelled by something vexatious and overwhelming.

And then? she asked.

Your coffin, Illustrious, said Abdul Eblis, that had only old rags in it.

She laughed merrily at that, and her laughter trilled away over the empty desert, empty but for the vastest monument mankind ever erected, away and away toward the Mokattan hills, until remote jackals heard it and passed the wild cry on.

I had to have a funeral, she explained.

Aye, said the Arab. Even so all of us.

But I wished to live, said she.

Ask her to tell us how it was, I said.

Tell us, Illustrious, said the Arab, bowing towards her.

It was the sunsets, she said, the gold Egyptian sunsets; the glow behind western hills, and the wild pipes of Poràsthenees. I heard them first one evening under that golden sky. One star was faintly shining in the green of the sky, between sunset and night. And little winds were roaming through the evening and cooling Egypt, slipping unseen along the darkening hills like the gods, who also walk at this hour. I knew a priest who had seen them. At any other hour I could have disdained those pipes, however haunting their melody; for Poràsthenees was only a goat-herd. But at that hour, under those sunsets, when men are helpless before the gods and music and love, I had no choice, whoever blew those pipes; and I thought at first that it was one of the gods; but it was no matter who blew them at that hour. And one evening I went to the hills and found it was only a goat-herd, but it was too late then; god or man it was all the same. Over a ridge of those hills I went through the glow of that haunted evening, all tremulous with the tune of the pipes, and magical with the sunset. All trembling I went to find out the mystery of the music; and found in a hollow over the hill my young goat-herd lover, Poràsthenees. When he saw who it was that had come to the sound of his pipes he gazed but he did not speak; and I when I saw that it was no god said never a word, for no other roaming the hills could have right of speech with me. And there we stood looking long in each others eyes as the twilight faded away. But the light never faded out of Poràsthenees eyes, though the stars came out and were jealous, if it be possible for immortal spirits to be jealous of earthly eyes. They teach that it is not possible, yet on that night only I believe that they were. Emboldened by some vast folly he dared to sigh, but I uttered no sigh in answer; though my heart should break for it I would not sigh. Then I saw the lanterns of the men of my father, he who was none other than Rameses, coming near, searching. And I deemed it a pity that they should kill Poràsthenees, even though he had dared to sigh. So I gazed into his eyes long without ever blinking, then turned and ran; and they found me far from Poràsthenees. And when I returned he was wrath, who was none other than Rameses. But I knew that his wrath would pass: is not the sun often darkened with raging clouds? They go by, and the rays are bright again. Many had noticed my fathers resemblance to the sun, and had been greatly struck by it.

Again I went to the green hills at evening, as their greenness was growing dim, and the sunset burned like flames in a golden land; so near to us, yet untrodden by earthly feet; for only the gods walk at evening in the golden fields of the sunset, its colours tinting their feet with splendours not for Earths people. I went to the sound of the pipes of reed, that were luring my spirit to fly through the hush of the dusk. What could my feet do but follow? For every man and woman has a spirit, which does not die when they embalm the body, but is an immortal thing. So away I went to the green hills in the hush, and came over the ridge to the hollow; and there was Poràsthenees among his goats in the dusk, playing upon his pipes, and the afterglow over his head turning from glory to glory. And he laid down his pipes and we gazed again at each other, and still we did not speak. Oh the eyes of Poràsthenees; I could not put away the thought of them. All night I pictured them shining, all day they seemed glittering so close that almost another could see them. And sometimes there were those about the Court that looked at me in such a way that I was sure they knew that his eyes were shining near me, though he was far afield, and over the western hills that look on Nile. Only he still saw nothing, who was none other than Rameses. Once he said I was moody, and I said I was; but of Poràsthenees he guessed nothing.

Often we met again but never spoke, and my love for Poràsthenees came between me and sleep.

So faintly she sighed a helpless sigh standing there veiled in smoke, that one could scarcely tell if it were she that sighed, or if a lost wind wandering through the desert had breathed its last breath out by the Arabs curious fire. And at once I wanted to help her, for her sigh being there beside me, I forgot that her trouble was from thousands of years ago. And how could I help her? There seemed only one remedy. And for that my advice came thousands of years too late. Could you not marry Poràsthenees? I said.

Late or not, my advice, she turned at once from her sigh to merriest trills of laughter. And one of the House of Egypt marry a goatherd? she said. What whimseys have come to the world? Who has heard of such a fancy? What merriment has moved you to such a conceit? Who has designed so strange a quip in these years wherein I now wander? Is it not death to jest so strangely, as it would have been surely of old? Yet jest unto me as you will, for I always loved quaint absurdities. And indeed none ever before... And her words turned all to laughter, which trilled away and away over the sand through the silence.

I gazed at her, so far as I could see her form in the dimness, and draped as it was with smoke; and when her laughter quieted I was still gazing in wonder. And she had not yet done with her point of view that she was expressing so vehemently; for as soon as her laughter gave her breath for speech she was talking of it still, and still with that mirthful incredulity, as though she could not believe that my words were real.

Do the sun or the moon mate with slugs or beetles? she asked. For a moment her merriment turned nearly to indignation, and then she laughed again, but this time shorter and more contemptuously, and I saw that I could not press the point. So I remained silent till her laughter had wholly ceased, and she was sighing once more, remembering Poràsthenees. It was hard to sympathise with the pig-headed young fool; and yet I did sympathise, for, with all the folly of her point of view, those sighs of hers were coming from a heart bewildered and broken, by a sorrow whose memory had lasted for thousands and thousands of years. And it had only been a brief sorrow. It cannot have been for more than a few weeks, and then it had all ended happily. But she was a creature of moods; you could see that; and they had probably encouraged every one of them in that palace of theirs on the Nile when the hills were green. So it was enough for her to remember her one real sorrow for her to waft these sighs at the very face of the Sphinx, whose ancient calm meant nothing to her. And in that calm that the Sphinx has imposed on that one spot of earth for all those ages and ages, I heard her excitable story.

I saw soon that I should die of love, she said. And I thought of leaving the sacred land and the temples, and the river that the gods have given to water Egypt. And of these things I thought for the first time; yet, though they came newly to me in all their sadness, they troubled me little, sad though it be to leave the land that the gods walked often. And then there came among my thoughts that were all of Poràsthenees, one dark thought telling me that if I died I should hear his reed-pipes no longer, stirring the golden evening. I should see his eyes no longer, shining when all else darkened. I should go to him no more across the ridge of the hills.

Then said I, how much better to die and still see Poràsthenees: the Court of Rameses fading; the priests adoring the gods, the fans of my handmaidens, even the glorious face of my father, all passing away from me; and still the pipes of Poràsthenees haunting the darkening hills. Still the pipes of Poràsthenees, and I hearing them still, although my funeral should have gone over the river. That was my thought, and at once I made my plan. That is all. I have told you.

And then, I said, Illustrious? Picking up the mode of address from Abdul Eblis.

And then, she said, T went to the High Priest. I found him sacrificing in the temple of Thoth, and brought him away from the sacrifice, and to a place apart among palms where we could speak privately. And he asked me what I would with him, and I said to him Comrade of the gods, how many ways of death are there? And the High Priest answered A hundred. For I spoke of ritual things, to which there was one answer. Then I said And the hundred and first?

And he answered The will of the King. That also is in writing on ancient parchment: there is but one answer.

And for a priest how many? I said. And he was silent awhile. And then he answered me saying Perhaps three.

And the fourth? I said. And this I knew he must answer. And answer he did, but grudgingly, saying The will of the King, if he hates the gods.

He loves his daughter, I said. And the High Priest was silent.

You must make a mirage funeral, I said. He knew what I meant. The image of things that are not, the mockery of the desert beyond the hills. Neither by word nor sign did he show that he understood me, nor yet that he did not. But he answered me. It could be done, he said.

It is well, said I.

We walked in silence then, he saying no more, so that if need be he still could say he had misunderstood my meaning. And after we had walked by twenty palm-trees he spoke again and said Whose?

And I said Mine.

And he said The funeral of one of the House of Egypt! That would most gravely shock the gods.

Those days are so engraven upon my spirit that every word from them sings in my memory, like immortal birds, to this day.

And I said to the High Priest, You will not do this for me?

And he answered me No.

Then I said to him, speaking softly, I almost whispered, so softly he hardly heard And her voice after all those years spoke low with the memory, and the flutter of little winds that stir the surface of sand rose louder than that faint voice, and her words were lost in it.

What did you say to him, Illustrious? I asked her.

I said It is death, she answered.

Why so softly? I asked her.

Oh, she said, it is terrible to speak of the death of a priest. He looked at me and said What? And I answered Death. And he looked at me to see if I would take back my word, or faint, or cry out for pardon. Our house and his, there were only two that ruled Egypt. Generations of us had not his wisdom, nor a hundred of him our strength. He looked into my very spirit in those moments; and, when he saw that I would not go back, he bowed. And then we fixed a day for my mirage funeral.

It was a lovely funeral. It went at dawn from the Palace down to the calm river, the holy Nile that the gods have given to water Egypt. It went with plumes and music, and a great concourse. And he was there who was none other than Rameses, riding a white horse. And the sun came over the eastern hills as the catafalque reached the water, and the rays flashed on the gold, and a flood of gold by the boat shone back from the holy river. And the rowers pushed off the boat to the jewel-like Nile in the morning. And Poràsthenees stood beside me in the hollow of the hills that we knew, both peering over the ridge at the lovely funeral, listening to the music of the players and then the horns of the priests. He tried to speak to me, but I would have none of it, till the boat touched the far bank, and the priests lifted up the gold-bound horns of great antelopes and blew for the third time. And even then I waited till one horn wailing blew from the winding end of the rocky valley, announcing to Egypt that I was laid away in the sight of Anubis and Horus and Thoth, in the keeping of those that watch for century after century, closing no eye for rest at night nor blinking at full noon.

I was nothing then; I spoke with Poràsthenees, and he with me. We went away that day to his house of reeds, he playing his pipes along the hills as we went, the pipes that had lured my spirit or ever they drew my feet. The house of reeds beyond the back of the hills, for many a year I tended it. It lay out of the way of roads, away from hamlets, among little fields that were home. Even the seasons loved it, passing by, each one of them decking it with some of their splendour. Was ever a home more loved?



I wanted to get her amazing point of view, and knew that it still baffled me. It was that that drove me to interrupt her, as she stood there turning over and over old memories.

Did you marry the goat-herd? I blurted out.

Why, yes, she said, as though astonished at my simplicity, she that had said the sun did not mate with beetles or slugs. And then she seemed to correct herself. He married me, she added. It was good and kind of Poràsthenees. For I was nothing. I was homeless and nameless. In the sight of the gods I was no one. He might have treated me as the night-wind that goes up and down through the barley, or the echo of voices of jackals, or as old legends or dreams; and I could have not complained. Before Anubis, Horus and Thoth I had neither name nor breath.

But you were still of the House of Egypt, I tried to argue.

But she only repeated that she was nothing before Anubis, Horus and Thoth, and began to quote from papyrus stored by the priests in the royal vaults of her father; and repeating Nothing, Nothing, she moved slowly backwards a little, and meeting then with one of those wandering winds that stray at night in all deserts, she went away with the wind.


THE SHOWMAN

LUNCH was long over in the Billiards Club, even the desultory tea-cups of such as took tea stood with tepid brown pools in them, and the warmth of the fire seemed now the principal need in the bleak winter evening. Three members sat on the sofa before the fire, Jorkens was deep in an arm-chair by the side of it, and others were dotted about in comfortable chairs. That is how I saw them as I came in. There are times when it is not so easy to get warm. When a wind is bringing snow from the North or East, men tramping marshes with a gun keep warm enough; the very voices of birds they are after warm them, or the music of wings in the sleet; but it is not so easy in London to be warm on such days as these, and considerable thought was being given to the subject, and rightly so, at the Billiards Club.

Jorkens had a warm corner, but the direct heat of the fire touched no more than his feet and ankles, on account of his being at the side of it. It was often his habit to rest after lunch, and he seemed to be still doing so. Talk on the sofa was livelier, perhaps because there they got the most stimulus from the fire: certainly it was a very cold day. And on the sofa was a man telling a story of Africa, of Morocco a long time ago. There is no rule that somebody must tell a story at the Billiards Club, yet if nobody had done so I think they would have all fallen asleep; or else gone out and attended to business, which on such a day was unthinkable. I dont think it looks well to see so many members asleep in their chairs; it is much better for somebody to be telling a story; and that is I think the way that we all look at it, without having any definite rule.

The story was of no interest; I merely mention it because of its effect on Jorkens. I really thought he was asleep; but, the moment a certain point in the story was reached, Jorkens was widely awake and listening alertly. That point was the question of rescuing a certain prisoner in one of those barbarous prisons that they had long ago in Morocco; a question that the teller of the story had decided against. He could have quite easily done it; the commander of the guard had of his own volition offered to sell him his sword, and with a little negotiation would have certainly sold the guard. A prisoner had appealed to him, and he supposed that he could have done it, but was held back merely by respect for laws, the whole system of which he despised. That was what they were talking about on the sofa; whether he should have rescued a man from barbarous laws, or respected the laws merely because they were the laws of that country. Incidentally the prisoner was confined without food, and for a long sentence. He made basket-work out of rushes, and if he could sell his baskets to casual sight-seers he could buy food and live. They were not discussing the point with any intensity, when suddenly Jorkens rushed into the discussion. It was a curious discussion from then on, Jorkens by every suggestion and argument trying to prove that the man was perfectly right to do nothing whatever against the laws, or even the customs, of any country at all, however barbarous, whose hospitality he might have taken by invitation or otherwise. At first I thought Jorkens wanted to tell a story of his own, with the natural jealousy that Nature often provides between one story-teller and another, whereby she so frequently prevents monotony. But I soon found that he was not arguing against the speaker upon the sofa, but most eagerly for him. And presently I saw by infallible signs, which are always there in such cases, that Jorkens had something on his mind, that some old sore on his conscience had been touched by chance, and had never wholly healed. And here he was waking up from his seat by the fire in London to prove that under no circumstances should you help any man against the customs of the country that was oppressing him; and obviously knowing, all the time, he was wrong.

It made a curious argument, and when everyone had agreed that the teller of that story had acted rightly, and that Jorkens championship of the customs of any country was just, it seemed to me that the only interesting residue that remained was the experience that, probably years and years ago, had seared that sore place upon the conscience of Jorkens.

There was nothing to do but ask him. So I said: I suppose you never had any such experience yourself?

Well, in a way, yes, said Jorkens. In a way, yes. It depends what you call laws. But if you define them as any organised acts arising out of the deep convictions or feelings of any community, well, then of course I have. Yes, I certainly had. And I maintain once more, that that view of the case is perfectly just.

Well, we were all agreed about that, and I saw that Jorkens, for all he said, really felt the exact opposite, so there seemed nothing more to argue about. But I wanted the story.

When was that? I asked.

Oh, a while ago, replied Jorkens.

Waiter! I said.

He knew what I wanted; and presently Jorkens, as wide awake as Ive seen him, was sitting up in his chair, telling this story.

I was in a small town in France, down in the Midi, one sleepy summers day, and a travelling show had arrived the night before, a bit of a circus and rows of cages on wheels. And I idled in during the afternoon to take a look at their zoo, for it was quite a zoo that they had in their cages; a lion, several apes, and all sorts of things; and nothing much else to look at, as things were just then.

What were you doing in the Midi, Jorkens? said someone, out of an arm-chair; and a reminiscent look settled deep upon Jorkens eyes; and it took me some while to get him back to the story I wanted to hear. And when I did get him back he was telling us how he stood in front of one of the cages trying to make friends with an ape, an animal with brown eyes, friendly and intelligent as a dog and yet almost sulking. Not sulking exactly either, Jorkens went on. Rather like a very good-natured person with some perfectly obvious grievance. I tried to hand him a nut, and he would not take it at first. When I scolded him about it he reached out a hand lazily as much as to say Oh, very well. But all the time, by his attitude, his gestures, the look in his eyes, he seemed to be expressing one thing, which if he had had the power of speech would have been something like If you really must shut us up like this.

I suppose I stood looking at him for some time and trying to talk to him; for a man had walked up to the cage and stood beside me without my knowing he was there, till all of a sudden he spoke to me. I suppose he had spotted that I was English, and saw that I was interested in the ape, and fancied that I had the same point of view about it as he had. Fine ape that, he said.

When I looked round I saw beside me a man in a frock coat and tall hat; stoutish, ruddy-complexioned, fairly tall, and with a large, slightly grizzled moustache rather carefully waved; he had a gold watch-chain, a bright red tie with white spots, and was obviously incomplete without a cigar, but smoking was not allowed in the long tent in which the cages were, and he had a gold cigar-case in his left hand. I said Yes rather grudgingly to his remark about the poor ape. And he replied You wont see a finer one of its kind in any show.

From that we got to arguing. Of course I saw that he was the showman. But, all the more on account of that, I expressed the view that I saw so clearly in that apes eyes. There were so many of these apes shut up in those cages, and I thought it was rather a shame. That was my side of the argument. His was, first that he was a showman, and the public wanted apes; and, secondly, that if you wanted to look at it from their point of view they were perfectly content; they got regular food, and dry shelter, without the trouble of having to look for such things; they were safe where nothing could leap on them or chase them or kill them, and they ought to be grateful for it.

I said something about their liberty; and he asked what good it was to them.

I said that when they were free they could go where they liked; and he said that they saw much more of the world going about as they did with him. For it seemed that he had had a shipment of them at Marseilles and had gone down there with his show from England to meet them, and was showing his way back across France.

I said something about their home. And he said that animals like that didnt have those sorts of feelings. One place, to them, was just as good as another.



Of course the more he said things like that the more I argued, and the more he argued in return, till we got more and more at variance. But it wasnt any good my arguing, because he never really thought about the apes at all; he only thought of the public. He had the showmans point of view, and nothing else in life mattered to him. Wherever he had appeared since his childhood, some waiting crowd had risen to greater intensity; their excitement had increased, their emotions had become stronger; so that you might say they were even more human than they had been before he came. He and his show were the stimulants that made eyes shine and pulses beat quicker: it was for this that he lived. He would not have taken ten thousand a year to follow any perfectly calm calling. So that to suggest that apes should not be shown to the crowds that he loved was every bit as bad to him as it would be to a dean if one casually suggested that he should shut up his cathedral. You see how I got my point of view, looking at that poor ape with the injured look in his eyes, that was there so clearly; and you see why he disagreed with me. Of course, at the time, my point of view and his each seemed to the other quite crazy. But, for all that, we saw a good deal of each other for the next day or two, till his show moved on.

You see, my argument didnt seriously annoy him, because, outrageous though it appeared to him, he couldnt believe that my point of view was a real one. The show was real: human beings enjoying themselves were his normal standard: anything outside that didnt count; anything opposed to that was merely fantastic. So he invited me into his circus, and showed me his elephant, and introduced me to his little troupe. And I must say that if Id lived long in that atmosphere of keenness, I too after a year or so would have found myself placing the show before everything, and forgetting the lost liberty of the elephant and the apes; one couldnt help it. In and out of that circus and zoo for a day and a half, with nothing else to do, I at last began to see how he came by the views he held. But I was not long enough there to agree with them. And that was what the whole trouble was about.

Who was he? I asked. For sometimes some trifling detail will corroborate a whole story, not that Jorkens tales particularly need corroboration, but all tales are the better for it. But my question got us no further.

Fromer, he said. It was a long time ago, and will probably convey nothing to you. Which was perfectly true. But I do not doubt Jorkens story on that account; his sincerity was too unmistakable. He was not telling any story to impress us or make us wonder. He was merely turning over old facts in his mind, speaking aloud as he did it, trying to reconcile himself with what he had done, trying to make it all right, and knowing as he had known for years that it was all wrong.

But what a personality he was. Sitting at tea with his troupe of five in their tent at the back of the circus-tent, he would walk in; and everyone was aware of his presence at once, even those that sat with their backs to him. Whatever we spoke of was dropped: nothing was interesting enough to hold our attention when Fromer stood in the tent. And there he would be, with his tall hat on as always and his cigar in his mouth, motionless and silent, yet the immediate centre of interest. And after some moments thought he would say Well, boys. Then he would stand there thinking a few seconds, for he never spoke hastily; and he would probably say Well, girls. There was nothing much in his words; he couldnt be called a deep thinker; and yet he was one of those dominant characters that is the greatest man in the room wherever he is. I dont know how its done. Ill tell you a story about him that his fancy rider told me. He had advertised a lion with a red mane, and the tent was full. 

He had some sort of lion coming from a menagerie, though I dont know what he was doing about its mane; and when the day came the lion never turned up. The people were beginning to shout for the lion; and Fromer came on to his bit of a stage, frock-coat and tall fiat as usual, and took the cigar, rather grudgingly, out of his mouth, and looked at them all and said Do you want that lion? Well, theyd been shouting for nothing else; so some of them said Yes. Then he looked at them as though a lion were a foolish thing to want, and they felt it too. He gave the feeling some moments in which to sink in; and then he said Do you want it here? Now?

Do you know, the fancy rider told me that there were people there who really believed while they were looking at Fromer that he could call up a lion there and then, though the Great Central and Great had been unable to get it to him. Queer folk were audiences, according to him, though he loved them.

Well, then a child screamed out No, and nobody else said anything. And Fromer nodded his head at them slowly three times and turned round and went away, and left them with the clown and a dancing seal. And do you know hed got it into the heads of the audience that they didnt want a lion. Thats the sort of man he was. And thats all that business is, if you can do it.

Get on with your story, I said. It sounds a rude interruption, but there are moments when you must do that with Jorkens or he wanders right from the point.

Well, thats the sort of man he was anyway. With human beings that is. But he never got that sort of hold over the apes. I wonder why that was. Perhaps it was really because the audiences knew that he loved them and would do anything for them. I dont know what the apes knew.

Well, his show left Orignan one bright morning, and it wasnt the same place at all without him. And I never saw him again for years.

And then one day there came to me in London, quite suddenly, walking down Mungle Street, a craving for the South and the sun, for lands where there is no pavement and very few paths. And when that feeling comes on one I find it isnt a question of whether one can afford it, or if one can spare the time, or anything else: Africas calling and off one goes. I suppose Africa has some need for a certain number of bones, and sends that curious craving far and wide through the earth, until she is supplied with the requisite number. Well, I went. And in Lolo Molo, the very first day I arrived, I got unmistakable news of Fromer. A man in a tall hat had gone through Lolo Molo with fifty cages on wheels only a few weeks earlier. From the ample description that I got from everyone there was no doubt it was Fromer. You see fifty cages on wheels would attract some attention anywhere, but a tall hat in that part of Africa was simply marvellous, and hundreds had flocked to see it. So I was easily able to identify Fromer: if one man couldnt remember his red tie with white spots another could, another remembered his watch-chain, another his frock-coat, and all remembered his cigar. I had evidence enough to identify him for the purpose of any charge, if he had ever sinned against any but those poor apes. And of course it was them that he was after. Fifty of them he wanted to get. And they told me in Lolo Molo all about his cages, though of course they were more interested in his hat and his clothes. Each cage was simply a trap: the whole front lifted up, and when the ape walked in to get the fruit that would be put there Fromer merely let it down with a string, and each end fell into a sort of padlock and locked. There was a locksmith in Lolo Molo who told me all about it, because one of the padlocks had got out of order and he had made one to replace it. Then he chanced to tell me that they all locked with the same key, or unlocked rather, for they locked themselves when they fell, just like the hasp of a padlock. And I remembered that later, when we were talking at the club that they have there; and everyone was against Fromer, and they were all saying that he was taking too many apes out of Africa. His audiences never talked like that, but he had given no shows in Lolo Molo; that wasnt what he was there for; and so they had none of them got to know Fromer.

Well, you know what it is with talk; if the same point of view is being held all round you, and being held heatedly, you cant help being swayed by it if youre tepid about it before. But if its your own point of view, if its theories of your own that you hear being expressed all round you, with an argument here, some vehemence there, added by every speaker, why then its overwhelming, it sweeps you away. And here was everyone round me saying that Fromer was taking too many apes out of Africa. Well, after a drink or two with these people, coffee-planters mostly, and hearing them all say the same thing for an hour, I decided rightly or wrongly that I would go after Fromer, and rescue one poor brute from his cage. If I was wrong at all, that was the beginning of it; the first step; driven on by these mens arguments, and perhaps a glass or two, and by a feeling I had very strongly that the next time I saw an ape in a cage and it looked reproachfully at me, as the one at Orignan had done, I could look back at it unashamed. It was that as much as anything that made me go again to the locksmith, and ask him if he hadnt got a key to fit the lock that he had made for Fromer. And, seeing that opinion in Lolo Molo was so pro-ape, I told him straight out why I wanted it. And he gave it me like a shot, for a couple of pounds.

I should say at a guess that Jorkens had gone to Lolo Molo, of all places, because some company in the City, or some would-be company, wished to get the public interested in it. They may have paid Jorkens expenses there. Of this I know nothing; but Lolo Molo is really at the back of Beyond, and nothing can be more annoying to the promoters of companies than to have shareholders dropping in and saying theyve seen the place, even making speeches about it at a shareholders meeting, as they can do if the gold mine, or whatever it is, is in Surrey. I mention it because I saw one or two members leaning forward to ask some such question, and it took me all my tact to stop them. A question at this point would have thrown Jorkens far on to another story.

Then I got twenty natives to carry my tent and kit and their little canvas shelters, and away I went after Fromer, who with his tall hat and his cigar and his fifty cages was a good deal more easily traced than a herd of elephants. Well, we came up, in three days, with his camp, and I sent a native into it to find out what was going on. And the report was that all the cages except one were in the camp and were empty, but that the Bwana with the magical hat, as his men called him, combining something of the strangeness of his hat with his forceful personality, had gone with one cage into the forest and had been away a long time. So I took one of my men who was a tracker and we followed that cage, where two of Fromers men had pushed it into the forest and left it with Fromer.

It was a great place for apes. We saw them suddenly, in the sun on a hill side. And never did I see anything that so changed the look of a landscape as a herd of these creatures can; they give a curious touch of nightmare to it. All the apes looked at me together and then went slowly away, as though they had some secret in the forest that I knew nothing about.

Then we entered the dark of the forest, following the wheel-tracks, but presently I got a view from a small cliff, with all the trees stretched out for miles before me, bright green with blue shadows; and in a small clearing a mile away was the cage. With my glasses I made out the name of Fromer clearly, in white capitals on the roof. I sent the tracker back to the camp then, and went on alone: I didnt want any witness to the freeing of Fromers ape; one never quite knows the law unless ones a lawyer, and it might be theft for all I knew. I sent the man away, and never did I miss anyones companionship so much. For there seemed something odd about the forest. I couldnt get over the curious way that those apes had looked at me and gone away to the trees. It was so strangely unlike any expression Id seen on the poor beast in the show at Orignan. It was exactly as if they had something in the forest that they knew I knew nothing about. Of course in a country like Africa one gets strange fancies sometimes, especially if you happen to take a drink or two on top of a bout of malaria; which is when you think you most want it. But I had no malaria on me that day, and I had had nothing to drink barring absolute necessities; and yet that odd feeling I had when I saw the apes was as strong as any idea Ive ever had. Well, I put it away from me as well as I could and went on; but I couldnt help noticing that the little monkeys were watching me then, and in a rather impudent way, as though they were losing their fear of man. They came altogether too close and, well, I couldnt make out what had happened in that forest, for everything seemed different, and in much more subtle ways than I am able to tell you; but at any rate it is sufficient to say that there could be no mistake whatever that those grey monkeys thought they were quite my equals. Id read that, in time of great fires or abnormal drought, all kinds of animals crowded together, but what could account for this contemptuous equality with man I never got anywhere near with my wildest guesses. And in the end it was quite simple.

Well, I went on through that unnatural scene, with all the monkeys looking curiously at me, and wishing more and more for the company of my tracker, until I got near the cage and saw that the great apes were about. I didnt expect them to come for me, and yet their attitude seemed so curious and sinister to-day that I would not trust them, and kept out of their sight and went stalking round to Fromers cage through covert. Which was a curious approach when you think what I had come for.

Well, the first thing I saw was that the front of the cage was not sticking up over the top, which was what I thought Id made out with my glasses already, when I saw Fromers name on the roof; now it was unmistakably down. Hes caught some poor brute, I thought. Then I began to scout round to see where Fromer was. It was a curious scouting, for I didnt want either side to see me. But I couldnt find Fromer.

The apes were awfully close to the cage, and I didnt at all like the looks of them, so my progress was very slow. After half an hour of crawling through papyoona scrub...

Through what? said Terbut.

Papyoona, said Jorkens. After going for half an hour through it, I suddenly looked through a branch of pendulous leaves right into the cage. There were apes between me and it, walking by looking at it, and I was looking over their shoulders straight at Fromer. Yes, he was in the cage smoking a pipe, a thing I had never seen him do before. And I knew by that that he must have been there some time and that his cigars had given out. I hid again till the apes in front had gone by; and then I put up my head and whistled to Fromer. Dont say a word, he said. And I didnt, and all the talking was done by him. He didnt look straight at me, and the apes never made out whom he was talking to. He was in his tall hat and his frock coat and red tie with white spots, everything as usual except the cigar; but somehow he hadnt impressed the apes as he had always impressed human audiences, for they had caught him, possibly pulling the string by accident while Fromer was putting in finishing touches; he never told me exactly how it happened; but once they had got him they knew what they were about, and were feeding him on bananas. They even got water for him when he passed out a small tray sideways, and they slopped it into a larger trough, he and the ape between them; and sometimes of course it rained.

And then Jorkens told us all the things that Fromer said about the apes. But what may sound all right in a tale at a club doesnt look so well in print. It was absurdly exaggerated in any case, even when one has made all allowances for a man caught like that in a cage; even when one has understood that it must be especially annoying to a showman. It does no good to repeat it. One thing he said a great deal about were their looks. And attacks like that, as Jorkens rightly said, are merely vulgar. But after a while we got back to our old argument, so far as one can call it an argument when only one man is talking, and the other can only shake his head or occasionally point a finger; and that was all that I was able to do, for fear that the apes would hear me. And if they had I hardly know what would have happened. I had a rifle; one doesnt walk in those forests without one; and then there was Fromers rifle lying close to the cage; but two rifles would have been of no use to me; there were crowds of those apes. And they all came and gazed again and again at Fromer. It made Fromer furious, but it was perfectly obvious that there was some sort of holiday among them; he must have seen the same thing thousands of times at his show. But of course I couldnt explain that to him without being able to speak, and with the mood he was in I doubt if hed have understood if I had.

Well, he began by assuming that I was going back at once to collect a lot of men with rifles to shoot the apes, and then to let him out with his key which he had in his pocket but with which it was impossible for him to get at the locks. They were much too far down on each side of the front of the cage. Then he began abusing the apes again, and restarting that very argument that had annoyed me in Orignan much more than I appear to have annoyed him. He said that of course one must have apes in cages. That statistics showed that they lived longer there than in forests. That they were quite as happy living in cages; that they merely got more of it by living longer. More happiness, because more time for it. One point I made upon my side: I pointed at him in his cage. I pointed so violently that he understood me. Of course he was furious. Putting a man in a cage was a mere piece of apish freakishness, an utterly useless absurdity, a thing no sane man in his senses, and so on. But apes in a cage served a zoological purpose; instructed the young; furthered the cause of science; gave innocent enjoyment on holidays. It was then that I tried to point out that the apes were having their holiday, but I couldnt make that point by signs, and in any case he was too blind with fury to see it. And so the argument went on, he having it all his own way, because I couldnt speak. In any case he always had arguments all his own way, for he was a domineering sort of man. It wasnt that he used to bully his troupe, but they merely went in awe of him without anyone having told them to. Well, when hed finished arguing with me he gave me my orders. I was to get enough men to shoot every ape in that part of the forest, and then he was going on to fill his fifty cages elsewhere. But before anything else happened he wanted to look like a showman again. He must meet his rescuers, and show himself to the apes for the last time, with a cigar and a fresher tie and a clean collar. Ill do that for you, I said by nods. I wonder if he guessed anything from that.

I promised to do that for him, and I kept my promise. I went back to Lolo Molo and bought him ten dozen white collars, and a few bright red ties with spots on them, and three or four thousand cigars; and got back to the show that he so involuntarily gave, as quick as ever I could. The apes were still about, though a little way off; and from the punyabi leaves where I hid I was able to throw them on to the top of his cage, and the cigars fell easily through.

I thought you said it was papyoona scrub, said Terbut.

Its practically the same plant, said Jorkens. The cigars fell through and so did the ends of the ties, but the collars were the difficulty, and he had to jump for them and get hold of an end and pull. Collars are often a nuisance anywhere, England or Africa. He couldnt understand why I brought him so many cigars. But I had worked it all out. It was the winning point in the argument; the argument that was taught me at Orignan by that poor ape with its brown eyes. I tried to think of the very least time in that cage that could possibly satisfy justice. Here we were in the apes country and they had shut this man up, and with ample, ample reason. Was I to interfere and overturn their act of justice? Well, I decided to, but not for five years. They fed him, and I got him cigars enough to keep him going for all that time, and white collars and ties, which he set so much store by. Two dozen collars a year may not seem very much; but Africas not England, and you have different standards of smartness.

Of course Fromer was utterly furious. But did he think I never meant a word that I said, from the time I first met him in Orignan? I had given him warning enough. He knew which side I was on in this matter of cages, or only the blindest vanity could have caused him to fail to know.

There is not much more to tell. His men had scattered when he didnt return to his camp. His forty-nine cages are I believe there to this day, though of course all buried in greenery. And in five years to the day I sent news of him to more than one authority in Lolo Molo. But they couldnt find him then. What happened I never knew. Perhaps the apes took him further into the forest. And if they did they may have in their keeping still a man who will never in life depart from the one idea that it is his mission to show on holidays great numbers of apes in cages.

Well, well, we all make mistakes.

And I think Jorkens included his own with the showmans. I think he knew, as is so often the case in an argument, that they were both of them wrong.


MRS. JORKENS

A LITTLE more and it will be a habit with me to record the tales of Joseph Jorkens, so that men and women to whom the Billiards Club means nothing may come by scraps of knowledge of far corners of Earth, or tittle-tattle about odd customs of some of its queer folk, which would otherwise be lost with the anecdotes, that were only told to help to pass a dingy afternoon or to recompense a friend for the trifling favour of a large whiskey and soda. And this tale I tell because he told it me, and to half a dozen others, one winters day at the Billiards Club between lunch and nightfall. And I tell it because it throws a little light on Jorkens early life, which we shall none of us quite clear up from one story: only, I think, when Jorkens has told his last tale, and we shall have compared it with all the others of his we remember, only then shall we have sufficient information to say that we know his life as it really was. I tell it too because Aden is one of the Worlds inns, a halting place for innumerable travellers, and so of some slight interest to such as care for this planet. I tell it for many reasons.

Yet for one reason I nearly withhold it. There are points in it that not only would be rejected by all the sceptical, but which I myself sometimes doubt. And if I doubt it others may doubt it too. There is no harm in that, indeed I advise them to reserve their judgment about it, until further investigations shall have been made locally, or until Science has penetrated far enough into biology to be able to accept or reject the story with certainty. That is not the cause of my hesitation; but it is that readers chancing to find in this story points that suggest a doubt to them, may turn back their minds to other tales of Jorkens which at the time appeared perfectly satisfactory, and disbelieve them too. For I hear there are those who for a single slip, if it be a slip at all, would write Jorkens down as an unreliable character. It would be unjust to Jorkens that merely to exercise an otherwise idle pen I should bring that reproach on him. Let us therefore be content to leave the whole matter of the truth of this tale undecided until, as I have already suggested, the hesitating feet of the biologist shall have advanced considerably further towards the light. Meanwhile there are two strong reasons for saying that no doubt that may attach to this story, even if Science should finally pronounce against it, should affect the validity of his others. The first and strongest reason is that it tells of a lady. Jorkens was younger in those days: no doubt there was some little scandal that he had every right to hush up, or some episode that if not discreetly hushed up would have become a scandal, to the detriment of right-thinking people. Whoever the lady was, he may have been right to disguise her, and if he was right to disguise her he was right to do so effectively. We must face the possibility that he may not even have married her at all. In that case he was more than justified so to alter her story that no sordid detail could be possibly traced to her by the men he met in a club. That was the act of a reliable man, not of an unreliable. And another reason why doubt, if doubt there be, should in common justice not be allowed to spread to his other stories, is that this was not a tale that he chose to tell to me; who trusted, as he knew well, every word he said; it was a tale that he was telling already when I came into the room, and two or three of those present were the kind of fellows who are only too glad to pick holes in a doubtful story, or laugh at a man, afterwards, for having mentioned some fact that they think they can prove inaccurate. With men like that Jorkens would never take the pains to get every detail accurate that he would when telling a tale to those who believed him, and who might have further encouraged him by offering him some refreshment to clear his memory. As I came into the room these words of his caught my attention: I was beginning to feel more and more clearly that my wife belonged to the hotel. Something about that struck me as unusual, and so I told Jorkens. I even got him to tell me the story over again from the beginning to satisfy my curiosity. If he had exaggerated anywhere he could not now alter it, with the six men sitting beside him, to whom he had told it once. I was just showing them this ticket, he said. And he produced a ticket about three inches by five, that had once been stiff and yellow; faded now, and jagged about the edges as an old soldiers discharge sheet. He fumbled with it awhile, as though a little embarrassed by showing it to me; so I did not stretch out a hand for it and he kept it in his fingers, twisting it round as he talked. It was in Aden a long time ago. I was on my way eastwards, and we were to stop there five hours. We went ashore, in the way one does; and began looking round. And I had not gone far when my eyes were caught by two placards outside an hotel. One said High Grade Teas, and the other said Mermaid on View. Well, I had only gone ashore to look round, so I thought Id begin there; and I went inside to ask about the mermaid. And the man I asked merely gave me this ticket and said to me One rupee. I paid the rupee, and, well, here is the ticket. And this time Jorkens completely handed it to me. On the yellow ticket were printed in capital letters the two words Mermaid Ticket, and in small letters below it, One Rupee. No man would go and get such a thing printed in order to corroborate a story that he was to tell at a club years later, and one could easily see that the ticket was years old. It was this ticket as much as anything that decided me to record this story; not that it is absolute proof of it, but it showed me that there was too much material there for me or anyone else to brush it aside and say lightly This story is doubtful. (JORKENS BOOK)

Well, I was shown in with my ticket, Jorkens continued, to a long room rather badly lit, with a high screen at the end of it, and just space at the left hand end to get round the screen, and a man standing there to take ones ticket. I got him in the end to let me keep it, for I guessed the possibility of a rather unusual story and I value these little bits of corroboration, though I was miles from guessing all that that idly bought ticket would mean to me. It is like that with the past: it is all gone now; gone for ever with all its vastness, all its tremendous import; but it is made out of little trifles like that one-rupee ticket bought in an hour to spare, ashore at Aden. All gone now. Well, I walked round the end of the screen, and there was a tank, with glass sides, and rocks in it rising up through the water, and a live mermaid on one of the rocks combing her hair. At least she ought to have been combing her hair, as she told me afterwards; it was one of the rules of the hotel; but as a matter of fact she was doing nothing at all except sitting there on a piece of sea-weed and whistling, with her brass comb away on a rock at the other side of the tank. Thats a nice tune youre whistling, Miss, I said. Oh, do you think so really? she answered. I need hardly say that I do not usually address young women as Miss, but it struck me that as an exhibit in a hotel in Aden she might not have been accustomed to such refinements and courtesies as would have come the way of a barmaid in a first-class London eating house. Indeed she suggested this thought at once from the way she pronounced really. And then by calling her Miss I was stressing the human side of her. I thought that that would please her; and it was my immediate recognition of her humanity, a point that I always exaggerated, which as much as anything made us friends from the start. Others went in with their tickets looking for something odd; and of course the more they looked for it the more they found things that were queer about her. Then there were those, more kind but quite as silly, who pitied her for being partly fish. They had merely annoyed her. Yes, it was a curious thing about that mermaid; she was always flattered by being mistaken for a lady, and yet in her heart she was far more fish than woman.

Well, I said to her next, Yes, I think it is very nice. And she said Is it really? And then we got to talking about social events at Aden, about who was coming to the hotel, and one thing and another, though all the time her heart was far out at sea.

And do you mean, said Terbut, who was one of those there, that there really are such creatures? For Jorkens telling the story the second time seemed to have made it more real to him.

Well, said Jorkens, there was this one at any rate. Whether there are many of them is for Science to say. And Science one day will. At present the men of that calling are doing all their biological work to prove that there is a definite unbridged gulf between us and the apes. That must always be our first interest, so far as biology goes. Some, he said, looking at Terbut with his dark hair and rather low brow, are naturally more interested in that than others. But when they have proved that, when we can all be sure that there is no taint of the ape in man, then it will be time enough to work to the point at which we are related to fishes.

Let me see, what was I saying? Ah, yes, we were talking, she and I, about who was coming to stay at the hotel. Nobody interrupted us. All the rest of my fellow-passengers seem to have gone to see the tanks of the Queen of Sheba, that she had made in rocky valleys to catch the shower that falls there once a year. One young man came in, as we talked, with his yellow ticket. But with a flick of her tail she was behind one of the rocks at once and leaning over the top of it, with her bright brass comb in her hand, and not a scale visible, the very image of a fake in a cheap show. Do you call that a mermaid? he said to the ticket-collector. And the attendant only smiled foolishly. He didnt care so long as he got the ticket. Nobody else came near us. And after a while I gave another rupee to the man, in case he should come with some rule they might have and say that my time was up. He sauntered away after that, and then we were quite alone.

I suppose every girl has her surroundings in which she looks her best. Certainly, half in the water and half of her out, among those rocks that the management had had covered with seaweeds of every colour, and a shell or two on white sand on the floor of the tank, she looked perfectly splendid. And so I told her. Do you really think so? she said. And I think my remark pleased her. There was something in her eyes of the deep ocean, a long way out from shore; dark blues and greens and flashes and trembling lights, and colours you could not follow; green just where youd swear it was blue, then blue again, and every now and then a streak of what youd call lilac if it wasnt absurd to name such a colour in trying to tell of eyes. Whenever I looked at them they made me think of great deeps lonely and shoreless, shining with unseen splendours immeasurably fairer than land. And I tried to get her to speak of the wandering tides of her home. Do you know you might just as well have gone to some glorious singer, or to some world-famous actress, right at the height of her triumphs, and tried to have a talk with her about dairying. The tittle-tattle of the hotel was what she wanted, and whether the man in the dry-goods shop over the way had lately bought a new bicycle. So I talked all that tittle-tattle to her, and some more that I had got out of an old illustrated paper we had on the ship, in order to go on looking at the mystery of her eyes, lighting up with every silly trifle I told her, till they were like what imagination perceives in the deeps of strange seas.

And so the time went by, till I told her that I had soon to go back to the ship. At this she said Ow so plaintively that, ill-advised though it seems, and hasty and rash as it certainly was, I made up my mind in that instant to throw over my journey, and get hold of my luggage and leave the ship at Aden. Well, I was luckily able to get all my kit off the ship, but I would have gone without any. And so I would to this day, and bare-foot, and penniless, and walking all the way, if one could walk there; not to Aden but into the past, where that romance was. Oh the green of those seas, and oh those sunsets and the blaze of the afterglow. Im sure they dont shine like that now. I never hear anyone talking of it, of the thousands that pass by Aden. I know they are all gone, all those colours and lights. And nothing remains but this dark dripping evening.

Well, I went back and stopped at that hotel. And the very next day I had a drink with the manager, sitting outside his door, watching the folk of their rather small world go by, and asked him the price of his mermaid. And he said he wouldnt sell for a thousand pounds. Of course if a man talks like that while you are actually having a drink with him, there isnt the ghost of a chance that hell ever do business. I saw that, and I said no more of it. Well, its a long time ago, and if I dont tell you the truth Ill spoil my story. And the truth is that there and then I made up my mind to steal her. Ive never excused myself, and I dont do so now. At any rate I never quibbled or canted about it. I never said that she would be happier somewhere else, that towns did not agree with her, that she was meant to be free, that Id made the man a fair offer. She belonged to the hotel, and I knew it, and I made up my mind to steal her. Thats the bare truth; and, however much honesty I have lost in your eyes, Ill at any rate stick to that.

For a moment I felt, and so I am sure did all of us, that something was due to be said about Jorkens perfect integrity. And yet it was difficult to think what. The mermaid obviously belonged to the hotel, and had clearly belonged there some time, or they wouldnt have got all those tickets printed; and Jorkens was going to steal her. Somebody said at last Oh, I am sure it was quite all right. And that very feeble remark was the best we could do amongst us.

Well, rightly or wrongly, Jorkens continued, and we may leave out rightly, I made up my mind to steal her. I went to her then to talk it all over, and of course I paid my rupee.

That somehow to me was the worst of the whole story; the satisfaction, almost the smugness, with which he told us he paid that rupee. What did it amount to but an admission of, and a respect for, their ownership of that mermaid. It reminded one that those tickets were their earnings. And here was he about to take away their capital, and punctiliously paying them five minutes income upon it. Its queer how that rupee stuck in my gizzard more than the whole mermaid.

She was quite ready to come, Jorkens went on. I promised to marry her. Whats that? she said; for she knew nothing but the deeps of the sea, and the tank in the Grand Hotel, and once for half an hour a fishermans net. I had made my plans, and for a while I talked them over with her; but those strange blue-green eyes, like ocean currents woven with rays of the moon, would always flash at the sight of a passing hat, if they caught it over the darkened half of the window. Then she would want to know who the wearer was, and if he was coming to the hotel, and whether he had bought the hat in Aden and at what shop. So after a while I stopped discussing my plans with her, and only told her what she would have to do.

Well, this was the plan I made. And the first thing I needed was a bath-chair. As there had never been one in Aden I got one made by a carpenter. It excited no suspicion, because I managed to cover it by Fashion; which is the sacredest thing in England, but in Aden it seemed to have a double sanctity. Not that a bath-chair is fashionable in England now. We must give the cock-tails a few more years to sink in, before it comes to its own again. But its queer how old fashions float round the world like drift-wood; and in Aden, where Landseer was beginning to be appreciated, and Marcus Stone had not yet come, they were all ready to welcome a bath-chair as soon as I mentioned it. So I got one made with wood and old wheels and a strip of tarpaulin; and found a man who would pull it for five annas an hour. And the next thing I had to do was to find a girl to go in it. You see I couldnt go up to the hotel and drive straight off with the mermaid. The bath-chair is the first place theyd have looked for her. So I had to have the bath-chair definitely occupied by somebody else in the sight of all Aden. Well, I found a girl to do it: I paid her a pound. And I promised her a pound a month more for so long as she didnt talk about it. I made her wear a veil and gave her a green parasol and a white dress; and I got a black wig made for her, the colour of my mermaids hair. Then I had her pulled up and down the beach by the man, before the heat of the day, and again in the evening, every day for four days. We became prominent figures of Aden in those few days, going along that beach with the green sea behind us. I changed the green parasol for a blue one on the second day, for the contrast it made against that emerald sea. What excited more curiosity than the actual sight of us going along the beach was the speculation, that ran through Aden like fire, as to who the lady was. I had wanted to excite curiosity, in order to establish definitely that that bath-chair had an occupant long before anybody should miss the mermaid, but this curiosity was almost too much for me; had it not been for two seas and the Arabian desert, there is no saying how far it would have spread. As it was, it was the principal topic in Aden for more than a week.

I had a lot to do during those four days, besides walking along the beach by the side of the bath-chair. All my plans had to be ready. Im afraid it is the more innocent thieves that get caught. Those that give their whole minds to their crime, as I was doing, before beginning to steal at all, rise to high place and honour. Only, every plan must be perfect. And another thing is that, after youve worked carefully for a while, luck begins to favour you. I was extraordinarily lucky to be able to rent a small house up on the cinders of which Aden is made, above the town with a fine view out to sea. It belonged to the manager of some business they had, which was on its last legs, and he was just retiring. Then I had to get in touch with the clergyman there, and of course the mermaid had to have a name; and I found from the clergyman that she had also to have a parish. Well, I went to see her, paying my rupee as usual, and told her about her name. They had given her some silly sort of name in the hotel, and I told her that that wouldnt do at all. Well, one could never discuss things with her easily: a different colour would suddenly flash in those eyes, and her mind would be off after some other subject, quick as a startled fish. So I had to choose her name for her myself. For her Christian name I thought of Syren; and yet somehow she didnt remind me at all of a syren. She reminded me more of a barmaid I once knew at Brighton, a long while ago, called Gladys. As for her surname, I named her after her parish. You, Alton, you are a lawyer, he said, turning to the man on his left. You know that everyone born at sea is born legally in the parish of Stepney.

Well, Alton was beginning, but Jorkens swept on, for points like this were interesting to Alton and only funny to Jorkens, and to discuss such things between these two would have been useless. So she became Gladys Stepney, said Jorkens. She had a bit of a dress. They used to dress her, she told me, in a green arrangement like sea-weed; but what must have been a missionary had come along, and said that it ought to be black; so they gave her a small black skirt that shed worn ever since. And now I had to get a decent dress for her; and youll never guess what else I got for her, never. And she liked it too. A pair of boots. Yes, boots to stick up from the tarpaulin at the end of the bath-chair. I take no credit for it, it was just thievish cunning; but I will say, on my solemn word, she was the only thing I ever stole in my life. Of course the dress was white, stitch for stitch the same as the one Id got for the lady of Aden.



Well, the day came, and I picked my hour. Midnights the time for such work as that in England, when honest men are asleep, afraid of the darkness. Well, I went when men were asleep, but a greater terror than darkness kept them at home. I went at noon, when the sun was baking the cinders. You could commit suicide there in five minutes, by doing nothing more than standing out in the street with your hat off. I went at noon to take the invalid lady in white to have a look at the mermaid.

When the Arab had drawn the bath-chair up to the door I sent him away, and glad he was to get to the shade of a wall and lie down and sleep like the rest. Then the lady of Aden and I walked inside, and I purchased two tickets. I had a red shawl, that suited her very well; and her job was to put that over her white dress and vanish. There was a back door leading to another street, and nobody was looking, and she managed that very well. Five rupees got rid of the attendant. And then I gave Gladys Stepney her new white dress. She put it on where she was, and of course it got wet, but that doesnt matter much at noon in Aden. It was dry in half an hour, except what was under the tarpaulin. Then I helped her out of the tank. It was amazing to see the pace at which she got over the floor; and I could see that without the dress shed have been three times faster. We got to the door and I lifted her into the chair. Dresses came low in those days, so that you couldnt tell at a glance whether they hid ankles or fins. At any rate no one was watching so far as I could see, though you can never be quite sure of that. Then I dragged the bath-chair away, and up to our little house; at noon, mind you, in Aden in May, and all uphill: love is a powerful incentive. And I loved Gladys in those days. It was her eyes that made me love her. She had an amazingly beautiful figure, not the starved flattened bust that poor silly fashion likes nowadays, but a form nourished well on her natural food, which was fish; for they used to feed her well at the hotel. And yet it was her eyes that I loved. Your eyes are strange to-day, I used to say to her. And she would answer, Are they really, or Do you really think so? But the next moment, and it was for that moment I loved her, there seemed about to fall from her lips, seemed trembling upon them already, words telling in ancient Greek of the deeps of the sea. She might have spoken to Homer. He might have sat beside her and heard in golden hexameters, talk of the deep and mysteries of the tides, to which even his tremendous imagination had never dived, never fathomed. Thats how it seemed to me that she might have spoken. Is it really nice? she would say. And then a thought would darken the blue of her eyes, till you dreamed of the eyes of Athene, and she seemed just about to say something more, something to which we could only listen in awe, though we should not understand it. And though that something more never came, I seemed to be living in those days always upon the brink of it. I spoke little to other men in those days, though I sometimes went down to the town for a drink; I spoke little to them because I felt like a priest of the mystery that she would one day utter, something too far beyond their comprehension for it to be worth while to have any speech with them. But all she ever said, when once I told her that there was a mystery in her eyes, was, Oh, is there really? And it wasnt only her phrases that she seemed to have picked up at the hotel, but even her thoughts besides. Even her thoughts; and I never got from her any of those stories that would have been raw gold to Homer.

Well, we got to our little house. And the very first thing I did was to go and bring the clergyman, and to introduce him to her, and to arrange for our wedding. The very first thing. So that he neednt have talked quite so much about sin as he did. I dont mean that he was actually rude; but sin was the topic he chose to talk of whenever left to himself; and sin was the end of any subject that I might choose to discuss with him, if there was any possible way to twist it in that direction. As I pointed out to him, I was ready to marry Miss 

Gladys Stepney there and then. If delays were made until he was ready to marry us, it looked to me as if he was making whatever sin there might be about our little house, not Gladys and I. And at that he was very angry, as though it were I that started talking about sin to begin with. No, he began it, and then went away aggrieved and angry. Of course we never let him, or anyone, see that Gladys was only a mermaid. And, suspicious as he was of the invalid chair and the shawls, he was only looking for sin; so that the more suspicious he got, the further he strayed from the truth. Well, he went angry away from us, down the hill, as I said; jabbing at the cinders of Aden with his walking-stick as he went. But he married us in the end; in the little church in Aden; the invalid lady in her bath-chair, spinster of Stepney; and the wedding veil that came in very handy to hide any last trace by which she might have been recognised. Her eyes lighted up at the music as though she knew it. Mendelssohn, I whispered to her. Whos he? she asked. A musician, I answered. Is he really? she said.

Oh, these grey days. I have that memory to lighten them. A long way off, but still shining a little, as long as memory lasts. Seas as green as pale emeralds, and she and I with the bath-chair on the beach.

I got rid of the Arab for good, and only dragged the bath-chair myself. And when nobody was about we would go bathing, I always coming out first, and ready with a long bathing dress in case anybody was there. With a towel or two to wrap round her I was always able to carry her to the bath-chair without exciting any suspicion. Wild, wayward and strange as she was, I could always render her docile, if she were risking suspicion, by mentioning the hotel. In a way she was fond of the hotel, because it was the hub of the only social life she knew; and she was always asking me who had gone to stay there, and who had looked in for a drink; but she was clearly made for the sea; and, however little she knew of her own destiny, when she got to the long rollers breaking lazily into surf, it was the sea that claimed her. In such a mood, which was strongest in her after bathing, the thought of the wretched tank in the stuffy room was repulsive to her; and in cases of necessity I had only to mention the hotel to stop any frolic of hers that might have betrayed us. What kind of frolic? Oh, anything. You could never tell what she would do. One of the things that gave me most anxiety was her habit of leaping out of the sea to bite at sea-gulls. If she were a long way out, and I nowhere near, she would do it again and again whenever a sea-gull passed. And there would I be standing perhaps on the beach and shouting out to her The Grand, The Grand, and hoping that no one but she would catch the allusion. How the sea-gulls could be so silly as to go backwards and forwards above her again and again I could not understand; but they did.

In the house I found things no easier. There was no one there but the cook; but I saw that we must have one or two people up there sooner or later, to tea, or merely looking in for a drink, let alone a little dinner-party. Otherwise suspicions would grow, and in the abundant crop of them that would thrive in that tropical air, sooner or later would come the right one, and after that I should be found out in five minutes. And even if we invited nobody, someone was bound to drop in. As things were just then, I assure you that that was impossible. We couldnt have had anyone to dinner, I couldnt even have asked them to tea. She wasnt ready for it. There were thousands of things I had to teach her. And some of them she wouldnt even learn. Youve no idea how many rules there are connected with what we do quite naturally, like sitting down to table and eating a meal. It was a race with time. At any moment somebody might drop in; and there seemed more to teach her every day, as I remembered more and more trifles that I had supposed she knew, until I found she knew nothing. And it was no use conceding a point to her, because she would only go on then and ask for something more. For instance she didnt like fish cooked; so for peace and quiet, and to please her, I said she should have them raw. But it didnt end there; when they came in raw she said she liked them alive. And all the time that I was trying to build a hasty appearance of comfortable respectability, things seemed sliding away from under me to the sea. I had thought for days of every detail, such as getting her into her chair at the end of the table, with her fins away under the tablecloth; and I had never thought to tell her not to snap at her food, not to, oh, thousands of things. It was sometimes a relief to get away from the house, and down to the beach, where she seemed in less danger of being found out than there was amongst her own tea-things. It was not her fault, but entirely mine. Id stolen her, and I was learning something of the anxieties that haunt men who steal. I hadnt even a hardened conscience; so that, in addition to constant fear of being found out, I was continually thinking of the hotel, and reproaching myself with the memory of what the attendant had told me, that on a good day, when a liner was in, they would make from twenty to thirty rupees. Say two pound in a day. And one realises then that it was no figure of speech when the manager said that he wouldnt sell her for as much as a thousand pounds. She was worth double that to them.

Yes, that was what was eating into my conscience. Love at first, and little thought for anything but her eyes; and then, as thoughts began to come back to me from beyond the remote wild tides that seemed roaming behind the flash of her glances, then gradually came the thought of the Grand Hotel and the twenty or thirty rupees they would make on a good day. I went down there one day, and saw them trying to show some fish that looked like a cod, that they had put in the tank instead. It went to my heart to see it. And not a word of reproach to me, for they never suspected me. And somehow that almost hurt me as much as if they had. No, I shall never steal again.

And this was the point I had got to when you came in, said Jorkens, turning to me. I saw, what it was impossible to be blind to, that my wife belonged to the hotel. I had stolen her; and I had thought that my anxiety would be merely to escape detection. Now I was finding that night and day I had other anxieties; night and day I was wondering how it went with the hotel I had robbed; how many rupees they got for that wretched show of the fish, what else they were doing to try to make up their losses, whether they put up the prices of their rooms, whether they sold odds and ends: the Grand was on my conscience and there was no shaking it off.

That was how it was with me when wed been married a few weeks, and the more I thought of it the more clearly I saw the only thing that there was to see. No, theres no thinking round theft: Ive heard men trying to talk round it, but you cant think it away.

We were down by the sea one day. Id chiefly brought her there to get away from the house, for every day that we were lucky about callers brought the time nearer when our luck must run out and somebody would walk into the house. And we werent nearly ready for callers. I told you I was racing against time, trying to teach her this and that; well, I was losing the race. Id made scarce any progress at all. For instance when we were first married I used to throw fish to her across the table, because she liked it, and she used to catch them in her mouth. Silly of me of course, but I was very much in love; and at any rate it was not an untidy habit, for I never knew her miss once, whether I threw high, wide or low. The trouble was that she still insisted on it. And I had to do it, there was no question of that. So would you have done; so would any man. Ill tell you why, though it is pretty unpleasant. Unpleasant is hardly the word for it. But once she cried. Just one howl, and I stopped her. But it was the most awful sound that ever chilled your blood. She was so frightfully human too to look at, so awfully like the girl I knew at Brighton, that I hadnt the least idea she could cry like that, and it set my hair on end. I darent risk anything like that happening again; so you see I was in her power.

Well, Id got away from the house and we were down by the sea; and I was thinking over things. She was gazing at the deep-green horizon, and we were going to have a swim; and first of all I warned her against sharks, because I somehow saw by her mood and the look in her eyes that she would go a long way out to-day. But she laughed at my mention of sharks: silly fat things she called them, and they only seemed to amuse her. And for a while before going in we sat on the sand, my feet in the warm water. And then I thought that the time had come, and the sooner it was over the better; and I told her what had been on my mind for weeks, which was that of course she belonged to the Grand Hotel. The moment I said that I felt an honest man, and better in every way for it. But a look came over her eyes like the shadow of a ship on the water. I saw then that a simple matter of honesty about which there could be no two opinions was not so simple to her.

I might take a room at the Grand, I said: it was a small hotel and I shouldnt be far from the tank. And then, for the first time, I found that her old interest as to who stayed at the Grand was gone. Rapidly I was losing her interest altogether, her eyes were glooming and changing, till it was as when a storm darkens the deep; and, with all these changing colours darkening the iris, she was gazing out to sea. What had I said to annoy her, I asked her then. I had not made the standards of honesty, I had merely offended against them, and now I wanted my conscience to be at rest again. I had not made my conscience.

But she could not see that her place was in the tank; she could understand nothing; and only gazed out to sea with her eyes glooming. Then I got the rug that she always wore when I carried her back to the chair, and asked her to come home; for I wanted to talk it all over quietly. And she never said a word and did not move; but when I touched her to wrap her round with the rug, she suddenly leapt forward, at the same time throwing away a light scarf that she wore. I said that she moved very fast on the floor of the room at the Grand and that without clothing she could have gone three times the speed; her pace through the shallow water was as fast as a man running. And in an instant she was where she could swim. A flick of her tail then and she was out of my sight; and then I saw no more of her for a while than a curious ripple, which went with amazing speed straight out from land. Once more I saw her where the fin of a shark erected itself from the water. She came up out of the sea as far as her waist and flung something at the fin, then dashed away under that rapid ripple; and a little splash near the fin showed where her derisive missile had struck the sea. That was the last I saw of her; and I was left all alone on the beach, bitterly wondering, as I have wondered ever since, what it was she had thrown at the shark. In those depths and swimming, as she was, near the surface, as the ripple showed all the way, she could not have found a stone. Her clothing she had cast off before she started. What then could she have thrown but my wedding ring? No, no, it could have been nothing else.

I feel it to be due to the refutation of Mr. Jorkens to quote the following letter, the accuracy of which I fully admit.



THE BILLIARDS CLUB



MY DEAR OLD BOY, 

I see that you have got that tale that I told you about Aden in Nashs. I happened to drop in here and it was the first thing I picked up. You did let me down over it, you know. You really did. Youve made me say that the Grand Hotel charge one rupee for their mermaid ticket. I never said anything of the sort. I know you didnt do it intentionally. But you should be more careful about a thing like that. You know, you really should. Now dont say its only a trifle. To me its one of the most important things in the whole of that story I told you. For the simple reason that there are thousands of men every year, tens of thousands, that stop at Aden and look in at the Grand Hotel, and they all know the price of the mermaid ticket. Its eight annas, old boy, eight annas, as I told you at the time. Now you must see its by things like that theyll test my story, and even my personal veracity. One doesnt like to be thought to exaggerate, you know. They wont study up zoology and test my tale scientifically. What do they know of zoology? Theyll test it by things they do know, like the price of that ticket. And theyll say Hes doubled the price of the ticket, and hes probably exaggerated the same amount. To get the truth of the story you should about halve it. Thats what theyll say, damn them. I know. And all your fault, old boy. Its put me to lots of worry. You really owe me a drink over all this.

Yours ever, 

J. J.


THE WITCH OF THE WILLOWS

For some days after the day on which in a rainy evening Jorkens had told me his story about the mermaid, and the large part that she had played for a short while in his life, I did not return to the Billiards Club. I was puzzled. There were things in his tale that I could not entirely reconcile with views I had held before, and I was turning things over in my mind. On the one hand I had come by now to rely on everything Jorkens told me, as being the sincere chronicle of experiences in the life of an unimaginative man, whose erratic travelling had given him more opportunities of knowing the world and its ways than a first glance at his rather unphilosophic type of face might suggest to you: on the other hand preconceived ideas that I had formed of biology, utterly unsupported although they were by study of any sort, had given me various prejudices which were now muddling my mind with doubts. I questioned one or two biologists, whose knowledge was on the side of my prejudices; but for all their study I found that 

Science had not yet reached a point that enabled them to give me the clear-cut definite assurance that I needed one way or the other.

Things being like that, I left them where they were, and went back to the Club, to have another talk with Jorkens about it. And there I found him after lunch in the middle of the sofa before the fire, being stimulated, or goaded, by numbers of questions as to what other adventures he had had of the kind. I imagine that some of them doubted his last story, or even disbelieved it, and wanted to see how much further he would go: no noble motive, and yet it would help to pass the time away if Jorkens rose to the bait, and would probably in the end teach them something or other about the world we inhabit of which they were quite ignorant. Others believed him, and honestly wondered into what further adventures of the kind he had got himself. Others again were, I am sorry to say, too prone to listen to any tale about one of the opposite sex in preference to any more useful occupation whatever. So there they were, for different reasons, all encouraging Jorkens to lay bare to them pages of his past life, long ago turned over, away from the public eye.

What other adventures? said Jorkens. Well, to take them in their order, the next was a very curious one. I left Aden at once, as soon as I lost Gladys, with a feeling in my heart that I would never travel again. I came back to England; and of course there were just as many girls as there are now. You didnt see them tearing about on motor-bicycles so much as you do now, but they were there just the same. Well, I saw lots of them, in the way one does. And of course there was some mystery about them all; more or less. And yet, after Gladys, it amounted to nothing. You see a woman may hold a fan for a moment in front of her face, and have a young man almost paralysed with the mystery of what expression she is wearing behind it. She may awe them with the turn of an ankle, or the poise of her head. But she cant do that to a man that has known a mermaid. However mysterious woman has been through the ages, we at least know she exists; while to all that was wonderful in Gladys there was added like a beautiful veil a world-wide doubt as to the very existence of her and her whole species. You can see then that the first glance of an eye, the first dimple or blush, could not capture me so easily as they could once. Very likely it was this feeling of lost mystery, which had always oppressed me since Gladys swam out to sea, that drove me to walk alone in bleak and unfrequented parts of England such as marshes or moors; or sometimes, if I found them, in dark woods. I took my exercise in no other way, wandering about the country and sleeping in small inns, always alone and not caring to what point of the compass I moved. And so one day I came to the willow-wood in the marsh, and later to the forest of Merlinswood. You may picture me as a somewhat forlorn wanderer, the knight of an aimless quest, seeking what I should never find; for I knew that I should never see Gladys again, and a mystery had gone out of my life with her; and yet I was still searching, although not knowing for what. I dont know what people thought of me when they saw me go by; but very few did. So one day I came to the willow-wood, a haunted sort of place from the look of it, and marsh floating all through it; an ideal place for a lonely man. And lonely it was when I entered it, and soothing, for everyone I met seemed common after my mermaid; I mean ordinary, reduplicated over and over again, just like everyone else; and I was tired of ordinary people and the things that they did and said. Those few weeks I had spent with Gladys had left me like that, unfit for my kind, the kind that I had thrown over to marry her. And now she was gone, and I was quite alone. Well, I had not gone far when the sun began to set, and a mystery came down on THE TRAVEL TALES the wood. And yet, when I began to look at it, the mystery did not seem to come from the sunset, for it had not affected the whole wood; nor was it in particular gathered up towards the sunset or radiating earthwards from it. On the contrary the sunset was almost in front of me, a little to the left of my course, while the mystery that was settling down on the willows, till their ancient boles seemed all enchanted with magic, was much more to my right. Well, if my aimless quest was for anything it was for mystery; that was what I had lost with Gladys in the green sea beyond Aden; so I turned a little to my right, and walked straight towards those huge boles that looked so ogre-like and so enchanted. And oddly enough as I neared them the mystery seemed not to recede; not a spell seemed lifted, not an enchantment seemed weaker; but that ominous threat of magic, immense and near in the woodland, remained as sturdy and still as the huge boles of the willows. I went splashing on; and all of a sudden I met, walking under one of the willows, an old woman in a black cloak and a high black hat, coming on with a black stick. It was all round her that the mystery haunted the marshes, and it moved towards me as she moved.

Very extraordinary, said someone.

I am telling it you as I saw it, said Jorkens. 

Many things that I have seen in my life I shall leave to other men to explain, men better equipped than I am with scientific data, so far as Science has got; and when there are more such data they can investigate still further; meanwhile I can only record the bare things I have seen. She came towards me, and that mystery that was haunting the willows and the marshes moved with her as she came. She looked at me with a quick glance of her eyes, before I was near enough to see them clearly; and I remember thinking then that in the darkness of them there might come flashes, strange and sudden like stars that appear where you are not watching. So I saw her for the first time, all wonder and magic. Some men when they have loved a blonde, and anything at all goes wrong, turn next time to a dark one; but others hang always about the same old type, like a wolf about northern sheep-folds. So it was with me; I had lost mystery, and was true to mystery, and the strangeness of this old woman lured me at once. Nearer she came, and the mystery came still nearer. I cannot tell you what the mystery was; I cannot describe what magic was haunting the marshes; I can only tell you vaguely my own impression; thats all we ever have to go by. But those impressions, everything that I felt and saw, told me as clearly as hints can warn, as clearly as omens can threaten, that something magical was impending around me, or lurking only just on the other side of the willows. And, as she came nearer, these warning impressions ran whispering to my mind, assuring my very reason that what seems so fantastic here, magic, sheer necromancy, was boding upon those marshes. Of course the hour was strange, being just on the edge of sunset; and the place was strange, those desolate marshes all dim with the shade of the trees; and the ancient twisted limbs of the willows were strange; and strangest of all the dark woman that moved swiftly towards me; and yet above all these things there was something more, that unaccountable thing that has been for ages called magic.

The time was come when I had to speak and say something; and I felt it could only be something apologetic, something asking pardon for my intrusion on those marshes at such an hour, or weakly explaining why I had dared to come. I stood a moment and gazed at her while she came rapidly nearer, and no words came to my lips; and all I said in the end was: Is there any way out of these marshes?

She shook her head at that and smiled, and went on shaking it again and again. I dont know what she meant, but couldnt criticise, because there was not much meaning in what I had said either.

And then I stood and gazed awhile, fascinated by the mystery of her. And she leaned her hands on her stick and gazed at me, the grey ringlets hanging down from under her hat. And then I said to her: What has come over these marshes? knowing well that she knew.

And she said: Sunset and witchcraft.

And so I said to her: What does the witchcraft portend?

And she said: Who knows that? Not the witches.

And I said: Then why do they make witchcrafts, enchanting a place like this till one can hardly tell whether ones on earth or in elf-land?

If theres a warning put on a place, she said, its for folks to heed the warning, not to go bothering those that have other things to do, with the way and the why and the wherefore. A warnings a warning, and thats all there is to it, without worrying round these willows.

And at that moment the sun went down, and all that was ominous in marsh or in willow grew more intense than before. And I said as politely as I could, with my hat in my hand, Ill take the warning, and turned round to go away. But as I turned the thought came to me that, though it went with grey hairs and with wrinkles, yet here was the mystery that I was searching the world for ever since I lost Gladys. So I turned half back and said: If I came again should I ever see you here?

And she said: You might come for weeks and never find me, and then one day Id be here.

Then Ill come again, I said.

And with that I found my way out of the wood and the marshes before dark overtook me, after which the tale she had told with her shaking head when I had asked her the way would have been only too true.

I stayed at a little inn called Wolds End, a mile or so from the marshes; and every day I went back to the willow-wood in the dank waste towards sunset. I haunted the place till all the water-hens knew me; and sometimes I stayed till the rooks had all flown over and the duck came dropping in and the first stars appeared. Day after day I went, and still she did not come. And then one evening, perhaps two weeks later, when ice was on the marshes; for winter was still reigning, though in his later days; one evening I went again to the willow-wood when all the twigs were black and still in the frost, and menacing something with their ominous stillness, while the sun peered huge and red, low through the wood. I went into the solitude of the willows, and no sooner had I come than all that they seemed to portend with their ancient limbs in the dusk and their frozen motionless fingers, all that they seemed to whisper with shadows, or plot with the ice and the gloaming, was suddenly multiplied; and I seemed to have strayed once more to the tryst of an unseen company, silently planning things that were not all well for man. Once more I cannot tell you how these things were, only that I perceived them; and as these portents or omens, call them what you will, continued to grow more menacing, I knew they could come from nothing but the near approach of the witch.

Then she was a witch? said one of us.

Well, said Jorkens, I dont know what else to call her. When you see a man in a dark blue suit, buttoned up to the neck, and a helmet, stopping the traffic and sending it on again, you say that he is a policeman. She was dressed like a witch and was acting like one: I had nothing else to go by. And just then she was coming towards me, walking with her black stick, and the mystery of the wood was coming with her.

Willow-witch, I said, for I did not know her name, and Madam would have sounded absurd for one that shared with the sunset the wonder that haunted the wood, I have come back.

And she nodded once or twice, with what may have been a smile at the ends of her lips, so far as I could see in the fading light.

And the next thing I said was a captious thing that I should not have said to a lady. You told me there was no way out of the marshes.

Nor is there, she answered. You come back and back to them.

That was true; they had a hold upon me already, and I suddenly saw that the willows would drag me back and back. And yet it was not to see them that I had come; their mystery without her was no more than what sunset and winter can make of any old trees. It was for the magic in her that I had returned to the willows; for my weariness of the things of every day, that had weighed on me since Gladys swam back to sea. And it had taken two weeks to find her.

So I said to her, Where do you live?

Out of sight, she said, and out of hearing, she added, and out of knowledge, of the folk that make hoardings and rubbish heaps. For hoardings were just coming in about then.

Wheres that? I asked.

And she said Merlinswood, and pointed. By the path through the wood, she added.

And about this time sounds of the night began, and continued to increase; the musical whirr of a wing cutting clear through the dusk, the croak of a small marsh-bird that you do not see, the call of a plover far off flapping over the marsh, the whistle of teal, and again the croak in the water. And then as suddenly as the geese drop in to the marshes, as swift as the wind changes, she turned in the direction that she had pointed, and went away through the wood.

In the dim light I followed her close, knowing her to be now on the other side of the trunk of a willow, now behind the gnarled bole of the next one; but as I came round each trunk she had gone too soon, like the mystery lurking in shadows whenever you peer too close. So that soon I stopped to listen; and not a sound.

And soon after that the first star came glimmering out, and the air was suddenly full of the singing of wings, and the voices of travellers that nest near the pole; for the time had come by now for the flight of the duck, and the time for human folk to go from the marshes. I got out with no more difficulty than is made by darkness and winter in such a place; but had she still been there at so late an hour I do not know what headway I should have made against the omens and bodings that I know would have haunted the wood.

As soon as I got from the marshes I walked on fast through the dark, and there presently came in sight the lights of the Wolds End. And glad I was after all that magical strangeness to see their stuffed trout under glass, with its rim of plush round the edge. Glad I was to sit with another man after supper, listening to the technique of jam-making, from the delicate carving of the raspberry pip to the care of acres of turnips. But when I had gone to bed my need of lost mystery came back to me and I was wondering once more what magic haunted the willows, and made up my mind to set forth as soon as might be, to find out what I should see by the path that went into Merlinswood.

Brightly the winters morning shone into my room, clear and keen with the frost; and soon I was up and asking my way to the wood beyond the marshes. It was a very old forest they told me; and I could get to it by leaving the marsh on my left, following a lane I should find there. And from what I heard I made it out to be four or five miles beyond that spot in the marshes at which I had twice met the witch, or whatever she was with her high hat and black cloak and the mystery that seemed to float with her over the marshes. I had breakfast then, and filled my pockets with sandwiches, and started away early without further word to anyone. I should have liked to ask more at the inn about that strange woman, but in the end I thought it was better not, for there was nothing at all that was ordinary about her, and if you ask people about anything strange and they know about it or think they know, they will delight to pour out information, not very accurately, but if they dont know of it they look at you rather queerly, and any way it is better to talk of ordinary things to them. I dont know why, but there it is; and I went away saying nothing. What time would I be back, the woman who had told me the way shouted after me from the inn. Well, it all depends, I called back to her. It might be one time and it might be another. It rather depends.

Will you want lunch? she asked.

Sandwiches, I said, and was gone.

Well, I left the willow-wood away on my left and was walking all the morning; and I had gone some miles before I even saw the forest, heaving its tops away into the distance like a darker hilly land. And yet there was something about it unlike land; it had not the fields solidity; it was shaped by the wind above and the folds of the earth below; both permanent, for no stray gale had ever affected it; it was the wind that had mostly blown for hundreds of years that had had the shaping of the tops of those thousands of trees. And there it lay like the after-swell of a storm that has troubled the sea, dark folds of the pines foliage lashed thus by the wind of the centuries. Presently the lane ceased, as though no one had any traffic with that wood; and I went on over the fields to it. And presently I was searching among dead bracken and pine-trunks for the path that led into the wood. By this path she had told me she lived, so that I had thought it easy to find her; but I had to find the path. And at last I discovered it, though mistaking it at first for a rabbit-track.

When I entered the wood the day seemed all different, air, light and everything; but how strangely it was yet to alter I did not guess. For at first there seemed a merriment in the wood; the smell of the pines, a little breeze dancing, a stray bird prophesying Spring, all the change from the bare fields, cheered every step along that tiny path at first. But gradually the wood was turning from its resemblance to any wood we know to something so far stranger that a deep uneasiness began to affect me, and to increase with every step. It had changed into a wood, so far as I can describe it at all, like a wood a long way off, or a wood at sunset, or a wood remembered from ones earliest years, or something only told in a grim story, having no place on earth. And this strange, almost terrible feeling seemed to come from straight ahead where the path was going, until it seemed to veer very slightly towards the left; and from this I gathered that I should find the home of the witch upon the left of the path. And, sure enough, there I came on it; a cottage all in the midst of strangeness and mystery, like lightning out of black clouds, among the trees by the left-hand side of the path. And after that the path seemed to go no further. The cottage was small, and roofed with a dark thatch, and the windows were made of round panes the size of the ends of bottles, and all as bulbous and thick. There was nothing to do but to go to the door and knock, though every inspiration that haunted the wood was seeming to warn me away. I knocked and the door opened instantly, and there she was in her cloak and her curious hat; and magic seemed to pour out through the open door, to lurk in all the dark places and to thrill the deeps of the wood.

Well? she said.

I have come, I answered.

And she stood aside from her door, as though to see whether I would dare to enter. So I walked in, and looked at her, and she nodded her head. No doubt then but that I was in a witchs cottage. So many were drowned in mediaeval days, and right down to the nineteenth century, that one scarcely looks for witches in our own time. Yet here one was unmistakably. Nothing ones ever read of them seemed to be absent, broom, black cat and the rest of it.

Will you have tea? she said.

I knew it would be no ordinary tea, and I knew it would be no use protesting there against whatever might happen; if I looked for the things of every day I knew that I should not find them, nor had I come for them to that wood. So I merely said Yes, please.

She went then to a shelf in the opposite wall to the door, on which there were bulging jars of earthenware about a foot high. Cowslip? she asked. Or briar rose, or daffodil?

I had heard of cowslip tea, so I muttered Cowslip. And she took down a jar.

It was a strange brewing. She boiled water, as we do, in a great kettle over her fire, then threw handfuls of withered dry cowslip-blooms into her teapot, and added a sprinkling of herbs of which I knew nothing. She filled with it two cups of ruddy earthenware, glazed green on the outside, and instead of milk she poured honey. All the while her cat watched us, from where it lay by the left of the fire. I sat in an old carved chair that looked like yew-wood, on one side of the table, and she on the other, and both facing the fire. And for long she looked at the fire in silence, drinking her cowslip tea, while I drank the strange brew also; and as the shapes of the coals changed she peered more and more intently, till it seemed as though events, though events of which I knew nothing, were passing before us through the deeps of the fire, reviewed by her keen eye. And then the crust of black coal on top cracked through and tumbled in. Trouble coming to the world, she said.

What trouble? I asked.

Theyre going all the wrong way, she said.

I said they were doing their best, or something of that sort; for she seemed to be adversely judging the whole generation, and I felt that someone or other ought to defend them. But she only shook her head again and again, gazing into the ruin of coals in the fire before us.

Tell them, I said, for she had impressed me that trouble was really afoot.

Too busy selling, she answered, and went on shaking her head, and turned back her gaze to the fire.

Tell me, I asked her.

Mans losing his hold, said she.

Whats taking his place? I asked.

She sighed, and said Machinery.

So that was it, a monster of Frankenstein ousting its master. It was a dreadful idea. Are you sure? I said.

Look at the world, she said. Getting more and more fit for machines, and less for men. Its even got into the hay-fields.

And the end? I asked.

Not yet, she said.

Tell me more, I said, with the strange brew in my hand, and the cat always watching me.

Who are you, she said, to know such things as that, that are the affair of the witches?

And I saw that I had asked for more news of such matters than are the business of men that have merely got to live, and leave the trend of events, which they cannot control, to Destiny, or the blind impulse of generations, that know so little where they wish to go that even Fashion can lead them, or the charlatan or the demagogue or a whim.

Youre hard on the age, said Alton.

Well, where do we want to go? replied Jorkens.

By Gad, I dont know, said another.

Well, nor do I, said Jorkens. And nor did I in those days. But she seemed to know. And I never knew anyone else that did; so I sat there silent, waiting for her to tell me. But she wouldnt tell.

You may think it strange that I was waiting, as though on tip-toe, to hear of our destiny from this old woman in a cottage in an out-of-the-way wood. But, after all, even in town-halls and village school-rooms at election times we find ourselves readily listening for the same thing, when the room gets crowded and warm; and here in this cottage the imminence of impending things seemed somehow intenser a thousand times than it does in the crowded room with the oil-lamp swinging, and the platform up at the end, and the election coming that week. I dont know how it was so; it was the way of the wood; the place seemed reeking of magic.

So long I sat there waiting for her to speak that she seemed almost to forget me. And then she turned her eyes away from the fire, suddenly as though it had no more to show her, or as though she were weary of what it had to show. She looked then straight and fixedly at her cat. And after a while she spoke again, though not looking at me.

Ah, he knows, she said. He knows. He does not run to the towns: he does not sell. He does not plan, think or worry. He walks in the wood. He knows whats coming. What is coming, dark one; what is coming? He knows though he does not say. One thing coming, and that soon. And nothing else that one need watch for or plan for. And nothing that one can do to hasten or stop it, and so no need to worry. What is coming, dark one? Spring, you would say. Aha, he knows. And when I saw her so much taken up with her cat, I rose and bowed and left her.

As I went from that cottage the mystery of the wood began to drop behind me. And though I had the overwhelming feeling that it was massed over my foot-prints, yet in front it dwindled and dwindled, until I got the feeling at last that I walked in an ordinary forest. Yet even then I hastened, for fear of what magic might happen to overtake me if I lingered upon that path. And the wood was beginning to darken.

When I came to the paths end and the open evening, and saw the sun not yet set, the light was as welcome as I have ever known it. I seemed to bathe my thoughts in it, and wash away magic from the deeps of my mind. I ate my sandwiches, that I had quite forgotten, and then walked on briskly and reached the inn before all traces of daylight had quite gone from the sky.

I was more glad than I can easily say to see the odds and ends of familiar things again that hung on the walls, or stood in pairs on the mantelpieces, of the inn of Wolds End. I was back in time for supper, which I had with the commercial traveller with whom I had spoken the night before: he was in that part of England inspecting the turnip market. All through supper we talked, and for long after; chiefly about high-grade jams, for we could not talk of my business in those parts; it was altogether too strange; and so we talked of his. I know that if I had told him I had loved a mermaid in Aden, and she had left me, swimming out alone to the deep-green sea, and that lonely for all the loss of the mystery that was about her I now sought a witch, he would have become unfriendly at once, reserved, brief in his statements, in fact completely hostile. Why? There was no interest whatever in the whole of his lifes work, and I listened to him for hours; yet if I had spoken to him of what was nearest to my heart, there it would have been. I dont know why, but there it was. So we talked of jam-making.

And the hours went by, and the innkeepers wife looked in to see if we still were there; and still we talked. And then he went to bed. Then all the loneliness came back to me, all the bleak emptiness there is in the world when mystery has left it, and all the aching of my heart for magic, or whatever it is that puts a wonder upon whatever it touches, and cannot itself be described. Yes, I was sitting there alone among the antimacassars, pining for that elusive thing that lies just beyond the limit to which Science has penetrated, for something that haunts abundantly the shades of the land of our guesses, but that enters the land of our knowledge perhaps once in a lifetime. Again my hostess looked into the room, and this time her every movement showed clearer than ever before that she wanted to put the lamp out and shut up. So I went up to bed, but did not sleep, till long after the earliest cocks began to crow, wondering whether or not to go back to Merlinswood. It was not a wood to which you went lightly, and night and my wondering were multiplying the magic of it, till the feeling came that the wood and the house of the witch were surely to be avoided. For it is one thing to stand and look at a wood by daylight, even a haunted wood; while, though the impalpable magic lie heavily round you, the solid trunks of the actual trees are standing there vivid and tangible; but it is another thing altogether to think of that wood at night: then the solid tree-trunks float on the currents of thought no easier than the mystery of magic, and if the trees are more vivid by day than whatever may lurk behind them, in the thoughts of the night they are equal, or the inhabitant of the shadow even more clear than the tree. How many volumes might be written of the thoughts of a single man on one sleepless night; more intense too, and more exciting, than most of our visible activities. Well, I lay there thinking of the deeps of the wood, while every now and then, long before light, the crow of a cock reminded me of the world that lay safe outside witchcraft and magic. Should I seek again that magic without which life was so tame since Gladys swam back to the deep sea, or should I shun the shadows of that haunted wood and the witch that seemed to enchant them? Then I must have slept. And when I woke in the clear morning I found my mind was already made up. I would go to Merlinswood.

Beyond that my mind was made up I knew nothing. What I would do when I got there, what good would come of it, or even when I should return to the inn, I had not decided. Only I felt that the world was dull without magic, and now that Gladys was gone I knew nowhere else to find it but in the shadows of Merlinswood.

I had breakfast and made my own sandwiches. My hostess came in and spoke to me with a view to finding out what meals I should be at home for. But I could say little to her but evasive things, because the truth was too strange for her. And even to me the whole quest seemed so strange that I could not guess what would happen. All I knew was that a great mystery had gone out of my days, that there was mystery in Merlinswood, and that there was no purpose or aim left in my life that was strong enough to hold me back where that magnet attracted. So at the first chance that came to slip away I set off on my journey.

The frost had gone, and the ice was already thawed, as I went by the edge of the marshes; like a kid bleating far up in the air, the snipe were drumming; ducks were pairing; rooks were walking curiously; the prophecy of the birds that Spring was coming would soon pass into history. What a history is that, compared to what we call histories; the history of Earth itself, not...

Excuse me, I said, Jorkens, but you were going to tell us about the witch. For in certain moods Jorkens will philosophise about elemental things that are far too large for one particular story, and I recognised one of these moods in him now. My interruption may seem rude, but it saved the story, for what that is worth.

Ah, yes, said Jorkens, so I was. Well, I came to Merlinswood after a good walk. I came to the end of the lane, and to the very spot in the wood at which I arrived before, at least so I could have sworn, but it took me nearly an hour of careful searching before I found the tiny track in the bracken that led to the path through the wood. When I found it I hurried on to make up for lost time, and so as not to be overtaken by night in Merlinswood.

There being only one path one could not go wrong, even without those quiet waves of mystery, that slowly increased as I went further into the wood, like the gentle heaving of some summery sea, and taught me that I was nearing the house of the witch. What that mystery was I can never describe to you, except to say that what lurks in old tales of the past, or hides over distant horizons, was here close in every shadow, or just on the other side of adjacent trees. I can no more analyse it now than I did then, except to say it was magic; and, when all is said and done, we dont yet know what magic is. I believe it will one day be found out, much as the planet Neptune was, not by direct researches into magic but by other observations.

What other observations? said someone, though I tried to stop him, for he was leading Jorkens away.

They discover one planet by watching irregularities in the orbit of another, said Jorkens, by which they see that something unknown is attracting it. In the same way there are curious leanings in the spirit of man that Science has not accounted for, and which if observed more closely might give us far more data than what we possess already for the accurate study of magic. But whatever magic may be, it was all round me there in the wood; one could no more doubt it than one could doubt the coming of Spring: every shadow hinted the one, as the birds were hailing the other. And all of a sudden there loomed up right in the midst of it the shape of the witchs cottage. Even the song of the birds seemed hushed there to a more significant chanting, as though they told of something impending more solemn than Spring; and the great trunks of the trees seemed to hide something more ominous than those I had passed further back. Shadows lurked there as though this were their meeting place, to which they had come from far, being cast by unknown shapes in fields far from our guessing. 

And through these sinister shadows I went, and knocked again on the door. And there was the witch again as though waiting to receive me.

So you have come back from the world, she said.

Nothing made me realise more clearly than this that, however much magic may intersect our course, even coming at times into quite familiar fields, there are nevertheless two worlds, the world of which we know something, whose safe windows and pleasant hedgerows we recognise at a glance, and the world of which, in spite of a few rhymes and a score or so of old stories, we know nothing whatever. A dangerous world to travel alone. I looked round at the sinister wood and entered the house, and the witch shut the door behind me.

Will you have some tea? she said next.

Cowslip tea, please, I said hastily. For at least I had drunk that before, and I could not associate terror with that mild flower; and I was beginning to dread everything in that vortex of mystery into which I had so rashly entered twice.

And she seemed to know that I was drawing back from her spells and fearing her ingredients. For she turned and looked back at me as she went to her shelf, and said: There is more in cowslip than you will ever know.

Then she took down her earthenware jar and put handfuls into the teapot and set the kettle to boil; and all the while I had said nothing but Cowslip tea, please.

Yes, she said, theres a spell in cowslips thats been the equal before now of herbs they brought from the East.

Have you been much in the East? I said, not knowing quite what to say.

And she looked at her broomstick leaning against the wall, and then only said No. She looked at her fire and I was wondering if she would tell me more of the fate of the world, but she was only watching to see when her kettle would boil.

The glass of her curious window-panes was pale blue, and that did nothing to lessen the ominous look of the trees all gathered round the house in terrific attitudes. Inside the cat had exactly the same place that he had before, beside the left of the fire, and gazed at me with as green a look in his eyes as Ive ever seen upon the face of a cat. The light, though broad daylight outside, was beginning to fade in the room, and the broom and the cat and the witch were growing blacker and blacker.

And still the kettle would not boil.

I sat there waiting for the kettle to boil, because by now I realised that I was in the wrong world, and that the world of familiar things was the world that is made for us, where from everything that one sees one can find ones way; while everything here, every tree-trunk and every shadow, seemed to be directing one wrong. Yes, magic gives a wonderful spice to life, but its dangerous beyond any spices. And the cat seemed to be watching me with too much knowledge. That it was watching me, and intently, there could be no doubt, but it somehow seemed to know more than cats should know.

And at last the kettle boiled.

She made the tea then and gave me a cup of the strange stuff, pouring honey in as before. Again she filled a cup for herself and we sat and looked at the fire, and the cat looked at us. It grew darker still in the shadow of all those trees, and the red light of the fire began to overtake the blue light in the room that came through the thick round panes. Dark and silent. For I found nothing to say, having suddenly seemed to discover that we are not made for magic, and that the little familiar things of every day are made for us, a pair of bronze men on a mantelpiece holding a pair of bronze horses, a pipe-rack shaped like a gate, a bit of dead pampas-grass in a tall glass in a corner, all the things we had at the inn, I was remembering them now with yearning: we are safer among such things. And all the while the cat was watching us.

The witch gazed into the fire, watching every movement in it, but said nothing of what she saw there. Sometimes she sighed, but for the rest it was all silence. She watching the fire, the cat watching us, and I wondering uneasily: so the time passed. And at last she spoke.

I suppose you wouldnt marry an old, old woman, she said.

I may know little of magic, but from every tale that I had ever heard, from every hint I got from the darkening room and the nodding twigs outside, from every instinct that prompted me at that moment, I knew that all would be well if I said yes. I knew that she could not be the bent hag she appeared; I knew for one thing that if that were so she could never have walked to the willow wood in the marshes and back again the same evening, and faster than I could walk. I knew by every record we have of witches, every tale that has ever come down to us, that she would change as soon as I married her into something lovelier than the folk of the other world know, something only known of in ballad. I knew all this; I knew it well. And yet somehow those tawdry ornaments, dull houses and trite ways, of the world of every day had got hold of my heart-strings. It was at the turn of the tide with me; and I was veering back, in my folly, to ordinary people, ordinary events and ordinary things. Yes, I made my choice; I said No to her.

At once there came a look in her eyes, like flaming stars in the night, where there has been no star before. The place seemed suddenly electric. Even in the eyes of the cat I saw a look that youd never believe. And the room became darker for the flash of the eyes. There was nothing that I could say to explain away my refusal. I might have retracted, but from the way that magic was surging up all round me, both in the cottage and in all Merlinswood, I was scarcely tempted then to throw in my lot with it. Maybe I was right. Maybe. At least I thought so for a little while. But with thirty years in which to think it over I have come to know that it was the mistake of my life. What were the antimacassars of dull convention, or the equally conventional cocktails and jazz designs of to-day, to the magic I lost in Merlinswood? For I lost it, and I lost it for ever. That sudden wave of mystery that seemed to threaten the cottage was the last of them. It was like a wave that faded away without breaking. I had not gone eighty yards from the angry witch and her cottage, when the whole forest was utterly disenchanted. She was standing there in her open door looking balefully after me, with something of mystery surrounding her yet, but from the trees and from all Merlinswood it was all gone. Nothing more wonderful remained than the near approach of Spring, of which the birds sang simply, wonderful enough but earthly; and as I passed out of sight of her cottage I saw the last of magic that I shall ever see. Yes, the last of it. For I soon found out my mistake: I soon found out that one minute of magic was worth ten ordinary hours, I soon saw that it was the light of an enchanted country lying outside the edge of ours, a country in which everything is intensified as our dreams or our hopes are here. I searched for it again and again. I went by the lane that comes to an end a little way short of Merlinswood. I went to the edge of the wood where I thought I had gone before, I searched with my fingers through hundreds of yards of bracken, but I never came again on the path that went into the wood. And though I searched Merlinswood through and through, and lost myself again and again, I never found the cottage any more. For weeks I used to go to the marshes at evening where the willows leaned over the water; but I was never able to retract my folly in casting off magic, for the witch never came again.

And for years after that, whenever twilight or sunset gave a sudden queer look to a field or a distant hill, whenever anything strange seemed haunting birches or willows, as you sometimes see, for instance, in pictures by Corot, I would set out at once, however far the walk, and in any hour or weather, to see if the magic that I have known only twice, once in Aden and once in England, had come back to the hills. No, it never came back. It never came back.

Poor Jorkens, he sat there so disconsolate, that it was a pleasure to more than one of us to offer him such refreshment as is usual amongst friends at our club, and to leave him quietly alone with our little offerings to gleam on the table beside him.
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The first edition


PREFACE

IT may perhaps be pointed out by some of my readers that Jorkens Remembers Africa is a title that does not apply to all of these tales. And yet it is to the deserts and forests of Africa that Jorkens memory seems to return the most gladly, whenever I or any other friend have been so happy as to awaken it to its true brilliance by our little trifling gifts. Many a mans memory as he grows old loses slowly its colour and splendour, till pictures that he believed could never fade, fall from it one by one. How fortunate if the refreshments that we sometimes offer Jorkens are able to open again that closed but brilliant inner eye, till we watch it gazing once more steadfast and child-like sheer in the face of Truth.


THE LOST ROMANCE

ALL through the summer Jorkens had told us no story. He often lunched at the Billiards Club; but it was never his custom to talk much while he was eating; and afterwards he used to rest in a chair. I would not say he slept; it was rather more of a torpor; and, although he muttered sometimes, he told no story. Nobody minded; there are all sorts of things to do in summer; gardening, golf, weeding lawns, and a hundred other things that take up ones time and ones interest and give one plenty to talk about, without needing to listen to Jorkens. I recollect one member of our club telling me a story about gardening. It was not in the least true, but it served to pass the time away, and entitled one to tell a similar tale in return. Then someone else would talk of his garden, and so on. And all the while Jorkens lay undisturbed in his chair. But when November came, when gardening was over, when the days grew short in London almost suddenly, and the fog and the night began to shut down upon us in earnest, then it hardly seemed that any tales we could tell could bring back to our memories any ray of lost summer, and some of us naturally turned to Jorkens then; for, whatever we may think of the method he had of inspiring himself, his tales had at any rate an origin in lands that shimmered with sunshine, and he seemed to have the knack of bringing some of it to us through the dark and early evening that hung bleak by our windows. So one November day, quite early on in the month, I took the liberty of talking to Jorkens while he rested after his lunch; and though he did not immediately recall who I was, or follow the trend of my remarks, I certainly brought back his attention to us, so that later on when another of us referred to one or two of his earlier gallantries, a twinkle woke in his eye, though he did not speak. He did not speak until he had had some refreshment that I was only too glad to provide for him; and then I questioned him directly. I had framed my question with some care, knowing that the unusual had an unfailing attraction for Jorkens. Have you ever failed, I asked, in any affair with a lady?

For a moment he seemed about to say No, when the banality of such an answer froze the word on his lips, and for several seconds he appeared deep in thought.

Only once, said Jorkens. No, only once. Oh, it is a long time ago now, and it was a long long way from here. Ill tell you. It was in the island of Anaktos. You probably dont know it; in the Mediterranean, far away from here. In the Mediterranean in the early summer. Well, its all gone now. But that summer in Anaktos I first saw her, walking along a path under the pepper trees, in the bright morning. There were eighteen of them, sisters of the Greek Reformed Church. They had a convent on the island, and it was easy to see where she came from; that was not the difficulty. The difficulty was in speaking to her at all, or even seeing her face. Yes, they dont wear cowls those sisters, they veil themselves completely. They wear white gloves too: you dont see an inch of skin. They have some sort of holy saying, that where a fly can alight there is room for Satan. Well, there it was, you see. And yet, for all that, I got the idea, and never have I had any idea more strongly, that she was extraordinarily beautiful. She was tall and slender and she had lovely hands, and she walked with a stride as graceful and light as the step of any young antelope, slipping unseen from the forest on hooves unheard by the lions. Of her hair I can tell you nothing; and I never saw her eyes.

She walked third on the left, of the eighteen. It was a difficult situation: I was determined to speak to her alone; and you can do that even when they are walking with seventeen others, if once you can catch their eye; but when you cannot even see their eyes, you cannot make any sign to one more than to the whole lot. Even if I waited at a corner and signed just as she came round: no, there seemed no way of doing it. Oh, I did a lot of thinking. I thought of leaving a note in the path, with a leaf over it, and pulling the leaf away with a bit of silk just as the second two passed it, and it would be right before her. She always walked in the same place in that procession. But that would have been no use, because they would have all seen her stoop to pick it up, and I knew where that note would have gone. I somehow felt sure when first I saw the procession that it would come the same way every day at the same hour, except of course on saints days; and sure enough it did. And every day my belief in her surpassing beauty grew stronger, and for a week I could think of nothing that was any good at all. Theyd a good wall at the convent, quite ten foot high; and broken glass on the top, that didnt look to me particularly Christian. Yet it wasnt the wall that stopped me, but the impossibility of finding her if I got over, before I found one of the others, or nine of them for that matter, for thats what the odds were. If I threw a note over, the odds were no better; and of course I didnt even know her name.

Well, at the end of the week the idea came to me. Of course all great ideas are the simple ones; but Id been thinking too hard, and so I hadnt hit on it. And when it did come I can take no credit for it: I didnt get it by thinking. I was walking to a place, a little wood, where I could be alone and think things out, one day when she had passed me for the seventh or eighth time, with that gentle and beautiful stride, her hands swaying very softly like slightly wind-blown flowers; I was pushing into the wood, which nobody owned or tended, when a burr stuck to my clothes. I doubt if I should ever have found any way to speak to her, if it had not been for that. I had barely touched the burr and yet it stuck; and when I tried to pull it off it seemed to stick harder than ever.

Thats what I got my idea from. And what I did was to write a note on tissue-paper and roll it up very small and fasten it on to the burr. I simply wrote: Most beautiful of the sisters, here or in any land; I must speak with you. Tell me where to come. If you refuse, be sure that I shall go to everlasting perdition.

I didnt set much store by the last sentence, because after all she was a woman. But just in case she was too much frozen by dogma, then the threat of hell would be just the thing for her; because it is their job to keep souls from hell, not to send them there. So I threw that in on the tiny bit of paper. Practically blackmail.

Well, I never quite knew which part of the letter fetched her, but some part of it did. For I walked towards them along their path next day and threw the burr at her dress as she passed; and, not the day following that, but the day after that one, the same burr hit my jacket as we passed at the usual place. Her note said: At five to-morrow in our orchard, if you can climb the wall by the ilex.

If I could climb the wall. Five stone less than I am now, and invisible wings to lift me; thats what one has in youth. Yes, I could climb the wall. I made a sort of a ladder for the near side, out of logs, and took up plenty of sacking for the glass bottles. Then I fastened a rope to the trunk of a handy tree, and took the end over the wall with me to get back by. The ilex was no use for climbing down, but it was a world of use for concealing me from the windows. And there was the orchard underneath me, and plenty of cover from the trees if you went carefully. She was standing there expecting me, and looking pretty grim, so far as you could tell by her attitude; to make up, as I almost fancied, for her lapse in answering my note. Why, even reading it, in a place like that, was probably more of a sin than shop-lifting would be here. Well, there she stood, looking pretty forbidding, but it was her all right; there could be no doubt of that, though her face was still muffled up and gloves covered her hands and wrists.

Her first words to me were: Why did you write that you would go to everlasting perdition? What did you mean by it?

Because, I said, your beauty has so profoundly enchanted me.

How can you know, she asked, if I am beautiful or not?

And I was so enthralled by a strange certainty that I answered: I know.

And then she went back to her original question: Why everlasting perdition?

Because, I said, there would be nothing else left for me.

But how? she asked.

Easy enough, I said. Just helplessly drifting. She wouldnt leave that point for a long while. But I didnt want to talk about my soul. I had better things to talk of. You know how it is if youre with a beautiful woman, and she is all wrapped up in mystery; you dont think much about your soul. But she didnt want to talk of anything else. I began to wish I had never mentioned it. And yet, if I hadnt, who knows if Id ever have seen her. I thought at first that I had attracted the woman in her, and that she was only pretending to be more interested in everlasting perdition. But she stuck to her point until I began to wonder. And such a place for a talk like that; the grey boles of old apple-trees clustered in a quiet angle of the great convent-wall, the green lawns flashing beyond through gaps in the gnarled branches, with the old ilex shadowing us and sheltering us from view. What a place for a talk about Hell! But she would have it. And I would have it that it was to Hell I would go if her beauty took no pity on me.

Again, How do you know if I am beautiful?

And again I swore to her in all sincerity that I surely knew she was lovely.

And then she ridiculed me; and then my turn came. Take off those veils, I said. And prove it.

And at first she said No, and that it was against the rules of their Order. But I said: No. You have mocked at truth. You laughed at me for saying that you were beautiful. Truth comes before all your rules.

I argued like that with her for a while, and at last I saw I was winning. She hadnt said she would unveil, but I knew she was going to; I was as sure as one sometimes is that some bursting bud in spring, on an early morning, will be an open flower by noon. Her hands moved to her hood where all those veils were fastened, then she let them drop again and began to talk of her childhood. Who she was and what she was she did not say, but she spoke of a terror that came when she was young, moving from village to village as quietly as lengthening shadows, and bringing death with it or life-long disfigurement: that was the small-pox. I was perhaps, she said, and seemed to tremble as though Satan would hear her, perhaps I was beautiful then.

And what, what happened then? I asked as well as I could, for something came to me suddenly, like an icy wind through the apple-trunks, a fear, for the first time, of something amiss.

The small-pox, she said simply. T just escaped with my life. Of my beauty (and still she said the word as though it were sin to speak it) nothing remained, and scarcely even my features.

Scarcely I blurted out, and found no more to say. And she kindly filled the gap in our shattered conversation.

You do not wish to see my face now? she said.

But that was not true. I could have wept to hear of the ruin of that beauty of which I felt so sure. And yet I could not believe that in the ruins was no trace at all of the radiant face I had fancied. And fancy wasnt the word for it either: it seemed nothing less than insight.

So I said: Yes. Still. And as much as ever.

I thought that the glory that is in beautiful faces might linger there even yet.

And then to console her for whatever was lost, and because it was perfectly true, I said: You have a beautiful voice.

And she answered: All my people have beautiful voices.

And as yet she had said nothing of who they were.

Your people? I said.

Yes, the Hottentots, was her answer.

The Hottentots! I exclaimed.

And she seemed offended by something she heard in my voice, and repeated proudly: The Hottentots.

Did I tell you we were speaking in English, and perfect English?

But you speak English, I gasped.

The English rule there, she said.

But the convent? The Order? I blurted out, clinging still to a despairing hope that what she told was impossible.

It is open to all, she said, accepting the discipline of the Greek Reformed Church.

I was silent, silent, silent. You could hear the young leaves swaying to a small breeze lost in the apple-trees. And then after a long while she spoke again. She turned her veiled face to me, I remember, and said: You still wish to see my face?

And I said, Yes. What else could one say? I could hardly say No, even if I hadnt asked her to unveil. When I said Yes, she moved her hands again to her hood and began the untying of a great number of knots, and all of them seemed as tight as though some elder hand had wrenched them shut with a jerk. It gave my eyes time to rove, and my thoughts with them. Otherwise I should have seen her face. But now I saw, far enough off I admit, but I saw two sisters walking over a lawn: I saw their white dresses every now and then as they crossed the little vistas between the trunks of the apple-trees. And I meant to tell her this, and to say that if unveiling was against the rules of her convent, now would not be the time to do it. But her hands were busy with the last of those knots. And all I said in the end was, Perhaps not now.

Then I took one long long look at her, remembering my illusion, an illusion that is often with me still, coming suddenly back to me at a glimpse of orchards or ilex; then I went to my rope and got back over the wall. And Jorkens looked sadly into the deeps of the fire, as though the old illusion were glowing there still and a little warming the blood of the middle-aged man by its beauty, after Lord knows how long. In common gratitude I signed to the waiter.

Really there was no more for anyone to have said. Watley neednt have spoken at all. And yet he did. And this was what he said: It was no illusion, Jorkens.

What! said Jorkens.

No illusion, Watley repeated. The sisters of the Greek Reformed Church are the loveliest girls in those islands. They make a point of it. Whenever they get a beautiful girl they count it a victory over Satan. And they are beautiful.

But a Hottentot, said Jorkens, disfigured by small-pox.

Oh, that, said Watley, with a wave of his hand as though sweeping small-pox and Hottentot out of the world. They keep their wits about them. Be cunninger than the Tempter is one of their mottoes.

Jorkens gripped the whiskey that was by now beside him, and drained it without a word. Again I signed to the waiter. Still Jorkens was utterly silent, and seemingly miles away from us, or more likely years and years. Another whiskey came and he drained that too. And as he still said nothing, sitting there heedless of us, we went quietly away from the room and left him alone. As I went through the door he still seemed searching and searching, for something lost in the sinking glow of the fire.


THE CURSE OF THE WITCH

THE talk had veered round to runes and curses and witches, one bleak December evening, where a few of us sat warm in easy chairs round the cheery fire of the Billiards Club.

Do you believe in witches? one of us said to Jorkens.

It isnt what I believe in that matters so much, said Jorkens; only what I have seen.

Have you seen one? the other man asked.

I know how they work, he said.

And how do they work? we asked him.

Well, Jorkens said, I want to be strictly accurate. I had once a fairly good glimpse of how one of them worked, but I cant say more than that. Different witches in different countries may perhaps have various methods. And yet I doubt it: I imagine they travel more than we suppose, and meet and talk many things over. Many a blackened patch under a hedgerow may have been a meeting-place for queer discussions, and the comparing of strange notes. But who knows? Who knows?

And somehow I feared that Jorkens was about to drift from the particular to the general; and though he might have had much to say on that that could have been instructive, yet we should have got no story. You met a witch once, Jorkens? I asked.

I didnt meet her, said Jorkens. She had probably been dead three hundred years when I chanced upon her locality. But I certainly met something of her work.

And without any further stimulus of any sort from me he gave us his story. Its a curious thing, when I was young, he said, there used to come on me at times an instinct such as some birds have. Swallows I mean, corncrakes, cuckoos and all those. I felt driven southwards, felt that I must migrate. So one day I started south, and kept on till I came to Spain, walking mostly. All through France, and on foot through the Pyrenees. And one day I came to a village that somehow seemed right. Nothing there jarred on me, the roofs of the small houses comforted me, quaint chimneys seemed to beckon; little old doorways looked as though in a moment that was almost trembling to come, they would break into wooden green smiles. Over it hung the lazy sunshine of spring, on which hawks balanced lightly, and whither went up the sound of bells from below. It almost seemed to be roofed and sheltered by sunlight and fading vibrations of bells, interlaced in a dome. Thats how it seemed to me, and something at once soothed my restlessness, and I went to an inn and stayed. Probably the roofs of barns in some quiet valley have the same hold on a wandering swallow. One cant say what it is.

The inn was of course uncomfortable, I didnt mind that; the only thing I minded was that as the night went on, and a large moon rose and I wanted to get to sleep, the most infernal howling of dogs began. The room that I had been given by the old couple that owned the inn looked out from the edge of the village over a lonely moorland, and a mile away over the hills and hollows of this wild country I could see the black shape of a large house, from which the melancholy uproar came. I could not have believed that it was so far, for the sound seemed almost underneath my window, but the old inn-keeper that showed me up to my room said, at the first howl, The hounds in the Casa Viljeros. And he pointed with his hand out of the window to the dark shape of the house. I asked no more about it then, for my curiosity had not been aroused and excited; it sounded no more at first than the ordinary baying of hounds that are a little disturbed or uneasy before they sleep; and so the old man left me and went downstairs, and I knew no more than the name of the dark house where there were hounds. Through sleepless hours while the baying of these hounds rose into long howls, I wished a hundred times that I had questioned him, as far as my Spanish would go. There was a horror in knowing nothing. Even the strange story I got next day, perhaps even the whole story, which I shall never know, might have made that night less horrible. It was hearing those cries going up from some terror of which I knew nothing, that made it worse than if I had known the cause. For it was from some terror that those hounds were howling; one after another they spoke with little uneasy yelps, drawn out at last into one long wavering howl. Had it been human beings shouting a mile away, one could not have heard their words, and might well have been in the dark as to what they debated among them; but those that have not any words in their language are not to be so mistaken, and their tones when they speak are as clear to Englishman or to Spaniard as to whatever roves on soft feet through open moors in the night. So there I sat all night listening to terror, and never knowing what the terror was. It was no use trying to sleep, for it was not only the noise that kept me awake: had words that I could not understand been shouted, however close, I should have got to sleep in time. But when ones understanding is involved, when one knows the message but knows not why it is sent, then wonder awakes and all ones mind is active. At first in the silence that followed the long howls I thought they had finished and that the terror was over; but always as soon as a few seconds had passed, a low whimper would come quavering over the moor, then another, and then another a little louder, and then again the long cry burdened with terror. Separate voices at first, and I even tried to count them; but an hour or so after midnight, as though their forebodings had gathered force and accumulated, the yelps and whimperings all drew together, and rippled into a howl in which every voice was wailing. Nothing stirred on the grey moor, nobody entered or left the dark house; the hounds howled on and on, voicing their fear of a mystery to which I had no key. And even when dawn at last lifted a little of the weight of foreboding, by changing the shape of the scene over which it had brooded so long, bringing hills into view that one had not seen before, and taking away a frown from the faces of others; even then the terrified hounds, though weary of howling, were whimpering mournfully in the early light.

What was it? What was that terror of which they told so unmistakably? Before bright morning came I may have slept a little; however that be, as soon as the old man called me, and afterwards as I had breakfast with him and his wife, I asked him for all he could tell of the house called Casa Viljeros; and on the evening of the same day I talked to the Americans who had bought the house, sitting for an hour with them over a few cocktails at the hotel in the town ten miles away, and getting from them pretty well all they knew; and I talked a bit with the gardener at the house; I got everybodys story except that of the Viljeros family, who from the old Marquis downwards would say never a word. And from all I heard I put this tale together.

Nobody knew the age of Casa Viljeros. It was not like an English house, of which people say Queen Anne, Queen Elizabeth, or King Stephen: nobody knew. And the family of Viljeros was far older than the house. Their grand old motto stood out in stone over the door, Never the Moors. It meant that the Moors should never hold Spain; and whatever topic the family might discuss, especially if they talked of the Governments policy, as they sometimes did in the evening, the old Marquis nearly always brought it round to that policy of his family, often ending the discussion for the night with the very words of the motto. And the time came, so the gardener said, when all the money was gone. The Marquis had little concerned himself with it when it was there, and could hardly believe it was not there: the wealth of a hidalgo seemed too natural to boast of, even in thought, and too much a part of his natural state to be gone while he still lived. And yet it was gone.

But that his very house should go, and such a house as Casa Viljeros, was to him so utterly terrible, that he did not sell it as other men sell their houses, showing which is the key of the front door and which the key of the cellar, but kept one thing untold.

And the Americans came, the family of Stolger. The business must have been done mostly by letter, for when first the gardener saw them they came into the house and the old family went out after little more than an hour. There were six of them, Gateward Stolger and his wife, Hendrik the eldest son, about twenty-five, two daughters and Easel, a boy of about sixteen. They all walked into the house; and there was the old Marquis, still there with his daughters, clinging to the home to the very last moment. Gateward Stolger had once seen the house from the outside, years ago on a holiday; but none of the Stolgers had ever been inside it. The money had been paid and the queer hurried bargain concluded; and nothing remained to be done but to show the new owners the way upstairs, and to tell them which was the boudoir and which was the library, and one other thing, that was never told them. The Stolgers had bought it lock, stock and barrel; furniture, sheets and everything; and had the idea of hunting there during the winter, and had brought their own hounds with them, the hounds I heard.

And so the old hidalgo showed them round, with a great sombre politeness. They went from room to room; and, whatever glamour was hoarded there for the ancient Spanish family, the Americans saw none they would care to sit in, till they came to the great library. Against this they could say nothing, indeed for some moments they could not speak at all; that splendid piece of the past merely held them spellbound. Evening was coming on and the room was dim: down the middle of the long room you saw the gloaming, and on either side the darkness of old carved wood and great shadows; it passed through the mind of one of them that they looked on a piece of the very history of Spain, set in a strange darkness. One more room the old Marquis showed them, and that was all. And then the eldest of his two daughters spoke to him. Wont you tell them about...? she said.

Oh, yes, he said at once, the laundry. And he began to tell the Americans where that was; and the daughter said no more; and yet there remained an expectancy on her face, a listening to every word that her father said, a hope each time he spoke that he was about to tell the new owners what she wanted. They all went out into the old walled garden then, and it was on one of its narrow paths while passing by a clump of old boles of quince, among which the gardener was working (as much as he ever did), that the Marquis dropped behind and said to his daughter: All that it is necessary for him to know about the house I shall tell him.

And she said But, Father, you must tell him about the curse.

No, he said in such a way that she might have seen that further words were useless, we have borne it for ten generations, so they can now.

We! she said. But we are of steel, steel of Toledo. How will they ever.... But he would - have no more of it: he was hit too hard by the loss of Casa Viljeros to be capable of ordinary right sympathies; and his daughter saw that she could do nothing more for the strangers that were so light-heartedly entering her home. And the other daughter dared say nothing at all. If any more was said there is no trace of it.

That evening with the last of the light the Viljeros family lumbered away in a wonderful old carriage, and the Americans entered the house with a few servants, and the hounds arrived and were well enough housed in the stables.

They had dinner cheerily enough, but for the gradual approach of a certain uneasiness; and then they went to sit in the long library, which was lighted now by nearly a gross of candles. For a little while they walked round the room, looking at the faces of the satyrs carved on great chests and cupboards, and wondering what romances slept through the ages wrapped in their blackened leather along the shelves. But soon they found that they were going on tip-toe, and knew from this that they were offending against the hush, and sat down and spoke in whispers. They seemed to think that, if they sat still for a while, the silence brooding among the shadows would pass. Yet it was far otherwise, for the frowns on the faces of the satyrs seemed rather to increase in grimness, and every shadow that slipped from its place as a candle flickered began to look like a warning. And when Easel went out and got twenty or thirty more candles, the shadows that were driven further away seemed only to gather together with grimmer intent in the corners. Soon it seemed they were boding something, seemed that whenever you caught one of the dark corners with the tail of your eye it was threatening you, a warning you only lost when you looked straight at it. Look straight at it then, the reader may say. But which was right, the straight gaze or the tail of the eye? And while you looked straight at one sinister shadow, there were dozens more all round that went on with their warnings. They spoke little of all this, scarce spoke at all, all waiting for the strangeness of the house, as they called it, to go away; but nothing material or immaterial left that house, after the old hidalgo and his daughters had rocked away down the road in their wonderful carriage. Here they were in the long library with whatever the ages had given to that dark house: travellers across the Atlantic might come and go, but the mystery of Casa Viljeros kept house with its own communion of shadows. As the candles burned lower imperceptible changes occurred in the shadow assembly; some grew taller, some blacker; but one and all seemed to grow, and the whole room with them, more menacing, more foreboding, more sure of a doom. They got fresh candles and the three men carried them all over the room, sending the darker shadows scurrying away from their lurking-places; they had done it to cheer the women, and to show they were not afraid, but the leaping shadows driven from their old corners brought anything but cheer, and all the Stolger family knew that things were going badly with their new possession if it had come already to showing they were not afraid. And very soon they came back to their chairs and all moved closer together; and the shadows slipped back to their places and the menace was deeper yet.

Had they spoken they knew that things would have been better, that the echoes of their own voices might have been stronger than whatever it was that they would not yet put a name to; and this they tried to do, but by now they were all of them speaking only in whispers. They should have spoken out, they should have shouted, they should have told stale jokes or sung common songs, and they might have set up some sort of a rampart from scraps of the twentieth century to hold back this ancient thing, whatever it was, that was filling the room with terror; but they spoke in whispers, and that dark influence came at them right down the ages. And hour by hour it grew in intensity. I suppose they were afraid to go to bed. Midnight found them still there, sitting all close together, and the menace of the unknown influence deeper. Easel, the youngest, had at one time drawn his revolver, but the moment he did it he saw himself what a childish act it was; the revolver looked so sharp of outline and shiny, among the vague forms of those threatening shadows. And the leers seemed to deepen upon the lips of the satyrs. With the flare of a candle, with the sudden turn of an eye, a few letters of faded gilt would light up now and then on the back of some sombre book, half a word of Spanish whispering without meaning out of the years that were troubling them, and blinking away with its warning all untold.

A few more candles had been collected now and then, until they saw that by multiplying candles they only multiplied shadows, and that there was something more in the gloom than what could be driven away by a few of these little flames. They saw too, or felt or knew, that whatever the candles drove back from the little circle in which they sat huddled together only lurked just out of sight behind some edge of old timber, waiting to stalk out upon them as soon as the candles dwindled, surely and swiftly in all the majesty of its darkness.

It was not the dwindling of the candles, it was not any fading of the light from their flames, that brought a great change after midnight; it was something that lay in the very shadows themselves, something that earlier in the night had been dormant, or not ascertainable by human emotions, and that was now active and stirring and not to be overlooked by human fears. Against this terror they did nothing further now, carried no more candles about, drew out no more youthful revolvers, but recognized themselves in the grip of some influence against which such things were idle. And the curse, for such it was, gloomed, multiplied and foreboded; and there they sat a little castaway group, lost as though the twentieth century had suddenly foundered, amidst an encroaching power from an age of which they knew nothing.

What were they to do? As the night went on the curse grew stronger and darker, as though the witch that had anciently laid it upon that house were forcing it down on it with both hands, mass upon mass of it out of dark and dangerous air; while out of the shadows rose up those oaken satyrs larger than man, with scorn on their carven lips. What could they do if they darent leave that little circle in which they sat close together in the brightest part of the room, and darent speak louder than whisperings? More and more ominous grew the shadows. And then Hendrik speaking out loud said to his father: Look here Dad, Ive travelled in South America; I know magic when I see it. And Ive seen something of witchcraft. Theres a curse here, in this room; theres no doubt of it.

They all started a bit at that. And Hendrik went on. Well Im only putting it into words, he said. Dont you all feel it?

They had nothing to say to that: they could not say it was not so.

Lets take the car over to Hurgos, he said.

Theyve an hotel there called the Annunciation. Lets live there. And lets start now.

And at that moment the hounds, that were never quite easy in their new kennels, gave tongue at the moon. And Hendrik went on: Lets keep the hounds in here, to show them what we think of their Spanish curses.

In the library? said his father.

And all Hendrik answered was: They ought to have told us there was something wrong about the damned place.

But why should it affect us? said his father. Well, doesnt it? said Hendrik.

And that they found unanswerable.

With one man speaking his mind and the rest only whispering, you can easily guess how it went. We can come over when ever we want, Hendrik explained. It maynt be so bad by day.

They went there and then. And they turned the hounds into the library as Hendrik had said.

Why the witch laid that curse all those ages ago I never enquired of the gardener, nor what exactly it was. But I felt I knew something of it myself, though it could not be put into words, from listening to those hounds all night in the library. Something was there that they knew of and told to the night, and too much booklearning and living in towns had blunted my ears to the sense of it. It was something that..., but no words of mine can make it clear to you now. You should have heard those hounds a mile away over the moor, howling, howling, howling.


THE PEARLY BEACH

WE couldnt remember, any of us at the Club, who it was that first invented the twopenny stamp on cheques. There were eight or nine of us there, and not one of us could put a name to him. Of course a lot of us knew, but wed all forgotten it. And that started us talking of the tricks memory plays. Some said memory didnt matter so much; some said it was looking forward that mattered most in business, or even watching closely what was going on around you now. And at that Jorkens stepped in. No, memory was the thing, he said; he could have made more by a good steady memory than by any amount of looking into the future.

I dont see how that could be, said a stockbroker, who had just bought Jaffirs at 62, on pretty good information that they would go to 75. As a matter of fact they fell to 59¼.

But Jorkens stuck to his point. With a good all-round memory, he said, I could have made millions.

But how? said the stock-broker.

Well, it was this way, said Jorkens. I had a rather nice pearl in a tie-pin. And things werent quite going the way I liked; financially, I mean. Well, to cut a long story short, I decided to pop my pearl. I remember waiting till it was dark one winters evening, so as to get to the pawnshop decently unobserved. And I went in and unscrewed the pearl off its pin, and saw it no more. That put the financial position on a sound basis again; but I came out a little what you call ruefully, and I suppose my face must have shown it, and I was sticking back what was left of my gold pin into my tie. Funny how anyone could have noticed all that, but Ive observed that when people are a little bit drunk they sometimes do. Anyway there was a tall man leaning against a wall, a man I had never seen before in my life, and he looked at me in a lazy sort of way, not troubling to move his head, only his eyes, and even them he seemed barely troubling to turn and keep open; and he said, You want to go to Carrapaccas beach. Thats where you want to go. And he gave me the latitude and longitude. Pearls to be had for the gathering there, he said.

And I asked him what he meant, why he spoke to me. I asked him all kinds of things. But all he would say was, You go to Carrappas beach, not even giving it the same name the second time.

Well I jotted the latitude and longitude down on my shirt-cuff; both shirt-cuffs, to be quite sure; and I thought the thing over a lot. And the first thing I saw as I thought things over was that the man was perfectly genuine; he had probably had this secret for years, and then one day he had had a drop too much, and had blurted the thing out. You may say what you like against drink, but you dont find a man to tell you a thing like that, just because hes sorry for you for losing a pearl, when hes sober. And mind you the Carrappas beaches, or whatever he called them, were there. The longitude was a long way East, and the latitude a lot South; and I started one day from London, heading for Aden. Did I tell you all this was in London? No place like it for starting on journeys. There are streets that seem to lead straight towards Africa. But thats imagination, a thing I dont much indulge in, because you never know where it leads you. Well, I started from London and came again to Aden. I had a very curious romance there once. In fact I was married in Aden. Well, well, thats all gone now.

So I came to Aden and began looking about. What I was looking for was three sailors; I fancied we could do it with that; and one of those queer small boats with green keels. Sails, of course. Well, I found two sailors; just the men I was looking for. One was named Bill, and the other The Portugee; though both looked English to me so far as I could tell. And they could get another man who was a half-wit, who they said would do very well. The beauty of that was that only two had to be in it. I told them at once it was something to do with treasure; and they said that the third hand could be left on board when the rest of us went ashore, and would be quite happy singing a song that he sang. I never knew what his name was; Bill and the Portugee used just to shout at him, and he would always answer. His home was Aden; I never learned where the other two came from. Well, I told Bill the latitude and the longitude, and we slipped out in a tiny ship one morning from Aden, sailing towards India. And it was a long long time before we came to Carrappas beach, or whatever it was. And day after day the sky was the same blistering blue, till sunset flamed in our faces, gazing back over the stern, and there came every evening behind us the same outburst of stars, and all the way the half-wit sang the same song; only the sea altered. And at last we got there, as Bill had promised we would, a tiny bay with a white beach shining, shut off by rocks from the rest of the coast, and from the inner land by a cliff, a low cliff steep behind it. The little bay was no more than fifty yards long. We cast anchor then, and I swam ashore with Bill and the Portugee, and the third hand sat on the deck singing his song. All that the drunken man had said was more than true. I hardly like to call him drunken, when I think what he did for me, all out of pure kindness. But you know what I mean; he had had a few drinks and they had made him quick to notice things and quick to feel for other people, and perfectly truthful; you know the old proverb. Probably too the drinks had brightened his memory, even to tiny details like latitude and longitude. I shall never forget the peculiar crunch as we walked. The pearls were mostly the size of good large peas, and seemed to go down to about six or eight inches on to a hard grey sand; but to that depth of six or eight inches along that fifty yards, and from the sea to the cliff, the beach was entirely composed of them. From sea to cliff was about fifteen yards, so that if you multiply that by fifty yards for the length, and by half a foot for the depth, you will see how much that was of solid pearls. I havent done the sum myself. They didnt go out under the sea, it was nothing but dead oyster shells there. A funny little current scooped round that bay, we could see it doing it still, though the shells were all empty now; but once it must have idly gathered those pearls, and idly flung them on to the little beach, and roamed away into the Indian Ocean beyond the gaze of man. Well, of course there was nothing to do but to fill our pockets, and we set about doing that; and it was a very curious thing  you may hardly believe me  but it was all I could do to get Bill to fill more than one pocket. Of course we had to swim back to the ship, which makes a reasonable explanation, but it wasnt Bills reason at all. It was simply a fear he had of growing too rich. Whats it worth? he kept saying of his one pocketful. Over two hundred thousand, I said at a guess. Cant see the difference between two hundred thousand and four hundred thousand, Bill would say.

Theres a lot of difference, Id tell him.

Yes, when Ive spent the two hundred thousand, Bill would go on.

Well, there you are, Id say.

And when will that be? Bill would answer.

I saw his point.

And another thing he was very keen on. Bill seemed to have read of men who had come by big fortunes; won lotteries and one thing and another, and according to Bill they went all to pieces quickly, and Bill was frightened. It was all I could do to get him to fill the other pocket. The Portugee was quietly filling his, but with an uneasy ear taking in all Bills warnings. You know, there was something a bit frightening about all that wealth. There was enough of it to have financed a war, or to have ruined a good-sized country in almost any other way. I didnt stay more than a few minutes after my pockets were full, to sit on the beach and let the pearls run through my fingers. Then we swam back to the ship. I said to Bill, What about one more load of pearls? For it seemed a pity not to. And Bill said only, Up anchor. And the Portugee said, T expect thats best. And the half-wit stopped his song and got up the anchor, and we turned homeward towards Aden.

In little more than a fortnight we came to that cindery harbour, safe with our pearls. And there we sold a few in a quiet way, without waking the right suspicions, and paid the half-wit a thousand pounds for his wages, and went on to Port Said. The three of us took cabins on a large ship bound for London, in order to sell our pearls, and late one evening we came into Port Said and were to sail on next morning. By the time wed paid off the half-wit and paid for our cabins we hadnt much ready money left, but Bill said he knew how to get some. Bill had gone pretty slow on drinks since he got the pearls, but gambling was a thing he would never give up. We can afford it now he used to say, which is of course what you never can do. So we went ashore at Port Said, and took our pearls with us, as wed none of us trust all that out of our sight. And we came to a house Bill knew. Now, wasnt it a curious thing that Bill, who wouldnt trouble to put another two hundred thousand pounds in his pocket, was keen as mustard to make a hundred pounds or so in a Port Said gambling den? And it wasnt that hed altered his mind about his pocketfuls of pearls being enough: he was never going back to that bay. Again and again I suggested it, but there was some sort of terror about that little white beach of pearls that seemed to have somehow got hold of him; or else it was some sort of general principle, perhaps inherited from simple folk for numberless generations, that seemed to warn him there was something unnatural and dangerous about so vast a display of easy wealth as lay on that beach in clear sunlight. I often wondered what it exactly was, that terror of the lovely little beach. It never quite caught me, unless at moments, at the turn of a thought, there may have seemed to be something lurking; but whatever it was it must have been lasting and strong to have kept that man in London leaning against a wall, and making no effort; nor ever likely to, as I judge; to go East into sunlight, and help himself to that wealth that in a generous drunken moment the good fellow had given to me.

I wasnt keen on the gambling myself, but it seemed only friendly to keep an eye on the other two. So I slipped a revolver into my pocket and came with them. And I was probably drawn too by that feeling one used to have that, if the name of Port Said should turn up in a conversation, one has seen all that there is to see there. One liked to be able to say, if any particular den was mentioned, Oh yes, I dropped fifty pounds there.

I dropped more than that.

Any way we came to the house; and Bill and I and the Portugee went in; and soon we were playing and winning. The stakes arent high downstairs, and you usually win there. In fact that downstairs room reminded me of a trail of grain over grass leading up to a trap. Upstairs the stakes were much higher, and upstairs we asked to go. A Greek ran the show downstairs, the sort of Greek you might meet at night in the shadier parts of Port Said, and very often did: the man upstairs was a Greek too, but not the kind that you would count on meeting; he seemed worse than what Id been warned against. As we walked in he looked at us, each in turn; and it was when he looked at you that his eyes seemed to light up, and the blood seemed to pale in his face, and all the mans power and energy went to those eyes.

High stakes here, he said.

I nodded my head, and Bill and the Portugee began to babble something.

Got the stuff? snapped the Greek.

The mans style irritated me. I suppose I lost my temper. Certainly Bill and the Portugee looked pretty angry at the way he was speaking to us. I never answered a word to him. I merely slipped a hand into my pocket and brought out a handful of pearls, all gleaming in the ugly light of that room. And the Greek looked at them with his lips slowly widening, for a long while before he spoke. And then he said Pearls, in quite a funny small voice. And I was just going to say Yes. It was like a page in a book, like a page with a picture of a man in a dingy room with pearls in his hand, just going to speak; you turn the page and come on something quite different, nothing to do with pearls, no room, and nobody speaking. Just silence and open air. And then the voice of a man coming up out of deeps of silence, saying the same thing over again, but with words that didnt as yet bring any meaning. A long time passed like that. Then the words again, and this time they seemed to mean something, if only one steadied oneself and tried to think.

He fainted in the street, a man was saying.

I was in a street right enough: I could see that as soon as I looked. And a man I had never seen before was saying that to a policeman. Fainted indeed! There was a lump on my forehead the size of two eggs, not to mention a taste in my mouth that I always get after chloroform.

And the pearls? blurted out the broker.

The pearls, said Jorkens, and a sad smile shone for a moment. Men found unconscious at night in the streets of Port Said never have pearls on them.

Jorkens remained shaking his head for a long time. I suppose not, said someone, to break the silence and bring him back to his tale.

No, said Jorkens.

And after a while, in a voice that seemed low with mourning for his few weeks of fabulous wealth, Jorkens gave us what was left of his tale. I never saw Bill or the Portugee again. Living or dead I never found trace of them. I took the policeman back to the house of the Greek, and was easily able to identify it. The downstairs room was the same as ever and I identified the man who ran it, as soon as we were able to wake him up and get him to come out of bed. What I couldnt do was to find the upstairs room, or even the staircase that led to it. As far as I could see we went all over the house, and I could neither say what had happened nor where it had happened; while the Greek was swearing by all kinds of things, that to him and the policeman were holy, that nothing had happened at all. How theyd made the change I was never able to see. So I just withdrew my charges, and gave the policeman backsheesh; and got back to the ship, and never saw any of my pearls again, except one that got lost in the lining, or ever saw trace again of the upstairs Greek. I got that one pearl in the lining fitted on to my tie-pin. Carrappas or Carrapaccas I could not find on any map, and no one I questioned in twenty sea-ports had ever heard of either; so, that one pearl back in my tie-pin was all I got out of the kindly advice of the drunken man by the wall.

But the latitude and the longitude, said Terbut, with the quiet air of one playing a mate.

You see, that, said Jorkens, was what I couldnt remember.


THE WALK TO LINGHAM

THERES a kind of idea that I cant tell a story, said Jorkens, without some kind of a drink. How such ideas get about I havent the faintest notion. A story crossed my mind only this afternoon, if you call an actual experience a story. Its a little bit out of the way, and if youd care to hear it Ill tell it you. But I can assure you that a drink is absolutely unnecessary.

Oh, I know, I said.

All I ask, said Jorkens, is that if you pass it on, youll tell it in such a way that people will believe you. There have been people, I dont say many, but there have been people that treat those tales I told you as pure fabrication. One man even compared me to Munchausen, compared me favourably I admit, but still he made the comparison. Painful to me, and painful, I should think, to your publisher. Its the way you told those tales; they were true enough every one of them; but it was the way you told them, that somehow started those doubts. Youll be more careful in future, wont you?

Yes, I said, Ill make a note of it.

And with that he started the story.

Yes, its distinctly out of the way. Distinctly. But I imagine you will not disbelieve it on that account. Otherwise everyone that ever told a story of any experience hed had would have to select the dullest and most ordinary, so as to be believed; an account of a railway journey, well say, from Penge to Victoria station. Weve not come to that, I trust.

No, no, I said.

Very well, said Jorkens.

A couple of other members sat down near us then, and Jorkens said: I can remember as if it was yesterday a long road in the East of England, with a border of poplars. It must have been three miles long, and poplars standing along it all the way on both sides of the road; right across flat fen-country. They had drained the fens, but patches of marsh remained, and here and all along ditches the pennons of the rushes were waving, like an army that had warred with ill success against man, scattered but not annihilated. And they hadnt contented themselves with draining the fens, for they had begun to cut down the poplars. That was what they were at when I first saw the road, with its two straight rows of poplars over the plain like green and silvery plumes, and I must say they were felling them very neatly. They were bringing them down across the road, as it was easier that way to get them on to the carts, and the amount of traffic they interfered with wasnt worth bothering over: in any case they could see it coming for three miles each way, if any ever came, and I never saw any, except the thing that Ill tell you about. Well, they were cutting one down that had to fall between two others across the road without making a mess of their branches, and there was only just room to do it with not two feet to spare. And they did it so neatly that it never touched a leaf: it came down with a huge sigh between the two other trees, and all the little leaves that were turned towards it waved and fluttered anxiously as it went past them with that great last breath. It was done so neatly that I took off my hat and cheered. Anyone might have done so. One doesnt set out to rejoice over those that are down, at least not openly. But one does not always stop to think, and it was perhaps five minutes before I began to be ashamed of that cry of triumph of mine echoing down the doomed avenue.

It was the last tree they felled that day, and soon I was walking back alone to the village of Lingham where stood the nearest human habitations, three miles away over the fenland. And the glimmers of evening began to mellow the poplars. The woodmen with their carts and their fallen trees went the other way; their loud clear voices in talk, and their calls to their horses, soon fading out of all hearing. And then I was in a silence all unbroken but for my own footfall, and but for the faintest sound that seemed sometimes to murmur behind me, that I took for the sound of the wind in the tops of the poplars, though there was no wind blowing.

I hadnt gone a mile when I had a sense, based on no clue, yet a deeply intense feeling, growing stronger and stronger for the last ten minutes, growing up from a mere suspicion to sheer intuitive certainty, that I was being furtively followed. I looked round and saw nothing. Or rather, partly obscured by a slight curve of the road I must have seen what I afterwards saw too clearly, and yet never credited what was happening. After that the more my sense of being followed increased, the less I dared look round. And none of the kinds of men that I tried to imagine as being what was after me seemed quite to fit my fears. I hadnt gone another quarter mile; Id barely done another four hundred yards, when: but look here, Im damned dry. I never had another experience like it, and looking back on it even to-day has parched my throat till I can hardly speak. I doubt if any of you have ever known anything of the kind.

Im sure we havent, I said, and signed to the waiter, for there was no doubt that there was something in Jorkenss memory that could shake him even now. When he was quite himself again the first thing he did was to thank me, like the good old fellow he is, and then he went on with his tale.

I hadnt gone another four hundred yards, when it was clear to me with some awful certainty that whatever was after me was nothing human. The shock of that was perhaps worse than the first knowledge that I was followed. There was no longer the very faintest doubt of pursuit; I could hear the measured steps. But they were not human. And, you know, looking over the fields all empty of men, level and low and marshy, I got the feeling, one got it very easily all alone as I was, that if there was anything there that had something against man, I was the one on whom its anger must fall. And the more that the fading illumination of evening made all things dim and mysterious, the more that feeling got hold of me. I think I may say that I bore up fairly well, going resolutely on with those steps getting louder behind me. Only I darent look round. I was afraid when I knew I was followed; I freely admit it; I was more afraid when I knew it was nothing human, yet I held on with a certain determination not to give way to my fears, except that one about not looking round. It wasnt the memory of anything Ive told you yet that made my throat go dry just now. Jorkens stopped and took another long drink: in fact he emptied his tumbler.

A frightful terror was still in store for me, a blasting fear that so shook me then that I nearly dropped on the road, and that sometimes even now comes shivering back on me, and often haunts my nights. We, you know, we are all so proud of the animal kingdom, and so absolutely preoccupied with it, that any attack from outside leaves us staggered and gasping. It was so with me now when I learned that whatever was after me was certainly nothing animal. I heard the clod clod of the steps, and a certain prolonged swish, but never a sound of breathing. It was fully time to look round, and yet I darent. The hard heavy steps had nothing of the softness of flesh. Paws they were not, nor even hooves. And they were so near now that there must have been sounds of large breathing, had it been anything animal. And at such moments there are spiritual wisdoms that guide us, intuitions, inner feelings; call them what you will. They told me clearly that this was none of us. Nothing soft and mortal. Nor was it. Nor was it.

Those moments of making up my mind to look round, while I walked on at the same steady pace, were the most frightful in my life. I could not turn my head. And then I stopped and turned completely round. I dont know why I did it that way. There was perhaps a certain boldness in the movement that gave me some mastery over myself which just saved me from panic, and that would have of course been the end of me. Had I run I must have been done for. I spun right round and back again, and saw what was after me.

I told you how I had cheered when the poplar fell. I was standing right under its neighbour. And men had been cutting down poplars for weeks. I remembered the look of that tree by which I had stood and cheered; chanced to note the hang of its branches. And I recognised it now. It was right in the middle of the road. One root was lifted up, with clods of earth clinging to it, and it was stumping after me down the road to Lingham. Dont think from any calmness I have as I tell you this, that I was calm then. To say that I wasnt utterly racked with terror, would be merely to tell you a lie. One thing alone my reeling mind remained master of, and that was that one must not run. Old tales came back to me of men that were followed by lions, and my mind was able to hold them, and to act as they had taught. Never run. It was the last piece of wisdom left to my poor wits.

Of course I tried to quicken my pace unnoticed. Whether I succeeded or not I do not know: the tree was terribly close. I turned round no more, but I knew what it looked like from the sound of its awful steps, coming up crab-like and elephantine and stumping grimly down, and I knew from the sigh in the leaves that the twigs were all bending back as it hurried after me. And I never ran.

And the others seemed to be watching me. There was not that air of aloofness that inanimate things, if they really be inanimate, should have towards us; far less was there the respect that is due to man. I was terribly alone amongst the anger of all those poplars; and, mind you, Id never cut one of them.

My knees werent too weak to have run: I could have done it: it was only my good sense that held me back, the last steady sense that was left to me. I knew that if I ran I should be helpless before the huge pursuit of the tree. It stands to reason, looking at it reasonably, as one can sitting here, that anything that is after you, whatever it is, is not going to let you get right away from it, and the more you try to escape the more you must excite it. And then there were the others: I didnt know what they would do. They were merely watchful as yet, but I was so frightfully alone there, with nothing human in sight, that it was best to go calmly on as though nothing was wrong, and making the most of that arrogance, as I suppose one must call it, that marks our attitude towards all inanimate things. As evening darkened the snipe began to drum, over the empty waste that lay flat and lonely all round me. And I might have felt some companionship, in my awful predicament, from these little voices of the animal kingdom, only that somehow or other I could not feel so certain as to what side theyd be on. And it is a very uneasy sound, the drumming of snipe, when you cannot be sure that it is friendly: the whole air moans with it. Certainly nothing in the sound decreased the pursuit of the tree, as one might have hoped it would, had any allies of the animal kingdom been gathering to befriend me. Rooks moved over, utterly unconcerned, and still the pursuit continued. I began to forget, in my terror, that I was a man. I remembered only that I was animal. I had some foolish hope that, as the rooks went over and the snipes feathers cut through the air, these awful watchful poplars and the terror that came behind me might drop back to their proper station. Yet the sound of the snipe seemed only to add to the loneliness, and the rooks seemed only to aid the gathering darkness, and nothing turned the poplar as yet from its terrible usurpation. I was left to my miserable subterfuges; walking with a limp as though tired, and yet making a longer or quicker step with one leg than the other. Sometimes longer, sometimes quicker; varying it; and seeing which deceived the best. But these poor antics are not much good; for whatever is quietly following you is likely to judge your pace by the space between it and its prey, as much as by watching your gait, and to match its own accordingly. So, though I did increase my lead now and then, there soon grew louder again the swish of the air in the branches, and that clod-clod that I hear at nights even now, whenever my dreams are troubled, a sound to be instantly recognized from any other whatever.

Three miles doesnt sound far: its no more than from here to Kensington: but I knew a man who was followed for far less by only a lion, and he swore it was longer than any walk he had ever walked before, or any ten. And only a lion, with breath and blood like himself; death perhaps, yet a death such as comes to thousands; but here was I with a terror from outside human experience, a thing against which no man had ever had to steel himself, a thing that I never knew I should one day have to face. And still I did not run.

A change at last seemed coming over the loneliness. It wasnt merely the lights that began to shine from Lingham, nor the smoke from chimneys, the banner of man in the air; nor any warmth from the houses that could beat out as far as this: it was a certain feeling wider than warmth could go, a certain glow that one felt from the presence of man. And it was not only I that felt it: the poplars along the road were no longer watching me with quite that excited interest with which a while ago they had seemed to expect my slaughter.

How did they show it? said Terbut, who can never leave Jorkens alone.

If you had studied poplars for years and years, said Jorkens, or if you had watched them as I watched them on that walk, when vast stretches of time seem condensed in one dreadful experience, you too would have been able to tell when poplars were watching you. I have seldom seen it since, and never again so as to be quite certain, but it was unmistakable then, a certain strained tensity in every leaf, twigs like the fingers of a spectre saying Hush to a village; you could not mistake it. But now the leaves were moving again in the soft evening air, the twigs seemed to be menacing nothing, and nothing about the trees was pointing or hinting or waiting; if you can use so mild a word as waiting for their dreadfully strained expectancy. And better than all that, I had a hope  I could not yet call it any more  that my frightful pursuer was slowly dropping behind. And as I neared the windows the hope grew. Their mellow light, some reflecting the evening, some shining from lamps already, seemed throwing far over the marshes the influence of man. I heard a dog bark then, and, immediately after, the healthy clip clap clop of a good cart-horse, going home to his byre. The influence of these sounds on all nature can scarcely be estimated. I knew at once that there had been no revolution. I knew the animal kingdom was still supreme. I heard now unmistakably a certain hesitance come in the frightful footsteps behind me. And still I plodded on with my regular steps, whatever my pulse was doing. And now I began to hear the sound of geese and ducks, more cart-horses and now and then a boy shouting at them, and dogs joining in, and I knew I was back again within the lines of the animal kingdom; and had it not been for that terrible clod clod clod that I still heard behind me, though fainter, I could have almost brought myself to disbelieve in the tree. Yes, as easily as you can, Terbut, for Jorkens saw he was about to say something, sitting safely here. And in the end Terbut said nothing.

When at last I reached the village the steps were far fainter, and yet I was still pursued, and only my fears could guess how far the revengeful tree would dare to penetrate into Lingham to face the arrogant mastery, and even the incredulity, of our kind. I hurried on, still without running, till I came to an inn with a good stout door. For a moment I stood and looked at it, door, roof and front wall, to satisfy myself that it could not easily be battered in, and when I saw it was really the shelter I sought, I slipped in like a rabbit.

The brave appearance I kept up in front of the poplar dropped from me like a falling cloak, as I sat or lay on a wooden chair by a table, part of me on the table and part on the chair; till people came up and began to speak to me. But I couldnt speak. Three or four working men, in there for their glass of beer, and the landlord of the Mug of Ale, all came round me. I couldnt speak at all.

They were very good to me. And, when I found that the words would come again, I said I had had an attack. I didnt say of what, as I might have blundered on to something that whiskey was bad for, and my life depended on a drink. And they gave me one. I will indeed say that for them. They gave me a tumbler of neat whiskey. I just drank it. And they gave me another. Do you know, the two glasses had no effect on me whatever. Not the very slightest. I wanted another, but before I took that there was one thing I had to be sure of. Was there anything waiting for me outside? I darent ask straight out.

A nice village, I said, lifting up my head from the table. Nice tree outside.

No tree out there, said one of the men.

No tree? I said. Ill bet you five shillings there is.

No, he said, and stuck to it. He didnt even want to bet.

I thought I noticed something like a: I darent even say the word poplar, so I said a tree instead. Just outside the door, I added.

No, no tree, he repeated.

Ill bet you ten shillings, I said.

He took that.

Well, go and have a look, governor, he said.

You dont think I was going outside that door again. So I said, No, you shall decide. I maynt trust your memory against mine, but if you go outside and look, and say whether its there or not, thats quite good enough for me.

He smiled and thought me a bit dotty. Oh Lord, what would he have thought me if Id told him the bare truth.

Well, he came back with the news that thrilled all through me, the golden glorious news that Id lost my ten shillings. And at that I paid my bet and had my third tumbler of whiskey, which I did not dare to risk while I didnt know how things were. And that third whiskey won. It beat my misery, it beat my fatigue and my terror, and the awful suspicion which partly haunted my reason, that this unquestioned dominion that animal life believes itself to have established was possibly overthrown. It beat everything, and I dropped into a deep sleep there at the table.

I woke next day at noon immensely refreshed, where the good fellows had laid me upstairs on a bed. I looked out over ruddy tiles; there was a yard below, with poultry, among walls of red brick, and a goat was tied up there, and a woman went out to feed him; and from beyond came all the ancient sounds of the farm, against which time can do nothing. I revelled in all these sounds of animal mastery, and felt a safety there in the light of that bright morning that somehow told me my dreadful experience was over.

Of course you may say it was all a dream; but one doesnt remember a dream all those years like that. No, that frightful poplar had something against man, and with cause enough Ill admit.

What it would have done if Id run doesnt bear thinking of.

And Jorkens didnt think of it; with a cheery wave of his hand he made the sign to the waiter, that drowns memory.


THE ESCAPE FROM THE VALLEY

WHEN I arrived at the club they were all talking of earthquakes, those sudden dooms that so strangely overthrow cities; one shudder of earth and the work of ages is over. But it was not of the ruin of whole towns that they told; one man had never seen that; they rather told of changes in little rooms, of chaos running in suddenly upon respectable neatness, of gentility or domesticity or tawdriness coming suddenly cheek by jowl with the ancient powers, till the leaves of the aspidistras shivered with forces that had also rocked the hills. They were telling of curtain-rods gone wildly awry, of pictures swinging sideways, of the work of the housemaid and the dreams of the architect going down to the dust together. And suddenly at the end of a tale of a rocking city, somebody said: You wait till Jorkens comes in, and youll hear of worse earthquakes than any you ever saw. And this, after a tale of an earthquake that had ruined a people, without any effort on their part.

I didnt think this entirely fair to Jorkens, and I dont now. What made it a great deal worse was that I knew that Jorkens was then on the stairs. We had arrived at the club together, but he takes a bit longer over the stairs than I do. And, before I had time to make any effective protest, Jorkens was in the room. He made himself comfortable in the arm-chair he prefers, and at first he did little but breathe; but when we saw that this no longer presented any considerable difficulty to him, Terbut broke in with his question, for though it was someone else that made the first remark about Jorkens, Terbut is not the man to let a thing like that drop, while there is any chance of proving some theory he has about Jorkens veracity. Exactly what the theory is I dont know, beyond that it is unjust to Jorkens, arising, as I suppose, out of some unaccountable jealousy, Terbut never having travelled much beyond Paris.

We were talking of earthquakes, he said. Have you ever been in one, Jorkens?

Well, yes, said Jorkens, yes, Ive been in an earthquake.

And we all bent forward to watch the duel between him and Terbut, a duel that was distinctly unfair, as Jorkens had no reason to guess that his word would be doubted, and that the more tremendous his earthquake the greater the triumph of Terbut, as it might appear to hasty or biased opinion.

Yes, Ive been in an earthquake, said Jorkens. The ground gave a kind of a shiver that you could not be sure of: a cart unloading near by, or a door slamming, might have done it, or a tree falling fifty yards away: I had the idea at once that it might be an earthquake, but until I saw a tile roll down a red cottage-roof and fall on the grass beside me I could not be certain. And then a cleft in a cliff far off, sheer smooth black rocks no more than a yard apart, came softly together like this. And Jorkens lifted his two hands, pointing upwards before his face, about an inch from each other, and moved them gently inwards until they touched.

That was all, said Jorkens.

Was it possible that Jorkens had heard what was said as he came up the stairs, and had so triumphantly vindicated himself? Or had he all unconscious of any trap walked thus simply and grandly by it, stepping upon it and crushing it as he went? In any case he was vindicated.

Well, said Terbut, with the air of one regretting the loss of the one tale he could have believed, you never told us that story.

No, said Jorkens, it was an experience so terrible that I havent liked to talk of it.

And Terbut for once seemed left without any comment.

You see, said Jorkens, beginning slowly, but warming to it as he went on, we were in a circular valley, obviously the crater of some ancient volcano, but extinct before ever man appeared on the planet. A little field and a lake, or pond, about the same size as the field, a cottage and a potato patch, were about all there were on the level base of the valley, from which green slopes led steeply up to the cliffs which were sheer all round, of black basalt. At their lowest point the cliffs were a hundred feet, and a pass led through them from the top of the green slope to another slope outside. But Ill tell you how it was that I came to be there. The Mediterranean is full of islands; and I got to know some of them pretty well; and of course they got to know me. Well, when I got into a certain amount of trouble one day over a girl, they all started saying Its Yorkens again, pronouncing it with a Y, like that. You know how talk spreads. And of course it had to be exaggerated a bit by every teller. Well, I thought the best thing to do was to go to some other island, one that would be out of the way of all that talk, for I was getting tired of it. So away I went, and I got to an island that seemed just the thing. But one evening as I was walking round the coast I saw this queer steep hill rising up from the sea something like half a mile away, and I asked some fishermen, drying their nets on the beach, to tell me something about it. And they said nobody went there, which wasnt true, because I saw a small boat with a sail drawn up on its beach, and true or not I wanted to go there: not much idle chatter, I thought, on an island that only ran to one small boat. Not that I had anything to be afraid of from anyones chatter, but you know what girls are and the trouble theyre apt to make. Very well. So I gave a fisherman one of their absurd silver coins, and he rowed me across to the island. There was no mistaking the way, a rough path led up from the beach through stunted ilex and myrtle on a slope that rose to perhaps five hundred feet, and there the black cliffs began and the sheer pass through them. You walked a hundred yards or so through the pass, and you came to the top of the green slope going down. Below me I saw the cottage of which I told you, with the red tiles of its roof, and the green field and the potato patch and the lake. It was all there was to see. The green slope went all round it perfectly circular, and the black cliffs rose above that, all the way round.

Now, youll hardly believe it, but down in that cottage a man lived all alone with his sister. And that sister was remarkably pretty. He went once a week to the main island to get provisions; and she never saw anybody. There he lived quite content.

I went down to that cottage and explained I was a travelling stranger, in as much of their language as I knew. And the man behaved perfectly sanely. But living there like that, a young fellow of under thirty, he might talk to me as politely as ever he pleased, but the first word I said to myself as soon as I gathered the situation, my very first word was, crazy. And Id have gone away pretty quick, for I dont like craziness. Only that girl, as I told you, was pretty. What can one do when ones twenty-five or so, and comes on a pretty girl, a really very pretty one? It used to make me feel quite queer all over. I couldnt have gone away; I really couldnt even if Id tried. So there I was, you see. I should never have hung about their house and trespassed on their hospitality and slept in their barn and dropped in again and again for meals, only for that. The last thing I ever expected there was a pretty girl: I wasnt looking for them, on the contrary I was rather running away from them. But there it was. Well, I hung about till I could see that the man could stand me no longer, and then I should have gone. That is certainly what I should have done; I see that. And I did say so to the girl, but she sighed so prettily when she said good-bye that I somehow unsaid it; I really hadnt the heart to say anything else.

Next day he slipped off to the other island for food. If hed spoken out like a man and told me to go, I suppose I should have, but he looked at me over his shoulder as he went, out of the corners of his eyes, a look so snake-like and slinking, that I should have done nothing for him after that unless he had asked for it on his knees, and even then Id sooner have kicked him. Yes, he was my host, I know. But you never saw that look in his eyes. He had nasty teeth too. Very fine teeth, really; but the look of them was a nasty look. If you know what I mean.

Well, he couldnt frighten me, though there was certainly something wrong about him, and you couldnt forget it. But the moment he was gone through the narrow pass I went straight and talked to the girl. She didnt mind. Well, what do you think? I was the only man she saw in a year. Unless you call that furtive brother a man.

He wasnt gone an hour when the earthquake came. As I told you just now, I barely knew that it was one. I was standing by Liria, that was her lovely name, watching the black cliffs closing softly in on the pass, and I only saw them move because I was looking straight at the pass at the moment, for fear that the brother would come sneaking back, which was what neither of us wanted.

I said to her that it looked to me like an earthquake, and then I turned to matters of greater interest and spoke again of herself. It was quite a while before I noticed that she was neither speaking nor listening to me, but was staring straight at the pass. It was closed, you see; and she was staring at it without blinking. Naturally the pass meant more to her than it did to me, she had known it all her life; and it took me some while to understand that there was really no other way out of the valley at all. When I did understand it I had a very uneasy time for two hours, which seemed a great deal longer. And it was getting dark, and the ducks were beginning to drop into the lake, and I was wondering what on earth was going to happen, when that brother of hers appeared on the top in the failing light, and began letting a rope, down. Of course we climbed up the slope to where the rope was, a hundred feet of it coming down over the cliff. And he began shouting, Ladees first. Ladees first, in an excited way from the top, as soon as she and I got hold of the rope. Of course I wasnt going first; the idea never entered my head; and I didnt need instruction in that sort of thing from a crazy foreigner. I helped her into the loop at the end of the rope, and he began hauling her up. He seemed pretty strong, and he got her up easily. And I sat down and waited for the rope to come back. I was pretty light in those days, barely nine stone, though you mightnt think it now; and I knew I should be no difficulty to him. I waited for him to take a rest after hauling up the girl: I was in no hurry. The rest seemed a very long one. The stars came out.

I never thought what had happened, until I thought what that sort of man would do. And then I saw at once what he had done.

Gone off and left me.

Yes, he was that sort of fellow. And I might have known it by the look of his teeth.

Well, it was too late to bother now about what I might have foreseen, and if it hadnt been for that chance earthquake hed have knifed me. I see that now. Hed probably gone to the main island to get a nice one, a good long knife with a curve on it. But slow starvation appealed to him more. It would. He was that sort of fellow. Probably lay awake calculating how I was getting on with the potatoes, which was all the food there was there, barring a days provisions left in the cottage. It was the end of the week, and hed gone over for fresh supplies. Hed know, that kind of fellow, to the last potato, how many Id got, and how many days I could last on them. And hed have been right, if Id kept the potatoes to myself; but I didnt, I gave them to the ducks. Yes, ducks used to come to the lake in pretty large numbers, dropping in from the sea before nightfall, and going back again over the cliffs at dawn. Now a duck will always eat a potato, and I knew a way of catching them. The way to catch a wild-duck with a potato is to put a new potato on a plank stretched out over the water, and fasten it by a string to a weight; and if you are barbarous enough you put a hook inside the potato. That was too cruel for me, so I arranged a noose instead, through which the duck had to put his neck in order to get at the food. Of course the hook is much simpler, but I wouldnt do it. You put your weight on the very edge of the plank, and as soon as the duck sees he is caught he tries to pull loose, and that upsets the weight, and down it goes with the duck under the water.

Why have a weight at all? said Terbut. Why not tie the string to the plank?

Because, said Jorkens, a fluttering duck in a trap scares all the others away. Not only that, but they never come back again. When your life depends on catching some ducks, you think of little things like that. And I didnt mean only to eat them; I had a scheme that may seem to you merely fantastic, as indeed it was, whereby they should carry notes for me asking for rescue. In the rush of thoughts that came when I saw I was trapped I evolved this scheme, and set a great deal of store by it; for one doesnt resign oneself all at once to the prospect of grubbing gradually through a potato-patch, to die with the last potato. There was certainly no way over those cliffs, and of course I tried at the pass; but, do you know, you could hardly get in the blade of a knife there. If left to herself the girl would have sent me help; but she wouldnt be left to herself; I had no illusions on that point. So there I was in that miserable cottage, with all my hopes pinned on a wild duck carrying a note. I wrote it out and arranged how to tie it; there was a whole ball of string in the cottage; and I finished up their provisions and made myself comfortable, and laid down the plank by the water to catch the duck; when suddenly the devastating thought occurred to me that these ducks would leave the lake at dawn and light on the sea, and that the only land they would come near would be my own desolate neighbourhood, to which they came every evening. The chance of a rare sportsman ever getting one of them was too remote for any serious plans; outside mere fiction there was no use for it. I was the only man that they ever came near, at the hour of the flight, after sunset, when they came in from the sea And now it seemed a choice of living on the potatoes until they were finished, or living on ducks, which also must end as soon as the potatoes were over, for I had no other way of catching them. I knew well enough that that crazy brother would go off with Liria to some other small island, and that I should never see or hear of either of them any more. Well, I preferred ducks to potatoes, but I knew that it couldnt last; the flight itself doesnt last all the year round, let alone new potatoes, and it was getting late in the year; one of these days a thin film of ice would appear on the lake, and not a duck would come near it: I knew the ways of ducks; not that it took much knowledge to know that they wouldnt come to swim in a pond that was frozen over.

In these desperate straights I had to think, and thinking was no good, and then there came to me suddenly a sheer inspiration; it was nothing less than that, and nothing less would have saved me. There was no way out of that valley, and without that sudden flash Id have left my bones there. Id been thinking over my plan to send a letter tied to a duck, and calculating that a duck could easily carry five or six ounces; and then the inspiration came flashing down out of nowhere, without any preparation on my part or any guess whatever that it was coming; and the inspiration was simply this, the little golden words that saved my life: If one duck can carry five ounces two ducks can carry ten. Never in all my life has so blessed an idea come to me. Water in a desert was nothing to it, nor home to the exile, nor food to the nearly starving: it was all these things to me, and life and liberty too. And it was sheer good practical truth. I mean, after all, twice two is four.

We know that, said Terbut.

Well, said Jorkens, and two hundred times two is four hundred. It was only a matter of getting enough ducks. I told you I was under nine stone in those days, and with enough ducks I could carry it, if only the new potatoes held out.

Carry yourself? exclaimed Terbut.

The difficulty, said Jorkens, was getting enough ducks.

They were there in plenty, and my new potatoes would catch them, but they had to be caught quick, or my food would give out and there would be nothing of me left to carry out of that valley. All I dare give them was just over five ounces each; three to a pound, forty-two to a stone, and three hundred and fifty to carry me: it was an awful lot of ducks. In fact it was too many, and I darent give them any more weight. I luckily had the ball of string, and a good lot of potatoes. But I hadnt the time. Either I must eat potatoes and there wouldnt be enough for the ducks, or I must live on the ducks, and would never get enough of them at that rate. That was my difficulty. Well, I calculated that without my boots and my coat and waistcoat I could get down to eight stone, and that would be three hundred and thirty-six ducks, giving them each a third of a pound, and I felt I darent give them more. I dont know what a duck can carry, but that was just what I felt about it.

Well, I got my planks down to the water; I took the damned fellows floor-boards; and I laid out my new potatoes with bricks attached, and lay under covert, and the flight came in. And, sure enough, they went for my new potatoes. They came in almost straight, without any wheeling, by which I saw the sly brother never had had a gun; nor would he have had, he was no sportsman. But confident though they were, and pleased with my new potatoes, they were not going to stay there while I walked down to the water. That was the difficulty. If I went for a duck to pull him out of the water the whole lot would go. And I couldnt last for a year catching one a night; three weeks was more like it, at the outside, And yet I caught twelve of them the first night. I did it like this. A duck can live under the water an enormous long time: the very first thing that a winged duck does is to dive, whenever he can get to water, and if he does reach it you seldom see him again. How long he can live without air I do not know; again I had to guess, as I had with the weights. But anyway I was sure they could do five minutes, probably without any discomfort. So I waited five minutes after the first one was caught, and then walked down to the water. In that time I had caught twelve.

Somehow I hardly ever caught more than that. Many of them came back the same night, but I darent catch any more and show myself a second time, or they might have left the lake altogether after being disturbed twice in one night.

My days werent idle: I had to house the ducks in boxes and any woodwork that I could put together, and I had to grub up potatoes to feed them and feed myself and to catch more in the evening. And the sun would set and the splendours fade from the sky; and, sure as starlight, the ducks would come dropping in.

Sometimes I ate a duck, but mostly potatoes; but as the three weeks began to draw to a close, and I could never, or rarely, get more than a dozen each night, I began to see I should never be able to do it. At the end of twenty days I had two hundred and forty-three ducks, and I wanted three hundred and thirty-six. One more day and, by my calculations, my food was done unless I ate ducks; and if I did that I was further off than ever from getting the number in time. I felt I was done, and I was sorry; sorry to die, and sorry too that my plan had failed, for no one else so far as I knew had done it; a perfect plan with no flaw in it whatever, but Time was against me, and had won. Well, I made a desperate struggle, as much for the sake of my plan as anything. The twenty-first day was the last day I ate food, and I only caught ten ducks that day. After that I gave all the potatoes to the ducks in my coops, and for three days I ate nothing. I did well in those three days, catching forty-two, a little above the average: I had two hundred and ninety-five ducks, but I could do no more. I looked at my figures and felt that I was beaten. I couldnt last out without food for another day. But do you know what those three days had done? They had taken a stone off me. I suddenly realised that I couldnt be more than seven stone; two hundred and ninety-four ducks could do it, and I had one over. Not only that, but on that last night I tried a second time and caught several more.

I had the others all harnessed already, that is to say a piece of string looped round their bodies in front of their wings and again behind, and a length hanging down; and several tied together in bunches. And I had another round my waist. Perhaps these details may bore you.

Not at all, said Terbut, hoping to catch him out.

But, Jorkens went on, I had to have some control on the various bunches of ducks, or theyd have all got entangled. You know what ducks are when they get frightened. But by moving a knee or an ankle I could regulate them a bit. I neednt tell you that ball of string wasnt enough, though it came in very handy. I tore that damned fellows sheets and curtains to shreds, and didnt even stop at bits of my own clothing, before I had threads enough to get everything fixed up neatly.

Well, I was naturally in a hurry to be off: Id eaten nothing for three days. But all that took time. By about three a m. I was ready. And then I waited for dawn. It was a long time coming; Ive noticed, knocking about the world as Ive done, that dawn very often is. I dont quite know whats the cause of it.

The rotation of the earth, said Terbut.

I expect so, said Jorkens. Well, I got two large bunches of them held down by passing the ends of the strings underneath a couple of rocks, and I had another rock tied round my waist. I had all the ducks fastened on except those two bunches which I meant to take in my hands. They made an infernal noise. The sky lit up suddenly from the other side of the cliffs. I cut the string that held the rock to my waist, grabbed the other strings, one bunch in each hand, and wrenched them free from the rocks, and we were off.

I can tell you I was very glad to be leaving that valley. And that last night in the hunger and cold was the longest: winter was coming on and I had no coat or boots, and there are two other things that always make you cold, which perhaps you dont know, Terbut; one is hunger, and the other is want of sleep. I was pretty cold when I started, but that was nothing to what I felt going through the sharp morning air; and yet I didnt mind, for I was going towards freedom, and away from that slow death the sly brother of Liria had planned for me. Yes, we were going all right; back toward the sea along the very line that the ducks always flighted. But they were dragging a bit. I began to see there was something wrong with my figures. It began to be doubtful if we could clear the cliff. If we dropped back this time we were done: no more potatoes for the ducks, and I couldnt get any lighter than seven stone and live. The cliff drew nearer and nearer. The ducks were clear of it, but would I be? My feet actually brushed the top, but it was the top. I gave a kick to the ground and we soared six feet, and we were over and sloping downwards to the sea.

The morning was glorious from the top of the cliffs; the whole sea shone with it. But I didnt want to go out to sea with those ducks. So as soon as we got near the beach I loosed the bunch I held in one hand. That brought us down with a bit of a bump, though not to the ground; but it taught me that it wouldnt be safe to let the other handful go while we were over anything hard. So I had to wait till we were over the sea. The ducks werent pulling very well by then, and we certainly did come down pretty hard when I loosed the second handful. Of course the water broke the fall, but it wasnt very deep: I had to come down in the shallows so as to be able to deal with the ducks. I had to stand up and cut them loose one by one. Well, perhaps Ive talked enough. I stood and waved on the beach, and I soon attracted a fisherman from the main island. And that was the end of that. But you can understand that, left for three weeks in such a position as that, with such a prospect before me, I dont talk of that bit of an earthquake merely for pleasure.

Jorkens ceased. Its usual at our club, especially with Jorkens, if anyone entertains with a story, to offer him a whiskey and soda at the end. Its only our way of saying thankyou. But on this occasion member after member, of those that had heard this tale, quietly ordered one for themselves. If any perplexities urged them to this slight stimulant, I too was perplexed. There were points that I could not, as it were, see before me, while different things that Jorkens had told us seemed to be at variance in my mind with contrary ideas of my own. Then I also signed to the waiter and had a whiskey. At once the apparent contradictions were clear; and, with a better grip of just what had happened, I could see that Jorkenss tale was perfectly true.


ONE AUGUST IN THE RED SEA

As I came into the club the other day they were talking of elephants. Much more sagacious than dogs, they were saying. Well, it doesnt really matter what they were saying, as none of it was new, or even out of the ordinary. But they remember an injury for ages, said another of them. Revengeful beasts, said another. And gradually from then on, the elephant began to lose, so far as the Billiards Club is concerned, his reputation for intellect, in exchange for one of long and revengeful brooding. And that is how it would have been left, but for Jorkens, and distinctly unfair to the elephant. But Jorkens broke in on a tale of long-brooded revenge over some trifling matter of a bad orange, with the words: Thats nothing to men.

Men? we said, surprised at such a comparison.

Yes, said Jorkens. Nothing to the way theyll brood and revenge themselves.

We didnt think humanity was as petty as all that. Why, to be humane means the very opposite of all that sort of thing. And so we said. And Jorkens, to prove his point, said: I knew a man once, a Greek, who thought he was laughed at or slighted. And he planned for two years to fool the man that had made a fool of him; and at the end of that time he did it, and it must have cost him thousands and thousands. What do you think of that? Would an elephant spend all that time and money over such a trifle? No, it takes a man to be such a damned fool as that.

But what did he do? we asked.

Ill tell you, said Jorkens.

And thats how I came to hear that singular story of August in the Red Sea.

This Greek, said Jorkens, was on a British liner going southwards down the coast, travelling on business. He was a glass manufacturer somewhere in Egypt, and he got on at Port Sudan. I imagine he made pretty well all the tumblers and wine-glasses in Egypt, and he was making that journey so as to extend his business to Durban and Capetown. I was only going to Durban myself.

Well, we came to the line, and this Greek had never crossed it before. We had the usual games crossing the line, and the ships officers took it all up very keenly and helped to make the fun go. Of course we had Neptune on board, with a fine beard made out of rope, and, well of course the jokes not very funny, so they did all they could to make it go, trying to amuse the passengers to make them forget the heat, and of course some got ducked in a swimming bath, which helped to cool them too. It wasnt that that seems to have irritated the Greek, but being told by the captain that this really was Neptune, just come out of the sea. Of course the captain was only trying to make it go; so as to amuse everybody. An elephant would have seen that much. But this Greek felt himself insulted by being treated, as he called it, like a child, because  as he said  he was a foreigner. And of course that wasnt the reason at all, he was only selected because he had never crossed the line; it was his turn; and any fooling there was was only done to make the passengers forget the blistering heat. Anyhow he flared up. We gave Neptune to the world, he said, before the rest of Europe was civilized. We, the Greeks. And they think they can treat me like a child. Me, a Greek. We fooled the world with Neptune, before you were civilized.

Poseidon, wasnt it? I said, to check his fury, for it was mounting higher and higher, and I didnt know what he would do.

Yes, he shouted, with the most triumphant scorn, and you could never even get the name right.

Well, after that I said no more. It doesnt sound much of a score, but from the way he shouted it he seemed to think he had vindicated Greece against the whole of Europe, and I thought at first that that would have satisfied him, but not a bit of it, he went away and brooded; said no more for the rest of the voyage, and made his absurd and elaborate plans to be revenged on the captain by fooling him and his officers as they, as he put it, had tried to fool him.

Well, I got off at Durban; and in two years time I was in the same ship again. I used to knock about the East African coast a good deal in those days, going to one place and another. It is quite untrue that I ever poached ivory: I never had anything to do with it; as my detractors will find out if they ever dare put it in writing. I was on the same ship going northwards, and at the very end of August we entered the Red Sea. Well of course, you know, that can be a frightful experience. Two deserts lie like the sides of an oven, and the Red Sea is in between. They light the fires in March, and by the end of August these two deserts, that you can barely touch with the palm of your hand, have the Red Sea done to a turn, and it begins to cool in November. Men not in the least emotional start at a point, in heat like that, when very little more is required to drive them clean crazy. And it was a particularly bad August, even for the Red Sea.

Well, I was sitting on the deck about lunchtime, and the rest of us were below having lunch. What on earth they wanted to have lunch for in that heat I cant imagine. I had the best kind of deck-chair.

What kind is that? Terbut interrupted quite needlessly.

There are only two kinds, said Jorkens; the one with a hole to hold a tumbler in one of the arms of the chair; and the other kind has two holes. I was lying in my deck-chair, when the captain came running up with a note in his hand that theyd evidently sent down from the bridge. He came out on the passengers deck, because it was the nearest deck to the dining-saloon. We were just passing a rocky island. The captain went to the side and looked out ahead of the island. Then he put up his glasses, and when he took them down I distinctly saw tears in his eyes.

Tears! said Terbut.

Yes, said Jorkens. They were running down his face.

Sweat, said Terbut.

Sweat? Of course there was sweat, said Jorkens. It was the Red Sea in August. But these were tears, and he went and sat down in one of the chairs and sobbed.

I went to the side myself then and looked over, round the corner of that red island where the captain had looked; and about a mile from the island I saw what he had seen. I went straight to my cabin and lay down and kept quite quiet, and sent for the ships doctor. I said: Its not my brain, doctor. Its my eyes. My brains all right. And he said: Thats all right. Ill give you something for it. And I said: Doctor, Im not going to touch a drink all day. Im going to do just what you tell me.

And he said: Thats quite all right. Ill send you something by the steward, and dont get up till I see you again. Its very hot.

And I drank it when it came, and slept for twelve hours. And as soon as I woke I somehow knew that everything was all right.

Yes, yes, said Terbut, but you tell us that you saw the captain of a British ship in tears?

It was the heat, said Jorkens. I tell you it was at the end of August in the Red Sea, not thirty miles from the Gates of Hell, as they call them, and no straits are better named. It was that still, oven-like heat. And then suddenly seeing this, and thinking his reason had broken down, and his career ended; never another job for him at sea again; and a family, likely as not, brought to the brink of starvation, at any rate all their leisure and comforts gone. Hed never have given way like that in England, or on any decent sea; but the heat there is perfectly frightful; and seeing a thing like that all of a sudden, when he was limp with the blazing heat,

But what was it? we shouted, for he really seemed to be rushing past the point.

Well, of course it must have been some fake of that damned glass-manufacturer, said Jorkens. That Greek I told you of. He had no real competitors in the glass trade in the whole of that continent; so he could afford to do anything.

Yes, yes, yes. But what was it? asked Terbut. An ice-berg, said Jorkens.

An ice-berg! came from us all, quick as a cough.

Yes, said Jorkens, with an earnest sadness, and what went to my heart in that frightful heat, and so far away from home, was a little patch of snow that it had on the top. Frosted glass, I dare say; but it went right to my heart.


THE BARE TRUTH

AN incident occurred the other day at the club that I disliked very much. Perhaps incident is too strong a word for it; for, after all, it was trivial, and passed unnoticed; yet it was one of those things that can do no good, and are always better avoided. Jorkens had just told a story: I do not repeat it here, since I wish only to offer my readers those stories of Jorkens that nobody can disprove, while in place of proofs that they are actually true I confidently rely instead on the sporting sense of the reader, which will not permit him to disbelieve Jorkenss word merely because positive proof is not to hand at the moment.

Jorkens, then, had told a tale, and there were points about it that caused me to reserve my judgment before giving it that unqualified belief that would entitle me to offer it to my reader, and we were about to discuss it amongst us and ask Jorkens a few questions, which would no doubt have made everything clear, when one of our members, whose name I will not give, said: Jorkens, have you ever told the truth in your life?

I admit that he said it with a smile, which certainly removes it from accusations and places it amongst jokes; yet even as a joke I did not like it, and without wishing to generalize I think it is often the case that remarks that need a smile to make them possible are really better unsaid. I will say no more in criticism of a member of the club to which I also belong. The rest is sheer praise. Jorkens was admirable. If I have exposed one slip at our club, I offer the behaviour of another member as a model. Who, being suddenly asked if he had ever spoken the truth in his life, would show the restraint Jorkens showed? How many members can any club boast who could so deftly answer such a question as this without any traces of rancour?

Yes, once, Jorkens answered. I wonder if any of you may have had the same experience. Once for the best part of an hour I told the most pure undiluted absolute truth. Ill tell you how it occurred. I was in a town called Dead Horse, in South Africa. Its out on the veldt, about thirty miles west of the railway. Corrugated iron mostly. I often thought the native quarter looked more comfortable. Well, Id gone there to sell a mine for a man in the City. What city? Theres only one, as far as I know. Id gone there to sell a mine for him. The mine was at Dead Horse; a gold mine, you know. And Id got the man there on the spot, that was to buy it. Id got him at Dead Horse. He came from Kimberley. He was a fellow called Steig, I remember. And it wasnt one of these mines that you get a prospectus about, and invest your money, and thats all you see of the mine. No, this was a mine that was there, a mile out from Dead Horse, and I took Steig to see it.

Well, I knew something about it of course, but, I must say, I was astonished when I saw it. I went over it with Steig and we both had a look at it. It was full of nuggets: Steig picked up at least a dozen, anything from five to ten ounces each, and there were rocks with lodes in them that fairly glittered. White quartz, you know, and all streaky with gold. Even I was surprised at it. Then we came back to Dead Horse to a thing that they called an hotel, to talk it over.

The mine was to go for a million, and I was to have ten per cent of the price, whatever it was. I was allowed a certain latitude for haggling, but a million was the idea. And, you know, ten per cent on a millions a lot of money.

Well, Steig offered me whiskeys, but I knew what he was after. You see, the man that owned this mine knew a lot about it. There are things known in the City that you dont pick up by poking round lumps of quartz for an hour, even if you do think you are the man on the spot. Steig knew that much, and he wanted to find out what they knew in the City about it. In vino veritas was his idea; and he fancied I knew, having come straight out from England. Well, the more he offered me whiskey the more I drank water, which is a damned dangerous drink out there. But it was my duty to keep my head, my duty to those that employed me; so I drank the stuff and chanced it, and kept away from the whiskey. And, as it turned out, it did me no harm.

Well, towards the end of the evening Steig went to a cupboard, and rather quietly unlocked it and slipped a bottle out, and filled a liqueur-glass from it, half turning his back to me, and drank it off without ever saying a word. And very soon after that he went to bed.

Next day we took another look at the mine, and Steig came away with more nuggets and had them tested; and after sunset we sat again in his room, in the thing they called an hotel, he drinking whiskeys and soda and I drinking water and pretending to like it, holding it up to the light and looking at it approvingly, but in silence, because I didnt know how you praised water. And this time when he went to the cupboard and got the other bottle he put it on the table, but on the far side from me and made a point of not offering it me. Of course we were talking shop, part of the time openly, and part of the time we were talking of flowers and butterflies, just to give the impression that the mine or the million didnt really mean much to us; but really, whether it was butterflies or flowers, we were talking shop all the time. One thing I couldnt help noticing about that other drink of his was that, while I was pretending to like water, he really did like his drink. I noticed it all the more because I was pretending myself. A look that I can only call ecstasy came over his face with each sip that he took from his liqueur-glass.

Well, it wasnt only that I was sick of the water, but I began to be irritated at his ideas of how to do host. I even suggested to him that he appeared fond of that drink. But he pushed it further away, and said that he only drank it for his health. No more than that would he say. And, as for offering me any, I might as well have asked for the Southern Cross. I got so irritated that in the end I said I wouldnt sell him the mine; and, when he asked me why, I said that a mine like that for a million was an opportunity that didnt come everyones way, and that if he didnt care to give me what might be a rare drink, I wouldnt let him have what was certainly a rare mine, as he had seen with his own eyes. And I said that not everybody who was sold a mine was allowed to go all over it as he had done, before deciding to buy. For a while he tried to get out of giving up a drop of the drink, but all of a sudden he seemed to see that I wouldnt have that, for all at once he gave in and poured out half a tumbler and refused to pour any more.

I never knew what it was made of. I never knew. Nectarines and honey, I should say, to a great extent. But, oh, it was a wine. And there was a fire in it like processions of torches going through vineyards along the borders of Heaven. The sunlight in it seemed to be flaming still. Oh, it was a wine, a wine indeed. And as soon as I had drunk that half tumbler up I had no difficulty in asking Steig for some more, for I had an eloquence now that none could resist, a glory of splendid words that would have made bees give up their honey. Half of a minute of that speech and he had filled the tumbler again for me.

I was not drunk. I have never been drunk in my life. I was in a reverie. I fell into a golden reverie. And in the reverie I heard my own voice prattling of memories so remote from there that they must have been the very earliest things that my mind had ever stored. I remembered a garden that I once had had, a garden one yard square. I remembered sowing wheat in it. I told, I heard my voice telling, of my delighted wonder, when I saw the tiny green blades really arising. They had said that wheat grew like this, but when I saw it really growing my delight was beyond bounds. I had forgotten it utterly, and now I heard my own voice reminding me of it again after all those years; and from childhood to twenty-five seems longer than any other stretch of years we know. I told of the difference between weeds and flowers, a knowledge so slowly come by, so hard to accept; for who could believe at first that that glowing light the dandelion, that proud exuberance of colour, was only a weed? My voice brought back to me many a tiny splendour that shone to brighten the shadows of English lanes, and I heard it telling over strange rustic cures for many a simple ailment, and blessing the dock-leaf for its help in time of need whenever the lurking nettle had found bare knees, or too curious hands had rashly come on the nettle. Weeds all these, but weeds once loved. Then an awe came into my voice and it told of the splendour of may, gleaming out over acres of untended land, that no one tilled, no one troubled, and the scent of it so filling the sunny air that it seemed as if the world for miles was enchanted. It told of flowers coming proudly up, tall and bright in great gardens, gardens enlarged by the glitter and distance of childhood till they loomed as big as a mile-square garden might now. It was not memory that was inspiring my voice, for I made no effort to remember before I spoke: it was my voice that brought back memories, lost in immense distances; they came back again to me, borne on my own words, like the scent of lilac suddenly carried by winds. As I talked on, reliving my lost years, the memories grew more familiar, arising less surprisingly out of the dark of the past; they began to be memories that I knew that I treasured, yet they were no more true than the ones that I thought were lost.

I told of my schooldays, I told of my growing-up, I told of my first love. More than I shall ever tell you I told Steig in that iron shed that they called an hotel. And my voice went babbling on.

There came clear to my reverie the first job I ever got, and how that led to a better one, and that to a better one still, though nothing ever equalled my pride in the first. And then one day I got this job with the man in the City, who had the mine to sell. And he sent me all the way to South Africa with carte blanche. That, I think, was something for a young man to be proud of, to be sent from the City of London to sell a mine in South Africa for a million, and absolute trust in his discretion. It was something to be proud of indeed, and something I might well have boasted of, even if I had been strictly sober in the narrowest sense of the word. I have heard men boast of far less. And a good mine too. Salted of course. I mean the nuggets didnt get there all by themselves; but real nuggets, and plenty of them. Not worth a million of course, but what did you expect? Did he think that a financier in the City of London was going to send me all the way there to do a deal just for the benefit of Steig. Take it as he found it. It was worth a thousand or two with all those nuggets in it, even if the lodes in the quartz were gilded lead. Of the lodes I knew nothing, for my firm had never informed me; but I knew the nuggets were genuine, because I knew the men in the City who had supplied them, men straight as a die. And in any case Steig had tested them. That was the way to look at it; look at the actual value of the nuggets that he had found already; count on finding a good dozen more; and then see what he could get for it in the South African market, a mine well worth considering, business being what it is.

Yes, I found my voice saying all that. I did indeed. And just as dreams are vividest before waking, I remembered that part of my reverie the most clearly, and I remember it word for word still. They say, Magna est veritas et prevalebit, meaning you cant shake off truth; and I wish I could; those words I heard my voice prattling brightly to Steig are echoing in my ears to this very day. And all of a sudden I came out of my reverie.

And later, when I tried to get down to business, I found Steig in a sunny mood. He said that he was delighted to have met me, and hoped that we should often meet again, and that it wasnt often in a place like Dead Horse, or, as he was good enough to say, anywhere in South Africa, that he had the opportunity of meeting anybody like me. He really went on and on along those lines for so long that I tried to stop him, and when at last I did, and when I could get him to business, he said that he liked the mine very much and would have bought it, but that unfortunately an aunt of his whom he had expected to be sending a million had forgotten to send him any money at all, and that for this reason he would have to decide to do without the mine.

Of course the nuggets were all thrown back, and the mine was as good as ever; but it had somehow got about, all over South Africa, that it was a mine that Steig didnt want. And the truth is; but I think weve had enough of truth for one day.


WHAT JORKENS HAS TO PUT UP WITH

To say that amongst all those that have read any of the tales of Mr. Jorkens travels that I have recorded, none have felt any doubts of any of them would be absurd: such doubts have been felt and even expressed. But what has impressed me very considerably is the fair-minded attitude taken up by the general public, an attitude that may be summarized as a firm determination not to disbelieve a mans story merely because it is unusual, but to await the final verdict of science, when science shall have arrived at the point at which it is able to pronounce on such matters with certainty. Then, should the verdict be against Jorkens, and not till then, will a sporting public turn upon him that scornful disbelief that they are far too fair-minded to show without good and sufficient proofs. I myself meanwhile am careful to record nothing he tells me, against which anyone in the Billiards Club or elsewhere has been able to bring any proof that would definitely rule it out in a court of law. And it would be interesting to see for how long in such a court arguments that may be lightly advanced now, against the exact truth of any one of his tales, would stand up against the ridicule of counsel. But the sporting attitude that the public have adopted towards him is more to Jorkens than a verdict in any court of law. Curiously enough it is in the Billiards Club itself, the source of all these stories, that the most unsporting attitude is often shown to Jorkens. For instance only the other day one of our members was unnecessarily rude to him, though with only a single word. I need hardly say it was Terbut. The word was not in itself a rude one, but was somehow all the more insidious for that. Also it was really a single word, and not a short sentence, as is often the case when a writer says to you I will tell it to you in one word. But I will tell the story.

We were discussing billiards, which is not a thing we often do in the Billiards Club. There is, I suppose, some sort of feeling that, if anyone talks of billiards there, his imagination or his experience can provide him with nothing better; billiards being, as it were, bed-rock in the Billiards Club. In just the same way at the Athenæum, although the bird is inseparable from the Clubs presiding goddess, one seldom if ever orders an owl for ones lunch. But we were discussing billiards to-day, and debating whether bonzoline balls or the old ivory kind were the better. I will not record the discussion, for it has nothing to do with Jorkens, but it may interest my readers to hear that it was held at the Billiards Club that the bonzoline ball was unique among modern substitutes, in being better than the old genuine article. It was as we had decided that, that some young member who ought to have known better, seeing Jorkens near him as he looked up, suddenly blurted out: Have you ever seen a unicorn, Jorkens?

Of course it was not the way to speak to an elder man. Of course the implication was obvious. And Jorkens saw in a moment that the young fellow did not believe in the existence of unicorns at all. In any case he had not yet passed that time of life in which one believes nothing that the ages have handed down to us until we have been able to test it for ourselves.

I deprecate that hard and fast line between fabulous animals and those that you all chance to have seen, said Jorkens. What does it amount to, practically, but a line drawn round Regents Park? Thats all it is really. Everything inside that line is an animal you readily believe in. Everything outside it is fabulous. It means you believe in an animal if you have seen it in the Zoo, otherwise not. However full history is of accounts of the unicorn, and the most detailed descriptions, still you go off to Regents Park on a Sunday, and if there is not one there waiting for your bun you disbelieve in the unicorn. Oh well, I was like that myself till I saw one.

You saw one? said the young fellow who had started the topic.

Ill tell you, said Jorkens.

I was camped once by the Northern Guaso Nyero, or rather I was camped two hundred and fifty yards from it, a distance that just makes all the difference, for two hundred yards is all that the mosquito flies from his home. Of course he has a good many homes, thats the trouble; but, as he prefers a river frontage, its a very good thing to camp that far from a river. Not that it amounts to much, for Africa can always get you some other way. But there it was. Well, I was collecting heads for a museum, and had been at it for some time, with a white hunter and eighty natives, trekking through Africa; and I was beginning to get pretty tired of it. I was sitting by one of our camp-fires after supper, with the white hunter beside me, and I was gazing into the glow of the smouldering logs and watching the fireflies gliding backwards and forwards, and thinking all the while of the lights of London. And the more the fireflies slowly grew into multitudes, and the more the fire glowed, the more I longed for London. In that mood I asked the hunter what we should do next day; and, whatever he suggested going after, I pointed out I had shot it already. Which was perfectly true.

And winds came out of the forest, or over the plains, and softly played with the smoke going up from our logs of cedar, and the visions changed and changed in the glow of the fire, and every now and then the hunter would make some new suggestion, till I said petulantly: Find me something I havent shot yet.

And he said: Very well, I will.

What is it? I said.

And he wouldnt say.

I kept on asking him, but he wouldnt tell me. The man whose job it was, the askari we called him, came and put more logs on the fire, and we sat on long with little cold winds on our backs and the warmth on our hands and feet, but still he would not say. Why not? I asked him at last. Because youd think me mad, he said. Well, arent you? I asked. Partly my insinuation was true, and partly it was the product of some unreasonable irritation that had come over me, and Africa was responsible for both.

Next day he moved our camp to the edge of the river, and we waited there a long time; I dont remember how long, quite a fortnight; and all the while he stuck to his promise to find me this new beast that I had never shot.

I began to get malaria, and so did he. And then one night as we were talking of remedies, for we were both tired of quinine, he told me what it was we were looking for. Yes, simply a unicorn. He had had natives out in the forest searching for it for weeks; and, though they had not yet seen it, they had at last found the spoor. And then he explained to me about how to get a unicorn. The animal, he explained to me, was always fairly cautious of men, and on the whole, in spite of exceptions, had tended to avoid them more than do other animals; but that of late centuries, probably since the invention of fire-arms, or since some other change in the ways of men, it had avoided men so assiduously that it had almost dropped out of history. Up to the time that a Pope gave the horn of one to King François one day in the fifteenth century, and for a while after, references to the unicorn are so frequent that its avoidance of man, however much wished by the unicorn, can only be called unsuccessful; after that time a cunning unknown before seems to have been added to its love of elusiveness, with the result that it is no longer classed among European mammals. And then the hunter explained to me how to get one. There was no way whatever to come at him, he explained, except one, and that was to drive him. And then he drew out some paper and bit of pencil, and showed me how it was done: he made a row of dots in a semi-circle to represent beaters, and put a cross in the middle to mark the unicorn, and showed me how the flanks came gradually in. His hand was rather shaky with malaria, and I couldnt see very well either, but the thing seemed simple enough, a perfectly ordinary beat.

Yes, I see, I said, and the gun stands here. And I pointed to a place ahead of the unicorn, to which the semi-circle of beaters was moving.

No, he said That would do for any other animal; but not for the unicorn. Its been tried, and thats why nobody ever gets one. With the unicorn avoidance of man amounts to a passion. Whatever it was in the past, thats what it is now; and not to take account of that is an error as great as supposing a rhino cant smell. The moment the unicorn sees the line of beaters, with the flanks coming quietly in on him, he knows whats up; he knows hes being driven. By a glance at the line (and his sight is very acute) he knows to what direction. He immediately slips through the forest in exactly the opposite; straight through the line of beaters; and in these forests he usually gets through without even being seen by a native. Not that they havent seen them.

Then the place for a gun to stand, I said, Exactly, he interrupted. Stand in front of the unicorn, wherever he is, and well try to drive him away from you. Hes sure to come straight back.

Now this seemed to me perfectly sound. Unicorns do avoid men, there can be no doubt of that. They must have some method in doing it. Granting a considerable intelligence, without which no method is any good, what better than hiding in a dense forest, and, when driven, always going in the opposite direction to that which is obviously intended? And history is too full of the unicorn for us to suppose that they are merely not there.

Well, said Rhino, for Rhino Parks was his name there, whatever it may have been in England once, those Wakamba trackers have found him. What about trying to-morrow?

Im not sure that I can hold a rifle just yet, I said.

No use giving in to malaria here, he answered, or no one would ever do anything.

Which is true, though the place is a good deal written up as a health-resort.

All right. To-morrow, I said.

And to-morrow came, which was one thing to the good. You never know whats coming, with malaria.

Well I was up and ready by five, but Rhino wouldnt start till Id had a good breakfast. So I sat down to it. It had to be liquid, because I could have no more eaten bacon and eggs, as I was just then, than I could have eaten a live squirrel. But we made a breakfast of sorts on two bottles of vermouth that we had; and by about seven we started.

And now comes the incredible part of my story: we crossed the river and pushed into the forest, and I took up my place where the Wakambas told me in whispers, and the beaters moved off away from me, and all the while I had forgotten to load my rifle. You may not believe me; and, if you dont, I dont wonder; but there it was, I did it. Malaria, I suppose. As a matter of fact it is just one of those things that people do do once in their lives, and very often of course it happens to be the last thing they ever do. Well, I stood there with my rifle empty, waiting for the unicorn, a.360 magazine: the magazine holds five cartridges and there should be another one in the barrel: and the steps of the beaters sounded further and further away from me. And then there came a broken furtive sound, as of something heavy but sly coming down through the forest. And there I was, with my empty rifle ready. And all of a sudden I saw a great shoulder so graceful, so silken and gleaming white, near by in that denseness of greenery, that I knew that it must be the unicorn. Of course Id seen hundreds of pictures of them, and the thing that I marvelled at most was that the beast, or all I could see of him, was so surprisingly like to the pictures. I put up my rifle and took a good enough aim, and then Click, and I knew it was empty.

Of course I hadnt forgotten to bring any cartridges at all, I wasnt so crazy as that, whatever my temperature was: my pocket was full of them. I put my hand to my pocket and slipped in a cartridge at once, and there I was loaded, with the unicorn still only twenty-five yards away. But he had heard the click, and, whether or not he knew what it was, he at any rate knew it for man, even if he hadnt yet seen me; and he changed at once his slow slinking glide for a sharp trot through the forest. Again in a gap I saw a flash of his whiteness, and I fired and am sure I hit him, and then he came for me. Where I hit him I never knew, my one good chance of a shot behind the shoulder was gone, and I had had to take whatever shot I could get; and now I was again unloaded, for there had been no time to put anything into the magazine, and the unicorn was practically on top of me. Even as I took another cartridge out of my pocket he made a lunge at me with his flashing horn, a deadly weapon of ivory. I parried it with my rifle, and only barely parried, for the strength of its neck was enormous. It wasnt a thing that you could waft aside as you can with the thrust of a sword, if only you are in time; it was so gigantic a thrust that it took all ones strength to turn it. And you had to be just as quick as when trying to parry a rapier; even quicker. At once he lunged again, and again I parried: no question of thinking of trying to load my rifle; there was only just time for the parry. And as I barely parried, and the horn slipped by under my left arm, through the brown shirt I was wearing, clean as a bullet, I knew that I should parry few more, if any, like that; and that with the next thrust, or the one after, all would be over; for the power I felt in that horn was clearly more than my match. So I stepped back to gain an instant; which I barely did, so swiftly the huge beast stepped forward; and then I swung my rifle over my back and, before he thrust again, I brought it down as hard as I could at his head. I knew it for my last chance, and put into it all the strength that malaria had left me. Now it was his turn to parry. He saw it coming and flicked at it with his horn, and the horn caught it and the two blows came together. Either of them was a good blow. And together they amounted to pretty much of a smash. Well, neither ivory nor steel is unbreakable; and as for the stock of my rifle I dont know where it went; the branches all round were full of flying splinters. And then I saw that long thin murderous horn, lying white on the ground beside me. The unicorn saw it too: it put its forefeet out, and lowered its nose and sniffed at it. As the beast was doing nothing at the moment, I picked the horn up. And when it saw the horn in my hand it looked irresolutely at me. For a moment we stood like that. It might easily have overcome me by sheer weight, and trampled me under with its pointed hooves; and yet it stood there motionless, seeming to have an awe for its own horn, which it now saw turned against it. Then I moved the horn into the hand that was holding the rifle, with the intention of seeing if it was possible to get a cartridge into what was left of the breech; and at the movement of the horn in my hand the unicorn shied like a horse, then turned round and kicked out with his heels and sprang away, and was almost immediately lost to sight in the forest. And that was the last I ever saw of a unicorn.

But the horn, said the young fellow who had asked at first about unicorns. Why didnt you keep the horn?

Waiter, said Jorkens without a word to his critic, bring me that toasting fork that I gave to the Club.

We most of us present something to the Club, and sure enough Jorkens had once given an ivory-handled toasting fork, that lay in a drawer in the pantry; for whoever wants to use a toasting fork in a Club? And now the waiter brought it, a fork with silver prongs, or electro-plate, and a long ivory handle, too narrow for the tusk of an elephant and too long for a tooth. And bring me, he said, a small whiskey and soda.

The whiskey was brought, and as he drank it the strange fork was handed round. Not all of us had seen it before; none of us had eyed it attentively.

Well, what do you make of it? said Jorkens when he had finished his whiskey.

It was then that Terbut leaned over to me and whispered, but only too audibly, the one word Bonzoline.

The ungenerous comment cast over the tale something like, well, a miasma. And thats the kind of thing that Jorkens has to put up with.


OZYMANDIAS

THERES a member of our club called Malken, who has made a good deal of money somehow, and I imagine that those of us who were in the club on the afternoon that I tell of didnt seem as though we knew it. At any rate he suddenly asked one of us, When one gives a dinner-party, how many salt-cellars ought one to have on the table? Do you know what is the right number?

Of course the question came, How many diners? And he was able to answer, Eighteen. It was a harmless little piece of ostentation, and the member that he addressed was about to answer, when Jorkens, as widely awake as I have seen him just after lunch, broke in, though he had not been asked, with a keenly judicial air. In any of the minuter matters of the etiquette of the table, said Jorkens, I think I can always give you the right answer. The number is not obligatory, not being rigidly fixed, but determined solely by convenience. At a dinner-party of eighteen... But we interrupted Jorkens. Etiquette? we said. For we looked on Jorkens as a rough-and-ready old traveller who had dined more off packing cases than at tables that held eighteen.

I knew a man once, Jorkens said, that was a slave to etiquette. He was addicted to it. And in the end it did him no good. Its curious what things men will take to. It was a curious story altogether.

And so the matter of the eighteen diners was altogether forgotten, and we heard Jorkens story instead.

He was a man called Pursker, married, and two sons and a daughter, all grown up, at any rate so they said; but I think you could only have called John and Alice grown up, the eldest and the youngest of the family. Pursker was very well off indeed and had a very nice house in Surrey, when first you looked at it; everything in it was nice, at first sight; but after a while you began to see that it was a kind of dreadful temple to The Thing That Was Done, and that the dining-room table was nothing more than an altar to the things that the Best People did. I came to see a good deal of Pursker at one time, and thats how I got to know such an awful lot about etiquette. You might think that it was trivial and didnt matter much. But the long and the short of it was it mattered so much that there was nothing whatever that Pursker could do, that he might happen to want.

He might for instance one day want a bit of bread and cheese after a hard game of tennis, but he no more dared have it than he dared break into a bank. He might like to have dinner at seven and to go to bed early, but the best people dined at 8.30. He might be bitten on the head by a mosquito and want to scratch, he might want to go for a day to Margate or have a walk on Hampstead Heath, he might like to have beer for dinner, he might like on a hot summers day to sit in his shirt-sleeves, he might like to put on slippers in the evening, he might like to smoke a pipe; but he dared do none of these things, and, if he had, his family wouldnt have let him. There were very few things that Pursker was likely to wish for naturally, that it was right for Pursker to do by that code; or for any of them; but especially Pursker. Especially Pursker, because there was something back in the past that he was hiding; one soon came to see that; Pursker was carrying some weight that none of the rest were carrying. You saw that by the way he steered the conversation. If a family has a skeleton in a cupboard, that family would be apt to discourage guests from wandering down one passage. In the same way Pursker would always discourage me if I ever approached the past. I dont say his wife wouldnt help him to steer conversation away, but I thought that she didnt know what the skeleton was. So, evidently, it was hidden a long way back. She was a dull woman, and weary, wearied in all probability by all that etiquette, which I began to think was itself the cupboard that covered the skeleton. The eldest boy, about twenty-two, seemed human, and especially the girl Alice, about nineteen; but the second boy, Sam, was rabid for their etiquette and all that.

I got to know Pursker through talking about my travels, as you may perhaps have heard me do at one time or another. That was another curious thing about him, he loved to hear of my past (and of places that I had been to), though he would never speak of his own. Aden was one place that he would always light up at, and Port Said another; and he would want to hear more of them; but if one asked had he been there, the most he would say would be that he had read of them. Why he entertained so much as he did, if he wanted to be so secretive, I could never understand; but we are going in a circle now, the etiquette was necessary somehow to cover up that old skeleton, and the etiquette made them entertain.

I dont want you to think his family exactly bullied him: they certainly drove him all they could to build up the cupboard and strengthen it, but they lent willing hands of their own, and he was the only one that knew what was in the cupboard.

I often went to his house: I lived not far off in those days. Ill tell you what happened one autumnal day, when they were giving a large dinner party. I wasnt dining with them but Id been to tea, and I stayed late in the hope that I might be able to help, and at the risk of butting in, because there was something strange in the air. I liked the old fellow and I wanted to help him; and the strangeness gradually took shape, till it seemed to amount to this: all the family felt they must give a dinner-party, except Sam, who felt that the danger of doing so just then was far too menacing, and was reproaching his father for giving one anywhere near that date; and his fears had spread to the others. Of what his fears were I had no idea for an hour, nor at any time, until they were suddenly certainties. After long talk, and allusions utterly veiled from me, mainly about the time of year and all the leaves turning, Sam went away to the smoking-room. Thither I followed him and noticed him looking frequently out of the window, not only at the wide landscape of goldening elms, but far more particularly along the drive, wherever unsheltered parts of it were visible from that room: the drive was pretty thickly lined with yews and not many patches were visible. And so he searched and searched, till his face went suddenly grey, and I saw that his fears, whatever they were, were true. We had been speaking seldom, and now he wouldnt say a word at all. I would have got him to drink a whiskey with me, only I knew their damned rules too well: the right thing to drink before dinner was a sherry, so sherries it had to be, and when they came I made him drink mine as well; and he wanted it; and somehow or other I managed to get a third one into him, and then he talked. And this was what it was all about. His father knew two men that were not the best people, in fact they were common seamen; and these two old fellows, grimy and dressed in the ordinary clothes of their calling, with a huge sea-chest that they always carried between them, would come to the house once a year, and always about the day when the leaves were just turning. When they came they stayed to dine, and then to sleep, and would not be put off, and must have some hold on his father. What it was he darent guess. He told me about it now because I was bound to see them. He had repeatedly warned his father and mother that they were likely to come about now, but they had thought they would come later, and had gone blindly on with the getting up of their dinner-party; and when the leaves were actually turning they had said it was too late to cancel it, and that the risk was not so great as Sam made out. There were twenty people coming to dinner, and these two men would sit down amongst them all, and his father darent stop them. What could be done?

And as he said this I saw the two men coming up the drive: they werent carrying their old sea-chest; one was dragging it by a rope and the other was pushing. For a moment I had had a suggestion hovering upon my lips that they should be put into evening dress. The moment I saw them I knew it was quite impossible. For another fraction of time I wondered if they could possibly be explained as being on their way to a fancy dress ball. But it was quite out of the question; they were too obviously just what they were. So obviously that I gave up thinking. There are people whom explanations can sweep away, but neither of these was of that kind. A man with a short black fringe of whiskers all round his face was pulling the old chest roaring up the gravel, and a man with a stumpy beard of yellowy red was pushing it from behind. Both had their faces so salted with years of spray, that the grit and black oil of engines deep in the seams of them looked as though no number of baths would ever move them now. I gave up thinking because I had no help to offer, and not because I had gone over to the enemy, though I must say that at first sight of the old fellows approaching that custom-ridden house they seemed to be coming like a breeze from the sea into a room whose windows had been shut all through the summer. But to Sam you could see they were more like some fatal draught blowing in on an orchid. And when he saw that I had no help to give him he suddenly came to some sort of a resolution; for his terrified face tautened, and with nothing said to me that one could clearly hear, he strode out of the room.

What he did I heard afterwards. How much the three sherries had helped him I dont know. But he went to his elder brother and put it to him that this blackmail must stop now; that, whatever their father had done and whatever publicity these two sailors might make if thrown out, nothing they could do would be worse than the impending exposure at a dinner-party to twenty people, and pretty well the pick of the neighbourhood too; for he called it an exposure to have these hangers-on of their father sitting down at that table with them in the sight of all those guests. Etiquette and all that had never sunk quite so deeply into John as it had into Sam, and he was for protecting his fathers secret, whatever it was, and not angering the two seafarers, and letting them eat with all the rest if they wanted to, and as they certainly would; but all his arguments were swept away before Sams indignation, and perhaps by the three sherries. Alice was in the room too, and young Boleby: I havent told you about him. Young Boleby had with a good deal of difficulty got an invitation to that dinner for twenty, and had come an hour too early. You may guess why he came so early. Engaged? No, he wasnt engaged: that was the trouble. He was a farmer, and probably well enough off to have given it up, but he loved farming and everything about it; the sounds of it, even the smells of it; and the feel of the weather that blessed it or threatened it, blowing over the fields that he knew, till they turned mysterious at evening. And a farmer wasnt quite good enough for Alice, and he wouldnt work at anything else. So that was the trouble; all made of course by their etiquette, like all their other troubles. He was for letting the seafarers stop to dinner; but, as he had barely got there himself, you may imagine that his opinion had not much weight, Sam thinking that he had shown a good deal of forbearance in letting him express it at all. If they had been allowed to vote it would have been three to one against doing what Sam did, but Sam got his way. I could see that, as I came into the room; their conference was just at an end and I could see that Sam had won. If those sherries that I had administered had had anything to do with it, I am sorry. Well, almost on my heels, in walked the two old fellows. They had left their great chest in the hall or outside the house. They were called Bill and Joe. I got that from the few and brief remarks that the family made to them, and gathered then that Sam and the rest did not know what their surnames were, or they would have used them in all formality. The dark one was Bill, and the red one Joe.

Why, there be Miss Alice, said Bill as he entered the room. Grown. Aint she? he said to Joe.

Like a scarlet runner, Joe answered.

And Master John, said Bill.

And Master Sam, said Joe quickly, under the frightfully mistaken notion that Sam would be hurt at not being greeted as soon as his brother.

And the old un? said Bill turning to Sam.

Something in the frigidity of Sams answer showed Bill that Sam didnt like his father being enquired for in that way.

Not old to us of course, Bill added, but were all old to you young folk.

Like Methusalah, put in Joe.

I tried to laugh at Joes pleasantry, as nobody else did. You ought to laugh at jokes that arent funny: the others can look after themselves. But I couldnt do it. The damp chill of the welcome of the old seamen was too much for a laugh to live in.

And then Alice introduced to them young Ned Boleby. Bill turned to Joe and winked. Of course I could see these peoples difficulty in setting the two men down to eat at a party that they had made up their minds must be as smart as a reverence for smartness, and plenty of money, could make it. There were certainly difficulties in the situation.

Then in walked Pursker with his old grey moustache. I can see him still, against the background of his familys disapproval, like a ghost in the damp. He was obviously glad to see Bill and Joe again, as they were to see him, but he clearly could not deal with the situation.

And then Alice and her young man and John closed in on old Pursker and me, while Sam with the kind of suggestions that unskilled playwrights use when they want to get one of their characters off the stage, got Bill and Joe out of the room and followed them into the hall.

The earliest guests arriving must have met those men in the drive, but it is one thing to see that class of man in the grounds of a nice house, and quite another to see them sitting beside you at dinner. And those two never came in. I had heard the grunt of their old sea-chest going grumbling away down the drive, as I prepared to leave myself, but nobody seems to have heard it in the drawing-room. Pursker and Mrs. Pursker wore a look on their faces such as you see on the faces of rabbits down in a burrow when a ferret is loose outside. No, I forgot; youve not had the opportunity of being there; but you know what I mean. Sam I suppose wore a look of quiet satisfaction, probably all through dinner, but nobody except him knew quite what had happened, and he hadnt had time to tell before the guests began to arrive.

I wasnt at the dinner. I gathered that the uneasiness weighing down upon host and hostess affected the whole party, which is odd when you think that they must all have been feeling a fear of which their reason said never a word. But there it was. After the ladies had gone to the drawingroom, but I think before the men joined them, Sam found some opportunity to get his father out of the room (I dont know how he managed it) to tell him the news that he could keep to himself no longer, the news that by an extraordinarily clever document that he had drawn up himself and persuaded the two men to sign, all avenues to blackmail were closed and the seamen were gone for ever. He seems to have waited for his father to praise him, and he waited a long time, while the old man never spoke.

At last he said, Gone!

And Sam said, Gone, all right.

And after a while old Pursker began to speak.

Do you know that it takes ten thousand a year to run this place as we run it?

Well, youve got it, havent you? said Sam.

I had it last year. And for many years, answered Pursker. Do you know how it comes?

From the Bank, I suppose, Sam answered.

No, said Pursker.

Well, tell me, said Sam.

In that box.

In that box?

Yes, that box that they always bring with them.

That old sea-chest? said Sam.

Its full of gold pieces, said his father. Full to the brim. As large round, and he very nearly sobbed as he said it, as large round as oyster-shells.

And then they talked over details for a bit, such as that the two seafarers had no known address, but came and went like the swallows. That was the old mans contribution to the discussion, while the young man had to contribute as his share the certainty that the two old fellows would never come again. He had made about as sure enough of that as any man can make sure of anything, and had been taking credit for the thoroughness of his foresight for about an hour and a half. A little while after that, when the guests were gone, there had been a family conclave, and the skeleton walked out of the cupboard; and within a week or so the cupboard collapsed after it. I mean all the ceremonious pomposity, the fashion and all the rest of it, that had concealed the skeleton, disappeared when it rattled its bones for the first time before the eyes of Mrs. Pursker and her three children. And the skeleton was simply this; Jim Pursker Esquire had once been a common seaman. He had not only been a friend and contemporary of Bill and Joe, but a colleague and a collaborator.

I dont think Mrs. Pursker had realized it at first. As far as I can make out she did not in the least understand until Mr. Pursker uttered one remark that made the whole thing ruthlessly clear, and she saw the situation with one shock all in a moment. I used to chew tobacco, he said.

In the silence that followed that he had explained how he saved up his money, while others spent theirs on drink, till he had £500; and how Bill and Joe and another man had a tale of buried treasure, and used to whisper and plan about it, and it was the guiding star of their lives. And it was true: it was there. Of course they wouldnt say where; they couldnt; they were bound by oath. And Pursker had believed in them and backed them with all his money, and got a fourth share of it, until Jack Smith had died and then he had a third. Bill and Joe used to bring away as much as two men could manage, without letting any other man into it, on mules once a year. And ten thousand pounds worth of these great Spanish gold pieces was Purskers share. Now it was gone.

And had he nothing invested? said Malken. Hardly anything, Jorkens replied. The buried treasure was his investment. He knew there was plenty of it, and it was all arranged that when Bill or Joe died he should come into his share too. I forget which. One of them had dependants of his own, and the other hadnt. Anyhow Pursker felt he was well provided for.

Malken snorted at that sort of financial method, and Jorkens continued: And theyd a curious arrangement that Ill tell you about later, whereby Jack Smith had had one clue as to where the place was, and old Pursker another, while Bill and Joe had written out a third clue, of little value in itself and meaning nothing to anyone that might steal it, only of value to the rightful heir; that is to say to the man that had the other two clues. As a matter of fact this clue of Bill and Joe was never found by anyone.

More sense in that, said Malken. Thats like three men having each a key to a safe, that will only unlock with all three.

Exactly, said Jorkens. The first clue Pursker remembered, but seemed to have little use for, it was lying about the house somewhere, like one of those keys of old boxes one never uses; the second had to be sought for; and the third, which there was no finding, had to be hammered out afresh by human wits. But theyd no thought of clues for the next two weeks.

I often went and saw them: it was the least I could do after all the times that theyd entertained me, and I thought I might be some use. But I couldnt be. The whole house was like a camp in a dust-storm. Everything upside down and, in addition to that, every one of them in each others way and all tumbling over boxes and drifting pieces of furniture. It was a mournful sight. Theres a time to sell, and a way of selling, nice furniture and good pictures, and theres a way of selling houses too: they sold at the wrong time and in the wrong way. They got only twenty-five thousand for everything, including their bit of land. Five per cent went to the auctioneer, and Pursker owed a few thousand, as he well might, expecting his dividend of ten thousand when he did; and then there were taxes: he barely invested eighteen thousand, at four per cent., which was all you could get in those days without speculation. With taxes again, that brought him little more than six hundred a year. He may have had two hundred a year more from the few investments hed made, but that all went in pensions and other commitments to his workmen and various dependants. I think he gave fifty pounds a year each to the boys, a hundred a year to his wife, for herself and Alice, and four hundred a year was all he had left to keep him for the rest of his life. On this they took a house somewhere in Sydenham; I neednt say it was small. It was not till they settled in to their dingy house that I could get them to listen to any advice from me; they were too busy falling with their shattered fortunes. But when theyd been there a few days I came and advised them. Well, Ill admit that my theories all turned out to be wrong, so that the advice I gave may not in a way have been valuable. But I often think that when someones advising a family it stimulates their own wits, and at any rate they like to think that somebodys taking trouble about them. And thats the way it affected the Purskers. Or perhaps I should say Ned Boleby, for the Purskers wits seemed still to remain numb after weeks. It was Ned that began to have theories to set against mine. I like to think that his ideas might not have come to him if I had not started him off with mine, even though mine might not have turned out to be of any use in themselves. In fact they werent.

Ned Boleby was no better off than he was before. They had had their lesson, and given up etiquette and all that stuff; but they wanted to save one thing out of the wreck, and that was to see Alice do well for herself, and they thought the young farmer had not quite enough for her. If they could have given him something, to make it enough, they would have; but they hadnt got it now. So he was just where he was before. It was an odd line for them to take up, for Boleby was probably richer than Pursker now, but the only hope that old Pursker had left was to see his daughter free of all the worries that he was beginning to detect hovering over four hundred a year. Boleby probably made a clear five hundred.

Now Boleby from the start of this new life of the Purskers had large and thriving hopes, and it was he who first made Pursker find his clue to the place of the treasure. This Pursker with some difficulty did, and brought it to the new house with him. It was a photograph of a man apparently an Englishman, at any rate the cut of his breeches and the leggings he wore looked familiar, standing with folded arms, and legs rather wide apart, on the top of a low ridge in what was evidently a desert, and there was a cross marked on the ground in ink at his feet. His face too was familiar enough; you would have said a minor clerk in an English bank, having his holiday; except for that rather odd attitude; that was the only curious thing about him; the wide legs, the folded arms, and the head sunk forward as though he brooded alone, but for the cheery face that rather suggested cricket than lonely contemplation. Boleby got the thing enlarged and hung up in the drawing-room; and it was there that I first saw it, over the mantelpiece. It wasnt much good, for the desert was utterly featureless, a flat expanse with a man standing in it, and nothing special about the man; but there couldnt be much doubt that the cross marked the place of the treasure, and that seemed some sort of comfort, though there was no possible way of seeing where that was, except that it was in a desert. One couldnt even tell which desert.

Well, while Boleby only got them to hang the enlargement up so as to have something to turn their hopes to every day, and to keep their spirits from falling as low as their fortunes, he himself was constantly studying it; and if thered been any feature whatever in the landscape I believe hed have located the desert, but unfortunately there was nothing, for the bit of a ridge the man stood on couldnt be called a feature. So one day he said: We must get hold of the other clue. The one Jack Smith had.

It was very difficult to get anything out of Pursker. What was Jack Smiths address? Boleby asked him.

Hes dead, said Pursker.

Yes, I know, said Boleby. But where used he to live?

T dont know, said Pursker.

And yet it turned out that Pursker had a letter from him.

When you had his share, said Boleby, you should have had his clue.

T think his landlady kept his papers, said Pursker listlessly.

Well, the address on the letter was a lodging house in Swanley. And off went Boleby leaving a light like hope in the eyes of Alice, and the rest too abject to care.

And the wonderful thing was that Boleby found it. He came back in about a week with a square of paper exactly the same size as the one with the photograph, and a cross marked on the paper in the same spot as what it was in the photograph, only the paper was otherwise perfectly blank. But on the back was clearly written:



J.N. 5.11.12.5.23.12.4.12

Treasure at X. Dig 3.

That was the second clue.



From the look in the grey eyes of Alice when Ned Boleby came with the clue, you would have thought that it was the only clue they needed, the only key to the safe, as you put it, Malken. But it was one of three, and they only had two, and this one was pretty rusty, for unless their wits could polish it up a bit it had no meaning at all. I was there when he came, and I was the first to look at it. It evidently referred to the photograph: we made quite sure of that by placing one over the other and putting a pin through, and it went right through the centre of the cross on each. I said at first that the N stood for North, and 5 and 11 for the latitude and the longitude. The mark after the 12 I took for an inverted comma, meaning that they were quoting somebody; and I certainly took too many of the numbers as being suggestions for digging. Well, I wont trouble you with my theories, because, as I told you, they turned out to be wrong; yet I hope they had their uses. It should not be forgotten how much the loser contributes to almost any game. And I may add that my suggestions were much better than any the Purskers made. It was only Boleby that showed an uncanny knack of getting hold of the sense of it. Even now, when I know what it means, I often wonder how he ever made head or tail of it; and he wouldnt have done if it hadnt been for one comma. It was that Dig 3that helped him. That is obviously 3 feet, he said. And we all agreed to that.

Then the little mark after the 12 (which was not very clear) must mean feet as well, said Boleby. And from that he went on, going backwards. Getting the 12 feet sort of uncovered the next bunch of numbers. 23.12.4 is a date, he said. The 23rd of December 1904. And from dates, after a little talk, he came to time. 12.5 is the hour, he said, the hour that the photograph was taken. And the 12 feet would be the distance from the camera, which, as one can see, is about what it is.

But whats J.N.? said Sam, a bit jealous of the speed with which Boleby was getting on.

The initials of the man in the photograph, said Boleby at once. We dont know who he was, and probably never shall. I dont suppose he mattered very much. Weve no record of a fifth man in it, so I doubt very much if they ever let him know that he was standing over the treasure, or that there was any treasure at all.

Then whats he there for? said Sam.

As a mark, said Boleby.

But unless hes standing there still, said Sam, whats the use of a mark in a perfectly flat desert?

There was no answering that, and if Sam had been contented with the last word hed have scored, as he intended to, but he must needs blurt out, And whats 5.11?

Boleby hadnt thought of that, but now it was so obviously J.N.s height, as he told Sam at once, and that made him surer than ever that J.N. was a mark, though it was long before he guessed what on earth was the use of a movable mark in a desert. I went away after that and turned over for long in my mind what the two clues seemed to be saying, and I could only make it out that they said: If you put a five-foot-eleven man with his feet apart in a desert at 12.5 p m. (for thered be no sunlight at 12.5 a m.), the treasure will be between his feet, three feet down. The Purskers had given up hope again, and there seemed to me nothing to be got out of it, but Boleby kept on.

I went back to see them next day, more to see if they were getting over their hopelessness than from any idea that there was anything more to be done towards getting a sight of their treasure. And I hadnt been there long when Ned Boleby came bursting into the room, in which all the family were, with me trying to cheer them up; hed been sitting up half the night and was full of ideas.

Look here, he said as he came into the room.

Look at that shadow. And he held out the original photograph, a little thing of five inches by four. What time of year would you say that was?

I glanced at it. Why, midsummer, I said.

And the date, he said.

Why yes, I said, December. Youve got the date wrong.

Without taking any notice of my remark he spun round and asked for an atlas, and Alice got him one and he opened it and found a map of the world, a Mercators projection. Then he made some charcoal for himself by burning the end of a pencil. Ive narrowed it down a bit, he said. Its not in Russia, and he began to blacken Russia out.

But what are you messing the map for? said Sam.

And its not in China, he said, and he blackened out China. Or anywhere in Europe. And out Europe went. And they seemed to believe him, and a gleam came to the wan faces of the old couple.

And its not in the United States of America, he added, or Canada.

But why? Why? asked Mrs. Pursker.

Because its not in the Northern hemisphere at all, said Boleby. Look at that shadow.

And we all looked up at the enlargement over the mantelpiece, where the shadow of the young man standing with folded arms was as squat as a shadow can be. And look at the date, he said. That must be very nearly under the sun when its vertical, and wheres the sun in December? Why down along the tropic of Capricorn.

Why, thats so, I said.

And then he began to blacken out the whole south of the world and a bit along the equator, until only a strip of the map was left, which would have been about a thousand miles wide, with the dotted line of Capricorn running along the middle of it, and most of it was over the sea. And well narrow down that belt a lot, he said, when we get scientific assistance.

Pursker looked merely dazed; but, from then on, hope began to come back to that family. It showed itself by a flood of talk. A bright suggestion had brought back hope to them; and they all poured out a flood of suggestions, not that any of them were of any use; but the talk was bright, almost feverish. There was no real use in narrowing it down to a belt across the world, when all you had to guide you was a sandy ridge of rock on which the bank clerk was standing, a ridge in no way different from millions of others and with no landmark whatever to locate it. Boleby admitted all this, but they clung to their new hope. No, said Boleby, we want something more. I doubt if there are large deserts like this in South America. Capricorn passes through a fairly narrow part of South Africa; we might search that in five years. But the whole width of Australia beats us; and most of it desert, I fancy, where Capricorn goes.

Couldnt we try? said Alice.

Absolutely hopeless, said Boleby. You wouldnt notice that ridge at three hundred yards. Have you nothing more of Jack Smiths except that one letter that said nothing?

He gave Father a book once, said Sam.

What kind of book? Boleby asked him.

A book of poetry, I think, said Sam. He read poetry.

Lets see it, said Boleby.

Even now Sam showed a trace of some sort of scorn as he went to get the book, and returned with it smiling and gave it to Boleby. It was a Golden Treasury and Jack Smith had sent it to Pursker before he died. With all of them watching him Boleby had to open the pages, now that he had sent for the book. He turned them over, trying to conceal the futility of it, and found nothing of any use; when, turning the pages as the left thumb turns them, he came to the first page of all. And there was an inscription in the hand of Jack Smith: I met a traveller from an antique land. That was all. At first Boleby read it to himself, then mumbled it partly aloud, and still saw nothing.

And suddenly he shouted: I have it!

They all looked up expectant.

An antique land, he shouted.

Egypt, I said at once. And, mind you, Egypt for certains the setting of Shelleys sonnet.

No, he said.

It couldnt very well have been anywhere else, I told him.

What was the sonnet about? he asked me.

About a colossus, said I.

And thats what weve got to look for, said Boleby. It knocks out the whole of Australia. Nobody ever built in that size there until we went there, and we dont build colossi. Its in Africa, not far from the line of Capricorn, and we ought to be able to find it.

But why? Why? urged everyone.

And Sam said: A mere quotation from Shelley doesnt prove it.

Prove it! No, said Boleby. It isnt proof; its a hint.

T cant see what it hints, Sam went on.

Look at that attitude, said Boleby, pointing toward the photograph.

Napoleon, said somebody.

Well, and look at the face, went on Boleby.

Oh, mild, I said.

Then, why was that sort of man striking that attitude? Boleby asked us, and went on: To fit in. And against what? Dont you see now? There is a featureless desert with a man in it. And a photograph of it is treasured to mark an incredibly valuable site. As you can see nothing at all to distinguish it from any other arid part of the earth when the mans there, the identifying feature must be behind him. But I couldnt think what. Now its as clear as daylight. The treasure is where a man of five-foot-eleven exactly conceals the colossus, limb for limb. Sam whistled. It must be rather like the colossus of Rhodes, Boleby continued, for you see how the man is standing. You see how he has even taken his hat off to get the head right, pretty dangerous in that sun. Its probably some vast thing. Probably the whole desert is dominated by it. Weve got to find a spot in that desert where twelve feet away from a five-foot-eleven man on a ridge, and looking towards the colossus, you can see nothing at all, and of course with nothing of the man left over; for his odd attitude would be meaningless if he was not exactly eclipsing the figure, with nothing to spare.

And how do you know which side of the colossus he is? said Pursker, beginning to believe in it all, yet hardly daring yet to think it quite true.

By the way the shadow goes, such as it is said Boleby.

And we looked up and could just distinguish that the squat shadow was coming towards you, and if anything a little towards the right.

And Boleby went on: Well, a thing like that should be easy enough to find. Anyone within thirty miles of it should have heard of it; so that even if we had to go right across Africa we should leave a strip of sixty miles, thats thirty miles left and right of us, in which we could say for certain that the colossus was not, if we met nobody who had heard of it. The journey back would make it a hundred and twenty; do the double journey again and we should have about covered the strip along which a shadow could look anything like that at noon in December.

They were gazing at him in silence.

Cost a bit, I said.

But we shant have to go right across, said Boleby. Remember that this treasure is a sailors yarn, and the odds are that its under a hundred miles from the coast. Well, what do you think of it? he said to me.

Sounds to me like wedding bells, I said.

And sure enough it was. Ned Boleby and Alice were married within the year; and within the year the whole family were back at their old place, giving larger dinner parties than ever, and with every bit of the old ceremony.

I often guessed what happened. I never knew for certain that it was in Africa at all. You see, it all depends on whether there are any deserts to be found in South America. And then it might be an island; but precious few besides Madagascar; the tropic of Capricorn is almost all in the water.

Of course I never dreamed of going to see for myself: too many people there before me.

I asked Alice about it once when I met her, very smart; but, I will say, very happy; at the opening day of the Royal Academy. I chose a fleeting moment while nobody was in ear-shot and said: Where was Ozymandias? You remember the big boy of Shelleys sonnet.

And she said: What with this and Ascot and Goodwood, and dining out so much, and then the garden parties, and one thing and another,

Yes I know, I said, for hundreds of yards of that seasons draperies were bearing down on us, and I wanted to hear while we couldnt be overheard. But where was the treasure?

Papa and the boys, she said, were really so busy that they never found time to go.

I think Alice might have trusted me.

Oh, well. Lets forget her. Waiter!


AT THE END OF THE UNIVERSE

TALES that Jorkens has told me, and that I have written down, have now been before the public for some while, and, though doubts about parts of them have been occasionally noticeable, no proof has been even offered, far less established, against the accuracy of any of them. For this reason I feel myself justified in recording the following story, which I hesitated to do while Jorkens veracity was, as it were, untried.

It was a bleak day in London about the turn of the year, with winter drawing nearer than one was inclined to suspect; and I rather think, looking back on it, that I had had insufficient exercise for over a week, which may have affected ones liver. Whether this was really so I cannot say, I can only give you my symptoms: I felt that much in our political system must be so attractive to the majority of the electorate that the system was bound to be extended, perhaps rapidly; and that, being unsound, it must one of these days crash into some irresistible fact of economics; and I felt that in other directions our power so far exceeded our wisdom that humanity was by no means to be trusted with the bombing plane, or even with electricity, the harm we have done with steam alone being quite enough for one dynasty. So that I saw disaster coming from two directions, and too many willing hands helping it on its way.

I had tried a much advertised cure; you take it in your soup and it is perfectly tasteless; but it only made me worse. As a last resort I dropped into the club, hoping to find Jorkens; and he was there all right, though asleep. So I sat down beside him and called to one of the waiters to bring me a large whiskey; and at the sound of my order Jorkens partially woke; at least he turned his head a little towards me with the words That is very good of you, and remained with his eyes shut, quiet in the warmth of the fire, until the whiskey came.

When Jorkens had drunk the large whiskey, with a little compliment to myself that it would not look well for one to repeat here, I turned to him for a story; for I needed distraction from the troubles that threatened humanity; and, not only that, but I had invested £50 in Bovuela United Railways, and they had recently started a civil war in Bovuela, and I knew theyd tear up the railways, so as to prove to larger islands that they really were having a war. Well, never mind that now. I said to Jorkens, as I had once said before, What is the strangest thing you have ever seen? And, as it happened, Jorkens remembered that I had previously asked the same question.

Ive told you, said Jorkens.

Yes, yes, I said, the daughter of Rameses. I suppose that was the strangest thing that anyone could have seen.

Oh, I wouldnt say that, answered Jorkens.

Not? said I.

No, said Jorkens, for I was once only five yards from a man, in the very same room with him, when he saw a far stranger thing; the most remarkable sight, I should say, that the human eye ever beheld. I wish Id seen it myself now. I might have, only that I wouldnt trouble to look. Thats often the way with things like that.

Yes, I suppose it is, I said. But what was it?

Ill tell you, said Jorkens. And with a glance round the room to see that Terbut wasnt there, the one man that is Jorkens bugbear, he told me this story as we sat alone in the club.

It was some years ago, said Jorkens, before contract bridge had made any appreciable headway and the old kind was still played, the dealer alone making trumps, and before anything at all was known of the work of Einstein except to a very few men.

I was staying with old Hollison, one of the very few: I was a friend of his nephew. You know he used to have a telescope in the hall of his house; of course theyve dismantled it long ago, but in its time it was one of the biggest in England. There he used to sit at one end of the hall, gazing up at the stars, while his family and their friends played bridge in the middle. He was always quite quiet they said, and never gave any trouble. And then one day, just before dinner, when I was staying there, about 7.30 of a winters evening, he suddenly began to quote from the Nunc dimittis. Lord now lettest thou Thy servant depart in peace, for mine eyes have seen. Of course the bridge-players didnt know what to make of it; but beyond a raised eyebrow and a glance from face to face, and perhaps the barest trace of an answering smile, there was no sign to show they had heard him say anything odd. I heard it too, though I was farther off.

And then he turned to the young party, two boys and two girls playing bridge, and said, T dont know if you would care to see. Its rather...

But the old man stopped at that, the right words not coming to him. It was his nephew that he seemed to be looking at, a boy of about twenty-four; but he was dealer, and with a flick of his eye he directed the invitation to his partner, who knowing that his hand would go down in a moment, said, Yes, it would interest me very much. Tuppin was his name, and he got up slowly, waiting for trumps to be declared and the game to commence. Young Scarton; that is the nephew; made trumps at once: nobody doubled, and dummys cards went down, and he walked over showing an expression of polite interest to the half-partitioned corner where the great telescope was.

Its like this, said old Hollison, full of diffidence, for he knew what his dreams of science seemed to the young. We know that matter curves, and the world is round. It seems that light, and that is sight, curves too. So that if we could see to the end of the universe, what should we see?

Well of course I dont know, said Tuppin very politely. You see, Im afraid Im not clever enough.

No, said old Hollison. And of course there might be no end. The thing might have been infinite, so that however far we could see we should never have known the universe, no more than an ant in a field could know of a continent.

And at this point Tuppin threw in No, of course not, without any idea of what was coming.

But, Hollison went on, T have been working out something for years; all the time I was increasing the size of my telescopes, so that when I got one large enough I knew at last what to look for. I mightnt have found it; but its there. The universe is finite.

Is it really? said Tuppin.

And I knew from the fervour in Hollisons voice as he said the last four words, that Tuppins remark was altogether inadequate. But the old man went on in spite of it.

What I worked on, he said, was the appearance of the constellation in which our sun swims, and of those constellations that are its neighbours, if looked at from a distance beyond your imagination, and from what I may call the other side. It should be something like this.

And he handed to Tuppin what the young fellow described to me afterwards as a black postcard with some very faint dots on it. I never knew what became of it.

Oh, yes, said Tuppin with as much interest as he could get into his voice.

Now see if you can see it, said Hollison, showing the way to his telescope.

Hullo, I said to myself, thats something new. Its night, and hes looking at the sun. Hes seeing the solar system from outside it.

Its staggering to think of what Tuppin might have seen; nothing else than the end of the universe; sight coming home from its tour of all that matter, having circumnavigated all that was ever made; the sun seen faint as a star of the thirtieth magnitude, a small pale dot in a constellation of dots on the far side of creation. But at that moment the game was over: I remember Scar ton made two tricks in no trumps, and Tuppin muttering something like Id be very glad to see it after this rubber, went back to the others. I think they played one more hand, and then dressed for dinner. And after dinner I remember the moon got in the way; and before next evening came old Hollison died. He had been talking to Tuppin calmly enough, but I think the excitement of what he saw after those years of work had quickened his pulse a good deal, and, having a weak heart, that had been bad for it. At any rate he died, and the party came to an end hurriedly, and no more was ever heard of his amazing discovery. If I could only have seen it I could have told them what to look for. All I can say now is that I was within five yards when that stupendous sight was seen by man, and the universe known to be finite.

Why didnt you have a look? I asked. You said you werent playing.

No, I wasnt playing bridge, said Jorkens, but I was friends with the four that were; and theres one thing nobodys ever called me yet.

Nobodys ever called me a highbrow. Had I gone over and seen those stars while the rest were playing bridge, thats what they might have said of me. They were all younger than me, and I should have gradually dropped out from them. And thats a lonely thing. No, I have my faults. Waiter, another whiskey. I have my faults, but nobodys called me a highbrow.

No, no, I said, Jorkens, and nobody ever will.

He gripped my hand and thanked me.


THE BLACK MAMBA

LUNCH was not yet over in the Billiards Club when, chancing to look through the window, I noticed that lights were appearing in other houses; not all at once, but furtively, as though aware that the hour was not yet come for any lesser lights, yet one by one they stole softly into the murkiness, and the darkness deepened around them as they came; for it was late November. These dark months of the winter in London are profitably passed by work, by giving more attention to business, by studying such things as conditions, and in many other ways, but at the Billiards Club we pay concentrated attention to stories of out-of-the-way parts of the world, or out-of-the-way events that one member or another has seen; and at this time of the year we particularly look to such entertainment from Jorkens, with the exception of one or two members who require everything to be proved, as though Jorkens were on his trial in a Court of Law. And now Jorkens was with us, but silent, as he had been for several days, and so morose that he seemed to resent being spoken to; and he was eyeing other members with an attitude so malevolent that I gave up any hope of a story that bleak day, and concentrated instead on trying to get some apology from some of the members for whatever it was that had offended Jorkens. But as Jorkens wouldnt speak, it was hard to find out who had insulted him. I began by catching an eye here and an eye there among those at whom he was scowling, and suggesting to them, by a glance at the waiter, that they should offer Jorkens a whiskey. And this two or three of them did, and Jorkens refused them; so, having failed as a peacemaker, I tried to cheer him by offering him one myself. This he refused too: it was before him on a salver and he refused it, and saw it carried away out of the room. Some of us looked at each other, then at Jorkens, but not a glimpse of regret was there on his face, not a hint of recalling the waiter. And then the moroseness that had puzzled us for a fortnight, the trouble that I had so blunderingly tried to put right, was revealed in a single sentence.

My doctor has forbidden me whiskey, he said.

So that was it. What was to be done next? It was growing darker and darker outside in the cold, and in another five minutes Bettin would tell a story, and that would only make everything worse; a long long tale full of details, each one made vividly clear by an overwhelming veracity; there would be no turning him aside from it once he started. Could anything stir Jorkens to bring us any glimmer from the lands in which our November is unknown? He sipped at a tumbler of water, and I doubted it. There were many efforts to draw him, but with no success; in answer to some of them he never even grunted.

And someone, talking of Africa, mentioned Somalis. At that Jorkens looked up, alert, with his eyes flashing. He had found at last the enemy that his bitter mood needed in that bleak evening. He had no quarrel with any of us; but Somalis, they were the people for whom his fury was raging.

Somalis! he said. One word of contemptuous anger.

But one or two of us thought rather well of Somalis, and said so, in spite of Jorkens. In fact, barring the Masai, there is no tribe able to beat them through many a hundred miles of their part of Africa. But Jorkens only repeated their name with the same scorn and fury.

What have the Somalis ever done to you? said Terbut. And Jorkens seeing that he had to defend himself for what we took as an unfair attitude, which was clear enough in his look and his bitter tones, calmed himself in a few moments, and said with a wistfulness I have not often heard in his voice:

I only really wanted one thing in my life, and the Somalis wouldnt let me have it.

Somehow the way he said it struck a quiet even on Terbut, and he said quite gently to Jorkens: What was it?

Sleep, said Jorkens.

Sleep? we said, wondering that Jorkens had not wanted many things more.

But Jorkens eyes were away from us and the fog, looking back far through the past: The Somalis, he said. They wouldnt let me sleep. And somehow or other, when I saw that look on Jorkens face, I abused the Somalis, of whom I know little enough, and he seemed grateful for my trifling support; and that is how, I think, we got the story, his first word, almost, for a fortnight.

I was on a safari in East Africa, with a few Somali boys. I had chosen them, as I had been told that they were stouter fellows than the Kikuyus, in whose country I was, stouter indeed than most, and more likely to stick to you, if there was trouble, than almost any others. I had pitched my little camp and was standing just outside it, gazing at the view that I always keep in my memory, even here in this fog; while they finished getting the tents up. I was standing by the northern Guaso Nyero, a sluggish stream going through marshes; suddenly it leaps forward, like a fat horse hit by surprise, and roars downward to the very feet of the forest; and up from that raging fall and higher than the marshes from which it came, soar tier upon tier of cedars hugely bearded with moss. One red lily stood five feet high by the brink of the fall. I was looking silently at the scene below me, thinking of the beauty of Creation, when something struck me through my leather boot, in the upper part of my foot; and I knew it for a black mamba. I dont know how I knew it; I dont think Ive ever seen one; and it was gone at once through the grasses; but I knew. It is one of the three deadliest snakes in Africa.

Four of my Somalis were standing quite near, and I shouted to them, I think black mamba. Look, see. And I pointed to the grasses where he had gone. But they only looked at me. Then one of them tied a tourniquet round my leg, which was quite the right thing to do. And one of them ran and got a knife from the camp, and came back with it and cut a bit at my foot. Well, I didnt mind that. And all the while they were watching my face.

It was time to try my own remedy then, permanganate of potash, that I kept in my tent, thirty yards away. And they helped me there, for I was a bit lame from their cutting. And I began to wonder as I went whether their knife-work and tourniquet and my little permanganate crystals would ever be any use. You see, it was rather near a vein. Well, I sat on my bed and shoved the crystals in; and then, what with their cutting and the infernal permanganate, and the shock of that sudden bite while I was thinking of nothing of the sort, I felt like taking a bit of a rest on my bed. They were all of them still looking at me; and as I lay down on the bed they said Black mamba. They had none of them troubled to go and look in the grass where I showed them, but they looked at me now and said Black mamba, and nodded. Then one of them slipped away: I caught the word fire in their language: and I said to the other three, Ill rest a bit now.

They looked at one another. They lifted me off the bed, one at each arm. Walk, they said; and we went out of the tent, with the third one coming behind me.

Well, sick or fit, you cant give way to natives like that, or youd lose all control over them for ever. So I just turned round to one of them, to put him in his place; and then that great yearning for sleep descended on me in earnest. I didnt speak to him: I left him to do what he liked: I didnt care if I never controlled them again. I didnt care if they dragged a white man about like an old sack of potatoes. I only wanted sleep.

When they wouldnt stop walking and dragging me up and down I said: All right, Im going to sleep here. Go on with your walk. Im going to sleep.

I didnt mind. There was a sleepiness on me beyond anything Id ever known. I didnt care where I slept, so long as I slept deep, and I dropped my head forward and dragged my feet and let them pull me along. I thought to be sound asleep in a couple of minutes. But I hadnt settled down to rest for four of their paces, when the Somali behind me (he was my gun-bearer too!) began to beat me on the calves of my legs, and on the tendon above the heel that they call the tendon Achilles: that hurt infernally. I moved my feet then to keep them out of his way, and so we went on for awhile. It wasnt the movement that kept me awake, but what must have been the work of the will, to the extent necessary to move each foot; and after every footstep I hoped to sleep, but the damned fellow behind me never let one step pass, and if I didnt take each footstep he was hammering that bruised tendon with a stick.

I think all this must have begun at sunset, for I know it was all clear daylight while I was standing watching the falls, but those terrible walks up and down were taken in dwindling light; and soon I saw bright firelight where one of the Somalis was sitting heating an iron. And the hyenas were yelling, as they always do in honour of the equatorial sunset. For a while by hurrying my steps I kept just ahead of the stick of the man behind; but if I was the least slow, crash came the stick, and that intense pain again, always on the same part of the foot. And darkness all the while was coming on rapidly. But more rapidly than night on the equator was coming now a deeper yearning for sleep, so that all at once I saw that pain didnt matter. Let him batter my heels, I thought all of a sudden; let him cut them off; there was only one thing I wanted, and that was sleep. So I let my feet drag again. And I saw then that I was right, pain did not matter, so long as I only had sleep. They shouted then to the man at the fire, sitting beside the cedar-logs, but he seemed not to be ready, and I thought I should beat them and get some sleep. And I very nearly did. They doubled their pace and tried new dodges, but I very nearly beat them before the man came with the iron. It was a huge piece of iron, something to do with a waggon, and it wasnt yet ready. Nothing any longer had any interest for me whatever except sleep. Pain no longer mattered, and, as for life, I wasnt thinking of the future, but only of this one overwhelming need. My brains were growing heavy as gold or lead, but I could still use them. I turned first to the Somali that was holding my left arm. I offered him five head of cattle, and went to ten, before I saw that the damned fellow wouldnt take anything. Ten head of cattle for five minutes sleep. I turned to the other one then, the man that had hold of my right arm, and offered him fantastic numbers of oxen, a hundred of the best cattle in Kenya, to let me sleep for ten minutes. He was no good either. Id paid them well, and treated them well, and fed them well, and never asked anything of them before; and now I only wanted this one thing. What was life to me? It was sleep I wanted.

And then the other Somali came with the hot iron. It wasnt so easy to sleep after that. They shoved it into the hole they had cut round the snake-bite. I might have got to sleep if theyd stopped at that. But they played all kinds of heathenish games with that iron, things that no right-minded civilized man would think of; and the only chance I had then of trying to get to sleep was whenever he went back to his fire of cedar to heat up the iron again. Damn them, I forgave them the torture; but, neither then nor ever, have I forgiven them for frustrating that yearning. Now, dont tell me it was bad for me. I yearned for sleep, and never have I yearned for anything else so much. I hardly thought they could have beaten me; but they did. I hardly thought they had the guts to hold out against my determination, but they beat my will in the end; and at last, when the night was very cold, and Lord knows how late, they brought me all limp to my tent. And there I sat on my bed and took off my half-burned boot, and began to put some ointment and lint on the awful mess they had made of my foot; and, when they saw me interested in this, they left me at last alone. And when I had my foot sufficiently bandaged I undressed and went to bed and got some sleep, but a sleep full of phrases that havent quite got meanings, and thousands of ideas in a hurry but getting nowhere, and wakeful weary dreams: it was not the sleep that I wanted.

And Jorkens gave one long sigh, and was mournfully silent.

Well, said Terbut, I think you were undeservedly lucky to have such men at a crisis. I never heard of such devotion. You wouldnt be here now, but for them.

Here, said Jorkens with a world of scorn, and looking out at the fog. With the pound at twelve shillings, and taxes what they are!

It isnt twelve shillings, said Terbut. Its over fourteen.

And what does that matter to me? retorted Jorkens bitterly, when I havent got any pounds, and not a dividend paying.

I ordered two whiskies and sodas from the waiter then.

I see youve ordered one for me, said Jorkens. Damn my doctor. Ill have it.

No, Jorkens, I said, they are both for you.

And the old light came back into his eye.

Well, thats the end of the story. But theres a certain corroboration, or lack of it, according to how you like to look at it, that I ought to add. Terbut turned to Jorkens and said: A bite like that, and such drastic remedies, must have left an awful scar on your foot.

Yes, said Jorkens. It did.

Might we have a look at it? said Terbut.

If you like to take my boot off, said Jorkens.

And it certainly was my impression that he stretched out his left foot towards Terbut.

At any rate Terbut took the boot off, and then the sock, while Jorkens sat in his chair quietly drinking one of my whiskeys.

Terbut looked all over the foot, and so did we all, and certainly there was neither scar nor scratch.

We were silent till Terbut spoke. I, for one, could make nothing of it. And then Terbut said: Not a sign of one.

Thats because youre looking at the wrong foot, said Jorkens, glancing up from my second whiskey.

You wouldnt think that would have ended it, but it did. Terbut looked thoroughly fooled. And, strange as it may appear, not one of us asked to look at the other foot. Then Jorkens, rapping down the empty glass on the table, walked out of the club with an air.


IN THE GARDEN OF MEMORIES

I NEVER heard the beginning of this story. I never heard exactly how it happened, and Jorkens never referred to it again. Jorkens was already talking as I came into the Club. And I saw by his look, so far from us and the club, and the world as it lies to-day outside our window, that he told of the long past. I must have seen the house many times, he was saying, before I knew that it was there. I must have often looked straight at it from far off and seen its whitish wall among the trees, and the dark roof above it; but the roof was so like the dark mass of the trees, and the wall so like the glare of a grey sky, that I never knew I was looking at the house. As you came near it, it was completely hidden by the high wall of the garden. Sometimes I wondered what was behind the garden wall, but the ivy on top of it seemed to hide it all with a frown, and though my wonder found out more than my eyes, which as yet had made out nothing, I got no further than guesses till the day that I shot the snipe, and it went away about three hundred yards, then soared and suddenly dropped; and that led me up to the wall, but there was no gate. When I could find no entrance of any sort I put down my gun and tried to climb at the lowest part of the wall, but I found as soon as I put my hand upon it that the old wall that had crumbled already, crumbled faster under my hand than it had done under the years. The mortar was only dust: it seemed only waiting for the touch of a hand, but none ever came. And now the grey stones fell so easily from their places that soon I was on the top without far to climb, and more stones slid away as I dropped on the other side. There lay before me a garden beside a river, the house at the far end of the garden. The house was in the middle of the far wall, and on the side of the river there was no wall at all, the water giving there the seclusion in which the old house seemed to have wrapped itself. Even where I stood I was not quite in the garden, but amongst a group of trees sheltered by two walls; between me and the garden a stream ran down to the river. The stream, at any rate in its last few yards, was a bit too broad for jumping, but a strange old arch of stone led over it to the garden. No track whatever led over the little bridge.

I stood a long while there, looking into the garden. My snipe must have fallen into the river, and would soon come drifting past; but still I stood there gazing. It is hard to say what I was looking at; a few shrubs, something that looked like a path going up the middle, and a man alone, bent over a trowel, seeming to be doing some work in face of the contempt of triumphant weeds, and the old house all silent beyond him. It was nothing that I saw that gripped me there. But never have I known any place that called up such hosts of memories. They surged down the path, they rioted through the shrubs, the very air was enchanted with them, and the river going by like Beethoven seemed to be awed and hushed by them.

I never quite understood what Jorkens meant by the river going by like Beethoven, I asked him once, and he said, Oh, the sixth symphony. But he never explained why.

They were not my memories. I knew nothing of the place. They were the gardens memories.

The gardens memories? asked someone, a little puzzled, though not doubting Jorkens.

I dont know what it was, said Jorkens. I dont know if they were always there, or if they came once every hundred years, or when they came; but they were there then. They were there in masses, unmistakable memories, of days long past. They had such a hold on that garden, that I saw it first confused between the two visions; the garden as it then was, with the man in his shirt-sleeves dully bent over the trowel, doing work that seemed almost hopeless against the huge weeds; and the garden as it lived in its own memories, sometimes flickering faint, so that you saw the weeds through the lawns, sometimes flaring so strong that you saw nothing but the lilac in bloom and the three girls walking down trim paths through the flowers. Yes, there were three girls there, I could tell you the colour of their dresses, I could even describe their features. One was dressed in green, another in lilac, and the third in yellow. They were dark, and all the three were young. At first I could not focus them: I saw the two scenes overlapping. But very soon I saw nothing except the memory. I saw the house bright, and flashing back the sunlight; I saw the woodwork of the windows freshly painted a clear green; I saw curtains trimly tied, behind the windows; I saw winter gone and the lilac all in bloom, and the garden full of arbours and little paths, and neat green lawns wherever the flowerbeds ended.

You saw them? said Terbut.

I imagined them, replied Jorkens. But so vividly that, except when the memories faded a little, as they did every now and then, I could see nothing else for the strength of them. It was a matter of focus. As a louder sound can drown a weaker one, so these memories overcame the weeds and the desolation. I take it that the strength of the memories, that were more abundant in that deserted garden than in any other place I have ever seen, so dominated the imagination of anybody that ever chanced to come there that it became impossible, standing just where I stood, and with nothing else to distract me, to see anything else with any clearness at all. Thats how I look at it now; but at the time, so clear were those young faces, so bright the sunlight on those silken dresses, so sweet and heavy the lilac, that only their momentary fading, as the memories seemed to wane, assured me that they were not living beside me, and even then I could not believe that they haunted the garden from any distance away; so that I crossed the little stone bridge and went to the man digging, and first of all apologised for having broken the wall. As I entered the garden over the tributary of the river, the lilac faded, February returned, and the girls on the garden paths went with the lilac. To my apology for the wall the man with the trowel answered listlessly, as he turned to me, Oh, its always falling. Then I told him that I wished to call on the ladies that lived in that house, that I was sure I had known them, though a long time ago, and that I had not been able to find the way up to the house, or any door in the wall. And he said that nobody lived there.

Well, he was there: he was a live man working in the garden. And so I told him. If he wasnt the gardener, who was? And what was he?

And he said that he had been given the right to plant a few vegetables there, and no one lived in the house. He didnt seem to mind my having doubted him, any more than he minded the knocking down of the stones where I climbed in over the wall; the queerness of the place, and the lapse of time over its weeds and wall, he seemed to take for granted as much as he did the floating by of the river. But to quiet my doubt for ever he led me by a track, that was probably his alone, through the weedy tangle by which he planted his vegetables, to the old door of the house, looking first at the fallen stones that I had upset in my climb, as though he would put them back, but seeming to change his mind, if he ever had made it up, and deciding to let them lie.

Till the gardener opened the door I hoped yet to see those young and beautiful ladies, whose memory so haunted the garden that I could not believe they were far from me either in time or space. When the door opened I saw at once that they were only dreams and imaginings. Nobody dwelt there, no one had done so for ages. The door opened on to a darkness that showed at once that the spider lived there doing his work in the quiet, and that nothing was there but dust and the passing of years. That was the feel of it the moment I entered, and I might have guessed it from the look of the door. For the door was not only cracked, and slightly sagging, and decayed where the damp splashed up on rainy days from below, but it was that strange greeny blue that paint goes after long time, paint that was once probably green, but a colour now that is never painted on anything; and flakes of the paint were curling away from the wood. A dampness blew at me as I went inside; and something else was there as strong as the damp, a feeling that I intruded upon the hush and the echoes, trespassing on the state kept there in the calm by the spider. It was that feeling, as much as the damp and the rust, that assured me that no one dwelt there; though it was evident enough from the great festoons of the spider, without any of the subtler perceptions, that the upholstering and the tending of these dim chambers was done no more by man. There is something that man sets up between himself and the wild, an air that there is in all inhabited houses, that sets them unmistakably apart from mere patches of untamed land, or from any shelter in which wild animals hide; it is a certain feeling that goes with the word indoors, being made of comfort and of things familiar and orderly, and has nothing to do with moonlight or cries of owls hunting, or breezes that whisper at night under leaves and round trunks and through grasses. This feeling was wholly gone. I had not the sense of being indoors at all. Whatever barriers there be between us and the wild, in the desolate house they were down. There was no need to stand any longer inside the half-opened door where the gardener had pushed it as far as he could, along the mould and the grit, over which it had grated, hanging heavily on its hinges; no need to gather evidence that what he had said was right: nobody dwelt here.

Yes, I said, they are gone. And I turned away. As I spoke I saw a look in the face of the gardener, but for which I would have asked him of those three girls. But his face went blank as I spoke, blank as the garden bleak with weeds and all empty of flowers, and I somehow saw that I should get no more news from him of those gracious girls that dwelt there once, as I knew, than I should find trace of their feet on those paths, if paths you could call the narrow strips along which he walked through the weeds. And so I turned away.

Once more I apologised before I went; but I saw, as I spoke, that no one from outside that garden could hold his attention for long, and the fall of the bit of the wall was clearly too much in keeping with the age-old decay all around him for him to think of it twice. Half-way down the ruined garden he came with me, but when he reached the spot at which I had found him digging he returned to his lonely work. And all the way past the arbours and over the lawns, as they had appeared to me once, I saw that these things were only patches of dockweed, and wandering weeds and tall teasel, with the brown stalks of convolvulus running wild through them all. And yet when I crossed the little bridge and looked back again through the trees, even once again the memories swept up, and rode down Time; and once again I saw the lawns and the arbours, the lilac flickering into bloom and fading again, and then triumphantly blooming, and the three girls once again flashing by on the paths, appearing and disappearing amongst tall shrubs blooming in splendour.

The gardener was wholly sunk in his work again, his back to me and his face to the earth; so for a little while yet I stood and watched the garden, wondering whether the force of those memories had been so rare that it had stamped them upon the world for ever, or whether in the damp of that secluded place, cut off by wall and river from Times interference, the mild air had some peculiar effect upon memories, causing them to luxuriate as the seeds of flowers flourish in certain soils. Whichever it was, I supposed that the imagination of anybody coming among those memories would be enormously stimulated, and that it would see according to its power. As I looked at the gardener bowed down over what must have been his vegetables, in the midst of all that neat beauty preserved from the loot of the years, I do admit I compared my own power to see with the dull blindness of his imagination. Well, well, we all flatter ourselves.

I looked to the river then, to see about my snipe. It had long drifted by. So I turned to my gap in the wall, to leave the garden. And even as I turned I saw them again, their faces seeming all the lovelier for the distance I knew them to be from me, remote beyond hope. For all I knew their graves might be deeper in weeds than that garden. But they were coming towards me now, coming straight past the gardener, down one of those little paths: he was working within two yards of it. Could they mean nothing to him? Could he who knew that garden so well, working alone there, see nothing of what my imagination showed me so clearly? His face was still to the earth, and they drew nearer and nearer. I turned to go. I wished to carry away the memory with me before that attitude of his overcame it, disenchanting the garden and leaving me with mere facts and the sagging weeds. Already the focus of the imagined garden was trembling, as though about to fade and to let the dock-leaves through. Now the three girls seemed level with the gardener, whose face was still to the earth. I would have gone then, but I saw him sigh. Then he lifted his head as they passed, and touched his cap, and went on with his digging.

I saw it now: I was tired after my days shooting in those long marshes, and my imagination was weak; I could imagine those lovely figures a little while, then they faded away and the lilac flickered back into winter; but he could see them. I left the garden then, and glancing round as I left I saw the river. It seemed to be going by like triumphant Time.


THE SLUGLY BEAST

OF all the remarkable things that I have ever heard Jorkens say, it is odd that the most remarkable should have been not of times long since, but of only last year, and that I should have been able to check it and, to some extent, to be even a witness of the strange adventure that followed.

Some of us at the club were talking of wireless, when somebody said that on his wireless set he had once got a bit of a programme from Auckland, in New Zealand. I forget what our comments were, but I shall never forget the quiet remark of Jorkens, when the rest of us had all finished. They go further than that, he said.

A few disagreed with Jorkens, and the talk drifted away; but I sat silent, overwhelmed by the wonder of what Jorkens had said. And after a while, when the others were talking among themselves, I said to Jorkens, Further? And he nodded his head. No more than that did I say, but when Jorkens rose to go I went away with him, and outside in the street I said: What was that message?

Its only a few words, said Jorkens.

Its all they can get.

Where is it? I asked.

Terners got it, said Jorkens.

From? I said.

Mars, said he.

I called a taxi, and Jorkens got in. The old address? I said, and he nodded, and soon we were going towards that rather dingy room beyond Charing Cross Road, in which Terner had told me once of his journey to Mars, and of the lovely girl he met there, a tale which, owing to his own fault in bringing back no convincing proofs, the public had so thoroughly disbelieved. Whether publication of his story in the Saturday Evening Post has caused them to alter their verdict I cannot know for certain, though some letters I have received partly lead me to hope so. Let it suffice that this disbelief had so much embittered Terner that he is little likely to have been affected by any reparation that may have come later. On the way from the club to Terners rooms Jorkens told me that, as is often the case with men who are deeply interested in anything, he refused to see any impossibility, any improbability even, in the thing that he longed for happening. What Terner had longed for, for the last seven years, was a message from the girl he had left in Mars. That the people in Mars were more refined, more highly civilized than ours, he had seen at a glance; deducing from that that anything we understood, they knew far more of, he argued, as love will, that some communication with his lost lady was possible. He seemed to have overlooked the point that a race greatly superior to man in power, though fouler than any beast on our planet, which held man under lock and key in Mars, as Terner had seen, was not likely to allow him to send out any messages for help to Earth, where man, as this beast probably knew, was free. And yet Terner hoped, and had done little else for the last seven years. And the message? I said. But we were at Terners door now.

And there was Terner, much the same as ever; older, but still smoking cigarettes, and with his thoughts still far from our planet. He remembered me, and I got his attention at once, by reminding him how he had shot the loathsome beast in Mars, that had just wrung the necks of a boy and a girl that it kept in a sort of chicken-run, and by letting him see that I wholly believed his story. Then he talked. He talked almost as though he were continuing the story that he had told me two or three years ago, almost as though we had never gone out of the room. He had been watching wireless for years. He had several sets: he seemed to have bought a new one whenever he could afford it. But the strange thing about him and his wireless was, that while we listen to music or the accounts of football matches, or whatever we do listen to, and sometimes curse atmospherics, or whatever those noisy interruptions are, he listened only to atmospherics. Those shrill hoots that we sometimes hear, or those deep buzzing noises that utterly ruin a song, to him were the only things of any interest whatever. And gradually from amongst them he picked out some, that at first had clearly no connection with any known broadcasting station, or any meaning whatever, and then began to have resemblances to a certain type that he came to know, and from that became definite messages, which he at last decoded.

But in what language? I said.

In English, he answered. Yes, they must have been getting our broadcasts for years, especially I think Daventry, and I take it they worked out our language. Probably it seemed quite simple to them, though I dont know how they did it. I have pages covered with scraps of messages that I employed to decode the kind of noisy Morse that they use. Whom they were to, or what they were about, I dont know; but, do you know, the very first message that I was able to make out was a message to me.

To you! I exclaimed.

To myself, he repeated. It was simply addressed to The Airman from Earth. There are people who wont believe that I ever went there; but certainly nobody else did. It could have been meant for nobody else. There it is.

A loving message from Mars, I blurted out in my astonishment.

Not very, he said.

And then I read it. And these are the words exactly. The slugly beast is waiting for you.

That it wasnt quite English did not surprise me, what surprised me was that six words out of the seven were perfect English; and whenever I think it over another thing surprises me more, and that is the vividly horrible picture that the one word that wasnt English at all conjured up in my mind. And the more I reflected on the unreasonableness of this, the more loathsomely crawled in my imagination the vile form of the slugly beast.

I read it over two or three times.

Then I said to Terner: Something foul, isnt it?

Terner nodded his head.

A friend of the thing you shot? I asked.

Must be, said Terner; or why trouble to send me this?

Horrible pictures crossed my mind as I thought on a situation that I had never dreamed of before.

What will you do? I asked.

And a light shone in his eyes, and brightened all his face. I am going back, he said.

This was only last year and Mars was again at his nearest, after those journeys of him and us through Space, that had kept us apart for nearly seven years.

When? I asked.

Its a dead secret, he said. If they knew where I was going they would think me mad, and not let me go up. They believe nothing.

I wont tell a soul, I said.

I saw that Jorkens knew. Terner looked at him as though to ask if he thought that I could be trusted. Jorkens nodded.

To-morrow night, said Terner.

To-morrow night! I exclaimed, the nearness of it making me wonder more at the whole adventure than I had done already.

Yes, said Terner.

Its a curious thing, but I dont believe that even love would have made Terner take that journey. Jorkens never thought so either. That he was in love with the girl that he left in Mars there is no doubt whatever, though she may have been killed and eaten long ago; but I dont believe that he would ever have gone there again if it had not been for the message, fury alone leading him to that stupendous adventure to which nothing else would have lured him.

What weapons will you take? I asked him.

Revolvers, he said, and a very light machine gun; and soft-nosed bullets for all of them.

Something in the gusto with which he spoke of soft-nosed bullets made me quite sure he would go.

He has a good deal to arrange, said Jorkens. For he had seen, though I never noticed it, that Terner wished to be alone. And then we left, but not until I had got Terners permission to come down to Ketling aerodrome and see him off on his journey on the following night. The street looked all new and strange to me when we got outside, so absorbed was I with the vastness of Terners adventure, and so unable to notice most of the things that made up the street I knew; or was it that my imagination, over-stimulated by the mere fact of meeting Terner, saw scores of things in that street that my duller wits had never seen before? I dont know which it was, but the street looked brighter and wider, and full of odd details. Terner had got the message some weeks ago, Jorkens told me as we walked away, and had been working on his aeroplane ever since, and filling in forms about his weapons and ammunition.

That didnt take him long; did it? I asked.

Well, you see, said Jorkens, they asked him what he wanted all that ammunition for, and he said for rhinoceros, thinking that that would just satisfy them. Unfortunately the man he was talking to knew something of Africa, and he said: You dont want soft-nosed bullets for rhinos. And Terner had to start all over again. And he hadnt much time; he had to attend to his aeroplane.

Whats he doing on that? I asked.

He has the old rocket-attachment, he said, to increase his speed enough to get clear of the pull of Earth. Once outside that his motive power will be what it was before, the pace with which we are all moving, the pace of Earth round the sun. That will take him to Mars.

Yes, he told me, I said.

But what is quite new, said Jorkens, is his protection against Space. Nothing he used last time seemed adequate to him. So this time he is to be entirely shut in by a tiny cabin; he will have his supply of compressed air there, and the walls of it are capable of resisting the emptiness of Space. He will be much more comfortable that way.

And when, I asked with an uneasy feeling, when is he coming back?

That, said Jorkens, is the difficulty.

Will he manage it? I said. It was a near thing last time.

He wants to get this beast first, said Jorkens, and as many of them as possible. It is disgusting that it should be alive at all, eating man. And Jorkens spat. I have seldom seen him so moved. But the trouble is, he continued, that he cant stay there more than five weeks, or hell never get home at all.

Mars will be getting away from us, I said.

And it isnt only that, said Jorkens. You see hes got an idea that, at his age and with his physique, the time he can live in rarefied air is limited. Yes, its rarefied there, a rather smaller planet; less air on it. And hes been to a heart specialist, and talked to him all about it. It must have been a curious conversation, for though he told him all about the air there, and just how it affected his breathing, he never told him hed been to Mars.

Never told him? I said.

No, said Jorkens. He said these specialists were all in together. So he said he had been living on a high table-land, I think he said in East Africa, and told him he was soon going back, and how would he stand it? The difficulty was the doctor kept asking him how many feet above sea-level, and Terner could only say he didnt know; but he described the feel of the air pretty well, and the specialist pounded his heart, and what Terner arrived at in the end was that five to ten weeks would be about his limit. You see, he couldnt live in the aeroplane, breathing his compressed air, because he wanted that for his return journey.

Heart bad? I asked.

No, said Jorkens, but you cant go to certain altitudes after a certain age, so they say. And the air of Mars seems to be like what we keep on our highest mountain-tops.

We were walking back to the club, and now we arrived there, and we went in and talked of Terner, all alone at the time when no one is there, between lunch and dinner. We neither of us dined there that night, we fixed on a train to take us to Ketling next day, and I went to bed early. All night my mind was full, and my dreams troubled, with hideous pictures of the slugly beast.

Well, next day Jorkens and I met at Waterloo Station, and went down to Ketling together in the afternoon. Was it possible to dissuade him, I asked Jorkens. And Jorkens said: Quite impossible.

After that we talked little: I for one was too full of uneasy apprehensions.

At Ketling there was Terner dressed for his journey, and walking about smoking.

When? I asked him.

When Mars rises, he said.

Jorkens talked alone with him then, but, whatever final arrangements they were making, dissuasion was evidently out of the question. Presently a mechanic came up and interrupted them, and I rejoined them then, just as the mechanic said: Where are you off to, sir? And I heard Terner say, Im going to investigate the composition of the upper air-currents.

And I saw that he had learned to talk nonsense, where truth would have been taken for craziness, which is one of the things that the cleverest men never learn.

And then he turned, and began talking earnestly to Jorkens again. And this time I heard what he was talking about: it was all about his bullets. At the tip, he was saying, I have the softest lead that is made, and of course quite hollow. The beasts are all soft themselves; those expanding bullets will play hell with them.

I didnt especially disapprove of this gloating, at least not to the extent of showing disapproval in my face; and yet he must have seen some such expression on me, for he turned to me and said quietly: You havent seen these beasts. And you havent seen the way they treat men.

He was perfectly right, and I told him so.

And evening wore away, and we had a brief meal together in an inn that there was a little way from the aerodrome. There was a good deal of silence at that supper, and a drink or two to the dim future, without much said. When we came out it was night. A few last preparations by Terner, and then all three of us were standing silent, watching the line of the hills. And over the hills came the enemy.

Youve all seen Mars rise, so theres little to tell you, except that he was larger than he usually is, and except that we probably looked at him with different feelings from the feelings with which any other three men had ever watched him before. Only Terner seemed to be regarding him calmly.

And then Terner got into his plane, which was there on the landing-ground all ready for him, with its head pointing straight to the ruddy light of Mars, like a huge moth eyeing a flame. And we shut the door that was to remain shut on him for a month in that cramped enclosure. Then they started his propeller and the thing ran forward roaring, and lifted and was off to the red star.

He should have had lights, and as only he knew how useless they would be he must have had some difficulty in leaving Ketling without them, but he certainly had none, so that soon we lost the dark bulk of the aeroplane in the night. But before we quite lost the roar of it we heard it curving round to the left and coming back towards us, and very soon it was down again on the landing-ground. We ran up and asked what he wanted, and he showed by signs through the thick glass that he wished to correct his aim. I often wondered if that was really the reason, or if what Terner wanted was to have one more look at Earth. Whatever it was, he was off again almost at once, and this time sight and sound of his plane were soon lost to us, as we stood there gazing towards Mars. For nearly ten minutes we stood there without moving, gazing at the star that seemed crouching over the hills. Mechanics began to look curiously at us. And then, as small as a star, yet wonderfully clear, the brightest speck of colour among a million lights, the first of Terners rockets shone out to the right of Mars. Another and then another, gaudily trespassing on the calm of the night. He was gaining the speed that before he left our air was to wrench him free of the ancient course of Earth; for he was aiming a little wider than our orbit, on such a bearing that, hurled through space by the force of Earths journey, he would meet Mars travelling outside us. In the same way when Earth got ahead, as she would in a few weeks, he meant to return, hurled back by the pace of Mars. But to break free from the ancient journey of either Earth or Mars he needed the power of an enormous speed, to gain which he was firing his rockets.

When the rockets ceased we knew he was nearing Earths outermost limit, that boundary-fence of thin air on the other side of which lies nothing whatever. And then after the last of the rockets, a single gay green light fell from the direction that Terner had taken, floating downward as slowly as though it scorned gravity. It was Terners farewell to our planet.

A month to go, a month to return, and five weeks there, gave us the date by which he must be back if we were ever to see him again. It had not needed Jorkens or my advice to urge him to bring back copious and incontrovertible proofs of his journey to Mars this time. He was not going to be doubted again. Meanwhile he had told nobody but us two. And both of us kept his secret.

We went seldom to the club; I think Jorkens felt as I did, that there was only one thing worth talking about, and that was a secret from everybody except each other. So we only talked to each other. I saw a lot of Jorkens in those days. At first we were full of plans as to how Terner was to be introduced to the world. We came to realise that to bring him before great audiences in London, New York and Paris would be little better than hiding him in a village. The whole world would want to see him. Oh, the plans we made. But as the weeks wore on we spoke less and less of what Terner was to do in Tokio, Delhi or Brussels, and more of the probable outcome of his encounter with the slugly beast, as it called itself. I often told Jorkens, we often told each other, that there was no need for anxiety until the very last day, because he was certain to stay till the very last, in order to gratify as widely as possible the quiet calm loathing that he felt for these foul things that had challenged him.

And then the day arrived, a huge red sunset and the air full of the threat of winter. We both of us telephoned frequently to Ketling, wrapping up our enquiries for Terner as well as we could, without any hint of Mars. Ketling knew nothing of him. I dont think I spoke to anyone except Jorkens next day. There was just the chance of his having landed on some distant part of our planet; but, when no news whatever came of any such airman in any part of our world, we gave up hope in a week.

Jorkens and I still met and talked alone. Every evening in his rooms we used to sit and talk about Terner, till midnight or the small hours. And gradually as we talked we put together a theory that those soft flabby beasts, so vulnerable to bullets, must have got some deadly weapon or other means of destruction before they sent that provocative message to Terner. Piecing together everything we knew about Terner, and everything he had told us of Mars, the state of his health, the rarity of the air, the powers and appetites of those revolting creatures, and working out the details of what had happened like two men analysing a game of chess, or planning a campaign, we came to decide that Terner must have been overpowered by numbers, and prevented by something of which neither he nor we could know anything from using his machine-gun and pistols with their hollow-pointed bullets. And now that Mars had passed out of reach of Earth, to be gone apart from us for another seven years, we assumed that Terner was dead, an assumption for which we obtained legal sanction without any mention of Mars. And there was a memorial service for him in London, which many airmen attended, for he had credit at least for the flights that he had made on this earth. All that was known to the clergyman who preached briefly on this occasion, all that was known to anyone but Jorkens and me, was that Terner had left the aerodrome at night, and his end had its place with the fates of those who had been swallowed up in mystery. The clergyman spoke awhile of the vivid present, and then of the mystery that surrounds all of us. Jorkens and I of course were there, and we each left a wreath that day at his old rooms near Charing Cross Road, and the old charwoman that tidied the rooms had left a bunch of flowers there in a glass on his table, which I felt was the last farewell that the world took of Terner.

And then next day there came a message in plain Morse from an unknown station, a message followed by Terners initials, A. V. T.: several stations got it and many private sets, and no one knew where it came from: and Jorkens got it on Terners own set, that he had kept for him all those weeks, fixed at a certain wave-length that Terner had given him, and with the stop out night and day. It said: Victory. Victory. Victory.


EARTHS SECRET

WE had a talk, one day at the club, of a highly scientific nature. Such a talk may be interesting, and certainly instructive, if there is only one scientist talking. He has to make himself clear to the rest. But on this day there were two of them. That may appear to have made it twice as interesting: as a matter of fact it was the dullest talk I have heard in the club for a long time. You see, they each knew what the other was talking about, so that there was no necessity to make themselves any clearer. And being on their own subject they soon got very keen, and there was no stopping them. It was all very tedious. They were on the age-old theme of the alchemists, but were giving modern and very learned reasons why the dream of the alchemists was impossible. Base metals, they were saying, could never be turned into gold; but I have said that their talk was tedious, bad enough for us in the club where we couldnt escape it, but unthinkable for my reader, who can fly from such things by a mere flick of the page. So I will tell the tale from the moment at which any brightness came into it, any merriment, any audacity; and not, I hope, without some advantage to science. It was when Jorkens spoke, on top of their weighty reasons against the making of gold. I made some once, he said.

You made some? they said together.

A small pot-full, said Jorkens.

Then we all asked him how it was, and so we got his story.

Some while ago, in Asia, far up a mountain, said Jorkens, a man was living alone, higher up than the monkeys, and higher than all the villages. And when I came once in my travels to his curious pagoda-like house

Where was it? asked Terbut.

He made me swear not to reveal it, Jorkens answered; but the oath was not very binding, on account of his having sworn me by gods for whom I have little respect, disgusting gods really; the things they used to do, and take a delight in doing, if the tales about them were true! The things people sang about them! Well, lets forget them. The oath cant have been binding. It isnt that that stops me from telling you. But the world, you know, is contracting a bit as it cools; little enough if you take the whole bulk of it, but it plays the devil with the crust; wrinkles it, bores holes in it, and one thing and another. You know, theyve got a theory that the Andes are moving slightly, away from the Himalayas, and that that is the cause latterly of a good deal of the subsidence and upheavals that has been recorded on seismographs.

Are we going to have some more science? said Terbut.

And I admit that he voiced the apprehensions of most of us.

Briefly, said Jorkens, that mountain is now a volcano.

Oh, said Terbut, and was silent; for he was not the intrepid traveller that Jorkens was.

But in those days, Jorkens continued, it was a snow-capped mountain, with the man I was telling you of living just at the edge of the snow, bits of it running along ravines far under him, and his goats wandering about, which, with a few leanlooking chickens, seemed all that he had for sustenance, besides a very small patch of cabbages, and the mountain streams. There he lived and grew a narrow and very long beard, and I suppose meditated. I was able to do him a small service, in exchange for which he gave me a kind of little notebook of thin leaves covered with figures. It was in fact the secret of making gold.

A small service? said Terbut.

Well, said Jorkens, it was easily done.

And he gave you the secret of gold for it?

Yes, certainly, replied Jorkens. But we could all see that he was getting embarrassed.

You must have been of great service to him, said Terbut.

No, no, said Jorkens, it was nothing much. Not at all.

We have not often seen Jorkens embarrassed, and the hunting sense in Terbut, if you can call it by any so sporting a name, was much excited by it; so that he soon got out of Jorkens what that small service had been. He wavered for a moment between bare truth and his amour propre, and then blurted out the bare truth.

He told me, said Jorkens, that he was bound by his religion to give me food and shelter; but that, if I would go at once without demanding his hospitality, he would give me the secret of gold. Evidently not a very friendly fellow. No herd instinct, I mean. And giving me the secret of gold meant nothing to the contrary, because I could see by his face as he gave me the little bundle of pages that he regarded it as the root of all evil; a kind of contemptuous look as he gave me the secret. And another thing that I didnt like about the fellow was the serenity that seemed to come on his face when I accepted his book and left, a nasty sort of calm and a glow in his eyes. But never mind that; I knew I had the best of the bargain; and, if he didnt like me, I didnt like his long thin dark beard, going grey at the edges, or the way he lived, or dressed, or anything whatever about him. Who ever heard of green silk up a mountain! Yet, whatever rot his meditations were, or his philosophy and all that, his recipe for the making of gold was perfectly sound. I didnt know much Tibetan, the language in which he wrote it, and I had to get it translated bit by bit so as not to awake suspicions, which took a long time, but I soon saw what he was driving at; the main idea was simple enough; it was merely that to make an element you need all the other elements. There are about eighty of them; take away one, and the remainder all together will make up the missing one. I believe a similar law holds good with colours. But it wasnt anything like as easy as it may sound, because all those elements had to be blended in the most exact proportions, according to their various weights, so that the total weight of all of them should be precisely the weight of the same bulk of gold; without that, I was warned, the experiment would be not only useless but dangerous. And the calculation of all those weights was, as you may suppose, intensely elaborate. Thats what the book was about.

Well, as soon as I got to understand the book, and to understand the queer names he had for the elements, it was easy to follow the figures, their numerals being no harder to read than ours. So that it was not necessary for me to take the tedious and dangerous course of making a copy in English, dangerous not only because there is twice as much risk of theft when you have two copies, but because an English copy could be so readily understood by anybody who stole it. I didnt want another man going about making gold; it would have cut prices.

Well, I got out of that country as soon as I had the thing clear; and I got it clear without any native suspecting what the scraps and lines he translated could be about; and that wasnt too easy, for they begin on suspicion before youve started to talk to them, and they are all of them pretty neat in following it up.

I never had the papers out of my reach until I got to London; in my pocket or under my pillow, night and day. It was a packet of eighty pages or so, very thin paper, about four inches by three, just like a little note-book without a cover. I met no one with whom Id have trusted it, till I got home, as I used to call the lodgings I had down Wimbledon way. And there was my old landlady in the doorway as I came up the path. She was delighted to see me back, if I may say so, though it could only have been the reflection of my pleasure at seeing her, for what had I ever done for Mrs. Mergins?

Whereas she had brought comfort into my life whenever I was in England. She was a very soothing influence in the house; more than that; from her there seemed to radiate an orderliness and a quiet, which but for her would have been replaced by litter and a perpetual searching for papers. A woman with a quiet face, going grey. I had been her first lodger, and she had asked me to name her house for her, because she didnt like a mere number. There was some opposition at first to the name I chose, even criticism, among the neighbours near Wimbledon; but it was no affair of theirs; and she seemed to me so perfect a landlady, so truly the very type of our English lodging-house-keeper, that I could think of no other name. I called it Sea View.

With the details of the furniture of Sea View I shall not trouble you. You have probably seen plenty like it. For myself I think it is a beautiful thing that there should be people, after all these years, really to love plush. But there is one detail I must refer to, a silver bowl I once won in a quarter mile. Yes, a quarter mile, and I was a lightweight too. It was the size of a good large sugar-basin, and Mrs. Mergins kept it as Elaine kept the shield of Lancelot, or whoever did keep it; Im not very strong on myth, though its better than history.

Better? Why? I asked.

No dates in it, replied Jorkens. Well, this bowl was kept as silver ought to be kept, except that it was cleaned far too often. Always bright, always shining, whether I was at home or not, it stood always on the same table, giving a certain air to the room; and never dented or scratched since Mrs. Mergins first handled it. So that when I entered Sea View and saw Mrs. Mergins and gave her that little bundle of thin Tibetan paper, the first person with whom I would trust it after coming eight thousand miles, the actual words I used, and they are important, were: Keep it as you keep my silver bowl. It is much more valuable. Those were my exact words, and I couldnt have made them stronger, because the value that Mrs. Mergins had chosen to place on my bowl was beyond all reason, as the care that she took of it was beyond praise.

Well, I hadnt been home many days when I had all the elements bought, and soon I was tediously weighing them out in their exact proportions. I remember the day I put them all into the saucepan and lit an enormous fire, and handed back the papers into Mrs. Mergins safe-keeping. The work before me, the melting down of a pound of mixed metals, was nothing, compared with the calculations of days and days, with the Tibetan figures beside me on the table, opposite the minutest scales, in which I weighed everything to the fractions of grammes. When that quiet work was over, the active work with the roaring fire and the bellows, however uncomfortable, seemed to me like a holiday. My mind was muzzy with those calculations, and somehow the blazing heat on my face seemed rather to clear it than otherwise. Youve no idea of the thousands of figures that I had had to plod through. But never mind that now; the results of those calculations were all in the pot, and the pot was gradually glowing. My eyes were sore, my face was dripping, my fingers were actually burnt; and still the metals in the pot, though turning white, remained solid. I had made the room like a stoke-hole. And all of a sudden the metals collapsed and ran into liquid. It happened so swiftly that I had no receptacle ready. I couldnt keep the gold in the saucepan: Mrs. Mergins would want it for cooking. I looked round, holding the handle with a duster and my hand burning through that, and my eye fell on the bowl; Mrs. Mergins beloved object, my silver bowl. I knew that the molten mass was sure to spoil it, but I think I was rather amused by the idea of spoiling a thin piece of silver with solid gold. I wondered what Mrs. Mergins would say when she saw what it was that had tarnished it. And I was wondering how much longer I should be able to hold that handle before the duster caught fire. So I went as fast as I could to the silver bowl, which shone in the dimness caused by my half-boiled eyes, and poured the metal in. A puff of smoke went up like a tiny explosion, and under it lay my metal half filling the bowl; it turned red, and cooled and was yellow; and I saw that I had made gold.

And was it gold? said Terbut.

Certainly, answered Jorkens, a pound weight of it.

Did you go on making it? asked Terbut.

Jorkens rubbed his chin.

It was exactly what I meant to do, said Jorkens. I took a few hours rest before going back to that awful work on the figures; and then I went to my landlady and said: Where are the papers? That was the way I put it this time, though I usually asked her to be so kind as to get them. I dont know what impulse it was that made me say Where are the papers? And she said: In the silver bowl.

I could only say, What, and she repeated it, and added, Where you told me to put them.

Of course Id never... Oh, well. Waiter!

There are times when Jorkens, for all the brilliancy of his memory, deliberately forgets the past.


THE PERSIAN SPELL

I TOLD you of my lodgings near Wimbledon, said Jorkens one day, Richmond as a matter of fact. Kept by a Mrs. Mergins.

He began thus after lunch, gazing up into the past, not started off by anything we had said, indeed no one was talking at all when he began. Something seemed to have brought the past somehow all round him, and he was gazing into it and talking as he gazed. He may have been a bit oblivious of us, and I would not at that moment have asked him any of those trifles of our present day upon which one asks advice at a club, such as the effect of the colour of busses upon their destination; but I am sure that he was not inventing. He was seeing the past again, and telling us what he saw. What does it matter how he came to see it?

Shed a bit of a kitchen-garden at the back, he went on; little wooden palings dividing it from the gardens on either side, but at the end of it ran the great wall of Richmond Park. I was sitting there one evening in the summer. It is wonderful how secluded you can often be, within nine miles of Charing Cross. There was hardly a sound to hear besides birds singing, and the wind in the tops of the trees on the other side of the wall. I had lit my pipe and was thinking about things; not so much of things that I had actually known, as the things that with a bit of luck might have easily come my way; well, they never did in the end, but they might have then, and there was no harm in thinking them over as I sat there smoking my pipe; I should have been all the readier to make the most of them when they arrived, for having thought them over a bit.

What sort of things were you expecting? asked Terbut.

But Jorkens never heard him speak, and went straight on with his story, gazing beyond us to the darkened end of the room, for a winters evening was already upon us. And then a very curious thing occurred. I was gazing at the wall, and the long arms of a plum tree that was growing against it, when I began to notice that there was a man climbing quietly down the plum tree, stepping from branch to branch. So softly was he coming that one did not notice at first, in the fading light of the evening, that he was really there. And then the unusualness of his method of entering the garden suddenly caught my attention. And yet the moment he began to speak, all idea of anything unusual about him vanished. Its curious that: there are men that awaken your doubts if you see them on your front doorstep, with a card in their hand, just waiting for someone to open the door; while another will come down your chimney and seem just the man youd expect, and on a perfectly plausible errand. Its the second kind you should usually mistrust; but no one ever does.

What was I saying? Yes, a man climbing down the plum tree, late in the evening. He said, I was afraid that, if I called earlier, I might not find you in.

Well, I am out in the garden, I answered.

An excellent place for a quiet talk, he replied.

And mind you, I had never met the man before.

You come from I began, trying to make out which neighbour he was of the thousands that surrounded one there.

From home, he answered.

And something in the way he said it made me say: You dont mean The Home?

Yes, he replied.

Well, thats the name we had for the looney-house, a nice quiet villa a mile away, with a tennis court that you see from the road.

Youre on the staff there? I said by way of politeness.

I escaped, he answered. And then he added, it was really very nice of him: If you find anything whatever in my conduct, or even my manner, in any way to suggest lunacy, you have only to ask me to go, and I shall go at once. I got in there by mistake. I dont say its easy to get in, I dont say such mistakes occur often, but I do say that once you are in its the very devil to get out, in fact the way I took is about the only way. Are you good at climbing?

Not very, I said.

Well, you see, I am rather, he said, wagging his head sideways at the plum tree against the garden wall. The trouble all started over a spell, he continued. Some people believe in spells, some disbelieve them, but I feel you are not one of those who think a man crazy merely because he has believed in a spell.

No, no, I said.

T am glad of that, said the stranger, because I should like to ask your advice when Ive told my story, and I naturally wish to avoid saying anything that might give you the kind of idea about me that it is their métier to have at the Home.

No, no, I said. Ive met with spells myself.

Im glad of that, he repeated. This was a spell that I came on quite accidentally, in a Persian manuscript, that was given me by an Arab for a surprisingly simple service, at the foot of the mountains that bound the Sahara. I had merely pointed out to him a snake that he had not seen. I really wasnt thinking of the Arab at all, but only of the beauty of the snake, a brilliant green on the grey roots of a tree, and bars on it like shadows falling on grass, and little else that was green to be seen for miles. I pointed it out, and apparently just in time, for the Arab got the idea that Id been sent to Africa for that purpose; and so he gave me his greasy bundle of beautiful manuscript, all like swords among flowers. And I could read Persian. But I must have read that spell four times over before I suddenly saw its amazing import. It was nothing less than a charm to take you back through time. I need hardly say that I was as surprised, when I understood it, as a pigmy of the Congo forest would be at a first-class ticket of Cooks, from his home to Victoria Station, if he could have understood that. Well, I have not come here to excite your wonder, but to tell you what happened to me when the spell worked. Yes, it worked right enough. I went back.

Now I had had some experience of spells, though only African ones, far cruder affairs than the Persian; and I was anxious to get from him the most accurate details. He on the other hand, after being thought mad for years, yearned now for the commonplace as much as I did for wonder. At any rate he would tell me next to nothing of the magical part of his story, frankly saying that he feared I might think him mad if he did; as though one could brush aside the entire history of spells with the simple remark that a man who believes one is mad.

Well, back he went. I could get little more out of him than that. He went back about the year 1925, and he went back forty years. Back to antimacassars and overmantels, and a lot of things we have lost; and the high bicycle, that was already threatening the world with change, but with only the faintest hint which nobody saw; and railway trains and many other machines that already held the field, though few guessed yet that they had conquered, and that they were victorious even then over man. I imagine that he made friends, and found his circle, very much as a man might do who arrived in England from some far colony, when he had just grown up. But cross-examination I darent attempt, not that it made him the least excited to be questioned at all closely, but it clearly alarmed him; his object being to tell me things that I could not doubt, rather than risk any suspicions in the direction in which he was so sensitive.

I was just past sixty, he said. And I went back to twenty-one. You know, ones liable to be a little assertive at about that age. Even when one knows nothing one is a bit proud of ones knowledge when one is twenty-one. But I knew more about several things than the whole civilized world. Wireless, X-rays, motors and flying had never been dreamed of. I know that I should have kept it to myself, I know that I was often not tactful, there were moments, I know, when my exhibition of knowledge amounted to vulgar display; I see all that now. But I was young and I couldnt respect my neighbours ignorance, though I should have known that it meant as much to them as my scraps of various knowledge did to me. So I talked; I used to deride their poor ten-miles-an-hour on roads, and I talked of all the wonders that were to be. I couldnt put a motor together or make a wireless, then any more than I could now, but whenever I came across anyone who knew anything of machinery I used to talk to them of such things, for I was burning to get them started. Why I was so keen I cant make out. Those were beautiful times, and weve spoiled them; weve spoiled them with too much noise and too much hurry; weve let machinery loose on them. Id seen it all; I knew the mistake wed made; yet the moment I got back there I felt bound to teach them, bound to commit them to the very course I often so much deplore. Luckily for them they couldnt understand me, but that only goaded me on to fiercer efforts. I explained wireless and X-rays and flying to them till I thought they must understand, and yet I knew no more of these things than the average man of to-day knows, if he is not an expert at any of them. And another great difficulty I had was to express the little I knew to the folk of an age in which none of the technical terms of motoring, wireless or flying had yet been invented.

I had my living to earn, but I somehow couldnt even get started at that until Id told them the things I knew. I couldnt even see a rutted road without criticizing it. It would have been much better to have said nothing. Those were quiet and happy days; a little of them remains in the corners of old gardens, where they look as though they were hiding; but not much. And he looked wistfully at a blackbird that had slipped in the stillness on to the top of the wall.

Well, I preached against that ancient calm that we had, he continued. T must have been awed by the power lying there unknown by mans hand, or perhaps it was vanity that drove me to tell of my knowledge, or irritation at the childish arguments that they always would bring against it, or perhaps it was mere folly. Whatever it be, I preached of the new wonders, till there came a day when I noticed that people were getting odd ideas about me. Its wonderful how an idea spreads: within a day or two of noticing that anyone had a queer idea about me I began to see that they all had. There was no mistaking it once I had noticed it. Im not quite sure what started it, but what clinched it was a rather curious thing, and it told against me more than anything else, because doctors and people with any scientific knowledge always went for it, and in the end it was what did for me. This was a thing I had said about wireless: I had told them that it would be possible to get the right time sent out over the whole country. They said that sound without wires, whatever one did, must take about a hundred minutes to go the length of England and Scotland, if it got there at all; that was the pace of sound. And I said it could do it in the two-hundredth part of a second. You see, there was a considerable discrepancy, and they got heated about it. Unscientific people hated my talk; scientific ones said sound travelled about three hundred yards in a second. Well, to make a long story short, they certified me; and I played tennis on that court that you must have seen, for about forty years. It was one of the earliest lawn-tennis courts made in England.

For forty years! I said.

He nodded his head.

But when wireless and flying came in? All the things that youd prophesied.

One thing governs the world, he answered.

One thing? I muttered.

One thing, he repeated. One thing outside the walls of The Home. Inside it is doubly important. Tact.

Well, yes, I agreed.

T hadnt enough of it, he said sadly. Too much of the spirit of the reformer, I suppose. Thats a curse for the reformer, whatever it is for the world. I hadnt enough tact.

What happened? I asked. For he was silently brooding.

When wireless and flying came in I said, I told you so. That was fatal: I soon saw that. You dont get out of those homes by annoying the warders.

But did nobody see you were right? I asked.

The chaplain told me it was bad form to say I told you so. That was all I got out of that.

He thought for a while, and went on: T had only one card left.

What was that? I said.

Climbing, he answered. And it was years before I pulled off that. It was a stiff job. And now, he added more cheerily, I have come to ask your advice, the advice of someone with an outside point of view, someone that has never played tennis on that court of ours at the Home.

I should be delighted to give you, I said, any advice that I can.

I hid the spell, he said. I have got it still. The Persian manuscript, and the spell that takes you back. I buried it, and I know where to find it. Shall I go back again?

I shook my head.

But I shouldnt speak of the wonders this time, he said. T am getting old and its time I went back. I shouldnt say a word of wireless or flying. Ive learned my lesson.

Men never learn, I said. Youd do it again. You couldnt help it when you got back there. He had been calm till now, but now he gesticulated as he appealed to me; and the more excited he got, the more I stuck to my point.

Id try not to say a word to them, he said, after a while.

And when I heard the word try, I knew he was giving way.

You couldnt help it, I said again. Think what a quiet age it was. It was broken up by these wonders. Dont go and try to spoil it before its time.

I really dont know why I took him so seriously. But somehow I didnt seem to have any choice. I dont know how he did it, but he imposed my valuation of him upon me. But for all that, he took my advice. I have no doubt of that whatever. He looked round that quiet old garden and up at the darkening trees, and making a kind of gesture with both his hands, that I knew was renunciation, he went back by the way that he came.


STRANGER THAN FICTION

As Jorkens finished a tale one day at the club, and there was a momentary silence among us while we turned it over in our minds, Terbut, who could find nothing in the tale against which he could bring any proof, said with what I fear may have been an unfriendly suggestion, Have you ever tried your hand at fiction?

But Jorkens, who was not the man to make trouble on account of a doubtful suggestion, thought for a moment, and then said, Only once.

You wrote a story? said Terbut.

Not even that, replied Jorkens. I only made notes of it. That is as near as I ever got to fiction.

And, whatever Terbuts intention may have been, he had got his answer, and there seemed no more for him to say. But he persisted until he got at the facts, and I am rather glad he did, for they showed a curious episode in the varied experience of Jorkens.

Was the idea a good one? said Terbut next.

It was a magnificent idea, said Jorkens. It was one of those ideas that come to one, or not, as they please. Theres no working them out. If such an idea doesnt come, you go without it. I never got another. I am not the kind of man that ideas usually come to. Ive travelled and seen things, and Im all for facts. But at least when this idea did come I recognized the magnificence of it. I daresay it might have made a play or a poem; but I was going to write it plain as a tale. I daresay my technique would not have been very strong. But what of that? They would have recognized the splendour of the idea through any imperfections of workmanship. It would have made a wonderful story. I should have been hailed as a new writer. I should have written more stories and settled down to a writers comfortable life, inventing whatever I pleased, instead of wandering the world to find a curious thing here and an odd custom there, in heat and sandstorms and flies. Well, well.

The moment I got the idea I jotted it down. And the next thing I did was to translate my notes into a cipher that nobody knew but me; then I burnt my first notes. I wasnt going to have anyone going off with my idea. You know what writers are: if one of them had got to hear of an idea like that hed have grabbed it.

And did you lose the key of the cipher? broke in Terbut, with a glint in his eye as though he had spoiled Jorkens story by anticipating the point of it.

No, said Jorkens, and it wouldnt have mattered if I had, for I could never have forgotten that story; it was too striking, too grim, too Greek: it had the very tread of Nemesis in it, the echo of the footstep of Fate pursuing presumptuous man.

Then you remember it? said Terbut.

I shall always remember it, answered Jorkens.

And Terbut quietly played what he thought was a winning card, with the air of a man playing the fourth ace, not knowing that the pack on that particular evening has five of them. Then you will tell it us, said Terbut.

Oh, yes, said Jorkens. It was about a man who undergoes the Voronoff treatment, and thinks that he has found his lost youth again, and struts about in front of his friends, and slaps himself on the chest to show them how strong he is. And strutting before his friends isnt enough for him; he hires some great hall, I hadnt quite thought of the Albert Hall, but a big hall anyway; and he is going to tell them all how strong he is, and how to live to a hundred. Then the day comes, and theres the shadow of Fate stalking him; only about a dozen people have come to hear him; and hes hired a hall that will hold eight or nine thousand. Think of his audacity and his fervour, and then those lines and lines of desolate seats and the audience of twelve, their interest killed by the emptiness, if they even ever felt any interest at all. Fate makes those contrasts sometimes. But this was only the shadow of Fate: there was more than that in wait for this mans presumption. My idea was that that slap on the chest, to show his strength, was too much for him; and that, when the little audience is seated, the manager comes to the platform and announces that the man who was to address them is dead.

Not very probable, was Terbuts comment.

Probable! exclaimed Jorkens. It was much too near probability.

And as none of us quite understood him, no one said anything.

There was something tremendous in it, went on Jorkens.

Yes, said Terbut. But why didnt you write it?

Too late, said Jorkens bitterly.

Too late? Did someone else write it? Terbut asked.

Someone else? exclaimed Jorkens. Never! An idea like that comes never to two men. Why! Its an inspiration. A man may copy it consciously or unconsciously, if it gets out. Thereve been cases of two men at the same idea, but then the idea was in the air, and in typescript too. Mine was in cipher and locked up, and there was no other copy.

Then why not write it? Terbut persisted.

I was too slow, said Jorkens. I thought I could wait as long as I liked. You can seldom do that with anything. I knew that no human mind would ever get the same idea; but there was a competitor I had never dreamed of, never considered for a single instant, and it got me as the tortoise got the hare, though a tortoise is a hundred times too tiny a beast to suggest the shattering ending of my only effort at fiction.

Well, if nobody wrote it, said Terbut, I cant see whats to prevent you writing it yet.

It happened, said Jorkens.

Happened? said Terbut.

Word for word as I told you, Jorkens said. He took the Albert Hall; and reporters jotted down what a poet would never have thought of.


THE GOLDEN GODS

I PUT them back. I put them back, shouted Jorkens.

We had finished our lunch long ago; a few were lingering at the table still, and one or two were sitting before the fire, rather listless on a dull November day before the waiter had turned up the lights; but Jorkens was fast asleep.

Put what back? asked Terbut, who was seated near him.

And Jorkens turned and stared into his face, with widely opened eyes, and said, The sack-full of sapphires.

What sapphires? stuttered Terbut, astonished at the certainty with which Jorkens made his reply, as though no question of anything else but sapphires should have entered anyones head.

Why, its Terbut, said Jorkens, with so heavy a sigh of relief that the mystification of Terbut was only deepened.

And who did you think....? began Terbut. But Jorkens only shook his head, and so silently, that Terbuts question somehow faded away.

All was quiet again, where we rested after our lunch, and I had the impression that Jorkens would have returned to his sleep but that he somehow dared not. So things remained until Terbut, his old self once more, suddenly said to Jorkens: Where are those sapphires?

And Jorkens turned again and looked at him, wide awake this time.

Id almost tell you, Terbut, he said. But you dont really mean any harm.

That puzzled me too, and Terbut, and all the rest. While we were wondering what he meant, Jorkens suddenly began his tale.

Theres a country not so very far away, as remote lands go. Three days from Victoria station and you are looking out on a land growing gradually savage, gradually inhospitable to man, all the bright morning; until in the afternoon it becomes ferocious. That is if the boat is punctual at Alger and you catch the evening train. The earth becomes savager and savager, till you wouldnt think it would tolerate life either in man or beast, but there are still flocks grazing there; and then in the afternoon you come to a sudden wall, a sheer garden-wall made out of mountains, and on one side is the land they are pleased to call the Tel, by which they mean land that an Arab can eke some sort of a living from: on the other side lies the Desert. From the south of that garden-wall a rumour had come, and gone quick enough to the coast, and had hung about there in the towns, Lord knows how long, until one day it slipped across to Provence, and I heard it there in the hills: a wandering singer told it me by the road, as I stood and watched the evening come down upon distant Alps. And the rumour told of treasure in one of Saharas mountains, a mountain out in the desert by itself, like a little rock on a path. Not very far in.

Well, of course Ive heard lots of rumours in my time; and one likes to hear them; they cheer the imagination. But a traveller doesnt act on them. Bradshaw and the map are more what one wants; as far as they go. But there was one very curious thing about this rumour; there were details, lots of them, such as you scarcely ever find in rumours, things like latitude and longitude, and names of places and distances; and trifles, as they seem to one here, like where to get water. And, mind you, it was an old singer that was telling it to me, a man who got his living in little villages by flights of fancy and poetical melodies, and in a strange old patois: if one got hard facts from such a man as that, and through all that out-of-date patois, there was bound to be plenty of truth in it. You see, his tendency would be all the other way, a man like that wouldnt care for geographical facts, he would tend to get away from them; and the same with the patois, it wasnt made for scientific data; so any I got would be there in spite of the man and his dialect. You quite see what I mean.

And we certainly did at the time. Looking back on it his argument does not seem so entirely conclusive; or it may be that I have not remembered all its points exactly as Jorkens gave them.

So, Jorkens continued, I saw that this was a rumour on which one could act. I even had the altitude of the mountain. And the treasure was immense. The only flaw I could see at all in the rumour was that the man had never gone to look for the treasure himself. I asked him why not, and he said: T have my songs to sing.

Well, there and then I decided to try. Who wouldnt?

I never knew whether that wandering singer had liked my stopping to talk to him on the road, and taking an interest in his songs, and had wished to reward me; or whether he had hated to see a stranger walking his favourite road and breaking in with a clumsy foreign accent on his eccentric and probably narrow thoughts: one does not know another mans point of view half as often as one supposes.

It may have been that: it may well have been.

And Jorkens gazed into the fire awhile, wondering.

Well, I went, said Jorkens. I didnt even return to London, but started off from Marseilles; and the evening of the day after that I was dining in a train going southwards from Alger. Thered been a landslip in some mountains, I remember; and the train was held up awhile; then it went on again. And we passed a gang of men that had let us through; they just looked up at the train as it went by; I wonder if anyone but I looked down at them. I remember the lanterns shining, and the look in the mens faces; then the night again.

In the morning bright sunlight woke me through the narrowest crack of the blind, and when I pulled it up there was the beautiful earth with a frown gathering on its features and deepening as we went southwards, a sternness that was not yet sheer savage desert, but a hint of what was before us. And in the afternoon the battlements and the spires of the mountains that border the desert rose strange and bright as a tale by Sheharazad.

Just there, with a sudden luxuriance, before a thousand miles of aridity, earth lavished a forest of palm-trees; and in the village that this surprising wealth supported there dwelt an Arab I knew. I had written to him and he was to meet me at this station and join the train, having sent on my little camp with five or six other Arabs and three camels about fifty miles into the desert; and the train would bring us to within fifteen miles of them, an easy walk in those days; oh dear me! I knew that I could rely on Ismail; so that the third night after leaving Marseilles I should sleep in the desert, for whose vast calm I was yearning after the weariness and fret of the trains. And there sure enough he was, and somehow I knew from his attitude as he sat, that he had been sitting on that platform for several hours, waiting without impatience. He had believed me when I wrote that I would arrive by train on that day, but to predict the precise hour of the trains arrival, or of any event whatever, was not the affair of man. We greeted: it was long since we had met. And then I asked him of the little caravan: it was gone to the appointed place; the serenity of his answer contrasting with the fuss and noise of my journey. Then I tried to hurry him to his place in the train and he strode slowly away.

I had not told Ismail I was seeking for hidden treasure, and but for one thing I should never have credited myself with the ability to keep such a secret as that from the Arabs. That one thing was a perfectly genuine devotion to the sport of big-game-hunting. No excuse would have eluded half a dozen Arabs for a month in the desert; but Ismail and I knew each other already as hunters, and few trophies that a hunter can get are more to be prized than the great head of an arui, with its massive horns and huge beard, provided one picks ones head as a hunter should, in fact he is not a hunter otherwise. The ovis poli and the ovis ammon are larger, but the arui (as the Arabs call him) is the one African sheep and, if the value of a trophy depend on size, beauty and hard work, I know no trophy in all the plains of Africa that can equal this prize of the mountains.

Id put risk as one of the ingredients in valuing a trophy, said someone.

Yes, said Jorkens. Well, the lion has his teeth, the rhino his horn, the buffalo his brains and the old arui his precipices; any way its a good trophy, and the place I was going to was one of the likeliest spots for it in Africa; Id been within fifty miles of it with Ismail before, and fifty miles in that sort of country is like walking across the street here. Thats why Id started at once; I knew the country and knew the man to get me there, and had a perfectly good reason for going, which he would never see through; it was so genuine a reason that it was practically opaque.

Well, we started out of the station with Ismail safe in the train, and passed through the mighty gateway, the pillars of which are two mountains, and far below me I saw the desert again, bright blue, as ever.

Blue? Terbut muttered, but Jorkens was gazing into the fire, his eyes too full of some memory to pay any attention to Terbut.

We passed two or three stations and came to Les Puits Romains, where Ismail and I were to get out. And I did get out, but the station master came up before I was down the steps and said: But you are getting out. Yes, I said. But it is Les Puits Romains, he said. Yes, I get out here, I said. You get out? he asked. And he didnt know what to do. And then he did the only thing that he had the authority to do, and asked to see my ticket, which I showed him. And then he could do no more. So I got out, and Ismail and I walked straight away into the desert and all the heads came out of the windows and watched us walking away, till the train went round a curve and train and heads disappeared. Evidently people did not get out at Les Puits Romains.

And the surprise that all these folk showed was dancing in my veins too when I felt the desert under my feet after all these hours of train, as I came suddenly upon something calm and everlasting, from fretful ephemeral machinery. I took out my watch to see what time it was, and suddenly realized that time no longer mattered to me, and put my watch back in my pocket. We had my rifle with us, and Ismail had promised the chance of edni, a rare gazelle, in the hills. We found no edni that day, but how much it was even to be looking for one, coming, as I was, straight out of a restaurant car; and how much it is to look back from here, to-day, and to think that once I got my own food with my rifle and ate it in the Sahara, while here you cant get even a drink without buying it, and there are houses and pavement all round one for hundreds and hundreds of miles. There are certain moods in Jorkens that lead almost to tears, though you wouldnt think it to hear him talking away, and those moods are not only saddening to Jorkens, but they have an uncanny knack of affecting others, and I have known myself to be quite depressed by them; I say this to disclaim the intention of exhibiting any generosity, when I record that I offered Jorkens a whiskey which he did not have to buy. Very often if you can upset one point in any complaint that a man may be making against the world, you may show him that the whole thing is not so bad as he thought. It was certainly so in this case. Jorkens thanked me with no more than a nod, and drank in silence; but when he had drunk, and put the glass carefully down, he said: Not a bad place, London. And for some while he did not want to return to his story. When he did return to it he returned with a cheerfulness of which I was glad to be, however slightly, the cause.

When I saw my own tent and the Arabs little encampment and the Sahara lying all round it, I said: Back again! It felt like coming home, back after ages and ages to some home that time had never affected at all. Do you know what I mean? Some house you knew years ago, bright walls, and the windows shining, and the level rays of a long summers evening; then time freezes and it stays like that for ever, and years after you meet it again. Can you imagine that?

Wait a moment, said Terbut. Ill have a drink too.

But Jorkens was too far back again in the past and in the Sahara to see any implied criticism.

Well, said Jorkens, it was just like that. Here I was back again. And the sun set and the desert flashed into pink, and a horde of mountains away to the east were blue, and the desert lashed rose at them and the colour of peonies. Soon all that host of mountains were pink and purple, but for a few that stood like pillars of pure gold; every moment brought some change no painter could have kept pace with; and either a cold wind blew or an awe from the mountains chilled me, for that distant company seemed about to murmur some secret that would have been audible over the desert from their tremendous voices; but just then they cloaked themselves with azure cloaks and seemed to move further away, as though they planned some deed that was only the business of mountains. A little while and all the colour was gone, and nothing remained of the splendour of that gathering of the mountains, whose secret had seemed for a moment to be so close to utterance, nothing but a blush in the sky under which their shapes had vanished. And then the Arabs prayed; and after each had prayed, they did what I have seldom known them do, they sat in a little semi-circle facing Mecca, except Ismail who sat facing them; and they all intoned some psalm in which Ismail led them. They have fine voices, and its very odd how like the sound of one religious service is to the sound of any other, in any part of the world: of course you wont mention that outside the club; they hate each other so much that theyd none of them like it; but there it is; and the sound of them chanting, outside my tent in the dusk, called up the scene of a cathedral at evening, and the thought of a cathedral called up a city, and the loneliness seemed to have suddenly gone from the desert. For a quarter of an hour I listened, and all the while I had the feeling of something populous, something metropolitan, possessing the air all round me, while they chanted after Ismail towards Mecca. But far more imposing than this, more memorable than the music of their voices, perhaps more tremendously impressive than any other experience that ever overtook me, was the return of the silence of the desert when they had done. It came back like a wave breaking, like a whole ocean covering suddenly a land full of cities and people.

Yes, silence is impressive, said Terbut.

Youve never known it, said Jorkens, and continued his story. And then the stars came out huge and white, and the Arabs lit a fire to cook their kous-kous, as they call a dish that they make of flour and rancid oil and sand. And I went and sat by the fire and they told me the names of their stars. The Great Bear for instance; his name is Nash, and he is being carried to the grave-yard on a stretcher; you can see the four stretcher-bearers. And his wife and his mother and sister are walking behind, and they pointed to what you better-educated people know to be the handle of the plough. But what impressed me most about the story of Nash was when they turned round to the other horizon and pointed to a star that was just peering over the edge, and said: Thats the one that did it! And sure enough it had just popped up and within an hour was gone again, a slinking and murderous-looking star.

Soon I made a few plans with Ismail and went to bed. My plans were these: we were camped about the end of a range of mountains running roughly westwards, and I would hunt along this range. When I had done twenty miles of it I should come opposite another range, out by itself in the desert, only a few miles away, running parallel. It was barely ten miles long, but pretty steep, and at the top of one of its precipices was the treasure. It seemed to me, from what I could find out of the shape of it, a very good ground for arui. And here I would never go of my own free will. I would hunt the longer range that was not so high or steep, until the game were beginning to leave it, and I would only go to the better ground when persuaded to do so by Ismail. I think I told you that I had not explained to any of them that I was out looking for treasure: its no use having ones throat quietly cut in the night. I liked Ismail, but treasure is treasure. And if I had to have my throat cut by anyone Id have it done by Ismail, for his way with a sheep was amazing; but I saw no need to tell him about the treasure.

I forget how long the Sahara lulled me before I fell asleep; but I remember that wonderfully soon, as it seemed, I was wakened by someone praying, and while my tent was still dark, though when one of them brought me some tea a few minutes later I saw through my opened tent-door a glow on the mountains, and all the stars were gone. How it lingers with me still, our little camp in the morning, the dew all pearly on the hair of the camels, and Ismail waiting to start for the rosy mountains. These were days when I almost forgot the treasure. It seemed enough to be up in the clear bright morning, breathing that brilliant air, to go by winding ravines to inner vales of the mountains, to climb by galleries of statuary, carved out of stone by the storm, to peaks from which the desert, blue as the sea, looked like a huge curved piece of an unfamiliar planet; at evening to come down the slopes and find my tent below me. And on days on which I got one of the arui, and as the pile of great heads began to increase in my camp, what need had I of any other treasure? But the day came when Ismail began to recommend the other range, now very near my camp, standing huge and lonely out by itself in the desert. I would not go, but stuck to the range I was hunting. And a week more went by, and the five last days of it were blank, days in which we never even saw an arui, and I said, Where are there any? in the tone of voice that implied there were no more Barbary sheep left in Africa; and Ismail, who knew their ways and lived for hunting them, answered indignantly that they were in the range to which I would not go, flinging out an arm towards it. And nothing was left for me then but to go to the mountain in which the treasure lay. Next day we started, walking across the desert, and coming, Ismail and I, in a hour or so to the mountain. There was no mistaking that height that had been described to me as rising up like a tower out of the desert: there were inner peaks that were higher, but, looking at it where we stood, it seemed to go right up from desert to sky, though a moments reflection showed that it could not be the highest point of the range, because a long smooth curve on its summit was clearly the mouth of a river that had once gone over the top of it. And below this curve of the river-bed, in the face of the cliff, were the little black marks of the caves that I had been told to look for, three caves set apart from each other by little rocky pillars, which must have been veiled from sight altogether when the torrent came over the cliff. I saw at a glance that it was a difficult, though not impossible, climb. But what could I tell by a glance? I could not tell that it was a mountain that should only be climbed by night; it seemed too obviously a climb that could be managed only by day. And so I planned to climb it there and then, my chief consideration, on which I had spent much thought overnight, being how to climb it alone. You cant say to your hunter in a desert: Well, we part here. Ive some things to see to, or a friend to call on, up that mountain. But I told Ismail I was tired of looking for arui, and finding none for five days, and that I had little faith in this new range of his, so I would go up that mountain and wait over the top of it somewhere about the middle of the range, while he should go to the eastern end, only about three miles away, and climb it and come along the tops of the hills to me, driving any arui that he met before him. It took some time to persuade him to so bad a plan, for, to begin with, the top of the range was a mile wide, so that, even if I could shoot four hundred yards each way, I still left half of it unguarded; and the arui need not come along the tops at all. But in the end I persuaded him, and he flapped an end of his burnous over his shoulder and went away rather sulkily. I had to keep my rifle, which was a nuisance; but it had a sling to it, and I slung it across my back. Well, it was ordinary mountaineering for the first thousand feet; but as I began to approach the caves I found myself following a certain well-defined track, in fact either to left or right an ascent seemed impossible, and on each side of this track, which was only six feet across, there were holes every yard in the rock, which had clearly been bored by man. And all these holes evidently sheltered snakes. Whether the makers of the holes had known so well the habits of snakes, and had shaped the holes accordingly and known that the snakes would come; or whether they had abundantly stocked the holes with snakes and left them there to breed, I shall of course never know, but the slope that I climbed was grey with them; little grey snakes no longer than a rabbit, as swift as a greyhound and deadlier than a tiger. I didnt like it at all.

But it wasnt the snakes. I dont know what I may have shouted in my sleep. I hope I didnt make too much noise. But it wasnt the snakes. There was a trifling incident of the climb that I should have told you; I dont remember where it occurred; but I remember that somewhere I got hold of a rock to pull myself up by, a thing about the size of a wheel-barrow, and the rock began to give; it was coming away. Well I had to push it back and get it steady again; I was just below it, you see. It took some time and caution, and then I went on. That was all. That was all at the time. And then I came to the caves, which were very low; I could just crawl in; and when I was inside, where the roof was a bit higher, I saw they were really one, though the two pillars made them seem three from outside. And an idol of solid gold was sitting over a basin, and two other golden gods on his left and right were seated each before a basin too. And on the ground below each basin was a scroll covered in writing in quite a dozen languages. One of the languages was latin and another arabic; and it evidently said the same in all the languages. It was a list of curses, a different lot for each bowl; there wasnt any doubt, unless you absolutely disbelieved in all curses, and in all the powers of all heterodoxical gods, that these curses were the price of the bowls. You could take any bowl you liked, when youd climbed the cliff and come by the grey snakes, but you got the curses. And the three bowls, or basins, were all full of precious stones. There were rubies in one and emeralds in another, but I didnt fancy the curses. And in the middle one of the three were sapphires, with the squat god gazing down at them. I took that one. The curse of that was the memory of the climb, a memory haunting dreams. All the curses dealt with dreams. I took it and emptied it into a haversack that I carried, and left the copper basin empty before the god.

The fifty feet above me was sheer, worn smooth by a bygone torrent, so I went back past the grey snakes and found my way to the top by another slope, and took up a position, bent only on satisfying Ismail that an arui was my sole motive. And sure enough one came. He came past about three hundred yards away, and I began by missing him, and then I saw one bullet sending the dust up under him, and I aimed over his back, and of course yards in front, and with the next but one I dropped him. And I went up to it and waited for Ismail, rejoicing that any suspicion in his mind would now be impossible. But I forgot the golden gods.

I forgot the golden gods, but I was soon to remember them. We covered the arui with rocks and came down the mountain, Ismail in cheerful mood; and we crossed the strip of desert and were back in my camp before evening. Then came tea, which is one of the events of the day, tea with jam that I had brought out with me; and after that I sat in a canvas chair and watched the changing glory of the sunset revelling in the east on the rosy faces of mountains. I remember it was a strange sunset; not only did mountains I knew seem totally different, but hills I had never seen came suddenly close, and distant rocks shone brightly vividly clear, as though they had only just been placed on the scene as a setting for this drama of the sunset, that has no point to us, but that may, for all we know, be full of immense significances. I remember the splendour with which a storm was getting up in the desert; the Sahara its darkest blue, purple clouds sweeping past the peony-coloured mountains that stood in a Cambridge-blue sky, and riding down to the butt end of a rainbow that stood like a tower far off, and turning to rose as they neared it.

Like that, was it? said one of us, staring out into the fog and hardly believing so much light could be lawful.

For twenty seconds it was, said Jorkens. And every twenty seconds or so it changed completely, clouds and colour and mountains. Yet all the while it seemed to hold something ominous, the very air was thrilled with it. And when all the colour was gone, but for a ruddy band along the western horizon, the desert seemed to be leering at me for twenty miles with a wink of one red eye. Then I emptied my sapphires into an old sack that I had, in which I had been collecting flint implements; for the desert is full of the worked flints of an earlier people, flints I had learned to pick up on the North downs once as a boy; and, whatever difference there was between ancient Briton and ancient dweller in what is now the Sahara, the flint took the same shape in the same way, in Africa as in Kent, under those ancient blows. The Arabs not only noticed my peculiarity of picking up stones of this particular shape, but were very soon picking them up for me themselves. So that everything was ready for the concealment of my sapphires, and in a country where so little is overlooked that I cannot ever remember, in fifty camps, a safety-pin or a bootlace being left behind when striking ones tent in the Sahara. I threw a few flints on top, and tied up the neck of the sack; and very soon after that I went to bed. The storm that had been striding up through the sunset broke about then, with a wind that must have been roaring down the ravine in which we were camped, but I could hear no sound of anything but the crash of the rain on my tent. It kept me awake awhile, but not long enough. Not nearly long enough. I was tired with my day on the mountain and slept as one does, living that life, and in that air. I slept, and the curse of the golden gods, that was written on parchment, came down on me.

I told you that a big rock, by which I was about to lift myself, loosened. I had not thought again of it all day: such things frequently happen. But now by night I saw the rock more vividly than I can ever have had time to notice it. I felt the feel of its rough surface, that gives such a good foothold, as my hands got hold of its edges. I felt myself trusting my weight to it. And then I felt the tremor in the rock, now right in front of my face, that taught me it was not firm and was coming away; taught me that, far from holding me safe from the great emptiness lying below me, it was I that must hold this rock in its ancient place, watching its long watch on a cliff of that forsaken mountain. If it fell it would partially crush me, and roll what was left down a slope of a thousand feet. I had not the whole weight of the rock to hold in its place: that would have been impossible. But I had pulled it half an inch past its point of balance, and had felt in time what I had done. But was it in time? I could not get out of its way. Had I been standing on good firm ground I could have easily pushed it back, but one does not cling with both ones hands to a rock if one has good ground beneath one. I pushed the rock gently; I had not the foothold to do any more than that; and I nearly got it back again. But fragments of dry earth and grains of sand had poured into the crack between the rock and the cliff, and it would not quite go back. I got it on to its very point of balance, but as soon as I drew my hand away it rocked, and my own foothold was barely secure. I felt the awful emptiness below me till the soles of my feet thrilled with it. Never, never, never can I forget the tremor that I felt in the rock, or the terrible clarity with which I understood the depth of the drop beneath me.

These things are burned by that dream into my brain for ever. For hours I clung there, for the greater part of the day, till I knew all the minutest markings on the whole of the rocks surface; and towards evening I began to think that the other rocks were watching me, and I thrust the thought away, determining to die sane. It had begun at dawn and I was still there late in the evening, and suddenly the tremor in the rock had ceased; it had sunk back to its old bed, or had accepted the new one in which I had held it so long. I climbed carefully past it, and then, with a brief exultation that the idols allowed to my dream, I sped up to the cave in which the treasure lay. All the bowls were full, and all sparkling at me, and no parchments with curses on them lay anywhere near; but the moment I entered the curse worked again, coming down on me at the feet of the golden gods. I told you the cave was low; but when I entered it in my dream the oppression was overwhelming. There was perhaps not more than fifty feet of sheer mountain above me, but fifty feet of solid mountain is a terrifying thing to contemplate, and I was conscious of every ton of it. It was not like being in a trap or a snare, a light thing and of human devising, but above that low roof was a force wrenched once from ancient Chaos, a thing of which planets are made. But no words I can use could ever make you feel the faintest chill of that fear from which I suffered, or make you see even the shadow of it, a fear of being gripped by Earth itself, and held and suffocated there in darkness. I can only say that never since that night have I been able to enter any narrow space, or even a very small room, without being overcome by acute terror. It isnt a thing I can explain; I dont even know who wrote the parchment out; but for the whole of that stormy night the curse gripped me, and rocked me between two terrors, the awful terror of the falling stone, and the terror of the grim and frightful weight of the mountain. I was never free of them, they came back again and again, and with all that waste of hours at their disposal that dreams seem to have, being able to condense time in some horrible way, so that you can never escape from them by mere waiting, by the mere ticking of the clock. It may have been months, in dreamland, before dawn came; and I know I was aged far more than by the length of a single night.

The sound of Ismail praying outside my tent in the dawn was amongst the blessedest sounds of the few that are stored away to brighten my poor old memory. It brought me back at last from that long period of suffering, whose intensities I can never describe to you, and guided me safely across the terrible borders of dreamland. How I greeted him when he brought me my tea! And he thought my delight came from the arui I had shot yesterday, which seemed ages and ages away and minutely trivial.

Well, nothing remained but to invent a story for Ismail to account for a journey alone again to the caves, for I was not going to spend another night like that. I packed the sapphires back again in the haversack and into my pockets, pretending that they were lunch, and actually taking no food at all. And the story I told Ismail was a poor one, but it did not need to be so good as it had to be when there was actually treasure in my tent to conceal; whatever he suspected this time, he could never find any treasure, as I was taking it back to the gods. One such night was enough. I told Ismail I had found flint implements up in the mountain, and that I would not shoot to-day, and I was going to look for more flints. I dont know if he believed me, or what he thought I was going to do: I dont know Arabs well enough to know how they look when they doubt you. Four Arabs were going back to the mountain to bring my arui in, and I hurried them off as soon as possible so as to get them out of the way; but another thing delayed me, and that was the necessity to start the last part of the climb when the sun was low, and the snakes would no longer be lying out on the rocks; for, though I had not worried about the snakes through the long terrors of that dreadful dream, the odds in favour of getting through them were not so long that one wished to try more than once. They were the real danger, in spite of the terror with which the rock and the cave were clothed by the curse of the gods. Well, I crossed the desert and started the climb again. I came to that rock and went carefully round it, but none of those agonies of horror haunted the actual rock that clothed its phantasm with such frightful powers in dreamland and in the dark. I came again to the cave and crawled in, and saw the empty bowl, and emptied back every sapphire and came away.

It was dark before I came again to the desert, but I had light enough for the worst of the climb. And the first thing I did after I got back to camp was to have a bath in a little shelter of canvas outside my tent, which gave Ismail the opportunity of making any search he pleased, if my rather lame reason for going back to the mountain had awakened any suspicions. That night I slept. The quiet sleep that I so much needed.

There is little more to tell. We struck camp next day and began our journey back to the railway, and I never saw the golden gods again. Who put them there, who sanctified them, who wrote the curses on parchment, I shall never know now; but I fancy it must have been a long time ago, as several of the languages on the three parchments seemed obsolete. I dont think theyll be there much longer, as the mouth of the river above them had the appearance of working backward, probably an inch or two every year when the winter storms descended, and the face of the cliff would go back with the bed of the river. Its many years ago now: the whole thing has probably gone.

And a good thing too.

I never had that dream any more. Not really the dream with the whole force of the parchment. A nightmare now and then such as anybody might have, and sometimes in the nightmare the rock begins to totter. That of course is terrible, but I shout at once T put them back. Always the same words, and the gods remember. Sometimes they forget for a moment, the fat little devils. But they remember the moment I shout, and I know my reason is safe. But if I hadnt put them back; if I hadnt put them back! Oh, the thing doesnt bear thinking of.

Waiter!


THE CORRECT KIT

OURS is a small club; but one day, with some idea of the committee that we should make ourselves a little more important, we unfortunately arranged a big dinner. White ties, speeches and all the rest of it. At least that was the idea of the committee. White ties we actually had, but the speeches never came off, for in the end we sat listening instead to one of those tales of Jorkens. He, looking round at us all in our starched shirts, had suddenly said: It reminds me of a cannibal feast I once attended in Africa.

Everyone laughed at that, including me, though I saw no particular point in it, And then Terbut said: Not quite so many white ties I should imagine.

And we all laughed with Terbut.

When the laughter was over, and Terbut was still smiling quietly to himself, Jorkens began his story.

Up the Nile, till it loses its name and becomes the White Nile, and into Lake No, and out of that into the Bahr el Gazel, I went once about as far as the Bahr el Arab. I had left the Sahara Desert far behind me, I had left that little piece of English civilization that has been transplanted in Khartoum, and a few hundred miles of the White Nile, and a lake like a melted opal, and the papyrus swamps, and had come to firm ground at last, and the scarlet trunks of trees, and mimosa with its small round yellow flowers shining in the sun, as the sun itself might shine on the planet Neptune. When I saw all this good firm land I decided to leave my dahabeah and go South for a couple of days, in order to stretch my legs as much as anything, and in the hope of getting a couple of pairs of tusks, which would about pay for my trip if they were big enough. And all the elephant tracks I had seen seemed to be leading south. So I took two men and a couple of donkeys and a light camping outfit, and I travelled South for two days without seeing an elephant. On the morning of the third day I was walking along with one Arab, who was carrying my double.470, about a mile from my camp. I was still in the Dinka country, a people I knew quite well, who always struck me as harmless; naked except for grey ash they rubbed into their skins, a blue necklace, and a feather in their hair: the grey ash is to keep off mosquitoes. I was walking along with this Arab, when suddenly I saw to the right and left a number of men with spears who were hurrying away in front of me. Strange though they were to me (and what is strange out there is usually dangerous) they seemed in such a hurry at first to get out of my way, that I let valuable seconds go by before I reached for my rifle, not that I could have done anything against over eighty of them; and, before I could say knife, the two lots met about a hundred yards in front of me, and looking back I saw that I was completely surrounded. Eighty-five men with spears, of a tribe that I did not know, and every one of them in evening dress.

You mean, said one of us, they were a bit décolletés.

No, said Jorkens. Evening dress.

Then What kind of evening dress does a savage wear? said Terbut.

White ties, white waistcoats, said Jorkens quietly. In fact just what you are wearing now, except that they had rather heavier watch-chains, and they all wore diamond solitaires.

It was no good shooting; they were all round me. I gave up my rifle to the first man that came for it: it looked odd in his hands against his evening dress. Of course I did a good deal of thinking; and the first thing I thought was that I need hardly expect the worst, because, however nasty the spears looked, anything like cannibalism was impossible in decent evening dress, such as they were all wearing. I was wrong there.

I saw they werent Dinkas, but theyd come into Dinka country, and I wondered if they knew the Dinka language. I tried it and they did.

They were taking me to their camp, where we soon arrived; as I knew we should, for their evening dress was so neat and tidy that it could not have been long put on. And it had not been often put on; one could see that too. Then why had it been put on now? Obviously for some ceremonial occasion. But what?

There was no longer any doubt of the occasion when we came to the middle of their camp. There hung a cauldron that would have held two pigs. A fire was already burning underneath it; and others, also in evening dress, were adding buckets of water to the cauldron as the water that was already in it boiled. I saw then what was prepared for me; it was nothing less than boiling. I dont know that boiling is really any worse than roasting; but somehow we seem to be more familiar with roasting; we are taught about roasting when we are young, when first we are told of Hell, and, knocking about the world as I have done and getting warned now and then, by people who seem to know, that one is getting nearer to it, one is more inclined to face roasting. But boiling seems to me still an idea one could never get used to.

And now I noticed they were all straightening their ties, and I saw that I must do something pretty quick, or I should be boiled whether I fancied it or not. Well, I talked to their chief man then, in Dinka talk that they knew through trading with Dinkas. What was the cauldron for? For I pretended not to know. But that was no good. Then I asked him if he didnt know that eating men was wrong, and that the white man punished people that ate men.

Ah, the white man. Great man, he said.

He teaches you not to eat men, I answered.

White man can do no wrong, he said.

Well, sometimes perhaps. Just now and then, but not often, I said. For I thought I was getting along swimmingly.

Not when he is in evening dress, said the savage.

Do you know, in about five minutes then I got his horrible point of view. The white man, he explained, was often angry, often hasty, often wrong; but in this ceremonial kit, his evening dress, he could not err! I suppose we have a few tenets of that kind; but, suddenly hearing it like that, it seemed to me perfectly frightful. They had got this kit from a trader who had sold the suits to them for gold and ivory. They knew it was the white mans most important dress, and they had the perfectly horrible idea that it sanctified anything. That was why they had put it on.

Now what chance had I? The boiling water was deep in the cauldron, and they were dancing round it already with their heavy gold watch-chains flapping. It was no good saying any more against cannibalism; it was clearly one of those things that are wrong without a ceremony, but that a ceremony makes all right. Never at any moment of my life did I feel less like laughter than then. But I burst out laughing. I dont like interfering with any mans faith, especially his faith in a white man. But I burst out laughing and pointed at the white ties that these men had bought from the trader.

You laugh? said their chief man simply.

Yes, I said, at those ties. And I pretended to try to stop my laughter, and laughed again.

Not correct evening dress? he asked quickly, like a bride being married in a church that isnt properly licensed.

No, no, no, I said.

What wrong? he asked.

Why, those ties, I said, they should go on the shoes, and the bows that you wear on your shoes should go on your collars. And I began laughing again.

He hesitated, and I suddenly remembered a tiresome photograph of a group at a dinner that I had attended in London; the photographer had come round afterwards and got signatures from us, ordering a copy, just at that time of the evening when one isnt so sure what ones signing; and the damned photograph had reached me at Khartoum, of all places, and I had stuffed it into a pocket in my tent. I suddenly remembered it now; and we had all been wearing black ties. Of course our feet werent showing.

But.... began Terbut.

Dont you see, said Jorkens, that it proved my point, that the black bows on the shoes should be worn on the collar? Of course some more of the swine had raided my camp; and they had brought the whole outfit in. I soon had hold of that photograph, and it did far more than my limited knowledge of Dinka talk could do. And then I was taking off their ties and cutting them all in half, and tying the halves round their feet with a bit of a bow, just where their toes joined on, and I was only just able to make one; and the bows of their shoes I fastened on to their collar studs, doing it all quickly and boldly, as though I did it every day of my life, and handing each man the spare bow, to wear on Sundays. And then I walked away, and my two Arabs came with me.

You walked away? said Terbut.

Yes, said Jorkens, and that was the last I saw of them.

Why didnt they catch you again? he asked.

Couldnt walk fast enough. said Jorkens.

Why didnt they run? persisted Terbut.

But he got no change out of Jorkens. You try to run, he said, with the ends of your shoes tied round with evening ties. The ties will come off. And they darent do anything without their evening dress. Lots of people are like that. If it comes to that, you were once invited to dine at the Mansion House.

I was, said Terbut, full of dignity.

And I doubt if youd have dared to go in any kit but the right one.

Well... said Terbut.

Exactly, said Jorkens. Turtle or man, its all the same.

And the talk degenerated into a discussion as to what was the proper wear for a variety of meals and occasions.


HOW RYAN GOT OUT OF RUSSIA

ONCE again, said Jorkens suddenly, either in answer to some remark that I had not heard or to some fierce memory that awoke in his mind, once again I must protest that anyone who finds anything unusual in any story that I may ever have happened to tell knows little of the stories that men do tell, daily, hourly, in fact all the time. All the twenty-four hours of every day there is someone telling some tale here in London, not to mention everywhere else, that is far less credible than anything I ever told. Then why do they single me out for what I can only call incredulity? Can you answer me that? No. And can you tell me any tale I have ever told you that has been definitely disproved in a properly scientific manner? No, he added before giving anyone very much time, not that anyone seemed ready with any case in point. And Ill tell you what, Jorkens went on: Im ready to prove what I say. Im ready to take anyone now and show him someone within a mile from here who is telling stranger tales than Ive ever told, at this very minute. And if he isnt, hell begin as soon as we ask him. As many of you as you like. Now, wholl come?

Very well, very well, Jorkens went on. Youll none of you come. Then please never say, or allow anyone else to say, that I tell any more unusual tales than other people. Because Ive given you an opportunity of putting it to the proof; and you wont take it. Very well. Waiter.

In another moment Jorkens would have settled down to a large whiskey; he would have soothed himself with it; he would then have slept a little; when he awoke he would have forgotten his anger, for he is never angry for long, and with his anger he would have forgotten the whole episode, including the man to whom he offered to take us. I dont say that Jorkenss tales are unusual, or that they are usual; I leave the reader to judge that; but I do say that anyone whose tales were more unusual would certainly have something to tell that was distinctly out of the way. So before Jorkens had caught the waiters eye, before any whiskey had had time to be brought to him, I said: That is unsporting of them, Jorkens. You have offered to prove that your stories are not unusual, as stories go. They should give you a chance to prove it. Ill come.

Jorkens looked for a moment a little regretfully in the direction of the screen at the far end of the room, behind which were the waiters, and then said: Very well. So away we went from the Billiards Club, and soon we were in a taxi, going towards Soho, with Tutton, another member, who at the last moment came too.

I thought that even in the taxi Jorkens was regretting his whiskey, for he sat silent; but when we got to the dingy café to which he had directed the driver, a dark little place called The Universe, and we went in and he saw at once the man he was looking for, he brightened up a good deal. The man was seated alone at one of the tables, eating some odd foreign dish. Look at his forehead, said Jorkens.

Yes, I said. He hasnt got one.

Well, a pair of bulging eyebrows, said Jorkens. But no forehead. As you say. Not a man to imagine anything.

Not in the least, I said.

No, no, said Tutton.

Very well, said Jorkens.

He took hold of a couple of chairs then, and dragged them up to the mans table, while I brought one for myself.

A couple of friends, said Jorkens, who would like to hear your tale. And all at the same moment he made a sign with one finger to a waiter whose home I would have placed as the East of Europe, though I could get no nearer than that; and the sign meant evidently absinthe, for one came. The man had not spoken yet; then he tasted the absinthe; tasted it again, to be sure it was all right; then started at once. I was in a Russian prison, he said. The walls were ten feet thick. And I was sentenced to death.

Begin at the beginning, said Jorkens.

Sentenced to die next morning, as a matter of fact, the man went on; so there wasnt much time. And I was working on the mortar round one of the big stones with the edge of a button off my trousers.

At the beginning, said Jorkens. {2ND JORKENS COLLECTION}

Oh, said the man; and he looked up from his absinthe, his clipped black moustache wet with it, his eyes groping with memory. Then he started again.

I never knew who I was spying for, he said.

Tell them how you came to be spying, said Jorkens.

I got into a chess-club in Paris, said the man. And he took another drink from his glass of absinthe and it all seemed to come back to him. It was a dark low sty of a place. I only went there twice. It was only the second time I ever went there that I looked up from the game I was playing, at one of the other tables. I was having a good enough game and getting a bit the best of it, and I turned to look at one of the other tables while my man was making his move, a table level with mine on the other side of the gangway, and got the shock of my life. I saw all of a sudden that one of the two players didnt know the move of the knight. He was moving it anyhow, and his opponent was taking no notice. Well, it wasnt a chess club.

Id been introduced to the place by a man of whom I knew nothing. No help there. The man I was playing with was a chess-player all right, but one swallow doesnt make a summer. I glanced at a few other boards, and saw pretty much the same thing going on as I had seen at the table beside me. Chess was a blind. What did go on there? I was a long way from the door, and I felt most damnably alone.

Youve never told me, you know, said Jorkens, what you were doing in Paris.

Just looking round to see what would turn up, said the man.

Oh well, go on, replied Jorkens.

He took another sip at the absinthe, and went on.

I began looking round at the door then, and seeing how many men there were sitting between me and it. I couldnt have done anything worse. I couldnt have made myself more conspicuous if Id made a dash for it. They followed the turn of my eyes, and all seemed to read my thoughts. And a man got up from another table presently, and loafed my way as though he were not coming up to me. But I knew he was. He passed my table, but turned round at once, and spoke to me. Are you one of us? he said.

It was no use saying Yes. You cant invent passwords. Theyd have plenty of them all right. I knew the kind of people they were, the moment I discovered what they were not.

So I said, No, but I wish to be.

It was the only thing to do. But it let me in for a lot of oaths, of which I can tell you nothing; with penalties attached, you know. And I became a member of the lowest degree, of an association of which I still know practically nothing at all. All I really knew of its aims was that they seemed to be to give orders to members of the degree to which I belonged. And you had to obey those orders. Otherwise, several unpleasant things, behind the screen at the end of that dingy room, the far end from the door of course, and the Seine afterwards.

Well, I got away from that room, and I went back to Mimi. I havent told you about Mimi. And I said to her: Mimi, that chess-club isnt a chess-club; its something else, and Ive got to leave Paris.

And she said at once: Dont you go. People like that would be sure to watch you. Dont let them see you trying to get away. Its not safe.

And, do you know, she was right. But all I said to her was: People like that, Mimi? But Ive not told you what they are like.

And all she would say was: I know that type, and went on urging me not to try to go.

She was right, sure enough. They were watching me. I saw Mimi gazing out of the window next morning, and saying nothing, just gazing, till I went up and gazed too. And there was a man outside looking too unconcerned, looking a shade too thoughtfully up at the sky; and I knew Mimi was right.

So I merely stayed with Mimi. And one day the order came. I was to go round to the chess-club that evening to receive instructions from the Grand Master. Well, I went. I had a pretty shrewd idea as to what those instructions would be. But I went.

Well, there he was all dressed up, at the dark end of the room, dingy and curtained off, and a couple of candles.

You will go to Russia, he said; and before he had time to get in another word I slipped in with what I had to say. Not to assassinate anybody, I said. I slipped in with it then because once he had given me my orders there was an end of it.

If I disobeyed after that it was the Seine, with certain accessories: if I let him see now that I wouldnt do it for certain, there seemed the ghost of a chance. Why put themselves to the trouble of carrying a sack all the way to the Seine at night, I thought, if they knew they had nothing to gain by it? It was a slender chance. He seemed surprised, and was silent a moment. And if he has already signed the death-warrants of two hundred thousand innocent men and women? he said.

Thats his affair, I said. I attend to mine.

You wouldnt kill even such a man? he said.

No, I answered.

He was silent again; so were the others; the sort of silence that seemed like earthquake, or any awful natural disaster; and the sort of robes they were wearing rustled against the silence. It was only two seconds, probably, before he spoke again.

T have not commanded you to assassinate anyone, he said.

So it worked, my slender chance.

You are to destroy something deadlier than a man, he said. But perhaps your scruples wont let you hurt a machine?

The words sound simple, but he said them nastily enough.

T obey, I said.

You will go to Russia, he repeated. There is a machine in Novarsinsk that makes certain munitions. There are only three of them in Russia. They are the three deadliest machines in the world. You will wreck one of them.

He ceased speaking. Others gave me my passport, money, railway tickets, and a varnished walking-stick half of which was a steel bar. I was to break off the bar later on and secrete it in my clothing, and drop it one day into the machine. And they gave me a testimonial that seemed to make me out one of the worlds best experts in the handling of that particular machine, signed by some fellow that seemed to cut a good deal of ice in Russia; forged of course. I knew something of engineering, but not that much.

What will I do with the machine? I asked. But they were busy closing down their meeting. You wont be there long, said one of them, before you drop the bar in. Then you get back here as quickly as possible. And he rather hustled me out. He was the man that saw me off next day, by the train across Europe. I tried to tell Mimi something about it without giving anything away. Theres a lot I havent told you: I told Mimi still less. And yet she seemed to guess a good deal of it. And the odd thing was she said Id come back all right. Lord knows how she knew. And I remembered what she said, through the oddest experiences, and when a thousand to one against her being right looked like a safe bet to lay. And what odds wouldnt it be safe to lay against the life of a man in prison in Russia, sentenced to death, with walls round him ten feet thick; and guilty too?

Well I went all through Europe, past the German rye-fields, silvery green, and a great many other things, but I wasnt thinking so much of scenery as of my chances of ever seeing it again, coming the other way. You see, I fancied I should come out of Russia by train, if I ever came out at all. You can waste your time guessing how I did come out, if you like. Certainly I never guessed it.

Well, I arrived and showed my testimonial. It looked a good one to me when first I saw it, but nothing to what it looked to them: I was evidently just the one man in the world they were waiting for; they seemed a bit short of engineers. They brought me along to their machine; and, except that it was a machine and needed oiling, I knew very little about it. It was a huge affair, as big as the engines of a small ship; and there it was roaring away underneath me, and they looking at it as though  well, there simply werent any standards of comparison; they hadnt any religion, and no king, and didnt care overmuch about human life, so its no use saying it was like one of their children to them, or a god or anything else; but I saw, from the way they looked at it, roughly what they would do to anybody that hurt it. Well, I went round oiling it, but as that was about all I was able to do for it, for a wage of £2,000 a year, I thought the sooner I wrecked it and cleared out the better. And so I did. Not the clearing out; they saw to that; but the wrecking of it. I pushed the steel bar, a foot and a half of it, in through a grating with my fore-finger at the end of it, with which I gave it a good send off, and it went down like an arrow in amongst the great cogs of the wheels, till a heaving piston hid it out of my sight, and it didnt heave any more, and the roar of the engine that had been like a huge purr changed its note suddenly. I didnt like that change of note coming as quick as it did. I dont know what else I expected. I see now that I might as well have tried to kill a tiger in the Zoo with a spike, and expect that none of the keepers would notice, as expect to smash a machine like that quietly. Of course I was alone when I did it, but the thing began roaring like a wounded gorilla that has been trapped in a china shop, and the Bolshies rushed in on me. Of course I said I knew nothing about it, and they didnt try to mob me. They said there would have to be a trial and they took me to prison, but they were rather polite than otherwise. I got the idea that they would never be able to prove anything, and that my chances were quite good. What I was worrying mostly about was that they might keep me a long time in prison before they had any trial, several months perhaps; but they were in more of a hurry to deal with me than I knew. As for my chances, the first shadow came over them when one of the Russians came to the prison to question me. You can prove nothing whatever, I had remarked to him.

Prove things, he answered. We dont waste time proving things when we know perfectly well what has happened.

You have to in a court of law, I said.

Have to? Why? he asked.

Because you might punish an innocent man otherwise, I told him.

He laughed rather a nasty laugh at that. And if we stopped the course of the law for that, he said, wed stop ploughing the steppes with our motor-tractors for fear of killing a worm.

I was on the point of telling him things were different in England, and stopped myself in time and did a good deal of thinking.

And then the trial came on, very soon, as I said. Id worked out a good enough defence. Who had ever seen me with a steel bar? How could I have concealed it? Why should I wreck a machine that was to pay me £2,000 a year? And a lot more points besides. But somehow when I looked at them in their law-court I got the idea that they were up to all that. And at the very last moment I felt I must do something better.

The charge was read out and the judge looked straight at me. Did you do it? he said.

Yes, I replied, on the spur of the moment.

Why? he asked.

T was compelled to, by capitalists, I answered.

They were interested at once. Of what country? he asked me.

England, I said; and watched how the answer went down.

Who gave you your orders? asked the judge.

The Archbishop of Canterbury, I said, and saw that I had said the right thing. I didnt expect to get off scot-free, but if I could get the blame on to English capitalists I felt sure they would spare my life.

Where did he give you your orders? said the judge.

At the back of his cathedral, I answered.

It was just right. Theyd never have heard of Lambeth, and theyd have known that a secular conversation of that sort would not have gone on within the cathedral; but the shadow of its huge walls, at the back, out of the way, would have been the perfect scene for it. And they believed me too. I could see that.

What were his exact words? said the judge.

And that was where I crashed. I had nothing prepared, and with the judges eyes on my face I had no time to prepare it now.

Those accursed Russians have a machine, I began; but I saw from a change in their faces that it was no good. And one watches mens faces pretty closely when ones life hangs on what they are thinking about. You see, I hadnt liked to blackguard them too much to their faces, but my silly politeness ruined me; I should have given them the talk that they would have expected from a prominent personage of a capitalist country, instead of mincing my words as I did. Look what they had done to religion. They would have expected the archbishop to talk pretty stiffly about them, and I was altogether too mild. So all I got for trying to spare their feelings was a death sentence. I saw they had stopped believing me, and somehow after that my answers were merely silly. And in a minute or two the judge took a pull at his cigarette and leaned back and looked at me, then shot the smoke out of his lungs and said two words in Russian.

Tell him its death, I heard one of them say. And the sentry standing beside me, with a very nasty-looking bayonet fixed, took out his cigarette and said: Its death, and went on with his smoking.

They hadnt got my real name yet, and now they asked for it, just when it seemed not to matter any longer. I gave them the name of Bourk.

And what name do you give us? asked Jorkens.

The man thought for a moment, and then said: Ryan.

This is where the tale gets a little unusual, said Jorkens to us. And the man went on.

When they took me back to the prison I knew I hadnt got very long. The English idea on these occasions is to give a man a little time to look after his soul; but in Russia, where you dont have one, they werent likely to keep me waiting.

Id looked at the stones in my prison wall pretty thoughtfully; square grey blocks that had once had plaster over them; and now I decided to work the mortar away and get one out, after which some of the others should come more easily, and see where the hole led to. I had ten buttons on my trousers; metal ones; and by bending one of them double I got some sort of a point, and I started to scrape away the mortar at once, so as not to waste time, which was precious. The mortar came easily, being old and full of damp, and presently I began to hope. I had a chair in the cell, and I kept it handy: whenever I heard the lock in my door beginning to move I slewed the chair round and sat on it with my back to the stone I was working on. The lock didnt move often; a man came twice a day with my food, and sometimes loafed in at an odd hour, making three times in all; but on this day he came in once oftener, attracted, I suppose, by the interesting news that they had condemned me to death. I always had my chair in place by the time the key had turned, and was sitting on it before the door began to open. By nightfall I had the stone loose, and had only used two buttons, and even they were by no means finished. That night I got it out, and worked till dawn on one of the stones behind it; then I tidied up the dust, eating some of it, and put the stone back, and had some sleep for an hour or two. But I didnt want to waste much time on sleep, as I didnt know how long Id got; and early that morning I was at work again, this time on the next stone. And I was getting along splendidly.

They are devils. They know how to make you despair. I had never despaired in all my life before. I had held back from despair as you keep from the brink of a precipice. But those Russians brought me to it. They must have been watching me through some spy-hole they had; for the lock turned and one of them came in, and there was I sitting comfortably in my chair with my back to the loose stones, and the bent bit of button in my pocket. And he never said a word. Just threw a hammer and a good sharp chisel down on the floor in front of me, and walked out of the cell. Then I knew that those walls must be about ten feet thick, and that nothing was any good, and I left the hammer and chisel where they had fallen and gave myself up to despair. If he had put me into a lower dungeon, or manacled me, or flogged me, I could have held out against it, but that hammer and chisel somehow or other seemed the very last notes of doom.

The man that came in with my food just looked at the chisel, as you might take a look at a snake, just to see that I wasnt near enough to use it on him; then he left it and the hammer lying there.

Next day I was sitting there hopeless, when in walked another fellow, a good deal neater than the rest. I looked up.

Do you want a reprieve? he said.

But I had seen the look on his face. I dont know what I thought he was going to ask for; to betray all those people in Paris, T suppose. But the look on his face was enough, and I said: No, thank you.

Not want a reprieve? he asked.

No, not to-day, thank you, I answered.

If its not to-day, youll not want it at all, he said. Youre for the cellar to-morrow morning.

And he hung about near the door, to see if Id changed my mind. But I wouldnt. I felt sure that there must be some crab in it, from the look I had seen on his face.

Well, a little while later another man came in, as though the first hadnt come in at all.

Ive got a reprieve for you, he said.

What have I got to do for it? I asked him.

We want to explore a distant place; perhaps to colonize it, he said. We want you to go there first, and light a fire as a sign when you get there.

What else? I asked.

Nothing else, he said.

How do I get there? said I.

We send you, he said.

Where is it? I asked.

The moon, he replied.

Nonsense, I said.

Yes, to capitalists, he answered. Theyre all two hundred years behind Russia; and imperialism is as far as they can think. But the moon is well within the scope of our scientists.

How would you get me there? I asked.

Shoot you out of a gun, he said.

Well, theres two reasons why you couldnt do that, I told him.

Well? he said with a superior smile.

Firstly, I said, the thing would smash to fragments on landing; or more likely melt.

Theres a parachute that you can release from a spring inside, he said, as soon as you see youre close. The head of the shell is crystal.

Well, theres another reason, I said. Starting off at a thousand feet per second would merely finish one. Why, even a railway train...

You dont, he said. Youre moving at nearly three hundred miles an hour when you enter the gun.

How do you manage that? I asked.

Always the slow superior smile, as though their scientists were all grown up and the people in other countries only children.

Weve rails, he said, and the shell is on very low wheels. It runs on those rails over what is almost a precipice, four or five hundred feet of it, and thats how it gets its pace. The moment it enters the tunnel a steel door falls behind it. The tunnels the gun. As in any gun, the near end, the chamber, is larger, and the powder is stacked there all round you; but when you get to the barrel it exactly fits the shell, even to a groove for the wheels. The powder is ignited behind you the moment you pass, slow-burning big blocks of black powder, slow-burning I mean when compared with modern explosives, and by the time you leave the muzzle you have your maximum speed. Is that simple enough for you?

Is the gun rifled? I asked.

Again the smile, as though he spoke to a child. Of course, he said. The grooves for the wheels are twisted round the barrel.

Then the spin will addle my brains, I said, and I shant unloose any parachute.

Theres a gyroscope in your cabin, he answered.

What? The outside spins, while the gyroscope holds the cabin?

Of course, he said.

And what will I breathe? I asked.

Oxygen, he replied.

And eat and drink?

We give you supplies, said he.

And how long will they last on the moon? I asked.

Well send over more shells, he said.

Supposing one of them hits me, I said.

Very unlikely, he answered. Whereas our man in the cellar was working hard all through the busy time, perhaps fifty thousand cases, and hes never missed yet.

I could see they were pretty keen for me to go, from that tactful reference to the swine in the cellar. Well, I wasnt keen on the cellar, and I accepted. A bit longer to live, and that was to the good, and anyway I would get out of Russia.

They released me from the prison and housed me decently; as a matter of fact there was tapestry all over the walls; but it wasnt any easier to escape; they saw to that all right. There was a court-yard all round the palace in which they kept me, and a thirty-foot wall beyond, and plenty of soldiers walking about between.

What they were keenest on was my lighting a fire when I got there: they gave me a packet of powder to spread over a hundred yards square, and they were going to watch with their telescopes. They were keen on Russia being the first to do it, and keen on proving they had. Any Russians that they could spare they had probably killed already, so they had to send people like me. If I lit the fire they would send other men after me; if I didnt they would send over no more provisions. They fed me well, very well indeed, in fact they seemed as fond of me as a farmer is of a good fat turkey when it is getting near Christmas. They took me out and showed me their apparatus; a huge high iron scaffold on a hill, with a lift running up it, and the rails running airily down over a flimsy viaduct, and their long steel tunnel lying along the fields, slanting very slightly upwards, just enough for the shell to clear the low hills in the West on its way to the new moon. New, you see, so that it would most of it be in darkness and they would be able to see my fire. And there was the shell all ready, waiting at the end of its rail. And they opened it and showed me my bunk inside, like the smallest berth on a boat you ever saw; barely room to turn round; a nasty place to spend ten days or a fortnight. And the gadgets they showed me too, the oxygen gas-mask for use on the moon and the switch for releasing the parachute that was to steady the shell before landing. When it came to the switch for the parachute I pointed out that there wasnt much air on the moon. Not much, said one of them, the same man that first offered me the reprieve; but we have evidence that there is some. Four or five hundred feet would be all youd want for the parachute, brushing aside lightly enough what was probably the principal drawback. I bet hed have worried more about that air if hed been the one that was going.

Then we went down and had a look at the tunnel, with its steel door up in the air like a guillotine, the door that was to fall behind me the moment the shell ran in, and would close the breech of the gun. We walked in and saw the big blocks of black powder lying beside the rails and stacked round the walls, and then the sudden narrowing of the tunnel.

The bigger the blocks of powder the slower they burn, said my friend, if one can use such a word of the man who had sneeringly offered reprieve. The explosion gradually increases in force all the time you are in the gun.

I may say that that moon-shooting tunnel was nearly three hundred yards long.

There seemed sense in what they told me about the gun, but I couldnt get over my fear that the lunar atmosphere would be too thin for the parachute, and that I should crash through it and melt on landing. I watched them talking among themselves in the tunnel and knew what they were saying, though I didnt know Russian: they were boasting that the U.S.S.R. would do it.

Its a thousand to one against getting there, I blurted out to the man who talked English.

Russia will do it, he answered. Our scientists dont leave things to prayer or chance, like the people in capitalist countries. If its a thousand to one well send a thousand men, and get one there, and then a thousand more, and as many thousands as we need to get enough there to colonize it.

So that was the sort of men they were.

Well, there seemed nothing for it but to try to live as long as I could. Will you give me a fortnights holiday before I start? I said.

And to my surprise they said Yes. Well, next day Eisen called for me rather early; thats what the sneering man called himself, the man whose reprieve Id refused; and he said that he wanted to show me all over the shell again so that I should know all about it, and that after that wed go to a theatre, and to a dance with some girls he knew. He talked of the girls all the way to the high, gaunt tower, and they really seemed very nice. One in particular, he said, would be very glad to meet me: he knew her tastes. He said this just as I got inside the shell; he had been describing her all the way up in the lift. The moon, a little past full, was high in the sky behind us as I got in, the long gun pointing away from it. Eisen put his hand in and began showing me things; then he questioned me about everything in the shell, because he said that I had to know all about it before I went on my holiday, and he kept on explaining about spreading the powder on a hundred yards square on the moon. Shes a very pretty one, that girl, he said all of a sudden. Then he showed me how the door shut.

There was a grinding of wheels at once.

Lord! we were off! I thought at first that it was an accident, but Ive found that, however easily people fool you, you find it out when you think it over, sometimes long afterwards. Having the moon behind me was one thing that helped to fool me. It never occurred to me that the gun might be aiming at just where the moon would be ten days to a fortnight later, when the shell would be due to arrive. Well, it was a sickening feeling, dropping down the rails from that tower. I lay thereon the sort of bed, wondering when wed come to the tunnel. As a matter of fact I remember nothing of that. It was all very well for them to talk of the increase of speed being gradual, but somewhere or other in that tunnel I must have had a jolt that was a bit too much for my brains; for I opened my eyes feeling very sleepy indeed, and when I remembered what had been happening and looked out through the crystal window, there was nothing but sky in sight.

That damned Russian had turned on the oxygen, or I wouldnt have been alive. How many hours or days had passed since leaving earth I had no idea, nor any idea how far we were away from it. Nor could I see the moon. All I knew was that I was rushing through space at the pace of a bullet, and all I felt was the most absolute stillness, the most absolute stillness that I have ever known; and no sound but the purr of my gyroscope that was keeping my cabin steady while the shell rotated. No sound of any wind or the passage of air; so I knew I was outside Earths atmosphere. An intolerable glitter oppressed me, a glare still and unflickering, sunlight rushing through space unhindered by clouds or air. I shut my eyes to escape it, but could not sleep; and so hours went by. And then a shadow came over us that I felt through my closed eyes, and I looked through the crystal again, and at once the stars came out. The blessed shadow wrapped us for half an hour, and passed away again and the glare returned.

What made the shadow? I asked.

And Ryan looked up wearily from his absinthe, weary still, it seemed, from the memory of that long journey, unsheltered in sunlight: Sunset, he said, and then in half an hour it came up on the other side. We were as far as that from Earth.

How awful, I couldnt help saying.

But I was out of Russia, he said. Still I couldnt see the moon. I didnt know where I was or how long wed been going. I ate some food: I didnt know how many hours or days I had been without it; and I drank some water, and it tasted good. And then a curious thing happened. Id been lying back in my bunk, facing the way we were going, with my feet a lot higher than my head.

You should never sleep like that, said Jorkens.

No, replied Ryan, and it probably helped to keep me unconscious much longer than I should have been otherwise. But I dont know. But now I was sliding down more and more to the other end, and pressing against my feet. The head of the shell had been higher than its base, and was now evidently lower. I drank a lot more water during the next few hours, which I seemed to want more than food; and nothing else changed. And then my bed seemed to be a little steeper, and I was pressing a little harder against my feet. And suddenly through the crystal head of the shell the weary steely glitter disappeared, and a soft grey took its place. The relief to the eye, and the brain itself, was immense. But I had no idea where I was, or what was happening. And then sound came again, the sound of what could only be air. And the soft grey darkened. It came to me with extraordinary suddenness, and nearly too late, that it was time to use the parachute. It worked, and there was a bump that broke the end of my bed. We had landed. The first thing I did was to slip on the oxygen gas-mask, that they had given me to wear when walking about on the Moon. I could see nothing at all, for most of the crystal nose of the shell was buried, and the rest of it was all blurred, with some atmospheric disturbance that looked like rain. Then I opened the door that Eisen had shut in Russia, and walked out wearing my gasmask; and sure enough it was rain, and it splashed on my eye-pieces and dimmed them at once, and it seemed to be evening. From a soft patch of soil in which we had luckily landed I stepped at once on an expanse that I could feel rather than see to be utterly devoid of all vegetation. In fact it was exactly the sandy or gravelly waste that I had expected to find by the shore of some dried-up lunar sea. But our anticipations do not always guide us aright; for suddenly just behind me I heard the words: Are you aware you are trespassing?

Yes, it was England. England all over. And a man who couldnt have been either a Russian or an inhabitant of the moon came towards me, looking at me out of his eye-glass, along his gravel drive. My shell had landed in one of his flowerbeds, and the parachute draped all over it looked like a fallen tent. Well, Im not a lunatic. So I didnt say to him: T have come out of a gun in Russia, but I was looking for the moon. No, I said: Im very sorry, sir, but Im down from London, camping; and I didnt know it was private. Ill go away at once. He gave one disgusted look at his flower-bed, and went away with his nose in the air. You see, Id told him exactly what hed expected, as when I told the Russians about the Archbishop of Canterbury, and there was no more for him to say. Well, I didnt like to leave that shell for the Press of the world to write about. I was none too sure I mightnt get extradited over that business of the steel bar. So I got hold of the powder that was to light up the moon, and mixed it with everything inflammable in the shell and put the oxygen canisters on top of it; and, protecting it all from the rain with the parachute, I set the whole thing alight. It made a fine glow in the sky; but they wouldnt have seen that in Russia: they were looking for it in the wrong place. And I doubt if what was left of the shell after that got into even the local papers. And by the evening of the next day I saw Mimi again, as she had told me I would.

Now, you know, thats unusual, said Jorkens to Tutton and me. I should say distinctly unusual.


THE CLUB SECRETARY

I THINK I have said that it is the custom in our club to discuss gardening during the spring and summer, or rather to hear the tales of what various members have been doing in their gardens, or of any wonderful growth that has come unwontedly early or incredibly large in the garden of any one of us; but when the season of fogs returns, and the sun sets behind houses before the middle of luncheon, it is rather our custom to tell tales of brighter scenes, to keep our little crescent before the fire from falling asleep, or from drifting away one by one to toy with some tedious business. It was upon such an occasion as this that one of our group in his chair before the fire, who seemed about to be falling asleep, suddenly opened his eyes wide and exclaimed: For the Lords sake someone tell us of somewhere where there is sunlight. And I heard Jorkens draw in a breath. But, before he had time to speak, the voice of Terbut was raised. And lets hear of England this time, he said. Im tired of the ends of the earth.

A more deliberate attempt to put Jorkens out of his stride I have seldom heard. But it had no effect. I saw a curious thing once in England, Jorkens said; a very curious thing. I was taking a walk out of London once, a long walk with sandwiches, and a good flask, one that would hold a pint. Partly I went for exercise, but it was more to please the spirit than the body that I went. I had somehow got tired of pavements. You know how one feels then; and spring was coming on with a rush. I dont know what way I went, only that it must have been roughly southwards, for the sun was in my eyes, until it got round to my right. I started early and had no lunch until some time after two, for I would not sit down and eat till I was completely clear of London. I must have done a good twenty miles. I sat myself down on a bank of grass by the road, with a hedge in front of me as green as a meteor, along the top of a bank on the opposite side. Primroses were out on the bank, and early violets. There I ate my lunch, with birds singing, and white clouds scurrying over the dome of a blue sky. What was the other side of the hedge on the bank I had no idea: I could neither see through nor over. I sat there wondering comfortably all through my lunch. And after lunch my long walk, the bright sun, birds singing, and one thing and another, were bringing a drowsiness on me, when a sudden bout of curiosity made me leap up and cross the road, and look for a gap in the hedge. Through a gap low down among the stems of the thorn I saw smooth lawn stretching away, and a little house with bow-windows and bottle-glass panes and red roof, that was clearly the house of a golf-club. And looking at it through the hedge never soothed my curiosity, for the light of spring was hanging so strongly over those lawns that they somehow seemed to have the glow of lawns seen long ago in the early morning and remembered almost from infancy; there seemed something as magical about them as that. I was a lot slenderer in those days, and once I got my head through the gap in the hedge it was only a matter of wriggling. No one was playing golf, and I walked up to the club-house with not a soul in sight, and no sound of anyone stirring. Grass of Parnassus was flowering in such abundance that I wondered if those smooth lawns were not too marshy for golf. I came all in the silence to the oaken door of the golf-club. And there a hall-porter, glittering with livery that was out of date in its splendour, opened the door at once. I had then to apologise and explain I was lost; and, thinking to put a better face on it to an official of the club than to the hall-porter, or at any rate hoping to gain time, I asked to see the secretary. Well, the secretary was in the little club-house, and the hall-porter brought him at once.

What can I do for you? he said, all amiability.

I want to apologise, I said. I am not a member of your golf-club. I lost my way on your links.

He smiled away my apology. Its not a golf-club, he said.

Not? said I.

No, he replied airily. Why did I say airily? He seemed to me airy. He seemed volatile, energetic, even for a club secretary. No, not a golf-club, he said.

I quite thought it was a golf-club, said I.

No, he replied. Its a club, as a matter of fact, for poets.

For poets? I said.

Yes, said the secretary, and what may quite surprise you, for the poets of all time.

Of all time? I said.

Yes, he repeated, and beckoning me forward to the inner doors of the hall he pointed through its glass panes. There you see Swinburne, he said, talking to Herrick.

And sure enough I recognized the earnest face of Swinburne talking, and saw the man that the secretary told me was Herrick, giving little answering chuckles. And somehow, in spite of what the secretary had said, it didnt surprise me at all; there was something so fairy-like in the light on the lawns before I got to the club, and something so far from this age in the little house, that it seemed only natural that it had gathered up from the ages what was lost to other lawns. I should not have been surprised to see Homer himself. And sure enough there he stood, stroking his beard, eyes full of thought, giving me somehow the impression of a most tremendous Tory.

And theres Stephen Phillips, he said, talking to Dante.

And I recognized the two men, and seemed to see, through the rather dim glass of the door, a certain resemblance of feature.

A bit lucky, wasnt he, getting elected? I said, pointing to Stephen Phillips.

Well, yes, said the secretary, but you have luck in all clubs, theres always somebody who may be just not quite.

And then Tennyson went by, on the other side of the shimmering glass. I recognized him immediately.

Hes having a bit of a slump over there, I said, pointing over the lawns to the way by which I had come.

Oh, hes all right here, said the secretary.

And the waiters? I said, for they were passing to and fro.

All writers too, he said. All wrote good stuff. But not immortal. Hes the best we have on our staff, he said, pointing to the hall-porter. Thats Pope.

Pope, I said. Is it really? I suppose your standard of membership

Pretty high, he said. You see, we have Shakespeare, Milton and all of them. There goes Shelley.

And sure enough I saw a light figure slipping by, to drop what looked like a political pamphlet unnoticed in somebodys hat.

And the name of the club? I asked.

The Elysian Club, he said.

Somehow I had thought so.

Pope only hall-porter, Homer himself a member. Who then was the secretary? That was the question that in this extraordinary club, where I might have found so much of overpowering interest, became the one thought that absorbed me. What a power is curiosity, when once awakened! I might have heard Shakespeare speak. And yet I wasted my time in trying to satisfy my miserable curiosity as to who the secretary was.

Of course you write yourself, I said.

Very little, he answered; T gave it up long ago.

Gave it up! That was even more baffling than ever. Yet greater than Pope, whoever he was. Was he Keats, I thought for a moment? For Keats perhaps wrote little compared to some of them. But no, Keats never gave it up.

There was nothing for it but to ask him his name. Which I did. And he told me. And, do you know, it conveyed to me nothing whatever. And that was awkward. It left me saying Yes, yes, of course, and remarks like that, too transparent not to be seen through. But he took no offence. No, no, you wouldnt have heard of me, he said. T never wrote enough. One great line: thats what the members say. If I had written thirty I could have been a member myself. But only one great line, they say. Better than that fellow, you know, he said, pointing to the hall-porter. Yet not enough for full membership. But l am an honorary member.

Well, Ive read a good deal of poetry, knocking about the world, and the line might convey something where the name never could. And sure enough it did. I asked him if he would mind repeating the line to me; and he began at once. A rose-red, he began, but I got the rest of it in before he had time to. City half as old as time, said I.

Yes, he said. A rose-red city half as old as time, repeating the beautiful line like a good host relishing a taste of his century-old port. Its a pity I couldnt have made thirty of them; but I am really very comfortable as I am. Would you like to see my office?

Well, he showed me into a very snug little room, and I should have liked to have stopped and talked with him, and especially to have seen more of the members; but, after all, I had forced my way into the club, and had taken up quite enough of his time already. So I offered him my pint flask, which of course I had filled with whiskey, as some slight return for his trouble. And, do you know, he drank up every drop of it. When I opened it for a drop for myself when I got back to the road, I found it was quite empty.


A MYSTERY OF THE EAST

NOVEMBER had come round again, and the woods away beyond London were a glory, and London had drawn round her ancient shoulders the grey cloak she wears at this season. It was dim in the room at the club where we sat after lunch, the curtains round the one window seemed tall masses of shadow, and we were talking about the mystery of the East. It was really more than mystery we were discussing; for one who had met it in Port Said, another in Aden, a third who believed he had seen it in Kilindini, and a collector of butterflies who had met it all over India, were telling tales of pure magic. It is my object in recording tales I hear at my club to relate only those that are true so far as we know, and that seem to me to be interesting, but none of these stories of magic fulfilled either of these conditions, and I do not therefore retell them; yet I mention them because they gradually woke Jorkens, who happened to be asleep, and drew from him what is to me a very interesting statement.

They understand magic perfectly he asserted.

What? Who do? we said, startled by the vehement statement from the man that we thought was still sleeping.

The East, said Jorkens. I mean to say those in the East whose business it is. Just as one says that the West understands machinery. Of course youd find millions in Europe who could not run a machine, but engineers can.

And in the East? I said, to keep him to the point.

In the East, said Jorkens, the magicians understand magic.

Can you give us a case in point? asked Terbut. And Im glad he did, for one often hears of the mystery of the East, but seldom, as now, a definite story of magic, with every detail that anybody could ask for.

Certainly I can, replied Jorkens, now wide awake.

I have little doubt that Terbut hoped, in a tale of magic, to catch Jorkens out with something he could not prove, more thoroughly than he could ever hope to catch him over some more solid tale of travel or sport. How completely he failed I leave the reader to judge.

And then Jorkens began his story.

On a bank of the Ganges, not so long ago, I was standing looking at that pearl of a river; there flowed the water of it a yard or two from my feet, and there flowed the beauty of it right through me. It was evening, and river and sky were not only unearthly, as you might suppose, but they somehow seemed realler than earth, with a reality that all the while was growing and growing and growing. So that if ever I had left the world we know for the world of fancies and song that seems sometimes to drift so near to it, then is the time Id have gone. But I was brought back suddenly to reality by stepping on to a man who was sitting beside the river, while my eyes were full of twilight. In fact I fell over him, and all light of the Ganges was gone clean out of my mind; but he still sat motionless there with his eyes as full of the beauty of river and sky as they had probably been for hours. That is, I suppose, one of the principal differences between us and people like that; we can probably appreciate the glory of such a river under that sort of sky, with the fires of the burning-ghats beginning to glow, and a young moon floating slender over their temples, we can probably appreciate it almost as well as they can; but we dont seem able to cling to it. Well, as I was saying, I was brought back to earth in every sense of the word, and there was this man, naked above the waist, sitting as though  well, theres only one way to describe it  sitting as though I had not been there at all. One of those what-dyou-call-ems, I said to myself. And all of a sudden the idea came to test him.

How did you do that? asked Terbut.

Nothing simpler, said Jorkens. Well, in one way it wasnt so simple, because I had to explain to him what a sweepstake was, and what numbers were, in fact practically everything; and I dont suppose he really understood; but one thing I did make him understand, and that was that the number on a ticket that I showed him was the same as the number on a ticket in another part of the world, and that it was his job to make that other ticket come first out of a drum, first among millions. I got him to understand that, because he asked me why, and I told him that there was money on it. When a man starts asking questions you can nearly always make him understand, because you can see just where he has stuck, and can help him on every time. So he said that he had not the power to make the money of use to me, and I said: Never you mind about that. And the rest he promised to do. The ticket with that very number should come first of all out of the drum, or there was no power in Ganges. And then he took my ticket out of my hand and held it up high in that glow of sunset and small moon and fires, and gave it back and went on with his meditation. I wanted to thank him, but it was no use whatever; his spirit was somewhere far off: I might as well have tried to talk to one of his Indian gods.

Well, I may as well tell you that that sweep-stake was to be worth £30,000; and I walked away pretty pleased, for I could see that if there is anything whatever in magic, or whatever it is that these people practice, then I was sure of the prize; he had given his word for that. Of course I still thought that there might possibly be nothing in it; but, if there was, there could be no possible doubt that he was one of them, or that he had exerted his power just as he said.

Well, I left the Ganges next day; I left India within the week; and you may imagine I was pretty full of my chances of getting £30,000. Was there anything in the mystery of the East or was there not? That was the point. Now there was a man in the ship who knew, if anyone knew; a man called Lupton. He knew the East as well as anyone born on this side of the world is likely to know it; and, in particular, he knew about this very thing; I mean magic. Unfortunately Id never met him, and I hardly liked to go up and beard him, he was too distinguished for that; and there was I watching him walking by me every day, and knowing that he carried the secret of my £30,000, the simple knowledge of whether or not the East could do what it claimed. Well, sooner or later on board a ship you get to know everybody, though we were into the Mediterranean before I was introduced to him; and almost the first thing I said to him was, Is there anything in this magic that they say they can do in the East?

It very nearly shut him up altogether; for he thought that I was speaking of magic lightly. But he luckily saw I was serious. I suppose he saw some light from that thirty thousand, that there must have been in my eyes. For after a moments silence, as though he were not going to answer, he turned and, speaking in a quite friendly way, said: You might, just as well, doubt wireless.

So then I asked him what I wanted to know: was it possible for a man to exert any influence in the East that could cause a ticket to come first out of a drum in Dublin? And I remember still the very words of his answer: It is a very rare power, he said, yet not only can it be done, but I know a man now living who is able to do it.

Well, I asked him then about my friend by the Ganges, but he knew nothing about him. His man lived in North Africa. My man might be able to do it too, he said, but there were very few of them. There was one obvious crab in the situation, and a difficult one to deal with: why didnt he go to his African friend himself, and lift that thirty thousand. He was a distinguished man and Id only just been introduced to him, and it wasnt too easy a question to ask. But I managed it. Of course my question was all wrapped up, but I got it out. And he answered me quite sincerely. Im settling down now near London, he said, on my pension and what Ive put by, and I dont say that if anyone offered me thirty thousand I shouldnt be grateful to him; only, living as much in the East as I have done, one has taken a good deal of quinine in ones time, and in the end its bad for the nerves; and if I got thirty thousand like that, out of the East by magic, Id always be worrying as to whether the East might get level. I know its silly of me, but there it is. You probably dont feel like that.

No, I dont think I do, I said. I couldnt say any more, for fear of hurting his feelings. But thirty thousand, you know; and afraid that the East might try to get it back! Well, let the East try: that was all I felt about it. But first of all lets get it. So I said, What part of North Africa were you saying that this man lived in?

He smiled at my persistence, and told me. Not very far in, he said. A night and half a day by train from the coast. You had better get out at El Kantara; and a few days ride on a mule from there will bring you to the Ouled Naïl Mountains, where he lives.

What part of the mountains? I asked. For he had stopped speaking, and a mountain range seemed rather an incomplete address.

Oh, theres no difficulty in finding him, he said. Hes a holy man, and well enough known. You merely ask one of the nomads for Hamid ben Ibrahim, when you get to the feet of the mountains. Besides, you can see his house for twenty miles. Its only ten-foot high, and about eight yards broad and long; but its whitewashed, under brown mountains, and the desert is flat in front of it all the way to the Niger. Youll find Hamid all right.

They dont all do it for nothing, I suppose, said I; like my friend on the Ganges.

You see, I hadnt very much cash in hand after my trip to India, not counting my hope of the thirty thousand pounds.

No, he said. But hell do it for this.

And he gave me a little packet out of his pocket; a powder, as I could feel through the paper.

What is it? I said.

Bismuth, he answered. His digestions bad. But hes too holy to take an aperient; never has had one in his life, or smoked; and of course brandy is out of the question. So he is rather hard to cure. As you probably know, all Europeans are held to be doctors over there; so the first thing hell do is to tell you his symptoms and ask you to cure him; and I think bismuth may do it. If it does hell work that ticket for you. In fact he knows a good deal more about magic than any of us know of medicine. And you might ask the ships doctor for anything else that might be good for him. Hes pretty fat, and takes no exercise. Do what you can for the old fellow.

T certainly will, I said. It seemed only fair.

And I should buy a tent in Algiers, he said, rather than hire one from an Arab. Youll find it will cost you about a quarter as much. Or an eighth. It depends how good you are at bargaining.

Daylight had gone while we talked, without my noticing it; and I looked up and saw bands of stars where there had been scarlet and gold. And a chill came with the stars, and Luptons face grew suddenly grey, for the chill after sunset seemed the one thing he was unable to stand; though youd have thought the opposite, living as he had lived, more in tents than in houses. So he went below, and his last words to me were: He can do it all right. You need have no doubt of that.

Well, I troubled Lupton no more; oddly enough I rather avoided him, for any conversation we might have had would have sounded so trivial after this mystery of the East that he had revealed to me, while all those millions of stars slipped softly out to shine in the Mediterranean. And before the end of the week we came to Marseilles. Well, I got out there. If Id gone on to England Id only have had to come back again, in order to get to Africa; and the finances wouldnt have run to it. My only difficulty was how to get another ticket in that sweepstake, as I didnt want the two spells working on the same ticket; but, do you know, I was able to buy one from a man in Marseilles, who seemed to have lost faith in his luck. So with that I slipped across to Algiers by a line that goes backwards and forwards from Marseilles to the African coast, and cheers itself against any monotony it may find in that by calling itself the Compagnie Générale Transatlantique. I hadnt entirely lost faith in my friend by the Ganges; I had kept his ticket and wanted to see what he could do; but naturally, after having that talk with one of the foremost orientalists, I relied a great deal more on the man he had recommended me. When first I had seen the man by the Ganges it had hardly seemed possible to me that he could fail, so overpowering seemed his eyes, and so much his spirit seemed dwelling only temporarily in that body that sat by the river, and able to exert its power on one place as well as another. But now I was all under the influence of Lupton, and only wanted to find the man in the Ouled Nail Mountains.

Well, I bought a cheap tent in Algiers and took the train one evening; and the next afternoon I came in sight of the mountains, going up like spires from El Kântara. There I told the Arabs that I was a doctor, travelling to the desert in search of health. It was easy enough for them to believe me, for I had given proof of medical knowledge by that very remark; for, do you know, there is more health in the Sahara than in the whole length of Harley Street. But in any case it was perfectly true what Lupton had told me, that every European is credited in those parts, with being a doctor. But I was a very special kind of doctor, and I had brought a few aperients and some extra quinine in order to prove it further. One day, with the wind in the date palms under those barren precipices, I started off on mules with three Arabs, riding south-westwards. Somehow El Kântara always reminds me of gold in iron vaults, the green mass of a thousand date-palms, these peoples only wealth, and all round them rocks that have never known as much green as you sometimes see on a salt-cellar.

You were telling us, I said, of the man you were looking for in the Ouled Naïl Mountains.

I beg your pardon, said Jorkens. Yes, we were riding south-westwards. As soon as we got through the pass we were in the desert, and we rode keeping the mountains on our right. We were never far from water: old torrents that had come with storms in the mountains had scooped out hundreds of basins in all the dry ravines; and over every one you came to someone had placed a flat stone, to protect the water that lay there from being drunk up by the sun. We had an easy journey, camping whenever the mules were tired; and as we ambled past the flocks of the nomads the rumour of my skill as a doctor went on swiftly before me. Ah, those evenings in the desert, with the afterglow on the mountains; and here its all dark and noisy and full of houses.

You found the Ouled Naïl Mountains? I said.

Ah, yes, said Jorkens. Yes, yes, of course. We kept out in the desert, and one day there was the whole range of them lying on our right. We kept out in the desert till I saw the white house. I saw it suddenly one evening. There had been no sign of anything on the mountains; and then the sun set, and far away to the north-east of us, I saw the house stand out exactly as Lupton described it, with its door and its two small windows, miles and miles away.

I moved into the mountains to get water next day; and then I said that I had found the health that I sought and would go back to El Kantara, and we went along under the mountains on a course that brought me close to the little house. Of course we and our mules were visible from the house on the rocks all the morning, and my reputation as a physician had arrived there long before, so that as soon as I drew near, the holy man came running out of his house, so far as a man of that shape may be said to be able to run. Well, I talked a good deal of Arabic, of a sort, and he talked a good deal of bad French, and we understood one another perfectly. Diagnosis is always a good thing in medicine, as any doctor will tell you, but it is particularly effective when you are able to do it before the patient has spoken at all. You see, I knew all about this man from Lupton. So I told him all his symptoms. And then I gave him some medicine right away, and he made some coffee for me and we sat and talked for five hours. Whether it was the medicine or the diagnosis, he was feeling better already, and when it came to offering me some fee I told him that my skill to heal was rather the result of magic than the study of medicine, and that therefore I took no fee; but that, if as some rumour among the nomads rather seemed to have indicated, he was himself a brother magician, I should be well content to be shown a little of his own magic; and I brought out the ticket I had bought in Marseilles from the man who had given up faith in it.

He looked at the number of the ticket, and understood the whole thing at once, very unlike the man on the Ganges. Yes; he could do it. And I wouldnt have taken an offer then of twenty thousand pounds for that ticket.

And he was right; he could do it. Lupton was right. Theres magic in the East of which we know nothing.

I went back to El Kantara then, back to London, third class of course all the way, and put those two tickets in a bank, and waited for the draw in the lottery.

But wait a moment, said Terbut. You say he could do it.

Certainly, said Jorkens. And the man by the Ganges too.

Then you got sixty thousand pounds, said Terbut; not only thirty.

Well, read for yourself, said Jorkens. I kept the cutting to this day. And he took a cutting from an Irish paper out of an old leather wallet he had. He gave it to Terbut, and Terbut read it aloud. At the fateful moment, he read, a hundred nurses paraded before the drum, dressed as early-Victorian bicyclists, and marched past Mr. ORiotty, who took the salute, attended by two machine-guns. A door in the drum was then opened, and the first nurse put in her hand to bring out the fortunate number. She accidently brought out two tickets, and Mr. ORiotty ordered them both to be put back.

You neednt read any further, said Jorkens.

What? said Terbut.

No, replied Jorkens. The mistake I made. The mistake I made, he repeated. Oh, but of course its easy to see it now.

I see, began Terbut thoughtfully. You think that both of them

But Jorkens only let out an impatient gasp.

Never mind, I said. Have a whiskey.

A whiskey! said Jorkens. What is the use of that?

The remark staggered me. It seemed to me to mark one of those changes that come suddenly in a mans life, like a milestone flashing upon a rapid traveller, and that bring to a close some period of his story. With what more momentous event could I close this book?

THE END
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PREFACE

BY naming this book as I have I do not for a moment suggest that there was anything unduly large about the size of the whiskey that Mr. Jorkens drank: no such imputation is intended. It merely happens that at the outset of certain investigations of mine into questions of biology or geography, a large whiskey has held a prominent place; and I may say that there are only two sizes of whiskey to be had at the Billiards Club, a large and a small, and Jorkens has taken a dislike to the small size ever since one was brought to him by mistake. This whiskey, by stimulating the memory of Mr. Jorkens, has brought to light some unusual data that were not only forgotten otherwise by Mr. Jorkens himself, but were unknown in several instances to all the rest of the world. My own interest in these stories is purely scientific, as I have no doubt my readers will be. But let not the ardour of scientists lead them to cast away the steps by which they have mounted, and let us all realize that without that humble glass of whiskey, there are things in biology that we might not quite have suspected; and let us give credit where it is due, as I do by this slight tribute of naming the book from the original starting point of a certain amount of research.


JORKENS REVENGE

AGAIN winter had come to London, and the clock said a quarter past three and night lay over the Billiards Club. At any rate the sun had set behind houses, and a long arm of fog had come reaching down the street and lights were lit in windows; and our own large window was just being hid with its curtains, and cheery lights were shining. Jorkens was there, among nearly a dozen of us; and, lunch over and the fire burning well, it was pre-eminently the occasion for a story. In a hush that came drowsily down on our conversation some of us looked at Jorkens; more than a look seemed hardly needed by the occasion; then we sat quiet and waited for him to begin. Something more, however, seemed to have been needed to brighten his memory and start him: Jorkens never said what, and somehow or other none of us seemed to have thought of it, and we never got a story from him that day. I waited expecting one, for it was the very evening of all the evenings of that November to start Jorkens remembering sunshine and all of us listening eagerly. I did not give up hope of a tale from him, to pass a dark hour away, till he turned and talked to Terbut, and about London. Then I saw we should have no tale of the wilder parts of Africa. Terbut, he said, you know London better than I do...

We all looked up, and so began the strangest experience of all the strange things I have been introduced to by Jorkens. And I am glad to relate it, for not only am I able to check its accuracy, but any reader who is able to visit London can check the veracity of it for himself, thus obtaining absolute proof to test one of Jorkens exploits.

You know London better than I do, said Jorkens. I wonder which is the further, from Blackfriars Bridge to Westminster Bridge, or.....

Yes? said Terbut, leaning forward, eager to justify his knowledge of London.

Or from Westminster Bridge to Blackfriars Bridge, said Jorkens reflectively.

What? said Terbut.

And Jorkens repeated it.

Dont talk silly nonsense, said Terbut rudely, as soon as he was sure of what Jorkens was saying.

I only asked you a question, said Jorkens.

Its a nonsensical one, said Terbut.

We all saw that Jorkens was trying to catch Terbut somehow, although we didnt see how. And it was unlike Jorkens to turn on Terbut like that. But I think he had never forgiven a certain remark that Terbut had made about a unicorn; a remark such as a man who has never travelled, and who is a little jealous of one who has, might be expected to make. It is easy to sneer at unicorns. But it is definitely on record that Pope Clement gave the horn of one of these interesting creatures to Francis I of France, and that he commissioned no less an artist than Benvenuto Cellini to have the horn properly mounted. It may perhaps be said that the Pope may have easily made a mistake. But that is mere bigotry.

Well then, Jorkens was asking Terbut which was the further, from Blackfriars Bridge to Westminster Bridge, or from Westminster Bridge to Blackfriars Bridge; and Terbut was telling him that the question was nonsense.

I was only wondering, said Jorkens, gazing away to the last thin strip of the fog that the waiter was tidily hiding, as he brought the curtains together.

Dont be silly, said Terbut.

Dont lets argue, said Jorkens.

Theres nothing to argue about, Terbut answered.

Lets try it, said Jorkens.

Try it? gasped Terbut.

Measure it, Jorkens explained.

And Terbut remained silent, gaping.

We could do it in a taxi, said Jorkens. Watch where his clock ticked, and measure anything that was left over with a tape. Try it each way, and see which was the longer.

Of course that calm explanation infuriated Terbut, and I saw that it was meant to; I saw, as I think we all saw then, that Jorkens was heading Terbut into a bet. And I think Terbut deserved it, considering the number of times that he has tried to catch Jorkens over things that could never be proved. Here was something that could definitely be proved. But how Jorkens was going to win his bet we could none of us see. And Terbut exploded with: Waste my money on a taxi to test an absurdity?

And Jorkens quietly said: I should say that from Westminster Bridge to Blackfriars Bridge would be the longer.

Nonsense, said Terbut again.

Ah. You think Blackfriars Bridge to Westminster Bridge, said Jorkens. I daresay you may be right.

Nonsense was now becoming a parrot cry with Terbut.

Equal, you think, said Jorkens.

Of course, spluttered Terbut.

Well, I dont know, said Jorkens, but lets bet about it.

I shouldnt bet about anything so absurd, Terbut answered.

Ah, I thought I was right, said Jorkens.

Thought you were right? exclaimed Terbut.

Yes, I thought that Westminster Bridge to Blackfriars Bridge was the further of the two; and when people wont bet with you theyre generally wrong.

Wrong? said Terbut like a single explosion.

Well, have a bet then, insisted Jorkens.

How much? asked Terbut.

A fiver, Jorkens suggested.

Right, said Terbut.

Terbut was angry and had decided to rob Jorkens; but Jorkens merely ordered a whiskey from the waiter, adding: Ill pay for it this evening, if youll just put it down.

And so the two men set out into the fog to see which was the further, Blackfriars Bridge to Westminster Bridge, or Westminster Bridge to Blackfriars Bridge, and to measure it chiefly by taxi. They agreed on that method as they went, Jorkens suggesting a second journey in case either party should be dissatisfied, and Terbut refusing this, for fear Jorkens should somehow wriggle out; but Jorkens last words as he left were: Then a second journey over the two distances if you are dissatisfied, but not if I am.

Terbut considered a moment over even that generous offer, then gruffly agreed, and the two went out of the club. Soppit, a member with a noisy little car that he thinks a great deal of, went too, with the idea of checking the bet by means of his own instrument. The rest of us sat silent. One was used to wonders with Jorkens; but, without for a moment saying that proofs have been needed, we had never sat before with the proof of one of his contentions within almost half an hour of us, and the proximity of it a little awed us all. Also, I, for one, scarcely liked to commit myself with any hasty comment. On the one hand the thing was absurd, on the other Jorkens had a certain air about him that I had come to know so well, and that air seemed almost to prophesy the defeat of Terbut. We were perhaps chary of identifying ourselves with the losing side, merely to champion sanity. And then that present of five pounds, as it appeared to be, to Terbut: that was hardly like Jorkens.

Then a few suggestions were uttered out of the silence. But there was no point in any of them.

Then silence again. And you know what it is after lunch, with fog outside and warmth within, and good comfortable chairs. Very little more was said.

And so time passed, and presently Jorkens and Terbut came back, with Soppit running behind. What had happened, if I can make head or tail of it, seems to have been this: they started at Blackfriars Bridge, which is the nearer one to the club: they stopped their taxi exactly at the edge of the bridge, and got out and paid him. Then they hired him again, as soon as his flag was up, and told him to drive to Westminster Bridge. This he did, and his clock ticked about 90 yards short of it, and they got out and measured that 90 yards with a tape; 91 yards, 2 feet, 2 1/2 inches, to be exact; from the point where the taxi-clock ticked to the edge of Westminster Bridge. Then they paid off their taxi and hired him once again, and drove back to Blackfriars Bridge. And the second journey was unmistakably longer.

There had apparently been an exhibition of temper by Terbut, and of calmness by Jorkens, Jorkens merely saying suavely, But lets try again. While Terbut had argued and blustered. An onlooker would not easily have seen on which side was reason and sanity. And in the end they did try again. And they got the same result.

And then Soppit did the distance with his little car, and corroborates the whole absurd story; and is ready to prove to anyone who doubts it, by a trip in his car, that Westminster Bridge to Blackfriars Bridge is further than from Blackfriars Bridge to Westminster Bridge. He says that the river flows almost in a semicircle there. I never said it didnt. He says that taxis always keep to their left. We all knew that. He was saying something about the arc of a larger circle. But I interrupted him there, to express what we all felt, that no arcs of circles in the world were going to make the distance from Blackfriars Bridge to Westminster Bridge any shorter than the distance between the same two points going the other way. And I could have proved it too. But just as I was going to speak, Jorkens came in on the side of craziness, of absurdity, the side that I shall always think to be wrong, if only one were able to prove it; and yet he came in with what I have to admit was irrefutable argument, as he wagged his head to where his old opponent was standing dejected and silent.

Terbut, he said, has paid up.

There was no more one could say.


JORKENS RETIRES FROM BUSINESS

A MEMBER of our club had made a little coup on the Stock Exchange; nothing very much, but enough to bring the conversation round to investments, transactions and such. And so we got to talking of the whole art of making money; until one of us suddenly introduced the theme of leaving that game, of giving it up altogether, retiring and living far away from towns on such money as one had made. For those who care to know the general feeling of the Billiards Club upon such topics as this, I may say that the concensus of opinion was very soon evident, and it held that it cannot be done; that you cannot deliberately turn from acquiring gold, where it is at all plentiful and you have the power to acquire it. The issue was slightly confused at first by several members saying that they had retired from business themselves: the personal histories of the commercial careers of members of the Billiards Club will not interest the general public, so let it suffice to say that old age, bankruptcy, depreciation of stocks, or general commercial depression, are four factors that amongst them accounted for every case. It is the turning away from gold while it is still to be had in handfuls that in our opinion, as soon as it crystallized, cannot be done by any man.

That is so, said Jorkens suddenly.

We thought he was asleep in his chair.

He said it so finally, so judicially, that, even though he confirmed the opinion of all of us, Terbut felt that he must contradict.

It is not so easy for anyone to find gold just now, said Terbut.

Theres no difficulty in that, said Jorkens, away amongst shadows that bowed and trembled before the fire.

Can you find it? said Terbut, from the table where most of us still lingered late after lunch; and outside was the darkening sky of a forbidding December.

Plenty of it, said Jorkens.

Where? answered Terbut, rather naturally.

If youve a good map, began Jorkens.

And Terbut almost ran to an atlas that there was lying about, and had it in Jorkens hand before there was time for the conversation to take any other turn. And Jorkens opened it with perfect composure, and turned the pages to India.

Its on an island in a lake, said Jorkens. The islands barely an acre, a quarter mile out from the shore. Its heaped with nuggets. Big ones; the lakes an old crater nearly a mile across; and I imagine that all that gold must have been thrown up by volcanoes. The nuggets are big as flints, the kind that you see in flint-heaps gathered up from a farm. There was probably a pool of it once, all molten, a mile or so down, a lake perhaps; and the volcano shot it up, a fountain of gold. I should have liked to have seen it going up. They say that granite has often been shot up like that.

Did you mention the name of the lake? said Terbut.

Umboodwa, said Jorkens.

Could you show it us on the map? continued Terbut.

Yes, replied Jorkens. The actual names not marked, but there, where theres no sign of water, its just there, by my finger.

No sign of water? repeated Terbut.

No, Jorkens continued, the Government dont allow it to appear on any map.

Is it there at all? asked Terbut.

Certainly, said Jorkens. Ive seen it.

Youve seen it? said Terbut.

Yes, said Jorkens.

A bit difficult, wasnt it? said Terbut. If the Government wouldnt let it be marked on the map, they can hardly have been very keen on your going there.

They werent so particular in those days, said Jorkens.

And what made them grow more so? went on the tenacious Terbut.

You see, said Jorkens reflectively, I was the only one that ever came back from it.

The only one? Terbut muttered.

I think so, said Jorkens.

And then we got the rather peculiar tale of how Jorkens went to Umboodwa.

I first heard of it, said he, at a club they had in the hills. Some of them asked me to dine there once or twice.

What were you doing in India, Jorkens? asked one of us.

Just looking round, said Jorkens; taking a look at the lie of the land.

That all? said Terbut.

That and one thing and another, said Jorkens. And I happened to come to the Terai, and upon the hills above me was this club, among a few houses, white like patches of snow. I dined there once or twice. Well, they used to play pretty high in those days. I dont give you the name of the club, because they asked me not to mention what happened that night. Ill tell you, but Ill suppress names. Well, one night when I was there a young fellow got up from one of those tables, having lost £250. Lost it in one sitting. He got up very white and said: I must go to Umboodwa.

The men to whom he had lost the money shrugged their shoulders at that, and with no more said by anyone he went out of the room.

I naturally began to ask about Umboodwa. Oh, its a place, was the sort of answer I got. There seems to have been some kind of distrust of it even then. And with their effort to hush up the episode of losing £250 at a sitting I heard little more about Umboodwa then. But I persevered and was very soon on the track of it. After all, you cant easily hide a lake nearly a mile across and something like three miles long. What I didnt quite like about it was that, by the time I had found out all I wanted to know of how to get to the lake, I began to ask about that young fellow who had walked out, all white, from the club. The bare fact is, he was never heard of again. I didnt like that, naturally. But I went to Umboodwa.

I got there from the hills in a couple of days. I got to within fifteen miles of it by train; and then hired a bullock-tonga, and travelled in that as far as there was a road, and then walked over the circular line of low hills that hide the lake from the world. Below me from the top of the hills there lay a perfect circle, part land and part lake. In the lake was a little island, a quarter of a mile from the shore, with a tiny temple on it. There was another small temple on the mainland, at the nearest point to the island, and there seemed to be no paths anywhere. There was no particular scenery to tell you of, except for the perfection of that circle that was made by the low hills. By the little temple opposite the island there were one or two men walking about. There were no boats whatever.

I walked down to the two men, who seemed to take no notice of my coming until I was quite close, and one of them then came a little way forward to meet me. They both looked the kind of Indians that spend their time contemplating things, and I hardly expected either of them to be practical guides. But the one that was coming to meet me said at once: You want gold? So that at any rate he knew what I had come about. It was curious being asked such a question by this Indian: over here we take it for granted.

Yes, please, I said.

Will you please to take a ticket? It is two rupees, he told me; which is about half a crown. And he motioned me to the other man.

Half a crown for a ticket to pick up gold nuggets? exclaimed Terbut.

No, answered Jorkens, for a bathing-suit.

A bathing-suit, muttered Terbut.

There are a lot of places like that, Jorkens replied, where they wont let you enter the water without a bathing-suit. But here it was particularly necessary, because the suit was equipped with pockets in which to carry the gold. But in any case they wouldnt let you go in without it. So I paid my half-crown for a little paper ticket, and went and got the kit. It was handed out to me by a man in a little shack by the temple, very much as you might get your bathing kit at a swimming bath in England. But everything else was different. The kit was different; and the attitude of the two men by the shore, though you couldnt describe it, was different from anything else whatever. They both sat down and they watched me; they watched me alertly all the time I was there, and utterly without interest. Thats odd, you know; and it gave me an odd feeling; to be watched by eyes that noted your every movement, and yet without caring, as one could see by the look of them, whether one prospered or failed in anything that one wanted, or even whether one were alive or dead. That look on their faces as they watched me left me no illusions as to what they would do if I got into difficulties swimming back from the island; they would go on with their watching. I didnt know, when I came to that conclusion, how long they both had been at that very thing. They must have been at it for years.

At what? said Terbut.

Watching men drowning, said Jorkens.

Murdering them, do you mean? said Terbut, suddenly indignant.

Not in the least, said Jorkens. Just watching the very thing we were speaking of a little while ago, the difficulty men find in stopping the acquisition of gold.

Well, I stripped and the fellow in the shack by the temple strapped the bathing kit on to me: it fastened from behind. In front there were two large bags to carry the nuggets, with the opening below, so that you had to close them when filled, to prevent everything falling out. They closed with padlocks, and, as the man who took my ticket kept the key, there was no opening them till one brought them back to the temple. Well, he told me one or two things about the lake; told me the depth of it, though I dont know how he knew that; said that it was five miles; and said that sometimes there were storms on it, local storms when no wind was blowing. And he told me about the nuggets on the island and said that I could take as many as I liked; any man might do that who bought the two-rupee ticket, but he could only go once. There is a rather similar arrangement in the Sudan, where you buy a licence to shoot (amongst other things) two Mrs. Grays Cob: you can never go back again for the rest of your life to shoot any more of that animal, when once you have got your two.

I wonder you didnt go across in a boat, said Terbut, and get the whole lot, you could surely have got a boat there.

A boat, said Jorkens. Thats just what one couldnt do. To begin with it would be stealing; for the gold on that island legally belongs to the idol they keep in that temple; not a very nice idol either; and the ownership is definitely respected by the Government of India. Your two-rupee ticket only entitles you to bring away what you can swim with. More than that the idol does not grant. As for boats, boats anywhere near that lake are contrary to the religion of the people whose little temple is there, and contrary to the edicts of the idol, drawn up for it by its priests. Bringing a boat there would be just like taking a bicycle into St. Pauls cathedral: it isnt done, and it cant be.

Well, I walked down to the shore and into the warm water, and found the queer kit they had fastened on me hampered me very little. A swim of four hundred yards or so didnt tire me much in those days, and whenever I felt in the least need of a rest I turned over and floated. And so I came to the island in under ten minutes.

And there the nuggets were, in enormous numbers, lying like flints in the stoniest field that anyone ever set eyes on; and an old man sitting upon the ground outside a little temple was watching, without raising his eyes at my arrival, as though he only cared to see which of the nuggets Id take. They were lying all over the shore like big potatoes. I began to calculate how many I should be able to carry, after a good rest before swimming back; I picked up several and felt the weight of them; I found out how to get them into the sacks which had the openings below; I did it by lying down and tilting myself a little up from my heels. And then I looked at the old man again. And a look at his eyes made me think again about the whole business: he looked too much like Destiny watching a village that was going to get an avalanche or some other disaster; children and chickens running about, and men singing, and nobody guessing that all that wouldnt go on year after year for ages; and only Destiny knowing. He looked like that. And I began to think of the other two men, and the man who had sold me the ticket. I began to get the idea that whoever took one nugget would take one or two more, and that those men might not be so ready as they appeared to give all that gold away to any stranger at the price of half a crown. And gradually from that, looking every now and then at the eyes of the old man sitting there without speaking, I very luckily came upon the idea that the only way to get safe from that place at all was to acquire the idea about gold that they evidently held themselves in the two little temples; to ignore it, that is to say, altogether, and to leave it alone as one would leave alone cobras. You see, you wouldnt much think of swimming with leaden belts strapped on to you, belts that you couldnt get off; yet theres this advantage in lead, theres no temptation to take just a little bit more, and a little bit more again, beyond the amount you are sure you can safely carry. For a moment I thought of taking just one fair-sized nugget; but I see now that, if I had, I should never have stopped at one. And, just as I was making up my mind, I took one more look at the old man sitting there, who never had spoken yet. And somehow that look was enough. I ran down to the water, butting my toe on a horribly large nugget, and dived in and swam back for the shore; and a nasty storm was coming up from beneath, a very nasty storm, but I reached the shore before it got to its worst. There are thousands of men that have kept away from acquiring gold, and many no doubt have been as near as I, but any nearer is impossible; any nearer than that and it drags you down.

And Jorkens uttered a sigh. The sigh of a man who has barely escaped a great peril? The sigh of a man who has lost incomparable riches? I dont know which it was.


JORKENS HANDLES A BIG PROPERTY

AT a corner of our window from which we can see the spring, Jorkens was standing. The seasons in London steal so veiled through the streets, so unnoticed and inconspicuous, like four royal ladies lost in a land that is strange to them, that one cannot claim to see spring from every window. From a corner of ours, however, in the dining-room of the Billiards Club, you can see, when you know where to look, the railings of a little enclosure; and there the leaves of the lilac, when the downs far off are rioting with the vernal festival, push out over the top rail, young and shining, to show that they too have heard the strange call and heeded it, and that London has her part in the magic of woods. Jorkens stood there alone, while the rest of us sat at our long table, smoking cigars or whatever else seemed appropriate to put the final touch to our luncheon; some, I regret to say, smoked pipes, which the smarter clubs seldom allow. There he stood, and looked away towards the lilac, with something of the wistful expression with which a man may sometimes watch the approaching footsteps of spring, but a man thirty or forty years younger. What mood or what memories influenced that silent figure I, for one, did not know; nor when he spoke did any of us at the time understand him. It is something to have had ones share in all this, he said.

He said it more to himself than to any of us; and none of us made any comment, nor did one seem called for. We went on with the topic that some of us were discussing, the comparison of various deals in which we had been engaged, the size of properties that had passed through our hands: one had sold three large Rolls cars in a single day; another had been the secretary of some company that had sold a hundred acres of London, and had himself signed the transfer; and, carried away by our commercial emulation, we forgot the lonely figure at the window. Then he himself joined our discussion. I once had a pretty big property through my own hands, said Jorkens.

What was it? asked one of us.

Let me explain, he said, and came over and sat on the arm of a large chair from which he was able to look down the length of our table. I was in New Orleans a long time ago, looking out for something to handle on a commission basis, though I scarcely thought of anything of the size of the property that I actually did handle.

A big property, was it? came from somewhere along the table, like the little flick of a whip that used to stimulate carriage-horses.



Big enough, replied Jorkens. Well, I was taking a walk outside New Orleans one day, along a little canal that was just an unending flower-bed: large mauve-and-blue flowers lay along its water, and entirely filled it up: butterflies all the way floated upon the warm air, or darted with sudden speed from languorous attitudes. I had found no sort of business in the town; it had seemed too hot for it; and I was turning things over in my mind, when all of a sudden I met the Spaniard, or whatever he may have been: Mexican Jim was his name. He was coming past the solemn grey-bearded trees, for I had come by then to the edge of a forest growing in miles of swamp, and all the trees there are bearded with long growths of grey moss. On the lonely road he took off his great hat, and holding it still in his hand, first sought my pardon for addressing me; and, when I had assured him of that, he asked me if it would be presuming too far upon our momentary acquaintance, were he to ask me to be so generous to a stranger as to give him a match with which to light his cigarro. This I did, while the great trees looked down on us, as though gravely interested in our courtesies. He asked to be permitted to accompany me on my walk, and I said I should be delighted, as indeed I was, for the more people I got to know in New Orleans, the less hopeless should be my chance of getting the handling of some little property on a commission basis; not that I ever dreamed of the magnitude of the property that would actually come my way. I turned back for the city, taking the way that he was going; and as we talked on our walk, I began to see from a certain indirectness with which he answered questions, a certain parrying wherever information might be concerned, that he was interested in business himself. No further than that did I get before the wide avenues of New Orleans came in sight, with their large flowers flaming; and I went to my hotel, and he to wherever he lived. But not the wide sweep of his hat as he bowed before leaving, nor the really magnificent compliments that he paid me, nor his thanks that were like Southern flowers, had evidently repaid the debt that he felt he owed me on account of my match, for he arranged a meeting on the following evening. And when the next evening came, and we had sat on chairs on the verandah of my hotel for an hour, uttering preliminary compliments, while the frogs chirruped on and on in the cool air, he said that it would be a distinguished pleasure to him if he could obtain for me a remunerative avocation that would, if only partly, reward me for my kindness over the match.

We talked awhile of the river, that river that from the mountains of the North comes down through a continent and whirls round the Gulf of Mexico, and then flows on, without its banks any longer, but still a mighty current, far out to sea. And then he spoke of currents, and of certain sand-banks over which they went, and of shafts of steel that could be driven down into the sand-banks in pairs, with slots that would hold a kind of steel shutter. Perhaps every detail of the technicalities might not have been instantly clear to me; had he not asked my permission to send for a large basin of water; and in this, by currents that he made with his hand, and by sheets of cardboard by which he deflected them, I learned more about the control of ocean-currents than I had thought possible.

Well, Mexican Jim explained his invention to me, while the little frogs in the night chirruped and chirruped on. And there was business in it, good sound business, as it looked to me, as soon as we got my percentage right.

He had suggested 5 per cent for me at first, and I had had to explain that that was only his joke, no such percentage being known in proper business such as we do over here; and in the end he understood, and we got it fixed at ten.

And what was the business? said Terbut.

Ill tell you, said Jorkens. Ill tell you as I told Sir Rindle Brindley. I rang him up at Whitehall as soon as I got to England, and I kept on at his secretary till I got him to see I was sane, and then I gradually worked up his curiosity, and in the end I got an interview with Sir Rindle. Of course that took some doing; it took a good deal of doing; but then everything does in business, if youre going to do it properly. Well, I was shown in to Sir Rindle. I should have liked to have gone a bit slow at first, so that he wouldnt get scared; but there wasnt time to do that, so I had to go straight to the point. I told him that I had the selling of a property that was a necessity to the nation, and that I hoped England would get it, but that it did not belong to me, and that the principal for whom I acted might sell it to one of several other countries if I could not negotiate it here. And I told him I wanted a million.

A million? gasped Terbut. Did he listen to you any more?

Certainly, said Jorkens. He began to listen then. You see those people think in millions. And its not till you begin to talk their talk that they take the least interest in you. He asked what the property was, and then I had to explain to him the method of Mexican Jim for controlling ocean-currents, for diverting them, that is to say, by means of steel shutters that slanted them off from their course. And I had to explain without any basin of water, that had made it so clear to me when Mexican Jim had shown me his method that night in New Orleans. But I got him to understand that a current could be diverted, many degrees from its course, by putting the shutters down in the right place. And, the moment he understood, he stopped me talking; and I saw that it would be easier to get money out of him than time; and he leaned forward and looked at me, and he struck me as being like a large meat-eating fish. And he said: What exactly is it you wish to sell?

And I said, The Gulf Stream.

Yes, you see, if a man can divert a current, especially near its source, he can send it within reason where he likes, and I wanted England to have it. He couldnt have sent it down the African coast, but he could have sent it to Greenland or Iceland; and probably could have slipped it through the Straits of Gibraltar into the Mediterranean, if he made a good enough shot. It was to all our interests for England to buy it, and so I told Sir Rindle. If England bought it her climate was safe, while whatever Mexican Jim got for it would be sheer profit, as in that case he would not have to erect a single shutter, but would just leave the Gulf Stream alone.

Blackmail, said Terbut.

Not in the least, said Jorkens. And that was not the view that Sir Rindle took. The Gulf Stream is a natural commodity that has been lying about the sea for years, like whales. Anybody who can has a right to take it; or to divert it, or to use it in any way that he may. A man cant divert a stream on land, because others are sure to have rights in it; but nobody has any rights in the Gulf Stream. Anyone can do what he likes with it. Sir Rindle never said a word to the contrary. Where he did disagree with me, unfortunately, was about the million. I said that it was a matter of national importance; and he agreed. But he said that the Treasury did not put up large sums merely on that account, and instanced the defences of Scapa Flow before the war, and the struggle that there was to get Dreadnoughts. I could see that he meant what he said and was not merely arguing, so I dropped the price to half, and still he would not look at it. Look here, I said, we are practically living on Americas bounty, and have never yet paid a penny for it. Its their Gulf and its practically part of their river; and where should we be without it? No summer to speak of, no harbours open in winter; no better off than Greenland; and probably glad of a visit from a few whaling schooners. That was Mexican Jims argument, and he argued that an American, and especially anyone living around that Gulf, had a right to do what he liked with their own stream. I dont say I took that view entirely; it seemed to me a bit hard to freeze us out for the sake of a business deal; but I took that line now to encourage Sir Rindle to do business, instead of looking at me like a large well-fed fish. And Mexican Jim could have done it too; there was no doubt of that; and I didnt want to see Iceland cutting us out and taking our rightful place, just because the Treasury wouldnt put up two hundred thousand pounds; for that is what I soon brought it down to: I wasnt grasping.

Do you grudge two hundred thousand pounds, I said, to save all our harbours from ice, and to hold back a winter that will last right into April?

Not at all, he said, but I should have to explain to ten or a dozen men what you have explained to me, before I could get the Treasury to put up such a sum. And it isnt too easily explained. I understand it myself, he hastened to add, but its one thing to do that and quite another to convince several other people. All youve explained to me about the slant to be given to the current I should have to pass on second hand, and to people that may or may not be as quick of comprehension as myself.

Then Icelands to have our climate? I said.

I cant pledge the Treasury to £200,000, he answered.

And I saw that he meant it, and dropped the price to a hundred thousand.

Well, Id got him more interested than Ive told you. He quite saw what it would be to sit in that office with the Thames frozen solid, and I thought I was making some headway with him; but just then his secretary began waving his watch about a good deal, and snapping it open and shut, and I saw that my time was up. I dropped the price to fifty thousand as I got near the door, but he wouldnt rise to that either, and I went out to the office with the Gulf Stream still unsold.

It wasnt only having the property still on my hands that worried me; but it was the fear that if I couldnt dispose of it here, the Mexican might sell it somewhere else, and we should never see spring come round to our shores again. That was what I was fighting for, as much as anything, the English spring. All very well for Browning, or whoever it was, to say Oh, to be in England now that Aprils there, but it was my job to keep it there. There wouldnt have been much April left, but for me. So, you see, when I watch these lilac-leaves shoving out through the railings, they set me remembering the past, and what a weary struggle I had to save them. It was spring in London then, a little further on than it is now; and all St. Jamess Park, to which I turned from Whitehall, was flashing and dancing with it. I remember wondering if we should ever get another there; knowing we never should, if Mexican Jim should get another customer and drive down his slanting steel shutters into the Gulf Stream. It made me pretty keen that England should get it, and I wasted no time in abusing them for not being able to see what the Gulf Stream meant to them; it was for me to make them see it, and I concentrated all my thought on that. But who should I try next? That was the immediate question.

I passed a little man hurrying by with a bag, and knew him for a commercial traveller. I thought how easy it was for a man travelling with samples; nothing to do but open his bag and pull one of them out; but my samples, if only I could get people to see it, were the grass gleaming, the leaves flashing, the birds nesting, the crocuses with their radiant colours below and the pale-blue sky overhead, all given us by the gentle warmth that we borrow without a thought, as we have done year after year, from the Gulf of Mexico.

Well, I sat down on a seat beside the lake, and considered hard what I should do for it.

Do for what? blurted out Terbut with characteristic bluntness.

The lake, said Jorkens. I wanted to prevent it freezing solid. I knew pretty well what Mexican Jim would be likely to do with the Gulf Stream if I couldnt get an offer for it in England. And I saw pretty soon that the people to try next would be some big firm in the City. They wouldnt want the kind of changes that the loss of the Gulf Stream would bring: business is too delicate for that. They didnt want polar bears ambling down Fleet Street. And these firms would be run by men intelligent enough to understand Mexican Jims methods, and the awful effect of them upon London, if put into practice.

When I had decided on that I didnt even go home. I went straight to the nearest post office, and telephoned to a man I had once met who was the president of one of those firms that I had in mind, in the City. I got on to his secretary and asked for an interview as soon as possible; a matter of business, I told him, worth twenty-five thousand pounds: that was good enough for the secretary. I arrived at the £25,000 by deciding that whenever I failed to get any definite price for the Gulf Stream from any responsible person I should have to regretfully recognize that that sum couldnt be got, and start next by asking half, wherever I asked it. Sir Rindle Brindley had refused me £50,000 as I went out through his door, so I started with Evvans at twenty-five thousand. It was no use touting the Gulf Stream round the City at a price that I had found I could not get for it. There was not time for that. Mexican Jim might have got impatient and sold it to Iceland or Greenland, and youd all be sitting huddled over the fire, and wearing furs even then. Well, I got my interview for the following morning, the only crab being that Evvans appeared to be even a busier man than I wanted, and I wanted a fairly busy one, or he wouldnt be likely to touch a new thing: the more interests he had, the more likely hed be to take things up. But Evvans could only give me four minutes.

So next morning at the appointed time I walked in and found him sitting at his desk, a thin face and intensely bright blue eyes. I walked up to him and shook hands as quick as I could, and sat down where he pointed. Its about ocean currents, I said, and a method for controlling them. How long will it take you to understand my system? Rude, but there was no time for courtesies. Mexican Jim would spend an hour over them, before he came to business.

A minute, said Evvans.

So I raced through my explanations in a minute, and sure enough he did.

Now, I said, my senior partner in America can twist the Gulf Stream twenty or thirty degrees out of its course, and within those limitations can send it where he likes. Is it worth £25,000 to England, and will your firm put up that to keep it where it is?

His answer surprised me. It is worth fully that to England, he said, but there are other and cheaper ways of preventing your friend from tampering with the Gulf Stream.

I sat and looked at him, wondering what influence he wielded, whether it stretched as far as the Gulf of Mexico, how he meant to use it, and exactly who would approach my sharp friend in New Orleans and what they would say or do to him; and I often wonder still. And as I sat wondering and Evvans sat saying nothing further, and scarcely even smiling, unless very slightly, I saw that my time was very nearly up.

Your firm, then... I began.

No, answered Evvans. And that was all he said.

I felt that it was no use trying to bargain with him; and, besides, there was no time. So I thanked him and walked out; and the Gulf Stream was now below £25,000.

And the next man I tried was Lord Looborough, as he is now. He was chairman of a large concern in the City, and I got an introduction and fixed up a meeting, and went into his office and halved it: I offered him the Gulf Stream for £12,500.

He was a pleasant, and even a hearty man, and I think that he would have readily put up the money, for he had spent far more than that, without a murmur, on fox-hunting; only I couldnt get him to see it. I couldnt get him to understand that, if you headed a current off in a certain direction, that was the direction it would take: he seemed to think that after a bit it would turn round and come home, like a carrier-pigeon or a cat. And I couldnt get him to remember that he had understood how the current could be diverted by slanting screens: he understood it when I explained it, but kept on forgetting how the thing worked, and I had to explain it all again and again. I knocked off £2,500 to see if that would help him, but at £10,000 (which would have been nothing to his firm) he couldnt understand it any better than when I was asking £12,500. I suppose I was beginning to be annoyed, but he asked me so pleasantly if I had ever been out with the North and West Middlesex, or one of those smart packs, that I somehow couldnt be angry; but I was unable to get him to do business, and I left with the Gulf Stream unsold at £8,000.

I began to wish I was dealing in some smaller commodity, something solid, or liquid for that matter, but more easily handled. It wasnt its being liquid that I minded. Not at all. Let me see: what was I saying?

Waiter, I said, and indicated what Jorkens wanted. Then Jorkens thanked me with compliments that I suppose I should not put down here. And when he had moistened his mouth he continued his story.

I saw it was time, he said, to go to somebody more definitely concerned than any I had tried yet. All of us in these islands are of course concerned with the Gulf Stream, greatly concerned with it; but I went now to people that actually saw it and sailed on it. I went to the Green-funnel Line. I went to their office in Swampgate and saw Sir Edward Bant and told him about the theory of the control of currents, and he understood at once. Now, I said, do you want your harbours frozen?

Well, no, he said, pretty thoughtfully.

For £4,000, I said, the Gulf Stream is yours.

The trouble is, he said, and I dont want you to pass this on to anybody (and I didnt for twenty years, but they went broke years ago and sail the Gulf Stream no longer). The trouble is that we are not paying a dividend this year. That leaves us nothing at all to splash about.

Splash about! I said. That four thousand will just save you. If the Gulf Stream goes astray youll be broke.

I know, he said, but so will a lot of other people too. Its one thing to be caught in a universal disaster, and quite another to have people pointing you out and saying Thats the man whos gone bankrupt. If all the pipes in my club freeze I trust we shall bear it like men, but its quite another matter to be called before the Committee and asked to explain to them ones financial affairs.

Ill let you have it for £3,000, I said.

And he refused that too. And I saw how broke he must be; for he clearly understood what the loss of the Gulf Stream meant.

So away I went with the property still unsold. I was getting to the end of the people I knew in the City and was wondering whom to try next; when, oddly enough, Swinburne helped me. I was in my lodgings pondering what to do, when I idly pulled out of a shelf, low on the wall, a copy of Atalanta in Caledon, and I hadnt read two pages when, as often happens when you are worrying over anything, a word caught my eye in the book, that was the very word I was thinking of. I read the word gulf-stream: that the sea-waves might be as my raiment, the gulf-stream a garment for me. And that gave me the idea to sell the thing to a tailor.

So I went straight off to the smartest tailor I knew of, and told him that I had a property to sell. What kind of property? of course he asked.

Wait a moment, I said. Do you want to see people going about huddled in furs and all wrapped up in old coats; waists gone, spats gone, tail coats gone?

Whats it all about? he asked.

And then I told him.

And it would have that effect? he asked. Freeze us all up?

Ask anyone, I said. Ring up the Royal Geographical Society. Or merely look at a map and see what kind of countries are on our latitude when they havent got any Gulf Stream. There are polar bears in Siberia about the same latitude as Dublin.

What are you asking for it? he said.

Fifteen hundred pounds, I told him. And cheap for what it is.

You know, he said, people think that tailors make big profits. And so we do from the best of our customers. But what about those that never pay? And where do our profits all go, those that we do make?

Ground rents, I said, for I knew the line of argument.

Exactly, he said.

Ill let you have it for a thousand, I told him.

And that was no good either.

I began to see that it was time to leave London and to get to some place that was more in touch with the Gulf Stream, Devon or Cornwall where they could feel the warmth that was sent them across the Atlantic, and probably took some pride in it. One more shop I tried before I gave up London as hopeless, a large jewellers that I happened to come to. I went in and saw one of their principal men. He had to listen to me, because he didnt know but that I might be wanting some jewellery; and before he found out that I wasnt, I had explained to him the method of diverting ocean-currents in the shallows near to their sources. Of course he didnt see what ocean-currents had to do with his business; and I told him that the Gulf Stream, which is not many yards across, could be diverted easier than most of them. It was then that he asked me politely, but rather firmly, what his shop had to do with the Gulf Stream; and I told him something of the climate that is brought north from New Orleans for us. Again the polite question: what had that to do with his firm? But with a little more insistence this time. Well, I said, I never heard that trade followed the polar bear. And he began to see.

My partner is offering the Gulf Stream, I said, for £500.

But he shook his head.

Unfortunately, he said, we have to show a profit on our transactions.

Oh, I mumbled.

Yes, share-holders, you see, he told me.

A profit! As though the plane-trees in the parks, the large beds of hyacinths, the neat swards, the azaleas, the unfrozen Serpentine, the myriads of birds, and the warm air loitering along our streets, were not a profit worth millions per cent on what I was asking. But I saw his point, and lowered my price to four hundred.

But he was a man with no width of imagination, no length of vision; and I saw that hed never see the larger issues beyond his immediate profits. So I left him, and left London altogether, and took a train for the West country, with the Gulf Stream priced for my next customer at no more than £200. And he was there in the railway carriage with me, the man that I hoped to be my customer for the Gulf Stream. We were alone in the carriage together, and I got into conversation. He seemed at first sight to be quite a pleasant fellow, though you cannot always tell from appearances. I drew from our conversation that he owned a small villa in Cornwall, a house he had recently bought, in sight of the sea. He seemed the ideal man for my class of business. I began to speak of the warm Cornish climate, of the rare flowers and ferns that grew there, and the sea glistening in April with a brightness little less than the smiles of the Mediterranean. I had never seen it then, but I had read the advertisements. He agreed with all I said, and indeed seemed so keen on Cornwall that I was a little doubtful if he would allow any credit to a Mexican stream like the one I was interested in. But he did, all right, when I mentioned it. He evidently looked on the Gulf Stream as a natural part of Cornwall; which of course it is in a way; it had been lulling that coast and nurturing all its flowers, since Cornwall was first inhabited. So I said, What if icebergs should come that way, drifting by in sight of your villa? And he said they couldnt. And I said, What if the coast froze solid for half a mile out? And he said I didnt know the Cornish coast.

And then I explained to him the method for diverting the Gulf Stream, in the shallows near to its source, and told him the icebergs would come all right, and that hed probably be able to feed polar bears from his window; but that for £200 Id sell him the Gulf Stream and he could keep Cornwall just as it was.

Do you know, there are all kinds of men in the world, though some of them you hardly expect to meet. Whether he had ever done business with anyone in his life I dont know, or what he supposed was at the back of my perfectly straight offer, but he sat thinking a moment without speaking, and then stood up with his hand stretched upward and said: Any more of it, and Ill pull the communication cord.

Well, you cant do business with a man who behaves like that, and I changed my carriage at the next station, and the Gulf Stream was still unsold.

Somebody a bit more responsible for his actions was what I was looking for now.

So I decided to get in touch with municipal authority; and this is what I did as soon as we got in, after taking a walk along the beach to pick up local colour, for if you know nothing of a mans chief interests you usually cant do business with him.

Well, I went and saw the Town Clerk; I wont say of what town, for I didnt get on very well with him. He probably has his side of the case, but I dont want to get into correspondence with him about that after all these years, if my words leak out. And Jorkens looked sidelong at me.

I said to him: This is the English Riviera. You have a coast-line unrivalled by foreign watering-places, and matchless for beauty and perfection. Their kind of talk you know.

He agreed that this was so. Then I explained to him the theory of ocean-currents, as told me by Mexican Jim. And I thought that I had got him to understand it.

I am asking £100 for the Gulf Stream, I said.

Well, either he hadnt understood it at all, or he refused to believe from my merely verbal credentials that I was the appointed representative of Mexican Jim.

Best be brief: he was rude; I lost my temper. I lost my temper and was I think more insulting than I have ever been before or since, and you know you can be damnably insulting with the politest words.

Youve got funny little holes in the cliff, I said, just by Tregantle.

Rabbit-holes, he said hurriedly. As though rabbits would live in a sheer cliff, and square holes at that.

I oughtnt to have said it, and I have regretted it ever since; but I had utterly lost my temper. Harbour lights, I answered.

You know there is some story, and Im afraid its true, of Cornish people luring ships to the rocks by putting harbour lights in a sheer cliff. And as a matter of fact thats what those holes were for. Well, I need hardly say we did no business after that. I was shown out; that is the word for it; and the Gulf Stream was still unsold.

With the Gulf Stream, as one may say, still in my pocket, I went next to a big hotel and asked to see the manager.

Your coast-line, I said to him is without rival for excellence; superbly placed as it is in a commanding position, it successfully challenges all claims from continental resorts to provide those conveniences and refinements that the recherchés rightly demand.

Yes, that is so, he said thoughtfully.

And where would you be without the Gulf Stream? I asked.  

And then I explained to him Mexican Jim s theory and told him that I was his accredited representative, and it wasnt long before he understood the whole business, and I offered him the Gulf Stream for £50.

Yes, he understood all right, but he countered with a point that I hadnt thought of.

Weve central heating in my hotel, he said. As good a system as there is on the market. And if it comes to freezing, theres no hotel in these parts that will be able to compete with us.  

But they wont come to these parts at all, I said, except to catch walruses.

Dont you think it, he answered. Its the fashion to come here in the winter, and if you think icebergs will stop that, you dont know what fashion is.

I dropped it to forty then, but he wouldnt take it; and lower than that I told him he could not have it, as I wouldnt cheapen the Gulf Stream.

But the thing was still on my hands, and as it didnt seem to fetch £40, I had to cheapen it at the next place; another hotel. This was a much smaller affair, and when I said to the man who was running it that I had come in the interests of the hotels of the English Riviera he didnt seem very keen, telling me that the hotel I had just left got all the business, and that anything done in support of the tourist trade ought to be done by them. Well, to put it briefly, I told him the whole story, and offered him the Gulf Stream at £20. It wasnt that he didnt understand, but he told me that the climate was not what they worked it on; they advertised, and when that was properly done it brought visitors just as well whether there was bright sunshine or whether they only had icebergs drifting through fog. Well, I had to admit that he was right about that, so it was no use bargaining, and without cheapening the Gulf Stream any further I set out once more on my long hunt for a customer. And as I went I saw a man with a large bag covered with labels, who hailed me as soon as he saw me, calling out across the street: Say, can you tell me any little old place where I can get a lodging?

Stranger, I said, I sure can.

He came across the street to me. Im sure grateful, he said. Whats the name of it?

The name of it, I said. Now thats what I cant remember, these lodging-houses have such odd names; but Ill show you just where it is. Its the best lodging-house on this coast. Well, he thanked me and we went on, and I did what I could for him, which wasnt too easy, as Id never been near the place before. But I had a good enough instinct for the part of the town where the lodging-houses would be: it was just where I was going myself. And when I got there I chose, as far as one could choose by exteriors, the one that looked the nicest. There it is, I said. The Laburnums. We went up the steps and I rang the bell, and a maid with large blue eyes that should have been looking after sheep appeared out of the dinginess as she opened the door.

Is she in? I said.

Who? Mrs. Smerkit? she asked.

Yes, I said. This gentleman would like to see her best rooms, if shed kindly come. Away ran the maid and called her; and out came Mrs. Smerkit in her sequins and black dress, the perfect seaside lodging-house-keeper, showing that one can judge a whole house by exteriors. Well, she showed us over the rooms, nice rooms looking out over that happy sea that was still being tended and protected from ice and fog by the Gulf Stream, and I took the first opportunity of drawing Mrs. Smerkit aside, while her prospective guest was gazing out at the view.

And the price? I asked.

£3 a week, she said hesitatingly.

You dont understand, I said, and theres not time to explain. But say £5.

A moments look of surprise, and then she said it; and we got it all fixed up. The stranger, quite grateful to me, for they really were nice rooms, went to get the rest of his luggage, and I was alone with Mrs. Smerkit. Briefly then I told her what the climate meant to that sunny English coast, instancing the arrival of this new guest from the other side of the Atlantic, and carefully explaining to her the theory of the control of ocean-currents, and told her all about my friend who was waiting for me in New Orleans.

Now, I said, I am this Mexican gentlemans authorized agent, and we can let you have the Gulf Stream for £10.

She had a real laburnum in her garden and I pointed to it as I spoke, and waved my hand along that sunny coast-line. The laburnums buds were just yellowing, and she seemed to see more clearly than any of the men I had spoken to what the Gulf Stream meant to that laburnum of hers, and to the whole of our coast.

Though she saw it at once she did not answer at once, but stood there with her arms lightly folded, considering, as I have so often seen one of them considering some question of tariff that a lodger of theirs may have put to her. And in the end the good sensible woman took it. Yes, she saw what it meant to the whole of the tourist traffic, and backed her judgment with ten pounds of her money; and so I sold the Gulf Stream.

Dont look at the price of it: look at the size of the property that I handled: look at the value to England of having the Gulf Stream left where that staunch old landlady left it, when the Government of the country and some of the biggest financial houses would do nothing at all in the matter.

And a few months later I was back again in New Orleans, in connection with another type of business. And I strolled out every morning to the edge of the forest that stood in the swamp, with its trees grey-bearded and brooding, as though they remembered Spain. And I hadnt gone there more than two or three times when I saw the hidalgo-like figure of Mexican Jim coming along under his great hat. When his elaborate courtesies were over and we came down to mere business, I apologized for the short-sightedness of some of my country-men, and told him that fifty dollars had been all I could get for his Gulf Stream. Mexican Jim was delighted. Possibly his busy mind had forgotten about it altogether; possibly he had not expected to find an English purchaser, who saved him the time and trouble of moving the Gulf Stream at all, so that that £10 was sheer profit, small though it was, with no expenses except my 10 per cent commission, which he paid me there and then. And many a larger sum Ive had paid me with less grace, but the receipt of the trivial amount that I had from Mexican Jim is a mellow memory with me yet.

And there on that road, under the bearded trees, with a sweep of his hat that seemed to carry his thanks beyond the point where words ended, we parted for the last time.

But, began Terbut, and would have developed some theory of his, either about business or currents. But Jorkens had gone back to that window again, and was watching the leaves of the lilac pushing out through those railings, with what almost looked to me like an air of paternal benevolence.


THE INVENTION OF DR. CABER

A GOOD many of us at the Billiards Club are interested in gardening, but it gives a certain amount of zest to the atmosphere of the club to know that, when our tales of horticultural achievement are over, there is a good substratum of the various professions, represented by lawyers, doctors, retired soldiers, etc.; so that in the end our talk is sufficiently varied. I have heard stories of vegetables there that would be of world-wide interest; in particular one concerning the size of a single bloom of a cauliflower, which would probably surprise my readers; and had these stories been true, I should have given them to the world long ago. On the day of which I shall tell there had been a story of extraordinary interest about the size of a pumpkin, grown by a member named Meakers, but to give its dimensions might be to mislead my readers; so that, rather than risk such a thing, I suppress the tale altogether. From this story the topic had passed into legal hands, and the extraordinary triumph of a rising young lawyer named Foggett was being related by a member named Taravel, himself a lawyer. Foggett had been defending a man accused of being drunk while in charge of a motor-car; he had driven it about twenty-five yards from his own door, on the wrong side of the road, and then collapsed over the wheel, while the car had come to a standstill against some convenient railings; it was a difficult case to defend, and elder lawyers looked on to see what a young man would make of it. What seemed to increase the difficulty of the defence was that over the whole of the twenty-five yards there lay a trail of empty gin bottles, and the prosecution had brought a witness to show that the mans breath smelt of gin. This witness when asked about it in the box had been so emphatic that he had added to his statement about the breath, The whole air smelt of gin. It was upon this statement that Foggett laid his groundwork.

Were there any gin bottles in the car? he asked.

No.

Was the gutter full of gin bottles?

Yes.

Did gin smell?

Yes.

Might not the smell of gin in the air, and in the breath that breathed it, be from the bottles that had been left in the gutter?

The answer was mumbled, but had seemed to serve Foggetts purpose. And then he had turned to a description of the atmosphere of London all through November and December, for it was in London in later December that the alleged offence had occurred, a description that was probably unequalled in those courts. He dwelt on the gloom that had come down late in October, the frequent fogs and the cold, the almost complete veiling of the sun for the short time that it should have been over the houses, and this going on and on with scarce any relief till Christmas. He quoted reports from the meteorologists office just where they suited his purpose, but never enough to check with tiresome detail the splendid flow of his oratory. The very gloom of the court, for it was only January, helped the less imaginative among the jury to see the picture that Foggetts words were painting; and he welcomed this aid and put it to every use, though his brilliance might have dispensed with it. He took the gloom of those two months in London and seemed to condense it and hang it over the jury. Was he attempting to show a justification for drunkenness? the judge asked.

No, my lord, said Foggett, but to show that it was not drunkenness from which my client was suffering.

What then? said the judge.

Sunstroke, said Foggett.

And then the jury began to see light. It was not to drink that the gloom of the weather had been driving the accused, according to Foggett, but to artificial sun-bathing; and in despair at the long weeks of darkness the man had overdone it. He made them see that drink could not bring back the sun that London had lost; that the urgent need was for ultra-violet rays. The judge made a few ineffectual efforts, but the jury were away after Foggett, and the accused was triumphantly acquitted, and was given the ovation upon leaving the court, that properly belonged to his counsel.

For a while the lawyers that were in the club talked over Taravels story, till the followers of other avocations were stung into emulation and began to tell tales to show what their callings could do; even a chess-player tried to join in. Old tales of many professions were brought to light, showing heights to which their most gifted followers came, and as every tale was ended, another member would hastily draw his cigar, to get it well alight before he partially neglected it to talk, and would usually begin with, That reminds me of a case....

And so we would get another story. So they went on. And then Jorkens spoke.

Its not always the regular professions, he said, that achieve the greatest things.

Not? said somebody.

No, said Jorkens.

A silence fell on the club; perhaps theyd had tales enough; but I for one have a certain liking for Jorkens, or it may be that a slight curiosity was aroused in me by the prospect of some touch of novelty that there might be in work outside the well-known professions. So I said to Jorkens: I dont suppose you could give us an actual example.

A very remarkable achievement in medicine, said Jorkens, one of the most remarkable in our time, was the discovery of a man I knew slightly. He wasnt a doctor.

Why not? asked Terbut.

He did want to be, said Jorkens. Studied for medicine, and all that; in fact knew a great deal of it; but the authorities took some dislike to his private life, so that he was never a qualified doctor.

What was the matter with his private life? asked Terbut.

I never quite knew, said Jorkens. Just bad all round, I fancy. I rather think; mind you, I dont know; but I rather think that 

Scotland Yard have his finger prints. I was at school with him, and he left that rather suddenly. Then I heard of him studying medicine. And after that he seemed to drift a bit, and one heard snatches of rumours about him; until finally I heard someone openly say of him what I told you about Scotland Yard, which I think rather stamps a man. But his intellect was amazing, and he made this remarkable discovery.

What was it? asked Terbut.

Which was exactly what I was hoping that Terbut would ask.

By a short treatment; two or three weeks; said Jorkens, he could make a man twenty years older.

But, but, began Terbut.

Twenty years older in every single respect, said Jorkens; teeth, wrinkles, colour of hair, figure, baldness, shortness of breath; actually older in every particular.

But, but, said Terbut again.

But Jorkens went on ahead of him: And it answered to every test; blood-pressure, stethoscope, or any other test you please.

Again Terbut butted in, and still Jorkens ran on.

And what is more, after a months convalescence, the man could go to him again, and he could make him twenty years older still; white hairs this time instead of grey, and everything to match.

But, but, but, said Terbut, who would want to be twenty years older? Can you answer me that?

Ill tell you a story, said Jorkens.

We all leaned forward to listen, or sat back in our chairs, according to our different ways of settling ourselves to pass a quarter of an hour away; for each of the professions had had its tale, and we somehow felt it the due of that great body of men on whom none leaves cards that they also should have their little meed of praise for whatever they might have done.

A man stood in the sun, said Jorkens, at the door of a lodging-house, and rang the bell, while the sea pounded gravel behind him. He was perhaps forty. Presently the landlady came to the door, which she opened herself, and standing there on the threshold she summed him up thus, before either of them spoke: Thirty-eight or thirty-nine, been ill, well-enough off for the front room, worried about something, quiet young man except when he drinks cocktails, hasty then.

How did she know all that? asked Terbut.

Know all that? said Jorkens. Why! Doesnt every trade know something of its own raw materials? I dont know how they do it. But they know at a glance. They have to. Take jewellers, or bootmakers, or...

Yes, I know, I said. They all find it quite simple.

Oh, well, said Terbut.

Very well, said Jorkens. So, when shed done that, she said, Its a nice morning. And he said Very nice. And then they got to talking about that front room. And he said he wanted to live quietly for a few weeks, as he had not been very well; nothing infectious. And all that was settled; and he lived in the front bedroom in a way that Mrs. Hemens, his landlady, described afterwards as nice and quiet, and had his meals there by himself. And yet, for all Mrs. Hemens professional summing up of her lodger, there was one thing about him that she couldnt make out; and she didnt know what it was.

Mrs. Hemens used to go up to her lodgers room once a day and have a few minutes talk with him. He was pleasant-spoken enough.

Gradually the thing that Mrs. Hemens could not understand crystallized itself into this, that he looked one thing and talked another. It was not that he was trying to deceive her about anything; he didnt seem, she thought, to be doing that; it was merely that he talked about football, while he looked more likely to care for golf, and asked of all manner of things that looked out of his line altogether; and so it went on and she seemed to get no nearer; to get no nearer, I mean, to what was part of her lifes work, to learn the history, status and income of all her lodgers. Naturally she used suspicion, as well as other kinds of research, to further her quest for information: she even discussed crime with him as the newspapers provided the cases, but there did not seem any case to which she could fit him. There were plenty of crimes recorded, but the perpetrators of them were soon laid by the heels; until there only remained one mystery, the murder of a woman in London; and the alleged murderer was known, but had escaped, and was still at large. But his age was given by Scotland Yard as twenty. They discussed that murder one day: Its young men that do that sort of murder before they settle down and get sense, said the lodger.

Its bad men that do it, Mrs. Hemens had said.

Yes, but young ones, the lodger insisted.

He had a little stubbly beard, and was growing it longer. When he had been there ten days without receiving a letter from anyone, Mrs. Hemens went down to the police station and carefully described her lodger, but no one answering to her description was wanted by the police.

One day, as though drawn irresistibly to speak of a topic that he had long avoided, he blurted out to Mrs. Hemens, How old do you think I am?

And she had answered Thirty-five, only meaning to please him.

The shadow of some horror had seemed to touch him at that. Thirty-five! he exclaimed. I am nearer forty-five.

Put you at thirty-five or thirty-six, she repeated. And his uneasiness seemed to increase.

From then on he never went out, even at night, but haunted his room like a ghost, the front bedroom that looked over the sea; till one day he blurted out furtively, I must leave at once. I have an important appointment in London.

To London he went, and to the house of Caber, which he knew well enough where to find: he had been there before: it was Caber who had made him forty: he was a young man of twenty, wanted for murder.

You havent told us his name, said Terbut.

Boran, said Jorkens.

Why! I remember that case, said Terbut.

And I said so too, and several of the rest of us. He had murdered a woman, cutting her throat in a flat, and locking it up, by which he gained twenty-four hours, and twelve hours more while the police found out who did it; then he had disappeared. As a matter of fact he had gone to Cabers house, and Caber had hidden him while he did the course; and he had slipped out one night, a man of forty, and gone down to the seaside.

Let me see. Didnt something go wrong with him under an anaesthetic? said someone.

Not a bit of it, said Jorkens. Ill tell you what happened. He slipped back to Cabers house, the night that he left the lodgings, and when there was no one about in the street he gave the knock on the little door, that Cabers patients knew, and Caber heard it and came down and let him in. I fancy he had to ring the bell before knocking, so as to wake Caber, then wait half a minute and knock; but I dont know exactly what Cabers arrangements were; they didnt quite know that even at Scotland Yard. It was he that told me what became of Boran. Nothing to do with an anaesthetic.

You seem to have known Caber fairly well, said Terbut.

No, said Jorkens. I had happened to find out about his practice, that is to say treating people in the way I have told you. Of course it was all pretty secret, but somebody had to know or he would never have had any patients; and amongst the right people, as he called them (the wrong people, as we should say), it was pretty widely known. His clientele, as he called it, was limited, not only by there being rather few cases in which men needed to be twenty years older, but also by his fee, which was a thousand pounds.

A thousand pounds! exclaimed Terbut. Yes, replied Jorkens. More murderers can scrape that together than you would suppose, when it comes to that or the rope. Look at the expensive defences they often put up. Well, a man committed his murder, then he would often wait a few days till he found that Scotland Yard had got on his tracks, and then, if he knew about Caber, and it is wonderful how the news of him percolated (it was like underground water) he would slip down to the Caledonian Market, where more than one could tell him of Cabers address and how to knock on his door. If you went down there with a fiver in your hand, it mightnt be long before you came on one of the right men yourself.

Thank you, muttered Terbut.

No, no, no. I am not suggesting anything, said Jorkens. Well then, his fee was a thousand; and Boran came running in panting for fright, and his extra twenty years, all because his landlady had said he looked thirty-five. It seemed too close to twenty, and Boran didnt seem to himself to have altered much, not knowing that there were all kinds of scientific tests that would have proved he was long past twenty. He panicked and asked for another twenty years.

Sixty, said Terbut.

Yes, said Jorkens, but with ten more years to live at least, as Boran had figured it out; and then dying in bed. He thought it well worth it. And you must remember, for you say you do remember the case, that the police had photographs of him in every paper that ever published photographs, even The Times; who said they didnt usually do that sort of work; but Scotland Yard were so keen, that they had to. Well, naturally Caber didnt try to dissuade him, if he wasnt satisfied with the twenty years that he had got already, forty in all; he merely pocketed his second thousand and started off on the course. I think a fortnight was all it took. Of course he never told me how he did it; youd hardly get a qualified doctor to do that.

I fancy he used cocktails a good deal; distilled essences of them, you know; and of course a great many other things. He never told me that. But he told me much more than what came out later. The course was going perfectly satisfactorily, he told me; following the lines of the first; in fact Boran took to it very well. He was ageing all over; every evening when Caber made his observations at the same hour, in the room in which he hid Boran, he could see definite progress; and at the end of ten days the white hairs were coming on nicely. Everything else of course was keeping pace, and Boran was fattening rapidly and developing a beautiful stoop. When I call it beautiful you know what I mean; I mean beautiful from Cabers point of view; you know what collectors are, and how much a beetle or a postage stamp may mean to them; well, stoops and wrinkles and shortness of breath, and even a touch of sciatica, were all that to Caber. And they were coming on nicely. At the end of the fortnight Boran might have gone to any police station in London and said I am Boran, the man that did that murder, and conviction would have been impossible, so he should have had another ten years to live if his make-up was timed to run down at seventy; but there was no end to that fortnight for Boran. It wasnt any anaesthetic: he didnt have any. In fact it was nothing that came out at the inquest. Not a word of that was true. It was merely that Borans constitution, or whatever you call it, was timed to run to about fifty-eight. Call it Fate, if you like. The way I look at it is that men die at various ages, according to their make-up, and fifty-eight was Borans time.

But Boran was only twenty, blurted out Terbut.

I told you, said Jorkens patiently, that Caber was making him older. He was ageing him in every respect. After twelve days Boran began to show symptoms that a proper doctor would have recognized. Heart trouble, I fancy. By dawn on the thirteenth day Caber was getting alarmed. He tried every remedy then of which he knew anything, against the most deadly disease that is known to man.

Dear me, said Terbut. What is that?

Old age, said Jorkens; and you want to be careful. Well, he didnt make any headway, and by the time that people were about, Boran was dead. It was a nasty position for Caber. Boran looked younger when he was dead, and Caber pulled out his white hairs and smartened him up a bit, and managed to get him identified. He was naturally keen that, if he had to have a corpse in his house, he could say it was the body of someone that Scotland Yard wanted to hang; but, even then, he felt himself in the position of a poacher who has shot a fox that the foxhounds are hunting. And thats very much the position that he was in too. But in the end Scotland Yard were very sporting about it. They wanted to see Boran dead, and they took the sensible view that, provided Caber hadnt actually murdered him, they could afford to do without the trial and the hanging of Boran. And of course Caber hadnt murdered him; so there was that inquest and the evidence that you read; not a word of it true of course, but interesting as showing the point of view that the police very reasonably took. And that is really about all that Caber told me.

He seems to have told you a good deal, said Terbut.

A certain amount, said Jorkens.

I wonder, said Terbut, how one manages to get a man like that to tell one so much.

Personally, said Jorkens, I got him to tell it me for an old tie.

An old tie? said Terbut.

Yes, said Jorkens, our old school-tie. It can only be got by those that have been at the school and that are properly qualified to wear it. The few shops that supply it have all our names in a book. Caber wasnt qualified.


THE GRECIAN SINGER

IT may seem to some of my readers that the principal occupation of the Billiards Club is to listen to tales by Jorkens. This is by no means the view taken by the club. In fact the other day we were all discussing singing, for no other reason than that we knew Jorkens to be uninterested in it and therefore unlikely to join in with a tale; for, much as we sometimes appreciate Jorkens contrast of Africa to our somewhat dark street, we each of us have an occasional liking for the sound of our own voice, which we share with the whole human race and the vast majority of animals. I trust it is unnecessary for me to defend it.

We were talking, then, about singing; when Jorkens broke in with the words: I never cared about singing: it never meant anything to me. You speak, said Terbut, as though your lamentable deficiency were something to be proud of.

Its meant a good deal to me, said Jorkens.

Meant a good deal? said Terbut. What has?

The lamentable deficiency, as you call it, Jorkens replied. In fact it once saved my life.

Saved your life? muttered Terbut.

Ill tell you, said Jorkens. And, mind you, I never disliked singing, but it never had power to draw me, as Ive known it draw other men. Ill tell you what happened. Well, there was a young fellow I knew called Bob Hosden, who had never travelled and was rather liable to get in love, which of course leads to trouble in the long run; and into his life came a woman who had travelled a long way, all the way from Greece, and was really beautiful. That is to say, he met her in London and was introduced, and nobody seemed to know anything about her; and, instead of that warning him, it attracted him all the more. If he had ever travelled, he might have wanted to know what part of the country she came from; but, as it was, I suppose he pictured her home as a little island in a caerulean sea, with small ships sailing by, and somewhere Homer singing. Which made it all worse, though she was romantic enough with her dark hair and her fine features, clear as lines cut in marble, to have caught a young fellow like him without any other accessories. She was a widow and nobody knew how many husbands she had had: once she mentioned two. Nobody knew her age, or indeed anything of her whatever. She took a nice flat in Knightsbridge, overlooking Hyde Park. Even her finances were queer, like everything else about her: she had them in small bags of sailcloth; unstrung, unpierced pearls and a few nuggets of gold. Somebody took the nuggets to a bank, and sold a few of the pearls for her; otherwise she would have paid her bills with the nuggets and pearls direct. Bob Hosden introduced me to her at a sherry-party, and asked me what I thought of her. Of course I said she was very nice: it wasnt my job to advise him not to amuse himself; one has to be more sure of exactly what life is for before one starts doing that. She spoke English after a fashion, and her talk was fairly full of nautical phrases, as though shed learnt it from sailors. And then one day I heard shed a fine voice, but would not sing at concerts, because she only sang when she felt like it. Temperamental I supposed, and thought no more about it. I thought no more about it till one evening when I was walking along the road that bounds the south side of the park, the far side from the houses, and heard a woman singing softly. It was she, and a crowd was beginning to gather. She was up in her flat, out of sight of me. She was singing as though in idleness and only to please herself, or at the bidding of a mood that arose in her, singing as birds sing. And, as with the songs of birds, there seemed little tune in it, as human beings judge tunes; it set me thinking more of valleys than concert halls, valleys on the far side of hills, that you could not see. The crowd increased and she seemed to be calling, like some shepherd with an incredibly beautiful voice calling a message from hill-tops. I went across the road to hear the message, but it was not in English. Some of the crowd went down what passage there is, and I think they rang the bell of the door in Knightsbridge; but no one seems to have opened it, and the singing went softly on. There was a window of the ground floor open, and they might have climbed in through that, but an English crowd doesnt do that sort of thing. I stood there perfectly motionless, and the evening went glimmering away; and all the time I knew I should have gone at once and found Bob Hosden and warned him, but I could not leave that song.

I thought you said you cared nothing for singing, said Terbut.

Thats the whole point, said Jorkens. I like an orchestra, and I like those little tunes that Arabs play upon reeds all through North Africa, and I thrill to the sound of pipes that one hears in India, suddenly blowing a bar when the sky is blazing with sunset; but nothing that the human voice can do seems to me worth stopping to hear. And here was a song that had drawn me over the road, and had gripped me so that I could not let it alone; and I knew that something was wrong, and that I must warn Bob Hosden.

What did you think was wrong? one of us asked.

I didnt know, said Jorkens. But it was as though I had seen a magnet picking up pieces of wood. It wouldnt be right; it would be upsetting a natural law: a thing like that would frighten me. I knew that singing that could draw me like that must have something terrible in it, and the woman must have some power that wasnt right. Anyway there would be no chance for Bob Hosden, if he had anything more to do with her. But how was I to warn him?

Well, Bob saved me the trouble by coming that way himself. He heard her a long way off, though she was singing softly, and there came a look in his eyes of a man seeing other worlds. He never saw me at all; he walked past me brushing against me, for I never moved out of his way; and he turned out of the park down the passage, I after him. He came to the street-door of the flats in which she lived and found it shut: the hall porter had shut it because of the crowd that had been trying to get in. He began ringing then, and nobody answered. Then he began beating on the door, and the singing went on softly; you hardly heard it in Knightsbridge. After a while he was making such a noise that I saw something would happen. I mean someone was bound to come, and in the end he would have got in; and the song that I only heard faintly was increasing its strange power. I dont know what I was afraid of; I only know I was certain that if a song could draw me like that, who cared nothing for any singer Id ever heard till then, there was some awful power let loose and not a chance for Bob Hosden.

Bob, I said, chuck it. Thats not your house.

A silly remark perhaps, but it didnt matter; Bob never heard me speak.

Well, I thought for a moment, and then I darted off. I couldnt have done it from the other side of the house, where the song was in full blast, a song low and soft but coming straight at you out of the back windows. I couldnt have got away. But in Knightsbridge I turned and darted off and got a policeman. I hadnt far to go. Theres a man giving trouble at 13a, I said. Annoying people in the flats. He wants to get in.

The policeman came at once.

Ive come chiefly on behalf of Madame Anthropofalos, I said. Its her hes annoying mostly.

Ill deal with him, said the constable.

Well, the first question the constable asked of Bob, who was making a lot of noise on the door by now, was: What do you want in there? And Bob replied: I want to see Madame Anthropofalos. So his case was pretty well prejudiced from the start. The constable took him away, and the singing soon stopped; and then I felt at once that the power relaxed, whatever it may have been, and I had no idea then what it was.

Bob was bound over to keep the peace for six weeks, and I felt I had saved him that time. I could never make out why magistrates dont pass a sentence of eighty years when they are binding a man over; it is no hardship to keep the peace. Why only six weeks?

It is a curious thing but, though there was a distinct clique in the club that had tried to prevent Jorkens from starting his story, impatience was exhibited now to get him back to the thread of it.

What happened to Bob? asked Terbut.

The moth and the candle, said Jorkens. She didnt sing again for some days. But, as soon as she did, back he came again.

Did he live in the same street? asked Terbut.

No; the other side of the park, said Jorkens.

Then how could he hear her? asked Terbut.

Thats what we shall never know, said Jorkens. Well, back he came again one evening, just at the time when I usually take a walk in the park; and I had heard her singing and I was there too. I spotted him at once and tried to dissuade him from going round to the door; but, whether or not he heard me, he went straight on down the passage, with me beside him, and came to the door of the flats and found it open; and she was singing all the time, and the air seemed filled with her singing, as the April woods are filled with the blackbirds chorus at dawn. He went straight to the door of the lift-shaft and rang the bell that brings the lift down from the upper floors, and above the sound of the lift I heard her wild song flooding the well of the stairs. I had hold of his arm, but nothing would stop him, and as soon as the lift arrived he went in and shut the door, and pressed a button and was off to the third floor. I looked up the stairs, down which that song was rippling, and then for the first time in my life I wished that singing had the power to draw me as it seemed to draw other men. I began to suspect a great deal about her just then, and yet there I was in the basement wishing that that song could have drawn me up those stairs, to throw myself at her feet and to hear her singing for ever. Almost it did; almost I ran up those stairs; had I ever felt the least interest in the singers art, I should have done so; but in the end I only sat down on one of the steps and wept.

The singing soon stopped; I found by comparison afterwards that it never rose to its full beauty in London, and the intensity of the mood in her which accompanied it seems also to have been cramped by the great mass of the houses. Then Bob Hosden came down the stairs looking rather scared, and we walked away, and when we got outside he told me that they were engaged to be married. So I said, For the last time, Bob Hosden, can I persuade you to leave her alone? And he said No. So I said, Oh, well then, I congratulate you; but very sadly, for I was fond of Bob Hosden. We parted then, Bob still looking rather white and scared; and soon after that they were married. I didnt attend the wedding, but I went down two days after to see them on their honeymoon.

Wonder you didnt go next day, said Terbut.

Lord knows why I didnt, exclaimed Jorkens. I knew I ought to. Follow your intuitions: theyre righter than reasoning. I knew I ought to have gone. What I could have done is another matter, but I knew I ought to have gone. And the strength of that feeling grew and grew all day, and in the end I went, but I should have gone sooner. It was a lovely little cottage down in Sussex, and I arrived in the morning. I had been awake all night, and had gone by the first train. I had a mile or two to walk, and I walked as fast as I could, till I saw the roof of the cottage show over a fold of the downs, and a little column of smoke was loitering up, pale-grey from a red chimney; it was as peaceful a scene as any I ever saw. And then I heard a song that the woman was singing, coming towards me in snatches, as the gusts of the wind, or her voice, rose and fell. It was a croon more than a song, a lullaby full of contentment, made, you might say, of ease in quiet valleys, of sheep-bells and sound of streams and blackbirds calling, and winds going over the downs, bringing swallows home. If singing had ever meant more to me I could have told you more, but then I should have not been here to tell.

Hows that? said Terbut.

But Jorkens went straight on.

I went up to the cottage, all covered with leaves; honeysuckle, I suppose, but honeysuckle was over. She was upstairs, singing beside an open window. You hardly liked to interrupt the calm of her lullaby, by speaking or even breathing; it was like the calm there might be at the end of the world, if you came to the very edge, with Venus glowing in twilight. But I called up to her from below the window. Wheres Bob? I shouted. An unusual question to ask on a honeymoon; unusual to call at all; but there it was, I hadnt slept a wink since they had been married, and a strange uneasiness about Bob Hosden was driving me.

Hes inside, she said.

So I went in through the door that was open to bees and butterflies, and called for Bob and searched for him all through the cottage. I did not find him. She stopped that gentle song, but all my questions she answered only with her blue eyes, the strangest look I ever saw.

Ugly? asked one of us.

No more ugly, said Jorkens, than the sea far south of here, warm and placid and lapping, lit by a gloaming lovelier than anything we shall see. No, no, not ugly; only strange. And after a bit I looked away from her eyes, and said to her, looking away from her all the while, You know I shall have to tell the police.

At that, she sang to me, sang suddenly like someone pulling out the stops of an organ and blasting the hush with music; but not any organ here; like an angel sitting down after a journey, before a precipice of gold that was all hollowed to organ-pipes, and playing from his heart a dirge for the story of man. Some men never know the misery of missing the things they miss. I knew it then. By a fraction it failed to hold me. And I left. The song missed me by no more than the distance by which a bird will sometimes miss butterflies. But I went back to London, and so Im sitting here without a drink, and without any money, and with the whole of Somerset House waiting for me at quarter day.

Oh, well, said Terbut, have a drink. But get on with your story.

And he grudgingly signed to the waiter.

Thanks, said Jorkens. Well, I got back to London, and I went straight to a man I knew at Scotland Yard, and he showed me in to another man, and we had a long talk. And they searched that house for a week, and then I saw them again.

How have you got on? I asked.

So-so, they said.

And then I turned to the man my friend had taken me to at first, Inspector Grives. This murder, I began.

Look here, said the inspector; you can use language like that to me inside here, but you know its slander outside.

Then I knew theyd failed.

But can you do nothing? I asked; for I had been very fond of Bob Hosden.

Weve got to prove everything, you see, said my friend.

Its hard on Bob, I answered.

We might get her out of the country, he said.

Deport her? I asked.

We might, he said.

On what charge? I asked him. For I didnt see how they could do that if it was slander for me to mention what she had done.

We could do it, said the inspector, if we could get her driving her car without a licence.

Wait till Im out with her one day, I said.

And with that I left.

She came to London again, for which I had bided my time; and one day I went round to see her when she was not singing; and she talked to me in her flat with her sailors talk and her queer Greek accent.

Youre fond of sailors, I said to her.

And she answered, Very.

I never got any nearer than that to saying to her what was on my mind, and it was perhaps rash to have got even that far. But I asked her if she could give me a lift to the City, as I had overstayed my time and had things to attend to there, and yet would like to talk with her a bit longer. She didnt wish to let me go too easily, so she said she would drive me there, and we started at once for her garage. I said: The English police are very particular. You must have a driving-licence.

I have it, she said.

But you must have it on you, I told her.

It is in the left-hand pocket of the car, she said.

She climbed in and sat at the wheel and I on her left; and away we went, she speaking very little.

I will say that Scotland Yard know their job. The very first policeman we came to stopped her for driving too fast. Ill swear you were only doing twenty, I said. Which was perfectly true.

I must look at your driving-licence, he said.

Its in that pocket, she told him.

The policeman looked and I looked and she looked, and it wasnt there. She showed her beautiful teeth, but said nothing. And on that they were able to get her out of the country.

And what do you think she did to your friend? we asked.

Now Jorkens whiskey had come, and he drank it off, and then sat silent awhile.

I think, said Jorkens, that her name was a clue. Oddly enough in this old bundle of papers, and he pulled some out of his pocket, I have her driving-licence to this day. There you see, Anthropofalos, no meaning at all. But one day I copied it out in Greek letters and looked at it; and then I noticed a very curious thing. Suppose shed turned one of the letters upside-down; you have sense then.

Which letter? said Terbut.

Write it in Greek, said Jorkens, and turn the lamda upside down, and you get gamma.

And then? said Terbut.

Why then, you get Anthropofagos.

Those that did not know Greek of course said nothing, and those that did began groping among our memories trying to sort out words we partly remembered from ones that we never knew, until one of us said: You dont mean Man-eater!

Well, said Jorkens, of course thats what the word means. We should remember they had different standards in classical times. Its very clearly stated in Homer. I dont defend it of course.

But we felt we had heard enough, and all of us left without anyone offering Jorkens the usual little gift that, as far as liquid can go, is our recognition that we have been instructed by one of his tales.


THE JORKENS FAMILY EMERALDS

ONE day at the Billiards Club we were discussing the prices of precious stones. I think one of our members had done a deal in the City over a nice assortment of emeralds, for it is a mistake to suppose that there are not some at our club who work as hard as any. And then Terbut remarked to Jorkens, who was resting after his lunch, Youve had a good many sorts of stones through your hands?

A fair number, said Jorkens.

Youve told us of pearls and sapphires, Terbut went on; not to mention nuggets; and a diamond, if I recollect rightly. Have you ever had any others?

No, said Jorkens.

No emeralds or anything? Terbut asked. No, said Jorkens, no emeralds. But wait a minute. Yes, I had. I certainly had once. Some very fine emeralds.

I thought so, said Terbut.

A captious kind of remark. But all Jorkens said was: Yes, I had five or six very fine emeralds once.



And lost them, suggested Terbut.

No, said Jorkens, with a look full of surprise at the suggestion. I sold them.

Left to you, I suppose, said Terbut. Family stones. Deliberately, as it seemed to me, attributing the unlikeliest origin that he could think of to the emeralds.

Yes, said Jorkens, they were left me by my father.

Left you by your father! said Terbut, and contributed no more to the discussion that evening. Others asked Jorkens to tell us more of the emeralds, and so we heard not only one more of Jorkens exploits, but had a glimpse of his parentage, which so often helps to explain a man.

Yes, my father practically left them to me, said Jorkens. He might have got them himself, which he was well able to do, but then there would have been death duties, and he said I had better get them instead. Not that he had fully worked out how they were to be got, so far as he actually told me; but he knew just where they were, and seemed to know what had happened to everyone that had ever tried to get them, and it wouldnt have taken him long to work out the right way. To a man like him it would have been childs play. Selling them would have been another matter: hed never have sold them well. And as for keeping any money he got from them, well, he wasnt that kind of man. Money went through his fingers like fine sand. He had had handfuls of it, gathering it up in every part of the world; he had owned fifty acres of diamond-bearing clay, and a whole rubber forest once, and enough ivory to have built a good-sized ship with it; he had had heaps of money, but it never stuck. He roamed the world till very near his end, much more than Ive ever done; and when his beard was growing scraggly, and looked small against his great chest and so far up from the ground, for he was far over six foot, he would still dart off to a far end of the earth to look for a fortune, and very likely find it, and lose it on the way back. How did he lose it? Oh, anyhow. Travelling was one way.

Yes, travellings expensive, said one of us, who had gone as far as Venice.

Travelling his way was expensive, said Jorkens. Once he set out with a caravan on a long voyage, from some African city at dawn, with a hundred slaves he had bought the day before, and forgot to tie them up for the night. Of course they were all gone next morning, to say nothing of the camels.

Pretty forgetful, someone muttered because Jorkens chanced to be looking at him, and he felt he must say something.

And the odd thing, said Jorkens, was that he wasnt forgetful by nature. It was just deliberate forgetfulness, brought on by a generous whim for those poor devils benefit. And another time he gave all he had to an exiled Indian princess, who turned out to be really an Afghan as much as anything, born I think at Brighton. You know, you cant keep money that way.

You were saying... I suggested to Jorkens.

Yes, the emeralds, he said. He was very old, and he was dying, and he sent for me, and he said: For one reason and another I cant leave you any money, and if I got what Ive long had my eye on and left you that, thered be death duties enough to cripple any business. Best get it yourself.

He had a tiny room in a lodging-house in London. He sent for me there.

Its emeralds, he said.

The door was partly open, to give him air; and I noticed his landlady hanging about outside.

Tell me another time, I said, with a glance at the door.

He understood but went on.

Thats all right, he said. It takes a man who has seen a little bit of the world, and may have seen one or two of its wonders, and knows there are a few more, to believe what Im going to tell you. Five years of London makes it difficult, and ten years of this street at a stretch makes it quite impossible. Well, take a look at this map and see the mark on those mountains: and he pulled out a map from the bed in which he was lying. That mark I made is just on top of the ridge; the river running beside it is not so near as it looks; its seventy yards away by the map; but on the ground theres two hundred yards of slope, and then two thousand feet; which, being sheer, doesnt show. Its a mountain running just up to the snow-line: its really only on the last thousand feet that theres any snow at all. If you follow that track that Ive marked, its perfectly easy climbing: you never need to use your hands at all. Those are villages dotted about on the slope. And he showed me several quite near the top of the ridge. You go up there, he went on, the last bit through the snow, and you come to the top of the mountain, which is in the form of a ridge, with snow of course on the other side the same as it is on the near, and a slightly steeper slope; but at the very top, where Ive made that mark, is a little cliff of from ten to twenty feet, facing bare the other way with the snow at its feet, and looking out over land of which no one seems to know anything. It only runs for two or three hundred yards; the rest is snow on both sides; so you have no difficulty in going over the ridge. The cliff begins there where Ive marked it, and its all full of emeralds.

Emeralds? I said.

And I thought I heard a titter outside the door, and I think the old man heard it too. For he said: Yes, and the funny part of the joke Im making is what happened to all the people that ever went after those emeralds. Fetch me that box. And I went where he pointed and brought him a box that had once held note paper. And when he reached out his arm from under the blankets I found it was all shaky, a thing I could hardly believe, as hed always seemed such a giant. Ive been collecting the stories, he said, of all that tried it on, and have studied all their plans. I think there are twenty-seven of them in that box. Read all those plans very carefully. Read every one of them. There may be one or two that I havent got, but read all that I have.

As a general rule I darent interrupt him; and I think he saw that I wanted to then, and he was silent, glaring at me, with his mouth open, breathing. But I didnt ask him anything. And then he spoke very deliberately, tapping the papers with a finger as he spoke each word. Every one of these plans was wrong, he said. Get that into your head. I thought for a while. And then I asked the old man: Had they any one thing in common? And at that he all lighted up. Aye, he said. They had. That s the way to think, boy. Youll get those emeralds yet. I wasnt sure. But thats how to set about it. They had one thing in common, all twenty-seven. They all tried to come back down the near side of the mountain.

And the far side? I asked.

I told you, he said. Two hundred yards of good smooth snow, a steepish slope. Then two thousand feet drop. And then the river.

Its a nasty drop, I said; for he had stopped speaking.  

Theyre a nastier people, said he. Very polite, polite as be-damned; but nasty ways. They come out of their villages as soon as their watcher sees anyone on the snow. They re behind you then, and they come up the slope after you. They spread out, though that s not necessary when all the villages join in, but anyhow theres no getting away to left or right; they see to that by keeping their flanks well wide of you. Then they come up smiling and bowing, and invite you down to their village. And that s the end of you.

The end of you? I said.

Yes, and a sticky end, said the old man. Theyve a round house built of brass, in one of their villages, its a single room, and they take a man in there and torture him ceremonially.

To death? I asked.

Yes, if hes lucky, he said.

And what for? I asked him.

And he told me of a sort of holy man who had lived in one of these villages, and who was by no means the poor ignorant heathen one might have supposed, but had a very accurate insight into the exploitation of natives where wealth of this kind was discovered. And he taught his people to stick to their pastoral ways, and not let their mountain be turned into any kind of Johannesburg. So they seem to have the idea, he said, that the whole mountain is holy, though from the kind of things that some of them do on it youd hardly think that, so perhaps its only the little cliff at the top thats holy; but, whatever it is, a white man there is a pretty big desecration to them, and they come up to him very politely and ask him down to their village.

What about the river? I asked him.

Its a good river, he said. A current of I should say five knots; between precipices for hundreds of miles; they only discovered that it was the same river lower down, as the one that entered those nullahs, by pouring in half a ton of permanganate of potash and finding the water pinkish a hundred miles further on; so they wont get round to you if you reach the river, however much they may want you down in their house of brass. There are deodars growing in all the cracks along the foot of the precipice. Enough to make a raft. Youd want an axe. He began talking in short sentences then, mixing the things that I should have to take, like a hammer and chisel and food, with a message he wanted sent to a priest of a temple in Egypt. Youll not see a village, he said, for four hundred and fifty miles, so youll want plenty of food. And I met a priest of the temple of Kom Ombos. He blew through the temple while I was there. Tell him hes dust, and tell him I go to him. Take a Canadian toboggan. Very light. The emeralds are in the rock: the cliff is mottled with them. Chisel out what you can and slip away. Well go all through Egypt again, that priest and I. Then he tapped on the papers once more and said, Every one of them wrong. And then he died.

Well, it was his last message, and I determined to remember it, and to do just as he said. I took occasion to mention to his old landlady that he was light-headed before he died: but I neednt have done it; the old man was right; she hadnt the sense to believe a single word of his story; it was as good as locked in a safe, so far as she was concerned. But I hadnt the emeralds yet.

And Jorkens was silent, remembering; till I began to fear that if he remembered too much he would drift away from his tale, and Terbut would probably say that he never had had any emeralds. So I said: And how did you get the emeralds, Jorkens?

And he said: After the funeral, and when Id paid all expenses, and come into a sum of thirty-three pounds eight shillings, which turned out very handy, I did a good deal of thinking. And yet thinking wasnt really needed: the old man had done it all. There was only one thing more to tell when hed told me about the toboggan. He might have told me if hed had the time; or he might have left me to work it out, provided I had the brains, and then to do it, provided I had the guts. But with a toboggan on a snow slope of two hundred yards, and then a precipice of two thousand feet, it stood to reason that I should require a parachute.

A parachute, muttered one of us.

Yes, said Jorkens. You see, what would be the use of a toboggan, when you only had two hundred yards to go, and then the precipice sheer for two thousand feet? It would be no good without the parachute. I had the bundle in front of me where I could hold it, so that it wouldnt flap out as I slipped down the slope, and of course it was strapped to my shoulders: the toboggan I carried on my back and it weighed almost nothing; they make them of birch-bark you know. And then I had about fifteen pounds of food, for I calculated that it might take me three days to make the raft, and five more to do the four hundred and fifty miles on the five-knot current through the ravines, till I came to the village he spoke of. And of course I took some money. And I had an axe slung over my shoulder clear of the straps of the parachute, and a hammer and a chisel for the emeralds. I had about enough weight with all that: I didnt take a revolver for the people on the mountain; I fancied thered be too many of them, and it was one of those things that was certain to have been tried before, and not to have worked; but I took a good wad of opium that would be enough for myself, in case the blighters should catch me.

It was right in the middle of Asia, that mountain; North of India, East of Persia, and South-West of China. Thats where it was. And when I got to it, it was just as the old man said; a mountain with little villages thousands of feet up, and a skull-cap of snow. I started climbing very leisurely, so as to have plenty of pace left when the little men came after me; the more time I had to myself at the top, the more emeralds Id get. I took three days over the climb, sleeping in a good cloak that they make in those parts out of sheepskins; the skins on the outside, embroidered and patched with bright silks, and on the inside the long brown hair of the sheep. It was warmer than I wanted, the first night; on the second night I was glad of it; but on the third night nothing could keep me warm. On the morning of the fourth day I came to the villages, little houses with big thatches, a lot of them at the same level just under the snow-line. They looked the kind of houses where youd go up and talk to the owners, and hear their talk of the crops, and feel sorry if they did badly. And then I saw the round one-storied house of brass shining right in the middle of the nearest village with plenty of space all round it, and I remembered my fathers words. And at that point I began to hurry my pace. But very soon a horn blew, and out they came from their huts and began to come after me from the village I had just passed, and two more villages were doing the same. Little men in warm coats, carrying bows and arrows, as far as I could see. The line came quite slowly, as though any need for hurrying had never occurred to any of them. Rather unnerving that steady slow pace must have been, to the men whose plans were all wrong.

I had come to the snow before they left their villages, and even there I gained on them, though it was harder going on the snow, and I did those last few hundred feet in such good time, that I must have had nearly a quarter of an hour to myself at the top. And there was the little cliff all right, facing away towards the unknown country, and mottled with emeralds just as my father had said. Below me stretched perfect snow, an ideal spot for tobogganing, but only for two hundred yards. A few things that I had carried up the mountain to make myself comfortable at nights, I threw away then, not wanting to be too heavy, and only kept bare necessities. The little cliff struck me as not having been there very long, as precipices count time: I thought from the look of the rock that very likely thered been a bit of a landslip within the last hundred years, and that the light that was now glittering on those emeralds had been there no longer than that. I got to work with my hammer and chisel at once, choosing the largest emerald within reach, and chiselling all round it, flaking the grey rock away, till I was able to give a tap that loosened the emerald itself. And there the snow helped me; as, with one hand holding the hammer and the other the chisel it would have been hard to look after the stone; but all I had to do was to watch it plop into the snow, where the grey flakes of the rock I had chiselled lay on the surface and spread out fan-wise where some had slithered away. Small stones would have come out much quicker, but the market price for emeralds the size of the thick ends of hens eggs made it worth the three or four minutes I spent on each. Two or three men appeared on the ridge within ten yards of me, but I still worked on: I only had to throw my toboggan down and jump on it; Id everything ready. I was working at my fifth emerald. I just got it out and then six of them came up and all bowed together. It was time to be off. So I bowed too, and lifted my toboggan over my head as I bowed and laid it down on the snow, watching them all the time, and they looked at the toboggan. They all had knives, and some had bows and arrows, but I fancied that, if they started shooting in time, the pace of my toboggan would beat them. And one of them, only two yards from me, said something about honouring his village, and I said: No, Im going this way, and threw the chisel down and kept the hammer, and clutched my parachute against my ribs and was off. It was a perfect surface for a toboggan, just that touch of ice that makes it slip along almost without leaving a track; the radiant mountain air rushed into my lungs and sang screeching past me; there was one shout from the little men, and then I came to the edge, and I saw my toboggan floating with the air of a tired butterfly, while I dropped like a stone. I let the bundle go, and then I felt the parachute tug at my shoulders, and soon after that I saw my toboggan swoop past me. I realized on the way down how wise my father had been in recommending me to take a toboggan, and the parachute which necessarily went with it, and which his advice therefore implied. The two things worked in admirably together: the toboggan gave me speed to get away from those men at any moment I liked, and a second or so later it gave me just that clearance from the precipice without which one could never have worked a parachute. And here I was with five emeralds in my pocket, the smallest of which would scarcely have been hidden by a florin. Did I say six? Well, I didnt count the sixth: it was scarcely larger than a pea. I had other things in my pockets too, and began to regret that I had brought so much; the hammer, for instance, to drive in nails in my raft; the axe might have done for that, or a bit of a stone; and I was feeling much too heavy, in spite of which the winds that roamed the ravine were flapping me about like a feather. But one does not think of everything, particularly for journeys one has not made before. Well, to make a long story short, I just missed the river and landed among the rocks; and I got to work at once on the deodars and made a very light raft that night, so as to be able to slip away if those villagers should find a path down the precipice or work their way round; but when I found that they did not come for me I made the raft stronger and more comfortable, using the parachute for a sort of cabin, while its cords came in very handy to bind the logs. I spent four days at that, and kept nice and warm at night, burning the branches that werent big enough for my raft. Then I drifted down that unexplored river for a week, and came to the villages of a different people, and bought good food from them, and drifted on; and one foggy night I heard the sound of ships and the river got hugely wide, and with dawn I came to the coast. And three weeks later I reached London, travelling steerage, with thirty thousand pounds worth of emeralds in my pocket.

And you got all that for them? asked Terbut.

I did, said Jorkens.

You should be pretty well off, if you invested it well, said Terbut.

Well, said Jorkens, I invested it in a way. You know the way one does. And a lot of things happened. Ill tell you about them some day.

I wouldnt say too much about having got the thing from your father, said one of the others, probably pulling his leg. If Somerset House gets to hear of it theyll put in a claim against you for death duties yet.

No, said Jorkens. No they wont. They know it would be no good: in strictly legal language, nullum bonum.


A FISHING STORY

THERE is a certain attitude taken by some at the Billiards Club towards my friend Jorkens, which I hope has not spread beyond its walls. If I were to express that attitude in a single word, the word would be Doubt. Whether any who have read some of the tales that I have recorded from time to time as I heard them from Jorkens may have felt any doubts of them I do not know, but I set down this tale not entirely for any slight interest it may possess for those interested in wells and the various objects their waters may be sometimes found to contain; but I more particularly record it because I know the tale to be true, being acquainted with one of the men to whom it occurred, and able thereby to check Jorkens veracity, who was there as a chance onlooker, but a perfectly accurate one.

I was taking a walk in India, Jorkens began. What for? asked Terbut.

To get away from the flies, said Jorkens. How far did you have to go to do that? asked Terbut.

Three thousand miles, said Jorkens. But why not start? In fact I felt I couldnt delay any longer. Perhaps you dont know those flies?

Terbut shook his head rather impatiently; for we all knew, and Jorkens better than most of us, that Terbut had never travelled.

Well, Jorkens continued, I was walking over a plain with a good deal of grass on it, and it was hot enough to kill more than grass, and there was nothing to see on it except a horse grazing, if nibbling that withered stuff can be so described; and he was grazing with a bit in his mouth and a saddle on his back. And then I came suddenly on a well. A rather thick patch of grass hid it entirely, until I was right on top of it. And when I did get there I saw a little flight of steps, cut out of the dry mud of which all that part of the world seems to be made, going down to the well. And on one of the lower steps a man was seated, holding a rod. I never saw him till I stood at the top step, and he didnt see me even then, being so intent on the water.

Fishing? I said.

Its a spear, he answered, and sat there patiently for a few more seconds, leaning over the water not looking at me, then made a jab. There was some commotion in the well, in fact more noise than I ever heard in any well before, and then he made another jab; and this time, above the noise of the threshing of water, I clearly heard a pig squeal.

Have you got a pig in the well? I asked.

Sounds like it, he said.

When the pig stopped squealing he leaned forward and began to pull; and very soon he hauled up a man out of the well, but the noise of some big thing swimming did not stop. It turned out from their conversation to each other, though they said little enough to me, that the second man had been hanging by one arm from the lower step of the well, the other arm being broken. The noise in the well continued, and rather puzzled me.

Have you got anything more down there? I asked them.

Only a horse, said the one that I had mistaken for a fisherman. And he went on with his angling, until he got a pair of reins on the end of his spear. And sure enough there was a horse at the end of the reins, just as the man had said. I admit I hadnt believed him all at once, and perhaps it is rather a lesson to us not to disbelieve a thing merely because its unlikely; and a horse in a well seemed so very unlikely, especially a well that already had so much else in it. But I was wrong, for very soon I saw a horses head appearing; and more than that the two men could not manage to bring to sight for a long time.

But what was it all about? asked Terbut. What were they doing?

They told me that, said Jorkens. They were a long while getting the horse out, and every now and then one of them would call out to me a few words of explanation: you couldnt call it a story, just explanation. And what I gathered from it all was that they had been out pig-sticking and they had come on a lot of pigs, a sounder they call them, rustling in the long grass where they could not see them. And they had ridden up to a little village and got some men to go into the grass making noises, and some of the natives had brought their dogs with them; and all the pigs had come out and they had ridden after the biggest. They got right away from the long grass at once and saw no more of it, except little patches that they scarcely noticed; in fact the one beside which we all met they never noticed at all, nor did the pig; or, if he did, he went straight for it because it reminded him of home; nor did the first horse, nor his rider. And they all went into the well.

The pig climbed on to the horses back, to keep himself out of the water; and the horse kept on rolling sideways as he swam, so as to put the pig back in the well. And that is another unusual thing to see, I mean a pig riding a horse; but, again, one should not disbelieve it merely on that account. I dont claim to have seen it myself, but the man who killed the pig saw it; in fact he killed it actually in the saddle. He killed the pig first because it seemed to make more room in the well, especially considering how near his tusks kept coming to the shoulder-blades of the man who was hanging by one arm from the bottom step. And then he pulled the man out. Getting the horse out was the hardest job of the lot.

Did you lend them a hand with the horse? asked Terbut, rather unnecessarily.

Well, no, said Jorkens, I was perfectly ready to, but the fellow took offence at a quite natural remark that I made in all innocence. It was a simple and harmless remark, and very much to the point. But he took offence at it.

What did you say to him? I asked.

I merely said, replied Jorkens, Nice for their drinking water.


JORKENS IN HIGH FINANCE

DAMN it. I will, said Jorkens one day at the Billiards Club from his chair in front of the fire. It was a dark afternoon of October, and a few of us lingering at the long table at which we had lunched were discussing the probability of one of Jorkens tales; the one, if I remember right, that I have called The Jorkens Family Emeralds.

You will what? asked Terbut.

I will tell you a tale that is strictly confidential, said Jorkens.

Well, I think you can trust all of us, said one of the others, with only a shade of doubt in his voice.

Not one of you, replied Jorkens. At any rate not with a tale that Im strictly bound not to divulge. It isnt that, but youre all so damned incredulous that I know no harm will be done if I do tell you.

Oh, were not as bad as that, said another.

But Jorkens could not be so easily soothed.

Youre as unbelieving a lot as I ever met, replied Jorkens. And when I think of the tales Ive seen believed! Ive heard tales in ships smoking-rooms in the Indian Ocean, that... But never mind them. The point is that the high interests that bound me to secrecy will come to no harm through any of you, and the personages concerned would be the first to recognize that your unbelieving wits are as good a hiding-place for the tale as anywhere. Then, if it ever leaks out from other sources, people will say That is one of the yarns of the Billiards Club.

Well, go on, said Terbut.

I will, said Jorkens. And even had I realized how important a secret he was going to give away I could not have stopped him: he was in a temper, stung by these doubts of his tales, and he was flinging us the truth as he might have thrown gold, if he had any, full in the face of a too importunate creditor. I will. It was in the autumn of 1931. I was hanging about with nothing to do, in fact I was in a chair in front of my fire in my lodgings, not even reading, just lonely and bored; when there was a knock, and in came my landlady, and said there was somebody from the Government who wanted to see me. Well, of course I supposed he was a tax-gatherer, so I said Show him up at once. I hadnt a bean just then, nothing whatever, and I knew he could do me no harm. And she showed him in. Who or what he was exactly I dont know; he merely gave the name of Smith; but he came on business of far vaster importance than taxing a poor devil like me. I dont know if you want me to describe him to you: he was tallish, wore a moustache, was in the thirties, and had that indefinable suggestion of watching what is going on that you sometimes see on the racecourse. The kind of man that knows what is going to happen next. I had that feeling about him at once. And then I thought, Oh, well, he cant do me any harm, as I havent got a penny for him. And yet I wasnt quite easy.

What he wanted was a ship. Someone had told him of me, that I was a man that had knocked about the world and been to queer places, and I suppose he thought I was the kind of man that might be good for a queer job, for it was a queer job that he wanted the ship for. He came from the Treasury, and he wanted a ship that could be conveniently sunk in a deep part of the sea, and a captain and crew that would be rescued and would never say a word. I did not waste any time saying I had no ships; we understood each other better than that at once. What I did say was, Not a word ever? and he said, Yes. And I said, That will be the trouble. And he said, That is why Ive come to you.

So I asked then, What has it to be sunk for? And he just gave that wag of the head that means Cant tell you.

It cant be done, I said. Theyll talk.

It must be done, he said.

Safety of the country? I asked, for he was looking grave enough.

Safety of the whole world, he answered. And then I thought for a bit. Is it animal, vegetable or mineral? I asked him after a while, quite thinking that hed say Animal, and that I should be mixed up with some pretty high politics; but he said Mineral, yet it was high politics all right.

Couldnt you put it on a raft and tow it, I said, and then cut the tow-rope and arrange for the raft to blow up in some way?

Too heavy, he said.

And I fell back on my verdict, Cant be done. And he thought a long while in silence, pulling an end of his moustache and glancing at me quickly now and then. And after a while he said, Id better tell you.

So he swore me to conceal the tale by every means in my power, not merely by being silent, but by hushing it up if others let it out, by denying it, by concealing it in every possible way, and that is what I am doing by telling it to people like you whose incredulity is a byword, who wont believe others and cant expect to be believed in return. Yes, damn it, a byword. So, if you do repeat this story, youll meet just that disbelief that you well deserve. It will do you good.

I think it will, Jorkens, I said. What did the man want the ship for?

Ill tell you, said Jorkens. I said he was from the Treasury. Well, he told me briefly, what one knew already, that there was a tremendous financial crisis in the world: he didnt like telling me much that one didnt know; but he had to tell me what they were going to do about it. It was, according to them, the only cure for a desperate situation Then he explained to me that the wealth of the world was labour and raw material, those two things, and a third thing that was only the first multiplied by the second, that is to say the finished product. Well, gold he said commanded the lot, and there was too much of it; prices and wages had been all upset and there was only one thing to do. He said so finally, There is only one thing to do, that he seemed to think I should understand from that without his troubling to divulge anything further. He stood there waiting for me to solve the financial crisis of the whole world in a single breath; but he might as well have shown me all the grain in the world, and then asked me to eat it. And what are you going to do? I asked.

We want to get back, he said, to much simpler methods of exchange. It is the only chance. I told you there was too much gold in the world.

Well? I said.

We want to sink it, he answered.

Then I understood.

But the other countries? I asked. Are they all in this?

Oh, yes, he said, theyre all in. Were doing it through the League of Nations.

And the gold? I said.

And he looked at the door, and then he whispered, Here.

In London? I asked.

And he nodded his head.

The whole lot? I asked.

And he nodded again. Its the only chance, he said.

So then I started thinking pretty hard. If so drastic a remedy were needed to set prices and wages right, and if they relied on me to help with the job, it seemed that the fate of Europe might depend on my thinking it out right. If they couldnt apply the remedy that they had decided was necessary, what would happen next? Starvation perhaps. Perhaps a breakdown of everything. So I thought pretty hard.

Secrecy was obviously needed. But you couldnt sink a ship and rescue the crew and expect none of them ever to say a word. And you couldnt throw all the gold in the world overboard and expect them never to speak of it: theyd be working at it for hours.

Hundreds of tons it would be, or thousands, I said.

The hell of a lot, he answered.

And I started thinking again. Of course England was the country to originate such a scheme, as it is practically the banking centre of the world; and it was the obvious country to handle the job, having so much shipping and knowing the ways of the sea. But how was she going to do it? That was my problem. Knocking about the world, as Ive done, Ive often had problems to solve on the spur of the moment; thats probably why they came to me. Anyhow they were relying on me, and I felt that I must not fail them. Im afraid youll think me an unromantic devil when I have told you my story. But Im not really. The romance of gold in the long story of man appealed to me then as it never appealed before, now that we were just going to lose it. It had always seemed romantic to me, and ten times more so now. But it was not the moment for romance: I was being consulted by a government office about a matter of vital importance; it was some practical plan that they wanted, not romance. I might have said, You cant think of a plan for yourselves. Why should I be able to? But that was the very last thought that came into my head. Smith was standing there too silent for that, too obviously relying on me. And I got the plan; and, as I told you, it wasnt the time for romance. You cant sink ships on the quiet, I said to him. But if you can get it loaded quietly, I have thought of just the ship for you.

The loading will be all right, he said.

Very well, I said. You know Barking. Well, there are ships off Barking that nobody knows much about, but the lives of a few millions depend on them, and they are just the ships for your purpose. Theyre accustomed to letting things down into deep waters, and their crew never talk of it. Theyre made for you.

You dont mean... he began.

And I knew from the way he wrinkled up his nose that he knew what I was talking about.

After all its been a curse to the world, I said.

Oh, yes, he answered.

Then let it go the way of the other stuff, I told him.

And that was all about it. They took my scheme because it worked, and because it was the only one they had, and all the gold in the world was put in the hold of a ship; or it may have been two ships; I dont know, for I couldnt bear to go and see so sorry an end to the splendidest lure that has ever shone before man. It was loaded into the hold and the ship steamed out of Barking in I think October 1931 and came as it came every day (year in year out) to a buoy in a part of the sea called The Black Deep; and beyond that buoy they did what they did every day, they opened the hold below and the whole contents dropped out.

Opened it below? said someone.

Yes, they are built that way, said Jorkens. It goes down every day in the Black Deep, and all London would be poisoned if it didnt. Few ships do more useful work. But on that one day it wasnt only for London that they were tidying up; they were cleansing the whole world; and not a soul on board knew. Very few people in the world can have known: things connected with high finance are always so secret. I waited all the next day and the day after, to see what would happen and how people would take it; I watched and waited a week, and then one day England quietly went off the gold standard.

We dont think your story unromantic, said Terbut. We think its merely untrue.

Didnt I tell you? said Jorkens triumphantly. I knew you wouldnt believe it.

We cant believe all the gold is sunk, said Terbut. The worlds full of gold.

That is the really curious part of it all, said Jorkens. The stupendous scheme made no difference. Gold coins disappeared for a while, and so you may say did the gold standard, and no one but private hoarders had any gold at all. But they dug up plenty more in Australia and Africa, and private firms got in gold ornaments everywhere by offering fancy prices. No one could help seeing these things; but that was all they noticed. It was pretty clear that all the gold had gone, yet nobody noticed it, if you follow my meaning; and now they wont believe you if you tell them anything happened to it. I fear we overrated the value of gold.

Well, said Terbut.

And that was all anyone said. You see wed all been caught out disbelieving Jorkens.


THE SIGN

ONE day as I entered the Billiards Club about lunch-time, I noticed at once that the conversation was a good bit deeper than usual. In fact they were all discussing transmigration. They were men of many topics, varying from the price of more than one commodity on the Stock Exchange to the best place to buy oysters, yet the intricacies of the afterlife of a Brahmin were a little outside their range. A glance at Jorkens showed me what it was all about; if they had gone out of their own depth, it was as much as anything to get out of Jorkens, just as anyone taking the air on an esplanade might walk out to sea to avoid an acquaintance with too long a story to tell. The reason for wishing to get out of Jorkens depth was naturally that one or two of the others had tales of their own to tell.

Transmigration, said Jorkens. Its a thing one hears lots of talk of and seldom sees. Terbut opened his mouth and said nothing. It happened to come my way once, went on Jorkens.

To come your way? said Terbut.

Ill tell you, said Jorkens. When I was quite young I knew a man called Horcher, who impressed me a great deal. One of the things for instance that used to impress me about him was the way in which, if one were talking of politics and wondering what was going to happen, he would quietly say what the Government were going to do, when there hadnt been a word about it in any paper: that was always impressive; and still more so if one was guessing what was going to happen in Europe; he would come in then with his information in just the same quiet way.

And was he right? asked Terbut.

Well, replied Jorkens, I wont say that. But it isnt everyone who would venture to prophesy at all. And any way he impressed me a great deal by it at the time, and older men than me. And another thing he was very good at; he would give me advice on any conceivable subject. Im not saying the advice was good, but it showed the vast range of his interests and his gladness to share them with others, that to hear of anything that you wished to do was enough to call forth his immediate advice about it. I lost a good deal of money, one way and another, on bits of advice of his; and yet there was a spontaneity about it, and a certain apparent depth, that could not fail to impress you. Well, one of those days, being very young and all the world equally new to me, and the faith of the Brahmins no stranger to me than the theory of mans descent, I started talking to Horcher on the subject of transmigration. He smiled at my ignorance, as he always did, in a friendly sort of way, and then told me all about it. The Brahmins, he said were wrong in a great many particulars, not having studied the question scientifically or being intellectually qualified to understand its more difficult aspects. I will not tell you the theory of transmigration as he explained it to me, because you can read it yourselves in textbooks; its not what he told me that was new, so much as the quiet certainty with which he told it, and the rather exciting impression he left on my mind that he had discovered it all for himself. But two things I will tell you about it; and one was that, on account of the interest he had always taken in conditions that affected the welfare of the lower classes he would, if (as he put it) there was any justice hereafter, be rewarded by a considerable promotion in his next existence. For if, he said, there were to be no reward in a subsequent state for an interest in such things during this one, there would be no sense in it. I remember we walked in a garden as he told me all this, and the path was full of snails, which were probably all moving towards some poplars a little way off, for every tree had several of them climbing up the trunks, as though they all made this journey at that time of the year, which was early October. I remember him stepping on the snails as he walked, not from any cruelty, for he was not cruel, but because it could not matter to forms of life that were so absurdly low. And the other thing that he told me was that he had invented a signal, or rather that he had invented a way of branding it into his memory. The signal was no more than the Greek letter Φ, but he was a man of enormous industry and he had trained or hypnotized himself into remembering this one sign with such vehemence that he was convinced he would make it automatically, even in another existence. In this life he frequently made it quite unconsciously, tracing it on a wall with his finger, or even in the air: he had trained himself to do that. And he told me that if ever he saw me in his next life, and remembered me (and he smiled pleasantly as though he thought that such a remembrance was possible) he would make that sign to me, whatever our respective stations might be.

And what did he think he was going to be? I asked Jorkens.

He never would tell me that, Jorkens replied. But I knew he was sure that it was to be something of the most tremendous importance, I knew that from the condescension that showed through the kindness of his manner when he said he would make the sign to me; and then there was a certain slow grace with which he lifted his hand, when he made the sign in the air, which more than suggested someone seated upon a throne. I dont think he would have wanted to be bothered with me at all in that triumphant second life of his, but for his pride in having stamped that sign by sheer industry into his very soul, so that he could not help making it now, and felt confident that habit would endure wherever his soul went, and he naturally wanted posterity to know what he had achieved. Every half hour or so he would, quite unconsciously, make the sign as we walked; he had certainly trained himself to do that.

And had he any justification for thinking he would sit on a throne, I asked, if he had a second life?

Well, said Jorkens, he was a very busy man, and it isnt for me to say to what extent his interest in other mens lives was philanthropy or interference: I took him at his own valuation then, so I dont like to value him otherwise now hes dead. His own view was that pretty well all men were fools, so that somebody must look after them, and that at much personal inconvenience he was prepared to do so himself, and that any system that did not reward a man who was so philanthropic as that must be a silly system. Mind you I dont think he did think that Creation was silly, because he believed that he was going to be rewarded: the most Ive heard him say against it was that he could have arranged many things much better than they are arranged if he had had the ordering of the world, and he gave me a few instances.

Well, he impressed on me this sign, which he said would prove transmigration to be of the utmost value to science; though I think that what may have interested him more was that I should see to what heights he had deservedly risen. And, mind you, he had got me to believe him. I thought over it a lot, and often I pictured myself in my later years attending a levée or other great function at the Court of some foreign country, and suddenly receiving from the sovereign, I alone of all that assembly, that signal of recognition that would mean nothing to all the rest.

He died at a good age, and I was still under thirty; and I decided to do what he had advised me, and to watch in my own old age the careers of men holding high places in Europe (for he didnt think much of Asia), born after his death and showing certain abilities which might be expected from himself in another life, with all the advantages of his experience in this one. For I said to myself if hes right about transmigration, hell be right about what it can do for him. And, do you know, he was right about transmigration. I was walking in that very garden the year after he died, thinking of the Greek letter Φ; as he had told me always to think of it, the distinct circle and the upright bar through the midst of it. Often I would make the sign with my fingers, as he used to do, to keep it in my mind; I made it that day on the old red garden-wall. I watched a snail on the wall making its slow journey, and remembered his contempt for them, and was somehow glad to think that he had not despised the poor things more than he seemed to despise men. The glittering track it was making up the wall, and which gathered the sunlight to it, was to him not worth noticing, but then much of the work of men was to him equally foolish. I looked still at the bright track of the snails progress, until I realized that he would have said that only a fool or a poet would waste his time with such trifles, and then I turned away. As I turned away I saw by one of those glances that stray from the corners of our eyes that the snail was making a very distinct curve. I looked again, and set little store by what I had seen, for chance could have done that much, but the snail had made a very distinct quarter of a circle on his way up the wall. It was so neat a bit of a circle that I went on watching, till it was as good a semicircle as it had been a quarter of a circle. It was not till it began to turn downwards that I grew excited. And then I did grow very excited indeed; for the snail had been obviously climbing the wall. What did it want to turn downwards for? The diameter of the circle was about four inches. On and on went the snail. With my mind so full of the sign I could not possibly ignore that, if the snail went on and completed the circle, it would be half the sign. And it was just the size, too, of the sign that Horcher used to make in that regal way with his forefinger. And the snail went on. When only half an inch remained to complete the circle, it may sound silly, but I made the sign myself, in the air with my finger. I knew the snail couldnt see it: if it really was Horcher, I knew it could only be the habit, self-hypnotized into the very ego, that was making that sign, and nothing to do with any intellect. Then I put the absurd idea clean out of my mind. Yet the snail went on. And then it completed the circle. Well, I said, the snail has moved in a circle: lots of animals do: dogs do often: I expect birds do too: why shouldnt they? And I must keep steady.

Do you know that snail, as soon as it finished its round, went straight on up the wall, dividing that circle into two halves as neatly as you ever saw anything divided. I stood and stared with my mouth and my eyes wide open. Below ran the perfectly vertical track by which the snail climbed the wall, then the circle, and now the continuation of the vertical line dividing the circle in two. It came to the top of the circle. What now? The snail went straight on upwards. It came to a point a couple of inches above the top of the circle and there it stopped, having made a perfect φ, having proved the dream of the Brahmin to be a reality. Poor old Horcher, I said.

Did you do anything for the snail? asked Terbut.

I thought for a moment of killing it, said Jorkens, to give Horcher a better chance with his third life. And then I realized that there was something about his outlook that it might take hundreds of lives to purify. You cant go on and on killing snails, you know.


THE ANGELIC SHEPHERD

I Dont wish to say anything in public which might appear to be a criticism of the committee of the Billiards Club. There was a space on the wall of the staircase that no doubt needed filling, and the committee bought a print. It is framed and hung up now. I am not writing this with the intention of making any comment upon the print. It was a print of one of Woodlers pictures, which beyond any doubt are of high educational value; the only question that may arise is as to whether they are quite suited to our club.

Well, I chanced to be coming up the stairs with Jorkens one day, when he stopped in front of this print; at first, I think, in order to get breath, and it was while he was doing this that he made to me his comment upon the print, as I stood waiting behind him. It was, like all Woodlers pictures, a biblical scene; there were ninety-nine sheep in the foreground, carefully counted, while a little further off on the rocky sky-line, with the hundredth coming towards him, a shepherd was seated; the suggestion that the shepherd was an angel was expressed by an upward sweep of fleecy clouds that slanted away in the sky behind each of his shoulders and tapered to delicate points like enormous wings.

An interesting picture, said Jorkens.

Oh, ah, yes, I said; as one often does at the club, before conversation gets going.

Its a spiritual face, said Jorkens.

Well, yes, I said, its spiritual but... You see I found it a trifle didactic for my taste.

I knew the man, said Jorkens.

The shepherd? I exclaimed.

Yes, he said. I knew him. They have very spiritual faces, a great many of those tribesmen. It was Woodlers last picture, you know.

I knew that: it was widely advertised.

Woodier knew where to go for spiritual types, Jorkens continued. It wasnt Palestine that time, but the North-West frontier of India, in fact the Khyber; and quite the sort of country for Woodlers pictures.

But you say you knew the man in the picture? I asked.

Yes, said Jorkens, I saw him once quite close, and I know his story.

Story? Story? said Terbut, coming up the staircase behind us. What? Another of them?



We had had a good many stories from Jorkens during the last week; stories that I have not given to the public, on account of certain technicalities, trivial and unimportant in themselves, and yet requiring certain investigations before I am actually able to vouch for them.

Yes, if you like, said Jorkens. I just happened to have met the shepherd in that picture.

You arent going to try to convert me or anything? said Terbut.

No, no, said Jorkens, too late for that. But Ill tell you about the shepherd.

What about him? said Terbut.

And then Jorkens started. There was a time, he said, when I used to be rather keen on handling a business deal. There are a good many deals that are all put down in black and white upon paper, and are duly signed and witnessed, and done through the post. That was not so much the kind of deal I was interested in. All the more interesting deals, as it seemed to me, are the deals that more depend on a hint that one man lets drop, and that ultimately develop according to the way that the hint is taken up by some other man. That gives one a good large scope for employment of ones initiative, and it was consequently the kind of deal that attracted me. It was a deal of that nature, between an Afghan gentleman, and a man in the City of London, whom I will not call exactly a gentleman, but who was none the worse for that, that took me once to the far end of the Khyber. As a matter of fact the deal never went through, as the London man got frightened at the way in which his clerk had been keeping his books; mere untidiness, I think; but it frightened him. Well, I was going along the Khyber in a car, with a man who knew the country, a man called Pieters, when we happened to see this man walk out of his house, the man in the picture, I mean. I was struck even then, at first sight, by his spiritual look, as he slipped out of his house with his rifle, and started up the pass with that quick glance in his face that told you he had a perfect eye for cover. And then Pieters told me his story. The house we had seen him come from was his home, and he lived there with two wives. I should perhaps describe the house to you: it was unmistakably two things; first of all it was a cottage, a cottage with a little yard at the back; its size, its poverty, the chickens running about all over the yard, stamped it as obviously that: equally it was a castle; the wall of the yard was battlemented, the cottage ran to a little tower which had battlements too, and all the windows were loop-holes. It was white-washed and stood by the road, an island of habitation in a desert savage with rock and heat and, but for the road, loneliness.

Well, I said to Pieters, Thats a fine-looking man.

And he said, Yes. And its a fine coat hes wearing.

And I looked and saw it was fur.

A fur coat! I exclaimed. And in this weather.

Yes, he said. They call it a poshteen. They make them out of sheep-skins. Their sheep arent woolly, they have brown hair like that. They sew them together with the bare skin on the outside, and ornament it with gay silk. That of course is a particularly fine one.

But whys he wearing it in this weather? I asked.

Well, thats because hes just got it, said Pieters. Hes proud of it, you see. And proud of the way he got it.

How did he get it? I asked.

Well, thats quite a story, said Pieters. You see, this isnt England.

Well, I knew that. I shouldnt have been engaged on that particular deal if it had been.

What was the deal? asked Terbut.

Private business, said Jorkens.

I see, said Terbut.

So I said to Pieters, Tell me the story.

And he told it me just as we passed Shargai on our left, a little fort that gave me the impression of an oven let into the side of the hill, or a lime-kiln, or something hot like that. After Shargai tiny huts of stone on the tops of the hills watch the road, one every two miles or so. Men in favour of civilization live in them, and enforce that curious creed as far as their rifles can carry, among the rocks of the Khyber, where it somehow seems as out-of-place as a daisy.

You see he had two wives, Pieters said, and they all lived in that white-washed hovel in squalor and poverty. They didnt mind the squalor, but the wives got tired of the poverty. So they both began to goad him to go out with his rifle and get some sheep. One of them goaded him straight out to go and raid a flock from a neighbour, and the other indirectly, but with equal effect, told him that his wishes were her code of laws, even though he wished to live in unnecessary and undignified poverty.

How did Pieters know what this mans wives said to him? asked Terbut.

He wouldnt tell me that, replied Jorkens.

No, said Terbut thoughtfully.

Well, said Jorkens, after a few weeks of this sort of thing, Abdullah; that was his name, it means the slave of God; got together two or three friends and went out and raided a flock of sheep, just as his wives had said. A short stalk, a little shooting, and the flock of sheep was his. Of course he divided them honourably with his friends. Now, it was just at this time, coming back with his flock of sheep, that Woodier, the artist, met him. Pieters actually saw the incident. Abdullah was striding by with the look of deep satisfaction on his face that came not only from the success of his raid, but from the knowledge that he would have peace in his cottage or castle at last, and Woodier was rushing towards him waving his arms and compelling him to see, by a superabundance of signs, that he must stop and be painted. At this time Woodier was not wearing his poshteen, but it was late in the evening by the time the painting was finished, as you can see from the picture; and Woodier must have unpacked his poshteen and put it on to keep warm, because the cold comes down very quickly, at sunset, up in the Khyber.

Abdullah had sat, with his sheep all about him, just as you see in the picture, and with that look of serene satisfaction, bland on his face. That hundredth sheep, Pieters thinks, must have been the leader of another lot that one of Abdullahs friends was bringing in. And everything would have been all right for Woodier, Pieters said, if it had not been for that poshteen. But Woodier was making a good deal of money in those days, and he had bought one of the best poshteens that they had in Peshawar, a marvel of work in pale-orange silk all over the sheepskins, and the long brown hair inside. It was very likely the labour of months. Whatever it was, Abdullah would have known the value of it better than poor Woodier, and was quite unable to resist the temptation to be clothed, himself, in its splendours. So he must have shot Woodier, about the time that the picture was finished. At any rate Woodier was found without his coat, and with a bullet through his heart, and the famous picture there on its easel, all alone in the Khyber. As far as Woodlers reputation goes, the bullet came just at the right time, for he could never have improved that look on the face of the angel, or shepherd, or whatever you like to call him, and with any more work he would only have spoiled it, as artists often do.

But what did they do to Abdullah? Terbut asked.

Well, you see, said Jorkens, the unfortunate thing about that, was that it didnt happen on the road. The really unfortunate thing was that Woodier didnt know anything about the customs of the Khyber. Nobody shoots anybody on the road, whereas off the road its quite different. He might as well have set up his easel on a main road in England, as off the road in the Khyber. If he sat on the tarmac in England he would of course be killed at once. But its the other way round in the Khyber.


THE NEAPOLITAN ICE

I have had on other occasions to mention topics carefully chosen by members of the Billiards Club with the sole intent of steering conversation where Jorkens might be unable to follow. I do not refer again to this unsporting device with any intention of deprecating it, but only because it was the beginning of a story by Jorkens of an experience that may be of interest to such as care to study his somewhat unusual character. The topic at lunch-time on the day in question was Polar exploration. I will not record the conversation in any detail, because it was scarcely original; after all, there is no need to be original when you are discussing something at a club; for instance one of our members said: It must be pretty hard to keep warm.

Yes, its damned hard, said Jorkens.

It was clearly on the tip of Terbuts tongue to say, How do you know? One could see that. But rather than risk letting Jorkens in with a story, he closed his lips again with the remark unsaid.

Youd keep warm with whiskey, wouldnt you? said one of us.

Oh, I dont know, said Jorkens. Whiskeys a rather overrated drink.

One of the things I like about Jorkens is the immensely surprising remarks that he sometimes makes.

Whiskey overrated! we said.

Well, yes, compared to some drinks, said Jorkens.

What, for instance? said Terbut, who really wanted to know.

For keeping you warm in ice and snow, said Jorkens, and probably keeping off frostbite, I know nothing like a liqueur a man gave me once at a dinner in a little restaurant that there used to be in Punt Street: its closed down long ago: theres a hair-cutters shop there now. It was a wonderful drink, a drink like honey and roses and a very gentle fire, a cosy, quiet fire mildly flickering. I never knew anything like it. Unfortunately I dont know its name. He was a bit of a traveller, this man. I dont know where the bottle came from; the waiter brought it in, but I was never able to get another like it in that restaurant, or elsewhere; my host was very secretive about it. He did not have it brought in till the end of dinner. It came in with the Neapolitan ice. I should like to have had a glass of it beside me all through dinner; so would any of you if once you had tasted it, as none of you have; but it only came in with the ices. And Jorkens uttered a small sigh.

Did you never find out the name of it? asked Terbut a little greedily.

Well, no, said Jorkens. It was all a matter of business. There was a business deal that this man was rather keen on; and he wanted to get my attitude just right, so he brought out this liqueur. There are a good many secrets in business, and this liqueur was one of them. As a matter of fact the fellow overdid it, and the deal never came off, but I had one wonderful drink. I should have liked a lot more of it; but they only brought it with the ices. It was a good dinner he gave me. Well, naturally; because he was pretty keen on this deal. We had turtle soup; fresh turtle, you know; red mullet; good enough in its way, only too many bones; and then we had hare; just the common hare, but they could cook it at that restaurant that there used to be in Punt Street. And really I think that was about all; and then the Neapolitan ice. Quite a small dinner; but good, you know. And he saw Terbut about to interrupt, and turned to him and forstalled him with the remark: Perhaps you dont know a Neapolitan ice, Terbut.

And Terbut took this to be an aspersion on his ignorance of the world that Jorkens had travelled so much, and blurted out, Of course I do. Its green and white and pink. The white is supposed to be vanilla, and of course the pink is strawberry; as for the green, I dont quite know what that is, but...

We are not meant to, said Jorkens.

We are a long way from the Arctic, Terbut retorted.

I was about to tell you, said Jorkens. The liqueur came in with the ices And the moment I put it down, it woke the imagination as Ive known nothing else able to. It liberated the very spirit. I may have had two glasses; that I dont remember. But that restaurant, Punt Street, all London, fell behind me almost immediately, and my imagination or spirit or whatever carries ones ego, swept northward through England.

How did you know you were going northward? asked Terbut.

How did I know? said Jorkens. I could see. I was liberated; my spirit was free. I was far far up above England. I could see the shape of it, a long green belt going northwards, and Scotland too; green all the way until we came to the snow. I must have passed over that strip of six hundred miles of green in a few seconds: that is how spirits travel. Of course the fellow had let me have too much: there was no more business in me now, I was above all that sort of thing, and far above earth. And I was sweeping northwards. The seas froze almost at once; and instead of white foam there was ice, and snow on the ice for miles, and hundreds of miles; and still I went northwards. And there was the Arctic with the sun on the snow, a beautiful thing to see, the most wonderful journey that I have ever made. But liberations like this are never for long. Scarcely had I seen the beauty of that enormous vista of Arctic, when I felt that my spirit was falling. And fall it did, rapidly. And soon I was lying in the snow. I had not been conscious of my body when I was up at that glorious height travelling faster than birds migrating; but I was conscious of it now in the snow. The glittering whiteness of it began to weary my eyes; and my lips were freezing, for I was lying face downwards. I, who some seconds before had been superior to gravity, was now unable even to lift my face, and I knew that my lips were freezing. After the pain came numbness, the first symptom of frostbite.

How could your lips be frostbitten, said Terbut, if they were still indoors in London?

Well, they may not have been quite, said Jorkens; but I went to a doctor next day, and he said that another three minutes would have been sure to have done it.

I cant see how, said Terbut.

Im only telling you what happened, said Jorkens quite calmly. The ice was shining on the surface of the snow, and that beautiful scene, as it had been a while before, was now an intense weariness. The glare of the ice in my eyes was wearying my brain, and I could not lift up my face from it. Thats the trouble with any drink; the more it lifts you up, the more it lets you down. But I had never been let down quite like that before: I could barely lift my eyes. But I lifted them, and I saw the Abendgluth, quite close and the snow all flushed with it. The white snow ended just by a ridge where my weary face was lying, and I saw the tremendous sight that they call the Abendgluth, on miles and miles of snow. It was worth while lying there with frozen lips only to see that everlasting wonder; miles and miles of rose-pink snow shining like dawn on earth; cold snow like a world-wide jewel, and a scent of strawberries.

Strawberries! said Terbut. You must have a powerful imagination if you can imagine strawberries in the Arctic.

Not at all, said Jorkens. It was just sheer fact. It wasnt imagination at all. I was lying over the table with my face in the Neapolitan ice; I had slid over the green part, and my lips were on the vanilla, and just in front of my eyes was the strawberry end of it. The amount of strawberry of course in a strawberry ice varies according to the conscience of the man who makes it, and there was a distinct trace of strawberry in this one; but no vanilla.


THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE RILLSWOOD ESTATE

A few of us at the Billiards Club one day were sitting in the bay window: no one that day had any particular idea as to what the Government ought to do, or what things were coming to, or indeed about any topic whatever; so we were looking out at the street. Not only had conversation drooped and then died away; but, as often happens when things are dull in the club, they seemed dull in the street too. I for one would not have watched the street at all if I had had anything else to do; and that, I think, was the feeling of all of us. It was dull, and dull people passed through it. And then came an open motor, and in it reclined a man with sun-tanned skin, sharp aquiline features, small grey beard and rather foreign expression, in a coat of luxurious fur; with a cigar in the fingers of his right hand and one large diamond shining on one of them. His passage through the street seemed to change its whole aspect: it was dull no longer. I turned to my next neighbour, who chanced to be Jorkens, to make some comment on this rare personality; and I saw as I turned that everyone else seemed a little stirred by him too.

Hes gone up a lot in the world, said Jorkens.

Was it envy that made him say this?

Who? I said in order to draw Jorkens.

That fellow, said Jorkens pointing to the man in the new car. Satyrides, the Greek financier.

I had heard the name. Is that who he is? I said.

Yes, said Jorkens. He is not Greek really.

What is he? two or three of us asked.

Ill tell you his story, said Jorkens.

And there and then he did; and it only shows us that one can wander the countryside for years, and at the end of all that time find something one knew nothing about; or, as is very often the case, never find it at all.

There was a painter called Meddin, said Jorkens, who lived in a very large cottage, or perhaps one should call it a farmhouse, a really delightful building covered with honeysuckle and built in the way they used to build in Kent, with large flints and mortar. It had a garden behind it, and beyond that a small orchard, and beyond the orchard a wood.

Meddins property ended at the further edge of the orchard: the wood belonged to the Rillswood estate. Meddin lived there with his sister. All through the warm weather he used to sit and paint in the garden, until there was no light left. I think he preferred the dim gloaming to good light, as he did imaginative pictures and could fancy classical figures between the wood and his orchard more easily when the glare of day was gone. It is not easy to describe in words a picture painted with oils, but an evident love of trees and an interest in old mythology, that was showed by his dim figures, often haunting a wood, rather suggested Corot. He was not imitative; but, if he had a master during the last hundred years, Corot would have been the man. Even in actual fact there can have been few places pleasanter than that garden of Meddins, and in his pictures it was doubly delightful. And then they developed, as they call it, the Rillswood estate; and one day they began to cut the wood down. In a month it was all gone, and in two months bungalows were going up.

At this time Meddin and his sister Lucy both began to notice scratchings in their lawn: buttercups were being scratched up and larger plants, and sometimes they saw a bulb, all white in the earth, that had been exposed by these scratchings and then left where it grew, as though whatever had laid it bare had been scared away before eating it. They put it down to a badger. And then the tulips, that they had in the orchard, began to be scratched up. Meddin and his sister went all round the garden and could find nothing. Sometimes they listened from their windows at night, and both distinctly heard noises. Then they talked it all over, and they decided that the best thing to do would be for Meddin to sit up later than usual in the garden, with a gun. They had a shotgun with which Meddin used to shoot pigeons, until the houses of the Rillswood estate began to grow round them, and the pigeons came no longer.

But you mustnt shoot it if its a fox, said Lucy.

No, no, that would never do, said Meddin.

All this, I may say, was more than thirty years ago, and the shooting of a fox would have meant the placing of the Meddins for the rest of their lives in a class or caste to which the nearest approach would perhaps be the Indian Untouchables.

Whatever it was seemed to avoid the house, and the scratchings in the lawn were all on the far side, and there were more of them in the orchard, deep scratchings to uncover small roots, which had apparently been eaten. Meddin had never had any more exciting sport than shooting an occasional pigeon, and when he left the house with his loaded shot-gun and crossed the lawn, all hushed except for the birds last songs coming from shrubs and hedge, I gather that some of those thrills that come to men who sit up at nightfall for tigers came as near to Meddin as they were ever to come. The mystery with which evening always leaves us, and the uncertainty of sport, helped to bring such feelings to Meddin in his villa-surrounded garden. He crossed the lawn to the orchard in the direction in which the scratchings were thickest, and a new look came to the apple-trees; for hitherto he had looked at them as an artist, and beyond them to catch fancies stealing out from the wood, but now he approached them as a hunter. The difference was immense, for the fancies that lurked on the orchards edge for the artist were all friendly, while he carried a gun for them now; and whatever haunted the evening seemed hostile to Meddin, as he was hostile to it. As an artist he would almost have wept at that hour to see all the solemnity and mystery that had haunted the wood gone, and all its beauty, and the very earth that the wood had enchanted lying bare and untidy; but as a man with a gun, looking for something that lurked, he felt glad that it had less hiding-place than it had a month ago, if only the whole evening, stealing swiftly towards night, were not hiding-place enough for anything that might lurk. He went cautiously to a rhododendron just at the edge of the orchard, and got into it and sat down on a small camp-stool he carried, and was pretty well hidden, but could see the orchard. Darkness came to the desolate land where the wood had been, and Meddin had not hidden in his rhododendron long, when he heard the sound of steps that seemed soft and heavy stealing amongst his apple-trees. He shoved forward the safety-catch of his gun, which his sister had told him, quite rightly, not to do until the very last moment, and peered through his leafy screen. Whatever was coming came from where the wood had been, but it kept so persistently behind apple-trees that, though Meddin could hear where it was, he could not catch a glimpse of it. It stopped to scratch up some roots from the earth, still hidden from view: Meddin knew which apple-tree was giving it covert, but could not move to see round it without disturbing the whole rhododendron, which must have scared whatever it was away. Then, when the thing had eaten whatever it had scratched up, it came forward again, slipping slowly round the apple-tree. Meddin says that he knew what it was the moment he saw it, though I dont set much store by what men tell you afterwards about such moments as that. Anyway it was a satyr.

A satyr! exclaimed Terbut, who was on the window-seat with us.

Yes, said Jorkens, and a full-grown one. A young satyr, Meddin thought, but quite full-grown; and it was looking straight at Meddin from round the trunk of the apple-tree, as he hadnt hidden himself very well.

Do you usually get satyrs in suburban gardens? said Terbut.

No, said Jorkens, thats just the point of it. They live in woods. But this wood had been cut down; and the satyr had nowhere to go. When it first put its head round the apple-tree, Meddin says, its lips were twitching as though it were hungry. Then it saw him, and surprise spread over its face, and it gave a low whistle. Meddins first thought, as he put his gun down on the ground, was that he had got a model, such a model as even Corot had probably never had. But there were many more thoughts to come, thoughts that worried Meddin and his sister for weeks, until Lady Rillswood called.

How did she come into it? asked Terbut.

Tm getting ahead of my story, said Jorkens. The first thing was what on earth Meddin was to do with the satyr. It was cold and had no wood to go to; and he couldnt leave it there in his garden, hiding behind apple-trees for one of the neighbours to find it, quite naked.

The first to speak was Meddin. Come here, he said. And the satyr whistled again. Come here, repeated Meddin, and dont make that noise. Where do you come from?

The wood, said the satyr.

Whats your name? asked Meddin.

And the satyr laughed.

Are you hungry? said Meddin.

The satyr nodded quickly.

What do you get to eat? asked Meddin.

Roots, said the satyr.

Out of my garden, I suppose, said Meddin.

Yes, said the satyr. Theyre good.

It was many years before the B.B.C. spoke to everyone every evening, and the satyrs accent was wild and beastly. But Meddin understood him.

Where do you sleep? he asked.

I hide, said the satyr.

So I thought, said Meddin.

And looking round he saw that there were few hiding-places left, now that the wood was gone, and it could not be many hours before someone would see the satyr. What was to be done? The question perplexed Meddin, for a reason that I find it rather hard to make clear. Briefly, then, at the dawn of this century there was a certain system of civilization in England, remnants of which still survive; and it had its definite rules. For instance, if a newcomer in any neighbourhood called first on an oldcomer, the act was classed with burglaries: nobody ever did call thus on an older resident, but, if anyone had, that is how it would have been looked on. That was one of the rules. The rules were not written out, because everyone knew them. And another of the rules, which everyone knew instinctively, but which was never even mentioned, let alone written, because no one ever contemplated a breach of it, was that you did not keep a satyr in your garden.

Well, hide now, said Meddin. Youd better get into this rhododendron bush, while I get you some clothes.

Dont wear clothes, said the satyr.

Then you dont eat food, said Meddin.

Roots? said the satyr.

Yes, plenty of roots, said Meddin. For he had a heap of potatoes in a shed, and several tulip bulbs.

So the satyr took a dive into the rhododendron, and Meddin went to get him some clothes.

Lucy, he said when he got back to the house and found his sister waiting for news, you know those things Corot used to put into his landscapes.

Satyrs? she said.

Yes, replied Meddin. I wonder if he ever saw one.

No, said Lucy, theyre all nonsense.

Well, theres one in the garden now, said her brother.

In the garden now? said Lucy.

Yes, said Meddin, in the rhododendron. And its only a matter of time before one of the neighbours will see it.

Lucy saw at once that her brother really meant it, so she saved time on exclamations or wonder, and got her mind instantly to the thing that really mattered, which was to protect the respectability of their garden. If a neighbour should see that satyr, or even anything half so odd, she knew that their house would not be a place at which anybody would call. And if no one called on you; well, you would not be much better than this thing, whatever it was, in the garden. They must hide the satyr; that was clear to both of them; or the satyr would drag them down.

No clothes of course, said Meddin.

No, said Lucy.

Weve got that old suit that Thomas had.

For they had had an odd man to do the work of the house, but had sent him away for economy. Such fluctuations depended upon the sale of pictures. And now they had only a cook, and a charwoman occasionally.

They got the old suit out, and some hyacinth bulbs, that had been intended for pots in a window, and were the nearest roots to hand: Meddin knew they were edible, because pheasants had come to his garden in the days of the wood and had always gone for those bulbs. And with the suit of clothes and a handful of bulbs he went back to the rhododendron. The boots of his former employer had walked away with that odd man, so Meddin had to bring an old pair of his own. He hoped that the rule would apply to the satyr that seemed to apply to tramps, which was that any pair of old boots always fitted. And so it fortunately did. But he had the greatest difficulty with the suit of clothes; for not only had the satyr never put on any clothes before, but the breeches were tight for him. Well, he got them on eventually, and back they came to the house and Meddin took the satyr straight up to his room and said: Now shave off that beard.

But he might just as well have told a goat to shave, as of course he soon realized; and then he shaved off the satyrs small pointed beard himself and carefully clipped the tufts from the tops of his ears, while the satyr munched the bulbs.

I expect youd have got many already if Id planted them out in the garden, said Meddin as he pointed at the last of his hyacinth bulbs, which was already sprouting.

Yes, said the satyr. Theyre good.

Then they came downstairs to the parlour, the satyr hobbling uncomfortably, for of course no boots could have really fitted him; boots were for him a concealment, not a fit. He wanted to take them off, but curtly received from Meddin the words that he heard so often at this period that at a later date he took them for his motto: It cant be done.

What do you think of him now? said Meddin to Lucy. And to the satyr, This is my sister.

Lucy held out her hand to the satyr, and he licked it. That was only one of a thousand things that they taught him not to do later. They brought him into the dining-room there and then, and taught him to hand them dishes while they had supper; and from that very hour they both of them concentrated on hiding away all traces by which the neighbours might guess that they kept a satyr. Their work was difficult and, though they got an odd man for no wages, who seemed delighted to work for them and who could be fed on much cheaper roots than the bulbs of tulips and hyacinths, it would have been a relief to get rid of him. But whenever the question of sending him back arose, as at first it often did, there came the answer at once, But the wood is gone. So they kept their secret and lived in perpetual fear, either because they were too kind-hearted to get rid of the satyr, or because they couldnt think of a way to do it.

One day when Lucy was not in the room Meddin said to the satyr: Were there any nymphs in the wood?

Oh, yes, said the satyr.

What happened to them? asked Meddin.

They ran, said the satyr and began to cry, so that Meddin could get no more information about them.

It had dog-like gratitude and was perpetually willing, so that they were even able to teach it to make tea for them, though it was always afraid of fire. As for appearance, which counted so much in those days, as to some extent it does still, its clumsiness in boots, and the tight breeches, were drawbacks, but on the other hand its face was distinctly handsome, and its eyes were alert and so were most of its movements. With the beard gone and the ears clipped there was only the light-brown skin to hint that this was a creature of the woods, and it was barely a hint.

I gather there was tension and strain on the two Meddins for some time; and then one anxious day the Vicars wife called. They saw her at the door ringing the bell.

It is Mrs. Speldridge, said Lucy.

What shall we do? said Meddin.

Make it answer the door, said Lucy. Its got to start somewhere. And look here, we must stop calling it it.

So the satyr opened the door and did it quite well, asking, as they had taught it to ask, Who shall I say? in its forest accent. And then it brought in tea, carrying everything in with the grace which goes with strength.

Our man is always basking in the sun, Mrs. Speldridge, said Meddin.

Whenever we let him off for a moment, said Lucy, he always goes out and basks.

I havent seen him in church, said Mrs. Speldridge.

Of course he must go, said Meddin.

Yes, of course, said Lucy.

I was wondering, said Mrs. Speldridge, and she launched out into a parochial matter, and the talk was for a while of bazaars and of Lady Rillswood, who ran them, and the satyr came in and out two or three times, doing just as he had been told; and everything went well. And when it showed Mrs. Speldridge out, always turning towards her, as one should to a lady, in spite of the tight breeches she saw no sign of a tail.

And so the Meddins were left over the remnants of tea in triumph. It was perhaps more wonderful that there had been no suspicion in their own kitchen; but they had not expected there would be, and they were right. They knew Mrs. Smews attitude to any man in the kitchen: with every odd man they had had, it was always the same.

What do you think of him? Lucy had asked her straight out, the day after the satyr came.

Looks like the devil, and probably is, said Mrs. Smew and went on with her work.

It was just the same attitude she had taken with Thomas, when he had worn those breeches; and Lucy was satisfied. That she was satisfied did not mean that the fear had entirely lifted.

I think I mentioned that at the beginning of this century you could not possibly keep a satyr in your garden. They were keeping one in the house; and had he not been so docile, so grateful and so obedient, but had gone about in the village, as other odd men did, discovery would have come immediately. There is a great deal to be said for convention; and I am not at all sure that it would not save the world from the disasters that seem to be coming. There was only one convention in those days really; the convention that you did the thing that was done, and that nothing else was possible. But the convention grew old and wore out, or the world grew too strong for it. Of course there were exceptions, and here was one of them, two people on whom the Vicars wife called once a year hiding a common satyr in the house. Never a day passed but that the Meddins talked it all over; and they never found a way of getting rid of their satyr, and they never felt quite safe.

I dont know that people objected to satyrs so much at the end of the Victorian era, said Terbut, who was quite as old as Jorkens. You see satyrs in every kind of ornament, and in hundreds of pictures of that period. You mentioned Corot yourself.

Yes, said Jorkens. But satyrs at a distance, satyrs far away among willows, as Corot painted them, satyrs high up on walls, or in poems or fanciful pictures, satyrs as fabulous things. But here was one in the house, opening the door for you, handing round plates. That is quite a different thing. There are many romantic things that cannot be tolerated for a moment in a parlour; certainly not in a parlour to which a vicars wife would ever come again if they were, or any of her husbands parishioners. And, you know, there was a great deal to be said for their point of view. Well, here they were, Meddin and his sister, with their problem, and they would have done well to have concentrated all their attention on it, for to hide that satyr was not an easy problem. And for a while they did concentrate all their attention upon it; and then one day the artist broke out in Meddin and he insisted on painting the satyr. It was a risky business, whatever way you looked at it: first of all there was the danger of being found out while at it, for of course he stripped the satyr, and he painted it out in his orchard. And then there was the evidence that the picture provided against the Meddin household; for anybody could see that the picture was done from life, and quite close, and that it was no imaginary thing such as a fanciful painter might put into one of his landscapes. Lucy implored him not to do it, but Meddin was adamant: he had seen the light one day on the satyrs skin, and had formed the idea that he must paint him at all costs. And paint him he did. He got him hidden by a trunk in the orchard, the great bole of an old tree, and only went out with the satyr to paint late in the evening. The little dark beard of course had to go in from memory, but the dim light on the satyrs skin and on the mossy trunk beside him made a picture that would have been hung in any exhibition, had Meddin dared to show it. He noticed in those evenings that birds on their way home had no fear of the satyr, and would go as close to him as they would to a horse, and stay there undisturbed, till they saw Meddin.

To avoid tiring the satyr by keeping it standing too long Meddin used to allow it, or him, as they now called it, to grub up bulbs for a bit, so long as he kept himself hidden. Lucy all that time was full of alarm and implored her brother never to paint the satyr again, and when the picture was finished he gave the promise that she had found it impossible to cajole him to give her before.

The brother and sister discussed the question of food for the satyr.

Id like to extend his range of diet a bit, said Meddin. We owe him a bit more than tulip-bulbs for all the work he is doing for us.

For he worked in the garden for them as well as in the house, and cut up wood for the fire and carried in buckets of water.

Its not our tulip-bulbs that I grudge him, said Lucy. Its our respectability. Its everything. Who would ever call on either of us again if they knew that we kept a satyr?

Oh, thats all right, said Meddin. He isnt a satyr any longer.

Isnt a satyr? said Lucy.

Not in those trousers, said Meddin. And not unless Mrs. Speldridge says he is.

Someone will see him one of these days, she said, slinking about in the orchard, and theyll see what he is, and say that we keep a satyr.

No, no, they wont, said Meddin reassuringly. But he felt the fear too.

Noticing some resemblance in the satyrs habits to those of the badger, Meddin decided to try him with honey; and this, provided that it was offered him in the comb, the satyr ate with delight.

He must have a name, of course, said Meddin.

He has got Thomas clothes, said Lucy; he can have his name too.

Ill tell him, said Meddin.

So the satyr became Thomas. He worked all day; he waited at table, cleaned up after, washed Meddins brushes in turpentine and then in soap and water, did everything that used to be done by the charwoman, looked after the garden; in fact did the work of two men and two women, and all for no wages. Yet Meddin had to work too. For instance he could nor trust the thing with a razor, and dare not let its hair grow; so he shaved the satyr every morning himself. And all the while Meddin and Lucy were constantly inventing devices that should prevent the neighbours from finding out the secret their house hid. And its all very well to be critical of those peoples conventions, but I doubt if many of you would care to call at a house in which they kept a perfectly wild satyr; for, however much they had dressed him and shaved him, you dont alter the character of any woodland thing by keeping it for a few days in a house. More than once during those days Lucy had said: I only wish we could take him back to a wood.

And Meddin had replied: There arent any left.

We could find one further off, insisted Lucy.

Oh, we cant get rid of Thomas, Meddin said.

I suppose not, said Lucy, and sighed. And the clouds of anxiety that hope had lifted for a few seconds came down upon her again. And Meddin was under the same cloud too.

They did not often travel beyond the village of Rillswood, and had nowhere to go if they did. If Rillswood refused to call on them, they could be exiled as well in their garden as in the remote lands to which Romans or Greeks sent their exiles. And they knew well enough that a house that kept a satyr was not a house on which Rillswood people would call. And so things were for some days, uncertain and full of anxieties. Those warm Spring evenings, and the birds singing happily, gave no hint of the fears that hid in the hearts of the Meddins. And then one day the thunderbolt seemed to be over their heads. A note for Lucy came by hand after breakfast. It asked if Lady Rillswood would find them in, if she came to tea that afternoon. Lady Rillswood was the widow of the man who had bought the Rillswood estate, which she was now developing. She was good-looking and energetic; indeed she had ample energies for all the activities that the village of Rillswood needed, and all these she largely directed. She did not admit to being forty, nor did she look it. Rumour spoke often of her re-marriage, but, with a curious deficiency in anything so well-informed as rumour, it had never yet named a new husband. She loomed as a thunderbolt threatening to ruin the Meddins, because not only had Lady Rillswood travelled widely, but she had actually all round her in her house all kinds of antique marbles; and Lucy knew well enough and so did Meddin, that, however simple Mrs. Speldridge might be, Lady Rillswood would know a satyr the moment she saw one. And if Lady Rillswood gave up calling on them that would be the exile I spoke of. I do not mean that it would have mattered if she had not called on them for ten years, but if she had any reason for not doing so, that reason would get out, and no one else in Rillswood would go near them. Well, they drilled the satyr the whole morning, and after they had had lunch they felt more easy about him. So willing, alert and active was he, and even intelligent in a woodland sort of way, that but for the tight breeches and the very alien profile and the tanned skin, he would have seemed the perfect servant; and, after all, the profile was a very fine one and the suntanned skin was handsome, if only it did not remind people of a satyr. This is how Meddin summed it all up to Lucy as tea-time drew near: Shes got to notice him first, then shes got to see what he is, and then shes got to prove it. But comfort that was not real was rejected by Lucy. Shell only have to say it, she said. No one will ask Lady Rillswood to prove it. This was true, for it was not only that she owned all Rillswood, but she actively worked all its committees and leagues, so much that neither of the Meddins knew for what purpose she was coming to see them; nor did they ever find out for certain.

Shell not notice Thomas, said Meddin again.

And then Lady Rillswood arrived. And the first thing they saw was that her eyes were fixed on the satyr, as it showed her into the parlour. Then it had to bring in the tea; but the moment that Lucy heard the step of the satyr she turned to Lady Rillswood and said, We think that my brother does such clever pictures. But we are afraid that they might not interest you. But we would be so glad if you cared to look at them. Lady Rillswood did not run all Rillswood by not being interested in things that her neighbours had to show. She got up at once and was away with Meddin before the satyr returned to the room. Suddenly a dark thought came to Lucy: could Alfred (that was her brother) be trusted to keep the new picture hid? She rose, and hurried after them. Lady Rillswood was charmed with all the pictures she saw; and then she turned to one with its face to the wall saying, And may I see that one?

Oh, that ones unfinished, Lady Rillswood, said Lucy.

And Lady Rillswood turned away, seeing by Lucys attitude, and hearing by the tone of her voice, before she had finished her sentence, that she did not want that picture to be looked at. She was walking out of the studio. And then Meddin blurted out: Oh, that one. I really think you might like it. The light of a late evening on brown skin. And an apple-tree too, an old one with lichen on it. I think you might like it.

And he went to the picture.

I think, said Lucy, but she found no more to say, and felt that she stood upon the edge of her world, and that the edge was crumbling. The words checked Meddin, but his hand had already gone to the canvas, and he saw no way of telling Lady Rillswood that he did not mean to show it her after all.

The light, you see, he said, on...

Yes, charming, said Lady Rillswood.

Then they came back to the parlour. Meddin watched his guest at the tea-table, and her eyes seemed full of thought. He could not make out whether she knew or not. But to Lucy one thing was certain, and that was that if Lady Rillswood saw the satyr again, after seeing that picture, any doubts that she might yet have would be gone for ever. And she could not think of any means of keeping Thomas out of the way in their little house. And so she sat there helpless. Meddin, from whom I had a full account of all this, has not the slightest remembrance of what they talked of all tea-time, but he remembers very vividly that all the time he was wondering when the satyr would next appear. And then Lady Rillswood said, If I might ask for my carriage.

And there was nothing to do but to ring the bell. And the satyr came hopping in. Lady Rillswood took one glance at him. Worse than that, it turned its back on her; or at any rate allowed her to see behind it, the tight breeches and the trace of its tail. Meddin saw that, and Lucy saw it, and both knew Lady Rillswood knew everything.

Lady Rillswood said goodbye to them both with all her usual charm. Then they sat there looking greyly into the future, barely speaking a word to each other.

I think its good for people to look at ruin sometimes, and then to turn away from the dark chasm to find all the world more radiant, as Alfred and Lucy did.

What happened? I asked Jorkens, for he was sitting quite silent.

She married it almost at once, said Jorkens.

Who? What? said Terbut.

Lady Rillswood married the satyr, said Jorkens. I believe she was extraordinarily happy with him, till she died three or four years ago. And, as for him, you saw it go by just now.


THE FANCY MAN

WE were talking one day in the Billiards Club, as we often do, about nothing in particular, when the conversation took a turn towards unselfishness in general. If everyone lived an unselfish life, we said, the world would derive advantages which we were about to describe; when Jorkens joined in.

Have any of you had your very spirit laid bare, he asked, to the lash of a ferocious tongue, till you felt that your immortal soul was only fit for the ash-pit?

Well, I dont think, one of us was beginning, that I quite...

And Jorkens said: Well, I have, and it was on an occasion when I was doing a really unselfish thing, something solely for the good of another person, from which I could gain no possible advantage, and over which I took a great deal of trouble; and thats what I got for it. And it taught me to be rather careful about interfering in other peoples affairs. Unselfishness is all very well, but thats what it taught me. I dont say Ive never done things that people might find fault with; but I do say that never in my life have I had such a slating. I can tell you, I could almost hear my soul whimper. I never felt so worthless and derelict; and all because Id blundered along behind an unselfish impulse. It took me days of hard work, and thats what I got for it. That is all I got for it, and I can tell you, that if any of you had ever heard anything like it, youd have felt as worthless and miserable as I did myself. It was really...

Tell us about it, said one of us.

Well, said Jorkens, do you know Upper Lipfold Street? No. Well, its a very ordinary street, a bit north of the Park, and some people I know used to live there, some people called Anwell. I often used to look in for a cup of tea. Yes, just ordinary tea. And one day I looked in a bit later than usual, a little after six, and stayed perhaps twenty minutes, one autumn evening; when, just as I was about to go, I heard a low sound like wailing, that seemed to come from the next house, a quiet moaning that never rose any louder. Soft though it was, it penetrated the evening, clear to the room in which we were having tea, and, in gaps in our conversation, was unmistakable moaning. None of my friends in that house took any notice of it. Thats queer, I thought; queer as the sound itself. And they certainly took no notice, and went on talking again. The fading light of the evening, the queer sound, and the odd way in which it passed in that room without comment, impressed me almost as much as a ghost might have done. At first I didnt like to refer to anything which the Anwells made so obvious a point of not noticing; but in the end my curiosity got the better of me, and I asked one of the girls straight out what the noise was. And over the puddles of cold tea in the cups, and scraps of broken buns, they all told me this story.

Oh, that, said the first girl. Thats the woman next door.

Miss Ellington, said another.

Yes, said my hostess, Im afraid she always does it at this time of the evening.

Of course its earlier as the year grows later, said another of the daughters. And soon their comments blended into the main thread of her story, which was a very simple one. And this is what it was. A man had deserted her. I never quite knew when, for I only made out the story from the various separate comments. And I never knew how far the affair had gone. They were certainly never married. But evidently it had gone far enough. He had deserted her, and she remembered him still, especially at evening, when light is divided between gloaming and lamps, which I guessed was perhaps the time when they used to meet. I was rather horrified by the completeness of the brief story, or account, as I gathered it from remarks rising here and there round the tea-table, and by the matter-of-fact way in which they took it, and above all by the fact that no one had rushed to help this unhappy woman, living alone next door with I think two servants.

But how did it happen? I asked.

He went abroad, said Mrs. Anwell finally.

And I could see that they all accepted this as an irrevocable act.

But did he marry someone else? I asked.

No, they said. No, I dont think he married.

Only went abroad? I asked.

Yes, he went abroad, they said.

But good gracious, said I, abroad isnt another planet. The worlds mapped and there are railways round it, and such things as cables and telegraphs. Good heavens! he ought to be found.

He is abroad, they said.

But whats his name? I asked.

And they told me that. It was Bannesley.

But what did he do? I asked.

He was an engineer, they told me.

But what kind of an engineer?

An electrical engineer, they thought.

Well, I said, then he isnt living in the wilds of Africa. He is in a civilized country, and he is in a town. There is nothing for an electrical engineer to do in the Sahara, or in the swamps of the Nile. He can be traced, and he ought to be.

And that didnt seem to have occurred to any of them. Well, I got quite worked up about it: it was their apathy that stung me as much as anything: the thing had been going on for years, and they had done nothing about it. One of them knew someone who had actually seen the man, and I got his description from her, tall and upright, with a neat rather bright moustache, blue eyes and a plausible way with him. Well, I determined to find him and show him what he had done, and make him put it right somehow. And I blustered out of the house, contemptuous of their apathy. And yet they were right; one cant interfere with other peoples affairs in the way that I was going to do.

Well, I had two things to do, now that I was committed to my wild scheme; one was to get an introduction to Miss Ellington, and the other was to find Bannesley. I really found the first the harder job of the two, but eventually I got to know some people that knew her. And I called there and had tea with her quite early. She was tall and dark and good-looking, and had eyes that seemed sad with thought; but she was perfectly sane, and of course I made a point of leaving before the twilight came on.

Bannesley, I had gathered from the Anwells, was clever; so I reasoned that he would not have worked at his electrical engineering without making some sort of a name that, though unknown to the rest of us, would not be unknown to every electrical engineer. For this reason I went to the one electrical engineer that I knew, and asked him if he had ever heard of Bannesley. He said he had not, but that he would enquire at his club, a club whose members were mostly engineers. And for a while that got me no forrarder, for my friend said that no one he knew in his club seemed to have heard of Bannesley, so that my hint that he should invite me to his club fell upon barren ground. What he did do, however, was to tell me the name of a little restaurant, where electrical engineers often had lunch. Other people went there too; but all through London there are little places like this, whose clientele is mainly one thing or another; with some it is painters, with some it is journalists, with others there is a sprinkling of young poets; and so on.

With Hiros it was electrical engineers. So to Hiros I went. The place was dingy and small, the waiters were friendly, and the food was extremely good. And there I had my lunch every day for a month. I got to know a good many engineers in that time, and none of them seemed to have heard of the name of Bannesley. And by the end of the month I had got to know the proprietor, whose habit it was to go to one or two tables each day, to see that his guests were getting on all right; and by the end of a year he would get to know everyone who frequented his restaurant, and to know most of them pretty well. It was he that I asked one day if any traveller or foreigner among his customers had ever mentioned the name of Bannesley. And he said: Bannesley? Why, Bannesley. Yes, he used to come here.

At last I was on the track.

Do you know what country he went to? I asked the proprietor.

Bannesley? he said. He lives in Oland Street.

What? In London? I asked.

Yes, thats where he lives, said he; in Oland Street; about half way up among the even numbers. But what do you want with him?

I want to see him, I said.

Hes not much to see, said the proprietor.

And then he went over to another table, at which one of his old customers had just sat down.

So that you see that, after a month of conversation with various men, all aimed at the same point and all perfectly vain, I had suddenly found out what I wanted to know. And Oland Street was no more than half a mile away from me. I was a little puzzled by the proprietors remark that my fancy man was not much to see; but I could not trouble with any more questions a busy man, for he ran that little restaurant very personally. In any case I had found out all that I wanted to know.

There are only eighty doors in Oland Street. So of even numbers there are only forty; and I started at number 18. I had only enquired at three doors, when I came to the lodging of Bannesley. Oland Street, if you know it, is not much to look at; I mean on the outside. But inside, the passages into which one looked when any of those three doors was opened were dingy and dark and untidy; and the passage of 22 led to a dingier staircase. Up this I was showed three flights by the maid, of whom I had asked of Bannesley. She knocked at the door, and a voice rather weary and cross said Come in; and just as the door opened there seemed, though it may have been fancy, to stray from the room a drifting puff of its atmosphere, that chilled either body or spirit  I dont know which. It carried both dust and damp, that dont usually float together, and the odour of stale tobacco; and I shivered as I went in; though whether the shiver came from the stale damp touching my skin or from a certain feeling of ruin that may have oppressed the soul, I dont know, as I told you.

Gent to see you, said the maid and withdrew.

And there was this man Bannesley, with a pen that on closer view was all corroded, which he was lifting out of an inkpot, as he turned his head towards us from the table at which he sat on a cheap chair. A heap of closely-written notepaper looked very like begging letters. And the table was as old and melancholy as the chair, and the ink seemed to have shrunk down to the very bottom of the inkpot and to be slowly turning solid. It would be more to the point perhaps to describe Bannesley to you. Well, he was just the figure that cast these shadows; the damp and the stale tobacco, the shrivelling ink and the corroded pen, the bare boards and the untidiness seemed emanations of the dejected spirit that looked at me through the eyes that were turned my way, blue eyes among red rims. I could not tell how old he was; that depended on the pace at which alcohol works, and of course it varies immensely. Yes, that was his trouble. There were one or two ragged white patches in the moustache that had been auburn, and his face was thick with the fat that does not come from eating; and he looked wearily at me and said, What is it?

Well, what was it? All my plans crashed on that undusted floor. Was I to bring this ragged object into a decent house, to comfort any woman? Let alone to the altar. Why, the beadle would hardly have let him into the church.

Well, the fact is, I said, Ive come to the wrong room.

And as I spoke a new plan flashed into my head; and I thought it a gorgeous plan and believed I would save Miss Ellington.

But youre Mr. Bannesley, arent you? I added at once.

Yes, he said wearily. What is it?

A friend of mine wanted to see you, I said, and Ill tell you when we get there.

And then I thought of making an appointment; but there was something so shifty about him that I did not trust him to keep any appointment, and besides that, I didnt know where his memory would be when the next drinking-bout came up; it might be gone like a fully-opened flower under a thunderstorm. So I asked him to come with me there and then, casually adding, We might have a drink on the way. Well, if you went to hell to look for a soul youd probably have to get a devil to bring it to you; and in the same way I drove Bannesley to Upper Lipfold Street in charge, as it were, of a drink. Miss Ellington was in: I dont believe she ever went out. It was about four oclock, and the maid said she would see us. I hurried Bannesley upstairs behind the maid, and arm-in-arm we were shown into Miss Ellington; and I just said to her, I have brought Mr. Bannesley, leaving her to see for herself the kind of creature he was. And then two things surprised me. The first of them was that this man for whom Miss Ellington had been wailing away her life did not even recognize her; and, as he had not caught her name when I spoke to the maid at the door, he did not know who she was. And the other thing that surprised me was, that the girl gazed and gazed at him and never spoke. Bannesley was silent because he did not know what was happening, and was probably too fuddled to find out. And I was silent because her own silence awed me. And this went on for a long time, and still she gazed at Bannesley. And, when it seemed that it would never end, I just turned to Bannesley and said, Thats enough; and I turned him round with my left hand and, putting my right between his shoulder-blades, I shoved him out of the room, and shut the door. She raised a hand for an instant as though to stop him; then dropped it hopelessly, as though knowing from old experience that she had no power to keep him. I heard him shuffle away, and the street door slammed.

Now, I said to her, you see what he has fallen to. Now you see the creature he is. May I implore you, Miss Ellington, not to waste one more of your charming thoughts on so depraved a waster.

And thats where I got my thanks. Thats where the gratitude was shown to me for my absolutely and purely unselfish work for two months, when I had thought of nothing else but Miss Ellingtons good. She turned on me and she spoke to me. She told me that I had interfered with her most sacred emotions; which was true. She told me that I was jealous of a better man; which was not. She told me that I was utterly unworthy to black Bannesleys boots; and I only thought afterwards that I might have said that nobody had done that for a month. But I could think of nothing under the lash of her tongue. She was only beginning.

She said that nothing that was noble or manly or cultured could be sacred to me; that I myself, at my best, was all that I had called Bannesley; and that my best was far behind me. She compared me for five minutes with that drunken wreck, and the whole time unfavourably. Heavens! If I had turned to drink as that man Bannesley did, I would have been dead long ago, like him. But I wanted a drink after that, and I want one now.

Waiter, I said, and called for what was needed; but it was some while before Jorkens cheery nature shone out again through the memory of what had been said to him, when his guiding hand had so hopefully strayed to the tiller of a rudder already lashed.


THE LION AND THE UNICORN

WE had heard no story from Jorkens at the Billiards Club for some considerable time. For one thing he had been sleeping a good deal more after lunch, and for another we have all of us been a good deal occupied lately, deciding among ourselves what the Government ought to do. And then one day a rather noisy young fellow, who had got hold of some sort of humorous picture of a lion and a unicorn fighting, practically woke up Jorkens to say to him, I suppose you have often seen that sort of thing.

Jorkens took the paper with the representation of the two animals standing on their hind legs, adorned, if I remember rightly, with boxing-gloves, and looked at it for a while in disapproving silence.

Then, Thats not the way a lion fights, he said.

Oh, doesnt he? mumbled the young member.

No, said Jorkens. What the lion does is to get as low down to the ground as he can and then crawl along very slowly through the grasses; very slowly indeed. Of course there are always long grasses where lions live, for without plenty of grass there would be no antelopes, and without antelopes theres no lion. For a good deal of the time he is quite motionless; just watching. And then his opportunity comes. When that happens he makes a rush, and anything within fifty yards of him then is too late to start. You can gallop past him well within fifty yards, and he wont catch your horse; but anything standing still within that distance, once he has started his rush, will never gallop again. Of course he tires fairly soon, but within that first fifty yards there is no more fatigue in him than there is in an arrow in the early part of its flight. He is a pretty fast beast. Well, when he comes up with whatever he is after he doesnt go about with his head up like that: he goes on his hind legs certainly, but he gets one paw on a shoulder and another perhaps on the nose, and has his jaws down on to the animals neck. That neck is pretty soon broken; and away the lion goes, dragging his dinner home.

What kind of animal does he do that to?

I asked Jorkens; for I wanted to get the picture clear in my mind.

Oh, any animal, said Jorkens, except a rhinoceros, which he rather avoids; and of course he has nothing to say to an elephant. But he will kill even a buffalo that way, and as for the roan, the oryx or any great antelope, they are no more than mice to him; no more than mice would be if he were a common cat, which in many ways he resembles. He goes straight for the shoulder, instead of prancing about as he is in that absurd drawing, then leans forward and snaps the neck. Sometimes when he meets with man he is a little puzzled for the sixteenth part of a second, making out where the shoulder is, up there in the air where we keep it, instead of putting it under the weight of the forward part of the body. I think he delays that long sometimes, before making his last spring. And that gives a man time to insure that it will be his last; or it may not, according to the man. Thats how a lion fights; and a very short fight it usually is; not a stroll round like this.

And he handed back the paper.

But, Jorkens, said the young man, you havent told us how the unicorn fights.

The unicorn, said Jorkens. The unicorn. The unicorn merely waits and dodges the lion, by stepping aside just at the right moment. He is quicker than the lion, you see. He has to be, or there wouldnt be any unicorns. And that frightful rush carries the lion past him. Of course the lion whips round and tries again; and the same thing happens. Gradually the lion gets angry, and out of breath. And the more out of breath he is, the more in a hurry he is to finish off the unicorn. His rushes get shorter and shorter, and his judgment weaker as he gets more and more heated. Of course if he didnt get the unicorn with that first rush from the grasses; and he never does; he is not going to get him when he is hot and flustered and angry. And still the unicorns stepping back, always at the right moment; and all the time he is waiting. After a while the high grasses are all beaten down around them, because the lion is always making his rush from a different point, owing to the unicorn moving slightly; so that you get a very good view of the fight, if you happen to be anywhere near. Sometimes the lion gives short snarling barks, but he doesnt waste his time roaring. And then there comes the panting lumbering rush that the unicorn has been waiting for, and which he knows will be the lions last. The unicorn steps back as he stepped before, but instead of dancing away after that step, with a swerve like a horse shying, he comes forward again with his horn. The two movements are as neat as two flashes of lightning, one following the other closely, upon a summers night. And that horn is through the ribs of the lion and touching his other side. Any man who has seen that thrust must have good eyesight.

Noticing that Jorkens mouth had been getting a little dry as he talked, I called to a waiter who was wandering near; and Jorkens was soon correcting the slight inconvenience.

One of us had shot lions in Africa. He was sitting a little way off, and was making remarks in an undertone to one or two members near him. I did not hear what he said, and nor did Jorkens. I thought that Jorkens had no more to say and that he would soon go to sleep again. But he looked up from the glass that I had been instrumental in bringing him, and said in a bright clear voice: Many a man comes home with a lion-skin with a neat round hole through the side, which he says was made by a bullet. You can take your choice. You can believe him or me.

The lion-hunter had no more to say, and Jorkens returned to his sleep.


A DOUBTFUL STORY

FRANKLY, I disbelieve this story. I tell it merely as a tale, and not as a chronicle of an actual event that occurred in the varied life of Jorkens. Do not misunderstand me: there is no falsehood involved on the part of Jorkens, as I look at it. It is simply that he has been perpetually vexed by annoying suggestions of doubt: trivial exceptions have been taken to incidents in his tales, absurd arguments have been put forward to disprove them and, though in every case without success, they have irritated Jorkens. Many of these doubts were only uttered by way of a joke, but once the thing became a joke it repeated itself, as jokes often do, and to disbelieve Jorkens in the Billiards Club was held by some to be funny. Well, as I look at it, Jorkens one day said to himself: If they are so damned incredulous Ill give them something to be incredulous about. So when a young fellow called Piffen, speaking about a werewolf, said to Jorkens, I suppose youve seen odder things than that; Jorkens said, Yes, lots odder.

And then began this story, which I told Jorkens straight out I did not entirely believe.

I was on a holiday in Greece, said Jorkens.

On a holiday from what? said Terbut.

From the ivory-market, Jorkens said. It was in a part of Greece called Arcady; very wild and rocky; and as I was walking up a hill by a little track, looking at the flowers, for it was about half flowers and half bare rock, right in the middle of Spring, I suddenly saw a dark shape, more the colour of chestnut than anything, which I took to be some sort of goat. And then I saw that it wasnt, though what it was I couldnt quite make out. If Id had a rifle I would have stalked it; but, as it was, I walked quietly towards it. I had only a walking-stick. I was down wind of it and it did not move, except to twitch its ears. When I got near enough to see its ears, I could see its horns quite clearly. Horns are what interest me most in any wild animal, as I never shoot anything with poor horns; they are no good as a trophy and so it is no use shooting. This thing had very poor horns, smooth and pale grey and looking very much worn. I rather lost interest then, but I still had my curiosity; and, as I had no gun, curiosity was the more important impulse of the two, for I couldnt have got those horns, however much they had interested me. I was within twenty yards before it noticed me, the humped shape crouched in the sun, flicking off occasional flies with a twitch of its ears. Then it looked up with a quick wild look and spoke to me. Yes, spoke to me. And what surprised me even more than its speaking was that I understood what it said. I had been some weeks in Greece, and could not make head or tale of their language yet. Years ago I was what you call educated, and they had taught me Greek, and I thought I knew it still. But the Greek they talked in Greece was a jargon of which I could make nothing. This thing, however, was speaking perfectly good Greek to me, the first I had heard since I landed. And I answered him, a bit haltingly at first; and then it all came back to me, the old Doric Greek, the language of Homer, with the genitive ending in oio instead of ou. What were we talking about? Oh, just the usual things that travellers enquire of each other when they meet in wild lands. And then I saw that he was feeble and lonely, and querulous because he was no longer at the centre of things, as he had been when Greece was mighty, and he had lived there all his life. Yes, he was Pan.

And this is the point at which for the first time in my life, I disbelieved Jorkens; this is the point at which I caution my readers that, though they may use their own taste, I for one should regard this as merely a tale. Certainly Jorkens had seen something; that was clear to me when he spoke of the horns worn thin and grey, for I remember having seen the very same with Barbary sheep at the Zoo; he had seen something, but what is another matter.

He was Pan, Jorkens continued, Pan old and discontented, and wanting more than anything to be at the centre of things again, as when Greece had been the pivot of all the world.

Well, thats London, I said. High deeds, as you call them, arent coming here again. If you want to be anywhere that matters at all, youll have to come to London.

Pan twitched his ears at a fly and asked me where London was. I told him. But I said, You cant come there looking like that. For I didnt see how I could disguise him, and he looked awful as he was.

And then he began a long and doleful story about how things were no longer as they were, the sort of tale that one often hears, or the general effect of it, though the words were different, as well as being in Greek. Its always heart-rending to hear those tales, and the effect is doubled or trebled when the tale is told by a god. And the upshot of it was that he implored me, for the sake of the old language and the gods and heroes who talked it, in fact in the name of everything that would appeal to a classical scholar, as I suppose I once was in a way, to take him from all this loneliness and the rocky deserted altars, to wherever life still was lived with a sense of triumph.

Well, London, I said. Londons the only place. But youll have to make yourself invisible. If youre a god you can surely do that much.

No, said Pan, no longer. No longer even that.

And he was beginning his old sad story again about loneliness and about being deserted by all the world, and about growing feebler and feebler the more that the world forgot him. I could see he was about to start it all over again, by the way that he puckered his face.

So I said, Yes, yes. Ill take you to London; but somehow or other youll have to become invisible. Concentrate on it, and see what you can do. I couldnt take you to London, as you are.

When I put it like that to him he concentrated and sat quite still for a while, and the flies buzzed round his head all undisturbed. And then he gave a great sigh and spread out his hands and said, I can do nothing now, Master.

You see how low he had fallen, to call a man Master. I just shook my head: I couldnt take him to London like that. It would have been impossible.

And then an idea came to him, sitting forlornly there. I will ask the old gods, he said.

Well, we arranged to meet in a day or two at the same place; and he scampered off, I suppose to Mount Olympus. He may have been old and feeble and disconsolate, as he said, but when he went away over those rocks he went like a two-year-old; some dust and a sound of gravel, and he was galloping over those valleys at the pace of a young ibex.

We met two days after at that very spot. I was a bit late, and I heard plaintive but very beautiful piping. I have heard pipes before, in India and Africa, but never so beautiful. Did I tell you that he always carried reed pipes? He put them in his mouth when he galloped.

Well, I came up, and he looked sorrowfully at me. I suppose he had begun to think I was not coming, and had been brooding upon the thought that he was forsaken again, and it took him a few moments to get over his brooding. And then he told me he had been to the old gods, and even they could do little now; but they had given him the gift of invisibility, though the miracle would only work temporarily and he could not be invisible for ever, or even for long.

Well, that meant it would have to be a motor. I couldnt take him on a ship, if he was to come popping into view every few minutes and scaring passengers; he would have simply been caught and shut up.

I found out that he really could vanish: he disappeared while I spoke to him, and could remain invisible quite a long time; once, as long as a quarter of an hour. On those occasions I had to hold his pipes for him, as they, for some reason, would not vanish. Then I arranged about a motor. I bought a Ford in Athens and sold it at Ostend, and we travelled across Europe by night, hiding Pan by day, and when I couldnt hide him he vanished. But I didnt let him vanish very much, as his mournful story of changed times and the weakening of all great powers, had made me inclined to mistrust the force of the old gods, and I did not know when it might fail; and I feared that Pan, all of a sudden clear to the naked eye, might be on my hands at some awkward moment. The scenery of Europe is superb.

What I said at this point to Jorkens is of no interest: I do not remember my exact words. But the important thing is that I interrupted him at exactly the right moment, without which we should have had no more of this story, but a vivid description, instead, of scenery that is well enough known; if only to annoy Terbut, who has never travelled and is rather jealous of Jorkens because he has.

Well, as you say, said Jorkens, we were heading for Ostend. And you are perfectly right; we got there. I had some rugs for the car and I wrapped those over Pan, and really he looked no more muffled up or untidy than some travellers I have seen going on board ships. He merely looked foreign and cold and afraid of the sea.

I got a cabin and hid him there, and he did not have to vanish until we got to England. Well, it had been dark when we went on board, but there was too much daylight here to risk a taxi, and a train was out of the question; and I cant go buying Fords every day, so I decided that the only thing was to walk. And so I told Pan. He brightened up a bit at that, for he never took to machinery of any kind and didnt much like the sea, in fact looking at his mournful face as we got ashore and hearing myself talk Greek to him, I was oddly reminded of that stupendous line of Homer that has the thunder and hiss of the sea in it, where he tells of a man walking downcast along the shore:

Brj8 άκίων παρά θΐνα πολνφλοΐσβοιο θαλάσσης.

But when I suggested walking he brightened up, and away we went over the downs. Going through the town of course he had to vanish, and we avoided roads. In the open country, and even in fields, we were very little molested, and Pan did not have to vanish more than once every mile or two. Dogs were the only nuisance, but they stood no chance with Pan; and however disconsolate and weary he seemed, he took gates with an easy stride that it was a joy to watch, or hedges or anything else. Dogs were left far behind; so was I for that matter. But Pan always waited for me. He seemed to enjoy those short gallops, for there was almost a smile on his face when I came up panting to where he was quietly waiting, flicking at flies with his ears. It was spring in Kent, a very lovely time, and the pear was all in blossom round farmsteads where I went to buy food. We slept mostly in haystacks, and once in a hazel wood. I still had the motor-rugs with me, with which I had wrapped up Pan; I carried them on my arm, and used them at night to keep warm. Pan seemed to keep warm anyhow. Only once he got out of hand, and blew his pipes late in the evening beside a farm, where he had seen some girls going home. The effect was very curious; they came running out of the house towards the little wood at the edge of which we were, and I broke off a thin bough from a hazel at once and beat Pan over the shoulders with it and made him run away, and followed after him as fast as I could. Soon it was quite dark, and that trouble was over.

We passed across the Weald from the South Downs, and came to the North Downs and to the chalk again, whose soil and rolling slopes Pan rather liked, finding them good to gallop on. Of course I was younger in those days, but even so I was often out of breath. And I had to keep sight of him all the time: you couldnt tell what he would do at any moment; and in England of all places. And then one day the whole of the country altered; there were more gardens, more roofs, more roads: we had got past Bromley, and this was the shadow of London.

Now behave yourself, I said. We are coming to the centre of things.

I didnt know how to address a god; whether to call him your Holiness or merely your Reverence; but both seemed so inappropriate to him, that in the end I merely called him Pan.

Behave yourself, Pan, I said.

But I neednt have, for very soon the outskirts of the great town were around us frowning, and Pan was awed by it all and a little frightened. Of course he had frequently to vanish now, but he came out of it every five minutes or so; and, when we had actually got to the town, I had to think what to do. And it took me some time to think. And thinking wouldnt have been any good either, if I hadnt seen a cart loaded with vegetables on its way into Covent Garden. I saw at once that another such opportunity for getting Pan right into London might not occur for some days, and I hurriedly told him what he had to do. He was vanished at the time, and I told him to jump into the cart while he was still vanished, and cover himself with cauliflowers, and I would come for him at the end of the journey. All this he did very easily: a jump on to the cart was nothing to Pan, and he covered himself up as I told him. The bump of Pans landing there worried the carter, but there was nothing to see. I walked for two or three miles behind the cart to make sure that it was going to Covent Garden market, though of course there was nowhere else for it to go; and when I saw that it was taking all the turns that led there, I went up to the carter and asked him the way to Covent Garden, so as to make quite sure of the road he was going to take.

Why, thats where were going, he said.

And he told me the way. He was going by Vauxhall Bridge.

Then I jumped into a taxi and went on ahead and had a drink or two on the way, which I felt I needed.

I didnt go all the way to Covent Garden; for soon I was wondering exactly what to show Pan and I did not want to get him too far away from parks or squares, where he might be able to hide. I had promised to show him the centre of things, and that might be the House of Commons, but Pan didnt care much for talk; music was more in his line, but there was no opera on just then at Covent Garden:

I decided to show him Knightsbridge, the steady stream of traffic flowing perpetually; it was before the days of red lights. So I waited for the cart at Vauxhall Bridge and got Pan to jump out invisible. I told him what to do, and some people heard me; but, as I was talking Doric Greek to a heap of cauliflowers, they merely thought me mad and paid no more attention. I got him as far as Eaton Square, when I saw a very distinct shadow beside me, for Pan was coming out of his invisibility. I made him jump over the railings and get in among some lilac and hide there for a while. He was very docile, this waif lost from his own centuries. What he was like when he had worshippers I dont know. Very soon he was able to make himself invisible again: I saw the brown outline suddenly fade in the lilacs. Then he jumped over the railings, and came on with me towards Knightsbridge, passing through Belgrave Square. And in Belgrave Square I made him hide again, on the side nearest to Knightsbridge: there he went visible again, and then invisible. Then we went on, and we got into Knightsbridge by the Albert Gate, while his invisibility lasted. And this was what I had set out to show him. I dont know quite what there is in a large crowd moving rapidly, or in noise and all the rest of it, but it impressed Pan, and he knew that it was as I had promised, and that he was once more at the centre of things. And yet the centre of things was clearly not what it used to be, and somehow Pan saw at a glance there would be no reverence for him, and nothing was as he had hoped; and, as he looked at that unending stream coming in from the great West road or going out from the city, invisible as he was he began to whimper. It was difficult enough to prevent him from being jostled, impossible to prevent these whimperings being heard.

What do you want? I asked in very-clumsy Doric.

Everyone heard me; and one man knew what language I was talking; I saw that from the way he looked at me, a sort of half-humorous, half-friendly look, that seemed to sum me up as, Probably been at Oxford. A little drunk. But it was no use bothering about what people thought of me: I had Pan on my hands, and he would be visible soon.

What do you want? I asked him sharply again.

Green things. Green things, said Pan.

Not so loud, I said.

And quiet, added Pan.

I hustled him across Knightsbridge: the Park was the only place for him. I dont know if any of you have ever experienced a situation so full of embarrassment; at any moment they might all hear him, and at any moment he might become visible. I dont know if you can think of an explanation that I could have given if he had. I simply couldnt think of one at all. He was perfectly naked.

And not only would visibility soon overtake him again, but he was not likely to make any effort to stop it, for he did not like to see his pipes in my hand, and was yearning to hold them again. I got him to the Park and to that funny little valley, where a heron fishes a lake the size of a hearth-rug and rabbits live among shrubs that cover a quarter of an acre with all the air of a forest. There I got him to jump over the railings, and he was a shadow as he went over them, but luckily nobody saw it, although it frightened the ducks. And as soon as I could do so unobserved, I threw his pipes after him. There leaning on the railings with people watching me all the time I put on a thoughtful air, and tried to sound as if I was quoting Greek poetry. Actually of course I was talking to Pan. What I said to him was, You must stay in there whenever youre visible. Ill get you food. What food do you prefer?

Corn, said Pan.

Very well, I said. Corn it shall be. But youre not to show yourself. Time was, when men saw you they died. But the worlds moved since then, and its rather the other way about. Not that theyd kill you, but its rather the other way round than otherwise.

All this was very hard to say in obsolete Greek; but I said it, and he understood it, and I went to get him some corn.

Is it allowed to feed the rabbits in there? I asked of a park-keeper.

Well, its allowed, said the park-keeper. But its not usually done, and if it were anything untidy it would have to be stopped. What kind of food were you thinking of giving them?

Corn, I said.

Well, there wouldnt probably be any harm in corn, he said. But then on the other hand....

I interrupted him then with profuse thanks, and I threw in a big paper-bagful over the railings before he had time to stop me. Next day it was all eaten up, so he let me do it again.

I think Pan was happy in that tiny kingdom, for I think the heron and ducks and rabbits all knew it was Pan, so that he kept a little court there. Sometimes he played to them in spite of my efforts to make him stop, and the effect on all within hearing was very noticeable. And though I got him to play very softly, and the notes did not travel far, yet the behaviour of people near to that little enclosure must have been commented on; for after a couple of days I certainly noticed two men reading newspapers by the light of every lamp, where there had been only one, which of course showed me that Scotland Yard had begun to take an interest. And on top of that Pan whispered to me one evening, as I was leaning over those railings, that the miracle that the old gods had made for him was weakening. This was undoubtedly true; for, watching a patch of fur that I could just see in the bushes, I saw him take half a minute to go off. He didnt stay in the little enclosure all night, but roamed quietly about the Park; and once or twice he was chased. It was obvious that, if he could no longer become invisible at once, there would be no way of escaping notice. And what would happen if they found him I couldnt guess. And of course I made it out even worse than it was to Pan.

You must be quiet, I said, and you must be invisible.

But Pan hated being quiet, and could no longer be sure of being invisible.

Then you must be decently dressed, I said.

I neednt tell you what that meant; it meant of course Morning Dress, and spats and a silk hat, with lavender kid gloves, a walking-stick and an eye-glass, and of course a decent shave. I neednt tell you all that, but it took a long time to explain it to Pan, in the language of Homer. Well, I went to a ready-made tailor, a haberdasher and a hatter, and got everything for him. I went to a boot-maker too. I knew he wouldnt like boots, but morning dress with hooves was simply out of the question. It cost me a good deal, but I had to do it. And I had to take them all to the little valley by night, and wait nearly an hour for a chance to drop them over unseen; and then explain to Pan how to put them on, which took me twenty minutes, with a detective watching me all the time, late though it was, or perhaps for that very reason.

Next morning I came back and took him away from the shrubbery, and tied his tie properly and smartened him up a bit; and there he was, a foreign gentleman taking a walk in the Park, a very foreign gentleman indeed, but there is no law against that. I think the birds and the rabbits of the little glade were sorry when Pan jumped over the railings and left them. I always fancied that there was a bit of mystery about that spot, perhaps a fancy remembered from childhood. But it was no fancy while Pan was there; there really was an air of mystery over it, such as Nature scarcely reveals in her innermost haunts. I cant define it, but it was very mysterious indeed, and when Pan jumped back to the path the mystery went out like a light. One bit of luck we had, coming away from the shrubbery, and that was that the detectives were watching me, instead of looking at Pan, because they had heard me talking Greek. That gave us a respite just when we wanted it, because Pan had dressed himself, I wont say divinely, but certainly like nothing on earth; and before I had done a lot to his collar and tie and bootlaces, out on the grass where there were not so many people, he would have been recognized if anyone had had any sense.

Well, when I had done all that, we went for a walk, and I explained to Pan that the time had come to make plans, and the first plan of all was that he must rely no longer on invisibility: a thing like that must work perfectly, I explained, or be left alone altogether. He quite agreed, and even agreed to wear boots, though they hurt him to walk and made galloping out of the question; but, as I made clear to him then, you do not have to gallop in London. For one who was two thousand years out of date, he got the point wonderfully quickly.

Well, you do not walk long in Hyde Park without seeing the Serpentine; and to the Serpentine we soon came, walking slowly, to spare the cramped hooves of Pan. And there he went down on all fours to look at himself in the water, to see if his awkwardness was as bad as it felt. And so he saw himself dressed as we dress when we put on our very best. And Pan burst into tears. I couldnt see that it was as bad as all that, but there was no stopping his weeping. People were looking at us, so I hurried Pan away, holding him tightly, just above the elbow, to steady his steps in spite of the boots, for which he was never shaped, and to prevent him escaping and attracting more notice. It was a distinctly awkward walk, and he would not stop crying. I even noticed that a policeman was following us, and not only that, but he came right up to us. The mans suspicions somehow communicated themselves to me; ill-treating a foreign gentleman, they seemed to say. I turned to the policeman and said, He has had a good deal of trouble.

What kind of trouble, might I ask? the policeman enquired.

Domestic trouble, I said; and Pan went on weeping.

And I loosed my grip from his arm as I spoke, so as to show that he was not actually a slave; but I would never have done so had I not been sure that those boots would prevent him from galloping, for I wouldnt trust him in that obstinate mood. The policeman gave us no more trouble then, but Pan sobbed on. And then I saw that I must get him right away, and that a town was not the place for him: Yorkshire I thought was more the place; up on the high moors. He had his pipes now, clutching them closely, and they gave a queer look to his tail-coat and neat waistcoat. I was hurrying away from the Park as fast as his boots would allow, and as we went I explained to him that we were going to Yorkshire, and that he need wear that kit no more there, if it made him cry. And at that Pan dried his tears but began to speak mournfully of what he had been, and of what he looked like now, dressed in the smartest clothes that I had been able to buy for him, and as he talked he dropped into hexameters, and from that he began to cry. In any case people looked at us, and they looked far more with Pan making all that noise again. I talked about Yorkshire then, about the wild moors with the heat running over the heather, and valleys far down beneath them gleaming in sunlight; I told him it was far from the centre of things, far from our loud noise and far from our complications, and that there he could throw away all the clothes I had bought him. Only he must wear a hat. I had to explain guns to him and told him that there would be sportsmen in Yorkshire, and that to wear a hat was essential.

A hat? Why a hat? said Terbut.

Good Lord, said Jorkens, you dont shoot anything wearing a hat. Even in war you pick helmets. A hat was essential. And so I told Pan.

We had got a long way from the Park before we came to a clump of lilac in which Pan could conveniently hide; a little square that I did not know the name of. Vanishing was a thing no longer to be relied on when it couldnt be done neatly, and with clothes on the thing was impossible, for the old gods seemed only to have any power over what was divine in Pan, and now even that power was weakening. I made him hop over the railings into the lilac as soon as no one was watching, and we tried the vanishing trick there, and I saw, from the time that it took his face and hands to vanish, how fast the power of the old gods was fading; and, as for his clothes and his spats, they would not vanish at all. To undress and vanish clumsily would have been altogether too risky, and it would have taken half an hour to dress him again. So I went off then to get another Ford, for I had walked quite enough with Pan. Luckily I was able to hire one this time; and with that and a bag of corn, and some decent food for myself, we set off towards Yorkshire and got to the moors before nightfall, averaging thirty. There was a moor that I knew, which I thought would suit him ideally, a moor with steep ravines running into it, with short grass grazed by sheep, and patches of deep bracken and old birch-trees gazing into the valleys, and all the rest was heather as far as the eye could see. Grouse were there on the black soil strewn with minute white gravel, badgers passed that way along tiny tracks, or a lark went over singing, and perhaps a shepherd came by once in a week, and hares went loitering past; nothing to make Pan cry. Far down below in the other lands, where heather does not flower, I remembered fields of corn flashing in sunlight; it would suit Pan ideally; as soon as the corn was ripe he would be able to help himself, and I felt sure that there were more edible roots and good green things in Yorkshire than there are on the ruggeder and less favoured hills of Arcady. So I pointed out to him the nearest stream; which was rather fussy of me when you come to think of it, for I might have trusted Pan to be able to find water; and I took away his perfectly good clothes, leaving only his tall hat, and I left him sitting beside a Roman road that there was up there on the moor, a wide smooth lawn of grass going proudly straight through the heather; more of Pans date than some things, and yet no more his style of thing really than Hyde Park, for it stood pre-eminently for civilization, and he for all that was wild. Yet one thing he had indeed in common with that grand road, for the road and Pan had fallen on evil days, to be powers that Time had forgotten. His pipes were in his hand as I left him there; but he lifted them to put them into his mouth, and I saw that he was about to scamper along the road. And if in those gallops he did not find in what barns they stored corn, and a great deal more besides, he was not Pan. I left him gazing down that wide straight road, so ancient like himself; and that was the last I saw of him.

I have expressed doubts of this story, but it is fair to Jorkens to add a certain corroboration, which came pat on a question by Terbut. Well, is he still there? said Terbut. Should we see him if we went up there?

No, said Jorkens. I can tell you what became of him.

And tell us he did; and I must say that what he told us was distinctly like Pan. You could not imagine him settling down with, say, a mill-hand out on her holiday, and one could hardly imagine him quite alone. Like to like would be a sort of corroboration, while some incompatible mate would seem to disprove the whole story. He must have found somebody, and I was wondering who. Jorkens told us.

I had had enough of Pan and I went to Yorkshire no more; but a friend of mine who went to those very valleys, where sheep graze under the moor, had a talk up there with a shepherd; and this shepherd was telling him of storms that sometimes came to the gills, as they call those grassy valleys shut in between two moors; and one night, it seems, there had come a frightful storm, blowing the wool of his sheep as flat as if they were sheared, and then soaking them all and filling the becks to the brim. The shepherd was out with his sheep, for fear that his lambs would be drowned. Huge shapes were riding over the arable lands from the South, and striking the sides of those hills and rearing upwards and sweeping over the moor. And Pan through it all was blowing those pipes of his; at least the shepherd heard music such as he had never heard since childhood, and even as a child he had only imagined it. And there were frightful flashes of lightning, and there had come a Valkyrie. And, the moment she heard his pipes, she rode straight for Pan. And Pan leaped up and gazed at her, with his pipes in his left hand; and then he took one great stride and threw his hat away, and flung his right arm over her horses withers, and almost at once they were rushing across the moor, his huge shape glowering dark by the white Valkyrie, as he went leaping alongside, and her grey horse shining beneath her. And so the wild pair swept away to the North, and, as the shepherd thinks, right out of England. We thought over the story awhile; no-one had much to say; the only contribution coming, I remember, from Terbut: Did the shepherd your friend got acquainted with, he asked Jorkens, drink any whiskey that night?

Whiskey? said Jorkens. I tell you he was out on a perfectly frightful night. He couldnt have lived if he hadnt.


JORKENS LOOKS FORWARD

I DONT remember if Jorkens has ever looked forward into the future, to take an interest in forthcoming political events, or to guess at their probability. A glass of whiskey seems usually to stimulate his memory, so that he usually looks backwards. But the other day somebody introduced a cocktail into our club, and Jorkens, though he despises them, tried one for the sake of experiment; and I think it was that that gave his mind a trend in the opposite direction to the one that it usually takes, that is to say towards an appreciation of the immediate future. It was a day in 1938 towards the end of the first week in July, and we chanced to be talking about the Eton-and-Harrow match. It was, if I remember right, on the first day of the match, and Jorkens was wearing a buttonhole of a rather uncertain blue. There are probably several phases of his life which will always remain unknown to us, and I have never entirely been clear as to what school he went to. Somebody remarked: I hope Harrow wins, its about time.

And Jorkens looked up with some considerable vigour, and said: I dont think you fully realize what you are saying.

Why not? said the other man, who was incidentally an old Etonian.

I dont think you realize what you are saying, said Jorkens, because I dont think you have quite worked out what would happen.

If Harrow won? said the other man.

Yes, said Jorkens.

What would happen? asked the old Etonian.

Well, said Jorkens, to begin with, after thirty years without a win at Lords, the pent-up enthusiasm of Harrovians would be very considerable. There would be bound to be a demonstration. Things like that of course one has seen at Lords before; but this would be something such as one has never seen there. The enthusiasm would be indescribable, and altogether beyond the control of the police.

Well, they could draft in more, said the other man.

They might send a few, said Jorkens, but a few would be quite ineffective, and they could never get a really big force there in time.

They can move them very quickly nowadays, said the old Etonian.

Things happen very suddenly in those matches, said Jorkens; and, once the boys had got control of the ground, it might take hours to get it away from them. It is my opinion that the police would be beaten completely; and, if that were to happen, there would be questions in the House that very night. Very difficult questions to answer. You see Marylebone is part of the Metropolis, and to allow any body of men, or boys, to take control of it would almost look like a menace to the capital. In any other country the leading Harrow boy in such a situation would probably declare himself dictator. But we dont have dictators here. The Government, however, would be sure to go out over it. And with things as they are in Europe just now, you know what would happen then.

Well, what would happen? said one of us.

The Sanjak of Novibazaar, said Jorkens, would slip over his frontier at once. He is that sort of man, and is only waiting for that sort of opportunity. I happen to know him quite well. In fact I used to call him plain Jack, and he always called me Lloyd George, because it was the only English name he knew.

I put down these words, not so much for the sake of the summary of the political situation, in Europe, as to trace the wayward path of a cocktail through Jorkens curious mind, which had seldom been illuminated by this short and modern beverage.

Well, when the Sanjak marches, continued Jorkens, it is pretty well known by everybody that the Grand Mogul of Ruritania will stop him, and that will mean the war that they were all practising for from 1914 to 1918. They will have up-to-date weapons this time.

And who will win, Jorkens? asked a young fellow in a cheerful voice, stimulated either by disbelief in Jorkens prophecy or by a cocktail that he too had been trying.

Oh, there wont be any winning, said Jorkens, except for the machines. The machines will simply win against man. Man will get blotted out.

What, no survivors at all? said someone else.

I dont think so, said Jorkens. So you see we should be more careful in times like these about making suggestions.

Yes, I see your point, the old Etonian said. And who do you think would take the place of man on this planet, if things turned out as you say?

Well, I dont quite know, said Jorkens But I rather think grey squirrels.


JORKENS AMONG THE GHOSTS

I SUPPOSE youve seen lots of ghosts, said a young member of our club one day to Jorkens.

Of course he meant to imply that the tales that Jorkens had told us at different times were rather along the borders of credibility, in those dim places in which ghost-stories might be expected to flourish.

No, said Jorkens, I have never seen a ghost.

Not? said the other.

No, said Jorkens. Ive heard them of course, but I have never actually seen one.

Why of course? asked Terbut.

Well, knocking about the world as I have done, said Jorkens, one comes sooner or later pretty near to most things. There are not many things the world has to show, that I have not been somewhere near at one time or another. I have been in the next room to a ghost. I might even say that for a moment I had been in the same room with one. But they are queer elusive things, that always move when you move; and I never actually saw one.

What did it sound like? asked Terbut.

Sweeping, said Jorkens. Sweeping floors with a broom. And sometimes hammering nails into a wall, to hang a picture. And poking a fire and raking out ashes; and doors shutting, and long skirts swishing, and somebody looking for something that had been mislaid in a drawer.

Not very romantic, said Terbut.

No, said Jorkens. Just common daily things, but haunting with just as much vigour as any romantic ghost that you ever read of. In fact thats how I was sure it was a ghost: if it had been doing romantic things, I might have suspected that someone was pulling my leg; but hammering nails into walls and sweeping floors, there could be no trick about that; no one would make it so dull.

And how did you know that it wasnt housemaids at work? asked Terbut.

I knew, said Jorkens.

But how? Terbut repeated.

The house was empty, said Jorkens.

Tell us the story, I said.

Well, if you like, said Jorkens.

And nobody said anything to the contrary. It was a dull afternoon, after lunch, with an autumn evening approaching, and none of us, I think, had anything else to do, except to go out to offices and attend to a bit of business; and we all of us felt that we would sooner hear a ghost-story. And so Jorkens began.

I wanted to rent a cottage for a few weeks in the country: one room and a kitchen was all I needed. I wanted rest and quiet; that was all. Well, I found the quiet all right: I found it in some folds of the South downs. By far the loudest sound was the whirr of the wind in the trees, where there were any trees; and, where there were not, the principal sound was the chirrup of grasshoppers, and perhaps an occasional skylark, and sometimes a dog barking on the other side of two valleys. The quiet was all right, but I couldnt find a cottage quite small enough. And then one day a house-agent, to whom I went in a little town, offered me quite a large house; large compared to a two-roomed cottage.

That wouldnt do at all, I said.

Why not? he asked.

I only want to pay half-a-crown a week, I said.

You can have it for that, he told me.

Drains? I asked.



No, the drains are all right, he answered. But some people find it a little noisy.

Whats the noise? I asked.

It seems quiet enough to me, he said. But some people hear it, or say they do.

Hear what? I asked.

Im sure I dont know, he said.

I like it quiet, I told him.

Well, we cant put in sound-proof doors and windows, he answered, for half-a-crown a week.

I saw the point of that, and I said no more. And he motored me over to see the house. It had nearly twenty rooms in it, counting everything. Small ones of course, but a very nice little house, and silent as a cemetery at night; and half-a-crown a week for the rent. I jumped at it. And I went in next day, doing my own cooking, and arranging with a charwoman to come once a week from a village two miles away. I went there in the morning and the sounds were as I told you, grasshoppers on the overgrown lawn, the wind in a few trees, and very rarely the distant voice of a dog, which probably belonged to the charwoman.

It wasnt until the afternoon, just after I had made a pot of tea for myself, that the other noises began. I heard them faintly at first; and gradually they passed the various points, when one wonders if one heard a sound at all, when one cannot make out quite what the sound was, when one wondered if it was really what one thought it; and then unmistakably sweeping. I didnt tell that charwoman to come until Friday, I said to myself; and went into the next room to see what she was doing. There was no charwoman there; and the sweeping receded to the far door as I entered, and went to another room. I followed, and the sweeping went faintly, but hurriedly, out through another door. Then I came back and finished my tea, and I very soon heard the broom at work on the carpet again. And not only that, but I heard other brooms going, taking up the tune from each other as grasshoppers do. I got up again, and went through all the rooms, and not a broom was sweeping. I sat quite still and listened, and counted as many as six brooms. Of course I didnt like it; and a phrase of the house-agents came to me without any comfort: What do you expect for half-a-crown a week?

Once I heard a nail being hammered into the wall in the very next room, and jumped up and went there at once, and there was no-one there. I remember the bark of the very distant dog coming over the downs then; and, faint though it was, there was a reality in the sound of it for which I felt intensely thankful. Then I went through the whole house, room after room, and still there was no-one there.

If it had happened at night I could never have stood it, but as the afternoon wore on the sweeping ceased. Then a chill seemed to fall on the little neglected house and there came sounds of the poking of fires, and those were the only sounds that troubled me any more till night came. And with night it was perfectly quiet, after the boom of the shutting of shutters on the ground floor had died away. There were no shutters on the top floor. I went to bed early, and lay awake a long time with the door locked, which is of course a silly precaution to take against ghosts, and waited to hear more voices haunting the house. And none came.

There was nothing like electric light in the house, and I kept my one candle burning; and some while after midnight I must have gone to sleep suddenly, and the candle burnt itself out.

In the bright morning I was called by footsteps. You might think that I started awake with a pretty good jump, but I didnt: the steps were so quiet and usual, so natural and so ordinary, that they only just awoke me; and it was only by noticing that no hot water had been placed on the mouldering wash-hand-stand, that I knew that I had not been called by a live housemaid. There was a lot of raking of fires going on; but, as soon as I got down to the kitchen to boil an egg, for which I had to light the fire all over again....

What do you mean by all over again? asked Ter but.

Well, said Jorkens, I had the impression that the kitchen fire had been lighted already, and that the ashes of the old one had been all raked out. But it was not so. It was just as I had left it the day before, and the rest of the kitchen seemed to me just as it had been left by the ages. Of course my fancies were a little bit over-excited, and it may not have been as untidy as all that. The noise in the morning was perfectly dreadful; sweeping in every room, sounds of feet scurrying, and heavy noises booming up chimneys from grates, while I ate my egg. The whole house promised rest, and each room whispered of quiet among its old curtains, but I had no quiet all that morning.

It was obviously ghosts, and I knew that the house agent could help me no more than the plumber. I decided that the clergyman would be the man, and to him I went, over at the village where my charwoman lived. I was lucky enough to meet him in the street, which was a lot easier than going up to his house and ringing the bell. And I asked him at once if he would mind giving me some advice; and, as of course it was his job to do that kind of thing, he said he would. We walked slowly back to his vicarage. He did not know much of my little house, having taken over that parish some while after the last owner had died; then it had been let, and tenants stayed a very short time, and the rent came down and down until it reached the figure at which I had found it, of half-a-crown a week. He was a tall man about fifty, with a greyish moustache, and I told him the whole story of the house on our way to the vicarage. And then he brought me inside, and we sat in his smoking-room and he made me tell him everything all over again. And then he sat and thought for a long while. And at last he said: I always try to be as practical as I possibly can. I have to be. If I werent, I couldnt run a village cricket-club, and about twelve other organizations, that you have never heard of, and that wouldnt interest you if you had. But it is not my job to be a materialist. Well then, youve got ghosts up at that house. I have heard rumours of it before. But what you have told me leaves no doubt of it. And they are pretty restless. Going on all the morning, you tell me.

Yes, hard at it, I said.

Well, then, he said, there must have been trouble in the house, and perhaps it affected the air, so that spirits cant rest in it. You cant tell what may trouble the air: look at wireless. But why so many of them? I asked. I heard six brooms going at once. And they cant have had six housemaids in a little house like that.

Not at the same time, he said. But you dont know how far the trouble went back, or how long it lasted.

I never thought of that, I said. But what can I do? I want to stay there and have quiet. And I cant have that with the housemaids tearing round all the morning, and almost in the very room in which I am sitting.

No, he said, no. It seems as if the air must have got all jagged and worried. Youll have to patch it up, I suppose.

Patch it up? I said.

Yes, little kindnesses of various sorts, he said. Quite small things will sometimes do it. What sort of things? I asked.

But he was thinking away by himself and hardly seemed to hear me.

Little things that might soothe bygone years, he said. Small kindnesses that might take the edge off old worries. You must look at it practically, you know. You have to be far more practical with ghosts than you do with a football-team. Just a few kindnesses. Do what you can. And do it in a practical way.

And, practical though he probably was, the problem that I had brought him seemed to have sunk him almost in a reverie, so that when I thanked him he seemed hardly to hear me, and he said goodbye to me with a look on his face as though he pondered problems far deeper than that which I brought. Thinking things over, I went to the old charwoman and asked her if she could come that very afternoon, and she said she would; so I bought a bottle of champagne at the grocers, and when she came I gave her champagne instead of tea. She drank the whole bottle that afternoon and was enormously delighted with it, and ran through all the rooms singing. I got a very bad name in the village over that champagne, but I have often had a bad name before; for the more you travel, the more prejudices you meet. But what is much more to the point, and is in fact the whole point of the story, the weary sweeping ceased and quiet came back to the house, and I had a month of it for only ten shillings. Obviously that does not include what I paid to the grocer.


ELEPHANT SHOOTING

WE were talking one day in the club of the various wonders of Africa, and even doubting some of them, when Jorkens joined the discussion, not having heard the actual details, but merely voices expressing their disagreement or doubt. If there is anything you want to know about Africa, I think I can tell you, said Jorkens. I dont say Ive seen everything myself, but either in the forests of Kenya or in liners smoking-rooms I think Ive seen or heard of pretty well everything Africa has to show.

Have you heard of the four-tusked elephant? one of us asked him, a man called Ellary who had been up the Nile.

Jorkens knew of Ellarys travels, and appeared to pay some attention to his question, as he would hardly have done to Terbut.

Yes, said Jorkens. I never got one. But Ive certainly heard of him.

Thats interesting, said Ellary.

It is in a way, said Jorkens.

And then we got the story of the four-tusked elephant, of which the Billiards Club hitherto had had only rumours. There was a man called Skarget, he said, who had been an elephant-hunter in Kenya. He did a fair business in ivory. I knew him quite well. And then one day he got malaria, and while he was lying in the reed-hut that he lived in near the Northern Guaso Nyero, a native had come to him with the story of the four-tusked elephant, claiming that he had seen it. And the story had somehow got on Skargets mind, as it would never have done if his temperature had been under a hundred, and he had given up hunting ordinary elephants and concentrated on the rumour of the four-tusker. Of course it was only a rumour; thats all these natives stories ever are; but he had concentrated on it for a year. And all that time he had given up shooting ordinary tusks. The four-tusker may have carried over five hundred pounds of ivory on him; and Ive no doubt he did, for he was immensely old and his tusks were enormous; but look at all the ivory he could have got in a year if he had gone on shooting ordinary tusks. But he wouldnt. Nothing but the four-tusker would do for him. And the idea of shooting this animal, which no white man had ever seen, remained with him when he recovered from malaria. It was a crazy idea. He was giving up tons of ivory for the chance of getting five hundred pounds or so. Anyone would have recognized the idea as due to delirium, and Skarget should have done so as soon as his temperature went down. Instead of which he stuck to it for a year, and at the end of that time the rumour had become more definite information. I knew him about that time: I was going through East Africa, and I came on his hut suddenly one evening in an open space in the forest, and he gave me a cup of tea. His talk was of nothing at all but the four-tusked elephant. I never met a man so completely obsessed. Of course it was the malaria that had done it, and the strange story coming to him just when his temperature was probably 105, and he was worrying about his ivory walking about in the forest while he was in bed and unable to go and collect it. The idea of getting the four-tusked elephant with its five hundred pounds of ivory had found him in that condition, and got hold of him and had never let him go. His room was littered with papers, on which every report of the elephant that any native had brought had been written down by him during the past year, and he had plaster casts of its feet.

Then it was really there, said Ellary.

Oh, yes, said Jorkens. It was only a natives rumour at first, told to a man in delirium. But he had investigated and enquired, and before a year had passed he had been shewn its tracks, and had poured the plaster into them himself. They were enormous feet, bigger than anything I had thought possible; and from all accounts the tusks were on the same lines. Other white men were after it; and natives too, for that matter; but there was a curious thing about the four-tusked elephant, and that is that Bwana Tembu, as the Kikuyus called him, was immensely old and, amongst all the other elephants, immensely venerated, and, whenever danger approached, the other bulls all got round him and galloped away escorting him. And Bwana Tembu was immensely wise, and always knew when any danger threatened. The Kikuyus used to think that the bulls that escorted him got to know that danger was coming by watching him, and not by looking out for it for themselves. On the other hand they must have done a good deal of scouting, or Bwana Tembu could never have remained as he did, out of sight of any white man. Not many Kikuyus saw him either, but some did; and by the time I met Skarget we had pretty well sifted the irresponsible chatterers from hunters who knew what they were talking about and could be trusted. That of course took some doing, because there are natives who rely purely upon imagination, as others rely upon legend, and as others again rely on accurate observation of trails that are far too faint for a white man to see. There was nothing of course very faint about the trail of Bwana Tembu, but even there it was as well to have an observant eye, so as not to mistake his tracks for those of other large elephants. In mud the size of the tracks is sometimes greatly enlarged, so that a very careless observer might possibly confuse those of an ordinary bull-elephant with those whose enormous casts I had seen in plaster lying about the floor of Skargets hut.

Skarget was very fussy about his papers, as a man with one idea often is; and the moment I touched one of them, to see what the Kikuyus had been telling him, he looked up sharply and said: I wouldnt touch those papers. You never quite know where a cobra takes cover.

He was quite right, for the litter of notes was pretty deep; and if they had lain there long, as they seemed to have done, they might well have been as good a home for a cobra as the reeds of the walls, in which they usually live.

The position was this at the time when I met Skarget: the Bwana Tembus tracks were definitely identified, and the Kikuyus knew the track by which he often went to get water at a lake that there was in the forest. Skarget had careful notes of that, and at first sight it only seemed a matter of waiting by the track until Bwana Tembu came by. But then the whole thing was complicated by some curious information, which Skarget told me was corroborated by copious notes, that he had made after sifting over a hundred stories; and that is, that whenever a white man was after him with a rifle, Bwana Tembu got to know it. Various stories gave various reasons; some suggested a system of scouting by all the other elephants, which undoubtedly took great care of Bwana Tembu, and had been seen doing so by the Kikuyus; but the best accounts, and the ones that Skarget relied on, attributed it to the enormous sagacity of Bwana Tembu himself. And in a brooding sort of way, like a man living alone, Skarget had got the idea of putting his own sagacity against that of the elephant. He certainly did a lot of hard thinking, as one of the heaps of notes, which was nothing but plans, testified; but the mistake he probably made was in overlooking the fact that the intelligence of the ordinary elephant is not so very far behind that of mans; for instance mahouts in India talk to them, and the elephants understand; it is not so hard to credit that, considering the enormous size of the brain. Well, on top of that, this elephant Bwana Tembu had lived to an enormous age, enormous even for an elephant, to whom a hundred years is nothing, and it must have acquired an enormous amount of experience. It might have occurred to Skarget that with all that experience, and starting not so very far behind intellectually, it might in the course of a couple of centuries have got ahead of Skarget. But that I dont think he ever supposed for a moment. For one thing he was far too much taken up with his plans, to trouble to think what the elephant might be doing, except of course what he had planned that it would do, which was to go by its usual track to the lake in the forest, some day when Skarget would be waiting for it. And yet one plan he made had a certain amount of sense in it, and that was the plan that he acted on. He told me all about it over our tea in the hut. That is a thing I rather like about Africa, a man will talk to another about his business, when he has only known him five minutes, and even about the business that may be the aim of his whole life, as getting the Bwana Tembu had by now become to Skarget. Of course you see fewer white men in Africa than you do in London, and see them for a much shorter time; so that, when you meet a man crossing your trail in a forest, if you are ever to talk to anyone about your private affairs, then is the time to do it, before he goes on into the dark of the trees and you never see him again, and perhaps see no more white men for several weeks. So Skarget told me his plan. It was simply this: innumerable Kikuyus had told him that the Bwana Tembu got to know as soon as a white man was after him with a rifle; he had cross-examined them and compared their evidence and found that it was so. How the Bwana Tembu got to know it, it might have taken him another year to find out; and, getting no ivory all that time, for he would shoot nothing until he got the Bwana Tembu, his resources would have been about at an end. So he very sensibly had decided to accept what all these Kikuyus had found out for him, without wasting time on wondering why it was so. No other white man knew why it was so; and, by accepting the obvious fact without more ado, Skarget felt that he had got ahead of the lot of them. And in a way he had, and he knew it, and the idea made him very pleased with himself; and that is, I think, how the elephant got ahead of him. He was thinking too much of his own sagacity, and not enough of the sagacity of the Bwana Tembu. He told me all his plans. He was going to take his rifle into the forest, a double-barrelled.470, and was going to fix it up in the track of the Bwana Tembu, pointing the way he would come when he went to the lake to get water. Then he was going back to his hut for a while, and later on he would walk into the forest without a rifle and climb a tree near the trail. He seemed to set a lot of store by going back to the forest unarmed. I dont know how they know that one has a rifle, he said. But the Kikuyus know that they do know, so there is an end of it. Rooks know a man with a gun right enough, and elephants have a lot more brains than rooks. The trap was a simple one, a string tied to both triggers and running across the track in such a way that when the elephant touched it he would tauten the string and both barrels would go into him from two or three yards away. He was going to climb a tree behind the rifle and watch the track from there, and he had some bundles of hay with him and a box of matches, and if he saw the wrong elephant coming he was going to light the hay and throw it down, so as to turn him back. All he had to do then was to wait for the Bwana Tembu, and let him come when he came. Of course he had the rifle pointing so that it would about get its heart, and with the two bullets in it he felt sure that it would not be likely to go very far. Even if it did he would put twenty or thirty Kikuyus on to the blood-trail and, so he told me, they would soon get Bwana Tembu. Well, of course, I could see no sense in a business man neglecting all the tusks that he might have got for a year, in order to get four big ones, and with no end of difficulty. As a sportsman I could understand it, but Skarget wasnt a sportsman; for, if he had been, he would not, among other things, have tried to get an elephant with a trap. So I couldnt make very much of Skarget, though his plan looked as if it might work; and I had my cup of tea and left his hut, and that was the last I saw of him.

You didnt stop to see how he got on, said Ellary.

There were five hundred pounds of ivory concerned in it, said Jorkens, and it was the mans business. He was willing enough to talk to me, but he didnt want a partner. We all have friends in the City, but they dont take us into their offices with them. Its the same with ivory as it is with jute, or anything that men do business with in the City. They dont ask you to help them at it. I dont suppose they ever will. When the lion lies down with the lamb it may be all different, but meanwhile What happened, Jorkens? I said.

I never heard till years afterwards, answered Jorkens. And then one day I was in a Union-Castle liner in the Red Sea, and it was too hot to do anything except to lie in a deckchair, and listen to anybody who felt that it was not too hot to talk. And talk began, and headed towards Africa, which was where we were all going; and, among many tales, there came up the tale of the four-tusked elephant. And then a man who had lived amongst the Kikuyus and who knew their own language, in which they seem to speak more openly than they do in Swahili, told us the story of Skarget. And I have little doubt that it was true. For it bore out all that Skarget had told me himself, and tallied with the arrogance of the man, through which he had quite overlooked the intelligence that an elephant might have acquired in over two hundred years. Besides, it was too hot to lie: the man was leaning back in a long chair, telling us things he remembered, and making no effort. Skarget had laid the trap with the string and the rifle, with the barrel pointing along the track, just as he told me he would, and had climbed a tree behind it and was watching for Bwana Tembu. And the enormous elephant came, with his four huge tusks. And he saw the rifle and string and knew that it was a trap, and saw Skarget watching him up in the tree, only a few feet out of his reach. And he pulled up the rifle with his trunk and waved it in the air, and the Kikuyu that saw it all thought he was going to smash it, as he had once seen an elephant do with a rifle before. But Bwana Tembu was no such fool: he knew all about rifles. He knew where the triggers were and what they were for, and he could touch them with the delicate end of his trunk. Well, well, it taught Skarget not to be so sure.

But what happened to Skarget? said Ellary.

Bwana Tembu shot him, said Jorkens.


AFRICAN MAGIC

CONVERSATION is sometimes very bright at the Billiards Club. We cover all kinds of fields in the course of a week or so. And, whether or not the information is always accurate, I have learned all kinds of things there on all manner of subjects. But on one particular afternoon things were certainly very dull there. I dont know why it was: I am not a meteorologist. But certainly there was depression in the air: something odd coming from Iceland perhaps. Or it may have been a financial depression, coming from the city, and affecting some of our members. Whatever it was, one of us deliberately directed such talk as there was, the ruins of our conversation, towards the forests of Africa; and more than one of us joined in at once. This of course implicated Jorkens in a story; and a very good thing we did, for the drizzle upon the window-pane was making the light even greyer, while it was still too early to draw the curtains and turn on our own lights, and a change was what we all needed.

Theyve a lot of magic among their witch-doctors, havent they? said someone to Jorkens.

Ill tell you about that, he said.

And tell us he did. And I cant help thinking that his explanation of the whole business is probably the correct one.

I knew a man called Killet, he said to us, who first told me about it, and it was a queer story. I met him at a dinner-party in Khartoum, where one dines in the garden, where they plant rose-trees to remind them of England, though the heat always withers them up by the end of January. He told me the story after dinner, sitting in our little circle of light, with the black mass of the shrubs beyond us, and the palm-trees lifting their darkness against the sky. He told me that in the Umgogo country he had met a witch-doctor. And the man was dancing about rattling the bones that he wore, and Killet had asked him if he could actually show him some magic. Then the witchdoctor had put on a mask and had done some more dancing, but that had not impressed Killet. When the witch-doctor found that he could not impress him that way, he blew a horn. Then he had squatted down and beaten a small drum. None of these things had impressed Killet, so then he said he would vanish. Well then he made Killet sit down, and he lit a fire and got the smoke all drifting towards Killet and kept the far side of it himself, and did vanish sure enough. Still Killet was not impressed. Then the witch-doctor had said that he would make three men vanish. And he did this in the same way.

I see, I said, the whole things bunkum. He dodged away when the smoke was in your eyes.

No, said Killet. And he leaned forward and tapped me on the knee, and he was perfectly sober. Its genuine, he said. Its the most wonderful thing in Africa.

The table was being cleared and the lights were taken away, and I knew he was staring at me, though I could not see his eyes in the cool night.

The most wonderful thing in Africa, he repeated.

But he only dodged you when you couldnt see through the smoke, I said again.

No, he said. Its genuine. I didnt believe him either. I thought as you do. And the witchdoctor knew what I was thinking. Then I will stay by the fire and you shall vanish, he said. It took me some time to understand him. I was in an odd, queer, unmistakable chair, made of timber and reeds, and he said that I should vanish in my chair, while he remained by the fire. I told him to go ahead.

It doesnt seem to make sense, I said to Killet.

But it was sense, he said. He told me to come to the same spot next day, at an hour before noon. He just pointed to the sky, as they do in those parts of Africa when talking about the time. The sun always rises at six and sets at six, so you know just where it will be at any hour. I came to the spot as he said, when the sun was an hour short of the zenith. And he had his little bonfire all ready, but not lighted, and the queer chair was just down-wind of it, a couple of yards away. And I sat in the chair and he danced up to the fire, singing some song in a language of none of the tribes that I knew, and lighted the fire and walked away from it. All this was in a clearing of the tall grass, of about fifteen yards diameter. He had a couple of natives with him, who stood one on each side of him, watching me; and the witch doctor went on singing. Last time these three men had vanished. This time he said it was going to be me. And of course I had no idea what he meant to do. But he did it. It wasnt ordinary wood-smoke. I dont know what it was. But it did not make me cough, as the smoke the day before had done; in fact it was rather pleasant. I could see him quite clearly through the smoke, and was wondering what on earth he was going to do. I remember I was enjoying the novelty of the thing, although I had only a very faint hope that I was really going to see anything marvellous. I was quite comfortable in my chair, and the smoke was not in the least troubling me, when all of a sudden I heard him say You vanish.

I most certainly had vanished. I was in the same chair, and the sun was in the same part of the sky; but there was no fire, and I had changed my entire landscape. There was no landmark I recognized. To make a long story short, I found some natives, asked them where I was, told them where I wanted to go, promised to pay them and engaged them as porters, and we set off on a long safari back to where I had come from. We got there, but it took me between three weeks and a month. I had been moved by magic about four hundred miles.

Well, I cross-examined Killet a good deal, because that kind of thing interests me. But he stuck to his statement; and, what is more, I could see that he was speaking the truth.

How could you know that? one or two of us asked. For in a matter like this we naturally wanted all the corroboration we could get; and the whole story seemed to depend on the veracity of Killet.

Well, said Jorkens, there are various stages, when a man takes a drink. Killet was perfectly sober; but there comes a moment at dinner, wherever there is decent wine being served, when even a cunning fellow will give up any intention to fool you, even if he wants to, to start with. I cant say exactly how one tells when that stage is reached, but one can tell; and I could tell it with Killet. And yet I couldnt entirely credit that he had done that four hundred miles in the time he said, which was of course no time at all. I believed the man, you see, but not his story. That was why I cross-examined him. Well, I got enough details from him to have tested his story if I had been on the spot; but I wasnt. The Umgogo country was a long way away, and I was not going in that direction. But I remembered Killet; his story interested me; and I had jotted down on paper not only the names of all such places as he had mentioned, but even the name of the witch-doctor, which was Mwa. And then one day, years later, some rather tiresome things happened. I had a good deal of dividends due to me on the first of July, really a considerable sum; and they none of them paid. And that happened to be the very date that a lot of men, to whom I owed various small sums, all united to dun me. I wouldnt have minded one or two of them, but, when they were all at it together, it became very tiresome. I gave them all the same answer, which was of course the true one; simply that my dividends werent paying. And they all gave me the same answer, as though they were in collusion. It was a silly answer, not worth repeating. But it made me consider very carefully which of two courses to take: whether to put such money as I could scrape together into partially satisfying them, or whether to go abroad for a bit, to see if it would blow over. And the more I thought of it the more I saw, from the way they had been behaving, that they were not the kind of people that would allow themselves to be partially satisfied. They had only themselves to blame, and I chose the other course. Well, time was that men could get away from people like that by moving from one village to another; but, the way things are to-day, its no more good to go to the South of France or Italy than it is to cross over on to the opposite pavement when you see one of them coming. So I went to Africa. Not Khartoum of course: I told you they grow roses there, which means that they have seedsmens catalogues, and information goes the other way equally well, and they would have known I was there at once. No, I went a long way south of that: I went to the Umgogo country. And while I was there I decided to go and find out what kind of story Killet had got hold of, and to find this witch-doctor and see what he could really do. I went to the very place that Killet had gone to, and there I asked for Mwa. And in a couple of days Mwa knew that I wanted him. He came up to my boma one evening, when the hyenas were howling; that is to say just after sunset. A boma is the circle of thorny branches that one throws down round ones camp, and which is supposed to keep off lions. It wasnt much of a camp: one old tent, and a few bundles of firewood for burning at night, and a shelter three feet high for my two or three porters and cook. I couldnt run to anything more just then. He stole up to my boma like a grey shadow, for he was all smeared with wood-ash, and asked me what I wanted. I want to see someone vanish, I said.

I vanish you, he replied, coming straight to his chef dœuvre, for he probably saw that I didnt think much of him, and that I would not be impressed with anything less.

No, I said.

It wasnt that I didnt want to see his best bit of work; but I looked at it like this: Killet had sat in that chair, and seemed to be speaking the truth; if I sat there I should see what Killet saw, and be no wiser than he was. That is the way I looked at it; and I think I was right.

I vanish myself, he said then.

No, I said. Another bwana.

Another white man, you know. Its a funny thing about Africa, but wherever you are, if you look long enough, you can always find a white man. I didnt look more than a week, and sure enough I found one. I saw a fire one night on a hill a mile away, and I went over next morning and found him. He was a shiftless-looking devil named Jickson; and I saw at once, from a look he had in his eye, that he was after ivory. Well, I didnt ask him his business, except just for politeness, and he said he was collecting butterflies. Nothing heavier than that? I asked. No, he said; that was all.

Pretty things, I said. And so they are. And then I got down to what I wanted Jickson to do, which was to sit where Killet had sat, while I watched. I told him there was more money in it than in butterflies. I meant ivory, but I said butterflies, and of course he knew what I meant. I told him what Killet had told me, and we worked out a plan to tell Europe something it didnt know, and we meant to make a good deal out of it. And so we should have. Theyd have come pouring in to hear a thing like that, and paid to come. We might have taken the Albert Hall. Thered have been thousands in it. I could have sent a couple of complimentary tickets each to all those fellows who were bothering me, and they would never have asked me for a cheque. They wouldnt have dared, when they saw all that money coming in. Its only when youre down that they come round you with their accounts, like flies round a dying man. Damn them!

What happened, Jorkens? I asked.

What happened, said Jorkens, was this: I knew that Mwa wouldnt want anyone hanging round watching his tricks; no conjurer would. So when I found out from Mwa where his magic circle was, the beaten bit of ground in the high grass, of which Killet had told me, I went to look round for the nearest bit of cover, from which I could get a good view without being seen. There was plenty of cover about of course, high grass in which all kinds of things could hide, but no hill for a quarter of a mile. That hill, however, was a very good one, nice and steep, with trees on top. And hiding behind a tree with a pair of Zeiss glasses, I decided I could see a good deal. And so I could: from that hill I could see not only the Umgogo River, which came quite close, though it couldnt be seen over the grass from the place where Mwa did his tricks; but I could see long reaches of it shining.

Mwa chose the same time as he had chosen with Killet, and the same odd chair that Killet described to me; reeds for the seat and back, and the framework made of some kind of timber that does not grow here, and looking as though it were polished for years by the palms of African hands. It was all got ready the day before, and that night Jickson had supper with me outside my little tent and we talked of all the money that we were going to make.

Better than butterflies, I said again. Europe will pay through the nose for its curiosity.

And, mind you, I believed in this African magic myself; but I wanted to see how it worked, so as to be able to tell them at the Albert Hall, and so as to corroborate Jickson.

Next morning I went off early and Jickson went to the chair, and I never took my glasses off him once he was in it. I told you I had a splendid view; I could see a clear fifteen miles of the Umgogo River, sweeping down through the heart of Africa at a good ten knots. Jickson could see nothing of that from where he sat. Mwa lighted a fire, and the smoke drifted in Jicksons face, and I could see from the way he sat, perfectly comfortable and still, that it was as Killet had said and there was nothing unpleasant in this smoke. The witch-doctor danced a bit, but the man on each side of him and Jickson in his chair were all so quiet that I was astonished when I suddenly saw the two men run forward, and several others rise out of the high grass, and pick Jickson up and carry him off at a run, still sitting in that odd chair. Jickson never moved head or hand, and I saw that he must be asleep. They made straight for the Umgogo River and a huge canoe shot out with twenty rowers in it, and ten of them started rowing all they knew, going down with that rapid current. And between stream and rowing they were gone out of that stretch of river that I could see in under an hour, a good fifteen miles. As only ten men were rowing, I imagine they did it in shifts. I wondered where they were going. Of course I couldnt interfere. I had a rifle with me; one always has in Africa; but I couldnt rescue Jickson from the men that were carrying his chair, at a quarter of a mile, with that: Id just as likely have relieved him of all his earthly troubles. Mwa was dusting his hands and walking slowly away, and I thought for a moment of going and questioning him pretty severely. But on second thoughts I said to myself No. Killet came back, and the best chance is to leave Jickson to come back the same way.

And I was right. He did come back. He came back in twenty-five days; just about the time Killet had said. I stayed there all the time; and one day Jickson walked up to my boma. He was looking just the same as usual, tired and rather ineffective, and with that shifty look in his eye that I have always noticed with men who are after ivory.

Well, you are back, I said.

Yes, he answered, and it is the most wonderful experience I have ever had; pure African magic. It will thrill London.

No good, I said.

No good? he gasped at me.

No good, I repeated. I saw how it was done.

But I went four hundred miles in a second, he said.

How did you time it? I asked.

By the sun, he said. It hadnt moved while I made that wonderful journey.

That is what Killet had said.

Do you know the day of the week? I asked.

But one doesnt much bother about the days of the week in those parts of Africa, and Jickson brushed the question aside.

You went to sleep, I said.

Sleep? he repeated.

It wasnt honest smoke, I told him.

It smelt rather pleasant, he said.

Pleasant! I daresay. But things that are pleasant are not always so very good for us. Waiter! Another whiskey. I fancy Ive been talking a good deal; and I feel rather dry. Well, we went into the whole matter and found out just what had happened. And it must have been the same with Killet. With that current, and those men rowing like hell, they must have done about fifteen miles an hour, and they must have landed him twenty-four hours later and carried him out of sight of the river and put him into his chair and brought him round. And there was the sun when he opened his eyes, still at eleven oclock.

Yes, thats African magic; fooling the white man. And very good they are at it too. A drug that can keep you unconscious for twenty-four hours is nothing out of the way for an African drug. Theyve worse ones than that in the forests along the equator; drugs that can let in the long sleep through a scratch that you would not notice. I may say it wasnt four hundred miles; that was an exaggeration of Killets; but it was a very long way, and it wasnt far short of it, the way Killet travelled, on the journey coming back; and it was about the same with Jickson. He and I parted when we saw that there was no money in it for either of us. I never told Mwa that I had found him out: that was a bit of information that I kept to myself. I hadnt come to Africa to tell Mwa what I knew, or what I did not know.

And what about the trouble over your debts? asked Terbut.

Oh, that blew over, said Jorkens.


JORKENS CONSULTS A PROPHET

IT was the usual thing at the Billiards Club, a thing that happens too often: Jorkens was known to be coming up the stairs, and one or two members, simply with the deliberate intention of getting the conversation where he was unlikely to join in, that is to say away from Africa or any of the wilder lands, had chosen philosophy for their discussion. Free will or destiny was the general trend of their argument. I found it merely dull. But the moment Jorkens heard them, his eye brightened up.

There is a lot to be said for destiny, said Jorkens, but you cant ignore free will.

What do you mean? said one of the philosophers.

And then Terbut joined in.

Do you know anything about either of them? he said.

Yes, said Jorkens. As it happens I do. I thought I knew about one of them, and it turned out I didnt, but I had quite a considerable experience of the other. Ill tell you about it. It was like this. I was a good deal interested in destiny, not so much from the point of view from which you are looking at it but as a practical proposition. I said to myself things are bound to happen, and theres no stopping them; and if one could find out someone who knew what those things were, thered be a great deal of money in it. And, mind you, it was not I that was having wild fancies about it: plenty of people claimed to know the future, and do so still. Well, I investigated the claims of one of them. I went to him and I said, You foretell the future?

I do, he said.

Can you tell what is going to win the Derby? I asked.

I can, he said.

Well, it wasnt the Derby that I wanted to know about, it was a race-meeting a long way from here, but it served my purpose just as well, and I asked him if he could tell me what was going to win that. So he brought out a lot of silks and began unwrapping them, all of them different colours; and when he had taken off about nine of them, there was a crystal, not quite smooth, but lightly carved on the surface with things like leaves; rather like an artichoke. Then he lit a powder in a little agate saucer, which made a smoke with a queer smell and made everything dim all round, but not the crystal. The crystal remained as bright as ever. When he moved it slightly in his hand things moved in the crystal: you could see them quite clearly. And then he told me the name of the horse that would win that race, and the name of the second and the third. He did more than that, he showed me the actual race in the crystal with the three horses leading it past the post and their colours clear and distinct. Now, that was a queer thing to do. The horses were unmistakable: I recognized all three of them afterwards; but, to make sure, I jotted down the colours that the jockeys were wearing. He let me see that race again and again. It was clear and bright, in spite of the smoke all round me; in fact the grass was greener than it ever is naturally, and the colours the jockeys wore were more like enamel than silk. But you simply couldnt mistake them. Of course I paid him; I paid him a good deal; in fact the blackguard demanded £5, and wouldnt take less. But, after all, the information was worth it. Then I got out of the room as fast as I could, away from the scented smoke, to breathe the fresh air, and because I didnt like the fellow at all. I had the name of the winning horse from the conjurers lips, and I had seen the race with my own eyes. Did I tell you that he let me see the race over and over again, so that I got the colours quite clear? I bought some coloured chalks and jotted down sketches of them. I very soon found what the horses were, and who their owners were and what their colours; and the colours I had seen in the crystal were perfectly right. Well, do you know, I didnt have a penny on that race. I just went and watched it. And there were the horses, every single one of them, just as I had seen them in the crystal. And the man was perfectly right about the name of the winner, and of the second and third. It was an odd and surprising experience to see that race in the crystal repeated before my eyes, all the horses I had seen, all the colours and even the exact distances between each, which I had noticed in the crystal and made rough notes of. I was a good deal surprised, but I didnt waste any time wondering: I saw that I was on a good thing, and I went straight back to that rather sinister fellow that burned the scented smoke. I said, I want to see another race, and I will give you £10 this time. I did that so as not to have any argument as to whether or not he would show me another, for I knew now that it was an excessively good thing. Well, he burned the smoke again in the agate saucer while he held the crystal in his hand; and the room grew dim once more and the crystal shone brighter and I saw another race. Again he told me the names of the three winners, and again I jotted them down and made little sketches of all the colours with the coloured pencils, which I had in my pocket this time. It was a big race, a very big one, and it was coming on in about three weeks time. Well, I concentrated on the winner. Of course I could have got fabulous odds, if I had backed all those three horses to come in in the right order, but I didnt want to give too much away: I didnt want people to suspect that I had had dealings with a clairvoyant, and so to find out that my bet was a bet on a certainty. I had a good deal of money in those days, and I concentrated on the winner. I put all the money I had on him, spreading it over various bookies, and I borrowed a good deal more; and the odds were six to one. What with the cash I had borrowed and what with the stuff I owned, I stood to be ten times richer on the afternoon of that race than I had been on the same morning. I am not going to tell you what race it was; because, if what I tell you gets out, I dont want some fellow to get up and say that thats not the way races are run there. They are run in that way of course, only I dont want to say so.

The day before I made my final arrangements with the bookies I went back to the damned fellow with the crystal and scented smoke, to ask him if he was sure of what he had been talking about, that is to say that Pullover would win that race, with a jockey wearing blue and yellow hoops. He said he knew well what he was talking about, and that that horse would win. And he asked me if the other race had not gone exactly as he had predicted, which of course made me look rather silly and quite unreasonably anxious. But it was then that he touched on a topic that I think you were just talking about. He said that free will was some sort of force that was almost equal, I think he said, to destiny; and that if I were to take a gun and shoot the horse as he came by, or injure it severely before the race, then of course it would not win, but that according to the will and the actions of everybody else in the world, and every horse, that horse would win the race. Only two men, he and I, knew anything of the future, as far as that horse was concerned: he certainly would do nothing whatever, and took an oath accordingly, and, provided that I exerted no free will against what was planned for the horse, it was destined that it must win. He also repeated the names of the second and third, with which I had nothing to do, for the reason that I have told you. The whole thing seemed very reasonable and, indeed, obvious. Of course if I took violent measures against whatever was ordained, the thing could not happen; just as, if you divert a river, it wont go its old way to the sea; but leave it alone, and it will.

The day of the race I went and saw the horses in the ring. And I had seen every one of them in the crystal. The colours of three of the jockeys I had of course sketched in coloured pencil, and I had the sketch in my pocket. And there the three jockeys were, all walking about. The winner was absolutely unmistakable, even without the blue and yellow hoops: he was a bright chestnut with a clear white star on his forehead.

I watched the race. And the second horse that I had seen in the crystal, white with red spots, and the third horse, green jacket and cap with white sleeves, were coming along nicely; but the odd thing was that my winner suddenly went a bit short far out in the country, and I saw him through my glasses dropping back. When the man had said if you shoot the horse, he wont win, I had said to the damned fellow, Do you think I should be such a fool? But I had done a more foolish thing really. I had backed the horse too heavily for the bookies. They couldnt afford to let him win. If I said that that jockey with his blue and yellow hoops had received any money from them, he would turn out to be still alive and would sue me for libel. But he had a young family; and a thousand-pound note comes in wonderfully handy in bringing up two or three children. Yes, the second horse was first, and the third horse was second, and then came the field: the race was wonderfully like what I had seen in the crystal, only that my chestnut horse with the white star, ridden by blue and yellow hoops, was right back with a little bunch that came cantering past at the end. Of course it was all my own fault: Id played free will against destiny. And, as I was never able to make out in what proportions they work, I never had anything to do with that kind of thing any more.


A MATTER OF BUSINESS

SUMMER had gone, and the brighter part of the autumn, and it was dark again in the Billiards Club by the time lunch was over, as though the fog had come down our little street before anyone had noticed he was about, and had peered in at our window.

For the Lords sake, said someone, tell us something about some country that is not entirely shrouded in darkness.

Ive seen several such countries, said Jorkens. Lived amongst them for years.

Tell us what you were doing, said someone. Business, mostly, said Jorkens.

And at the word business one or two of our members who work in the City, when they are not taking a rest at the Billiards Club, woke up or sat up and asked Jorkens what kind of business.

Various kinds, said Jorkens. Some small, some big. One of the biggest bits of business I ever saw, I was only indirectly concerned in. I had lent a man a fiver, and he was going to repay it at a thousand per cent when his deal came off. What the deal was I didnt know at the time. I invested the money in the man, not in the deal. And he was the kind of man whose deals come off much oftener than once in ten; so that it might really have paid you to lend him money at 500 per cent, let alone at a thousand. He was pretty good in the City of London, but he recognized early that he would have competitors there, and among them even some that, for all he knew, might have abilities as good as his own. So he travelled a pretty long way, and worked where in matters of business he was not likely to have his plans upset by some sharper intellect. He was the kind of man to whom you couldnt help lending a fiver, that is to say if you were the kind of man he was looking for. He had an unerring eye for the man with whom to do business. He knew exactly the man to whom business was a strange and mysterious force no more to be understood by a man to whom it had not secretly been revealed than Greek could be understood by a man who had never learned it. The kind of man he wanted is rather hard to define.

A mug, interrupted Terbut.

It is a vulgar word, said Jorkens, and not exactly the one I was seeking, but anyway Moocher could do business. He had no money and borrowed a fiver of me, and borrowed from a good many other people; investing he called it. And the business he was concerned with at the moment was floating a new kind of cheese, a thing called Chewit. He had the cheese all ready, and had raised £3,000. And then he suddenly realized that at the pace that the money was coming in he would never have enough money to advertise Chewit, as a thing like that would have to be advertised. It would have taken more like thirty thousand to make people begin to eat Chewit, and another hundred thousand to keep them at it for a year. So he dropped Chewit with a dull thud, and turned at once to a new scheme. And that was the scheme that was to bring me back my fiver, and nine more of them with it. In the city of Chichagua he went straight to the office of its biggest firm, pushing a hand-cart with a roll of light wire on it, and asked to see the manager. And he was shown up at once. That is one of the things that Moocher could do. It may seem a small thing; but, if you want to make a great fortune, that is about half way to it; and, if you havent that knack or ability you will never make anything in business at all. I cannot define the knack: there was a very great deal of mystery about him for one thing; and, when you began to penetrate his mystery, you began to see at the edges of it whatever you were most interested in yourself. For instance the firm of Gonzalez, to which Moocher went, were interested in getting a contract from the government, to make a lot of artillery; and, when Moocher called, he refused to tell the janitor anything, because his business was much too secret; and, when the secretary came, he hinted at war; and, after a great deal more mystery, artillery began to emerge from his hints, like the nose of a mouse in a corner. And so he got taken up to the fifteenth story, with a little case in his hand, leaving his hand-cart below, beside the main door, and saw the manager and told him that in these days of scientific wonders it was not entirely an impossibility that Mars or some other planet might declare war on us, while we on our side were utterly unprepared. The bald statement does not sound the kind of thing that the manager of a big firm would be likely to listen to, but there was an honesty oozing out of Moocher, such as only dishonest men have. They need it. If one of them looks just ordinarily honest, somebody says We had better test him, to make sure. And almost at once he is found out. So a crook has to seem so honest, that it is sheer impiety to suggest making any test.

But how do you suggest that we should prepare against such a thing as that? asked the manager.

That is what I have called about, said Moocher. Others will have to invent a gun capable of sending a shell as far as Mars. They should be able to do that. There is one already that can send its shell far outside Earths fifty miles of atmosphere. But I have invented an explosive which, if packed into a fair-sized shell, could wreck the planet Mars.

Wreck it? said the manager of Gonzalez.

Certainly, said Moocher.

But, but, but, began the manager.

You will naturally demand proofs, said Moocher. And these I have with me.

He produced a pill-box, so small that the fears of the manager were slightly allayed; and in the pill-box was a little soft yellow pill, no larger than an ordinary pellet of shot, a number 6 shot, you know.

Then he opened the case he had brought, and took out a little electric battery, and a packet of cotton-wool with some chemical on it.

Put this pill-box, he said, in the cottonwool and lay it in any convenient place that you may choose. I have a mile of wire downstairs on a drum. Take it with you, unrolling it as you go, and connect the wires with this end of the cotton-wool. A spark will ignite it there; and, if you choose -a place in sight of one of your windows, you will see a very big explosion when I press down this knob.

They had three windows looking out all over the town, and a fine view from their fifteenth storey.

But what will explode? asked the manager.

This pellet, said Moocher. It will make a crater a hundred yards across, and very deep; and, if you put a hundred thousand of them into a shell, the crater will be a hundred thousand times larger, wherever that shell drops; roughly 10,000 kilometres; quite enough to smash a small planet.

At this point the manager of Gonzalez began to see that he was up against a very big thing. You may wonder at his believing Moocher like this, but there was that persuasive air about Moocher that all crooks have; and, anyway, he had his proofs with him.

But what...? he began, and then stopped.

What the manager was going to say was, But what if the thing bursts on our planet?

But he did not continue, because it is a bad thing in business to let the other man know what you are frightened about.

I should like to consult my partners, he said instead.

Moocher said he would be charmed to meet them. And the manager rang, and a clerk came in and showed in two or three more men.

Again Moocher explained, and there was rather a silence. Moocher looked cheerfully out of all the windows, admiring the view.

You have only to choose a convenient place, he said.

Well, they were all of them frightened of what Moocher might do with a big lump of his explosive, and none of them were frightened of the little soft yellow pellet. And of course there was doubt too, running in and out among their fears. With things like that, and the persuasive Moocher urging them to choose a convenient spot, it was not long before the ends of two wires were brought upstairs and fitted on to Moochers little battery; while a clerk pushed a hand-cart with the rest of the wires, unrolling as they went, and the firm of Gonzalez followed out of the town. They had chosen, without any assistance from Moocher, a green space seen from their northern window just under a mile away; on which were no houses. The city went more than a mile in that direction, but there was this fairly wide space of rather marshy ground. In the middle of it they had decided to put down the pill-box, in its cushion of cotton-wool, and to fix the wires to it and return to their office. They got everything fixed up in twenty minutes; while Moocher sat in the office talking with one of the clerks, whom he completely charmed, for he was always charming to everybody, never knowing who might not be useful to him, or when he might not need him. Then the firm of Gonzalez hired a faraka, as they call their horse vehicles there, and drove back to the office.

You have the wires connected? asked Moocher.

Yes, they said.

And you are all ready? he asked.

Certainly, they replied.

Where have you put the pellet? he asked them. For they had not told him. And they pointed out the place to him from their north window.

Then, shall I press the knob? he asked.

Do so, said the firm of Gonzalez.

There was the sort of explosion that we associate more with Europe, than with anything in the tropical part of America. A tiny flash came from the cotton wool, and instantly they saw a wide fountain of black earth forcing upward a cloud of smoke with immense rapidity. Dead silence, as the partners stood gazing and scarcely breathing. And then a boom and a great rush of air, and the windows of Chichagua tinkling to the ground.

A frightful explosion, they said, looking at their own shattered windows.

Just a sample, said Moocher. But what we are concerned with is an explosion a hundred thousand times greater. You see what it might be like, gentlemen. It is mathematical. You merely multiply by a hundred thousand. I hope you may see your way to purchasing my invention.

There was quite a silence before anybody asked the obvious question: At what price?

Five million American dollars, said Moocher.

At the present moment, said the manager, at this particular date, our firm have not so much at their disposal.

The statement was untrue, but it need have been no more than the opening of a perfectly reasonable discussion. Moocher, however, preferred to take it as being a definite statement of fact, and, without any argument whatever, he packed up his little electric battery and, saying farewell to them all very politely, walked out of the room. One of them called after him something about perhaps on a later occasion, and at any rate got his address, so that they were not left with this awful menace without any possibility of taking some steps to meet it. And that was the end of that days business.

A few days later there was a pretty large meeting. Naturally the city was interested: they had all had their windows shattered. Moocher attended, carrying a pretty large bag this time, and in the bag was a really big lump of the same stuff as the soft yellow pellet.

No smoking, please, gentlemen, he said to the meeting.

They looked up rather surprised; not so much because they mostly smoke cigars in those parts as a matter of course, as because they were many of them important citizens, while Moocher had drifted into their city from nowhere.

I have a good deal of bangite in this bag, he explained.

A, a considerable amount? questioned somebody.

Sufficient to wreck a planet, said Moocher pleasantly.

The cigars went out at once, but there was a fire in the grate some distance away from the platform, where Moocher was seated with his bag on the table before him; for it was just in the middle of their short winter. More than one voice said falteringly: But theres a fire in the room.

Moocher opened his big bag again and took from it the kind of cover that is sometimes put over large cheeses, a big porcelain thing with a handle, and foolish designs painted on it.

A spark is not likely to fly as far as this, he said pleasantly, but I have brought this in case. And he covered up his big lump of bangite with it.

And then the chairman arose, to express in a few words the uneasiness of everyone in that room about the safety of our planet, while such an explosive existed as was capable of making the explosion that they had all heard and felt, with a speck no larger than a grain of number 6 shot. Moocher rose and smiled.

My price, he said, gentlemen, is five million American dollars.

Hands twitched towards hip-pockets, but did no more than twitch, for no one dared fire a revolver in that room, especially when Moocher lifted the cover by a few inches, as though in answer to some of their thoughts. It was purely a matter of business. And they began to bargain. Moocher wasnt too hard on them, and he let them off a fifth of the sum. And the bargainers seemed to be coming together nicely, and our old planet seemed about to be saved, when a bewhiskered farmer went right up to the platform.

You say it would blow up the planet, he asked.

Any planet, said Moocher in his most polished manner.

Taxes and wars and strikes, muttered the farmer. I guess I am about tired of this old planet anyway.

And he grabbed the bangite before Moocher could stop him, and strode past wondering rows of seated men, and threw it into the fire. Many men said afterwards what they had been prepared to do, but as a matter of fact they all sat perfectly still and perfectly silent, and all stopped breathing. When they did breathe again they breathed in the smell of about the worst cheese that ever threatened the market. Yes, thats what the bangite was. It was Chewit. Moocher never wasted anything. If he could have got that muck on the market he might have made £100,000 by it in a year, but he was after bigger money now, and in a shorter time; and, if it hadnt been for that damned farmer, hed have got it. His wires had connected with the cotton-wool all right, but he had a friend watching for the flash in the cotton-wool; and, the moment the friend saw that, he shoved down another knob in a little battery, which sent a spark along another wire to the few tons of gun-cotton which Moocher had buried under the spot where they put the pill-box. Thats how hed spent the £3,000 which he had been some weeks in raising.

But how on earth did he know, asked Terbut, where they had put the pill-box? You said to us that they never told him where they were going to put it.

How did he know? said Jorkens. He watched them out of a window. He was on the fifteenth story and could see the whole city; and his friend below could see which window Moocher was standing at. There was nowhere possible much short of a mile, and the wires were no longer than that. They werent going to have the explosion among the houses. The only possible places were this green marsh that you could see from the north window, and a green mound that you could see from the west window, and a barely possible site that you could see looking out of the third. Moocher buried a small portion of gun-cotton there; but the bulk of what he had bought he buried in the other two places. I suppose Moocher made some sign to his friend from the window, and the friend must have run on ahead to wherever he had his battery, and sat waiting to see the flash in the cotton-wool.

Of course Moocher did no more business in Chichagua. But he wouldnt have borne any malice. That kind of man, you know, can always find a job somewhere.


THE INVENTION OF THE AGE

We were talking to-day in the Club on trivial topics, when Jorkens, the great traveller, who had told us at different times of so many of the wonders of Africa, related one of his most extraordinary experiences from somewhere no further away than Cavendish Square.

What we had been talking of was inventions, a conversation originating, so far as I can remember, from some member grinding coffee into his soup from a pepper-mill. We had come from this point to much bigger inventions, when Jorkens said: The greatest inventions of all are never accepted by the world.

He broke in with so much vehemence that some of us tried to give examples. What about wireless, we asked, and nitrotoluol? But we gave our examples weakly, and Jorkens swept them aside.

Good enough in their way, he said; but the greatest of all are always rejected. Swift flashes from brilliant minds, illuminating matter too brightly for ordinary men to be able to bear to look at it. The great inventions dazzle them and they blindly let them go by.

Well, said the first of us who was able to make any headway against the vehement energy with which Jorkens poured out his opinion, what kind of great invention has ever not been accepted?

Ill tell you, said Jorkens. There was a man who lived up at the end of Wigmore Street and he was a dentist; and, being a man of genius at the same time, he decided to put his genius into dentistry. And he made this astonishing invention. To begin with he had noticed that peoples front teeth varied a good deal, whereas all sets of false teeth are always the same. So that the first thing he decided to do was to make false teeth that looked like the real ones. A very simple idea. But when he got their shape right he began to get interested in their texture, and every single thing about them; and it was at that point that his inventions began to grow less simple. He hadnt been working three years when he achieved some astonishing realisms; and his dentures were so like teeth that after a while they actually began to decay. That is to say if people ate the kind of food that decays ordinary teeth. Well, that did no harm to the business, for people came to have them stopped in the ordinary way; and, when Stobleys patients brought them back to him to be stopped, he naturally pointed out how like they were to real teeth, even in their infirmities. Yes, Stobley was his name, a name quite unknown to science, and yet he made this invention that for sheer incredibility is only equalled by television. I happen to know a good deal about it, because I went to Stobley myself and he supplied me with that very thing, a row of half a dozen new teeth. Thats what they really were, new teeth: they didnt look like false teeth. They didnt look like them either in shape or colour. And in a few years time one or two of them began to decay; and I went to Stobley and he stopped them. They had to be stopped in ones mouth, just like ordinary-teeth, for Stobley used to fix them in permanently. And one day that I went I found Stobley very excited. He had been perfecting his teeth, in order to stop decay. You see they were so like ordinary teeth, that they decayed like them. And then one day Stobley had arrived at the conclusion that they decayed too easily, because they were dead; and that if he could make them more like live teeth, they would last very much longer, as live teeth do.

What do you mean by live teeth? said Terbut.

I mean the ordinary difference, said Jorkens, between a tooth that has had a nerve killed and one that is still healthy. The healthy ones keep much longer; and Stobley saw that the more he could make his teeth like to them, the better they would be likely to last. The supplying of a nervous system to each tooth was by far the most intricate part of his wonderful invention. The wires, or whatever he used, were incredibly delicate; and I believe he vivified them by some sort of electrical energy, though how he got all that into his row of teeth and sham gum was always a mystery to me. Well, he gave me a row of his new teeth in place of the others, and fixed them in, and they were certainly wonderful teeth; they bit like real teeth, and they shone like them, and you certainly couldnt have told them from the ones that people grow, however closely you looked. And a few more years went by, and then one of them began to decay, in spite of this arrangement of his for making it to all intents and purposes a live tooth. I noticed it one night. And there was a very curious thing about it, which I could hardly believe, until it was quite unmistakable, which showed me what an almost magical inventor the man must be. It was, as I told you, as wonderful as television. I lay awake for about an hour thinking of it. And I lay awake the whole of the next night. And the morning after that I went round to Stobley and I said to him: You are the most wonderful scientist. Not only the most wonderful dentist, but the most wonderful scientist in the world.

And so he was.

Stobley was smiling all over. He knew exactly what I had come about: two or three other patients had come to tell him the same thing during the last few weeks. And he knew that he had done it. No man can surpass Nature, and Stobley wasnt fool enough to try. But he knew that he had drawn up level with her. He knew that he had created natural teeth. And I saw that look you so seldom see on the face of any man, the look that comes from some supreme achievement in the work to which that man has devoted his life. And that was all the satisfaction he got from it. Do you think the public would support him? Do you think they cared anything for researches as profound as those of Marconi? Or for the invention that that one man achieved in all the ages? Not a bit of it. They went their own way, with their own teeth, till they rotted; and then with sets of false teeth, just the same as the next mans, all turned out by the million. They wouldnt touch Stobleys teeth, equal though they were, in even minutest detail, to Natures very own. It is the way of the world.

But if Stobleys teeth were as good as all that, said Terbut, why didnt people take to them?

They ached, said Jorkens.


THE SULTAN, THE MONKEY AND THE BANANA 

I NOTICED the other day in the Billiards Club a new form of concerted action prejudicial to Jorkens. I had noticed before, and have gone so far as to set down in writing, a deliberate effort of some of the members to take the conversation on to ground where it had been wrongly supposed that Jorkens would be unable to follow. His experience of life, however, has been too wide for the narrow scope of these efforts, which have never yet prevented him from telling an apposite story. For this reason certain members of our club have invented new tactics, the result of which was that on the day in question, the moment that the approach of Jorkens was signalled, one of our members, called Jerrup, immediately started upon a premeditated story. And it certainly prevented Jorkens from telling one. This being so, I fear there is nothing for my pen to do but to remain idle, or to tell Jerrups story. What he said was this, plunging rapidly into his story because Jorkens was just coming in: I knew a house-agent once, who did an enormous amount of business: he was one mass of energy, and never stopped working: and, for that matter, he met a man who worked just as hard as himself; but that he would never credit; and that is rather the point of the story. Ankin was the name of the house agent, and the man he met was called Peters. And Ankin used to tell a story about his meeting with Peters; he told it off and on for eight years, and thats how I got to hear it. I dont mean that he told it any more than other people tell things; but on suitable occasions, when the Kings health had been drunk, and other appropriate toasts, and the special toasts that were relevant to the occasion, and cigars were about half-way smoked, and men began to talk a good deal to their neighbours; why then, as often as not, Ankin would tell this story. It was a story merely to illustrate, with as much modesty as remains to any of us, when the champagne has been round a few times and the liqueurs are there, how neat and quick he was at his own business. He used to tell how a boy named Peters came into his office, having just passed his medical examination and wanting to set up in London as a doctor; and Ankin had offered him a consulting-room in Harley Street at a very big price. Peters had said it was too much, and Ankin had talked to him something like this: If you really know much about your profession, say so. But if perhaps you dont, just look what this room that I have to offer is worth to you. You take it; you are right in the middle of Harley Street; and you become a specialist. Look what you can charge then. You will scarcely notice that rental. And Peters had admitted that he didnt know much, but could not see how a room in Harley Street would make him know any more. Thats not the question, Ankin had said. In Harley Street you will be accepted as a specialist, and your fees can be fixed accordingly.

But what should I be a specialist in? said young Peters. I only meant to set up as a general practitioner.

In the heart, replied Ankin. And that was what he always used to think was the funniest part of his story. Its about our most important organ, isnt it? Everyone wants to keep that right. You set up as a heart-specialist.

And Peters did. And he went away to Harley Street and paid the big rental, and Ankin never supposed for an instant that he was a man with energies equal to his own. Ankin entirely forgot Peters name, clearly as he remembered the incident. Of course the name was of no interest to him, any more than Peters job was; for he was only interested in his own business. And after about eight years at his business, doing thousands of deals like that, and keeping at it and making a big success of it and never giving himself a rest, he wore himself out. So he went to a doctor, who advised him to rest; but he wouldnt do that. And then one day a friend said to him, An ordinary doctor will never do you any good. You ought to see a specialist, and hell put you right. For Ankins heart was affected. So back went Ankin to his doctor, and began a circuitous talk which he had intended to end with the announcement that he was going away to try a specialist. But he hadnt got very far when the doctor himself recommended a specialist, and was not in the least offended with Ankins wish to consult one. For he not only gave him the best specialists name, but earnestly gave him good advice up to the moment they parted. The advice was partly a repetition of his neglected advice to rest, but chiefly a rather earnest warning to avoid any kind of shock. And so they parted, and Ankin went away with the name of the specialist and his address on a half-sheet. The name of Peters conveyed nothing to him, nor even did the address, for he had handled thousands such in his furious career as a house-agent. He put people into houses with the speed of a poacher putting ferrets down rabbit-holes, and all his memory held of them was bright and laughable incidents like the story he told about Peters. Hell put you right, were his doctors last words to him on the doorstep. But no shocks, you know. They wouldnt do at all.

During the last few months Ankin had not told that story quite so much; there was something about it that seemed a bit too close to him, and, seen close, it wasnt so funny; also he attended fewer suitable occasions, for he didnt feel so well as he used to on the day after. But he remembered the tale well enough.

Well, away went Ankin to Harley Street; and the mere going there rather quickened his pulses, though not to the extent that his slight agitation could be possibly described as shock. The shock came when he saw Peters, his last hope, and recognized him. That was like catching a lifebuoy thrown to him in the deep sea, and finding that it was lead. For Peters to him was never the great scientist that his industry had made him during the last eight years; Peters to him was only a small figure in a business deal, and a dupe at that. And the shock was instantly fatal.

An instructive story, said Jorkens, in a way. But nothing to the story of the Sultan, the monkey, and the banana.

And try as we would, and did, not only on that day but often afterwards, we never persuaded Jorkens to tell that story.


PUNDLETONS AUDIENCE

Much as I deprecate the entire incident, I relate an episode that occurred at the Billiards Club because, when the whole story is sifted, there may remain, for all I know, something of value to science. It is not for me to say whether Smerthkins story is true or false: the thing can easily be tested by others. Scientists can accept or reject it, as they have to do almost every day with information that may be laid before them. The reason that I deprecate the whole incident is that it was nothing better than a plot to ridicule Jorkens. There are those in the Club who, without the least scientific training, and without making proper investigation, even if they were qualified to do so, disbelieve a great many of the data which are brought by Jorkens from time to time to our gatherings. Jorkens, the day before, had told one of his stories, which I may or may not have recorded; and, when I went in for lunch, I found a little group of members who had evidently got a story all ready, and were waiting for Jorkens to come. I was sitting not far from the door, and very soon I heard someone coming up the stairs, whom I knew by the breathing to be Jorkens.

Look out, I said. Heres Jorkens.

For they were actually mentioning his name at the time, and one does not want a row in the Club. Well, the moment I said that, one of them leaned back in his chair and began to tell a story, and the others turned towards him with various expressions on their faces signifying scientific interest. Smerthkins was his name, a man who, I believe, counts for a certain amount in the city, though I dont quite know what he does.

I met a man recently who had been to Mars, he said.

Mars? said one of his group.

Yes, Mars, he said just as Jorkens walked in. And he told me a little about the country there, and what he told me was very interesting; but unfortunately he was suffering frightfully from overwork when he got there, so that his wits were trembling at the point of balance and very easily toppled over, and some sort of shock that he got in Mars turned out to have been too much for them.

How did he get there? asked Jorkens.

And after that he sat still, listening rather moodily, as he often did when anyone else was telling a story.

That I cant tell you, unfortunately, said Smerthkins. I can tell you what the shock was that upset him, and I can tell you how he overworked himself, and I can even tell you something of the landscape of Mars; but unfortunately that is about all, because his wits were pretty badly upset by the shock and a good deal of his memory went with them.

Very naturally, said Terbut, who, though not one of the group round Smerthkins, was evidently giving his support to the tale from a feeling of rivalry with Jorkens.

What overworked him? said Jorkens, though not audibly to anyone but me, and I repeated his question. I must say that I thought that the answer to it would give some kind of clue as to how the man got to Mars. But it turned out to have nothing to do with it.

What overworked him, said Smerthkins, was the realization that, more than Domesday Book and Magna Charta to us, with Homer and much of our history thrown in, would be his own first words to the people of Mars. His speech to them on arrival would be the very first message they ever received from Earth. Pundleton was his name, and of course he thought that in Mars it was certain to be immortal. He trusted their philologists to understand what he said; probably not at once, but, when they had taken it down and studied it, he had complete confidence that a race so far wiser than us would easily deal with the problem, seeing how far ahead of us the people of Mars must be on account of their smaller planet having cooled ages earlier. I counted, Pundleton told me, on two or three million years of progress beyond anything we have attained. And look, he said to me, how we have progressed in the last hundred. Well, I hope we have. His realization of the enormous importance of his message in the archives of Mars drove him to prepare his speech with pains such as no-one has probably ever taken with any speech on earth. He consulted countless histories; he read, as he told me, all the greatest poetry in the world, and Ive no doubt that he read all he knew of, and he dipped into law and science and I know not what else besides; and then he wrote out his speech, working night after night until all hours, and when he had done that he learned the whole thing by heart. And I was able to check a good deal of the truth of that, for he reeled off pages of it to me without any hesitation, and it certainly did contain a lot of law and history and poetry, mixed up with a very great deal from every branch of science. He had undoubtedly undertaken a great deal of labour before even writing his speech. When I knew him he was shut up and much of his mind had completely gone, though he still had his speech verbatim, and the memory of the shock that unhinged him; and so it was difficult for me to make out exactly what Pundletons character had been before he became upset; but I should say that he was a rather pompous person, with a rather meticulous way of doing things. And once his pomposity had decided for him that his speech on Mars would be of world-wide importance at the time and would be treasured in their history for ever, his meticulous industry drove him to make a speech that he thought would be worthy of history.

Ridiculous, muttered Jorkens.

I didnt agree with the man at all, said Smerthkins. But, at the same time, I have occasionally had to make a speech at a small dinner, and I know how it gets on your mind. Supposing, instead of a dinner-party, you expect a whole planet is going to listen, why, then... Quite so, said Terbut.

Well he took this enormous trouble, went on Smerthkins, and it pretty well wore him out; and on top of that the difficulty of getting to Mars can be no light job. How on earth he managed it I dont know. It is one of our greatest contemporary tragedies that we can never get that from him now. Nothing at all remains in his memory but that rather tiresome speech, and the shock he received on Mars, which ended his intellect. After that he does not remember how he got back. I believe he remembers something of his getting there, but he wont say. Of his getting back he remembers no more than a dream of a year ago. Everything has been completely blank with him since the shock.

And what was the shock? asked Jorkens.

Well, said Smerthkins, he had had this terrific work, of which I have told you, and he had done it for a people that were to be two or three million years in advance of our wisest. Call it hero-worship, or snobbery, or what you will, but he had got towards this people an almost doglike attitude, and it grew on him until he must have been practically blind to anything in the universe but his own pomposity and the splendour of the intellect of this glorious Martial race. And when he got there he found this race. He travelled great distances, so as to find the largest audience; and he was well able to travel, because everything seemed to him so light on Mars after our heavier planet, and a walk of a hundred miles was nothing to him. But his audience were the same wherever he went. Nothing but mushrooms. Intelligent mushrooms, he admits. He made his speech at last, and he saw them all leaning towards him. But, after all, nothing but mushrooms.

Very interesting, said Terbut. Dont you think so, Jorkens?

And we all turned to Jorkens then, to see what he would make of it.

Very probable, said Jorkens. But I dont see anything out of the ordinary in it.

Oh, well, said Terbut, and thought for a while, but thought of nothing better to say than, Perhaps you wouldnt.


THE FIGHT IN THE DRAWING-ROOM

WE were talking about London drawing-rooms, said Terbut, as Jorkens entered the Club.

We were not doing anything of the sort, and I am sorry to say that it was but another attempt, too often made in the Billiards Club, to turn the conversation so far away from the centre of Africa that there would be no chance for Jorkens to join in. The one ray of light that shines on the situation, the one thing mitigating this unsporting device, is that I have never known it to be successful.

Jorkens caught Terbuts remark as deftly as a juggler catches a billiard cue, and twisting it round returned it, in the form of a story, to Terbut and all of us.

A London drawing-room, said Jorkens, a London drawing-room. I never hear of one of them without thinking of one of the most desperate struggles I ever had.

With big game, I suppose, said Terbut.

Yes, said Jorkens, with one of those huge Alsatians, dangerous at any time, but doubly so when pampered, for nothing ruins a dogs temper like making a pampered pet of it, and this was the most pampered brute that I ever saw. I had been invited to come to tea with a woman, in the way that one sometimes is; just the kind of woman that keeps that kind of pet and makes it more self-indulgent than herself. Unfortunately I accepted her invitation, and arrived at the exact hour at which she asked me. Of course she was late. And her parlourmaid showed me in and asked me to wait. And there was the dog. As soon as the parlourmaid left, the dog got up from his corner in the far end of the drawing-room and came for me. He came for me slowly with his hackles rising, and walking apparently on the tips of his toes. The dog was old and fat, but he had magnificent teeth, a huge Alsatian. I could see he was pampered up to the very limit, and I knew that the temper of a dog like that would be something no stranger could deal with. It was not only his fat that showed me he had been pampered, but he had a collar studded with large semi-precious stones; and, if that was not enough, his toe nails had all been painted pink. The pampered brute came for me, baring his huge teeth, that were sharp and horribly shining.

It was no use saying Good dog to a brute like that; flight was the only thing, but the door was just too far off. I began moving backwards slowly; and then he sprang. He sprang at me in a lazy and pampered manner, but he got me down at once, for his weight was enormous. I shouted, but there was no use in that, for the woman who had invited me was at the top of the house, putting finishing touches to her dress or her lips, and the parlourmaid was in the basement. The only thing to do was to try to hold the brute off until somebody chose to come. And it was not in the least easy. I got hold of his throat and pushed. To squeeze it was quite impossible: it was just a huge roll of fat, through which I could no more get at his wind-pipe than I could have strangled a hippopotamus. He was slow of course, or I should never have been able to get hold of his throat, slow and unhealthy and lazy; but pampering that had deprived him of his activity had given him his bad temper and his great weight, and I can tell you that twelve stone of Alsatian stimulated by really bad temper is something that it takes an athlete to deal with. And I was not an athlete at that time, whatever I may have been when I was younger.

Well, I held off his jaws with both hands, but they were coming nearer and nearer, and still no sign of anyone at the door. I can tell you that those jaws looked unpleasant at any time, and worse and worse as they came nearer. I could see their sharp points, and their brightness close to my face was almost dazzling. His growls had stopped and he was just breathing at me, and coming down closer and closer to my throat with all the enormous weight that he had got from over-eating for years and years. A feeling came to me very vividly now, that no one was coming to help me: my call for help add the growls of the dog had evidently not been heard, and there was nothing that I could think of to bring my hostess; the hour of our appointment had not brought her, so I could think of nothing in particular that would; unpunctuality cannot be calculated by any method known to man. I tried to kick the brute with my knees, but again I met rolls of fat, and very soon realized that all the rest of his vitals were as well wrapped up as his wind pipe. And all the while those teeth were coming nearer, as my elbows bent under his descending weight. Lazy and slow though he was, I could see no end but one to it. When I felt that I could hold off his jaws only very little longer, I began to wonder what it would feel like when the teeth met in my throat. Would I die from loss of blood, or should I be throttled? Would the pain he sharp or dull? Would the end be sudden or slow? And naturally I looked at those teeth for an answer; and now they were no more than six inches away. And as I looked at the bright sharp points of them, it suddenly struck me, as trivial things will at moments of great intensity, that such bright sharp teeth were queer in so old a dog. No-one was near the door, no step on the stairs, and I remained with my lonely reflections as to why this brute at his age had the teeth of a two-year-old dog; all but two at the back. Old and pampered, and yet with these perfect teeth, except for a pair of old molars above and below. Pampered! That gave me the clue. The very thing that fond woman would have done. I didnt know it was possible, but evidently she had done it. And the realization of it saved my life.

Done what? said Terbut.

False teeth, said Jorkens, She had had the pampered brute equipped with two rows of false teeth. They can do it with us, and I suppose they can do it with dogs. Anyway that was what she had done. I expect it cost her hundreds. They would be sure to make a woman like that pay them a pretty penny. But she must have paid more for the collar, and she probably enjoyed writing the cheque, and only wanted to do still more for the brute, though she couldnt be punctual for me. Oh, well, you can never tell what a woman will do with her fancy. The moment I saw what they were I slipped the two rows out with the greatest ease, leaving only the two pairs of molars, that were perfectly flat with age and unsuitable food. His temper almost immediately turned to mere surliness, when he saw that he was no longer able to bite me, and he soon took his huge weight off, and I was glad to be rid of it; and he went growling away to the corner from which he had come. And, soon after, the woman came in.

I hope Fido hasnt been rude to you, she said.

Not at all, I told her.

I knew it was no use complaining to her of the brute. I did better than that; I had his teeth in my pocket. And the fat brute couldnt tell her what I had done. Ten minutes later they were in the mud of the Thames. I can tell you it was a pretty near thing; and to hear of a London drawing-room makes me thirsty even yet.

Oh, all right, said Terbut. Get him a whiskey.


THE IVORY POACHER

POACHING, said Jorkens one day at the club, is a low disgusting trick. It can be a most infernal nuisance, and ought to be stopped.

One of us had probably mentioned the word, poaching, though I dont know who; but Jorkens motive for breaking out as he did was not so much what anyone may have said, as the fact that he had recently acquired a little house in the country with a few acres attached to it, which were so overrun with rabbits and covered with brambles that he had probably got them cheap. Very likely he did not really mind the neighbouring villagers snaring his rabbits, for he is a good-natured fellow; but there are men who cannot resist groaning aloud under a landowners burdens, when they are just new to him, and Jorkens is probably one of these.

They shouldnt do it, said one of us, Slippet by name; and, as often happens in clubs, he hit the nail on the head, for the words appeased Jorkens; and, in a much quieter voice, the old traveller said, If they want to poach, let them poach properly, and not take another mans rabbits.

And then he was silent.

I could see that Terbut was pondering, and for that matter I was a little puzzled myself.

What do you call poaching properly? Terbut asked then.

But no answer came from Jorkens; for almost the moment that his wrath had subsided, as it always does very quickly, soothed no doubt by the apt words of Slippet, he fell asleep in his chair. I ought perhaps to have mentioned that it was twenty minutes or so after we had most of us finished lunch. I waited some while in the club, for I thought I knew what Terbut was going to do, and I believed it would lead to a story; and, chronicling the varied experiences of Jorkens, as my habit now is, I am careful not to neglect such opportunities. And sure enough I was right, for Jorkens after a while gurgled and moved his head, and suddenly opened both of his blue eyes wide.

What do you call poaching properly? Terbut asked him at once.

Why, poaching in Africa, said Jorkens, and leaving other mens rabbits alone. Africas not like Surrey, and poaching does no harm there. They may have rules against it, in fact they have, but poaching in Africa doesnt hurt other mens rabbits; and I wish the men that poach on my land would go there.

What do you poach in Africa? asked Terbut.

Ivory, answered Jorkens.

So thats what youve been up to, Terbut said.

Not at all, said Jorkens. I never did any myself. And I never said I did. I was only speaking of what is generally done there by those with a taste for poaching.

Can you tell us anything about it? asked Terbut.

As an onlooker, said Jorkens, I can. As a purely chance onlooker. I happened to meet a man who was a considerable ivory-poacher. I should have had nothing to do with him if hed poached rabbits; elephants belong to nobody; so he shot considerable numbers. His difficulty was to get the tusks out of the country. Easy enough to shoot them, and easy enough to hide them, but as soon as he started moving them about Africa he risked meeting a game-warden; and, as for getting them to civilization, Customs officers would come to the ivory there like wasps to jam, when you have tea out-of-doors. And in addition to that the game-wardens knew about him, though they didnt know exactly where he was and he had his ivory buried. As a matter of fact he was camped by the Bahr-el-Arab, a river that flows into the Bahr-el-Gazal, which flows into the Bahr-el-Gebel by Lake No, which is a reach of the White Nile. I happened to meet him purely by chance, when I was wandering about in Africa.

What were you looking for? asked Terbut.

The view, replied Jorkens.

So unsatisfactory was this answer, that Terbut pursued it no further, and Jorkens continued his story.

I found him in a small camp by the Bahr-el-Arab, said Jorkens, just a tent for himself, and some canvas shelters for a dozen arabs. He met me some way out from his camp, a tall man with a dark moustache that was beginning to grey a little bit just at the ends, where occasionally he chewed it. He was evidently anxious to keep me away from his camp, a wish that I always respect, because, if you annoy men in the middle of Africa during the heat of the day, they are often quick to invent a pretext for shooting, that would never occur to them in a cooler country. And why annoy them, in any case? So as soon as I saw that he wanted me not to see his camp I walked away with him from the river, and talked as we went, and it wasnt long before we were very good friends. There are times when there comes over me a sudden weariness of Africa, while at other times a weariness of London and all other large cities is equally pronounced in me. At the time of which I am telling it was a weariness of Africa that had recently overtaken me, and I learned that he was soon starting for Cairo, and seemed quite willing to take me with him; only, for the next few days, for purely business reasons, he would consider it a particular favour if I could make it convenient to keep a few miles away from his camp. To this of course I readily acceded, and at the end of a few days I walked down to the river again from the little camp that I had on the higher ground, whistling as I went and walking quite slowly; and out came Wudd (that was the fellows name) quite pleased to see me. I found that he had a dahabeah under the bank, that is to say a small sailing ship; and he said he was going to Cairo. Well, I was very pleased to hear that, for I had been a long time in the middle of Africa, keeping company with the anopheles mosquito, and hyenas and snakes and ticks, and I felt that a little civilization would be just the thing for me; and to get to Cairo, travelling cheap, as I was doing just then, with a donkey and a few Dinkas, would have taken me the best part of a year. So as soon as Wudd offered me a berth in his dahabeah, I jumped at it; and off I started that day, with him and his Arabs, for Cairo. It was a lonely part of the world, distinctly lonely: one saw that from the way the Mrs. Grays Cob came and stared at one from only a little further away than a man can throw a spear; and the reed-buck seemed to know nothing of white men either. I was quite glad to leave it.

I said to Wudd as we started down the river, What are you doing on the Bahr-el-Arab?

And he said, Collecting butterflies.

And then he asked me what I was doing.

Collecting moths, I said.

Where are your moths? he asked.

Where are your butterflies? I asked Wudd.

We understood each other perfectly then.

The boat seemed rather low in the water, but it was overcrowded with all those Arabs, as well as having a big load of logs. I hadnt much to do, going idly down that river, except to watch scarlet birds flashing across it, and the white fish-eagles sitting watching on branches, and the moon-coloured water turning to opal at evening, and to wonder why Wudd was going from good elephant-country to Cairo with a lot of Arabs and a load of logs. And to my astonishment I found they were ambach wood, logs cut up into lengths of one or two feet. What is astonishing about ambach wood is that a good stout log of it, thirty or forty feet long, can easily be lifted with one hand: it looks like timber, but is in fact merely pith. I wondered why Wudd wanted to take it to Cairo. And it was the only cargo he carried, except for the sacks of flour that were to provide food for his Arabs for a couple of thousand miles. Another thing that struck me was that the dahabeah seemed to be made of good oak that, from its colour, seemed to be about a hundred years old; and oak does not grow on the Nile.

Thats a fine grain, I said, pointing to one of the beams; which was perfectly true.

Yes, its a nice bit of timber, said Wudd.

And somehow I saw that he was going to say no more about it.

We came in a day or two to the Bahr-el-Gazal, sailing past red-trunked trees and mimosa bushes, with the small round bloom of the mimosa shining like a far-away tiny sun; and I noticed a good many saws and hammers on board, and got the idea that the Arabs had been building the ship for Wudd. I talked to them a good deal at first, but Wudd didnt like it, as I noticed from the way that he butted in when I was asking an Arab what he did with a very large hammer that I saw lying beside him: Its for stunning the butterflies, said Wudd.

One day the wind dropped for five hours and we went ashore for a bit, and saw rows of pits in the grey mud dried by the sun, the tracks of galloping elephants.

Interesting beasts, I said.

Ive not been to the Zoo for a long time, was all that Wudd had to say.

A wind got up and we went on board again. I should say that the little ship, unloaded, was two tons, or a trifle over, and we were a bit cramped. The Arabs had a drum, and they sang a good deal, all in a bunch at the forward end of the ship. In the heat of the day they slept. But they sang all the evening, and the man with the drum kept time to the song, while the river turned to an opal. And the stars came out, and the Arabs still sang on, singing the song of the Nile. I dont know what they call the song, but it is the only one I have heard from the Sudd to the Mediterranean, a song of rejoicing sung with mournful voices, like children singing in prison to greet an inrush of sunlight, a slow song, with drum-beats growing faster and faster. Id sing it to you, but that I cannot bear to hear it in London; it makes me so yearn for Africa.

We quite understand, said Terbut. But for which, I think, Jorkens would have sung to us.

The water was now a mile wide, Jorkens went on, though the channel of the Bahr-el-Gazal was no more than fifty yards: marshes lay left and right of us, where, if we went for a walk, the water was sometimes up to our knees and sometimes up to our waists, unless we came on a hidden stream, and then we would go to our necks, with the blue water-lilies shining in front of our faces. And pythons lay there, coiled on tussocks of reed, waiting for the chance of a meal on a white-eared cob or a waterbuck. After a walk of that sort one spread ones clothes on the little deck in the sun, and they were dry in half an hour. There was a cabin in which there was just room for Wudd and me, sitting down: the grain of the wood seemed especially fine in there, and Ive seen many oak panellings that had not half so fine an appearance. We were sailing east, and a north wind was blowing. We only went ashore when we wanted food, and I shot a tiang once every two or three days, a sort of red cow with a long black face: the meat wouldnt keep more than two days. Once I shot a wart-hog. I put the first shot right through his ribs, but he charged me for all that, and it took me three more cartridges to stop him. It was a nice bit of bacon. The Arabs didnt like having the pig on board, as they regard all forms of bacon as being accursed; so after one good meal we threw the rest away, keeping only his four tusks, two blunt ones ten inches long and two little razors.

The only bit of ivory on board, I said to Wudd.

Yes, he answered.

Funny, I said. For I couldnt get out of my head that he had ivory somewhere, though the ship was quite empty and the pile of logs seemed to hide nothing, nor the sacks of flour that were heaped in the bows.

Why funny? he asked.

I was only wondering, I said.

Well, look here, said Wudd. Wonder all you like on the Bahr-el-Gazal, but dont do any wondering when we get to the White Nile, for I always look on that as practically civilized, and we dont know whom we might meet and I don t want to start any of them wondering.

I quite understand, I said.

But what I didnt understand was where the ivory was. It was perfectly clear to me by now that Wudd was an extremely shrewd fellow, the kind of man who is born to be one of three things: something in the City, something on the turf, or an ivory poacher, the kind of man whose father before him probably never thought any other profession worth taking up except one of those three. One evening when we were smoking and the Arabs were singing and the river was like a long aquamarine I said to Wudd straight out: Where is the ivory?

And Wudd was silent awhile, and then he said: I might have a bit in my pocket. And he looked out at the sky ahead, where the first star was appearing, with his pipe in his hand and a glow going up from the bowl, and after a while he said: Or on the other hand I might not. The more I looked round the dahabeah to see any possible place of hiding it, the more the mystery grew. And then we came to that liquid blue beryl they call Lake No, which changed with the changing of evening into many other semi-precious stones. In dead silence, but for the flapping of our sail, a huge fish leapt out of the lake and came down on the waters with a resounding crash. What it leapt at I never noticed, but it seemed to me that an eagle would be the only appropriate bait for such a fish to rise at, though I did not actually see one. We left that fish behind us leaping and falling, and by dawn next day we had come to the Bahr-el-Gebel. Wudd was getting uneasy now. This is the White Nile, he said, and thats almost civilization. We might come across a white man at any time.

And what if we do? I asked.

Wudd looked at me curiously. I dont like them, he said.

Look here, I said, Ive been in your boat for a fortnight and I havent found your ivory; and Im not so blind either. Who do you think is going to find it?

Theres a lot in what you say, he replied.

And I think he cheered up a bit then.

The North wind held and we still sailed eastwards, and we sat in a couple of canvas chairs all day, looking out for the smoke of a steamer, and none appeared.

Youve noticed nothing queer about this ship? said Wudd.

No, I said. Why?

Because theres nothing queer about it, he answered.

Perhaps theres a slight smell of paint in the cabin, I said. But I dont call that queer.

Dont give way to fancies like that, he answered sharply. I knew a man once who thought he smelt a cheese soufflé all along the Bahr-el-Zeraf, and his temperature very soon went to 105. Its a bad thing to let yourself develop such fancies: it means that the anopheles mosquito is winning.

I didnt see what had excited him, but I just said, Very well; I didnt smell any paint.



And he said, Thats right. And we went on gazing away down the Bahr-el-Gebel, and saw nothing but hippos.

Wudd certainly had a beautiful grain in his timber, and he was touchily proud of it, and would never let me knock out the bowl of my pipe on any part of his ship. How many hippos we saw there is no telling, for they live on the bottom of the river and come up to breathe when they feel like it, so that they are never all of them up at the same time, but we passed through large herds of them. Youve never seen a hippo looking in the least like a horse, Terbut?

No, I dont think I have, said Terbut.

But the Greeks, who knew that river, named them well enough, went on Jorkens, when they called them river-horses, for what you see of a hippos head, from eye to nostril as he lies in the water, is quite like the head of a horse, except for the size, and size of course is only a matter of distance. All night they try to roar like lions, and really do it very well, considering that they are only a variety of large pig.

I didnt count the days, they just slid away like the water. One day Wudd tied up under an oleander, and I went ashore with one of the Arabs and shot a roan antelope. The reason I took the Arab with me was not that he was a hunter; in fact I had found out by now that x he was only a ship-builder: I took him so that he could perform the last rites over the antelope, before the poor brute died, as otherwise none of the Arabs would have eaten the meat, and I only shot it so as to provide food for us all. On another day I got two Rufifrons gazelle, with their foreheads all saffron with powder-pollen, from rubbing their horns against the mimosa branches. But mostly I sat in the shadow of the sail, talking to Wudd about everything except ivory, and the Arabs smoked or sang. We passed Bahr-el-Zeraf and the Sobat River, and slanted more to the North; and still the North wind held, and we tacked about the river and sometimes drifted. One day we came to Fashoda and the river ran still more northward, and a few days after that we were sailing due North, so far as we could with a North wind in our faces. And then one day we saw the smoke of a steamer, coming up the river ahead of us, and Wudd said: Youve got over that feeling you had, that there was a smell of cheese soufflé?

And I said, Quite.

The steamer, which was a most genuine antique, was a paddle-steamer with only one paddle, and a barge was lashed alongside it to prevent it sinking when the North wind blew it over. Wudd took out a bundle of air-cushions that lay flat in a drawer in the cabin and began to blow them out, and gave one to each of the Arabs as he did so. They evidently knew what to do with them, for they put them at once under their robe-like clothes, which fattened them up considerably.

It will save his time in the end, said Wudd to me.

Whose time? I asked.

The game-wardens, said Wudd. Their time is precious to them, though I dont know what they do with it; and if he got the idea that we were a bit low in the water he might waste his time trying to find what we carried. I dont say we are low in the water, but those fine fat fellows will help to account for it if he gets the idea that we are.

All right, I said, Ill have one of them too, if youve got a spare one.

Thanks very much, he said. And he gave me a spare one. Of course Ive put on a bit of weight since then, but it made a lot of difference in those days. I didnt like the look of myself at all, but thats what you have to get used to as time goes by. Well, I slipped in the air-cushion and undid a lot of buttons, and I still had no idea where he carried his ivory.

Wudd was right about the game-warden: he was on board the steamer all right, and it drew up alongside and the game-warden greeted Wudd cheerfully, and then said, Got any heads or anything?

No, said Wudd, only butterflies.

Mind if I come on board and have a look at them? asked the game-warden.

Glad to show them you, Wudd replied. And, sure enough, he had a box full of butterflies, a wooden box lined with cork, and a fine sight they were.

A very nice collection, said the game-warden. Got anything else?

No, nothing else, said Wudd. But take a look while youre here.

Well, thanks, said the game-warden. Perhaps I will. And he took a look among the sacks of flour, and went through the heap of ambach wood. Its one of the formalities I have to go through with, he said. I do it with every ship. I quite understand, said Wudd. Take your time about it.

I think Ive about finished, said the game-warden. You know, they were saying in Khartoum that you had two tons of ivory.

As much as that? said Wudd. Its strange how people talk.

Yes, isnt it? said the game-warden.

I was in South Africa once, said Wudd, and they said that I had two tons of diamonds.

And had you? asked the game-warden.

So you arent interested only in game, said Wudd.

That is of course my principal interest, the game-warden replied.

And what interest brought you all this way to meet me? asked Wudd.

To see your butterflies, said the game-warden.

Have another look at them, said Wudd.

I think Ill be going on now, said the game-warden.

The dahabeah and the steamer were fastened alongside and he went slowly over the side and climbed on board his steamer, with a great many wistful glances along our decks as he went.

Wudd and I looked at each other till the steamer had gone so far on its journey back to Khartoum that we could no longer see the game-warden standing on the deck looking back at us.

Well, he didnt find it, I said to Wudd then.

He saw a nice collection of butterflies, replied Wudd. What more did he want?

Weve known each other for some weeks now, I said. And I think you might tell me.

As a child, said Wudd, I was wonderfully talkative, but somehow one learns in business not to talk very much; at least not in the ivory business. So, if I were in ivory, I expect I should talk very little. And if Im not, theres nothing to talk about. Thats how it is.

I see, said I.

I wonder if hes ever noticed the shoebill, said Wudd, as he looked reflectively at one of the most remarkable birds in the world, standing upon the bank and watching us going by Who? I asked.

That game-warden from Khartoum,Wudd answered.

Why? I said.

He didnt strike me as very observant, said Wudd.

Now the bill of the shoebill is as large as a polo-boot, and hes common along the White Nile.

I expect hes noticed one of them by now, I said.

I doubt it, said Wudd.

This was also rather a slur on me; for Id noticed nothing as yet. Two tons of ivory! This wasnt like looking for a needle in a bundle of hay, it was like looking for a haystack on a lawn, and not being able to find it; for, though I couldnt see where hed hidden it, Id picked up enough about men by that time to be sure that Wudd had it somewhere about him. Id plenty of time to think it over, tacking and drifting about the White Nile, with only Wudd and a dozen Arabs to talk to, and never meeting a soul except tall Shillooks, going by in their long canoes, till we passed the Shillook country and came to the grey Dinkas, men smeared all over with wood-ash to keep the mosquitoes away, and dressed in a necklace of light-blue beads and a feather. The North wind dropped at last and we got a better one, but it was a slow journey among idle days. When we left the country of roan antelope, waterbuck and tiang, I fed the men upon geese, manoeuvring on shore till I got on the flank of a flock along the bank of the river and enfilading it with my rifle; and sometimes Wudd took a hand with a 12-bore. And then the desert began to appear: trees grew fewer, and all vegetation sparser, until bare sand appeared and the waters of illusion shone instead of the marshes, of which we had seen so much.

Theyll take another good look at my cargo when we get to Khartoum, said Wudd.

Youre a wonderful man, I said.

Im a fair painter, he answered.

Painter! I said. You were a butterfly-hunter just now. And I daresay you are very good at both. But to palm two tons of ivory as you are doing in an empty ship and with your sleeves rolled up to the elbow is really marvellous. I think you are the greatest man I ever met; and I knew Maskelyne.

Well, well, said Wudd. I like to give what entertainment I can. But its a very suspicious world.

What I dont see, I said, is, if youve got it buried further up the river, how and when you are going to get it.

And, Wudd answered, if there werent a great many things that most men didnt see, there d be no chance for anybody to do a bit of business.

I wonder where youll sell it, I said.

In the Levant, said Wudd.

And I wonder how youll get it there, I continued.

But the Arabs, who had seen their desert again, and who seemed to be cheered by the false smiles of its mirages, were singing so loudly now that I did not hear his answer.

We passed the tree under which Gordon used to sit when he walked out of Khartoum; and we came to the city itself and lowered our sail and anchored. And it was exactly as Wudd had said, they came to look over his ship, three of them this time. Very politely, but very thoroughly, the whole heap of logs was ransacked and the bags of flour and the cabin; and then their boatman who had rowed them out to us fell overboard from his boat and came up on the other side of Wudds dahabeah. The three men who were inspecting the boat were much too anxious for the mans safety and did much to help him to get on board, which is absurd with anyone born by the banks of the Nile, because they all swim like otters.

Pity he didnt drown, muttered Wudd.

It was fairly evident to me that the man had been taking a look under the keel. I could see that much, but I couldnt see where Wudd kept his ivory.

They passed his ship, and let him leave Khartoum, and on we went through a thousand miles of desert. The work we had at the cataracts was awful: there are six of them, counting the barrage at Aswan, and we had to find donkeys to drag the ship, and we used logs as rollers and we all shoved and hauled, as well as the donkeys, and got the damned thing round and into the water again; and Wudd would never wait, but got to work as soon as we came to a cataract, even if it was in the middle of the day; and the hot rocks scorched us and mirages laughed at us till we got to the water again and all lay on the deck. I think he had a fear that it couldnt be done, and he wouldnt stop for a moment in case he had time to think, and, if he did that, he knew that the fear would win.

For Gods sake sell the thing, or sink it, I said, and get another dahabeah cheap on the other side of the cataract.

But he wouldnt listen to reason. They were six awful experiences, and between the fifth and the last we came to Abu Simbul. You may think that I had got into pretty low company, travelling with a suspected ivory-poacher, and twelve Arabs who were evidently his accomplices, and I may have had the same sort of feeling at first myself; but when I saw Abu Simbul I felt that whatever brought me there fulfilled some higher purpose than poaching ivory, for to have seen Abu Simbul is an event not only in a lifetime, but one that is worth waiting for through three or four lifetimes, if the guess that the Hindus make at what none of us knows should turn out to be right. It is a temple in the dark of a hill, carved out of the very heart of the hill itself, with four gods cut out of the hillside at its doors, and four gods at its altar in the deeps of the rock. You entered, if you were an Egyptian four thousand years ago, in the dark before dawn, and walked into the blackness till the stars disappeared from you, and went on in the cold and dark far into the hill. And there no doubt the priests talked or chanted to you, though I havent any idea what they said or sang, but I know that after a while a most astounding thing happened, for I have seen it myself, and it takes your breath away: a greyness came to the darkness under the hill, and before you could either expect it or believe it, the sun, the bright African sun, shone on the altar, and you saw four gods that sat there as at a table, looking at you and blushing. When I saw that, I said, Wudd has his uses. Fate sent him to show me this.

Youre not imagining all this, are you? said Terbut.

Couldnt do it, said Jorkens. Only one man could ever imagine it, and hes dead; the man who carved Abu Simbul out of the hill for Pharaoh.

We went on, with our mysterious and invisible cargo, all through the wonders of history; we went where Roman soldiers had been, and Greek traders before them, bringing to Europe the doctrine of immortality, and curious tales for Herodotus; we went through a land that must have been green and fertile, to support the splendour of Rameses; we were all the while in a valley haunted with the enchantment of stories so strange, that often I found myself on the point of disbelieving even the word of History and putting the story of Egypt away among gorgeous fairy tales; and always at that moment some temple used to appear, telling the story again in solid stone, blurred by the mason-wasp and defaced by religious anger, but calmly surviving the centuries. There was nothing larger than ducks to be shot now; but we often bought a sheep, and the Arabs cut its throat after hurriedly asking its pardon, and feasted and were all happy. And all those weeks I sat talking with Wudd, and never got at the secret of his ivory. For a thousand miles the sakieh creaked its song at us, the oldest song in the world, the song of mans effort, with an ox to help him, to get water up from a well; for a thousand miles the same saffron dawn shone in the sky on our right, always over a clump of palm-trees sheltering some little village from the sight of bare desert all round it, where a few pale columns of smoke went into the clear fresh air, to show that men would soon be up in the morning and that women were cooking already. One day we heard the soft plip-plop of a screw round a bend of the river in the early morning: we were drifting again with the North wind in our faces, and when the steamer came round the bend it was nearly on us. The helmsman steered clear of us in a rather blasé way, as though he had been dodging dahabeahs all the way from Cairo, as I expect he probably had. But he did not quite steer clear of us, and grazed our port side as he passed. I never saw anyone more angry than Wudd, and I seldom heard such language as he poured out at the Reis of the steamer, cursing him till his ship was far out of hearing.

Whats the matter? I asked. For collisions along the Nile are no more commented on than jolts in a restaurant car.

Matter? said Wudd. Hes spoiled my timbers.

Your what? I asked.

My timbers, shouted Wudd, coming quite near to me and roaring it in my ear.

Oh; your timbers, I said. And as yet I had no suspicion.

Wudd tied up to the bank at once and went to the cabin, and got out a box of oil-paints and a bottle of turpentine and took a look at the graze on his port side. And then he got the Arabs to dig a place out of the bank, in which he could stand and paint the side of his ship.

The Nile, I may say, for the last few hundred miles of its journey, runs pretty well all the way under a six-foot cliff of dry mud, with Arab boys loitering along it chewing a sugar-cane, and now and then a traveller on a donkey, or a woman in a blue robe. I saw a big white splash where the steamer hit us, when I got out and looked, but I could see no other damage. And Wudd, with a palette over his left thumb, had already started to paint a dark grain on it. He was certainly a marvellous craftsman, and I saw what he meant then, one day when I had called him a great man, a thousand miles or so further up the river, and he had told me he was a painter. He might have been working all his life in a genuine antique shop. Very likely he had: it is a tricky trade and would just have suited Wudd. Well, as I watched him in sheer admiration, he looked over his shoulder and saw me.

Leave my work alone, he snapped, and get on with yours.

Whats mine? I asked.

Smoking a pipe, said Wudd.

Oh? I said, not thinking of anything better to say at the moment, as often happens to most of us.

Well, I never saw you do anything else, said Wudd.

I said no more to him then and went for a walk, as it is no use continuing that kind of argument. I walked as far as a little crop of green wheat, that shone in the distance with the astonishing glow which green has at the edge of a desert, and there I saw four or five egrets walking beside the wheat, their white shapes flashing against it with the brightness of pure light. And Wudd, when I got back, had just finished his painting. It was a superb piece of work. Where there had been a flash of white twice the size of the palm of a hand there was nothing but a bit of well-seasoned oak, with the grain of it gleaming out through the dark of the old timber. Well, it didnt take more than that to give me a clue; and a clue is all you want to puzzle out anything. The whole problem had been to me hitherto like a word of three letters in a cross-word; but when you have read the clue, an Australian bird, it doesnt take you very long to see EMU. It was just like that with Wudds painting. I thought I had better tell him that I had got it.

You ought to paint miniatures, I said.

Miniatures? said Wudd. Why?

They always paint on ivory, I replied.

Fine palm-tree that, said Wudd.

Very fine indeed, said I.

It wasnt the first time I had seen an ivory ship: theres a shop in Old Bond Street that used to have two in the window, and very pretty they looked; but it was the first time I had seen one of that size.

I havent much more to tell. We went down that dream of a river, and parted at Cairo.

Youre not going to do any talking about those miniatures? Wudd said to me.

Certainly not, I said. And I am very much obliged for the lift.

And Wudd sailed on with only three men to help him, heading for the Levant. And I had other business to see to. And before that year was out, happening to get in touch with the ivory market, I heard that Wudd had sold two and a half tons of ivory somewhere in the Levant; just broke up his ship and sold it. I wonder if some miniature-painter is painting on any bits of it now.


THE FOURTH BOOK OF JORKENS

[image: img51.jpg]

CONTENTS

Making Fine Weather

Mgamu

The Haunting of Halahanstown

The Pale-Green Image

Jorkens Leaves Prison

The Warning

The Sacred City of Krakovlitz

Jorkens Practises Medicine and Magic

Jartons Disease

On the Other Side of the Sun

The Rebuff

Jorkens Ride

The Secret of the Sphinx

The Khamseen

The Expulsion

The Welcome

By Command of Pharaoh

A Cricket Problem

A Lifes Work

The Ingratiating Smile

The Last Bull

The Strange Drug of Dr. Caber

A Deal With the Devil

Strategy at the Billiards Club

Jorkens in Witch Wood

Lost

The English Magnifico

The Cleverness of Dr. Caber

Fairy Gold

A Royal Dinner

A Fight With Knives

Out West

In a Dim Room




[image: img52.jpg]

The first edition


Preface

SOME friends of mine who give me more credit than is my due for my small gifts to Jorkens, that have chanced from time to time to have invigorated his memory, have expressed a fear lest the quality of his stories may have declined with the post-war quality of the whiskey that was fortunately able to stimulate them. But I have been able to reassure them upon this point, explaining that a few were told me before the war, and, what is more important, the moment the war broke out, the committee of the Billiards Club wisely decided to send our whiskey to a cave in the West of England, whose more exact locality I am not at liberty to disclose; and there it remained throughout the war, in surroundings that were specially air-conditioned. And so the whiskey came back as good as it was when it left us, and Jorkens memory, after its long rest, was as ready to be awakened as ever. I retell these stories of his rather for the amusement of those who may care to read about travel, than with the intention of refuting the settled beliefs of Science, or of adding to its discoveries. At the same time, there are, in some of these stories, things that must necessarily cause scientists seriously to reconsider whether biology is as they had conceived it to be, or as my friend Jorkens has found it. Of the law of gravity I say nothing in this preface, except that its blind acceptance for nearly three hundred years is in itself adequate reason for the investigation into its validity which was undertaken by the industry of Dr. Caber, and remembered and related by Jorkens.
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Making Fine Weather

I DO not think that there are many subjects that do not come up for discussion, in their turn, at the Billiards Club. Art, business, sport, politics, games and science all have their turn. It was the turn of Science one day last winter, when I chanced to be in the club with Jorkens, Terbut and a few others. Someone was speaking of the benefits that science had given the age, and we were mentioning the names of men who had especially benefited all of us.

Benefits! blurted out Jorkens. Men who think of benefits may be useful to us; no doubt they are; but they are not scientists.

Not? said someone.

Not primarily, said Jorkens. The pure scientist doesnt care a damn for people like us. He only cares for science; and people, other than scientists, who take an interest in it, or talk about, or even benefit, by it, are no more to him than the crowd is to a cricketer. They are merely in the way.

I think a scientist, said one of us, who had often addressed important meetings, has as much feeling for what I may call the man in the street as anyone has.

No, said Jorkens, he cant stand him. I knew a scientist once, indeed he was about the greatest scientist of our time...

Who was he? said Terbut.

You wouldnt have heard of him, said Jorkens, he never did anything of the kind that one calls useful, never made any tiresome little inventions like the perforation of pepper pots, or any of those things; he was just devoted to pure science. Not that he didnt make inventions; he made one very remarkable invention. But the public would never have supported him, and he never went on with it.

The public would have supported him if he had been any good, said Terbut.

I dont think so, said Jorkens. They would never have understood him. And indeed I happen to have been the man who told him so, and then he gave up his invention. But he was one of the most remarkable scientists that the country has ever known.

What was his invention? we asked.

Ill tell you, said Jorkens. His invention was to make fine weather. He had been working of course for years, and he had got a most remarkable control of the various forces upon which weather depends. I got to know him through no scientific attainments of mine, but as a man who knew some men who would be likely to back him on the commercial side. And he needed commercial backing, though he cared nothing about it. He only cared for science. Well, in this capacity I was introduced to him and allowed to be present at his great experiment. I knew at least two firms that I think would have supported him, if I had given them a favorable report. Never mind now who they were. But I saw the experiment. And it was the greatest scientific experiment I have ever seen. He was, as I think I told you, the most remarkable scientist of our day. Iddulf was his name, though of course it means nothing to you; nor to anybody for that matter, but that is often the way with our very greatest men. Well, he had his method of ensuring fine weather; and I was to see an experiment. So I suggested, rather naturally, that the experiment should be about harvest time. Do you know, even that much utility enraged him. He said that science wasnt the slave of this, that and the other. Fortunately he had one or two scientific friends who had more sense; and it was decided that the experiment should take place about harvest time after all. And take place it did, about ten years ago. It all happened in a room at the top of a house whose number I have forgotten, but it lay between Hyde Park and the Cromwell Road. There he had his electric batteries that did the work. He only had to turn a switch, and move it about according to the number of volts he wanted. They wanted a band of copper round the earth. That was what they needed me for, so that if I reported favourably on their experiment to the people in the city, and, if they took the thing up, they could afford to pay for the copper. As they hadnt got the copper band they had to use makeshifts, and they told me the experiment would not be nearly as impressive as it would otherwise be. It was impressive enough.

What kind of makeshift? asked Terbut.

They had to send a charge of electricity round the world, said Jorkens; several times round, as a matter of fact; at certain intervals.

But how on earth could they do that, asked Terbut, if they hadnt the copper?

Not as difficult as you might suppose, said Jorkens. There is plenty of metal running round the world; railway lines, cables, telegraph wires, etc., and they got the use of some of them by paying a small rent. And they connected up with a few miles of wire of their own, to the house near the Cromwell Road.

There were five of them altogether; five scientists I mean; and me. And we all met in Iddulfs room, about ten years ago, and the harvest was just coming on in the South of England. And, do you know, I had to tell Iddulf when that would be: he hadnt the slightest idea what time of year they cut corn, and he evidently didnt care. But we got him, with some difficulty, to bring up his fine weather at a time that people would want it. And he only did that because he didnt care: one time of year was as unimportant to him as any other: it was only science that mattered. People are praying for it in the churches, I said. Oh, very well, he said listlessly.

A maid showed me up to Iddulfs room, and all the rest were already there. It was three oclock in the afternoon, the time that I had been asked for.

Wed better begin, said Iddulf, after the briefest greeting. And then they clustered round his big machine, of which I knew nothing except that it was electrical. And I sat by the window. The machine was against the wall opposite the window, and Iddulf sat down at it with his back to me, and the other four watched him. A fly walked on the window pane, and I couldnt help thinking that I, the unscientific member of the party, was pretty much to those five what the fly was to me. And mind you, a fly may have quite a fine intelligence for all we know.

You were saying he sat down at his machine, Jorkens, I said.

Yes, said Jorkens, he sat down at it, and got to work at once. There were two small clouds in the sky. The window faced South. Do you see those two clouds over Kensington? he said.

He spoke loud, so as to be heard above the noise his machine was making, and every word he said I heard very clearly, until much later in the experiment; but there was a curious tone in his voice that must have come from his back being turned to me, and from his caring nothing for my opinion, and thinking that nothing mattered except his machine.

I said that I saw the clouds.

Im going to brush them out of the way, he said. Then he pushed a switch a short way, from left to right, and I turned to look at the clouds.

You didnt think he could move them? said Terbut.

I couldnt help it, said Jorkens, with all those scientists standing round. They took him so absolutely for granted, that I couldnt disbelieve in him. And there was something in the way he talked to me, too, that made me feel any doubts I might entertain would have no more chance of holding their own than the clouds. And the clouds didnt either. They started to move at once. They moved at once over Kensington; but not in a way that I liked. They turned a nasty colour, and their edges got ragged, and they moved more like birds than like clouds, only that they looked more helpless than birds; more like small dark sheep that had got up into the sky and were being chased by a wolf.

Theyre going, I said.

Iddulf only nodded his head in a quick way, as though he didnt want to be disturbed by obvious remarks from unscientific persons; and the other four looked at him and at his machine, and no one paid any attention to me at all.

The clouds became more ragged, and a queer light shone over everything, as though it came from the sky, but it could hardly have come from there, as the sky was turning black. Then I heard thunder. Iddulf was still moving the switch slowly over. The clouds were moving now at a frightful pace, and the thunder was getting louder. The moment that the leading cloud rushed under a high roof that hid it, I called out to Iddulf, The clouds have gone.

But none of the five of them paid any attention, and Iddulf went on moving his switch over. He jerked it rather quicker, if anything; and as he jerked it there broke out on the left, the way that the wind was coming from, a terrific burst of thunder. It was thunder that would have been unpleasant anywhere, but in the streets of a town, and coming so suddenly, it sounded like artillery, quite close and shooting at you. What are you doing? I shouted.

Hush, said one of the four men gathered round Iddulf.

 Im bringing up some fine weather, Iddulf answered.

But its thundering, I said.

Not a remark one usually makes, but those five scientists looked so entranced with what Iddulf was doing, that really I doubted if they heard the thunder at all.

Are they gone yet? said one of them. And I knew they were talking about the two small clouds.

Quite gone, I shouted.

But nobody took any notice of me.

Better give them a bit more, said the same man. And Iddulf pushed the switch still more over. And then the lightning came, and of course the thunder after it. I suppose they heard it this time, for you couldnt hear anything else, but they went on talking among themselves, or rather shouting close in one anothers ears. It was getting a bit too much. I left the window, for the sky was quite black now, and it was hard to see anything, and the ribbons of lightning tearing down the sky were very nearly blinding. I went over to Iddulf: the others wanted to stop me, but I shouldered them out of the way, and went up to Iddulf, who was bending over the switch with his back still to the storm; and I saw then that it was marked like a barometer with such words as Change and Fair, and he was pushing his brass bar towards Fair.

The skys turned black, I shouted.

Yes, yes, the four friends of Iddulf seemed to be saying, and tried to get me out of the way. They were absolutely absorbed in what Iddulf was doing, and wanted no interruption from anyone to whom science meant nothing. And if they were absorbed, Iddulf was wrapt, bewitched and inspired. He did not seem to hear my shout, or even to see me. So I put the black sleeve of my coat in front of his eyes, between his eyes and his damned switchboard, and pointed to it with my other hand and shouted Black, and then pointed to the sky. But Iddulf only moved his switch past the word Fair. And at that time the rain fell. It did not begin to fall, like other showers; it just fell all in one heap. It came down with such a crash that I did not believe it was possible that it could last. I thought all the rain in the sky had got upset all in one heap by that fool Iddulf. But it did last; a dark grey cascade lit by lightning and drowning the noise of the thunder, though that was shaking the windows. And it was obviously getting worse. It seemed to me time to stop it. And at last one of the four had his doubts, for he seemed to be saying something about the public perhaps being unworthy of Iddulfs work, if I heard what he shouted. And at the word public I stepped in. In matters of science I was nobody to them, but I did in a way represent the public. That is to say I knew nothing of science, and I was concerned indirectly in the financial side of the thing. And I stepped in quickly, for I didnt know how long the roof would hold against all that weight of water, and the lightning was dancing all round us, like devils in a small ballroom; and there was a gale getting up too.

Theyll be ungrateful, I shouted at Iddulf; the public.

And I put as much authority into my voice as I could, as though I really represented the public. And Iddulf looked up at that. And I took the opportunity of shouting into his face, not into his ear, but right into his face, the two words, Stop it!

Something seemed to convince him that I had the public behind me, for he gave a kind of despairing sigh and moved the switch back. It was too dark to see what he moved it to, for the rain from the roof was coming in a curved wave over the window, as though we were living under a weir; but I could see that he moved his switch from right to left, and I suppose he put it to Change. I noticed, dark as it was that the others seemed disappointed, but they did nothing to stop him. There was one most awful clap of thunder that shook everything movable in the room, and the deluge turned to ordinary rain. The change in the rain must have taken place immediately, though one couldnt see it at once, because the waterfall from the roof came down for a few seconds longer. Then it was ordinary heavy rain. And those lightnings stopped, and I hope that I never see anything like them again. There were a few more claps of explosive thunder, and then for some minutes we heard the thunderclaps far away, that had actually taken place before the end of the storm. Ordinary quiet rain was falling now, and it went on all that night and all the next day. You may remember that year, when all the oats in England were laid flat. The other four men were all grouped round Iddulf, so awed by his genius that no one was taking any notice of me. And it was genius. Like genius in painting and poetry it was of course eccentric, but genius undoubtedly. I saw in their faces what they all thought of me, when they thought of me at all. They could see that I was thinking about the harvest, but no such bucolic interest ever touched them. All the harvests in the world were mere vulgarity to them, compared with science: you could see that. What they were thinking about was that science had taken a hand in mens affairs, and a firm hand; and they were delighted. Iddulf was leaning back in his chair, and they were all gathered round him. I represented to them, as I could see clearly enough from their faces, the doubting ignorant public that scorns genius, the men that let poets starve, the men that burned the earlier scientists at the stake as magicians, and, to go back further still, the men who stoned the saints. So I slunk out of the room.


Mgamu

WITHOUT wishing to criticize in public a club of which I am a member, I must mention, what I may have referred to before, that there is a certain attitude at the Billiards Club towards Jorkens stories that is not entirely fair. It may be expressed by the word Doubt, and is responsible for such remarks as one that was made to him the other day by a young golfer named Chegley.

I suppose there is nothing in Africa that you have not seen, he said., Lots, replied Jorkens.

Well, nothing that any traveller has seen which you havent, said Chegley.

Yes, said Jorkens. The sivver-verri.

What is the sivver-verri? asked Chegley.

And we all leaned forward to listen to whatever might be told of an animal in Africa that Jorkens had never seen.

The sivver-verri, said Jorkens, is described by the natives as a distinctly unpleasant beast. I have heard them describe him myself in Kenya. The Samburus know him and the Kikuyus, and of course the Wandoroboes. And even among the stout Masai I have met men that were afraid of the sivver-verri. When I found that the Masai were afraid of him, I knew that he was a very terrible beast. But the odd thing about all the stories I ever heard about it, barring the one I am going to tell you; and all the hints and whispers of him; was that no one had ever claimed to have seen the sivver-verri. It was something that came very rarely to the huts of reed, and only by night, tearing its way in through the roof; and wherever it came it never left a survivor. All this I had heard; and so one day, when in the smoking-room of a ship in the Indian Ocean, going down the African coast, some men began to speak of the sivver-verri, I pricked up my ears, though I did not think it likely that I should hear anything new: on the contrary, I rather looked to telling them something they did not know, which I am afraid may be becoming rather a habit of mine, when conversation comes round to Africa.

Not at all, said one or two of us, feeling that some such remark was called for, while others merely made noises in our throats. And Jorkens went on: I remember the square blue panes and the light of the room, and a sunset glorying through our starboard window, and stars in the dark-blue night on the other side, and stray remarks about trifles in every part of the earth, and then the talk coming round to the sivver-verri. They told of his thoroughness, two men who knew the Wandorobo language, and of his secrecy, whereby he utterly avoided the sight of man, except for those that he killed. Others knew only Swahili, the common language of all East African tribes, and did not seem to have heard in this language any tale of the sivver-verri half so vivid as what these two had gleaned from the Wandoroboes. So they told the rest of the room what they had heard of that secret beast, who works his way by night through the reeds of a hut and leaves nothing alive of all who are in it, and eats what he can and is miles away before dawn, in another part of the forest. And I think I was about to tell them something that I had heard myself about this beast that guards his invisibility so successfully against every living native of Africa, when my breath was taken away. Literally taken away. I stopped breathing. A little man with a clipped grey moustache who had not spoken, and whom I had put down in my mind as a doctor in a small English village taking the one trip of his lifetime, said I have seen it.

You have seen the sivver-verri? we said.

I have seen it, he said again. And then he told us about the sivver-verri, the only man in the world who claimed to have seen it. So you see, things have been seen in Africa that I have not met. I merely mention it in case you should think that I claim to have met everything.

Again we made the right noises in our throats.

Because that is not at all the case, went on Jorkens.

No, no, we said.

Anyway not about the sivver-verri, he continued. He sat there against the wall, the small man with a grey moustache and brown skin, telling us of the beasts reputation, things he had heard from the little men in the forests, who guard their honeypots with poisoned arrows; for the Wandoroboes tie long pots to the high branches and the wild bees fill them with honey. Many of the tales he told of the sivver-verri I had heard from Samburu and Masai, and many were quite new to me; but they all agreed with everything I had heard, he was thorough and swift and secretive, and no native of Africa had ever claimed to have seen him. And yet they had a picture of him in their minds; for, when all their stories were pieced together the beast had a bear-like appearance, according to all the natives whom this traveller knew; though how they got this idea, if they had never seen him, except for his enormous strength and agility, I never could quite see. Polder was the mans name, I remember. And he had come once in his travels to a part of East Africa where the sivver-verri was doing terrible damage. In one particular village it came almost every night, a little village at the edge of a forest. They had some stout timbers among the reeds in the walls of their huts, but the sivver-verri used to climb up and tear a hole in the reeds of the roof, and slip in and kill everyone in the hut and eat an enormous quantity. He used to work so silently that none in the other huts heard him.

Why didnt the men in the hut cry out and get help? we asked Polder.

The very thing I asked them, Polder replied, and they never made it quite clear to me; but I somehow got the same idea from all of them, which was that when you saw the sivver-verri you could not cry out.

Why not? we asked.

A kind of horror about him, I suppose, said Polder. It probably petrified them just for a few seconds, and then it was too late.

And you? we asked. When you saw him?

I think we are tougher than they, said Polder. T felt it, I certainly felt it, but I think we are tougher. Still, I think I know what they meant. Well, they asked me if I could save them, the men of the little cluster of reed huts, and of course I said I would shoot it. But they said no, my rifle would be no good, for no one ever saw the sivver-verri. That is what Polder said. Magic is what they wanted, he went on; and I stuck to the idea of shooting him. I knew that he only went about at night; but I had the idea of getting him coming away, and thought that with luck I might get the light of dawn on him. And it was more care than luck, Polder said; for the forest narrowed to the east of the huts, and there was a place where I could stand facing the village where the plains came close on my right, while on my left were wide marshes. The forest was very thick, which made it difficult for me; but on the other hand it limited the sivver-verri to the few tracks that there were for much of it even he could never penetrate. I found an ideal spot, said Polder: the forest was huge behind me, running, for all I know, all along the equator until it came to the sea. About a mile away was the little village, and the forest getting narrower all the way, until about the same distance beyond the village it came to the plains and ended. I knew he would not go back to the plains when his meal was over, and when dawn would soon be coming, for the sivver-verri lives in the deep of the forset, and that was all behind me.

I had rows of fires put out in the plain on my right, so that he should not slip round that way, and on the left were the marshes, as I told you; and I knew he would not go through them, because he would be heard splashing. There were no tracks in the forest at all, except those of animals, and the sivver-verri never has one of his own; he is much too secret for that. I chose a track that I felt sure he would come by, a rhino-track half-way between the plain and the marsh. There were only two others that he could have come by, and I asked some natives to stand on those two; and, when they wouldnt, I lighted little fires there. I did not go down to the forest till after midnight, for he never used to come to the huts till then, and I meant to get him as he came away, and hoped it would then be dawn. So I dined late and went to the forest somewhere about one oclock, with a lantern to show me the way and a Wandorobo to carry it. He left me when we got to the rhino-track and went away with the lantern, not that he could not find his way in the dark as well as any hyena but because he dare not travel that forest at night without it, with the sivver-verri about. I missed him a good deal when he was gone.

And that, said Jorkens, was odd when you come to think of it, for that natives grandfather would certainly have been a cannibal, and probably his father, and he was alone in the forest with Polder. It shows you what people will sometimes miss.

I had a.360 rifle, Polder went on: it took six cartridges, and of course I had hollow-pointed bullets. And I listened and listened till I could have heard a mouse walking, and all that night no sivver-verri came; he must have been gorged on blood, for he had a frightful meal the night before. In the morning I went to the huts, where the men all looked at me with anxious faces, and the women and children seemed not to dare to come out at all; not that staying indoors was any good against the sivver-verri, for he climbed in and got them just the same, as they knew perfectly well. The men said very little. I just shook my head and said that he had not come. And then I went to my tent and got some sleep. My tent was out in the plain beside the marshes, but on a bit of rising ground where the mosquitoes were not too bad. In the afternoon I woke up and went down to the forest again, to take a look at everything and see that it was all right for the night; after which I went to the village, to tell the poor devils that I would soon shoot the sivver-verri. And on the way I met a witch-doctor hanging about. He was the evillest-looking devil I ever saw. And he gave me a nasty look, making his face even more horrible and causing me to think that he was jealous of me. Quite a reasonable idea for me to have, because magic is what the natives had actually asked for, and I and my rifle must have seemed to them very much like a man arriving with a machine-gun at a pheasant-shoot. For two reasons: the machine-gun would be far too powerful, and also ineffective.

Well, I forget what I said to the witch-doctor, and he slunk off like an evil shadow, except that he rattled as he went, from the human bones he was wearing round loins and neck. That night I tried again, waiting again on the rhino-track, with fires on the other two tracks and fires out on the plain, and a few men watching by the fires, which they dared to do out on the plain though not in the forest. Those were grim nights waiting when nothing came. When the thing comes you are all strung up at once; but, when nothing comes for hours, waiting can be a strain. I went there at sunset, when the noises of day died suddenly, and the hyenas began to call and the other noises began, and the night was addressed by all that had business with darkness, from lions to beetles. I could not see any of my fires, my only light was the fire-flies, but I felt pretty sure that the tremendous meals he ate must take the sivver-verri some time, and that, as he never came till late, when everyone was asleep, it would be nearly dawn when he went home to the deeper parts of the forest. And so it turned out to be, though he did not come that night. Next day I got some more sleep, and again I caught a glimpse of the witch-doctor, hearing the rattle of him going among the trees and catching a glimpse of his leer as he slunk away. I went down to the little cluster of huts again, to be sure that the sivver-verri had not come and eluded me. There was no more bloodshed there. It was awful to think that the only possible bait for the sivver-verri was men, women and children. But I could do nothing to prevent that. If I stayed in the village to protect the huts it would be all dark and I could not see to shoot; and, if I lit a fire, he would not come at all. But he would make his kill just the same later on; for they all told me, poor devils, that there was no defence against the sivver-verri. And one old woman gave me a charm that a witch had given her grandmother, a large dry nut that crackled when you gripped it, and some kind of spell was carved on it in the Wandoroboes language. She gave it me to protect me from the sivver-verri, and of course I had to take it.

 He comes tonight, said one of the Wandoroboes.

How do you know? I asked.

He comes on the third night, was all he said.

I asked them about the witch-doctor, wondering what they thought of his jealousy.

 That is Mgamu, they said.

But there are men in many countries, as I have often noticed, whom nobody talks about much; and Mgamu was evidently one of these.

On the third night I went back to the rhino-path, thinking of the evil face of Mgamu, and the nasty reputation that the sivver-verri had, and wondering what would happen if it finished its dinner early, and came my way in the dark. I had only taken the magical nut from politeness, but I gripped it now till it crackled, in my pocket with my left hand. If the sivver-verri came for me in the dark I might jab my rifle into the black bulk of it, but it would be a nasty job. And the night seemed there in the forest a very long time. To give you some idea of what I was feeling about the sivver-verri, I may mention that when I heard a lion roar, not so very far off, it had almost a homely sound to me. The frogs too, chirrupping in their millions, were company for me; but they were helpless things and I did not want to hear them. It was the lion I liked to hear, as I felt he was more of a match for the sivver-verri. Well, a bird called at last to tell of the dawn, though it was still night in the forest. I had held my rifle all night.

Not much longer now, I thought; and there came a smell of poppies. It was a very, very sleepy smell, and it had been a very long night. Had I been waiting for any other game I should have lain down and gone to sleep at once; for, apart from my need of sleep, the whole air seemed soaked with it. But I knew that I must wait for the sivver-verri. The air even seemed to grow warmer, as well as infinitely restful, and I had been very cold. And then I closed my eyes for a few moments. As I closed them I thought of the sivver-verri, and tried to open them in case he should come, but that poppy-scented air seemed too heavy for them to open. And at the last moment I thought of the spell against the sivver-verri and, holding my rifle still in my right hand, I gripped the nut with my left, and it crackled in the stillness of the forest; eight or nine ringing cracks, and I opened my eyes. And right in front of me barely two yards away stood that hideous witch-doctor, with both his hands moving towards me, and a clutching look on his fingers. He was without his belts of bones and had come quite silently. The moment I opened my eyes he dropped his hands to his sides and the clutching look went out of them all at once. I saw this much immediately, that he was in with the sivver-verri. But, beyond that, I knew nothing. My rifle was pointing at him all the time, for he had come by the path I was watching.

Tell me the truth, I said, looking into his evil face, black under his curled grey hair.

Only Mungo knows that, he said to me, referring to his god.

Tell me all you know, I said, pointing the rifle at him.

 I am a poor man, Bwana, he answered.

Tell me the truth, I said, quickly. For I had a very strong feeling that just behind me, or somewhere very close, the sivver-verri was lurking, and I felt that if I didnt know all about him quick the sivver-verri would get in first. I cant explain what the feeling was, something akin perhaps to what a horse has just before it shies, or what antelopes have when from quite close in high grasses comes the overpowering scent of a lion. Anywhere I felt it strongly. Tell me the truth, I said.

And he said again, I am a poor man, Bwana.

And all the time my sights were on his heart; and I thought I would shoot him, and he must have seen that thought, for he suddenly asked, You have gods?

Yes, I answered.

 Do you swear by them, he said, not to shoot, if I tell the truth?

If it is the truth, I answered.

You swear? he repeated.

 I swear, I said.

By your gods?

 Yes.

By them all?

By them all, I answered. But it must be the truth.

 It will be the truth, he said.

And then he made me repeat the oath again, never for a moment taking my sights off his heart. I kept that oath, and it would have been better for Africa if I had broken it. I remember his evil face, and the blood that I saw on his nails, and the awful hush all around us, as he spoke in the scented air, and the silence of his paces as he sprang away when he had spoken and merged among the menaces of the forest.

 I am the sivver-verri, he said.


The Haunting of Halahanstown

IT was a ghostly sort of evening outside the Billiards Club, foggy and clammy one November day, and one of us said to Jorkens: You were telling us the other day, Jorkens, that youd never seen a ghost. I dont know what it is about one evening that makes it so different from another; but the appropriate conversation for this evening seemed to be so obviously ghosts that Jorkens hesitated for a moment before saying: No, I never saw a ghost.

You cant remember ever having seen one, said the other man. Well, no, said Jorkens.

Memory, I said, is all a question of effort. Pull yourself together, Jorkens, and see if you cant remember.

And I think I expressed the feeling of most of us.

No, said Jorkens, it is too cold and dank.

Such things can be remedied, I said.

Oh, yes, said Jorkens.

And I called to the waiter.

A whiskey-and-soda, I said, for Mr. Jorkens.

Thank you, said Jorkens to me, and to the waiter he added: And not one of those miserable little ones like what you brought me yesterday.

And as it happened, when Jorkens had refreshed himself and settled himself back in his chair, he did remember.

I still couldnt swear that what I saw was a ghost, he said, but once in the West of Ireland I saw something very like one. But Ill tell you about it, and you can judge for yourselves.

I went over there to do a bit of fishing. I meant to rent a piece of a river from an agent in London, and it would have cost me a good deal if I had; but luckily I went over to Ireland first, to look round. And there I met a man called Maloney, and found that a fiver to him went further than fifty pounds to an agent in London. He was the principal poacher in the district, and had been a brigadier-general in one of the armies they had there, and was, I think, a good deal in with one or two secret societies, and was a very pleasant fellow to talk to. And for a fiver he got me all the fishing I wanted. He lived in a queer dark cottage full of the lumber of boats and everything that had to do with fishing. Nets were there and rods and gaffs and a couple of old revolvers, and I dont know what else in the dark at the end of the room.

Well, we had some great fishing together, and one evening we were coming home late through a meadow which was divided in two by a little stream, running down to the river along which I had been catching trout; and there was a white mist coming up from the stream and spreading out over the grass. Knocking about the world as I do, I like to hear something of it, for if you go into any country for a few weeks you cant get to know much about it if the people wont talk; and I never knew anyone who seemed more unwilling to talk than this poaching fisherman was. I tried to get him to talk about the great battles he was in at the time of the troubles, but somehow I could see that he suspected me of being English, which of course I am, and he wouldnt say a word. Then I tried to get him to talk about old legends and witchcraft, with which the West of Ireland is said to be full; but with the same result. But now, as he saw the white mist coming nearer and nearer through the chill of the evening, he gave a distinct shiver. I pulled out my flask at once and said: Have a drink, General.

It was whiskey, and he drank it off like a child drinking milk. And I said something about the mist looking queer, and I had him talking at once.

Im not a superstitious man, he said; but at the same time you must admit that there is a shape about that mist. Looked at properly it has certainly a shape about it, and it wasnt so clear yesterday. Its a week now since I seen it, and I wouldnt say but that it hadnt been growing some while even before that.

Yes, I see what you mean, I said.

It mightnt seem much to you, he said, seeing it for the first time like this. But I seen the thing for week, and its been growing more of a shape every evening.

Its only a mist, I said, drawn up from the stream by the night air.

Dont I know its only a mist? he answered. But what draws it up into the shape of a man with his hands stretched out in front of him? Can you answer me that?

Its not so very like a man, I said.

Begob, he answered, its like enough. Not like a live man maybe, but they wouldnt keep all their shape when they were dead, the same as it was when they were here; and its like enough to a spirit. And its been growing more like one every night, since first I noticed it. Begob, youd have no doubt of it, if youd watched it growing as I did.

Whats the cause of its growing? I asked.

The cause of it? said Maloney. If I were a superstitious man I would say it was witchcraft. But, as it is, I only put two and two together. And, let people say what they like about those things, theres an old woman sitting down this moment by the side of that stream and making curses into the mist. And shes been doing it for the last week, as I know to my certain knowledge, and maybe even longer. And she has a great reputation for being a witch.

I could see nothing of any old woman, for the mist was too thick for that.

Do you believe in witches? I asked.

I dont say as I believe in witches, and I dont say as I dont. he replied. But thats what shes bin doing the last week, cursing into the mist; and she has a great reputation of being one, among the old people.

Why is she cursing? I asked.

Why is she cursing? he repeated. Sure wouldnt anyone curse if they had to put up with what she has to put up with.

And what is that? I asked.

Sure her potato crop failed on the bit of land she had, said Maloney. Failed entirely. And she asked Lord Halahanstown to let her rent a little field of his that was no more nor eight acres, to keep body and soul together in her, and he refused; and she nearly starving. Sure it was enough to make her curse.

And couldnt she get a bit of land from anyone else? I asked.

Ah, not the way shed have been able to keep it, without paying rent, he said. But her mother had been a Flinn, and the Flinns had owned that field before the coming of the Normans, so that if she could only have got into it for a year, the government would have given it to her as soon as ever she applied for it. But Lord Halahanstown wouldnt let her rent the field from him, and so it is him she is cursing, down there every night in the mist.

I looked again at the towering form rising up from the rest of the mist and leaning forward over the green field, clutching. It certainly was like a human shape, as Maloney had said. And, standing still, and watching that mist, I began to hear what I had not noticed before, the sound of a plaintive voice talking somewhere down by the stream, and rising with every sentence from a deeper note to a much shriller and higher one, rather on the lines of a ships siren. And the mist made the comparison with the siren all the more vivid, for it reminded me of a fog at sea and the ships wailing voices.

Thats Mrs. ORooney, said my fisherman, cursing beyond in the mist.

It sounded more like wailing than cursing, but I took Maloneys word for it, for he lived among such things. And as she wailed, the mist came nearer and nearer. And the light began to fade.

Im not a superstitious man, said Maloney. At the same time I would come away now. For no man can say what power may be in curses; and, if they dont touch you nor me, theres no doubt they are doing something to that shape in the mist, for its growing.

I denied what Maloney was saying about the mist, hoping that by contradicting him I could get him to talk more, and that I should learn more of the less-known things of that strange part of the country. And yet there was no doubt that the wisp of mist which was rising up from the rest had grown a bit larger; and its outline was more distinct, and the look of its arm-like protuberances was more clutching. In the fading light the mist appeared to grow stronger, and more to dominate the whole of the landscape. I walked away towards the warmth and light of a room that was waiting for me two miles off in an inn, and as I went I heard a wail from Mrs. ORooney rise almost to a scream.

Poor old woman, said General Maloney, she neednt have paid a penny of rent for the field if she could have got it.

Why not? I asked.

Ah, whats to make her? said Maloney. And then in a year or two shed have had the land for herself. Only she couldnt get it. Its hard surely.

Ill come again tomorrow and look at that mist, I said. Do you think that that odd shape will be any clearer?

Sure, its bound to be, said Maloney. And stronger. Sure you couldnt put all that cursing into anything without having some effect. It stands to reason it will be stronger.

And what will it do, if it is stronger? I asked.

Begob, you couldnt tell that, said Maloney. Doesnt it all depend on what she wants it to do?

Have witches such powers as that, over here? I asked.

Havent you seen for yourself? he answered.

We passed the castle of Halahanstown on the way to my inn, shining in the light of a young moon, with five tall towers looking out over wide fields.

Is that where shes aiming her curses? I asked.

It is, sure, said Maloney.

It looks a fine strong place, I said.

Begob, curses is stronger, he answered.

I had been fishing through August, and next day was my last days fishing for we were some way on into September now. Maloney called for me in the morning at the inn, and I fished nearly all the streams in his Brigade area, and got some nice trout. It was late when we came to the stream again by which Mrs. ORooney had sat cursing. There was a mist above it again, and all over the field that it traversed, but no trace of any shape; the mist was perfectly level, lying white and dank over everything.

You said the shape was there every night, I said to Maloney.

So it was, he answered. But its gone abroad.

Where? I asked.

Wherever shes sent it, he said.

Could she do that? I asked.

Begob, he said, Im not a superstitious man myself, but theres them as holds that she could.

I didnt quite know what to make of that, and I said no more to Maloney.

Id come away now, he said.

And somehow or another in that queer chill air he conveyed to me, as he could never have done here, the feeling that the ghost was about, which Mrs. ORooney had made out of mist by her cursing, and that it would be better to get out of its way. Anyway that is the sort of feeling I had, and thats what I did. But I never forgot the queer country and the queer look of the shape of the mist, and again and again in London I found myself thinking of it. I was engaged in some business at that time that, if it had gone the right way, would have made me extremely rich, probably little less than a million. As it happened it didnt turn out quite the way that I wanted. But never mind; I neednt complain. All told, I didnt lose more than about fourteen pounds ten shillings over it. Well, I was working at this business pretty hard, and it was not till the end of August that I was able to get away; and the first thing I did when I could was to slip over to Ireland and make straight for Maloney. And I found him down there in the West, sitting smoking in front of his door, with his heap of nets in the house behind him just as it had been a year ago, and all the same things rusting away underneath it.

Will you take me fishing again, General? I said.

God be praised that He sent you, he answered. Sure I will.

And so he dived into the dark of his house, and brought out a landing net and a big stick, and soon we were away again to one of those trout-streams of which he had been appointed by himself, or by whomever had made him a general, to be a kind of tutelary dryad. And on the way we went by Halahanstown Castle. Some of the glitter seemed to have gone out of the hard stone, but that was only my fancy, due to a certain untidiness of the curtains in all the windows, which had not been there a year ago. And in the field, that went all the way to the castle from the road on which we were, there was rather a large crop of thistles.

What brought all those thistles? I asked.

Its the ghost, said Maloney.

The ghost! I said. How did it do that?

Sure, easy enough, said he.

But how? I repeated.

Sure, Ill tell you, said Maloney. It was like this. When the old woman had been cursing more nor a week, and it may have been a fortnight, for she could have begun before I noticed her at it; but, when shed done her cursing, didnt that great piece of mist by the stream get up and leave it? Sure you saw it yourself.

T certainly saw an odd shape, I said. And then, that night in September, I remember that it had gone. But I dont know where it went.

Dont I know very well where it went? continued Maloney. Sure not much happens in these parts that I dont know. Especially after dark. It went straight up to the castle. And it hadnt drifted round it more nor two or three times, when it met the man that was employed to cut the thistles. He should have had his work all done by that time, but he was working a little bit late, for it never does any good to be in a hurry. The first time he saw the ghost he didnt know what to make of it; but the next time it came it looked at him in an unmistakeable way.

How did it look? I asked. For I wanted to be quite clear about the whole episode, and didnt quite see how a bit of mist could look at a man.

Sure, if a mans doing a bit of work that you dont want him to do, isnt there a way of looking at him that shows him easily enough that hed better stop?

Is there? I asked.

Sure, of course there is, said Maloney. Didnt you know that? What kind of country do you live in at all?

So the ghost looked at him like that, I said.

It did so, said Maloney. Sure I know the man and he told me.

And what did the man do? I asked.

Sure, he went to Lord Halahanstown, said Maloney, and said that he had got rheumatism from cutting the thistles on misty damp land, and he couldnt work any more.

And what did he do then? I asked.

Sure, he got compensation from the government, Maloney said.

And didnt Lord Halahanstown get another man for the thistles? I asked. Though it certainly didnt look like it.

He did that, said Maloney. But if the ghost didnt want one man working there, it didnt want another. Sure, that stands to reason. And it went round the castle a few more times and fetched up in front of the next man. Sure, he didnt stay long. Would you stay yourself with a tall white shape standing looking at you, and it coming on towards evening? Sure I dont know any man that would. And when two of them had been driven away from the thistles there were two to talk it all over; and the talk soon spread. Then it climbed over the wall and went into the garden and hung about in a corner at one end, where there were a few old medlar trees. And sometimes they saw it clear and sometimes through bits of gaps in the dark of the trees, and there wasnt a man in the garden would go near that corner. Its wonderful the way the weeds are coming up; they are all over that end of the garden, and theres a bramble beginning to run through them. One of these days the rabbits will be getting in, and it will be a grand place to snare them.

Is Mrs. ORooney still cursing? I asked.

She is not, said Maloney. Sure, the ghost is doing everything for her.

All the while I was fishing I couldnt get Halahanstown Castle out of my head. I didnt get very much more from Maloney about it, except that it drifted round the castle at night, through the whole of autumn and most of the winter, and not so much in the summer, and that now it was coming again every night.

It might keep away for some weeks in the summer, he said. But that makes no difference to the weeds.

And it seemed that the ghost had gone down paths more than anything, and had frightened away the men with rakes, that were there to keep them tidy. When the ghost did not come for a while it made no difference, for none of those men were going back to the paths. For a while they had continued to work on bright mornings, but as soon as it drew near evening they were all off; and the steward had given up putting them on the paths, as the amount of work that they did on them was not worth a days wages. That was about all I could get from Maloney, and then I suggested that we should try to get a look at the ghost ourselves. And Maloney said: T am not a superstitious man, but I keep away from them things.

I caught one very big fish.

But the quick perception of Jorkens seemed to see that there would be a tendency in the club to disbelieve any story that he might tell them of a big fish, and rather than risk our incredulity he got back at once to his ghost-story.

I saw Lord Halahanstown one day from the road, he went on. He was looking up at the walls of his castle and then at the weeds all round him, and even at some distance he seemed to be wearing a puzzled air.

The more my fishing prospered the less I heard from Maloney about the ghost; sport flavoured with philosophy and a touch of religion was more his line.

Isnt it wonderful, he said, when you come to think of it, the way that all those fish are put there for us?

And I saw from this that Maloney regarded the river I was fishing as his water. Whom it belonged to I never knew, and couldnt be expected to know, being a stranger. It was Maloney that took me there, and I paid him a fiver, and if there was any law in those parts I cant see that I can be said to have broken it.

Not at all, we said.

And Jorkens went on.

One evening in September when I had finished fishing, and Maloney had gone home to the dark heaps that lay in his cottage, I went to a spot at which the road ran nearest to Halahanstown Castle. The windows were lighted up and the blinds not yet drawn, and the horn of a six-days moon was slanting over the trees, giving a certain greenish glow to the walls. And, just as I looked, I saw a long white arm come drifting past the far side of a tower, and a shape came into view that I recognized for the shape that I had seen a year ago rising up from the stream. But it was far more definite now. And then I said to myself, if it drifts by and keeps going on in the same direction, its a bit of mist travelling on a slight breeze; but if it turns and comes round the castle, as Maloney told me it does, then I have seen a ghost. So I stood and watched it, but just as it seemed to be going to turn towards me, it got too dark to see, and, as it wasnt any use waiting there any longer, I went back to the inn.

That was, let me see, some time in the late twenties, somewhere about 1927. And I went back to my work again, promising Maloney that I would come back next year, and asking him to keep an eye on the ghost; for I had somehow got interested in it from having seen it from the very first.

Sure, Ill not let it out of my sight, said Maloney.

But I think he only said that to show that he was not afraid of it, for it had rather a gruesome look and I dont think Maloney liked it. Often that winter in London I wondered how Halahanstown Castle was getting on; whether it rose with its towers clear of the mist and unperturbed by it, or whether Mrs. ORooney and that dank white shape were winning. All the next summer I was at work watching my business slumping, and it kept me pretty busy. When any business is going downhill it takes a good deal of watching, as otherwise it may get out of hand and go too fast. A good many businesses did, but I was able to keep mine in hand, and, as I think I told you, I lost no more than £14 10s on it. It was again very late in the summer before I could get away. In fact I did not get to Ireland before the first of September. And the first thing I asked of Maloney was How is Halahanstown Castle? Begob, its terrible, he said. Theres dock-leaves in the garden, and thistles in every field, and the gravel paths are going back to the grass, and the hinges are rusting on the castle doors; and all the work of the ghost.

How could it affect the hinges of doors? I asked.

Sure, it took to wailing, he said. And when the servants heard it, they all left. Sure, they were mostly Englishmen, and they didnt understand it, never having lived among them kind of things.

Couldnt he get any more? I asked.

Ah, sure he did, said Maloney. He got people in from all round. But they didnt do much work polishing brass and such things. It was not that they didnt know how, but they knew that the ghost was against them, so they said What is the good? And the hinges and such things all rusted. It was no good at all they fighting against the ghost. Didnt they know it was against the whole place? And, if they didnt, all they had to do was to ask Mrs. ORooney. And all she did whenever anyone asked her, was to shake her head and say to them, only wait. And sometimes she would say too, Didnt the eight-acre field belong to the Flinns before the Normans came interfering with Ireland? And, sure, everybody knows that that is so.

How do they know that? I asked.

Sure, they just know it, he said.

I wonder if I could get permission to have a look at the grounds, I asked. For I was getting more and more absorbed with the fate of Halahanstown Castle, and the ghost that had turned against it.

Sure Ill give you permission myself, said Maloney.

How can you do that? I asked.

Ah, sure, dont they all know me? was all he said.

Of course in England if a poacher invites you to see over a big place, you merely dont go. But things are all different over here; you probably dont even get talking to the poacher in the first place.

I often do, I said.

You shouldnt, said Jorkens.

And really I found no answer to that. And Jorkens went on: Its odd to say it here, but somehow or other Maloneys invitation seemed to me perfectly valid. And I went with him and saw all over the place. I went to the garden first, and the paths were all unweeded. There were a few men working here and there, but they took no notice of us: footsteps were not what seemed to attract their attention; but if a shadow fell near them, whether from man or bird, I thought that they were apprehensive at once, and rather ready to spring away from it. That attitude of the men in the garden prepared me for what I was to see in the corner beyond the group of old medlars. I never saw such a desolation; it was a wilderness wholly dominated by dock-leaves, under whose huge shadows a multitude of small weeds throve undisturbed by man. And the great wall of the garden curved round them, protecting them from the wind. I wondered so much could have grown in two years; but Maloney said, Ah, thats nothing to what they can do. Though whether he meant the deep soil and the Irish rain, or whether he was thinking of curses, I was not sure. Perhaps the rain and the curses worked together, but whatever it was there were moss and weeds over everything. From other paths further off there came occasionally the sound of a rake, but it was as listless as the south-west wind and very soon stopped again: I think it only started when the head-gardener went by, and stopped as soon as he was out of hearing. I cannot by any description of weeds and moss convey to you the hopelessness of the air that seemed to be brooding there in the damp and the desolation.

I see that the ghost has been here, I said to Maloney.

Dont I know that it has? said he.

Do you know, it seems a queer thing for me to have said, telling the story here. But, at the time, it seemed so staringly obvious, that as soon as Maloney spoke I knew that I had said a foolish thing. It was just as if Id said here, I see the buses are running.

Could we see into the castle? I asked; so much confidence had I come to have by now in the powers of General Maloney.

Ah, sure, it would only sadden your honour, he said. Sure, it is there that the ghost has done the best part of his haunting. Everythings desolate: I wouldnt go near it. Sure, theres nothing it hasnt cursed in the whole castle. The papers peeling off walls, and the stair-rods are loose on the stairs and the carpet flaps in the draughts, and old letters are lying on tables and over the floor; and its as though nothing had ever been tidied since Cromwell went to hell.

Did Cromwell ever come here? I asked, for he pronounced his name with some feeling.

Sure, he did, he replied. And the castle held out against him. But it will not hold out against this.

I did not ask him again if I could see inside the castle, but I walked with him quite near the walls, along paths that had not been weeded for two years. There was an enormous quantity of dandelions, all going to seed, and a mass of little weeds that I did not know by name, but that looked like the dandelions humble relations: they went up to the walls of the castle and rather thickened there, like a wave breaking against it. And ivy was beginning to run up the walls. It had even got as far as the lower windows, and a tendril or two was peering in over the sills. Halhanstown Castle had never had ivy, but it had been growing for two years now up the walls of bright stone; and, seeing it like this after being away, it almost seemed as though it had sprung; as though the ivy and all primitive things of the wild had been waiting for Mrs. ORooney to whistle them forward to spring at Halahanstown Castle.

But these are fancies, and I had little room in my mind for fancies just then; for evening was coming on and the dank air told me, and every other omen (and the place was full of omens), that the ghost would soon be about; and two feelings entirely preoccupied me, one a curiosity to see the ghost again and to be sure what it was, and the other was a feeling not so easily understood here, but very definite in that darkening evening, with nothing but evidences of the ghosts power all round me, that there was something rather frightful about the whole business, and that where I stood, with nobody to protect me except this irresponsible poacher, was the very centre of it, and everything seemed to feel that now was its hour. So I did what other men have done before me, and I asked Maloney what he thought we had better do, feeling sure that he had an awe of the ghost that was even greater than my awe, and thinking that he would advise immediate retreat. And, having put the matter in Maloneys hands, I was committed to remaining in that haunted spot with night descending upon us, when Maloney said, Begob, its only after one thing. We may wait here, and it wont touch us.

So I edged away a little bit from the castle, and then we waited as Maloney had said. We waited while all the small birds went into the trees. No one came near us, and the last rook went over; and a deep hush followed the sound of their whispering wings. Then a dog barked a long way off, and I hoped to hear it again. But the hush was now unbroken. Maloney would not talk, and the earth darkened, and there seemed no sound at all except from breezes running along the ground among all those weeds. Very few lights appeared in the castle windows. And nobody troubled to draw any curtains at all. The sky was luminous, but it gave no light to things near us, though a faint glow fell from it on the castle walls. And then the clammy thing came. The unmistakable ghost came drifting by, and I thought I could feel the chill of it. And this time it was between us and the castle.

There it goes, I said.

Aye, thats it, said Maloney.

And we watched it in silence, a tall grey piece of mist. How long we stood and watched it I do not know. It went so slow that we did not see it move, yet it went the whole length of the castle while we watched, and went out of sight round a tower.

Its going round! I said.

Aye, said Maloney.

But the moment Id said it I saw that a faint wind slanting against the castle could easily drift it like that along the wall and turn it round at the end, where the wall would no longer be there to stop it going away. What I mean is that we were to the West of the castle, and a north-west wind could have drifted it right along the wall like that, and sent it away out of sight as soon as the wall ended. I was hoping that this was so, for honestly I did not want any longer to see it come round the castle, and to know that it must be a ghost. I explained all that to Maloney; but all he said was, Well see. So there we stood waiting in that chilly air, while it grew darker and stiller, to see if it was mist that had drifted away, or if it would go right round. I fixed my eyes on the northern end of the wall, and it grew colder and colder. A few more windows shone, and the wall darkened. And then, with head held high and an almost vaunting air, the ghost came stealing round the corner of the north tower. I felt that Mrs. ORooney had won; I felt that the ghost had beaten Halahanstown, and that there was nothing that I could do. Lets come away, I whispered. And Maloney gave one glance at it, and came without a word. And very glad I was to be walking away.

I did no more fishing that year; for I somehow got to dislike the place. It was not exactly the air of desolation that I disliked: that was not a bad change after London. But it was the air of triumph that was in the desolation; as though weeds were in the right, and as though they and moss and decay were the things in authority. I gave Maloney his fiver and left that day, and never went back to Halahanstown again. But a few years later I happened to meet Maloney in Dublin, where I had gone to see the Horse Show. I met him, very smart in a tall hat. What brings you here? I asked. For Dublin seemed even more off his beat than mine.

Sure, I have a post in the Government, he said.

It was something to do with fisheries, if he was speaking the truth. I began to talk of old times, but somehow he seemed to be not quite the old Maloney, and we did not talk for long. But one thing I asked him before we parted. Did Mrs. ORooney get the eight-acre field?

Sure she did, said Maloney. Why wouldnt she? And who had a better right?


The Pale-Green Image

SO heavy was the gloom one afternoon in the Billiards Club, that I wondered why the waiters did not turn on the lights. The darkness clung in cornices and seemed to beat down from the ceiling, and it was only low near the floor that we had any light at all. Some were for putting on the lights at once, but others felt that that would be to surrender the day, before it was yet three, to the forces of fog and night. Luckily it is this very thing that so often encourages Jorkens to turn his memories eastwards into the sunlight; and though merely turning them that way does not inspire him to talk, a whiskey-and-soda always will, and it was at this juncture that I offered him one.

When I was in Tunis, Jorkens said, I had an experience that may be of interest to some of you. Well, it was in London that the thing all came to a head; so I had better begin there. It was at the Ecclesiastical Club, and I was a member in those days. The members are not all bishops by any means; there are plenty of laity there, plenty of men who never sung a hymn in their lives; but, at the same time, pretty nearly every bishop belongs to it. Well, there was a fellow called Purry, a nasty sort of fellow, and he did a nasty sort of thing; a thing that nobody had ever done in the Ecclesiastical Club before, or in any other club, I should think. He brought up a bishop before the committee, for them to enquire into his conduct. Yes, that is what he did. Naturally the committee of the Ecclesiastical Club saw what a disgraceful thing it was that Purry was doing, and tried to explain it to him; but Purry wouldnt see it. He was one of those devilish ferreting fellows that know more about the rules of a club than the committee do. And in the end he got them to do it; got them to haul up the bishop before them, I mean.

But how on earth could he do that? said most of us.

Well, said Jorkens when our exclamations subsided, he had ferreted out that the bishop, who had gone for a holiday to Tunis, had been driving a small car and there had been a fatal accident. An Arab, you know. Well, the committee made one last effort to make Purry see what a blackguard he was, and then they hauled up the bishop just as he told them. The defence was hardly left in the hands of the bishop: the president of the committee practically did that for himself. He said everybody knew the bishop, and everybody knew what Arabs were. And both those statements went down with the committee so tremendously, that they almost decided the case without any more talk. A further point that was made in the bishops favour was that the judiciary of the country concerned had acquitted him; and another point was that he had paid a hundred pounds compensation to the Arabs family, which in Tunis goes a very long way. Then the committee apologized to the bishop, very much as though they had murdered his mother; and nothing then remained to be done but to get rid of Purry, which was no easy thing to do, and it took us a year to do it. But we couldnt have a man like that in the Club. Finally we caught him under a bye-law; and a difficult job it was, as I said. How on earth he got hold of the story I never knew, and I dont know to this day, and I never shall; but he was one of those ferreting fellows that grub things up.

Read it in the papers, I should imagine, said Terbut, if it came before the courts. No great difficulty in getting hold of a paper from Tunis.

Oh, he neednt have got it from Tunis, said Jorkens. It was copied at the time into all the English papers. But he must have known more than that. That damned fellow Purry must have found out what really happened. And I thought I was the only living man who knew, not counting the bishop. How Purry got hold of it is an eternal mystery.

And what did really happen? asked Terbut.

What really happened, said Jorkens, was that I was taking a walk one day in the souks, a queer covered lane with shops on both sides of it all the way along. So far as I can remember, the shops have no windows or doors: they all look out on the lane, and you pass through hundreds of yards of merchandise. In one of these shops was an Arab called Amool ben Ibrahim, who had all kinds of things to sell; carpets mostly; and a queer little image of ducks-egg green, which he was too eager to sell me. I dont know what it was made of; enamelled copper perhaps, six inches high and less than an inch thick. When I saw that he was too eager to sell it to me, I rather sheered off from it.

We got to know each other quite well and drank a great deal of coffee together, as one does in that land if one has any business to do; and if one has no business, and time hangs heavy, one drinks coffee just the same; black coffee with the ground berry filling a third of the little cup. I never taste it here. If I could get one cup of that coffee, it would bring back the East to me like a vision; Tunis, the Roman ruins and the date-palms, and beyond them the boundless desert.

You were saying, Jorkens...? I interposed.

Ah yes, the souks, said Jorkens. Well one day I said I would buy that pale-green image after all, and then the Arab wouldnt sell it. Well, I increased my price, as one does; but still he wouldnt sell. Of course I saw there was some queer story there, and we had some more coffee and he told it to me. And this was the story: a curse went with the image. Well, that wasnt so new to me as it might be to you. I knew the East a bit. I just asked Amool what kind of curse it was. And Amool told me. It worked like this: when you came by that pale-green image of some old god of the Nile; an image of the days of ignorance Amool called it, by which he meant the ages before Mahomet; when you bought this thing, it dominated your life, gripped your ideas, and never let go of them. That meant you had no rest, no leisure, no peace of mind; and the only thing to do was to sell it, as he had once tried to sell it to me, and as now he would not; or else shake off its power in the other way; which he was not able to do. That was the curse, and the methods of shaking it off were very easy. They were lightly cut into the sides of the image in all manner of languages. It was simply this: that the man who bought the image had to kill the man that he bought it from; at least, he was very strongly impelled to do so; and, when he did so, all his troubles ceased. That was the situation, and he had bought the accursed thing from a Touareg, who had ridden in from the desert to sell it, and might now be with his camel a thousand miles away, besides being a bad fellow to follow in any case.

So he had to sell it, and what was he to do? I asked him for another lump of sugar, and I drank my coffee down to the lovely dregs; and then the idea came to me. Our people, I said to Amool, are not like the Touaregs, and some are not even like the Arabs. We have men among us who kill nobody.

Nobody? said Amool.

Under no circumstances, I said.

And if one of them had but two wives, said Amool, and a man came and took both away from him on the one day, such a man as you tell of would not smite even then?

Not even then, I said, passing over the detail of the two wives, for a lesson upon monogamy would only have puzzled Amool.

And such a one of your people is here in Tunis? asked he.

The very man, I said.

It was the Bishop of Britchester: he was in the same hotel as I was, and I had met him.

I will bring such a man to you, I said to Amool, and you shall sell him the image, and under no circumstances will he kill you.

Of that I felt certain, and I felt almost equally sure that no heathen spells could affect an English bishop. Well, of course I was wrong. I didnt know the strength of the spell, or perhaps the strength of the bishop. I dont suppose I was wrong about the bishop: I imagine he had the strength to resist any temptation that could come to a man in England. It was the spell I was wrong about.

There is not much more to tell. I brought the bishop around to Amools shop: everybody goes to the souks to see the carpets, so there was no difficulty in getting him there. I had got Amool to agree to any price whatever that I thought best; and having headed the bishop towards the image, I cast the price at him like a fly.

Well, I made one man happy.

But he wasnt happy for long: the accident, as of course one must always call it, in which the Bishops car was concerned, occurred in under a week; and that was the end of poor Amool ben Ibrahim. But how that blackguard Purry got to hear of it is one of those secrets that perhaps make life more interesting, but which we shall never know.


Jorkens Leaves Prison

YES, said Jorkens, I have seen odd things. I have told you of some of them. I cant say which was the oddest, but I recall one now that was distinctly odd. At least, it seems odd to me. It may not to you: it depends how you look at it.

Oh, we shall find it odd all right, said Terbut.

I dont know why you say that, replied Jorkens. And I dont know that it was so very odd after all. The world is more full of all kinds of different things than you might suppose, sitting here in London. What I was going to tell you was only one of them, a thing a bit different from the rest; I wouldnt really say odd,

I was interested, and didnt want to miss any piquancy there may have been in the story from some mere avoidance by Jorkens of a touch of ridicule that he may have apprehended from Terbut; so I did what I have sometimes done before, with results, so far as I am able to judge of a story, that were often beneficial, I ordered a whiskey-and-soda and had it placed before Jorkens.

Im really very much obliged to you, Jorkens said. I dont know that one needs a whiskey to stimulate ones memory. I think the claims that are made for whiskey in that direction are over-rated. But I happened to be thirsty at the moment, so I am really much obliged to you.

You were saying, I said, that you once saw something odd.

Yes, if you call it odd, said Jorkens. I chanced to be travelling once through some of those republics along the equator on the far side of the Atlantic, when I came on one that I knew quite well by name. I used to collect stamps as a boy, and I had whole rows of its stamps, and very pretty they were. I dont know if it was this that attracted me to the country, I couldnt say what it was, but something did, and I stayed there quite a while, and I got mixed up with a rebellion there was; and that is what led to the trouble. It came about like this; the Rebels had risen against the Government and driven it out, and were running the whole country. They were governing very badly, and, when we couldnt stand it any longer, some of us rebelled against them; against the Rebels, I mean. Well I neednt tell you about the war we had; thats all been put into histories, and the histories forgotten; but we had a bit of a war, and the upshot of it was that I got captured. Naturally the Rebels were pretty severe on us, thinking that rebellion ought to be left to them, to whom it rightly belonged; and I have always recommended any young man ever since, if he had a taste for buccaneering, to rebel, if he must, against a lawful government and never against rebels: they give you the hell of a time. Yes, they really do. They know much too much about rebellion, and they punish it as it ought to be punished. Always remember that.

Well, they had us in an enclosure that was prison and factory, with a huge wall all round it, and plenty of room to work in. It was the Fortress of Chihuachaqua. They must have been building another big fort somewhere, for our job was to make enormous blocks of concrete, great squares eight feet high, and these were slung on a crane and lifted away and lowered on to a truck on a line of rails that ran right through our prison. Well, the next thing that interested me after food was escape, and I naturally took a look at the place where the rails came in through the wall, and where they went out again. But you never saw such arrangements: the train slipped through a hole that just about fitted it, and out again the same way, and they had about twenty men to guard each end, besides a barbed wire entanglement that made it impossible to get to the railway. There was a certain air of freedom about the crane, that attracted me at once, but unfortunately it did not reach as far as the walls, and there was always a sentry at the exact spot at which the block of concrete was lowered on to the truck. The walls were sixty feet high and perfectly sheer, in spite of which they had ten solid yards of wire entanglement the whole way round inside, and some more, they told me, outside; though what on earth they wanted them there for I cant imagine. And the damned place was only an island in marshes in a forest, stretching, they told me, for a thousand miles. The water was mostly about two foot deep in the marshes, as I could see from a glimpse that I once got of them when some kind of a heron was wading and fishing there. That made tunnelling impossible, because there were only about forty yards of dry land outside the walls; and if you had wanted to dig under the walls and come up hidden by trees, you would have only come to the water; in fact, considering the position of the place, you must have come to that almost as soon as you started digging.

Well, I didnt like the Rebels or I wouldnt have rebelled against them, and I liked them still less in that prison; and the food was bad, and there were a lot of other things that I wanted to do besides making concrete for rebels; so I decided that I would escape. The difficulty was that wall; no going under it on account of the water; no climbing it, because it was sheer for sixty feet; and no approaching it, even to try, because of the barbed wire ten yards thick.

Inside that wall we were fairly free, because they knew there was no chance of escape. The only other thing that unarmed men could have done against them was to have spoiled their machines, because we were working all of them. But the Rebels had a neat way of safeguarding their machines. Of course they couldnt have stopped us from breaking a single cog in the crane, or the machines that were mixing the concrete, so what they did was to put each machine in the charge of one of us prisoners and to tell him he could do what he liked with it, and that it was a good machine and should not get out of order; but, if it did, he died. The plan worked quite well, and we turned out the great blocks of concrete regularly, and slung them with the crane on to the trucks, and the Rebels ran them away through the guarded gate. The train that took the concrete away used to bring enormous trees, which some of us had to saw into planks. They were strangely flexible planks that we sawed out of those trees, great timber cut in the marshes; I never knew what kind of tree they were.

There were all nationalities and all kinds of men in that country; Indians and Spanish and Portuguese as a nucleus; but all other kinds too. Those who were temperamentally rebellious were of course on the side of the Government; while all of us in that prison were men who were loyalist and law-abiding by temperament, and had taken up arms against the Government in the interests of law and order. I talked over a good many plans of escape with them, but none of their plans were any good: they all consisted of reaching the wall, which was impossible, and trying to climb it, which would have been waste of time. And I may mention that our nearest friends would have been at the edge of the marshes about 750 miles away.

So I settled down to be a star prisoner, so that I could choose what work I wanted, when I found out what job would give me the best chance of escape. And for some months I did a certain amount of work, and ate very little food, and did a great deal of thinking. And at the end of that time an idea came. It was really quite simple. One couldnt climb the wall, one couldnt even get to it, and one couldnt dig under it; consequently the only way would be to go over it. I had noticed that those planks that we sawed were singularly flexible; and one day it happened to occur to me that, if the planks were flexible, the tree from which they were cut would be flexible too. It is the sort of thing that people frequently overlook, but really it was only putting two and two together. I chose an enormous tree, a perfectly straight trunk nearly ninety foot long, which was lying in the middle of the yard, and I got four or five good fellows to promise to help me to dig a bit of a trench one night by the thick end of the tree. We had to do the digging by night, because digging in a prison camp always excites suspicion, even when there is nowhere to dig to except a marsh. We only had to dig about 12 feet down: six healthy men would have done it in three hours; but it took us longer. I had got work on the crane before I started anything. I owed everything to that crane.

If you are looking for any complicated plan youll be disappointed: simple plans seemed to me best, and mine was very simple. I merely intended to dig a hole for the thick end of the tree, then fasten some tackle to the thin end and lift it up with the crane; slide the thick end into the hole, cover it up, put the spare earth on the side on which the strain was not coming, and lower a block of concrete on the side on which it was.

The strain of what? asked Terbut.

Im going to tell you, said Jorkens.

Oh, all right, said Terbut.

I was not going to leave the tree quite straight, like a growing tree, but slanting towards the North. That was the first part of my plan, and there was really one before that, which was to make a light canoe, because there were a thousand miles of marshes outside, partly open and partly in forest, though we could only see forest from where we were. I was going to take the canoe with me.

I really cant see how, complained Terbut.

I was going to bend the tree down, said Jorkens. That was what I got work on the crane for. I told you it was a very flexible tree. I was going to sit on the end of it, and let it go, so that it would flick me over the wall. You can do the same yourself with a piece of cane and a lump of clay on the end of it. And the canoe I would take with me: I was going to sit in it.

And you didnt think the fall was going to kill you? said Terbut.

No, said Jorkens. I was taking a parachute.

A parachute? What for? asked Terbut.

So as not to fall too hard, said Jorkens.

And Terbut asked no more questions for some while.

I had plenty of bark for my canoe and I worked at it for some weeks, and hid it in sawdust with its paddle beside it. Then I made the parachute out of every kind of material that I could collect; shirts and handkerchiefs mostly, which I got by exchange for food and whatever else I was able to get hold of. We werent watched very closely, while we kept to the middle of the enclosure. It was the exits that they were watching, where the train came in and out, and where the blocks of concrete were let down to the trucks by my crane. As I told you, my plan was simple; but there was one very wonderful thing about it, which was that twenty of our men who had rebelled against the Rebels and were now nearly starving there, gave me one days rations each. I had also saved up at different times three days rations of my own and had made some fish-hooks from bones, so that I estimated that I should be able to last a month, by which time I expected to arrive at the edge of the marshes, if not sooner. I wrote down the names of all the men who had given me a days rations, and promised to try to get them exchanged. And this I was eventually able to do, for our people raided a town a month or two later and got twenty cut-throats out of the bad quarter, who of course were all for the government, and we managed to exchange them for my friends.

But all that happened at the end of my story, or rather later. We got the hole dug in a single night, by the butt of the big tree, and the water never came in till we got to the last two feet, and we managed to finish the hole in spite of it; and I covered it all over with neat sods and the sort of brown trampled grass that you see in prison camps. All I had to do now was to pull the tree up by the crane and lower one of the great eight-foot blocks against the south side of the trunk and then press the top slowly down as far as I could without cracking it, and fasten it down and sit on it in my canoe, and then let it go again.

Terbut opened his lips with the only too evident intention of asking how Jorkens was going to do that, and then wearily closed them again as though he felt it was hopeless.

I told you my plan was a very simple one, Jorkens continued. There was nothing more in it than that. I told you I was going to have the tree on a slant. So that all I had to do then was to lower one of those great blocks on to the top of it and gradually press the tree down by hooking the block to the tree and letting the crane lower it; one block on the south side of the trunk and another pressing it down till it pointed towards the North. I had clamped an iron band round the top of the tree and fastened a hook to it, and I had an eye at the end of a chain to fasten the hook to, the other end of the chain being embedded in concrete, which we had buried in the ground. We were able to leave the big tree lying there, because they didnt mind which trees we began on, so long as we sawed up plenty of planks.

Well, I waited for a night when the moon would be setting early, and then I told the Rebels that the crane was not working well and I wanted to test it. They said that they were sorry to hear it, and tactfully reminded me of the little device they had for keeping their machines in order; that is to say that the man who ran the machine went before the firing squad when it ceased to work; practically a kind of suttee. I actually lowered one of the great blocks on to the south side of that tree by daylight. I said I was testing the crane, and they paid no attention. Then I told one of the Rebels that it was working very badly, and he gave an expressive shrug, and glanced to the part of the wall that the firing squads used to shoot at. I said I would test it again, letting the concrete block down very slowly, and supporting it with a tree, so that it should not drop suddenly. They had to let me do all that out of common fairness, not that there was very much of that about any of them; but, though they didnt mind whether they shot me or not, they were keen on their damned machines.

I was glad, then, that we had dug that hole secretly. It came in handy. If we had had to start digging there and then, it would have needed a great deal of explanation, for digging is just the one thing that you can never do openly in a prison camp. Well, we soon had the tree up in the air on a slant, with the concrete block at its base, and then I began to lower another huge block on to the top of it; and gradually the tree went down and down, while three of our men watched it to see that there was no cracking. The great block was just able to lower it, and the tree never cracked, and we got it to within twenty feet of the ground and hooked it down. I could walk along it then. We had begun just before sunset, and darkness was coming on as we hooked it down, which was just what I wanted.

I dont think they suspected us any more than usual; but the more they suspected us the more they watched the wall, which was of course just the place we could never possibly get at, on account of the wire, and was too steep to climb in any case. The only interest they took in anything that we did with timber was to see that we made no ladders: they were pretty keen about that. My big tree they scarcely looked at. I got a few mattresses and made a nice pad to sit on in my canoe at the top of the tree. I filled my pockets with rations: I didnt need to take water. I had one good meal before I started; and then I walked up the tree with my light canoe on my head and the paddle strapped to it, and the parachute hung round my neck with a string to keep it together; and they lighted a fire underneath me.

A fire? muttered Terbut.

Yes, said Jorkens. I had the trunk between me and it, so it only made the air hot; and the air was always hot in that damned place in any case. You see, I had fastened the tree down with a hook and eye: the hook was steel, but the eye was three thick ropes plaited together. They lit a fire round them, till the ropes burned away; that is to say my pals did, three anti-Rebels that were there to see me off. And I went off all right. Those mattresses had always been hard to lie on, but nothing like as hard as they felt when they shot me out of that prison-camp, holding on to my bark canoe, and over the prison wall. And when I was well clear of it, I pulled the string of my parachute, and the thing opened and I came down in the marshes. Any noise that the tree made attracted the Rebels to the tree, and they had the fire to guide them; but nobody looked for me in the right place. I came down separately from my canoe, and it took me a while to find it in the dark, but when I did it was undamaged, on account of being so light. I found it floating upside-down on the water. I rowed in and out among enormous trees, with cascades of moss from their branches, like the beards of aged gods, making twilight all day long. The hunger of the mosquitoes was frightful; I seemed the only food for a thousand miles.

I never heard any pursuit; and in a few days I came to more open marshes. I did not leave the cover of the trees by day, so as to be on the safe side, but I rowed forty miles by night, guided of course by a star. After that it was fairly open and I could see a long distance astern and, when I saw there was no one behind me, I paddled along by day, catching just enough fish now and then to eke out my rations. And before the end of the month I came ashore, and found the army of the anti-Rebels, and got some decent food and a drink again.

Interesting for you, no doubt, said Terbut. But I dont see anything so very odd about it.


The Warning

JORKENS was drunk when he told this tale. I do not say this with the intention of disparaging my old friend, and I would not say it at all if I thought only of him, but there are others to be considered, and I should not like to cause alarm to any reader, beyond the precaution that is advisable. If when they have read this story they think some precaution is necessary, that is an attitude I shall be glad to encourage; but if they should feel that there hangs over them and all humanity a peril never imagined before, and that it will not lift, but rather grows blacker and blacker, it is then that, without wishing to cast rude aspersions on Jorkens, I would remind them once again that, when he gave me the information I here disclose, he was to all intents and purposes drunk.

It was in the Billiards Club, one afternoon, after we had all had a few whiskeys, and Jorkens of course had had his share, though not really much more than the rest of us. Jorkens, it seems, had, through acquaintance with someone who ought to have known better, been allowed to see over an asylum: I dont know how he managed it. But he had evidently got in, and there he met the man whose extraordinary story he told us. He did not know the mans name, for he assumed that the name he told him was not his real one: the name the man gave to Jorkens was Archimedes. He admitted he was mad, which is a very rare admission in an asylum: rage at mankinds stupidity, he said, had driven him mad; and overwork from working single-handed against the whole human race.

And yet, said Jorkens, he rather insisted that, though working against them, he was also working for them, and that this contradiction was no sign of lunacy; and he set a good deal of store by proving his point. The man interested me a good deal, for he had a lot of bright vehemence about him; so I let him prove his point; and he certainly did. What he said was that mankind would not understand him, on account of its natural stupidity; and yet that, if people would not heed him and hear his warning and act on it, they would all be crushed in a very strange way and enslaved most horribly, and that it was essential on this account to make them understand him; and so he had to struggle against the lot, and had found the work too much for him.

I say, said somebody; whats the strange way in which were going to be crushed if we dont look out?

Im coming to it, said Jorkens.

Dont interrupt him, I said. For I saw Jorkens was getting at something, and I didnt quite know what.

But while admitting that he was mad, Jorkens went on, he was very keen to show that he was sane about most things. He asked me if I played any intellectual games. Chess, I answered.

Good, said Archimedes. The supreme test of intellect. Have a game.

An attendant soon got a board for us, and we started playing. Well, knocking about the world as I have done, you get to see a good deal of the smoking-rooms of liners, and you dont see them for long without seeing something of chess, so that I am not exactly a novice at it. To begin with, I know all the ordinary openings, but not the one he played on me; and I can usually get on fairly well at the middle game, but I could make no headway against him whatever. He simply outplayed me.

Have another game? he said.

No thanks, I answered.

It would have been merely waste of time.

No craziness there, he said.

Not at all, I told him.

Then lets get on, he said.

His point was that he had shown himself sound about chess: might he not be right in the more important matter, which he would now proceed to disclose to me? At any rate, he insisted, the matter was worth considering: and, if he turned out to be right, then it was of the very utmost importance that I should give to mankind the warning that he was now debarred from communicating to any but me.

Warnin? What warning? said Terbut, who never can keep quiet when Jorkens is telling a story.

It was this, said Jorkens. He had been watching the progress of motor-cars for many years, and other machines too, but especially motors; and one day he had seen one skidding.

Wet roads, I said. They get very greasy sometimes, and some silly ass put his brakes on.

No, he said; the road was quite dry, and the man never touched his brakes.

I see. Just going too fast, I said.

No, he replied. He was going dead slow. He seemed to have more control when he was going fast. It was when he was taking it easy that the motor got out of hand.

I didnt see what he was getting at.

You mean.... I muttered.

I mean, said Archimedes, that that damned car had developed a will of its own. Machines have been developing for a hundred years now, and the damned thing had got reason. We think such a lot of reason, that we never thought the machines were going to get that. We expected them to improve and improve, doing all the things we wanted; we expected them to sew and to write, and to go faster and faster; we expected them to pick up gramophone records and put them down in their right order and then to sing and to talk to us; but we didnt expect them to reason.

Lord! No! I said.

Well, thats where you were wrong, said Archimedes, and blind and silly. For they were doing much more wonderful things than our reason already. So were birds and insects, for that matter; only we thought too much of our reason, couldnt see that a swallows flight was more wonderful, and journeys that eels and salmon and cuckoos made long before our reason taught us how to build steamers. And even then... but never mind birds and fishes. Look at the cylinders of a motor-car, or a wireless set, or even a sewing-machine. No, machines were already ahead of us. They were far more wonderful than we are, even before they began to reason.

Even when I saw what he was driving at, the thing seemed so uncanny that I couldnt at once give up the conviction I had felt all my life that there was one thing that nothing on earth could share with us, and that was the human reason. And so I said to him, even if I didnt put it as strongly as I felt I ought to have done.

After all, what is it? he said. Take one of our proudest boasts, one of our finest products of pure reason, that thing of Euclids; you know; that the square on the base of a right-angled triangle is equal to the sum of the squares on its sides. Well, I dont say it wasnt a clever thing to find out; but compare that with the way that a bird finds the tree it is looking for, at the end of a thousand miles. You couldnt do that unaided. And look at the things that machines do. Youll soon find they do more wonderful things than our reasoning. Why shouldnt they pick up that with their other tricks?

No, I suppose they could, I said, or one of those remarks that one mutters when some more dominant character is making a point that he has gone over a hundred times before he ever saw you. Yes, I suppose they could, I repeated.

They do, said Archimedes. I saw this car skid, as I said, quite deliberately. Then the driver got it in hand, and it skidded again. And so it went out of sight. But I watched after that. I sat by the road on a leather cushion and watched cars all day. And by the end of a week I had seen five of them doing the very same thing. And next week there were more of them at it. Skidding on dry roads. That made me think that there was some kind of collusion; and very soon I found that there was. I found that they were communicating with each other.

Communicating? I gasped.

Yes, crudely, coarsely, clumsily; mere metallic mumblings, he said; but communicating. And then I saw that the human race was threatened. If this sly communication was perfected and spread to all machines, if this plot succeeded, we should become the slaves of things that we thought were our slaves, a domination far worse than any slavery that was ever set up by man. It was against this that I set out to warn the human race. And now you must do it. There are already signs that the new power is recklessly changing the world: you have only to look round you to see that the things we use and the houses we live in are designed by machines, not men. So you must be quick. Look at London today, and remember the London you knew. Men used to design houses; there were carvings and ornaments all over them, expressing the fancies of man. Look at them now. Men used to work designs on little pieces of silver, and on all kinds of metal; they are all done by machines now. And the way of the machine is taking the place of our old way, more and more every year. You have no time to lose. You must tell them what I tell you. Tell them that machines have learned to communicate with one another and that they can plot, and they are plotting. Tell them that if the machines are not watched now, it will be too late to watch them. It is the same with all revolutions. And once the revolt of the machines is let loose, we shall become the slaves of the very basest things. Oh, Heavens! To be controlled by a sewing-machine!

He seemed overcome for a while, and his torrent of words ceased.

But you cant think it possible, I said, that Man himself should ever be dispossessed.

Possible? he exclaimed. Possible? It has occurred on countless occasions. Over and over again in the history of earth the dominant race has been dispossessed. Over and over again.

But not Man, I said.

Not here, of course, he answered. But on other planets, for all we know, it may have been even Man. They may have got far beyond us on Mars and Jupiter. Nothing remains the same anywhere.

But machines! I said.

Yes, thats the trouble, said he.

I never thought it would be machines, I repeated.

No, said Archimedes. We knew that something must take our place some day; all of us, that is, who have ever studied geology and were not too blinded by the importance of our own race. But we always thought that our successor at least would be Animal. Well, it turns out that it is not so. This awful offspring of Man is going to take our place, without any drop of our blood in its veins. Or any blood at all, for that matter. Its not Animal. Its got our intelligence, and thats the only animal quality it possesses. Well, you must warn them, and warn them quick. They had better smash it all up. I dont like massacres, but its us or them. And thats what they had better do. If they wait, it will be awful. The streets of every city will run with blood, and these ghastly machines will go trotting up and down, gloating. Dont think this is a mad fancy: we have seen something of it already: but its nothing to what you will see. So tell them quick. Warn them! Warn them! Even if you think Im crazy, dont chance it. I may be right; as I was at chess. And if I am, what is coming will be frightful. Warn them. Do you hear? Warn them.

And he put his face close to my ear, and shouted the last two words louder than I thought could have been possible. That brought two of the attendants; and one of them put his hand on my elbow and led me away, and told me that the gentleman was getting too excited. There was nothing for me to say. If he was mad, of course he got excited. And, if he was not mad, there was plenty to get excited about. I thought it over a lot afterwards. I took a bicycle and went away into the country to think it all over, away from machines; for I thought that, if I started watching machines, I might get the kind of fancies about them that Archimedes had. I turned off the road and went up a long lane, so as to be right away from motors; a lane where the hazels mostly leaned right across, to meet the briar-rose on the sunny side. In this leafy peaceful place I had almost entirely driven out of my mind the strange fancies and ominous fears put there by Archimedes. And I was going to sit down on a bank among long dry grasses, and I leaned my bicycle against the trunk of a tree. And, as I did so, the whole fear came back. Well, you know what a bicycle does, so I neednt tell you. It slipped slowly backwards and collapsed to the ground. Then it did it again. And, the third time I tried to prop it against the trunk, it slipped down in the other direction. Of all the mule-like things that man ever made, the bicycle is the worst. But a mule is Animal, and yet in mere mulishness the bicycle has got far beyond it. I saw then that, in much the same way, machines might get beyond men. And I wanted to warn them. And yet I didnt like to. I was afraid of being put where they put Archimedes, with attendants running in whenever I tried to warn people. And that was nearly a year ago, and things have been getting worse. I have been watching those cars all the time, and other machines too; and Archimedes was right. What had I better do?

The question was jerked at us in such a way that it made us all think. What had Jorkens better do? And what had we all better do ourselves, now that we knew what he had told us? It might be a drunken fancy, but then on the other hand there was a lot that seemed sound in it; and we were inclined to believe that much that he said might be right. It was a frightfully depressing thought. If there was only one chance in ten that he was right, it was still an awful risk. What had we better do? We looked from one to the other, and nobody seemed to know. And in the end we ordered several whiskeys, and each of us had one with a little soda. And Jorkens had one too. And after a bit of a silence he said: But it will probably be all right in the end.

And that was the view that we all took.


The Sacred City of Krakovlitz

THERE was always something a bit wild about the odd hill of which this story tells; there were myrtle bushes dotted about it, which gave it a wild air, and shrubs of other kinds and a few large lonely rocks, and all the little things by which hills so often proclaim that, unlike the fields and gardens, they owe no allegiance to Man. It was a bit wild in any case, without the mirage; so that when the mirage came, shining down on the top of it, and putting over the myrtles, azaleas and junipers a little eastern city, such as could not have possibly stood within a hundred miles, then it was no wonder that a young impressionable peasant of that far end of Europe that we call the Near East considered the hill sacred.

He was watching a herd of nine or ten goats amongst the herbage that straggled about the base of the hill, when the mirage shown there, a mass of white domes gleaming above white walls, with thin towers among them, and tiny gold spires on the tops of some of the domes; very compact and small, a little city exactly fitting the top of the hill. It did not shine there for more than twenty minutes, but while it was there it was very clear indeed. It is rather a desolate district, that of Krakovlitz, and no living creature was in sight of Srebzt besides his herd of goats. It is doubtful if any saw the mirage but he, though several said they did afterwards. All the time it was there, Srebzt stood and gazed at it with enormous wonder. He had never seen an oriental city. I do not know by what means light picks up such visions from where they are real and puts them down again somewhere where they are not. It very rarely happens. Everything that ever occurs among the simple people dwelling round Krakovlitz drifts into legend, to be handed down through the ages; and there is no record of anything of the sort having occurred there before for nearly two hundred years. The previous event is exactly dated, because legend tells how it occurred on the eve of a battle, and the battle has its place and its date in history.

As Srebzt gazed at the very vivid mirage, the whole city was deeply impressed upon his mind; and it was so new to him, and so strangely beautiful, that for twenty minutes his eye roved over its details, going from house to house, and from walled garden to walled garden, where palm trees put their heads here and there above the tops of the walls. It was quite obviously a city of people following no religion of Srebzts; but, after all, his faith had come from the East, and the city was obviously eastern. And all at once it appeared to him holy. He ran up the hill towards it as far as he could, but that was not far, for very soon he came to the royal wall, which enclosed the greater part of the hill within the Demesne of the Palace, a wild park in which goats were forbidden.

The first impression of the city, seen in a flash, the beauty and wonder of it, and then the examination of every building, and the feeling that it was holy coming on top of that, combined to give Srebzt a vision of that city, clear and exact in its details, which never faded. Perhaps no missionary has ever treasured a clearer picture of Heaven than was the picture of the mirage on the top of the hill of Krakovlitz, stamped upon Srebzts memory. In fact the picture made Srebzt into a missionary: he went through all the villages, and even as far as towns, telling them of the city upon the hill and swearing that it was sacred and that it was more beautiful than any city of earth, as it certainly was prettier than any town that he can ever have had opportunities of beholding. And, though it had faded after twenty minutes, he always spoke of it to the people of all the villages as though it were still there and would never leave the hill. He became a familiar figure in all the country round, in market-places at evening, or in whatever little spaces in the middle of villages were empty when work was over, where men could gather and talk.

A hundred miles from Krakovlitz in many directions they knew his flapping cloak, his outstretched arm and his vehement declamations; for he walked great distances, and would cover a hundred miles in three or four days. And everywhere he said the same thing, that the earth was corrupt and its governments were corrupt, but that on the top of the hill of Krakovlitz shone the serene beauty of the utterly perfect city, and that the laws that ran in its streets were the laws of Heaven. Some believed him, some went to Krakovlitz to see for themselves, and of course saw nothing; but such fiery oratory soon came to have more weight with them than their eyesight, till they too believed. The simple people of the country round Krakovlitz are easily excited, and the torrent of words in the twilight, poured out at them, often, till all the stars were lit, and the unquestioned sincerity of Srebzt, carried them all away, and they believed that on the top of Krakovlitz hill all the highest ideals of men blossomed incorruptibly in a city of unimaginable beauty, seen by one man. But all but the fields at the very base of the hill were in the Demesne of the Palace, and the domes and the golden spires could not be seen from the fields below, being, as Srebzt taught, too lofty for human eye, and the Government would not permit the people to go up the slopes of Krakovlitz.

And so things were for a long time; a fierce religious revival, or heresy if you will, among tens of thousands of peasantry, and, on the side of the government, law, routine and materialism. This could not last for ever. There were arrests, imprisonments and one execution, and after the execution the whole revival flared up and lengths of the royal wall were battered down and Srebzt led all the people up the slope of the hill; but not all the way: he halted them soon and went up to the top alone, and came back and told them that he had seen the city, but that it was not yet material, not yet gross enough for their eyes. It was a strangely mystical speech, the speech in which he told them that the city that he had just seen, and in which he had just walked, was truly there for good men, and yet not so completely there for others.

I cannot explain this exact theory; nor, I think, could he have done so in broad daylight, but the long shadows of evening had died from the rock and the bushes, and twilight, in spite of the multitude, had become strangely hushed and the sky was full of some very glorious colours; and Srebzt called to them in the stillness, almost chanting, telling them of the wonders of the city that he had seen, and which they too should see, if they were just and pure and patriotic and, above all, obedient. And they did see it. For the government fled that night, and Srebzt assumed power next morning. And the first thing he did was to collect all the builders in the country and, cleverly enough, to get architects from abroad, even though he taught that foreigners were all perfectly useless; and, with his intense vision burning as clearly as ever in his fanatical memory, he really did succeed in a very few months in having the city of the mirage duplicated exactly. And he moved into the city with his ministers and made it the seat of government, as everyone knows.

Not everyone knew what the workmen had done; not everyone even knew that there had been workmen at all, for they were a very simple people, and the sight of the city gleaming upon the hill, and exactly as Srebzt had described it, clinched once for all in their minds the divine vision of Srebzt. If there was a single doubter upon this point in the whole of the country, he was invariably silent.

The power of Srebzt was now absolute, and from this point onward is merely a matter of history. To go further with this story would be to attempt to stir with ones pen the turbulent waters of European diplomacy, and would be to repeat unnecessarily events well known to the world, a world so troubled that it already forgets those early stages of Srebzts assumption of power.

And yet I know that the story is true, for my friend Jorkens told it to me one day at the Billiards Club, and he has travelled everywhere and knows many a thing which the hurried world forgets. And I have not only Jorkens bare word for it; for no sooner had he ceased telling the tale after lunch, when from the other side of the table came immediate corroboration. Sillet, one of our members, had been a sub-administrator in the East; the real East, not the Near East, many hundreds of miles beyond Krakovlitz. And there had been a town in his sub-administration, called Loom-bah; and Sillet, who was a man of very few words, told his story in very few words. He had been dissatisfied with Loom-bah. Odd though it may seem to us, there were the most appalling vices, and even some kinds of murder, which Sillet put up with; but there were certain kinds of murder he never would tolerate, and several of these were taking place in Loom-bah. He decided to stop it; decided, in his own words, to tidy up the town; and found that he could not do it. Sillet persisted and, again to use his own words, I decided rightly or wrongly that the best thing would be to burn it. So he called out the military, for which there was ample provocation at any time, and did burn Loom-bah.

And then for many years the thing had been on his conscience, although he could see no other way of stopping these foul murders that used to go on in Loom-bah, and of which, as he said, there were a great deal too many. As an official he approved of what he had done, but then there was some unofficial part of him that, in spite of the crimes of Loom-bah, was unreasonably yearning to see that quaint small city again. And the knowledge that he had acted rightly could not keep him from feeling sorry. He had done it quite thoroughly, and nothing at all was left of Loom-bah. And then one day he came home from the East by motor, and of course he passed through the Near East; and, as it happened, he went right by Krakovlitz, where the ruins of the royal wall were being used for mending the road, which the old regime used never to mend at all. And on the top of the hill he saw Loom-bah, with Srebzts flag flying from the dome of a mosque.

It was perfectly exact, he said, a view of Loom-bah from the south. I knew every house in it. I had arrested somebody in every street, and I had been myself into every house to get evidence about some murder or other, and I couldnt have been mistaken.

Then we talked awhile about mirages, all giving our own theories. We pulled out an atlas and found where Loom-bah was, though the actual name was not marked, and we drew a line from it to Krakovlitz, which was marked under its old name, and we measured the line and worked out the angle that it made with another line that we drew from Loom-bah to the magnetic pole, thinking that that might have something to do with it. And Sillet had seen mirages himself, on several occasions, though he did not know how they worked. And he had no more to say, and Jorkens was now asleep, and we could think of no more theories.

But it was Loom-bah, all right, said Sillet, however it got there.


Jorkens Practises Medicine and Magic

ONCE in the Mohagger Mountains, said Jorkens.

The Mohagger Mountains did you say? asked Terbut.

It was the local name for them, said Jorkens. I dont know what they call them on European maps. Not much, I expect. They arent very high. They are in the Sahara, close to its northern boundary. I had gone there after edni and Barbary sheep, and had got all the heads I wanted and was just about to turn home. But I had been too kind to the Arabs.

Too kind to them? said Terbut.

Yes, said Jorkens. They wouldnt let me go.

Oh, said Terbut. And that was his last interruption till Jorkens story was more than half-way through.

You see, said Jorkens, they always insist that anybody from Europe must be a doctor. And so a doctor I had to become. It was their own fault. I never asked them to come and be doctored by me: they simply came. So I had to give them all the dope they wanted. I only had very simple remedies; cascara, quinine, castor oil and a few things like that. They used to arrive from nowhere to visit me, usually in the evening, and would ask me to cure them of the complaints that flesh is heir to, and a few more that they had imagined. I dont know how they knew that I was there: I never knew they were. They came from camps in valleys I had not noticed. The only sign that the place had any inhabitants was a note or two that drifted now and then from a flute; and the only sign I made that I was there also, was a shot from my rifle once every two or three days; for you dont get much more than that, looking for Barbary sheep in those mountains. But they knew I was there all right, the whole lot of them, and there was always someone coming at evening to consult me about his health, tall, haughty figures that had eaten half a goat at a sitting and suffered from indigestion. I hadnt much in the indigestion line, because it is not one of the troubles that you expect to get, when you are leading a healthy life and eating wholesome food, and so I had brought nothing for it; my really big cures were more in the line of fever; anything that would respond to quinine. Not that I failed the ones that suffered from indigestion; in fact I succeeded only too well. I gave them Epsom salts, and it did only too well; and I got the hell of a reputation, and they wouldnt let me go.

I was camped in a little valley, full of geraniums, with bare brown rocks going up from it almost sheer, and little brown hyacinths in the cracks of the rock, and here and there a very small tulip. I had only four Arabs with me, two camels and two mules. One of the Arabs was a cook, two looked after the camels and mules, and one gave orders to the other three, and rode one of the mules while I rode the other, whenever we moved camp: the cook rode on one of the camels and the other two men ran behind. I had got a fine lot of heads, and one day I said to Pelcassim, the man who looked after my little camp, Ive heads enough. We will turn homewards tomorrow.

He looked queerly at me, and only answered Inshallah, which means As God wills. Well, tomorrow came, and no sooner had it come than I noticed a lot of the neighbours in my valley, the men who came out of nowhere on sandalled feet, with the soles of their sandals made of grass that grows in those mountains, plaited as we plait rushes. In fact their singing woke me. I dont quite know why they sang, but I think the idea was that, approaching somebody elses camp in the early morning, it was a good thing not to come quietly, for fear that the other people should get alarmed and perhaps start shooting. I asked them if they wanted medicine. They asked me why some of my men were putting loads on our camels. I said I had to get back to the coast: they said I had to stay.

Well, there wasnt much argument: they all carried guns: so did my men; everybody does in that part of Africa, but there were only five of us, and a heap of them; so my argument that I wanted to go carried a lot less weight than theirs; that they wanted to keep a good hakim  a doctor, you know. They let me go to my tent, and there was my rifle, all loaded, five cartridges in the magazine and one in the barrel, and a far better rifle than any that they had got; but, if I had shot one of them, the rest would have been down behind rocks as quickly as coneys, and my tent would have been a target until they were quite sure I was dead; and, even if I had won, I should have had a hundred miles of that sort of country to cross, with every Arab in it knowing exactly what I had done. No, I decided that I must try some other line.

It was no possible use to say I was not a good doctor, because I had spent the best part of a month in building up that very reputation, and not only with quinine and cascara and Epsom salts, but with a certain amount of magic that I had thrown in to make the medicine more palatable. They are very fond of magic. Well, I looked facts in the face: I said to myself, How does it look to them? A thing you have always to do when dealing with that kind of people. And the answer to that was that to them it was just as though someone were going to pull down Harley Street and all the doctors were going. Striking my bit of a tent and clearing out of that valley was exactly to them what the entire disappearance of Harley Street would be to people living in London.

Well, a thing like that would be stopped; influences would be set at work, questions would be asked in Parliment, and all those doctors would not be allowed to go. Looking at it in that way helped me to see what the Arabs would do; theyd be very keen to stop me, and as a matter of fact they were. So I said, All right, I would stop. And stop I did, and I handed out medicine harder than ever. And of course in a few days time I had very little left. They began to see my supplies running low, and I said to some of them what a pity it was, because, though I was a great doctor, no doctor could possibly practise without any medicine.

As my little store of drugs got lower and lower I thought I was nearly free. But not a bit of it; one of their men would ride on a mule through the mountains, and cross the barren land that they call the Tel, to distinguish it from sheer desert, and come in three or four days to the nearest town and get some fresh supplies; and, to make sure that he would get the right ones, they floated the labels off my bottles with some hot water: they wouldnt trust me to write a note to the chemist myself. I thought, then, of fastening a note to the mans clothing, or tying it on to his mule. I actually wrote a note asking for rescue. But the crab of that was that the note had to be put where the chemist would be sure to see it and where twenty Arabs would be sure not to, and I could think of no suitable place. What was to be done? In about a week the Arab came back with an enormous supply of quinine, cascara, castor oil and Epsom salts, as well as a sack of dates; and I was still in the same valley. They didnt guard me very closely; but they took away my rifle, and if I went for a walk I never noticed a mountain top that was without an Arab curled up on it apparently asleep, a little patch of white against the brown mountain.

Once, when I walked a little further than usual, I saw one of the white patches stir; and, thinking it all over, I decided that there could be no escape that way. I did a lot more thinking then, and got a lot of ideas in the course of the next few days, but the drawback was they were none of them any good. For instance, I had the idea of sending one of my own men to some town with a message, but then he would have to deceive the other Arabs pretty cleverly; and, if he was clever enough for that, he would be much more likely to try his deceiving on me. Then I had the idea of chasing one of my mules away from my camp by night with a message tied to its tail; but the first nomad that found him would have kept him, and he would never have got to a town. It was a difficult situation: as far as I could see, if I couldnt get a message to Europe, I would stay where I was for ever.

They treated me very well, very well indeed; but I had other things to do besides doctoring Arabs and living all my life in a ravine of those mountains. They even gave me back my rifle at times and let me shoot some more edni, the queer gazelle that lives in those mountains; but I never got a bead on an edni without knowing that over the rocks there were three beads shining on me. It is quite an uncomfortable feeling, and after a while I gave up shooting edni. I missed their meat, because my cook was particularly good with it, and his work was really like a beautiful dream.

It was a lovely climate and, odd though it may seem, the view of the desert was intensely beautiful, as one looked out at it from the crags of the mountains, blue and dreamy and beautiful, flushing with pink at sunset, and the mountains were lovely too, and the banks of geraniums, that grew wherever old storms had filled the hollows with water. I soon got tired of my magic, and only wanted to give the Arabs quinine and cascara, according to which they seemed to require; but they would not have the dose plain and insisted on magic with it, and so I did as they said until I was sick of magic.

Magic? said Terbut. What kind of magic?

Oh just little things like this, said Jorkens. Little things like this. You see, I take up this spoon out of the salt-cellar and put it into this hand, and then into this one.

Yes, I see that, said Terbut.

And now which hand is it in? Jorkens asked.

Why, that one, said Terbut, pointing to one of his hands.

No, said Jorkens, opening it wide, and Terbut gazed in astonishment.

Nor in that one either, said Jorkens, opening the other.

How on earth did you do that? said Terbut.

Oh, just magic, said Jorkens. I didnt pick up the spoon when I said I did. I had already put it under the rim of my plate. Here it is. But you didnt begin to watch me until several seconds too late. Nor did the Arabs. Nor does anybody. Magic is quite easy. But they kept me at it until I was sick of it. And I was spending all my time thinking of ways to get a message to Europe to tell them that I was a prisoner in the Mohagger Mountains, and to ask somebody to send a small party to rescue me. I stayed in my own camp, and the Arabs stayed in theirs; when they wanted doctoring they just came to me, as people go to Harley Street. There was no chance of escape by day, because of the men on the tops of the mountains. I dont think they would have shot me; I think they would have called to the others, with those wonderful voices they have, and the whole of the mountains would have been astir like a hive of bees. By night they came down to the edges of my little valley, where I often saw the glow of their cigarettes. So I did a lot of thinking, as I told you, how to get a message to Europe. It was in a part of Africa owned by the French, and I knew they would never stand anything like that, if only they could be told it was going on. But how could I tell them? Do you know, I thought for a fortnight, and at the end of that time I was no nearer finding a plan to send a message to France than I was when I started.

I thought in the heat of the day when the distant desert was blue, I thought while the sunset was turning the mountains to roses, I thought as I sat by our fire and my Arabs ate kouskous, I thought when the fire was grey ashes and there was no light but the stars; but my thinking was all no good. My own Arabs were perfectly silent on my chances of ever escaping, and naturally I said nothing to them about it, as I didnt want the news to get out that I was even thinking of rescue. Once I asked my chief man, Pelcassim, if he thought Id see Europe again; and the only opinion he gave me was, It is as God wills. I said no more to any of them, after that, and did my thinking alone, and my thinking led nowhere.

And then one day, a little before sunset, while I was sitting outside my tent taking a rest, for I was rather tired of thinking, an extraordinary thing happened. I heard a faint whirr of wings and a row of sounds, notes from about a dozen birds in the sky, one note from each as the line of them went northward, and then again further away, and fainter this time. That was all, but it was the idea for which I had hunted, the idea for my eyes to see, when my imagination could not. You see, they were going to Europe; and my thinking narrowed down to working out how I could get them to take a message. And, once I had something to go on, it didnt take me long. I dont know what birds they were that I saw go over, but I very soon saw that what I wanted was swallows. Storks were there too, but I fancied that they went mostly to Germany, and what I wanted was France. You see, I was in their part of Africa, and I knew that they would never allow a European to be kept a prisoner there if they knew of it; so I decided on swallows. I thought it all out that night.

Spring was all over the mountains, but the swallows were not yet gone. Not that we often saw any, but I knew that there would be plenty beyond the mountains, where the little towns begin, flying round domes of mosques and over the flat-roofed houses; and those Arabs would have to collect them. Yes, I hadnt been able to run out of medicine; the Arabs would not allow that; but I could run out of magic; and magic was fifty per cent of my ingredients. So I strolled over next day to the nearest Arab encampment, low tents of camels hair, and dogs coming out to roar at one; and an Arab came out and heaved a rock at his dogs, and asked me very politely what he could do for me. So I told him that my magic was beginning to fail because I had no longer any ingredients for it; and he asked me what the ingredients were, and I told him the droppings of swallows, mixed with certain medicines: the medicines I had, but no more droppings.

I saw at once that, on the face of it, he thought my story extremely likely, and he promised me at once that I should have the swallows. I pledged him to secrecy about that ingredient, because I said that other magicians were after it, and would do no good with it if they found it, not knowing how to mix it, and would only do much harm with it. He enjoyed being told the secret, and I said that I should require a thousand swallows, as I had a large number of patients; which was perfectly true, for they must have been coming in for fifty miles round, and from further and further as my reputation spread, which it did very rapidly. I told him that I should need a good roomy cage for them, and food to keep them alive, and that they had better catch them with nets somewhere where they were plentiful. Some other Arabs came up, and then they questioned me about the swallows. One of them, who had recently had a good dose of castor oil from me, thought that my medicines should be enough by themselves. But I said to him, If the shops in the towns, where all the medicines are, could cure men, they would live long in towns.

And that went down with the nomads, for they know they are healthier than townsmen.

Somehing more is needed, I said. And it is the fresh droppings of swallows.

You shall have them, they said, and began to talk among themselves about how and where they should catch this enormous number of birds.

And if I am to cure others, I said, I must maintain perfect serenity. My cigarettes are now few, and I should like a thousand more.

This they promised at once, for they treated me very well. In fact I had them next day. And I spent all the night after that in taking the paper off the tobacco, and writing a thousand messages in French, and adding a bit in Italian in case they should go to Italy.

I got a bit anxious as the days went by and they didnt bring the swallows. I was afraid that the swallows might go before they caught them. But the Arabs saw to that; they werent going to lose the magic they so much loved; and they hurried, and got the swallows. Back they came one day, singing into my valley, with four enormous cages upon two camels, and pretty nearly a thousand swallows. I wanted about that number, because one or two would have been missed; but, if in the whole of one village, every swallow had one white leg, the thing would begin to be noticed. All the next night I tied cigarette papers with hairs from my own head to the legs of swallows, and let them loose as I did so.

Mid spring had come to the Mohagger Mountains and would soon be coming to France, and evidently so the swallows thought, for a company of Zouaves arrived in a week. The swallows must have left in a very few days, and the French had evidently telegraphed, and along came the company from the nearest post. I said to one of the Arabs, as soon as I saw the Zouaves marching along the base of the mountains, I am staying here of my own free will, and so I will tell them. He seemed pleased to hear me say that. And then I said, And I go of my own free will.

As God wills, he said.

And so I went.


Jartons Disease

YES, said the doctor, imagination has a large part in any disease, and in its cure.

It was Dr. Corbet, a member of our club, the Billiards Club, and it was one of those occasions on which Jorkens was not talking, but listening patiently to somebody else. I think the story that Corbet told us then rather awed Jorkens, so dreadful was the power of imagination shown to be, and so devastating the results of that power when once let loose. Even Terbut, who seems to take a special delight in finding little faults in any story he hears, was sitting silent. Somebody asked Corbet for an instance, and this was the story he told us:

I knew a man once, a business man, a fellow called Jarton, a business man if ever there was one. He launched huge commercial enterprises, and his last was the biggest of all. It should have been worth at least a million.

Jarton, said somebody who was something in the City. I dont think I have heard of him.

No, said the doctor. He never completed the scheme and his papers were lost when he died, so it will never be known now; but he had worked the whole thing out.

What was it? asked Something in the City, with his eyes full of interest.

He had invented a new disease, said Corbet.

A new disease? we muttered.

Yes, said the doctor, and he had worked it out very well too. He knew that an enormous fortune was waiting for anyone who could do that, and he gave his mind to it and worked it out for weeks; and I will say that he did it very well. You see, anybody who can invent a new disease can invent a cure for it. And as he is the first person to hear about the disease he is even ahead of the doctors, let alone all the patent remedies. Jarton saw that, and he sat down to work for weeks.

He used to dine at a quarter to seven, ate hurriedly, was finished by seven, and sat in a small dark room at the top of the house, where he would not be disturbed, and lit two candles and got to work on his new disease.

First of all he used to sit perfectly still in the dim room, letting his imagination work as it would; and as soon as he had imagined a symptom he would concentrate on it with all his mind, sitting there rigid and cold, until he almost believed in it. Not till then would he begin to write. Out would come his pen then, and he would describe the symptom with all the detail of a nervous patient telling his or her fears to a doctor. He would work at that symptom sometimes till long after midnight, and then go all cold to bed and, in the later stage of his work, even frightened. Next night he would start on another symptom, if he was able to manage it; but he never forced his imagination, and, if a symptom did not come, he just sat there brooding. Seven till 1 a in every night were his hours, and he usually got a symptom by about the time it grew dark, and then worked on it as I have said.

After a couple of weeks he coordinated his symptoms, and that was how he invented the new disease. All he had to do was to bring his symptoms together and coordinate them in a scientific manner, and they made the disease for themselves. And a very nasty disease it was; a paralysis creeping up from the base of the spine along the spinal column, gradually spreading outwards as it came, and numbing muscle by muscle, till whole limbs were helpless, and at last reaching the lungs. And every symptom was so subtle at first, so difficult to distinguish from mere fatigue, that with the slightest stimulus to your imagination you could very easily believe that you were in its first stages yourself. It was an evanescent symptom; that is to say it appeared and then it went away again. And that was, from a commercial point of view, perhaps the most valuable quality of the disease; for a thing you imagine very soon goes away, but, if you are a bit nervous and read a good deal about it, it soon comes back again; and that was what this disease did. It had recurrent symptoms.

And Jarton was making sure that the public should read plenty about it. He had two classes of advertisement, one to wake up the imagination and get the disease started, and another to make the symptoms recur, after cool reflection and common sense had banished them as mere fancies. But before he had his advertisements even in typescript he had to have the disease as clear in his mind as a gold-mine, or any other property that anyone puts on the market. And it was a gold-mine; properly developed it would have been worth a million. Jarton is dead now, and, though I have none of his notes, I know enough of that disease, from what he told me, to put it on to the market, if only I knew how one handled that kind of business, which I dont, and if it were not for the rather early-Victorian view that the British Medical Association still take about that class of business. In fact anyone else can go for that million, but not a doctor.

Thats rather hard, said Terbut.

Well, they are like that, said Corbet.

And why didnt Jarton get the million? asked Terbut.

Well, thats the whole point of my story, said Corbet. He didnt get it. In fact he died. He came to me one day to consult me, but he came too late. He was barely able to move his fingers or toes when he was wheeled into my house. They got his chair into my consulting room and left him alone with me, and he told me all his symptoms. As I said, he could barely move his fingers; and, even while he spoke to me the thing began to affect his breathing: the effect was very slight, but enough to show a trained eye that the disease was nearing his lungs.

But  but, said Terbut, I thought you said the disease was purely imaginary.

So it was, said Corbet. So it was. But you laity, if I may borrow a word from another profession, will never fully estimate the influence of imagination upon disease. Many a case I have known was entirely caused by it; and in many cures I have made, and perfectly honest cures, I have deliberately stimulated, not only digestion and circulation, but imagination too. Yes, a properly stimulated imagination can have very beneficial results. But in this case I could do nothing. It was not only plain that it had gone on too long, but the very profundity of his plan, to be ahead of all the doctors, and to startle the public, was now turning against him: he was badly startled himself, and I knew no more about his disease than the youngest medical student knows about beri-beri. He himself had kept it dark, so as to spring it upon the market, and I could do nothing about it. He had been working late one night, he told me, on the commercial side of the business, something to do with distribution of the remedy he was to put on the market; when suddenly in his chair where he had sat motionless for five hours, he began to feel a numbness. He reasoned with himself and saw it was only fancy, just as he had planned that the public should do. And in twenty minutes the numbness came back again, a numbness at the base of the spine. A chill went through him and it quickened his breathing, but that was only natural, nothing to do with the final symptom, which was not due till much later.

He told me that, when he woke up, the disease had entirely disappeared; and all that day, as long as the daylight lasted, the symptom never returned. So he dined at his usual hour, and at seven oclock went back again to his work. No sooner had he sat down and lighted his two candles, and concentrated on visualising the new disease, than the symptom returned in earnest, a chilling numbness at the base of the spine. He spoke to himself aloud: This is nonsense, he said. I must pull myself together. I invented the thing myself, and it is not real.

But it did not yield to reason so quickly this time; did not vanish at once, but remained for several minutes, numbing him in his chair. Then it went away slowly, and stimulated by the encouragement that the disappearance of any symptom always gives to a patient, he went back at once to his work. And again it came, almost immediately. All the fear that he had invented for the public, every fine shade of doubt, every delicate apprehension, was now overtaking him.

Serve him right, blurted out Terbut.

No, said Corbet. He had a remedy for the public. The fear that he meant to wake in them he was going to quell. Remember that, though it is possible to frighten the public, their faith in a patent medicine is stronger than any fear. Indeed I have known patients who, if a bottle of patent medicine were left by their sides, would face death itself with it. But this patent medicine was not yet manufactured: he was only working on the disease as yet, and had not yet had time for anything more. If he had made the medicine in time, he might have cured himself. I cannot say if he would: that is only my speculation. Certainly the medicine would have been no use, for he had no qualifications whatever, and of course he would have known it was no use; and yet, if he knew the cure was all nonsense he should have known the disease was too, for they were parts of the same large scheme.

If only that scheme could have been perfected simultaneously, disease and medicine together, I believe that what his imagination had started his imagination might have been able to cure; but of course there was no time for that, and the medicine was not ready. So he sat there late at night in his small dim room, a prey to the terrors of a disease for which there was no known cure. Of course as soon as he saw that he was really one of its victims, he hurried his preparations for the remedy. But it was too late then; the disease had got too much of a start on the remedy; and he soon found out, what every qualified chemist knows, that you cannot do the minute scientific work required for compounding a medicine, while your pulse is increased by uneasiness which your mind is struggling to calm. And yet it was not so much the ingredients that troubled him, as the advertisements which had to be written to make it attractive and to give it that dominant hold on the imagination without which it could never be possible for it to cure an imaginary disease.

But dont think that because the disease was imaginary it was any the less severe, for it attacked Jarton with all the rigours that he had invented, and late at night in that lonely room with no one to help him, and his hopes of a cure dwindling, it progressed with enormous rapidity. It moved upwards along his spine and, as it moved upwards, areas to right and left of it were affected, and the numbness not only increased, but was far slower in yielding to the light of reason, and returned every time more rapidly, whenever a little calm and collected thought had been able to drive it away. Next night he gave up all work on the disease and concentrated all the imagination that his fears would allow him to use on compounding the curative medicine and making it as attractive as possible. But the numbness came at once, and with every shadow that ran from his flickering candles, when draughts disturbed their flames and chilled Jarton, it spread upwards and outwards, and strengthened towards paralysis.

Under such conditions as these it was none too easy to write bright and cheery advertisements, that would drive you to take a medicine and convince you that with a few doses there would come a certain cure. By midnight he knew that the disease had fed so greedily on the imagination, that not enough remained with which to invent the remedy. He left the small room, then, at the top of the house, and limped away to bed; but the symptoms only increased while he tried to sleep, and by morning no doubt remained and no room for hope: he had the disease in a most virulent form.

It is probable, in my opinion, that any new disease attacks with its greatest violence when first it appears; but this disease, which had arisen in the imagination of Jarton, was naturally more violent than he had ever intended it to be for the public; and for them, it is only fair to remind you, he would have had the remedy ready before he let it loose. In the bright daylight, without his two candles in the shadows of a small room, the symptoms were less acute; but it was too late for any cure by mere daylight and fresh air. What was he to do? To consult a doctor seemed merely absurd to him. He, the only man in the world that knew the disease, to consult a man who had never even heard of it! And yet, after limping up and down the room till the numbness had spread so far that he was able to limp no longer, he sent out for a bath-chair and had himself wheeled to me.

It was a curious consultation. You see, he had not only to tell me his symptoms, but to tell me about the nature of the disease, which is usually a doctors job. Of course I could do nothing for him. What I tried to do, as soon as I realized that the origin of the disease was imaginary, was to try to persuade him to get a grip on his own imagination and invent the remedy that he had intended to patent in order to cure this disease; but, as I have already told you, his imagination was too far gone. I could only give him palliatives, and in a few more days he was dead.

I made a most careful study of all his symptoms, for the British Medical Journal; but on thinking it all over I decided that, as the disease was in that class of diseases that are of a purely imaginary nature, the best way to prevent it from spreading would be to let no one hear anything of it. And so I burnt all my notes.

Terbut leaned forward, I think to make some criticism, but was silenced by Corbets next words.

And, by the way, the less you all think about what I have told you, the better, in case your imaginations should slightly react to it.

I never let anything affect my imagination, said Jorkens.


On the Other Side of the Sun

ONE of our members strolled into the Billiards Club the other day and stood in front of the book-case, for we have a book-case there, although we dont so much read in the Billiards Club as talk about one thing and another. He wasnt actually going to read either: his eye merely rested on one of the books, because he happened to be standing in front of it and was tired and wanted a drink: it was an old book called On the Other Side of the Sun.

On the other side of the sun, he said, more to himself than to anyone. I wonder whats there.

It was not a profound remark, but I think most of us find we have no actual need of profound remarks in a club. The remark was nothing out of the ordinary, and, but for Jorkens, we should none of us have taken the matter up. But Jorkens, raising his voice, as I thought, a little, so as to be heard by Terbut, suddenly said, I have been there. Terbuts head started up, and with the light of victory in his eyes, the light of victory come after long waiting, said, You have been there?

Oh, yes, said Jorkens.

When, may I ask? said Terbut.

Six months ago, answered Jorkens.

Terbut smiled. He knew that six months ago almost to a day Jorkens had been in the Billiards Club, and he knew he could check this by consulting the hall-porter.

That is very interesting, said Terbut.

It is rather, said Jorkens.

Look here, said Terbut, we cant verify all your stories but we can verify this one. Dont you think its about time that you proved one of them?

Yes, said Jorkens. Ill make an affidavit before a magistrate.

We neednt bring the law into it, said Terbut.

And suddenly some of us guessed what Terbut was going to do: he had lost a bet of £5 to Jorkens over a matter of the distance from Blackfriars Bridge to Westminster Bridge, and we thought he was going to try to get it back. And sure enough he was. Barely had the thought crossed my mind, when he said to Jorkens:

If you care to bet a fiver on it, we can have the thing gone into. If not

Right, said Jorkens.

And we all of us saw the bet duly registered in a book which we keep for that purpose, that Jorkens had been to the other side of the sun. I must say, I thought Terbut might win; and yet, knowing Jorkens as I do, I had a feeling that Terbut would not find it too easy.

You have witnesses, I suppose, said Terbut.

Oh, yes, said Jorkens. But lets see your fiver first.

Terbut drew out all kinds of coins and notes, and Jorkens produced a fiver, crisp and white and new. I admit that the thought crossed my mind, when I saw that fiver, that Jorkens may have had it all ready for such a bet as this.

My first witness will be the hall-porter, said Terbut. And yours?

We turned from face to face like people watching lawn-tennis. We were all gazing at Jorkens now, wondering what was coming.

I am only calling one witness, said Jorkens.

Went with you to the other side of the sun? asked Terbut.

Oh, yes, said Jorkens. Six months ago.

And who is he? asked Terbut.

The Astronomer Royal, said Jorkens.

The Ast began Terbut. And then he said, Oh, well, I sup pose Ive got to pay.

And pay he did, though with a very bad grace. And then Terbut said a great deal more, which it would do no good to repeat. And some of us got the idea, that we had travelled a good deal further than most people might suppose.


The Rebuff

YOU may not know, said Rowston, that some time in the last century a woman left a will providing money to communicate with Mars.

Talk had got very scientific in the Billiards Club, and Rowston, who was the most scientific man we have got there, was having it all his own way.

She was a Frenchwoman, he went on, and the scientists to whom the money was left had decided to mark out in bonfires all over the North of France the diagram of that wonderful proposition from the first book of Euclid, which proves that the square on the base of any right-angled triangle is equal to the sum of the squares on the sides. It is really a wonderful problem, for its hardly a thing you would think of to look at it. It seems so unlikely that, whatever the shape of a triangle, provided that one of its angles was a right angle, those squares would always be exactly equal; that is to say that the big one would always exactly equal the medium one and the little one added together. I often wonder how it was it ever occurred to Euclid.

And what good was that going to do? asked one of our members, who was not so much interested in science as golf.

You see, said Rowston, those French scientists had worked out that the people of Mars, being more intelligent than us, having started sooner, on account of their planet being smaller, and so cooling quicker than ours, would know all the things that we knew, as well as getting over a good many of our mistakes. To sum up their argument in a few words, they said that no highly intelligent people could be ignorant of that odd fact about those squares; and when they saw the diagram they would know that we were intelligent too. Then it would be up to them to answer.

And what happened? one of us asked.

What happened was, said Rowston, that the French government decided the woman was mad, and her legacy frivolous, and refused to allow the money to go where she had directed. It went instead to her relations. And, if she was mad, it seems to me that it might have been rather dangerous to let her relations have all the money, for they may have had a touch of insanity in them too; and the more money they had, the better chance the insanity would have to come out.

She was not mad, said Jorkens.

What do you mean? said Rowston sharply, for he does not much like assertions from others when he is talking science.

She was perfectly sane, said Jorkens. The sign was eventually made, and Mars answered.

Mars answered? we said.

And Rowston sat perfectly silent.

Yes, said Jorkens. I believe those scientists never really accepted their governments decision. They were never really satisfied with it. What they did was quietly to collect funds, which took them a very long time, and most of them died before they collected much money. In fact they are all dead long ago. But the idea went on; and collecting very quietly, so as never to let the idea get out among the people who might think them crazy, they raised enough money to do what they wanted a few years before the Great War.

And how do you know? asked Rowston.

Because I happened to know the one man who was able to make out Mars answer, replied Jorkens.

And why dont we know? asked Rowston.

Because it was all hushed up, said Jorkens.

Hushed up? replied Rowston.

Yes, said Jorkens. They lit their bonfires all right, not in France of course, because it had been decided there that the notion was crazy; and nowhere in Europe, because ideas spread pretty quickly through Europe nowadays. They went to the northern Sahara, and there they marked out the great diagram of that proposition of Euclid. No one to interfere with them there except a few Arabs, who of course thought them mad too, but didnt trouble them in any way, because they regard madness as the affliction of God and not a matter for human interference. They must have raised a very large sum in the course of forty years, for the cost of transport alone must have been stupendous, water and timber and food being completely alien to the Sahara. But they found camels enough, and were able to do it. And one night they lit their enormous lines of bonfires. And Mars answered.

Mars answered? said Rowston.

Yes, in little more than a week, said Jorkens. They were wonderfully quick at it. And they sent a diagram too.

What did they send? asked Rowston.

They lit bonfires, said Jorkens, as we did. It wasnt so easy for them to signal to us as for us to signal to them, because they being further from the sun have the whole of their disc shining at us, whereas much of ours is often in darkness to them; but the people who made our signal picked up theirs with their telescope. And a good deal flattered they were by Mars rapid response.

And the diagram? asked Rowston.

They replied with another right-angled triangle, said Jorkens, but with different arrangements from ours.

And at the word arrangements, applied to geometry, Rowston snorted audibly.

It had one of the sides produced, Jorkens went on, to a distance about equal to its original length, while the other side was produced to about four times its length, stretching North to South across the plains of Mars. How they made such an enormous design in a week puzzled everybody who knew of it. Another thing that puzzled them was that there seemed no exact proportion in the length of the lines produced.

You say that the length of one of the sides was doubled and the other quadrupled, said Rowston judicially.

Yes, said Jorkens, but not exactly. The right-angled triangle was exact, but not the proportion of the produced sides. That inexactitude, as it seemed to these men, puzzled them. They realized that the sign must have enormous significance, and that it had been made by a people of vast ability, as the speed with which they had answered clearly showed, and yet they could find no mathematical formula for the exact length of the lines. Of course they were mostly mathematical men themselves, and expected the people of Mars to be the same, which was only reasonable when they saw those people using a mathematical diagram.

They worried over it for weeks, a little group of men working out geometric formulae, knowing that they had received a message from folk who relied on them to understand it, and yet not being able to make head or tail of the message. And in the end it turned out to be an extremely simple one. Perhaps they overestimated the intricacy of the diagram, and were looking for something deeper than the message they actually got. One man worked it out, or rather it came to him in a flash, an old fellow called Priteau. It was a great shock to him: it was a great shock to them all. And in the end they hushed the whole matter up. What Priteau hoped, and what they all hoped, was that the people of Mars have no hatred of us but only of our civilization, the civilization that is based so much on machinery, which in its turn owes all to mathematics; they believed that Mars had been through it all and had cast it away in disgust. And it is Pitreaus theory that the sight of a geometrical figure had infuriated them, so that they had hastily sent that message.

But what was the message? asked Rowston. Which was what we all wanted to know.

Well, said Jorkens, they all say now that that wasnt the message at all; but it obviously was, or they wouldnt have taken the trouble they did to hush it up; and, besides that, you can see it for yourselves by drawing the figure on paper: it is very easily done, a long straight line, as I told you, going from North to South, and a shorter line at the top going away at right angles, and then

Like a signpost, said an ordinary member with no taste for science.

Wait a minute, said Jorkens. Youve forgotten the base of the triangle. Signposts dont usually have cross-bars.

Why no, said another of us. More like a gallows, you mean.

The message, said Jorkens, simply meant Go and hang yourselves.


Jorkens Ride

WE had been talking in the Billiards Club one evening about beautiful cities, and a wonderful number were instanced, some because they were really beautiful, some because one or other of us might want to show he had travelled so far, and others from mere perversity, because someone wanted to argue that two square miles of jam-factories were as beautiful in their way as any Italian city, as well as being vital to the growth and well-being of turnips. And from this a debate arose, if our desultory talk over cups of coffee can be called by such a name, as to which were the fairest cities, those that had grown with the ages, like the moss that brightened old stones, house by house brought into being by long-forgotten whims, or the more convenient splendours of cities deliberately planned. The opinion of the Billiards Club was wavering this way and that, when Jorkens joined in with the words:

I wish I could have shown you the town of Ullumslagi.

What was that like? said one of us.

They had some splendid architects there, said Jorkens, and two of them showed me there plans. It was to have been as fine a city as any in Africa. It was only thatched cottages when I knew it first, but they had the architects and they had the wealth and they had the marble. The wealth was in diamonds; they used to find basketsful of them. When the place was put on a business footing years later, it took a thousand tons of cement alone to deal with it. One of the most prolific mines in the world.

One of us who did not know much of the diamond business said: Why the cement, Jorkens?

And Jorkens said: In diamonds, as in every other business, the market must be supplied and properly regulated. Fall behind with the supply, and people will give up buying diamonds, for the simple reason that they cannot get any: overstock the market and they will give it up because diamonds become too common: the whole supply has to be very carefully regulated, by men who understand the business and have given their lives to studying it: the cement was to block the mine-shafts.

I see, said the other man rather doubtfully.

There were far too many of them, said Jorkens. Opened up by men who knew nothing about the business, in early days of the settlers. Well, they had the money and they had the marble, and it was going to be a gorgeous city. I saw the plans, as I told you; but if you want to know what Ullumslagi was to have been like, it is no use my sketching these plans for you on a flat bit of paper: I will tell you what it was like as I saw it in day-dreams, looking away at the pale-blue sky after sunset, remembering those plans, and imagining the domes of the city against the gloaming, or picturing them in my campfire, during such rest as I had in my long ride towards it. For I had been living, as a very young man, with the Zulus; and one night I heard them talking, and I knew their language in those days, and they were saying how they were just starting off to burn Ullumslagi and massacre all who were in it. It was their idea of revenge. So, when I heard that, I got hold of the horse that I had, and forsook the round, thatched huts of the Zulus for ever, and set out to warn the people at Ullumslagi. They had quite enough men to defend themselves: they had a local defence corps, to which every man belonged, and they nearly all had rifles. They used to drill now and then and had sentries out by day, and the women were rather proud of them. But it was at night that the Zulu impi intended to come, and they didnt think in Ullumslagi that the Zulus would come by night: they had almost given up thinking they would ever come at all.

And yet wild Africa was still waiting its chance, as it had been waiting when they first formed their defence corps. The wild and ancient scrub came to the very walls of their houses: even that might have warned them. Well, I knew their ways and I knew the ways of the Zulus, and I thought it was about time to warn them myself. So I got on my horse and gave up wife and everything, and set out to warn Ullumsalgi before the impi got there. They had gone five or ten miles by the time I had saddled my horse and said good-bye and tied a few of my belongings on to the back of the saddle, but ten miles is not much start in a hundred and fifty. So I rode by miles and miles of dull-red mountains that frowned at me with the fury of the sun, and only smiled when I was far beyond them: you would never think that the calm pale-blue ranges were made of those fierce red rocks. Then I came to green hills with smooth round pebbles lying about on the slopes of them, African pebbles the size of English houses.

I used to stop about sunset and turn the horse loose, and gaze into the sky as I told you, and see Ullumslagi as it was going to be when those plans I had seen upon paper should have all turned into marble. They had hills there full of the very finest marble; nothing better in Italy. Sometimes there came by clouds that were the very image of some of the domes and towers; so that, picking the right clouds, I could almost see the city. And very soon after sunset the stars used to appear, and I would light a bit of a fire and gaze into that and see a lot more of its towers. And the rocks and the low scrubby bushes from which I made my fire seemed to gather about them then and to be a part of the city. I could almost hear its traffic going softly along the wide streets; but of course I knew that was only the wind running over the veldt, as it usually did about nightfall. And voices went up from the creatures that prey between day and night, and they sounded like jealous voices crying out at all that magnificence.

Well, this was what it was like as I saw it in sunset and campfires; and, mind you, all the details are perfectly accurate, for I had seen the architects plans: this is no mere imagination: or, if it is, it is not mine; it is the imagination of the architects, without which no city ever lifted its head. First of all there was the town-hall in the middle, and there were wide flights of steps going down from it, terrace after terrace of them; I saw them quite clearly one evening in a row of clouds just after sunset, only the clouds were pink and gold, and the steps were to be only pink; and there were tall fluted pillars going up sheer for three storeys and supporting a dome of copper. I saw that dome clearly too, a cloud of most definite shape, just as old Aalsen had planned it: he was the best of the architects. And then there were public galleries with wide courts in front of them and statues representing pioneering, and mans victory over the wild; a little previous, but that was Aalsens idea. I saw some of those statues too, either riding by on the clouds or glowing and rising up in the deep of my camp-fire and falling down among ashes, statues in broad streets lit up with the tulip trees, or mauve with jacaranda, or flaming with kaffir-boom. They would not flower all together: the jacaranda would shine in the spring, lovlier even than lilac, and the flamboyant tree would be blazing in the summer; and all the winter, if you can call it winter, would be bright with the kaffir-boom, when the flamboyant tree was only showing gigantic beans. But somehow, gazing over my fire at the brief splendour of sunset, I would see the jacaranda come up in full bloom by the tulip-tree, which of course it should not have been doing.

And long before the camp-fire was out, or any stars were paling, I used to mount and go on again, to get to Ullumslagi before the impi. And I used to ride most of the day, except for the very hottest hours round about noon; but I would be on again by the time the shadows began to come back to the antheaps; and so by next sunset to another camp, if one can give such a name to my little patch of wild Africa, and to dream again of that city. I thought of it all the time I was riding to save it, and all the time I was resting, and even in dreams. It grew very clear in my mind, every single street of it. On low hills beyond the city rambled little rows of houses, unplanned and uncontrolled by architect or by anybody, to let the world, or whatever traveller should come from it, know that men were free in the city of Ullumslagi to live how or where they liked. In gardens round the small houses poinsettias were blooming; a brilliant clambering plant called golden shower climbed to the tops of the trees and poured over their dark branches, and bougainvillaea was everywhere.

There was no great river there, no wooded park, nothing to make a centre for the city, such as most cities have. Yet Ullumslagi had a centre; all the great gateways faced it, all the marble steps ran down to it; just a piece of the untouched ancient African veldt, like the land over which I was riding, untouched but for a lawn at the edge of it, carefully tended, to remind the people there of the islands thousands of miles away, from which their forbears came, a green English lawn with a rose or two. And on the grass a bronze statue of a tired man and tired horse, forty years old by now and turning green, with the plain words cut in the marble on which it stood, He saved this city. Yes, that was Ullumslagi as I saw it, watching low clouds awake or half asleep by my camp-fires.

Ullumslagi, said someone, Ullumslagi. I dont seem quite to remember it.

No, no, said Jorkens. I took the wrong turn at a river. It was in flood and I could not cross it, and I turned to my left upstream, as one naturally would, thinking it would get narrower as one went higher, as rivers usually do. But with the Hyena river it was the other way round: I came to marshes and it only got wider and wider. And the impi got to Ullumslagi first; so nothing remains of it now except my dreams and my memories.


The Secret of the Sphinx

ONE of our members, Chidderling, had been telling a story, not perhaps especially long, as stories go, but rather especially pointless, and I do not think we should have noticed its length had it not been for the little gasps of impatience that Jorkens was quietly making. I, for one, thought that the time was very soon coming when Jorkens would interrupt him and, as it happened, I was perfectly right. She was a strange woman, said Chidderling.

All women are strange, said Jorkens. But the strangest woman I ever met was one that I came across one night in Istanbul. No, I never met one of them as strange as her. Ill tell you how it happened.

After all, Chidderling had had his turn, and, as some of us thought, misused it; and so we listened to Jorkens.

It began with an old man talking, Jorkens went on, a tall man with a grey moustache, looking as though he had lost something. It was his fez he had lost, as a matter of fact, and I dont suppose he missed it, but the loss of it seemed to have left that look on his face. Well, he was saying, My father saw it, and his father before him. And another Turk was saying that could not be. Your father and grandfather, this man was saying, could cover a hundred years, but not when the next hundred years is coming round again: you couldnt cover two centuries with the three of you. And the old man said they could. So they argued, and I dont know what the rights of it were, but something that they were saying caught my attention, and I gathered that someone or something appeared after a hundred years, and was due to make one of its appearances now. It seemed odd, and odd things attract me. So I went up to the two Turks and said to the elder one, I know you maynt drink alcohol, but Id be glad if youd have anything that you may drink, with me. And he said, Yes that was so once. Ill have an English whiskey. I looked at the other man and he seemed to agree, and so I ordered three of them.

And the whiskeys came, and so I got their story. It was late at night in a sort of café chantant; a room full of chairs and tables, with a bit of a stage at the end, little more than a platform: I had gone there to hear Turkish music. Somehow or other ones spirit sags sometimes, just folds its wings and sits down all in a heap. Music can wake it up, and of course other things, but anyway music; and when no music we know in Europe can wake it any more, theres music they play in the East that can do it sometimes.

Yes, I know, I said.

You dont, said Jorkens. But anyway, there was no reason why I shouldnt go and hear it.

None whatever, I said.

And Jorkens went on.

Well, said Jorkens, there were some men on the platform with a few queer instruments, and four women were seated in chairs, or rather three of them, and the fourth was singing. And the old man with the grey moustache was constantly glancing at one of the women who, while the other three were smiling, was most resolutely devoid of expression, except for a calm stare. I never saw so calm a stare; it seemed contemptuous of all of us; and I had the idea that it would be maintained, if needs be, with ferocity, against any attempt to lure it to any change. That was only fancy.

Well, the tall old fellow said that once in a hundred years she went abroad, and then went back again, and that if you ever found her when she was out and about, and if you heard her speak before she went back, you always heard something that no one else could tell you, something too profound for man, for she spoke for Destiny. And this was certainly she.

I was interested. Who? I asked.

He turned first to the other man. It is she, he repeated.

And the younger man, a fellow in the fifties, said, It may be. It is the time for her.

It is she, said the first man.

And then he turned to me and explained that every hundred years, as was known amongst the peasants of Anatolia, its spirit left the Sphinx and entered into a body for a day. And on those occasions if always left the desert and got away from it for at least a hundred miles, so that it usually went northwards, or else north-eastwards. And either it entered some body like its own, or some queer change took place when it entered a body, making it like to itself. But, whichever way it was, the thing could be recognized, and he did recognize it now. Hear it when it spoke, and you would come by wisdom not otherwise to be attained in a lifetime, or many lifetimes for that matter, and he was going to wait to hear it: it was nearly midnight now and it always went back before cockcrow.

I looked at the woman then, unsmiling and motionless. I had been looking at her before, not noticing her resemblance to the Sphinx, and only attributing her passionless gaze to annoyance at the song of the other woman; whether because it was inferior to the song that she was to sing when her turn came, or superior to it, I did not know. I saw now that she was like the Sphinx, not only in her expression, but in her flat face and in the way she did her hair. She showed no scrap of the sides of her neck; the dark hair entirely hid it. She was the last of the row of four: the second was singing now, to the music of the strange instruments; the least outlandish of which, to our way of thinking, was a sort of mandoline, such as troubadours might have played before the Armada; and another was like an unusually large pear, cut in half and fitted with strings and played by a small bow, and one was like half a melon on a stick four feet long. The band worked away with their bows, and the woman sang. Still that contemptous calm on the face of the Sphinx.

Are you sure? I asked.

Look, he said.

I looked again, and could scarcely doubt it.

Have you seen it in Egypt? he asked.

Seen it? Of course I had. You dont go down a street without seeing the lamp-posts, and I havent knocked about this world without seeing the wonders with which it lights up the ages. I didnt answer him, but looked at the girl again. Its the Sphinx all right, I said.

He nodded, and the other man took another look, and then he nodded too.

When will she speak? I asked.

Its her turn next, said one of them.

And I saw that the third of them was singing now, a fat blonde woman with a perpetual smile. She went on and on as though nothing on earth would stop her. I had a train to catch at 12.30, and it was past midnight. The other two were as impatient as I was, though they had no train to catch. I didnt think that I could endure it any longer, when at last that woman stopped. And the dark flat-faced woman slowly stood up, and her heavy hair swung a little, and she hastily patted it back on each side of her neck, and the drum in the band was playing with a quicker throb, a long drum beaten by fingers, and the notes of the oriental tune rose higher from queer flutes and stringed instruments. She will speak, said the tall old man. And speak she did, but not the message yet: it was nothing but sheer railing. And the queer thing was that I knew every word she said, though I did not know the language. I did not even know what group of languages it may have belonged to, and I thought I could tell that much of any language there is, but it seemed something utterly lost, unless it had some slight kinship with the language mahouts talk to elephants; I rather think it had. But I knew what she was saying: she was railing against Time, or one of those ancient powers, reproaching him with his treatment of her; and as her reproaches rang out in that unknown language, growing fiercer and fiercer, and the band played wilder and wilder, trying to rise to her mood, she suddenly flung aside her hair from her neck, showing deep horizontal scars: she let her dress fall from a shoulder and there were more there, long and deep and old. A queer wild wail in her voice told me she spoke of the wind; and then her reproaches sank to a low hiss, and I knew she complained of sand. Time had set the wind to scourge her neck and her sides with it. What she was to Time, or he to her, I missed for the old man turned to me then and caught my attention: She will give us that message soon, he said.

But she was raging still, railing at Time.

How do you know she will speak to us? I asked.

We know in Anatolia, he said.

She still raged on, but I believe he was right; some message for Man was coming. For she seemed to come to a climax: she lifted her head, looking high on the opposite wall where a great clock ticked solemnly, and my eyes followed her gaze. Another moment and I should have heard something that might have altered my life. But what I saw was enough. The clock said 12.20. I had a train to catch at 12.30, so I bolted out of the café. If I had missed that train, as I very nearly did, I should have missed my connections the whole way round.

Round what? asked Terbut.

The world, said Jorkens.

For a moment the bulk of the planet that he had traversed, or the secret of the Sphinx that he had missed, seemed to be weighing upon his imagination; then he drained a whiskey-and-soda that chanced to be standing near (mine, as a matter of fact) and clearly forgot them both.


The Khamseen

THERE may almost be an element of monotony in my recitation of the various devices by which some members of the Billiards Club have tried to turn conversation far from Africa when Jorkens has been in the Club; and yet I record them, because it is from these very efforts that his greatest flights of biography have arisen. What other club, we may ask in the Billiards Club, can boast of a member who, being apparently barred on entering the dining-room with such a remark as Many of the men had icicles in their hair, would have spoken immediately of the plains of Africa. Some there may be who from this beginning might leap to a tale of the white head and shoulders of Kenya, or to the round black head of Kilimanjaro, streaked with its long grey locks, but I venture to doubt if one of them could go, with such continuity of subject as is naturally demanded in any club, from that insidious remark right into mid Sahara. Yet so it was with Jorkens. Only the other day those very words were uttered, just as he entered the Club. He had not yet spoken, nor even quite been seen: he had climbed the stairs and was in the dining-room doorway, and we heard his familiar breathing, when this remark, so irrelevant to Africa, was deliberately uttered for this very reason.

Icicles in their hair, said some other member so as to clinch the topic. Is that really possible?

Quite possible, if I may interrupt, said Jorkens. I have seen that very thing.

Seeing then that we were in for a story from Jorkens, another member muttered: Oh, well, I dont mind so long as he is not thrusting Africa down our throats.

But Jorkens heard the mutter.

Whats the matter with Africa? he asked.

Its too dry, said the other.

You are perfectly right, said Jorkens. But we can correct that.

And then Ill tell about those icicles. They are perfectly possible: I saw them thick in his hair.

The other fellow was really neatly caught, and there was nothing for it but to order two whiskey-and-sodas. There passed a few moments with which my reader will probably be familiar, moments that in a club are merely routine, and Jorkens continued: Yes, he said, there were icicles in this fellows hair.

What fellow? said Terbut.

A man I met in the Sahara, said Jorkens. Ill tell you how I happened to be there.

Oh? The Sahara? was all that Terbut could find to say.

Yes, said Jorkens. I was in a big city and I had hired a taxi and had given the driver the address, which he said he knew quite well, and after twenty minutes drive he put me down at a place that was further from the place to which I wanted to go than the point at which we had started. Then he wanted me to pay him twenty-five piastres for his petrol and for his skill in driving and for his knowledge of that city, and of course for his time, and I had refused to pay him for taking me far out of my way. So he came for me with a knife, and I hit him over the head with my stick and he lay unconscious in the road with his hand still gripping the knife.

Thats how it all began. And I left him there with his knife and its point down in the dust, to tell its own story. I had no witnesses to make sure what that story would be, and not quite enough spare cash to obtain any considerable number of them, so I decided that absence would be the best thing. There was no one in the street when I started, though I hadnt gone eighty yards when I met a policeman, and I passed him swinging my cane, which had quite a light appearance when properly swung, and was light except for the handle.

Of course I wasted no time: I didnt even waste time in bargaining for a camel, which can be a very long business between Arab and European: I went straight to an Arab I knew and gave him a hundred pounds, and asked him to get me an Arab and two camels to go into the desert as far as camels could go, and I told him as I left that I would be back in an hour. If I had done the bargaining with the owner of the camels myself he would have very soon suspected that Justice was after me, and up would have soared his prices; and the longer the bargain took, the better it would have been for him: every delay he could make would have acted like blackmail. Whereas Abdul Ifrit, to whom I went, knew at once there was something wrong, or I wouldnt have gone to him. And then I knew things about him that were a good deal worse than what he guessed about me. In five minutes we settled everything very harmoniously, and I went and bought a hundred-weight of dates and was back within the hour. In half an hour more we were heading for the desert, and the details of my crime were probably not yet fully committed to paper, certainly not in typescript.

The very walls of the city I left were lashed with the last of the deserts long waves of yellow sand.

Whats the city? asked Terbut.

Theres a taxi-driver there, said Jorkens, who knows every street in it well and will take you to wherever you want to go without the least trouble; and I dont want to hurt his feelings with my references to a driver otherwise typical, so I wont say what city it was.

Oh, never mind, said Terbut.

And Jorkens went on. We travelled for four days, sleeping under a strip of camels-hair each from noon till four, and a certain amount at night. We went due southwards, and on the fourth day we met the khamseen. It was in the month of May.

Is the khamseen anything out of the ordinary? asked Terbut.

Not if youre in a house, said Jorkens. If youre in a house with all shutters and windows shut youre all right, and if you open the door you only have the sensation that any cook is familiar with when she opens the door of her oven and looks in to see how a joint is doing; but out on the sand in the desert its a very different matter, and thats where I was then.

What was the temperature in the shade? asked Terbut.

There was no shade, said Jorkens; except for the shadow of a kite, and I knew what he was waiting for. The temperature in the wind was at the melting-point of steel.

And somehow this exaggeration slipped by without criticism.

We got all the canvas we had between the wind and our camels, and huddled close under the shelters ourselves. It was in the early afternoon, and the heat was increasing rapidly. The sand was piling up against our shelters and drifting low over them, and the sky was an ugly pink. About three oclock I put up my head and looked to see if there was any sign of hope. I saw none in the sky, but I noticed only a short distance away a little encampment of three or four tents with an altogether solider appearance than ours, and I got the impression that, if anything could survive that wind, the people over there would have quite a chance of doing so. So I said to the man that Abdul Ifrit had found for me: Stay with the camels, Mahomet, while I walk across to see how they are getting on over there. Ill be back in half an hour.

If God wills it, he said. But he said it doubtfully.

So I walked away with the wind on my right, and when I got near the tents an Englishman came out to meet me; and he had icicles in his hair.

Of course he looked eccentric, and there are men who would have had nothing to do with him, but for that very reason I took to him at once: I wanted someone out of the ordinary: the ordinary man is killed by the khamseen, and his camels with him, but here was a man with the sense to take unusual steps, and the odder he looked the more he seemed just the man that I wanted. I admit he looked very odd.

Well, it turned out that he had a refrigerating apparatus in his tent, and he wasted no time making ices, but put it all into his hair. He had let his hair grow too long, and there he was with his absurd locks clinking in the khamseen, while he held over his head a parasol with a double lining, to prevent them from thawing too quickly. He took me into his tent and, as soon as we got there, he turned on a switch and started making some more.

I wont offer you any unless you like, he said, because I know people think its odd.

But it was heat-stroke or eccentricity, and I chose the latter, though as soon as ever his ice had cooled my brains I saw how ridiculous I looked. The man must have been half mad to have thought of such a thing. Mahomet would have nothing to do with it, and he died. So did the camels.

Well, the khamseen dropped next day, and I stayed a few more days with this queer devil, and he told me some queer tales, tales that his half dozen Arabs evidently believed, but the rattle of his icicled locks as he talked was almost enough by itself to prevent me from believing a single word of them; still less would I think of passing them on to you. And of course I looked equally absurd.

In a few days he moved and I travelled with him awhile, and one day I met a caravan going northwards, and within a month I was back in that town again, not that I really went into it until I had made enquiries of Abdul Ifrit. But from him I learned that the taxi-driver, when he came to, had deposed that he was attacked without any cause by an assailant thirty feet high, with a beard the colour of flames and the size of a waterfall, who had struck him with a black pillar of stone, of the same substance as the sarcophagi which are the tombs of the bulls. All these descriptions, of assailant and the beard and weapon, had been taken down by the police and typed in triplicate; but as soon as the report had reached the Pasha commanding them, all further investigations had suddenly ceased, and their energies had been all at once diverted to intense enquiry into the smuggling of hasheesh from over the eastern border.


The Expulsion

WE were talking, one day at the Club, of golf clubs near London, when Jorkens broke in like this:

I think I told you once of a poets club that I came on, a club for the poets of all time. It was an odd experience: Pope was the hall-porter.

I think you told us you had a flask of whiskey with you, said Terbut.

Of course I had a flask with me, said Jorkens. I was on a long walk.

Yes, yes, said Terbut. Quite natural.

I remembered the story too: the club secretary had got in on the strength of a single line, a very fine one, but one line had not been enough for ordinary membership. I reminded Jorkens of the line:

A rose-red city half as old as time.

Yes, that was it, said Jorkens, and I wanted to see the place again. So I went there not long ago, to the very spot by the roadside at which I had rested the first time; and I took my flask with me, Terbut, as any sensible man does when he goes for a long walk.

Yes, yes, yes, said Terbut.

Not that I walked this time, Jorkens continued: I dont care for walking quite so much as I used to, so I took a bus a good deal of the way. The road had altered the whole way long, altered a great deal: they had widened it, turned it into asphalt, and built queer houses along it; but I found the old spot where I had rested, and the same old hedge. So there I stopped again, and looked through the hedge to see if I could see the club over the green lawns. Not a sign of it, or of the houses either. There were bungalows there now. And then I remembered my flask, and sat down and took a long pull at it. Or I may have taken three pulls. Do you object, Terbut?

No, no, not at all, said Terbut.

Very well then, said Jorkens. I took a pull at my flask, and had a bit of a rest, because I needed it after my journey, even though I had not walked the whole way. It was a nice place to rest, leaning against the bank, provided one got down low enough. It was a summers evening, and the sun was low over the opposite side of the road and the rays were in ones eyes at first; but by shifting ones position a little one got the shelter of the hedge and was only troubled by a few golden specks along the edges of leaves.

As I rested I thought; and, just as I was wondering what had become of that club, I saw a little eddy of dust in the road, that was dancing in a light breath of a wind that had got up cold with the sunset. I watched the eddy of dust with some interest, because it is unusual on an asphalt road. It reminded me of the old roads, where wandering plumes of dust used to run up and down so merrily. But you dont see that now. So this one seemed to have come back to me from the past; and, as I watched it, it grew longer and thicker, and still danced in the road. The drowsy chill from the sunset would have moved me on but for that; but watching this stray waif, wandering, as it seemed, from old roads, I forgot everything else; and the chimes of the church clock, far away in the evening, failed to remind me that it was growing late. The small wind still blew on and the same eddy of dust danced to it, and as it danced it grew taller and more and more opaque. It puzzled me, this thickening dust at play on an asphalt road, and I took another pull at my flask to help me to understand it. Soon it began to take a definite shape, and that explained everything: it wasnt dust, it was a ghost. I do not claim any special ability to remember faces after several years, but the surroundings helped me and I saw at once that it was the ghost of Dean Burdon. That is to say the club secretary. I hadnt known his name at the time, but I found it out afterwards, the man who wrote that line:

A rose-red city half as old as time.

What are you doing here? I said.

The dancing in the road fell to a faltering shuffle, and he muttered something that I did not hear.

How is the club? I asked.

And the ghost or the dust or the wind gave a little sigh.

Anything the matter? I asked.

And then he blurted it out.

I was dismissed from the club, he said.

What? What, really? I said. They didnt find any fault with you?

Theft, he answered.

Not only the word but his whole attitude were mournful.

Birds were singing everywhere else, the sky was glorious and the leaves were golden: he was the only mournful thing in the evening. But a man in a position like that, as well as being a dean of the Church of England: I could not believe it.

But what happened? I asked.

It was a man named Rogers, he said. T never touched anything in the club. But there was a man named Rogers, and they said I stole from him. I am sure it was quite unconscious.

Kleptomania? I said.

Well, practically, he replied.

Then surely they neednt I began.

Unfortunately, said the poor ghost, it affected my whole qualification.

One hardly expects to understand a ghost at once, and I didnt understand this one. So I asked him to explain to me, and he went on:

It was this man Rogers. He seems to have written a line:

By many a temple half as old as time; and left it as it were lying about. And I suppose I saw it, and put my hand on it without thinking what I was doing. And they said that, however I had come by it, I could not expect to be admitted to such a club as theirs, in any capacity, merely on four words, a rose-red city. They said, kleptomania or not, the best part of the line didnt belong to me, and there was an end of it. I couldnt blame them. The man I blame is Rogers.

Rogers? I exclaimed in astonishment.

Well, yes, you see, said the disconsolate ghost. He left it lying about. He was an obscure man and should not have had such a line. I mean, nobody steals jewellery out of a jewellers shop. No decent man would think of it. But if you see a fine brooch lying about on a grocers counter among shavings of carrot and sticks of liquorice, one is so surprised, that perhaps unconsciously

But at that moment the wind dropped and the poor ghost dropped with it, invisible on to the asphalt.


The Welcome

WE were talking, if I remember right, of how ideas come to one, when Jorkens suddenly remarked, I was in an open boat in the Pacific, rowed by twelve men.

And an idea came to you? asked Terbut.

Yes, said Jorkens, And a very valuable idea it was to me, if it was the right one; but one never knows.

Oh, well, said Terbut, I suppose weve got to hear it. And he sat back in his chair with the sort of resolution we all show to the dentist.

It was during the war, said Jorkens. I was too old to do much during the Second World War, but what I did seemed to have annoyed the Germans. They seem to have noticed it, and not to have liked it. And so they were looking for me with torpedo-carrying aircraft. You know those things they have. And they found us too; and the bit of a ship I was in went down, and I was in this open boat. We had been there for three days when we saw the island. We saw it at sunset, indescribably lovely, lying to the east of the sun. And, if one could have described it, it was all changed before one had done so, either in words or paint. It was a kind of gold to start with, enamelled with orange at the base of the cliff, and all the cliffs above were a sort of purple. A shadow moved upwards and all the colours changed. And then  but I said one couldnt describe it  three peaks glowed. Like nothing on earth, you know. Much more like three crags visiting our world, disdainful in their beauty and knowing they were of the territory of Heaven.

Well go there, I said, which may seem to have been an unnecessary remark after three days at sea. And it was unnecessary in a way, because I didnt know the language of the men who were rowing me, and they knew no word of mine. But it wasnt unnecessary otherwise, because they were pulling away from the island: I began to see they were going slanting past it. About the time that I first noticed this the intense splendour, the keen radiant glory, went out of the last of the three peaks, like an angel in full discourse suddenly sleeping in the midst of his psalm.

Well, I did some more talking with the men who were rowing the boat. I find, if you talk loud enough and make the right sort of signs, you can always get people to understand at least that you want something; and, if they are not too damned ignorant, they can usually guess what. But, guess or not, these men refused to head for the island.

I think the moon rose about then, when round a headland I saw a row of quite twenty huts, white-washed and thatched, with the faint touch of blue on their walls that comes from the twilight. I had given in to the others with a rather bad grace, but now that I saw that the place was obviously lived in I was all the more determined to enforce my wish to land there. So I put the rudder over: I was steering and they were rowing: I put the rudder over and tried to steer for the island. And then they did what theyd really been doing all the time, but they did it quite obviously now: they rowed against me and steered their own course. I had put the rudder over to port, where the island lay, and all the oars on the starboard side stopped rowing and the others rowed their hardest against the rudder. Then I used the argument that holds good in any language, as I happened to be the only man in the boat who had a revolver; so I brought out that and pulled with my left hand at the same time towards the island, and the moon rose higher and higher, and lights began to come out in little houses.

And then a queer thing happened; one of the men jumped overboard and swam away, not for the island, but for some perfectly barren rocks, mere reefs a hundred yards long at the very most and barely five yards wide, the man at the forward end of the boat, furthest away from my influence. Then three more followed him. At this rate, I said to myself, I shant have many left. And I was right. What they thought they were going to do on those perfectly bare rocks I couldnt guess. But that was where they all went. The last two rowed me on towards the island, with my revolver covering each of them in turn, about ten seconds of it for each. And then one of them slipped over the side while I was watching the other. It was no use shooting him when he was in the water, apart from the fact that he dived a good deal; and of course he knew that.

Well, there wasnt much to be done after that, that I couldnt do myself. So I said to the last man, Youd better go too. And I hope youll like your rock. Get out! You are more use to me in the sea than you are in this boat. You see what I mean? And I think he did see. Anyway, he left there and then, and went to the rocks like the rest. Then I rowed the boat ashore, and the moon was getting higher. The last glimmer of twilight had faded by the time that I rowed ashore; and there was only the moon shining, and the little orange windows under low thatches. I wondered who the people were in the twenty white cottages. Of course the notion of cannibalism had not escaped me, but there was something so trim and tidy about the cottages, that they much more suggested a Sunday afternoon in the Highlands than a cannibal feast in the Pacific. And at the same moment that this comparison occurred to me I heard a church bell tolling beyond some hill on the other side of the island.

How did you know it was a church bell? said Terbut.

I dont know how, said Jorkens, but it seemed as unmistakable as the terror on the faces of the men that had fled from the boat to the rocks. Of course the two things didnt fit in very well together, the calm melodious bell and the terror of the men that would not go near it, and yet the two impressions side by side lay as vivid in my mind as two incongruous bits of a jig-saw puzzle side by side on the floor.

It wasnt any use pretending I wasnt there, because they must have seen me coming all the way over the sea. So the only thing to do was to move carefully and keep an eye open for good cover and have my revolver out and avoid things like horizons. And with those things in mind I moved towards the white houses. And very soon the people came running out: there must have been about thirty of them. They were quite decently dressed and, much to my surprise, I saw in the bright moonlight that their faces were perfectly white. The faces looked odd, for all that, as they came running and dancing towards me, but the moonlight gives an odd touch to almost anything; and it was very bright and full. They were carrying things that I could not at first distinguish; ropey things, thicker than ropes. I stood still among some rocks on a nice bit of ground, to see what they would do. As they got near they started singing. And then I saw from that clear glow that only flowers have when the daylight has gone, that it was garlands they carried. They must have started making them in the afternoon, as soon as they saw our boat. The garlands were obviously for me: there was no one else to wear them, as all the rest of the boats crew had fled. The singing seemed for me too; so much so that I raised my old hat to acknowledge it.

And at that moment the idea came to me, the idea that they might be lepers. I dont say that the idea was right, or that it was wrong; but there wasnt time to find out. If I had waited to find out, and the idea had been the right one, they would have been all round me, singing and garlanding me and giving me the profuse welcome that they probably did not often have the opportunity of giving to anyone in that lonely spot. So I shoved on my hat and ran, and they ran after me singing. And I got to my boat and pushed off just in time; and, the last I saw of them, with their white faces in the moonlight, they were waving to me to come back.

I rowed to the rocks then and took back the twelve men, and said to them: You were perfectly right after all, so far as I am able to tell. At least, it looks very like it. Well push off again and Ill be guided by you this time, and well probably soon find a ship, or it will find us.

Well, it didnt really matter what I said, because they didnt understand a word of it. But I was right about the ship.


By Command of Pharaoh

SOMEBODY was saying, the other day at the Club, that he once met a quite pleasant German.

I dare say, said Jorkens. So have I. But you want to know what a man is dominated by before you can trust him. Otherwise you have a perfectly pleasant fellow who suddenly acts like Hitler. One of the nicest men I ever met was an Egyptian who had taken first-class honours at Oxford, but he was unfortunately loyal to a character I didnt entirely like; in fact he seemed to be dominated by him. And so we parted, and only just in time. It happened like this; I was doing a bit of archeology, digging near the Great Pyramid, a most fascinating occupation; dull common sand that nobody looks at twice, and the secrets of the ages a few inches down, waiting for you to pick them up.

I didnt know much about archeology, but my friend Ali Bey knew everything, and I asked him to come and dig with me for a few weeks, and we put up a couple of tents and employed a few workmen, and set out to look for the past. The only Oriental thing about him was the way he smiled when I said we would dig for a few weeks; we always had some different view of time, he and I, and I had to do little sums in my mind when talking to him about it, just as one does with pounds and francs when going to France. He tried to get me to see that it would be a matter of months: and so it would have been, but for the bit of difference we had, of which I will tell you. I should explain that we had not been digging long when we came to rock, natural rock, but going down with such a queer curve on it that we soon thought it was not as natural as it seemed; and in a few days we came on a boat. The rock was nothing else than a sepulchre, hollowed out to bury a boat in, a fine boat too, some twenty yards long. Well, of course we sent it to the museum, and some oars we found with it. And that night Pharaoh appeared to me in a dream. He came into my tent in the moonlight, from the direction of the Great Pyramid, and asked what Id done with his boat. Well, I said that I didnt think a man wanted a boat in a desert, and that Id sent it away. And he said How did I suppose a king could row across the sky with the stars if he hadnt got a boat? That, of course, is a difficult question to answer, and I didnt do it very well; and I could see that he thought me the damnedest idiot that ever had been. I tried a few lame excuses, but made no headway, and he was only getting angrier.

You see it wasnt any use to suggest an aeroplane, because Pharaoh would never have heard of one, and to try to make him see that a king neednt row across the sky was entirely impossible; one saw that at once: he merely thought me a hopeless idiot for having such an idea. Indeed my point of view seemed so idiotic to him that he was almost inclined to spare me, and stood there thinking, all dim in the moonlight; but then he decided that not even my ignorance was any excuse for taking his boat away from a king, and said briefly that the penalty must be death. Well, that, though it didnt wake me up, stimulated my wits a good deal, and I said, Look here, you cant do that.

Why not? asked Pharaoh, immensely astonished.

You havent the power, I said. Which seemed pretty obvious, as he was not appreciably thicker than a shadow.

I have great power in dreams, said Pharaoh.

And the sound of the word made me realize at that moment that it was only a dream, and that I must wake at once. It took a huge effort of will. I realized that, if I stayed asleep any longer, I should be in Pharaohs power. I could hardly do it, though I knew my life was at stake. It was a sheer effort of will. Well, I woke and Pharaoh vanished, and I reached for my shot-gun. I always keep a 12-bore shot-gun beside my bed, in deserts and such places, because you never know when it may come in handy. Not loaded, of course, because a loaded shot-gun beside your bed may be more dangerous than anything else, but I kept the cartridges handy, and now I slipped two of them in, and just in time.

But, said Terbut, who was listening, as he very often is, I thought you said it was only a dream.

Certainly, said Jorkens. But dont you see that, if Pharaoh could send a dream like that to me, and a very vivid and detailed dream, he could just as easily send it to my friend Ali Bey, whose tent was only thirty yards away. And that was the very thing that Pharaoh did. I expect he communicated easier with Ali Bey than he did with me, because Ali, like several Egyptians that I have known, had a quite unmistakable likeness to some of the busts of scribes and priests and officers of some of the earlier dynasties that used to reign near that pyramid; so that he was almost certainly descended from men who had long ago formed the habit of taking orders from Pharaoh. This naturally made it easier for Pharaoh to get in touch with them quickly. Anyway, he did; because I heard bare feet near my tent, which I would never have heard if I had not been listening for them, and there was Ali Bey outside with a long knife in his hand, standing quite still. What made him stand still must have been the click of my gun closing, which to a sportsman and first-rate shot like Ali Bey must have been quite unmistakable.

The error I think Pharaoh made was one of the greatest errors a ruler can make: he was too detailed, instead of leaving trifles to his subordinates. What he probably did was to inspire Ali Bey to take a sharp knife in his right hand, and so on and so on, and to drive it in on the left-hand side under my fifth rib. Of course he knew nothing of fire-arms; but if he had left the details to Ali Bey, who, as I said, was an excellent shot, instead of commanding him to come with a knife, there would have been no difficulty in shooting me through the side of the tent in the moonlight.

Well, Ali Bey walked quietly back to his tent after one or two words to me appreciative of the moon, and gave me no more trouble that night; and I left before dawn.

I often write to Ali Bey, and get charming letters in answer, and letters of a very high scientific value. I bought a canoe at the Army and Navy Stores and sent it out for Pharaoh, to be put in the hollowed rock; and Ali saw to that. But I never quite knew if it would satisfy the old king: you see, he had been accustomed to a boat twenty yards long; and, even if the canoe suited him, one never knew if his priests wouldnt say that it was the wrong make. No, I never went back to Egypt. I think the country is rather too full of dreams.


A Cricket Problem

WE discuss so many things at the Billiards Club that it is impossible for me to remember exactly what we were talking about at any one time. But Jorkens suddenly said, There is one reason for which I always prefer chess to cricket.

I dont think there was enough interest in chess amongst the lot that were in the Club that day for anyone to make the remark that was obviously called for; and there was something of a silence, through which Jorkens eye seemed to be roving in quest of whatever member might be least able to bear the oppression of that silence and persevere no longer in his resolve not to ask the question that Jorkens seemed to require. And his eye reached a young and new member who was just what it was looking for, and who weakly said, What was the reason, Mr. Jorkens?

Well, said Jorkens, since you ask me, it was this: at chess, if you cant get anyone to play with you, you can always try to make a problem, which is quite as hard work as a good hard game. But when you cant get a game of cricket, you merely cant play, and that is all there is to it.

You mean said someone, as Jorkens turned to his whiskey-and-soda, which I had been instrumental in procuring for him.

I mean, said Jorkens, that it is impossible to make a cricket problem.

Well, I dont know, said somebody else; there is always the problem of what the wicket is like, and whether to put the other side in, if you are captain, and if you win the toss. And then theres the question of bowlers, and when to change them.

No, I dont mean things like that, said Jorkens. Those are questions, not problems. I mean something that will occupy a mans intellect when the problem is shown him, and which he may even be unable to solve.

Oh, yes, said one of us.

Well, no, said another.

No, I see what you mean, said a third.

In fact we were all agreed that such a thing could not be done.

And yet, said Jorkens, I made a cricket problem once. Only one, mind you. But it is not a thing you can do every day.

What was your problem? asked some of us. I asked myself. In fact, I wanted to know. For I didnt see how one could make a problem about cricket that one would have to sit and think out.

It was a two-mover, said Jorkens. And it went like this: theres two to win, and the last two men are in. The other side has a very fast bowler, and a ball catches the batsman on the inside of the knee, and drops him and he cant get up. Theres a nerve there, you know. But the ball goes away off his knee through the slips, and is good for four if he could run it. But he cant. He has fallen just outside his crease, and of course he can roll back all right, in fact he can reach the crease with his bat. But he cant run. That is the situation. And its White to play and win.

What do you mean? asked one or two of us.

Well, of course in cricket both sides wear white, said Jorkens. But thats how one would put it at chess. What I mean is, its the batting side to win.

At first our comments were not worth recording. They mostly began with words like But how on earth? But after a while one or two cricketers began to make some remarks that had a fairly direct bearing on what Jorkens was talking about.

Yes, there is a nerve there, said one of them. I was once dropped like that by a comparatively slow bowler. If a fast one got you there, youd be pretty completely paralysed for a while, so far as that leg was concerned. The right leg, I suppose.

Yes, the right leg, said Jorkens.

Why not hop it on the left, said another.

No, said Jorkens; you must keep to the moves. That simply cant be done. You couldnt hop two runs on one foot while there was only time to run four in the ordinary way, especially when you would have had to have scrambled up off the ground before you got started; and on the same foot all the way: there wouldnt be time for it. Why, the other man, if he had been properly backing up, would be at your end by the time you got started. It isnt possible.

No I suppose not, we agreed.

Terbut had not said a word, and sat quietly thinking. But now he spoke.

He might hop one run, said Terbut; especially as hed be going to the wicket thats the furthest from where the ball is.

That would only be a draw, Jorkens said.

Well, then, the other man could hit a boundary off the next ball, said Terbut.

Yes, he might, said Jorkens. But you dont hit a boundary every day, and problems deal with certainties, not with chances. My problem is how to win the match now, for certain, off this ball that has gone through the slips for four, if you can only run it, or even run two of them.

Well, said Terbut, it simply cant be done.

And he said it with an air so judicial that we all knew he would bet on it, had it not been that he had once betted with Jorkens before. Terbut had lost a fiver that time, and some of us wondered if he would try to get it back now. Jorkens took one look at him, and seemed to decide that he would not, for he said no more. And Jorkens was right: Terbut was too methodical to be caught like that twice. But he stuck to his point that the problem could not be solved.

It doesnt seem to me to be much of a problem, he said.

If theres no solution, said Jorkens, its not a problem at all. But if it can be done, it seems a problem all right to me, because you can none of you get it.

Weve hardly tried yet, said Terbut.

Thats quite true, said Jorkens. And a chess problem will sometimes take hours. You think it over quietly for a bit. And let me know if you give it up.

A curious silence fell on the Club, only broken by the striking of matches. Some clubs have a rule about not smoking pipes in the dining-room; but we have no rules of that sort. I dont know how long we sat without speaking. And then I suppose that his shrewd old eye saw signs of our getting away from the puzzle with which he designed to catch us, for he spoke again.

I wont bet about it, he said, but, just so as to lend a slight interest, I dont mind laying a large whiskey with each of you that none of you get it.

Well, we got that down in writing, and, as it finally appeared in the Club betting-book, if any one of us got it we were to have a large whiskey each from Jorkens, and, if we could not get it, we were each of us to stand him one, with the exception of Terbut, who refused to bet at all.

Whether or not a large whiskey would have stimulated any of our minds, it would be absurd to suggest that the mere thought of it could, and yet certainly one or two ideas began now to arise from the silence. The other batsman might carry him for two runs, said one of the cricketers.

No, said Jorkens, because he would have to do one run before he got to him and one more to get back to his own wicket afterwards; so that he would have to run four altogether, two of them carrying a man, in the time that, as my problem states, was only enough for four ordinary runs without any such handicaps.

Even Terbut had to admit that. But he looked rather wistfully at another cricketer, to see what he could do, a man who had once played at Lords, and who I think felt that he must make an effort, not merely to back up Terbut, but for the sake of his own reputation as one of the principal cricketers of our little club. Could someone come out from the pavilion, he said, and carry him for a bit?

But Jorkens wouldnt have that either. The ball was still in the ground, he explained, whereas the pavilion would be outside the boundary, so that it was probably as far from the wicket as the ball was, and by the time any man got to the wicket from there a fielder should have got to the ball. Not much time left to carry a man for two runs.

And Terbut repeated monotonously, It simply cant be done.

Themes change rather quickly in a club like ours, but Jorkens has a fair sense of the moment at which they are changed; indeed I know of no one who is able to keep us to one subject longer. He gave us as long as he knew that his puzzle could hold us; then he said, Do you give it up?

How could they possibly do it? asked Terbut.

And I think the rest of us looked as if we should like to hear.

They just ran the two runs, said Jorkens.

I thought you said he couldnt move, said Terbut.

He didnt move, answered Jorkens. He pushed back his bat when he fell, and put it inside the crease; and when the other man came up to him he lifted it. The two batsmen crossed, and the other man ran back. And that happened twice. The man on his legs ran four runs, and the man lying down lifted his bat from the crease twice and returned to it. Of course he didnt get to the other end, so that his first run was a short run. But he got back all right: he had only an inch to go. His third run was a short one too, by very nearly twenty yards, but the distance of a short run doesnt matter, so long as its short; and he got back again when he put his bat down. Four runs and two short is, you see, two runs, which just won the match.

I thought it was something like that, grumbled Terbut.

Ah, but you see, said Jorkens, you didnt think it quick enough.

There were eight of us altogether, besides Terbut and Jorkens, and he took a large whiskey from each of us for the next eight days, and we heard some very curious stories from him, which I shall be glad to give to my readers as soon as I have been able to verify them.


A Lifes Work

WHATEVER actual fact there is in the following story, which Jorkens told in our club, however true it may ring, I must admit at the outset that he distinctly told us that not only names were fictitious, but whole incidents and all surrounding geography. This alteration of names and events he said was absolutely necessary, because he said that otherwise there were several people who would write to him, and even perhaps to the papers, to say that that was not the way they did things, or that things were done at all; and in that case, Jorkens said, he would be faced with the alternatives of proving that they were really done in that way, and always had been, or, by remaining silent, to allow the impression to gain currency that he had exaggerated, or even invented. And, things being like that, the reader will probably suit himself in deciding whether the story is to be regarded as bearing the stamp of truth, or whether it should be classed with those anecdotes that tell of things which, in historical fact, have never really occurred. Be that as it may, Jorkens, one day in the Club, was asked by one of our members, in a manner that appeared to make the question one put for mere information, whether he had not met several very interesting people.

Yes, at one time or another, said Jorkens.

I was afraid he was going to say no more, so I asked him who was the most interesting of all these.

Well, I dont know, said Jorkens, Thats hard to say. You can say who does the most work, but you cant always say he is more interesting than someone who may have done a good deal less.

Whols done the most work of all the people youve met, Jorkens? I asked, for I was afraid he was evading the question, and that he might reveal to us none of his experiences at all.

That, said Jorkens, is more easily answered. I was passing once through a country whose name I will not give you, because the man I will tell you about was one of its most important citizens, and for various reasons I had better not identify him.

And he gave us some of the reasons that I have already mentioned.

I saw the man walking one day into the Royal Market Place: it was some sort of gala day. As a matter of fact it was Onion-selling Day, which doesnt mean much to us, but it commemorated the opening of the market about a thousand years ago, and is the principal day of their year. Well, we wont go into that. But it was a lovely bright summer day, and I saw this man walking slowly along in a dark blue tail-coat and wearing two huge silver stars, upon which I commented to the man who was showing me round. Well, Im not especially observant, but my noticing those two stars evidently pleased my foreign friend a good deal, for he explained to me that I had noticed something that to them was quite memorable, and practically unique. There are only two parties in that country, and only two important decorations, one to each party, and this old fellow in the blue coat had both of them. Very lucky, I said, for they were very fine stars, and I had to make some comment.

No, no, he said, it wasnt luck at all. That is one of the most industrious men our country has ever had.

What did he do? I asked.

And then he told me the story. To begin with he explained at some length, and with what seemed like perfectly fair impartiality, what the two parties stood for. One party was for the old things that always had been, and he had a great deal to say about those things: they shaped our forbears, he said, and they shaped us, and our outlook harmonised with these old things and there was no getting away from them; to alter them was like disfiguring yourself, or destroying a part of your mind, and certainly a part of ones contentment. Shaped as one was by these things one could not get on without them, and so on and so on and so on. The other party, he explained, were more practical. In fact the practical thing was their sole test. And he said a good deal about that too. Well, the old fellow that I had seen walking into the Royal Market Place, in his blue tail-coat and two stars, belonged to that party and started working for it as soon as he grew up, and no one ever worked harder.

There was a hill in those days at the end of the main street of the city, just between it and the harbour, quite a low hill, in fact no more than a mound, and yet it blotted out from that street the whole view of the sea. The practical party were in power in those days, and they were unanimous about removing the mound and thereby letting in a wide and splendid view, which it almost entirely obscured, but the difficulty was getting the labour and drawing a sum to pay for it; and that is where the opposition were able to hamper them, and even delay them for years. Well, he told me again that this man was the most industrious man that their state had ever known; and he was not the only man that was industrious, but what he did, that many an industrious man does not, was to get down to the work at once, the moment the question was raised, and work at it for thirty years.

Work at what? one of us asked him.

The hill, said Jorkens. While the others were debating about estimates he got down to it with a pick and a shovel alone, and in thirty years he shovelled it all away. I dont know if a man has ever earned a high order of knighthood for work with a pick and a shovel or if he has not, but, however that may be, he earned his knighthood. Sometimes when he was young he worked as much as ten hours a day, and at the end of thirty years he had beaten the hill and let into the principal street of their capital city this splendid view of the sea, and the tips of a range of mountains that lay beyond it. He earned that decoration if ever a man did, in the opinion of the man who told me his story.

Well, they thought he would rest then; after all, he was approaching fifty. But he was one of those men who never rest on their oars. He did not spend six months thinking over what he had done, or looking at the fine view that he had brought to their city. He hardly looked at it for three months, and then very soon old memories began to come flocking round him of the city as he had known it as a boy, and the hill at the end of the street. He was about the time of life when those sort of memories come, and somehow the further he got away from them, the more vivid they all became. And they were not only vivid, they were strong too, and they seemed to pull at his heart-strings. Well, as I told you, he wasnt a man to sit idle, and no sooner did he see that he had made a mistake and that the old ways were the best, than he got out his shovel again. He didnt take the pick this time, just his shovel, and he shovelled the small hill back to its old place. He was older now, but he did not let that stop him. He had scattered the earth over two or three acres, where it lay fairly light and came up easily. But it took him thirty years. And by the time he finished, the other party got into power, and with a big majority, the party that cared for the old things. They didnt need their big majority to reward the old fellow then: no one grudged him the star that they gave him, and there was scarcely any semblance of opposition to the bestowal of it. No one else in our country, said my foreign friend, had those two stars, and I dont think anybody grudges either of them to him. He has spent a hard, hard life, a model for all of us.

We had a good deal of discussion about this story of Jorkens, and when it died away some of us tried to get him to tell us where the country was. But he would not tell us that; and the only clue he gave, so far as I can remember, were the few words he said as he got up from the table, which were: It wasnt so very far away.


The Ingratiating Smile

WE were talking the other day in the Club about the price of coal and about what it costs nowadays to keep warm, and drifting along in talk from one kind of fire to another, when Jorkens said: I was warming my hands one day at a very expensive fire.

What kind of a fire? asked Terbut.

It was out on an Irish bog at night, said Jorkens, towards the beginning of winter only last year, and somehow I didnt find it nearly as easy to keep warm as I used to do, sitting for geese on an Irish bog when I was much younger.

What were you doing on an Irish bog at night? asked Terbut.

I had gone there for the sake of old times, said Jorkens, to try and shoot a goose again. Perhaps I had better begin at the beginning. There was a fellow called Maloney whom I used to know, a bit of a poacher, and various other things. Irishmen have a great knack of doing various things, which they seem to like quite as much as their proper job, whatever that may be; indeed they rather prefer them to their own job. Well, I went for a bit of a rest to Ireland and found the whole country resting, and a very good thing to do, in a way, and Maloney was still there. Well, we talked a bit about the state of the country, which he said was grand, though a little later after I had slightly quenched his thirst for him out of my flask, when we spoke of the same thing again, he shed a few tears. But I pulled out my flask again and he soon dried them, and then we talked about geese and he said they still came to the old places, and I wondered if I couldnt shoot one of them still.

Well, I borrowed a gun from him, and he had a very nice one, for he had once been a general in one of the armies they have over there; and as soon as it was dark we set off for the bog, and all the windows in the village from which we set out were shining brightly, and it was of course at the very height of the war. One man going home we passed in the street, one donkey lying late in the road just outside the village, and a dog prowling, and I didnt expect to see another living thing besides Maloney until the geese came. Youve all heard of Schultzgraber. What his real name was of course I never knew, and I dont suppose any of us ever will; you dont usually know things like that about spies. Well, Schultzgraber, as he was calling himself that year, was, as I suppose you will all agree, the most famous spy that Germany ever put in the field, or perhaps one should say the most infamous. One thing that I think makes Schultzgrabers name stand out among all that fraternity was the way he seems to have had of seeing to it that nobody with whom he ever did business, nobody who ever crossed his path, was ever heard of again. I dont know how he managed it, but they seem just to have disappeared. Some men have a gift for that kind of work, some are merely inquisitive: of course in time of war spies with no gift for it come to bad ends. Schultzgraber was of course consummate.

Well, I neednt tell you that Schultzgraber was the last man in the world I was thinking of. I had come to Ireland for a rest, and I thought that there was no better way of bringing back past days of the old prewar years than trying to shoot one more goose; so I was thinking of geese and nothing else, wondering if they really came to the old places as Maloney had said, and wondering if any would come tonight. Maloney said they would. We talked, when at all, very nearly in whispers, so as not to disturb the huge night, if you call it night: day had gone, but there were as yet no stars. The lonely little road straggled down to the edge of the bog and turned to moss and ceased, and we went on over the heather. We were not going very far in, as it would not have been worth it: we had to get out in the dark, and an Irish bog is not the ideal place for a walk. There was a turf-stack visible from the edge of the bog, and we were going a little beyond that, where Maloney assured me, he had seen the fresh droppings of geese only the day before, and abundant feathers.

I was wondering if I should be able to keep warm, thickly dressed though I was, for the idea of a fire had not yet crossed my mind. It was late November and there was quite a cold wind, and I am not so young as I was. Small birds went twittering over as we went towards the turf-stack, and then a flock of green plover, looking very black in that light, and then the bog seemed quite empty. As we got near the turf-stack a man walked round from the other side, and Maloney said: Thats Schultzgraber. How he knew I havent the faintest idea, nor what Schultzgraber was doing in Ireland. He seemed a long way away from his war. At first I didnt believe Maloney. That was a great mistake.

I dont know if any of you who may be younger than me have any use for a word of advice; you neednt of course take it, and I am sure you wont in any case, but, if you wanted it, it would be this: never let mere incredulity give you a false start, if you ever come up against anything big. You may see it right in front of you, whatever it is; and yet for several seconds, five, even six or seven, you may not believe such a thing can be possibly there, where you actually see that it is. I didnt myself. We all know Schultzgrabers face, and I was looking straight into it, and I wouldnt believe Maloney. I dont know how one can be so silly; I suppose it is the way we are made.

Any way, I wasted those seconds, and I walked up close to Schultzgraber. What he was doing there I didnt know, but the point was I had seen him at it and I had seen him in Ireland and, if Maloney had recognised him, he had probably recognised Maloney; and any way he was enough of a spy to know that Maloney had told me who he was, or that I had found out for myself. Spies know that much. I suppose they tell by the look of your face, or perhaps they have some other way that I know nothing about. Any way, there I was right in front of Schultzgraber and looking very foolish, because, if I had stopped when Maloney warned me, there might have been time.

What were you afraid of? said Terbut.

Sudden death, said Jorkens. We pray against it, you know. And Schultzgraber had a bit of a reputation for not letting anyone get away with any information about him, which is probably why we know so comparatively little about Schultzgraber. He had a shotgun, like me, and a cartridge-bag and a very large game-bag. For a moment I wondered if one man would ever think of attacking two men, but I looked at Maloneys face and saw that I was quite wrong. And it stands to reason I was, because all Schultzgraber had to do was to shoot quickly the man with the gun, and the unarmed man at his leisure. Maloney was only carrying a stick. Well, I turned and walked away with a kind of air as though I had seen a rabbit a long way off, but it wasnt very convincing. Maloney of course came with me. I thought it was the best thing to do, because the further one got away the more dangerous it became for one man to attack two, on account of the second mans chance of grabbing my gun before Schultzgraber came up. It would have been easy if I had done it the moment Maloney warned me, for the effective range of a shotgun is not long. But, as it was, it was no use. And Schultzgraber came after us, walking faster than we did.

Youre sure its Schultzgraber, I said to Maloney.

Huh, he said. Isnt he well-known?

And I had no doubt, either. So I turned round and waited, and so did Maloney, and Schultzgraber came up with a wide ingratiating smile, and I fired at it. And Schultzgraber dropped dead.

Dead! exclaimed Terbut. But were you sure? Had he anything incriminating on him?

Nothing in writing, said Jorkens, and nothing in his pockets at all. But in his game-bag he had £50,000 in Bank of England notes.

£50,000! said Terbut.

Yes, said Jorkens, and it seemed rather much for an Irish bog. Well, I took it and started to stuff it into my own game-bag, and of course I offered Maloney half. But, do you know, he wouldnt touch even a five-pound note of it. And then he started advising me not to do so either. And he talked in the way that he always talked, full of humour and many exaggerations, in his South-Irish accent, and, do you know, I got the idea that he was talking sense and knew a great deal more than he said. I felt sorry to see all that money wasted, and said so to Maloney, but all he said to me was, You wouldnt live a week.

And when I said something more about waste as a rule being a pity, he reduced it to six days and then to five. And that was how I came to warm my hands over that expensive fire, for I put it all down and put a match to it, taking care that it would not set light to the heather, and there I warmed my hands; and they were cold enough and I would have paid a good deal for a fire just then, though of course nothing like that. As I warmed my hands with Maloney beside me I wondered if I had done right, for a corpse with its head blown in is a pretty nasty thing, and then I asked Maloney straight out: Was I right to fire?

Huh, said Maloney, do you think youd be alive at this minute if you hadnt?

One more thing worried me, especially on account of Ireland being neutral: what on earth were we to do with the body? Again I turned to Maloney for advice and help.

Ah, said Maloney, sure thats nothing. Just leave all that to me.

And something in the way he spoke made me think that he understood all that kind of thing; and so I did as he said.


The Last Bull

CONSISTENCY! said Jorkens one day at the Club. People make too much of a fetish of it. A man who cannot change his mind is like, well, a motor-car that wont steer. There are times when a man should change his mind. Lots of them.

Jorkens had been on the topic for some while and, to be perfectly frank with my readers, he was being very dull. Jorkens has seen a good deal of the world, and the world is interesting: keep him to that, and I find him interesting too; but on such subjects as changing ones mind I cannot say that he had anything much to tell us. For this reason I do not record what he had already said on the subject, while I continually tried to head him away from the general to the particular, from theory to practice. And my last effort did it.

Do you practise your theories, Jorkens? I said.

Practise them? Of course I do, said Jorkens, when the occasion arises. Thats what I keep them for.

For a moment he ceased to speak; for a moment there came a look in his eyes that I knew for reminiscence. He was no longer looking into our faces, but back down the years.

There was a forest, said Jorkens, of which I knew very little. I was in it, but I did not know where it went, or even its name. Pine and birch were there, and a lot of trees that I did not know. It was a good deep forest.

How deep? asked Terbut.

I dont know, said Jorkens. I dont know. But a thousand miles, anyway. Well, in some part of that forest; the part where I was, as a matter of fact; there was a queer bull you would never have heard of, something that had strayed down to our time out of an older geological epoch, or so they told me. And one way and another the whole herd had been killed off except one bull and a cow, and, so far as they knew, they were the only pair of that species left in the world. I will say for the species, and for the people that were destroying it, that the bulls had killed a good many men in their time, even against modern fire-arms, and how many they used to get in the days of bows and arrows I cant even guess. The bulls were very quick and had fine thick hides, and I should imagine they got a great many.

But fire-arms came in, and their hitting power became continually greater and greater, and now there was only this one pair left in the world. It was bears I was looking for, and I had quite a good rifle, a double.475, and of course I had no intention of shooting one of this strange pair of cattle. I knew they were there, because I had been told all about them, but I didnt expect to see them. Well, the funny thing about sport is that you may hunt a forest or a range of mountains, or even a bare plain, for a year, for something you may expect to find, and never find it; but the thing you arent expecting  well, thats sport.

I was going through this strange forest in the autumn, thinking of the glory of the leaves, expecting to see a bear and never expecting to see this great bull. And I came up to a huge tree, and I remember a squirrel looking at me, and there was this bull on the other side of the tree. He was facing towards me, and we werent twelve yards apart. You dont usually get so near to big animals as that. Of course I was down wind of him, but you must always make some noise walking in a forest, though dont think that I couldnt walk with a hunters tread in those days, and a light hunter at that: it was a long time ago. What I almost think is, that the bull had a contempt for man, and was not afraid of any of us, which was foolish of it in a way, when you consider that Man had wiped out its whole race except this one pair. Well, however that may be, the bull was looking at me now, and of course I was looking at the bull.

And as I looked at it an idea came to me, just as I shoved my safety-catch forward. And as the bull looked at me he lowered his head quite slowly, and the horns came down with it till they were pointing just wrong, by which I mean they were pointing straight at me. Perhaps the idea that came to me was an odd one. I dont know. Any way, it came. The idea was that here was I facing the last of a race; and was I, one man, of whom there are after all hundreds of millions, worth an entire race? Was one man worth any race? That was the problem. Of course we are inclined to say that one man is worth everything else that there is. Thats what we say ourselves. But is it right? You never know what a race may do. I knew nothing of this beasts destinies. You see, a race might even come level with us in time. It might even surpass us. You cant say what a race may do. It has immortality in it; and therefore it has to do with eternity. I had my rifle ready, and if I fired I should blot the whole race out. If I didnt fire he would blot me out. I didnt like to blot out a race. It was a nasty problem.

You mustnt think that he just lowered his head and did nothing, or that we both stood gazing at each other. Things happened very quickly. But my thoughts went a good deal quicker. I shouldnt like to take up your time; I hope I never do; but if I told you all that I thought in that second or so I am afraid I might take up a lot of your time, much too much in fact. But that was my problem. Thats what I had to decide, whether one individual was justified in preserving himself at the cost of an entire race, whose destinies he could not see, which might in the course of eternity live to achieve anything. And, if you have to make such decisions, you must obviously discard such prejudices as would hamper you: it was no use saying to myself that I was a human being, an Englishman, a Conservative, Joseph Jorkens himself; I must look at it from a fair point of view, from the point of view of a rabbit, a cockatoo, or an elephant, not particularly interested in either party. Was one individual, however important he might appear to himself, justified in bringing an entire race to an end? Well, I will not tell you all the arguments that flashed through my brain as those horns came down, pointed at me, and began to move forwards, because you will want to know briefly what my decision was, which all those arguments led to.

No, said Terbut, we really dont. Really, Jorkens, we see you sitting here; and you may not consider us very bright intellectually, but I think we can guess that much.

And what do you guess? said Jorkens.

I think we all guess, said Terbut, that you decided against the bull, and in favour of your own life.

No, said Jorkens, that is just where you are wrong. I decided nothing of the kind. I decided the exact opposite. I tried to see in a flash the future of that wild race. I saw that I could not see it. I saw that it might be anything. And there and then I decided to let it charge, and that I would not cut short its history.

Then, Jorkens, said Terbut, can you explain one thing to us? Can you explain how it is that you come to be alive now, if that bull was all that you say?

Very simply, said Jorkens. And as I was saying a little while ago, why not? I changed my mind.


The Strange Drug of Dr. Caber

WE had got on to a rather commonplace topic one day at the Billiards Club, though why it is of so much public interest as to have become commonplace I do not quite know; but we were discussing murder, and how to do it successfully. Some argued that it was easy, and some hard, but I need not go over the arguments, for they have all been thrashed out on the wireless. Suffice it to say that the hard school were winning, and it was about to be accepted by the Club that murder cannot successfully be committed, when Jorkens joined in.

I think I may have mentioned to you some time or other, he said, a man I once knew called Dr. Caber. Hes no longer practising now, poor fellow, and perhaps there is no harm in mentioning that he did a very successful murder. Of course the kind of thing was in his line. I dont mean that he was a murderer, I wouldnt say that of him; but he was a good deal in with people who were, and some of them often came to him for help; and, being one of the most inventive geniuses of his time, he was able to help them in a number of ways. I think I told you one. Getting them out of their trouble after they had got into it was his line; fooling the poor old Law, which is of course perfectly legal. But on this occasion they wanted something new and Caber said he would have nothing to do with it, as it was against his principles, and of course wholly illegal. So they raised their price, and Caber was still against it, but said he would, do it merely to oblige them.

Do what? asked Terbut.

Ill tell you, said Jorkens. There was a fellow with a perfect English accent, correct papers, and a good reason for being in England. One of the dangerous sort. One man said he was a German, and had to pay heavy damages. Norman Smith was his name. Well, this man Smith had a motor-bicycle, and travelled about the roads a good deal, especially where there were aerodromes, and got to know a good deal without leaving the road or doing anything really suspicious; and one day he got to know a secret about aeroplanes in a certain district, which was about the most dangerous secret he could have got hold of. It was some time in the year 1938.

What planes were those? asked Terbut.

There werent any, said Jorkens. That was the deadly secret. We didnt even know it ourselves, bar a very few. Over a large area in the East of England there were no planes at all, and only a very few available to be sent there. If he had got that secret home to where he really came from, they would have known that they had us at their mercy; the mercy, that is to say, of the gentry that ran Belsen. Well, the government were informed, but they were busy with several other things; so the people that were watching Norman Smith decided to go to Caber; and Caber, as I told you, refused to help them, but in the end they talked him round. Well, first of all Caber asked for all the facts; and then he sat silent a long time, smoking some kind of a pipe carved out of an Indian tree; and then he told them his wonderful plan, or as much of it as he thought it necessary for them to know.

We werent entirely blind or deaf in those days, and Smith was watched all right, and his letters were watched; but what they couldnt guard against was his going back to Germany and heiling Hitler and telling them by word of mouth where we had no defences. Unfortunately he took no interest in the defences we had; he could have been arrested if he had pried into them. But Norman Smith knew how to keep inside our law. My friends of course were outside it, and he wasnt quite looking for them; not that he didnt take precautions of every sort, and his principal precaution was a huge Alsatian, about which they told Caber, a good savage dog of the old Belsen breed, the kind that German ladies used to use to keep the female prisoners in order.

Well, Norman Smith had a house in Hertfordshire, and there he kept his Alsatian, just in case any lawless people should try to get in at night. Caber asked so many questions about this savage dog that my friends got the idea that he meant to poison it, and one of them even hinted that so simple a plan was hardly worth the money. But it was foolish of them to suppose that one of the greatest masters of the underworld would hold his position there by making plans so simple that any little dog-stealer could have competed with him. Nor was it easy to poison the dog, for Norman Smith had him guarded by two or three cur dogs, as destroyers guard a battleship. The dog was the crux of the whole situation, and there seemed no way of getting by him at night, and my friends were not going about very much by day at that time. Among the facts they told Caber was one that Norman Smith used every now and then to go to the seaside and stay in a large hotel. It is strange how fond spies always are of the sea.

Youll have to do it there, said Caber at last, He wont be able to have the dog in the hotel.

But we wont be able to get in either, said my friends. Theyll have a hall-porter and waiters, if they dont have the dog.

Then youll have to do it by day, when hes out for a walk, said Caber.

We dont like that kind of thing by daylight, said one of them.

Caber looked at them. You dont know what kind of thing yet, he said.

Well, what is it? they asked.

Two or three men to follow him, said Caber, a little fracas, and a jab with a small needle.

I dont like poison, said one of them. It can always be traced.

Caber opened his eyes wide. My friends, he said, am I a child?

I dont care, it can always be traced, said the other man, still sticking to his point.

But I am not going to give you any poison, said Caber.

Well, whats the use of the needle? they asked.

The slightest jab, said Caber, a little harmless fluid put in with a syringe, then your two men get away; better have three. And, after that, he brings a charge of assault, and the police look for the men. But so long as no harm comes to Norman Smith, and the police have only his word that he was pricked by a needle, it is only a local affair, not Scotland Yard and the police of the countryside, as it would be in the case of a murder.

Not murder, of course, exactly, said one of my friends. But, then, what is going to be the effect of your needle and syringe?

Nothing whatever, said Caber. You had better do it at the beginning of his trip to the sea, so as to give plenty of time for them to see the whole thing is innocuous.

Then, what is the use of it? they asked bluntly.

Merely, said Caber, that when he goes home, or very soon after, he will accidentally die.

Theyll trace a thing like that, said the man who didnt like poison.

How do you like my little room? said Caber. Ive had it a long time. Ive got to like it myself. But what do you think of it?

Whats that got to do with our business? asked the other.

Only, said Caber, that if things I did had ever been traced, perhaps I shouldnt be here. I dont say I shouldnt; but I might have moved before now.

And somehow that seemed to silence them. And then one said, You told us it was innocuous.

Entirely, said Caber.

But the man would die when he went home.

Certainly, Caber said.

Then I dont quite see...

Perhaps we had better leave it to Dr. Caber, said one of the others.

And that in the end was what they did. Well, Norman Smith went to the sea sure enough in a week-or-sos time, and stayed at the large hotel, and left a man in Hertfordshire to feed his dangerous dog, and the three little yapping dogs that were to look after it. And the first morning after he arrived at the sea Norman Smith went for a walk, and he got into a bit of a row with three men near some golf-links, and he went to the police complaining he had been assaulted and alleging he had been impregnated or inoculated with some deadly disease or poison. He had a pin-prick to show on his arm, and he asserted that near it he had seen a drop of some liquid that had a sweaty smell. And the police sent for two doctors, who made tests and examinations, all of which proved that Smith was perfectly fit. And by the end of the week the whole thing had blown over, so far as the police were concerned, and nothing was traced to anybody. You see, poisons can always be traced, and bacterial things even easier, because they are rarer, and as for any unknown poison, thats rarest of all, and the police would soon get on to it.

And what happened? we asked.

Norman Smith went home to Hertfordshire, replied Jorkens, invigorated by his stay by the sea, and cheered by whatever information spies get when they go to the seaside. And that night his Alsatian killed him.

Yes, a successful murder, said Terbut, if you can call a dog a murderer.

And one of us said rather diffidently that he didnt quite see how Caber came into it.

It was a very subtle drug, said Jorkens. Perfectly harmless, as Caber said. But it changed his smell. It gave him an entirely new scent. Of course no Alsatian dog would put up with a thing like that.


A Deal With the Devil

WE were talking about the Devil. We talk over a good many things at the Billiards Club, and come to some interesting conclusions at times; and, had our discussion been as interesting on this occasion as it very often is at our club, I should have passed it on to my readers. It was interesting in a way, but not new; so I will only begin where one of our members remarked that nobody had ever seen the Devil, and Jorkens looked up rather surprised and said that he knew a man who had certainly seen him. What was he like? we asked. And Jorkens gave us a description full of detail, that was of value when deciding upon the truth of the story; but I do not repeat it here, because that was not new either.

Did your friend do a deal with him? one of us asked.

Yes, said Jorkens.

Did he put up his immortal soul?

Well, said Jorkens, thats always done. Thats an understood thing. Its pretty well known by now that thats his price.

What did he get in exchange? asked Terbut.

What he asked, said Jorkens. Which was that he should be able to spot the winner of every race.

Before its run? asked Terbut.

Yes, said Jorkens. I can spot them afterwards, without offering the Devil my soul.

He wouldnt accept it, said Terbut.

Whereupon Jorkens offered to buy Terbuts soul for cash, which he pulled out of his pocket; rather a regrettable thing to occur in a club, and all the more so considering the smallness of Jorkenss offer.

When they got back to the story it was this: Jorkenss friend called Tifferley had met the Devil during a flash of lightning in a wood, after which they had talked in the dark. And Tifferley had asked for the power which I have mentioned, and the Devil had pulled out a parchment, and Tifferley had signed it with a fountain-pen in the dark.

Rather unbusinesslike, had been Terbuts comment.

Not at all, said Jorkens. Tifferley knew all about business.

How did he know what he was signing, asked Terbut, if he was all in the dark?

The Devil told him, said Jorkens.

Did he believe him? asked Terbut.

It didnt matter, said Jorkens. You see, theres nothing worse than the bond that the Devil said he was signing; so that any alteration would be to the good. If it wasnt what the Devil told him it was, so much the better. He signed where the Devil told him he should, touching the paper with his finger and leaving a luminous line. And the Devil snatched the parchment away from him, before the rain could wash his signature out, for the rain was falling hard from clouds that were full of thunder. Then the Devil vanished, and Tifferley walked away home through the wood.

And did he spot winners? broke out from more than one of us.

Certainly, said Jorkens.

He must have made a lot of money, said Terbut.

It was like this, said Jorkens. He wired to a bookie whose name and address he got from the back page of a weekly paper to put him £100 on to the winner of the very next race, that is to say on the horse that he knew was going to win. And of course it did win, and at three to one.

Then he made £300, said Terbut.

No, said Jorkens. You see, he had never done business with the bookie, and the bookie knew nothing about him. He simply refused to accept the bet. And of course he was perfectly right.

We all agreed about that. And Jorkens went on: Well, he was in London at the time, this fellow I am telling you about, and he went round to see the bookie and fixed up an account with him. He particularly asked the bookie if he had any limit, and the bookie said no. That is in all his advertisements. So a day or two later there was a big race coming on, and Tifferley looked down the list of the horses running, and hadnt looked far when he saw the winner: the name stood out from all the rest, blacker than anything else on all the page, and yet with a kind of glow on it somehow, as he used to tell me, as though phosphorus was mixed with the ink. The names of all the winners always looked like that to him, ever since he did his deal; they blackened and shone at him from race-cards, on papers, or wherever he saw them printed. He could tell even if the name was spoken: the name of a horse about to win a race had a kind of gong-like echo about it, as though it were booming up all the way from the vaults of Hell. Thats how it sounded to Tifferley, but of course to no one else. Alhambra was the name of the horse, and he wired to the bookie to put on a hundred thousand.

And did it win? asked Terbut.

Of course it won, said Jorkens. I told you it was a winner, and Tifferley could see them all.

Then he made a hundred thousand at least, said Terbut.

That was the trouble, said Jorkens. The bookie took no notice of the telegram, and Tifferley went around to see him again. The bookie said that of course he had no limit, but that a bet of a hundred thousand from Tifferley was absurd. What would he have done if he had lost? Could he have paid? Of course he had him at a disadvantage there. Tifferley knew perfectly well that he wouldnt have to pay, but he couldnt tell the bookie that, and the bookie had a great deal to say to him. He asked Tifferley for evidence that he had sufficient financial resources to pay if he lost, and explained that you couldnt do that sort of thing on the Stock Exchange, or anywhere at all, and that there was no one in England who would accept a bet on those terms. Ask anybody, he said.

Well, we agreed about that too. And all of us said that the bookie was perfectly right. Jorkens went on: Tifferley made no trouble about it. He didnt really care. Telegrams only cost sixpence in those days and they were his only expense, and he calculated on making as much money as he wanted, with no more trouble than reading the daily paper and writing a telegram whenever he might feel like it. Of course he hadnt parted from McPherson on very friendly terms. (That was the name the bookie was using.) But he had got out of him that he would have considered anything up to one thousand pounds as a reasonable sum, and he fancied he could always get that for the cost of a sixpenny wire. Well, another race came on in a few days, and Tifferley picked up a paper and spotted the winner, glaring at him very black from amongst the other names and at the same time faintly luminous, and wired to McPherson to put him on a thousand. He sent the wire in McPhersons code, just the name of the winner and the one other word Giraffe. That was on the morning of the race. He didnt trouble to go and see it, partly because he was so sure he would win that there would not have been the excitement for him that a race would provide for the rest of us, and partly because of the expense of the railway fare to Newmarket, where the race was, and back, for nobody had paid him anything yet. He bought an early edition of an evening paper instead, and sure enough he had won.

But McPherson, although he lived by mugs, was not a mug himself, and those two wires that Tifferley had sent before he saw him were enough to show him that Tifferley was one of those men with whom he never had any dealings whatever, once he had spotted them, a man who knew something. McPherson didnt care how they found out what they knew, nor trouble to discover who they were in with; it might be a trainer, or stable-boys, or even the Devil; it was all one to McPherson. The man knew something about two horses; that was quite enough for him; and he wrote to Tifferley to say that his account was closed, and that he would have no more dealings with him. He had had to write such letters before, but not often, for it is not many men that can spot two consecutive winners.

The letter reached Tifferley about the time he was expecting to get it, but the contents were of course not what he was expecting, although on the top of the envelope was printed in large red letters SOMETHING FOR YOU FROM MACKY. This envelope always went out from McPhersons office to any who won a bet, and the clerk that addressed this one had evidently not been informed that there was not going to be any cheque inside it for Tifferley. Well, all Tifferley did was to go to another bookie in London, and make all arrangements with him. And a day or two later he sent him a wire to back a horse that was going to win a race at 2:30 that afternoon, and to put on £500. He was in a rather smaller way of business than Macky, and £500 had been as much as Tifferley could get him to agree to accept for any one race. He had sent four telegrams now, and they were beginning to be a drain on him; so that he was especially glad when he read in his evening paper that his horse had won by four lengths. I didnt tell you that Tifferley was a bank-clerk and lived in lodgings in London a couple of miles from his bank.

The details are not important, said Terbut.

As a matter of fact, said Jorkens, they were. Bankers and clergymen did more business with this bookie than you might have supposed, and neither one or the other of them often won and it was very seldom indeed that there was any trouble. If they did win the bookie paid, unless it was a very large sum. But £500 was out of the ordinary altogether, and on this occasion the bookie wrote to Tifferley, as he very rarely had to do with his customers, and pointed out that if Tifferley would not settle for £150 he would be compelled to inform the managing director of the bank in which he worked that he was gambling in large sums of money. Tifferley was so angry that he would not accept the £150, but he didnt press for the £500 either: he simply wasnt in a position to. He would have lost his job: no bankers are going to have their clerks gambling in hundreds of pounds.

After that he gave up telegraphing: it was getting too expensive for one thing, and it wasnt bringing in anything. So he decided to attend the race-meeting himself. That meant that he could only do his betting on Saturdays, and only then on the later races at any meeting he went to, for he didnt get away from the bank in time for the earlier ones. But it didnt matter to Tifferley what race he betted on; he knew the winners of all of them. He had been employed in the bank for three or four years and he saved something every year, and he now had savings amounting to just on £100. These he drew out and was off with a £100-pound note to the first race-meeting within easy reach that came on a Saturday.

A detective at the railway station watched him rather carefully, for he could recognise a very obvious furtiveness about Tifferley, as he looked round him more than once to see that nobody recognised him, for I think I have already made it clear that the partners who ran the bank did not encourage racing among their clerks. But no one beside the detective showed the least interest. And the detective himself very soon transferred his interest to a man who was wearing a collar of an unusual cut. The train in which Tifferley travelled was going to other stations than the one beside which the races were being run, but to Tifferley it seemed that it must be obvious to everyone that he was going to the races, and with the intention to bet.

Yet, as I have said already, nobody cared. He arrived in time for the third race, whose winner of course he knew; indeed the name of it glared at him on that bright morning out of his newspaper, so obviously and so urgently that he wondered that other occupants of his railway-carriage could not see it glowering there with the magnificence of a black thundercloud with the sun behind it. And the first thing he saw at the races was a placard lifting over the heads of the crowd, inscribed with big capital letters saying YOUR OLD FRIEND JOE. And such is the power of the hoarding, that he was drawn irresistibly to it.

The third race was then just starting, and Alleluia was going to win it; so he gave Your Old Friend Joe his hundred pounds, to put on Alleulia at six to four. Then he strolled down to the railings to watch the race. To others it seemed a close finish, and there was considerable shouting, but, though any one of the three horses looked like winning up to the last fifty yards, with a fourth horse only just out of it, the race had no particular interest to Tifferley. He knew Alleluia must win, and Alleluia did. Tifferley lit a cigar that he had bought in London, feeling he could afford it for once, and strolled back to the bookies ring. But Your Old Friend Joe had gone.

A little crowd of indignant backers took no notice of Tifferley, for he did not seem to them the kind of man to have had any bet worth thinking about. And the funny thing is that they were right: he was not that kind of man. But he had won £150, for all that, and was a creditor for even more. Well, Your Old Friend Joe faded back into that great crowd, some of whom are in all professions and in all positions, with a very small proportion in jail, the men who cheat their fellows; and no more was heard of him under his old name. I wonder what he is doing now. Tifferley wouldnt have bothered about a thing like that, for he could have got right on the next two races, but the trouble was he hadnt any money. And that trouble kept him in London for a long time. He managed to borrow a pound each from several friends, and he saved a little more, and waited till he could find a horse that was going to win at ten to one. That horse was Mephuselah at Kempton Park. And away went Tifferley one Saturday afternoon to Kempton Park, with ten pounds in his pocket and a return ticket. This time he paid no attention to the race, which after all was of no interest to him, for he knew Mephuselah must win, and he attended strictly to business, which he now realized that he had neglected to do the last time; and, as a bankers clerk, he was rather ashamed of it, for he saw that he ought to have been watching the bookie, whose movements were not controlled, instead of wasting his time in gazing at the race, whose results he already knew.

This time he indulged in no such absentmindedness, but watched the bookie with all the concentration with which an intelligent clerk should look at his ledger. And this time everything was all right. Mephuselah won at ten to one, and Tifferley collected his £100. He had almost begun to have some uneasy suspicion about his deal with the Devil; but this bet dissipated all his suspicions, so far as this world was concerned. Though still he had not made a penny by it. Well, there were three more races to be run, and Tifferley was delighted to notice that the winner of the next race was at five to one. A horse called Garia. So he handed his £100 back to the bookie to put on Garia, and stood close beside him. A look of surprise came over the bookies face when Garia won; the surprise of pure ignorance, as it appeared to Tifferley. And the man was perfectly honest and handed Tifferley his winnings in fifty-pound notes.

At last he felt that he was getting started, and decided to spread his next bet over as many bookies as possible, putting all he had got on Caraway, that was going to win at evens. Fifty he left with the first bookie from whom he had just received it, and with £560 in his pocket he set out to look for more. As he approached the second bookie that he selected, a man came up to him with a pipe in his hand.

Excuse me, sir said the man. Could you let me have a light? Im not asking you for anything except a match. Ive nothing except this pipe and a bit of tobacco, but I dont beg. Wouldnt even take money if you offered it to me. But a wiff of tobacco is a solace, when youre down and out. I never spotted a winner in my life. Some people have all the luck, or all the intelligence. You look as if you had done pretty well yourself, sir. But Im only asking you for a match.

Tifferley felt in his pocket for a shilling, which was about all he had except his £560; but the man would not take it. No, sir, he said; only a match. I dont beg. I was kindly given this fill for my pipe, but I cant afford a match. The thing to do, sir, if youre ever down and out like me, which I hope you never will be, is to bear it. Just to bear it. And I find I can do that better with a pipe in my mouth, when Im lucky enough to get a bit of tobacco. So, if I might trouble you for a match, its all Ill ask you for, sir, and be very grateful for that. Well, of course Tifferley got out his match-box; it was a little silver match-box that had been given him by an aunt, and the man asked him if he would be kind enough to strike the light, giving as his reason, Because you shouldnt trust anybody at the races with a nice match-box like that, and I wouldnt ask you to trust me. I wont lay a hand on it.

So Tifferley lit the match as he asked, and the man held the bowl of his pipe in both his hands while he got it lighted. Tifferley seemed sure of that, sure that he could see both the mans hands all the time, which of course meant, as such things invariably do, all the time that he was noticing. And there is no knowing how long that time was. Well, Tifferley went on to the second bookie and said that he wanted to back Caraway for £100, which, as I told you, was going to win the next race at evens; and he put his hand into his pocket, but there was no hundred pounds there, or any money at all.

Changed your mind, have you? said the bookie, as Tifferley stood there looking foolish.

Yes, said Tifferley, Ive changed my mind.

There seemed nothing else to say. So he walked away from the bookie, and didnt go near any more of them; and sure enough Caraway won the race. One good thing was that his £50 had won with the other bookie, and not only that, but he went and collected it; and, with his £100 in his pocket clutched firmly there by his fist, he expected to win enough on the last race to make his outing very well worth while. So he got his race-card and turned to the last race, but things were oddly blurred: at one moment he saw two names darkly gleaming at him, and then one and the other, and all blurred, as I said. Thinking things over he decided not to risk his £100 on that race at all. There was no particular hurry, and he went down to the railings and watched the race, instead of watching the bookies. And a very interesting race it was, two horses nose to nose, and a third hovering very near as they passed the post. The judge gave it a dead heat, and there was talk and argument all round Tifferley; and suddenly his own mind became quite clear about the whole thing, as a remark that floated up from a group beside him came to his ears, The Devil himself couldnt tell which was first. And that remark explained everything.

On his way back in the train Tifferley began to think of his soul for the first time since he had done his deal with the Devil. He had scarcely thought of it at all in the wood, when the Devil had stood before him in the lightning and he had signed the deed in the dark. His time on earth appeared to him so long, and eternity so far away, that his interest was only in time; and to enjoy himself here, to the extent that he believed he was going to enjoy himself, if this wonderful parchment worked, far outweighed in his estimation anything that might be suffered in the course of eternity. But now that the dazzling part of the contract, which in the wood had blinded him against any view of the rest, was bringing him as yet no advantage whatever, his imagination had leisure to perceive occasional glimpses of what may be called The Devils side of the bargain. The Devil, it seemed to him, had got, in financial language, an option, for whatever it might be worth, without as yet having paid anything for it.

He began to be rather uneasy, but he could not yet have had any proper view of the horror of the situation, as he was still mainly concerned in his mind with getting the Devil to pay, and still gathering all the information that he was able to get about any race-meetings that were held on a Saturday. And another thing, absurd though it may appear, that somewhat dimmed his view of the loss of his soul was the £10 he owed to his friends: it wasnt that there could be any comparison between the two things; but the £10 was still so very much more immediate of the two.

Well, he bought an evening paper and looked up the winner of the first race that was to be run in the following week, and went round that very evening to see all his friends who had lent him a pound apiece. He was at it till late that night, and he evidently took a good deal of satisfaction in settling his debts so promptly, as he gave me to understand long after, when he told me the whole tale. He had little bets with each of them, and on the next Monday evening, when the race had been run, he had of course won all his bets, and everything was settled up. His debts had now been paid, and he still had his savings; but what now began to worry him slightly was that, though he had now had four bets by telegram and four on the racecourse, as well as little bets with ten of his friends, he was exactly where he had started after his deal with the Devil; he had not lost anything, but he had not made one penny, and he was down to the extent of his railway fares and the cost of his four telegrams, not to mention a good deal of entirely profitless work. But next morning, he turned as happily as ever to the papers that he had bought overnight, and there were the winners of next Saturdays races glowering at him as usual with there strangely luminous frown. Soon he knew the odds of all of them, without having to look any more at the paper, and he made his plans for next Saturday, and calculated that, even if he only arrived in time to bet on the last three races, he should clear over a thousand pounds.

Then he worried no more, and did his work for the week, daydreaming over his desk as others have done before him and planning what he would do when he had a hundred thousand pounds, which he hoped to have very soon. For, once the thing got going, it would naturally go faster and faster, and he would be laying at least a thousand pounds on each race, spreading it safely over a number of bookies. So much for his day-dreams; and Saturday came at last and he was off again in the afternoon to the races, with his hundred pounds of savings in his pocket, which he had lost and got back again. Arrived at the racecourse he went straight up to the first bookie, to put a hundred pounds on the third race, for which there was still time, on a horse called Melanesia at three to one. But the bookie looked at him with intense disgust, and merely saying, I aint going to have anything to do with you, turned away to another customer. Tifferley did not stop to argue, for there was not much time, but went up to the next bookie with his hundred pounds in his hand and said he wanted to put it on Melanesia. But the bookies clerk nudged his master, who looked up from his book and rudely told Tifferley to get out of there and that he would have nothing to do with him. Tifferley would have liked to asked the reason of this extraordinary behavior, but to delay any longer would have cost him £300, and he hurried on to another bookie. But it wasnt any use, for the news had now slipped round ahead of him that Tifferley was in the ring, and, strange although it appeared to this obscure and unnoticeable bank-clerk, he was recognised wherever he went. This part of the story Tifferley told me later on with astonishment. And yet it was simple enough. The basis of the situation was that it had become clear to observant people whose job it must always be to notice such things, that Tifferley could spot winners.

I had one or two bets, said Tifferley. But to be precise it was four bets with bookmakers in London, and four more on the racecourse, all of them winners, and, in addition to that, the announcement of a winner to a bookie with whom he had intended to bet, but had not done so because his pocket was picked. Nine predictions in all, every one of them accurate, and no record of any failure. And that was leaving out the ten bets he had with his friends, of which the bookies might not have heard. It seemed a small thing to Tifferley, but to the men who lived among mugs, and lived upon them as a horse lives upon grass, it was the most interesting event in the history of the world, and was believed by them to be unequalled in the annals of racing. This little matter therefore, that seemed so unimportant to Tifferley, had stirred up the activities of a ring, amongst which information travels swiftly, to take measures for its defence which were more effective than any defensive measures that were contemplated in the whole Empire before 1939. The few people that could identify Tifferley were hastily collected; and, once he appeared on a racecourse, there were as many as half a dozen men who never let him out of their sight. From bookie to bookie went this obscure, unknown man, but a finger picking a nose, or a raised handkerchief, would give the sign behind him, and he was met by bookies as though he had been the social outcast, the miserable pariah, of the crudest kind of fiction. Been sneaking round the stables again, have you? said one of them, as Tifferley tried to back the winner.

What dirty work have you been up to now? said the next.

And, after all, hed done nothing worse than spot the winner, so far as any of them could know. But then mugs arent supposed to do that. And, if he wasnt a mug, what was he doing hanging about round bookies among those that were? Thats what the bookies felt. To them he was what a bull in a sheepfold would be to a shepherd; a large and dangerous animal among a lot of quiet sheep just waiting to be turned into mutton.

What have you been overhearing this time? said another.

It had got out among the bookies on the racecourse, as it had among those in London, that he knew something, which was regarded by them as a crime. Where would their bread come from if such a thing were to be allowed? And they treated Tifferley as a criminal. He went from bookie to bookie, not realising that the organisation that warned the first bookie against him would warn the second and third and the last. And wherever he went he met insults.

Been sneaking up behind the trainer again, have you? said another of them. What horse did you hear about this time?

And another made no allegations of any sort, but merely said: You bloody tyke, get out!

It took him all the afternoon to realise that he would have no more bets at a race-meeting, but by the time the last race was over he understood. All the way back in the train he sat very thoughtful, and he came to the point at which a man asks for advice. I was the man he came to. I knew him because I cashed cheques at his bank, and often saw him when I went in. One doesnt as a rule talk very much to a man while cashing a cheque; theres hardly time for it. But it happened once or twice that I wanted a bit of an overdraft; quite a small affair. And we sometimes had a bit of a talk over that. I got to know him quite well. Well, he came round to me and asked my advice. Of course he didnt tell me the details; people dont often do that; but he told me the little he thought it was good for me to know, and asked me what he should do. I saw from what he told me, whatever the reason might be, that the bookies were evidently watching him. So I said to him, My dear old boy, its perfectly simple. Ill bet with you instead of the bookies.

Will you really? he said, delighted.

Ill be glad to, I said. Save me the trouble of going to a bookmaker myself.

Well, he was very grateful, and to tell you the honest truth, although he was speaking the obvious truth about what the bookies said to him, I didnt so much believe in his infallibility in picking winners. I had seen too many young men, and they all had the same idea. It almost seemed to me that by betting against any one of them I might make more money than by using my own wits. Not that I havent made money at the races. On several occasions I have done very well indeed. Especially once at Ascot.

Did you have a bet with Tifferley? I asked.

Yes, said Jorkens, I had a bet. He put on his hundred pounds, at three to one, on a horse that was in a race that was coming on in a few days time. And I said that that would suit me very well. It didnt, as a matter of fact, because the horse won. I would never have thought that he would have spotted a winner. He didnt look the kind of young man to do it. And of course I knew nothing then about the Devil. Well, he came round smiling next morning, and I tried to smile too. But, as things were just then, it happened to be one of the times when I couldnt readily lay a hand on £300. You know how it is; sometimes you can, and there is no difficulty whatever. And sometimes you cant; and then what are you to do? Well, I told Tifferley how I was placed, and said I was very sorry, and that I hoped the difficulty would blow over in a very few weeks, and then everything would be all right. Do you know, a most ghastly look came into his face, and he said, Youre like all the rest.

And I am sure it was at that moment, and for the first time, that he realised that the Devil wasnt straight. It seemed to come to him all at once that the deal wouldnt work; not at his end, I mean. Of course it hadnt yet been working at all, but I dont think Tifferley had realised that, as yet, for one moment. He saw each case separately, a damned pick-pocket, a welshing bookie, a disobliging one, and one thing and another; but it was not till this moment that he took a comprehensive view of the whole situation and saw for the first time that he was never going to make a penny at that business.

I see what it is, he said. Dont mind. Its not your fault. I know youd pay your debts to the last penny. But the Devil is in this, and theres no way of getting round him.

Id get round him if I could, I said. Id be the very first man to try. But you see how things are.

Yes, he said. Its the Devil.

Well, there we were, two plain men, and the Devil watching us through some cranny or keyhole. What could we do? Of course I had begun to see by now that there was something more in this than met the eye, something more than Tifferley told me, although his disjointed remarks about the Devil gave me no more than hints of the true story.

Youve been paid sometimes, I said. It may not be as bad as you think.

Im only where I was when I started, he said. I can never get past that point, by a single penny; rather the other way about, because theres all my expenses.

I see, I said. It looks bad, I admit. You know, Im as sound as the Bank of England, and of course Ill pay as soon as ever I can lay my hand on it. But its odd about the other fellows, and I see it looks queer to you. There may be something at the back of it all. Hadnt you better tell me the whole story?

And with that he did. Shilly-shallied a bit, and said I would never believe him, and then told me the whole story. What he was doing in that wood at night he never told me, or whether he was alone. Up to the time that the Devil joined him, I mean. But he told me the wind gave one great sigh in the wood, and the thunder came up behind it and then the rain, and one great flash of lightning down through the trees, and there was the Devil in front of him. And the Devil had said to him: Is there anything that you want? Which is of course a pretty good opening for anyone out to buy souls. And Tifferley told me he had never thought of doing anything of the sort, but didnt like to miss the chance, and asked to be able to spot winners. Who wouldnt? I didnt blame him. And he told me about the signing of the parchment in the dark and the rain, and it being snatched away from him, and everything else I have told you. I saw then how it was at once; the bargain worked in a way, but not so that you got any good out of it. And I saw that it wouldnt work for me either, however good my intentions. And I thought it best to give him fair warning. I always pay, I said, like the Bank of England. You know that. But werent you betting on a bit of a certainty, old boy?

And he had to admit that that was so. Well, that put his bet with me on the same level as all the rest, and we both of us saw that the Devil was getting out of his bargain, and that though Tifferley could spot winners, in the mere letter of the agreement, he could get no more out of it than you can get out of a dream. What I advised him then was to cut his losses, to realise that the Devil had outwitted him, as he had done with others before, and to give up all idea of ever making anything out of it, and to concentrate on trying to get back his soul. But Tifferley had not yet given up hope, and wouldnt be bothered about his soul until he had been finally convinced by sheer facts that he had no chance of making any money. Those amateur sleuths, he said, were not very sharp and could be easily fooled by a little disguise.

Quite so, I said, You may easily get past them and lay a bet, but the Devil will only get you in some other way; and besides that, however stupid they are, theyll find out in the end that you are disguised, and its pretty easy to spot a disguised man, when there is very likely no other at the whole meeting.

But I couldnt argue him out of going back to the bookies: it was too big a thing for him to give up. I fancy he had had the idea of making something like a million. And he got back to them; his disguise worked that once. Argue as I would I could stop him. He was back on a racecourse the very next Saturday. I know that he knew it was no good, but he went. He got past the bookies sleuths and laid a bet, and won as usual (I dont know how he disguised himself); but there was an objection, and the objection was upheld, and so he lost his bet. He came and told me all about it that evening. He was frightened then. But there was another feeling in him besides fear; he felt that he was being cheated; and when he hadnt made a single penny out of the bargain he didnt like the Devil to have his soul. But he was certainly frightened too, for when I said Damn it, its not fair, he winced at the word Damn. At one moment he was talking in a loud voice abusively about the Devil, in a way that can do no good, and at another he was imploring me to tell him what on earth he could do, so that I could see he had been drinking a little. Well, who wouldnt? I was quite glad to help him, and I didnt do any talking for a bit, and did some thinking instead. And then I asked him if he had quite given up the idea of trying to make any money on the deal he had had with the Devil. And he said that he had. So I said: Then lets get on to your soul. Thats what you have to concentrate on now.

And he agreed that that was the thing to do. Whether I was right or wrong to do so, I gave him another drink, and waited for him to light a cigarette and get calm. And then I said to him: Ive got an idea. You want to get your soul back; and quite right too, for you never got anything in exchange for it, which is not fair. Now, take your last bet; you lost that by an objection.

I did, said Tifferley. It was a perfectly sound objection. He ran right across the other horse, under his nose.

Very well, I said. Now if the Devil can lodge an objection, you can lodge one too. Youve got a perfectly good case; the only question is how to lodge it.

An objection? said Tifferley.

Certainly, I said. You had an agreement whereby you parted with your immortal soul on account of very considerable advantages; and, however he may have kept the letter of that thing you signed, you had nothing whatever in exchange for your soul, and arent likely to. On the contrary, youve lost money. Thats the grounds of your objection, and very good grounds. Now, how shall we lodge it?

I dont know, said Tifferley.

But I know, I said. Its not a sporting matter. Its nothing for the stewards of the Jockey Club. They wouldnt listen to it. Its not their affair. Its a religious matter. And you want to go to the proper authority. You want to go to the bishop of your diocese.

Hes an archbishop, said Tifferley.

So much the better, I said. Well, all you have to do is this: take this strip of paper to him and ask him to sign it. That is all.

And I merely wrote on the paper, Objection lodged. That is all you have to do, I said. You neednt trouble to write out what the objection is. Its a perfectly valid objection, and they will know all about it somewhere. Only you must have it handed in; and the bishop of your diocese is the right man to hand it.

I was glad to see Tifferleys face light up, and there seemed hope in it for the first time since he had lost his earthly hope, which had left him without any at all, for the case of his soul seemed hopeless. But the light went out of his face as quick as a gleam of the sun on a rainy windy day, when it flashes between two clouds that are almost touching; and he said: It will be no use. Hell never sign a thing like that for me. He isnt a racing man, and he wont understand it.

Dont you bother about that, I said. It concerns your immortal soul, and its his business to understand it. Youve had a deal with the Devil and he hasnt kept his side of it. Any sportsman can see that. And surely an archbishop can see what a sportsman can see. You get him to sign it, and the objections raised.

He kept to the letter of it, said Tifferley. I can spot the winners. And that is all that he promised. I can spot every winner in that paper now.

I know, I said. You parted with what in the eye of the law is a valuable commodity. And Im not implying it isnt. And you got nothing whatever in exchange for it. Thats surely good grounds for an objection. Any way, get it lodged.

I will, said Tifferley, if I can get him to sign it.

Of course he will, I said. Its his job to save poor devils like you.

Well, Tifferley gave a great sigh and went away at once. I dont know whether that sigh came from a realisation of his dreadful case, which my words had awoken, or whether it heaved up from the contemplation of all the difficulties in getting an introduction and persuading an archbishop to sign what must appear to him quite fantastic, and perhaps even ribald. Well, Tifferley went mournfully away and, as a glance of mine fell on my paper and I remembered his recent words to me, I wondered for a moment if I should call him back and ask him which were the winners; but I realized that I should get no more out of them than what he had got. No, the Devil might or might not get Tifferley, but I didnt want him to have any dealings with me. I know what you are going to say, Terbut. Well, Tifferley went to his parson, and managed to get an introduction to the archbishop, without, I think, telling the parson what it was all about, but only telling him that it was sore spiritual trouble. The archbishop had refused to have anything to do with my strip of paper at first, and Tifferley had some difficulty in persuading me that he had actually signed in the end. For after I had written it out and given it to Tifferley I saw how unlikely it was that the archbishop would take it as seriously as poor Tifferley had to take it. I gathered that Tifferley, who was at first kindly received, had sat a long time in a room at the Palace, where the archbishop sat at a desk and his chaplain was standing behind Tifferley, a room with high mullioned windows through which light from a grey day shone in Tifferleys face, dim as his hopes of salvation, and yet shining. Through the latter half of the interview the chaplain was doing all that he could to imply that Tifferley should depart, but the archbishop gave him kindly attention. I think my bit of paper appeared to him pure nonsense. How could he have known otherwise? But the agony of Tifferleys mind was a real thing to him; while the chaplain was less sympathetic, either because he was younger and had as yet less understanding, or because, being behind Tifferley, he could not see the despair in his face.

The archbishop was kind and consoling, but refused to look a second time at the strip of paper; and the more he looked away from it the more Tifferleys despair grew, and was in the end I think the deciding factor. Tifferley said he gave a slight smile and signed it suddenly, and he thinks that he had convinced him of the whole story as easily as he had convinced me. But I dont think it was that at all. I think it was, as I said, his despair that decided the archbishop to sign the bit of paper, and not Tifferleys argument, probably made out without much consideration of logic. I think that the archbishop saw, if not a lost soul, at least a mind straying lost very near to the edge, over which, if it went any further, it would lose the footholds of reason. And so he had smiled and signed and said good-bye, and the chaplain had shown Tifferley out, clutching his absurd bit of paper, as I must admit that it was; and Tifferley had hidden it somewhere in the cathedral. He wouldnt tell me where. Well, anyhow the objection is lodged; and how it will go we shant know yet, if ever. I had done my best for poor Tifferley.


Strategy at the Billiards Club

WITHOUT any intention that is apparent to me we have days in our club, the Billiards Club, when the conversation is entirely sporting, and on another day it will be political, while on another we discuss business. Perhaps somebody starts it, and the rest go on in the same direction, like a stream running down hill, finding it easier to go the way of the rest than to exert themselves by thinking of anything new; and, like the stream by a rock, the conversation will be sometimes turned a little out of its course by a chance remark, or it may not. However these things may be, on one day that I remember our talk was scientific. The presence of Chemsoln, an astronomer, might have accounted for this, and yet Chemsoln hardly ever opened his mouth, and indeed it is for this reason that I have never previously mentioned his name, though he has often been one of those that sat and listened to Jorkenss stories. Well, we were talking of science late one day after lunch, and evening was coming on, but no lights were lighted yet, and I remember a rather eerie glow was coming in from the moon, that was just outside our window, and as usual Chemsoln was sitting and saying nothing, and we had got on to the atomic bomb, and then Jorkens chimed in.

I dont know if any of you are interested in spiritualism, he said. Well, we werent. And on such occasions we have a rather unmistakable way of saying so at the Billiards Club. And Jorkens, without abandoning his topic entirely, I think dropped a good deal of the detail that he may have been going to give us.

I wasnt going to tell you anything about spirits, he said, because there are still laws on the statute-book dealing with that sort of thing; more than you might suppose. I know you wouldnt give anybody away, but when anyones liberty may depend on ones talk, I think the less one says the better.

And he looked at us in the sort of way that made some of the weaker characters say, Oh, yes, certainly.

Very well, said Jorkens; I will say nothing of who called up that spirit, or how she did it.

What spirit? asked Terbut.

I was going to tell you, said Jorkens.

Oh, very well, said Terbut.

In a dim room one summer, a little after sunset, with no lights turned on, said Jorkens, in a house in London  I will give you no fuller address than that  I was talking to a spirit. That is to say, a spirit that was in the room with us, but invisible, was talking to me; inaudibly to myself, but interpreted by the person whose name I will not divulge, a person to whom the whisperings and whistlings that I could faintly hear were clear and entirely intelligible. She had called it up. I wont tell you how.

Again Jorkens looked up at our faces; and one of us, a new member, muttered, I quite understand. And at that Jorkens continued.

The spirits story was of a long time ago and a long way off, but strategy is roughly the same in all times and places, and he had had the atomic bomb.

The atomic bomb! we exclaimed.

Yes, said Jorkens, and used it.

A long time ago? we said.

Certainly, said Jorkens.

Thats interesting, we said rather doubtfully.

Did he develop it further than we have done? asked a soldier.

Much further, said Jorkens.

It ought to be developed, the soldier said. The thing is still in its infancy.

Yes, said Jorkens, its in its infancy here. But    

You say its been tried before? said the soldier, a retired general named Pearkes.

Ill tell you, said Jorkens. It happened like this, if the woman interpreted it right; and she was a very reliable woman. Not at all the kind of person to imagine she heard things, or to say what she didnt hear.

No, no, one or two of us said, some out of mere politeness, and others because we wanted him to get on with his story and to hear what he had to say.

The spirit, Jorkens went on, was whispering and squeaking, or it may have been a mouse, or a draught in the wainscote: that I am not prepared to say. I mean that the spirit may have been totally inaudible to me, or only partially so; but at any rate the woman heard him, and this is what she said, speaking slowly as though the spirit spoke slowly, as though it were tired. It was a long time ago. I told you that. And the spirit had wandered a long time. Well, they had the atomic bomb and it was pretty well developed: they had had it for about a hundred years.

But where was all this? asked Terbut.

She didnt say, said Jorkens. But they had had the atomic bomb there for about a hundred years. I gathered that they were a quite pacific people. That is to say, they preferred peace to war, and took a good deal of trouble, like us, to make plans to ensure peace. Only they had the atomic bomb, and it seemed a pity not to use it. Well, the war came: I wasnt quite clear what it was about. The spirit tried to explain, but it was a little hard to follow, as other peoples causes often are. But they had a casus belli of some sort. I paid more attention to the spirits account of the war when it came than to the cause of it, because I wanted to know what they had done with their atomic bomb. And, mind you, it wasnt anything like our atomic bomb, because they had been improving it for a hundred years.

Never heard of that, said the general.

I didnt doubt her, said Jorkens; and I think she told me exactly what she heard, and the spirit gave so many precise details that I, personally, believed every word of it. You, of course, can use your own judgment.

Yes, yes, said the general soothingly.

And we all listened to Jorkens, to see what we could make of it.

The details were like this, said Jorkens, reaching for a sheet of our large notepaper from a writing-table behind him. Can someone lend me a pencil?

Somehow he got a pencil, and began to draw craters roughly. The armies were like this, he said. And soon he and the general were bending over the paper, so that the rest of us could see very little; and they began to talk in low voices, and most of us thought it was just a talk about strategy, and those of us who were not interested in strategy or spiritualism lost interest and gradually turned away; but there seemed something a little more than that in it to me, something a little more than mere Staff-College shop, however Jorkens got hold of it, and I listened as well as I could; and Im glad that I did, for the thing turned out to be queer. How Jorkens got in touch with the spirit I did not know, and of course he never told us, but what I did see was that the general was interested in his story, so that I saw that the strategy must be sound, whatever the spiritualism might be. The craters that Jorkens was rapidly drawing were evidently marking out a position held by some army on which the bombs had been dropped. Whether the craters were large or not I could not say; that depended on the scale; but they were large in regard to his sheet of paper, and so probably large in regard to the whole battlefield; which is what youd expect, if theyd had a hundred years to practise with the atomic bomb, whoever they were.

And Jorkens went on with his chart. He had lost the interest of everyone now, except the general, who appeared fascinated, and me, who was doubtful, and hovering between going and staying, and Chemsoln, who was sitting there silent as usual. Trifles decide such things. What made me doubtful was not being able to see how a spirit with mere words could describe so neat and detailed a chart, however audible he might be. What held me there, leaning forward and looking across the table at crater after crater as Jorkens sketched them in, was when the very point I have mentioned was raised by the general. Jorkens said that the woman he would not name, who had called the spirit up, had a big round crystal lying on dark-blue velvet on the table before her, and she had touched points in the crystal showing exactly the position of the army and the spots where the bombs hit it. It seemed to have been drawn up in a crescent formation in the top left hand of the crystal, that is to say with both flanks a little forward, as the general pointed out, while Chemsoln and I were gazing in silence, trying to make what we could of it.

Well, they came on like this, Jorkens was saying, and their bombs came down where I have marked the craters; there were not many of them, because they were too expensive to make, but they were effective, only too effective.

But which side won? asked the general. And who were they? I never heard of anything like that anywhere.

It was a long time ago, said Jorkens. Neither side won. It was the end of their history. Only we mustnt suppose that, because they left no record, we are the first to have discovered the rather obvious powers there are in the atom.

But this is nonsense, the general said. How can one believe it?

Well, come and look, said Jorkens.

What? said the general.

Come to the window, said Jorkens.

Then Chemsoln grabbed the chart that Jorkens had made of the craters.

You dont mean... he said.

I do, said Jorkens.

The three men went to the window, and there was a round moon shining, a bit past full, with its oddly battered face looking sadly on London.

They smashed it, you see, said Jorkens.


Jorkens in Witch Wood

I THINK there are more witches in Ireland than in any other land that I know, said Jorkens.

Nobody was talking of witches that day at the Billiards Club. On the other hand our general conversation was at rather a low ebb, so far as interest was concerned, and not really sufficiently full of even reliable fact for me to pass it on to my readers; and Jorkenss remark was little more than an attempt, which was fortunately successful, to turn our talk from speculations about technicalities of which we were not very fully informed to the story of some fragment of his own life. Jorkens is no scientist, nor does he pretend to be, and yet I believe that when I shall have been able to fit together all the stories of his I have heard, until the end of one touches the beginning of another all the way through, his life will be found to be full of material that will be new to science, and which scientists must explain as they may. But now to his story, for his opening remark was, as my reader may have guessed, no more than a prelude to one he intended to tell. I think somebody said, Ah, yes, I suppose there are. But it is not important.

I remember a man named Twohey, said Jorkens. I think he had once been some kind of a general, but he was a nice quiet fellow when I knew him. I was walking along a road in Ireland, when first I saw him, which ran through a nice estate, with little clumps of trees in it here and there, and looking over a hedge I chanced to see him slipping a ferret into a rabbit-hole; and he looked up rather sharply, as if he thought I might be someone that was going to interfere with him; and when he saw that I wasnt, however he saw that, he gave me a charming smile, and said, I thought you were one of those  But never mind. Im just getting a bit of a rabbit for my old mother. Sure, no one could object to a man doing that.

I agreed that nobody could. And from that we got talking of other things. And presently he told me about one of the clumps quite near us, which he said had been cursed by a witch. It was a hazel wood, about a hundred yards long, and in breadth a little less, and it was called Witch Wood, because a witch had once cursed it, he said, so that anybody out in it at night would lose his way and be lost.

But it is only a clump, I said.

And so it is, by day, said Twohey.

And what is it by night? I asked.

Sure, the curse works, then, he said.

What does it do? I asked.

Its as I said, replied Twohey. You lose your way.

In a little wood like that? I asked.

Aye, said Twohey. Sure, thats what it looks. And so it does.

Well, it isnt any use arguing about witchcraft. The only thing was to test it. And so I said to Twohey.

Look here, I said, Ill walk through that clump at any time of night, Ill go in by the far side and come out by the road.

Any time after dark will do, said Twohey.

Then Ill do it, I said, witch or no witch.

Very well, said Twohey. Theres no one to stop you, unless Lord Monaghans keeper. And he doesnt be sitting up late these days, the way he used to when he was younger. Time was he was a bit wicked, but hed not bother you now.

Well then Ill try it, I said, if you think no one will mind.

Sorra a mind, said Twohey.

Ill try it tonight, I said.

Then youll be lost, said Twohey.

What did she curse it for? I asked when that was settled.

Ah, there was a bad Lord Monaghan in the old days, Twohey said, and he turned her out of her cottage where this wood is, and he planted birch-trees all over her garden, and hazels all the way round.

I saw the birches standing all white in the wood and a few Scotch firs beyond them. And all the rest was hazels.

What did he do it for? I asked.

For no reason at all, said Twohey, only that the poor old woman wouldnt pay her rent. And, sure, I dont blame her.

And then a rabbit bolted into a little net that Twohey had waiting for it over a hole.

Excuse me a moment, said Twohey.

And it was really no more than a moment before he had snapped its neck. Its only for my old mother, he said. Sure, no one in the world could grudge her a rabbit.

I entirely agreed with Twohey, and promised not to say a word about the rabbit to anybody, for fear it should come to ears that Twohey had had nothing better to do than to listen for that kind of talk, which was not properly their concern at all. And we arranged a meeting next morning in the little neighbouring village, outside a door within which Twohey said one could get a drink of some sort, though it was nothing like the drink that it used to be in the old days. And I was to tell Twohey just how I got through Witch Wood. And I looked forward to doing so, for I didnt think much of his witch, and I felt pretty sure that I could walk through that wood in less time and with less exertion than it would take me to explain that a witch had not the powers with which Twohey appeared to credit her. For I could see that he was a decent fellow and would believe whatever I told him. Very unlike the more suspicious kind of devil who will never believe a straight account of anything, if he has not been there himself and see the whole thing with his own eyes.

And I made some little interruption, such as I make from time to time to forestall any unmannerly discussion that might arise in the Club. I think such interruptions are a good thing.

Well, said Jorkens, we parted then, and I remember my words to Twohey, I dont think it will take me more than three or four minutes, even in the dark, to do the longest part of the wood.

Well, said Twohey, the last man I knew that tried it allowed himself three or four hours.

Three or four hours! I exclaimed.

Aye, and it wasnt long enough, said Twohey. Dawn didnt come up for another two hours after that. But maybe your honour will do it, being fresh from London and all, and with the help of your Oxford-and-Cambridge education.

He was a polite and pleasant fellow, though pig-headed about the witch.

Well, I was staying at a little inn, where they made me very comfortable, and I spent a holiday of a week there and got a bit of fishing.

A holiday from what? asked Terbut, who happened to be in the Club.

Oh, from one thing and another, said Jorkens. From one thing and another. Various little things, including a bit of work. You may have tried it once, only dont lets talk about it. No, I was on my holiday. Well, I told them I was going out for a short walk after supper. I wasnt a quarter of an hours walk from the wood, so I told them I would be back in about half an hour; and they said they would let me in any time, up to eleven oclock. It was in the early summer, after the mayfly had gone down, and the corncrake had just arrived from the South; I heard its voice as I went in over the fields. There was a line of distant mountains low in the sky; I never knew the names of them; and I waited till they had wholly disappeared, and everything got dim, though some luminous trace of day was still overhead and a glimmer shone on the fields.

As I left the road I heard the bark of one dog, and then an intense stillness, that was broken after a while by the voice of the corncrake. A dim white moth flew low about the tops of the grasses, bringing a gleam of light that was noticeable and welcome in the huge area of darkness that was gaining upon the world, and somehow gained on ones spirits, so that one felt all through one the unreasonable awe of the night, an awe that one tried to avoid by keeping away from trees, and out in the open spaces where the last of the daylight lingered. It is not a feeling that I can explain, because reason has no concern with it. Nor was there any sense in avoiding trees in the fields, when the purpose of my journey was to enter a wood. Soon I saw a huge shape standing behind an ash-tree, watching me. It turned out to be a horse. It scarcely moved as I went by. Movement, it seemed to feel, was for the day-time, and everything was too hushed and still for it to move now. I went on from the silent figure and came to still cattle, some standing, some lying down, all equally still. The hush had deepened, and now held everything.

Over the sleeping fields not far away, I saw one light that was all alone in the dimness, glittering at the top of a little hill, a golden radiance that seemed, small though it was, to be perhaps the first flash of the rising moon; but the moon was in another part of the sky, and I saw it later, a blurred mass of fine gold, nearly hidden in mist. This light, then, which did not increase, was the bright light of a window, the one light in all the valley, when all else was curtained.

I wondered for a while at the glare of it. Then it occurred to me that it must be the house of the priest, and that perhaps he kept that light shining so late as a kind of warning that he was there, to whomever might be wandering at such an hour. Again a moth passed by me, and then I came to the wood. At the edge of it somebody had lately cut an ash-tree, and the stump of it shone white; that and the gleam of the moth and the far-off glow from the hill were the last lights I saw for some time.

As I entered the little wood I saw at once, what is obvious to anyone who has seen a wood after dark, that the little clump was different to what it had been in the day. It looked larger, for one thing, and, besides that, it looked menacing. But then, for some reason or other, woods at night always do. I dont quite know why. I suppose that is just the way they are made.

Well, I didnt think much of that, and for a while I got on very well. The only thing that was troubling me was the faint glow in the sky, which I was afraid might possibly make it an unfair test, as it could be argued that it was not entirely night while any light was there. But I thought I would go on and then run through the wood again later, so as to make quite sure. I was among large leaves of cow-parsnip at first, growing underneath hazels; then a faint glow came from the white trunks of birches; but very soon, as I got deeper into the wood, I was unable to tell them from the grey trunk of an occasional oak, except by feeling the bark, and that was not of much use to me, as, from what I had seen of the little grove in the distance, I did not know that there were any oak-trees there, so that they did not help to show me where I was. The birches that stood in what was the witchs garden were close to the point at which I had entered the wood, and I expected to go through them and then through the hazels, and so come to the road. But soon I saw no more the glow of the birches, and there were hazels all around me, as I could tell by their shapes. I was surprised at seeing no birches, but I knew the direction of the road and I aimed to come out exactly at a gate that I knew there was on the roadside, leading into the wood.

Perhaps I may offer a suggestion to anyone who may at any time be lost in a wood at night, or at any time anywhere, and that is that, however sure one may think one is of the right direction, yet, if one does not recognize landmarks that are close beside one, ones direction also is wrong. Mistake North for East, and the other points of the compass will come out wrong too. So I went on through the wood, thinking I knew the way. Of course I would have been bound to have come out somewhere, if I had kept straight on in so small a wood, but I got diverted by water. Whether it was the same long strip appearing again and again I do not know, but it prevented my going straight; and not only that, but it was no guide to me whatever, for I knew nothing of any stream that entered the wood, and could not make out what water was doing there. Perhaps it was a deep marshy ditch that guarded one side of Witch Wood, or there may have been four of them and I may have come on them all: whatever it was. I was continually being turned by it. Not that it seemed at first to matter, as I still thought I knew where the road was, but it made my journey slower, because the water often turned me from clearer spaces, through which I intended to walk, into thicker parts of the wood, and some of these were so thick that I had to vary my direction again.

I went on and on for a very long while through the wood, and the night grew darker, and any glimmer of light that still remained was where it was no use to me up overhead, except where it suddenly flashed in patches of water; and the cow-parsnip had ceased, as though I had changed my climate. There had been a kind of hush when I first entered Witch Wood, as though everything had suddenly held its breath; no dog barked, the corncrake had ceased, there was no sound from the cattle; and this silence continued the whole time that I was in the wood. If I could have heard any sounds I had heard before, they might have given me some direction, but the curse didnt seem to allow that. That was what I wanted, direction; any direction at all. For I was beginning now to see that my idea of the direction of the road was all wrong. Birches by now had taken the place of hazels, and there was an occasional dark pine: I was in an entirely different country.

My theory that I knew the way, my knowledge that I was in a little grove, my belief that I could cross it in three minutes, all had to go by the board, and I had to acknowledge the fact that I was lost in a forest. I knew that some forests went for a thousand miles, that some of them ran right into the Arctic. It was no use arguing with myself any longer that I knew where I was. The most important thing for me to do then was to start all over again, unhindered by any theory that I could get out of the wood, and looking at things in an entirely new light, to try and find out where I was. The birches somehow seemed to suggest Russia. You may think that mistaken of me, but I had recognised by now that I knew nothing of my whereabouts whatever and that I might just as likely be in one place as any other.

That is how I felt when my cocksureness was gone. I had thought I could stroll through that wood and that the witchs curses were nothing, and now I was in her garden with dark forest all round me. And, if any vestige of my confidence remained, any reliance whatever on any preconceived thing, all that was swept away by finding those birches at the end of an hours walk, when I had expected to find them in the first few yards. Obviously they could not be the same birches, and might be any forest whatever. What I mean is that by clinging to the belief that I was in a small grove in Ireland I could not get any further: my only chance was to give up the idea that was doing me no good, and to get as far away from it as I could. That is why I examined the possibility of being lost in a birch-forest somewhere in Russia. The wrong idea perhaps, but better than the one that I clung to so long and that had left me all the time completely lost in the wood.

Well, I travelled on through the forest a very long way, through the faint gleam of the birches. And at last I said, Wherever this forest is, I am obviously lost in it, and Ive nothing to guide me. Whats the use of going on? A man who has travelled as much as I have is never helpless, especially if he has water somewhere near and has got a box of matches  and a man whos travelled at all always has matches  so I decided to make myself comfortable for the night. Nothing burns better than birch-bark, and I stripped off a good lot of it and soon I had a fire that would burn anything I threw down on it; and I piled on branches that I broke from the trees, and logs and sticks that I found in the dark of the weeds, for I fancied a big fire would be necessary to keep me warm in those latitudes, where those dense birch-forests grew, as soon as the night should settle down to grow colder. I felt no cold as yet, on account of my long hard walk, but I was glad of the warmth of the fire and glad of the rest.

The fire was soon burning well, brilliantly lighting up the birches around me, but it did not show me my way, for, bright though it made the ground that had been so dark to my footsteps, a circle of darkness seemed to draw in round it that was even blacker than it had been before. For a moment the clear bright ground for a few paces all round me tempted me to try to look for my way again, but I had the sense to look at the darkness that hung so close all round and to accept the obvious fact that I was lost, and to make it no worse by wandering. After that I was really quite comfortable, lying on a few handfuls of twigs that kept off most of the wet and getting all the warmth that I wanted from the fire, and warmth is one of the first of our necessities. The bright light of the flames added cheerfulness and I settled down to wait for the dawn, which is early at that time of year, when the curse, as I gathered from Twohey, usually lifted, apart from which I should be able to see my way. The great hush continued, and I heard no sound at all from outside the wood. I got another damp log or two and threw them on to the fire, which was doing too well to be harmed by their being damp, and then I settled down to try to sleep, with the fire on my face and a cool wind on my neck. But I could not get to sleep for a long time; and, just as I think that I was going to do so, I heard my first sound from outside, the sound of a cock crowing from some cottage far over the fields, as early as that in the night, for, at any rate in the wood, there was yet no trace of dawn. I listened for a while, and it crowed again.

And then I got the idea that, whatever Twohey had said, it was not so much the dawn that abated curses, as the cock-crow that usually accompanied it, and came often a little before. So I threw a bit more stuff down on the fire, for it had now sunk low, and as soon as ever I had it blazing well I started off again on my journey through Witch Wood. And this time, though I still had no point to make for, and had quite given up my futile belief that I knew the way to go, I had, as I had not had before, a point from which I was able to move away, and this at least was a help to prevent me moving in circles. So I set out, looking often over my shoulder, to see that the fire behind me was receding as it should. And in a surprisingly short time I saw another light, that was shining through the branches of the hazels before me, a pale golden light. It was the light of the priests window shining over the fields. What it was doing at such an hour I could have no idea, but that of course was no affair of mine. There it shone and I walked through Witch Wood towards it, and soon was out in the field where the cattle were, still lying or standing motionless. And I heard the corncrake again. And I went back past the same horse, that was standing still by his tree, and back through the hush of the night.

I came to the inn before there was as yet any sign of the dawn. For a moment I wondered what excuse to give, and then the right idea came to me; I threw pebbles up at the window and, when it opened, I gave them the bare truth: I said I was lost in Witch Wood. And they understood me at once. All people are suspicious of strangers, and any excuse that I gave for being so late would have been examined very thoroughly, and it might have been a long time before they opened the door, but the bare truth about Witch Wood went straight to their hearts and they let me in at once.

Next day I saw Twohey and told him straight out that his witch had won.

Ah, and so she would, said Twohey.

Are there many other curses like that, I asked him, being laid down hereabouts now?

Ah, said Twohey, there are not.

Why is that? I asked.

Ah, he said, I dont know whats come over the country. The witches are no good any longer. The wickedness has gone out of them. I dont know whats wrong at all. But its not like what it was in the old days.


Lost

IT must not be supposed that we limit our conversation at the Billiards Club to things that we actually understand. Our range would be unnecessarily narrowed if that were our custom, and many a fruitful discussion would never have started at all. On the particular occasion that I recall we were discussing diseases of the mind, and, though we have qualified doctors among our members, there was none of them in the Club at the time. And this gave our discussion a freedom that it could not have enjoyed if there had been one of them there, making us all too conscious that he had the power to bludgeon our conversation at any moment with sheer scientific fact. In lunatic asylums, said one of us, every inmate thinks himself sane.

Not all of them, said Jorkens.

And so started the rather unusual story that I am glad to record, for what it is worth. I knew a country doctor once, said Jorkens, who did some work once a week at an asylum; and I was complaining to him one day, perhaps petulantly, of the lack of originality in the ideas of the people I had been seeing. I mean that one of them had said to me, Yes, I will take my umbrella, because, whenever I do, it doesnt rain. That was his idea of Fate, and its attitude towards himself. And another had said that he thought we should watch the Balkans. And so on, and so on. And I was complaining to my friend, Dr. Samon, over a game of chess, of a certain lack of originality. You should come to Down Hill, he said. And I accepted at once, even without waiting to realise what Down Hill was. It was an asylum, as a matter of fact. Well, I was quite glad to go, and I thought I might make a few comparisons between inmates and people outside; on the quiet of course, and without giving offence to either. One comparison I wanted to make was on the subject of dogs tails, because a man I knew outside had said that a dog could have no possible use for a tail, and that therefore it should be cut off. Every sane man is of course agreed about that; but I wanted to see what the insane would think about it, and if they were so damned silly.

Well, away I went to Down Hill with my friend Dr. Samon, and he introduced me to a very pleasant fellow, and, do you know, the very first thing he said to me was the opposite of what you were saying. He said he was certainly mad, but that he had been subjected to a strain that he said, and I should say rightly, would drive any of us off our heads. I know it would me. And then he told me this rather unusual story. He had been brooding a good deal, as men sometimes will, on two or three mistakes he had made in his life; only two or three, not really very many, as they go. But he had been brooding on those two or three, and thinking, as people will, on how much better he could have handled his life if he hadnt made those two or three. And about this time, whenever it was, he got in touch with the really remarkable invention which I should have liked to explain to you, but unfortunately he told me practically nothing about it, no scientific data, I mean; just the bare fact that there was such an invention made by a man in Asia, and that he had got into touch with it. He did not even tell me the name of the man; merely called him the Pundit. And I think I am wrong in calling it an invention, though it was the word that the patient used; I think it was more likely some ancient lore of the East, that the Pundit got hold of, and which he had no more invented than Newton invented gravity. It may even have been discovered shortly after the death of Buddha. But that is not so much the point. The point is that my afflicted friend did get in touch with this remarkable thing, call it what you will. And of course at that time he was perfectly sane.

And what was it all about? asked Terbut.

It was one of those Oriental things, said Jorkens, a talisman or a charm. But, whatever it was, it had the unusual power of taking a man back again into his own past. With time so upset as all that, I cant say if the life he relived was passed in at all the same number of years; years may have shrunken to hours for all I know, and he did not make that clear; probably for the simple reason that he did not know, himself. The object of the whole thing was obviously not so much to enjoy again times that were gone, to taste once more the years that the locust had eaten, as to put right old mistakes, which to our western way of thinking can never be done; but then our great abilities in the West run in other channels and hardly go that way at all. If it comes to sheer wonders we can show a great deal to the East, and I think in a few years we will show them a great deal more, but not in eastern directions. Weve done things in the last few years, belief in which would qualify anyone to enter any loony-house in the East, just as belief in some of their wonders would land us in Down Hill here.

For a moment the thing he told me seemed queer to me, but I soon reflected that I was perfectly capable of blurting out to any Samburu I might meet on Laikipia plains that I could hear in my tent quite clearly words that men and women were saying or singing in London. Or, for that matter, I could see myself describing London to him, especially if I had a touch of malaria on me. Crazy, you see. I mean East and West, as they look at each other, see the other one simply insane. Of course my friend was mad now, but he hadnt been at the time. And that is what my story is about, the stress that had been too much for him, and had driven him out of his wits. He should have left all Oriental wonders alone, as they should leave alone our wonders. That was a thing the Japanese didnt understand.

The mistake the Japanese made in copying our inventions was so large a mistake, that I feared lest our talk should go drifting in that direction, sweeping Jorkens along with it. Now was the time to head him off, and that I did. A few words sufficed, and he was back with his looney again.

Well, said Jorkens, he got hold of this spell from the Pundit, and he went rushing back through time to look for his old mistakes. And I gathered he got straight to them with little difficulty; and there he was again, back with the old years. He said they looked different somehow. And that was one of the things by which I saw he was speaking the truth. When a man is telling you lies, he makes the picture as like as he can to what you think it is. And if he tells you something you never had thought of, it may be even more untrue. But if the thing you never had thought of turns out on examination to be highly probable, then you see that, far from trying to make you believe him by showing things as you are likely to think they are, he is telling you something he has actually seen and which could not have been so described if he had not seen it. I saw, on reflection, that that was the case here; for when you come to think of it, the past is full of sixty minutes an hour, whereas memory is only stored with perhaps a minute a week, so that when you go from the one to the other there is bound to be a very considerable difference. I hadnt thought of that before, but when I did I saw he was perfectly right.

I made other little tests, as his story went along, and each time with the same result. You of course may believe or not what I have to tell you; you are only getting it second-hand; but as I got it I could see that the man was speaking the truth, and, as I told you before, he had been perfectly sane at the time that the thing had occurred. At least, I had his word for it; and the word of a man who openly had admitted that he was not sane at the time he was speaking to me is a word, I fancy, that one is able to trust. There are no pretences about a man like that, and, as some of you were saying just now, such frankness is almost unknown. Well, he told me all the details of his few bad mistakes; but what I chiefly remember of them is that they were so unique to him, and so especially unfortunate, whereas they were very ordinary things, dull and as common by the path of life as milestones are beside roads. Well, he got back there as I said, and set the mistakes right, and very much to his surprise they altered his life. I mean they completely altered it. He thought that putting a few bad errors right would alter his life for the better, and had had no idea that it would alter it altogether. But thats what it did. And the further he got on his journey down the years, coming this way again, the further he got from the life he was searching for.

You see, he thought he could get back to the Mr. Timkins he knew. That was his name, and I always remembered it, because it seemed so out of place in the tragedy of his story. Of course he had still the same name when he got back and was contemporary with the rest of us again, but he was nothing like the Timkins that he had known, and that he had got so accustomed to being. And he didnt live at the same address or do the same things, in addition to being a different kind of man. I asked him if the change had not been for the better; but he said he didnt know. He was looking for his home, for his wife, for his collection of stamps, for the melons he used to grow. More and more details he gave me, and I think that the triviality of some of them might soon have made me smile, for they were things that had no place in a tragic story, but he looked at me all of a sudden with the look of a lost soul and spread out his hands towards me and cried, Lost! Lost! That was what the doctors said he was always doing. But it made sense to me. I saw that he was indeed lost. Home, habits, family, all mixed up with trifles such as most of us live for, his personality, everything for which he was searching along dark gulfs of time, were hidden away from him and far from his reach.

Again I asked him if things were not better for him than what they had been before, but he scorned my question, with the first sign of anger that he had shown, and cried out again to me, Lost, I tell you! Lost! When the anger died down in his eyes after my question about things being better the look was there that I had noticed before and which dominated them entirely, the look of a hopeless but unremitting search. One of the attendants drew near, hearing his shouts of Lost. I looked at him, raising my eyebrows, Yes, said the attendant, thats his trouble, always feeling lost.

Always? I asked.

Oh, yes, said the attendant. Nearly all night as well.

Perhaps youll find your way one of these days, I said.

Find my way! he exclaimed. T tell you Im lost. Cant you realise that Im lost in time? I tell you that you can find your way travelling the length of Orion, sooner than you shall find it among the years. Lost! Lost, I tell you!

Perhaps now.. said the attendant, laying a hand on his arm. And at the touch of the attendants hand his shouts decreased, and as he was being quietly led away he turned and spoke quite calmly, and the attendant stopped beside him and let him finish. Take the word of a man, he said, who may be mad, but knows what he is talking about, and wouldnt be mad if he didnt. Dont go back down the years trying to alter anything. Dont even wish to; for thats how I began, and one day I found that I was able to do it. Dont even wish to. And, mind you, the whole length of the Milky Way is more easily travelled than time, amongst whose terrible ages I am lost.

Then he and the attendant went out of the room; and along a cheerless corridor, resounding as emptiness will, I heard his cry of Lost ringing on and on, with no escape from the sound of it until I was far from the building.


The English Magnifico

IT was a dull afternoon at the Club one day in the autumn; dull, I mean, in the sky and the street below it; and somehow the greyness of the approaching close of day was reflected in our spirits, so that one of us cried out suddenly, Were you ever married, Jorkens? His intention was obviously to hear again something of Jorkenss marriage in Aden, of which he had once told us, a story so strange as to open, for the biologist, almost a new chapter. But it was not for the scientific value of the story that any of us wanted to hear some details of it again, but rather to get our minds away for a while from an autumn evening in London to the emerald sea and sun-beaten cliffs of lava where Jorkens had married a mermaid. But Jorkens forgot her, as she deserved to be forgotten, for she had swum away to sea. No, he said, but I was very nearly married once. I came very near. It may be a warning to some of you.

And he plunged straight into his story, while we all sat and listened. It went something like this:

It was in Andalusia. Ah, well; we cant be there always. But I was there once. In Andalusia in the summer. And there was a girl. No use telling you what she looked like. You wouldnt believe me. But she and I were young, and it was summer in Andalusia, and one thing and another. Did I mention she had a mother? Well, she had. Of course, if she hadnt have had one, she wouldnt have been there. But in all other respects she would have been better without one. Far better. Ah, well.

They had bull-fights sometimes in a town not very far from there, and she and I used to go to them. But there was nothing I could do to impress her there. And then one day I heard of a race-meeting. There was my chance, I thought. One could get quite a fair horse for twenty or twenty-five pounds there in those days; fair, I mean, compared with the rest of the field. But I fancied that merely to ride would not be enough; too many of them could do that. My idea was that I must win it. That of course needed some doing. But I had a fairly keen intellect when I was young, and was careful to avoid the mistake of supposing that it was keener than it was: that is how all the big losses are made at racing. Well, I got a look at all the horses that were going to be in that race, and I soon spotted the best, and the second-best; the rest were nothing, just entered to make up a race, horses that in five years would be in a cab, and in five more in a bull-fight. And one evening I had an extraordinary piece of luck. I came on a piece of information that I might have waited years for: I got to know that the second horse was not going to win.

How did you do that? asked Terbut.

One way and another, said Jorkens. One way and another. There are ways of finding out such things when youre in luck. And then again, as I said, you may wait years for them. The successful backer has a way of getting to know such things, and many of our charitable institutions are built for those that have not. I dont pretend, mind you, to be one of those that have that knack; I shouldnt be here if I had: Id be in a villa somewhere between Cannes and Grasse, or anywhere in sight of the Esterelles. Well, its no use dreaming of that now; but, with or without that knack, I came on the information I told you, and it was straight from the horses mouth, and that horse spoke the truth. And, do you know, that bit of information altered the whole problem. It was what chess-players call a one-mover now. I only had to find out what one horse was going to do, a chestnut, a splendid stallion, the only horse in the race. All I had to do was to concentrate upon that, and of course to buy a horse that could beat the wretched field, which, as I told you, I could do for twenty-five pounds, a sum that I happened to have in those days. She didnt know if I could ride at all, but I got the idea pretty clear that, if I won, everything would be all right. She practically told me so. Not in words you know. As a matter of fact she was biting the stalk of a large flower at the time, which was shining in the midst of her face, so that she didnt actually say anything at all; but I used to be able to understand that sort of thing in those days.

What sort of thing? said Terbut.

I couldnt explain to you now, said Jorkens.

No, no, of course not, said Terbut sympathetically.

But I might if you were thirty years younger, Jorkens went on. Of course there was still her mother. She had never really taken to me. But I got the idea that she would be impressed at the same time, if I managed to win the race. And in a way I was right. And in a way I was wronger than I can say. But you shall hear. I had plenty of time for study, as the race was not for another three weeks.

Study of what? asked Terbut.

Racing, said Jorkens. And I had been at it for some time already. One must begin at the beginning with those things, and I had been to race-meetings there before, and watched several races; and one day I saw a fellow a bit on the sinister side, watching a race so greedily, that I got the idea he was not there for amusement. Of course nor was I, for that matter. But I got the idea that if the race was not left to mere haphazard chance, which it would be absurd to suppose, then any control that was essential on the result was likely to be exerted by him. I dont want to pretend to any insight I have not got: the man had a face that was clearly devoted to business of a very high order; its profile in that bright sunlight showed one an intellect that would no more be diverted to sport, than a chairman of some big firm in the City would be diverted to leave his chair at a board-meeting in order to catch flies; or, if he did catch flies, you might be sure that it was only in order to try out on them something that he intended to try on the public later.

Well, I said to myself, that is the man for me; because he is obviously a man who takes his business with him wherever he goes, and, if he is watching horses on a sunny afternoon, they are evidently his business. Looking at him you could hardly doubt it. His lean brown face was somehow too thin to conceal a master mind from anyone looking carefully. Well, I got Siranda to introduce me to him; that was the girls name. And she did that for me. Well, of course you may get to know a banker without his giving you anything out of the vaults of his bank, and I knew well enough that it would be the same with valuable information, and was very careful not to ask him anything about what was or was not going to win in the big race, big I mean for that part of Andalusia. I met him as often as I could, and we talked of many things, but not of racing. He told me of his travels, and of barbarous men he had met, men who would give you a light from the end of a cigarette, and then throw it away without taking another puff from it. A Spaniard thinks it insulting to do that with a cigarette.

He did not tell me where he had travelled, but I saw that he meant England, and from that I saw that he did not think much of me. And I told him stories about sea-serpents; and he asked me where they nested, and I told him mainly in caves in the chalk cliffs of Dover, and we began to get on better, though he still didnt quite trust me. I could see that. And all the while there was Sirandas mother. She never said much to me, but all the while there was a light in her eyes shining from an obsession at the back of them, for it was nothing less. And I could see what the obsession was: it was some sort of idea that I was not good enough for her daughter. I dont mean personally, for I was a limber young fellow in those days, not the kind of old fellow that you and I have grown into now, Terbut. Not your fault, Terbut, not your fault: it comes to all of us.

Well, as I was saying, she couldnt have objected to me personally in those days, a long time ago, but she fancied I wasnt rich enough. I dont say she was wrong, but then I wasnt looking at it on a cash basis, and thats how we came to disagree, from looking at the thing from two points of view, as people often do. She said little enough, but she conveyed her disagreement; by the poise of her head as much as anything. Well, the days went by, long summer days going slowly, but theyre all gone now. I wonder what Sirandas doing now. Still alive, I think. I have an odd feeling that I should know if she died. That I cannot explain to you. Starry eyes. Eyes as though there were really a star at the back of them, a hundred light-years away perhaps, but unmistakably there. Very dark chestnut hair, an elf-like figure, a voice like Southern music heard in a forest of flowers. What is she doing now? The old Donna must have died long ago and all her relations. Shed have the improper house that they had in the family, the best in the little town a few miles away. Not a thing of course to be proud of, but it paid. I suppose shes running it now. But its not the same Siranda, any more than Im the same Jorkens. Andalusia in summer, and both of us young.

Now, now, sir, said a young member. Cheer up.

Hell be all right in a moment, I said, and at the same time signed to a waiter. I am not boasting of my generosity. Anybody would have done the same. The waiter returned with a whiskey, and the episode was over.

Thank you, said Jorkens. I was saying that I was fortunate enough to make the acquaintance of a man who knew a great deal about racing, a very great deal indeed. But that by itself was not everything. A burglar may know the address of the Bank of England, but he doesnt get in every night. One day I got to know him well enough to ask him to come and have a few drinks with me, which he kindly said he would, and we sat at a little iron table on the shady side of an inn, and drank some stuff they call vino, and terrible stuff it is. When I went to the little inn a week later the grass was all dead where I had poured mine away. I dont know what he did with his. You never know with those fellows. I thought he drank it. But it is hard to say. And then he began to quote poetry, or even to make it. And then he sang. I waited a little longer yet, and then I asked him what horse was going to win the race. And he told me Noche Serena. That was the chestnut, the horse with only one possible competitor, and that only competitor was not going to win, as I had found out already. Of course you never saw him, but I had seen him, and you must take my word for it that he was one of those men who give valuable information to strangers neither when drunk nor sober.

To make as sure as I could I went to that inn again, as I told you, a week later, and looked at the grass beside where he had sat, to see if he had done with his vino what I had been doing with mine. Well, I couldnt tell. Others had been there since, but the grass was certainly brown. But then it was summer, as I told you, in Andalusia, and most grass was pretty brown. Of course I thanked him profusely, and he said that it was his joy to open his heart to me, and that he needed no thanks. You know, its a great mistake to be guided, in racing, by horses, at any rate when youre abroad. They are unreliable animals. Its men you should go by. I could see that Noche Serena was a fast enough horse, but what I concentrated on was whether or not my dark friend had opened his heart to me. I decided not. All I had to do then was to buy a fairly good horse, which I did for twenty-three pounds nine shillings, and enter him for the race. I told Siranda that I was going to ride, and her wonderful eyes lit up. I told her mother too, but she was not interested. Siranda thought I might win, in spite of Noche Serena.

It was a blind hope for anyone not in the know, but then love is blind. As for her mother, I could see she knew too much to think that a stray Englishman could possibly win. But she did not know quite enough. I imagine the money was all on those two horses, too much for either of them to be allowed to win. And so long as they did not win, nobody cared who did. By nobody I mean none of those that were running the show. They didnt mind me: I could do what I liked. And as a matter of fact I won. I rode past that splendid horse half a furlong or so from the finish, and the other decent horse died during the race. I dont know what of. As for the field, they were cab-horses, as I told you, and on their way to the bull-ring, poor devils. They never came near me. Sirandas eyes were alight. I remember them to this day, even here in the dark and the cold without a drink.

Waiter, I said.

Its very good of you, Jorkens went on. Well, I thought everything was all right. I thought I was going to live happily ever after, instead of... Well, never mind. But a change had come over the Donna, a very great change indeed. She smiled at me. She called me Sir Jorkens from now on. She knew too much, as I told you; and then again not enough. She had the idea that it was impossible for a stranger to win a race there without the expenditure of enormous sums. You see, she thought I had bribed my sinister friend, and she probably knew exactly what that would cost. Siranda thought I had won, all by my fine riding. The Donna didnt care a damn for my riding. She shrewdly estimated what the race must have cost. Shrewdly I said, and yet she was all wrong. Well, I couldnt make her see that. One doesnt talk about racing, not from the inside as it were. So, if anybody does, they naturally suppose he is lying. She smiled and she continued to smile. But she insisted upon a jointure. A jointure in keeping with the wealth of an English magnifico. That was how she put it. She had treated me like a beetle that has crawled into the house. Scarcely looked at me. Now it was Sir Jorkens, and Where is the magnifico? Youve no idea how difficult it can be to be referred to perpetually as the magnifico, when you are expected to live right up to it. Id sooner have been appointed to be a bull-fighter. It was no use resigning the honour and dropping the Sir. To begin with, she wouldnt let me. And, if she had, Id have been no better off, because she never would look at the plain Senor Jorkens. So the English magnifico I had to remain. I think she wanted five thousand a year. I forget now. She had expensive ideas of the wealth of English magnificos. And expensive ideas of course about Spanish racing. Ah, well, she dreamed of my wealth, and refused to wake. I wonder if Siranda is dreaming.


The Cleverness of Dr. Caber

I MAY have indicated at one time or another that there is a certain section at the Billiards Club that, instead of accepting Jorkenss tales of unusual things that he has seen in his travels, at any rate until any proof whatever has been established against them, is more inclined to pry into their veracity. Examples of this attitude I have noted not only while Jorkens was talking, and after he has ended a story of one of his stranger experiences, but even before he has begun to speak at all. This was the case the other day, when one of our members, without any reason whatever, suddenly said to Jorkens, I should like to meet Dr. Caber.

It may possibly be remembered that I have recorded two stories that Jorkens at different times has told us about this interesting man. For, whatever may be wrong about him morally, his inventions entitle him at least to be called interesting, without the word being taken to imply any kind of approval. I think the member of the Club who made that remark to Jorkens expected to be able to catch him out. If he did, he was disappointed, for Jorkens replied at once, I am afraid you will not be able to do that.



Why not? asked the other.

I am afraid he is where you will not be able to find him, said Jorkens.

Where is that? he asked.

Ill tell you, said Jorkens. And Ill tell you why. He made one more invention. And that invention was simply too big.

Too big for what? asked somebody.

Too big for the world, said Jorkens. The world has often ignored its inventors, but here was an invention it couldnt ignore. Steps had to be taken against it, and the end of it was that Dr. Caber is where he now is.

And where is that? he was asked again.

Shall I begin at the beginning? asked Jorkens.

Yes, do, we suggested.

We are not mere idlers at the Billiards Club. We most of us have avocations of one sort or another, and do a certain amount of work at them. But this was one of those days when work seems dull, and sitting and talking for a little while after lunch seems altogether preferable. After all, one must eat. And there is no harm in a little talk at the table. And so we all asked Jorkens to tell us of Dr. Caber; where he was and how he came to arrive there.

Do you remember, said Jorkens, a total eclipse of the moon a few years before the war, and how the astronomers told us the moon was five seconds late?

Some of us seemed to remember, but only dimly.

Well, it was, said Jorkens. And do you know the cause of it?

No, we said.

Dr. Caber, said Jorkens.

What? exclaimed even those of us who had not yet doubted any of Jorkenss stories.

Yes, said Jorkens.

But how on earth began someone.

You are on the right track, said Jorkens. Its the weight of the earth that holds the moon; what we call gravity. What Caber did was to realise that, since Newton had discovered the law of gravity, nobody had done anything about it for three hundred years. Newton had told us that it worked, but nobody had thought of trying to find out how. An apple falls towards the centre of the earth, drawn by the force of gravity. We have known that for three hundred years. But at last it occurred to Caber to find out how the earth did it. Newton never said a word about that, and, until Dr. Caber, nobody knew. I cant tell, even yet, how it does it. All I can tell you is how Dr. Caber set out to find all about it; and ultimately he did. He approached it like this: there is a force, invisible and intangible, exerted by the earth on an apple; and he got the idea that the force would be less mysterious if he could find out what intercepted it. We cannot touch it ourselves, so he felt that the next best thing would be to find something that could. What he was looking for was something that would have the effect on the force of gravity that lead has on X-rays. Lead stops them, you see, altogether. And Caber wanted to find something that would do the same to gravity. Then he would feel that, though he couldnt grip it himself, he had found something that could.

And thats what he found. All I know is that it was an amalgam of metals, and certain electric rays or discharges. The metals, whatever they were, were spun into wires, and arranged in the form of a mesh, fine wires with wide spaces between them; and wherever this mesh was laid, with the electric current turned on, it stopped the force of gravity. Lay it, for instance, like a thin wire mat round an apple-tree, and not an apple would fall, because the force of gravity in the area below them would be entirely cut off. I dont think that Caber at first knew the enormous possibilities of his invention, because he was talking at that time of trivial little advantages that it would bring to a household. The magnitude of it seems to have dawned on him suddenly, and the utility of it flashed on him shortly after, when the path of his invention crossed another path, with which he was as familiar as he was with scientific discovery. And, when two paths join like that in a mans work, they do not add to his power, but multiply it. That other path was blackmail. I mentioned just now the magnitude of his discovery, and it gave him nothing less than power over the moon. The mesh was very wide and the wires thin. He could spread them at small cost over a very wide area, and could run his electric rays over the mesh as easily as we can get Brussels, from London, on one of our radios.

But how could he get at the moon? one of us asked him.

It was as easy as getting at apples, said Jorkens. I told you how he spread the thin mesh of wires under an apple-tree. It cut off the force of gravity from the apples. In the same way he spread it over a patch of country over which the moon must pass, and he turned the current on. It was not a wide patch, because he couldnt afford more wire, and consequently the spin of the world took it very soon out of its place directly under the moon, and the upset it caused to the moon could be measured only in fractions of seconds. But he kept at it month after month; and by the time of the total eclipse that I told you of, when the astronomers were able to check up, the moon had been delayed by as much as five seconds. Caber as yet had said nothing, and none of them knew what caused it. Well, he didnt bother the Government during the war, but he went on with his work; and, as his electrical rays were invisible, it was not stopped by the black-out. Then, as soon as the war was over, he got an interview.

Do you mean with a Cabinet Minister? asked Terbut, who was listening with the rest of us.

Certainly, said Jorkens.

How did a man like that get an interview with one of the Cabinet? said Terbut.

It was very simple, said Jorkens. They had plenty of information about him at their disposal in Downing Street. They only had to ask Scotland Yard, and Scotland Yard knew him for a clever and unscrupulous crook. Governments are afraid of men like that. And in addition to what they knew of this past, they knew that he worked with uranium: he had let them know that himself. Uranium was one of the metals in the amalgam that made his wires.

But how could he get uranium? asked Terbut.

You can get almost anything in the Caledonian Market, said Jorkens. And, if you are in with the wrong people, you can get quite anything. Caber was very much in with them; there are men in that neighbourhood whom he had saved from hanging, and many of them were quite grateful. Anyway, he had the stuff, and he spun his thin wires with it and with other metals too, and he laid them out on the fields like a very fine cobweb, and turned on his electric current, and cut off every now and then for some part of a second the pull of the earth on the moon.

Well, he got his interview. He went in with an old newspaper in his pocket that told how the moon had been five seconds late at the time of the total eclipse, and he told them in Downing Street how it was going to be later. Of course it would play hell with the tides. But he didnt stop at that. That was enough to shake them; but he went further than that. I imagine he must have terrified them. Of course I wasnt there, but I knew what he was going to say, because he wanted me to help him borrow some money. He didnt mind what interest he paid; because, as he told me at the time, the more he got, the more awful his power, and the more he would be able to demand. What is a million to a government? He took some of his wires to Downing Street to give them a demonstration. He was going to lay them on a table and cut off the force of gravity from an ink-pot or a tumbler of water. And then he was going to point out to them that what he had done to the ink-pot and to the moon he could do to the earth. He was going to threaten to play his tricks on the earth itself. You see, it is held in its place by the sun, as the moon is held by the earth, and, if he sent his electric current over the sunny side of the earth, the result is too awful to think of. It would slip off into space, and go Lord knows where. These are uneasy times, when no government feels entirely secure. But that would frighten them at any time. And then he was going to demand a million pounds. And that is no doubt what he did. He frightened them all right.

But poor old Caber, with the cleverness all crooks have, had the shortsightedness that none of them is ever without. He knew how he would convince them that he could do what he said. He knew how to hint what would come of it. He knew how to leave their own brains to work out the terrible consequences. He knew how to terrify them. But beyond that he was unable to see. He thought a million was nothing compared to the safety of the earth, and he knew they could lay hands on a million; but he could see no further. They didnt give Caber a penny. They temporised for an hour or so while they rang up Scotland Yard, and told Caber they would let him know what they decided to do, that evening. And Yeeks walked across from Scotland Yard, and they asked him what he had against Caber. And Yeeks said, Not very much. But he went all through his record and found enough. You wouldnt have heard of the case. At any rate not under the name Caber. They used one of his aliases, which he kept for his own convenience, and which they now used for theirs; and Caber has got five years, and the world is safe; at least from that invention.

Good Lord, said somebody. But what will happen when he gets out?

Hes not going to get out, said Jorkens.


Fairy Gold

I REMEMBER one day at the Billiards Club, when someone was mentioned who had been made an F.R.S.W., and Jorkens was there. Oddly enough, he said, I might once have been an F.R.S.W. myself, if I could have afforded it.

You dont become a Fellow of the Royal Society of Wiseacres for cash, said one of us.

I didnt say you did, said Jorkens. But, if I could have afforded to have gone for it instead of going for cash, I should have had a pretty good chance of being elected. Why! A man was made a fellow the other day, who had only discovered a new species of zebra. I had a much more curious specimen of zoology to tell them about, if I hadnt gone wandering after the cash instead. I had an opportunity for study that rarely occurs.

And why didnt you take it? said Terbut.

Because it was an opportunity, said Jorkens. Does one ever take them?

Somehow Terbut was not ready with any answer. So Jorkens continued awhile without more interruption. It was like this, he said; in Ireland once; in Munster, near to a bog. I didnt think much of crocks of gold where rainbows end; but once when I saw one blazing upon the ground, turning the grass to an intenser green than anything you can imagine, and a hedge beyond it into purple and pink, and a leprechaun actually sitting in the middle of the patch where it touched the grass, then I could hardly doubt that there must be something in it, and that that was where he had buried his crock of gold.

A leprechaun, exclaimed Terbut. What was it like?

Thats what I should have studied more carefully, said Jorkens. But I went instead for the crock of gold.

You did, did you? said Terbut.

I did, said Jorkens. I said Good morning to the leprechaun.

And he said Good morning rather sulkily. I suppose youve buried your crock of gold there, I said.

Its no use denying it, said he. But neither you nor anyone would ever find my crocks of gold if it wasnt for that damned rainbow that is always giving them away.

Well, Ive found it, I said. And, if the rainbow guided me here, it meant me to have it. And have it I will, I said.

You will not, said he.

Im a bigger man than you, I said, and findings keeping where crocks of gold are concerned.

For that is the custom of the country, and nobody calls it robbery to take his gold from a leprechaun. He counts no more than a political opponent. A leprechaun is mere game.

Im off to get a spade, I said, from the nearest cottage; and Ill mark the spot with something you cant pull up.

For Id stuck my stick in the ground and saw him eyeing it, and I took a bearing on a couple of trees with a compass I had on my watch-chain and jotted it down on paper.

Youll not pull up that, I said.

But he knew nothing about compasses.

And then he said, And do you know what will happen if you dig up my crock of gold?

Ill have some cash to spare, I said. Thats what will happen. And it hasnt happened for a very long time.

You will not, he said, and I warn you. For if you start digging for that crock of gold, the crock and the rainbow and I, and the spade itself, will all turn into dreams.

Dreams be damned! I said. Im going to get the crock.

Its only two foot down, said the leprechaun; but it will be all a dream when you get it, crock and spade and rainbow and I myself.

Well, I said, thats the kind of dream I like, and Im going to get the spade.

There was a little white-walled cottage beyond the rainbow, with an old brown thatch on it, nearly black in the hollows, except where a patch or two of pale-green oats were growing. And I went to the door and peered in over the upper half of it, which was open, and saw a man with a long thin beard, and asked him if he would be so good as to lend me a spade. Well, of course it was an odd request, and he looked a little doubtful, and I thought it was best to tell him the truth, for he would understand a thing like that. There are rainbows about, I said, and Im going to dig for a crock of gold, and Ill give you one handful if youll lend me the spade. Of course there was no danger of his going and getting the gold himself, because the end of the rainbow looked all different from where he was, and he hadnt seen the leprechaun. He was very obliging and lent me the spade, and thanked me for the offer of the handful. I might have got him to lend the spade for less, but I was in a hurry, for fear that the leprechaun should start to dig and try to remove his gold.

Manys the time, the old fellow said, that I dug for them when I was young. And then he added kindly, Maybe youll find it. And away I went with the spade.

The leprechaun was still there when I got back. He hadnt had time to dig up his gold and take it away, so he had not tried. I warned you, he said. But I began to dig. I dont know if any of you have made money in shorter time, but I got down through two feet of that soft soil in little over five minutes. And there was the crock of gold, a pale-brown earthen crock with the top open, and the gold shining inside. Then for the first time I sat down to rest. Five minutes steady digging may not seem much, and isnt much to anyone that is accustomed to it. To anyone quite unaccustomed Ive known it bring on lumbago that would drop a man in a heap. It didnt do that to me, but I was glad of a moments rest; and so I sat down with my feet in the hole I had dug, one on each side of the neck of the crock of gold, and the rainbow glittering in my face. The little golden discs were shining between my feet, and I looked up at the leprechaun. Well, there it is, I said. And all of a sudden I saw him beginning to fade. I couldnt believe it possible. I looked beyond him, and the rainbow was fading too! That startled me, and I looked hurriedly back at the crock. And that also was fading! Back I looked at the leprechaun, and he was nearly gone. What did I tell you? he cried out shrilly, and wholly disappeared. And then the crock went, and the rainbow, and the hole I had dug, and, even as he had said, the spade in my hand.

All this while the echo of his last remark was floating over the fields, going down to the heather, and was taken up by a curlew that was flying over the bog. And the thought came to me, How on earth was I to explain to the man from whom I had borrowed the spade? Well, there was no sign left of crock, hole, rainbow or leprechaun, and so there was nothing to wait for, and I hurried back to the old white cottage to apologise and explain. And there was the man with the long, thin beard, indoors where I saw him last, and I leaned in through the door and began at once to apologise. Ah, sure I never lent you a spade, he said, in those very words. I tried once more, but he still stuck to his point. And then I saw that the spade had gone with the crock so utterly into dreamland, that in this earth it had no existence, either at that time or ever. You see what I mean?

At first it was not clear to me, or indeed to any of us. No one spoke, except to the waiter; and soon a scene unusual at the Billiards Club might have been observed, a group of members round Jorkens, each with a whiskey-and-soda, while Jorkens had none. With a moment or two for refreshment, and one or two for reflection, it soon became clear enough, and I think we saw what he meant.


A Royal Dinner

ONE day as I entered the Billiards Club I found Jorkens in the midst of a story. I remember his actual words as I came in: I said to him, The moon will be much annoyed if you do. It was evident that he had been trying to alarm someone of inferior intelligence, who had probably annoyed him. And so it turned out, for he spoke of a palace of reeds and an African king, and a chair of mahogany in which he was sitting, a chair that was all in one piece, carved out of the trunk of a tree. All that came out as the story went on; but, at the moment that I came in, the story seemed to have come to some sort of a climax, for he told of the answer to his odd remark with some semblance of horror, simple though that answer appeared. But he said to me, Jorkens went on: We know that the white man can foretell eclipses, even though we dont know how; but an eclipse does not mean that the moon is angry. We have learned that. And you cannot trick us.

This knocked the bottom out of all I was going to say, with a single blow, and I saw he was going to eat me. I was in a nasty predicament, quite alone in that palace of reeds, sitting in a mahogany chair facing a cannibal. I dont know if any of you would have passed it off with nonchalance, but when I saw how things were I admit I gripped the seat of my chair, gripped it suddenly on each side. I dont think I showed any other sign of uneasiness, but I did do that, and its lucky I did. I changed my tactics then. I said to that king, or rather to his nasty little interpreter, Look here, if you do anything rash, I shall tell my people about you, and they will come with a great army, a very great army indeed; and they will come with a great many guns, that will go poom-pop, like that, and flames will rise up from them and your palace will only be smoke. And I was going to tell him still more, but he interrupted me with a smile, and added that I would not have an opportunity of telling any people. When the nasty little interpreter told me that, I played my last card. I can speak with people who are not here, I said. And, mind you, this was before the days of wireless, or at any rate before there were any private sets. And the king through his interpreter said, Pooh. Pooh. And that was where I turned up my last card, so that he saw it. There was a traveller here, I said, from the land of America; and I shall speak with his ghost, who will help me and who will tell my words to my people, for he is very angry with you because you ate him.

And the greedy smile went away from the kings face at that, and he tried to say that there had been no American there; and I said to him, He sat in this very chair. And somehow he seemed to see I was speaking the truth, or at least to fear it. He turned to his interpreter, and they talked together awhile in low voices, frequently looking at me. They neednt have used low voices, for I didnt know their language, and didnt want to. I like to sit and talk a bit over my dinner with decent people, and I dont even see any harm in talking about ones food. It doesnt mean you are greedy. But Id nothing to say to the people who ate men. No, I never learned their foul language.

What happened then? I asked Jorkens.

Oh, then, he said. Why, then, that hungry king asked me what this traveller looked like, whose ghost I had said I saw. He was uneasy, and so was the interpreter, but he did not seem quite sure, or still had a lingering hope that I was inventing. I said that the ghost was long and thin, like mist coming up from a river. If the man were tall that would do very well, and most Americans that Ive seen are; and, if he werent, my description would pass as a description of ghosts in general, or river-mists. It was upon the face that I concentrated, and I was going to win or lose by that. I said, The ghost is angry, and anger has altered his features, but his jaws are moving still, as they always were. His eyes are angry, but his jaws are quietly chewing.

And a look came into the interpreters face when he heard me say that, like the look of a man who sees a ghost for himself. It was a look I rather liked. And I watched to see it go from his face to the face of the king, as he told him what I had said. He spoke quickly to the interpreter, and the reply came back like this: You must not say to the ghost anything I spoke hastily, until you understand what I really meant. Then another talk with the interpreter, who then had the job of telling me, Maybe my interpreter has translated my words wrongly. If he has done so, he shall die.

Never mind that, I said, for I saw I was winning now.

What I meant, he went on, was that you and I should surely dine together, together on mutton. If the interpreter said otherwise, he lied.

No doubt he lied, I said.

Yes, yes, I did, said the interpreter, and passed on my words to the king. From then on everything went quite smoothly. The king was impressed with my magic and I offered to show him more; and several simple tricks, that would have never impressed him without my talk of the ghost, went down now quite well. Yes, a bit of magic is a very handy thing to travel with in all the wilder countries, and I certainly owe my life to it.

For once I was grateful to Terbut for helping to make things clear. I can understand magic being convenient, he said. But what I dont see so clearly is how you could know a traveller had been there before you, or that he came from America, or that he sat in that chair. O... But somehow his words dried up before Jorkens smile. Put your right hand under the side of the seat of your chair, said Jorkens, about two inches, or three, from the front, and you can sometimes tell if an American has been using it much. It is where they park their chewing-gum. And, after all, could you find a handier place for it?


A Fight With Knives

WE were talking of the atomic bomb one day in the Club, as we sometimes do; indeed we talk at one time or another of every current affair, as some of us feel that not to mention something that may be going on in the world is to cast a slur on that particular thing. Carefully going over in my memory all that was said, I cannot recall anything that was new, and so I only repeat for my readers the one remark that brought Jorkens into the conversation. After all, said one of our members, it saves men the trouble of fighting with cold steel.

Some said that there was no more trouble in that than in dropping a bomb; others took an opposite view; and it was then that Jorkens joined in with the remark, There is no harder work than fighting with knives.

Ever done any of it? asked one of us.

Only once, said Jorkens. No doubt if I had done it often it might have come easier. But its hard work, and I expect always will be.

He had come into the discussion a bit unexpectedly, and, with no one ready to parry it, we got one more of his stories, not a tale of wild lands this time, but of lodgings in London. I was sitting in a room one night, he said, in lodgings I once had in Pimlico, a little after midnight, and thinking of going to bed, when a burglar walked in. I suppose he was going round collecting small sums, and he asked me at once to give him what I had got. He was an undersized sort of fellow, but he carried a nasty-looking knife. It shone in the light, and he carried it very determinedly. And he told me to hand over all I had got. I was sitting at a table when he walked in, and in the table were some drawers, and in the right-hand drawer was a toy that a friend had asked me to get for a child, a dagger made of rubber, quite as deadly-looking a weapon as what the burglar was carrying, except that mine did not shine. It had, however, one advantage over his, so far as looks were concerned, and that was that, as it was for a rather blood-thirsty child, I had painted some blood on the tip of it: otherwise it was black. As he came up to me I opened the drawer and snatched my rubber dagger. I got it out just in time. I saw that his eye caught the blood on the tip of the dagger at once. You wont be the first, I said. And then we began. I made a drive at him and of course he dodged, and I had to let him dodge; otherwise he would have found out that my dagger was rubber. And then he made a drive at me, and I dodged too. I can tell you it was a nasty moment, the first time I saw his long bright knife coming at me; but dodging it gave me confidence, and I lunged back at him and he dodged and lunged back at me, and I dodged again. Not only did I dodge, but I dodged with neatness, as it appeared to me at the time, of a matador dodging a bull in a Spanish bull-ring.

You dont quite suggest the matador, somehow, said Terbut thoughtfully.

No, said Jorkens, but I dodged as Im telling you, and did it again and again. He seemed to be dodging clumsily and only getting just clear, but there appeared to me to be a grace in my dodging, which took me clear of each thrust of his knife with plenty to spare; and the longer the fight went on, the more confidence did I get and the more I wondered at the ease with which I avoided his thrusts. And all the time I continued to thrust at him, taking great care never to hit, and he thought he was being very clever in dodging my knife; I could see that. But one cant see everything.

I suppose not, said Terbut.

No, said Jorkens.

And what happened then? I asked. For Jorkens was sitting with the reflective air of a man who has finished his story, and I almost feared that he might tell us no more.

Why, then, said Jorkens, after all that dodging, I began to get very tired. That is what I meant when I said that no fighting is harder work than fighting with knives. I began to dodge more slowly, more heavily, and yet I still got clear from every thrust with as much to spare as ever. I seemed to myself to be almost inspired, and did not know how I did what I was repeatedly doing. What the other man thought of his dodging I no longer knew, but my own seemed inspired to me. But I was very tired, very tired indeed. And then I tried to be too clever: I made a feint to the left as he was about to strike, and then dodged to my right, and the knife came down over my heart; and the moment the knife struck I knew it was rubber like mine. My feint to the left had deceived him, as of course I intended, but what I didnt know was that he was letting me dodge, as I was letting him. For a moment I wondered what would happen next. He spoke next.

So we are both bluffing, he said in a rather nasty voice. Very well then, we come to this.

And he pulled out of his pocket a black, ugly-looking revolver, and pointed it straight at me. You cant dodge that, he said.

Thats perfectly true, I said, and put up my hands.

Never mind your hands, he said. All I want is your watch and spare cash.

So I gave him all that.

Any gold links or a tie-pin? he asked.

No, I said. You can look.

And I showed him my cuffs, and he could see my tie.

Well, I must be going now, he said.

And he walked out of the room with my watch and all my loose cash; and that was the week I had to pay rent for my lodgings, and I can tell you it was a problem. But what irked me more than the loss of my watch and the cash, which I remember clear to this day, long after I have forgotten how much of my cash he lifted, was the nasty way that, as he went through the door, he threw that ugly revolver in my face.

Did it knock you out? one or two of us asked.

No, said Jorkens with a look of regret, as though there was something that troubled him still; it was rubber, like the knives.


Out West

MY friend Jorkens has never borrowed a sum of money from me in his life, any more than he has actually ever asked me to stand him a drink, though it has often been a pleasure for me to do so. When he is out of cash he prefers to acquire it honestly in various ways, often by making small bets. The only time I ever did lend him a small amount I had practically to force it on him, and he repaid it within the hour; surely almost a record for a repayment. It was at Victoria Station one day, and we were taking the same train into Kent. I was going to Shoreham: I dont know where he was going to. And he only had sixpence on him at the time, which was obviously inadequate. I met him by chance on the platform and he told me how things were, and it was quite a long time before he would accept the loan of a few shillings. Well, in the end he did, and he bought his ticket and we went down into Kent in the same carriage. There were some American soldiers in the carriage with us, and Jorkens sat silent until after we passed Bromley. I fancy that he was thinking. But when we had gone about twelve miles, he brisked up, and asked one of the American soldiers when he had left home. The soldier looked very thoughtful, and I thought he was going to answer, but he remained thinking for so long that Jorkens turned to another and asked him the same question, and he did not get any more information out of him.

I see how it is, said Jorkens after a while. You cant pass on information like that. And yet I pick up a certain amount of information, myself, as I go along. I dont say its absolutely accurate always, but good enough to bet on.

At the word bet I fancied that the American soldiers pricked up their ears a bit. And Jorkens went on: I cant tell what ports you came from; only a spy could know that; but I think I can deduce when you left the western hemisphere.

Say! said one of them. Thats pretty good.

Not to the very minute, said Jorkens, but within half an hour.

They looked a bit incredulous at that, but Jorkens brought back the attention of all of them with his next few words, like a shepherd rounding up sheep.

And Ill bet on it, he added.

Why! said one of them. Youll bet on it?

Oh, yes, said Jorkens. Within half an hour Ill tell all of you when you left the western hemisphere. And Ill have a little bet with anybody who cares to have one.

Somehow or other they reminded me of fish coming up to a handful of grain. They all leaned forward and looked at Jorkens.

And when did I leave it, Mister? asked one of them very politely.

But Jorkens arranged the bets first, quite small sums in silver, and they all had plenty of that on them. And then he wrote down the bet. Bromley was far behind us and we began to see orchards, before he had everything settled. And then he looked at each man, and one of them asked him the same question that he asked before. What time did I leave it, Mister?

Well, said Jorkens, you all left it at the same time.

And when was that, Mister? asked another of them.

Of course I saw the object of the bet; it was made out of consideration for me, in order to repay the few shillings that I had lent Jorkens; but I did not see much chance of getting my money back. I should have liked to have stopped him, but it was too late now and the Americans would never have let me. So it had to go on, and I must say I was puzzled.

Five minutes ago, said Jorkens.

Five minutes! they gasped.

Yes, roughly, Jorkens said.

Well, there was a good deal of talk after that, which there is no particular method of printing, so far as I know, because they all spoke at once. Till at last one of the soldiers drew a map out of his pocket, and shouted, By Heck! Hes right.

And, whoever Heck was, he paid, there and then. And all the others paid immediately after.

It seems that practically the whole of Kent is in the eastern hemisphere, while Surrey is in the western. I saw at once, as I watched Jorkens collecting their shillings, that this was no way to treat allies that had come so far to help us, and I began to explain to one of them that the bet must have been made in error and must be washed out. But he cut me short at once.

Not on your life, he said. Thats a perfectly good bet. Its cost me only a dollar, and it will be worth a hundred dollars to me. Why! Theres not more than a hundred million people in the world that know a thing like that. And look how many that leaves that dont. Ill be looking for some of them from now on, and Ill sure have some bets with them.

So, as that was the view they all took, I could only leave it at that.


In a Dim Room

IT is some while now since I have recorded any unusual experience that has come the way of my friend Jorkens. The fact is that I incurred a certain amount of odium in one house by bringing him into it. It was not my fault, nor do I think it was his. What happened was that a certain friend of mine said that his children liked thrilling tales, and I told them a few tales of lions and tigers, which had quite failed to thrill them. As they had been through the Battle of Britain, this was not to be wondered at, and they frequently went to the Zoo, so that they were quite familiar with all the animals about which I was able to tell them. It was when my story of some large animal had fallen rather flat, that it suddenly occurred to me that there is something a little unusual in some of Jorkens experiences amongst Asian or African carnivora, so that any tale of his might be likely to succeed where those that I told had failed. So I said to my friends three children that I knew an old hunter of big game whose experiences were more out-of-the-way than mine, and asked my friend if I might one day bring him to tea. I had no idea that there would be anything frightening about one of Jorkens tales; nor did I think that the three children, ranging between ten and twelve years old, would be easily frightened. The permission to bring Jorkens was readily given, and the children unfortunately asked him for a thrilling tale, in those actual words, and Jorkens began at once as soon as they asked him. Now it is all blamed on me. I can only say that they asked for it, and they got it. Besides the actual introduction, I had nothing to do with it. What I think may have happened is that Jorkens sensed, which he can be rather quick at doing, a feeling that no tale of his would be able to frighten anybody. I think it is probably that that made him give the gruesome twist at the end, which made the children run out of the room, and kept them awake for some time after they ought to have been asleep. It should be borne in mind that they had never seen Jorkens before, and had only his own word for what kind of man he was; and then children can be very credulous. Well, here is the story, which he told almost as soon as he was seated in a comfortable chair, with the children standing before him, two boys of ten and eleven and a girl of twelve.

It was all about a tiger; and I must say that, as I had told them a little story about a tiger only the day before, I couldnt help wondering if he would thrill them any more than I had, which was not at all. But I was counting on his telling a straight story, such as I have so often heard him tell to grown-ups, and did not expect him to vary his style to suit his audience, if suit can be the proper word for the alarming effect he created.

The tiger, said Jorkens, had spotted me and was following me quite leisurely, as though it did not want to run in the hot weather, and knew perfectly well that I couldnt. My story may serve as a convenient warning to you, when you grow up, never to go near an Indian jungle unarmed, and never to think as I did that just for once, on that particular morning, and for only a short walk, it wouldnt matter. But it mattered more than I think you can possibly guess. The tiger was there, and he was coming slowly after me, and I was walking away, and the tiger was walking a little faster than I was. Well, of course I realised that, if he was only doing five yards in a hundred faster, I had no chance of escaping by walking. And I knew that running would only make it worse.

Why? asked the children.

Why, said Jorkens, because if I started a new game the tiger would play it too. At walking he was only gaining five yards in a hundred, but at running he would have gained fifty. Thats why I preferred walking, but it wasnt any better really, because it would end the same way. Unfortunately it wasnt actually in the jungle, but on some rocky land outside it; and there was no chance of a tree, because I was walking away from the jungle.

Why? asked another child.

Because the tiger was between me and it, said Jorkens. The tigers go outside the jungle at night and go back in the very early morning, when the peacocks are waking and screaming. All this was in the early morning, but the sun was well up and I thought that the tigers would all have been back long ago. So I went for that walk unarmed, and of course I was quite mistaken.

Why were you taking the walk? asked the girl.

You should never ask anyone, said Jorkens, why he did anything that leads to disaster; because all such things are done for the same reason, which one does not like to admit. But there it is, they are all for the same reason, pure foolishness.

Did it lead to disaster? asked she.

You shall hear, said Jorkens. Well, I think I told you I was on rocky land; it was hilly too; and the tiger was getting nearer. And then I saw a cave in the rocks, near the top of a little hill. Of course to go in there would cut off my retreat; but my retreat was doing me no good, and there was nowhere better to go. It seemed to me that the small cave might get smaller, till there was no room for the tiger, or it might get larger and have ramifications amongst which I might dodge him. There were just these two small hopes and nowhere else to go. So I stooped and went into the cave, and the tiger came in too. He was still some way behind me, and I saw the light go out as he entered, for he just about filled the entrance. The cave did get smaller, and soon I was on all fours. Still the tiger did not hurry. If it got smaller still, I might still conceivably squeeze on where the tiger could not. And it did get a little smaller, but not small enough, and we went on over the smooth grey stone, and it got darker as we went, till I could no longer see the colour of the floor, and the tiger seemed to absorb the whole of the daylight.

A faint hope came to me from a story of a skeleton of a mouse, which had been found in a wall of a cathedral with the skeleton of a cat behind it. He had got where the cat could not follow, but it didnt do him much good. I hoped that, if ever I found such a refuge, the tiger would have more sense than that cat. But still the cave ran on, without getting as small as all that. Still the tiger wasnt hurrying, and that seemed to me to make the situation even more desperate: it seemed to show that the tiger was so sure. Of course I could smell him behind me, for he was still gaining; but the smell seemed almost too strong for a tiger nearly thirty yards behind, and the awful thought came to me that this cave which I hoped might shelter me was the tigers own lair. That is very much what it seemed to me.

Then came the hope, after going some distance, that the cave might soon come out through the little hill, though I dont know what good that would have done me. Still, absurd though it may seem, logically it seemed better to me to lose five yards in a hundred when walking in the open, if ever I could get there again, than what I was losing by going on all fours in a race with an animal to whom that sort of walking is natural. And then the uncertainties of the other side of the hill seemed better than those around me, as they often do in such cases, and I thought I might find a tree. But there was no draught in my face; there was only the smell of the tiger in the darkness, and I realised I should never come to the open air.

I glanced at the childrens faces to see if Jorkens was holding their attention any better than I had done. They were certainly listening intently, though I could not see that they were showing much more interest than they had shown in my poor story, and the idea came to me, which may have been quite unjust, that the sympathies of the girl, so far as she felt any, were on the side of the tiger. But that of course may only have been my fancy. I should perhaps say that it was in the Autumn, and no lights had yet been turned on, and the room was growing dim. I repeat that it was no fault of mine: I had no idea what was coming.

The tiger was gaining rapidly, Jorkens continued, and the perfect smoothness of the limestone floor had made it quite clear by now that it must have for long been polished by soft feet, the large feet of a heavy animal: there was no roughness left on any edge upon which I had put my hand. And then the smooth floor came to a sheer smooth rock without crevice or crack in it, and no turn to the left or right: the cave had ended. I turned round in the dark and smelt, rather than saw, the tiger.

What happened then? asked one of the boys.

He ate me, said Jorkens. It is a ghost that is speaking to you.

And all the fuss that happened in that dim room was blamed entirely on me.

THE END


JORKENS BORROWS ANOTHER WHISKEY
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PREFACE

I have named this book as I have because, as any who have followed what I have been able to tell of Jorkens will realize, whiskey by its stimulating effect upon his memory is, after all, the origin of most of the stories with which he has enlightened our club. And I have rightly called the drink borrowed, because from the first drink to the last that any of us have offered him it has always been his intention to repay, as soon as certain dividends which he is still expecting shall have accrued to his account at his bank.


The Two-Way War

WE were talking, one day in the club, of wonderful inventions, when rightly or wrongly it occurred to one of our members to draw Jorkens into the discussion. What do you think is the most wonderful invention of our time, Jorkens? he asked.

Well, said Jorkens, and for a while he said no more, and a look came into his face as though he were rapidly meditating. And, knowing Jorkens as I do, I can say definitely that this is what he was doing. He was no doubt running through in his memory all the inventions that at one time or another he had mentioned to us, realizing that to name one of them would scarcely be to rise to the present occasion. Perhaps only a few seconds were so occupied, and then he said, The most wonderful invention? Why, I should say the most wonderful invention was probably the futuroscope. I think we all felt that, whether wonderful or not, we should probably hear of an invention of which we knew little, or even nothing. And so we did. The futuroscope? said one of us.

Yes, the futuroscope, said Jorkens.

Perhaps you could tell us a little about it, the same man said.

Well, yes, a little, said Jorkens, if you are interested in it.

Very much, I said. And his story started.

Methery was the man, he said, and seemed to wait a moment for one of us to say that he had never heard of Methery. But none of us did; I think none of our little group who had listened before to any of the rather remarkable inventions of which Jorkens has told us expected actually to be familiar with the inventors name; after all, we are not scientists. And so Jorkens went on. I got to know him in the way one does, like sticks drifting down a river, and meeting awhile by chance and drifting on again, perhaps to meet again, perhaps not. He had lodgings in London, and asked me one day to come and see his invention. I didnt know him very well, and I think that the reason he asked me was that he had met the full share of doubt that all new things have to face, and known many moments of the depression that it brings to the makers of them, and saw something in me (I dont know what) that made him think I should not cast doubt on his work. So he brought me to his small lodgings and we went upstairs, and there was his invention under a black cloth, looking rather like a fairly large camera. Thats it, he said.

What is it? I asked.

I call it the futuroscope, he replied. You know how the wireless gathers up sounds out of the ether. I think this is almost as wonderful in its way: it gathers up scenes.

A sort of television? I said.

Yes and no, he replied. But television works solely in the present.

And your thing? I asked.

Its quite like television in a way, he said, only it looks into the future.

I see. The futuroscope, I muttered.

Yes, thats what I call it, he said.

Then it can see the future? I said. Not very intelligent of course, but who was expecting to see a thing like that? And I had nothing ready to say.

Well, not the whole future, he said, but I get glimpses and flashes out of it. Quite clear pictures sometimes.

But thats more wonderful than television, I gasped.

Well, I wouldnt say that, he replied. But it is rather wonderful; if only I could get people to see it.

They wont? I asked.

Not they, he said.

Would you let me have a look at one of your pictures? I asked.

And he took one more glance at me, from which he seemed to satisfy himself that I was not likely to belittle his invention with any sceptical nonsense, and then he went straight to the machine. He took the black cloth off and began turning a knob. At 2240, he said, or whatever the number was, its a perfectly clear picture. I dont know the time of it; theres no indication of that, but various things about it make me think it is not far ahead; being so clear, for one thing; and then the people in it dont seem to have altered their kit much.

There are people there? I said, again not very intelligently.

Oh, yes, lots of them, he said. And then he turned on the thing, while I peered through a glass as he told me, a dark circular glass about the size of the rim of a coffee-cup, and as he turned his knob the glass began to illuminate, and I saw a landscape, with guns in it.

The time I dont know, he repeated, but the place is North America.

Yes, I see, I said. The gunners are wearing American uniforms. The steel helmets are unmistakable.

Yes, he said; though that would not really tell one what country it was. One must go by the foliage: the oaks and the maples. You see, its evidently war, and in war an army may be in any country.

Yes, I see, I said again. The guns are firing. But couldnt it be practice, or a salute?

For I didnt like the idea of another war fairly soon, and he had told me that the scene was not far ahead.

No, he said, Ive often looked at it, and Ive always been sure its war.

How can you tell that? I asked.

Youd see it, he said, if youd looked at it as often as I have. There is a certain intense energy there, and the men work on and on without ever giving way to fatigue, and theyre working them harder than they would ever work them in peace.

Mightnt it be a very special review? I asked.

No, he said. Thats where youre wrong. Theyd work hard, of course, at a review; but thered be lots of discipline and lots of ceremonial. You dont have officers and privates chatting at big reviews. You dont have any of all this. Its all different. Take a look.

T did so, and I began to see that those hurrying men were doing much as he said, as they carried big shells and loaded the guns they were working to the limit, and all ceremonial was gone, and it was certainly no salute or even practice; the guns were firing too fast. It was America right enough, for it was evidently the Fall, and there was no mistaking the flame of the maples and the large red leaves of the oaks.

Is the light right now? he asked, as he turned his knob.

Perfect, I said.

Thats good, he said. Then take a careful look. I picked that one to show you, because theres a very odd thing about it. You see those two rows of guns?

I do, I said. Theyre not fifty yards apart, and theyre firing in opposite directions.

Yes, he said. Thats what I wanted to show you. Its a bit more than fifty.

There were two lines of guns, about forty in each, perhaps sixty or seventy yards apart, with their ammunition wagons between the two lines, all firing as fast as they could, one line firing West, as far as one could tell by the shadows, the other East. I said they were firing shells, but they were rather rockets, for one could see discharges of smoke from them. The guns were in fact powerful rocket-tubes rather than cannon.

They seem to be attacked from front and rear, I said, like the Gloucesters in the Peninsula.

I have thought of that, said Methery. But I dont think thats what it is. You see, unless the attacking forces are at exactly equal distances, there seems no reason why the two defending lines of artillery should be together like that, and then theres no sign of any attack that has driven each back on the other; theres no sign of any attack at all. What I believe is happening is that the enemy, whoever he is, has not yet located the guns; in fact, I believe that the shells have not yet reached him.

A long way off, I said, or something of that sort.

A very long way off, I think, he answered.

I peered into the queer machine again, and saw no sign of shells bursting. And the guns fired on and on. It was war right enough. I was puzzled by the futuroscope, and puzzled by what I saw. I should have liked to have known how on earth he made the instrument, and I wanted to know what it was that those guns were doing. But I had taken up some of his time already, and I didnt know him very well. I couldnt ask him about everything. So I asked him about this war that was raging in front of my eyes.

Yes, I see, I said. But what are they firing at, the ones that are firing this way?

I dont know, he said. Theres no indication.

And the other row? I asked. The ones that are firing the other way?

At the same enemy, he said. Probably at the very same city. Tactically nothing could be more effective, the two lots of shells coming in from the two directions.

For a while I could make neither head or tail of it. I dont know if you can. And then his quiet assurance spread to me somehow or other, and somehow I got his idea.

Not all the way round the world, you dont mean, I said.

No, no, he said. Each of them going half-way.

Whatever I had seen, whatever he had found out, excited me so much that I asked little about his invention. I didnt know him very well, as I said; I had taken up enough of his time already, and it was time to go. Otherwise I should have asked him more of the invention itself, which seemed to me odder than wireless; but I find all inventions are getting very odd, including those wonderful rockets, shelling a town from both sides, from the East and the West. I did hear something about his invention later, if he was the same man going round with the same invention, as I feel sure he was. I heard the story of a man going round from office to office, bits and scraps of news of him, trying to get the Government to take up a strange new invention: he tried the War Office and then the Foreign Office. And then one day I heard of him, full of high hopes, having been granted an appointment at a Government office. He was trying to influence the diplomatic people at the time, and he thought that his appointment was with one of them. And then he looked up the address and found who it was. Poor devil, it was a disappointment, and he broke up his machine and never went on with it. I think it was the same man, Methery. Lucky for him he looked up the address, and gave it all up in time, or hed have gone and knocked at the door of the Lunacy Commissioners, who appear to have been waiting for him.


A Nice Lot of Diamonds

ONE of us said to Jorkens one day in the club, I remember you telling us once a rather unusual story about a diamond.

Well, yes, said Jorkens, it was a bit unusual.

I remembered the story. It was about a diamond of huge expanse, and Jorkens had tried to skate on it. The question addressed to Jorkens was obviously made to draw him, and whether for purposes of instruction for ourselves, or in order to direct some humorous shaft of criticism against him when the story was over does not matter: it was a dull day in London and any twist of the conversation that indicated Africa, or anywhere in the sun, seemed to me distinctly desirable. And so perhaps Jorkens thought, for he went on at once, Yes, I saw a nice lot of them once. Ill tell you how it was, if you like.

Yes, do, Jorkens, some of us said.

Well, he said, I was in Durban one day, or rather a little outside it on one of the garden-like hills of the district they call Berea, where the moonflower grew and the jacaranda and far more flowers than I know the names of. It was just a blaze of flowers, and pale blue hills in the distance, seen through the stalks of them. Well, I was introduced to a lady there, who had come down from up-country, where as a matter of fact she had spent most of her life.

Up-country? asked one of us rather meticulously. Where was that?

That, said Jorkens, was exactly what she wouldnt tell me. I like to give you any details I can. No use telling you about a country and not saying where it is, but this particular detail was the one thing I couldnt get. She had got some queer idea about the natives, this woman: thought that the white men exploited them, sold them bad food, and somehow lured them away from the wholesome meal that their women grind in querns; and she wouldnt give them away. She had been doctoring them and helping them in various funny ways, and had seen diamonds among them, and wasnt going to say where. How the conversation got round to diamonds I dont quite remember, but, when it did, she talked about them very much as one might talk of lizards or stalactites, or anything else one might meet in ones travels, not as a marketable commodity. She was a queer woman. All she seemed to care about was the health and well-being of a lot of Bantu people, that most of us dont bother about. But if she didnt seem to be quite all there about the value to be set upon diamonds, she was very much all there when it came to concealing where they were to be found. And that was my little difficulty. I didnt say a word about wanting to know where they were, or show that I was the least interested. I got on to another topic as quickly as possible, one of her own topics, which was African music. I talked to her about it for over an hour, or rather listened to her. And not a word did I say about diamonds all that day. I met her again next day, calling at the house in which she was staying, a little house in a garden; and we sat in the stoep and talked of music again. And she sang for me one of those curious African songs. I got her to sing it again, and even a third time; and it was not till then that I began to indicate some slight interest in what you asked me just now, what part of the country it was in which she had been. And that was where she shut up, just closed her mouth, and then hummed the tune to herself and then said it was a fine day. Well of course you may say it is a fine day here: it is rare, and worth commenting on. But, when she said it was a fine day in Natal, I saw that she was just laughing at me, and that she wasnt quite as much of a fool as I thought, and that I should get no further. But I had that song. She had sung it three times, and I remembered it, a strange haunting thing, a sort of song that made me think of rivers at night, running through gorges where large animals were and utterly strange birds. I remember it still. She had been collecting the songs of many districts, and this was the song of the diamond-district as I may call it; but never a clue did I get from her as to where that might be. She talked so openly, and even vividly, that it took a long time to realize what a deceptive character she was. Not one clue to tell one whether she came from the North or the West, or even the East for that matter: for all she told me, she might just as well have come out of the sea. But I had that song. I had the song and I travelled about Africa for a year. A cape wagon and eight oxen. Quite alone. It wouldnt have done to have had anyone with me. Ive known many reliable men whom one could trust with most things, and theyd never let you down. But diamonds are something special, and it would not have been fair to anyone to tempt him with things like that. So I went alone. The Bantu people are cheery and musical. I often heard them singing. And then one day, after a year, I heard that song; a Zulu running home to his kraal one evening, and singing that song as he ran. And that wasnt the end of my journey either. I went on and on with my wagon over the veld, living on biltong, and on fresh meat that I shot, and hearing that song again, and then no more for a week, and then for a third time; then travelling beyond all sound of it for a fortnight and coming back. And so I got at last a pretty good map in my head of the district of that song. But what the name of it was I couldnt tell you, or even how to get there, for I drifted into it by accident after a great deal of wandering, and drifted out of it guided by stars and luck. It was quite a small district. And then I began to search it. It didnt really take me very long, as I only had to look for unlikely places, places well away from tracks and away from waterholes; and so I found it one day, a little, long, rocky valley with a narrow entrance between two little cliffs, almost like a high gateway. Inside this gateway it widened out a bit, but not very much, and it was all dry and stony, and pretty well all the smaller stones were diamonds. They all had a pale-blue tint, but they were diamonds all right. They were brownish on the outside, as were all the other rocks, and in fact the whole of that part of Africa, but I chipped one of them by throwing it against another, and it was pale blue all the way through, and shining like seawater. Of course you dont see a blue diamond every day, and diamonds of that size never. And there were thousands of them. Well, I made my plans there and then, and my plans were simply to fill up my ox-wagon with them and never come there again. Once I had put those diamonds on the market I would be watched for the rest of my life, and I knew what would happen if I tried to go back; other wagons would drift in too, and the place would become a town. Well, I dont like crowds, especially where theres diamonds lying about, so thats what I decided to do. The sun was nearly setting when I got to the valley of diamonds, and, as one doesnt get any twilight in those parts, I went back to my wagon and lit a fire and boiled a kettle and made a good pot of tea and had supper, and thought over my plans. And of course I thought of other things too. I thought of buying a nice big house in London, or perhaps two of them side by side, if one wasnt big enough, with a hole knocked in a wall to join them, and a doorway with nice marble pillars. And I thought of what fun I should have there. All sorts of things I was going to do, things that people who can afford them dont think of, but I thought them all out that night alone with my fire and the stars. And I told them about it too. I told the fire and the stars. And the fire chuckled and the stars winked. The fire got tired after a while, but the stars never got tired: they just stayed there and listened to all I said, and winked at me as I said it. And one of them came down later on in the night and wanted to warn me about something. You may say I dreamed that part of it, and perhaps I did. Certainly one of them fell, while I was wide awake. It came streaming down the sky. And certainly something spoke to me. But it may have been one of the little winds that are always about on the veld, or it may have been some wild beast: I dont know what it was. Anyway, all I said to it was: I dont want advice or warning from you or anyone else. Im worth a hundred million pounds, and I dont need advice from anyone. And so it went away. And a bird sang, and it was morning, and the fire was grey, and the stars were all gone.

Well, I cooked my breakfast and went off down to the valley, still feeling that I didnt want any advice from anyone, though I couldnt help remembering that someone had tried to warn me, whether there was any sense in what he was saying or not. And there was no sense in it; it was only a wind. That is all that it could have been. I went to the valley and in through the narrow opening, and there were the pale-blue diamonds lying thick on the ground. The first thing I did was to walk the length of the valley, for it was under two miles long. And there were diamonds all the way. Quite a narrow valley, as I told you, and all the flat part of it was littered with diamonds. I walked along the bottom of the valley, over diamonds for nearly a mile, and then I came on my first shock. I had three shocks that morning. The first shock was when I came on a round grey mark on the ground, the old mark of a white mans fire. I went half a mile more and came on my second shock, the mark of another old camp-fire. And a little further on I came on the third. Three camp-fires in the camps of three different men.

Were they all white men? asked Terbut.

Yes, all of them, said Jorkens.

How did you know? said Terbut.

Because they had been eating the sort of stuff that white men eat, said Jorkens. There were tins lying about with funny names on them, names like meeto and coffeeo and teao. The natives will come to it some day, but they havent learned yet, and the things are still the privilege of the white man.

And how did you know they were three different men? Terbut continued.

Why, said Jorkens, all three used quite different tins. I should say they were almost men of three different classes. But any way they were quite different men. Well, they set me thinking. I saw at once there were only the two alternatives, the two obvious ones; they had all left the diamonds behind, or they had taken some away. Yet no blue diamonds had been poured on to the market, or any of that size at all.

I knew that perfectly well, and that was no great secret to have discovered: among those that know anything at all there was no one who didnt know that much. Then, if those men had taken diamonds away, they never got to a town. Should I get to any town, if I tried where they had failed? Thats what I thought as I worked on the second alternative. It was worth taking a risk for a hundred million or so. But it somehow looked like three to nothing against me. I turned to the other alternative: what if all three had decided those diamonds were better left where they were? In the one case something they had not known had obviously overtaken them. But in the other case they knew something. And that bit of knowledge had seemed better to them than a hundred million each. And perhaps it might be better for me. Who were these men whose advice I was taking, if it was their advice? I never saw one of them in my life, and only knew that they had camped in that valley, and knew the stuff that they ate. I wouldnt take warning or advice from a star, but I took one or the other from them. If they had tried to get to a town and had never got there, then what I took was a warning: if they knew some reason why one had better not try, then I took their advice. I daresay one or two others since then have come to that valley too. But there have been no pale-blue diamonds bigger than golf-balls seen on the London market. I dont know why.


Letting Bygones Be Bygones

ONE day at the Club we were talking of crooks, if I remember right, when Jorkens joined in with the remark, I knew a man who made a point of keeping the law. Quite right too, of course. But he made all the money he wanted.

How did he make it? said someone.

He made it out of a curious discovery, said Jorkens. Something he picked up in conversation, probably quite by chance. Ill tell you what he used to do. I wont give you his name, because he did all his work along a rather narrow line, rather like that line that they have at Eton for football, going either way from the goalposts; one side of the line was perfectly legal, and on the other side was prison. Of course he always kept to the legal side of it, but he was a bit close to the line; and, in case he ever strayed an inch or two over it, I dont usually give his name. So I will call him Jones, and I am sure you will understand.

I think we do, said someone.

Very well, said Jorkens. Jones would find a woman who had plenty of money; he didnt care how much; he didnt ferret out details. All he cared about was that she had plenty to spare. Of course there were several people who were able to tell him all about that. Men like Jones easily find them. And then he was in with a watchmaker. Well, he put together a machine with hundreds of cogwheels and lots of little wires and screws, and I think a crystal or two, a very elaborate affair. Then he would take it round to the house where the wealthy lady lived, and ask to be allowed to show it to her.

And was he allowed in? asked Terbut, who was listening to Jorkens as usual. Though why he listens I dont know, since Jorkens is his bête noire.

Jones wasnt the kind of man, said Jorkens, who couldnt get into houses. That was the most important part of his work.

What arguments did he use? asked Terbut.

The old argument, said Jorkens.

And what argument is that? asked Terbut.

He just asked the butler if he had any use for a five-pound note, replied Jorkens. Because, if he had, Jones used to explain, he happened to have one in his pocket that was no particular use to him at the moment. Then he put down in the hall the big box that held his machine, and was shown up by the butler, and hurriedly apologized for taking up the ladys time, and explained as quickly as he could that he had a machine of the nature of wireless, that could overtake any words said by anybody during the last fifty years. And then, whatever the lady had intended to do, she listened. All sounds ever uttered, he used to explain to her, were still in the air, though naturally growing fainter; but any words uttered in the last fifty years were echoing louder than the sound of a man breathing in Paris would be in the North of Scotland; yet wireless was able to make such breathing extremely audible in the Highlands. He then admitted with considerable frankness that his invention was not nearly so wonderful as Marconis, and he began to explain it to her, for which purpose he used scientific and technical terms, as they are sometimes used in advertisements, and with the same effect. When he had got her thoroughly muddled he asked to be allowed to show her his machine, and she would send for it and it would be brought into the drawing-room, and its mass of cogs and wires naturally muddled her more. Jones used to stand silent for a bit, while she looked at the machine, so as to give the muddle time to sink in; and then he would explain how its sensitive wires and crystals, though not so sensitive as a Pye, or whatever kind of wireless he saw in her house, could overtake echoes of old words, amplify them and reproduce them for the ear of anyone listening to-day; say them again, in fact. Was it necessary, she would probably ask then, to take the machine to the place where the words were said? No, he would explain; that could be done by turning the dial, a kind of direction-finder, while another dial was turned till it got the right date. Like a great many businesses, it was all in the talk. Get that wrong, and you couldnt sell the best champagne at cost price; get it right, and you can sell vin ordinaire mixed with quinine, at a pound a bottle. His machine merely picked up the dwindling echoes of those old words, he said, as a wireless receiving set picks up inaudible whispers in the air and brings them down to our ears; and he explained, if explained is quite the right word, how his silly little wheels with all their cogs multiplied the dwindling echoes till it brought them back to the exact audibility of the original words. How much of those explanations he made I do not know, but he gave them the right amount, whatever it was, and when they had had it he came to the price, which he used to say was a thousand pounds.

A thousand pounds? said Terbut.

Yes, said Jorkens. Sometimes more.

And did he get it? asked Terbut.

He wasnt after it, said Jorkens. In fact, if he thought there was any risk of its being paid, he would make it considerably higher. I will explain. His demand for so large a sum would lead to haggling, and after a bit of that Jones would take his leave and say that he would think it over and come back next day. And then the deal would take a curious turn: for before he actually left the room Jones would explain that he was not asking for any money to be paid to him yet, because his marvellous invention was not yet actually completed. Moreover all his work, and all his calculations even, were in those cogs and wheels, which had taken him ten years to make, so that if anything happened to his contraption, or whatever is the right word for it, it would be impossible for him to make another, at any rate for ten years, so that the world would either never have his invention, or would at best have to do without it for that time. And so, this solitary machine being of such enormous importance, might he leave it with the lady in her big house, where he knew that it would be safe, rather than expose it once more to the terrible risks of a taxi and his own little lodgings? And he would complete it finally and make it workable in a very few weeks. Sometimes a lady would be a little reluctant at first to let him leave the logophone, as he called it, with her; but to any of those that are accustomed to get things of value from other people it is comparatively easy to leave something of value with them; and the value of this box, as he used to explain to them, was something very special. And then with a final warning of the deprivation it would be to the human race, if his invention was not guarded with the utmost care, and all its fragile wheels protected from the possibility of accident, he would leave the house. Next day, or perhaps the day after, he would come back, usually the day after, so as to give them plenty of time. He would come back and the lady would be full of apologies; either the butler, overcome by the weight of the box, had dropped it from the top of the back-stairs on to the stone floor at the bottom, or a fire had broken out, or a young housemaid, frightened by the logophones odd appearance, had thrown it out of the window; whatever it was, in every case the invention was smashed to pieces. Then Jones used to weep. He was very good at weeping. And that had an odd effect on the women, because a man does not usually weep. It was to them like a tiger singing. They didnt expect it, you see. Well, then they began to talk about compensation. It was usually round about two hundred pounds. Sometimes he would catch as many as three of them in a week. But usually it was more like one a week, as he used to change his venue a good deal: women will talk; that is the unfortunate thing, and there is no way of stopping them; so he used to do a good deal of travelling, which of course he could well afford. And he played the game until it was time to stop. And then he invested his winnings and took to something else.

But why ever did they all smash the machines? asked Terbut.

Oh, I dont know that, said Jorkens. But he tells me they all did.


The Lost Invention

THE mind of man! said Jorkens one day, after a | heavy meal. The mind of man! Utterly incomplete!

Incredibly bounded! I knew a man once whom several friends of mine thought to have one of the greatest brains of our age, and rightly so, I believe, and who was turned from his project by the bleating of sheep. An old sheep baaed in his face, and he gave it up.

What kind of a project? asked one of us at the club. For it was there that Jorkens was speaking; depressed, I think, by the hearty meal he had had. Though why a hearty meal should depress a man I dont know.

A stupendous project, said Jorkens, a thing worth thousands of millions.

Pounds? asked Terbut.

Yes, said Jorkens. Thousands of millions of pounds. An invention of incredible magnitude, and one that, I believe, he had actually completed; or, if not, he threw it up on the very verge of completion.

And all because a sheep baaed at him? asked Terbut.

Yes, said Jorkens. You see, peoples minds are like that. Little minds are blown this way and that by little fancies. But we are all alike, big minds and little; and this man that I am telling you of was no more stable than anyone else, whether grown-up or not.

Tell us about his invention, said Terbut.

Well, its a long story, said Jorkens, and dry work telling it; and, if I start on it, youll want me to go through to the end. So perhaps I wont begin.

Terbut gave a resigned nod and lifted a finger, and a waiter nodded to him. Presently  but my reader will not wish to hear the little trivial details of daily life in our club, and I will get on with the story as Jorkens told it, beginning a minute later. For Terbut said, Did he leave no record of his invention? No data that others could work on?

No, said Jorkens, he tore it all up. He had a marvellous mind, but frivolous like the rest of us, drifted this way and that by passing fancies. Idston was his name, a young scientist whose work had just been heard of, and the Board of Management of the concern of which I will tell you, wanted a young man who was a competent worker, to work out an invention for them. I dont know whose invention it really was. Not Idstons. The invention was made by one, or perhaps two or three, of the Board, and they merely employed young Idston to work it out.

Well, said Terbut, if the whole Board knew it, I dont see how you can say that it is lost.

T didnt say it was lost, said Jorkens. It was merely abandoned. I know it myself and I can tell you what it is. Perhaps one of you can work out the details and get it running. There is no harm in my telling you what it is, for the Board of Management have it amply protected by copyright. They would merely pay you what they promised to pay Idston.

They sent for Idston and asked him to work it out. They said they would pay him half a crown an hour, and he could work as many hours a day as he liked; and they promised him a bonus when he had done the job, but made him sign a paper undertaking never to claim for himself any more than the bonus, apart from his daily pay, which of course he would continue to draw for every day that he worked for them. It was quite a generous bonus: they promised him a million.

The invention was this, and he had practically worked it out for them when he gave it up as I said: they explained it to him when he came before the Board of Management. It was a twofold invention really. The Chairman of the Board pointed out to him that, science having got so far as it has, any sound scientist ought to be able to do most of the things that Nature can do, and even improve on them. Idston agreed heartily to that. Well, said the Chairman, you must have noticed that grass is eaten by various animals. Put a calf to eat it, he said, and in a couple of years a certain amount of grass is turned into a quantity of beef. In addition to grass, he said, there is air and water, but nothing else, unless perhaps some linseed cake in the winter. Well, then, the Chairman explained, grass, water and air, and perhaps a little linseed, are capable of being turned into beef. Nature knows the way; and, if a scientist is not able to make a similar change, and in a hundredth part of the time, the Board would be very sorry, but

And at that moment a member of the Board touched his arm, and prevented him saying what he was going to say. I was there myself, and I saw him. I was in with a firm in the City in those days, who were ready to back the project, and the Board had invited me. He coughed for a moment then, and went on like this: And by another process grass, water and air can be turned into mutton, that is to say by putting lambs on it. But it is a slow process, and we havent time for that kind of thing nowadays. What we want you to do is to speed it all up and do the whole thing artificially. Surely a scientist should be able to do that.

Certainly, sir, said Idston.

Well, that is all right, said the Chairman. We have told you our terms, and well give you all the appliances you require. The Chairman was rather old, and a little forgetful; and a member of the Board of Management wrote something on the back of an envelope and passed it up to remind him.

Oh, yes, said the Chairman. That would of course be a very considerable achievement. But it is only half of what we want you to do. When you have done that, we want you to treat grass in the same way as you will treat mutton. Grass is merely a product of the soil, brought up in a way that Nature understands, and that Man had hitherto neglected to imitate, or been unable to imitate. But surely the time has come when we are too intelligent to leave all that kind of thing to Nature. Cannot you find the method whereby Nature turns soil into grass? All you have to do is to analyse the soil and analyse grass, and see what makes the change. Water and air, again, of course come into it. We want you to construct a machine to run our invention, a machine into which our men can throw spadefuls of soil, which of course will come out mutton, unless we prefer beef. And we should want a switch that would turn it to that whenever we wished; much as one has with wireless. It should be simple enough.

Oh, quite, sir, said Idston.

Well, gentlemen, the Chairman said to the Board, I think that is all.

And gentle mumblings along the table showed him that he had explained the whole of the invention this time.

Well, Idston went away and worked on the Boards invention. They gave him a very good laboratory, and he wasnt at it for fully a year. I believe he got the first half of the invention almost at once. And I heard that the second half was almost on the verge of completion. And he went for a walk in Kent to clear his head and to think about his report; for I believe all the hard work was done, all the scientific work, I mean, and only the literary side remained, the drawing up of the report. Well, he went right out into the country, out of sight of the last of the suburbs, along the edge of the North Downs, where wide fields were sheltered by small copses of hazel; and by a field in the uplands he leaned on a gate to rest. It was summer and there were buttercups and things like that, all flashing in sunlight, and a view of downs rolling away, down after down to the skyline. And there were sheep in the field, and Idston remembered his youth and got maudlin. Rams used to wear bells when Idston was young, and he had heard them ringing over the hills while he sat picking flowers. And the memory had got stuck in his mind, with a lot of other useless things; hawkmoths hovering by flowers, glow-worms on summer nights, wild-rose blossom and blackberry blossom; and blackberries later, shining like goblin eyes; and little wild strawberries; and scabious growing by stalks of golden dry grass and dark-green burnets on them with scarlet spots; and mignonette and dog-daisies and all kinds of other flowers; and butterflies, and especially blue ones that float along hills of chalk; and nights with the cries of owls wandering over far valleys. And all this dustbin of stray and useless memories seem to have got stirred up by this damned sheep; and the mighty mind of Idston ceased all at once to be an intelligent mind at all, and he got to thinking that the old ways were best; and he wanted to hear sheep bleating and baaing in fields, instead of making a million for himself, and thousands of millions for the Board that employed him and had really treated him very well. So he just goes home and tears up all his papers, and burns the bits; and there is the invention, just as I told you, waiting for anybody with sufficient scientific attainments and a mind that childish fancies will not blow this way and that, merely to perfect a machine that is worth thousands of millions. Most of the details I think I could give you myself. But I have talked my mouth all dry. Ah, thank you.


On Other Paths

FOG, fog with all its magnitude, covering a dozen counties, had come down on the Billiards Club. At 3 p m. it was night. We sat by the fire after lunch, trying to get some warmth, Jorkens, Terbut and I, and six or seven others. But, if the body got warmth, there was little cheer for the spirit, the sun being far away from us, cheering Spain, or inspiring songs along the African coast, or tunes on pipes of reed in hills between there and Sahara.

Well, Jorkens, I said, youve seen brighter days than this.

Jorkens gave a contemptuous look at the fog that peered in at our principal window, and sharply nodded his head and did no more.

The mystery of the East, said one of us. Youve seen something of that, havent you?

Even Terbut was silent. On such a day as this, one of the worst of November, not even Terbut was going to check Jorkens, whatever he might care to tell us of Africa and the sun. And I think Jorkens knew this, and that it was for this reason that he told us a story a little further away from demonstrable things than what he usually tells us. Indeed, he implied as much. For he said, Yes, Ive seen it. And theres a thing Ive told you nothing about before, because, on account of part of this particular experience wandering into the future, it was not exactly easy to prove the truth of it. But things have been so much moving in that direction lately, that I fancy no one will doubt my story now on account of it being at all wide of probability. Well, Ill tell you, and you can judge for yourselves.

Even Terbut was silent still.

In the country of Mozambique, Jorkens went on, I was going through a forest. I dont know Mozambique very well, and there may be open spaces in it, but I saw none. I was travelling through interminable forest. I have often said that I never poached elephants, and I hope I shall not have to say it again. I was after butterflies. The butterflies of Mozambique are enormous. Well, I will not describe them to you. But they seemed to light the forest with wandering patches of sunlight. Butterflies seem to get from the sun even more of its light than do flowers. And there were flowers too, huge ones that glowed in the dimness of that two-thousand-mile forest. The heat seemed to suit them more than it suited us: even my African porters seemed overwhelmed by it. They drooped as they marched, and I tried to urge them on; but the chief man of my little camp said the gods were old, and that we now being near them, where they dwelt in the forest, were well within the area of their indolence, against which men could do nothing. Oh, yes, sighed the natives that were within hearing when he said this. That is true.

Presently we came to the gods, to the gods themselves, tall figures of flattened stone, like enormous tombstones, with great heathen faces. Of course the indolence of the porters increased; and, when they had the actual gods to show, it gave a sort of point to their argument, so that it was no use trying to drive them on any more, and I said Id camp for the night. Id shot a zebra, and I thought that a good feast and a rest would make them more easy to manage on the next day. I had about twenty of them, and they cut up the zebra, and each man put about eight or ten good-sized steaks on a pointed stick and stuck it into the ground and lit a fire beside it, and roasted the steaks and ate them all in one night.

I pitched my tent near the gods, and lit a fire in order to keep off lions. There was a little bit of a wind running in and out of the trees, so I made them pile the wood they had cut against the back of a stone god. There were about seven of them, if I remember right. Then I told one of my porters to light the fire; but he wouldnt do that. Frightened or something. So I lit it myself. He said the gods would be angry. But I had had enough of their gods. Those gods had been making my porters lazy all day, and I was disinclined to humour them. So I lit my fire, and ate an African version of grouse that had been cooked over it, and then went into my tent and underneath my mosquito curtain when the hyenas wailed and all the cicalas sang, and my fire sent the shadows of gods dancing away through the forest. And I fell asleep, and the flat gods turned round and scowled at me in my dreams. They were ugly enough when I was awake, but they were ten times uglier prowling among my dreams. For that is what they did: they prowled into my tent and came all round my bed. And the god against whose back I had lit that fire said I had insulted him, speaking to me in his African language, which somehow or other I understood more easily than I understood the chattering of my porters by day. Well, I couldnt deny that I had. But I did point out to the others, who were looking as ugly as he, that I had done nothing against them. But they said that an insult to one was an insult to all the gods. So I had to leave it at that. They said that all the gods of Africa were against me. I thought at first that they wanted to kill me. But killing was something too common for them. They saw lions doing that every day. Their vengeance was far odder. There were paths going from their feet out into the forest, they said. The paths, I suppose, along which I had seen their shadows running. The one I had most offended told me, with his weird tropical voice, that down some of these paths Man had gone, for instance the ancient Egyptians down one path and we down another, and there were many other paths that might have been trod. And I gathered, from what he boomed with his awful voice, that every path was as different from every other, as the way the Egyptians went was different from ours. We cant imagine ourselves building pyramids and doing without bicycles; but apparently there are countless ways that we might have taken, and that we may still take, which are as different from the ways of Rameses and of Stevenson as each of these are from the other. Well, having explained that, this infernal stone god told me that they were going to push me off the path by which we had come down the ages, and would shove me on to another. And sure enough they did. They shoved me on to a most frightful path; nothing less than a way of life that we might have led if we had failed to secure domination over the beasts, and dogs had got it instead. It was very likely a nearer thing than we think, our getting the domination. We had to beat the mammoth and the tiger. It might easily have gone some other way. And here was one of the ways that it might have gone; and they were shoving me on to it. Beastly, tropical gods, they were only fit to stand along the wall of a gallery of a museum; and here they were taking liberties with a white man. A museum I said! They were not fit for a museum. They should have been broken up with a hammer and used to pave roads.

If these tales owe anything to me at all, it is that by the trivial gift of a large whiskey I have sometimes been the means of starting the flow of Jorkenss memory; but on this occasion my influence, such as it was, was exerted in an opposite direction, and I threw in a remark that checked his natural dislike of those gods, so that we got the thread of his tale rather than mere characterization.

The gods withdrew from view, Jorkens went on, and I soon saw where I was, and how things were. These paths were laid out through the forest, going from the feet of the gods, paths for mankind to walk on, especially the way of the pyramid-builders: that one was well-trodden, but now deserted. Well, they had switched me off our path, the mechanical one, which had a rather new appearance, and on to this horrible path where I now was, a path that luckily we have never trod, and damned queer it felt to be on it. There wasnt any doubt what had happened: on this path it was not Man that said what was to occur in the world and how things were to be run. It was dogs. I saw that at a glance: I saw it in the air of the dogs that went by, self-satisfied, condescending, patronizing. I narrowly escaped being patted! On this path Man had missed his opportunity, and dogs had taken it. It probably depended on very little; some lucky idea at the outset, which we had had and the others had missed. Well, there it was; there were plenty of dogs running about and plenty of men, and the relation between them, instead of being the right one, was wrong. Of course youve never seen a patronizing and condescending dog; and I can tell you its awful. It freezes up your self-respect. But Man had no self-respect there: it was all gone. It is extremely unpleasant to remember it, and if I gave you the details you might scarcely believe me. But you should remember the vast number of chances that must have determined long ago the way of life of red Indians, pharaohs and us; and from that you will easily realize how many other ways any of us might have taken. Well, I was on one of them. I was in an order of life that waited for a people that had never had the notion, whatever it was, that first gave us the upper hand. And, as always happens when someone neglects an opportunity, somebody else had got it. Details would nauseate you, but one detail I must tell, for it was to me the central horror of the whole thing. Bad enough to have dogs in the position of master; but it was one of the obvious results of that situation that brought it all home to one. All men and women that I saw had their noses cut off, and all the dogs had tails. I can hardly tell you what a revolting sight it is to see hundreds of terriers with tails, and even spaniels! Great feathery tails, and most of them impudently wagging them. And that wasnt all: as I came by a couple of dogs on the path through that horrible forest, I heard one speak to the other. I wont say exactly that he spoke; but he made sounds that were entirely intelligible to me, as what we say usually is to them. And what it said was, Theres a man with a long nose. And the other one said, Yes. It ought to be docked.

Damn it, my nose is no longer than anyone elses. But thats what this damned dog said. And then they started talking about my nose. They evidently hadnt seen one before. And they said the most ridiculous things. It doesnt hurt if done properly, one of them said. And the other brute agreed with him, adding, Its only gristle. Damn it; I dont care if it is only gristle; but I want it. Then one of them said, It looks perfectly awful. And the other one said, Yes, you cant have men going about with long noses.

Damn it! Why cant you?

And then the first ass said, A long nose is no possible use to them. And the other fool said something about its looking so much nicer when reduced to a mere stump. All the things that we rightly say about dogs tails. But its quite another matter to talk that nonsense about our noses. And thats what they were doing where dogs had the upper hand. Or perhaps I should say paw. Well, I wanted to argue it with them; but I saw it would be no good. I was only a man; and they were clearly the masters of everything. And, besides, I wasnt so sure what uses our noses were to us, whereas dogs tails are their rudders, and their gay flags for waving, and their little warm blankets that they pull over their noses to sleep whenever the weather is cold, and much else. And even if I had been sure of making out a case for our noses, there was the awkward handicap that dogs dont have their noses where we have them, which of course would make them convinced that our noses look absurd. Another dog looked at me, and I saw by the disgusted way that he looked, that I should very soon be caught, and my nose would be docked, as they called it. Mind you, Im not saying that docking is not quite right, but I didnt want it tried on me. That and the self-satisfied air of those damned dogs, and the mutilated faces of all the men and women, made me want to get out of that forest more than I ever wanted to get out of anything. The trouble was it was over a thousand miles long, and ran on into Tanganyika. Then what I feared occurred. A couple of spaniels came by with ridiculous feathery tails, and one of them said again, Look at that man with a long nose.

Better dock him, they said, and gave chase. They wanted to bite off my nose. I had been walking some while, and it struck me that I must be some way away from those gods. Would their influence weaken, I wondered, with the square of the distance, as is the case with all heavenly bodies. I rather thought that it might. I ran down the track through the forest with the dogs after me. I couldnt get off the track, because the forest was too thick. I ran in the direction that was away from the flat stone gods. I ran hard, but they were gaining, and others joined in. The yapping of the dogs had a curiously human sound, because I understood what they were yapping. They didnt say much except Catch him and Dock him and He has a long nose. No paths seemed to cross the one on which I was running, but the trees on my left were thinner now. And then I saw a path running more or less parallel, a little winding foot-track too twisty to be called parallel, but going the same way. The dogs were close now. Could I get on to the other track? I knew everything would be quite different there. But could I get on to it? A kind of magnetism held me to the path along which I ran, but I hoped that as I got further from the flat stone gods their magnetism would grow weaker. Either it did, or I exerted a huge effort of will, for, just as the dogs were on me, I leaped right off the track sideways, and landed on the one on my left. The change was enormous. I dont know what made me think that this other track was our own, the one by which we had actually come down the ages, but I had a strong nostalgic feeling that it was so. And in a way it was. But I had not got away from the gods, although I had beaten the dogs and saved my nose. For though this new path that ran through the forest away from the feet of the gods was the path I had hoped for, the one along which we actually went on our journey through history, I had struck it at the wrong place, and was somewhere ahead of this time; how far ahead I dont know. Not very far perhaps. What I saw was amazing. The yapping of those damned dogs had faded away, and the trees of the forest were no more than shadows, like trees some way off in a fog; and all round me I saw pavement.

Pavement in a tropical forest? said Terbut, but only for information, as I thought, and without his usual incredulity. You see, said Jorkens, through that forest those different pathways through time were running from the feet of the gods, so that one saw the forest to left and right, while all in front of one ran a strip of history. It didnt seem, at the time, any odder than the smooth track of mens feet running under the two green walls of impenetrable forest. But there it was, hard pavement, and in a circle all round it the dim shapes of the trees. So I had not got away from those stone gods yet. But they were old, as my native had told me, and I had run some little way from them. Had they been young and strong, or had I been close, I could never have jumped like that off one of their paths. And I will tell you of a more amazing thing than pavement in a tropical forest. Door-scrapers. I saw them everywhere. Yes, door-scrapers. No more than there are in London, but looking extraordinary there in that flat expanse of pavement. And beside each door-scraper were steps going down. Somehow I got the idea at once, as I think you would if you had seen those door-scrapers. It was a city, but going downwards instead of upwards. Flat pavement above, and a city below. And nothing above the pavement except the door-scrapers. Well, I naturally wondered what it was all about. But I found out very soon. I started to walk about and have a look at it, but I hadnt got very far when a policeman came running up the steps beside one of the door-scrapers and asked me in perfect English what I was doing. His uniform was very much like the uniform of a policeman to-day; and, judging by the pace at which uniform alters, I should say that it would have been no more than fifty years ahead of the present time. What was I doing, the policeman asked.

Just walking about, I said.

Didnt I know, he asked, that I couldnt do that.

Why not? said I.

Its tempting a foreign power, he said.

To do what? I asked.

To shell the city, he said.

What foreign power? I asked.

Any foreign power within range, he replied.

But what for? I said.

Well, thats war, he said. If you tempt people to do things like that, theyll do it.

Why? I asked.

Well, of course thats not for me to say, he replied. But hurry up and come down before they see you. And he took me by the elbow and led me down some steps.

But how can they see me? I asked as we were going down.

Well, television can see that far, he said.

I very soon gathered from him that we were perpetually under observation, and that any temptation to have a shot might bring an accurate shell from any foreign country within a radius of several hundred miles. People seemed to have got more scientific than even they are yet, and more touchy. Of course it is no great advance on the artillery of to-day, if you include rockets. But it is a distinct advance. Well, of course, I didnt want to live in a city like that before we have to. When we have to do it, I hope well make the best of it, but it was no good to me until then. So I just told the policeman I had come to the wrong town; and, do you know, I had a very curious feeling about what town it was. I couldnt say for certain; but there was something about the air and the light and the size of it, so far as I could see, and something perhaps about the lie of the ground, that made me feel it was London. I may have been wrong. I have a good sense of direction, and I pointed to the spot from which I had come, and asked him if he could direct me to the shortest way back. Of course it had to be underground: he wouldnt let me walk about any more in the open in sight of the television of foreign powers, and he very kindly pointed to one of the passages that led back in the right direction, rather like one of those passages under big crossings in London. And away I went, and walked for about an hour, till the passage ended with steps and I came up again in the forest. And there I was on one of the paths that ran from the feet of the gods; but our own path now, no masterful dogs about. And our own time. And I came back to the flat stone statues standing there in the night, and my fire at the back of one of them had died down to white ash, and I hoped he had forgotten the insult. And I went quietly by him, as unobtrusively as one of those chilly breezes that run through the forest before the beginning of dawn. And the stone god took no notice, and so I came to my tent. And I slipped in under my mosquito curtain and lay down. And a bird with a voice like an organ hooted from high in the forest, and all of a sudden it became light, and I saw I had slipped from the grip of those infernal gods.


The Partner

A MAN should stick to his own job and be what he is meant to be, someone was saying one day at our club.

But not if he is, for instance, a mug, said somebody else.

Not very profound conversation of course, but perhaps none the worse for that. It served to pass the time. But it did much more than that, for out of the depths of an armchair, in which I for one supposed Jorkens to be fast asleep, it brought a remark of a rather surprising nature, a remark that led to the story that I am about to retell.

More than ever if he is a mug, said Jorkens.

Oh? said one of the others, with that slight expression of doubt that the mere query mark cannot give.

Yes, said Jorkens, I knew a man who was intended to be a mug, and might have been alive now if he had stayed one. But he tried to be sharp one day, and that was the end of him. Would you care to hear how it happened?

Some of said we would, and Jorkens went on.

There were two men, he said. I will call them both Smith. No use now stirring up a case that the police consider closed, and which indeed, for lack of evidence, was never open at any time. They went gold-mining in Africa. For the same reason I neednt say where. They went as partners. The elder one was the mug. I will call him plain Smith. The other Smith was called Rickie. Well, they went prospecting fifty miles from the nearest white man, because they worked out that that was the first requisite for a chance of finding gold. They rode, and some natives carried their tents and provisions. They werent looking for luxury. But they hoped for it some day, as everybody does. And it was no blind hope, for Smith had got information from some natives he had been kind to that just at the back of beyond, or a very few miles north-west of it, there was a little valley whose dry brown rocks had never yet been prospected, where gold might be had in abundance. Even after dividing by ten for exaggeration, the prospect seemed good enough. And Smith had told Rickie, so as to give him a chance, because he was just about penniless then. Well, away they rode from civilization, or whatever there was of it to be found in those parts; hot days and starry nights. They were going half shares. At night they used to sit by the camp-fire after supper and talk of all the things they were going to do when the great nuggets were found. They didnt divide by ten then, but only by four or five. It was Smith that did all the talking, Rickie being a man of very few words, who would rather hear what other men had to tell, than give his own thoughts away. They had rifles, with which they shot an occasional buck for provisions, and revolvers for any trouble that might turn up unexpectedly. They got up with the dawn, and rode in the coolest part of the day. And sure enough they came in a very few days to the valley. There they camped. And there were nuggets there, but nothing like a tenth of the natives rumour. More like a hundredth. Still, there was gold all right, and it was worth staying and looking round. And then one night as they talked the old talk by the fire, something that Rickie said, or some silence that he preserved, started Smith thinking; and he had never thought like that before. Something had made him wonder if his partner was perfectly straight. And thats where he tried to give up being a mug, which he had far better remained. He told the other man that he wanted to see a bit of civilization again, and invented some kind of excuse, and rode back all alone to the nearest town, which he did in two days. Of course at that pace he had not taken any native, and he slept out at night on the ground. Well, in the town he buys lead and gold leaf, and makes a fine nugget, and rides with it back to the camp. The nugget was nearly the size of a mans head, and he buries it by night in the bank of a dried river that happened to have gone wandering down the valley in which they were camped, and he lets one end stick out where his partner is bound to see it. You see, he wanted to see what the other fellow would do, because he didnt want to suspect him unjustly and he couldnt help wondering, because of something that Rickie had said. He wanted to see if he would go shares with him honestly, or if, as he feared, he would hide the nugget and say nothing to Smith about it. I happened to be staying in that town at the time that he rode in to it, and I know that he bought the lead at a shop, and the gold leaf at another. Not much to make gossip about, but they had scarcely anything else in a town like that to interest them, and so they talked about the lead and the gold leaf, and I soon heard that Smith had bought them. They were odd things to buy of course, especially in Africa, so perhaps they couldnt help talking. Well, there they were in the camp, with the natives under their little strips of canvas more than a mile away, so that they shouldnt see the gold, and Smith sitting waiting beside his tent to see what his partner would do. And in the end he never saw. For there was too much of a fortune in that big nugget, or would have been if it had been what it appeared, and his partner came up behind him one night and shot him.

There was silence awhile in the club when Jorkens stopped. Then someone asked, Was there an inquest?

Oh, no, said Jorkens. His partner merely said that Smith had been lost. He didnt have to bury him: the hyenas would see to that. There was no evidence and no clue, and so of course no charge.

No evidence and no clue, said another of us thoughtfully. Then how do you know what happened?

I knew well enough what must have happened, he said. But how? Jorkens was asked.

I knew Rickie, said Jorkens.


Poulet à la Richelieu

I WAS lunching one day with a small party at one of the best hotels in London, and Jorkens happened to be one of the party. That hotel charters a special plane, which goes to Africa every day and back the next so as to be able to provide its guests with many kinds of fresh fruit that one could not otherwise get. I remember we were having a rather elaborate dish, seasoned with thick dark gravy, which I saw by a glance at the menu was Poulet distingué à la Richelieu, when Jorkens suddenly surprised us by exclaiming, At last I know! And it is a great weight lifted off my mind.

What do you know? asked Terbut, who was one of the guests. And I rather think that our host must have expected a story from Jorkens, as otherwise he would hardly have invited Terbut, who had no particular charm of his own, but maybe thought to provide that stimulus to Jorkens that a gadfly will sometimes provide for cattle. However it was, he was there and asked that question, and followed it up with another, asking Jorkens, And what particular weight? To the first question Jorkens answered, I know now that I never have eaten what I was afraid that I had. And to the other question he answered, And that was the weight on my mind.

Do you digest with your mind? asked Terbut.

Ill tell you how it was, said Jorkens. And We listened. I was in a plane one day, going to one of those parts of Africa to which I suppose the hotel plane goes for fruit, but we were going a bit further than that, to see an oasis. And on the way to the oasis I suddenly felt it growing warmer and saw the shadow of our plane on the desert grow larger, and we began to wobble a bit, as planes do when they come down into the heat of the earth, and we landed on the desert. It seemed an extraordinary place for a landing. We had just come over some mountains of chocolate-coloured rock with little gold streams in their valleys, and all in front of us was nothing but gold sand. I asked the pilot why he had alighted, and he said a technical hitch. And I asked him if technical hitches were things that were easily set right. And he changed the subject. And that was the beginning of it. There were ten of us in the plane altogether, and we all had a talk with the pilot, and the upshot of it was that the oasis was out of the question, and the nearest village at which we could get any food was a hundred miles to the north on the far side of those mountains. As for the technical hitch, it would take a week to put that right, whereas the walk to the north could be done in four or five days, if it had not been for the mountains, but they made it harder to calculate. The trouble was food. You expect a story about a desert to be a story of thirst, particularly when its Sahara, as this one was; but the airline had taken such precautions against that, that we had plenty of water, and tins and bottles enough to carry it in. But the food they didnt seem to have thought of to anything like the same extent. In fact, we had only enough for two days. And the first day we wasted hoping that the pilot might put right his technical hitch. And by the time he gave that up we had only one days rations left, and a hundred miles to walk. Of course we should have taken more trouble about the rations, but I imagine we were all thinking only of water. And then when we were told we could walk twenty or twenty-five miles a day we got the idea we could do it; and I dont suppose one of us could have done it on that sand, and half of us couldnt have done it on pavement, with a club every mile or so where one could go in and have a drink and sit down and rest.

And Jorkens glanced at his glass which just then was empty, and our host called the attention of a waiter, who soon set that right. And Jorkens went on, Well, we slung bottles all about us on straps and strings, and carried some heavy tins of it, and the food went in our pockets, and we started off as soon as the sun was low on the second day, and we trudged northward. It was a mans party. If they had been picked for the walk, and if I myself had been younger, we could have done it easily; but, as it was, and walking in that deep sand, and regulating our pace to that of the slowest, a city man, who probably seldom did five miles a day, and only that after a good meal, in order to walk it off, why, we only did twelve miles in the first day. And then we came to the mountains. They were lovely enough to look at, as the sun set on our left and lit the faces of the mountains, until what looked like chocolate was now the colour of roses and all their valleys were blue. They were good enough to look at in the sunset, and their sand was soft to sleep on under great silver stars; but they were not so good to walk in when we started northward again in the chilliest time of the dawn after a light breakfast. The rocky part of the mountains seemed unclimbable, certainly for our city man, and he was not the only one of us unaccustomed to hard going; and the valley through which we decided to make our winding way was one long river in which we had to wade. Not water of course, because it does not grow there, but a heavy flood of sand. It was difficult going for all of us. We had lunch at ten oclock, high up in that sandy valley. It sounds early, but we wanted it. After that we rested in the shade of some rocks, which we needed, for it was well into May, and we did not go on until evening. One of our party asked why there was so much sand in Africa, and another wanted to know why the sun did not set earlier, little things that went to show that some of us were tired and fretful and unlikely to do the distance in a day that would be absolutely necessary if our food was to last out, even at quarter rations; and of course the less the food, the less they would be able to do. And I began to wonder if I could do the journey myself, weighed down with bottles of water as I was. That was one thing that was to the good; we had plenty of water; but that had its drawbacks too, on account of the weight.

It took us all day to get to the top of that valley, and though it was cooler when we went on in the evening, the sand-slope was steeper then, and we only barely got to the top by nightfall. There we had a good dinner, too good perhaps, because it left scarcely anything for the next day. We warmed up the tinned meat and made some tea over a fire. There wasnt a stick to burn there, but the city man said he had some rather important papers and we told him they were just what we wanted; and we all contributed something inflammable, and for a short while we had a fire. And when it went out we had the great blinking stars, but of course we couldnt cook anything more by them, partly because we had almost nothing left to cook. Well, we slept all right. But when a small wind called us, running before the dawn, an idea seemed to have got about that we could not do it. I dont know what started the idea, probably the small wind, but it seemed to be pretty prevalent. I was against the idea, and so was the pilot, and another flying man who was with him, but the rest clung to it. I pointed to the slope of sand on the other side of the mountain, a dry river that was going the same way as we; and it looked as though we could slide down all the way as easily as tobogganing, and it cheered our party a bit. But when we got on to it the sand didnt help us; our feet sank into it and there was no sliding. We hadnt even had tea for breakfast: there was nothing left to burn. Down and down our winding valley we went, through those chocolate-and-gold mountains, with not as much growing in the whole range as would have made a box of matches. Our party was mostly complaining of the cold, but I rather dreaded the sun that I knew would soon come and warm us; because I knew something of the mid-African sun, and thought it would knock most of them out sooner than cold. Well, up it came over a peak to our right, and we very soon had enough of it. But we had to go on, or there was no chance of getting anywhere till we starved. So we straggled down that valley till one of them said that he couldnt go any further; so we stopped and had lunch, which was only a biscuit each and plenty of water; and water can be quite good at times. And after a while we managed to get the sick man going again; but he was very sick.

And so in the afternoon we came to the end of the valley, and I showed the sick man the mountains and pointed out to him that they were all behind us. But it would have taken more than that to get him to go any further, so we stayed there for the night.

The peaks of the mountains at sunset were probably as glorious as ever, but we didnt seem to notice them. The pilot and his brother officer each carried a revolver, and the pilot asked me as an old shikari if I thought I could shoot a gazelle; not that we had seen any yet. I said that there was nothing in theory against shooting a gazelle with a revolver, if we should come on one, but that in practice it would never happen. If there was a shower a year in those parts, I told him, there might be enough moisture at the feet of the mountains to grow enough scrubby bushes to feed a few gazelles, and we saw signs of an occasional bush, but it would be a difficult stalk with a rifle; and, as for a revolver, no.

The pilot took my word for it.

Then what are we to do? he said.

It seems as if weve got to die in the desert, I said. A lot of people do.

It looks rather like it, he said.

Couldnt we carry the sick man? the other officer asked. But it was only a suggestion, and we knew, all three of us, that it would not work, for we should all have to go all out to have any chance, and we couldnt do that if two of us had to carry a man. It was one of those problems that has got no answer. But the answer came that night. For the sick man died.

Now, I said to the pilot in the morning, we might make a dash for it.

We are hardly in form for a dash, he said. One big meal of meat, such as a private soldier eats, and we might do it, but we only have half a pound of meat and a few biscuits. It cant be done.

It wont be done of course, said the other officer, a man called Brown, because no decent man would do it. But youre wrong in saying it cant be done.

I got his meaning, and said, I quite agree with you. Of course it wont be done.

No, of course not, said the pilot, who had got the point too.

I entirely agree with you, I said.

It cant be done, said the pilot, because nobody would willingly do such a thing. No decent man, that is.

It was his use of the word willingly that gave me a gleam of hope, as though there were a light shining somewhere, that I could not see in the darkness.

No, not willingly, I said to encourage him.

You see, a soldier wouldnt willingly like to shoot a man in cold blood, he went on, if he were one of a firing party. But no soldier ever does.

Why not? I asked.

Because one cartridge is always blank, he said. And none of the firing squad knows that it isnt his.

I dont see how that applies to    I said, stopping short of a word that I didnt quite like to use.

Well, it would be like this, he explained. If we were to eat anything, whatever it was, and one dish was something different, nobody would know which he had eaten, and any scruples he might have would and he said no more.

I turned to hear what Brown would say. And what he did say was, It wouldnt quite work.

Why not? I asked him.

Because we all know the taste of bully beef, he said. And thats the only bit of meat we have left, and not much of that.

He was right, and death seemed staring us in the face. I tried to think, and no thought came. Thought, after all, is seeing pictures behind ones eyes, and there were no pictures there. But there was a picture right in front of them. I dont claim to have had the idea; the whole subject was one I had much rather have had nothing to do with. It wasnt my idea, I merely saw it, a vulture making spirals in the sky and coming lower and lower over the dead man. The other two saw me looking at the vulture. It neednt be bully beef, I said.

They both of them offered me their revolvers at once. But one was enough. And they walked away from me then, as though they found the discussion a bit distasteful. I expect, if they tell the story, which they probably never do, they put all the blame on me. Well, I took the revolver and walked down to the dead man. There are different ways of stalking different animals, and nearly all of them difficult, but to stalk a vulture all you have to do is to look worn-out and ill, and the vulture does the stalking. I found it came very easy. I just lay down near the dead man and waited, while the two flying men explained to the rest what I was doing. At one moment I thought the vulture was going to light on me instead of the dead man. I shouldnt have liked that. But just in the last few feet he slanted away and alighted four yards from me, an easy shot as he looked at the dead mans eyes. Well, you may not want the details, at any rate not at lunch. I got the vulture, and there at the feet of the mountains we found just enough scrub to light a good fire. Only the man who cooked for us ever knew which dish was the vulture and which the rest, and we gave him a meal of the scraps of bully beef and all the biscuits we had, and we dined well and we never knew, and we just got through to the village. I never knew, and its worried me all these years, but I never forgot that taste, and this is the bird.

But you dont mean, said one of us, that an hotel like this would ever give us a vulture.

Well, said Jorkens, food isnt as easy to get as it was. And they cant let their customers down. They must give them something. I see its Poulet distingué à la Richelieu on the menu.


A Walk in the Night

IT was a kind of evening more easily felt than described. Darkness had come right up against the window-panes of the Billiards Club, pressing upon them like a great cat, and a bleak wind running down the street from the East was uttering little cries. We had all moved away from that end of the room in which the window was, and were gathered close to the fire. Even the shadows that lurked in the darker parts of the room seemed aware of the neighbouring night. The faces of the waiters were grave. It was a ghostly evening. How bald are those words to tell of what we all felt unmistakably, running along our veins and touching our very skins. And if such feelings are hard to describe, it is harder still to account for them, and I will make no such attempt, merely recording that one of our members said suddenly, Somebody tell us a ghost story. And in saying that he expressed the mood of all of us. So ghostly the evening was, that I think it occurred to all of us that it might be nice to have the whole eerie subject turned from the fact of the ghostliness all about us to mere fiction further away. But theres no analysing such feelings. Anyway, Jorkens replied. I can tell you a story, he said, of a personal experience, and you can put your own interpretation on it.

And I thought I caught a sidelong glance that he may have made towards Terbut, as though to assure himself that Terbut was listening, as he usually is when Jorkens tells a story, never having, I think, entirely given up hope of catching out Jorkens definitely one day, perhaps in revenge for a bet or two he has lost to him.

One cant really explain those things, said Terbut.

You shall try, said Jorkens.

And then he told us this story. It was a night colder than this. And I was out in it. It was so cold that, besides a muffler, I had put on a good old dressing-gown, and of course an overcoat over that for additional warmth, and also, as I need hardly say, because you cant go about out-of-doors in a visible dressing-gown. I was going down to a village close to my house, because I really felt that a little warmth was absolutely required, and, with the amount of coal that is being supplied to us now, and the quality of it, I was not getting warmth enough. I felt something more was required, and there was a pub in our village that had it. So that is where I was going, if you want to know, Terbut.

Terbut disclaimed any objection, and Jorkens continued.

T had just been reading some weird tales, Edgar Allen Poe, as a matter of fact. And if it had not been for that, I doubt if my sensitiveness would have been so attuned to what happened as to have perceived it at once, as I did. And I have often noticed, and tested it on many occasions, that whatever increases ones sensitiveness makes all ones senses acuter at the same time, especially the sense of hearing. So that as soon as I got to the road I perceived quite unmistakably that a suspicion that I had had in my little drive was nothing less than a fact, and that I was being followed. Closely followed too. But near as the thing was, the soft pit-pat of its footfall was so very soft indeed that, had I not been attuned to such things, as I said, I might look round at once: one does not like to on such occasions. Too afraid of what one may see. But it was so very close, that I knew that I had to. So round I glanced over my shoulder into the clammy dank night. And it was too dark to see anything. So then I hurried on. And the thing hurried too. I didnt look round any more till after I left that road. Indeed, though I had seen nothing, I realized to the full the meaning of those lines of Coleridge:

As one who walks a lonely road in terror and in dread And having once looked round, goes on, and turns no more his head, Because he knows some frightful fiend doth close behind him tread.

Suddenly I stopped short. So did the thing behind me. They always do. Of course whatever is following you is not likely to go on with its walk just because you have stopped. So there we stood for a moment in dead silence. And no sound of breathing, except my own. Then I went on again. So did the thing behind me. It was a lonely road and a late hour. A motor might possibly have solved the problem, with its bright acetelyne lights; but no motor came. There was a railway, though, not far off; and through the dark and the loneliness an electric train went by. That gave me an idea. I had been working pretty hard at ideas all the time, but that gave me another. Knowing the railway was there, I had had the idea of walking down the track, and hoping that the thing, whatever it was, would get run over. But the trouble about that was, that if a train were to run over anything that was following me as close as that was, it would run over me too.

And then the electric train went by, banishing for a moment the loneliness, and even a bit of the darkness, and I saw the glow that went up from the showers of sparks that an electric train draws out of the live rail. And that gave me my better idea. It was neither easy nor safe. But I wasnt just then in the mood to be deterred by any difficulty, and, as for danger, the only one that my fears could trouble about was that faint but awful footfall so very close in the night. Sometimes it was a mere rustling.

My idea was to go to the railway and walk along it within a few inches of the live rail; and, if the thing, whatever it was, did not stray on to it, I would step across the rail and see what happened to my pursuer then. I knew that nothing living could survive that; and, for the rest, we know too little of spirits or electricity to be able to say what effect one of them may be able to have on the other: it could only be a matter of experiment. And this experiment I decided to make. I turned from the road into a weedy lane that ran towards the railway, and the pit-pat of the horror that followed me turned at once to a shuffling. But it was as faint as the footfall. You must not imagine that there was anything terrible in the sound itself, for it was the merest whisper. It was only the fact that it indicated that an unknown presence was close to me, that made the faint footfall so terrible. Close and pursuing. And the faintness of the sound of it seemed to suggest that it was no bodily thing at all. That and its total invisibility made me fear some such thing, though the darkness of this dank night may have accounted for its invisibility. Certainly I was not invisible, or it would not have been following me, unless it followed by smell, or by some sense of which we know nothing. And then it occurred to me that perhaps, after all, the night made me nearly invisible, and that that was the reason why it followed so close. In giving you these few fancies I dont suppose I have told you more of my anxious thoughts than what occupied two yards of that dreadful walk. Down the little lane, deserted by every living thing but myself and what followed me, if indeed it had life, I came to the iron gate of a level crossing. I opened it, and it closed with a clang in the lonely night. Then we were on the railway. I turned at once to my left. And luckily the dampness of that night, that added so much to the darkness everywhere else, had made the rails shine; so that by stooping somewhat I could see where the live rail ran. There would be no more trains on the down-line for some while, for it was on that line, by the side of which I was now walking, that the train had just gone. Still the pit-pat behind me, clearer now on the flints among the rails. I was walking very close to the live rail, but the thing that followed, followed me so exactly that it made no step to the left and came to no harm. I steeled myself to look round again, and I looked. Still I saw nothing. And not only did I see nothing, but I saw the gleam of the rails so close behind me that I knew no bodily form could be erect between me and them. It was therefore something small, or something crouching, or some dark spirit that had no bodily form. Again I hoped that force of which I was ignorant, a strong electric current, might have some power over a thing of which I was equally ignorant. How could I tell? And if, after all, it was of the animal world, I knew it would not survive that electric rail. But how to get it on to the rail? And then the idea came to me to step across the live rail, and it seemed to me that the thing that followed so closely would then be bound to touch it. And if not, I meant to step back over it again, and go on till it did. Risky, of course, but a risk of which one knew, which was nothing compared with the terror of unknown hellish things. So I stepped over the live rail with that pitter-pat sounding behind me. And, as it turned out, the very first step did it. For a smell of sudden burning blew on the wind from behind me, and the sounds of pursuit stopped. Then I got away from the railway and the live rail as quick as I could, and came to the road again and went down it pursued no more. And in a very few minutes I came to the pub, where there happened to be a lot of jolly fellows, simple, no doubt, but more generous and hospitable than anyone that you ever find in towns, or at any rate in a town like this. And one or two of them saw that I needed a drink, for they have quick intuitions down in the country. And indeed, indeed, they were right.

Oh, well, said Terbut, I suppose its not very hard to tell. And he ordered a whiskey for Jorkens.

Thank you, said Jorkens.

But you havent told us, said Terbut, what was following you.

That, said Jorkens, as I said just now, I will leave you to explain.

And try to explain it we did, while Jorkens sipped Terbuts whiskey. And soon we divided into two schools of thought, one urging that whatever was following Jorkens must have been animal, because nothing without substance could have been consumed by fire; and the other holding that our knowledge, either of electricity or of spirits, was not yet so far advanced that we could say for certain how one could affect the other, or why it could not. Therefore they said that Jorkens pursuer might have been something that could even have ridden, to the very place at which Jorkens heard it, upon a current of electricity, and that by another electric current it may have been blasted hence, who can say where, any more than we can say, under similar circumstances, what may become of any of us? And the argument heaved up and down on its course, from combustibility of earthly things, all the way to eternal fires; till Terbut, taking it upon himself, perhaps on account of some legal knowledge he may have acquired, to sum up or to give his judgment, pronounced that in his opinion the phenomenon was due to the imagination of Jorkens, stimulated no doubt by grim books and a dark night.

No, said Jorkens, it wasnt imagination. And that I am able to prove.

Prove? said Terbut. How can you prove it?

Because, said Jorkens, when I got home and took off the dressing-gown that I told you I was wearing under my coat, I found that one of the tassels of the kind of rope that dressing-gowns always have, and which must have been trailing behind me, was entirely burned off.


One Summers Evening

SOMEBODY was saying, the other day at the Club, that it was a long lane that had no turning. And from that we got to saying that there was a lot of sense in old proverbs. And, as so often happens with any topic, there were a few who argued that the sense in old saws was exaggerated. Well, we were arguing rather pointlessly about the effect of salt on a birds tail, and would probably have reached no conclusion, when Jorkens joined in, as he rather likes to do towards the end of an argument, as it places him somewhat in the position of a judge at the end of a trial.

What Jorkens said was, I have found all those things to be useful guides.

Useful? said Terbut.

Yes, said Jorkens, I have found a great deal of truth in all of them.

What about tottie-grass turning to gold if you hold it still? asked Terbut.

So might a small boy put a bit of stick on a railway-line, hoping to wreck a train, only to see his bit of a stick completely pulverized.

The very thing, said Jorkens, I experimented with that very thing.

And how did you get on? asked Terbut.

I did what I set out to do, replied Jorkens.

You must have made a pretty good thing out of it, then, said Terbut. An average hayfield should yield at that rate a pretty good tonnage of gold.

Yes, said Jorkens.

How much did you make? asked Terbut.

Ill tell you, said Jorkens.

Naturally we listened. Those who didnt believe Jorkens probably listened to see how Terbut would catch him out; others listened merely urged by that sporting instinct that makes us watch a veteran batsman standing up to a crafty bowler; and others, well, theres always something about gold that can catch the attention of even the most unworldly of us. So Jorkens went on, while we sat silent. Yes, I made the experiment once, he said. My nurse had told me about it as a child. Of course I had tried it at the time, but a child is always too much excited, and I couldnt hold my hand steady enough: no child could. But I always remembered her words, and one day I decided to do the thing scientifically and see what there was in the old story.

Do you mean to say, said Terbut, that you thought...?

T said scientifically, replied Jorkens. Consequently I had no preconceived thoughts at all, but left everything to experiment. I will tell you about my experiment. Of course I had a good prima facie case for it, for Id found that those old sayings are usually right. But a prima facie case was not enough; I wanted proof.

And how did you get your proof? asked Terbut.

By experiment, said Jorkens, as I was telling you.

And after that Terbut must have felt that he had to listen, and he seemed to do so with as good a grace as he could.

I wasnt as old, of course, as I thought I was, said Jorkens. But Id come to a time of life at which I thought that the wisdom of the ages wanted testing, and felt that I was the man to test it. And, remembering my old nurses words, I decided to begin on them. I remembered a lovely summers day when she first told me about it, and now it was a gorgeous day again in the middle of June, and it set me thinking about the day that was lost and the golden light of its evening, and the even more resplendent gold of the insects that darted across the rays of that light, and my undisciplined childish efforts to hold a great bunch of tottie-grass still. It all came back to me, and my nurses words, and I made up my mind to find out if there was any truth in them. I had an open mind, Terbut, an open mind, without which no experiment can have any value whatever. Well, I expect we are all agreed about that. So I will get back to my experiment. I decided to do it out of doors. Not only was everything more natural there, more in touch with whatever power controlled the tottie-grass; but I could be quiet in the open air, and alone and would not have to make explanations, which would have been unavoidable in lodgings, in which I was living at that time. So I picked a great bunch of tottie-grass from the last field to be still uncut, where they stood thick in the hay among huge white dog-daisies, and I carried my quivering bunch up a wild grass slope that nobody ever mowed, among wild roses and orchids, and milkwort and crowsfoot, and dark-green moths with scarlet spots, sleepily clinging to flowers, and wild seedlings growing thicker and thicker as I approached the wood at the top. And so I came to a great beech at the edge of a wood, a thing that had grown for ages, with a trunk that was thicker than the pillar in any cathedral, which would give shelter to me and my bunch of grass from any wind that was blowing. The hill looked right into the sunset. With only one field in those parts where they had not yet cut the hay, it must have been getting on for midsummer; so when I say that the hill looked into the sunset, I mean that it must have been facing nearly north-west, and the sun had got very low over a great chalk down that was opposite, for the rays were practically level, right in my face. I knew that my hand was steady enough. You couldnt have filled a glass so full in those days, that I could not have drunk it without spilling a drop, standing on my head.

I think that the last four words were added as an afterthought, in order to make the effect that the earlier part of the sentence had somehow failed to make. At least, that was my impression. My hand was steady enough, Jorkens went on. But I chose a part of the trunk against which I could wedge it, so as to make it almost immovable, apart from any steadiness I put into it with my grip. One steady moment would do it, from all Id heard. And, once it had turned to gold, I knew thered be no difficulty in carrying it steadily home and putting it under a glass case. There used to be glass cases in those days, domes they put over clocks. I knew that nothing but a very big jerk would shake the tottie-grass once it was gold. Provided it did turn to gold; for I was careful, as I told you, to keep a perfectly open mind.

Well, the sun went on going down to the fields on the edge of the hill; and now the rays in my face were perfectly level, and all the birds were singing and all the winged insects dancing, and I was standing there with my bunch of tottie-grass wedged against that great beech-tree, and my hand gripping it as firmly as the earth gripped the roots of the beech. Every bit as firmly; for I was determined that no fault of mine should prevent that magic from working. Not that I used the word magic, even in my thoughts; for my experiment was scientific, and I was determined to keep it so. And the time came when I thought I had got it absolutely still, and that in a moment, or less, the last little head would have stopped its dancing quiver. But just then a blackbird sang on a branch above me, and its tune was so piercingly beautiful, like horns all of a sudden blowing sheer out of Elfland, that I could not help looking up, expecting to see I dont know what, silver horns perhaps in the hands of something unearthly. Well, that of course set the little heads of the grasses all dancing again. And the sun went lower and the birds sang more than ever and the light was even lovelier, and the insects that danced in it were lovelier still, and the lower edge of the sun just touched a field of mustard, and the bunch in my hand went golden. Every head and stalk and little branch (pedicles I believe they call them) turned into solid gold. The old story was true; I had proved it. I wonder what my old nurse would have said. It doesnt follow she knew, though she handed the story on. It might have surprised her. Certainly it surprised me. But there was one thing I never had thought of. I wasnt going to jerk the bunch, in order to let it go back again. I still had it firmly wedged against the trunk of the beech, and I knew it would take a pretty good jerk to move it, now that it was all solid metal. I was going to carry it carefully enough. But one thing I had forgotten. All the swinging and dancing of the heads had been sideways; and I was guarding against that. But what I never thought of was the sudden downward pull. I never thought of the weight, and it was now, I suppose, thirty or forty times heavier than what it had been a second before. The jerk on my hand was more than anything for which I had calculated. And it came from the wrong direction; downwards. I suppose that just for a moment it was too much for me, and I must have given the bunch a bit of a shake which set even the metal waggling, and it all went back to tottie-grass. The sun set just then too, and the light went out of everything. Jorkens sighed.

Why didnt you try again? asked Terbut.

Do you realize, said Jorkens, that I had done what there is no record of any man having ever done before? I had made a world record. You dont easily do a thing like that twice.

I suppose not, said Terbut.

Well, try it yourself, said Jorkens.


A Friend of the Family

IT was a Christmas Eve at the Billiards Club, and the topic was ghosts. Have you ever seen one, Jorkens? asked one of us.

A ghost, said Jorkens. Its always hard to say. They are such dim things, and always appear in dim light. You cannot always tell.

Have you ever seen anything like one? asked Terbut. Oh, very like one, said Jorkens. Very like one indeed. I always thought it was one. But one can never be sure. It was, I remember, one Christmas Day; and, as things were then, the prospect of a Christmas dinner was nebulous, to say the least of it. There were financial considerations that I need not go into, but they hardly seemed to run to a Christmas dinner. Not what one would have called a Christmas dinner in those days. A bit of cheese perhaps and a small cutlet.

Well, there was a marsh that I knew of, a wild place that nobody shot; and I had my old gun and there was a village near, the village of Egrindune; I dont know if you know it; and there was an inn called The Green Man; and I thought that if I could get a brace of duck on the marshes I might have one of them cooked at the inn and give the other in exchange for something more. It might have been tough, of course, but I wasnt bothering about that just then.

Well, I took a room for the night at The Green Man. The financial position just ran to that, but little more.

I had a drink with the proprietor, so as to get the lie of the land; and he told me a bit about the ducks that came to those marshes. But he told me more about a ghost that there was in those parts, that used to haunt Egrindune Hall on account of something that some old Lord Egrindune had done to it way back in the fifteenth century, Lord Egrindune having been on the wrong side during the Wars of the Roses, and the ghost (according to it) on the right side.

It used to haunt them at Christmas, because that was the time that it had been ill-treated, according to it. And every Lord Egrindune ever since, said the innkeeper, had always kept a chair for it on that day at the table at Egrindune Hall, an empty chair that was waiting for the ghost.

An empty chair, I said, at a Christmas dinner. I wish I was the ghost.

Its chilly, he said.

And it turned out that the ghost haunted the marshes, the bleak places to which I was going.

Shooting on Christmas Day? said Terbut.

Certainly not, said Jorkens.

But I thought you said you had your old gun, said Terbut, and were going to look for a duck.

Looking for a duck is not shooting one, said Jorkens. And as for carrying a gun, you cant charge a man with murder merely because he carries a weapon. You are a lawyer, Terbut, and I should have thought youd have known better. No, a duck never came near me that night; so dont let me hear any more loose accusations like that. They never came near me. I heard them quacking a long way off, as it grew darker and colder, but I never got a shot.

I stayed after all the small birds had gone home, after the last of the rooks had gone over, after the duck had come in, but nowhere near me. I stayed on because I was hungry. Then, turning my head away from the west, I saw that there was no light left at all except in one small patch of the sky, and it was too dark to shoot.

So I got up out of my clump of rushes then and stretched my legs, which had become cramped with the cold. No, I never got a duck, but I saw the ghost. At least, that was my impression. A grey shape mixed with the mist that was over the marshes, that was growing thicker and higher as the night came down on it. I saw only outlines at first, but they tallied with the description that I had had from the innkeeper.

Well, you always have to speak to them first, so I asked it what it was doing. And it told me that at that time of year it haunted Egrindune Hall. It spoke with a thin reedy voice, that seemed all mixed up with the croak of the bog-rail and other lonely sounds that were murmuring in the rushes.

Why do you do that? I asked.

On account of an old wrong, it said with its reedy voice. And he had an odd peculiarity; he carried his head under his left arm. I dont know why. It seemed odd talking to a man, or whatever he was, like that. But then everything is odd at nightfall in those bleak places, if you are there alone, with the voices of the waste talking all round you.

And what are you doing? said the ghost.

It was hard to hear him and hard to see. But by straining eyesight, imagination and hearing, I was just able to do it.

Imagination? said Terbut.

Certainly, said Jorkens. You have to use it in a place like that after nightfall. Why, one couldnt get out of the marshes after dark without using some of it. You cant see much, you know. Well, when he asked me what I was doing I said Looking for dinner. And he said, Go instead of me. Go to Egrindune Hall and say that you are a friend of mine, and theyll give you a Christmas dinner. They have kept a chair for me there for ages.

What time do they dine? I said.

Eight-fifteen, he said.

I could just do it.

What shall I say? I asked.

Say a friend of the third lord, said the ghost. Theyll understand.

What third lord? I asked.

The third Lord Egrindune, of course, said the ghost. Who else?

Will they know who his friend was? I asked, as I naturally wanted to be quite sure before thrusting myself into their house for dinner.

Well, perhaps friend isnt quite the right word, said the ghost. But theyll understand.

Then what was the link between you? I asked.

Murder most foul, said the ghost.

Mind you, Im only giving you the ghosts version of that. Prejudiced, probably, from the start. And spirits of that sort nurse prejudices for ages. The family of Lord Egrindune may have quite another version. (They gave me a very good dinner.)

Well, I started off then as fast as I could, so as to get my Christmas dinner, and a little breeze got up and the ghost drifted away among the mists and the voices and the whisperings of the rushes. I got out of the marshes all right, late though it was, and back to The Green Man. Luckily I had brought my evening clothes with me. One never knows when one may want them. They had an old horse-drawn cab at The Green Man, and it got me to Egrindune Hall just in time for dinner. I rang, and a butler appeared and I said: I was sent by a friend of the third lord.

You dont mean...? he began.

I do, I said.

Then... muttered the butler.

He told me to take his chair, I said.

What was he like? he asked.

And I described him.

That will be him, he said.

And he just led me into the drawing-room.

And there they all were, the seventeenth Lord Egrindune and his family, all waiting for dinner. And I heard the butler say, A gentleman from a friend of the third lord.

We went into the dining-room, and there was the chair. There was no mistaking it, a faded old tapestried chair that no one had sat in for ages. I walked straight up to it and sat down, and Lady Egrindune and one of her daughters sat on each side of me. They talked to me about shooting and various topics. But there was only one thing about which they really wanted to hear, and, as soon as I saw that, I told them all that I knew of it.

Did your friend look very resentful? asked Lady Egrindune.

That was all they wanted to know. Well, they gave me an excellent dinner. I wont tell you about it, because it makes one sad to remember dinners like that now. But it was as good as it could be, and they had been very kind. So I said that he wasnt looking too resentful now, but looked as if he soon might forgive and forget.

Soon? said Lady Egrindune and her daughter together.

Well, soon for one of them, I said.

How soon? Lady Egrindune asked me.

In about a hundred years, perhaps, I suggested.

And they were all delighted at that, for thats not long for a curse, and they had had it on their family for five centuries. They were so pleased that they asked me if I would like a bed for the night. But I said that I thought that my friend might be coming for me at midnight, and that if I waited for him I should have to leave with him, and people like that left early, and cockcrow was too early for me. So I thanked them and said good-bye and went back to the inn.


An Eccentricity of Genius

WE were talking one day at the Billiards Club of how things ought to be run, and about the difficulty of running them nowadays, with all these complicated inventions that there are lying about.

I dont know how they do it, said one of us. The inventors, I mean. They must be very clever.

Well, said someone else, of course they are. I think thats pretty widely recognized.

In the case of the very greatest, said Jorkens, joining in, it is usually not recognized at all.

Not at all? said Terbut.

Hardly at all, said Jorkens.

Can you give us an instance? asked Terbut.

There was a man called Smedly, said Jorkens. A man I knew. Still is, for that matter; but nobody ever hears of him, or ever will.

Why not? asked Terbut.

The same old reason, said Jorkens. Too brilliant. Too far ahead of his time. A wonderful brain. The kind of man who can play a game of chess with himself as he walks along. And frequently did.

What did he invent? asked Terbut, relentlessly keeping Jorkens to the subject, in the mistaken belief that he might be able to make a fool of him, and so provide for us a little entertainment on a rather dreary afternoon in winter.

He invented a plane, said Jorkens, or rather he invented a pilot, one of the automatic kind that you sometimes hear about, only far more wonderful than any robot of which any of you have ever heard.

What was the idea of it? asked Terbut.

The idea of it, said Jorkens, was that it would go up and locate an enemys plane anywhere in the sky by means of radar, and then steer for it and shoot it down. The mechanism for all that was in existence already. What was entirely new to science was the brain that controlled that mechanism.

Whose brain? asked Terbut.

Artificial, said Jorkens. Entirely artificial. All invented by my friend Smedly, whose name you never heard of.

I dont think I have, said Terbut.

No, said Jorkens. He was quite beyond you. In fact, beyond all of us. That plane he invented could think. It could not only locate a hostile plane but it could estimate its exact speed and calculate accordingly. And it could tell the kind of hostile plane that it was, and what it would be likely to be carrying. And of course it could shoot it down. It was just the thing to nip an atomic bomb in the bud.

Sounds just the kind of invention we want, said Terbut, if it could do all that.

It could do much more than that, said Jorkens. In fact, that was the trouble. Had Smedly had a more mediocre mind, had he invented something less wonderful, he would have made a great name by now; but he wouldnt stoop to inventing anything less than the greatest of which he was capable, and so he made an artificial brain that was not only far beyond anything of the kind yet made in any country, but was superior to some human brains. I am not referring to yours in particular.

Thank you, said Terbut.

Of course, Jorkens went on, he incorporated whatever of that sort of thing had been invented already. His artificial brain could talk as well as calculate, and so could send down reports to its base. But that was of course one of the inventions that was in existence already, and Smedly took no credit for that.

Well, here he was, having perfected one of the greatest inventions of our time; but you have no idea what difficulties he had in obtaining a hearing. For a long time nobody would listen to him at all, as has so often been the case with men of genius like his. And then at long last they listened. They gave him an appointment over a moor in Yorkshire. They had one of those wireless-controlled planes coming in from the sea, and his plane was to shoot it down. Of course Smedly was delighted. He told me his plane would know when the other took off, and would estimate its speed accurately when a hundred miles away, and calculate where it would be at any moment and shoot it down when the right moment came, and report to the War Office exactly where it had shot it down, so that ground-troops could go and collect it.

Thats a lot for one machine to do, said Terbut. And I think we all agreed with him.

That wasnt the difficulty, said Jorkens. The difficulty was that it could do such a great deal more. The machine, like Smedly, was ahead of its time, and there was nobody at the Air Ministry who could appreciate it. And they wouldnt help him any further. Smedly lost heart and did no more about it, which was a great pity, because I should have liked to have seen more of that marvellous machine.

But why wouldnt they help him? asked Terbut. What happened?

What happened, said Jorkens, was that Smedlys machine went up to shoot down the guided plane that was coming in from sea. There are planes that can do that already; and had he done nothing more than that, they would have thought a lot of him and helped him all they could. But they couldnt appreciate a man who had done far more, far more than ever they dreamed of, a man who had invented an artificial brain, that could have out-thought one of themselves, a brain that could master the greatest activity of which our minds are capable.

And what did it do? asked Terbut.

Ill tell you, said Jorkens. The day came when the test was to be made, and away Smedly went to Yorkshire, and a lorry carried his plane. I was there. Smedly invited me. The lorry brought the plane to the edge of the moor; and when everything was ready I saw Smedly talking to it, talking to it just as he might to another man. That of course was mere swank. And yet it was justified in a way by the wonder of what he had done. Unfortunately it was one of the things that rather prejudiced the people from the Air Ministry and the War Office against Smedly. Well, up went his plane to shoot down the invading one; and, considering what can be done with wireless and radar to-day, no very difficult task. And theyd have given him all the help he wanted, if hed done no more than that.

Did he do more? asked Terbut.

Far more, said Jorkens. He had invented the most marvellous machine in the world. Unfortunately it didnt do exactly what Smedly wanted. Showed too much of a mind of its own, as genius naturally will. And it was genius. That was what Smedly had done. He had manufactured genius.

And what did it do? persisted Terbut.

It went up, said Jorkens, and turned towards the sea and began to send down wireless reports. The people from the Air Ministry couldnt understand them. For a while everybody was puzzled. It headed towards the sea, and then turned back again, and began to circle, and went on sending those odd reports. At least, they seemed odd to everyone who never dreamed of the size of the mental power that Smedly had put into that mechanical brain. It was I who first found out the wonderful thing it was doing. And I told the officials present, and they were none of them interested. It was actually playing chess.

Chess? said one of us. How did it do that?

It was playing a game with itself, said Jorkens, as Smedly used to do, and sending us down the moves of the game.

And what did it do about the other plane? asked Terbut. Nothing, said Jorkens. That plane attained its objective. Smedlys marvellous invention got so absorbed in the game, as chess-players will, that it paid no attention to anything else. When those people discouraged Smedly, they certainly lost the finest artificial brain in the world.


Influenza

THE other day at our club we were talking of influenza. One or two of us had been having it, and we were comparing symptoms, and it is odd how almost exactly alike they were.

That, said Jorkens, breaking in on the conversation, is because that is the particular disease that is going round now. The doctors are wrong to call it influenza. One year it starts with a sore throat and turns to bronchitis and goes away with a cold. Another year it starts with a pain in the stomach and ends with a bad headache. And they call it all influenza. The different maladies come from entirely different microbes.

What are the microbes like, Jorkens? asked Terbut. A very difficult question to answer, considering the size of a microbe and considering that Jorkens is not a doctor. And Jorkens paused for a moment. But I must say that he was not in the least put out.

There are a great many different kinds, said Jorkens, all ignorantly called influenza. Or perhaps I should rather say carelessly, for the doctors must know they are all different, but do not trouble to classify them. But you ask me what they look like. Well, the one that is going round this year is rather long and thin, with large red eyes and rather heavy feet, and no wings, but a very long tail. Having a sharp horn on its nose, it is able to do a good deal of damage if it gets in among your tonsils. But the one that was going round at the end of last winter was something entirely different. That one had small green eyes and two pairs of wings, and a rough hard hide with a sharp row of knobs on its back, and feet that, although so much smaller, were in shape like those of a rhinoceros. It also had horns. These two were totally unlike the ones that were going round here during the spring before last, when we had those cold winds. And the doctors call them all influenza. They are quite wrong. It is too loose a term.

What were the germs like that we had last spring? asked Terbut.

The microbes, Jorkens corrected him. What were they like? Well, to begin with they had very long noses, and no horns on them. Their wings you scarcely noticed, being what are called rudimentary. But they had enormous fins and when they got into the bloodstream they could probably do an enormous pace. How fast they go I cant say, but I know ones temperature rises very rapidly, which is perhaps some indication. And then they had claws, with which they could get a pretty good hold. Ive known one of them hold on for a full week. And even then it went away rather reluctantly. Then, let me see, what else did they have? Small teeth, but plenty of them, and very sharp. And small eyes; you could hardly see them; but when you did make them out you saw very intense specks of light in them. I should say you couldnt easily escape the notice of those microbes. Not if they were hungry. And then there was another kind, very scaly, and with a great number of feet, and quick at using them, and a pair of tusks that I didnt like at all...

But wait a moment, Jorkens. Wait a moment, said Terbut. How do you know all this about microbes?

I saw them, said Jorkens.

You saw them? said Terbut.

T saw them all a few weeks ago, Jorkens went on. Where did you see them? asked Terbut.

I didnt see them very clearly at first, said Jorkens. I had what the doctors will call influenza, as though there were only one form of it. I was taking my temperature and could hardly read the thermometer at first, and, as far as I could make out, it was only 99. But later on when it got well into the hundreds I was able to read it quite clearly. And that is when I was able to see the microbes, dimly at first, but clearer and clearer as my temperature rose, until I could count every one of their scales, which were faintly luminous. They dont live in forests, as you might suppose. They live in blankets. And I saw them through the undergrowth, all coming over the crest of a hill towards me.

A hill? said Terbut.

As far as I could see, said Jorkens, my blanket was full of hills. And they were all coming towards me. They didnt all bite me; only the ones that were out hunting this year; but they came for me very fiercely. They got me in the throat. And I feel it yet, if I talk too much.

I wouldnt do that, said Terbut.

Perhaps youre right, said Jorkens.


The Unrecorded Test Match

TALK was general at the Billiards Club, one day over our lunch, I forget what it was all about, but somebody must have mentioned the Devil, for I heard Jorkens voice raised suddenly over the rest, saying, Keep away from the Devil. Have nothing to do with him.

Oh? said Terbut, who was one of us at our long table. I thought he was rather a friend of yours.

Not one that can be trusted, said Jorkens.

You dont trust him, then? said Terbut.

Certainly not, said Jorkens. Nor will you any more, after youve heard what I have to tell you about him.

And what is that? asked Terbut. And so we got this story.

Its what a man told me only the other day, said Jorkens, a friend of mine to whom I had given a drink. He told me the story just after the drink. They do say In vino veritas, you know.

We shouldnt doubt any friend of yours, said Terbut. No, said Jorkens. Well, what happened, he told me, was this: he was young, and one night he went to the wrong kind of house. He admits that. And there he met the Devil. He met him just inside the door in evening dress; white waistcoat, neat white tie; and a long black cloak all open in front and hanging down from his shoulders. He was perfectly dressed. For a moment my friend was taken aback, and muttered some apology.

Not at all, said the Devil. After you.

And he slightly bowed, and stood aside and waved to my friend to come in. And in Porlick went: that was his name. He said there was such a charm in the Devils manner that you could hardly help doing as he said. And as he walked past him the Devil asked, Is there anything I can do for you?

He hardly liked to refuse the offer. And at first he thought of asking for something he would not tell me. And then all at once, as he stood in front of the Devil, his thoughts went right away from that dingy house, and away from all he had thought at first of asking, and visited green fields of the open country. And without any more consideration he blurted out, You can. Would you be so kind as to give me the power to take twenty wickets in that number of balls.

Certainly, said the Devil.

And the price? said Porlick. For he had made up his mind not to let the Devil have his soul. And he thinks the Devil must have seen that in his face; for all he asked in exchange was one of Porlicks virtues. He said that the Devil waved a finger in the air then; he thinks twenty times. And then he vanished.

Porlick had no doubt that the spell, or whatever it was, would work. You see, he had seen the Devil. And what is more, he trusted him. I suppose that to win peoples trust is the first thing the Devil is able to do. Even bad men in business can do that. Indeed, it is the basis of all their business. For all that, he wanted to be quite sure; and he decided to allocate one of his magic balls to finding out. What he decided to do was to get the best batsman that he could find and bowl one ball to him, and see if it worked. Or not the best batsman that he could find, because he would hardly allow an unknown young man to make the experiment on him; but the best batsman who could be persuaded to stand up to one ball from Porlick. This experimental ball would of course upset the idea that had prompted Porlicks impulsive request, uttered hurriedly and without time for consideration, which was to get all the wickets in a big match for no runs. He could probably have asked for something that would have been far more useful to him, but we dont all take advantage of our opportunities, even when we have time to think them over. Forgive my moralizing.

Well, Porlick haunted cricket grounds after that, anywhere in the county to which buses could carry him, whenever a match was being played. He would watch the men batting and choose a good batsman, but it was not so easy to go up to him afterwards and be allowed to bowl a ball to him at the nets. The difficulty was that such a request required an introduction from some other cricketer, and any cricketer who knew young Porlick knew he could hardly bowl at all. Not many did know him, and the ones that didnt of course would not help him, while those who knew how he bowled would be even less inclined to do so. At last he got an introduction without saying what he wanted to do, and talked with a very good batsman, at first about other things, and just before the cricketer got tired of him and before he shook him off, he made his request. The man that had introduced him had luckily gone, so that he was able to represent himself as a young bowler who had got many wickets and was hoping to get a place one day on some better team than any that came his way, that might want a good bowler. And the man he was talking to was a kindly fellow and liked to encourage the young, and put on his pads and went to the nets with young Porlick. And Porlick scattered his stumps. That batsman was a man who had sometimes played for the county, and he was surprised and interested and asked Porlick to go on bowling. But Porlick just walked away. He couldnt think of any excuse, so he just left. He had satisfied himself that the spell worked, or, as he put it, that the Devil was playing fair, which is just what that sort of people always seem to be doing, until it is too late. He knew he could never bowl at that pace, or pitch a ball as that ball had been pitched; and he had nineteen balls left, and the world, as it seemed, before him. County cricket was of no interest to him, and he went straight away from that cricket-field, and next day he was in London, where the Australians were. A totally unknown boy of about nineteen was determined to play in a test match against the Australians. And, after all, why not? He had the greatest power in the world to back him. Yes, I am afraid it is the greatest power. If not, its a near thing. But at any rate it was enough to win a cricket match. Porlick, with little money and mighty dreams, found lodgings in London, and devoted all his time to getting an introduction to the captain of the English XI, which he like everyone else called the England side; and sometimes he used to talk of the England side captain. And at last he found a man who knew one of the team. That was something, indeed much; but at first it led no further. This acquaintance that Porlick made would not introduce a young man unknown for everything, and especially for cricket, to a member of the English XI. Porlick spoke glowingly of his own prowess as a bowler, but that was not enough, and he soon saw that he would have to give up one of the magic balls as a demonstration. He persuaded his new acquaintance to lunch with him at an hotel. How he managed that I dont know, and it used up about half of his money. And over that lunch he persuaded the man, who was a cricketer, that if he could bowl him out, the first ball, he would go with him to Lords on the opening day against the Australians and introduce Porlick to his friend, who was playing for England. Well, this acquaintance that Porlick made was a member of the M.C.C., a man called Trennle.

And they decided between them that the simple way of doing it would be to go to Lords early on the first day of the match and for Porlick to bowl his ball at the nets, and that, if he succeeded in bowling Trennle, he should go along and be introduced to Hathway, who would be playing for England. And all that happened. Porlick did bowl out Trennle, much to his surprise, and Trennle kept his word; he kept it with the fervour of a man who has lost a bet and is honourably determined to pay. He ran down Hathway, went up to him and accosted him, and then introduced Porlick as a promising young cricketer. Hathway was not much interested; but there are things, such as Niagara and the Himalayas, that are too vast for us to ignore, and the audacity of Porlicks remark to him was one of them. For when he saw that Hathway was taking no particular notice of him he said, I could bowl out the Australians in under two overs.

And behind his words, in a way that I cant explain, was that strength that seems to be given to any remark by Truth. Some echo from Truths own voice perhaps blended with sheer amazement in Hathways mind, and at least made him notice Porlick. Trennle tried to explain away the boys outburst, but he and Hathway remained quite silent. And then Porlick said, If the captain would let me bowl a ball to him he would see.

I am afraid he wouldnt have time for that, said Hathway.

No, no, no, said Trennle.

And Porlick seemed to be getting no further. He saw then that, to get anywhere, more of those magic balls would have to be thrown away than he thought. Hathway was turning away from him, when he said, Wont you see if I can do what I say? Wont you let me bowl one ball to you?

Hathway stopped in his turn, and a thought must have gone through his mind; for he said to his friend Trennle, After all, there are infant prodigies.

Oh, no, I dont think so, said Trennle, or something like that.

And Hathway stood quite still. I think they rather wanted a bowler. But this looked like a mad dream.

Only one ball, said Porlick.

Oh, very well, said Hathway, perhaps feeling that one ball at the nets would be less trouble than further pursuit of the thoughts that were now puzzling him.

They went, all three, to the nets.

You havent got any spikes, said Hathway.

That wont matter, said Porlick.

Nor did it matter. Nothing mattered, with that power that rules the world, or is a very close runner-up, to back him.

Will you introduce me to the captain if I bowl you out? said Porlick.

Oh, yes, said Hathway nonchalantly.

And Porlick bowled, and Hathways wickets were scattered.

Wait a minute, said Hathway. Do you mind doing that again? I dont think I can quite have been ready.

It was easily said, and lightly said. Matches arent played at the nets; there are no runs there; nothing is concerned. Or so thought Hathway. To Porlick it was an almost overwhelming blow. With three balls gone already, and more required before he could hope to play for England, there was no longer any chance of his bowling out the Australians for no runs, as he had hoped. He would have to make his name on one innings only. Good enough for him. But still the Australians might possibly win after all. He determined to be as economical as he could with the Devils magic. But a fourth ball must go. So he walked sadly back as Hathway replaced the bails, and he bowled again, and with the same result.

Odd, said Hathway. Well, I will introduce you to the captain.

Porlick thanked him profusely.

I cant say that hell go to the nets with you. But Ill tell him youre too good for me.

Porlick thanked him again.

I expect the lights a bit bad there, said Trennle.

Oh, no, said Hathway, for he was a sportsman.

They walked to the pavilion, Hathway looking a little puzzled. There was a quarter of an hour to go before the start of the match. Hathway had been able to bring the young man to the nets, but even he, though playing for England that day, could not bring him into the pavilion. So he left him at the gate and went in with Trennle, and brought the captain out to him. And this was a very great deal for him to have done for the young fellow; but Porlick was still a long way from playing against the Australians. Perhaps a vast ambition is best after all, but it has obstacles in its way, that little ambitions know nothing about. What do you think?

Well, I dont know, said someone, and began to express an opinion. And others came in with other opinions, and the conversation was sliding fast away from that devilish magic. It was I that brought it back.

When Jorkens returned to his story he said, The captain seems to have been quite polite to young Porlick, but he was obviously preoccupied, as who wouldnt be on such an occasion? Hathway told him that Porlick had just bowled him out.

Twice, said Porlick.

Well, I wasnt quite ready the first time, Hathway said. But it was a well-pitched ball.

Thus he brushed away one of the most difficult balls to play that had ever been bowled in England.

You want me to see you bowl? he said, always on the look out for young talent, though Porlick didnt look at all the boy to possess it.

Oh, yes please, sir, said Porlick.

I am afraid I have no time now, said the captain.

Those blessed words rang in young Porlicks ears like bells from a promised land, faint and far-off indeed, and yet full of hope; and he felt that his chance was going to be given him. You may think that I speak rather ecstatically, indeed that I exaggerate. But I can assure you, having spoken with Porlick and having heard his whole story, that nothing that I can say can make you appreciate what his ambition meant to him, which was nothing less than what I have told you, to play against the Australians and bowl them all out with ten balls. He still had sixteen left.

The luncheon interval came, and the captain remembered Porlick. What I imagine happened, from something that Porlick said, though I dont think he realized it himself, was that the captain, who had been fielding all the morning, had heard some talk of a new Australian bowler, and rather wanted a little practice to get his eye in and probably welcomed something as young and new as Porlick, looking perhaps to find in him that touch of mystery with which people were crediting the Australian. I dont say that rumour in cricket can make a ball swerve another inch, but it will sometimes add to a bowler a fear that can be as unsettling to a batsman, before he has got his eye in, as a swerve of half a yard; and I think that the English captain that morning wanted to see some bowling that was new and a little strange before he went in to bat. That is only my conjecture. It may have been mere kindness. But whatever the reason, he took young Porlick over to the nets, and allowed him to bowl to him. Well, of course, there was no standing up to the Devil, and the captains bails and stumps went the way of all who had batted against those spells.

Hm, said the captain. Will you send down another?

He didnt know he was asking for Porlicks hearts-blood. Or thats what the young fellow called it when he told the tale to me.

It will be just the same, said Porlick. But the captain naturally wanted to see for himself. And Porlick bowled again; of course with the same result.

I dont think I can be in very good form to-day, said the captain. Would you mind bowling again?

Despair gripped Porlick by the throat, so that at first he could not speak.

If you will play me in the next test-match I will, he said.

Such words, if ever uttered before, the captain had never heard, and even what he had just seen did nothing to diminish the shock of them, and he stood speechless. A young man was bargaining with him with the audacity of Lot trying to save Gemorrah.

I dont think we could do that, he said at last.

After all, said Porlick, it will be the hat-trick.

I dont think you will do it again, said the captain.

But if I do do it again? said Porlick.

I might think about it then, said the captain.

And I guarantee, said Porlick, to get three hat-tricks against them when you play me.

What? said the captain. And Porlick repeated it.

Well, send down another and let me see, said the captain.

Will you play me in the Test if I do? asked Porlick.

Again that audacious demand. There had been nothing like it since Lot.

Never before having had such an unblushing request made to him the captain hardly knew what to say, and rashly decided to end this difficult conversation in a way he felt perfectly safe. Hathway and Trennle, I should have told you, were watching, and they both heard his words. All right, he said. If you bowl me this time. And as he said it he determined to end the whole business by going on the defensive as he would have done if he had to save the game by surviving the last ball of a match. I dont quite know how. But when he was on the defensive, not in search of any runs, but only determined to keep up his wicket, there was probably no one in Australia or England who was able to get him out. Of course it was very seldom he played that way, because he wanted runs. But, when he did, he was invincible. No man in Australia or England, I should have said, but against the Devil it was of course a different matter. He stood with his bat perfectly steady, but the ball came in round it and got his middle stump, a very fast ball that scattered everything.

Thank you, sir, said Porlick, and walked away to avoid any argument, and the captain and Hathway and Trennle were left together. What they arranged I dont know, for Porlick never heard them. But he had bowled out all three of them, and six times with six balls. Porlick gathered that at least one of the men had been prepared to say that the captain had not really given a definite promise, and that the captain had said, We might try him. What the English needs for a new bowler may have been at that time I do not know, nor any of the influences at work. And of course none of them had ever seen Porlick bat or field. In this he was lucky, for though he did not look the sort of boy that was either able to field or to make a good bat, no amount of mere appearances could have shown those three cricketers how bad he really was in the field or at the wicket. Of course Porlick knew that, at any rate in the first innings, he need only field for one over, if only they put him on first. But they could not know that. Porlick went back to his lodgings and wrote to the captain, merely reminding him of his promise and asking the date of the next Test match. Then with what was left of his money he bought some adequate flannels and waited. And the odd thing was that, whatever influences worked, and however they worked, he got a letter from the selection committee that week, saying that he had been selected to play against the Australians in a match, at a date that was given, in the North Country. Well, the days went by and the day of the match arrived. I say that the days went by, however obvious it may be to all of you, because it really seemed to Porlick that the day would never come. But it did. They played on the high ground above Hawnby, I think he said. But wherever they played, there was Porlick, wearing the English cap. However incompetent he was with a bat he seems to have had a certain ability with his tongue, and with his usual audacity and with a certain amount of skill in stating his case he approached the captain as soon as he lost the toss and urged that he should put him on first to bowl. Youve backed me, said Porlick, and, if youve made a mistake, the sooner you find it out the better. I solemnly promise you that, if I do not start with a hat-trick, I will strain my ankle or something and retire. Whereas, if I can do what I promised, the sooner we get those Australians out the better. Before such impudence the captain was almost dumb, being totally unaccustomed to it. And Porlick went on, To tell you the truth, and it was the absolute truth, I am a very poor fielder. But let me bowl, and youll see.

And he did see. And many thousand people saw. For he put Porlick on to bowl from the moor end, the first over of the match, as he had asked. For a minute, Porlick told me, he felt some trace of nervousness, but as he walked back from the wicket with the ball in his hand and realized the enormous power that was behind him, all nervousness went away, and he ran casually up to the bowling-crease and flung the ball without even troubling to think where it was going to pitch. Why should he? He knew nothing that he could do would send down a ball that would be worthy to be bowled at a Test match, or in any decent cricket. So why bother? In this careless mood he bowled. And the ball was what one might have expected from inexperience and carelessness. But not what Porlick expected. It was not one of those fast ones that he had bowled at the nets: it flew up out of his hand high into the air, going slowly up and up, and then began to drop towards the wicket. The Australian batsman looked at it in amazement. The crowd started to laugh. And then the Australian, seeing that it was going to drop somewhere near the wicket, hit at it with his bat, as one might hit at a tiresome bluebottle, downwards towards the off, and it hit the toe of the boot of first slip, who was standing close in, and bounced up and fell into the hands of second slip. The umpire, of course, gave it out. But most of the crowd supposed that the ball had hit the ground, and the Australian part of it turned from their laughter to a sudden roar of anger, as they saw their best batsman walking away. Porlick felt a fool, and most of the rest of the team gave a rather pitying glance at him. But the captain walked straight up to the young man, and told him not to be discouraged. A new ball was sometimes slippery, he said untruthfully, and a thing like that might happen to anybody.

Dont think about it, he said. Never mind the crowd. And now bowl as you bowled to me.

The captain walked back to his place as another Australian came in, and Porlick went back to the point from which he started his run, determined to add all his own energy to the mighty power of the Devil, not that that addition could mean much. But the combined effort of the Devil and Porlick seemed unable this time to send the ball the whole length of the pitch: it flew a few yards from his hand, dropped short of the middle of the pitch and trickled slowly up it, while the whole crowd, English and Australian, laughed. The batsman, when it reached him, seeing that it had practically stopped, kicked it contemptuously back to Porlick. Porlick appealed. The ball was dead straight, and the umpire, not being able to judge its exact pace at that distance, and so not realizing that it would never have reached the wicket at all, gave it out. Porlick told me that he had not wished to appeal, but that some great inner compulsion made him do so. The captain said nothing this time, and the Australian section of the crowd began to barrack. That is to say they shouted unpleasant remarks, and some of them asked the captain where he had found the boy, and if he had played cricket before. Probably the barracker that shouted that had meant to exaggerate, and would have been astonished himself, had he been told how seldom Porlick had ever played. A suspicion came over Porlicks mind that the Devil was laughing at him. And what was particularly annoying was that the Devil seemed to be making himself out to be in the right and Porlick in the wrong. For the Devil was keeping his promise of a wicket for every ball, while Porlick, though getting two wickets in the two first balls of a test match, was being made to look ridiculous. Another batsman was coming in. Dont play any football with him, shouted somebody in the crowd. Porlick could only do his best, which was a very trifling thing compared to the Devils worst. And into the next ball the Devil seemed indeed to have put his worst; for it went ill-pitched and wide and absurdly slow. The batsman did not even attempt to reach it, as it trickled wide past the wicket. He turned instead to the captain, who was fielding on the leg side, and pointed his bat at him and asked him, Is this cricket were playing?

The English captain hardly knew what to answer. But the Australian in turning had moved his right foot, and when he lifted his bat to point with it he was out of his ground, and the wicket-keeper, just able to reach the ball that was trickling by, picked it up and put down the wicket. Porlick had got the hat-trick now, and a roar went up from the ground such as you might expect when a hat-trick was scored at a Test match. And yet it was not the right kind of roar. There was a snarl in it. The captain and one or two others came together and talked. But they said nothing to Porlick. The next batsman walked in, looking as if he were wondering, and took some time over patting the block, as though it mattered where he put his bat against such bowling as that. And then Porlick bowled again. Up went the ball even higher into the air than the first, and when it began to drop it was clear that it would come down beyond the wicket, nearer to the wicket-keeper than to the batsman. But it was not out of the batsmans reach, and by stepping back he was able to hit it, and he hit it hard and it went clear to the boundary, never touching the ground on the way. The whole crowd cheered, not only because they liked a good hit, but because everyone in it felt it was time that the Australians had a chance. But in stepping back at that wild ball the Australian had trod on his wicket, and he was out like the rest; and there were four wickets down for no runs. The Australian captain walked out of the pavilion to talk to the English captain, but thought better of it when he had gone a few yards, and turned back. For after all there was nothing that he could say. A cluster of the English team stood round the captain talking. And then another Australian came to the wicket. He grimly patted the block and looked towards the bowler. And there came another of those kitelike balls, soaring up in the air and over the wicket, and dropping towards the wicket-keepers hands. And the batsman, obviously in a temper, hit at it with his bat in one hand. And that ill-tempered blow at the ball caught the wicket-keeper on the head. It dropped him, and the ball went on, and the batsmen began to run a bye. But there came an appeal from Porlick for interfering with the field, and the umpire, taking the view that the hasty blow was intentional, gave the batsman out.

Well, it works all right, said Porlick aloud.

What works? said mid-off.

Nothing, said Porlick.

The temper of the crowd was now nasty, and all those who were unaware that you did not take a bowler off in the middle of an over were shouting, Take him off. The wicket-keeper got to his feet again. Some of the English fielders were looking towards the captain, wondering what he would do. Theres only one more ball to go, he said to one of them. Then the Australian captain came in. He took his stand and looked queerly at Porlick and Porlick bowled. This time the ball bumped half-way down the pitch and trickled along it and was obviously not going to reach the wicket. Weve come to play cricket, said the Australian captain, and stepped out and picked up the ball and threw it back at the bowler.

Porlick appealed, and the umpire had no option but to give the Australian captain out for handling the ball. Of course the Australian should not have done it, but tempers were running high and it was one of those things that can happen on such occasions. Then the umpire said Over, and the English captain gave a sigh. He walked all the way to the pavilion with the Australian captain, apologizing. And he put Porlick far out in the deep field, and the next over was bowled like an over during a test match. The first ball that came to Porlick he let go by, whether or not he was enough of a fielder to have been able to stop it, and he ran after it under the railings among the crowd, and was never seen in Hawnby again. He hadnt much money left by then, and he walked most of the way home. He had seven magical balls left, but I never knew what he did with them. I rather think he became afraid of a cricket-ball and never touched one again. The Australians, in spite of their losses, managed somehow to make a draw of it.

What was the date of that match? asked Terbut.

Porlick never told me, said Jorkens. But what he did tell me was that the Press hushed the whole thing up. And so they would. You dont see attacks on archbishops in English papers. And, though I dont say that cricket has the sanctity of an archbishop, it is our national game, and the Test is the supreme example of it. No use in showing it in a ridiculous light. So the whole thing was hushed up here, and the Press in Australia co-operated. And foreign countries are uninterested in cricket in any case.

But it was played at Hawnby? asked Terbut.

Certainly, said Jorkens, but they never played there again after that match. I hear they have let the whole ground go back to moor. I believe its nothing but heather now. Even the pavilion fell in and is covered with it. And as for cricketers, there are only grouse.

But never trust the Devil. He doesnt play fair. Porlick paid a perfectly good virtue, which he never got back; and though the letter of the bargain was kept, he got nothing worth having for it. Never trust him, Terbut.

Considering where you first introduced us, as it were, to your friend Porlick, said Terbut, he does not sound a very virtuous young man. Can you tell us what virtue he gave in exchange for those wickets?

That of always speaking the truth, said Jorkens.


Idle Tears

IT is for some while now that I have recorded tales that I have heard Joseph Jorkens tell, during afternoons or at lunch, at the Billiards Club, and I doubt whether the public, if I may give so large a name to such as may read those tales, realizes with what difficulty they have been collected. For, as I have complained before, there is a large clique in the club that seems to have no better occupation than to turn the conversation where Jorkens is least likely to get at it; and were it not for the considerable perseverance of Jorkens, and a certain ingenuity, I should hardly ever have heard those tales at all. So when a member called Puggle, who does not even own a mouth-organ, suddenly started to talk about music, I had little doubt that, sitting nearer the door than I, he had noticed the arrival of Jorkens. And this turned out to be the case. He had either seen him through the door or overheard his rather heavy breathing; and so, as Jorkens walked into our dining-room he heard Puggle and his confederates not only talking of music, but deliberately keeping our conversation there. At our long table Jorkens sat down in silence, and the musical conversation swept on so successfully that Terbut, an old and inveterate opponent of Jorkens, was tempted to triumph over him, always a rash thing to do with anyone, and said, You are not greatly interested in music, are you, Jorkens?

No, said Jorkens. But I know a man who is.

And for the rest of the time that we sat at that table we heard from him a somewhat unusual story.

He was a fellow called Smeggit, said Jorkens, and he was interested in music to start with. In fact he travelled so as to pick up local airs, in as many countries as he was able to visit, and used to play the tunes over on some sort of a pipe that he had. He went to Greece, among other places; and there one day in spring, when the anemones were just coming up and the violets, one day in January, when we are all in the cold and the darkness here, he made purely by chance his astonishing discovery. I did not know him at the time. I happened to pass him in the street about a year later, being led away by two policemen, both in tears. Of course I thought it must be a most frightful case, and so I did not let them out of my sight, and I made enquiries that ended in my getting to know him, and one day he told me the whole story. It was not a serious case at all, and he was only in prison a few days.

Well, this was what happened. What Smeggit discovered in Greece, carved on a piece of marble, was the notation of an old song. Well, of course, anything carved on marble would attract your attention in England, but there in Greece it was only the sort of thing that you would expect to see among the anemones, and at first he took little notice. But he dug it up, and, finding that it was not too heavy to carry, put it into the taxi that took him there, not far from Athens, and went back with it to Athens to his hotel. Well, you can always find archaeologists in Athens, and he found a couple of them and they deciphered the tune; and, to make a long story short, it was nothing less than the notation of one of the tunes of Orpheus. Of course that sounds rather surprising to you here. But it was nothing out of the ordinary in Greece, where I have myself seen the autograph of Praxiteles on a fallen column of marble on the Acropolis, and where the name of Byron carved in Poseidons temple seems, as of course it is, the last word in modernity.

Well, Smeggit plays it over on a piano to see if he has got it right, and looks over his shoulder to ask something about it, and sees the two archaeologists in tears. It didnt take Smeggit long then to see what he had got; and home he goes very soon and settles down in his lodgings in London. And there he made up his mind about the first thing he was going to do, and he told me all about it, which men dont generally do about that particular thing, and it was that that definitely decided me more than anything else to believe his whole story. What he was going to do was to make some money with the folk-tunes that he had collected from a great number of countries; but he realized, he told me, that with taxes as high as they are, he would never make enough to live on by that. And so what he decided was not to pay taxes.

But they make you, dont they? I said.

Wait a moment, said Smeggit. This tune I had got had made two archaeologists weep. How could they make me do anything if they were in floods of tears?

You were going to play the tune at them? I said.

That was my idea, said Smeggit. And meanwhile I just took no notice whatever of their demands. I made a nice little sum with my music one way and another, and I paid no taxes for nearly two years. And then one day the maid at my lodgings came up to my room looking frightened, and said that a gentleman from Somerset House wanted to see me. Why, let him come in, I said. Let him come in. Show him up. The girl didnt know what I had up my sleeve. I was going to soften that mans heart till it was all melted butter. And, as for taxes, I thought that was the last that I ever should hear of them. And away the girl went downstairs to show him up.

And what happened? asked Terbut, for Jorkens had stopped.

There are those, said Jorkens, who can talk with a dry mouth. And I have the greatest admiration for them, and would do it myself if I could.

Oh, well, said Terbut, and gave a nod to the waiter, who brought a whiskey-and-soda to Jorkens, which he consumed.

What happened, said Jorkens, was that the tax-collector came up to the room with a demand note in his hand and was pretty peremptory, and Smeggit sat looking repentant and thoughtful and pulled a long pipe out of his pocket, of the kind that I think they call a clarionet. He pulled it out in an absentminded way and began to play that tune, and the man from Somerset House broke down and sobbed.

Well, that is all right, thought Smeggit. The man was weeping all over his demand note, and Smeggit went on playing the tune. And he apologized to Smeggit again and again, because his tears had made the ink on the demand-note all smudgy, and he asked if Smeggit would be so kind as to let him have some blotting-paper. And Smeggit pointed to some with his head, but went on playing his tune all the time. And the man blotted the wet demand-note on the blotting-paper till it was legible again, though it made an awful mess of the blotting-paper, and, sobbing still, he pressed the note into Smeggits hand. Smeggit, seeing him shaken with sobs, thought he had finished with him, and said straight out, But surely you havent the heart to ask me to pay? For the mans heart seemed quite broken. He could no longer even speak, but he went on shoving the note at him, and Smeggit went on playing his clarionet, or whatever his pipe was. And when the man wouldnt stop brandishing that demand-note, at last Smeggit said to him, Well, anyway youll allow me a rebate of some sort. And the man had found his voice by then, though he was still shaken by sobs. That fellow Orpheus must have been a wonderful man. He was sobbing still, but he managed to speak. And he said, Well allow you a rebate for the cost of your blotting-paper. Youre entitled to that.

And that was all he could get out of him. And no gain to him there, for the blotting-paper was a sodden and inky mess. The man had completely destroyed it, as he fully admitted.

Well, Smeggit stuck to his point that he wouldnt pay. And he went on playing that tune. He couldnt believe that he could have any trouble with a man that was all bowed before him and shaken with sobs. But he had. The man said between sobs that he would call the police. And that is what he did. He opened Smeggits window and whistled and shouted Police.

Of course when they saw his face they came running, two of them, the two that I saw. They thought it was murder at least, when they saw the mans tears and heard those sobs of his. I think they were rather disappointed when they found it was only a case of refusing to pay lawful taxes. They asked him to come to the police-station to have a talk with the inspector. But Smeggit only smiled. And then he played that tune at them, right in their faces. And the two policemen burst into tears, like the man from Somerset House and the two archaeologists. And no wonder, for it is on record that Orpheus had made even Pluto weep. Smeggit thought he had won then. But it wasnt any good. When he refused to come they took hold of him, though they still let him play his pipe. They each had hold of an arm, up near the shoulder; and away they marched him with the tax-collector weeping behind. That is how I saw them. But, oh, that music. You were talking of music just now. I dont know if you have ever felt your eyes getting salty as any music was played, and then overflowing in tears. I admit mine did. I admit that I sobbed out loud as I followed them, Smeggit playing that tune all the time, like a nightingale that had come to a London street straight out of Heaven, and all newly inspired by the angels songs. I dont know if any of the musicians you were talking about can do that. Orpheus could. I dont know what the people who saw us thought. Something pretty horrible, I should say.

Well, I got his address, and afterwards got his story. He had to pay up in the end.


Among the Neutrals

SOMEBODY was saying, one day at the Billiards Club, something in favour of language, what a help it was, how it spread thought from mind to mind and enabled great numbers of men to understand one another. But Jorkens broke in with the remark, I remember once I was very hard put to it to find a language that not everybody understood. Very hard put to it.

How was that? asked Terbut.

Merely, said Jorkens, that I wanted to make a remark that was life or death to one man, that another man shouldnt understand, the other man taking the opposite view to what I did about the first man.

And what was it all about? asked Terbut.

Well, Ill tell you, said Jorkens. I happened to be in Ireland at one time during the war. There were quite a lot of people in Ireland at that time who were neither spies nor working for the Secret Service. You could tell them by a certain lack-lustre air that they wore as by right, while the others only wore it like a cloak they had borrowed. Of course it was not always easy to distinguish the natural expression from the assumed one, but after a while one got to know the people who were out of the great game that all the rest were playing, as you can tell the difference between sparrows and players on a cricket-field on the day of a big match. I was going down Grafton Street, whatever they call it now, when I met a man I knew, a colonel retired from long service in India. I had met him out there, a good sportsman called Stirrup. We recognized each other at once, though we hadnt met for years, and I asked him what brought him to Ireland; and the answer came so pat and so utterly satisfactory, that when I thought it over afterwards, though not at the time, I wondered. We talked for a while over old days in India, where I had gone long ago for a bit of tiger-shooting, and had found him doing the same. For a while we went together, in howdahs on elephants, looking for tigers in the long grass.

Grass? said Terbut. Gan a tiger hide in grass?

Quite easily, said Jorkens. The plumed tops of it were sometimes over my head, standing up in the howdah, on the back of an elephant.

Oh, said Terbut.

That was the difficulty, said Jorkens. They hid only too well, and we didnt get many. But I was telling you how I met Colonel Stirrup in Grafton Street, and he gave me some good reason for being in Dublin. And then I asked where he was staying, thinking he would at least ask me in for a drink. But he didnt seem very keen on it. Of course I didnt know at the time what his game was. He was staying at the Grand Neutral, not a large hotel, but one at which you could get the most perfect food. One might almost say the most perfect food in the world; for there were not many countries that were providing good food for anybody just then. But the Grand Neutral was doing it.

Well, when he didnt invite me in, I didnt say To Hell with you, as some people might have done. I just let a day or two go by, and then I dropped in casually about lunchtime, and found Stirrup in the dining-room there, apparently entertaining a nasty little man, or at any rate very pally with him. I didnt go up to their table, because if that was the sort of man Stirrup wanted to consort with he obviously wouldnt want me. I didnt mind: I only rather wondered at Stirrups taste.

What was wrong with the man? asked Terbut.

Nothing, said Jorkens, nothing. Only common. As I said, I didnt mind. But I was puzzled. Stirrup was always pretty fastidious, or so I thought. And here he was lunching with a man who looked so like a shop-walker in a grocers shop in an English provincial town. Of course a grocer does very useful work; but Stirrup had never seemed the kind of man to appreciate it. That was one thing that surprised me. But as I looked more at Stirrup there was a thing that surprised me vastly more, that utterly astounded me, in fact. I was looking at him from outside the room and he had not seen me, where he was chatting away to the little grocer, and to my amazement he gave me the most extraordinary impression. And I can only describe that impression by saying he looked like a German spy. Stirrup did. A man who you would have said was a typical colonel of a British cavalry regiment looked like a German spy. I couldnt make it out. I wondered the little man he was talking to didnt see it too. I almost expected him to get up from the table.

But what did your friend look like? asked Terbut. How did he look like a German spy?

Its hard to describe, said Jorkens. But imagine a German disguised, imagine him talking gutturally, imagine his clothes, imagine him eating. Well, Stirrup looked like that. I stood quite still, watching him. And if I hadnt known him, thats what I would have said he was. I may not have stood there longer than I have taken to tell you about it, but the two impressions sank in very deeply, the mild little grocers assistant and the German spy. After all, a camera does it in the thousandth part of a second.

Of course I knew it was nonsense thinking that Stirrup looked like a German; so I turned from that impression and began to wonder again what on earth he found so interesting in that very ordinary little man. And suddenly I found out, which I would never have done if an idea had not come to me. You never can tell how ideas come. You cant work them out. They just come, if they come at all. And the idea was that the appearance of a grocers assistant in a little provincial town was so unlike the cloak and sombrero and dark moustache of a spy, who would be spotted at once if he were wearing them, and shot, that all surviving spies must perforce be of this little mans type, rather than as we may picture them. Was he a spy and not a grocer, I wondered? And what was Stirrups game? Was he watching his little friend? This was only vague wondering. But, whatever the situation was, the little man had seemingly made up his mind about it before I even began to think, for he said something to Stirrup, and Stirrup got up and went out of the room, evidently to get something or do something for the man I had put down as a grocers assistant, while I was wondering what it was all about. I had the kind of impression, now, that I was watching rabbit and ferret. But which was which? Stirrup went out of the room by another door, not having seen me yet, and I went in and went up to a table near to the one at which the small man was still sitting, so as to get a closer look at him. He looked up quickly, as though I had disturbed him, or interfered with something he wanted to do. Then he rose and went to a table on which a paper was lying, and came back to his table and read it attentively for a while. There were no other customers in the dining-room of that little hotel, and a waiter came in only seldom. The newspaper was spread out to its full extent, hiding the whole of the table at which Stirrup had been sitting. He and his guest had two tables side by side, small ones against the wall. Then the man put the paper down on another table. I asked him if I might have a look at it. Certainly, he said. It isnt mine.

I read the paper for a little while, the page that he had been reading. And do you know what I found there?

What? said Terbut, suddenly stirred by the tone of Jorkens voice.

Nothing, said Jorkens, that could possibly interest the kind of man that the fellow appeared to be. Nothing at all. He had read it with the utmost intensity. But there was no more on that page to interest him, if he was what he seemed, than a page of racing tips would interest a bishop. That interested me enormously. I said to myself: Why then the paper? As a screen. How used? Why, it was between me and Stirrups plate. What would this man, who now struck me as not being what he had seemed, be doing with Stirrups plate. If Stirrup had been watching him, what was he doing to Stirrup? I didnt think long, for I hadnt long to think: Stirrup might be back at any moment. And I wanted to warn him. It may seem a fantastic suspicion, what I suspected; but that intent reading of the paper spread out so large before Stirrups table made nonsense. You may say people dont poison each other in hotels. But poison made sense, and the other didnt. The more I thought of it, the more sure I felt that he had put down poison for Stirrup, having got him out of the room for that purpose. And all he would have had to do then would have been to call on His Excellency the Nazi minister, who would have looked after him in a very comfortable house till he could get him safely away. Of course if the little man was a grocers assistant he would be doing nothing like what I suspected, but if he was a spy he would be doing nothing else than that kind of thing. It would be absurd to suppose that he would let Stirrup watch him, if that was what Stirrup was doing, as I also suspected, without doing anything about it. It was his job, in that case, to get rid of Stirrup, one of the things he was there for. How was I to warn my friend? Obviously tell him in some language that the other did not know. But I must find out what. I didnt want the fellow to know I was warning Stirrup, because I didnt quite know what he would do to us if he knew that his poison failed and had been found out. Shooting is easier in some towns than in others.

I am no linguist, but I have smatterings of about twenty languages that one picks up as one goes along. Quite enough to say Keep away from that food. Its poisoned. And Stirrup would have understood me in most of them, for he had travelled in most lands where I had, collecting heads and one thing and another. But I had to be sure that the other fellow hadnt travelled there too. Well, the newspaper had broken the ice, and I got into conversation with him. You would not have said, as soon as he talked, that he came from an English provincial town: far, far less from Germany; for he had a perfect Irish accent. A very disarming thing; and for a moment I very nearly gave up my suspicion. And then the idea came to me, that does not come to everyone, that the possession of an Irish accent is not in itself absolute proof that a man cannot be a German spy. It is odd, but it is so.

Well, he told me his name was Pat Murphy and that he came from the county of Galway, and I began to talk about travel. He wasnt secretive at all. When you come to think of it, if a man is secretive theres a mystery, and when you see a mystery in time of war you naturally suspect a spy. He was perfectly open, whatever country I talked of. But the trouble was he had been to them all. It was a distinctly nasty predicament: the little man knew Suahili better than I did, Arabic too, and he had travelled in India. I knew slight smatterings of three Indian languages. But he had travelled a lot in India, and probably knew more. He told me he was a commercial traveller. Probably he was. For spies have to have occupations, more than other people, not less. I knew that it couldnt be long before Stirrup returned. His luncheon was waiting for him, and would get cold if he was long away. And there it was, on a hot plate, and poisoned. What could I do? I tried even Samburu. No good. It was no use trying European languages. He would know them better than I do. Suddenly Stirrup appeared in the far doorway. I was desperate. If I blurted it out in English, we should neither of us get away. And writing a note was out of the question, for the man was watching me now. Stirrup spoke to a waiter, which gave me time for one thing more.

Snipe-shooting, I said. You must get fine snipeshooting in Galway.

Oh, yes, said Pat Murphy.

How do you shoot them mostly? I asked.

Oh, just stalk them, said Murphy, and shoot them from behind a tree.

Just so, I said. Before they get up.

Yes, said Pat Murphy, watching me as he spoke.

Much the best way, I said.

And then Stirrup began to come towards us. Pat Murphy started rather hastily to talk of other things, so as to get away from snipe, where he felt unsure. I closed my eyes. Before Stirrup got to our table I was asleep, and thinking hard in my sleep. So Pat Murphy is not a sportsman, I thought. So he wouldnt have gone after tigers, or any game, when he was in India. A man who is no sportsman over a snipe is not going to risk his life for the sake of sport with a tiger. I heard Stirrup come up to his table; I heard him pull back his chair. Virree. Virree, I called in my sleep, or some word like it, something I had heard a mahout say again and again to his elephant as we came back from the jungle once by a path through a field of green corn. And, whatever the word means, it stopped the elephant eating the corn all the way as it went, while the mahout went on saying Virree, Virree to it, or whatever the word was. That language at least Pat Murphy would never have picked up, for it is only spoken by men to elephants. Once very likely some tribe spoke it, but Murphy would not have got it from them, for they had all been dead thousands of years, and only their language survives. They must once have trained elephants, and been, I suppose, the first to do it. Virree, virree, I said. And then, Oh, I beg your pardon. What was I saying? A girls name. Dear me, I must have slept. A girl I once knew in India. A Hindu. But beautiful. Dear me. Fancy my remembering her yet. We went in a howdah. Well, well.

So sure of myself was I now, that I said the word howdah right into Stirrups face. And he understood.

T dont know if Pat Murphy believed my story. Probably not. Probably his type never believe anything. Safer not, of course, for them. But he was puzzled. And he didnt know what Virree meant, and never will know now. My old friend, Stirrup, knew. He made a great display of eating, which alarmed me at first. Then I admired it. It was a consummate display. I never saw anything half so good on the stage, where you see a good many banquets. I knew Stirrups game then. A man who could act like that was not in Dublin merely for the fine air, rich though it is with the odour of good stout. I saw him slip a bit of the food into his pocket, evidently to make sure. I said to myself, Pat Murphy, you are going to die. I dont know how, but youre going to. And sure enough he did, only a few days later.

Heart failure, the Dublin doctor said. Heart failure and shock.


An Idyll of the Sahara

I HAD arrived late at the Club. I had been to a Committee meeting of the Society for the Reduction of Chimney-Pots; for I had suddenly got roped in to the S.R.C.P. by merely agreeing with a man I met one day that there were far too many chimney-pots in London; and I had only agreed out of politeness, never giving the thing a thought: thats how one gets caught sometimes, and a guinea a year for life. Well, the dullness of it had given me a sudden need for something a little stranger, and I had thought of Jorkens and gone straight to the Club.

Lunch was over, and nine or ten of them were gathered before that fireplace we have, and Jorkens was there among them; and as no one was saying anything at the moment, I ventured a remark about travel in far lands. But something that Jorkens had had with his lunch had tended to make him drowsy, and I drew from him no response. A direct question from Terbut, however, aroused him, when his old antagonist asked, What used you to travel for, Jorkens?

Oh, one thing and another, said Jorkens. Chiefly that. But not always, you know.

I think Terbut recognized that he had got no further.

Indeed in spite of the tales with which he has often passed the time for us, when it might otherwise have hung heavy, there remains a certain mystery about the motive of Jorkens activities, which none of us at the Club has yet entirely cleared up.

One more effort I made to rouse him. You were telling us the other day about the most beautiful music you ever heard, I said.

For, surprisingly, he had been recently lured to talk about music, and might, I thought, do so again. And my effort succeeded.

I didnt say it was the most beautiful music I ever heard, said Jorkens. The most beautiful music I ever heard was a long way away from there, where I heard that tune of which I was telling you, a long way away from London.

Where was it? asked Terbut.

Beyond your travelling, Terbut, said Jorkens. Altogether beyond it.

And yet it wasnt so far really. It turned out that it was only a few hundred miles south of the Mediterranean where it comes nearest to Europe. So I think that Jorkens must have been referring more to Terbuts experience of life than to ground that he may have covered, which I think was never any great distance from London.

It was like this, he went on. I was camped at the foot of a little range called the Ouled Nail Mountains, hunting Barbary sheep, great brown-bearded creatures with magnificent heads. I used to hunt those mountains all day, and at evening I would come back to my little camp and look at the sunset. And that alone was worth going all the way from London to see. Thats what I was doing.

I only had three Arabs in my camp; one to look after the camels, one to cook, and one to do odd jobs for the other two. And then one day, far up the slope of a mountain, looking through glasses, I saw another caravan crawl over the desert below me, camels loaded with baggage, that looked in that vast immensity like a line of snails going over a gravel path. But what caught my attention and kept my glasses fixed on that caravan for the rest of the afternoon, instead of thinking of Barbary sheep, was that there were girls in the caravan. As a general rule I may say that, if you are after heads, it is best to give your whole mind to it, and to keep away from girls altogether. And I daresay that applies to everything else. I should say that very likely it does. But, at the time of life at which I was then, I did not give so much attention to general rules as one is able to do looking back on it; and, to tell you the truth, I entirely forgot about those heads I was after and only thought of the girls; which of course was a great mistake, because I might have had some very fine heads to show if Id stuck to the business in hand, whereas all I got out of the other business was, well, you shall hear. They were young and, as far as I could tell through my glasses, pretty. But at any rate they were girls, and after a few months in those very lonely mountains, that meant more than it would here, where one might quite possibly pass four girls without very much noticing them. I dont say one would, but its possible.

There were four of them on the camels, two on a camel, sitting on top of bundles. What particularly pleased me was that this caravan down below me was slanting towards the mountains, which meant that they would camp soon, because there was no way over those mountains with camels except by one pass, which was far on ahead of them, and even that pass the Arabs call the Path of Blood, because it is so hard for their camels. Well, I watched those girls laughing on their camels until they were out of sight round a spur of the mountains. And it did me good to see them. But then I had to do some hard thinking, which is always rather a nuisance.

However, I had nothing else to do when I had got back to my little lonely camp and the sun had set. What I had to think about was how to get in touch with those girls. Once I could do that, I felt sure of getting on with them. I was a lot younger then, you see, and it came easy to me. What wasnt so easy was getting near their tents at all, or anywhere where there are girls about. The Arabs are rather touchy about that. So I had to think hard. I knew theyd camp within a few miles, and sure enough they did. And a few miles are nothing in the Sahara when one is young. But how could I walk over and call on the girls, without being shot and afterwards eaten by dogs? For every Arab carries some sort of gun in the desert, and every camp has enough dogs to guard it from any approach to it by day or by night. The dogs I felt I could manage. But what about the men? For the dogs I had enough in my little store of drugs that I always take with me when I am anything much over a hundred miles from a chemists shop. And for the men I had an even more potent charm, which is gold; but it took some thinking, as I sat outside my tent in the starlight, to work out how to apply it.

Do you take much gold about with you, asked Terbut, when you go travelling?

Not much, said Jorkens. Two nuggets, as a matter of fact, two nuggets that I wore on my watchchain. I wore them in memory of an experience at the other end of that continent, when a firm sent me out from the City to sell a goldmine. Perfectly genuine nuggets, though they didnt happen to have been bred, if that is the right word, in that particular mine, which somehow or other the fellow with whom I was trying to do business found out. So nothing came of the deal, and I kept the two nuggets. Just as a memento, you know. Well, there they were on my watch-chain. Thats all the gold I had about me, Terbut, unless you count the watchchain; and I dont remember now what that was made of. Gold, I think.

And did you buy the girls? asked Terbut.

No, said Jorkens. No. They would have cost more than I happened to have on me at the time. I did not use those two nuggets for purchase: I used them for bait. And the scheme I worked out was this, a very simple one, but I like a simple scheme. The complicated ones may be good too; but with so many complications, one of them may not work. And then where is your scheme? No, I prefer them simple. Well, this was what I worked out: when I found where they were camped I would move along the mountains to somewhere above them, and there start digging. We had a sort of spade in our camp, to make things smooth for my tent. I should dig, and all the men in their camp would come out to look. And that is exactly what happened. I was up, as I always was, just before dawn, when the Barbary sheep are feeding on the tulips. And, sure enough, a long thin column of smoke went up straight as the leg of a table, with a tablecloth on the top of it; and I saw that in the mouth of a little valley that ran out of the mountains the Arabs must be encamped. I went a little further till I came to the crest of a ridge, and sure enough it was so. There they were on the flat under the mountain, sheltered by one of its precipices, asleep in their camels-hair tents, while the girls lit fires outside and were boiling kettles. Their camels were lying down, and seemed still asleep. I took my glasses out, and the girls seemed as young as ever.

No one had seen me yet, as far as I was able to tell; but you never quite know that in those lonely mountains. I went quietly back to my tent and had breakfast, and then set out with my spade.

What did you have for breakfast? asked Terbut, probably hoping to catch Jorkens out over some trivial detail.

I dont quite remember now, said Jorkens. But imagine the most perfect spread you can get anywhere in London, perfectly cooked and pleasantly served in a large airy room, and in perfect comfort. That is the kind of impression I have of breakfast in the desert. No liveried waiters, but I think the sun coming up over the Sahara was more gorgeous than any liveries, and as for food, all food seems splendid there. Well, I got my spade and told my three Arabs that I was going digging, and left it to their imaginations to find out what I was digging for. Then I went as near to the other camp as one goes to camps in the desert, where the Arabs dont like strangers to come too close. And a little way up the mountain above them I began to dig. I threw out a spadeful behind me, and quietly put down one of my nuggets right in the middle of it. In the sunlight that sweeps over the Sahara, turning it blue as the sea, and that flashes upon those mountains, it was not likely that a nugget of gold would be missed, but I threw down a cigarette near it, and knew that the Arabs would never miss that.

Well, sure enough, they soon strolled out of their encampment to look at me, and gave me the greeting that the stronger always gives to the weaker, the stronger being quite rightly determined by numbers. Selim alik, one of them said to me, and I replied Alikum selim, and went on with my digging.

They asked me what I was digging for, then. And I said, For the sake of exercise. Which might make some faint sense in England, where there are one or two people who have been known to do such a thing. But throughout that half of the world that we vaguely know as the East my remark was sheer nonsense, as I meant it to be, for I was leaving it to them to make sense of what I was doing, and I knew that they would work out that I was either digging for gold or diamonds or rubies, or for a spell that would supply some of these; and to give them some further assistance in that direction I threw out my other nugget in a light spadeful of sand. May you find what you seek, said another of them, a tall man like a king of Assyria coming down like a wolf on the fold. Inshallah, I said. Which means If it be the will of Allah.

He found the cigarette all right, but none of them touched the gold. There were only five of them there, one of them being a kind of slave, who hung about a little way off. They were men of the Ouled Nail, leaving their mountains and going to one of the towns to the north, in which they would trade for a while before going back to their home. They did not tell me in what trade they meant to engage.

I offered them cigarettes, and then went on with my digging. I take exercise, I repeated, and hope to find health from it.

Inshallah, they said, and drifted away and went back to their camp.

I went on with my digging for hours, not that there was much soil to dig; it was mostly rock: bright brown rock by day, and at sunset the colour of roses. Then I carefully covered in the hole I had dug and went back to my camp.

The men of the Ouled Nail stayed in their camp all through the afternoon, probably assuming that, even if I did not keep an eye on my diggings, there is always someone watching in those mountains. But I knew they would go as soon as it got dusk. And they must all have done so, even the slave, though he would not have been allowed to dig, but he evidently could not keep away from the neighbourhood of great treasure.

What did they think was there? asked Terbut.

I dont exactly know, said Jorkens. But it is quite easy to guess. You only have to read the Arabian Nights. It was the favourite reading of any that I had talked to among those who were able to read, and they would naturally suppose that anyone looking for treasure would be looking for the kind of treasure that you read of there: bowls of rubies, diamonds in coffers of gold and various things like that. Anyway they went, whatever they may have been after, because when I went in the dusk to their camp there were none of them there: only the women. Of course their dogs made too much noise, but I threw them lumps of meat, with a sedative in the meat, so that they stopped barking before they had done more of it than they would do for a passing jackal, and apparently did not attract undue attention from the men who had gone to the mountain. I walked away while the dogs were eating the meat, and returned as soon as they had gone to sleep. I picked the loveliest of the girls at once, and walked straight up to her. I had to be quick, not knowing how much time there might be to spare, and luckily she had none of that coyness, or any tiresome formalities, that might have delayed our getting to know each other and have wasted valuable time. Stars above us, and the glint of her eyes below: it was a lovely scene. Those stars, they were nothing like what you ever see here, nor those eyes either. Looking at those stars one got an idea of the magnitude of distances hitherto beyond ones dreams; and her eyes, like the eyes of all Arabs, seemed focused to the distances of the desert, not to reading print, like ours, or to looking across the street. But her eyes seemed brighter than those of any other Arabs that I had known, and they shone there under the enormous pale-blue stars. We got on quite well at once. Two or three other dogs came up from the other side of the camp, dogs that I had not doped, but she quieted them.

What did you talk about? asked Terbut.

The weather and crops, said Jorkens.

What crops are there in the Sahara? asked Terbut.

Sand, replied Jorkens.

And at that Terbut gave up, and interrupted no more.

Yes, we talked about the crops, and other things. Other things too, Terbut. And as I was saying, we got on very well. They were travelling along the edge of the desert under the mountains, to come to the cities, where the four girls were going to be sold. They were quite nice girls, but they didnt mind being sold in the cities as much as you might suppose. In fact, they didnt really seem to mind at all. But you mustnt judge them by our standards. In those bare mountains they had such an idea of cities as the best among us have of Paradise, so that to be sold in a city, as their aunts had been before them, was not what it would be to nice girls here, and I am afraid that they were rather looking forward to it. Well, I set myself to persuade that charming girl to have her fling before she got to the cities. But I had to be quick. Luckily she wasted no time. I mean to say that I have met girls when I was young who would begin by saying, Oh, really, I couldnt Mr Jorkens. All that wastes time, and we hadnt time to spare. Luckily she realized that. She really was lovely; so lovely that I hardly noticed at first that the other three girls seemed quite prepared to get on with me as well as Morning Glory was doing, to give an English rendering of the rather unpronounceable name for some blue flower that I took to be Morning Glory. There they were all four of them in the firelight, three of them looking as lovely as one another, and one of them lovelier than the flower after which she was named. Round us were the camels-hair tents, and the shapes of the sleeping camels, and the dogs that I had not doped lying watchful but silent, and the others asleep, and the long shadows going out from the camp-fire; and round these things the enormous spaces of the Sahara, and over us all those stars. And the thought came to me at that moment that a Mahommedan has four wives. Why shouldnt I be converted, I thought, and marry all four, and spend the rest of my life in a camels-hair tent in little valleys of the Ouled Nail mountains, camped under oleanders, called regularly every day by the dawn, and breathing air that is like bubbles blown from champagne?

Well, well, that was my dream. Dont think that I would have contemplated changing my faith for a girl, or giving up one tenet of orthodoxy. I wouldnt have done that for any girl in the world. I am sure of it. But four of them. Four times the temptation one can have ever expected to meet. Double I might have resisted. But four times. I think you will hardly blame me.

And they were all willing to come. I had told my own three Arabs to strike camp as quietly as they could, which meant to pile as much of the baggage as possible on to two mules that we had, and even to carry some of it on the shoulders of two men who were to walk part of the way with it, because camels always groan when they are being loaded; and then to wait under the mountains about half a mile beyond the camp of the Ouled Nails, on the far side from where they were digging. Well, Morning Glory came away with me, and so did the other three. We got away before the men came back. Evidently they couldnt leave that treasure that their imaginations had seen, with my slight assistance, as Sheharazades imagination had seen, stimulated by the threat of death in the morning, bless her. Still, there was no time to spare, and we hurried. One thing we delayed over, and it was worth it. I gave the girls some of the sedative that I had given the dogs, for them to give to the four camels, which they did. Just a sleeping-draught that would keep them quiet for the night. That ensured us twelve hours start, but twelve hours mostly dark, when camels could not travel so well, and the pursuit would be by full daylight.

Of course I might have poisoned the camels, but that would have started a feud, and a feud in the desert is a long business. They might, indeed, have started one over the loss of the girls, but loss of camels would make it certain; and that feud would have gone on for as long as I was alive, or any of that family of the Ouled Nail; and they usually have large families.

Well, we got well away before those men of the Ouled Nail returned to their camp. In fact, I should say we were three miles on our journey when they returned, as we could hear by their dogs barking. Sound travels a long way in the desert. When I knew we had that much start, and that the camels of the Ouled Nail would not wake before dawn, we travelled easily, walking in front of the camels so as to avoid rocks, of which there were many under the slope of the mountains, one of the Arabs riding a camel and the other three camels following, and two of the Arabs on mules. And as the girls and I walked over the desert, under Saharas stars, they chattered to me of the mountains and the flowers that grow in their valleys, and the djinns that dwelt further up. I let them chatter. After all, dont our most learned men tell tales of gods and goddesses, and of Pan in hills not so unlike those that loomed through the dark on our right? Much of our education comes from Greece, which drew a wisdom out of the very earth, as the Arabs have done from their almost neighbouring soil. They were tales that by day in a town I might scarcely have heeded. But in the night under those mountains they were by no means so easily set aside. So I let the girls chatter. For my part I had never entirely disbelieved in Pan: there was a certain plausibility about him, and tales of him that fitted with actual experiences. Might there not be as much to be said for djinns that, according to these dear girls, haunted the mountains? And, under those mountains in the night, I had not the mood to reject them. So Morning Glory prattled on as we walked, and the camels walked behind us, reluctantly, for they would rather have slept, and they like to see where they are going. And some time long after midnight Morning Glory ceased to talk, and looked at me with the eyes that shone in the starlight as though she thought it was my turn to give some local report of the doings of djinns in cleft of the mountains beside us. Well, you know, I dont like to be at a loss. Any time any of you may have asked me to tell you something about my travels, such as they were, I have always been glad to oblige. Still more, if I may say so, I should have liked to oblige that lovely girl of the Ouled Nail and the three others that had been good enough to come with her. But the difficulty was that I didnt know any tales of djinns, except ones that she would already have known by heart. Still, I didnt like to fail her and her three lovely companions, so I cast my mind back to things that I had been taught as a boy, and told them a few tales of Pan. I didnt speak Arabic very fluently, and it took some time to make her visualize clearly the god or beast I was talking about. But to my astonishment, when I did, she said, Oh, yes, a djinn like that has sometimes been seen in these mountains.

A hairy figure with horns, like what I described, she said, had been seen; and I supposed that they had seen a goat, escaped from the flocks of the nomads in the desert below, or a dark gazelle called an edni, or even a Barbary sheep, and I went on with my story about Pan. But then when I spoke of pipes she said yes, this creature played upon pipes of reed, and had been more often heard than seen. That puzzled me a great deal. It is one thing to tell an incredible story, handed down by the ages, but quite another to have it not only believed, but accepted as local news.

That strange acceptance seemed to add a mystery to crags that loomed in the dark. We were still walking when dawn came chilly over the desert, and when the sun came up and warmed us. We got up on to the camels then, and moved faster. My three Arabs were merry people and seemed to enjoy our little adventure, but now that it was light they often looked over their shoulders, giving something of the uneasy appearance to our journey that is given to a ship in time of war when officers on the bridge are looking astern. But there was no pursuit in sight. So after a while we rested for half an hour and lit a small fire and drank black coffee, that Arabs boil by putting a little cup on the end of a long handle into the embers, coffee such as I never taste here. And we ate a few dates, but did not pitch any tents, and soon we went on again. There was still no sign of pursuit, but we were not easy on that account. There is often no sign of dawn when you are expecting it. But it comes. And the Ouled Nail were as certain.

But how long had my imaginary treasure held those five men back, while they lost their real treasure? I calculated that those camels would wake fresh enough in the sunrise, and that we had only gained the bit that we had covered so slowly by night. Morning Glory was up on the camel behind me, on a heap of blankets and canvas, and I talked to her as we rode. I told her of a little valley I knew, where the oleanders clustered, lovely pink flowers on bright green bushes that the Arabs call laurier rose, and a stream ran through the valley, or at least a rocky bed in which you could be sure of pools of water, with butterflies floating above them in little clouds. I really told of that valley very poetically. And it was a lovely valley, even if I did exaggerate its beauty a little, and all the lovelier for coming among its flowers, as we did, out of the desert. There we should spend one night. It would be a near thing, but, with the Ouled Nail not yet in sight, we could do it, a night with the stars and her eyes twinkling and shining. And at dawn we would hurry northwards as fast as we could, away from the Ouled Nail, and I would become a Mohammedan and marry all four of them. They were all perfectly willing: there was no tiresome bashfulness about them, or any nonsense of that sort, and, as it was very pleasant to observe, no apparent jealousy of one another. The hours slipped by as I talked to Morning Glory, and I scarcely noticed them going. To our left as far as the horizon, and, as my three Arabs believed, for ever, shone the Sahara a slatey blue: close to our right the mountains rose up from it like a wall. We halted at noon to have a meal and to rest, thinking that our pursuers would do the same. But we had not rested for half an hour, when one of my Arabs, who could see as well with his bare brown eyes as I could see with fieldglasses, saw something on the horizon behind us that he said was the camels of the Ouled Naïl. So their anger was greater than the heat of the day, and it drove them on when all other Arabs and even wild animals, are resting for two or three hours. So we went on again; and that afternoon we gained on the Ouled Nail, so that, whether they followed still or changed their minds and rested, none of my three Arabs could see any trace of them where the blue Sahara went into the blue sky. The lovely Morning Glory was still seated behind me, as comfortable as we could make her on heaps of rugs and blankets, and I talked to her of her people and of her home, trying to find out if she had any reluctance to leave them. But something I had said of the valley to which we were going had caught her fancy, and that and whatever she fancied she would find in the lands beyond evidently seemed Paradise to her after the bare brown hills of her home, and she swore never to leave me; and the girls on the other camels, when they heard her raising her voice to swear, swore by the same oath never to leave me either, which was very nice of them. And I swore by their own oath to live with all four for the length of our days. And dont think that I didnt mean to keep that oath to the letter. Of course it would have meant seeing no more of England, but in that intense sunlight flashing on the Sahara and on the faces of those lovely and friendly girls one somehow forgot the north.

It was a tiring day. The Arabs wanted to halt towards sunset and light a fire and have some food and rest, as the men that were after us were not in sight. But I kept on. And the sun went down among clouds like golden mountains being wrecked by an earthquake and pouring rubies out of their broken chasms, and shone on the peaks to the east and made them like heaps of jewels hacked by giants from quarries blazing upon enchanted cliffs. But just before night fell, as it does rapidly there, we came to the ravine that I knew of in those mountains, and rode up it and found my valley.

Oh, that valley; it was all that I said of it when I described it to Morning Glory, riding across the desert; a nook, a garden sheltered by the feet of the mountains against every wind, where a stream was running softly under the oleanders. It must have been late summer, because the oleanders were all in flower, glowing with some light of their own, for it was long after sunset. But in the desert it seems always summer. We halted our camels with that queer guttural noise that they obey, a word deep down in the throat that never gets as far as the tongue, so that there are no letters in which it could ever be written, and in the fading light we pitched our tents. My tent and the tent for the girls the Arabs pitched by the stream, and their own discreetly twenty yards off by the rocks at the mouth of the valley. Further than this neither men nor camels separate when they camp in those lands, which are too wild for any traveller to feel safe. And while the Arabs unloaded the camels and made our camp, Morning Glory prattled on to me of the djinns that, as she had been taught from childhood, haunted those ranges, until I felt I knew all the neighbours. One, it seems I did not know. You pick up something of the people and ways of a country as you travel, but one cant know all about it. I dont pretend to. As Morning Glory prattled about the djinns I picked oleanders from a branch that was bending above us and made a wreath for her hair. She put it on charmingly. A young moon was shining over the western edge of our valley, all golden, with horns upwards, like those I have often seen above domes of mosques. I have remembered always, as though it were only yesterday, and shall remember for as many years as are left, Morning Glory sitting with her wreath of oleanders, in her dress of brilliant pink, that would look garish here; but that there, where the sun casts colour at every pebble and flower, was only one of the glories of the desert.

The tent was set up and the other three girls went into it, with their lovely dresses of various shades of mauve, so far as I can remember; but Morning Glory I will never forget, or any detail of her dress or her face or her hands, as she sat there telling me that, to whatever land I went, she would come with me for ever. As for the other girls, they had said something of the same kind, but the very words of Morning Glory are with me to this day, and, when the traffic is quiet and no one is speaking, I can almost hear them humming in my ears, Arabic words in whispers lost in the streets of London. She swore never to leave me.

And then the three Arabs went away, and set up their own tent. I told them that at dawn, as soon as ever they had said their prayers, they were to strike camp and we would all push on northwards and leave those men of the Ouled Nail behind.

Now all the stars were coming out. One night in that little valley! Again she swore never to leave me, as though once were not enough. And then from the ridge of the range that rose from our valley, I heard one flute-like note ring through the night. Morning Glory listened at once, and so did I, and there was silence immediately where the other girls had been chattering in their tent. Then more notes followed, blown from a reed pipe. That was the music that I was speaking of just now, the most beautiful music that I have ever heard, or that I or any of you ever will. It flooded our valley with its unearthly melody. Morning Glory never stirred. I looked at her, but she did not look at me. Not a whisper and not a movement came from the tent. They, too, were listening. There have been moments when music has stirred me, but all those moments added together never gripped me as I was gripped by that music then. It did not resemble any tune that we know, but seemed something wilder, something rather more like a symphony made by a master musician out of the blackbirds chorus at dawn in April, something inhuman like that from beyond our inspirations.

What is it? I said to Morning Glory. But she did not answer.

All the valley seemed to be trembling with that tunes ecstatic beauty, and all the oleanders seemed to be quivering with it. The echoes ran softly from rock to rock and filled our valley with music. It consecrated my love for Morning Glory. Again I looked into her face, but her eyes were far from me. I had no idea who was playing, or what he played. If Morning Glory who had lived all her life among those strange mountains did not know what it was, we were indeed at a loss. So I asked her again. Again she sat silent, then brought her gaze back to me, as though from a long way off, and said slowly, The horned one. And at once there returned the far look in her eyes, and she said no more. Some frightful suspicion came to me then, and I blurted out, Morning Glory, you never would leave me. But she did not answer.

After that, any more talk became impossible, for the music on the mountain increased in volume, so that I could have scarcely made myself heard; and, apart from that, no words seemed able to express any emotion, not even love, when those notes from the pipes of reed were expressing some longing that I could only describe to you in music if I were such a musician as Beethoven; but, not even then.

She rose to her feet. Morning Glory, I said, You would not leave me!

But she made no answer, and turned towards the mountain. At that moment the other three girls stepped out of their tent.

Girls! Faithless girls of the Ouled Naïl, I called. But they took no notice. The notes of the pipe rose then to a strange crescendo. There was a moment of beauty all round me such as I shall never feel again, and out of that beauty Morning Glory stepped away, and the three girls after her. That tide of music that drifted them away submerged me and left me gasping. I did rise to my feet and take a few steps and clutch Morning Glory by the sleeve, but she looked so intensely surprised that my hand dropped. I never saw her or any of them again. When they had climbed some way up that rocky slope the music suddenly stopped. Why they went to the mountain I never knew, or what called them. But I suppose I should have known. If Pan ever lived at all, he was immortal. And if he lived anywhere, those mountains were just the place for him. From my three Arabs I got nothing. One of them when I asked him what it was, said, Doubtless the horned one.

But who is he? Where does he come from? I asked.

From the days of ignorance, he said. By which he meant that it was something from before the time of the Prophet.

And the girls, I said, where are they gone?

To the mountain, he said.

I got no more out of him. Mirages, stories of djinns, solid things such as rocks and camels, he took just as they came. If he heard music, the music was there; if the girls were not there, they were gone: he did not seem interested in any cause.

Here in London I dont know what to make of it. But there in that valley of the Ouled Nail mountains, with the mystery of the Sahara lapping against it like an enormous sea, things that seem strange to us here seemed simple enough. It was certainly nothing earthly. And I didnt believe in her djinns. I dont see what else it could have been but Pan.

Well, nothing remained then but to get away from the Ouled Nail who were after me. And that, by going with our camels through the pass called the Path of Blood, and then well away to the north, we easily did.

Certainly, whatever it was, I heard some very fine music.

Two of our members were by now asleep, Terbut had been silenced by his rebuffs, I ordered a whiskey for Jorkens, and the rest of us by a certain reluctance to comment appeared to reserve judgment.


The Devil Among the Willows

I WAS in the Club one day having my lunch and sitting at our long table some distance from Terbut, when Jorkens walked in. I hadnt heard what Terbut and those near him were talking about; but I heard his raised voice as he called out to Jorkens, We were talking about a friend of yours.

He has often mentioned you to me, replied Jorkens. And then I got a pretty clear inkling that they had been talking about the Devil, and that Jorkens had guessed as much. And when I saw that Terbut was completely without an answer, I was sure of it.

I dont know that I know very much about him, Jorkens went on. If you are really as interested in him, as he appeared to be in you, you should talk about him with a student of demonology. There are such persons.

Oh, are there? said Terbut at once, hurrying to get away, as it seemed to me, from the more personal conversation, at which Jorkens had been getting rather the best of it.

Yes, said Jorkens. I knew one once. He was a schoolmaster.

Oh? said Terbut. Did he teach demonology?

Not at all, said Jorkens. He only taught Greek. And to the boys he appeared to have no interest in the world except Greek and perhaps a mild curiosity about cricket. But every schoolmaster has his own private interest, and they are all of them wonderfully unlike the things that they teach. Many of them are mountaineers, some collect butterflies, this man was a student of demonology.

Was it ever of any use to him? asked Terbut.

As a matter of fact, said Jorkens, it had a practical application once. He was a man called Gurden, and he told me a little about demonology. What I chiefly remember of what he said about it is that demonologists draw a very clear line between what an unaided human being is able to do, and those things that are definitely beyond our powers. And as we were talking about what men could and could not do, he told me of the time when he was able actually to apply his curious knowledge, not that he had ever expected or even wished to do so: it was rather to get away from the daily routine of his ordinary life that he had taken up this study, not with the intention of doing any practical good. But this was his story. It was one summers day at St Swithins, and he had been watching a game of cricket all the afternoon, especially the two brief innings of the side that was being bowled out by a boy named Suthers. Actually he was watching only this boy, a bad cricketer, useless with the bat and clumsy in the field, but with the ability to pitch a ball exactly where he liked and to make it break four inches by the time it reached the wicket. Exactly, mind you. I dont mean that he merely pitched the ball well up, but that he could hit the middle of a half-crown on the ground with greater accuracy than that of a man with a rifle at eighteen yards, and unlike any man with a rifle he could do it continuously, without ever missing once. Wherever that boy wanted to put the ball, he put it. No batsman stood long against him; mostly he was yorking them, though, when any boy cautiously blocked the ball a few times, he would sometimes tempt him out of his ground with a long-hop and a ball breaking away, and get him stumped. But, though his method varied, Gurden could see that the boys ability to put a ball exactly where he wished was invariable, a power that never deserted him.

Evening was setting in before the boys stopped playing, going on with the unnecessary second innings of the side that, thanks to Suthers unplayable bowling, had won already by nearly two hundred runs. And Gurden walked thoughtfully through mists that were rising now from the stream that wound under willows along one side of the ground. He walked thoughtfully away and went straight to the Headmaster. He had made his curious decision; he had been considering all that afternoon the limits of human abilities and the mathematical laws of chances, and had decided that what Suthers was doing was something beyond those limits. Whence, then, could this extraordinary power have come? Not by prayer. Suthers was not a particularly religious boy. There was one possible source: Suthers had been in league with the Devil. And so Gurden told the Headmaster. They were in the Headmasters study when Gurden came out with this appalling news. The Head knew a good deal about cricket. Indeed, there are those who believe that cricket is the foremost interest of St Swithins College; but this is not so, for they have turned out several scholars who have afterwards made names for themselves as translators of the Greek classics. He sat for some moments at his wide mahogany table, and then asked several questions about the pitch of the ball and the frequency with which Suthers was able to do what he did. And then he said, It is not proved, Gurden. I am not, as you know, a gambler; but I do know that at rouge-et-noir a run of one colour has continued for over thirty. We must give the credit to chance for the utmost that it can do. Human skill, I grant you, cannot do what you have seen Suthers doing, but chance might. You must go into this more carefully. You must eliminate chance. Get the boy to practise, and watch him, and, above all, count. I should like you to see him do it a hundred times, before we can say for certain that mere chance is eliminated. Then, I admit, we shall have to be convinced; and a bad business for St Swithins. We shall have to consider what we shall do then.

Surely, sir, said Gurden, in that case there could be no question what you must do. Surely if it is clear that the boy has had dealings with the Devil...

Exactly, interrupted the Head. If it should be clear, we will have no option. We could not keep Suthers then. But eliminate chance. I could not expel a boy from St Swithins, and on so grave a charge, while any doubt remained that might be in his favour.

So Gurden went away to do what he had been told, which he did the very next day, for he found Suthers and led him away to the cricket-field. But he did not find it easy to test him there, for Suthers turned out to be shy of his strange power and did not care to talk of it, still less to have it tested or to answer any enquiries concerning the source of it. And from this alone Gurden feared that the source was a dark one. So he got a boy whose batting was rather poor, although he had been considered for the Eleven on account of his wicket-keeping, and under the pretence of coaching this boy he got Suthers to bowl to him, which Suthers did for an hour. And at the end of that time Gurden had completely decided that Suthers had a power that could only come from an ultra-human source. I wont say superhuman, but ultra-human. Well, he had decided already really, but now he was sure he had evidence that would make others decide the same way. For he had put a half-crown on-the pitch, substituting a postage stamp after a bit, because sometimes the half-crown flew up rather awkwardly when Suthers hit it, as he did every time, nor did he ever miss the postage stamp, and he always made the ball break a good four inches into the wicket. Of course the boy who was being coached could do nothing against him; he was yorked nearly every time.

So Gurden went back to the Headmaster, whom he had left to his thoughts, and I may say that those thoughts were complicated by the fact that the match against St Elmos was coming in ten days time. St Elmos is, of course, St Swithins rival. Curiously the great match is seldom mentioned by either headmaster. But this is not because they are any less interested in the match than the majority of English people, for if possible they are even more so: it is in order to keep up the pretence that St Swithins and St Elmos have more important things to consider than cricket.

Well? said the Headmaster.

I am afraid it is as I thought, said Gurden.

You tried him a hundred times? asked the Head.

Quite, said Gurden.

Very well then, said the Head. We must look facts in the face. We must see what can be done. Or rather we must see how it can be done, in order to avoid the most scandal. I must talk it over with the other masters. Tell them, will you? Say four oclock. Ill see them all in here at four to-day.

So Gurden went out to tell the other masters.

At four oclock they were all gathered in the study of the Headmaster, and the Headmaster said, We really must all recognize, as I am sure we all do, that the moral welfare of St Swithins comes before cricket, even before the match against St Elmos.

Oh, yes, muttered all the masters, to dispel any doubt lest, with the match so near, any of them would be thought, even though only temporarily, to put cricket first.

Well, the Headmaster went on, Gurden has probably told you all what he has found, which is that Suthers has unfortunately had dealings with the Devil. For Gurden has satisfied himself, and I am sorry to say has satisfied me, that Suthers could not do what he does by any human agency. Well, we are all familiar with such dealings, as all literate men are, even though probably none of us ever expected to see anything of them in our own time, and least of all at St Swithins. We all know the terms of such bargains: the unfortunate dupe sells his soul in exchange for something on which he sets value. And I am not saying that to play for St Swithins and beat St Elmos practically with his own hand, as I have no doubt that he now can, would not be a very considerable temptation for a boy. That is not the point. The point is that he has yielded to it. Now, I am afraid there is no doubt as to what must be done.

But before the Headmaster actually pronounced sentence upon the absent boy his housemaster spoke up. One moment, he said. If I might ask one question. Is there any evidence that the Devil has ever been seen in the grounds, or anywhere that Suthers could have had access to him?

There was a hush after that, a hush in which the Headmaster thought. And after a while he looked up and answered. No, he said. There is no such evidence, and I am bound to admit your point. However grave the suspicion, there is no evidence such as you ask for. And in the absence of such evidence I cannot take the step which I contemplated. Furthermore, if the wretched boys parents were to proceed against the school for wrongful dismissal, that is the very evidence that would be asked for and that could not be supplied. So, painful though it may be to keep such a boy at St Swithins, and mockery though it must be to see him every Sunday in chapel, there is nothing that we can do. You are quite right, Lubbat (that was the housemasters name). We cannot act without evidence.

Its not that I want to keep the boy, said Lubbat; but I thought I ought to mention the point to you.

You are quite right, said the Head again, you are quite right. There is nothing that we can do.

They all looked at each other, all the assistant masters, as they realized that they had to live for several more terms in the same college, often in the same room, as one who had sold his soul; but the English sense of law and the rules of evidence, inculcated at St Swithins as much as anywhere in the world, were too strong for any of them to utter a protest, and they went away in silence. And in that silence as they walked away one of them said to Lubbat, Well, I am glad you were able to keep Suthers. But the little congratulation rang too hollow, and Lubbat only shook his head, and none of the others said anything.

An air of tension hung over St Swithins for the next three days; and the great match with St Elmos was only a week away. And then one of the masters somehow got out of one of the boys, what all of them had known for several months, that one evening at the end of the previous autumn, when walking through white mists alone under the willows, another boy had seen Satan. The boy from whom this information had been obtained would not give the name of the other boy, but he gave a very clear account, although second-hand, of what the Devil had looked like, all nude and black under the willows and wearing a long tail, a tall, horned figure. The master went to the Head at once and told him the story, and, though the Head was never able to find out which boy saw the Devil, he questioned several boys, who all told him the same story, for it had been well known through the school ever since that autumn day. And after that the issue was clear enough. What it amounted to was that Satan had no longer an alibi. The suspicion that Suthers had sold his soul had been overwhelming; but while there was no evidence that anyone could have bought it, by English law there was no case against Suthers. But now the purchaser had been seen quite close, and it could no longer be supposed that Suthers was innocent.

Well, said the Head, that settles it. The moral welfare of St Swithins comes before everything. We cannot keep a boy who has sold his soul. But, as we must write to tell his parents and give them time to answer, and as the St Elmos match is only a week away, tell Lubbat that Suthers must leave the school the day after the match.


A Spanish Castle 

ITS curious, said the traveller one day in the Billiards Club, how every house differs from any other. To go in through the door of any of them is like entering a new country, even when they happen to look the same outside, even when their outsides are identical in a long street, house after house the same.

There were a few of us deep in leather chairs in the smoking-room of the Club. I dont remember to whom he spoke, but we all heard, and before he had gone far with his story we were all of us listening. He was a man called Tregant, as I was told afterwards, though at the time I did not know who he was. Somebody said, Yes, I suppose so. And Tregant started his story. For instance, he said, a few years ago, just after the war ended, I went over for a few weeks to the West of Ireland, partly for a holiday, and there is no better place for one, and partly because of a sudden and rather unaccountable urge to try to escape from tax-collectors, who were driving me rather hard just then; and I had the idea that, if I could buy a house cheap enough, I might find some alleviation of a financial position that was getting a bit beyond me. So off I went to the West of Ireland, letting several worries fall away behind me, like flies that cannot keep up, and, odd though it may seem, no new ones rose in that balmy air to take the place of the others. I didnt trouble any estate agent, for it was only a passing fancy of mine to try to escape the tax-collectors by buying an Irish house, as a hunted fox may consider running up an ivied tree: I asked the people of that western county, whomever I happened to meet, if there was any house for sale, and they told me that there were hundreds. They may have exaggerated, or the people who lived in that lovely land may really have been dissatisfied with something or stirred by some vague discontent, but, whatever it was, there were few houses I happened to ask about between the mountains of those parts and the sea that were not for sale, if one could give the money required. I passed several such in the motor that I had hired in the village at which I had left the railway, and from which I had plunged into this strange fairyland that was unspoiled by our worse inventions, and where the war, if ever referred to, was always called the Emergency. The owner of the inn at which I was staying, a man named OGrady, gave me a great deal of very interesting information all the way, but I rather doubt if it was true. I had nothing against any of the houses we looked at, except the price, and except that somehow or other I couldnt quite imagine myself living in them, but I dont know why. There had been wars there, OGrady told me, wars and not mere emergencies, and nearly all the houses he showed me had been the scenes of great battles. House after house we passed, all of them completely different from one another, as houses are, all seemingly for sale at a price. It was summer and all their gardens smiled at me, but still no inner instinct seemed to tell me that any one of them could be my home. OGrady prattled on.

Im no relation now to the great OGrady, he said, But sure, we were all the one family once.

I did not like to ask who the great OGrady was, so that I suppose I shall never know now. Suddenly, as he was telling me an interesting story of a battle between two leaders whose names I forget, we came over the crest of a little hill, and for a moment through a gap in some heavy foliage there flashed the sight of a house not only different from the others, but different from any that I had ever seen. It was a white flash that I saw, a white wall rising to turrets and battlements, like a little castle of some tiny province of fairyland. Trees bent over it and surrounded it, except where a small lawn let a glimpse of light into its windows. So secluded it seemed among all those trees and overgrown shrubs that had long encroached on the lawn, that I hardly hoped that OGrady would be able to tell me anything of who dwelt there. But whatever suggestion of doubt there was in my voice, when I asked him if he knew anything of that house, seemed to offend OGrady, for he abruptly asked me, Dont I know all about it? And I could only answer lamely that I was sure he did. And all about the family there for ever, he added. And I said I was sure he would. And then he told me that it belonged to a very old lady, whose family had suffered misfortune in the days of the Spanish armada, which had gone out to teach religion to the English, and had come on to this very bay when they would not learn.

What kind of misfortune was it? I asked.

Sure, they were drowned, said OGrady.

Dont ask me how they founded a family there, if they were drowned in the Spanish armada. I am only telling you what OGrady told me. Perhaps some Spaniard had landed and lived there for a while, and had some quarrel with someone along that coast, who may have started thinking then that it might have been better if the Spaniard had gone down with the galleon, which was certainly wrecked in that bay it local legend is accurate, as I have found it always is where a people have only their memories to rely on and to hand down age after age, until they are confused by any ability to read, which may spring up among them later, and which had certainly come to Knocklearydoon, where this all happened, but had not yet spread. And then the older resident, whoever he had been that had had the quarrel with the Spaniard, may have thought he was making everything all right by putting the Spaniard back in the galleon down at the bottom of the bay, with the help of a few willing hands, which would have been readily lent, for they dont take much to strangers along that part of the coast. I dont know, but it may have been like that. The old story may have missed only a few weeks that the Spaniard had on shore, and the rest may have been accurate enough. After all, they didnt want the Spaniards in those days in England, but the dislike of them may have taken a few days longer to work up in the West of Ireland.

However it be, and whoever owned it now, I found out from OGrady that Knocklearydoon Castle was for sale, advertised in the local paper. And now we were in front of its moss-grown gateway of iron, from which a weedy drive went up to the castle; but the gates no longer closed and a deep ditch lay between them, over which it appeared that there may once have been a bridge, but there were only the scantiest clues of it now. I asked OGrady to stop the car at once, and I climbed down the ditch and up the other side and asked him to wait while I enquired the price of the castle.

Sure, the price is all right, said OGrady. Only..

Only what? I asked.

Only maybe she wont sell, he said.

Thinking I knew more about business than OGrady was likely to know, I rashly neglected to ask him for any more information, and walked on up the weedy avenue. I came soon to the small white castle, and pulled at an iron handle that hung from a chain by the right-hand side of the door, putting my strength against the hold that the rust had got on the chain of a bell that could not have been pulled before for a long time; and eventually the bell rang, and I heard it toll in the deeps of the little castle and, soon after, the sound of footsteps. A very old woman answered the bell, and I said that I had heard that the castle was for sale.

Sure, it is indeed, she said with her lips; but there was a queer look in her eyes which seemed to say something different, though I did not make anything of it at the time. I had not noticed any ivy on the castle when I caught the flash of its white stone from the road, but there was some near the hall door, though the queer thing was that several tendrils of it had slipped through gaps that had decayed at the edge of the door, and it was growing mostly inside. A curtain of it was hanging beside the door. As the old woman held aside the curtain of ivy to let me pass, I regretted that I had not stopped to get from OGrady a little more information about the lady that I had come to see. He had not even told me her name. So I had to say to the old woman who let me through the door, I am afraid I do not know the name of the lady of the house.

Her name, said the old woman, is Donna Cordovia del Vallees di Sierra Nevada.

And I suppose I said something obvious about the name sounding Spanish, and she answered, Sure, the family would have been grandees of Spain had they returned in time. But they kept putting it off, and theres not the money in the family now that would be enough for the journey. And, glancing at the ivy through which I had come, and at the moss that was taking the place of mortar between all the stones of the floor, I could readily understand that this might be so. And then she said, I will show you up to the Donna.

So up the staircase we went, I walking slowly behind the aged woman; and the carpet alone was enough to show me that there could scarcely be any other servant in the house than the one who wearily led me up those steps that seemed to have been abandoned long ago to the ravage of rats and moths. Large pictures lined the walls, but so dark with dust and age that one could not tell whether they were original pictures or copies, or, if copies, copies of what. Dust and its enemy damp seemed to keep house there together, visible to the eyes and detected even by smell. At the top of the stairs the old woman paused for a moment in order to regain her breath, and led me then towards a mouldering door. Suddenly she stopped again and turned briskly round and said to me, Offer four thousand pounds.

But the price in the paper is three thousand, I said.

Never mind, said she.

And, I am afraid that I cannot afford four thousand, I said.

Never mind, she said. You wont get it.

With these astonishing words, and no further explanation, she knocked on the door.

Come in, said a clear voice.

So in we went and I saw an old lady, older even than her old maid, lying on a sofa in a room that had also a vast four-poster bed, with hangings that had held out in their day against many moths, like old bullet-torn banners, but which had now lost their battle. I bowed and said: I read that your castle is for sale.

The old woman who had shown me the way gave me one more look and retired.

Yes, said the old lady on the sofa, it is for sale. I am sorry they had to show you up to the top of the house. I am confined to this room now. I hope they looked after you.

Perfectly, I said, seeing that she referred to the butler and footman who might have opened the door, had she had any more servants than the one I had seen. Then her eyes looked all round the room and out of the window, though from where she was she could not have seen much more than the tops of trees. It was only a look, a slow, lingering look, and a very restful expression framed by white hair, which would only have made me wonder, had I not had the hint that her old servant had given me.

I read that the price was three thousand, I said.

A printers error, she answered.

So here was my opportunity for doing what that old servant had advised, and offering four thousand. But I could not afford so much. And just as I was wondering what to say, I saw her looking again all round her room, with glances of such affection at every moth-ravaged hanging and every mouldering piece of timber or plaster, and at patterns of the old wallpaper that still showed through the damp, so that with the help of the advice that I had just had I suddenly got an idea of what to do. At first I said nothing, no words coming to me while I stood looking at her old Spanish face, or so it seemed to me after what I had heard. And she was looking at me with her dark eyes, waiting for me to speak. And I noticed a tendril of a creeper that had come down through a crack in the ceiling and slightly swayed with its few bright leaves in some draught that strayed through the room, so faint that it may have come from no more than the old ladys breathing. And then, as I looked at those aquiline, rigorous features, confidence came to me along the flash of her eyes, and I said, I would like to offer you fifty thousands pounds.

Fifty thousand pounds! exclaimed two of us in the club.

She showed no surprise, went on Tregant, but merely said, I will consider your offer. I gave her my address then, not that I gave her the right one, since I knew that she would never accept my offer: I had seen her look as it fell on the faded walls of that room.

Then why did she advertise the house for sale? asked one of us.

I think, said Tregant, that it must have been for the sake of a little company and for chats with whatever passing traveller that advertisement might lure to her house, for she talked to me for a while of many trivial things, yet of things that she might not hear discussed by any neighbours that might come to see her, if ever they did in that remote western county. And I noticed how all her expression lit up when I told her that I came from as far away as London. I hope I told her some things that she wanted to hear, though I am afraid that all that I said to her seemed dull enough to me. I told her what railway tickets were costing in England then, and what buses ran on what routes, so far as I knew their numbers, and where one went for a good hat, and where one could get oysters, and what time restaurants closed, and a few things like that. And she asked me who rode in the Row, and whether horses were still to be seen in the streets, and what dances were given, and if there were many pastry-cooks. And I answered as well as I could, and she seemed delighted with all I told her.

And then I bowed to her, and we said good-bye. One of the servants will show you out, she said.

Outside on the landing I saw her only servant. I have offered the Donna fifty thousand, I said.

The old womans face lit up at once. It was the right sum to offer, said she.

For a moment I wondered if I ought to ask any questions about the little castle, so as to give some touch of reality to my offer to buy. But somehow I saw at once from a single glance at her face that she knew I would never raise the money, and that the castle would never be sold. So I merely said, I will come into residence in the autumn, if my offer should be accepted. And she said, I will have everything ready for you! It was late summer then.

And so we parted, and of course I never saw the queer castle again.

There was a hush in the Billiards Club as he finished. Perhaps we felt some awe of that offer of fifty thousand pounds. Perhaps we merely wondered.

And then Jorkens spoke up. Knocklearydoon, he said. I know it. I was along that coast once, and I went to that very house. It was still for sale. I made an offer for it to the old lady myself.

What did you offer her? asked Tregant.

T offered a million, said Jorkens.

There was a movement forward in their chairs by several members who had been leaning back, for many of them had lent small sums to Jorkens, and it seemed the moment to try to recover a few shillings. But it was only a momentary impulse, and all of them soon sank back again.

And did she accept it? asked one of our youngest members.

No, no, said Jorkens, she was never going to do that. But it was the right sum to offer.


The New Moon

PUNCTUATION is of course of considerable importance in writing a story, but nobody can imagine a story being made out of punctuation; and it was for this reason, if so wretched a device can be dignified by the name of a reason, that that clique in the Billiards Club, of which I am tired of complaining, adopted punctuation as a topic for discussion as Jorkens came into the dining-room. Punctuation, as I need hardly say, is not a topic that anyone could wish to discuss, certainly not at our lunch at the Billiards Club, and the only reason they chose it was so as to have no possible take-off, as I may call it, for any story by Jorkens. No story that could entertain those of us who cared to listen, or that could be any strain on the credulity of those who preferred to scoff, could possibly arise, as it seemed, from the topic of punctuation. A mean device, and how ineffective! For Jorkens joined in immediately, and with all the air of a man who had intended to discourse on that very thing. Punctuation, he said. Yes, a very interesting subject. You would include a decimal point, I imagine, in punctuation. And that envious clique conceded that to him.

A very curious case, Jorkens went on, arose out of that, a considerable menace to all of us, if you would like to hear. And the two or three of that little clique seemed to recognize then that if Jorkens could start one of his unusual stories, and I think I am right in calling them unusual, from a discussion on punctuation, with decimal points as it were thrown in, no efforts of theirs would be likely to divert him and it was no use trying further. That is what I seemed to see in the air of dumb resignation that settled down on their faces. At any rate they said nothing, and out of the silence Jorkens went on. Yes, he said, a considerable menace. It was not very long ago, and it flared up large for a while in a certain circle, and then died down. Ill tell you how. There was a man called Smettaby-Willams, never heard of before and wont be heard of now, but for a few days he assumed enormous importance. What he had done was to work on the atom, as more people than we know have been working on it, only he worked a bit further. And when he had worked it all out, what did he do but go to a certain high authority with his whole book full of figures and tell him that the figures would show that in the study of modern explosives he had gone further than anyone else. Show it to scientists, he said, and they would corroborate his discovery. He persuaded them to take the book. You may be surprised at that. But high authority is rather more, not less, uneasy about the atomic bomb than the rest of us, as high authority has responsibilities for things that the atomic bomb might smash, or at any rate the hydrogen bomb, and when the subject is brought up that authority is easily worried. They took the book. But they said, But what do you want? And Smettaby-Willams merely said that he wanted to serve science and serve the country, and nothing definite. And he went away and left them with the book.

Well, just at that time I happened to be living in some rather dingy lodgings, a considerable amount that I was expecting in dividends not having come in during the week that I was expecting it; and there was an insignificant looking little man there, whom I got to know by sometimes talking to him at meals, a man named Podders. But you wouldnt have heard of him. Very few ever had. But they did know about him at Whitehall. He was one of those scientists who knew all about the atomic bomb, and some kind of mixture that they seem to make with the atomic bomb and the hydrogen one; and what did they do but send him this very book. And he started reading it, and he reported every day to Whitehall and told them that, as far as he had got each day, it was perfectly sound. And there is no doubt that Smettaby-Willams was one of those scientists who really know how to smash cities; and, as I have told you, he had worked things out further than that. The whole thing was in writing; he had made no experiments. And it all appeared to be sound.

And then one day came his alarming letter, revealing that he had had a mining concession beyond the Urals, had worked there for a while, and had buried something under the base of a mountain, one of a range of mountains. He had given them time to see that his figures worked out. The whole thing was on paper, like the discovery of the planet Neptune. And then came the letter. What it said was that he had decided to make another moon, and that what he had buried at the base of that range of mountains somewhere beyond the Urals would blow off enough of Siberia to make a moon that, going, as he estimated, to only half the distance of the other one, would provide Earth with a second moon, that would look nearly as large as the old one. The explosion could be touched off, as he put it, by remote control from a wireless apparatus that he possessed. Then he dropped into astronomy and pointed out that it was some such explosion as that that had driven off from the earth the moon that we have already, probably, as he explained, from the bed of what is now the Pacific; and he had the impudence to say to Whitehall that his reason for telling them what he proposed to do was that this explosion of his might help to solve certain international difficulties which he believed were then troubling them. There was no address on the letter. I believe that the little insignificant man to whom had been entrusted this enormous bookful of figures ought not to have shown them to anybody. But I need hardly say, at this stage, that scientists at work on the atom are notoriously careless about the choice of persons to whom to confide their secrets. One need not mention names. And this little fellow showed the whole book to me. But that was only at the last resort, and it is lucky he did. At first he only told me about the extraordinary thing that this man meant to do, and that his figures were sound. He had to tell me. He couldnt keep such an awful thing to himself. I saw him working up to tell me something. I saw it in his face. He hardly ate any supper. And when supper was over and there were no other lodgers in the dingy little dining-room, and our landlady was washing up, he sat down beside me and told me.

It looked to me like blackmail, but the little man said no. Smettaby-Willams wanted nothing, he said. But I told him there must be some motive; and sure enough there was. But it took him a long time to find it. The difficulty was in making any contact with the man, because he gave no address and evidently had the wit to see that the best thing that Whitehall could do for everybody was to get Smettaby-Willams safely under lock and key. Well, this fellow Podders concentrated on Smettaby-Willams ability to do it, and he believed that he could. And I concentrated on motive. What possible motive could there be? And in the end it turned out to be one of the half dozen strongest motives known to man; but I couldnt find it out for myself. We sat up for a long time discussing it. The actual explosion I couldnt discuss, as I had to take Podders word for that, and he hadnt yet shown me his book. But he did say that it might upset the Himalayas, if it took place under the range that he feared, and that that would be very serious. It seemed to me that it would be very serious in any case, and might shatter the whole earth. But Podders said No. The blowing off of the last moon did not do that. And this will be an appreciably smaller one.

I wish you would show me the figures, I said.

No, I cant do that, said Podders. They are confidential. And he did not do it until much later.

Contact was a difficulty: it was something rather elaborate; a letter could be left in a willow-tree in Essex. And it was. And a man collected it, whom of course they followed. But he turned out to have nothing whatever to do with Smettaby-Willams, who had merely paid him to put the letter somewhere else, and evidently well paid him, because the man when questioned wouldnt say where. I dont know what the letter said, nor did Podders. But he gathered that it was a suave letter, with sensible arguments that would restrain a reasonable man, as well as certain suggestions that might appeal to a man who might be a bit off his mental balance. But really there was nothing much they could say till they found out the mans motive. That was as far as things had got that night when I sat up late talking to Podders.

Next day I saw by Podders face that he had nothing new to say. But the day after, he was all agog, and that afternoon I got him to come up to my poky little room, and we sat down and he told me that they had traced Smettaby-Willams. Not the man himself; they hadnt actually found him, and he was certainly hiding; but they found out who he was, and that was a great help.

How? I asked.

They have got all his past history, Podders said, and they are studying it; and, now that they know the kind of man, they will get on to his motive and, when they find out what he wants, they can take measures accordingly, which was impossible until to-day.

And what do you think his motive can be? I asked.

They dont know yet, said Podders, but they are at work on it.

I tried hard to guess. But I couldnt get a glimmer of an idea. Perhaps you can, Terbut.

For Terbut had been looking at Jorkens in some way that seems to have stung him slightly.

No, no, said Terbut. Go on.

Well, I couldnt either, said Jorkens. And I got nothing more from Podders for two or three days. And then one day, at lunch on a bit of ham, his face was all lit up, and I saw that Podders had some more news.

Theyve got it, he said as soon as we were alone. Theyve got Smettaby-Willams motive. Now they can do something. Now they should be able to stop him.

And what is it? I asked.

It was quite simple, said Podders. We might have guessed.

Love, jealousy, greed, I said. And then I added spite. Those are four powerful motives, if I have got them in the right order. It doesnt seem likely to be one of those, as far as I can see.

No, said Podders. And what about the fifth? Have you thought of the fifth great motive?

Why! Vanity, I said suddenly, as it flashed on me.

Exactly, said Podders.

I had never thought of it till that moment.

You see, said Podders, he wanted to be the man who gave the world a second moon. Others have wanted to leave their mark on the world. But that isnt enough for this damned fellow. He wants to leave it on the universe. We praise men whose work is remembered for centuries. He wants that moon of his to shine through eternity. Thats all he wants. And his motive is pure vanity.

What are you going to do? I asked.

Its easy enough now, he said, now that they know what he is after. Theyll communicate with him again, and theyll tell him straight out what they are going to do. If he goes on with his dangerous intention theyll have him written down in the Press in such a way that nobody will ever hear of his name. And that can be done. He can have his moon all right, but nobody will ever associate it with him. On the other hand, if he will agree to forego it they will arrange to have a big star named after him. Renamed, I should say. The Astronomer Royal has been written to. It can be arranged. A vain fellow such as he is will like a thing like that, and they are trying to make him see hell gain nothing the other way. I think it will stop him. He cares nothing for the human race. Those vain fellows never do. He only cares for his own pomposity; and naming the Evening Star after him should tickle that. That is the one they have chosen.

Thats all I heard from Podders at that time, and days passed by, and every morning I asked him if there was anything new. But he always shook his head. He hasnt answered, he told me day after day. And day after day the strain increased, as we wondered if that frightful shock was to come to the world, or if Whitehall would be able to save Siberia from this fool who wanted to make a second moon, and who according to Podders could do it.

One day, after another of those headshakes and a murmured Not yet, I said to Podders, Let me see your book.

Its secret and confidential, you know, he said.

But I knew from the way he said it he was going to show me the book. And so he did. If you talk to those atomic scientists in the right way, theyll often tell you all they know. Later he came up to my room with his book. And I began to wade through the figures. I was looking of course for some flaw that would upset the whole scheme, though feeling all the time how impudent it was for me to try to find something wrong in a scientific formula that had evidently been most thoroughly worked out, and that had been passed as sound by a scientist selected from a Government office. It is one of the first things really ignorant people do, to try and find a flaw in a masterpiece. And that is what I was doing now.

I thought you were going to tell us something about punctuation, said Terbut.

I am, said Jorkens. And I told it to Podders. I said to him Theres a decimal point left out on page 120. And so there was. The man had written down 1000001; and it ought to have been 1.000001. He shouldnt have been so careless. Theres a lot of difference between the two. And the effect of it was to make his explosion a million times smaller than what he had calculated. Quite a big bang even then, but not enough to drive off another moon. The whole thing had been worked out on paper, and luckily worked out wrong.

Well, Podders took all the credit for himself, and I didnt grudge it to him, and he went to Whitehall and told them about it, and the high authority was delighted. His book was sent back to the man, who was quite honest about it and admitted that the decimal point should have been where I said.

But you spoke, said Terbut, of a menace to all of us.

Yes, said Jorkens.

I dont quite see what the menace was, said Terbut, if his figures were all wrong and he couldnt do it.

Merely, said Jorkens, that the Evening Star was nearly named Smettaby-Willams. Very nearly indeed.


The Gods Of Clay

AS I walked one day into the Billiards Club, who should I come on but Jorkens sitting alone at our dining-room table. Not even Terbut was there. Jorkens, who was looking down at the tablecloth, glanced up for a moment as I came near, and then down at the table again with a thoughtful and puzzled expression, an expression that I cannot remember to have seen on his face before. For he tells his tales straight off from sheer memory, no thought being required for the telling of them, as would be the case were they invention; nothing but that slight stimulant to memory that I am always glad to offer him in the humble shape of a whiskey and soda. But he was puzzled now.

What is the trouble, Jorkens? I said.

No trouble, said Jorkens. Only a difficulty.

What is the difficulty, then? I asked.

Simply this, said Jorkens. That I have come by a bit of information that I think the Foreign Office should have.

Why? What is going to happen? I asked.

It is not what is going to happen, said Jorkens, but what did happen once.

Long ago? I asked.

Quite a long time ago, said Jorkens.

Then it would hardly be of much interest to the Foreign Office, I said.

That is where youre wrong, said Jorkens. History is their only guide. What other guide has anyone. The present is none too easy for us, and the future is too dark to see into far at any time, and especially just now. No, the past is the only guide that anyone has.

I expect they have some pretty good volumes of history at the Foreign Office, I told Jorkens.

Yes, he said. But they dont know this.

Well, tell them, then, I said. I know a young fellow at the Foreign Office. In fact, he sometimes comes in here. You might tell him.

That is the difficulty, said Jorkens.

What is the difficulty? I asked.

They are a government office, you see, said Jorkens. And as such they are bound to back the law. Not only the ten commandments, but every single law in the statute book, whatever it is.

Why, Jorkens. Have you been doing something you are ashamed of? I asked.

Not in the least, said Jorkens. But the breach of a law is concerned with it, and theyd have to take notice of that.

But cant you give them the information, I asked, without telling them how you got it?

Theyd naturally want to verify it, he said. And that is where I should have to give away the source of my information, which I shouldnt like to do. That is my dilemma, you see.

And who is the source of your information? I asked.

A lady who does crystal-gazing, he said, in or near Bond Street. And, you see, there is a law against that.

If your information is really important, I said, they would overlook a small law like that.

Thats where youre wrong, he said. They are a government department, and have to recognize all laws and support them.

I see, I said. What is your story?

Its this, he said. She got into touch with a spirit roaming the void. Literally the void, without any habitation at all. And this spirit told us his story. How she got it to talk I dont know. But that is her metier.

Well, this is what it said. I wrote it all down as she dictated it, gazing into her crystal.

And Jorkens pulled out of his pocket a bundle of sheets of paper covered with his own handwriting. Still there was nobody in the room but we. I took the bundle of paper from him.

Id like to read it, I said.

Jorkens nodded, and I went to an armchair.

Perhaps you might care for something, I said to Jorkens, to pass the time while I am reading.

Well, thank you, said Jorkens. Time is a tedious thing, and sometimes I dont know how we should pass it, without a little extra to help it along.

So I rang a bell and asked the waiter for the extra that Jorkens uses in order to pass the time. And in the deeps of the armchair I read this.

Where I lived we were an enlightened community. Very enlightened indeed. Scientifically far in advance of anything you have here. And so far in advance of anything you had up to a few years ago, that until recently none of you could have understood me at all. If you can do so now, it is only as a schoolboy can understand a professor. Well, scientifically, we had progressed very far, and I was a scientist. I perfected the use of a force that even now only your most advanced scientists know anything whatever about, except by hearsay, and without knowledge of any technical details. And, as that force was very considerable indeed, I recognized its danger at once and determined that it should be used only for peaceful purposes, in small quantities and well under control. I was just as much interested in our races welfare as I was in science, and indeed more so, and I put the welfare of my people first. There were those who were against such controls, hotheaded people who saw its value for conquest. But I refused to work for them. And, as I was the only person who knew the complete secret, there it remained, a force used solely for peaceful purposes.

And we did wonderful things with it. Your transport, your postal arrangements, all your travelling, are childish compared to ours. Actually they could be no more compared to what we used to do than you could compare a childs toy train with one of your locomotives, such as they are. As for mining, we did in a day what would take you nearly a year. Well, thats how things were.

And then one day there were rumours that war would come. I was busy with my work and did not know with whom we were going to war. Two of the fighting men came to me then, and a minister of one of the departments whose business was war, and they asked me to put this force at their disposal. I said No. I knew better than they did the danger of it. I knew that if thrown about at an army, or at a hostile city, the explosion might very well extend to other matter than that which was intended to explode. And from other matter it might go on to still more. And so on, and so on. I didnt know where it would stop. Nor, of course, did they.

They were angry, and they threatened me. But their threats couldnt move me, and they knew that none but I had the complete secret and that they could do nothing without me. Killing me would do them no good. And I opened the door to show that the interview was over. They used bitter words, but I paid no attention.

And then as they went out of the door, one of the generals said to me, To think that you would not help us against the Appachians!

The Appachians! I said. But you never told me that it was the Appachians. The men who worship clay gods!

Clay gods, he answered.

Our gods, I should explain, were gods of brass, refined brass reverently polished day after day, as they had been for ages, sitting outside their temples in the sun and shining brighter than gold. Clay cannot shine. Our gods were an undimmed glory.

If you had told me that, I said.

Will you help us now? they all asked me.

Against the Appachians, yes, I said. Against men that worship clay gods. Well have none of their clay gods here.

Never, they said all three.

Well, I worked hard that week, all the days and most of the nights. And war came at the end of the week.

T gave them all I had. Had I stopped to think, I might have still been uneasy; but I was working too hard for that. And, even if I had thought, I should never have dreamed of surrender to the Appachians and their clay gods. That was unthinkable.

One day a civilian came to me, to ask me whether I did not think that the force I was using was dangerous. But I said it was not the time to think of that, with the Appachians at our gates, and their prayers going up from their camps, as our men had actually heard, to their damnable gods of clay.

No, no, I said. We cannot spare the Appachians.

But what about us? he asked.

There is no time, I said, to think about that now.

Nor did I. I worked at that great force, and the generals were pleased with me. They said to me they were pleased, and they praised my work, and I know that they meant every word of the praise they gave me.

We shattered all the armies of the Appachians and, what was even better, made dust of their gods of clay. But the explosion spread, as of course it was bound to do, and our planet was broken up. Not entirely. Many large pieces remain; but only as asteroids. Our old planet is gone, and there is a gap between Mars and Jupiter through which roams a ring of its fragments where once that fine planet ran; a finer planet than yours, with scientists far ahead of you.

Perhaps I did wrong. Who knows? Let me only be judged by men who have known those gods of clay.

But, Jorkens, I said, as I finished reading his manuscript.

Jorkens, I said again.

But Jorkens had fallen asleep.


A Rash Remark

TALK one day at the Billiards Club was of certain great statesmen of our time, living beyond the so-called Iron Curtain; when Terbut, turning to Jorkens, said rather mischievously, as I thought, Ever met any of them, Jorkens?

I only got to know one of them, replied Jorkens.

Which of them? asked Terbut.

With things as they are just now, said Jorkens, its probably better not to mention names. What do you think? It was Hobsons choice with us, as he glanced round the table. If we had disagreed with him we should have got no story. Even Terbut saw that. And I, for one, said, Yes. Its probably better. And Jorkens went on.

I was in one of those countries, he said. To tell you which would be to tell you the name of the man. But I was in one of those countries. There was a pretty bad famine going on at the time. In fact, very bad indeed, and the government naturally wished to conceal it. Quite understandable. Nobody wishes to lower his national credit by admitting that a famine is raging. So they gave a banquet. It was a wonderful banquet. To begin with there was a roast peacock before each guest, with all its feathers on, and he could help himself to as much of it as he wanted whenever he liked. And then there was caviare in little gold bowls, also one for each. And oysters were handed round by slaves, or whatever is the right word for them, on silver dishes; not very fresh, as we were a bit far from the sea; but that was made up for by a pearl in one shell in every dozen. And besides all that there was an ox roasted whole, and a lot of other dishes. And there were drinks whose names I cant very well pronounce, but that you would never have heard of in any case, and of course vodka. A wonderful banquet. And as I was the only foreigner who was there just at that time and they wanted to impress foreigners, they invited me to it.

What were you doing there, Jorkens? asked Terbut.

Observing conditions, said Jorkens. Just observing conditions.

I see, said Terbut.

But it wasnt quite so easy as it sounds, Jorkens went on. And as the banquet dragged on and on into the small hours I realized that things were quite touchy. You see, they looked on me as a capitalist. Something that I had said must have been misinterpreted. I dont remember what. And that was the idea they got hold of. I didnt like it. I look on capitalists as a very intelligent body of men, and I like them to do all they can for me; but I didnt want to be mistaken for one of them just then, and the situation was strained. Sometimes a word will put things right when they have got like that, and sometimes it wont, but I thought something was called for. So when a toast was being given to the health of their chief man, which, so far as I can remember now, had been given three times already, I just said as I drank it in vodka, May he live for ever. The phrase of course came from the East, and, they being a lot nearer the East than us, I thought it would be just the thing for them. Do you know, I realized the moment I said it that it was not. It wasnt at all. Id said the wrong thing. I saw it in the face of the man beside me, the important fellow I mentioned, one of their great statesmen. I saw it all in a flash. One usually does in such circumstances. The very air all round one seems to glare with ones gaffe. Of course he had designs on the succession himself. I saw that the moment I said what I did. It was no use pretending that I hadnt meant it. I was being watched too closely for that. I saw that I had obviously made an enemy, and in a part of the world where to do that is fatal. How was I to get away from it? Escape seemed scarcely possible. I had only seen the expression on that mans face for a second or so; but it was enough. Almost at once there came down on that face a pleasant expression, like a gaily-painted curtain closing some murderous scene in a thriller, and I was left to puzzle out how I should ever get away. Of course my papers were all in perfect order and I had a valid passport; but those werent going to help me. Have you ever seen the cats of a maiden aunt quietly gathering round her at tea-time. I expect you all have. The secret police were all to that statesman sitting beside me that those cats are to her. Without him they would have starved; with him some of them got as much as a hundred pounds a week, sometimes more. Not in our money, of course; it was death to be found with any of that on you there. He had only to say a word or to make a sign with a finger, and I had as much chance of getting away from them as a mouse from a hundred cats in a bare room with no exit. It was no use thinking it was a passing annoyance that the-fellow would forget, because they dont forget things like that there, not while ones still alive to remind them. And I could see by his smiling face, that was covering it all up, that there was plenty there to be covered, even if I could ever forget his expression as I said those unfortunate words. But one does not forget the fangs of a snake that one has once seen shining, because they may be hidden afterwards by a flower; and what I had seen made me think that I should have little time for getting away, or any way of doing it. It was quite a problem. I took another drink to help me to work it out. But it wasnt the kind of drink that was any good. I wished I had a decent drink like what one has here. Like what one sometimes has here, I should have said. Let me see. What was I saying?

I think this story, for what it is worth, may be due entirely to me. Had I not noticed at this moment that Jorkens memory was running what I may call dry, I dont think we should have got any more; but I happened to notice it and was the means of stimulating his memory by just what it required. I caught the eye of a waiter, he brought a large whiskey and soda, and the story went on.

Thank you very much, said Jorkens. One doesnt really need it. But thank you all the same. Well, as I was saying, it was quite a problem, and I saw no way out through that frontier. And vodka was no help, or so it seemed. And the banquet went on with more drinks, and the dullest possible speeches. I have heard better at many a smoking-concert in villages over here. A curious mixture; copious drinks, intolerable dullness, and the fire of a fierce malevolence smouldering under smiles. You would hardly think you would feel dull in the cage of a tiger. And yet, as I sat beside that great statesman, who I knew was my mortal enemy, the boredom of the speeches penetrated even through the bars.

I dont quite know what Jorkens meant by the bars. I think his mind cannot as yet have got quite away from his metaphor of the tiger.

Well, there we were, went on Jorkens, he and I, and the secret police all round us, as they always are in those parts. So bored was I with those speeches, which the drinks did nothing to alleviate, that I feared no useful idea would ever come to me; and, if it wasnt boredom, it would have been sheer terror, against which I had to fight all the time. Not very good conditions for calm thought. I could see no way out. And suddenly an after-effect of vodka came over me, or something did, for I had what was nothing less than an inspiration. I can call it nothing less. It came quite unexpectedly. It was quite simple. But I didnt want anything elaborate. I dont think anything elaborate would have got me over that frontier. Any clever, elaborate scheme against those secret police would have been like making faces at a monkey. It can always make uglier ones back. But a simple scheme beat them.

I say it came unexpectedly, because I was so bored by the speeches that I had given up hope of being able to do any bright thinking at all of my own accord, and any idea that might come to me from the vodka I should have expected to be much more involved. But it was simply this: it occurred to me all of a sudden, whether as some after-effect of their filthy drink I cant say, that a seeker after the succession, like that statesman sitting beside me, would be sure to have rivals, and that he would dislike them more than me. He wouldnt want to kill me any the less, but I reasoned that he would want to kill them first, and that: though I could never interest him in ways to get me over the frontier, there was one thing in which I could interest him; so I must begin with that and try to get the other thing mixed up with it somehow. So I turned to his smiling face and began to boast of the superiority of British politics to anything they had there. I knew that boasting like that was something he would understand, because they do it themselves.

What is so superior about capitalist politics? he asked.

This, I said: that our chemists, who are also very superior people, have invented a poison, a mere powder as easily administered as dust blown over food, which is instantaneously fatal and impossible to trace.

T could see at once that he was interested. He asked me questions about it lightly, as though he were not; but I could see that he was. I answered the questions mainly by saying that the proof of the pudding was in the eating, and that I could get him some of this particular pudding quite easily, because I knew a chemist who made it, the only one in the world who did. Quite easily was a funny thing to have said, for no one walks easily through the Iron Curtain, unless perhaps the Lama of Tunbridge.

Of where? asked Terbut.

No. It must be some other town that I meant, said Jorkens.

What town? said Terbut.

T forget, said Jorkens.

And then I think Terbut was going to ask something about lamas, but I caught his eye and managed to stop him. And Jorkens went on.

He still pretended to be quite uninterested, but he smiled again and said, It would be amusing to see some of this poison that is made by your clever scientists. And he managed to get a bit of a sneer into his utterance of the word clever.

That would be quite easy, I said again. And I really dont think he saw that I knew that leaving his damned country was no easier than climbing the Himalayas and swimming the rest of the way.

The rest of the way where? asked Terbut.

Home, said Jorkens.

Again I checked Terbut.

His eyes glittered, Jorkens went on, till he gave up the pretence of not being keen on the poison, and I promised to get him some.

But do you mean to say, said Terbut, that they use that kind of thing there?

Oh, I know nothing about that, said Jorkens, nothing at all. Everything there is far too secret for me to say anything about that. I only thought he might give me the opportunity of getting him some. And he did.

When that tedious banquet was over I said Au revoir and Aufwiedersehn to that statesman, so that he could pick which phrase he liked best; and then I went and packed. I didnt need any breakfast, because all that had been part of the banquet. And soon after that I got into a train and left.

And did you tell him that we havent got any such poison? asked Terbut.

Oh, I was only interested in getting home without being liquidated, said Jorkens; which, as you see, I did. But I thought it only fair to do what I could for him, as he was such a prominent statesman. After all, one doesnt like to show discourtesy to any important member of the government of a foreign country. So I just sent him by post a packet of common white arsenic.


The Story of Jorkens Watch

HOPING to hear some tale of wild lands or strange customs from Jorkens, which in a way I eventually did, I looked in at the Club at lunch-time. And Jorkens was there all right, having his lunch, but the trend of the conversation seemed far away from such lands and customs; in fact, they were all discussing what I can only call sociology, that branch of it that is usually known as juvenile delinquency, and which includes the modern tendency for young men to hit women over the head with coshes and rob them. Some held that, whether we like it or not, such things are a natural expression of the age, like some of the modern sculpture, modern painting and modern poetry, while the more conservative held that all these things ought to be stopped. And then there were those who, neither for nor against, sought to analyse and explain. What they were saying of the young men with coshes was that they were mentally undeveloped, and somebody quoted the testimony of a doctor given in a recent case in a court of law, when he described the mind of a young criminal of twenty-two as being that of a child of nine.

Some of their minds are younger than that, said Jorkens. I was surprised, because I had thought Jorkens little interested in sociology. So was Terbut. There is always some touch of rivalry among raconteurs in clubs where talk goes on at a long table. In some clubs they eat in silence, which is perhaps more dignified, and, they say, helpful to the digestion; but in ours, where we talk a good deal over our lunch, Terbut is definitely the unsuccessful rival of Jorkens. I have not recorded any of Terbuts tales, because those whose veracity was able to pass my tests were too dull to be worth recording; but he also is a raconteur. Terbut, then, thought that he had Jorkens here on difficult ground, far from the swamps and forests of Africa; so he deliberately kept the conversation hovering about the borders of sociology.

You have had some experience of them? asked Terbut, quite sure that Jorkens had not.

Yes, I had some, said Jorkens. I met one of those young men one night. There are several of them about. Their brains are definitely undeveloped. It all depends how you take them. Of course you have to know exactly what stage of development they have reached. If you dont know that, its hard to deal with them. And I admit it is difficult to know, and in my case it was pure guesswork. Luckily I guessed right.

What happened? asked Terbut.

Ill tell you, said Jorkens.

And tell us he did, while we all listened. I happened to be thirsty one evening, he said, at my small house down in Surrey, and by an unfortunate coincidence my bit of a cellar chanced to be empty. These things do happen. They are not interesting; but there it was. Well, there was nothing for it but to go down to the pub in the village. So down I went.

It was a night in June, with a kind of cerulean blue all over the hills, except where parts of them were darkened by woods, and the Evening Star looked golden. Remnants of daylight still coloured the sky and gleamed dimly on meadows. It was a nice time for a walk. Under trees it was quite dark; and the road shone and the fields, and dog-daisies by the roadside guided one almost like lights. It was a time when all windows were lit and shining golden, and a road far away on a hill was marked out by the lights of motors, all going the same way, returning to London. Light was just like that, late gloaming, when I saw two young men coming towards me along the road and talking as they came. Though it was not easy to see their faces until just as they passed me, their voices rang clear in the hush of that hour when Earth is preparing for sleep, so that I had some opportunity of studying them from before they were clearly visible until after they were several paces behind me. They spoke a good deal of slang, so that, being unable to understand it myself, I was not able to be quite sure whether or not they always understood what they were saying to each other; but, from what I could understand of their speech, I was fortunately able to form some estimate of their mental development. I say fortunately, because a little while after they passed, one of them turned back and ran after me. In the very still evening I heard him the moment he turned and began to run my way. Well, of course there was nothing that I could do. Time was when I could run faster than he. But that, of course, is all a thing of the past, and there was no way of concealing myself. So there was nothing to do but to walk straight on, as though I did not know that a dangerous young man of quite undeveloped mentality was running fast after me. A wind was whispering lightly in an elm that towered above the roadside, the feet of the young man running came nearer and nearer, and there was no other sound in the approaching night. He very soon caught me up and, as I looked round, I looked straight into an automatic pistol. Your cash and your watch, was all he said. It was an awkward moment. Alone on the road with an armed criminal, and night coming on, or already here. How was I to deal with him? I had placed the average mental development of the two young men, when they passed me, as being about seven, and the young fellow who was looking at me now along the barrel of his automatic seemed to be the least developed of the two. I pulled out my watch at once. But the trouble was that I had no cash on me at all.

I thought you were going to get a drink at a pub, said Terbut.

So I was, said Jorkens. But I have great trust in human nature.

Had Terbut said any more he would either have found himself committed to offering Jorkens a whiskey and soda, or would have to have confessed to a lesser generosity than that of Jorkens neighbours in the little village in Surrey. So he subsided, and Jorkens continued. I had no cash on me at all, as I explained to him, and he seemed dissatisfied with only my watch, and quite inclined to shoot. With people like that it all depends how you take them, and to do that you have to know something of their mentality. I had heard them talking their slang talk for several seconds, and there was enough light left for me to have had a good look at their faces, but that was really all that I had to go by. Not very much. I could only guess.

Your cash, he said again, or I shoot.

A silly remark when I had just told him I had none. But I didnt tell him that. All I said was, And quite right too.

I took one more look at him, and decided that he was certainly less mentally developed than the other one. I dont quite know how I saw it. But in moments like that one sometimes has quite accurate intuitions, and I held out the watch to him and said Blow.

It turned out to be the mot juste. He blew, and I pressed down the knob and the watch flew open. He evidently wanted me to do it again. And I did it again, and he was delighted. And I opened and shut the watch several times more, saying Blow each time, and he blew. And he got so interested in that that he forgot his interest in murder. And when I saw him all absorbed as a child of five would have been, I took a hurried look at my watch and said, Why! it is later than I thought. I must be getting on.

I dont think he liked that, but while he was puzzled about it I left him. And I slipped through a hedge into a field at the first gap that I saw, because without the watch to look at he was sure to return to his other interest and come after me with that automatic. It was just a case of arrested mental development, and lucky I spotted it. There seems to be a good deal of it about just now. Very soon I heard him running down the road the way I had gone, firing an occasional shot, evidently at shadows he thought were me. But I was on the other side of the hedge.

And did you get your drink all right? said Terbut.

What is more to the point, said Jorkens, is whether I can get a drink now.

Nobody else said anything; and Terbut rather grudgingly, as I thought, ordered a whiskey and soda for Jorkens.


The Track Through the Wood 

DID you ever do any detective work Jorkens? said Terbut one day at the Club, looking up from an evening paper. Terbut had made the remark, I think, with the implication that Jorkens fairly wide experience of travel was not sufficient to entertain us by itself, unless perhaps it was to lure Jorkens on to ground on which he fancied that he would be insecure. Whatever the motive, Jorkens replied, No. I have not that kind of mind. I couldnt solve that sort of problem. But I did come on a rather grim mystery once, and tried my hand at solving it.

And how did you get on? asked Terbut.

Ill tell you, said Jorkens.

Terbut came up to the table then, at which several of us were having our lunch, and sat himself down.

The problem in a way may seem simple, said Jorkens, because there was only one man to suspect.

Then you solved it, said Terbut.

But it was complicated, Jorkens went on, by something else, by the thing that actually killed the man, and by how it got through the wood. And that was what made the mystery.

Killed who? And what wood? asked Terbut.

I will begin at the beginning, said Jorkens. Two men had gone up one of those great rivers of South America, that are partly hidden in forest that no one has mapped accurately. They were both citizens of some republic they have down there, and they were after treasure, treasure in some old temple in the forest. I do not know to what god it was sacred, or what the treasure was, but I fancy pretty considerable. I should call them business associates rather than friends. I suppose they had put their money together for the trip, and were going to share fifty-fifty. At least, that was the intention of one of them. The other had got a wireless set and made a little plan of his own. It didnt seem easy for either to cheat the other, because murder would have been rather too obvious, if one of them had come back alone, and I rather think they had laws against it there. And there was no known way of getting back, except by that yacht. So they had to stick together. There was no known way, because the forest, hundreds of miles deep, entirely closed in the river. There was no road through it, nor even tracks that were known to anyone outside the forest. As for the temple, I can tell you nothing about it, for only rumours of it had ever got to the coast, and even the rumours cannot have been quite accurate. For, when enquiries were made afterwards, it was found that all talk of that temple told of the forest having forced its way in through the great dolomite pillars, each of them carved in the shape of some old abandoned god, and that the priests had stayed in their places, defying the green forest with their spells and their prayers, and that the roots of the trees had strangled them. In the heart of the greenery that had overwhelmed the temple the treasure must have been hidden, clutched by the trees. Whether anything more accurate than this had come down to the coast to those two men, through the great length of the river and the long lapse of time, I dont know, and there is no saying. But they must have found the temple in that dark greenery that hid the frowns of those old abandoned gods, and one of them must have got considerable treasure, because he arrived in England a very rich man. That one was Pedro Amilhano. What he did was to notice a sandbank in the river on their way up; and then with that wireless of his on the way down he called up a helicopter. It would be easy enough for him to have paid for that out of the treasure he would have found in one of those temples. And the helicopter came, and it landed on the sandbank, and, whatever excuse he made to the other man, he put off to the helicopter in a small boat and managed to take the treasure with him. I am only guessing: he may have slipped away by night to the sandbank and been lost, and waited for the helicopter to come at dawn. But, whatever he did, he arrived at the coast some weeks before the yacht, and came to England a very rich man. You can understand Zalchueros being annoyed; so that, when Amilhano came to a violent end, there was no difficulty about whom to suspect. But what the police had to do was to prove anything. There was plenty of difficulty about that.

Well, Amilhano rented a place near my little house in Surrey. That is how I came to hear of it. It was a large house, and he had no man to run it, only two Mexican girls and an old Columbian woman, besides the cook, and we never found out where she came from. And he had a secretary with him, a slender, dark-haired girl from Guatemala. The lawn in front of the house ran down to a pine-wood, and in the wood was a small lake where he used to go for a swim every morning about dawn. It was summer all the time he was there. He took no other bath.

I said the lake was in the wood: so it was mostly. But by one side of it ran a road. In the quiet of the dawn, when Amilhano went for his swim, there was never anyone on it. From the road to the fields on the far side of the wood was under two hundred yards. It was quite a thin wood, and only a quarter of a mile long. But there can be a lot of peace and quiet in a wood no larger than that, and one can feel a long way from the noise and hurry of cities on the sand and pine-needles of Surrey. Well, there he came at the beginning of summer, keeping very much to himself and those brown-skinned women, and bathing every day at dawn in the little lake; and summer had not yet gone, and only the leaves of one chestnut were just beginning to turn, when Amilhano was missing. The South American women said nothing about it, they never went to the village and kept their own counsels and said never a word of Amilhanos affairs; and, when he suddenly disappeared, they did not seem to know that they should have told the police. One of them said afterwards, But men often disappear in Las Pueblos. And the gendarmerie find out for themselves, if they wish to find out. Holy Mother! We did not know whether they wished it or not.

When the village constable did make enquiries, and when he reported the case to the town, and the police from there took up the search, they did not at once drag the lake. Nobody even told them that Amilhano used to swim there at dawn. When they did drag it they found what was left of his body, horribly mutilated. It was clear at once that it had been a violent death, too violent for any of the girls he employed. He had not been robbed, for there is no cash on a naked body. He had no enemies here, so the police naturally looked for them where he came from. And that is how they learned the tale of the treasure, and heard of Zalchueros. Whether Zalchueros had come to England they had not found out, so far as I know, but there was time for him to have got down the great river in the yacht and brought it across the Atlantic, as I afterwards heard he had. All this I got from our village policeman, a jolly fellow named Smeddon. There was more information to be had, but that was all collected by Scotland Yard, and the people from there didnt seem to be anything like so, what I may call, chatty. I got very little out of them. In fact nothing. But before they came down I had a lot of interesting talks with Smeddon. And, as he had no objection to my helping him (why should he have had?), I got the idea that it might be rather fun to solve the problem myself. So I went and looked at the ground, and nobody stopped me. In the bulrushes at the edge of the lake, where it touched the road, I saw distinct marks of something, too faint to call a track, and thought that whatever had happened might have happened there. But I walked round the lake, and on the further side under the dark of the wood I saw a most evident track. Something, I said to myself, has come down through the wood. But what? There was a track right through the undergrowth, and something seemed to have bumped or rubbed against the sides of some of the trees. The track, which I followed up, led all the way to the hedge which bounded the wood, only about eighty yards, and something had come through the hedge. There was a whole leg missing from the body, besides several huge scars. I saw the gruesome remains, and the violence that it had suffered showed an attack of such savagery that it would have suggested a tiger rather than any man, if there were tigers in Surrey. What exactly had made the great gashes was hard to say, because small fish had been nibbling them.

Thats all I saw before the people came down from Scotland Yard; and, after that, it became more difficult. They put what they call a cordon round the lake and the whole wood, and it wasnt easy to see any more.

Well, days went by, and a lot of little things began to show me that the police could make nothing of it. They got to know who had done it, but that was all.

They found out who did it? said more than one of us.

I didnt say they found out, said Jorkens; only that they knew. That was only the starting-point for them, and they got no further. What they had to do was to prove it, and they had no proof whatever. They found out that Zalchueros had crossed the Atlantic in that little yacht, and that he was in England, and that he had reason to dislike Amilhano very much indeed; not even that he did dislike him. He may even have forgiven Amilhano, for all they knew, for he showed nothing. What had gone down through the wood they never found out. One or two boot-tracks they did discover, but too much time had gone by before the case was reported to them, for any tracker to have done very much; and, besides that, something had gone over the footprints and smeared them, so that identification of any boot was impossible. After a while they withdrew their cordon, and I went to Smeddon then, and said, If they cant find anything out, there cant be any harm in my having a try. And Smeddon said, They mightnt actually mind. But it might be better to do it on the quiet, like.

So I did. And down I went to the wood and had another look. I went through a great many thorns along the track through the wood, that led from the lake to a field in which a donkey was grazing. But it was less of a track than it had been, and I found out nothing. Still water, undisturbed by a little stream that ran through, a few dragonflies darting over it, and a breeze murmuring to the wood, did not suggest any violent deed and certainly gave no clue to one. Then I questioned the maids at the house, and found that they knew nothing. That I could see clearly.

We do not know what beasts live in your woods, said one brown beauty.

How do you know whether it was a beast or a man that did it? I asked.

We do not know the customs of your men, she replied.

There are no beasts in our woods, I told her.

Then it must have been some evil spirit, she said.

There are no spirits in our woods either, I answered.

But you cannot see spirits, she said.

I know there are none, said I.

You cannot see them, she repeated.

And so I was getting no further. Nor was anybody, except for guesses, and guesses are no good. And then I saw what was needed; an inspiration. Nothing else would be able to do it.

Its one thing of course to see that an inspiration is needed to solve a problem, and quite another to get one. And yet I got it. I dont say that it worked; but I got the inspiration. I got it as I looked at his secretary, the dark beauty from Guatemala, and suddenly saw that her observant grey eyes would see everything. There are women like that, though very few, women with eyes that will look at a city from far away and see its whole story, or glance at a man and know his, and I knew she was one of them. They have luminous eyes that calmly seize everything passing across them, and reflect it all in their deeps. I was sure her grey eyes were of those.

So I asked her if she had gone to look at the place where the outrage had been committed. And she said No, with a faraway look. And I asked her if she would come to the wood and look at what remained of the track through it.

They were all packing up, busy with preparations for going back to their warmer land. But she came with me. She came down to the lake and through the rough undergrowth in the wood, by the way that I thought that the thing or the man had come, or whatever it had been that had killed Amilhano. She said nothing all the way, even when brambles tore her stockings and cut her skin; but I saw her looking with those grave grey eyes all the way as she went, right up to the hedge, and over it at the only tracks that there were in the field, which were hoofmarks made by the donkey. Then we came back to the lake by the same way, she glancing at the tree-trunks that we passed. And still she had not said a word. Nor did she speak as we walked right round the lake, stepping over the little stream that ran in and out of it, bordered all the way with moss, some of which was turning brown where the stream ran out of the lake, as I noticed at the time, but attached no importance to it. I remember she was wearing a red geranium behind her ear. An odd place, I thought, to wear a flower. Her slender reflection in that still water made me think of dryads. And still those eyes of hers seemed to have seen everything: yet she showed no trace of having found any clue.

When we had walked the whole way round the little lake in silence I said to her, What came by that track through the wood?

And she said, A shark.

And rode away on that donkey, I suppose, I said.

For there were no other tracks through the field, and I thought she must be laughing at me, though her mouth was perfectly grave. So I thought, out of mere politeness, I should be facetious too. But it wasnt that.

No, said Terbut, we hardly thought that it would have been a shark.

T dont mean that it wasnt a shark, said Jorkens. What I meant was that she was not being facetious. I was right when it flashed on me that those eyes would be able to see what I could not see and the police had never seen. But there was a depth in them that I had not fathomed. There was not only a keen observance, which I had seen, but there was a sympathy that I had overlooked, a sympathy with the whole human race, and she would not bring any man to the gallows. She saw what had happened, and said those two words to me, and then shut up like a marble tomb and wouldnt say anything more, either to me or anyone else. But she was right about the shark. I found out about it long afterwards. The police went on working at it, and gradually traced Zalchueros backwards to the coast, and found out what he had been doing. But he was far up the river from which he came, by then, in forests in which was no tracing him. Yes, he had caught a shark and put it into a tank full of sea-water, and had hired a lorry and brought the tank to the edge of the lake in the wood, and put planks from the side of the lorry down to the side of the water and slid the tank down and opened it, and let the shark into the shallows among the bulrushes. Two lorries I should have said; both of them as full of sacks of salt as they would hold, which were emptied into the lake in case the shark should die too soon in fresh water. It was that that had turned some of the mosses brown; but I never thought of it. Of course she saw all that. Then the lorries went on and dawn came, and Amilhano came down for his bathe, not expecting to find anything bigger than minnows and pike in the lake, nor that they would be eating him for the next two or three days, which of course made it all the harder to see what had made his ghastly wounds. And the shark got him. Of course Zalchueros had his plan all worked out, and merely went on with it. He went round to the field after the shark had got Amilhano, still before anyone was about in the fields, and must have caught the shark with a hook and a chunk of bacon, or anything that would have been more tasty than Amilhano. A few lorries and cars might have been going by on the road then; but he was doing nothing criminal now, and had nothing to be afraid of even if anyone saw him.

But could he have dragged a big shark through the wood, and away out of sight? asked one of us.

No, said Jorkens. But that was where the donkey came in. And it didnt come by chance, either. It had strayed into the field a few days before, nobody knew from where; and of course an avaricious fellow like Amilhano thought that was all to the good, and kept it, as Zalchueros knew he would. No, it wasnt chance brought that donkey. Well, he harnessed the donkey to the end of the long rope  all these things were found later  and dragged the shark through the wood, and cut it up and buried bits here and there in ditches that he had selected already; a very much easier thing to do than burying a human body, when the least little bit can hang you.

Yes, it was a shark that had gone through the wood, as the girl with the grey eyes said. She had seen a scale on one of the tree-trunks, besides noticing the dead moss, and put two and two together, and I dont know how much more; the donkeys tracks in the field, the marks of the planks by the road, and pretty well everything. I think I came nearer to finding out what happened, when I thought of her as a guide. I was on the right track for a while, and then I got off it. She was too deep for me.


Snow Water

SOMEONE had told a tale at our club, such a tale as, common enough in our day, could scarcely have been told in any other age. Men have extraordinary abilities when the occasion arises, he said.

Nothing to what women have, broke in Jorkens.

One or two of us looked up to make some comment, but could not actually think of one.

Lunch was long over, and in an idle hour, resting in armchairs, we listened to Jorkens, who at once began his story. And the only reason for which I offer it to my readers is not for any explanation that I am able to give of it, or any explanation he gave to me, but merely because he insisted again and again that the central fact of the story was perfectly true. The place, and even the circumstances he may have altered, rather than give to the club the private affairs of a friend, however far away from our little circle that friend may have been living; but the extraordinary achievement of which he told he insisted was perfectly true. And where liquid measurements are concerned, as they are here, I should incline to take the word of Jorkens, who certainly was familiar with them.

T was sitting, one lovely Indian night, he said, in the verandah of a little house in a jungle, with a garden in a clearing before the door, radiant with morning glory by daylight, but sleeping now in darkness under the stars. I was sitting smoking in the warm night with an Indian friend after dinner, when he told me this story. His children were long asleep and we were alone there, two dim figures in the dark, with our faces lit now and then by the glow of cigars whenever we drew at them; but at dinner his wife had been with us, rather shy, and leaving us alone the moment dinner was over, as though she missed the little veil that had rested on the table before her face, whenever a male guest was present, until, as I think, very recently, when a wave of modernity had reached it at last and swept it away. My Indian friend, Sharudah Thahn, and I had been having champagne and, when I had moved a crystal flagon of it towards her, he had shaken his head and said, No, no. She never touches it. So he and I finished the champagne between us, while she drank water that she would have got with a brass bowl from a jungle-wandering stream, whose little voice we could hear in the hush of the night. But to his story. Wont you have some more champagne out here? he said. But do. I never take more than two bottles myself, though once I drank two and a half, and a strange thing happened. Shall I tell you what it was? I was right up in the North of India among the mountains. I was in a valley among them. Great peaks of snow that were gathered round me and looking down on me, as gods might examine a beetle. I felt that Fate might be looking at them, as they were looking at me. I had gone there because I had just bought a new racing car, and I wanted to see how far I could go in twelve hours. Once I touched a hundred, and that was on a kutcha road: on a good road I could do more, and I often did. I loved speed in those days, when I was young. It is a glorious thing. Sometimes I drive a bit now, just to see if I can still keep her over a hundred on a good road, if only for a few minutes, but in somebody elses car. I sold mine long ago.

Well, I was driving south again through this valley, a wild place of rocks and a few bamboos and a little stream. I dont think it could ever have seen a good racing car before. It was in the summer, and I looked at the stream and thought how cool its water must be, coming down straight from the snow. And then I saw a girl with a pitcher of earthenware, that she had just filled at the stream, and she was drinking out of it.

The affairs of the mind, I dont think you care about them as we do. But I think a picture will sometimes be made on the mind by the sunlight, and there it stays all your life. Not often, and you can never say when. Perhaps you dont bother with such things. But one of those pictures came then, in fact the only one I have had. And it doesnt blur, as time blurs material things. It is still there. It is the picture of a slender girl in a saree the colour of morning glory, drinking that snow-water. I thought of towns and of my brothers dancing-girls, and then of the life that I led myself; and all these things suddenly faded, and all that my thoughts could see was this girl in her blue saree drinking the water from the snows, and those grave peaks looking down from their loneliness at the valley. That picture is still there. Do you not think differently from us? Do you ever sit for a few hours and contemplate? I think your thoughts move quicker and are more worried. Mine are sometimes worried too. Very. But then I think of that picture of the slender girl by the stream, and my thoughts grow calm again as the mountains.

Well, I said to the girl, Come south with me to my brothers State. My car can do over a hundred on a good road. You shall see it do it.

I had a little palace then, not far from the palace of my brother. She cannot have known up there in the hills what India was like; she cannot have known its people; she cannot have known how we lived. I gave her no time to make up her mind. But what is time? We looked at each other and she came. What could I have been to her? I dont know. Something mysterious out of the South. To me she was all that we have lost in towns and in palaces and in modern days. All we have lost. Streams that have never known towns; mountains that have never heard noise. And a great deal more. Your Eden is lost too, is it not?

I believe so, I said. But do you mean that the girl got straight into your car. Did she not at least say good-bye to her family first, whoever they were?

His face shone three times with the glow of his cigar and went back into darkness, before he spoke again.

Yes, he said, it was like that. She left that mountain stream with me and we drove into the plains. Once for a mile or two I got up to a hundred and ten. She had never seen a car before. On the kutcha roads of course I could not often do anything like a hundred; but I raised a cloud of dust that was two miles long, and that shows you that I kept a pretty good pace. Never even seen a motor before.

All this was in the early morning, and we crossed the border of my brothers State about nightfall, when all the peacocks were screaming and the green parrots flying home, and men were saying with flutes what they could not say with words, and one or two stars were shining in a green sky. I was driving to my little palace among the trees, that was called Princes Koti. I was eager to show her things that she had never seen before. My little palace was full of them. But mostly, I wanted her to bring to it that calm that slept in the cool of the mountain stream, and the blessing of the great peaks, and all the serenity there was in those valleys.

But I fear I speak of things that your country does not value. Pardon me if I do.

What could I say? At one moment he was telling of a hundred and ten miles an hour on Indian roads in a racing car, and at another of the serenity of the hills. He was so far beyond me in both of these things that I could only puff at my cigar. When he mixed them up together it was as bewildering as mixed drinks. So I quoted a French proverb, knowing he did not know French. And he went on.

We were driving in that calm light, that was rapidly dying, to my little palace, he said, when most unfortunately I saw my brother. He was standing beside the road. I never knew why. It was of course no use asking, because too many people would have been sure to know.

Sure to know? I said, you mean not to know.

No, he said, they would have known. And then it would have been their duty not to reveal it. No, I never knew why he was there. But there he was, and I stopped the car and made the proper obeisances. You know that we are of divine blood, and the divinity is all in him. And he smiled at me. Oh, yes, he smiled. But then he smiled at her. I looked at her face to see the answering smile that would blast my happiness for ever; one glance aside as I stood facing my brother, with my hands towards him in the correct attitude, which is that of prayer. Everything was still as the evening. And then the smile did not come. She looked towards him pleasantly; but she did not smile. It was over in a flash. My happiness was not blasted. She preferred my love alone, to being one of his dancing-girls. But he never forgave it. He was the Maharajah. The girl was in his State, and she refused to be his. She had said nothing. Nor had he. But that is what it amounted to. He could see that she preferred me to the Maharajah; I who was nobody; and it was an insult. You are taught in your Book to forgive insults. We are not. So what could he do?

What he did do was to invite us both to dinner, to take place without delay, and to have a jolly evening and drink to my return to the State. Well, there was nothing for it but to accept. It used to be death to disobey the Maharajah in the old days and, though the English rather frowned on the custom, we did not like to forget it altogether.

Well, we went to the Palace, she and I and he, and he commanded a dinner, and it was brought, and she ate meats and fruits that she could never have tasted before, and they were served on our old plates, the ones that had rubies set in the gold of the rims. And the legend of the origin of those plates is more wonderful than the rubies; but you wont want to hear that, because you are not interested in things so old, or in stories that cannot be proved. And when the plates had been taken away, he said, Now, we will drink to your return, and to those two evening stars that you have happily brought with you. She did not hide her eyes at all, but she did not say they were his. And he made a sign, and four bottles of champagne were brought in. Well, I thought, that is one for each of us and a bit over. But will Nahuriar, that was the girl whom I saw drinking the snowy water in that wild valley, will she touch any of this? It will only be for the Maharajah and me. Two bottles, I said. I could just do it, and drive away with Nahuriar after dinner.

And then a small flagon of port was brought in, and put beside his highness. My brother was only going to drink port! I should have to drink two bottles. And what would happen to her? I was thinking this, when four more bottles were brought in. Yes, four more. I saw then that he meant to kill me and Nahuriar when I drove away with her, because she would not stay in his palace.

To kill you and her? How? I asked.

Why, because he knew I could never bear to drive at under sixty at any time, he said. And with all that champagne in me he knew I would drive at a hundred, and not be able to do it. No man could. And then I thought we were both as good as dead.

But why couldnt you have driven at ten miles an hour? I said. And it seemed an obvious question for me to have asked. But no, there was something I could not understand. For he shrugged his shoulders, as far as I could see in the dark, and merely said, Oh, no. I could never do that. Three powerful motives seemed to be working in him; love, and some deep appreciation of the serenity of Nature, and a yearning to drive a motor at over a hundred miles an hour, that was just as strong in him as any other emotion he had.

Then why not have refused to drink the champagne at all, I said.

And the shadow of an old fear seemed to show in the glow of the cigar on his face. Oh, no, I couldnt have done that, he said.

He never told me why. But I saw that, whatever the reason, he was sure about that. Whatever it was, I saw that he was more afraid of refusing the drink than he was of killing himself and his girl by smashing his racing car on the road at night.

I looked at Nahuriar, he went on, and to my great surprise I saw her drinking the iced champagne just as she had drunk the water that the stream brought down from the snow. Every time I finished my tumbler, for we were drinking from large tumblers, it was refilled at once by a kitmagar, and the Maharajahs eyes were on me, I could not avoid them, and I had to drink!

Drank because his brother was looking at him? asked Terbut.

So he said, replied Jorkens. Sometimes his talk got too deep for me. And it was too deep there. He may have thought that, with all that divine blood in the family, there may have been some magical power of which I know nothing. But I do not even know from what gods they believed that they were descended. Its hard to say what he thought. I can only tell you whatever he told me, sitting on that verandah, while jackals, that always sound nearer than they are, gave with their cries more weirdness to the night, and to Sharudahs tale, with which he went on, still talking of those eight bottles, so many of which were still full, and that, however silly it may seem to us, threatened him and the girl with death.

And now I saw that the girl from the valley under the snows was drinking level with me. With amazement I saw it. I had drunk over two bottles, and she must have had the same. I paused for a moment, and in that moment, or very little more, she drank off two tumblers, and then my brothers eyes were on me again and I had to drink more. So did she. The end seemed near. Now I had drunk nearly two and a half bottles; and I knew that another tumbler, and I should run the car off the road, which was only a bit of flat sand, right into the jungle, and Nahuriar and I would be crushed against the nearest tree. I could not have done it by day, let alone by night.

And then the Maharajah rose up and went out of the room. Astonishing as it may seem, Nahuriar had now drunk her four bottles empty. I couldnt have believed it. But she had. But what was I to do? There was a full bottle before me, and one half full, and I couldnt drink even the half and steer a car. I knew he would not leave us together for more than one or two minutes. When he came back I should have to drink what remained, and then I and the girl would be killed.

But why on earth? said someone to Jorkens.

Its no use asking me why, said Jorkens; why he should drink or why he should kill the girl and himself. He merely thought both were inevitable. I am only telling you what he told me.

With his eyes on me I had to, he went on. I had a minute or two to rest. That was all. And then, Nahuriar said, Can I help you?

Why, yes, I said, astonished although I was. For I thought she was going to share with me. And then I knew that not even that would help. I couldnt drink any more and remain sober. And then I saw her filling a tumbler and drinking it, and filling another and pushing the empty one over in front of me. She was standing up, straight and slender as I had seen her in the valley. She was quite unaltered, except that her pupils were larger and blacker, and there was something in them as though she saw what I could not see, and I thought it was the peaks of the Himalayas. When I saw what she was doing, it came to me for the first time that we might get away from the State alive, and I said, Be quick. He will be back in a minute. And she filled the last tumbler, and as she drank it the door opened. Thank you, I said, as though she had been pouring out for me, and reached out my hand. There was only a tablespoonful left in it, as his highness came back to the room. I stood up and raised my tumbler and drank to him as he entered. I could just do it and keep my head. It was only a few drops. I swayed as I drank, and sat down suddenly. And he smiled, for I was pretending to be as drunk as he wished. It was my farewell drink to him.

And, seeing me like that, he let us go, thinking we were going to our deaths, for he knew how I always drove. It is the only way to enjoy driving a car. But it is sudden death if youre drunk. And he thought I was, and that the insult would be avenged, and his gods glad. And another wineglassful, let alone a tumbler, and I should have been all that I was pretending. It was a near thing. And Nahuriar stood there as we both rose to go, as calm as I had seen her beside that mountain stream; all but her eyes, which were more than ever like two stars in the clear air above her native peaks. A last look the Maharajah flashed at her, like lightning shot from his eyes. But her eyes shone on unmoved as those stars in the cold. Very well, he said. I tell you good-bye. And a happy journey.

And it was a happy journey. We went away through the warm night, over the plains and past the blackness of sleeping jungles. I did not go to my little palace, but over my brothers borders, far from his State, where he would not be allowed to kill or seize us. Once for nearly a mile I got up to a hundred and twenty. The apple-green eyes of panthers and jungle cats shone at us, beetles hit our windscreen and melted, our pace made the night cool. Till dawn, we drifted through it, seeming to fly. I sold my racing car, and some rings that I had, and bought this little house. And here we have lived ever since. Nahuriar, he said, raising his voice, you remember that drive?

No, came hers from an inner room, I slept all the way.


The Greatest Invention

WHAT do you think is going to happen, Jorkens? said one of us one day at the Club. And it so happened that the question, trite though it may have been, started Jorkens off on one of those stories that he picks up during his wanderings. For Jorkens does not like to be still for very long; and, when you begin to travel, you find other men doing the same, or men who in some distant land are living quite different lives, and sooner or later some story comes your way that may be worth while telling, to pass an idle half hour away at a club. It was so with Jorkens. Going to happen? said Jorkens. That is hard to say. The strength of other countries armies and navies was common knowledge once, and one had a rough idea of what other countries wanted to do, and their ability to do it. But it is all different now.

How is it different, Jorkens? asked the man who had first spoken.

There are so many inventions, said Jorkens, of which we know nothing. And one has something more than an idea that still more are being invented. Those whose business it was to know it used to know where every battleship in Europe was. But now that a man can carry in a handbag a bomb that is more powerful than several battleships, and now that an aeroplane to carry such a bomb anywhere can be hidden in a potting-shed in a garden or under a row of thujas, it is hard to find out the power of any country, or to know what it can do, or what any state will do next. I will give you an example. I was in a ship in the tropics, and we put into a port; it doesnt matter where; and I was getting tired of gazing for weeks at the tropical sea, which is like looking all day long, and day after day, at one round sapphire twenty miles across; pretty, but slightly monotonous. So I went ashore for an hour and walked into a bit of a tavern, to see if they had any decent wines in that country. As it turned out they didnt; not, that is to say, anything that I should care to drink myself. But there was a man in the tavern with a black moustache, and a certain look in his eyes that made me wonder if he might not have something interesting to tell, a man with a sun-tanned skin, sitting there saying nothing. So I asked him if I might venture so far as to offer to him a glass of the wine that they were selling there. They are very polite in those parts, and you have to be careful how you offer them anything. You couldnt thrust on them even a handful of diamonds. They would throw them back at you. Well, I asked him as politely as I could, and he was good enough to express his readiness to accept my little offering. And I called for a bottle of their queer wine. And the barman brought it down from a shelf above his head, upon which were rows of them, where spiders larger than any of those we know had woven curtains that shut them in with the darkness. When the bottle had been uncorked and the wine poured out, like liquid tropical sunlight, into a tall glass, I watched it go down under that black moustache. And when it had gone down a certain way he began to speak. What he said was, We aimed at the mastery of the whole Caribbean. There would not have been a country along its shores, or any of the islands, that would have been able to stand against us, had things gone the way that I wanted. And dont believe that because we are a little country we could not have done what I planned. War is no longer a matter of swords. It is no longer even a matter of armies. When one bomb can wipe out a division or a capital city, it depends not on the strength of mens arms, but on the intelligence of the scientists. That is well known. And we had a scientist, a scientist as we believed at the time, and as I have since seen proved, who had no rival west of the Atlantic.

You proved it? I could not help saying.

Yes, he said. You shall hear.

I procured another bottle of wine from the dark shelf, and had it opened and set before him, and I did hear.

You may not have thought it, he said, but I was in our Ministry of Warfare.

And I had not thought it; for he was a scrubby little figure, not at all what one has come to regard as the figure of a soldier. But warfare, as he explained to me, has altered.

Our First Minister for Warfare, he said, was a cavalry soldier, and could not adapt his thoughts to modern science. He looked at war as an opportunity for cavalry charges, and all that a people makes songs about. He would not give proper consideration to plans for the ruin of cities. He had to be shot.

I exclaimed at that, but he went on, No, no. Do not misunderstand me. There was no assassination. He was honourably executed. There was at stake the mastery of the whole Caribbean, and there he was dreaming of cavalry charges and the wars of the hidalgos. It did not depend on his cavalry. The fate of the Caribbean nations depended on one man. And we had got him, the man of whom I told you, the greatest scientist in South or Central America, Silvar Y Carasierra. We knew his abilities. I am not exaggerating, and I shall prove them to you. He had the power to invent things as deadly as any that have been invented, bombs to destroy cities utterly, as well as planes to carry them, with no need of a pilot. And we had him working for us. And knowing what this man could do, our just aspirations seemed on the verge of fulfilment.

And what were they? I asked.

Why, the domination of the whole Caribbean, he said. And it is just that we should have it. We are the people who have been born to it, whose ancient right it is. The others are but monkeys, compared to our people.

Yes, I said. They should stay in their forests and leave the affairs of the Caribbean to you. Though I did not know for which of those countries he spoke. But I feared that my question had heated him, and I wished to be soothing. And as soon as I said that he went on.

When the First Minister for Warfare had been executed, we began to make great progress. We gave up outdated thoughts of fine uniforms, that he had so much loved, and cavalry charges and glory, and began to lay down a supply of atomic bombs. Oh, yes. It is not only large countries that have them. That is the beauty of them. They give grand opportunities to little countries. Once, if a nation had twelve battleships, it was a great power, and we could only obey. But what if a power has twenty of these bombs and we have a hundred? What then? Must we be silent then about our ancient and just aspirations. No. We shall speak.

Certainly, I said.

But that is not all, said this dark stranger over that southern wine. Other nations have the atomic bomb. We looked for something more. And not vainly; for this man Carasierra could give it us. I say to you again that I do not exaggerate his powers. Science has secrets that could wreck nations as we know it can wreck cities, and this man was well on his way to discover such secrets. Naturally our other scientists were jealous of him, for emulation is in our blood; but they all admitted that, and we knew that we had marvellous powers within our grasp, if only Carasierra could be kept at his work. And my dark informant was silent awhile, and seemed gazing into the past through the cobwebs that partly veiled the dark end of that dingy tavern.

Idle, was he? I said. For in a hot country like that, I thought it very likely.

No, said the stranger. Never idle. Always spurred on by a most fierce ambition. Never idle even at noon, when others with us rest. The ambition of a scientist: it may be as fierce as any. He was inspired by it. His very life was devoted to making a more wonderful invention than any the world has known. We could trust him to work. Often his light burned on late into the night, when all had left him. Yes, he worked, and he was working for us on something very wonderful; and, had it been the most wonderful thing as yet invented, he would never have left it, and our just cause would have triumphed. Yes, the centre of power would have moved to the Caribbean, and we, we, would have been telling your nations, so proud with so little cause, what the value of their pounds and their dollars should be. Ah, well. We relied, and rightly, on that mans wisdom, but we forgot his folly.

Again a silence, and his eyes gazing darkly into the past, or at some future that never came.

What did he do? I asked.

That ambition was driving him all the time, he said, and it would not let him rest. He knew that he was the greatest scientist, not only in the Caribbean, but anywhere in the world, and he was determined to show it. While the bomb upon which he was working seemed the most wonderful thing ever invented, he was content, and more than content, to work on at it; and he worked night and day at that, and at an aeroplane to carry it, an aeroplane needing no pilot. But before he had completed it another inspiration came to him and drove him before it, and away from the one that would have given us our rightful place in the Caribbean. I tried everything: threats, appeals to him to think of our ancient glory, and even bribes. But neither threats, nor appeals, nor bribes, would turn him from his new project. The splendour of his new inspiration gripped him, and he was like a man drugged.

You cannot make a man think. And the splendour of our position, that could be built only upon his dreams, faded like dreams. We were so nearly one of the Great Powers. And you can tell any subject or citizen of those Powers, when you get home, how precariously their power is perched; and how, but for a fancy that came to this mans mind and drove out all more reasonable fancies, we should have had a place as great as theirs. And what use we might have made of our power!

And his eyes lit up at those words of his, seeing something I could not see.

What was Carasierras fancy? I asked.

I will tell you, he said. And it was a wonderful fancy too. But useless, useless. And we might have dominated the Caribbean. I made many appeals to him. Day after day I went to his laboratory and appealed to him, almost with tears, to return to his work for us. I gave him every chance. But no, he would not leave his new inspiration, the most wonderful invention of our time, which was no use to us; and we so much needed the other. I gave him every chance. But at last I had to threaten him with death, as I had every right to do, for he was working for the State and refusing to obey a lawful order, and our destiny depended upon it. So I went again to his laboratory and told him that if he would not give up his new toy and return to his proper work he would have to be shot. But there was a queer light in his eyes that day, and really I think he hardly heard me; at least, he seemed not to understand, for he would only say, I have done it, have done it.

Done what? I said.

The most wonderful invention, he said, the most wonderful invention ever achieved by man.

You will be shot, I repeated, if you dont get on with your work.

This is more wonderful, he said.

Well, show it to me, I demanded. For I thought I should be able to say that it was not very wonderful after all. But I could not do that. He took me out on to his lawn. And there he pointed. I saw only a square yard of grass where he pointed, marked off with a strip of white tape.

What is it? I asked.

There, he said.

I looked again, and could see nothing but grass.

He took up his bit of tape and marked a smaller area, one of only a few inches. Do you see anything wonderful there? he asked. Look close.

And I looked close and said, No.

That is what is wonderful, he said. You see no blade different from the rest?

No, I said again.

Then you have seen the most wonderful invention of all that Man has made, he replied with a wild look in his eyes. For one of those blades of grass I made myself.

But what is the use of that? I asked.

Use! Use! he repeated, and laughed. I do not work for use, but for wonder.

It will be wonderful, I said, when we dominate the Caribbean. Perhaps even the world.

It is far more wonderful, he said, to have made a blade of grass.

That I had to admit. But I added, You will return to your work now.

And at that he laughed more wildly.

Not now that I can do this, he exclaimed when his laughter stopped. I am going on to make flowers.

I examined his blade of grass, and he gave me every facility, showing me all the process in his laboratory. The blade was perfect and was clearly alive, but he satisfied me that it was artificial. A marvellous man. It was a pity. But we, of our people do not make threats that we do not carry out, still less we responsible ministers. I had threatened him with death and he had to be executed. I had given him every chance. It was a pity.

Whether it was that his tale was told, or that the influence of the queer wine was over, he fell then upon silent brooding; gazing, as it seemed, into the past at the grip that his country had lost on the Caribbean, perhaps on the world.


The Verdict

I HAD a nasty experience the other day, said Jorkens, or, I rather, the other night. A very nasty experience.

A We were having lunch at the Billiards Club, and I think we rather welcomed Jorkens intrusion into the conversation, since it interrupted a somewhat tedious account that we should have almost certainly got from one of our members, Teggers by name, who was about to describe how a taxi had missed him as he was crossing the road.

A very nasty experience, Jorkens went on. I went to sleep after a perfectly ordinary dinner, ordinary for these hard times I mean, and frugal even at that; and no sooner was I asleep than I dreamed that I was being tried for my life. And that was not all; but I had a very clear impression that, if the verdict went against me, it would be effective.

Oh, only a dream, said Teggers. I wish that taxi had been a dream. I sometimes wish that all taxis were.

Only a dream, said Jorkens. But look how many die in their sleep. I used to wonder why. I think I know now. I said that I had an impression that an adverse verdict would be effective. It was more than an impression. I was absolutely certain that if that trial went as it looked like going, I should never wake up.

Then you knew it was only a dream? said Teggers.

I certainly had a kind of knowledge that that was so, said Jorkens. But it was real enough, for all that. Real as anything here, even though there was that kind of knowledge behind it, which I cant quite explain. Dreams are queer things. But however it was, I had a very clear foreknowledge that their death-penalty would be effective. Shock, I suppose. You can suffer from shock at any time, sleeping or waking; and, judging from the number of men that die in their sleep, I gather that we are less protected from it if it comes when we are asleep than if we are up and about, with all our senses alert.

What were you being tried for? asked Teggers.

The charge was assault, said Jorkens, and causing grievous bodily harm. Which is not punished by death here. But I was not being tried here. I dont know where I had got in my dream. But, wherever it was, I was on trial before a jury.

Of what nationality? asked Teggers.

That is the difficulty, said Jorkens. It was a queer dream, and they were of no nationality. They were not human even.

Not human! said one or two of us.

No, said Jorkens. It was an impartial jury. The injury that I was accused of had been done to a dog. So neither dogs nor men sat on the jury. They were all kinds of creatures, including a rabbit. All kinds of creatures, twelve of them. And I was charged with assault and doing grievous bodily injury, because I had owned a spaniel that had never been docked. So it had a tail, and I couldnt bear to see it. I dont quite know why. But, like a great many other people, I couldnt bear to. So I asked a vet to chop it off, which he did. I dont know what happened to him in his dreams. But he chopped it off one afternoon; and that very night as soon as I got to sleep, two bulldogs arrested me in my dream, and I was led away to a clearing in some forest, and I found the jury all waiting, and thats where I was to be tried. Yes, it was a nasty experience. I was being cross-examined very nastily by Counsel for the Prosecution. I didnt deny that I had had the dog docked; what I said was that it didnt hurt him, and he had no use for his tail. But the unfortunate part of it was that the jury all had tails themselves. And my arguments didnt go down. And the difficulty was that when I tried to develop it, they obviously knew all about tails, and I knew nothing. That was a distinct handicap. So I said instead that it made the spaniel look so much nicer. But that didnt go down either. And then I said that I did it out of kindness, to prevent the spaniel getting thorns in his tail. But the Counsel for the Prosecution was a nasty fellow, and he asked me if I had ever had any of my own limbs amputated in order to cure the prick of a thorn, even after one had got in. A nasty fellow. Of course it was obvious that I hadnt, because all my limbs and fingers were there. He neednt have asked it: he could see for himself. But the point told against me. Then he talked a lot of stuff about what a cruel deprivation it was, and how it harmed the dog when running, swimming, sleeping, and even (as he said) rejoicing. And it was on the tip of my tongue to say that that was all nonsense, when I looked at the jury and realized again my dreadful handicap, which was that they all had tails.

The Counsel for the Prosecution was making out a very nasty case, which I could have answered easily enough here, as I have heard people do every day; but, though they pretended to be impartial by having no dogs on the jury, there was that awful fact that they all had tails. And it was no use saying to them that they didnt want them. It would simply not have gone down; and it only made my case worse when I did. And it was bad enough without that. Counsel for the Prosecution was making out his case in a very damning way. Did I tell you that he was a tiger? Well, he was. And in spite of that, I knew every word he was saying. It is odd how one can do that kind of thing in dreams. But, dream or not, one thing I knew for certain, that if the verdict went against me, the execution would be effective in what I may call both worlds, dreamland and here. And what is more, the case he was building up, which could not be answered in the usual way, on account of the jury knowing too much, which seemed to me very unfair, was obviously going against me. I could see that clearly enough in the faces of the jury. And I had to admit that the damned fellows arguments were incisive. The tigers, I mean. Well, there it was. I saw that I was going to be executed, and I knew that it would be fatal.

How did you know that? asked Terbut, butting into the story.

We all have such premonitions sometimes, said Jorkens, and, at a time like that, I knew.

Then you beat the tiger, said Terbut.

It was the Counsel for the Defence that did it really, said Jorkens. Another nasty fellow. A monkey. A monkey with a great long tail. It looked awful.

Then you arent grateful to him, said Terbut.

Evidently not, said Teggers.

No, said Jorkens. I didnt like the things that he said about me. A nasty fellow. He got me off in a way. But he was very rude about it.

How did he get you off? asked Terbut.

He cross-examined me and asked me my reasons for docking the dog, said Jorkens, and I told him them all straight out. He must have been trying to draw me. And he succeeded. I didnt give a damn for the jury any more. And I told him why one couldnt have spaniels going about with tails. A stump is all that they need, and all that they ought to have. And I told him so straight out. And the damned monkey got that verdict.

What verdict? asked Terbut and Teggers with one breath.

Guilty but insane, said Jorkens.


A Conversation in Bond Street

WE were all in the Billiards Club some time round about Christmas. No one was at our long table, so far as I can remember, and we were in armchairs before the fire, a fine fire of coal, and it was a hot night. Outside, the town was being hidden and hushed with snow, and from the softly audible pats on our windowpanes we could guess the great size of the flakes. Several of us had been telling ghost stories, to which Jorkens was listening quietly, deep in his armchair, until one of us said, I expect a ghost has come your way at one time or another, Jorkens.

Well, yes, said Jorkens. I think I told you about one once.

Lets hear about another, said some of us.

I dont think I remember meeting another, said Jorkens. Oh, come, said Terbut. Try and remember.

No, said Jorkens. No. I cant recall another. Spirits perhaps, if you count spirits as ghosts.

Theyll do, said Terbut.

Well, spirits certainly, Jorkens went on. Yes, Ive seen a spirit. There was a woman in Bond Street who used to call them up.

Old Bond Street or New Bond Street? asked Terbut.

She trusted me not to give her away, not to report her to the police, said Jorkens, and I like to feel that I am worthy of her trust. No, I never gave her away, and I am not going to do so now. If you want to find where she works, you must just try every house in the street, all the way to Oxford Street from Piccadilly.

I dont want to find her, said Terbut.

Well, thats all right, said Jorkens. I am not saying that what she did was strictly legal. Calling up spirits, I mean. But I am not going to hunt her down.

No, no, said Terbut. And I think we all made it plain that that was quite understood.

Well, said Jorkens, that spirit came from a long way away, and had been drifting in this direction for a very long time, probably not much faster than sound, so that all it had to tell of was of things very long past.

You never told us of that one, said Terbut.

No, replied Jorkens. I didnt. I didnt like its character. One doesnt talk about everyone that one has ever met. Some are dull, some are unpleasant; while others have a perpetual sparkle, that is perhaps worth talking about. I remember a man I once met in a liner in the Red Sea.

You were telling us about Bond Street, said Terbut. Ah, yes, said Jorkens. Well, this spirit. It was a nasty, conceited spirit. It may have been a million times cleverer than me; I dont say it wasnt; but I didnt like the way it was always showing it. No, it may have known more about science than anyone else on this earth. Very likely it did. But it neednt have been ramming it down my throat all the time. That woman in Bond Street, I am not going to give her away, but I will say she calls up a very nasty assortment of spirits. A little judicious selection would have made all the difference. Well, this one got on to its favourite topic at once, and it couldnt mention any of the scientists in this world, living or dead, or hear me mention one of them, without a very irritating little laugh. I should call it rather a titter. Nothing we knew seemed to be anything better than childish to it. Imagine one of us talking about aeroplanes, steamers and motor cars to one of the subjects of Edward the Confessor, and rather forgetting ordinary politeness; and thats the kind of impression it made on me. Well, when it had been talking about electricity and mechanics for a while as though it were a senior don and I a small boy in a grammar school, I thought I would talk about something pretty big that we actually have accomplished. I didnt know much about it, but I knew it was a big thing all right. I talked about the atomic bomb. And it just burst into laughter.

Childish, it said. No, no, no. Perfectly childish.

Well, you cant talk like that about the atomic bomb. And so I said to it.

No, no, no, it said. We had developed atomic fission incomparably beyond that. No comparison is possible. The difference between one of your boys peashooters and the biggest naval gun you have got is too slight to serve as a comparison. There is really no comparison at all. None whatever. In all scientific matters you are merely like children partly opening the first page of your first copybook.

Somebody said to Midgely, our scientific member who was in front of the fire with the rest of us, What do you think of that?

Well, said Midgely, well, but would not commit himself. And Jorkens went on.

You have studied our scientific progress, then, I said to it.

For half an hour, it answered.

Thats not long, I said.

Quite long enough, the unpleasant fellow retorted, to know all about the science you have managed to discover on your earth.

Again we looked at Midgely. Rather sweeping, was all he said. And we turned back to Jorkens and his argument with his spirit.

And on this world of yours, I said, whatever it was, did you know all about its science too?

My dear sir, it said, I was its principal scientist.

 Thats a proud boast, I said, or something like that.

Very proud indeed, it replied, but true.

And can you tell me what you did with it? I asked.

We did a very great deal, it replied proudly, and I will try to explain it to you. I will make it as simple as I can.

 Thank you, I said.

You see, talking to anyone on your earth about science, it went on, is very difficult, because scientifically you are so extremely backward. But what we did was to develop atomic fission as it ought to be developed; not in your little handfuls; we used mountain ranges. And not your little mountains either. Well, the first grand experiment was entrusted to me. I think you had a little experiment at Bikini. I remember the ether was full of your talk about it. Well, imagine that multiplied by several million; and that was the work with which our government entrusted me. And they gave me a great squad of workers, about the population of one of your continents, and all working under my orders. Well, I cant tell you the steps I took to detonate the substance we used, because my calculations were all so far beyond your crude knowledge of science, if one can call it knowledge, and if one can call it even science. But you may take it that my success came up to our grandest expectations, and indeed went far beyond them. It might in the end have been better had they employed a scientist less far advanced than me. But they chose me, and I naturally did my best. Well, I touched off this range of mountains of which I was telling you. And dont be thinking of your Alps or Himalayas or Andes: it was vastly larger than any of them. I touched it off, and the success was enormous. Beyond all our expectations, as I told you. My only difficulty was in checking the reactions of the explosion when I had done my work. There is something in atomic fission that I cannot explain to anyone with no scientific knowledge, in a world in which science has scarcely dawned; but I may say that the atom explodes with an interacting chain of continuing influences, if you can understand that. My difficulty was in checking those influences. When they had entirely disintegrated the range of mountains they moved on to other ranges, and they again influenced others, all this at the pace of lightning, and our planet entirely disintegrated.

Your whole planet? I said.

Yes, it replied. It all turned to gas. And that was not all.

Not all, I blurted out.

By no means, it answered. It spread, and at the same pace, to our other planets. There were thirty-two of them in our solar system, not of course counting moons; and they all reacted too. And of course the star round which they used to revolve exploded with them. You will pardon me if I speak of your little bombs as childish.

Certainly, I said.

Well, I dont know what you know here about hydrogen gas, it went on; but you may take it from me that the universe is largely composed of it. That reacted too, and so did all the galaxies. In fact, I found I had turned the universe, into one puff of gas, a puff of flaming gas.

And you did all that? I exclaimed.

And it was then that it showed the first, and indeed the only, touch of humility that it ever evinced to me.

Well, yes, it said. But it didnt really matter.

Didnt really matter! I gasped.

Well, not really, it said. You see, it all started again.

You cant do anything like that, one of us said to Midgely.

Well, no, said Midgely. No. But were getting on.


The Reward

OUR talk at the Club one day was of opportunity and determination. Some said opportunity was required for success, and millions never had it; others that only determination was needed. And then Jorkens joined in, all for determination. If a man was determined to get anything, and stuck to it long enough, he got it said Jorkens. Anything? asked Terbut.

Anything, Jorkens replied, so long as he sticks to it, and sticks to it hard enough and long enough. Anything whatever.

Terbut disagreed.

Life is like a race, Jorkens went on, in which they tire after a while and sit down, or get interested in something else instead. The man who keeps on wins the race.

And suppose a man wanted to be skating champion of the Sahara, said Terbut, and couldnt afford the money to get there.

Hed make the money, said Jorkens. And hed build a skating-rink in the Sahara and organize a competition there. Hed be skating champion all right, if he really gave all his time to it.

Could you tell us a case in point? asked one of us; and then left it to Jorkens to make his case, and to Terbut to knock it over, whichever of them could. Such little rivalries help to pass the time in our club.

As a matter of fact, I can, said Jorkens, a very similar case.

Lets hear it, said Terbut.

There was a young fellow, said Jorkens, to whom his parents probably used to say the very thing that we have been saying now; and very likely he, as many young fellows do, may have wanted to prove them wrong. I dont know: it was a long time ago. But, whatever his motive was, he hit on a most extraordinary ambition, and stuck to it. It was nothing less than to be appointed Court acrobat.

What? said Terbut.

Acrobat, Jorkens went on, to the Court of the country in which he lived.

What kind of country was that? asked Terbut.

T am not going to discuss the customs of European countries, said Jorkens. We should get from them on to politics, and they are muddled enough as they are.

And we all agreed about that. Indeed, there is rather a custom at our club not to discuss what is coming, as we find our afternoons pass more pleasantly when we dont try to think about it.

No, said Jorkens, never mind what country it was. And as a matter of fact its customs werent so silly as you suppose. They had no post of Court acrobat, and never had had. But that didnt stop young Gorgios. That was his name. He was a good athlete when he came by his wild idea at about the age of sixteen, and had won the high jump and the hurdles and the hundred yards at his school.

Well, there was opportunity, argued Terbut, if he was born a good athlete.

But wait a moment, said Jorkens. You dont remain an athlete all your life, and he still had to get the post created.

How did he do that? asked Terbut.

Simply by sticking to it, said Jorkens. He went into politics. They all do in that country. But he went into them harder than anyone else, and never gave up his ambition. Of course he made speeches, and fine ones, on many other subjects; but all the while he stuck to his one idea. The years went by, and the day came when he had come by power enough to preach his ambition openly, and he told them how the glory of their country and of its ancient throne would be increased if the post of Court acrobat were established. He gave examples of various appointments in rival courts and in greater ones. How much healthier, he said, and more splendid, would be the appointment of a Court acrobat. Of course many opposed him: that is politics. Of course it took a long time: that is politics too. But as the years went by he wore down opposing arguments, till he had taught people what a lesson it would be to all the nations to have a young athlete at Court exhibiting supreme physical fitness, and how such an example would tend to strengthen their soldiers, and enable them ultimately to win the just rights of the nation in victorious battle against their accursed neighbours. And so the idea caught on, and was even acclaimed; and to make a very long story short, the post of Court acrobat was duly created.

Both parents of Gorgios were by then long dead, and more than half of their contention was proved, which they had been used to din into his ears when he was young and which, once, he would not believe. Little, indeed, remained to be done: he had only to stick for a few more days to that queer idea of his; and then, when the question arose of choosing an athlete to fill the newly-made post, whom could they choose but the man who had worked for it all those years?

So Gorgios was appointed acrobat to the Court, and learned so late in life, what always takes time, that his parents were right after all. It only remained then to inaugurate him. And that is where I came on the scene, wandering about Europe as I used to do in those days when food used to be cheap and I was young and could easily walk long distances. It cost me very little in those days. I came to that country, and they were wonderfully hospitable. Those little countries were very friendly then, and there was no harm in the larger ones, though of course if you listened in Europe you could just hear a very quiet seething, like the singing of a kettle before it boils. But why listen? And I doubt if many of us did. Well there I came, and they let me see the great ceremony, which took place as soon after the creation of the post as Gorgioss uniform could be got ready. And very magnificent clothing it was, a tight-fitting suit of crimson velvet, all gay with gold buttons and gleaming with lines of gold lace that wound and twisted about it. The great throne-room had been turned into a kind of gymnasium, with the members of the Royal House seated along a dais at one end, and the principal officers standing beside and behind them. Great curtains of crimson and gold were looped along the walls, and the high swings of acrobats hung down with gilded ropes from the carved ceiling, and a row of neat hurdles was arranged on the polished floor, like the ones over which Gorgios had won his race when at school. Lights glittered, a band in pale green and gold played softly, and it was indeed a splendid scene. I will not describe it to you, because nothing there, neither the uniforms nor the ladies brilliant dresses, nor the imposing hangings, nor the splendour of that old hall aglow with its hundreds of lanterns, were not utterly put in the shade, and even dimmed in my memory, by the moment when the doors opened with a flood of golden light, and the old man in his brilliant uniform appeared between them for the crowning of his lifes work. His white hair and the crimson uniform of the Court acrobat showed each other off to perfection, and his thin figure worn with age was made all the more wistful by the tight-fitting uniform. He was wearing small black shoes with golden buckles in which little gems glittered. As though tired by his long tenacity and the work of a lifetime, he walked slow in his pointed shoes and leaned on a gilded stick. He came to the hurdles that he remembered, over which once he had won so easy a victory. As he came to the first he looked up for a moment with a slightly plaintive expression towards the royal dais, as though he asked some question with his eyes. Whatever the question was it was at once understood: royal smiles were directed towards him, and gentle applause broke out from every hand, which he understood at once, and the old bent form moved on away from the hurdle. Once he raised a hand to touch the lowest of the swings that were hung from the carved roof. But again the applause broke out, assuring him that no actual activity was expected of him. And so, having made his bows, he was led to a seat, his lifes ambition achieved. It must have taken him more than sixty years to do it, since first he came by that queer ambition of his. But he did it. Not many stick to a thing for so long. And Jorkens uttered a quiet sigh, so clearly mourning over some lost ambition that he himself had abandoned, that not even Terbut asked him what it was.


Which Way?

THERES too much talk in their politics, said somebody at the Billiards Club.

Half of us had not heard to what country he was referring. But we all agreed at once. All but Jorkens. For a moment his eyes appeared to show some trace of reflection. And then he said, I dont know about that.

Silence fell and we waited. But Jorkens said nothing more. I think it was on the tip of Terbuts tongue to say, You approve of talk then? Or something like that. But seeing that such a remark would only bring on one of Jorkens stories, he checked himself. So I said it myself.

Yes, Jorkens replied to me. After all, politics are expressed in talk. How else?

Perhaps you have been a politician, said Terbut, thinking he had him there. For whatever Jorkens may have done in his travels, there could have been no time for him to have led a political life, as all of us knew. That was more than he could have claimed. And if he denied it, then Terbut had silenced his old rival, as far as that topic was concerned. So Terbut must have thought. But Jorkens did not quite deny it, though of course he made no such claim. What he said was, No. I am no orator. But if I had been, I might once have affected the destiny of a people. It is a case in point. Their whole destiny would have been changed, had I been an orator. Yes, I approve of talk. Certainly.

You do? said Terbut.

I do, said Jorkens.

In the moments that followed I think that Jorkens was collecting his thoughts, which must have been lying far back in his memory, for he told us it was a long time ago. And with those words he began his story: It was a long time ago in a forest of Mozambique.

What part of it? asked Terbut, who I suppose had an atlas at home.

Nowhere that had got on to the map in those days, said Jorkens, even if it has now. Any names I remember would mean nothing to you. You wouldnt be able to spell them. Nor would I, if it comes to that. No. But it was somewhere between where they live in round huts, and where square ones begin to appear, so far as there are any at all; but mostly it was just forest. And there I came on what travellers seldom meet, though geologists know them well, a tribe of ape-men, the missing link, Pithecanthropos in fact.

You met them? said Terbut. What were they like?

Well, said Jorkens, looking hard and meditatively at Terbut, its hard to say. They were like people one sometimes meets, betwixt and between. But of course they hadnt got as far as any clothing, or any of our ways at all, and they lived in trees. They came down from them to have a look at me. That was my opportunity. I realized that at once. I knew what they were, because I had seen pictures in papers, reconstituted from old skulls that had been dug up from the Pleistocene, old skulls of the sands and gravels, from which we have evolved upwards, while others evolved downwards and are baboons: these had evidently remained just as they were. After all, why not? The mouse and the rabbit have, so far as we know. Of course with the jaws they had they could have bitten my arms off with one bite each. But they were friendly and curious. They came up to me and fingered my clothing, and seemed to laugh. I let them do what they liked, because I saw it was my opportunity, an opportunity such as Mussolini had with the Italians; only he led them the wrong way: I hoped to lead them upwards. And thats where talk came in, or what is more properly called oratory. How else can one show the way to anyone? Writing cant do it. It hasnt the personal touch. And of course they couldnt read. Nor could they understand English. And that is where I had to start; teaching them English. They had only barks, or what sounded like barks to me. I dont know what my talk sounded like to them. But I got them to understand it at last, and in a shorter time than you would think.

I had my little camp which I had pitched in the forest, a tent for myself and canvas shelters for about a dozen porters. My porters were very contemptuous of Pithecanthropos. Noogoos, they said, and nothing more. By that they meant monkeys. Of course they werent monkeys; but the nearer two classes approach, the more contemptuous is one of the other. There is a fear that the last barrier may go down, I suppose, and the two lots get mixed up together. Whatever it was, my porters would have nothing to do with the ape-men. So I used to walk out from my camp and talk to the ape-men alone. Yes, talk to them. I had only to take a nut and tap it and say nut three or four times, and they would repeat it after me. Gradually I built up a language, teaching them at least twenty words a day; nearer thirty, if you counted the words they forgot. But they had clear, unspoiled memories, and didnt forget many for long. Youll see that at that rate, by the time a month had gone by, they had learned enough for conversation. And I could have made a political speech; but I took another month teaching them before I did that. They were very regular in their habits; they would come down out of their trees about an hour before sunset, always at the same place, and sunset in those parts hardly varies at all. On the equator it is always at six oclock, and we were only a little south of the equator. They came down and sat on the ground, a great heap of them in a semicircle, and looked at me, and I told them the English of anything I could see. One big ape-man was particularly intelligent, and I used him afterwards as a kind of interpreter, and he would say over again any passages in my speeches which he saw they had not understood, translating it into a series of their short barks. Then, when the hyenas began to cry, and night came rushing down on the top of the sunset, they would go back to their trees. And one day I and the intelligent one, Mgulu so far as I was able to get the sound of his name, decided that the time was come when I might address them. I had told Mgulu that I had a great secret to impart, and that the time was come to impart it. So I had a long talk with Mgulu first, and told him what it was, which was nothing less than the glories of our civilization. I had brought out a little heap of things from my camp to the place where the ape-men always came down from their trees, and these I showed to Mgulu alone, to illustrate my story. Of course having these little examples made things much easier to explain. But I wished I had more of them. The best thing I had was my rifle, and that Mgulu understood, and so did all the ape-men when I showed it them later. I dont mean that they understood anything about its mechanism, or knew what explosion was; but they understood killing and were very much interested. Other things were chiefly my provisions. Well, Mgulu and I fixed next day at the usual hour at the usual place. And there I came with my notes in my hand and found the ape-men seated in their great packed semicircle waiting, and I stood before them and made the speech on which I felt that their destiny depended. They were, as it seemed to me, on a ridge from which they might go either way. They were all that a race of intelligent apes could be, and they had great resemblance to man. Sometimes I thought they were more man than ape. But no, they were exactly half-way, and might go in either direction. It seemed all to depend on me. At least they should have the choice offered them. And I offered it. Did they wish, I asked, for ever to make no progress. Was it conceivable that they could choose to go backwards towards the ape, as the baboons had done, to be as those that my porters called noogoos; to sink among lost ages and obsolete races into the dark abyss, while before their very eyes shone the glorious peaks of the civilization I now showed them. And I showed them my kippered herrings and tinned sprats and white loaves, and whatever I had to show from my little camp. Of course this speech was not easy; but Mgulu helped all he could. I suppose I am not an orator; but it was not a bad speech. A lot of it was of course descriptive, telling them of our triumphs since we left that miserable existence in the forest. I told them that we had had forests in Britain, and that our people had once contemptibly painted themselves blue, but that we had wisely given up all that. And I told them of the great progress we had made in as much as I knew of our history; and even in my own lifetime, I said, our progress had been as much as in hundreds of years before it. And then I appealed to them to look upwards, and to come where we had come, and not downwards at the dark ages, and not to be content to stay where they were for ever. I think that Mgulu, upon whose help I had to rely so much, never put his whole heart into the appeal, though he interpreted very faithfully all I had said of our triumphs. He disappointed me there. I really do think I might have moved them if he had played up. At one moment I thought I was doing so. They sat very silent, very thoughtful, and seemed to be with me; but one word I had used seemed to make a perceptible change. I seemed to see it shivering all through that huddled semicircle. I had used the word content. Are you content, I had asked, to remain as you are for ever? I think it was that word that did it. An orator would have known that that word was dangerous, and would have avoided it. On little things like that the success of a speech may depend, and the destiny of a people. I went on with my speech and Mgulu went on with his explanations, where these were required. But from the moment that I had used that unfortunate word I saw them looking up at the great branches, and the sunlight streaming through with rays that were now nearly level, and at the huge flowers that grew round where they were huddled, and even at butterflies that came dancing by, hurrying home for the night, and at clusters of the abundant fruits that hung from the trees of their home. And, seeing that their attention was wandering, I tried to get it back, by pushing forward towards them the few things I had to show, to illustrate what our civilization had done. I pushed towards them some of my brightest kippers, dyed, as I had been told, because our public demanded them dyed. Surely, if our people demanded bright colours in their food, a simple people like these would like them, I thought; and I showed them some bottled vegetables that were a green more brilliant still. But they did not seem to take to them. I rather shortened my speech after that; but I gave them a peroration as good as I could. I gave them their choice clearly. Would they remain, I asked, naked in trees among animals, they that, though humble relations, were of the glorious race of Man? Or would they climb upward as we had done to our cities, of which I had told them, and share with us equally the progress in the future that would surely be as glorious as it had been in the past? I ceased, and they all sat silent. I had told them of our inventions and of our way of life, and they knew their own. Which would they choose?

I stood silent before them with Mgulu, leaving the choice to them. Still they said nothing. I looked at Mgulu to see what he thought; but I could not be sure. At last I said to them, Well?

To the trees, they said.

They said it, some in English, and some in their short barks. But they all answered.

And the sun set then, and they went back to the trees.

You see, I wasnt an orator.


A Desperado in Surrey

WE were talking, one day at the Billiards Club, of juvenile crime. We discuss many subjects there, and some of our discussions are, I hope, quite interesting: it all depends on who joins in and how he puts it, and on innumerable little chances. Our present discussion did not come under this head, and we were drifting away from it. Jorkens, for one, was evidently bored with it. And so was I, for that matter. And then Terbut, with one glance at the irritated impatience on Jorkens face, rather maliciously, as I thought, held on to the topic. And there we were, all still talking of juvenile crime. It was a little triumph for Terbut over his rival; for he and Jorkens are distinctly rivals in our club. And then Terbut unwisely did what many are tempted to do, and presumed on his triumph and even vaunted it. Ever see much juvenile crime in your travels? he asked Jorkens.

Well, that of course gave no opening for a tale about travel in parts of Africa to which Jorkens had been, where boys that make nuisances of themselves are merely eaten.

For a moment Jorkens was silent, and then he said, Not on my travels. But theres been a lot of it lately in Surrey.

Oh, said Terbut.

Yes, said Jorkens, a band of boys going about doing damage; breaking gaps in fences, picking flowers in peoples gardens and selling them; and, although one couldnt prove it, the number of eggs that any of us was getting from our hens was small enough to show that something was wrong. Very wrong, indeed. All the trouble came from one boy, who led this tiresome band. He never did anything the police could trace to him, and to tell you the truth they didnt seem to be much interested, because the damage they did amounted to no very serious crime; but they were a great nuisance. Well, I had twenty-five hens, the law doesnt allow us to keep more. Youre a lawyer, Terbut, and you probably know why.

Well, began Terbut.

Magna Carta I expect, said Jorkens, and went on with his story. Those hens hadnt been laying more than two or three eggs a week, so far as I could see, and it was time something was done. Of course I told our village policeman, but he said, Well of course sometimes hens lay, but he added, And sometimes they dont. And of course I was as far as ever from proving that those boys got my eggs, and so was everyone else round there. And after a few weeks of this I decided that it was time to act. Of course I would have left it to the police if they could have caught the boys; but the boys were too nimble for them; and, besides that, the police wouldnt move without proof. It stands to reason that twenty-five hens would lay more than two or three eggs in a week, but it would not be absolute proof in a court of law. So, if I were to have eggs for my breakfast (and how can one live nowadays if one hasnt?) I had to take the matter into my own hands. It was, as I said, one boy who made all the trouble, and I expect it usually is in such cases. He was a boy of fourteen, and the rest were a bit younger. I knew who he was all right, and I often saw him; but catching him at it was another matter; you might as well try to catch a rabbit. And they do a lot of harm too. I used to sit up at night watching at first, but they were younger than I and could scout and see where I was, and I soon grew tired of that. Then I decided that I should never get any proof, and so could never get help from the law, and that the only thing to do was to get that boy and somehow break his power over the band. I felt sure they would all go to pieces and give up stealing my eggs if I could do that. But how? At one moment I thought of catching him and beating him in front of his band: they were only small boys. That would have done it; but that would have been assault, and I didnt want any more trouble, than what I was having already from the loss of my eggs. So I decided against that. I must describe this boy to you. Tom Muster was his name, a labourers son living in our little village, and he had got hold of a pair of trousers of the kind that is worn in films by bad men in the West of America. There were two slit pockets in front, and out of the right-hand one was always sticking a big revolver. It was that revolver that gave him his power over the band, it was the kind of thing they were dreaming about; and, when they saw a boy in those very trousers, with a solid revolver sticking out of them, no mere dream but the real thing to the life, they naturally followed him. He had a wide-brimmed hat, too, and any time that the policeman or the schoolmaster saw him, he just pulled off his hat and hid the revolver with it. So, there it was; he was going free and he and his band were living on eggs, and I was getting two or three a week. I was growing pretty desperate and felt it couldnt go on. Well, the best defence is attack. I couldnt defend my hens, and I decided to go for that boy. Lots of other people all round were in the same fix as I, and their gardens were repeatedly raided. I discussed it with several of them, but I didnt tell them what I was going to do. One of their games was to light a camp-fire at night on a hill on one side of the village, and then to go and raid a poultry-run or a garden on the other. They would light the fire partly to draw attention away from the side of the valley on which they meant to operate, and partly out of bravado. Well, what I decided to do was to get that boy at his camp-fire, where he would probably be telling tales of his sport among Indians, red ones I mean, shooting them six at a time in the West of America. That was the time when his band would be adoring him most, and that was the time I meant to make him look silly. I waited for three nights; and one night, right opposite my window, on the far side of the valley, as soon as it was dark enough for lights to glow, there was his camp-fire. It was a warm night of July, and I started at once. Down my bit of a hill, through the village and up the hill opposite, and I was there in little more than half an hour, within a hundred yards of his campfire. And there was Tom Muster clear in the firelight, with his band of seven or eight bad boys round the fire. I lay down flat then, like one of the Red Indians that he was telling his band he used to shoot for sport, and I crept nearer till I could see the firelight gleaming on the bright hilt of his big revolver that stuck out of his right-hand pocket. They had some sort of a sentry on my side of the fire, and another was on the far side, but they werent paying much attention, and seemed to be only straining their ears to hear about Tom Musters sport with the Red Indians. There was a wild-rose bush near their fire and I got into its shadow and crawled right up to the bush till I was within five yards of Tom Muster, and his back was turned to me, and then it was only a matter of waiting my opportunity. Tom Muster was talking very big, and the eyes of all the others were fixed on his face; and then, just as he came to the climax of one of his lies and seemed quite engrossed in it, I slipped away from my cover and got right up to him before he had time to turn round. I never touched him; it was his revolver I grabbed; and when he did look round he looked right down the barrel of his own gun, glittering clear in the firelight. Hands up! I said. And he put up his hands at once. And the rest of them all sat silent, with their mouths open, their faces lit by the flames from their stolen timber.

Now, I said. Quick march. And keep your hands up, or Ill put one bullet through your brains and another one through your heart. And he did as I said, and I marched him downhill to the village, back to his mothers house, and the leaderless band slunk away saying never a word.

But, but, said Terbut. You cant do things like that. Do you know the law about threats and about being in possession of lethal weapons with intent to endanger life? You had less right to that revolver even than he had. You cant steal firearms.

I didnt, said Jorkens. I gave it back to him after I got his parole to leave my little garden and chicken-run alone. I said Give me your parole, or Ill shoot you like a dog. So he gave it.

Then, why didnt he shoot you like a dog, may I ask, said Terbut, when he got his revolver back?

It was a sham gun, said Jorkens, a thing you get in a toyshop.

Then are we to believe, said Terbut, that he didnt know that his own revolver was sham?

Oh, he knew all right, said Jorkens.

But Terbut would not let the matter drop.

Then how could you frighten him with it? Terbut insisted.

I didnt frighten him, said Jorkens. But he couldnt go back on his own gun, that had been such a terror for so long. It was that revolver that had given him the grip that he held on those boys. He couldnt admit it was sham, so he had to put up his hands. And I marched him straight back home, and gave him up to his mother. And I get a few eggs to eat now, for what they are worth.

I suppose youd rather have a whiskey and soda, said Terbut.

Thank you very much, said Jorkens.


Misadventure

IT was a cold and foggy day, and, though it was warm in the Billiards Club, we couldnt keep out the fog. The sun is shining now, said Jorkens, all over Africa.

It was the sort of remark that particularly annoys Terbut, who has not travelled; and swiftly, but, I must admit, adroitly, he twisted the conversation far from the wild lands travelled by Jorkens, and soon we were all talking of modern machinery and the latest improvements in lifts. Then Jorkens spoke again. I should hardly call them improvements, he said.

Not? said somebody.

And for a while no one spoke, and there was hardly promise of one of those stories from Jorkens, of which I am, I suppose, by now the principal recorder, or so Jorkens said to me the other day, though he may have said it in jest. And then the little silence was ended by Jorkens, and came back no more till he had finished his tale. I knew a lift, he said, that was very greatly improved, judging by your standards, Terbut. But I shouldnt call it an improvement. No. What happened was that a hotel on the south coast had fitted in an improved lift. Again I use your terms, Terbut. I will not name the hotel, for there is doubt over the whole thing. A coroners jury said one thing: I say another. But I am not going to challenge anyone elses opinion. Certainly not in public. And I am not going to spoil the business of that hotel, which was an extremely comfortable one and had the last word in everything. That was the trouble. Let me explain how it worked: you walked towards it and there was some kind of electric ray, quite invisible, like what some jewellers have to sound an alarm if any hand goes within a certain distance of jewellery, and as you approached the lift it descended from any floor it was at and opened its doors to you. Another ray told it when you had gone in and it waited a few seconds for you to sit down, and then up it would go. It told you what floor you were coming to by an illuminated number and, as you walked to the doors, again it knew, and stopped at the floor you wanted and opened its doors again, and went on when you had got out. That is my rough explanation, so that you may know what was happening, though I knew nothing about it. But there were two other men in the lift with me when I went up in it one day, one of them knowing no more about it than I, and the other one knowing everything. The man who knew nothing about it was called Odgers: you may have read about him in the papers. I didnt know the name of the other, but later I heard somebody call him Jim. Well, Odgers was trying to shut the door of the lift and Jim was telling him that you didnt have to do that, and Odgers asked why not, and Jim said, Because it can do everything for itself.

What do you mean by everything? said Odgers.

Everything that a reasoning man can do, said Jim.

Do you mean it can think? said Odgers.

Yes, said Jim. Havent you heard of an electronic brain?

But, but, said Odgers.

Well, there it is, said Jim. This lift and the air all round it are as full of electric rays as our brains are of similar impulses, and the lift responds to every one of them. If you dont call that thought..

I dont, said Odgers.

Well, what floor do you want to get out at? asked Jim.

The third, said Odgers.

Its coming now, said Jim. Go to the door. It will know. You wont need to open it.

And, sure enough, all that happened. Odgers stood still in astonishment and did not go out. And there the lift stopped, waiting for him. For a while Odgers stood with his mouth open. And then he blurted out. Tell it to go on.

I didnt see exactly what Jim did. He didnt seem to do more than wave his hand. But the lift went. Then they began to argue. Jim said what you said, that it was an improvement. Odgers said that the world was getting too much improved, and that the people in it were getting too clever to live, and that we were better off before we had all these machines.

Dont talk like that, said Jim. It can hear you.

We passed floor after floor, and I too stayed in the lift beyond the floor at which I had meant to get out, listening to that queer argument.

Hear me? exclaimed Odgers.

Yes, said Jim. Dont you realize that there are many machines far more delicate than your ear-drum, and as receptive of impulses as your brain and as well able to hear with them? If you tried to make a television set you would understand that.

As delicate as our brains? gasped Odgers.

Yes, or a wireless set either, said Jim, harping back to his point about making a delicate instrument. And it can hear you, Jim added.

I dont see how they could make a thing like that, said Odgers.

Well, I can only say, said Jim, that it is easier to make than an ear-drum.

And so they argued and we came to the top floor, and still no one got out. I must say I was agreeing with Odgers, and I think he saw my support, and it encouraged him to sum the argument up; and, though I had hardly spoken, I think the other man saw that I was with Odgers, which may have helped him to listen at first, though again and again he tried to stop Odgers from blurting out any more slanders against the lift.

Well, all I can say, said Odgers, is that machines are a damned nuisance and, if they can do all that you say, its taking initiative away from men and will make them effete in the end like the Romans, and all who came to rely too much upon slaves. Thats all they are, a kind of slave. They are a damned nuisance, and Id scrap the lot of them.

Stop! Stop! urged Jim. It can hear you.

I dont care if it does, said Odgers.

It can. It can, Jim repeated.

Does it know English? asked Odgers.

And I must say I smiled at that, and Jim saw I thought that Odgers had made out his case against him.

No, replied Jim. But all the air in this little space is vibrating with what you are saying, and the tones of abuse or anger are very different from those of contentment or ordinary polite conversation. I tell you the air is vibrating with your abuse of machines. And it will do no good.

T didnt know what he meant by that. And Odgers did not seem to know either and would not stop his contemptuous abuse of the lift, and Jim warned him no more. Well, I want to go to the fourth floor, he said. And down went the lift to the fourth and the doors opened and Jim got out; and, however he did it, he told the lift that I wanted to go to the third. When I got out, this man Odgers was still in the lift; it opened its doors for me with its usual politeness, and gently closed them behind me, and went purring away. What happened after that I can only guess, and my guess may have been helped by a change in the note of the lift, a certain snarl that seemed to me to have come in it. There was this sensitive machine alone with the man that, when last I saw him, would not cease to insult it. It went back to the fifth floor, not the floor on which Odgers lived, and there must have opened its doors for him, but not for long. And Odgers must have tried to get out. And the doors clutched him. It carried him eight floors higher, that is to say, to the top. It must have done that last trip with furious velocity, for his body was found all mangled against the roof.

That is Jorkens story, and we none of us tried to explain it. I have called it Misadventure, because that was the verdict of the coroners jury.


A Long Memory

I DONT think you have ever told us a murder story, Jorkens, said Terbut one day at the club.

I listened to hear what was coming, because it is unusual for Terbut to let Jorkens in with a chance of telling a story, and perfectly phenomenal to hear him encouraging Jorkens to tell one. Thinking it over, I came to the conclusion that Terbut may have hoped it was like a worked-out gold mine, yielding no more to any prospector, and probably supposed he had Jorkens on the most difficult ground on which he was likely to get him.

No, said Jorkens, no. But I once knew a murderer, and a pretty skilful one, which of course he had to be in order to stay alive. In fact the first words I heard him say were, You have to be very clever to be a murderer. You only get hanged if you arent.

It was those words that made me feel sure that there was a story behind them, because he said them with such conviction and because he was a little drunk. And in vino veritas, you know.

Where did you meet him? asked Terbut, trying to pin Jorkens down with little details that he might find awkward later. For I may have mentioned that Terbut is a raconteur, a raconteur who has scarcely ever told a tale in our club, because Jorkens has nearly always got in first, and whenever he did tell one he was quite outshone by Jorkens. There are jealousies inherent in many callings, and I am not blaming Terbut.

Where did I meet him? said Jorkens. Where did I meet him? At a cocktail-party, as a matter of fact. And he had been drinking lots of those little things. I dont touch them. Give me an honest whiskey and soda. But never mind that. Let me see. What was I saying? Ah, yes. Give me an honest whiskey and soda.

And Jorkens paused, and I think we all of us saw that we should get no more of the tale from him for a while, if at all. It was Terbut who signed to the waiter, saying no more to Jorkens than, Oh, well, with a shrug of his shoulders. And the whiskey and soda came and Jorkens looked up, surprised, from his reverie and put the whiskey down and, after a slight cough, resumed his story quicker than any of us could have expected, and with a clarity that was noticeably increased. Yes, said Jorkens, at a cocktail-party; and if he had been drinking an honest whiskey and soda he wouldnt have been such a fool as to speak. But speak he did, and, as I think I told you, I saw he was speaking straight from some definite memory. No one but I had heard him, though he spoke out clear enough; but they were all speaking at the tops of their voices. So I said to him, Let me get you another cocktail. They are only little things. Which of course was true in a way, though I didnt mean it to be. It is the mixing of the ingredients that matters, not the size. He looked up a little surprised at being offered a cocktail like that by a perfect stranger; but he was too fuddled to work out what my motive might be, and I simply went and got it and pushed it into his hand. It was one called Buffalo Bills Revenge. You may know it. Well, anyway he took it, and it went down like a torchlight procession leading a band of rioters. And then I spoke. I dont believe it is possible, I said, for any man to be clever enough to be sure of committing a murder without being hanged.

Dont you? he said.

No, I dont, I replied.

Dont you? he said again.

And I said, Have another cocktail.

I didnt wait for his answer, but got up and got it and made him drink it. I dont know how; but I had all my wits about me, and he hadnt. It was quite easy. And then I repeated what I had said before. And he said, Dont you, again.

And I said, Perhaps you are right. But I wonder if you could tell me a case in point.

You neednt wonder, he said.

And then he began his story.

The whole case is perfectly suppositious, he said; in fact, purely academic. But a murder could be committed with immunity on these lines. Suppose, I only say suppose, for the whole thing is suppositious; but suppose that a man who might be called, for instance, Smith, had very good reason, very good and sound reason, for wanting to kill a man who might be called Jones; a man, mind you, much better out of the world for many reasons, which we need not go into in a suppositious story. But much better out of the world. Much better, and serve him damned well right. Well, Smith says to this man who might be called Jones, You think you know something about roan antelopes, or Barbary sheep, or what you will. Well, come to the Zoo with me, and Ill show you a green one.

Something along those lines.

Well, this damned fellow, Jones, comes to the Zoo with Smith and of course they dont see any green antelope, or Barbary sheep. But Smith says, Well, never mind. Lets come and look at the elephant.

Why? says this blackguard, Jones.

Because, says Smith, its a curious thing about elephants that, though they must have eaten fruit off trees for ages, they always prefer it out of a paper bag.

Nonsense, says the damned fellow whom well call Jones.

But they certainly do, says Smith.

Not a bit of it, says Jones with a nasty sneer.

Will you bet on it? Smith asks. And of course Jones will.

Very well, they decide that one of them will offer an orange in a paper bag and the other will offer it plain. It doesnt matter which. And then theyll see which of them the elephant turns to for a second helping. Smith is very obliging about the size of the bet, and says he will lay any money the blackguard likes, and they agree upon twenty-five pounds. Well, they go to the elephant-house, to the cage of one of the elephants that carries children round the Zoo. He is behind bars at the time. And Smith says to this man Jones Go on, and the damned fellow offers his orange first. Whether it is plain or in a paper bag doesnt matter. The elephant coughs and sneezes at once, and is obviously perfectly furious. You see, the orange that Smith gave to the damned Jones to give to the elephant is pretty solid with cayenne pepper. Well, the elephant is as mad as he can be. And a mad elephant, I can tell you... But never mind that now. So Smith says to Jones, Perhaps we had better be going. And Jones is not the kind of man to stay long if there is any danger. And they clear out, and Smith never gives the elephant anything. As for the bet, Smith says hell pay half, which quite satisfies Jones, a mean devil who is always glad to be taking anyones money, whether he had earned it or not. And that is the end of that little trip to the Zoo, and Jones and Smith dont meet again for a year.

And then Smith, who may happen to have a nice little villa in Yorkshire, gives a garden-party in aid of a charity, with sideshows, a cocoanut-shy and telling your fortune and one thing and another. And he has one big tent there, which there is just room for on his lawn, with a bit of a mystery about it: you go in by a little canvas corridor concealing the door and, when you get inside, your fortune is handed to you, written out on a card by what you will never guess. And on the far side Smith has two or three people saying what wonderful, accurate fortunes have been told to them on their cards, and not saying a word about what handed the cards, but making a lot of mystery and saying, You will never guess. All that was for the benefit of Jones. But that was on the far side of the tent. On the near side he had a little cocktail bar, also for the benefit of Jones, if those things are any benefit. And he loads Jones with some of them like loading a magazine rifle, and of course the damned fellow lapped them up, which may be rather changing my metaphor. But however that be, when Jones is loaded or sodden, whichever you like to call it, Smith says, Now come along, old fellow, and have your fortune told. And he pushes Jones in through the canvas door while no one is watching, and that is the last he ever sees of the damned fellow, except for some pulp that some men lay out on his lawn.

You see, he had got that elephant inside, handing out cards with his trunk, if handing is the right word. And the elephant remembered. And a pretty mess he made of Jones. Oh, a pretty mess. It would have done you good to see it, if you had known what a damned blackguard Jones was, and if the case was not entirely suppositious, which it is; just a suppositious case to show you how a murder could be committed without anyone being hanged. Because how was anyone to know that Smith had filled that orange with cayenne pepper a year ago? And how were they to know that he had anything to do with Jones having his fortune told, or anything about it at all? What was I saying? Oh, just a suppositious case, purely suppositious.

But it wasnt suppositious. I could tell that from the way he talked, from the way he referred to Jones whenever he mentioned him, and, if you come to that, from every word of his tale. It seemed to me it was murder all right. And it seemed to me I was right when I said that you couldnt commit murder and escape being hanged, and that this fellow who called himself Smith was wrong. And I started making enquiries to prove that he was. It took a long time and was not as easy as I had thought. First of all I had to find the names of all the men who had been crushed by an elephant in England for some years back, and there were more of them than you would think. And then the thing wasnt in Yorkshire, but turned out to have been in Surrey; and it wasnt a garden-party but a fête. But I traced it in the end. The committee that was running the fête had hired that elephant for the day, of course put up to it by the man who called himself Smith, who as a matter of fact had contrived to be one of the management. How he inveigled Jones to attend the fête I didnt find out; but, from glimpses I had of the characters of the two men, I imagine it would not have been difficult. They had a hunt for buried treasure at the fête, and Jones discovered it, five pounds. I found out that. Very likely Smith got him to come by giving him a broad hint about where that five pounds was buried. But I dont know.

The rest happened pretty much as he told me, and I told you. So when I had all my facts at last complete, I went to the police and put the whole case before them.

What happened then? asked Terbut. I never read of any case of that sort in the papers.

What happened then, said Jorkens, was that an inspector warned me about my liability if I brought unproved accusations of a serious nature against anyone. And as they none of them seemed very friendly, I just dropped the case. So the man who called himself Smith got away with it. Jones must have been rather a fool to let him do it. It would never have happened if he had stuck to decent drinks. Give me...

I know what you were going to say, said Terbut.

I was, said Jorkens.


An Absentminded Professor

THERE was on the face of Jorkens, one day at the Billiards Club, a reminiscent look; and Terbut, sensing that we were about to hear one of his memories, and, unwilling to allow Jorkens memory to dominate the whole club to the exclusion of anything that Terbut might have to say, remarked, It is strange how forgetful the most intelligent men are. The absence of mind of the most brilliant professors is, indeed, notorious.

Yes, said Jorkens, coming in at once, I met just such a case only the other day.

You did? said Terbut.

Oh, yes, unmistakably, replied Jorkens. And Terbut said no more till his curious story was ended.

There is a pine-wood on sandy soil, Jorkens went on, with an old tower in it, down in Surrey. The old people there say that it used to be called the Watch-tower, though I dont know what used to be watched from it. But it is known as Simkins Folly now, because the old ruin was done up by this man Simkin, a professor of the University of El Azhar, and fitted out as a dwelling-house, although, so far as I know, it has only two rooms, one at the bottom and another right at the top, all the rest of it being a winding staircase of stone. I cant tell you much of how the thing was arranged, because nobody ever went into it. All that any of us knew of it, leaving out idle odd rumours that are not worth repeating to you, was that the professor used to work in his upper room; at least, we supposed he was working, as we saw the light in that top window gleaming across the valley all the evening and far on into the night, and no shadow was ever seen moving across the blind, which seemed to point to his sitting still all those long hours over some book; because the whole room was full of them, old tomes bound in black leather with yellow leaves, and leather straps to fasten them. We got that from the charwoman, the only other person that ever entered the house besides the professor, and she only very rarely. Of what learning he was a professor we never knew, and what he did with those books there were only rumours to tell us, too queer and odd to be passing on, as I told you. And yet they were true. And that I know, because one day I met the professor himself, and in the very last place you would think of in which to find such a man. Hardly anyone in our little village had seen him, and then one day I met him in a train, coming up to London, our 11.5, quite the last place in the world in which any of us would have looked for him. Well, there he was in the same carriage with me. He was in a desperate flurry and wanted to ask me all kinds of things, as I could see, but seemed shy about doing so. He had an air of being quite lost outside his tower, and not knowing his way about. So, to help him to start talking, I asked him if he could tell me if this train went to Victoria. Of course, there was nowhere else for it to go; but I felt that, if I asked him any more sensible question, it might be beyond him. Yes, he said, he hoped it did, as it was of the utmost importance for him to get to London at once. That of course got us well started.

What is your business? I asked him.

I must see a member of the Cabinet immediately, he said.

You have some information of importance? I asked.

Of the most vital importance, he answered. It is absolutely essential that I should see a cabinet minister at once. (Last Jorkens Book)

You have an appointment? I asked.

No, no, he replied.

Then you will hardly be able to see a cabinet minister, I told him.

They will understand at once, the moment I speak to them, he said. They will realize at once how vital it is, and they must listen.

What is it all about? I asked.

That of course I cannot tell you, he said. You see, the moment I tell what I have to tell to any cabinet minister, it will undoubtedly be treated as a secret of national importance. So I cannot tell everyone. But what has happened is this: you may have read at one time or another a certain amount about spells which learned men have written and studied for centuries.

Yes, I have every now and then, I told him.

But not nearly so much as you might have done, said the professor. Because all these things have always been kept very secret, and nobody ever handed those secrets on without oaths so solemn that they amounted to curses if anyone ever betrayed them. So, naturally, you have not read much about them. But I made them my study, collecting all over the Near East (which some people have taken to calling the Middle East, and will soon be calling the Far East if this sort of thing goes on) every old book, and even papyrus, that made any mention of spells. Well, there were codes and anagrams and all kinds of things to be mastered, let alone the translation of languages, some of them long dead, and of course there were years of work in it. What I was after was prophecy. There were spells for many purposes, but those that dealt in prophecy were the only ones that I needed, because I felt, and now feel more than ever, that we have come to a point in history when there is very little else to guide us. You see, statesmen used to learn nearly all their work from the past, and history was a very good guide for them; but there has been nothing in the past like atomic fission, or in any way resembling it, so that history is no more guide to them, now, than stories of Little Red Riding-hood would be guides to a modern big-game hunter. No, prophecy is the only thing for us now; and after searching through thousands of spells for what is now nearly twenty years, one night I hit on a spell that effectively worked.

You can prophesy, then, I said to him.

I can, he said. Or I should say I could. I had one clear vision. It was vividly clear at first, minutely and vividly clear to the tiniest details, and it is quite clear enough still. One doesnt want trivial details.

Did you write it down? I enquired.

Heavens no! he said. I saw a whole vista of time, anyway three or four years of it, far more than I could have jotted down. It would have filled a volume of history. But there was one thing in it, at least one thing, that a cabinet minister must know at once; and then I should go to the War Office. I must tell it them while it is all still fresh in my mind. But I dont know where to find either of them.

Oh, thats all right, I said. I can tell you that. Downing Street and Whitehall. But are you quite sure you havent made any mistake?

Quite sure, he replied. Ive tested it. Little trivial tests, but completely satisfying me. Yes, I have seen the future; and there is one thing I must tell the Cabinet and the War Office at once.

Why, is it happening immediately? I asked.

It is not that, he said, though its coming soon enough. But its not that. Its that the vision isnt quite so crystal-clear as it was, and I dont think that I shall ever get it again if I were to let it fade. I hit on it rather by chance after twenty years, and I couldnt count on ever combining the spells again in that exact combination. But perhaps you have never studied magic.

No, I said.

Well, then, he said, it would be useless to go into that side of it with you. But there is one thing that it is essential that I should tell them, before any more details fade which would spoil the complete picture. I think a few may have faded already, but unimportant ones. I mustnt let any more go.

Of course, I said, it is a most extraordinary gift.

Work, not a gift, said the professor. I have only had it once. I have worked on it for about twenty years.

Well, its wonderful, I said, having such a vision even once. And I would help you all I could.

Would? he repeated.

What I mean is, I said, that if by any chance you happened to be mistaken.... I know you have satisfied yourself, and I quite understand that you cant tell me anything that might become an official secret. At the same time, how am I to be quite sure that it is exactly as you suppose; and, if it wasnt, what a fool I should look buzzing into Downing Street or Whitehall and telling them that I had brought them a prophet. You see what I mean. And I hope that you arent offended.

Not in the least, he said. You are entitled to proof. Very well: this train will not stop at Clapham Junction.

But the 11.5 always stops at Clapham Junction, I said.

It wont to-day, he repeated.

And, do you know, it didnt. I never knew such a thing to happen before. I read about it in the papers next day, and there had been a technical hitch. Well, that convinced me, and I promised to do all I could for him, which wasnt much. I could show him where Downing Street was, of which he hadnt the faintest idea, and that was all I could do. I still couldnt get him in; but he repeated that that would be all right, because what he had to tell them was so momentous that after the first few words they would have to listen.

But what about the hall-porter? I said. You will have first of all to get past him.

And that he understood. Any educated man would listen at once, according to him; but he realized that below a certain standard of education he might get stuck.

You must get me by him somehow, he said to me. We cant have the destiny of the Empire thwarted by a hall-porter. And it is nothing less than that.

So I promised to do my best to hustle him into the building, if such a thing could be done. After that I should have to leave him to the care of his own self-assurance, which, I must say, had by now convinced me.

At Victoria Station he jumped out of the train before it had quite stopped.

Come on, he said. Theres not a moment to lose. And his hand flew up to his forehead uneasily, as he spoke.

All right, I said. And we ran for a taxi, though I slowed down a bit before we actually reached it, for I couldnt see that there was all that hurry. He had opened the door of the taxi when I got there, and was shouting to me to hurry. Jump in, please, he said as soon as I reached it.

So I jumped in and sat down. And then he followed me and sat down himself, and somehow his desperate hurry seemed to have left him and he was calmer now.

Where to, sir? said the taxi-man.

Now thats what I cant remember, said the Professor.

Thats all right, I said. You wanted to go to Downing Street, and after that to the War Office.

And I called out to the taxi-man, Downing Street, please.

But I dont quite remember, said Simkin.

Thats all right, I said again. I am taking you to where you want to go.

But I dont remember, he said, what it was that I wanted to say to them.

You dont remember? said I.

No, not now, he said.

So what more could I do? I had to get my lunch. So I got out of the taxi and came on here. I dont know where he drove to.

A silence fell in our club. And then Jorkens spoke again.

You know, I dont like worrying, he said. But sometimes I cant help wondering what it was he had seen.


Greek Meets Greek

I HAVE complained more than once of a device, too prevalent in the Billiards Club, whereby certain members have attempted, in a rather unsporting way, to drag the conversation on to ground upon which they think Jorkens would be unable to follow. Thus they have told tales of the Arctic, or discussed problems of Urban Councils, at times when they have expected Jorkens to be about to tell some reminiscence of Africa. But at long last they have discovered, it seems, what has been plain for some time, that these unsporting devices do not throw off Jorkens, and I shall perhaps not have to complain of them any more. I realized this at once when I came into the club recently and found Jorkens sitting silent at our table, while Terbut had just begun to tell a tale of the East. As we all of us know that Terbut has never travelled and no voice whatever was raised in doubt of his story, it was quite clear to me that he was, as it were, occupying the middle of Jorkens pitch, instead of trying to lead the conversation along trails that led straight away from it.

Yes, said Terbut. I was walking through a small town in India; through the market-place, as a matter of fact.

What town? said Jorkens.

Oh, one of those towns one reads about, said Terbut and swept so firmly on with his narrative that Jorkens tried to stem its torrent no more.

I was walking through the market-place, went on Terbut, with another fellow, a man whose name I forget, but I think it was Marmaduke-Potheringall. I had met him in the way one does, on a ship I think, but I forget where. It was a long time ago. And on our way into the town some half mile back we had passed a fakir sitting by the road with a coil of rope beside him. The rope-trick, of course. And we were talking about him still, and saying how absurd it was to pretend that there was anything in that old trick. And Marmaduke-Potheringall agreed with me, as any sensible man would. And I said it was all nonsense. And then I noticed one or two men in the bazaar looking up from their stalls, and others strolling by seemed to be listening too, until I got the idea that all of them who knew any English were taking note of what I was saying. So I lowered my voice, more especially because, so far as one can tell anything of what that sort of people are thinking, they seemed to be annoyed with the line we were taking. But this other fellow, whoever he was, evidently thought it right that these benighted folk should hear a little sound sense. So he raised his voice louder than ever, and went on saying that the rope-trick was all just damned nonsense. But in this little town the fakir and his rope-trick were evidently held to be sacred, like cows and monkeys and peacocks and all that sort of thing. For the looks of the crowd were getting unmistakably angrier, and, as this fellows voice grew louder, there were more and more people listening; and it was not enough for me any longer merely to lower my voice, and I felt I had better actually disagree with him. And so I did, and I said that the rope-trick was a damned fine trick and a very good way for holy men to go up to wherever they wanted to go. That was all very well for me, but it didnt ease the situation, because, when I said that, this other fellow became indignant and raised his voice louder still and said it was all nonsense, and went on in the same strain in a louder voice than ever. More and more people looked at us, till the whole bazaar was listening and all were angry, and I could see that the few who knew English had told the others what this fellow was saying, and the news spread incredibly quickly and there we were alone in the midst of a hostile crowd, and this man going babbling on. I tried again to say that it was a very fine trick. But it was all no use: it only made him more indignant. And the more indignant he grew, the louder he shouted. It was a nasty situation. I looked all round and saw, and I felt it more clearly still, that it was time for us to go, and so I told this acquaintance of mine, and he had the sense to see it and turned for the narrow opening in the wall from which our dusty path ran through the bazaar.

It was bound to happen: the whole lot rose and came for us.

Its a fine trick, I shouted. Its a fine trick.

Whether that saved me or not I dont know. More likely what saved me was that they were all after him, and didnt like to change foxes. I edged away sideways as soon as we got through the wall, and when I saw the whole crowd knew whom they were hunting, I slipped into the outskirts of it and had no more trouble with them. This other fellow ran quite a good pace, and one man seems to be able to run better than a crowd, so that he must have been quite a hundred yards ahead of them when he got to the fakir whom we had passed on our way, still sitting by the road with his coil of rope beside him. And I heard the fellow shouting to the fakir, as soon as he came within hearing, saying something like, I am sorry. Sorry! I am just a poor ignorant man out of the West, knowing nothing of the wisdom of the East. I was wrong. I am sorry.

And the fakir seemed to forgive him, or perhaps he taught forgiveness always for all men, just as we do, and practised it as we dont. For he threw the rope up into the air, and it stayed up straight as a snake stretched out to strike, and this white man, whoever he was, climbed up it and disappeared, and threw the rope down after him right at the leading runner, just as the crowd came up.

In the complete silence that followed this story Terbut saw Jorkens looking fixedly at him from the opposite side of our table.

You think Ive never been to India, Jorkens, said Terbut. On the contrary, said Jorkens, I know you have. Your story is perfectly true, as I can prove.

Oh? said Terbut.

I was the man you met and who went for that walk with you, said Jorkens. Not Marmaduke-Potheringall at all. And I can tell you that I only just vanished in time.
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Dunsany photographed during the First World War. Dunsany served as Captain in the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers. Although he spent time at the Front during the last two years of the war, he spent much of the conflict in Ireland.
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A street barricade erected by the rebels in Dublin during the Rising  Dunsany was wounded in the Easter Rising of 1916.
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This collection of fantasy stories was published in 1905 on a commission basis. The book is formed as a series of short stories linked by Dunsanys invented pantheon of deities that dwell in Pegāna. It was followed by a further collection Time and the Gods and by some stories in The Sword of Welleran and Other Stories and in Tales of Three Hemispheres. The book has been reprinted several times, including in editions that gather together all the stories relating to the pantheon. In 1919 Dunsany told an American interviewer In The Gods of Pegana I tried to account for the ocean and the moon. I dont know whether anyone else has ever tried that before.
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Cover of the first edition
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One of Sidney Simes evocative illustrations for the first edition


PREFACE

In the mists before THE BEGINNING, Fate and Chance cast lots to decide whose the Game should be; and he that won strode through the mists to MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI and said: Now make gods for Me, for I have won the cast and the Game is to be Mine. Who it was that won the cast, and whether it was Fate or whether Chance that went through the mists before THE BEGINNING to MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI  none knoweth.


INTRODUCTION

Before there stood gods upon Olympus, or ever Allah was Allah, had wrought and rested MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI.

There are in Pegana Mung and Sish and Kib, and the maker of all small gods, who is MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI. Moreover, we have a faith in Roon and Slid.

And it has been said of old that all things that have been were wrought by the small gods, excepting only MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI, who made the gods and hath thereafter rested.

And none may pray to MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI but only the gods whom he hath made.

But at the Last will MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI forget to rest, and will make again new gods and other worlds, and will destroy the gods whom he hath made.

And the gods and the worlds shall depart, and there shall be only
MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI.


OF SKARL THE DRUMMER

When MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI had made the gods and Skarl, Skarl made a drum, and began to beat upon it that he might drum for ever. Then because he was weary after the making of the gods, and because of the drumming of Skarl, did MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI grow drowsy and fall asleep.

And there fell a hush upon the gods when they saw that MANA rested, and there was silence on Pegana save for the drumming of Skarl. Skarl sitteth upon the mist before the feet of MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI, above the gods of Pegana, and there he beateth his drum. Some say that the Worlds and the Suns are but the echoes of the drumming of Skarl, and others say that they be dreams that arise in the mind of MANA because of the drumming of Skarl, as one may dream whose rest is troubled by sound of song, but none knoweth, for who hath heard the voice of MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI, or who hath seen his drummer?

Whether the season be winter or whether it be summer, whether it be morning among the worlds or whether it be night, Skarl still beateth his drum, for the purposes of the gods are not yet fulfilled. Sometimes the arm of Skarl grows weary; but still he beateth his drum, that the gods may do the work of the gods, and the worlds go on, for if he cease for an instant then MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI will start awake, and there will be worlds nor gods no more.

But, when at the last the arm of Skarl shall cease to beat his drum, silence shall startle Pegana like thunder in a cave, and MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI shall cease to rest.

Then shall Skarl put his drum upon his back and walk forth into the void beyond the worlds, because it is THE END, and the work of Skarl is over.

There may arise some other god whom Skarl may serve, or it may be that he shall perish; but to Skarl it shall matter not, for he shall have done the work of Skarl.


OF THE MAKING OF THE WORLDS

When MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI had made the gods there were only the gods, and They sat in the middle of Time, for there was as much Time before them as behind them, which having no end had neither a beginning.

And Pegana was without heat or light or sound, save for the drumming of Skarl; moreover Pegana was The Middle of All, for there was below Pegana what there was above it, and there lay before it that which lay beyond.

Then said the gods, making the signs of the gods and speaking with Their hands lest the silence of Pegana should blush; then said the gods to one another, speaking with Their hands; Let Us make worlds to amuse Ourselves while MANA rests. Let Us make worlds and Life and Death, and colours in the sky; only let Us not break the silence upon Pegana.

Then raising Their hands, each god according to his sign, They made the worlds and the suns, and put a light in the houses of the sky.

Then said the gods: Let Us make one to seek, to seek and never to find out concerning the wherefore of the making of the gods.

And They made by the lifting of Their hands, each god according to his sign, the Bright One with the flaring tail to seek from the end of the Worlds to the end of them again, to return again after a hundred years.

Man, when thou seest the comet, know that another seeketh besides thee nor ever findeth out.

Then said the gods, still speaking with Their hands: Let there be now a Watcher to regard.

And They made the Moon, with his face wrinkled with many mountains and worn with a thousand valleys, to regard with pale eyes the games of the small gods, and to watch throughout the resting time of MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI; to watch, to regard all things, and be silent.

Then said the gods: Let Us make one to rest. One not to move among the moving. One not to seek like the comet, nor to go round like the worlds; to rest while MANA rests.

And They made the Star of the Abiding and set it in the North.

Man, when thou seest the Star of the Abiding to the North, know that one resteth as doth MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI, and know that somewhere among the Worlds is rest.

Lastly the gods said: We have made worlds and suns, and one to seek and another to regard, let Us now make one to wonder.

And They made Earth to wonder, each god by the uplifting of his hand according to his sign.

And Earth was.


OF THE GAME OF THE GODS

A million years passed over the first game of the gods. And
MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI still rested, still in the middle of Time, and
the gods still played with Worlds. The Moon regarded, and the
Bright One sought, and returned again to his seeking.

Then Kib grew weary of the first game of the gods, and raised his hand in Pegana, making the sign of Kib, and Earth became covered with beasts for Kib to play with.

And Kib played with beasts.

But the other gods said one to another, speaking with their hands:
What is it that Kib has done?

And They said to Kib: What are these things that move upon The Earth yet move not in circles like the Worlds, that regard like the Moon and yet they do not shine?

And Kib said: This is Life.

But the gods said one to another: If Kib has thus made beasts he will in time make Men, and will endanger the Secret of the gods.

And Mung was jealous of the work of Kib, and sent down Death among the beasts, but could not stamp them out.

A million years passed over the second game of the gods, and still it was the Middle of Time.

And Kib grew weary of the second game, and raised his hand in the Middle of All, making the sign of Kib, and made Men: out of beasts he made them, and Earth was covered with Men.

Then the gods feared greatly for the Secret of the gods, and set a veil between Man and his ignorance that he might not understand. And Mung was busy among Men.

But when the other gods saw Kib playing his new game They came and played it too. And this They will play until MANA arises to rebuke Them, saying: What do ye playing with Worlds and Suns and Men and Life and Death? And They shall be ashamed of Their playing in the hour of the laughter of MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI.

It was Kib who first broke the Silence of Pegana, by speaking with his mouth like a man.

And all the other gods were angry with Kib that he had spoken with his mouth.

And there was no longer silence in Pegana or the Worlds.


THE CHAUNT OF THE GODS

There came the voice of the gods singing the chaunt of the gods, singing: We are the gods; We are the little games of MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI that he hath played and hath forgotten.

MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI hath made us, and We made the Worlds and the
Suns.

And We play with the Worlds and the Sun and Life and Death until MANA arises to rebuke us, saying: What do ye playing with Worlds and Suns?

It is a very serious thing that there be Worlds and Suns, and yet most withering is the laughter of MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI.

And when he arises from resting at the Last, and laughs at us for playing with Worlds and Suns, We will hastily put them behind us, and there shall be Worlds no more.


THE SAYINGS OF KIB

(Sender of Life in all the Worlds)

Kib said: I am Kib. I am none other than Kib.

Kib is Kib. Kib is he and no other. Believe! Kib said: When
Time was early, when Time was very early indeed  there was only
MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI. MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI was before the beginning of the
gods, and shall be after their going.

And Kib said: After the going of the gods there will be no small worlds nor big.

Kib said: It will be lonely for MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI.

Because this is written, believe! For is it not written, or are you greater than Kib? Kib is Kib.


CONCERNING SISH

(The Destroyer of Hours)

Time is the hound of Sish.

At Sishs bidding do the hours run before him as he goeth upon his way.

Never hath Sish stepped backward nor ever hath he tarried; never hath he relented to the things that once he knew nor turned to them again.

Before Sish is Kib, and behind him goeth Mung.

Very pleasant are all things before the face of Sish, but behind him they are withered and old.

And Sish goeth ceaselessly upon his way.

Once the gods walked upon Earth as men walk and spake with their mouths like Men. That was in Wornath-Mavai. They walk not now.

And Wornath-Mavai was a garden fairer than all the gardens upon
Earth.

Kib was propitious, and Mung raised not his hand against it, neither did Sish assail it with his hours.

Wornath-Mavai lieth in a valley and looketh towards the south, and on the slopes of it Sish rested among the flowers when Sish was young.

Thence Sish went forth into the world to destroy its cities, and to provoke his hours to assail all things, and to batter against them with the rust and with the dust.

And Time, which is the hound of Sish, devoured all things; and Sish sent up the ivy and fostered weeds, and dust fell from the hand of Sish and covered stately things. Only the valley where Sish rested when he and Time were young did Sish not provoke his hours to assail.

There he restrained his old hound Time, and at its borders Mung withheld his footsteps.

Wornath-Mavai still lieth looking towards the south, a garden among gardens, and still the flowers grow about its slopes as they grew when the gods were young; and even the butterflies live in Wornath-Mavai still. For the minds of the gods relent towards their earliest memories, who relent not otherwise at all.

Wornath-Mavai still lieth looking towards the south; but if thou shouldst ever find it thou art then more fortunate than the gods, because they walk not in Wornath-Mavai now.

Once did the prophet think that he discerned it in the distance beyond mountains, a garden exceeding fair with flowers; but Sish arose, and pointed with his hand, and set his hound to pursue him, who hath followed ever since.

Time is the hound of the gods; but it hath been said of old that he will one day turn upon his masters, and seek to slay the gods, excepting only MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI, whose dreams are the gods themselves  dreamed long ago.


THE SAYINGS OF SLID

(Whose Soul is by the Sea)

Slid said: Let no man pray to MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI, for who shall trouble MANA with mortal woes or irk him with the sorrows of all the houses of Earth?

Nor let any sacrifice to MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI, for what glory shall he find in sacrifices or altars who hath made the gods themselves?

Pray to the small gods, who are the gods of Doing; but MANA is the god of Having Done  the god of Having Done and of the Resting.

Pray to the small gods and hope that they may hear thee. Yet what mercy should the small gods have, who themselves made Death and Pain; or shall they restrain their old hound Time for thee?

Slid is but a small god. Yet Slid is Slid  it is written and hath been said.

Pray, thou, therefore, to Slid, and forget not Slid, and it may be that Slid will not forget to send thee Death when most thou needest it.

And the People of Earth said: There is a melody upon the Earth as though ten thousand streams all sang together for their homes that they had forsaken in the hills.

And Slid said: I am the Lord of gliding waters and of foaming waters and of still. I am the Lord of all the waters in the world and all that long streams garner in the hills; but the soul of Slid is in the Sea. Thither goes all that glides upon Earth, and the end of all the rivers is the Sea.

And Slid said: The hand of Slid hath toyed with cataracts, and down the valleys have trod the feet of Slid, and out of the lakes of the plains regard the eyes of Slid; but the soul of Slid is in the sea.

Much homage hath Slid among the cities of men and pleasant are the woodland paths and the paths of the plains, and pleasant the high valleys where he danceth in the hills; but Slid would be fettered neither by banks nor boundaries  so the soul of Slid is in the Sea.

For there may Slid repose beneath the sun and smile at the gods above him with all the smiles of Slid, and be a happier god than Those who sway the Worlds, whose work is Life and Death.

There may he sit and smile, or creep among the ships, or moan and sigh round islands in his great content  the miser lord of wealth in gems and pearls beyond the telling of all fables.

Or there may he, when Slid would fain exult, throw up his great arms, or toss with many a fathom of wandering hair the mighty head of Slid, and cry aloud tumultuous dirges of shipwreck, and feel through all his being the crashing might of Slid, and sway the sea. Then doth the Sea, like venturous legions on the eve of war that exult to acclaim their chief, gather its force together from under all the winds and roar and follow and sing and crash together to vanquish all things  and all at the bidding of Slid, whose soul is in the sea.

There is ease in the soul of Slid and there be calms upon the sea; also, there be storms upon the sea and troubles in the soul of Slid, for the gods have many moods. And Slid is in many places, for he sitteth in high Pegana. Also along the valleys walketh Slid, wherever water moveth or lieth still; but the voice and the cry of Slid are from the sea. And to whoever that cry hath ever come he must needs follow and follow, leaving all stable things; only to be always with Slid in all the moods of Slid, to find no rest until he reaches the sea.

With the cry of Slid before them and the hills of their home behind have gone a hundred thousand to the sea, over whose bones doth Slid lament with the voice of a god lamenting for his people. Even the streams from the inner lands have heard Slids far-off cry, and all together have forsaken lawns and trees to follow where Slid is gathering up his own, to rejoice where Slid rejoices, singing the chaunt of Slid, even as will at the Last gather all the Lives of the People about the feet of MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI.


THE DEEDS OF MUNG

(Lord of all Deaths between Pegana and the Rim)

Once, as Mung went his way athwart the Earth and up and down its cities and across its plains, Mung came upon a man who was afraid when Mung said: I am Mung!

And Mung said: Were the forty million years before thy coming intolerable to thee?

And Mung said: Not less tolerable to thee shall be the forty million years to come!

Then Mung made against him the sign of Mung and the Life of the
Man was fettered no longer with hands and feet.

At the end of the flight of the arrow there is Mung, and in the houses and the cities of Men. Mung walketh in all places at all times. But mostly he loves to walk in the dark and still, along the river mists when the wind hath sank, a little before night meeteth with the morning upon the highway between Pegana and the Worlds.

Sometimes Mung entereth the poor mans cottage; Mung also boweth very low before The King. Then do the Lives of the poor man and of The King go forth among the Worlds.

And Mung said: Many turnings hath the road that Kib hath given every man to tread upon the earth. Behind one of these turnings sitteth Mung.

One day as a man trod upon the road that Kib had given him to tread he came suddenly upon Mung. And when Mung said: I am Mung! the man cried out: Alas, that I took this road, for had I gone by any other way then had I not met with Mung.

And Mung said: Had it been possible for thee to go by any other way then had the Scheme of Things been otherwise and the gods had been other gods. When MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI forgets to rest and makes again new gods it may be that They will send thee again into the Worlds; and then thou mayest choose some other way, and not meet with Mung.

Then Mung made the sign of Mung. And the Life of that man went forth with yesterdays regrets and all old sorrows and forgotten things  whither Mung knoweth.

And Mung went onward with his work to sunder Life from flesh, and Mung came upon a man who became stricken with sorrow when he saw the shadow of Mung. But Mung said: When at the sign of Mung thy Life shall float away there will also disappear thy sorrow at forsaking it. But the man cried out: O Mung! tarry for a little, and make not the sign of Mung against me now, for I have a family upon the earth with whom sorrow will remain, though mine should disappear because of the sign of Mung.

And Mung said: With the gods it is always Now. And before Sish hath banished many of the years the sorrows of thy family for thee shall go the way of thine. And the man beheld Mung making the sign of Mung before his eyes, which beheld things no more.


THE CHAUNT OF THE PRIESTS

This is the chaunt of the Priests.

The chaunt of the priests of Mung.

This is the chaunt of the Priests.

All day long to Mung cry out the Priests of Mung, and, yet Mung harkeneth not. What, then, shall avail the prayers of All the People?

Rather bring gifts to the Priests, gifts to the Priests of Mung.

So shall they cry louder unto Mung than ever was their wont.

And it may be that Mung shall hear.

Not any longer than shall fall the Shadow of Mung athwart the hopes of the People.

Not any longer then shall the Tread of Mung darken the dreams of the people.

Not any longer shall the lives of the People be loosened because of Mung.

Bring ye gifts to the Priests, gifts to the Priests of Mung.

This is the chaunt of the Priests.

The chaunt of the Priests of Mung.

This is the chaunt of the Priests.


THE SAYINGS OF LIMPANG-TUNG

(The God of Mirth and of Melodious Minstrels)

And Limpang-Tung said: The ways of the gods are strange. The flower groweth up and the flower fadeth away. This may be very clever of the gods. Man groweth from his infancy, and in a while he dieth. This may be very clever too.

But the gods play with a strange scheme.

I will send jests into the world and a little mirth. And while Death seems to thee as far away as the purple rim of hills; or sorrow as far off as rain in the blue days of summer, then pray to Limpang-Tung. But when thou growest old, or ere thou diest, pray not of Limpang-Tung, for thou becomest part of a scheme that he doth not understand.

Go out into the starry night, and Limpang-Tung will dance with thee who danced since the gods were young, the god of mirth and of melodious minstrels. Or offer up a jest to Limpang-Tung; only pray not in thy sorrow to Limpang-Tung, for he saith of sorrow: It may be very clever of the gods, but he doth not understand.

And Limpang-Tung said: I am lesser than the gods; pray, therefore, to the small gods and not to Limpang-Tung.

Natheless between Pegana and the Earth flutter ten thousand thousand prayers that beat their wings against the face of Death, and never for one of them hath the hand of the Striker been stayed, nor yet have tarried the feet of the Relentless One.

Utter thy prayer! It may accomplish where failed ten thousand thousand.

Limpang-Tung is lesser than the gods, and doth not understand.

And Limpang-Tung said: Lest men grow weary down on the great Worlds through gazing always at a changeless sky, I will paint my pictures in the sky. And I will paint them twice in every day for so long as days shall be. Once as the day ariseth out of the homes of dawn will I paint the Blue, that men may see and rejoice; and ere day falleth under into the night will I paint upon the Blue again, lest men be sad.

It is a little, said Limpang-Tung, it is a little even for a god to give some pleasure to men upon the Worlds.

And Limpang-Tung hath sworn that the pictures that he paints shall never be the same for so long as the days shall be, and this he hath sworn by the oath of the gods of Pegana that the gods may never break, laying his hand upon the shoulder of each of the gods and swearing by the light behind Their eyes.

Limpang-Tung hath lured a melody out of the stream and stolen its anthem from the forest; for him the wind hath cried in lonely places and the ocean sung its dirges. There is music for Limpang-Tung in the sounds of the moving of grass and in the voices of the people that lament or in the cry of them that rejoice.

In an inner mountain land where none hath come he hath carved his organ pipes out of the mountains, and there when the winds, his servants, come in from all the world he maketh the melody of Limpang-Tung. But the song, arising at night, goeth forth like a river, winding through all the world, and here and there amid the peoples of earth one heareth, and straightaway all that hath voice to sing crieth aloud in music to his soul.

Or sometimes walking through the dusk with steps unheard by men, in a form unseen by the people, Limpang-Tung goeth abroad, and, standing behind the minstrels in cities of song, waveth his hands above them to and fro, and the minstrels bend to their work, and the voice of the music ariseth; and mirth and melody abound in that city of song, and no one seeth Limpang-Tung as he standeth behind the minstrels.

But through the mists towards morning, in the dark when the minstrels sleep and mirth and melody have sunk to rest, Limpang-Tung goeth back again to his mountain land.


OF YOHARNETH-LAHAI

(The God of Little Dreams and Fancies)

Yaoharneth-Lahai is the god of little dreams and fancies.

All night he sendeth little dreams out of Pegana to please the people of Earth.

He sendeth little dreams to the poor man and to The King.

He is so busy to send his dreams to all before the night be ended that oft he forgetteth which be the poor man and which be The King.

To whom Yoharneth-Lahai cometh not with little dreams and sleep he must endure all night the laughter of the gods, with highest mockery, in Pegana.

All night long Yoharneth-Lahai giveth peace to cities until the dawn hour and the departing of Yoharneth-Lahai, when it is time for the gods to play with men again.

Whether the dreams and the fancies of Yoharneth-Lahai be false and the Things that are done in the Day be real, or the Things that are done in the Day be false and the dreams and the fancies of Yoharneth-Lahai be true, none knoweth saving only MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI, who hath not spoken.


OF ROON, THE GOD OF GOING, AND THE THOUSAND HOME GODS

Roon said: There be gods of moving and gods of standing still, but I am the god of Going.

It is because of Roon that the worlds are never still, for the moons and the worlds and the comet are stirred by the spirit of Roon, which saith: Go! Go! Go!

Roon met the Worlds all in the morning of Things, before there was light upon Pegana, and Roon danced before them in the Void, since when they are never still, Roon sendeth all streams to the Sea, and all the rivers to the soul of Slid.

Roon maketh the sign of Roon before the waters, and lo! they have left the hills; and Roon hath spoken in the ear of the North Wind that he may be still no more.

The footfall of Roon hath been heard at evening outside the houses of men, and thenceforth comfort and abiding know them no more. Before them stretcheth travel over all the lands, long miles, and never resting between their homes and their graves  and all at the bidding of Roon.

The Mountains have set no limit against Roon nor all the seas a boundary.

Whither Roon hath desired there must Roons people go, and the worlds and their streams and the winds.

I heard the whisper of Roon at evening, saying: There are islands of spices to the South, and the voice of Roon saying: Go.

And Roon said: There are a thousand home gods, the little gods that sit before the hearth and mind the fire  there is one Roon.

Roon saith in a whisper, in a whisper when none heareth, when the sun is low: What doeth MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI? Roon is no god that thou mayest worship by thy hearth, nor will he be benignant to thy home.

Offer to Roon thy toiling and thy speed, whose incense is the smoke of the camp fire to the South, whose song is the sound of going, whose temples stand beyond the farthest hills in his lands behind the East.

Yarinareth, Yarinareth, Yarinareth, which signifieth Beyond  these words be carved in letters of gold upon the arch of the great portal of the Temple of Roon that men have builded looking towards the East upon the Sea, where Roon is carved as a giant trumpeter, with his trumpet pointing towards the East beyond the Seas.

Whoso heareth his voice, the voice of Roon at evening, he at once forsaketh the home gods that sit beside the hearth. These be the gods of the hearth: Pitsu, who stroketh the cat; Hobith who calms the dog; and Habaniah, the lord of glowing embers; and little Zumbiboo, the lord of dust; and old Gribaun, who sits in the heart of the fire to turn the wood to ash  all these be home gods, and live not in Pegana and be lesser than Roon.

There is also Kilooloogung, the lord of arising smoke, who taketh the smoke from the hearth and sendeth it to the sky, who is pleased if it reacheth Pegana, so that the gods of Pegana, speaking to the gods, say: There is Kilooloogung doing the work on earth of Kilooloogung.

All these are gods so small that they be lesser than men, but pleasant gods to have beside the hearth; and often men have prayed to Kilooloogung, saying: Thou whose smoke ascendeth to Pegana send up with it our prayers, that the gods may hear. And Kilooloogung, who is pleased that men should pray, stretches himself up all grey and lean, with his arms above his head, and sendeth his servant the smoke to seek Pegana, that the gods of Pegana may know that the people pray.

And Jabim is the Lord of broken things, who sitteth behind the house to lament the things that are cast away. And there he sitteth lamenting the broken things until the worlds be ended, or until someone cometh to mend the broken things. Or sometimes he sitteth by the rivers edge to lament the forgotten things that drift upon it.

A kindly god is Jabim, whose heart is sore if anything be lost.

There is also Triboogie, the Lord of Dusk, whose children are the shadows, who sitteth in a corner far off from Habaniah and speaketh to none. But after Habaniah hath gone to sleep and old Gribaun hath blinked a hundred times, until he forgetteth which be wood or ash, then doth Triboogie send his children to run about the room and dance upon the walls, but never disturb the silence.

But when there is light again upon the worlds, and dawn comes dancing down the highway from Pegana, then does Triboogie retire into his corner, with his children all around him, as though they had never danced about the room. And the slaves of Habaniah and old Gribaun come and awake them from their sleep upon the hearth, and Pitsu strokes the cat, and Hobith calms the dog, and Kilooloogung stretches aloft his arms towards Pegana, and Triboogie is very still, and his children asleep.

And when it is dark, all in the hour of Triboogie, Hish creepeth from the forest, the Lord of Silence, whose children are the bats, that have broken the command of their father, but in a voice that is ever so low. Hish husheth the mouse and all the whispers in the night; he maketh all noises still. Only the cricket rebelleth. But Hish hath set against him such a spell that after he hath cried a thousand times his voice may be heard no more but becometh part of the silence.

And when he hath slain all sounds Hish boweth low to the ground; then cometh into the house, with never a sound of feet, the god Yoharneth-Lahai.

But away in the forest whence Hish hath come Wohoon, the Lord of Noises in the Night, awaketh in his lair and creepeth round the forest to see whether it be true that Hish hath gone.

Then in some glade Wohoon lifts up his voice and cries aloud, that all the night may hear, that it is he, Wohoon, who is abroad in all the forest. And the wolf and the fox and the owl, and the great beasts and the small, lift up their voices to acclaim Wohoon. And there arise the sounds of voices and the stirring of leaves.


THE REVOLT OF THE HOME GODS

There be three broad rivers of the plain, born before memory or fable, whose mothers are three grey peaks and whose father was the storm. There names be Eimës, Zänës, and Segástrion.

And Eimës is the joy of lowing herds; and Zänës hath bowed his neck to the yoke of man, and carries the timber from the forest far up below the mountain; and Segástrion sings old songs to shepherd boys, singing of his childhood in a lone ravine and of how he once sprang down the mountain sides and far away into the plain to see the world, and of how one day at last he will find the sea. These be the rivers of the plain, wherein the plain rejoices. But old men tell, whose fathers heard it from the ancients, how once the lords of the three rivers of the plain rebelled against the law of the Worlds, and passed beyond their boundaries, and joined together and whelmed cities and slew men, saying: We now play the game of the gods and slay men for our pleasure, and we be greater than the gods of Pegana.

And all the plain was flooded to the hills.

And Eimës, Zänës, and Segástrion sat upon the mountains, and spread their hands over their rivers that rebelled by their command.

But the prayer of men going upward found Pegana, and cried in the ear of the gods: There be three home gods who slay us for their pleasure, and say that they be mightier than Peganas gods, and play Their game with men.

Then were all the gods of Pegana very wroth; but They could not whelm the lords of the three rivers, because being home gods, though small, they were immortal.

And still the home gods spread their hands across their rivers, with their fingers wide apart, and the waters rose and rose, and the voice of their torrent grew louder, crying: Are we not Eimës, Zänës, and Segástrion?

Then Mung went down into a waste of Afrik, and came upon the drought Umbool as he sat in the desert upon iron rocks, clawing with miserly grasp at the bones of men and breathing hot.

And Mung stood before him as his dry sides heaved, and ever as they sank his hot breath blasted dry sticks and bones.

Then Mung said: Friend of Mung! Go, thou and grin before the faces of Eimës, Zänës, and Segástrion till they see whether it be wise to rebel against the gods of Pegana.

And Umbool answered: I am the beast of Mung.

And Umbool came and crouched upon a hill upon the other side of the waters and grinned across them at the rebellious home gods.

And whenever Eimës, Zänës, and Segástrion stretched out their hands over their rivers they saw before their faces the grinning of Umbool; and because the grinning was like death in a hot and hideous land therefore they turned away and spread their hands no more over their rivers, and the waters sank and sank.

But when Umbool had grinned for thirty days the waters fell back into the river beds and the lords of the rivers slunk away back again to their homes: still Umbool sat and grinned.

Then Eimës sought to hide himself in a great pool beneath a rock, and Zänës crept into the middle of a wood, and Segástrion lay and panted on the sand  still Umbool sat and grinned.

And Eimës grew lean, and was forgotten, so that the men of the plain would say: Here once was Eimës; and Zänës scarce had strength to lead his river to the sea; and as Segástrion lay and panted a man stepped over his stream, and Segástrion said: It is the foot of a man that has passed across my neck, and I have sought to be greater than the gods of Pegana.

Then said the gods of Pegana: It is enough. We are the gods of
Pegana, and none are equal.

Then Mung sent Umbool back to his waste in Afrik to breathe again upon the rocks, and parch the desert, and to sear the memory of Afrik into the brains of all who ever bring their bones away.

And Eimës, Zänës, and Segástrion sang again, and walked once more in their accustomed haunts, and played the game of Life and Death with fishes and frogs, but never essayed to play it any more with men, as do the gods of Pegana.


OF DOROZHAND

(Whose Eyes Regard The End)

Sitting above the lives of the people, and looking, doth Dorozhand see that which is to be.

The god of Destiny is Dorozhand. Upon whom have looked the eyes of Dorozhand he goeth forward to an end that naught may stay; he becometh the arrow from the bow of Dorozhand hurled forward at a mark he may not see  to the goal of Dorozhand. Beyond the thinking of men, beyond the sight of all the other gods, regard the eyes of Dorozhand.

He hath chosen his slaves. And them doth the destiny god drive onward where he will, who, knowing not whither nor even knowing why, feel only his scourge behind them or hear his cry before.

There is something that Dorozhand would fain achieve, and, therefore, hath he set the people striving, with none to cease or rest in all the worlds. But the gods of Pegana, speaking to the gods, say: What is it that Dorozhand would fain achieve?

It hath been written and said that not only the destinies of men are the care of Dorozhand but that even the gods of Pegana be not unconcerned by his will.

All the gods of Pegana have felt a fear, for they have seen a look in the eyes of Dorozhand that regardeth beyond the gods.

The reason and purpose of the Worlds is that there should be Life upon the Worlds, and Life is the instrument of Dorozhand wherewith he would achieve his end.

Therefore the Worlds go on, and the rivers run to the sea, and Life ariseth and flieth even in all the Worlds, and the gods of Pegana do the work of the gods  and all for Dorozhand. But when the end of Dorozhand hath been achieved there will be need no longer of Life upon the Worlds, nor any more a game for the small gods to play. Then will Kib tiptoe gently across Pegana to the resting-place in Highest Pegana of MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI, and touching reverently his hand, the hand that wrought the gods, say: MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI, thou hast rested long.

And MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI shall say: Not so; for I have rested for but fifty aeons of the gods, each of them scarce more than ten million mortal years of the Worlds that ye have made.

And then shall the gods be afraid when they find that MANA knoweth that they have made Worlds while he rested. And they shall answer: Nay; but the Worlds came all of themselves.

Then MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI, as one who would have done with an irksome matter, will lightly wave his hand  the hand that wrought the gods  and there shall be gods no more.

When there shall be three moons towards the north above the Star of the Abiding, three moons that neither wax nor wane but regard towards the North.

Or when the comet ceaseth from his seeking and stands still, not any longer moving among the Worlds but tarrying as one who rests after the end of search, then shall arise from resting, because it is THE END, the Greater One, who rested of old time, even MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI.

Then shall the Times that were be Times no more; and it may be that the old, dead days shall return from beyond the Rim, and we who have wept for them shall see those days again, as one who, returning from long travel to his home, comes suddenly on dear, remembered things.

For none shall know of MANA who hath rested for so long, whether he be a harsh or merciful god. It may be that he shall have mercy, and that these things shall be.


THE EYE IN THE WASTE

There lie seven deserts beyond Bodrahan, which is the city of the caravans end. None goeth beyond. In the first desert lie the tracks of mighty travellers outward from Bodrahan, and some returning. And in the second lie only outward tracks, and none return.

The third is a desert untrodden by the feet of men.

The fourth is the desert of sand, and the fifth is the desert of dust, and the sixth is the desert of stones, and the seventh is the Desert of Deserts.

In the midst of the last of the deserts that lie beyond Bodrahan, in the centre of the Desert of Deserts, standeth the image that hath been hewn of old out of the living hill whose name is Ranorada  the eye in the waste.

About the base of Ranorada is carved in mystic letters that are vaster than the beds of streams these words:

To the god who knows.

Now, beyond the second desert are no tracks, and there is no water in all the seven deserts that lie beyond Bodrahan. Therefore came no man thither to hew that statue from the living hills, and Ranorada was wrought by the hands of gods. Men tell in Bodrahan, where the caravans end and all the drivers of the camels rest, how once the gods hewed Ranorada from the living hill, hammering all night long beyond the deserts. Moreover, they say that Ranorada is carved in the likeness of the god Hoodrazai, who hath found the secret of MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI, and knoweth the wherefore of the making of the gods.

They say that Hoodrazai stands all alone in Pegana and speaks to none because he knows what is hidden from the gods.

Therefore the gods have made his image in a lonely land as one who thinks and is silent  the eye in the waste.

They say that Hoodrazai had heard the murmers of MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI as he muttered to himself, and gleaned the meaning, and knew; and that he was the god of mirth and of abundant joy, but became from the moment of his knowing a mirthless god, even as his image, which regards the deserts beyond the track of man.

But the camel drivers, as they sit and listen to the tales of the old men in the market-place of Bodrahan, at evening, while the camels rest, say:

If Hoodrazai is so very wise and yet is sad, let us drink wine, and banish wisdom to the wastes that lie beyond Bodrahan. Therefore is there feasting and laughter all night long in the city where the caravans end.

All this the camel drivers tell when the caravans come in from Bodrahan; but who shall credit tales that camel drivers have heard from aged men in so remote a city?


OF THE THING THAT IS NEITHER GOD NOR BEAST

Seeing that wisdom is not in cities nor happiness in wisdom, and because Yadin the prophet was doomed by the gods ere he was born to go in search of wisdom, he followed the caravans to Bodrahan. There in the evening, where the camels rest, when the wind of the day ebbs out into the desert sighing amid the palms its last farewells and leaving the caravans still, he sent his prayer with the wind to drift into the desert calling to Hoodrazai.

And down the wind his prayer went calling: Why do the gods endure, and play their game with men? Why doth not Skarl forsake his drumming, and MANA cease to rest? and the echo of seven deserts answered: Who knows? Who knows?

But out in the waste, beyond the seven deserts where Ranorada looms enormous in the dusk, at evening his prayer was heard; and from the rim of the waste whither had gone his prayer, came three flamingoes flying, and their voices said: Going South, Going South at every stroke of their wings.

But as they passed by the prophet they seemed so cool and free and the desert so blinding and hot that he stretched up his arms towards them. Then it seemed happy to fly and pleasant to follow behind great white wings, and he was with the three flamingoes up in the cool above the desert, and their voices cried before him: Going South, Going South, and the desert below him mumbled: Who knows? Who knows?

Sometimes the earth stretched up towards them with peaks of mountains, sometimes it fell away in steep ravines, blue rivers sang to them as they passed above them, or very faintly came the song of breezes in lone orchards, and far away the sea sang mighty dirges of old forsaken isles. But it seemed that in all the world there was nothing only to be going South.

It seemed that somewhere the South was calling to her own, and that they were going South.

But when the prophet saw that they had passed above the edge of Earth, and that far away to the North of them lay the Moon, he perceived that he was following no mortal birds but some strange messengers of Hoodrazai whose nest had lain in one of Peganas vales below the mountains whereon sit the gods.

Still they went South, passing by all the Worlds and leaving them to the North, till only Araxes, Zadres, and Hyraglion lay still to the South of them, where great Ingazi seemed only a point of light, and Yo and Mindo could be seen no more.

Still they went South till they passed below the South and came to the Rim of the Worlds.

There there is neither South nor East nor West, but only North and Beyond; there is only North of it where lie the Worlds, and Beyond it where lies the Silence, and the Rim is a mass of rocks that were never used by the gods when They made the Worlds, and on it sat Trogool. Trogool is the Thing that is neither god nor beast, who neither howls nor breathes, only It turns over the leaves of a great book, black and white, black and white for ever until THE END.

And all that is to be is written in the book is also all that was.

When It turneth a black page it is night, and when It turneth a white page it is day.

Because it is written that there are gods  there are the gods.

Also there is writing about thee and me until the page where our names no more are written.

Then as the prophet watched It, Trogool turned a page  a black one, and night was over, and day shone on the Worlds.

Trogool is the Thing that men in many countries have called by many names, It is the Thing that sits behind the gods, whose book is the Scheme of Things.

But when Yadin saw that old remembered days were hidden away with the part that It had turned, and knew that upon one whose name is writ no more the last page had turned for ever a thousand pages back. Then did he utter his prayer in the fact of Trogool who only turns the pages and never answers prayer. He prayed in the face of Trogool: Only turn back thy pages to the name of one which is writ no more, and far away upon a place named Earth shall rise the prayers of a little people that acclaim the name of Trogool, for there is indeed far off a place called Earth where men shall pray to Trogool.

Then spake Trogool who turns the pages and never answers prayer, and his voice was like the murmurs of the waste at night when echoes have been lost: Though the whirlwind of the South should tug with his claws at a page that hath been turned yet shall he not be able to ever turn it back.

Then because of words in the book that said that it should be so, Yadin found himself lying in the desert where one gave him water, and afterwards carried him on a camel into Bodrahan.

There some said that he had but dreamed when thirst seized him while he wandered among the rocks in the desert. But certain aged men of Bodrahan say that indeed there sitteth somewhere a Thing that is called Trogool, that is neither god nor beast, that turneth the leaves of a book, black and white, black and white, until he come to the words: Mai Doon Izahn, which means The End For Ever, and book and gods and worlds shall be no more.


YONATH THE PROPHET

Yonath was the first among prophets who uttered unto men.

These are the words of Yonath, the first among all prophets:

There be gods upon Pegana.

Upon a night I slept. And in my sleep Pegana came very near. And
Pegana was full of gods.

I saw the gods beside me as one might see wonted things.

Only I saw not MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI.

And in that hour, in the hour of my sleep, I knew.

And the end and the beginning of my knowing, and all of my knowing that there was, was this  that Man Knoweth Not.

Seek thou to find at night the utter edge of the darkness, or seek to find the birthplace of the rainbow where he leapeth upward from the hills, only seek not concerning the wherefore of the making of the gods.

The gods have set a brightness upon the farther side of the Things to Come that they may appear more felititous to men than the Things that Are.

To the gods the Things to Come are but as the Things that Are, and nothing altereth in Pegana.

The gods, although not merciful, are not ferocious gods. They are the destroyers of the Days that Were, but they set a glory about the Days to Be.

Man must endure the Days that Are, but the gods have left him his ignorance as a solace.

Seek not to know. Thy seeking will weary thee, and thou wilt return much worn, to rest at last about the place from whence thou settest out upon thy seeking.

Seek not to know. Even I, Yonath, the oldest prophet, burdened with the wisdom of great years, and worn with seeking, know only that man knoweth not.

Once I set out seeking to know all things. Now I know one thing only, and soon the Years will carry me away.

The path of my seeking, that leadeth to seeking again, must be trodden by very many more, when Yonath is no longer even Yonath.

Set not thy foot upon that path.

Seek not to know.

These be the Words of Yonath.


YUG THE PROPHET

When the Years had carries away Yonath, and Yonath was dead, there was no longer a prophet among men.

And still men sought to know.

Therefore they said unto Yug: Be thou our prophet, and know all things, and tell us concerning the wherefore of It All.

And Yug said: I know all things. And men were pleased.

And Yug said of the Beginning that it was in Yugs own garden, and of the End that it was in the sight of Yug.

And men forgot Yug.

One day Yug saw Mung behind the hills making the sign of Mung. And
Yug was Yug no more.


ALHIRETH-HOTEP THE PROPHET

When Yug was Yug no more men said unto Alhireth-Hotep: Be thou our prophet, and be as wise as Yug.

And Alhireth-Hotep said: I am as wise as Yug. And men were very glad.

And Alhireth-Hotep said of Life and Death: These be the affairs of Alhireth-Hotep. And men brought gifts to him.

One day Alhireth-Hotep wrote in a book: Alhireth-Hotep knoweth
All Things, for he hath spoken with Mung.

And Mung stepped from behind him, making the sign of Mung, saying: Knowest thou All Things, then, Alhireth-Hotep? And Alhireth-Hotep became among the Things that Were.


KABOK THE PROPHET

When Alhireth-Hotep was among the Things that Were, and still men sought to know, they said unto Kabok: Be thou as wise as was Alhireth-Hotep.

And Kabok grew wise in his own sight and in the sight of men.

And Kabok said: Mung maketh his signs against men or withholdeth it by the advice of Kabok.

And he said unto one: Thou hast sinned against Kabok, therefore will Mung make the sign of Mung against thee. And to another: Thou has brought Kabok gifts, therefore shall Mung forbear to make against thee the sign of Mung.

One night as Kabok fattened upon the gifts that men had brought him he heard the tread of Mung treading in the garden of Kabok about his house at night.

And because the night was very still it seemed most evil to Kabok that Mung should be treading in his garden, without the advice of Kabok, about his house at night.

And Kabok, who knew All Things, grew afraid, for the treading was very loud and the night still, and he knew not what lay behind the back of Mung, which none had ever seen.

But when the morning grew to brightness, and there was light upon the Worlds, and Mung trod no longer in the garden, Kabok forgot his fears, and said: Perhaps it was but a herd of cattle that stampeded in the garden of Kabok.

And Kabok went about his business, which was that of knowing All
Things, and telling All Things unto men, and making light of Mung.

But that night Mung trod again in the garden of Kabok, about his house at night, and stood before the window of the house like a shadow standing erect, so that Kabok knew indeed that it was Mung.

And a great fear fell upon the throat of Kabok, so that his speech was hoarse; and he cried out: Thou art Mung!

And Mung slightly inclined his head, and went on to tread in the garden of Kabok, about his house at night.

And Kabok lay and listened with horror at his heart.

But when the second morning grew to brightness, and there was light upon the Worlds, Mung went from treading in the garden of Kabok; and for a little while Kabok hoped, but looked with great dread for the coming of the third night.

And when the third night was come, and the bat had gone to his home, and the wind had sank, the night was very still.

And Kabok lay and listened, to whom the wings of the night flew very slow.

But, ere night met the morning upon the highway between Pegana and the Worlds, there came the tread of Mung in the garden of Kabok towards Kaboks door.

And Kabok fled out of his house as flees a hunted beast and flung himself before Mung.

And Mung made the sign of Mung, pointing towards THE END.

And the fears of Kabok had rest from troubling Kabok any more, for they and he were among accomplished things.


OF THE CALAMITY THAT BEFEL YUN-ILARA BY THE SEA, AND OF THE BUILDING OF THE TOWER OF THE ENDING OF DAYS

When Kabok and his fears had rest the people sought a prophet who should have no fear of Mung, whose hand was against the prophets.

And at last they found Yun-Ilara, who tended sheep and had no fear of Mung, and the people brought him to the town that he might be their prophet.

And Yun-Ilara builded a tower towards the sea that looked upon the setting of the Sun. And he called it the Tower of the Ending of Days.

And about the ending of the day would Yun-Ilara go up to his towers top and look towards the setting of the Sun to cry his curses against Mung, crying: O Mung! whose hand is against the Sun, whom men abhor but worship because they fear thee, here stands and speaks a man who fears thee not. Assassin lord of murder and dark things, abhorrent, merciless, make thou the sign of Mung against me when thou wilt, but until silence settles upon my lips, because of the sign of Mung, I will curse Mung to his face. And the people in the street below would gaze up with wonder towards Yun-Ilara, who had no fear of Mung, and brought him gifts; only in their homes after the falling of the night would they pray again with reverence to Mung. But Mung said: Shall a man curse a god?

And still Mung came not nigh to Yun-Ilara as he cried his curses against Mung from his tower towards the sea.

And Sish throughout the Worlds hurled Time away, and slew the Hours that had served him well, and called up more out of the timeless waste that lieth beyond the Worlds, and drave them forth to assail all things. And Sish cast a whiteness over the hairs of Yun-Ilara, and ivy about his tower, and weariness over his limbs, for Mung passed by him still.

And when Sish became a god less durable to Yun-Ilara than ever Mung hath been he ceased at last to cry from his towers top his curses against Mung whenever the sun went down, till there came the day when weariness of the gift of Kib fell heavily upon Yun-Ilara.

Then from the tower of the Ending of Days did Yun-Ilara cry out thus to Mung, crying: O Mung! O loveliest of the gods! O Mung, most dearly to be desired! thy gift of Death is the heritage of Man, with ease and rest and silence and returning to the Earth. Kib giveth but toil and trouble; and Sish, he sendeth regrets with each of his hours wherewith he assails the World. Yoharneth-Lahai cometh nigh no more. I can no longer be glad with Limpang-Tung. When the other gods forsake him a man hath only Mung.

But Mung said: Shall a man curse a god?

And every day and all night long did Yun-Ilara cry aloud: Ah, now for the hour of the mourning of many, and the pleasant garlands of flowers and the tears, and the moist, dark earth. Ah, for repose down underneath the grass, where the firm feet of the trees grip hold upon the world, where never shall come the wind that now blows through my bones, and the rain shall come warm and trickling, not driven by storm, where is the easeful falling asunder of bone from bone in the dark. Thus prayed Yun-Ilara, who had cursed in his folly and youth, while never heeded Mung.

Still from a heap of bones that are Yun-Ilara still, lying about the ruined base of the tower that once he builded, goes up a shrill voice with the wind crying out for the mercy of Mung, if any such there be.


OF HOW THE GODS WHELMED SIDITH

There was dole in the valley of Sidith. For three years there had been pestilence, and in the last of the three a famine; moreover, there was imminence of war.

Throughout all Sidith men died night and day, and night and day within the Temple of All the gods save One (for none may pray to MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI) did the priests of the gods pray hard.

For they said: For a long while a man may hear the droning of little insects and yet not be aware that he hath heard them, so may the gods not hear our prayers at first until they have been very oft repeated. But when your praying has troubled the silence long it may be that some god as he strolls in Peganas glades may come on one of our lost prayers, that flutters like a butterfly tossed in storm when all its wings are broken; then if the gods be merciful they may ease our fears in Sidith, or else they may crush us, being petulant gods, and so we shall see trouble in Sidith no longer, with its pestilence and dearth and fears of war.

But in the fourth year of the pestilence and in the second year of the famine, and while still there was imminence of war, came all the people of Sidith to the door of the Temple of All the gods save One, where none may enter but the priests  but only leave gifts and go.

And there the people cried out: O High Prophet of All the gods
save One, Priest of Kib, Priest of Sish, and Priest of Mung,
Teller of the mysteries of Dorozhand, Receiver of the gifts of the
People, and Lord of Prayer, what doest thou within the Temple of
All the gods save One?

And Arb-Rin-Hadith, who was the High Prophet, answered: I pray for all the People.

But the people answered: O High Prophet of All the gods save One, Priest of Kib, Priest of Sish, and Priest of Mung, Teller of the mysteries of Dorozhand, Receiver of the gifts of the People, and Lord of Prayer, for four long years hast thou prayed with the priests of all thine order, while we brought ye gifts and died. Now, therefore, since They have not heard thee in four grim years, thou must go and carry to Their faces the prayer of the people of Sidith when They go to drive the thunder to his pasture upon the mountain Aghrinaun, or else there shall no longer be gifts upon thy temple door, whenever falls the dew, that thou and thine order may fatten.

Then thou shalt say before Their faces: O All the gods save One, Lords of the Worlds, whose child is the eclipse, take back thy pestilence from Sidith, for ye have played the game of the gods too long with the people of Sidith, who would fain have done with the gods.

Then in great fear answered the High Prophet, saying: What if the gods be angry and whelm Sidith? And the people answered: Then are we sooner done with pestilence and famine and the imminence of war.

That night the thunder howled upon Aghrinaun, which stood a peak above all others in the land of Sidith. And the people took Arb-Rin-Hadith from his Temple and drave him to Aghrinaun, for they said: There walk to-night upon the mountain All the gods save One.

And Arb-Rin-Hadith went trembling to the gods.

Next morning, white and frightened from Aghrinaun, came Arb-Rin-Hadith back into the valley, and there spake to the people, saying: The faces of the gods are iron and their mouths set hard. There is no hope from the gods.

Then said the people: Thou shalt go to MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI, to whom no man may pray: seek him upon Aghrinaun where it lifts clear into the stillness before morning, and on its summit, where all things seem to rest surely there rests also MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI. Go to him, and say: Thou hast made evil gods, and They smite Sidith. Perchance he hath forgotten all his gods, or hath not heard of Sidith. Thou hast escaped the thunder of the gods, surely thou shalt also escape the stillness of MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI.

Upon a morning when the sky and lakes were clear and the world still, and Aghrinaun was stiller than the world, Arb-Rin-Hadith crept in fear towards the slopes of Aghrinaun because the people were urgent.

All that day men saw him climbing. At night he rested near the top. But ere the morning of the day that followed, such as rose early saw him in the silence, a speck against the blue, stretch up his arms upon the summit to MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI. Then instantly they saw him not, nor was he ever seen of men again who had dared to trouble the stillness of MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI.

Such as now speak of Sidith tell of a fierce and potent tribe that smote away a people in a valley enfeebled by pestilence, where stood a temple to All the gods save One in which was no high priest.


OF HOW IMBAUN BECAME HIGH PROPHET IN ARADEC OF ALL THE GODS SAVE ONE

Imbaun was to be made High Prophet in Aradec, of All the Gods save
One.

From Ardra, Rhoodra, and the lands beyond came all High Prophets of the Earth to the Temple in Aradec of All the gods save One.

And then they told Imbaun how The Secret of Things was upon the summit of the dome of the Hall of Night, but faintly writ, and in an unknown tongue.

Midway in the night, between the setting and the rising sun, they led Imbaun into the Hall of Night, and said to him, chaunting altogether: Imbaun, Imbaun, Imbaun, look up to the roof, where is writ The Secret of Things, but faintly, and in an unknown tongue.

And Imbaun looked up, but darkness was so deep within the Hall of
Night that Imbaun saw not even the High Prophets who came from
Ardra, Rhoodra, and the lands beyond, nor saw he aught in the Hall
of Night at all.

Then called the High Prophets: What seest thou, Imbaun?

And Imbaun said: I see naught.

Then called the High Prophets: What knowest thou Imbaun?

And Imbaun said: I know naught.

Then spake the High Prophet of Eld of All the gods save One, who is first on Earth of prophets: O Imbaun! we have all looked upwards in the Hall of Night towards the secret of Things, and ever it was dark, and the Secret faint and in an unknown tongue. And now thou knowest what all High Prophets know.

And Imbaun answered: I know.

So Imbaun became High Prophet in Aradec of All the gods save One, and prayed for all the people, who knew not that there was darkness in the Hall of Night or that the secret was writ faint and in an unknown tongue.

These are the words of Imbaun that he wrote in a book that all the people might know:

In the twentieth night of the nine hundredth moon, as night came up the valley, I performed the mystic rites of each of the gods in the temple as is my wont, lest any of the gods should grow angry in the night and whelm us while we slept.

And as I uttered the last of certain secret words I fell asleep in the temple, for I was weary, with my head against the altar of Dorozhand. Then in the stillness, as I slept, there entered Dorozhand by the temple door in the guise of a man, and touched me on the shoulder, and I awoke.

But when I saw that his eyes shone blue and lit the whole of the temple I knew that he was a god though he came in mortal guise. And Dorozhand said: Prophet of Dorozhand, behold that the people may know. And he showed me the paths of Sish stretching far down into the future time. Then he bade me arise and follow whither he pointed, speaking no words but commanding with his eyes.

Therefore upon the twentieth night of the nine hundredth moon I walked with Dorozhand adown the paths of Sish into the future time.

And ever beside the way did men slay men. And the sum of their slaying was greater than the slaying of the pestilence of any of the evils of the gods.

And cities arose and shed their houses in dust, and ever the desert returned again to its own, and covered over and hid the last of all that had troubled its repose.

And still men slew men.

And I came at last to a time when men set their yoke no longer upon beasts but made them beasts of iron.

And after that did men slay men with mists.

Then, because the slaying exceeded their desire, there came peace upon the world that was brought by the hand of the slayer, and men slew men no more.

And cities multiplied, and overthrew the desert and conquered its repose.

And suddenly I beheld that THE END was near, for there was a stirring above Pegana as of One who grows weary of resting, and I saw the hound Time crouch to spring, with his eyes upon the throats of the gods, shifting from throat to throat, and the drumming of Skarl grew faint.

And if a god may fear, it seemed that there was fear upon the face of Dorozhand, and he seized me by the hand and led me back along the paths of Time that I might not see THE END.

Then I saw cities rise out of the dust again and fall back into the desert whence they had arisen; and again I slept in the Temple of All the gods save One, with my head against the altar of Dorozhand.

Then again the Temple was alight, but not with light from the eyes of Dorozhand; only dawn came all blue out of the East and shone through the arches of the Temple. Then I awoke and performed the morning rites and mysteries of All the gods save One, lest any of the gods be angry in the day and take away the Sun.

And I knew that because I who had been so near to it had not beheld THE END that a man should never behold it or know the doom of the gods. This They have hidden.


OF HOW IMBAUN MET ZODRAK

The prophet of the gods lay resting by the river to watch the stream run by.

And as he lay he pondered on the Scheme of Things and the works of all the gods. And it seemed to the prophet of the gods as he watched the stream run by that the Scheme was a right scheme and the gods benignant gods; yet there was sorrow in the Worlds. It seemed that Kib was bountiful, that Mung calmed all who suffer, that Sish dealt not too harshly with the hours, and that all the gods were good; yet there was sorrow in the Worlds.

Then said the prophet of the gods as he watched the stream run by: There is some other god of whom naught is writ. And suddenly the prophet was aware of an old man who bemoaned beside the river, crying: Alas! alas!

His face was marked by the sign and the seal of exceeding many years, and there was yet vigour in his frame. These be the words of the prophet that he wrote in his book: I said: Who art thou that bemoans beside the river? And he answered: I am the fool. I said: Upon thy brow are the marks of wisdom such as is stored in books. He said: I am Zodrak. Thousands of years ago I tended sheep upon a hill that sloped towards the sea. The gods have many moods. Thousands of years ago They were in a mirthful mood. They said: Let Us call up a man before Us that We may laugh in Pegana.

And Their eyes that looked on me saw not me alone but also saw THE BEGINNING and THE END and all the Worlds besides. Then said the gods, speaking as speak the gods: Go, back to thy sheep.

But I, who am the fool, had heard it said on earth that whoso seeth the gods upon Pegana becometh as the gods, if so he demand to Their faces, who may not slay him who hath looked them in the eyes.

And I, the fool, said: I have looked in the eyes of the gods, and I demand what a man may demand of the gods when he hath seen Them in Pegana. And the gods inclined Their heads and Hoodrazai said: It is the law of the gods.

And I, who was only a shepherd, how could I know?

I said: I will make men rich. And the gods said: What is rich?

And I said: I will send them love. And the gods said: What is love? And I sent gold into the Worlds, and, alas! I sent with it poverty and strife. And I sent love into the Worlds, and with it grief.

And now I have mixed gold and love most woefully together, and I can never remedy what I have done, for the deeds of the gods are done, and nothing may undo them.

Then I said: I will give men wisdom that they may be glad. And those who got my wisdom found that they knew nothing, and from having been happy became glad no more.

And I, who would make men happy, have made them sad, and I have spoiled the beautiful scheme of the gods.

And now my hand is for ever on the handle of Their plough. I was only a shepherd, and how should I have known?

Now I come to thee as thou restest by the river to ask of thee thy forgiveness, for I would fain have the forgiveness of a man.

And I answered: O Lord of seven skies, whose children are the storms, shall a man forgive a god?

He answered: Men have sinned not against the gods as the gods have sinned against men since I came into Their councils.

And I, the prophet, answered: O Lord of seven skies, whose plaything is the thunder, thou art amongst the gods, what need hast thou for words from any man?

He said: Indeed I am amongst the gods, who speak to me as they speak to other gods, yet is there always a smile about Their mouths, and a look in Their eyes that saith: Thou wert a man.

I said: O Lord of seven skies, about whose feet the Worlds are as drifted sand, because thou biddest me, I, a man, forgive thee.

And he answered: I was but a shepherd, and I could not know.
Then he was gone.


PEGANA

The prophet of the gods cried out to the gods: O! All the gods save One for none may pray to MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI, where shall the life of a man abide when Mung hath made against his body the sign of Mung?  for the people with whom ye play have sought to know.

But the gods answered, speaking through the mist:

Though thou shouldst tell thy secrets to the beasts, even that the beasts should understand, yet will not the gods divulge the secret of the gods to thee, that gods and beasts and men shall be all the same, all knowing the same things.

That night Yoharneth-Lahai same to Aradec, and said unto Imbaun: Wherefore wouldst thou know the secret of the gods that not the gods may tell thee?

When the wind blows not, where, then, is the wind?

Or when thou art not living, where art thou?

What should the wind care for the hours of calm or thou for death?

Thy life is long, Eternity is short.

So short that, shouldst thou die and Eternity should pass, and after the passing of Eternity thou shouldst live again, thou wouldst say: I closed mine eyes but for an instant.

There is an eternity behind thee as well as one before. Hast thou bewailed the aeons that passed without thee, who art so much afraid of the aeons that shall pass?

Then said the prophet: How shall I tell the people that the gods have not spoken and their prophet doth not know? For then should I be prophet no longer, and another would take the peoples gifts instead of me.

Then said Imbaun to the people: The gods have spoken, saying: O Imbaun, Our prophet, it is as the people believe whose wisdom hath discovered the secret of the gods, and the people when they die shall come to Pegana, and there live with the gods, and there have pleasure without toil. And Pegana is a place all white with the peaks of mountains, on each of them a god, and the people shall lie upon the slopes of the mountains each under the god that he hath worshipped most when his lot was in the Worlds. And there shall music beyond thy dreaming come drifting through the scent of all the orchards in the Worlds, with somewhere someone singing an old song that shall be as a half-remembered thing. And there shall be gardens that have always sunlight, and streams that are lost in no sea beneath skies for ever blue. And there shall be no rain nor no regrets. Only the roses that in highest Pegana have achieved their prime shall shed their petals in showers at thy feet, and only far away on the forgotten earth shall voices drift up to thee that cheered thee in thy childhood about the gardens of thy youth. And if thou sighest for any memory of earth because thou hearest unforgotten voices, then will the gods send messengers on wings to soothe thee in Pegana, saying to them: There one sigheth who hath remembered Earth. And they shall make Pegana more seductive for thee still, and they shall take thee by the hand and whisper in thine ear till the old voices are forgot.

And besides the flowers of Pegana there shall have climbed by then until it hath reached to Pegana the rose that clambered about the house where thou wast born. Thither shall also come the wandering echoes of all such music as charmed thee long ago.

Moreover, as thou sittest on the orchard lawns that clothe Peganas mountains, and as thou hearkenest to melody that sways the souls of the gods, there shall stretch away far down beneath thee the great unhappy Earth, till gazing from rapture upon sorrows thou shalt be glad that thou wert dead.

And from the three great mountains that stand aloof and over all the others  Grimbol, Zeebol, and Trehagobol  shall blow the wind of the morning and the wind of all the day, borne upon the wings of all the butterflies that have died upon the Worlds, to cool the gods and Pegana.

Far through Pegana a silvery fountain, lured upward by the gods from the Central Sea, shall fling its waters aloft, and over the highest of Peganas peaks, above Trehagobol, shall burst into gleaming mists, to cover Highest Pegana, and make a curtain about the resting-place of MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI.

Alone, still and remote below the base of one of the inner mountains, lieth a great blue pool.

Whoever looketh down into its waters may behold all his life that was upon the Worlds and all the deeds that he hath done.

None walk by the pool and none regard its depths, for all in Pegana have suffered and all have sinned some sin, and it lieth in the pool.

And there is no darkness in Pegana, for when night hath conquered the sun and stilled the Worlds and turned the white peaks of Pegana into grey then shine the blue eyes of the gods like sunlight on the sea, where each god sits upon his mountain.

And at the Last, upon some afternoon, perhaps in summer, shall the gods say, speaking to the gods: What is the likeness of MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI and what THE END?

And then shall MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI draw back with his hand the mists that cover his resting, saying: This is the Face of MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI and this THE END.

Then said the people to the prophet: Shall not black hills draw round in some forsaken land, to make a vale-wide cauldron wherein the molten rock shall seethe and roar, and where the crags of mountains shall be hurled upward to the surface and bubble and go down again, that there our enemies may boil for ever?

And the prophet answered: It is writ large about the bases of
Peganas mountains, upon which sit the gods: Thine Enemies Are
Forgiven.


THE SAYINGS OF IMBAUN

The Prophet of the gods said: Yonder beside the road there sitteth a false prophet; and to all who seek to know the hidden days he saith: Upon the morrow the King shall speak to thee as his chariot goeth by.

Moreover, all the people bring him gifts, and the false prophet hath more to listen to his words than hath the Prophet of the gods.

Then said Imbaun: What knoweth the Prophet of the gods? I know only that I and men know naught concerning the gods or aught concerning men. Shall I, who am their prophet, tell the people this?

For wherefore have the people chosen prophets but that they should speak the hopes of the people, and tell the people that their hopes be true?

The false prophet saith: Upon the morrow the king shall speak to thee.

Shall not I say: Upon The Morrow the gods shall speak with thee as thou restest upon Pegana?

So shall the people be happy, and know that their hopes be true who have believed the words that they have chosen a prophet to say.

But what shall know the Prophet of the gods, to whom none may come to say: Thy hopes are true, for whom none may make strange signs before his eyes to quench his fear of death, for whom alone the chaunt of his priests availeth naught?

The Prophet of the gods hath sold his happiness for wisdom, and hath given his hopes for the people.

Said also Imbaun: When thou art angry at night observe how calm be the stars; and shall small ones rail when there is such a calm among the great ones? Or when thou art angry by day regard the distant hills, and see the calm that doth adorn their faces. Shalt thou be angry while they stand so serene?

Be not angry with men, for they are driven as thou art by Dorozhand. Do bullocks goad one another on whom the same yoke rests?

And be not angry with Dorozhand, for then thou beatest thy bare fingers against iron cliffs.

All that is is so because it was to be. Rail not, therefore, against what is, for it was all to be.

And Imbaun said: The Sun ariseth and maketh a glory about all the things that he seeth, and drop by drop he turneth the common dew to every kind of gem. And he maketh a splendour in the hills.

And also man is born. And there rests a glory about the gardens of his youth. Both travel afar to do what Dorozhand would have them do.

Soon now the sun will set, and very softly come twinkling in the stillness all the stars.

Also man dieth. And quietly about his grave will all the mourners weep.

Will not his life arise again somewhere in all the worlds? Shall he not again behold the gardens of his youth? Or does he set to end?


OF HOW IMBAUN SPAKE OF DEATH TO THE KING

There trod such pestilence in Aradec that, the King as he looked abroad out of his palace saw men die. And when the King saw Death he feared that one day even the King should die. Therefore he commanded guards to bring before him the wisest prophet that should be found in Aradec.

Then heralds came to the temple of All the gods save One, and cried aloud, having first commanded silence, crying: Rhazahan, King over Aradec, Prince by right of Ildun and Ildaun, and Prince by conquest of Pathia, Ezek, and Azhan, Lord of the Hills, to the High Prophet of All the gods save One sends salutations.

Then they bore him before the King.

The King said unto the prophet: O Prophet of All the gods save
One, shall I indeed die?

And the prophet answered: O King! thy people may not rejoice for ever, and some day the King will die.

And the King answered: This may be so, but certainly thou shalt die. It may be that one day I shall die, but till then the lives of the people are in my hands.

Then guards led the prophet away.

And there arose prophets in Aradec who spake not of death to
Kings.


OF OOD

Men say that if thou comest to Sundari, beyond all the plains, and shalt climb to his summit before thou art seized by the avalanche which sitteth always on his slopes, that then there lie before thee many peaks. And if thou shalt climb these and cross their valleys (of which there be seven and also seven peaks) thou shalt come at last to the land of forgotten hills, where amid many valleys and white snow there standeth the Great Temple of One god Only.

Therein is a dreaming prophet who doeth naught, and a drowsy priesthood about him.

These be the priests of MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI.

Within the temple it is forbidden to work, also it is forbidden to pray. Night differeth not from day within its doors. They rest as MANA rests. And the name of their prophet is Ood.

Ood is a greater prophet than any of all the prophets of Earth, and it hath been said by some that were Ood and his priests to pray chaunting all together and calling upon MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI that MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI would then awake, for surely he would hear the prayers of his own prophet  then would there be Worlds no more.

There is also another way to the land of forgotten hills, which is a smooth road and a straight, that lies through the heart of the mountains. But for certain hidden reasons it were better for thee to go by the peaks and snow, even though thou shouldst perish by the way, that thou shouldst seek to come to the house of Ood by the smooth, straight road.


THE RIVER

There arises a river in Pegana that is neither a river of water nor yet a river of fire, and it flows through the skies and the Worlds to the Rim of the Worlds, a river of silence. Through all the Worlds are sounds, the noises of moving, and the echoes of voices and song; but upon the River is no sound ever heard, for there all echoes die.

The River arises out of the drumming of Skarl, and flows for ever between banks of thunder, until it comes to the waste beyond the Worlds, behind the farthest star, down to the Sea of Silence.

I lay in the desert beyond all cities and sounds, and above me flowed the River of Silence through the sky; and on the deserts edge night fought against the Sun, and suddenly conquered.

Then on the River I saw the dream-built ship of the god Yoharneth-Lahai, whose great prow lifted grey into the air above the River of Silence.

Her timbers were olden dreams dreamed long ago, and poets fancies made her tall, straight masts, and her rigging was wrought out of the peoples hopes.

Upon her deck were rowers with dream-made oars, and the rowers were the people of mens fancies, and princes of old story and people who had died, and people who had never been.

These swung forward and swung back to row Yoharneth-Lahai through the Worlds with never a sound of rowing. For ever on every wind float up to Pegana the hopes and the fancies of the people which have no home in the Worlds, and there Yoharneth-Lahai weaves them into dreams, to take them to the people again.

And every night in his dream-built ship Yoharneth-Lahai setteth forth, with all his dreams on board, to take again their old hopes back to the people and all forgotten fancies.

But ere the day comes back to her own again, and all the conquering armies of the dawn hurl their red lances in the face of the night, Yoharneth-Lahai leaves the sleeping Worlds, and rows back up the River of Silence, that flows from Pegana into the Sea of Silence that lies beyond the Worlds.

And the name of the River is Imrana the River of Silence. All they that be weary of the sound of cities and very tired of clamour creep down in the night-time to Yoharneth-Lahais ship, and going aboard it, among the dreams and the fancies of old times, lie down upon the deck, and pass from sleeping to the River, while Mung, behind them, makes the sign of Mung because they would have it so. And, lying there upon the deck among their own remembered fancies, and songs that were never sung, and they drift up Imrana ere the dawn, where the sound of the cities comes not, nor the voice of the thunder is heard, nor the midnight howl of Pain as he gnaws at the bodies of men, and far away and forgotten bleat the small sorrows that trouble all the Worlds.

But where the River flows through Peganas gates, between the great twin constellations Yum and Gothum, where Yum stands sentinel upon the left and Gothum upon the right, there sits Sirami, the lord of All Forgetting. And, when the ship draws near, Sirami looketh with his sapphire eyes into the faces and beyond them of those that were weary of cities, and as he gazes, as one that looketh before him remembering naught, he gently waves his hands. And amid the waving of Siramis hands there fall from all that behold him all their memories, save certain things that may not be forgotten even beyond the Worlds.

It hath been said that when Skarl ceases to drum, and MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI awakes, and the gods of Pegana know that it is THE END, that then the gods will enter galleons of gold, and with dream-born rowers glide down Imrana (who knows whither or why?) till they come where the River enters the Silent Sea, and shall there be gods of nothing, where nothing is, and never a sound shall come. And far away upon the Rivers banks shall bay their old hound Time, that shall seek to rend his masters; while MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI shall think some other plan concerning gods and worlds.


THE BIRD OF DOOM AND THE END

For at the last shall the thunder, fleeing to escape from the doom of the gods, roar horribly among the Worlds; and Time, the hound of the gods, shall bay hungrily at his masters because he is lean with age.

And from the innermost of Peganas vales shall the bird of doom, Mosahn, whose voice is like the trumpet, soar upward with boisterous beatings of his wings above Peganas mountains and the gods, and there with his trumpet voice acclaim THE END.

Then in the tumult and amid the fury of their hound the gods shall make for the last time in Pegana the sign of all the gods, and go with dignity and quiet down to Their galleons of gold, and sail away down the River of Silence, not ever to return.

Then shall the River overflow its banks, and a tide come setting in from the Silent Sea, till all the Worlds and the Skies are drowned in silence; while MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI in the Middle of All sits deep in thought. And the hound Time, when all the Worlds and cities are swept away whereon he used to raven, having no more to devour, shall suddenly die.

But there are some that hold  and this is the heresy of the Saigoths  that when the gods go down at the last into their galleons of gold Mung shall turn alone, and, setting his back against Trehagobol and wielding the Sword of Severing which is called Death, shall fight out his last fight with the hound Time, his empty scabbard Sleep clattering loose beside him.

There under Trehagobol they shall fight alone when all the gods are gone.

And the Saigoths say that for two days and nights the hound shall leer and snarl before the face of Mung-days and nights that shall be lit by neither sun nor moons, for these shall go dipping down the sky with all the Worlds as the galleons glide away, because the gods that made them are gods no more.

And then shall the hound, springing, tear out the throat of Mung, who, making for the last time the sign of Mung, shall bring down Death crashing through the shoulders of the hound, and in the blood of Time that Sword shall rust away.

Then shall MANA-YOOD-SUSHAI be all alone, with neither Death nor Time, and never the hours singing in his ears, nor the swish of the passing lives.

But far away from Pegana shall go the galleons of gold that bear the gods away, upon whose faces shall be utter calm, because They are the gods knowing that it is THE END.
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PREFACE

These tales are of the things that befell gods and men in Yarnith,
Averon, and Zarkandhu, and in the other countries of my dreams.


PART I.


TIME AND THE GODS

Once when the gods were young and only Their swarthy servant Time was without age, the gods lay sleeping by a broad river upon earth. There in a valley that from all the earth the gods had set apart for Their repose the gods dreamed marble dreams. And with domes and pinnacles the dreams arose and stood up proudly between the river and the sky, all shimmering white to the morning. In the citys midst the gleaming marble of a thousand steps climbed to the citadel where arose four pinnacles beckoning to heaven, and midmost between the pinnacles there stood the dome, vast, as the gods had dreamed it. All around, terrace by terrace, there went marble lawns well guarded by onyx lions and carved with effigies of all the gods striding amid the symbols of the worlds. With a sound like tinkling bells, far off in a land of shepherds hidden by some hill, the waters of many fountains turned again home. Then the gods awoke and there stood Sardathrion. Not to common men have the gods given to walk Sardathrions streets, and not to common eyes to see her fountains. Only to those to whom in lonely passes in the night the gods have spoken, leaning through the stars, to those that have heard the voices of the gods above the morning or seen Their faces bending above the sea, only to those hath it been given to see Sardathrion, to stand where her pinnacles gathered together in the night fresh from the dreams of gods. For round the valley a great desert lies through which no common traveller may come, but those whom the gods have chosen feel suddenly a great longing at heart, and crossing the mountains that divide the desert from the world, set out across it driven by the gods, till hidden in the deserts midst they find the valley at last and look with eyes upon Sardathrion.

In the desert beyond the valley grow a myriad thorns, and all pointing towards Sardathrion. So may many that the gods have loved come to the marble city, but none can return, for other cities are no fitting home for men whose feet have touched Sardathrions marble streets, where even the gods have not been ashamed to come in the guise of men with Their cloaks wrapped about their faces. Therefore no city shall ever hear the songs that are sung in the marble citadel by those in whose ears have rung the voices of the gods. No report shall ever come to other lands of the music of the fall of Sardathrions fountains, when the waters which went heavenward return again into the lake where the gods cool Their brows sometimes in the guise of men. None may ever hear the speech of the poets of that city, to whom the gods have spoken.

It stands a city aloof. There hath been no rumour of it  I alone have dreamed of it, and I may not be sure that my dreams are true.

* * * * *

Above the Twilight the gods were seated in the after years, ruling the worlds. No longer now They walked at evening in the Marble City hearing the fountains splash, or listening to the singing of the men they loved, because it was in the after years and the work of the gods was to be done.

But often as they rested a moment from doing the work of the gods, from hearing the prayers of men or sending here the Pestilence or there Mercy, They would speak awhile with one another of the olden years saying, Rememberest thou not Sardathrion? and another would answer Ah! Sardathrion, and all Sardathrions mist-draped marble lawns whereon we walk not now.

Then the gods turned to do the work of the gods, answering the prayers of men or smiting them, and ever They sent Their swarthy servant Time to heal or overwhelm. And Time went forth into the worlds to obey the commands of the gods, yet he cast furtive glances at his masters, and the gods distrusted Time because he had known the worlds or ever the gods became.

One day when furtive Time had gone into the worlds to nimbly smite some city whereof the gods were weary, the gods above the twilight speaking to one another said:

Surely we are the lords of Time and gods of the worlds besides. See how our city Sardathrion lifts over other cities. Others arise and perish but Sardathrion standeth yet, the first and the last of cities. Rivers are lost in the sea and streams forsake the hills, but ever Sardathrions fountains arise in our dream city. As was Sardathrion when the gods were young, so are her streets to-day as a sign that we are the gods.

Suddenly the swart figure of Time stood up before the gods, with both hands dripping with blood and a red sword dangling idly from his fingers, and said:

Sardathrion is gone! I have overthrown it!

And the gods said:

Sardathrion? Sardathrion, the marble city? Thou, thou hast overthrown it? Thou, the slave of the gods?

And the oldest of the gods said:

Sardathrion, Sardathrion, and is Sardathrion gone?

And furtively Time looked him in the face and edged towards him fingering with his dripping fingers the hilt of his nimble sword.

Then the gods feared with a new fear that he that had overthrown Their city would one day slay the gods. And a new cry went wailing through the Twilight, the lament of the gods for Their dream city, crying:

Tears may not bring again Sardathrion.

But this the gods may do who have seen, and seen with unrelenting eyes, the sorrows of ten thousand worlds  thy gods may weep for thee.

Tears may not bring again Sardathrion.

Believe it not, Sardathrion, that ever thy gods sent this doom to thee; he that hath overthrown thee shall overthrow thy gods.

How oft when Night came suddenly on Morning playing in the fields of
Twilight did we watch thy pinnacles emerging from the darkness,
Sardathrion, Sardathrion, dream city of the gods, and thine onyx lions
looming limb by limb from the dusk.

How often have we sent our child the Dawn to play with thy fountain tops; how often hath Evening, loveliest of our goddesses, strayed long upon thy balconies.

Let one fragment of thy marbles stand up above the dust for thine old gods to caress, as a man when all else is lost treasures one lock of the hair of his beloved.

Sardathrion, the gods must kiss once more the place where thy streets were once.

There were wonderful marbles in thy streets, Sardathrion.

Sardathrion, Sardathrion, the gods weep for thee.


THE COMING OF THE SEA

Once there was no sea, and the gods went walking over the green plains of earth.

Upon an evening of the forgotten years the gods were seated on the hills, and all the little rivers of the world lay coiled at Their feet asleep, when Slid, the new god, striding through the stars, came suddenly upon earth lying in a corner of space. And behind Slid there marched a million waves, all following Slid and tramping up the twilight; and Slid touched Earth in one of her great green valleys that divide the south, and here he encamped for the night with all his waves about him. But to the gods as They sat upon Their hilltops a new cry came crying over the green spaces that lay below the hills, and the gods said:

This is neither the cry of life nor yet the whisper of death. What is this new cry that the gods have never commanded, yet which comes to the ears of the gods?

And the gods together shouting made the cry of the south, calling the south wind to them. And again the gods shouted all together making the cry of the north, calling the north wind to Them; and thus They gathered to Them all Their winds and sent these four down into the low plains to find what thing it was that called with the new cry, and to drive it away from the gods.

Then all the winds harnessed up their clouds and drave forth till they came to the great green valley that divides the south in twain, and there found Slid with all his waves about him. Then for a space Slid and the four winds struggled with one another till the strength of the winds was gone, and they limped back to the gods, their masters, and said:

We have met this new thing that has come upon the earth and have striven against its armies, but could not drive them forth; and the new thing is beautiful but very angry, and is creeping towards the gods.

But Slid advanced and led his armies up the valley, and inch by inch and mile by mile he conquered the lands of the gods. Then from Their hills the gods sent down a great array of cliffs against hard, red rocks, and bade them march against Slid. And the cliffs marched down till they came and stood before Slid and leaned their heads forward and frowned and stood staunch to guard the lands of the gods against the might of the sea, shutting Slid off from the world. Then Slid sent some of his smaller waves to search out what stood against him, and the cliffs shattered them. But Slid went back and gathered together a hoard of his greatest waves and hurled them against the cliffs, and the cliffs shattered them. And again Slid called up out of his deep a mighty array of waves and sent them roaring against the guardians of the gods, and the red rocks frowned and smote them. And once again Slid gathered his greater waves and hurled them against the cliffs; and when the waves were scattered like those before them the feet of the cliffs were no longer standing firm, and their faces were scarred and battered. Then into every cleft that stood in the rocks Slid sent his hugest wave and others followed behind it, and Slid himself seized hold of huge rocks with his claws and tore them down and stamped them under his feet. And when the tumult was over the sea had won, and over the broken remnants of those red cliffs the armies of Slid marched on and up the long green valley.

Then the gods heard Slid exulting far away and singing songs of triumph over Their battered cliffs, and ever the tramp of his armies sounded nearer and nearer in the listening ears of the gods.

Then the gods called to Their downlands to save Their world from Slid, and the downlands gathered themselves and marched away, a great white line of gleaming cliffs, and halted before Slid. Then Slid advanced no more and lulled his legions, and while his waves were low he softly crooned a song such as once long ago had troubled the stars and brought down tears out of the twilight.

Sternly the white cliffs stood on guard to save the world of the gods, but the song that once had troubled the stars went moaning on awaking pent desires, till full at the feet of the gods the melody fell. Then the blue rivers that lay curled asleep opened their gleaming eyes, uncurled themselves and shook their rushes, and, making a stir among the hills, crept down to find the sea. And passing across the world they came at last to where the white cliffs stood, and, coming behind them, split them here and there and went through their broken ranks to Slid at last. And the gods were angry with Their traitorous streams.

Then Slid ceased from singing the song that lures the world, and gathered up his legions, and the rivers lifted up their heads with the waves, and all went marching on to assail the cliffs of the gods. And wherever the rivers had broken the ranks of the cliffs, Slids armies went surging in and broke them up into islands and shattered the islands away. And the gods on Their hill-tops heard once more the voice of Slid exulting over Their cliffs.

Already more than half the world lay subject to Slid, and still his armies advanced; and the people of Slid, the fishes and the long eels, went in and out of arbours that once were dear to the gods. Then the gods feared for Their dominion, and to the innermost sacred recesses of the mountains, to the very heart of the hills, the gods trooped off together and there found Tintaggon, a mountain of black marble, staring far over the earth, and spake thus to him with the voices of the gods:

O eldest born of our mountains, when first we devised the earth we made thee, and thereafter fashioned fields and hollows, valleys and other hills, to lie about thy feet. And now, Tintaggon, thine ancient lords, the gods, are facing a new thing which overthrows the old. Go therefore, thou, Tintaggon, and stand up against Slid, that the gods be still the gods and the earth still green.

And hearing the voices of his sires, the elder gods, Tintaggon strode down through the evening, leaving a wake of twilight broad behind him as he strode: and going across the green earth came down to Ambrady at the valleys edge, and there met the foremost of Slids fierce armies conquering the world.

And against him Slid hurled the force of a whole bay, which lashed itself high over Tintaggons knees and streamed around his flanks and then fell and was lost. Tintaggon still stood firm for the honour and dominion of his lords, the elder gods. Then Slid went to Tintaggon and said: Let us now make a truce. Stand thou back from Ambrady and let me pass through thy ranks that mine armies may now pass up the valley which opens on the world, that the green earth that dreams around the feet of older gods shall know the new god Slid. Then shall mine armies strive with thee no more, and thou and I shall be the equal lords of the whole earth when all the world is singing the chaunt of Slid, and thy head alone shall be lifted above mine armies when rival hills are dead. And I will deck thee with all the robes of the sea, and all the plunder that I have taken in rare cities shall be piled before thy feet. Tintaggon, I have conquered all the stars, my song swells through all the space besides, I come victorious from Mahn and Khanagat on the furthest edge of the worlds, and thou and I are to be equal lords when the old gods are gone and the green earth knoweth Slid. Behold me gleaming azure and fair with a thousand smiles, and swayed by a thousand moods. And Tintaggon answered: I am staunch and black and have one mood, and this  to defend my masters and their green earth.

Then Slid went backward growling and summoned together the waves of a whole sea and sent them singing full in Tintaggons face. Then from Tintaggons marble front the sea fell backwards crying on to a broken shore, and ripple by ripple straggled back to Slid saying: Tintaggon stands.

Far out beyond the battered shore that lay at Tintaggons feet Slid rested long and sent the nautilus to drift up and down before Tintaggons eyes, and he and his armies sat singing idle songs of dreamy islands far away to the south, and of the still stars whence they had stolen forth, of twilight evenings and of long ago. Still Tintaggon stood with his feet planted fair upon the valleys edge defending the gods and Their green earth against the sea.

And all the while that Slid sang his songs and played with the nautilus that sailed up and down he gathered his oceans together. One morning as Slid sang of old outrageous wars and of most enchanting peace and of dreamy islands and the south wind and the sun, he suddenly launched five oceans out of the deep all to attack Tintaggon. And the five oceans sprang upon Tintaggon and passed above his head. One by one the grip of the oceans loosened, one by one they fell back into the deep and still Tintaggon stood, and on that morning the might of all five oceans lay dead at Tintaggons feet. That which Slid had conquered he still held, and there is now no longer a great green valley in the south, but all that Tintaggon had guarded against Slid he gave back to the gods. Very calm the sea lies now about Tintaggons feet, where he stands all black amid crumbled cliffs of white, with red rocks piled about his feet. And often the sea retreats far out along the shore, and often wave by wave comes marching in with the sound of the tramping of armies, that all may still remember the great fight that surged about Tintaggon once, when he guarded the gods and the green earth against Slid.

Sometimes in their dreams the war-scarred warriors of Slid still lift their heads and cry their battle cry; then do dark clouds gather about Tintaggons swarthy brow and he stands out menacing, seen afar by ships, where once he conquered Slid. And the gods know well that while Tintaggon stands They and Their world are safe; and whether Slid shall one day smite Tintaggon is hidden among the secrets of the sea.


A LEGEND OF THE DAWN

When the worlds and All began the gods were stern and old and They saw the Beginning from under eyebrows hoar with years, all but Inzana, Their child, who played with the golden ball. Inzana was the child of all the gods. And the law before the Beginning and thereafter was that all should obey the gods, yet hither and thither went all Peganas gods to obey the Dawnchild because she loved to be obeyed.

It was dark all over the world and even in Pegana, where dwell the gods, it was dark when the child Inzana, the Dawn, first found her golden ball. Then running down the stairway of the gods with tripping feet, chalcedony, onyx, chalcedony, onyx, step by step, she cast her golden ball across the sky. The golden ball went bounding up the sky, and the Dawnchild with her flaring hair stood laughing upon the stairway of the gods, and it was day. So gleaming fields below saw the first of all the days that the gods have destined. But towards evening certain mountains, afar and aloof, conspired together to stand between the world and the golden ball and to wrap their crags about it and to shut it from the world, and all the world was darkened with their plot. And the Dawnchild up in Pegana cried for her golden ball. Then all the gods came down the stairway right to Peganas gate to see what ailed the Dawnchild and to ask her why she cried. Then Inzana said that her golden ball had been taken away and hidden by mountains black and ugly, far away from Pegana, all in a world of rocks under the rim of the sky, and she wanted her golden ball and could not love the dark.

Thereat Umborodom, whose hound was the thunder, took his hound in leash, and strode away across the sky after the golden ball until he came to the mountains afar and aloof. There did the thunder put his nose to the rocks and bay along the valleys, and fast at his heels followed Umborodom. And the nearer the hound, the thunder, came to the golden ball the louder did he bay, but haughty and silent stood the mountains whose plot had darkened the world. All in the dark among the crags in a mighty cavern, guarded by two twin peaks, at last they found the golden ball for which the Dawnchild wept. Then under the world went Umborodom with his thunder panting behind him, and came in the dark before the morning from underneath the world and gave the Dawnchild back her golden ball. And Inzana laughed and took it in her hands, and Umborodom went back into Pegana, and at its threshold the thunder went to sleep.

Again the Dawnchild tossed the golden ball far up into the blue across the sky, and the second morning shone upon the world, on lakes and oceans, and on drops of dew. But as the ball went bounding on its way, the prowling mists and the rain conspired together and took it and wrapped it in their tattered cloaks and carried it away. And through the rents in their garments gleamed the golden ball, but they held it fast and carried it right away and underneath the world. Then on an onyx step Inzana sat down and wept, who could no more be happy without her golden ball. And again the gods were sorry, and the South Wind came to tell her tales of most enchanted islands, to whom she listened not, nor yet to the tales of temples in lone lands that the East Wind told her, who had stood beside her when she flung her golden ball. But from far away the West Wind came with news of three grey travellers wrapt round with battered cloaks that carried away between them a golden ball.

Then up leapt the North Wind, he who guards the pole, and drew his sword of ice out of his scabbard of snow and sped away along the road that leads across the blue. And in the darkness underneath the world he met the three grey travellers and rushed upon them and drove them far before him, smiting them with his sword till their grey cloaks streamed with blood. And out of the midst of them, as they fled with flapping cloaks all red and grey and tattered, he leapt up with the golden ball and gave it to the Dawnchild.

Again Inzana tossed the ball into the sky, making the third day, and up and up it went and fell towards the fields, and as Inzana stooped to pick it up she suddenly heard the singing of all the birds that were. All the birds in the world were singing all together and also all the streams, and Inzana sat and listened and thought of no golden ball, nor ever of chalcedony and onyx, nor of all her fathers the gods, but only of all the birds. Then in the woods and meadows where they had all suddenly sung, they suddenly ceased. And Inzana, looking up, found that her ball was lost, and all alone in the stillness one owl laughed. When the gods heard Inzana crying for her ball They clustered together on the threshold and peered into the dark, but saw no golden ball. And leaning forward They cried out to the bat as he passed up and down: Bat that seest all things, where is the golden ball?

And though the bat answered none heard. And none of the winds had seen it nor any of the birds, and there were only the eyes of the gods in the darkness peering for the golden ball. Then said the gods: Thou hast lost thy golden ball, and They made her a moon of silver to roll about the sky. And the child cried and threw it upon the stairway and chipped and broke its edges and asked for the golden ball. And Limpang Tung, the Lord of Music, who was least of all the gods, because the child cried still for her golden ball, stole out of Pegana and crept across the sky, and found the birds of all the world sitting in trees and ivy, and whispering in the dark. He asked them one by one for news of the golden ball. Some had last seen it on a neighbouring hill and others in trees, though none knew where it was. A heron had seen it lying in a pond, but a wild duck in some reeds had seen it last as she came home across the hills, and then it was rolling very far away.

At last the cock cried out that he had seen it lying beneath the world. There Limpang Tung sought it and the cock called to him through the darkness as he went, until at last he found the golden ball. Then Limpang Tung went up into Pegana and gave it to the Dawnchild, who played with the moon no more. And the cock and all his tribe cried out: We found it. We found the golden ball.

Again Inzana tossed the ball afar, laughing with joy to see it, her hands stretched upwards, her golden hair afloat, and carefully she watched it as it fell. But alas! it fell with a splash into the great sea and gleamed and shimmered as it fell till the waters became dark above it and could be seen no more. And men on the world said: How the dew has fallen, and how the mists set in with breezes from the streams.

But the dew was the tears of the Dawnchild, and the mists were her sighs when she said: There will no more come a time when I play with my ball again, for now it is lost for ever.

And the gods tried to comfort Inzana as she played with her silver moon, but she would not hear Them, and went in tears to Slid, where he played with gleaming sails, and in his mighty treasury turned over gems and pearls and lorded it over the sea. And she said: O Slid, whose soul is in the sea, bring back my golden ball.

And Slid stood up, swarthy, and clad in seaweed, and mightily dived from the last chalcedony step out of Peganas threshold straight into ocean. There on the sand, among the battered navies of the nautilus and broken weapons of the swordfish, hidden by dark water, he found the golden ball. And coming up in the night, all green and dripping, he carried it gleaming to the stairway of the gods and brought it back to Inzana from the sea; and out of the hands of Slid she took it and tossed it far and wide over his sails and sea, and far away it shone on lands that knew not Slid, till it came to its zenith and dropped towards the world.

But ere it fell the Eclipse dashed out from his hiding, and rushed at the golden ball and seized it in his jaws. When Inzana saw the Eclipse bearing her plaything away she cried aloud to the thunder, who burst from Pegana and fell howling upon the throat of the Eclipse, who dropped the golden ball and let it fall towards earth. But the black mountains disguised themselves with snow, and as the golden ball fell down towards them they turned their peaks to ruby crimson and their lakes to sapphires gleaming amongst silver, and Inzana saw a jewelled casket into which her plaything fell. But when she stooped to pick it up again she found no jewelled casket with rubies, silver or sapphires, but only wicked mountains disguised in snow that had trapped her golden ball. And then she cried because there was none to find it, for the thunder was far away chasing the Eclipse, and all the gods lamented when They saw her sorrow. And Limpang Tung, who was least of all the gods, was yet the saddest at the Dawnchilds grief, and when the gods said: Play with your silver moon, he stepped lightly from the rest, and coming down the stairway of the gods, playing an instrument of music, went out towards the world to find the golden ball because Inzana wept.

And into the world he went till he came to the nether cliffs that stand by the inner mountains in the soul and heart of the earth where the Earthquake dwelleth alone, asleep but astir as he sleeps, breathing and moving his legs, and grunting aloud in the dark. Then in the ear of the Earthquake Limpang Tung said a word that only the gods may say, and the Earthquake started to his feet and flung the cave away, the cave wherein he slept between the cliffs, and shook himself and went galloping abroad and overturned the mountains that hid the golden ball, and bit the earth beneath them and hurled their crags about and covered himself with rocks and fallen hills, and went back ravening and growling into the soul of the earth, and there lay down and slept again for a hundred years. And the golden ball rolled free, passing under the shattered earth, and so rolled back to Pegana; and Limpang Tung came home to the onyx step and took the Dawnchild by the hand and told not what he had done but said it was the Earthquake, and went away to sit at the feet of the gods. But Inzana went and patted the Earthquake on the head, for she said it was dark and lonely in the soul of the earth. Thereafter, returning step by step, chalcedony, onyx, chalcedony, onyx, up the stairway of the gods, she cast again her golden ball from the Threshold afar into the blue to gladden the world and the sky, and laughed to see it go.

And far away Trogool upon the utter Rim turned a page that was numbered six in a cipher that none might read. And as the golden ball went through the sky to gleam on lands and cities, there came the Fog towards it, stooping as he walked with his dark brown cloak about him, and behind him slunk the Night. And as the golden ball rolled past the Fog suddenly Night snarled and sprang upon it and carried it away. Hastily Inzana gathered the gods and said: The Night hath seized my golden ball and no god alone can find it now, for none can say how far the Night may roam, who prowls all round us and out beyond the worlds.

At the entreaty of Their Dawnchild all the gods made Themselves stars for torches, and far away through all the sky followed the tracks of Night as far as he prowled abroad. And at one time Slid, with the Pleiades in his hand, came nigh to the golden ball, and at another Yoharneth-Lahai, holding Orion for a torch, but lastly Limpang Tung, bearing the morning star, found the golden ball far away under the world near to the lair of Night.

And all the gods together seized the ball, and Night turning smote out the torches of the gods and thereafter slunk away; and all the gods in triumph marched up the gleaming stairway of the gods, all praising little Limpang Tung, who through the chase had followed Night so close in search of the golden ball. Then far below on the world a human child cried out to the Dawnchild for the golden ball, and Inzana ceased from her play that illumined world and sky, and cast the ball from the Threshold of the gods to the little human child that played in the fields below, and would one day die. And the child played all day long with the golden ball down in the little fields where the humans lived, and went to bed at evening and put it beneath his pillow, and went to sleep, and no one worked in all the world because the child was playing. And the light of the golden ball streamed up from under the pillow and out through the half shut door and shone in the western sky, and Yoharneth-Lahai in the night time tip-toed into the room, and took the ball gently (for he was a god) away from under the pillow and brought it back to the Dawnchild to gleam on an onyx step.

But some day Night shall seize the golden ball and carry it right away and drag it down to his lair, and Slid shall dive from the Threshold into the sea to see if it be there, and coming up when the fishermen draw their nets shall find it not, nor yet discover it among the sails. Limpang Tung shall seek among the birds and shall not find it when the cock is mute, and up the valleys shall go Umborodom to seek among the crags. And the hound, the thunder, shall chase the Eclipse and all the gods go seeking with Their stars, but never find the ball. And men, no longer having light of the golden ball, shall pray to the gods no more, who, having no worship, shall be no more the gods.

These things be hidden even from the gods.


THE VENGEANCE OF MEN

Ere the Beginning the gods divided earth into waste and pasture. Pleasant pastures They made to be green over the face of earth, orchards They made in valleys and heather upon hills, but Harza They doomed, predestined and foreordained to be a waste for ever.

When the world prayed at evening to the gods and the gods answered prayers They forgot the prayers of all the Tribes of Arim. Therefore the men of Arim were assailed with wars and driven from land to land and yet would not be crushed. And the men of Arim made them gods for themselves, appointing men as gods until the gods of Pegana should remember them again. And their leaders, Yoth and Haneth, played the part of gods and led their people on though every tribe assailed them. At last they came to Harza, where no tribes were, and at last had rest from war, and Yoth and Haneth said: The work is done, and surely now Peganas gods will remember. And they built a city in Harza and tilled the soil, and the green came over the waste as the wind comes over the sea, and there were fruit and cattle in Harza and the sounds of a million sheep. There they rested from their flight from all the tribes, and builded fables out of all their sorrows till all men smiled in Harza and children laughed.

Then said the gods, Earth is no place for laughter. Thereat They strode to Peganas outer gate, to where the Pestilence lay curled asleep, and waking him up They pointed toward Harza, and the Pestilence leapt forward howling across the sky.

That night he came to the fields near Harza, and stalking through the grass sat down and glared at the lights, and licked his paws and glared at the lights again.

But the next night, unseen, through laughing crowds, the Pestilence crept into the city, and stealing into the houses one by one, peered into the peoples eyes, looking even through their eyelids, so that when morning came men stared before them crying out that they saw the Pestilence whom others saw not, and thereafter died, because the green eyes of the Pestilence had looked into their souls. Chill and damp was he, yet there came heat from his eyes that parched the souls of men. Then came the physicians and the men learned in magic, and made the sign of the physicians and the sign of the men of magic and cast blue water upon herbs and chanted spells; but still the Pestilence crept from house to house and still he looked into the souls of men. And the lives of the people streamed away from Harza, and whither they went is set in many books. But the Pestilence fed on the light that shines in the eyes of men, which never appeased his hunger; chiller and damper he grew, and the heat from his eyes increased when night by night he galloped through the city, going by stealth no more.

Then did men pray in Harza to the gods, saying:

High gods! Show clemency to Harza.

And the gods listened to their prayers, but as They listened They pointed with their fingers and cheered the Pestilence on. And the Pestilence grew bolder at his masters voices and thrust his face close up before the eyes of men.

He could be seen by none saving those he smote. At first he slept by day, lying in misty hollows, but as his hunger increased he sprang up even in sunlight and clung to the chests of men and looked down through their eyes into their souls that shrivelled, until almost he could be dimly seen even by those he smote not.

Adro, the physician, sat in his chamber with one light burning, making a mixing in a bowl that should drive the Pestilence away, when through his door there blew a draught that set the light a-flickering.

Then because the draught was cold the physician shivered and went and closed the door, but as he turned again he saw the Pestilence lapping at his mixing, who sprang and set one paw upon Adros shoulder and another upon his cloak, while with two he clung to his waist, and looked him in the eyes.

Two men were walking in the street; one said to the other: Upon the morrow I will sup with thee.

And the Pestilence grinned a grin that none beheld, baring his dripping teeth, and crept away to see whether upon the morrow those men should sup together.

A traveller coming in said: This is Harza. Here will I rest.

But his life went further than Harza upon that days journey.

All feared the Pestilence, and those that he smote beheld him, but none saw the great shapes of the gods by starlight as They urged Their Pestilence on.

Then all men fled from Harza, and the Pestilence chased dogs and rats and sprang upward at the bats as they sailed above him, who died and lay in the streets. But soon he returned and pursued the men of Harza where they fled, and sat by rivers where they came to drink, away below the city. Then back to Harza went the people of Harza pursued by the Pestilence still, and gathered in the Temple of All the gods save One, and said to the High Prophet: What may now be done? who answered:

All the gods have mocked at prayer. This sin must now be punished by the vengeance of men.

And the people stood in awe.

The High Prophet went up to the Tower beneath the sky whereupon beat the eyes of all the gods by starlight. There in the sight of the gods he spake in the ear of the gods, saying: High gods! Ye have made mock of men. Know therefore that it is writ in ancient lore and found by prophecy that there is an End that waiteth for the gods, who shall go down from Pegana in galleons of gold all down the Silent River and into the Silent Sea, and there Their galleons shall go up in mist and They shall be gods no more. And men shall gain harbour from the mocking of the gods at last in the warm moist earth, but to the gods shall no ceasing ever come from being the Things that were the gods. When Time and worlds and death are gone away nought shall then remain but worn regrets and Things that were once gods.

In the sight of the gods.

In the ear of the gods.

Then the gods shouted all together and pointed with Their hands at the
High Prophets throat, and the Pestilence sprang.

Long since the High Prophet is dead and his words are forgotten by men, but the gods know not yet whether it be true that The End is waiting for the gods, and him who might have told Them They have slain. And the gods of Pegana are fearing the fear that hath fallen upon the gods because of the vengeance of men, for They know not when The End shall be, or whether it shall come.


WHEN THE GODS SLEPT

All the gods were sitting in Pegana, and Their slave, Time, lay idle at Peganas gate with nothing to destroy, when They thought of worlds, worlds large and round and gleaming, and little silver moons. Then (who knoweth when?), as the gods raised Their hands making the sign of the gods, the thoughts of the gods became worlds and silver moons. And the worlds swam by Peganas gate to take their places in the sky, to ride at anchor for ever, each where the gods had bidden. And because they were round and big and gleamed all over the sky, the gods laughed and shouted and all clapped Their hands. Then upon earth the gods played out the game of the gods, the game of life and death, and on the other worlds They did a secret thing, playing a game that is hidden.

At last They mocked no more at life and laughed at death no more, and cried aloud in Pegana: Will no new thing be? Must those four march for ever round the world till our eyes are wearied with the treading of the feet of the Seasons that will not cease, while Night and Day and Life and Death drearily rise and fall?

And as a child stares at the bare walls of a narrow hut, so the gods looked all listlessly upon the worlds, saying:

Will no new thing be?

And in Their weariness the gods said: Ah! to be young again. Ah! to be fresh once more from the brain of Mana-Yood-Sushai.

And They turned away Their eyes in weariness from all the gleaming worlds and laid Them down upon Peganas floor, for They said:

It may be that the worlds shall pass and we would fain forget them.

Then the gods slept. Then did the comet break loose from his moorings and the eclipse roamed about the sky, and down on the earth did Deaths three children  Famine, Pestilence, and Drought  come out to feed. The eyes of the Famine were green, and the eyes of the Drought were red, but the Pestilence was blind and smote about all round him with his claws among the cities.

But as the gods slept, there came from beyond the Rim, out of the dark and unknown, three Yozis, spirits of ill, that sailed up the river of Silence in galleons with silver sails. Far away they had seen Yum and Gothum, the stars that stand sentinel over Peganas gate, blinking and falling asleep, and as they neared Pegana they found a hush wherein the gods slept heavily. Ya, Ha, and Snyrg were these three Yozis, the lords of evil, madness, and of spite. When they crept from their galleons and stole over Peganas silent threshold it boded ill for the gods. There in Pegana lay the gods asleep, and in a corner lay the Power of the gods alone upon the floor, a thing wrought of black rock and four words graven upon it, whereof I might not give thee any clue, if even I should find it  four words of which none knoweth. Some say they tell of the opening of a flower towards dawn, and others say they concern earthquakes among hills, and others that they tell of the death of fishes, and others that the words be these: Power, Knowledge, Forgetting, and another word that not the gods themselves may ever guess. These words the Yozis read, and sped away in dread lest the gods should wake, and going aboard their galleons, bade the rowers haste. Thus the Yozis became gods, having the power of gods, and they sailed away to the earth, and came to a mountainous island in the sea. There they sat upon the rocks, sitting as the gods sit, with their right hands uplifted, and having the power of gods, only none came to worship. Thither came no ships nigh them, nor ever at evening came the prayers of men, nor smell of incense, nor screams from the sacrifice. Then said the Yozis:

Of what avails it that we be gods if no one worship us nor give us sacrifice?

And Ya, Ha, and Snyrg set sail in their silver galleons, and went looming down the sea to come to the shores of men. And first they came to an island where were fisher folk; and the folk of the island, running down to the shore cried out to them:

Who be ye?

And the Yozis answered:

We be three gods, and we would have your worship.

But the fisher folk answered:

Here we worship Rahm, the Thunder, and have no worship nor sacrifice for other gods.

Then the Yozis snarled with anger and sailed away, and sailed till they came to another shore, sandy and low and forsaken. And at last they found an old man upon the shore, and they cried out to him:

Old man upon the shore! We be three gods that it were well to worship, gods of great power and apt in the granting of prayer.

The old man answered:

We worship Peganas gods, who have a fondness for our incense and the sound of our sacrifice when it squeals upon the altar.

Then answered Snyrg:

Asleep are Peganas gods, nor will They wake for the humming of thy prayers which lie in the dust upon Peganas floor, and over Them Sniracte, the spider of the worlds, hath woven a web of mist. And the squealing of the sacrifice maketh no music in ears that are closed in sleep.

The old man answered, standing upon the shore:

Though all the gods of old shall answer our prayers no longer, yet still to the gods of old shall all men pray here in Syrinais.

But the Yozis turned their ships about and angrily sailed away, all cursing Syrinais and Syrinaiss gods, but most especially the old man that stood upon the shore.

Still the three Yozis lusted for the worship of men, and came, on the third night of their sailing, to a citys lights; and nearing the shore they found it a city of song wherein all folks rejoiced. Then sat each Yozi on his galleons prow, and leered with his eyes upon the city, so that the music stopped and the dancing ceased, and all looked out to sea at the strange shapes of the Yozis beneath their silver sails. Then Snyrg demanded their worship, promising increase of joys, and swearing by the light of his eyes that he would send little flames to leap over the grass, to pursue the enemies of that city and to chase them about the world.

But the people answered that in that city men worshipped Agrodaun, the mountain standing alone, and might not worship other gods even though they came in galleons with silver sails, sailing from over the sea. But Snyrg answered:

Certainly Agrodaun is only a mountain, and in no manner a god.

But the priests of Agrodaun sang answer from the shore:

If the sacrifice of men make not Agrodaun a god, nor blood still young on his rocks, nor the little fluttering prayers of ten thousand hearts, nor two thousands years of worship and all the hopes of the people and the whole strength of our race, then are there no gods and ye be common sailors, sailing from over the sea.

Then said the Yozis:

Hath Agrodaun answered prayer? And the people heard the words that the Yozis said.

Then went the priests of Agrodaun away from the shore and up the steep streets of the city, the people following, and over the moor beyond it to the foot of Agrodaun, and then said:

Agrodaun, if thou art not our god, go back and herd with yonder common hills, and put a cap of snow upon thy head and crouch far off as they do beneath the sky; but if we have given thee divinity in two thousand years, if our hopes are all about thee like a cloak, then stand and look upon thy worshippers from over our city for ever. And the smoke that ascended from his feet stood still and there fell a hush over great Agrodaun; and the priests went back to the sea and said to the three Yozis:

New gods shall have our worship when Agrodaun grows weary of being our god, or when in some night-time he shall stride away, leaving us nought to gaze at that is higher than our city.

And the Yozis sailed away and cursed towards Agrodaun, but could not hurt him, for he was but a mountain.

And the Yozis sailed along the coast till they came to a river running to the sea, and they sailed up the river till they came to a people at work, who furrowed the soil and sowed, and strove against the forest. Then the Yozis called to the people as they worked in the fields:

Give us your worship and ye shall have many joys.

But the people answered:

We may not worship you.

Then answered Snyrg:

Ye also, have ye a god?

And the people answered:

We worship the years to come, and we set the world in order for their coming, as one layeth raiment on the road before the advent of a King. And when those years shall come, they shall accept the worship of a race they knew not, and their people shall make their sacrifice to the years that follow them, who, in their turn, shall minister to the End.

Then answered Snyrg:

Gods that shall recompense you not. Rather give us your prayers and have our pleasures, the pleasures that we shall give you, and when your gods shall come, let them be wroth  they cannot punish you.

But the people continued to sacrifice their labour to their gods, the years to come, making the world a place for gods to dwell in, and the Yozis cursed those gods and sailed away. And Ya, the Lord of malice, swore that when those years should come, they should see whether it were well for them to have snatched away the worship from three Yozis.

And still the Yozis sailed, for they said:

It were better to be birds and have no air to fly in, than to be gods having neither prayers nor worship.

But where sky met with ocean, the Yozis saw land again, and thither sailed; and there the Yozis saw men in strange old garments performing ancient rites in a land of many temples. And the Yozis called to the men as they performed their ancient rites and said:

We be three gods well versed in the needs of men, to worship whom were to obtain instant joy.

But the men said:

We have already gods.

And Snyrg replied:

Ye, too?

The men answered:

For we worship the things that have been and all the years that were. Divinely have they helped us, therefore we give them worship that is their due.

And the Yozis answered the people:

We be gods of the present and return good things for worship.

But the people answered, saying from the shore:

Our gods have given us already the good things, and we return Them the worship that is Their due.

And the Yozis set their faces to landward, and cursed all things that had been and all the years that were, and sailed in their galleons away.

A rocky shore in an inhuman land stood up against the sea. Thither the Yozis came and found no man, but out of the dark from inland towards evening came a herd of great baboons and chattered greatly when they saw the ships.

Then spake Snyrg to them:

Have ye, too, a god?

And the baboons spat.

Then said the Yozis:

We be seductive gods, having a particular remembrance for little prayers.

But the baboons leered fiercely at the Yozis and would have none of them for gods.

One said that prayers hindered the eating of nuts. But Snyrg leaned forward and whispered, and the baboons went down upon their knees and clasped their hands as men clasp, and chattered prayer and said to one another that these were the gods of old, and gave the Yozis their worship  for Snyrg had whispered in their ears that, if they would worship the Yozis, he would make them men. And the baboons arose from worshipping, smoother about the face and a little shorter in the arms, and went away and hid their bodies in clothing, and afterwards galloped away from the rocky shore and went and herded with men. And men could not discern what they were, for their bodies were bodies of men, though their souls were still the souls of beasts and their worship went to the Yozis, spirits of ill.

And the lords of malice, hatred and madness sailed back to their island in the sea and sat upon the shore as gods sit, with right hand uplifted; and at evening foul prayers from the baboons gathered about them and infested the rocks.

But in Pegana the gods awoke with a start.


THE KING THAT WAS NOT

The land of Runazar hath no King nor ever had one; and this is the law of the land of Runazar that, seeing that it hath never had a King, it shall not have one for ever. Therefore in Runazar the priests hold sway, who tell people that never in Runazar hath there been a King.

Althazar, King of Runazar, and lord of all lands near by, commanded for the closer knowledge of the gods that Their images should be carven in Runazar, and in all lands near by. And when Althazars command, wafted abroad by trumpets, came tinkling in the ear of all the gods, right glad were They at the sound of it. Therefore men quarried marble from the earth, and sculptors busied themselves in Runazar to obey the edict of the King. But the gods stood by starlight on the hills where the sculptors might see Them, and draped the clouds about Them, and put upon Them Their divinest air, that sculptors might do justice to Peganas gods. Then the gods strode back into Pegana and the sculptors hammered and wrought, and there came a day when the Master of Sculptors took audience of the King, saying:

Althazar, King of Runazar, High Lord moreover of all the lands near by, to whom be the gods benignant, humbly have we completed the images of all such gods as were in thine edict named.

Then the King commanded a great space to be cleared among the houses in his city, and there the images of all the gods were borne and set before the King, and there were assembled the Master of Sculptors and all his men; and before each stood a soldier bearing a pile of gold upon a jewelled tray, and behind each stood a soldier with a drawn sword pointing against their necks, and the King looked upon the images. And lo! they stood as gods with the clouds all draped about them, making the sign of the gods, but their bodies were those of men, and lo! their faces were very like the Kings, and their beards were as the Kings beard. And the King said:

These be indeed Peganas gods.

And the soldiers that stood before the sculptors were caused to present to them the piles of gold, and the soldiers that stood behind the sculptors were caused to sheath their swords. And the people shouted:

These be indeed Peganas gods, whose faces we are permitted to see by the will of Althazar the King, to whom be the gods benignant. And heralds were sent abroad through the cities of Runazar and of all the lands near by, proclaiming of the images:

These be Peganas gods.

But up in Pegana the gods howled with wrath and Mung leant forward to make the sign of Mung against Althazar the King. But the gods laid Their hands upon his shoulder saying:

Slay him not, for it is not enough that Althazar shall die, who hath made the faces of the gods to be like the faces of men, but he must not even have ever been.

Then said the gods:

Spake we of Althazar, a King?

And the gods said:

Nay, we spake not. And the gods said:

Dreamed we of one Althazar? And the gods said:

Nay, we dreamed not.

But in the royal palace of Runazar, Althazar, passing suddenly out of the remembrance of the gods, became no longer a thing that was or had ever been.

And by the throne of Althazar lay a robe, and near it lay a crown, and the priests of the gods entered his palace and made it a temple of the gods. And the people coming to worship said:

Whose was this robe and to what purpose is this crown?

And the priests answered:

The gods have cast away the fragment of a garment and lo! from the fingers of the gods hath slipped one little ring.

And the people said to the priests:

Seeing that Runazar hath never had a King, therefore be ye our rulers, and make ye our laws in the sight of Peganas gods.


THE CAVE OF KAI

The pomp of crowning was ended, the rejoicings had died away, and Khanazar, the new King, sat in the seat of the Kings of Averon to do his work upon the destinies of men. His uncle, Khanazar the Lone, had died, and he had come from a far castle to the south, with a great procession, to Ilaun, the citadel of Averon; and there they had crowned him King of Averon and of the mountains, and Lord, if there be aught beyond those mountains, of all such lands as are. But now the pomp of the crowning was gone away and Khanazar sat afar off from his home, a very mighty King.

Then the King grew weary of the destinies of Averon and weary of the making of commands. So Khanazar sent heralds through all cities saying:

Hear! The will of the King! Hear! The will of the King of Averon and of the mountains and Lord, if there be aught beyond those mountains, of all such lands as are. Let there come together to Ilaun all such as have an art in secret matters. Hear!

And there gathered together to Ilaun the wise men of all the degrees of magic, even to the seventh, who had made spells before Khanazar the Lone; and they came before the new King in his palace placing their hands upon his feet. Then said the King to the magicians:

I have a need.

And they answered:

The earth touches the feet of the King in token of submission.

But the King answered:

My need is not of the earth; but I would find certain of the hours that have been, and sundry days that were.

And all the wise folks were silent, till there spake out mournfully the wisest of them all, who made spells in the seventh degree, saying:

The days that were, and the hours, have winged their way to Mount Agdoras summit, and there, dipping, have passed away from sight, not ever to return, for haply they have not heard the Kings command.

Of these wise folks are many things chronicled. Moreover, it is set in writing of the scribes how they had audience of King Khanazar and of the words they spake, but of their further deeds there is no legend. But it is told how the King sent men to run and pass through all the cities till they should find one that was wiser even than the magicians that had made spells before Khanazar the Lone. Far up the mountains that limit Averon they found Syrahn, the prophet, among the goats, who was of none of the degrees of magic, and who had cast no spells before the former King. Him they brought to Khanazar, and the King said unto him:

I have a need.

And Syrahn answered:

Thou art a man.

And the King said:

Where lie the days that were and certain hours?

And Syrahn answered:

These things lie in a cave afar from here, and over the cave stands sentinel one Kai, and this cave Kai hath guarded from the gods and men since ever the Beginning was made. It may be that he shall let Khanazar pass by.

Then the King gathered elephants and camels that carried burdens of gold, and trusty servants that carried precious gems, and gathered an army to go before him and an army to follow behind, and sent out horsemen to warn the dwellers of the plains that the King of Averon was afoot.

And he bade Syrahn to lead to that place where the days of old lie hid and all forgotten hours.

Across the plain and up Mount Agdora, and dipping beyond its summit went Khanazar the King, and his two armies who followed Syrahn. Eight times the purple tent with golden border had been pitched for the King of Averon, and eight times it had been struck ere the King and the Kings armies came to a dark cave in a valley dark, where Kai stood guard over the days that were. And the face of Kai was as a warrior that vanquisheth cities and burdeneth himself not with captives, and his form was as the forms of gods, but his eyes were the eyes of beasts; before whom came the King of Averon with elephants and camels bearing burdens of gold, and trusty servants carrying precious gems.

Then said the King:

Yonder behold my gifts. Give back to me my yesterday with its waving banners, my yesterday with its music and blue sky and all its cheering crowds that made me King, the yesterday that sailed with gleaming wings over my Averon.

And Kai answered, pointing to his cave:

Thither, dishonoured and forgot, thy yesterday slunk away. And who amid the dusty heap of the forgotten days shall grovel to find thy yesterday?

Then answered the King of Averon and of the mountains and Lord, if there be aught beyond them, of all such lands as are:

I will go down on my knees in yon dark cave and search with my hands amid the dust, if so I may find my yesterday again and certain hours that are gone.

And the King pointed to his piles of gold that stood where elephants were met together, and beyond them to the scornful camels. And Kai answered:

The gods have offered me the gleaming worlds and all as far as the Rim, and whatever lies beyond it as far as the gods may see  and thou comest to me with elephants and camels.

Then said the King:

Across the orchards of my home there hath passed one hour whereof thou knowest well, and I pray to thee, who wilt take no gifts borne upon elephants or camels, to give me of thy mercy one second back, one grain of dust that clings to that hour in the heap that lies within thy cave.

And, at the word mercy, Kai laughed. And the King turned his armies to the east. Therefore the armies returned to Averon and the heralds before them cried:

Here cometh Khanazar, King of Averon and of the mountains and Lord, if there be aught beyond those mountains, of all such lands as are.

And the King said to them:

Say rather that here comes one greatly wearied who, having accomplished nought, returneth from a quest forlorn.

So the King came again to Averon.

But it is told how there came into Ilaun one evening as the sun was setting a harper with a golden harp desiring audience of the King.

And it is told how men led him to Khanazar, who sat frowning alone upon his throne, to whom said the harper:

I have a golden harp; and to its strings have clung like dust some seconds out of the forgotten hours and little happenings of the days that were.

And Khanazar looked up and the harper touched the strings, and the old forgotten things were stirring again, and there arose a sound of songs that had passed away and long since voices. Then when the harper saw that Khanazar looked not angrily upon him his fingers tramped over the chords as the gods tramp down the sky, and out of the golden harp arose a haze of memories; and the King leaning forward and staring before him saw in the haze no more his palace walls, but saw a valley with a stream that wandered through it, and woods upon either hill, and an old castle standing lonely to the south. And the harper, seeing a strange look upon the face of Khanazar, said:

Is the King pleased who lords it over Averon and the mountains, and, if there be aught beyond them, over all such lands as are?

And the King said:  

Seeing that I am a child again in a valley to the south, how may I say what may be the will of the great King?

When the stars shone high over Ilaun and still the King sat staring straight before him, all the courtiers drew away from the great palace, save one that stayed and kept one taper burning, and with them went the harper.

And when the dawn came up through silent archways into the marble palace, making the taper pale, the King still stared before him, and still he sat there when the stars shone again clearly and high above Ilaun.

But on the second morning the King arose and sent for the harper and said to him:  

I am King again, and thou that hast a skill to stay the hours and mayest may bring again to men their forgotten days, thou shalt stand sentinel over my great to-morrow; and when I go forth to conquer Ziman-ho and make my armies mighty thou shalt stand between that morrow and the cave of Kai, and haply some deed of mine and the battling of my armies shall cling to thy golden harp and not go down dishonoured into the cave. For my to-morrow, who with such resounding stride goes trampling through my dreams, is far too kingly to herd with forgotten days in the dust of things that were. But on some future day, when Kings are dead and all their deeds forgotten, some harper of that time shall come and from those golden strings awake those deeds that echo in my dreams, till my to-morrow shall stride forth among the lesser days and tell the years that Khanazar was a King.

And answered the harper:

I will stand sentinel over thy great to-morrow, and when thou goest forth to conquer Ziman-ho and make thine armies mighty I will stand between thy morrow and the cave of Kai, till thy deeds and the battling of thine armies shall cling to my golden harp and not go down dishonoured into the cave. So that when Kings are dead and all their deeds forgotten the harpers of the future time shall awake from these golden chords those deeds of thine. This will I do.

Men of these days, that be skilled upon the harp, tell still of Khanazar, how that he was King of Averon and of the mountains, and claimed lordship of certain lands beyond, and how he went with armies against Ziman-ho and fought great battles, and in the last gained victory and was slain. But Kai, as he waited with his claws to gather in the last days of Khanazar that they might loom enormous in his cave, still found them not, and only gathered in some meaner deeds and the days and hours of lesser men, and was vexed by the shadow of a harper that stood between him and the world.


THE SORROW OF SEARCH

It is told also of King Khanazar how he bowed very low unto the gods of
Old. None bowed so low unto the gods of Old as did King Khanazar.

One day the King returning from the worship of the gods of Old and from bowing before them in the temple of the gods commanded their prophets to appear before him, saying:

I would know somewhat concerning the gods.

Then came the prophets before King Khanazar, burdened with many books, to whom the King said:

It is not in books.

Thereat the prophets departed, bearing away with them a thousand methods well devised in books whereby men may gain wisdom of the gods. One alone remained, a master prophet, who had forgotten books, to whom the King said:

The gods of Old are mighty.

And answered the master prophet:

Very mighty are the gods of Old.

Then said the King:

There are no gods but the gods of Old.

And answered the prophet:

There are none other.

And they two being alone within the palace the King said:

Tell me aught concerning gods or men if aught of the truth be known.

Then said the master prophet:

Far and white and straight lieth the road to Knowing, and down it in the heat and dust go all wise people of the earth, but in the fields before they come to it the very wise lie down or pluck the flowers. By the side of the road to Knowing  O King, it is hard and hot  stand many temples, and in the doorway of every temple stand many priests, and they cry to the travellers that weary of the road, crying to them:

This is the End.

And in the temples are the sounds of music, and from each roof arises the savour of pleasant burning; and all that look at a cool temple, whichever temple they look at, or hear the hidden music, turn in to see whether it be indeed the End. And such as find that their temple is not indeed the End set forth again upon the dusty road, stopping at each temple as they pass for fear they miss the End, or striving onwards on the road, and see nothing in the dust, till they can walk no longer and are taken worn and weary of their journey into some other temple by a kindly priest who shall tell them that this also is the End. Neither on that road may a man gain any guiding from his fellows, for only one thing that they say is surely true, when they say:

Friend, we can see nothing for the dust.

And of the dust that hides the way much has been there since ever that road began, and some is stirred up by the feet of all that travel upon it, and more arises from the temple doors.

And, O King, it were better for thee, travelling upon that road, to rest when thou hearest one calling: This is the End, with the sounds of music behind him. And if in the dust and darkness thou pass by Lo and Mush and the pleasant temple of Kynash, or Sheenath with his opal smile, or Sho with his eyes of agate, yet Shilo and Mynarthitep, Gazo and Amurund and Slig are still before thee and the priests of their temples will not forget to call thee.

And, O King, it is told that only one discerned the end and passed by three thousand temples, and the priests of the last were like the priests of the first, and all said that their temple was at the end of the road, and the dark of the dust lay over them all, and all were very pleasant and only the road was weary. And in some were many gods, and in a few only one, and in some the shrine was empty, and all had many priests, and in all the travellers were happy as they rested. And into some his fellow travellers tried to force him, and when he said:

I will travel further, many said:

This man lies, for the road ends here.

And he that travelled to the End hath told that when the thunder was heard upon the road there arose the sound of the voices of all the priests as far as he could hear, crying:

Hearken to Shilo Hear Mush Lo! Kynash The voice of
Sho Mynarthitep is angry Hear the word of Slig!

And far away along the road one cried to the traveller that Sheenath stirred in his sleep.

O King this is very doleful. It is told that that traveller came at last to the utter End and there was a mighty gulf, and in the darkness at the bottom of the gulf one small god crept, no bigger than a hare, whose voice came crying in the cold:

I know not.

And beyond the gulf was nought, only the small god crying.

And he that travelled to the End fled backwards for a great distance till he came to temples again, and entering one where a priest cried:

This is the End, lay down and rested on a couch. There Yush sat silent, carved with an emerald tongue and two great eyes of sapphire, and there many rested and were happy. And an old priest, coming from comforting a child, came over to that traveller who had seen the End and said to him:

This is Yush and this is the End of wisdom.

And the traveller answered:

Yush is very peaceful and this indeed the End.

O King, wouldst thou hear more?

And the King said:

I would hear all.

And the master prophet answered:

There was also another prophet and his name was Shaun, who had such reverence for the gods of Old that he became able to discern their forms by starlight as they strode, unseen by others, among men. Each night did Shaun discern the forms of the gods and every day he taught concerning them, till men in Averon knew how the gods appeared all grey against the mountains, and how Rhoog was higher than Mount Scagadon, and how Skun was smaller, and how Asgool leaned forward as he strode, and how Trodath peered about him with small eyes. But one night as Shaun watched the gods of Old by starlight, he faintly discerned some other gods that sat far up the slopes of the mountains in the stillness behind the gods of Old. And the next day he hurled his robe away that he wore as Averons prophet and said to his people:

There be gods greater than the gods of Old, three gods seen faintly on the hills by starlight looking on Averon.

And Shaun set out and travelled many days and many people followed him. And every night he saw more clearly the shapes of the three new gods who sat silent when the gods of Old were striding among men. On the higher slopes of the mountain Shaun stopped with all his people, and there they built a city and worshipped the gods, whom only Shaun could see, seated above them on the mountain. And Shaun taught how the gods were like grey streaks of light seen before dawn, and how the god on the right pointed upward toward the sky, and how the god on the left pointed downward toward the ground, but the god in the middle slept.

And in the city Shauns followers built three temples. The one on the right was a temple for the young, and the one on the left a temple for the old, and the third was a temple for the old, and the third was a temple with doors closed and barred  therein none ever entered. One night as Shaun watched before the three gods sitting like pale light against the mountain, he saw on the mountains summit two gods that spake together and pointed, mocking the gods of the hill, only he heard no sound. The next day Shaun set out and a few followed him to climb to the mountains summit in the cold, to find the gods who were so great that they mocked at the silent three. And near the two gods they halted and built for themselves huts. Also they built a temple wherein the Two were carved by the hand of Shaun with their heads turned towards each other, with mockery on Their faces and Their fingers pointing, and beneath Them were carved the three gods of the hill as actors making sport. None remembered now Asgool, Trodath, Skun, and Rhoog, the gods of Old.

For many years Shaun and his few followers lived in their huts upon the mountains summit worshipping gods that mocked, and every night Shaun saw the two gods by starlight as they laughed to one another in the silence. And Shaun grew old.

One night as his eyes were turned towards the Two, he saw across the mountains in the distance a great god seated in the plain and looming enormous to the sky, who looked with angry eyes towards the Two as they sat and mocked. Then said Shaun to his people, the few that had followed him thither:

Alas that we may not rest, but beyond us in the plain sitteth the one true god and he is wroth with mocking. Let us therefore leave these two that sit and mock and let us find the truth in the worship of that greater god, who even though he kill shall yet not mock us.

But the people answered:

Thou hast taken from us many gods and taught us now to worship gods that mock, and if there is laughter on their faces as we die, lo! thou alone canst see it, and we would rest.

But three men who had grown old with following followed still.

And down the steep mountain on the further side Shaun led them, saying:

Now we shall surely know.

And the three old men answered:

We shall know indeed, O last of all the prophets.

That night the two gods mocking at their worshippers mocked not at Shaun nor his three followers, who coming to the plain still travelled on till they came at last to a place where the eyes of Shaun at night could closely see the vast form of their god. And beyond them as far as the sky there lay a marsh. There they rested, building such shelters as they could, and said to one another:

This is the End, for Shaun discerneth that there are no more gods, and before us lieth the marsh and old age hath come upon us.

And since they could not labour to build a temple, Shaun carved upon a rock all that he saw by starlight of the great god of the plain; so that if ever others forsook the gods of Old because they saw beyond them the Greater Three, and should thence come to knowledge of the Twain that mocked, and should yet persevere in wisdom till they saw by starlight him whom Shaun named the Ultimate god, they should still find there upon the rock what one had written concerning the end of search. For three years Shaun carved upon the rock, and rising one night from carving, saying:

Now is my labour done, saw in the distance four greater gods beyond the Ultimate god. Proudly in the distance beyond the marsh these gods were tramping together, taking no heed of the god upon the plain. Then said Shaun to his three followers:

Alas that we know not yet, for there be gods beyond the marsh.

None would follow Shaun, for they said that old age must end all quests, and that they would rather wait there in the plain for Death than that he should pursue them across the marsh.

Then Shaun said farewell to his followers, saying:

You have followed me well since ever we forsook the gods of Old to worship greater gods. Farewell. It may be that your prayers at evening shall avail when you pray to the god of the plain, but I must go onward, for there be gods beyond.

So Shaun went down into the marsh, and for three days struggled through it, and on the third night saw the four gods not very far away, yet could not discern Their faces. All the next day Shaun toiled on to see Their faces by starlight, but ere the night came up or one star shone, at set of sun, Shaun fell down before the feet of his four gods. The stars came out, and the faces of the four shone bright and clear, but Shaun saw them not, for the labour of toiling and seeing was over for Shaun; and lo! They were Asgool, Trodath, Skun, and Rhoog  The gods of Old.

Then said the King:

It is well that the sorrow of search cometh only to the wise, for the wise are very few.

Also the King said:

Tell me this thing, O prophet. Who are the true gods?

The master prophet answered:

Let the King command.


THE MEN OF YARNITH

The men of Yarnith hold that nothing began until Yarni Zai uplifted his hand. Yarni Zai, they say, has the form of a man but is greater and is a thing of rock. When he uplifted his hand all the rocks that wandered beneath the Dome, by which name they call the sky, gathered together around Yarni Zai.

Of the other worlds they say nought, but hold that the stars are the eyes of all the other gods that look on Yarni Zai and laugh, for they are all greater than he, though they have gathered no worlds around them.

Yet though they be greater than Yarni Zai, and though they laugh at him when they speak together beneath the Dome, they all speak of Yarni Zai.

Unheard is the speaking of the gods to all except the gods, but the men of Yarnith tell of how their prophet Iraun lying in the sand desert, Azrakhan, heard once their speaking and knew thereby how Yarni Zai departed from all the other gods to clothe himself with rocks and make a world.

Certain it is that every legend tells that at the end of the valley of Yodeth, where it becomes lost among black cliffs, there sits a figure colossal, against a mountain, whose form is the form of a man with the right hand uplifted, but vaster than the hills. And in the Book of Secret Things which the prophets keep in the Temple that stands in Yarnith is writ the story of the gathering of the world as Iraun heard it when the gods spake together, up in the stillness above Azrakhan.

And all that read this may learn how Yarni Zai drew the mountains about him like a cloak, and piled the world below him. It is not set in writing for how many years Yarni Zai sat clothed with rocks at the end of the Valley of Yodeth, while there was nought in all the world save rocks and Yarni Zai.

But one day there came another god running over the rocks across the world, and he ran as the clouds run upon days of storm, and as he sped towards Yodeth, Yarni Zai, sitting against his mountain with right hand uplifted, cried out:

What dost thou, running across my world, and whither art thou going?

And the new god answered never a word, but sped onwards, and as he went to left of him and to right of him there sprang up green things all over the rocks of the world of Yarni Zai.

So the new god ran round the world and made it green, saying in the valley where Yarni Zai sat monstrous against his mountain and certain lands wherein Cradoa, the drought, browsed horribly at night.

Further, the writing in the book tells of how there came yet another god running speedily out of the east, as swiftly as the first, with his face set westward, and nought to stay his running; and how he stretched both arms outward beside him, and to left of him and to right of him as he ran the whole world whitened.

And Yarni Zai called out:

What dost thou, running across my world?

And the new god answered:

I bring the snow for all the world  whiteness and resting and stillness.

And he stilled the running of streams and laid his hand even upon the head of Yarni Zai and muffled the noises of the world, till there was no sound in all lands, but the running of the new god that brought the snow as he sped across the plains.

But the two new gods chased each other for ever round the world, and every year they passed again, running down the valleys and up the hills and away across the plains before Yarni Zai, whose hand uplifted had gathered the world about him.

And, furthermore, the very devout may read how all the animals came up the valley of Yodeth to the mountain whereon rested Yarni Zai, saying:

Give us leave to live, to be lions, rhinoceroses and rabbits, and to go about the world.

And Yarni Zai gave leave to the animals to be lions, rhinoceroses and rabbits, and all the other kinds of beasts, and to go about the world. But when they all had gone he gave leave to the bird to be a bird and to go about the sky.

And further there came a man into that valley who said:

Yarni Zai, thou hast made animals into thy world. O Yarni Zai, ordain that there be men.

So Yarni Zai made men.

Then was there in the world Yarni Zai, and two strange gods that brought the greenness and the growing and the whiteness and the stillness, and animals and men.

And the god of the greenness pursued the god of the whiteness, and the god of the whiteness pursued the god of the greenness, and men pursued animals, and animals pursued men. But Yarni Zai sat still against his mountain with his right hand uplifted. But the men of Yarnith say that when the arm of Yarni Zai shall cease to be uplifted the world shall be flung behind him, as a mans cloak is flung away. And Yarni Zai, no longer clad with the world, shall go back into the emptiness beneath the Dome among the stars, as a diver seeking pearls goes down from the islands.

It is writ in Yarniths histories by scribes of old that there passed a year over the valley of Yarnith that bore not with it any rain; and the Famine from the wastes beyond, finding that it was dry and pleasant in Yarnith, crept over the mountains and down their slopes and sunned himself at the edge of Yarniths fields.

And men of Yarnith, labouring in the fields, found the Famine as he nibbled at the corn and chased the cattle, and hastily they drew water from deep wells and cast it over the Famines dry grey fur and drove him back to the mountains. But the next day when his fur was dry again the Famine returned and nibbled more of the corn and chased the cattle further, and again men drove him back. But again the Famine returned, and there came a time when there was no more water in the wells to frighten the Famine with, and he nibbled the corn till all of it was gone and the cattle that he chased grew very lean. And the Famine drew nearer, even to the houses of men and trampled on their gardens at night and ever came creeping nearer to their doors. At last the cattle were able to run no more, and one by one the Famine took them by their throats and dragged them down, and at night he scratched in the ground, killing even the roots of things, and came and peered in at the doorways and started back and peered in at the door again a little further, but yet was not bold enough to enter altogether, for fear that men should have water to throw over his dry grey fur.

Then did the men of Yarnith pray to Yarni Zai as he sat far off beyond the valley, praying to him night and day to call his Famine back, but the Famine sat and purred and slew all the cattle and dared at last to take men for his food.

And the histories tell how he slew children first and afterwards grew bolder and tore down women, till at last he even sprang at the throats of men as they laboured in the fields.

Then said the men of Yarnith:

There must go one to take our prayers to the feet of Yarni Zai; for the world at evening utters many prayers, and it may be that Yarni Zai, as he hears all earth lamenting when the prayers at evening flutter to his feet, may have missed among so many the prayers of the men of Yarnith. But if one go and say to Yarni Zai: There is a little crease in the outer skirts of thy cloak that men call the valley of Yarnith, where the Famine is a greater lord than Yarni Zai, it may be that he shall remember for an instant and call his Famine back.

Yet all men feared to go, seeing that they were but men and Yarni Zai was Lord of the whole earth, and the journey was far and rocky. But that night Hothrun Dath heard the Famine whining outside his house and pawing at his door; therefore, it seemed to him more meet to wither before the glance of Yarni Zai than that the whining of that Famine should ever again fall upon his ears.

So about the dawn, Hothrun Dath crept away, fearing still to hear behind him the breathing of the Famine, and set out upon his journey whither pointed the graves of men. For men in Yarnith are buried with their feet and faces turned toward Yarni Zai, lest he might beckon to them in their night and call them to him.

So all day long did Hothrun Dath follow the way of the graves. It is told that he even journeyed for three days and nights with nought but the graves to guide him, as they pointed towards Yarni Zai where all the world slopes upwards towards Yodeth, and the great black rocks that are nearest to Yarni Zai lie gathered together by clans, till he came to the two great black pillars of asdarinth and saw the rocks beyond them piled in a dark valley, narrow and aloof, and knew that this was Yodeth. Then did he haste no more, but walked quietly up the valley, daring not to disturb the stillness, for he said:

Surely this is the stillness of Yarni Zai, which lay about him before he clothed himself with rocks.

Here among the rocks which first had gathered to the call of Yarni Zai, Hothrun Dath felt a mighty fear, but yet went onwards because of all his people and because he knew that thrice in every hour in some dark chamber Death and Famine met to speak two words together, The End.

But as dawn turned the darkness into grey, he came to the valleys end, and even touched the foot of Yarni Zai, but saw him not, for he was all hidden in the mist. Then Hothrun Dath feared that he might not behold him to look him in the eyes when he sent up his prayer. But laying his forehead against the foot of Yarni Zai he prayed for the men of Yarnith, saying:

O Lord of Famine and Father of Death, there is a spot in the world that thou hast cast about thee which men call Yarnith, and there men die before the time thou hast apportioned, passing out of Yarnith. Perchance the Famine hath rebelled against thee, or Death exceeds his powers. O Master of the World, drive out the Famine as a moth out of thy cloak, lest the gods beyond that regard thee with their eyes say  there is Yarni Zai, and lo! his cloak is tattered.

And in the mist no sign made Yarni Zai. Then did Hothrun Dath pray to Yarni Zai to make some sign with his uplifted hand that he might know he heard him. In the awe and silence he waited, until nigh the dawn the mist that hid the figure rolled upwards. Serene above the mountains he brooded over the world, silent, with right hand uplifted.

What Hothrun Dath saw there upon the face of Yarni Zai no history telleth, or how he came again alive to Yarnith, but this is writ that he fled, and none hath since beheld the face of Yarni Zai. Some say that he saw a look on the face of the image that set a horror tingling through his soul, but it is held in Yarnith that he found the marks of instruments of carving about the figures feet, and discerning thereby that Yarni Zai was wrought by the hands of men, he fled down the valley screaming:

There are no gods, and all the world is lost. And hope departed from him and all the purposes of life. Motionless behind him, lit by the rising sun, sat the colossal figure with right hand uplifted that man had made in his own image.

But the men of Yarnith tell how Hothrun Dath came back again panting to his own city, and told the people that there were no gods and that Yarnith had no hope from Yarni Zai. Then the men of Yarnith when they knew that the Famine came not from the gods, arose and strove against him. They dug deep for wells, and slew goats for food high up on Yarniths mountains and went afar and gathered blades of grass, where yet it grew, that their cattle might live. Thus they fought the Famine, for they said: If Yarni Zai be not a god, then is there nothing mightier in Yarnith than men, and who is the Famine that he should bare his teeth against the lords of Yarnith?

And they said: If no help cometh from Yarni Zai then is there no help but from our own strength and might, and we be Yarniths gods with the saving of Yarnith burning within us or its doom according to our desire.

And some more the Famine slew, but others raised their hands saying: These be the hands of gods, and drave the Famine back till he went from the houses of men and out among the cattle, and still the men of Yarnith pursued him, till above the heat of the fight came the million whispers of rain heard faintly far off towards evening. Then the Famine fled away howling back to the mountains and over the mountains crests, and became no more than a thing that is told in Yarniths legends.

A thousand years have passed across the graves of those that fell in Yarnith by the Famine. But the men of Yarnith still pray to Yarni Zai, carved by mens hands in the likeness of a man, for they say It may be that the prayers we offer to Yarni Zai may roll upwards from his image as do the mists at dawn, and somewhere find at last the other gods or that God who sits behind the others of whom our prophets know not.


FOR THE HONOUR OF THE GODS

Of the great wars of the Three Islands are many histories writ and of how the heroes of the olden time one by one were slain, but nought is told of the days before the olden time, or ever the people of the isles went forth to war, when each in his own land tended cattle or sheep, and listless peace obscured those isles in the days before the olden time. For then the people of the Islands played like children about the feet of Chance and had no gods and went not forth to war. But sailors, cast by strange winds upon those shores which they named the Prosperous Isles, and finding a happy people which had no gods, told how they should be happier still and know the gods and fight for the honour of the gods and leave their names writ large in histories and at the last die proclaiming the names of the gods. And the people of the islands met and said:

The beasts we know, but lo! these sailors tell of things beyond that know us as we know the beasts and use us for their pleasure as we use the beasts, but yet are apt to answer idle prayer flung up at evening near the hearth, when a man returneth from the ploughing of the fields. Shall we now seek these gods? And some said:

We are lords of the Three Islands and have none to trouble us, and while we live we find prosperity, and when we die our bones have ease in the quiet. Let us not therefore seek those who may loom greater than we do in the Islands Three or haply harry our bones when we be dead.

But others said:

The prayers that a man mutters, when the drought hath come and all the cattle die, go up unheeded to the heedless clouds, and if somewhere there be those that garner prayer let us send men to seek them and to say: There be men in the Isles called Three, or sometimes named by sailors the Prosperous Isles (and they be in the Central Sea), who ofttimes pray, and it hath been told us that ye love the worship of men, and for it answer prayer, and we be travellers from the Islands Three.

And the people of the Islands were greatly allured by the thought of strange things neither men nor beasts who at evening answered prayer.

Therefore they sent men down in ships with sails to sail across the sea, and in safety over the sea to a far shore Chance brought the ships. Then over hill and valley three men set forth seeking to find the gods, and their comrades beached the ships and waited on the shore. And they that sought the gods followed for thirty nights the lightnings in the sky over five mountains, and as they came to the summit of the last, they saw a valley beneath them, and lo! the gods. For there the gods sat, each on a marble hill, each sitting with an elbow on his knee, and his chin upon his hand, and all the gods were smiling about Their lips. And below them there were armies of little men, and about the feet of the gods they fought against each other and slew one another for the honour of the gods, and for the glory of the name of the gods. And round them in the valley their cities that they had builded with the toil of their hands, they burned for the honour of the gods, where they died for the honour of the gods, and the gods looked down and smiled. And up from the valley fluttered the prayers of men and here and there the gods did answer a prayer, but oftentimes They mocked them, and all the while men died.

And they that had sought the gods from the Islands Three, having seen what they had seen, lay down on the mountain summit lest the gods should see them. Then they crept backward a little space, still lying down, and whispered together and then stooped low and ran, and travelled across the mountains in twenty days and came again to their comrades by the shore. But their comrades asked them if their quest had failed and the three men only answered:

We have seen the gods.

And setting sail the ships hove back across the Central Sea and came again to the Islands Three, where rest the feet of Chance, and said to the people:

We have seen the gods.

But to the rulers of the Islands they told how the gods drove men in herds; and went back and tended their flocks again all in the Prosperous Isles, and were kinder to their cattle after they had seen how that the gods used men.

But the gods walking large about Their valley, and peering over the great mountains rim, saw one morning the tracks of the three men. Then the gods bent their faces low over the tracks and leaning forward ran, and came before the evening of the day to the shore where the men had set sail in ships, and saw the tracks of ships upon the sand, and waded far out into the sea, and yet saw nought. Still it had been well for the Islands Three had not certain men that had heard the travellers tale sought also to see the gods themselves. These in the night-time slipped away from the Isles in ships, and ere the gods had retreated to the hills, They saw where ocean meets with sky the full white sails of those that sought the gods upon an evil day. Then for a while the people of those gods had rest while the gods lurked behind the mountain, waiting for the travellers from the Prosperous Isles. But the travellers came to shore and beached their ships, and sent six of their number to the mountain whereof they had been told. But they after many days returned, having not seen the gods but only the smoke that went upward from burned cities, and vultures that stood in the sky instead of answered prayer. And they all ran down their ships again into the sea, and set sail again and came to the Prosperous Isles. But in the distance crouching behind the ships the gods came wading through the sea that They might have the worship of the isles. And to every isle of the three the gods showed themselves in different garb and guise, and to all they said:

Leave your flocks. Go forth and fight for the honour of the gods.

And from one of the isles all the folk came forth in ships to battle for gods that strode through the isle like kings. And from another they came to fight for gods that walked like humble men upon the earth in beggars rags; and the people of the other isle fought for the honour of gods that were clothed in hair like beasts; and had many gleaming eyes and claws upon their foreheads. But of how these people fought till the isles grew desolate but very glorious, and all for the fame of the gods, are many histories writ.


NIGHT AND MORNING

Once in an arbour of the gods above the fields of twilight Night wandering alone came suddenly on Morning. Then Night drew from his face his cloak of dark grey mists and said: See, I am Night, and they two sitting in that arbour of the gods, Night told wondrous stories of old mysterious happenings in the dark. And Morning sat and wondered, gazing into the face of Night and at his wreath of stars. And Morning told how the rains of Snamarthis smoked in the plain, but Night told how Snamarthis held riot in the dark, with revelry and drinking and tales told by kings, till all the hosts of Meenath crept against it and the lights went out and there arose the din of arms or ever Morning came. And Night told how Sindana the beggar had dreamed that he was a King, and Morning told how she had seen Sindana find suddenly an army in the plain, and how he had gone to it thinking he was King and the army had believed him, and Sindana now ruled over Marthis and Targadrides, Dynath, Zahn, and Tumeida. And most Night loved to tell of Assarnees, whose ruins are scant memories on the deserts edge, but Morning told of the twin cities of Nardis and Timaut that lorded over the plain. And Night told terribly of what Mynandes found when he walked through his own city in the dark. And ever at the elbow of regal Night whispers arose saying: Tell Morning this.

And ever Night told and ever Morning wondered. And Night spake on, and told what the dead had done when they came in the darkness on the King that had led them into battle once. And Night knew who slew Darnex and how it was done. Moreover, he told why the seven Kings tortured Sydatheris and what Sydatheris said just at the last, and how the Kings went forth and took their lives.

And Night told whose blood had stained the marble steps that lead to the temple in Ozahn, and why the skull within it wears a golden crown, and whose soul is in the wolf that howls in the dark against the city. And Night knew whither the tigers go out of the Irasian desert and the place where they meet together, and who speaks to them and what she says and why. And he told why human teeth had bitten the iron hinge in the great gate that swings in the walls of Mondas, and who came up out of the marsh alone in the darktime and demanded audience of the King and told the King a lie, and how the King, believing it, went down into the vaults of his palace and found only toads and snakes, who slew the King. And he told of ventures in palace towers in the quiet, and knew the spell whereby a man might send the light of the moon right into the soul of his foe. And Night spoke of the forest and the stirring of shadows and soft feet pattering and peering eyes, and of the fear that sits behind the trees taking to itself the shape of something crouched to spring.

But far under that arbour of the gods down on the earth the mountain peak Mondana looked Morning in the eyes and forsook his allegiance to Night, and one by one the lesser hills about Mondanas knees greeted the Morning. And all the while in the plains the shapes of cities came looming out of the dusk. And Kongros stood forth with all her pinnacles, and the winged figure of Poesy carved upon the eastern portal of her gate, and the squat figure of Avarice carved facing it upon the west; and the bat began to tire of going up and down her streets, and already the owl was home. And the dark lions went up out of the plain back to their caves again. Not as yet shone any dew upon the spiders snare nor came the sound of any insects stirring or bird of the day, and full allegiance all the valleys owned still to their Lord the Night. Yet earth was preparing for another ruler, and kingdom by kingdom she stole away from Night, and there marched through the dreams of men a million heralds that cried with the voice of the cock: Lo! Morning come behind us. But in that arbour of the gods above the fields of twilight the star wreath was paling about the head of Night, and ever more wonderful on Mornings brow appeared the mark of power. And at the moment when the camp fires pale and the smoke goes grey to the sky, and camels sniff the dawn, suddenly Morning forgot Night. And out of that arbour of the gods, and away to the haunts of the dark, Night with his swart cloak slunk away; and Morning placed her hand upon the mists and drew them upward and revealed the earth, and drove the shadows before her, and they followed Night. And suddenly the mystery quitted haunting shapes, and an old glamour was gone, and far and wide over the fields of earth a new splendour arose.


USURY

The men of Zonu hold that Yahn is God, who sits as a usurer behind a heap of little lustrous gems and ever clutches at them with both his arms. Scarce larger than a drop of water are the gleaming jewels that lie under the grasping talons of Yahn, and every jewel is a life. Men tell in Zonu that the earth was empty when Yahn devised his plan, and on it no life stirred. Then Yahn lured to him shadows whose home was beyond the Rim, who knew little of joys and nought of any sorrow, whose place was beyond the Rim before the birth of Time. These Yahn lured to him and showed them his heap of gems; and in the jewels there was light, and green fields glistened in them, and there were glimpses of blue sky and little streams, and very faintly little gardens showed that flowered in orchard lands. And some showed winds in the heaven, and some showed the arch of the sky with a waste plain drawn across it, with grasses bent in the wind and never aught but the plain. But the gems that changed the most had in their centre the ever changing sea. Then the shadows gazed into the Lives and saw the green fields and the sea and earth and the gardens of earth. And Yahn said: I will loan you each a Life, and you may do your work with it upon the Scheme of Things, and have each a shadow for his servant in green fields and in gardens, only for these things you shall polish these Lives with experience and cut their edges with your griefs, and in the end shall return them again to me.

And thereto the shadows consented, that they might have gleaming Lives and have shadows for their servants, and this thing became the Law. But the shadows, each with his Life, departed and came to Zonu and to other lands, and there with experience they polished the Lives of Yahn, and cut them with human griefs until they gleamed anew. And ever they found new scenes to gleam within these Lives, and cities and sails and men shone in them where there had been before only green fields and sea, and ever Yahn the usurer cried out to remind them of their bargain. When men added to their Lives scenes that were pleasant to Yahn, then was Yahn silent, but when they added scenes that pleased not the eyes of Yahn, then did he take a toll of sorrow from them because it was the Law.

But men forgot the usurer, and there arose some claiming to be wise in the Law, who said that after their labour, which they wrought upon their Lives, was done, those Lives should be theirs to possess; so men took comfort from their toil and labour and the grinding and cutting of their griefs. But as their Lives began to shine with experience of many things, the thumb and forefinger of Yahn would suddenly close upon a Life, and the man became a shadow. But away beyond the Rim the shadows say:

We have greatly laboured for Yahn, and have gathered griefs in the world, and caused his Lives to shine, and Yahn doeth nought for us. Far better had we stayed where no cares are, floating beyond the Rim.

And there the shadows fear lest ever again they be lured by specious promises to suffer usury at the hands of Yahn, who is overskilled in Law. Only Yahn sits and smiles, watching his hoard increase in preciousness, and hath no pity for the poor shadows whom he hath lured from their quiet to toil in the form of men.

And ever Yahn lures more shadows and sends them to brighten his Lives, sending the old Lives out again to make them brighter still; and sometimes he gives to a shadow a Life that was once a kings and sendeth him with it down to the earth to play the part of a beggar, or sometimes he sendeth a beggars Life to play the part of a king. What careth Yahn?

The men of Zonu have been promised by those that claim to be wise in the Law that their Lives which they have toiled at shall be theirs to possess for ever, yet the men of Zonu fear that Yahn is greater and overskilled in the Law. Moreover it hath been said that Time will bring the hour when the wealth of Yahn shall be such as his dreams have lusted for. Then shall Yahn leave the earth at rest and trouble the shadows no more, but sit and gloat with his unseemly face over his hoard of Lives, for his soul is a usurers soul. But others say, and they swear that this is true, that there are gods of Old, who be far greater than Yahn, who made the Law wherein Yahn is overskilled, and who will one day drive a bargain with him that shall be too hard for Yahn. Then Yahn shall wander away, a mean forgotten god, and perchance in some forsaken land shall haggle with the rain for a drop of water to drink, for his soul is a usurers soul. And the Lives  who knoweth the gods of Old or what Their will shall be?


MLIDEEN

Upon an evening of the forgotten years the gods were seated upon Mowrah
Nawut above Mlideen holding the avalanche in leash.

All in the Middle City stood the Temples of the citys priests, and hither came all the people of Mlideen to bring them gifts, and there it was the wont of the Citys priests to carve them gods for Mlideen. For in a room apart in the Temple of Eld in the midst of the temples that stood in the Middle City of Mlideen there lay a book called the Book of Beautiful Devices, writ in a language that no man may read and writ long ago, telling how a man may make for himself gods that shall neither rage nor seek revenge against a little people. And ever the priests came forth from reading in the Book of Beautiful Devices and ever they sought to make benignant gods, and all the gods that they made were different from each other, only their eyes turned all upon Mlideen.

But upon Mowrah Nawut for all of the forgotten years the gods had
waited and forborne until the people of Mlideen should have carven one
hundred gods. Never came lightnings from Mowrah Nawut crashing upon
Mlideen, nor blight on harvests nor pestilence in the city, only upon
Mowrah Nawut the gods sat and smiled. The people of Mlideen had said:
Yoma is god. And the gods sat and smiled. And after the forgetting of
Yoma and the passing of years the people had said: Zungari is god.
And the gods sat and smiled.

Then on the altar of Zungari a priest had set a figure squat, carven in purple agate, saying: Yazun is god. Still the gods sat and smiled.

About the feet of Yonu, Bazun, Nidish and Sundrao had gone the worship of the people of Mlideen, and still the gods sat holding the avalanche in leash above the city.

There set a great calm towards sunset over the heights, and Mowrah Nawut stood up still with gleaming snow, and into the hot city cool breezes blew from his benignant slopes as Tarsi Zalo, high prophet of Mlideen, carved out of a great sapphire the citys hundredth god, and then upon Mowrah Nawut the gods turned away saying: One hundred infamies have now been wrought. And they looked no longer upon Mlideen and held the avalanche no more in leash, and he leapt forward howling.

Over the Middle City of Mlideen now lies a mass of rocks, and on the rocks a new city is builded wherein people dwell who know not old Mlideen, and the gods are seated on Mowrah Nawut still. And in the new city men worship carven gods, and the number of the gods that they have carven is ninety and nine, and I, the prophet, have found a curious stone and go to carve it into the likeness of a god for all Mlideen to worship.


THE SECRET OF THE GODS

Zyni Moe, the small snake, saw the cool river gleaming before him afar off and set out over the burning sand to reach it.

Uldoon, the prophet, came out of the desert and followed up the bank of the river towards his old home. Thirty years since Uldoon had left the city, where he was born, to live his life in a silent place where he might search for the secret of the gods. The name of his home was the City by the River, and in that city many prophets taught concerning many gods, and men made many secrets for themselves, but all the while none knew the Secret of the gods. Nor might any seek to find it, for if any sought men said of him:

This man sins, for he giveth no worship to the gods that speak to our prophets by starlight when none heareth.

And Uldoon perceived that the mind of a man is as a garden, and that his thoughts are as the flowers, and the prophets of a mans city are as many gardeners who weed and trim, and who have made in the garden paths both smooth and straight, and only along these paths is a mans soul permitted to go lest the gardeners say, This soul transgresseth. And from the paths the gardeners weed out every flower that grows, and in the garden they cut off all flowers that grow tall, saying:

It is customary, and it is written, and this hath ever been, or that hath not been before.

Therefore Uldoon saw that not in that city might he discover the Secret of the gods. And Uldoon said to the people:

When the worlds began, the Secret of the gods lay written clear over the whole earth, but the feet of many prophets have trampled it out. Your prophets are all true men, but I go into the desert to find a truth which is truer than your prophets. Therefore Uldoon went into the desert and in storm and still he sought for many years. When the thunder roared over the mountains that limited the desert he sought the Secret in the thunder, but the gods spake not by the thunder. When the voices of the beasts disturbed the stillness under the stars he sought the secret there, but the gods spake not by the beasts.

Uldoon grew old and all the voices of the desert had spoken to Uldoon, but not the gods, when one night he heard Them whispering beyond the hills. And the gods whispered one to another, and turning Their faces earthward They all wept. And Uldoon though he saw not the gods yet saw Their shadows turn as They went back to a great hollow in the hills; and there, all standing in the valleys mouth, They said:

Oh, Morning Zai, oh, oldest of the gods, the faith of thee is gone, and yesterday for the last time thy name was spoken upon earth. And turning earthward they all wept again. And the gods tore white clouds out of the sky and draped them about the body of Morning Zai and bore him forth from his valley behind the hills, and muffled the mountain peaks with snow, and beat upon their summits with drum sticks carved of ebony, playing the dirge of the gods. And the echoes rolled about the passes and the winds howled, because the faith of the olden days was gone, and with it had sped the soul of Morning Zai. So through the mountain passes the gods came at night bearing Their dead father. And Uldoon followed. And the gods came to a great sepulchre of onyx that stood upon four fluted pillars of white marble, each carved out of four mountains, and therein the gods laid Morning Zai because the old faith was fallen. And there at the tomb of Their father the gods spake and Uldoon heard the Secret of the gods, and it became to him a simple thing such as a man might well guess  yet hath not. Then the soul of the desert arose and cast over the tomb its wreath of forgetfulness devised of drifting sand, and the gods strode home across the mountains to Their hollow land. But Uldoon left the desert and travelled many days, and so came to the river where it passes beyond the city to seek the sea, and following its bank came near to his old home. And the people of the City by the River, seeing him far off, cried out:

Hast thou found the Secret of the gods?

And he answered:

I have found it, and the Secret of the gods is this  :

Zyni Moe, the small snake, seeing the figure and the shadow of a man between him and the cool river, raised his head and struck once. And the gods are pleased with Zyni Moe, and have called him the protector of the Secret of the gods.


THE SOUTH WIND

Two players sat down to play a game together to while eternity away, and they chose the gods as pieces wherewith to play their game, and for their board of playing they chose the sky from rim to rim, whereon lay a little dust; and every speck of dust was a world upon the board of playing. And the players were robed and their faces veiled, and the robes and veils were alike, and their names were Fate and Chance. And as they played their game and moved the gods hither and thither about the board, the dust arose, and shone in the light from the players eyes that gleamed behind the veils. Then said the gods: See how We stir the dust.

It chanced, or was ordained (who knoweth which?) that Ord, a prophet, one night saw the gods as They strode knee deep among the stars. But as he gave Them worship, he saw the hand of a player, enormous over Their heads, stretched out to make his move. Then Ord, the prophet, knew. Had he been silent it might have still been well with Ord, but Ord went about the world crying out to all men, There is a power over the gods.

This the gods heard. Then said They, Ord hath seen.

Terrible is the vengeance of the gods, and fierce were Their eyes when They looked on the head of Ord and snatched out of his mind all knowledge of Themselves. And that mans soul went wandering afield to find for itself gods, for ever finding them not. Then out of Ords Dream of Life the gods plucked the moon and the stars, and in the night-time he only saw black sky and saw the lights no more. Next the gods took from him, for Their vengeance resteth not, the birds and butterflies, flowers and leaves and insects and all small things, and the prophet looked on the world that was strangely altered, yet knew not of the anger of the gods. Then the gods sent away his familiar hills, to be seen no more by him, and all the pleasant woodlands on their summits and the further fields; and in a narrower world Ord walked round and round, now seeing little, and his soul still wandered searching for some gods and finding none.

Lastly, the gods took away the fields and stream and left to the prophet only his house and the larger things that were in it. Day by day They crept about him drawing films of mist between him and familiar things, till at last he beheld nought at all and was quite blind and unaware of the anger of the gods. Then Ords world became only a world of sound, and only by hearing he kept his hold upon Things. All the profit that he had out of his days was here some song from the hills or there the voice of the birds, and sound of the stream, or the drip of the falling rain. But the anger of the gods ceases not with the closing of flowers, nor is it assuaged by all the winters snows, nor doth it rest in the full glare of summer, and They snatched away from Ord one night his world of sound and he awoke deaf. But as a man may smite away the hive of the bee, and the bee with all his fellows builds again, knowing not what hath smitten his hive or that it shall smite again, so Ord built for himself a world out of old memories and set it in the past. There he builded himself cities out of former joys, and therein built palaces of mighty things achieved, and with his memory as a key he opened golden locks and had still a world to live in, though the gods had taken from him the world of sound and all the world of sight. But the gods tire not from pursuing, and They seized his world of former things and took his memory away and covered up the paths that led into the past, and left him blind and deaf and forgetful among men, and caused all men to know that this was he who once had said that the gods were little things.

And lastly the gods took his soul, and out of it They fashioned the South Wind to roam the seas for ever and not have rest; and well the South Wind knows that he hath once understood somewhere and long ago, and so he moans to the islands and cries along southern shores, I have known, and I have known.

But all things sleep when the South Wind speaks to them and none heed his cry that he hath known, but are rather content to sleep. But still the South Wind, knowing that there is something that he hath forgot, goes on crying, I have known, seeking to urge men to arise and to discover it. But none heed the sorrows of the South Wind even when he driveth his tears out of the South, so that though the South Wind cries on and on and never findeth rest none heed that there is aught that may be known, and the Secret of the gods is safe. But the business of the South Wind is with the North, and it is said that the time will one day come when he shall overcome the bergs and sink the seas of ice and come where the Secret of the gods is graven upon the pole. And the game of Fate and Chance shall suddenly cease and He that loses shall cease to be or ever to have been, and from the board of playing Fate or Chance (who knoweth which shall win?) shall sweep the gods away.


IN THE LAND OF TIME

Thus Karnith, King of Alatta, spake to his eldest son: I bequeath to thee my city of Zoon, with its golden eaves, whereunder hum the bees. And I bequeath to thee also the land of Alatta, and all such other lands as thou art worthy to possess, for my three strong armies which I leave thee may well take Zindara and over-run Istahn, and drive back Onin from his frontier, and leaguer the walls of Yan, and beyond that spread conquest over the lesser lands of Hebith, Ebnon, and Karida. Only lead not thine armies against Zeenar, nor ever cross the Eidis.

Thereat in the city of Zoon in the land of Alatta, under his golden eaves, died King Karnith, and his soul went whither had gone the souls of his sires the elder Kings, and the souls of their slaves.

Then Karnith Zo, the new King, took the iron crown of Alatta and afterwards went down to the plains that encircle Zoon and found his three strong armies clamouring to be led against Zeenar, over the river Eidis.

But the new King came back from his armies, and all one night in the great palace alone with his iron crown, pondered long upon war; and a little before dawn he saw dimly through his palace window, facing east over the city of Zoon and across the fields of Alatta, to far off where a valley opened on Istahn. There, as he pondered, he saw the smoke arising tall and straight over small houses in the plain and the fields where the sheep fed. Later the sun rose shining over Alatta as it shone over Istahn, and there arose a stir about the houses both in Alatta and Istahn, and cocks crowded in the city and men went out into the fields among the bleating sheep; and the King wondered if men did otherwise in Istahn. And men and women met as they went out to work and the sound of laughter arose from streets and fields; the Kings eyes gazed into the distance toward Istahn and still the smoke went upward tall and straight from the small houses. And the sun rose higher that shone upon Alatta and Istahn, causing the flowers to open wide in each, and the birds to sing and the voices of men and women to arise. And in the market place of Zoon caravans were astir that set out to carry merchandise to Istahn, and afterwards passed camels coming to Alatta with many tinkling bells. All this the King saw as he pondered much, who had not pondered before. Westward the Agnid mountains frowned in the distance guarding the river Eidis; behind them the fierce people of Zeenar lived in a bleak land.

Later the King, going abroad through his new kingdom, came on the Temple of the gods of Old. There he found the roof shattered and the marble columns broken and tall weeds met together in the inner shrine, and the gods of Old, bereft of worship or sacrifice, neglected and forgotten. And the King asked of his councillors who it was that had overturned this temple of the gods or caused the gods Themselves to be thus forsaken. And they answered him:

Time has done this.

Next the King came upon a man bent and crippled, whose face was furrowed and worn, and the King having seen no such sight within the court of his father said to the man:

Who hath done this thing to you?

And the old man answered:

Time hath ruthlessly done it.

But the King and his councillors went on, and next they came upon a body of men carrying among them a hearse. And the King asked his councillors closely concerning death, for these things had not before been expounded to the King. And the oldest of the councillors answered:

Death, O King, is a gift sent by the gods by the hand of their servant Time, and some receive it gladly, and some are forced reluctantly to take it, and before others it is suddenly flung in the middle of the day. And with this gift that Time hath brought him from the gods a man must go forth into the dark to possess no other thing for so long as the gods are willing.

But the King went back to his palace and gathered the greatest of his prophets and his councillors and asked them more particularly concerning Time. And they told the King how that Time was a great figure standing like a tall shadow in the dusk or striding, unseen, across the world, and how that he was the slave of the gods and did Their bidding, but ever chose new masters, and how all the former masters of Time were dead and Their shrines forgotten. And one said:

I have seen him once when I went down to play again in the garden of my childhood because of certain memories. And it was towards evening and the light was pale, and I saw Time standing over the little gate, pale like the light, and he stood between me and that garden and had stolen my memories because he was mightier than I.

And another said:

I, too, have seen the Enemy of my House. For I saw him when he strode over the fields that I knew well and led a stranger by the hand to place him in my home to sit where my forefathers sat. And I saw him afterwards walk thrice round the house and stoop and gather up the glamour from the lawns and brush aside the tall poppies in the garden and spread weeds in his pathway where he strode through the remembered nooks.

And another said:

He went one day into the desert and brought up life out of the waste places, and made it cry bitterly and covered it with the desert again.

And another said:

I too saw him once seated in the garden of a child tearing the flowers, and afterwards he went away through many woodlands and stooped down as he went, and picked the leaves one by one from the trees.

And another said:

I saw him once by moonlight standing tall and black amidst the ruins of a shrine in the old kingdom of Amarna, doing a deed by night. And he wore a look on his face such as murderers wear as he busied himself to cover over something with weeds and dust. Thereafter in Amarna the people of that old Kingdom missed their god, in whose shrine I saw Time crouching in the night, and they have not since beheld him.

And all the while from the distance at the citys edge rose a hum from the three armies of the King clamouring to be led against Zeenar. Thereat the King went down to his three armies and speaking to their chiefs said:

I will not go down clad with murder to be King over other lands. I have seen the same morning arising on Istahn that also gladdened Alatta, and have heard Peace lowing among the flowers. I will not desolate homes to rule over an orphaned land and a land widowed. But I will lead you against the pledged enemy of Alatta who shall crumble the towers of Zoon and hath gone far to overthrow our gods. He is the foe of Zindara and Istahn and many-citadeled Yan, Hebith and Ebnon may not overcome him nor Karida be safe against him among her bleakest mountains. He is a foe mightier than Zeenar with frontiers stronger than Eidis; he leers at all the peoples of the earth and mocks their gods and covets their builded cities. Therefore we will go forth and conquer Time and save the gods of Alatta from his clutch, and coming back victorious shall find that Death is gone and age and illness departed, and here we shall live for ever by the golden eaves of Zoon, while the bees hum among unrusted gables and never crumbling towers. There shall be neither fading nor forgetting, nor ever dying nor sorrow, when we shall have freed the people and pleasant fields of the earth from inexorable Time.

And the armies swore that they would follow the King to save the world and the gods.

So the next day the King set forth with his three armies and crossed many rivers and marched through many lands, and wherever they went they asked for news of Time.

And the first day they met a woman with her face furrowed and lined, who told them that she had been beautiful and that Time had smitten her in the face with his five claws.

Many an old man they met as they marched in search of Time. All had seen him but none could tell them more, except that some said he went that way and pointed to a ruined tower or to an old and broken tree.

And day after day and month by month the King pushed on with his armies, hoping to come at last on Time. Sometimes they encamped at night near palaces of beautiful design or beside gardens of flowers, hoping to find their enemy when he came to desecrate in the dark. Sometimes they came on cobwebs, sometimes on rusted chains and houses with broken roofs or crumbling walls. Then the armies would push on apace thinking that they were closer upon the track of Time.

As the weeks passed by and weeks grew to months, and always they heard reports and rumours of Time, but never found him, the armies grew weary of the great march, but the King pushed on and would let none turn back, saying always that the enemy was near at hand.

Month in, month out, the King led on his now unwilling armies, till at last they had marched for close upon a year and came to the village of Astarma very far to the north. There many of the Kings weary soldiers deserted from his armies and settled down in Astarma and married Astarmian girls. By these soldiers we have the march of the armies clearly chronicled to the time when they came to Astarma, having been nigh a year upon the march. And the army left that village and the children cheered them as they went up the street, and five miles distant they passed over a ridge of hills and out of sight. Beyond this less is known, but the rest of this chronicle is gathered from the tales that the veterans of the Kings armies used to tell in the evenings about the fires in Zoon and remembered afterwards by the men of Zeenar.

It is mostly credited in these days that such of the Kings armies as went on past Astarma came at last (it is not known after how long a time) over a crest of a slope where the whole earth slanted green to the north. Below it lay green fields and beyond them moaned the sea with never shore nor island so far as the eye could reach. Among the green fields lay a village, and on this village the eyes of the King and his armies were turned as they came down the slope. It lay beneath them, grave with seared antiquity, with old-world gables stained and bent by the lapse of frequent years, with all its chimneys awry. Its roofs were tiled with antique stones covered over deep with moss, each little window looked with a myriad strange cut panes on the gardens shaped with quaint devices and overrun with weeds. On rusted hinges the doors sung to and fro and were fashioned of planks of immemorial oak with black knots gaping from their sockets. Against it all there beat the thistle-down, about it clambered the ivy or swayed the weeds; tall and straight out of the twisted chimneys arose blue columns of smoke, and blades of grass peeped upward between the huge cobbles of the unmolested street. Between the gardens and the cobbled streets stood hedges higher than a horseman might look, of stalwart thorn, and upward through it clambered the convolvulus to peer into the garden from the top. Before each house there was cut a gap in the hedge, and in it swung a wicket gate of timber soft with the rain and years, and green like the moss. Over all of it there brooded age and the full hush of things bygone and forgotten. Upon this derelict that the years had cast up out of antiquity the King and his armies gazed long. Then on the hill slope the King made his armies halt, and went down alone with one of his chiefs into the village.

Presently there was a stir in one of the houses, and a bat flew out of the door into the daylight, and three mice came running out of the doorway down the step, an old stone cracked in two and held together by moss; and there followed an old man bending on a stick with a white beard coming to the ground, wearing clothes that were glossed with use, and presently there came others out of the other houses, all of them as old, and all hobbling on sticks. These were the oldest people that the King had ever beheld, and he asked them the name of the village and who they were; and one of them answered, This is the City of the Aged in the Territory of Time.

And the King said, Is Time then here?

And one of the old men pointed to a great castle standing on a steep hill and said: Therein dwells Time, and we are his people; and they all looked curiously at King Karnith Zo, and the eldest of the villagers spoke again and said: Whence do you come, you that are so young? and Karnith Zo told him how he had come to conquer Time to save the world and the gods, and asked them whence they came.

And the villagers said:

We are older than always, and know not whence we came, but we are the people of Time, and here from the Edge of Everything he sends out his hours to assail the world, and you may never conquer Time. But the King went back to his armies, and pointed towards the castle on the hill and told them that at last they had found the Enemy of the Earth; and they that were older than always went back slowly into their houses with the creaking of olden doors. And there they went across the fields and passed the village. From one of his towers Time eyed them all the while, and in battle order they closed in on the steep hill as Time sat still in his great tower and watched.

But as the feet of the foremost touched the edge of the hill Time hurled five years against them, and the years passed over their heads and the army still came on, an army of older men. But the slope seemed steeper to the King and to every man in his army, and they breathed more heavily. And Time summoned up more years, and one by one he hurled them at Karnith Zo and at all his men. And the knees of the army stiffened, and their beards grew and turned grey, and the hours and days and the months went singing over their heads, and their hair turned whiter and whiter, and the conquering hours bore down, and the years rushed on and swept the youth of that army clear away till they came face to face under the walls of the castle of Time with a mass of howling years, and found the top of the slope too steep for aged men. Slowly and painfully, harassed with agues and chills, the King rallied his aged army that tottered down the slope.

Slowly the King led back his warriors over whose heads had shrieked the triumphant years. Year in, year out, they straggled southwards, always towards Zoon; they came, with rust upon their spears and long beards flowing, again into Astarma, and none knew them there. They passed again by towns and villages where once they had inquired curiously concerning Time, and none knew them there either. They came again to the palaces and gardens where they had waited for Time in the night, and found that Time had been there. And all the while they set a hope before them that they should come on Zoon again and see its golden eaves. And no one knew that unperceived behind them there lurked and followed the gaunt figure of Time cutting off stragglers one by one and overwhelming them with his hours, only men were missed from the army every day, and fewer and fewer grew the veterans of Karnith Zo.

But at last after many a month, one night as they marched in the dusk before the morning, dawn suddenly ascending shone on the eaves of Zoon, and a great cry ran through the army:

Alatta, Alatta!

But drawing nearer they found that the gates were rusted and weeds grew tall along the outer walls, many a roof had fallen, gables were blackened and bent, and the golden eaves shone not as heretofore. And the soldiers entering the city expecting to find their sisters and sweethearts of a few years ago saw only old women wrinkled with great age and knew not who they were.

Suddenly someone said:

He has been here too.

And then they knew that while they searched for Time, Time had gone forth against their city and leaguered it with the years, and had taken it while they were far away and enslaved their women and children with the yoke of age. So all that remained of the three armies of Karnith Zo settled in the conquered city. And presently the men of Zeenar crossed over the river Eidis and easily conquering an army of aged men took all Alatta for themselves, and their kings reigned thereafter in the city of Zoon. And sometimes the men of Zeenar listened to the strange tales that the old Alattans told of the years when they made battle against Time. Such of these tales as the men of Zeenar remembered they afterwards set forth, and this is all that may be told of those adventurous armies that went to war with Time to save the world and the gods, and were overwhelmed by the hours and the years.


THE RELENTING OF SARNIDAC

The lame boy Sarnidac tended sheep on a hill to the southward of the city. Sarnidac was a dwarf and greatly derided in the city. For the women said:

It is very funny that Sarnidac is a dwarf, and they would point their fingers at him saying: This is Sarnidac, he is a dwarf; also he is very lame.

Once the doors of all the temples in the world swung open to the morning, and Sarnidac with his sheep upon the hill saw strange figures going down the white road, always southwards. All the morning he saw the dust rising above the strange figures and always they went southwards right as far as the rim of the Nydoon hills where the white road could be seen no more. And the figures stooped and seemed to be larger than men, but all men seemed very large to Sarnidac, and he could not see clearly through the dust. And Sarnidac shouted to them, as he hailed all people that passed down the long white road, and none of the figures looked to left or right and none of them turned to answer Sarnidac. But then few people ever answered him because he was lame, and a small dwarf.

Still the figures went striding swiftly, stooping forward through the dust, till at last Sarnidac came running down his hill to watch them closer. As he came to the white road the last of the figures passed him, and Sarnidac ran limping behind him down the road.

For Sarnidac was weary of the city wherein all derided him, and when he saw these figures all hurrying away he thought that they went perhaps to some other city beyond the hills over which the sun shone brighter, or where there was more food, for he was poor, even perhaps where people had not the custom of laughing at Sarnidac. So this procession of figures that stooped and seemed larger than men went southward down the road and a lame dwarf hobbled behind them.

Khamazan, now called the City of the Last of Temples, lies southward of the Nydoon hills. This is the story of Pompeides, now chief prophet of the only temple in the world, and greatest of all the prophets that have been:

On the slopes of Nydoon I was seated once above Khamazan. There I saw figures in the morning striding through much dust along the road that leads across the world. Striding up the hill they came towards me, not with the gait of men, and soon the first one came to the crest of the hill where the road dips to find the plains again, where lies Khamazan. And now I swear by all the gods that are gone that this thing happened as I shall say it, and was surely so. When those that came striding up the hill came to its summit they took not the road that goes down into the plains nor trod the dust any longer, but went straight on and upwards, striding as they strode before, as though the hill had not ended nor the road dipped. And they strode as though they trod no yielding substance, yet they stepped upwards through the air.

This the gods did, for They were not born men who strode that day so strangely away from earth.

But I, when I saw this thing, when already three had passed me, leaving earth, cried out before the fourth:

Gods of my childhood, guardians of little homes, whither are ye going, leaving the round earth to swim alone and forgotten in so great a waste of sky?

And one answered:

Heresy apace shoots her fierce glare over the world and mens faith grows dim and the gods go. Men shall make iron gods and gods of steel when the wind and the ivy meet within the shrines of the temples of the gods of old.

And I left that place as a man leaves fire by night, and going plainwards down the white road that the gods spurned cried out to all that I passed to follow me, and so crying came to the citys gates. And there I shouted to all near the gates:

From yonder hilltop the gods are leaving earth.

Then I gathered many, and we all hastened to the hill to pray the gods to tarry, and there we cried out to the last of the departing gods:

Gods of old prophecy and of mens hopes, leave not the earth, and all our worship shall hum about Your ears as never it hath before, and oft the sacrifice shall squeal upon Your altars.

And I said:  

Gods of still evenings and quiet nights, go not from earth and leave not Your carven shrines, and all men shall worship You still. For between us and yonder still blue spaces oft roam the thunder and the storms, there in his hiding lurks the dark eclipse, and there are stored all snows and hails and lightnings that shall vex the earth for a million years. Gods of our hopes, how shall mens prayers crying from empty shrines pass through such terrible spaces; how shall they ever fare above the thunder and many storms to whatever place the gods may go in that blue waste beyond?

But the gods bent straight forward, and trampled through the sky and looked not to the right nor left nor downwards, nor ever heeded my prayer.

And one cried out hoping yet to stay the gods, though nearly all were gone, saying:  

O gods, rob not the earth of the dim hush that hangs round all Your temples, bereave not all the world of old romance, take not the glamour from the moonlight nor tear the wonder out of the white mists in every land; for, O ye gods of the childhood of the world, when You have left the earth you shall have taken the mystery from the sea and all its glory from antiquity, and You shall have wrenched out hope from the dim future. There shall be no strange cries at night time half understood, nor songs in the twilight, and the whole of the wonder shall have died with last years flowers in little gardens or hill-slopes leaning south; for with the gods must go the enchantment of the plains and all the magic of dark woods, and something shall be lacking from the quiet of early dawn. For it would scarce befit the gods to leave the earth and not take with Them that which They had given it. Out beyond the still blue spaces Ye will need the holiness of sunset for Yourselves and little sacred memories and the thrill that is in stories told by firesides long ago. One strain of music, one song, one line of poetry and one kiss, and a memory of one pool with rushes, and each one the best, shall the gods take to whom the best belongs, when the gods go.

Sing a lamentation, people of Khamazan, sing a lamentation for all the children of earth at the feet of the departing gods. Sing a lamentation for the children of earth who now must carry their prayers to empty shrines and around empty shrines must rest at last.

Then when our prayers were ended and our tears shed, we beheld the last and smallest of the gods halted upon the hilltop. Twice he called to Them with a cry somewhat like the cry wherewith our shepherds hail their brethren, and long gazed after Them, and then deigned to look no longer and to tarry upon earth and turn his eyes on men. Then a great shout went up when we saw that our hopes were saved and that there was still on earth a haven for our prayers. Smaller than men now seemed the figures that had loomed so big, as one behind the other far over our heads They still strode upwards. But the small god that had pitied the world came with us down the hill, still deigning to tread the road, though strangely, not as men tread, and into Khamazan. There we housed him in the palace of the King, for that was before the building of the temple of gold, and the King made sacrifice before him with his own hands, and he that had pitied the world did eat the flesh of the sacrifice.

And the Book of the Knowledge of the gods in Khamazan tells how the small god that pitied the world told his prophets that his name was Sarnidac and that he herded sheep, and that therefore he is called the shepherd god, and sheep are sacrificed upon his altars thrice a day, and the North, East, West and the South are the four hurdles of Sarnidac and the white clouds are his sheep. And the Book of the Knowledge of the gods tells further how the day on which Pompeides found the gods shall be kept for ever as a fast until the evening and called the Fast of the Departing, but in the evening shall a feast be held which is named the Feast of the Relenting, for on that evening Sarnidac pitied the whole world and tarried.

And the people of Khamazan all prayed to Sarnidac, and dreamed their dreams and hoped their hopes because their temple was not empty. Whether the gods that are departed be greater than Sarnidac none know in Khamazan, but some believe that in their azure windows They have set lights that lost prayers swarming upwards may come to them like moths and at last find haven and light far up above the evening and the stillness where sit the gods.

But Sarnidac wondered at the strange figures, at the people of Khamazan, and at the palace of the King and the customs of the prophets, but wondered not more greatly at aught in Khamazan than he had wondered at the city which he had left. For Sarnidac, who had not known why men were unkind to him, thought that he had found at last the land for which the gods had let him hope, where men should have the custom of being kind to Sarnidac.


THE JEST OF THE GODS

Once the Older gods had need of laughter. Therefore They made the soul of a king, and set in it ambitions greater than kings should have, and lust for territories beyond the lust of other kings, and in this soul They set strength beyond the strength of others and fierce desire for power and a strong pride. Then the gods pointed earthward and sent that soul into the fields of men to live in the body of a slave. And the slave grew, and the pride and lust for power began to arise in his heart, and he wore shackles on his arms. Then in the Fields of Twilight the gods prepared to laugh.

But the slave went down to the shore of the great sea, and cast his body away and the shackles that were upon it, and strode back to the Fields of Twilight and stood up before the gods and looked Them in Their faces. This thing the gods, when They had prepared to laugh, had not foreseen. Lust for power burned strong in that Kings soul, and there was all the strength and pride in it that the gods had placed therein, and he was too strong for the Older gods. He whose body had borne the lashes of men could brook no longer the dominion of the gods, and standing before Them he bade the gods to go. Up to Their lips leapt all the anger of the Older gods, being for the first time commanded, but the Kings soul faced Them still, and Their anger died away and They averted Their eyes. Then Their thrones became empty, and the Fields of Twilight bare as the gods slunk far away. But the soul chose new companions.


THE DREAMS OF THE PROPHET

I

When the gods drave me forth to toil and assailed me with thirst and beat me down with hunger, then I prayed to the gods. When the gods smote the cities wherein I dwelt, and when Their anger scorched me and Their eyes burned, then did I praise the gods and offer sacrifice. But when I came again to my green land and found that all was gone, and the old mysterious haunts wherein I prayed as a child were gone, and when the gods tore up the dust and even the spiders web from the last remembered nook, then did I curse the gods, speaking it to Their faces, saying:  

Gods of my prayers! Gods of my sacrifice! because Ye have forgotten the sacred places of my childhood, and they have therefore ceased to be, yet may I not forget. Because Ye have done this thing, Ye shall see cold altars and shall lack both my fear and praise. I shall not wince at Your lightnings, nor be awed when Ye go by.

Then looking seawards I stood and cursed the gods, and at this moment there came to me one in the garb of a poet, who said:  

Curse not the gods.

And I said to him:

Wherefore should I not curse Those that have stolen my sacred places in the night, and trodden down the gardens of my childhood?

And he said Come, and I will show thee. And I followed him to where two camels stood with their faces towards the desert. And we set out and I travelled with him for a great space, he speaking never a word, and so we came at last to a waste valley hid in the deserts midst. And herein, like fallen moons, I saw vast ribs that stood up white out of the sand, higher than the hills of the desert. And here and there lay the enormous shapes of skulls like the white marble domes of palaces built for tyrannous kings a long while since by armies of driven slaves. Also there lay in the desert other bones, the bones of vast legs and arms, against which the desert, like a besieging sea, ever advanced and already had half drowned. And as I gazed in wonder at these colossal things the poet said to me:

The gods are dead.

And I gazed long in silence, and I said:

These fingers, that are now so dead and so very white and still, tore once the flowers in gardens of my youth.

But my companion said to me:

I have brought thee here to ask of thee thy forgiveness of the gods, for I, being a poet, knew the gods, and would fain drive off the curses that hover above Their bones and bring Them mens forgiveness as an offering at the last, that the weeds and the ivy may cover Their bones from the sun.

And I said:

They made Remorse with his fur grey like a rainy evening in the autumn, with many rending claws, and Pain with his hot hands and lingering feet, and Fear like a rat with two cold teeth carved each out of the ice of either pole, and Anger with the swift flight of the dragonfly in summer having burning eyes. I will not forgive these gods.

But the poet said:

Canst thou be angry with these beautiful white bones? And I looked long at those curved and beautiful bones that were no longer able to hurt the smallest creature in all the worlds that they had made. And I thought long of the evil that they had done, and also of the good. But when I thought of Their great hands coming red and wet from battles to make a primrose for a child to pick, then I forgave the gods.

And a gentle rain came falling out of heaven and stilled the restless sand, and a soft green moss grew suddenly and covered the bones till they looked like strange green hills, and I heard a cry and awoke and found that I had dreamed, and looking out of my house into the street I found that a flash of lightning had killed a child. Then I knew that the gods still lived.

II

I lay asleep in the poppy fields of the gods in the valley of Alderon, where the gods come by night to meet together in council when the moon is low. And I dreamed that this was the Secret.

Fate and Chance had played their game and ended, and all was over, all the hopes and tears, regrets, desires and sorrows, things that men wept for and unremembered things, and kingdoms and little gardens and the sea, and the worlds and the moons and the suns; and what remained was nothing, having neither colour nor sound.

Then said Fate to Chance: Let us play our old game again. And they played it again together, using the gods as pieces, as they had played it oft before. So that those things which have been shall all be again, and under the same bank in the same land a sudden glare of singlight on the same spring day shall bring the same daffodil to bloom once more and the same child shall pick it, and not regretted shall be the billion years that fell between. And the same old faces shall be seen again, yet not bereaved of their familiar haunts. And you and I shall in a garden meet again upon an afternoon in summer when the sun stands midway between his zenith and the sea, where we met oft before. For Fate and Chance play but one game together with every move the same, and they play it oft to while eternity away.


PART II.


THE JOURNEY OF THE KING

I

One day the King turned to the women that danced and said to them: Dance no more, and those that bore the wine in jewelled cups he sent away. The palace of King Ebalon was emptied of sound of song and there rose the voices of heralds crying in the streets to find the prophets of the land.

Then went the dancers, the cupbearer and the singers down into the hard streets among the houses, Pattering Leaves, Silvern Fountain and Summer Lightning, the dancers whose feet the gods had not devised for stony ways, which had only danced for princes. And with them went the singer, Soul of the South, and the sweet singer, Dream of the Sea, whose voices the gods had attuned to the ears of kings, and old Istahn the cupbearer left his lifes work in the palace to tread the common ways, he that had stood at the elbows of three kings of Zarkandhu and had watched his ancient vintage feeding their valour and mirth as the waters of Tondaris feed the green plains to the south. Ever he had stood grave among their jests, but his heart warmed itself solely by the fire of the mirth of Kings. He too, with the singers and dancers, went out into the dark.

And throughout the land the heralds sought out the prophets thereof. Then one evening as King Ebalon sat alone within his palace there were brought before him all who had repute for wisdom and who wrote the histories of the times to be. Then the King spake, saying: The King goeth upon a journey with many horses, yet riding upon none, when the pomp of travelling shall be heard in the streets and the sound of the lute and the drum and the name of the King. And I would know what princes and what people shall greet me on the other shore in the land to which I travel.

Then fell a hush upon the prophets for they murmured: All knowledge is with the King.

Then said the King: Thou first, Samahn, High Prophet of the Temple of gold in Azinorn, answer or thou shalt write no more the history of the times to be, but shalt toil with thy hand to make record of the little happenings of the days that were, as do the common men.

Then said Samahn: All knowledge is with the King, and when the pomp of travelling shall be heard in the streets and the slow horses whereon the King rideth not go behind lute and drum, then, as the King well knoweth, thou shalt go down to the great white house of Kings and, entering the portals where none are worthy to follow, shalt make obeisance alone to all the elder Kings of Zarkandhu, whose bones are seated upon golden thrones grasping their sceptres still. Therein thou shalt go with robes and sceptre through the marble porch, but thou shalt leave behind thee thy gleaming crown that others may wear it, and as the times go by come in to swell the number of the thirty Kings that sit in the great white house on golden thrones. There is one doorway in the great white house, and it stands wide with marble portals yawning for kings, but when it shall receive thee, and thine obeisance hath been made because of thine obligation to the thirty Kings, thou shalt find at the back of the house an unknown door through which the soul of a King may just pass, and leaving thy bones upon a golden throne thou shalt go unseen out of the great white house to tread the velvet spaces that lie among the worlds. Then, O King, it were well to travel fast and not to tarry about the houses of men as do the souls of some who still bewail the sudden murder that sent them upon the journey before their time, and who, being yet both to go, linger in dark chambers all the night. These, setting forth to travel in the dawn and travelling all the day, see earth behind them gleaming when an evening falls, and again are loth to leave its pleasant haunts, and come back again through dark woods and up into some old loved chamber, and ever tarry between home and flight and find no rest.

Thou wilt set forth at once because the journey is far and lasts for many hours; but the hours on the velvet spaces are the hours of the gods, and we may not say what time such an hour may be if reckoned in mortal years.

At last thou shalt come to a grey place filled with mist, with grey shapes standing before it which are altars, and on the altars rise small red flames from dying fires that scarce illumine the mist. And in the mist it is dark and cold because the fires are low. These are the altars of the peoples faiths, and the flames are the worship of men, and through the mist the gods of Old go groping in the dark and in the cold. There thou shalt hear a voice cry feebly: Inyani, Inyani, lord of the thunder, where art thou, for I cannot see? And a voice shall answer faintly in the cold: O maker of many worlds, I am here. And in that place the gods of Old are nearly deaf for the prayers of men grow few, they are nigh blind because the fires burn low upon the altars of mens faiths and they are very cold. And all about the place of mist there lies a moaning sea which is called the Sea of Souls. And behind the place of mist are the dim shapes of mountains, and on the peak of one there glows a silvern light that shines in the moaning sea; and ever as the flames on the altars die before the gods of Old the light on the mountain increases, and the light shines over the mist and never through it as the gods of Old grow blind. It is said that the light on the mountain shall one day become a new god who is not of the gods of Old.

There, O King, thou shalt enter the Sea of Souls by the shore where the altars stand which are covered in mist. In that sea are the souls of all that ever lived on the worlds and all that ever shall live, all freed from earth and flesh. And all the souls in that sea are aware of one another but more than with hearing or sight or by taste or touch or smell, and they all speak to each other yet not with lips, with voices which need no sound. And over the sea lies music as winds oer an ocean on earth, and there unfettered by language great thoughts set outward through the souls as on earth the currents go.

Once did I dream that in a mist-built ship I sailed upon that sea and heard the music that is not of instruments, and voices not from lips, and woke and found that I was upon the earth and that the gods had lied to me in the night. Into this sea from fields of battle and cities come down the rivers of lives, and ever the gods have taken onyx cups and far and wide into the worlds again have flung the souls out of the sea, that each soul may find a prison in the body of a man with five small windows closely barred, and each one shackled with forgetfulness.

But all the while the light on the mountain grows, and none may say what work the god that shall be born of the silvern light shall work on the Sea of Souls, when the gods of Old are dead and the Sea is living still.

And answer made the King:

Thou that art a prophet of the gods of Old, go back and see that those red flames burn more brightly on the altars in the mist, for the gods of Old are easy and pleasant gods, and thou canst not say what toil shall vex our souls when the god of the light on the mountain shall stride along the shore where bleach the huge bones of the gods of Old.

And Samahn answered: All knowledge is with the King.

II

Then the King called to Ynath bidding him speak concerning the journey of the King. Ynath was the prophet that sat at the Eastern gate of the Temple of Gorandhu. There Ynath prayed his prayers to all the passers by lest ever the gods should go abroad, and one should pass him dressed in mortal guise. And men are pleased as they walk by that Eastern gate that Ynath should pray to them for fear that they be gods, so men bring gifts to Ynath in the Eastern gate.

And Ynath said: All knowledge is with the King. When a strange ship comes to anchor in the air outside thy chamber window, thou shalt leave thy well-kept garden and it shall become a prey to the nights and days and be covered again with grass. But going aboard thou shalt set sail over the Sea of Time and well shall the ship steer through the many worlds and still sail on. If other ships shall pass thee on the way and hail thee saying: From what port thou shalt answer them: From Earth. And if they ask thee whither bound? then thou shalt answer: The End. Or thou shalt hail them saying: From what port? And they shall answer: From The End called also The Beginning, and bound to Earth. And thou shalt sail away till like an old sorrow dimly felt by happy men the worlds shall gleam in the distance like one star, and as the star pales thou shalt come to the shore of space where aeons rolling shorewards from Times sea shall lash up centuries to foam away in years. There lies the Centre Garden of the gods, facing full seawards. All around lie songs that on earth were never sung, fair thoughts not heard among the worlds, dream pictures never seen that drifted over Time without a home till at last the aeons swept them on to the shore of space. And in the Centre Garden of the gods bloom many fancies. Therein once some souls were playing where the gods walked up and down and to and fro. And a dream came in more beauteous than the rest on the crest of a wave of Time, and one soul going downward to the shore clutched at the dream and caught it. Then over the dreams and stories and old songs that lay on the shore of space the hours came sweeping back, and the centuries caught that soul and swirled him with his dream far out to the Sea of Time, and the aeons swept him earthwards and cast him into a palace with all the might of the sea and left him there with his dream. The child grew to a King and still clutched at his dream till the people wondered and laughed. Then, O King, Thou didst cast thy dream back into the Sea, and Time drowned it and men laughed no more, but thou didst forget that a certain sea beat on a distant shore and that there was a garden and therein souls. But at the end of the journey that thou shalt take, when thou comest to the shore of space again thou shalt go up the beach, and coming to a garden gate that stands in a garden wall shalt remember these things again, for it stands where the hours assail not above the beating of Time, far up the shore, and nothing altereth there. So thou shalt go through the garden gate and hear again the whispering of the souls when they talk low where sing the voices of the gods. There with kindred souls thou shalt speak as thou didst of yore and tell them what befell thee beyond the tides of time and how they took thee and made of thee a King so that thy soul found no rest. There in the Centre Garden thou shalt sit at ease and watch the gods all rainbow-clad go up and down and to and fro on the paths of dreams and songs, and shalt not venture down to the cheerless sea. For that which a man loves most is not on this side of Time, and all which drifts on its aeons is a lure.

All knowledge is with the King.

Then said the King: Ay, there was a dream once but Time hath swept it away.

III

Then spake Monith, Prophet of the Temple of Azure that stands on the snow-peak of Ahmoon and said: All knowledge is with the King. Once thou didst set out upon a one days journey riding thy horse and before thee had gone a beggar down the road, and his name was Yeb. Him thou didst overtake and when he heeded not thy coming thou didst ride over him.

Upon the journey that thou shalt one day take riding upon no horse, this beggar has set out before thee and is labouring up the crystal steps towards the moon as a man goeth up the steps of a high tower in the dark. On the moons edge beneath the shadow of Mount Angises he shall rest awhile and then shall climb the crystal steps again. Then a great journey lies before him before he may rest again till he come to that star that is called the left eye of Gundo. Then a journey of many crystal steps lieth before him again with nought to guide him but the light of Omrazu. On the edge of Omrazu shall Yeb tarry long, for the most dreadful part of his journey lieth before him. Up the crystal steps that lie beyond Omrazu he must go, and any that follow, though the howling of all the meteors that ride the sky; for in that part of the crystal space go many meteors up and down all squealing in the dark, which greatly perplex all travellers. And, if he may see though the gleaming of the meteors and in spite of their uproar come safely through, he shall come to the star Omrund at the edge of the Track of Stars. And from star to star along the Track of Stars the soul of a man may travel with more ease, and there the journey lies no more straight forward, but curves to the right.

Then said King Ebalon:

Of this beggar whom my horse smote down thou hast spoken much, but I sought to know by what road a King should go when he taketh his last royal journey, and what princes and what people should meet him upon another shore.

Then answered Monith:

All knowledge is with the King. It hath been doomed by the gods, who speak not in jest, that thou shalt follow the soul that thou didst send alone upon its journey, that that soul go not unattended up the crystal steps.

Moreover, as this beggar went upon his lonely journey he dared to curse the King, and his curses lie like a red mist along the valleys and hollows wherever he uttered them. By these red mists, O King, thou shalt track him as a man follows a river by night until thou shalt fare at last to the land wherein he hath blessed thee (repenting of anger at last), and thou shalt see his blessing lie over the land like a blaze of golden sunshine illumining fields and gardens.

Then said the King:

The gods have spoken hard above the snowy peak of this mountain
Ahmoon.

And Monith said:

How a man may come to the shore of space beyond the tides of time I know not, but it is doomed that thou shalt certainly first follow the beggar past the moon, Omrund and Omrazu till thou comest to the Track of Stars, and up the Track of Stars coming towards the right along the edge of it till thou comest to Ingazi. There the soul of the beggar Yeb sat long, then, breathing deep, set off on his great journey earthward adown the crystal steps. Straight through the spaces where no stars are found to rest at, following the dull gleam of earth and her fields till he come at last where journeys end and start.

Then said King Ebalon:

If this hard tale be true, how shall I find the beggar that I must follow when I come again to the earth?

And the Prophet answered:

Thou shalt know him by his name and find him in this place, for that beggar shall be called King Ebalon and he shall be sitting upon the throne of the Kings of Zarkandhu.

And the King answered:

If one sit upon this throne whom men call King Ebalon, who then shall
I be?

And the Prophet answered:

Thou shalt be a beggar and thy name shall be Yeb, and thou shalt ever tread the road before the palace waiting for alms from the King whom men shall call Ebalon.

Then said the King:

Hard gods indeed are those that tramp the snows of Ahmoon about the temple of Azure, for if I sinned against this beggar called Yeb, they too have sinned against him when they doomed him to travel on this weary journey though he hath not offended.

And Monith said:

He too hath offended, for he was angry as thy horse struck him, and the gods smite anger. And his anger and his curses doom him to journey without rest as also they doom thee.

Then said the King:

Thou that sittest upon Ahmoon in the Temple of Azure, dreaming thy dreams and making prophecies, foresee the ending of this weary quest and tell me where it shall be?

And Monith answered:

As a man looks across great lakes I have gazed into the days to be, and as the great flies come upon four wings of gauze to skim over blue waters, so have my dreams come sailing two by two out of the days to be. And I dreamed that King Ebalon, whose soul was not thy soul, stood in his palace in a time far hence, and beggars thronged the street outside, and among them was Yeb, a beggar, having thy soul. And it was on the morning of a festival and the King came robed in white, with all his prophets and his seers and magicians, all down the marble steps to bless the land and all that stood therein as far as the purple hills, because it was the morning of festival. And as the King raised up his hand over the beggars heads to bless the fields and rivers and all that stood therein, I dreamed that the quest was ended.

All knowledge is with the King.

IV

Evening darkened and above the palace domes gleamed out the stars whereon haply others missed the secret too.

And outside the palace in the dark they that had borne the wine in jewelled cups mocked in low voices at the King and at the wisdom of his prophets.

Then spake Ynar, called the prophet of the Crystal Peak; for there rises Amanath above all that land, a mountain whose peak is crystal, and Ynar beneath its summit hath his Temple, and when day shines no longer on the world Amanath takes the sunlight and gleams afar as a beacon in a bleak land lit at night. And at the hour when all faces are turned on Amanath, Ynar comes forth beneath the Crystal peak to weave strange spells and to make signs that people say are surely for the gods. Therefore it is said in all those lands that Ynar speaks at evening to the gods when all the world is still.

And Ynar said:

All knowledge is with the King, and without doubt it hath come to the
Kings ears how certain speech is held at evening on the Peak of
Amanath.

They that speak to me at evening on the Peak are They that live in a city through whose streets Death walketh not, and I have heard it from Their Elders that the King shall take no journey; only from thee the hills shall slip away, the dark woods, the sky and all the gleaming worlds that fill the night, and the green fields shall go on untrodden by thy feet and the blue sky ungazed at by thine eyes, and still the rivers shall all run seaward but making no music in thine ears. And all the old laments shall still be spoken, troubling thee not, and to the earth shall fall the tears of the children of earth and never grieving thee. Pestilence, heat and cold, ignorance, famine and anger, these things shall grip their claws upon all men as heretofore in fields and roads and cities but shall not hold thee. But from thy soul, sitting in the old worn track of the worlds when all is gone away, shall fall off the shackles of circumstance and thou shalt dream thy dreams alone.

And thou shalt find that dreams are real where there is nought as far as the Rim but only thy dreams and thee.

With them thou shalt build palaces and cities resting upon nothing and having no place in time, not to be assailed by the hours or harmed by ivy or rust, not to be taken by conquerors, but destroyed by thy fancy if thou dost wish it so or by thy fancy rebuilded. And nought shall ever disturb these dreams of thine which here are troubled and lost by all the happenings of earth, as the dreams of one who sleeps in a tumultuous city. For these thy dreams shall sweep outward like a strong river over a great waste plain wherein are neither rocks nor hills to turn it, only in that place there shall be no boundaries nor sea, neither hindrance nor end. And it were well for thee that thou shouldst take few regrets into thy waste dominions from the world wherein thou livest, for such regrets or any memory of deeds ill done must sit beside thy soul forever in that waste, singing one song always of forlorn remorse; and they too shall be only dreams but very real.

There nought shall hinder thee among thy dreams, for even the gods may harass thee no more when flesh and earth and events with which They bound thee shall have slipped away.

Then said the King:

I like not this grey doom, for dreams are empty. I would see action roaring through the world, and men and deeds.

Then answered the Prophet:

Victory, jewels and dancing but please thy fancy. What is the sparkle of the gem to thee without thy fancy which it allures, and thy fancy is all a dream. Action and deeds and men are nought without dreams and do but fetter them, and only dreams are real, and where thou stayest when the worlds shall drift away there shall be only dreams.

And the King answered:

A mad prophet.

And Ynar said:

A mad prophet, but believing that his soul possesseth all things of which his soul may become aware and that he is master of that soul, and thou a high-minded King believing only that thy soul possesseth such few countries as are leaguered by thine armies and the sea, and that thy soul is possessed by certain strange gods of whom thou knowest not, who shall deal with it in a way whereof thou knowest not. Until a knowledge come to us that either is wrong I have wider realms, I King, than thee and hold them beneath no overlords.

Then said the King:

Thou hast said no overlords! To whom then dost thou speak by strange signs at evening above the world?

And Ynar went forward and whispered to the King. And the King shouted:

Seize ye this prophet for he is a hypocrite and speaks to no gods at evening above the world, but has deceived us with his signs.

And Ynar said:

Come not near me or I shall point towards you when I speak at evening upon the mountain with Those that ye know of.

Then Ynar went away and the guards touched him not.

V

Then spake the prophet Thun, who was clad in seaweed and had no Temple, but lived apart from men. All his life he had lived on a lonely beach and had heard for ever the wailing of the sea and the crying of the wind in hollows among the cliffs. Some said that having lived so long by the full beating of the sea, and where always the wind cries loudest, he could not feel the joys of other men, but only felt the sorrow of the sea crying in his soul for ever.

Long ago on the path of stars, midmost between the worlds, there strode the gods of Old. In the bleak middle of the worlds They sat and the worlds went round and round, like dead leaves in the wind at Autumns end, with never a life on one, while the gods went sighing for the things that might not be. And the centuries went over the gods to go where the centuries go, toward the End of Things, and with Them went the sighs of all the gods as They longed for what might not be.

One by one in the midst of the worlds, fell dead the gods of Old, still sighing for the things that might not be, all slain by Their own regrets. Only Shimono Kani, the youngest of the gods, made him a harp out of the heart strings of all the elder gods, and, sitting upon the Path of Stars in the Middle of Things, played upon the harp a dirge for the gods of Old. And the song told of all vain regrets and of unhappy loves of the gods in the olden time, and of Their great deeds that were to adorn the future years. But into the dirge of Shimono Kani came voices crying out of the heart strings of the gods, all sighing still for the things that might not be. And the dirge and the voices crying, go drifting away from the Path of Stars, away from the Midst of Things, till they come twittering among the Worlds, like a great host of birds that are lost by night. And every note is a life, and many notes become caught up among the worlds to be entangled with flesh for a little while before they pass again on their journey to the great Anthem that roars at the End of Time. Shimono Kani hath given a voice to the wind and added a sorrow to the sea. But when in lighted chambers after feasting there arises the voice of the singer to please the King, then is the soul of that singer crying aloud to his fellows from where he stands chained to earth. And when at the sound of the singing the heart of the King grows sad and his princes lament then they remember, though knowing not that, they remember it, the sad face of Shimono Kani sitting by his dead brethren, the elder gods, playing on the harp of crying heart strings whereby he sent their souls among the worlds.

And when the music of one lute is lonely on the hills at night, then one soul calleth to his brother souls  the notes of Shimono Kanis dirge which have not been caught among the worlds  and he knoweth not to whom he calls or why, but knoweth only that minstrelsy is his only cry and sendeth it out into the dark.

But although in the prison houses of earth all memories must die, yet as there sometimes clings to a prisoners feet some dust of the fields wherein he was captured, so sometimes fragments of remembrance cling to a mans soul after it hath been taken to earth. Then a great minstrel arises, and, weaving together the shreds of his memories, maketh some melody such as the hand of Shimono Kani smites out of his harp; and they that pass by say: Hath there not been some such melody before? and pass on sad at heart for memories which are not.

Therefore, O King, one day the great gates of thy palace shall lie open for a procession wherein the King comes down to pass through a people, lamenting with lute and drum; and on the same day a prison door shall be opened by relenting hands, and one more lost note of Shimono Kanis dirge shall go back to swell his melody again.

The dirge of Shimono Kani shall roll on till one day it shall come with all its notes complete to overwhelm the Silence that sits at the End of Things. Then shall Shimono Kani say to his brethrens bones: The things that might not be have at last become.

But very quiet shall be the bones of the gods of Old, and only Their voices shall live which cried from the harp of heart strings, for the things which might not be.

VI

When the caravans, saying farewell to Zandara, set out across the waste northwards towards Einandhu, they follow the desert track for seven days before they come to water where Shubah Onath rises black out of the waste, with a well at its foot and herbage on its summit. On this rock a prophet hath his Temple and is called the Prophet of Journeys, and hath carven in a southern window smiling along the camel track all gods that are benignant to caravans.

There a traveller may learn by prophecy whether he shall accomplish the ten days journey thence across the desert and so come to the white city of Einandhu, or whether his bones shall lie with the bones of old along the desert track.

No name hath the Prophet of Journeys, for none is needed in that desert where no man calls nor ever a man answers.

Thus spake the Prophet of Journeys standing before the King:

The journey of the King shall be an old journey pushed on apace.

Many a year before the making of the moon thou camest down with dream camels from the City without a name that stands beyond all the stars. And then began thy journey over the Waste of Nought, and thy dream camel bore thee well when those of certain of thy fellow travellers fell down in the Waste and were covered over by the silence and were turned again to nought; and those travellers when their dream camels fell, having nothing to carry them further over the Waste, were lost beyond and never found the earth. These are those men that might have been but were not. And all about thee fluttered the myriad hours travelling in great swarms across the Waste of Nought.

How many centuries passed across the cities while thou wast making thy journey none may reckon, for there is no time in the Waste of Nought, but only the hours fluttering earthwards from beyond to do the work of Time. At last the dream-borne travellers saw far off a green place gleaming and made haste towards it and so came to Earth. And there, O King, ye rest for a little while, thou and those that came with thee, making an encampment upon earth before journeying on. There the swarming hours alight, settling on every blade of grass and tree, and spreading over your tents and devouring all things, and at last bending your very tent poles with their weight and wearying you.

Behind the encampment in the shadow of the tents lurks a dark figure with a nimble sword, having the name of Time. This is he that hath called the hours from beyond and he it is that is their master, and it is his work that the hours do as they devour all green things upon the earth and tatter the tents and weary all the travellers. As each of the hours does the work of Time, Time smites him with his nimble sword as soon as his work is done, and the hour falls severed to the dust with his bright wings scattered, as a locust cut asunder by the scimitar of a skillful swordsman.

One by one, O King, with a stir in the camp, and the folding up of the tents one by one, the travellers shall push on again on the journey begun so long before out of the City without a name to the place where dream camels go, striding free through the Waste. So into the Waste, O King, thou shalt set forth ere long, perhaps to renew friendships begun during thy short encampment upon earth.

Other green places thou shalt meet in the Waste and thereon shalt encamp again until driven thence by the hours. What prophet shall relate how many journeys thou shalt make or how many encampments? But at last thou shalt come to the place of The Resting of Camels, and there shall gleaming cliffs that are named The Ending of Journeys lift up out of the Waste of Nought, Nought at their feet, Nought laying wide before them, with only the glint of worlds far off to illumine the Waste. One by one, on tired dream camels, the travellers shall come in, and going up the pathway through the cliff in that land of The Resting of Camels shall come on The City of Ceasing. There, the dream-wrought pinnacles and the spires that are builded of mens hopes shall rise up real before thee, seen only hitherto as a mirage in the Waste.

So far the swarming hours may not come, and far away among the tents shall stand the dark figure with the nimble sword. But in the scintillant streets, under the song-built abodes of the last of cities, thy journey, O King, shall end.

VII

In the valley beyond Sidono there lies a garden of poppies, and where the poppies heads are all a-swing with summer breezes that go up the valley there lies a path well strewn with ocean shells. Over Sidonos summit the birds come streaming to the lake that lies in the valley of the garden, and behind them rises the sun sending Sidonos shadow as far as the edge of the lake. And down the path of many ocean shells when they begin to gleam in the sun, every morning walks an aged man clad in a silken robe with strange devices woven. A little temple where the old man lives stands at the edge of the path. None worship there, for Zornadhu, the old prophet, hath forsaken men to walk among his poppies.

For Zornadhu hath failed to understand the purport of Kings and cities and the moving up and down of many people to the tune of the clinking of gold. Therefore hath Zornadhu gone far away from the sound of cities and from those that are ensnared thereby, and beyond Sidonos mountain hath come to rest where there are neither kings nor armies nor bartering for gold, but only the heads of the poppies that sway in the wind together and the birds that fly from Sidono to the lake, and then the sunrise over Sidonos summit; and afterwards the flight of birds out of the lake and over Sidono again, and sunset behind the valley, and high over lake and garden the stars that know not cities. There Zornadhu lives in his garden of poppies with Sidono standing between him and the whole world of men; and when the wind blowing athwart the valley sways the heads of the tall poppies against the Temple wall, the old prophet says: The flowers are all praying, and lo! they be nearer to the gods than men.

But the heralds of the King coming after many days of travel to Sidono perceived the garden valley. By the lake they saw the poppy garden gleaming round and small like a sunrise over water on a misty morning seen by some shepherd from the hills. And descending the bare mountain for three days they came to the gaunt pines, and ever between the tall trunks came the glare of the poppies that shone from the garden valley. For a whole day they travelled through the pines. That night a cold wind came up the garden valley crying against the poppies. Low in his Temple, with a song of exceeding grief, Zornadhu in the morning made a dirge for the passing of poppies, because in the night time there had fallen petals that might not return or ever come again into the garden valley. Outside the Temple on the path of ocean shells the heralds halted, and read the names and honours of the King; and from the Temple came the voice of Zornadhu still singing his lament. But they took him from his garden because of the Kings command, and down his gleaming path of ocean shells and away up Sidono, and left the Temple empty with none to lament when silken poppies died. And the will of the wind of the autumn was wrought upon the poppies, and the heads of the poppies that rose from the earth went down to the earth again, as the plume of a warrior smitten in a heathen fight far away, where there are none to lament him. Thus out of his land of flowers went Zornadhu and came perforce into the lands of men, and saw cities, and in the citys midst stood up before the King.

And the King said:

Zornadhu, what of the journey of the King and of the princes and the people that shall meet me?

Zornadhu answered:

I know nought of Kings, but in the night time the poppy made his journey a little before dawn. Thereafter the wildfowl came as is their wont over Sidonos summit, and the sun rising behind them gleamed upon Sidono, and all the flowers of the lake awoke. And the bee passing up and down the garden went droning to other poppies, and the flowers of the lake, they that had known the poppy, knew him no more. And the suns rays slanting from Sidonos crest lit still a garden valley where one poppy waved his petals to the dawn no more. And I, O King, that down a path of gleaming ocean shells walk in the morning, found not, nor have since found, that poppy again, that hath gone on the journey whence there is not returning, out of my garden valley. And I, O King, made a dirge to cry beyond that valley and the poppies bowed their heads; but there is no cry nor no lament that may adjure the life to return again to a flower that grew in a garden once and hereafter is not.

Unto what place the lives of poppies have gone no man shall truly say. Sure it is that to that place are only outward tracks. Only it may be that when a man dreams at evening in a garden where heavily the scent of poppies hangs in the air, when the winds have sunk, and far away the sound of a lute is heard on lonely hills, as he dreams of silken-scarlet poppies that once were a-swing together in the gardens of his youth, the lives of those old lost poppies shall return, living again in his dream. *So there may dream the gods.* And through the dreams of some divinity reclining in tinted fields above the morning we may haply pass again, although our bodies have long swirled up and down the world with other dust. In these strange dreams our lives may be again, all in the centre of our hopes, rejoicings and laments, until above the morning the gods wake to go about their work, haply to remember still Their idle dreams, haply to dream them all again in the stillness when shines the starlight of the gods.

VIII

Then said the King: I like not these strange journeys nor this faint wandering through the dreams of gods like the shadow of a weary camel that may not rest when the sun is low. The gods that have made me to love the earths cool woods and dancing streams do ill to send me into the starry spaces that I love not, with my soul still peering earthward through the eternal years, as a beggar who once was noble staring from the street at lighted halls. For wherever the gods may send me I shall be as the gods have made me, a creature loving the green fields of earth.

Now if there stand one prophet here that hath the ear of those too splendid gods that stride above the glories of the orient sky, tell them that there is on earth one King in the land called Zarkandhu to the south of the opal mountains, who would fain tarry among the many gardens of earth, and would leave to other men the splendours that the gods shall give the dead above the twilight that surrounds the stars.

Then spake Yamen, prophet of the Temple of Obin that stands on the shores of a great lake, facing east. Yamen said: I pray oft to the gods who sit above the twilight behind the east. When the clouds are heavy and red at sunset, or when there is boding of thunder or eclipse, then I pray not, lest my prayers be scattered and beaten earthward. But when the sun sets in a tranquil sky, pale green or azure, and the light of his farewells stays long upon lonely hills, then I send forth my prayers to flutter upward to gods that are surely smiling, and the gods hear my prayers. But, O King, boons sought out of due time from the gods are never wholly to be desired, and, if They should grant to thee to tarry on the earth, old age would trouble thee with burdens more and more till thou wouldst become the driven slave of the hours in fetters that none may break.

The King said: They that have devised this burden of age may surely stay it, pray therefore on the calmest evening of the year to the gods above the twilight that I may tarry always on the earth and always young, while over my head the scourges of the gods pass and alight not.

Then answered Yamen: The King hath commanded, yet among the blessings of the gods there always cries a curse. The great princes that make merry with the King, who tell of the great deeds that the King wrought in the former time, shall one by one grow old. And thou, O King, seated at the feast crying, make merry and extolling the former time shall find about thee white heads nodding in sleep, and men that are forgetting the former time. Then one by one the names of those that sported with thee once called by the gods, one by one the names of the singers that sing the songs thou lovest called by the gods, lastly of those that chased the grey boar by night and took him in Orghoom river  only the King. Then a new people that have not known the old deeds of the King nor fought and chased with him, who dare not make merry with the King as did his long dead princes. And all the while those princes that are dead growing dearer and greater in thy memory, and all the while the men that served thee then growing more small to thee. And all the old things fading and new things arising which are not as the old things were, the world changing yearly before thine eyes and the gardens of thy childhood overgrown. Because thy childhood was in the olden years thou shalt love the olden years, but ever the new years shall overthrow them and their customs, and not the will of a King may stay the changes that the gods have planned for all the customs of old. Ever thou shalt say This was not so, and ever the new custom shall prevail even against a King. When thou hast made merry a thousand times thou shalt grow tired of making merry. At last thou shalt become weary of the chase, and still old age shall not come near to thee to stifle desires that have been too oft fulfilled; then, O King, thou shalt be a hunter yearning for the chase but with nought to pursue that hath not been oft overcome. Old age shall come not to bury thine ambitions in a time when there is nought for thee to aspire to any more. Experience of many centuries shall make thee wise but hard and very sad, and thou shalt be a mind apart from thy fellows and curse them all for fools, and they shall not perceive thy wisdom because thy thoughts are not their thoughts and the gods that they have made are not the gods of the olden time. No solace shall thy wisdom bring thee but only an increasing knowledge that thou knowest nought, and thou shalt feel as a wise man in a world of fools, or else as a fool in a world of wise men, when all men feel so sure and ever thy doubts increase. When all that spake with thee of thine old deeds are dead, those that saw them not shall speak of them again to thee; till one speaking to thee of thy deeds of valour add more than even a man should when speaking to a King, and thou shalt suddenly doubt whether these great deeds were; and there shall be none to tell thee, only the echoes of the voices of the gods still singing in thine ears when long ago They called the princes that were thy friends. And thou shalt hear the knowledge of the olden time most wrongly told and afterwards forgotten. Then many prophets shall arise claiming discovery of that old knowledge. Then thou shalt find that seeking knowledge is vain, as the chase is vain, as making merry is vain, as all things are vain. One day thou shalt find that it is vain to be a King. Greatly then will the acclamations of the people weary thee, till the time when people grow aweary of Kings. Then thou shalt know that thou hast been uprooted from thine olden time and set to live in uncongenial years, and jests all new to royal ears shall smite thee on the head like hailstones, when thou hast lost thy crown, when those to whose grandsires thou hadst granted to bring them as children to kiss the feet of the King shall mock at thee because thou hast not learnt to barter with gold.

Not all the marvels of the future time shall atone to thee for those old memories that glow warmer and brighter every year as they recede into the ages that the gods have gathered. And always dreaming of thy long dead princes and of the great Kings of other kingdoms in the olden time thou shalt fail to see the grandeur to which a hurrying jesting people shall attain in that kingless age. Lastly, O King, thou shalt perceive men changing in a way that thou shalt not comprehend, knowing what thou canst not know, till thou shalt discover that these are men no more and a new race holds dominion over the earth whose forefathers were men. These shall speak to thee no more as they hurry upon a quest that thou shalt never understand, and thou shalt know that thou canst no longer take thy part in shaping destinies, but in a world of cities only pine for air and the waving grass again and the sound of a wind in trees. Then even this shall end with the shapes of the gods in the darkness gathering all lives but thine, when the hills shall fling up earths long stored heat back to the heavens again, when earth shall be old and cold, with nothing alive upon it but one King.

Then said the King: Pray to those hard gods still, for those that have loved the earth with all its gardens and woods and singing streams will love earth still when it is old and cold and with all its gardens gone and all the purport of its being failed and nought but memories.

IX

Then spake Paharn, a prophet of the land of Hurn.

And Paharn said:

There was one man that knew, but he stands not here.

And the King said:

Is he further than my heralds might travel in the night if they went upon fleet horses?

And the prophet answered:

He is no further than thy heralds may well travel in the night, but further than they may return from in all the years. Out of this city there goes a valley wandering through all the world and opens out at last on the green land of Hurn. On the one side in the distance gleams the sea, and on the other side a forest, black and ancient, darkens the fields of Hurn; beyond the forest and the sea there is no more, saving the twilight and beyond that the gods. In the mouth of the valley sleeps the village of Rhistaun.

Here I was born, and heard the murmur of the flocks and herds, and saw the tall smoke standing between the sky and the still roofs of Rhistaun, and learned that men might not go into the dark forest, and that beyond the forest and the sea was nought saving the twilight, and beyond that the gods. Often there came travellers from the world all down the winding valley, and spake with strange speech in Rhistaun and returned again up the valley going back to the world. Sometimes with bells and camels and men running on foot, Kings came down the valley from the world, but always the travellers returned by the valley again and none went further than the land of Hurn.

And Kithneb also was born in the land of Hurn and tended the flocks with me, but Kithneb would not care to listen to the murmur of the flocks and herds and see the tall smoke standing between the roofs and the sky, but needed to know how far from Hurn it was that the world met the twilight, and how far across the twilight sat the gods.

And often Kithneb dreamed as he tended the flocks and herds, and when others slept he would wander near to the edge of the forest wherein men might not go. And the elders of the land of Hurn reproved Kithneb when he dreamed; yet Kithneb was still as other men and mingled with his fellows until the day of which I will tell thee, O King. For Kithneb was aged about a score of years, and he and I were sitting near the flocks, and he gazed long at the point where the dark forest met the sea at the end of the land of Hurn. But when night drove the twilight down under the forest we brought the flocks together to Rhistaun, and I went up the street between the houses to see four princes that had come down the valley from the world, and they were clad in blue and scarlet and wore plumes upon their heads, and they gave us in exchange for our sheep some gleaming stones which they told us were of great value on the word of princes. And I sold them three sheep, and Darniag sold them eight.

But Kithneb came not with the others to the market place where the four princes stood, but went alone across the fields to the edge of the forest.

And it was upon the next morning that the strange thing befell Kithneb; for I saw him in the morning coming from the fields, and I hailed him with the shepherds cry wherewith we shepherds call to one another, and he answered not. Then I stopped and spake to him, and Kithneb said not a word till I became angry and left him.

Then we spake together concerning Kithneb, and others had hailed him, and he had not answered them, but to one he had said that he had heard the voices of the gods speaking beyond the forest and so would never listen more to the voices of men.

Then we said: Kithneb is mad, and none hindered him.

Another took his place among the flocks, and Kithneb sat in the evenings by the edge of the forest on the plain, alone.

So Kithneb spake to none for many days, but when any forced him to speak he said that every evening he heard the gods when they came to sit in the forest from over the twilight and sea, and that he would speak no more with men.

But as the months went by, men in Rhistaun came to look on Kithneb as a prophet, and we were wont to point to him when strangers came down the valley from the world, saying:

Here in the land of Hurn we have a prophet such as you have not among your cities, for he speaks at evening with the gods.

A year had passed over the silence of Kithneb when he came to me and spake. And I bowed before him because we believed that he spake among the gods. And Kithneb said:

I will speak to thee before the end because I am most lonely. For how may I speak again with men and women in the little streets of Rhistaun among the houses, when I have heard the voices of the gods singing above the twilight? But I am more lonely than ever Rhistaun wonts of, for this I tell thee, when I hear the gods I know not what They say. Well indeed I know the voice of each, for ever calling me away from contentment; well I know Their voices as they call to my soul and trouble it; I know by Their tone when They rejoice, and I know when They are sad, for even the gods feel sadness. I know when over fallen cities of the past, and the curved white bones of heroes They sing the dirges of the gods lament. But alas! Their words I know not, and the wonderful strains of the melody of Their speech beat on my soul and pass away unknown.

Therefore I travelled from the land of Hurn till I came to the house of the prophet Arnin-Yo, and told him that I sought to find the meaning of the gods; and Arnin-Yo told me to ask the shepherds concerning all the gods, for what the shepherds knew it was meet for a man to know, and, beyond that, knowledge turned into trouble.

But I told Arnin-Yo that I had heard myself the voices of the gods and knew that They were there beyond the twilight and so could never more bow down to the gods that the shepherds made from the red clay which they scooped with their hands out of the hillside.

Then said Arnin-Yo to me:

Natheless forget that thou hast heard the gods and bow down again to the gods of the red clay that the shepherds make, and find thereby the ease that the shepherds find, and at last die, remembering devoutly the gods of the red clay that the shepherds scooped with their hands out of the hill. For the gifts of the gods that sit beyond the twilight and smile at the gods of clay, are neither ease nor contentment.

And I said:

The god that my mother made out of the red clay that she had got from the hill, fashioning it with many arms and eyes as she sang me songs of its power, and told me stories of its mystic birth, this god is lost and broken; and ever in my ears is ringing the melody of the gods.

And Arnin-Yo said:

If thou wouldst still seek knowledge know that only those that come behind the gods may clearly know their meaning. And this thou canst only do by taking ship and putting out to sea from the land of Hurn and sailing up the coast towards the forest. There the sea cliffs turn to the left or southward, and full upon them beats the twilight from over the sea, and there thou mayest come round behind the forest. Here where the worlds edge mingles with the twilight the gods come in the evening, and if thou canst come behind Them thou shalt hear Their voices clear, beating full seaward and filling all the twilight with sound of song, and thou shalt know the meaning of the gods. But where the cliffs turn southward there sits behind the gods Brimdono, the oldest whirlpool in the sea, roaring to guard his masters. Him the gods have chained for ever to the floor of the twilit sea to guard the door of the forest that lieth above the cliffs. Here, then, if thou canst hear the voices of the gods as thou hast said, thou wilt know their meaning clear, but this will profit thee little when Brimdono drags thee down and all thy ship.

Thus spake Kithneb to me.

But I said:

O Kithneb, forget those whirlpool-guarded gods beyond the forest, and if thy small god be lost thou shalt worship with me the small god that my mother made. Thousands of years ago he conquered cities but is not any longer an angry god. Pray to him, Kithneb, and he shall bring thee comfort and increase to thy flocks and a mild spring, and at the last a quiet ending for thy days.

But Kithneb heeded not, and only bade me find a fisher ship and men to row it. So on the next day we put forth from the land of Hurn in a boat that the fisher folk use. And with us came four of the fisher folk who rowed the boat while I held the rudder, but Kithneb sat and spake not in the prow. And we rowed westward up the coast till we came at evening where the cliffs turned southward and the twilight gleamed upon them and the sea.

There we turned southwards and saw at once Brimdono. And as a man tears the purple cloak of a king slain in battle to divide it with other warriors,  Brimdono tore the sea. And ever around and around him with a gnarled hand Brimdono whirled the sail of some adventurous ship, the trophy of some calamity wrought in his greed for shipwreck long ago where he sat to guard his masters from all who fare on the sea. And ever one far-reaching empty hand swung up and down so that we durst go no nearer.

Only Kithneb neither saw Brimdono nor heard his roar, and when we would go no further bade us lower a small boat with oars out of the ship. Into this boat Kithneb descended, not heeding words from us, and onward rowed alone. A cry of triumph over ships and men Brimdono uttered before him, but Kithnebs eyes were turned toward the forest as he came behind the gods. Upon his face the twilight beat full from the haunts of evening to illumine the smiles that grew about his eyes as he came behind the gods. Him that had found the gods above Their twilit cliffs, him that had heard Their voices close at last and knew Their meaning clear, him, from the cheerless world with its doubtings and prophets that lie, from all hidden meanings, where truth rang clear at last, Brimdono took.

But when Paharn ceased to speak, in the Kings ears the roar of Brimdono exulting over ancient triumphs and the whelming of ships seemed still to ring.

X

Then Mohontis spake, the hermit prophet, who lived in the deep untravelled woods that seclude Lake Ilana.

I dreamed that to the west of all the seas I saw by vision the mouth of Munra-O, guarded by golden gates, and through the bars of the gates that guard the mysterious river of Munra-O I saw the flashes of golden barques, wherein the gods went up and down, and to and fro through the evening dusk. And I saw that Munra-O was a river of dreams such as came through remembered gardens in the night, to charm our infancy as we slept beneath the sloping gables of the houses of long ago. And Munra-O rolled down her dreams from the unknown inner land and slid them under the golden gates and out into the waste, unheeding sea, till they beat far off upon low-lying shores and murmured songs of long ago to the islands of the south, or shouted tumultuous paeans to the Northern crags; or cried forlornly against rocks where no one came, dreams that might not be dreamed.

Many gods there be, that through the dusk of an evening in the summer go up and down this river. There I saw, in a high barque all of gold, gods the of the pomp of cities; there I saw gods of splendour, in boats bejewelled to the keels; gods of magnificence and gods of power. I saw the dark ships and the glint of steel of the gods whose trade was war, and I heard the melody of the bells of silver arow in the rigging of harpstrings as the gods of melody went sailing through the dusk on the river of Munra  O. Wonderful river of Munra  O! I saw a grey ship with sails of the spiders web all lit with dewdrop lanterns, and on its prow was a scarlet cock with its wings spread far and wide when the gods of the dawn sailed also on Munra-O.

Down this river it is the wont of the gods to carry the souls of men eastward to where the world in the distance faces on Munra-O. Then I knew that when the gods of the Pride of Power and gods of the Pomp of Cities went down the river in their tall gold ships to take earthward other souls, swiftly adown the river and between the ships had gone in this boat of birch bark the god Tarn, the hunter, bearing my soul to the world. And I know now that he came down the stream in the dusk keeping well to the middle, and that he moved silently and swiftly among the ships, wielding a twin-bladed oar. I remember, now, the yellow gleaming of the great boats of the gods of the Pomp of Cities, and the huge prow above me of the gods of the Pride of Power, when Tarn, dipping his right blade into the river, lifted his left blade high, and the drops gleamed and fell. Thus Tarn the hunter took me to the world that faces across the sea of the west on the gate of Munra-O. And so it was that there grew upon me the glamour of the hunt, though I had forgotten Tarn, and took me into mossy places and into dark woods, and I became the cousin of the wolf and looked into the lynxs eyes and knew the bear; and the birds called to me with half-remembered notes, and there grew in me a deep love of great rivers and of all western seas, and a distrust of cities, and all the while I had forgotten Tarn.

I know not what high galleon shall come for thee, O King, nor what rowers, clad with purple, shall row at the bidding of gods when thou goest back with pomp to the river of Munra-O. But for me Tarn waits where the Seas of the West break over the edge of the world, and, as the years pass over me and the love of the chase sinks low, and as the glamour of the dark woods and mossy places dies down in my soul, ever louder and louder lap the ripples against the canoe of birch bark where, holding his twin-bladed oar, Tarn waits.

But when my soul hath no more knowledge of the woods nor kindred any longer with the creatures of the dark, and when all that Tarn hath given it shall be lost, then Tarn shall take me back over the western seas, where all the remembered years lie floating idly aswing with the ebb and flow, to bring me again to the river of Munra-O. Far up that river we shall haply chase those creatures whose eyes are peering in the night as they prowl around the world, for Tarn was ever a hunter.

XI

Then Ulf spake, the prophet who in Sistrameides lives in a temple anciently dedicated to the gods. Rumour hath guessed that there the gods walked once some time towards evening. But Time whose hand is against the temples of the gods hath dealt harshly with it and overturned its pillars and set upon its ruins his sign and seal: now Ulf dwells there alone. And Ulf said, There sets, O King, a river outward from earth which meets with a mighty sea whose waters roll through space and fling their billows on the shores of every star. These are the river and the sea of the Tears of Men.

And the King said:

Men have not written of this sea.

And the prophet answered:

Have not tears enough burst in the night time out of sleeping cities? Have not the sorrows of 10,000 homes sent streams into this river when twilight fell and it was still and there was none to hear? Have there not been hopes, and were they all fulfilled? Have there not been conquests and bitter defeats? And have not flowers when spring was over died in the gardens of many children? Tears enough, O King, tears enough have gone down out of earth to make such a sea; and deep it is and wide and the gods know it and it flings its spray on the shores of all the stars. Down this river and across this sea thou shalt fare in a ship of sighs and all around thee over the sea shall fly the prayers of men which rise on white wings higher than their sorrows. Sometimes perched in the rigging, sometimes crying around thee, shall go the prayers that availed not to stay thee in Zarkandhu. Far over the waters, and on the wings of the prayers beats the light of an inaccessible star. No hand hath touched it, none hath journeyed to it, it hath no substance, it is only a light, it is the star of Hope, and it shines far over the sea and brightens the world. It is nought but a light, but the gods gave it.

Led only by the light of this star the myriad prayers that thou shalt see all around thee fly to the Hall of the gods.

Sighs shall waft thy ship of sighs over the sea of Tears. Thou shalt pass by islands of laughter and lands of song lying low in the sea, and all of them drenched with tears flung over their rocks by the waves of the sea all driven by the sighs.

But at last thou shalt come with the prayers of men to the great Hall of the gods where the chairs of the gods are carved of onyx grouped round the golden throne of the eldest of the gods. And there, O King, hope not to find the gods, but reclining upon the golden throne wearing a cloak of his masters thou shalt see the figure of Time with blood upon his hands, and loosely dangling from his fingers a dripping sword, and spattered with blood but empty shall stand the onyx chairs.

There he sits on his masters throne dangling idly his sword, or with it flicking cruelly at the prayers of men that lie in a great heap bleeding at his feet.

For a while, O King, the gods had sought to solve the riddles of Time, for a while They made him Their slave, and Time smiled and obeyed his masters, for a while, O King, for a while. He that hath spared nothing hath not spared the gods, nor yet shall he spare thee.

Then the King spake dolefully in the Hall of Kings, and said:

May I not find at last the gods, and must it be that I may not look in Their faces at the last to see whether They be kindly? They that have sent me on my earthward journey I would greet on my returning, if not as a King coming again to his own city, yet as one who having been ordered had obeyed, and obeying had merited something of those for whom he toiled. I would look Them in Their faces, O prophet, and ask Them concerning many things and would know the wherefore of much. I had hoped, O prophet, that those gods that had smiled upon my childhood, Whose voices stirred at evening in gardens when I was young, would hold dominion still when at last I came to seek Them. O prophet, if this is not to be, make you a great dirge for my childhoods gods and fashion silver bells and, setting them mostly a-swing amidst such trees as grew in the garden of my childhood, sing you this dirge in the dusk: and sing it when the low moth flies up and down and the bat first comes peering from her home, sing it when white mists come rising from the river, when smoke is pale and grey, while flowers are yet closing, ere voices are yet hushed, sing it while all things yet lament the day, or ever the great lights of heaven come blazing forth and night with her splendours takes the place of day. For, if the old gods die, let us lament Them or ever new knowledge comes, while all the world still shudders at Their loss.

For at the last, O prophet, what is left? Only the gods of my childhood dead, and only Time striding large and lonely through the spaces, chilling the moon and paling the light of stars and scattering earthward out of both his hands the dust of forgetfulness over the fields of heroes and smitten Temples of the older gods.

But when the other prophets heard with what doleful words the King spake in the Hall they all cried out:

It is not as Ulf has said but as I have said  and I.

Then the King pondered long, not speaking. But down in the city in a street between the houses stood grouped together they that were wont to dance before the King, and they that had borne his wine in jewelled cups. Long they had tarried in the city hoping that the King might relent, and once again regard them with kindly faces calling for wine and song. The next morning they were all to set out in search of some new Kingdom, and they were peering between the houses and up the long grey street to see for the last time the palace of King Ebalon; and Pattering Leaves, the dancer, cried:

Not any more, not any more at all shall we drift up the carven hall to dance before the King. He that now watches the magic of his prophets will behold no more the wonder of the dance, and among ancient parchments, strange and wise, he shall forget the swirl of drapery when we swing together through the Dance of the Myriad Steps.

And with her were Silvern Fountain and Summer Lightning and Dream of the Sea, each lamenting that they should dance no more to please the eyes of the King.

And Intahn who had carried at the banquet for fifty years the goblet of the King set with its four sapphires each as large as an eye, said as he spread his hands towards the palace making the sign of farewell:

Not all the magic of prophecy nor yet foreseeing nor perceiving may equal the power of wine. Through the small door in the Kings Hall one goes by one hundred steps and many sloping corridors into the cool of the earth where lies a cavern vaster than the Hall. Therein, curtained by the spider, repose the casks of wine that are wont to gladden the hearts of the Kings of Zarkandhu. In islands far to the eastward the vine, from whose heart this wine was long since wrung, hath climbed aloft with many a clutching finger and beheld the sea and ships of the olden time and men since dead, and gone down into the earth again and been covered over with weeds. And green with the damp of years there lie three casks that a city gave not up until all her defenders were slain and her houses fired; and ever to the soul of that wine is added a more ardent fire as ever the years go by. Thither it was my pride to go before a banquet in the olden years, and coming up to bear in the sapphire goblet the fire of the elder Kings and to watch the Kings eye flash and his face grow nobler and more like his sires as he drank the gleaming wine.

And now the King seeks wisdom from his prophets while all the glory of the past and all the clattering splendour of today grows old, far down, forgotten beneath his feet.

And when he ceased the cupbearers and the women that danced looked long in silence at the palace. Then one by one all made the farewell sign before they turned to go, and as they did this a herald unseen in the dark was speeding towards them.

After a long silence the King spake:

Prophets of my Kingdom, he said, you have not prophesied alike, and the words of each prophet condemn his fellows words so that wisdom may not be discovered among prophets. But I command that none in my Kingdom shall doubt that the earliest King of Zarkandhu stored wine beneath this palace before the building of the city or ever the palace arose, and I shall cause commands to be uttered for the making of a banquet at once within this Hall, so that ye shall perceive that the power of my wine is greater than all your spells, and dancing more wondrous than prophecy.

The dancers and the winebearers were summoned back, and as the night wore on a banquet was spread and all the prophets bidden to be seated, Samahn, Ynath, Monith, Ynar Thun, the prophet of Journeys, Zornadhu, Yamen, Paharn, Ilana, Ulf, and one that had not spoken nor yet revealed his name, and who wore his prophets cloak across his face.

And the prophets feasted as they were commanded and spake as other men spake, save he whose face was hidden, who neither ate nor spake. Once he put out his hand from under his cloak and touched a blossom among the flowers upon the table and the blossom fell.

And Pattering Leaves came in and danced again, and the King smiled, and Pattering Leaves was happy though she had not the wisdom of the prophets. And in and out, in and out, in and out among the columns of the Hall went Summer Lightning in the maze of the dance. And Silvern Fountain bowed before the King and danced and danced and bowed again, and old Intahn went to and fro from the cavern to the King gravely through the midst of the dancers but with kindly eyes, and when the King had often drunk of the old wine of the elder Kings he called for Dream of the Sea and bade her sing. And Dream of the Sea came through the arches and sang of an island builded by magic out of pearls, that lay set in a ruby sea, and how it lay far off and under the south, guarded by jagged reefs whereon the sorrows of the world were wrecked and never came to the island. And how a low sunset always reddened the sea and lit the magic isle and never turned to night, and how someone sang always and endlessly to lure the soul of a King who might by enchantment pass the guarding reefs to find rest on the pearl island and not be troubled more, but only see sorrows on the outer reef battered and broken. Then Soul of the South rose up and sang a song of a fountain that ever sought to reach the sky and was ever doomed to fall to the earth again until at last….

Then whether it was the art of Pattering Leaves or the song of Dream of the Sea, or whether it was the fire of the wine of the elder Kings, Ebalon bade farewell kindly to the prophets when morning paled the stars. Then along the torchlit corridors the King went to his chamber, and having shut the door in the empty room, beheld suddenly a figure wearing the cloak of a prophet; and the King perceived that it was he whose face was hidden at the banquet, who had not revealed his name.

And the King said:

Art thou, too, a prophet?

And the figure answered:

I am a prophet.

And the King said: Knowest thou aught concerning the journey of the
King? And the figure answered: I know, but have never said.

And the King said: Who art thou that knowest so much and has not told it?

And he answered:

I am The End.

Then the cloaked figure strode away from the palace; and the King, unseen by the guards, followed upon his journey.

THE END
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THE SWORD OF WELLERAN

Where the great plain of Tarphet runs up, as the sea in estuaries, among the Cyresian mountains, there stood long since the city of Merimna well-nigh among the shadows of the crags. I have never seen a city in the world so beautiful as Merimna seemed to me when first I dreamed of it. It was a marvel of spires and figures of bronze, and marble fountains, and trophies of fabulous wars, and broad streets given over wholly to the Beautiful. Right through the centre of the city there went an avenue fifty strides in width, and along each side of it stood likenesses in bronze of the Kings of all the countries that the people of Merimna had ever known. At the end of that avenue was a colossal chariot with three bronze horses driven by the winged figure of Fame, and behind her in the chariot the huge form of Welleran, Merimnas ancient hero, standing with extended sword. So urgent was the mien and attitude of Fame, and so swift the pose of the horses, that you had sworn that the chariot was instantly upon you, and that its dust already veiled the faces of the Kings. And in the city was a mighty hall wherein were stored the trophies of Merimnas heroes. Sculptured it was and domed, the glory of the art of masons a long while dead, and on the summit of the dome the image of Rollory sat gazing across the Cyresian mountains towards the wide lands beyond, the lands that knew his sword. And beside Rollory, like an old nurse, the figure of Victory sat, hammering into a golden wreath of laurels for his head the crowns of fallen Kings.

Such was Merimna, a city of sculptured Victories and warriors of bronze. Yet in the time of which I write the art of war had been forgotten in Merimna, and the people almost slept. To and fro and up and down they would walk through the marble streets, gazing at memorials of the things achieved by their countrys swords in the hands of those that long ago had loved Merimna well. Almost they slept, and dreamed of Welleran, Soorenard, Mommolek, Rollory, Akanax, and young Iraine. Of the lands beyond the mountains that lay all round about them they knew nothing, save that they were the theatre of the terrible deeds of Welleran, that he had done with his sword. Long since these lands had fallen back into the possession of the nations that had been scourged by Merimnas armies. Nothing now remained to Merimnas men save their inviolate city and the glory of the remembrance of their ancient fame. At night they would place sentinels far out in the desert, but these always slept at their posts dreaming of Rollory, and three times every night a guard would march around the city clad in purple, bearing lights and singing songs of Welleran. Always the guard went unarmed, but as the sound of their song went echoing across the plain towards the looming mountains, the desert robbers would hear the name of Welleran and steal away to their haunts. Often dawn would come across the plain, shimmering marvellously upon Merimnas spires, abashing all the stars, and find the guard still singing songs of Welleran, and would change the colour of their purple robes and pale the lights they bore. But the guard would go back leaving the ramparts safe, and one by one the sentinels in the plain would awake from dreaming of Rollory and shuffle back into the city quite cold. Then something of the menace would pass away from the faces of the Cyresian mountains, that from the north and the west and the south lowered upon Merimna, and clear in the morning the statues and the pillars would arise in the old inviolate city. You would wonder that an unarmed guard and sentinels that slept could defend a city that was stored with all the glories of art, that was rich in gold and bronze, a haughty city that had erst oppressed its neighbours, whose people had forgotten the art of war. Now this is the reason that, though all her other lands had long been taken from her, Merimnas city was safe. A strange thing was believed or feared by the fierce tribes beyond the mountains, and it was credited among them that at certain stations round Merimnas ramparts there still rode Welleran, Soorenard, Mommolek, Rollory, Akanax, and young Iraine. Yet it was close on a hundred years since Iraine, the youngest of Merimnas heroes, fought his last battle with the tribes.

Sometimes indeed there arose among the tribes young men who doubted and said: How may a man for ever escape death?

But graver men answered them: Hear us, ye whose wisdom has discerned so much, and discern for us how a man may escape death when two score horsemen assail him with their swords, all of them sworn to kill him, and all of them sworn upon their countrys gods; as often Welleran hath. Or discern for us how two men alone may enter a walled city by night, and bring away from it that citys king, as did Soorenard and Mommolek. Surely men that have escaped so many swords and so many sleety arrows shall escape the years and Time.

And the young men were humbled and became silent. Still, the suspicion grew. And often when the sun set on the Cyresian mountains, men in Merimna discerned the forms of savage tribesmen black against the light, peering towards the city.

All knew in Merimna that the figures round the ramparts were only statues of stone, yet even there a hope lingered among a few that some day their old heroes would come again, for certainly none had ever seen them die. Now it had been the wont of these six warriors of old, as each received his last wound and knew it to be mortal, to ride away to a certain deep ravine and cast his body in, as somewhere I have read great elephants do, hiding their bones away from lesser beasts. It was a ravine steep and narrow even at the ends, a great cleft into which no man could come by any path. There rode Welleran alone, panting hard; and there later rode Soorenard and Mommolek, Mommolek with a mortal wound upon him not to return, but Soorenard was unwounded and rode back alone from leaving his dear friend resting among the mighty bones of Welleran. And there rode Soorenard, when his day was come, with Rollory and Akanax, and Rollory rode in the middle and Soorenard and Akanax on either side. And the long ride was a hard and weary thing for Soorenard and Akanax, for they both had mortal wounds; but the long ride was easy for Rollory, for he was dead. So the bones of these five heroes whitened in an enemys land, and very still they were, though they had troubled cities, and none knew where they lay saving only Iraine, the young captain, who was but twenty-five when Mommolek, Rollory, and Akanax rode away. And among them were strewn their saddles and their bridles, and all the accoutrements of their horses, lest any man should ever find them afterwards and say in some foreign city: Lo! the bridles or the saddles of Merimnas captains, taken in war, but their beloved trusty horses they turned free.

Forty years afterwards, in the hour of a great victory, his last wound came upon Iraine, and the wound was terrible and would not close. And Iraine was the last of the captains, and rode away alone. It was a long way to the dark ravine, and Iraine feared that he would never come to the resting-place of the old heroes, and he urged his horse on swiftly, and clung to the saddle with his hands. And often as he rode he fell asleep, and dreamed of earlier days, and of the times when he first rode forth to the great wars of Welleran, and of the time when Welleran first spake to him, and of the faces of Wellerans comrades when they led charges in the battle. And ever as he awoke a great longing arose in his soul as it hovered on his bodys brink, a longing to lie among the bones of the old heroes. At last when he saw the dark ravine making a scar across the plain, the soul of Iraine slipped out through his great wound and spread its wings, and pain departed from the poor hacked body, and, still urging his horse forward, Iraine died. But the old true horse cantered on till suddenly he saw before him the dark ravine and put his forefeet out on the very edge of it and stopped. Then the body of Iraine came toppling forward over the right shoulder of the horse, and his bones mingle and rest as the years go by with the bones of Merimnas heroes.

Now there was a little boy in Merimna named Rold. I saw him first, I, the dreamer, that sit before my fire asleep, I saw him first as his mother led him through the great hall where stand the trophies of Merimnas heroes. He was five years old, and they stood before the great glass casket wherein lay the sword of Welleran, and his mother said: The sword of Welleran. And Rold said: What should a man do with the sword of Welleran? And his mother answered: Men look at the sword and remember Welleran. And they went on and stood before the great red cloak of Welleran, and the child said: Why did Welleran wear this great red cloak? And his mother answered: It was the way of Welleran.

When Rold was a little older he stole out of his mothers house quite in the middle of the night when all the world was still, and Merimna asleep dreaming of Welleran, Soorenard, Mommolek, Rollory, Akanax, and young Iraine. And he went down to the ramparts to hear the purple guard go by singing of Welleran. And the purple guard came by with lights, all singing in the stillness, and dark shapes out in the desert turned and fled. And Rold went back again to his mothers house with a great yearning towards the name of Welleran, such as men feel for very holy things.

And in time Rold grew to know the pathway all round the ramparts, and the six equestrian statues that were there guarding Merimna still. These statues were not like other statues, they were so cunningly wrought of many-coloured marbles that none might be quite sure until very close that they were not living men. There was a horse of dappled marble, the horse of Akanax. The horse of Rollory was of alabaster, pure white, his armour was wrought out of a stone that shone, and his horsemans cloak was made of a blue stone, very precious. He looked northwards.

But the marble horse of Welleran was pure black, and there sat Welleran upon him looking solemnly westwards. His horse it was whose cold neck Rold most loved to stroke, and it was Welleran whom the watchers at sunset on the mountains the most clearly saw as they peered towards the city. And Rold loved the red nostrils of the great black horse and his riders jasper cloak.

Now beyond the Cyresians the suspicion grew that Merimnas heroes were dead, and a plan was devised that a man should go by night and come close to the figures upon the ramparts and see whether they were Welleran, Soorenard, Mommolek, Rollory, Akanax, and young Iraine. And all were agreed upon the plan, and many names were mentioned of those who should go, and the plan matured for many years. It was during these years that watchers clustered often at sunset upon the mountains but came no nearer. Finally, a better plan was made, and it was decided that two men who had been by chance condemned to death should be given a pardon if they went down into the plain by night and discovered whether or not Merimnas heroes lived. At first the two prisoners dared not go, but after a while one of them, Seejar, said to his companion, Sajar-Ho: See now, when the Kings axeman smites a man upon the neck that man dies.

And the other said that this was so. Then said Seejar: And even though Welleran smite a man with his sword no more befalleth him than death.

Then Sajar-Ho thought for a while. Presently he said: Yet the eye of the Kings axeman might err at the moment of his stroke or his arm fail him, and the eye of Welleran hath never erred nor his arm failed. It were better to bide here.

Then said Seejar: Maybe that Welleran is dead and that some other holds his place upon the ramparts, or even a statue of stone.

But Sajar-Ho made answer: How can Welleran be dead when he even escaped from two score horsemen with swords that were sworn to slay him, and all sworn upon our countrys gods?

And Seejar said: This story his father told my grandfather concerning Welleran. On the day that the fight was lost on the plains of Kurlistan he saw a dying horse near to the river, and the horse looked piteously towards the water but could not reach it. And the father of my grandfather saw Welleran go down to the rivers brink and bring water from it with his own hand and give it to the horse. Now we are in as sore a plight as was that horse, and as near to death; it may be that Welleran will pity us, while the Kings axeman cannot because of the commands of the King.

Then said Sajar-Ho: Thou wast ever a cunning arguer. Thou broughtest us into this trouble with thy cunning and thy devices, we will see if thou canst bring us out of it. We will go.

So news was brought to the King that the two prisoners would go down to Merimna.

That evening the watchers led them to the mountains edge, and Seejar and Sajar-Ho went down towards the plain by the way of a deep ravine, and the watchers watched them go. Presently their figures were wholly hid in the dusk. Then night came up, huge and holy, out of waste marshes to the eastwards and low lands and the sea; and the angels that watched over all men through the day closed their great eyes and slept, and the angels that watched over all men through the night awoke and ruffled their deep blue feathers and stood up and watched. But the plain became a thing of mystery filled with fears. So the two spies went down the deep ravine, and coming to the plain sped stealthily across it. Soon they came to the line of sentinels asleep upon the sand, and one stirred in his sleep calling on Rollory, and a great dread seized upon the spies and they whispered Rollory lives, but they remembered the Kings axeman and went on. And next they came to the great bronze statue of Fear, carved by some sculptor of the old glorious years in the attitude of flight towards the mountains, calling to her children as she fled. And the children of Fear were carved in the likeness of the armies of all the trans-Cyresian tribes with their backs towards Merimna, flocking after Fear. And from where he sat on his horse behind the ramparts the sword of Welleran was stretched out over their heads as ever it was wont. And the two spies kneeled down in the sand and kissed the huge bronze foot of the statue of Fear, saying: O Fear, Fear. And as they knelt they saw lights far off along the ramparts coming nearer and nearer, and heard men singing of Welleran. And the purple guard came nearer and went by with their lights, and passed on into the distance round the ramparts still singing of Welleran. And all the while the two spies clung to the foot of the statue, muttering: O Fear, Fear. But when they could hear the name of Welleran no more they arose and came to the ramparts and climbed over them and came at once upon the figure of Welleran, and they bowed low to the ground, and Seejar said: O Welleran, we came to see whether thou didst yet live. And for a long while they waited with their faces to the earth. At last Seejar looked up towards Wellerans terrible sword, and it was still stretched out pointing to the carved armies that followed after Fear. And Seejar bowed to the ground again and touched the horses hoof, and it seemed cold to him. And he moved his hand higher and touched the leg of the horse, and it seemed quite cold. At last he touched Wellerans foot, and the armour on it seemed hard and stiff. Then as Welleran moved not and spake not, Seejar climbed up at last and touched his hand, the terrible hand of Welleran, and it was marble. Then Seejar laughed aloud, and he and Sajar-Ho sped down the empty pathway and found Rollory, and he was marble too. Then they climbed down over the ramparts and went back across the plain, walking contemptuously past the figure of Fear, and heard the guard returning round the ramparts for the third time, singing of Welleran; and Seejar said: Ay, you may sing of Welleran, but Welleran is dead and a doom is on your city.

And they passed on and found the sentinel still restless in the night and calling on Rollory. And Sajar-Ho muttered: Ay, you may call on Rollory, but Rollory is dead and naught can save your city.

And the two spies went back alive to their mountains again, and as they reached them the first ray of the sun came up red over the desert behind Merimna and lit Merimnas spires. It was the hour when the purple guard were wont to go back into the city with their tapers pale and their robes a brighter colour, when the cold sentinels came shuffling in from dreaming in the desert; it was the hour when the desert robbers hid themselves away, going back to their mountain caves; it was the hour when gauze-winged insects are born that only live for a day; it was the hour when men die that are condemned to death; and in this hour a great peril, new and terrible, arose for Merimna and Merimna knew it not.

Then Seejar turning said: See how red the dawn is and how red the spires of Merimna. They are angry with Merimna in Paradise and they bode its doom.

So the two spies went back and brought the news to their King, and for a few days the Kings of those countries were gathering their armies together; and one evening the armies of four Kings were massed together at the top of the deep ravine, all crouching below the summit waiting for the sun to set. All wore resolute and fearless faces, yet inwardly every man was praying to his gods, unto each one in turn.

Then the sun set, and it was the hour when the bats and the dark creatures are abroad and the lions come down from their lairs, and the desert robbers go into the plains again, and fevers rise up winged and hot out of chill marshes, and it was the hour when safety leaves the thrones of Kings, the hour when dynasties change. But in the desert the purple guard came swinging out of Merimna with their lights to sing of Welleran, and the sentinels lay down to sleep.

Now into Paradise no sorrow may ever come, but may only beat like rain against its crystal walls, yet the souls of Merimnas heroes were half aware of some sorrow far away as some sleeper feels that some one is chilled and cold yet knows not in his sleep that it is he. And they fretted a little in their starry home. Then unseen there drifted earthward across the setting sun the souls of Welleran, Soorenard, Mommolek, Rollory, Akanax, and young Iraine. Already when they reached Merimnas ramparts it was just dark, already the armies of the four Kings had begun to move, jingling, down the deep ravine. But when the six warriors saw their city again, so little changed after so many years, they looked towards her with a longing that was nearer to tears than any that their souls had known before, crying to her:

O Merimna, our city: Merimna, our walled city.

How beautiful thou art with all thy spires, Merimna. For thee we left the earth, its kingdoms and little flowers, for thee we have come away for awhile from Paradise.

It is very difficult to draw away from the face of God  it is like a warm fire, it is like dear sleep, it is like a great anthem, yet there is a stillness all about it, a stillness full of lights.

We have left Paradise for awhile for thee, Merimna.

Many women have we loved, Merimna, but only one city.

Behold now all the people dream, all our loved people. How beautiful are dreams! In dreams the dead may live, even the long dead and the very silent. Thy lights are all sunk low, they have all gone out, no sound is in thy streets. Hush! Thou art like a maiden that shutteth up her eyes and is asleep, that draweth her breath softly and is quite still, being at ease and untroubled.

Behold now the battlements, the old battlements. Do men defend them still as we defended them? They are worn a little, the battlements, and drifting nearer they peered anxiously. It is not by the hand of man that they are worn, our battlements. Only the years have done it and indomitable Time. Thy battlements are like the girdle of a maiden, a girdle that is round about her. See now the dew upon them, they are like a jewelled girdle.

Thou art in great danger, Merimna, because thou art so beautiful. Must thou perish tonight because we no more defend thee, because we cry out and none hear us, as the bruised lilies cry out and none have known their voices?

Thus spake those strong-voiced, battle-ordering captains, calling to their dear city, and their voices came no louder than the whispers of little bats that drift across the twilight in the evening. Then the purple guard came near, going round the ramparts for the first time in the night, and the old warriors called to them, Merimna is in danger! Already her enemies gather in the darkness. But their voices were never heard because they were only wandering ghosts. And the guard went by and passed unheeding away, still singing of Welleran.

Then said Welleran to his comrades: Our hands can hold swords no more, our voices cannot be heard, we are stalwart men no longer. We are but dreams, let us go among dreams. Go all of you, and thou too, young Iraine, and trouble the dreams of all the men that sleep, and urge them to take the old swords of their grandsires that hang upon the walls, and to gather at the mouth of the ravine; and I will find a leader and make him take my sword.

Then they passed up over the ramparts and into their dear city. And the wind blew about, this way and that, as he went, the soul of Welleran who had upon his day withstood the charges of tempestuous armies. And the souls of his comrades, and with them young Iraine, passed up into the city and troubled the dreams of every man who slept, and to every man the souls said in their dreams: It is hot and still in the city. Go out now into the desert, into the cool under the mountains, but take with thee the old sword that hangs upon the wall for fear of the desert robbers.

And the god of that city sent up a fever over it, and the fever brooded over it and the streets were hot; and all that slept awoke from dreaming that it would be cool and pleasant where the breezes came down the ravine out of the mountains; and they took the old swords that their grandsires had, according to their dreams, for fear of the desert robbers. And in and out of dreams passed the souls of Wellerans comrades, and with them young Iraine, in great haste as the night wore on; and one by one they troubled the dreams of all Merimnas men and caused them to arise and go out armed, all save the purple guard who, heedless of danger, sang of Welleran still, for waking men cannot hear the souls of the dead.

But Welleran drifted over the roofs of the city till he came to the form of Rold lying fast asleep. Now Rold was grown strong and was eighteen years of age, and he was fair of hair and tall like Welleran, and the soul of Welleran hovered over him and went into his dreams as a butterfly flits through trellis-work into a garden of flowers, and the soul of Welleran said to Rold in his dreams: Thou wouldst go and see again the sword of Welleran, the great curved sword of Welleran. Thou wouldst go and look at it in the night with the moonlight shining upon it.

And the longing of Rold in his dreams to see the sword caused him to walk still sleeping from his mothers house to the hall wherein were the trophies of the heroes. And the soul of Welleran urging the dreams of Rold caused him to pause before the great red cloak, and there the soul said among the dreams: Thou art cold in the night; fling now a cloak around thee.

And Rold drew round about him the huge red cloak of Welleran. Then Rolds dreams took him to the sword, and the soul said to the dreams: Thou hast a longing to hold the sword of Welleran: take up the sword in thy hand.

But Rold said: What should a man do with the sword of Welleran?

And the soul of the old captain said to the dreams: It is a good sword to hold: take up the sword of Welleran.

And Rold, still sleeping and speaking aloud, said: It is not lawful; none may touch the sword.

And Rold turned to go. Then a great and terrible cry arose in the soul of Welleran, all the more bitter for that he could not utter it, and it went round and round his soul finding no utterance, like a cry evoked long since by some murderous deed in some old haunted chamber that whispers through the ages heard by none.

And the soul of Welleran cried out to the dreams of Rold: Thy knees are tied! Thou art fallen in a marsh! Thou canst not move.

And the dreams of Rold said to him: Thy knees are tied, thou art fallen in a marsh, and Rold stood still before the sword. Then the soul of the warrior wailed among Rolds dreams, as Rold stood before the sword.

Welleran is crying for his sword, his wonderful curved sword. Poor Welleran, that once fought for Merimna, is crying for his sword in the night. Thou wouldst not keep Welleran without his beautiful sword when he is dead and cannot come for it, poor Welleran who fought for Merimna.

And Rold broke the glass casket with his hand and took the sword, the great curved sword of Welleran; and the soul of the warrior said among Rolds dreams: Welleran is waiting in the deep ravine that runs into the mountains, crying for his sword.

And Rold went down through the city and climbed over the ramparts, and walked with his eyes wide open but still sleeping over the desert to the mountains.

Already a great multitude of Merimnas citizens were gathered in the desert before the deep ravine with old swords in their hands, and Rold passed through them as he slept holding the sword of Welleran, and the people cried in amaze to one another as he passed: Rold hath the sword of Welleran!

And Rold came to the mouth of the ravine, and there the voices of the people woke him. And Rold knew nothing that he had done in his sleep, and looked in amazement at the sword in his hand and said: What art thou, thou beautiful thing? Lights shimmer in thee, thou art restless. It is the sword of Welleran, the curved sword of Welleran!

And Rold kissed the hilt of it, and it was salt upon his lips with the battle-sweat of Welleran. And Rold said: What should a man do with the sword of Welleran?

And all the people wondered at Rold as he sat there with the sword in his hand muttering, What should a man do with the sword of Welleran?

Presently there came to the ears of Rold the noise of a jingling up in the ravine, and all the people, the people that knew naught of war, heard the jingling coming nearer in the night; for the four armies were moving on Merimna and not yet expecting an enemy. And Rold gripped upon the hilt of the great curved sword, and the sword seemed to lift a little. And a new thought came into the hearts of Merimnas people as they gripped their grandsires swords. Nearer and nearer came the heedless armies of the four Kings, and old ancestral memories began to arise in the minds of Merimnas people in the desert with their swords in their hands sitting behind Rold. And all the sentinels were awake holding their spears, for Rollory had put their dreams to flight, Rollory that once could put to flight armies and now was but a dream struggling with other dreams.

And now the armies had come very near. Suddenly Rold leaped up, crying: Welleran! And the sword of Welleran! And the savage, lusting sword that had thirsted for a hundred years went up with the hand of Rold and swept through a tribesmans ribs. And with the warm blood all about it there came a joy into the curved soul of that mighty sword, like to the joy of a swimmer coming up dripping out of warm seas after living for long in a dry land. When they saw the red cloak and that terrible sword a cry ran through the tribal armies, Welleran lives! And there arose the sounds of the exulting of victorious men, and the panting of those that fled, and the sword singing softly to itself as it whirled dripping through the air. And the last that I saw of the battle as it poured into the depth and darkness of the ravine was the sword of Welleran sweeping up and falling, gleaming blue in the moonlight whenever it arose and afterwards gleaming red, and so disappearing into the darkness.

But in the dawn Merimnas men came back, and the sun arising to give new life to the world, shone instead upon the hideous things that the sword of Welleran had done. And Rold said: O sword, sword! How horrible thou art! Thou art a terrible thing to have come among men. How many eyes shall look upon gardens no more because of thee? How many fields must go empty that might have been fair with cottages, white cottages with children all about them? How many valleys must go desolate that might have nursed warm hamlets, because thou hast slain long since the men that might have built them? I hear the wind crying against thee, thou sword! It comes from the empty valleys. It comes over the bare fields. There are childrens voices in it. They were never born. Death brings an end to crying for those that had life once, but these must cry for ever. O sword! sword! why did the gods send thee among men? And the tears of Rold fell down upon the proud sword but could not wash it clean.

And now that the ardour of battle had passed away, the spirits of Merimnas people began to gloom a little, like their leaders, with their fatigue and with the cold of the morning; and they looked at the sword of Welleran in Rolds hand and said: Not any more, not any more for ever will Welleran now return, for his sword is in the hand of another. Now we know indeed that he is dead. O Welleran, thou wast our sun and moon and all our stars. Now is the sun fallen down and the moon broken, and all the stars are scattered as the diamonds of a necklace that is snapped off one who is slain by violence.

Thus wept the people of Merimna in the hour of their great victory, for men have strange moods, while beside them their old inviolate city slumbered safe. But back from the ramparts and beyond the mountains and over the lands that they had conquered of old, beyond the world and back again to Paradise, went the souls of Welleran, Soorenard, Mommolek, Rollory, Akanax, and young Iraine.


THE FALL OF BABBULKUND

I said: I will arise now and see Babbulkund, City of Marvel. She is of one age with the earth; the stars are her sisters. Pharaohs of the old time coming conquering from Araby first saw her, a solitary mountain in the desert, and cut the mountain into towers and terraces. They destroyed one of the hills of God, but they made Babbulkund. She is carven, not built; her palaces are one with her terraces, there is neither join nor cleft. Hers is the beauty of the youth of the world. She deemeth herself to be the middle of Earth, and hath four gates facing outward to the Nations. There sits outside her eastern gate a colossal god of stone. His face flushes with the lights of dawn. When the morning sunlight warms his lips they part a little, and he giveth utterance to the words Oon Oom, and the language is long since dead in which he speaks, and all his worshippers are gathered to their tombs, so that none knoweth what the words portend that he uttereth at dawn. Some say that he greets the sun as one god greets another in the language thereof, and others say that he proclaims the day, and others that he uttereth warning. And at every gate is a marvel not credible until beholden.

And I gathered three friends and said to them: We are what we have seen and known. Let us journey now and behold Babbulkund, that our minds may be beautified with it and our spirits made holier.

So we took ship and travelled over the lifting sea, and remembered not things done in the towns we knew, but laid away the thoughts of them like soiled linen and put them by, and dreamed of Babbulkund.

But when we came to the land of which Babbulkund is the abiding glory, we hired a caravan of camels and Arab guides, and passed southwards in the afternoon on the three days journey through the desert that should bring us to the white walls of Babbulkund. And the heat of the sun shone upon us out of the bright grey sky, and the heat of the desert beat up at us from below.

About sunset we halted and tethered our horses, while the Arabs unloaded the provisions from the camels and prepared a fire out of the dry scrub, for at sunset the heat of the desert departs from it suddenly, like a bird. Then we saw a traveller approaching us on a camel coming from the south. When he was come near we said to him:

Come and encamp among us, for in the desert all men are brothers, and we will give thee meat to eat and wine, or, if thou art bound by thy faith, we will give thee some other drink that is not accursed by the prophet.

The traveller seated himself beside us on the sand, and crossed his legs and answered:

Hearken, and I will tell you of Babbulkund, City of Marvel. Babbulkund stands just below the meeting of the rivers, where Oonrana, River of Myth, flows into the Waters of Fable, even the old stream Plegáthanees. These, together, enter her northern gate rejoicing. Of old they flowed in the dark through the Hill that Nehemoth, the first of Pharaohs, carved into the City of Marvel. Sterile and desolate they float far through the desert, each in the appointed cleft, with life upon neither bank, but give birth in Babbulkund to the sacred purple garden whereof all nations sing. Thither all the bees come on a pilgrimage at evening by a secret way of the air. Once, from his twilit kingdom, which he rules equally with the sun, the moon saw and loved Babbulkund, clad with her purple garden; and the moon wooed Babbulkund, and she sent him weeping away, for she is more beautiful than all her sisters the stars. Her sisters come to her at night into her maiden chamber. Even the gods speak sometimes of Babbulkund, clad with her purple garden. Listen, for I perceive by your eyes that ye have not seen Babbulkund; there is a restlessness in them and an unappeased wonder. Listen. In the garden whereof I spoke there is a lake that hath no twin or fellow in the world; there is no companion for it among all the lakes. The shores of it are of glass, and the bottom of it. In it are great fish having golden and scarlet scales, and they swim to and fro. Here it is the wont of the eighty-second Nehemoth (who rules in the city today) to come, after the dusk has fallen, and sit by the lake alone, and at this hour eight hundred slaves go down by steps through caverns into vaults beneath the lake. Four hundred of them carrying purple lights march one behind the other, from east to west, and four hundred carrying green lights march one behind the other, from west to east. The two lines cross and re-cross each other in and out as the slaves go round and round, and the fearful fish flash up and down and to and fro.

But upon that traveller speaking night descended, solemn and cold, and we wrapped ourselves in our blankets and lay down upon the sand in the sight of the astral sisters of Babbulkund. And all that night the desert said many things, softly and in a whisper, but I knew not what he said. Only the sand knew and arose and was troubled and lay down again, and the wind knew. Then, as the hours of the night went by, these two discovered the foot-tracks wherewith we had disturbed the holy desert, and they troubled over them and covered them up; and then the wind lay down and the sand rested. Then the wind arose again and the sand danced. This they did many times. And all the while the desert whispered what I shall not know.

Then I slept awhile and awoke just before sunrise, very cold. Suddenly the sun leapt up and flamed upon our faces; we all threw off our blankets and stood up. Then we took food, and afterwards started southwards, and in the heat of the day rested, and afterwards pushed on again. And all the while the desert remained the same, like a dream that will not cease to trouble a tired sleeper.

And often travellers passed us in the desert, coming from the City of Marvel, and there was a light and a glory in their eyes from having seen Babbulkund.

That evening, at sunset, another traveller neared us, and we hailed him, saying:

Wilt thou eat and drink with us, seeing that all men are brothers in the desert?

And he descended from his camel and sat by us and said:

When morning shines on the colossus Neb and Neb speaks, at once the musicians of King Nehemoth in Babbulkund awake.

At first their fingers wander over their golden harps, or they stroke idly their violins. Clearer and clearer the note of each instrument ascends like larks arising from the dew, till suddenly they all blend together and a new melody is born. Thus, every morning, the musicians of King Nehemoth make a new marvel in the City of Marvel; for these are no common musicians, but masters of melody, raided by conquest long since, and carried away in ships from the Isles of Song. And, at the sound of the music, Nehemoth awakes in the eastern chamber of his palace, which is carved in the form of a great crescent, four miles long, on the northern side of the city. Full in the windows of its eastern chamber the sun rises, and full in the windows of its western chamber the sun sets.

When Nehemoth awakes he summons slaves who bring a palanquin with bells, which the King enters, having lightly robed. Then the slaves run and bear him to the onyx Chamber of the Bath, with the sound of small bells ringing as they run. And when Nehemoth emerges thence, bathed and anointed, the slaves run on with their ringing palanquin and bear him to the Orient Chamber of Banquets, where the King takes the first meal of the day. Thence, through the great white corridor whose windows all face sunwards, Nehemoth, in his palanquin, passes on to the Audience Chamber of Embassies from the North, which is all decked with Northern wares.

All about it are ornaments of amber from the North and carven chalices of the dark brown Northern crystal, and on its floors lie furs from Baltic shores.

In adjoining chambers are stored the wonted food of the hardy Northern men, and the strong wine of the North, pale but terrible. Therein the King receives barbarian princes from the frigid lands. Thence the slaves bear him swiftly to the Audience Chamber of Embassies from the East, where the walls are of turquoise, studded with the rubies of Ceylon, where the gods are the gods of the East, where all the hangings have been devised in the gorgeous heart of Ind, and where all the carvings have been wrought with the cunning of the isles. Here, if a caravan hath chanced to have come in from Ind or from Cathay, it is the Kings wont to converse awhile with Moguls or Mandarins, for from the East come the arts and knowledge of the world, and the converse of their people is polite. Thus Nehemoth passes on through the other Audience Chambers and receives, perhaps, some Sheikhs of the Arab folk who have crossed the great desert from the West, or receives an embassy sent to do him homage from the shy jungle people to the South. And all the while the slaves with the ringing palanquin run westwards, following the sun, and ever the sun shines straight into the chamber where Nehemoth sits, and all the while the music from one or other of his bands of musicians comes tinkling to his ears. But when the middle of the day draws near, the slaves run to the cool groves that lie along the verandahs on the northern side of the palace, forsaking the sun, and as the heat overcomes the genius of the musicians, one by one their hands fall from their instruments, till at last all melody ceases. At this moment Nehemoth falls asleep, and the slaves put the palanquin down and lie down beside it. At this hour the city becomes quite still, and the palace of Nehemoth and the tombs of the Pharaohs of old face to the sunlight, all alike in silence. Even the jewellers in the market-place, selling gems to princes, cease from their bargaining and cease to sing; for in Babbulkund the vendor of rubies sings the song of the ruby, and the vendor of sapphires sings the song of the sapphire, and each stone hath its song, so that a man, by his song, proclaims and makes known his wares.

But all these sounds cease at the meridian hour, the jewellers in the market-place lie down in what shadow they can find, and the princes go back to the cool places in their palaces, and a great hush in the gleaming air hangs over Babbulkund. But in the cool of the late afternoon, one of the Kings musicians will awake from dreaming of his home and will pass his fingers, perhaps, over the strings of his harp and, with the music, some memory may arise of the wind in the glens of the mountains that stand in the Isles of Song. Then the musician will wrench great cries out of the soul of his harp for the sake of the old memory, and his fellows will awake and all make a song of home, woven of sayings told in the harbour when the ships came in, and of tales in the cottages about the people of old time. One by one the other bands of musicians will take up the song, and Babbulkund, City of Marvel, will throb with this marvel anew. Just now Nehemoth awakes, the slaves leap to their feet and bear the palanquin to the outer side of the great crescent palace between the south and the west, to behold the sun again. The palanquin, with its ringing bells, goes round once more; the voices of the jewellers sing again, in the market-place, the song of the emerald, the song of the sapphire; men talk on the housetops, beggars wail in the streets, the musicians bend to their work, all the sounds blend together into one murmur, the voice of Babbulkund speaking at evening. Lower and lower sinks the sun, till Nehemoth, following it, comes with his panting slaves to the great purple garden of which surely thine own country has its songs, from wherever thou art come.

There he alights from his palanquin and goes up to a throne of ivory set in the gardens midst, facing full westwards, and sits there alone, long regarding the sunlight until it is quite gone. At this hour trouble comes into the face of Nehemoth. Men have heard him muttering at the time of sunset: Even I too, even I too. Thus do King Nehemoth and the sun make their glorious ambits about Babbulkund.

A little later, when the stars come out to envy the beauty of the City of Marvel, the King walks to another part of the garden and sits in an alcove of opal all alone by the marge of the sacred lake. This is the lake whose shores and floors are of glass, which is lit from beneath by slaves with purple lights and with green lights intermingling, and is one of the seven wonders of Babbulkund. Three of the wonders are in the citys midst and four are at her gates. There is the lake, of which I tell thee, and the purple garden of which I have told thee and which is a wonder even to the stars, and there is Ong Zwarba, of which I shall tell thee also. And the wonders at the gates are these. At the eastern gate Neb. And at the northern gate the wonder of the river and the arches, for the River of Myth, which becomes one with the Waters of Fable in the desert outside the city, floats under a gate of pure gold, rejoicing, and under many arches fantastically carven that are one with either bank. The marvel at the western gate is the marvel of Annolith and the dog Voth. Annolith sits outside the western gate facing towards the city. He is higher than any of the towers or palaces, for his head was carved from the summit of the old hill; he hath two eyes of sapphire wherewith he regards Babbulkund, and the wonder of the eyes is that they are today in the same sockets wherein they glowed when first the world began, only the marble that covered them has been carven away and the light of day let in and the sight of the envious stars. Larger than a lion is the dog Voth beside him; every hair is carven upon the back of Voth, his war hackles are erected and his teeth are bared. All the Nehemoths have worshipped the god Annolith, but all their people pray to the dog Voth, for the law of the land is that none but a Nehemoth may worship the god Annolith. The marvel at the southern gate is the marvel of the jungle, for he comes with all his wild untravelled sea of darkness and trees and tigers and sunward-aspiring orchids right through a marble gate in the city wall and enters the city, and there widens and holds a space in its midst of many miles across. Moreover, he is older than the City of Marvel, for he dwelt long since in one of the valleys of the mountain which Nehemoth, first of Pharaohs, carved into Babbulkund.

Now the opal alcove in which the King sits at evening by the lake stands at the edge of the jungle, and the climbing orchids of the jungle have long since crept from their homes through clefts of the opal alcove, lured by the lights of the lake, and now bloom there exultingly. Near to this alcove are the hareems of Nehemoth.

The King hath four hareems  one for the stalwart women from the mountains to the north, one for the dark and furtive jungle women, one for the desert women that have wandering souls and pine in Babbulkund, and one for the princesses of his own kith, whose brown cheeks blush with the blood of ancient Pharaohs and who exult with Babbulkund in her surpassing beauty, and who know nought of the desert or the jungle or the bleak hills to the north. Quite unadorned and clad in simple garments go all the kith of Nehemoth, for they know well that he grows weary of pomp. Unadorned all save one, the Princess Linderith, who weareth Ong Zwarba and the three lesser gems of the sea. Such a stone is Ong Zwarba that there are none like it even in the turban of Nehemoth nor in all the sanctuaries of the sea. The same god that made Linderith made long ago Ong Zwarba; she and Ong Zwarba shine together with one light, and beside this marvellous stone gleam the three lesser ones of the sea.

Now when the King sitteth in his opal alcove by the sacred lake with the orchids blooming around him all sounds are become still. The sound of the tramping of the weary slaves as they go round and round never comes to the surface. Long since the musicians sleep, and their hands have fallen dumb upon their instruments, and the voices in the city have died away. Perhaps a sigh of one of the desert women has become half a song, or on a hot night in summer one of the women of the hills sings softly a song of snow; all night long in the midst of the purple garden sings one nightingale; all else is still; the stars that look on Babbulkund arise and set, the cold unhappy moon drifts lonely through them, the night wears on; at last the dark figure of Nehemoth, eighty-second of his line, rises and moves stealthily away.

The traveller ceased to speak. For a long time the clear stars, sisters of Babbulkund, had shone upon him speaking, the desert wind had arisen and whispered to the sand, and the sand had long gone secretly to and fro; none of us had moved, none of us had fallen asleep, not so much from wonder at his tale as from the thought that we ourselves in two days time should see that wondrous city. Then we wrapped our blankets around us and lay down with our feet towards the embers of our fire and instantly were asleep, and in our dreams we multiplied the fame of the City of Marvel.

The sun arose and flamed upon our faces, and all the desert glinted with its light. Then we stood up and prepared the morning meal, and, when we had eaten, the traveller departed. And we commended his soul to the god of the land whereto he went, of the land of his home to the northward, and he commended our souls to the God of the people of the land wherefrom we had come. Then a traveller overtook us going on foot; he wore a brown cloak that was all in rags and he seemed to have been walking all night, and he walked hurriedly but appeared weary, so we offered him food and drink, of which he partook thankfully. When we asked him where he was going, he answered Babbulkund. Then we offered him a camel upon which to ride, for we said, We also go to Babbulkund. But he answered strangely:

Nay, pass on before me, for it is a sore thing never to have seen Babbulkund, having lived while yet she stood. Pass on before me and behold her, and then flee away at once, returning northwards.

Then, though we understood him not, we left him, for he was insistent, and passed on our journey southwards through the desert, and we came before the middle of the day to an oasis of palm trees standing by a well and there we gave water to the haughty camels and replenished our water-bottles and soothed our eyes with the sight of green things and tarried for many hours in the shade. Some of the men slept, but of those that remained awake each man sang softly the songs of his own country, telling of Babbulkund. When the afternoon was far spent we travelled a little way southwards, and went on through the cool evening until the sun fell low and we encamped, and as we sat in our encampment the man in rags overtook us, having travelled all the day, and we gave him food and drink again, and in the twilight he spoke, saying:

I am the servant of the Lord the God of my people, and I go to do his work on Babbulkund. She is the most beautiful city in the world; there hath been none like her, even the stars of God go envious of her beauty. She is all white, yet with streaks of pink that pass through her streets and houses like flames in the white mind of a sculptor, like desire in Paradise. She hath been carved of old out of a holy hill, no slaves wrought the City of Marvel, but artists toiling at the work they loved. They took no pattern from the houses of men, but each man wrought what his inner eye had seen and carved in marble the visions of his dream. All over the roof of one of the palace chambers winged lions flit like bats, the size of every one is the size of the lions of God, and the wings are larger than any wing created; they are one above the other more than a man can number, they are all carven out of one block of marble, the chamber itself is hollowed from it, and it is borne aloft upon the carven branches of a grove of clustered tree-ferns wrought by the hand of some jungle mason that loved the tall fern well. Over the River of Myth, which is one with the Waters of Fable, go bridges, fashioned like the wisteria tree and like the drooping laburnum, and a hundred others of wonderful devices, the desire of the souls of masons a long while dead. Oh! very beautiful is white Babbulkund, very beautiful she is, but proud; and the Lord the God of my people hath seen her in her pride, and looking towards her hath seen the prayers of Nehemoth going up to the abomination Annolith and all the people following after Voth. She is very beautiful, Babbulkund; alas that I may not bless her. I could live always on one of her inner terraces looking on the mysterious jungle in her midst and the heavenward faces of the orchids that, clambering from the darkness, behold the sun. I could love Babbulkund with a great love, yet am I the servant of the Lord the God of my people, and the King hath sinned unto the abomination Annolith, and the people lust exceedingly for Voth. Alas for thee, Babbulkund, alas that I may not even now turn back, for tomorrow I must prophesy against thee and cry out against thee, Babbulkund. But ye travellers that have entreated me hospitably, rise and pass on with your camels, for I can tarry no longer, and I go to do the work on Babbulkund of the Lord the God of my people. Go now and see the beauty of Babbulkund before I cry out against her, and then flee swiftly northwards.

A smouldering fragment fell in upon our camp fire and sent a strange light into the eyes of the man in rags. He rose at once, and his tattered cloak swirled up with him like a great wing; he said no more, but turned round from us instantly southwards, and strode away into the darkness towards Babbulkund. Then a hush fell upon our encampment, and the smell of the tobacco of those lands arose. When the last flame died down in our camp fire I fell asleep, but my rest was troubled by shifting dreams of doom.

Morning came, and our guides told us that we should come to the city ere nightfall. Again we passed southwards through the changeless desert; sometimes we met travellers coming from Babbulkund, with the beauty of its marvels still fresh in their eyes.

When we encamped near the middle of the day we saw a great number of people on foot coming towards us running, from the southwards. These we hailed when they were come near, saying, What of Babbulkund?

They answered: We are not of the race of the people of Babbulkund, but were captured in youth and taken away from the hills that are to the northward. Now we have all seen in visions of the stillness the Lord the God of our people calling to us from His hills, and therefore we all flee northwards. But in Babbulkund King Nehemoth hath been troubled in the nights by unkingly dreams of doom, and none may interpret what the dreams portend. Now this is the dream that King Nehemoth dreamed on the first night of his dreaming. He saw move through the stillness a bird all black, and beneath the beatings of his wings Babbulkund gloomed and darkened; and after him flew a bird all white, beneath the beatings of whose wings Babbulkund gleamed and shone; and there flew by four more birds alternately black and white. And, as the black ones passed Babbulkund darkened, and when the white ones appeared her streets and houses shone. But after the sixth bird there came no more, and Babbulkund vanished from her place, and there was only the empty desert where she had stood, and the rivers Oonrana and Plegáthanees mourning alone. Next morning all the prophets of the King gathered before their abominations and questioned them of the dream, and the abominations spake not. But when the second night stepped down from the halls of God, dowered with many stars, King Nehemoth dreamed again; and in this dream King Nehemoth saw four birds only, black and white alternately as before. And Babbulkund darkened again as the black ones passed, and shone when the white came by; only after the four birds came no more, and Babbulkund vanished from her place, leaving only the forgetful desert and the mourning rivers.

Still the abominations spake not, and none could interpret the dream. And when the third night came forth from the divine halls of her home dowered like her sisters, again King Nehemoth dreamed. And he saw a bird all black go by again, beneath whom Babbulkund darkened, and then a white bird and Babbulkund shone; and after them came no more, and Babbulkund passed away. And the golden day appeared, dispelling dreams, and still the abominations were silent, and the Kings prophets answered not to portend the omen of the dream. One prophet only spake before the King, saying: The sable birds, O King, are the nights, and the white birds are the days. . . This thing the King had feared, and he arose and smote the prophet with his sword, whose soul went crying away and had to do no more with nights and days.

It was last night that the King dreamed his third dream, and this morning we fled away from Babbulkund. A great heat lies over it, and the orchids of the jungle droop their heads. All night long the women in the hareem of the North have wailed horribly for their hills. A fear hath fallen upon the city, and a boding. Twice hath Nehemoth gone to worship Annolith, and all the people have prostrated themselves before Voth. Thrice the horologers have looked into the great crystal globe wherein are foretold all happenings to be, and thrice the globe was blank. Yea, though they went a fourth time yet was no vision revealed; and the peoples voice is hushed in Babbulkund.

Soon the travellers arose and pushed on northwards again, leaving us wondering. Through the heat of the day we rested as well as we might, but the air was motionless and sultry and the camels ill at ease. The Arabs said that it boded a desert storm, and that a great wind would arise full of sand. So we arose in the afternoon, and travelled swiftly, hoping to come to shelter before the storm. And the air burned in the stillness between the baked desert and the glaring sky.

Suddenly a wind arose out of the South, blowing from Babbulkund, and the sand lifted and went by in great shapes, all whispering. And the wind blew violently, and wailed as it blew, and hundreds of sandy shapes went towering by, and there were little cries among them and the sounds of a passing away. Soon the wind sank quite suddenly, and its cries died, and the panic ceased among the driven sands. And when the storm departed the air was cool, and the terrible sultriness and the boding were passed away, and the camels had ease among them. And the Arabs said that the storm which was to be had been, as was willed of old by God.

The sun set and the gloaming came, and we neared the junction of Oonrana and Plegáthanees, but in the darkness discerned not Babbulkund. We pushed on hurriedly to reach the city ere nightfall, and came to the junction of the River of Myth where he meets with the Waters of Fable, and still saw not Babbulkund. All round us lay the sand and rocks of the unchanging desert, save to the southwards where the jungle stood with its orchids facing skywards. Then we perceived that we had arrived too late, and that her doom had come to Babbulkund; and by the river in the empty desert on the sand the man in rags was seated, with his face hidden in his hands, weeping bitterly.

* * * * * * *

Thus passed away in the hour of her iniquities before Annolith, in the two thousand and thirty-second year of her being, in the six thousand and fiftieth year of the building of the World, Babbulkund, City of Marvel, sometime called by those that hated her City of the Dog, but hourly mourned in Araby and Ind and wide through jungle and desert; leaving no memorial in stone to show that she had been, but remembered with an abiding love, in spite of the anger of God, by all that knew her beauty, whereof still they sing.


THE KITH OF THE ELF FOLK


Chapter I

The north wind was blowing, and red and golden the last days of Autumn were streaming hence. Solemn and cold over the marshes arose the evening.

It became very still.

Then the last pigeon went home to the trees on the dry land in the distance, whose shapes already had taken upon themselves a mystery in the haze.

Then all was still again.

As the light faded and the haze deepened, mystery crept nearer from every side.

Then the green plover came in crying, and all alighted.

And again it became still, save when one of the plover arose and flew a little way uttering the cry of the waste. And hushed and silent became the earth, expecting the first star. Then the duck came in, and the widgeon, company by company: and all the light of day faded out of the sky saving one red band of light. Across the light appeared, black and huge, the wings of a flock of geese beating up wind to the marshes. These, too, went down among the rushes.

Then the stars appeared and shone in the stillness, and there was silence in the great spaces of the night.

Suddenly the bells of the cathedral in the marshes broke out, calling to evensong.

Eight centuries ago on the edge of the marsh men had built the huge cathedral, or it may have been seven centuries ago, or perhaps nine  it was all one to the Wild Things.

So evensong was held, and candles lighted, and the lights through the windows shone red and green in the water, and the sound of the organ went roaring over the marshes. But from the deep and perilous places, edged with bright mosses, the Wild Things came leaping up to dance on the reflection of the stars, and over their heads as they danced the marsh-lights rose and fell.

The Wild Things are somewhat human in appearance, only all brown of skin and barely two feet high. Their ears are pointed like the squirrels, only far larger, and they leap to prodigious heights. They live all day under deep pools in the loneliest marshes, but at night they come up and dance. Each Wild Thing has over its head a marsh-light, which moves as the Wild Thing moves; they have no souls, and cannot die, and are of the kith of the Elf-folk.

All night they dance over the marshes, treading upon the reflection of the stars (for the bare surface of the water will not hold them by itself); but when the stars begin to pale, they sink down one by one into the pools of their home. Or if they tarry longer, sitting upon the rushes, their bodies fade from view as the marsh-fires pale in the light, and by daylight none may see the Wild Things of the kith of the Elf-folk. Neither may any see them even at night unless they were born, as I was, in the hour of dusk, just at the moment when the first star appears.

Now, on the night that I tell of, a little Wild Thing had gone drifting over the waste, till it came right up to the walls of the cathedral and danced upon the images of the coloured saints as they lay in the water among the reflection of the stars. And as it leaped in its fantastic dance, it saw through the painted windows to where the people prayed, and heard the organ roaring over the marshes. The sound of the organ roared over the marshes, but the song and prayers of the people streamed up from the cathedrals highest tower like thin gold chains, and reached to Paradise, and up and down them went the angels from Paradise to the people, and from the people to Paradise again.

Then something akin to discontent troubled the Wild Thing for the first time since the making of the marshes; and the soft grey ooze and the chill of the deep water seemed to be not enough, nor the first arrival from northwards of the tumultuous geese, nor the wild rejoicing of the wings of the wildfowl when every feather sings, nor the wonder of the calm ice that comes when the snipe depart and beards the rushes with frost and clothes the hushed waste with a mysterious haze where the sun goes red and low, nor even the dance of the Wild Things in the marvellous night; and the little Wild Thing longed to have a soul, and to go and worship God.

And when evensong was over and the lights were out, it went back crying to its kith.

But on the next night, as soon as the images of the stars appeared in the water, it went leaping away from star to star to the farthest edge of the marshlands, where a great wood grew where dwelt the Oldest of the Wild Things.

And it found the Oldest of Wild Things sitting under a tree, sheltering itself from the moon.

And the little Wild Thing said: I want to have a soul to worship God, and to know the meaning of music, and to see the inner beauty of the marshlands and to imagine Paradise.

And the Oldest of the Wild Things said to it: What have we to do with God? We are only Wild Things, and of the kith of the Elf-folk.

But it only answered, I want to have a soul.

Then the Oldest of the Wild Things said: I have no soul to give you; but if you got a soul, one day you would have to die, and if you knew the meaning of music you would learn the meaning of sorrow, and it is better to be a Wild Thing and not to die.

So it went weeping away.

But they that were kin to the Elf-folk were sorry for the little Wild Thing; and though the Wild Things cannot sorrow long, having no souls to sorrow with, yet they felt for awhile a soreness where their souls should be, when they saw the grief of their comrade.

So the kith of the Elf-folk went abroad by night to make a soul for the little Wild Thing. And they went over the marshes till they came to the high fields among the flowers and grasses. And there they gathered a large piece of gossamer that the spider had laid by twilight; and the dew was on it.

Into this dew had shone all the lights of the long banks of the ribbed sky, as all the colours changed in the restful spaces of evening. And over it the marvellous night had gleamed with all its stars.

Then the Wild Things went with their dew-bespangled gossamer down to the edge of their home. And there they gathered a piece of the grey mist that lies by night over the marshlands. And into it they put the melody of the waste that is borne up and down the marshes in the evening on the wings of the golden plover. And they put into it, too, the mournful song that the reeds are compelled to sing before the presence of the arrogant North Wind. Then each of the Wild Things gave some treasured memory of the old marshes, For we can spare it, they said. And to all this they added a few images of the stars that they gathered out of the water. Still the soul that the kith of the Elf-folk were making had no life.

Then they put into it the low voices of two lovers that went walking in the night, wandering late alone. And after that they waited for the dawn. And the queenly dawn appeared, and the marsh-lights of the Wild Things paled in the glare, and their bodies faded from view; and still they waited by the marshs edge. And to them waiting came over field and marsh, from the ground and out of the sky, the myriad song of the birds.

This, too, the Wild Things put into the piece of haze that they had gathered in the marshlands, and wrapped it all up in their dew-bespangled gossamer. Then the soul lived.

And there it lay in the hands of the Wild Things no larger than a hedgehog; and wonderful lights were in it, green and blue; and they changed ceaselessly, going round and round, and in the grey midst of it was a purple flare.

And the next night they came to the little Wild Thing and showed her the gleaming soul. And they said to her: If you must have a soul and go and worship God, and become a mortal and die, place this to your left breast a little above the heart, and it will enter and you will become a human. But if you take it you can never be rid of it to become immortal again unless you pluck it out and give it to another; and we will not take it, and most of the humans have a soul already. And if you cannot find a human without a soul you will one day die, and your soul cannot go to Paradise, because it was only made in the marshes.

Far away the little Wild Thing saw the cathedral windows alight for evensong, and the song of the people mounting up to Paradise, and all the angels going up and down. So it bid farewell with tears and thanks to the Wild Things of the kith of Elf-folk, and went leaping away towards the green dry land, holding the soul in its hands.

And the Wild Things were sorry that it had gone, but could not be sorry long, because they had no souls.

At the marshs edge the little Wild Thing gazed for some moments over the water to where the marsh-fires were leaping up and down, and then pressed the soul against its left breast a little above the heart.

Instantly it became a young and beautiful woman, who was cold and frightened. She clad herself somehow with bundles of reeds, and went towards the lights of a house that stood close by. And she pushed open the door and entered, and found a farmer and a farmers wife sitting over their supper.

And the farmers wife took the little Wild Thing with the soul of the marshes up to her room, and clothed her and braided her hair, and brought her down again, and gave her the first food that she had ever eaten. Then the farmers wife asked many questions.

Where have you come from? she said.

Over the marshes.

From what direction? said the farmers wife.

South, said the little Wild Thing with the new soul.

But none can come over the marshes from the south, said the farmers wife.

No, they cant do that, said the farmer.

I lived in the marshes.

Who are you? asked the farmers wife.

I am a Wild Thing, and have found a soul in the marshes, and we are kin to the Elf-folk.

Talking it over afterwards, the farmer and his wife agreed that she must be a gipsy who had been lost, and that she was queer with hunger and exposure.

So that night the little Wild Thing slept in the farmers house, but her new soul stayed awake the whole night long dreaming of the beauty of the marshes.

As soon as dawn came over the waste and shone on the farmers house, she looked from the window towards the glittering waters, and saw the inner beauty of the marsh. For the Wild Things only love the marsh and know its haunts, but now she perceived the mystery of its distances and the glamour of its perilous pools, with their fair and deadly mosses, and felt the marvel of the North Wind who comes dominant out of unknown icy lands, and the wonder of that ebb and flow of life when the wildfowl whirl in at evening to the marshlands and at dawn pass out to sea. And she knew that over her head above the farmers house stretched wide Paradise, where perhaps God was now imagining a sunrise while angels played low on lutes, and the sun came rising up on the world below to gladden fields and marsh.

And all that heaven thought, the marsh thought too; for the blue of the marsh was as the blue of heaven, and the great cloud shapes in heaven became the shapes in the marsh, and through each ran momentary rivers of purple, errant between banks of gold. And the stalwart army of reeds appeared out of the gloom with all their pennons waving as far as the eye could see. And from another window she saw the vast cathedral gathering its ponderous strength together, and lifting it up in towers out of the marshlands.

She said, I will never, never leave the marsh.

An hour later she dressed with great difficulty and went down to eat the second meal of her life. The farmer and his wife were kindly folk, and taught her how to eat.

I suppose the gipsies dont have knives and forks, one said to the other afterwards.

After breakfast the farmer went and saw the Dean, who lived near his cathedral, and presently returned and brought back to the Deans house the little Wild Thing with the new soul.

This is the lady, said the farmer. This is Dean Murnith. Then he went away.

Ah, said the Dean, I understand you were lost the other night in the marshes. It was a terrible night to be lost in the marshes.

I love the marshes, said the little Wild Thing with the new soul.

Indeed! How old are you? said the Dean.

I dont know, she answered.

You must know about how old you are, he said.

Oh, about ninety, she said, or more.

Ninety years! exclaimed the Dean.

No, ninety centuries, she said; I am as old as the marshes.

Then she told her story  how she had longed to be a human and go and worship God, and have a soul and see the beauty of the world, and how all the Wild Things had made her a soul of gossamer and mist and music and strange memories.

But if this is true, said Dean Murnith, this is very wrong. God cannot have intended you to have a soul.

What is your name?

I have no name, she answered.

We must find a Christian name and a surname for you. What would you like to be called?

Song of the Rushes, she said.

That wont do at all, said the Dean.

Then I would like to be called Terrible North Wind, or Star in the
Waters, she said.

No, no, no, said Dean Murnith; that is quite impossible. We could call you Miss Rush if you like. How would Mary Rush do? Perhaps you had better have another name  say Mary Jane Rush.

So the little Wild Thing with the soul of the marshes took the names that were offered her, and became Mary Jane Rush.

And we must find something for you to do, said Dean Murnith.
Meanwhile we can give you a room here.

I dont want to do anything, replied Mary Jane; I want to worship
God in the cathedral and live beside the marshes.

Then Mrs. Murnith came in, and for the rest of that day Mary Jane stayed at the house of the Dean.

And there with her new soul she perceived the beauty of the world; for it came grey and level out of misty distances, and widened into grassy fields and ploughlands right up to the edge of an old gabled town; and solitary in the fields far off an ancient windmill stood, and his honest hand-made sails went round and round in the free East Anglian winds. Close by, the gabled houses leaned out over the streets, planted fair upon sturdy timbers that grew in the olden time, all glorying among themselves upon their beauty. And out of them, buttress by buttress, growing and going upwards, aspiring tower by tower, rose the cathedral.

And she saw the people moving in the streets all leisurely and slow, and unseen among them, whispering to each other, unheard by living men and concerned only with bygone things, drifted the ghosts of very long ago. And wherever the streets ran eastwards, wherever were gaps in the houses, always there broke into view the sight of the great marshes, like to some bar of music weird and strange that haunts a melody, arising again and again, played on the violin by one musician only, who plays no other bar, and he is swart and lank about the hair and bearded about the lips, and his moustache droops long and low, and no one knows the land from which he comes.

All these were good things for a new soul to see.

Then the sun set over green fields and ploughland and the night came up. One by one the merry lights of cheery lamp-lit windows took their stations in the solemn night.

Then the bells rang, far up in a cathedral tower, and their melody fell on the roofs of the old houses and poured over their eaves until the streets were full, and then flooded away over green fields and plough, till it came to the sturdy mill and brought the miller trudging to evensong, and far away eastwards and seawards the sound rang out over the remoter marshes. And it was all as yesterday to the old ghosts in the streets.

Then the Deans wife took Mary Jane to evening service, and she saw three hundred candles filling all the aisle with light. But sturdy pillars stood there in unlit vastnesses; great colonnades going away into the gloom, where evening and morning, year in year out, they did their work in the dark, holding the cathedral roof aloft. And it was stiller than the marshes are still when the ice has come and the wind that brought it has fallen.

Suddenly into this stillness rushed the sound of the organ, roaring, and presently the people prayed and sang.

No longer could Mary Jane see their prayers ascending like thin gold chains, for that was but an elfin fancy, but she imagined clear in her new soul the seraphs passing in the ways of Paradise, and the angels changing guard to watch the World by night.

When the Dean had finished service, a young curate, Mr. Millings, went up into the pulpit.

He spoke of Abana and Pharpar, rivers of Damascus: and Mary Jane was glad that there were rivers having such names, and heard with wonder of Nineveh, that great city, and many things strange and new.

And the light of the candles shone on the curates fair hair, and his voice went ringing down the aisle, and Mary Jane rejoiced that he was there.

But when his voice stopped she felt a sudden loneliness, such as she had not felt since the making of the marshes; for the Wild Things never are lonely and never unhappy, but dance all night on the reflection of the stars, and having no souls, desire nothing more.

After the collection was made, before anyone moved to go, Mary Jane walked up the aisle to Mr. Millings.

I love you, she said.


Chapter II

Nobody sympathised with Mary Jane.

So unfortunate for Mr. Millings, every one said; such a promising young man.

Mary Jane was sent away to a great manufacturing city of the Midlands, where work had been found for her in a cloth factory. And there was nothing in that town that was good for a soul to see. For it did not know that beauty was to be desired; so it made many things by machinery, and became hurried in all its ways, and boasted its superiority over other cities and became richer and richer, and there was none to pity it.

In this city Mary Jane had had lodgings found for her near the factory.

At six oclock on those November mornings, about the time that, far away from the city, the wildfowl rose up out of the calm marshes and passed to the troubled spaces of the sea, at six oclock the factory uttered a prolonged howl and gathered the workers together, and there they worked, saving two hours for food, the whole of the daylit hours and into the dark till the bells tolled six again.

There Mary Jane worked with other girls in a long dreary room, where giants sat pounding wool into a long thread-like strip with iron, rasping hands. And all day long they roared as they sat at their soulless work. But the work of Mary Jane was not with these, only their roar was ever in her ears as their clattering iron limbs went to and fro.

Her work was to tend a creature smaller, but infinitely more cunning.

It took the strip of wool that the giants had threshed, and whirled it round and round until it had twisted it into hard thin thread. Then it would make a clutch with fingers of steel at the thread that it had gathered, and waddle away about five yards and come back with more.

It had mastered all the subtlety of skilled workers, and had gradually displaced them; one thing only it could not do, it was unable to pick up the ends if a piece of the thread broke, in order to tie them together again. For this a human soul was required, and it was Mary Janes business to pick up broken ends; and the moment she placed them together the busy soulless creature tied them for itself.

All here was ugly; even the green wool as it whirled round and round was neither the green of the grass nor yet the green of the rushes, but a sorry muddy green that befitted a sullen city under a murky sky.

When she looked out over the roofs of the town, there too was ugliness; and well the houses knew it, for with hideous stucco they aped in grotesque mimicry the pillars and temples of old Greece, pretending to one another to be that which they were not. And emerging from these houses and going in, and seeing the pretence of paint and stucco year after year until it all peeled away, the souls of the poor owners of those houses sought to be other souls until they grew weary of it.

At evening Mary Jane went back to her lodgings. Only then, after the dark had fallen, could the soul of Mary Jane perceive any beauty in that city, when the lamps were lit and here and there a star shone through the smoke. Then she would have gone abroad and beheld the night, but this the old woman to whom she was confided would not let her do. And the days multiplied themselves by seven and became weeks, and the weeks passed by, and all days were the same. And all the while the soul of Mary Jane was crying for beautiful things, and found not one, saving on Sundays, when she went to church, and left it to find the city greyer than before.

One day she decided that it was better to be a wild thing in the lovely marshes, than to have a soul that cried for beautiful things and found not one. From that day she determined to be rid of her soul, so she told her story to one of the factory girls, and said to her:

The other girls are poorly clad and they do soulless work; surely some of them have no souls and would take mine.

But the factory girl said to her: All the poor have souls. It is all they have.

Then Mary Jane watched the rich whenever she saw them, and vainly sought for some one without a soul.

One day at the hour when the machines rested and the human beings that tended them rested too, the wind being at that time from the direction of the marshlands, the soul of Mary Jane lamented bitterly. Then, as she stood outside the factory gates, the soul irresistibly compelled her to sing, and a wild song came from her lips, hymning the marshlands. And into her song came crying her yearning for home, and for the sound of the shout of the North Wind, masterful and proud, with his lovely lady the Snow; and she sang of tales that the rushes murmured to one another, tales that the teal knew and the watchful heron. And over the crowded streets her song went crying away, the song of waste places and of wild free lands, full of wonder and magic, for she had in her elf-made soul the song of the birds and the roar of the organ in the marshes.

At this moment Signor Thompsoni, the well-known English tenor, happened to go by with a friend. They stopped and listened; everyone stopped and listened.

There has been nothing like this in Europe in my time, said Signor
Thompsoni.

So a change came into the life of Mary Jane.

People were written to, and finally it was arranged that she should take a leading part in the Covent Garden Opera in a few weeks.

So she went to London to learn.

London and singing lessons were better than the City of the Midlands and those terrible machines. Yet still Mary Jane was not free to go and live as she liked by the edge of the marshlands, and she was still determined to be rid of her soul, but could find no one that had not a soul of their own.

One day she was told that the English people would not listen to her as Miss Rush, and was asked what more suitable name she would like to be called by.

I would like to be called Terrible North Wind, said Mary Jane, or
Song of the Rushes.

When she was told that this was impossible and Signorina Maria Russiano was suggested, she acquiesced at once, as she had acquiesced when they took her away from her curate; she knew nothing of the ways of humans.

At last the day of the Opera came round, and it was a cold day of the winter.

And Signorina Russiano appeared on the stage before a crowded house.

And Signorina Russiano sang.

And into the song went all the longing of her soul, the soul that could not go to Paradise, but could only worship God and know the meaning of music, and the longing pervaded that Italian song as the infinite mystery of the hills is borne along the sound of distant sheep-bells. Then in the souls that were in that crowded house arose little memories of a great while since that were quite quite dead, and lived awhile again during that marvellous song.

And a strange chill went into the blood of all that listened, as though they stood on the border of bleak marshes and the North Wind blew.

And some it moved to sorrow and some to regret, and some to an unearthly joy,  then suddenly the song went wailing away like the winds of the winter from the marshlands when Spring appears from the South.

So it ended. And a great silence fell fog-like over all that house, breaking in upon the end of a chatty conversation that Cecilia, Countess of Birmingham, was enjoying with a friend.

In the dead hush Signorina Russiano rushed from the stage; she appeared again running among the audience, and dashed up to Lady Birmingham.

Take my soul, she said; it is a beautiful soul. It can worship God, and knows the meaning of music and can imagine Paradise. And if you go to the marshlands with it you will see beautiful things; there is an old town there built of lovely timbers, with ghosts in its streets.

Lady Birmingham stared. Everyone was standing up. See, said
Signorina Russiano, it is a beautiful soul.

And she clutched at her left breast a little above the heart, and there was the soul shining in her hand, with the green and blue lights going round and round and the purple flare in the midst.

Take it, she said, and you will love all that is beautiful, and know the four winds, each one by his name, and the songs of the birds at dawn. I do not want it, because I am not free. Put it to your left breast a little above the heart.

Still everybody was standing up, and Lady Birmingham felt uncomfortable.

Please offer it to some one else, she said.

But they all have souls already, said Signorina Russiano.

And everybody went on standing up. And Lady Birmingham took the soul in her hand.

Perhaps it is lucky, she said.

She felt that she wanted to pray.

She half-closed her eyes, and said Unberufen. Then she put the soul to her left breast a little above the heart, and hoped that the people would sit down and the singer go away.

Instantly a heap of clothes collapsed before her. For a moment, in the shadow among the seats, those who were born in the dusk hour might have seen a little brown thing leaping free from the clothes, then it sprang into the bright light of the hall, and became invisible to any human eye.

It dashed about for a little, then found the door, and presently was in the lamplit streets.

To those that were born in the dusk hour it might have been seen leaping rapidly wherever the streets ran northwards and eastwards, disappearing from human sight as it passed under the lamps and appearing again beyond them with a marsh-light over its head.

Once a dog perceived it and gave chase, and was left far behind.

The cats of London, who are all born in the dusk hour, howled fearfully as it went by.

Presently it came to the meaner streets, where the houses are smaller. Then it went due north-eastwards, leaping from roof to roof. And so in a few minutes it came to more open spaces, and then to the desolate lands, where market gardens grow, which are neither town nor country. Till at last the good black trees came into view, with their demoniac shapes in the night, and the grass was cold and wet, and the night-mist floated over it. And a great white owl came by, going up and down in the dark. And at all these things the little Wild Thing rejoiced elvishly.

And it left London far behind it, reddening the sky, and could distinguish no longer its unlovely roar, but heard again the noises of the night.

And now it would come through a hamlet glowing and comfortable in the night; and now to the dark, wet, open fields again; and many an owl it overtook as they drifted through the night, a people friendly to the Elf-folk. Sometimes it crossed wide rivers, leaping from star to star; and, choosing its way as it went, to avoid the hard rough roads, came before midnight to the East Anglian lands.

And it heard there the shout of the North Wind, who was dominant and angry, as he drove southwards his adventurous geese; while the rushes bent before him chaunting plaintively and low, like enslaved rowers of some fabulous trireme, bending and swinging under blows of the lash, and singing all the while a doleful song.

And it felt the good dank air that clothes by night the broad East Anglian lands, and came again to some old perilous pool where the soft green mosses grew, and there plunged downward and downward into the dear dark water till it felt the homely ooze once more coming up between its toes. Thence, out of the lovely chill that is in the heart of the ooze, it arose renewed and rejoicing to dance upon the image of the stars.

I chanced to stand that night by the marshs edge, forgetting in my mind the affairs of men; and I saw the marsh-fires come leaping up from all the perilous places. And they came up by flocks the whole night long to the number of a great multitude, and danced away together over the marshes.

And I believe that there was a great rejoicing all that night among the kith of the Elf-folk.


THE HIGHWAYMEN

Tom o the Roads had ridden his last ride, and was now alone in the night. From where he was, a man might see the white recumbent sheep and the black outline of the lonely downs, and the grey line of the farther and lonelier downs beyond them; or in hollows far below him, out of the pitiless wind, he might see the grey smoke of hamlets arising from black valleys. But all alike was black to the eyes of Tom, and all the sounds were silence in his ears; only his soul struggled to slip from the iron chains and to pass southwards into Paradise. And the wind blew and blew.

For Tom tonight had nought but the wind to ride; they had taken his true black horse on the day when they took from him the green fields and the sky, mens voices and the laughter of women, and had left him alone with chains about his neck to swing in the wind for ever. And the wind blew and blew.

But the soul of Tom o the Roads was nipped by the cruel chains, and whenever it struggled to escape it was beaten backwards into the iron collar by the wind that blows from Paradise from the south. And swinging there by the neck, there fell away old sneers from off his lips, and scoffs that he had long since scoffed at God fell from his tongue, and there rotted old bad lusts out of his heart, and from his fingers the stains of deeds that were evil; and they all fell to the ground and grew there in pallid rings and clusters. And when these ill things had all fallen away, Toms soul was clean again, as his early love had found it, a long while since in spring; and it swung up there in the wind with the bones of Tom, and with his old torn coat and rusty chains.

And the wind blew and blew.

And ever and anon the souls of the sepultured, coming from consecrated acres, would go by beating up wind to Paradise past the Gallows Tree and past the soul of Tom, that might not go free.

Night after night Tom watched the sheep upon the downs with empty hollow sockets, till his dead hair grew and covered his poor dead face, and hid the shame of it from the sheep. And the wind blew and blew.

Sometimes on gusts of the wind came someones tears, and beat and beat against the iron chains, but could not rust them through. And the wind blew and blew.

And every evening all the thoughts that Tom had ever uttered came flocking in from doing their work in the world, the work that may not cease, and sat along the gallows branches and chirrupped to the soul of Tom, the soul that might not go free. All the thoughts that he had ever uttered! And the evil thoughts rebuked the soul that bore them because they might not die. And all those that he had uttered the most furtively, chirrupped the loudest and the shrillest in the branches all the night.

And all the thoughts that Tom had ever thought about himself now pointed at the wet bones and mocked at the old torn coat. But the thoughts that he had had of others were the only companions that his soul had to soothe it in the night as it swung to and fro. And they twittered to the soul and cheered the poor dumb thing that could have dreams no more, till there came a murderous thought and drove them all away.

And the wind blew and blew.

Paul, Archbishop of Alois and Vayence, lay in his white sepulchre of marble, facing full to the southwards towards Paradise. And over his tomb was sculptured the Cross of Christ, that his soul might have repose. No wind howled here as it howled in lonely tree-tops up upon the downs, but came with gentle breezes, orchard scented, over the low lands from Paradise from the southwards, and played about forget-me-nots and grasses in the consecrated land where lay the Reposeful round the sepulchre of Paul, Archbishop of Alois and Vayence. Easy it was for a mans soul to pass from such a sepulchre, and, flitting low over remembered fields, to come upon the garden lands of Paradise and find eternal ease.

And the wind blew and blew.

In a tavern of foul repute three men were lapping gin. Their names were Joe and Will and the gypsy Puglioni; none other names had they, for of whom their fathers were they had no knowledge, but only dark suspicions.

Sin had caressed and stroked their faces often with its paws, but the face of Puglioni Sin had kissed all over the mouth and chin. Their food was robbery and their pastime murder. All of them had incurred the sorrow of God and the enmity of man. They sat at a table with a pack of cards before them, all greasy with the marks of cheating thumbs. And they whispered to one another over their gin, but so low that the landlord of the tavern at the other end of the room could hear only muffled oaths, and knew not by Whom they swore or what they said.

These three were the staunchest friends that ever God had given unto a man. And he to whom their friendship had been given had nothing else besides, saving some bones that swung in the wind and rain, and an old torn coat and iron chains, and a soul that might not go free.

But as the night wore on the three friends left their gin and stole away, and crept down to that graveyard where rested in his sepulchre Paul, Archbishop of Alois and Vayence. At the edge of the graveyard, but outside the consecrated ground, they dug a hasty grave, two digging while one watched in the wind and rain. And the worms that crept in the unhallowed ground wondered and waited.

And the terrible hour of midnight came upon them with its fears, and found them still beside the place of tombs. And the three friends trembled at the horror of such an hour in such a place, and shivered in the wind and drenching rain, but still worked on. And the wind blew and blew.

Soon they had finished. And at once they left the hungry grave with all its worms unfed, and went away over the wet fields stealthily but in haste, leaving the place of tombs behind them in the midnight. And as they went they shivered, and each man as he shivered cursed the rain aloud. And so they came to the spot where they had hidden a ladder and a lantern. There they held long debate whether they should light the lantern, or whether they should go without it for fear of the Kings men. But in the end it seemed to them better that they should have the light of their lantern, and risk being taken by the Kings men and hanged, than that they should come suddenly face to face in the darkness with whatever one might come face to face with a little after midnight about the Gallows Tree.

On three roads in England whereon it was not the wont of folk to go their ways in safety, travellers tonight went unmolested. But the three friends, walking several paces wide of the Kings highway, approached the Gallows Tree, and Will carried the lantern and Joe the ladder, but Puglioni carried a great sword wherewith to do the work which must be done. When they came close, they saw how bad was the case with Tom, for little remained of that fine figure of a man and nothing at all of his great resolute spirit, only as they came they thought they heard a whimpering cry like the sound of a thing that was caged and unfree.

To and fro, to and fro in the winds swung the bones and the soul of Tom, for the sins that he had sinned on the Kings highway against the laws of the King; and with shadows and a lantern through the darkness, at the peril of their lives, came the three friends that his soul had won before it swung in chains. Thus the seeds of Toms own soul that he had sown all his life had grown into a Gallows Tree that bore in season iron chains in clusters; while the careless seeds that he had strewn here and there, a kindly jest and a few merry words, had grown into the triple friendship that would not desert his bones.

Then the three set the ladder against the tree, and Puglioni went up with his sword in his right hand, and at the top of it he reached up and began to hack at the neck below the iron collar. Presently, the bones and the old coat and the soul of Tom fell down with a rattle, and a moment afterwards his head that had watched so long alone swung clear from the swinging chain. These things Will and Joe gathered up, and Puglioni came running down his ladder, and they heaped upon its rungs the terrible remains of their friend, and hastened away wet through with the rain, with the fear of phantoms in their hearts and horror lying before them on the ladder. By two oclock they were down again in the valley out of the bitter wind, but they went on past the open grave into the graveyard all among the tombs, with their lantern and their ladder and the terrible thing upon it, which kept their friendship still. Then these three, that had robbed the Law of its due and proper victim, still sinned on for what was still their friend, and levered out the marble slabs from the sacred sepulchre of Paul, Archbishop of Alois and Vayence. And from it they took the very bones of the Archbishop himself, and carried them away to the eager grave that they had left, and put them in and shovelled back the earth. But all that lay on the ladder they placed, with a few tears, within the great white sepulchre under the Cross of Christ, and put back the marble slabs.

Thence the soul of Tom, arising hallowed out of sacred ground, went at dawn down the valley, and, lingering a little about his mothers cottage and old haunts of childhood, passed on and came to the wide lands beyond the clustered homesteads. There, there met with it all the kindly thoughts that the soul of Tom had ever had, and they flew and sang beside it all the way southwards, until at last, with singing all about it, it came to Paradise.

But Will and Joe and the gypsy Puglioni went back to their gin, and robbed and cheated again in the tavern of foul repute, and knew not that in their sinful lives they had sinned one sin at which the Angels smiled.


IN THE TWILIGHT

The lock was quite crowded with boats when we capsized. I went down backwards for some few feet before I started to swim, then I came spluttering upwards towards the light; but, instead of reaching the surface, I hit my head against the keel of a boat and went down again. I struck out almost at once and came up, but before I reached the surface my head crashed against a boat for the second time, and I went right to the bottom. I was confused and thoroughly frightened. I was desperately in need of air, and knew that if I hit a boat for the third time I should never see the surface again. Drowning is a horrible death, notwithstanding all that has been said to the contrary. My past life never occurred to my mind, but I thought of many trivial things that I might not do or see again if I were drowned. I swam up in a slanting direction, hoping to avoid the boat that I had struck. Suddenly I saw all the boats in the lock quite clearly just above me, and every one of their curved varnished planks and the scratches and chips upon their keels. I saw several gaps among the boats where I might have swam up to the surface, but it did not seem worthwhile to try and get there, and I had forgotten why I wanted to. Then all the people leaned over the sides of their boats: I saw the light flannel suits of the men and the coloured flowers in the womens hats, and I noticed details of their dresses quite distinctly. Everybody in the boats was looking down at me; then they all said to one another, We must leave him now, and they and the boats went away; and there was nothing above me but the river and the sky, and on either side of me were the green weeds that grew in the mud, for I had somehow sunk back to the bottom again. The river as it flowed by murmured not unpleasantly in my ears, and the rushes seemed to be whispering quite softly among themselves. Presently the murmuring of the river took the form of words, and I heard it say, We must go on to the sea; we must leave him now.

Then the river went away, and both its banks; and the rushes whispered, Yes, we must leave him now. And they too departed, and I was left in a great emptiness staring up at the blue sky. Then the great sky bent over me, and spoke quite softly like a kindly nurse soothing some little foolish child, and the sky said, Goodbye. All will be well. Goodbye. And I was sorry to lose the blue sky, but the sky went away. Then I was alone, with nothing round about me; I could see no light, but it was not dark  there was just absolutely nothing, above me and below me and on every side. I thought that perhaps I was dead, and that this might be eternity; when suddenly some great southern hills rose up all round about me, and I was lying on the warm, grassy slope of a valley in England. It was a valley that I had known well when I was young, but I had not seen it now for many years. Beside me stood the tall flower of the mint; I saw the sweet-smelling thyme flower and one or two wild strawberries. There came up to me from fields below me the beautiful smell of hay, and there was a break in the voice of the cuckoo. There was a feeling of summer and of evening and of lateness and of Sabbath in the air; the sky was calm and full of a strange colour, and the sun was low; the bells in the church in the village were all a-ring, and the chimes went wandering with echoes up the valley towards the sun, and whenever the echoes died a new chime was born. And all the people of the village walked up a stone-paved path under a black oak porch and went into the church, and the chimes stopped and the people of the village began to sing, and the level sunlight shone on the white tombstones that stood all round the church. Then there was a stillness in the village, and shouts and laughter came up from the valley no more, only the occasional sound of the organ and of song. And the blue butterflies, those that love the chalk, came and perched themselves on the tall grasses, five or six sometimes on a single piece of grass, and they closed their wings and slept, and the grass bent a little beneath them. And from the woods along the tops of the hills the rabbits came hopping out and nibbled the grass, and hopped a little further and nibbled again, and the large daisies closed their petals up and the birds began to sing.

Then the hills spoke, all the great chalk hills that I loved, and with a deep and solemn voice they said, We have come to you to say Goodbye.

Then they all went away, and there was nothing again all round about me upon every side. I looked everywhere for something on which to rest the eye. Nothing. Suddenly a low grey sky swept over me and a moist air met my face; a great plain rushed up to me from the edge of the clouds; on two sides it touched the sky, and on two sides between it and the clouds a line of low hills lay. One line of hills brooded grey in the distance, the other stood a patchwork of little square green fields, with a few white cottages about it. The plain was an archipelago of a million islands each about a yard square or less, and everyone of them was red with heather. I was back on the Bog of Allen again after many years, and it was just the same as ever, though I had heard that they were draining it. I was with an old friend whom I was glad to see again, for they had told me that he died some years ago. He seemed strangely young, but what surprised me most was that he stood upon a piece of bright green moss which I had always learned to think would never bear. I was glad, too, to see the old bog again, and all the lovely things that grew there  the scarlet mosses and the green mosses and the firm and friendly heather, and the deep silent water. I saw a little stream that wandered vaguely through the bog, and little white shells down in the clear depths of it; I saw, a little way off, one of the great pools where no islands are, with rushes round its borders, where the duck love to come. I looked long at that untroubled world of heather, and then I looked at the white cottages on the hill, and saw the grey smoke curling from their chimneys and knew that they burned turf there, and longed for the smell of burning turf again. And far away there arose and came nearer the weird cry of wild and happy voices, and a flock of geese appeared that was coming from the northward. Then their cries blended into one great voice of exultation, the voice of freedom, the voice of Ireland, the voice of the Waste; and the voice said Goodbye to you. Goodbye! and passed away into the distance; and as it passed, the tame geese on the farms cried out to their brothers up above them that they were free. Then the hills went away, and the bog and the sky went with them, and I was alone again, as lost souls are alone.

Then there grew up beside me the red brick buildings of my first school and the chapel that adjoined it. The fields a little way off were full of boys in white flannels playing cricket. On the asphalt playing ground, just by the schoolroom windows, stood Agamemnon, Achilles, and Odysseus, with their Argives armed behind them; but Hector stepped down out of a ground-floor window, and in the schoolroom were all Priams sons and the Achæans and fair Helen; and a little farther away the Ten Thousand drifted across the playground, going up into the heart of Persia to place Cyrus on his brothers throne. And the boys that I knew called to me from the fields, and said Goodbye, and they and the fields went away; and the Ten Thousand said Goodbye, each file as they passed me marching swiftly, and they too disappeared. And Hector and Agamemnon said Goodbye, and the host of the Argives and of the Achæans; and they all went away and the old school with them, and I was alone again.

The next scene that filled the emptiness was rather dim: I was being led by my nurse along a little footpath over a common in Surrey. She was quite young. Close by a band of gypsies had lit their fire, near them their romantic caravan stood unhorsed, and the horse cropped grass beside it. It was evening, and the gypsies muttered round their fire in a tongue unknown and strange. Then they all said in English, Goodbye. And the evening and the common and the campfire went away. And instead of this a white highway with darkness and stars below it that led into darkness and stars, but at the near end of the road were common fields and gardens, and there I stood close to a large number of people, men and women. And I saw a man walking alone down the road away from me towards the darkness and the stars, and all the people called him by his name, and the man would not hear them, but walked on down the road, and the people went on calling him by his name. But I became irritated with the man because he would not stop or turn round when so many people called him by his name, and it was a very strange name. And I became weary of hearing the strange name so very often repeated, so that I made a great effort to call him, that he might listen and that the people might stop repeating this strange name. And with the effort I opened my eyes wide, and the name that the people called was my own name, and I lay on the rivers bank with men and women bending over me, and my hair was wet.


THE GHOSTS

The argument that I had with my brother in his great lonely house will scarcely interest my readers. Not those, at least, whom I hope may be attracted by the experiment that I undertook, and by the strange things that befell me in that hazardous region into which so lightly and so ignorantly I allowed my fancy to enter. It was at Oneleigh that I had visited him.

Now Oneleigh stands in a wide isolation, in the midst of a dark gathering of old whispering cedars. They nod their heads together when the North Wind comes, and nod again and agree, and furtively grow still again, and say no more awhile. The North Wind is to them like a nice problem among wise old men; they nod their heads over it, and mutter about it all together. They know much, those cedars, they have been there so long. Their grandsires knew Lebanon, and the grandsires of these were the servants of the King of Tyre and came to Solomons court. And amidst these black-haired children of grey-headed Time stood the old house of Oneleigh. I know not how many centuries had lashed against it their evanescent foam of years; but it was still unshattered, and all about it were the things of long ago, as cling strange growths to some sea-defying rock. Here, like the shells of long-dead limpets, was armour that men encased themselves in long ago; here, too, were tapestries of many colours, beautiful as seaweed; no modern flotsam ever drifted hither, no early Victorian furniture, no electric light. The great trade routes that littered the years with empty meat tins and cheap novels were far from here. Well, well, the centuries will shatter it and drive its fragments on to distant shores. Meanwhile, while it yet stood, I went on a visit there to my brother, and we argued about ghosts. My brothers intelligence on this subject seemed to me to be in need of correction. He mistook things imagined for things having an actual existence; he argued that second-hand evidence of persons having seen ghosts proved ghosts to exist. I said that even if they had seen ghosts, this was no proof at all; nobody believes that there are red rats, though there is plenty of first-hand evidence of men having seen them in delirium. Finally, I said I would see ghosts myself, and continue to argue against their actual existence. So I collected a handful of cigars and drank several cups of very strong tea, and went without my dinner, and retired into a room where there was dark oak and all the chairs were covered with tapestry; and my brother went to bed bored with our argument, and trying hard to dissuade me from making myself uncomfortable. All the way up the old stairs as I stood at the bottom of them, and as his candle went winding up and up, I heard him still trying to persuade me to have supper and go to bed.

It was a windy winter, and outside the cedars were muttering I know not what about; but I think that they were Tories of a school long dead, and were troubled about something new. Within, a great damp log upon the fireplace began to squeak and sing, and struck up a whining tune, and a tall flame stood up over it and beat time, and all the shadows crowded round and began to dance. In distant corners old masses of darkness sat still like chaperones and never moved. Over there, in the darkest part of the room, stood a door that was always locked. It led into the hall, but no one ever used it; near that door something had happened once of which the family are not proud. We do not speak of it. There in the firelight stood the venerable forms of the old chairs; the hands that had made their tapestries lay far beneath the soil, the needles with which they wrought were many separate flakes of rust. No one wove now in that old room  no one but the assiduous ancient spiders who, watching by the deathbed of the things of yore, worked shrouds to hold their dust. In shrouds about the cornices already lay the heart of the oak wainscot that the worm had eaten out.

Surely at such an hour, in such a room, a fancy already excited by hunger and strong tea might see the ghosts of former occupants. I expected nothing less. The fire flickered and the shadows danced, memories of strange historic things rose vividly in my mind; but midnight chimed solemnly from a seven-foot clock, and nothing happened. My imagination would not be hurried, and the chill that is with the small hours had come upon me, and I had nearly abandoned myself to sleep, when in the hall adjoining there arose the rustling of silk dresses that I had waited for and expected. Then there entered two by two the high-born ladies and their gallants of Jacobean times. They were little more than shadows  very dignified shadows, and almost indistinct; but you have all read ghost stories before, you have all seen in museums the dresses of those times  there is little need to describe them; they entered, several of them, and sat down on the old chairs, perhaps a little carelessly considering the value of the tapestries. Then the rustling of their dresses ceased.

Well  I had seen ghosts, and was neither frightened nor convinced that ghosts existed. I was about to get up out of my chair and go to bed, when there came a sound of pattering in the hall, a sound of bare feet coming over the polished floor, and every now and then a foot would slip and I heard claws scratching along the wood as some four-footed thing lost and regained its balance. I was not frightened, but uneasy. The pattering came straight towards the room that I was in, then I heard the sniffing of expectant nostrils; perhaps uneasy was not the most suitable word to describe my feelings then. Suddenly a herd of black creatures larger than bloodhounds came galloping in; they had large pendulous ears, their noses were to the ground sniffing, they went up to the lords and ladies of long ago and fawned about them disgustingly. Their eyes were horribly bright, and ran down to great depths. When I looked into them I knew suddenly what these creatures were, and I was afraid. They were the sins, the filthy, immortal sins of those courtly men and women.

How demure she was, the lady that sat near me on an old-world chair  how demure she was, and how fair, to have beside her with its jowl upon her lap a sin with such cavernous red eyes, a clear case of murder. And you, yonder lady with the golden hair, surely not you  and yet that fearful beast with the yellow eyes slinks from you to yonder courtier there, and whenever one drives it away it slinks back to the other. Over there a lady tries to smile as she strokes the loathsome furry head of anothers sin, but one of her own is jealous and intrudes itself under her hand. Here sits an old nobleman with his grandson on his knee, and one of the great black sins of the grandfather is licking the childs face and has made the child its own. Sometimes a ghost would move and seek another chair, but always his pack of sins would move behind him. Poor ghosts, poor ghosts! how many flights they must have attempted for two hundred years from their hated sins, how many excuses they must have given for their presence, and the sins were with them still  and still unexplained. Suddenly one of them seemed to scent my living blood, and bayed horribly, and all the others left their ghosts at once and dashed up to the sin that had given tongue. The brute had picked up my scent near the door by which I had entered, and they moved slowly nearer to me sniffing along the floor, and uttering every now and then their fearful cry. I saw that the whole thing had gone too far. But now they had seen me, now they were all about me, they sprang up trying to reach my throat; and whenever their claws touched me, horrible thoughts came into my mind and unutterable desires dominated my heart. I planned bestial things as these creatures leaped around me, and planned them with a masterly cunning. A great red-eyed murder was among the foremost of those furry things from whom I feebly strove to defend my throat. Suddenly it seemed to me good that I should kill my brother. It seemed important to me that I should not risk being punished. I knew where a revolver was kept; after I had shot him, I would dress the body up and put flour on the face like a man that had been acting as a ghost. It would be very simple. I would say that he had frightened me  and the servants had heard us talking about ghosts. There were one or two trivialities that would have to be arranged, but nothing escaped my mind. Yes, it seemed to me very good that I should kill my brother as I looked into the red depths of this creatures eyes. But one last effort as they dragged me down If two straight lines cut one another, I said, the opposite angles are equal. Let AB, CD, cut one another at E, then the angles CEA, CEB equal two right angles (prop. xiii.). Also CEA, AED equal two right angles.

I moved towards the door to get the revolver; a hideous exultation arose among the beasts. But the angle CEA is common, therefore AED equals CEB. In the same way CEA equals DEB. QED. It was proved. Logic and reason re-established themselves in my mind, there were no dark hounds of sin, the tapestried chairs were empty. It seemed to me an inconceivable thought that a man should murder his brother.


THE WHIRLPOOL

Once going down to the shore of the great sea I came upon the Whirlpool lying prone upon the sand and stretching his huge limbs in the sun.

I said to him: Who art thou?

And he said:

I am named Nooz Wana, the Whelmer of Ships, and from the Straits of Pondar Obed I am come, wherein it is my wont to vex the seas. There I chased Leviathan with my hands when he was young and strong; often he slipped through my fingers, and away into the weed forests that grow below the storms in the dusk on the floor of the sea; but at last I caught and tamed him. For there I lurk upon the oceans floor, midway between the knees of either cliff, to guard the passage of the Straits from all the ships that seek the Further Seas; and whenever the white sails of the tall ships come swelling round the corner of the crag out of the sunlit spaces of the Known Sea and into the dark of the Straits, then standing firm upon the oceans floor, with my knees a little bent, I take the waters of the Straits in both my hands and whirl them round my head. But the ship comes gliding on with the sound of the sailors singing on her decks, all singing songs of the islands and carrying the rumour of their cities to the lonely seas, till they see me suddenly astride athwart their course, and are caught in the waters as I whirl them round my head. Then I draw in the waters of the Straits towards me and downwards, nearer and nearer to my terrible feet, and hear in my ears above the roar of my waters the ultimate cry of the ship; for just before I drag them to the floor of ocean and stamp them asunder with my wrecking feet, ships utter their ultimate cry, and with it go the lives of all the sailors and passes the soul of the ship. And in the ultimate cry of ships are the songs the sailors sing, and their hopes and all their loves, and the song of the wind among the masts and timbers when they stood in the forest long ago, and the whisper of the rain that made them grow, and the soul of the tall pine-tree or the oak. All this a ship gives up in one cry which she makes at the last. And at that moment I would pity the tall ship if I might; but a man may feel pity who sits in comfort by his fireside telling tales in the winter  no pity are they permitted ever to feel who do the work of the gods; and so when I have brought her circling from round my shoulders to my waist and thence, with her masts all sloping inwards, to my knees, and lower still and downwards till her topmast pennants flutter against my ankles, then I, Nooz Wana, Whelmer of Ships, lift up my feet and trample her beams asunder, and there go up again to the surface of the Straits only a few broken timbers and the memories of the sailors and of their early loves to drift for ever down the empty seas.

Once in every hundred years, for one day only, I go to rest myself along the shore and to sun my limbs on the sand, that the tall ships may go through the unguarded Straits and find the Happy Isles. And the Happy Isles stand midmost among the smiles of the sunny Further Seas, and there the sailors may come upon content and long for nothing; or if they long for aught, they shall possess it.

There comes not Time with his devouring hours; nor any of the evils of the gods or men. These are the islands whereto the souls of the sailors every night put in from all the world to rest from going up and down the seas, to behold again the vision of far-off intimate hills that lift their orchards high above the fields facing the sunlight, and for a while again to speak with the souls of old. But about the dawn dreams twitter and arise, and circling thrice around the Happy Isles set out again to find the world of men, then follow the souls of the sailors, as, at evening, with slow stroke of stately wings the heron follows behind the flight of multitudinous rooks; but the souls returning find awakening bodies and endure the toil of the day. Such are the Happy Isles, whereunto few have come, save but as roaming shadows in the night, and for only a little while.

But longer than is needed to make me strong and fierce again I may not stay, and at set of sun, when my arms are strong again, and when I feel in my legs that I can plant them fair and bent upon the floor of ocean, then I go back to take a new grip upon the waters of the Straits, and to guard the Further Seas again for a hundred years. Because the gods are jealous, lest too many men shall pass to the Happy Isles and find content. For the gods have not content.


THE HURRICANE

One night I sat alone on the great down, looking over the edge of it at a murky, sullen city. All day long with its smoke it had troubled the holy sky, and now it sat there roaring in the distance and glared at me with its furnaces and lighted factory windows. Suddenly I became aware that I was not the only enemy of that city, for I perceived the colossal form of the Hurricane walking over the down towards me, playing idly with the flowers as he passed, and near me he stopped and spake to the Earthquake, who had come up mole-like but vast out of a cleft in the earth.

Old friend, said the Hurricane, rememberest when we wrecked the nations and drave the herds of the sea into new pasturage?

Yes, said the Earthquake, drowsily; Yes, yes.

Old friend, said the Hurricane, there are cities everywhere. Over thy head while thou didst sleep they have built them constantly. My four children the Winds suffocate with the fumes of them, the valleys are desolate of flowers, and the lovely forests are cut down since last we went abroad together.

The Earthquake lay there, with his snout towards the city, blinking at the lights, while the tall Hurricane stood beside him pointing fiercely at it.

Come, said the Hurricane, let us fare forth again and destroy them, that all the lovely forests may come back and the furry creeping things. Thou shalt whelm these cities utterly and drive the people forth, and I will smite them in the shelterless places and sweep their desecrations from the sea. Wilt thou come forth with me and do this thing for the glory of it? Wilt thou wreck the world again as we did, thou and I, or ever Man had come? Wilt thou come forth to this place at this hour tomorrow night?

Yes, said the Earthquake, Yes, and he crept to his cleft again, and head foremost waddled down into the abysses.

When the Hurricane strode away, I got up quietly and departed, but at that hour of the next night I came up cautiously to the same spot. There I found the huge grey form of the Hurricane alone, with his head bowed in his hands, weeping; for the Earthquake sleeps long and heavily in the abysses, and he would not wake.


THE FORTRESS UNVANQUISHABLE, SAVE FOR SACNOTH

In a wood older than record, a foster brother of the hills, stood the village of Allathurion; and there was peace between the people of that village and all the folk who walked in the dark ways of the wood, whether they were human or of the tribes of the beasts or of the race of the fairies and the elves and the little sacred spirits of trees and streams. Moreover, the village people had peace among themselves and between them and their lord, Lorendiac. In front of the village was a wide and grassy space, and beyond this the great wood again, but at the back the trees came right up to the houses, which, with their great beams and wooden framework and thatched roofs, green with moss, seemed almost to be a part of the forest.

Now in the time I tell of, there was trouble in Allathurion, for of an evening fell dreams were wont to come slipping through the tree trunks and into the peaceful village; and they assumed dominion of mens minds and led them in watches of the night through the cindery plains of Hell. Then the magician of that village made spells against those fell dreams; yet still the dreams came flitting through the trees as soon as the dark had fallen, and led mens minds by night into terrible places and caused them to praise Satan openly with their lips.

And men grew afraid of sleep in Allathurion. And they grew worn and pale, some through the want of rest, and others from fear of the things they saw on the cindery plains of Hell.

Then the magician of the village went up into the tower of his house, and all night long those whom fear kept awake could see his window high up in the night glowing softly alone. The next day, when the twilight was far gone and night was gathering fast, the magician went away to the forests edge, and uttered there the spell that he had made. And the spell was a compulsive, terrible thing, having a power over evil dreams and over spirits of ill; for it was a verse of forty lines in many languages, both living and dead, and had in it the word wherewith the people of the plains are wont to curse their camels, and the shout wherewith the whalers of the north lure the whales shoreward to be killed, and a word that causes elephants to trumpet; and every one of the forty lines closed with a rhyme for wasp.

And still the dreams came flitting through the forest, and led mens souls into the plains of Hell. Then the magician knew that the dreams were from Gaznak. Therefore he gathered the people of the village, and told them that he had uttered his mightiest spell  a spell having power over all that were human or of the tribes of the beasts; and that since it had not availed the dreams must come from Gaznak, the greatest magician among the spaces of the stars. And he read to the people out of the Book of Magicians, which tells the comings of the comet and foretells his coming again. And he told them how Gaznak rides upon the comet, and how he visits Earth once in every two hundred and thirty years, and makes for himself a vast, invincible fortress and sends out dreams to feed on the minds of men, and may never be vanquished but by the sword Sacnoth.

And a cold fear fell on the hearts of the villagers when they found that their magician had failed them.

Then spake Leothric, son of the Lord Lorendiac, and twenty years old was he: Good Master, what of the sword Sacnoth?

And the village magician answered: Fair Lord, no such sword as yet is wrought, for it lies as yet in the hide of Tharagavverug, protecting his spine.

Then said Leothric: Who is Tharagavverug, and where may he be encountered?

And the magician of Allathurion answered: He is the dragon-crocodile who haunts the Northern marshes and ravages the homesteads by their marge. And the hide of his back is of steel, and his under parts are of iron; but along the midst of his back, over his spine, there lies a narrow strip of unearthly steel. This strip of steel is Sacnoth, and it may be neither cleft nor molten, and there is nothing in the world that may avail to break it, nor even leave a scratch upon its surface. It is of the length of a good sword, and of the breadth thereof. Shouldst thou prevail against Tharagavverug, his hide may be melted away from Sacnoth in a furnace; but there is only one thing that may sharpen Sacnoths edge, and this is one of Tharagavverugs own steel eyes; and the other eye thou must fasten to Sacnoths hilt, and it will watch for thee. But it is a hard task to vanquish Tharagavverug, for no sword can pierce his hide; his back cannot be broken, and he can neither burn nor drown. In one way only can Tharagavverug die, and that is by starving.

Then sorrow fell upon Leothric, but the magician spoke on:

If a man drive Tharagavverug away from his food with a stick for three days, he will starve on the third day at sunset. And though he is not vulnerable, yet in one spot he may take hurt, for his nose is only of lead. A sword would merely lay bare the uncleavable bronze beneath, but if his nose be smitten constantly with a stick he will always recoil from the pain, and thus may Tharagavverug, to left and right, be driven away from his food.

Then Leothric said: What is Tharagavverugs food?

And the magician of Allathurion said: His food is men.

But Leothric went straightway thence, and cut a great staff from a hazel tree, and slept early that evening. But the next morning, awaking from troubled dreams, he arose before the dawn, and, taking with him provisions for five days, set out through the forest northwards towards the marshes. For some hours he moved through the gloom of the forest, and when he emerged from it the sun was above the horizon shining on pools of water in the waste land. Presently he saw the claw-marks of Tharagavverug deep in the soil, and the track of his tail between them like a furrow in a field. Then Leothric followed the tracks till he heard the bronze heart of Tharagavverug before him, booming like a bell.

And Tharagavverug, it being the hour when he took the first meal of the day, was moving towards a village with his heart tolling. And all the people of the village were come out to meet him, as it was their wont to do; for they abode not the suspense of awaiting Tharagavverug and of hearing him sniffing brazenly as he went from door to door, pondering slowly in his metal mind what habitant he should choose. And none dared to flee, for in the days when the villagers fled from Tharagavverug, he, having chosen his victim, would track him tirelessly, like a doom. Nothing availed them against Tharagavverug. Once they climbed the trees when he came, but Tharagavverug went up to one, arching his back and leaning over slightly, and rasped against the trunk until it fell. And when Leothric came near, Tharagavverug saw him out of one of his small steel eyes and came towards him leisurely, and the echoes of his heart swirled up through his open mouth. And Leothric stepped sideways from his onset, and came between him and the village and smote him on the nose, and the blow of the stick made a dint in the soft lead. And Tharagavverug swung clumsily away, uttering one fearful cry like the sound of a great church bell that had become possessed of a soul that fluttered upward from the tombs at night  an evil soul, giving the bell a voice. Then he attacked Leothric, snarling, and again Leothric leapt aside, and smote him on the nose with his stick. Tharagavverug uttered like a bell howling. And whenever the dragon-crocodile attacked him, or turned towards the village, Leothric smote him again.

So all day long Leothric drove the monster with a stick, and he drove him farther and farther from his prey, with his heart tolling angrily and his voice crying out for pain.

Towards evening Tharagavverug ceased to snap at Leothric, but ran before him to avoid the stick, for his nose was sore and shining; and in the gloaming the villagers came out and danced to cymbal and psaltery. When Tharagavverug heard the cymbal and psaltery, hunger and anger came upon him, and he felt as some lord might feel who was held by force from the banquet in his own castle and heard the creaking spit go round and round and the good meat crackling on it. And all that night he attacked Leothric fiercely, and oft-times nearly caught him in the darkness; for his gleaming eyes of steel could see as well by night as by day. And Leothric gave ground slowly till the dawn, and when the light came they were near the village again; yet not so near to it as they had been when they encountered, for Leothric drove Tharagavverug farther in the day than Tharagavverug had forced him back in the night. Then Leothric drove him again with his stick till the hour came when it was the custom of the dragon-crocodile to find his man. One third of his man he would eat at the time he found him, and the rest at noon and evening. But when the hour came for finding his man a great fierceness came on Tharagavverug, and he grabbed rapidly at Leothric, but could not seize him, and for a long while neither of them would retire. But at last the pain of the stick on his leaden nose overcame the hunger of the dragon-crocodile, and he turned from it howling. From that moment Tharagavverug weakened. All that day Leothric drove him with his stick, and at night both held their ground; and when the dawn of the third day was come the heart of Tharagavverug beat slower and fainter. It was as though a tired man was ringing a bell. Once Tharagavverug nearly seized a frog, but Leothric snatched it away just in time. Towards noon the dragon-crocodile lay still for a long while, and Leothric stood near him and leaned on his trusty stick. He was very tired and sleepless, but had more leisure now for eating his provisions. With Tharagavverug the end was coming fast, and in the afternoon his breath came hoarsely, rasping in his throat. It was as the sound of many huntsmen blowing blasts on horns, and towards evening his breath came faster but fainter, like the sound of a hunt going furious to the distance and dying away, and he made desperate rushes towards the village; but Leothric still leapt about him, battering his leaden nose. Scarce audible now at all was the sound of his heart: it was like a church bell tolling beyond hills for the death of some one unknown and far away. Then the sun set and flamed in the village windows, and a chill went over the world, and in some small garden a woman sang; and Tharagavverug lifted up his head and starved, and his life went from his invulnerable body, and Leothric lay down beside him and slept. And later in the starlight the villagers came out and carried Leothric, sleeping, to the village, all praising him in whispers as they went. They laid him down upon a couch in a house, and danced outside in silence, without psaltery or cymbal. And the next day, rejoicing, to Allathurion they hauled the dragon-crocodile. And Leothric went with them, holding his battered staff; and a tall, broad man, who was smith of Allathurion, made a great furnace, and melted Tharagavverug away till only Sacnoth was left, gleaming among the ashes. Then he took one of the small eyes that had been chiselled out, and filed an edge on Sacnoth, and gradually the steel eye wore away facet by facet, but ere it was quite gone it had sharpened redoubtably Sacnoth. But the other eye they set in the butt of the hilt, and it gleamed there bluely.

And that night Leothric arose in the dark and took the sword, and went westwards to find Gaznak; and he went through the dark forest till the dawn, and all the morning and till the afternoon. But in the afternoon he came into the open and saw in the midst of The Land Where No Man Goeth the fortress of Gaznak, mountainous before him, little more than a mile away.

And Leothric saw that the land was marsh and desolate. And the fortress went up all white out of it, with many buttresses, and was broad below but narrowed higher up, and was full of gleaming windows with the light upon them. And near the top of it a few white clouds were floating, but above them some of its pinnacles reappeared. Then Leothric advanced into the marshes, and the eye of Tharagavverug looked out warily from the hilt of Sacnoth; for Tharagavverug had known the marshes well, and the sword nudged Leothric to the right or pulled him to the left away from the dangerous places, and so brought him safely to the fortress walls.

And in the wall stood doors like precipices of steel, all studded with boulders of iron, and above every window were terrible gargoyles of stone; and the name of the fortress shone on the wall, writ large in letters of brass: The Fortress Unvanquishable, Save For Sacnoth.

Then Leothric drew and revealed Sacnoth, and all the gargoyles grinned, and the grin went flickering from face to face right up into the cloud-abiding gables.

And when Sacnoth was revealed and all the gargoyles grinned, it was like the moonlight emerging from a cloud to look for the first time upon a field of blood, and passing swiftly over the wet faces of the slain that lie together in the horrible night. Then Leothric advanced towards a door, and it was mightier than the marble quarry, Sacremona, from which of old men cut enormous slabs to build the Abbey of the Holy Tears. Day after day they wrenched out the very ribs of the hill until the Abbey was builded, and it was more beautiful than anything in stone. Then the priests blessed Sacremona, and it had rest, and no more stone was ever taken from it to build the houses of men. And the hill stood looking southwards lonely in the sunlight, defaced by that mighty scar. So vast was the door of steel. And the name of the door was The Porte Resonant, the Way of Egress for War.

Then Leothric smote upon the Porte Resonant with Sacnoth, and the echo of Sacnoth went ringing through the halls, and all the dragons in the fortress barked. And when the baying of the remotest dragon had faintly joined in the tumult, a window opened far up among the clouds below the twilit gables, and a woman screamed, and far away in Hell her father heard her and knew that her doom was come.

And Leothric went on smiting terribly with Sacnoth, and the grey steel of the Porte Resonant, the Way of Egress for War, that was tempered to resist the swords of the world, came away in ringing slices.

Then Leothric, holding Sacnoth in his hand, went in through the hole that he had hewn in the door, and came into the unlit, cavernous hall.

An elephant fled trumpeting. And Leothric stood still, holding Sacnoth. When the sound of the feet of the elephant had died away in the remoter corridors, nothing more stirred, and the cavernous hall was still.

Presently the darkness of the distant halls became musical with the sound of bells, all coming nearer and nearer.

Still Leothric waited in the dark, and the bells rang louder and louder, echoing through the halls, and there appeared a procession of men on camels riding two by two from the interior of the fortress, and they were armed with scimitars of Assyrian make and were all clad with mail, and chain-mail hung from their helmets about their faces, and flapped as the camels moved. And they all halted before Leothric in the cavernous hall, and the camel bells clanged and stopped. And the leader said to Leothric:

The Lord Gaznak has desired to see you die before him. Be pleased to come with us, and we can discourse by the way of the manner in which the Lord Gaznak has desired to see you die.

And as he said this he unwound a chain of iron that was coiled upon his saddle, and Leothric answered:

I would fain go with you, for I am come to slay Gaznak.

Then all the camel-guard of Gaznak laughed hideously, disturbing the vampires that were asleep in the measureless vault of the roof. And the leader said:

The Lord Gaznak is immortal, save for Sacnoth, and weareth armour that is proof even against Sacnoth himself, and hath a sword the second most terrible in the world.

Then Leothric said: I am the Lord of the sword Sacnoth.

And he advanced towards the camel-guard of Gaznak, and Sacnoth lifted up and down in his hand as though stirred by an exultant pulse. Then the camel-guard of Gaznak fled, and the riders leaned forward and smote their camels with whips, and they went away with a great clamour of bells through colonnades and corridors and vaulted halls, and scattered into the inner darknesses of the fortress. When the last sound of them had died away, Leothric was in doubt which way to go, for the camel-guard was dispersed in many directions, so he went straight on till he came to a great stairway in the midst of the hall. Then Leothric set his foot in the middle of a wide step, and climbed steadily up the stairway for five minutes. Little light was there in the great hall through which Leothric ascended, for it only entered through arrow slits here and there, and in the world outside evening was waning fast. The stairway led up to two folding doors, and they stood a little ajar, and through the crack Leothric entered and tried to continue straight on, but could get no farther, for the whole room seemed to be full of festoons of ropes which swung from wall to wall and were looped and draped from the ceiling. The whole chamber was thick and black with them. They were soft and light to the touch, like fine silk, but Leothric was unable to break any one of them, and though they swung away from him as he pressed forward, yet by the time he had gone three yards they were all about him like a heavy cloak. Then Leothric stepped back and drew Sacnoth, and Sacnoth divided the ropes without a sound, and without a sound the severed pieces fell to the floor. Leothric went forward slowly, moving Sacnoth in front of him up and down as he went. When he was come into the middle of the chamber, suddenly, as he parted with Sacnoth a great hammock of strands, he saw a spider before him that was larger than a ram, and the spider looked at him with eyes that were little, but in which there was much sin, and said:

Who are you that spoil the labour of years all done to the honour of Satan?

And Leothric answered: I am Leothric, son of Lorendiac.

And the spider said: I will make a rope at once to hang you with.

Then Leothric parted another bunch of strands, and came nearer to the spider as he sat making his rope, and the spider, looking up from his work, said: What is that sword which is able to sever my ropes?

And Leothric said: It is Sacnoth.

Thereat the black hair that hung over the face of the spider parted to left and right, and the spider frowned; then the hair fell back into its place, and hid everything except the sin of the little eyes which went on gleaming lustfully in the dark. But before Leothric could reach him, he climbed away with his hands, going up by one of his ropes to a lofty rafter, and there sat, growling. But clearing his way with Sacnoth, Leothric passed through the chamber, and came to the farther door; and the door being shut, and the handle far up out of his reach, he hewed his way through it with Sacnoth in the same way as he had through the Porte Resonant, the Way of Egress for War. And so Leothric came into a well-lit chamber, where Queens and Princes were banqueting together, all at a great table; and thousands of candles were glowing all about, and their light shone in the wine that the Princes drank and on the huge gold candelabra, and the royal faces were irradiant with the glow, and the white table-cloth and the silver plates and the jewels in the hair of the Queens, each jewel having a historian all to itself, who wrote no other chronicles all his days. Between the table and the door there stood two hundred footmen in two rows of one hundred facing one another. Nobody looked at Leothric as he entered through the hole in the door, but one of the Princes asked a question of a footman, and the question was passed from mouth to mouth by all the hundred footmen till it came to the last one nearest Leothric; and he said to Leothric, without looking at him:

What do you seek here?

And Leothric answered: I seek to slay Gaznak.

And footman to footman repeated all the way to the table: He seeks to slay Gaznak.

And another question came down the line of footmen: What is your name?

And the line that stood opposite took his answer back.

Then one of the Princes said: Take him away where we shall not hear his screams.

And footman repeated it to footman till it came to the last two, and they advanced to seize Leothric.

Then Leothric showed to them his sword, saying, This is Sacnoth, and both of them said to the man nearest: It is Sacnoth; then screamed and fled away.

And two by two, all up the double line, footman to footman repeated, It is Sacnoth, then screamed and fled, till the last two gave the message to the table, and all the rest had gone. Hurriedly then arose the Queens and Princes, and fled out of the chamber. And the goodly table, when they were all gone, looked small and disorderly and awry. And to Leothric, pondering in the desolate chamber by what door he should pass onwards, there came from far away the sounds of music, and he knew that it was the magical musicians playing to Gaznak while he slept.

Then Leothric, walking towards the distant music, passed out by the door opposite to the one through which he had cloven his entrance, and so passed into a chamber vast as the other, in which were many women, weirdly beautiful. And they all asked him of his quest, and when they heard that it was to slay Gaznak, they all besought him to tarry among them, saying that Gaznak was immortal, save for Sacnoth, and also that they had need of a knight to protect them from the wolves that rushed round and round the wainscot all the night and sometimes broke in upon them through the mouldering oak. Perhaps Leothric had been tempted to tarry had they been human women, for theirs was a strange beauty, but he perceived that instead of eyes they had little flames that flickered in their sockets, and knew them to be the fevered dreams of Gaznak. Therefore he said:

I have a business with Gaznak and with Sacnoth, and passed on through the chamber.

And at the name of Sacnoth those women screamed, and the flames of their eyes sank low and dwindled to sparks.

And Leothric left them, and, hewing with Sacnoth, passed through the farther door.

Outside he felt the night air on his face, and found that he stood upon a narrow way between two abysses. To left and right of him, as far as he could see, the walls of the fortress ended in a profound precipice, though the roof still stretched above him; and before him lay the two abysses full of stars, for they cut their way through the whole Earth and revealed the under sky; and threading its course between them went the way, and it sloped upward and its sides were sheer. And beyond the abysses, where the way led up to the farther chambers of the fortress, Leothric heard the musicians playing their magical tune. So he stepped on to the way, which was scarcely a stride in width, and moved along it holding Sacnoth naked. And to and fro beneath him in each abyss whirred the wings of vampires passing up and down, all giving praise to Satan as they flew. Presently he perceived the dragon Thok lying upon the way, pretending to sleep, and his tail hung down into one of the abysses.

And Leothric went towards him, and when he was quite close Thok rushed at Leothric.

And he smote deep with Sacnoth, and Thok tumbled into the abyss, screaming, and his limbs made a whirring in the darkness as he fell, and he fell till his scream sounded no louder than a whistle and then could be heard no more. Once or twice Leothric saw a star blink for an instant and reappear again, and this momentary eclipse of a few stars was all that remained in the world of the body of Thok. And Lunk, the brother of Thok, who had lain a little behind him, saw that this must be Sacnoth and fled lumbering away. And all the while that he walked between the abysses, the mighty vault of the roof of the fortress still stretched over Leothrics head, all filled with gloom. Now, when the further side of the abyss came into view, Leothric saw a chamber that opened with innumerable arches upon the twin abysses, and the pillars of the arches went away into the distance and vanished in the gloom to left and right.

Far down the dim precipice on which the pillars stood he could see windows small and closely barred, and between the bars there showed at moments, and disappeared again, things that I shall not speak of.

There was no light here except for the great Southern stars that shone below the abysses, and here and there in the chamber through the arches lights that moved furtively without the sound of footfall.

Then Leothric stepped from the way, and entered the great chamber.

Even to himself he seemed but a tiny dwarf as he walked under one of those colossal arches.

The last faint light of evening flickered through a window painted in sombre colours commemorating the achievements of Satan upon Earth. High up in the wall the window stood, and the streaming lights of candles lower down moved stealthily away.

Other light there was none, save for a faint blue glow from the steel eye of Tharagavverug that peered restlessly about it from the hilt of Sacnoth. Heavily in the chamber hung the clammy odour of a large and deadly beast.

Leothric moved forward slowly with the blade of Sacnoth in front of him feeling for a foe, and the eye in the hilt of it looking out behind.

Nothing stirred.

If anything lurked behind the pillars of the colonnade that held aloft the roof, it neither breathed nor moved.

The music of the magical musicians sounded from very near.

Suddenly the great doors on the far side of the chamber opened to left and right. For some moments Leothric saw nothing move, and waited clutching Sacnoth. Then Wong Bongerok came towards him, breathing.

This was the last and faithfullest guard of Gaznak, and came from slobbering just now his masters hand.

More as a child than a dragon was Gaznak wont to treat him, giving him often in his fingers tender pieces of man all smoking from his table.

Long and low was Wong Bongerok, and subtle about the eyes, and he came breathing malice against Leothric out of his faithful breast, and behind him roared the armoury of his tail, as when sailors drag the cable of the anchor all rattling down the deck.

And well Wong Bongerok knew that he now faced Sacnoth, for it had been his wont to prophesy quietly to himself for many years as he lay curled at the feet of Gaznak.

And Leothric stepped forward into the blast of his breath, and lifted Sacnoth to strike.

But when Sacnoth was lifted up, the eye of Tharagavverug in the butt of the hilt beheld the dragon and perceived his subtlety.

For he opened his mouth wide, and revealed to Leothric the ranks of his sabre teeth, and his leather gums flapped upwards. But while Leothric made to smite at his head, he shot forward scorpion-wise over his head the length of his armoured tail. All this the eye perceived in the hilt of Sacnoth, who smote suddenly sideways. Not with the edge smote Sacnoth, for, had he done so, the severed end of the tail had still come hurtling on, as some pine tree that the avalanche has hurled point foremost from the cliff right through the broad breast of some mountaineer. So had Leothric been transfixed; but Sacnoth smote sideways with the flat of his blade, and sent the tail whizzing over Leothrics left shoulder; and it rasped upon his armour as it went, and left a groove upon it. Sideways then at Leothric smote the foiled tail of Wong Bongerok, and Sacnoth parried, and the tail went shrieking up the blade and over Leothrics head. Then Leothric and Wong Bongerok fought sword to tooth, and the sword smote as only Sacnoth can, and the evil faithful life of Wong Bongerok the dragon went out through the wide wound.

Then Leothric walked on past that dead monster, and the armoured body still quivered a little. And for a while it was like all the ploughshares in a county working together in one field behind tired and struggling horses; then the quivering ceased, and Wong Bongerok lay still to rust.

And Leothric went on to the open gates, and Sacnoth dripped quietly along the floor.

By the open gates through which Wong Bongerok had entered, Leothric came into a corridor echoing with music. This was the first place from which Leothric could see anything above his head, for hitherto the roof had ascended to mountainous heights and had stretched indistinct in the gloom. But along the narrow corridor hung huge bells low and near to his head, and the width of each brazen bell was from wall to wall, and they were one behind the other. And as he passed under each the bell uttered, and its voice was mournful and deep, like to the voice of a bell speaking to a man for the last time when he is newly dead. Each bell uttered once as Leothric came under it, and their voices sounded solemnly and wide apart at ceremonious intervals. For if he walked slow, these bells came closer together, and when he walked swiftly they moved farther apart. And the echoes of each bell tolling above his head went on before him whispering to the others. Once when he stopped they all jangled angrily till he went on again.

Between these slow and boding notes came the sound of the magical musicians. They were playing a dirge now very mournfully.

And at last Leothric came to the end of the Corridor of the Bells, and beheld there a small black door. And all the corridor behind him was full of the echoes of the tolling, and they all muttered to one another about the ceremony; and the dirge of the musicians came floating slowly through them like a procession of foreign elaborate guests, and all of them boded ill to Leothric.

The black door opened at once to the hand of Leothric, and he found himself in the open air in a wide court paved with marble. High over it shone the moon, summoned there by the hand of Gaznak.

There Gaznak slept, and around him sat his magical musicians, all playing upon strings. And, even sleeping, Gaznak was clad in armour, and only his wrists and face and neck were bare.

But the marvel of that place was the dreams of Gaznak; for beyond the wide court slept a dark abyss, and into the abyss there poured a white cascade of marble stairways, and widened out below into terraces and balconies with fair white statues on them, and descended again in a wide stairway, and came to lower terraces in the dark, where swart uncertain shapes went to and fro. All these were the dreams of Gaznak, and issued from his mind, and, becoming gleaming marble, passed over the edge of the abyss as the musicians played. And all the while out of the mind of Gaznak, lulled by that strange music, went spires and pinnacles beautiful and slender, ever ascending skywards. And the marble dreams moved slow in time to the music. When the bells tolled and the musicians played their dirge, ugly gargoyles came out suddenly all over the spires and pinnacles, and great shadows passed swiftly down the steps and terraces, and there was hurried whispering in the abyss.

When Leothric stepped from the black door, Gaznak opened his eyes.
He looked neither to left nor right, but stood up at once facing
Leothric.

Then the magicians played a deathspell on their strings, and there arose a humming along the blade of Sacnoth as he turned the spell aside. When Leothric dropped not down, and they heard the humming of Sacnoth, the magicians arose and fled, all wailing, as they went, upon their strings.

Then Gaznak drew out screaming from its sheath the sword that was the mightiest in the world except for Sacnoth, and slowly walked towards Leothric; and he smiled as he walked, although his own dreams had foretold his doom. And when Leothric and Gaznak came together, each looked at each, and neither spoke a word; but they smote both at once, and their swords met, and each sword knew the other and from whence he came. And whenever the sword of Gaznak smote on the blade of Sacnoth it rebounded gleaming, as hail from off slated roofs; but whenever it fell upon the armour of Leothric, it stripped it off in sheets. And upon Gaznaks armour Sacnoth fell oft and furiously, but ever he came back snarling, leaving no mark behind, and as Gaznak fought he held his left hand hovering close over his head. Presently Leothric smote fair and fiercely at his enemys neck, but Gaznak, clutching his own head by the hair, lifted it high aloft, and Sacnoth went cleaving through an empty space. Then Gaznak replaced his head upon his neck, and all the while fought nimbly with his sword; and again and again Leothric swept with Sacnoth at Gaznaks bearded neck, and ever the left hand of Gaznak was quicker than the stroke, and the head went up and the sword rushed vainly under it.

And the ringing fight went on till Leothrics armour lay all round him on the floor and the marble was splashed with his blood, and the sword of Gaznak was notched like a saw from meeting the blade of Sacnoth. Still Gaznak stood unwounded and smiling still.

At last Leothric looked at the throat of Gaznak and aimed with Sacnoth, and again Gaznak lifted his head by the hair; but not at his throat flew Sacnoth, for Leothric struck instead at the lifted hand, and through the wrist of it went Sacnoth whirring, as a scythe goes through the stem of a single flower.

And bleeding, the severed hand fell to the floor; and at once blood spurted from the shoulders of Gaznak and dripped from the fallen head, and the tall pinnacles went down into the earth, and the wide fair terraces all rolled away, and the court was gone like the dew, and a wind came and the colonnades drifted thence, and all the colossal halls of Gaznak fell. And the abysses closed up suddenly as the mouth of a man who, having told a tale, will for ever speak no more.

Then Leothric looked around him in the marshes where the night mist was passing away, and there was no fortress nor sound of dragon or mortal, only beside him lay an old man, wizened and evil and dead, whose head and hand were severed from his body.

And gradually over the wide lands the dawn was coming up, and ever growing in beauty as it came, like to the peal of an organ played by a masters hand, growing louder and lovelier as the soul of the master warms, and at last giving praise with all its mighty voice.

Then the birds sang, and Leothric went homeward, and left the marshes and came to the dark wood, and the light of the dawn ascending lit him upon his way. And into Allathurion he came ere noon, and with him brought the evil wizened head, and the people rejoiced, and their nights of trouble ceased.

* * * * * * *

This is the tale of the vanquishing of The Fortress Unvanquishable, Save For Sacnoth, and of its passing away, as it is told and believed by those who love the mystic days of old.

Others have said, and vainly claim to prove, that a fever came to Allathurion, and went away; and that this same fever drove Leothric into the marshes by night, and made him dream there and act violently with a sword.

And others again say that there hath been no town of Allathurion, and that Leothric never lived.

Peace to them. The gardener hath gathered up this autumns leaves. Who shall see them again, or who wot of them? And who shall say what hath befallen in the days of long ago?


THE LORD OF CITIES

I came one day upon a road that wandered so aimlessly that it was suited to my mood, so I followed it, and it led me presently among deep woods. Somewhere in the midst of them Autumn held his court, sitting wreathed with gorgeous garlands; and it was the day before his annual festival of the Dance of Leaves, the courtly festival upon which hungry Winter rushes mob-like, and there arise the furious cries of the North Wind triumphing, and all the splendour and grace of the woods is gone, and Autumn flees away, discrowned and forgotten, and never again returns. Other Autumns arise, other Autumns, and fall before other Winters. A road led away to the left, but my road went straight on. The road to the left had a trodden appearance; there were wheel tracks on it, and it seemed the correct way to take. It looked as if no one could have any business with the road that led straight on and up the hill. Therefore I went straight on and up the hill; and here and there on the road grew blades of grass undisturbed in the repose and hush that the road had earned from going up and down the world; for you can go by this road, as you can go by all roads, to London, to Lincoln, to the North of Scotland, to the West of Wales, and to Wrellisford where roads end. Presently the woods ended, and I came to the open fields and at the same moment to the top of the hill, and saw the high places of Somerset and the downs of Wilts spread out along the horizon. Suddenly I saw underneath me the village of Wrellisford, with no sound in its street but the voice of the Wrellis roaring as he tumbled over a weir above the village. So I followed my road down over the crest of the hill, and the road became more languid as I descended, and less and less concerned with the cares of a highway. Here a spring broke out in the middle of it, and here another. The road never heeded. A stream ran right across it, still it straggled on. Suddenly it gave up the minimum property that a road should possess, and, renouncing its connection with High Streets, its lineage of Piccadilly, shrank to one side and became an unpretentious footpath. Then it led me to the old bridge over the stream, and thus I came to Wrellisford, and found after travelling in many lands a village with no wheel tracks in its street. On the other side of the bridge, my friend the road struggled a few yards up a grassy slope, and there ceased. Over all the village hung a great stillness, with the roar of the Wrellis cutting right across it, and there came occasionally the bark of a dog that kept watch over the broken stillness and over the sanctity of that untravelled road. That terrible and wasting fever that, unlike so many plagues, comes not from the East but from the West, the fever of hurry, had not come here  only the Wrellis hurried on his eternal quest, but it was a calm and placid hurry that gave one time for song. It was in the early afternoon, and nobody was about. Either they worked beyond the mysterious valley that nursed Wrellisford and hid it from the world, or else they secluded themselves within their old-time houses that were roofed with tiles of stone. I sat down upon the old stone bridge and watched the Wrellis, who seemed to me to be the only traveller that came from far away into this village where roads end, and passed on beyond it. And yet the Wrellis comes singing out of eternity, and tarries for a very little while in the village where roads end, and passes on into eternity again; and so surely do all that dwell in Wrellisford. I wondered as I leaned upon the bridge in what place the Wrellis would first find the sea, whether as he wound idly through meadows on his long quest he would suddenly behold him, and, leaping down over some rocky cliff, take to him at once the message of the hills. Or whether, widening slowly into some grand and tidal estuary, he would take his waste of waters to the sea and the might of the river should meet with the might of the waves, like to two Emperors clad in gleaming mail meeting midway between two hosts of war; and the little Wrellis would become a haven for returning ships and a setting-out place for adventurous men.

A little beyond the bridge there stood an old mill with a ruined roof, and a small branch of the Wrellis rushed through its emptiness shouting, like a boy playing alone in a corridor of some desolate house. The mill-wheel was gone, but there lay there still great bars and wheels and cogs, the bones of some dead industry. I know not what industry was once lord in that house, I know not what retinue of workers mourns him now; I only know who is lord there today in all those empty chambers. For as soon as I entered, I saw a whole wall draped with his marvellous black tapestry, without price because inimitable and too delicate to pass from hand to hand among merchants. I looked at the wonderful complexity of its infinite threads, my finger sank into it for more than an inch without feeling the touch; so black it was and so carefully wrought, sombrely covering the whole of the wall, that it might have been worked to commemorate the deaths of all that ever lived there, as indeed it was. I looked through a hole in the wall into an inner chamber where a worn-out driving band went among many wheels, and there this priceless inimitable stuff not merely clothed the walls but hung from bars and ceiling in beautiful draperies, in marvellous festoons. Nothing was ugly in this desolate house, for the busy artists soul of its present lord had beautified everything in its desolation. It was the unmistakable work of the spider, in whose house I was, and the house was utterly desolate but for him, and silent but for the roar of the Wrellis and the shout of the little stream. Then I turned homewards; and as I went up and over the hill and lost the sight of the village, I saw the road whiten and harden and gradually broaden out till the tracks of wheels appeared; and it went afar to take the young men of Wrellisford into the wide ways of the earth  to the new West and the mysterious East, and into the troubled South.

And that night, when the house was still and sleep was far off, hushing hamlets and giving ease to cities, my fancy wandered up that aimless road and came suddenly to Wrellisford. And it seemed to me that the travelling of so many people for so many years between Wrellisford and John o Groats, talking to one another as they went or muttering alone, had given the road a voice. And it seemed to me that night that the road spoke to the river by Wrellisford bridge, speaking with the voice of many pilgrims. And the road said to the river: I rest here. How is it with you?

And the river, who is always speaking, said: I rest nowhere from doing the Work of the World. I carry the murmur of inner lands to the sea, and to the abysses voices of the hills.

It is I, said the road, that do the Work of the World, and take from city to city the rumour of each. There is nothing higher than Man and the making of cities. What do you do for Man?

And the river said: Beauty and song are higher than Man. I carry the news seaward of the first song of the thrush after the furious retreat of winter northward, and the first timid anemone learns from me that she is safe and that spring has truly come. Oh but the song of all the birds in spring is more beautiful than Man, and the first coming of the hyacinth more delectable than his face! When spring is fallen upon the days of summer, I carry away with mournful joy at night petal by petal the rhododendrons bloom. No lit procession of purple kings is nigh so fair as that. No beautiful death of well-beloved men hath such a glory of forlornness. And I bear far away the pink and white petals of the apple-blossoms youth when the laborious time comes for his work in the world and for the bearing of apples. And I am robed each day and every night anew with the beauty of heaven, and I make lovely visions of the trees. But Man! What is Man? In the ancient parliament of the elder hills, when the grey ones speak together, they say nought of Man, but concern themselves only with their brethren the stars. Or when they wrap themselves in purple cloaks at evening, they lament some old irreparable wrong, or, uttering some mountain hymn, all mourn the set of sun.

Your beauty, said the road, and the beauty of the sky, and of the rhododendron blossom and of spring, live only in the mind of Man, and except in the mind of Man the mountains have no voices. Nothing is beautiful that has not been seen by Mans eye. Or if your rhododendron blossom was beautiful for a moment, it soon withered and was drowned, and spring soon passes away; beauty can only live on in the mind of Man. I bring thought into the mind of Man swiftly from distant places every day. I know the Telegraph  I know him well; he and I have walked for hundreds of miles together. There is no work in the world except for Man and the making of his cities. I take wares to and fro from city to city.

My little stream in the field there, said the river, used to make wares in that house for awhile once.

Ah, said the road, I remember, but I brought cheaper ones from distant cities. Nothing is of any importance but making cities for Man.

I know so little about him, said the river, but I have a great deal of work to do  I have all this water to send down to the sea; and then tomorrow or next day all the leaves of Autumn will be coming this way. It will be very beautiful. The sea is a very, very wonderful place. I know all about it; I have heard shepherd boys singing of it, and sometimes before a storm the gulls come up. It is a place all blue and shining and full of pearls, and has in it coral islands and isles of spice, and storms and galleons and the bones of Drake. The sea is much greater than Man. When I come to the sea, he will know that I have worked well for him. But I must hurry, for I have much to do. This bridge delays me a little; some day I will carry it away.

Oh, you must not do that, said the road.

Oh, not for a long time, said the river. Some centuries perhaps  and I have much to do besides. There is my song to sing, for instance, and that alone is more beautiful than any noise that Man makes.

All work is for Man, said the road, and for the building of cities. There is no beauty or romance or mystery in the sea except for the men that sail abroad upon it, and for those that stay at home and dream of them. As for your song, it rings night and morning, year in, year out, in the ears of men that are born in Wrellisford; at night it is part of their dreams, at morning it is the voice of day, and so it becomes part of their souls. But the song is not beautiful in itself. I take these men with your song in their souls up over the edge of the valley and a long way off beyond, and I am a strong and dusty road up there, and they go with your song in their souls and turn it into music and gladden cities. But nothing is the Work of the World except work for Man.

I wish I was quite sure about the Work of the World, said the stream; I wish I knew for certain for whom we work. I feel almost sure that it is for the sea. He is very great and beautiful. I think that there can be no greater master than the sea. I think that some day he may be so full of romance and mystery and sound of sheep bells and murmur of mist-hidden hills, which we streams shall have brought him, that there will be no more music or beauty left in the world, and all the world will end; and perhaps the streams shall gather at the last, we all together, to the sea. Or perhaps the sea will give us at the last unto each one his own again, giving back all that he has garnered in the years  the little petals of the apple-blossom and the mourned ones of the rhododendron, and our old visions of the trees and sky; so many memories have left the hills. But who may say? For who knows the tides of the sea?

Be sure that it is all for Man, said the road. For Man and the making of cities.

Something had come near on utterly silent feet.

Peace, peace! it said. You disturb the queenly night, who, having come into this valley, is a guest in my dark halls. Let us have an end to this discussion.

It was the spider who spoke.

The Work of the World is the making of cities and palaces. But it is not for Man. What is Man? He only prepares my cities for me, and mellows them. All his works are ugly, his richest tapestries are coarse and clumsy. He is a noisy idler. He only protects me from mine enemy the wind; and the beautiful work in my cities, the curving outlines and the delicate weavings, is all mine. Ten years to a hundred it takes to build a city, for five or six hundred more it mellows, and is prepared for me; then I inhabit it, and hide away all that is ugly, and draw beautiful lines about it to and fro. There is nothing so beautiful as cities and palaces; they are the loveliest places in the world, because they are the stillest, and so most like the stars. They are noisy at first, for a little, before I come to them; they have ugly corners not yet rounded off, and coarse tapestries, and then they become ready for me and my exquisite work, and are quite silent and beautiful. And there I entertain the regal nights when they come there jewelled with stars, and all their train of silence, and regale them with costly dust. Already nods, in a city that I wot of, a lonely sentinel whose lords are dead, who grows too old and sleepy to drive away the gathering silence that infests the streets; tomorrow I go to see if he be still at his post. For me Babylon was built, and rocky Tyre; and still men build my cities! All the Work of the World is the making of cities, and all of them I inherit.


THE DOOM OF LA TRAVIATA

Evening stole up out of mysterious lands and came down on the streets of Paris, and the things of the day withdrew themselves and hid away, and the beautiful city was strangely altered, and with it the hearts of men. And with lights and music, and in silence and in the dark, the other life arose, the life that knows the night, and dark cats crept from the houses and moved to silent places, and dim streets became haunted with dusk shapes. At this hour in a mean house, near to the Moulin Rouge, La Traviata died; and her death was brought to her by her own sins, and not by the years of God. But the soul of La Traviata drifted blindly about the streets where she had sinned till it struck against the wall of Notre Dame de Paris. Thence it rushed upwards, as the sea mist when it beats against a cliff, and streamed away to Paradise, and was there judged. And it seemed to me, as I watched from my place of dreaming, when La Traviata came and stood before the seat of judgment, that clouds came rushing up from the far Paradisal hills and gathered together over the head of God, and became one black cloud; and the clouds moved swiftly as shadows of the night when a lantern is swung in the hand, and more and more clouds rushed up, and ever more and more, and, as they gathered, the cloud a little above the head of God became no larger, but only grew blacker and blacker. And the halos of the saints settled lower upon their heads and narrowed and became pale, and the singing of the choirs of the seraphim faltered and sunk low, and the converse of the blessed suddenly ceased. Then a stern look came into the face of God, so that the seraphim turned away and left Him, and the saints. Then God commanded, and seven great angels rose up slowly through the clouds that carpet Paradise, and there was pity on their faces, and their eyes were closed. Then God pronounced judgment, and the lights of Paradise went out, and the azure crystal windows that look towards the world, and the windows rouge and verd, became dark and colourless, and I saw no more. Presently the seven great angels came out by one of Heavens gates and set their faces Hellwards, and four of them carried the young soul of La Traviata, and one of them went on before and one of them followed behind. These six trod with mighty strides the long and dusty road that is named the Way of the Damned. But the seventh flew above them all the way, and the light of the fires of Hell that was hidden from the six by the dust of that dreadful road flared on the feathers of his breast.

Presently the seven angels, as they swept Hellwards, uttered speech.

She is very young, they said; and She is very beautiful, they said; and they looked long at the soul of La Traviata, looking not at the stains of sin, but at that portion of her soul wherewith she had loved her sister a long while dead, who flitted now about an orchard on one of Heavens hills with a low sunlight ever on her face, who communed daily with the saints when they passed that way going to bless the dead from Heavens utmost edge. And as they looked long at the beauty of all that remained beautiful in her soul they said: It is but a young soul; and they would have taken her to one of Heavens hills, and would there have given her a cymbal and a dulcimer, but they knew that the Paradisal gates were clamped and barred against La Traviata. And they would have taken her to a valley in the world where there were a great many flowers and a loud sound of streams, where birds were singing always and church bells rang on Sabbaths, only this they durst not do. So they swept onwards nearer and nearer Hell. But when they were come quite close and the glare was on their faces, and they saw the gates already divide and prepare to open outwards, they said: Hell is a terrible city, and she is tired of cities; then suddenly they dropped her by the side of the road, and wheeled and flew away. But into a great pink flower that was horrible and lovely grew the soul of La Traviata; and it had in it two eyes but no eyelids, and it stared constantly into the faces of all the passers-by that went along the dusty road to Hell; and the flower grew in the glare of the lights of Hell, and withered but could not die; only, one petal turned back towards the heavenly hills as an ivy leaf turns outwards to the day, and in the soft and silvery light of Paradise it withered not nor faded, but heard at times the commune of the saints coming murmuring from the distance, and sometimes caught the scent of orchards wafted from the heavenly hills, and felt a faint breeze cool it every evening at the hour when the saints to Heavens edge went forth to bless the dead.

But the Lord arose with His sword, and scattered His disobedient angels as a thresher scatters chaff.


ON THE DRY LAND

Over the marshes hung the gorgeous night with all his wandering bands of nomad stars, and his whole host of still ones blinked and watched.

Over the safe dry land to eastward, grey and cold, the first clear pallor of dawn was coming up above the heads of the immortal gods.

Then, as they neared at last the safety of the dry land, Love looked at the man whom he had led for so long through the marshes, and saw that his hair was white, for it was shining in the pallor of the dawn.

Then they stepped together on to the land, and the old man sat down weary on the grass, for they had wandered in the marshes for many years; and the light of the grey dawn widened above the heads of the gods.

And Love said to the old man, I will leave you now.

And the old man made no answer, but wept softly.

Then Love was grieved in his little careless heart, and he said: You must not be sorry that I go, nor yet regret me, nor care for me at all.

I am a very foolish child, and was never kind to you, nor friendly. I never cared for your great thoughts, or for what was good in you, but perplexed you by leading you up and down the perilous marshes. And I was so heartless that, had you perished where I led you, it would have been nought to me, and I only stayed with you because you were good to play with.

And I am cruel and altogether worthless and not such a one as any should be sorry for when I go, or one to be regretted, or even cared for at all.

And still the old man spoke not, but wept softly; and Love grieved bitterly in his kindly heart.

And Love said: Because I am so small my strength has been concealed from you, and the evil that I have done. But my strength is great, and I have used it unjustly. Often I pushed you from the causeway through the marshes, and cared not if you drowned. Often I mocked you, and caused others to mock you. And often I led you among those that hated me, and laughed when they revenged themselves upon you.

So weep not, for there is no kindness in my heart, but only murder and foolishness, and I am no companion for one so wise as you, but am so frivolous and silly that I laughed at your noble dreams and hindered all your deeds. See now, you have found me out, and now you will send me away, and here you will live at ease, and, undisturbed, have noble dreams of the immortal gods.

See now, here is dawn and safety, and there is darkness and peril.

Still the old man wept softly.

Then Love said: Is it thus with you? and his voice was grave now and quiet. Are you so troubled? Old friend of so many years, there is grief in my heart for you. Old friend of perilous ventures, I must leave you now. But I will send my brother soon to you  my little brother Death. And he will come up out of the marshes to you, and will not forsake you, but will be true to you as I have not been true.

And dawn grew brighter over the immortal gods, and the old man smiled through his tears, which glistened wondrously in the increasing light. But Love went down to the night and to the marshes, looking backward over his shoulder as he went, and smiling beautifully about his eyes. And in the marshes whereunto he went, in the midst of the gorgeous night, and under the wandering bands of nomad stars, rose shouts of laughter and the sounds of the dance.

And after a while, with his face towards the morning, Death out of the marshes came up tall and beautiful, and with a faint smile shadowy on his lips, and lifted in his arms the lonely man, being gentle with him, and, murmuring with his low deep voice an ancient song, carried him to the morning to the gods.
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PREFACE

I hope for this book that it may come into the hands of those that were kind to my others and that it may not disappoint them.

 Lord Dunsany


POLTARNEES, BEHOLDER OF OCEAN

Toldees, Mondath, Arizim, these are the Inner Lands, the lands whose sentinels upon their borders do not behold the sea. Beyond them to the east there lies a desert, for ever untroubled by man: all yellow it is, and spotted with shadows of stones, and Death is in it, like a leopard lying in the sun. To the south they are bounded by magic, to the west by a mountain, and to the north by the voice and anger of the Polar wind. Like a great wall is the mountain to the west. It comes up out of the distance and goes down into the distance again, and it is named Poltarnees, Beholder of Ocean. To the northward red rocks, smooth and bare of soil, and without any speck of moss or herbage, slope up to the very lips of the Polar wind, and there is nothing else there by the noise of his anger. Very peaceful are the Inner Lands, and very fair are their cities, and there is no war among them, but quiet and ease. And they have no enemy but age, for thirst and fever lie sunning themselves out in the mid-desert, and never prowl into the Inner Lands. And the ghouls and ghosts, whose highway is the night, are kept in the south by the boundary of magic. And very small are all their pleasant cities, and all men are known to one another therein, and bless one another by name as they meet in the streets. And they have a broad, green way in every city that comes in out of some vale or wood or downland, and wanders in and out about the city between the houses and across the streets, and the people walk along it never at all, but every year at her appointed time Spring walks along it from the flowery lands, causing the anemone to bloom on the green way and all the early joys of hidden woods, or deep, secluded vales, or triumphant downlands, whose heads lift up so proudly, far up aloof from cities.

Sometimes waggoners or shepherds walk along this way, they that have come into the city from over cloudy ridges, and the townsmen hinder them not, for there is a tread that troubleth the grass and a tread that troubleth it not, and each man in his own heart knoweth which tread he hath. And in the sunlit spaces of the weald and in the wolds dark places, afar from the music of cities and from the dance of the cities afar, they make there the music of the country places and dance the country dance. Amiable, near and friendly appears to these men the sun, and as he is genial to them and tends their younger vines, so they are kind to the little woodland things and any rumour of the fairies or old legend. And when the light of some little distant city makes a slight flush upon the edge of the sky, and the happy golden windows of the homesteads stare gleaming into the dark, then the old and holy figure of Romance, cloaked even to the face, comes down out of hilly woodlands and bids dark shadows to rise and dance, and sends the forest creatures forth to prowl, and lights in a moment in her bower of grass the little glowworms lamp, and brings a hush down over the grey lands, and out of it rises faintly on far-off hills the voice of a lute. There are not in the world lands more prosperous and happy than Toldees, Mondath, Arizim.

From these three little kingdoms that are named the Inner Lands the young men stole constantly away. One by one they went, and no one knew why they went save that they had a longing to behold the Sea. Of this longing they spoke little, but a young man would become silent for a few days, and then, one morning very early, he would slip away and slowly climb Poltarnees difficult slope, and having attained the top pass over and never return. A few stayed behind in the Inner Lands and became the old men, but none that had ever climbed Poltarnees from the very earliest times had ever come back again. Many had gone up Poltarnees sworn to return. Once a king sent all his courtiers, one by one, to report the mystery to him, and then went himself; none ever returned.

Now, it was the wont of the folk of the Inner Lands to worship rumours and legends of the Sea, and all that their prophets discovered of the Sea was writ in a sacred book, and with deep devotion on days of festival or mourning read in the temples by the priests. Now, all their temples lay open to the west, resting upon pillars, that the breeze from the Sea might enter them, and they lay open on pillars to the east that the breezes of the Sea might not be hindered by pass onward wherever the Sea list. And this is the legend that they had of the Sea, whom none in the Inner Lands had ever beholden. They say that the Sea is a river heading towards Hercules, and they say that he touches against the edge of the world, and that Poltarnees looks upon him. They say that all the worlds of heaven go bobbing on this river and are swept down with the stream, and that Infinity is thick and furry with forests through which the river in his course sweeps on with all the worlds of heaven. Among the colossal trunks of those dark trees, the smallest fronds of whose branches are man nights, there walk the gods. And whenever its thirst, glowing in space like a great sun, comes upon the beast, the tiger of the gods creeps down to the river to drink. And the tiger of the gods drinks his fill loudly, whelming worlds the while, and the level of the river sinks between its banks ere the beasts thirst is quenched and ceases to glow like a sun. And many worlds thereby are heaped up dry and stranded, and the gods walk not among them evermore, because they are hard to their feet. These are the worlds that have no destiny, whose people know no god. And the river sweeps onwards ever. And the name of the River is Oriathon, but men call it Ocean. This is the Lower Faith of the Inner Lands. And there is a Higher Faith which is not told to all. Oriathon sweeps on through the forests of Infinity and all at once falls roaring over an Edge, whence Time has long ago recalled his hours to fight in his war with the gods; and falls unlit by the flash of nights and days, with his flood unmeasured by miles, into the deeps of nothing.

Now as the centuries went by and the one way by which a man could climb Poltarnees became worn with feet, more and more men surmounted it, not to return. And still they knew not in the Inner Lands upon what mystery Poltarnees looked. For on a still day and windless, while men walked happily about their beautiful streets or tended flocks in the country, suddenly the west wind would bestir himself and come in from the Sea. And he would come cloaked and grey and mournful and carry to someone the hungry cry of the Sea calling out for bones of men. And he that heard it would move restlessly for some hours, and at last would rise suddenly, irresistibly up, setting his face to Poltarnees, and would say, as is the custom of those lands when men part briefly, Till a mans heart remembereth, which means Farewell for a while; but those that loved him, seeing his eyes on Poltarnees, would answer sadly, Till the gods forget, which means Farewell.

Now the king of Arizim had a daughter who played with the wild wood flowers, and with the fountains in her fathers court, and with the little blue heaven-birds that came to her doorway in the winter to shelter from the snow. And she was more beautiful than the wild wood flowers, or than all the fountains in her fathers court, or than the blue heaven-birds in their full winter plumage when they shelter from the snow. The old wise kings of Mondath and of Toldees saw her once as she went lightly down the little paths of her garden, and turning their gaze into the mists of thought, pondered the destiny of their Inner Lands. And they watched her closely by the stately flowers, and standing alone in the sunlight, and passing and repassing the strutting purple birds that the kings fowlers had brought from Asagéhon. When she was of the age of fifteen years the King of Mondath called a council of kings. And there met with him the kings of Toldees and Arizim. And the King of Mondath in his Council said:

The call of the unappeased and hungry Sea (and at the word Sea the three kings bowed their heads) lures every year out of our happy kingdoms more and more of our men, and still we know not the mystery of the Sea, and no devised oath has brought one man back. Now thy daughter, Arizim, is lovelier than the sunlight, and lovelier than those stately flowers of thine that stand so tall in her garden, and hath more grace and beauty than those strange birds that the venturous fowlers bring in creaking wagons out of Asagéhon, whose feathers are alternate purple and white. Now, he that shall love thy daughter, Hilnaric, whoever he shall be, is the man to climb Poltarnees and return, as none hath ever before, and tell us upon what Poltarnees looks; for it may be that they daughter is more beautiful than the Sea.

Then from his Seat of Council arose the King of Arizim. He said: I fear that thou hast spoken blasphemy against the Sea, and I have a dread that ill will come of it. Indeed I had not thought she was so fair. It is such a short while ago that she was quite a small child with her hair still unkempt and not yet attired in the manner of princesses, and she would go up into the wild woods unattended and come back with her robes unseemly and all torn, and would not take reproof with a humble spirit, but made grimaces even in my marble court all set about with fountains.

Then said the King of Toldees:

Let us watch more closely and let us see the Princess Hilnaric in the season of the orchard-bloom when the great birds go by that know the Sea, to rest in our inland places; and if she be more beautiful than the sunrise over our folded kingdoms when all the orchards bloom, it may be that she is more beautiful than the Sea.

And the King of Arizim said:

I fear this is terrible blasphemy, yet will I do as you have decided in council.

And the season of the orchard-bloom appeared. One night the King of Arizim called his daughter forth on his outer balcony of marble. And the moon was rising huge and round and holy over dark woods, and all the fountains were singing to the night. And the moon touched the marble palace gables, and they glowed in the land. And the moon touched the heads of all the fountains, and the grey columns broke into fairy lights. And the moon left the dark ways of the forest and lit the whole white palace and its fountains and shone on the forehead of the Princess, and the palace of Arizim glowed afar, and the fountains became columns of gleaming jewels and song. And the moon made a music at its rising, but it fell a little short of mortal ears. And Hilnaric stood there wondering, clad in white, with the moonlight shining on her forehead; and watching her from the shadows on the terrace stood the kings of Mondath and Toldees. They said.

She is more beautiful than the moonrise. And the season of the orchard-bloom appeared. One night the King of Arizim called his daughter forth on his outer balcony of marble. And the moon was rising huge and round and holy over dark woods, and all the fountains were singing to the night. And the moon touched the marble palace gables, and they glowed in the land. And the moon touched the heads of all the fountains, and the grey columns broke into fairy lights. And the moon left the dark ways of the forest and lit the whole white palace and its fountains and shone on the forehead of the Princess, and the palace of Arizim glowed afar, and the fountains became columns of gleaming jewels and song. And the moon made a music at its rising, but it fell a little short of mortal ears. And Hilnaric stood there wondering, clad in white, with the moonlight shining on her forehead; and watching her from the shadows on the terrace stood the kings of Mondath and Toldees. They said:

She is more beautiful than the moonrise. And on another day the King of Arizim bade his daughter forth at dawn, and they stood again upon the balcony. And the sun came up over a world of orchards, and the sea-mists went back over Poltarnees to the Sea; little wild voices arose in all the thickets, the voices of the fountains began to die, and the song arose, in all the marble temples, of the birds that are sacred to the Sea. And Hilnaric stood there, still glowing with dreams of heaven.

She is more beautiful, said the kings, than morning.

Yet one more trial they made of Hilnarics beauty, for they watched her on the terraces at sunset ere yet the petals of the orchards had fallen, and all along the edge of neighbouring woods the rhododendron was blooming with the azalea. And the sun went down under craggy Poltarnees, and the sea-mist poured over his summit inland. And the marble temples stood up clear in the evening, but films of twilight were drawn between the mountain and the city. Then from the Temple ledges and eaves of palaces the bats fell headlong downwards, then spread their wings and floated up and down through darkening ways; lights came blinking out in golden windows, men cloaked themselves against the grey sea-mist, the sound of small songs arose, and the face of Hilnaric became a resting-place for mysteries and dreams.

Than all these things, said the kings, she is more lovely: but who can say whether she is lovelier than the Sea?

Prone in a rhododendron thicket at the edge of the palace lawns a hunter had waited since the sun went down. Near to him was a deep pool where the hyacinths grew and strange flowers floated upon it with broad leaves; and there the great bull gariachs came down to drink by starlight; and, waiting there for the gariachs to come, he saw the white form of the Princess leaning on her balcony. Before the stars shone out or the bulls came down to drink he left his lurking-place and moved closer to the palace to see more nearly the Princess. The palace lawns were full of untrodden dew, and everything was still when he came across them, holding his great spear. In the farthest corner of the terraces the three old kings were discussing the beauty of Hilnaric and the destiny of the Inner Lands. Moving lightly, with a hunters tread, the watcher by the pool came very near, even in the still evening, before the Princess saw him. When he saw her closely he exclaimed suddenly:

She must be more beautiful than the Sea.

When the Princess turned and saw his garb and his great spear she knew that he was a hunter of gariachs.

When the three kings heard the young man exclaim they said softly to one another:

This must be the man.

Then they revealed themselves to him, and spoke to him to try him. They said:

Sir, you have spoken blasphemy against the Sea.

And the young man muttered:

She is more beautiful than the Sea.

And the kings said:

We are older than you and wiser, and know that nothing is more beautiful than the Sea.

And the young man took off the gear of his head, and became downcast, and he knew that he spake with kings, yet he answered:

By this spear, she is more beautiful than the Sea.

And all the while the Princess stared at him, knowing him to be a hunter of gariachs.

Then the king of Arizim said to the watcher by the pool:

If thou wilt go up Poltarnees and come back, as none have come, and report to us what lure or magic is in the Sea, we will pardon thy blasphemy, and thou shalt have the Princess to wife and sit among the Council of Kings.

And gladly thereunto the young man consented. And the Princess spoke to him, and asked him his name. And he told her that his name was Athelvok, and great joy arose in him at the sound of her voice. And to the three kings he promised to set out on the third day to scale the slope of Poltarnees and to return again, and this was the oath by which they bound him to return:

I swear by the Sea that bears the worlds away, by the river of Oriathon, which men call Ocean, and by the gods and their tiger, and by the doom of the worlds, that I will return again to the Inner Lands, having beheld the Sea.

And that oath he swore with solemnity that very night in one of the temples of the Sea, but the three kings trusted more to the beauty of Hilnaric even than to the power of the oath.

The next day Athelvok came to the palace of Arizim with the morning, over the fields to the East and out of the country of Toldees, and Hilnaric came out along her balcony and met him on the terraces. And she asked him if he had ever slain a gariach, and he said that he had slain three, and then he told her how he had killed his first down by the pool in the wood. For he had taken his fathers spear and gone down to the edge of the pool, and had lain under the azaleas there waiting for the stars to shine, by whose first light the gariachs go to the pools to drink; and he had gone too early and had had long to wait, and the passing hours seemed longer than they were. And all the birds came in that home at night, and the bat was abroad, and the hour of the duck went by, and still no gariach came down to the pool; and Athelvok felt sure that none would come. And just as this grew to a certainty in his mind the thicket parted noiselessly and a huge bull gariach stood facing him on the edge of the water, and his great horns swept out sideways from his head, and at the ends curved upwards, and were four strides in width from tip to tip. And he had not seen Athelvok, for the great bull was on the far side of the little pool, and Athelvok could not creep round to him for fear of meeting the wind (for the gariachs, who can see little in the dark forests, rely on hearing and smell). But he devised swiftly in his mind while the bull stood there with head erect just twenty strides from him across the water. And the bull sniffed the wind cautiously and listened, then lowered his great head down to the pool and drank. At that instant Athelvok leapt into the water and shot forward through its weedy depths among the stems of the strange flowers that floated upon broad leaves on the surface. And Athelvok kept his spear out straight before him, and the fingers of his left hand he held rigid and straight, not pointing upwards, and so did not come to the surface, but was carried onward by the strength of his spring and passed unentangled through the stems of the flowers. When Athelvok jumped into the water the bull must have thrown his head up, startled at the splash, then he would have listened and have sniffed the air, and neither hearing nor scenting any danger he must have remained rigid for some moments, for it was in that attitude that Athelvok found him as he emerged breathless at his feet. And, striking at once, Athelvok drove the spear into his throat before the head and the terrible horns came down. But Athelvok had clung to one of the great horns, and had been carried at terrible speed through the rhododendron bushes until the gariach fell, but rose at once again, and died standing up, still struggling, drowned in its own blood.

But to Hilnaric listening it was as though one of the heroes of old time had come back again in the full glory of his legendary youth.

And long time they went up and down the terraces, saying those things which were said before and since, and which lips shall yet be made to say again. And above them stood Poltarnees beholding the Sea.

And the day came when Athelvok should go. And Hilnaric said to him:

Will you not indeed most surely come back again, having just looked over the summit of Poltarnees?

Athelvok answered: I will indeed come back, for thy voice is more beautiful than the hymn of the priests when they chant and praise the Sea, and though many tributary seas ran down into Oriathon and he and all the others poured their beauty into one pool below me, yet would I return swearing that thou were fairer than they.

And Hilnaric answered:

The wisdom of my heart tells me, or old knowledge or prophecy, or some strange lore, that I shall never hear thy voice again. And for this I give thee my forgiveness.

But he, repeating the oath that he had sworn, set out, looking often backwards until the slope became to step and his face was set to the rock. It was in the morning that he started, and he climbed all the day with little rest, where every foot-hole was smooth with many feet. Before he reached the top the sun disappeared from him, and darker and darker grew the Inner Lands. Then he pushed on so as to see before dark whatever thing Poltarnees had to show. The dusk was deep over the Inner Lands, and the lights of cities twinkled through the sea-mist when he came to Poltarneess summit, and the sun before him was not yet gone from the sky.

And there below him was the old wrinkled Sea, smiling and murmuring song. And he nursed little ships with gleaming sails, and in his hands were old regretted wrecks, and mast all studded over with golden nails that he had rent in anger out of beautiful galleons. And the glory of the sun was among the surges as they brought driftwood out of isles of spice, tossing their golden heads. And the grey currents crept away to the south like companionless serpents that love something afar with a restless, deadly love. And the whole plain of water glittering with late sunlight, and the surges and the currents and the white sails of ships were all together like the face of a strange new god that has looked at a man for the first time in the eyes at the moment of his death; and Athelvok, looking on the wonderful Sea, knew why it was that the dead never return, for there is something that the dead feel and know, and the living would never understand even though the dead should come and speak to them about it. And there was the Sea smiling at him, glad with the glory of the sun. And there was a haven there for homing ships, and a sunlit city stood upon its marge, and people walked about the streets of it clad in the unimagined merchandise of far sea-bordering lands.

An easy slope of loose rock went from the top of Poltarnees to the shore of the Sea.

For a long while Athelvok stood there regretfully, knowing that there had come something into his soul that no one in the Inner Lands could understand, where the thoughts of their minds had gone no farther than the three little kingdoms. Then, looking long upon the wandering ships, and the marvelous merchandise from alien lands, and the unknown colour that wreathed the brows of the Sea, he turned his face to the darkness and the Inner Lands.

At that moment the Sea sang a dirge at sunset for all the harm that he had done in anger and all the ruin wrought on adventurous ships; and there were tears in the voice of the tyrannous Sea, for he had loved the galleons that he had overwhelmed, and he called all men to him and all living things that he might make amends, because he had loved the bones that he had strewn afar. And Athelvok turned and set one foot upon the crumbled slope, and then another, and walked a little way to be nearer to the Sea, and then a dream came upon him and he felt that men had wronged the lovely Sea because he had been angry a little, because he had been sometimes cruel; he felt that there was trouble among the tides of the Sea because he had loved the galleons who were dead. Still he walked on and the crumbled stones rolled with him, and just as the twilight faded and a star appeared he came to the golden shore, and walked on till the surges were about his knees, and he heard the prayer-like blessings of the Sea. Long he stood thus, while the stars came out above him and shone again in the surges; more stars came wheeling in their courses up from the Sea, lights twinkled out through all the haven city, lanterns were slung from the ships, the purple night burned on; and Earth, to the eyes of the gods as they sat afar, glowed as with one flame. Then Athelvok went into the haven city; there he met many who had left the Inner Lands before him; none of them wished to return to the people who had not seen the Sea; many of them had forgotten the three little kingdoms, and it was rumoured that one man, who had once tried to return, had found the shifting, crumbled slope impossible to climb.

Hilnaric never married. But her dowry was set aside to build a temple wherein men curse the ocean.

Once every year, with solemn rite and ceremony, they curse the tides of the Sea; and the moon looks in and hates them.


BLAGDAROSS

On a waste place strewn with bricks in the outskirts of a town twilight was falling. A star or two appeared over the smoke, and distant windows lit mysterious lights. The stillness deepened and the loneliness. Then all the outcast things that are silent by day found voices.

An old cork spoke first. He said: I grew in Andalusian woods, but never listened to the idle songs of Spain. I only grew strong in the sunlight waiting for my destiny. One day the merchants came and took us all away and carried us all along the shore of the sea, piled high on the backs of donkeys, and in a town by the sea they made me into the shape that I am now. One day they sent me northward to Provence, and there I fulfilled my destiny. For they set me as a guard over the bubbling wine, and I faithfully stood sentinel for twenty years. For the first few years in the bottle that I guarded the wine slept, dreaming of Provence; but as the years went on he grew stronger and stronger, until at last whenever a man went by the wind would put out all his might against me, saying, Let me go free; let me go free! And every year his strength increased, and he grew more clamourous when men went by, but never availed to hurl me from my post. But when I had powerfully held him for twenty years they brought him to the banquet and took me from my post, and the wine arose rejoicing and leapt through the veins of men and exalted their souls within them till they stood up in their places and sang Provençal songs. But me they cast away  me that had been sentinel for twenty years, and was still as strong and staunch as when first I went on guard. Now I am an outcast in a cold northern city, who once have known the Andalusian skies and guarded long ago Provençal suns that swam in the heart of the rejoicing wine.

An unstruck match that somebody had dropped spoke next. I am a child of the sun, he said, and an enemy of cities; there is more in my heart than you know of. I am a brother of Etna and Stromboli; I have fires lurking in me that will one day rise up beautiful and strong. We will not go into servitude on any hearth nor work machines for our food, but we will take out own food where we find it on that day when we are strong. There are wonderful children in my heart whose faces shall be more lively than the rainbow; they shall make a compact with the North wind, and he shall lead them forth; all shall be black behind them and black above them, and there shall be nothing beautiful in the world but them; they shall seize upon the earth and it shall be theirs, and nothing shall stop them but our old enemy the sea.

Then an old broken kettle spoke, and said: I am the friend of cities. I sit among the slaves upon the hearth, the little flames that have been fed with coal. When the slaves dance behind the iron bars I sit in the middle of the dance and sing and make our masters glad. And I make songs about the comfort of the cat, and about the malice that is towards her in the heart of the dog, and about the crawling of the baby, and about the ease that is in the lord of the house when we brew the good brown tea; and sometimes when the house is very warm and slaves and masters are glad, I rebuke the hostile winds that prowl about the world.

And then there spoke the piece of an old cord. I was made in a place of doom, and doomed men made my fibres, working without hope. Therefore there came a grimness into my heart, so that I never let anything go free when once I was set to bind it. Many a thing have I bound relentlessly for months and years; for I used to come coiling into warehouses where the great boxes lay all open to the air, and one of them would be suddenly closed up, and my fearful strength would be set on him like accurse, and if his timbers groaned when first I seized them, or if they creaked aloud in the lonely night, thinking of woodlands out of which they came, then I only gripped them tighter still, for the poor useless hate is in my soul of those that made me in the place of doom. Yet, for all the things that my prison-clutch has held, the last work that I did was to set something free. I lay idle one night in the gloom on the warehouse floor. Nothing stirred there, and even the spider slept. Towards midnight a great flock of echoes suddenly leapt up from the wooden planks and circled round the roof. A man was coming towards me all alone. And as he came his soul was reproaching him, and I saw that there was a great trouble between the man and his soul, for his soul would not let him be, but went on reproaching him.

Then the man saw me and said, This at least will not fail me. When I heard him say this about me, I determined that whatever he might require of me it should be done to the uttermost. And as I made this determination in my unfaltering heart, he picked me up and stood on an empty box that I should have bound on the morrow, and tied one end of me to a dark rafter; and the knot was carelessly tied, because his soul was reproaching him all the while continually and giving him no ease. Then he made the other end of me into a noose, but when the mans soul saw this it stopped reproaching the man, and cried out to him hurriedly, and besought him to be at peace with it and to do nothing sudden; but the man went on with his work, and put the noose down over his face and underneath his chin, and the soul screamed horribly.

Then the man kicked the box away with his foot, and the moment he did this I knew that my strength was not great enough to hold him; but I remembered that he had said I would not fail him, and I put all my grim vigour into my fibres and held by sheer will. Then the soul shouted to me to give way, but I said:

No; you vexed the man.

Then it screamed for me to leave go of the rafter, and already I was slipping, for I only held on to it by a careless knot, but I gripped with my prison grip and said:

You vexed the man.

And very swiftly it said other things to me, but I answered not; and at last the soul that vexed the man that had trusted me flew away and left him at peace. I was never able to bind things any more, for every one of my fibres was worn and wrenched, and even my relentless heart was weakened by the struggle. Very soon afterwards I was thrown out here. I have done my work.

So they spoke among themselves, but all the while there loomed above them the form of an old rocking-horse complaining bitterly. He said: I am Blagdaross. Woe is me that I should lie now an outcast among these worthy but little people. Alas! for the days that are gathered, and alas for the Great One that was a master and a soul to me, whose spirit is now shrunken and can never know me again, and no more ride abroad on knightly quests. I was Bucephalus when he was Alexander, and carried him victorious as far as Ind. I encountered dragons with him when he was St. George, I was the horse of Roland fighting for Christendom, and was often Rosinante. I fought in tournays and went errant upon quests, and met Ulysses and the heroes and the fairies. Or late in the evening, just before the lamps in the nursery were put out, he would suddenly mount me, and we would gallop through Africa. There we would pass by night through tropic forests, and come upon dark rivers sweeping by, all gleaming with the eyes of crocodiles, where the hippopotamus floated down with the stream, and mysterious craft loomed suddenly out of the dark and furtively passed away. And when we had passed through the forest lit by the fireflies we would come to the open plains, and gallop onwards with scarlet flamingoes flying along beside us through the lands of dusky kings, with golden crowns upon their heads and scepters in their hands, who came running out of their palaces to see us pass. Then I would wheel suddenly, and the dust flew up from my four hooves as I turned and we galloped home again, and my master was put to bed. And again he would ride abroad on another day till we came to magical fortresses guarded by wizardry and overthrew the dragons at the gate, and ever came back with a princess fairer than the sea.

But my master began to grow larger in his body and smaller in his soul, and then he rode more seldom upon quests. At last he saw gold and never came again, and I was cast out here among these little people.

But while the rocking-horse was speaking two boys stole away, unnoticed by their parents, from a house on the edge of the waste place, and were coming across it looking for adventures. One of them carried a broom, and when he saw the rocking-horse he said nothing, but broke off the handle from the broom and thrust it between his braces and his shirt on the left side. Then he mounted the rocking-horse, and drawing forth the broomstick, which was sharp and spiky at the end, said, Saladin is in this desert with all his paynims, and I am Coeur de Lion. After a while the other boy said: Now let me kill Saladin too. But Blagdaross in his wooden heart, that exulted with thoughts of battle, said: I am Blagdaross yet!


THE MADNESS OF ANDELSPRUTZ

I first saw the city of Andelsprutz on an afternoon in spring. The day was full of sunshine as I came by the way of the fields, and all that morning I had said, There will be sunlight on it when I see for the first time the beautiful conquered city whose fame has so often made for me lovely dreams. Suddenly I saw its fortifications lifting out of the fields, and behind them stood its belfries. I went in by a gate and saw its houses and streets, and a great disappointment came upon me. For there is an air about a city, and it has a way with it, whereby a man may recognized one from another at once. There are cities full of happiness and cities full of pleasure, and cities full of gloom. There are cities with their faces to heaven, and some with their faces to earth; some have a way of looking at the past and others look at the future; some notice you if you come among them, others glance at you, others let you go by. Some love the cities that are their neighbours, others are dear to the plains and to the heath; some cities are bare to the wind, others have purple cloaks and others brown cloaks, and some are clad in white. Some tell the old tale of their infancy, with others it is secret; some cities sing and some mutter, some are angry, and some have broken hearts, and each city has her way of greeting Time.

I had said: I will see Andelsprutz arrogant with her beauty, and I had said: I will see her weeping over her conquest.

I had said: She will sing songs to me, and she will be reticent, she will be all robed, and she will be bare but splendid.

But the windows of Andelsprutz in her houses looked vacantly over the plains like the eyes of a dead madman. At the hour her chimes sounded unlovely and discordant, some of them were out of tune, and the bells of some were cracked, her roofs were bald and without moss. At evening no pleasant rumour arose in her streets. When the lamps were lit in the houses no mystical flood of light stole out into the dusk, you merely saw that there were lighted lamps; Andelsprutz had no way with her and no air about her. When the night fell and the blinds were all drawn down, then I perceived what I had not thought in the daylight. I knew then that Andelsprutz was dead.

I saw a fair-haired man who drank beer in a café, and I said to him:

Why is the city of Andelsprutz quite dead, and her soul gone hence?

He answered: Cities do not have souls and there is never any life in bricks.

And I said to him: Sir, you have spoken truly.

And I asked the same question of another man, and he gave me the same answer, and I thanked him for his courtesy. And I saw a man of a more slender build, who had black hair, and channels in his cheeks for tears to run in, and I said to him:

Why is Andelsprutz quite dead, and when did her soul go hence?

And he answered: Andelsprutz hoped too much. For thirty years would she stretch out her arms toward the land of Akla every night, to Mother Akla from whom she had been stolen. Every night she would be hoping and sighing, and stretching out her arms to Mother Akla. At midnight, once a year, on the anniversary of the terrible day, Akla would send spies to lay a wreath against the walls of Andelsprutz. She could do no more. And on this night, once in every year, I used to weep, for weeping was the mood of the city that nursed me. Every night while other cities slept did Andelsprutz sit brooding here and hoping, till thirty wreaths lay mouldering by her walls, and still the armies of Akla could not come.

But after she had hoped so long, and on the night that faithful spies had brought her thirtieth wreath, Andelsprutz went suddenly mad. All the bells clanged hideously in the belfries, horses bolted in the streets, the dogs all howled, the stolid conquerors awoke and turned in their beds and slept again; and I saw the grey shadowy form of Andelsprutz rise up, decking her hair with the phantasms of cathedrals, and stride away from her city. And the great shadowy form that was the soul of Andelsprutz went away muttering to the mountains, and there I followed her  for had she not been my nurse? Yes, I went away alone into the mountains, and for three days, wrapped in a cloak, I slept in their misty solitudes. I had no food to eat, and to drink I had only the water of the mountain streams. By day no living thing was near to me, and I heard nothing but the noise of the wind, and the mountain streams roaring. But for three nights I heard all round me on the mountain the sounds of a great city: I saw the lights of tall cathedral windows flash momentarily on the peaks, and at times the glimmering lantern of some fortress patrol. And I saw the huge misty outline of the soul of Andelsprutz sitting decked with her ghostly cathedrals, speaking to herself, with her eyes fixed before her in a mad stare, telling of ancient wars. And her confused speech for all those nights upon the mountain was sometimes the voice of traffic, and then of church bells, and then of bugles, but oftenest it was the voice of red war; and it was all incoherent, and she was quite mad.

The third night it rained heavily all night long, but I stayed up there to watch the soul of my native city. And she still sat staring straight before her, raving; but here voice was gentler now, there were more chimes in it, and occasional song. Midnight passed, and the rain still swept down on me, and still the solitudes of the mountain were full of the mutterings of the poor mad city. And the hours after midnight came, the cold hours wherein sick men die.

Suddenly I was aware of great shapes moving in the rain, and heard the sound of voices that were not of my city nor yet of any that I ever knew. And presently I discerned, though faintly, the souls of a great concourse of cities, all bending over Andelsprutz and comforting her, and the ravines of the mountains roared that night with the voices of cities that had lain still for centuries. For there came the soul of Camelot that had so long ago forsaken Usk; and there was Ilion, all girt with towers, still cursing the sweet face of ruinous Helen; I saw there Babylon and Persepolis, and the bearded face of bull-like Nineveh, and Athens mourning her immortal gods.

All these souls if cities that were dead spoke that night on the mountain to my city and soothed her, until at last she muttered of war no longer, and her eyes stared wildly no more, but she hid her face in her hands and for some while wept softly. At last she arose, and walking slowly and with bended head, and leaning upon Ilion and Carthage, went mournfully eastwards; and the dust of her highways swirled behind her as she went, a ghostly dust that never turned to mud in all that drenching rain. And so the souls of the cities led her away, and gradually they disappeared from the mountain, and the ancient voices died away in the distance.

Now since then have I seen my city alive; but once I met with a traveler who said that somewhere in the midst of a great desert are gathered together the souls of all dead cities. He said that he was lost once in a place where there was no water, and he heard their voices speaking all the night.

But I said: I was once without water in a desert and heard a city speaking to me, but knew not whether it really spoke to me or not, for on that day I heard so many terrible things, and only some of them were true.

And the man with the black hair said: I believe it to be true, though whither she went I know not. I only know that a shepherd found me in the morning faint with hunger and cold, and carried me down here; and when I came to Andelsprutz it was, as you have perceived it, dead.


WHERE THE TIDES EBB AND FLOW

I dreamt that I had done a horrible thing, so that burial was to be denied me either in soil or sea, neither could there be any hell for me.

I waited for some hours, knowing this. Then my friends came for me, and slew me secretly and with ancient rite, and lit great tapers, and carried me away.

It was all in London that the thing was done, and they went furtively at dead of night along grey streets and among mean houses until they came to the river. And the river and the tide of the sea were grappling with one another between the mud-banks, and both of them were black and full of lights. A sudden wonder came in to the eyes of each, as my friends came near to them with their glaring tapers. All these things I saw as they carried me dead and stiffening, for my soul was still among my bones, because there was no hell for it, and because Christian burial was denied me.

They took me down a stairway that was green with slimy things, and so came slowly to the terrible mud. There, in the territory of forsaken things, they dug a shallow grave. When they had finished they laid me in the grave, and suddenly they cast their tapers to the river. And when the water had quenched the flaring lights the tapers looked pale and small as they bobbed upon the tide, and at once the glamour of the calamity was gone, and I noticed then the approach of the huge dawn; and my friends cast their cloaks over their faces, and the solemn procession was turned into many fugitives that furtively stole away.

Then the mud came back wearily and covered all but my face. There I lay alone with quite forgotten things, with drifting things that the tides will take no farther, with useless things and lost things, and with the horrible unnatural bricks that are neither stone nor soil. I was rid of feeling, because I had been killed, but perception and thought were in my unhappy soul. The dawn widened, and I saw the desolate houses that crowded the marge of the river, and their dead windows peered into my dead eyes, windows with bales behind them instead of human souls. I grew so weary looking at these forlorn things that I wanted to cry out, but could not, because I was dead. Then I knew, as I had never known before, that for all the years that herd of desolate houses had wanted to cry out too, but, being dead, were dumb. And I knew then that it had yet been well with the forgotten drifting things if they had wept, but they were eyeless and without life. And I, too, tried to weep, but there were no tears in my dead eyes. And I knew then that the river might have cared for us, might have caressed us, might have sung to us, but he swept broadly onwards, thinking of nothing but the princely ships.

At last the tide did what the river would not, and came and covered me over, and my soul had rest in the green water, and rejoiced and believed that it had the Burial of the Sea. But with the ebb the water fell again, and left me alone again with the callous mud among the forgotten things that drift no more, and with the sight of all those desolate houses, and with the knowledge among all of us that each was dead.

In the mournful wall behind me, hung with green weeds, forsaken of the sea, dark tunnels appeared, and secret narrow passages that were clamped and barred. From these at last the stealthy rats came down to nibble me away, and my soul rejoiced thereat and believed that he would be free perforce from the accursed bones to which burial was refused. Very soon the rats ran away a little space and whispered among themselves. They never came any more. When I found that I was accursed even among the rats I tried to weep again.

Then the tide came swinging back and covered the dreadful mud, and hid the desolate houses, and soothed the forgotten things, and my soul had ease for a while in the sepulture of the sea. And then the tide forsook me again.

To and fro it came about me for many years. Then the County Council found me, and gave me decent burial. It was the first grave that I had ever slept in. That very night my friends came for me. They dug me up and put me back again in the shallow hold in the mud.

Again and again through the years my bones found burial, but always behind the funeral lurked one of those terrible men who, as soon as night fell, came and dug them up and carried them back again to the hole in the mud.

And then one day the last of those men died who once had done to me this terrible thing. I heard his soul go over the river at sunset.

And again I hoped.

A few weeks afterwards I was found once more, and once more taken out of that restless place and given deep burial in sacred ground, where my soul hoped that it should rest.

Almost at once men came with cloaks and tapers to give me back to the mud, for the thing had become a tradition and a rite. And all the forsaken things mocked me in their dumb hearts when they saw me carried back, for they were jealous of me because I had left the mud. It must be remembered that I could not weep.

And the years went by seawards where the black barges go, and the great derelict centuries became lost at sea, and still I lay there without any cause to hope, and daring not to hope without a cause, because of the terrible envy and the anger of the things that could drift no more.

Once a great storm rode up, even as far as London, out of the sea from the South; and he came curving into the river with the fierce East wind. And he was mightier than the dreary tides, and went with great leaps over the listless mud. And all the sad forgotten things rejoiced, and mingled with things that were haughtier than they, and rode once more amongst the lordly shipping that was driven up and down. And out of their hideous home he took my bones, never again, I hoped, to be vexed with the ebb and flow. And with the fall of the tide he went riding down the river and turned to the southwards, and so went to his home. And my bones he scattered among many isles and along the shores of happy alien mainlands. And for a moment, while they were far asunder, my soul was almost free.

Then there arose, at the will of the moon, the assiduous flow of the tide, and it undid at once the work of the ebb, and gathered my bones from the marge of sunny isles, and gleaned them all along the mainlands shores, and went rocking northwards till it came to the mouth of the Thames, and there turned westwards its relentless face, and so went up the river and came to the hole in the mud, and into it dropped my bones; and partly the mud covered them, and partly it left them white, for the mud cares not for its forsaken things.

Then the ebb came, and I saw the dead eyes of the houses and the jealousy of the other forgotten things that the storm had not carried thence.

And some more centuries passed over the ebb and flow and over the loneliness of things for gotten. And I lay there all the while in the careless grip of the mud, never wholly covered, yet never able to go free, and I longed for the great caress of the warm Earth or the comfortable lap of the Sea.

Sometimes men found my bones and buried them, but the tradition never died, and my friends successors always brought them back. At last the barges went no more, and there were fewer lights; shaped timbers no longer floated down the fairway, and there came instead old wind-uprooted trees in all their natural simplicity.

At last I was aware that somewhere near me a blade of grass was growing, and the moss began to appear all over the dead houses. One day some thistledown went drifting over the river.

For some years I watched these signs attentively, until I became certain that London was passing away. Then I hoped once more, and all along both banks of the river there was anger among the lost things that anything should dare to hope upon the forsaken mud. Gradually the horrible houses crumbled, until the poor dead things that never had had life got decent burial among the weeds and moss. At last the may appeared and the convolvulus. Finally, the wild rose stood up over mounds that had been wharves and warehouses. Then I knew that the cause of Nature had triumphed, and London had passed away.

The last man in London came to the wall by the river, in an ancient cloak that was one of those that once my friends had worn, and peered over the edge to see that I still was there. Then he went, and I never saw men again: they had passed away with London.

A few days after the last man had gone the birds came into London, all the birds that sing. When they first saws me they all looked sideways at me, then they went away a little and spoke among themselves.

He only sinned against Man, they said; it is not our quarrel.

Let us be kind to him, they said.

Then they hopped nearer me and began to sing. It was the time of the rising of the dawn, and from both banks of the river, and from the sky, and from the thickets that were once the streets, hundreds of birds were singing. As the light increased the birds sang more and more; they grew thicker and thicker in the air above my head, till there were thousands of them singing there, and then millions, and at last I could see nothing but a host of flickering wings with the sunlight on them, and little gaps of sky. Then when there was nothing to be heard in London but the myriad notes of that exultant song, my soul rose up from the bones in the hole in the mud and began to climb heavenwards. And it seemed that a lane-way opened amongst the wings of the birds, and it went up and up, and one of the smaller gates of Paradise stood ajar at the end of it. And then I knew by a sign that the mud should receive me no more, for suddenly I found that I could weep.

At this moment I opened my eyes in bed in a house in London, and outside some sparrows were twittering in a tree in the light of the radiant morning; and there were tears still wet upon my face, for ones restraint is feeble while one sleeps. But I arose and opened the window wide, and stretching my hands out over the little garden, I blessed the birds whose song had woken me up from the troubled and terrible centuries of my dream.


BETHMOORA

There is a faint freshness in the London night as though some strayed reveler of a breeze had left his comrades in the Kentish uplands and had entered the town by stealth. The pavements are a little damp and shiny. Upon ones ears that at this late hour have become very acute there hits the tap of a remote footfall. Louder and louder grow the taps, filling the whole night. And a black cloaked figure passes by, and goes tapping into the dark. One who has danced goes homewards. Somewhere a ball has closed its doors and ended. Its yellow lights are out, its musicians are silent, its dancers have all gone into the night air, and Time has said of it, Let it be past and over, and among the things that I have put away.

Shadows begin to detach themselves from their great gathering places. No less silently than those shadows that are thin and dead move homewards the stealthy cats. Thus have we even in London our faint forebodings of the dawns approach, which the birds and the beasts and the stars are crying aloud to the untrammeled fields.

At what moment I know not I perceive that the night itself is irrevocably overthrown. It is suddenly revealed to me by the weary pallor of the street lamps that the streets are silent and nocturnal still, not because there is any strength in night, but because men have not yet arisen from sleep to defy him. So have I seen dejected and untidy guards still bearing antique muskets in palatial gateways, although the realms of the monarch that they guard have shrunk to a single province which no enemy yet has troubled to overrun.

And it is now manifest from the aspect of the street lamps, those abashed dependants of night, that already English mountain peaks have seen the dawn, that the cliffs of Dover are standing white to the morning, that the sea-mist has lifted and is pouring inland.

And now men with a hose have come and are sluicing out the streets.

Behold now night is dead.

What memories, what fancies throng ones mind! A night but just now gathered out of London by the horrific hand of Time. A million common artificial things all cloaked for a while in mystery, like beggars robed in purple, and seated on dread thrones. Four million people asleep, dreaming perhaps. What worlds have they gone into? Whom have they met? But my thoughts are far off with Bethmoora in her loneliness, whose gates swing to and fro. To and fro they swing, and creak and creak in the wind, but no one hears them. They are of green copper, very lovely, but no one sees them now. The desert wind pours sand into their hinges, no watchman comes to ease them. No guard goes round Bethmooras battlements, no enemy assails them. There are no lights in her houses, no footfall on her streets, she stands there dead and lonely beyond the Hills of Hap, and I would see Bethmoora once again, but dare not.

It is many a year, they tell me, since Bethmoora became desolate.

Her desolation is spoken of in taverns where sailors meet, and certain travellers have told me of it.

I had hoped to see Bethmoora once again. It is many a year ago, they say, when the vintage was last gathered in from the vineyards that I knew, where it is all desert now. It was a radiant day, and the people of the city were dancing by the vineyards, while here and there one played upon the kalipac. The purple flowering shrubs were all in bloom, and the snow shone upon the Hills of Hap.

Outside the copper gates they crushed the grapes in vats to make the syrabub. It had been a goodly vintage.

In the little gardens at the deserts edge men beat the tambang and the tittibuk, and blew melodiously the zootibar.

All there was mirth and song and dance, because the vintage had been gathered in, and there would be ample syrabub for the winter months, and much left over to exchange for turquoises and emeralds with the merchants who come down from Oxuhahn. Thus they rejoiced all day over their vintage on the narrow strip of cultivated ground that lay between Bethmoora and the desert which meets the sky to the South. And when the heat of the day began to abate, and the sun drew near to the snows on the Hills of Hap, the note of the zootibar still rose clear from the gardens, and the brilliant dresses of the dancers still wound among the flowers. All that day three men on mules had been noticed crossing the face of the Hills of Hap. Backwards and forwards they moved as the track wound lower and lower, three little specks of black against the snow. They were seen first in the very early morning up near the shoulder of Peol Jagganoth, and seemed to be coming out of Utnar Véhi. All day they came. And in the evening, just before the lights come out and colours change, they appeared before Bethmooras copper gates. They carried staves, such as messengers bear in those lands, and seemed sombrely clad when the dancers all came round them with their green and lilac dresses. Those Europeans who were present and heard the message given were ignorant of the language, and only caught the name of Utnar Véhi. But it was brief, and passed rapidly from mouth to mouth, and almost at once the people burnt their vineyards and began to flee away from Bethmoora, going for the most part northwards, though some went to the East. They ran down out of their fair white houses, and streamed through the copper gate; the throbbing of the tambang and the tittibuk suddenly ceased with the note of the Zootibar, and the clinking kalipac stopped a moment after. The three strange travellers went back the way they came the instant their message was given. It was the hour when a light would have appeared in some high tower, and window after window would have poured into the dusk its lion-frightening light, and the cooper gates would have been fastened up. But no lights came out in windows there that night and have not ever since, and those copper gates were left wide and have never shut, and the sound arose of the red fire crackling in the vineyards, and the pattering of feet fleeing softly. There were no cries, no other sounds at all, only the rapid and determined flight. They fled as swiftly and quietly as a herd of wild cattle flee when they suddenly see a man. It was as though something had befallen which had been feared for generations, which could only be escaped by instant flight, which left no time for indecision.

Then fear took the Europeans also, and they too fled. And what the message was I have never heard.

Many believe that it was a message from Thuba Mleen, the mysterious emperor of those lands, who is never seen by man, advising that Bethmoora should be left desolate. Others say that the message was one of warning from the gods, whether from friendly gods or from adverse ones they know not.

And others hold that the Plague was ravaging a line of cities over in Utnar Véhi, following the South-west wind which for many weeks had been blowing across them towards Bethmoora.

Some say that the terrible gnousar sickness was upon the three travellers, and that their very mules were dripping with it, and suppose that they were driven to the city by hunger, but suggest no better reason for so terrible a crime.

But most believe that it was a message from the desert himself, who owns all the Earth to the southwards, spoken with his peculiar cry to those three who knew his voice  men who had been out on the sand-wastes without tents by night, who had been by day without water, men who had been out there where the desert mutters, and had grown to know his needs and his malevolence. They say that the desert had a need for Bethmoora, that he wished to come into her lovely streets, and to send into her temples and her houses his storm-winds draped with sand. For he hates the sound and the sight of men in his old evil heart, and he would have Bethmoora silent and undisturbed, save for the weird love he whispers to her gates.

If I knew what that message was that the three men brought on mules, and told in the copper gate, I think that I should go and see Bethmoora once again. For a great longing comes on me here in London to see once more that white and beautiful city, and yet I dare not, for I know not the danger I should have to face, whether I should risk the fury of unknown dreadful gods, or some disease unspeakable and slow, or the deserts curse or torture in some little private room of the Emperor Thuba Mleen, or something that the travelers have not told  perhaps more fearful still.


IDLE DAYS ON THE YANN

So I came down through the wood on the bank of Yann and found, as had been prophesied, the ship Bird of the River about to loose her cable.

The captain sat cross-legged upon the white deck with his scimitar lying beside him in its jeweled scabbard, and the sailors toiled to spread the nimble sails to bring the ship into the central stream of Yann, and all the while sang ancient soothing songs. And the wind of the evening descending cool from the snowfields of some mountainous abode of distant gods came suddenly, like glad tidings to an anxious city, into the wing-like sails.

And so we came into the central stream, whereat the sailors lowered the greater sails. But I had gone to bow before the captain, and to inquire concerning the miracles, and appearances among men, of the most holy gods of whatever land he had come from. And the captain answered that he came from fair Belzoond, and worshipped gods that were the least and humblest, who seldom sent the famine or the thunder, and were easily appeased with little battles. And I told how I came from Ireland, which is of Europe, whereat the captain and all the sailors laughed, for they said, There are no such places in all the land of dreams. When they had ceased to mock me, I explained that my fancy mostly dwelt in the desert of Cuppar-Nombo, about a beautiful blue city called Golthoth the Damned, which was sentinelled all round by wolves and their shadows, and had been utterly desolate for years and years, because of a curse which the gods once spoke in anger and could never since recall. And sometimes my dreams took me as far as Pungar Vees, the red walled city where the fountains are, which trades with the Isles and Thul. When I said this they complimented me upon the abode of my fancy, saying that, though they had never seen these cities, such places might well be imagined. For the rest of that evening I bargained with the captain over the sum that I should pay him for any fare if God and the tide of Yann should bring us safely as far as the cliffs by the sea, which are named Bar-Wul-Yann, the Gate of Yann.

And now the sun had set, and all the colours of the world and heaven had held a festival with him, and slipped one by one away before the imminent approach of night. The parrots had all flown home to the jungle on either bank, the monkeys in rows in safety on high branches of the trees were silent and asleep, the fireflies in the deeps of the forest were going up and down, and the great stars came gleaming out to look on the face of Yann. Then the sailors lighted lanterns and hung them round the ship, and the light flashed out on a sudden and dazzled Yann, and the ducks that fed along his marshy banks all suddenly arose, and made wide circles in the upper air, and saw the distant reaches of the Yann and the white mist that softly cloaked the jungle, before they returned again to their marshes.

And then the sailors knelt on the decks and prayed, not all together, but five or six at a time. Side by side there kneeled down together five or six, for there only prayed at the same time men of different faiths, so that no god should hear two men praying to him at once. As soon as any one had finished his prayer, another of the same faith would take his place. Thus knelt the row of five or six with bended heads under the fluttering sail, while the central stream of the River Yann took them on towards the sea, and their prayers rose up from among the lanterns and went towards the stars. And behind them in the after end of the ship the helmsman prayed aloud the helmsmans prayer, which is prayed by all who follow his trade upon the River Yann, of whatever faith they be. And the captain prayed to his little lesser gods, to the gods that bless Belzoond.

And I too felt that I would pray. Yet I liked not to pray to a jealous God there where the frail affectionate gods whom the heathen love were being humbly invoked; so I bethought me, instead, of Sheol Nugganoth, whom the men of the jungle have long since deserted, who is now unworshipped and alone; and to him I prayed.

And upon us praying the night came suddenly down, as it comes upon all men who pray at evening and upon all men who do not; yet our prayers comforted our own souls when we thought of the Great Night to come.

And so Yann bore us magnificently onwards, for he was elate with molten snow that the Poltiades had brought him from the Hills of Hap, and the Marn and Migris were swollen with floods; and he bore us in his full might past Kyph and Pir, and we saw the lights of Goolunza.

Soon we all slept except the helmsman, who kept the ship in the mid-stream of Yann.

When the sun rose the helmsman ceased to sing, for by song he cheered himself in the lonely night. When the song ceased we suddenly all awoke, and another took the helm, and the helmsman slept.

We knew that soon we should come to Mandaroon. We made a meal, and Mandaroon appeared. Then the captain commanded, and the sailors loosed again the greater sails, and the ship turned and left the stream of Yann and came into a harbour beneath the ruddy walls of Mandaroon. Then while the sailors went and gathered fruits I came alone to the gate of Mandaroon. A few huts were outside it, in which lived the guard. A sentinel with a long white beard was standing in the gate, armed with a rusty pike. He wore large spectacles, which were covered with dust. Through the gate I saw the city. A deathly stillness was over all of it. The ways seemed untrodden, and moss was thick on doorsteps; in the market-place huddled figures lay asleep. A scent of incense came wafted through the gateway, of incense and burned poppies, and there was a hum of the echoes of distant bells. I said to the sentinel in the tongue of the region of Yann, Why are they all asleep in this still city?

He answered: None may ask questions in this gate for fear they will wake the people of the city. For when the people of this city wake the gods will die. And when the gods die men may dream no more. And I began to ask him what gods that city worshipped, but he lifted his pike because none might ask questions there. So I left him and went back to the Bird of the River.

Certainly Mandaroon was beautiful with her white pinnacles peering over her ruddy walls and the green of her copper roofs.

When I came back again to the Bird of the River, I found the sailors were returned to the ship. Soon we weighed anchor, and sailed out again, and so came once more to the middle of the river. And now the sun was moving toward his heights, and there had reached us on the River Yann the song of those countless myriads of choirs that attend him in his progress round the world. For the little creatures that have many legs had spread their gauze wings easily on the air, as a man rests his elbows on a balcony and gave jubilant, ceremonial praises to the sun, or else they moved together on the air in wavering dances intricate and swift, or turned aside to avoid the onrush of some drop of water that a breeze had shaken from a jungle orchid, chilling the air and driving it before it, as it fell whirring in its rush to the earth; but all the while they sang triumphantly. For the day is for us, they said, whether our great and sacred father the Sun shall bring up more life like us from the marshes, or whether all the world shall end tonight. And there sang all those whose notes are known to human ears, as well as those whose far more numerous notes have been never heard by man.

To these a rainy day had been as an era of war that should desolate continents during all the lifetime of a man.

And there came out also from the dark and steaming jungle to behold and rejoice in the Sun the huge and lazy butterflies. And they danced, but danced idly, on the ways of the air, as some haughty queen of distant conquered lands might in her poverty and exile dance, in some encampment of the gipsies, for the mere bread to live by, but beyond that would never abate her pride to dance for a fragment more.

And the butterflies sung of strange and painted things, of purple orchids and of lost pink cities and the monstrous colours of the jungles decay. And they, too, were among those whose voices are not discernible by human ears. And as they floated above the river, going from forest to forest, their splendour was matched by the inimical beauty of the birds who darted out to pursue them. Or sometimes they settled on the white and wax-like blooms of the plant that creeps and clambers about the trees of the forest; and their purple wings flashed out on the great blossoms as, when the caravans go from Nurl to Thace, the gleaming silks flash out upon the snow, where the crafty merchants spread them one by one to astonish the mountaineers of the Hills of Noor.

But upon men and beasts the sun sent drowsiness. The river monsters along the rivers marge lay dormant in the slime. The sailors pitched a pavilion, with golden tassels, for the captain upon the deck, and then went, all but the helmsman, under a sail that they had hung as an awning between two masts. Then they told tales to one another, each of his own city or of the miracles of his god, until all were fallen asleep. The captain offered me the shade of his pavillion with the gold tassels, and there we talked for a while, he telling me that he was taking merchandise to Perdóndaris, and that he would take back to fair Belzoond things appertaining to the affairs of the sea. Then, as I watched through the pavilions opening the brilliant birds and butterflies that crossed and recrossed over the river, I fell asleep, and dreamed that I was a monarch entering his capital underneath arches of flags, and all the musicians of the world were there, playing melodiously their instruments; but no one cheered.

In the afternoon, as the day grew cooler again, I awoke and found the captain buckling on his scimitar, which he had taken off him while he rested.

And now we were approaching the wide court of Astahahn, which opens upon the river. Strange boats of antique design were chained there to the steps. As we neared it we saw the open marble court, on three sides of which stood the city fronting on colonnades. And in the court and along the colonnades the people of that city walked with solemnity and care according to the rites of ancient ceremony. All in that city was of ancient device; the carving on the houses, which, when age had broken it, remained unrepaired, was of the remotest times, and everywhere were represented in stone beasts that have long since passed away from Earth  the dragon, the griffin, the hippogriffin, and the different species of gargoyle. Nothing was to be found, whether material or custom, that was new in Astahahn. Now they took no notice at all of us as we went by, but continued their processions and ceremonies in the ancient city, and the sailors, knowing their custom, took no notice of them. But I called, as we came near, to one who stood beside the waters edge, asking him what men did in Astahahn and what their merchandise was, and with whom they traded. He said, Here we have fettered and manacled Time, who would otherwise slay the gods.

I asked him what gods they worshipped in that city, and he said, All those gods whom Time has not yet slain. Then he turned from me and would say no more, but busied himself in behaving in accordance with ancient custom. And so, according to the will of Yann, we drifted onwards and left Astahahn. The river widened below Astahahn, and we found in greater quantities such birds as prey on fishes. And they were very wonderful in their plumage, and they came not out of the jungle, but flew, with their long necks stretched out before them, and their legs lying on the wind behind, straight up the river over the mid-stream.

And now the evening began to gather in. A thick white mist had appeared over the river, and was softly rising higher. It clutched at the trees with long impalpable arms, it rose higher and higher, chilling the air; and white shapes moved away into the jungle as though the ghosts of shipwrecked mariners were searching stealthily in the darkness for the spirits of evil that long ago had wrecked them on the Yann.

As the sun sank behind the field of orchids that grew on the matted summit of the jungle, the river monsters came wallowing out of the slime in which they had reclined during the heat of the day, and the great beasts of the jungle came down to drink. The butterflies a while since were gone to rest. In little narrow tributaries that we passed night seemed already to have fallen, though the sun which had disappeared from us had not yet set.

And now the birds of the jungle came flying home far over us, with the sunlight glistening pink upon their breasts, and lowered their pinions as soon as they saw the Yann, and dropped into the trees. And the widgeon began to go up the river in great companies, all whistling, and then would suddenly wheel and all go down again. And there shot by us the small and arrow-like teal; and we heard the manifold cries of flocks of geese, which the sailors told me had recently come in from crossing over the Lispasian ranges; every year they come by the same way, close by the peak of Mluna, leaving it to the left, and the mountain eagles know the way they come and  men say  the very hour, and every year they expect them by the same way as soon as the snows have fallen upon the Northern Plains. But soon it grew so dark that we heard those birds no more, and only heard the whirring of their wings, and of countless others besides, until they all settled down along the banks of the river, and it was the hour when the birds of the night went forth. Then the sailors lit the lanterns for the night, and huge moths appeared, flapping about the ship, and at moments their gorgeous colours would be revealed by the lanterns, then they would pass into the night again, where all was black. And again the sailors prayed, and thereafter we supped and slept, and the helmsman took our lives into his care.

When I awoke I found that we had indeed come to Perdóndaris, that famous city. For there it stood upon the left of us, a city fair and notable, and all the more pleasant for our eyes to see after the jungle that was so long with us. And we were anchored by the market-place, and the captains merchandise was all displayed, and a merchant of Perdóndaris stood looking at it. And the captain had his scimitar in his hand, and was beating with it in anger upon the deck, and the splinters were flying up from the white planks; for the merchant had offered him a price for his merchandise that the captain declared to be an insult to himself and his countrys gods, whom he now said to be great and terrible gods, whose curses were to be dreaded. But the merchant waved his hands, which were of great fatness, showing the pink palms, and swore that of himself he thought not at all, but only of the poor folk in the huts beyond the city to whom he wished to sell the merchandise for as low a price as possible, leaving no remuneration for himself. For the merchandise was mostly the thick toomarund carpets that in the winter keep the wind from the floor, and tollub which the people smoke in pipes. Therefore the merchant said if he offered a piffek more the poor folk must go without their toomarunds when the winter came, and without their tollub in the evenings, or else he and his aged father must starve together. Thereat the captain lifted his scimitar to his own throat, saying that he was now a ruined man, and that nothing remained to him but death. And while he was carefully lifting his beard with his left hand, the merchant eyed the merchandise again, and said that rather than see so worthy a captain die, a man for whom he had conceived an especial love when first he saw the manner in which he handled his ship, he and his aged father should starve together and therefore he offered fifteen piffeks more.

When he said this the captain prostrated himself and prayed to his gods that they might yet sweeten this merchants bitter heart  to his little lesser gods, to the gods that bless Belzoond.

At last the merchant offered yet five piffeks more. Then the captain wept, for he said that he was deserted of his gods; and the merchant also wept, for he said that he was thinking of his aged father, and of how he soon would starve, and he hid his weeping face with both his hands, and eyed the tollub again between his fingers. And so the bargain was concluded, and the merchant took the toomarund and tollub, paying for them out of a great clinking purse. And these were packed up into bales again, and three of the merchants slaves carried them upon their heads into the city. And all the while the sailors had sat silent, cross-legged in a crescent upon the deck, eagerly watching the bargain, and now a murmur of satisfaction arose among them, and they began to compare it among themselves with other bargains that they had known. And I found out from them that there are seven merchants in Perdóndaris, and that they had all come to the captain one by one before the bargaining began, and each had warned him privately against the others. And to all the merchants the captain had offered the wine of his own country, that they make in fair Belzoond, but could in no wise persuade them to it. But now that the bargain was over, and the sailors were seated at the first meal of the day, the captain appeared among them with a cask of that wine, and we broached it with care and all made merry together. And the captain was glad in his heart because he knew that he had much honour in the eyes of his men because of the bargain that he had made. So the sailors drank the wine of their native land, and soon their thoughts were back in fair Belzoond and the little neighbouring cities of Durl and Duz.

But for me the captain poured into a little jar some heavy yellow wine from a small jar which he kept apart among his sacred things. Thick and sweet it was, even like honey, yet there was in its heart a mighty, ardent fire which had authority over souls of men. It was made, the captain told me, with great subtlety by the secret craft of a family of six who lived in a hut on the mountains of Hian Min. Once in these mountains, he said, he followed the spoor of a bear, and he came suddenly on a man of that family who had hunted the same bear, and he was at the end of a narrow way with precipice all about him, and his spear was sticking in the bear, and the wound was not fatal, and he had no other weapon. And the bear was walking towards the man, very slowly because his wound irked him  yet he was now very close. And what he captain did he would not say, but every year as soon as the snows are hard, and travelling is easy on the Hian Min, that man comes down to the market in the plains, and always leaves for the captain in the gate of fair Belzoond a vessel of that priceless secret wine.

And as I sipped the wine and the captain talked, I remembered me of stalwart noble things that I had long since resolutely planned, and my soul seemed to grow mightier within me and to dominate the whole tide of the Yann. It may be that I then slept. Or, if I did not, I do not now minutely recollect every detail of that mornings occupations. Towards evening, I awoke and wishing to see Perdóndaris before we left in the morning, and being unable to wake the captain, I went ashore alone. Certainly Perdóndaris was a powerful city; it was encompassed by a wall of great strength and altitude, having in it hollow ways for troops to walk in, and battlements along it all the way, and fifteen strong towers on it in every mile, and copper plaques low down where men could read them, telling in all the languages of those parts of the earth  one language on each plaque  the tale of how an army once attacked Perdóndaris and what befell that army. Then I entered Perdóndaris and found all the people dancing, clad in brilliant silks, and playing on the tambang as they danced. For a fearful thunderstorm had terrified them while I slept, and the fires of death, they said, had danced over Perdóndaris, and now the thunder had gone leaping away large and black and hideous, they said, over the distant hills, and had turned round snarling at them, shoving his gleaming teeth, and had stamped, as he went, upon the hilltops until they rang as though they had been bronze. And often and again they stopped in their merry dances and prayed to the God they knew not, saying, O, God that we know not, we thank Thee for sending the thunder back to his hills. And I went on and came to the market-place, and lying there upon the marble pavement I saw the merchant fast asleep and breathing heavily, with his face and the palms of his hands towards the sky, and slaves were fanning him to keep away the flies. And from the market-place I came to a silver temple and then to a palace of onyx, and there were many wonders in Perdóndaris, and I would have stayed and seen them all, but as I came to the outer wall of the city I suddenly saw in it a huge ivory gate. For a while I paused and admired it, then I came nearer and perceived the dreadful truth. The gate was carved out of one solid piece!

I fled at once through the gateway and down to the ship, and even as I ran I thought that I heard far off on the hills behind me the tramp of the fearful beast by whom that mass of ivory was shed, who was perhaps even then looking for his other tusk. When I was on the ship again I felt safer, and I said nothing to the sailors of what I had seen.

And now the captain was gradually awakening. Now night was rolling up from the East and North, and only the pinnacles of the towers of Perdóndaris still took the fallen sunlight. Then I went to the captain and told him quietly of the thing I had seen. And he questioned me at once about the gate, in a low voice, that the sailors might not know; and I told him how the weight of the thing was such that it could not have been brought from afar, and the captain knew that it had not been there a year ago. We agreed that such a beast could never have been killed by any assault of man, and that the gate must have been a fallen tusk, and one fallen near and recently. Therefore he decided that it were better to flee at once; so he commanded, and the sailors went to the sails, and others raised the anchor to the deck, and just as the highest pinnacle of marble lost the last rays of the sun we left Perdóndaris, that famous city. And night came down and cloaked Perdóndaris and hid it from our eyes, which as things have happened will never see it again; for I have heard since that something swift and wonderful has suddenly wrecked Perdóndaris in a day  towers, walls and people.

And the night deepened over the River Yann, a night all white with stars. And with the night there rose the helmsmans song. As soon as he had prayed he began to sing to cheer himself all through the lonely night. But first he prayed, praying the helmsmans prayer. And this is what I remember of it, rendered into English with a very feeble equivalent of the rhythm that seemed so resonant in those tropic nights.

To whatever god may hear.

Wherever there be sailors whether of river or sea: whether their way be dark or whether through storm: whether their peril be of beast or of rock: or from enemy lurking on land or pursuing on sea: wherever the tiller is cold or the helmsman stiff: wherever sailors sleep or helmsmen watch: guard, guide and return us to the old land, that has known us: to the far homes that we know.

To all the gods that are.

To whatever god may hear.

So he prayed, and there was silence. And the sailors laid them down to rest for the night. The silence deepened, and was only broken by the ripples of Yann that lightly touched our prow. Sometimes some monster of the river coughed.

Silence and ripples, ripples and silence again.

And then his loneliness came upon the helmsman, and he began to sing. And he sang the market songs of Durl and Duz, and the old dragon-legends of Belzoond.

Many a song he sang, telling to spacious and exotic Yann the little tales and trifles of his city of Durl. And the songs welled up over the black jungle and came into the clear cold air above, and the great bands of stars that look on Yann began to know the affairs of Durl and Duz, and of the shepherds that dwelt in the fields between, and the flocks that they had, and the loves that they had loved, and all the little things that they had hoped to do. And as I lay wrapped up in skins and blankets, listening to those songs, and watching the fantastic shapes of the great trees like to black giants stalking through the night, I suddenly fell asleep.

When I awoke great mists were trailing away from the Yann. And the flow of the river was tumbling now tumultuously, and little waves appeared; for Yann had scented from afar the ancient crags of Glorm, and knew that their ravines lay cool before him wherein he should meet the merry wild Irillion rejoicing from fields of snow. So he shook off from him the torpid sleep that had come upon him in the hot and scented jungle, and forgot its orchids and its butterflies, and swept on turbulent, expectant, strong; and soon the snowy peaks of the Hills of Glorm came glittering into view. And now the sailors were waking up from sleep. Soon we all ate, and then the helmsman laid him down to sleep while a comrade took his place, and they all spread over him their choicest furs.

And in a while we heard the sound that the Irillion made as she came down dancing from the fields of snow.

And then we saw the ravine in the Hills of Glorm lying precipitous and smooth before us, into which we were carried by the leaps of Yann. And now we left the steamy jungle and breathed the mountain air; the sailors stood up and took deep breaths of it, and thought of their own far off Acroctian hills on which were Durl and Duz  below them in the plains stands fair Belzoond.

A great shadow brooded between the cliffs of Glorm, but the crags were shining above us like gnarled moons, and almost lit the gloom. Louder and louder came the Irillions song, and the sound of her dancing down from the fields of snow. And soon we saw her white and full of mists, and wreathed with rainbows delicate and small that she had plucked up near the mountains summit from some celestial garden of the Sun. Then she went away seawards with the huge grey Yann and the ravine widened, and opened upon the world, and our rocking ship came through to the light of the day.

And all that morning and all the afternoon we passed through the marshes of Pondoovery; and Yann widened there, and flowed solemnly and slowly, and the captain bade the sailors beat on bells to overcome the dreariness of the marshes.

At last the Irusian mountains came in sight, nursing the villages of Pen-Kai and Blut, and the wandering streets of Mlo, where priests propitiate the avalanche with wine and maize. Then night came down over the plains of Tlun, and we saw the lights of Cappadarnia. We heard the Pathnites beating upon drums as we passed Imaut and Golzunda, then all but the helmsman slept. And villages scattered along the banks of the Yann heard all that night in the helmsmans unknown tongue the little songs of cities that they knew not.

I awoke before dawn with a feeling that I was unhappy before I remembered why. Then I recalled that by the evening of the approaching day, according to all foreseen probabilities, we should come to Bar-Wul-Yann, and I should part from the captain and his sailors. And I had liked the man because he had given me of his yellow wine that was set apart among his sacred things, and many a story he had told me about his fair Belzoond between the Acroctian hills and the Hian Min. And I had liked the ways that his sailors had, and the prayers that they prayed at evening side by side, grudging not one another their alien gods. And I had a liking too for the tender way in which they often spoke of Durl and Duz, for it is good that men should love their native cities and the little hills that hold those cities up.

And I had come to know who would meet them when they returned to their homes, and where they thought the meetings would take place, some in a valley of the Acroctian hills where the road comes up from Yann, others in the gateway of one or another of the three cities, and others by the fireside in the home. And I thought of the danger that had menaced us all alike outside Perdóndaris, a danger that, as things have happened, was very real.

And I thought too of the helmsmans cheery song in the cold and lonely night, and how he had held our lives in his careful hands. And as I thought of this the helmsman ceased to sing, and I looked up and saw a pale light had appeared in the sky, and the lonely night had passed; and the dawn widened, and the sailors awoke.

And soon we saw the tide of the Sea himself advancing resolute between Yanns borders, and Yann sprang lithely at him and they struggled awhile; then Yann and all that was his were pushed back northward, so that the sailors had to hoist the sails and, the wind being favorable, we still held onwards.

And we passed Gondara and Narl and Haz. And we saw memorable, holy Golnuz, and heard the pilgrims praying.

When we awoke after the midday rest we were coming near to Nen, the last of the cities on the River Yann. And the jungle was all about us once again, and about Nen; but the great Mloon ranges stood up over all things, and watched the city from beyond the jungle.

Here we anchored, and the captain and I went up into the city and found that the Wanderers had come into Nen.

And the Wanderers were a weird, dark, tribe, that once in every seven years came down from the peaks of Mloon, having crossed by a pass that is known to them from some fantastic land that lies beyond. And the people of Nen were all outside their houses, and all stood wondering at their own streets. For the men and women of the Wanderers had crowded all the ways, and every one was doing some strange thing. Some danced astounding dances that they had learned from the desert wind, rapidly curving and swirling till the eye could follow no longer. Others played upon instruments beautiful wailing tunes that were full of horror, which souls had taught them lost by night in the desert, that strange far desert from which the Wanderers came.

None of their instruments were such as were known in Nen nor in any part of the region of the Yann; even the horns out of which some were made were of beasts that none had seen along the river, for they were barbed at the tips. And they sang, in the language of none, songs that seemed to be akin to the mysteries of night and to the unreasoned fear that haunts dark places.

Bitterly all the dogs of Nen distrusted them. And the Wanderers told one another fearful tales, for though no one in Nen knew ought of their language yet they could see the fear on the listeners faces, and as the tale wound on the whites of their eyes showed vividly in terror as the eyes of some little beast whom the hawk has seized. Then the teller of the tale would smile and stop, and another would tell his story, and the teller of the first tales lips would chatter with fear. And if some deadly snake chanced to appear the Wanderers would greet him as a brother, and the snake would seem to give his greetings to them before he passed on again. Once that most fierce and lethal of tropic snakes, the giant lythra, came out of the jungle and all down the street, the central street of Nen, and none of the Wanderers moved away from him, but they all played sonorously on drums, as though he had been a person of much honour; and the snake moved through the midst of them and smote none.

Even the Wanderers children could do strange things, for if any one of them met with a child of Nen the two would stare at each other in silence with large grave eyes; then the Wanderers child would slowly draw from his turban a live fish or snake. And the children of Nen could do nothing of that kind at all.

Much I should have wished to stay and hear the hymn with which they greet the night, that is answered by the wolves on the heights of Mloon, but it was now time to raise the anchor again that the captain might return from Bar-Wul-Yann upon the landward tide. So we went on board and continued down the Yann. And the captain and I spoke little, for we were thinking of our parting, which should be for long, and we watched instead the splendour of the westerning sun. For the sun was a ruddy gold, but a faint mist cloaked the jungle, lying low, and into it poured the smoke of the little jungle cities, and the smoke of them met together in the mist and joined into one haze, which became purple, and was lit by the sun, as the thoughts of men become hallowed by some great and sacred thing. Some times one column from a lonely house would rise up higher than the cities smoke, and gleam by itself in the sun.

And now as the suns last rays were nearly level, we saw the sight that I had come to see, for from two mountains that stood on either shore two cliffs of pink marble came out into the river, all glowing in the light of the low sun, and they were quite smooth and of mountainous altitude, and they nearly met, and Yann went tumbling between them and found the sea.

And this was Bar-Wul-Yann, the Gate of Yann, and in the distance through that barriers gap I saw the azure indescribable sea, where little fishing-boats went gleaming by.

And the sun set, and the brief twilight came, and the exultation of the glory of Bar-Wul-Yann was gone, yet still the pink cliffs glowed, the fairest marvel that the eye beheld  and this in a land of wonders. And soon the twilight gave place to the coming out of stars, and the colours of Bar-Wul-Yann went dwindling away. And the sight of those cliffs was to me as some chord of music that a masters hand had launched from the violin, and which carries to Heaven or Faëry the tremulous spirits of men.

And now by the shore they anchored and went no further, for they were sailors of the river and not of the sea, and knew the Yann but not the tides beyond.

And the time was come when the captain and I must part, he to go back to his fair Belzoond in sight of the distant peaks of the Hian Min, and I to find my way by strange means back to those hazy fields that all poets know, wherein stand small mysterious cottages through whose windows, looking westwards, you may see the fields of men, and looking eastwards see glittering elfin mountains, tipped with snow, going range on range into the region of Myth, and beyond it into the kingdom of Fantasy, which pertain to the Lands of Dream. Long we regarded one another, knowing that we should meet no more, for my fancy is weakening as the years slip by, and I go ever more seldom into the Lands of Dream. Then we clasped hands, uncouthly on his part, for it is not the method of greeting in his country, and he commended my soul to the care of his own gods, to his little lesser gods, the humble ones, to the gods that bless Belzoond.


THE SWORD AND THE IDOL

It was a cold winters evening late in the Stone Age; the sun had gone down blazing over the plains of Thold; there were no clouds, only the chill blue sky and the imminence of stars; and the surface of the sleeping Earth began to harden against the cold of the night. Presently from their lairs arose, and shook themselves and went stealthily forth, those of Earths children to whom it is the law to prowl abroad as soon as the dusk has fallen. And they went pattering softly over the plain, and their eyes shone in the dark, and crossed and recrossed one another in their courses. Suddenly there became manifest in the midst of the plain that fearful portent of the presence of Man  a little flickering fire. And the children of Earth who prowl abroad by night looked sideways at it and snarled and edged away; all but the wolves, who came a little nearer, for it was winter and the wolves were hungry, and they had come in thousands from the mountains, and they said in their hearts, We are strong. Around the fire a little tribe was encamped. They, too, had come from the mountains, and from lands beyond them, but it was in the mountains that the wolves first winded them; they picked up bones at first that the tribe had dropped, but they were closer now and on all sides. It was Loz who had lit the fire. He had killed a small furry beast, hurling his stone axe at it, and had gathered a quantity of reddish-brown stones, and had laid them in a long row, and placed bits of the small beast all along it; then he lit a fire on each side, and the stones heated, and the bits began to cook. It was at this time that the tribe noticed that the wolves who had followed them so far were no longer content with the scraps of deserted encampments. A line of yellow eyes surrounded them, and when it moved it was to come nearer. So the men of the tribe hastily tore up brushwood, and felled a small tree with their flint axes, and heaped it all over the fire that Loz had made, and for a while the great heap hid the flame, and the wolves came trotting in and sat down again on their haunches much closer than before; and the fierce and valiant dogs that belonged to the tribe believed that their end was about to come while fighting, as they had long since prophesied it would. Then the flame caught the lofty stack of brushwood, and rushed out of it, and ran up the side of it, and stood up haughtily far over the top, and the wolves seeing this terrible ally of Man reveling there in his strength, and knowing nothing of this frequent treachery to his masters, went slowly away as though they had other purposes. And for the rest of that night the dogs of the encampment cried out to them and besought them to come back. But the tribe lay down all round the fire under thick furs and slept. And a great wind arose and blew into the roaring heart of the fire till it was red no longer, but all pallid with heat. With the dawn the tribe awoke.

Loz might have known that after such a mighty conflagration nothing could remain of his small furry beast, but there was hunger in him and little reason as he searched among the ashes. What he found there amazed him beyond measure; there was no meat, there was not even his row of reddish-brown stones, but something longer than a mans leg and narrower than his hand, was lying there like a great flattened snake. When Loz looked at its thin edges and saw that it ran to a point, he picked up stones to chip it and make it sharp. It was the instinct of Loz to sharpen things. When he found that it could not be chipped his wonderment increased. It was many hours before he discovered that he could sharpen the edges by rubbing them with a stone; but at last the point was sharp, and all one side of it except near the end, where Loz held it in his hand. And Loz lifted it and brandished it, and the Stone Age was over. That afternoon in the little encampment, just as the tribe moved on, the Stone Age passed away, which, for perhaps thirty or forty thousand years, had slowly lifted Man from among the beasts and left him with his supremacy beyond all hope of reconquest.

It was not for many days that any other man tried to make for himself an iron sword by cooking the same kind of small furry beast that Loz had tried to cook. It was not for many years that any thought to lay the meat along stones as Loz had done; and when they did, being no longer on the plains of Thold, they used flints or chalk. It was not for many generations that another piece of iron ore was melted and the secret slowly guessed. Nevertheless one of Earths many veils was torn aside by Loz to give us ultimately the steel sword and the plough, machinery and factories; let us not blame Loz if we think that he did wrong, for he did all in ignorance. The tribe moved on until it came to water, and there it settled down under a hill, and they built their huts there. Very soon they had to fight with another tribe, a tribe that was stronger than they; but the sword of Loz was terrible and his tribe slew their foes. You might make one blow at Loz, but then would come one thrust from that iron sword, and there was no way of surviving it. No one could fight with Loz. And he became ruler of the tribe in the place of Iz, who hitherto had ruled it with his sharp axe, as his father had before him.

Now Loz begat Lo, and in his old age gave his sword to him, and Lo ruled the tribe with it. And Lo called the name of the sword Death, because it was so swift and terrible.

And Iz begat Ird, who was of no account. And Ird hated Lo because he was of no account by reason of the iron sword of Lo.

One night Ird stole down to the hut of Lo, carrying his sharp axe, and he went very softly, but Los dog, Warner, heard him coming, and he growled softly by his masters door. When Ird came to the hut he heard Lo talking gently to his sword. And Lo was saying, Lie still, Death. Rest, rest, old sword, and then, What, again, Death? Be still. Be still.

And then again: What, art thou hungry, Death? Or thirsty, poor old sword?
Soon, Death, soon. Be still only a little.

But Ird fled, for he did not like the gentle tone of Lo as he spoke to his sword.

And Lo begat Lod. And when Lo died Lod took the iron sword and ruled the tribe.

And Ird begat Ith, who was of no account, like his father.

Now when Lod had smitten a man or killed a terrible beast, Ith would go away for a while into the forest rather than hear the praises that would be given to Lod.

And once, as Ith sat in the forest waiting for the day to pass, he suddenly thought he saw a tree trunk looking at him as with a face. And Ith was afraid, for trees should not look at men. But soon Ith saw that it was only a tree and not a man, though it was like a man. Ith used to speak to this tree, and tell it about Lod, for he dared not speak to any one else about him. And Ith found comfort in speaking about Lod.

One day Ith went with his stone axe into the forest, and stayed there many days.

He came back by night, and the next morning when the tribe awoke they saw something that was like a man and yet was not a man. And it sat on the hill with its elbows pointing outwards and was quite still. And Ith was crouching before it, and hurriedly placing before it fruits and flesh, and then leaping away from it and looking frightened. Presently all the tribe came out to see, but dared not come quite close because of the fear that they saw on the face of Ith. And Ith went to his hut, and came back again with a hunting spear-head and valuable small stone knives, and reached out and laid them before the thing that was like a man, and then sprang away from it.

And some of the tribe questioned Ith about the still thing that was like a man, and Ith said, This is Ged. Then they asked, Who is Ged? and Ith said, Ged sends the crops and the rain; and the sun and the moon are Geds.

Then the tribe went back to their huts, but later in the day some came again, and they said to Ith, Ged is only as we are, having hands and feet. And Ith pointed to the right hand of Ged, which was not as his left, but was shaped like the paw of a beast, and Ith said, By this ye may know that he is not as any man.

Then they said, He is indeed Ged. But Lod said, He speaketh not, nor doth he eat, and Ith answered, The thunder is his voice and the famine is his eating.

After this the tribe copied Ith, and brought little gifts of meat to Ged; and Ith cooked them before him that Ged might smell the cooking.

One day a great thunderstorm came trampling up from the distance and raged among the hills, and the tribe all hid away from it in their huts. And Ith appeared among the huts looking unafraid. And Ith said little, but the tribe thought that he had expected the terrible storm because the meat that they had laid before Ged had been tough meat, and not the best parts of the beasts they slew.

And Ged grew to have more honour among the tribe than Lod. And Lod was vexed.

One night Lod arose when all were asleep, and quieted his dog, and took his iron sword and went away to the hill. And he came on Ged in the starlight, sitting still, with his elbows pointing outwards, and his beasts paw, and the mark of the fire on the ground where his food had been cooked.

And Lod stood there for a while in great fear, trying to keep to his purpose. Suddenly he stepped up close to Ged and lifted his iron sword, and Ged neither hit nor shrank. Then the thought came into Lods mind, Ged does not hit. What will Ged do instead?

And Lod lowered his sword and struck not, and his imagination began to work on that What will Ged do instead?

And the more Lod thought, the worse was his fear of Ged.

And Lod ran away and left him.

Lod still ruled the tribe in battle or in the hunt, but the chiefest spoils of battle were given to Ged, and the beasts that they slew were Geds; and all questions that concerned war or peace, and questions of law and disputes, were always brought to him, and Ith gave the answers after speaking to Ged by night.

At last Ith said, the day after an eclipse, that the gifts which they brought to Ged were not enough, that some far greater sacrifice was needed, that Ged was very angry even now, and not to be appeased by any ordinary sacrifice.

And Ith said that to save the tribe from the anger of Ged he would speak to Ged that night, and ask him what new sacrifice he needed.

Deep in his heart Lod shuddered, for his instinct told him that Ged wanted
Lods only son, who should hold the iron sword when Lod was gone.

No one would dare touch Lod because of the iron sword, but his instinct said in his slow mind again and again, Ged loves Ith. Ith has said so. Ith hates the sword-holders.

Ith hates the sword-holders. Ged loves Ith.

Evening fell and the night came when Ith should speak with Ged, and Lod became ever surer of the doom of his race.

He lay down but could not sleep.

Midnight had barely come when Lod arose and went with his iron sword again to the hill.

And there sat Ged. Had Ith been to him yet? Ith whom Ged loved, who hated the sword-holders.

And Lod looked long at the old sword of iron that had come to his grandfather on the plains of Thold.

Good-bye, old sword! And Lod laid it on the knees of Ged, then went away.

And when Ith came, a little before dawn, the sacrifice was found acceptable unto Ged.


THE IDLE CITY

There was once a city which was an idle city, wherein men told vain tales.

And it was that citys custom to tax all men that would enter in, with the toll of some idle story in the gate.

So all men paid to the watchers in the gate the toll of an idle story, and passed into the city unhindered and unhurt. And in a certain hour of the night when the king of that city arose and went pacing swiftly up and down the chamber of his sleeping, and called upon the name of the dead queen, then would the watchers fasten up the gate and go into that chamber to the king, and, sitting on the floor, would tell him all the tales that they had gathered. And listening to them some calmer mood would come upon the king, and listening still he would lie down again and at last fall asleep, and all the watchers silently would arise and steal away from the chamber.

A while ago wandering, I came to the gate of that city. And even as I came a man stood up to pay his toll to the watchers. They were seated cross-legged on the ground between him and the gate, and each one held a spear. Near him two other travellers sat on the warm sand waiting. And the man said:

Now the city of Nombros forsook the worship of the gods and turned towards God. So the gods threw their cloaks over their faces and strode away from the city, and going into the haze among the hills passed through the trunks of the olive groves into the sunset. But when they had already left the Earth, they turned and looked through the gleaming folds of the twilight for the last time at their city; and they looked half in anger and half in regret, then turned and went away for ever. But they sent back a Death, who bore a scythe, saying to it: Slay half in the city that forsook us, but half of them spare alive that they may yet remember their old forsaken gods.

But God sent a destroying angel to show that He was God, saying unto him: Go into that city and slay half of the dwellers therein, yet spare a half of them that they may know that I am God.

And at once the destroying angel put his hand to his sword, and the sword came out of the scabbard with a deep breath, like to the breath that a broad woodman takes before his first blow at some giant oak. Thereat the angel pointed his arms downwards, and bending his head between them, fell forward from Heavens edge, and the spring of his ankles shot him downwards with his wings furled behind him. So he went slanting earthward through the evening with his sword stretched out before him, and he was like a javelin that some hunter hath hurled that returneth again to the earth: but just before he touched it he lifted his head and spread his wings with the under feathers forward, and alighted by the bank of the broad Flavro that divides the city of Nombros. And down the bank of the Flavro he fluttered low, like to a hawk over a new-cut cornfield when the little creatures of the corn are shelterless, and at the same time down the other bank the Death from the gods went mowing.

At once they saw each other, and the angel glared at the Death, and the Death leered back at him, and the flames in the eyes of the angel illumined with a red glare the mist that lay in the hollows of the sockets of the Death. Suddenly they fell on one another, sword to scythe. And the angel captured the temples of the gods, and set up over them the sign of God, and the Death captured the temples of God, and led into them the ceremonies and sacrifices of the gods; and all the while the centuries slipped quietly by, going down the Flavro seawards.

And now some worship God in the temple of the gods, and others worship the gods in the temple of God, and still the angel hath not returned again to the rejoicing choirs, and still the Death hath not gone back to die with the dead gods; but all through Nombros they fight up and down, and still on each side of the Flavro the city lives.

And the watchers in the gate said, Enter in.

Then another traveler rose up, and said:

Solemnly between Huhenwazy and Nitcrana the huge grey clouds came floating. And those great mountains, heavenly Huhenwazi and Nitcrana, the king of peaks, greeted them, calling them brothers. And the clouds were glad of their greeting, for they meet with companions seldom in the lonely heights of the sky.

But the vapours of evening said unto the earth-mist, What are those shapes that dare to move above us and to go where Nitcrana is and Huhenwazi?

And the earth-mist said in answer unto the vapours of evening, It is only an earth-mist that has become mad and has left the warm and comfortable earth, and has in his madness thought that his place is with Huhenwazi and Nitcrana.

Once, said the vapours of evening, there were clouds, but this was many and many a day ago, as our forefathers have said. Perhaps the mad one thinks he is the clouds.

Then spake the earth-worms from the warm deeps of the mud, saying O earth-mist, thou art indeed the clouds, and there are no clouds but thou. And as for Huhenwazi and Nitcrana, I cannot see them, and therefore they are not high, and there are no mountains in the world but those that I cast up every morning out of the deeps of the mud.

And the earth-mist and the vapours of evening were glad at the voice of the earth-worms, and looking earthward believed what they had said.

And indeed it is better to be as the earth-mist, and to keep close to the warm mud at night, and to hear the earth-worms comfortable speech, and not to be a wanderer in the cheerless heights, but to leave the mountains alone with their desolate snow, to draw what comfort they can from their vast aspect over all the cities of men, and from the whispers that they hear at evening of unknown distant gods.

And the watchers in the gate said, Enter in.

Then a man stood up who came out of the west, and told a western tale. He said:

There is a road in Rome that runs through an ancient temple that once the gods had loved; it runs along the top of a great wall, and the floor of the temple lies far down beneath it, of marble, pink and white.

Upon the temple floor I counted to the number of thirteen hungry cats.

Sometimes, they said among themselves, it was the gods that lived here, sometimes it was men, and now its cats. So let us enjoy the sun on the hot marble before another people comes.

For it was at that hour of a warm afternoon when my fancy is able to hear silent voices.

And the awful leanness of all those thirteen cats moved me to go into a neighbouring fish shop, and there to buy a quantity of fishes. Then I returned and threw them all over the railing at the top of the great wall, and they fell for thirty feet, and hit the sacred marble with a smack.

Now, in any other town but Rome, or in the minds of any other cats, the sight of fishes falling out of heaven had surely excited wonder. They rose slowly, and all stretched themselves, then they came leisurely towards the fishes. It is only a miracle, they said in their hearts.

And the watchers in the gate said, Enter in.

Proudly and slowly, as they spoke, drew up to them a camel, whose rider sought entrance to the city. His face shone with the sunset by which for long he had steered for the citys gate. Of him they demanded toll. Whereat he spoke to his camel, and the camel roared and kneeled, and the man descended from him. And the man unwrapped from many silks a box of divers metals wrought by the Japanese, and on the lid of it were figures of men who gazed from some shore at an isle of the Inland Sea. This he showed to the watchers, and when they had seen it, said, It has seemed to me that these speak to each other thus:

Behold now Oojni, the dear one of the sea, the little mother sea that hath no storms. She goeth out from Oojni singing a song, and she returneth singing over her sands. Little is Oojni in the lap of the sea, and scarce to be perceived by wondering ships. White sails have never wafted her legends afar, they are told not by bearded wanderers of the sea. Her fireside tales are known not to the North, the dragons of China have not heard of them, nor those that ride on elephants through Ind.

Men tell the tales and the smoke ariseth upwards; the smoke departeth and the tales are told.

Oojni is not a name among the nations, she is not know of where the merchants meet, she is not spoken of by alien lips.

Indeed, but Oojni is a little among the isles, yet is she loved by those that know her coasts and her inland places hidden from the sea.

Without glory, without fame, and without wealth, Oojni is greatly loved by a little people, and by a few; yet not by few, for all her dead still love her, and oft by night come whispering through her woods. Who could forget Oojni even among the dead?

For here in Oojni, wot you, are homes of men, and gardens, and golden temples of the gods, and sacred places inshore from the sea, and many murmurous woods. And there is a path that winds over the hills to go into mysterious holy lands where dance by night the spirits of the woods, or sing unseen in the sunlight; and no one goes into these holy lands, for who that love Oojni could rob her of her mysteries, and the curious aliens come not. Indeed, but we love Oojni though she is so little; she is the little mother of our race, and the kindly nurse of all seafaring birds.

And behold, even now caressing her, the gentle fingers of the mother sea, whose dreams are far with that old wanderer Ocean.

And yet let us forget not Fuzi-Yama, for he stands manifest over clouds and sea, misty below, and vague and indistinct, but clear above for all the isles to watch. The ships make all their journeys in his sight, the nights and the days go by him like a wind, the summers and winters under him flicker and fade, the lives of men pass quietly here and hence, and Fuzi-Yama watches there  and knows.

And the watchers in the gate said, Enter in.

And I, too, would have told them a tale, very wonderful and very true; one that I had told in many cities, which as yet had no believers. But now the sun had set, and the brief twilight gone, and ghostly silences were rising from far and darkening hills. A stillness hung over that citys gate. And the great silence of the solemn night was more acceptable to the watchers in the gate than any sound of man. Therefore they beckoned to us, and motioned with their hands that we should pass untaxed into the city. And softly we went up over the sand, and between the high rock pillars of the gate, and a deep stillness settled among the watchers, and the stars over them twinkled undisturbed.

For how short a while man speaks, and withal how vainly. And for how long he is silent. Only the other day I met a king in Thebes, who had been silent already for four thousand years.


THE HASHISH MAN

I was at a dinner in London the other day. The ladies had gone upstairs, and no one sat on my right; on my left there was a man I did not know, but he knew my name somehow apparently, for he turned to me after a while, and said, I read a story of yours about Bethmoora in a review.

Of course I remembered the tale. It was about a beautiful Oriental city that was suddenly deserted in a day  nobody quite knew why. I said, Oh, yes, and slowly searched in my mind for some more fitting acknowledgment of the compliment that his memory had paid me.

I was greatly astonished when he said, You were wrong about the gnousar sickness; it was not that at all.

I said, Why! Have you been there?

And he said, Yes; I do it with hashish. I know Bethmoora well. And he took out of his pocket a small box full of some black stuff that looked like tar, but had a stranger smell. He warned me not to touch it with my finger, as the stain remained for days. I got it from a gipsy, he said. He had a lot of it, as it had killed his father. But I interrupted him, for I wanted to know for certain what it was that had made desolate that beautiful city, Bethmoora, and why they fled from it swiftly in a day. Was it because of the Deserts curse? I asked. And he said, Partly it was the fury of the Desert and partly the advice of the Emperor Thuba Mleen, for that fearful beast is in some way connected with the Desert on his mothers side. And he told me this strange story: You remember the sailor with the black scar, who was there on the day that you described when the messengers came on mules to the gate of Bethmoora, and all the people fled. I met this man in a tavern, drinking rum, and he told me all about the flight from Bethmoora, but knew no more than you did what the message was, or who had sent it. However, he said he would see Bethmoora once more whenever he touched again at an eastern port, even if he had to face the Devil. He often said that he would face the Devil to find out the mystery of that message that emptied Bethmoora in a day. And in the end he had to face Thuba Mleen, whose weak ferocity he had not imagined. For one day the sailor told me he had found a ship, and I met him no more after that in the tavern drinking rum. It was about that time that I got the hashish from the gipsy, who had a quantity that he did not want. It takes one literally out of oneself. It is like wings. You swoop over distant countries and into other worlds. Once I found out the secret of the universe. I have forgotten what it was, but I know that the Creator does not take Creation seriously, for I remember that He sat in Space with all His work in front of Him and laughed. I have seen incredible things in fearful worlds. As it is your imagination that takes you there, so it is only by your imagination that you can get back. Once out in aether I met a battered, prowling spirit, that had belonged to a man whom drugs had killed a hundred years ago; and he led me to regions that I had never imagined; and we parted in anger beyond the Pleiades, and I could not imagine my way back. And I met a huge grey shape that was the Spirit of some great people, perhaps of a whole star, and I besought It to show me my way home, and It halted beside me like a sudden wind and pointed, and, speaking quite softly, asked me if I discerned a certain tiny light, and I saw a far star faintly, and then It said to me, That is the Solar System, and strode tremendously on. And somehow I imagined my way back, and only just in time, for my body was already stiffening in a chair in my room; and the fire had gone out and everything was cold, and I had to move each finger one by one, and there were pins and needles in them, and dreadful pains in the nails, which began to thaw; and at last I could move one arm, and reached a bell, and for a long time no one came, because every one was in bed. But at last a man appeared, and they got a doctor; and HE said that it was hashish poisoning, but it would have been all right if I hadnt met that battered, prowling spirit.

I could tell you astounding things that I have seen, but you want to know who sent that message to Bethmoora. Well, it was Thuba Mleen. And this is how I know. I often went to the city after that day you wrote of (I used to take hashish of an evening in my flat), and I always found it uninhabited. Sand had poured into it from the desert, and the streets were yellow and smooth, and through open, swinging doors the sand had drifted.

One evening I had put the guard in front of the fire, and settled into a chair and eaten my hashish, and the first thing that I saw when I came to Bethmoora was the sailor with the black scar, strolling down the street, and making footprints in the yellow sand. And now I knew that I should see what secret power it was that kept Bethmoora uninhabited.

I saw that there was anger in the Desert, for there were storm clouds heaving along the skyline, and I heard a muttering amongst the sand.

The sailor strolled on down the street, looking into the empty houses as he went; sometimes he shouted and sometimes he sang, and sometimes he wrote his name on a marble wall. Then he sat down on a step and ate his dinner. After a while he grew tired of the city, and came back up the street. As he reached the gate of green copper three men on camels appeared.

I could do nothing. I was only a consciousness, invisible, wandering: my body was in Europe. The sailor fought well with his fists, but he was over-powered and bound with ropes, and led away through the Desert.

I followed for as long as I could stay, and found that they were going by the way of the Desert round the Hills of Hap towards Utnar Véhi, and then I knew that the camel men belonged to Thuba Mleen.

I work in an insurance office all day, and I hope you wont forget me if ever you want to insure  life, fire, or motor  but thats no part of my story. I was desperately anxious to get back to my flat, though it is not good to take hashish two days running; but I wanted to see what they would do to the poor fellow, for I had heard bad rumours about Thuba Mleen. When at last I got away I had a letter to write; then I rang for my servant, and told him that I must not be disturbed, though I left my door unlocked in case of accidents. After that I made up a good fire, and sat down and partook of the pot of dreams. I was going to the palace of Thuba Mleen.

I was kept back longer than usual by noises in the street, but suddenly I was up above the town; the European countries rushed by beneath me, and there appeared the thin white palace spires of horrible Thuba Mleen. I found him presently at the end of a little narrow room. A curtain of red leather hung behind him, on which all the names of God, written in Yannish, were worked with a golden thread. Three windows were small and high. The Emperor seemed no more than about twenty, and looked small and weak. No smiles came on his nasty yellow face, though he tittered continually. As I looked from his low forehead to his quivering under lip, I became aware that there was some horror about him, though I was not able to perceive what it was. And then I saw it  the man never blinked; and though later on I watched those eyes for a blink, it never happened once.

And then I followed the Emperors rapt glance, and I saw the sailor lying on the floor, alive but hideously rent, and the royal torturers were at work all round him. They had torn long strips from him, but had not detached them, and they were torturing the ends of them far away from the sailor. The man that I met at dinner told me many things which I must omit. The sailor was groaning softly, and every time he groaned Thuba Mleen tittered. I had no sense of smell, but I could hear and see, and I do not know which was the most revolting  the terrible condition of the sailor or the happy unblinking face of horrible Thuba Mleen.

I wanted to go away, but the time was not yet come, and I had to stay where I was.

Suddenly the Emperors face began to twitch violently and his under lip quivered faster, and he whimpered with anger, and cried with a shrill voice, in Yannish, to the captain of his torturers that there was a spirit in the room. I feared not, for living men cannot lay hands on a spirit, but all the torturers were appalled at his anger, and stopped their work, for their hands trembled in fear. Then two men of the spear-guard slipped from the room, and each of them brought back presently a golden bowl, with knobs on it, full of hashish; and the bowls were large enough for heads to have floated in had they been filled with blood. And the two men fell to rapidly, each eating with two great spoons  there was enough in each spoonful to have given dreams to a hundred men. And there came upon them soon the hashish state, and their spirits hovered, preparing to go free, while I feared horribly, but ever and anon they fell back again to their bodies, recalled by some noise in the room. Still the men ate, but lazily now, and without ferocity. At last the great spoons dropped out of their hands, and their spirits rose and left them. I could not flee. And the spirits were more horrible than the men, because they were young men, and not yet wholly moulded to fit their fearful souls. Still the sailor groaned softly, evoking little titters from the Emperor Thuba Mleen. Then the two spirits rushed at me, and swept me thence as gusts of wind sweep butterflies, and away we went from that small, pale, heinous man. There was no escaping from these spirits fierce insistence. The energy in my minute lump of the drug was overwhelmed by the huge spoonsful that these men had eaten with both hands. I was whirled over Arvle Woondery, and brought to the lands of Snith, and swept on still until I came to Kragua, and beyond this to those bleak lands that are nearly unknown to fancy. And we came at last to those ivory hills that are named the Mountains of Madness, and I tried to struggle against the spirits of that frightful Emperors men, for I heard on the other side of the ivory hills the pittering of those beasts that prey on the mad, as they prowled up and down. It was no fault of mine that my little lump of hashish could not fight with their horrible spoonsful….

Some one was tugging at the hall-door bell. Presently a servant came and told our host that a policeman in the hall wished to speak to him at once. He apologised to us, and went outside, and we heard a man in heavy boots, who spoke in a low voice to him. My friend got up and walked over to the window, and opened it, and looked outside. I should think it will be a fine night, he said. Then he jumped out. When we put our astonished heads out of the window to look for him, he was already out of sight.


POOR OLD BILL

On an antique haunt of sailors, a tavern of the sea, the light of day was fading. For several evenings I had frequented this place, in the hope of hearing something from the sailors, as they sat over strange wines, about a rumour that had reached my ears of a certain fleet of galleons of old Spain still said to be afloat in the South Seas in some uncharted region.

In this I was again to be disappointed. Talk was low and seldom, and I was about to leave, when a sailor, wearing ear-rings of pure gold, lifted up his head from his wine, and looking straight before him at the wall, told his tale loudly:

(When later on a storm of rain arose and thundered on the taverns leaded panes, he raised his voice without effort and spoke on still. The darker it got the clearer his wild eyes shone.)

A ship with sails of the olden time was nearing fantastic isles. We had never seen such isles.

We all hated the captain, and he hated us. He hated us all alike, there was no favouritism about him. And he never would talk a word with any of us, except sometimes in the evening when it was getting dark he would stop and look up and talk a bit to the men he had hanged at the yard-arm.

We were a mutinous crew. But Captain was the only man that had pistols. He slept with one under his pillow and kept one close beside him. There was a nasty look about the isles. They were small and flat as though they had come up only recently from the sea, and they had no sand or rocks like honest isles, but green grass down to the water. And there were little cottages there whose looks we did not like. Their thatches came almost down to the ground, and were strangely turned up at the corners, and under the low eaves were queer dark windows whose little leaded panes were too thick to see through. And no one, man or beast, was walking about, so that you could not know what kind of people lived there. But Captain knew. And he went ashore and into one of the cottages, and someone lit lights inside, and the little windows wore an evil look.

It was quite dark when he came aboard again, and he bade a cheery good-night to the men that swung from the yard-arm and he eyed us in a way that frightened poor old Bill.

Next night we found that he had learned to curse, for he came on a lot of us asleep in our bunks, and among them poor old Bill, and he pointed at us with a finger, and made a curse that our souls should stay all night at the top of the masts. And suddenly there was the soul of poor old Bill sitting like a monkey at the top of the mast, and looking at the stars, and freezing through and through.

We got up a little mutiny after that, but Captain comes up and points with his finger again, and this time poor old Bill and all the rest are swimming behind the ship through the cold green water, though their bodies remain on deck.

It was the cabin-boy who found out that Captain couldnt curse when he was drunk, though he could shoot as well at one time as another.

After that it was only a matter of waiting, and of losing two men when the time came. Some of us were murderous fellows, and wanted to kill Captain, but poor old Bill was for finding a bit of an island, out of the track of ships, and leaving him there with his share of our years provisions. And everybody listened to poor old Bill, and we decided to maroon Captain as soon as we caught him when he couldnt curse.

It was three whole days before Captain got drunk again, and poor old Bill and all had a dreadful time, for Captain invented new curses every day, and wherever he pointed his finger our souls had to go; and the fishes got to know us, and so did the stars, and none of them pitied us when we froze on the masts or were hurried through forests of seaweed and lost our way  both stars and fishes went about their businesses with cold, unastonished eyes. Once when the sun had set and it was twilight, and the moon was showing clearer and clearer in the sky, and we stopped our work for a moment because Captain seemed to be looking away from us at the colours in the sky, he suddenly turned and sent our souls to the Moon. And it was colder there than ice at night; and there were horrible mountains making shadows; and it was all as silent as miles of tombs; and Earth was shining up in the sky as big as the blade of a scythe, and we all got homesick for it, but could not speak nor cry. It was quite dark when we got back, and we were very respectful to Captain all the next day, but he cursed several of us again very soon. What we all feared most was that he would curse our souls to Hell, and none of us mentioned Hell above a whisper for fear that it should remind him. But on the third evening the cabin-boy came and told us that Captain was drunk. And we all went to his cabin, and we found him lying there across his bunk, and he shot as he had never shot before; but he had no more than the two pistols, and he would only have killed two men if he hadnt caught Joe over the head with the end of one of his pistols. And then we tied him up. And poor old Bill put the rum between the Captains teeth, and kept him drunk for two days, so that he could not curse, till we found a convenient rock. And before sunset of the second day we found a nice bare island for Captain, out of the track of ships, about a hundred yards long and about eighty wide; and we rowed him along to it in a little boat, and gave him provisions for a year, the same as we had ourselves, because poor old Bill wanted to be fair. And we left him sitting comfortable with his back to a rock singing a sailors song.

When we could no longer hear Captain singing we all grew very cheerful and made a banquet out of our years provisions, as we all hoped to be home again in under three weeks. We had three great banquets every day for a week  every man had more than he could eat, and what was left over we threw on the floor like gentlemen. And then one day, as we saw San Huëgédos, and wanted to sail in to spend our money, the wind changed round from behind us and beat us out to sea. There was no tacking against it, and no getting into the harbour, though other ships sailed by us and anchored there. Sometimes a dead calm would fall on us, while fishing boats all around us flew before half a gale, and sometimes the wind would beat us out to sea when nothing else was moving. All day we tried, and at night we laid to and tried again the next day. And all the sailors of the other ships were spending their money in San Huëgédos and we could not come nigh it. Then we spoke horrible things against the wind and against San Huëgédos, and sailed away.

It was just the same at Norenna.

We kept close together now and talked in low voices. Suddenly poor old Bill grew frightened. As we went all along the Siractic coast-line, we tried again and again, and the wind was waiting for us in every harbour and sent us out to sea. Even the little islands would not have us. And then we knew that there was no landing yet for poor old Bill, and every one upbraided his kind heart that had made them maroon Captain on a rock, so as not to have his blood upon their heads. There was nothing to do but to drift about the seas. There were no banquets now, because we feared that Captain might live his year and keep us out to sea.

At first we used to hail all passing ships, and used to try to board them in the boats; but there was no towing against Captains curse, and we had to give that up. So we played cards for a year in Captains cabin, night and day, storm and fine, and every one promised to pay poor old Bill when we got ashore.

It was horrible to us to think what a frugal man Captain really was, he that used to get drunk every other day whenever he was at sea, and here he was still alive, and sober too, for his curse still kept us out of every port, and our provisions were gone.

Well, it came to drawing lots, and Jim was the unlucky one. Jim only kept us about three days, and then we drew lots again, and this time it was the nigger. The nigger didnt keep us any longer, and we drew again, and this time it was Charlie, and still Captain was alive.

As we got fewer one of us kept us longer. Longer and longer a mate used to last us, and we all wondered how ever Captain did it. It was five weeks over the year when we drew Mike, and he kept us for a week, and Captain was still alive. We wondered he didnt get tired of the same old curse; but we supposed things looked different when one is alone on an island.

When there was only Jakes and poor old Bill and the cabin-boy and Dick, we didnt draw any longer. We said that the cabin-boy had had all the luck, and he mustnt expect any more. Then poor old Bill was alone with Jakes and Dick, and Captain was still alive. When there was no more boy, and the Captain still alive, Dick, who was a huge strong man like poor old Bill, said that it was Jakes turn, and he was very lucky to have lived as long as he had. But poor old Bill talked it all over with Jakes, and they thought it better than Dick should take his turn.

Then there was Jakes and poor old Bill; and Captain would not die.

And these two used to watch one another night and day, when Dick was gone and no one else was left to them. And at last poor old Bill fell down in a faint and lay there for an hour. Then Jakes came up to him slowly with his knife, and makes a stab at poor old Bill as he lies there on the deck. And poor old Bill caught hold of him by the wrist, and put his knife into him twice to make quite sure, although it spoiled the best part of the meat. Then poor old Bill was all alone at sea.

And the very next week, before the food gave out, Captain must have died on his bit of an island; for poor old Bill heard the Captains soul going cursing over the sea, and the day after that the ship was cast on a rocky coast.

And Captains been dead now for over a hundred years, and poor old Bill is safe ashore again. But it looks as if Captain hadnt done with him yet, for poor old Bill doesnt ever get any older, and somehow or other he doesnt seem to die. Poor old Bill!

When this was over the mans fascination suddenly snapped, and we all jumped up and left him.

It was not only his revolting story, but it was the fearful look in the eyes of the man who told it, and the terrible ease with which his voice surpassed the roar of the rain, that decided me never again to enter that haunt of sailors  the tavern of the sea.


THE BEGGARS

I was walking down Piccadilly not long ago, thinking of nursery rhymes and regretting old romance.

As I saw the shopkeepers walk by in their black frock-coats and their black hats, I thought of the old line in nursery annals: The merchants of London, they wear scarlet.

The streets were all so unromantic, dreary. Nothing could be done for them, I thought  nothing. And then my thoughts were interrupted by barking dogs. Every dog in the street seemed to be barking  every kind of dog, not only the little ones but the big ones too. They were all facing East towards the way I was coming by. Then I turned round to look and had this vision, in Piccadilly, on the opposite side to the houses just after you pass the cab-rank.

Tall bent men were coming down the street arrayed in marvelous cloaks. All were sallow of skin and swarthy of hair, and most of them wore strange beards. They were coming slowly, and they walked with staves, and their hands were out for alms.

All the beggars had come to town.

I would have given them a gold doubloon engraven with the towers of Castile, but I had no such coin. They did not seem the people to who it were fitting to offer the same coin as one tendered for the use of a taxicab (O marvelous, ill-made word, surely the pass-word somewhere of some evil order). Some of them wore purple cloaks with wide green borders, and the border of green was a narrow strip with some, and some wore cloaks of old and faded red, and some wore violet cloaks, and none wore black. And they begged gracefully, as gods might beg for souls.

I stood by a lamp-post, and they came up to it, and one addressed it, calling the lamp-post brother, and said, O lamp-post, our brother of the dark, are there many wrecks by thee in the tides of night? Sleep not, brother, sleep not. There were many wrecks an it were not for thee.

It was strange: I had not thought of the majesty of the street lamp and his long watching over drifting men. But he was not beneath the notice of these cloaked strangers.

And then one murmured to the street: Art thou weary, street? Yet a little longer they shall go up and down, and keep thee clad with tar and wooden bricks. Be patient, street. In a while the earthquake cometh.

Who are you? people said. And where do you come from?

Who may tell what we are, they answered, or whence we come?

And one turned towards the smoke-stained houses, saying, Blessed be the houses, because men dream therein.

Then I perceived, what I had never thought, that all these staring houses were not alike, but different one from another, because they held different dreams.

And another turned to a tree that stood by the Green Park railings, saying, Take comfort, tree, for the fields shall come again.

And all the while the ugly smoke went upwards, the smoke that has stifled Romance and blackened the birds. This, I thought, they can neither praise nor bless. And when they saw it they raised their hands towards it, towards the thousand chimneys, saying, Behold the smoke. The old coal-forests that have lain so long in the dark, and so long still, are dancing now and going back to the sun. Forget not Earth, O our brother, and we wish thee joy of the sun.

It had rained, and a cheerless stream dropped down a dirty gutter. It had come from heaps of refuse, foul and forgotten; it had gathered upon its way things that were derelict, and went to somber drains unknown to man or the sun. It was this sullen stream as much as all other causes that had made me say in my heart that the town was vile, that Beauty was dead in it, and Romance fled.

Even this thing they blessed. And one that wore a purple cloak with broad green border, said, Brother, be hopeful yet, for thou shalt surely come at last to the delectable Sea, and meet the heaving, huge, and travelled ships, and rejoice by isles that know the golden sun. Even thus they blessed the gutter, and I felt no whim to mock.

And the people that went by, in their black unseemly coats and their misshapen, monstrous, shiny hats, the beggars also blessed. And one of them said to one of these dark citizens: O twin of Night himself, with thy specks of white at wrist and neck like to Nights scattered stars. How fearfully thou dost veil with black thy hid, unguessed desires. They are deep thoughts in thee that they will not frolic with colour, that they say No to purple, and to lovely green Begone. Thou hast wild fancies that they must needs be tamed with black, and terrible imaginings that they must be hidden thus. Has thy soul dreams of the angels, and of the walls of faëry that thou hast guarded it so utterly, lest it dazzle astonished eyes? Even so God hid the diamond deep down in miles of clay.

The wonder of thee is not marred by mirth.

Behold thou art very secret.

Be wonderful. Be full of mystery.

Silently the man in the black frock-coat passed on. And I came to understand when the purple beggar had spoken, that the dark citizen had trafficked perhaps with Ind, that in his heart were strange and dumb ambitions; that his dumbness was founded by solemn rite on the roots of ancient tradition; that it might be overcome one day by a cheer in the street or by some one singing a song, and that when this shopman spoke there might come clefts in the world and people peering over at the abyss.

Then turning towards Green Park, where as yet Spring was not, the beggars stretched out their hands, and looking at the frozen grass and the yet unbudding trees they, chanting all together, prophesied daffodils.

A motor omnibus came down the street, nearly running over some of the dogs that were barking ferociously still. It was sounding its horn noisily.

And the vision went then.

In a letter from a friend whom I have never seen, one of those that read my books, this line was quoted But he, he never came to Carcassonne. I do not know the origin of the line, but I made this tale about it.


CARCASSONNE

When Camorak reigned at Arn, and the world was fairer, he gave a festival to all the weald to commemorate the splendour of his youth.

They say that his house at Arn was huge and high, and its ceiling painted blue; and when evening fell men would climb up by ladders and light the scores of candles hanging from slender chains. And they say, too, that sometimes a cloud would come, and pour in through the top of one of the oriel windows, and it would come over the edge of the stonework as the sea-mist comes over a sheer cliffs shaven lip where an old wind has blown for ever and ever (he has swept away thousands of leaves and thousands of centuries, they are all one to him, he owes no allegiance to Time). And the cloud would re-shape itself in the halls lofty vault and drift on through it slowly, and out to the sky again through another window. And from its shape the knights in Camoraks hall would prophesy the battles and sieges of the next season of war. They say of the hall of Camorak at Arn that there hath been none like it in any land, and foretell that there will be never.

Hither had come in the folk of the Weald from sheepfold and from forest, revolving slow thoughts of food, and shelter, and love, and they sat down wondering in that famous hall; and therein also were seated the men of Arn, the town that clustered round the Kings high house, and all was roofed with red, maternal earth.

If old songs may be trusted, it was a marvelous hall.

Many who sat there could only have seen it distantly before, a clear shape in the landscape, but smaller than a hill. Now they beheld along the wall the weapons of Camoraks men, of which already the lute-players made songs, and tales were told at evening in the byres. There they described the shield of Camorak that had gone to and fro across so many battles, and the sharp but dinted edges of his sword; there were the weapons of Gadriol the Leal, and Norn, and Athoric of the Sleety Sword, Heriel the Wild, Yarold, and Thanga of Esk, their arms hung evenly all round the hall, low where a man could reach them; and in the place of honour in the midst, between the arms of Camorak and of Gadriol the Leal, hung the harp of Arleon. And of all the weapons hanging on those walls none were more calamitous to Camoraks foes than was the harp of Arleon. For to a man that goes up against a strong place on foot, pleasant indeed is the twang and jolt of some fearful engine of war that his fellow-warriors are working behind him, from which huge rocks go sighing over his head and plunge among his foes; and pleasant to a warrior in the wavering light are the swift commands of his King, and a joy to him are his comrades instant cheers exulting suddenly at a turn of the war. All this and more was the harp to Camoraks men; for not only would it cheer his warriors on, but many a time would Arleon of the Harp strike wild amazement into opposing hosts by some rapturous prophecy suddenly shouted out while his hand swept over the roaring strings. Moreover, no war was ever declared till Camorak and his men had listened long to the harp, and were elate with the music and mad against peace. Once Arleon, for the sake of a rhyme, had made war upon Estabonn; and an evil king was overthrown, and honour and glory won; from such queer motives does good sometimes accrue.

Above the shields and the harps all round the hall were the painted figures of heroes of fabulous famous songs. Too trivial, because too easily surpassed by Camoraks men, seemed all the victories that the earth had known; neither was any trophy displayed of Camoraks seventy battles, for these were as nothing to his warriors or him compared with those things that their youth had dreamed and which they mightily purposed yet to do.

Above the painted pictures there was darkness, for evening was closing in, and the candles swinging on their slender chain were not yet lit in the roof; it was as though a piece of the night had been builded into the edifice like a huge natural rock that juts into a house. And there sat all the warriors of Arn and the Weald-folk wondering at them; and none were more than thirty, and all were skilled in war. And Camorak sat at the head of all, exulting in his youth.

We must wrestle with Time for some seven decades, and he is a weak and puny antagonist in the first three bouts.

Now there was present at this feast a diviner, one who knew the schemes of Fate, and he sat among the people of the Weald and had no place of honour, for Camorak and his men had no fear of Fate. And when the meat was eaten and the bones cast aside, the king rose up from his chair, and having drunken wine, and being in the glory of his youth and with all his knights about him, called to the diviner, saying, Prophesy.

And the diviner rose up, stroking his grey beard, and spake guardedly There are certain events, he said, upon the ways of Fate that are veiled even from a diviners eyes, and many more are clear to us that were better veiled from all; much I know that is better unforetold, and some things that I may not foretell on pain of centuries of punishment. But this I know and foretell  that you will never come to Carcassonne.

Instantly there was a buzz of talk telling of Carcassonne  some had heard of it in speech or song, some had read of it, and some had dreamed of it. And the king sent Arleon of the Harp down from his right hand to mingle with the Weald-folk to hear aught that any told of Carcassonne. But the warriors told of the places they had won to  many a hard-held fortress, many a far-off land, and swore that they would come to Carcassonne.

And in a while came Arleon back to the kings right hand, and raised his harp and chanted and told of Carcassonne. Far away it was, and far and far away, a city of gleaming ramparts rising one over other, and marble terraces behind the ramparts, and fountains shimmering on the terraces. To Carcassonne the elf-kings with their fairies had first retreated from men, and had built it on an evening late in May by blowing their elfin horns. Carcassonne! Carcassonne!

Travellers had seen it sometimes like a clear dream, with the sun glittering on its citadel upon a far-off hilltop, and then the clouds had come or a sudden mist; no one had seen it long or come quite close to it; though once there were some men that came very near, and the smoke from the houses blew into their faces, a sudden gust  no more, and these declared that some one was burning cedarwood there. Men had dreamed that there is a witch there, walking alone through the cold courts and corridors of marmorean palaces, fearfully beautiful and still for all her fourscore centuries, singing the second oldest song, which was taught her by the sea, shedding tears for loneliness from eyes that would madden armies, yet will she not call her dragons home  Carcassonne is terribly guarded. Sometimes she swims in a marble bath through whose deeps a river tumbles, or lies all morning on the edge of it to dry slowly in the sun, and watches the heaving river trouble the deeps of the bath. It flows through the caverns of earth for further than she knows, and coming to light in the witchs bath goes down through the earth again to its own peculiar sea.

In autumn sometimes it comes down black with snow that spring has molten in unimagined mountains, or withered blooms of mountain shrubs go beautifully by.

When there is blood in the bath she knows there is war in the mountains; and yet she knows not where those mountains are.

When she sings the fountains dance up from the dark earth, when she combs her hair they say there are storms at sea, when she is angry the wolves grow brave and all come down to the byres, when she is sad the sea is sad, and both are sad for ever. Carcassonne! Carcassonne!

This city is the fairest of the wonders of Morning; the sun shouts when he beholdeth it; for Carcassonne Evening weepeth when Evening passeth away.

And Arleon told how many goodly perils were round about the city, and how the way was unknown, and it was a knightly venture. Then all the warriors stood up and sang of the splendour of the venture. And Camorak swore by the gods that had builded Arn, and by the honour of his warriors that, alive or dead, he would come to Carcassonne.

But the diviner rose and passed out of the hall, brushing the crumbs from him with his hands and smoothing his robe as he went.

Then Camorak said, There are many things to be planned, and counsels to be taken, and provender to be gathered. Upon what day shall we start? And all the warriors answering shouted, Now. And Camorak smiled thereat, for he had but tried them. Down then from the walls they took their weapons, Sikorix, Kelleron, Aslof, Wole of the Axe; Huhenoth, Peace-breaker; Wolwuf, Father of War; Tarion, Lurth of the Warcry and many another. Little then dreamed the spiders that sat in that ringing hall of the unmolested leisure they were soon to enjoy.

When they were armed they all formed up and marched out of the hall, and
Arleon strode before them singing of Carcassonne.

But the talk of the Weald arose and went back well fed to byres. They had no need of wars or of rare perils. They were ever at war with hunger. A long drought or hard winter were to them pitched battles; if the wolves entered a sheep-fold it was like the loss of a fortress, a thunder-storm on the harvest was like an ambuscade. Well-fed, they went back slowly to their byres, being at truce with hunger; and the night filled with stars.

And black against the starry sky appeared the round helms of the warriors as they passed the tops of the ridges, but in the valleys they sparkled now and then as the starlight flashed on steel.

They followed behind Arleon going south, whence rumours had always come of
Carcassonne: so they marched in the starlight, and he before them singing.

When they had marched so far that they heard no sound from Arn, and even inaudible were her swinging bells, when candles burning late far up in towers no longer sent them their disconsolate welcome; in the midst of the pleasant night that lulls the rural spaces, weariness came upon Arleon and his inspiration failed. It failed slowly. Gradually he grew less sure of the way to Carcassonne. Awhile he stopped to think, and remembered the way again; but his clear certainty was gone, and in its place were efforts in his mind to recall old prophecies and shepherds songs that told of the marvelous city. Then as he said over carefully to himself a song that a wanderer had learnt from a goatherds boy far up the lower slope of ultimate southern mountains, fatigue came down upon his toiling mind like snow on the winding ways of a city noisy by night, stilling all.

He stood, and the warriors closed up to him. For long they had passed by great oaks standing solitary here and there, like giants taking huge breaths of the night air before doing some furious deed; now they had come to the verge of a black forest; the tree-trunks stood like those great columns in an Egyptian hall whence God in an older mood received the praise of men; the top of it sloped the way of an ancient wind. Here they all halted and lighted a fire of branches, striking sparks from flint into a heap of bracken. They eased them of their armour, and sat round the fire, and Camorak stood up there and addressed them, and Camorak said: We go to war with Fate, who has doomed that I shall not come to Carcassonne. And if we turn aside but one of the dooms of Fate, then the whole future of the world is ours, and the future that Fate has ordered is like the dry course of an averted river. But if such men as we, such resolute conquerors, cannot prevent one doom that Fate has planned, then is the race of man enslaved for ever to do its petty and allotted task.

Then they all drew their swords, and waved them high in the firelight, and declared war on Fate.

Nothing in the somber forest stirred or made any sound.

Tired men do not dream of war. When morning came over the gleaming fields a company that had set out from Arn discovered the discovered the camping-place of the warriors, and brought pavilions and provender. And the warriors feasted, and the birds in the forest sang, and the inspiration of Arleon awoke.

Then they rose, and following Arleon, entered the forest, and marched away to the South. And many a woman of Arn sent her thoughts with them as they played alone some old monotonous tune, but their own thoughts were far before them, skimming over the bath through whose deeps the river tumbles in marble Carcassonne.

When butterflies were dancing on the air, and the sun neared the zenith, pavilions were pitched, and all the warriors rested; and then they feasted again, and then played knightly games, and late in the afternoon marched on once more, singing of Carcassonne.

And night came down with its mystery on the forest, and gave their demoniac look again to the trees, and rolled up out of misty hollows a huge and yellow moon.

And the men of Arn lit fires, and sudden shadows arose and leaped fantastically away. And the night-wind blew, arising like a ghost, and passed between the tree trunks, and slipped down shimmering glades, and waked the prowling beasts still dreaming of day, and drifted nocturnal birds afield to menace timorous things, and beat the roses of the befriending night, and wafted to the ears of wandering men the sound of a maidens song, and gave a glamour to the lutanists tune played in his loneliness on distant hills; and the deep eyes of moths glowed like a galleons lamps, and they spread their wings and sailed their familiar sea. Upon this night-wind also the dreams of Camoraks men floated to Carcassonne.

All the next morning they marched, and all the evening, and knew they were nearing now the deeps of the forest. And the citizens of Arn kept close together and close behind the warriors. For the deeps of the forest were all unknown to travellers, but not unknown to those tales of fear that men tell at evening to their friends, in the comfort and the safety of their hearths. Then night appeared, and an enormous moon. And the men of Camorak slept. Sometimes they woke, and went to sleep again; and those that stayed awake for long and listened heard heavy two-footed creatures pad through the night on paws.

As soon as it was light the unarmed men of Arn began to slip away, and went back by bands through the forest. When darkness came they did not stop to sleep, but continued their flight straight on until they came to Arn, and added there by the tales they told to the terror of the forest.

But the warriors feasted, and afterwards Arleon rose, and played his harp, and led them on again; and a few faithful servants stayed with them still. And they marched all day through a gloom that was as old as night, but Arleons inspiration burned in his mind like a star. And he led them till the birds began to drop into the treetops, and it was evening and they all encamped. They had only one pavilion left to them now, and near it they lit a fire, and Camorak posted a sentry with drawn sword just beyond the glow of the firelight. Some of the warriors slept in the pavilion and others round about it.

When dawn came something terrible had killed and eaten the sentry. But the splendour of the rumours of Carcassonne and Fates decree that they should never come there, and the inspiration of Arleon and his harp, all urged the warriors on; and they marched deeper and deeper all day into the forest.

Once they saw a dragon that had caught a bear and was playing with it, letting it run a little way and overtaking it with a paw.

They came at last to a clear space in the forest just before nightfall. An odour of flowers arose from it like a mist, and every drop of dew interpreted heaven unto itself.

It was the hour when twilight kisses Earth.

It was the hour when a meaning comes into senseless things, and trees out-majesty the pomp of monarchs, and the timid creatures steal abroad to feed, and as yet the beasts of prey harmlessly dream, and Earth utters a sigh, and it is night.

In the midst of the wide clearing Camoraks warriors camped, and rejoiced to see stars again appearing one by one.

That night they ate the last of their provisions, and slept unmolested by the prowling things that haunt the gloom of the forest.

On the next day some of the warriors hunted stags, and others lay in rushes by a neighbouring lake and shot arrows at water-fowl. One stag was killed, and some geese, and several teal.

Here the adventurers stayed, breathing the pure wild air that cities know not; by day they hunted, and lit fires by night, and sang and feasted, and forgot Carcassonne. The terrible denizens of the gloom never molested them, venison was plentiful, and all manner of water-fowl: they loved the chase by day, and by night their favourite songs. Thus day after day went by, thus week after week. Time flung over this encampment a handful of moons, the gold and silver moons that waste the year away; Autumn and Winter passed, and Spring appeared; and still the warriors hunted and feasted there.

One night of the springtide they were feasting about a fire and telling tales of the chase, and the soft moths came out of the dark and flaunted their colours in the firelight, and went out grey into the dark again; and the night wind was cool upon the warriors necks, and the camp-fire was warm in their faces, and a silence had settled among them after some song, and Arleon all at once rose suddenly up, remembering Carcassonne. And his hand swept over the strings of his harp, awaking the deeper chords, like the sound of a nimble people dancing their steps on bronze, and the music rolled away into the nights own silence, and the voice of Arleon rose:

When there is blood in the bath she knows there is war in the mountains and longs for the battle-shout of kingly men.

And suddenly all shouted, Carcassonne! And at that word their idleness was gone as a dream is gone from a dreamer waked with a shout. And soon the great march began that faltered no more nor wavered. Unchecked by battles, undaunted in lonesome spaces, ever unwearied by the vulturous years, the warriors of Camorak held on; and Arleons inspiration led them still. They cleft with the music of Arleons harp the gloom of ancient silences; they went singing into battles with terrible wild men, and came out singing, but with fewer voices; they came to villages in valleys full of the music of bells, or saw the lights at dusk of cottages sheltering others.

They became a proverb for wandering, and a legend arose of strange, disconsolate men. Folks spoke of them at nightfall when the fire was warm and rain slipped down the eaves; and when the wind was high small children feared the Men Who Would Not Rest were going clattering past. Strange tales were told of men in old grey armour moving at twilight along the tops of the hills and never asking shelter; and mothers told their boys who grew impatient of home that the grey wanderers were once so impatient and were now hopeless of rest, and were driven along with the rain whenever the wind was angry.

But the wanderers were cheered in their wandering by the hope of coming to Carcassonne, and later on by anger against Fate, and at last they marched on still because it seemed better to march on than to think.

For many years they had wandered and had fought with many tribes; often they gathered legends in villages and listened to idle singers singing songs; and all the rumours of Carcassonne still came from the South.

And then one day they came to a hilly land with a legend in it that only three valleys away a man might see, on clear days, Carcassonne. Tired though they were and few, and worn with the years which had all brought them wars, they pushed on instantly, led still by Arleons inspiration which dwindled in his age, though he made music with his old harp still.

All day they climbed down into the first valley and for two days ascended, and came to the Town That May Not Be Taken In War below the top of the mountain, and its gates were shut against them, and there was no way round. To left and right steep precipices stood for as far as eye could see or legend tell of, and the pass lay through the city. Therefore Camorak drew up his remaining warriors in line of battle to wage their last war, and they stepped forward over the crisp bones of old, unburied armies.

No sentinel defied them in the gate, no arrow flew from any tower of war. One citizen climbed alone to the mountains top, and the rest hid themselves in sheltered places.

Now, in the top of the mountain was a deep, bowl-like cavern in the rock, in which fires bubbled softly. But if any cast a boulder into the fires, as it was the custom for one of those citizens to do when enemies approached them, the mountain hurled up intermittent rocks for three days, and the rocks fell flaming all over the town and all round about it. And just as Camoraks men began to batter the gate they heard a crash on the mountain, and a great rock fell beyond them and rolled into the valley. The next two fell in front of them on the iron roofs of the town. Just as they entered the town a rock found them crowded in a narrow street, and shattered two of them. The mountain smoked and panted; with every pant a rock plunged into the streets or bounced along the heavy iron roof, and the smoke went slowly up, and up, and up.

When they had come through the long towns empty streets to the locked gate at the end, only fifteen were left. When they had broken down the gate there were only ten alive. Three more were killed as they went up the slope, and two as they passed near the terrible cavern. Fate let the rest go some way down the mountain upon the other side, and then took three of them. Camorak and Arleon alone were left alive. And night came down on the valley to which they had come, and was lit by flashes from the fatal mountain; and the two mourned for their comrades all night long.

But when the morning came they remembered their war with Fate, and their old resolve to come to Carcassonne, and the voice of Arleon rose in a quavering song, and snatches of music from his old harp, and he stood up and marched with his face southwards as he had done for years, and behind him Camorak went. And when at last they climbed from the third valley, and stood on the hills summit in the golden sunlight of evening, their aged eyes saw only miles of forest and the birds going to roost.

Their beards were white, and they had travelled very far and hard; it was the time with them when a man rests from labours and dreams in light sleep of the years that were and not of the years to come.

Long they looked southwards; and the sun set over remoter forests, and glow-worms lit their lamps, and the inspiration of Arleon rose and flew away for ever, to gladden, perhaps, the dreams of younger men.

And Arleon said: My King, I know no longer the way to Carcassonne.

And Camorak smiled, as the aged smile, with little cause for mirth, and said: The years are going by us like huge birds, whom Doom and Destiny and the schemes of God have frightened up out of some old grey marsh. And it may well be that against these no warrior may avail, and that Fate has conquered us, and that our quest has failed.

And after this they were silent.

Then they drew their swords, and side by side went down into the forest, still seeking Carcassonne.

I think they got not far; for there were deadly marshes in that forest, and gloom that outlasted the nights, and fearful beasts accustomed to its ways. Neither is there any legend, either in verse or among the songs of the people of the fields, of any having come to Carcassonne.


IN ZACCARATH

Come, said the King in sacred Zaccarath, and let our prophets prophesy before us.

A far-seen jewel of light was the holy palace, a wonder to the nomads on the plains.

There was the King with all his underlords, and the lesser kings that did him vassalage, and there were all his queens with all their jewels upon them.

Who shall tell of the splendour in which they sat; of the thousand lights and the answering emeralds; of the dangerous beauty of that hoard of queens, or the flash of their laden necks?

There was a necklace there of rose-pink pearls beyond the art of the dreamer to imagine. Who shall tell of the amethyst chandeliers, where torches, soaked in rare Bhyrinian oils, burned and gave off a scent of blethany?

(This herb marvellous, which, growing near the summit of Mount Zaumnos, scents all the Zaumnian range, and is smelt far out on the Kepuscran plains, and even, when the wind is from the mountains, in the streets of the city of Ognoth. At night it closes its petals and is heard to breathe, and its breath is a swift poison. This it does even by day if the snows are disturbed about it. No plant of this has ever been captured alive by a hunter.)

Enough to say that when the dawn came up it appeared by contrast pallid and unlovely and stripped bare of all its glory, so that it hid itself with rolling clouds.

Come, said the King, let our prophets prophesy.

Then the heralds stepped through the ranks of the Kings silk-clad warriors who lay oiled and scented upon velvet cloaks, with a pleasant breeze among them caused by the fans of slaves; even their casting-spears were set with jewels; through their ranks the heralds went with mincing steps, and came to the prophets, clad in brown and black, and one of them they brought and set him before the King. And the King looked at him and said, Prophesy unto us.

And the prophet lifted his head, so that his beard came clear from his brown cloak, and the fans of the slaves that fanned the warriors wafted the tip of it a little awry. And he spake to the King, and spake thus:

Woe unto thee, King, and woe unto Zaccarath. Woe unto thee, and woe unto thy women, for your fall shall be sore and soon. Already in Heaven the gods shun thy god: they know his doom and what is written of him: he sees oblivion before him like a mist. Thou hast aroused the hate of the mountaineers. They hate thee all along the crags of Droom. The evilness of thy days shall bring down the Zeedians on thee as the suns of springtide bring the avalanche down. They shall do unto Zaccarath as the avalanche doth unto the hamlets of the valley. When the queens chattered or tittered among themselves, he merely raised his voice and still spake on: Woe to these walls and the carven things upon them. The hunter shall know the camping-places of the nomads by the marks of the camp-fires on the plain, but he shall not know the place of Zaccarath.

A few of the recumbent warriors turned their heads to glance at the prophet when he ceased. Far overhead the echoes of his voice hummed on awhile among the cedarn rafters.

Is he not splendid? said the King. And many of that assembly beat with their palms upon the polished floor in token of applause. Then the prophet was conducted back to his place at the far end of that mighty hall, and for a while musicians played on marvellous curved horns, while drums throbbed behind them hidden in a recess. The musicians were sitting crosslegged on the floor, all blowing their huge horns in the brilliant torchlight, but as the drums throbbed louder in the dark they arose and moved slowly nearer to the King. Louder and louder drummed the drums in the dark, and nearer and nearer moved the men with the horns, so that their music should not be drowned by the drums before it reached the King.

A marvellous scene it was when the tempestuous horns were halted before the King, and the drums in the dark were like the thunder of God; and the queens were nodding their heads in time to the music, with their diadems flashing like heavens of falling stars; and the warriors lifted their heads and shook, as they lifted them, the plumes of those golden birds which hunters wait for by the Liddian lakes, in a whole lifetime killing scarcely six, to make the crests that the warriors wore when they feasted in Zaccarath. Then the King shouted and the warriors sang  almost they remembered then old battle-chants. And, as they sang, the sound of the drums dwindled, and the musicians walked away backwards, and the drumming became fainter and fainter as they walked, and altogether ceased, and they blew no more on their fantastic horns. Then the assemblage beat on the floor with their palms. And afterwards the queens besought the King to send for another prophet. And the heralds brought a singer, and placed him before the King; and the singer was a young man with a harp. And he swept the strings of it, and when there was silence he sang of the iniquity of the King. And he foretold the onrush of the Zeedians, and the fall and the forgetting of Zaccarath, and the coming again of the desert to its own, and the playing about of little lion cubs where the courts of the palace had stood.

Of what is he singing? said a queen to a queen.

He is singing of everlasting Zaccarath.

As the singer ceased the assemblage beat listlessly on the floor, and the
King nodded to him, and he departed.

When all the prophets had prophesied to them and all the singers sung, that royal company arose and went to other chambers, leaving the hall of festival to the pale and lonely dawn. And alone were left the lion-headed gods that were carven out of the walls; silent they stood, and their rocky arms were folded. And shadows over their faces moved like curious thoughts as the torches flickered and the dull dawn crossed the fields. And the colours began to change in the chandeliers.

When the last lutanist fell asleep the birds began to sing.

Never was greater splendour or a more famous hall. When the queens went away through the curtained door with all their diadems, it was as though the stars should arise in their stations and troop together to the West at sunrise.

And only the other day I found a stone that had undoubtedly been a part of Zaccarath, it was three inches long and an inch broad; I saw the edge of it uncovered by the sand. I believe that only three other pieces have been found like it.


THE FIELD

When one has seen Springs blossom fall in London, and Summer appear and ripen and decay, as it does early in cities, and one is in London still, then, at some moment or another, the country places lift their flowery heads and call to one with an urgent, masterful clearness, upland behind upland in the twilight like to some heavenly choir arising rank on rank to call a drunkard from his gambling-hell. No volume of traffic can drown the sound of it, no lure of London can weaken its appeal. Having heard it ones fancy is gone, and evermore departed, to some coloured pebble agleam in a rural brook, and all that London can offer is swept from ones mind like some suddenly smitten metropolitan Goliath.

The call is from afar both in leagues and years, for the hills that call one are the hills that were, and their voices are the voices of long ago, when the elf-kings still had horns.

I see them now, those hills of my infancy (for it is they that call), with their faces upturned to the purple twilight, and the faint diaphanous figures of the fairies peering out from under the bracken to see if evening is come. I do not see upon their regal summits those desirable mansions, and highly desirable residences, which have lately been built for gentlemen who would exchange customers for tenants.

When the hills called I used to go to them by road, riding a bicycle. If you go by train you miss the gradual approach, you do not cast off London like an old forgiven sin, nor pass by little villages on the way that must have some rumour of the hills; nor, wondering if they are still the same, come at last upon the edge of their far-spread robes, and so on to their feet, and see far off their holy, welcoming faces. In the train you see them suddenly round a curve, and there they all are sitting in the sun.

I imagine that as one penetrated out from some enormous forest of the tropics, the wild beasts would become fewer, the gloom would lighten, and the horror of the place would slowly lift. Yet as one emerges nearer to the edge of London, and nearer to the beautiful influence of the hills, the houses become uglier, the streets viler, the gloom deepens, the errors of civilisation stand bare to the scorn of the fields.

Where ugliness reaches the height of its luxuriance, in the dense misery of the place, where one imagines the builder saying, Here I culminate. Let us give thanks to Satan, there is a bridge of yellow brick, and through it, as through some gate of filigree silver opening on fairyland, one passes into the country.

To left and right, as far as one can see, stretches that monstrous city; before one are the fields like an old, old song.

There is a field there that is full of king-cups. A stream runs through it, and along the stream is a little wood of osiers. There I used often to rest at the streams edge before my long journey to the hills.

There I used to forget London, street by street. Sometimes I picked a bunch of king-cups to show them to the hills.

I often came there. At first I noticed nothing about the field except its beauty and its peacefulness.

But the second time that I came I thought there was something ominous about the field.

Down there among the king-cups by the little shallow stream I felt that something terrible might happen in just such a place.

I did not stay long there, because I thought that too much time spent in London had brought on these morbid fancies and I went on to the hills as fast as I could.

I stayed for some days in the country air, and when I came back I went to the field again to enjoy that peaceful spot before entering London. But there was still something ominous among the osiers.

A year elapsed before I went there again. I emerged from the shadow of London into the gleaming sun; the bright green grass and the king-cups were flaming in the light, and the little stream was singing a happy song. But the moment I stepped into the field my old uneasiness returned, and worse than before. It was as though the shadow was brooding there of some dreadful future thing and a year had brought it nearer.

I reasoned that the exertion of bicycling might be bad for one, and that the moment one rested this uneasiness might result.

A little later I came back past the field by night, and the song of the stream in the hush attracted me down to it. And there the fancy came to me that it would be a terribly cold place to be in the starlight, if for some reason one was hurt and could not get away.

I knew a man who was minutely acquainted with the past history of that locality, and him I asked if anything historical had ever happened in that field. When he pressed me for my reason in asking him this, I said that the field had seemed to me such a good place to hold a pageant in. But he said that nothing of any interest had ever occurred there, nothing at all.

So it was from the future that the fields terrible trouble came.

For three years off and on I made visits to the field, and every time more clearly it boded evil things, and my uneasiness grew more acute every time that I was lured to go and rest among the cool green grass under the beautiful osiers. Once to distract my thoughts I tried to gauge how fast the stream was trickling, but I found myself wondering if it flowed faster than blood.

I felt that it would be a terrible place to go mad in, one would hear voices.

At last I went to a poet whom I knew, and woke him from huge dreams, and put before him the whole case of the field. He had not been out of London all that year, and he promised to come with me and look at the field, and tell me what was going to happen there. It was late in July when we went. The pavement, the air, the houses and the dirt had been all baked dry by the summer, the weary traffic dragged on, and on, and on, and Sleep spreading her wings soared up and floated from London and went to walk beautifully in rural places.

When the poet saw the field he was delighted, the flowers were out in masses all along the stream, he went down to the little wood rejoicing. By the side of the stream he stood and seemed very sad. Once or twice he looked up and down it mournfully, then he bent and looked at the king-cups, first one and then another, very closely, and shaking his head.

For a long while he stood in silence, and all my old uneasiness returned, and my bodings for the future.

And then I said, What manner of field is it?

And he shook his head sorrowfully.

It is a battlefield, he said.


THE DAY OF THE POLL

In the town by the sea it was the day of the poll, and the poet regarded it sadly when he woke and saw the light of it coming in at his window between two small curtains of gauze. And the day of the poll was beautifully bright; stray bird-songs came to the poet at the window; the air was crisp and wintry, but it was the blaze of sunlight that had deceived the birds. He heard the sound of the sea that the moon led up the shore, dragging the months away over the pebbles and shingles and piling them up with the years where the worn-out centuries lay; he saw the majestic downs stand facing mightily south-wards; saw the smoke of the town float up to their heavenly faces  column after column rose calmly into the morning as house by house was waked by peering shafts of the sunlight and lit its fires for the day; column by column went up toward the serene downs faces, and failed before they came there and hung all white over houses; and every one in the town was raving mad.

It was a strange thing that the poet did, for he hired the largest motor in the town and covered it with all the flags he could find, and set out to save an intelligence. And he presently found a man whose face was hot, who shouted that the time was not far distant when a candidate, whom he named, would be returned at the head of the poll by a thumping majority. And by him the poet stopped and offered him a seat in the motor that was covered with flags. When the man saw the flags that were on the motor, and that it was the largest in the town, he got in. He said that his vote should be given for that fiscal system that had made us what we are, in order that the poor mans food should not be taxed to make the rich man richer. Or else it was that he would give his vote for that system of tariff reform which should unite us closer to our colonies with ties that should long endure, and give employment to all. But it was not to the polling-booth that the motor went, it passed it and left the town and came by a small white winding road to the very top of the downs. There the poet dismissed the car and let that wondering voter on to the grass and seated himself on a rug. And for long the voter talked of those imperial traditions that our forefathers had made for us and which he should uphold with his vote, or else it was of a people oppressed by a feudal system that was out of date and effete, and that should be ended or mended. But the poet pointed out to him small, distant, wandering ships on the sunlit strip of sea, and the birds far down below them, and the houses below the birds, with the little columns of smoke that could not find the downs.

And at first the voter cried for his polling-booth like a child; but after a while he grew calmer, save when faint bursts of cheering came twittering up to the downs, when the voter would cry out bitterly against the misgovernment of the Radical party, or else it was  I forget what the poet told me  he extolled its splendid record.

See, said the poet, these ancient beautiful things, the downs and the old-time houses and the morning, and the grey sea in the sunlight going mumbling round the world. And this is the place they have chosen to go man in!

And standing there with all broad England behind him, rolling northward, down after down, and before him the glittering sea too far for the sound of the roar of it, there seemed to the voter to grow less important the questions that troubled the town. Yet he was still angry.

Why did you bring me here? he said again.

Because I grew lonely, said the poet, when all the town went mad.

Then he pointed out to the voter some old bent thorns, and showed him the way that a wind had blown for a million years, coming up at dawn from the sea; and he told him of the storms that visit the ships, and their names and whence they come, and the currents they drive afield, and the way that the swallows go. And he spoke of the down where they sat, when the summer came, and the flowers that were not yet, and the different butterflies, and about the bats and the swifts, and the thoughts in the heart of man. He spoke of the aged windmill that stood on the down, and of how to children it seemed a strange old man who was only dead by day. And as he spoke, and as the sea-wind blew on that high and lonely place, there began to slip away from the voters mind meaningless phrases that had crowded it long  thumping majority  victory in the fight  terminological inexactitudes  and the smell of paraffin lamps dangling in heated schoolrooms, and quotations taken from ancient speeches because the words were long. They fell away, though slowly, and slowly the voter saw a wider world and the wonder of the sea. And the afternoon wore on, and the winter evening came, and the night fell, and all black grew the sea, and about the time that the stars come blinking out to look upon our littleness, the polling-booth closed in the town.

When they got back the turmoil was on the wane in the streets; night hid the glare of the posters; and the tide, finding the noise abated and being at the flow, told an old tale that he had learned in his youth about the deeps of the sea, the same which he had told to coastwise ships that brought it to Babylon by the way of Euphrates before the doom of Troy.

I blame my friend the poet, however lonely he was, for preventing this man from registering his vote (the duty of every citizen); but perhaps it matters less, as it was a foregone conclusion, because the losing candidate, either through poverty or sheer madness, had neglected to subscribe to a single football club.


THE UNHAPPY BODY

Why do you not dance with us and rejoice with us? they said to a certain body. And then that body made the confession of its trouble. It said: I am united with a fierce and violent soul, that is altogether tyrannous and will not let me rest, and he drags me away from the dances of my kin to make me toil at his detestable work; and he will not let me do the little things, that would give pleasure to the folk I love, but only cares to please posterity when he has done with me and left me to the worms; and all the while he makes absurd demands of affection from those that are near to me, and is too proud even to notice any less than he demands, so that those that should be kind to me all hate me. And the unhappy body burst into tears.

And they said: No sensible body cares for its soul. A soul is a little thing, and should not rule a body. You should drink and smoke more till he ceases to trouble you. But the body only wept, and said, Mine is a fearful soul. I have driven him away for a little while with drink. But he will soon come back. Oh, he will soon come back!

And the body went to bed hoping to rest, for it was drowsy with drink. But just as sleep was near it, it looked up, and there was its soul sitting on the windowsill, a misty blaze of light, and looking into the river.

Come, said the tyrannous soul, and look into the street.

I have need of sleep, said the body.

But the street is a beautiful thing, the soul said vehemently; a hundred of the people are dreaming there.

I am ill through want of rest, the body said.

That does not matter, the soul said to it. There are millions like you in the earth, and millions more to go there. The peoples dreams are wandering afield; they pass the seas and mountains of faëry, threading the intricate passes led by their souls; they come to golden temples a-ring with a thousand bells; they pass up steep streets lit by paper lanterns, where the doors are green and small; they know their way to witches chambers and castles of enchantment; they know the spell that brings them to the causeway along the ivory mountains  on one side looking downward they behold the fields of their youth and on the other lie the radiant plains of the future. Arise and write down what the people dream.

What reward is there for me, said the body, if I write down what you bid me?

There is no reward, said the soul.

Then I shall sleep, said the body.

And the soul began to hum an idle song sung by a young man in a fabulous land as he passed a golden city (where fiery sentinels stood), and knew that his wife was within it, though as yet but a little child, and knew by prophecy that furious wars, not yet arisen in far and unknown mountains, should roll above him with their dust and thirst before he ever came to that city again  the young man sang it as he passed the gate, and was now dead with his wife a thousand years.

I cannot sleep for that abominable song, the body cried to the soul.

Then do as you are commanded, the soul replied. And wearily the body took a pen again. Then the soul spoke merrily as he looked through the window. There is a mountain lifting sheer above London, part crystal and part myst. Thither the dreamers go when the sound of the traffic has fallen. At first they scarcely dream because of the roar of it, but before midnight it stops, and turns, and ebbs with all its wrecks. Then the dreamers arise and scale the shimmering mountain, and at its summit find the galleons of dream. Thence some sail East, some West, some into the Past and some into the Future, for the galleons sail over the years as well as over the spaces, but mostly they head for the Past and the olden harbours, for thither the sighs of men are mostly turned, and the dream-ships go before them, as the merchantmen before the continual trade-winds go down the African coast. I see the galleons even now raise anchor after anchor; the stars flash by them; they slip out of the night; their prows go gleaming into the twilight of memory, and night soon lies far off, a black cloud hanging low, and faintly spangled with stars, like the harbour and shore of some low-lying land seen afar with its harbour lights.

Dream after dream that soul related as he sat there by the window. He told of tropical forests seen by unhappy men who could not escape from London, and never would  forests made suddenly wondrous by the song of some passing bird flying to unknown eyries and singing an unknown song. He saw the old men lightly dancing to the tune of elfin pipes  beautiful dances with fantastic maidens  all night on moonlit imaginary mountains; he heard far off the music of glittering Springs; he saw the fairness of blossoms of apple and may thirty years fallen; he heard old voices  old tears came glistening back; Romance sat cloaked and crowned upon southern hills, and the soul knew him.

One by one he told the dreams of all that slept in that street. Sometimes he stopped to revile the body because it worked badly and slowly. Its chill fingers wrote as fast as they could, but the soul cared not for that. And so the night wore on till the soul heard tinkling in Oriental skies far footfalls of the morning.

See now, said the soul, the dawn that the dreamers dread. The sails of light are paling on those unwreckable galleons; the mariners that steer them slip back into fable and myth; that other sea the traffic is turning now at its ebb, and is about to hide its pallid wrecks, and to come swinging back, with its tumult, at the flow. Already the sunlight flashes in the gulfs behind the east of the world; the gods have seen it from their palace of twilight that the built above the sunrise; they warm their hands at its glow as it streams through their gleaming arches, before it reaches the world; all the gods are there that have ever been, and all the gods that shall be; they sit there in the morning, chanting and praising Man.

I am numb and very cold for want of sleep, said the body.

You shall have centuries of sleep, said the soul, but you must not sleep now, for I have seen deep meadows with purple flowers flaming tall and strange above the brilliant grass, and herds of pure white unicorns that gambol there for joy, and a river running by with a glittering galleon on it, all of gold, that goes from an unknown inland to an unknown isle of the sea to take a song from the King of Over-the-Hills to the Queen of Far-Away.

I will sing that song to you, and you shall write it down.

I have toiled for you for years, the body said. Give me now but one nights rest, for I am exceeding weary.

Oh, go and rest. I am tired of you. I am off, said the soul.

And he arose and went, we know not whither. But the body they laid in the earth. And the next night at midnight the wraiths of the dead came drifting from their tombs to felicitate that body.

You are free here, you know, they said to their new companion.

Now I can rest, said the body.

FINIS
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The first edition


PREFACE

Come with me, ladies and gentlemen who are in any wise weary of London: come with me: and those that tire at all of the world we know: for we have new worlds here.


THE BRIDE OF THE MAN-HORSE

In the morning of his two hundred and fiftieth year Shepperalk the centaur went to the golden coffer, wherein the treasure of the centaurs was, and taking from it the hoarded amulet that his father, Jyshak, in the years of his prime, had hammered from mountain gold and set with opals bartered from the gnomes, he put it upon his wrist, and said no word, but walked from his mothers cavern. And he took with him too that clarion of the centaurs, that famous silver horn, that in its time had summoned to surrender seventeen cities of Man, and for twenty years had brayed at star-girt walls in the Siege of Tholdenblarna, the citadel of the gods, what time the centaurs waged their fabulous war and were not broken by any force of arms, but retreated slowly in a cloud of dust before the final miracle of the gods that They brought in Their desperate need from Their ultimate armoury. He took it and strode away, and his mother only sighed and let him go.

She knew that today he would not drink at the stream coming down from the terraces of Varpa Niger, the inner land of the mountains, that today he would not wonder awhile at the sunset and afterwards trot back to the cavern again to sleep on rushes pulled by rivers that know not Man. She knew that it was with him as it had been of old with his father, and with Goom the father of Jyshak, and long ago with the gods. Therefore she only sighed and let him go.

But he, coming out from the cavern that was his home, went for the first time over the little stream, and going round the corner of the crags saw glittering beneath him the mundane plain. And the wind of the autumn that was gilding the world, rushing up the slopes of the mountain, beat cold on his naked flanks. He raised his head and snorted.

I am a man-horse now! he shouted aloud; and leaping from crag to crag he galloped by valley and chasm, by torrent-bed and scar of avalanche, until he came to the wandering leagues of the plain, and left behind him for ever the Athraminaurian mountains.

His goal was Zretazoola, the city of Sombelenë. What legend of Sombelenës inhuman beauty or of the wonder of her mystery had ever floated over the mundane plain to the fabulous cradle of the centaurs race, the Athraminaurian mountains, I do not know. Yet in the blood of man there is a tide, an old sea-current rather, that is somehow akin to the twilight, which brings him rumours of beauty from however far away, as driftwood is found at sea from islands not yet discovered: and this spring-tide of current that visits the blood of man comes from the fabulous quarter of his lineage, from the legendary, the old; it takes him out to the woodlands, out to the hills; he listens to ancient song. So it may be that Shepperalks fabulous blood stirred in those lonely mountains away at the edge of the world to rumours that only the airy twilight knew and only confided secretly to the bat, for Shepperalk was more legendary even than man. Certain it was that he headed from the first for the city of Zretazoola, where Sombelenë in her temple dwelt; though all the mundane plain, its rivers and mountains, lay between Shepperalks home and the city he sought.

When first the feet of the centaur touched the grass of that soft alluvial earth he blew for joy upon the silver horn, he pranced and caracoled, he gambolled over the leagues; pace came to him like a maiden with a lamp, a new and beautiful wonder; the wind laughed as it passed him. He put his head down low to the scent of the flowers, he lifted it up to be nearer the unseen stars, he revelled through kingdoms, took rivers in his stride; how shall I tell you, ye that dwell in cities, how shall I tell you what he felt as he galloped? He felt for strength like the towers of Bel-Narana; for lightness like those gossamer palaces that the fairy-spider builds twixt heaven and sea along the coasts of Zith; for swiftness like some bird racing up from the morning to sing in some citys spires before daylight comes. He was the sworn companion of the wind. For joy he was as a song; the lightnings of his legendary sires, the earlier gods, began to mix with his blood; his hooves thundered. He came to the cities of men, and all men trembled, for they remembered the ancient mythical wars, and now they dreaded new battles and feared for the race of man. Not by Clio are these wars recorded; history does not know them, but what of that? Not all of us have sat at historians feet, but all have learned fable and myth at their mothers knees. And there were none that did not fear strange wars when they saw Shepperalk swerve and leap along the public ways. So he passed from city to city.

By night he lay down unpanting in the reeds of some marsh or a forest; before dawn he rose triumphant, and hugely drank of some river in the dark, and splashing out of it would trot to some high place to find the sunrise, and to send echoing eastwards the exultant greetings of his jubilant horn. And lo! the sunrise coming up from the echoes, and the plains new-lit by the day, and the leagues spinning by like water flung from a top, and that gay companion, the loudly laughing wind, and men and the fears of men and their little cities; and, after that, great rivers and waste spaces and huge new hills, and then new lands beyond them, and more cities of men, and always the old companion, the glorious wind. Kingdom by kingdom slipt by, and still his breath was even. It is a golden thing to gallop on good turf in ones youth, said the young man-horse, the centaur. Ha, ha, said the wind of the hills, and the winds of the plain answered.

Bells pealed in frantic towers, wise men consulted parchments, astrologers sought of the portent from the stars, the aged made subtle prophecies. Is he not swift? said the young. How glad he is, said children.

Night after night brought him sleep, and day after day lit his gallop, till he came to the lands of the Athalonian men who live by the edges of the mundane plain, and from them he came to the lands of legend again such as those in which he was cradled on the other side of the world, and which fringe the marge of the world and mix with the twilight. And there a mighty thought came into his untired heart, for he knew that he neared Zretazoola now, the city of Sombelenë.

It was late in the day when he neared it, and clouds coloured with evening rolled low on the plain before him; he galloped on into their golden mist, and when it hid from his eyes the sight of things, the dreams in his heart awoke and romantically he pondered all those rumours that used to come to him from Sombelenë, because of the fellowship of fabulous things. She dwelt (said evening secretly to the bat) in a little temple by a lone lakeshore. A grove of cypresses screened her from the city, from Zretazoola of the climbing ways. And opposite her temple stood her tomb, her sad lake-sepulchre with open door, lest her amazing beauty and the centuries of her youth should ever give rise to the heresy among men that lovely Sombelenë was immortal: for only her beauty and her lineage were divine.

Her father had been half centaur and half god; her mother was the child of a desert lion and that sphinx that watches the pyramids;  she was more mystical than Woman.

Her beauty was as a dream, was as a song; the one dream of a lifetime dreamed on enchanted dews, the one song sung to some city by a deathless bird blown far from his native coasts by storm in Paradise. Dawn after dawn on mountains of romance or twilight after twilight could never equal her beauty; all the glow-worms had not the secret among them nor all the stars of night; poets had never sung it nor evening guessed its meaning; the morning envied it, it was hidden from lovers.

She was unwed, unwooed.

The lions came not to woo her because they feared her strength, and the gods dared not love her because they knew she must die.

This was what evening had whispered to the bat, this was the dream in the heart of Shepperalk as he cantered blind through the mist. And suddenly there at his hooves in the dark of the plain appeared the cleft in the legendary lands, and Zretazoola sheltering in the cleft, and sunning herself in the evening.

Swiftly and craftily he bounded down by the upper end of the cleft, and entering Zretazoola by the outer gate which looks out sheer on the stars, he galloped suddenly down the narrow streets. Many that rushed out on to balconies as he went clattering by, many that put their heads from glittering windows, are told of in olden song. Shepperalk did not tarry to give greetings or to answer challenges from martial towers, he was down through the earthward gateway like the thunderbolt of his sires, and, like Leviathan who has leapt at an eagle, he surged into the water between temple and tomb.

He galloped with half-shut eyes up the temple-steps, and, only seeing dimly through his lashes, seized Sombelenë by the hair, undazzled as yet by her beauty, and so haled her away; and, leaping with her over the floorless chasm where the waters of the lake fall unremembered away into a hole in the world, took her we know not where, to be her slave for all centuries that are allowed to his race.

Three blasts he gave as he went upon that silver horn that is the world-old treasure of the centaurs. These were his wedding bells.


DISTRESSING TALE OF THANGOBRIND THE JEWELLER

When Thangobrind the jeweller heard the ominous cough, he turned at once upon that narrow way. A thief was he, of very high repute, being patronized by the lofty and elect, for he stole nothing smaller than the Moomoos egg, and in all his life stole only four kinds of stone  the ruby, the diamond, the emerald, and the sapphire; and, as jewellers go, his honesty was great. Now there was a Merchant Prince who had come to Thangobrind and had offered his daughters soul for the diamond that is larger than the human head and was to be found on the lap of the spider-idol, Hlo-hlo, in his temple of Moung-ga-ling; for he had heard that Thangobrind was a thief to be trusted.

Thangobrind oiled his body and slipped out of his shop, and went secretly through byways, and got as far as Snarp, before anybody knew that he was out on business again or missed his sword from its place under the counter. Thence he moved only by night, hiding by day and rubbing the edges of his sword, which he called Mouse because it was swift and nimble. The jeweller had subtle methods of travelling; nobody saw him cross the plains of Zid; nobody saw him come to Mursk or Tlun. O, but he loved shadows! Once the moon peeping out unexpectedly from a tempest had betrayed an ordinary jeweller; not so did it undo Thangobrind: the watchman only saw a crouching shape that snarled and laughed: Tis but a hyena, they said. Once in the city of Ag one of the guardians seized him, but Thangobrind was oiled and slipped from his hand; you scarcely heard his bare feet patter away. He knew that the Merchant Prince awaited his return, his little eyes open all night and glittering with greed; he knew how his daughter lay chained up and screaming night and day. Ah, Thangobrind knew. And had he not been out on business he had almost allowed himself one or two little laughs. But business was business, and the diamond that he sought still lay on the lap of Hlo-hlo, where it had been for the last two million years since Hlo-hlo created the world and gave unto it all things except that precious stone called Dead Mans Diamond. The jewel was often stolen, but it had a knack of coming back again to the lap of Hlo-hlo. Thangobrind knew this, but he was no common jeweller and hoped to outwit Hlo-hlo, perceiving not the trend of ambition and lust and that they are vanity.

How nimbly he threaded his way through he pits of Snood!  now like a botanist, scrutinising the ground; now like a dancer, leaping from crumbling edges. It was quite dark when he went by the towers of Tor, where archers shoot ivory arrows at strangers lest any foreigner should alter their laws, which are bad, but not to be altered by mere aliens. At night they shoot by the sound of the strangers feet. O, Thangobrind, Thangobrind, was ever a jeweller like you! He dragged two stones behind him by long cords, and at these the archers shot. Tempting indeed was the snare that they set in Woth, the emeralds loose-set in the citys gate; but Thangobrind discerned the golden cord that climbed the wall from each and the weights that would topple upon him if he touched one, and so he left them, though he left them weeping, and at last came to Theth. There all men worship Hlo-hlo; though they are willing to believe in other gods, as missionaries attest, but only as creatures of the chase for the hunting of Hlo-hlo, who wears Their halos, so these people say, on golden hooks along his hunting-belt. And from Theth he came to the city of Moung and the temple of Moung-ga-ling, and entered and saw the spider-idol, Hlo-hlo, sitting there with Dead Mans Diamond glittering on his lap, and looking for all the world like a full moon, but a full moon seen by a lunatic who had slept too long in its rays, for there was in Dead Mans Diamond a certain sinister look and a boding of things to happen that are better not mentioned here. The face of the spider-idol was lit by that fatal gem; there was no other light. In spite of his shocking limbs and that demoniac body, his face was serene and apparently unconscious.

A little fear came into the mind of Thangobrind the jeweller, a passing tremor  no more; business was business and he hoped for the best. Thangobrind offered honey to Hlo-hlo and prostrated himself before him. Oh, he was cunning! When the priests stole out of the darkness to lap up the honey they were stretched senseless on the temple floor, for there was a drug in the honey that was offered to Hlo-hlo. And Thangobrind the jeweller picked Dead Mans Diamond up and put it on his shoulder and trudged away from the shrine; and Hlo-hlo the spider-idol said nothing at all, but he laughed softly as the jeweller shut the door. When the priests awoke out of the grip of the drug that was offered with the honey to Hlo-hlo, they rushed to a little secret room with an outlet on the stars and cast a horoscope of the thief. Something that they saw in the horoscope seemed to satisfy the priests.

It was not like Thangobrind to go back by the road by which he had come. No, he went by another road, even though it led to the narrow way, night-house and spider-forest.

The city of Moung went towering by behind him, balcony above balcony, eclipsing half the stars, as he trudged away with his diamond. Though when a soft pittering as of velvet feet arose behind him he refused to acknowledge that it might be what he feared, yet the instincts of his trade told him that it is not well when any noise whatever follows a diamond by night, and this was one of the largest that had ever come to him in the way of business. When he came to the narrow way that leads to spider-forest, Dead Mans Diamond feeling cold and heavy, and the velvety footfall seeming fearfully close, the jeweller stopped and almost hesitated. He looked behind him; there was nothing there. He listened attentively; there was no sound now. Then he thought of the screams of the Merchant Princes daughter, whose soul was the diamonds price, and smiled and went stoutly on. There watched him, apathetically, over the narrow way, that grim and dubious woman whose house is the Night. Thangobrind, hearing no longer the sound of suspicious feet, felt easier now. He was all but come to the end of the narrow way, when the woman listlessly uttered that ominous cough.

The cough was too full of meaning to be disregarded. Thangobrind turned round and saw at once what he feared. The spider-idol had not stayed at home. The jeweller put his diamond gently upon the ground and drew his sword called Mouse. And then began that famous fight upon the narrow way in which the grim old woman whose house was Night seemed to take so little interest. To the spider-idol you saw at once it was all a horrible joke. To the jeweller it was grim earnest. He fought and panted and was pushed back slowly along the narrow way, but he wounded Hlo-hlo all the while with terrible long gashes all over his deep, soft body till Mouse was slimy with blood. But at last the persistent laughter of Hlo-hlo was too much for the jewellers nerves, and, once more wounding his demoniac foe, he sank aghast and exhausted by the door of the house called Night at the feet of the grim old woman, who having uttered once that ominous cough interfered no further with the course of events. And there carried Thangobrind the jeweller away those whose duty it was, to the house where the two men hang, and taking down from his hook the left-hand one of the two, they put that venturous jeweller in his place; so that there fell on him the doom that he feared, as all men know though it is so long since, and there abated somewhat the ire of the envious gods.

And the only daughter of the Merchant Prince felt so little gratitude for this great deliverance that she took to respectability of a militant kind, and became aggressively dull, and called her home the English Riviera, and had platitudes worked in worsted upon her tea-cosy, and in the end never died, but passed away at her residence.


THE HOUSE OF THE SPHINX

When I came to the House of the Sphinx it was already dark. They made me eagerly welcome. And I, in spite of the deed, was glad of any shelter from that ominous wood. I saw at once that there had been a deed, although a cloak did all that a cloak may do to conceal it. The mere uneasiness of the welcome made me suspect that cloak.

The Sphinx was moody and silent. I had not come to pry into the secrets of Eternity nor to investigate the Sphinxs private life, and so had little to say and few questions to ask; but to whatever I did say she remained morosely indifferent. It was clear that either she suspected me of being in search of the secrets of one of her gods, or of being boldly inquisitive about her traffic with Time, or else she was darkly absorbed with brooding upon the deed.

I saw soon enough that there was another than me to welcome; I saw it from the hurried way that they glanced from the door to the deed and back to the door again. And it was clear that the welcome was to be a bolted door. But such bolts, and such a door! Rust and decay and fungus had been there far too long, and it was not a barrier any longer that would keep out even a determined wolf. And it seemed to be something worse than a wolf that they feared.

A little later on I gathered from what they said that some imperious and ghastly thing was looking for the Sphinx, and that something that had happened had made its arrival certain. It appeared that they had slapped the Sphinx to vex her out of her apathy in order that she should pray to one of her gods, whom she had littered in the house of Time; but her moody silence was invincible, and her apathy Oriental, ever since the deed had happened. And when they found that they could not make her pray, there was nothing for them to do but to pay little useless attentions to the rusty lock of the door, and to look at the deed and wonder, and even pretend to hope, and to say that after all it might not bring that destined thing from the forest, which no one named.

It may be said I had chosen a gruesome house, but not if I had described the forest from which I came, and I was in need of any spot wherein I could rest my mind from the thought of it.

I wondered very much what thing would come from the forest on account of the deed; and having seen that forest  as you, gentle reader, have not  I had the advantage of knowing that anything might come. It was useless to ask the Sphinx  she seldom reveals things, like her paramour Time (the gods take after her), and while this mood was on her, rebuff was certain. So I quietly began to oil the lock of the door. And as soon as they saw this simple act I won their confidence. It was not that my work was of any use  it should have been done long before; but they saw that my interest was given for the moment to the thing that they thought vital. They clustered round me then. They asked me what I thought of the door, and whether I had seen better, and whether I had seen worse; and I told them about all the doors I knew, and said that the doors of the baptistry in Florence were better doors, and the doors made by a certain firm of builders in London were worse. And then I asked them what it was that was coming after the Sphinx because of the deed. And at first they would not say, and I stopped oiling the door; and then they said that it was the arch-inquisitor of the forest, who is investigator and avenger of all silverstrian things; and from all that they said about him it seemed to me that this person was quite white, and was a kind of madness that would settle down quite blankly upon a place, a kind of mist in which reason could not live; and it was the fear of this that made them fumble nervously at the lock of that rotten door; but with the Sphinx it was not so much fear as sheer prophecy.

The hope that they tried to hope was well enough in its way, but I did not share it; it was clear that the thing that they feared was the corollary of the deed  one saw that more by the resignation upon the face of the Sphinx than by their sorry anxiety for the door.

The wind soughed, and the great tapers flared, and their obvious fear and the silence of the Sphinx grew more than ever a part of the atmosphere, and bats went restlessly through the gloom of the wind that beat the tapers low.

Then a few things screamed far off, then a little nearer, and something was coming towards us, laughing hideously. I hastily gave a prod to the door that they guarded; my finger sank right into the mouldering wood  there was not a chance of holding it. I had not leisure to observe their fright; I thought of the back-door, for the forest was better than this; only the Sphinx was absolutely calm, her prophecy was made and she seemed to have seen her doom, so that no new thing could perturb her.

But by mouldering rungs of ladders as old as Man, by slippery edges of the dreaded abyss, with an ominous dizziness about my heart and a feeling of horror in the soles of my feet, I clambered from tower to tower till I found the door that I sought; and it opened on to one of the upper branches of a huge and sombre pine, down which I climbed on to the floor of the forest. And I was glad to be back again in the forest from which I had fled.

And the Sphinx in her menaced house  I know not how she fared  whether she gazes for ever, disconsolate, at the deed, remembering only in her smitten mind, at which the little boys now leer, that she once knew well those things at which man stands aghast; or whether in the end she crept away, and clambering horribly from abyss to abyss, came at last to higher things, and is wise and eternal still. For who knows of madness whether it is divine or whether it be of the pit?


PROBABLE ADVENTURE OF THE THREE LITERARY MEN

When the nomads came to El Lola they had no more songs, and the question of stealing the golden box arose in all its magnitude. On the one hand, many had sought the golden box, the receptacle (as the Aethiopians know) of poems of fabulous value; and their doom is still the common talk of Arabia. On the other hand, it was lonely to sit around the camp-fire by night with no new songs.

It was the tribe of Heth that discussed these things one evening upon the plains below the peak of Mluna. Their native land was the track across the world of immemorial wanderers; and there was trouble among the elders of the nomads because there were no new songs; while, untouched by human trouble, untouched as yet by the night that was hiding the plains away, the peak of Mluna, calm in the after-glow, looked on the Dubious Land. And it was there on the plain upon the known side of Mluna, just as the evening star came mouse-like into view and the flames of the camp-fire lifted their lonely plumes uncheered by any song, that that rash scheme was hastily planned by the nomads which the world has named The Quest of the Golden Box.

No measure of wiser precaution could the elders of the nomads have taken than to choose for their thief that very Slith, that identical thief that (even as I write) in how many school-rooms governesses teach stole a march on the King of Westalia. Yet the weight of the box was such that others had to accompany him, and Sippy and Slorg were no more agile thieves than may be found today among vendors of the antique.

So over the shoulder of Mluna these three climbed next day and slept as well as they might among its snows rather than risk a night in the woods of the Dubious Land. And the morning came up radiant and the birds were full of song, but the forest underneath and the waste beyond it and the bare and ominous crags all wore the appearance of an unuttered threat.

Though Slith had an experience of twenty years of theft, yet he said little; only if one of the others made a stone roll with his foot, or, later on in the forest, if one of them stepped on a twig, he whispered sharply to them always the same words: That is not business. He knew that he could not make them better thieves during a two days journey, and whatever doubts he had he interfered no further.

From the shoulder of Mluna they dropped into the clouds, and from the clouds to the forest, to whose native beasts, as well the three thieves knew, all flesh was meat, whether it were the flesh of fish or man. There the thieves drew idolatrously from their pockets each one a separate god and prayed for protection in the unfortunate wood, and hoped therefrom for a threefold chance of escape, since if anything should eat one of them it were certain to eat them all, and they confided that the corollary might be true and all should escape if one did. Whether one of these gods was propitious and awake, or whether all of the three, or whether it was chance that brought them through the forest unmouthed by detestable beasts, none knoweth; but certainly neither the emissaries of the god that most they feared, nor the wrath of the topical god of that ominous place, brought their doom to the three adventurers there or then. And so it was that they came to Rumbly Heath, in the heart of the Dubious Land, whose stormy hillocks were the ground-swell and the after-wash of the earthquake lulled for a while. Something so huge that it seemed unfair to man that it should move so softly stalked splendidly by them, and only so barely did they escape its notice that one word rang and echoed through their three imaginations If  if  if. And when this danger was at last gone by they moved cautiously on again and presently saw the little harmless mipt, half fairy and half gnome, giving shrill, contented squeaks on the edge of the world. And they edged away unseen, for they said that the inquisitiveness of the mipt had become fabulous, and that, harmless as he was, he had a bad way with secrets; yet they probably loathed the way that he nuzzles dead white bones, and would not admit their loathing; for it does not become adventurers to care who eats their bones. Be this as it may, they edged away from the mipt, and came almost at once to the wizened tree, the goal-post of their adventure, and knew that beside them was the crack in the world and the bridge from Bad to Worse, and that underneath them stood the rocky house of Owner of the Box.

This was their simple plan: to slip into the corridor in the upper cliff; to run softly down it (of course with naked feet) under the warning to travellers that is graven upon stone, which interpreters take to be It Is Better Not; not to touch the berries that are there for a purpose, on the right side going down; and so to come to the guardian on his pedestal who had slept for a thousand years and should be sleeping still; and go in through the open window. One man was to wait outside by the crack in the World until the others came out with the golden box, and, should they cry for help, he was to threaten at once to unfasten the iron clamp that kept the crack together. When the box was secured they were to travel all night and all the following day, until the cloud-banks that wrapped the slopes of Mluna were well between them and Owner of the Box.

The door in the cliff was open. They passed without a murmur down the cold steps, Slith leading them all the way. A glance of longing, no more, each gave to the beautiful berries. The guardian upon his pedestal was still asleep. Slorg climbed by a ladder, that Slith knew where to find, to the iron clamp across the crack in the World, and waited beside it with a chisel in his hand, listening closely for anything untoward, while his friends slipped into the house; and no sound came. And presently Slith and Sippy found the golden box: everything seemed happening as they had planned, it only remained to see if it was the right one and to escape with it from that dreadful place. Under the shelter of the pedestal, so near to the guardian that they could feel his warmth, which paradoxically had the effect of chilling the blood of the boldest of them, they smashed the emerald hasp and opened the golden box; and there they read by the light of ingenious sparks which Slith knew how to contrive, and even this poor light they hid with their bodies. What was their joy, even at that perilous moment, as they lurked between the guardian and the abyss, to find that the box contained fifteen peerless odes in the alcaic form, five sonnets that were by far the most beautiful in the world, nine ballads in the manner of Provence that had no equal in the treasuries of man, a poem addressed to a moth in twenty-eight perfect stanzas, a piece of blank verse of over a hundred lines on a level not yet known to have been attained by man, as well as fifteen lyrics on which no merchant would dare to set a price. They would have read them again, for they gave happy tears to a man and memories of dear things done in infancy, and brought sweet voices from far sepulchres; but Slith pointed imperiously to the way by which they had come, and extinguished the light; and Slorg and Sippy sighed, then took the box.

The guardian still slept the sleep that survived a thousand years.

As they came away they saw that indulgent chair close by the edge of the World in which Owner of the Box had lately sat reading selfishly and alone the most beautiful songs and verses that poet ever dreamed.

They came in silence to the foot of the stairs; and then it befell that as they drew near safely, in the nights most secret hour, some hand in an upper chamber lit a shocking light, lit it and made no sound.

For a moment it might have been an ordinary light, fatal as even that could very well be at such a moment as this; but when it began to follow them like an eye and to grow redder and redder as it watched them, then even optimism despaired.

And Sippy very unwisely attempted flight, and Slorg even as unwisely tried to hide; but Slith, knowing well why that light was lit in that secret upper chamber and who it was that lit it, leaped over the edge of the World and is falling from us still through the unreverberate blackness of the abyss.


THE INJUDICIOUS PRAYERS OF POMBO THE IDOLATER

Pombo the idolater had prayed to Ammuz a simple prayer, a necessary prayer, such as even an idol of ivory could very easily grant, and Ammuz had not immediately granted it. Pombo had therefore prayed to Tharma for the overthrow of Ammuz, an idol friendly to Tharma, and in doing this offended against the etiquette of the gods. Tharma refused to grant the little prayer. Pombo prayed frantically to all the gods of idolatry, for though it was a simple matter, yet it was very necessary to a man. And gods that were older than Ammuz rejected the prayers of Pombo, and even gods that were younger and therefore of greater repute. He prayed to them one by one, and they all refused to hear him; nor at first did he think at all of that subtle, divine etiquette against which he had offended. It occurred to him all at once as he prayed to his fiftieth idol, a little green-jade god whom the Chinese know, that all the idols were in league against him. When Pombo discovered this he resented his birth bitterly, and made lamentation and alleged that he was lost. He might have been seen then in any part of London haunting curiosity-shops and places where they sold idols of ivory or of stone, for he dwelt in London with others of his race though he was born in Burmah among those who hold Ganges holy. On drizzly evenings of Novembers worst his haggard face could be seen in the glow of some shop pressed close against the glass, where he would supplicate some calm, cross-legged idol till policemen moved him on. And after closing hours back he would go to his dingy room, in that part of our capital where English is seldom spoken, to supplicate little idols of his own. And when Pombos simple, necessary prayer was equally refused by the idols of museums, auction-rooms, shops, then he took counsel with himself and purchased incense and burned it in a brazier before his own cheap little idols, and played the while upon an instrument such as that wherewith men charm snakes. And still the idols clung to their etiquette.

Whether Pombo knew about this etiquette and considered it frivolous in the face of his need, or whether his need, now grown desperate, unhinged his mind, I know not, but Pombo the idolater took a stick and suddenly turned iconoclast.

Pombo the iconoclast immediately left his house, leaving his idols to be swept away with the dust and so to mingle with Man, and went to an arch-idolater of repute who carved idols out of rare stones, and put his case before him. The arch-idolater who made idols of his own rebuked Pombo in the name of Man for having broken his idols for hath not Man made them? the arch-idolater said; and concerning the idols themselves he spoke long and learnedly, explaining divine etiquette, and how Pombo had offended, and how no idol in the world would listen to Pombos prayer. When Pombo heard this he wept and made bitter outcry, and cursed the gods of ivory and the gods of jade, and the hand of Man that made them, but most of all he cursed their etiquette that had undone, as he said, an innocent man; so that at last that arch-idolater, who made idols of his own, stopped in his work upon an idol of jasper for a king that was weary of Wosh, and took compassion on Pombo, and told him that though no idol in the world would listen to his prayer, yet only a little way over the edge of it a certain disreputable idol sat who knew nothing of etiquette, and granted prayers that no respectable god would ever consent to hear. When Pombo heard this he took two handfuls of the arch-idolaters beard and kissed them joyfully, and dried his tears and became his old impertinent self again. And he that carved from jasper the usurper of Wosh explained how in the village of Worlds End, at the furthest end of Last Street, there is a hole that you take to be a well, close by the garden wall, but that if you lower yourself by your hands over the edge of the hole, and feel about with your feet till they find a ledge, that is the top step of a flight of stairs that takes you down over the edge of the World. For all that men know, those stairs may have a purpose and even a bottom step, said the arch-idolater, but discussion about the lower flights is idle. Then the teeth of Pombo chattered, for he feared the darkness, but he that made idols of his own explained that those stairs were always lit by the faint blue gloaming in which the World spins. Then, he said, you will go by Lonely House and under the bridge that leads from the House to Nowhere, and whose purpose is not guessed; thence past Maharrion, the god of flowers, and his high-priest, who is neither bird nor cat; and so you will come to the little idol Duth, the disreputable god that will grant your prayer. And he went on carving again at his idol of jasper for the king who was weary of Wosh; and Pombo thanked him and went singing away, for in his vernacular mind he thought that he had the gods.

It is a long journey from London to Worlds End, and Pombo had no money left, yet within five weeks he was strolling along Last Street; but how he contrived to get there I will not say, for it was not entirely honest. And Pombo found the well at the end of the garden beyond the end house of Last Street, and many thoughts ran through his mind as he hung by his hands from the edge, but chiefest of all those thoughts was one that said the gods were laughing at him through the mouth of the arch-idolater, their prophet, and the thought beat in his head till it ached like his wrists ... and then he found the step.

And Pombo walked downstairs. There, sure enough, was the gloaming in which the world spins, and stars shone far off in it faintly; there was nothing before him as he went downstairs but that strange blue waste of gloaming, with its multitudes of stars, and comets plunging through it on outward journeys and comets returning home. And then he saw the lights of the bridge to Nowhere, and all of a sudden he was in the glare of the shimmering parlour-window of Lonely House; and he heard voices there pronouncing words, and the voices were nowise human, and but for his bitter need he had screamed and fled. Halfway between the voices and Maharrion, whom he now saw standing out from the world, covered in rainbow halos, he perceived the weird grey beast that is neither cat nor bird. As Pombo hesitated, chilly with fear, he heard those voices grow louder in Lonely House, and at that he stealthily moved a few steps lower, and then rushed past the beast. The beast intently watched Maharrion hurling up bubbles that are every one a season of spring in unknown constellations, calling the swallows home to unimagined fields, watched him without even turning to look at Pombo, and saw him drop into the Linlunlarna, the river that rises at the edge of the World, the golden pollen that sweetens the tide of the river and is carried away from the World to be a joy to the Stars. And there before Pombo was the little disreputable god who cares nothing for etiquette and will answer prayers that are refused by all the respectable idols. And whether the view of him, at last, excited Pombos eagerness, or whether his need was greater than he could bear that it drove him so swiftly downstairs, or whether, as is most likely, he ran too fast past the beast, I do not know, and it does not matter to Pombo; but at any rate he could not stop, as he had designed, in attitude of prayer at the feet of Duth, but ran on past him down the narrowing steps, clutching at smooth, bare rocks till he fell from the World as, when our hearts miss a beat, we fall in dreams and wake up with a dreadful jolt; but there was no waking up for Pombo, who still fell on towards the incurious stars, and his fate is even one with the fate of Slith.


THE LOOT OF BOMBASHARNA

Things had grown too hot for Shard, captain of pirates, on all the seas that he knew. The ports of Spain were closed to him; they knew him in San Domingo; men winked in Syracuse when he went by; the two Kings of the Sicilies never smiled within an hour of speaking of him; there were huge rewards for his head in every capital city, with pictures of it for identification  and all the pictures were unflattering. Therefore Captain Shard decided that the time had come to tell his men the secret.

Riding off Teneriffe one night, he called them all together. He generously admitted that there were things in the past that might require explanation: the crowns that the Princes of Aragon had sent to their nephews the Kings of the two Americas had certainly never reached their Most Sacred Majesties. Where, men might ask, were the eyes of Captain Stobbud? Who had been burning towns on the Patagonian seaboard? Why should such a ship as theirs choose pearls for cargo? Why so much blood on the decks and so many guns? And where was the Nancy, the Lark, or the Margaret Belle? Such questions as these, he urged, might be asked by the inquisitive, and if counsel for the defence should happen to be a fool, and unacquainted with the ways of the sea, they might become involved in troublesome legal formulae. And Bloody Bill, as they rudely called Mr. Gagg, a member of the crew, looked up at the sky, and said that it was a windy night and looked like hanging. And some of those present thoughtfully stroked their necks while Captain Shard unfolded to them his plan. He said the time was come to quit the Desperate Lark, for she was too well known to the navies of four kingdoms, and a fifth was getting to know her, and others had suspicions. (More cutters than even Captain Shard suspected were already looking for her jolly black flag with its neat skull-and-crossbones in yellow.) There was a little archipelago that he knew of on the wrong side of the Sargasso Sea; there were about thirty islands there, bare, ordinary islands, but one of them floated. He had noticed it years ago, and had gone ashore and never told a soul, but had quietly anchored it with the anchor of his ship to the bottom of the sea, which just there was profoundly deep, and had made the thing the secret of his life, determining to marry and settle down there if it ever became impossible to earn his livelihood in the usual way at sea. When first he saw it, it was drifting slowly, with the wind in the tops of the trees; but if the cable had not rusted away, it should be still where he left it, and they would make a rudder and hollow out cabins below, and at night they would hoist sails to the trunks of the trees and sail wherever they liked.

And all the pirates cheered, for they wanted to set their feet on land again somewhere where the hangman would not come and jerk them off it at once; and bold men though they were, it was a strain seeing so many lights coming their way at night. Even then...! But it swerved away again and was lost in the mist.

And Captain Shard said that they would need to get provisions first, and he, for one, intended to marry before he settled down; and so they should have one more fight before they left the ship, and sack the sea-coast city of Bombasharna and take from it provisions for several years, while he himself would marry the Queen of the South. And again the pirates cheered, for often they had seen seacoast Bombasharna, and had always envied its opulence from the sea.

So they set all sail, and often altered their course, and dodged and fled from strange lights till dawn appeared, and all day long fled southwards. And by evening they saw the silver spires of slender Bombasharna, a city that was the glory of the coast. And in the midst of it, far away though they were, they saw the palace of the Queen of the South; and it was so full of windows all looking toward the sea, and they were so full of light, both from the sunset that was fading upon the water and from candles that maids were lighting one by one, that it looked far off like a pearl, shimmering still in its haliotis shell, still wet from the sea.

So Captain Shard and his pirates saw it, at evening over the water, and thought of rumours that said that Bombasharna was the loveliest city of the coasts of the world, and that its palace was lovelier even than Bombasharna; but for the Queen of the South rumour had no comparison. Then night came down and hid the silver spires, and Shard slipped on through the gathering darkness until by midnight the piratic ship lay under the seaward battlements.

And at the hour when sick men mostly die, and sentries on lonely ramparts stand to arms, exactly half-an-hour before dawn, Shard, with two rowing boats and half his crew, with craftily muffled oars, landed below the battlements. They were through the gateway of the palace itself before the alarm was sounded, and as soon as they heard the alarm Shards gunners at sea opened upon the town, and before the sleepy soldiery of Bombasharna knew whether the danger was from the land or the sea, Shard had successfully captured the Queen of the South. They would have looted all day that silver sea-coast city, but there appeared with dawn suspicious topsails just along the horizon. Therefore the captain with his Queen went down to the shore at once and hastily re-embarked and sailed away with what loot they had hurriedly got, and with fewer men, for they had to fight a good deal to get back to the boat. They cursed all day the interference of those ominous ships which steadily grew nearer. There were six ships at first, and that night they slipped away from all but two; but all the next day those two were still in sight, and each of them had more guns than the Desperate Lark. All the next night Shard dodged about the sea, but the two ships separated and one kept him in sight, and the next morning it was alone with Shard on the sea, and his archipelago was just in sight, the secret of his life.

And Shard saw he must fight, and a bad fight it was, and yet it suited Shards purpose, for he had more merry men when the fight began than he needed for his island. And they got it over before any other ship came up; and Shard put all adverse evidence out of the way, and came that night to the islands near the Sargasso Sea.

Long before it was light the survivors of the crew were peering at the sea, and when dawn came there was the island, no bigger than two ships, straining hard at its anchor, with the wind in the tops of the trees.

And then they landed and dug cabins below and raised the anchor out of the deep sea, and soon they made the island what they called shipshape. But the Desperate Lark they sent away empty under full sail to sea, where more nations than Shard suspected were watching for her, and where she was presently captured by an admiral of Spain, who, when he found none of that famous crew on board to hang by the neck from the yard-arm, grew ill through disappointment.

And Shard on his island offered the Queen of the South the choicest of the old wines of Provence, and for adornment gave her Indian jewels looted from galleons with treasure for Madrid, and spread a table where she dined in the sun, while in some cabin below he bade the least coarse of his mariners sing; yet always she was morose and moody towards him, and often at evening he was heard to say that he wished he knew more about the ways of Queens. So they lived for years, the pirates mostly gambling and drinking below, Captain Shard trying to please the Queen of the South, and she never wholly forgetting Bombasharna. When they needed new provisions they hoisted sails on the trees, and as long as no ship came in sight they scudded before the wind, with the water rippling over the beach of the island; but as soon as they sighted a ship the sails came down, and they became an ordinary uncharted rock.

They mostly moved by night; sometimes they hovered off sea-coast towns as of old, sometimes they boldly entered river-mouths, and even attached themselves for a while to the mainland, whence they would plunder the neighbourhood and escape again to sea. And if a ship was wrecked on their island of a night they said it was all to the good. They grew very crafty in seamanship, and cunning in what they did, for they knew that any news of the Desperate Larks old crew would bring hangmen from the interior running down to every port.

And no one is known to have found them out or to have annexed their island; but a rumour arose and passed from port to port and every place where sailors meet together, and even survives to this day, of a dangerous uncharted rock anywhere between Plymouth and the Horn, which would suddenly rise in the safest track of ships, and upon which vessels were supposed to have been wrecked, leaving, strangely enough, no evidence of their doom. There was a little speculation about it at first, till it was silenced by the chance remark of a man old with wandering: It is one of the mysteries that haunt the sea.

And almost Captain Shard and the Queen of the South lived happily ever after, though still at evening those on watch in the trees would see their captain sit with a puzzled air or hear him muttering now and again in a discontented way: I wish I knew more about the ways of Queens.


MISS CUBBIDGE AND THE DRAGON OF ROMANCE

This tale is told in the balconies of Belgrave Square and among the towers of Pont Street; men sing it at evening in the Brompton Road.

Little upon her eighteenth birthday thought Miss Cubbidge, of Number 12A Prince of Wales Square, that before another year had gone its way she would lose the sight of that unshapely oblong that was so long her home. And, had you told her further that within that year all trace of that so-called square, and of the day when her father was elected by a thumping majority to share in the guidance of the destinies of the empire, should utterly fade from her memory, she would merely have said in that affected voice of hers, Go to!

There was nothing about it in the daily Press, the policy of her fathers party had no provision for it, there was no hint of it in conversation at evening parties to which Miss Cubbidge went: there was nothing to warn her at all that a loathsome dragon with golden scales that rattled as he went should have come up clean out of the prime of romance and gone by night (so far as we know) through Hammersmith, and come to Ardle Mansions, and then had turned to his left, which of course brought him to Miss Cubbidges fathers house.

There sat Miss Cubbidge at evening on her balcony quite alone, waiting for her father to be made a baronet. She was wearing walking-boots and a hat and a low-necked evening dress; for a painter was but just now painting her portrait and neither she nor the painter saw anything odd in the strange combination. She did not notice the roar of the dragons golden scales, nor distinguish above the manifold lights of London the small, red glare of his eyes. He suddenly lifted his head, a blaze of gold, over the balcony; he did not appear a yellow dragon then, for his glistening scales reflected the beauty that London puts upon her only at evening and night. She screamed, but to no knight, nor knew what knight to call on, nor guessed where were the dragons overthrowers of far, romantic days, nor what mightier game they chased, or what wars they waged; perchance they were busy even then arming for Armageddon.

Out of the balcony of her fathers house in Prince of Wales Square, the painted dark-green balcony that grew blacker every year, the dragon lifted Miss Cubbidge and spread his rattling wings, and London fell away like an old fashion. And England fell away, and the smoke of its factories, and the round material world that goes humming round the sun vexed and pursued by time, until there appeared the eternal and ancient lands of Romance lying low by mystical seas.

You had not pictured Miss Cubbidge stroking the golden head of one of the dragons of song with one hand idly, while with the other she sometimes played with pearls brought up from lonely places of the sea. They filled huge haliotis shells with pearls and laid them there beside her, they brought her emeralds which she set to flash among the tresses of her long black hair, they brought her threaded sapphires for her cloak: all this the princes of fable did and the elves and the gnomes of myth. And partly she still lived, and partly she was one with long-ago and with those sacred tales that nurses tell, when all their children are good, and evening has come, and the fire is burning well, and the soft pat-pat of the snowflakes on the pane is like the furtive tread of fearful things in old, enchanted woods. If at first she missed those dainty novelties among which she was reared, the old, sufficient song of the mystical sea singing of faery lore at first soothed and at last consoled her. Even, she forgot those advertisements of pills that are so dear to England; even, she forgot political cant and the things that one discusses and the things that one does not, and had perforce to content herself with seeing sailing by huge golden-laden galleons with treasure for Madrid, and the merry skull-and-cross-bones of the pirateers, and the tiny nautilus setting out to sea, and ships of heroes trafficking in romance or of princes seeking for enchanted isles.

It was not by chains that the dragon kept her there, but by one of the spells of old. To one to whom the facilities of the daily Press had for so long been accorded spells would have palled  you would have said  and galleons after a time and all things out-of-date. After a time. But whether the centuries passed her or whether the years or whether no time at all, she did not know. If anything indicated the passing of time it was the rhythm of elfin horns blowing upon the heights. If the centuries went by her the spell that bound her gave her also perennial youth, and kept alight for ever the lantern by her side, and saved from decay the marble palace facing the mystical sea. And if no time went by her there at all, her single moment on those marvellous coasts was turned as it were to a crystal reflecting a thousand scenes. If it was all a dream, it was a dream that knew no morning and no fading away. The tide roamed on and whispered of mastery and of myth, while near that captive lady, asleep in his marble tank the golden dragon dreamed: and a little way out from the coast all that the dragon dreamed showed faintly in the mist that lay over the sea. He never dreamed of any rescuing knight. So long as he dreamed, it was twilight; but when he came up nimbly out of his tank night fell and starlight glistened on the dripping, golden scales.

There he and his captive either defeated Time or never encountered him at all; while, in the world we know, raged Roncesvalles or battles yet to be  I know not to what part of the shore of Romance he bore her. Perhaps she became one of those princesses of whom fable loves to tell, but let it suffice that there she lived by the sea: and kings ruled, and Demons ruled, and kings came again, and many cities returned to their native dust, and still she abided there, and still her marble palace passed not away nor the power that there was in the dragons spell.

And only once did there ever come to her a message from the world that of old she knew. It came in a pearly ship across the mystical sea; it was from an old school-friend that she had had in Putney, merely a note, no more, in a little, neat, round hand: it said, It is not Proper for you to be there alone.


THE QUEST OF THE QUEENS TEARS

Sylvia, Queen of the Woods, in her woodland palace, held court, and made a mockery of her suitors. She would sing to them, she said, she would give them banquets, she would tell them tales of legendary days, her jugglers should caper before them, her armies salute them, her fools crack jests with them and make whimsical quips, only she could not love them.

This was not the way, they said, to treat princes in their splendour and mysterious troubadours concealing kingly names; it was not in accordance with fable; myth had no precedent for it. She should have thrown her glove, they said, into some lions den, she should have asked for a score of venomous heads of the serpents of Licantara, or demanded the death of any notable dragon, or sent them all upon some deadly quest, but that she could not love them  ! It was unheard of  it had no parallel in the annals of romance.

And then she said that if they must needs have a quest she would offer her hand to him who first should move her to tears: and the quest should be called, for reference in histories or song, the Quest of the Queens Tears, and he that achieved them she would wed, be he only a petty duke of lands unknown to romance.

And many were moved to anger, for they hoped for some bloody quest; but the old lords chamberlain said, as they muttered among themselves in a far, dark end of the chamber, that the quest was hard and wise, for that if she could ever weep she might also love. They had known her all her childhood; she had never sighed. Many men had she seen, suitors and courtiers, and had never turned her head after one went by. Her beauty was as still sunsets of bitter evenings when all the world is frore, a wonder and a chill. She was as a sun-stricken mountain uplifted alone, all beautiful with ice, a desolate and lonely radiance late at evening far up beyond the comfortable world, not quite to be companioned by the stars, the doom of the mountaineer.

If she could weep, they said, she could love, they said.

And she smiled pleasantly on those ardent princes, and troubadours concealing kingly names.

Then one by one they told, each suitor prince the story of his love, with outstretched hands and kneeling on the knee; and very sorry and pitiful were the tales, so that often up in the galleries some maid of the palace wept. And very graciously she nodded her head like a listless magnolia in the deeps of the night moving idly to all the breezes its glorious bloom.

And when the princes had told their desperate loves and had departed away with no other spoil than of their own tears only, even then there came the unknown troubadours and told their tales in song, concealing their gracious names.

And there was one, Ackronnion, clothed with rags, on which was the dust of roads, and underneath the rags was war-scarred armour whereon were the dints of blows; and when he stroked his harp and sang his song, in the gallery above maidens wept, and even old lords chamberlain whimpered among themselves and thereafter laughed through their tears and said: It is easy to make old people weep and to bring idle tears from lazy girls; but he will not set a-weeping the Queen of the Woods.

And graciously she nodded, and he was the last. And disconsolate went away those dukes and princes, and troubadours in disguise. Yet Ackronnion pondered as he went away.

King he was of Afarmah, Lool and Haf, over-lord of Zeroora and hilly Chang, and duke of the dukedoms of Molong and Mlash, none of them unfamiliar with romance or unknown or overlooked in the making of myth. He pondered as he went in his thin disguise.

Now by those that do not remember their childhood, having other things to do, be it understood that underneath fairyland, which is, as all men know, at the edge of the world, there dwelleth the Gladsome Beast. A synonym he for joy.

It is known how the lark in its zenith, children at play out-of-doors, good witches and jolly old parents have all been compared  how aptly!  with this very same Gladsome Beast. Only one crab he has (if I may use slang for a moment to make myself perfectly clear), only one drawback, and that is that in the gladness of his heart he spoils the cabbages of the Old Man Who Looks After Fairyland,  and of course he eats men.

It must further be understood that whoever may obtain the tears of the Gladsome Beast in a bowl, and become drunken upon them, may move all persons to shed tears of joy so long as he remains inspired by the potion to sing or to make music.

Now Ackronnion pondered in this wise: that if he could obtain the tears of the Gladsome Beast by means of his art, withholding him from violence by the spell of music, and if a friend should slay the Gladsome Beast before his weeping ceased  for an end must come to weeping even with men  that so he might get safe away with the tears, and drink them before the Queen of the Woods and move her to tears of joy. He sought out therefore a humble knightly man who cared not for the beauty of Sylvia, Queen of the Woods, but had found a woodland maiden of his own once long ago in summer. And the mans name was Arrath, a subject of Ackronnion, a knight-at-arms of the spear-guard: and together they set out through the fields of fable until they came to Fairyland, a kingdom sunning itself (as all men know) for leagues along the edges of the world. And by a strange old pathway they came to the land they sought, through a wind blowing up the pathway sheer from space with a kind of metallic taste from the roving stars. Even so they came to the windy house of thatch where dwells the Old Man Who Looks After Fairyland sitting by parlour windows that look away from the world. He made them welcome in his star-ward parlour, telling them tales of Space, and when they named to him their perilous quest he said it would be a charity to kill the Gladsome Beast; for he was clearly one of those that liked not its happy ways. And then he took them out through his back door, for the front door had no pathway nor even a step  from it the old man used to empty his slops sheer on to the Southern Cross  and so they came to the garden wherein his cabbages were, and those flowers that only blow in Fairyland, turning their faces always towards the comet, and he pointed them out the way to the place he called Underneath, where the Gladsome Beast had his lair. Then they manoeuvred. Ackronnion was to go by the way of the steps with his harp and an agate bowl, while Arrath went round by a crag on the other side. Then the Old Man Who Looks After Fairyland went back to his windy house, muttering angrily as he passed his cabbages, for he did not love the ways of the Gladsome Beast; and the two friends parted on their separate ways.

Nothing perceived them but that ominous crow glutted overlong already upon the flesh of man.

The wind blew bleak from the stars.

At first there was dangerous climbing, and then Ackronnion gained the smooth, broad steps that led from the edge to the lair, and at that moment heard at the top of the steps the continuous chuckles of the Gladsome Beast.

He feared then that its mirth might be insuperable, not to be saddened by the most grievous song; nevertheless he did not turn back then, but softly climbed the stairs and, placing the agate bowl upon a step, struck up the chaunt called Dolorous. It told of desolate, regretted things befallen happy cities long since in the prime of the world. It told of how the gods and beasts and men had long ago loved beautiful companions, and long ago in vain. It told of the golden host of happy hopes, but not of their achieving. It told how Love scorned Death, but told of Deaths laughter. The contented chuckles of the Gladsome Beast suddenly ceased in his lair. He rose and shook himself. He was still unhappy. Ackronnion still sang on the chaunt called Dolorous. The Gladsome Beast came mournfully up to him. Ackronnion ceased not for the sake of his panic, but still sang on. He sang of the malignity of time. Two tears welled large in the eyes of the Gladsome Beast. Ackronnion moved the agate bowl to a suitable spot with his foot. He sang of autumn and of passing away. Then the beast wept as the frore hills weep in the thaw, and the tears splashed big into the agate bowl. Ackronnion desperately chaunted on; he told of the glad unnoticed things men see and do not see again, of sunlight beheld unheeded on faces now withered away. The bowl was full. Ackronnion was desperate: the Beast was so close. Once he thought that its mouth was watering!  but it was only the tears that had run on the lips of the Beast. He felt as a morsel! The Beast was ceasing to weep! He sang of worlds that had disappointed the gods. And all of a sudden, crash! and the staunch spear of Arrath went home behind the shoulder, and the tears and the joyful ways of the Gladsome Beast were ended and over for ever.

And carefully they carried the bowl of tears away, leaving the body of the Gladsome Beast as a change of diet for the ominous crow; and going by the windy house of thatch they said farewell to the Old Man Who Looks After Fairyland, who when he heard of the deed rubbed his hands together and mumbled again and again, And a very good thing, too. My cabbages! My cabbages!

And not long after Ackronnion sang again in the sylvan palace of the Queen of the Woods, having first drunk all the tears in his agate bowl. And it was a gala night, and all the court were there and ambassadors from the lands of legend and myth, and even some from Terra Cognita.

And Ackronnion sang as he never sang before, and will not sing again. O, but dolorous, dolorous, are all the ways of man, few and fierce are his days, and the end trouble, and vain, vain his endeavour: and woman  who shall tell of it?  her doom is written with mans by listless, careless gods with their faces to other spheres.

Somewhat thus he began, and then inspiration seized him, and all the trouble in the beauty of his song may not be set down by me: there was much of gladness in it, and all mingled with grief: it was like the way of man: it was like our destiny.

Sobs arose at his song, sighs came back along echoes: seneschals, soldiers, sobbed, and a clear cry made the maidens; like rain the tears came down from gallery to gallery.

All round the Queen of the Woods was a storm of sobbing and sorrow.

But no, she would not weep.


THE HOARD OF THE GIBBELINS

The Gibbelins eat, as is well known, nothing less good than man. Their evil tower is joined to Terra Cognita, to the lands we know, by a bridge. Their hoard is beyond reason; avarice has no use for it; they have a separate cellar for emeralds and a separate cellar for sapphires; they have filled a hole with gold and dig it up when they need it. And the only use that is known for their ridiculous wealth is to attract to their larder a continual supply of food. In times of famine they have even been known to scatter rubies abroad, a little trail of them to some city of Man, and sure enough their larders would soon be full again.

Their tower stands on the other side of that river known to Homer  ho rhoos okeanoio, as he called it  which surrounds the world. And where the river is narrow and fordable the tower was built by the Gibbelins gluttonous sires, for they liked to see burglars rowing easily to their steps. Some nourishment that common soil has not the huge trees drained there with their colossal roots from both banks of the river.

There the Gibbelins lived and discreditably fed.

Alderic, Knight of the Order of the City and the Assault, hereditary Guardian of the Kings Peace of Mind, a man not unremembered among makers of myth, pondered so long upon the Gibbelins hoard that by now he deemed it his. Alas that I should say of so perilous a venture, undertaken at dead of night by a valorous man, that its motive was sheer avarice! Yet upon avarice only the Gibbelins relied to keep their larders full, and once in every hundred years sent spies into the cities of men to see how avarice did, and always the spies returned again to the tower saying that all was well.

It may be thought that, as the years went on and men came by fearful ends on that towers wall, fewer and fewer would come to the Gibbelins table: but the Gibbelins found otherwise.

Not in the folly and frivolity of his youth did Alderic come to the tower, but he studied carefully for several years the manner in which burglars met their doom when they went in search of the treasure that he considered his. In every case they had entered by the door.

He consulted those who gave advice on this quest; he noted every detail and cheerfully paid their fees, and determined to do nothing that they advised, for what were their clients now? No more than examples of the savoury art, and mere half-forgotten memories of a meal; and many, perhaps, no longer even that.

These were the requisites for the quest that these men used to advise: a horse, a boat, mail armour, and at least three men-at-arms. Some said, Blow the horn at the tower door; others said, Do not touch it.

Alderic thus decided: he would take no horse down to the rivers edge, he would not row along it in a boat, and he would go alone and by way of the Forest Unpassable.

How pass, you may say, the unpassable? This was his plan: there was a dragon he knew of who if peasants prayers are heeded deserved to die, not alone because of the number of maidens he cruelly slew, but because he was bad for the crops; he ravaged the very land and was the bane of a dukedom.

Now Alderic determined to go up against him. So he took horse and spear and pricked till he met the dragon, and the dragon came out against him breathing bitter smoke. And to him Alderic shouted, Hath foul dragon ever slain true knight? And well the dragon knew that this had never been, and he hung his head and was silent, for he was glutted with blood. Then, said the knight, if thou wouldst ever taste maidens blood again thou shalt be my trusty steed, and if not, by this spear there shall befall thee all that the troubadours tell of the dooms of thy breed.

And the dragon did not open his ravening mouth, nor rush upon the knight, breathing out fire; for well he knew the fate of those that did these things, but he consented to the terms imposed, and swore to the knight to become his trusty steed.

It was on a saddle upon this dragons back that Alderic afterwards sailed above the unpassable forest, even above the tops of those measureless trees, children of wonder. But first he pondered that subtle plan of his which was more profound than merely to avoid all that had been done before; and he commanded a blacksmith, and the blacksmith made him a pickaxe.

Now there was great rejoicing at the rumour of Alderics quest, for all folk knew that he was a cautious man, and they deemed that he would succeed and enrich the world, and they rubbed their hands in the cities at the thought of largesse; and there was joy among all men in Alderics country, except perchance among the lenders of money, who feared they would soon be paid. And there was rejoicing also because men hoped that when the Gibbelins were robbed of their hoard, they would shatter their high-built bridge and break the golden chains that bound them to the world, and drift back, they and their tower, to the moon, from which they had come and to which they rightly belonged. There was little love for the Gibbelins, though all men envied their hoard.

So they all cheered, that day when he mounted his dragon, as though he was already a conqueror, and what pleased them more than the good that they hoped he would do to the world was that he scattered gold as he rode away; for he would not need it, he said, if he found the Gibbelins hoard, and he would not need it more if he smoked on the Gibbelins table.

When they heard that he had rejected the advice of those that gave it, some said that the knight was mad, and others said he was greater than those what gave the advice, but none appreciated the worth of his plan.

He reasoned thus: for centuries men had been well advised and had gone by the cleverest way, while the Gibbelins came to expect them to come by boat and to look for them at the door whenever their larder was empty, even as a man looketh for a snipe in a marsh; but how, said Alderic, if a snipe should sit in the top of a tree, and would men find him there? Assuredly never! So Alderic decided to swim the river and not to go by the door, but to pick his way into the tower through the stone. Moreover, it was in his mind to work below the level of the ocean, the river (as Homer knew) that girdles the world, so that as soon as he made a hole in the wall the water should pour in, confounding the Gibbelins, and flooding the cellars, rumoured to be twenty feet in depth, and therein he would dive for emeralds as a diver dives for pearls.

And on the day that I tell of he galloped away from his home scattering largesse of gold, as I have said, and passed through many kingdoms, the dragon snapping at maidens as he went, but being unable to eat them because of the bit in his mouth, and earning no gentler reward than a spurthrust where he was softest. And so they came to the swart arboreal precipice of the unpassable forest. The dragon rose at it with a rattle of wings. Many a farmer near the edge of the world saw him up there where yet the twilight lingered, a faint, black, wavering line; and mistaking him for a row of geese going inland from the ocean, went into their houses cheerily rubbing their hands and saying that winter was coming, and that we should soon have snow. Soon even there the twilight faded away, and when they descended at the edge of the world it was night and the moon was shining. Ocean, the ancient river, narrow and shallow there, flowed by and made no murmur. Whether the Gibbelins banqueted or whether they watched by the door, they also made no murmur. And Alderic dismounted and took his armour off, and saying one prayer to his lady, swam with his pickaxe. He did not part from his sword, for fear that he meet with a Gibbelin. Landed the other side, he began to work at once, and all went well with him. Nothing put out its head from any window, and all were lighted so that nothing within could see him in the dark. The blows of his pickaxe were dulled in the deep walls. All night he worked, no sound came to molest him, and at dawn the last rock swerved and tumbled inwards, and the river poured in after. Then Alderic took a stone, and went to the bottom step, and hurled the stone at the door; he heard the echoes roll into the tower, then he ran back and dived through the hole in the wall.

He was in the emerald-cellar. There was no light in the lofty vault above him, but, diving through twenty feet of water, he felt the floor all rough with emeralds, and open coffers full of them. By a faint ray of the moon he saw that the water was green with them, and, easily filling a satchel, he rose again to the surface; and there were the Gibbelins waist-deep in the water, with torches in their hands! And, without saying a word, or even smiling, they neatly hanged him on the outer wall  and the tale is one of those that have not a happy ending.


HOW NUTH WOULD HAVE PRACTISED HIS ART UPON THE GNOLES

Despite the advertisements of rival firms, it is probable that every tradesman knows that nobody in business at the present time has a position equal to that of Mr. Nuth. To those outside the magic circle of business, his name is scarcely known; he does not need to advertise, he is consummate. He is superior even to modern competition, and, whatever claims they boast, his rivals know it. His terms are moderate, so much cash down when the goods are delivered, so much in blackmail afterwards. He consults your convenience. His skill may be counted upon; I have seen a shadow on a windy night move more noisily than Nuth, for Nuth is a burglar by trade. Men have been known to stay in country houses and to send a dealer afterwards to bargain for a piece of tapestry that they saw there  some article of furniture, some picture. This is bad taste: but those whose culture is more elegant invariably send Nuth a night or two after their visit. He has a way with tapestry; you would scarcely notice that the edges had been cut. And often when I see some huge, new house full of old furniture and portraits from other ages, I say to myself, These mouldering chairs, these full-length ancestors and carved mahogany are the produce of the incomparable Nuth.

It may be urged against my use of the word incomparable that in the burglary business the name of Slith stands paramount and alone; and of this I am not ignorant; but Slith is a classic, and lived long ago, and knew nothing at all of modern competition; besides which the surprising nature of his doom has possibly cast a glamour upon Slith that exaggerates in our eyes his undoubted merits.

It must not be thought that I am a friend of Nuths; on the contrary such politics as I have are on the side of Property; and he needs no words from me, for his position is almost unique in trade, being among the very few that do not need to advertise.

At the time that my story begins Nuth lived in a roomy house in Belgrave Square: in his inimitable way he had made friends with the caretaker. The place suited Nuth, and, whenever anyone came to inspect it before purchase, the caretaker used to praise the house in the words that Nuth had suggested. If it wasnt for the drains, she would say, its the finest house in London, and when they pounced on this remark and asked questions about the drains, she would answer them that the drains also were good, but not so good as the house. They did not see Nuth when they went over the rooms, but Nuth was there.

Here in a neat black dress on one spring morning came an old woman whose bonnet was lined with red, asking for Mr. Nuth; and with her came her large and awkward son. Mrs. Eggins, the caretaker, glanced up the street, and then she let them in, and left them to wait in the drawing-room amongst furniture all mysterious with sheets. For a long while they waited, and then there was a smell of pipe-tobacco, and there was Nuth standing quite close to them.

Lord, said the old woman whose bonnet was lined with red, you did make me start. And then she saw by his eyes that that was not the way to speak to Mr. Nuth.

And at last Nuth spoke, and very nervously the old woman explained that her son was a likely lad, and had been in business already but wanted to better himself, and she wanted Mr. Nuth to teach him a livelihood.

First of all Nuth wanted to see a business reference, and when he was shown one from a jeweller with whom he happened to be hand-in-glove the upshot of it was that he agreed to take young Tonker (for this was the surname of the likely lad) and to make him his apprentice. And the old woman whose bonnet was lined with red went back to her little cottage in the country, and every evening said to her old man, Tonker, we must fasten the shutters of a night-time, for Tommys a burglar now.

The details of the likely lads apprenticeship I do not propose to give; for those that are in the business know those details already, and those that are in other businesses care only for their own, while men of leisure who have no trade at all would fail to appreciate the gradual degrees by which Tommy Tonker came first to cross bare boards, covered with little obstacles in the dark, without making any sound, and then to go silently up creaky stairs, and then to open doors, and lastly to climb.

Let it suffice that the business prospered greatly, while glowing reports of Tommy Tonkers progress were sent from time to time to the old woman whose bonnet was lined with red in the labourious handwriting of Nuth. Nuth had given up lessons in writing very early, for he seemed to have some prejudice against forgery, and therefore considered writing a waste of time. And then there came the transaction with Lord Castlenorman at his Surrey residence. Nuth selected a Saturday night, for it chanced that Saturday was observed as Sabbath in the family of Lord Castlenorman, and by eleven oclock the whole house was quiet. Five minutes before midnight Tommy Tonker, instructed by Mr. Nuth, who waited outside, came away with one pocketful of rings and shirt-studs. It was quite a light pocketful, but the jewellers in Paris could not match it without sending specially to Africa, so that Lord Castlenorman had to borrow bone shirt-studs.

Not even rumour whispered the name of Nuth. Were I to say that this turned his head, there are those to whom the assertion would give pain, for his associates hold that his astute judgment was unaffected by circumstance. I will say, therefore, that it spurred his genius to plan what no burglar had ever planned before. It was nothing less than to burgle the house of the gnoles. And this that abstemious man unfolded to Tonker over a cup of tea. Had Tonker not been nearly insane with pride over their recent transaction, and had he not been blinded by a veneration for Nuth, he would have  but I cry over spilt milk. He expostulated respectfully; he said he would rather not go; he said it was not fair; he allowed himself to argue; and in the end, one windy October morning with a menace in the air found him and Nuth drawing near to the dreadful wood.

Nuth, by weighing little emeralds against pieces of common rock, had ascertained the probable weight of those house-ornaments that the gnoles are believed to possess in the narrow, lofty house wherein they have dwelt from of old. They decided to steal two emeralds and to carry them between them on a cloak; but if they should be too heavy one must be dropped at once. Nuth warned young Tonker against greed, and explained that the emeralds were worth less than cheese until they were safe away from the dreadful wood.

Everything had been planned, and they walked now in silence.

No track led up to the sinister gloom of the trees, either of men or cattle; not even a poacher had been there snaring elves for over a hundred years. You did not trespass twice in the dells of the gnoles. And, apart from the things that were done there, the trees themselves were a warning, and did not wear the wholesome look of those that we plant ourselves.

The nearest village was some miles away with the backs of all its houses turned to the wood, and without one window at all facing in that direction. They did not speak of it there, and elsewhere it is unheard of.

Into this wood stepped Nuth and Tommy Tonker. They had no firearms. Tonker had asked for a pistol, but Nuth replied that the sound of a shot would bring everything down on us, and no more was said about it.

Into the wood they went all day, deeper and deeper. They saw the skeleton of some early Georgian poacher nailed to a door in an oak tree; sometimes they saw a fairy scuttle away from them; once Tonker stepped heavily on a hard, dry stick, after which they both lay still for twenty minutes. And the sunset flared full of omens through the tree trunks, and night fell, and they came by fitful starlight, as Nuth had foreseen, to that lean, high house where the gnoles so secretly dwelt.

All was so silent by that unvalued house that the faded courage of Tonker flickered up, but to Nuths experienced sense it seemed too silent; and all the while there was that look in the sky that was worse than a spoken doom, so that Nuth, as is often the case when men are in doubt, had leisure to fear the worst. Nevertheless he did not abandon the business, but sent the likely lad with the instruments of his trade by means of the ladder to the old green casement. And the moment that Tonker touched the withered boards, the silence that, though ominous, was earthly, became unearthly like the touch of a ghoul. And Tonker heard his breath offending against that silence, and his heart was like mad drums in a night attack, and a string of one of his sandals went tap on a rung of a ladder, and the leaves of the forest were mute, and the breeze of the night was still; and Tonker prayed that a mouse or a mole might make any noise at all, but not a creature stirred, even Nuth was still. And then and there, while yet he was undiscovered, the likely lad made up his mind, as he should have done long before, to leave those colossal emeralds where they were and have nothing further to do with the lean, high house of the gnoles, but to quit this sinister wood in the nick of time and retire from business at once and buy a place in the country. Then he descended softly and beckoned to Nuth. But the gnoles had watched him through knavish holes that they bore in trunks of the trees, and the unearthly silence gave way, as it were with a grace, to the rapid screams of Tonker as they picked him up from behind  screams that came faster and faster until they were incoherent. And where they took him it is not good to ask, and what they did with him I shall not say.

Nuth looked on for a while from the corner of the house with a mild surprise on his face as he rubbed his chin, for the trick of the holes in the trees was new to him; then he stole nimbly away through the dreadful wood.

And did they catch Nuth? you ask me, gentle reader.

Oh, no, my child (for such a question is childish). Nobody ever catches Nuth.


HOW ONE CAME, AS WAS FORETOLD, TO THE CITY OF NEVER

The child that played about the terraces and gardens in sight of the Surrey hills never knew that it was he that should come to the Ultimate City, never knew that he should see the Under Pits, the barbicans and the holy minarets of the mightiest city known. I think of him now as a child with a little red watering-can going about the gardens on a summers day that lit the warm south country, his imagination delighted with all tales of quite little adventures, and all the while there was reserved for him that feat at which men wonder.

Looking in other directions, away from the Surrey hills, through all his infancy he saw that precipice that, wall above wall and mountain above mountain, stands at the edge of the World, and in perpetual twilight alone with the Moon and the Sun holds up the inconceivable City of Never. To tread its streets he was destined; prophecy knew it. He had the magic halter, and a worn old rope it was; an old wayfaring woman had given it to him: it had the power to hold any animal whose race had never known captivity, such as the unicorn, the hippogriff Pegasus, dragons and wyverns; but with a lion, giraffe, camel or horse it was useless.

How often we have seen that City of Never, that marvel of the Nations! Not when it is night in the World, and we can see no further than the stars; not when the sun is shining where we dwell, dazzling our eyes; but when the sun has set on some stormy days, all at once repentant at evening, and those glittering cliffs reveal themselves which we almost take to be clouds, and it is twilight with us as it is for ever with them, then on their gleaming summits we see those golden domes that overpeer the edges of the World and seem to dance with dignity and calm in that gentle light of evening that is Wonders native haunt. Then does the City of Never, unvisited and afar, look long at her sister the World.

It had been prophecied that he should come there. They knew it when the pebbles were being made and before the isles of coral were given unto the sea. And thus the prophecy came unto fulfilment and passed into history, and so at length to Oblivion, out of which I drag it as it goes floating by, into which I shall one day tumble. The hippogriffs dance before dawn in the upper air; long before sunrise flashes upon our lawns they go to glitter in light that has not yet come to the World, and as the dawn works up from the ragged hills and the stars feel it they go slanting earthwards, till sunlight touches the tops of the tallest trees, and the hippogriffs alight with a rattle of quills and fold their wings and gallop and gambol away till they come to some prosperous, wealthy, detestable town, and they leap at once from the fields and soar away from the sight of it, pursued by the horrible smoke of it until they come again to the pure blue air.

He whom prophecy had named from of old to come to the City of Never, went down one midnight with his magic halter to a lake-side where the hippogriffs alighted at dawn, for the turf was soft there and they could gallop far before they came to a town, and there he waited hidden near their hoofmarks. And the stars paled a little and grew indistinct; but there was no other sign as yet of the dawn, when there appeared far up in the deeps of the night two little saffron specks, then four and five: it was the hippogriffs dancing and twirling around in the sun. Another flock joined them, there were twelve of them now; they danced there, flashing their colours back to the sun, they descended in wide curves slowly; trees down on earth revealed against the sky, jet-black each delicate twig; a star disappeared from a cluster, now another; and dawn came on like music, like a new song. Ducks shot by to the lake from still dark fields of corn, far voices uttered, a colour grew upon water, and still the hippogriffs gloried in the light, revelling up in the sky; but when pigeons stirred on the branches and the first small bird was abroad, and little coots from the rushes ventured to peer about, then there came down on a sudden with a thunder of feathers the hippogriffs, and, as they landed from their celestial heights all bathed with the days first sunlight, the man whose destiny it was as from of old to come to the City of Never, sprang up and caught the last with the magic halter. It plunged, but could not escape it, for the hippogriffs are of the uncaptured races, and magic has power over the magical, so the man mounted it, and it soared again for the heights whence it had come, as a wounded beast goes home. But when they came to the heights that venturous rider saw huge and fair to the left of him the destined City of Never, and he beheld the towers of Lel and Lek, Neerib and Akathooma, and the cliffs of Toldenarba a-glistening in the twilight like an alabaster statue of the Evening. Towards them he wrenched the halter, towards Toldenarba and the Under Pits; the wings of the hippogriff roared as the halter turned him. Of the Under Pits who shall tell? Their mystery is secret. It is held by some that they are the sources of night, and that darkness pours from them at evening upon the world; while others hint that knowledge of these might undo our civilization.

There watched him ceaselessly from the Under Pits those eyes whose duty it is; from further within and deeper, the bats that dwell there arose when they saw the surprise in the eyes; the sentinels on the bulwarks beheld that stream of bats and lifted up their spears as it were for war. Nevertheless when they perceived that that war for which they watched was not now come upon them, they lowered their spears and suffered him to enter, and he passed whirring through the earthward gateway. Even so he came, as foretold, to the City of Never perched upon Toldenarba, and saw late twilight on those pinnacles that know no other light. All the domes were of copper, but the spires on their summits were gold. Little steps of onyx ran all this way and that. With cobbled agates were its streets a glory. Through small square panes of rose-quartz the citizens looked from their houses. To them as they looked abroad the World far-off seemed happy. Clad though that city was in one robe always, in twilight, yet was its beauty worthy of even so lovely a wonder: city and twilight were both peerless but for each other. Built of a stone unknown in the world we tread were its bastions, quarried we know not where, but called by the gnomes abyx, it so flashed back to the twilight its glories, colour for colour, that none can say of them where their boundary is, and which the eternal twilight, and which the City of Never; they are the twin-born children, the fairest daughters of Wonder. Time had been there, but not to work destruction; he had turned to a fair, pale green the domes that were made of copper, the rest he had left untouched, even he, the destroyer of cities, by what bribe I know not averted. Nevertheless they often wept in Never for change and passing away, mourning catastrophes in other worlds, and they built temples sometimes to ruined stars that had fallen flaming down from the Milky Way, giving them worship still when by us long since forgotten. Other temples they have  who knows to what divinities?

And he that was destined alone of men to come to the City of Never was well content to behold it as he trotted down its agate street, with the wings of his hippogriff furled, seeing at either side of him marvel on marvel of which even China is ignorant. Then as he neared the citys further rampart by which no inhabitant stirred, and looked in a direction to which no houses faced with any rose-pink windows, he suddenly saw far-off, dwarfing the mountains, an even greater city. Whether that city was built upon the twilight or whether it rose from the coasts of some other world he did not know. He saw it dominate the City of Never, and strove to reach it; but at this unmeasured home of unknown colossi the hippogriff shied frantically, and neither the magic halter nor anything that he did could make the monster face it. At last, from the City of Nevers lonely outskirts where no inhabitants walked, the rider turned slowly earthward. He knew now why all the windows faced this way  the denizens of the twilight gazed at the world and not at a greater than them. Then from the last step of the earthward stairway, like lead past the Under Pits and down the glittering face of Toldenarba, down from the overshadowed glories of the gold-tipped City of Never and out of perpetual twilight, swooped the man on his winged monster: the wind that slept at the time leaped up like a dog at their onrush, it uttered a cry and ran past them. Down on the World it was morning; night was roaming away with his cloak trailed behind him, white mists turned over and over as he went, the orb was grey but it glittered, lights blinked surprisingly in early windows, forth over wet, dim fields went cows from their houses: even in this hour touched the fields again the feet of the hippogriff. And the moment that the man dismounted and took off his magic halter the hippogriff flew slanting away with a whirr, going back to some airy dancing-place of his people.

And he that surmounted glittering Toldenarba and came alone of men to the City of Never has his name and his fame among nations; but he and the people of that twilit city well know two things unguessed by other men, they that there is another city fairer than theirs, and he  a deed unaccomplished.


THE CORONATION OF MR. THOMAS SHAP

It was the occupation of Mr. Thomas Shap to persuade customers that the goods were genuine and of an excellent quality, and that as regards the price their unspoken will was consulted. And in order to carry on this occupation he went by train very early every morning some few miles nearer to the City from the suburb in which he slept. This was the use to which he put his life.

From the moment when he first perceived (not as one reads a thing in a book, but as truths are revealed to ones instinct) the very beastliness of his occupation, and of the house that he slept in, its shape, make and pretensions, and even of the clothes that he wore; from that moment he withdrew his dreams from it, his fancies, his ambitions, everything in fact except that ponderable Mr. Shap that dressed in a frock-coat, bought tickets and handled money and could in turn be handled by the statistician. The priests share in Mr. Shap, the share of the poet, never caught the early train to the City at all.

He used to take little flights of fancy at first, dwelt all day in his dreamy way on fields and rivers lying in the sunlight where it strikes the world more brilliantly further South. And then he began to imagine butterflies there; after that, silken people and the temples they built to their gods.

They noticed that he was silent, and even absent at times, but they found no fault with his behaviour with customers, to whom he remained as plausible as of old. So he dreamed for a year, and his fancy gained strength as he dreamed. He still read halfpenny papers in the train, still discussed the passing days ephemeral topic, still voted at elections, though he no longer did these things with the whole Shap  his soul was no longer in them.

He had had a pleasant year, his imagination was all new to him still, and it had often discovered beautiful things away where it went, southeast at the edge of the twilight. And he had a matter-of-fact and logical mind, so that he often said, Why should I pay my twopence at the electric theatre when I can see all sorts of things quite easily without? Whatever he did was logical before anything else, and those that knew him always spoke of Shap as a sound, sane, level-headed man.

On far the most important day of his life he went as usual to town by the early train to sell plausible articles to customers, while the spiritual Shap roamed off to fanciful lands. As he walked from the station, dreamy but wide awake, it suddenly struck him that the real Shap was not the one walking to Business in black and ugly clothes, but he who roamed along a jungles edge near the ramparts of an old and Eastern city that rose up sheer from the sand, and against which the desert lapped with one eternal wave. He used to fancy the name of that city was Larkar. After all, the fancy is as real as the body, he said with perfect logic. It was a dangerous theory.

For that other life that he led he realized, as in Business, the importance and value of method. He did not let his fancy roam too far until it perfectly knew its first surroundings. Particularly he avoided the jungle  he was not afraid to meet a tiger there (after all it was not real), but stranger things might crouch there. Slowly he built up Larkar: rampart by rampart, towers for archers, gateway of brass, and all. And then one day he argued, and quite rightly, that all the silk-clad people in its streets, their camels, their wares that came from Inkustahn, the city itself, were all the things of his will  and then he made himself King. He smiled after that when people did not raise their hats to him in the street, as he walked from the station to Business; but he was sufficiently practical to recognize that it was better not to talk of this to those that only knew him as Mr. Shap.

Now that he was King in the city of Larkar and in all the desert that lay to the East and North he sent his fancy to wander further afield. He took the regiments of his camel-guards and went jingling out of Larkar, with little silver bells under the camels chins, and came to other cities far-off on the yellow sand, with clear white walls and towers, uplifting themselves in the sun. Through their gates he passed with his three silken regiments, the light-blue regiment of the camel-guards being upon his right and the green regiment riding at his left, the lilac regiment going on before. When he had gone through the streets of any city and observed the ways of its people, and had seen the way that the sunlight struck its towers, he would proclaim himself King there, and then ride on in fancy. So he passed from city to city and from land to land. Clear-sighted though Mr. Shap was, I think he overlooked the lust of aggrandizement to which kings have so often been victims; and so it was that when the first few cities had opened their gleaming gates and he saw peoples prostrate before his camel, and spearmen cheering along countless balconies, and priests come out to do him reverence, he that had never had even the lowliest authority in the familiar world became unwisely insatiate. He let his fancy ride at inordinate speed, he forsook method, scarce was he king of a land but he yearned to extend his borders; so he journeyed deeper and deeper into the wholly unknown. The concentration that he gave to this inordinate progress through countries of which history is ignorant and cities so fantastic in their bulwarks that, though their inhabitants were human, yet the foe that they feared seemed something less or more; the amazement with which he beheld gates and towers unknown even to art, and furtive people thronging intricate ways to acclaim him as their sovereign  all these things began to affect his capacity for Business. He knew as well as any that his fancy could not rule these beautiful lands unless that other Shap, however unimportant, were well sheltered and fed: and shelter and food meant money, and money, Business. His was more like the mistake of some gambler with cunning schemes who overlooks human greed. One day his fancy, riding in the morning, came to a city gorgeous as the sunrise, in whose opalescent wall were gates of gold, so huge that a river poured between the bars, floating in, when the gates were opened, large galleons under sail. Thence there came dancing out a company with instruments, and made a melody all around the wall; that morning Mr. Shap, the bodily Shap in London, forgot the train to town.

Until a year ago he had never imagined at all; it is not to be wondered at that all these things now newly seen by his fancy should play tricks at first with the memory of even so sane a man. He gave up reading the papers altogether, he lost all interest in politics, he cared less and less for things that were going on around him. This unfortunate missing of the morning train even occurred again, and the firm spoke to him severely about it. But he had his consolation. Were not Arathrion and Argun Zeerith and all the level coasts of Oora his? And even as the firm found fault with him his fancy watched the yaks on weary journeys, slow specks against the snow-fields, bringing tribute; and saw the green eyes of the mountain men who had looked at him strangely in the city of Nith when he had entered it by the desert door. Yet his logic did not forsake him; he knew well that his strange subjects did not exist, but he was prouder of having created them with his brain, than merely of ruling them only; thus in his pride he felt himself something more great than a king, he did not dare to think what! He went into the temple of the city of Zorra and stood some time there alone: all the priests kneeled to him when he came away.

He cared less and less for the things we care about, for the affairs of Shap, the business-man in London. He began to despise the man with a royal contempt.

One day when he sat in Sowla, the city of the Thuls, throned on one amethyst, he decided, and it was proclaimed on the moment by silver trumpets all along the land, that he would be crowned as king over all the lands of Wonder.

By that old temple where the Thuls were worshipped, year in, year out, for over a thousand years, they pitched pavilions in the open air. The trees that blew there threw out radiant scents unknown in any countries that know the map; the stars blazed fiercely for that famous occasion. A fountain hurled up, clattering, ceaselessly into the air armfuls on armfuls of diamonds. A deep hush waited for the golden trumpets, the holy coronation night was come. At the top of those old, worn steps, going down we know not whither, stood the king in the emerald-and-amethyst cloak, the ancient garb of the Thuls; beside him lay that Sphinx that for the last few weeks had advised him in his affairs.

Slowly, with music when the trumpets sounded, came up towards him from we know not where, one-hundred-and-twenty archbishops, twenty angels and two archangels, with that terrific crown, the diadem of the Thuls. They knew as they came up to him that promotion awaited them all because of this nights work. Silent, majestic, the king awaited them.

The doctors downstairs were sitting over their supper, the warders softly slipped from room to room, and when in that cosy dormitory of Hanwell they saw the king still standing erect and royal, his face resolute, they came up to him and addressed him:

Go to bed, they said pretty bed. So he lay down and soon was fast asleep: the great day was over.


CHU-BU AND SHEEMISH

It was the custom on Tuesdays in the temple of Chu-bu for the priests to enter at evening and chant, There is none but Chu-bu.

And all the people rejoiced and cried out, There is none but Chu-bu. And honey was offered to Chu-bu, and maize and fat. Thus was he magnified.

Chu-bu was an idol of some antiquity, as may be seen from the colour of the wood. He had been carved out of mahogany, and after he was carved he had been polished. Then they had set him up on the diorite pedestal with the brazier in front of it for burning spices and the flat gold plates for fat. Thus they worshipped Chu-bu.

He must have been there for over a hundred years when one day the priests came in with another idol into the temple of Chu-bu, and set it up on a pedestal near Chu-bus and sang, There is also Sheemish.

And all the people rejoiced and cried out, There is also Sheemish.

Sheemish was palpably a modern idol, and although the wood was stained with a dark-red dye, you could see that he had only just been carved. And honey was offered to Sheemish as well as Chu-bu, and also maize and fat.

The fury of Chu-bu knew no time-limit: he was furious all that night, and next day he was furious still. The situation called for immediate miracles. To devastate the city with a pestilence and kill all his priests was scarcely within his power, therefore he wisely concentrated such divine powers as he had in commanding a little earthquake. Thus, thought Chu-bu, will I reassert myself as the only god, and men shall spit upon Sheemish.

Chu-bu willed it and willed it and still no earthquake came, when suddenly he was aware that the hated Sheemish was daring to attempt a miracle too. He ceased to busy himself about the earthquake and listened, or shall I say felt, for what Sheemish was thinking; for gods are aware of what passes in the mind by a sense that is other than any of our five. Sheemish was trying to make an earthquake too.

The new gods motive was probably to assert himself. I doubt if Chu-bu understood or cared for his motive; it was sufficient for an idol already aflame with jealousy that his detestable rival was on the verge of a miracle. All the power of Chu-bu veered round at once and set dead against an earthquake, even a little one. It was thus in the temple of Chu-bu for some time, and then no earthquake came.

To be a god and to fail to achieve a miracle is a despairing sensation; it is as though among men one should determine upon a hearty sneeze and as though no sneeze should come; it is as though one should try to swim in heavy boots or remember a name that is utterly forgotten: all these pains were Sheemishs.

And upon Tuesday the priests came in, and the people, and they did worship Chu-bu and offered fat to him, saying, O Chu-bu who made everything, and then the priests sang, There is also Sheemish; and Chu-bu was put to shame and spake not for three days.

Now there were holy birds in the temple of Chu-bu, and when the third day was come and the night thereof, it was as it were revealed to the mind of Chu-bu, that there was dirt upon the head of Sheemish.

And Chu-bu spake unto Sheemish as speak the gods, moving no lips nor yet disturbing the silence, saying, There is dirt upon thy head, O Sheemish. All night long he muttered again and again, there is dirt upon Sheemishs head. And when it was dawn and voices were heard far off, Chu-bu became exultant with Earths awakening things, and cried out till the sun was high, Dirt, dirt, dirt, upon the head of Sheemish, and at noon he said, So Sheemish would be a god. Thus was Sheemish confounded.

And with Tuesday one came and washed his head with rose-water, and he was worshipped again when they sang There is also Sheemish. And yet was Chu-bu content, for he said, The head of Sheemish has been defiled, and again, His head was defiled, it is enough. And one evening lo! there was dirt on the head of Chu-bu also, and the thing was perceived of Sheemish.

It is not with the gods as it is with men. We are angry one with another and turn from our anger again, but the wrath of the gods is enduring. Chu-bu remembered and Sheemish did not forget. They spake as we do not speak, in silence yet heard of each other, nor were their thoughts as our thoughts. We should not judge them merely by human standards. All night long they spake and all night said these words only: Dirty Chu-bu, Dirty Sheemish. Dirty Chu-bu, Dirty Sheemish, all night long. Their wrath had not tired at dawn, and neither had wearied of his accusation. And gradually Chu-bu came to realize that he was nothing more than the equal of Sheemish. All gods are jealous, but this equality with the upstart Sheemish, a thing of painted wood a hundred years newer than Chu-bu, and this worship given to Sheemish in Chu-bus own temple, were particularly bitter. Chu-bu was jealous even for a god; and when Tuesday came again, the third day of Sheemishs worship, Chu-bu could bear it no longer. He felt that his anger must be revealed at all costs, and he returned with all the vehemence of his will to achieving a little earthquake. The worshippers had just gone from his temple when Chu-bu settled his will to attain this miracle. Now and then his meditations were disturbed by that now familiar dictum, Dirty Chu-bu, but Chu-bu willed ferociously, not even stopping to say what he longed to say and had already said nine hundred times, and presently even these interruptions ceased.

They ceased because Sheemish had returned to a project that he had never definitely abandoned, the desire to assert himself and exalt himself over Chu-bu by performing a miracle, and the district being volcanic he had chosen a little earthquake as the miracle most easily accomplished by a small god.

Now an earthquake that is commanded by two gods has double the chance of fulfilment than when it is willed by one, and an incalculably greater chance than when two gods are pulling different ways; as, to take the case of older and greater gods, when the sun and the moon pull in the same direction we have the biggest tides.

Chu-bu knew nothing of the theory of tides, and was too much occupied with his miracle to notice what Sheemish was doing. And suddenly the miracle was an accomplished thing.

It was a very local earthquake, for there are other gods than Chu-bu or even Sheemish, and it was only a little one as the gods had willed, but it loosened some monoliths in a colonnade that supported one side of the temple and the whole of one wall fell in, and the low huts of the people of that city were shaken a little and some of their doors were jammed so that they would not open; it was enough, and for a moment it seemed that it was all; neither Chu-bu nor Sheemish commanded there should be more, but they had set in motion an old law older than Chu-bu, the law of gravity that that colonnade had held back for a hundred years, and the temple of Chu-bu quivered and then stood still, swayed once and was overthrown, on the heads of Chu-bu and Sheemish.

No one rebuilt it, for nobody dared to near such terrible gods. Some said that Chu-bu wrought the miracle, but some said Sheemish, and thereof schism was born. The weakly amiable, alarmed by the bitterness of rival sects, sought compromise and said that both had wrought it, but no one guessed the truth that the thing was done in rivalry.

And a saying arose, and both sects held this belief in common, that whoso toucheth Chu-bu shall die or whoso looketh upon Sheemish.

That is how Chu-bu came into my possession when I travelled once beyond the hills of Ting. I found him in the fallen temple of Chu-bu with his hands and toes sticking up out of the rubbish, lying upon his back, and in that attitude just as I found him I keep him to this day on my mantlepiece, as he is less liable to be upset that way. Sheemish was broken, so I left him where he was.

And there is something so helpless about Chu-bu with his fat hands stuck up in the air that sometimes I am moved out of compassion to bow down to him and pray, saying, O Chu-bu, thou that made everything, help thy servant.

Chu-bu cannot do much, though once I am sure that at a game of bridge he sent me the ace of trumps after I had not held a card worth having for the whole of the evening. And chance alone could have done as much as that for me. But I do not tell this to Chu-bu.


THE WONDERFUL WINDOW

The old man in the Oriental-looking robe was being moved on by the police, and it was this that attracted to him and the parcel under his arm the attention of Mr. Sladden, whose livelihood was earned in the emporium of Messrs. Mergin and Chater, that is to say in their establishment.

Mr. Sladden had the reputation of being the silliest young man in Business; a touch of romance  a mere suggestion of it  would send his eyes gazing away as though the walls of the emporium were of gossamer and London itself a myth, instead of attending to customers.

Merely the fact that the dirty piece of paper that wrapped the old mans parcel was covered with Arabic writing was enough to give Mr. Sladden the idea of romance, and he followed until the little crowd fell off and the stranger stopped by the kerb and unwrapped his parcel and prepared to sell the thing that was inside it. It was a little window in old wood with small panes set in lead; it was not much more than a foot in breadth and was under two feet long. Mr. Sladden had never before seen a window sold in the street, so he asked the price of it.

Its price is all you possess, said the old man.

Where did you get it? said Mr. Sladden, for it was a strange window.

I gave all that I possessed for it in the streets of Baghdad.

Did you possess much? said Mr. Sladden.

I had all that I wanted, he said, except this window.

It must be a good window, said the young man.

It is a magical window, said the old one.

I have only ten shillings on me, but I have fifteen-and-six at home.

The old man thought for a while.

Then twenty-five-and-sixpence is the price of the window, he said.

It was only when the bargain was completed and the ten shillings paid and the strange old man was coming for his fifteen-and-six and to fit the magical window into his only room that it occurred to Mr. Sladdens mind that he did not want a window. And then they were at the door of the house in which he rented a room, and it seemed too late to explain.

The stranger demanded privacy when he fitted up the window, so Mr. Sladden remained outside the door at the top of a little flight of creaky stairs. He heard no sound of hammering.

And presently the strange old man came out with his faded yellow robe and his great beard, and his eyes on far-off places. It is finished, he said, and he and the young man parted. And whether he remained a spot of colour and an anachronism in London, or whether he ever came again to Baghdad, and what dark hands kept on the circulation of his twenty-five-and-six, Mr. Sladden never knew.

Mr. Sladden entered the bare-boarded room in which he slept and spent all his indoor hours between closing-time and the hour at which Messrs. Mergin and Chater commenced. To the Penates of so dingy a room his neat frock-coat must have been a continual wonder. Mr. Sladden took it off and folded it carefully; and there was the old mans window rather high up in the wall. There had been no window in that wall hitherto, nor any ornament at all but a small cupboard, so when Mr. Sladden had put his frock-coat safely away he glanced through his new window. It was where his cupboard had been in which he kept his tea-things: they were all standing on the table now. When Mr. Sladden glanced through his new window it was late in a summers evening; the butterflies some while ago would have closed their wings, though the bat would scarcely yet be drifting abroad  but this was in London: the shops were shut and street-lamps not yet lighted.

Mr. Sladden rubbed his eyes, then rubbed the window, and still he saw a sky of blazing blue, and far, far down beneath him, so that no sound came up from it or smoke of chimneys, a mediaeval city set with towers; brown roofs and cobbled streets, and then white walls and buttresses, and beyond them bright green fields and tiny streams. On the towers archers lolled, and along the walls were pikemen, and now and then a wagon went down some old-world street and lumbered through the gateway and out to the country, and now and then a wagon drew up to the city from the mist that was rolling with evening over the fields. Sometimes folks put their heads out of lattice windows, sometimes some idle troubadour seemed to sing, and nobody hurried or troubled about anything. Airy and dizzy though the distance was, for Mr. Sladden seemed higher above the city than any cathedral gargoyle, yet one clear detail he obtained as a clue: the banners floating from every tower over the idle archers had little golden dragons all over a pure white field.

He heard motor-buses roar by his other window, he heard the newsboys howling.

Mr. Sladden grew dreamier than ever after that on the premises, in the establishment of Messrs. Mergin and Chater. But in one matter he was wise and wakeful: he made continuous and careful inquiries about the golden dragons on a white flag, and talked to no one of his wonderful window. He came to know the flags of every king in Europe, he even dabbled in history, he made inquiries at shops that understood heraldry, but nowhere could he learn any trace of little dragons or on a field argent. And when it seemed that for him alone those golden dragons had fluttered he came to love them as an exile in some desert might love the lilies of his home or as a sick man might love swallows when he cannot easily live to another spring.

As soon as Messrs. Mergin and Chater closed, Mr. Sladden used to go back to his dingy room and gaze though the wonderful window until it grew dark in the city and the guard would go with a lantern round the ramparts and the night came up like velvet, full of strange stars. Another clue he tried to obtain one night by jotting down the shapes of the constellations, but this led him no further, for they were unlike any that shone upon either hemisphere.

Each day as soon as he woke he went first to the wonderful window, and there was the city, diminutive in the distance, all shining in the morning, and the golden dragons dancing in the sun, and the archers stretching themselves or swinging their arms on the tops of the windy towers. The window would not open, so that he never heard the songs that the troubadours sang down there beneath the gilded balconies; he did not even hear the belfries chimes, though he saw the jack-daws routed every hour from their homes. And the first thing that he always did was to cast his eye round all the little towers that rose up from the ramparts to see that the little golden dragons were flying there on their flags. And when he saw them flaunting themselves on white folds from every tower against the marvelous deep blue of the sky he dressed contentedly, and, taking one last look, went off to his work with a glory in his mind. It would have been difficult for the customers of Messrs. Mergin and Chater to guess the precise ambition of Mr. Sladden as he walked before them in his neat frock-coat: it was that he might be a man-at-arms or an archer in order to fight for the little golden dragons that flew on a white flag for an unknown king in an inaccessible city. At first Mr. Sladden used to walk round and round the mean street that he lived in, but he gained no clue from that; and soon he noticed that quite different winds blew below his wonderful window from those that blew on the other side of the house.

In August the evenings began to grow shorter: this was the very remark that the other employees made to him at the emporium, so that he almost feared that they suspected his secret, and he had much less time for the wonderful window, for lights were few down there and they blinked out early.

One morning late in August, just before he went to Business, Mr. Sladden saw a company of pikemen running down the cobbled road towards the gateway of the mediaeval city  Golden Dragon City he used to call it alone in his own mind, but he never spoke of it to anyone. The next thing that he noticed was that the archers were handling round bundles of arrows in addition to the quivers which they wore. Heads were thrust out of windows more than usual, a woman ran out and called some children indoors, a knight rode down the street, and then more pikemen appeared along the walls, and all the jack-daws were in the air. In the street no troubadour sang. Mr. Sladden took one look along the towers to see that the flags were flying, and all the golden dragons were streaming in the wind. Then he had to go to Business. He took a bus back that evening and ran upstairs. Nothing seemed to be happening in Golden Dragon City except a crowd in the cobbled street that led down to the gateway; the archers seemed to be reclining as usual lazily in their towers, and then a white flag went down with all its golden dragons; he did not see at first that all the archers were dead. The crowd was pouring towards him, towards the precipitous wall from which he looked; men with a white flag covered with golden dragons were moving backwards slowly, men with another flag were pressing them, a flag on which there was one huge red bear. Another banner went down upon a tower. Then he saw it all: the golden dragons were being beaten  his little golden dragons. The men of the bear were coming under the window; what ever he threw from that height would fall with terrific force: fire-irons, coal, his clock, whatever he had  he would fight for his little golden dragons yet. A flame broke out from one of the towers and licked the feet of a reclining archer; he did not stir. And now the alien standard was out of sight directly underneath. Mr. Sladden broke the panes of the wonderful window and wrenched away with a poker the lead that held them. Just as the glass broke he saw a banner covered with golden dragons fluttering still, and then as he drew back to hurl the poker there came to him the scent of mysterious spices, and there was nothing there, not even the daylight, for behind the fragments of the wonderful window was nothing but that small cupboard in which he kept his tea-things.

And though Mr. Sladden is older now and knows more of the world, and even has a Business of his own, he has never been able to buy such another window, and has not ever since, either from books or men, heard any rumour at all of Golden Dragon City.

EPILOGUE

Here the fourteenth Episode of the Book of Wonder endeth and here the relating of the Chronicles of Little Adventures at the Edge of the World. I take farewell of my readers. But it may be we shall even meet again, for it is still to be told how the gnomes robbed the fairies, and of the vengeance that the fairies took, and how even the gods themselves were troubled thereby in their sleep; and how the King of Ool insulted the troubadours, thinking himself safe among his scores of archers and hundreds of halberdiers, and how the troubadours stole to his towers by night, and under his battlements by the light of the moon made that king ridiculous for ever in song. But for this I must first return to the Edge of the World. Behold, the caravans start.
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THE ASSIGNATION

Fame singing in the highways, and trifling as she sang, with sordid adventurers, passed the poet by.

And still the poet made for her little chaplets of song, to deck her forehead in the courts of Time: and still she wore instead the worthless garlands, that boisterous citizens flung to her in the ways, made out of perishable things.

And after a while whenever these garlands died the poet came to her with his chaplets of song; and still she laughed at him and wore the worthless wreaths, though they always died at evening.

And one day in his bitterness the poet rebuked her, and said to her: Lovely Fame, even in the highways and the byways you have not foreborne to laugh and shout and jest with worthless men, and I have toiled for you and dreamed of you and you mock me and pass me by.

And Fame turned her back on him and walked away, but in departing she looked over her shoulder and smiled at him as she had not smiled before, and, almost speaking in a whisper, said:

I will meet you in the graveyard at the back of the Workhouse in a hundred years.


CHARON

Charon leaned forward and rowed. All things were one with his weariness.

It was not with him a matter of years or of centuries, but of wide floods of time, and an old heaviness and a pain in the arms that had become for him part of the scheme that the gods had made and was of a piece with Eternity.

If the gods had even sent him a contrary wind it would have divided all time in his memory into two equal slabs.

So grey were all things always where he was that if any radiance lingered a moment among the dead, on the face of such a queen perhaps as Cleopatra, his eyes could not have perceived it.

It was strange that the dead nowadays were coming in such numbers. They were coming in thousands where they used to come in fifties. It was neither Charons duty nor his wont to ponder in his grey soul why these things might be. Charon leaned forward and rowed.

Then no one came for a while. It was not usual for the gods to send no one down from Earth for such a space. But the gods knew best.

Then one man came alone. And the little shade sat shivering on a lonely bench and the great boat pushed off. Only one passenger: the gods knew best. And great and weary Charon rowed on and on beside the little, silent, shivering ghost.

And the sound of the river was like a mighty sigh that Grief in the beginning had sighed among her sisters, and that could not die like the echoes of human sorrow failing on earthly hills, but was as old as time and the pain in Charons arms.

Then the boat from the slow, grey river loomed up to the coast of
Dis and the little, silent shade still shivering stepped ashore, and
Charon turned the boat to go wearily back to the world. Then the
little shadow spoke, that had been a man.

I am the last, he said.

No one had ever made Charon smile before, no one before had ever made him weep.


THE DEATH OF PAN

When the travellers from London entered Arcady they lamented one to another the death of Pan.

And anon they saw him lying stiff and still.

Horned Pan was still and the dew was on his fur; he had not the look of a live animal. And then they said, It is true that Pan is dead.

And, standing melancholy by that huge prone body, they looked for long at memorable Pan.

And evening came and a small star appeared.

And presently from a hamlet of some Arcadian valley, with a sound of idle song, Arcadian maidens came.

And, when they saw there, suddenly in the twilight, that old recumbent god, they stopped in their running and whispered among themselves. How silly he looks, they said, and thereat they laughed a little.

And at the sound of their laughter Pan leaped up and the gravel flew from his hooves.

And, for as long as the travellers stood and listened, the crags and the hill-tops of Arcady rang with the sounds of pursuit.


THE SPHINX AT GIZEH

I saw the other day the Sphinxs painted face.

She had painted her face in order to ogle Time.

And he has spared no other painted face in all the world but hers.

Delilah was younger than she, and Delilah is dust. Time hath loved nothing but this worthless painted face.

I do not care that she is ugly, nor that she has painted her face, so that she only lure his secret from Time.

Time dallies like a fool at her feet when he should be smiting cities.

Time never wearies of her silly smile.

There are temples all about her that he has forgotten to spoil.

I saw an old man go by, and Time never touched him.

Time that has carried away the seven gates of Thebes!

She has tried to bind him with ropes of eternal sand, she had hoped to oppress him with the Pyramids.

He lies there in the sand with his foolish hair all spread about her paws.

If she ever finds his secret we will put out his eyes, so that he shall find no more our beautiful things  there are lovely gates in Florence that I fear he will carry away.

We have tried to bind him with song and with old customs, but they only held him for a little while, and he has always smitten us and mocked us.

When he is blind he shall dance to us and make sport.

Great clumsy time shall stumble and dance, who liked to kill little children, and can hurt even the daisies no longer.

Then shall our children laugh at him who slew Babylons winged bulls, and smote great numbers of the gods and fairies  when he is shorn of his hours and his years.

We will shut him up in the Pyramid of Cheops, in the great chamber where the sarcophagus is. Thence we will lead him out when we give our feasts. He shall ripen our corn for us and do menial work.

We will kiss they painted face, O Sphinx, if thou wilt betray to us Time.

And yet I fear that in his ultimate anguish he may take hold blindly of the world and the moon, and slowly pull down upon him the House of Man.


THE HEN

All along the farmyard gables the swallows sat a-row, twittering uneasily to one another, telling of many things, but thinking only of Summer and the South, for Autumn was afoot and the North wind waiting.

And suddenly one day they were all quite gone. And everyone spoke of the swallows and the South.

I think I shall go South myself next year, said a hen.

And the year wore on and the swallows came again, and the year wore on and they sat again on the gables, and all the poultry discussed the departure of the hen.

And very early one morning, the wind being from the North, the swallows all soared suddenly and felt the wind in their wings; and a strength came upon them and a strange old knowledge and a more than human faith, and flying high they left the smoke of our cities and small remembered eaves, and saw at last the huge and homeless sea, and steering by grey sea-currents went southward with the wind. And going South they went by glittering fog-banks and saw old islands lifting their heads above them; they saw the slow quests of the wandering ships, and divers seeking pearls, and lands at war, till there came in view the mountains that they sought and the sight of the peaks they knew; and they descended into an austral valley, and saw Summer sometimes sleeping and sometimes singing song.

I think the wind is about right, said the hen; and she spread her wings and ran out of the poultry-yard. And she ran fluttering out on to the road and some way down it until she came to a garden.

At evening she came back panting.

And in the poultry-yard she told the poultry how she had gone South as far as the high road, and saw the great worlds traffic going by, and came to lands where the potato grew, and saw the stubble upon which men live, and at the end of the road had found a garden, and there were roses in it  beautiful roses!  and the gardener himself was there with his braces on.

How extremely interesting, the poultry said, and what a really beautiful description!

And the Winter wore away, and the bitter months went by, and the
Spring of the year appeared, and the swallows came again.

We have been to the South, they said, and the valleys beyond the sea.

But the poultry would not agree that there was a sea in the South:
You should hear our hen, they said.


WIND AND FOG

Way for us, said the North Wind as he came down the sea on an errand of old Winter.

And he saw before him the grey silent fog that lay along the tides.

Way for us, said the North Wind, O ineffectual fog, for I am Winters leader in his age-old war with the ships. I overwhelm them suddenly in my strength, or drive upon them the huge seafaring bergs. I cross an ocean while you move a mile. There is mourning in inland places when I have met the ships. I drive them upon the rocks and feed the sea. Wherever I appear they bow to our lord the Winter.

And to his arrogant boasting nothing said the fog. Only he rose up slowly and trailed away from the sea and, crawling up long valleys, took refuge among the hills; and night came down and everything was still, and the fog began to mumble in the stillness. And I heard him telling infamously to himself the tale of his horrible spoils. A hundred and fifteen galleons of old Spain, a certain argosy that went from Tyre, eight fisher-fleets and ninety ships of the line, twelve warships under sail, with their carronades, three hundred and eighty-seven river-craft, forty-two merchantmen that carried spice, four quinquiremes, ten triremes, thirty yachts, twenty-one battleships of the modern time, nine thousand admirals…. he mumbled and chuckled on, till I suddenly arose and fled from his fearful contamination.


THE RAFT-BUILDERS

All we who write put me in mind of sailors hastily making rafts upon doomed ships.

When we break up under the heavy years and go down into eternity with all that is ours our thoughts like small lost rafts float on awhile upon Oblivions sea. They will not carry much over those tides, our names and a phrase or two and little else.

They that write as a trade to please the whim of the day, they are like sailors that work at the rafts only to warm their hands and to distract their thoughts from their certain doom; their rafts go all to pieces before the ship breaks up.

See now Oblivion shimmering all around us, its very tranquility deadlier than tempest. How little all our keels have troubled it. Time in its deeps swims like a monstrous whale; and, like a whale, feeds on the littlest things  small tunes and little unskilled songs of the olden, golden evenings  and anon turneth whale-like to overthrow whole ships.

See now the wreckage of Babylon floating idly, and something there that once was Nineveh; already their kings and queens are in the deeps among the weedy masses of old centuries that hide the sodden bulk of sunken Tyre and make a darkness round Persepolis.

For the rest I dimly see the forms of foundered ships on the sea-floor strewn with crowns.

Our ships were all unseaworthy from the first.

There goes the raft that Homer made for Helen.


THE WORKMAN

I saw a workman fall with his scaffolding right from the summit of some vast hotel. And as he came down I saw him holding a knife and trying to cut his name on the scaffolding. He had time to try and do this for he must have had nearly three hundred feet to fall. And I could think of nothing but his folly in doing this futile thing, for not only would the man be unrecognizably dead in three seconds, but the very pole on which he tried to scratch whatever of his name he had time for was certain to be burnt in a few weeks for firewood.

Then I went home for I had work to do. And all that evening I thought of the mans folly, till the thought hindered me from serious work.

And late that night while I was still at work, the ghost of the workman floated through my wall and stood before me laughing.

I heard no sound until after I spoke to it; but I could see the grey diaphanous form standing before me shuddering with laughter.

I spoke at last and asked what it was laughing at, and then the ghost spoke. It said: Im a laughin at you sittin and workin there.

And why, I asked, do you laugh at serious work?

Why, yer bloomin life ull go by like a wind, he said, and yer ole silly civilization ull be tidied up in a few centuries.

Then he fell to laughing again and this time audibly; and, laughing still, faded back through the wall again and into the eternity from which he had come.


THE GUEST

A young man came into an ornate restaurant at eight oclock in
London.

He was alone, but two places had been laid at the table which was reserved for him. He had chosen the dinner very carefully, by letter a week before.

A waiter asked him about the other guest.

You probably wont see him till the coffee comes, the young man told him; so he was served alone.

Those at adjacent tables might have noticed the young man continually addressing the empty chair and carrying on a monologue with it throughout his elaborate dinner.

I think you knew my father, he said to it over the soup.

I sent for you this evening, he continued, because I want you to do me a good turn; in fact I must insist on it.

There was nothing eccentric about the man except for this habit of addressing an empty chair, certainly he was eating as good a dinner as any sane man could wish for.

After the Burgundy had been served he became more voluble in his monologue, not that he spoiled his wine by drinking excessively.

We have several acquaintances in common, he said. I met King Seti a year ago in Thebes. I think he has altered very little since you knew him. I thought his forehead a little low for a kings. Cheops has left the house that he built for your reception, he must have prepared for you for years and years. I suppose you have seldom been entertained like that. I ordered this dinner over a week ago. I thought then that a lady might have come with me, but as she wouldnt Ive asked you. She may not after all be as lovely as Helen of Troy. Was Helen very lovely? Not when you knew her, perhaps. You were lucky in Cleopatra, you must have known her when she was in her prime.

You never knew the mermaids nor the fairies nor the lovely goddesses of long ago, thats where we have the best of you.

He was silent when the waiters came to his table, but rambled merrily on as soon as they left, still turned to the empty chair.

You know I saw you here in London only the other day. You were on a motor bus going down Ludgate Hill. It was going much too fast. London is a good place. But I shall be glad enough to leave it. It was in London that I met the lady I that was speaking about. If it hadnt been for London I probably shouldnt have met her, and if it hadnt been for London she probably wouldnt have had so much besides me to amuse her. It cuts both ways.

He paused once to order coffee, gazing earnestly at the waiter and putting a sovereign in his hand. Dont let it be chicory, said he.

The waiter brought the coffee, and the young man dropped a tabloid of some sort into his cup.

I dont suppose you come here very often, he went on. Well, you probably want to be going. I havent taken you much out of your way, there is plenty for you to do in London.

Then having drunk his coffee he fell on to the floor by a foot of the empty chair, and a doctor who was dining in the room bent over him and announced to the anxious manager the visible presence of the young mans guest.


DEATH AND ODYSSEUS

In the Olympian courts Love laughed at Death, because he was unsightly, and because She couldnt help it, and because he never did anything worth doing, and because She would.

And Death hated being laughed at, and used to brood apart thinking only of his wrongs and of what he could do to end this intolerable treatment.

But one day Death appeared in the courts with an air and They all noticed it. What are you up to now? said Love. And Death with some solemnity said to Her: I am going to frighten Odysseus; and drawing about him his grey travellers cloak went out through the windy door with his jowl turned earthwards.

And he came soon to Ithaca and the hall that Athene knew, and opened the door and saw there famous Odysseus, with his white locks bending close over the fire, trying to warm his hands.

And the wind through the open door blew bitterly on Odysseus.

And Death came up behind him, and suddenly shouted.

And Odysseus went on warming his pale hands.

Then Death came close and began to mouth at him. And after a while Odysseus turned and spoke. And Well, old servant, he said, have your masters been kind to you since I made you work for me round Ilion?

And Death for some while stood mute, for he thought of the laughter of Love.

Then Come now, said Odysseus, lend me your shoulder, and he leaning heavily on that bony joint, they went together through the open door.


DEATH AND THE ORANGE

Two dark young men in a foreign southern land sat at a restaurant table with one woman.

And on the womans plate was a small orange which had an evil laughter in its heart.

And both of the men would be looking at the woman all the time, and they ate little and they drank much.

And the woman was smiling equally at each.

Then the small orange that had the laughter in its heart rolled slowly off the plate on to the floor. And the dark young men both sought for it at once, and they met suddenly beneath the table, and soon they were speaking swift words to one another, and a horror and an impotence came over the Reason of each as she sat helpless at the back of the mind, and the heart of the orange laughed and the woman went on smiling; and Death, who was sitting at another table, tête-à-tête with an old man, rose and came over to listen to the quarrel.


THE PRAYER OF THE FLOWERS

It was the voice of the flowers on the West wind, the lovable, the old, the lazy West wind, blowing ceaselessly, blowing sleepily, going Greecewards.

The woods have gone away, they have fallen and left us; men love us no longer, we are lonely by moonlight. Great engines rush over the beautiful fields, their ways lie hard and terrible up and down the land.

The cancrous cities spread over the grass, they clatter in their lairs continually, they glitter about us blemishing the night.

The woods are gone, O Pan, the woods, the woods. And thou art far, O Pan, and far away.

I was standing by night between two railway embankments on the edge of a Midland city. On one of them I saw the trains go by, once in every two minutes, and on the other, the trains went by twice in every five.

Quite close were the glaring factories, and the sky above them wore the fearful look that it wears in dreams of fever.

The flowers were right in the stride of that advancing city, and thence I heard them sending up their cry. And then I heard, beating musically up wind, the voice of Pan reproving them from Arcady  

Be patient a little, these things are not for long.


TIME AND THE TRADESMAN

Once Time as he prowled the world, his hair grey not with weakness but with dust of the ruin of cities, came to a furniture shop and entered the Antique department. And there he saw a man darkening the wood of a chair with dye and beating it with chains and making imitation wormholes in it.

And when Time saw another doing his work he stood by him awhile and looked on critically.

And at last he said: That is not how I work, and he turned the mans hair white and bent his back and put some furrows in his little cunning face; then turned and strode away, for a mighty city that was weary and sick and too long had troubled the fields was sore in need of him.


THE LITTLE CITY

I was in the pre-destined 11.8 from Goraghwood to Drogheda, when I suddenly saw the city. It was a little city in a valley, and only seemed to have a little smoke, and the sun caught the smoke and turned it golden, so that it looked like an old Italian picture where angels walk in the foreground and the rest is a blaze of gold. And beyond, as one could tell by the lie of land although one could not see through the golden smoke, I knew that there lay the paths of the roving ships.

All round there lay a patchwork of small fields all over the slopes of the hills, and the snow had come upon them tentatively, but already the birds of the waste had moved to the sheltered places for every omen boded more to fall. Far away some little hills blazed like an aureate bulwark broken off by age and fallen from the earthward rampart of Paradise. And aloof and dark the mountains stared unconcernedly seawards.

And when I saw those grey and watchful mountains sitting where they sat while the cities of the civilization of Araby and Asia arose like crocuses, and like crocuses fell, I wondered for how long there would be smoke in the valley and little fields on the hills.


THE UNPASTURABLE FIELDS

Thus spake the mountains: Behold us, even us; the old ones, the grey ones, that wear the feet of Time. Time on our rocks shall break his staff and stumble: and still we shall sit majestic, even as now, hearing the sound of the sea, our old coeval sister, who nurses the bones of her children and weeps for the things she has done.

Far, far, we stand above all things; befriending the little cities until they grow old and leave us to go among the myths.

We are the most imperishable mountains.

And softly the clouds foregathered from far places, and crag on crag and mountain upon mountain in the likeness of Caucasus upon Himalaya came riding past the sunlight upon the backs of storms and looked down idly from their golden heights upon the crests of the mountains.

Ye pass away, said the mountains.

And the clouds answered, as I dreamed or fancied,

We pass away, indeed we pass away, but upon our unpasturable fields Pegasus prances. Here Pegasus gallops and browses upon song which the larks bring to him every morning from far terrestrial fields. His hoof-beats ring upon our slopes at sunrise as though our fields were of silver. And breathing the dawn-wind in dilated nostrils, with head tossed upwards and with quivering wings, he stands and stares from our tremendous heights, and snorts and sees far-future wonderful wars rage in the creases and the folds of the togas that cover the knees of the gods.


THE WORM AND THE ANGEL

As he crawled from the tombs of the fallen a worm met with an angel.

And together they looked upon the kings and kingdoms, and youths and maidens and the cities of men. They saw the old men heavy in their chairs and heard the children singing in the fields. They saw far wars and warriors and walled towns, wisdom and wickedness, and the pomp of kings, and the people of all the lands that the sunlight knew.

And the worm spake to the angel saying: Behold my food.

Be dakeon para Thina poluphloisboio Thalassaes, murmured the angel, for they walked by the sea, and can you destroy that too?

And the worm paled in his anger to a greyness ill to behold, for for three thousand years he had tried to destroy that line and still its melody was ringing in his head.


THE SONGLESS COUNTRY

The poet came unto a great country in which there were no songs. And he lamented gently for the nation that had not any little foolish songs to sing to itself at evening.

And at last he said: I will make for them myself some little foolish songs so that they may be merry in the lanes and happy by the fireside. And for some days he made for them aimless songs such as maidens sing on the hills in the older happier countries.

Then he went to some of that nation as they sat weary with the work of the day and said to them: I have made you some aimless songs out of the small unreasonable legends, that are somewhat akin to the wind in the vales of my childhood; and you may care to sing them in your disconsolate evenings.

And they said to him:

If you think we have time for that sort of nonsense nowadays you cannot know much of the progress of modern commerce.

And then the poet wept for he said: Alas! They are damned.


THE LATEST THING

I saw an unclean-feeder by the banks of the river of Time. He crouched by orchards numerous with apples in a happy land of flowers; colossal barns stood near which the ancients had stored with grain, and the sun was golden on serene far hills behind the level lands. But his back was to all these things. He crouched and watched the river. And whatever the river chanced to send him down the unclean-feeder clutched at greedily with his arms, wading out into the water.

Now there were in those days, and indeed still are, certain uncleanly cities upon the river of Time; and from them fearfully nameless things came floating shapelessly by. And whenever the odor of these came down the river before them the unclean-feeder plunged into the dirty water and stood far out, expectant. And if he opened his mouth one saw these things on his lips.

Indeed from the upper reaches there came down sometimes the fallen rhododendrons petal, sometimes a rose; but they were useless to the unclean-feeder, and when he saw them he growled.

A poet walked beside the rivers bank; his head was lifted and his look was afar; I think he saw the sea, and the hills of Fate from which the river ran. I saw the unclean-feeder standing voracious, up to his waist in that evil-smelling river.

Look, I said to the poet.

The current will sweep him away, the poet said.

But those cities that poison the river, I said to him.

He answered: Whenever the centuries melt on the hills of Fate the river terribly floods.


THE DEMAGOGUE AND THE DEMI-MONDE

A demagogue and a demi-mondaine chanced to arrive together at the gate of Paradise. And the Saint looked sorrowfully at them both.

Why were you a demagogue? he said to the first.

Because, said the demagogue, I stood for those principles that have made us what we are and have endeared our Party to the great heart of the people. In a word I stood unflinchingly on the plank of popular representation.

And you? said the Saint to her of the demi-monde.

I wanted money, said the demi-mondaine.

And after some moments thought the Saint said: Well, come in; though you dont deserve to.

But to the demagogue he said: We genuinely regret that the limited space at our disposal and our unfortunate lack of interest in those Questions that you have gone so far to inculate and have so ably upheld in the past, prevent us from giving you the support for which you seek.

And he shut the golden door.


THE GIANT POPPY

I dreamt that I went back to the hills I knew, whence on a clear day you can see the walls of Ilion and the plains of Roncesvalles. There used to be woods along the tops of those hills with clearings in them where the moonlight fell, and there when no one watched the fairies danced.

But there were no woods when I went back, no fairies nor distant glimpse of Ilion or plains of Roncesvalles, only one giant poppy waved in the wind, and as it waved it hummed Remember not. And by its oak-like stem a poet sat, dressed like a shepherd and playing an ancient tune softly upon a pipe. I asked him if the fairies had passed that way or anything olden.

He said: The poppy has grown apace and is killing gods and fairies. Its fumes are suffocating the world, and its roots drain it of its beautiful strength. And I asked him why he sat on the hills I knew, playing an olden tune.

And he answered: Because the tune is bad for the poppy, which would otherwise grow more swiftly; and because if the brotherhood of which I am one were to cease to pipe on the hills men would stray over the world and be lost or come to terrible ends. We think we have saved Agamemnon.

Then he fell to piping again that olden tune, while the wind among the poppys sleepy petals murmured Remember not. Remember not.


ROSES

I know a roadside where the wild rose blooms with a strange abundance. There is a beauty in the blossoms too of an almost exotic kind, a taint of deeper pink that shocks the Puritan flowers. Two hundred generations ago (generations, I mean, of roses) this was a village street; there was a floral decadence when they left their simple life and the roses came from the wilderness to clamber round houses of men.

Of all the memories of that little village, of all the cottages that stood there, of all the men and women whose homes they were, nothing remains but a more beautiful blush on the faces of the roses.

I hope that when London is clean passed away and the defeated fields come back again, like an exiled people returning after a war, they may find some beautiful thing to remind them of it all; because we have loved a little that swart old city.


THE MAN WITH THE GOLDEN EAR-RINGS

It may be that I dreamed this. So much at least is certain  that I turned one day from the traffic of a city, and came to its docks and saw its slimy wharves going down green and steep into the water, and saw the huge grey river slipping by and the lost things that went with it turning over and over, and I thought of the nations and unpitying Time, and saw and marvelled at the queenly ships come newly from the sea.

It was then, if I mistake not, that I saw leaning against a wall, with his face to the ships, a man with golden ear-rings. His skin had the dark tint of the southern men: the deep black hairs of his moustache were whitened a little with salt; he wore a dark blue jacket such as sailors wear, and the long boots of seafarers, but the look in his eyes was further afield than the ships, he seemed to be beholding the farthest things.

Even when I spoke to him he did not call home that look, but answered me dreamily with that same fixed stare as though his thoughts were heaving on far and lonely seas. I asked him what ship he had come by, for there were many there. The sailing ships were there with their sails all furled and their masts straight and still like a wintry forest; the steamers were there, and great liners, puffing up idle smoke into the twilight. He answered he had come by none of them. I asked him what line he worked on, for he was clearly a sailor; I mentioned well-known lines, but he did not know them. Then I asked him where he worked and what he was. And he said: I work in the Sargasso Sea, and I am the last of the pirates, the last left alive. And I shook him by the hand I do not know how many times. I said: We feared you were dead. We feared you were dead. And he answered sadly: No. No. I have sinned too deeply on the Spanish seas: I am not allowed to die.


THE DREAM OF KING KARNA-VOOTRA

King Karna-Vootra sitting on his throne commanding all things said: I very clearly saw last night the queenly Vava-Nyria. Though partly she was hidden by great clouds that swept continually by her, rolling over and over, yet her face was unhidden and shone, being full of moonlight.

I said to her:

Walk with me by the great pools in many-gardened, beautiful Istrakhan where the lilies float that give delectable dreams; or, drawing aside the curtain of hanging orchids, pass with me thence from the pools by a secret path through the else impassable jungle that fills the only way between the mountains that shut in Istrakhan. They shut it in and look on it with joy at morning and at evening when the pools are strange with light, till in their gladness sometimes there melts the deadly snow that kills upon lonely heights the mountaineer. They have valleys among them older than the wrinkles in the moon.

Come with me thence or linger with me there and either we shall come to romantic lands which the men of the caravans only speak of in song; or else we shall listlessly walk in a land so lovely that even the butterflies that float about it when they see their images flash in the sacred pools are terrified by their beauty, and each night we shall hear the myriad nightingales all in one chorus sing the stars to death. Do this and I will send heralds far from here with tidings of thy beauty; and they shall run and come to Séndara and men shall know it there who herd brown sheep; and from Séndara the rumour shall spread on, down either bank of the holy river of Zoth, till the people that make wattles in the plains shall hear of it and sing; but the heralds shall go northward along the hills until they come to Sooma. And in that golden city they shall tell the kings, that sit in their lofty alabaster house, of thy strange and sudden smiles. And often in distant markets shall thy story be told by merchants out from Sooma as they sit telling careless tales to lure men to their wares.

And the heralds passing thence shall come even to Ingra, to Ingra where they dance. And there they shall tell of thee, so that thy name long hence shall be sung in that joyous city. And there they shall borrow camels and pass over the sands and go by desert ways to distant Nirid to tell of thee to the lonely men in the mountain monasteries.

Come with me even now for it is Spring.

And as I said this she faintly yet perceptibly shook her head. And it was only then I remembered my youth was gone, and she dead forty years.


THE STORM

They saw a little ship that was far at sea and that went by the name of the Petite Espérance. And because of its uncouth rig and its lonely air and the look that it had of coming from strangers lands they said: It is neither a ship to greet nor desire, nor yet to succor when in the hands of the sea.

And the sea rose up as is the wont of the sea and the little ship from afar was in his hands, and frailer than ever seemed its feeble masts with their sails of fantastic cut and their alien flags. And the sea made a great and very triumphing voice, as the sea doth. And then there arose a wave that was very strong, even the ninth-born son of the hurricane and the tide, and hid the little ship and hid the whole of the far parts of the sea. Thereat said those who stood on the good dry land:

Twas but a little, worthless alien ship and it is sunk at sea, and it is good and right that the storm have spoil. And they turned and watched the course of the merchant-men, laden with silver and appeasing spice; year after year they cheered them into port and praised their goods and their familiar sails. And many years went by.

And at last with decks and bulwarks covered with cloth of gold; with age-old parrots that had known the troubadours, singing illustrious songs and preening their feathers of gold; with a hold full of emeralds and rubies; all silken with Indian loot; furling as it came in its way-worn alien sails, a galleon glided into port, shutting the sunlight from the merchantmen: and lo! it loomed the equal of the cliffs.

Who are you? they asked, far-travelled wonderful ship?

And they said: The Petite Espérance.

O, said the people on shore. We thought you were sunk at sea.

Sunk at sea? sang the sailors. We could not be sunk at sea  we had the gods on board.


A MISTAKEN IDENTITY

Fame as she walked at evening in a city saw the painted face of Notoriety flaunting beneath a gas-lamp, and many kneeled unto her in the dirt of the road.

Who are you? Fame said to her.

I am Fame, said Notoriety.

Then Fame stole softly away so that no one knew she had gone.

And Notoriety presently went forth and all her worshippers rose and followed after, and she led them, as was most meet, to her native Pit.


THE TRUE HISTORY OF THE HARE AND THE TORTOISE

For a long time there was doubt with acrimony among the beasts as to whether the Hare or the Tortoise could run the swifter. Some said the Hare was the swifter of the two because he had such long ears, and others said the Tortoise was the swifter because anyone whose shell was so hard as that should be able to run hard too. And lo, the forces of estrangement and disorder perpetually postponed a decisive contest.

But when there was nearly war among the beasts, at last an arrangement was come to and it was decided that the Hare and the Tortoise should run a race of five hundred yards so that all should see who was right.

Ridiculous nonsense! said the Hare, and it was all his backers could do to get him to run.

The contest is most welcome to me, said the Tortoise, I shall not shirk it.

O, how his backers cheered.

Feeling ran high on the day of the race; the goose rushed at the fox and nearly pecked him. Both sides spoke loudly of the approaching victory up to the very moment of the race.

I am absolutely confident of success, said the Tortoise. But the Hare said nothing, he looked bored and cross. Some of his supporters deserted him then and went to the other side, who were loudly cheering the Tortoises inspiriting words. But many remained with the Hare. We shall not be disappointed in him, they said. A beast with such long ears is bound to win.

Run hard, said the supporters of the Tortoise.

And run hard became a kind of catch-phrase which everybody repeated to one another. Hard shell and hard living. Thats what the country wants. Run hard, they said. And these words were never uttered but multitudes cheered from their hearts.

Then they were off, and suddenly there was a hush.

The Hare dashed off for about a hundred yards, then he looked round to see where his rival was.

It is rather absurd, he said, to race with a Tortoise. And he sat down and scratched himself. Run hard! Run hard! shouted some.

Let him rest, shouted others. And let him rest became a catch-phrase too.

And after a while his rival drew near to him.

There comes that damned Tortoise, said the Hare, and he got up and ran as hard as could be so that he should not let the Tortoise beat him.

Those ears will win, said his friends. Those ears will win; and establish upon an incontestable footing the truth of what we have said. And some of them turned to the backers of the Tortoise and said: What about your beast now?

Run hard, they replied. Run hard.

The Hare ran on for nearly three hundred yards, nearly in fact as far as the winning-post, when it suddenly struck him what a fool he looked running races with a Tortoise who was nowhere in sight, and he sat down again and scratched.

Run hard. Run hard, said the crowd, and Let him rest.

Whatever is the use of it? said the Hare, and this time he stopped for good. Some say he slept.

There was desperate excitement for an hour or two, and then the
Tortoise won.

Run hard. Run hard, shouted his backers. Hard shell and hard living: thats what has done it. And then they asked the Tortoise what his achievement signified, and he went and asked the Turtle. And the Turtle said, It is a glorious victory for the forces of swiftness. And then the Tortoise repeated it to his friends. And all the beasts said nothing else for years. And even to this day, a glorious victory for the forces of swiftness is a catch-phrase in the house of the snail.

And the reason that this version of the race is not widely known is that very few of those that witnessed it survived the great forest-fire that happened shortly after. It came up over the weald by night with a great wind. The Hare and the Tortoise and a very few of the beasts saw it far off from a high bare hill that was at the edge of the trees, and they hurriedly called a meeting to decide what messenger they should send to warn the beasts in the forest.

They sent the Tortoise.


ALONE THE IMMORTALS

I heard it said that far away from here, on the wrong side of the deserts of Cathay and in a country dedicate to winter, are all the years that are dead. And there a certain valley shuts them in and hides them, as rumor has it, from the world, but not from the sight of the moon nor from those that dream in his rays.

And I said: I will go from here by ways of dream and I will come to that valley and enter in and mourn there for the good years that are dead. And I said: I will take a wreath, a wreath of mourning, and lay it at their feet in token of my sorrow for their dooms.

And when I sought about among the flowers, among the flowers for my wreath of mourning, the lily looked too large and the laurel looked too solemn and I found nothing frail enough nor slender to serve as an offering to the years that were dead. And at last I made a slender wreath of daisies in the manner that I had seen them made in one of the years that is dead.

This, said I, is scarce less fragile or less frail than one of those delicate forgotten years. Then I took my wreath in my hand and went from here. And when I had come by paths of mystery to that romantic land, where the valley that rumour told of lies close to the mountainous moon, I searched among the grass for those poor slight years for whom I bought my sorrow and my wreath. And when I found there nothing in the grass I said: Time has shattered them and swept them away and left not even any faint remains.

But looking upwards in the blaze of the moon I suddenly saw colossi sitting near, and towering up and blotting out the stars and filling the night with blackness; and at those idols feet I saw praying and making obeisance kings and the days that are and all times and all cities and all nations and all their gods. Neither the smoke of incense nor of the sacrifice burning reached those colossal heads, they sat there not to be measured, not to be over-thrown, not to be worn away.

I said: Who are those?

One answered: Alone the Immortals.

And I said sadly: I came not to see dread gods, but I came to shed my tears and to offer flowers at the feet of certain little years that are dead and may not come again.

He answered me: These are the years that are dead, alone the immortals; all years to be are Their children  They fashioned their smiles and their laughter; all earthly kings They have crowned, all gods They have created; all the events to be flow down from their feet like a river, the worlds are flying pebbles that They have already thrown, and Time and all his centuries behind him kneel there with bended crests in token of vassalage at Their potent feet.

And when I heard this I turned away with my wreath, and went back to my own land comforted.


A MORAL LITTLE TALE

There was once an earnest Puritan who held it wrong to dance. And for his principles he labored hard, his was a zealous life. And there loved him all of those who hated the dance; and those that loved the dance respected him too; they said He is a pure, good man and acts according to his lights.

He did much to discourage dancing and helped to close several
Sunday entertainments. Some kinds of poetry, he said, he liked, but
not the fanciful kind as that might corrupt the thoughts of the very young.
He always dressed in black.

He was quite interested in morality and was quite sincere and there grew to be much respect on Earth for his honest face and his flowing pure-white beard.

One night the Devil appeared unto him in a dream and said Well done.

Avaunt, said that earnest man.

No, no, friend, said the Devil.

Dare not to call me friend, he answered bravely.

Come, come, friend, said the Devil. Have you not done my work? Have you not put apart the couples that would dance? Have you not checked their laughter and their accursed mirth? Have you not worn my livery of black? O friend, friend, you do not know what a detestable thing it is to sit in hell and hear people being happy, and singing in theatres and singing in the fields, and whispering after dances under the moon, and he fell to cursing fearfully.

It is you, said the Puritan, that put into their hearts the evil desire to dance; and black is Gods own livery, not yours.

And the Devil laughed contemptuously and spoke.

He only made the silly colors, he said, and useless dawns on hill-slopes facing South, and butterflies flapping along them as soon as the sun rose high, and foolish maidens coming out to dance, and the warm mad West wind, and worst of all that pernicious influence Love.

And when the Devil said that God made Love that earnest man sat up in bed and shouted Blasphemy! Blasphemy!

Its true, said the Devil. It isnt I that send the village fools muttering and whispering two by two in the woods when the harvest moon is high, its as much as I can bear even to see them dancing.

Then, said the man, I have mistaken right for wrong; but as soon as I wake I will fight you yet.

O, no you dont, said the Devil. You dont wake up out of this sleep.

And somewhere far away Hells black steel doors were opened, and arm in arm those two were drawn within, and the doors shut behind them and still they went arm in arm, trudging further and further into the deeps of Hell, and it was that Puritans punishment to know that those that he cared for on Earth would do evil as he had done.


THE RETURN OF SONG

The swans are singing again, said to one another the gods. And looking downwards, for my dreams had taken me to some fair and far Valhalla, I saw below me an iridescent bubble not greatly larger than a star shine beautifully but faintly, and up and up from it looking larger and larger came a flock of white, innumerable swans, singing and singing and singing, till it seemed as though even the gods were wild ships swimming in music.

What is it? I said to one that was humble among the gods.

Only a world has ended, he said to me, and the swans are coming back to the gods returning the gift of song.

A whole world dead! I said.

Dead, said he that was humble among the gods. The worlds are not for ever; only song is immortal.

Look! Look! he said. There will be a new one soon.

And I looked and saw the larks, going down from the gods.


SPRING IN TOWN

At a street corner sat, and played with a wind, Winter disconsolate.

Still tingled the fingers of the passers-by and still their breath was visible, and still they huddled their chins into their coats when turning a corner they met with a new wind, still windows lighted early sent out into the street the thought of romantic comfort by evening fires; these things still were, yet the throne of Winter tottered, and every breeze brought tidings of further fortresses lost on lakes or boreal hill-slopes. And not any longer as a king did Winter appear in those streets, as when the city was decked with gleaming white to greet him as a conqueror and he rode in with his glittering icicles and haughty retinue of prancing winds, but he sat there with a little wind at the corner of the street like some old blind beggar with his hungry dog. And as to some old blind beggar Death approaches, and the alert ears of the sightless man prophetically hear his far-off footfall, so there came suddenly to Winters ears the sound, from some neighbouring garden, of Spring approaching as she walked on daisies. And Spring approaching looked at huddled inglorious Winter.

Begone, said Spring.

There is nothing for you to do here, said Winter to her. Nevertheless he drew about him his grey and battered cloak and rose and called to his little bitter wind and up a side street that led northward strode away.

Pieces of paper and tall clouds of dust went with him as far as the citys outer gate. He turned then and called to Spring: You can do nothing in this city, he said; then he marched homeward over plains and sea and heard his old winds howling as he marched. The ice broke up behind him and foundered like navies. To left and to right of him flew the flocks of the sea-birds, and far before him the geeses triumphant cry went like a clarion. Greater and greater grew his stature as he went northwards and ever more kingly his mien. Now he took baronies at a stride and now counties and came again to the snow-white frozen lands where the wolves came out to meet him and, draping himself anew with old grey clouds, strode through the gates of his invincible home, two old ice barriers swinging on pillars of ice that had never known the sun.

So the town was left to Spring. And she peered about to see what she could do with it. Presently she saw a dejected dog coming prowling down the road, so she sang to him and he gambolled. I saw him next day strutting by with something of an air. Where there were trees she went to them and whispered, and they sang the arboreal song that only trees can hear, and the green buds came peeping out as stars while yet it is twilight, secretly one by one. She went to gardens and awaked from dreaming the warm maternal earth. In little patches bare and desolate she called up like a flame the golden crocus, or its purple brother like an emperors ghost. She gladdened the graceless backs of untidy houses, here with a weed, there with a little grass. She said to the air, Be joyous.

Children began to know that daisies blew in unfrequented corners. Buttonholes began to appear in the coats of the young men. The work of Spring was accomplished.


HOW THE ENEMY CAME TO THLUNRANA

It had been prophesied of old and foreseen from the ancient days that its enemy would come upon Thlunrana. And the date of its doom was known and the gate by which it would enter, yet none had prophesied of the enemy who he was save that he was of the gods though he dwelt with men. Meanwhile Thlunrana, that secret lamaserai, that chief cathedral of wizardry, was the terror of the valley in which it stood and of all lands round about it. So narrow and high were the windows and so strange when lighted at night that they seemed to regard men with the demoniac leer of something that had a secret in the dark. Who were the magicians and the deputy-magicians and the great arch-wizard of that furtive place nobody knew, for they went veiled and hooded and cloaked completely in black.

Though her doom was close upon her and the enemy of prophecy should come that very night through the open, southward door that was named the Gate of the Doom, yet that rocky edifice Thlunrana remained mysterious still, venerable, terrible, dark, and dreadfully crowned with her doom. It was not often that anyone dared wander near to Thlunrana by night when the moan of the magicians invoking we know not Whom rose faintly from inner chambers, scaring the drifting bats: but on the last night of all the man from the black-thatched cottage by the five pine-trees came, because he would see Thlunrana once again before the enemy that was divine, but that dwelt with men, should come against it and it should be no more. Up the dark valley he went like a bold man, but his fears were thick upon him; his bravery bore their weight but stooped a little beneath them. He went in at the southward gate that is named the Gate of the Doom. He came into a dark hall, and up a marble stairway passed to see the last of Thlunrana. At the top a curtain of black velvet hung and he passed into a chamber heavily hung with curtains, with a gloom in it that was blacker than anything they could account for. In a sombre chamber beyond, seen through a vacant archway, magicians with lighted tapers plied their wizardry and whispered incantations. All the rats in the place were passing away, going whimpering down the stairway. The man from the black-thatched cottage passed through that second chamber: the magicians did not look at him and did not cease to whisper. He passed from them through heavy curtains still of black velvet and came into a chamber of black marble where nothing stirred. Only one taper burned in the third chamber; there were no windows. On the smooth floor and under the smooth wall a silk pavilion stood with its curtains drawn close together: this was the holy of holies of that ominous place, its inner mystery. One on each side of it dark figures crouched, either of men or women or cloaked stone, or of beasts trained to be silent. When the awful stillness of the mystery was more than he could bear the man from the black-thatched cottage by the five pine-trees went up to the silk pavilion, and with a bold and nervous clutch of the hand drew one of the curtains aside, and saw the inner mystery, and laughed. And the prophecy was fulfilled, and Thlunrana was never more a terror to the valley, but the magicians passed away from their terrific halls and fled through the open fields wailing and beating their breasts, for laughter was the enemy that was doomed to come against Thlunrana through her southward gate (that was named the Gate of the Doom), and it is of the gods but dwells with man.


A LOSING GAME

Once in a tavern Man met face to skull with Death. Man entered gaily but Death gave no greeting, he sat with his jowl morosely over an ominous wine.

Come, come, said Man, we have been antagonists long, and if I were losing yet I should not be surly.

But Death remained unfriendly watching his bowl of wine and gave no word in answer.

Then Man solicitously moved nearer to him and, speaking cheerily still, Come, come, he said again, you must not resent defeat.

And still Death was gloomy and cross and sipped at his infamous wine and would not look up at Man and would not be companionable.

But Man hated gloom either in beast or god, and it made him unhappy to see his adversarys discomfort, all the more because he was the cause, and still he tried to cheer him.

Have you not slain the Dinatherium? he said. Have you not put out the Moon? Why! you will beat me yet.

And with a dry and barking sound Death wept and nothing said; and presently Man arose and went wondering away; for he knew not if Death wept out of pity for his opponent, or because he knew that he should not have such sport again when the old game was over and Man was gone, or whether because perhaps, for some hidden reason, he could never repeat on Earth his triumph over the Moon.


TAKING UP PICADILLY

Going down Picadilly one day and nearing Grosvenor Place I saw, if my memory is not at fault, some workmen with their coats off  or so they seemed. They had pickaxes in their hands and wore corduroy trousers and that little leather band below the knee that goes by the astonishing name of York-to-London.

They seemed to be working with peculiar vehemence, so that I stopped and asked one what they were doing.

We are taking up Picadilly, he said to me.

But at this time of year? I said. Is it usual in June?

We are not what we seem, said he.

Oh, I see, I said, you are doing it for a joke.

Well, not exactly that, he answered me.

For a bet? I said.

Not precisely, said he.

And then I looked at the bit that they had already picked, and though it was broad daylight over my head it was darkness down there, all full of the southern stars.

It was noisy and bad and we grew aweary of it, said he that wore corduroy trousers. We are not what we appear.

They were taking up Picadilly altogether.


AFTER THE FIRE

When that happened which had been so long in happening and the world hit a black, uncharted star, certain tremendous creatures out of some other world came peering among the cinders to see if there were anything there that it were worth while to remember. They spoke of the great things that the world was known to have had; they mentioned the mammoth. And presently they saw mans temples, silent and windowless, staring like empty skulls.

Some great thing has been here, one said, in these huge places. It was the mammoth, said one. Something greater than he, said another.

And then they found that the greatest thing in the world had been the dreams of man.


THE CITY

In time as well as space my fancy roams far from here. It led me once to the edge of certain cliffs that were low and red and rose up out of a desert: a little way off in the desert there was a city. It was evening, and I sat and watched the city.

Presently I saw men by threes and fours come softly stealing out of that citys gate to the number of about twenty. I heard the hum of mens voices speaking at evening.

It is well they are gone, they said. It is well they are gone. We can do business now. It is well they are gone. And the men that had left the city sped away over the sand and so passed into the twilight.

Who are these men? I said to my glittering leader.

The poets, my fancy answered. The poets and artists.

Why do they steal away? I said to him. And why are the people glad that they have gone?

He said: It must be some doom that is going to fall on the city, something has warned them and they have stolen away. Nothing may warn the people.

I heard the wrangling voices, glad with commerce, rise up from the city. And then I also departed, for there was an ominous look on the face of the sky.

And only a thousand years later I passed that way, and there was nothing, even among the weeds, of what had been that city.


THE FOOD OF DEATH

Death was sick. But they brought him bread that the modern bakers make, whitened with alum, and the tinned meats of Chicago, with a pinch of our modern substitute for salt. They carried him into the dining-room of a great hotel (in that close atmosphere Death breathed more freely), and there they gave him their cheap Indian tea. They brought him a bottle of wine that they called champagne. Death drank it up. They brought a newspaper and looked up the patent medicines; they gave him the foods that it recommended for invalids, and a little medicine as prescribed in the paper. They gave him some milk and borax, such as children drink in England.

Death arose ravening, strong, and strode again through the cities.


THE LONELY IDOL

I had from a friend an old outlandish stone, a little swine-faced idol to whom no one prayed.

And when I saw his melancholy case as he sat cross-legged at receipt of prayer, holding a little scourge that the years had broken (and no one heeded the scourge and no one prayed and no one came with squealing sacrifice; and he had been a god), then I took pity on the little forgotten thing and prayed to it as perhaps they prayed long since, before the coming of the strange dark ships, and humbled myself and said:

O idol, idol of the hard pale stone, invincible to the years, O scourge-holder, give ear for behold I pray.

O little pale-green image whose wanderings are from far, know thou that here in Europe and in other lands near by, too soon there pass from us the sweets and song and the lion strength of youth: too soon do their cheeks fade, their hair grow grey and our beloved die; too brittle is beauty, too far off is fame and the years are gathered too soon; there are leaves, leaves falling, everywhere falling; there is autumn among men, autumn and reaping; failure there is, struggle, dying and weeping, and all that is beautiful hath not remained but is even as the glory of morning upon the water.

Even our memories are gathered too with the sound of the ancient voices, the pleasant ancient voices that come to our ears no more; the very gardens of our childhood fade, and there dims with the speed of the years even the minds own eye.

O be not any more the friend of Time, for the silent hurry of his malevolent feet have trodden down whats fairest; I almost hear the whimper of the years running behind him hound-like, and it takes few to tear us.

All that is beautiful he crushes down as a big man tramples daises, all that is fairest. How very fair are the little children of men. It is autumn with all the world, and the stars weep to see it.

Therefore no longer be the friend of Time, who will not let us be, and be not good to him but pity us, and let lovely things live on for the sake of our tears.

Thus prayed I out of compassion one windy day to the snout-faced idol to whom no one kneeled.


THE SPHINX IN THEBES (MASSACHUSETTS)

There was a woman in a steel-built city who had all that money could buy, she had gold and dividends and trains and houses, and she had pets to play with, but she had no sphinx.

So she besought them to bring her a live sphinx; and therefore they went to the menageries, and then to the forests and the desert places, and yet could find no sphinx.

And she would have been content with a little lion but that one was already owned by a woman she knew; so they had to search the world again for a sphinx.

And still there was none.

But they were not men that it is easy to baffle, and at last they found a sphinx in a desert at evening watching a ruined temple whose gods she had eaten hundreds of years ago when her hunger was on her. And they cast chains on her, who was still with an ominous stillness, and took her westwards with them and brought her home.

And so the sphinx came to the steel-built city.

And the woman was very glad that she owned a sphinx: but the sphinx stared long into her eyes one day, and softly asked a riddle of the woman.

And the woman could not answer, and she died.

And the sphinx is silent again and none knows what she will do.


THE REWARD

Ones spirit goes further in dreams than it does by day. Wandering once by night from a factory city I came to the edge of Hell.

The place was foul with cinders and cast-off things, and jagged, half-buried things with shapeless edges, and there was a huge angel with a hammer building in plaster and steel. I wondered what he did in that dreadful place. I hesitated, then asked him what he was building. We are adding to Hell, he said, to keep pace with the times. Dont be too hard on them, I said, for I had just come out of a compromising age and a weakening country. The angel did not answer. It wont be as bad as the old hell, will it? I said. Worse, said the angel.

How can you reconcile it with your conscience as a Minister of Grace, I said, to inflict such a punishment? (They talked like this in the city whence I had come and I could not avoid the habit of it.)

They have invented a new cheap yeast, said the angel.

I looked at the legend on the walls of the hell that the angel was building, the words were written in flame, every fifteen seconds they changed their color, Yeasto, the great new yeast, it builds up body and brain, and something more.

They shall look at it for ever, the angel said.

But they drove a perfectly legitimate trade, I said, the law allowed it.

The angel went on hammering into place the huge steel uprights.

You are very revengeful, I said. Do you never rest from doing this terrible work?

I rested one Christmas Day, the angel said, and looked and saw little children dying of cancer. I shall go on now until the fires are lit.

It is very hard to prove, I said, that the yeast is as bad as you think.

After all, I said, they must live.

And the angel made no answer but went on building his hell.


THE TROUBLE IN LEAFY GREEN STREET

She went to the idol-shop in Moleshill Street, where the old man mumbles, and said: I want a god to worship when it is wet.

The old man reminded her of the heavy penalties that rightly attach to idolatry and, when he had enumerated all, she answered him as was meet: Give me a god to worship when it is wet.

And he went to the back places of his shop and sought out and brought her a god. The same was carved of grey stone and wore a propitious look and was named, as the old man mumbled, The God of Rainy Cheerfulness.

Now it may be that long confinement to the house affects adversely the liver, or these things may be of the soul, but certain it is that on a rainy day her spirits so far descended that those cheerful creatures came within sight of the Pit, and, having tried cigarettes to no good end, she bethought her of Moleshill Street and the mumbling man.

He brought the grey idol forth and mumbled of guarantees, although he put nothing on paper, and she paid him there and then his preposterous price and took the idol away.

And on the next wet day that there ever was she prayed to the grey-stone idol that she had bought, the God of Rainy Cheerfulness (who knows with what ceremony or what lack of it?), and so brought down on her in Leafy Green Street, in the preposterous house at the corner, that doom of which all men speak.


THE MIST

The mist said unto the mist: Let us go up into the Downs. And the mist came up weeping.

And the mist went into the high places and the hollows.

And clumps of trees in the distance stood ghostly in the haze.

But I went to a prophet, one who loved the Downs, and I said to him: Why does the mist come up weeping into the Downs when it goes into the high places and the hollows?

And he answered: The mist is the company of a multitude of souls who never saw the Downs, and now are dead. Therefore they come up weeping into the Downs, who are dead and never saw them.


FURROW-MAKER

He was all in black, but his friend was dressed in brown, members of two old families.

Is there any change in the way you build your houses? said he in black.

No change, said the other. And you?

We change not, he said.

A man went by in the distance riding a bicycle.

He is always changing, said the one in black, of late almost every century. He is uneasy. Always changing.

He changes the way he builds his house, does he not? said the brown one.

So my family say, said the other. They say he has changed of late.

They say he takes much to cities? the brown one said.

My cousin who lives in belfries tells me so, said the black one.
He says he is much in cities.

And there he grows lean? said the brown one.

Yes, he grows lean.

Is it true what they say? said the brown one.

Caw, said the black one.

Is it true that he cannot live many centuries?

No, no, said the black one. Furrow-maker will not die. We must not lose furrow-maker. He has been foolish of late, he has played with smoke and is sick. His engines have wearied him and his cities are evil. Yes, he is very sick. But in a few centuries he will forget his folly and we shall not lose furrow-maker. Time out of mind he has delved and my family have got their food from the raw earth behind him. He will not die.

But they say, do they not? said the brown one, his cities are noisome, and that he grows sick in them and can run no longer, and that it is with him as it is with us when we grow too many, and the grass has the bitter taste in the rainy season, and our young grow bloated and die.

Who says it? replied the black one.

Pigeon, the brown one answered. He came back all dirty. And Hare went down to the edge of the cities once. He says it too. Man was too sick to chase him. He thinks that Man will die, and his wicked friend Dog with him. Dog, he will die. That nasty fellow Dog. He will die too, the dirty fellow!

Pigeon and Hare! said the black one. We shall not lose furrow-maker.

Who told you he will not die? his brown friend said.

Who told me! the black one said. My family and his have understood each other times out of mind. We know what follies will kill each other and what each may survive, and I say that furrow-maker will not die.

He will die, said the brown one.

Caw, said the other.

And Man said in his heart: Just one invention more. There is something I want to do with petrol yet, and then I will give it all up and go back to the woods.


LOBSTER SALAD

I was climbing round the perilous outside of the Palace of Colquonhombros. So far below me that in the tranquil twilight and clear air of those lands I could only barely see them lay the craggy tops of the mountains.

It was along no battlements or terrace edge I was climbing, but on the sheer face of the wall itself, getting what foothold I could where the boulders joined.

Had my feet been bare I was done, but though I was in my night-shirt I had on stout leather boots, and their edges somehow held in those narrow cracks. My fingers and wrists were aching.

Had it been possible to stop for a moment I might have been lured to give a second look at the fearful peaks of the mountains down there in the twilight, and this must have been fatal.

That the thing was all a dream is beside the point. We have fallen in dreams before, but it is well known that if in one of those falls you ever hit the ground  you die: I had looked at those menacing mountaintops and knew well that such a fall as the one I feared must have such a termination. Then I went on.

It is strange what different sensations there can be in different boulders  every one gleaming with the same white light and every one chosen to match the rest by minions of ancient kings  when your life depends on the edges of every one you come to. Those edges seemed strangely different. It was of no avail to overcome the terror of one, for the next would give you a hold in quite a different way or hand you over to death in a different manner. Some were too sharp to hold and some too flush with the wall, those whose hold was the best crumbled the soonest; each rock had its different terror: and then there were those things that followed behind me.

And at last I came to a breach made long ago by earthquake, lightning or war: I should have had to go down a thousand feet to get round it and they would come up with me while I was doing that, for certain sable apes that I have not mentioned as yet, things that had tigerish teeth and were born and bred on that wall, had pursued me all the evening. In any case I could have gone no farther, nor did I know what the king would do along whose wall I was climbing. It was time to drop and be done with it or stop and await those apes.

And then it was that I remembered a pin, thrown carelessly down out of an evening-tie in another world to the one where grew that glittering wall, and lying now if no evil chance had removed it on a chest of drawers by my bed. The apes were very close, and hurrying, for they knew my fingers were slipping, and the cruel peaks of those infernal mountains seemed surer of me than the apes. I reached out with a desperate effort of will towards where the pin lay on the chest of drawers. I groped about. I found it! I ran it into my arm. Saved!


THE RETURN OF THE EXILES

The old man with a hammer and the one-eyed man with a spear were seated by the roadside talking as I came up the hill.

It isnt as though they hadnt asked us, the one with the hammer said.

There aint no more than twenty as knows about it, said the other.

Twentys twenty, said the first.

After all these years, said the one-eyed man with the spear. After all these years. We might go back just once.

O course we might, said the other.

Their clothes were old even for laborers, the one with the hammer had a leather apron full of holes and blackened, and their hands looked like leather. But whatever they were they were English, and this was pleasant to see after all the motors that had passed me that day with their burden of mixed and doubtful nationalities.

When they saw me the one with the hammer touched his greasy cap.

Might we make so bold, sir, he said, as the ask the way to
Stonehenge?

We never ought to go, mumbled the other plaintively. Theres not more than twenty as knows, but….

I was bicycling there myself to see the place so I pointed out the way and rode on at once, for there was something so utterly servile about them both that I did not care for their company. They seemed by their wretched mien to have been persecuted or utterly neglected for many years, I thought that very likely they had done long terms of penal servitude.

When I came to Stonehenge I saw a group of about a score of men standing among the stones. They asked me with some solemnity if I was expecting anyone, and when I said No they spoke to me no more. It was three miles back where I left those strange old men, but I had not been in the stone circle long when they appeared, coming with great strides along the road. When they saw them all the people took off their hats and acted very strangely, and I saw that they had a goat which they led up then to the old altar stone. And the two old men came up with their hammer and spear and began apologizing plaintively for the liberty they had taken in coming back to that place, and all the people knelt on the grass before them. And then still kneeling they killed the goat by the altar, and when the two old men saw this they came up with many excuses and eagerly sniffed the blood. And at first this made them happy. But soon the one with the spear began to whimper. It used to be men, he lamented. It used to be men.

And the twenty men began looking uneasily at each other, and the plaint of the one-eyed man went on in that tearful voice, and all of a sudden they all looked at me. I do not know who the two old men were or what any of them were doing, but there are moments when it is clearly time to go, and I left them there and then. And just as I got up on to my bicycle I heard the plaintive voice of the one with the hammer apologizing for the liberty he had taken in coming back to Stonehenge.

But after all these years, I heard him crying, After all these years….

And the one with the spear said: Yes, after three thousand years….


NATURE AND TIME

Through the streets of Coventry one winters night strode a triumphant spirit. Behind him stooping, unkempt, utterly ragged, wearing the clothes and look that outcasts have, whining, weeping, reproaching, an ill-used spirit tried to keep pace with him. Continually she plucked him by the sleeve and cried out to him as she panted after and he strode resolute on.

It was a bitter night, yet it did not seem to be the cold that she feared, ill-clad though she was, but the trams and the ugly shops and the glare of the factories, from which she continually winced as she hobbled on, and the pavement hurt her feet.

He that strode on in front seemed to care for nothing, it might be hot or cold, silent or noisy, pavement or open fields, he merely had the air of striding on.

And she caught up and clutched him by the elbow. I heard her speak in her unhappy voice, you scarcely heard it for the noise of the traffic.

You have forgotten me, she complained to him. You have forsaken me here.

She pointed to Coventry with a wide wave of her arm and seemed to indicate other cities beyond. And he gruffly told her to keep pace with him and that he did not forsake her. And she went on with her pitiful lamentation.

My anemones are dead for miles, she said, all my woods are fallen and still the cities grow. My child Man is unhappy and my other children are dying, and still the cities grow and you have forgotten me!

And then he turned angrily on her, almost stopping in that stride of his that began when the stars were made.

When have I ever forgotten you? he said, or when forsaken you ever? Did I not throw down Babylon for you? And is not Nineveh gone? Where is Persepolis that troubled you? Where Tarshish and Tyre? And you have said I forget you.

And at this she seemed to take a little comfort. I heard her speak once more, looking wistfully at her companion. When will the fields come back and the grass for my children?

Soon, soon, he said: then they were silent. And he strode away, she limping along behind him, and all the clocks in the towers chimed as he passed.


THE SONG OF THE BLACKBIRD

As the poet passed the thorn-tree the blackbird sang.

How ever do you do it? the poet said, for he knew bird language.

It was like this, said the blackbird. It really was the most extraordinary thing. I made that song last Spring, it came to me all of a sudden. There was the most beautiful she-blackbird that the world has ever seen. Her eyes were blacker than lakes are at night, her feathers were blacker than the night itself, and nothing was as yellow as her beak; she could fly much faster than the lightning. She was not an ordinary she-blackbird, there has never been any other like her at all. I did not dare go near her because she was so wonderful. One day last Spring when it got warm again  it had been cold, we ate berries, things were quite different then, but Spring came and it got warm  one day I was thinking how wonderful she was and it seemed so extraordinary to think that I should ever have seen her, the only really wonderful she-blackbird in the world, that I opened my beak to give a shout, and then this song came, and there had never been anything like it before, and luckily I remembered it, the very song that I sang just now. But what is so extraordinary, the most amazing occurence of that marvellous day, was that no sooner had I sung the song than that very bird, the most wonderful she-blackbird in the world, flew right up to me and sat quite close to me on the same tree. I never remember such wonderful times as those.

Yes, the song came in a moment, and as I was saying….

And an old wanderer walking with a stick came by and the blackbird flew away, and the poet told the old man the blackbirds wonderful story.

That song new? said the wanderer. Not a bit of it. God made it years ago. All the blackbirds used to sing it when I was young. It was new then.


THE MESSENGERS

One wandering nigh Parnassus chasing hares heard the high Muses.

Take us a message to the Golden Town.

Thus sang the Muses.

But the man said: They do not call to me. Not to such as me speak the Muses.

And the Muses called him by name.

Take us a message, they said, to the Golden Town.

And the man was downcast for he would have chased hares.

And the Muses called again.

And when whether in valleys or on high crags of the hills he still heard the Muses he went at last to them and heard their message, though he would fain have left it to other men and chased the fleet hares still in happy valleys.

And they gave him a wreath of laurels carved out of emeralds as only the Muses can carve. By this, they said, they shall know that you come from the Muses.

And the man went from that place and dressed in scarlet silks as befitted one that came from the high Muses. And through the gateway of the Golden Town he ran and cried his message, and his cloak floated behind him. All silent sat the wise men and the aged, they of the Golden Town; cross-legged they sat before their houses reading from parchments a message of the Muses that they sent long before.

And the young man cried his message from the Muses.

And they rose up and said: Thou art not from the Muses. Otherwise spake they. And they stoned him and he died.

And afterwards they carved his message upon gold; and read it in their temples on holy days.

When will the Muses rest? When are they weary? They sent another messenger to the Golden Town. And they gave him a wand of ivory to carry in his hand with all the beautiful stories of the world wondrously carved thereon. And only the Muses could have carved it. By this, they said, they shall know that you come from the Muses.

And he came through the gateway of the Golden Town with the message he had for its people. And they rose up at once in the Golden street, they rose from reading the message that they had carved upon gold. The last who came, they said, came with a wreath of laurels carved out of emeralds, as only the Muses can carve. You are not from the Muses. And even as they had stoned the last so also they stoned him. And afterwards they carved his message on gold and laid it up in their temples.

When will the Muses rest? When are they weary? Even yet once again they sent a messenger under the gateway into the Golden Town. And for all that he wore a garland of gold that the high Muses gave him, a garland of kingcups soft and yellow on his head, yet fashioned of pure gold and by whom but the Muses, yet did they stone him in the Golden Town. But they had the message, and what care the Muses?

And yet they will not rest, for some while since I heard them call to me.

Go take our message, they said, unto the Golden Town.

But I would not go. And they spake a second time. Go take our message, they said.

And still I would not go, and they cried out a third time: Go take our message.

And though they cried a third time I would not go. But morning and night they cried and through long evenings.

When will the Muses rest? When are they weary? And when they would not cease to call to me I went to them and I said: The Golden Town is the Golden Town no longer. They have sold their pillars for brass and their temples for money, they have made coins out of their golden doors. It is become a dark town full of trouble, there is no ease in its streets, beauty has left it and the old songs are gone.

Go take our message, they cried.

And I said to the high Muses: You do not understand. You have no message for the Golden Town, the holy city no longer.

Go take our message, they cried.

What is your message? I said to the high Muses.

And when I heard their message I made excuses, dreading to speak such things in the Golden Town; and again they bade me go.

And I said: I will not go. None will believe me.

And still the Muses cry to me all night long.

They do not understand. How should they know?


THE THREE TALL SONS

And at last Man raised on high the final glory of his civilization, the towering edifice of the ultimate city.

Softly beneath him in the deeps of the earth purred his machinery fulfilling all his needs, there was no more toil for man. There he sat at ease discussing the Sex Problem.

And sometimes painfully out of forgotten fields, there came to his outer door, came to the furthest rampart of the final glory of Man, a poor old woman begging. And always they turned her away. This glory of Mans achievement, this city was not for her.

It was Nature that came thus begging in from the fields, whom they always turned away.

And away she went again alone to her fields.

And one day she came again, and again they sent her hence. But her three tall sons came too.

These shall go in, she said. Even these my sons to your city.

And the three tall sons went in.

And these are Natures sons, the forlorn ones terrible children,
War, Famine and Plague.

Yea and they went in there and found Man unawares in his city still poring over his Problems, obsessed with his civilization, and never hearing their tread as those three came up behind.


COMPROMISE

They built their gorgeous home, their city of glory, above the lair of the earthquake. They built it of marble and gold in the shining youth of the world. There they feasted and fought and called their city immortal, and danced and sang songs to the gods. None heeded the earthquake in all those joyous streets. And down in the deeps of the earth, on the black feet of the abyss, they that would conquer Man mumbled long in the darkness, mumbled and goaded the earthquake to try his strength with that city, to go forth blithely at night and to gnaw its pillars like bones. And down in those grimy deeps the earthquake answered them, and would not do their pleasure and would not stir from thence, for who knew who they were who danced all day where he rumbled, and what if the lords of that city that had no fear of his anger were haply even the gods!

And the centuries plodded by, on and on round the world, and one day they that had danced, they that had sung in that city, remembered the lair of the earthquake in the deeps down under their feet, and made plans one with another and sought to avert the danger, sought to appease the earthquake and turn his anger away.

They sent down singing girls, and priests with oats and wine, they sent down garlands and propitious berries, down by dark steps to the black depths of the earth, they sent peacocks newly slain, and boys with burning spices, and their thin white sacred cats with collars of pearls all newly drawn from sea, they sent huge diamonds down in coffers of teak, and ointment and strange oriental dyes, arrows and armor and the rings of their queen.

Oho, said the earthquake in the coolth of the earth, so they are not the gods.


WHAT WE HAVE COME TO

When the advertiser saw the cathedral spires over the downs in the distance, he looked at them and wept.

If only, he said, this were an advertisement of Beefo, so nice, so nutritious, try it in your soup, ladies like it.


THE TOMB OF PAN

Seeing, they said, that old-time Pan is dead, let us now make a tomb for him and a monument, that the dreadful worship of long ago may be remembered and avoided by all.

So said the people of the enlightened lands. And they built a white and mighty tomb of marble. Slowly it rose under the hands of the builders and longer every evening after sunset it gleamed with rays of the departed sun.

And many mourned for Pan while the builders built; many reviled him. Some called the builders to cease and to weep for Pan and others called them to leave no memorial at all of so infamous a god. But the builders built on steadily.

And one day all was finished, and the tomb stood there like a steep sea-cliff. And Pan was carved thereon with humbled head and the feet of angels pressed upon his neck. And when the tomb was finished the sun had already set, but the afterglow was rosy on the huge bulk of Pan.

And presently all the enlightened people came, and saw the tomb and remembered Pan who was dead, and all deplored him and his wicked age. But a few wept apart because of the death of Pan.

But at evening as he stole out of the forest, and slipped like a shadow softly along the hills, Pan saw the tomb and laughed.


TALES OF WONDER
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The first edition


Preface

Ebrington Barracks

Aug. 16th 1916.

I do not know where I may be when this preface is read. As I write it in August 1916, I am at Ebrington Barracks, Londonderry, recovering from a slight wound. But it does not greatly matter where I am; my dreams are here before you amongst the following pages; and writing in a day when life is cheap, dreams seem to me all the dearer, the only things that survive.

Just now the civilization of Europe seems almost to have ceased, and nothing seems to grow in her torn fields but death, yet this is only for a while and dreams will come back again and bloom as of old, all the more radiantly for this terrible ploughing, as the flowers will bloom again where the trenches are and the primroses shelter in shell-holes for many seasons, when weeping Liberty has come home to Flanders.

To some of you in America this may seem an unnecessary and wasteful quarrel, as other peoples quarrels often are; but it comes to this that though we are all killed there will be songs again, but if we were to submit and so survive there could be neither songs nor dreams, nor any joyous free things any more.

And do not regret the lives that are wasted amongst us, or the work that the dead would have done, for war is no accident that mans care could have averted, but is as natural, though not as regular, as the tides; as well regret the things that the tide has washed away, which destroys and cleanses and crumbles, and spares the minutest shells.

And now I will write nothing further about our war, but offer you these books of dreams from Europe as one throws things of value, if only to oneself, at the last moment out of a burning house.

DUNSANY.


A Tale of London

Come, said the Sultan to his hasheesh-eater in the very furthest lands that know Bagdad, dream to me now of London.

And the hasheesh-eater made a low obeisance and seated himself cross-legged upon a purple cushion broidered with golden poppies, on the floor, beside an ivory bowl where the hasheesh was, and having eaten liberally of the hasheesh blinked seven times and spoke thus:

O Friend of God, know then that London is the desiderate town even of all Earths cities. Its houses are of ebony and cedar which they roof with thin copper plates that the hand of Time turns green. They have golden balconies in which amethysts are where they sit and watch the sunset. Musicians in the gloaming steal softly along the ways; unheard their feet fall on the white sea-sand with which those ways are strewn, and in the darkness suddenly they play on dulcimers and instruments with strings. Then are there murmurs in the balconies praising their skill, then are there bracelets cast down to them for reward and golden necklaces and even pearls.

Indeed but the city is fair; there is by the sandy ways a paving all alabaster, and the lanterns along it are of chrysoprase, all night long they shine green, but of amethyst are the lanterns of the balconies.

As the musicians go along the ways dancers gather about them and dance upon the alabaster pavings, for joy and not for hire. Sometimes a window opens far up in an ebony palace and a wreath is cast down to a dancer or orchids showered upon them.

Indeed of many cities have I dreamt but of none fairer, through many marble metropolitan gates hasheesh has led me, but London is its secret, the last gate of all; the ivory bowl has nothing more to show. And indeed even now the imps that crawl behind me and that will not let me be are plucking me by the elbow and bidding my spirit return, for well they know that I have seen too much. No, not London, they say; and therefore I will speak of some other city, a city of some less mysterious land, and anger not the imps with forbidden things. I will speak of Persepolis or famous Thebes.

A shade of annoyance crossed the Sultans face, a look of thunder that you had scarcely seen, but in those lands they watched his visage well, and though his spirit was wandering far away and his eyes were bleared with hasheesh yet that storyteller there and then perceived the look that was death, and sent his spirit back at once to London as a man runs into his house when the thunder comes.

And therefore, he continued, in the desiderate city, in London, all their camels are pure white. Remarkable is the swiftness of their horses, that draw their chariots that are of ivory along those sandy ways and that are of surpassing lightness, they have little bells of silver upon their horses heads. O Friend of God, if you perceived their merchants! The glory of their dresses in the noonday! They are no less gorgeous than those butterflies that float about their streets. They have overcloaks of green and vestments of azure, huge purple flowers blaze on their overcloaks, the work of cunning needles, the centres of the flowers are of gold and the petals of purple. All their hats are black (No, no, said the Sultan) but irises are set about the brims, and green plumes float above the crowns of them.

They have a river that is named the Thames, on it their ships go up with violet sails bringing incense for the braziers that perfume the streets, new songs exchanged for gold with alien tribes, raw silver for the statues of their heroes, gold to make balconies where the women sit, great sapphires to reward their poets with, the secrets of old cities and strange lands, the earning of the dwellers in far isles, emeralds, diamonds, and the hoards of the sea. And whenever a ship comes into port and furls its violet sails and the news spreads through London that she has come, then all the merchants go down to the river to barter, and all day long the chariots whirl through the streets, and the sound of their going is a mighty roar all day until evening, their roar is even like

Not so, said the Sultan.

Truth is not hidden from the Friend of God, replied the hasheesh-eater, I have erred being drunken with the hasheesh, for in the desiderate city, even in London, so thick upon the ways is the white sea-sand with which the city glimmers that no sound comes from the path of the charioteers, but they go softly like a light sea-wind. (It is well, said the Sultan.) They go softly down to the port where the vessels are, and the merchandise in from the sea, amongst the wonders that the sailors show, on land by the high ships, and softly they go though swiftly at evening back to their homes.

O would that the Munificent, the Illustrious, the Friend of God, had even seen these things, had seen the jewellers with their empty baskets, bargaining there by the ships, when the barrels of emeralds came up from the hold. Or would that he had seen the fountains there in silver basins in the midst of the ways. I have seen small spires upon their ebony houses and the spires were all of gold, birds strutted there upon the copper roofs from golden spire to spire that have no equal for splendour in all the woods of the world. And over London the desiderate city the sky is so deep a blue that by this alone the traveller may know where he has come, and may end his fortunate journey. Nor yet for any colour of the sky is there too great heat in London, for along its ways a wind blows always from the South gently and cools the city.

Such, O Friend of God, is indeed the city of London, lying very far off on the yonder side of Bagdad, without a peer for beauty or excellence of its ways among the towns of the earth or cities of song; and even so, as I have told, its fortunate citizens dwell, with their hearts ever devising beautiful things and from the beauty of their own fair work that is more abundant around them every year, receiving new inspirations to work things more beautiful yet.

And is their government good? the Sultan said.

It is most good, said the hasheesh-eater, and fell backwards upon the floor.

He lay thus and was silent. And when the Sultan perceived he would speak no more that night he smiled and lightly applauded.

And there was envy in that palace, in lands beyond Bagdad, of all that dwell in London.


Thirteen at Table

In front of a spacious fireplace of the old kind, when the logs were well alight, and men with pipes and glasses were gathered before it in great easeful chairs, and the wild weather outside and the comfort that was within, and the season of the year  for it was Christmas  and the hour of the night, all called for the weird or uncanny, then out spoke the ex-master of foxhounds and told this tale.

I once had an odd experience too. It was when I had the Bromley and Sydenham, the year I gave them up  as a matter of fact it was the last day of the season. It was no use going on because there were no foxes left in the county, and London was sweeping down on us. You could see it from the kennels all along the skyline like a terrible army in grey, and masses of villas every year came skirmishing down our valleys. Our coverts were mostly on the hills, and as the town came down upon the valleys the foxes used to leave them and go right away out of the county and they never returned. I think they went by night and moved great distances. Well it was early April and we had drawn blank all day, and at the last draw of all, the very last of the season, we found a fox. He left the covert with his back to London and its railways and villas and wire and slipped away towards the chalk country and open Kent. I felt as I once felt as a child on one summers day when I found a door in a garden where I played left luckily ajar, and I pushed it open and the wide lands were before me and waving fields of corn.

We settled down into a steady gallop and the fields began to drift by under us, and a great wind arose full of fresh breath. We left the clay lands where the bracken grows and came to a valley at the edge of the chalk. As we went down into it we saw the fox go up the other side like a shadow that crosses the evening, and glide into a wood that stood on the top. We saw a flash of primroses in the wood and we were out the other side, hounds hunting perfectly and the fox still going absolutely straight. It began to dawn on me then that we were in for a great hunt, I took a deep breath when I thought of it; the taste of the air of that perfect Spring afternoon as it came to one galloping, and the thought of a great run, were together like some old rare wine. Our faces now were to another valley, large fields led down to it, with easy hedges, at the bottom of it a bright blue stream went singing and a rambling village smoked, the sunlight on the opposite slopes danced like a fairy; and all along the top old woods were frowning, but they dreamed of Spring. The field had fallen of and were far behind and my only human companion was James, my old first whip, who had a hounds instinct, and a personal animosity against a fox that even embittered his speech.

Across the valley the fox went as straight as a railway line, and again we went without a check straight through the woods at the top. I remember hearing men sing or shout as they walked home from work, and sometimes children whistled; the sounds came up from the village to the woods at the top of the valley. After that we saw no more villages, but valley after valley arose and fell before us as though we were voyaging some strange and stormy sea, and all the way before us the fox went dead up-wind like the fabulous Flying Dutchman. There was no one in sight now but my first whip and me, we had both of us got on to our second horses as we drew the last covert.

Two or three times we checked in those great lonely valleys beyond the village, but I began to have inspirations, I felt a strange certainty within me that this fox was going on straight up-wind till he died or until night came and we could hunt no longer, so I reversed ordinary methods and only cast straight ahead and always we picked up the scent again at once. I believe that this fox was the last one left in the villa-haunted lands and that he was prepared to leave them for remote uplands far from men, that if we had come the following day he would not have been there, and that we just happened to hit off his journey.

Evening began to descend upon the valleys, still the hounds drifted on, like the lazy but unresting shadows of clouds upon a summers day, we heard a shepherd calling to his dog, we saw two maidens move towards a hidden farm, one of them singing softly; no other sounds, but ours, disturbed the leisure and the loneliness of haunts that seemed not yet to have known the inventions of steam and gun-powder (even as China, they say, in some of her further mountains does not yet know that she has fought Japan).

And now the day and our horses were wearing out, but that resolute fox held on. I began to work out the run and to wonder where we were. The last landmark I had ever seen before must have been over five miles back and from there to the start was at least ten miles more. If only we could kill! Then the sun set. I wondered what chance we had of killing our fox. I looked at James face as he rode beside me. He did not seem to have lost any confidence yet his horse was as tired as mine. It was a good clear twilight and the scent was as strong as ever, and the fences were easy enough, but those valleys were terribly trying and they still rolled on and on. It looked as if the light would outlast all possible endurance both of the fox and the horses, if the scent held good and he did not go to ground, otherwise night would end it. For long we had seen no houses and no roads, only chalk slopes with the twilight on them, and here and there some sheep, and scattered copses darkening in the evening. At some moment I seemed to realise all at once that the light was spent and that darkness was hovering, I looked at James, he was solemnly shaking his head. Suddenly in a little wooded valley we saw climb over the oaks the red-brown gables of a queer old house, at that instant I saw the fox scarcely heading by fifty yards. We blundered through a wood into full sight of the house, but no avenue led up to it or even a path nor were there any signs of wheel-marks anywhere. Already lights shone here and there in windows. We were in a park, and a fine park, but unkempt beyond credibility; brambles grew everywhere. It was too dark to see the fox any more but we knew he was dead beat, the hounds were just before us,  and a four-foot railing of oak. I shouldnt have tried it on a fresh horse the beginning of a run, and here was a horse near his last gasp. But what a run! an event standing out in a lifetime, and the hounds close up on their fox, slipping into the darkness as I hesitated. I decided to try it. My horse rose about eight inches and took it fair with his breast, and the oak log flew into handfuls of wet decay  it rotten with years. And then we were on a lawn and at the far end of it the hounds were tumbling over their fox. Fox, hounds and light were all done together at the of a twenty-mile point. We made some noise then, but nobody came out of the queer old house.

I felt pretty stiff as I walked round to the hall door with the mask and the brush while James went with the hounds and the two horses to look for the stables. I rang a bell marvellously encrusted with rust, and after a long while the door opened a little way revealing a hall with much old armour in it and the shabbiest butler that I have ever known.

I asked him who lived there. Sir Richard Arlen. I explained that my horse could go no further that night and that I wished to ask Sir Richard Arlen for a bed for the night.

O, no one ever comes here, sir, said the butler.

I pointed out that I had come.

I dont think it would be possible, sir, he said.

This annoyed me and I asked to see Sir Richard, and insisted until he came. Then I apologised and explained the situation. He looked only fifty, but a Varsity oar on the wall with the date of the early seventies, made him older than that; his face had something of the shy look of the hermit; he regretted that he had not room to put me up. I was sure that this was untrue, also I had to be put up there, there was nowhere else within miles, so I almost insisted. Then to my astonishment he turned to the butler and they talked it over in an undertone. At last they seemed to think that they could manage it, though clearly with reluctance. It was by now seven o clock and Sir Richard told me he dined at half past seven. There was no question of clothes for me other than those I stood in, as my host was shorter and broader. He showed me presently to the drawing-room and there he reappeared before half past seven in evening dress and a white waistcoat. The drawing-room was large and contained old furniture but it was rather worn than venerable, an Aubusson carpet flapped about the floor, the wind seemed momently to enter the room, and old draughts haunted corners; the stealthy feet of rats that were never at rest indicated the extent of the ruin that time had wrought in the wainscot; somewhere far off a shutter flapped to and fro, the guttering candles were insufficient to light so large a room. The gloom that these things suggested was quite in keeping with Sir Richards first remark to me after he entered the room: I must tell you, sir, that I have led a wicked life. O, a very wicked life.

Such confidences from a man much older than oneself after one has known him for half an hour are so rare that any possible answer merely does not suggest itself. I said rather slowly, O, really, and chiefly to forestall another such remark I said What a charming house you have.

Yes, he said, I have not left it for nearly forty years. Since I left the Varsity. One is young there, you know, and one has opportunities; but I make no excuses, no excuses. And the door slipping its rusty latch, came drifting on the draught into the room, and the long carpet flapped and the hangings upon the walls, then the draught fell rustling away and the door slammed to again.

Ah, Marianne, he said, we have a guest to-night. Mr. Linton. This is Marianne Gib. And everything became clear to me. Mad, I said to myself, for no one had entered the room.

The rats ran up the length of the room behind the wainscot ceaselessly, and the wind unlatched the door again and the folds of the carpet fluttered up to our feet and stopped there, for our weight held it down.

Let me introduce Mr. Linton, said my host Lady Mary Errinjer.

The door slammed back again. I bowed politely. Even had I been invited I should have humoured him, but it was the very least that an uninvited guest could do.

This kind of thing happened eleven times, the rustling, and the fluttering of the carpet and the footsteps of the rats, and the restless door, and then the sad voice of my host introducing me to phantoms. Then for some while we waited while I struggled with the situation; conversation flowed slowly. And again the draught came trailing up the room, while the flaring candles filled it with hurrying shadows. Ah, late again, Cicely, said my host in his soft, mournful way. Always late, Cicely. Then I went down to dinner with that man and his mind and the twelve phantoms that haunted it. I found a long table with fine old silver on it and places laid for fourteen. The butler was now in evening dress, there were fewer draughts in the dining-room, the scene was less gloomy there. Will you sit next to Rosalind at the other end, Richard said to me. She always takes the head of the table, I wronged her most of all. I said, I shall be delighted.

I looked at the butler closely, but never did I see by any expression of his face or by anything that he did any suggestion that he waited upon less than fourteen people in the complete possession of all their faculties. Perhaps a dish appeared to be refused more often than taken but every glass was equally filled with champagne. At first I found little to say, but when Sir Richard speaking from the far end of the table said, You are tired, Mr. Linton, I was reminded that I owed something to a host upon whom I had forced myself. It was excellent champagne and with the help of a second glass I made the effort to begin a conversation with a Miss Helen Errold for whom the place upon one side of me was laid. It came more easy to me very soon, I frequently paused in my monologue, like Mark Anthony, for a reply, and sometimes I turned and spoke to Miss Rosalind Smith. Sir Richard at the other end talked sorrowfully on, he spoke as a condemned man might speak to his judge, and yet somewhat as a judge might speak to one that he once condemned wrongly. My own mind began to turn to mournful things. I drank another glass of champagne, but I was still thirsty. I felt as if all the moisture in my body had been blown away over the downs of Kent by the wind up which we had galloped. Still I was not talking enough; my host was looking at me. I made another effort, after all I had something to talk about, a twenty-mile point is not often seen in a lifetime, especially south of the Thames. I began to describe the run to Rosalind Smith. I could see then that my host was pleased, the sad look in his face gave a kind of a flicker, like mist upon the mountains on a miserable day when a faint puff comes from the sea and the mist would lift if it could. And the butler refilled my glass very attentively. I asked her first if she hunted, and paused and began my story. I told her where we had found the fox and how fast and straight he had gone, and how I had got through the village by keeping to the road, while the little gardens and wire, and then the river, had stopped the rest of the field. I told her the kind of country that we crossed and how splendid it looked in the Spring, and how mysterious the valleys were as soon as the twilight came, and what a glorious horse I had and how wonderfully he went. I was so fearfully thirsty after the great hunt that I had to stop for a moment now and then, but I went on with my description of that famous run, for I had warmed to the subject, and after all there was nobody to tell of it but me except my old whipper-in, and the old fellows probably drunk by now, I thought. I described to her minutely the exact spot in the run at which it had come to me clearly that this was going to be the greatest hunt in the whole history of Kent. Sometimes I forgot incidents that had happened as one well may in a run of twenty miles, and then I had to fill in the gaps by inventing. I was pleased to be able to make the party go off well by means of my conversation, and besides that the lady to whom I was speaking was extremely pretty: I do not mean in a flesh and blood kind of way but there were little shadowy lines about the chair beside me that hinted at an unusually graceful figure when Miss Rosalind Smith was alive; and I began to perceive that what I first mistook for the smoke of guttering candles and a table-cloth waving in the draught was in reality an extremely animated company who listened, and not without interest, to my story of by far the greatest hunt that the world had ever known: indeed I told them that I would confidently go further and predict that never in the history of the world would there be such a run again. Only my throat was terribly dry. And then as it seemed they wanted to hear more about my horse. I had forgotten that I had come there on a horse, but when they reminded me it all came back; they looked so charming leaning over the table intent upon what I said, that I told them everything they wanted to know. Everything was going so pleasantly if only Sir Richard would cheer up. I heard his mournful voice every now and then  these were very pleasant people if only he would take them the right way. I could understand that he regretted his past, but the early seventies seemed centuries away and I felt sure that he misunderstood these ladies, they were not revengeful as he seemed to suppose. I wanted to show him how cheerful they really were, and so I made a joke and they an laughed at it, and then I chaffed them a bit, especially Rosalind, and nobody resented it in the very least. And still Sir Richard sat there with that unhappy look, like one that has ended weeping because it is vain and has not the consolation even of tears.

We had been a long time there and many of the candles had burned out, but there was light enough. I was glad to have an audience for my exploit, and being happy myself I was determined Sir Richard should be. I made more jokes and they still laughed good-naturedly; some of the jokes were a little broad perhaps but no harm was meant. And then  I do not wish to excuse myself  but I had had a harder day than I ever had had before and without knowing it I must have been completely exhausted; in this state the champagne had found me, and what would have been harmless at any other time must somehow have got the better of me when quite tired out  anyhow I went too far, I made some joke  I cannot in the least remember what  that suddenly seemed to offend them. I felt all at once a commotion in the air, I looked up and saw that they had all arisen from the table and were sweeping towards the door: I had not time to open it but it blew open on a wind, I could scarcely see what Sir Richard was doing because only two candles were left, I think the rest blew out when the ladies suddenly rose. I sprang up to apologise, to assure them  and then fatigue overcame me as it had overcome my horse at the last fence, I clutched at the table but the cloth came away and then I fell. The fall, and the darkness on the floor and the pent up fatigue of the day overcame me all three together.

The sun shone over glittering fields and in at a bedroom window and thousands of birds were chanting to the Spring, and there I was in an old four-poster bed in a quaint old panelled bedroom, fully dressed and wearing long muddy boots; someone had taken my spurs and that was all. For a moment I failed to realise and then it all came back, my enormity and the pressing need of an abject apology to Sir Richard. I pulled an embroidered bell rope until the butler came. He came in perfectly cheerful and indescribably shabby. I asked him if Sir Richard was up, and he said he had just gone down, and told me to my amazement that it was twelve oclock. I asked to be shown in to Sir Richard at once. He was in his smoking-room. Good morning, he said cheerfully the moment I went in. I went directly to the matter in hand. I fear that I insulted some ladies in your house I began.

You did indeed, he said, You did indeed. And then he burst into tears and took me by the hand. How can I ever thank you? he said to me then. We have been thirteen at table for thirty years and I never dared to insult them because I had wronged them all, and now you have done it and I know they will never dine here again. And for a long time he still held my hand, and then he gave it a grip and a kind of a shake which I took to mean Goodbye and I drew my hand away then and left the house. And I found James in the stables with the hounds and asked him how he had fared, and James, who is a man of very few words, said he could not rightly remember, and I got my spurs from the butler and climbed on to my horse and slowly we rode away from that queer old house, and slowly we wended home, for the hounds were footsore but happy and the horses were tired still. And when we recalled that the hunting season was ended we turned our faces to Spring and thought of the new things that try to replace the old. And that very year I heard, and have often heard since, of dances and happier dinners at Sir Richard Arlens house.


The City on Mallington Moor

Besides the old shepherd at Lingwold whose habits render him unreliable I am probably the only person that has ever seen the city on Mallington Moor.

I had decided one year to do no London season; partly because of the ugliness of the things in the shops, partly because of the unresisted invasions of German bands, partly perhaps because some pet parrots in the oblong where I lived had learned to imitate cab-whistles; but chiefly because of late there had seized me in London a quite unreasonable longing for large woods and waste spaces, while the very thought of little valleys underneath copses full of bracken and foxgloves was a torment to me and every summer in London the longing grew worse till the thing was becoming intolerable. So I took a stick and a knapsack and began walking northwards, starting at Tetherington and sleeping at inns, where one could get real salt, and the waiter spoke English and where one had a name instead of a number; and though the tablecloth might be dirty the windows opened so that the air was clean, where one had the excellent company of farmers and men of the wold, who could not be thoroughly vulgar, because they had not the money to be so even if they had wished it. At first the novelty was delightful, and then one day in a queer old inn up Uthering way, beyond Lingwold, I heard for the first time the rumour of the city said to be on Mallington Moor. They spoke of it quite casually over their glasses of beer, two farmers at the inn. They say the queer folk be at Mallington with their city, one farmer said. Travelling they seem to be, said the other. And more came in then and the rumour spread. And then, such are the contradictions of our little likes and dislikes and all the whims that drive us, that I, who had come so far to avoid cities, had a great longing all of a sudden for throngs again and the great hives of Man, and then and there determined on that bright Sunday morning to come to Mallington and there search for the city that rumour spoke of so strangely.

Mallington Moor, from all that they said of it, was hardly a likely place to find a thing by searching. It was a huge high moor, very bleak and desolate and altogether trackless. It seemed a lonely place from what they said. The Normans when they came had called it Mal Lieu and afterwards Mallintown and so it changed to Mallington. Though what a town can ever have had to do with a place so utterly desolate I do not know. And before that some say that the Saxons called it Baplas, which I believe to be a corruption of Bad Place.

And beyond the mere rumour of a beautiful city all of white marble and with a foreign look up on Mallington Moor, beyond this I could not get. None of them had seen it himself, only heard of it like, and my questions, rather than stimulating conversation, would always stop it abruptly. I was no more fortunate on the road to Mallington until the Tuesday, when I was quite near it; I had been walking two days from the inn where I had heard the rumour and could see the great hill steep as a headland on which Mallington lay, standing up on the skyline: the hill was covered with grass, where anything grew at all, but Mallington Moor is all heather; it is just marked Moor on the map; nobody goes there and they do not trouble to name it. It was there where the gaunt hill first came into sight, by the roadside as I enquired for the marble city of some labourers by the way, that I was directed, partly I think in derision, to the old shepherd of Lingwold. It appeared that he, following sometimes sheep that had strayed, and wandering far from Lingwold, came sometimes up to the edge of Mallington Moor, and that he would come back from these excursions and shout through the villages, raving of a city of white marble and gold-tipped minarets. And hearing me asking questions of this city they had laughed and directed me to the shepherd of Lingwold. One well-meant warning they gave me as I went  the old man was not reliable.

And late that evening I saw the thatches of Lingwold sheltering under the edge of that huge hill that Atlas-like held up those miles of moor to the great winds and heaven.

They knew less of the city in Lingwold than elsewhere but they knew the whereabouts of the man I wanted, though they seemed a little ashamed of him. There was an inn in Lingwold that gave me shelter, whence in the morning, equipped with purchases, I set out to find their shepherd. And there he was on the edge of Mallington Moor standing motionless, gazing stupidly at his sheep; his hands trembled continually and his eyes had a blear look, but he was quite sober, wherein all Lingwold had wronged him.

And then and there I asked him of the city and he said he had never heard tell of any such place. And I said, Come, come, you must pull yourself together. And he looked angrily at me; but when he saw me draw from amongst my purchases a full bottle of whiskey and a big glass he became more friendly. As I poured out the whiskey I asked him again about the marble city on Mallington Moor but he seemed quite honestly to know nothing about it. The amount of whiskey he drank was quite incredible, but I seldom express surprise and once more I asked him the way to the wonderful city. His hand was steadier now and his eyes more intelligent and he said that he had heard something of some such city, but his memory was evidently blurred and he was still unable to give me useful directions. I consequently gave him another tumbler, which he drank off like the first without any water, and almost at once he was a different man. The trembling in his hands stopped altogether, his eye became as quick as a younger mans, he answered my questions readily and frankly, and, what was more important to me still, his old memory became alert and clear for even minutest details. His gratitude to myself I need not mention, for I make no pretence that I bought the bottle of whiskey that the old shepherd enjoyed so much without at least some thought of my own advantage. Yet it was pleasant to reflect that it was due to me that he had pulled himself together and steadied his shaking hand and cleared his mind, recovered his memory and his self-respect. He spoke to me quite clearly, no longer slurring his words; he had seen the city first one moonlight night when he was lost in the mist on the big moor, he had wandered far in the mist, and when it lifted he saw the city by moonlight. He had no food, but luckily had his flask. There never was such a city, not even in books. Travellers talked sometimes of Venice seen from the sea, there might be such a place or there might not, but, whether or no, it was nothing to the city on Mallington Moor. Men who read books had talked to him in his time, hundreds of books, but they never could tell of any city like this. Why, the place was all of marble, roads, walls and palaces, all pure white marble, and the tops of the tall thin spires were entirely of gold. And they were queer folk in the city even for foreigners. And there were camels, but I cut him short for I thought I could judge for myself, if there was such a place, and, if not, I was wasting my time as well as a pint of good whiskey. So I got him to speak of the way, and after more circumlocution than I needed and more talk of the city he pointed to a tiny track on the black earth just beside us, a little twisty way you could hardly see.

I said the moor was trackless; untrodden of man or dog it certainly was and seemed to have less to do with the ways of man than any waste I have seen, but the track the old shepherd showed me, if track it was, was no more than the track of a hare  an elf-path the old man called it, Heaven knows what he meant. And then before I left him he insisted on giving me his flask with the queer strong rum it contained. Whiskey brings out in some men melancholy, in some rejoicing, with him it was clearly generosity and he insisted until I took his rum, though I did not mean to drink it. It was lonely up there, he said, and bitter cold and the city hard to find, being set in a hollow, and I should need the rum, and he had never seen the marble city except on days when he had had his flask: he seemed to regard that rusted iron flask as a sort of mascot, and in the end I took it.

I followed that odd, faint track on the black earth under the heather till I came to the big grey stone beyond the horizon, where the track divides into two, and I took the one to the left as the old man told me. I knew by another stone that I saw far off that I had not lost my way, nor the old man lied.

And just as I hoped to see the citys ramparts before the gloaming fell on that desolate place, I suddenly saw a long high wall of whiteness with pinnacles here and there thrown up above it, floating towards me silent and grim as a secret, and knew it for that evil thing the mist. The sun, though low, was shining on every sprig of heather, the green and scarlet mosses were shining with it too, it seemed incredible that in three minutes time all those colours would be gone and nothing left all round but a grey darkness. I gave up hope of finding the city that day, a broader path than mine could have been quite easily lost. I hastily chose for my bed a thick patch of heather, wrapped myself in a waterproof cloak, and lay down and made myself comfortable. And then the mist came. It came like the careful pulling of lace curtains, then like the drawing of grey blinds; it shut out the horizon to the north, then to the east and west; it turned the whole sky white and hid the moor; it came down on it like a metropolis, only utterly silent, silent and white as tombstones.

And then I was glad of that strange strong rum, or whatever it was in the flask that the shepherd gave me, for I did not think that the mist would clear till night, and I feared the night would be cold. So I nearly emptied the flask; and, sooner than I expected, I fell asleep, for the first night out as a rule one does not sleep at once but is kept awake some while by the little winds and the unfamiliar sound of the things that wander at night, and that cry to one another far-off with their queer, faint voices; one misses them afterwards when one gets to houses again. But I heard none of these sounds in the mist that evening.

And then I woke and found that the mist was gone and the sun was just disappearing under the moor, and I knew that I had not slept for as long as I thought. And I decided to go on while I could, for I thought that I was not very far from the city.

I went on and on along the twisty track, bits of the mist came down and filled the hollows but lifted again at once so that I saw my way. The twilight faded as I went, a star appeared, and I was able to see the track no longer. I could go no further that night, yet before I lay down to sleep I decided to go and look over the edge of a wide depression in the moor that I saw a little way off. So I left the track and walked a few hundred yards, and when I got to the edge the hollow was full of mist all white underneath me. Another star appeared and a cold wind arose, and with the wind the mist flapped away like a curtain. And there was the city.

Nothing the shepherd had said was the least untrue or even exaggerated. The poor old man had told the simple truth, there is not a city like it in the world. What he had called thin spires were minarets, but the little domes on the top were clearly pure gold as he said. There were the marble terraces he described and the pure white palaces covered with carving and hundreds of minarets. The city was obviously of the East and yet where there should have been crescents on the domes of the minarets there were golden suns with rays, and wherever one looked one saw things that obscured its origin. I walked down to it, and, passing through a wicket gate of gold in a low wall of white marble, I entered the city. The heather went right up to the citys edge and beat against the marble wall whenever the wind blew it. Lights began to twinkle from high windows of blue glass as I walked up the white street, beautiful copper lanterns were lit up and let down from balconies by silver chains, from doors ajar came the sound of voices singing, and then I saw the men. Their faces were rather grey than black, and they wore beautiful robes of coloured silk with hems embroidered with gold and some with copper, and sometimes pacing down the marble ways with golden baskets hung on each side of them I saw the camels of which the old shepherd spoke.

The people had kindly faces, but, though they were evidently friendly to strangers, I could not speak with them being ignorant of their language, nor were the sounds of the syllables they used like any language I had ever heard: they sounded more like grouse.

When I tried to ask them by signs whence they had come with their city they would only point to the moon, which was bright and full and was shining fiercely on those marble ways till the city danced in light. And now there began appearing one by one, slipping softly out through windows, men with stringed instruments in the balconies. They were strange instruments with huge bulbs of wood, and they played softly on them and very beautifully, and their queer voices softly sang to the music weird dirges of the griefs of their native land wherever that may be. And far off in the heart of the city others were singing too, the sound of it came to me wherever I roamed, not loud enough to disturb my thoughts, but gently turning the mind to pleasant things. Slender carved arches of marble, as delicate almost as lace, crossed and re-crossed the ways wherever I went. There was none of that hurry of which foolish cities boast, nothing ugly or sordid so far as I could see. I saw that it was a city of beauty and song. I wondered how they had travelled with all that marble, how they had laid it down on Mallington Moor, whence they had come and what their resources were, and determined to investigate closely next morning, for the old shepherd had not troubled his head to think how the city came, he had only noted that the city was there (and of course no one believed him, though that is partly his fault for his dissolute ways). But at night one can see little and I had walked all day, so I determined to find a place to rest in. And just as I was wondering whether to ask for shelter of those silk-robed men by signs or whether to sleep outside the walls and enter again in the morning, I came to a great archway in one of the marble houses with two black curtains, embroidered below with gold, hanging across it. Over the archway were carved apparently in many tongues the words: Here strangers rest. In Greek, Latin and Spanish the sentence was repeated and there was writing also in the language that you see on the walls of the great temples of Egypt, and Arabic and what I took to be early Assyrian and one or two languages I had never seen. I entered through the curtains and found a tesselated marble court with golden braziers burning sleepy incense swinging by chains from the roof, all round the walls were comfortable mattresses lying upon the floor covered with cloths and silks. It must have been ten oclock and I was tired. Outside the music still softly filled the streets, a man had set a lantern down on the marble way, five or six sat down round him, and he was sonorously telling them a story. Inside there were some already asleep on the beds, in the middle of the wide court under the braziers a woman dressed in blue was singing very gently, she did not move, but sung on and on, I never heard a song that was so soothing. I lay down on one of the mattresses by the wall, which was all inlaid with mosaics, and pulled over me some of the cloths with their beautiful alien work, and almost immediately my thoughts seemed part of the song that the woman was singing in the midst of the court under the golden braziers that hung from the high roof, and the song turned them to dreams, and so I fell asleep.

A small wind having arisen, I was awakened by a sprig of heather that beat continually against my face. It was morning on Mallington Moor, and the city was quite gone.


Why the Milkman Shudders When He Perceives the Dawn

In the Hall of the Ancient Company of Milkmen round the great fireplace at the end, when the winter logs are burning and all the craft are assembled they tell to-day, as their grandfathers told before them, why the milkman shudders when he perceives the dawn.

When dawn comes creeping over the edges of hills, peers through the tree-trunks making wonderful shadows, touches the tops of tall columns of smoke going up from awakening cottages in the valleys, and breaks all golden over Kentish fields, when going on tip-toe thence it comes to the walls of London and slips all shyly up those gloomy streets the milkman perceives it and shudders.

A man may be a Milkmans Working Apprentice, may know what borax is and how to mix it, yet not for that is the story told to him. There are five men alone that tell that story, five men appointed by the Master of the Company, by whom each place is filled as it falls vacant, and if you do not hear it from one of them you hear the story from no one and so can never know why the milkman shudders when he perceives the dawn.

It is the way of one of these five men, greybeards all and milkmen from infancy, to rub his hands by the fire when the great logs burn, and to settle himself more easily in his chair, perhaps to sip some drink far other than milk, then to look round to see that none are there to whom it would not be fitting the tale should be told and, looking from face to face and seeing none but the men of the Ancient Company, and questioning mutely the rest of the five with his eyes, if some of the five be there, and receiving their permission, to cough and to tell the tale. And a great hush falls in the Hall of the Ancient Company, and something about the shape of the roof and the rafters makes the tale resonant all down the hall so that the youngest hears it far away from the fire and knows, and dreams of the day when perhaps he will tell himself why the milkman shudders when he perceives the dawn.

Not as one tells some casual fact is it told, nor is it commented on from man to man, but it is told by that great fire only and when the occasion and the stillness of the room and the merit of the wine and the profit of all seem to warrant it in the opinion of the five deputed men: then does one of them tell it, as I have said, not heralded by any master of ceremonies but as though it arose out of the warmth of the fire before which his knotted hands would chance to be; not a thing learned by rote, but told differently by each teller, and differently according to his mood, yet never has one of them dared to alter its salient points, there is none so base among the Company of Milkmen. The Company of Powderers for the Face know of this story and have envied it, the Worthy Company of Chin-Barbers, and the Company of Whiskerers; but none have heard it in the Milkmens Hall, through whose wall no rumour of the secret goes, and though they have invented tales of their own Antiquity mocks them.

This mellow story was ripe with honourable years when milkmen wore beaver hats, its origin was still mysterious when smocks were the vogue, men asked one another when Stuarts were on the throne (and only the Ancient Company knew the answer) why the milkman shudders when he perceives the dawn. It is all for envy of this tales reputation that the Company of Powderers for the Face have invented the tale that they too tell of an evening, Why the Dog Barks when he hears the step of the Baker; and because probably all men know that tale the Company of the Powderers for the Face have dared to consider it famous. Yet it lacks mystery and is not ancient, is not fortified with classical allusion, has no secret lore, is common to all who care for an idle tale, and shares with The Wars of the Elves, the Calf-butchers tale, and The Story of the Unicorn and the Rose, which is the tale of the Company of Horse-drivers, their obvious inferiority.

But unlike all these tales so new to time, and many another that the last two centuries tell, the tale that the milkmen tell ripples wisely on, so full of quotation from the profoundest writers, so full of recondite allusion, so deeply tinged with all the wisdom of man and instructive with the experience of all times that they that hear it in the Milkmens Hall as they interpret allusion after allusion and trace obscure quotation lose idle curiosity and forget to question why the milkman shudders when he perceives the dawn.

You also, O my reader, give not yourself up to curiosity. Consider of how many it is the bane. Would you to gratify this tear away the mystery from the Milkmens Hall and wrong the Ancient Company of Milkmen? Would they if all the world knew it and it became a common thing to tell that tale any more that they have told for the last four hundred years? Rather a silence would settle upon their hall and a universal regret for the ancient tale and the ancient winter evenings. And though curiosity were a proper consideration yet even then this is not the proper place nor this the proper occasion for the Tale. For the proper place is only the Milkmens Hall and the proper occasion only when logs burn well and when wine has been deeply drunken, then when the candles were burning well in long rows down to the dimness, down to the darkness and mystery that lie at the end of the hall, then were you one of the Company, and were I one of the five, would I rise from my seat by the fireside and tell you with all the embellishments that it has gleaned from the ages that story that is the heirloom of the milkmen. And the long candles would burn lower and lower and gutter and gutter away till they liquefied in their sockets, and draughts would blow from the shadowy end of the hall stronger and stronger till the shadows came after them, and still I would hold you with that treasured story, not by any wit of mine but all for the sake of its glamour and the times out of which it came; one by one the candles would flare and die and, when all were gone, by the light of ominous sparks when each milkmans face looks fearful to his fellow, you would know, as now you cannot, why the milkman shudders when he perceives the dawn.


The Bad Old Woman in Black

The bad old woman in black ran down the street of the ox-butchers.

Windows at once were opened high up in those crazy gables; heads were thrust out: it was she. Then there arose the counsel of anxious voices, calling sideways from window to window or across to opposite houses. Why was she there with her sequins and bugles and old black gown? Why had she left her dreaded house? On what fell errand she hasted?

They watched her lean, lithe figure, and the wind in that old black dress, and soon she was gone from the cobbled street and under the towns high gateway. She turned at once to her right and was hid from the view of the houses. Then they all ran down to their doors, and small groups formed on the pavement; there they took counsel together, the eldest speaking first. Of what they had seen they said nothing, for there was no doubt it was she; it was of the future they spoke, and the future only.

In what notorious thing would her errand end? What gains had tempted her out from her fearful home? What brilliant but sinful scheme had her genius planned? Above all, what future evil did this portend? Thus at first it was only questions. And then the old grey-beards spoke, each one to a little group; they had seen her out before, had known her when she was younger, and had noted the evil things that had followed her goings: the small groups listened well to their low and earnest voices. No one asked questions now or guessed at her infamous errand, but listened only to the wise old men who knew the things that had been, and who told the younger men of the dooms that had come before.

Nobody knew how many times she had left her dreaded house; but the oldest recounted all the times that they knew, and the way she had gone each time, and the doom that had followed her going; and two could remember the earthquake that there was in the street of the shearers.

So were there many tales of the times that were, told on the pavement near the old green doors by the edge of the cobbled street, and the experience that the aged men had bought with their white hairs might be had cheap by the young. But from all their experience only this was clear, that never twice in their lives had she done the same infamous thing, and that the same calamity twice had never followed her goings. Therefore it seemed that means were doubtful and few for finding out what thing was about to befall; and an ominous feeling of gloom came down on the street of the ox-butchers. And in the gloom grew fears of the very worst. This comfort they only had when they put their fear into words  that the doom that followed her goings had never yet been anticipated. One feared that with magic she meant to move the moon; and he would have dammed the high tide on the neighbouring coast, knowing that as the moon attracted the sea the sea must attract the moon, and hoping by his device to humble her spells. Another would have fetched iron bars and clamped them across the street, remembering the earthquake there was in the street of the shearers. Another would have honoured his household gods, the little cat-faced idols seated above his hearth, gods to whom magic was no unusual thing, and, having paid their fees and honoured them well, would have put the whole case before them. His scheme found favour with many, and yet at last was rejected, for others ran indoors and brought out their gods, too, to be honoured, till there was a herd of gods all seated there on the pavement; yet would they have honoured them and put their case before them but that a fat man ran up last of all, carefully holding under a reverent arm his own two hound-faced gods, though he knew well  as, indeed, all men must  that they were notoriously at war with the little cat-faced idols. And although the animosities natural to faith had all been lulled by the crisis, yet a look of anger had come into the cat-like faces that no one dared disregard, and all perceived that if they stayed a moment longer there would be flaming around them the jealousy of the gods; so each man hastily took his idols home, leaving the fat man insisting that his hound-faced gods should be honoured.

Then there were schemes again and voices raised in debate, and many new dangers feared and new plans made.

But in the end they made no defence against danger, for they knew not what it would be, but wrote upon parchment as a warning, and in order that all might know: The bad old woman in black ran down the street of the ox-butchers.


The Bird of the Difficult Eye

Observant men and women that know their Bond Street well will appreciate my astonishment when in a jewellers shop I perceived that nobody was furtively watching me. Not only this but when I even picked up a little carved crystal to examine it no shop-assistants crowded round me. I walked the whole length of the shop, still no one politely followed.

Seeing from this that some extraordinary revolution had occurred in the jewelry business I went with my curiosity well aroused to a queer old person half demon and half man who has an idol-shop in a byway of the City and who keeps me informed of affairs at the Edge of the World. And briefly over a pinch of heather incense that he takes by way of snuff he gave me this tremendous information: that Mr. Neepy Thang the son of Thangobrind had returned from the Edge of the World and was even now in London.

The information may not appear tremendous to those unacquainted with the source of jewelry; but when I say that the only thief employed by any West-end jeweller since famous Thangobrinds distressing doom is this same Neepy Thang, and that for lightness of fingers and swiftness of stockinged foot they have none better in Paris, it will be understood why the Bond Street jewellers no longer cared what became of their old stock.

There were big diamonds in London that summer and a few considerable sapphires. In certain astounding kingdoms behind the East strange sovereigns missed from their turbans the heirlooms of ancient wars, and here and there the keepers of crown jewels who had not heard the stockinged feet of Thang, were questioned and died slowly.

And the jewellers gave a little dinner to Thang at the Hotel Great Magnificent; the windows had not been opened for five years and there was wine at a guinea a bottle that you could not tell from champagne and cigars at half a crown with a Havana label. Altogether it was a splendid evening for Thang.

But I have to tell of a far sadder thing than a dinner at a hotel. The public require jewelry and jewelry must be obtained. I have to tell of Neepy Thangs last journey.

That year the fashion was emeralds. A man named Green had recently crossed the Channel on a bicycle and the jewellers said that a green stone would be particularly appropriate to commemorate the event and recommended emeralds.

Now a certain money-lender of Cheapside who had just been made a peer had divided his gains into three equal parts; one for the purchase of the peerage, country house and park, and the twenty thousand pheasants that are absolutely essential, and one for the upkeep of the position, while the third he banked abroad, partly to cheat the native tax-gatherer and partly because it seemed to him that the days of the Peerage were few and that he might at any moment be called upon to start afresh elsewhere. In the upkeep of the position he included jewelry for his wife and so it came about that Lord Castlenorman placed an order with two well-known Bond-street jewellers named Messrs. Grosvenor and Campbell to the extent of £100,000 for a few reliable emeralds.

But the emeralds in stock were mostly small and shop-soiled and Neepy Thang had to set out at once before he had had as much as a week in London. I will briefly sketch his project. Not many knew it, for where the form of business is blackmail the fewer creditors you have the better (which of course in various degrees applies at all times).

On the shores of the risky seas of Shiroora Shan grows one tree only so that upon its branches if anywhere in the world there must build its nest the Bird of the Difficult Eye. Neepy Thang had come by this information, which was indeed the truth, that if the bird migrated to Fairyland before the three eggs hatched out they would undoubtedly all turn into emeralds, while if they hatched out first it would be a bad business.

When he had mentioned these eggs to Messrs. Grosvenor and Campbell they had said, The very thing: they were men of few words, in English, for it was not their native tongue.

So Neepy Thang set out. He bought the purple ticket at Victoria Station. He went by Herne Hill, Bromley and Bickley and passed St. Mary Cray. At Eynsford he changed and taking a footpath along a winding valley went wandering into the hills. And at the top of a hill in a little wood, where all the anemones long since were over and the perfume of mint and thyme from outside came drifting in with Thang, he found once more the familiar path, age-old and fair as wonder, that leads to the Edge of the World. Little to him were its sacred memories that are one with the secret of earth, for he was on business, and little would they be to me if I ever put them on paper. Let it suffice that he went down that path going further and further from the fields we know, and all the way he muttered to himself, What if the eggs hatch out and it be a bad business! The glamour that is at all times upon those lonely lands that lie at the back of the chalky hills of Kent intensified as he went upon his journeys. Queerer and queerer grew the things that he saw by little World-End Path. Many a twilight descended upon that journey with all their mysteries, many a blaze of stars; many a morning came flaming up to a tinkle of silvern horns; till the outpost elves of Fairyland came in sight and the glittering crests of Fairylands three mountains betokened the journeys end. And so with painful steps (for the shores of the world are covered with huge crystals) he came to the risky seas of Shiroora Shan and saw them pounding to gravel the wreckage of fallen stars, saw them and heard their roar, those shipless seas that between earth and the fairies homes heave beneath some huge wind that is none of our four. And there in the darkness on the grizzly coast, for darkness was swooping slantwise down the sky as though with some evil purpose, there stood that lonely, gnarled and deciduous tree. It was a bad place to be found in after dark, and night descended with multitudes of stars, beasts prowling in the blackness gluttered [See any dictionary, but in vain.] at Neepy Thang. And there on a lower branch within easy reach he clearly saw the Bird of the Difficult Eye sitting upon the nest for which she is famous. Her face was towards those three inscrutable mountains, far-off on the other side of the risky seas, whose hidden valleys are Fairyland. Though not yet autumn in the fields we know, it was close on midwinter here, the moment as Thang knew when those eggs hatch out. Had he miscalculated and arrived a minute too late? Yet the bird was even now about to migrate, her pinions fluttered and her gaze was toward Fairyland. Thang hoped and muttered a prayer to those pagan gods whose spite and vengeance he had most reason to fear. It seems that it was too late or a prayer too small to placate them, for there and then the stroke of midwinter came and the eggs hatched out in the roar of Shiroora Shan or ever the bird was gone with her difficult eye and it was a bad business indeed for Neepy Thang; I havent the heart to tell you any more.

Ere, said Lord Castlenorman some few weeks later to Messrs. Grosvenor and Campbell, you arent arf taking your time about those emeralds.


The Long Porters Tale

There are things that are known only to the long porter of Tong Tong Tarrup as he sits and mumbles memories to himself in the little bastion gateway.

He remembers the war there was in the halls of the gnomes; and how the fairies came for the opals once, which Tong Tong Tarrup has; and the way that the giants went through the fields below, he watching from his gateway: he remembers quests that are even yet a wonder to the gods. Who dwells in those frozen houses on the high bare brink of the world not even he has told me, and he is held to be garrulous. Among the elves, the only living things ever seen moving at that awful altitude where they quarry turquoise on Earths highest crag, his name is a byword for loquacity wherewith they mock the talkative.

His favourite story if you offer him bash  the drug of which he is fondest, and for which he will give his service in war to the elves against the goblins, or vice-versa if the goblins bring him more  his favourite story, when bodily soothed by the drug and mentally fiercely excited, tells of a quest undertaken ever so long ago for nothing more marketable than an old womans song.

Picture him telling it. An old man, lean and bearded, and almost monstrously long, that lolled in a citys gateway on a crag perhaps ten miles high; the houses for the most part facing eastward, lit by the sun and moon and the constellations we know, but one house on the pinnacle looking over the edge of the world and lit by the glimmer of those unearthly spaces where one long evening wears away the stars: my little offering of bash; a long forefinger that nipped it at once on a stained and greedy thumb  all these are in the foreground of the picture. In the background, the mystery of those silent houses and of not knowing who their denizens were, or what service they had at the hands of the long porter and what payment he had in return, and whether he was mortal.

Picture him in the gateway of this incredible town, having swallowed my bash in silence, stretch his great length, lean back, and begin to speak.

It seems that one clear morning a hundred years ago, a visitor to Tong Tong Tarrup was climbing up from the world. He had already passed above the snow and had set his foot on a step of the earthward stairway that goes down from Tong Tong Tarrup on to the rocks, when the long porter saw him. And so painfully did he climb those easy steps that the grizzled man on watch had long to wonder whether or not the stranger brought him bash, the drug that gives a meaning to the stars and seems to explain the twilight. And in the end there was not a scrap of bash, and the stranger had nothing better to offer that grizzled man than his mere story only.

It seems that the strangers name was Gerald Jones, and he always lived in London; but once as a child he had been on a Northern moor. It was so long ago that he did not remember how, only somehow or other he walked alone on the moor, and all the ling was in flower. There was nothing in sight but ling and heather and bracken, except, far off near the sunset, on indistinct hills, there were little vague patches that looked like the fields of men. With evening a mist crept up and hid the hills, and still he went walking on over the moor. And then he came to the valley, a tiny valley in the midst of the moor, whose sides were incredibly steep. He lay down and looked at it through the roots of the ling. And a long, long way below him, in a garden by a cottage, with hollyhocks all round her that were taller than herself, there sat an old woman on a wooden chair, singing in the evening. And the man had taken a fancy to the song and remembered it after in London, and whenever it came to his mind it made him think of evenings  the kind you dont get in London  and he heard a soft wind going idly over the moor and the bumble-bees in a hurry, and forgot the noise of the traffic. And always, whenever he heard men speak of Time, he grudged to Time most this song. Once afterwards he went to that Northern moor again and found the tiny valley, but there was no old woman in the garden, and no one was singing a song. And either regret for the song that the old woman had sung, on a summer evening twenty years away and daily receding, troubled his mind, or else the wearisome work that he did in London, for he worked for a great firm that was perfectly useless; and he grew old early, as men do in cities. And at last, when melancholy brought only regret and the uselessness of his work gained round him with age, he decided to consult a magician. So to a magician he went and told him his troubles, and particularly he told him how he had heard the song. And now, he said, it is nowhere in the world.

Of course it is not in the world, the magician said, but over the Edge of the World you may easily find it. And he told the man that he was suffering from flux of time and recommended a day at the Edge of the World. Jones asked what part of the Edge of the World he should go to, and the magician had heard Tong Tong Tarrup well spoken of; so he paid him, as is usual, in opals, and started at once on the journey. The ways to that town are winding; he took the ticket at Victoria Station that they only give if they know you: he went past Bleth: he went along the Hills of Neol-Hungar and came to the Gap of Poy. All these are in that part of the world that pertains to the fields we know; but beyond the Gap of Poy on those ordinary plains, that so closely resemble Sussex, one first meets the unlikely. A line of common grey hills, the Hills of Sneg, may be seen at the edge of the plain from the Gap of Poy; it is there that the incredible begins, infrequently at first, but happening more and more as you go up the hills. For instance, descending once into Poy Plains, the first thing that I saw was an ordinary shepherd watching a flock of ordinary sheep. I looked at them for some time and nothing happened, when, without a word, one of the sheep walked up to the shepherd and borrowed his pipe and smoked it  an incident that struck me as unlikely; but in the Hills of Sneg I met an honest politician. Over these plains went Jones and over the Hills of Sneg, meeting at first unlikely things, and then incredible things, till he came to the long slope beyond the hills that leads up to the Edge of the World, and where, as all guidebooks tell, anything may happen. You might at the foot of this slope see here and there things that could conceivably occur in the fields we know; but soon these disappeared, and the traveller saw nothing but fabulous beasts, browsing on flowers as astounding as themselves, and rocks so distorted that their shapes had clearly a meaning, being too startling to be accidental. Even the trees were shockingly unfamiliar, they had so much to say, and they leant over to one another whenever they spoke and struck grotesque attitudes and leered. Jones saw two fir-trees fighting. The effect of these scenes on his nerves was very severe; still he climbed on, and was much cheered at last by the sight of a primrose, the only familiar thing he had seen for hours, but it whistled and skipped away. He saw the unicorns in their secret valley. Then night in a sinister way slipped over the sky, and there shone not only the stars, but lesser and greater moons, and he heard dragons rattling in the dark.

With dawn there appeared above him among its amazing crags the town of Tong Tong Tarrup, with the light on its frozen stairs, a tiny cluster of houses far up in the sky. He was on the steep mountain now: great mists were leaving it slowly, and revealing, as they trailed away, more and more astonishing things. Before the mist had all gone he heard quite near him, on what he had thought was bare mountain, the sound of a heavy galloping on turf. He had come to the plateau of the centaurs. And all at once he saw them in the mist: there they were, the children of fable, five enormous centaurs. Had he paused on account of any astonishment he had not come so far: he strode on over the plateau, and came quite near to the centaurs. It is never the centaurs wont to notice men; they pawed the ground and shouted to one another in Greek, but they said no word to him. Nevertheless they turned and stared at him when he left them, and when he had crossed the plateau and still went on, all five of them cantered after to the edge of their green land; for above the high green plateau of the centaurs is nothing but naked mountains, and the last green thing that is seen by the mountaineer as he travels to Tong Tong Tarrup is the grass that the centaurs trample. He came into the snow fields that the mountain wears like a cape, its head being bare above it, and still climbed on. The centaurs watched him with increasing wonder.

Not even fabulous beasts were near him now, nor strange demoniac trees  nothing but snow and the clean bare crag above it on which was Tong Tong Tarrup. All day he climbed and evening found him above the snow-line; and soon he came to the stairway cut in the rock and in sight of that grizzled man, the long porter of Tong Tong Tarrup, sitting mumbling amazing memories to himself and expecting in vain from the stranger a gift of bash.

It seems that as soon as the stranger arrived at the bastion gateway, tired though he was, he demanded lodgings at once that commanded a good view of the Edge of the World. But the long porter, that grizzled man, disappointed of his bash, demanded the strangers story to add to his memories before he would show him the way. And this is the story, if the long porter has told me the truth and if his memory is still what it was. And when the story was told, the grizzled man arose, and, dangling his musical keys, went up through door after door and by many stairs and led the stranger to the top-most house, the highest roof in the world, and in its parlour showed him the parlour window. There the tired stranger sat down in a chair and gazed out of the window sheer over the Edge of the World. The window was shut, and in its glittering panes the twilight of the Worlds Edge blazed and danced, partly like glow-worms lamps and partly like the sea; it went by rippling, full of wonderful moons. But the traveller did not look at the wonderful moons. For from the abyss there grew with their roots in far constellations a row of hollyhocks, and amongst them a small green garden quivered and trembled as scenes tremble in water; higher up, ling in bloom was floating upon the twilight, more and more floated up till all the twilight was purple; the little green garden low down was hung in the midst of it. And the garden down below, and the ling all round it, seemed all to be trembling and drifting on a song. For the twilight was full of a song that sang and rang along the edges of the World, and the green garden and the ling seemed to flicker and ripple with it as the song rose and fell, and an old woman was singing it down in the garden. A bumble-bee sailed across from over the Edge of the World. And the song that was lapping there against the coasts of the World, and to which the stars were dancing, was the same that he had heard the old woman sing long since down in the valley in the midst of the Northern moor.

But that grizzled man, the long porter, would not let the stranger stay, because he brought him no bash, and impatiently he shouldered him away, himself not troubling to glance through the Worlds outermost window, for the lands that Time afflicts and the spaces that Time knows not are all one to that grizzled man, and the bash that he eats more profoundly astounds his mind than anything man can show him either in the World we know or over the Edge. And, bitterly protesting, the traveller went back and down again to the World.

* * * * *

Accustomed as I am to the incredible from knowing the Edge of the World, the story presents difficulties to me. Yet it may be that the devastation wrought by Time is merely local, and that outside the scope of his destruction old songs are still being sung by those that we deem dead. I try to hope so. And yet the more I investigate the story that the long porter told me in the town of Tong Tong Tarrup the more plausible the alternative theory appears  that that grizzled man is a liar.


The Loot of Loma

Coming back laden with the loot of Loma, the four tall men looked earnestly to the right; to the left they durst not, for the precipice there that had been with them so long went sickly down on to a bank of clouds, and how much further below that only their fears could say.

Loma lay smoking, a city of ruin, behind them, all its defenders dead; there was no one left to pursue them, and yet their Indian instincts told them that all was scarcely well. They had gone three days along that narrow ledge: mountain quite smooth, incredible, above them, and precipice as smooth and as far below. It was chilly there in the mountains; at night a stream or a wind in the gloom of the chasm below them went like a whisper; the stillness of all things else began to wear the nerve  an enemys howl would have braced them; they began to wish their perilous path were wider, they began to wish that they had not sacked Loma.

Had that path been any wider the sacking of Loma must indeed have been harder for them, for the citizens must have fortified the city but that the awful narrowness of that ten-league pass of the hills had made their crag-surrounded city secure. And at last an Indian had said, Come, let us sack it. Grimly they laughed in the wigwams. Only the eagles, they said, had ever seen it, its hoard of emeralds and its golden gods; and one had said he would reach it, and they answered, Only the eagles.

It was Laughing Face who said it, and who gathered thirty braves and led them into Loma with their tomahawks and their bows; there were only four left now, but they had the loot of Loma on a mule. They had four golden gods, a hundred emeralds, fifty-two rubies, a large silver gong, two sticks of malachite with amethyst handles for holding incense at religious feasts, four beakers one foot high, each carved from a rose-quartz crystal; a little coffer carved out of two diamonds, and (had they but known it) the written curse of a priest. It was written on parchment in an unknown tongue, and had been slipped in with the loot by a dying hand.

From either end of that narrow, terrible ledge the third night was closing in; it was dropping down on them from the heights of the mountain and slipping up to them out of the abyss, the third night since Loma blazed and they had left it. Three more days of tramping should bring them in triumph home, and yet their instincts said that all was scarcely well. We who sit at home and draw the blinds and shut the shutters as soon as night appears, who gather round the fire when the wind is wild, who pray at regular seasons and in familiar shrines, know little of the demoniac look of night when it is filled with curses of false, infuriated gods. Such a night was this. Though in the heights the fleecy clouds were idle, yet the wind was stirring mournfully in the abyss and moaning as it stirred, unhappily at first and full of sorrow; but as day turned away from that awful path a very definite menace entered its voice which fast grew louder and louder, and night came on with a long howl. Shadows repeatedly passed over the stars, and then a mist fell swiftly, as though there were something suddenly to be done and utterly to be hidden, as in very truth there was.

And in the chill of that mist the four tall men prayed to their totems, the whimsical wooden figures that stood so far away, watching the pleasant wigwams; the firelight even now would be dancing over their faces, while there would come to their ears delectable tales of war. They halted upon the pass and prayed, and waited for any sign. For a mans totem may be in the likeness perhaps of an otter, and a man may pray, and if his totem be placable and watching over his man a noise may be heard at once like the noise that the otter makes, though it be but a stone that falls on another stone; and the noise is a sign. The four mens totems that stood so far away were in the likeness of the coney, the bear, the heron, and the lizard. They waited, and no sign came. With all the noises of the wind in the abyss, no noise was like the thump that the coney makes, nor the bears growl, nor the herons screech, nor the rustle of the lizard in the reeds.

It seemed that the wind was saying something over and over again, and that that thing was evil. They prayed again to their totems, and no sign came. And then they knew that there was some power that night that was prevailing against the pleasant carvings on painted poles of wood with the firelight on their faces so far away. Now it was clear that the wind was saying something, some very, very dreadful thing in a tongue that they did not know. They listened, but they could not tell what it said. Nobody could have said from seeing their faces how much the four tall men desired the wigwams again, desired the camp-fire and the tales of war and the benignant totems that listened and smiled in the dusk: nobody could have seen how well they knew that this was no common night or wholesome mist.

When at last no answer came nor any sign from their totems, they pulled out of the bag those golden gods that Loma gave not up except in flames and when all her men were dead. They had large ruby eyes and emerald tongues. They set them down upon that mountain pass, the cross-legged idols with their emerald tongues; and having placed between them a few decent yards, as it seemed meet there should be between gods and men, they bowed them down and prayed in their desperate straits in that dank, ominous night to the gods they had wronged, for it seemed that there was a vengeance upon the hills and that they would scarce escape, as the wind knew well. And the gods laughed, all four, and wagged their emerald tongues; the Indians saw them, though the night had fallen and though the mist was low. The four tall men leaped up at once from their knees and would have left the gods upon the pass but that they feared some hunter of their tribe might one day find them and say of Laughing Face, He fled and left behind his golden gods, and sell the gold and come with his wealth to the wigwams and be greater than Laughing Face and his three men. And then they would have cast the gods away, down the abyss, with their eyes and their emerald tongues, but they knew that enough already they had wronged Lomas gods, and feared that vengeance enough was waiting them on the hills. So they packed them back in the bag on the frightened mule, the bag that held the curse they knew nothing of, and so pushed on into the menacing night. Till midnight they plodded on and would not sleep; grimmer and grimmer grew the look of the night, and the wind more full of meaning, and the mule knew and trembled, and it seemed that the wind knew, too, as did the instincts of those four tall men, though they could not reason it out, try how they would.

And though the squaws waited long where the pass winds out of the mountains, near where the wigwams are upon the plains, the wigwams and the totems and the fire, and though they watched by day, and for many nights uttered familiar calls, still did they never see those four tall men emerge out of the mountains any more, even though they prayed to their totems upon their painted poles; but the curse in the mystical writing that they had unknown in their bag worked there on that lonely pass six leagues from the ruins of Loma, and nobody can tell us what it was.


The Secret of the Sea

In an ill-lit ancient tavern that I know, are many tales of the sea; but not without the wine of Gorgondy, that I had of a private bargain from the gnomes, was the tale laid bare for which I had waited of an evening for the greater part of a year.

I knew my man and listened to his stories, sitting amid the bluster of his oaths; I plied him with rum and whiskey and mixed drinks, but there never came the tale for which I sought, and as a last resort I went to the Huthneth Mountains and bargained there all night with the chiefs of the gnomes.

When I came to the ancient tavern and entered the low-roofed room, bringing the hoard of the gnomes in a bottle of hammered iron, my man had not yet arrived. The sailors laughed at my old iron bottle, but I sat down and waited; had I opened it then they would have wept and sung. I was well content to wait, for I knew my man had the story, and it was such a one as had profoundly stirred the incredulity of the faithless.

He entered and greeted me, and sat down and called for brandy. He was a hard man to turn from his purpose, and, uncorking my iron bottle, I sought to dissuade him from brandy for fear that when the brandy, bit his throat he should refuse to leave it for any other wine. He lifted his head and said deep and dreadful things of any man that should dare to speak against brandy.

I swore that I said nothing against brandy but added that it was often given to children, while Gorgondy was only drunk by men of such depravity that they had abandoned sin because all the usual vices had come to seem genteel. When he asked if Gorgondy was a bad wine to drink I said that it was so bad that if a man sipped it that was the one touch that made damnation certain. Then he asked me what I had in the iron bottle, and I said it was Gorgondy; and then he shouted for the largest tumbler in that ill-lit ancient tavern, and stood up and shook his fist at me when it came, and swore, and told me to fill it with the wine that I got on that bitter night from the treasure house of the gnomes.

As he drank it he told me that he had met men who had spoken against wine, and that they had mentioned Heaven; and therefore he would not go there  no, not he; and that once he had sent one of them to Hell, but when he got there he would turn him out, and he had no use for milksops.

Over the second tumbler he was thoughtful, but still he said no word of the tale he knew, until I feared that it would never be heard. But when the third glass of that terrific wine had burned its way down his gullet, and vindicated the wickedness of the gnomes, his reticence withered like a leaf in the fire, and he bellowed out the secret.

I had long known that there is in ships a will or way of their own, and had even suspected that when sailors die or abandon their ships at sea, a derelict, being left to her own devices, may seek her own ends; but I had never dreamed by night, or fancied during the day, that the ships had a god that they worshipped, or that they secretly slipped away to a temple in the sea.

Over the fourth glass of the wine that the gnomes so sinfully brew but have kept so wisely from man, until the bargain that I had with their elders all through that autumn night, the sailor told me the story. I do not tell it as he told it to me because of the oaths that were in it; nor is it from delicacy that I refrain from writing these oaths verbatim, but merely because the horror they caused in me at the time troubles me still whenever I put them on paper, and I continue to shudder until I have blotted them out. Therefore, I tell the story in my own words, which, if they possess a certain decency that was not in the mouth of that sailor, unfortunately do not smack, as his did, of rum and blood and the sea.

You would take a ship to be a dead thing like a table, as dead as bits of iron and canvas and wood. That is because you always live on shore, and have never seen the sea, and drink milk. Milk is a more accursed drink than water.

What with the captain and what with the man at the wheel, and what with the crew, a ship has no fair chance of showing a will of her own.

There is only one moment in the history of ships, that carry crews on board, when they act by their own free will. This moment comes when all the crew are drunk. As the last man falls drunk on to the deck, the ship is free of man, and immediately slips away. She slips away at once on a new course and is never one yard out in a hundred miles.

It was like this one night with the Sea-Fancy. Bill Smiles was there himself, and can vouch for it. Bill Smiles has never told this tale before for fear that anyone should call him a liar. Nobody dislikes being hung as much as Bill Smiles would, but he wont be called a liar. I tell the tale as I heard it, relevancies and irrelevancies, though in my more decent words; and as I made no doubts of the truth of it then, I hardly like to now; others can please themselves.

It is not often that the whole of a crew is drunk. The crew of the Sea-Fancy was no drunkener than others. It happened like this.

The captain was always drunk. One day a fancy he had that some spiders were plotting against him, or a sudden bleeding he had from both his ears, made him think that drinking might be bad for his health. Next day he signed the pledge. He was sober all that morning and all the afternoon, but at evening he saw a sailor drinking a a glass of beer, and a fit of madness seized him, and he said things that seemed bad to Bill Smiles. And next morning he made all of them take the pledge.

For two days nobody had a drop to drink, unless you count water, and on the third morning the captain was quite drunk. It stood to reason they all had a glass or two then, except the man at the wheel; and towards evening the man at the wheel could bear it no longer, and seems to have had his glass like all the rest, for the ships course wobbled a bit and made a circle or two. Then all of a sudden she went off south by east under full canvas till midnight, and never altered her course. And at midnight she came to the wide wet courts of the Temple in the Sea.

People who think that Mr. Smiles is drunk often make a great mistake. And people are not the only ones that have made that mistake. Once a ship made it, and a lot of ships. Its a mistake to think that old Bill Smiles is drunk just because he cant move.

Midnight and moonlight and the Temple in the Sea Bill Smiles clearly remembers, and all the derelicts in the world were there, the old abandoned ships. The figureheads were nodding to themselves and blinking at the image. The image was a woman of white marble on a pedestal in the outer court of the Temple of the Sea: she was clearly the love of all the man-deserted ships, or the goddess to whom they prayed their heathen prayers. And as Bill Smiles was watching them, the lips of the figureheads moved; they all began to pray. But all at once their lips were closed with a snap when they saw that there were men on the Sea-Fancy. They all came crowding up and nodded and nodded and nodded to see if all were drunk, and thats when they made their mistake about old Bill Smiles, although he couldnt move. They would have given up the treasuries of the gulfs sooner than let men hear the prayers they said or guess their love for the goddess. It is the intimate secret of the sea.

The sailor paused. And, in my eagerness to hear what lyrical or blasphemous thing those figureheads prayed by moonlight at midnight in the sea to the woman of marble who was a goddess to ships, I pressed on the sailor more of my Gorgondy wine that the gnomes so wickedly brew.

I should never have done it; but there he was sitting silent while the secret was almost mine. He took it moodily and drank a glass; and with the other glasses that he had had he fell a prey to the villainy of the gnomes who brew this unbridled wine to no good end. His body leaned forward slowly, then fell on to the table, his face being sideways and full of a wicked smile, and, saying very clearly the one word, Hell, he became silent for ever with the secret he had from the sea.


How Ali Came to the Black Country

Shooshan the barber went to Shep the maker of teeth to discuss the state of England. They agreed that it was time to send for Ali.

So Shooshan stepped late that night from the little shop near Fleet Street and made his way back again to his house in the ends of London and sent at once the message that brought Ali.

And Ali came, mostly on foot, from the country of Persia, and it took him a year to come; but when he came he was welcome.

And Shep told Ali what was the matter with England and Shooshan swore that it was so, and Ali looking out of the window of the little shop near Fleet Street beheld the ways of London and audibly blessed King Solomon and his seal.

When Shep and Shooshan heard the names of King Solomon and his seal both asked, as they had scarcely dared before, if Ali had it. Ali patted a little bundle of silks that he drew from his inner raiment. It was there.

Now concerning the movements and courses of the stars and the influence on them of spirits of Earth and devils this age has been rightly named by some The Second Age of Ignorance. But Ali knew. And by watching nightly, for seven nights in Bagdad, the way of certain stars he had found out the dwelling place of Him they Needed.

Guided by Ali all three set forth for the Midlands. And by the reverence that was manifest in the faces of Shep and Shooshan towards the person of Ali, some knew what Ali carried, while others said that it was the tablets of the Law, others the name of God, and others that he must have a lot of money about him. So they passed Slod and Apton.

And at last they came to the town for which Ali sought, that spot over which he had seen the shy stars wheel and swerve away from their orbits, being troubled. Verily when they came there were no stars, though it was midnight. And Ali said that it was the appointed place. In harems in Persia in the evening when the tales go round it is still told how Ali and Shep and Shooshan came to the Black country.

When it was dawn they looked upon the country and saw how it was without doubt the appointed place, even as Ali had said, for the earth had been taken out of pits and burned and left lying in heaps, and there were many factories, and they stood over the town and as it were rejoiced. And with one voice Shep and Shooshan gave praise to Ali.

And Ali said that the great ones of the place must needs be gathered together, and to this end Shep and Shooshan went into the town and there spoke craftily. For they said that Ali had of his wisdom contrived as it were a patent and a novelty which should greatly benefit England. And when they heard how he sought nothing for his novelty save only to benefit mankind they consented to speak with Ali and see his novelty. And they came forth and met Ali.

And Ali spake and said unto them: O lords of this place; in the book that all men know it is written how that a fisherman casting his net into the sea drew up a bottle of brass, and when he took the stopper from the bottle a dreadful genie of horrible aspect rose from the bottle, as it were like a smoke, even to darkening the sky, whereat the fisherman... And the great ones of that place said: We have heard the story. And Ali said: What became of that genie after he was safely thrown back into the sea is not properly spoken of by any save those that pursue the study of demons and not with certainty by any man, but that the stopper that bore the ineffable seal and bears it to this day became separate from the bottle is among those things that man may know. And when there was doubt among the great ones Ali drew forth his bundle and one by one removed those many silks till the seal stood revealed; and some of them knew it for the seal and others knew it not.

And they looked curiously at it and listened to Ali, and Ali said:

Having heard how evil is the case of England, how a smoke has darkened the country, and in places (as men say) the grass is black, and how even yet your factories multiply, and haste and noise have become such that men have no time for song, I have therefore come at the bidding of my good friend Shooshan, barber of London, and of Shep, a maker of teeth, to make things well with you.

And they said: But where is your patent and your novelty?

And Ali said: Have I not here the stopper and on it, as good men know, the ineffable seal? Now I have learned in Persia how that your trains that make the haste, and hurry men to and fro, and your factories and the digging of your pits and all the things that are evil are everyone of them caused and brought about by steam.

Is it not so? said Shooshan.

It is even so, said Shep.

Now it is clear, said Ali, that the chief devil that vexes England and has done all this harm, who herds men into cities and will not let them rest, is even the devil Steam.

Then the great ones would have rebuked him but one said: No, let us hear him, perhaps his patent may improve on steam.

And to them hearkening Ali went on thus: O Lords of this place, let there be made a bottle of strong steel, for I have no bottle with my stopper, and this being done let all the factories, trains, digging of pits, and all evil things soever that may be done by steam be stopped for seven days, and the men that tend them shall go free, but the steel bottle for my stopper I will leave open in a likely place. Now that chief devil, Steam, finding no factories to enter into, nor no trains, sirens nor pits prepared for him, and being curious and accustomed to steel pots, will verily enter one night into the bottle that you shall make for my stopper, and I shall spring forth from my hiding with my stopper and fasten him down with the ineffable seal which is the seal of King Solomon and deliver him up to you that you cast him into the sea.

And the great ones answered Ali and they said: But what should we gain if we lose our prosperity and be no longer rich?

And Ali said: When we have cast this devil into the sea there will come back again the woods and ferns and all the beautiful things that the world hath, the little leaping hares shall be seen at play, there shall be music on the hills again, and at twilight ease and quiet and after the twilight stars.

And Verily, said Shooshan, there shall be the dance again.

Aye, said Shep, there shall be the country dance.

But the great ones spake and said, denying Ali: We will make no such bottle for your stopper nor stop our healthy factories or good trains, nor cease from our digging of pits nor do anything that you desire, for an interference with steam would strike at the roots of that prosperity that you see so plentifully all around us.

Thus they dismissed Ali there and then from that place where the earth was torn up and burnt, being taken out of pits, and where factories blazed all night with a demoniac glare; and they dismissed with him both Shooshan, the barber, and Shep, the maker of teeth: so that a week later Ali started from Calais on his long walk back to Persia.

And all this happened thirty years ago, and Shep is an old man now and Shooshan older, and many mouths have bit with the teeth of Shep (for he has a knack of getting them back whenever his customers die), and they have written again to Ali away in the country of Persia with these words, saying:

O Ali. The devil has indeed begotten a devil, even that spirit Petrol. And the young devil waxeth, and increaseth in lustihood and is ten years old and becoming like to his father. Come therefore and help us with the ineffable seal. For there is none like Ali.

And Ali turns where his slaves scatter rose-leaves, letting the letter fall, and deeply draws from his hookah a puff of the scented smoke, right down into his lungs, and sighs it forth and smiles, and lolling round on to his other elbow speaks comfortably and says, And shall a man go twice to the help of a dog?

And with these words he thinks no more of England but ponders again the inscrutable ways of God.


The Bureau dEchange de Maux

I often think of the Bureau dEchange de Maux and the wondrously evil old man that sate therein. It stood in a little street that there is in Paris, its doorway made of three brown beams of wood, the top one overlapping the others like the Greek letter pi, all the rest painted green, a house far lower and narrower than its neighbours and infinitely stranger, a thing to take ones fancy. And over the doorway on the old brown beam in faded yellow letters this legend ran, Bureau Universel dEchanges de Maux.

I entered at once and accosted the listless man that lolled on a stool by his counter. I demanded the wherefore of his wonderful house, what evil wares he exchanged, with many other things that I wished to know, for curiosity led me; and indeed had it not I had gone at once from that shop, for there was so evil a look in that fattened man, in the hang of his fallen cheeks and his sinful eye, that you would have said he had had dealings with Hell and won the advantage by sheer wickedness.

Such a man was mine host; but above all the evil of him lay in his eyes, which lay so still, so apathetic, that you would have sworn that he was drugged or dead; like lizards motionless on a wall they lay, then suddenly they darted, and all his cunning flamed up and revealed itself in what one moment before seemed no more than a sleepy and ordinary wicked old man. And this was the object and trade of that peculiar shop, the Bureau Universel dEchange de Maux: you paid twenty francs, which the old man proceeded to take from me, for admission to the bureau and then had the right to exchange any evil or misfortune with anyone on the premises for some evil or misfortune that he could afford, as the old man put it.

There were four or five men in the dingy ends of that low-ceilinged room who gesticulated and muttered softly in twos as men who make a bargain, and now and then more came in, and the eyes of the flabby owner of the house leaped up at them as they entered, seemed to know their errands at once and each ones peculiar need, and fell back again into somnolence, receiving his twenty francs in an almost lifeless hand and biting the coin as though in pure absence of mind.

Some of my clients, he told me. So amazing to me was the trade of this extraordinary shop that I engaged the old man in conversation, repulsive though he was, and from his garrulity I gathered these facts. He spoke in perfect English though his utterance was somewhat thick and heavy; no language seemed to come amiss to him. He had been in business a great many years, how many he would not say, and was far older than he looked. All kinds of people did business in his shop. What they exchanged with each other he did not care except that it had to be evils, he was not empowered to carry on any other kind of business.

There was no evil, he told me, that was not negotiable there; no evil the old man knew had ever been taken away in despair from his shop. A man might have to wait and come back again next day, and next day and the day after, paying twenty francs each time, but the old man had the addresses of all his clients and shrewdly knew their needs, and soon the right two met and eagerly exchanged their commodities. Commodities was the old mans terrible word, said with a gruesome smack of his heavy lips, for he took a pride in his business and evils to him were goods.

I learned from him in ten minutes very much of human nature, more than I have ever learned from any other man; I learned from him that a mans own evil is to him the worst thing there is or ever could be, and that an evil so unbalances all mens minds that they always seek for extremes in that small grim shop. A woman that had no children had exchanged with an impoverished half-maddened creature with twelve. On one occasion a man had exchanged wisdom for folly.

Why on earth did he do that? I said.

None of my business, the old man answered in his heavy indolent way. He merely took his twenty francs from each and ratified the agreement in the little room at the back opening out of the shop where his clients do business. Apparently the man that had parted with wisdom had left the shop upon the tips of his toes with a happy though foolish expression all over his face, but the other went thoughtfully away wearing a troubled and very puzzled look. Almost always it seemed they did business in opposite evils.

But the thing that puzzled me most in all my talks with that unwieldy man, the thing that puzzles me still, is that none that had once done business in that shop ever returned again; a man might come day after day for many weeks, but once do business and he never returned; so much the old man told me, but when I asked him why, he only muttered that he did not know.

It was to discover the wherefore of this strange thing and for no other reason at all that I determined myself to do business sooner or later in the little room at the back of that mysterious shop. I determined to exchange some very trivial evil for some evil equally slight, to seek for myself an advantage so very small as scarcely to give Fate as it were a grip, for I deeply distrusted these bargains, knowing well that man has never yet benefited by the marvellous and that the more miraculous his advantage appears to be the more securely and tightly do the gods or the witches catch him. In a few days more I was going back to England and I was beginning to fear that I should be sea-sick: this fear of sea-sickness, not the actual malady but only the mere fear of it, I decided to exchange for a suitably little evil. I did not know with whom I should be dealing, who in reality was the head of the firm (one never does when shopping) but I decided that neither Jew nor Devil could make very much on so small a bargain as that.

I told the old man my project, and he scoffed at the smallness of my commodity trying to urge me to some darker bargain, but could not move me from my purpose. And then he told me tales with a somewhat boastful air of the big business, the great bargains that had passed through his hands. A man had once run in there to try and exchange death, he had swallowed poison by accident and had only twelve hours to live. That sinister old man had been able to oblige him. A client was willing to exchange the commodity.

But what did he give in exchange for death? I said.

Life, said that grim old man with a furtive chuckle.

It must have been a horrible life, I said.

That was not my affair, the proprietor said, lazily rattling together as he spoke a little pocketful of twenty-franc pieces.

Strange business I watched in that shop for the next few days, the exchange of odd commodities, and heard strange mutterings in corners amongst couples who presently rose and went to the back room, the old man following to ratify.

Twice a day for a week I paid my twenty francs, watching life with its great needs and its little needs morning and afternoon spread out before me in all its wonderful variety.

And one day I met a comfortable man with only a little need, he seemed to have the very evil I wanted. He always feared the lift was going to break. I knew too much of hydraulics to fear things as silly as that, but it was not my business to cure his ridiculous fear. Very few words were needed to convince him that mine was the evil for him, he never crossed the sea, and I on the other hand could always walk upstairs, and I also felt at the time, as many must feel in that shop, that so absurd a fear could never trouble me. And yet at times it is almost the curse of my life. When we both had signed the parchment in the spidery back room and the old man had signed and ratified (for which we had to pay him fifty francs each) I went back to my hotel, and there I saw the deadly thing in the basement. They asked me if I would go upstairs in the lift, from force of habit I risked it, and I held my breath all the way and clenched my hands. Nothing will induce me to try such a journey again. I would sooner go up to my room in a balloon. And why? Because if a balloon goes wrong you have a chance, it may spread out into a parachute after it has burst, it may catch in a tree, a hundred and one things may happen, but if the lift falls down its shaft you are done. As for sea-sickness I shall never be sick again, I cannot tell you why except that I know that it is so.

And the shop in which I made this remarkable bargain, the shop to which none return when their business is done: I set out for it next day. Blindfold I could have found my way to the unfashionable quarter out of which a mean street runs, where you take the alley at the end, whence runs the cul de sac where the queer shop stood. A shop with pillars, fluted and painted red, stands on its near side, its other neighbour is a low-class jewellers with little silver brooches in the window. In such incongruous company stood the shop with beams with its walls painted green.

In half an hour I found the cul de sac to which I had gone twice a day for the last week, I found the shop with the ugly painted pillars and the jeweller that sold brooches, but the green house with the three beams was gone.

Pulled down, you will say, although in a single night. That can never be the answer to the mystery, for the house of the fluted pillars painted on plaster and the low-class jewellers shop with its silver brooches (all of which I could identify one by one) were standing side by side.


A Story of Land and Sea

It is written in the first Book of Wonder how Captain Shard of the bad ship Desperate Lark, having looted the sea-coast city Bombasharna, retired from active life; and resigning piracy to younger men, with the good will of the North and South Atlantic, settled down with a captured queen on his floating island.

Sometimes he sank a ship for the sake of old times but he no longer hovered along the trade-routes; and timid merchants watched for other men.

It was not age that caused him to leave his romantic profession; nor unworthiness of its traditions, nor gun-shot wound, nor drink; but grim necessity and force majeure. Five navies were after him. How he gave them the slip one day in the Mediterranean, how he fought with the Arabs, how a ships broadside was heard in Lat. 23 N. Long. 4 E. for the first time and the last, with other things unknown to Admiralties, I shall proceed to tell.

He had had his fling, had Shard, captain of pirates, and all his merry men wore pearls in their ear-rings; and now the English fleet was after him under full sail along the coast of Spain with a good North wind behind them. They were not gaining much on Shards rakish craft, the bad ship Desperate Lark, yet they were closer than was to his liking, and they interfered with business.

For a day and a night they had chased him, when off Cape St. Vincent at about six a.m. Shard took that step that decided his retirement from active life, he turned for the Mediterranean. Had he held on Southwards down the African coast it is doubtful whether in face of the interference of England, Russia, France, Denmark and Spain, he could have made piracy pay; but in turning for the Mediterranean he took what we may call the penultimate step of his life which meant for him settling down. There were three great courses of action invented by Shard in his youth, upon which he pondered by day and brooded by night, consolations in all his dangers, secret even from his men, three means of escape as he hoped from any peril that might meet him on the sea. One of these was the floating island that the Book of Wonder tells of, another was so fantastic that we may doubt if even the brilliant audacity of Shard could ever have found it practicable, at least he never tried it so far as is known in that tavern by the sea in which I glean my news, and the third he determined on carrying out as he turned that morning for the Mediterranean. True he might yet have practised piracy in spite of the step that he took, a little later when the seas grew quiet, but that penultimate step was like that small house in the country that the business man has his eye on, like some snug investment put away for old age, there are certain final courses in mens lives which after taking they never go back to business.

He turned then for the Mediterranean with the English fleet behind him, and his men wondered.

What madness was this,  muttered Bill the Boatswain in Old Franks only ear, with the French fleet waiting in the Gulf of Lyons and the Spaniards all the way between Sardinia and Tunis: for they knew the Spaniards ways. And they made a deputation and waited upon Captain Shard, all of them sober and wearing their costly clothes, and they said that the Mediterranean was a trap, and all he said was that the North wind should hold. And the crew said they were done.

So they entered the Mediterranean and the English fleet came up and closed the straits. And Shard went tacking along the Moroccan coast with a dozen frigates behind him. And the North wind grew in strength. And not till evening did he speak to his crew, and then he gathered them all together except the man at the helm, and politely asked them to come down to the hold. And there he showed them six immense steel axles and a dozen low iron wheels of enormous width which none had seen before; and he told his crew how all unknown to the world his keel had been specially fitted for these same axles and wheels, and how he meant soon to sail to the wide Atlantic again, though not by the way of the straits. And when they heard the name of the Atlantic all his merry men cheered, for they looked on the Atlantic as a wide safe sea.

And night came down and Captain Shard sent for his diver. With the sea getting up it was hard work for the diver, but by midnight things were done to Shards satisfaction, and the diver said that of all the jobs he had done  but finding no apt comparison, and being in need of a drink, silence fell on him and soon sleep, and his comrades carried him away to his hammock. All the next day the chase went on with the English well in sight, for Shard had lost time overnight with his wheels and axles, and the danger of meeting the Spaniards increased every hour; and evening came when every minute seemed dangerous, yet they still went tacking on towards the East where they knew the Spaniards must be.

And at last they sighted their topsails right ahead, and still Shard went on. It was a close thing, but night was coming on, and the Union Jack which he hoisted helped Shard with the Spaniards for the last few anxious minutes, though it seemed to anger the English, but as Shard said, Theres no pleasing everyone, and then the twilight shivered into darkness.

Hard to starboard, said Captain Shard.

The North wind which had risen all day was now blowing a gale. I do not know what part of the coast Shard steered for, but Shard knew, for the coasts of the world were to him what Margate is to some of us.

At a place where the desert rolling up from mystery and from death, yea, from the heart of Africa, emerges upon the sea, no less grand than her, no less terrible, even there they sighted the land quite close, almost in darkness. Shard ordered every man to the hinder part of the ship and all the ballast too; and soon the Desperate Lark, her prow a little high out of the water, doing her eighteen knots before the wind, struck a sandy beach and shuddered, she heeled over a little, then righted herself, and slowly headed into the interior of Africa.

The men would have given three cheers, but after the first Shard silenced them and, steering the ship himself, he made them a short speech while the broad wheels pounded slowly over the African sand, doing barely five knots in a gale. The perils of the sea he said had been greatly exaggerated. Ships had been sailing the sea for hundreds of years and at sea you knew what to do, but on land this was different. They were on land now and they were not to forget it. At sea you might make as much noise as you pleased and no harm was done, but on land anything might happen. One of the perils of the land that he instanced was that of hanging. For every hundred men that they hung on land, he said, not more than twenty would be hung at sea. The men were to sleep at their guns. They would not go far that night; for the risk of being wrecked at night was another danger peculiar to the land, while at sea you might sail from set of sun till dawn: yet it was essential to get out of sight of the sea for if anyone knew they were there theyd have cavalry after them. And he had sent back Smerdrak (a young lieutenant of pirates) to cover their tracks where they came up from the sea. And the merry men vigorously nodded their heads though they did not dare to cheer, and presently Smerdrak came running up and they threw him a rope by the stern. And when they had done fifteen knots they anchored, and Captain Shard gathered his men about him and, standing by the land-wheel in the bows, under the large and clear Algerian stars, he explained his system of steering. There was not much to be said for it, he had with considerable ingenuity detached and pivoted the portion of the keel that held the leading axle and could move it by chains which were controlled from the land-wheel, thus the front pair of wheels could be deflected at will, but only very slightly, and they afterwards found that in a hundred yards they could only turn their ship four yards from her course. But let not captains of comfortable battleships, or owners even of yachts, criticise too harshly a man who was not of their time and who knew not modern contrivances; it should be remembered also that Shard was no longer at sea. His steering may have been clumsy but he did what he could.

When the use and limitations of his land-wheel had been made clear to his men, Shard bade them all turn in except those on watch. Long before dawn he woke them and by the very first gleam of light they got their ship under way, so that when those two fleets that had made so sure of Shard closed in like a great crescent on the Algerian coast there was no sign to see of the Desperate Lark either on sea or land; and the flags of the Admirals ship broke out into a hearty English oath.

The gale blew for three days and, Shard using more sail by daylight, they scudded over the sands at little less than ten knots, though on the report of rough water ahead (as the lookout man called rocks, low hills or uneven surface before he adapted himself to his new surroundings) the rate was much decreased. Those were long summer days and Shard who was anxious while the wind held good to outpace the rumour of his own appearance sailed for nineteen hours a day, lying to at ten in the evening and hoisting sail again at three a.m. when it first began to be light.

In those three days he did five hundred miles; then the wind dropped to a breeze though it still blew from the North, and for a week they did no more than two knots an hour. The merry men began to murmur then. Luck had distinctly favoured Shard at first for it sent him at ten knots through the only populous districts well ahead of crowds except those who chose to run, and the cavalry were away on a local raid. As for the runners they soon dropped off when Shard pointed his cannon though he did not dare to fire, up there near the coast; for much as he jeered at the intelligence of the English and Spanish Admirals in not suspecting his manoeuvre, the only one as he said that was possible in the circumstances, yet he knew that cannon had an obvious sound which would give his secret away to the weakest mind. Certainly luck had befriended him, and when it did so no longer he made out of the occasion all that could be made; for instance while the wind held good he had never missed opportunities to revictual, if he passed by a village its pigs and poultry were his, and whenever he passed by water he filled his tanks to the brim, and now that he could only do two knots he sailed all night with a man and a lantern before him: thus in that week he did close on four hundred miles while another man would have anchored at night and have missed five or six hours out of the twenty-four. Yet his men murmured. Did he think the wind would last for ever, they said. And Shard only smoked. It was clear that he was thinking, and thinking hard. But what is he thinking about? said Bill to Bad Jack. And Bad Jack answered: He may think as hard as he likes but thinking wont get us out of the Sahara if this wind were to drop.

And towards the end of that week Shard went to his chart-room and laid a new course for his ship a little to the East and towards cultivation. And one day towards evening they sighted a village, and twilight came and the wind dropped altogether. Then the murmurs of the merry men grew to oaths and nearly to mutiny. Where were they now? they asked, and were they being treated like poor honest men?

Shard quieted them by asking what they wished to do themselves and when no one had any better plan than going to the villagers and saying that they had been blown out of their course by a storm, Shard unfolded his scheme to them. Long ago he had heard how they drove carts with oxen in Africa, oxen were very numerous in these parts wherever there was any cultivation, and for this reason when the wind had begun to drop he had laid his course for the village: that night the moment it was dark they were to drive off fifty yoke of oxen; by midnight they must all be yoked to the bows and then away they would go at a good round gallop.

So fine a plan as this astonished the men and they all apologised for their want of faith in Shard, shaking hands with him every one and spitting on their hands before they did so in token of good will.

The raid that night succeeded admirably, but ingenious as Shard was on land, and a past-master at sea, yet it must be admitted that lack of experience in this class of seamanship led him to make a mistake, a slight one it is true, and one that a little practice would have prevented altogether: the oxen could not gallop. Shard swore at them, threatened them with his pistol, said they should have no food, and all to no avail: that night and as long as they pulled the bad ship Desperate Lark they did one knot an hour and no more. Shards failures like everything that came his way were used as stones in the edifice of his future success, he went at once to his chart-room and worked out all his calculations anew.

The matter of the oxens pace made pursuit impossible to avoid. Shard therefore countermanded his order to his lieutenant to cover the tracks in the sand, and the Desperate Lark plodded on into the Sahara on her new course trusting to her guns.

The village was not a large one and the little crowd that was sighted astern next morning disappeared after the first shot from the cannon in the stern. At first Shard made the oxen wear rough iron bits, another of his mistakes, and strong bits too. For if they run away, he had said, we might as well be driving before a gale and theres no saying where wed find ourselves, but after a day or two he found that the bits were no good and, like the practical man he was, immediately corrected his mistake.

And now the crew sang merry songs all day bringing out mandolins and clarionets and cheering Captain Shard. All were jolly except the captain himself whose face was moody and perplexed; he alone expected to hear more of those villagers; and the oxen were drinking up the water every day, he alone feared that there was no more to be had, and a very unpleasant fear that is when your ship is becalmed in a desert. For over a week they went on like this doing ten knots a day and the music and singing got on the captains nerves, but he dared not tell his men what the trouble was. And then one day the oxen drank up the last of the water. And Lieutenant Smerdrak came and reported the fact.

Give them rum, said Shard, and he cursed the oxen. What is good enough for me, he said, should be good enough for them, and he swore that they should have rum.

Aye, aye, sir, said the young lieutenant of pirates.

Shard should not be judged by the orders he gave that day, for nearly a fortnight he had watched the doom that was coming slowly towards him, discipline cut him off from anyone that might have shared his fear and discussed it, and all the while he had had to navigate his ship, which even at sea is an arduous responsibility. These things had fretted the calm of that clear judgment that had once baffled five navies. Therefore he cursed the oxen and ordered them rum, and Smerdrak had said Aye, aye, sir, and gone below.

Towards sunset Shard was standing on the poop, thinking of death; it would not come to him by thirst; mutiny first, he thought. The oxen were refusing rum for the last time, and the men were beginning to eye Captain Shard in a very ominous way, not muttering, but each man looking at him with a sidelong look of the eye as though there were only one thought among them all that had no need of words. A score of geese like a long letter V were crossing the evening sky, they slanted their necks and all went twisting downwards somewhere about the horizon. Captain Shard rushed to his chart-room, and presently the men came in at the door with Old Frank in front looking awkward and twisting his cap in his hand.

What is it? said Shard as though nothing were wrong.

Then Old Frank said what he had come to say: We want to know what you be going to do.

And the men nodded grimly.

Get water for the oxen, said Captain Shard, as the swine wont have rum, and theyll have to work for it, the lazy beasts. Up anchor!

And at the word water a look came into their faces like when some wanderer suddenly thinks of home.

Water! they said.

Why not? said Captain Shard. And none of them ever knew that but for those geese, that slanted their necks and suddenly twisted downwards, they would have found no water that night nor ever after, and the Sahara would have taken them as she has taken so many and shall take so many more. All that night they followed their new course: at dawn they found an oasis and the oxen drank.

And here, on this green acre or so with its palm-trees and its well, beleaguered by thousands of miles of desert and holding out through the ages, here they decided to stay: for those who have been without water for a while in one of Africas deserts come to have for that simple fluid such a regard as you, O reader, might not easily credit. And here each man chose a site where he would build his hut, and settle down, and marry perhaps, and even forget the sea; when Captain Shard having filled his tanks and barrels peremptorily ordered them to weigh anchor. There was much dissatisfaction, even some grumbling, but when a man has twice saved his fellows from death by the sheer freshness of his mind they come to have a respect for his judgment that is not shaken by trifles. It must be remembered that in the affair of the dropping of the wind and again when they ran out of water these men were at their wits end: so was Shard on the last occasion, but that they did not know. All this Shard knew, and he chose this occasion to strengthen the reputation that he had in the minds of the men of that bad ship by explaining to them his motives, which usually he kept secret. The oasis he said must be a port of call for all the travellers within hundreds of miles: how many men did you see gathered together in any part of the world where there was a drop of whiskey to be had! And water here was rarer than whiskey in decent countries and, such was the peculiarity of the Arabs, even more precious. Another thing he pointed out to them, the Arabs were a singularly inquisitive people and if they came upon a ship in the desert they would probably talk about it; and the world having a wickedly malicious tongue would never construe in its proper light their difference with the English and Spanish fleets, but would merely side with the strong against the weak.

And the men sighed, and sang the capstan song and hoisted the anchor and yoked the oxen up, and away they went doing their steady knot, which nothing could increase. It may be thought strange that with all sail furled in dead calm and while the oxen rested they should have cast anchor at all. But custom is not easily overcome and long survives its use. Rather enquire how many such useless customs we ourselves preserve: the flaps for instance to pull up the tops of hunting-boots though the tops no longer pull up, the bows on our evening shoes that neither tie nor untie. They said they felt safer that way and there was an end of it.

Shard lay a course of South by West and they did ten knots that day, the next day they did seven or eight and Shard hove to. Here he intended to stop, they had huge supplies of fodder on board for the oxen, for his men he had a pig or so, plenty of poultry, several sacks of biscuits and ninety-eight oxen (for two were already eaten), and they were only twenty miles from water. Here he said they would stay till folks forgot their past, someone would invent something or some new thing would turn up to take folks minds off them and the ships he had sunk: he forgot that there are men who are well paid to remember.

Half way between him and the oasis he established a little depot where he buried his water-barrels. As soon as a barrel was empty he sent half a dozen men to roll it by turns to the depot. This they would do at night, keeping hid by day, and next night they would push on to the oasis, fill the barrel and roll it back. Thus only ten miles away he soon had a store of water, unknown to the thirstiest native of Africa, from which he could safely replenish his tanks at will. He allowed his men to sing and even within reason to light fires. Those were jolly nights while the rum held out; sometimes they saw gazelles watching them curiously, sometimes a lion went by over the sand, the sound of his roar added to their sense of the security of their ship; all round them level, immense lay the Sahara: This is better than an English prison, said Captain Shard.

And still the dead calm lasted, not even the sand whispered at night to little winds; and when the rum gave out and it looked like trouble, Shard reminded them what little use it had been to them when it was all they had and the oxen wouldnt look at it.

And the days wore on with singing, and even dancing at times, and at nights round a cautious fire in a hollow of sand with only one man on watch they told tales of the sea. It was all a relief after arduous watches and sleeping by the guns, a rest to strained nerves and eyes; and all agreed, for all that they missed their rum, that the best place for a ship like theirs was the land.

This was in Latitude 23 North, Longitude 4 East, where, as I have said, a ships broadside was heard for the first time and the last. It happened this way.

They had been there several weeks and had eaten perhaps ten or a dozen oxen and all that while there had been no breath of wind and they had seen no one: when one morning about two bells when the crew were at breakfast the lookout man reported cavalry on the port side. Shard who had already surrounded his ship with sharpened stakes ordered all his men on board, the young trumpeter who prided himself on having picked up the ways of the land, sounded Prepare to receive cavalry. Shard sent a few men below with pikes to the lower port-holes, two more aloft with muskets, the rest to the guns, he changed the grape or canister with which the guns were loaded in case of surprise, for shot, cleared the decks, drew in ladders, and before the cavalry came within range everything was ready for them. The oxen were always yoked in order that Shard could manoeuvre his ship at a moments notice.

When first sighted the cavalry were trotting but they were coming on now at a slow canter. Arabs in white robes on good horses. Shard estimated that there were two or three hundred of them. At sixty yards Shard opened with one gun, he had had the distance measured, but had never practised for fear of being heard at the oasis: the shot went high. The next one fell short and ricochetted over the Arabs heads. Shard had the range then and by the time the ten remaining guns of his broadside were given the same elevation as that of his second gun the Arabs had come to the spot where the last shot pitched. The broadside hit the horses, mostly low, and ricochetted on amongst them; one cannon-ball striking a rock at the horses feet shattered it and sent fragments flying amongst the Arabs with the peculiar scream of things set free by projectiles from their motionless harmless state, and the cannon-ball went on with them with a great howl, this shot alone killed three men.

Very satisfactory, said Shard rubbing his chin. Load with grape, he added sharply.

The broadside did not stop the Arabs nor even reduce their speed but they crowded in closer together as though for company in their time of danger, which they should not have done. They were four hundred yards off now, three hundred and fifty; and then the muskets began, for the two men in the crows-nest had thirty loaded muskets besides a few pistols, the muskets all stood round them leaning against the rail; they picked them up and fired them one by one. Every shot told, but still the Arabs came on. They were galloping now. It took some time to load the guns in those days. Three hundred yards, two hundred and fifty, men dropping all the way, two hundred yards; Old Frank for all his one ear had terrible eyes; it was pistols now, they had fired all their muskets; a hundred and fifty; Shard had marked the fifties with little white stones. Old Frank and Bad Jack up aloft felt pretty uneasy when they saw the Arabs had come to that little white stone, they both missed their shots.

All ready? said Captain Shard.

Aye, aye, sir, said Smerdrak.

Right, said Captain Shard raising a finger.

A hundred and fifty yards is a bad range at which to be caught by grape (or case as we call it now), the gunners can hardly miss and the charge has time to spread. Shard estimated afterwards that he got thirty Arabs by that broadside alone and as many horses.

There were close on two hundred of them still on their horses, yet the broadside of grape had unsettled them, they surged round the ship but seemed doubtful what to do. They carried swords and scimitars in their hands, though most had strange long muskets slung behind them, a few unslung them and began firing wildly. They could not reach Shards merry men with their swords. Had it not been for that broadside that took them when it did they might have climbed up from their horses and carried the bad ship by sheer force of numbers, but they would have had to have been very steady, and the broadside spoiled all that. Their best course was to have concentrated all their efforts in setting fire to the ship but this they did not attempt. Part of them swarmed all round the ship brandishing their swords and looking vainly for an easy entrance; perhaps they expected a door, they were not sea-faring people; but their leaders were evidently set on driving off the oxen not dreaming that the Desperate Lark had other means of travelling. And this to some extent they succeeded in doing. Thirty they drove off, cutting the traces, twenty they killed on the spot with their scimitars though the bow gun caught them twice as they did their work, and ten more were unluckily killed by Shards bow gun. Before they could fire a third time from the bows they all galloped away, firing back at the oxen with their muskets and killing three more, and what troubled Shard more than the loss of his oxen was the way that they manoeuvred, galloping off just when the bow gun was ready and riding off by the port bow where the broadside could not get them, which seemed to him to show more knowledge of guns than they could have learned on that bright morning. What, thought Shard to himself, if they should bring big guns against the Desperate Lark! And the mere thought of it made him rail at Fate. But the merry men all cheered when they rode away. Shard had only twenty-two oxen left, and then a score or so of the Arabs dismounted while the rest rode further on leading their horses. And the dismounted men lay down on the port bow behind some rocks two hundred yards away and began to shoot at the oxen. Shard had just enough of them left to manoeuvre his ship with an effort and he turned his ship a few points to the starboard so as to get a broadside at the rocks. But grape was of no use here as the only way he could get an Arab was by hitting one of the rocks with shot behind which an Arab was lying, and the rocks were not easy to hit except by chance, and as often as he manoeuvred his ship the Arabs changed their ground. This went on all day while the mounted Arabs hovered out of range watching what Shard would do; and all the while the oxen were growing fewer, so good a mark were they, until only ten were left, and the ship could manoeuvre no longer. But then they all rode off.

The merry men were delighted, they calculated that one way and another they had unhorsed a hundred Arabs and on board there had been no more than one man wounded: Bad Jack had been hit in the wrist; probably by a bullet meant for the men at the guns, for the Arabs were firing high. They had captured a horse and had found quaint weapons on the bodies of the dead Arabs and an interesting kind of tobacco. It was evening now and they talked over the fight, made jokes about their luckier shots, smoked their new tobacco and sang; altogether it was the jolliest evening theyd had. But Shard alone on the quarter-deck paced to and fro pondering, brooding and wondering. He had chopped off Bad Jacks wounded hand and given him a hook out of store, for captain does doctor upon these occasions and Shard, who was ready for most things, kept half a dozen or so of neat new limbs, and of course a chopper. Bad Jack had gone below swearing a little and said hed lie down for a bit, the men were smoking and singing on the sand, and Shard was there alone. The thought that troubled Shard was: what would the Arabs do? They did not look like men to go away for nothing. And at back of all his thoughts was one that reiterated guns, guns, guns. He argued with himself that they could not drag them all that way on the sand, that the Desperate Lark was not worth it, that they had given it up. Yet he knew in his heart that that was what they would do. He knew there were fortified towns in Africa, and as for its being worth it, he knew that there was no pleasant thing left now to those defeated men except revenge, and if the Desperate Lark had come over the sand why not guns? He knew that the ship could never hold out against guns and cavalry, a week perhaps, two weeks, even three: what difference did it make how long it was, and the men sang:

Away we go, Oho, Oho, Oho,
A drop of rum for you and me
And the worlds as round as the letter O
And round it runs the sea.

A melancholy settled down on Shard.

About sunset Lieutenant Smerdrak came up for orders. Shard ordered a trench to be dug along the port side of the ship. The men wanted to sing and grumbled at having to dig, especially as Shard never mentioned his fear of guns, but he fingered his pistols and in the end Shard had his way. No one on board could shoot like Captain Shard. That is often the way with captains of pirate ships, it is a difficult position to hold. Discipline is essential to those that have the right to fly the skull-and-cross-bones, and Shard was the man to enforce it. It was starlight by the time the trench was dug to the captains satisfaction and the men that it was to protect when the worst came to the worst swore all the time as they dug. And when it was finished they clamoured to make a feast on some of the killed oxen, and this Shard let them do. And they lit a huge fire for the first time, burning abundant scrub, they thinking that Arabs darent return, Shard knowing that concealment was now useless. All that night they feasted and sang, and Shard sat up in his chart-room making his plans.

When morning came they rigged up the cutter as they called the captured horse and told off her crew. As there were only two men that could ride at all these became the crew of the cutter. Spanish Dick and Bill the Boatswain were the two.

Shards orders were that turn and turn about they should take command of the cutter and cruise about five miles off to the North East all the day but at night they were to come in. And they fitted the horse up with a flagstaff in front of the saddle so that they could signal from her, and carried an anchor behind for fear she should run away.

And as soon as Spanish Dick had ridden off Shard sent some men to roll all the barrels back from the depot where they were buried in the sand, with orders to watch the cutter all the time and, if she signalled, to return as fast as they could.

They buried the Arabs that day, removing their water-bottles and any provisions they had, and that night they got all the water-barrels in, and for days nothing happened. One event of extraordinary importance did indeed occur, the wind got up one day, but it was due South, and as the oasis lay to the North of them and beyond that they might pick up the camel track Shard decided to stay where he was. If it had looked to him like lasting Shard might have hoisted sail but it it dropped at evening as he knew it would, and in any case it was not the wind he wanted. And more days went by, two weeks without a breeze. The dead oxen would not keep and they had had to kill three more, there were only seven left now.

Never before had the men been so long without rum. And Captain Shard had doubled the watch besides making two more men sleep at the guns. They had tired of their simple games, and most of their songs, and their tales that were never true were no longer new. And then one day the monotony of the desert came down upon them.

There is a fascination in the Sahara, a day there is delightful, a week is pleasant, a fortnight is a matter of opinion, but it was running into months. The men were perfectly polite but the boatswain wanted to know when Shard thought of moving on. It was an unreasonable question to ask of the captain of any ship in a dead calm in a desert, but Shard said he would set a course and let him know in a day or two. And a day or two went by over the monotony of the Sahara, who for monotony is unequalled by all the parts of the earth. Great marshes cannot equal it, nor plains of grass nor the sea, the Sahara alone lies unaltered by the seasons, she has no altering surface, no flowers to fade or grow, year in year out she is changeless for hundreds and hundreds of miles. And the boatswain came again and took off his cap and asked Captain Shard to be so kind as to tell them about his new course. Shard said he meant to stay until they had eaten three more of the oxen as they could only take three of them in the hold, there were only six left now. But what if there was no wind, the boatswain said. And at that moment the faintest breeze from the North ruffled the boatswains forelock as he stood with his cap in his hand.

Dont talk about the wind to me, said Captain Shard: and Bill was a little frightened for Shards mother had been a gipsy.

But it was only a breeze astray, a trick of the Sahara. And another week went by and they ate two more oxen.

They obeyed Captain Shard ostentatiously now but they wore ominous looks. Bill came again and Shard answered him in Romany.

Things were like this one hot Sahara morning when the cutter signalled. The lookout man told Shard and Shard read the message, Cavalry astern it read, and then a little later she signalled, With guns.

Ah, said Captain Shard.

One ray of hope Shard had; the flags on the cutter fluttered. For the first time for five weeks a light breeze blew from the North, very light, you hardly felt it. Spanish Dick rode in and anchored his horse to starboard and the cavalry came on slowly from the port.

Not till the afternoon did they come in sight, and all the while that little breeze was blowing.

One knot, said Shard at noon. Two knots, he said at six bells and still it grew and the Arabs trotted nearer. By five oclock the merry men of the bad ship Desperate Lark could make out twelve long old-fashioned guns on low wheeled carts dragged by horses and what looked like lighter guns carried on camels. The wind was blowing a little stronger now. Shall we hoist sail, sir? said Bill.

Not yet, said Shard.

By six oclock the Arabs were just outside the range of cannon and there they halted. Then followed an anxious hour or so, but the Arabs came no nearer. They evidently meant to wait till dark to bring their guns up. Probably they intended to dig a gun epaulment from which they could safely pound away at the ship.

We could do three knots, said Shard half to himself as he was walking up and down his quarter-deck with very fast short paces. And then the sun set and they heard the Arabs praying and Shards merry men cursed at the top of their voices to show that they were as good men as they.

The Arabs had come no nearer, waiting for night. They did not know how Shard was longing for it too, he was gritting his teeth and sighing for it, he even would have prayed, but that he feared that it might remind Heaven of him and his merry men.

Night came and the stars. Hoist sail, said Shard. The men sprang to their places, they had had enough of that silent lonely spot. They took the oxen on board and let the great sails down, and like a lover coming from over sea, long dreamed of, long expected, like a lost friend seen again after many years, the North wind came into the pirates sails. And before Shard could stop it a ringing English cheer went away to the wondering Arabs.

They started off at three knots and soon they might have done four but Shard would not risk it at night. All night the wind held good, and doing three knots from ten to four they were far out of sight of the Arabs when daylight came. And then Shard hoisted more sail and they did four knots and by eight bells they were doing four and a half. The spirits of those volatile men rose high, and discipline became perfect. So long as there was wind in the sails and water in the tanks Captain Shard felt safe at least from mutiny. Great men can only be overthrown while their fortunes are at their lowest. Having failed to depose Shard when his plans were open to criticism and he himself scarce knew what to do next it was hardly likely they could do it now; and whatever we think of his past and his way of living we cannot deny that Shard was among the great men of the world.

Of defeat by the Arabs he did not feel so sure. It was useless to try to cover his tracks even if he had had time, the Arab cavalry could have picked them up anywhere. And he was afraid of their camels with those light guns on board, he had heard they could do seven knots and keep it up most of the day and if as much as one shot struck the mainmast... and Shard taking his mind off useless fears worked out on his chart when the Arabs were likely to overtake them. He told his men that the wind would hold good for a week, and, gipsy or no, he certainly knew as much about the wind as is good for a sailor to know.

Alone in his chart-room he worked it out like this, mark two hours to the good for surprise and finding the tracks and delay in starting, say three hours if the guns were mounted in their epaulments, then the Arabs should start at seven. Supposing the camels go twelve hours a day at seven knots they would do eighty-four knots a day, while Shard doing three knots from ten to four, and four knots the rest of the time, was doing ninety and actually gaining. But when it came to it he wouldnt risk more than two knots at night while the enemy were out of sight, for he rightly regarded anything more than that as dangerous when sailing on land at night, so he too did eighty-four knots a day. It was a pretty race. I have not troubled to see if Shard added up his figures wrongly or if he under-rated the pace of camels, but whatever it was the Arabs gained slightly, for on the fourth day Spanish Jack, five knots astern on what they called the cutter, sighted the camels a very long way off and signalled the fact to Shard. They had left their cavalry behind as Shard supposed they would. The wind held good, they had still two oxen left and could always eat their cutter, and they had a fair, though not ample, supply of water, but the appearance of the Arabs was a blow to Shard for it showed him that there was no getting away from them, and of all things he dreaded guns. He made light of it to the men: said they would sink the lot before they had been in action half an hour: yet he feared that once the guns came up it was only a question of time before his rigging was cut or his steering gear disabled.

One point the Desperate Lark scored over the Arabs and a very good one too, darkness fell just before they could have sighted her and now Shard used the lantern ahead as he dared not do on the first night when the Arabs were close, and with the help of it managed to do three knots. The Arabs encamped in the evening and the Desperate Lark gained twenty knots. But the next evening they appeared again and this time they saw the sails of the Desperate Lark.

On the sixth day they were close. On the seventh they were closer. And then, a line of verdure across their bows, Shard saw the Niger River.

Whether he knew that for a thousand miles it rolled its course through forest, whether he even knew that it was there at all; what his plans were, or whether he lived from day to day like a man whose days are numbered he never told his men. Nor can I get an indication on this point from the talk that I hear from sailors in their cups in a certain tavern I know of. His face was expressionless, his mouth shut, and he held his ship to her course. That evening they were up to the edge of the tree trunks and the Arabs camped and waited ten knots astern and the wind had sunk a little.

There Shard anchored a little before sunset and landed at once. At first he explored the forest a little on foot. Then he sent for Spanish Dick. They had slung the cutter on board some days ago when they found she could not keep up. Shard could not ride but he sent for Spanish Dick and told him he must take him as a passenger. So Spanish Dick slung him in front of the saddle before the mast as Shard called it, for they still carried a mast on the front of the saddle, and away they galloped together. Rough weather, said Shard, but he surveyed the forest as he went and the long and short of it was he found a place where the forest was less than half a mile thick and the Desperate Lark might get through: but twenty trees must be cut. Shard marked the trees himself, sent Spanish Dick right back to watch the Arabs and turned the whole of his crew on to those twenty trees. It was a frightful risk, the Desperate Lark was empty, with an enemy no more than ten knots astern, but it was a moment for bold measures and Shard took the chance of being left without his ship in the heart of Africa in the hope of being repaid by escaping altogether.

The men worked all night on those twenty trees, those that had no axes bored with bradawls and blasted, and then relieved those that had.

Shard was indefatigable, he went from tree to tree showing exactly what way every one was to fall, and what was to be done with them when they were down. Some had to be cut down because their branches would get in the way of the masts, others because their trunks would be in the way of the wheels; in the case of the last the stumps had to be made smooth and low with saws and perhaps a bit of the trunk sawn off and rolled away. This was the hardest work they had. And they were all large trees, on the other hand had they been small there would have been many more of them and they could not have sailed in and out, sometimes for hundreds of yards, without cutting any at all: and all this Shard calculated on doing if only there was time.

The light before dawn came and it looked as if they would never do it at all. And then dawn came and it was all done but one tree, the hard part of the work had all been done in the night and a sort of final rush cleared everything up except that one huge tree. And then the cutter signalled the Arabs were moving. At dawn they had prayed, and now they had struck their camp. Shard at once ordered all his men to the ship except ten whom he left at the tree, they had some way to go and the Arabs had been moving some ten minutes before they got there. Shard took in the cutter which wasted five minutes, hoisted sail short-handed and that took five minutes more, and slowly got under way.

The wind was dropping still and by the time the Desperate Lark had come to the edge of that part of the forest through which Shard had laid his course the Arabs were no more than five knots away. He had sailed East half a mile, which he ought to have done overnight so as to be ready, but he could not spare time or thought or men away from those twenty trees. Then Shard turned into the forest and the Arabs were dead astern. They hurried when they saw the Desperate Lark enter the forest.

Doing ten knots, said Shard as he watched them from the deck. The Desperate Lark was doing no more than a knot and a half for the wind was weak under the lee of the trees. Yet all went well for a while. The big tree had just come down some way ahead, and the ten men were sawing bits off the trunk.

And then Shard saw a branch that he had not marked on the chart, it would just catch the top of the mainmast. He anchored at once and sent a hand aloft who sawed it half way through and did the rest with a pistol, and now the Arabs were only three knots astern. For a quarter of a mile Shard steered them through the forest till they came to the ten men and that bad big tree, another foot had yet to come off one corner of the stump for the wheels had to pass over it. Shard turned all hands on to the stump and it was then that the Arabs came within shot. But they had to unpack their gun. And before they had it mounted Shard was away. If they had charged things might have been different. When they saw the Desperate Lark under way again the Arabs came on to within three hundred yards and there they mounted two guns. Shard watched them along his stern gun but would not fire. They were six hundred yards away before the Arabs could fire and then they fired too soon and both guns missed. And Shard and his merry men saw clear water only ten fathoms ahead. Then Shard loaded his stern gun with canister instead of shot and at the same moment the Arabs charged on their camels; they came galloping down through the forest waving long lances. Shard left the steering to Smerdrak and stood by the stern gun, the Arabs were within fifty yards and still Shard did not fire; he had most of his men in the stern with muskets beside him. Those lances carried on camels were altogether different from swords in the hands of horsemen, they could reach the men on deck. The men could see the horrible barbs on the lanceheads, they were almost at their faces when Shard fired, and at the same moment the Desperate Lark with her dry and suncracked keel in air on the high bank of the Niger fell forward like a diver. The gun went off through the tree-tops, a wave came over the bows and swept the stern, the Desperate Lark wriggled and righted herself, she was back in her element.

The merry men looked at the wet decks and at their dripping clothes. Water, they said almost wonderingly.

The Arabs followed a little way through the forest but when they saw that they had to face a broadside instead of one stern gun and perceived that a ship afloat is less vulnerable to cavalry even than when on shore, they abandoned ideas of revenge, and comforted themselves with a text out of their sacred book which tells how in other days and other places our enemies shall suffer even as we desire.

For a thousand miles with the flow of the Niger and the help of occasional winds, the Desperate Lark moved seawards. At first he sweeps East a little and then Southwards, till you come to Akassa and the open sea.

I will not tell you how they caught fish and ducks, raided a village here and there and at last came to Akassa, for I have said much already of Captain Shard. Imagine them drawing nearer and nearer the sea, bad men all, and yet with a feeling for something where we feel for our king, our country or our home, a feeling for something that burned in them not less ardently than our feelings in us, and that something the sea. Imagine them nearing it till sea birds appeared and they fancied they felt sea breezes and all sang songs again that they had not sung for weeks. Imagine them heaving at last on the salt Atlantic again.

I have said much already of Captain Shard and I fear lest I shall weary you, O my reader, if I tell you any more of so bad a man. I too at the top of a tower all alone am weary.

And yet it is right that such a tale should be told. A journey almost due South from near Algiers to Akassa in a ship that we should call no more than a yacht. Let it be a stimulus to younger men.


Guarantee To The Reader

Since writing down for your benefit, O my reader, all this long tale that I heard in the tavern by the sea I have travelled in Algeria and Tunisia as well as in the Desert. Much that I saw in those countries seems to throw doubt on the tale that the sailor told me. To begin with the Desert does not come within hundreds of miles of the coast and there are more mountains to cross than you would suppose, the Atlas mountains in particular. It is just possible Shard might have got through by El Cantara, following the camel road which is many centuries old; or he may have gone by Algiers and Bou Saada and through the mountain pass El Finita Dem, though that is a bad enough way for camels to go (let alone bullocks with a ship) for which reason the Arabs call it Finita Dem  the Path of Blood.

I should not have ventured to give this story the publicity of print had the sailor been sober when he told it, for fear that he I should have deceived you, O my reader; but this was never the case with him as I took good care to ensure: in vino veritas is a sound old proverb, and I never had cause to doubt his word unless that proverb lies.

If it should prove that he has deceived me, let it pass; but if he has been the means of deceiving you there are little things about him that I know, the common gossip of that ancient tavern whose leaded bottle-glass windows watch the sea, which I will tell at once to every judge of my acquaintance, and it will be a pretty race to see which of them will hang him.

Meanwhile, O my reader, believe the story, resting assured that if you are taken in the thing shall be a matter for the hangman.


A Tale of the Equator

He who is Sultan so remote to the East that his dominions were deemed fabulous in Babylon, whose name is a by-word for distance today in the streets of Bagdad, whose capital bearded travellers invoke by name in the gate at evening to gather hearers to their tales when the smoke of tobacco arises, dice rattle and taverns shine; even he in that very city made mandate, and said: Let there be brought hither all my learned men that they may come before me and rejoice my heart with learning.

Men ran and clarions sounded, and it was so that there came before the Sultan all of his learned men. And many were found wanting. But of those that were able to say acceptable things, ever after to be named The Fortunate, one said that to the South of the Earth lay a Land  said Land was crowned with lotus  where it was summer in our winter days and where it was winter in summer.

And when the Sultan of those most distant lands knew that the Creator of All had contrived a device so vastly to his delight his merriment knew no bounds. On a sudden he spake and said, and this was the gist of his saying, that upon that line of boundary or limit that divided the North from the South a palace be made, where in the Northern courts should summer be, while in the South was winter; so should he move from court to court according to his mood, and dally with the summer in the morning and spend the noon with snow. So the Sultans poets were sent for and bade to tell of that city, foreseeing its splendour far away to the South and in the future of time; and some were found fortunate. And of those that were found fortunate and were crowned with flowers none earned more easily the Sultans smile (on which long days depended) than he that foreseeing the city spake of it thus:

In seven years and seven days, O Prop of Heaven, shall thy builders build it, thy palace that is neither North nor South, where neither summer nor winter is sole lord of the hours. White I see it, very vast, as a city, very fair, as a woman, Earths wonder, with many windows, with thy princesses peering out at twilight; yea, I behold the bliss of the gold balconies, and hear a rustling down long galleries and the doves coo upon its sculptured eaves. O Prop of Heaven, would that so fair a city were built by thine ancient sires, the children of the sun, that so might all men see it even today, and not the poets only, whose vision sees it so far away to the South and in the future of time.

O King of the Years, it shall stand midmost on that line that divideth equally the North from the South and that parteth the seasons asunder as with a screen. On the Northern side when summer is in the North thy silken guards shall pace by dazzling walls while thy spearsmen clad in furs go round the South. But at the hour of noon in the midmost day of the year thy chamberlain shall go down from his high place and into the midmost court, and men with trumpets shall go down behind him, and he shall utter a great cry at noon, and the men with trumpets shall cause their trumpets to blare, and the spearsmen clad in furs shall march to the North and thy silken guard shall take their place in the South, and summer shall leave the North and go to the South, and all the swallows shall rise and follow after. And alone in thine inner courts shall no change be, for they shall lie narrowly along that line that parteth the seasons in sunder and divideth the North from the South, and thy long gardens shall lie under them.

And in thy gardens shall spring always be, for spring lies ever at the marge of summer; and autumn also shall always tint thy gardens, for autumn always flares at winters edge, and those gardens shall lie apart between winter and summer. And there shall be orchards in thy garden, too, with all the burden of autumn on their boughs and all the blossom of spring.

Yea, I behold this palace, for we see future things; I see its white wall shine in the huge glare of midsummer, and the lizards lying along it motionless in the sun, and men asleep in the noonday, and the butterflies floating by, and birds of radiant plumage chasing marvellous moths; far off the forest and great orchids glorying there, and iridescent insects dancing round in the light. I see the wall upon the other side; the snow has come upon the battlements, the icicles have fringed them like frozen beards, a wild wind blowing out of lonely places and crying to the cold fields as it blows has sent the snowdrifts higher than the buttresses; they that look out through windows on that side of thy palace see the wild geese flying low and all the birds of the winter, going by swift in packs beat low by the bitter wind, and the clouds above them are black, for it is midwinter there; while in thine other courts the fountains tinkle, falling on marble warmed by the fire of the summer sun.

Such, O King of the Years, shall thy palace be, and its name shall be Erlathdronion, Earths Wonder; and thy wisdom shall bid thine architects build at once, that all may see what as yet the poets see only, and that prophecy be fulfilled.

And when the poet ceased the Sultan spake, and said, as all men hearkened with bent heads:

It will be unnecessary for my builders to build this palace, Erlathdronion, Earths Wonder, for in hearing thee we have drunk already its pleasures.

And the poet went forth from the Presence and dreamed a new thing.

* * * * *


A Narrow Escape

It was underground.

In that dank cavern down below Belgrave Square the walls were dripping. But what was that to the magician? It was secrecy that he needed, not dryness. There he pondered upon the trend of events, shaped destinies and concocted magical brews.

For the last few years the serenity of his ponderings had been disturbed by the noise of the motor-bus; while to his keen ears there came the earthquake-rumble, far off, of the train in the tube, going down Sloane Street; and when he heard of the world above his head was not to its credit.

He decided one evening over his evil pipe, down there in his dank chamber, that London had lived long enough, had abused its opportunities, had gone too far, in fine, with its civilisation. And so he decided to wreck it.

Therefore he beckoned up his acolyte from the weedy end of the cavern, and, Bring me, he said, the heart of the toad that dwelleth in Arabia and by the mountains of Bethany. The acolyte slipped away by the hidden door, leaving that grim old man with his frightful pipe, and whither he went who knows but the gipsy people, or by what path he returned; but within a year he stood in the cavern again, slipping secretly in by the trap while the old man smoked, and he brought with him a little fleshy thing that rotted in a casket of pure gold.

What is it? the old man croaked.

It is, said the acolyte, the heart of the toad that dwelt once in Arabia and by the mountains of Bethany.

The old mans crooked fingers closed on it, and he blessed the acolyte with his rasping voice and claw-like hand uplifted; the motor-bus rumbled above on its endless journey; far off the train shook Sloane Street.

Come, said the old magician, it is time. And there and then they left the weedy cavern, the acolyte carrying cauldron, gold poker and all things needful, and went abroad in the light. And very wonderful the old man looked in his silks.

Their goal was the outskirts of London; the old man strode in front and the acolyte ran behind him, and there was something magical in the old mans stride alone, without his wonderful dress, the cauldron and wand, the hurrying acolyte and the small gold poker.

Little boys jeered till they caught the old mans eye. So there went on through London this strange procession of two, too swift for any to follow. Things seemed worse up there than they did in the cavern, and the further they got on their way towards Londons outskirts the worse London got. It is time, said the old man, surely.

And so they came at last to Londons edge and a small hill watching it with a mournful look. It was so mean that the acolyte longed for the cavern, dank though it was and full of terrible sayings that the old man said when he slept.

They climbed the hill and put the cauldron down, and put there in the necessary things, and lit a fire of herbs that no chemist will sell nor decent gardener grow, and stirred the cauldron with the golden poker. The magician retired a little apart and muttered, then he strode back to the cauldron and, all being ready, suddenly opened the casket and let the fleshy thing fall in to boil.

Then he made spells, then he flung up his arms; the fumes from the cauldron entering in at his mind he said raging things that he had not known before and runes that were dreadful (the acolyte screamed); there he cursed London from fog to loam-pit, from zenith to the abyss, motor-bus, factory, shop, parliament, people. Let them all perish, he said, and London pass away, tram lines and bricks and pavement, the usurpers too long of the fields, let them all pass away and the wild hares come back, blackberry and briar-rose.

Let it pass, he said, pass now, pass utterly.

In the momentary silence the old man coughed, then waited with eager eyes; and the long long hum of London hummed as it always has since first the reed-huts were set up by the river, changing its note at times but always humming, louder now than it was in years gone by, but humming night and day though its voice be cracked with age; so it hummed on.

And the old man turned him round to his trembling acolyte and terribly said as he sank into the earth: YOU HAVE NOT BROUGHT ME THE HEART OF THE TOAD THAT DWELLETH IN ARABIA NOR BY THE MOUNTAINS OF BETHANY!


The Watch-tower

I sat one April in Provence on a small hill above an ancient town that Goth and Vandal as yet have forborne to bring up to date.

On the hill was an old worn castle with a watch-tower, and a well with narrow steps and water in it still.

The watch-tower, staring South with neglected windows, faced a broad valley full of the pleasant twilight and the hum of evening things: it saw the fires of wanderers blink from the hills, beyond them the long forest black with pines, one star appearing, and darkness settling slowly down on Var.

Sitting there listening to the green frogs croaking, hearing far voices clearly but all transmuted by evening, watching the windows in the little town glimmering one by one, and seeing the gloaming dwindle solemnly into night, a great many things fell from mind that seem important by day, and evening in their place planted strange fancies.

Little winds had arisen and were whispering to and fro, it grew cold, and I was about to descend the hill, when I heard a voice behind me saying, Beware, beware.

So much the voice appeared a part of the evening that I did not turn round at first; it was like voices that one hears in sleep and thinks to be of ones dream. And the word was monotonously repeated, in French.

When I turned round I saw an old man with a horn. He had a white beard marvellously long, and still went on saying slowly, Beware, beware. He had clearly just come from the tower by which he stood, though I had heard no footfall. Had a man come stealthily upon me at such an hour and in so lonesome a place I had certainly felt surprised; but I saw almost at once that he was a spirit, and he seemed with his uncouth horn and his long white beard and that noiseless step of his to be so native to that time and place that I spoke to him as one does to some fellow-traveller who asks you if you mind having the window up.

I asked him what there was to beware of.

Of what should a town beware, he said, but the Saracens?

Saracens? I said.

Yes, Saracens, Saracens, he answered and brandished his horn.

And who are you? I said.

I, I am the spirit of the tower, he said.

When I asked him how he came by so human an aspect and was so unlike the material tower beside him he told me that the lives of all the watchers who had ever held the horn in the tower there had gone to make the spirit of the tower. It takes a hundred lives, he said. None hold the horn of late and men neglect the tower. When the walls are in ill repair the Saracens come: it was ever so.

The Saracens dont come nowadays, I said.

But he was gazing past me watching, and did not seem to heed me.

They will run down those hills, he said, pointing away to the South, out of the woods about nightfall, and I shall blow my horn. The people will all come up from the town to the tower again; but the loopholes are in very ill repair.

We never hear of the Saracens now, I said.

Hear of the Saracens! the old spirit said. Hear of the Saracens! They slip one evening out of that forest, in the long white robes that they wear, and I blow my horn. That is the first that anyone ever hears of the Saracens.

I mean, I said, that they never come at all. They cannot come and men fear other things. For I thought the old spirit might rest if he knew that the Saracens can never come again. But he said, There is nothing in the world to fear but the Saracens. Nothing else matters. How can men fear other things?

Then I explained, so that he might have rest, and told him how all Europe, and in particular France, had terrible engines of war, both on land and sea; and how the Saracens had not these terrible engines either on sea or land, and so could by no means cross the Mediterranean or escape destruction on shore even though they should come there. I alluded to the European railways that could move armies night and day faster than horses could gallop. And when as well as I could I had explained all, he answered, In time all these things pass away and then there will still be the Saracens.

And then I said, There has not been a Saracen either in France or Spain for over four hundred years.

And he said, The Saracens! You do not know their cunning. That was ever the way of the Saracens. They do not come for a while, no not they, for a long while, and then one day they come.

And peering southwards, but not seeing clearly because of the rising mist, he silently moved to his tower and up its broken steps.


How Plash-Goo Came to the Land of Nones Desire

In a thatched cottage of enormous size, so vast that we might consider it a palace, but only a cottage in the style of its building, its timbers and the nature of its interior, there lived Plash-Goo.

Plash-Goo was of the children of the giants, whose sire was Uph. And the lineage of Uph had dwindled in bulk for the last five hundred years, till the giants were now no more than fifteen foot high; but Uph ate elephants which he caught with his hands.

Now on the tops of the mountains above the house of Plash-Goo, for Plash-Goo lived in the plains, there dwelt the dwarf whose name was Lrippity-Kang. And the dwarf used to walk at evening on the edge of the tops of the mountains, and would walk up and down along it, and was squat and ugly and hairy, and was plainly seen of Plash-Goo.

And for many weeks the giant had suffered the sight of him, but at length grew irked at the sight (as men are by little things), and could not sleep of a night and lost his taste for pigs. And at last there came the day, as anyone might have known, when Plash-Goo shouldered his club and went up to look for the dwarf.

And the dwarf though briefly squat was broader than may be dreamed, beyond all breadth of man, and stronger than men may know; strength in its very essence dwelt in that little frame, as a spark in the heart of a flint: but to Plash-Goo he was no more than mis-shapen, bearded and squat, a thing that dared to defy all natural laws by being more broad than long.

When Plash-Goo came to the mountain he cast his chimahalk down (for so he named the club of his hearts desire) lest the dwarf should defy him with nimbleness; and stepped towards Lrippity-Kang with gripping hands, who stopped in his mountainous walk without a word, and swung round his hideous breadth to confront Plash-Goo. Already then Plash-Goo in the deeps of his mind had seen himself seize the dwarf in one large hand and hurl him with his beard and his hated breadth sheer down the precipice that dropped away from that very place to the land of Nones Desire. Yet it was otherwise that Fate would have it. For the dwarf parried with his little arms the grip of those monstrous hands, and gradually working along the enormous limbs came at length to the giants body where by dwarfish cunning he obtained a grip; and turning Plash-Goo about, as a spider does some great fly, till his little grip was suitable to his purpose, he suddenly lifted the giant over his head. Slowly at first, by the edge of that precipice whose base sheer distance hid, he swung his giant victim round his head, but soon faster and faster; and at last when Plash-Goo was streaming round the hated breadth of the dwarf and the no less hated beard was flapping in the wind, Lrippity-Kang let go. Plash-Goo shot over the edge and for some way further, out towards Space, like a stone; then he began to fall. It was long before he believed and truly knew that this was really he that fell from this mountain, for we do not associate such dooms with ourselves; but when he had fallen for some while through the evening and saw below him, where there had been nothing to see, or began to see, the glimmer of tiny fields, then his optimism departed; till later on when the fields were greener and larger he saw that this was indeed (and growing now terribly nearer) that very land to which he had destined the dwarf.

At last he saw it unmistakable, close, with its grim houses and its dreadful ways, and its green fields shining in the light of the evening. His cloak was streaming from him in whistling shreds.

So Plash-Goo came to the Land of Nones Desire.


The Three Sailors Gambit

Sitting some years ago in the ancient tavern at Over, one afternoon in Spring, I was waiting, as was my custom, for something strange to happen. In this I was not always disappointed for the very curious leaded panes of that tavern, facing the sea, let a light into the low-ceilinged room so mysterious, particularly at evening, that it somehow seemed to affect the events within. Be that as it may, I have seen strange things in that tavern and heard stranger things told.

And as I sat there three sailors entered the tavern, just back, as they said, from sea, and come with sunburned skins from a very long voyage to the South; and one of them had a board and chessmen under his arm, and they were complaining that they could find no one who knew how to play chess. This was the year that the Tournament was in England. And a little dark man at a table in a corner of the room, drinking sugar and water, asked them why they wished to play chess; and they said they would play any man for a pound. They opened their box of chessmen then, a cheap and nasty set, and the man refused to play with such uncouth pieces, and the sailors suggested that perhaps he could find better ones; and in the end he went round to his lodgings near by and brought his own, and then they sat down to play for a pound a side. It was a consultation game on the part of the sailors, they said that all three must play.

Well, the little dark man turned out to be Stavlokratz.

Of course he was fabulously poor, and the sovereign meant more to him than it did to the sailors, but he didnt seem keen to play, it was the sailors that insisted; he had made the badness of the sailors chessmen an excuse for not playing at all, but the sailors had overruled that, and then he told them straight out who he was, and the sailors had never heard of Stavlokratz.

Well, no more was said after that. Stavlokratz said no more, either because he did not wish to boast or because he was huffed that they did not know who he was. And I saw no reason to enlighten the sailors about him; if he took their pound they had brought it upon themselves, and my boundless admiration for his genius made me feel that he deserved whatever might come his way. He had not asked to play, they had named the stakes, he had warned them, and gave them the first move; there was nothing unfair about Stavlokratz.

I had never seen Stavlokratz before, but I had played over nearly every one of his games in the World Championship for the last three or four years; he was always of course the model chosen by students. Only young chess-players can appreciate my delight at seeing him play first hand.

Well, the sailors used to lower their heads almost as low as the table and mutter together before every move, but they muttered so low that you could not hear what they planned.

They lost three pawns almost straight off, then a knight, and shortly after a bishop; they were playing in fact the famous Three Sailors Gambit.

Stavlokratz was playing with the easy confidence that they say was usual with him, when suddenly at about the thirteenth move I saw him look surprised; he leaned forward and looked at the board and then at the sailors, but he learned nothing from their vacant faces; he looked back at the board again.

He moved more deliberately after that; the sailors lost two more pawns, Stavlokratz had lost nothing as yet. He looked at me I thought almost irritably, as though something would happen that he wished I was not there to see. I believed at first that he had qualms about taking the sailors pound, until it dawned on me that he might lose the game; I saw that possibility in his face, not on the board, for the game had become almost incomprehensible to me. I cannot describe my astonishment. And a few moves later Stavlokratz resigned.

The sailors showed no more elation than if they had won some game with greasy cards, playing amongst themselves.

Stavlokratz asked them where they got their opening. We kind of thought of it, said one. It just come into our heads like, said another. He asked them questions about the ports they had touched at. He evidently thought as I did myself that they had learned their extraordinary gambit, perhaps in some old dependancy of Spain, from some young master of chess whose fame had not reached Europe. He was very eager to find out who this man could be, for neither of us imagined that those sailors had invented it, nor would anyone who had seen them. But he got no information from the sailors.

Stavlokratz could very ill afford the loss of a pound. He offered to play them again for the same stakes. The sailors began to set up the white pieces. Stavlokratz pointed out that it was his turn for the first move. The sailors agreed but continued to set up the white pieces and sat with the white before them waiting for him to move. It was a trivial incident, but it revealed to Stavlokratz and myself that none of these sailors was aware that white always moves first.

Stavlokratz played them on his own opening, reasoning of course that as they had never heard of Stavlokratz they would not know of his opening; and with probably a very good hope of getting back his pound he played the fifth variation with its tricky seventh move, at least so he intended, but it turned to a variation unknown to the students of Stavlokratz.

Throughout this game I watched the sailors closely, and I became sure, as only an attentive watcher can be, that the one on their left, Jim Bunion, did not even know the moves.

When I had made up my mind about this I watched only the other two, Adam Bailey and Bill Sloggs, trying to make out which was the master mind; and for a long while I could not. And then I heard Adam Bailey mutter six words, the only words I heard throughout the game, of all their consultations, No, him with the horses head. And I decided that Adam Bailey did not know what a knight was, though of course he might have been explaining things to Bill Sloggs, but it did not sound like that; so that left Bill Sloggs. I watched Bill Sloggs after that with a certain wonder; he was no more intellectual than the others to look at, though rather more forceful perhaps. Poor old Stavlokratz was beaten again.

Well, in the end I paid for Stavlokratz, and tried to get a game with Bill Sloggs alone, but this he would not agree to, it must be all three or none: and then I went back with Stavlokratz to his lodgings. He very kindly gave me a game: of course it did not last long but I am prouder of having been beaten by Stavlokratz than of any game that I have ever won. And then we talked for an hour about the sailors, and neither of us could make head or tail of them. I told him what I had noticed about Jim Bunion and Adam Bailey, and he agreed with me that Bill Sloggs was the man, though as to how he had come by that gambit or that variation of Stavlokratzs own opening he had no theory.

I had the sailors address which was that tavern as much as anywhere, and they were to be there all evening. As evening drew in I went back to the tavern, and found there still the three sailors. And I offered Bill Sloggs two pounds for a game with him alone and he refused, but in the end he played me for a drink. And then I found that he had not heard of the en passant rule, and believed that the fact of checking the king prevented him from castling, and did not know that a player can have two or more queens on the board at the same time if he queens his pawns, or that a pawn could ever become a knight; and he made as many of the stock mistakes as he had time for in a short game, which I won. I thought that I should have got at the secret then, but his mates who had sat scowling all the while in the corner came up and interfered. It was a breach of their compact apparently for one to play by himself, at any rate they seemed angry. So I left the tavern then and came back again next day, and the next day and the day after, and often saw the sailors, but none were in a communicative mood. I had got Stavlokratz to keep away, and they could get no one to play chess with at a pound a side, and I would not play with them unless they told me the secret.

And then one evening I found Jim Bunion drunk, yet not so drunk as he wished, for the two pounds were spent; and I gave him very nearly a tumbler of whiskey, or what passed for whiskey in that tavern at Over, and he told me the secret at once. I had given the others some whiskey to keep them quiet, and later on in the evening they must have gone out, but Jim Bunion stayed with me by a little table leaning across it and talking low, right into my face, his breath smelling all the while of what passed for whiskey.

The wind was blowing outside as it does on bad nights in November, coming up with moans from the South, towards which the tavern faced with all its leaded panes, so that none but I was able to hear his voice as Jim Bunion gave up his secret. They had sailed for years, he told me, with Bill Snyth; and on their last voyage home Bill Snyth had died. And he was buried at sea. Just the other side of the line they buried him, and his pals divided his kit, and these three got his crystal that only they knew he had, which Bill got one night in Cuba. They played chess with the crystal.

And he was going on to tell me about that night in Cuba when Bill had bought the crystal from the stranger, how some folks might think they had seen thunderstorms, but let them go and listen to that one that thundered in Cuba when Bill was buying his crystal and theyd find that they didnt know what thunder was. But then I interrupted him, unfortunately perhaps, for it broke the thread of his tale and set him rambling a while, and cursing other people and talking of other lands, China, Port Said and Spain: but I brought him back to Cuba again in the end. I asked him how they could play chess with a crystal; and he said that you looked at the board and looked at the crystal, and there was the game in the crystal the same as it was on the board, with all the odd little pieces looking just the same though smaller, horses heads and whatnots; and as soon as the other man moved the move came out in the crystal, and then your move appeared after it, and all you had to do was to make it on the board. If you didnt make the move that you saw in the crystal things got very bad in it, everything horribly mixed and moving about rapidly, and scowling and making the same move over and over again, and the crystal getting cloudier and cloudier; it was best to take ones eyes away from it then, or one dreamt about it afterwards, and the foul little pieces came and cursed you in your sleep and moved about all night with their crooked moves.

I thought then that, drunk though he was, he was not telling the truth, and I promised to show him to people who played chess all their lives so that he and his mates could get a pound whenever they liked, and I promised not to reveal his secret even to Stavlokratz, if only he would tell me all the truth; and this promise I have kept till long after the three sailors have lost their secret. I told him straight out that I did not believe in the crystal. Well, Jim Bunion leaned forward then, even further across the table, and swore he had seen the man from whom Bill had bought the crystal and that he was one to whom anything was possible. To begin with his hair was villainously dark, and his features were unmistakable even down there in the South, and he could play chess with his eyes shut, and even then he could beat anyone in Cuba. But there was more than this, there was the bargain he made with Bill that told one who he was. He sold that crystal for Bill Snyths soul.

Jim Bunion leaning over the table with his breath in my face nodded his head several times and was silent.

I began to question him then. Did they play chess as far away as Cuba? He said they all did. Was it conceivable that any man would make such a bargain as Snyth made? Wasnt the trick well known? Wasnt it in hundreds of books? And if he couldnt read books mustnt he have heard from sailors that it is the Devils commonest dodge to get souls from silly people?

Jim Bunion had leant back in his own chair quietly smiling at my questions but when I mentioned silly people he leaned forward again, and thrust his face close to mine and asked me several times if I called Bill Snyth silly. It seemed that these three sailors thought a great deal of Bill Snyth and it made Jim Bunion angry to hear anything said against him. I hastened to say that the bargain seemed silly though not of course the man who made it; for the sailor was almost threatening, and no wonder for the whiskey in that dim tavern would madden a nun.

When I said that the bargain seemed silly he smiled again, and then he thundered his fist down on the table and said that no one had ever yet got the best of Bill Snyth and that that was the worst bargain for himself that the Devil ever made, and that from all he had read or heard of the Devil he had never been so badly had before as the night when he met Bill Snyth at the inn in the thunderstorm in Cuba, for Bill Snyth already had the damndest soul at sea; Bill was a good fellow, but his soul was damned right enough, so he got the crystal for nothing.

Yes, he was there and saw it all himself, Bill Snyth in the Spanish inn and the candles flaring, and the Devil walking in and out of the rain, and then the bargain between those two old hands, and the Devil going out into the lightning, and the thunderstorm raging on, and Bill Snyth sitting chuckling to himself between the bursts of the thunder.

But I had more questions to ask and interrupted this reminiscence. Why did they all three always play together? And a look of something like fear came over Jim Bunions face; and at first he would not speak. And then he said to me that it was like this; they had not paid for that crystal, but got it as their share of Bill Snyths kit. If they had paid for it or given something in exchange to Bill Snyth that would have been all right, but they couldnt do that now because Bill was dead, and they were not sure if the old bargain might not hold good. And Hell must be a large and lonely place, and to go there alone must be bad, and so the three agreed that they would all stick together, and use the crystal all three or not at all, unless one died, and then the two would use it and the one that was gone would wait for them. And the last of the three to go would take the crystal with him, or maybe the crystal would bring him. They didnt think, they said, they were the kind of men for Heaven, and he hoped they knew their place better than that, but they didnt fancy the notion of Hell alone, if Hell it had to be. It was all right for Bill Snyth, he was afraid of nothing. He had known perhaps five men that were not afraid of death, but Bill Snyth was not afraid of Hell. He died with a smile on his face like a child in its sleep; it was drink killed poor Bill Snyth.

This was why I had beaten Bill Sloggs; Sloggs had the crystal on him while we played, but would not use it; these sailors seemed to fear loneliness as some people fear being hurt; he was the only one of the three who could play chess at all, he had learnt it in order to be able to answer questions and keep up their pretence, but he had learnt it badly, as I found. I never saw the crystal, they never showed it to anyone; but Jim Bunion told me that night that it was about the size that the thick end of a hens egg would be if it were round. And then he fell asleep.

There were many more questions that I would have asked him but I could not wake him up. I even pulled the table away so that he fell to the floor, but he slept on, and all the tavern was dark but for one candle burning; and it was then that I noticed for the first time that the other two sailors had gone, no one remained at all but Jim Bunion and I and the sinister barman of that curious inn, and he too was asleep.

When I saw that it was impossible to wake the sailor I went out into the night. Next day Jim Bunion would talk of it no more; and when I went back to Stavlokratz I found him already putting on paper his theory about the sailors, which became accepted by chess-players, that one of them had been taught their curious gambit and that the other two between them had learnt all the defensive openings as well as general play. Though who taught them no one could say, in spite of enquiries made afterwards all along the Southern Pacific.

I never learnt any more details from any of the three sailors, they were always too drunk to speak or else not drunk enough to be communicative. I seem just to have taken Jim Bunion at the flood. But I kept my promise, it was I that introduced them to the Tournament, and a pretty mess they made of established reputations. And so they kept on for months, never losing a game and always playing for their pound a side. I used to follow them wherever they went merely to watch their play. They were more marvellous than Stavlokratz even in his youth.

But then they took to liberties such as giving their queen when playing first-class players. And in the end one day when all three were drunk they played the best player in England with only a row of pawns. They won the game all right. But the ball broke to pieces. I never smelt such a stench in all my life.

The three sailors took it stoically enough, they signed on to different ships and went back again to the sea, and the world of chess lost sight, for ever I trust, of the most remarkable players it ever knew, who would have altogether spoiled the game.


The Exiles Club

It was an evening party; and something someone had said to me had started me talking about a subject that to me is full of fascination, the subject of old religions, forsaken gods. The truth (for all religions have some of it), the wisdom, the beauty, of the religions of countries to which I travel have not the same appeal for me; for one only notices in them their tyranny and intolerance and the abject servitude that they claim from thought; but when a dynasty has been dethroned in heaven and goes forgotten and outcast even among men, ones eyes no longer dazzled by its power find something very wistful in the faces of fallen gods suppliant to be remembered, something almost tearfully beautiful, like a long warm summer twilight fading gently away after some day memorable in the story of earthly wars. Between what Zeus, for instance, has been once and the half-remembered tale he is today there lies a space so great that there is no change of fortune known to man whereby we may measure the height down which he has fallen. And it is the same with many another god at whom once the ages trembled and the twentieth century treats as an old wives tale. The fortitude that such a fall demands is surely more than human.

Some such things as these I was saying, and being upon a subject that much attracts me I possibly spoke too loudly, certainly I was not aware that standing close behind me was no less a person than the ex-King of Eritivaria, the thirty islands of the East, or I would have moderated my voice and moved away a little to give him more room. I was not aware of his presence until his satellite, one who had fallen with him into exile but still revolved about him, told me that his master desired to know me; and so to my surprise I was presented though neither of them even knew my name. And that was how I came to be invited by the ex-King to dine at his club.

At the time I could only account for his wishing to know me by supposing that he found in his own exiled condition some likeness to the fallen fortunes of the gods of whom I talked unwitting of his presence; but now I know that it was not of himself he was thinking when he asked me to dine at that club.

The club would have been the most imposing building in any street in London, but in that obscure mean quarter of London in which they had built it it appeared unduly enormous. Lifting right up above those grotesque houses and built in that Greek style that we call Georgian, there was something Olympian about it. To my host an unfashionable street could have meant nothing, through all his youth wherever he had gone had become fashionable the moment he went there; words like the East End could have had no meaning to him.

Whoever built that house had enormous wealth and cared nothing for fashion, perhaps despised it. As I stood gazing at the magnificent upper windows draped with great curtains, indistinct in the evening, on which huge shadows flickered my host attracted my attention from the doorway, and so I went in and met for the second time the ex-King of Eritivaria.

In front of us a stairway of rare marble led upwards, he took me through a side-door and downstairs and we came to a banqueting-hall of great magnificence. A long table ran up the middle of it, laid for quite twenty people, and I noticed the peculiarity that instead of chairs there were thrones for everyone except me, who was the only guest and for whom there was an ordinary chair. My host explained to me when we all sat down that everyone who belonged to that club was by rights a king.

In fact none was permitted, he told me, to belong to the club until his claim to a kingdom made out in writing had been examined and allowed by those whose duty it was. The whim of a populace or the candidates own misrule were never considered by the investigators, nothing counted with them but heredity and lawful descent from kings, all else was ignored. At that table there were those who had once reigned themselves, others lawfully claimed descent from kings that the world had forgotten, the kingdoms claimed by some had even changed their names. Hatzgurh, the mountain kingdom, is almost regarded as mythical.

I have seldom seen greater splendour than that long hall provided below the level of the street. No doubt by day it was a little sombre, as all basements are, but at night with its great crystal chandeliers, and the glitter of heirlooms that had gone into exile, it surpassed the splendour of palaces that have only one king. They had come to London suddenly most of those kings, or their fathers before them, or forefathers; some had come away from their kingdoms by night, in a light sleigh, flogging the horses, or had galloped clear with morning over the border, some had trudged roads for days from their capital in disguise, yet many had had time just as they left to snatch up some small thing without price in markets, for the sake of old times as they said, but quite as much, I thought, with an eye to the future. And there these treasures glittered on that long table in the banqueting-hall of the basement of that strange club. Merely to see them was much, but to hear their story that their owners told was to go back in fancy to epic times on the romantic border of fable and fact, where the heroes of history fought with the gods of myth. The famous silver horses of Gilgianza were there climbing their sheer mountain, which they did by miraculous means before the time of the Goths. It was not a large piece of silver but its workmanship outrivalled the skill of the bees.

A yellow Emperor had brought out of the East a piece of that incomparable porcelain that had made his dynasty famous though all their deeds are forgotten, it had the exact shade of the right purple.

And there was a little golden statuette of a dragon stealing a diamond from a lady, the dragon had the diamond in his claws, large and of the first water. There had been a kingdom whose whole constitution and history were founded on the legend, from which alone its kings had claimed their right to the scepter, that a dragon stole a diamond from a lady. When its last king left that country, because his favorite general used a peculiar formation under the fire of artillery, he brought with him the little ancient image that no longer proved him a king outside that singular club.

There was the pair of amethyst cups of the turbaned King of Foo, the one that he drank from himself, and the one that he gave to his enemies, eye could not tell which was which.

All these things the ex-King of Eritivaria showed me, telling me a marvelous tale of each; of his own he had brought nothing, except the mascot that used once to sit on the top of the water tube of his favorite motor.

I have not outlined a tenth of the splendour of that table, I had meant to come again and examine each piece of plate and make notes of its history; had I known that this was the last time I should wish to enter that club I should have looked at its treasures more attentively, but now as the wine went round and the exiles began to talk I took my eyes from the table and listened to strange tales of their former state.

He that has seen better times has usually a poor tale to tell, some mean and trivial thing has been his undoing, but they that dined in that basement had mostly fallen like oaks on nights of abnormal tempest, had fallen mightily and shaken a nation. Those who had not been kings themselves, but claimed through an exiled ancestor, had stories to tell of even grander disaster, history seeming to have mellowed their dynastys fate as moss grows over an oak a great while fallen. There were no jealousies there as so often there are among kings, rivalry must have ceased with the loss of their navies and armies, and they showed no bitterness against those that had turned them out, one speaking of the error of his Prime Minister by which he had lost his throne as poor old Friedrichs Heaven-sent gift of tactlessness.

They gossiped pleasantly of many things, the tittle-tattle we all had to know when we were learning history, and many a wonderful story I might have heard, many a side light on mysterious wars had I not made use of one unfortunate word. That word was upstairs.

The ex-King of Eritivaria having pointed out to me those unparalleled heirlooms to which I have alluded, and many more besides, hospitably asked me if there was anything else that I would care to see, he meant the pieces of plate that they had in the cupboards, the curiously graven swords of other princes, historic jewels, legendary seals, but I who had had a glimpse of their marvelous staircase, whose balustrade I believed to be solid gold and wondering why in such a stately house they chose to dine in the basement, mentioned the word upstairs. A profound hush came down on the whole assembly, the hush that might greet levity in a cathedral.

Upstairs! he gasped. We cannot go upstairs.

I perceived that what I had said was an ill-chosen thing. I tried to excuse myself but knew not how.

Of course, I muttered, members may not take guests upstairs.

Members! he said to me. We are not the members!

There was such reproof in his voice that I said no more, I looked at him questioningly, perhaps my lips moved, I may have said What are you? A great surprise had come on me at their attitude.

We are the waiters, he said.

That I could not have known, here at last was honest ignorance that I had no need to be ashamed of, the very opulence of their table denied it.

Then who are the members? I asked.

Such a hush fell at that question, such a hush of genuine awe, that all of a sudden a wild thought entered my head, a thought strange and fantastic and terrible. I gripped my host by the wrist and hushed my voice.

Are they too exiles? I asked.

Twice as he looked in my face he gravely nodded his head.

I left that club very swiftly indeed, never to see it again, scarcely pausing to say farewell to those menial kings, and as I left the door a great window opened far up at the top of the house and a flash of lightning streamed from it and killed a dog.


The Three Infernal Jokes

This is the story that the desolate man told to me on the lonely Highland road one autumn evening with winter coming on and the stags roaring.

The saddening twilight, the mountain already black, the dreadful melancholy of the stags voices, his friendless mournful face, all seemed to be of some most sorrowful play staged in that valley by an outcast god, a lonely play of which the hills were part and he the only actor.

For long we watched each other drawing out of the solitudes of those forsaken spaces. Then when we met he spoke.

I will tell you a thing that will make you die of laughter. I will keep it to myself no longer. But first I must tell you how I came by it.

I do not give the story in his words with all his woeful interjections and the misery of his frantic self-reproaches for I would not convey unnecessarily to my readers that atmosphere of sadness that was about all he said and that seemed to go with him where-ever he moved.

It seems that he had been a member of a club, a West-end club he called it, a respectable but quite inferior affair, probably in the City: agents belonged to it, fire insurance mostly, but life insurance and motor-agents too, it was in fact a touts club. It seems that a few of them one evening, forgetting for a moment their encyclopedias and non-stop tyres, were talking loudly over a card-table when the game had ended about their personal virtues, and a very little man with waxed moustaches who disliked the taste of wine was boasting heartily of his temperance. It was then that he who told this mournful story, drawn on by the boasts of others, leaned forward a little over the green baize into the light of the two guttering candles and revealed, no doubt a little shyly, his own extraordinary virtue. One woman was to him as ugly as another.

And the silenced boasters rose and went home to bed leaving him all alone, as he supposed, with his unequalled virtue. And yet he was not alone, for when the rest had gone there arose a member out of a deep arm-chair at the dark end of the room and walked across to him, a man whose occupation he did not know and only now suspects.

You have, said the stranger, a surpassing virtue.

I have no possible use for it, my poor friend replied.

Then doubtless you would sell it cheap, said the stranger.

Something in the mans manner or appearance made the desolate teller of this mournful tale feel his own inferiority, which probably made him feel acutely shy, so that his mind abased itself as an Oriental does his body in the presence of a superior, or perhaps he was sleepy, or merely a little drunk. Whatever it was he only mumbled, O yes, instead of contradicting so mad a remark. And the stranger led the way to the room where the telephone was.

I think you will find my firm will give a good price for it, he said: and without more ado he began with a pair of pincers to cut the wire of the telephone and the receiver. The old waiter who looked after the club they had left shuffling round the other room putting things away for the night.

Whatever are you doing of? said my friend.

This way, said the stranger. Along a passage they went and away to the back of the club and there the stranger leaned out of a window and fastened the severed wires to the lightning conductor. My friend has no doubt of that, a broad ribbon of copper, half an inch wide, perhaps wider, running down from the roof to the earth.

Hell, said the stranger with his mouth to the telephone; then silence for a while with his ear to the receiver, leaning out of the window. And then my friend heard his poor virtue being several times repeated, and then words like Yes and No.

They offer you three jokes, said the stranger, which shall make all who hear them simply die of laughter.

I think my friend was reluctant then to have anything more to do with it, he wanted to go home; he said he didnt want jokes.

They think very highly of your virtue, I said the stranger. And at that, odd as it seems, my friend wavered, for logically if they thought highly of the goods they should have paid a higher price.

O all right, he said. The extraordinary document that the agent drew from his pocket ran something like this:

I . . . . . in consideration of three new jokes received from Mr. Montagu-Montague, hereinafter to be called the agent, and warranted to be as by him stated and described, do assign to him, yield, abrogate and give up all recognitions, emoluments, perquisites or rewards due to me Here or Elsewhere on account of the following virtue, to wit and that is to say . . . . . that all women are to me equally ugly. The last eight words being filled in in ink by Mr. Montagu-Montague.

My poor friend duly signed it. These are the jokes, said the agent. They were boldly written on three slips of paper. They dont seem very funny, said the other when he had read them. You are immune, said Mr. Montagu-Montague, but anyone else who hears them will simply die of laughter: that we guarantee.

An American firm had bought at the price of waste paper a hundred thousand copies of The Dictionary of Electricity written when electricity was new,  and it had turned out that even at the time its author had not rightly grasped his subject,  the firm had paid £10,000 to a respectable English paper (no other in fact than the Briton) for the use of its name, and to obtain orders for The Briton Dictionary of Electricity was the occupation of my unfortunate friend. He seems to have had a way with him. Apparently he knew by a glance at a man, or a look round at his garden, whether to recommend the book as an absolutely up-to-date achievement, the finest thing of its kind in the world of modern science or as at once quaint and imperfect, a thing to buy and to keep as a tribute to those dear old times that are gone. So he went on with this quaint though usual business, putting aside the memory of that night as an occasion on which he had somewhat exceeded as they say in circles where a spade is called neither a spade nor an agricultural implement but is never mentioned at all, being altogether too vulgar. And then one night he put on his suit of dress clothes and found the three jokes in the pocket. That was perhaps a shock. He seems to have thought it over carefully then, and the end of it was he gave a dinner at the club to twenty of the members. The dinner would do no harm he thought  might even help the business, and if the joke came off he would be a witty fellow, and two jokes still up his sleeve.

Whom he invited or how the dinner went I do not know for he began to speak rapidly and came straight to the point, as a stick that nears a cataract suddenly goes faster and faster. The dinner was duly served, the port went round, the twenty men were smoking, two waiters loitered, when he after carefully reading the best of the jokes told it down the table. They laughed. One man accidentally inhaled his cigar smoke and spluttered, the two waiters overheard and tittered behind their hands, one man, a bit of a raconteur himself, quite clearly wished not to laugh, but his veins swelled dangerously in trying to keep it back, and in the end he laughed too. The joke had succeeded; my friend smiled at the thought; he wished to say little deprecating things to the man on his right; but the laughter did not stop and the waiters would not be silent. He waited, and waited wondering; the laughter went roaring on, distinctly louder now, and the waiters as loud as any. It had gone on for three or four minutes when this frightful thought leaped up all at once in his mind: it was forced laughter! However could anything have induced him to tell so foolish a joke? He saw its absurdity as in revelation; and the more he thought of it as these people laughed at him, even the waiters too, the more he felt that he could never lift up his head with his brother touts again. And still the laughter went roaring and choking on. He was very angry. There was not much use in having a friend, he thought, if one silly joke could not be overlooked; he had fed them too. And then he felt that he had no friends at all, and his anger faded away, and a great unhappiness came down on him, and he got quietly up and slunk from the room and slipped away from the club. Poor man, he scarcely had the heart next morning even to glance at the papers, but you did not need to glance at them, big type was bandied about that day as though it were common type, the words of the headlines stared at you; and the headlines said:  Twenty-Two Dead Men at a Club.

Yes, he saw it then: the laughter had not stopped, some had probably burst blood vessels, some must have choked, some succumbed to nausea, heart-failure must have mercifully taken some, and they were his friends after all, and none had escaped, not I even the waiters. It was that infernal joke.

He thought out swiftly, and remembers clear as a nightmare, the drive to Victoria Station, the boat-train to Dover and going disguised to the boat: and on the boat pleasantly smiling, almost obsequious, two constables that wished to speak for a moment with Mr. Watkyn-Jones. That was his name.

In a third-class carriage with handcuffs on his wrists, with forced conversation when any, he returned between his captors to Victoria to be tried for murder at the High Court of Bow.

At the trial he was defended by a young barrister of considerable ability who had gone into the Cabinet in order to enhance his forensic reputation. And he was ably defended. It is no exaggeration to say that the speech for the defence showed it to be usual, even natural and right, to give a dinner to twenty men and to slip away without ever saying a word, leaving all, with the waiters, dead. That was the impression left in the minds of the jury. And Mr. Watkyn-Jones felt himself practically free, with all the advantages of his awful experience, and his two jokes intact. But lawyers are still experimenting with the new act which allows a prisoner to give evidence. They do not like to make no use of it for fear they may be thought not to know of the act, and a lawyer who is not in touch with the very latest laws is soon regarded as not being up to date and he may drop as much as £50,000 a year in fees. And therefore though it always hangs their clients they hardly like to neglect it.

Mr. Watkyn-Jones was put in the witness box. There he told the simple truth, and a very poor affair it seemed after the impassioned and beautiful things that were uttered by the counsel for the defence. Men and women had wept when they heard that. They did not weep when they heard Watkyn-Jones. Some tittered. It no longer seemed a right and natural thing to leave ones guests all dead and to fly the country. Where was Justice, they asked, if anyone could do that? And when his story was told the judge rather happily asked if he could make him die of laughter too. And what was the joke? For in so grave a place as a Court of Justice no fatal effects need be feared. And hesitatingly the prisoner pulled from his pocket the three slips of paper: and perceived for the first time that the one on which the first and best joke had been written had become quite blank. Yet he could remember it, and only too clearly. And he told it from memory to the Court.

An Irishman once on being asked by his master to buy a morning paper said in his usual witty way, Arrah and begorrah and I will be after wishing you the top of the morning.

No joke sounds quite so good the second time it is told, it seems to lose something of its essence, but Watkyn-Jones was not prepared for the awful stillness with which this one was received; nobody smiled; and it had killed twenty-two men. The joke was bad, devilish bad; counsel for the defence was frowning, and an usher was looking in a little bag for something the judge wanted. And at this moment, as though from far away, without his wishing it, there entered the prisoners head, and shone there and would not go, this old bad proverb: As well be hung for a sheep as for a lamb. The jury seemed to be just about to retire. I have another joke, said Watkyn-Jones, and then and there he read from the second slip of paper. He watched the paper curiously to see if it would go blank, occupying his mind with so slight a thing as men in dire distress very often do, and the words were almost immediately expunged, swept swiftly as if by a hand, and he saw the paper before him as blank as the first. And they were laughing this time, judge, jury, counsel for the prosecution, audience and all, and the grim men that watched him upon either side. There was no mistake about this joke.

He did not stay to see the end, and walked out with his eyes fixed on the ground, unable to bear a glance to the right or left. And since then he has wandered, avoiding ports and roaming lonely places. Two years have known him on the Highland roads, often hungry, always friendless, always changing his district, wandering lonely on with his deadly joke.

Sometimes for a moment he will enter inns, driven by cold and hunger, and hear men in the evening telling jokes and even challenging him; but he sits desolate and silent, lest his only weapon should escape from him and his last joke spread mourning in a hundred cots. His beard has grown and turned grey and is mixed with moss and weeds, so that no one, I think, not even the police, would recognise him now for that dapper tout that sold The Briton Dictionary of Electricity in such a different land.

He paused, his story told, and then his lip quivered as though he would say more, and I believe he intended then and there to yield up his deadly joke on that Highland road and to go forth then with his three blank slips of paper, perhaps to a felons cell, with one more murder added to his crimes, but harmless at last to man. I therefore hurried on, and only heard him mumbling sadly behind me, standing bowed and broken, all alone in the twilight, perhaps telling over and over even then the last infernal joke.

THE END
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The Prayer of the Men of Daleswood

He said: There were only twenty houses in Daleswood. A place you would scarcely have heard of. A village up top of the hills.

When the war came there was no more than thirty men there between sixteen and forty-five. They all went.

They all kept together; same battalion, same platoon. They was like that in Daleswood. Used to call the hop pickers foreigners, the ones that come from London. They used to go past Daleswood, some of them, every year, on their way down to the hop fields. Foreigners they used to call them. Kept very much to themselves, did the Daleswood people. Big woods all round them.

Very lucky they was, the Daleswood men. Theyd lost no more than five killed and a good sprinkling of wounded. But all the wounded was back again with the platoon. This was up to March when the big offensive started.

It came very sudden. No bombardment to speak of. Just a burst of Tok Emmas going off all together and lifting the front trench clean out of it; then a barrage behind, and the Boche pouring over in thousands. Our luck is holding good, the Daleswood men said, for their trench wasnt getting it at all. But the platoon on their right got it. And it sounded bad too a long way beyond that. No one could be quite sure. But the platoon on their right was getting it: that was sure enough.

And then the Boche got through them altogether. A message came to say so. How are things on the right? they said to the runner. Bad, said the runner, and he went back, though Lord knows what he went back to. The Boche was through right enough. Well have to make a defensive flank, said the platoon commander. He was a Daleswood man too. Came from the big farm. He slipped down a communication trench with a few men, mostly bombers. And they reckoned they wouldnt see any of them any more, for the Boche was on the right, thick as starlings.

The bullets were snapping over thick to keep them down while the Boche went on, on the right: machine guns, of course. The barrage was screaming well over and dropping far back, and their wire was still all right just in front of them, when they put up a head to look. There was the left platoon of the battalion. One doesnt bother, somehow, so much about another battalion as ones own. Ones own gets sort of homely. And there they were wondering how their own officer was getting on, and the few fellows with them, on his defensive flank. The bombs were going off thick. All the Daleswood men were firing half right. It sounded from the noise as if it couldnt last long, as if it would soon be decisive, and the battle be won, or lost, just there on the right, and perhaps the war ended. They didnt notice the left. Nothing to speak of.

Then a runner came from the left. Hullo! they said, How are things over there?

The Boche is through, he said. Wheres the officer? Through! they said. It didnt seem possible. However did he do that? they thought. And the runner went on to the right to look for the officer.

And then the barrage shifted further back. The shells still screamed over them, but the bursts were further away. That is always a relief. Probably they felt it. But it was bad for all that. Very bad. It meant the Boche was well past them. They realized it after a while.

They and their bit of wire were somehow just between two waves of attack. Like a bit of stone on the beach with the sea coming in. A platoon was nothing to the Boche; nothing much perhaps just then to anybody. But it was the whole of Daleswood for one long generation.

The youngest full-grown man they had left behind was fifty, and some one had heard that he had died since the war. There was no one else in Daleswood but women and children, and boys up to seventeen.

The bombing had stopped on their right; everything was quieter, and the barrage further away. When they began to realize what that meant they began to talk of Daleswood. And then they thought that when all of them were gone there would be nobody who would remember Daleswood just as it used to be. For places alter a little, woods grow, and changes come, trees get cut down, old people die; new houses are built now and then in place of a yew tree, or any old thing, that used to be there before; and one way or another the old things go; and all the time you have people thinking that the old times were best, and the old ways when they were young. And the Daleswood men were beginning to say, Who would there be to remember it just as it was?

There was no gas, the wind being wrong for it, so they were able to talk, that is if they shouted, for the bullets alone made as much noise as breaking up an old shed, crisper like, more like new timber breaking; and the shells of course was howling all the time, that is the barrage that was bursting far back. The trench still stank of them.

They said that one of them must go over and put his hands up, or run away if he could, whichever he liked, and when the war was over he would go to some writing fellow, one of those what makes a living by it, and tell him all about Daleswood, just as it used to be, and he would write it out proper and there it would be for always. They all agreed to that. And then they talked a bit, as well as they could above that awful screeching, to try and decide who it should be. The eldest, they said, would know Daleswood best. But he said, and they came to agree with him, that it would be a sort of waste to save the life of a man what had had his good time, and they ought to send the youngest, and they would tell him all they knew of Daleswood before his time, and everything would be written down just the same and the old time remembered.

They had the idea somehow that the women thought more of their own man and their children and the washing and what-not; and that the deep woods and the great hills beyond, and the plowing and the harvest and snaring rabbits in winter and the sports in the village in summer, and the hundred things that pass the time of one generation in an old, old place like Daleswood, meant less to them than the men. Anyhow they did not quite seem to trust them with the past.

The youngest of them was only just eighteen. That was Dick. They told him to get out and put his hands up and be quick getting across, as soon as they had told him one or two things about the old time in Daleswood that a youngster like him wouldnt know.

Well, Dick said he wasnt going, and was making trouble about it, so they told Fred to go. Back, they told him, was best, and come up behind the Boche with his hands up; they would be less likely to shoot when it was back towards their own supports.

Fred wouldnt go, and so on with the rest. Well, they didnt waste time quarrelling, time being scarce, and they said what was to be done? There was chalk where they were, low down in the trench, a little brown clay on the top of it. There was a great block of it loose near a shelter. They said they would carve with their knives on the big bowlder of chalk all that they knew about Daleswood. They would write where it was and just what it was like, and they would write something of all those little things that pass with a generation. They reckoned on having the time for it. It would take a direct hit with something large, what they call big stuff, to do any harm to that bowlder. They had no confidence in paper, it got so messed up when you were hit; besides, the Boche had been using thermite. Burns, that does.

Theyd one or two men that were handy at carving chalk; used to do the regimental crest and pictures of Hindenburg, and all that. They decided theyd do it in reliefs.

They started smoothing the chalk. They had nothing more to do but just to think what to write. It was a great big bowlder with plenty of room on it. The Boche seemed not to know that they hadnt killed the Daleswood men, just as the sea mightnt know that one stone stayed dry at the coming in of the tide. A gap between two divisions probably.

Harry wanted to tell of the woods more than anything. He was afraid they might cut them down because of the war, and no one would know of the larks they had had there as boys. Wonderful old woods they were, with a lot of Spanish chestnut growing low, and tall old oaks over it. Harry wanted them to write down what the foxgloves were like in the wood at the end of summer, standing there in the evening, Great solemn rows, he said, all odd in the dusk. All odd in the evening, going there after work; and makes you think of fairies. There was lots of things about those woods, he said, that ought to be put down if people were to remember Daleswood as it used to be when they knew it. What were the good old days without those woods? he said.

But another wanted to tell of the time when they cut the hay with scythes, working all those long days at the end of June; there would be no more of that, he said, with machines come in and all.

There was room to tell of all that and the woods too, said the others, so long as they put it short like.

And another wanted to tell of the valleys beyond the wood, far afield where the men went working; the women would remember the hay. The great valleys hed tell of. It was they that made Daleswood. The valleys beyond the wood and the twilight on them in summer. Slopes covered with mint and thyme, all solemn at evening. A hare on them perhaps, sitting as though they were his, then lolloping slowly away. It didnt seem from the way he told of those old valleys that he thought they could ever be to other folk what they were to the Daleswood men in the days he remembered. He spoke of them as though there were something in them, besides the mint and the thyme and the twilight and hares, that would not stay after these men were gone, though he did not say what it was. Scarcely hinted it even.

And still the Boche did nothing to the Daleswood men. The bullets had ceased altogether. That made it much quieter. The shells still snarled over, bursting far, far away.

And Bob said tell of Daleswood itself, the old village, with queer chimneys, of red brick, in the wood. There werent houses like that nowadays. Theyd be building new ones and spoiling it, likely, after the war. And that was all he had to say.

And nobody was for not putting down anything any one said. It was all to go in on the chalk, as much as would go in the time. For they all sort of understood that the Daleswood of what they called the good old time was just the memories that those few men had of the days they had spent there together. And that was the Daleswood they loved, and wanted folks to remember. They were all agreed as to that. And then they said how was they to write it down. And when it came to writing there was so much to be said, not spread over a lot of paper I dont mean, but going down so deep like, that it seemed to them how their own talk wouldnt be good enough to say it. And they knew no other, and didnt know what to do. I reckon theyd been reading magazines and thought that writing had to be like that muck. Anyway, they didnt know what to do. I reckon their talk would be good enough for Daleswood when they loved Daleswood like that. But they didnt, and they were puzzled.

The Boche was miles away behind them now, and his barrage with him. Still in front he did nothing.

They talked it all over and over, did the Daleswood men. They tried everything. But somehow or other they couldnt get near what they wanted to say about old summer evenings. Time wore on. The bowlder was smooth and ready, and that whole generation of Daleswood men could find no words to say what was in their hearts about Daleswood. There wasnt time to waste. And the only thing they thought of in the end was Please, God, remember Daleswood just like it used to be. And Bill and Harry carved that on the chalk between them.

What happened to the Daleswood men? Why, nothing. There come one of them counter-attacks, a regular bastard for Jerry. The French made it and did the Boche in proper. I got the story from a man with a hell of a great big hammer, long afterwards when that trench was well behind our line. He was smashing up a huge great chunk of chalk because he said they all felt it was so damn silly.


The Road

The battery Sergeant-Major was practically asleep. He was all worn out by the continuous roar of bombardments that had been shaking the dugouts and dazing his brains for weeks. He was pretty well fed up.

The officer commanding the battery, a young man in a very neat uniform and of particularly high birth, came up and spat in his face. The Sergeant-Major sprang to attention, received an order, and took a stick at once and beat up the tired men. For a message had come to the battery that some English (God punish them!) were making a road at X.

The gun was fired. It was one of those unlucky shots that come on days when our luck is out. The shell, a 5.9, lit in the midst of the British working party. It did the Germans little good. It did not stop the deluge of shells that was breaking up their guns and was driving misery down like a wedge into their spirits. It did not improve the temper of the officer commanding the battery, so that the men suffered as acutely as ever under the Sergeant-Major. But it stopped the road for that day.

I seemed to see that road going on in a dream.

Another working party came along next day, with clay pipes and got to work; and next day and the day after. Shells came, but went short or over; the shell holes were neatly patched up; the road went on. Here and there a tree had to be cut, but not often, not many of them were left; it was mostly digging and grubbing up roots, and pushing wheelbarrows along planks and duck-boards, and filling up with stones. Sometimes the engineers would come: that was when streams were crossed. The engineers made their bridges, and the infantry working party went on with the digging and laying down stones. It was monotonous work. Contours altered, soil altered, even the rock beneath it, but the desolation never; they always worked in desolation and thunder. And so the road went on.

They came to a wide river. They went through a great forest. They passed the ruins of what must have been quite fine towns, big prosperous towns with universities in them. I saw the infantry working party with their stumpy clay pipes, in my dream, a long way on from where that shell had lit, which stopped the road for a day. And behind them curious changes came over the road at X. You saw the infantry going up to the trenches, and going back along it into reserve. They marched at first, but in a few days they were going up in motors, grey busses with shuttered windows. And then the guns came along it, miles and miles of guns, following after the thunder which was further off over the hills. And then one day the cavalry came by. Then stores in wagons, the thunder muttering further and further away. I saw farm-carts going down the road at X. And then one day all manner of horses and traps and laughing people, farmers and women and boys all going by to X. There was going to be a fair.

And far away the road was growing longer and longer amidst, as always, desolation and thunder. And one day far away from X the road grew very fine indeed. It was going proudly through a mighty city, sweeping in like a river; you would not think that it ever remembered duck-boards. There were great palaces there, with huge armorial eagles blazoned in stone, and all along each side of the road was a row of statues of kings. And going down the road towards the palace, past the statues of the kings, a tired procession was riding, full of the flags of the Allies. And I looked at the flags in my dream, out of national pride to see whether we led, or whether France or America. America went before us, but I could not see the Union Jack in the van nor the Tricolour either, nor the Stars and Stripes: Belgium led and then Serbia, they that had suffered most.

And before the flags, and before the generals, I saw marching along on foot the ghosts of the working party that were killed at X, gazing about them in admiration as they went, at the great city and at the palaces. And one man, wondering at the Sièges Allée, turned round to the Lance Corporal in charge of the party: That is a fine road that we made, Frank, he said.


An Imperial Monument

It is an early summers morning: the dew is all over France: the train is going eastwards. They are quite slow, those troop trains, and there are few embankments or cuttings in those flat plains, so that you seem to be meandering along through the very life of the people. The roads come right down to the railways, and the sun is shining brightly over the farms and the people going to work along the roads, so that you can see their faces clearly as the slow train passes them by.

They are all women and boys that work on the farms; sometimes perhaps you see a very old man, but nearly always women and boys; they are out working early. They straighten up from their work as we go by and lift their hands to bless us.

We pass by long rows of the tall French poplars, their branches cut away all up the trunk, leaving only an odd round tuft at the top of the tree; but little branches are growing all up the trunk now, and the poplars are looking unkempt. It would be the young men who would cut the branches of the poplars. They would cut them for some useful thrifty purpose that I do not know; and then they would cut them because they were always cut that way, as long ago as the times of the old mens tales about France; but chiefly, I expect, because youth likes to climb difficult trees; that is why they are clipped so very high. And the trunks are all unkempt now.

We go on by many farms with their shapely red-roofed houses; they stand there, having the air of the homes of an ancient people; they would not be out of keeping with any romance that might come, or any romance that has come in the long story of France, and the girls of those red-roofed houses work all alone in the fields.

We pass by many willows and come to a great marsh. In a punt on some open water an old man is angling. We come to fields again, and then to a deep wood. France smiles about us in the open sunlight.

But towards evening we pass over the border of this pleasant country into a tragical land of destruction and gloom. It is not only that murder has walked here to and fro for years, until all the fields are ominous with it, but the very fields themselves have been mutilated until they are unlike fields, the woods have been shattered right down to the anemones, and the houses have been piled in heaps of rubbish, and the heaps of rubbish have been scattered by shells. We see no more trees, no more houses, no more women, no cattle even now. We have come to the abomination of desolation. And over it broods, and will probably brood for ever, accursed by men and accursed by the very fields, the hyena-like memory of the Kaiser, who has whitened so many bones.

It may be some satisfaction to his selfishness to know that the monument to it cannot pass away, to know that the shell holes go too deep to be washed away by the healing rains of years, to know that the wasted German generations will not in centuries gather up what has been spilt on the Somme, or France recover in the sunshine of many summers from all the misery that his devilish folly has caused. It is likely to be to such as him a source of satisfaction, for the truly vain care only to be talked of in many mouths; they hysterically love to be thought of, and the notice of mankind is to them a mirror which reflects their futile postures. The admiration of fools they love, and the praise of a slavelike people, but they would sooner be hated by mankind than be ignored and forgotten as is their due. And the truly selfish care only for their imperial selves.

Let us leave him to pass in thought from ruin to ruin, from wasted field to field, from crater to crater; let us leave his fancy haunting cemeteries in the stricken lands of the world, to find what glee he can in this huge manifestation of his imperial will.

We neither know to what punishment he moves nor can even guess what fitting one is decreed. But the time is surely appointed and the place. Poor trifler with Destiny, who ever had so much to dread?


A Walk to the Trenches

To stand at the beginning of a road is always wonderful; for on all roads before they end experience lies, sometimes adventure. And a trench, even as a road, has its beginnings somewhere. In the heart of a very strange country you find them suddenly. A trench may begin in the ruins of a house, may run up out of a ditch; may be cut into a rise of ground sheltered under a hill, and is built in many ways by many men. As to who is the best builder of trenches there can be little doubt, and any British soldier would probably admit that for painstaking work and excellence of construction there are few to rival Von Hindenburg. His Hindenburg line is a model of neatness and comfort, and it would be only a very ungrateful British soldier who would deny it.

You come to the trenches out of strangely wasted lands, you come perhaps to a wood in an agony of contortions, black, branchless, sepulchral trees, and then no more trees at all. The country after that is still called Picardy or Belgium, still has its old name on the map as though it smiled there yet, sheltering cities and hamlet and radiant with orchards and gardens, but the country named Belgium  or whatever it be  is all gone away, and there stretches for miles instead one of the worlds great deserts, a thing to take its place no longer with smiling lands, but with Sahara, Gobi, Kalahari, and the Karoo; not to be thought of as Picardy, but more suitably to be named the Desert of Wilhelm. Through these sad lands one goes to come to the trenches. Overhead floats until it is chased away an aëroplane with little black crosses, that you can scarcely see at his respectful height, peering to see what more harm may be done in the desolation and ruin. Little flashes sparkle near him, white puffs spread out round the flashes: and he goes, and our airmen go away after him; black puffs break out round our airmen. Up in the sky you hear a faint tap-tapping. They have got their machine guns working.

You see many things there that are unusual in deserts: a good road, a railway, perhaps a motor bus; you see what was obviously once a village, and hear English songs, but no one who has not seen it can imagine the country in which the trenches lie, unless he bear a desert clearly in mind, a desert that has moved from its place on the map by some enchantment of wizardry, and come down on a smiling country. Would it not be glorious to be a Kaiser and be able to do things like that?

Past all manner of men, past no trees, no hedges, no fields, but only one field from skyline to skyline that has been harrowed by war, one goes with companions that this event in our history has drawn from all parts of the earth. On that road you may hear all in one walk where is the best place to get lunch in the City; you may hear how they laid a drag for some Irish pack, and what the Master said; you may hear a farmer lamenting over the harm that rhinoceroses do to his coffee crop; you may hear Shakespeare quoted and La vie Parisienne.

In the village you see a lot of German orders, with their silly notes of exclamation after them, written up on notice boards among the ruins. Ruins and German orders. That turning movement of Von Klucks near Paris in 1914 was a mistake. Had he not done it we might have had ruins and German orders everywhere. And yet Von Kluck may comfort himself with the thought that it is not by his mistakes that Destiny shapes the world: such a nightmare as a world-wide German domination can have had no place amongst the scheme of things.

Beyond the village the batteries are thick. A great howitzer near the road lifts its huge muzzle slowly, fires and goes down again, and lifts again and fires. It is as though Polyphemus had lifted his huge shape slowly, leisurely, from the hillside where he was sitting, and hurled the mountain top, and sat down again. If he is firing pretty regularly you are sure to get the blast of one of them as you go by, and it can be a very strong wind indeed. Ones horse, if one is riding, does not very much like it, but I have seen horses far more frightened by a puddle on the road when coming home from hunting in the evening: one 12-inch howitzer more or less in France calls for no great attention from man or beast.

And so we come in sight of the support trenches where we are to dwell for a week before we go on for another mile over the hills, where the black fountains are rising.


A Walk in Picardy

Picture any village you know. In such a village as that the trench begins. That is to say, there are duck-boards along a ditch, and the ditch runs into a trench. Only the village is no longer there. It was like some village you know, though perhaps a little merrier, because it was further south and nearer the sun; but it is all gone now. And the trench runs out of the ruins, and is called Windmill Avenue. There must have been a windmill standing there once.

When you come from the ditch to the trench you leave the weeds and soil and trunks of willows and see the bare chalk. At the top of those two white walls is a foot or so of brown clay. The brown clay grows deeper as you come to the hills, until the chalk has disappeared altogether. Our alliance with France is new in the history of man, but it is an old, old union in the history of the hills. White chalk with brown clay on top has dipped and gone under the sea; and the hills of Sussex and Kent are one with the hills of Picardy.

And so you may pass through the chalk that lies in that desolate lane with memories of more silent and happier hills; it all depends on what the chalk means to you: you may be unfamiliar with it and in that case you will not notice it; or you may have been born among those thyme-scented hills and yet have no errant fancies, so that you will not think of the hills that watched you as a child, but only keep your mind on the business in hand; that is probably best.

You come after a while to other trenches: notice boards guide you, and you keep to Windmill Avenue. You go by Pear Lane, Cherry Lane, and Plum Lane. Pear trees, cherry trees and plum trees must have grown there. You are passing through either wild lanes banked with briar, over which these various trees peered one by one and showered their blossoms down at the end of spring, and girls would have gathered the fruit when it ripened, with the help of tall young men; or else you are passing through an old walled garden, and the pear and the cherry and plum were growing against the wall, looking southwards all through the summer. There is no way whatever of telling which it was; it is all one in war; whatever was there is gone; there remain to-day, and survive, the names of those three trees only. We come next to Apple Lane. You must not think that an apple tree ever grew there, for we trace here the hand of the wit, who by naming Plum Lanes neighbour Apple Lane merely commemorates the inseparable connection that plum has with apple forever in the minds of all who go to modern war. For by mixing apple with plum the manufacturer sees the opportunity of concealing more turnip in the jam, as it were, at the junction of the two forces, than he might be able to do without this unholy alliance.

We come presently to the dens of those who trouble us (but only for our own good), the dugouts of the trench mortar batteries. It is noisy when they push up close to the front line and play for half an hour or so with their rivals: the enemy sends stuff back, our artillery join in; it is as though, while you were playing a game of croquet, giants hundreds of feet high, some of them friendly, some unfriendly, carnivorous and hungry, came and played football on your croquet lawn.

We go on past Battalion Headquarters, and past the dugouts and shelters of various people having business with History, past stores of bombs and the many other ingredients with which history is made, past men coming down who are very hard to pass, for the width of two men and two packs is the width of a communication trench and sometimes an inch over; past two men carrying a flying pig slung on a pole between them; by many turnings; and Windmill Avenue brings you at last to Company Headquarters in a dugout that Hindenburg made with his German thoroughness.

And there, after a while, descends the Tok Emma man, the officer commanding a trench mortar battery, and is given perchance a whiskey and water, and sits on the best empty box that we have to offer, and lights one of our cigarettes.

Theres going to be a bit of a strafe at 5.30, he says.


What Happened on the Night of the Twenty-Seventh

The night of the twenty-seventh was Dick Cheesers first night on sentry. The night was far gone when he went on duty; in another hour they would stand to. Dick Cheeser had camouflaged his age when he enlisted: he was barely eighteen. A wonderfully short time ago he was quite a little boy; now he was in a frontline trench. It hadnt seemed that things were going to alter like that. Dick Cheeser was a plowboy: long brown furrows over haughty, magnificent downs seemed to stretch away into the future as far as his mind could see. No narrow outlook either, for the life of nations depends upon those brown furrows. But there are the bigger furrows that Mars makes, the long brown trenches of war; the life of nations depends on these too; Dick Cheeser had never pictured these. He had heard talk about a big navy and a lot of Dreadnoughts; silly nonsense he called it. What did one want a big navy for? To keep the Germans out, some people said. But the Germans werent coming. If they wanted to come, why didnt they come? Anybody could see that they never did come. Some of Dick Cheesers pals had votes.

And so he had never pictured any change from plowing the great downs; and here was war at last, and here was he. The Corporal showed him where to stand, told him to keep a good lookout and left him.

And there was Dick Cheeser alone in the dark with an army in front of him, eighty yards away: and, if all tales were true, a pretty horrible army.

The night was awfully still. I use the adverb not as Dick Cheeser would have used it. The stillness awed him. There had not been a shell all night. He put his head up over the parapet and waited. Nobody fired at him. He felt that the night was waiting for him. He heard voices going along the trench: some one said it was a black night: the voices died away. A mere phrase; the night wasnt black at all, it was grey. Dick Cheeser was staring at it, and the night was staring back at him, and seemed to be threatening him; it was grey, grey as an old cat that they used to have at home, and as artful. Yes, thought Dick Cheeser, it was an artful night; that was what was wrong with it. If shells had come or the Germans, or anything at all, you would know how to take it; but that quiet mist over huge valleys, and stillness! Anything might happen. Dick waited and waited, and the night waited too. He felt they were watching each other, the night and he. He felt that each was crouching. His mind slipped back to the woods on hills he knew. He was watching with eyes and ears and imagination to see what would happen in No Mans Land under that ominous mist: but his mind took a peep for all that at the old woods that he knew. He pictured himself, he and a band of boys, chasing squirrels again in the summer. They used to chase a squirrel from tree to tree, throwing stones, till they tired it: and then they might hit it with a stone: usually not. Sometimes the squirrel would hide, and a boy would have to climb after it. It was great sport, thought Dick Cheeser. What a pity he hadnt had a catapult in those days, he thought. Somehow the years when he had not had a catapult seemed all to be wasted years. With a catapult one might get the squirrel almost at once, with luck: and what a great thing that would be. All the other boys would come round to look at the squirrel, and to look at the catapult, and ask him how he did it. He wouldnt have to say much, there would be the squirrel; no boasting would be necessary with the squirrel lying dead. It might spread to other things, even rabbits; almost anything, in fact. He would certainly get a catapult first thing when he got home. A little wind blew in the night, too cold for summer. It blew away, as it were, the summer of Dicks memories; blew away hills and woods and squirrel. It made for a moment a lane in the mist over No Mans Land. Dick Cheeser peered down it, but it closed again. No, Night seemed to say, you dont guess my secret. And the awful hush intensified. What would they do? thought the sentry. What were they planning in all those miles of silence? Even the Verys were few. When one went up, far hills seemed to sit and brood over the valley: their black shapes seemed to know what would happen in the mist and seemed sworn not to say. The rocket faded, and the hills went back into mystery again, and Dick Cheeser peered level again over the ominous valley.

All the dangers and sinister shapes and evil destinies, lurking between the armies in that mist, that the sentry faced that night cannot be told until the history of the war is written by a historian who can see the mind of the soldier. Not a shell fell all night, no German stirred; Dick Cheeser was relieved at Stand to and his comrades stood to beside him, and soon it was wide, golden, welcome dawn.

And for all the threats of night the thing that happened was one that the lonely sentry had never foreseen: in the hour of his watching Dick Cheeser, though scarcely eighteen, became a full-grown man.


Standing To

One cannot say that one time in the trenches is any more tense than another. One cannot take any one particular hour and call it, in modern nonsensical talk, typical hour in the trenches. The routine of the trenches has gone on too long for that. The tensest hour ought to be half an hour before dawn, the hour when attacks are expected and men stand to. It is an old convention of war that that is the dangerous hour, the hour when defenders are weakest and attack most to be feared. For darkness favours the attackers then as night favours the lion, and then dawn comes and they can hold their gains in the light. Therefore in every trench in every war the garrison is prepared in that menacing hour, watching in greater numbers than they do the whole night through. As the first lark lifts from meadows they stand there in the dark. Whenever there is any war in any part of the world you may be sure that at that hour men crowd to their parapets: when sleep is deepest in cities they are watching there.

When the dawn shimmers a little, and a grey light comes, and widens, and all of a sudden figures become distinct, and the hour of the attack that is always expected is gone, then perhaps some faint feeling of gladness stirs the newest of the recruits; but chiefly the hour passes like all the other hours there, an unnoticed fragment of the long, long routine that is taken with resignation mingled with jokes.

Dawn comes shy with a wind scarce felt, dawn faint and strangely perceptible, feeble and faint in the east while men still watch the darkness. When did the darkness go? When did the dawn grow golden? It happened as in a moment, a moment you did not see. Guns flash no longer: the sky is gold and serene; dawn stands there like Victory that will shine, on one of these years when the Kaiser goes the way of the older curses of earth. Dawn, and the men unfix bayonets as they step down from the fire-step and clean their rifles with pull-throughs. Not all together, but section by section, for it would not do for a whole company to be caught cleaning their rifles at dawn, or at any other time.

They rub off the mud or the rain that has come at night on their rifles, they detach the magazine and see that its spring is working, they take out the breechblock and oil it, and put back everything clean: and another night is gone; it is one day nearer victory.


The Splendid Traveller

A traveller threw his cloak over his shoulder and came down slopes of gold in El Dorado. From incredible heights he came. He came from where the peaks of the pure gold mountain shone a little red with the sunset; from crag to crag of gold he stepped down slowly. Sheer out of romance he came through the golden evening.

It was only an incident of every day; the sun had set or was setting, the air turned chill, and a battalions bugles were playing Retreat when this knightly stranger, a British aëroplane, dipped, and went homeward over the infantry. That beautiful evening call, and the golden cloud bank towering, and that adventurer coming home in the cold, happening all together, revealed in a flash the fact (which hours of thinking sometimes will not bring) that we live in such a period of romance as the troubadours would have envied.

He came, that British airman, over the border, sheer over No Mans Land and the heads of the enemy and the mysterious land behind, snatching the secrets that the enemy would conceal. Either he had defeated the German airmen who would have stopped his going, or they had not dared to try. Who knows what he had done? He had been abroad and was coming home in the evening, as he did every day.

Even when all its romance has been sifted from an age (as the centuries sift) and set apart from the trivial, and when all has been stored by the poets; even then what has any of them more romantic than these adventurers in the evening air, coming home in the twilight with the black shells bursting below?

The infantry look up with the same vague wonder with which children look at dragon flies; sometimes they do not look at all, for all that comes in France has its part with the wonder of a terrible story as well as with the incidents of the day, incidents that recur year in and year out, too often for us to notice them. If a part of the moon were to fall off in the sky and come tumbling to earth, the comment on the lips of the imperturbable British watchers that have seen so much would be, Hullo, what is Jerry up to now?

And so the British aëroplane glides home in the evening, and the light fades from the air, and what is left of the poplars grows dark against the sky, and what is left of the houses grows more mournful in the gloaming, and night comes, and with it the sounds of thunder, for the airman has given his message to the artillery. It is as though Hermes had gone abroad sailing upon his sandals, and had found some bad land below those winged feet wherein men did evil and kept not the laws of gods or men; and he had brought this message back and the gods were angry.

For the wars we fight to-day are not like other wars, and the wonders of them are unlike other wonders. If we do not see in them the saga and epic, how shall we tell of them?

England

And then we used to have sausages, said the Sergeant.

And mashed? said the Private.

Yes, said the Sergeant, and beer. And then we used to go home. It was grand in the evenings. We used to go along a lane that was full of them wild roses. And then we come to the road where the houses were. They all had their bit of a garden, every house.

Nice, I calls it, a garden, the Private said.

Yes, said the Sergeant, they all had their garden. It came right down to the road. Wooden palings: none of that there wire.

I hates wire, said the Private.

They didnt have none of it, the N. C. O. went on. The gardens came right down to the road, looking lovely. Old Billy Weeks he had them tall pale-blue flowers in his garden nearly as high as a man.

Hollyhocks? said the Private.

No, they wasnt hollyhocks. Lovely they were. We used to stop and look at them, going by every evening. He had a path up the middle of his garden paved with red tiles, Billy Weeks had; and these tall blue flowers growing the whole way along it, both sides like. They was a wonder. Twenty gardens there must have been, counting them all; but none to touch Billy Weeks with his pale-blue flowers. There was an old windmill away to the left. Then there were the swifts sailing by overhead and screeching: just about as high again as the houses. Lord, how them birds did fly. And there was the other young fellows, what were not out walking, standing about by the roadside, just doing nothing at all. One of them had a flute: Jim Booker, he was. Those were great days. The bats used to come out, flutter, flutter, flutter; and then thered be a star or two; and the smoke from the chimneys going all grey; and a little cold wind going up and down like the bats; and all the colour going out of things; and the woods looking all strange, and a wonderful quiet in them, and a mist coming up from the stream. Its a queer time that. Its always about that time, the way I see it: the end of the evening in the long days, and a star or two, and me and my girl going home.

Wouldnt you like to talk about things for a bit the way you remember them?

Oh, no, Sergeant, said the other, you go on. You do bring it all back so.

I used to bring her home, the Sergeant said, to her fathers house. Her father was keeper there, and they had a house in the wood. A fine house with queer old tiles on it, and a lot of large friendly dogs. I knew them all by name, same as they knew me. I used to walk home then along the side of the wood. The owls would be about; you could hear them yelling. Theyd float out of the wood like, sometimes: all large and white.

I knows them, said the Private.

I saw a fox once so close I could nearly touch him, walking like he was on velvet. He just slipped out of the wood.

Cunning old brute, said the Private.

Thats the time to be out, said the Sergeant. Ten oclock on a summers night, and the night full of noises, not many of them, but what there is, strange, and coming from a great way off, through the quiet, with nothing to stop them. Dogs barking, owls hooting, an old cart; and then just once a sound that you couldnt account for at all, not anyhow. Ive heard sounds on nights like that that nobody ud think youd heard, nothing like the flute that young Booker had, nothing like anything on earth.

I know, said the Private.

I never told any one before, because they wouldnt believe you. But it doesnt matter now. Thered be a light in the window to guide me when I got home. Id walk up through the flowers of our garden. We had a lovely garden. Wonderful white and strange the flowers looked of a nighttime.

You bring it all back wonderful, said the Private.

Its a great thing to have lived, said the Sergeant.

Yes, Sergeant, said the other, I wouldnt have missed it, not for anything.

For five days the barrage had rained down behind them: they were utterly cut off and had no hope of rescue: their food was done, and they did not know where they were.


Shells

When the aëroplanes are home and the sunset has flared away, and it is cold, and night comes down over France, you notice the guns more than you do by day, or else they are actually more active then, I do not know which it is.

It is then as though a herd of giants, things of enormous height, came out from lairs in the earth and began to play with the hills. It is as though they picked up the tops of the hills in their hands and then let them drop rather slowly. It is exactly like hills falling. You see the flashes all along the sky, and then that lumping thump as though the top of the hill had been let drop, not all in one piece, but crumbled a little as it would drop from your hands if you were three hundred feet high and were fooling about in the night, spoiling what it had taken so long to make. That is heavy stuff bursting, a little way off.

If you are anywhere near a shell that is bursting, you can hear in it a curious metallic ring. That applies to the shells of either side, provided that you are near enough, though usually of course it is the hostile shell and not your own that you are nearest to, and so one distinguishes them. It is curious, after such a colossal event as this explosion must be in the life of a bar of steel, that anything should remain at all of the old bell-like voice of the metal, but it appears to, if you listen attentively; it is perhaps its last remonstrance before leaving its shape and going back to rust in the earth again for ages.

Another of the voices of the night is the whine the shell makes in coming; it is not unlike the cry the hyena utters as soon as its dark in Africa: How nice traveller would taste, the hyena seems to say, and I want dead White Man. It is the rising note of the shell as it comes nearer, and its dying away when it has gone over, that make it reminiscent of the hyenas method of diction. If it is not going over then it has something quite different to say. It begins the same as the other, it comes up, talking of the back areas with the same long whine as the other. I have heard old hands say That one is going well over. Whee-oo, says the shell; but just where the oo should be long drawn out and turn into the hyenas final syllable, it says something quite different. Zarp, it says. That is bad. Those are the shells that are looking for you.

And then of course there is the whizz-bang coming from close, along his flat trajectory: he has little to say, but comes like a sudden wind, and all that he has to do is done and over at once.

And then there is the gas shell, who goes over gurgling gluttonously, probably in big herds, putting down a barrage. It is the liquid inside that gurgles before it is turned to gas by the mild explosion; that is the explanation of it; yet that does not prevent one picturing a tribe of cannibals who have winded some nice juicy men and are smacking their chops and dribbling in anticipation.

And a wonderful thing to see, even in those wonderful nights, is our thermite bursting over the heads of the Germans. The shell breaks into a shower of golden rain; one cannot judge easily at night how high from the ground it breaks, but about as high as the tops of trees seen at a hundred yards. It spreads out evenly all round and rains down slowly; it is a bad shower to be out in, and for a long time after it has fallen, the sodden grass of winter, and the mud and old bones beneath it, burn quietly in a circle. On such a night as this, and in such showers, the flying pigs will go over, which take two men to carry each of them; they go over and root right down to the German dugout, where the German has come in out of the golden rain, and they fling it all up in the air.

These are such nights as Scheherazade with all her versatility never dreamed of; or if such nightmares came she certainly never told of them, or her august master, the Sultan, light of the age, would have had her at once beheaded; and his people would have deemed that he did well. It has been reserved for a modern autocrat to dream such a nightmare, driven to it perhaps by the tales of a white-whiskered Scheherazade, the Lord of the Kiel Canal; and being an autocrat he has made the nightmare a reality for the world. But the nightmare is stronger than its master, and grows mightier every night; and the All-Highest War Lord learns that there are powers in Hell that are easily summoned by the rulers of earth, but that go not easily home.


Two Degrees of Envy

It was night in the front line and no moon, or the moon was hidden. There was a strafe going on. The Tok Emmas were angry. And the artillery on both sides were looking for the Tok Emmas.

Tok Emma, I may explain for the blessed dwellers in whatever far happy island there be that has not heard of these things, is the crude language of Mars. He has not time to speak of a trunk mortar battery, for he is always in a hurry, and so he calls them T. M.s. But Bellona might not hear him saying T. M., for all the din that she makes: might think that he said D. N; and so he calls it Tok Emma. Ak, Beer, C, Don: this is the alphabet of Mars.

And the huge minnies were throwing old limbs out of No Mans Land into the frontline trench, and shells were rasping down through the air that seemed to resist them until it was torn to pieces: they burst and showers of mud came down from heaven. Aimlessly, as it seemed, shells were bursting now and then in the air, with a flash intensely red: the smell of them was drifting down the trenches.

In the middle of all this Bert Butterworth was hit. Only in the foot, his pals said. Only! said Bert. They put him on a stretcher and carried him down the trench. They passed Bill Britterling, standing in the mud, an old friend of Berts. Berts face, twisted with pain, looked up to Bill for some sympathy.

Lucky devil, said Bill.

Across the way on the other side of No Mans Land there was mud the same as on Bills side: only the mud over there stank; it didnt seem to have been kept clean somehow. And the parapet was sliding away in places, for working parties had not had much of a chance. They had three Tok Emmas working in that battalion front line, and the British batteries did not quite know where they were, and there were eight of them looking.

Fritz Groedenschasser, standing in that unseemly mud, greatly yearned for them to find soon what they were looking for. Eight batteries searching for something they cant find, along a trench in which you have to be, leaves the elephant hunters most desperate tale a little dull and insipid. Not that Fritz Groedenschasser knew anything about elephant hunting: he hated all things sporting, and cordially approved of the execution of Nurse Cavell. And there was thermite too. Flammenwerfer was all very well, a good German weapon: it could burn a man alive at twenty yards. But this accursed flaming English thermite could catch you at four miles. It wasnt fair.

The three German trench mortars were all still firing. When would the English batteries find what they were looking for, and this awful thing stop? The night was cold and smelly.

Fritz shifted his feet in the foul mud, but no warmth came to him that way.

A gust of shells was coming along the trench. Still they had not found the minnewerfer! Fritz moved from his place altogether to see if he could find some place where the parapet was not broken. And as he moved along the sewerlike trench he came on a wooden cross that marked the grave of a man he once had known, now buried some days in the parapet, old Ritz Handelscheiner.

Lucky devil, said Fritz.


The Master of No Mans Land

When the last dynasty has fallen and the last empire passed away, when man himself has gone, there will probably still remain the swede. [The rutabaga or Swedish turnip.]

There grew a swede in No Mans Land by Croisille near the Somme, and it had grown there for a long while free from man.

It grew as you never saw a swede grow before. It grew tall and strong and weedy. It lifted its green head and gazed round over No Mans Land. Yes, man was gone, and it was the day of the swede.

The storms were tremendous. Sometimes pieces of iron sang through its leaves. But man was gone and it was the day of the swede.

A man used to come there once, a great French farmer, an oppressor of swedes. Legends were told of him and his herd of cattle, dark traditions that passed down vegetable generations. It was somehow known in those fields that the man ate swedes.

And now his house was gone and he would come no more.

The storms were terrible, but they were better than man. The swede nodded to his companions: the years of freedom had come.

They had always known among them that these years would come. Man had not been there always, but there had always been swedes. He would go some day, suddenly, as he came. That was the faith of the swedes. And when the trees went the swede believed that the day was come. When hundreds of little weeds arrived that were never allowed before, and grew unchecked, he knew it.

After that he grew without any care, in sunlight, moonlight and rain; grew abundantly and luxuriantly in the freedom, and increased in arrogance till he felt himself greater than man. And indeed in those leaden storms that sang often over his foliage all living things seemed equal.

There was little that the Germans left when they retreated from the Somme that was higher than this swede. He grew the tallest thing for miles and miles. He dominated the waste. Two cats slunk by him from a shattered farm: he towered above them contemptuously.

A partridge ran by him once, far, far below his lofty leaves. The night winds mourning in No Mans Land seemed to sing for him alone.

It was surely the hour of the swede. For him, it seemed, was No Mans Land. And there I met him one night by the light of a German rocket and brought him back to our company to cook.


Weeds and Wire

Things had been happening. Divisions were moving. There had been, there was going to be, a stunt. A battalion marched over the hill and sat down by the road. They had left the trenches three days march to the north and had come to a new country. The officers pulled their maps out; a mild breeze fluttered them; yesterday had been winter and to-day was spring; but spring in a desolation so complete and far-reaching that you only knew of it by that little wind. It was early March by the calendar, but the wind was blowing out of the gates of April. A platoon commander, feeling that mild wind blowing, forgot his map and began to whistle a tune that suddenly came to him out of the past with the wind. Out of the past it blew and out of the South, a merry vernal tune of a Southern people. Perhaps only one of those that noticed the tune had ever heard it before. An officer sitting near had heard it sung; it reminded him of a holiday long ago in the South.

Where did you hear that tune? he asked the platoon commander.

Oh, the hell of a long way from here, the platoon commander said.

He did not remember quite where it was he had heard it, but he remembered a sunny day in France and a hill all dark with pine woods, and a man coming down at evening out of the woods, and down the slope to the village, singing this song. Between the village and the slope there were orchards in blossom. So that he came with his song for hundreds of yards through orchards. The hell of a way from here, he said.

For a long while then they sat silent.

It mightnt have been so very far from here, said the platoon commander. It was in France, now I come to think of it. But it was a lovely part of France, all woods and orchards. Nothing like this, thank God. And he glanced with a tired look at the unutterable desolation.

Where was it? said the other.

In Picardy, he said.

Arent we in Picardy now? said his friend.

Are we? he said.

I dont know. The maps dont call it Picardy.

It was a fine place, anyway, the platoon commander said. There seemed always to be a wonderful light on the hills. A kind of short grass grew on them, and it shone in the sun at evening. There were black woods above them. A man used to come out of them singing at evening.

He looked wearily round at the brown desolation of weeds. As far as the two officers could see there was nothing but brown weeds and bits of brown barbed wire. He turned from the desolate scene back to his reminiscences.

He came singing through the orchards into the village, he said. A quaint old place with queer gables, called Ville-en-Bois.

Do you know where we are? said the other.

No, said the platoon commander.

I thought not, he said. Hadnt you better take a look at the map?

I suppose so, said the platoon commander, and he smoothed out his map and wearily got to the business of finding out where he was.

Good Lord! he said. Ville-en-Bois!


Spring in England and Flanders

Very soon the earliest primroses will be coming out in woods wherever they have been sheltered from the north. They will grow bolder as the days go by, and spread and come all down the slopes of sunny hills. Then the anemones will come, like a shy pale people, one of the tribes of the elves, who dare not leave the innermost deeps of the wood: in those days all the trees will be in leaf, the bluebells will follow, and certain fortunate woods will shelter such myriads of them that the bright fresh green of the beech trees will flash between two blues, the blue of the sky and the deeper blue of the bluebells. Later the violets come, and such a time as this is the perfect time to see England: when the cuckoo is heard and he surprises his hearers; when evenings are lengthening out and the bat is abroad again; and all the flowers are out and all the birds sing. At such a time not only Nature smiles but our quiet villages and grave old spires wake up from winter in the mellow air and wear their centuries lightly. At such a time you might come just at evening on one of those old villages in a valley and find it in the mood to tell you the secret of the ages that it hid and treasured there before the Normans came. Who knows? For they are very old, very wise, very friendly; they might speak to you one warm evening. If you went to them after great suffering they might speak to you; after nights and nights of shelling over in France, they might speak to you and you might hear them clearly.

It would be a long, long story that they would tell, all about the ages; and it would vary wonderfully little, much less perhaps than we think; and the repetitions rambling on and on in the evening, as the old belfry spoke and the cottages gathered below it, might sound so soothing after the boom of shells that perhaps you would nearly sleep. And then with ones memory tired out by the war one might never remember the long story they told, when the belfry and the brown-roofed houses all murmured at evening, might never remember even that they had spoken all through that warm spring and evening. We may have heard them speak and forgotten that they have spoken. Who knows? We are at war, and see so many strange things: some we must forget, some we must remember; and we cannot choose which.

To turn from Kent to Flanders is to turn to a time of mourning through all seasons alike. Spring there brings out no leaf on myriad oaks, nor the haze of green that floats like a halo above the heads of the birch trees, that stand with their fairylike trunks haunting the deeps of the woods. For miles and miles and miles summer ripens no crops, leads out no maidens laughing in the moonlight, and brings no harvest home. When Autumn looks on orchards in all that region of mourning he looks upon barren trees that will never blossom again. Winter drives in no sturdy farmers at evening to sit before cheery fires, families meet not at Christmas, and the bells are dumb in belfries; for all by which a man might remember his home has been utterly swept away: has been swept away to make a maniacal dancing ground on which a murderous people dance to their death led by a shallow, clever, callous, imperial clown.

There they dance to their doom till their feet shall find the precipice that was prepared for them on the day that they planned the evil things they have done.


The Nightmare Countries

There are certain lands in the darker dreams of poetry that stand out in the memory of generations. There is for instance Poes Dark tarn of Auber, the ghoul-haunted region of Weir; there are some queer twists in the river Alph as imagined by Coleridge; two lines of Swinburne:

By the tideless dolorous inland sea

In a land of sand and ruin and gold

are as haunting as any. There are in literature certain regions of gloom, so splendid that whenever you come on them they leave in the mind a sort of nightmare country which ones thoughts revisit on hearing the lines quoted.

It is pleasant to picture such countries sometimes when sitting before the fire. It is pleasant because you can banish them by the closing of a book; a puff of smoke from a pipe will hide them altogether, and back come the pleasant, wholesome, familiar things. But in France they are there always. In France the nightmare countries stand all night in the starlight; dawn comes and they still are there. The dead are buried out of sight and others take their places among men; but the lost lands lie unburied gazing up at the winds; and the lost woods stand like skeletons all grotesque in the solitude; the very seasons have fled from them. The very seasons have fled; so that if you look up to see whether summer has turned to autumn, or if autumn has turned to winter yet, nothing remains to show you. It is like the eccentric dream of some strange man, very arresting and mysterious, but lacking certain things that should be there before you can recognize it as earthly. It is a mad, mad landscape. There are miles and miles and miles of it. It is the biggest thing man has done. It looks as though man in his pride, with all his clever inventions, had made for himself a sorry attempt at creation.

Indeed when we trace it all back to its origin we find at the beginning of this unhappy story a man who was only an emperor and wished to be something more. He would have ruled the world but has only meddled with it; and his folly has brought misery to millions, and there lies his broken dream on the broken earth. He will never take Paris now. He will never be crowned at Versailles as Emperor of Europe; and after that, most secret dream of all, did not the Cæsars proclaim themselves divine? Was it not whispered among Macedonian courtiers that Alexander was the child of God? And was the Hohenzollern less than these?

What might not force accomplish? All gone now, that dream and the Hohenzollern line broken. A maniacal dream and broken farms all mixed up together: they make a pretty nightmare and the clouds still gleam at night with the flashes of shells, and the sky is still troubled by day with uncouth balloons and the black bursts of the German shells and the white of our anti-aircraft.

And below there lies this wonderful waste land where no girls sing, and where no birds come but starlings; where no hedgerows stand, and no lanes with wild roses, and where no pathways run through fields of wheat, and there are no fields at all and no farms and no farmers; and two haystacks stand on a hill I know, undestroyed in the desolation, and nobody touches them for they know the Germans too well; and the tops have been blown off hills down to the chalk. And men say of this place that it is Pozières and of that place that it is Ginchy; nothing remains to show that hamlets stood there at all, and a brown, brown weed grows over it all for ever; and a mighty spirit has arisen in man, and no one bows to the War Lord though many die. And Liberty is she who sang her songs of old, and is fair as she ever was, when men see her in visions, at night in No Mans Land when they have the strength to crawl in: still she walks of a night in Pozières and in Ginchy.

A fanciful man once called himself the Emperor of the Sahara: the German Kaiser has stolen into a fair land and holds with weakening hands a land of craters and weed, and wire and wild cabbages and old German bones.


Spring and the Kaiser

While all the world is waiting for Spring there lie great spaces in one of the pleasantest lands to which Spring cannot come.

Pear trees and cherry and orchards flash over other lands, blossoming as abundantly as though their wonder were new, with a beauty as fresh and surprising as though nothing like it before had ever adorned countless centuries. Now with the larch and soon with the beech trees and hazel, a bright green blazes forth to illumine the year. The slopes are covered with violets. Those who have gardens are beginning to be proud of them and to point them out to their neighbours. Almond and peach in blossom peep over old brick walls. The land dreams of summer all in the youth of the year.

But better than all this the Germans have found war. The simple content of a people at peace in pleasant countries counted for nothing with them. Their Kaiser prepared for war, made speeches about war, and, when he was ready, made war. And now the hills that should be covered with violets are full of murderous holes, and the holes are half full of empty meat tins, and the garden walls have gone and the gardens with them, and there are no woods left to shelter anemones. Boundless masses of brown barbed wire straggle over the landscape. All the orchards there are cut down out of ruthless spite to hurt France whom they cannot conquer. All the little trees that grow near gardens are gone, aspen, laburnum and lilac. It is like this for hundreds of miles. Hundreds of ruined towns gaze at it with vacant windows and see a land from which even Spring is banished. And not a ruined house in all the hundred towns but mourns for some one, man, woman or child; for the Germans make war equally on all in the land where Spring comes no more.

Some day Spring will come back; some day she will shine all April in Picardy again, for Nature is never driven utterly forth, but comes back with her seasons to cover up even the vilest things.

She shall hide the raw earth of the shell holes till the violets come again; she shall bring back even the orchards for Spring to walk in once more; the woods will grow tall again above the southern anemones; and the great abandoned guns of the Germans will rust by the rivers of France. Forgotten like them, the memory of the War Lord will pass with his evil deeds.


Two Songs

Over slopes of English hills looking south in the time of violets, evening was falling.

Shadows at edges of woods moved, and then merged in the gloaming.

The bat, like a shadow himself, finding that spring was come, slipped from the dark of the wood as far as a clump of beech trees and fluttered back again on his wonderful quiet wings.

Pairing pigeons were home.

Very young rabbits stole out to gaze at the calm still world. They came out as the stars come. At one time they were not there, and then you saw them, but you did not see them come.

Towering clouds to the west built palaces, cities and mountains; bastions of rose and precipices of gold; giants went home over them draped in mauve by steep rose-pink ravines into emerald-green empires. Turbulences of colour broke out above the departed sun; giants merged into mountains, and cities became seas, and new processions of other fantastic things sailed by. But the chalk slopes facing south smiled on with the same calm light, as though every blade of grass gathered a ray from the gloaming. All the hills faced the evening with that same quiet glow, which faded softly as the air grew colder; and the first star appeared.

Voices came up in the hush, clear from the valley, and ceased. A light was lit, like a spark, in a distant window: more stars appeared and the woods were all dark now, and shapes even on the hill slopes began to grow indistinct.

Home by a laneway in the dim, still evening a girl was going, singing the Marseillaise.

In France where the downs in the north roll away without hedges, as though they were great free giants that man had never confined, as though they were stretching their vast free limbs in the evening, the same light was smiling and glimmering softly away.

A road wound over the downs and away round one of their shoulders. A hush lay over them as though the giants slept, or as though they guarded in silence their ancient, wonderful history.

The stillness deepened and the dimness of twilight; and just before colours fade, while shapes can still be distinguished, there came by the road a farmer leading his Norman horse. High over the horses withers his collar pointed with brass made him fantastic and huge and strange to see in the evening.

They moved together through that mellow light towards where unseen among the clustered downs the old French farmers house was sheltered away.

He was going home at evening humming God Save the King.


The Punishment

An exhalation arose, drawn up by the moon, from an old battlefield after the passing of years. It came out of very old craters and gathered from trenches, smoked up from No Mans Land, and the ruins of farms; it rose from the rottenness of dead brigades, and lay for half the night over two armies; but at midnight the moon drew it up all into one phantom and it rose and trailed away eastwards.

It passed over men in grey that were weary of war; it passed over a land once prosperous, happy and mighty, in which were a people that were gradually starving; it passed by ancient belfries in which there were no bells now; it passed over fear and misery and weeping, and so came to the palace at Potsdam. It was the dead of the night between midnight and dawn, and the palace was very still that the Emperor might sleep, and sentries guarded it who made no noise and relieved others in silence. Yet it was not so easy to sleep. Picture to yourself a murderer who had killed a man. Would you sleep? Picture yourself the man that planned this war! Yes, you sleep, but nightmares come.

The phantom entered the chamber. Come, it said.

The Kaiser leaped up at once as obediently as when he came to attention on parade, years ago, as a subaltern in the Prussian Guard, a man whom no woman or child as yet had ever cursed; he leaped up and followed. They passed the silent sentries; none challenged and none saluted; they were moving swiftly over the town as the felon Gothas go; they came to a cottage in the country. They drifted over a little garden gate, and there in a neat little garden the phantom halted like a wind that has suddenly ceased. Look, it said.

Should he look? Yet he must look. The Kaiser looked; and saw a window shining and a neat room in the cottage: there was nothing dreadful there; thank the good German God for that; it was all right, after all. The Kaiser had had a fright, but it was all right; there was only a woman with a baby sitting before the fire, and two small children and a man. And it was quite a jolly room. And the man was a young soldier; and, why, he was a Prussian Guardsman,  there was his helmet hanging on the wall,  so everything was all right. They were jolly German children; that was well. How nice and homely the room was. There shone before him, and showed far off in the night, the visible reward of German thrift and industry. It was all so tidy and neat, and yet they were quite poor people. The man had done his work for the Fatherland, and yet beyond all that had been able to afford all those little knickknacks that make a home so pleasant and that in their humble little way were luxury. And while the Kaiser looked the two young children laughed as they played on the floor, not seeing that face at the window.

Why! Look at the helmet. That was lucky. A bullet hole right through the front of it. That must have gone very close to the mans head. How ever did it get through? It must have glanced upwards as bullets sometimes do. The hole was quite low in the helmet. It would be dreadful to have bullets coming by close like that. The firelight flickered, and the lamp shone on, and the children played on the floor, and the man was smoking out of a china pipe; he was strong and able and young, one of the wealth-winners of Germany.

Have you seen? said the phantom.

Yes, said the Kaiser. It was well, he thought, that a Kaiser should see how his people lived.

At once the fire went out and the lamp faded away, the room fell sombrely into neglect and squalor, and the soldier and the children faded away with the room; all disappeared phantasmally, and nothing remained but the helmet in a kind of glow on the wall, and the woman sitting all by herself in the darkness.

It has all gone, said the Kaiser.

It has never been, said the phantom.

The Kaiser looked again. Yes, there was nothing there, it was just a vision. There were the grey walls all damp and uncared for, and that helmet standing out solid and round, like the only real thing among fancies. No, it had never been. It was just a vision.

It might have been, said the phantom.

Might have been? How might it have been?

Come, said the phantom.

They drifted away down a little lane that in summer would have had roses, and came to an Uhlans house; in times of peace a small farmer. Farm buildings in good repair showed even in the night, and the black shapes of haystacks; again a well-kept garden lay by the house. The phantom and the Kaiser stood in the garden; before them a window glowed in a lamplit room.

Look, said the phantom.

The Kaiser looked again and saw a young couple; the woman played with a baby, and all was prosperous in the merry room. Again the hard-won wealth of Germany shone out for all to see, the cosy comfortable furniture spoke of acres well cared for, spoke of victory in the struggle with the seasons on which wealth of nations depends.

It might have been, said the phantom. Again the fire died out and the merry scene faded away, leaving a melancholy, ill-kept room, with poverty and mourning haunting dusty corners and the woman sitting alone.

Why do you show me this? said the Kaiser. Why do you show me these visions?

Come, said the phantom.

What is it? said the Kaiser. Where are you bringing me?

Come, said the phantom.

They went from window to window, from land to land. You had seen, had you been out that night in Germany, and able to see visions, an imperious figure passing from place to place, looking on many scenes. He looked on them, and families withered away, and happy scenes faded, and the phantom said to him Come. He expostulated but obeyed; and so they went from window to window of hundreds of farms in Prussia, till they came to the Prussian border and went on into Saxony; and always you would have heard, could you hear spirits speak, It might have been, It might have been, repeated from window to window.

They went down through Saxony, heading for Austria. And for long the Kaiser kept that callous, imperious look. But at last he, even he, at last he nearly wept. And the phantom turned then and swept him back over Saxony, and into Prussia again and over the sentries heads, back to his comfortable bed where it was so hard to sleep.

And though they had seen thousands of merry homes, homes that can never be merry now, shrines of perpetual mourning; though they had seen thousands of smiling German children, who will never be born now, but were only the visions of hopes blasted by him; for all the leagues over which he had been so ruthlessly hurried, dawn was yet barely breaking.

He had looked on the first few thousand homes of which he had robbed all time, and which he must see with his eyes before he may go hence. The first night of the Kaisers punishment was accomplished.


The English Spirit

By the end of the South African war Sergeant Cane had got one thing very well fixed in his mind, and that was that war was an overrated amusement. He said he was fed up with it, partly because that misused metaphor was then new, partly because every one was saying it: he felt it right down in his bones, and he had a long memory. So when wonderful rumours came to the East Anglian village where he lived, on August 1, 1914, Sergeant Cane said: That means war, and decided then and there to have nothing to do with it: it was somebody elses turn; he felt he had done enough. Then came August 4th, and England true to her destiny, and then Lord Kitcheners appeal for men. Sergeant Cane had a family to look after and a nice little house: he had left the army ten years.

In the next week all the men went who had been in the army before, all that were young enough, and a good sprinkling of the young men too who had never been in the army. Men asked Cane if he was going, and he said straight out No.

By the middle of August Cane was affecting the situation. He was a little rallying point for men who did not want to go. He knows what its like, they said.

In the smoking room of the Big House sat the Squire and his son, Arthur Smith; and Sir Munion Boomer-Platt, the Member for the division. The Squires son had been in the last war as a boy, and like Sergeant Cane had left the army since. All the morning he had been cursing an imaginary general, seated in the War Office at an imaginary desk with Smiths own letter before him, in full view but unopened. Why on earth didnt he answer it, Smith thought. But he was calmer now, and the Squire and Sir Munion were talking of Sergeant Cane.

Leave him to me, said Sir Munion.

Very well, said the Squire. So Sir Munion Boomer-Platt went off and called on Sergeant Cane.

Mrs Cane knew what he had come for.

Dont let him talk you over, Bill, she said.

Not he, said Sergeant Cane.

Sir Munion came on Sergeant Cane in his garden.

A fine day, said Sir Munion. And from that he went on to the war. If you enlist, he said, they will make you a sergeant again at once. You will get a sergeants pay, and your wife will get the new separation allowance.

Sooner have Cane, said Mrs Cane.

Yes, yes, of course, said Sir Munion. But then there is the medal, probably two or three medals, and the glory of it, and it is such a splendid life.

Sir Munion did warm to a thing whenever he began to hear his own words. He painted war as it has always been painted, one of the most beautiful things you could imagine. And then it mustnt be supposed that it was like those wars that there used to be, a long way off. There would be houses where you would be billeted, and good food, and shady trees and villages wherever you went. And it was such an opportunity of seeing the Continent (the Continent as it really is, Sir Munion called it) as would never come again, and he only wished he were younger. Sir Munion really did wish it, as he spoke, for his own words stirred him profoundly; but somehow or other they did not stir Sergeant Cane. No, he had done his share, and he had a family to look after.

Sir Munion could not understand him: he went back to the Big House and said so. He had told him all the advantages he could think of that were there to be had for the asking, and Sergeant Cane merely neglected them.

Let me have a try, said Arthur Smith. He soldiered with me before.

Sir Munion shrugged his shoulders. He had all the advantages at his fingers ends, from pay to billeting: there was nothing more to be said. Nevertheless young Smith went.

Hullo, Sergeant Cane, said Smith.

Hello, sir, said the sergeant.

Do you remember that night at Reit River?

Dont I, sir, said Cane.

One blanket each and no ground sheet?

I remember, sir, said Cane.

Didnt it rain, said Smith.

It rained that night, proper.

Drowned a few of the lice, I suppose.

Not many, said Cane.

No, not many, Smith reflected. The Boers had the range all right that time.

Gave it us proper, said Cane.

We were hungry that night, said Smith. I could have eaten biltong.

I did eat some of it, said Cane. Not bad stuff, what there was of it, only not enough.

I dont think, said Smith, that Ive ever slept on the bare earth since.

No, sir? said Cane. Its hard. You get used to it. But it will always be hard.

Yes, it will always be hard, said Smith. Do you remember the time we were thirsty?

Oh, yes, sir, said Cane, I remember that. One doesnt forget that.

No. I still dream of it sometimes, said Smith. It makes a nasty dream. I wake with my mouth all dry too, when I dream that.

Yes, said Cane, one doesnt forget being thirsty.

Well, said Smith, I suppose were for it all over again?

I suppose so, sir, said Cane.

An Investigation Into the Causes and Origin of the War

The German imperial barber has been called up. He must have been called up quite early in the war. I have seen photographs in papers that leave no doubt of that. Who he is I do not know: I once read his name in an article but have forgotten it; few even know if he still lives. And yet what harm he has done! What vast evils he has unwittingly originated! Many years ago he invented a frivolity, a jeu desprit easily forgivable to an artist in the heyday of his youth, to whom his art was new and even perhaps wonderful. A craft, of course, rather than an art, and a humble craft at that; but then, the man was young, and what will not seem wonderful to youth?

He must have taken the craft very seriously, but as youth takes things seriously, fantastically and with laughter. He must have determined to outshine rivals: he must have gone away and thought, burning candles late perhaps, when all the palace was still. But how can youth think seriously? And there had come to him this absurd, this fantastical conceit. What else would have come? The more seriously he took the tonsorial art, the more he studied its tricks and phrases and heard old barbers lecture, the more sure were the imps of youth to prompt him to laughter and urge him to something outrageous and ridiculous. The background of the dull pomp of Potsdam must have made all this more certain. It was bound to come.

And so one day, or, as I have suggested, suddenly late one night, there came to the young artist bending over tonsorial books that quaint, mad, odd, preposterous inspiration. Ah, what pleasure there is in the madness of youth; it is not like the madness of age, clinging to outworn formulæ; it is the madness of breaking away, of galloping among precipices, of dallying with the impossible, of courting the absurd. And this inspiration, it was in none of the books; the lecturer barbers had not lectured on it, could not dream of it and did not dare to; there was no tradition for it, no precedent; it was mad; and to introduce it into the pomp of Potsdam, that was the daring of madness. And this preposterous inspiration of the absurd young barber-madman was nothing less than a moustache that without any curve at all, or any suggestion of sanity, should go suddenly up at the ends very nearly as high as the eyes!

He must have told his young fellow craftsmen first, for youth goes first to youth with its hallucinations. And they, what could they have said? You cannot say of madness that it is mad, you cannot call absurdity absurd. To have criticized would have revealed jealousy; and as for praise you could not praise a thing like that. They probably shrugged, made gestures; and perhaps one friend warned him. But you cannot warn a man against a madness; if the madness is in possession it will not be warned away: why should it? And then perhaps he went to the old barbers of the Court. You can picture their anger. Age does not learn from youth in any case. But there was the insult to their ancient craft, bad enough if only imagined, but here openly spoken of. And what would come of it? They must have feared, on the one hand, dishonour to their craft if this young barber were treated as his levity deserved; and, on the other hand, could they have feared his success? I think they could not have guessed it.

And then the young idiot with his preposterous inspiration must have looked about to see where he could practise his new absurdity. It should have been enough to have talked about it among his fellow barbers; they would have gone with new zest to their work next day for this delirious interlude, and no harm would have been done. Fritz, (or Hans) they would have said, was a bit on last night, a bit full up, or whatever phrase they use to touch on drunkenness; and the thing would have been forgotten. We all have our fancies. But this young fool wanted to get his fancy mixed up with practice: thats where he was mad. And in Potsdam, of all places.

He probably tried his friends first, young barbers at the Court and others of his own standing. None of them were fools enough to be seen going about like that. They had jobs to lose. A Court barber is one thing, a man who cuts ordinary hair is quite another. Why should they become outcasts because their friend chose to be mad?

He probably tried his inferiors then, but they would have been timid folk; they must have seen the thing was absurd, and of course darent risk it. Again, why should they?

Did he try to get some noble then to patronize his invention? Probably the first refusals he had soon inflamed his madness more, and he threw caution insanely to the winds, and went straight to the Emperor.

It was probably about the time that the Emperor dismissed Bismarck; certainly the drawings of that time show him still with a sane moustache.

The young barber probably chanced on him in this period, finding him bereft of an adviser, and ready to be swayed by whatever whim should come. Perhaps he was attracted by the barbers hardihood, perhaps the absurdity of his inspiration had some fascination for him, perhaps he merely saw that the thing was new and, feeling jaded, let the barber have his way. And so the frivolity became a fact, the absurdity became visible, and honour and riches came the way of the barber.

A small thing, you might say, however fantastical. And yet I believe the absurdity of that barber to be among the great evils that have brought death nearer to man; whimsical and farcical as it was, yet a thing deadlier than Helens beauty or Tamerlanes love of skulls. For just as character is outwardly shown so outward things react upon the character; and who, with that daring barbers ludicrous fancy visible always on his face, could quite go the sober way of beneficent monarchs? The fantasy must be mitigated here, set off there; had you such a figure to dress, say for amateur theatricals, you would realize the difficulty. The heavy silver eagle to balance it; the glittering cuirass lower down, preventing the eye from dwelling too long on the barbers absurdity. And then the pose to go with the cuirass and to carry off the wild conceit of that mad, mad barber. He has much to answer for, that eccentric man whose name so few remember. For pose led to actions; and just when Europe most needed a man of wise counsels, restraining the passions of great empires, just then she had ruling over Germany and, unhappily, dominating Austria, a man who every year grew more akin to the folly of that silly barbers youthful inspiration.

Let us forgive the barber. For long I have known from pictures that I have seen of the Kaiser that he has gone to the trenches. Probably he is dead. Let us forgive the barber. But let us bear in mind that the futile fancies of youth may be deadly things, and that one of them falling on a fickle mind may so stir its shallows as to urge it to disturb and set in motion the avalanches of illimitable grief.

Lost

Describing a visit, say the papers of March 28th, which the Kaiser paid incognito to Cologne Cathedral on March 18th before the great battle, the Cologne correspondent of the Tyd says:

There were only a few persons in the building. Under high arches and in spacious solitude the Kaiser sat, as if in deep thought, before the priests choir. Behind him his military staff stood respectfully at a distance. Still musing as he rose, the monarch resting both hands on his walking-stick remains standing immovable for some minutes... I shall never forget this picture of the musing monarch praying in Cologne Cathedral on the eve of the great battle.

Probably he wont forget it. The German casualty lists will help to remind him. But what is more to the point is that this expert propagandist has presumably received orders that we are not to forget it, and that the sinister originator of the then impending holocaust should be toned down a little in the eyes at least of the Tyd to something a little more amiable.

And no doubt the little piece of propaganda gave every satisfaction to those who ordered it, or they would not have passed it out to the Tyd, and the touching little scene would never have reached our eyes. At the same time the little tale would have been better suited to the psychology of other countries if he had made the War Lord kneel when he prayed in Cologne Cathedral, and if he had represented the Military Staff as standing out of respect to One who, outside Germany, is held in greater respect than the All Highest.

And had the War Lord really knelt is it not possible that he might have found pity, humility, or even contrition? Things easily overlooked in so large a cathedral when sitting erect, as a War Lord, before the priests choir, but to be noticed perhaps with ones eyes turned to the ground.

Perhaps he nearly found one of those things. Perhaps he felt (who knows?) just for a moment, that in the dimness of those enormous aisles was something he had lost a long, long while ago.

One is not mistaken to credit the very bad with feeling far, faint appeals from things of glory like Cologne Cathedral; it is that the appeals come to them too far and faint on their headlong descent to ruin.

For what was the War Lord seeking? Did he know that pity for his poor slaughtered people, huddled by him on to our ceaseless machine guns, might be found by seeking there? Or was it only that the lost thing, whatever it was, made that faint appeal to him, passing the door by chance, and drew him in, as the scent of some herb or flower in a moment draws us back years to look for something lost in our youth; we gaze back, wondering, and do not find it.

And to think that perhaps he lost it by very little! That, but for that proud attitude and the respectful staff, he might have seen what was lost, and have come out bringing pity for his people. Might have said to the crowd that gave him that ovation, as we read, outside the door: My pride has driven you to this needless war, my ambition has made a sacrifice of millions, but it is over, and it shall be no more; I will make no more conquests.

They would have killed him. But for that renunciation, perhaps, however late, the curses of the widows of his people might have kept away from his grave.

But he did not find it. He sat at prayer. Then he stood. Then he marched out: and his staff marched out behind him. And in the gloom of the floor of the vast Cologne Cathedral lie the things that the Kaiser did not find and never will find now. Unnoticed thus, and in some silent moment, passes a mans last chance.


The Last Mirage

The desolation that the German offensive has added to the dominions of the Kaiser cannot easily be imagined by any one who has never seen a desert. Look at it on the map and it is full of the names of towns and villages; it is in Europe, where there are no deserts; it is a fertile province among places of famous names. Surely it is a proud addition to an ambitious monarchs possessions. Surely there is something there that it is worth while to have conquered at the cost of army corps. No, nothing. They are mirage towns. The farms grow Dead Sea fruit. France recedes before the imperial clutch. France smiles, but not for him. His new towns seem to be his because their names have not yet been removed from any map, but they crumble at his approach because France is not for him. His deadly ambition makes a waste before it as it goes, clutching for cities. It comes to them and the cities are not there.

I have seen mirages and have heard others told of, but the best mirages of all we never hear described; the mirage that waterless travellers see at the last. Those fountains rising out of onyx basins, blue and straight into incredible heights, and falling and flooding cool white marble; the haze of spray above their feathery heads through which the pale green domes of weathered copper shimmer and shake a little; mysterious temples, the tombs of unknown kings; the cataracts coming down from rose-quartz cliffs, far off but seen quite clearly, growing to rivers bearing curious barges to the golden courts of Sahara. These things we never see; they are seen at the last by men who die of thirst.

Even so has the Kaiser looked at the smiling plains of France. Even so has he looked on her famous ancient cities and the farms and the fertile fields and the woods and orchards of Picardy. With effort and trouble he has moved towards them. As he comes near to them the cities crumble, the woods shrivel and fall, the farms fade out of Picardy, even the hedgerows go; it is bare, bare desert. He had been sure of Paris, he had dreamed of Versailles and some monstrous coronation, he had thought his insatiable avarice would be sated. For he had plotted for conquest of the world, that boundless greed of his goading him on as a man in the grip of thirst broods upon lakes.

He sees victory near him now. That also will fade in the desert of old barbed wire and weeds. When will he see that a doom is over all his ambitions? For his dreams of victory are like those last dreams that come in deceptive deserts to dying men.

There is nothing good for him in the desert of the Somme. Bapaume is not really there, though it be marked on his maps; it is only a wilderness of slates and brick. Peronne looks like a city a long way off, but when you come near it is only the shells of houses. Pozière, Le Sars, Sapigny, are gone altogether.

And all is Dead Sea fruit in a visible desert. The reports of German victories there are mirage like all the rest; they too will fade into weeds and old barbed wire.

And the advances that look like victories, and the ruins that look like cities, and the shell-beaten broken fields that look like farms,  they and the dreams of conquest and all the plots and ambitions, they are all the mirage of a dying dynasty in a desert it made for its doom.

Bones lead up to the desert, bones are scattered about it, it is the most menacing and calamitous waste of all the deadly places that have been inclement to man. It flatters the Hohenzollerns with visions of victory now because they are doomed by it and are about to die. When their race has died the earth shall smile again, for their deadly mirage shall oppress us no more. The cities shall rise again and the farms come back; hedgerows and orchards shall be seen again; the woods shall slowly lift their heads from the dust; and gardens shall come again where the desert was, to bloom in happier ages that forget the Hohenzollerns.


A Famous Man

Last winter a famous figure walked in Behagnies. Soldiers came to see him from their billets all down the Arras road, from Ervillers and from Sapigny, and from the ghosts of villages back from the road, places that once were villages but are only names now. They would walk three or four miles, those who could not get lorries, for his was one of those names that all men know, not such a name as a soldier or poet may win, but a name that all men know. They used to go there at evening.

Four miles away on the left as you went from Ervillers, the guns mumbled over the hills, low hills over which the Verys from the trenches put up their heads and peered around,  greeny, yellowy heads that turned the sky sickly, and the clouds lit up and went grey again all the night long. As you got near to Behagnies you lost sight of the Verys, but the guns mumbled on. A silly little train used to run on ones left, which used to whistle loudly, as though it asked to be shelled, but I never saw a shell coming its way; perhaps it knew that the German gunners could not calculate how slow it went. It crossed the road as you got down to Behagnies.

You passed the graves of two or three German soldiers with their names on white wooden crosses,  men killed in 1914; and then a little cemetery of a French cavalry regiment, where a big cross stood in the middle with a wreath and a tricolor badge, and the names of the men. And then one saw trees. That was always a wonder, whether one saw their dark shapes in the evening, or whether one saw them by day, and knew from the look of their leaves whether autumn had come yet, or gone. In winter at evening one just saw the black bulk of them, but that was no less marvellous than seeing them green in summer; trees by the side of the Arras-Bapaume road, trees in mid-desert in the awful region of Somme. There were not many of them, just a cluster, fewer than the date palms in an oasis in Sahara, but an oasis is an oasis wherever you find it, and a few trees make it. There are little places here and there, few enough as the Arabs know, that the Saharas deadly sand has never been able to devastate; and there are places even in the Somme that German malice, obeying the Kaiser as the sand of Sahara obeys the accursed sirocco, has not been able to destroy quite to the uttermost. That little cluster of trees at Behagnies is one of these; Divisional Headquarters used to shelter beneath them; and near them was a statue on a lawn which probably stood by the windows of some fine house, though there is no trace of the house but the lawn and that statue now.

And over the way on the left a little further on, just past the officers club, a large hall stood where one saw that famous figure, whom officers and men alike would come so far to see.

The hall would hold perhaps four or five hundred seats in front of a stage fitted up very simply with red, white and blue cloths, but fitted up by some one that understood the job; and at the back of that stage on those winter evenings walked on his flat and world-renowned feet the figure of Charlie Chaplin.

When aëroplanes came over bombing, the dynamos used to stop for they supplied light to other places besides the cinema, and the shade of Charlie Chaplin would fade away. But the men would wait till the aëroplanes had gone and that famous figure came waddling back to the screen. There he amused tired men newly come from the trenches, there he brought laughter to most of the twelve days that they had out of the line.

He is gone from Behagnies now. He did not march in the retreat a little apart from the troops, with head bent forward and hand thrust in jacket, a flat-footed Napoleon: yet he is gone; for no one would have left behind for the enemy so precious a thing as a Charlie Chaplin film. He is gone but he will return. He will come with his cane one day along that Arras road to the old hut in Behagnies; and men dressed in brown will welcome him there again.

He will pass beyond it through those desolate plains, and over the hills beyond them, beyond Bapaume. Far hamlets to the east will know his antics.

And one day surely, in old familiar garb, without court dress, without removing his hat, armed with that flexible cane, he will walk over the faces of the Prussian Guard and, picking up the Kaiser by the collar, with infinite nonchalance in finger and thumb, will place him neatly in a prone position and solemnly sit on his chest.


The Oases of Death

While the German guns were pounding Amiens and the battle of dull Prussianism against Liberty raged on, they buried Richthofen in the British lines.

They had laid him in a large tent with his broken machine outside it. Thence British airmen carried him to the quiet cemetery, and he was buried among the cypresses in this old resting place of French generations just as though he had come there bringing no harm to France.

Five wreaths were on his coffin, placed there by those who had fought against him up in the air. And under the wreaths on the coffin was spread the German flag.

When the funeral service was over three volleys were fired by the escort, and a hundred aviators paid their last respects to the grave of their greatest enemy; for the chivalry that the Prussians have driven from earth and sea lives on in the blue spaces of the air.

They buried Richthofen at evening, and the planes came droning home as they buried him, and the German guns roared on and guns answered, defending Amiens. And in spite of all, the cemetery had the air of quiet, remaining calm and aloof, as all French graveyards are. For they seem to have no part in the cataclysm that shakes all the world but them; they seem to withdraw amongst memories and to be aloof from time, and, above all, to be quite untroubled by the war that rages to-day, upon which they appear to look out listlessly from among their cypress and yew, and dimly, down a vista of centuries. They are very strange, these little oases of death that remain unmoved and green with their trees still growing, in the midst of a desolation as far as the eye can see, in which cities and villages and trees and hedges and farms and fields and churches are all gone, and where hugely broods a desert. It is as though Death, stalking up and down through France for four years, sparing nothing, had recognized for his own his little gardens, and had spared only them.


Anglo-Saxon Tyranny

We need a sea, says Big-Admiral von Tirpitz, freed of Anglo-Saxon tyranny. Unfortunately neither the British Admiralty nor the American Navy permit us to know how much of the Anglo-Saxon tyranny is done by American destroyers and how much by British ships and even trawler. It would interest both countries to know, if it could be known. But the Big-Admiral is unjust to France, for the French navy exerts a tyranny at sea that can by no means be overlooked, although naturally from her position in front of the mouth of the Elbe England practises the culminating insupportable tyranny of keeping the High Seas Fleet in the Kiel Canal.

It is not I, but the Big-Admiral, who chose the word tyranny as descriptive of the activities of the Anglo-Saxon navies. He was making a speech at Dusseldorf on May 25th and was reported in the Dusseldorfer Nachrichten on May 27th.

Naturally it does not seem like tyranny to us, even the contrary; but for an admiral, ein Grosse-Admiral, lately commanding a High Seas Fleet, it must have been more galling than we perhaps can credit to be confined in a canal. There was he, who should have been breasting the blue, or at any rate doing something salty and nautical, far out in the storms of that sea that the Germans call an Ocean, with the hurricane raging angrily in his whiskers and now and then wafting tufts of them aloft to white the halyards; there was he constrained to a command the duties of which however nobly he did them could be equally well carried out by any respectable bargee. He hoped for a piracy of which the Lusitania was merely a beginning; he looked for the bombardment of innumerable towns; he pictured slaughter in many a hamlet of fishermen; he planned more than all those things of which U-boat commanders are guilty; he saw himself a murderous old man, terrible to seafarers, and a scourge of the coasts, and fancied himself chronicled in after years by such as told dark tales of Captain Kidd or the awful buccaneers; but he followed in the end no more desperate courses than to sit and watch his ships on a wharf near Kiel like one of Jacobs night watchmen.

No wonder that what appears to us no more than the necessary protection of women and children in seacoast towns from murder should be to him an intolerable tyranny. No wonder that the guarding of travellers of the allied countries at sea, and even those of the neutrals, should be a most galling thing to the Big-Admirals thwarted ambition, looking at it from the point of view of one who to white-whiskered age has retained the schoolboys natural love of the black and yellow flag. A pirate, he would say, has as much right to live as wasps or tigers. The Anglo-Saxon navies, he might argue, have a certain code of rules for use at sea; they let women get first into the boats, for instance, when ships are sinking, and they rescue drowning mariners when they can: no actual harm in all this, he would feel, though it would weaken you, as Hindenburg said of poetry; but if all these little rules are tyrannously enforced on those who may think them silly, what is to become of the pirate? Where, if people like Beattie and Sims had always had their way, would be those rollicking tales of the jolly Spanish Main, and men walking the plank into the big blue sea, and long, low, rakish craft putting in to Indian harbours with a cargo of men and women all hung from the yard-arm? A melancholy has come over the spirit of Big-Admiral von Tirpitz in the years he has spent in the marshes between the Elbe and Kiel, and in that melancholy he sees romance crushed; he sees no more pearl earrings and little gold rings in the hold, he sees British battleships spoiling the Spanish Main, and hateful American cruisers in the old Sargasso Sea; he sees himself, alas, the last of all the pirates.

Let him take comfort. There were always pirates. And in spite of the tyranny of England and America, and of France, which the poor old man perplexed with his troubles forgot, there will be pirates still. Not many perhaps, but enough U-boats will always be able to slip through that tyrannous blockade to spread indiscriminate slaughter amongst the travellers of any nation, enough to hand on the old traditions of murder at sea. And one day Captain Kidd, with such a bow as they used to make in ports of the Spanish Main, will take off his ancient hat, sweeping it low in Hell, and be proud to clasp the hand of the Lord of the Kiel Canal.


Memories

... far-off things

And battles long ago.

Those who live in an old house are necessarily more concerned with paying the plumber, should his art be required, or choosing wall paper that does not clash with the chintzes, than with the traditions that may haunt its corridors. In Ireland,  and no one knows how old that is, for the gods that lived there before the Red Branch came wrote few chronicles on the old grey Irish stones and wrote in their own language,  in Ireland we are more concerned with working it so that Tim Flanagan gets the job he does be looking for.

But in America those who remember Ireland remember her, very often, from old generations; maybe their grandfather migrated, perhaps his grandfather, and Ireland is remembered by old tales treasured among them. Now Tim Flanagan will not be remembered in a years time when he has the job for which he has got us to agitate, and the jobberies that stir us move not the pen of History.

But the tales that Irish generations hand down beyond the Atlantic have to be tales that are worth remembering. They are tales that have to stand the supreme test, tales that a child will listen to by the fireside of an evening, so that they go down with those early remembered evenings that are last of all to go of the memories of a lifetime. A tale that a child will listen to must have much grandeur. Any cheap stuff will do for us, bad journalism, and novels by girls that could get no other jobs; but a child looks for those things in a tale that are simple and noble and epic, the things that Earth remembers. And so they tell, over there, tales of Sarsfield and of the old Irish Brigade; they tell, of an evening, of Owen Roe ONeill. And into those tales come the plains of Flanders again and the ancient towns of France, towns famous long ago and famous yet: let us rather think of them as famous names and not as the sad ruins we have seen, melancholy by day and monstrous in the moonlight.

Many an Irishman who sails from America for those historic lands knows that the old trees that stand there have their roots far down in soil once richened by Irish blood. When the Boyne was lost and won, and Ireland had lost her King, many an Irishman with all his wealth in a scabbard looked upon exile as his sovereigns court. And so they came to the lands of foreign kings, with nothing to offer for the hospitality that was given them but a sword; and it usually was a sword with which kings were well content. Louis XV had many of them, and was glad to have them at Fontenoy; the Spanish King admitted them to the Golden Fleece; they defended Maria Theresa. Landen in Flanders and Cremona knew them. A volume were needed to tell of all those swords; more than one Muse has remembered them. It was not disloyalty that drove them forth; their King was gone, they followed, the oak was smitten and brown were the leaves of the tree.

But no such mournful metaphor applies to the men who march to-day towards the plains where the Wild Geese were driven. They go with no country mourning them, but their whole land cheers them on; they go to the inherited battlefields. And there is this difference in their attitude to kings, that those knightly Irishmen of old, driven homeless over-sea, appeared as exiles suppliant for shelter before the face of the Grand Monarch, and he, no doubt with exquisite French grace, gave back to them all they had lost except what was lost forever, salving so far as he could the injustice suffered by each. But to-day when might, for its turn, is in the hands of democracies, the men whose fathers built the Statue of Liberty have left their country to bring back an exiled king to his home, and to right what can be righted of the ghastly wrongs of Flanders.

And if mens prayers are heard, as many say, old saints will hear old supplications going up by starlight with a certain wistful, musical intonation that has linked the towns of Limerick and Cork with the fields of Flanders before.


The Movement

For many years Eliphaz Griggs was comparatively silent. Not that he did not talk on all occasions whenever he could find hearers, he did that at great length; but for many years he addressed no public meeting, and was no part of the normal life of the northeast end of Hyde Park or Trafalgar Square. And then one day he was talking in a public house where he had gone to talk on the only subject that was dear to him. He waited, as was his custom, until five or six men were present, and then he began. Yere all damned, Im saying, damned from the day you were born. Your portion is Tophet.

And on that day there happened what had never happened in his experience before. Men used to listen in a tolerant way, and say little over their beer, for that is the English custom; and that would be all. But to-day a man rose up with flashing eyes and went over to Eliphaz and gripped him by the hand: Theyre all damned, said the stranger.

That was the turning point in the life of Eliphaz. Up to that moment he had been a lonely crank, and men thought he was queer; but now there were two of them and he became a Movement. A Movement in England may do what it likes: there was a Movement, before the War, for spoiling tulips in Kew Gardens and breaking church windows; it had its run like the rest.

The name of Eliphazs new friend was Ezekiel Pim: and they drew up rules for their Movement almost at once; and very soon country inns knew Eliphaz no more. And for some while they missed him where he used to drop in of an evening to tell them they were all damned: and then a man proved one day that the earth was flat, and they all forgot Eliphaz.

But Eliphaz went to Hyde Park and Ezekiel Pim went with him, and there you would see them close to the Marble Arch on any fine Sunday afternoon, preaching their Movement to the people of London. You are all damned, said Eliphaz. Your portion shall be damnation for everlasting.

All damned, added Ezekiel.

Eliphaz was the orator. He would picture Hell to you as it really is. He made you see pretty much what it will be like to wriggle and turn and squirm, and never escape from burning. But Ezekiel Pim, though he seldom said more than three words, uttered those words with such alarming sincerity and had such a sure conviction shining in his eyes that searched right in your face as he said them, and his long hair waved so weirdly as his head shot forward when he said Youre all damned, that Ezekiel Pim brought home to you that the vivid descriptions of Eliphaz really applied to you.

People who lead bad lives get their sensibilities hardened. These did not care very much what Eliphaz said. But girls at school, and several governesses, and even some young clergy, were very much affected. Eliphaz Griggs and Ezekiel Pim seemed to bring Hell so near to you. You could almost feel it baking the Marble Arch from two to four on Sundays. And at four oclock the Surbiton Branch of the International Anarchists used to come along, and Eliphaz Griggs and Ezekiel Pim would pack up their flag and go, for the pitch belonged to the Surbiton people till six; and the crank Movements punctiliously recognize each others rights. If they fought among themselves, which is quite unthinkable, the police would run them in; it is the one thing that an anarchist in England may never do.

When the War came the two speakers doubled their efforts. The way they looked at it was that here was a counter-attraction taking peoples minds off the subject of their own damnation just as they had got them to think about it. Eliphaz worked as he had never worked before; he spared nobody; but it was still Ezekiel Pim who somehow brought it most home to them.

One fine spring afternoon Eliphaz Griggs was speaking at his usual place and time; he had wound himself up wonderfully. You are damned, he was saying, for ever and ever and ever. Your sins have found you out. Your filthy lives will be as fuel round you and shall burn for ever and ever.

Look here, said a Canadian soldier in the crowd, we shouldnt allow that in Ottawa.

What? asked an English girl.

Why, telling us were all damned like that, he said.

Oh, this is England, she said. They may all say what they like here.

You are all damned, said Ezekiel, jerking forward his head and shoulders till his hair flapped out behind. All, all, all damned.

Im damned if I am, said the Canadian soldier.

Ah, said Ezekiel, and a sly look came into his face.

Eliphaz flamed on. Your sins are remembered. Satan shall grin at you. He shall heap cinders on you for ever and ever. Woe to you, filthy livers. Woe to you, sinners. Hell is your portion. There shall be none to grieve for you. You shall dwell in torment for ages. None shall be spared, not one. Woe everlasting... Oh, I beg pardon, gentlemen, Im sure. For the Pacifists League had been kept waiting three minutes. It was their turn to-day at four.


Natures Cad

The claim of Professor Grotius Jan Beek to have discovered, or learned, the language of the greater apes has been demonstrated clearly enough. He is not the original discoverer of the fact that they have what may be said to correspond with a language; nor is he the first man to have lived for some while in the jungle protected by wooden bars, with a view to acquiring some knowledge of the meaning of the various syllables that gorillas appear to utter. If so crude a collection of sounds, amounting to less than a hundred words, if words they are, may be called a language, it may be admitted that the Professor has learned it, as his recent experiments show. What he has not proved is his assertion that he has actually conversed with a gorilla, or by signs, or grunts, or any means whatever obtained an insight, as he put it, into its mentality, or, as we should put it, its point of view. This Professor Beek claims to have done; and though he gives us a certain plausible corroboration of a kind which makes his story appear likely, it should be borne in mind that it is not of the nature of proof.

The Professors story is briefly that having acquired this language, which nobody that has witnessed his experiments will call in question, he went back to the jungle for a week, living all the time in the ordinary explorers cage of the Blik pattern. Towards the very end of the week a big male gorilla came by, and the Professor attracted it by the one word Food. It came, he says, close to the cage, and seemed prepared to talk but became very angry on seeing a man there, and beat the cage and would say nothing. The Professor says that he asked it why it was angry. He admits that he had learned no more than forty words of this language, but believes that there are perhaps thirty more. Much however is expressed, as he says, by mere intonation. Anger, for instance; and scores of allied words, such as terrible, frightful, kill, whether noun, verb or adjective, are expressed, he says, by a mere growl. Nor is there any word for Why, but queries are signified by the inflexion of the voice.

When he asked it why it was angry the gorilla said that men killed him, and added a noise that the professor said was evidently meant to allude to guns. The only word used, he says, in this remark of the gorillas was the word that signified man. The sentence as understood by the professor amounted to Man kill me. Guns. But the word kill was represented simply by a snarl, me by slapping its chest, and guns as I have explained was only represented by a noise. The Professor believes that ultimately a word for guns may be evolved out of that noise, but thinks that it will take many centuries, and that if during that time guns should cease to be in use, this stimulus being withdrawn, the word will never be evolved at all, nor of course will it be needed.

The Professor tried, by evincing interest, ignorance, and incredulity, and even indignation, to encourage the gorilla to say more; but to his disappointment, all the more intense after having exchanged that one word of conversation with one of the beasts, the gorilla only repeated what it had said, and beat on the cage again. For half an hour this went on, the Professor showing every sign of sympathy, the gorilla raging and beating upon the cage.

It was half an hour of the most intense excitement to the Professor, during which time he saw the realization of dreams that many considered crazy, glittering as it were within his grasp, and all the while this ridiculous gorilla would do nothing but repeat the mere shred of a sentence and beat the cage with its great hands; and the heat of course was intense. And by the end of the half hour the excitement and the heat seem to have got the better of the Professors temper, and he waved the disgusting brute angrily away with a gesture that probably was not much less impatient than the gorillas own. And at that the animal suddenly became voluble. He beat more furiously than ever upon the cage and slipped his great fingers through the bars, trying to reach the Professor, and poured out volumes of ape-chatter.

Why, why did men shoot at him, he asked. He made himself terrible, therefore men ought to love him. That was the whole burden of what the Professor calls its argument. Me, me terrible, two slaps on the chest and then a growl. Man love me. And then the emphatic negative word, and the sound that meant guns, and sudden furious rushes at the cage to try to get at the Professor.

The gorilla, Professor Beek explains, evidently admired only strength; whenever he said I make myself terrible to Man, a sentence he often repeated, he drew himself up and thrust out his huge chest and bared his frightful teeth; and certainly, the Professor says, there was something terribly grand about the menacing brute. Me terrible, he repeated again and again, Me terrible. Sky, sun, stars with me. Man love me. Man love me. No? It meant that all the great forces of nature assisted him and his terrible teeth, which he gnashed repeatedly, and that therefore man should love him, and he opened his great jaws wide as he said this, showing all the brutal force of them.

There was to my mind a genuine ring in Professor Beeks story, because he was obviously so much more concerned, and really troubled, by the dreadful depravity of this animals point of view, or mentality as he called it, than he was concerned with whether or not we believed what he had said.

And I mentioned that there was a circumstance in his story of a plausible and even corroborative nature. It is this. Professor Beek, who noticed at the time a bullet wound in the tip of the gorillas left ear, by means of which it was luckily identified, put his analysis of its mentality in writing and showed it to several others, before he had any way of accounting for the beast having such a mind.

Long afterwards it was definitely ascertained that this animal had been caught when young on the slopes of Kilimanjaro and trained and even educated, so far as such things are possible, by an eminent German Professor, a persona grata at the Court of Berlin.


The Home of Herr Schnitzelhaaser

The guns in the town of Greinstein were faintly audible. The family of Schnitzelhaaser lived alone there in mourning, an old man and old woman. They never went out or saw any one, for they knew they could not speak as though they did not mourn. They feared that their secret would escape them. They had never cared for the war that the War Lord made. They no longer cared what he did with it. They never read his speeches; they never hung out flags when he ordered flags: they hadnt the heart to.

They had had four sons.

The lonely old couple would go as far as the shop for food. Hunger stalked behind them. They just beat hunger every day, and so saw evening: but there was nothing to spare. Otherwise they did not go out at all. Hunger had been coming slowly nearer of late. They had nothing but the ration, and the ration was growing smaller. They had one pig of their own, but the law said you might not kill it. So the pig was no good to them.

They used to go and look at that pig sometimes when hunger pinched. But more than that they did not dare to contemplate.

Hunger came nearer and nearer. The war was going to end by the first of July. The War Lord was going to take Paris on this day and that would end the war at once. But then the war was always going to end. It was going to end in 1914, and their four sons were to have come home when the leaves fell. The War Lord had promised that. And even if it did end, that would not bring their four sons home now. So what did it matter what the War Lord said.

It was thoughts like these that they knew they had to conceal. It was because of thoughts like these that they did not trust themselves to go out and see other people, for they feared that by their looks if by nothing else, or by their silence or perhaps their tears, they might imply a blasphemy against the All Highest. And hunger made one so hasty. What might one not say? And so they stayed indoors.

But now. What would happen now? The War Lord was coming to Greinstein in order to hear the guns. One officer of the staff was to be billeted in their house. And what would happen now?

They talked the whole thing over. They must struggle and make an effort. The officer would be there for one evening. He would leave in the morning quite early in order to make things ready for the return to Potsdam: he had charge of the imperial car. So for one evening they must be merry. They would suppose, it was Herr Schnitzelhaasers suggestion, they would think all the evening that Belgium and France and Luxemburg all attacked the Fatherland, and that the Kaiser, utterly unprepared, quite unprepared, called on the Germans to defend their land against Belgium.

Yes, the old woman could imagine that; she could think it all the evening.

And then,  it was no use not being cheerful altogether,  then one must imagine a little more, just for the evening: it would come quite easy; one must think that the four boys were alive.

Hans too? (Hans was the youngest).

Yes, all four. Just for the evening.

But if the officer asks?

He will not ask. What are four soldiers?

So it was all arranged; and at evening the officer came. He brought his own rations, so hunger came no nearer. Hunger just lay down outside the door and did not notice the officer.

A this supper the officer began to talk. The Kaiser himself, he said, was at the Schartzhaus.

So, said Herr Schnitzelhaaser; just over the way. So close. Such an honour.

And indeed the shadow of the Schartzhaus darkened their garden in the morning.

It was such an honour, said Frau Schnitzelhaaser too. And they began to praise the Kaiser. So great a War Lord, she said; the most glorious war there had ever been.

Of course, said the officer, it would end on the first of July.

Of course, said Frau Schnitzelhaaser. And so great an admiral, too. One must remember that also. And how fortunate we were to have him: one must not forget that. Had it not been for him the crafty Belgians would have attacked the Fatherland, but they were struck down before they could do it. So much better to prevent a bad deed like that than merely to punish after. So wise. And had it not been for him, if it had not been for him...

The old man saw that she was breaking down and hastily he took up that feverish praise. Feverish it was, for their hunger and bitter loss affected their minds no less than illness does, and the things they did they did hastily and intemperately. His praise of the War Lord raced on as the officer ate. He spoke of him as of those that benefit man, as of monarchs who bring happiness to their people. And now, he said, he is here in the Schartzhaus beside us, listening to the guns just like a common soldier.

Finally the guns, as he spoke, coughed beyond ominous hills. Contentedly the officer went on eating. He suspected nothing of the thoughts his host and hostess were hiding. At last he went upstairs to bed.

As fierce exertion is easy to the fevered, so they had spoken; and it wears them, so they were worn. The old woman wept when the officer went out of hearing. But old Herr Schnitzelhaaser picked up a big butchers knife. I will bear it no more, he said.

His wife watched him in silence as he went away with his knife. Out of the house he went and into the night. Through the open door she saw nothing; all was dark; even the Schartzhaus, where all was gay to-night, stood dark for fear of aëroplanes. The old woman waited in silence.

When Herr Schnitzelhaaser returned there was blood on his knife.

What have you done? the old woman asked him quite calmly. I have killed our pig, he said.

She broke out then, all the more recklessly for the long restraint of the evening; the officer must have heard her.

We are lost! We are lost! she cried. We may not kill our pig. Hunger has made you mad. You have ruined us.

I will bear it no longer, he said. I have killed our pig.

But they will never let us eat it, she cried. Oh, you have ruined us!

If you did not dare to kill our pig, he said, why did you not stop me when you saw me go? You saw me go with the knife?

I thought, she said, you were going to kill the Kaiser.


A Deed of Mercy

As Hindenburg and the Kaiser came down, as we read, from Mont dHiver, during the recent offensive, they saw on the edge of a crater two wounded British soldiers. The Kaiser ordered that they should be cared for: their wounds were bound up and they were given brandy, and brought round from unconsciousness. That is the German account of it, and it may well be true. It was a kindly act.

Probably had it not been for this the two men would have died among those desolate craters; no one would have known, and no one could have been blamed for it.

The contrast of this spark of imperial kindness against the gloom of the background of the war that the Kaiser made is a pleasant thing to see, even though it illuminates for only a moment the savage darkness in which our days are plunged. It was a kindness that probably will long be remembered to him. Even we, his enemies, will remember it. And who knows but that when most he needs it his reward for the act will be given him.

For Judas, they say, once in his youth, gave his cloak, out of compassion, to a shivering beggar, who sat shaken with ague, in rags, in bitter need. And the years went by and Judas forgot his deed. And long after, in Hell, Judas they say was given one days respite at the end of every year because of this one kindness he had done so long since in his youth. And every year he goes, they say, for a day and cools himself among the Arctic bergs; once every year for century after century.

Perhaps some sailor on watch on a misty evening blown far out of his course away to the north saw something ghostly once on an iceberg floating by, or heard some voice in the dimness that seemed like the voice of man, and came home with this weird story. And perhaps, as the story passed from lip to lip, men found enough justice in it to believe it true. So it came down the centuries.

Will seafarers ages hence on dim October evenings, or on nights when the moon is ominous through mist, red and huge and uncanny, see a lonely figure sometimes on the loneliest part of the sea, far north of where the Lusitania sank, gathering all the cold it can? Will they see it hugging a crag of iceberg wan as itself, helmet, cuirass and ice pale-blue in the mist together? Will it look towards them with ice-blue eyes through the mist, and will they question it, meeting on those bleak seas? Will it answer  or will the North wind howl like voices? Will the cry of seals be heard, and ice floes grinding, and strange birds lost upon the wind that night, or will it speak to them in those distant years and tell them how it sinned, betraying man?

It will be a grim, dark story in that lonely part of the sea, when he confesses to sailors, blown too far north, the dreadful thing he plotted against man. The date on which he is seen will be told from sailor to sailor. Queer taverns of distant harbours will know it well. Not many will care to be at sea that day, and few will risk being driven by stress of weather on the Kaisers night to the bergs of the haunted part of sea.

And yet for all the grimness of the pale-blue phantom, with cuirass and helmet and eyes shimmering on deadly icebergs, and yet for all the sorrow of the wrong he did against man, the women drowned and the children, and all the good ships gone, yet will the horrified mariners meeting him in the mist grudge him no moment of the day he has earned, or the coolness he gains from the bergs, because of the kindness he did to the wounded men. For the mariners in their hearts are kindly men, and what a soul gains from kindness will seem to them well deserved.


Last Scene of All

After John Calleron was hit he carried on in a kind of twilight of the mind. Things grew dimmer and calmer; harsh outlines of events became blurred; memories came to him; there was a singing in his ears like far-off bells. Things seemed more beautiful than they had a while ago; to him it was for all the world like evening after some quiet sunset, when lawns and shrubs and woods and some old spire look lovely in the late light, and one reflects on past days. Thus he carried on, seeing things dimly. And what is sometimes called the roar of battle, those aërial voices that snarl and moan and whine and rage at soldiers, had grown dimmer too. It all seemed further away, and littler, as far things are. He still heard the bullets: there is something so violently and intensely sharp in the snap of passing bullets at short ranges that you hear them in deepest thought, and even in dreams. He heard them, tearing by, above all things else. The rest seemed fainter and dimmer, and smaller and further away.

He did not think he was very badly hit, but nothing seemed to matter as it did a while ago. Yet he carried on.

And then he opened his eyes very wide and found he was back in London again in an underground train. He knew it at once by the look of it. He had made hundreds of journeys, long ago, by those trains. He knew by the dark, outside, that it had not yet left London; but what was odder than that, if one stopped to think of it, was that he knew exactly where it was going. It was the train that went away out into the country where he used to live as a boy. He was sure of that without thinking.

When he began to think how he came to be there he remembered the war as a very far-off thing. He supposed he had been unconscious a very long time. He was all right now.

Other people were sitting beside him on the same seat. They all seemed like people he remembered a very long time ago. In the darkness opposite, beyond the windows of the train, he could see their reflections clearly. He looked at the reflections but could not quite remember.

A woman was sitting on his left. She was quite young. She was more like some one that he most deeply remembered than all the others were. He gazed at her, and tried to clear his mind.

He did not turn and stare at her, but he quietly watched her reflection before him in the dark. Every detail of her dress, her young face, her hat, the little ornaments she wore, were minutely clear before him, looking out of the dark. So contented she looked you would say she was untouched by war.

As he gazed at the clear calm face and the dress that seemed neat though old and, like all things, so faraway, his mind grew clearer and clearer. It seemed to him certain it was the face of his mother, but from thirty years ago, out of old memories and one picture. He felt sure it was his mother as she had been when he was very small. And yet after thirty years how could he know? He puzzled to try and be quite sure. But how she came to be there, looking like that, out of those oldest memories, he did not think of at all.

He seemed to be hugely tired by many things and did not want to think. Yet he was very happy, more happy even than tired men just come home all new to comfort.

He gazed and gazed at the face in the dark. And then he felt quite sure.

He was about to speak. Was she looking at him? Was she watching him, he wondered. He glanced for the first time to his own reflection in that clear row of faces.

His own reflection was not there, but blank dark showed between his two neighbours. And then he knew he was dead.


Old England

Towards winters end on a high, big, bare down, in the south of England, John Plowman was plowing. He was plowing the brown field at the top of the hill, good soil of the clay; a few yards lower down was nothing but chalk, with shallow flinty soil and steep to plow; so they let briars grow there. For generations his forbears had plowed on the top of that hill. John did not know how many. The hills were very old; it might have been always.

He scarcely looked to see if his furrow was going straight. The work he was doing was so much in his blood that he could almost feel if furrows were straight or not. Year after year they moved on the same old landmarks; thorn trees and briars mostly guided the plow, where they stood on the untamed land beyond; the thorn trees grew old at their guiding, and still the furrows varied not by the breadth of a hoof-mark.

John, as he plowed, had leisure to meditate on much besides the crops; he knew so much of the crops that his thoughts could easily run free from them; he used to meditate on who they were that lived in briar and thorn tree, and danced as folk said all through midsummer night, and sometimes blessed and sometimes harmed the crops; for he knew that in Old England were wonderful ancient things, odder and older things than many folks knew. And his eyes had leisure to see much beside the furrows, for he could almost feel the furrows going straight.

One day at his plowing, as he watched the thorn ahead, he saw the whole big hill besides, looking south, and the lands below it; one day he saw in the bright sun of late winter a horseman riding the road through the wide lands below. The horseman shone as he rode, and wore white linen over what was shining, and on the linen was a big red cross. One of them knights, John Plowman said to himself or his horse, going to them crusades. And he went on with his plowing all that day satisfied, and remembered what he had seen for years, and told his son.

For there is in England, and there always was, mixed with the needful things that feed or shelter the race, the wanderer-feeling for romantic causes that runs deep and strange through the other thoughts, as the Gulf Stream runs through the sea. Sometimes generations of John Plowmans family would go by and no high romantic cause would come to sate that feeling. They would work on just the same though a little sombrely, as though some good thing had been grudged them. And then the Crusades had come, and John Plowman had seen the Red Cross knight go by, riding towards the sea in the morning, and Jon Plowman was satisfied.

Some generations later a man of the same name was plowing the same hill. They still plowed the brown clay at the top and left the slope wild, though there were many changes. And the furrows were wonderfully straight still. And half he watched a thorn tree ahead as he plowed and half he took in the whole hill sloping south and the wide lands below it, far beyond which was the sea. They had a railway now down in the valley. The sunlight glittering near the end of winter shone on a train that was marked with great white squares and red crosses on them.

John Plowman stopped his horses and looked at the train. An ambulance train, he said, coming up from the coast. He thought of the lads he knew and wondered if any were there. He pitied the men in that train and envied them. And then there came to him the thought of Englands cause and of how those men had upheld it, at sea and in crumbling cities. He thought of the battle whose echoes reached sometimes to that field, whispering to furrows and thorn trees that had never heard them before. He thought of the accursed tyrants cruel might, and of the lads that had faced it. He saw the romantic splendour of Englands cause. He was old but had seen the glamour for which each generation looked. Satisfied in his heart and cheered with a new content he went on with his age-old task in the business of man with the hills.


UNHAPPY FAR-OFF THINGS
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Preface

I have chosen a title that shall show that I make no claim for this book to be up-to-date. As the first title indicates, I hoped to show, to as many as might to read my words, something of the extent of the wrongs that the people of France had suffered. There is no such need any longer. The tales, so far as they went, I gather together here for the few that seem to read my books in England.

Dunsany.

A Dirge Of Victory (Sonnet)

Lift not thy trumpet, Victory, to the sky,
Nor through battalions nor by batteries blow,
But over hollows full of old wire go,
Where among dregs of war the long-dead lie
With wasted iron that the guns passed by.
When they went eastwards like a tide at flow;
There blow thy trumpet that the dead may know,
Who waited for thy coming, Victory.

It is not we that have deserved thy wreath,
They waited there among the towering weeds.
The deep mud burned under the thermites breath,
And winter cracked the bones that no man heeds:
Hundreds of nights flamed by: the seasons passed.
And thou last come to them at last, at last!


The Cathedral Of Arras

On the great steps of Arras Cathedral I saw a procession, in silence, standing still.

They were in orderly and perfect lines, stirring or swaying slightly: sometimes they bent their heads, sometimes two leaned together, but for the most part they were motionless. It was the time when the fashion is just changing and some were newly all in shining yellow, while others still wore green.

I went up the steps amongst them, the only human thing, for men and women worship no more in Arras Cathedral, and the trees have come instead; little humble things, all less than four years old, in great numbers thronging the steps processionally, and growing in perfect rows just where step meets step. They have come to Arras with the wind and the rain; which enter the aisles together whenever they will, and go wherever man went; they have such a reverent air, the young limes on the three flights of steps, that you would say they did not know that Arras Cathedral was fallen on evil days, that they did not know they looked on ruin and vast disaster, but thought that these great walls open to stars and sun were the natural and fitting place for the worship of little weeds.

Behind them the shattered houses of Arras seemed to cluster about the cathedral as, one might fancy easily, hurt and frightened children, so wistful are their gaping windows and old, grey empty gables, so melancholy and puzzled. They are more like a little old people come upon trouble, gazing at their great elder companion and not knowing what to do.

But the facts of Arras are sadder than a poets most tragic fancies. In the western front of Arras Cathedral stand eight pillars rising from the ground; above them stood four more. Of the four upper pillars the two on the left are gone, swept away by shells from the north: and a shell has passed through the neck of one of the two that is left, just as a bullet might go through a daffodils stem.

The left-hand corner of that western wall has been caught from the north, by some tremendous shell which has torn the whole corner down in a mound of stone: and still the walls have stood.

I went in through the western doorway. All along the nave lay a long heap of white stones, with grass and weeds on the top, and a little trodden path over the grass and weeds. This is all that remained of the roof of Arras Cathedral and of any chairs or pews there may have been in the nave, or anything that may have hung above them. It was all down but one slender arch that crossed the nave just at the transept; it stood out against the sky, and all who saw it wondered how it stood.

In the southern aisle panes of green glass, in twisted frame of lead, here and there lingered, like lonely leaves on an apple-tree-after a hailstorm in spring. The aisles still had their roofs over them which those stout old walls held up in spite of all.

Where the nave joins the transept the ruin is most enormous. Perhaps there was more to bring down there, so the Germans brought it down: there may have been a tower there, for all I know, or a spire.

I stood on the heap and looked towards the altar. To my left all was ruin. To my right two old saints in stone stood by the southern door. The door had been forced open long ago, and stood as it was opened, partly broken. A great round hole gaped in the ground outside; it was this that had opened the door.

Just beyond the big heap, on the left of the chancel, stood something made of wood, which almost certainly had been the organ.

As I looked at these things there passed through the desolate sanctuaries, and down an aisle past pillars pitted with shrapnel, a sad old woman, sad even for a woman of North-East France. She seemed to be looking after the mounds and stones that had once been the cathedral; perhaps she had once been the Bishops servant, or the wife of one of the vergers; she only remained of all who had been there in other days, she and the pigeons and jackdaws. I spoke to her. All Arras, she said, was ruined. The great cathedral was ruined, her own family were ruined utterly, and she pointed to where the sad houses gazed from forlorn dead windows. Absolute ruin, she said; but there must be no armistice. No armistice. No. It was necessary that there should be no armistice at all. No armistice with Germans.

She passed on, resolute and sad, and the guns boomed on beyond Arras.

A French interpreter, with the Sphinxes heads on his collar, showed me a picture postcard with a photograph of the chancel as it was five years ago. It was the very chancel before which I was standing. To see that photograph astonished me, and to know that the camera that took it must have stood where I was standing, only a little lower down, under the great heap. Though one knew there had been an altar there, and candles and roof and carpet, and all the solemnity of a cathedrals interior, yet to see that photograph and to stand on that weedy heap, in the wind, under the jackdaws, was a contrast with which the mind fumbled.

I walked a little with the French interpreter. We came to a little shrine in the southern aisle. It had been all paved with marble, and the marble was broken into hundreds of pieces, and someone had carefully picked up all the bits, and laid them together on the altar.

And this pathetic heap that was gathered of broken bits had drawn many to stop and gaze at it; and idly, as soldiers will, they had written their names on them: every bit had a name on it, with but a touch of irony the Frenchman said, All that is necessary to bring your name to posterity is to write it on one of these stones., No, I said, I will do it by describing all this. And we both laughed.

I have not done it yet: there is more to say of Arras. As I begin the tale of ruin and wrong, the man who did it totters. His gaudy power begins to stream away like the leaves of autumn. Soon his throne will be bare, and I shall have but begun to say what I have to say of calamity in cathedral and little gardens of Arras.

The winter of the Hohenzollerns will come; sceptre, uniforms, stars and courtiers all gone; still the world will not know half of the bitter wrongs of Arras. And spring will bring a new time and cover the trenches with green, and the pigeons will preen themselves on the shattered towers, and the lime-trees along the steps will grow taller and brighter, and happier men will sing in the streets untroubled by any War Lord; by then, perhaps, I may have told, to such as care to read, what such a war did in an ancient town, already romantic when romance was young, when war came suddenly without mercy, without pity, out of the north and east, on little houses, carved galleries, and gardens; churches, cathedrals and the jackdaws nests.


A Good War

Nietsche said, You have heard that a good cause justifies any war, but I say unto you that a good war justifies any cause.

A man was walking alone over a plain so desolate that, if you have never seen it, the mere word desolation could never convey to you the melancholy surroundings that mourned about this man on his lonely walk. Far off a vista of trees followed a cheerless road all dead as mourners suddenly stricken dead in some funereal procession. By this road he had come; but when he had reached a certain point he turned from the road at once, branching away to the left, led by a line of bushes that may once have been a lane. For some while his feet had rustled through long neglected grass; sometimes he lifted them up to step over a telephone wire that lolled over old entanglements and bushes; often he came to rusty strands of barbed wire and walked through them where they had been cut, perhaps years ago, by huge shells; then his feet hissed on through the grass again, dead grass that had hissed about his boots all through the afternoon.

Once he sat down to rest on the edge of a crater, weary with such walking as he had never seen before; and after he had stayed there a little while a cat that seemed to have its home in that wild place started suddenly up and leaped away over the weeds. It seemed an animal totally wild, and utterly afraid of man.

Grey bare hills surrounded the waste: a partridge called far off: evening was drawing in. He rose wearily, and yet with a certain fervour, as one that pursues With devotion a lamentable quest. Looking round him as he left his resting-place he saw a cabbage or two that after some while had come back to what was a field and had sprouted on the edge of a shell-hole. A yellowing convolvulus climbed up a dead weed. Weeds, grass and tumbled earth were all about him. It would be no better when he went on. Still he went on. A flower or two peeped up among the weeds. He stood up and looked at the landscape and drew no hope from that, the shattered trunk of a stricken tree leered near him, white trenches scarred the hillside. He followed an old trench through a hedge of elder, passed under more wire, by a great rusty shell that had not burst, passed by a dug-out where something grey seemed to lie down at the bottom of many steps. Black fungi grew near the entrance. He went on and on over shell-holes, passing round them where they were deep, stepping into or over the small ones. Little burrs clutched at him; he went rustling on, the only sound in the waste but the clicking of shattered iron. Now he was among nettles. He came by many small unnatural valleys. He passed more trenches only guarded by fungi. While it was light he followed little paths, marvelling who made them. Once he got into a trench. Dandelions leaned across it as though to bar his way, believing man to have gone and to have no right to return. Weeds thronged, in thousands here. It was the day of the weeds. It was only they that seemed to triumph in those fields deserted of man. He passed on down the trench and never knew whose trench it once had been. Frightful shells had smashed it here and there, and had twisted iron as though round gigantic fingers that had twiddled it idly a moment and let it drop to lie in the rain for ever. He passed more dug-outs and black fungi, watching them; and then he left the trench, going straight on over the open: again dead grasses hissed about his feet, sometimes small wire sang faintly He passed through a belt of nettles and thence to dead grass again. And now the light of the afternoon was beginning to dwindle away. He had intended to reach his journeys end by daylight, for he was past the time of life when one wanders after dark, but he had not contemplated the difficulty of walking over that road, or dreamed that lanes he knew could be so foundered and merged, in that mournful desolate moor.

Evening was filling fast, still he kept on. It was the time when the cornstacks would once have begun to grow indistinct, and slowly turn grey in the greyness, and homesteads one by one would have lit their innumerable lights. But evening now came down on a dreary desolation: and a cold wind arose; and the traveller heard the mournful sound of iron flapping on broken things, and knew that this was the sound that would haunt the waste for ever.

And evening settled down, a huge grey canvas waiting for sombre pictures; a setting for all the dark tales of the world, haunted forever a grizzly place was haunted ever, in any century, in any land; but not by mere ghosts from all those thousands of graves and half-buried bodies and sepulchral shell-holes; haunted by things huger and more disastrous than that; haunted by wailing ambitions, under the stars or moon, drifting across the rubbish that once was villages, which strews the lonely plain; the lost ambitions of two Emperors and a Sultan wailing from wind to wind and whimpering for dominion of the world.

The cold wind blew over the blasted heath and bits of broken iron flapped on and on.

And now the traveller hurried, for night was falling, and such a night as three witches might have brewed in a cauldron. He went on eagerly but with infinite sadness. Over the sky-line strange rockets went up from the war, peered oddly over the earth and went down again. Very far off a few soldiers lit a little fire of their own. The night grew colder; tap, tap, went broken iron.

And at last the traveller stopped in the lonely night and looked round him attentively, and appeared to be satisfied that he had come within sight of his journeys end, although to ordinary eyes the spot to which he had come differed in no way from the rest of the waste.

He went no further, but turned round and round, peering piece by piece at that weedy and cratered earth.

He was looking for the village where he was born.


The House With Two Storeys

I came again to Croisilles.

I looked for the sunken road that we used to hold in support, with its row of little shelters in the bank and the carved oak saints above them here and there that had survived the church in Croisilles. I could have found it with my eyes shut. With my eyes open I could not find it. I did not recognize the lonely metalled road down which lorries were rushing for the little lane so full of life, whose wheel-ruts were three years old.

As I gazed about me looking for our line, I passed an old French civilian looking down at a slight mound of white stone that rose a little higher than the road. He was walking about uncertainly, when first I noticed him, as though he was not sure where he was. But now he stood quite still looking down at the mound.

Voilà ma maison, he said.

He said no more than that: this astounding remark, this gesture that indicated such calamity, were quite simply made. There was nothing whatever of theatrical pose that we wrongly associate with the French, because they conceal their emotions less secretly than we; there were no tragic tones in his voice: only a trace of deep affection showed in one of the words he used. He spoke as a woman might say of her only child, Look at my baby.

Voilà ma maison, he said.

I tried to say in his language what I felt; and after my attempt he spoke of his house.

It was very old. Down underneath, he said, it dated from feudal times; though I did not quite make out whether all that lay under that mound had been so old or whether he only meant the cellars of his house. It was a fine high house, he said, as much as two storeys high. No one that is familiar with houses of fifty storeys, none even that has known palaces, will smile at this old mans efforts to tell of his high house, and to make me believe that it rose to two storeys high, as we stood together by that sad white mound. He told me that his son was killed. And that disaster strangely did not move me so much as the white mound that had been a house and had had two storeys, for it seems to be common to every French family with whose fathers I have chanced to speak in ruined cities or on busy roads of France.

He pointed to a huge white mound beyond on the top of which someone had stuck a small cross of wood. The church, he said. And that I knew already.

In very inadequate French I tried to comfort him. I told him that surely France would build his house again. Perhaps even the allies; for I could not believe that we shall have done enough if we merely drive the Germans out of France and leave this poor old man still wandering homeless. I told him that surely in the future Croisilles would stand again.

He took no interest in anything that I said. His house of two storeys was down, his son was dead, the little village of Croisilles had gone away; he had only one hope from the future. When I had finished speaking of the future, he raised a knobbed stick that he carried, up to the level of his throat, surely his sons old trench stick, and there he let it dangle from a piece of string in the handle, which he held against his neck. He watched me shrewdly and attentively meanwhile, for I was a stranger and was to be taught something I might not know  a thing that it was necessary for all men to learn. Le Kaiser, he said. Yes; I said, the Kaiser. But I pronounced the word Kaiser differently from him, and he repeated again Le Kaiser, and watched me closely to be sure that I understood. And then he said Pendu, and made the stick quiver a little as it dangled from its string. Oui, I said, Pendu.

Did I understand? He was not yet quite sure. It was important that this thing should be quite decided between us as we stood on this road through what had been Croisilles, where he had lived through many sunny years and I had dwelt for a season amongst rats. Pendu he said. Yes, I agreed.

It was all right. The old man almost smiled.

I offered him a cigarette and we lit two from an apparatus of flint and steel and petrol that the old man had in his pocket.

He showed me a photograph of himself and a passport to prove, I suppose, that he was not a spy. One could not recognize the likeness, for it must have been taken on some happier day, before he had seen his house of two storeys lying there by the road. But he was no spy, for there were tears in his eyes; and Prussians I think have no tears for what we saw across the village of Croisilles.

I spoke of the rebuilding of his house no more, I spoke no more of the new Croisilles shining through future years; for these were not the things that he saw in the future, and these were not the hopes of the poor old man. He had one dark hope of the future, and no others. He hoped to see the Kaiser hung for the wrong he had done to Croisilles. It was for this hope he lived.

Madame or señor of whatever far country, who may chance to see these words, blame not this old man for the fierce hope he cherished. It was the only hope he had. You, Madame, with your garden, your house, your church, the village where all know you, you may hope as a Christian should, there is wide room for hope in your future. You shall see the seasons move over your garden, you shall busy yourself with your home, and speak and share with your neighbours innumerable small joys, and find consolation and beauty, and at last rest, in and around the church whose spire you see from your home. You, señor, with your son perhaps growing up, perhaps wearing already some sword that you wore once, you can turn back to your memories or look with hope to the future with equal ease.

The man that I met in Croisilles had none of these things at all. He had that one hope only.

Do not, I pray you, by your voice or vote, or by any power or influence that you have, do anything to take away from this poor old Frenchman the only little hope he has left. The more trivial his odd hope appears to you compared with your own high hopes that come so easily to you amongst all your fields and houses, the more cruel a thing must it be to take it from him.

I learned many things in Croisilles, and the last of them is this strange one the old man taught me. I turned and shook hands with him and said good-bye, for I wished to see again our old front line that we used to hold over the hill, now empty, silent at last. The Boche is defeated, I said.

Vaincu, vaincu, he repeated. And I left him with something almost like happiness looking out of his tearful eyes.


Bermondsey versus Wurtemburg

The trees grew thinner and thinner along the road, then ceased altogether, and suddenly we saw Albert in the wood of the ghosts of murdered trees, all grey and deserted.

Descending into Albert past trees in their agony we came all at once on the houses. You did not see them far off as in other cities; we came on them all at once as you come on a corpse in the grass.

We stopped and stood by a house that was covered with plaster marked off to look like great stones, its pitiful pretence laid bare, the slates gone and the rooms gone, the plaster all pitted with shrapnel. Near it lay an iron railing, a hand-rail blown there from the railway bridge; a shrapnel bullet had passed through its twisted stem as though it had gone through butter. And beside the hand-rail lay one of the great steel supports of the bridge that had floated there upon some flaming draught; the end of it bent and splayed as though it had been a slender cane that someone had shoved too hard into the earth.

There had been a force abroad in Albert that could do these things, an iron force that had no mercy for iron, a mighty mechanical contrivance that could take machinery and pull it all to pieces in a moment as a child takes a flower to pieces petal by petal.

When such a force was abroad what chance had man? It had come down upon Albert suddenly, and railway lines and bridges had drooped and withered and the houses had stooped down in the blasting heat, and in that attitude I found them still, worn-out, melancholy heaps overcome by disaster.

Pieces of paper rustled about like footsteps, dirt covered the ruins, fragments of rusty shells lay as unsightly and dirty as that which they had destroyed. Cleaned up and polished, and priced at half a crown apiece, these fragments may look romantic some day in a London shop, but to-day in Albert they look unclean and untidy, like a cheap knife sticking up from a murdered womans ribs, whose dress is long out of fashion.

The stale smell of war arose from the desolation.

A British helmet dinted in like an old bowler, but tragic not absurd, lay near a barrel and a teapot.

On a wall that rose above a heap of dirty and smashed rafters was written in red paint KOMPe I.M.B.K. 184. The red paint had dripped down the wall from every letter. Verily we stood upon the scene of the murder.

Opposite those red letters across the road was a house with traces of a pleasant ornament below the sills of the windows, a design of grapes and vine. Someone had stuck up a wooden boot on a peg outside the door.

Perhaps the cheery design on the wall attracted me. I entered the house and looked round.

A chunk of shell lay on the floor, and a little decanter, only chipped at the lip, and part of a haversack of horse-skin. There were pretty tiles on the floor, but dry mud buried them deep: it was like the age-old dirt that gathers in temples in Africa. A mans waistcoat lay on the mud and part of a womans stays: the waistcoat was black and was probably kept for Sundays. That was all that there was to see on the ground floor, no more flotsam than that had come down to these days from peace.

A forlorn stairway tried still to wind upstairs. It went up out of a corner of the room. It seemed still to believe that there was an upper storey, still to feel that this was a house, there seemed a hope in the twists of that battered staircase that men would yet come again and seek sleep at evening by way of those broken steps; the hand-rail and the banisters streamed down from the top, a womans dress lolled down from the upper room above those aimless steps, the laths of the ceiling gaped, the plaster was gone; of all the hopes men hope that can never be fulfilled, of all desires that ever come too late, most futile was the hope expressed by that stairways posture that ever a family would come home there again or tread those steps once more. And, if in some far country one should hope, who has not seen Albert, out of compassion for these poor people of France, that where a staircase still remains there may be enough of a house to shelter those who called it home again, I will tell one thing more: there blew inside that house the same wind that blew outside, the wind that wandered free over miles of plains wandered unchecked through that house; there was no indoors or outdoors any more.

And on the wall of the room in which I stood, someone had proudly written his regiments name, The 156th Wurtemburgers. It was written in chalk; and another man had come and had written two words before it and had recorded the name of his own regiment too. And the writing remains after these two men are gone, and the lonely house is silent but for the wind and the things that creak as it blows, the only message of this deserted house, is this mighty record, this rare line of history, ill-written: Lost by the 156th Wurtemburgers, retaken by the Bermondsey Butterflies.

Two men wrote that sentence between them. And, as with Homer, no one knows who they were. And; like Homer, their words were epic.


On An Old Battle-Field

I entered an old battle-field through a garden gate, a pale green gate by the. Bapaume-Arras road. The cheerful green attracted me in the deeps of the desolation as an emerald might in a dust-bin. I entered through that homely garden gate, it had no hinges, no pillars, it lolled on a heap of stone: I came to it from the road; this alone was not battle-field; the road alone was made and tended and kept; all the rest was battle-field, as far as the eye could see. Over a large whitish heap lay a Virginia creeper, turning a dull crimson. And the presence of this creeper mourning there in the waste showed unmistakably that the heap had been a house. All the living things were gone that had called this white heap Home: the father would be fighting, somewhere; the children would have fled, if there had been time; the dog would have gone with them, or perhaps, if there was not time, he served other masters; the cat would have made a lair for herself and stalked mice at night through the trenches. All the live things that we ever consider were gone; the creeper alone remained, the only mourner, clinging to fallen stones that had supported it once.

And I knew by its presence here there had been a house. And by the texture or composition of the ruin all round I saw that a village had stood there. There are calamities one does not contemplate, when one thinks of time and change. Death, passing away, even ruin, are all the human lot; but one contemplates ruin as brought by kindly ages, coming slowly at last, with lichen and ivy and moss, its harsher aspects all hidden with green, coming with dignity and in due season. Thus our works should pass away; our worst fears contemplated no more than this.

But here in a single day, perhaps in a moment with one discharge from a battery, all the little things that one family cared for, their house, their garden; and the garden paths, and then the village and the road through the village, and the old landmarks that the old people remembered, and countless treasured things, were all turned into rubbish.

And these things that one did not contemplate, have happened for hundreds of miles, with such disaster vast plains and hills are covered, because of the German war.

Deep wells, old cellars, battered trenches and dug-outs, lie in the rubbish and weeds under the intricate wreckage of peace and war. It will be a bad place years hence for wanderers lost at night.

When the village went, trenches came; and, in the same storm that had crumbled the village, the trenches withered too; shells still thump on to the north, but peace and war alike have deserted the village. Grass has begun to return over torn earth on edges of trenches. Abundant wire rusts away by its twisted stakes of steel. Not a path of old, not a lane nor a doorway there, but is barred and cut off by wire; and the wire in its turn has been cut by shells and lies in ungathered swathes. A pair of wheels moulders amongst weeds, and may be of peace or of war, it is too broken down for anyone to say. A great bar of iron lies cracked across as though one of the elder giants had handled it carelessly. Another mound near by, with an old green beam sticking out of it, was also once a house. A trench runs by it. A German bomb with its wooden handle, some bottles, a bucket, a petrol tin and some bricks and stones, lie in the trench. A young elder tree grows amongst them. And over all the ruin and rubbish Nature, with all her wealth and luxury, comes back to her old inheritance, holding again the land that she held so long, before the houses came.

A garden gate of iron has been flung across a wall. Then a deep cellar into which a whole house seems to have slanted down. In the midst of all this is an orchard. A huge shell has uprooted, but not killed, an apple-tree; another apple-tree stands stone dead on the edge of a crater: most of the trees are dead. British aeroplanes drone over continually. A great gun goes by towards Bapaume, dragged by a slow engine with caterpillar wheels. The gun is all blotched green and yellow. Four or five men are seated on the huge barrel alone.

Dark old steps near the orchard run down into a dug-out, with a cartridge-case tied to a piece of wood beside it to beat when the gas came. A telephone wire lies listlessly by the opening. A patch of Michaelmas daisies, deep mauve and pale mauve, and a bright yellow flower beside them, show where a garden used to stand near by. Above the dug-out a patch of jagged earth shows in three clear layers under the weeds: four inches of grey road metal, imported, for all this country is chalk and clay; two inches of flint below it, and under that an inch of a bright red stone. We are looking then at a road  a road through a village trodden by men and women, and the hooves of horses and familiar modern things, a road so buried, so shattered, so overgrown, showing by chance an edge in the midst of the wilderness, that I could seem rather to have discovered the track of the Dinosaur in prehistoric clays than the highway, of a little village that only five years ago was full of human faults and joys and songs and tiny tears. Down that road before the plans, of the Kaiser began to fumble with the earth, down that road  but it is useless to look back, we are too far away from five years ago, too far away from thousands of ordinary things, that never seemed as though they would ever peer at us over chasms of time, out of another age, utterly far off, irrevocably removed from our ways and days. They are gone, those times, gone like the Dinosaur; gone with bows and arrows and the old knightlier days. No splendour marks their sunset where I sit, no dignity of houses, or derelict engines of war, mined all equally are scattered dirtily in the mud, and common weeds overpower them; it is not ruin but rubbish that covers the ground here and spreads its untidy flood for hundreds and hundreds of miles.

A band plays in Arras, to the north and east the shells go thumping on.

The very origins of things are in doubt, so much is jumbled together. It is as hard to make out just where the trenches ran, and which was No-Mans-Land, as it is to tell the houses from garden and orchard and road: the rubbish covers all. It is as though the ancient forces of Chaos had come back from the abyss to fight against order and man, and Chaos had won. So lies this village of France.

As I left it a rat, with something in its mouth, holding its head high, ran right across the village.


The Real Thing

Once at manoeuvres as the Prussian Crown Prince charged at the head of his regiment, as sabres gleamed, plumes streamed, and hooves thundered behind him, he is reported to have said to one that galloped near him: Ah, if only this were the real thing!

One need not doubt that the report is true. So a young man might feel as he led his regiment of cavalry, for the scene would fire the blood; all those young men and fine uniforms and good horses, all coming on behind, everything streaming that could float on the air, everything jingling then which could ever make a sound, a bright sky no doubt over the uniforms, a good fresh wind for men and horses to gulp; and behind, the clinking and jingling, the long roll of hooves thundering. Such a scene might well stir emotions to sigh for the splendours of battle.

This is one side of war. Mutilation and death are another; misery, cold and dirt; pain, and the intense loneliness of men left behind by armies, with much to think of; no hope, and a day or two to live. But we understand that glory covers that.

There is yet a third side.

I came to Albert when the fight was far from it: only at night you saw any signs of war, when clouds flashed now and then and curious rockets peered. Albert robbed of peace was deserted even by war.

I will not say that Albert was devastated or desolate, for these long words have different interpretations and may easily be exaggerated. A German agent might say to you, Devastated is rather a strong word, and desolate is a matter of opinion. And so you might never know what Albert is like.

I will tell you what I saw.

Albert was a large town. I will not write of all of it.

I sat down near a railway bridge at the edge of the town; I think I was near the station; and small houses had stood there with little gardens; such as porters and other railway folk would have lived in. I sat down on the railway and looked at one of these houses, for it had clearly been a house. It was at the back of it that most remained, in what must have been a garden. A girder torn up like a pack of cards lay on the leg of a table amongst a brick wall by an apple-tree.

Lower down in the heap was the frame-work of a large four-poster bed; through it all a vine came up quite green and still alive; and at the edge of the heap lay a dolls green pram. Small though the house had been there was evidence in that heap of some prosperity in more than one generation. For the four-poster bed had been a fine one, good work in sound old timber, before the bits in the girder had driven it into the wall; and the green pram must have been the dowry of no ordinary, doll, but one with the best yellow curls whose blue eyes could move. One blue columbine close by mourned alone for the garden.

The wall and the vine and the bed and the girder lay in an orchard, and some of the apple-trees were standing yet, though the orchard had been terribly wrecked by shell fire. All that still stood were dead. Some stood upon the very edge of craters; their leaves and twigs and bark had been stripped by one blast in a moment; and they had tottered, with stunted, black, gesticulating branches; and so they stood today.

The curls of a mattress lay on the ground, clipped once from a horses mane.

After looking for some while across the orchard one suddenly noticed that the cathedral had stood on the other side. It was draped, when we saw it closer, as with a huge grey cloak, the lead of its roof having come down and covered it.

Near the house of that petted doll (as I came to think of it) a road ran by on the other side of the railway. Great shells had dropped along it with terrible regularity. You could imagine Death striding down it with exact five-yard paces, on his own day, claiming his own. As I stood on the road something whispered behind me; and I saw, stirring round with the wind, in one of those footsteps of Death, a double page of a book open at Chapter II: and Chapter II was headed with the proverb, Un Malheur Ne Vient Jamais Seul; Misfortunes never come singly! And on that dreadful road, with shell-holes every five yards as far as the eye could see, and fiat beyond it the whole city in ruin. What harmless girl or old man had been reading that dreadful prophecy when the Germans came down upon Albert and involved it, and themselves, and that book, all except those two pages, in such multiplication of ruin?

Surely, indeed, there is a third side to war: for what had the doll done, that used to have a green pram, to deserve to share thus in the fall and punishment of an Emperor?


A Garden Of Arras

As I walked through Arras from the Spanish gate, gardens flashed as I went, one by one, through the houses.

I stepped in over the window-sill of one of the houses, attracted by the gleam of a garden dimly beyond: and went through the empty house, empty of people, empty of furniture, empty of plaster, and entered the garden through an empty doorway.

When I came near it seemed less like a garden. At first it had almost seemed to beckon to passers-by in the street, so rare are gardens now in this part of France, that it seemed to have more than a gardens share of mystery, all in the silence there at the back of the silent house; but when one entered it some of the mystery went, and seemed to hide in a further part of the garden amongst wild shrubs and innumerable weeds.

British aeroplanes frequently roared over, disturbing the congregation of Arras Cathedral a few hundred yards away, who rose cawing and wheeled over the garden; for only jackdaws come to Arras Cathedral now, besides a few pigeons.

Unkempt beside me a bamboo flourished wildly, having no need of man. On the other side of the small wild track that had been the garden path the skeletons of hothouses stood, surrounded by nettles; their pipes lay all about, shattered and riddled through.

Branches of rose break up through the myriad nettles, but only to be seized and choked by columbine. A late moth looks for flowers not quite in vain. It hovers on wing-beats that are invisibly swift by its lonely autumn flower, then darts away over the desolation which is no desolation to a moth: man has destroyed man; nature comes back; it is well: that must be the brief philosophy of myriads of tiny things whose way of life one seldom considered before; now that mans cities are down, now that ruin and misery confront us whichever way we turn, one notices more the small things that are left.

One of the greenhouses is almost all gone, a tumbled mass that might be a piece of Babylon, if archæologists should come to study it. But it is too sad to study, too untidy to have any interest, and, alas, too common: there are hundreds of miles of this.

The other greenhouse, a sad, ungainly skeleton, is possessed by grass and weeds. On the raised centre many flower-pots were neatly arranged once: they stand in orderly lines, but each separate one is broken: none contain flowers any more, but only grass. And the glass of the greenhouse lies there in showers, all grey. No one has tidied anything up there for years.

A meadow-sweet had come into that greenhouse and dwelt there in that abode of fine tropical flowers, and one night an elder tree had entered and is now as high as the house, and at the end of the greenhouse grass has come in like a wave; for change and disaster are far-reaching and are only mirrored here. This desolate garden and its mined house are a part of hundreds of thousands such, or millions. Mathematics will give you no picture of what France has suffered. If I tell you what one garden is like, one village, one house, one cathedral, after the German war has swept by, and if you read my words, I may help you perhaps to imagine more easily what France has suffered than if I spoke of millions. I speak of one garden in Arras; and you might walk from there, south by east for weeks, and find no garden that has suffered less.

It is all weeds and elders. An apple-tree rises out of a mass of nettles, but it is quite dead. Wild rose-trees show here and there, or roses that have ran wild like the cats of No-Mans-Land: And once I saw a rose-bush that had been planted in a pot and still grew there, as though it still remembered man, but the flower-pot was shattered, like all the pots in that garden, and the rose grew wild as any in any hedge.

The ivy alone grows on over a mighty wall, and seems to care not. The ivy alone seems not to mourn, but to have added the last four years to its growth as though they were ordinary years. That corner of the wall alone whispers not of disaster, it only seems to tell of the passing of years, which makes the ivy strong, and for which in peace as in war there is no cure. All the rest speaks of war, of war that comes to gardens, without banners or trumpets or splendour, and roots up everything, and turns round and smashes the house, and leaves it all desolate, and forgets and goes away. And when the histories of the war are written, attacks and counter-attacks and the doom of Emperors, who will remember that garden?

Saddest of all, as it seemed to me watching the garden paths, were spiders webs that had been spun across them, so grey and stout and strong, fastened from weed to weed, with the spiders in their midst sitting in obvious ownership. You knew then as you looked at those webs across all the paths in the garden that any that you might fancy walking the small paths still, were but grey ghosts gone from thence, no more than dreams, hopes and imaginings, something altogether weaker than spiders webs.

And the old wall of the garden that divides it from its neighbour, of solid stone and brick, over fifteen feet high, it is that mighty old wall that held the romance of the garden. I do not tell the tale of that garden of Arras, for that is conjecture, and I only tell what I saw, in order that someone perhaps in some far country may know what happened in thousands and thousands of gardens because an Emperor sighed, and longed for the splendour of war. The tale is but conjecture, yet all the romance is there; for picture a wall over fifteen feet high built as they built long ago, standing for all those ages between two gardens. For would not the temptation arise to peer over the wall if a young man heard, perhaps songs, one evening the other side? And at first he would have some pretext and afterwards none at all, and the pretext would vary wonderfully little with the generations, while the ivy went on growing thicker and thicker. The thought might come of climbing the wall altogether and down the other side, and it might seem too daring and be utterly put away. And then one day, some wonderful summer evening, the west all red and a new moon in the sky, far voices heard clearly and white mists rising, one wonderful summer day, back would come that thought to climb the great old wall and go down the other side. Why not go in next door from the street, you might say. That would be different, that would be calling; that would mean ceremony, black hats, and awkward new gloves, constrained talk and little scope for romance. It would all be the fault of the wall.

With what diffidence, as the generations passed, would each first peep over the wall be undertaken. In some years it would be scaled from one side, in some ages from the other. What a barrier that old red wall would have seemed! How new the adventure would have seemed in each age to those that dared it, and how old to the wall! And in all those years the elders never made a door, but kept that huge and haughty separation. And the ivy quietly grew greener. And then one day a shell came from the east, and, in a moment, without plan or diffidence or pretext, tumbled away some yards of the proud old wall, and the two gardens were divided no longer: but there was no one to walk in them any more.

Wistfully round the edge of the huge breach in the wall, a Michaelmas daisy peered into the garden, in whose mined paths I stood.


After Hell

He heard an English voice shouting, Paiper! Paiper! No mere spelling of the word will give the intonation. It was the voice of English towns he heard again. The very voice of London in the morning. It seemed like magic, or like some wonderfully vivid dream.

He was only a hundred miles or so from England; it was not very long since he had been there; yet what he heard seemed like an enchanted dream, because only the day before he had been in the trenches.

They had been twelve days in the trenches and had marched out at evening. They had marched five miles and were among tin huts in quite a different world. Through the doorways of the huts green grass could be seen and the sun was shining on it. It was morning. Everything was strangely different. You saw more faces smiling. Men were not so calm as they had been during the last twelve days, the last six especially: someone was kicking a football at somebody elses hut and there was excitement about it.

Guns were still firing: but they thought of death now as one who walked on the other side of the hills, no longer as a neighbour, as one who might drop in at any moment, and sometime did, while they were taking tea. It was not that they had been afraid of him, but the strain of expectancy was over; and that strain being suddenly gone in a single night, they all had a need, whether they knew it or not, of something to take its place, so the football loomed very large.

It was morning and he had slept long. The guns that grew active at dawn had not woke him; in those twelve days they had grown too familiar, but he woke wide when he heard the young English soldier with a bundle of three-days-old papers under his arm calling Paiper, paiper!  bringing to that strange camp the voice of the English towns. He woke wide at that wonder; and saw the sun shining cheerily, on desolation with a tinge of green in it, which even by itself rejoiced him on that morning after those twelve days amongst mud, looking at mud, surrounded by mud, protected by mud, sharing with mud the liability to be suddenly blown high and to come down in a shower on other mens helmets and coats.

He wondered if Dante when he came up from Hell heard anyone calling amongst the Verdure, in sunlight, any familiar call such as merchants use, some trivial song or cry of his native city.


A Happy Valley

The enemy attacked the Happy Valley. I read these words in a paper at the time of the taking of Albert, for the second time, by our troops. And the words brought back Albert to me like a spell, Albert at the end of the mighty Bapaume-Albert road, that pathway Of Mars down which he had stalked so tremendously through his garden, the wide waste battlefields of the Somme. The words brought back Albert at the end of that road in the sunset and the cathedral seen against the west, and the gilded Virgin half cast down, but incapable of losing dignity, and evening coming down over the marshes. They brought it back like a spell. Like two spells rather, that some magician had mixed. Picture some magician of old in his sombre wonderful, chamber wishing dreams to transport him far off to delectable valleys. He sits him down and writes out a spell on parchment, slowly and with effort of aged memory, though he remembered it easily once. The shadows of crocodiles and antique gods flicker on walls and ceiling from a gusty flame as he writes; and in the end he writes the spell out wrongly and mixes up with the valleys where he would rest dark bits of the regions of Hell. So one sees Albert again and its Happy Valley.

I do not know which the Happy Valley is, for so many little valleys run in and out about Albert; and with a little effort of imagination, having only seen them full of the ruin of war, one can fancy any of them being once named happy. Yet one there is away to the east of Albert, which even up to last autumn seemed able to bear this name, so secluded it was in that awful garden of Mars; a tiny valley running into the wood of Bécourt. A few yards, higher up and all was desolation, a little further along a lonely road and you saw Albert mourning over irreparable vistas of ruin and wasted fields; but the little valley ran into the wood of Bécourt and sheltered there, and there you saw scarcely any signs of war. It might almost have been an English valley, by the side of an English wood. The soil was the same brown clay that you see in the south Of England above the downs and the chalk; the wood was a hazel wood, such as grow in England, thinned a good deal, as English hazels are, but with several tall trees still growing; and plants were there and late flowers, such as grow in Surrey and Kent. And at the end of the valley, just in the shadow of that familiar homely wood, a hundred British officers rest for ever.

As the world is today perhaps that obscure spot, as fittingly as any, might be named the Happy Valley.


In Bethune

Under all ruins is history, as every tourist knows. Indeed, the dust that gathers above the ruin of cities may be said to be the cover of the most wonderful of the picture-books of Time, those secret books into which we sometimes peep. We turn no more, perhaps, than the corner of a single page in our prying, but we catch a glimpse there of things so gorgeous, in the book that we are not meant to see, that it is worth while to travel to far countries, whoever can, to see one of those books, and where the edges are turned up a little to catch sight of those strange winged bulls and mysterious kings and lion-headed gods that were not meant for us. And out of the glimpses, one catches from odd comers of those volumes of Time, where old centuries hide, one builds up part by guesses, part by fancy mixed with but little knowledge, a tale or theory of how men and women lived in unknown ages in the faith of forgotten gods.

Such a people lived in Timgad and left it probably about the time that waning Rome began to call home her outposts. Long after the citizens left the city stood on that high plateau in Africa, teaching shepherd Arabs what Rome had been: even to-day its great arches and parts of its temples stand: its paved streets are still grooved clearly with the wheel-ruts of chariots, and beaten down on each side of the centre by the pairs of horses that drew them two thousand years ago. When all the clatter had died away Timgad stood there in silence.

At Pompeii, city and citizens ended together. Pompeii did not mourn among strangers, a city without a people: but was buried at once, closed like an ancient book.

I doubt if anyone knows why its gods deserted Luxor, or Luxor lost faith in its gods, or in itself; conquest from over the desert or down the Nile, I suppose, or corruption within. Who knows? But one day I saw a woman come out from the back of her house and empty a basket full of dust and rubbish right into the temple at Luxor, where a dark green god is seated, three times the size of a man, buried as high as his waist. I suppose that what I saw had been happening off and on pretty well every morning for the last four thousand years. Safe under the dust that that woman threw, and the women that lived before her, Time hid his secrets.

And then I have seen the edges of stones in deserts that might or might not have been cities: they had fallen so long that you could hardly say.

At all these cities, whether disaster met them, and ruin came suddenly on to crowded streets; or whether they passed slowly out of fashion, and grew quieter year by year while the jackals drew nearer and nearer; at all these cities one can look with interest and not be saddened by the faintest sorrow  for anything that happened to such a different people so very long ago. Ram-headed gods, although their horns be broken and all their worshippers gone; armies whose elephants have turned against them; kings whose ancestors have eclipsed their faces in heaven and left them helpless against the onslaught of the stars; not a tear is given for one of these to-day.

But when in ruins as complete as Pompeii, as desolate as Timgad amongst its African hills, you see the remnant of a pack of cards lying with what remains of the stock of a drapers shop; and the front part of the shop and the snug room at the back gape side by side together in equal, misery, as though there had never been a barrier between the counter with its wares and the good mahogany table with its decanters; then in the rustling of papers that blow with dust along long-desolate floors one hears the whisper of Disaster, saying, See; I have come. For under plaster shaken down by calamity, and red dust that once was bricks, it is our own age that is lying; and the little things that lie about the floors are relics of the twentieth century. Therefore in the streets of Bethune the wistful appeal that is in all things lost far off and utterly passed away cries out with an insistence that is never felt in the older fallen cities. No doubt to future times the age that lies under plaster in Bethune, with thin, bare laths standing over it, will appear an age of glory; and yet to thousands that went one day from its streets, leaving all manner of small things behind, it may well have been an age full of far other promises, no less golden to them, no less magical even, though too little to stir the pen of History, busy with batteries and imperial dooms. So that to these, whatever others may write, the twentieth-century will not be the age of strategy, but will only seem to have been those fourteen lost quiet summers whose fruits lie under the plaster.

That layer of plaster and brick-dust lies on the age that has gone, as final, as fatal, as the layer of flints that covers the top of the chalk and marks the end of an epoch and some unknown geologic catastrophe.

It is only by the little things in Bethune, lying where they were left, that one can trace at all what kind of house each was, or guess at the people who dwelt in it. It is only by a potato growing where Pavement was, and flowering vigorously under a vacant window, that one can guess that the battered, house beside it was once a fruiterers shop, whence the potato rolled away when man fell on evil days, and found the street, no longer harsh and unfriendly; but soft and fertile like the primal waste, and took root and throve there as its forbears throve before it in another continent before the coming of man.

Across the street, in the dust of a stricken house, the implements of his trade show where a carpenter lived when disaster came so suddenly, quite good tools, some still upon shelves, some amongst broken things that lie all over the floor. And further along the street in which these things are someone has put up a great iron shutter that was to protect his shop. It has a graceful border of painted, irises all the way up each side. It might have been a jeweller that would have had such a shutter. The shutter alone remains standing straight upright, and the whole shop is gone.

And just here the shaken street ends and all the streets end together. The rest is a mound of white stones and pieces of bricks with low, leaning walls surrounding it, and the halves of hollow houses; and eyeing it round a comer, one old tower of the cathedral, as though still gazing over its congregation of houses, a mined, melancholy watcher. Over the bricks lie tracks, but no more streets. It is about the middle of the town, a hawk goes over, calling as though he flew over the waste, and as though the waste were his. The breeze that carries him opens old shutters and flaps them to again. Old, useless hinges moan; wall-paper whispers. Three French soldiers trying to find their homes walk over the bricks and groundsel.

It is the Abomination of Desolation, not seen by prophecy far off in some fabulous future, nor remembered from terrible ages by the aid of papyrus and stone, but fallen on our own century, on the homes of folk like ourselves: common things that we knew are become the relics of bygone days. It is our own time that has ended in blood and broken bricks.


In An Old Drawing-Room

There was one house with a roof on it in Peronne. And there an officer came by moonlight on his way back from leave. He was looking for his battalion which had moved and was now somewhere in the desolation out in front of Peronne, or else was marching there  no one quite knew. Someone said he had seen it marching through Tincourt; the R.T.O. said Brie. Those who did not know were always ready to help, they made suggestions and even pulled out maps. Why should they not? They were giving away no secret, because they did not know, and so they followed a soldiers natural inclination to give all the help they could to another soldier. Therefore they offered their suggestions like old friends. They had never met before, might never meet again; but La France introduces you, and five minute acquaintance in a place like Peronne, where things may change so profoundly in one night, and where all is so tense by the strange background of ruin that little portions of time seem very valuable, five minutes there seem quite a long time. And so they are, for what may not happen in five minutes any day now in France. Five minutes may be a page of history, a chapter even, perhaps a volume. Little children with inky fingers years hence may sit for a whole hour trying to learn up and remember just what happened during five minutes in France some time about now. These are just reflections such as pass through the mind in the moonlight among vast ruins and are at once forgotten.

Those that knew where the battalion was that the wandering officer looked for were not many; these were reserved and spoke like one that has a murder on his conscience, not freely and openly: for of one thing no one speaks in France, and that is the exact position of a unit. One may wave ones hand vaguely eastwards and say Over there,, but to name a village and the people that occupy it is to offend against the silence that in these days broods over France, the solemn hush befitting so vast a tragedy.

And in the end it seemed better to that officer to obey the R.T.O. and to go by his train to Brie that left in the morning, and that question settled, there remained only food and sleep.

Down in the basement of the big house with a roof there was a kitchen, in fact there was everything that a house should have; and the more that one saw of simple household things, tables, chairs, the fire in the kitchen, pieces of carpet, floors, ceilings, and even windows, the more one wondered; it did not seem natural in Peronne.

Picture to yourself a fine drawing-room with high ornamental walls and all the air about it of dignity, peace and ease, that were so recently gone; only just, as it might have been, stepped through the double doorway; skirts, as it were, of ladies only just trailed out of sight; and then turn in fancy to that great town streaming with moonlight, full of the mystery that moonlight always brings, but without the light of it; all black, dark as caverns of earth where no light ever came, blacker for the moonlight than if no moon were there; sombre, mourning and accursed, each house in the great streets sheltering darkness amongst its windowless walls; as though it nursed disaster, having no other children left, and would not let the moon peer in on its grief or see the monstrous orphan that it fondled.

In the old drawing-room with twenty others, the wandering officer lay down to sleep on the floor, and thought of old wars that came to the cities of France a long while ago. To just such houses as this, he thought, men must have come before and gone on next day to fight in other centuries; it seemed to him that it must have been more romantic then. Who knows?

He had a bit of carpet to lie on. A few more officers came in in the early part of the night, and talked a little and lay down. A few candles were stuck on tables here and there. Midnight would have struck from the towers had any clock been left to strike in Peronne. Still talk went on in low voices here and there. The candles burned low and were fewer. Big shadows floated along those old high walls. Then the talk ceased and everyone was still: nothing stirred but the shadows. An officer muttered in sleep of things far thence, and was silent. Far away shells thumped faintly. The shadows, left to themselves, went round and round the room, searching in every corner for something that was lost. Over walls and ceiling they went and could not find it. The last candle was failing. It flared and guttered. The shadows raced over the room from comer to corner. Lost, and they could not find it. They hurried desperately in those last few moments. Great shadows searching for some little thing. In the smallest nook they sought for it. Then the last candle died. As the flame went up with the smoke from the fallen wick all the great shadows turned and mournfully trailed away.


The Homes Of Arras

As you come to Arras by the western road, by the red ramparts and the Spanish gate, Arras looks like a king. With such a dignity as clings to the ancient gateway so might a king be crowned; with such a sweep of dull red as the old ramparts show, so might he be robed; but a dead king with crowned skull. For the ways of Arras are empty but for brown soldiers, and her houses are bare as bones.

Arras sleeps profoundly, roofless, windowless, carpetless; Arras sleeps as a skeleton sleeps, with all the dignity of former days about it, but the life that stirs in its streets is not the old citys life, the old city is murdered. I came to Arras and went down a street, and saw back gardens glinting through the bare ribs of the houses. Garden after garden shone, so far as it could, though it was in October and after four years of war; but what was left of those gardens shining there in the sun was like sad faces trying to smile after many disasters.

I came to a great wall that no shell had breached. A cascade of scarlet creeper poured over it, as though on the other side some serene garden grew, where no disaster came, tended by girls who had never heard of war, walking untrodden paths. It was not so. But ones fancy, weary of ruin, readily turns to such scenes wherever facts are hidden, though but by a tottering wall, led by a few bright leaves or the glimpse of a flower.

But not for any fancy of mine must you picture ruin any more as something graced with splendour, or as it were an argosy reaching the shores of our day laden with grandeur and dignity out of antiquity. Ruin to-day is not covered with ivy, and has no curious architecture or strange secrets of history, and is not beautiful or romantic at all. It has no tale to tell of old civilizations, not otherwise known, told of by few grey stones. Ruin to-day is destruction and sorrow and debt and loss, come down untidily upon modern homes and cutting off ordinary generations, smashing the implements of familiar trades and making common avocations obsolete. It is no longer the guardian and the chronicle of ages that we should otherwise forget: ruin to-day is an age heaped up in rubble around us before it has ceased to be still green in our memory. Quite ordinary wardrobes in unseemly attitudes gape out from bedrooms whose front walls are gone, in houses whose most inner design shows unconcealed to the cold gaze of the street. The rooms have neither mystery nor adornment. Burst mattresses loll down from bedraggled beds. No one has come to tidy them up for years. And roofs have slanted down as low as the first floor.

I saw a green door ajar in an upper room: the whole of the front wall of the house was gone: the door partly opened oddly on to a little staircase, whose steps one could just see, that one wondered whither it went. The door seemed to beckon and beckon to some lost room, but if one could ever have got there, up through that shattered house, and if the steps of that little staircase would bear, so that one came to, the room that is hidden away at the top, yet there could only be silence and spiders there, and broken plaster and the dust of calamity; it is only to memories that the green door beckons; nothing remains.

And some day they may come to Arras to see the romance of war, to see where the shells struck and to pick up pieces of iron. It is not this that is romantic, not Mars, but poor, limping Peace. It is what is left that appeals to you, with pathos and infinite charm; little desolate gardens that no one has tended for years, wall-paper left in forlorn rooms when all else is Scattered, old toys buried in rubbish, old steps untrodden on inaccessible landings: it is what is left that appeals to you, what remains of old peaceful things. The great guns throb on, all round is the panoply of war, if panoply be the right word for this vast disaster that is known to Arras as innumerable separate sorrows; but it is not to this great event that-the sympathy turns in Arras, nor to its thunder and show, nor the trappings of it, guns lorries, and fragments of shells: it is to the voiceless, deserted inanimate things, so greatly wronged, that all the heart goes out: floors fallen in festoons, windows that seem to be wailing, roofs as though crazed with grief and then petrified in their craziness; railings, lamp-posts, sticks, all hit, nothing spared by that frenzied iron: the very earth clawed and-torn: it is what is left that appeals to you.

As I went from Arras I passed by a grey, gaunt shape, the ghost of a railway station standing in the wilderness haunting a waste of weeds, and mourning, as it seemed, over rusted railway lines lying idle and purposeless as though leading nowhere, as though all roads had ceased, and all lands were deserted, and all travellers dead: sorrowful and lonely that ghostly shape stood dumb in the desolation among houses whose doors were shut and their windows broken. And in all that stricken assembly no voice spoke but the sound of iron tapping on broken things, which was dumb awhile when the wind dropped. The wind rose and it tapped again.


TALES OF THREE HEMISPHERES
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THE LAST DREAM OF BWONA KHUBLA

From steaming lowlands down by the equator, where monstrous orchids blow, where beetles big as mice sit on the tent-ropes, and fireflies glide about by night like little moving stars, the travelers went three days through forests of cactus till they came to the open plains where the oryx are.

And glad they were when they came to the water-hole, where only one white man had gone before, which the natives know as the camp of Bwona Khubla, and found the water there.

It lies three days from the nearest other water, and when Bwona Khubla had gone there three years ago, what with malaria with which he was shaking all over, and what with disgust at finding the water-hole dry, he had decided to die there, and in that part of the world such decisions are always fatal. In any case he was overdue to die, but hitherto his amazing resolution, and that terrible strength of character that so astounded his porters, had kept him alive and moved his safari on.

He had had a name no doubt, some common name such as hangs as likely as not over scores of shops in London; but that had gone long ago, and nothing identified his memory now to distinguish it from the memories of all the other dead but Bwona Khubla, the name the Kikuyus gave him.

There is not doubt that he was a fearful man, a man that was dreaded still for his personal force when his arm was no longer able to lift the kiboko, when all his men knew he was dying, and to this day though he is dead.

Though his temper was embittered by malaria and the equatorial sun, nothing impaired his will, which remained a compulsive force to the very last, impressing itself upon all, and after the last, from what the Kikuyus say. The country must have had powerful laws that drove Bwona Khubla out, whatever country it was.

On the morning of the day that they were to come to the camp of Bwona Khubla all the porters came to the travelers tents asking for dow. Dow is the white mans medicine, that cures all evils; the nastier it tastes, the better it is. They wanted down this morning to keep away devils, for they were near the place where Bwona Khubla died.

The travelers gave them quinine.

By sunset the came to Campini Bwona Khubla and found water there. Had they not found water many of them must have died, yet none felt any gratitude to the place, it seemed too ominous, too full of doom, too much harassed almost by unseen, irresistible things.

And all the natives came again for dow as soon as the tents were pitched, to protect them from the last dreams of Bwona Khubla, which they say had stayed behind when the last safari left taking Bwona Khublas body back to the edge of civilization to show to the white men there that they had not killed him, for the white men might not know that they durst not kill Bwona Khubla.

And the travelers gave them more quinine, so much being bad for the nerves, and that night by the camp-fires there was no pleasant talk; all talking at once of meat they had eaten and cattle that each one owned, but a gloomy silence hung by every fire and the little canvas shelters. They told the white men that Bwona Khublas city, of which he had thought at the last (and where the natives believed he was once a king), of which he had raved till the loneliness rang with his raving, had settled down all about them; and they were afraid, for it was so strange a city, and wanted more dow. And the two travelers gave them more quinine, for they saw real fear in their faces, and knew they might run away and leave them alone in that place, that they, too, had come to fear with an almost equal dread, though they knew not why. And as the night wore on their feeling of boding deepened, although they had shared three bottles or so of champagne that they meant to keep for days when they killed a lion.

This is the story that each of those two men tell, and which their porters corroborate, but then a Kikuyu will always say whatever he thinks is expected of him.

The travelers were both in bed and trying to sleep but not able to do so because of an ominous feeling. That mournfullest of all the cries of the wild, the hyæna like a damned soul lamenting, strangely enough had ceased. The night wore on to the hour when Bwona Khubla had died three or four years ago, dreaming and raving of his city; and in the hush a sound softly arose, like a wind at first, then like the roar of beasts, then unmistakably the sound of motors  motors and motor busses.

And then they saw, clearly and unmistakably they say, in that lonely desolation where the equator comes up out of the forest and climbs over jagged hills,  they say they saw London.

There could have been no moon that night, but they say there was a multitude of stars. Mists had come rolling up at evening about the pinnacles of unexplored red peaks that clustered round the camp. But they say the mist must have cleared later on; at any rate they swear they could see London, see it and hear the roar of it. Both say they saw it not as they knew it at all, not debased by hundreds of thousands of lying advertisements, but transfigured, all its houses magnificent, its chimneys rising grandly into pinnacles, its vast squares full of the most gorgeous trees, transfigured and yet London.

Its windows were warm and happy, shining at night, the lamps in their long rows welcomed you, the public-houses were gracious jovial places; yet it was London.

They could smell the smells of London, hear London songs, and yet it was never the London that they knew; it was as though they had looked on some strange womans face with the eyes of her lover. For of all the towns of the earth or cities of song; of all the spots there be, unhallowed or hallowed, it seemed to those two men then that the city they saw was of all places the most to be desired by far. They say a barrel organ played quite near them, they say a coster was singing, they admit that he was singing out of tune, they admit a cockney accent, and yet they say that that song had in it something that no earthly song had ever had before, and both men say that they would have wept but that there was a feeling about their heartstrings that was far too deep for tears. They believe that the longing of this masterful man, that was able to rule a safari by raising a hand, had been so strong at the last that it had impressed itself deeply upon nature and had caused a mirage that may not fade wholly away, perhaps for several years.

I tried to establish by questions the truth or reverse of this story, but the two mens tempers had been so spoiled by Africa that they were not up to cross-examination. They would not even say if their camp-fires were still burning. They say that they saw the London lights all round them from eleven oclock till midnight, they could hear London voices and the sound of the traffic clearly, and over all, a little misty perhaps, but unmistakably London, arose the great metropolis.

After midnight London quivered a little and grew more indistinct, the sound of the traffic began to dwindle away, voices seemed farther off, ceased altogether, and all was quiet once more where the mirage shimmered and faded, and a bull rhinoceros coming down through the stillness snorted, and watered at the Carlton Club.


HOW THE OFFICE OF POSTMAN FELL VACANT IN OTFORD-UNDER-THE-WOLD

The duties of postman at Otford-under-the-Wold carried Amuel Sleggins farther afield than the village, farther afield than the last house in the lane, right up to the big bare wold and the house where no one went, no one that is but the three grim men that dwelt there and the secretive wife of one, and, once a year when the queer green letter came, Amuel Sleggins the postman.

The green letter always came just as the leaves were turning, addressed to the eldest of the three grim men, with a wonderful Chinese stamp and the Otford post-mark, and Amuel Sleggins carried it up to the house.

He was not afraid to go, for he always took the letter, had done so for seven years, yet whenever summer began to draw to a close, Amuel Sleggins was ill at ease, and if there was a touch of autumn about shivered unduly so that all folk wondered.

And then one day a wind would blow from the East, and the wild geese would appear, having left the sea, flying high and crying strangely, and pass till they were no more than a thin black line in the sky like a magical stick flung up by a doer of magic, twisting and twirling away; and the leaves would turn on the trees and the mists be white on the marshes and the sun set large and red and autumn would step down quietly that night from the wold; and the next day the strange green letter would come from China.

His fear of the three grim men and that secretive woman and their lonely, secluded house, or else the cadaverous cold of the dying season, rather braced Amuel when the time was come and he would step out bolder upon the day that he feared than he had perhaps for weeks. He longed on that day for a letter for the last house in the lane, there he would dally and talk awhile and look on church-going faces before his last tramp over the lonely wold to end at the dreaded door of the queer grey house called wold-hut.

When he came to the door of wold-hut he would give the postmans knock as though he came on ordinary rounds to a house of every day, although no path led up to it, although the skins of weasels hung thickly from upper windows.

And scarcely had his postmans knock rung through the dark of the house when the eldest of the three grim men would always run to the door. O, what a face had he. There was more slyness in it than ever his beard could hide. He would put out a gristly hand; and into it Amuel Sleggins would put the letter from China, and rejoice that his duty was done, and would turn and stride away. And the fields lit up before him, but, ominous, eager and low murmuring arose in the wold-hut.

For seven years this was so and no harm had come to Sleggins, seven times he had gone to wold-hut and as often come safely away; and then he needs must marry. Perhaps because she was young, perhaps because she was fair or because she had shapely ankles as she came one day through the marshes among the milkmaid flowers shoeless in spring. Less things than these have brought men to their ends and been the nooses with which Fate snared them running. With marriage curiosity entered his house, and one day as they walked with evening through the meadows, one summer evening, she asked him of wold-hut where he only went, and what the folks were like that no one else had seen. All this he told her; and then she asked him of the green letter from China, that came with autumn, and what the letter contained. He read to her all the rules of the Inland Revenue, he told her he did not know, that it was not right that he should know, he lectured her on the sin of inquisitiveness, he quoted Parson, and in the end she said that she must know. They argued concerning this for many days, days of the ending of summer, of shortening evenings, and as they argued autumn grew nearer and nearer and the green letter from China.

And at last he promised that when the green letter came he would take it as usual to the lonely house and then hide somewhere near and creep to the window at nightfall and hear what the grim folk said; perhaps they might read aloud the letter from China. And before he had time to repent of that promise a cold wind came one night and the woods turned golden, the plover went in bands at evening over the marshes, the year had turned, and there came the letter from China. Never before had Amuel felt such misgivings as he went his postmans rounds, never before had he so much feared the day that took him up to the wold and the lonely house, while snug by the fire his wife looked pleasurably forward to curiositys gratification and hoped to have news ere nightfall that all the gossips of the village would envy. One consolation only had Amuel as he set out with a shiver, there was a letter that day for the last house in the lane. Long did he tarry there to look at their cheery faces, to hear the sound of their laughter  you did not hear laughter in wold-hut  and when the last topic had been utterly talked out and no excuse for lingering remained he heaved a heavy sigh and plodded grimly away and so came late to wold-hut.

He gave his postmans knock on the shut oak door, heard it reverberate through the silent house, saw the grim elder man and his gristly hand, gave up the green letter from China, and strode away. There is a clump of trees growing all alone in the wold, desolate, mournful, by day, by night full of ill omen, far off from all other trees as wold-hut from other houses. Near it stands wold-hut. Not today did Amuel stride briskly on with all the new winds of autumn blowing cheerily past him till he saw the village before him and broke into song; but as soon as he was out of sight of the house he turned and stooping behind a fold of the ground ran back to the desolate wood. There he waited watching the evil house, just too far to hear voices. The sun was low already. He chose the window at which he meant to eavesdrop, a little barred one at the back, close to the ground. And then the pigeons came in; for a great distance there was no other wood, so numbers shelter there, though the clump is small and of so evil a look (if they notice that); the first one frightened Amuel, he felt that it might be a spirit escaped from torture in some dim parlour of the house that he watched, his nerves were strained and he feared foolish fears. Then he grew used to them and the sun set then and the aspect of everything altered and he felt strange fears again. Behind him was a hollow in the wold, he watched it darkening; and before him he saw the house through the trunks of the trees. He waited for them to light their lamps so that they could not see, when he would steal up softly and crouch by the little back window. But though every bird was home, though the night grew chilly as tombs, though a star was out, still there shone no yellow light from any window. Amuel waited and shuddered. He did not dare to move till they lit their lamps, they might be watching. The damp and the cold so strangely affected him that autumn evening and the remnants of sunset, the stars and the wold and the whole vault of the sky seemed like a hall that they had prepared for Fear. He began to feel a dread of prodigious things, and still no light shone in the evil house. It grew so dark that he decided to move and make his way to the window in spite of the stillness and though the house was dark. He rose and while standing arrested by pains that cramped his limbs, he heard the door swing open on the far side of the house. He had just time to hide behind the trunk of a pine when the three grim men approached him and the woman hobbled behind. Right to the ominous clump of trees they came as though they loved their blackness, passed through within a yard or two of the postman and squatted down on their haunches in a ring in the hollow behind the trees. They lit a fire in the hollow and laid a kid on the fire and by the light of it Amuel saw brought forth from an untanned pouch the letter that came from China. The elder opened it with his gristly hand and intoning words that Amuel did not know, drew out from it a green powder and sprinkled it on the fire. At once a flame arose and a wonderful savour, the flames rose higher and flickered turning the trees all green; and Amuel saw the gods coming to snuff the savour. While the three grim men prostrated themselves by their fire, and the horrible woman that was the spouse of one, he saw the gods coming gauntly over the wold, beheld the gods of Old England hungrily snuffing the savour, Odin, Balder, and Thor, the gods of the ancient people, beheld them eye to eye clear and close in the twilight, and the office of postman fell vacant in Otford-under-the-Wold.


THE PRAYER OF BOOB AHEERA

In the harbour, between the liner and the palms, as the huge ships passengers came up from dinner, at moonrise, each in his canoe, Ali Kareeb Ahash and Boob Aheera passed within knife thrust.

So urgent was the purpose of Ali Kareeb Ahash that he did not lean over as his enemy slid by, did not tarry then to settle that long account; but that Boob Aheera made no attempt to reach him was a source of wonder to Ali. He pondered it till the liners electric lights shone far away behind him with one blaze and the canoe was near to his destination, and pondered it in vain, for all that the eastern subtlety of his mind was able to tell him clearly was that it was not like Boob Aheera to pass him like that.

That Boob Aheera could have dared to lay such a cause as his before the Diamond Idol Ali had not conceived, yet as he drew near to the golden shrine in the palms, that none that come by the great ships ever found, he began to see more clearly in his mind that this was where Boob had gone on that hot night. And when he beached his canoe his fears departed, giving place to the resignation with which he always viewed Destiny; for there on the white sea sand were the tracks of another canoe, the edges all fresh and ragged. Boob Aheera had been before him. Ali did not blame himself for being late, the thing had been planned before the beginning of time, by gods that knew their business; only his hate of Boob Aheera increased, his enemy against whom he had come to pray. And the more his hate increased the more clearly he saw him, until nothing else could be seen by the eye of his mind but the dark lean figure, the little lean legs, the grey beard and neat loin-cloth of Boob Aheera, his enemy.

That the Diamond Idol should have granted the prayers of such a one he did not as yet imagine, he hated him merely for his presumptuousness in approaching the shrine at all, for approaching it before him whose cause was righteous, for many an old past wrong, but most of all for the expression of his face and the general look of the man as he has swept by in his canoe with his double paddle going in the moonlight.

Ali pushed through the steaming vegetation. The place smelt of orchids. There is no track to the shrine though many go. If there were a track the white man would one day find it, and parties would row to see it whenever a liner came in; and photographs would appear in weekly papers with accounts of it underneath by men who had never left London, and all the mystery would be gone away and there would be nothing novel in this story.

Ali had scarcely gone a hundred yards through cactus and creeper underneath the palms when he came to the golden shrine that nothing guards except the deeps of the forest, and found the Diamond Idol. The Diamond Idol is five inches high and its base a good inch square, and it has a greater lustre than those diamonds that Mr. Moses bought last year for his wife, when he offered her an earldom or the diamonds, and Jael his wife had answered, Buy the diamonds and be just plain Mr. Fortescue.

Purer than those was its luster and carved as they carve not in Europe, and the men thereby are poor and held to be fearless  yet they do not sell that idol. And I may say here that if any one of my readers should ever come by ship to the winding harbour where the forts of the Portuguese crumble in infinite greenery, where the baobab stands like a corpse here and there in the palms, if he goes ashore where no one has any business to go, and where no one so far as I know has gone from a liner before (though its little more than a mile or so from the pier), and if he finds a golden shrine, which is near enough to the shore, and a five-inch diamond in it carved in the shape of a god, it is better to leave it alone and get back safe to the ship than to sell that diamond idol for any price in the world.

Ali Kareeb Ahash went into the golden shrine, and when he raised his head from the seven obeisances that are the due of the idol, behold! it glowed with such a lustre as only it wears after answering recent prayer. No native of those parts mistakes the tone of the idol, they know its varying shades as a tracker knows blood; the moon was streaming in through the open door and Ali saw it clearly.

No one had been that night but Boob Aheera.

The fury of Ali rose and surged to his heart, he clutched his knife till the hilt of it bruised his hand, yet he did not utter the prayer that he had made ready about Boob Aheeras liver, for he saw that Boob Aheeras prayers were acceptable to the idol and knew that divine protection was over his enemy.

What Boob Aheeras prayer was he did not know, but he went back to the beach as fast as one can go through cacti and creepers that climb to the tops of the palms; and as fast as his canoe could carry him he went down the winding harbour, till the liner shone beside him as he passed, and he heard the sound of its band rise up and die, and he landed and came that night into Boob Aheeras hut. And there he offered himself as his enemys slave, and Boob Aheeras slave he is to this day, and his master has protection from the idol. And Ali rows to the liners and goes on board to sell rubies made of glass, and thin suits for the tropics and ivory napkin rings, and Manchester kimonos, and little lovely shells; and the passengers abuse him because of his prices; and yet they should not, for all the money cheated by Ali Kareeb Ahash goes to Boob Aheera, his master.


EAST AND WEST

It was dead of night and midwinter. A frightful wind was bringing sleet from the East. The long sere grasses were wailing. Two specks of light appeared on the desolate plain; a man in a hansom cab was driving alone in North China.

Alone with the driver and the dejected horse. The driver wore a good waterproof cape, and of course an oiled silk hat, but the man in the cab wore nothing but evening dress. He did not have the glass door down because the horse fell so frequently, the sleet had put his cigar out and it was too cold to sleep; the two lamps flared in the wind. By the uncertain light of a candle lamp that flickered inside the cab, a Manchu shepherd that saw the vehicle pass, where he watched his sheep on the plain in fear of the wolves, for the first time saw evening dress. And though he saw if dimly, and what he saw was wet, it was like a backward glance of a thousand years, for as his civilization is so much older than ours they have presumably passed through all that kind of thing.

He watched it stoically, not wondering at a new thing, if indeed it be new to China, meditated on it awhile in a manner strange to us, and when he had added to his philosophy what little could be derived from the sight of this hansom cab, returned to his contemplation of that nights chances of wolves and to such occasional thoughts as he drew at times for his comfort out of the legends of China, that have been preserved for such uses. And on such a night their comfort was greatly needed. He thought of the legend of a dragon-lady, more fair than the flowers are, without an equal amongst daughters of men, humanly lovely to look on although her sire was a dragon, yet one who traced his descent from gods of the elder days, and so it was that she went in all her ways divine, like the earliest ones of her race, who were holier than the emperor.

She had come down one day out of her little land, a grassy valley hidden amongst the mountains; by the way of the mountain passes she came down, and the rocks of the rugged pass rang like little bells about her, as her bare feet went by, like silver bells to please her; and the sound was like the sound of the dromedaries of a prince when they come home at evening  their silver bells are ringing and the village-folk are glad. She had come down to pick the enchanted poppy that grew, and grows to this day  if only men might find it  in a field at the feet of the mountains; if one should pick it happiness would come to all yellow men, victory without fighting, good wages, and ceaseless ease. She came down all fair from the mountains; and as the legend pleasantly passed through his mind in the bitterest hour of the night, which comes before dawn, two lights appeared and another hansom went by.

The man in the second cab was dressed the same as the first, he was wetter than the first, for the sleet had fallen all night, but evening dress is evening dress all the world over. The driver wore the same oiled hat, the same waterproof cape as the other. And when the cab had passed the darkness swirled back where the two small lamps had been, and the slush poured into the wheel-tracks and nothing remained but the speculations of the shepherd to tell that a hansom cab had been in that part of China; presently even these ceased, and he was back with the early legends again in contemplation of serener things.

And the storm and the cold and the darkness made one last effort, and shook the bones of that shepherd, and rattled the teeth in the head that mused on the flowery fables, and suddenly it was morning. You saw the outlines of the sheep all of a sudden, the shepherd counted them, no wolf had come, you could see them all quite clearly. And in the pale light of the earliest morning the third hansom appeared, with its lamps still burning, looking ridiculous in the daylight. They came out of the East with the sleet and were all going due westwards, and the occupant of the third cab also wore evening dress.

Calmly that Manchu shepherd, without curiosity, still less with wonder, but as one who would see whatever life has to show him, stood for four hours to see if another would come. The sleet and the East wind continued. And at the end of four hours another came. The driver was urging it on as fast as he could, as though he were making the most of the daylight, his cabbys cape was flapping wildly about him; inside the cab a man in evening dress was being jolted up and down by the unevenness of the plain.

This was of course that famous race from Pittsburg to Piccadilly, going round by the long way, that started one night after dinner from Mr. Flagdrops house, and was won by Mr. Kagg, driving the Honourable Alfred Fortescue, whose father it will be remembered was Hagar Dermstein, and became (by Letters Patent) Sir Edgar Fortescue, and finally Lord St. George.

The Manchu shepherd stood there till evening, and when he saw that no more cabs would come, turned homeward in search of food.

And the rice prepared for him was hot and good, all the more after the bitter coldness of that sleet. And when he had consumed it her perused his experience, turning over again in his mind each detail of the cabs he had seen; and from that his thoughts slipped calmly to the glorious history of China, going back to the indecorous times before calmness came, and beyond those times to the happy days of the earth when the gods and dragons were here and China was young; and lighting his opium pipe and casting his thoughts easily forward he looked to the time when the dragons shall come again.

And for a long while then his mind reposed itself in such a dignified calm that no thought stirred there at all, from which when he was aroused he cast off his lethargy as a man emerges from the baths, refreshed, cleansed and contented, and put away from his musings the things he had seen on the plain as being evil and of the nature of dreams, or futile illusion, the results of activity which troubleth calm. And then he turned his mind toward the shape of God, the One, the Ineffable, who sits by the lotus lily, whose shape is the shape of peace, and denieth activity, and went out his thanks to him that he had cast all bad customs westward out of China as a woman throws household dirt out of her basket far out into neighbouring gardens.

From thankfulness he turned to calm again, and out of calm to sleep.


A PRETTY QUARREL

On one of those unattained, and unattainable pinnacles that are known as the Bleaks of Eerie, an eagle was looking East with a hopeful presage of blood.

For he knew, and rejoiced in the knowledge, that eastward over the dells the dwarfs were risen in Ulk, and gone to war with the demi-gods.

The demi-gods are they that were born of earthly women, but their sires are the elder gods who walked of old among men. Disguised they would go through the villages sometimes in summer evenings, cloaked and unknown of men; but the younger maidens knew them and always ran to them singing, for all that their elders said: in evenings long ago they had danced to the woods of the oak-trees. Their children dwelt out-of-doors beyond the dells of the bracken, in the cool and heathery lands, and were now at war with the dwarfs.

Dour and grim were the demi-gods and had the faults of both parents, and would not mix with men but claimed the right of their fathers, and would not play human games but forever were prophesying, and yet were more frivolous than their mothers were, whom the fairies had long since buried in wild wood gardens with more than human rites.

And being irked at their lack of rights and ill content with the land, and having no power at all over the wind and snow, and caring little for the powers they had, the demi-gods became idle, greasy, and slow; and the contemptuous dwarfs despised them ever.

The dwarfs were contemptuous of all things savouring of heaven, and of everything that was even partly divine. They were, so it has been said, of the seed of man; but, being squat and hairy like to the beasts; they praised all beastly things, and bestiality was shown reverence among them, so far as reverence was theirs to show. So most of all they despised the discontent of the demi-gods, who dreamed of the courts of heaven and power over wind and snow; for what better, said the dwarfs, could demi-gods do than nose in the earth for roots and cover their faces with mire, and run with the cheerful goats and be even as they?

Now in their idleness caused by their discontent, the seed of the gods and the maidens grew more discontented still, and only spake of or cared for heavenly things; until the contempt of the dwarfs, who heard of all these doings, was bridled no longer and it must needs be war. They burned spice, dipped in blood and dried, before the chief of their witches, sharpening their axes, and made war on the demi-gods.

They passed by night over the Oolnar Mountains, each dwarf with his good axe, the old flint war-axe of his fathers, a night when no moon shone, and they went unshod, and swiftly, to come on the demi-gods in the darkness beyond the dells of Ulk, lying fat and idle and contemptible.

And before it was light they found the heathery lands, and the demi-gods lying lazy all over the side of a hill. The dwarfs stole towards them warily in the darkness.

Now the art that the gods love most is the art of war: and when the seed of the gods and those nimble maidens awoke and found it was war it was almost as much to them as the godlike pursuits of heaven, enjoyed in the marble courts; or power over wind and snow. They all drew out at once their swords of tempered bronze, cast down to them centuries since on stormy nights when their fathers, drew them and faced the dwarfs, and casting their idleness from them, fell on them, sword to axe. And the dwarfs fought hard that night, and bruised the demi-gods sorely, hacking with those huge axes that had not spared the oaks. Yet for all the weight of their blows and the cunning of their adventure, one point they had overlooked: the demi-gods were immortal.

As the fight rolled on towards morning the fighters were fewer and fewer, yet for all the blows of the dwarfs men fell upon one side only.

Dawn came and the demi-gods were fighting against no more than six, and the hour that follows dawn, and the last of the dwarfs was gone.

And when the light was clear on that peak of the Bleaks of Eerie the eagle left his crag and flew grimly East, and found it was as he had hoped in the matter of blood.

But the demi-gods lay down in their heathery lands, for once content though so far from the courts of heaven, and even half forgot their heavenly rights, and sighed no more for power over wind and snow.


HOW THE GODS AVENGED MEOUL KI NING

Meoul Ki Ning was on his way with a lily from the lotus ponds of Esh to offer it to the Goddess of Abundance in her temple Aoul Keroon. And on the road from the pond to the little hill and the temple Aoul Keroon, Ap Ariph, his enemy, shot him with an arrow from a bow that he had made out of bamboo, and took his pretty lily up the hill and offered it to the Goddess of Abundance in her temple Aoul Keroon. And the Goddess was pleased with the gift, as all women are, and sent pleasant dreams to Ap Ariph for seven nights straight from the moon.

And on the seventh night the gods held conclave together, on the cloudy peaks they held it, above Narn, Ktoon, and Pti. So high their peak arises that no man heard their voices. They spake on that cloudy mountain (not the highest hamlet heard them). What doth the Goddess of Abundance, (but naming her Lling, as they name her), what doth she sending sweet dreams for seven nights to Ap Ariph?

And the gods sent for their seer who is all eyes and feet, running to and fro on the Earth, observing the ways of men, seeing even their littlest doings, never deeming a doing too little, but knowing the web of the gods is woven of littlest things. He it is that sees the cat in the garden of parakeets, the thief in the upper chamber, the sin of the child with the honey, the women talking indoors and the small huts innermost things. Standing before the gods he told them the case of Ap Ariph and the wrongs of Meoul Ki Ning and the rape of the lotus lily; he told of the cutting and making of Ap Ariphs bamboo bow, of the shooting of Meoul Ki Ning, and of how the arrow hit him, and the smile on the face of Lling when she came by the lotus bloom.

And the gods were wroth with Ap Ariph and swore to avenge Ki Ning.

And the ancient one of the gods, he that is older than Earth, called up the thunder at once, and raised his arms and cried out on the gods high windy mountain, and prophesied on those rocks with runes that were older than speech, and sang in his wrath old songs that he had learned in storm from the sea, when only that peak of the gods in the whole of the earth was dry; and he swore that Ap Ariph should die that night, and the thunder raged about him, and the tears of Lling were vain.

The lightning stroke of the gods leaping earthward seeking Ap Ariph passed near to his house but missed him. A certain vagabond was down from the hills, singing songs in the street near by the house of Ap Ariph, songs of a former folk that dwelt once, they say, in those valleys, and begging for rice and curds; it was him the lightning hit.

And the gods were satisfied, and their wrath abated, and their thunder rolled away and the great black clouds dissolved, and the ancient one of the gods went back to his age-old sleep, and morning came, and the birds and the light shone on the mountain, and the peak stood clear to see, the serene home of the gods.


THE GIFT OF THE GODS

There was once a man who sought a boon of the gods. For peace was over the world and all things savoured of sameness, and the man was weary at heart and sighed for the tents and the warfields. Therefore he sought a boon of the ancient gods. And appearing before them he said to them, Ancient gods; there is peace in the land where I dwell, and indeed to the uttermost parts, and we are full weary of peace. O ancient gods, grant us war!

And the ancient gods made him a war.

And the man went forth with his sword, and behold it was even war. And the man remembered the little things that he knew, and thought of the quiet days that there used to be, and at night on the hard ground dreamed of the things of peace. And dearer and dearer grew the wonted things, the dull but easeful things of the days of peace, and remembering these he began to regret the war, and sought once more a boon of the ancient gods, and appearing before them he said: O ancient gods, indeed but a man loves best the days of peace. Therefore take back your war and give us peace, for indeed of all your blessedness peace is best.

And the man returned again to the haunts of peace.

But in a while the man grew weary of peace, of the things that he used to know, and the savour of sameness again; and sighing again for the tents, and appearing once more to the gods, he said to them: Ancient gods; we do not love your peace, for indeed the days are dull, and a man is best at war.

And the gods made him a war.

And there were drums again, the smoke of campfires again, wind in the waste again, the sound of horses of war, burning cities again, and the things that wanderers know; and the thoughts of that man went home to the ways of peace; moss upon lawns again, light in old spires again, sun upon gardens again, flowers in pleasant woods and sleep and the paths of peace.

And once more the man appeared to the ancient gods and sought from them one more boon, and said to them: Ancient gods; indeed but the world and we are a-weary of war and long for the ancient ways and the paths of peace.

So the gods took back their war and gave him peace.

But the man took counsel one day and communed long with himself and said to himself: Behold, the wishes I wish, which the gods grant, are not to be much desired; and if the gods should one day grant a wish and never revoke it, which is a way of the gods, I should be sorely tried because of my wish; my wishes are dangerous wishes and not to be desired.

And therefore he wrote an anonymous letter to the gods, writing: O ancient gods; this man that hath four times troubled you with his wishes, wishing for peace and war, is a man that hath no reverence for the gods, speaking ill of them on days when they do not hear, and speaking well of them on holy days and at the appointed hours when the gods are hearkening to prayer. Therefore grant no more wishes to this impious man.

And the days of peace wore on and there arose again from the earth, like mist in the autumn from the fields that generations have ploughed, the savour of sameness again. And the man went forth one morning and appeared once more to the gods, and cried: O ancient gods; give us but one war again, for I would be back to the camps and debateable borders of lands.

And the gods said: We hear not well of your way of life, yea ill things have come to our hearing, so that we grant no more the wishes you wish.


THE SACK OF EMERALDS

One bad October night in the high wolds beyond Wiltshire, with a north wind chaunting of winter, with the old leaves letting go their hold one by one from branches and dropping down to decay, with a mournful sound of owls, and in fearsome loneliness, there trudged in broken boots and in wet and windy rags an old man, stooping low under a sack of emeralds. It were easy to see had you been travelling late on that inauspicious night, that the burden of the sack was far too great for the poor old man that bore it. And had you flashed a lantern in his face there was a look there of hopelessness and fatigue that would have told you it was no wish of his that kept him tottering on under that bloated sack.

When the menacing look of the night and its cheerless sounds, and the cold, and the weight of the sack, had all but brought him to the door of death, and he had dropped his sack onto the road and was dragging it on behind him, just as he felt that his final hour was come, and come (which was worse) as he held the accursed sack, just then he saw the bulk and the black shape of the Sign of the Lost Shepherd loom up by the ragged way. He opened the door and staggered into the light and sank on a bench with his huge sack beside him.

All this you had seen had you been on that lonely road, so late on those bitter wolds, with their outlines vast and mournful in the dark, and their little clumps of trees sad with October. But neither you nor I were out that night. I did not see the poor old man and his sack until he sank down all of a heap in the lighted inn.

And Yon the blacksmith was there; and the carpenter, Willie Losh; and Jackers, the postmans son. And they gave him a glass of beer. And the old man drank it up, still hugging his emeralds.

And at last they asked him what he had in his sack, the question he clearly dreaded; and he only clasped yet tighter the sodden sack and mumbled he had potatoes.

Potatoes, said Yon the blacksmith.

Potatoes, said Willie Losh.

And when he heard the doubt that was in their voices the old man shivered and moaned.

Potatoes, did you say? said the postmans son. And they all three rose and tried to peer at the sack that the rain-soaked wayfarer so zealously sheltered.

And from the old mans fierceness I had said that, had it not been for that foul night on the roads and the weight he had carried so far and the fearful winds of October, he had fought with the blacksmith, the carpenter and the postmans son, all three, till he beat them away from his sack. And weary and wet as he was he fought them hard.

I should no doubt have interfered; and yet the three men meant no harm to the wayfarer, but resented the reticence that he displayed to them though they had given him beer; it was to them as though a master key had failed to open a cupboard. And, as for me, curiosity held me down to my chair and forbade me to interfere on behalf of the sack; for the old mans furtive ways, and the night out of which he came, and the hour of his coming, and the look of his sack, all made me long as much to know what he had, as even the blacksmith, the carpenter and the postmans son.

And then they found the emeralds. They were all bigger than hazel nuts, hundreds and hundreds of them: and the old man screamed.

Come, come, were not thieves, said the blacksmith.

Were not thieves, said the carpenter.

Were not thieves, said the postmans son.

And with awful fear on his face the wayfarer closed his sack, whimpering over his emeralds and furtively glancing round as though the loss of his secret were and utterly deadly thing. And then they asked him to give them just one each, just one huge emerald each, because they had given him a glass of beer. Then to see the wayfarer shrink against his sack and guard it with clutching fingers one would have said that he was a selfish man, were it not for the terror that was freezing his face. I have seen men look sheer at Death with far less fear.

And they took their emerald all three, one enormous emerald each, while the old man hopelessly struggled till he saw his three emeralds go, and fell to the floor and wept, a pitiable, sodden heap.

And about that time I began to hear far off down the windy road, by which that sack had come, faintly at first and slowly louder and louder, the click clack clop of a lame horse coming nearer. Click clack clop and a loose shoe rattling, the sound of a horse too weary to be out upon such a night, too lame to be out at all.

Click clack clop. And all of a sudden the old wayfarer heard it; heard it above the sound of his won sobbing, and at once went white to the lips. Such sudden fear as blanched him in a moment struck right to the hearts of all there. They muttered to him that it was only their play, they hastily whispered excuses, they asked him what was wrong, but seemed scarcely to hope for an answer, nor did he speak, but sat with a frozen stare, all at once dry-eyed, a monument to terror.

Nearer and nearer came the click clack clop.

And when I saw the expression of that mans face and how its horror deepened as the ominous sound drew nearer, then I knew that something was wrong. And looking for the last time upon all four I saw the wayfarer horror-struck by his sack and the other three crowding round to put their huge emeralds back then, even on such a night, I slipped away from the inn.

Outside the bitter wind roared in my ears, and close in the darkness the horse went click clack clop.

And as soon as my eyes could see at all in the night I saw a man in a huge hat looped up in front, wearing a sword in a scabbard shabby and huge, and looking blacker than the darkness, riding on a lean horse slowly up to the inn. Whether his were the emeralds, or who he was, or why he rode a lame horse on such a night, I did not stop to discover, but went at once from the inn as he strode in his great black riding coat up to the door.

And that was the last that was ever seen of the wayfarer; the blacksmith, the carpenter or the postmans son.


THE OLD BROWN COAT

My friend, Mr. Douglas Ainslie, tells me that Sir James Barrie once told him this story. The story, or rather the fragment, was as follows.

A man strolling into an auction somewhere abroad, I think it must have been France, for they bid in francs, found they were selling old clothes. And following some idle whim he soon found himself bidding for an old coat. A man bid against him, he bid against the man. Up and up went the price till the old coat was knocked down to him for twenty pounds. As he went away with the coat he saw the other bidder looking at him with an expression of fury.

Thats as far as the story goes. But how, Mr. Ainslie asked me, did the matter develop, and why that furious look? I at once made enquiries at a reliable source and have ascertained that the mans name was Peters, who thus oddly purchased a coat, and that he took it to the Rue de Rivoli, to a hotel where he lodged, from the little low, dark auction room by the Seine in which he concluded the bargain. There he examined it, off and on, all day and much of the next morning, a light brown overcoat with tails, without discovering any excuse, far less a reason, for having spent twenty pounds on so worn a thing. And late next morning to his sitting room looking out on the Gardens of the Tuileries the man with the furious look was ushered in.

Grim he stood, silent and angry, till the guiding waiter went. Not till then did he speak, and his words came clear and brief, welling up from deep emotions.

How did you dare to bid against me?

His name was Santiago. And for many moments Peters found no excuse to offer, no apology, nothing in extenuation. Lamely at last, weakly, knowing his argument to be of no avail, he muttered something to the intent that Mr. Santiago could have outbid him.

No, said the stranger. We dont want all the town in this. This is a matter between you and me. He paused, then added in his fierce, curt way: A thousand pounds, no more.

Almost dumbly Peters accepted the offer and, pocketing the thousand pounds that was paid him, and apologizing for the inconvenience he had unwittingly caused, tried to show the stranger out. But Santiago strode swiftly on before him, taking the coat, and was gone.

There followed between Peters and his second thoughts another long afternoon of bitter reproaches. Why ever had he let go so thoughtlessly of a garment that so easily fetched a thousand pounds? And the more he brooded on this the more clearly did he perceive that he had lost an unusual opportunity of a first class investment of a speculative kind. He knew men perhaps better than he knew materials; and, though he could not see in that old brown coat the value of so much as a thousand pounds, he saw far more than that in the mans eager need for it. An afternoon of brooding over lost opportunities led to a night of remorse, and scarcely had day dawned when he ran to his sitting-room to see if he still had safe the card of Santiago. And there was the neat and perfumed carte de visite with Santiagos Parisian address in the corner.

That morning he sought him out, and found Santiago seated at a table with chemicals and magnifying glasses beside him examining, as it lay spread wide before him, the old brown coat. And Peters fancied he wore a puzzled air.

They came at once to business. Peters was rich and asked Santiago to name his price, and that small dark man admitted financial straits, and so was willing to sell for thirty thousand pounds. A little bargaining followed, the price came down and the old brown coat changed hands once more, for twenty thousand pounds.

Let any who may be inclined to doubt my story understand that in the City, as any respectable company promoter will tell them, twenty thousand pounds is invested almost daily with less return for it than an old tail coat. And, whatever doubts Mr. Peters felt that day about the wisdom of his investment, there before him lay that tangible return, that something that may be actually fingered and seen, which is so often denied to the investor in gold mines and other Selected Investments. Yet as the days wore on and the old coat grew no younger, nor any more wonderful, nor the least useful, but more and more like an ordinary old coat, Peters began once more to doubt his astuteness. Before the week was out his doubts had grown acute. And then one morning, Santiago returned. A man, he said, had just arrived from Spain, a friend unexpected all of a sudden in Paris, from whom he might borrow money: and would Peters resell the coat for thirty thousand pounds?

It was then that Peters, seeing his opportunity, cast aside the pretence that he had maintained for so long of knowing something about the mysterious coat, and demanded to know its properties. Santiago swore that he knew not, and repeatedly swore the same by many sacred names; but when Peters as often threatened not to sell, Santiago at last drew out a thin cigar and, lighting it and settling himself in a chair, told all he knew of the coat.

He had been on its tracks for weeks with suspicions growing all the time that it was no ordinary coat, and at last he had run it to earth in that auction room but would not bid for it more than twenty pounds for fear of letting every one into the secret. What the secret was he swore he did not know, but this much he knew all along, that the weight of the coat was absolutely nothing; and he had discovered by testing it with acids that the brown stuff of which the coat was made was neither cloth nor silk nor any known material, and would neither burn nor tear. He believed it to be some undiscovered element. And the properties of the coat which he was convinced were marvellous he felt sure of discovering within another week by means of experiments with his chemicals. Again he offered thirty thousand pounds, to be paid within two or three days if all went well. And then they started haggling together as business men will.

And all the morning went by over the gardens of the Tuileries and the afternoons came on, and only by two oclock they arrived at an understanding, on a basis, as they called it, of thirty thousand guineas. And the old tail coat was brought out and spread on the table, and they examined it together and chatted about its properties, all the more friendly for their strenuous argument. And Santiago was rising up to go, and Peters pleasantly holding out his hand, when a step was heard on the stair. It echoed up to the room, the door opened. And an elderly labouring man came stumping in. He walked with difficulty, almost like a bather who has been swimming and floating all morning and misses the buoyancy of the water when he has come to land. He stumped up to the table without speaking and there at once caught sight of the old brown coat.

Why, he said, that be my old coat.

And without another word he put it on. In the fierce glare of his eyes as he fitted on that coat, carefully fastening the buttons, buttoning up the flap of a pocket here, unbuttoning one there, neither Peters nor Santiago found a word to say. They sat there wondering how they had dared to bid for that brown tail coat, how they had dared to buy it, even to touch it, they sat there silent without a single excuse. And with no word more the old labourer stumped across the room, opened wide the double window that looked on the Tuileries gardens and, flashing back over his shoulder one look that was full of scorn, stumped away up through the air at an angle of forty degrees.

Peters and Santiago saw him bear to his left from the window; passing diagonally over the Rue de Rivoli and over a corner of the Tuileries gardens; they saw him clear the Louvre, and thence they dumbly watched him still slanting upwards, stepping out with a firmer and more confident stride as he dwindled and dwindled away with his old brown coat.

Neither spoke till he was no more than a speck in the sky far away over Paris going South Eastwards.

Well I am blowed, said Peters.

But Santiago sadly shook his head. I knew it was a good coat, he said. I knew it was a good coat.


AN ARCHIVE OF THE OLDER MYSTERIES

It is told in the Archive of the Older Mysteries of China that one of the house of Tlang was cunning with sharpened iron and went to the green jade mountains and carved a green jade god. And this was in the cycle of the Dragon, the seventy-eighth year.

And for nearly a hundred years men doubted the green jade god, and then they worshipped him for a thousand years; and after that they doubted him again, and the green jade god made a miracle and whelmed the green jade mountains, sinking them down one evening at sunset into the earth so that there is only a marsh where the green jade mountains were. And the marsh is full of the lotus.

By the side of this lotus marsh, just as it glitters at evening, walks Li La Ting, the Chinese girl, to bring the cows home; she goes behind them singing of the river Lo Lang Ho. And thus she sings of the river, even of Lo Lang Ho: she sings that he is indeed of all rivers the greatest, born of more ancient mountains than even the wise men know, swifter than hares, more deep than the sea, the master of other rivers perfumed even as roses and fairer than the sapphires around the neck of a prince. And then she would pray to the river Lo Lang Ho, master of rivers and rival of the heaven at dawn, to bring her down in a boat of light bamboo a lover rowing out of the inner land in a garment of yellow silk with turquoises at his waist, young and merry and idle, with a face as yellow as gold and a ruby in his cap with lanterns shining at dusk.

Thus she would pray of an evening to the river Lo Lang Ho as she went behind the cows at the edge of the lotus marshes and the green jade god under the lotus marshes was jealous of the lover that the maiden Li La Ting would pray for of an evening to the river Lo Lang Ho, and he cursed the river after the manner of gods and turned it into a narrow and evil smelling stream.

And all this happened a thousand years ago, and Lo Lang Ho is but a reproach among travelers and the story of that great river is forgotten, and what became of the maiden no tale saith though all men think she became a goddess of jade to sit and smile at a lotus on a lotus carven of stone by the side of the green jade god far under the marshes upon the peaks of the mountains, but women know that her ghost still haunts the lotus marshes on glittering evenings, singing of Lo Lang Ho.


A CITY OF WONDER

Past the upper corner of a precipice the moon rode into view. Night had for some while now hooded the marvelous city. They had planned it to be symmetrical, its maps were orderly, near; in two dimensions, that is length and breadth, its streets met and crossed each other with regular exactitude, with all the dullness of the science of man. The city had laughed as it were and shaken itself free and in the third dimension had soared away to consort with all the careless, irregular things that know not man for their master.

Yet even there, even at those altitudes, man had still clung to his symmetry, still claimed that these mountains were houses; in orderly rows the thousand windows stood watching each other precisely, all orderly, all alike, lest any should guess by day that there might be mystery here. So they stood in the daylight. The sun set, still they were orderly, as scientific and regular as the labour of only man and the bees. The mists darken at evening. And first the Woolworth Building goes away, sheer home and away from any allegiance to man, to take his place among mountains; for I saw him stand with the lower slopes invisible in the gloaming, while only his pinnacles showed up in the clearer sky. Thus only mountains stand.

Still all the windows of the other buildings stood in their regular rows  all side by side in silence, not yet changed, as though waiting one furtive moment to step from the schemes of man, to slip back to mystery and romance again as cats do when they steal on velvet feet away from familiar hearths in the dark of the moon.

Night fell, and the moment came. Someone lit a window, far up another shone with its orange glow. Window by window, and yet not nearly all. Surely if modern man with his clever schemes held any sway here still he would have turned one switch and lit them all together; but we are back with the older man of whom far songs tell, he whose spirit is kin to strange romances and mountains. One by one the windows shine from the precipices; some twinkle, some are dark; mans orderly schemes have gone, and we are amongst vast heights lit by inscrutable beacons.

I have seen such cities before, and I have told of them in The Book of Wonder.

Here in New York a poet met a welcome.

* * BEYOND THE FIELDS WE KNOW * *


PUBLISHERS NOTE

Beyond the fields we know, in the Lands of Dream, lies the Valley of the Yann where the mighty river of that name, rising in the Hills of Hap, idleing its way by massive dream-evoking amethyst cliffs, orchid-laden forests, and ancient mysterious cities, comes to the Gates of Yann and passes to the sea.

Some years since a poet visiting that land voyaged down the Yann on a trading bark named the Bird of the River and returning safe to Ireland, set down in a tale that is called Idle Days on the Yann, the wonders of that voyage. Now the tale being one of marvellous beauty, found its way into a volume we call A Dreamers Tales where it may be found to this day with other wondrous tales of that same poet.

As the days went by the lure of the river and pleasant memories of his shipmates bore in with a constant urge on the soul of the poet that he might once more journey Beyond the Fields We Know and come to the floor of Yann; and one day it fell out that turning into Go-by Street that leads up from the Embankment toward the Strand and which you and I always do go by and perhaps never see in passing, he found the door which one enters on the way to the Land of Dream.

Twice of late has Lord Dunsany entered that door in Go-by Street and returned to the Valley of the Yann and each time come back with a tale; one, of his search for the Bird of the River, the other of the mighty hunter who avenged the destruction of Perdóndaris, where on his earlier voyage the captain tied up his ship and traded within the city. That all may be clear to those who read these new tales and to whom no report has previously come Beyond the Fields We Know the publishers reprint in this volume Idle Days on the Yann.


IDLE DAYS ON THE YANN

So I came down through the wood to the bank of Yann and found, as had been prophesied, the ship Bird of the River about to loose her cable.

The captain sate cross-legged upon the white deck with his scimitar lying beside him in its jewelled scabbard, and the sailors toiled to spread the nimble sails to bring the ship into the central stream of Yann, and all the while sang ancient soothing songs. And the wind of the evening descending cool from the snowfields of some mountainous abode of distant gods came suddenly, like glad tidings to an anxious city, into the wing-like sails.

And so we came into the central stream, whereat the sailors lowered the greater sails. But I had gone to bow before the captain, and to inquire concerning the miracles, and appearances among men, of the most holy gods of whatever land he had come from. And the captain answered that he came from fair Belzoond, and worshipped gods that were the least and humblest, who seldom sent the famine or the thunder, and were easily appeased with little battles. And I told how I came from Ireland, which is of Europe, whereat the captain and all the sailors laughed, for they said, There are no such places in all the land of dreams. When they had ceased to mock me, I explained that my fancy mostly dwelt in the desert of Cuppar-Nombo, about a beautiful city called Golthoth the Damned, which was sentinelled all round by wolves and their shadows, and had been utterly desolate for years and years, because of a curse which the gods once spoke in anger and could never since recall. And sometimes my dreams took me as far as Pungar Vees, the red walled city where the fountains are, which trades with the Isles and Thul. When I said this they complimented me upon the abode of my fancy, saying that, though they had never seen these cities, such places might well be imagined. For the rest of that evening I bargained with the captain over the sum that I should pay him for my fare if God and the tide of Yann should bring us safely as far as the cliffs by the sea, which are named Bar-Wul-Yann, the Gate of Yann.

And now the sun had set, and all the colours of the world and heaven had held a festival with him, and slipped one by one away before the imminent approach of night. The parrots had all flown home to the jungle on either bank, the monkeys in rows in safety on high branches of the trees were silent and asleep, the fireflies in the deeps of the forest were going up and down, and the great stars came gleaming out to look on the face of Yann. Then the sailors lighted lanterns and hung them round the ship, and the light flashed out on a sudden and dazzled Yann, and the ducks that fed along his marshy banks all suddenly arose, and made wide circles in the upper air, and saw the distant reaches of the Yann and the white mist that softly cloaked the jungle, before they returned again into their marshes.

And then the sailors knelt on the decks and prayed, not all together, but five or six at a time. Side by side there kneeled down together five or six, for there only prayed at the same time men of different faiths, so that no god should hear two men praying to him at once. As soon as any one had finished his prayer, another of the same faith would take his place. Thus knelt the row of five or six with bended heads under the fluttering sail, while the central stream of the River Yann took them on towards the sea, and their prayers rose up from among the lanterns and went towards the stars. And behind them in the after end of the ship the helmsman prayed aloud the helmsmans prayer, which is prayed by all who follow his trade upon the River Yann, of whatever faith they be. And the captain prayed to his little lesser gods, to the gods that bless Belzoond.

And I too felt that I would pray. Yet I liked not to pray to a jealous God there where the frail affectionate gods whom the heathen love were being humbly invoked; so I bethought me, instead, of Sheol Nugganoth, whom the men of the jungle have long since deserted, who is now unworshipped and alone; and to him I prayed.

And upon us praying the night came suddenly down, as it comes upon all men who pray at evening and upon all men who do not; yet our prayers comforted our own souls when we thought of the Great Night to come.

And so Yann bore us magnificently onwards, for he was elate with molten snow that the Poltiades had brought him from the Hills of Hap, and the Marn and Migris were swollen full with floods; and he bore us in his might past Kyph and Pir, and we saw the lights of Goolunza.

Soon we all slept except the helmsman, who kept the ship in the midstream of Yann.

When the sun rose the helmsman ceased to sing, for by song he cheered himself in the lonely night. When the song ceased we suddenly all awoke, and another took the helm, and the helmsman slept.

We knew that soon we should come to Mandaroon. We made a meal, and Mandaroon appeared. Then the captain commanded, and the sailors loosed again the greater sails, and the ship turned and left the stream of Yann and came into a harbour beneath the ruddy walls of Mandaroon. Then while the sailors went and gathered fruits I came alone to the gate of Mandaroon. A few huts were outside it, in which lived the guard. A sentinel with a long white beard was standing in the gate, armed with a rusty pike. He wore large spectacles, which were covered with dust. Through the gate I saw the city. A deathly stillness was over all of it. The ways seemed untrodden, and moss was thick on doorsteps; in the market-place huddled figures lay asleep. A scent of incense and burned poppies, and there was a hum of the echoes of distant bells. I said to the sentinel in the tongue of the region of Yann, Why are they all asleep in this still city?

He answered: None may ask questions in this gate for fear they wake the people of the city. For when the people of this city wake the gods will die. And when the gods die men may dream no more. And I began to ask him what gods that city worshipped, but he lifted his pike because none might ask questions there. So I left him and went back to the Bird of the River.

Certainly Mandaroon was beautiful with her white pinnacles peering over her ruddy walls and the green of her copper roofs.

When I came back again to the Bird of the River, I found the sailors were returned to the ship. Soon we weighed anchor, and sailed out again, and so came once more to the middle of the river. And now the sun was moving towards his heights, and there had reached us on the River Yann the song of those countless myriads of choirs that attend him in his progress round the world. For the little creatures that have many legs had spread their gauze wings easily on the air, as a man rests his elbows on a balcony and gave jubilant, ceremonial praises to the sun, or else they moved together on the air in wavering dances intricate and swift, or turned aside to avoid the onrush of some drop of water that a breeze had shaken from a jungle orchid, chilling the air and driving it before it, as it fell whirring in its rush to the earth; but all the while they sang triumphantly. For the day is for us, they said, whether our great and sacred father the Sun shall bring up more life like us from the marshes, or whether all the world shall end to-night. And there sang all those whose notes are known to human ears, as well as those whose far more numerous notes have never been heard by man.

To these a rainy day had been as an era of war that should desolate continents during all the lifetime of a man.

And there came out also from the dark and steaming jungle to behold and rejoice in the Sun the huge and lazy butterflies. And they danced, but danced idly, on the ways of the air, as some haughty queen of distant conquered lands might in her poverty and exile dance, in some encampment of the gipsies, for the mere bread to live by, but beyond that would never abate her pride to dance for a fragment more.

And the butterflies sung of strange and painted things, of purple orchids and of lost pink cities and the monstrous colours of the jungles decay. And they, too, were among those whose voices are not discernible by human ears. And as they floated above the river, going from forest to forest, their splendour was matched by the inimical beauty of the birds who darted out to pursue them. Or sometimes they settled on the white and wax-like blooms of the plant that creeps and clambers about the trees of the forest; and their purple wings flashed out on the great blossoms as, when the caravans go from Nurl to Thace, the gleaming silks flash out upon the snow, where the crafty merchants spread them one by one to astonish the mountaineers of the Hills of Noor.

But upon men and beasts the sun sent a drowsiness. The river monsters along the rivers marge lay dormant in the slime. The sailors pitched a pavilion, with golden tassels, for the captain upon the deck, and then went, all but the helmsman, under a sail that they had hung as an awning between two masts. Then they told tales to one another, each of his own city or of the miracles of his god, until all were fallen asleep. The captain offered me the shade of his pavilion with the gold tassels, and there we talked for a while, he telling me that he was taking merchandise to Perdóndaris, and that he would take back to fair Belzoond things appertaining to the affairs of the sea. Then, as I watched through the pavilions opening the brilliant birds and butterflies that crossed and recrossed over the river, I fell asleep, and dreamed that I was a monarch entering his capital underneath arches of flags, and all the musicians of the world were there, playing melodiously their instruments; but no one cheered.

In the afternoon, as the day grew cooler again, I awoke and found the captain buckling on his scimitar, which he had taken off him while he rested.

And now we were approaching the wide court of Astahahn, which opens upon the river. Strange boats of antique design were chained there to the steps. As we neared it we saw the open marble court, on three sides of which stood the city fronting on colonnades. And in the court and along the colonnades the people of that city walked with solemnity and care according to the rites of ancient ceremony. All in that city was of ancient device; the carving on the houses, which, when age had broken it remained unrepaired, was of the remotest times, and everywhere were represented in stone beasts that have long since passed away from Earth  the dragon, the griffin, and the hippogriffin, and the different species of gargoyle. Nothing was to be found, whether material or custom, that was new in Astahahn. Now they took no notice at all of us as we went by, but continued their processions and ceremonies in the ancient city, and the sailors, knowing their custom, took no notice of them. But I called, as we came near, to one who stood beside the waters edge, asking him what men did in Astahahn and what their merchandise was, and with whom they traded. He said, Here we have fettered and manacled Time, who would otherwise slay the gods.

I asked him what gods they worshipped in that city, and he said, All those gods whom Time has not yet slain. Then he turned from me and would say no more, but busied himself in behaving in accordance with ancient custom. And so, according to the will of Yann, we drifted onwards and left Astahahn, and we found in greater quantities such birds as prey on fishes. And they were very wonderful in their plumage, and they came not out of the jungle, but flew, with their long necks stretched out before them, and their legs lying on the wind behind straight up the river over the mid-stream.

And now the evening began to gather in. A thick white mist had appeared over the river, and was softly rising higher. It clutched at the trees with long impalpable arms, it rose higher and higher, chilling the air; and white shapes moved away into the jungle as though the ghosts of shipwrecked mariners were searching stealthily in the darkness for the spirits of evil that long ago had wrecked them on the Yann.

As the sun sank behind the field of orchids that grew on the matted summit of the jungle, the river monsters came wallowing out of the slime in which they had reclined during the heat of the day, and the great beasts of the jungle came down to drink. The butterflies a while since were gone to rest. In little narrow tributaries that we passed night seemed already to have fallen, though the sun which had disappeared from us had not yet set.

And now the birds of the jungle came flying home far over us, with the sunlight glistening pink upon their breasts, and lowered their pinions as soon as they saw the Yann, and dropped into the trees. And the widgeon began to go up the river in great companies, all whistling, and then would suddenly wheel and all go down again. And there shot by us the small and arrow-like teal; and we heard the manifold cries of flocks of geese, which the sailors told me had recently come in from crossing over the Lispasian ranges; every year they come by the same way, close by the peak of Mluna, leaving it to the left, and the mountain eagles know the way they come and  men say  the very hour, and every year they expect them by the same way as soon as the snows have fallen upon the Northern Plains. But soon it grew so dark that we saw these birds no more, and only heard the whirring of their wings, and of countless others besides, until they all settled down along the banks of the river, and it was the hour when the birds of the night went forth. Then the sailors lit the lanterns for the night, and huge moths appeared, flapping about the ship, and at moments their gorgeous colours would be revealed by the lanterns, then they would pass into the night again, where all was black. And again the sailors prayed, and thereafter we supped and slept, and the helmsman took our lives into his care.

When I awoke I found that we had indeed come to Perdóndaris, that famous city. For there it stood upon the left of us, a city fair and notable, and all the more pleasant for our eyes to see after the jungle that was so long with us. And we were anchored by the marketplace, and the captains merchandise was all displayed, and a merchant of Perdóndaris stood looking at it. And the captain had his scimitar in his hand, and was beating with it in anger upon the deck, and the splinters were flying up from the white planks; for the merchant had offered him a price for his merchandise that the captain declared to be an insult to himself and his countrys gods, whom he now said to be great and terrible gods, whose curses were to be dreaded. But the merchant waved his hands, which were of great fatness, showing his pink palms, and swore that of himself he thought not at all, but only of the poor folk in the huts beyond the city to whom he wished to sell the merchandise for as low a price as possible, leaving no remuneration for himself. For the merchandise was mostly the thick toomarund carpets that in the winter keep the wind from the floor, and tollub which the people smoke in pipes. Therefore the merchant said if he offered a piffek more the poor folk must go without their toomarunds when the winter came, and without their tollub in the evenings, or else he and his aged father must starve together. Thereat the captain lifted his scimitar to his own throat, saying that he was now a ruined man, and that nothing remained to him but death. And while he was carefully lifting he beard with his left hand, the merchant eyed the merchandise again, and said that rather than see so worthy a captain die, a man for whom he had conceived an especial love when first he saw the manner in which he handled his ship, he and his aged father should starve together and therefore he offered fifteen piffeks more.

When he said this the captain prostrated himself and prayed to his gods that they might yet sweeten this merchants bitter heart  to his little lesser gods, to the gods that bless Belzoond.

At last the merchant offered yet five piffeks more. Then the captain wept, for he said that he was deserted of his gods; and the merchant also wept, for he said that he was thinking of his aged father, and of how soon he would starve, and he hid his weeping face with both his hands, and eyed the tollub again between his fingers. And so the bargain was concluded, and the merchant took the toomarund and tollub, paying for them out of a great clinking purse. And these were packed up into bales again, and three of the merchants slaves carried them upon their heads into the city. And all the while the sailors had sat silent, cross-legged in a crescent upon the deck, eagerly watching the bargain, and now a murmur of satisfaction arose among them, and they began to compare it among themselves with other bargains that they had known. And I found out from them that there are seven merchants in Perdóndaris, and that they had all come to the captain one by one before the bargaining began, and each had warned him privately against the others. And to all the merchants the captain had offered the wine of his own country, that they make in fair Belzoond, but could in no wise persuade them to it. But now that the bargain was over, and the sailors were seated at the first meal of the day, the captain appeared among them with a cask of that wine, and we broached it with care and all made merry together. And the captain was glad in his heart because he knew that he had much honour in the eyes of his men because of the bargain that he had made. So the sailors drank the wine of their native land, and soon their thoughts were back in fair Belzoond and the little neighbouring cities of Durl and Duz.

But for me the captain poured into a little glass some heavy yellow wine from a small jar which he kept apart among his sacred things. Thick and sweet it was, even like honey, yet there was in its heart a mighty, ardent fire which had authority over souls of men. It was made, the captain told me, with great subtlety by the secret craft of a family of six who lived in a hut on the mountains of Hian Min. Once in these mountains, he said, he followed the spoor of a bear, and he came suddenly on a man of that family who had hunted the same bear, and he was at the end of a narrow way with precipice all about him, and his spear was sticking in the bear, and the wound not fatal, and he had no other weapon. And the bear was walking towards the man, very slowly because his wound irked him  yet he was now very close. And what the captain did he would not say, but every year as soon as the snows are hard, and travelling is easy on the Hian Min, that man comes down to the market in the plains, and always leaves for the captain in the gate of fair Belzoond a vessel of that priceless secret wine.

And as I sipped the wine and the captain talked, I remembered me of stalwart noble things that I had long since resolutely planned, and my soul seemed to grow mightier within me and to dominate the whole tide of the Yann. It may be that I then slept. Or, if I did not, I do not now minutely recollect every detail of that mornings occupations. Towards evening, I awoke and wishing to see Perdóndaris before we left in the morning, and being unable to wake the captain, I went ashore alone. Certainly Perdóndaris was a powerful city; it was encompassed by a wall of great strength and altitude, having in it hollow ways for troops to walk in, and battlements along it all the way, and fifteen strong towers on it in every mile, and copper plaques low down where men could read them, telling in all the languages of those parts of the Earth  one language on each plaque  the tale of how an army once attacked Perdóndaris and what befell that army. Then I entered Perdóndaris and found all the people dancing, clad in brilliant silks, and playing on the tam-bang as they danced. For a fearful thunderstorm had terrified them while I slept, and the fires of death, they said, had danced over Perdóndaris, and now the thunder had gone leaping away large and black and hideous, they said, over the distant hills, and had turned round snarling at them, showing his gleaming teeth, and had stamped, as he went, upon the hilltops until they rang as though they had been bronze. And often and again they stopped in their merry dances and prayed to the God they knew not, saying, O, God that we know not, we thank Thee for sending the thunder back to his hills. And I went on and came to the market-place, and lying there upon the marble pavement I saw the merchant fast asleep and breathing heavily, with his face and the palms of his hands towards the sky, and slaves were fanning him to keep away the flies. And from the market-place I came to a silver temple and then to a palace of onyx, and there were many wonders in Perdóndaris, and I would have stayed and seen them all, but as I came to the outer wall of the city I suddenly saw in it a huge ivory gate. For a while I paused and admired it, then I came nearer and perceived the dreadful truth. The gate was carved out of one solid piece!

I fled at once through the gateway and down to the ship, and even as I ran I thought that I heard far off on the hills behind me the tramp of the fearful beast by whom that mass of ivory was shed, who was perhaps even then looking for his other tusk. When I was on the ship again I felt safer, and I said nothing to the sailors of what I had seen.

And now the captain was gradually awakening. Now night was rolling up from the East and North, and only the pinnacles of the towers of Perdóndaris still took the fallen sunlight. Then I went to the captain and told him quietly of the thing I had seen. And he questioned me at once about the gate, in a low voice, that the sailors might not know; and I told him how the weight of the thing was such that it could not have been brought from afar, and the captain knew that it had not been there a year ago. We agreed that such a beast could never have been killed by any assault of man, and that the gate must have been a fallen tusk, and one fallen near and recently. Therefore he decided that it were better to flee at once; so he commanded, and the sailors went to the sails, and others raised the anchor to the deck, and just as the highest pinnacle of marble lost the last rays of the sun we left Perdóndaris, that famous city. And night came down and cloaked Perdóndaris and hid it from our eyes, which as things have happened will never see it again; for I have heard since that something swift and wonderful has suddenly wrecked Perdóndaris in a day  towers, and walls, and people.

And the night deepened over the River Yann, a night all white with stars. And with the night there arose the helmsmans song. As soon as he had prayed he began to sing to cheer himself all through the lonely night. But first he prayed, praying the helmsmans prayer. And this is what I remember of it, rendered into English with a very feeble equivalent of the rhythm that seemed so resonant in those tropic nights

To whatever god may hear.

Wherever there be sailors whether of river or sea: whether their way be dark or whether through storm: whether their perils be of beast or of rock: or from enemy lurking on land or pursuing on sea: wherever the tiller is cold or the helmsman stiff: wherever sailors sleep or helmsman watch: guard, guide, and return us to the old land, that has known us: to the far homes that we know.

To all the gods that are.

To whatever god may hear.

So he prayed, and there was silence. And the sailors laid them down to rest for the night. The silence deepened, and was only broken by the ripples of Yann that lightly touched our prow. Sometimes some monster of the river coughed.

Silence and ripples, ripples and silence again.

And then his loneliness came upon the helmsman, and he began to sing. And he sang the market songs of Durl and Duz, and the old dragon-legends of Belzoond.

Many a song he sang, telling to spacious and exotic Yann the little tales and trifles of his city of Durl. And the songs welled up over the black jungle and came into the clear cold air above, and the great bands of stars that looked on Yann began to know the affairs of Durl and Duz, and of the shepherds that dwelt in the fields between, and the flocks that they had, and the loves that they had loved, and all the little things that they hoped to do. And as I lay wrapped up in skins and blankets listening to those songs, and watching the fantastic shapes of the great trees like to black giants stalking through the night, I suddenly fell asleep.

When I awoke great mists were trailing away from the Yann. And the flow of the river was tumbling now tumultuously, and little waves appeared; for Yann had scented from afar the ancient crags of Glorm, and knew that their ravines lay cool before him wherein he should meet the merry wild Irillion rejoicing from fields of snow. So he shook off from him the torpid sleep that had come upon him in the hot and scented jungle, and forgot its orchids and its butterflies, and swept on turbulent, expectant, strong; and soon the snowy peaks of the Hills of Glorm came glittering into view. And now the sailors were waking up from sleep. Soon we all ate, and then the helmsman laid him down to sleep while a comrade took his place, and they all spread over him their choicest furs.

And in a while we heard the sound that the Irillion made as she came down dancing from the fields of snow.

And then we saw the ravine in the Hills of Glorm lying precipitous and smooth before us, into which we were carried by the leaps of Yann. And now we left the steamy jungle and breathed the mountain air; the sailors stood up and took deep breaths of it, and thought of their own far-off Acroctian hills on which were Durl and Duz  below them in the plains stands fair Belzoond.

A great shadow brooded between the cliffs of Glorm, but the crags were shining above us like gnarled moons, and almost lit the gloom. Louder and louder came the Irillions song, and the sound of her dancing down from the fields of snow. And soon we saw her white and full of mists, and wreathed with rainbows delicate and small that she had plucked up near the mountains summit from some celestial garden of the Sun. Then she went away seawards with the huge grey Yann and the ravine widened, and opened upon the world, and our rocking ship came through to the light of day.

And all that morning and all the afternoon we passed through the marshes of Pondoovery; and Yann widened there, and flowed solemnly and slowly, and the captain bade the sailors beat on bells to overcome the dreariness of the marshes.

At last the Irusian Mountains came in sight, nursing the villages of Pen-Kai and Blut, and the wandering streets of Mlo, where priests propitiate the avalanche with wine and maize. Then the night came down over the plains of Tlun, and we saw the lights of Cappadarnia. We heard the Pathnites beating upon drums as we passed Imaut and Golzunda, then all but the helmsman slept. And villages scattered along the banks of the Yann heard all that night in the helmsmans unknown tongue the little songs of cities that they know not.

I awoke before dawn with a feeling that I was unhappy before I remembered why. Then I recalled that by the evening of the approaching day, according to all forseen probabilities, we should come to Bar-Wul-Yann, and I should part from the captain and his sailors. And I had liked the man because he had given me of his yellow wine that was set apart among his sacred things, and many a story he had told me about his fair Belzoond between the Acrotian hills and the Hian Min. And I had liked the ways that his sailors had, and the prayers that they prayed at evening side by side, grudging not one another their alien gods. And I had a liking too for the tender way in which they often spoke of Durl and Duz, for it is good that men should love their native cities and the little hills that hold those cities up.

And I had come to know who would meet them when they returned to their homes, and where they thought the meetings would take place, some in a valley of the Acrotian hills where the road comes up from Yann, others in the gateway of one or another of the three cities, and others by the fireside in the home. And I thought of the danger that had menaced us all alike outside Perdóndaris, a danger that, as things have happened, was very real.

And I thought too of the helmsmans cheery song in the cold and lonely night, and how he had held our lives in his careful hands. And as I thought of this the helmsman ceased to sing, and I looked up and saw a pale light had appeared in the sky, and the lonely night had passed; and the dawn widened, and the sailors awoke.

And soon we saw the tide of the Sea himself advancing resolute between Yanns borders, and Yann sprang lithely at him and they struggled a while; then Yann and all that was his were pushed back northwards, so that the sailors had to hoist the sails, and the wind being favourable, we still held onwards.

And we passed Góndara and Narl and Hoz. And we saw memorable, holy
Golnuz, and heard the pilgrims praying.

When we awoke after the midday rest we were coming near to Nen, the last of the cities in the River Yann. And the jungle was all about us once again, and about Nen; but the great Mloon ranges stood up over all things, and watched the city from beyond the jungle.

Here we anchored, and the captain and I went up into the city and found that the Wanderers had come into Nen.

And the Wanderers were a weird, dark, tribe, that once in every seven years came down from the peaks of Mloon, having crossed by a pass that is known to them from some fantastic land that lies beyond. And the people of Nen were all outside their houses, and all stood wondering at their own streets. For the men and women of the Wanderers had crowded all the ways, and every one was doing some strange thing. Some danced astounding dances that they had learned from the desert wind, rapidly curving and swirling till the eye could follow no longer. Others played upon instruments beautiful wailing tunes that were full of horror, which souls had taught them lost by night in the desert, that strange far desert from which the Wanderers came.

None of their instruments were such as were known in Nen nor in any part of the region of the Yann; even the horns out of which some were made were of beasts that none had seen along the river, for they were barbed at the tips. And they sang, in the language of none, songs that seemed to be akin to the mysteries of night and to the unreasoned fear that haunts dark places.

Bitterly all the dogs of Nen distrusted them. And the Wanderers told one another fearful tales, for though no one in Nen knew aught of their language, yet they could see the fear on the listeners faces, and as the tale wound on, the whites of their eyes showed vividly in terror as the eyes of some little beast whom the hawk has seized. Then the teller of the tale would smile and stop, and another would tell his story, and the teller of the first tales lips would chatter with fear. And if some deadly snake chanced to appear the Wanderers would greet him like a brother, and the snake would seem to give his greetings to them before he passed on again. Once that most fierce and lethal of tropic snakes, the giant lythra, came out of the jungle and all down the street, the central street of Nen, and none of the Wanderers moved away from him, but they all played sonorously on drums, as though he had been a person of much honour; and the snake moved through the midst of them and smote none.

Even the Wanderers children could do strange things, for if any one of them met with a child of Nen the two would stare at each other in silence with large grave eyes; then the Wanderers child would slowly draw from his turban a live fish or snake. And the children of Nen could do nothing of that kind at all.

Much I should have wished to stay and hear the hymn with which they greet the night, that is answered by the wolves on the heights of Mloon, but it was now time to raise the anchor again that the captain might return from Bar-Wul-Yann upon the landward tide. So we went on board and continued down the Yann. And the captain and I spoke little, for we were thinking of our parting, which should be for long, and we watched instead the splendour of the westerning sun. For the sun was a ruddy gold, but a faint mist cloaked the jungle, lying low, and into it poured the smoke of the little jungle cities, and the smoke of them met together in the mist and joined into one haze, which became purple, and was lit by the sun, as the thoughts of men become hallowed by some great and sacred thing. Sometimes one column from a lonely house would rise up higher than the cities smoke, and gleam by itself in the sun.

And now as the suns last rays were nearly level, we saw the sight that I had come to see, for from two mountains that stood on either shore two cliffs of pink marble came out into the river, all glowing in the light of the low sun, and they were quite smooth and of mountainous altitude, and they nearly met, and Yann went tumbling between them and found the sea.

And this was Bar-Wul-Yann, the Gate of Yann, and in the distance through that barriers gap I saw the azure indescribable sea, where little fishing-boats went gleaming by.

And the sunset and the brief twilight came, and the exultation of the glory of Bar-Wul-Yann was gone, yet still the pink cliffs glowed, the fairest marvel that the eye beheld-and this in a land of wonders. And soon the twilight gave place to the coming out of stars, and the colours of Bar-Wul-Yann went dwindling away. And the sight of those cliffs was to me as some chord of music that a masters hand had launched from the violin, and which carries to Heaven of Faëry the tremulous spirits of men.

And now by the shore they anchored and went no farther, for they were sailors of the river and not of the sea, and knew the Yann but not the tides beyond.

And the time was come when the captain and I must part, he to go back again to his fair Belzoond in sight of the distant peaks of the Hian Min, and I to find my way by strange means back to those hazy fields that all poets know, wherein stand small mysterious cottages through whose windows, looking westwards, you may see the fields of men, and looking eastwards see glittering elfin mountains, tipped with snow, going range on range into the region of Myth, and beyond it into the kingdom of Fantasy, which pertain to the Lands of Dream. Long we should meet no more, for my fancy is weakening as the years slip by, and I go ever more seldom into the Lands of Dream. Then we clasped hands, uncouthly on his part, for it is not the method of greeting in his country, and he commended my soul to the care of his own gods, to his little lesser gods, the humble ones, to the gods that bless Belzoond.


A SHOP IN GO-BY STREET

I said I must go back to Yann again and see if Bird of the River still plies up and down and whether her bearded captain commands her still or whether he sits in the gate of fair Belzoond drinking at evening the marvellous yellow wine that the mountaineer brings down from the Hian Min. And I wanted to see the sailors again who came from Durl and Duz and to hear from their lips what befell Perdóndaris when its doom came up without warning from the hills and fell on that famous city. And I wanted to hear the sailors pray at night each to his own god, and to feel the wind of the evening coolly arise when the sun went flaming away from that exotic river. For I thought never again to see the tide of Yann, but when I gave up politics not long ago the wings of my fancy strengthened, though they had erstwhile drooped, and I had hopes of coming behind the East once more where Yann like a proud white war-horse goes through the Lands of Dream.

Yet I had forgotten the way to those little cottages on the edge of the fields we know whose upper windows, though dim with antique cobwebs, look out on the fields we know not and are the starting-point of all adventure in all the Lands of Dream.

I therefore made enquiries. And so I came to be directed to the shop of a dreamer who lives not far from the Embankment in the City. Among so many streets as there are in the city it is little wonder that there is one that has never been seen before; it is named Go-by Street and runs out of the Strand if you look very closely. Now when you enter this mans shop you do not go straight to the point but you ask him to sell you something, and if it is anything with which he can supply you he hands it you and wishes you good-morning. It is his way. And many have been deceived by asking for some unlikely thing, such as the oyster-shell from which was taken one of those single pearls that made the gates of Heaven in Revelations, and finding that the old man had it in stock.

He was comatose when I went into the shop, his heavy lids almost covered his little eyes; he sat, and his mouth was open. I said, I want some of Abama and Pharpah, rivers of Damascus. How much? he said. Two and a half yards of each, to be delivered to my flat. That is very tiresome, he muttered, very tiresome. We do not stock it in that quantity. Then I will take all you have, I said.

He rose laboriously and looked among some bottles. I saw one labelled: Nilos, river of Ægyptos; and others Holy Ganges, Phlegethon, Jordan; I was almost afraid he had it, when I heard him mutter again, This is very tiresome, and presently he said, We are out of it. Then, I said, I wish you to tell me the way to those little cottages in whose upper chambers poets look out upon the fields we know not, for I wish to go into the Land of Dream and to sail once more upon mighty, sea-like Yann.

At that he moved heavily and slowly in way-worn carpet slippers, panting as he went, to the back part of his shop, and I went with him. This was a dingy lumber-room full of idols: the near end was dingy and dark but at the far end was a blue cærulean glow in which stars seemed to be shining and the heads of the idols glowed. This, said the fat old man in carpet slippers, is the heaven of the gods who sleep. I asked him what gods slept and he mentioned names that I had never heard as well as names that I knew. All those, he said, that are not worshipped now are asleep.

Then does Time not kill the gods? I said to him and he answered, No. But for three or four thousand years a god is worshipped and for three or four he sleeps. Only Time is wakeful always.

But they that teach us of new gods  I said to him, are they not new?

They hear the old ones stirring in their sleep being about to wake, because the dawn is breaking and the priests crow. These are the happy prophets: unhappy are they that hear some old god speak while he sleeps still being deep in slumber, and prophesy and prophesy and no dawn comes, they are those that men stone saying, Prophesy where this stone shall hit you, and this.

Then shall Time never slay the gods, I said. And he answered, They shall die by the bedside of the last man. Then Time shall go mad in his solitude and shall not know his hours from his centuries of years and they shall clamour round him crying for recognition and he shall lay his stricken hands on their heads and stare at them blindly and say, My children, I do not know you one from another, and at these words of Time empty worlds shall reel.

And for some while then I was silent, for my imagination went out into those far years and looked back at me and mocked me because I was the creature of a day.

Suddenly I was aware by the old mans heavy breathing that he had gone to sleep. It was not an ordinary shop: I feared lest one of his gods should wake and call for him: I feared many things, it was so dark, and one or two of those idols were something more than grotesque. I shook the old man hard by one of his arms.

Tell me the way to the cottages, I said, on the edge of the fields we know.

I dont think we can do that, he said.

Then supply me, I said, with the goods.

That brought him to his senses. He said, You go out by the back door and turn to the right; and he opened a little, old, dark door in the wall through which I went, and he wheezed and shut the door. The back of the shop was of incredible age. I saw in antique characters upon a mouldering board, Licensed to sell weasels and jade earrings. The sun was setting now and shone on little golden spires that gleamed along the roof which had long ago been thatched and with a wonderful straw. I saw that the whole of Go-by Street had the same strange appearance when looked at from behind. The pavement was the same as the pavement of which I was weary and of which so many thousand miles lay the other side of those houses, but the street was of most pure untrampled grass with such marvellous flowers in it that they lured downward from great heights the flocks of butterflies as they traveled by, going I know not whence. The other side of the street there was pavement again but no houses of any kind, and what there was in place of them I did not stop to see, for I turned to my right and walked along the back of Go-by Street till I came to the open fields and the gardens of the cottages that I sought. Huge flowers went up out of these gardens like slow rockets and burst into purple blooms and stood there huge and radiant on six-foot stalks and softly sang strange songs. Others came up beside them and bloomed and began singing too. A very old witch came out of her cottage by the back door and into the garden in which I stood.

What are these wonderful flowers? I said to her.

Hush! Hush! she said, I am putting the poets to bed. These flowers are their dreams.

And in a lower voice I said: What wonderful songs are they singing? and she said, Be still and listen.

And I listened and found they were singing of my own childhood and of things that happened there so far away that I had quite forgotten them till I heard the wonderful song.

Why is the song so faint? I said to her.

Dead voices, she said, Dead voices, and turned back again to her cottage saying: Dead voices still, but softly for fear that she should wake the poets. They sleep so badly while they live, she said.

I stole on tiptoe upstairs to the little room from whose windows, looking one way, we see the fields we know and, looking another, those hilly lands that I sought  almost I feared not to find them. I looked at once toward the mountains of faëry; the afterglow of the sunset flamed on them, their avalanches flashed on their violet slopes coming down tremendous from emerald peaks of ice; and there was the old gap in the blue-grey hills above the precipice of amethyst whence one sees the Lands of Dream.

All was still in the room where the poets slept when I came quietly down. The old witch sat by a table with a lamp, knitting a splendid cloak of gold and green for a king that had been dead a thousand years.

Is it any use, I said, to the king that is dead that you sit and knit him a cloak of gold and green?

Who knows? she said.

What a silly question to ask, said her old black cat who lay curled by the fluttering fire.

Already the stars were shining on that romantic land when I closed the witchs door; already the glow-worms were mounting guard for the night around those magical cottages. I turned and trudged for the gap in the blue-grey mountains.

Already when I arrived some colour began to show in the amethyst precipice below the gap although it was not yet morning. I heard a rattling and sometimes caught a flash from those golden dragons far away below me that are the triumph of the goldsmiths of Sirdoo and were given life by the ritual incantations of the conjurer Amargrarn. On the edge of the opposite cliff, too near I thought for safety, I saw the ivory palace of Singanee that mighty elephant-hunter; small lights appeared in windows, the slaves were awake, and beginning with heavy eyelids the work of the day.

And now a ray of sunlight topped the world. Others than I must describe how it swept from the amethyst cliff the shadow of the black one that opposed it, how that one shaft of sunlight pierced the amethyst for leagues, and how the rejoicing colour leaped up to welcome the light and shot back a purple glow on the walls of the palace of ivory while down in that incredible ravine the golden dragons still played in the darkness.

At this moment a female slave came out by a door of the palace and tossed a basket-full of sapphires over the edge. And when day was manifest on those marvellous heights and the flare of the amethyst precipice filled the abyss, then the elephant-hunter arose in his ivory palace and took his terrific spear and going out by a landward door went forth to avenge Perdóndaris

I turned then and looked upon the lands of Dream, and the thin white mist that never rolls quite away was shifting in the morning. Rising like isles above it I saw the Hills of Hap and the city of copper, old, deserted Bethmoora, and Utnar Véhi and Kyph and Mandaroon and the wandering leagues of Yann. Rather I guessed than saw the Hian Min whose imperturbable and aged heads scarce recognize for more than clustered mounds the round Acroctian hills, that are heaped about their feet and that shelter, as I remembered, Durl and Duz. But most clearly I discerned that ancient wood through which one going down to the bank of Yann whenever the moon is old may come on Bird of the River anchored there, waiting three days for travellers, as has been prophesied of her. And as it was now that season I hurried down from the gap in the blue-grey hills by an elfin path that was coeval with fable, and came by means of it to the edge of the wood. Black though the darkness was in that ancient wood the beasts that moved in it were blacker still. It is very seldom that any dreamer travelling in Lands of Dream is ever seized by these beasts, and yet I ran; for if a mans spirit is seized in the Lands of Dream his body may survive it for many years and well know the beasts that mouthed him far away and the look in their little eyes and the smell of their breath; that is why the recreation field at Hanwell is so dreadfully trodden into restless paths.

And so I came at last to the sea-like flood of proud, tremendous Yann, with whom there tumbled streams from incredible lands  with these he went by singing. Singing he carried drift-wood and whole trees, fallen in far-away, unvisited forests, and swept them mightily by, but no sign was there either out in the river or in the olden anchorage near by of the ship I came to see.

And I built myself a hut and roofed it over with the huge abundant leaves of a marvellous weed and ate the meat that grows on the targar-tree and waited there three days. And all day long the river tumbled by and all night long the tolulu-bird sang on and the huge fireflies had no other care than to pour past in torrents of dancing sparks, and nothing rippled the surface of the Yann by day and nothing disturbed the tolulu-bird by night. I know not what I feared for the ship I sought and its friendly captain who came from fair Belzoond and its cheery sailors out of Durl and Duz; all day long I looked for it on the river and listened for it by night until the dancing fireflies danced me to sleep. Three times only in those three nights the tolulu-bird was scared and stopped his song, and each time I awoke with a start and found no ship and saw that he was only scared by the dawn. Those indescribable dawns upon the Yann came up like flames in some land over the hills where a magician burns by secret means enormous amethysts in a copper pot. I used to watch them in wonder while no bird sang  till all of a sudden the sun came over a hill and every bird but one began to sing, and the tolulu-bird slept fast, till out of an opening eye he saw the stars.

I would have waited three more days, but on the third day I had gone in my loneliness to see the very spot where first I met Bird of the River at her anchorage with her bearded captain sitting on the deck. And as I looked at the black mud of the harbour and pictured in my mind that band of sailors whom I had not seen for two years, I saw an old hulk peeping from the mud. The lapse of centuries seemed partly to have rotted and partly to have buried in the mud all but the prow of the boat and on the prow I faintly saw a name. I read it slowly  it was Bird of the River. And then I knew that, while in Ireland and London two years had barely passed over my head, ages had gone over the region of Yann and wrecked and rotted that once familiar ship, and buried years ago the bones of the youngest of my friends, who so often sang to me of Durl and Duz or told the dragon-legends of Belzoond. For beyond the world we know there roars a hurricane of centuries whose echo only troubles  though sorely  our fields; while elsewhere there is calm. I stayed a moment by that battered hulk and said a prayer for whatever may be immortal of those who were wont to sail it down the Yann, and I prayed for them to the gods to whom they loved to pray, to the little lesser gods that bless Belzoond. Then leaving the hut that I built to those ravenous years I turned my back to the Yann and entering the forest at evening just as its orchids were opening their petals to perfume the night came out of it in the morning, and passed that day along the amethyst gulf by the gap in the blue-grey mountains. I wondered if Singanee, that mighty elephant-hunter, had returned again with his spear to his lofty ivory palace or if his doom had been one with that of Perdóndaris. I saw a merchant at a small back door selling new sapphires as I passed the palace, then I went on and came as twilight fell to those small cottages where the elfin mountains are in sight of the fields we know. And I went to the old witch that I had seen before and she sat in her parlour with a red shawl round her shoulders still knitting the golden cloak, and faintly through one of her windows the elfin mountains shone and I saw again through another the fields we know.

Tell me something, I said, of this strange land!

How much do you know? she said. Do you know that dreams are illusion?

Of course I do, I said. Every one knows that.

Oh no they dont, she said, the mad dont know it.

That is true, I said.

And do you know, she said, that Life is illusion?

Of course it is not, I said. Life is real, Life is earnest  .

At that the witch and her cat (who had not moved from her old place by the hearth) burst into laughter. I stayed some time, for there was much that I wished to ask, but when I saw that the laughter would not stop I turned and went away.


THE AVENGER OF PERDÓNDARIS

I was rowing on the Thames not many days after my return from the Yann and drifting eastwards with the fall of the tide away from Westminster Bridge, near which I had hired my boat. All kinds of things were on the water with me  sticks drifting, and huge boats  and I was watching, so absorbed the traffic of that great river that I did not notice I had come to the City until I looked up and saw that part of the Embankment that is nearest to Go-by Street. And then I suddenly wondered what befell Singanee, for there was a stillness about his ivory palace when I passed it by, which made me think that he had not then returned. And though I had seen him go forth with his terrific spear, and mighty elephant-hunter though he was, yet his was a fearful quest for I knew that it was none other than to avenge Perdóndaris by slaying that monster with the single tusk who had overthrown it suddenly in a day. So I tied up my boat as soon as I came to some steps, and landed and left the Embankment, and about the third street I came to I began to look for the opening of Go-by Street; it is very narrow, you hardly notice it at first, but there it was, and soon I was in the old mans shop. But a young man leaned over the counter. He had no information to give me about the old man  he was sufficient in himself. As to the little old door in the back of the shop, We know nothing about that, sir. So I had to talk to him and humour him. He had for sale on the counter an instrument for picking up a lump of sugar in a new way. He was pleased when I looked at it and he began to praise it. I asked him what was the use of it, and he said that it was of no use but that it had only been invented a week ago and was quite new and was made of real silver and was being very much bought. But all the while I was straying towards the back of the shop. When I enquired about the idols there he said that they were some of the seasons novelties and were a choice selection of mascots; and while I made a pretence of selecting one I suddenly saw the wonderful old door. I was through it at once and the young shop-keeper after me. No one was more surprised than he when he saw the street of grass and the purple flowers on it; he ran across in his frock-coat on to the opposite pavement and only just stopped in time, for the world ended there. Looking downward over the pavements edge he saw, instead of accustomed kitchen-windows, white clouds and a wide, blue sky. I led him to the old back door of the shop, looking pale and in need of air, and pushed him lightly and he went limply through, for I thought the air was better for him on the side of the street that he knew. As soon as the door was shut on that astonished man I turned to the right and went along the street till I saw the gardens and the cottages, and a little red patch moving in a garden, which I knew to be the old witch wearing her shawl.

Come for a change of illusion again? she said.

I have come from London, I said. And I want to see Singanee. I want to go to his ivory palace over the elfin mountains where the amethyst precipice is.

Nothing like changing your illusions, she said, or you grow tired. Londons a fine place but one wants to see the elfin mountains sometimes.

Then you know London? I said.

Of course I do, she said. I can dream as well as you. You are not the only person that can imagine London. Men were toiling dreadfully in her garden; it was in the heat of the day and they were digging with spades; she suddenly turned from me to beat one of them over the back with a long black stick that she carried. Even my poets go to London sometimes, she said to me.

Why did you beat that man? I said.

To make him work, she answered.

But he is tired, I said.

Of course he is, said she.

And I looked and saw that the earth was difficult and dry and that every spadeful that the tired men lifted was full of pearls; but some men sat quite still and watched the butterflies that flitted about the garden and the old witch did not beat them with her stick. And when I asked her who the diggers were she said, These are my poets, they are digging for pearls. And when I asked her what so many pearls were for she said to me: To feed the pigs of course.

But do the pigs like pearls? I said to her.

Of course they dont, she said. And I would have pressed the matter further but the old black cat had come out of the cottage and was looking at me whimsically and saying nothing so that I knew I was asking silly questions. And I asked instead why some of the poets were idle and were watching butterflies without being beaten. And she said: The butterflies know where the pearls are hidden and they are waiting for one to alight above the buried treasure. They cannot dig until they know where to dig. And all of a sudden a faun came out of a rhododendron forest and began to dance upon a disk of bronze in which a fountain was set; and the sound of his two hooves dancing on the bronze was beautiful as bells.

Tea-bell, said the witch; and all the poets threw down their spades and followed her into the house, and I followed them; but the witch and all of us followed the black cat, who arched his back and lifted his tail and walked along the garden-path of blue enamelled tiles and through the black-thatched porch and the open, oaken door and into a little room where tea was ready. And in the garden the flowers began to sing and the fountain tinkled on the disk of bronze. And I learned that the fountain came from an otherwise unknown sea, and sometimes it threw gilded fragments up from the wrecks of unheard-of galleons, foundered in storms of some sea that was nowhere in the world; or battered to bits in wars waged with we know not whom. Some said that it was salt because of the sea and others that it was salt with mariners tears. And some of the poets took large flowers out of vases and threw their petals all about the room, and others talked two at a time and other sang. Why they are only children after all, I said.

Only children! repeated the old witch who was pouring out cowslip wine.

Only children, said the old black cat. And every one laughed at me.

I sincerely apologize, I said. I did not mean to say it. I did not intend to insult any one.

Why he knows nothing at all, said the old black cat. And everybody laughed till the poets were put to bed.

And then I took one look at the fields we know, and turned to the other window that looks on the elfin mountains. And the evening looked like a sapphire. And I saw my way though the fields were growing dim, and when I found it I went downstairs and through the witchs parlour, and out of doors and came that night to the palace of Singanee.

Lights glittered through every crystal slab  and all were uncurtained  in the palace of ivory. The sounds were those of a triumphant dance. Very haunting indeed was the booming of a bassoon, and like the dangerous advance of some galloping beast were the blows wielded by a powerful man on the huge, sonourous drum. It seemed to me as I listened that the contest of Singanee with the more than elephantine destroyer of Perdóndaris had already been set to music. And as I walked in the dark along the amethyst precipice I suddenly saw across it a curved white bridge. It was one ivory tusk. And I knew it for the triumph of Singanee. I knew at once that this curved mass of ivory that had been dragged by ropes to bridge the abyss was the twin of the ivory gate that once Perdóndaris had, and had itself been the destruction of that once famous city  towers and walls and people. Already men had begun to hollow it and to carve human figures life-size along its sides. I walked across it; and half way across, at the bottom of the curve, I met a few of the carvers fast asleep. On the opposite cliff by the palace lay the thickest end of the tusk and I came down a ladder which leaned against the tusk for they had not yet carved steps.

Outside the ivory palace it was as I had supposed and the sentry at the gate slept heavily; and though I asked of him permission to enter the palace he only muttered a blessing on Singanee and fell asleep again. It was evident that he had been drinking bak. Inside the ivory hall I met with servitors who told me that any stranger was welcome there that night, because they extolled the triumph of Singanee. And they offered me bak to drink to commemorate the splendour but I did not know its power nor whether a little or much prevailed over a man so I said that I was under an oath to a god to drink nothing beautiful; and they asked me if he could not be appeased by a prayer, and I said, In nowise, and went towards the dance; and they commiserated me and abused that god bitterly, thinking to please me thereby, and then they fell to drinking bak to the glory of Singanee. Outside the curtains that hung before the dance there stood a chamberlain and when I told him that though a stranger there, yet I was well known to Mung and Sish and Kib, the gods of Pegana, whose signs I made, he bade me ample welcome. Therefore I questioned him about my clothes asking if they were not unsuitable to so august an occasion and he swore by the spear that had slain the destroyer of Perdóndaris that Singanee would think it a shameful thing that any stranger not unknown to the gods should enter the dancing hall unsuitably clad; and therefore he led me to another room and took silken robes out of an old sea-chest of black and seamy oak with green copper hasps that were set with a few pale sapphires, and requested me to choose a suitable robe. And I chose a bright green robe, with an under-robe of light blue which was seen here and there, and a light blue sword-belt. I also wore a cloak that was dark purple with two thin strips of dark-blue along the border and a row of large dark sapphires sewn along the purple between them; it hung down from my shoulders behind me. Nor would the chamberlain of Singanee let me take any less than this, for he said that not even a stranger, on that night, could be allowed to stand in the way of his masters munificence which he was pleased to exercise in honour of his victory. As soon as I was attired we went to the dancing hall and the first thing that I saw in that tall, scintillant chamber was the huge form of Singanee standing among the dancers and the heads of the men no higher than his waist. Bare were the huge arms that had held the spear that had avenged Perdóndaris. The chamberlain led me to him and I bowed, and said that I gave thanks to the gods to whom he looked for protection; and he said that he had heard my gods well spoken of by those accustomed to pray but this he said only of courtesy, for he knew not whom they were.

Singanee was simply dressed and only wore on his head a plain gold band to keep his hair from falling over his forehead, the ends of the gold were tied in the back with a bow of purple silk. But all his queens wore crowns of great magnificence, though whether they were crowned as the queens of Singanee or whether queens were attracted there from the thrones of distant lands by the wonder of him and the splendour I did not know.

All there wore silken robes of brilliant colours and the feet of all were bare and very shapely for the custom of boots was unknown in those regions. And when they saw that my big toes were deformed in the manner of Europeans, turning inwards towards the others instead of being straight, one or two asked sympathetically if an accident had befallen me. And rather than tell them truly that deforming out big toes was our custom and our pleasure I told them that I was under the curse of a malignant god at whose feet I had neglected to offer berries in infancy. And to some extent I justified myself, for Convention is a god though his ways are evil; and had I told them the truth I would not have been understood. They gave me a lady to dance with who was of marvellous beauty, she gold me that her name was Saranoora, a princess from the North, who had been sent as tribute to the palace of Singanee. And partly she danced as Europeans dance and partly as the fairies of the waste who lure, as legend has it, lost travellers to their doom. And if I could get thirty heathen men out of fantastic lands, with their long black hair and little elfin eyes and instruments of music even unknown to Nebuchadnezzar the King; and if I could make them play those tunes that I heard in the ivory palace on some lawn, gentle reader, at evening near your house then you would understand the beauty of Saranoora and the blaze of light and colour in that stupendous hall and the lithesome movement of those mysterious queens that danced round Singanee. Then gentle reader you would be gentle no more but the thoughts that run like leopards over the far free lands would come leaping into your head even were it London, yes, even in London: you would rise up then and beat your hands on the wall with its pretty pattern of flowers, in the hope that the bricks might break and reveal the way to that palace of ivory by the amethyst gulf where the golden dragons are. For there have been men who have burned prisons down that the prisoners might escape, and even such incendiaries those dark musicians are who dangerously burn down custom that the pining thoughts may go free. Let your elders have no fear, have no fear. I will not play those tunes in any streets we know. I will not bring those strange musicians here, I will only whisper the way to the Lands of Dream, and only a few frail feet shall find the way, and I shall dream alone of the beauty of Saranoora and sometimes sigh. We danced on and on at the will of the thirty musicians, but when the stars were paling and the wind that knew the dawn was ruffling up the edge of the skirts of night, then Saranoora the princess of the North led me out into a garden. Dark groves of trees were there which filled the night with perfume and guarded nights mysteries from the arising dawn. There floated over us, wandering in that garden, the triumphant melody of those dark musicians, whose origin was unguessed even by those that dwelt there and knew the Lands of Dream. For only a moment once sang the tolulu-bird, for the festival of that night had scared him and he was silent. For only a moment once we heard him singing in some far grove because the musicians rested and our bare feet made no sound; for a moment we heard that bird of which once our nightingale dreamed and handed on the tradition to his children. And Saranoora told me that they have named the bird the Sister of Song; but for the musicians, who presently played again, she said they had no name, for no one knew who they were or from what country. Then some one sang quite near us in the darkness to an instrument of strings telling of Singanee and his battle against the monster. And soon we saw him sitting on the ground and singing to the night of that spear-thrust that had found the thumping heart of the destroyer of Perdóndaris; and we stopped awhile and asked him who had seen so memorable a struggle and he answered none but Singanee and he whose tusk had scattered Perdóndaris, and now the last was dead. And when we asked him if Singanee had told him of the struggle he said that that proud hunter would say no word about it and that therefore his mighty deed was given to the poets and become their trust forever, and he struck again his instrument of strings and sang on.

When the strings of pearls that hung down from her neck began to gleam all over Saranoora I knew that dawn was near and that that memorable night was all but gone. And at last we left the garden and came to the abyss to see the sunrise shine on the amethyst cliff. And at first it lit up the beauty of Saranoora and then it topped the world and blazed upon those cliffs of amethyst until it dazzled our eyes, and we turned from it and saw the workman going out along the tusk to hollow it and to carve a balustrade of fair professional figures. And those who had drunken bak began to awake and to open their dazzled eyes at the amethyst precipice and to rub them and turn them away. And now those wonderful kingdoms of song that the dark musicians established all night by magical chords dropped back again to the sway of that ancient silence who ruled before the gods, and the musicians wrapped their cloaks about them and covered up their marvellous instruments and stole away to the plains; and no one dared ask them whither they went or why they dwelt there, or what god they served. And the dance stopped and all the queens departed. And then the female slave came out again by a door and emptied her basket of sapphires down the abyss as I saw her do before. Beautiful Saranoora said that those great queens would never wear their sapphires more than once and that every day at noon a merchant from the mountains sold new ones for that evening. Yet I suspected that something more than extravagance lay at the back of that seemingly wasteful act of tossing sapphires into an abyss, for thee were in the depths of it those two dragons of gold of whom nothing seemed to be known. And I thought, and I think so still, that Singanee, terrific though he was in war with the elephants, from whose tusks he had built his palace, well knew and even feared those dragons in the abyss, and perhaps valued those priceless jewels less than he valued his queens, and that he to whom so many lands paid beautiful tribute out of their dread of his spear, himself paid tribute to the golden dragons. Whether those dragons had wings I could not see; nor, if they had, could I tell if they could bear that weight of solid gold from the abyss; nor by what paths they could crawl from it did I know. And I know not what use to a golden dragon should sapphires be or a queen. Only it seemed strange to me that so much wealth of jewels should be thrown by command of a man who had nothing to fear  to fall flashing and changing their colours at dawn into an abyss.

I do not know how long we lingered there watching the sunrise on those miles of amethyst. And it is strange that that great and famous wonder did not move me more than it did, but my mind was dazzled by the fame of it and my eyes were actually dazzled by the blaze, and as often happens I thought more of little things and remember watching the daylight in the solitary sapphire that Saranoora had and that she wore upon her finger in a ring. Then, the dawn wind being all about her, she said that she was cold and turned back into the ivory palace. And I feared that we might never meet again, for time moves differently over the Lands of Dream than over the fields we know; like ocean-currents going different ways and bearing drifting ships. And at the doorway of the ivory palace I turned to say farewell and yet I found no words that were suitable to say. And often now when I stand in other lands I stop and think of many things to have said; yet all I said was Perhaps we shall meet again. And she said that it was likely that we should often meet for that this was a little thing for the gods to permit not knowing that the gods of the Lands of Dream have little power upon the fields we know. Then she went in through the doorway. And having exchanged for my own clothes again the raiment that the chamberlain had given me I turned from the hospitality of mighty Singanee and set my face towards the fields we know. I crossed that enormous tusk that had been the end of Perdóndaris and met the artists carving it as I went; and some by way of greeting as I passed extolled Singanee, and in answer I gave honour to his name. Daylight had not yet penetrated wholly to the bottom of the abyss but the darkness was giving place to a purple haze and I could faintly see one golden dragon there. Then looking once towards the ivory palace, and seeing no one at the windows, I turned sorrowfully away, and going by the way that I knew passed through the gap in the mountains and down their slopes till I came again in sight of the witchs cottage. And as I went to the upper window to look for the fields we know, the witch spoke to me; but I was cross, as one newly waked from sleep, and I would not answer her. Then the cat questioned me as to whom I had met, and I answered him that in the fields we know cats kept their place and did not speak to man. And then I came downstairs and walked straight out of the door, heading for Go-by Street. You are going the wrong way, the witch called through the window; and indeed I had sooner gone back to the ivory palace again, but I had no right to trespass any further on the hospitality of Singanee and one cannot stay always in the Lands of Dream, and what knowledge had that old witch of the call of the fields we know or the little though many snares that bind our feet therein? So I paid no heed to her, but kept on, and came to Go-by Street. I saw the house with the green door some way up the street but thinking that the near end of the street was closer to the Embankment where I had left my boat I tried the first door I came to, a cottage thatched like the rest, with little golden spires along the roof-ridge, and strange birds sitting there and preening marvellous feathers. The door opened, and to my surprise I found myself in what seemed like a shepherds cottage; a man who was sitting on a log of wood in a little low dark room said something to me in an alien language. I muttered something and hurried through to the street. The house was thatched in front as well as behind. There were not golden spires in front, no marvellous birds; but there was no pavement. There was a row of houses, byres, and barns but no other sign of a town. Far off I saw one or two little villages. Yet there was the river  and no doubt the Thames, for it was the width of the Thames and had the curves of it, if you can imagine the Thames in that particular spot without a city around it, without any bridges, and the Embankment fallen in. I saw that there had happened to me permanently and in the light of day some such thing as happens to a man, but to a child more often, when he awakes before morning in some strange room and sees a high, grey window where the door ought to be and unfamiliar objects in wrong places and though knowing where he is yet knows not how it can be that the place should look like that.

A flock of sheep came by me presently looking the same as ever, but the man who led them had a wild, strange look. I spoke to him and he did not understand me. Then I went down to the river to see if my boat was there and at the very spot where I had left it, in the mud (for the tide was low) I saw a half-buried piece of blackened wood that might have been part of a boat, but I could not tell. I began to feel that I had missed the world. It would be a strange thing to travel from far away to see London and not be able to find it among all the roads that lead there, but I seemed to have travelled in Time and to have missed it among the centuries. And when as I wandered over the grassy hills I came on a wattled shrine that was thatched with straw and saw a lion in it more worn with time than even the Sphinx at Gizeh and when I knew it for one of the four in Trafalgar Square then I saw that I was stranded far away in the future with many centuries of treacherous years between me and anything that I had known. And then I sat on the grass by the worn paws of the lion to think out what to do. And I decided to go back through Go-by Street and, since there was nothing left to keep me any more to the fields we know, to offer myself as a servant in the palace of Singanee, and to see again the face of Saranoora and those famous, wonderful, amethystine dawns upon the abyss where the golden dragons play. And I stayed no longer to look for remains of the ruins of London; for there is little pleasure in seeing wonderful things if there is no one at all to hear of them and to wonder. So I returned at once to Go-by Street, the little row of huts, and saw no other record that London had been except that one stone lion. I went to the right house this time. It was very much altered and more like one of those huts that one sees on Salisbury plain than a shop in the city of London, but I found it by counting the houses in the street for it was still a row of houses though pavement and city were gone. And it was still a shop. A very different shop to the one I knew, but things were for sale there  shepherds crooks, food, and rude axes. And a man with long hair was there who was clad in skins. I did not speak to him for I did not know his language. He said to me something that sounded like Everkike. It conveyed no meaning to me; but when he looked towards one of his buns, light suddenly dawned in my mind, and I knew that England was even England still and that still she was not conquered, and that though they had tired of London they still held to their land; for the words that the man had said were, Av er kike, and then I knew that that very language that was carried to distant lands by the old, triumphant cockney was spoken still in his birthplace and that neither his politics nor his enemies had destroyed him after all these thousand years. I had always disliked the Cockney dialect  and with the arrogance of the Irishman who hears from rich and poor the English of the splendour of Elizabeth; and yet when I heard those words my eyes felt sore as with impending tears  it should be remembered how far away I was. I think I was silent for a little while. Suddenly I saw that the man who kept the shop was asleep. That habit was strangely like the ways of a man who if he were then alive would be (if I could judge from the time-worn look of the lion) over a thousand years old. But then how old was I? It is perfectly clear that Time moves over the Lands of Dream swifter or slower than over the fields we know. For the dead, and the long dead, live again in our dreams; and a dreamer passes through the events of days in a single moment of the Town-Halls clock. Yet logic did not aid me and my mind was puzzled. While the old man slept  and strangely like in face he was to the old man who had shown me first the little, old backdoor  I went to the far end of his wattled shop. There was a door of a sort on leather hinges. I pushed it open and there I was again under the notice-board at the back of the shop, at least the back of Go-by Street had not changed. Fantastic and remote though this grass street was with its purple flowers and the golden spires, and the world ending at its opposite pavement, yet I breathed more happily to see something again that I had seen before. I thought I had lost forever the world I knew, and now that I was at the back of Go-by Street again I felt the loss less than when I was standing where familiar things ought to be; and I turned my mind to what was left me in the vast Lands of Dream and thought of Saranoora. And when I saw the cottages again I felt less lonely even at the thought of the cat though he generally laughed at the things I said. And the first thing that I saw when I saw the witch was that I had lost the world and was going back for the rest of my days to the palace of Singanee. And the first thing that she said was: Why! Youve been through the wrong door, quite kindly for she saw how unhappy I looked. And I said, Yes, but its all the same street. The whole streets altered and Londons gone and the people I used to know and the houses I used to rest in, and everything; and Im tired.

What did you want to go through the wrong door for? she said.

O, that made no difference, I said.

O, didnt it? she said in a contradictory way.

Well I wanted to get to the near end of the street so as to find my boat quickly by the Embankment. And now my boat, and the Embankment and  and  .

Some people are always in such a hurry, said the old black cat. And
I felt too unhappy to be angry and I said nothing more.

And the old witch said, Now which way do you want to go? and she was talking rather like a nurse to a small child. And I said, I have nowhere to go.

And she said, Would you rather go home or go to the ivory palace of Singanee. And I said, Ive got a headache, and I dont want to go anywhere, and Im tired of the Lands of Dream.

Then suppose you try going in through the right door, she said.

Thats no good, I said. Everyones dead and gone, and theyre selling buns there.

What do you know about Time? she said.

Nothing, answered the old, black cat, though nobody spoke to him.

Run along, said the old witch.

So I turned and trudged away to Go-by Street again. I was very tired. What does he know about anything? said the old black cat behind me. I knew what he was going to say next. He waited a moment and then said, Nothing. When I looked over my shoulder he was strutting back to the cottage. And when I got to Go-by Street I listlessly opened the door through which I had just now come. I saw no use in doing it, I just did wearily as I was told. And the moment I got inside I saw it was just the same as of old, and the sleepy old man was there who sold idols. And I bought a vulgar thing that I did not want, for the sheer joy of seeing accustomed things. And when I turned from Go-by Street which was just the same as ever, the first thing that I saw was a taximeter running into a hansom cab. And I took off my hat and cheered. And I went to the Embankment and there was my boat, and the stately river full of dirty, accustomed things. And I rowed back and bought a penny paper, (I had been away it seemed for one day) and I read it from cover to cover  patent remedies for incurable illnesses and all  and I determined to walk, as soon as I was rested, in all the streets that I knew and to call on all the people that I had ever met, and to be content for long with the fields we know.
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THE MAN WHO ATE THE PHOENIX


CHAPTER I. THE EATING OF THE PHOENIX

ONE of these tales I got direct from the man who ate the phoenix, others I got from men with whom he had talked, while others are the common knowledge of the folk that live round about him; but all of these tales hang as it were in our air, brooding over our fields and lanes, as familiar to us as the mist that floats up from the bog, because the man who ate the phoenix dwells in our midst. It is to his influence that these tales are due, it is the magic of his presence amongst us that has attracted all queer things, and so on the cover of this book I give the credit to him.

You see him go by sometimes on his bicycle, very tidily dressed, not at all like what he used to be, and knowing as he goes by that all who see him pass regard him as a magician of the first water.

And this is how it all began, a good many years ago. One bright spring morning Lord Monaghan said to his keeper: I told you not to let that golden pheasant escape.

My lord, said the keeper, OMahony, I never let it escape. Sure, it would never have left me.

Then how did it get away? asked Lord Monaghan.

It would never have left me, said OMahony. It must have been stolen by tinkers. Sure, it knew every one of my children by name, and they used to feed it by hand. It took the food out of their fingers. It would never have gone away.

You should have pinioned it, said Lord Monaghan. Pinioned it, is it? said OMahony. Sure, if Id pinioned it, poachers would have had the bird at once, when it couldnt get away from them. But it would never have left my children.

Well, its gone, said Lord Monaghan.

But it never would have went of its own free will, and theres been a lot of tinkers round here lately. Ah, well, whats gone is gone and its the will of God, but the place will never look the same again.

When Lord Monaghan perceived that any further criticism of his keeper would be deftly parried, and treated as thrusts against Fate, he said no more and resigned himself to the loss of the golden pheasant. As a matter of fact this splendid bird had flown away on one April morning, and was by then eight or nine miles away. And young Mickey Malinn at the edge of the Bog of Allen had seen it one bright morning.

For a lad who had no gun it was astonishing what a number of birds Mickey saw: he knew when the white-fronted geese came in to the bog, he knew what field the grey lags were grazing, he knew whenever, driven by some big storm, the barnacle geese came that far from the sea, though he did not know that they were hatched from eggs, but supposed them to grow from the barnacles that hung on the rocks by the shore. He knew, too, when the woodcock came in to the big woods, though that knowledge was not of quite so much use to him, as the woods were well preserved; but there were patches of gorse on high hills to which they came too, and Mickey Malinn would always have the first news of them.

Sometimes pheasants would stray a good deal from the coverts, and Mickey would always know exactly where they were straying. But he had no gun. And so, whenever he had any particularly interesting news of game, he would go to his friend Paddy OHone and tell it to him; and Paddy OHone, then a young man almost unknown and quite without any importance, but now the Man Who Ate the Phoenix, would lend him his gun for a day, in exchange for which he would have for the rest of the time Mickeys information about the movements of game, which was quite the best that could be got in the parish.

A few people may have thought Paddy OHone a bit queer when he was about twelve or fourteen, but the doctor had said that he would be all right, and so he was. Only he must not be allowed to be too much excited, the doctor said; and he must never have any alcohol. Theres been a certain amount of inbreeding in your family, you see, Mrs. OHone, and you yourself married your first cousin, and its not the first time thats happened in your husbands family either, so...

Sure, I got a dispensation from Rome to marry my cousin, said Mrs. OHone. And do you say there would be anything wrong in that?

Not at all, not at all, said the doctor. Only dont let Paddy have too much excitement, and never any alcohol. Thats all, and hell be quite all right.

Im glad you have no objection, said Mrs. OHone.

Certainly not. Certainly not, said the doctor. No such thing.

It was to Paddy OHone that Mickey Malinn came first, with the news that the phoenix had come back to earth and was now by the side of the bog where the bohereen ran down to it from the back of Maguires farm. And Mickey got the loan of the gun and spent a whole evening looking for the phoenix, where Maguires bohereen ran down to the edge of the bog. And the news spread rapidly, and every young lad that could get hold of a gun was out on the bog next day on the same quest, but without quite such exact information as what Mickey had given to Paddy.

When the tale that the phoenix was out swept through Rathallen, Father Rourke was the first man to hear of it. He kept a gun himself and was a good deal of a sportsman, and usually turned a pleased and attentive ear to any news of the movements of game brought in by Mickey. But this news gave him little pleasure. This strange immortal bird, however you looked at it, was pagan. It may be thought that the first thing he did was to find out how much accuracy there was in the report, and to discover whether the bird was a phoenix at all; but that was not the first thing that he did; his first care was to discover that all the young men of his parish genuinely believed that the phoenix was loose, and when he found that he could not shake that belief, he realized that these young men were in the grip of a pagan thing, and instead of wondering where the bird had come from, or what the bird was, he was far more interested in working out what effect this belief of theirs might have on their actions.

On the whole he saw little harm in it. And yet the phoenix was more a spiritual thing than a Zoological one and was a very ancient belief, with the ends of its roots here and there reaching down into history, and was therefore not a thing that could be lightly brushed aside when a belief in it was suddenly vividly flaming in the minds of all his parishioners. In spiritual things, as in material, there can be invasions, and Father Rourke found good reason to keep a closer watch on this new enemy that had so suddenly crossed his parochial borders. So he stopped Mickey Malinn next time that he saw him walking along the streets of the little village of Rathallen.

Hist, Mickey. Come over here, he said.

Yes, Father, answered Mickey.

What were you looking for last Sunday out on Lord Monaghans bog? said the priest.

Sure, Father, I was looking for whatever might get up on it, said Mickey.

And what did you think might get up on it? asked Father Rourke.

Ah, Father, Ill not be telling you a lie, said Mickey. The phoenix is back in Ireland and everyone knows it. And its the bird I was looking for last Sunday. Sure, its been seen out on the bog.

And thats what you were looking for? said Father Rourke.

Is it a sin to shoot a phoenix, Father? asked Mickey.

Now, Im not saying its a sin to shoot it, said Father Rourke. And Im not saying its not. And Im not saying there is such a bird at all.

But, Father, said Mickey, didnt the Holy Father himself send a feather of the phoenix once as a gift to Red Hugh ONeill? I heard he did in the old days.

Now I know all about that, said the priest, and I know why the Holy Father sent it. But that isnt to say that the bird is still in it.

Oh, Father, said Mickey, isnt the phoenix immortal?

And did I ever say that its not? asked Father Rourke. But mightnt a bird that was immortal travel just as well as one of them that Lord Monaghan shoots on the bog in August, or in his coverts when winter comes, and couldnt he have got a long way away from Ireland in the course of three hundred years? Bedad he could.

Then, Father, the bird is back, said Mickey. For we all seen it.

Well, then, let you all go very carefully, said Father Rourke. For the most of you is over young for any dealings at all with immortal things; and Id advise you to go very carefully, very carefully indeed.

Begob, we will, Father, said Mickey.

Theres sin enough in this parish already, said Father Rourke, without adding anything at all to it.

Then he went back to his parochial house, and took down a book that he had in his little library, and read old queer tales of the phoenix that he had not read since he was a boy; so that, if this strange new influence should trouble his parish, he would know all there was to know of it.

And on the next day Paddy OHone shot the bird near where Mickey had said he had seen it, where Maguires bohereen comes suddenly on the Bog of Allen and stops as abruptly as a frightened horse.

The bird was there on the bog, so far from woods, for the simple reason that whenever he had appeared in his splendour in any wood, the cock pheasants had all attacked him; and so he had been moving continually and rapidly away from the woods, till he had come where there were no more of them, and was now nine miles or so away from his home. In his lonely shelter of heather Paddy had nearly stepped on him, and fired soon after he rose, and the bird fell, and a cloud of scarlet and golden feathers floated slowly to earth, bright gold from his head and crest, and deeper gold from his neck, each of those feathers edged with blue, and scarlet feathers from his breast and sides.

It was the loveliest bird that Paddy had ever seen, which is not saying very much, for he had never travelled out of sight of Rathallen, but it was even the loveliest bird he had ever imagined, which is saying a good deal more, for he was of an imaginative turn of mind from his earliest childhood; and when he saw it lying dead a strange thought suddenly came to him; he thought nothing of destroying life, either for sport or politics, but had he not done something even worse than that? For was not the phoenix immortal? It is a puzzling thought, and it greatly puzzled Paddy. Had he ended one of the oldest legends in Ireland? Would there be no more tales of the phoenix because of him? And there fell on him suddenly the contrition that the Ancient Mariner knew, when his cross-bow had killed the albatross.

He hurried back from the bog and went straight to the priests house, without even waiting to tell Mickey. As he rang the bell he had the bird in his pocket, with the tail-feathers streaming out of it; and when the woman who looked after the house came to the door, he asked her if he might see Father Rourke at once.

Its the way it is.. Paddy began, in order to explain why his request was so urgent.

Ah, come in, she said. Hes within and Ill tell him.

And Paddy saw, to his surprise, that his urgent case and his hurry needed no explanation to her; for he had not fully realized that to alarms and perplexities she opened that door daily, so that she would have rather required an explanation for some ordinary errand, than for any stress or calamity that might drive a man to the priests door. So Paddy leant his gun against the wall, and went in to Father Rourke with the golden bird in his pocket.

Oh, Father, he said as soon as he entered the priests room. God help me, Ive shot the phoenix.

Let me look at it, said Father Rourke, for the yard-long feathers of the tail showed him it was in Paddys pocket.

And with anguish in his face, which excitement had been increasing ever since he had fired the shot, Paddy drew out the golden and scarlet bird. It was no surprise to Father Rourke that one of them should have shot it by now, for he knew that every lad that could raise a gun had been out after it for two days. And during those days he had thought a great deal on the matter. Those gleaming feathers seemed even more gorgeous in the dinginess of the room than they actually did in the sunlight: the scarlet was brighter than anything ever seen before in that house; no gilt on any picture-frame the priest had was as bright as the gold of the head; and over the head hung a hood of the feathers of deeper gold, each edged with blue, which fell upon green feathers bordered with black, and the folded wings were brown with blue in the middle. But Father Rourke scarcely looked at these blazing colours. He took one glance and then turned away from the bird to Paddys excited face. The first thing to do was to calm Paddy, and then to allay any cult of the phoenix that might spread among those young lads, turning their thoughts towards pagan things and away from the things that mattered.

A very ordinary bird, he said.

Ordinary, Father? exclaimed Paddy.

They used to be common enough, said the priest, some parts of the country. And now, what ails you?

Oh, Father, I thought I had killed an immortal thing, said Paddy.

Ah, dont be thinking of it, said Father Rourke.

Paddy hung his head and then turned to go.

Dont be leaving that dead bird here, said Father Rourke.

I thought maybe youd like it, said Paddy humbly.

It was the last thing that Father Rourke wanted. Everyone would know that the phoenix was in his house, and he wanted no magical reputation founded on pagan things: as well move the church on the hill from its limestone foundation and build it anew on the bog.

Ah, sure, I dont need any litter of that sort, said the priest. My housekeeper has trouble enough tidying up all the rubbish I have already.

Then what will I do with it, Father? said Paddy.

Youd best eat it, said Father Rourke.

Eat it, is it? said Paddy.

Aye, indeed, said the priest. Cant you get your mother to cook it for you?

So Paddy went away with the bird and picked up his gun outside and walked thoughtfully away down the gravel. And that, thought Father Rourke, would be the end of the cult of the phoenix.

But Paddy went back home, bringing the bird to his mother.

God save us, she cried. What is that? Is it some spirit fallen from Heaven?

Sure, Father Rourke said it is a very ordinary bird, said Paddy.

Ordinary is it? said his mother.

And he said I was to eat it, said Paddy, and that you were to cook it for me.

She knew that Paddy always spoke the truth, so she did as the priest had said. She cooked it there and then, for fear of whatever it might bring to the house if it hung there for even a day; and she brought out a bottle of sherry she had, to do all the honour she could to so splendid a wonder, and she cooked it in that; and all the while she was plucking it she said over and over again: Ordinary, indeed! And at last when the bird was cooked she summed up all she had been thinking since first she saw the gleam of it in her house, with the words: The phoenix itself.

For herself she would not touch it, even holding the dish out away from her as she carried it to Paddy, but she let him eat it, because Father Rourke had said that he should. And so Paddy ate the wonderful bird alone, sitting at a table in front of the big fire.

It has a strange taste, mother, he said, for he had never eaten any sort of pheasant before, or tasted sherry.

And so it would, said Mrs. OHone.

He ate the whole bird, which is not very large when stripped of his glorious feathers, and then he took a spoon so as to miss none of the sherry. And a new look came into his eyes and his pupils grew larger, and he noticed distant things through the window no longer, and near things seemed to grow vague to him, but more interesting; while the fancies of his mind, and the old Irish legends he stored there, grew more intense; and he laid down his knife and fork and said: I have eaten the phoenix!

You have indeed, Paddy, said his mother, and God knows what will come of it; but I done as Father Rourke said and cooked it for you.

Something slipped by the window at that moment, probably a small goat; and Paddy, with his thoughts far back among the old legends, caught a glimpse of the brown body and exclaimed: I seen a leprechaun!

And why not? said his mother. Why not, indeed? For the old wonders are come back to the world.


CHAPTER II. THE GHOST

ONE feather of the phoenix Paddy wore in his hat, and it was a yard long. But the tale had spread so fast that no such emblem was necessary to identify him as the Man Who Ate the Phoenix. It was some while before the excitement caused by the wonderful meal wore off, whether the principal cause of it was the strange meat or the sherry; and the reputation never did wear off. For an hour or two after the meal the boy really saw strange things, or things at any rate that would be strange enough to anyone not familiar with Irish legends from infancy, and he was accepted ever after as the authority on all such things as leprechauns, ghosts, and the ordinary affairs of the little people.

For he went straight out of the house, still excited by the warm sherry, and looking for the leprechaun that had just passed: he didnt see any leprechaun, but he went down the road muttering to himself, as one or two people said at first, but by the time I heard the story this evidence had fitted in with all the rest and had grown into one homogeneous tale, which is still told to strangers who come to those parts: in fact, it is part of the lore of Rathallen.

Paddy, the story goes, as he came out of his mothers house looking for the leprechaun, on the famous day on which he ate the phoenix, had not gone twenty yards down the road, the one that goes to Ballynaclare, when he met a ghost; a poor little lean old thing the colour of the wind, Paddy called it. It was a ghost going down the road, as it probably had done for ages, moved by stray winds or maybe by old passions, whichever would be the most likely to move ghosts; and loitering a little way and then stopping altogether and suddenly going on again. And no one had ever seen him until Paddy ate the phoenix.

What ails you? asked Paddy.

Ah, said the ghost, I bin going up and down this road for longer nor you were in that body, nor your father before you in his. And in all that time I neer had a glass of whiskey.

Sure, well put that right, says Paddy. And how did you come to be loose on the road?

Ah, said the ghost, I got to arguing with a man about politics, the way one does; and he was of the opposite persuasion to myself, and he lets out at me in order to illustrate a point, and, begob, that was the end of me.

And Paddy was just about to call to mind two lads that were very prominent in politics at that time, and to ask him which he was for, when he suddenly recollects that their names would be new to the ghost, so he asks him instead if he was for Cavendish and Bourke, or against them, thinking they would be nearer his time. But all the ghost says to him is: Ah, get along with your politics, for Ive lost my taste for them.

Well, I never knew a man to do that, said Paddy, and to retain his taste for whiskey.

Well, its the way it is, said the ghost.

I dont doubt it, said Paddy, and he went on down the road, heading for Geogehans public house, and the ghost came with him, running along ahead and lagging behind, just the way that a dog does. And that makes it seem more likely that it was old passions, or whatever whims drive spirits, that moved him along; for he was now going in the opposite direction to the way that he had been going when he met Paddy, which he could not have done if it was the wind that was blowing him, unless it had changed suddenly.

Well, they come to the public house, says the story I heard in Rathallen, and in goes the ghost with Paddy. There were five or six young lads in there at time, but of course they none of them sees the ghost, never having eaten a phoenix. And Paddy passes the time of day to them and goes up to the bar and asks Geogehan for two small whiskies. And before Geogehan can ask who the second whisky is for, Paddy turns to the ghost and says: Here is a glass of good whiskey, for Mr. Geogehan never gives us anything less, and it will be a change for you after the cold of the grave.

And no sooner has Paddy said that than all the young lads that there were in Geogehans knew that Paddy was making his remarks to a ghost. They all look more attentively then at the space beside Paddy, to see if they can see anything, but they see nothing at all. And then they look at Paddy to see if he means it, and they see by the solemn face of him that he does. And they see the feather of the phoenix in his hat, as they couldnt very well help doing, for it was over a yard long, and, though they dont know yet that Paddy has eaten it, they see he has been in touch with magical things; and everyone knew that ghosts go down that road, though nobody now alive in Rathallen had seen one, and it seems likely enough that if Paddy didnt get from the phoenix the power to call up ghosts, at any rate the ghost had been attracted to him by the sight of that magical feather.

Whatever way it was, they none of them said anything, but sat and watched to see what Paddy would do. And Paddy took up his own glass of whiskey and began to drink from it; and the more he drank of the whiskey, the more he got into conversation with the ghost. And the next thing he said to the ghost was that it was a long time for him to be going without a drink. And then he said that it must be lonely on the road, with nothing to do but to drift up and down it. And the young lads took no particular notice. But after Paddy had taken one or two more good sips, he turned to the ghost and asked it a question: Isnt it better to be on the Ballynaclare road, he asked, even if it be a bit lonely, than to be in some other place?

Of course he didnt put a name on the place, for a ghost would have feelings the same as anyone else.

Well, there was a hush among the young lads at that; for, when it came to questions, the next thing would be answers. And they none of them spoke or lifted a glass, and didnt breathe very much. But all the ghost said he said to Paddy, and they heard never a word. And the same might have occurred to them; for, if it took a touch of magic, or whatever it was, to see the ghost, something of the same sort would be needed in order to hear him. But they never thought of that, till they found out for themselves; and for half a minute they thought they were going to hear secrets that are usually hid from man.

Its like that, is it? said Paddy, and took another sip at his whiskey.

For a moment the words, It is, indeed, seemed to tremble in vacancy, about to fall from the invisible lips; but they were never uttered in any ears but Paddys.

And what do you be doing in the long evenings? said Paddy next.

And whatever the ghost said, nobody knows. But after a while the young lads heard Paddy say: Ah, well, I thought maybe you would sleep while the sun was up.

And to that the ghost unmistakably did not agree, as they could see from Paddys face; though all he said was: Bjabers, but eternity must be a long time.

And it seemed to the young lads that the ghost agreed to that, though of course they never heard a word that he said, nor could they see a single one of his shadows; and all the while its glass stood untouched beside Paddys on the counter, whenever Paddy put his down. And the emptier Paddys glass became, the more he had to say to the ghost. Geogehan was polishing a great many glasses all the time with a cloth, whether they needed to be polished or not, and looking out of the corners of his eyes at the space beside Paddy and saying nothing.

And how do you occupy yourself? said Paddy to the ghost.

Haunting, is it? he said a moment later. Begob, I wouldnt be doing that, for it might be misinterpreted. What I mean is, there is them as might not like it, and might want to be running you out of the place.

And again it seemed to those from whom I have the story that the ghost disagreed, for Paddy began to excuse and explain himself. Ah, sure, I only meant, he said, that there are some young fellows about here that are afraid of nothing, whove shot a policeman before now. And, when they put a man out of the world, would they stop at putting a ghost out of the air? Begob, they might not. Though I say it with all respect to you.

But the ghost seemed not to be so sure of all that, judging from what Paddy said to it. For his next words were: Didnt one of them fight a battle alone with a whole regiment in the very next village last March. Sure, everyone knows it.

But he seemed to be losing his argument, whatever it was, with the ghost. Wasnt the whole village watching the battle? he protested.

And then he stopped arguing altogether. Ah, you wouldnt haunt a man, he said, whod given you the first drink youd had in a hundred years, and you lonely on the road. Sure, youd never do that at all.

And a little later he said: Well, thats all right then. Thats all that I meant.

And one or two of the young lads seemed to get thirsty, and they went to the bar to get another drink from Geogehan. But, however many of them there were standing about, there was always a space by Paddy, on the side that the ghost was standing. And then Paddy had a long talk with the ghost, and sometimes they could guess the ghosts answers and sometimes they couldnt; but it seemed to be all about the Ballynaclare road and the company that was to be found on it, the company of winds and owls and stars, and very often a comet; that is to say one in every forty years or so, which would seem very often to a ghost. And all kinds of things would be running about at night, Paddy said, and the ghost seemed to agree; and he would hear the foxes bark and quite often see a badger, and he would get to know every family of tinkers that ever used that road, and all their donkeys. And what did he think of motors?

And at the word motors, Paddy suddenly stopped, and stood silent and rather surprised. And then he said: Hes gone. And the door was ajar and a draught ran through, going the other way. And of course draughts would run in and out of the door of a public house as long as the house remained open, so that to say there was a draught at any particular moment was no use as evidence, and had probably been added to the story after it started; though it is no good saying that in Rathallen, for it is one of their stories, and is much too much valued there for anyone to permit a single word to be taken away from it.

The glass of whiskey that Paddy had got for the ghost remained on the counter for weeks. Nobody moved it and nobody touched the whiskey. It just stayed there until it got broken by accident.

And that is one of the stories they have about Paddy OHone. But there are a great many more of them under the deep thatches of Rathallen, if you could only get them out.


CHAPTER III. THE LEPRECHAUN

WHEN Paddy got home he said: Mother, I seen a ghost.

Sure, I dont wonder at it, said she. Sure, it was a magical bird that you ate.

Would that make me see the likes of them things, said Paddy.  

And why not? said his mother. Sure, all them things mostly hides from us; but when youre after eating one of them, what use would it be for the rest of them to be pretending to you they werent there? Sure, youll be seeing them all, wherever you are; and theres more of them in Ireland nor in any other country, and more in and about Rathallen than in all the rest of Ireland. So youll see plenty.

What kind of things? asked Paddy.

Sure, all kind of things, said his mother.

And so it was, for the next thing he saw was a leprechaun. I was lucky enough to get the story of that from a sportsman living not far from Rathallen, who had actually been with Paddy at the time. He lived in a small house with a few acres of park round it, and all round his grasslands there were woods; not very deep, but deep enough to hold woodcock; and it was in them that he had learned to shoot, and the taste for shooting had grown on him, so that all the winter he did little else. And one day he had gone down to Rathallen bog and found Paddy. Risdale was my friends name, and he had asked Paddy to come with him, because anyone out with Paddy was always considered to have the shooting rights of the bog. And that came about in this way.

Paddy went home from Geogehans licensed house with the phoenixs feather in his hat and continued to wear it all the next day, and it didnt take very long for people to notice it; and a feather like that was very soon identified, and the upshot of it was that Paddy was had up for poaching. Well, he was fined five shillings for shooting the golden pheasant, and for shooting it where he was poaching, and at a time when it was out of season. But the good people of Rathallen were not going to allow a great wonder like the phoenix, which had so magically come among them, to be swept away by anything so tyrannous as the law, or to be replaced by any member of the pheasant family; for not even a golden pheasant was good enough to replace a bird that might justly be called the heir of the ages. And Paddy had felt at once the support of the people behind him, and had refused to pay the fine. And so he had gone to prison for poaching.

He was only there a week, which was not long enough to qualify him for any important post when Ireland shortly after had all manner of posts to offer, but it did give him the right in the opinion of all Rathallen to poach henceforth where he pleased, a right that was recognized even by the local police sergeant; for the R.I.C. were always tactful men, and knew that to go against the feeling and wishes of the people only led to unnecessary bloodshed. My friend Risdale, then, asked Paddy to come with him on the bog, and away they went after snipe; and at about one oclock, when Risdale had shot about a dozen snipe, he sat down to have lunch on the sheltered side of a big tuft of heather, giving a flask of whiskey to Paddy. He always carried two flasks when he went shooting, even if he went out alone; for he never knew whom he would meet.

This is the story as he told it to me. But to what extent it was his own story, and to what extent it was influenced by information provided by Paddy, I cant say. When two people are out together and anything odd occurs, the account that each will give of it is apt to be whichever is the more marvellous of the two versions. Once, as I walked the hard pavement of London I saw two policemen taking notes; and just as I passed them one turned to the other and said: Now, we must get this right. If the Law in all her majesty compares notes, it is not to be wondered at that ordinary mortals do; and it may be that Risdales observation was partly indebted to the deeper insight of Paddy OHone.

At any rate, they had not been drinking their whiskey long, and Risdale had begun on his sandwiches, when Paddy calls out to Risdale: There is a queer class of old lad coming across the bog.

What sort of fellow? asks Risdale.

Ah, sure, I dont know what class of old lad he is, says Paddy. But a queer class.

And sure enough he was, a queer old man in a long coat that seemed as if it must once have been much too large for him, but that had flapped around him so long that it was somehow shrunk to his shape. Queer old whiskers he had on him too, and a shrunken face, the colour of bog-water, brown, with two little flashes that came from his eyes.

Ill go over to him, said Paddy, and see what class of old fellow he is, and tell him not to be troubling your honour; for he is coming this way.

You may let him come, said Risdale. For he always liked to have a talk with someone after drinking a glass of whiskey. The whiskey has the effect of loosening his tongue, and naturally he doesnt like to use it on empty air. So Paddy went over and got the old lad, while Risdale took another sup of his whiskey; and very soon he was having a talk with the leprechaun, for that is what the little old lad turned out to be.

And how were the crops around here last year? asked Risdale.

Crops, is it? said the little old fellow. Sure, the moss came up very well on the pools and there was a fine bloom on the heather, and the bog-cotton was as good as ever it was.

And are the potatoes doing well? asked Risdale.

Potatoes, is it? said the old fellow. I mind the days when there was not a potato in Ireland, and when this bog went from here to every one of the four quarters of the sky, and there was no talk about crops anywhere hereabouts.

And then Risdale knew that the old lad must be a leprechaun.

What do you spend your time doing mostly? he asked of the leprechaun then.

And the leprechaun answered: Mostly I do be running across the bog.

And what do you do besides that? asked Risdale.

If I run across the bog from the North, said the leprechaun, with the North wind blowing behind me, and have come to the far edge, near enough anyway to see houses, which I dont like, and crops, which are my abomination, or to hear shouting and barking and other noises, which I dont like neither, and...

Yes? said Risdale.

Why, then I turns round and runs back again over the bog to the North. And if I gets to the middle of the bog and finds the wind strong against me, maybe I sits down there and calls to mind the days I remember and some of the things I seen.

And what have you seen? asked Risdale.

Ah, them were the days, said the leprechaun, them were the days. I seen many a strange thing, things that be growing fewer every year nowadays.

What sort of things? asked Risdale.

All manner of things, said the leprechaun. Banshees and all the people of the Shee, and whatever lost spirits the wind would be driving over the bog. And if ever I went as far as the dry land, which I only did in the evening, thered be fairies dancing round every rath that I visited, and glad to see me too, for the people of the raths did honour in those days to the people of the great bog. Aye, and they danced before me and danced round me, and led me, with singing and dancing, before their queen. Aye, them were the days.

And were you plentiful in those days? asked Risdale. Plentiful, is it? answered the leprechaun. Begob we were. There was one of us in nearly every big tuft of heather, and not a thorn on the hills that ran down to the bog but had one of our crocks of gold under it. Them were the days. And, when we sang in the evening, we could be heard for miles by them that had the faculty for hearing such things.

We dont often see any of you now, said Risdale.

You do not, said the leprechaun. And its very lonesome for the bog to be without any leprechaun, when the wind is roaring across it and all the tips of the heather leaning one way, and the curlews crying out and the snipe rising and flashing, and the red and green mosses shining, but never a leprechaun. For a leprechaun should be running across the bog, and the bogs arent the same, without him, as they were in the old days.

And why is it, asked Risdale, that we dont get leprechauns running over the bogs now?

Ill tell you, said the little old lad. Theres not the same number of gentlemen going about the country that there used to be in the old days. They used to be driving about all over the country, and every gentleman used to have a flask. And there was plenty of whiskey in those days. Plenty for everyone.

And do leprechauns drink whiskey? asked Risdale. They do not, said the leprechaun. But in the days when more whiskey was drunk there were many more of us seen. And its lonesome now for the bog to be without us.

And he ran away over the bog.


CHAPTER IV. THE BANSHEE

I HAD heard a good many stories about the man who ate the phoenix, and I was wondering what other experiences he had had among those that seem to roam in bad light just outside the encampment of Man; when the stories suddenly ceased, either because the ones that were best to tell had been told, or because there had arisen a suspicion, which leaps up very quickly from Irish grass, that I was prying and even incredulous. But, whatever the reason was, I could not believe that there were no more stories to tell, for Ireland is full of strange things and, with a man in our neighbourhood who was able to see them, there should be strange tales and to spare. And then it occurred to me that the simplest thing would be to get to know the man himself. This was easily done; and soon I was sitting on a bench of dark smooth wood in his mothers house, down the chimney of whose wide fireplace blew passing winds, and through which, by leaning forward a little at night, you could see some of the stars.

I have been hearing about some of the interesting things you have seen, I said.

Ah, they were nothing, he said.

I mean ghosts and leprechauns, I said.

Ah, sure, I did, said he.

I was wondering, I said, if you ever saw anything else, besides the ghost and the leprechaun.

Ah, just the things that do be going about on the bog, he said, and down the bohereens and in old ruins. You get a good many of them in old ruins.

What kind of things? I said.

Ah, just the ordinary things that Ireland does be full of, he answered.

Did you ever see a banshee? I asked, thinking that that was one of the commonest of the things that all men had heard of and none of them seen. Those were the things I wanted to hear of from Paddy OHone: other things I could see for myself.

A banshee, is it? said Paddy. Sure, I seen a banshee.

Thats interesting, I said. I wonder if you would mind telling me what it is like. 

Ah, it was like a very ordinary kind of spirit, said he. Thin and grey, you know, and a bit dim. Ill tell you how it was. Sure, there was a field of Lord Monaghans, a field barely more nor two acres, and it was no good to him; a little field that size would mean nothing to him, and it was all marshy. Well, the Council wanted to put a labourers cottage on it, and Lord Monaghan wouldnt let them; and there was a lad that wanted to get married, called Mike Kinehan, and he could get married if he could get the labourers cottage. So naturally he wanted it.

Why did the Council want to put a cottage there, if it was marshy land? I asked.

Ah, sure, you dont understand, said Paddy. The men who decided all that live in Dublin, and thats maybe fifty miles away; sure, I dont know what the distance is, but they werent coming down all that way to look at a field of two acres. Why would they, when they had it all marked on a big map? Only the map didnt show the rushes in it. And, anyway, Mike Kinehan wanted to get married; and, the way he was then, he didnt care whether he lived in a bog or on the top of a rocky mountain; and he wanted to get the field and, as Im after telling you, Lord Monaghan wouldnt let it go. And it was nothing to him, being only two acres. Well, finally, they come to me and they says could I persuade Lord Monaghan? And I said: Sure, you might as well try to move the Rock of Gibraltar. And they said: Not if you got help from those you know of. And I said: Meaning whom precisely? And they said: Maybe a banshee.

And I said: I dont like to be troubling them, for its not for us to be troubling them class of things.

And Mike Kinehan was there himself, and he looked very sorrowful at me. So then I said: But I might do it.

And Mike Kinehan said: Ill give you the price of a heifer if you do.

And I said: Ill take money from no man for doing him an ordinary good turn, nor Ill not take money for any dealings I have with them that is over beyont. But a bottle of whiskey would be a different matter, for its dry weather.

And dry it was, for we hadnt had rain for a week; and they agreed that it was terrible dry. So they went away out of this, Mike Kinehan and three of his friends, and in no time at all they were back with a bottle of whiskey; aye, and two bottles of whiskey; for every word I am telling you is the truth, just as it happened.

Well, they drank their bottle and I drank mine, till the dry feeling in my mouth was all gone. And I didnt drink only because my mouth was dry, but because I was going to talk with one of them that we dont commonly address at all, and I wanted a little support. Who wouldnt, before going to talk with one of the likes of them? For theres something about them that is not in us at all; its like going to chat with a mountain or the north wind or the sea, to be talking with one of them. Were not their class at all, in the ordinary way. But with a bottle of whiskey in me I wouldnt mind going up and talking with the King, or with one of the oldest witches. Its a fact that you are more on a level with them when you have a bottle of whiskey in you; but, God knows, its only for a short time, and youre sorry for it afterwards. And yet why be sorry for having been the equal of a king, and having talked with mighty spirits, even if it only was for a short time? Sure, your lifes the better for it after. And God knows where we should all be without whiskey.

Well, as soon as I had quenched my thirst, and raised the courage in me up to the audacity that dared pass the time of day to eternal things, I says good-bye to Mike and his friends and sets off out of the door, promising to do my best for them. And I goes to an old abbey there does be near here, a terrible old place full of antiquity, and I dont know what else besides; and I goes into the old aisles of it, and the old walls were all looking at me saying Hush, and the ivy leaning down over their tops and whispering.

It was an eerie place and an old place, and full of small winds, and, like as not, full of ghosts, the ghosts of old monks that were sitting in every corner, and unshrived spirits wailing through cracks in the walls; but I didnt see any of them only one banshee. And the banshee was long and thin as a winding-sheet, only grey and very dim, and the thin end of it just touched the gravel and weeds that were now the floor of the abbey, and the top of it went up nearly as high as the walls; and it leaned its head over and asked me what I wanted. And I said I wanted it to frighten Lord Monaghan.

And, when Ive done that, what do you want? said the banshee. For frightening people was no more to it than brushing aside a fly would be to one of us.

And I said: Its the way it is that Mike Kinehan wants to be married, and he wants a labourers cottage on one of Lord Monaghans fields, and the fields no more than two acres, and Lord Monaghan wouldnt miss it, nor know it was gone. And he wont give it, and wouldnt you frighten him?

And the banshee said to me: Its not for things like that you should be troubling immortal powers.

But wouldnt you just go into the castle one night and hoot at him? I asked.

I will not, said the banshee. For I only do that, as everyone knows, when its time for one of the Lords Monaghan to die, as I done for generations. And if I hooted at one of them before his time, wouldnt all the people be saying I lost my eyesight and could no longer see the future any more than an old blind horse. They would surely.

I understand what youre saying, I said to the banshee, and theres a great deal of truth in it. And its what the people would say; and theres nobody better able to judge than yourself. But maybe you wouldnt mind drifting over the field one evening. Its a low marshy field, with mists rising up in it after sunset, and theyd be company for you.

Sure, I dont mind if I do that, said the banshee.

And you wouldnt mind giving a hoot as you go, I said. T always call as I go, said the banshee to me, so that Powers you have not dreamed of may know I am there.

Exactly, I said. And the shortest way for you to go from here would be right past the front of the castle.

Maybe it would, said the banshee.

Then if youll do that, I said, and give a hoot as you go, the same as you promised, theres nothing more Ill be asking you, for I know it is not for us to be troubling immortal powers with talk about two-acre fields in a marshy spot, that arent worth bothering about even among mortal men, that are here for so short a while, let alone the spirits that speak with the stars and that make a coach-and-four of the great winds. So if youll excuse me Ill take up no more of your honours time, and will be getting back to mortal things and temporal ways. And its very grateful I am for all your kindness.

And the banshee says: Ah, dont be troubling to thank me. Wouldnt I do the same for any man?

And with that I gets out of the abbey and down the road, and glad that nothing comes after me. And it wasnt more nor a day or two after that that the banshee goes screeching in the twilight right past the castle windows, on its way to the marshy field. And Mike Kinehan chooses the same time to send Lord Monaghan an anonymous letter to say what will happen to him if he doesnt give up the field. And whether it was the letter or the screech of the banshee it is not for me to say, for they were both of them blood-curdling things, and either the one or the other of them might make a man think twice. But, whatever way it was, Lord Monaghan changes his mind, and Mike Kinehan gets the field and gets a wife and is living there with her to this day. And he always meant to plough the field, but the waters too deep for that, which really suits Mike Kinehan very well, for it saves him a deal of hard work, as he often says himself.

I thanked Paddy OHone for his story and, as soon as I left him, set out to see what corroboration for it I might be able to pick up in the neighbourhood. I went first to Mike Kinehans house, and found him sitting in a small garden smoking a pipe and looking out over all the lovely things that grow in a marshy field; and I asked him if he wasnt Mr. Kinehan, and got into conversation with him, and I led it back to the days when he got the field and the house. And he told me just the same tale as Paddy OHone had told me, using many of the same phrases, so that the story is corroborated as precisely as any story need be. As I went away from the place I discussed the tale with the station-master, for everybody in those parts seemed to know all about it. And then, though I dont know why I should have been greedy for more corroboration when I had so much already, I asked did anyone else hear the scream of the banshee. Ah, wasnt it only an old heron? he said.


CHAPTER V. THE JACK-O-LANTERNS

THE remark of the station-master in the last story had affected to some extent my faith in OHone, and for some time I lost interest in his curious ability. And then one day there came a fancy to me to see again the low hills of the land in which he dwelt, and the fancy grew and seemed somehow to oust more reasonable fancies, as though some power lurked in the long grey hills, that science has never analysed. I felt the attraction of them when I was in the country, walking down English lanes, or looking at fields full of buttercups; but when I was in a town the attraction grew so strong that that was no longer the word for it, and it became a lure and even a spell.

So back I went to Ireland, and the fields where Paddy OHone had the strange power and the hills sat everlastingly looking down at the bog, as though about to speak to it, but waiting a few centuries before actually uttering a word, because there is plenty of time to spare among those two ancient things. And no sooner had I got there than I realized that the station-master, having been sent there from Dublin, was utterly out of touch with local thought, and was the only man in all the land those hills looked on that would ever confuse a heron with a banshee seen by OHone. Seen by him? said the first man with whom I discussed this point. Didnt he talk with it?

And so I gave in to the overwhelming weight of local opinion, as probably all men do sooner or later in pretty nearly all matters.

It occurred to me then that sooner than have the whole thing among fireside tales, to be classified under gossip, and then forgotten, the thing would be better approached scientifically and, with the opportunity to hand, it would be a pity to neglect some sort of classification of all the spiritual fauna known to exist in Ireland, and not usually seen except by Paddy OHone. So I went straight to the house of old Mrs. OHone, with a note-book in my pocket, while the idea was still fresh in my mind. And there was Paddy working in her garden. Could I speak to Paddy? I asked.

And she gave me that curious look I had seen on her face before. She was proud of Paddy; there was no mistaking that; and yet there was almost a smile in her look, such as no one else in that parish dare smile at Paddy. Nothing about her ever denied he was famous, and yet that look seemed to say that he was only Paddy. Of course I cannot say how a look, the mere glint of a smile round the lips, could convey the word only, or even a withering hint of it; and yet the word seemed to go forth like a shot from a hidden gun. Indeed, you may, she said. He is doing no good in the garden. Come in out of that, Paddy.

And Paddy came from his work, which may have been good enough, and was only disparaged by his mother out of politeness to me. Paddy stuck his spade carefully into the ground and walked back to the cottage.

I am sorry to interrupt your work, I said to Paddy as we shook hands.

Ah, sure, works a thing one can do any time, said Paddy. But it isnt every day one can have a good talk.

Well, I said, there was something I wanted to talk about. It seems to me that Ireland is full of strange things that have never been properly classified, and that, as you can see them all, it might be a good thing to have some proper description made of them.

Ah, said Paddy, I wont say I see as many as that. We all know there used to be a great number of queer things in all parts of the country; but this is not the same as the old days, and I only see what are still going around. Just an odd thing now and again. But I would be happy to describe any one of them that you were interested in.

Well, I said, I heard that you met a leprechaun.

I did, sure, said Paddy.

And I was wondering, I went on, if you saw any other queer things down by the bog; so that they could be properly classified.

Paddy thought for a moment.

I mind the time I saw jack-o-lanterns, he said. And more nor once I saw them.

What were they like? I asked.

Ah, small brown things about the size of a hare, or maybe a bit larger, leaping over the bog with a lantern.

What I should like to hear, I said, and what the public would really be interested in, if you would tell me something about it, is the home life of a jack-o-lantern.

Home life, is it? said Paddy OHone. Ah, sure, they mostly sleep by day.

But at night? I asked.

Ah, said Paddy, sure, its mostly guiding theyre interested in, to judge from their talk; guiding men that are out late on the bog. They never talked of anything else, only how they had guided men.

And where do they guide them? I asked.

To their own homes, sure, said Paddy. To the jack-o- lanterns homes, I mean.

And where are their homes? I said.

Among the red mosses and the green mosses, said Paddy, that lie over the deep places. You can always tell their homes by the bright mosses. Sure, the mosses are just like thatches to jack-o-lanterns; wherever you see a bit of scarlet moss, or a bit thats greener nor grass, theres a jack-o-lantern living under it.

And they guide men there? I asked, so as to get it quite clear.

Sure, they talked of nothing else, said Paddy.

What did they talk like? I asked.

They talked very melodious and faint and strange, he said; with a voice I couldnt describe to you, but if once you heard it you could never mistake it for any other sound in the world, unless for a snipe drumming.

Why do they guide men to the deep parts of the bog? I asked. For I wanted to get some understanding of the life of a jack-o-lantern, and it is difficult to understand much of any creature unless you know its principal motive.

Sure, they are jealous of the holy angels and of all blessed things, said Paddy. They dont want them to be getting the souls of men, and they want to keep them for themselves.

What good does that do them?

And it was then that I think I got from Paddy OHone some glimpse of the home life of a jack-o-lantern.

Sure, they talk to them through the long evening of eternity, said Paddy, in the deeps below the bright mosses. Thats what theyre doing when the bograil is croaking and night coming on in the world: the jack-o-lanterns and the spirits of men they have guided talk there in the deeps for ever.

But what do they talk about? I asked.

Politics, said Paddy OHone.


CHAPTER VI. THE ENCHANTED PRINCE

AND another time I talked to Paddy OHone, and I must have said something about the simplicity of rural life and how greatly I liked it, and that I wanted to hear all I could of the tales of the country-side before they were all lost. For Paddy suddenly said to me: We are not so simple as all that. Sure, one time and another we meet all kinds of people, even if we dont live in a town. And once I met a prince.

Who was he? I asked.

The son of a king, said Paddy.

What king was that? I inquired.

Ah, said Paddy, he was only in a small way of business. Youd never have heard of him. But he had a fine son.

And then he told me this tale.

I was going down one day, he said, to Lord Monaghans lake, to get a fish or two for my poor old mother, or maybe an eel. And there were salleys all round the lake, great old salleys leaning along the water, with their trunks twisted this way and that by storms that have passed out of memory. And it was in spring, after the leaves had come out; and I pushed my way through the foliage and there was the lake, and a great white swan on the water, shining quite close to me. And it was only a little while after I had eaten the phoenix. And it was late for a swan to be there, and I thought by then it would have been away to the North, to lochs of the Hebrides or the crags of Norway. And I said to it: What are you doing here so late in the year?

And it said to me: I am the son of a king what had a curse laid on me long ago by a witch. And I have come back to see Ireland.

And I said: What king?

And it said: Theres only one king.

So I said: Where did he live? For I saw it was talking of times long past.

And it said: On Tara. Where else?

And I said: How did the witch creep up on your highness to play that trick on you?

And it said: I was bathing in this very lake, and I swum ashore and dressed and lay down to rest, instead of going home to the palace and keeping warm. And I foolishly went to sleep in the shade of the salleys, and the witch stalked up and put the curse on me.

Why did she do that? I asked.

Ah, just for practice, it said. Practice and malice. No good being a witch if you cant cast spells, and she cast one at me, and all the more for jealousy of my father, for he was a very great king, and could even work magic himself.

Its a pity it happened, I said.

It was in a way, it answered.

Of course Id never have been able to hear it talking if I hadnt eaten the phoenix. It was that that enabled me to hear what it said, as clearly as I hear your honour. A queer wild accent it had, as though its words were echoing back from far cliffs.

And what else did it say? I asked Paddy.

It said she enchanted him for a thousand years, Paddy went on. Which is the way of witches. And I said to it: Then your time is up and you are overdue to be a man again. For I knew no kings had been doing business at Tara for more nor a thousand years.

And it said: I know that. And I came back one day, sailing home from the North, at the end of the thousand years. And she was waiting for me. The sly old woman was waiting for me. I came down on this very lake, because water is the most convenient when you wish to alight, and I swam to the shore and landed among the salleys, and I felt the curse leave me and fly screaming away, and the feathers fell off and I was a prince again. And at that moment she slipped all dark round the bole of a tree and lifted her gnarled hand; and before I could put any distance between her and me, which weakens the power of magic, she had uttered her heathen spell, and I was a swan again for a thousand years, as you see.

And I said to it: Thats bad.

It is, it said.

And you must miss the royal palace, said I.

I do, it said.

And being a prince and all.

Well, yes, it said. So I do.

And it must be a lonely thing, I said, to be up in the bleak spaces of the sky, flapping between Ireland and Norway.

Lonely, is it? he exclaims. Sure, thats not the way to talk of the mighty sky. What is there on earth that has the beauty of it, except water?

I didnt mean to disparage it, I said; for the swan seemed to be getting angry.

Disparage it, indeed! Who would dare? it answered. Sure, the glory of it is an everlasting wonder. Morning and noon and sunset, there, are three of the wonders of the world, and three of the greatest. And on a cloudy day; you should see it then; when the sun is flashing upon that silver land and giving its stately hills stray specks of gold. Its then that we see the majesty of the firmament.

Im sure you do, I said, trying to interrupt it, for I was a bit out of my depth when it spoke of the sunlight on a cloudy day; and it must have meant the far side of the clouds, which, for all I know, may look in some sort of way as it said. But the swan went on as though I had never spoken.

And what is there on earth to equal the gloaming in its own natural haunts? And the winds live there like four great horses grazing their own paddock. And the stars! What lights has earth to compare with their calm radiance?

And then it started talking of the horses it rode as a man, and heaping scorn on the poor brutes because they could not go like the winds that it rode in the sky, either so far or so fast.

T have ridden from Norway, it said, in the time it would take to ride one of those horses from Tara to the plain of the flocks of birds, by which it must have meant the Curragh of Kildare, for thats what the Milesians called it in his time.

And I tried to stand up for Earth, and the horses of Meath, and said that I doubted that any wind it would find in the sky would get here from Norway in any shorter time than it would take one of our horses to go to the Curragh from Tara. And then it began to disparage the poor brutes for wanting to be rested and fed, whereas the four great winds that it met in the sky had no need of trifles of that sort; and among them was the hundred-mile gale, which, according to this swan, could make any horse look silly. And I thought it was thinking too much of the bleak and empty spaces of the cold sky, through having had no proper work to do on the solid earth for over a thousand years.

So, to call its attention to more serious things, I told it that there was nothing in the world that couldnt have some other thing put against it, and that what applied to football or racing, or anything that it ever had heard of, applied also to spells. One bad old witch might put a spell against him, I said, but another might take it off.

Is that so? it said.

It is, indeed, said I. And then I told it that I had eaten the phoenix and had the knack of spotting things ever since that were out of the ordinary, and that I could find a witch for it as quick as a boy would call a taxi for you in any big city; and the witch I would find would make a spell for it against the witch that had turned him into a swan. And if I didnt find the witch itself, maybe I could make for it a spell of my own. But the bird didnt seem to be taking the interest that it ought, and just ruffled its feathers and arched its neck and looked at itself in the water, instead of listening to me.

Will I do it for you? I said. And I said it sharply, so as to get its attention. But evidently, after all that time, it thought too much of the sky, and of little lakes surrounded by lonely hills, and had lost its interest in decent ways and the proper affairs of men. For it only answered: Ah, I will not be troubling you. The curse will be up of itself in under a thousand years.


CHAPTER VII. THE WITCHES

I REMEMBER it was late in October one year, and I was doing a bit of snipe-shooting, and the snipe were not properly in from Norway, or wherever they spend the summer, and I was not getting many; nor were those that I did get so good to eat as they are later in the year; for they say that a roast snipe is not perfect until after the first frost. And then one day, when I had shot no more than two or three snipe in the whole day, the idea came to me to put my gun away and to go and have a talk with Paddy OHone. So next day I went over to his mothers cottage and asked her if Paddy was working in the garden.

Sure, I dont know about that, she said. But hes in the garden.

There was something I wanted to ask him about, I said. And she put her head out of the door and gave Paddy a call at once. Paddy answered; and, while he was coming in from the garden, I told Mrs. OHone what I wanted to ask him about. For the idea had occurred to me that, with his remarkable vision, he might see some of the things that the whole of Ireland reports as roving the night on All Hallows Eve. And it was very near that time now.

Doesnt Paddy see a good many strange things, I asked her, after dark on Halloween?

Ah, sure, he might, she said, if I didnt keep him in.

But why do you do that, Mrs. OHone? I said. Wouldnt it be very interesting to hear what he saw?

Ah, sure, she said, theres more things than we know of roaming about on that night. And I dont want Paddy mixed up with them.

And then Paddy strolled in and we greeted each other.

I am sorry to hear, I said, that you never take a look to see what might be going on on Halloween.

I do not, said Paddy.

Its a pity, I said. Isnt it, Mrs. OHone?

Sure, I dont know about that, she said.

And I looked at Paddy then. And he said: Ah, sure, I mightnt see anything.

And I realized that I had taken the wrong line in disagreeing, however slightly, with the orders that Mrs. OHone had given to Paddy, and there had come down on them that silence and those evasions that I knew so well. Soon they would be even implying that he had never eaten the phoenix. I changed my method at once.

I think youre right, Mrs. OHone, I said. One cant tell what he might see if you let him out on such a night as that. And you couldnt tell what influence some of them might have over him. One never knows.

Sure, its best to be on the safe side, she said.

It is, much, I answered.

So I dont let him out, she said.

Quite right, said I.

And so he never seen anything. It would be no use asking him about it.

No, of course not, I said.

I wouldnt say I never seen anything, said Paddy. I see more things going by this window on Halloween than you would ever think there was room for in the sky.

What kind of things? I asked.

Witches, he said. I seen them flying by last Halloween thick as dead leaves in a wind.

Maybe its best to be leaving them things alone, said his mother.

Ah, sure, theyre all on the other side of the window-pane, said Paddy. Were safe enough behind glass.

Maybe, said Mrs. OHone. But them arent the kind of things that Father Ryan recommends you to be thinking about.

I was only just saying what I seen, said Paddy.

Quite so, I said. And I said no more, till Mrs. OHone went over to the fire and began to attend to the tea. And, while she was occupied with that, I asked Paddy OHone what he saw last Halloween.

I was in this room where I am now, said Paddy. And as soon as the sky began to darken, and two or three stars were shining, I saw them against the glow that there was in the west, witches riding on broomsticks; and they were going by at the pace of a strong wind.

Youre sure they were witches? I asked.

Sure, I couldnt be mistaken, he said. Havent I seen all them things clear since ever I ate the phoenix.

Im not doubting you, I said.

Clear as I see you, said Paddy.

And where were they going? I asked.

Sure, they were going to the meeting-place, where they meet every year on Halloween, all the witches that there are in the world, said Paddy.

And what do they do at their meeting? I asked.

For its little details like that by which you can sometimes test a story and see whether its true.

And Paddy thought for a while. And then he said: Ill tell you about that.

But his mother called him over at that moment to help her put the tea-things on the table; and it was not till I was drinking her strong tea, sweetened with plenty of sugar, that I heard the story of the meeting-place of the witches. I looked at Paddy then by way of reminding him. Oh, aye. About them witches, he said. But he caught his mothers eyes turned on him then, and seemed reluctant to go on. And I continued to look at him, and stopped eating the good brown bread and butter that I had in my hand. And then he said to his mother: Sure, it was only about old Kate Ryan that I was going to talk. Sure, theres no harm in that.

Ah, well, said his mother, not if you only talk about Kate Ryan.

It was all I was going to talk about, said Paddy.

And then he turned back to me. Sure, Kate Ryan was one of them, he said. And she told me all about it.

Where did you meet her? I asked.

Sure, she lives in the village, he said. And I knew her for one of them. Hadnt I seen her riding by the window here and recognized her old face? So I goes to her small old house and looks in at the door, and sees her sitting by her bit of a fire, and says to her that very thing that you asked me; for I thought that one of these days your honour might come, and want me to tell you about some more of them things. What do you talk about, you and those others, I said, when you do be meeting together on Halloween?

Sure, I dont know what others you mean, she said. And I never stir out of my small old house upon Halloween.

But I had brought the tail-feather of the phoenix with me, and I drew it out from under my coat and said to her: Didnt I eat the immortal bird? And havent I had the power ever since to see the unseen? And didnt I see you going by? Aye, and on that very broomstick.

For her broomstick was in the corner beyont her fireplace, leaning up against the wall, an old brown stick with a bundle of birch-twigs, and I recognized it. And when I said that, she gave me a frightened look, and began to think to herself. And whatever she thought of, she must have decided it was no use trying to deceive a man that had eaten the phoenix; for she turned back to me from her old thoughts and said: If its the immortal bird you have eaten; and it often sang to me, and I recognize its tail-feather; then Ill not be telling you a lie. Sure, we meet on Halloween in a dark place of the sky, between two stars whose names I will not reveal to you. And, if you saw us going by, sure it was us, all the wise women now alive in the world.

And what for do you go there? I asked her.

Sure, we go to talk, she said. Once every year in the dark of the sky on the night of Halloween.

And what do you talk about? said I.

And she gave me a wicked look, as though she would never tell me the secret of the wise women. But I held up the phoenixs feather between me and her broomstick, and she thought better of it and said: I will tell you. Theres great content in a cup of tea, more content than the world knows, if it be properly brewed and at the right hour. And then she gazed into her fire and was silent.

But what do you talk about, I said, still holding the phoenixs feather, when you meet in the dark of the night between those two stars?

Sure, we talk about the brewing of tea, she said. And no more could I ever get out of her.


CHAPTER VIII. THE DEAD

I THINK it was the same evening on which I heard about the witches from Paddy that he told me about the dead. His mother had gone out of the room and we were alone at the tea-table, and I asked him what else he saw on the night of Halloween. The dead, he said. They are out in great numbers. But dont tell my mother I was talking to you about them, for she thinks theyre best left alone. And so, maybe, they are; only I cant help seeing them when they do be about, since ever I ate the phoenix.

Its on Halloween they come out, is it not? I said.

Sure, theyre awful then, said Paddy. Sure, theyre all of them out.

What do they do? I asked.

They go drifting over the land, said Paddy.

What for? I asked. For Paddy always takes a little starting before he runs on without any need for encouragement, when any questions would only be interruptions, and no interruption would stop him.

Sure, they think it still belongs to them, he said.

And I asked Paddy how he knew that.

I know it from the mournful way they drift over the fields, he said; and from the way they beat upon the windows of houses. You can see they are striving to get in. And they would get in, if my mother and all sensible people didnt shut the windows tight upon nights like that, when those folk do be about.

Where are they going? I asked.

Away from their graves, said Paddy. They come streaming up from the graveyards. And theyre jealous of those that are alive and going about, and thinking that theyre not doing things properly, the way they used to do them themselves.

And I questioned Paddy again, because by means of little details I wanted to keep him as close as I could to fact and away from imagination. How do you know that? I asked him.

Sure, I hears them, said Paddy. Small thin voices, very like the cries of the bats, only they have words in them.

And what they are always saying is that the land belongs to them, and that the people that do be in it are not running things properly.

What do they say? I asked.

Ah, sure, they talk of things I dont understand, said Paddy, and that nobody would understand. Old politics, and things that dont matter any more. And they mumble the names of men that nobody ever heard of. And theyre spiteful against the living that have got what they call their houses. And, if any change has been made, they dont like it; and, if a hinge has come off a door, or any bit of a lath is loose and flapping a bit in the wind, theyre quick to point at it as an example of how badly it is all being run in these days. Thats what theyre like; drifting about with their old politics and dissatisfied with anything that is being done today.

But I wanted to pin Paddy down to some definite fact. Do you remember anything that any one of them said? I asked him.

Ah, sure, there was no sense in any of them, he repeated. It was just old politics, and things without any meaning.

What did they look like? I asked.

Sure, there was a great mass of them, all white; or, rather, pale grey, if you want to know exactly. They were drifting up from the graveyard last Halloween, coming this way. And my mother shut the window and drew a bit of a curtain across, but I looked through a crack in the curtain.

Can your mother see them too? I asked Paddy.

She can not, he said. But at the same time she knows whenever they are about. She has some way of knowing. So she draws the curtains across the window, but I peeps from between the curtains. And there they all were, coming this way, as I said; a pale grey mass of them. And they looked very mournful coming over the fields, because they owned them no longer, and their voices were very mournful.

And could you tell me nothing of what they were talking about? I asked him again.

I could not, said Paddy. Didnt I tell you it didnt make sense.

I wonder if what we talk of makes sense to them, I said.

And this time I was lucky in getting a bit of fact out of Paddy, if it really be fact, which of course there is no way of proving.

Thats the very thing they were all talking about, he said. And they were saying the things that we talk of didnt make sense, nor the things we did neither. Thats what they were all saying.

What did they say of us? I asked.

Ah, sure, it was the same old thing, only bitterer, he replied.

The same old thing as what? I asked.

The same as we say when we criticize other ages, he said. Sure, you often hear people laughing at the Victorians, as they call them, and saying how silly they were, and saying how ignorant people were in the old times, and what funny words they used. Well, it was like that, only a great deal more. They said things Id not like to repeat to your honour.

About us? I asked.

Yes, God save us, he said.

Tell me more about them, I said to him.

And then he gave me his queer account of what he saw on that night of Halloween, after the witches had passed and the sky was getting darker. They came up out of the old graveyard of Ballaghadreenan, he said, the same you see over there among the trees. They all came up together in one grey mass. I saw them slipping over the field and all going down to the stream, because they can travel better there.

Why is that? I asked.

Sure, it must be the pace of the stream that helps them, said Paddy. Theyre only drifting, and its very light they are and purposeless; but the stream has a pace of its own, and its own purpose, and maybe that helps them along. And they met others down there that had come from the graveyard of Borris, on the hill on the other side, and they all went along together. I saw them meet at the bottom of a small valley. Are they going to fight, I said to myself? But they were not: they have no enmities among themselves now, whatever rivalries there may have been between Borris and Ballaghadreenan in the past, for they had only enmity now against those that had got their land and that lived in their houses.

And so they all came clawing this way, all in the same direction, reaching up long pale-grey arms and pointing and clutching. I says to my mother: Theyre coming. And she knows who I means. And she goes round the house to see that there are no windows open a crack, and she stuffs an old newspaper under the crack of the door, for the dead can get in anywhere. And then she locks the door, not to keep out the dead, for its only through open spaces that they can come, having no strength against anything solid. And then we waits, and there was a great chill all round the house, and we heaps up logs on the fire, logs and turf as well, and we sits by the fire all night, drinking tea and waiting for cock-crow.

Sometimes my mother says a word or two about any of the dead she has known; but mostly she says very little, nor I neither, so as not to attract their attention, for we didnt know what side they might be on, whether theyd remember old friends, or whether theyd be in with the dead. Wed stopped every crack in the house, and they couldnt get down the chimney, because the smoke was thicker than them and it was all going upwards. But, even so, we were frightened; for, if once they get in, even only for half an hour, and although they all have to go by cock-crow, they leave something clammy behind. And they say that if Death once gets into your lungs, he never goes out again, and in a while you have to go along with him and into the graveyard with the rest.

Theres many a house round here, and I could tell you the names of them, where Death came in like that on a damp night. He might come in on any day of the year, and theres no guarding against that, but on Halloween he has whole armies behind him. So we sat by the fire saying very little, and that in low voices, so as not to remind the dead that we were in the midst of them. I never seen them so thick before. They were so thick my mother could almost see them. But, whether she saw them or not, she knew they were there. There was no wind, and that would have helped them to go by; but there was no wind at all, and they only travelled on the draught that was made by the stream running by, for any little thing like that has more power than there is in the dead.

I got up and stole round the house to see if there was any crack by which they could get in; and there wasnt a crack that my mother had not stopped up with paper. And I put on some more logs, and the smoke went up against them. But the noise I made doing that must have attracted them, for they rose against the window and clawed at it, and their cold eyes peered at the firelight, and I feared theyd get in. Theyll all be gone by the morning, my mother said.

But what about now? said I, for I could see a look in their faces that seemed to say they would all be in by midnight. Maybe the doors and the windows were well stopped up; maybe we were sure that every crack was stopped; but the dead seemed sure too: I could see that in their faces, and in the hush and the chill that lay all round the house the fear came to me that they might be right and we be wrong.

I didnt tell my mother that I feared that her bits of paper might not keep out the dead, for she had done her work well, and I didnt want to be making light of it; but I got more and more afraid as the night drew on that they would get in in spite of her, if no more were to be done. They were all round the house now and all over it, when I had an idea for beating them. And I told the idea to my mother as well as I could, without letting her see I distrusted her bits of paper. And that wasnt easy.

This was my plan, and I wondered at it when it came to my mind, a plan for saving a poor old woman and her son in a little old cottage from the dead. Sure, the world never hears of plans like that, for the world doesnt care for a poor old woman and her son and their cottage. But it was a great plan for all that, my plan for routing the dead; and, if Id been a general, maybe Id have routed armies and captured cities, and the world would have heard of me then.

What was your plan? I asked.

Amnt I going to tell you? he said. This was my plan. We had two old cocks in a pen at the back of the house, as well as a few hens, and I was going to dash out of the back door and run across and wake the both of them. One mightnt have been enough, but when I woke the two of them theyd have started to crow. And the dead would have heard and would have all streamed back to their graveyards. That will rout them, I said to my mother.

Oh, Paddy, she said, dont be breathing the night air.

Isnt it better than sitting here with the dead all round us? I said to her.

And would you face the dead? she said.

Sure, I would, said I, and beat them too, and drive them away for the graveyard of Ballaghadreenan and the other lot over to Borris.

Ah, dont do it, Paddy, she said.

And why not, said I, with the dead all round us? Maynt they all slip in and get us if I dont drive them away?

But maybe as people get older they have more sympathy with the dead, for she laid a hand on me and stopped me and wouldnt let me get up. Ah, let them have their evening out, she said.

And she wouldnt let me go. So till long past midnight we sat close in by the fire, and until one cold streak of light woke the two old cocks by itself.


CHAPTER IX. De Minimis 

I WAS not always fortunate in getting from Paddy OHone all the information I wanted, but he was always ready to talk, so that even if I did not get on every occasion a story of some new wonder, or some old wonder new to me, I got at least his point of view about the country-side, the setting in which these things were. It was a little while after his tale about the swan that I went to see him again and questioned him about runes, spells, and enchantments, or whatever other magic he might have experienced.

Did you ever know of any other spell to be cast by a witch? I asked him.

I did not, he said after a moments thought, but, sure, the whole countrys full of spells.

What kind of spells? I asked Paddy.

Well, theres Latin, for one, he said. Sure, theres great power in Latin.

Do you know any Latin? I asked.

I do not, said Paddy. But I have great faith in it.

All this was in the garden of Paddys mother, and soon I began to see I was on the track of a story. So we walked up the grass-covered path to the house, I only saying enough to keep Paddy to the subject, and leaving it to him to tell me the tale, whatever it was, in his own way. Wed got to the house before he started, and there I was kindly welcomed by Mrs. OHone, who offered me a cup of tea, for it was tea-time again, and I was sitting down at her table by the time Paddy started his story.

I had got the loan of a gun and a few cartridges, said Paddy, and I was off to get my mother a few snipe on a part of the bog that was what is called strictly preserved, and never thinking that anyone would interfere with me, for any man that would prevent another from getting a few snipe for his mothers dinner must have a hard and a cold heart. And, anyway, I never got any snipe; they flew too wicked, and were always twisting this way or that way as soon as you had a bead on them. But I got half a dozen jack snipe, which dont fly so contrary, and let you up on them closer than the bigger lads do before they get up. And poor little miserable things they were, and hardly enough, all six of them, for anybody to be offering to his mother for her bit of a dinner. And just as I turns for home with the little things, up comes Lord Monaghans keeper and says to me I was poaching.

Poaching what? I said.

Poaching snipe, says he.

Snipe, is it? I says. Sure, Id never be shooting Lord Monaghans snipe, knowing that he wants them for himself and the gentry that dine with him. Sure, Id never harm his snipe, and was only shooting these little jack snipe that are of no use to anyone.

And I showed him all the jacks I had in my pocket. And of course he never saw any of the shots I fired at the big twisty fellows. Hed have heard me shooting, but he couldnt have known what at.

Sure, they may be small, he says, but theyre game all right, and large and small are the same in the eyes of the law.

Ah, sure, what are half a dozen jack snipe? I says.

Ill summons you, says he.

And that was the last word of the argument. I thought maybe hed forget it. But he didnt. Fancy remembering a few little jack snipe. And I was summonsed all right.

Well, the way I looked at it was like this: it isnt once in ten years anyone gets summonsed for a harmless thing like going out with a gun after snipe, let alone if its only a few jack snipe that he gets; and it wouldnt be likely to happen to me for another ten years, nor maybe for twenty. So, if I gets off now, I says to myself, Ill have years and years more shooting, but if they find me guilty and takes away the gun, maybe Ill never be able to borrow another, and my poor old mother might starve. So I says to myself I must get off, whatever it costs, and I goes into the town of Drumgool and sees a lawyer; and he says it will be five pounds, and I says I will pay it; and I tells him about the little jack snipe, and he asks me about the size of them, for he seemed strange to the ways of the bog; and I says they are smaller than sparrows, and he makes a note of that.

Well, I comes before the magistrate, and my solicitor is there, a young man named Mr. ORourke, and I didnt think much of him, perhaps because he didnt seem to know anything much about snipe and jack snipe, and because he said very little to me. The magistrate just glanced at him, and I could see that he didnt think much of Mr. ORourke either; he glanced from me to him as though we were two young men pretty nearly equally guilty. He was a perky fellow, that magistrate, and you could see that he thought a lot of himself.

Well, the six jack snipe were in court on a plate, and it was ten days since I had shot them and they seemed to have shrunk in that time, so that they were even smaller than they were when I got them, and God knows that was small enough. Well, the magistrate looks at Mr. ORourke, and Mr. ORourke tells the sergeant to hold up the plate so that everyone can see how small the jack snipe are. And then he says to the court: My client has a perfect defence, based upon a fundamental principle of the Law.

Well, the magistrate could talk like that too, when he wanted to, and he didnt think much of it, as I could tell by the look that he gave to Mr. ORourke out of only one of his eyes; and my chances were looking small, and I wondered what my defence was going to be, and the magistrate wondered too, though he didnt speak, but just looked at Mr. ORourke. And I could see from the way he looked that he wasnt going to have a young solicitor out of Drumgool getting off any prisoner that was brought up before him. And I felt as good as guilty, when Mr. ORourke spoke again. And this time he spoke solely in Latin. And I saw the conceit going out of the magistrate like air out of a childs balloon when it suddenly meets with a pin. And he opens a book and turns over a few pages, but you could see that he has no answer. That one sentence in Latin, and the magistrate crumples up as though he had had a spell put on him.

Sure, its a wonderful language. And he sits a-thinking a moment, as though he was trying to find any way round that spell. But there was no way round, and he looks at me for a while very cross, and then he says: Youre discharged.

And nobody made a move to take the little birds, or seemed to know what to do with them; so the sergeant took the plate and handed them to the magistrate; and he reached out a hand and was just about to take them, when Mr. ORourke speaks those same words again, spell or whatever they were, those same words in Latin; and the magistrate snatches his hand away. And when they all goes out of the court, and the little birds are left on the plate, I picks them up myself, so that my old mother gets them in the end. And doesnt that show you what Latin is able to do?

Yes, I said to Paddy. I wonder what it was that your counsel said.

Sure, I know, said Paddy. Didnt I hear him say it twice? And I went up to him afterwards to be sure that I got it right, and to thank him for what he done, and to pay him his five pounds, and sure it was cheap at the price. Sure, I learned the spell by heart.

What did you, do that for, Paddy? I said.

What did I do it for? he said. Sure, a thing like that has great value, and many a time I call it out loud in the dark if I am out when its getting late by the side of the bog and a thick grey mist is coming up, and theres no telling what there is in the mist; I call out the very words that he used to get me off and to take the pride and vainglory out of the magistrate; and the night is the quieter and the safer for them, for theres no knowing what power there may be in a spell.

But, Paddy, what were the words? I said. Could you tell them to me?

Sure, I could, said Paddy. Didnt I tell you I learnt it by heart? They were: De minimis non curat lex.


CHAPTER X. THE QUEEN OF THE FAIRIES

MY purpose in seeing more of Paddy OHone was mainly zoological. Perhaps zoology does not entirely cover the field of OHones chief interest, but it may be remembered that there was a time when several animals that have long been commonplaces of zoology were regarded with the scepticism that we now reserve for the phoenix. However that may be, I was anxious to classify as many as possible of the fauna, if that be the word for them, that OHone had had the opportunity of observing, before such things had entirely passed out of memory, as they are fast doing in many counties of Ireland.

So I went down again to the house of OHones mother one day about tea-time, and asked her if she would mind bringing Paddy in out of the garden to tell me a few more of the things he had seen. I knew I should find her in her house just then and that Paddy would be in the garden; for, though there are a few million of uneasy people who move about at irregular times and cannot be exactly predicted anywhere, they are nevertheless few compared to the great number of more contented people whose ways have rather the regularity of the rooks and other sober creatures. What they were doing last year contents them still, and you may find them in the same place at the same hour. And there was Mrs. OHone by her great fireside, and Paddy out in the garden as I had expected.

Sure, Ill give him a shout, she said at once, and went to the door and called. And Paddy came up to the house and Mrs. OHone kindly offered me tea; and over a cup of it, strong and very sweet, I heard another of Paddys stories. It was I that started the topic, for I had thought of another of the strange beings reputed to roam Ireland, and recollected that Paddy had said nothing about them yet.

It was a slightly difficult topic to introduce, because, although the things that I wanted to hear about were among the commonest in all Ireland that legend has handed down, it is, and always has been, a rule there that they are never named. As they are a very common topic of conversation by numberless firesides as soon as the dusk has fallen, there are obviously a number of synonyms for these folk that are never named; and by any of these synonyms one could refer to them, or invent one of ones own, and would never fail to be understood. And so I said to Paddy over that cup of tea: Did you ever see anything of those that dance in the starlight?

Begob, I might have seen them, said Paddy. And again I might not.

This slight diffidence about the fairies is quite customary, and I brushed it aside.

Is it long since you last saw one? I asked.

It might not be so long, said Paddy.

Do they dance hereabouts? I asked.

Ah, not so far away, he said.

It was a queer story I got from him.

Ah, maybe it was nothing, he said once or twice. And once he said: Maybe it was only rabbits I saw lepping around, or one of them things. Or they could have been hares. And half-way through his story he said: Am I tiring you? And he made the curious remark: Ah, we can never be sure of anything that happens in this world. Its only the next world we can be sure of. I think he said that to cover himself, in case he had been saying too much of pagan things that might be forbidden. But all those shy semi-denials of his own story, and his diffident and halting approach to it, I have cut out, and I tell the story now in my own words. It went something like this.

Lord Monaghan had more rabbits on his estate than he could have known what to do with, and, although he never actually asked help of his neighbours for the purpose, it was an understood thing that if any of them ever had leisure to snare a few of his rabbits, Lord Monaghan would be grateful. And, besides this, the mother of Paddy OHone needed a rabbit, and a man who would not help his old mother when she was hungry was not worthy of being an Irishman.

So as soon as it got dark, and Lord Monaghans keeper would be at home in front of his fire smoking his pipe, Paddy set out with a few snares in his pocket. He didnt set snares while the keeper was about, because it might look as if he was doing his work for him, and that might show up the keeper in a bad light. Well, it was getting dark, except for some light low down in the sky, and the old rath of Ballaghaboorie, with a ring of beech trees on top of it, was standing up against what was left of the light. And on the top of the rath he could see the fairies dancing.

He had known the rath all his life and had never seen anything odd in it, though he could feel there was something odd, especially by twilight; and some young lads would never go by it in twilight at all, though none of the little people were ever seen dancing there since the days of Paddys grandfather, and not even by him since he was very young, for a great change had come over things since then, and they werent like the old days. And this was the first time he had been close to the old rath in the twilight since he had eaten the phoenix; and the fabulous thing was all fresh in his blood, and his eyes were brightened, as they have been ever since, and he saw the dance of the people of the Shee.

And not only did he see them, but they saw him, and they beckoned to him. And he went up to them, the same as one would go up to one of ones own kind, for he could see them quite clearly, not dim and shadowy as other people might see them, in the days when they saw them at all. And they asked him to dance with them, talking Irish to him, a very old kind of Irish, and he had not known a word of it till he ate the phoenix, but he understood them quite well.

And he told them he didnt know the way of their dance, and only knew modern dances, the ones that they dance in the towns. And one of that people came up to him and told him not to dance one of those things, because the queen of those that dance in the twilight was very particular, and anything of that sort was death. And Paddy said he wouldnt, and he danced the fairy dance with them, and the steps of it came to his feet as easy as walking, because he had eaten the phoenix.

And he said that the beauty of the fairy folk was amazing, more than he was able to tell, or any way more than I would be able to understand, because it was not so much like the beauty of mortal women, as the beauty of twilight, and the luminous silver of planets, and the last traces of sunset, and the glow of flowers when light has left other things and still lingers on them, and the white owls wings in the gloaming or the kingfishers wings in the sun.

And he said that all their voices were lovely too, but not in a human way, being more like the sound of flutes a long way off, or sheep-bells a-ring on the far side of a hill, or the blackbirds song in a wood in the month of April, when dawn has only touched the tops of the trees. And speaking to him with those voices, and shining upon him with those starry eyes, they asked him into the rath in which they had dwelt for ages. And the entrance was small and low, and he did not see it until they had pointed a long time, and then he saw it among the stems of the bracken.

He said that he had to crawl a long way in the dark. And those that dance in moonlight came in after him. And when he had gone a long way in the damp, there was suddenly space above him and he was able to stand. The place he was in was lit by fairy lights; there was room for them and the darkness at the same time. This I did not understand, but it is what he told me. I suppose he meant some kind of light that did not glare, something perhaps like glow-worms, though I gathered that they were larger.

And in the middle of the hall to which he had come there was a long block of stone like a kind of an altar, and beyond it sat the queen of those that are older than man. And there was a radiance about her, a kind of dim radiance, as though it were something gathered from thousands of white flowers, the glow that they keep when the rest of the light is gone, and stored in the rath by magic. He thought that the folk who dance in a ring by night, where the toadstools stand in the morning, might have some way of gathering light from flowers, as the bees gather the honey.

If I did not get from Paddy exactly how this was done, I probably missed the point through looking at it scientifically, while he was trying to explain it to me upon a basis of magic. And she spoke to him with her magical musical voice, and asked him how things were going in the world, as though the world, from which he had just crawled into the rath, were very far away.

And Paddy said that they were going much the same as ever. And she asked him how was that. And he said that Mick OHeggarty had been standing against Jimmy ORourke, and had been promising free milk to every house with a child in it; and he had all the women supporting him, so that he didnt need more than a few dozen of the men to back him too, and hed have been sure to get in. And just on the eve of the poll Jimmy ORourke comes blazing up to his meetings, and promises them free drinks; and you might have heard the cheers as far away as the sea on either side. And the enthusiasm for him was so great that it even swept the women off their feet, and he was elected almost unanimously. And they still think Jimmy ORourke is a bit of a lad, though they never got their free drinks. And the queen of those that we do not name was delighted at the way of the world, having never heard anything like it in the dark of the rath. And she asked of Jimmy ORourke again and again; and the more that Paddy told her, the more delighted she was.

Strange and new, she said. Strange and new. And theres a wonderful earth-light in your eyes.

And when the queen mentioned his eyes, Paddy stopped talking of Jimmy ORourke and told her something of his own politics, and of tricks hed played in his time, and the queen of the dark folk was entirely entranced. All the ones that bewitch cattle were standing crowded behind him, glimmering in the dark hall. And the queen of them made a sign, and they led him away, bowing before him and dancing behind him through a low passage into another hall, and there they crowned him with flowers, big flowers from rich mens gardens, and put a garland of white ones about his neck. And Paddy seems to have asked some boastful question, as to whether the queen had ordered this, and what she thought of him. And they answered with their little musical voices that she had ordered it, indeed, and that she thought a great deal of the world, and was delighted to honour anybody that came from it.

And Paddy, knowing that the world was large, was not entirely satisfied by that, and wanted to know what she thought of him, compared with other people that lived in the world. And they said that she thought him the finest of them all. And this should have been enough for him, but he couldnt leave well alone, and asked them how they knew that she felt like that about him. Well, he was bound to find out soon enough, whether he had questioned them or kept silent.

They knew, they said, that she thought him the finest man in the world, because she had ordered that he should be sacrificed on the long altar before her. The narrow passage through which he had come was all blocked by them, and there was no getting away.

An unheard-of thing! he blurted out to them.

Not at all, they had said, and it was a great honour. More garlands were put on him, from which he saw that the time was short. It would have taken twenty of them to make one of the size of Paddy; but then there were twenty of them, and more, all round him. And they were nimbler than he and knew the passages. And he saw they were all armed. Their arms were ridiculous enough, things that had been made when they were young, which he saw must have been in the Stone Age. But they were all of them sharp and perfectly effective against an unarmed man. What was he to do?

He protested that this was absurd; but they only said that nothing the queen had ever done was absurd. People would be angry with them, he told them, if they dared to do what they said. But they said the world was so far away that people would never hear. He explained it was only thirty yards away. But they did not measure in yards. And he insisted the world would hear, till it seemed to him he had half persuaded a few of them. And then one said that the judgment of the world had no value and did not matter, and Paddy saw it was hopeless.

They had put on him garlands enough and were crowding round him now, and were clutching at him with innumerable small hands to lead him back to their queen and the altar at which she sat. And then in his desperation there came to him an idea that, though they had made up their minds to sacrifice an ordinary man, a poor young labourer with a mother to support, yet he was no ordinary man, but one that had eaten the phoenix. There was fabulous blood in his veins ever since, like theirs; blood they would hesitate, as he hoped, to spill.

So, as they led him in the dark to their queen, he asked them if they had seen the phoenix lately, or had recent news of that immortal bird. And they said, as they led him along, that they were friendly and well acquainted with the immortal bird, though he had not been in those parts lately.

That, said Paddy, is because I ate it. I shot it with my gun and I ate it, and its magic is in my veins; and I will tell your queen and she will never allow you to shed such blood.

Oh, unworthy blood, they cried out, unworthy blood! He has killed the immortal thing. He has eaten the phoenix. All through their halls and their passages Paddy heard their voices calling and crying out in small musical notes of horror, and they thrust him angrily before them crying: Unworthy blood. He came to the queens hall and the long altar, but one word to her was enough, and they drove him through and into the narrow passage through which he had come from the world. And he heard the queens voice behind him with ominous notes, as though she pronounced a doom, saying: Unworthy blood.

They drove him along the passage and out of the rath, and out, as Paddy believes, of all magical things; for he says that a mystery has undoubtedly gone from the twilight, and a glory he used to know well is lost from the sunset, and there is not the eerie glamour there used to be in the mists of the river at evening, and the call of the white owl floating over the fields by moonlight has never any more a message for him, and things that he saw quite easily since ever he ate the phoenix appear more dimly now, when they come at all. And Paddy thinks that the magic there was in the phoenix is shared by those who dwell where there is no death, and he fears that they are offended and that they have withdrawn their share.

THESE are two stories, though they tell of the same event. The first is Sergeant Ryans story, given on oath before the magistrate who was trying the case of young Micky Maguire, a lad of sixteen, for stealing the apples of the widow Flynn, and damaging her apple tree to the extent of one and threepence. And the second is Micky Maguires story. I will give Sergeant Ryans story first, and I will call the attention of the reader to the fact that it was given on oath. He said: In consequence of information received I went to the garden of the widow Flynn at 9 pm on the night of November the second and saw the prisoner, whom I later identified as Micky Maguire, lying under her apple tree unconscious, with a broken branch in his hand on which were eight apples, the breaking off of which I estimated damaged the tree to the extent of one and threepence. I subsequently revived him with cold water, which I applied to his face, and he appeared to be suffering from concussion, as was later diagnosed by Dr. Murphy. The widow Flynn made no charge against him and did not answer my questions (being apparently much concerned with the state of health of the accused), but the branch with the eight apples on it was in his hand when I first saw him. The apples were not his own property.

The magistrate then asked Micky Maguire if he had anything to say in his defence, or if he wished to question Sergeant Ryan. Micky Maguire did not wish to question the sergeant, but spoke at some length in his defence; and this is the second story.

I did not go to the widow Flynns garden to steal her apples. I did not go to her garden at all till she went there with me. I went to her door, and knocked at it and asked if I might come in. I went after dark only because I am working all day and could not go then, and when I had done my work I had my tea, and then I went down to see the widow Flynn in her house beside the bog, which is some way from the town, as your honour knows; and it grew dark before I got there.

I went to see her because I had been reading old tales about Ireland, and I had read how people that had the power to do it used to be turning princes into wild swans; and I wanted to know if there was anyone could do that now, or if all the old tales were over and the Ireland they told of gone for ever. And by reason of what they do say about the widow Flynn I thought that, if anyone had the power yet, she would be the one to have it. And so, when she asked me what I wanted, I asked if there was anyone had the power now to turn princes into swans; not meaning her particularly, but asking if there was anyone that could do it. And she said maybe there were, but she hadnt heard of them.

She had certain powers herself, she said; and I said to her: Sure, I know you have, Mrs. Flynn. But she said these times were not the old times, and she couldnt turn princes into wild swans, but maybe she might turn an ordinary young lad into a goose. And I said: That will do well for me, Mrs. Flynn; for Ill know the old times are not all gone if you can do that, nor the old Ireland. And then she made some incantations and said some spells; and Id say what they were, for its the truth Im telling your honour, only she swore me not to, by a very terrible oath, and youd not have me break that.

No, no, no, said the magistrate. Just tell us in your own words what happened after that.

Well, said Micky Maguire, when she swore me, I swore her, and I swore her to turn me back to a man again whenever I came to her, and she swore to do that whenever I came. But it might not be so easy to come, Mrs. Flynn, I said to her, with all the young lads about here that have guns. What supposing one of them was down by the bog looking for geese? If I lighted down in front of your door he might get me.

You neednt touch earth at all, she said. Come within thirty yards of me and I can cast a spell over you, and youll be a man again at once.

And I got her oath on that. And then she let rip with her incantations and, whether your honour believes it or not, sure there I was a grey lag. Well I was frightened a bit for a moment and nearly thought of asking her to make me a man again at once. But I soon saw that that was not what I had come for, so I just spread my wings and found flying as easy as walking. Aye, and easier. I had got up into the old womans apple tree before she turned me, so as to give myself a start, and it is the widow Flynn herself that recommended it; and I sailed away over the bog from out of the apple tree. Aye, I sailed away over the bog. I was a grey lag all right. And a grand thing it is, your honour, to feel the wind in your wings and to know that the air is a high road for you. But I didnt go far, for I didnt know where to go, and thought Id better ask.

Whom did you ask? said the magistrate. Can you bring him here to corroborate what youre saying?

Sure, I asked the geese, said Micky. They were down on the bog. Whom else would I ask?

Yes, yes, said the magistrate. Go on.

They were down on the bog feeding. And I began to feel hungry myself. Indeed, I was hungry most of the time I was with them, for they dont have two or three meals in the day, same as us, and then have done with it, but theyre eating whenever theyve nothing else to do; and I was a goose now and Id got the ways of them, and I felt hungry.

And what did you eat? asked the magistrate.

Ah, it was nothing your honour would ever have noticed, said Micky.

I dont care whether Ive noticed it or not, said the magistrate. But I must have facts by which to test your evidence; and Im asking you what you ate.

Sure, it was only a thing called briskauns, said Micky Maguire, a bulb that does be growing down by the bog. One grubs it up with ones beak, and your honour would never believe how good it was.

What does it taste like, this bulb? asked the magistrate. Like stout and oysters, said Micky. Sure, the geese went mad for it; and, being a goose now, I was just as eager to get it myself.

And then? said the magistrate.

Then I asked them the way to the North, said Micky, for I knew they would be going about this time, and I wanted to see the world. And they told me that when it was time to go there would be a wind rising up from the bog, and one went up with that into the clear sky; and that was not the wind that would take one to the North, but when one got up there one found the wind waiting. That was what they said, and I found it was true when the time came. But that time was not yet, for it was early in the month of November and theyd only just come south. Well, I wont tell your honour, what your honour knows already, of the habits of the geese of Drumahooley.

Listen to me, said the magistrate. The more you tell me what I know already, the better for you; for if any of it is like anything that I ever heard before, I may find some truth in it. Just try if you can to tell a plain tale, as Sergeant Ryan has done.

I will, sir, said Micky. Well, we grazed the fields that lie round Drumahooley bog by day, with a sentry out all the time to look out for robbers and murderers. I mean, saving your presence, foxes and men. And just as it got dark we used to fly in to the bog, going wide past the big willow that your honour knows, at the western edge of it, because thats the best cover for a lad with a gun, and its where anyone would go; so we used to keep out of shot of it. It wasnt I that told them about that; they knew all about it themselves: there was nothing that I could tell them about anything that they didnt know already. And a great deal they told me that I never knew and that your honour wouldnt believe, so that theres no use saying any of it in my defence.

There was a lady of the geese there that told me a great deal. She told me of the journey to the North before we went; and so wonderful her tale of it sounded that I thought I would tell her something wonderful too, and I told her how I was a man that had been enchanted; but she said that there was nothing in that at all, for that she was a princess whose father had reigned in Ireland nine hundred years ago, and an enchantment had been put on her for a thousand years by a witch.

Well, I talked of a lot of things that might seem silly to your honour, and she told me a lot of the old history of Ireland. And, if I was to tell your honour all she told me of that, it would take the whole day; and it is not part of my defence. And she told me things she knew of the ancient wisdom of the geese. And they know more of the earth we walk and the sky over us than ever I would have thought of, but its hard for me to put it into words; it was just a feeling that they had for everything in the earth and among the winds, and knowing what all of them would do; when the snow would fall and when the young oats would come up, and all the things that were going to happen, which we hardly notice, or not the way they notice it.

Well, winter came, and the bog froze for a week, as your honour may remember. And we went away to the streams, when we knew that the frost was coming; and I maynt tell your honour what streams we went to, for it is one of the secrets of the geese, but theres many here that can corroborate me when I say that we did go; and we came back after the end of that week. And then as the winter wore away there began to be great talk about the North; they were all talking of it, and any time a wind arose on the bog there would always be one of them wondering if that was the wind, the one that was to take us up. But it wasnt yet, for the young green oats were not yet come up; and it is a tradition among the geese that they never go to the North till they have had one feed on green oats.

And the green oats came up, and we had a great feed on them when they were about two inches high, in the field to the west of the bog that is owned by Patrick ODonahue, a great feed; and the day after that the wind came. It riz up suddenly when we were out on the bog, and the leader just lifted his head and we were all off at once. It had been getting too warm lately, and there was a listless feeling all over the fields, and the North was calling. So we slanted up with the wind and away we went.

What date was all this? asked the magistrate.

Sure, that is the trouble, said Micky. They dont keep the same kind of dates that we do, so I cant tell your honour.

But did all this happen on the day that Sergeant Ryan deposes to having found you in Mrs. Flynns garden?

Sure, I dont know, said Micky. It was a different kind of time altogether.

In this Court, said the magistrate, you must go by the right time. Which reminds me. Why isnt that clock going? Finnegan, have it attended to. Well, go on, Maguire.

And Maguire went on. We went up on that wind and got amongst big clouds where we could scarcely see each other for a while, but only heard our voices. But soon we came to a valley among the clouds, that was made by the wind we were riding; and we went up through that and came out at the top of them, and the clouds were all shining beneath us. Well, I saw then, what I never thought of before, that a goose gets nearer to Heaven than ever a man gets; I mean, till his immortal soul parts from him altogether. And it didnt seem that Heaven could be much higher, nor yet a great deal more beautiful. If its made of solid gold it has those clouds beat, but it would take pure gold to do it.

I never allow religion or politics in this Court, said the magistrate.

I beg your honours pardon, said Micky. Well, we were above the clouds, as I was saying, and they were tinted a little with gold; and there were rifts among them the same as we have valleys down here; and through the valleys we had glimpses of Ireland, looking very small and queer: you couldnt tell a wood from a patch of rushes, or a hill from a mound of earth that had been thrown up by a spade and gone green. There was an old fellow flying in front of us to show the way to the North, and we spread out in two lines behind him to left and right. And so we went on over the hills and fields and bogs, and even over towns, for at that height there was no harm in them. Sometimes the clouds closed in and we saw nothing but that lovely land that lies between earth and Heaven; and then the valleys came in them again, and we saw streams running down at the foot of the valleys, and in some odd way, your honour, these streams seemed to have cut a way for themselves through the clouds, as they had through the earth; and I dont know how that is, but Im telling your honour the honest truth.

Yes, yes, said the magistrate. Im not more surprised at one part of your story than another. But its my duty to hear all you may have to say in your defence. Go on.

Well, your honour, everything down there was looking very small; and then we came to the sea. And we could see right to the bottom of it where the currents were sleeping, and there were long lines of seaweed where the currents had left them; they were a dark mauve, your honour, and the sea was all green. And night came while we were over the sea, and we were still going northward.

Did you steer by the stars? asked the magistrate.

We did not, said Micky. We steered by an old knowledge the leader had, which he may have got from the stars or the winds or the witches; but, however it was, it was just an old knowledge he had, for after some years I became the leader myself and I had that knowledge and I led the flock by it, and there may have been stars in it, but how I came by it I never knew, nor what it was made of.

Several years? Several years? said the magistrate. Dear me. But on what date do you say all this started?

Amnt I after telling your honour, said Micky, that there is a different time with the geese, and different dates? And I cant say what date it was.

Do you deny the date given by Sergeant Ryan?

Sure, I do not, said Micky. I dont deny any date. Only the time is all different.

Well, go on, said the magistrate.

We came to the grey cliffs, said Micky, and the inlets of the sea; and a bright clear wind was roaring, and we had come to the North. And we dipped, and the clouds came raging past us, but their shadows on the green land were only moving lazily.

I dont see how that could be, said the magistrate.

I am thinking it was our own pace, said Micky, that made the clouds seem to go by so fast, and that there wasnt all that hurry in them at all. But, however that may be, the shadows werent hurrying. And we came down into those blessed lands. And I dont like to be saying it to your honour, for I have nothing against any man, but the reason those lands were so blessed was that no man ever came there. Blessed indeed they were, and the daylight lingered there, till I almost thought at first that the sun would never set; it was almost as if we were so near to Heaven that we had touched the edge of eternity. Grand clean winds blew there with no taint of smoke in them, and none of the new noises.

What do you mean by the new noises? asked the magistrate.

I mean the noises since man appeared on the earth, said Micky, and since cities were built, and especially the last hundred and fifty years or so; and the geese say its getting worse every year. It was a grand, clean wind with a taste of salt in it, and the noises were all the old noises that are a part of creation, so that they never disturbed us while we slept, or worried us while we waked. It was the blessed land, the land of peace. And yet there came a time when the call of Ireland began to stir in our hearts, as there had stirred the call of the North. And when that came we looked for the wind again, watching for it among the grasses on which we were grazing And one day it rose up from among the flowers, and we went with it and we came South again, steering by our old knowledge of winds and stars, and something more than that.

And this went on for years, but I wont be taking up any more of your honours time. But one day the enchantment left the princess of the House of Ireland and she went from among the thousand years being up before their time, or she having miscalculated the date. But it was only a miscalculation, r she never told me a lie. And when that happened I said to myself: Sure, Ill go too. And the moment we came South, which was in the first days of November, I left the flock as they slanted down to the bog, and I came down straight from the stars to where I could see the roof of the widow Flynns house, all black in the fields. And I remembered what she told me, that if ever I came within thirty yards of her she would disenchant me, as she had sworn to do. And I called out to her with the cry of a goose, and sailed backwards and forwards low over her roof.

I hadnt gone over her roof three times, when she knew it was me, and came running out and made her incantations, as she had sworn she would. But there was one thing the old woman never thought of; and I cant blame her either, for I ever thought of it myself; for she disenchanted me in the air, and I became a man again. And, as your honour knows, a man cant fly; and I came crashing down and, if it hadnt been for he old womans apple tree, which broke my fall, Id have been tiled altogether, and wouldnt be here at all to take up the time of your honour. Sure, thats how it all was.

And what does the widow Flynn say? asked the magistrate. Sure, shell say nothing, said Sergeant Ryan. And maybe it might be better not to be troubling that kind of old woman at all.

I see, said the magistrate. Very well. Well, Maguire, I lave listened to all you had to say in your defence, and I am not casting any reflection whatever on the evidence deposed to by Sergeant Ryan. You must understand that. At the same time I consider that you have perhaps been punished enough by your fall from the apple tree. So I find you not guilty.

And that is the end of the two stories of the damage to the widow Flynns apple tree.

MORNING had flashed on a town by the Irish Sea, and in its bright splendour there had been coining and going, and all the town was wakeful, towards the shore; though further inland lights winked sleepily in one or two windows, while others gazed with the apathy of a man asleep with his eyes open. For a ship had come in with the dawn, and all whose business it was, or might possibly be, to receive any passengers, were astir in the wintry morning. And the passengers came and all their luggage was carried to train or motors, and they all went away inland, and quiet came back to the town by the Irish Sea and no more lights were lit; and the active men who were a while ago handling luggage leaned quietly back against walls and looked seawards reflecting deeply, but spoke little; and the only movement I noticed there in the town was the grey smoke going slowly from early fires into the soft grey air.

In that listless air and to those reflective men, so early in the morning, there briskly walked a stranger, who had not come by the boat, and whose business was unknown. He was a tall man of about thirty, wearing rubber-soled boots, with which he walked quietly as well as swiftly. And to the first of the resting porters he said: Did Mr. OConnor come by the boat?

Mr. OConnor, is it? said the porter.

Yes, said the stranger.

Sure, there is no Mr. OConnor hereabouts, said the man.

Did he come by the boat? said the other.

He did not, said the porter.

Are you sure? asked the tall stranger.

I am so, said the porter. Dont I know all of them? And there was no Mr. OConnor among them.

And another porter came up slowly.

Would it be Mr. Arthur OConnor that you were wanting, sir? asked he.

No, Mr. Patrick OConnor, said the stranger. Did he come?

He did not, said the second porter.

How do you know? asked the stranger.

Sure, no Mr. OConnor came. Not any OConnor at all.

Well, was there a man in rather a long grey coat? asked the stranger.

Sure, there was no man wearing any coat at all, said the second porter. Nothing, only a jacket.

And he had a light grey hat, said the stranger, with a wide dark grey band round it.

Sure, there was no one wearing any hat, said the second porter.

There was not, said the first porter. They were all wearing caps.

He would have had a big green bag with him, said the stranger. Did you see any green bag among the luggage?

And at that a third porter came up, and all three porters testified then that there was no green bag among all the luggage they handled. It had all been piled upon one truck, and they could not have been mistaken. And a man who was not a porter, and who had indeed no particular job at all, joined the little group then, and said that he had been standing there by the wall, watching all the luggage go by, and that there was no green bag whatever among the lot of it, and no man with a grey coat or a grey hat.

Thats odd, said the stranger, for I came here to meet Mr. OConnor by the boat, and I was delayed by a puncture; and, if he didnt come by the boat, I cant think what has happened to him.

What might you have been wanting with him, sir? asked the first porter.

We were going to shoot snipe, said the stranger.

Snipe is it? said the first porter.

Begob, said the man who had no particular job, we didnt know what you might be wanting with him.

We did not, said the other two porters.

Sure, hes hasty, said the man without a job, and if he had a drop of drink taken, or maybe two drops, you mightnt always know what hed do, and then there might be people asking questions about him. And, begob, the men that ask those sort of questions are apt to wear rubber-soled boots like yourself.

Aye, its like that, said the third porter.

I only wear them, said the stranger, because I cant stand pavement. I put them on whenever I come to a town. My shooting boots are waiting for me beyond at Borisadeane.

Begob, said the first porter, if he was wearing a grey coat and a light grey hat and carrying a green bag, sure, it must have been he.

And who else would it be? said the second porter. Doesnt everybody know Mr. Patrick OConnor?

Then, he came by the boat? said the stranger.

He did, sure, said all the porters together.

Ill tell you how it was, said the man without a job. He came by the boat and was asking for Mr. McGill all the way along the pier from everybody he met. And wouldnt you be Mr. McGill?

Yes, I am, said the other.

Very well, said the man without a job. When he saw that your honour was not here he goes up to Mrs. Malone, who is a friend of his that he does not know very well, and he says to her: Would it be troubling you too much to ask you to give me a lift? For I was going to shoot at Borisadeane with Mr. McGill, and he has not come.

Not at all, says Mrs. Malone, and would it do if I put you down at the cross-roads at Aherskeigh? For its not half a mile from the bog of Borisadeane, and, however Mr. McGill comes after you, hell have to go that way.

Itll suit me right well, says Mr. OConnor. And in he gets, and the chauffeur straps on his big green bag behind, and off they go towards Aherskeigh.

And how long are they gone? asked Mr. McGill.

Sure, only ten minutes, said the first porter.

And they were thinking you had a puncture, said the second porter, and expecting you about now.

Sure youll easily overtake them, said the third porter. And itll be a great day for snipe-shooting; for the moon is full and theyll all be in Borisadeane.


THE ROSE BY-PASS

IT is said that in the townland of Ballygashel there were twenty houses towards the end of last century. But five men had gone from it to America in the eighties, and the roofs of all their houses had fallen in about the same time; and, when there was nothing to protect the top of the walls, the rain very soon got into them and sank right down; and then one night a strong wind blew them over, and they returned to their native mud, and the grass and weeds welcomed them. And in a few years you could not tell that there was any house where they stood, unless you had an eye for that sort of thing.

Between that time and the beginning of this century five or six more roofs went, though the families were there to look after them; but they did not look after them, very likely because the memory of the five houses that had gone earlier and the sight of green mounds in the grass, which they knew were all that remained of them, gave a very strong impression in Ballygashel that it was the will of God that the roofs should go when their time came.

When the Great War came three men went to it from Ballygashel, and none of them ever returned, and their houses too fell in. The landlord of the village got so little rent from his houses, and his agent had been finding it lately so dangerous to collect even that, that any repairs whatever seemed hardly worth while, and by about 1938, which is where my story begins, there was only one house left in the townland of Ballygashel: the rest were green mounds going back into level fields, and memories that were being gradually turned into legend.

In that one house there was living Miss Fynn, a woman who had been young when the men that had emigrated to America had been young. One of these men had left in a great hurry, because one morning another man had been found dead; and a long, long memory of that other man, or of the man who emigrated, nobody knew which, had kept Miss Fynn unmarried for all these years, and she was now thought to be eighty. Her white wall under thatch, the last dwelling in Ballygashel, stood by the roadside, and along the road for sixty yards from her door the hedge was mainly wild roses, the common wild rose that brightens the month of June, but descended from roses planted in patches of garden when the town of Ballygashel was twenty times larger.

One bright June morning in 1938 the County Council decided to widen a road for five or six miles; and this was the road that ran through Ballygashel. There were various reasons for this, not the least of them being that the road-surveyor had nothing particular to do; and the widening entailed the cutting back of the hedge for four feet, on the side on which Miss Fynn lived. When the workmen arrived the hedge was ablaze with the splendour of roses, and they began to cut it at once. At the first sound of the stroke of a hedge-cutter Miss Fynn came out of her house.

Will you stop that, she said.

Sure, were only cutting the hedge, said the man that was nearest to her.

Is it cutting my roses you are? said she.

Sure, theyre the County Councils roses, he said.

Sure, Ive known them roses before they went wild, she said, and theres a curse on any that touches them.

The man did not know what she meant by the roses going wild, but that only added to the mystery of her; and there was plenty more of that in her appearance, as she stood with her rags and her old curls in bright sunlight against the dark of her cottage, seen through the open door. The other men stopped to listen: the roses meant little to them, and the memories of bygone villagers, with which the roses were haunted to the old woman, meant to them nothing at all. And then the ganger came up, the man in charge of the dozen men who were to cut that bit of the hedge.

Whats all this? he asked.

Its my curse thats guarding the roses, said Miss Fynn.

And whats your curse? asked the ganger.

Its this, she replied. The man that cuts that hedge will wither slowly; whether he starves or whether he eats, he will grow thinner each day, and the strength will go out of him and the light from his eyes, and the hair will fall from his head, and hell not die till the last green leaf is dead of the roses he cuts in this hedge.

Is that all? said the ganger. But he said it to keep up his spirits.

It is not all, said Miss Fynn. For the knowledge of what he has done will weigh on his mind to drag him down to the grave, faster maybe than his wasting limbs are dragging him. And his knowledge will be that he has offended the little people and all that dance round the thorn, by cutting what they would never have cut; and the knowledge too that, whatever them roses have become by enchantment, they were born with Catholic souls and to kill them is murder. And more than that, my curse lays on them who harm those roses, in all times and all seasons, of the few that will yet remain to them....

Ah, now, said the ganger, you need say no more. Maybe well not hurt them roses. But well ask the councillor about it, Mr. Ryan himself. Come, boys, maybe tomorrow will be as good for this job as today, and in the meantime well see what Mr. Ryan will tell us to do.

Begob, said one of the men, that might be best.

And very willing hands carried the hedge-cutting tools back to the lorry in which they had all come, and soon they had left that part of the road that had been so troubled by Miss Fynns curses, and the roses bloomed quietly on.

Have you got that hedge down? said Mr. Ryan to the ganger, as the man came up to his house.

We have not, said ORourke, the ganger. And its the way it is that theres a curse protecting them roses. Its put there by old Bridget Fynn, and Im thinking maybe its best we left that bit of a hedge alone.

Sure, we cant do that, said Mr. Ryan. And youll have to do as youre told.

Its very wicked she is, said ORourke.

And even if she is, itself, said Mr. Ryan, sure, we cant have her stopping the work of the County Council. Sure, shes no right to be cursing us. Isnt Ireland free?

It is, said ORourke thoughtfully.

The two men stood silent a moment, in the doorway of Mr. Ryans house.

What was the curse? asked Mr. Ryan.

Sure, it was a terrible curse, said ORourke.

Ah, well, said Mr. Ryan, theres plenty of time, and you neednt be doing any more work on it this week. And in the meantime we can be thinking it over.

Im thinking that would be best, said ORourke. For I never heard tell of Bridget Fynn uttering any curse before, and its likely that all the strength of her would go into her first; and it wouldnt be right to ask me to face it. Its not myself that Im thinking of, but my old mother.

Ah, well, then, well think it over, said Mr. Ryan.

And he did think it over; and the more he thought of it, the more oppressed he became by the thought of old Bridget Fynns curse hanging over his head; for it seemed to him that it would hang over the head of anyone that threatened her roses and it seemed to darken the air, and to make it colder. That evening the workmen who were to widen the road stood at cross-roads not far from Ballygashel, and talked uneasily in low voices till it was dark. And Mr. Ryan summoned a meeting the County Council to take place the next day, and he put the case before them when they met.

Ill allow no man, he said, nor no woman, to dictate us what we should do, or what we should not do.

And indeed youre right, said another of the county councillors.

And they were all unanimous about that. And then one by one they began to ask each other what old Miss Fynn would d and whom she would curse, and exactly what the curse was and, as they talked, a fear began to settle upon them.

I never knew her to do anything of the sort, said another, but theres a look in her old face that shows you she could be very wicked, if ever she gave her mind to it.

And that was the opinion of them all. And then a member of the County Council got up, and said to Mr. Ryan: M Chairman, well give way to no man in the matter of our duty and to no woman, and well let nobody stop us in anything that we may want to do, just as you say. But, at the same time, cant we widen the road in our own way, without interfering with anybody?

In what way? said Mr. Ryan, with the eagerness with which a drowning man is said to clutch at a straw.

Sure, we could make a by-pass round the roses, said Geraghty.

Begob, we could, said the others.

It was the perfect suggestion. They could carry on their work of widening the road without being thwarted by anybody and at the same time none of the curses of old Miss Fynn would light on them.

Sure, that would mean taking land to the left of the road, said the chairman. Wed have to get the authority of th government to do that.

Then in Gods name, said Geraghty, let us get th authority of the government. And if they dont give it to us let us all unite and get them turned out of office.

And to this they were all agreed. And the Rose By-Pass became for several hours a political issue of the first importance. The deputy for that part of the county in which Ballygashel was got strong support for the measure, for he was driven onward with energy by the County Council, who were themselves driven to activity by the fear of old Bridget Fynn.

At first there was opposition in the Dail. But the deputy from the district round Ballygashel was not allowed to rest, and he had to find the way to overcome that opposition; and the way was this: he pointed out, in a speech of considerable oratory, that all great countries had by-passes, and that even England had, and that English tourists coming into the country, and seeing no by-passes, might form the impression that we had nothing to pass by, or no traffic to do it with, and so might falsely suppose that their country was greater than Ireland.

Worse even than this, the people of other countries might listen to this proud English boast, and, coming here and seeing no by-passes, might come to agree with the English. And should a by-pass go only by towns? Werent Irish roses better than any town in England? Werent Irish people living beneath their thatch, even though they might be few and their thatches old, to be considered as much as thousands of Englishmen, or even millions, living beneath slate roofs? Who in the ranks of this callous and blind opposition would say that the Irish country-side was to be less respected than noisy English towns?

Nobody got up and said so; and the measure was passed by a small majority. And so the Rose By-Pass was made, and the curses of old Miss Fynn never came into operation. And, only the other day, I saw the hedge full of roses, with a blackbird singing there, and the watchful old face of Miss Fynn on guard in her doorway.

THIS story is of the days before I learned not to question OHanrahan, but to accept what he told me and be thankful; for his tales were always a little out of the ordinary, and so worth hearing by anyone that had some taste for novelty. If there was anything that did not quite tally with what I thought I knew of the world, I learned to turn it all over in my own mind afterwards, and to form my own opinion: but if there was anything that did not appear to me to be completely credible, I learned that it was a mistake to question O Hanrahan further; such questioning seemed to excite him, and, far from making his story clearer, he was more likely to be goaded to further flights, so that what at first seemed unlikely, became frankly incredible.

He never struck me as being an old man, but he had the wistful expression of one who had lived a lonely life; how much of it I was never able to guess. But enough of these rambling comments on OHanrahan and his way of telling a tale, and I will get on to the tale itself.

It was some years ago, and in Ireland, and I was walking a bog for snipe, and OHanrahan was showing me over it. In fact it was OHanrahan who had asked me to shoot the bog in the first place: it did not actually belong to him, but he was a man of generous moods, and, if he had only offered the hospitality of the little field that he did own, his generosity would have fallen short of its natural boundaries by many square miles. So he had invited me to shoot a few hundred acres of a fine bog that followed a small stream along a wide valley, and was as good a place for snipe as you could find.

It was singularly deep for a black bog, and whether there had been old quarries there or fishponds, or whether it bubbled from natural springs, the ground was deep and shaky, and it was a hard place to walk. Our conversation amounted to very few words an hour, and those in whispers, for it is an unfortunate fact that the human voice is the most dreaded thing in nature, at any rate among snipe, and our voices seem to carry farther than we suppose.

Suddenly OHanrahan spoke out quite loud: Dont step on that green tussock, he said.

I had come to bad ground and was walking carefully, and was close to the bright green tussock.

Why not? I asked. For I was younger then and knew less of the ways of bogs.

Ill tell you, he said.

He spoke no more then for some while, because of the snipe; but later, when we got to dry ground and I sat down and had lunch on a packet of sandwiches, and gave OHanrahan his from a flask, he told me why.

If you stepped on that green tussock, he said, youd go down and down through the sumer, and the shaky bog would close over you, and through

Id be dead then, I interrupted.

You would not, he said. But youd be in the elf-kings palace. Did you ever hear tell of him? And there hed be seated upon his throne of everlasting moss in his robes of twilight, and you before him wondering at his splendour. And maybe hed give you a drink of heather ale out of a goblet of buried gold. And youd drink, and youd only be there a minute, and youd struggle and float up to the surface; but a hundred years would have gone by, aye and more nor a hundred. Its the way of the kingdom of elf-land, and its well known. So dont never step on that green tussock, however inviting it looks; for its lonely youd be with the centuries gone rattling past you, and you here all by yourself.

And, as I said, it was in the days before Id learned not to question OHanrahan.

How do you know all that? I asked.

Sure, I stepped on it once myself, he said.

So solemnly did he say those words that I couldnt help blurting out some flippant remark about my being surprised that anyone who knew the bog as well as OHanrahan could ever make such a mistake, and ending up by saying: How did you come to do it?

I remember today the very words of his answer.

Sure, I was fleeing from Oliver Cromwell.

AMONG the rocks of Skavangur, long ago, far to the North, where the threat of snow had barely retreated with winter, when it half circled the hills and returned for another year; where the earth seemed to welcome the ice and to grudge the grass, whose forests harboured storms (and who knew what besides?), and where darkness hid so much that one had to guess to know anything; in such a land lived Haarvold and his wife in a long building of timber. Her name was Idrunga, and they stood now in the long dark hall talking something over, out of hearing of their children, who, on a pile of furs in the corner, watched them and knew well that much was amiss.

A pale shaft of light through a shutter fell on Haarvold and Idrunga, but the children were quite in darkness; for it was centuries before glass found its way so far to the North. And much indeed was amiss in the barn-like house, though the much was only made of little things. First, only two of their cows were giving milk, and Haarvold had known six of them in milk at the same time; then the grey wolf-hound had fleas beyond all reason, so that he became a nuisance in the house, and yet a house without a dog was a desolate thing; as well be without a thatch; and the goats were not breeding well; and the hens were not laying; and, worst of all, the tinker from Fordholm, the town to the South, had not come now for weeks.

He used to come from Fordholm every fortnight, and pass the rocks of Skavangur. He carried a basket filled with all manner of things: yards and yards of ribbon, of every possible colour, needles, threads for sewing, knives, horns for drinking, with a neat iron band at the edge, salt, honey, fish-hooks, and even beads. And this does not tell a half of what he brought. Nor would that be possible, for he brought a new thing every time. And now he had not been for four or five weeks.

One thing by itself did not point to the conclusion at which Haarvold arrived. It pointed at it, yet was not by itself conclusive. But when so many things, the cows, the fleas, the goats, the hens, and the tinker, all pointed the same way, then Haarvold knew, as he now told Idrunga, that there were stars that were against Skavangur, coming nearer to it than was their wont and weighing oppressively upon the air over it, or casting whatever influences stars cast that are evil; and if no stars could be seen except the old ones in their familiar places, and taking their old paths, then there were dark stars that were doing it, dimmed lights that none could see; for something must be keeping the tinker in Fordholm and preventing the hens from laying.

So what I must do, said Haarvold, is to go North as far as there is anything; and when I come to where everything ends

Up to Gottencrag? said Idrunga.

Aye, said Haarvold. And when ones near the gods, call out and ask them  

Pray to them, said Idrunga. One prays to the gods.

Well, pray to them, said Haarvold. And pray that theyll pull back those stars on to their proper paths, letting them slide by like all the rest, as they should, and not hang heavily over Skavangur.

To pray to the gods, said Idrunga, would be good if they would hear.

Will they not hear? asked Haarvold.

No, said Idrunga. And if they controlled the stars.

Do they not control the stars? asked Haarvold.

No, answered Idrunga. The gods will be hunting. The gods have all things. All things in heaven and earth belong to the gods. Will they not then hunt the stag?

For ever? asked Haarvold.

Aye, replied Idrunga. It is but an afternoon to the gods.

All of them? asked Haarvold.

Nay, said Idrunga. One must mind the stars. The youngest of all the gods, him they will leave to mind the stars when they go hunting the stag for ever along the mountains. It is him you must supplicate.

The youngest, said Haarvold. That is Haal.

So the good men say, said Idrunga.

And Haarvold pondered awhile. What would one do if one owned all things? Who would mind the stars? And he found that his wife was right.

I have thought over what you have said, he told Idrunga, and much of it is right. I will go to Haal, the youngest of the gods, where he minds the stars at Gottencrag, and will take him a piece of good fresh meat for a sacrifice.

Meat for one of the gods! said Idrunga. What things men think of! Take him no meat. The gods have the meat of all the stags in the world to choose from. They bring him home pieces from the hunt, where he minds the stars at Gottencrag. They have the meat of men if they need it. What need have the gods of meat?

What then? asked Haarvold.

Butter, said Idrunga.

We have so little, said Haarvold.

It will be all the more dear to the gods, replied Idrunga.

Haarvold sighed. There was no answer. It was the way of the gods.

So they made up a pat the size of a mans hand, only thicker, and wrapped it carefully up in the skin of a kid, the butter from their good cow Goldenface; and Haarvold ate a meal and drank some mead, and put a strip of smoked venison into a pouch, and took the butter and started off for the North.

He had some important business, Idrunga told the children. But the children knew he was going to see the gods; for no one else lived to the North, with whom their father could have business of any importance.

And besides the venison in the pouch, and the butter that he held in his left hand, Haarvold carried an axe that had once been blessed by a troll. At any rate, one had once come from the North, wearing a black suit and a most respectable hat, apparel much too tidy for Skavangur, and ridiculous for anywhere to the North of it; whoever he was, he was certainly disguised, and who should ape mans respectability more impudently than a troll? And Haarvold when he saw that it was a troll coming out of the dark of the North, had said to him: Bless my axe. And the troll had blessed it in his runic language, and Haarvold had given him honey.

This axe Haarvold carried now for substantial reasons; for the afternoon was wearing away as he started, and night was ahead, and the wolves. Yet, as it darkened, Haarvold swung the axe round his head, less for the protection that the whistling edge of iron could give him against whatever prowled on foot along the edge of the forest, than for the safety of the circle of spells that he felt was spinning round him out of the trolls blessing, against the things of the dark that no man saw, and could only know by guessing, and could guard against only by spells.

All the way on his right lay the forest: northward the valley he followed sloped up steeper and steeper: the farther he went the rockier and higher appeared the mountains about him.

That night whatever stars were oppressing Skavangur appeared never a one, for a bitter wind was blowing out of the North, and clouds in phantasmal shapes were racing before it, and they hid the whole of the sky with their huge assembly.

It was quite dark, and had been quite dark for some time, when Haarvold heard the sound of galloping hooves coming towards him out of the North as swiftly as hooves can go. He stood still, and instantly there swept past him close a great stag sorely hunted. About a hunted stag, in utmost terror, Haarvold could not be mistaken. Low over the crags, along which the wind was roaring, the great cloud-shapes careered southwards the same way as the stag. The gods, thought Haarvold! The gods hunting for ever!

To distinguish what was clouds from what was beyond our knowing in that light was impossible. But the terror of the stag, his pace, and his flight from the North were unmistakable. And, although a wolf with tongue out soon came padding after the stag, such speed, such terror, were more than a wolf could account for. At the time he saw no features: it was years afterwards that he described how he saw the gods hunting. What the eye could not see in that darkness, the alerter mind made out through the mist of the years.

He did not tarry long. Seeing that it was as Idrunga had told him, he pressed on northwards as swiftly as he could stride, the opposite way of the stag, clutching his pat of butter. And he had not gone an hour or two against the North wind, from the spot at which the stag and the wolf had passed him, before he came to the place where everything ended. For the crags were huge on his right, all there being boulders and darkness, and the land on the left had been tilting all the way, till it rose up now as high as the cliffs on the right, and before him a sheer black precipice ended the valley. There was no going farther. It was Gottencrag.

Haarvold craned on his toes till his fingers felt a wide ledge in the black smoothness of Gottencrag. And there he carefully laid the big pat of butter, that Idrunga had churned from the milk of Goldenface.

Three times he called upon the name of Haal as he left the butter there; then told him the case of the stars that hung over Skavangur, and how the tinker would not come with his beads; and the hens would not lay, the grey wolf-hound had fleas, the goats would not breed as they should, and only two cows in milk.

Then he turned away and left that lovely butter, and came back down the glen with the wind helping him homewards, and was in Skavangur by dawn.

And surely Haal heard him; for he has little to do, with all the gods away hunting, but to mind the stars and listen to any prayer. Surely he heard that prayer, as he wheeled the stars over Norroway; for the very day that Haarvold returned to his house the tinker arrived from Fordholm, and had in his basket buttons and ribbons and beads, honey and countless things that he had not brought last time, eggs of a size that had never before been seen in Skavangur, and a certain cure for fleas.


THE OPAL ARROW-HEAD

ONCE on the Amber River, said Locquialton.

We almost held our breath and were suddenly silent round that old table where Locquialton sat. There were five of us there besides him. An old stained table and a low room in an inn; a fire-place behind Locquialton, huge and old. You could almost have burned trees on it. The embers were low now, the fire dying; it was dark outside, and inside a few candles. Pale blue cigar-smoke filled much of the room. As I see it now, I see the pale blue smoke, the dark blue of the night beyond the uncurtained windows, the huge chestnut-brown table, and Locquialton leaning forward. I hear that voice of his as we heard it then, Once on the Amber River, suddenly out of the silence.

We knew what a traveller he had been, or, perhaps I should say, we did not know; no man knew. We remembered long years and no Locquialton. No Locquialton anywhere, no rumour; and then his return. We knew Locquialtons silences.

And then  why, then, the world invented tales for itself, tales of amazing rivers and unknown lands where he went. He came back perfectly silent; nobody knew his business; none knew where he went and none knew why. And then one day as we smoked: Once on the Amber River. The words held us spellbound. And seated there so long ago, he told us one of his stories. None of us had ever heard him speak of himself before. Soon afterward other things happened. So this, as far as any one ever heard, is Locquialtons only story.

I cannot vouch for it, and no man can. I knew Locquialton as well as any man, and know he was grimly unimaginative. Once on the Amber River  those words alone I remember as he said them. And the rest of the story, after this lapse of time, I rather see as pictures that floated under the pale blue cigar-smoke, past our attentive faces, going away from the fire-place. And the story  it throws no light on the man, for it is as strange as himself, I think the strangest story I ever heard; but of that the reader shall judge, if I can remember it.

Once on the Amber River Locquialton was in a boat, a long boat that he did not describe, with thirteen rowers, black men; he had some strange name for it. He was so far from civilization then, that at evening he used to take out a white linen collar, all starched, and look at it. I imagine that he gazed on it wistfully, thinking of London ballrooms; but that I do not know; you never got what Locquialton was thinking. He just mentioned that collar.

It gave me the idea of the sort of place better than latitude and longitude. Then he told us about the songs the rowers sang, odd songs. But I cannot remember that, though I see today Locquialtons eyes as he spoke of them. And after that they came to the bend of the river, and the reed hut on the left bank, and a white man there. A white man all alone by the Amber River.

Locquialton landed and went up to the hut; he thought the black men looked contemptuous of it, but could not tell, though he knew them as well as most; it was in any case poor in comparison to a native hut, no more than six feet high, about the size of a summer-house. And here this man lived alone. He was sitting outside his hut when Locquialton came, a man with a yellow beard, looking genially out at the river as though he owned the earth.

Behind the hut was a heap of untidy boxes, and from these Locquialton says he brought two bottles of the best champagne he had ever tasted. This strange white man would not drink himself, saying that he despised champagne, and looking on with a kind of amused toleration while Locquialton drank. His only talk was of mountains.

Locquialton had news to give him that was worth little less than ivory in such a place as that. He could have told him what the latest dance was in London, the latest song, the new election cry. He could have told him just the kind of gloves men wore now when they went dancing; he could have brought back something that men have lost who live by the Amber River; and yet this strange man spoke only of mountains.

He seemed content where he was, at ease, even happy; yet he dwelt on alluvial plains that the Amber River divided, where there was not a mountain for hundreds and hundreds of miles, and all his talk was of mountains. Mountains were clearly to him what London must have been to Locquialton, the London of lights and dances.

And then, before they parted, this smiling, self-satisfied man raised a sort of door in the floor and drew an old, old bottle out of a box. With extreme care he poured out a small wineglassful, offering none to his guest, and carefully corked the bottle and put it back in its resting-place and closed the door in the floor. He drank, and his spirit seemed to leave Locquialton there, sitting over his champagne, and went smiling away with endless beatitude, seeming to have no part in mortal cares or any troubles of earth.

If Locquialton spoke to his host, the blue eyes and the tolerant smile looked far beyond him. He spoke no more nor noticed Locquialton, or if he noticed him it was only as a man infinitely happy, infinitely wise, watches small children quarrel. We gathered that Locquialton was rude to him, and still more rude when he could not possibly ruffle his temper. Then he got up and left him, having never met such a man. He went down to the boat and the black men rowed him away.

A year later, coming back, rowing against the current, Locquialton looked in there again. The hut was as shabby as ever. The man with the yellow beard sat blandly outside in the shade of it with the same look in his eyes, as though he owned infinity. And this time Locquialton got his story. He got it by talking about mountains to his hosts hearts content. That man loved mountains, though he lived as far from them as Locquialton was then from the lights of cities.

His name, he said, was MacDonald, and in his youth he had been a mountaineer, climbing high places everywhere; and so he had come one day to the Huthneth Mountains. They were seated inside the hut at the table over that grand champagne which MacDonald had despised, and he took off his old jacket and rolled back his flannel shirt and showed Locquialton a scar running along his left shoulder-blade. An arrow-wound, he said. It had come one day over the rocks in the mountains, very near his neck, but had just caught the edge of the shoulder-blade and slid away to the left.

They broke off the end of the arrow when he got home, and the doctor had cut it out the way it was going  you cant cut an arrow out any other way, because of the barbs  and then they had cleaned it and looked at it. MacDonalds voice grew grave, even after the lapse of years. Sick though he was, he had left his bed at once and had travelled as far as he could from any mountains, and never seen mountains since. For the arrowhead was an opal.

MacDonald drew out of his waistcoat pocket and handed across to his guest such an opal as you would never find in any human market, a blue like the moon at midnight flashing in lakes at noon. Well, as Locquialton said, there was no describing it. And in the core of it was a long streak of scarlet, more like a flame caught in ice, Locquialton said, or a tiny bit of a stormy sunset frozen. He wondered what heaven was like if you could see it far off. That opal set you thinking, but you couldnt describe it. Only the gnomes use that, MacDonald had said. Locquialton had looked at the vicious barbed arrow-head and nodded. I knew Id offended the gnomes, MacDonald said.

And Locquialton said: You must have done something pretty annoying to them, or some such thing. And MacDonald had been silent awhile; and Locquialton went on with that rare champagne. And then MacDonald sighed. A sigh from that smiling, self-satisfied, contented man had astonished Locquialton; it was like a storm on a lake. MacDonald sighed and said: I am going back to the mountains.

Still Locquialton was silent; and his silence somehow brought the secret out, as he had thought it would.

I had stolen Gorgondy, MacDonald said.

Locquialton did not need to tell any of us who sat in that sombre inn what Gorgondy was; we had all read Tales of Wonder, and knew it to be the hoarded wine of the treasure-house of the gnomes.

I had stolen Gorgondy, MacDonald said, and the gnomes were after me.

And then he told Locquialton how the last bottle of hammered iron was very nearly empty under the floor of his hut, and he could never go back to drinking champagne or any stuff like that; he would just as soon drink water. And life without Gorgondy might be all very well for those who had never tasted it, but life without it to those who had was no more worth while living than that Greek fellow had once said it was anyway.

What Greek fellow? we asked Locquialton.

Oh, that man who said, Locquialton answered, that it was best of all not to be born, and after that to die young.

Oh, yes; go on, we said.

MacDonald had sighed and was soon going back to the mountains. And then he had told Locquialton of the talks he had had with old peasants down in the valleys, men who talk little at first and then give you some treasured legend, and they knew of a gnome in those mountains that never missed. The peasants there believe that the chamois never die naturally; they said that this gnome got them, a brown man, beard and all, the tint of the rocks exactly, the gnome that never missed. And he was the one, MacDonald thought, that guarded the treasure, on the other side of the rocks, the gnome whose arrowhead he had in his waistcoat pocket.

The windiest day he knew, MacDonald said, and the gnome must have aimed at his spine, yet, well as he must have known the wind in those valleys, it had flicked the arrow an inch more or less than the gnome had allowed. He was going back now, for life was no good without Gorgondy; and he sighed, and muttered under his breath: The gnome that never missed.

For that matter, Locquialton said to him, nor do I.

They talked it over and, briefly, their scheme was this: They should go together to the Huthneth Mountains; MacDonald should get his Gorgondy if he wanted it, and Locquialton should lie a little way off with his light.275, expanding bullet, and get the dwarf as he came after MacDonald. And MacDonald was to get a horse up a grassy valley that ran near to the hoard of the gnomes, and ride for it, and the gnome would come out and Locquialton would get him.

It was a queer arrangement for two men to make. We put it down to a fellow-feeling there must have been between Locquialton and this man that was hunted from his mountains; for there was a rumour that Locquialton had been hunted too, and dared not go within a hundred miles of some valley that to him was the fairest; it was thought that he might have killed a female elephant.

These thoughts crossed our minds as Locquialtons blue eyes gazed far through the mist of cigar-smoke, thinking, in silence. When he spoke again it was to speak of the Amber River two years later. He came to the hut again at the bend on the left of the river. It had all fallen in, as those reed huts do; the old table was rotting away in the tropical damp, the iron bottle under the floor was empty, but thirty-two bottles of the very finest champagne still lay unopened in boxes.

Locquialton was silent again like the man we had known for years. He had told his story of the Amber River; mountains did not interest him; his spirit, his imagination, his memory  whatever you call it  was still on the Amber River in that long, quaint boat rowed by black men. We puffed our cigars and waited.

What happened in the mountains? one said.

Locquialton came back with a jerk from the Amber River.

I got there first, he said, with my.275, behind a peak of a sort of tiny mountain, higher than the hoard of the gnomes, and about a hundred yards from it  a hundred and twenty-four, to be exact. A little high green valley ran right to a spot under the hoard of the gnomes. MacDonald brought his horse there and picketed it, then clambered perhaps thirty yards up the brown rocks, and came to the hoard and went in.

He soon came out with six of the iron bottles hung by strings from his belt, in loops that he had all ready. He dropped down those rocks in very good time indeed, and mounted his horse and loosed the rope by a swivel, and the gnome came tumbling after him. The brown gnome came over those brown rocks like muddy water. I did not try to shoot against the rock; you could hardly see him; sometimes he would be behind the brown rock, sometimes in front of it; he wouldnt be much more visible one way than the other.

MacDonald hit his horse, and the bottles bumped and rattled, which frightened it more, and on the downward slope of that valley they got a good pace at once. The moment the gnome touched the grass of the valley he began to run, and I got my finger tight on to the trigger. There was no wind. You allow two feet for a man running, of course, at a hundred yards. I had thought of allowing a little less, as he was a dwarf about three and a half feet high, but when I saw the pace he ran I allowed a little more. It was extraordinary. I never saw a creature less built for speed. He was short-limbed, square and squat, but he ran with violence. He did it by sheer strength of his abnormal muscles, his feet beat the earth, his thick legs pounded up and down with repeated blows.

There was none of the grace of speed, just sheer violent motion; he ran with deliberate anger, crashing down every footstep. He went like hail over the ground. He was brown all over and showed up well against, the green of the valley. At first he gained on MacDonald; but, just as the horse got into his full stride, as a horse does not do for about a hundred yards, the dwarf halted and threw up a bow and shot his arrow. I had already fired and missed; I had made the wrong allowance and shot behind him. No one could have hit him; no one could have guessed the pace that that dwarf was doing; it would have taken a bad shot and a fluke to have hit him, and that is all about it. So I failed MacDonald.

He was silent then for a moment. We had almost seen the Huthneth Mountains and the high green valley, and the dwarf, halting all of a sudden and shooting his arrow; and when his voice ceased, the room, as it were, came back, and the blue cigar-smoke and the uncurtained windows and the deep night outside. We sat there waiting for his final words, under his spell, not daring to disbelieve him.

In that mans waistcoat pocket, said Locquialton, and in his heart, are two of the finest opals a man has ever touched.

BEAUTIFUL fingers, beautiful fingers, said the Sultan, as he looked at the delicate curve of the shining nails, all faintly tinted with pink.

He sat by his battlements in the evening, on his terrace at Showr-ud-dulin. Below him the white wall of sparkling granite went sheer to the waters of a tarn, so still that you had scarcely thought that gold-fish even could ever stir in its deeps. And on this haunting stillness, this night-like hush, the sun had some while set, though its rays still danced upon the upper wall, picking out specks of mica; and a curious influence from the gleaming wall fell on the under shadows.

And sitting there with earth fading underneath him, as he touched the tinted nails, old recollections came back to him, radiant as moonlight. The girl he had seen eight years ago tending goats on high pastures; at evening, as now; her village far below them, all blue with smoke and swift nightfall; a little above them the last of the pasture ending; above that the huge grave mountain, with something of daylight lingering about its serene head; a bell from a temple sending a curious warning, up and up into the still air; a sudden chill and an upward rush of the darkness; the girls eyes shining, and those delicate hands.

As the darkness deepened under the Sultans wall, memory wakened and brightened, as the colours were brightening in the huge dome of the sky. He thought of the bridal day, the palanquins and the music. He saw with the inner eye their tower that stood in the forest, its marble terrace in the morning sun, and their cats walking up and down it softly over the marble. The hundred noises of the forest at night came again to him over the tree-tops. Again men woke before dawn and called far off with clear voices.

Overhead light clouds were changing to stranger and richer colours: in the deeps of his memory the years were changing. He remembered now the coming of the Welshman. He had shown him his tower, and they had hunted together; he had shown him all the forest. He had told his guest strange tales of the ancient days, and the customs of men and beasts, all of them queer and true; but he could never tell tales so strange as those that the Welshman told. Whatever he told him his guest told something stranger, calling up far lands so vividly with his tales that you knew it was as he said, though he told of astounding customs.

He remembered the day they parted; the long farewell at the gate; and how a radiance seemed to have faded away from the morning.

He remembered finding the girl with the lovely hands was gone.

He had ridden eighty miles before he overtook them. He found them at an inn. In a small dark room with low ceiling. The Welshman had drawn his revolver with a threatening air, thus losing his one last chance; he should have shot from the pocket. Then the Sultan had come in with his sword, the one his grandfather had used so well, and those before him; and before them, as many said, the gods; but who could tell?

And now he touched again those delicate hands, those gleaming nails, and a diamond he once had given, that shone there brighter than the last of the daylight. The crocodile in the tarn below was utterly motionless, a dark streak only darker by a shadow or so than the gloaming. The fall of his morsels of food made far more ripple than he made with his whole body, when the Sultan fed his pet with dainties at evening.

Beautiful fingers. Beautiful fingers, sighed the Sultan, as he threw the last of them, diamond and all, to the tarn.


THE DESCENT OF THE SULTAN OF KHASH

THE trail of modernism is over everything, said the Supervisor of Worship.

They were a party of four about a table, in a room that was all carved wood from floor to ceiling, with only two windows in it, small and high, and the dinginess lightened here and there by bright blue and gold on the carving. The other three were the Warden of the Treasure, the Commander of the Armed Men, and the Buyer of Horses; all high officials of the Dominion of Khash.

And they sat at that table because the Sultan of Khash had appointed them members of a commission to determine whether he was in truth descended from the Moon, as all men there believed, and to report upon it.

His Translucency has been to Paris, said the Commander of the Armed Men.

May God favour his expectations, said the Supervisor of Worship. But the tonelessness of his voice showed the phrase to be one of those so worn by antiquity that it no longer carried meaning. And the answering phrase of the other three came too swift and sleek to be audible.

They all turned then to the papers that were before them, and, passing them from hand to hand, they set them together with the sighs of men for whom tedious work is concluded. Nothing now remained but to set great seals to the papers, and to sign them with the names of those four, their appellations and epithets.

And this was written on the papers and sent to the Sultan, and was put in his Iron Box.

His Most Serene Translucency, the heaven-wise, the dawn-featured, the elephant-strong, the Sultan of Khash, having ordained as a commission to inquire these worthless and unwise men, to wit Sri Kahan, Supervisor of Worship; Lo Hatara, Master of Armies; Lo Hi, the Bringer of Horses; Hata Dundara, Warden of the Treasure; and these unworthy ones becoming, by this ordaining, instantly a commission, do now inquire as commanded, which is to inquire into the verity of that truth that all men know, the very veracious and undoubted descent of the said Most Serene Translucency from the Moon.

And for this purpose first we have all of us, all we four unworthy, examined the tablets in the treasure-house, which record the lineal descent of the House of Khash from the first dawn-featured Sultan, his once-serene Translucency Lo Ling To, with all attestations and evidences bearing on that descent; and to the contrary we have found neither evidences nor rumour. We then investigated with scrupulous curiosity the parentage of his once-serene Translucency, and found, as all records tell and none deny, and none have ever questioned, that his mother was La Ling Ting, the daughter of the prince of that forest that stood once by Tana-o. And we find in unquestioned history that at such and such a period before his birth she went alone to the forest, and, as all histories tell and the astrologers of this day most surely compute, the Moon deigned to arise that night in all his fullness.

They tell how he arose with a special glory, so that watchers far off believed that the princes forest was golden. We discredit utterly such tales as there be, if tales such idle prattling may be called, pretending that the hunter prince, the young archer, called Lord of the Vale of Lilies, came ever on that night to the forest of Tana-o. Our reasons are sevenfold, all strong in themselves, and multiplied in their validity by the power of the sacred number.  

For firstly it is told, and clearly recorded in the papers of the Prince of the Forest, that that prince nigh a year before had forbidden his daughters hand to the Lord of the Vale of Lilies.

And secondly we find that the reason of this forbidding was a just and good reason, such as would have been binding upon both princes, for their states had been at war with each other only a hundred years previously.

And thirdly we find that the forest was guarded by a paling so high, and at the top so spiky, that none had ever been known that was able to climb it; and a warden went past his portion every night to see that it was not broken, there being four wardens, each watching a quarter; and to the popular rumour, the coarse jest of the market-place that irresponsibly says he burrowed beneath it, we reply that a prince so dainty, so much a mirror and model to proud young men, as many a portrait shows us to this day, would never have so demeaned himself as to borrow for this occasion his lowly art from the coney.

Fourthly we find that there was an inner paling, and that here the stakes were all driven into rock, so that not the coney himself could have gone below them. A gate there was, but this was guarded by a defender at whose very beard men trembled; and whose spirit was as impregnable against bribery as his beard was untamed by the comb.

And fifthly, if we may be permitted to go backward in fancy, as all men did in fact, away from that terrible beard, and so come again to the outer part of the forest, that lay between the two palings, we find it recorded in books (and intensified by the art of the painter) that most fearsome leopards roamed by night in this space.

And sixthly we have the word of the Lord of the Vale of Lilies, which he gave to his father when questioned, that he spent all that night in the temple.

While for our seventh reason, on account of the sacredness of so solemn a number, we reserve the story of your Most Serene Translucencys blessed grandmother in the thirtieth degree, which was written down upon parchment, and placed by the Supervisor of Worship of those days amongst the sacred writings.

Now this story tells that on this especial night she strayed to the forest away from her maids and her bower, she being, as she said, forlorn, but saying not for what reason. And a wind came over the forest out of the East, so gently that at first it made no sound, as though the leaves were moving. Then one by one the little leaves were whispering; and the whisper spread till they all were sighing softly, murmuring a song among them, which was not a myriad songs as when birds are singing, but was the song of the whole forest, in which each leaf whispered its part. And the song came up from the East.

And from the sound of leaves singing in whispers that music grew, until there arose far off, between the song and the silence, a melody as from flutes, but from flutes upon which musicians merely breathe, being nearly adream with enchantment. And perhaps for a moment, but for no longer than that, the gracious lady the Princess La Ling Ting would seem to have fancied, or no more than supposed, that the melody came from the flute of the Lord of the Vale of Lilies, which it had been his wont to play.

But it was all fainter than the breath of man, and lovelier than man can make, so that she knew immediately, turning from fancy to reason, that the melody was the music of some god, that he played thus faintly lest mortal hearts should shrivel, and drift away like leaves on the tides of his music, were he but to play one murmur more than a whisper. And even now, as she turned to the East to see what thing should come, she felt her reason beginning to float away, and all her senses slowly drifting westwards.

She tells how the East was now serenely aglow, as though gold and silver had been melted together to bathe the evening sky. And suddenly she saw the Moon and the face of the god in it, and he came over the trees with unwonted haste, enchanting all the forest with his glory, till every leaf was golden, not in appearance only, but actual metal of pure pale gold for that one night alone. And the wonder of him, and the glory that was about him, and the magic of that faint music that went before him all overcame her at once, and she fell asleep in the forest, yet lost no sight of the moon-god for her sleep, for he daintily walked in her dreams; and she knew him there for the moon-god by his more than human beauty.

Of this she said nothing at first, not guessing the significance of it, but later when she perceived what was to be she told the story thus, and the fact was recorded in the genealogies and the story written on parchment.

We investigated also the rumour, sometimes crossing our happy borders from foreign cities, that the moon is a world or land, and not capable therefore of parentage. But that so much rock could float with no support in the sky we find neither worthy of credence, nor proven by any argument of the magicians of foreign cities, who especially hold that the earth attracts objects of weight to her centre, and with the same breath maintain that the moon is of weighty rock and yet floateth free. And that the wonder of climbing the sky and passing beneath the earth is a wonder only fitting for a god is our unanimous resolution.

Having now brushed away the cobwebs of idle rumour and the lazy dust of doubt, and established once again from accurate records the verity of the lineal and true descent of the Most Serene Translucency, the heaven-wise, the dawn-featured, the elephant-strong the Sultan of Khash from the Moon, we recommend, for the perpetual stilling of doubt and for the discountenancing of doubters, that henceforth any that shall question this lineage shall have places hollowed out along the sides of their tongues and that in these hollows there be inserted the white dust of leprosy, the dribble of the dog-fever, and ooze of the smallpox, or whatever diseases men most commonly fear, that these may be naturally separate from the rest and the doubt may not spread.

Our eyes are beads for His Most Serene Translucency to string as he will; our hearts are his food; may his dynasty endure till the Mountains of Ching Ling Ling have grown to thrice their size.

That the last words were but idle formalities was only too clearly shown a few years later, when the very four that composed this commission were most active in the revolt that dethroned the Sultan of Khash. But he still retains those papers with their great Khashian seals, which he often shows to his friends, when they motor out to play a round of golf in the grounds of his villa on the charming slopes above Cannes.


THE POLICEMANS PROPHECY

GOING by a cross-roads at that pace, said the policeman to my taxi-driver; and when I held my hand up. Youll kill yourself and everybody else.

The rebuke stuck in my mind, until I began to wonder what would happen if he did; and what it would be like when he had done it.

No doubt the motor buses and private cars would help him; and then the traffic would begin to slow down: one day it would stop. And at once the brambles and convolvulus on each side of every road would get to know of it, and their tendrils would slip out softly on some still evening and begin to scout over the tar. But in London, where the forces of Nature seem so weak and few; what would happen there?

Why, the very window-boxes would know of it. Small tendrils would stray over sills and peer about to welcome the weeds that would soon creep up from below. The seed of the plane trees would go abroad in their season and sweep along pavements like dust, till they found the homes that they sought in cracks and in crannies; and the winged seed of the limes, travelling farther than anyone guesses, would find hard lodging at first, but would rustle a little farther with every breeze till they also came to their rest in soil however scanty.

The news of the work of that taxi-driver would spread to flies as rapidly as the swiftest winds could carry it, and not only would they come from incredible distances to settle down upon London in one rejoicing cloud, but billions would be born for this very occasion, and in all our empty cathedrals, in all our trafficless streets, their hum would be the first anthem to announce the passing of man. It seems to me that an important duty would fall on the flies, to tidy up after the taxi-driver, and to make the Thames valley habitable for whatever forms of life were coming there next.

Birds would follow the flies and of course kill millions, but could never check their rejoicing. The air would be full of swallows all through summer, and the swifts sailing above them; the little dun-coloured fly-catcher would perch on abandoned walls, and leap up to catch his prey, and return again to his perch; and the predatory birds in far woods would immediately know of the sport, and would come swooping in to prey on the lesser hunters.

The abandoned food of London would become a patrimony for more rats than there are in the whole of the Thames valley, and they would increase until their numbers were worthy of that opportunity. The cats would never check them; and though there might be cats that would think the houses of men were now their own, curling up cosily in soft chairs in the best rooms, they would learn soon that there dwelt in each house a vast population that cared little enough for them and their dainty airs.

And what new alliance would the dog make when his old master was gone? Would he oust the jackal and serve the lion? In Africa perhaps. But what would he do in London? He would be lonely at first. And then he would form into packs running wild through parks and through squares, in at doors and out of windows, hunting down streets become populous with all manner of things except man. And some trace, though I cant think what, of us and our customs would still be felt in his packs; for it is always so when something great has gone; there remains a trace of it amongst lesser folk for century after century. What sport those packs would have, free to follow for ever that instinct that they had learned for a whole geological era, yet touched now and then by the memory of a friendship which, though it had only started a little before history, might be poignant enough.

And all the while the little weeds would be growing; every wind would do their work, every shower soften their beds for them; and great far-travelling gales would come in from the hills, bringing flowers new to London. It would probably not be long before the traces of mans supremacy began to grow indistinct, the outlines of all his work in steel or stone being blurred by weeds till they grew as vague as old footprints. And at that weedy touch a certain angular look, a certain feeling of hardness, would be all gone from the houses, so that all the wild things would know at a glance they could enter and be at rest.

What kind of habitation will they make for those that are other than us? Some know them already, the cat, the mouse, and the spider; the jackdaw, too, has known the chimneys of man. Will these be our heirs when the work of the taxi-driver is finished? Or will others oust them? And another question one cannot help asking: will the world be the worse for the change? We cannot answer that: we are too much absorbed by our point of view to be able to say if the greenery of grass and moss and ivy tenanted by all manner of creatures, molested no longer by us, be a better or worse habitation than our pavements trodden by men. That green will rise like a tide, bringing with it forgetfulness, and drowning a little deeper with every leaf of the buttercup, and every downy clock of the dandelion, the fear and remembrance of man.

What a noise we made! But it will all be forgotten. What a mess we made with our hoardings, what a glare in the sky. But a few clean winds will tidy the hoardings up, and the sky above London will return to its stars as a patient from fever to health.

And who will remember, when all these things are forgotten? Who will remember at all? Who will look at the soft green mounds and recall mans angular houses and remember that we were here? The dog. The dog will remember. On some night when he is not hunting some dog may stray from his pack; and in a clearing of young woods of lime, growing dense by the banks of the Thames, may suddenly see his old enemy the full noon rising huge over weed-covered houses. At once he will his head and cry out to warn man. Not a voice will answer, not a harsh ungrateful cry, which he never resented of for he never asked for mans gratitude: it used to be enough to warn him and guard him, without looking for recompense.

And now not a voice would come, except perhaps for a dog far off in the marshes passing the warning on, and the quiet mutter of geese. And suddenly he will remember then, man has not been seen for years. Hell be sorry, at that, and think of all weve done, so far as he can understand it, and will think of our motives and praise them: not the motives we knew; even historians, likely as not, miss them; but those divine purposes, mysterious, almost inscrutable, that he guessed at and credited to us and humbly revered. Dont let us be too greatly elated at that reverence that may outlast us, for it will not come so much from our own deserts as from the depths of the fathomless loyalty that is in the heart of the dog.

The mouse will remember houses, the cat will remember soft rugs, the jackdaw for many a year will remember chimneys but the dog will remember man. And what an odd memory it will be, that memory lingering on in the marshes and woods of the Thames, a memory of something that once was here so wise, so powerful and so far-seeing that it could alter the face of the earth; and yet so blind that it could not see by starlight so deaf that a footfall coming up from behind could not be heard till too late, and quite unable even to smell at all.

One who never even knew who his enemies were; never guessed the plotting of wild things, the disloyalty of cats, nor the enmity of the full moon. And in the end the face of the earth, for all that man had done to it, went back in spite of him to its old, old way. And here were the cats and the rats, the foxes and the full moon, all quietly triumphant over the end of that mysterious figure that was so much mightier, wiser, and kinder than they. And just when a thought arises too deep for tears, that watchful dog by the marshes under the moon will turn to another thought more swiftly than we can turn for I know the ways of the dog, and will raise a hind leg to scratch at his neck with a sudden vigour. Ah, yes, that flea will interest him more than man.

We must be content with whatever memory we can when we are gone. When nature is busy everywhere hiding our work away, belfry and factory alike dumb under cascades of clematis, it will be something to have even that much memory even though it come briefly and rarely on nights of a full moon.

And, after all, that policeman may have exaggerated, though he spoke so deliberately and calmly and seemed so sure, and though I myself have long thought on similar lines, and have not at all supposed that machines were for ever. I had always thought that machines in the end would overthrow machines, the bombing plane and the pullman cancelling out, and that Nature at last would return; so that when I suddenly heard the policemans prophecy, and saw his confident bearing, I did not doubt at first that what he predicted was true.

But after reflection, and in the policemans absence, it seems there may well be a chance that the taxi-driver may kill himself before he has time to kill everybody, and that he may be buried by folk of our race, who only dimly and rarely guess with what he had threatened us all. What will they write on his tombstone? I can think of no more fitting inscription, if after all we survive him, than those words so often uttered over the dead in London: The Driver Was Exonerated From All Blame.

Nov. 1 & 2, 1929.


THE WIND IN THE WOOD

IN the hut of the mushroom-picker near Slumber Wood was a child named Amelia Ann. When there was plenty of time on hand and no work to be done she used to be called Amelia, but in times of hurry she was called Ann. And one day her parents went out to gather mushrooms, leaving her alone in the hut, and warning her, before they went, to keep a sharp look-out for wolves and not to stray far from the door.

There had been no wolves near their hut for a hundred years, but they had learned about the wood and the world from their grandfathers, and noticed that they had known more about both than the folks of the present day knew; and these grandfathers had always warned them against wolves, so they taught their child accordingly. And, as soon as they had gone, 

Amelia, who knew that there were no wolves, went away by herself to the wood.

Hunger drove her parents afield, and curiosity drove Amelia, and so they hastily went their separate ways. When Amelia came to the very deep of the wood she had scarce gone far through the dark of it when she came on a dim blue figure fifty feet high, sitting up hunched on the moss, and not so opaque as to hide the trunks of the trees.

Who are you? said Amelia, though she knew it at once for the wind.

And the wind without any concealment told her gladly who he was, with a loud shrill voice that sounded amused and excited.

What are you going to do? said Amelia.

And at that the wind seemed torn and wracked by dilemma.

To begin with he was bubbling over to tell her, but then what he had to tell was so huge and delightful a secret that it seemed a pity to spoil it by sharing it with a soul, and then again he wanted to tell it because it seemed so splendid, and then again he didnt. But in the end he had to tell it to someone. So he looked round left and right, to see that no one was listening, and to show what a great secret it was; then he leaned forward and rubbed his hands, and said: I am going to blow.

How jolly, said Amelia.

To blow, said the wind.

I thought you would, said Amelia. Not a grass-blade stirred, not a leaf swayed on its stem, in the deep dead hush of the wood.

How did you know? said the wind.

By the look of the sky, she answered.

The wind gave a sudden surprised look up at the sky, disappointed that there should be anywhere any hint of his secret. Sure enough, there were little clouds wearing a wild look, but the wind turned contemptuously away from them.

Yes, I am going to blow, he said.

What are you going to blow? said Amelia.

Leaves, said the wind.

And ships? asked Amelia.

With a hand the colour of a wintry sky he rubbed the mighty shadows about his chin. He did not like the question. With the cunning of sails he had found himself put to uses.

No. Leaves, he said.

Which way will you blow them? she asked.

And suddenly he spoke as though he were wiser than she, and as though behind his words were the wisdom of ages. That depends on which way I come out of the wood, he said.

And which way will you? she asked.

Ah, he said.

That way? asked Amelia, pointing to the winds right. If I go that way, he said, I shall be a north wind.

Or that way? she asked, pointing behind her.

If I go that way, he said, I shall be a west wind.

Be a west wind, she said.

Why? he asked.

Because a west wind is funny, she said. The north wind is angry, and nobody likes an east wind. Be a west wind.

Perhaps, he said.

Or a south.

We shall see, he said.

Will you blow them hard? asked Amelia.

Whew! he said.

How hard will you blow them? she asked him.

Ill dance them round and round for a bit, he said. Then, when I leave the wood, Ill make them run.

And what else will you blow? she asked.

Ha, he said. And the whole wood rang with his glee. Twigs? asked Amelia.

Whole trees, answered the wind. But thats not all. And all the wood was aware that he had a secret.

Youll blow the wild geese south, she guessed.

Better than that, said he.

Youll blow ice-bergs out to sea?

Ha, ha, he said. Better than that.

And while she sat and wondered, a kind of twinkle seemed rippling up through the dim blue bulk of that figure. Partly it seemed like starlight, and partly like laughter. And all the wood was hushed. He seemed a jolly fellow. A delightful possibility crossed her mind. But she could not be sure, and it was better to ask.

What then? she said.

I shall go to the towns, said the wind.

And then? said Amelia, her merry suspicions closer now on his secret.

And the twinkles increased in the wind. And, just as he seemed unable to keep his secret in any longer, Amelia asked him again: What will you blow then?

And the wind shouted his answer in the deep hush of the trees.

Hats, he bawled gleefully.

I thought you would, said Amelia.

Hats through the streets, he shouted.

Oh, what fun, what fun, said Amelia. And together they went out romping through the western side of the wood.


THE TIGERS SKIN

MR. ALFRED JERK is employed in a shop that is much too large to be called a shop. They say they supply everything there, and I almost think they do. One day, Jerk says, a customer came into the store in order to buy a table. It is quite two years ago, but he remembers it clearly because of the curious table the customer wanted. He gave the name of Tavers. He wanted a table of the nature of a billiard-table. In fact, he had said, it had better be a billiard-table. But it had to be of certain dimensions.

Jerk, thinking that he had no room for a full-sized table, showed him several small billiard-tables; but none of the tables would suit him. It turned out that he wanted it only very little shorter than the ordinary billiard-table; in fact the same length might do, but it had to be about a foot wider. The ordinary billiard-table is six foot wide, and of course Mr. Jerk promised to give him a full six foot. But that would not do; it had to be definitely seven feet. And after a while Mr. Jerk saw that Messrs. Hatby and Gater would have to have one made specially.

Selling something that can be supplied from a factory by the hundred is a good deal easier than getting anything made, so he tried to persuade the customer to take an ordinary table. But this he would not do. It turned out that he did not want it to play billiards on, which rather wasted Mr. Jerks arguments, all based on the supposition that he did. He wanted it to put a skin on.

What kind of a skin, Mr. Jerk asked. A tiger skin. What were the exact measurements? And here Mr. Tavers was vaguer. Between ten and eleven feet long, and up to seven feet wide. He wanted to keep it on a table, where no one would walk on it, or stumble over it, or wear it out. And then it turned out that he had not got the tiger yet, but was going to India to shoot one.

They talked awhile of the difference between England and India, and how far away it was, and then returned to the subject of tiger skins on the floor, and how people walked on them and wore them out. And a table was definitely ordered, of seven feet by eleven and a half; with the usual balls and cues. And Mr. Jerk got an order for a long and short jigger as well, though it took him all his salesmanship to do it; for the customer obviously did not want to play billiards at all.

In India Tavers found that black-buck were a good deal more common than tigers. In fact the place in the Terai at which he made his little camp, and had permission to shoot, was fifty miles from the nearest spot at which any tiger had been seen for a year. So he shot black-buck and sometimes a swamp-deer, and once a nulghau, and got some good heads, and was soon content with these and almost forgot his tiger.

Meanwhile a factory in Leeds was completing for the store of Messrs. Hatby and Gâter a very troublesome billiard-table, seven feet by eleven and a half.

And about this time the curious craving arose. There is no saying how tastes come; there is no saying why we suddenly have a taste for cheese, mutton, or pineapple. I think myself that these cravings are guides for us; I think that, when these tastes come, then cheese, mutton, or pineapple are good for us, the palate being merely the messenger of some deep inner need.

However it be, we are all familiar, either in health or sickness, with curious tastes of this kind, often trivial, and yet insistent. Such a taste as these arose at this time in a tiger, in a jungle far from the hills, a sudden craving for the flesh of a white man; and he left his lair at once. Whether led by chance or by the same instinct that gave him the craving, he headed for the Terai.

All night the great beast went whispering through the jungle on almost inaudible feet. He passed Indian villages without heeding them; and when dawn came he saw Indians very near, cutting trees in the jungle, or women washing brass bowls in little streams, and never thought to kill them. The tiger was hungry, and yet he passed them by.

These tastes, these sudden cravings for one food more than another, are not governed by reason when they touch ourselves, far less when they come to a tiger. He came to the reedy plains where the swamp-deer are, he passed by herds of black-buck, still hungry, still killing nothing, still gripped by his curious longing for European meat; a fine tiger, from nose to tip of tail a good eleven feet long.

And Messrs. Hatby and Gater had the table on hand for something over a year. And then one day a customer came in who seemed to Mr. Jerk to be suitable. He was asking for a billiard-table, and Mr. Jerk was serving him.

Would you like the ordinary narrow billiard-table, sir? he asked.

The customer hardly knew.

We have a very nice one seven feet wide, said Mr. Jerk.

And the customer very nearly took it.

Perhaps your room is not quite large enough, said Mr. Jerk.

Oh, that was salesmanship! For the customer had a large new house, and was proud of it. And yet he hovered and wavered.

We could let you have it for forty pounds, sir, said Mr. Jerk.

That did it. And then; for truth is used in salesmanship, at the proper time, as much as anything else: Its quite new, sir; never been played on. It was ordered for a gentleman that went to India and got ate by a tiger.

WHEN Mr. Murblethwaite saw Mr. Jupkens in the street between Piccadilly and the Strand, he knew by a sign that he was the man.

For forty incarnations he had sought him, and, being prenaturally long-lived, he had been at the search for over three and a half thousand years. It had been the custom of Mr. Murblethwaite to take a country and to search it thoroughly, wandering always, wasting not even a day, till his sight began to fail him  and even after that he went wandering on, knowing that if he found the sign he would see it, even with half-bleared eyes  but, when blindness began to approach, it was his custom to die and to take an incarnation a little farther west. Thus in nine incarnations he searched China.

The number of Mr. Murblethwaites lives was limited, and, as everything depended for gods and men upon the success of his quest, he often endured the uttermost dregs of life, rather than waste unduly an incarnation. Picture his relief after such wanderings when he met Mr. Jupkens.

Now the case was thus with the gods. They swing the planets for ends that are not to be detailed here, and find in their perfect balance a harmony that brings them joy so far transcending the joys that we feel or even imagine, that this also is to be unchronicled in my story. Yet though the joy that the gods derive from the perfect poise of the spheres must be for ever unchronicled, yet the poise itself may be comprehended on earth, though only barely and amongst the few, they that faint not under the rigours of mathematics.

To them is revealed how the pull of planet on planet, drawing gradually a neighbour away from his orbit, is for ever balanced by other pulls that bring them back to their paths. And this is as it should be. Yet there was one vagrant body; comet or asteroid, call it what you will; that had no part in this formula, nor moved in the perfect balance in which the planets swing; but rather, small though it was, pulled softly against the planets, drawing them slowly away, and had done this for over three thousand years. And for the pull of this vagrant body was no compensation, as is the law of the planets with all the rest.

Know now that the name of Murblethwaite is a pseudonym, as also that of Jupkens. Know also that there are principles or forces abroad in this Earth, and have been for long whiles, named Rimmon and Ahrimmon, the former being upon the side of the gods, while the latter warreth against them. Now Mr. Murblethwaite was Rimmon and had been for ever, though concealing himself with abundant pseudonyms since first he went on his wanderings, and Mr. Jupkens was Ahrimmon; the one for the gods, the other against them, and against all harmony whether amongst the spheres or by the firesides of men.

And it was thus with Jupkens, that if ever for a space of seven days he were unable to make his spells, then justice would triumph and the gods pull back their comet and establish that harmony among the spheres that was ebbing slowly away. Thus would Rimmon triumph over Ahrimmon, and prophecy be fulfilled. And for three and a half thousand years the spirits of the Just had been unable to find Jupkens.

Such as mock the Just suppose them slow of wit. Yet, were this true, the spirit of Rimmon in Murblethwaite had gone up against Jupkens, blundering at him in violence. And Jupkens would have seen Murblethwaite cast into prison, and been safe perhaps for another incarnation. And yet far otherwise was it. For Murblethwaite drew wisdom from his forty incarnations, and knew the lore of England.

He therefore bided his hour, and watched until he saw Jupkens draw near a policeman, to whom Murblethwaite went; and speaking softly and smiling as he spoke, in calm and pleasant manner, he gave Jupkens in charge unto the policeman. And he charged him upon the charge of stealing his motor-car; for with the wisdom of his many incarnations he knew well the kind of body that Ahrimmon had picked for his dwelling-place, and knew well the kind of car that such a body would buy; so he described it and described it aright, Jupkenss own car. And when the car was found, and it was as Murblethwaite said, Jupkens was cast into prison, to await the day of the looking into the matter by those that delight in such things.

And seven days and more than seven went by; and Jupkens made no spells; for the high place, the incense and the open view of the stars, that were requisite for the spells, were denied him; and the gods drew back the comet. And when the matter was looked into, Murblethwaite was cast into prison and lies there to this day. Yet what cares he, with the planets safe on their paths? And if it too greatly irk him he has but to die, and pass free to the forty-first of his incarnations; or leave such things as toys and go back in triumph, his duty done, to the gods.


THE AWFUL DREAM

WHEN I called at Sir Jefcote Inlays house he was well on the way to recovery. His illness had luckily been short though sharp, as well as interesting, if one can use such a word of an illness striking down a famous man and incapacitating him from important work. Yet though interesting is the wrong word for it, it was an illness that must commend itself to the student of curious disorders, since it is one of the very rare instances of a malady caused by a dream.

Neither is there any reason to suppose that it was the other way about, and the dream caused by some feverish disorder; Sir Jefcote has given precise information upon that subject; he went to bed perfectly well and had a dream, and received a shock from the dream, from which he did not recover for nearly a fortnight. The dream was clear, and of course he had no suspicion that he was dreaming.

He merely thought he had not yet gone to sleep, and that the light was on in his bedroom for some reason about which he never thought to inquire. And he saw a telegram on the table beside his bed and never thought how it had got there; or, if he thought at all, he supposed it had lain there unnoticed,  having been put there before he went to bed. He opened the telegram and found it signed by three names, those of the Secretary for Current Affairs, the Chief of Scotland Yard, and William, Bishop of Bilchester. And the telegram definitely stated that there would be no more crime whatever for five years.

It was worded more clearly than telegrams often are, so that there was no possibility of misunderstanding it. But, although Sir Jefcote could not misunderstand it, it was long before he grasped all its significance and all the blighting consequences to himself. If he is not the leading man at the criminal bar, there must be very few to dispute the position with him. His defences are masterly. And, whatever critics may say against the flights of rhetoric with which his addresses for the defence may be ornamented, there is nothing but gratitude for them by many a murderers fireside.

There phrases that these critics assail, that counsel for the prosecution ridiculed, and that only muddled the jury, are remembered yet, with quiet chuckles of grateful satisfaction. And here was a telegram from the Bishop, from the Office of Current Affairs, and from Scotland Yard, saying that crime had ceased for five years.

He was a man of fifty-five; for five years his livelihood was to be taken away from him; at the end of that time the criminal bar would be crowded with young men that had been working as he had worked thirty-five years ago; he would be sixty then. A clear view came to him of the work he would have to do at sixty to hold his place at all, and clearer and grimmer still he saw his financial position, an income of almost nothing at all.

He earned thirty thousand a year, but thrift is taxed more heavily in England than alcohol, cocaine alone being discouraged more, so that he had saved nothing. It was a dreadful dream. And even yet some faint flicker of doubt must have entered his mind to cheer it, like a ray of the palest sunshine on a day abandoned to rain; so that he hastily went to the telephone and rang up the Bishop of Bilchester.

Was it true?

And there came at once the Bishops ringing voice, each syllable beautiful in that resonant diction.

I am afraid so, it said.

That was not fully my meaning, the Bishop explained afterwards; but no doubt remained of this long period of crimelessness.

He next rang up Scotland Yard, and heard from them how it was that the information had been received. It had originated with the Church, in a prophecy, not by the Bishop himself, and had already been tested for a week by the best brains in the Yard, and was unmistakably true. Sir Jefcote received the news without surprise, and even without doubt; except that, the matter affecting his future so vitally, he rang up the Office of Current Affairs to make sure, and received such corroboration as killed the last of his hopes.

He left the telephone then, and returned to his bed and his broodings, all the more vivid for being the broodings of dreams. He thought of the five years to come, with his livelihood taken away from him, no better off than a carpenter deprived of all his timber. Vain hopes flickered through his mind like falling leaves in the moonlight flashing faintly down through a wood, vain hopes that men still might be prosecuted, though they had done no wrong, charged falsely and he would defend them; but such hopes soon fell into darkness.

Any young fool could defend an innocent man; such oratory as his, so swift a mind, such brilliance, were not for these trivial uses; you do not dig with a razor. Razor! The word shone in his mind. Here was something that could avert the five years of poverty, the sight of his young hopes withering, the long drift to starvation or charity. Rather starvation, he thought; but who could tell which he would come to?

Too late to learn a new calling now and struggle through some new crowd to a place of his own. Too late for all but the razor. That alone could save him from the pity of his friends and the mock generosity of his enemies, which flashed now before his minds eye with unnatural clearness. The painless, swift razor, or the long slope of poverty leading down to starvation. Who could doubt which to choose? There was a razor of the old kind in his room, one with which he used to shave before the safety razors came in, in days when he was building up a name such as men can only make once. The old blade was still quite sharp enough for the purpose.

He stropped it rapidly, then put it to his throat and heaved at it with all the strength of his arm, the first time he had ever contemplated a felony. But there was no strength in his arm. He who attempted suicide because crime had ceased must paradoxically have forgotten in that moment that it had ceased indeed, for it is not possible to suppose that the foremost lawyer at the criminal bar can have been ignorant that suicide is a crime. He heaved at his arm in thought, but it would not move, and the razor dropped from his inert hand to the floor.

Cut off then from the only means of escape he could see, and faced with starvation and the loss of his splendid position, he looked at his fallen razor and burst into tears, and was found still weeping when he was called in the morning.


MRS. MULGER

HER mother had been a lodging-house keeper before her. And now, in the same northern town, she too let lodgings, she too a widow now as her mother had been, and time still flying. Not that she thought of time as still flying; rather it seemed to have flown while she was not watching, for she was far on in the forties now, so it must have flown, looking at it that way. And yet with spring coming on, and two young men from the university, her lodgers, sitting at that table of theirs talking poetry, time mightnt have moved at all. She had come into the sitting-room to see after her gold-fish, and there they were talking away. And it might have been thirty years ago, which only seemed like yesterday, when her mothers young lodger had talked the very same stuff to her.

She couldnt help stopping awhile to listen to them after she had fed her gold-fish; it brought the years back so. No sense in it, any more than there had been in the talk of that other young man so long ago; but the same fervour, the same overwhelming certainty about something, whatever it was, as there is in the blackbirds voice in early April, when he seems so certain of spring. So she stood still, smiling slightly, and listened as they talked to each other. Poetry as usual. And the curious thing about it was, that, though she could not understand a word of what they were saying, yet not a phrase was new to her. Sometimes she almost thought she could have completed their sentences for them. And then from the curious phrases one of them began to quote lines from an old poem. They were praising it with their queer words, lavishing praises upon it.

I am afraid we are talking poetry, Mrs. Mulger, said one of them.

Never mind, sir, she answered. It doesnt do any harm. Nor did it, if one kept away from it. Curiously enough she might once have married a young man that wrote poetry, wrote it himself, that lodger of her mothers, a university student and all; but she knew what poetry led to. When she did marry she married the secretary of a branch of a trade union, a plumber in a good way of business: everybody wanted a plumber. And when he died he left her very well off. The other young man died long ago. The two men flashed through her thoughts all in a moment, like ghosts going home at cock-crow.

More talk and more lines quoted, and gradually the lines began to arrange themselves into a pattern that grew clear to the widow; not the meaning, whatever that might be, but the sound of them, and certain sounds and sights of springs that were gone, which seemed somehow to hang and glitter along the lines. It seemed funny to her what things would call up memories; you couldnt tell what would do it.

The incomparable majesty of the Ode to a Rose, one of the young men was saying, and Mrs. Mulger was still standing there smiling slightly, and he turned to her rather sharply. But I am afraid, he said to her, that the poem we are discussing is scarcely of interest to you, Mrs. Mulger. For a moment her thoughts turned away from him down the years and came back again.

You know, she said, my names Rose.

A most perfect non sequitur, said one to the other.

And when she had insisted on having it explained what that meant, and having got at the meaning, she said: Not so much of a non-what-you-call-it as all that. And there she stopped, thinking all of a sudden of a gun she had once heard fired in a wood, when she had gone five miles from the town to see the spring, and all the birds were singing; and at the sound of the gun their singing had ceased at once. She wouldnt stop their merry talk, she thought, as what she had been about to say would have stopped it; never mind whether there was any sense in it or not: let them talk, and let the birds sing. So she ended up with: Its a nice poem, Im sure.

But that ode had been written to her.


THE CHOICE

IT came upon Arnulph like a lightning-stroke. He was Duke of Torres Aiguilles, a knight of the Order of the Peregrine Falcon, hereditary Armourer of the Sacred Artillery, and the owner of wide estates. And now, after a sudden scandal and brief trial, he had been sentenced to a month in prison.

The prison of Torido was damp, and almost as dark as a cellar: it had once been a medieval dungeon: and there Arnulph of Torres Aiguilles sat in the gloom, no better off than any one of the band of felons that drifted about the vaults and passages with very little discipline, which no one troubled much to inflict where escape was known to be impossible. Somehow he had been allowed to resign the whip of the state coach; all else had been taken from him.

And as he sat thinking of all these things, but newly inflicted, there came towards him out of the damp and the darkness a figure merrier than he had thought to be possible in that abode of misery; a lean figure with thin profile, and face dark even among faces seen in the gloom; but it had no part in the gloom; it moved with quips on the lips and laughter in eyes, and seemed to carry a spirit no more weighed down by the darkness than a bird is kept under by air.

This was the gipsy Puglioni, and when he spoke, saying: How fare you, master? the fallen statesman looked up, and his resolution to speak to none of the felons faded.

Ill, he replied.

How long, master? said Puglioni.

A month, said the ruined grandee with a great sigh.

I also, said the gipsy cheerily.

And so it was. Arnulph of Torres Aiguilles had permitted things, where he was responsible, that could be described as bribery; and the description of them, when made, exactly fitted the phrases of a law: once that description was written there was no hope for him. His sentence might have been ten or twenty times heavier, but that it had seemed not to matter what the sentence was, in sight of so tremendous a ruin.

The gipsy had stolen a chicken, and for the first time in his life had been found out, though he usually supped on fowl. He had been found out, however, at a bad time, for thousands of chickens had been stolen in one province within a short period, and irritation and even alarm were being voiced by the country-side; and the law takes account of these things. So Puglioni received imprisonment for a month, as payment for his dinner.

A month, said Puglioni. What is it?

And a twirl that he made with his fingers seemed somehow to make it even less on the instant.

The ruin of my lifes work, said Arnulph.

We cannot see these things, said Puglioni.

What things? asked Arnulph.

We cannot see what is good in what happens, or what is bad, or how it happens.

And the fallen duke with his eyes downcast said nothing.

But my mother can see, said Puglioni.

Your mother can see? exclaimed the duke, speaking in spite of his despair.

Oh, yes, said Puglioni.

And then a jailer came by to lock them all up in their cells, for they were only allowed a few hours each day together in the vaults.

The month passed for Puglioni, and a few days later for the duke. It was the last month of winter in those lands, and spring was shining as the ruined man left the prison; and there was Puglioni smiling in the sun, outside the great arch of the gateway.

Why should you be sad, master, and I happy? said Puglioni. And on such a day.

The duke gave an upward glance at the gleaming day, then sank his head and said nothing.

My mother can tell us, said Puglioni.

Your mother can tell us? said the astonished duke.

You must cross her palm with silver, said Puglioni.

Where? he asked.

In our camp, said the gipsy.

And suddenly the duke said: I will come.

Whether he believed Puglionis strange claim for his mother, or whether the mans smiles lured his purposeless steps as sunlight draws wavering ivy, who shall say?

They came to the gipsy encampment.

It seemed that chickens were as plentiful there as ever. The old woman was cooking.

A friend I met in prison, Puglioni said to his mother.

At once she was all welcome.

Anyone who has been in jail with my son has honour among us, she said, and dinner whenever he comes.

It is the meaning of things he wishes to know, said her son.

Ah, the meaning of things, said the old woman, and I stood for a moment, thoughtful.

Then the duke crossed her palm with silver, and she said to her son: The powder. And Puglioni fetched the grey powder from some hiding-place in a tent, and she put it under the dark of a hedge, and evening was coming on; and, when she lit the powder with flint and steel, a smoke went up in the gloaming and seemed ghostly. Behind the smoke was the hedge, and before it the dark woman lifting her arms, and in the smoke they began to see faintly shapes, when their eyes got used to the dimness.

Thats us, whispered Puglioni, as two dim shapes moved in the gloom, though little clearer than the rest of the smoke.

Aye, you, said the old woman; you two, who have met before, before Earth.

What does she mean? asked Arnulph.

Look, she said.

And they saw the two figures moving and taking things from great bins.

Shell tell us, said Puglioni.

Where is it? asked Arnulph.

In the gulfs of Time, she said.

What are they lifting out of the bins? he asked.

Look, she repeated.

And he saw the star of the Order of the Peregrine Falcon, the prize of that lands chivalry, which he had lost. While the other figure, dim in the smoke, was lifting what seemed a cooking-pot. Dimmer and dimmer grew the stooping figures, and the smoke thinned till the hedge showed through, and, whatever he may have seen, the duke had learned nothing. The brief fire died and evening was there in earnest, and a star was shining now where the smoke had been.

It is strange, said the duke. But what meaning?

And then she told him, standing there on the heath with one of the breezes of nightfall lifting her faded hair.

You chose together, she said. The choice before Earth. All choose before Earth. It was to be a month in prison for whomever chose on that day. A month in prison whatever you hose. He was the wiser, she said, pointing towards her son. I deem the camp and the heath better at any time; but, for hat choice, surely better. He could have had the splendours and honours too, but had the wit to leave them alone when the other thing had to be.

How could he have known? gasped the duke.

You had both been on earth before, said the old woman.

Before? said Arnulph.

Often, said she.

Yes, I remember now, said Puglioni.

But the duke merely stared in wonder, and never afterwards knew if he saw those gipsies, or whether it was that he learned hat wisdom in dream.


ROSE TIBBETS

THE thump of the sea on the shore, like a slow immortal pulse, was the only sound: the scene a room in a lodging-house, and a young man sitting lonely. His thoughts were far from the sea, some forty miles inland, inland among the hills of the North Downs; the pear blossom and the orchards; orchards that had grown empty to him, hills that had lost their glamour, and only year ago.

So he had left his fathers farm and the great hills, as they seemed to him, whose curves surrounded the only fields that he new, and had gone forth to make his fortune; in actual prosaic fact, to be a reporter working for a paper that circulated over a few square miles on the south coast. And then, above the sound of that steady pulse of Eternity, came the quicker sounds f ephemeral purpose: it was his landlady knocking on his door. The beating of the sea had lulled him, and he turned a little regretfully back to a world of smaller, less leisurely things, as he said Come in to his landlady. She entered, Mrs. Meddip, and said: I thought you might like to have my wireless, Mr. Brock. Thought it might cheer you up.

Your wireless, Mrs. Meddip? he replied. I should hardly have the time. I have to be going over to the office shortly.

He had missed the kindness of the offer, only seeing the need for defence: she had seen his want of cheerfulness, and at once his instincts became like the sentries of a little lonely camp when they see an enemy peering at their small and weak palisades. And she only made things worse by repeating: It will cheer you up, you know.

It was only too true; he wanted cheering up. So he said: Im really quite cheerful, thank you, Mrs. Meddip. I dont know why you think Im not.

No? said Mrs. Meddip.

No, I really dont, answered Brock.

Just as you like, she said. Only I have to put it somewhere. Theres someone taken my best room, and shes coming this morning; one of those ladies that must have everything just as they want it.

What? Royalty, or something? babbled Brock.

No; temperament, she replied.

Coming to the theatre here? he suggested.

Dont know, said Mrs. Meddip. Know nothing about her. But she must have everything just as she wants, and she wont have a wireless in the room. Says shes tired of music.

Well, she neednt turn it on, contributed Brock.

Wants to forget it, said Mrs. Meddip.

I shall have to know all about her: shell be news, said Brock rather importantly, for he had not been a reporter very long.

I know nothing about her yet, said Mrs. Meddip; everythings been arranged by her manager. Hasnt even told me her name; so, likely, shes not using her own. Hard on you journalists.

Oh, never mind that, Mrs. Meddip, said he. We can find out all right, and then its all the bigger scoop when we do.

And during this brief conversation he forgot his need of defence against her kindness, forgot indeed, for the moment, many a private trouble, as the thought of his public work thrilled suddenly in his mind. And when she asked him again if hed like her wireless-set in his room, he thanked her and said he would.

Its outside in the passage just now, she said. Shell be here in half an hour.

So they went out to get it, and Brock carried it in and heaved it up on to a table. For a little while she praised her possession, as people will, talking its technicalities; and then Brock pulled out the stop, and she stood waiting for him to confirm her praise, with a word of warning to him that it was yet morning, when no wireless set has come to its full voice and must all the more be admired if it speaks at all.

We are mostly rather inclined when someone exhibits some little treasure to another, to smile a hidden but superior smile, if we chance to overhear them; but we cannot do so here, for there is no portable in working order that could not take its place, without fear of abashment, among the seven wonders of which the world used to boast: the Pyramids of Gizeh would not overawe it, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon would not turn their beauty away from it, the Colossus of Rhodes looking down at it would never dare to sneer, Diana in her temple at Ephesus had no wonder greater than this, the solemnity of the Tomb of Mausolus could not hush it, nor Ptolemys Lighthouse outstare it, nor the Statue of Jupiter regard it with any scorn: these great things, gods or creatures, would recognize it as one of them, a fitting recipient forever of pious human wonder.

Brock pulled the stop out and the thing was in good voice, although there was broad sunlight: it grunted and gurgled and broke into speech or song as Brock turned the knobs. Far voices spoke strange tongues, an organ sounded, its voice more grand than ours; snatches of song went up; Mrs. Meddip had been right. It cheered the lonely journalist, and she stood there watching him smile. He turned and turned the knobs while the wonder of Mrs. Meddips set was new to him; and every foreign station whose voice she heard was all the joy to her that is each word to a mother that her child of two speaks when there are visitors.

Its a good little set, she said.

Its wonderful, Mrs. Meddip, answered Brock. It really is. Definitely.

And then Warsaw spoke. Both heard it clearly. Polski radio, it said; and then Varsava. He turned past it, but, when Mrs. Meddip explained to him what it was, he turned back to Warsaw for the sheer wonder of hearing voices in that remote city. By the time he had got the right number again, with Mrs. Meddips guidance, a woman was singing. And quite suddenly the smile went out of the young mans face, and all his eagerness to hear voices in Warsaw died, or any pretence to be sufficiently cheerful, and Mrs. Meddip saw that her mission had failed, even with the help of her wireless. It was an English song.

Its set him thinking of something, said Mrs. Meddip to herself. Brock put his ear close for a few moments, then nodded and pushed in the stop. He sat down, and one of those swift conflicts of which the mind is a battlefield must have come and instantly passed, a fight between his resolution not to be discovered wanting in cheerfulness, and some much simpler emotion, to which that resolution quickly surrendered. And somehow Mrs. Meddip saw the way it went, for she said: What is it, Mr. Brock? And something in her voice drew this story from him. It happened a long time ago, Mrs. Meddip, he said.

The child is twenty-two, she said to herself.

Well, perhaps only a year ago really, he went on, but it began a long time before that. As though every story had not its beginnings millions of years ago. I was quite young when I first met her. I mean, compared to what I am now. And some sympathy invisible as wireless, from Mrs. Meddip, cheered him, so that his tale came past those halting sentences, and he told of the cherry blooming, when winter is gone, through Kent, and the orchards whitening and blushing, and the primroses stealing out, and the little hosts of the anemones appearing in woods of hazel, and then the bluebells flowering, till the blue in the deeps of the wood was as bright as the sky.

He told of his home on the hills where those orchards were and all those woods of hazel; till Mrs. Meddip wondered when it was coming, the point he held back through shyness or deliberate mystification, and which, curiously enough, she could have told him herself, though she knew almost nothing about him.

It began, he explained to Mrs. Meddip, with spring. In spring a roving feeling would always come on him, and every note of a bird would mysteriously call him, and every waving leaf when a light wind lifted the branches would beckon him on his way. And the world was beautiful then, as Mrs. Meddip might have noticed; yet behind every screen of beech leaves, shining like brass, and over every horizon, something stranger and lovelier seemed hiding.

He had discovered spring as Cortez discovered once the Pacific, along whose shores there must have been millions dwelling, but it was all new to Cortez. It is the right way to discover spring. And the actual moment at which he must have really discovered it was when after one of his walks, with this roving feeling of his, that had taken most of the day, and twilight was coming on, he came out of a wood and into an orchard sheltering under the side of it, a long way from home and in land that he did not know, and saw a girl who was coming the other way. And either she was as beautiful as he said, or else the magic of twilight shining on face and hair (true twilight, sunset and full moon gleaming together) had so enchanted her face and kindled her eyes that some unearthly splendour had come to her out of the air.

That was his story, the meeting with this girl. What she was like Mrs. Meddip scarcely gathered; for he seemed not to find words to describe her, and spoke so often of spring coming over the downs, from the days of the cherry blossom to the full scent of the may, and later of thyme on the hills, and the summer grass gold in the sun, that he somehow seemed to confuse her with elemental things, and to credit a girl of sixteen or seventeen with some close kinship with the very ages.

It was clear that his love of the great shapes of the downs, and the flowers that lived on them, and the light in which they gleamed, was intricately mixed with his love of this girl. And so at one moment he was speaking of that late light that haunted the apple blossom, gleaming upon her face, and at l another of all the stars wheeling up over Kentish horizons, and seemed to think he was all the while telling his love-story.

Mrs. Meddip heard a great deal about spring and summer shining on southern hills, long slopes of chalk with clay on the tops of the highest, and the hush and the colour of evening, when these two used to meet by paths that went over fields untroubled by cities. And yet, had she gone there with his story fresh in her mind, she would never have found her way; for the glamour that shone for the young man on those fields made a tale sincere enough, but a tale of hills and valleys that never quite stood in our world, or certainly not in the world in which one walks at the age of Mrs. Meddip.

And so she heard the story of many meetings, at evening when his work on the farm was over, with the girl who would wait for him in some wood or shaw, or out on the slope of some down going golden with the late sunlight; and had Mrs. Meddip been thirty years younger, it would all have been news to her.

To the disconsolate man as he told it, sitting bowed on his chair, it all seemed strangely new, no such chance meeting as that on the edge of the orchard being likely to have taken place before. She was the daughter of another farmer, he said, living a few miles away, and her name was Rose Tibbets. She had a voice so clear that if he called to her from as far as he could be heard, shouting his loudest, her answer came floating with no more sign of effort than one can discern with birds passing high on a journey, that throw a note or two to the fields or a village, and pass on their unknown way. And sometimes in the warm summer, sitting amongst the thyme, she used to sing to him. She never sang to anyone else. She sang simple English songs.

Ah, like one of those we just heard, said Mrs. Meddip.

Like one of those, he said.

Of course, she said. It would set you thinking of her.

Yes, he said, and continued his story of those two, a story that might have been told of two butterflies, so much did they haunt the slopes where the flowers grew; or rather, for it was always evening when they met, a story of two moths, two humming-bird hawk-moths, such as make their journeys before the sun is set, and hover before large flowers.

Mrs. Meddip learned a lot of the North Downs from his story; for always he told of the place where he went with Rose as though she had somehow enchanted it, and as though the tall splendour of the foxglove in June, the solemn darkness of yews, the sound of far sheep-bells, the bracken high on the hill-tops and hop-gardens in the valleys, were all part of her magic. He told of her as he saw her coming to meet him, past pear trees when at their loveliest; he told with vivid distinctness how his eyes roving once from her face saw the suns rays shining on the pink breast of a pigeon flying over them after the sun had set, while they rested among some heather, rare in Kent, high on a brow of the downs.

To a portrait painter the background is often little more than a further expression of the character of his sitter, and nobody laughs at him; with Brock, too, any beauty he saw in his wide view where they walked, looking over the folded valleys, was evidently to him a flowing on of the beauty of the dark-haired girl with the sweet voice, out into distance and as far as the stars. And if they noticed together the delicate fairness of the tendrils of the convolvulus, and the gorgeous outspreading of its beautiful flower, then it became to them as a little possession of theirs, as though nobody else had known it, as though whatever herbivorous animals had ever roamed those hills had not browsed on the flower for ages.

Had Mrs. Meddip been frivolous she might have chaffed him; had she been a philosopher she might have seen that he had had two glimpses of the unity that would explain the stars and their courses, if we knew it, one glimpse seen through the long horizons of downland clothed with the gloaming, and another glimpse in the face of Rose Tibbets; in finding some dim connection between the two she would have seen some reason in him, had she been a philosopher. But she was neither philosophic nor frivolous, and taking the midway course she sympathized with him, without understanding more than is necessary for that, if anything more is ever necessary.

And then, as he told a tale that should have been all happiness, an idyll of an evening in June among the wild roses, in whose thickets the nightingales were practising for the night, in little bursts of song like faltering fountains, and the may was still in flower, and the hills with their heads in clear gloaming were whitening below with the mists, like old men drawing rugs over their knees, he suddenly fell silent, as though the nightingales had reminded him of something; and he sat disconsolate in his chair, and the only voice was the old voice of the sea, beating upon the shore like the pulse of eternity.

And what happened then? asked Mrs. Meddip.

And something in her voice led him back to his story.

She used to have singing lessons, he continued. Used to go up to London for them every now and then. I knew she had singing lessons, but I never set much store by it. I never fancied her in London, never thought anything could come out of anything she did there: didnt think London could teach anything to a girl like that, so I set no store by it.

So deeply was he assured that she was of the downs and the evening, which were fragments of that unity of which of course he knew nothing, that he probably no more thought that London could have an effect on her future than it could alter the way of a star. Whether London has its place in that unity too, or whether it pulls against it, is no discussion for this light tale. Certainly he ignored his adversary, the City of London, a boy too confident in his allies, the great hills, the spring, summer, wild woods, and the splendour of youth. And in the end London won. In the end London took her away from him. The great market that draws in so much from ten thousand farms found Rose Tibbets voice and trained it and shaped it. So that one day, where the speedwell shone round their feet like the sky, when birds were home and the first of the bats was abroad, she suddenly told him that she was going to sing in London, and afterwards on the Continent.

So incompatible was this with the dreams they had dreamed of their future, together on a farm on those hills of chalk; so hostile seemed London and towns of the Continent to the mellow air and the quiet of the fields around them, through which the rare sounds that came were all familiar and friendly, that her plan had seemed to him a treachery against the lovely world in which they had walked together, if it really was as Brock had described it, or to the world of their dreams. Certainly great cities and the large concert-halls are very different to the downland; and the contrast, looming for the first time in his mind, had evidently appalled him. He had asked for no explanations; all he had asked, and this again and again, was if it was really true; and, when he had found it was, he had reproached her, no doubt with all the bitterness of his sudden loss, as it seemed to him. She had not thrown him over; he seemed to have assumed that she had done that; and those few bitter words were the last they had spoken together.

And did she get on with her singing? asked Mrs. Meddip. For much seemed to hinge on that. If she made a hash of it, thought Mrs. Meddip, she would come back to the young man quick enough, and be glad to. And Mrs. Meddip didnt think that a girl from forty miles away would make a great name as a singer; it was too near to where she lived herself; great names were remote.

Shes singing now, said Brock.

Singing now? said Mrs. Meddip.

Singing in Warsaw, he said.

You dont mean, she exclaimed, you cant mean Rosa Tibetskoie! For she had caught the name of the singer on the wireless.

Thats what she calls herself, he said sadly.

And... and you heard her just now?

He nodded.

Yes, that, thought Mrs. Meddip, would account for everything; suddenly to hear that his girl was a thousand miles away, and singing merrily too; it would be enough to upset any young man. And she understood his story and his mood. As for Rosa Tibetskoie, she knew that name well enough, dimly, as we know the names of Julius Caesar and Wordsworth, yet unmistakably as a name; a name that during all the last year the wireless had frequently brought to her doors, with songs that she loved to hear, as the sea brought wonderful shells to her on its tides.

And then Brock pulled out the stop of the wireless-set again, the dial pointing still at Warsaw; and this time just as he pulled it out they heard her name again clearly, Rosa Tibetskoie, and she was singing again; not that Brock needed to hear her name, so far as it was her name, to tell him who was singing; he knew every note of her voice. And, to a young man who had never travelled, the hundreds of miles between him and the voice that sounded so near seemed all the more a bleak gulf of separation and loneliness. She was singing Home Sweet Home, the old song and the English voice ringing across Europe, a favourite enough song with Mrs. Meddip; yet she wished it would stop, for the sake of poor Mr. Brock, wished she had never brought it from her best room to please the woman who was tired of music. Some effort she made to persuade him to push in the knob and stop it. Doesnt it bring the past back to you too much? she said.

Its all Ive got, Mrs. Meddip, he answered, leaning towards that song. And then he went on sadly gathering memories that that voice brought him from Warsaw, memories of sheepfolds with their wattled hurdles, memories of swifts with indescribable grace gliding through evening air above the roofs of old villages, memories of mulleins lifting their lovely blooms high above tallest grasses, memories of all the things that he felt that voice had deserted, and without which all their splendours seemed to have gone, like the camp of a magic people seen in the evening and utterly gone next day. And that is the way with magic, that comes and goes as it will; he had seen the hills and the hay-fields through some magic there was with Rose; now she was gone and the hills and the fields were all disenchanted.

But still there was an enchantment in the voice, which still held him, still calling up memories as with a sorcerers wand. And there sat Mrs. Meddip wondering how to help him. For she also had once been young, and had seen spring coming over the downs, and summer approaching, almost violet by violet. No poem can quite be translated into any other language, no story of one person can quite be the story of another; yet, with allowance for different idioms and strange phrases, poems pass from country to country; and, allowing for many little differences, Brocks story was not so unlike an idyll that Mrs. Meddip had known. And so she sympathized with him more than he knew, and for reasons beyond his guessing.

And the song rang on from Warsaw, bringing back with it lost summers. As the last word floated away the door-bell rang through the house, and Mrs. Meddip leaped up. All the sympathy that she had to spare she would have given to this young man, but business claimed her now: here was the lodger on whose behalf, as she had not told young Brock, a larger rent than she had ever asked before, merely as a basis for bargaining, had been accepted immediately. She leaped up and went from the room, while the Polish announcer began to speak in Warsaw, of whose words Brock, listening still, understood no more than two, Rosa Tibetskoie. Now and then hints crossed his mind that his last words to Rose had been spoken hastily, hints like the flash of sudden sparks in the dark; but he had not been able to see by them. His grievance really was against Fame, not against Rose; but he could not see this. Fame had suddenly seized her and carried her off to Warsaw, and to who knows where beyond that.

The announcer ceased talking in Polish and he heard her voice again, and knew it from the first note that came through, over all those miles of ether. Then he heard voices in the house, and suddenly stopped the song from Warsaw to listen to what was being said, prompted by some swift impulse that he never could understand. But the voices had sunk again as though their news were over, and he only heard the sea. It lulled him for a while, as the downs used to do, that voice so far from our cares and our curiosities, till he was brought back again to things that pass and that change, by Mrs. Meddips voice in the passage, saying as though rather conclusively: Then I think theres someone here that youd like to see.

And, before he had time to wonder, Mrs. Meddip opened the door, with all the air of a landlady who has at last secured the lodger that will make her the envy not only of all her profession, but even of the hotel-keepers, and with an air of something more than that in her smiles; and in walked Rose.

Hullo, Bill, she said.

But youre singing in Warsaw, gasped Brock.

Im tired of it all, said Rose, and Ive come back.

But youre singing there now, persisted the young man.

Now? smiled Rose.

And Mrs. Meddip stood there quietly watching, with a kind of smile round her eyes.

Well, listen, said he; and he pulled out the stop again; and there was that fluting voice, full of the wonder there is, for whomever hears it, in the first blackbird that wakes the chorus in April, in England, just before dawn.

Oh, that, said Rose. Thats gramo.

What? said Brock, for she pronounced the A long, as she had learned to in foreign concert-halls, and the word was strange to him.

Gramophone, you know, said Rose. But Im tired of all those things.

And youve come back? asked Brock.

Well, havent I? asked Rose.

And Mrs. Meddip withdrew, not beyond hearing, that would have been too much to expect,. but discreetly out of sight.


LITTLE SNOW WHITE UP TO DATE

With reverent apologies to the memory of Grimm.

IT will of course be remembered that Lord and Lady Clink, after the second marriage of the former, did a good deal of entertaining at their house in Grosvenor Square. Ostensibly the innumerable parties were to amuse Blanche, the daughter of Lord Clink by his first marriage; but, as she was often in bed before they started, there were those who attributed the lavish entertainment to a certain frivolity in Lady Clink, or a merely perverse intention to flout those taxes that are so much a feature of our country. Of these entertainments it is scarcely necessary to remind the reader, culminating as they did in the festivities on the occasion of the coming out of Blanche Clink, an event scarcely likely to be forgotten, either on account of the magnificence of Lady Clinks hospitality or because of the unusual circumstance that Blanche came out at the age of seven. But I am a little ahead of my story, which really begins to have a certain significance when Lady Clink purchased a gramophone, some years before Blanche came out.

Gramophones had been improving every year, and the improvement most noticeable to the vast majority of us was a gradual reduction of price, until the best gramophone that money could buy in, say, 1920 could be bought in 1930 for the price of one of the cheapest ten years earlier. And that is all that is really of interest to most of us. But, if instead of watching a good gramophone come down to the price of a quite common machine, one had watched the other end of the market, one would have seen some very wonderful gramophones indeed. One of these Lady Clink purchased. It is unlikely that anyone in the Clink household saw anything out of the way in this gramophone: all they ever heard of it was Lady Clink muttering apparently to herself:



Oh, gramo, gramo, gramophone, 

Which of us is the fairest one?



And they paid little attention to the words, wrongly supposing them to be poetry. Then Lady Clink would turn on the gramophone and it would say, or rather intone.



Thou art the fairest, Lady Clink.

And that was all.



All the housemaids heard it at one time or another; so that when this monotonous noise varied, about the time of Blanches coming out, they said: Shes got a new record.

And what they heard this time, following her ladyships usual muttering, was:



Thou wert the fairest, Lady Clink, 

But Blanche is fairer now, I think.



And there was ample reason for Gladyss comment to one of the other housemaids: Doesnt seem to take to her new record.

A few days after that Lady Clink sent for one of her chauffeurs. She was in the library alone, when the chauffeur was shown in.

Shut the door, Clutch, she said. And then she said: Clutch, I want you to take Miss Blanche for a short run.

Yes, my lady, said Clutch.

And dont bring her back, she continued.

Not back, my lady? said the chauffeur. He had had odd jobs to do before, but he wanted to be sure.

No, said Lady Clink. You know, an accident.

Clutch stood there silent.

Do you want your wages raised? she said. It was a taunt, not a question. His wages were so absurdly high already that any request to raise them would be fantastic.

It would be a bit difficult, my lady, said Clutch. The job, I mean.

Nonsense, said Lady Clink. Do you know how many people are killed on the roads in a week? Whats one more dead body in London?

Thered be an inquest... he was beginning.

Driver exonerated from all blame, snapped Lady Clink with finality.

Very well, my lady, said Clutch.

Ask her to step out for a moment while...

Leave it to me, my lady, he said.

And, by the way, said Lady Clink, bring me her heart and her tongue,

So that was settled, and Blanche was sent out in the Daimler to do a little shopping.

It was to Oxford Street that they went, and there, when Blanche got out to enter a shop, Clutch, giving some hasty excuse, drew up the car on the opposite side of the road. Soon she was out with her purchase and crossing Oxford Street, and at the same moment Clutch, fixing her sternly with his eye, drove the heavy Daimler towards her. But the moment that Blanche perceived his fatal intention she cried out: Ah, dear chauffeur, give me my life, and I will run away into the traffic and never come home again.

This speech softened the chauffeurs heart, and her beauty so touched him that he had pity on her and said: Well, run away, poor child.

But he thought to himself: The motors will soon run over you. Still, he felt as if a stone had been taken from his heart because her death was not by his hand. Just at that moment a young pedestrian came stepping carelessly off the pavement, and as soon as he clapped eyes on it the chauffeur ran it down, and, picking up the tongue and the heart from the mess, carried them back to Lady Clink for a token of his deed. But now poor Blanche was left all alone, and was bewildered by the sight of so many lamp-posts, and knew not which way to turn. Presently she set off running and ran over pavement and road, and motors sprang up as she passed them, but they did her no harm. So she went northwards, on and on through the night.

That night Lady Clink spoke late with her cook, whom she usually only saw after breakfast.

Gizzard, she said, his lordship will be dining out tomorrow, and I should like a nice light meal in my sitting-room.

Yes, my lady, the cook answered, and was about to come in with a suggestion of several dishes, when Lady Clink cut her short. Just a tongue and heart of an eland, said Lady Clink, that Clutch has brought back from the butchers. And Miss Blanche will be staying away for some days.

She had got the idea of an eland from the cross-words, and, as they always called it an African deer, she had only the vaguest idea what the animal was. Her cook, whose information came from the same sources, received the relics, wrapped in a bit of newspaper, without any further question, except for the Au gratin, said Lady Clink and the interview ended.

Now, by the time that that dinner was served, Blanche had arrived at one of a row of houses in a small mining town, and entered to rest. There she saw a table all ready spread, with seven plates on it and a rasher of bacon on each, and beside each plate a bottle that she recognized as containing Guinness, some of which she drank, as she had heard that it would be good for her; and then she ate some of the bacon. She took a little of the bacon from each plate, so as not to take away the whole share of anyone. Along the wall there were seven beds. Presently she lay down on one of the beds, after trying several to see which suited her best, and being tired she very soon fell asleep. And after a while the seven miners came in, who had been working overtime, and who lived in this room. And the first thing they saw was that someone had been eating their rashers, and the next thing they saw was that someone had been at their Guinness; and all of a sudden one of the more observant saw Blanche asleep in a bed.

At this all seven shouted for surprise, although not loudly enough to wake her. And there they let her lie, the miner whose bed she had taken sleeping for one hour of the night with each of his mates in turn. In the morning, when Blanche awoke, she was frightened to see the miners. But they were friendly, and asked her name and why she had entered their room; and then she told them her story, how her stepmother would have had her killed, but the chauffeur had spared her life, and how she had wandered northwards until she came to their house. When her tale was finished the miners said: Will you see after our household: be our cook, make the beds, wash, sew, and knit for us, and keep everything in neat order? If so, we will keep you here, and you shall want for nothing.

And Blanche answered: Yes, with all my heart and will. And so she remained with them and kept their house in order. In the mornings the miners went into the mine and searched for coal, and in the evenings they came home and found their meals ready for them. During the day the maiden was left alone, and therefore the good miners warned her and said: Be careful of your stepmother, who will soon know of your being here: therefore let nobody enter the cottage.

And so the days passed; and then one day Lady Clink went again to her gramophone, which, as I think I said, was the best that money can buy and told the absolute truth, and she turned it on after triumphantly asking:



Oh, gramo, gramo, gramophone, 

Which of us is the fairest one?



And the gramophone answered:



Thou wert the fairest, Lady Clink, 

But Blanche is fairer now, I think.



Beside the coal-mine darkly black 

She lives with miners  hills at back.



And then she knew that the chauffeur had deceived her, and that Blanche was still alive.

Those who have never been social climbers may not understand how important it is to be indisputably the bestlooking person in as much of the world as one knows anything of: to Lady Clink this was vital. To begin with, the considerable sum of money she had spent on the gramophone seemed absolutely wasted, and for every kind of reason she felt her position to be practically impossible. In this mood she set out to find Blanche.

And before many days had passed she came to the mining area under the hills, disguised as a pedlar. And there she cried out the pedlars cry: Fi goo say. Boo goo say. Which means: Fine goods for sale. Beautiful goods for sale. And Blanche peeped out of a window.

Good day, my good woman, said Blanche. What have you to sell?

Fine goods for sale. Beautiful goods for sale, replied Lady Clink, and showed some stays of all colours.

T may let this honest woman in, thought Blanche; and she unbolted the door and bargained for a pair of stays. Then when they were bought Blanche looked at the bright things and said: What does one do with them? For she had never seen a pair of stays before.

And Lady Clink said: One laces them up like this. And she fastened up Blanche in the stays.

Now it is unjust to make even a villain out worse than she is; and so I should like the reader to understand that Lady Clink probably laced the stays no tighter than she was accustomed to lace her own, in the days when all but the most abandoned wore stays, and when even those neglected them only in Africa. But Blanche, who was unaccustomed to stays, dropped down apparently dead.

And so the miners found her, when they returned from searching for coal. They raised her up, and, when they saw she was laced too tight, they cut the stays in pieces; and presently she began to breathe again, and by little and little she revived. When the miners now heard what had taken place they said: The old pedlar woman was no other than your wicked stepmother. Take more care of yourself, and let no one enter when we are not with you.

Meanwhile Lady Clink had reached home and turned on her gramophone, repeating her usual words, to which it replied as before:



Thou wert the fairest, Lady Clink, 

But Blanche is fairer now, I think.

Beside the coal-mine, darkly black, 

She lives with miners  hills at back.



Which terrified Lady Clink, for she knew that it was one of those gramophones which can speak the truth. So she determined this time to destroy Blanche for certain, and she disguised herself as an old widow and set out once more for the hills of the mining country. There she knocked at the door of the seven miners and called out, Good wares to sell, till Blanche peeped out, but only to tell her that she dare not let her in. But the disguised Lady Clink said: Still, you may look, and she held up all the instruments of a shampoo, with a permanent wave to follow. The sight of these things pleased the maiden so much, that she allowed herself to be persuaded and opened the door; and the old woman said: Now let me do your hair properly.

So she washed Blanches hair and shampooed it; and then she said: Would you like it dried by our special process?

So Blanche said: Yes, as ladies frequently do upon such occasions, without knowing much of the process. And Lady Clink turned on a gas upon Blanches hair that dried the hair very quickly, but which at the same time stopped the girls breathing, as can easily happen with this method of drying the hair, and she fell to the floor and lay still.

Fortunately evening soon came and the seven miners returned, and as soon as they saw Blanche lying like dead on the ground they suspected old Lady Clink, and, soon discovering the smell of gas in the air, they opened the window and so revived Blanche, and she related all that had happened; and they warned her again against old Lady Clink, saying: Dont you go letting in nobody.

Meanwhile Lady Clink had returned to Grosvenor Square and went to her gramophone, this time with the feeling that she stood at last alone at the very top of that ladder that she spent her life climbing. Oh, gramo, gramo, gramophone, she repeated, which of us is the fairest one?

Shes at that new record again, said one of the housemaids. Doesnt seem to enjoy it much, said Gladys; for the gramophone gave the same answer as ever. Naturally, she swore that Blanche should die, even if it cost her own life. So she went to the room in which she had, locked up, a box of apples from an orchard that had been sprayed with an arsenic solution, which was used to destroy insects. The apples were ripe and good to look at, and rain and wind had long ago removed all traces of the solution from the sides of the apples; but sufficient of it remained, as Lady Clink knew, for her purpose, in the hollows where the apples joined on to the stalks. So she disguised herself again and went back to the mining town and knocked at the door, and Blanche stretched out her head. But she only said: I dare not let anyone enter; the seven miners have forbidden me.

Thats a bit ard, said Lady Clink in disguise. I shant be able to sell my apples. But ye can ave one for nothing.

No, said Blanche, I darent take it.

So Lady Clink began eating the apple herself, both sides of it; and when little remained but the middle, Blanche reached out a hand from the window, for it looked a very good apple and it almost seemed as if soon there would be none left. And almost the first bit she ate was the bit at the end, where the apple joins on to the stalk and the arsenic lay in the hollow. And then she fell down dead. Ah, said Lady Clink, the whole Miners Union cant wake you now. And she went back to Grosvenor Square and turned on the gramophone.

Shes at her old record again, said Gladys. For this time the gramophone replied to Lady Clinks question:

Thou art the fairest, Lady Clink.

And she left the room looking so happy, that they all said afterwards: Cant see myself bucked up by a dud record like that. But theres no accounting for tastes.

But when the miners came back and found Blanche, and saw that they could do nothing for her, they were very unhappy. And after a while the first miner said to the second: What will we do about it, mate? And the second miner said: I dont know, Im sure. And the third miner said: Therell be an inquest and all that. And the fourth miner said: And the police. And the fifth miner said: And us appearing in Court. And the sixth miner said: And I dont know what all. And the seventh miner being a man of few words said nothing, but just looked at Blanche.

And in the end they decided to keep her where she was, and to say nothing about it. So one of them, who had a friend in the Glaziers Union, got six pieces of plate glass of the right lengths and made a glass coffin and put her in; for she looked too fresh to be buried, as is always the case with arsenic. And they wrote in golden letters upon the glass that she was the daughter of Lord Clink, and they put the coffin at the end of the room and locked the door when they went to work; and no one knew anything about it, which they decided was much the best.

Now an effort to outdo Selfridges had recently been made by Mr. Mooch, and his son Harold Mooch had occasion to travel in that part of the country looking for a few suitable coal-mines to buy, and he happened to come to the house of the seven miners to ask them for lodging for the night. This they gladly accorded him, and, being a particularly observant young man, he soon noticed the glass coffin that stood at the end of the room, with the golden letters telling that Blanche was the daughter of Lord Clink. And when he saw it he said to the miners: We will buy it from you at a good price and will pay all costs of packing and cartage ourselves. But the miners would not sell their little maid. So Harold said: Then give her to me, for I cannot live without her. And when the miners saw that he was so much in earnest at last they gave him the coffin, and he ordered his chauffeur and valet to put it into his motor. And in the morning he went away with it from the house of the seven miners.

Now Harold Moochs chauffeur was by nature a careful driver, but, as he was seldom allowed to do less than sixty, he was only at his best on a good main road. On the road on which he was driving now, cut up by heavy lorries, there were frequent ruts and hollows, which, when one is doing sixty, give rise to considerable bumps. And one of these bumps shook the bit of apple out of Blanches mouth, the bit where it joins the stalk, where the arsenic solution had gathered. And the effect of this, as anyone who understands poisons will tell you, was to bring Blanche alive again. She sat up and opened the lid, and asked Harold Mooch what was happening.

Full of joy Harold answered: You are safe with me, and began to tell her what had happened to her, and how he would like to marry her, and asked her to accompany him to the shop that his father was building along the whole of one side of Piccadilly. And Blanche consented, and I dont think I exaggerate when I say that their marriage was the smartest one of the whole of that London season. Abler pens than mine have described the bridesmaids dresses, and in every single case the entire description has been printed on the front page; while were I to tell you the actual measurement of the headlines you would scarcely believe my figures.

To so smart an event as this it was barely possible that Lady Clink should not have been invited; and invited she was. The invitation card, in keeping with the smartness of the event, was in exquisite taste, unless for one minor detail which Lady Clink, delighted by the magnificence of the card, entirely overlooked, and that was that, in the case of so important a young man as Harold, it had not been thought necessary to put the name of the bride; so that she only knew she was going to the smartest wedding of the year, without actually knowing whom young Mooch was going to marry. What is, however, far more important, when one is so much in the public eye as was Lady Clink, she dressed for the occasion with especial magnificence.

On a basis of chiffon rouge, at once seductive and alarming, she wore a truly exquisite je-ne-sais-quoi that had been specially sent by Pucille from Paris by air. Then she had flounces of tulle, caught up by delicate elephant-green furbelows, topped with a perfect ensemble of pale chinoiseries that had once belonged to Marie Antoinette, the whole toned down with svelte by Julie Limited and trimmed with boars-tooth blue in such a way as to lend a refined distinction. In this exquisite kit, and hung with the blackest pearls, she drew herself up before her gramophone and turned it on after her usual question:



Oh, gramo, gramo, gramophone, 

Which of us is the fairest one?



And it replied:



Thou wert the fairest, Lady Clink.

Young Moochs brides more fair, I think.



Picture her standing there in her finery, all torn by petty emotions, the pettiest of which was perhaps her angry resolution never to give her gramophone another new needle, and another of which was not to go to the wedding, against which pulled, equally petty, the miserable feeling of curiosity to see this bride of young Mooch, and her reluctance to be left out of any smart function; and these last two emotions won and she went to the wedding.

But when she saw it was Blanche that had got young Mooch, her fury was indescribable. She remained rooted to the spot, neither kneeling nor sitting down on the proper occasions; and no one was able to make her behave any better. And that, as things fell out, was the last social function that Lady Clink ever attended; for the story of her behaviour was reported next day in such quarters that the Lord Chamberlain cancelled her presentation at Court, striking out her name in red ink with his own hand, and carrying away the page upon which her name was written with a pair of silver tongs. And so Lady Clink was never heard of again; but Harold and Blanche lived happily ever after, and she was frequently to be seen in the rooms of the big Piccadilly store, where she took a lively interest in Conditions and studied the ramifications of Up-to-date Service.


THE RETURN

(For the B.B.C.)

CAN you all hear me? I am speaking on the wireless. And I believe that I am in touch with you.

I thought that perhaps you might care to hear a ghost-story. An actual personal experience, with nothing second-hand about it. A thing that occurred actually to myself, perhaps the most personal ghost-story that any of you may have heard.

Well, to begin with, I was a long way away, when there came over me very suddenly an irresistible feeling to return to the old haunts that I had known a long while ago. I say to begin with, for one must begin somewhere; and my long wanderings and the remote parts to which I had come, are not much concerned with this tale. Sufficient that I turned at once for home, borne by a longing so strong that it seemed to leave me no choice, and came in the course of time to that very village whose every chimney I knew. Every path I knew there too, and every little track running off from the paths, the width of a single footstep, by which children ran to gardens of their own, that they had found or made among weeds; but some of these paths had altered in the long time since I was there. It was a long time.

The old public house was the same, the Green Man at the corner. And there I drifted, almost aimlessly, and yet with a feeling that there as much as anywhere I might find the life of the old village throbbing away. It was as I passed over the fields on the way to the Green Man that I first heard people talking about a ghost. I was passing a wheat-field, over the stubble, brushing by a line of sheaves, when two men at work there, taking the sheaves away, began to talk of the ghost all of a sudden. They say it comes every hundred years, said one. I knew at once they were speaking about a ghost.

Yes, said the other, looking up at the leaves turning with the earliest touch of autumn, and it should be about the very day.

It is, said the first; and I heard them say no more, and passed on, feeling sure I should hear more at the inn. At the inn I knew none of them, not one; and, where once I thought I did, it was only some old family likeness. So I sat all by myself in a corner beside a curtain, and listened to what they said. And, just as I came in, their talk took the same turn as what I had heard in the cornfield. There was a ghost, it seemed, that came to that village once in a hundred years, and the hundred years were up. Might be coming soon, said one, who looked like a gamekeeper.

Aye, if theres any truth in it, said a farmer.

True enough by all accounts, said some.

And theres been a look about the shadows lately, the keeper said, like what my grandmother told me of.

Your grandmother? one of them asked.

Yes, she saw it, he said.

Must have been an old woman, said a man, looking round from the bar on which he was leaning.

Saw it as a child, said the keeper.

I wouldnt walk near the stream tonight, said another, not if any mist was rising. Youd meet it, all damp in the mist.

I sat there quietly in the shade of the curtain, listening to all they said.

Wonder where it comes from, said the farmer.

Ah, they all said, and shook their heads, and no one even ventured to guess about that.

Drifts over the fields where it used to walk, I expect, and up to the old house, said the bar-tender. But as to where it comes from; ah.

And then their talk died away, as though it were somehow chilled by a draught blowing out of eternity. And, when I saw I would get no more of this story from them, I slipped quietly out of the room.

Two women were talking on a doorstep as I passed the next house; they seemed to be talking about the price of tea. And suddenly I heard one say: It will be about the hundred years.

Aye, said the other one, I shouldnt wonder. And one of them went inside the house at that, and the other hurried away along the street, and I was all alone once more.

I passed a group of children in the road; and saw from a certain hush that came over their playing, and from the way that a few of them put their heads together and glanced up towards the old house, that they too were talking of the ghost. It left no doubt that that house was the seat of the mystery, and that there these ends of tales that one heard in the village would be all gathered together. But when would it be? Was it the hundred years? It hardly seemed to me that it could be yet. The air seemed somehow not quite sufficiently haunted, though it hardly seems worth telling you so airy a fancy.

Partly to see the old village again, and partly to get more facts, if I could, about this tale of the ghost, I hung about the village. I went to the village green. It delighted me to see the calm old space again, altered, but not out of knowledge; and there were geese on it, just as of old. And then a young man and a girl came by, going along a path that slanted across the green, the same path that there had been in my time. And by some strange chance they too, as soon as they came within hearing, began to speak of the end of the hundred years, and that visitor that all of them were expecting. Half-believing and half-wondering, they passed away out of hearing.

One is moved by impulses more than by reason, when one comes to old haunts that one knew. Had reason moved me alone, I should have gone at once to the old house on the hill beyond the village, and satisfied my curiosity there. But stronger than curiosity, stronger than any other emotion within me, I found the lure of the great willows, standing in their strange attitudes by the long-remembered stream. To them I went as evening began to draw in.

A white mist rose as I came, and began to creep slowly through fields that sloped to the stream. I went with it, glad of its company, and loitered about those fields whose every boundary was unchanged by even a yard since the days when I knew them. And there the old haystacks stood, dark in the same corners, as though they had never been used since last I saw them; and the mist came up and touched them, and flowed about them, till they stood amongst it like islands. I seemed to know every one of them, not only by their positions, but by the size of them. You see, nothing could ever have happened in the years since I was there to make each field give more hay, or any less, or to find a better place for the haystack to stand in each field.

It was this that made me see what I already profoundly felt, that I still had my share in this village. Much had changed, but the fundamental things were there as ever. Indeed it could not have been otherwise. And it made me feel more friendly with the mist, with which I was sauntering amongst these remembered nooks, to reflect that it was another of those things that would be in that valley always. Or if it wandered away in the warm weather, carried off by some stray wind, it would return like myself.

Couples walking late, or men travelling lonely, turned now away from the mist, as though they found something ominous in its waving and wandering whiteness; they turned suddenly for the uplands, and we were left quite alone. And I knew they were right to avoid the stream at this hour, for there was a most haunted feeling about it, and that feeling slowly increased as the evening grew stiller and later. Rooks passed, and all the singing-birds were asleep. A few wild ducks came over, and circled once, and dropped past me down to their home in a patch of irises, they alone seeming unperturbed by whatever was making the mist so unmistakably eerie.

And then a silence fell that nothing disturbed at all, and all the while the eeriness was increasing. It was like that till the moon rose. But when the moon came huge and yellow and magical and very nearly full, almost with a leap over a ridge of the downland that showed just clear of the osiers, I suddenly knew that the hundred years were up, and that whatever haunted the old house over the meadows, on the opposite side from the moon, would be now on its way, if ever.

So I left the stream at once and turned for the hill, to see what was to be seen. I went, all the way, over fields, every one of which I had carried so long in my memory that I knew my way unmistakably. Sometimes they differed from the picture of them that I had treasured so long, but only by being a little duller, by shining a little less vividly, as must be the way with heavy solid earth when compared with an old memory. Voices were rising now in the village behind me, as though the large moon coming over the ridges, or the end of the hundred years, had awoken all of a sudden uneasy apprehensions; and not only human voices rose in a hum, but there came sharply through them the outcry of dogs, which clearly shared the vague fear that seemed haunting their masters.

The sound of the voices grew low as I moved away from them, but never ceased to fill the night with fear. At what moment the hundred years would end I knew not, but it seemed to me that as the moon rose higher the very last hours of the century were falling away.

I crossed a road, and a couple walking down it paused suddenly and looked up to the old house on the hill. I saw the shape of it, dark, with no windows lit, though now and then the moon flashed curiously upon panes. And this bulk in the night with flashes upon the windows, I knew for the end of my journey. In this house my life had begun, and to it I returned. It was this house that had called me, through all the length of my wanderings, and that I felt drawing me now, as the Pole draws the needles of magnets. I paid no heed any more to that uneasy hum that came quavering up from voices astir in the village, but left them to whatever troubled them in the mist, and made straight for that house.

Far down below me now were the mist and its fears, and the slope of the hill steepened. I swept up it; and just as I came to the edge of the lawns I knew as I know no other lawns, I found a high wall before me. They had built it since the days when I knew those lawns. There seemed something about the moon and about the hour that told me not to loiter before this wall, and I pressed on to the house. The lawns were the same as ever, and all the dew was glittering under the moon, and a hush was heavy upon them, and the house was deep in sleep. Not a sound came from the black bulk of the house, not a movement of door or window, though I had returned to my home from so far and after so long. It stood there black and silent, but the chill and the hush and the darkness of the house were to stop me no more than the wall.

I had come from so far to see those lawns again, and the old house standing amongst them. I went round to the door, and the glass which there was in its panels stared blankly at me, with shutters behind them; and all the bolts were locked. There a dog saw me. It had been lying down in a barrel guarding the door, when it suddenly saw me and howled. But still no sound or movement came from the house. I knew I was very near to the end of my long journey now  the old wainscot of oak on an upper landing, carved with curious heads of ancient kings, dark with the years, and darkening all the corridor that ran to the door of a room that was once my nursery. I knew now that this carved oak was the end of my journey. I entered the house, and the dog howled once more.

Before me, all in the dark, were the stairs I knew. I needed no light. I knew every turn of those stairs, and every step of them, and the very flight of the echoes that used to rise from the creak of each different board. I sped up them, and the dog was howling now with one long quivering howl. I came to the landing, and there was the old dark corridor, and there were the ancient heads with their curious faces, that seemed to look at me with the first welcome I had had since my long journey began. The howling of the dog, which was louder now, seemed at last to disturb the house, for far away I heard the thudding of footsteps. And the steps were coming towards me.

Can you hear me? I feel that you can. I believe I am near you. A door opened some way off. The steps were nearer. A woman came along the corridor, holding a candle, walking slowly, and looking about her anxiously as she came. And just then clearly out of the tower of the old church of the village the notes of midnight floated over the mist, and it felt to me at that moment that the hundred years were over. And all of a sudden the woman holding the candle saw me. She seemed to see me more clearly than any had done in the village: I noticed that in her eyes as her mouth opened slowly. And then she screamed.

This is a personal experience. Nothing second-hand, as so often there is in such stories. I turned from the womans white face to the dark of the old carved wainscot, whose every panel and every figure I knew; and, sinking far into that venerable timber, sinking home to the deeps of the oak, I knew that I was the ghost.


THE MAD GHOST

I NEVER saw anything lonelier than the look of Boherlaun. I can only speak of the look of it: the little village probably had, like every cluster of human dwellings, its own sufficient activities; but to see it stretching there, for a little way, along the road that ran through the bog, with its white walls and tumbledown thatches, with the heather before it all the way to the sky, and the marshy reaches of the cut-away bog behind, you felt you were come to the end of human affairs and that only a few yards on there began the eerie business of whatever haunts the night from regions beyond our knowledge.

This is the story of a young man on his holiday, whose eye had been caught by a poster, and his fancy by chance, and who had gone to see Ireland as the poster had recommended. I give his story, as well as I can remember it, because there are elements in it that are unusual, and he seems on his brief holiday to have come upon information of one of those experiences that you sometimes have to wait years for before anybody will tell you.

Id come by train about a hundred miles, having taken a ticket to a station because I liked its name, and now I was walking westwards and trying to see Ireland. As often seems to happen in cases like that, what I was looking for seemed to recede as I walked, and not knowing exactly what it was that I wanted to see made it all the more difficult. I mean that beyond a mountain, or sometimes only round a bend of the road, there seemed to be what I wanted, but just as I got there it was gone. This went on for some time, and suddenly I saw Boherlaun. And all at once I felt that I had come to the Back of Beyond, and that in the street of Boherlaun, one storey high, with its glimmering walls and dark thatch and the bog all round it, was what I had come to see. The mystery that is so often beyond horizons seemed to be now quite close.

So I walked till I came to the cottages, and whatever intangible thing I had felt or fancied moved no farther away. I suppose it must have been some kind of holiday, for all the men were about, and there werent more than twenty of them in the whole village. There was one queer thing about the village, besides the oddness of it, that met the eye at once, and that was that there was a man of about thirty or so sitting outside his door on a wooden chair in the sun, with his hands on his thighs, gazing quite calmly and motionlessly into the light, not even blinking, as far as I could notice. I spoke to him, but he did not answer. He did not seem to notice me at all; not my bodily self, that is. But he started slightly when my shadow fell on him.

I went hastily from between him and the sun, for he somehow had the effect of making me shiver slightly. And then I came on another. Another man in a chair outside the door of a cottage looking out across the bog, with the sun in his face and sitting perfectly still. I hurried on, walking wide of him for fear my shadow should frighten him. But I came on another. There were four of them in all. Yes, they were all quite mad. All sitting there in the sun with their faces outwardly vacant, whatever may have been going on inside. I suppose I got the creeps and my face showed it, for a tall man walked up to me smiling.

Who are you? I called out, for it was almost a shock to see any man moving there, after these four motionless figures.

Im Larry, he said.

Whats the matter with this place? I asked.

And perhaps I blurted it out in a rather excited way, for he answered me almost soothingly: Ah, its only that these four lads are a bit queer.

Shouldnt they be in an asylum? I said.

Mullingar is it? he answered. Maybe thats the place for them. But I heard tell they had a great pull with the Government.

What kind of pull? I asked.

Ah, maybe enough, he replied, to keep them out of Mullingar.

This mystified me so much that I stood there silent.

And then he said: Would you like to hear what happened them?

Yes, I would, I said.

Well, he said, theres nothing like memory for to tell a tale; and theres the place where well be able to brighten it up.

And he pointed to a pub that there was at the end of the street, and I was glad to go over to it away from those four still men. There I asked him what drink he would like, and I still remember his queer answer: Ah, what drink is there only whiskey?

We went then to a couple of chairs, and sat down in a corner. There were only two or three other men in the little room; and Larry said to them: Im telling a friend of mine how the four lads got like that. And then they went on with their talk among themselves about a dog, and it was evident that the story was old to them all.

Some years ago, said Larry, there was an Anglo-Irish war over here that you wouldnt have heard of, and Im not going to tell of it now, for I was never one to talk politics, not even to a friend such as youve proved yourself to be.

I forgot to say that I had got for him half a tumbler of whiskey, and asked him if he would have any water with it, and my question had brought to his face the smile that was often there, and he had the tumbler now on a little table beside him.  

Without saying a word of politics, said Larry, there was a policeman that had to be killed, and these four lads were carrying him down this very road one night to bury him out in the bog.

What! I said.

Aye, the four lads were carrying him, said Larry; and they were going down the road thinking no harm; they were all young lads then, none of them twenty; and there was only starlight or a very small piece of a moon; when who should they see but a holy man coming towards them. They took him to be a priest. He was all dressed like a priest and looked like one in the dark. And as soon as they come up with him he turned sharp round and went down the road before them, walking their own pace, which was a bit slow on account of the policeman that had had to be killed. Not a word did he say till they spoke to him, and that was not yet. I got the story from all of them up to a point, for they were all of them sensible lads, just ordinary young lads obeying their orders: it was afterwards that they began to get queer, and went on growing queerer the longer they thought things over.

Mick Tiernan told me about it for one; he told me how the first thing he noticed in the man dressed up like a priest was that he was wearing rubber shoes. There was not a sound of his steps, and he thought he had rubber soles on. There was nothing odd in that; the gentry often wore them, and Mick Tiernan had seen a pair of them more nor once. And the next thing he saw was when the holy man stepped on a puddle, and that surprised him a bit.

What was so odd in that? I asked.

Sure, it was on the puddle he stepped, not into it, said Larry. On the flat surface of the puddle, and then on to another one, and never a splash from either.

Good Lord, I said.

Ah, sure it wasnt that that troubled them, said Larry. Theres nothing odd in a ghost down by the bog, and on a wild night like what that was. Sure, theres all manner of things pass over the bog.

I asked him what things. But all he said was: More nor you and I will ever overtake this side of the long home of them.

Aye, he went on, the bogs full of wonders. And the next thing was that the holy man left the road and went slanting away over the bog. And the odd thing about that was that he was going in the very direction that they had intended to take, and no one knew that but themselves and the man that gave them their orders. They had been going to bury the man at a spot called the long tussocks, and a difficult place to get to on a dark night for any of the men of Boherlaun, and impossible for a stranger. So they spoke to the ghost then: Is it over the bog your reverence would be going? they asked. And: Aye, he said, to the long tussocks.

And what for would your reverence be going to the long tussocks? Mick Tiernan asked him, and on such a night? For there was a storm beginning to gather out of the west, and I small black clouds went angrily over the stars.

Ive come for the burial service, he said. And the nights well suited to my mood, and the deed also.

And when he spoke of his mood they saw clear enough what it was, for he turned his eyes on them when he spoke. And they hadnt thought to see such light in him as they saw then, for he was all black, walking before them in his black coat and queer black gaiters and broad black hat, a figure darker than the night. But there was an awful light in his eyes. He had blue eyes like night just before starlight, and small pupils, or what would have been pupils, but there was just a flame where each of them should have been, not red, but the colour of lightning, and it was flickering and leaping and welling. They could see what his mood was, and that it was just the night for him; and Im thinking it was just the deed for him too.

And then they saw that he wasnt a priest at all, but only some sort of a Protestant dressed up. He told them so himself, when they conjured him by the name of the Holy to say what he was. Im the Dean of St. Patricks, he said, and my bodys in that same crypt to prove what I say is true. And it put them more at their ease when they found he wasnt a priest. And then he went on before them over the bog, walking over the bad parts of it as easily as over the heather; and it was all they could do to follow him, though they had known the bog from their infancy; and it was getting darker, and they had to keep closer to be able to see his black hat against what was left of the stars. And he started dancing as he went, very nimbly, as though he were keeping time to some joke that there was in his mind.

The face and the feel of the policeman that they were carrying had frightened them a little at first, for they were only young lads; but this dancing frightened them more, and the more it frightened them the stronger the impulse grew to dance after the dean themselves, which is no easy thing to do when you have a dead body to carry, on account of the limpness of it. And so they came to the long tussocks, the dead dean dancing before them, and they doing all they could to walk the way they should walk at a funeral, but their control of their own gait getting weaker and weaker. And at the spot where they were going to let the body down into a soft part of the bog, according to the orders they had received, the late reverend gentleman stopped and danced a small jig before them, and they saw his eyes again and the flaming mood of him.

What do you mean by the mood of him? I asked. For he kept using the phrase.

Anger and madness dancing together, he answered, for the sheer joy of having met. Thats what Im thinking it was, though I never saw those eyes. Im thinking, from what they told me before they got like this, that he was the ravingest maddest ghost that ever got out of Hell for the night between twilight and cock-crow. But I dont know, for they said it was good sense that he talked; though not one of the four would tell me what he said after the burial service.

For he said the burial service over the soft mosses where they lowered the body down. Or he said it as well as he could, for he was only a Protestant. Dont ever step on them mosses, sir. Theyre green and scarlet and all kinds of bright colours, so you can easily know them. And if you should step on them you lie there without any change from corruption, for century after century. Your friends would know you after a thousand years. And Im thinking that that policeman will be all spick and span at the Judgment Day, with his uniform and his buttons; queer evidence against some lads, if they take any different view of politics there to what we do here. But its not for me to say what their politics are in Heaven. Nor on earth either. I always kept out of politics.

Well, he said the Protestant burial service over the mosses, dancing his jig all the while, with the lights in his eyes darting; and that was all that any of the four young lads told me of that night out on the bog; and then they all went queer, and now we shall never know. But he spoke to them after the burial service, looking at them with his eyes, and giving some kind of address. The night grew darker then, and he got mixed up with the darkness and they never saw him again. Thats what it must have been, some kind of address; though all that any of them would say of that was: Ah, he said nothing much. Im thinking he said a lot, and they fell to brooding over it, and within a year they were like this. Ah, God knows what it was all about, and its a long time ago anyway.

Terrible, terrible, I said to Larry. He must have lashed the very name of murder, till their poor consciences could stand no more of it. And hed have been able to do it too, if he was the Dean of St. Patricks that I expect he was.

He did not, said Larry. Though thats what an Englishman might think, if youll pardon my saying so. Im thinking he was for the whole movement; and as soon as he knew what was going on, however they get to know, and on a night like that, it drew him sheer out of Hell, and Im thinking it was exhortation and praise he gave them.

Then why did they go mad? I asked.

Sure, left to themselves, said Larry, without his help, they didnt know what to do.

A HISSING noise, slightly musical, like Death sharpening his scythe, came from a room at night, dark but for a single candle. And it was three centuries back that this noise hissed through the house, and in the kingdom of Spain. Keen and sudden it came, ringing hiss after ringing hiss. Now the fancy of an eavesdropper in the night, had he been imaginative, might have pictured Death mowing swathes. But there was no eavesdropper: two young men were all alone, in a room in which about a dozen had dined.

Flagons of wine and a disarray of the table suggested that the evening had been merry; but nothing at all remained of merriment now, unless a certain unsteadiness in the feet of the two young men could by any possibility be called merry. All their friends had left them; they neither of them knew why; and they were in this dim room alone now, fighting with rapiers. No other sound but those swift sighs from the dancing blades of the rapiers, meeting each other in the shadows of that dim room, disturbed the sleeping echoes in all the house.

A dark young man wearing a cloak of blue velvet was fighting a fair-haired man dressed mostly in red. The blue cloak was pressing the other, frequently lunging at him, but vainly, for the other leaped back as each lunge was coming, parrying the spent thrust which then barely reached him. Blue cloak was burning to redress a wrong, and to wipe out an insult; burning too fiercely to pause to brood upon them, or to do anything at all but to thrust and thrust with his rapier until he should be avenged.

In the heat of that evening of merriment, and in the whirl of the wine, the ins and outs of his wrong would have scarce been clear, even had he stopped to think of them. It was enough that he fought, and fought for the right. The perpetual defence of the other man, the backward leaps, would almost have hinted to an onlooker, had any been there in the night, that he championed no such cause, that perhaps he only defended wrong and his life. Who shall say? It was almost dark in the room, and no one was watching, and all who might have heard the cause of the quarrel were gone.

Great curtains somewhat dulled the echoes of those keen rapiers, as the dimness of the long room, going down to sheer darkness, overcame their brightness but for the rarest flashes. Blue cloak pressed on and on, and a skill came into his arm and a steadiness to his feet as the fight progressed; though, as these things came to him, the clear memory of the wrong faded. Enough, though, that the wrong had been done; never mind the rights of it now; and he still fought on.

Black as a piece of the very night appeared to him the high panels of aged oak that he now saw close behind his retreating antagonist. Once more he lunged, once more the man in red leaped back, and was standing now no more than a foot from the wall. The young man in the blue cloak lunged quickly again, more quickly after the last thrust than he had done in that fight before. The man in red leaped back, crashing against the wall, and his opponents rapier, passing through his body just where the ribs divide, went into the oak and stayed there, and the man was not dead yet.

Then the young man in blue took his enemys sword from the floor whereon it had fallen, and walked away with his wrong avenged. But, coming to the door, he found that the other sword would scarcely fit his scabbard, and so returned for his own. With a word muttered to the other man he drew his sword back, and his opponent fell to the floor with his head to the oaken boards and was then certainly dead. The candle flared with the fall of the man in red, shadows leaped up from corners, and the room went dimmer still; but the last of the fumes of the wine and all that nights confusion cleared from the brain of the victor. He stood there silent, thinking, where a pool of blood was widening, thinking with clear brain now; but could not remember the cause for which he had fought.


THE CUT

(For the B.B.C.)

A CURIOUS thing happened a while ago in Kent, and has rather come to a head during the last week. It was near a little village so secluded in one of the folds of the downs that it is no use giving its name, because you would never have heard of it. It is no more than a cluster of houses, round the tiniest church I know: you get to it, whichever way you come, by going down a steep slope that, all through the dog-days, is covered with thyme, great mauve patches of it, and the taller blooms of the mint. Sometimes you see the bright blue borage there, and the little harebells astray like lost fairies. In spring the same slopes are blue and yellow with speedwell and maywort. On the tops of the hills are straggling woods that we call shaws in Kent, full of foxes, badgers, owls, and many other wild things that like to shelter from man among hazels, birches, yew-trees, and briar-rose. To be brief, the place that I tell of is rural and out of the way.

Well, close to this village there lives a man called Wichers, who owned an ordinary, fairly intelligent dog, and used to teach it tricks. One of the tricks he taught it was to run to the village every morning, three or four hundred yards away, with a penny in his mouth, and go to the shop and put his paws up on the counter; when old Jeggins, that is the shopkeeper, would take the penny out of the dogs mouth and give him the Daily Mail, which he would take back to his master. There was no harm in that, and nothing out of the ordinary. But thats how it all began.

Then Wichers taught the dog to take sixpence to a farmer living two hundred yards away, and to bring back a basket with half a dozen eggs. He was always teaching him tricks. At first he taught him the trick about the paper and the penny in order to save himself trouble. After all, he used to say, what is a dog for? But, by the time the dog had learned his second trick, Wichers only motive in teaching him anything more was a certain vainglorious delight in exhibiting his accomplishments as a teacher. And so he taught the dog some other trick with a shilling; and so the dog, that like most dogs was a good deal shrewder than his master supposed, began to get some idea of the value of money.

And thats where my story really starts; for before that happened the dog was merely doing tricks that were not essentially different from other dog-tricks. I mean, the penny might just as well have been a lump of sugar. But once the dog began to see the difference between what the various coins could do, everything was altered. From that point it almost seems to me, if one knows what thought is, that the dog had begun to think.

Tim was his name. And one day he got tired of his tricks and slipped out of his masters house and went off on a long walk; and then all the trouble began. For he went into Sevenoaks, and made his way into a comfortable house at the edge of the town, and sold himself to Mr. Murchens for five pounds. That is what he did. He went right in and sat up and begged, and refused food and went on begging, till Mr. Murchens saw what he wanted; for Wichers boasts had spread far and wide and everybody knew that the dog wanted money.

Well, he refused coppers and silver as he had refused food, and still he went on begging; and then Mr. Murchens offered him a pound note, which Tim took at once and went on begging, leaving it on the floor beside him and growling if anyone put a hand near it. Then Mr. Murchens offered him another pound note, and Tim took it and laid it neatly on the other. Mr. Murchens was greatly excited, and a little reckless, and he gave him five pounds in all; and when they were all lying in a little heap beside Tim he said: Now, that is enough. And the dog seemed to agree and stopped begging.

You mustnt let the dog have all that money, said Mrs. Murchens then.

But whats he going to do next? was all Murchens said.

And for a while the dog sat there, and growled if anyone went near the five pounds. And suddenly he gathered it all up and ran out of the house with the five pounds in his mouth, and went away and put it all in a bank. I dont mean the kind of bank that you may be thinking of: it was a green bank outside the town under a hedge, where a good many rabbits used to come out in the evening; and he burrowed into it and put the five pounds in, just as they do with bones, and covered it all up. Then he ran back to Mr. Murchens house and curled up on the hearth-rug in the drawing-room and stayed there. You see, hed sold himself. Hed sold Wichers dog, as a matter of fact. But then he was Wichers dog.

What the rights of it are I cant make out; and, as it has never been done before, there is nothing to guide one. That is where precedent and custom come in, making a great many things, that would be otherwise horribly complicated, quite easy to deal with. Were it not for precedent I dont know where we should be. And they didnt seem quite to know where they were in Sevenoaks in this particular case. Of course Wichers tried to get back his dog, but the dog stuck to his bargain, and, when Wichers at last traced him, refused to stir from the hearth-rug where he had taken up his new lodgings.

Murchens seemed to take the same view of it as Tim did; and, however critical my hearers may be of his attitude, it must be remembered that he had paid good money for the dog, money that Mrs. Murchens says is too much for any dog, at any rate with all the taxes one has to pay, not to mention rates. I thought for a moment that I heard someone laugh, though how the sound reached me I cant say, but wireless sometimes does queer things. Yet it is no matter for laughter, and Mrs. Murchens is perfectly right; it is a difficult thing to run any house properly nowadays; and if you were to buy things for five pounds and part with them almost immediately, it would be practically impossible.

Murchens stuck to his point, which was that he had bought the dog; and Wichers stuck to his, which was that nobody could sell his dog but himself; and in the end it came before the magistrates. There had been a lot of argument for and against Murchens, with which I will not trouble you; but none of the magistrates had taken any part in it, which is as it should be; and the case was very simply decided, as cases about the ownership of dogs very often are, by the dog himself, who ran joyfully up to Murchens and would not look at Wichers; and the magistrates decided that Tim was clearly Murchens dog.

There is still nothing in this story to trouble the town of Sevenoaks to its very foundations, though that is what soon occurred. So far it is no more than a slightly unusual story: dogs have begged for sticks, stones, bones, balls, and food before now, though probably not for pound notes; and they have changed owners before. But from now on the unusual definitely colours my story, increasing until unusual is hardly the adequate word for it.

The dog ran to his bank and drew out a pound of his money, carefully covering up the hole through which he had drawn it out; and with this he went to a shop that sold collars: not dog-collars; that is the whole point of my story. He bought an ordinary collar, a starched linen collar with ends that turned back, not the kind of collar that I should have chosen myself, but yet an ordinary collar. He bought it by running in with the pound note in his mouth and putting up his paws on the counter, just as he used to when fetching the Daily Mail, and then going and yapping at the collar that he could see in the window.

They got the wrong article for him at first, as often happens when you buy a thing from the window; but he went on yapping until they got him the right one, and his joy when they did that was manifested as only a dog can manifest joy, so that there was no doubt whatever that it was the collar he wanted. When they saw that, one of them must needs go and fasten it on for him with one of those little studs that one gets from the laundry, and which cost the shop nothing. And the head man gave him exactly the correct change: he had to do that, with all the assistants watching and taking so much interest in the dog. Though he would have done it in any case: I know him well and he is quite honest.

Change was a thing that the dog had never had before, and it made him all the keener on shopping. He ran back to his bank and deposited it there; and next day he drew out half a crown and was back again at the shop. This time he bought a tie, a green and pink one in stripes, which he was able to do for one and sixpence, and got his shilling change, and was learning all the time more and more about money. The assistant tied the tie for him as neatly as if they had been putting the gaudy thing round one of their own necks for a Bank Holiday; and away the dog went again, put the shilling into the bank, chased a rabbit that was loitering about too close, and went back to his lodgings with Mr. Murchens.

To all appearances he was still an ordinary dog, on whom someone had played a little trick, or had petted fantastically, and nobody as yet took any serious notice. Of course the collar and tie got many a laugh, but evoked no real thought. And then he bought a little walking-stick at a toy-shop. He saw it in the window and went in and played his usual tricks, and bought the thing for a shilling, a little cane about a foot and a half long, with a rather neat handle. Tim got it in his mouth and went down the High Street wearing his collar and tie. And that was when people began to notice something odd.

What was the dog doing, they asked, all on his own with a walking-stick, and that rather natty collar and gaudy tie?

Jealousy is too strong a word for it; and there was no jealousy; at any rate not as yet. But people were beginning to ask if those were quite the dress and airs for a dog. And he was giving himself airs; there could be no doubt of that: they increased with each little purchase. And then one day he saw a childs waistcoat, if that is the right word for it, in a window. And he bought that too.

There was no doubt now that the dog was gradually dressing himself up: he was gradually breaking down the differences that there ought to be, and that there must be, between ourselves and creatures unthinkably lower. And willing hands were helping him in every shop that he went to.

It was no longer a mere matter of a laugh or so in the street; but protests were to be heard in the houses at evening. Some said it was a mere trifle; but the necessary barriers are made of trifles. Some said that these barriers were snobbish; while others said that they were the very walls that held up our civilization.

Days went by while the dogs boastful airs grew more and more lamentable, and Mr. Murchens did nothing. Even taunts failed to move him. One would think he was one of the family, said someone to him. But even that drew no action from Mr. Murchens. He seemed to be proud of the dog. And then one day came the incident that has brought it all to a head.

Mr. Slegger, who had been sun-bathing in his garden during the luncheon hour, came away hurriedly to attend to some business at his office. I think the boy had run over from the office to say that the telephone-bell was ringing; but I am not sure. Mr. Slegger had put on his coat and his hat; but the essential point of this episode is that he was not wearing a collar. In this kit he appeared in the High Street, just as Tim was going by. And the dog cut him.

Of course Tim knew Slegger quite well, and had often stopped and wagged his tail in response to the invariable greeting of: What cheer, Tim, from Slegger. But on this occasion he would take no notice of Slegger whatever.

The news spread through the town at about the pace of fire in a barn; there were meetings and discussions about it, and the theory that it might be an oversight was tested and dissipiated by confronting Tim with another collarless man, with precisely the same result. And thats the situation with the in Sevenoaks now; and if it wasnt in the High Street it might be overlooked; but, being in the High Street, the issues are clear.

In Sevenoaks, and in all the district round, we have felt that we are unquestionably above all that sort of thing; that no equality between ourselves and inferior creations is possible, far less any question of superiority of one of those inferior creations to one of us, though he had a hundred collars and we only a dirty neck.

You might think that the whole town would not support Slegger, whether they knew him or not. You might think that there would be some who would even prefer to laugh at him; but that is not the case, for over everyone in Sevenoaks now falls like a shadow the fear that at any moment he may be cut himself; and no one that has not seen a man being cut by a dog can perhaps quite appreciate the sickening drop that that is to ones self-esteem. An old and comfortable, but untidy, jacket, an unbuttoned waistcoat, a carelessly chosen tie, may at any moment subject a man to this sudden humiliation.

Meanwhile the dog is as dapper and active as ever, and his airs even more insolent, and we are beginning to feel that after all he may be right; for once ones standards have been overthrown, as they were by the cutting of Slegger, it is hard to build them up again by mere logic. If dress conferred on us, we argue, the respectability that it undoubtedly did confer, in conjunction with a balance at the bank, may not these things confer respectability upon others? And when we start arguing like that, we dont know where it will lead us. There is uncertainty in the High Street and widespread uneasiness; and through air that is thick and heavy with our misgivings goes twice a day this over-confident dog. And no one knows what he is going to do next. We saw him looking in at a hat shop lately.

And Murchens will do nothing. Perhaps even now these words of mine may persuade him to take some action, should the ether chance to bring them to his ears. A beating would not be out of place. But its his dog; that has been settled by the magistrates; and it is for him to decide. Only let us somehow have our old barriers back again. One correction I must make in fairness to Mr. Murchens: it is not entirely true that he will do nothing, for I hear he has promised at last to keep the dog shut up. Let him only do as he says, and the High Street will be again what it always was, a place where one can walk without any loss of dignity. And this may be taken as the end of my story.

I hope such a thing will never occur again. It can very easily be avoided, with all its humiliating consequences, if everyone will only agree, under all circumstances, never to buy a dog except from its owner. As for the facts of the case, you can test all that for yourselves by going to Sevenoaks; where you will probably hear the dog bark, as a dog nearly always does when shut up too long. And you may estimate, if you have the knack of ferreting out such things, how deeply the episode has sunk into the High Street, by the deliberate reticence with which that dog is surrounded. For ask anybody there about the story, or almost anybody, and they will tell you that they know nothing about it whatever.


THE SLEUTHING OF LILY BOSTUM

(For the B.B.C.)

THIS is not a police message, because there is no clear evidence as to where Mr. Simmons is, and insufficient to prove that Mrs. Vannelt has kidnapped him. Indeed to suggest that she has would be libellous, and no such suggestion is made. But Mr. Simmons has been missing for a week, and though there is no evidence as to his whereabouts, there are clues; and those are what I wanted to tell you, so far as they have gone up to the present.

Mr. Simmons is a bird-fancier, residing and doing business at 34 Dogsditch, and he disappeared last Monday week, having been last seen overnight, and his disappearance was duly reported to the police. They made inquiries at once; found no crime on account of which he was likely to have fled, and no trouble in his home-life, or in his business, which would have made suicide in the least probable; on the contrary, his business was in a very thriving condition last Monday week and still is.

Search was then made for any traces of murder; but, when no body was discovered, nor any bloodstains, nor any motive for murder on the part of his associates, they reported their complete investigations at headquarters and the matter was then handed over to Old Scotland Yard, to be investigated by the retired inspectors and such, who are entrusted with the less important cases, that find their way to Old Scotland Yard, which gives New Scotland Yard more time to deal with important cases. And so the disappearance of Mr. Simmons, the bird-fancier of 34 Dogsditch, dropped down amongst those more trivial matters that are never to be found on any front page; and Lily Bostum heard of it and decided that it was just the case for her.

Lily Bostum, who is now some months past her sixteenth birthday, has been employed at a private inquiry agents since she was fifteen and a half. All the work of which I am now going to tell you she did in her spare time, and it has nothing to do with the private inquiry agents. She lives fourteen miles out from the centre of London, and she has not been home to tea since she started her extra work; but when she does get home, which is in time for supper, far from looking tired, she has a kind of radiance in her eyes. She certainly feels, though she has never put it in writing, because she knows perfectly well it would be libellous, that she has got ahead of Scotland Yard.

She undertook the work for the same reason that she went into the private inquiry agents, which is probably the same reason that gave her a tip-tilted nose, and that is a prying and insatiable curiosity, that is far greater to her than any other passion that has yet come into her life. Well, when she decided, as she did after the fourth day, that the newspapers were not going to tell her where Mr. Simmons was, she decided to find out for herself. So as soon as Sherlocks closed down, which is not their real name, but is the name that all their girls give it, she took a bus and went off to Dogsditch, instead of going homeland began prying about on her own. And this is what she found.

First of all she pried into the affairs of all his relations, then into those of his friends, and within a couple of days she had got at his books and made a note of the names and addresses of every one of his customers. I dont know how she did this, but then I dont know how private inquiry agents work; and Lily, of course, did. She relied on Old Scotland Yard to be right as far as they had gone, which was chiefly to exclude murder and suicide; so she cast in the direction in which they had not hunted. Her theory seems to have been kidnapping from the first, which no one else had tried, for the simple reason that kidnapping in England is absurd, especially in the case of a heavy middle-aged man like Mr. Simmons.

Well, for the next few days she went round every one of his customers, finding them at their addresses, and satisfying that inquisitive mind of hers that no one was kept a prisoner in any of their houses. And at last she came to the house of Mrs. Vannelt, who had gone away for her holiday; and then she started making inquiries, just as private inquiry agents do. And it wasnt long before she found out a good, deal, though whether it is relevant or not to the case is another matter.

She found out that Mrs. Vannelt dealt with Simmons, getting a good many singing birds from him. She would only have English singing birds, thrushes and blackbirds chiefly, and as they died she got more; and then the law was passed prohibiting the caging of more of them, and Simmons had said, though I am not quite clear what he meant, that it was the greatest outrage since Magna Charta. Then Mrs. Vannelt went to him asking for more, and that is what he had told her. And Lily Bostum heard lots of odds and ends of the conversation that the two of them had had upon this occasion, which Simmonss assistants remembered, and she had jotted it all down in a note-book she carried.

Mrs. Vannelt had asked if there had been any popular demand for the bill, and Simmons said no; and she had asked if there was any reason for it, and he had said none whatever. And they had had a long talk, and Simmons had told her all about it. And some of the points of the case, with which the assistants agreed, were like this: birds like regular employment and warm rooms and shelter and regular food, which they got at Simmonss, and with Simmonss customers, and they did not like hawks and rain and cold; and very often the ice came and their food was frozen up, and then they died. And they were far better off with Simmons.

Then he had offered her canaries, but she would only have Empire singing birds. And next day Mrs. Vannelt had come again and they talked of quite different things. Mrs. Vannelt said that Simmons was fond of birds, and Simmons said he was; and she said he must miss his singing birds, and that he must learn to sing himself, and she would have him taught at her own expense. Mr. Simmons hadnt taken to that at first, because he was not really fond of singing, but only cared for the business. But they gathered that in the end, or Lily worked this out for herself, I dont know which, that he thought it might be good business to take the offer, as he got an accomplishment by it that might come in handy, and Mrs. Vannelt paid.

So he, had the singing lessons and learned in time to sing quite well; and Mrs. Vannelt was very particular about it and had him taught nothing but old English songs. She had come to the shop the day before he disappeared, and had had a kind of examination on his singing, and went away apparently quite satisfied.

Her last words on that occasion had been something like this: Now you will be able to sing yourself, and I am sure you wont miss your dear birds any longer.

And there Lily stuck: the clues did not go straight on to Simmonss disappearance; no one knew why he went and no one had seen him go: he was not there when the shop opened. But, though Lily could get no further information, she stuck to her theory as much as ever; in fact by then I dont think even direct proof to the contrary would have made her drop it. She is a very tenacious person, and, when she was at school and got the ball at hockey, nobody was ever able to get it away from her.

Well, she could get no more clues and was what with hounds is called at fault; so she began casting ahead. Instead of proving what Mrs. Vannelt could have done, she got to work on what Mrs. Vannelt must have done, in the faith that Lilys own theory was right. So she said to herself that as Mrs. Vannelt had gone away, and as, according to Lily, she had taken Simmons with her, she must have had something to put him in. Of course Mr. Simmons may have gone away with Mrs. Vannelt of his own accord, but that is not Lily Bostums theory.

So she began to worry out in her mind what Mrs. Vannelt would have put him in. And her theory being that Mrs. Vannelt was fond of Mr. Simmons, as she had been of the birds that she bought from him, and remembering that Mr. Simmons had assured his customer that birds were happy in cages, she naturally got the idea that a cage was what Mrs. Vannelt would have put him in. So then she began making more inquiries. She went to several large shops, and said that she was making inquiries on behalf of a gentleman for a cage in which to keep a gorilla; and where could she get one for him? In that way, in a couple of days, she got a list of eight firms that would supply that sort of cage.

That might not have been very helpful to some of us, but to Lily Bostum, who worked for a private inquiry agents, the number presented no difficulties. She began going round all the firms, saying to each one: That big cage that you supplied to Mrs. Vannelt, and giving the ladys address. The blank stares of the first five of them had no effect whatever on Lily Bostum, but in the sixth one the man she was speaking to said: Oh, yes, we hope it has given satisfaction in every way.

Quite, said Lily. But Mrs. Vannelt was thinking of ordering two more, with certain modifications. If you will let me see the picture of it, I will show you.

It was the word modifications that got them. There was something about the word that sounded very nice to them. So they showed her an advertisement of their cage, with a comfortable-looking photograph of it. And the more that Lily looked at it, the more she was sure that Mrs. Vannelt had got Mr. Simmons in one of their cages singing to her, now that she could no longer get birds. Probably she is kind to him, Lily thinks; but a woman like that, she says, will never let Simmons out, which is perhaps rather a cynical remark for a girl of sixteen and a bit. And this is where all the real evidence of Lily Bostum ends.

That Mrs. Vannelt has the cage inside a pretty caravan, towed by a motor, and that there are sound-proof shutters to it that can be dropped by pulling a string, and that Mrs. Vannelt sits holding the string in lonely lanes, hearing Mr. Simmons sing through these long spring evenings, is unsupported theory. Lily works all the roads leading out of London to the rural lonelier places every day after her work, and for half an hour or so before it, and the whole of Sunday; and the information she has got, if not purely negative, is too speculative to be useful to the police.

On twenty roads she has definite evidence of singing coming from caravans; but the cries for help that she is so eager to have news of have been either exaggerated in order to please her, or are not distinguishable, on oath, between cries of joy or derision.

To me it seems that Lily Bostums theory is at the worst plausible; and it seems to me that a woman devoted to singing birds, but unable to comprehend why they should not be caged, would turn desperately to song, which had become so much a part of her life, when it was suddenly snatched away from her, and might be likely to use all her resources to get it. She is fond of birds, and she is probably fond of Simmons; and if she could not understand that birds ought not to be caged, she would be far less able to understand that Simmons shouldnt, when he himself had told her that they liked it.

No doubt he has frequently said the opposite since, and no doubt Mrs. Vannelt, in that tiresome way that women sometimes have, is sticking still to the point from which she started her operations. I can even see points in her favour; but, be that as it may, she has no right to cage Simmons, even less right than she would have to cage singing birds, because the law protecting Simmons is a very much older law than the one which protects birds.

This is not a detective story telling of the exploits of Lily Bostum, because she has caught nobody, and the story is not ended. So that it is not a story at all. It is out of Lily Bostums hands, because she can get no farther with it; and the story with all its thrills, and with the exciting romantic ending that it will probably have, is now in the hands of the public. Unless Lily Bostum steals a march on them overnight, or Old Scotland Yard suddenly solves it, the solution to the problem is probably in the hands of some member of the public living within a hundred miles of London, and listening tonight to the wireless, without which he or she will not of course have the necessary clues.

An important clue, as it seems to me, is that the songs they may hear from the caravan in some fairly unfrequented place will be definitely old English songs; they will hear a trained voice singing them, for, as Lily Bostum discovered, the man has been trained to sing at Mrs. Vannelts expense; and there can hardly fail to be a trace of melancholy in the songs. A musical ear will be invaluable at this point, for there is a sort of melancholy natural to old songs, and that is not the kind that the public must listen for, but a slightly different kind, with a difference too subtle for me to analyse it, containing perhaps a trace of irritation; though any song at all coming from caravans should be carefully noted.

If Lily Bostums theory, that Mrs. Vannelt is in a caravan at all, be correct, it would almost certainly follow that it is well-supplied with provisions, and she would hardly ever be absent from it. Those with keen noses might look to detect cigar-smoke, for Mr. Simmons is known to be fond of cigars; and Mrs. Vannelt was always most particular to give her birds whatever she thought they fancied.

As for the kind of caravan, Lily Bostum is inclined to believe that it will be neat and tidy, probably painted green, and certainly with muslin curtains over the windows. You see, it is a womans caravan; and, according to Lily Bostums inquisitive eye, she has rather neat and tidy ways. Any such caravan should be kept under observation. Im afraid that this sort of thing may be a nuisance to many dwellers in caravans; but then people like Lily Bostum are always a nuisance.

The whole thing rests, it must be remembered, on mere suspicion; but if the public, in whose hands the matter may now be said to rest, should find corroboration of Lily Bostums theory, one of these evenings along some lonely lane, it is hoped that the discoverer of any reliable clue will communicate at once with the Inspector of Kidnapping, Old Scotland Yard, telephone number, Blackfriars 0000.

I will repeat that: Blackfriars 0000.


THE POSSIBILITY OF LIFE ON THE THIRD PLANET

Of the papers left behind by the late Alfred Smulker, with one exception, I have little to say. They seem to reveal a rather elfish life. He must have aimed at a great name, with none to hare it. But who remembers Alfred Smulker now? He had ample reason to hope for a great name and, if he had lived a few months more, would have had it, but it would have only been due to a lucky accident, and not to any essential merit in Smulker.

The lucky accident was simply that, while fumbling for Daventry, he got his wireless exactly on to a certain number, and, having done that, left it on when he went to bed, and woke and remembered it at about 2 a m., and came down to turn it off, and heard a queer station talking in no known language. And it turned out to be Mars. His name would not ave been overlooked had he taken the matter to experts there ad then, and certainly progress would have been made, within the year, that it took him ten years to perfect; but he anted all the honour to himself.

His industry was of course colossal, there can be no doubt f that, and he had a certain ingenuity too. It was ingenious how he worked out that these talks which his set got, and continued to get, came from a planet. He hired at considerable expense one of those instruments by which they tell from what direction a wireless message is coming, and he found that the unknown transmitting station was moving.

He assumed at first that it was from a ship, but gradually he found that it moved too slowly, even for a ship at a great distance. When he guessed that it was a planet, he avoided help from astronomers just as he avoided the help of wireless experts; so he aimed his apparatus at the wastes of Space and worked it all out for himself; and so he got Mars.

For the next ten years he worked at the language. And that where with the help of philologists be could have done the work in a tenth of the time, but he wanted this lone immortal name for himself; which in the end he never got, because he only lived long enough to record one broadcast from the neighbouring planet. And this broadcast is the only thing of interest to me in all the volume of his papers, which have come into my hands.

These papers deal with thousands of theories of sounds; and on these theories he built up word upon word and sentence upon sentence, none of which had any meaning for hundreds and hundreds of pages, until at last he got a theory which could be worked, and in the course of years he found words, and in the eighth or ninth year got a few coherent sentences. All the time he kept the indicator of his wireless set at the same point, never even allowing it to be dusted, and even protecting it with a sort of safe; for he knew that he had only tuned in to that other set by a hairs breadth, and that if he lost it he would never j get it again. And a hairs breadth is far too coarse a measurement by which to define the exactitude of Smulkers happy accident; for, were it otherwise, hundreds of others must have stumbled on it by now, even though it seems only to broadcast in the small hours, and Smulker had a particularly powerful set.

Well, for the next two years Smulker was working in all his spare time on the new language; his papers teem with his studies of it; and towards the end of the time he was writing essays in it. And not until he was fluent did he take down any broadcast received from Mars. Or, if he did, he never preserved it. He meant to astonish the world with a perfect message, so that no one could argue or doubt as to whether or not he had been in touch with Mars.

It is a pity that the one message he received is not of greater interest in itself: it is evidently merely a lecture upon astronomy, given in some Martian university and broadcast from one of their powerful sets. There will be no more for some while, because after Smulkers death several people had naturally access to his room, and one of them admits to having turned his indicator, when the safe-like protection had been removed from his set, in order to get the right time. And several others may have interfered with it too.

This then is the only communication we have from Mars at present; or rather I should say the only communication that is intelligible, for I leave out of account all those untranslated sounds that we usually attribute to atmospherics. Here then is the communication, annotated by Alfred Smulker, and, if it is not in itself thrilling, we must wait for that until we can get in touch with Mars again and so have a wider selection of messages from them.

... upon the third planet.

At these words, writes Smulker, I realized that the astronomical lecturer was presumably referring to us, and I therefore decided to take the whole thing down verbatim, as it might be of personal interest to the inhabitants of this planet. Otherwise I had intended to wait for something with more local colour in it as the first communication from Mars that I should offer to our people.

The proximity of the third planet to the sun is not so frightful as to preclude the possibility of its being inhabited, on the ground of heat alone; for, although life in the central portions of the surface would be impossible, there are, as with us, large areas of ice at the poles, and life might be able to exist in the neighbourhood of these, were the air fit to breathe. It would seem, however, that the atmosphere, just over those areas on which life might otherwise have been possible, is composed entirely of clouds, from which the humidity frequently falls with such force as to extinguish any life there might be, even were it able to breathe that nebulous air.

These periods of excessive humidity are frequently accompanied by electric discharges, that have often been clearly detected, which again would destroy all life in the course of time; while life in the central spaces, away from intense humidity, is unthinkable, on account of the great heat of the sun. On these grounds life of any sort on the third planet would appear to be out of the question, unless the sea, of which the surface of the planet is mostly composed, is adapted to the life of some kind of fish. And it should be a source of satisfaction to us to know that this is so; for, the entire universe having been created for the appreciation of the people of Mars (Thlekrethon, Smulker notes that they call it), it is somewhat jarring to our sense of fitness to be told, as Hoyce, Hobbuk, and others have told us, that there is any life elsewhere, as though it might be thought that there was something somewhere that could share this great privilege with us.

The theory of Hoyce is that an intelligent race has appeared on the third planet, but that it is purely temporary, as its intelligence, which appears to be increasing, has mainly destructive aims; and, in the opinion of Hoyce, this race will soon extinguish itself. Hobbuk on the other hand holds that, though there is life on the third planet, it cannot have complete intelligence for another million years, because the use of wireless was only first detected there three or four years ago, so that until quite recently there can have been no method there of conveying ideas from mind to mind, except by the crude method of shouting, or the cumbrous one of writing and passing the written material from hand to hand.

Any thought, therefore, that may have stirred amongst this form of life could only have been private or individual thought, and the mass of life on the planet could never have thought collectively. Hobbuk, therefore, rules out intelligence upon the third planet entirely; while Hoyce admits it, but does not admit wisdom. Hoyce has clearly observed through his telescopes destruction by means of explosives, and he suspects other methods besides.

I do not by any means give all Smulkers annotations; but he has one about the mention of years which is obviously accurate, and that is that, where years are referred to by any Martian scientist, they would naturally refer to the longer Martian years and not to the 365 days that we know.

If we take seriously the theories of Hoyce and Hobbuk, the lecturer continued, the people of that planet would be curiously circumstanced: the sun, to begin with, would be an enormous fiery disc, pouring out intolerable heat at them, the natural effects of which seem to have been overlooked by both Hoyce and Hobbuk; and they would have the very curious experience of having only one moon. Of this moon they never see more than half, on account of its single revolution during its tour of the planet turning the same side always towards it. Hence we have the singular paradox that we know more of the geography of their one moon than they do themselves, always supposing with Hoyce and Hobbuk that there is life on that planet at all and that it is able to see.

There would be no other object in view of the third planet, still supposing that there is life on it, that would appear as large as that planet does to us, though they would have a fair view of the second planet; but this would look nothing like as splendid as the third planet must to it. They would also miss much of the splendour of the great fifth planet, which we are privileged to see. But to turn from these fancies and discuss the third planet seriously: the greater part of its surface being covered with water, and any inhabitant of the land having only clouds to breathe, except where the sun is too hot for life to be possible, we should be content with its function of giving a certain brilliance to our sky, and not suppose it to be capable of maintaining some lower form of life.

At this point the annotations of Smulker are very numerous, and, from the smallness of the writing that he has crowded in, it would appear that he often inserted them whenever his feelings were stirred again with the indignation caused by the innocent remark of the Martian lecturer. He seems even to have missed, while making the earlier annotations, some of the lecture itself, for there is an evident gap.

The lecturer continued: Whatever inferior forms of life we may perhaps admit as being possible there, we must exclude the possibility of anything with more than four ears, or any intelligence capable of understanding the purpose of Mars (or Thlekrethon, as he called it) or the glory and greatness of her people.

There are more indignant annotations by Smulker, and then the lecturer seemed to approach his peroration, after some rather dull passages which I will not quote, dealing with the chemistry and geology of Earth, seen accurately enough by some instruments they must possess that seem sufficiently powerful to examine the fire of our volcanoes by means of a spectrum.

Let us be thankful, he continued, here at the centre of the universe, that science supports us in the belief, so natural to our best feelings, that nowhere else is there intelligent life to share with us our contemplation of the stars; and that the Milky Way, which is especially displayed for our contemplation, is not to be shared with other eyes than ours. We know from this that the destiny of the people of...

But at this point the tiresome annotation of Smulker broke in again; and, though nothing of scientific value may have been lost, I have a feeling that by his neglect to commit to paper the rest of that lecture, the world has probably lost a valuable peroration, which not only would have adorned anthologies, but which with very slight alteration could have been used to lift and brighten the ends of speeches on many a platform, to the delight of audiences up and down the world.


OLD EMMA

ONE day when Sir Thomas Garper was out with his hounds, a day that was threatening rain that had not yet fallen, and scent was bad and the hunting slow, he came to an open ditch with scraps of bramble growing sparsely along it, a fence with no difficulties apparent whatever, and put his horse at it. And then, for no cause that Garper ever knew, he suddenly saw the bright hair of his horses fetlock flash past his face and they were down. There must have been wire in the brambles. And the result of that fall was a dislocated shoulder that, on account of some small fracture, could not be set in the ordinary way, and Garper had to have an operation on it. And that is how he came to have a curious experience, that is probably not unique, because they only did to him what modern surgery has done to several others.

As he had never had any anaesthetic before, he was perhaps a little excited at the prospect, which, in addition to the pain in his shoulder, must have stimulated his memories a good deal. And those memories went running all the way back to his childhood, all the way back till they came to Old Emma the housemaid, who used to tell him tales when he was a child, and bought little presents for him out of whatever small savings she had and did him innumerable kindnesses.

It was of her that he had been thinking while he was actually breathing the gas; and there came to him then the thought that had often occurred before, which was that, humble and uneducated as Old Emma was, and crude in her outlook and even coarse in some of her ways, she had probably as good a chance of Heaven as many people whose station was considerably above Emmas. It was more than a chance, thought Sir Thomas. Or was old affection leading his judgment astray?

Whatever it be, as his wits quickened just before sleep, he began to feel sure that Old Emma would be in Heaven, and even determined that if anything went wrong with the operation he would look for her there till he found her. There was no particular arrogance in this assumption that he would get to Heaven himself, for he had been a good squire and had directly benefited large numbers of people. And something did go wrong with the operation.

I do not know what was the cause; but the work on Sir Thomas Garpers shoulder had proceeded for little more than ten minutes when his heart stopped beating. Breathing of course ceased too, and Sir Thomas was to all intents and purposes dead. And there the surgeons would have had to have left it, if it had happened a few years ago. But now they are able to massage the heart, which may have the effect of starting it beating again; and this they proceeded to do.

Meanwhile the body was lifeless; and the soul of Sir Thomas Garper slipped out and came to Heaven. He realized at once what had happened, except that he did not know that the surgeons were still at work on his heart. And there he was in Heaven. He saw very blue hills far off, and orchards all in bloom, and more may than he had ever seen in all his life on earth, and lawns with small streams running through them among flowers, and multitudes of people. And one of the first that he recognized was an old fellow who used to hunt with his hounds, until he too had found a bit of wire in a hedge, and, in his case, his neck had gone.

Apparently he had felt nothing at all, and had come straight there from the near side of the jump. It was he that told Garper what was happening: he had come just in time for a review of the heavenly hosts, four corps that were to be led by four archangels, practising for Armageddon, as they did every few years.

Id like to find Old Emma if shes here, said Garper, an old housemaid of ours. I always thought she might get here, in spite of...

We cant look now, said his old friend. The march past of the angels is coming.

She might be somewhere in this crowd, said Garper.

Well look afterwards, said Hornut, the friend who had broken his neck.

Id like to, said Garper. Id be glad if the old soul got here.

And as he spoke the far sky was flecked with flashes of whiteness, like small clouds lit by the dawn of a summers day. And they moved, and Garper saw that it was the hosts approaching. To say that as they drew nearer they were the most wonderful sight that Garper had ever seen would have no particular meaning, for they transcended so incomparably all glories and splendours which he had known, that no comparison was possible. At first they wheeled like smoke or storms or birds, and then they came on in lines, stepping on air. Once more he thought of Old Emma.

If only she could have seen this, he thought. And after that his attention was naturally all absorbed by the grandeur of the great spectacle. For the angel hosts, with their white wings folded behind them, and all in armour that seemed like diamonds set in silver, were suddenly very close. They seemed like gigantic cavalry as they marched by; their shapely forms rippled with each step that they took on air, and the ripples went up the armour in little lines of light. And a splendour more bright than the armour shone in their faces.

Four great archangels before them strode with that majesty that there seems to be in the wind that sometimes rises and suddenly blows before thunder. The great shape of the nearest of them, perfect in form, came by with the slabs of its diamonds flashing, holding a sword like a meteor. And, as Garper gazed, the eyes of the archangel turned towards him, and looked into his own and brightened, and he knew that the splendid figure was going to speak to him. And the gleaming lips opened and the archangel spoke.

Why, Master Tom, it said; you always was a one to be watching soldiers.

It was the voice and the accent and, in a marvellously transmuted way, even the face of Old Emma. So that he blurted out: Why, Emma darling! which may seem to us an odd way for him to have addressed his old housemaid, but to him it seemed on reflection, which rapidly came to him, that it was hardly the way in which to speak to an archangel. But in the glow of Old Emmas eyes this reflection faded, and memories of Garpers childhood rose in their place, am intensified and shone in the light that was bathing Heaven till they somehow seemed to blend with Heavens landscape so that they and it were all one happy glow, through which Old Emma strode, a shape of tremendous glory.

But those happy memories and the glorious scene seemed somehow shaken by the surprise of finding Old Emma an archangel; shaken so that all the landscape and the strange light over it quivered, and the blue hills shook and all th apple-bloom faded, and even the hosts of the angels grew suddenly pale as mist, and passed like dreams from an awakening man. And like dreams the whole scene faded from Thomas Garper, except for memories that, like butterflies carried by storm far out from their own land, lost brightness in the inclement air of earth. For the surgeons had got his heart going again and, however the soul knew, it returned, and got back in time. And so he awoke, with his memories flitting and fading, but amongst them shining clear the astounding fact that Old Emma was an archangel.

Old Emma is an... Sir Thomas began.

Well, we got you round all right, said one of the surgeons.

Any difficulty about it? said Sir Thomas.

Oh, no, said the surgeon. Well, as a matter of fact we had.

And they told him a bit about what had happened. But what was really interesting him still was the marvellous promotion of Old Emma, and as soon as ever he got well he asked the Bishop to dine with him. And over the port he told him about the operation, and the Bishop had wanted to tell him of an operation that he had had for a goitre, but Sir Thomas had managed to keep him to the point. And then he told him all about Old Emma.

Of course I know that she might have got to Heaven, in spite of her humble upbringing, said Sir Thomas.

Oh, certainly, said the Bishop.

Indeed, I expected she would, Sir Thomas added. And we are told about the last being first. But an archangel, you know.

And then Sir Thomas went all over the main points again: the undoubted fact that his heart and breathing had ceased, the intensely clear view of Heaven, old Hornut seen again, and then that astonishing promotion; and at the end of it all: Now, what am I to make of it?

I think it must have been only a dream, said the Bishop.

THIS tale was told one night to a young officer, on leave from a regiment of Indian cavalry, by an old thanadar, an inspector of Indian police, as they sat outside a tent in the Terai. The great stars burned above them, and a small wind coming over miles of parched grasses blew cool on their faces.

The tent was there for shikar, and for the same purpose the old man had come from his village a mile away over the plain at the jungles edge, and had talked for an hour of the ways of a certain panther, for whose sake fires were burning now all round the village, to keep him from slipping in and seizing a cow. And after he had told all he knew of this panther and the times at which he could best be found, the cavalry officer had asked him something of his service when he was young, that the old man who had spoken so much in his interests should speak awhile of himself, and of work that had led him up to the rank of thanadar.

Their talk was in Hindustani, and the old man spoke as though, looking back on life, he knew as much of it as of the ways of the panther that lurked at night near his village; and, as for all that he had done himself, he regarded it as steps leading up to the rank of thanadar, and so having its humble part in a fabric far beyond criticism.

A thanadar, he said. Ah, sahib, I came to that as men come to all such things, who come at all; I came to it, Allah helping, by passing the first great obstacle. I think, sahib, the first barrier is always the greatest, and I think it is there for all men; they call it bad luck, or accident, but it is neither. It is put there as hurdles are put for the horses in races. The horse thinks that the hurdle before him is there by chance, not knowing that the race-course was planned. It is so with us; and the first hurdle is the largest; but it is not chance. No. My hurdle was a great one, sahib.

I was a young policeman: I had not served a year. And then one day a Pathan murdered his wife, on our side of the border, where it is not allowed. He gave her arsenic and killed her. It was known, but the sahibs would not punish him yet. There had to be a trial, and for the trial there had to be exhibits, and much else besides. One of the exhibits was the womans entrails in a glass jar, closed with sealing-wax, and sealed with the imprint of a seal. And this jar I was ordered to take to the station at Nawshera, and thence go with it by the train to Peshawar.

I was given a tonga for the journey to Nawshera. It was five miles. And on the road that we took was a bullock-cart, and the bullock swerved away from us so that the hinder part of the cart came across our right wheel; and there are men that would have called it chance. We were not upset, but I was holding the jar lightly and the jolt threw me forward and the jar left my hands and struck a stone in the road, which chance had not placed there either. And the jar was broken, and all the guts were spilt.

Without that exhibit there could be no trial, and without the trial the man could never be punished. Justice would be thwarted, and I would have thwarted it; and it would have been better for me to have gone up to the Commander-in-Chief and spat in his beard than to have done this; so much do the sahibs love Justice.

Well, yes, said the young officer.

Ah, sahib, you are young and have been told it, said the old man, but I know. I looked at the guts, but they were all deep in dust, and the seal itself was broken, and I saw no way by which Justice might now be done. And yet I am now a thanadar.

I bade the tonga-driver wait; and first I prayed, and then I sat by the road and thought, and there came into my thoughts the memory of a friend in Peshawar, a young Pathan from our village who was a medical student and had studied for six months in Peshawar, and his name was Abdul Din. And I said Abdul Din shall save me, and shall preserve Justice.

So I drove on to Nawshera, and there I entered the train, and so came in due course to Peshawar. And there I slipped from the train and out of the station, unobserved by any that might have been waiting for me and the jar, though I saw none; and I went with all speed to the house of Abdul Din. And when we had greeted I called him aside and, speaking where none should hear, I said to him: I am a ruined man, and Justice is overthrown. But you shall save me, if saving is possible.

And I put the whole case to him.

And he said: The thing is easy. Justice shall be preserved, and you have nothing to fear.

Then he asked me a few questions, and said: How old were the entrails?

And I said: It was scarce two days since the woman died.

And he said: What poison was used?

And I said: Arsenic.

And he asked me to tell him of the appearance of the seal. And I told him all I remembered of it. And he said: It is as I thought.

And then he said: If your tonga had broken against the bullock-cart and if you had walked to Nawshera and had found the train to be gone, what time would the next one have started?

And I told him, for I knew. It was four hours later.

Then that, said Abdul Din, is the train that you came by, because of the accident with the bullock-cart, but you preserved the jar and you shall have it with you. Come to me in three hours time, or three and a half, and for the sake of our old friendship you shall have the jar with the seal upon it, and the entrails within; and in the entrails there shall be what it is proper for them to have.

So I blessed him, and I left. And I came back at the hour he said, and he gave me all these things. And I came into the station down the line with them at the time of that second train, and found one waiting for me, and told him how the tonga was broken asunder by the bullock-cart, but how I saved the jar. And we went with it to the police-station, and on the appointed day the trial took place, and the seal was broken in court and the jar was opened, and the entrails were found to contain more than all that Justice demanded.

But they couldnt make a test like that in court, you know, said the young officer.

Sahib, when the sun is setting, said the old man, the light is not so bright upon all the world, and my memory sometimes now fails to see little things. It was doubtless, even as you have said, that the test was made elsewhere. But certainly I saw with these eyes the jar in court; and it was opened, and testimony was given, and arsenic was found in the entrails, and the murderer hanged.

But in heavens name, said the young officer, where did Abdul Din get the entrails?

They were the entrails of a goat, sahib, said the old man.

And a serene look came in his face as he looked back on his long life full of success, so nearly blasted at the outset of his service. And then a wild cry went up from the whispering grasses, and was repeated again and again, notes not inappropriate for ghouls wailing in sepulchres. It was the cry of jackals.

That is he, said the old man. That is Guldar.

For the panther was slipping noiselessly through the dark, and the jackals were howling after him.

And the two men spoke no more of the preservation of Justice, but only now of the panther, and planned to come by his skin.


THE FIRST WATCH-DOG

A LONG time ago, a very long while ago indeed, in one of the central plateaux of what we now know to be Asia, the winter had come down with such intensity that hunting was bad for the dog-pack. There were about twenty of them curled up on the snow among sparse trees that stood at the edge of the forest, and there was no longer any food among them at all. Hunger kept one of them awake and curiosity made him wander. It was only curiosity, for none of the dogs had any hope of finding food for himself; that being only done by the whole pack.

For one thing, there was nothing small enough in those parts at that time of the year for one dog by himself to manage; and even if there were, one dog could not run it down alone: it took the whole pack to do that, all in tongue together. Nothing could twist away from that; and nothing in the end could escape being run down by it. But this dog went cold and hungry, sniffing alone through the night, out of curiosity. And curiosity was rewarded, for a red star shone on the ground outside the forest, such a thing as he had never seen on the earth before.

He went softly towards it, and it grew larger as he approached. And suddenly there came to him over the snow through the night the most entrancing scent he had ever known, something far more beautiful than anything that had ever entered his dreams. I have no way of describing that rapturous scent: to say that it was the smell of meat cooking is to ignore the novelty of it and the dogs great hunger and the bitter cold of that night.

It was meat cooking, but to the dog it was something incomparably more. He came nearer, moving much more slowly, for he was filled with all the instincts that are necessary to keep an animal fed and alive; and, though they were only instincts governing things, that concerned him, yet they were far more vivid and accurate than any knowledge that we have about anything. One of these instincts told him that anything strangely and intensely beautiful was always well guarded. So he moved forward very slowly and silently, crouching low as he moved.

It was the fire by a little encampment of a fellow called Maan; and he was a forbear of the race of man, as well as of all the Mahons, the McMahons, the OMahons, the Manleys, the Manns, and the Mannings. Maan reached out and tore off a piece of meat that seemed to be well enough cooked, and ate it, and threw away the bone; and the bone fell on the snow not very far from the dog. Intense hunger of course prompted the dog to seize it, while every instinct that he had from his race warned him to go very slowly about that, and then hunger won and he rushed at the bone and ran off with it.

Maan had heard that rush, and to the intense astonishment of the dog, who thought that he had taken treasure from an enemy, who would soon try to avenge himself, he threw another bone and then shouted: Come here. I do not mean that he used those exact words, still less that he spoke English; but he uttered a cry that was clearly understood; for animals and men were somehow nearer in those days, or, to express it more exactly, their interests were fewer and simpler and they had more in common.

No, said the dog, which he expressed very simply by growling; but for all that he came nearer. And, what is perhaps the central part of this story, there was meat on the second bone.

Well, the dog ran off with the bone to the nearest bush and lay down under it and ate, watching Maans fire all the while, lest Maan should repent of the gift and try to take it back. In the forest among the pack there was hunger; here beside the encampment there was the most gorgeous food, and of course danger. The stars paled in the cold and morning came, and all the crystals of snow shone in the suns low rays, some crimson, some green, and some violet. And by daylight Maan was unquestionably saying: Come here.

After a good deal of thought the dog decided not to go back to the cold forest, and not to obey Maan when he said Come here; or perhaps thought is the wrong word for it, and it was rather the interplay of countless instincts which finally settled between them that medium course. Anyway, he remained lying under the snow-covered bush; and although it was not thick enough to give him anything warmer than snow to lie on, yet it and the snow upon it did shelter him from the wind. Thence he stole out now and then, very cautiously, a little nearer to Maan.

It goes without saying that these cautious exits from the snow-covered bush coincided with Maans cooking. Maans Come here might be disregarded, but not the unutterable sweetness of the smell of meat frying; meat up-wind whose fragrance grew sweeter and sweeter, till it attained a sweetness that seemed unsurpassable.

Maans house was rather in the shape of a tent, and consisted of some pine-trunks slanting inwards, tied together at the top, and covered with things like gorse. He had a family in there; and, when the dog had been there under his little roof of snow for a day and a half, rushing out at meal-times to snatch a bone or a bit of gristle, three or four small children came out to look at him.

The dog understood the children much better than he understood Maan: they seemed to look at things much more in the same way that he did, and to think along the same lines; not that he quite trusted them, with all those good bones about. One of them laughed at him eating a big bone, and the dog wagged his tail. That is important in its way, as it was really the first signal that any of the dog-tribe had made to one of the race of Man.

One day Maan threw some brushwood over the top of the snow-covered bush while the dog was out; and later he threw down a hide, so that the dog need not lie on the snow. One evening just as the sky and the snow turned to the blue of pale sapphires, and the brilliant stars appeared, somebody not friendly to the race of Man went by very close; and, whatever mistrust the dog still had for Maan, he knew that this was totally impermissible, and rushed out and filled the night with a great outcry.

Of course, when he had done that, he began to see that it was his job to do that kind of thing, so that almost without knowing it he was becoming a good watch-dog. He heard a great many things go by at night that Maan never heard, and it didnt take him more than two days to find out that Maan had a very poor sense of smell. He was not entirely without it, like the Manns, the Manleys, and the Mannings today, and indeed the entire race of man; but it was a very poor sense when compared to Was. The woman that was with Maan mistrusted the dog, fearing anything that might hurt her children; but the children, and I think the dog too, looked upon that as absurd. And of course they were right.

They called the dog Wa, and I shall also refer to him by that name. Wa did not repay the bones that Maan had thrown him for a considerable time, but eventually he made very handsome repayment and was well worth his keep. He knew what animals he ought to hunt, and when Maan pointed to any of them it made everything doubly clear, although it was not at first, by any means, that Wa consented to give his proper share to Maan.

Wolves often came at night very close to the dwelling, but, though a pack of them could easily have killed Wa, they seemed to dislike a great deal of noise, and they would all go away before Wa had said very much. Then Wa would follow a little way, and come back with his tail very high in the air. For Maan knew nothing of the necessity for cutting off dogs tails.

Wa went no more with the dog-pack, although when spring came round he sometimes visited his old companions when they were in that part of the forest; but he tended to look away from them when they met, as though to show that he had withdrawn his allegiance, and as though he were a little ashamed of what he had done. And yet he persuaded a she-dog to leave the pack and share his kennel with him, for it was distinctly a kennel by now. She came very diffidently, and yet the advantages of a dry kennel were obvious, and in addition to them there were the inducements that had first brought Wa himself, the smell of meat cooking and plenty of bones.

They called her Wi at the little encampment. And before spring had quite gone there were four puppies. The puppies had no shyness, and treated Maans children just as equals. There was a great deal of give and take. Sometimes Maans children slapped them in the face, sometimes they bit the children of Maan, but there was never the least animosity. Once, when a considerable scrimmage happened to be in progress between puppies and children, Wa himself came up, and, suddenly rushing at one of the puppies who at that moment was biting a childs leg rather hard, sent him away howling. Many of the things that Wa did for the first time, such as chasing away whatever came near to the hut of Maan, the puppies picked up from him, and soon ran out to chase whatever ought to be chased, doing it quite naturally.

As the ages went by, the race of man tamed dogs from other packs, but from these puppies are descended all dogs that rush out of their kennels and bark at you on your first approach; it is a habit absolutely inherent in the line of Wa, and they can be infallibly recognized by it. Within a year they were ail out hunting with Maans children, and Maan built a little larder at the back of his hut. And the woman that was with Maan got over her mistrust of Wa and of the whole of Was family.

For though Maan sometimes had fancies, the woman was practical, and she soon assessed with exactitude the value of Was contribution, not only to the larder but to the safety of the whole hut. Any fleas that he brought to them she never noticed, while the noise that he and his progeny used to make in the full of the moon, far from keeping the woman awake, had an effect that was distinctly soporific, on account of the feeling of safety it gave to the little encampment: it was like a high palisade between them and the forest, a palisade going up to the stars.

No other encampment of man at this time had any such protection. Wa used to bark at the full moon just as it came over the tops of the trees, and all his family would join in at once, and they went on until Wa felt, and until he had assured Maan and his woman and children, that there was no longer any danger in all the night. This sometimes took a long while, and sometimes a pale colour was creeping into the sky before they entirely desisted.

Of course, Wa had a great deal to learn before he became what we should call a good house-dog, and yet he never did foolish things such as we sometimes see dogs doing nowadays: he would never, for instance, bark up a tree at a squirrel, or ever bark up a tree at all, unless he thought there was a reasonable chance of intimidating whatever animal had run up the trunk sufficiently to make it come down again; and in his estimate of such chances he was very seldom wrong, so that innumerable centuries of education appear to have taught dogs little about the ways of the forest that Wa did not know before ever he came to Maan. And yet of course most of his work about the encampment was perfectly new to him, as well as the everyday incidents of his leisure.

For instance, lying beside the fire was not only new to Wa, but had never before been known by any one of his race. He distrusted the fire at first, and never completely got over that distrust; but the bitter cold of a winters night on that high plateau of Asia very soon drove him there, though he never slept beside it, and never ceased to watch it with one eye. If a sappy branch shot out a red ember at him, he never made the mistake of growling at the fire, a mistake some dogs make to this day, but merely retreated, realizing that this was a force against which teeth availed nothing and which growls could not intimidate.

Much else he learned about that fire and about all the ways of Maan; he learned that the fire tended to rise, like the full moon, about nightfall, that it could enchant meat, that it could hurt and could bless, that it was hotter than the sun and subservient to Maan. And he knew that, like his own teeth and the long howls that he uttered at night, it was a force that guarded the house of Maan, a knowledge that he kept to himself and preserved untainted by jealousy. As time went by and he did all the usual jobs of a house-dog, he grew more and more like the dogs we know, and his puppies exactly like them. So really there is little left for me to say about Wa that would be in the least novel to anyone fairly acquainted with Canis Vulgaris, the ordinary race of dog; it is only of interest, if at all, because it was the very first time that all that sort of thing happened.

To the folk of that little encampment Wa was of interest solely because he was Wa, who had come to them long ago from the mystery of the forest. And, when he died eight years after that day when he had first smelt meat cooking, though many of Maans children were old enough then to know better, they all burst into tears; queer, savage, wailing tears such as nobody weeps nowadays.


THE CHESS-PLAYER, THE FINANCIER, AND ANOTHER

I KNEW a case, said the financier, of a man with the most brilliant brains, who had finance at his finger-tips. He was a man called Smoggs, utterly unknown of course. And I say of course because he never used his brains, or rather I should say he never made any use of them, which can be quite a different thing. He just side-tracked them, ran them down a siding that led nowhere; and he might have been as big a financier as any of us. Do you know what he did? Sit down and Ill tell you.

He went and played chess. All the intellect that might have controlled, well, more than I can tell you, he wasted over a chess-board. It came gradually at first: he used to play chess with a man during the luncheon hour, when he and I both worked for the same firm. And after a while he began to beat the fellow, which he never could do at first. And then he joined a chess club, and some kind of fascination seemed to come over him; something like drink, or more like poetry or music; but, as I was never addicted to any of the three, I cant say.

Anyway, it completely got hold of him, and he began to lose interest in things. He became a good player, there was no doubt of that, and he won a good many prizes. And the value of all the prizes he won in his life would have added up to about twenty-five pounds. Ive made a thousand times as much in an hour. And more than once. But that is all he ever got out of playing chess.

Why! That man could have handled millions. He did dabble a bit in finance, as I dabbled a bit in chess; in fact we started together in the same firm, as I told you; but we both left our dabblings and went our different ways. And his way led nowhere. He could have done it though; he could have been a financier. They say its no harder than chess, though chess leads to nothing. I never saw such brains so wasted.

Well, said the warder, I cant sit listening to you all day; but I see your point and I agree with it. There are men like that. Its a pity, but there are men just like it.

And he locked the financier up for the night and hurried back to his work.


THE HONORARY MEMBER

I KNOW the secretary of my club rather well, and so I came to hear from him of a curious case that had not otherwise gone beyond the ears of the committee.

You see that man? he said to me one day, as a rather distinguished-looking man came into the reading-room, tall, muscular and weary-looking, and rather overdressed, as though he had just walked out of some Chancellery of Europe to smoke poisoned cigarettes with a charming lady-spy. A tailcoat with braid on it wrapped his broad shoulders and rose upward from his chest round an ample cravat. There was a curious blend in the man; for, while his fine profile and distinguished air suggested an old aristocracy, his muscular frame and grizzled hair, and the weary look that I mentioned, suggested rather one who had spent his days labouring in the fields in all weather.

I looked at his hands and found that it was so: they were the great gnarled hands of a worker, which seemed never to have known the refinement his features suggested. And, for all that, he walked by us with his head in the air, as though neither I, a moderately senior member of the club, nor Mr. Hosken, the secretary, were of the very least importance. My statement about his head in the air must not be taken too literally: it was rather the impression he left on us: as a matter of fact his head was bent, and stooped from his broad shoulders.

Yes, I said to Mr. Hosken, I see him. I was wondering who he was.

Its a curious story, said the secretary. Very curious indeed. We have just made him an honorary member. We felt we had to, and there it is. A personage with a very famous name, wandering about Europe and finally coming here, comes practically under Rule XII, and we had to make him an honorary member. But there were difficulties.

Who is he? I asked.

Well, said Mr. Hosken, nobody is supposed to know except the committee. We just call him Mr. Mapp. But its not his real name. No, That was the difficulty.

Who is he really? I asked.

Well, Ill tell you, said Mr. Hosken; but you mustnt tell anyone else, for no one is supposed to know except the committee.

And I didnt for a long time; not till every member of the club got to know it, and all the waiters, and got tired of the story and then forgot it; so that it is practically new now.

Yes, there were considerable difficulties, went on Hosken. The bishop for one. We had to ask him about it. And, I will say, he was perfectly charming. He raised no objection at all.

Why should he? I asked.

Well, you see, religion, said the club secretary.

Not a Christian? I asked.

Oh, not at all, said the secretary.

There are a great many religions in our empire, I said, and I dont quite see why the bishop...

Oh, but its more than that, said the secretary. He isnt merely the follower of a religion.

What is he then? I asked.

Well, of course, he is in exile now, and has been for a long while. And he doesnt do any harm.

But what is he? I asked.

Well, hes the god Atlas, really, said the secretary.

The god Atlas! I exclaimed.

Not so loud, said the secretary. Nobody is supposed to know except the committee.

All right, I said. And youve made him an honorary member?

Yes, said the secretary, an honorary member. We particularly pointed out to the bishop that we never even contemplated making him an ordinary member; and the bishop quite understood. We call him Mr. Mapp.

I looked at the man again, if man is the right word for him. He was sitting down reading a play by one of the Greek tragedians, which he had got from our library. We have rather a nice set, of course all in the original Greek. I looked at his distinguished and haughty air, that somehow seemed to survive his ages of weariness.

I would be much obliged if you would introduce me to him, I said to the secretary.

Certainly, said the secretary. But remember, just Mr. Mapp.

And we walked across and by this name he introduced him. The honorary member looked up quick from his book and shook hands with a certain grace, though I never shook a rougher, hornier hand. When the secretary left us I said straight out: I have just been told your very interesting history.

Well, I dont know that Id call it very interesting, said Atlas. It was rather dull, really. Heavy responsibilities often are, however much they may impress, ahem....

To me it seems very interesting, I said.

Well, it wasnt really, said Atlas.

And what happened? I asked.

Happened? said he.

Yes, I said. How did you come to resign the position you held?

The world was getting too scientific for it, he replied. A great deal too scientific. It isnt what anyone wanted. You cant give up responsibilities that you hold for a great many others: you simply cant. But when nobody wants you to go on, when no one in all the world wants it, why, then its different. You see what I mean. I simply put it down and walked away.

You put down the world? I asked.

Yes, he said. Not without reflection, not without considerable reflection. But, when I did it, I must say I was profoundly astonished; utterly astonished at what happened.

And what did happen? I asked.

Simply nothing, he said. Simply nothing at all.

And how do you account for that? I asked.

The world has got too scientific, he said. You never noticed anything, did you?

I hardly liked to say that I didnt. When an emperor falls, or a dictator abdicates, and asks you if you noticed any difference, you dont blurt out that you didnt. Still less with a god.

I read of one or two earthquakes, I said.

Very likely, he answered. And I think my remark seemed to give him a little solace.

You must have been sorry to give it up, after all that time, I suggested.

It was very cold, he said.

Cold? I muttered.

I had the South Pole, you see, said Atlas, right on the nape of my neck. And my hands were always wet.

I hadnt thought about his hands.

Your hands, I repeated.

Yes, two oceans, you see, said Atlas.

He spoke no more for a while; and to get him going again I made the first remark that came into my head. It was a futile remark, but it broke the silence. I was thinking of pictures that I had seen.

It must have been rather hard on your knee, I said.

My knee? he said, brushing his right knee lightly. Not in particular.

What did you kneel on? I asked.

On nothing, really, he said. On nothing in particular.

And he put the tips of his fingers together and looked meditatively before him.

Yes, I just got up and left it, he said.

Yes, I see, said I.

My words were nothing, but something in the tone of them made him turn to me rather anxiously.

Tell me candidly, he asked. Candidly, now. Do you think I did right?

Candidly? I asked.

Yes, your real opinion, said Atlas, if you would be so good. And if I might ask the favour.

Well, candidly, I said, I dont like the way things are going in the world. I dont like it at all. And I dont agree with you that it made no difference. Candidly, I think you ought to get back to your job.

He gave a sigh as though he felt I was right, though his words were not in agreement with what I had told him.

The worlds got too scientific for all that, he said.

Thats just its trouble, I told him. And youre the fellow to put it right.

He sighed again and wore so weary a look that I feared I only distressed him, and I got up and bowed and deft, and, as he had been a god, I walked away backwards.

I never saw him at the club again; and, as he left London soon after, I never heard what he had decided to do.


THE EXPERIMENT

WE were talking one day at our club about unpunished crimes, and one of our members called Smewen capped all our stories with the remark: I knew of a case of appalling murder, by a man who was never punished. He was the most inhuman fellow you could possibly imagine, and he was never even brought to trial.

What did he do? asked one of us.

He skinned a man alive, said Smewen.

What! we exclaimed.

And then we got his story.

It was somewhere along the Murman coast, said Smewen, and he skinned a man alive for no reason at all. I heard all bout him one day in a ship. There was man in the smoking-room who knew all about him, and he told me.

How did he get away with it? I asked Smewen.

It took place at night, he said, in a lonely spot, and only five people heard the man crying out, and unfortunately all five refused to give evidence.

And refused to give any help to the man who was being murdered? we asked.

Yes, they refused to do that too, said Smewen.

What kind of people were they? asked two or three of us.

A bishop and his wife, said Smewen, and a hunting man and his wife and daughter, who were hunting people too.

And they would none of them help him? we asked.

No, said Smewen.

Pretty unsporting, said someone.

Pretty unchristian, said someone else. But most of us did what we could to suppress any more comments, for we wanted to hear the story.

What the fellow in the smoking-room of the Russian ship old me, said Smewen, was that the man who did it was one of those faddists who like to interfere a bit wherever they go, man of the name of Salken. And he had gone all the way to he Murman coast, pursuing some rumour that he had heard, hat seals are skinned alive. Well, he ran down a man called Gones, who was in the seal business, and asked Gones if the rumour was true. He asked him over a couple of glasses of whiskey in a little hotel they have there. And what Gones told him I dont know: all I heard about was the argument that he had with Gones later.

But, whether the skinning alive is done or not, Gones had evidently told him that it was good for the fur, and that it lid not cause the seal anything like the pain that Salken appeared to suppose. And this must have been the remark hat had interested Salken, and not only interested him but rather got on his mind, and stayed there till he seemed to have no other idea. You know those one-idead men. There are people who actually heard him muttering to himself: I really must find out about that.

Well, what does Salken do but hire two bravos, a couple of toughs who would do anything for fifty pounds apiece, which is what people say that he paid them; and away he goes with them and Gones one night down to the beach.

What they believe had happened in the hotel was that Salken had gone on questioning Gones over glasses of whiskey as to whether or not it seriously hurt the seals, and from that he had gone on to say he would very much like to be sure; and somehow he had lured Gones to come down to the coast, believing that he was to skin a seal alive and show how much more easily the skin came off that way than the other. And at the same time Gones was going to repeat an argument which he was rather fond of, showing that on account of seals being comparatively cold-blooded, as they must be to live amongst ice, they did not feel being skinned anything like as much as you or I would.

That is what Gones thought he was going out for, and he would hardly have gone otherwise. The two toughs Salken must have explained to him were skinners, which of course was perfectly true.

Well, no sooner had they got down to the coast, where the seals were, than they gagged and bound Gones, and it was only then that he found out what the experiment was actually going to be. It was a most repulsive crime. There were a fine lot of seals waiting; but, without even looking at them, the two toughs stripped Gones first of all of his clothes, and even that was bad enough on a bitter night in those latitudes; and then they got down to his skin.

They had been working for several minutes before Salken ungagged him, and then the argument started that was heard by the bishop and his wife and the sportsman and the two sportswomen. They were too far off to hear what Salken said, in fact about half a mile; but they heard Gones clearly enough, and knew what the argument was from hearing his side of the case. His argument simply was that it was all right for seals, but simply damnable for men. And he could not convince Salken, so the brute told the toughs to go on.

The view that the hunting man took was that the seals were not given a sporting chance; and his wife and daughter took pretty much the same view: you dont get much variety of opinion amongst that sort of people. What view the bishop took, or his wife, we shall never know, for they neither of them would speak of it. Salken got the whole of his skin, and then of course the poor devil died.

When Smewen got that far we all started an argument. Some thought that Salken ought to have been hanged, while others were not so law-abiding. And, as is too often the case with an argument, it never got us anywhere.


DOWN AMONG THE KINGCUPS

I NEVER knew in what year this happened. It is the story an old colonel told me when I was quite young, right at the beginning of this century; old Colonel Charders. I was too young to question him, or so I felt at the time, so I never found out in what year it all happened; some year in which railways were rare in the Engadine and none went further than Thusis, and there he had hired a sleigh and driven into the mountains.

I forget where it was that he told me he stopped the night, for it is so long ago; and yet after all those years I remember the colour of the stream that he told me sang under his bedroom window, rushing out of the mountains; it was a pale emerald-green, he told me.

He was smoking a pipe in a dull hotel in which we had met by accident, and he was all alone and bored and started talking to me; and of course I was flattered at being talked to by such a much older man, a man four times my age, and once he started talking he went on with the whole story, gazing into the smoke of his own pipe rather than looking at me. And I remember noticing, young though I was, that some things seemed almost to be actually visible to him in the little clouds of smoke, things like the green of the stream; while other things, that one might have thought far more important, seemed to be quite invisible to his memory.

He went on the next morning, and remembered the bells on the sleigh, and the drivers shouts, and the big round stoves in the inn that he had just left, and a few words of German that he had newly picked up. He was on his way to a place called the Silser See, and expected to get there that evening.

Of the beauty of the mountains he told me nothing, until it could no longer be seen: it seems to have come on him all at once, long after night had fallen. And, as the snow was coming down thickly, he cannot have seen much, but he gave me the impression of an incredible beauty, hushed, brooding, and hidden. I didnt quite understand, and I felt too shy to ask him about it; but I fancied that the splendour of the enormous peaks, frowning down from among their storms at the calm of the lakes, and there turning to smiles, which he seemed to have been slow to notice, had at last reached his spirit long after nightfall and had flared up all at once, lit by the gleam of monastery windows far up one of the mountains.

He said that about that time the snow came down so heavily, that he could see nothing at all except the flash of the lights. And a wind came, and the snow began to drift. They went some way, he told me, after he first saw the lights on his right, and they still seemed to be on his right, just as though the monastery had been moving with him. And then the sleigh-driver had said that they could get no farther.

Have we got to sleep here? Colonel Charders had said to him. I dont suppose he was more than a subaltern at that time, or perhaps he had not yet even joined the army at all: he did not tell me that. The driver had shrugged his shoulders, and there they were in the snow. And then the colonel had said: What about those lights? For they seemed to be shining from the only habitation of man in the whole of that circle of mountains. And the driver said that he did not know the way there.

The colonel insisted that a huge house like that must have some path leading up to it, and that it must strike the road somewhere. This seemed a new idea to the driver, who only cared for the road; and he wanted to go back to Thusis, which apparently the colonel refused to do. Well, they searched along the edge of the road in the dark, and in the end they found the path that Charders had said must be there. And the driver lent him a lantern and drove back to Thusis, which he was just able to do, with the slope of the mountain behind him instead of against him; and the colonel went up the path with the lamp through the snow, which seems not to have been drifting there, as it was between the rocks through which the road had been cut.

Still, it had not been an easy walk, and at times he had felt that he would never do it, and at one moment he felt practically certain of that; but just then a monk, who had seen his light and come out to meet him, found him sitting down in the snow. Together they reached the monastery; and a bad wind had arisen, and was increasing, and just then the storm got very bad indeed. He found several monks by the big door, which was already open, and they seemed as though they were rather pleased with the storm; as though it had given them an opportunity of doing one of the things for which they lived, which was sheltering travellers on such nights as this.

Then they fed him and I suppose they dried him, and what they all talked to him about he never told me; his memory seemed only full of what one of the monks had told him after dinner, sitting alone with him in their long library and giving him a good deal of some very sweet wine that they made.

I gather that the colonel had been very near frozen to death, and the monks had probably taken a good deal of trouble to thaw him, and for all I know they may have overdone it; anyway, he sat there with this old monk, Brother Ignotello, drinking their strange wine, which seems sufficiently to have awoken his imagination to make him realize that the world had once been new and bright and surprising to all of them, as it was then to him. Or perhaps he did not quite realize that, but at least he guessed it, and made some such remark to the monk. He supposed, he said, that some of them had had lives and experiences out in the world quite different to what they now enjoyed with their books.

Well, yes, the monk said. Yes, some of us.

And then he had wanted to show the colonel some of their old books, bound in fine leather by those who cared for their work. But, instead of looking at the books, the colonel had persuaded the monk to drink some of the wine himself. He seemed pleased, as he gazed into the puffs of smoke from his pipe, at the success of his persuasion. He had returned once more to the subject of the big world outside those monastery walls, and speculated as to whether or not the monks had seen some of its wonders. And then the old monk had spoken; how many years his story ran back the colonel did not know, but he told me the monk was very old indeed.

Yes, Brother Ignotello said, they in that monastery had had experiences, even as other men. Even he himself had known some of those moments that make young mens hearts throb. The old mans eyes so lighted up, that the colonel thought he was about to be told of some such moments. The old monk never did tell him, but remained gazing to the far end of the long dim room, with an ecstatic light in his eyes. And there was deep silence. When the colonel saw that he was going to get no story of a young mans adventures, he pushed the wine across to the old monk and asked one more question.

And what brought you here? he said.

He felt sure that he would get an answer to that, for that referred to the life to which their vocation had called them, and not to the life from which they had wilfully turned away. And after a while Brother Ignotello did answer. He started suddenly, and then went on, like one of those streams that break out of the ice in the mountains.

There was a war in Europe, he said, a long while ago, and there was one battle on which it all depended, and on the enemys left was a little stream.

What was the name of the stream? asked Colonel Charders, thinking from that to get the place of the whole episode, and that would of course at once have told him the date, of which he had no idea, for the monks age might have been anything.

Gravigny, answered the monk.

Gravigny? the colonel repeated.

It is only marked on military maps, said Brother Ignetello, and perhaps no longer on those, and on the map of somebodys farm stored away in a lawyers office in some little town, with the few legal documents, whatever they be, that pertain to that farmers business. Capitals are on great rivers; geography tells of them; but history is sometimes made by little streams, and battles have to do with such streams as Gravigny, which you will find on no map. I saw at once its importance.

Once we crossed that little stream we should threaten the enemys left. It was all we needed. He would have had to have watched it; he would have had to have brought his reserves there. We should have done what I wanted in the centre then.

Europe doubtless seems to you as solid as the mountains, as ancient and as enduring as the ranges; one country here, one country there, as immovable as the Alps; yet if I had crossed that stream you would have learned of different frontiers, young sir, when you were at your school.

I was absolutely enthralled when he stopped, said the colonel. And did you not cross it? I asked.

Ah, well, said the monk, we are not all born Napoleons. Certainly I was not. The stream ran through green meadows, and in the meadows there were kingcups shining. I never noticed the kingcups! Had I been Napoleon... but I never noticed the kingcups. Napoleon would have seen them. They were there in great clusters.

So wistful a tone had come into his voice, said the colonel, that I sat there amazed. The kingcups? I said.

I sent all my cavalry down, the old monk continued, and never noticed the kingcups.

I thought now that the old man was wandering, said the colonel, confusing some idyll of his youth with the war he had known later; and yet I believed that he was speaking the truth, and I wanted to extricate his tale of the battle from the one with which it appeared to have been confused.

But why would Napoleon have noticed the kingcups? I asked quietly.

The ground was marshy, the old monk said, and gave a quiet sigh, then smiled and seemed to dismiss the past, brushing away from his mind lure and grief of glory and failure, and every line of his face was calm again.

I remember to this day, said the colonel, how my lame words limped through the silence. And  and what happened? I said.

I saw in a moment, said Brother Ignotello, that my ambition would not be fulfilled, and decided in that moment to come here.

But your ambition? asked the colonel. What was it?

I think, said the old monk, that that now concerns only my confessor and me. But you have come to us on a very stormy night and we are very happy to shelter you and to do all that we can to make the time pass pleasantly until the sleigh can get back, and so I will tell you what you ask, as I told my confessor many, many years since.

Yes, yes, said the colonel to keep him to the point. Your ambition was..

World domination, said the monk.

Whom had he met? To whom was he speaking? Wonder surged through the young mans mind.

But who are you? he blurted out.

And the old man smiled.

Why, he said, spreading out the palms of his hands, I am Brother Ignotello.


THE GRATITUDE OF THE DEVIL

YOUNG BOSTER had got a job as a clerk when he was twenty with a big firm in London that supplied all kinds of food that go into tins and packets, and a good many other things besides and he had had the job for little more than a year. On Saturday afternoons and Sundays he used to get right away from London and take walks in the country. But far out in the country even all in the midst of spring, he still thought of business It was his ambition to invent a new breakfast-food; and working on new lines from the very first, he discarded from hi thoughts all the things people usually eat, and concentrated of such things as horse-chestnuts, the softer bark of trees, hips and haws, buds, acorns, and even a little clay. And whenever he saw something new in his country walks he would make note of it, and perhaps experiment later to see if it would do And he kept a small dog, which was a great help to him.

And then one Sunday morning in spring, on one of hi walks through a wood, the idea came to him suddenly, and he invented his new breakfast food; and his firm were pleased with it and paid him very well, and put it on the market at once The new food had not been selling a week, which it di magnificently, when the Devil appeared to young Boster by night as he was waking out of a dream. And the first thing Boster thought, as he saw him standing there naked and black in his room in the lodgings in the mean little London street, was: However did you find your way here? And, whether he blurted the words aloud or whether he only thought them, the Devil heard them clearly.

I know the place well, he replied.

Often some little personality thinks, when he chances to meet a greater one, that the greater personage is necessarily ignorant of the details of whatever may be familiar to himself. This error has two sources, firstly the belief of the little man that he knows his own surroundings more thoroughly than he does, and secondly the feeling that the great personage is too far aloof from all ordinary things to know anything of what the little man knows. And the Devil stood there smiling.

What do you want? gasped Boster.

Nothing, replied the Devil.

Then what brought you? asked Boster, relieved, but still a little uneasy.

Gratitude, said the Devil.

What for? said Boster.

Toddlums, replied the Devil. Which was what Bosters firm had called his new breakfast food.

Oh, well, said Boster, very pleased. I dont think its a bad food.

It is very bad, said Satan. And I am grateful.

Oh, said Boster.

And within reason, said Satan, within reason, I have come to offer you any reward you choose.

Any reward I choose? stammered Boster.

Within reason, replied the Devil.

Boster chose hurriedly, hoping the black form would go, and hampered in his choice by fearing that if he asked something unreasonable he might get nothing at all, or even worse. And what he chose, hurried and hampered by these considerations and influenced much by spring, was that he should be permitted to write the greatest poem that had ever been written. A look passed over the Devils face that Boster never interpreted. Actually he was on the verge of saying that Boster had asked too much, though Boster blamed himself for the rest of his life for having only asked such a trifle. Then Satan nodded his head, and soon afterwards vanished. He went out of the house in the guise of man and walked away down the street.

Good evening, dearie, a professional lady said to him as he passed. He replied in the same words, and went back to Hell.

As soon as the light appeared and sparrows began to twitter, the urge to write came violently on Boster. He jumped up at once and collected all the pencils he had, and all his note-books and writing-paper, and took all the paper out of a chest-of-drawers so as to be on the safe side. Then he began to write. The words came very easily and were rather strange to him, and he wrote them down rapidly, but no more than fourteen lines.

Try as he would he couldnt write any more, and it looked like a bad bargain. But when day started and Boster got up and dressed, he realized that he had lost nothing and got something, little although that something was; so that no one who knew anything about business (and Boster thought he knew a good deal) could call it a bad bargain. He made two copies of the poem, so that it shouldnt be lost, for he trusted the Devil enough to believe that it was the finest poem ever written, though it didnt make very much sense to him, and though he felt that he had been let down by being allowed to suffer this complete inability to add even another line to it.

The next thing was what to do with the poem. There was a senior clerk where he worked, called Mr. Billings, who knew everything there was to know about demand and supply, and was consulted on all manner of subjects, even sometimes by the head of the firm. And Boster waited for him when the luncheon interval came, and asked if he might speak with him, and walked with him a little way, and asked him what he thought about poetry.

Very useful, said Mr. Billings, if properly handled. You can often catch people with a short verse, who would never trouble to read through a paragraph. But it depends on your line of goods.

I have a short verse, said Boster.

And there and then he read it.

Mr. Billings burst into tears.

Dont think, you young fool, he said after a while, that this momentary breakdown on my part is anything to do with your poem. As a matter of fact I happened to think at that moment of a very dear aunt of mine. She was practically a mother to me. I am not wearing mourning at the moment, because she died some while ago, but that doesnt prevent me from still thinking of her. You dont suppose that one ought never to think of anybody merely because they are dead a long time, do you?

Oh, not at all, said Boster.

Very well, said Mr. Billings, that was all I said.

And then they parted.

At the little shop where Boster had his lunch a clerk in some other concern used to have lunch at the same hour, a man named Sturkin; often they sat at the same table, and Boster had got to know him quite well. He was there as usual when Boster came in; and, having got no opinion about his poem from Mr. Billings, owing to that strange outburst of tears, he read it to Sturkin as soon as they sat down. Sturkin listened intently; but as soon as the little poem was over he got very angry. He wouldnt say why, but sat there looking so cross, that Boster after a while got up and went to another table. He had no one now to talk to except the waiter; and presently in a lull that there was in the serving of dishes, while the waiter stood near his table, he beckoned to him to ask him if he would care to hear a poem.

Well, said the waiter, I shouldnt so much mind.

And he put on a judicial air, looking rather towards the ceiling with his left eye as Boster began to read; but soon he looked out of the window away at the April sky, and his expression altered and he dropped his napkin, and didnt see a customer signing to him, and even looked as though he did not know that he had work to do in that eating-house. And when the poem ended he picked up a plate and threw it on to the floor, and walked away over the fragments to the back part of the shop without ever saying a word.

There seems to be something odd in the poem, said Boster to himself, though I cant make head or tail of it.

And the funny thing is that the next man to whom he read it was suddenly excessively delighted. He read it to another clerk when he got back to work, and the other clerk leaped up with his eyes gleaming, and merriment all over his face, and said: Im sick of this place. Im going out to the woods. And there and then he threw up his job and took a bus for the country.

And that evening Boster read the little poem to a girl at a cocktail party, a girl named Jean, who was rather a friend of his, or so he was beginning to think; but when he read the poem, arid before he had even finished, she looked at him oddly and left him, saying something about not allowing anyone to take liberties with her. Boster was distressed at losing a friend all of a sudden like that, and had no idea what it was all about. He was soon introduced to another girl, but said very little to her, for he was worrying still over Jean. And suddenly it occurred to him to try and find out what was wrong with the poem, vaguely thinking he might get some better idea of it by watching the effect on a perfect stranger.

So he read the poem to the girl, whose name he had not even caught. And the girl stood still and quite silent, and the pupils of her eyes grew very large, and Boster wondered if she was going to cry like Mr. Billings; but in the end all she did was to throw down her cigarette and put away her cocktail untasted, and to go straight out of the room and out of the house, away to the open air, looking up to the sky as she went and taking a deep breath.

Well, said Boster aloud; and without saying any more he, too, soon left the party. In the street he called a taxi, but after giving the address to the driver and before getting into his taxi, he said to him: Wait a moment. Theres a poem that I have got to send to a newspaper, and I want to see that I have it right.

And then he read it aloud. But he had not got to the end of it, when the taxi-driver said loudly and very angrily: Look here. Im not going to have you playing games on me. He was very angry indeed. If he had been a cab-driver in the old days he would have climbed down and fought Boster, but in a few decades the time of all things of that sort is past, and so the anger burned on in the taxi-driver with no outlet, and he drove away muttering.

That to Boster was the last straw. He felt like the parent of a mischievous child, who sends the child to school. His own silly lie, that he had got to send the poem to a newspaper, suggested to him to do that very thing. So he destroyed all his copies but one, and sent that one to the News-Gatherer. The public should have it, and he would be done with it. Sick though he was of the poem, he was giving it every chance in sending it to so important a paper as that. And in a few weeks it was returned to him, with a letter from the editor saying that he personally liked the poem, but that it was not quite up to the standard of what the News-Gatherer had to provide for its readers.

Well, that, said Boster, settles it.

And he threw the damned poem away.


THE AFTER-DINNER SPEECH

IN Hampshire House, the great hotel that had been built on the ruins of the town house that was sold some years ago, a dinner in a private room was laid for twenty-two people. It was eight oclock of a summers night, and only one of the guests had arrived. As this one guest appeared to be going towards a chair at the table, one of the waiters said: You will wait for the other gentlemen, sir? I think I saw some of them downstairs. They will be coming up in a minute, sir.

No, said the solitary guest, we dine punctually.

And he sat down at the table, taking the chair at the head of it. The waiters watched him closely from that moment, for doing that one eccentric thing placed him as one different from the diners they knew, and therefore one to be watched.

Then the seven-course dinner was served to him, and for an hour he did nothing eccentric, but they still watched him. And then suddenly, at nine oclock, he rose to his feet and actually began to speak; not merely to speak, but to make an after-dinner speech. It was apparently to twenty-one cricketers.

Hes making a speech, said one of the waiters to another.

Yes, thats what hes doing, said the other waiter.

And the speech went on.

Better tell Mr. Breton, said one of the waiters. For there were six of them in the room, though there was only one man to be waited on. The rest nodded their heads, and one slipped out and went to the manager. And still the speech went on. In a minute or two the manager came in hurriedly.

Hes making a speech, said one of the waiters as the manager entered the room. And hes sober.

I remember you all, said the lonely guest. You have all died but me, and every one of you was a better player than I was. Oh, yes, you were.

He is sober! said the manager in great surprise.

You could all bat better than I could, anyway, the solitary diner continued. The war took most of you. And those that it left I thought were all tougher boys than me. Fancy me being the last of you. Well, well. And the fund runs to one more dinner, laid out like this.

Better send for a policeman, said Mr. Breton quietly. And a waiter slipped out to go to the telephone.

Of course, said the speaker, it would have run to lots more dinners in a small way, dining alone. But what was the good of that? I want to remember you all and to drink to you all and see your faces, as I almost can when a glass or two of champagne has brightened my memory; not that I need champagne to remember you, boys. I shall never forget you. Every one of you. I remember every one. Why, I could tell two or three of you from your style of bowling alone, if I could see you bowling again. And it doesnt seem so absurd to think of you playing cricket, somehow. It seems absurd to think of me doing it. Look at me! But you are all a lot younger, as I see you. Its funny, but I can almost see you all batting, though I cant imagine myself doing so any more.

Well, Im going to say good-bye to you now; for the fund, as I told you, is all used up and we shall dine here no more. So good-bye to you, boys; good-bye, every one of you. We shant see each other quite so clearly again. I think that some of you are growing dimmer already, though that may be only the smoke from my cigar. Youll all be dimmer in future. But youll still be there. Youll always be there in my memory. I wonder what will happen when I die and my memory goes. Will you notice it? Will it be like a cricket-field closed to you? Perhaps ones memory doesnt go: I know nothing of that. But those were great days that we had, great summer days.

Here he comes, said one of the waiters. And the manager walked in with a policeman.

Your name? said the policeman first. And he took the managers name.

And your name, sir? he said to the speaker. And your address? And then to the manager: Has the dinner been paid for? And the manager said that it had. The policeman made a note of that. Then he wrote down the two names and the diners address, and wrote down Hampshire House, W., after the managers name. And when he had done that, he summed up; and this is what he said.

There were to have been how many? Twenty-two. Only one gentleman turns up; so naturally he gets a good deal of champagne. A little extra champagne is not a thing so very much out of the way. The gentleman will be quite all right tomorrow.

And at that the policeman went off, and the manager walked slowly away, and two waiters brought the diners coat very politely. And soon after he left, one waiter, switch by switch, turned out all the lights in the room. And for a moment, when the room was dark, but for dim gleams from the fanlight, this waiter glanced along the shadowy table, and was the only one of them to see any sense whatever in what the lonely man had been saying. And whatever sense he found, had vanished a moment later, and was utterly lost to sight in the dazzling glare of the corridor.


THE JE-NE-SAIS-QUOI

I WAS walking one day in a pine-wood that surprisingly comes with its asphodels right into the middle of Athens, rising to the bare peak of a little mountain that was shining in a blue sky, when I met the curious figure that, had I not recollected how distant I was from Ireland, I should have almost put down as a leprechaun; a little bigger perhaps, and better dressed, but rather of that family. The sirens all over Athens had broken out, and only just finished wailing as we met; and he had that puzzled look, as he came towards me, that you sometimes see in the eyes of anyone who has been suddenly woken from sleep.

Some twinkle in his eye caught mine, and we got into conversation. He told me he lived in that wood, and he said: Oh, you would never have heard of me. My mother used just to sell asphodels, which were often used in the temples. She used to gather them here. But you would never have heard of her. No one ever wrote her story. Indeed, why should they?

So diffident he was about himself and his mother, that out of mere aimless politeness I said: Perhaps I may have heard of your father.

Certainly you have heard of my father, he said. But never mind, never mind.

I may mention that he started talking in Greek, not the kind used now, but the old kind, and then with almost miraculous fluency dropped into English. I wonder whether it is by ones dress, ones face or ones hat, or what else, that they all know at once one is English, even before one speaks.

My father once came to this wood, he went on, in a guise that he sometimes adopted. That is to say, he was disguised. But never mind, I am nobody, of no importance whatever, and I just live in this wood.

This wood? I said. But theres no cover whatever among these little trees. You know the warnings gone. Hadnt you better go down to the shelter?

And then I somehow knew that his story was true, if I had got hold of it right. I could see that his mother had been a common little thing, and I had thought that he was quite common himself, but I now saw clear signs of breeding in his obvious reluctance to embarrass me by any allusion to that topic which must always call up in all men some slight feeling of inferiority. He stammered and looked away and would not speak for a long time; and then he said, with an air that seemed full of apology for mentioning the subject at all: Of course my mother was nobody, nobody in the least. But I am... well, I am immortal.

And at that he scampered away overcome with shyness, through the dark of the little pines and the starry light of the asphodels.

THE sun was slanting towards the Peloponnese when I came to the temple of Poseidon. Its columns by the sheer edge of the land appeared to be absorbing the gold of the sunlight, and almost to be about to turn into golden air. If that was a fancy, it faded when I drew nearer; and when I came to the columns the fancy was gone. Mountains and islands lay in a semicircle round the sea, and were beginning to draw imperceptibly about them the purple cloaks they are wont to wear at evening. When I went into the temple I saw no one there, but after gazing awhile over the sea, I noticed sitting among the weeds a little, quiet, old man. He never spoke a word till I spoke to him; and then, whatever it was that I said, he sighed and told me these days were not like the old days.

What do you do? I asked, thinking perhaps he followed some trade which changing times had ruined.

Nothing now, he said. I have retired. I do nothing now. He sighed and said no more.

And what used you to do? I asked.

Ah, he said. Ah, I used to shake the earth. Literally shake it. I used to alarm men living miles inland.

Alarm them? I said.

Certainly, he replied. Nine miles inland, and even further than that. And they used to sacrifice to me in this temple. Bulls. Great numbers of bulls. Fine bulls that bled beautifully. And the very earth shaking while they sacrificed. Those were the days. Those were the days. I used to make storms in those days that shook the very earth.

Then you were... I was beginning.

Certainly I was, he said. This is my temple.

And they no longer sacrifice to you? I asked.

That, certainly, is the case, he said. That is the trouble. When they sacrifice again I shall shake the very earth. But men are neglectful and indolent, not like their grandsires. Why, Ive seen as many as fifty bulls at one time in this temple.

And why dont you shake the earth? I asked him. Well, you cant do much without the blood of bulls, he said. You cant expect strength to shake the earth without the blood of bulls. Of course they will sacrifice to me again; probably quite soon, but just now they are indolent and neglectful.

But why should they sacrifice to you? I asked.

It is their duty, he said sharply.

And then I did what you should never do when talking of any religion: I tried to argue.

But usent they to sacrifice to prevent you shaking the earth? I asked.

Certainly, he replied.

Then why should they sacrifice to make you strong enough to do it again? I said.

But the argument got me nowhere. Argument on such subjects never does. He merely lost interest, and as he lost interest he faded; till his outline and face and beard and tattered cloak were little vivider than the evening air. And then a humming-bird hawk-moth came dashing up and hung by a flower upon vibrating wings, and the old god moved away from it. What is all its hurry about? I heard him say petulantly. Why cant it be placid? I never hurry like that. There is no need for it, no need at all.

And I think he pretended to me to depart of his own free will; but he was obviously wafted away by the draught, from the wings of the humming-bird hawk-moth.


A NEAR THING

SPIRITS by no means haunt a narrow area, or are limited to one particular scene. If some old oak tree, or some ruined tower, or some dim corridor in an ancient house, have seen a spirit by the light of a full moon and see it again by the next, there is no saying what distances that spirit has covered within that lunar month. As we pass over the grassy edges of paths winding about a garden, so they will run over the orbits of planets, and far beyond, where never a planet swims, travelling roughly at about the pace of thought; though their pace naturally varies according to what emotions are troubling the calm of ether. I met one once a long way from its home. It told me this story. And only the other day the whole thing came back to my mind as I walked over the feet of the Helderberg mountains, where iron-ore sprinkles the surface with little black polished lumps.

The gods, he said, of a star that he did not name, had rounded a planet amongst the spires of their home, and were even about to cast it into the void to spin on its path round the star. From what this spirit said I gathered the planet, though small, was the loveliest world among all the orbits he haunted. Bleak or desert it may have partly been, for not all of its lands he mentioned, but if much of it was like the lands of which he told me it can have been rarely surpassed by even imagination.

He told of a mountain range grey and serene and solemn, whose crags obscurely hinted the shape of the gods themselves: from their waists green garments went of sloping pasture, and lower down were vines in a land of forest. The trees he told of, but they were strange to me; yet I knew from the lilt of his voice when he spoke of them that there was some beauty about them strange to our earth.

He told of the white cottages in their shade and the gardens about them, and the little streams from the mountain running through; for all time seems equal in the eyes of the gods, and they look at it like pictures along a wall, not limited as we are to the present, like one page in an open book. And so they saw the houses that would be, and all the gardens and vineyards at the same time, as they saw the new-made planet shining beside the hands of the elder gods. And among them there was one that the others knew not, being so old that he was outside all vistas of time that they were able to see. Only they heard his voice. In the hush before he hurled it, for his was the hand to hurl, the gods gazed at the planet.

Very little the spirit told me of this planet in prose, soon turning to verse and after that to music; and, as the ecstasy of his description increased, the melody passed to notes that I could not hear, but I saw by his eyes, and the rhythm of all the enchanted ether which made this spirit, that he sang of that planet still. Then he told how that elder god, the one that the others knew not, flung with one waft of benevolence out of his unseen hand a handful of nuggets of gold over the feet of the mountains, one handful, but the handful of a god; and the nuggets glittered along the slopes, in the light that flashed from that heaven.

For a while the gods watched; then, glancing along the gallery of time, one of them saw the years that lay at the back of the gardens. The gardens were gone, the forest was gone, the vineyards were gone, the streams ran through gutters, the slopes were grassless mounds; men were working the gold, and the younger gods were aghast. Only the one they knew not remained unmoved, whose calm had already outlasted the constellations.

I think that the scene that the gods saw in that part of time was worse than the spirit told me. He was speaking in prose now, but he soon stopped and wept. And it seems that the youngest of the gods had said of the nuggets: May we not gather them up?

And the voice of the one they knew not said: It is now too late.

And even then there was moving among the ages something they knew was the hand of the god about to hurl. And the youngest god had said: Oh! Whom we know not, let them be turned to iron.

And even at the last moment the god that they knew not turned the nuggets of gold to iron, with a waft of the hand that hurled. And the planet floated in peace; and its people dwelt by their vineyards, and worship other gods than those that this spirit knew.


ARDOR CANIS

IT is quite unusual to discuss at all in public the expulsion of a member from any club; and for two reasons, one affecting the club, which will be obvious, and the other affecting the public, who would usually find such discussions intolerably dull. But the recent expulsion of Mr. Tabbener-Worbly from the Voters Club has certain aspects which I think will appear too unusual to be governed by ordinary custom. I need not perhaps explain that the Voters Club is a very old club, and that it had been the object of its founders to keep it always as exclusive as possible; for which purpose one of its qualifications for membership is, as its name implies, that every candidate must be a parliamentary elector. If this qualification is somewhat wider than was originally intended, that is not the fault of the club, which has steadfastly kept to its rule, but of the nation.

I mention this rule merely to explain the name of the club; the rule that is relevant to my story, the rule under which Tabbener-Worbly was expelled, laid it down that all annual subscriptions, if paid by cheque, should be crossed. The member in question paid by bankers order; and his bank, or rather one of its clerks taken on temporarily during the war, paid with an uncrossed cheque. The responsibility for this of course rested ultimately on Tabbener-Worbly; and under another rule, which made expulsion the penalty of wilfully infringing any rule of the club, he was expelled from it. That is all that has got out so far, and is probably all that the committee intended should ever get out; but I think that the circumstances that caused them to act as they did are so extraordinary as to justify publication.

Tabbener-Worbly had come to a time of life when he found interests, and even desires, slipping from him; and instead of taking more exercise, and perhaps regulating his diet, he consulted a doctor. This was a perfectly reasonable thing to do, but he went about it unreasonably; he attached too vast an importance to what was mere listlessness, without bringing the doctor any ailment whatever upon which he could get to work. I think the doctor tried calomel, and that seems to have failed, and a few days later he found himself confronted with the tremendous task of curing a man who was not really ill. He soon realized that his own medical knowledge could not cope with the situation, and was making a few general remarks about diet, etc., to Tabbener-Worbly, when he remembered a recent achievement of medical research which he had not yet investigated himself, but which might or might not be beneficial to this case. After all, there is no way of finding out whether the most recent discoveries of medical science are beneficial in practice without experiment; and, as experiment on animals is very widely frowned on, there only remain patients.

There is a new treatment, said Dr. Potherington, for that was the specialist to whom Tabbener-Worbly went, which may be beneficial to your case. It is quite new and has not yet been much used, but it cannot do you any harm.

And he told him briefly of ardor canis, the secretion from the brain of a dog, which by injection into the blood will give, if the inventors claim is fully justified, something of the vivacity, the keenness, the excited energy, with which all of us are familiar who at any time have had to do with a dog.

I dont say, said Dr. Potherington, that it will do for you all that Dr. Schniltz has claimed for it, but in your particular case a very slight stimulant may redress that balance, which we should  er  hope and  er  expect....

Thank you very much, said Tabbener-Worbly warmly. And he had the full treatment that week. I dont think Dr. Potherington had a great deal of faith in the new discovery, but he gave the injections. I think he was rather bored with Tabbener-Worbly; and naturally, for he was a skilful doctor, and here was a man with no real ailment to cure. As well ask a violinist to play on a piece of common board, from which no music could come. And Tabbener-Worbly was a dull fellow, what we should call a dull dog, though very wrongly, for dogs are never dull. The result of the treatment must have been a great surprise to Dr. Potherington.

Well, the first we see of Tabbener-Worbly at the Voters Club after his treatment is when he comes into the club and runs up to the hall-porter asking with extravagant eagerness if there are any letters for him. The hall-porter rather sorrowfully hands him one circular, for he naturally supposes from Tabbener-Worblys manner that he was expecting some romantic, or at least very exciting, letter to have come while he was away. Tabbener-Worbly tears it open almost greedily; an odd word to use when speaking of opening a circular, and yet I know no other that quite describes it. Having greedily opened the wrapper, then, he starts reading the contents at once, standing there in the hall, with signs of such extravagant delight that the first member who happens to come up to get his own letters says to him: Good news, I see. For it was really impossible to ignore the satisfaction with which Tabbener-Worbly was bubbling.

Yes, yes, says Tabbener-Worbly, excellent news, the very best of news. Theres a firm that wants to sell me a lawn-mower. A delightful thing. An extremely delightful thing. The smell of the mown grass, the green stream of it flying, and the white heads of the daisies mixed up with the torrent of it.

I see, said the other member rather doubtfully. You have a nice lawn.

No, no, I have no lawn.

A garden then.

No, no, no. No garden. Nothing of that sort, says Tabbener-Worbly. But I can mow along by the sides of the road. Or anywhere. It will be delightful. Most delightful. The smell of the mown grass, it is perfectly lovely, perfectly.... But the other member had gone away rather suddenly.

I saw Tabbener-Worbly myself at this moment, looking at his circular with extravagant delight. And then all of a sudden, although the delight remained, he seemed completely to lose interest in the circular, and ran up to a new radiator that we had had fitted up in the hall.

A delightful invention, he said, a really delightful invention. It will keep us all so warm and so comfortable. A most delightful thing.

One of the members in the hall at the time was a member of the committee and, I suppose, should have been pleased with Tabbener-Worblys high praise of the radiator, for which he himself had been partly responsible. But he moved away.

Then Tabbener-Worbly went into the reading-room and ran, or at any rate moved with a very unnecessary display of energy, to an arm-chair in front of the fireplace, and sat gazing into the fire with the most absurd delight. The beauty of it seemed absolutely to enthral him. And I daresay that the fire is a beautiful thing. In fact, it certainly is, but we are brought up for some reason or other to conceal our feelings to some extent, even when we are especially delighted with something; and our habit of not noticing things very much, perhaps rather limits the number of occasions on which we are so delighted.

But Tabbener-Worbly missed nothing of the beauty of the fire; and his exhibition of his intense enjoyment of it, shown by his eyes, his face, and his whole attitude, began to irritate other members. I dont quite know why they should have been irritated; but this was only the beginning of it and, with all our various interests and the various papers we wanted to look at and the various things we liked to discuss, it very soon became clear that the one prominent interest, if you could call it so, the one topic, before all of us, was the intense delight of Tabbener-Worbly in whatever might have attracted his eye.

As I record these trivial events it may seem to many that the committee of the Voters Club have been hard on Tabbener-Worbly; but the fact is that none of us are constructed to live for long at levels of great intensity, and, although I suppose I must admit that it was pleasant to see anyone so happy, yet to watch Tabbener-Worbly for long was like looking long at a tremendous waterfall, or watching a long-drawn-out climax of some great drama, or hearing thrilling news told for an interminable time. It became wearing. It may be thought that we might have turned away. It is just what most of us tried to do, but we did not find it so easy.

He began turning his head quickly about, trying to catch anyones eye and to tell them of the intense beauty of the fire, but glances were hard to catch. This is curious, because, when he was just a dull member of the club, there were many of us who made some sort of effort to conceal their natural wish to avoid him; and, now that he was certainly not dull, now that he had more vivacity than anyone else in the room, there was this unanimous wish to escape conversation with him. I am afraid that humanity is very illogical, or logic very inhuman.

The next thing that happened was lunch; and to the dining-room Tabbener-Worbly hurried. There he picked up the menu with one of those absurd gestures of delight which now marked all his actions, and read it with a satisfaction that we all found disgusting. I cannot defend our attitude. Few things we like more than having a good appetite ourselves, and one of the principal signs of a good club is the presence of good food; yet as soon as we found somebody else with a good appetite, with an ability and a readiness to appreciate the food the committee provided, here we were all adopting the attitude, not of applause, but of extreme disgust.

Meanwhile Tabbener-Worbly ordered his lunch with the eagerness of a collector adding the three or four final specimens that were to complete the collection of a lifetime, while other members stood about with expressions on their faces wholly lacking in appreciation of his enjoyment, and the waiters looked on amused.

The eating of his lunch was revolting. That at any rate was the expression used by a great many members who discussed it afterwards, and was the accepted opinion of the club. Actually, he did nothing untidy, nor anything whatever that the committee could act upon. That became clear as soon as they went into the case; and that is why the charge finally brought against him was that of paying his subscription by means of an uncrossed cheque. But though there is nothing that I could possibly say about his eating which I could substantiate if cross-examined in a court of law, there is no doubt that the appreciation that he showed of his food, and I may even say the glory that he took in it, was in the strictest sense of the word distasteful to other members.

It is curious how our lives hover between two extremes: had Tabbener-Worbly shown intense disgust at his food, we should probably also have been disturbed in the enjoyment of our own, and criticized him, and how much more justly. All eyes were on him as he left the room, stopping to pay at the desk. Even this he did with an absurd gusto. Our dislike of the way he planked the coins down cannot of course be justified, so perhaps the less I say about it the better.

I should like to be able to justify the action of the committee in expelling Tabbener-Worbly. Here is another thing that he did. He inquired after the health of every one of them, the members of the committee. He asked them separately and in detail, running eagerly up to them, and even lurking by a door through which he knew they would pass. I am afraid that many of my readers will say: But why shouldnt he ask after the health of a friend? And I know I have a difficult case to make out in defence of them. But he did it so eagerly, as though he really wanted to know, which may sound all right in a bald account like this, but it is simply not the way it is done in any decent club, which by universal admission prominently includes the Voters Club, and the committee would not stand it.

I do realize that I have not proved, from any single case that I have mentioned, how right the committee were. But it should be remembered that such cases were occurring every minute: there was no getting away from the eager joy of Tabbener-Worbly. Joy may be all very well, and indeed is; but if a member wishes to be alone or to write a letter, there are few things harder to get away from: grief, fatigue, even somnolence, are far preferable in the reading-room. Before the cases to which I have alluded were barely finished, another would break out.

There was one old member called Worg, who was nobodys friend. He was, in fact, a bore, and a bore with a grievance. He had once invented something that somebody else had patented. We all of us avoided old Worg. But Tabbener-Worbly ran up to him with his everlasting eagerness and asked him how he was, and hoped he was well, and listened to one of his interminable stories with the rapt expression of a minor prophet receiving a revelation.

Again, I know that I have not made my case, and yet there is nobody who knows the unutterable tedium of Worg who probably would not agree with me. It was encouraging him and making him worse; and, just when the sparkling intensity of Tabbener-Worbly was all that we could bear, it was indeed the last straw to us to have the dullness of Worg increased.

Why not expel Worg? I may be asked. That simply is not done, as everyone knows. No club expels its bore under any pretext whatever. I am not saying they should, or that they should not. I am merely saying that it cannot be done, and it can be no argument therefore to suggest it. No, the committee were faced with something entirely new, something that no club could tolerate, and acted in the right way.

If any doubt remain, look what Tabbener-Worbly did next; he saw a member with whom he was barely acquainted about to leave the club, and ran up to say he would go for a walk with him. If I have not made out the case for the committee, and I fear I have not, I shall not have made clear how intense was the exasperation of the whole club with Tabbener-Worbly, and I scarcely shall be believed when I say what followed. But the other member hit him. Yes, it had come to that. He did not mean to do so; he made an impatient gesture with his walking-stick, but it was a very rapid gesture, and it caught Tabbener-Worbly full over the shins.

He realized the moment he had done it that he had not only committed an assault against the laws of the country, but, what he felt was even worse, had acted in a manner in which no member of the Voters Club had ever acted before within the precincts of the club, or on its steps. Indeed, he stood for a moment absolutely aghast. And then followed what is perhaps the most disgusting episode in the whole case of Tabbener-Worbly.

He rushed up even closer to the member who had hit him, and effusively hoped that he had not caused him any annoyance, and assured him that nothing was further from his intention, and that he would never annoy him again, and so on and so on and so on; till the other member turned and walked hurriedly away with an expression of disgust on his face, and Tabbener-Worbly ran after him protesting still the excellence of his intentions and his highest regard for the other.

It is rather curious that among a little group of members in the hall that was watching this deplorable incident one of them should have used the phrase like a whipped dog. But there was nothing inhuman about him. It must not be thought that the case was as bad as that. It was merely that the same intense eagerness which propels a dog on all occasions was now propelling Tabbener-Worbly.

Well, if I have not made out the case against Tabbener-Worbly, it is certain that the committee never did. I told you about the rule we had concerning crossed cheques. It was a quite necessary rule, because nearly a hundred years ago there had been considerable trouble on account of a cheque being stolen; and the rule was made to prevent any recurrence of that. Under this rule they expelled Tabbener-Worbly, as I have said; and in a very few days the clubs normal routine was resumed, and a member could rest after lunch without being disturbed by some absurd story about a mowing-machine, or being cross-examined about the state of his health.

If there is a moral in this at all, I suppose the moral is that a man should be content, that a dull man should be content with his dullness, for which he is probably constitutionally framed and better adapted than he is adapted for anything else. Let him desert this, let him desert the weather as a topic, and give up inquiring perfunctorily after the health of his friends without expecting an answer, or fussily trying to draw one, and he may be launched on glittering seas too stormy for him to navigate, and find himself, to desert metaphor, a victim of the anger of those who had almost gladly borne with his dullness, or at any rate tolerated it without question. So Tabbener-Worbly passed out of our lives.


A LAPSE OF MEMORY

IT was midnight in no-mans-land. Johnny recovered consciousness suddenly, and knew at once where he was. He saw the two lines of occasional Very lights, and knew that that meant war; and saw that he was about half-way between the two lines. He had been Johnny for as long as he could remember, and he still remembered the name. Later, it seemed to him, he had had another name besides, but what that had been he could not remember now. His nose had been bleeding, but had stopped, and his ears had bled slightly; otherwise he was quite unhurt.

The sudden return of his consciousness, coming back like a tide, seemed to have made him intensely alert, so that he rapidly summed up his surroundings, and rightly estimated the position in which he found himself. The weird green lights were not regular, but their occasional intrusions upon the night showed him both lines precisely. He was almost half-way between them. So far as he could make out in the dark, he was lying on ground that had not been cleaned for years. Weeds and dirt were all round him, and a few shell-holes. The weeds were enormous.

He was lying in a hollow that was either an old pathway or had been made by a large shell, or by two or three shells. As there was no moon, and he had only the lights of the Verys, he could not trace it far and could not tell what it was. Nor did it matter. What mattered was to find which line was which, and what side he was on. One of the flickering green lights sometimes fell near him, and lit up his immediate surroundings and went out with a little hiss. His helmet, or whatever he had worn on his head, was gone. He looked round for it carefully, by the light of the first green glow that came, and again during two or three more, but could not find it. It must have been knocked off by whatever had hurt his nose.

His plan had been to look at his helmet and to compare it with the ones that he saw in the trench in front of him by the light of the flickering rockets, and, if it was the same shape, to crawl towards that line; if not, to crawl backwards and examine a helmet that might show in the other trench and compare it with that. But he could not find his helmet. He considered whether he should crawl about and search farther, but wisely decided not, as, even if he succeeded in finding a helmet a little farther away, he would have no proof that it was his own, and he decided that mere fit, if it fitted, would not be sufficient proof. He had badges on his collar and shoulder-straps, but they meant nothing to him.

His next thought was the language. He could speak clearly and rationally enough, as he found out by saying a few words as a test, in a low voice to himself. The line in which they were speaking that language, whatever it was, would be his line. But both lines were quite silent. Shells often droned over from both sides and burst some way back, both with the same voices.

There was a smell of a corpse not far from him, and he crawled towards it in the dark in order to inspect its uniform when the light should flicker again, and see which way it was facing. He reached the corpse, and a Very shone near him almost at once, and the air all round was a curious green for some moments. The corpse wore a different uniform from the one that Johnny was wearing, and of a slightly different colour. He held his own sleeve out before him in the light of the Very so as to be sure of that. The corpse was facing towards him.

That would prove, according to Johnnys theory, that the line in front of him was not held by his side; but, now that he was actually on the spot, looking at the dead soldier, his theory seemed no longer to hold good, for the man might have been killed while retreating, as easily as while advancing. The line in front of him was about forty yards away; the other a bit further. Still not a word was spoken from either line. He looked at his badges again: still they meant nothing to him.

The war had gone on for a long time: he could see that by the strength of the weeds. For what cause, he wondered, was it being fought? Perhaps there had been a vast movement of some large people, suddenly become nomadic; or the war might have come from some definite disagreement between two nations, one of which was his own. Whatever movement there had been, it had been stopped for a while by this line of trenches, and for quite a long while. He wondered which side he was on.

As the night wore on, the Very lights increased. So did the shelling. The shells were nearer now and bursting in the air, red flashes above the green light of the Verys. This increased activity seemed to him, with his military experience, to forbode an attack before dawn. For he had military experience, though he did not know with what army, or from what events it came, nor could he remember any text-books whatever. But the experience must have been well-founded, for it had left a kind of instinct; and the instinct told him there might be an attack before dawn. If there was an attack, he would try to make out in the dark what uniform the attackers were wearing, and go with them if it was the same as his own. If it was the wrong kind of uniform, he would have to lie as much as possible like the other one, all but the smell. But he would have to identify the uniform in the dark without moving his head, and that would not be easy.

A glimmer of light appeared in what must be the East. It widened, and no attack came. It grew brighter yet. His hollow just hid him. He was not hungry; he had probably eaten not long before. And he was not too thirsty. Daylight was coming rapidly; objects all round that were black gleamed now with pale colours. He tried desperately to remember anything that he could; but his memories, though clear and even vivid, came only from infancy. There were memories of picking flowers in large fields, or they seemed large, memories of helping with the hay, and memories of poultry looking so radiant and new, that they must have come to him from quite early childhood. No clue there as to what side was his. Perhaps one would come if he waited.

Now it was broad morning. Birds were singing; birds most of whose songs he knew; though he knew not where he had heard them. Morning grew brighter yet. He prepared himself to endure the day out there in the mud.


FORTY YEARS ON

ONE day E. J. Brinley, who told me this story, met three of his old boys, quite by chance, and strangely enough they had all grown to the appearance of three that he saw in the dream (of which this story tells) and followed the very same professions and rose to the same positions; and this had emboldened Brinley to tell the story, which at the time, years ago, he had only begun to tell, but had stopped short, feeling that to have gone on with it to the end would have given him the appearance of being eccentric, which might in those days have interfered with his prospects.

Brinley was then a junior master at Etchester, and on one morning during the summer term, of a day not particularly different from any other, so far as he can remember, and after nothing particular occurring the day before, and certainly no excesses, he walked into his schoolroom at the usual hour, going straight to his desk to pick up a book he wanted, and not looking up for a second or two.

When he looked up he saw a sight so surprising that he has remembered it ever since, and assures me that the details of that scene so many years ago are as fresh as when he first saw them: he can remember every boy in his school as he sat then, if boy is the right word. But the first thing he saw as he looked up from his desk was many gaps on the benches, with none of them nearly full, and the next thing was that they were not boys at all who were sitting there, but judges in their robes, generals in uniform, admirals, and one bishop.

He was so astonished that he said nothing, nor did he even think of a thing to say. The obvious thing to do was to order them out of the room, for they obviously had no right there; but they didnt seem quite the people to whom a young man could give orders. And then came another astonishment: they were sitting with pens in their hands and evidently waiting for something that he should dictate, and the more he looked the more he saw that they were a class attending a lesson. What could he possibly tell them?

It was Latin he ought to be teaching at this hour, but he seemed to see at a glance, or he thought he saw, that most of them might know more about Latin than he did: certainly the bishop would. He would not have minded giving a lecture on some Augustan poet before a grown-up audience, however elderly, but the thought of teaching these judges and generals seated on little boys benches seemed to dry up his mouth. Yet he could not sit there silent. They were all expecting something, as he could clearly see. And then in the embarrassment that had hitherto held him speechless he suddenly saw one boy.

That boy was Mocksley, the poet, as he became afterwards, but he was a boy of fourteen then, the only one under fifty in all the room besides Brinley himself. It was something more than a straw to a drowning man; the appearance of Mocksley so near to him just then was like a good solid beam drifting up to a weary swimmer when all seems lost.

What are you doing there? he said to Mocksley, for Mocksley looked frightfully out-of-place, sitting right next to the bishop, though as a matter of fact he was in his proper place at the right hour, and was the only one in the room who was looking as he ought to have been looking, and as Brinley had every right to expect.

I was dreaming, sir, said Mocksley.

What are you dreaming about? said Brinley. You are always dreaming.

I was dreaming all this, sir, said Mocksley, with a glance round the room.

Well, get on with your work, said Brinley.

And Mocksleys eyes fell to his book, and the generals and judges faded, and the gaps on the benches were filled, and Brinley had his class before him again.

I think the shock affected his temper a little, for he was not usually unjust; or he was afraid that his boys would suspect that for half a minute his own mind had been a bit queer. Whatever it was, he gave Mocksley an ode to write out as a punishment for inattention.


THE IRON DOOR

WHEN Alfred Peters was a young undergraduate at St. Hildebrands he thought of his elders as very childish people. This came from no prejudice that he had about them, but was the result of his observation; for he had noticed that they old childish stories to one another, and evidently believed them, and passed them on. In this way he had noticed that a perfectly silly story would be handed on, age after age, to survive for centuries. And he judged the people that told such tales accordingly. One pointless tale he heard when first he went to St. Hildebrands seemed to corroborate the view that le had already formed of his elders. Nobody who told him the tale ever showed any doubt of it, and it seemed utterly jointless. Perhaps he had not quite already formed the estimate I have mentioned, but this clinched it.

There was an iron door in the outer wall of the college, of which only the Archwarden had the key; and the story was that, whenever the time came that he was no longer able to shut the iron door, the Archwarden ought to resign. It seemed a silly story to Peters, but, not wishing to form any judgment lightly, he decided first to see for himself if there could be any possible difficulty in shutting the door. And so he hung about one day near the iron door at a time when the Archwarden, whose habits were pretty regular, was likely to go through it. It was in a way an important day for Peters, because it was by this little experiment that he intended to decide the authenticity of tradition, and whether or not there was likely to be any weight in the opinions of those who handed it down. The Archwarden came up very punctually, and opened the door with his latch-key and went through.

May I shut it for you, sir? said Peters.

Thank you, said the Archwarden, waiting to see that he really did shut it. And Peters shut the door, and they went their separate ways.

I shut it with the little finger of my left hand, said Peters afterwards to some of his friends. The story is quite absurd.

You do get pretty weak when youre old, suggested one of them.

But dont tell me, said Peters, that a man cant do with both hands at any age what I can do with my left little finger.

And youth agreed with youth that Peters had made his case.

The years passed and Peters took his degree. They passed a little bit quicker, and one day he became a fellow of St. Hildebrands College. Still he remembered that funny, but rather pointless, story. The years passed quicker still, and one lay as they rushed past him he became himself Archwarden.

Still the story about the door amused him only on account of its pointlessness.

And then one day a thought came to him with extraordinary suddenness. Or perhaps the thought had been coming nearer for years, and had never been noticed by him until it leapt on his mind. The thought was, that in the natural order of things the hinges of the door would be much rustier than they were when he was young. It could not be otherwise with a door in the open air. He would have given an order then that the hinges should be oiled, but did not want to draw attention to any superstition about the door that was so absurd that it could do no good to the minds of young men whose education was in his care.

So, instead of inquiring whether the hinges had been oiled as usual or not, he decided it would be simpler merely to make use of the little extra exertion that might be required in order to shut the door. And this he did quite easily. Sometimes he wished that some young undergraduate might offer to help with that door, as he himself had once done with that Archwarden who was now dead forty years. Forty years had seemed a long time once. If the effort of shutting the door fatigued him slightly, he easily compensated for that by shortening his usual walk by a few hundred yards.

This answered very well for a year. And next year he decreased his walks still further, still thinking these little precautions better than stirring up silly superstitions about the iron door by giving any order about oiling its hinges; especially as, on examination one day, he saw evident traces of the hinges having been lately oiled, though he did not admit to himself that any traces he saw were actual proof of it, for the obvious fact remained that the door shut more heavily than it used to do; a good deal more heavily, even in summer.

In winter it was appreciably more difficult. Difficult! He had never allowed himself in all his life before to think of that word in connection with the iron door. That there could be any difficulty had always been merely absurd. His walks outside the college were short, and were now growing shorter, so that physically he was little outside the college, but mentally St. Hildebrands had become the whole world for him, with a faint twilight round its edge which represented the town in which St. Hildebrands stood.

Such exercise as he took never led him out of touch with the college, if he stretched out his right hand as he went along the college wall on his outward journey, or the left hand coming back. To leave St. Hildebrands would be no better than leaving the rest of the world; in fact, he more readily contemplated his demise than resignation.

It was a cold winters evening as he came back to the Archwardens house through the door in the wall. It was no fanciful difficulty. It was difficult to shut the iron door. So, then, the time had come of which this absurd legend had spoken. Legend or superstition. Absurd? Of course it was absurd. Peters had settled that very early in life, and he was not going back on that now. Indeed, he had not the strength now to go back on any conviction that had settled itself in his mind as firmly as this one had. Difficult? It was not difficult. The idea was absurd. He would shut that door.

And he did shut it. The cold night seemed aiding the iron door, but he beat them both and he shut it, and was found some hours later lying dead by the door.


THE GREAT SCOOP

IN a club to which many journalists belong, and which rises to its brightest activities in those late hours when newspapers are being put together, lived an old man to whom few spoke, though he sat listening with quiet enjoyment to the talk of the rest while the long nights wore towards morning. Few spoke to him, because he had no small talk; he had one tremendous story, and all except the youngest members knew that it could not be got out of him; and, as time went by, fewer and fewer of these knew that he had any story at all, and some of them now and then even told him, him, old Gauscold, little trivial tales that they had gathered only that morning to brighten the evening papers. And he sat there and smiled at them, listening to all they said. The older members watched them making fools of themselves, or sometimes one of them would take pity on some young ass and say to him: Look here, I wouldnt tell tales to old Gauscold.

And the young man would say: Why not?

And he would be told: Because he got the biggest scoop of this generation.

Did he? the young man would say. How did he do it? And the older man would say: We none of us know that. But I wouldnt tell tales to old Gauscold.

And one night when they all sat talking in their long room, and smoking and sipping drinks, with old Gauscold listening as usual, he suddenly spoke quite clearly. He said: I dont know if any of you fellows may have ever wondered how I got that story about Transarena.

Well, of course, nobody in that club ever really seriously wondered about anything else. And there was an odd silence. And then somebody said to him: Well, yes, I rather wondered at the time.

Because, you see, went on old Gauscold, I read only yesterday that the last of them had died, the last of the people that were really concerned; and it occurred to me that, as that happens sooner or later to all of us, if I didnt tell some of you soon, perhaps no one would ever know.

Oh, youll live for scores of years, said somebody. Well, said Gauscold, scores of days perhaps. But Im not so sure. Well, anyway, this was what happened, if you fellows would like to hear.

You could have heard a pin drop. A used match did drop, and it fell with a great clatter. And then old Gauscold began.

You all remember, well, some of you fellows wont, but you have read anyway, that the European papers gave out one day that the Emperor was going to dine with the Prince-Apparent in the Princes shooting palace in the old chestnut forest under the Black Mountains. And then, if you remember, for a month it was explained that the visit was purely sporting, and the object of it was to shoot hares. And they didnt say that only in leading articles, but they put the idea about in countless ways, and spent a month in doing it. One read little paragraphs about the damage done to agriculture in the far end of Europe by hares; and one read that the Emperor was the finest hare-shot that had probably ever lived. On another day one read of the Prince-Apparents devotion to this sport, and so on and so on and so on. And at the end of that time we knew, and all the world knew, all about the two thousand hares that were to be shot in the chestnut forest. And not a word about Transarena.

At the word Transarena the youngest members knew, what the rest of the club had known for years, what it was all about. For years the club had known that old Gauscold had unveiled the imperial plot to seize Transarena, and so to wreck Europe before its time; but no one had ever known how Gauscold did it.

To begin with, old Gauscold went on, there were only three at that dinner, the Emperor, the Prince-Apparent, and his fathers prime minister. His father of course was a great figure in European diplomacy, a very great figure indeed, but too old by then to know what was going on. When the waiters withdrew through the two doors that there were, they went through two big rooms beyond, and then the farther doors of those rooms were locked. I knew that this would be so, and in addition to this there were sentries over the doors on the far side. They dined on the second floor, sixty feet up from the ground, and the windows of course were shut. I was in the garden amongst the magnolias, but I could not hear even their voices, let alone what they said. There was a sheer wall, and no way of climbing it; and modern contraptions like wired panels and microphones were of course undreamed of, not yet even a dream, let alone an invention. It didnt seem very promising, did it?

To me, said one of the elder members, it always seemed a sheer miracle.

Well, said old Gauscold, to begin with I knew what the Emperor was going for. But, then, so did we all at first, though a month of propaganda had covered it over pretty thickly with hares, and he did not go to the chestnut forest till Transarena had been fairly well hidden. I dont pretend to have been cleverer than the rest. I also forgot about the fate of Europe and thought only of hares, for we had read of little else but them for a month. And then one day I read an article in a European paper, explaining how the affairs of Transarena could be of no possible interest to the Emperor. And it gave very good reasons why this was so, very good reasons indeed. But I happened to notice one thing about that article.

I noticed that it was written by a man with a very big intellect, evidently one of the biggest. There was a certain polish on the plausibility of the arguments, that marked it as the work of a man of the very first class. It convinced me easily, and would have convinced any of you. But then I said, Why have they routed out a man of the biggest calibre, a real master-mind, in order to make us see how silly it was to think that the Emperor could take any possible interest in the affairs of Transarena? Well, that set me thinking.

Luckily this article was written quite early, and I had, nearly a month to prepare. One thing I saw very clearly; and, if I hadnt, I should have wasted a lot of time; and that was that, if they really were going to talk about Transarena, there would be no chance of listening at doors; that is, if you didnt want to get a bayonet through you; and not even then. Well, if you want to know what I did, if you think it may ever be a sort of guide to any of you, Ill tell you the two first things that I did; and they were the most important.

One of them was to decide what I have just told you, that I wasnt going to be allowed to do any eavesdropping; and the other thing I did was to decide just what I wanted to do, and that was to find out whether or not they were going to talk about Transarena. I didnt care about anything else; they might talk about all the other countries, or they might talk about hares; but if they said one word about Transarena, the world would have to know: that was all. No chance of bribing one of the servants, because he couldnt have got within hearing, as I rightly suspected, and because he wouldnt have lived to have spent the money, as I very well knew.

So what did I do? Ill tell you. I spent that month in preparations. I bought a young and intelligent dog, a mongrel, as a matter of fact, and they are often the most intelligent, a small mongrel with a high shrill yap. Perhaps some of you may have wondered who overheard the Emperor talking of Transarena. Well, he did. I trained him for a month. Yes, I trained him. Have you never heard of a dog being trained to die for his country or bark for the empire? Well, I trained him to bark for Transarena. He got the hang of it in a week. And by the end of a fortnight you couldnt have used that word within his hearing without his barking at least once. And, if you didnt immediately give him a lump of sugar, the yapping grew louder and louder. And I trained him to sit very quiet under the table.

That was all. Except that I gave a waiter a hundred pounds to put him under that table. And it was worth thousands. In a way it was worth hundreds of millions. For the Emperor did talk about Transarena, as you all know. And the little dog heard him, and I heard the little dog, and I told all the rest, and we saved the world for a while. Ah, well, its all gone now.

As old Gauscold said his last half-dozen words some of the younger men, men on leave in khaki, come back for an evening to an old haunt, looked up in surprise: it was a splendid world to them, even if in ruins. But old Gauscold was too old to hope to see them rebuild it.
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THE TWO BOTTLES OF RELISH

SMETHERS is my name. Im what you might call a small man, and in a small way of business. I travel for Numnumo, a relish for meats and savouries; the world-famous relish I ought to say. Its really quite good, no deleterious acids in it, and does not affect the heart; so it is quite easy to push. I wouldnt have got the job if it werent. But I hope some day to get something thats harder to push, as of course the harder they are to push, the better the pay. At present I can just make my way, with nothing at all over; but then I live in a very expensive flat. It happened like this, and that brings me to my story. And it isnt the story youd expect from a small man like me, yet theres nobody else to tell it. Those that know anything of it besides me, are all for hushing it up. Well, I was looking for a room to live in in London when first I got my job; it had to be in London, to be central; and I went to a block of buildings, very gloomy they looked, and saw the man that ran them and asked him for what I wanted; flats they called them; just a bedroom and a sort of a cupboard. Well, he was showing a man round at the time who was a gent, in fact more than that, so he didnt take much notice of me, the man that ran all those flats didnt, I mean. So I just ran behind for a bit, seeing all sorts of rooms, and waiting till I could be shown my class of thing. We came to a very nice flat, a sitting-room, bedroom and bathroom, and a sort of little place that they called a hall. And thats how I came to know Linley. He was the bloke that was being shown round.

Bit expensive, he said.

And the man that ran the flats turned away to the window and picked his teeth. Its funny how much you can show by a simple thing like that. What he meant to say was that hed hundreds of flats like that, and thousands of people looking for them, and he didnt care who had them or whether they all went on looking. There was no mistaking him, somehow. And yet he never said a word, only looked away out of the window and picked his teeth. And I ventured to speak to Mr Linley then; and I said, How about it, sir, if I paid half, and shared it? I wouldnt be in the way, and Im out all day, and whatever you said would go, and really I wouldnt be no more in your way than a cat.

You may be surprised at my doing it; and youll be much more surprised at him accepting it; at least, you would if you knew me, just a small man in a small way of business; and yet I could see at once that he was taking to me more than he was taking to the man at the window.

But theres only one bedroom, he said.

I could make up my bed easy in that little room there, I said.

The hall, said the man looking round from the window, without taking his tooth-pick out.

And Id have the bed out of the way and hid in the cupboard by any hour you like, I said.

He looked thoughtful, and the other man looked out over London; and in the end, do you know, he accepted.

Friend of yours? said the flat man.

Yes, answered Mr Linley.

It was really very nice of him.

Ill tell you why I did it. Able to afford it? Of course not. But I heard him tell the flat man that he had just come down from Oxford and wanted to live for a few months in London. It turned out he wanted just to be comfortable and do nothing for a bit while he looked things over and chose a job, or probably just as long as he could afford it. Well, I said to myself, whats the Oxford manner worth in business, especially a business like mine? Why, simply everything youve got. If I picked up only a quarter of it from this Mr Linley Id be able to double my sales, and that would soon mean Id be given something a lot harder to push, with perhaps treble the pay. Worth it every time. And you can make a quarter of an education go twice as far again, if youre careful with it. I mean you dont have to quote the whole of the Inferno to show that youve read Milton; half a line may do it.

Well, about that story I have to tell. And you mightnt think that a little man like me could make you shudder. I soon forgot about the Oxford manner when we settled down in our flat. I forgot it in the sheer wonder of the man himself. He had a mind like an acrobats body, like a birds body. It didnt want education. You didnt notice whether he was educated or not. Ideas were always leaping up in him, things youd never have thought of. And not only that, but if any ideas were about, hed sort of catch them. Time and again Ive found him knowing just what I was going to say. Not thought-reading, but what they call intuition. I used to try to learn a bit about chess, just to take my thoughts off Numnumo in the evening, when Id done with it. But problems I never could do. Yet hed come along and glance at my problem and say, You probably move that piece first, and Id say, But where? and hed say, Oh, one of those three squares. And Id say, But it will be taken on all of them. And the piece a queen all the time, mind you. And hed say, Yes, its doing no good there: youre probably meant to lose it.

And, do you know, hed be right.

You see, hed been following out what the other man had been thinking. Thats what hed been doing.

Well, one day there was that ghastly murder at Unge. I dont know if you remember it. But Steeger had gone down to live with a girl in a bungalow on the North Downs, and that was the first we had heard of him.

The girl had £200, and he got every penny of it and she utterly disappeared. And Scotland Yard couldnt find her.

Well Id happened to read that Steeger had bought two bottles of Numnumo; for the Otherthorpe police had found out everything about him, except what he did with the girl; and that of course attracted my attention, or I should have never thought again about the case or said a word of it to Linley. Numnumo was always on my mind, as I always spent every day pushing it, and that kept me from forgetting the other thing. And so one day I said to Linley, I wonder with all that knack you have for seeing through a chess problem, and thinking of one thing and another, that you dont have a go at that Otherthorpe mystery. Its a problem as much as chess, I said.

Theres not the mystery in ten murders that there is in one game of chess, he answered.

Its beaten Scotland Yard, I said.

Has it? he asked.

Knocked them endwise, I said.

It shouldnt have done that, he said. And almost immediately after he said, What are the facts?

We were both sitting at supper and I told him the facts, as I had them straight from the papers. She was a pretty blonde, she was small, she was called Nancy Elth, she had £200, they lived at the bungalow for five days. After that he stayed there for another fortnight, but nobody ever saw her alive again. Steeger said she had gone to South America, but later said he had never said South America, but South Africa. None of her money remained in the Bank, where she had kept it, and Steeger was shewn to have come by at least £150 just at that time. Then Steeger turned out to be a vegetarian, getting all his food from the greengrocer; and that made the constable in the village of Unge suspicious of him, for a vegetarian was something new to the constable. He watched Steeger after that, and its well he did, for there was nothing that Scotland Yard asked him that he couldnt tell them about him, except of course the one thing. And he told the police at Otherthorpe five or six miles away, and they came and took a hand at it too. They were able to say for one thing that he never went outside the bungalow and its tidy garden ever since she disappeared. You see, the more they watched him the more suspicious they got, as you naturally do if youre watching a man; so that very soon they were watching every move he made, but if it hadnt been for his being a vegetarian theyd never have started to suspect him, and there wouldnt have been enough evidence even for Linley. Not that they found out anything much against him, except that £150 dropping in from nowhere; and it was Scotland Yard that found that, not the police of Otherthorpe. No, what the constable of Unge found out was about the larch-trees, and that beat Scotland Yard utterly, and beat Linley up to the very last, and of course it beat me. There were ten larch-trees in the bit of a garden, and hed made some sort of an arrangement with the landlord, Steeger had, before he took the bungalow, by which he could do what he liked with the larch-trees. And then, from about the time that little Nancy Elth must have died, he cut every one of them down. Three times a day he went at it for nearly a week, and when they were all down he cut them all up into logs no more than two foot long and laid them all in neat heaps. You never saw such work. And what for? To give an excuse for the axe was one theory. But the excuse was bigger than the axe: it took him a fortnight, hard work every day. And he could have killed a little thing like Nancy Elth without an axe, and cut her up too. Another theory was that he wanted firewood, to make away with the body. But he never used it. He left it all standing there in those neat stacks. It fairly beat everybody.

Well, those are the facts I told Linley. Oh, yes, and he bought a big butchers knife. Funny thing, they all do. And yet it isnt so funny after all; if youve got to cut a woman up, youve got to cut her up; and you cant do that without a knife. Then, there were some negative facts. He hadnt burned her. Only had a fire in the small stove now and then, and only used it for cooking. They got on to that pretty smartly, the Unge constable did, and the men that were lending him a hand from Otherthorpe. There were some little woody places lying round, shaws they call them in that part of the country, the country people do, and they could climb a tree handy and unobserved and get a sniff at the smoke in almost any direction it might be blowing. They did that now and then and there was no smell of flesh burning, just ordinary cooking. Pretty smart of the Otherthorpe police that was, though of course it didnt help to hang Steeger. Then later on the Scotland Yard men went down and got another fact, negative but narrowing things down all the while. And that was that the chalk under the bungalow and under the little garden had none of it been disturbed. And hed never been outside it since Nancy disappeared. Oh, yes, and he had a big file besides the knife. But there was no sign of any ground bones found on the file, or any blood on the knife. Hed washed them of course. I told all that to Linley.

Now I ought to warn you before I go any further; I am a small man myself and you probably dont expect anything horrible from me. But I ought to warn you this man was a murderer, or at any rate somebody was; the woman had been made away with, a nice pretty little girl too, and the man that had done that wasnt necessarily going to stop at things you might think hed stop at. With the mind to do a thing like that, and with the long thin shadow of the rope to drive him further, you cant say what hed stop at. Murder tales seem nice things sometimes for a lady to sit and read all by herself by the fire. But murder isnt a nice thing, and when a murderers desperate and trying to hide his tracks he isnt even as nice as he was before. Ill ask you to bear that in mind. Well, Ive warned you.

So I says to Linley, And what do you make of it?

Drains? said Linley.

No, I says, youre wrong there. Scotland Yard has been into that. And the Otherthorpe people before them. Theyve had a look in the drains, such as they are, a little thing running into a cesspool beyond the garden; and nothing has gone down it, nothing that oughtnt to have, I mean.

He made one or two other suggestions, but Scotland Yard had been before him in every case. Thats really the crab of my story, if youll excuse the expression. You want a man who sets out to be a detective to take his magnifying glass and go down to the spot; to go to the spot before everything; and then to measure the footmarks and pick up the clues and find the knife that the police have overlooked. But Linley never even went near the place and he hadnt got a magnifying glass, not as I ever saw, and Scotland Yard were before him every time.

In fact they had more clues than anybody could make head or tail of. Every kind of clue to show that hed murdered the poor little girl; every kind of clue to show that he hadnt disposed of the body; and yet the body wasnt there. It wasnt in South America either, and not much more likely in South Africa. And all the time, mind you, that enormous bunch of chopped larch wood, a clue that was staring everyone in the face and leading nowhere. No, we didnt seem to want any more clues, and Linley never went near the place. The trouble was to deal with the clues wed got. I was completely mystified; so was Scotland Yard; and Linley seemed to be getting no forwarder; and all the while the mystery was hanging on me. I mean, if it were not for the trifle Id chanced to remember, and if it were not for one chance word I said to Linley, that mystery would have gone the way of all the other mysteries that men have made nothing of, a darkness, a little patch of night in history.

Well, the fact was Linley didnt take much interest in it at first, but I was so absolutely sure that he could do it, that I kept him to the idea. You can do chess problems, I said.

Thats ten times harder, he said sticking to his point.

Then why dont you do this? I said.

Then go and take a look at the board for me, said Linley.

That was his way of talking. Wed been a fortnight together, and I knew it by now. He meant go down to the bungalow at Unge. I know youll say why didnt he go himself, but the plain truth of it is that if hed been tearing about the countryside hed never have been thinking, whereas sitting there in his chair by the fire in our flat there was no limit to the ground he could cover, if you follow my meaning. So down I went by train next day, and got out at Unge station. And there were the North Downs rising up before me, somehow like music.

Its up there, isnt it? I said to the porter.

Thats right, he said. Up there by the lane; and mind to turn to your right when you get to the old yew-tree, a very big tree, you cant mistake it, and then … and he told me the way so that I couldnt go wrong. I found them all like that, very nice and helpful. You see it was Unges day at last; everyone had heard of Unge now; you could have got a letter there any time just then without putting the county or post-town; and this was what Unge had to show. I dare say if you tried to find Unge now …; well, anyway, they were making hay while the sun shone.

Well, there the hill was, going up into sunlight, going up like a song. You dont want to hear about the Spring, and all the may rioting, and the colour that came down over everything later on in the day, and all those birds; but I thought, What a nice place to bring a girl to. And then when I thought that hed killed her there, well, Im only a small man, as I said, but when I thought of her on that hill with all the birds singing, I said to myself, Wouldnt it be odd if it turned out to be me after all that got that man killed, if he did murder her. So I soon found my way up to the bungalow and began prying about, looking over the hedge into the garden. And I didnt find much, and I found nothing at all that the police hadnt found already, but there were those heaps of larch-logs staring me in the face and looking very queer.

I did a lot of thinking, leaning against the hedge, breathing the smell of the may, and looking over the top of it at the larch-logs, and the neat little bungalow the other side of the garden. Lots of theories I thought of; till I came to the best thought of all; and that was that if I left the thinking to Linley, with his Oxford-and-Cambridge education, and only brought him the facts, as he had told me, I should be doing more good in my way than if I tried to do any big thinking. I forgot to tell you that I had gone to Scotland Yard in the morning. Well, there wasnt really much to tell. What they asked me was, what I wanted. And, not having an answer exactly ready, I didnt find out very much from them. But it was quite different at Unge; everyone was most obliging; it was their day there, as I said. The constable let me go indoors, so long as I didnt touch anything, and he gave me a look at the garden from the inside. And I saw the stumps of the ten larch-trees, and I noticed one thing that Linley said was very observant of me, not that it turned out to be any use, but any way I was doing my best; I noticed that the stumps had been all chopped anyhow. And from that I thought that the man that did it didnt know much about chopping. The constable said that was a deduction. So then I said that the axe was blunt when he used it; and that certainly made the constable think, though he didnt actually say I was right this time. Did I tell you that Steeger never went outdoors, except to the little garden to chop wood, ever since Nancy disappeared? I think I did. Well, it was perfectly true. Theyd watched him night and day, one or another of them, and the Unge constable told me that himself. That limited things a good deal. The only thing I didnt like about it was that I felt Linley ought to have found all that out instead of ordinary policemen, and I felt that he could have too. Thered have been romance in a story like that. And theyd never have done it if the news hadnt gone round that the man was a vegetarian and only dealt at the greengrocers. Likely as not even that was only started out of pique by the butcher. Its queer what little things may trip a man up. Best to keep straight is my motto. But perhaps Im straying a bit away from my story. I should like to do that for ever; forget that it ever was; but I cant.

Well, I picked up all sorts of information; clues I suppose I should call it in a story like this; though they none of them seemed to lead anywhere. For instance, I found out everything he ever bought at the village, I could even tell you the kind of salt he bought, quite plain with no phosphates in it, that they sometimes put in to make it tidy. And then he got ice from the fishmongers, and plenty of vegetables, as I said, from the greengrocer, Mergin and Sons. And I had a bit of a talk over it all with the constable. Slugger he said his name was. I wondered why he hadnt come in and searched the place as soon as the girl was missing. Well, you cant do that, he said. And besides, we didnt suspect at once, not about the girl that is. We only suspected there was something wrong about him on account of him being a vegetarian. He stayed a good fortnight after the last that was seen of her. And then we slipped in like a knife. But, you see, no one had been enquiring about her, there was no warrant out.

And what did you find, I asked Slugger, when you went in?

Just a big file, he said, and the knife and the axe that he must have got to chop her up with.

But he got the axe to chop trees with, I said.

Well, yes, he said, but rather grudgingly.

And what did he chop them for? I asked.

Well of course, my superiors has theories about that, he said, that they mightnt tell to everybody.

You see, it was those logs that were beating them.

But did he cut her up at all? I asked.

Well, he said that she was going to South America, he answered. Which was really very fair-minded of him.

I dont remember now much else that he told me. Steeger left the plates and dishes all washed up and very neat, he said.

Well, I brought all this back to Linley, going up by the train that started just about sunset. Id like to tell you about the late Spring evening, so calm over that grim bungalow, closing in with a glory all round it, as though it were blessing it; but youll want to hear of the murder. Well, I told Linley everything, though much of it didnt seem to me to be worth the telling. The trouble was that the moment I began to leave anything out, hed know it, and make me drag it in. You cant tell what may be vital, hed say. A tin-tack swept away by a housemaid might hang a man.

All very well, but be consistent even if you are educated at Eton and Harrow, and whenever I mentioned Numnumo, which after all was the beginning of the whole story, because he wouldnt have heard of it if it hadnt been for me, and my noticing that Steeger had bought two bottles of it, why then he said that things like that were trivial and we should keep to the main issues. I naturally talked a bit about Numnumo, because only that day I had pushed close on fifty bottles of it in Unge. A murder certainly stimulates peoples minds, and Steegers two bottles gave me an opportunity that only a fool could have failed to make something of. But of course all that was nothing at all to Linley.

You cant see a mans thoughts and you cant look into his mind, so that all the most exciting things in the world can never be told of. But what I think happened all that evening with Linley, while I talked to him before supper, and all through supper, and sitting smoking afterwards in front of our fire, was that his thoughts were stuck at a barrier there was no getting over. And the barrier wasnt the difficulty of finding ways and means by which Steeger might have made away with the body, but the impossibility of finding why he chopped those masses of wood every day for a fortnight, and paid as Id just found out, £25 to his landlord to be allowed to do it. Thats what was beating Linley. As for the ways by which Steeger might have hidden the body, it seemed to me that every way was blocked by the police. If you said he buried it they said the chalk was undisturbed, if you said he carried it away they said he never left the place, if you said he burned it they said no smell of burning was ever noticed when the smoke blew low, and when it didnt they climbed trees after it. Id taken to Linley wonderfully, and I didnt have to be educated to see there was something big in a mind like his, and I thought that he could have done it. When I saw the police getting in before him like that, and no way that I could see of getting past them, I felt real sorry.

Did anyone come to the house? he asked me once or twice. Did anyone take anything away from it? But we couldnt account for it that way. Then perhaps I made some suggestion that was no good, or perhaps I started talking of Numnumo again, and he interrupted me rather sharply.

But what would you do, Smethers? he said. What would you do yourself?

If Id murdered poor Nancy Elth? I asked.

Yes, he said.

I cant ever imagine doing of such a thing, I told him.

He sighed at that, as though it were something against me.

I suppose I should never be a detective, I said. And he just shook his head.

Then he looked broodingly into the fire for what seemed an hour. And then he shook his head again. We both went to bed after that.

I shall remember the next day all my life. I was out till evening, as usual, pushing Numnumo. And we sat down to supper about nine. You couldnt get things cooked at those flats, so of course we had it cold. And Linley began with a salad. I can see it now, every bit of it. Well, I was still a bit full of what Id done in Unge, pushing Numnumo. Only a fool, I know, would have been unable to push it there; but still, I had pushed it; and about fifty bottles, forty-eight to be exact, are something in a small village, whatever the circumstances. So I was talking about it a bit; and then all of a sudden I realized that Numnumo was nothing to Linley, and I pulled myself up with a jerk. It was really very kind of him; do you know what he did? He must have known at once why I stopped talking, and he just stretched out a hand and said: Would you give me a little of your Numnumo for my salad?

I was so touched I nearly gave it him. But of course you dont take Numnumo with salad. Only for meats and savouries. Thats on the bottle.

So I just said to him, Only for meats and savouries. Though I dont know what savouries are. Never had any.

I never saw a mans face go like that before.

He seemed still for a whole minute. And nothing speaking about him but that expression. Like a man thats seen a ghost, one is tempted to write. But it wasnt really at all. Ill tell you what he looked like. Like a man thats seen something that no one has ever looked at before, something he thought couldnt be.

And then he said in a voice that was all quite changed, more low and gentle and quiet it seemed, No good for vegetables, eh?

Not a bit, I said.

And at that he gave a kind of sob in his throat. I hadnt thought he could feel things like that. Of course I didnt know what it was all about; but, whatever it was, I thought all that sort of thing would have been knocked out of him at Eton and Harrow, an educated man like that. There were no tears in his eyes but he was feeling something horribly.

And then he began to speak with big spaces between his words, saying, A man might make a mistake perhaps, and use Numnumo with vegetables.

Not twice, I said. What else could I say?

And he repeated that after me as though I had told of the end of the world, and adding an awful emphasis to my words, till they seemed all clammy with some frightful significance, and shaking his head as he said it.

Then he was quite silent.

What is it? I asked.

Smethers, he said.

Yes, I said.

Smethers, said he.

And I said, Well?

Look here, Smethers, he said, you must phone down to the grocer at Unge and find out from him this.

Yes? I said.

Whether Steeger bought those two bottles, as I expect he did, on the same day, and not a few days apart. He couldnt have done that.

I waited to see if any more was coming, and then I ran out and did what I was told. It took me some time, being after nine oclock, and only then with the help of the police. About six days apart they said; and so I came back and told Linley. He looked up at me so hopefully when I came in, but I saw that it was the wrong answer by his eyes.

You cant take things to heart like that without being ill, and when he didnt speak I said: What you want is a good brandy, and go to bed early.

And he said: No. I must see someone from Scotland Yard. Phone round to them. Say here at once.

But, I said, I cant get an inspector from Scotland Yard to call on us at this hour.

His eyes were all lit up. He was all there all right.

Then tell them, he said, theyll never find Nancy Elth. Tell one of them to come here and Ill tell him why. And he added, I think only for me, They must watch Steeger, till one day they get him over something else.

And, do you know, he came. Inspector Ulton; he came himself.

While we were waiting I tried to talk to Linley. Partly curiosity, I admit. But I didnt want to leave him to those thoughts of his, brooding away by the fire. I tried to ask him what it was all about. But he wouldnt tell me. Murder is horrible is all he would say. And as a man covers his tracks up it only gets worse.

He wouldnt tell me. There are tales, he said, that one never wants to hear.

Thats true enough. I wish Id never heard this one. I never did actually. But I guessed it from Linleys last words to Inspector Ulton, the only ones that I overheard. And perhaps this is the point at which to stop reading my story, so that you dont guess it too; even if you think you want murder stories. For dont you rather want a murder story with a bit of a romantic twist, and not a story about real foul murder? Well, just as you like.

In came Inspector Ulton, and Linley shook hands in silence, and pointed the way to his bedroom; and they went in there and talked in low voices, and I never heard a word.

A fairly hearty-looking man was the inspector when they went into that room.

They walked through our sitting-room in silence when they came out, and together they went into the hall, and there I heard the only words they said to each other. It was the inspector that first broke that silence.

But why, he said, did he cut down the trees?

Solely, said Linley, in order to get an appetite.


THE SHOOTING OF CONSTABLE SLUGGER

I ONCE told a story about a murderer called Steeger. It got into Time and Tide, and rather shocked some people: quite right too. Smethers is my name. And my friend Mr Linley found out how Steeger did it. But they couldnt hang him: that was another matter. So of course the police watched him, and waited. And one day Inspector Ulton called at our flat and shook hands with Mr Linley, and said: Steegers done it again.

Linley nodded his head and said, What is it now?

And Inspector Ulton said: He has killed Constable Slugger.

What? said Linley. The man that helped you so much over the other murder?

Yes, said Ulton. He had retired. But Steeger never forgave him. And now hes killed him.

What a pity, said Linley.

Its a damned shame, I said.

And then the inspector saw me. Im a small man, myself, and he hadnt noticed me.

I speak quite suppositiously, he said. You understand that its purely a suppositious case.

Oh, quite, I answered.

Because it wouldnt do to go saying outside this room, he went on, that anyone said as Steeger had murdered anyone. Wouldnt do at all. Render yourself liable. Besides, I never told you anything of the sort.

Quite, I repeated.

He quite understands, said Linley. How did Steeger kill poor Slugger?

The inspector paused a moment and looked at me, then at Linley, and then he went on. Thats what we cant make out, he said. He lived in the house opposite Sluggers, in the village of Otherthorpe, only four or five miles away from the scene of his other crime. And wed have said he shot Slugger across the street as he sat at an open window. And he had a big shot-gun that could have done it, an eight-bore, and there was a ghastly great wound in Sluggers neck, going downwards into the lung.

Did they find the gun? asked Linley.

Oh, yes, said the inspector. Of course it was all clean and packed away in its case by the time the village constable got in, and he had heard a shot; it was that that made him go, and he went at once; he went to Sluggers house first. Yes, he found the gun all right; but our difficulty is that whether the doctor got the bullet out and was careless enough to lose it, though he says he didnt, or whatever happened, theres no sign of any bullet; no exit wound and no bullet in the body, just the one enormous wound, the sort of thing you might make with a crowbar, and no weapon of that sort discovered, so we cant prove anything and weve come to you again. We must get Steeger this time.

What did he want an eight-bore for? Linley asked.

Well, to shoot Slugger really, said the inspector. But unfortunately hes got a perfectly good excuse for it; he does actually shoot ducks with it on Olnie Flats, and sells them. We cant go into Court and say what he really bought it for, after that.

No, said Linley. Did the constable find Steeger when he called?

Yes, said the inspector, at the back of the house: he was digging in the garden.

Digging? said Linley. When did this happen?

Last Wednesday, said the inspector.

But it was freezing hard last Wednesday, wasnt it? replied Linley.

Well, pretending to dig, said the inspector. But we cant hang him on that. No one would dig while it was freezing that hard; but we cant prove it; and we couldnt hang him on it if we could.

No, it just shows you and me that hes up to his old tricks again.

Thats all, said the inspector.

It was snowing even as they spoke, and had been freezing all the week. I sat quite still and just listened, and I think they forgot me.

He had a good heap of earth to show for his digging, Inspector Ulton said, but that didnt say that hed only just done it. Lots of people heard a shot, though nobody saw it. Weve had the whole body photographed by X-rays and theres no sign of a bullet.

Could he have hit Slugger with a pick-axe through the window?

No, first floor, said the inspector. The room upstairs. And Steeger shot him from his upstairs room too, only theres no bullet. The wound goes a little downwards, and Steegers upper storey was the higher one of the two. If you could only find that bullet for us.

A deep wound, I suppose.

Oh, very, said Ulton.

He must have extracted it.

Oh, no one crossed the street after the shot. Mears; thats the constable there; lives in the very street, twenty-eight doors away and he was out of his house in ten seconds; the whole street was empty.

He didnt have the bullet tied to a thin wire, said Linley; youd have thought of a thing like that.

Yes, we thought of that, said the inspector. But a big bullet like that would have left blood-marks somewhere, either on Sluggers sill, or the street, or the wall of Steegers house; and there werent any.

What cheek, said Linley, going and living right opposite Sluggers house.

Yes, said the inspector. And Slugger knew what Steeger was waiting for too. But he wasnt going to give up his house on that account. Steeger thinks he can do what he likes, having escaped the first time.

Slugger had his window open, you say?

Oh, yes.

You can prove that? said Linley. Because youd have to prove it, considering the weather.

Oh, yes, said Ulton, Mears will swear to that. Slugger had his window open in all weathers. He was sitting beside it reading. The paper was in his hand.

It certainly looks as if Steeger shot him through the window, said Linley.

It stands to reason he did, said Ulton. But, without the bullet to show, you know what a jury would do. Theyd go and let him off.

Yes, said Linley. How wide was the street?

Ten yards from wall to wall, said the inspector. Barely that. Nine yards two feet.

Well, Ill think it over, said Linley, and let you know tomorrow how I think Steeger did it.

Id be very glad if you would, said the inspector, and he turned to go away. And at that he noticed me again, and told me that any suggestion from me that Steeger had ever killed anyone would be highly criminal, as though he hadnt been slandering Steeger (if thats the word for it) himself for the last fifteen minutes. I said I wouldnt say a word against Steeger, and the inspector left.

What do you make of it? asked Linley.

Me? I said. If he shot Slugger and the bullet didnt go through, it must be still in the body.

But theyve found that it isnt, said Linley.

Let me go down there and have a look, I said.

No, Smethers, he said. You wont find anything Scotland Yard has missed.

Well, what are you going to do? I said.

Think, said Linley.

What about? I asked.

Evaporating bullets, said Linley.

Are there such things? I asked him.

No, said Linley.

Then whats the use of thinking about them, I said.

Because its happened, said Linley. When a things happened youve got to admit it, and try and see how.

What about a big arrow, I said. And pull it back by a string.

Worse than the bullet tied to a wire, he answered. Still more blood-marks.

What about a spear ten yards long, I said.

Ingenious, was Linleys only comment.

I got a bit huffed when he wouldnt say more than that, and began to argue with him. But Linley was right. They didnt find any spear, for one thing, when they searched Steegers house; and, for another, there wouldnt have been space for it in the upstairs room.

And then the telephone-bell rang. It was Inspector Ulton. Linley went to the phone. Theyve found a wad in the street, he said.

A wad? said I.

A wad of the eight-bore, he answered. Between the two houses.

Then he shot him, I said.

We know that, said Linley.

Well, whats the difficulty, said I, if you know it already?

To prove it, said Linley.

He sat thinking in front of the fire for a long time, and I could do nothing more to help him. And after a while he said, Ring up Scotland Yard, Smethers, and ask if there was any sign of burning about the wound.

I did it and they said No. The doctor had thought for a moment that he felt some small foreign particle, which made them think that he might have lost the bullet, but he said that he was mistaken, and that there was nothing there, and no sign of burning.

I told Linley, and all he said was, Then it was nothing that burned away.

And he was quite silent again.

So was I, for I could think of nothing. I knew it was Steeger, just as he did; but that was no good.

We must hang Steeger, he said after a while. And I knew that he was thinking of Nancy Elth, the girl Steeger murdered the last time. He sat silent for so long then that I thought it had beaten him. Time passed and I was even afraid that he had given it up, which I knew he ought not to do, because I was sure he could solve it.

How did Steeger do it? I asked after a while.

He shot Slugger, said Linley.

How? I asked.

I dont know, he said. And I never shall.

Oh, yes, you will, I said, if you give your mind to it.

Oh, well, said he, give me a chess-problem to look at.

No, I said. If you get looking at them youll never leave them alone. Lets solve this problem first.

For I saw he was just on the verge of giving it up.

Oh, well, he said, then give me some fresh air. I must have a change of some sort.

So I opened the window and he leaned right out, breathing the frozen air of the late evening. And there the whole mystery was, the moment he put his head out of the window. What funny things are our minds. Here was one of the brightest minds I had ever known, hard at work on a problem, and yet he had to see what he was looking for by shoving his face into it, and that purely by chance. Yes, there were icicles of all sizes hanging about the window, and he almost bumped his face into them. He drew in his head and said, They wont get Steeger yet. Theyll never prove this to a jury. The bullet was made of ice.


AN ENEMY OF SCOTLAND YARD

INSPECTOR Ulton came to see Mr Linley today. I am glad to say that he has got used to me; the inspector, I mean. He just said, Youre Mr Smethers, arent you? And I said I was. And he said, Well, youll understand that all this is strictly private. And I said I would. And then he started talking to Mr Linley.

Id met Inspector Ulton before over the murder at Unge, and the shooting of Constable Slugger. Mr Linley had helped him a lot.

Ive come to you again, Mr Linley, were his first words.

Is it Steeger again? asked Linley.

We dont know who it is, said the inspector. We usually know at the Yard who has done a murder. Its not very difficult. Motive usually points straight at somebody; and we can easily find if he was in the neighbourhood at the time. Proving it is the only difficulty. This time we cant even find out who it is. We thought you might help us, Mr Linley.

What is it? said Linley.

Its a bad case, said the inspector; as bad a case as weve had for a long time.

Im sorry to hear that, I said.

He didnt pay any attention to me, but I somehow saw from his look that Id said a silly thing. Bad cases were their job. If they stopped, where would Scotland Yard be? I was sorry as soon as Id said it.

We got a letter at Scotland Yard last week, he said, threatening that if Mr Cambell went again to his club, or Inspector Island went to watch a billiard-match at Pieros, or Sergeant Holbuck played football either at the Scramblers Football Ground or the old Sallovians, each one of them that did so would be killed. Holbuck is one of our best football-players, and those are the only two grounds he ever plays on. Watching billiards at Pieros was what Inspector Island always did when he could.

But wait a moment, Inspector, said Linley. Thats a preposterous threat. The man could never carry it out.

Mr Cambell and Inspector Island are dead already, said Ulton.

Dead? said Linley. And I never saw him so flabbergasted.

Mr Cambell went to his club, the Meateaters, in Holne Street, the day that we got the letter, and was poisoned. And Inspector Island went to Pieros next day to watch a game of billiards, and a piece of the wall above the door fell as he went in, and killed him.

A piece of the wall fell? exclaimed Linley incredulously.

Yes, said the inspector. It was in the papers, though very little about it, as theyve not held the inquest yet. But we are working on the other case first, as we have a clue there.

What is the clue? said Linley.

Weve the finger-print of a waiter at the club, who disappeared on the night of the murder, before Mr Cambell was taken ill. Of course he must have given the poison, but we dont know much about him or who he really is, and we dont think he was the man who planned it all.

Can I see the finger-print? asked Linley.

And Inspector Ulton brought an envelope out of his pocket and took from it a sheet of paper, and on the paper was the finger-print, very completely in ink. It was one of two sheets of papers for members bills, and in the middle of it, very black, was the finger-print. Linley looked at it for a long time.

And Pieros? he said at last.

That baffles us, said the inspector. We have found out that the masonry that killed Island was dislodged by a small explosion that took place very effectively at a joint between two big stones. And the explosive was set off by a delicate mechanism that must have been inserted in the wall from the inside. We can find very little of the machine, not only because the explosion took place inside it, but because it was all mixed up with some stuff called thermite, which burns very fiercely, and which destroyed everything except a few small bars. Anyhow there was a machine that fired the explosive that brought down those pieces of masonry, but what we cant find is any wires controlling it. The fire was soon put out, and the damage only local, and we have searched all round the door; both sides, above and below; but theres no sign of a wire.

Could one have been pulled away? asked Linley.

Not across the open without being seen by someone, said Ulton, and there were plenty there. And not underground. Weve searched; and weve made sure theres no wire, or a channel that it could have run in. It must have been a time-fuse.

Was Inspector Island as regular as all that? said Linley.

Well, he had regular habits, said Ulton, and he got off duty at a certain hour and the game began at a certain time.

To the very second? asked Linley.

Well, not to the very second, he said.

And it would have to be about half a second, went on Linley. No, the time-fuse wont do.

I dont suppose it will, said Ulton.

And they were both silent awhile.

Well, said Linley after a bit, I can tell you one thing. Whoever that waiter was …

He called himself Slimmer, said Ulton.

Whoever he was, said Linley, theres something a bit deep about him. Deeper than youve had time to go yet, I mean. That finger-print shows you that. When did he make it?

It was found after hed gone, said Ulton. Whats odd about it? We find thousands of finger-prints.

Simply, said Linley, that a man who is committing a murder doesnt make a finger-print in ink right in the middle of a sheet of paper, quite so neat and tidy as that, and then leave it where the police can find it handily.

What then? said Ulton.

Why, its not his finger-print. Its some kind of fake. So that you are dealing with very queer people; people clever enough to forge finger-prints, which I have never heard of being done. Have you?

But Inspector Ulton would not say what they knew at the Yard and what they didnt know.

I might have, he said.

It might be done on rubber by a good forger, I should think, went on Linley. But the people that did that might be capable of carrying out their threats, which at first I hardly thought possible. Now about the explosion at Pieros. That must have been controlled by someone who could actually see Island coming. He might have had warning that he was coming when he was fifty yards away, or any other distance, but that would never have been exact enough to kill him. He must have seen him go into Pieros.

And, if he did, how could he make the thing explode? said Ulton.

Thats what weve got to think about, said Linley. What houses are there from which he could see the inspector going up to the door?

Theres several, said the inspector.

And what about the third man? said Linley. Holbuck, didnt you say?

Yes, Sergeant Holbuck, said the inspector. Hes going to play football tomorrow. He wont stop for the threat. None of them would. But were going to see that hes safe. Its on the Old Sallovians ground. Everyone playing on his side will be members of the Force, and we know every man on the other side. They are all right; and the whole front line of the crowd looking on will be our men, and well have a few extra dotted about behind, all the way round the ground, not to mention the ones that will watch every man coming in at the gate. And then well see him safe back when the game is over: we are not telling anybody how we are going to do that, but we shall not let Holbuck take any chances.

Tomorrow, said Linley. May I come?

Yes, said Inspector Ulton. This ticket will let you in, but you wont be allowed to stand in the front row.

Mr Linley saw me looking at him. Could I have a ticket for my friend? he asked. Youd like to come and see what happens, Smethers, wouldnt you?

Like to see what happened? Of course I would. And Inspector Ulton looked at me. Oh, yes, he can have a ticket, said the inspector then. And he gave the ticket to Linley.

Its really very kind of you, I said.

Not at all, said the inspector.

After Inspector Ulton left Linley said nothing for a long time. He stood gazing hard, with the kind of gaze that doesnt seem to see anything; nothing here, I mean. And I said nothing to interrupt him. And then he said, Come and sit down, Smethers.

And we sat in front of the fire. It was winter, by the way, and getting on towards tea-time. Linley began filling his pipe.

What is it? I said.

Theres an awful lot of organization nowadays, said Linley, on both sides. With all the organization theyve got at Scotland Yard, a criminal has either to give it up or to be cleverer than the detectives. The fellow whos done this of course must have been caught by them at one time, probably by Cambell himself: he was practically their chief man, not nominally, but practically. Hes a spiteful fellow, whoever it is that they are looking for. Probably he was brooding for years in a convict-prison, and turning over and over in his rotten mind his grudges against those three men. And it may be interesting to find out on what occasion those three were working together. That may help to find the man who hates them so much. That finger-print shows you that if he is not an absolute fool he must be a pretty subtle devil. So we may look for a pretty crafty scheme, to find out how Island was killed in the doorway of Pieros.

I dont see how he could have done it, I said.

Do you remember what Ulton found when he was looking for wires? he answered. And what then?

I dont know, I said.

Youre too old, said Linley, and so is Inspector Ulton.

Im not old, I said. Nor is he.

You were both born before wireless got into its stride, said Linley.

Wireless? I said.

Of course, said Linley. A school-boy would have told you that. He would have been born into a world familiar with wireless. You werent. That explosion was worked for the exact second by something: Ulton looks for wires, and cant find them, and then he is beaten. Simply wireless. A little set buried in the wall.

Thats all very well, I said. A little receiving-set is common enough, and no doubt it could work an explosion; but you dont have a transmitting plant in every house; thats a very big thing.

Thats what weve got to find, said Linley.

Well, I said, how many houses are there from which Pieros door can be watched?

A lot, said Linley, from the other side of the square, and several more in the street on the righthand side of it if you stand with your back to Pieros.

Pieros stood in a little square with a good many trees in it: starlings lived there by night, and sparrows by day. And all kinds of people sat on its benches, each with his or her history, that far outshone this story, if only you could get at it; and amongst them were several of Ultons men, in various kit.

But we can probably limit it a good deal, Linley went on, by cutting out the houses from which Island could not be seen approaching, as the man would have to be all ready to do his dirty work with precision.

Well, let me go and telephone that to Scotland Yard, I said. Theyll soon find out if theres a transmitting-set in one of those houses. A big thing like that cant be concealed so easily.

Very well, Smethers, he said. But wrap it up so that everyone doesnt know what youre talking about. Just say to Inspector Ulton that wireless may have done it, and to have a good look in houses that would have a view of Islands approach as well as the end of his journey.

And so I did, in pretty much those words, and Scotland Yard seemed quite pleased.

We had tea then and Linley forgot about it all in the deliberate way that he has; letting it simmer in his mind; but with the lid on, as it were. And we talked of all kinds of other things. But a lot later that night, somewhere about ten or eleven, the telephone bell rang, and Linley went out and answered it and came back and said to me: No transmitting-sets in any of the houses. What do you make of that, Smethers?

Looks as if you were on the wrong track, I said.

Not while theres a telephone, answered Linley.

And I never made head nor tail of that.

I hope it will be all right tomorrow, he said. A fellow like that is bound to do something pretty crafty. We are sure to see something.

What shall we see? I asked.

I dont know, said Linley. But the fellow reminds me of a weasel. Hes bound to follow Holbuck. Will Ulton be able to catch him?

He ought to, I said, with a couple of hundred policemen, or however many hes going to bring.

It isnt numbers that do it, said Linley, when you have cunning like that. And then he added suddenly, Lets come and have a look at the ground.

At this hour? I said.

Yes, said Linley, I dont want to sleep, and we may as well do our thinking there as anywhere else.

It was kind of him to put it like that, as though I were going to do much thinking. Well, of course I came with him, and we got a bus, and we came to a part of London where they have tramlines. And soon we left the bus and got into one of the trams, all among people going home late.

I suppose Sergeant Holbuck is a pretty tough fellow, I said, if he plays football against the Old Sallovians.

I dont know him, said Linley, and went on reading his paper. And I noticed that a man on the opposite side, some way further up the tram, turned a little away from me and gazed up at the roof.

We got out soon after that. It was cold, and late, and rather windy. The street we were walking in was nearly empty, except for a man reading an evening paper under a lamp-post. We saw no one else till we came to the next lamp-post, and saw another man reading a newspaper by the light of that. Nothing but cats slipping softly away from their homes, and every now and then a man reading a newspaper. None of these men ever looked at us, but just looked up from their papers and gazed away from us in the direction in which we were going. As we passed each of them the newspaper would give a little flutter, owing to the man turning it over to read on the other side. When I commented on these men to Linley, he said that it was the only time of day that they got for reading, and that they got light from the street-lamps to read by without having to pay for it.

And then the houses stopped, and we came to a big iron paling, and in the paling was the gate of the football-field. One could see dim fields and a winding line of willows, like a crew of gigantic goblins out for a walk. When we came to the gate, one of the men with newspapers coughed at us. And when I called Linleys attention to that, he said that naturally a man would cough when out reading a paper on such a cold night as this was.

We went all along the paling till it turned, and we turned with it by a little lane with a hedge on the other side. It was nice to see a lane again, after coming through the very middle of London. Then the paling turned once more, and we followed it all round those fields. We could see from the shape of that dark procession of willows, and from a twisty mist, that a stream ran through the fields; and presently we came to where it ran under the paling, and Linley stopped and looked at where it came through, and we saw that it was well wired. It was a very still night, and the mist lying over the stream was motionless, and the twigs of the willows were still as a hand held out to say Hush, and there was no sound in the fields but men coughing, now and again as we passed them. Then Linley drew out a folded copy of a newspaper from his pocket, and carried it in his hand, waving it slightly as he walked, and after a while the coughing stopped.

Youve cured their cough, I said.

But he didnt understand me, so I was quiet again.

We walked away, and came to the streets once more, and went for a long time in silence. Then Linley said: I cant see how they are going to do it. But I suppose we shall see tomorrow.

I dont see how they did any of it, I said.

Well, said Linley, the poisoning was easy enough, and the time that that waiter arrived at the Meateaters Club probably dates the beginning of it. He had been there ten months. Very likely the crook that is doing all this got out of prison a little while before that. He wouldnt take long to make his plans; hed have gone over and over them during his stay in prison, where poor Cambell and Island probably helped to put him. And there wouldnt be much difficulty in putting the explosive into the wall of Pieros one night; a mere matter of burglary, and in a house that no one was particularly guarding: Pieros have some valuable billiard-tables there, but nothing else of any importance, and billiard-tables scarcely lend themselves to burglary.

But how did they send the explosive off? I asked.

Ah; that was the big job, said Linley. And, as it wasnt done by wires, it must have been done by wireless.

But they found no transmitting-set, I pointed out, in any of those houses.

It might have been anywhere, said Linley, so long as it was at the other end of a telephone.

And then the magnitude of the plot began to strike me.

But they wouldnt think of anything as elaborate as that, I said.

Its usually the simple things that happen, said Linley, and they should all be tried first; but if it isnt one of them, why then …

And then we came to our tram, and said no more about that strange plot that had already killed two men and was waiting for yet another.

Next morning Linley told me at breakfast that the game was to begin at 2.30. They had the ground well-watched last night, he said, and I dont see how it could have been possible for anyone to have got in and hidden there, and today everyone who goes in will have to go through the gate with a ticket.

Shall I go and buy a revolver? I asked.

No, said Linley. That was all very well in the days of Sherlock Holmes, when you could have dragged a small cannon behind you if you had felt that you wanted one. But the world has got more complicated. More licences needed. It was probably a happier world before it learned to fill in forms. But there it is, and it will probably never go back to those days now. No, no revolvers, Smethers. But keep your eyes open.

Of course Linley was perfectly right: he always was. But it rather took the excitement out of it to think that we were only going to watch. Well, we should have been able to do no good after all, if we had had revolvers; or machine-guns for that matter.

We didnt eat much of a lunch. Linley seemed too busy puzzling things over, and I was too excited. Then we went off to the football-ground. We took a taxi this time. We showed our tickets at the gate and were passed in, and no sooner were we inside than we saw an inspector in uniform. Cold night, last night, Linley said to him. And the inspector only laughed.

That paling was very strong and high, and spiked at the top: it wouldnt have been an easy job to get in overnight, to hide there among the willows; and with all those men that there had been coughing in the mist and reading newspapers outside, it would have been impossible. The game had just begun, and we walked along the back of the crowd, looking for Ulton. Most of the men in the crowd seemed to have their hands behind their backs, with walking-sticks or umbrellas in them; and I began to notice that, just as we went by, a stick or umbrella would give a tiny jump. It was a suspicious crowd. It was well organized certainly: the only thing I was a bit uneasy about was whether its suspicions were quite selective enough: if they suspected the right one, whoever he was, when he should come along, or would it be the other way about: that was what I was wondering. And then I thought what cheek it would be if he did come, among all those police, to murder one of them. And cheek was just what he had, or he wouldnt have sent that threat to Scotland Yard, and carried out already two-thirds of it. Then we saw Inspector Ulton, and Linley went up to him and asked him which was Holbuck. The name of Holbuck excited the crowd near us a good deal, and they began making little signals to watch us, but Ulton gave them a nod to stop them, and pointed out Holbuck to Linley. He was a big fellow, easily recognized, playing full back. I watched the game, especially Holbucks part in it; but the ball was away with the forwards, and Holbuck doing nothing as yet. Linley watched the crowd.

After a while Linley turned to me and said in a low voice: Theyll be cleverer than me if they get through.

What? The railings? I said.

No, said Linley; that crowd. Or the railings either for that matter.

Then how will they do it? I asked.

They wont do it, said Linley.

He was wrong there.

At last the ball came to Holbuck, and he kicked it three-quarter way down the field. It came back and he got it once more. This time he kept it to himself for a few yards, and then one of the other side charged him. Holbuck got the ball again, and dribbled it forward, getting it right past several of them; he went half-way up the field with it, going fast; and then he fell dead.

Well, I neednt tell you there was some stir. To begin with it was what half the crowd were watching for; and now it had happened before their eyes; and the half of the crowd that werent watching for it were not much less surprised. They got a doctor and Holbuck was dead right enough, and they arrested the man that had charged him shortly before. All this time Linley stood perfectly silent.

What do you make of it? I said after a while.

I dont know, said Linley. The people round here are suspecting us.

Why? I asked.

Were strangers to them. Dont talk, he said.

So I shut up.

We saw Inspector Ulton again, hurrying past. Linley went up to him. Well, its happened, said Linley.

But Ulton was cross, and said little, if anything at all. He had made the most careful plans and had just been defeated, and had lost a good life over it into the bargain.

Hell come and see us, said Linley to me.

And then we left with the crowd. I got the impression that we were followed at first, though its hard to be sure of that in a crowd. And then I had the impression that someone we passed had conveyed the idea, Theyre all right. Leave them alone. Both these things were only impressions.

Sure enough Inspector Ulton did come and see us, shortly after we got back. Came to see Linley, I mean.

He looked very worried.

What does the doctor say? were Linleys first words to him.

Thats what I came to see you about, said Ulton.

Well? said Linley.

Snake-bite, said Ulton.

Bit late in the year for snakes, I said. And neither of them paid any attention to me.

What kind of snake? Linley asked.

Russells viper, said Ulton.

Then they talked about that viper for a while, and there seemed something gorgon-like about it: it kills by coagulating the blood, by turning it solid. Luckily there are no such snakes going about in England.

Where was he bitten? was Linleys next question.

Theyd found no puncture when I came away, said the inspector. But of course theyll examine the body and find out that. We detained the last man that was in contact with him, a man called Ornut, who charged him pretty hard.

Did you search him? asked Linley.

Yes, said the inspector. But we found nothing incriminating on him.

I fancy youll have to let him go.

We did, the inspector answered. But we have his address.

And then the telephone rang, and I answered it, and it was someone asking for Inspector Ulton. I told him and he went to it.

Theyve found the puncture, said Ulton when he came back from the telephone. Its in the sole of the right foot.

Must have worn thin soles, I said.

But Linley got the point at once.

That accounts for everything, he said. They couldnt get to the football-ground, with all those men you had there watching. But they got at his boots.

You think thats it? said the inspector.

It stands to reason, said Linley. You couldnt stab something through the sole of a football-boot. It must have been inside the sole.

And Inspector Ulton agreed; and so it turned out; he went away to see. And that evening he came back again and told Linley what it was. Theyd got a snakes fang fixed in the sole of Holbucks boot, with a layer of something protecting the foot from the fang until the boot got thoroughly warm and the protecting layer melted; then the action of running would operate the fang. It was placed under the ball of the foot, where the boot bends most when you run. And there was another protection, a sort of safety-catch, like the catch you have on a shot-gun, which prevented the thing working at all while it was in place, but it could be pushed out of place by a good tap on the end of it, which ran under the toe of the boot. Kicking a football would do it, and evidently had done it; and the next time that Holbuck ran, after kicking the ball hard, the fang entered the sole of his foot, and was full of the venom with which Russells viper concludes his quarrels in India.

No clue to the man? said Linley.

Not yet, said the inspector. We phoned to the Zoo, and no ones got poison from any of the snakes there. It looks like somebody who has travelled in India. Its not easy to trace poisons that are not got from a chemist, and that dont have to be signed for.

No, said Linley. But well get him the other way; over the other murder. The clues to that will be at the telephone exchange. You know the time of the murder. We want to know what houses, of those that have a view of the door of Pieros, were using the telephone at that time; those that had a view of the door and a view of a man approaching it for some way, so as to give the murderer time to get everything ready.

And what then? asked Ulton.

Easy enough then, said Linley. Find out who they were talking to, and find out which of the people called up at that time from one of those houses had a wireless transmitting apparatus, of which there are not many in England.

I see, said Ulton. And you think it was set off by wireless.

It must have been, said Linley.

And wireless could do that? Ulton asked.

Make a spark, or strike a match? Certainly, replied Linley. Why, they can steer ships or aeroplanes by it.

And where do you think the transmitter was? said Ulton.

Wherever the man was telephoning to, said Linley, from the house that could see Pieros door, and some way up the street by which Island was coming.

Well get the telephone calls, was all that Ulton said, and soon after that he left.

A sending apparatus is a large thing, isnt it? I said to Linley.

Yes, he said.

Not easy to hide it in London, I said. So many people about.

It wont be easy when Ulton gets after it, was Linleys comment on that.

The inspector came round next morning. There was a telephone-call from one of those houses at the time of the murder, he said. A man giving the name of Colquist, which cant be traced, took rooms on the first floor of No. 29 saying he wanted an office. He took the rooms a week before the murder, and left them the evening of the day it took place. He said he was an agent for real estate. He had the telephone going just at the time of the murder, a long-distance call to Yorkshire.

To Yorkshire! said Linley.

Yes, said the inspector.

After all, said Linley; why not?

Of course hes disappeared now, said Ulton.

Has No. 29 a good view of the street by which Island came? Linley asked.

Yes, said the inspector, he could have seen Island coming a long way, from the windows of the first floor.

Then youll have to go to Yorkshire, said Linley.

To Yorkshire? said the inspector.

Yes, said Linley, if thats where the call was put through to from 29. What part of Yorkshire was it?

Henby, a village among the moors, said Ulton.

Then thats where the murder was done, said Linley.

For some while Ulton didnt seem able to credit it. But Linley stuck to his point. If there werent any wires, he said, it was done by wireless. Chance couldnt have done it. It does odd things when left to itself, but it wont send off an explosion for a murderer at exactly the right second, after he has made all those preparations. Preparations like that scare chance away. No, it was done by wireless; and, if by wireless, why not from Yorkshire.

Then weve only got to go to the house and find him, said Ulton a little doubtfully.

Yes, said Linley. And you may as well find out who he is before you start. Hell be someone that Mr Cambell, Inspector Island and Sergeant Holbuck all helped to put away where he was brooding over this revenge. And he was either comfortably off or his crime paid him well, financially I mean; for a transmitting apparatus is not bought for nothing. He shouldnt be hard to trace.

No, said the inspector. That would be Septon, I should think.

What was his crime? asked Linley.

Selling cocaine, said Ulton. He peddled it on a very large scale round the wrong kind of houses. Mr Cambell found him out, and Island and Holbuck were both in it. Hed be out now. They had him at Parkhurst.

Then youll find him in Yorkshire, said Linley. Thered be another of them watching Pieros, at the other end of the telephone. But Septon would have been in Yorkshire.

How do you know which was at which end? asked Ulton.

Because that kind of man is always the furthest away from the crime, said Linley. They put up the money for it and keep out of the way, when they can.

I think youre right there, said Ulton, who had known crime all over the British Isles. We must get off to Henby, and the sooner the better. Number 15 Henby is the telephone number: it was the house of a doctor, but he went to Switzerland, and its been let for a year to a man giving the name of Brown. Hes been there just over two months.

When did Septon come out of Parkhurst? asked Linley.

Some while ago, said Ulton. And then he had to report at police-stations. That was finished with two and a half months ago.

It shouldnt be difficult to get him, I said, wondering if theyd let me come, too.

He shoots, said the inspector. We had some difficulty with him last time.

Well, of course thats a little bit outside my line of business. I travel in Numnumo, a relish for meats and savouries; and I guarantee to get into any house, though of course I cant promise to sell a bottle of relish every time. I dont care how hard they try to keep me out: I get in in the end. But of course shooting would be something a bit new to me. And I dont pretend that Id like it. But I still wanted to go.

Well, of course, two can play at that game, I said.

No. We can do better than that, said Ulton.

He didnt tell me any more of his plans, but turned to Linley and said: Would you care to come? Well go by the 2.30 tomorrow afternoon.

Earlier, if you like, said Linley.

No, said Ulton; its on a hill, and he has too good a view.

I didnt see at first how going earlier or later would alter the view. But I soon saw that was silly of me. Linley understood at once. He glanced at me and then at the inspector, and I saw he meant to ask if I could come too. Oh well, said Ulton. But I somehow saw that I might, though the words themselves meant nothing.

Well, you take that train, and Ill join you on it, said Ulton. We book to Arneth. Better go first-class and we shall probably be by ourselves.

All right, said Linley. And I should think hed have an eye for detectives, with all that experience. Its their boots they spot them by, isnt it?

And he looked at Ultons big boots.

Were mostly large men, said Ulton, and have to wear large boots.

Yes, of course, said Linley, seeing him to the door.

When Inspector Ulton had gone Linley came back to me and said, You want to go, Smethers?

Yes, I said.

So he went to a drawer and came back with two revolvers. Better take one of these, he said. Look out. Its loaded. Better not tell Ulton youve got it. Because he ought to set you filling in forms, or send you to prison, or something like that, if he knew youd got it.

Its a bit bulky, I said. Wont he see the bulge in my pocket?

Oh, yes, said Linley, Ultonll see the bulge. But he isnt the sort of fellow to ask what made it. Ive another revolver for him. But I wont offer it him until things begin to look nasty. Because hed have to notice it if I actually held it out to him in the train.

Wont he have one of his own? I asked.

Theyre supposed not to, he said.

Not fair on crime, I suggested.

Thats about it, said Linley.

Well, next day we went to Kings Cross to catch the 2.30; I with one revolver and Linley with two; and, as Linley was buying the tickets to Arneth, the booking-clerk told him that seats had been reserved for us. A porter showed us to the carriage and there we found the labels reserving our seats, and one seat reserved for Mr Ulton, and two seats reserved for a Mr and Mrs Smyth, and the sixth seat already occupied. It didnt look like our having it to ourselves.

Well, time went by and no inspector came, and by 2.28 I began to get anxious. What should we do if the train started and we were off to Yorkshire to look for a dangerous criminal, without Ulton?

Linley said, Oh, hell turn up. But he didnt turn up.

And then I called out to a porter to ask if he had seen anyone like Ulton get on the train; and of course I had to describe him. And then the other man in the carriage joined in, asking me questions as to what my friend was like. He was a man with queer whiskers, this other man, and a large drooping moustache, and dapper little patent-leather boots. He spoke in a weak high voice. I described the inspector to him fairly well; a burly, clean-shaven, tall man. And then he said: What kind of boots had he?

Boots? I said. Why?

They show up on a platform, he said. They would help one to recognize anybody.

Oh, very big boots, I said.

And so they were, even to me. Doubly so, I should have said, to this little man, huddled up in a corner seat.

Ah, I know the kind of man you mean, he said in his queer little voice and the trace of some accent that I couldnt quite place. Ive seen no one like him near the carriage, but Ill help you look out for him.

Theres only a minute, I said.

He might come yet, he answered.

Then we were off.

What shall we do now? I asked Linley.

What were you and your friend going to do, if I might ask? said the man in the corner, seeing me so put out.

Fishing, I said.

Ah, a pleasant sport, said he.

But our friend has got all the bait, I told him. And now hes left behind.

What bait were you going to use? he asked.

Worms, said Linley, to my great astonishment.

The man in the corner did not appear surprised. To Linley he said nothing; but to me he said: Havent we met before somewhere? I seem to remember your face.

I dont think so, I said. My names Smethers.

Ah, he said. My names Ulton.

Ulton? I said. Not Inspector Ulton.

Why not? he said. Dont you recognize me by my boots?

Linley smiled quietly at my astonishment. So he must have got there before me. But not very long before me, I think. I was feeling very foolish, when suddenly I had a downright inspiration. They hurt, dont they? I said.

Oh, nothing to speak of, he answered.

But though he got the words out, they werent true.

What about taking them off in the train? said Linley.

I think I will, said the inspector.

And there and then he took off his boots, replacing them with a pair of large slippers that he carried in a despatch-case. He took off his accent at the same time, and his queer voice; and I began to recognize him quite easily then, in spite of his odd whiskers. Its funny how much larger he seemed to get: he came out of that corner of his like a snail out of its shell. Linley took a revolver out of his pocket and reached over to Ulton. Ive brought you one of these, he said.

Got a licence for it? asked Ulton.

No, said Linley. But it will shoot just as straight.

Were not supposed to carry them, really, said the inspector, as he slipped it into his pocket.

We have one each, said Linley, pointing at me.

Theyre not very much use, said Ulton. Hell be better armed than we are. We shant be able to force our way into the house with these things, and once we get in we shant need them.

Why not? asked Linley.

And Inspector Ulton brought out of a pocket a glass ball like a tennis ball. He put it into his left hand and produced two pairs of glasses with rubber all round them, that fastened with a strap round the head, and gave us each one. When this ball breaks in a room, he said, we shall be able to see and he wont.

Tear-gas, said Linley.

Thats it, said the inspector.

And it occurred to me that two things in this world are getting pretty complicated, crime and Scotland Yard.

The difficulty will be, he said, getting into the house.

Well, they talked that up and down and made lots of plans; and the only thing about them seemed to be that they werent any good. Ulton had got a sketch of the house, three or four sketches, that he had had sent down by train from the Henby constable; and I often heard the phrase, But that is commanded by this window. There were plenty of ways of breaking into the house, but the best that they seemed able to make of it was that we were quite likely to lose two men by the time a third got in.

Then what are you going to do? said Linley at last.

I shall have to go up to the door and ring the bell, said Ulton.

But will he open it? asked Linley.

Well, said Ulton, I should say that that kind of man wouldnt.

They had got no further than that. So then I thought it was time for me to speak, though they hadnt been noticing me for quite a while.

I can get into any house, I said.

You? said the inspector.

Yes, I said. I travel in Numnumo, a relish for meats and savouries.

But how do you get into houses? he asked.

Oh, different ways, I said. But it would be no good my travelling in Numnumo if I couldnt get in anywhere.

But this fellows sure to be armed, said Linley, and he wont want you in his house.

Nobody wants me in their house, I said, a perfect stranger, with something to sell that they dont want. But I get in.

But how? said the inspector again.

Well, its my job, I said. Might as well ask a policeman how he gets into his tunic. Just slips it on.

Do you think you could get into this house? he asked.

Sure I could, I replied. Nobody ever keeps me out.

We might try it, he said thoughtfully. Do you think you could drop one of these glass bombs when you get in?

Easier than pushing Numnumo, I said.

You might try it, he told me. Drop it on something hard. Theres no explosion: it only breaks. He wont see you any more after youve dropped it. You must wear these glasses.

Well, I dont mind, I said. But it makes it all rather difficult. I usually smarten myself up all I can, before getting into a house. With things like that on my face it would make it much harder. But I dont mind.

Do you think you can explain them away somehow? he asked.

Explain them! said Linley. A man that can explain Numnumo can explain anything.

Which is not the way I should have put it myself, as its a little hard on the proprietors; but it was the right idea, for all that.

Of course I can, I said.

So he gave me four glass bombs, and told me to drop them about wherever I had the chance.

I dont know who else youll find in the house, he said. Somebody very deep or very simple.

In the end we found no one but him.

Well, we got into Arneth and hired a Ford, and drove out four miles to Henby. It was dark by now, and I got the idea in the car that Ulton and Linley were feeling anxious, although neither of them spoke. I was feeling contented enough, because the job before me was just the one thing I could do, getting into houses; and nothing puts a man more at his ease than to be doing his own job among men who are strange to it. It gives him a feeling of superiority over them. Henby went up into the night, all on a hill, and one street straggled away from it out into darkness; and, a hundred yards or so beyond the last house of that street, all by itself was the house that the telephone knew as Henby 15. We stopped the car long before we came to it, and walked the last few hundred yards. Ulton explained to the driver just why we wanted to get out and walk; and to me it sounded all very plausible, but somehow I became sure of two things, that the driver never believed a word of it, and that he never guessed what we were really after.

I should put on the mask now, said Ulton.

And they helped me to fasten it while we were still out of sight of the house. Ulton gave me a whistle to blow in case I wanted help. Well be as close as we can get without being seen, he said. Even then, it seemed to me, theyd be a bit late, if I wanted help enough to whistle for it. Perhaps I looked a bit lonely, for Ulton said: Its no use our coming near enough to be seen, or hed let nobody in. Very likely he wont let you in in any case. But do what you can.

Ill get in all right, I said. And off I started.

The night seemed very dark, which was really all to the good, only somehow it didnt seem so. It seemed lonely too, and all the small gusts of wind that came blowing past me seemed lost in it. I heard a step coming my way, and a man passed me, who I knew must be the village constable going to report to Ulton. That made three people that would come if I whistled, but it didnt make anything less lonely then. And then I came to the house; a wicket gate and a path through a little garden, and I was at the front door. I rang till a window opened on the first floor, the window of a dark room, and no face showed.

What do you want? said the voice.

Nothing, I said, if you dont want anything.

What do you mean by that? said the voice in the dark room.

Only, I said, that theres one thing that nearly everyone wants.

Well? What? he said.

Health, I answered. And how are you to have that without food; and good food, with a relish to it?

I dont want to buy anything, he said, and was just going to shut down the window.

Wait a minute, I said. I dont want to sell anything. Ive a wonderful relish for meats and savouries here; but I dont sell it, I give it.

Its a good catch that. You see, they give away one bottle free to whoever buys a dozen. So I catch them by telling them that the bottle is free, and getting them to sign an order for a dozen afterwards; and of course they pay on the nail. Thats the difficult part of it, the order and getting the cash; all that comes later, but that free bottle gets me into the house. And it got me in here.

Then what do you make out of it? he asked me.

Interested enough to ask questions, you see.

Well, the truth is, I said, youll like it so much that youll order more. Thats where I come in.

The more you think it over, the more youll see how that catches them. It looks like business only starting when they are so satisfied that they cant do without the stuff. Human beings are very gullible. You see, I know. And murderers are only human.

Oh, well; lets have it, he said grudgingly.

And in I went with my Numnumo. He opened the door, and seemed all alone in the house. A decent meal, or even the hope of one, probably meant a lot to a man like that.

He brought me into a small room, off the hall, and switched on the light and sat down. Lets have a look at it, he said.

He was a nasty-looking fellow, sitting there. Not a man to play tricks with. I dont say he could read your thoughts; but he had a quick look in his eyes, as though if you tried to think of anything clever, hed get there before you. He had an orange-coloured moustache, chopped short; and he sat there looking at me. Ulton and Linley felt a long way away. I didnt mind playing the Numnumo trick on him, or on any man; because that was second nature to me, and hardly felt like a trick. But I didnt like playing the trick I was going to play.

This is your bottle, I said, pulling the Numnumo out of my pocket. And I managed to pull out three of the gas-bombs, too. Samples, I said, as they came out.

But he wasnt looking at what I had in my hands; he was staring at my glasses with the rubber fittings round them. I saw that, and explained in a hurry.

The fumes from Numnumo, I said, dont only make your mouth water; they make your eyes water too.

Not much chance of selling it after that, of course; people dont want to be weeping into their plates; but selling Num-numo wasnt what I was after on that day.

He wouldnt take his eyes off me. And then he put down a hand and slowly covered me with a revolver.

Oh! Dont do that, I said.

And I dropped the three bombs full of tear-gas, and the bottle of relish on top. I apologized and stooped down to tidy up all the mess, and then the fumes reached him. So he got up and came groping towards me, meaning to shoot. But it was too late then; he couldnt see. And I began dodging him quietly. He stopped to listen, following with his revolver any sounds that he heard or thought he heard; till all of a sudden he seemed to change his mind, and shot himself through the head.


THE SECOND FRONT

ITS some time now since I wrote about Mr Linley, and I dont suppose anyone remembers the name of Smethers. Thats my name. But the whole world knows Numnumo, the relish for meats and savouries; and I push it. That is to say I travel and I take orders for it, or I used to, before this war upset everything. And some may remember the tale I wrote about that, about Numnumo I mean, because Mr Linley came into it, and hes a man you dont forget so easily; and, if you do, perhaps you dont forget Steeger and what happened at Unge. Horrid it was. I told about that in my story: The Two Bottles of Relish I called it. And then Steeger turned up again; that was when he shot Constable Slugger, and they couldnt catch him for either case. Funny, too; because the police knew perfectly well that he had done both murders, and Linley came along and told them how. Still, they couldnt catch him. Well, they could catch him whenever they wanted to, but what I mean is thered have been a verdict of Not Guilty, and the police were more afraid of that than a criminal is afraid of the other verdict. So Steeger was still at large. And then there came a case of a man that did three murders, and Linley helped the police over that. They got that man. And then the war came, and murder looked a very small thing, and no more had been heard of Steeger for a long time. Mr Linley got a commission, and, when they found out about his brains, he went to the War Office, to what they call M.I., and I went to be, what I never thought Id be, a private soldier, and Numnumo was heard of no more, except for a few little wails from the advertisers, saying what a good thing it used to be. Yes, I got called up in the summer of 1940, and was put in barracks near London. I used often to lay awake at night under my brown blankets, thinking of the battles the British army had been in, things Id heard of at school, and more that the sergeants taught us about, and trying to picture what they were like and what they sounded like; and all the while a battle raging over the barracks. I got the idea that some of those old battles might have been fairly quiet compared to those nights. But I dont know.

Well, that battle was over in a year. We won it; I mean our airmen did. But we hadnt much to spare. It was a nasty time. I dont think the Germans would behave quite like that now. Theyve spoken very nicely of late about not destroying culture and civilization; but they didnt quite understand in those days, and used to talk about rubbing our cities out; and they very nearly did. But Im not going to write about the war; perhaps somebody will do that in a hundred years, beginning at 1914 and forgetting about the years from 1919 to 1939, and going on till it stops, and a very interesting tale he should make of it. Im going to write about Mr Linley again. That brings me to the year 1943. I had a days leave, and got a lift on a lorry, and slipped up to London, and the first thing I did was to go round to Lancaster Street to have a look at the old flats. I wanted to have a look at them just to prove to myself that it was true that I hadnt always lived in a barrack-room. Well, theyd gone, those flats had. There was a square of grass and weeds and flowers; and there was a lot of groundsel. And in a way I liked the look of it, though it wasnt what I had come to see. They were rather dingy and dark, those flats as I remember them, and they called them Clarence Gardens. Now they really were gardens; or at any rate there was sunlight there, and some sort of flowers. I suppose theres no one that doesnt sigh for the country a bit some time or another in London, and here a bit of the country was, wild as any bit of the country you could see, even wilder than some of it. And for a moment I was glad to see this bit of sunlight and grass among all those miles of pavement, till I thought of all the slaughter that had gone to growing that groundsel. I looked up into the air then to see if I could locate just where our flat had been, because it seemed odd to think that I should have once been walking about, or sitting and listening to Mr Linley somewhere up towards the blue sky. And as I turned my eyes up from the groundsel I saw an officer standing near me and looking at me. I came to attention and saluted, and the officer said, Why, its Smethers.

And I said, Its not Mr Linley! For he looked so different in uniform.

And he said: Yes, it is. And he shook hands.

And in a moment we were talking about the old flat.

Then he surprised me very much by saying: You are just the man we want.

Well, Id had all sorts of jobs to do since they made me a soldier, all sorts of jobs, but nobody had ever said that to me. And here was Mr Linley saying it, just as if it was true.

Whatever for? I asked.

Ill tell you, he said. That man Steeger is getting to work again.

Steeger! I said. The man that bought the two bottles of Numnumo.

Thats the man, said Linley.

And shot Constable Slugger, I said. Whats he up to now? His old tricks?

Worse, said Linley.

Worse! I said. Why, the mans a murderer.

He only murdered a couple of people, so far as we know, said Linley. He was only a retail murderer. But hes a spy now.

I see, I said. Hes got into the wholesale business.

Yes, he said, and we want you to help watch him.

Id be glad to help, I said, in any way I could. Where is he?

Oh, hes here all right, said Linley. Hes in London.

Why dont you arrest him? I asked.

Thats the last thing we want to do just yet, said Linley. It might warn a lot of others.

Whats he done this time? I asked.

Well, said Linley, they found out only the other day that he has recently received a thousand pounds. Somerset House found it out, and reported it.

Has he been killing a girl again, and getting her money? I asked.

No, thats not so easily done, said Linley. He found poor Nancy Elth with her two hundred pounds, but he cant find a girl with money every day.

Then where did the thousand pounds come from? I asked.

The easiest money of all, said Linley.

Spying? I said.

Thats it, he said. Its the best paid of all the crooked jobs in the world. Especially at first: theyll give almost anything to get a new man into their clutches, provided hes likely to be of any use to them. And Steeger should be a lot of use. Hes a really skilful murderer, and should be a skilful spy.

And where is he? I asked again.

Weve found him all right, said Linley. There never was any difficulty in finding Steeger. The difficulty always was in proving hed done it. Aye theres the rub, as Hamlet remarked.

And what has he given away? I asked.

Nothing as yet, said Linley. Thats why we want you to help watch him. A thousand pounds is good pay, and it must be for good information. And of course it has been paid by a German in this country, or a Quisling or some such cattle. But theyve not been able to get it out of the country yet.

How do you know? I asked.

Because there is only one thing that the Germans would pay on that scale for, said Linley, and we know that they dont know it yet.

Whats the thing, might I ask? I said.

Where the second front is going to be, said Linley. We think he has found it out somehow and the other spy has paid him for it out of his loose cash. But its worth a million if he can get it to Germany. And a hundred million would be pricing it low, but theyd probably pay him fifty thousand for it. Anyway we know they dont know it, and the thousand pounds is a mere tip. But thats what the tip would be for.

How did he find it out? I asked.

We dont know as much as all that, said Linley.

I see, I said. And you want him watched so that he doesnt get out of the country.

Oh, he cant do that, said Linley. But we want to see that he doesnt send the news.

How will he try to do it? I asked.

By wireless, probably, he said.

How will he do that? I asked.

Well, weve located all the sending-sets, said Linley, that have ever spoken since the war began; but there may still be some silent ones hidden, and waiting for a bit of very big news like this. And I think weve located all the carrier pigeons; though there might be one or two of them somewhere that we dont know of; but its easier to hide a wireless set than a pigeon, because you dont have to feed it.

And you want me to watch him? I asked.

Only now and then, said Linley. Hes in London, and we know more about all the houses here than youd think. We arent really afraid of his working a sending-set anywhere in London, but we cant answer for the open country, and he has to be watched when he moves.

What about the other man, I asked, the spy who pays him?

He lies very low, said Linley, and we havent spotted him. But thats only because he lies so low, and if he went about and did odd jobs with a wireless sending-set, we should have spotted him long ago. For that reason we dont think hell try to do this job, but will leave it to Steeger. After all, Steegers a pretty smart man, and it isnt everybody that has committed two murders and is able to walk about at large in England, Scotland or Northern Ireland.

Id be glad to watch him, I said, if you think I can do it.

But I said it rather hesitatingly, because, though it was very nice of Mr Linley to offer me such a job, I had begun to see by then that it was a pretty important one, and, to tell you the truth, I am not quite the kind of man to be given a big job like that. Maybe I might have been if Id been brought up to it, and given the chance of handling big jobs early, but I spent all my time pushing Numnumo, and was never given anything bigger, and somehow or other I seemed to grow down to the size of my job; or perhaps the job was only the size of me, and thats why I was given it, and never given anything bigger. And now here was Mr Linley offering me a job that mightnt look very big if I did it well, but, if I did it badly and let that man get out his news of where the second front was to be, why, it might cost the lives of thousands and thousands of men. Thats why I said if you think I can do it, and by the way I said it I sort of showed him I couldnt: I thought it was only fair. But Linley said: Thats all right, youre just the man for it.

Very glad to do my best, I said. Do I go in uniform?

No, he said. Thats just the point of it. We dont want to give the idea that the British army is watching him. Or that anybody is. But somehow or other, though you look the perfect soldier in that kit, in plain clothes you might not give quite the impression we want to avoid.

Of course I didnt look the perfect soldier at all, even in uniform, nor I never will. It was nice of him to say it, but I saw his point.

Thats right, I said. Ill just go back a few years to the Numnumo days and Ill hang about somewhere near him and I shant look very military.

Well, said Linley, Ill let you know. We shant want you just yet. We have him watched all right. But, if he got anywhere near a wireless, wed want someone extra to watch him. Hed have to be watched very close then. Five seconds might do it, and he might pretty well ruin Europe. Thats to say, any of it thats not ruined already.

All this, I may say, was at the end of June, in 1943, when all the plans for the invasion of Europe were ready, and the Germans were still guessing. And, while they guessed, they had to strengthen a line of two or three thousand miles. One word from Steeger, if he had got at the truth, would bring it down to a hundred miles, and save them a lot of trouble. Thats how things were when I parted from Linley that day just after midsummer, and a very nice lunch he gave me before we parted, at a big hotel, in his smart uniform and all, and me no more than a private. We didnt talk any more about Steeger there, even when there was no one in hearing. He wouldnt say a word about that sort of thing indoors. Well, I thanked him for all he had done for me, and for remembering me like that, and giving me such a fine lunch; and away I went on a bus back to my barracks. And only a week later I got a letter from Linley. It just said, That job is all fixed up, and your C.O. has been written to. And I was sent for to the Orderly Room next morning and given a travelling warrant, and told to report at the War Office on the same day, for special duty, which would be told me when I got there. So off with me up to London and to the department of the War Office that I was ordered to go to, and there I was fitted with a suit of civilian clothes and given a ticket for a concert at the Albert Hall. What I had to do was to go to the seat whose number was on the ticket and sit there and take as much interest as I could in the music, and at the same time watch the man who would sit on my right. Thats all they told me while they were fitting me with my suit of clothes. And then Linley came in while they were brushing my hair, because they said it had too military a look; and Linley made everything clear to me. The concert he said was to be broadcast, and Steeger had chosen a seat right under the microphone, and that had been reported. They were still sure that he had got hold of the secret of the second front, and it was pretty certain that he would say something about it during the interval, and the whole world would hear him. Of course he had to be watched the whole time, but he would probably do it in the interval.

And how am I to stop him, sir? I asked.

Well, Ill be there, said Linley, on the other side of him, and I think Ill be able to stop him, but Ill be glad of your help, especially if he starts to shout out the name of the country that is going to be attacked. You must shout him down then, or stop him any other way. But we dont think hell do that; in fact its a thousand to one against, because hed give away that the enemy had been warned, and also hed be hanged, which he has taken a good deal of trouble to avoid so far. What he is almost certain to do is to signal, and Ill be watching for that, but I might be glad of your help.

And how are you going to stop him doing that, sir, if I might ask? I said.

Well just switch the wireless off, said Linley, the moment he starts anything.

Well, that was in the morning, and the same evening I was at the Albert Hall, sitting in a seat in the middle, right in front of the band, with a little thing slung on a wire just in front of me, only up in the air. That was the microphone. I knew it at once, because it was like nothing Id ever seen before, and a microphone would be like that. And then in came Linley and sat down on my right in the next chair but one. He didnt even look at me: he looked to his right and he looked to his left, but when he looked to his left he looked miles beyond me, even if he was looking at me, or at any rate yards. And then Steeger walked in. Id never seen him before; but, if I may say so without giving offence to anyone, I can always tell a murderer by a look at him. It was Steeger all right. And then the band struck up. It was what they call a symphony; by Beethoven; his fifth symphony they said, and there were going to be three intervals. Well, it was all very nice, and Steeger sat there listening and doing nothing. All through the first tune he never moved, or even opened his lips. And then the interval came. I watched him then like a cat watching a dog. For one moment I glanced at Linley, but he seemed only to be thinking of the music, turning it over in his mind like, with his right hand just inside his coat. He was in plain clothes too. Then I watched Steeger again. And then Steeger put his hand to his breast pocket and opened his mouth and drew in a breath. He was going to cough. One or two other people were coughing a bit too, little coughs they had bottled up while the band was playing. But Steeger was going to give a great big cough; you could tell that from the size of his breath. At the same moment Linley pulled out a red handkerchief. And then he gave me a quick look and a slight wave of his hand, to tell me not to do anything, for I was just leaning forward and wondering if I should. Then he sat back and thought of the music again; at least he looked very contented and comfortable. Steeger coughed all right, and I let him, having got that sign from Linley, and then he blew his nose rather noisily and then he blew it again and coughed again. Then he coughed once more and blew his nose once more and put his handkerchief away. Then he sat as quiet as Linley. And very soon the music began again. And Steeger never moved or opened his lips all through it. And when the next interval came I looked at Linley, but he just shook his head. And then Steeger took the deep breath and pulled out his handkerchief and Linley pulled out his, and Steeger gave the one cough again and the one blast on his nose, and then another blast and another cough, finishing up with a cough and a blast, just as he had done before. And then the band struck up again. A nice tune, I expect, if you could listen to it, but I was too busy for that: I was watching Steeger. Not that he did anything more, either during the tune or the next interval, or any more during the show: he never even sneezed. Well, there isnt really very much more to tell: Linley told me about it all afterwards; about what Steeger had done, I mean: a few days later there came the invasion of Sicily, and then Linley told me. He got me another days leave, on account of useful work he said Id done, though Im afraid it wasnt as useful as all that; in fact Id really done nothing, but I took my leave in spite of that, and I went up to London and I saw Linley. And he gave me a lunch again, which was very welcome, as it reminded me of old times, before all this war began and one thing and another. And then he told me what it was that Steeger had signalled. He had done it in morse, he said. A cough meant a short, and a blast on his nose meant long. And what he had signalled was Etna.

Why Etna? I asked.

Because it was so much shorter than Sicily, Linley said. Only six dots or dashes, he said, whereas Sicily would be nineteen, and Etna, he said, would be quite good enough. But it never got through. There was a man on the platform with his finger touching a button and watching Linley the whole time; and the moment he saw the red handkerchief his finger went down on the button and that cut the stuff off. Of course they started it again when the band struck up; and all that the audience missed, that is to say the world, was the sound of people shuffling in their seats, and here and there a musician tuning up, and all the little sounds you hear during an interval. So they didnt even have to explain what happened. But they had the explanation all ready in case they interrupted the music.

What was the explanation? I asked.

A technical hitch, said Linley.

Oh, and there is one other thing to tell. They told me to be as inconspicuous as possible and not to look like a soldier, and not to seem as if I was watching him. So I thought the best thing to do was to give up being me at all, the me that I am now, I mean, and to go back to the older one, which is the real me really; that is to say, if you ask my opinion about it, but perhaps nobody really knows very much about himself, or what he really is. Well, I went up to Steeger as he was going away and I said how bad these times were for business, and for everything else, and you could get nothing nowadays, not even Numnumo; but that better times would be coming and Numnumo would be on the market again, and I was a traveller for it, which I was able to prove because I had one or two of the old forms in my pocket, and would he care to book an order? And he would get a bottle as soon as the war was over, and at the old price, and even below that price if he took half a dozen, and nothing to pay till the goods arrived. And I got his order for half a dozen, and he filled in his name and address on the form. Cornelius Westerhouse he filled it in, 94 Bapham Road, Wandsworth. Of course I knew there was no such road, and there wouldnt have been anybody called Cornelius Westerhouse; but somehow it warmed my blood to be doing the old work again, and it gave me a sudden thrill.


THE TWO ASSASSINS

I DONT know if you will remember me. I have told you one or two tales about Mr Linley. My name is Smethers. Mr Linley is worth remembering; a wonderful brain he has; but you wouldnt remember me. I have been into a good many of your houses, for all that. I push Numnumo, as some of you may remember, and a good many of you may have thought I havent got into your house. But youd be wrong there. Some of you may have said: We dont have any of that muck, and closed the front door, and you may have thought that was the end of it. But you forget the back door, and I can always get in there. Thats why most of you have Numnumo in your kitchens, whether you know it or not. Well Im not going to talk about Numnumo today, though I havent stopped doing so by any means, but today I am going to tell you about Mr Linley. It was like this; the President of San Paradiso had come to London, and was going to appear at a big reception. And, to make a long story short, Scotland Yard had received information that he was going to be murdered there; and the Government were especially keen that he should not be. I neednt go into the reasons why they didnt want it to happen; but the effect in San Paradiso, if it did happen, was going to be very considerable, and there was a pretty big bunch of Paradisians who were determined to do it, and our Government was very keen they shouldnt. Thats how things were, when suddenly word came to Scotland Yard that Don Hualdoz was in it. I neednt tell you much about him either, but hed had a hand in that sort of thing before, often. And they said all down the Paradisian coast that he never had failed yet; far less been caught. And the way he did it was merely by thinking. Hed read what all the other assassins had done, and get to know what was expected; then hed try something new. Scotland Yard was no end worried, because assassinations in San Paradiso were nearly always successful; and with Paradisians after the President, and led by Don Hualdoz, they looked likely enough to pull it off again. And it wouldnt do in London. For a variety of reasons it would make a situation that the Government didnt want to arise just then. And what seemed particularly bad to Scotland Yard was that Don Hualdoz was then on the far side of San Paradiso, about as far away from here as he well could be; and that was known to be a habit of his whenever he had anything big in hand; if he wanted an alibi, he always had it good. So his movement so far West looked a little ominous, and Scotland Yard was taking every precaution, and it was only by the merest chance that they asked Linley. One of them seems to have said that they might ask him, and most of the rest were against it, and one of them said one extra precaution might not do any harm. Thats how it was. So one of them goes to Linley and tells him about it, in a kind of a way, without letting out too much information. And somehow Linley gets the idea, from the way the detective was skating round the subject, rather than from anything that he said, that what they were frightened of was Don Hualdoz. Well, that was a little while before the war, and Linley and I was still sharing a flat: the flats all gone now, and theres willowherb growing there. We was sharing a flat, and Linley tells me in confidence all about it, as soon as the sleuth goes out. And do you know what he spends most of his time doing? While the sleuth was with him, I mean. He asks him how he thinks they are going to murder the President, and the sleuth tells him about various weapons, small automatics chiefly, and Linley tells him it wont be any of these. And the sleuth asks him why, and he tells him its because they are what he expects, and in a big scheme like that those fellows from San Paradiso wouldnt come all this way to do something they were expected to do, and get caught before they had done it. And it was a big scheme all right, because they were out to have their little share in wrecking the world, and it would have made a lot of enemies for us if their scheme had come off, and we couldnt afford to have enemies just then; hadnt got guns enough. Well, when Linley goes on telling the man from Scotland Yard that none of the weapons he mentions is going to be used, he asks Linley how the man is going to commit a murder without weapons; and Linley doesnt know, and asks for time. And he spends a lot of it that evening thinking; talking to me sometimes, but mostly thinking. And an idea comes to him just before supper, and a funny idea it was; and, if he hadnt solved one or two mysteries for them before, they would never have listened to him. This was Linleys scheme, and he got them to take it up. The reception was going to be in one of those big halls that they used to have in London; but that was before Goerings time. They were to have it two days after the man from Scotland Yard called on Linley; and of course Scotland Yard was going to have detectives out on their own, I saw at least a hundred of them, when the day came and I went to have a look, and of course there may have been some that I couldnt recognize; but they let Linley work his scheme too, and lucky they did. This was Linleys idea, and he only came to it after hours of thinking: hed thought out all the ways they might murder the President, at least he tried to, and just about supper-time he saw light as it were, and the light showed him that he was never going to find out what those fellows were going to do, nor Scotland Yard either. That, Linley told me, was his really big discovery, the bright flash that lit up the whole problem and made everything clear. He said he found everything easy after that. That was the big idea. And the next one sort of followed on quite naturally. And I dont know how he got Scotland Yard to let him work it, but they did. Seemed silly to me, but then Im not a deep thinker; I push Numnumo, and I only have to think a little bit deeper than the people who buy it. And I dont pretend thats deep. Well Linley, he says that its no use looking out for a man with a revolver strapped to a belt, nor even to search pockets for a quite little pistol. And one reason was that Scotland Yard had already announced publicly that everyone attending the reception would have to be searched for weapons, except those who had pink tickets, and I didnt see any pink tickets being shown, myself, when it came to it. And another reason was that anything obvious of that sort was apparently regarded by Don Hualdoz as merely vulgar. So that really there were two safeguards, one of them a search for weapons by the police, and another the very strong probability that no one would have any. Of course that brings us up once more against the problem of how they were going to assassinate the President of San Paradiso without weapons. But against that they had to put pretty copious information, however they got it, that it was going to be done. Well, Linley asks for half a dozen men, and carte blanche to detain whom he pleases and not let them go any further than the vestibule to the big room where the reception was going to be. Pretty high-handed of course; but better be high-handed with half a dozen men than infuriate three-quarters of San Paradiso, the three-quarters that didnt want the President shot. And the German ambassador was being perfectly charming just then to everybody he met, which was in itself a little bit ominous. Linley explained his scheme to me, and I said to him at the time, But you cant arrest a man because he is wearing a purple waistcoat.

I dont care, said Linley: it is the only way.

This was his scheme. He began by admitting that there was no way of working out the plans of Don Hualdoz, so far as he could see. Thered be something tricky about them that Linley hadnt been able to think of, and thered be something out of the ordinary in the execution of them that wouldnt show on the surface. At least, so Linley thought. So he said the only thing to do would be not to look for machine-guns or anything like that, but to suspect anything they saw that might be out of the ordinary. You see, he gave Don Hualdoz the credit for being too clever for him, and he gave his men the credit for being able to get into that reception without any bulge in their pockets, or anything inside their pockets that you could see if you looked. I dont know how much he knew about Don Hualdoz, or how he found it out; but he somehow knew that, among the people who call that kind of thing politics, Don Hualdoz was an extremely astute politician, and he realized, as only a clever man like Linley would ever have done, that he could no more foresee one of Don Hualdozs big political schemes than, good chess-player though he was, he could have beaten Capablanca. And Capablanca came from the American continent too, and gave his brains to one of the few things that a brilliant man can work at without doing the world any harm; while Don Hualdoz, being more practical, went another way. So Linley knew he was dealing with someone whose plans were out of the ordinary; and, though he counted on the men that would be sent to carry them out being innocent-looking enough, he fancied there would be something about them that would be out of the ordinary too. That doesnt seem much of a clue, and so I said to Linley. But what he said to me was that, though there would be plenty of mistakes, if he stopped every man that had anything unusual about him he would get the right man among them. As I said, it seemed silly to me.

Well, the day came round and I went to the Hall to see what would happen, and there was Linley standing inside the door with six men close to him, reading newspapers in the dingy light of the vestibule, if you could call it light. I went on to the Hall and that was a blaze of light, and everybody waiting for the President. Just as I got inside I heard a bit of a row, behind me in the vestibule, and Linley had got his first man. He had stopped him because he was wearing an odd sort of watch-chain with a big cameo on it, an odd thing to wear on a watch-chain but no harm in it, as far as I could see; and he was taken away to a little room, swearing. Then came a man with a very odd pair of boots, and he went the same way. I wondered how Linley was able to get the police to do it. But the Government was frightened and Scotland Yard darent neglect anything, and Linleys six men had orders to do what he said. I went out of the Hall again then, and back to the vestibule, because it looked as if things were going to be more exciting there. And the next man Linley stopped was wearing a little bow as a tie-pin, a thin bit of horn no more than two inches long, with a golden string, and a little quiver of gold lying across it. He made no end of a row, but he had to go away to the little room. Then came a man with a carved walking-stick perfectly solid and harmless, but out of the ordinary; and he went swearing away to the same room as the rest. Linley seemed to have no trouble in getting as many detectives as he wanted, for, though some remained in the room to watch his prisoners, he still had six men round him. He made two more arrests that seemed to be equally frivolous, and I wondered how he was going to avoid six charges of false imprisonment, or whatever you call odd dealings of that sort. And then came a man with a coat of a curious cut. I will say it was an odd cut; I could see that for myself; but hardly enough to arrest a man. He made no end of a row, but he had to go. Linley had seven of them altogether. I got into the room where they all were. Linley let me come in. The detectives werent keen on having me. I got the idea that they thought things were going all wrong and that they had arrested seven wrong men. I mean innocent ones. And I fancied that the fewer who saw what had happened, the pleaseder theyd be. But Linley got me in. Linley knew hed arrested some wrong ones too, but what he calculated on was having the right ones among them. And sure enough he had. The detectives were looking at him to see what he wanted to do next. But Linley sat quite still on a wooden chair, listening to his prisoners protesting. And after a while I saw a look come into his face, as though he had spotted something. There was so much noise going on that I noticed nothing particular myself. The President had not arrived yet. He told me afterwards what he had spotted, Linley did. He said every man was protesting personally about his grievance, and they certainly were. But what Linley said was that after a while two men began to agree with some of the others, and to support them, and to say what a shame it was. I didnt particularly notice them myself, though, when Linley reminded me of it, I do remember one or two of them being quieter than the rest and trying to be helpful to some of the others. That didnt make me suspect them; rather the other way. But Linley said that thats what made him separate them from the rest; so that there were five men raging about their personal grievances and two men quietly encouraging them. Linley worked out from that that those two wanted to get the attention away from themselves on to a perfectly just grievance against the police, which they shared with five others; whereas those five others were thinking and talking hard about themselves, each one of them of his own particular case. I believe the five of them were given £50 each. Seems a lot of money. But, when the fate of things like nations is at stake, I imagine a few cheques for £50 dont go for very much. And they gave one of the men a new walking-stick, because they had examined his so closely that they had spoiled it. Ill tell you about the other two. Linley said that the one with the little bow in his tie, with the gold cord and gold quiver, had the bow made of rhinoceros horn, and it was a perfectly good bow, for a small child. In the gold quiver were two tiny arrows, with just the feathers showing. When the police took the arrows out of the quiver they found they had in their hands a perfect weapon, even if it had only a range of a few yards. But at a reception anybody can go right up to the chief man. Thats how they shot President McKinley thirty odd years ago. Well, the ends of the arrows were greasy, and they smelt. And the police got them analysed. It seems they were smeared with decayed caterpillars, one of the deadliest poisons on earth, a secret of the Kalahari. I dont think they have any cure for it even there, and theres certainly none in Europe. A machine-gun is a merciful thing compared with that little arrow; and nothing like as certain. And the other man too; he was just as bad; the man with the curious coat. He had been sent in case the first man should fail. The coat was rather like a British warm, and dyed the same colour. But it wasnt the same material. It was all guncotton. And there was a little arrangement for striking a light under the flap of a pocket, and a bit of an instantaneous fuse, and a little cap of fulminate of mercury, which is the stuff that you use in order to send off guncotton. There was enough guncotton in that coat to have blown up a lot of people, but they didnt mind that so long as they got the President, the people that sent the man in the coat didnt. And the man of course would have gone into fine mince too. They didnt mind that either. He was to go up close to the President and shake hands with him and touch off the charge with his left hand at the same time, if the other man missed with his arrow. And then thered have been plenty of trouble for us starting in San Paradiso; and thats what the Germans were waiting for. The funny thing was they never charged those two men. Preferred to keep the thing quiet.


KRIEGBLUTS DISGUISE

ONE day a little before the war; in 1938 it was, I think; any way Mr Linley and I were still in that flat that there used to be; and Mr Linley says to me one evening all of a sudden, and all about nothing in particular: I think they like to have spies walking about.

Who do? I asks.

Scotland Yard, he says.

What spies? I says to him.

German ones, says Mr Linley.

And then he tells me the story of the German spy they were after, one of the kind they didnt like to have about, the kind they didnt know the address of. They couldnt catch him, you see, and they comes to Mr Linley. That is to say Inspector Ulton does. Ive mentioned him before. Hed come a day or two ago and talked with Mr Linley, while I was out, pushing Numnumo. And it was like this: there was a lot of spies in England just then, and they rather liked to see them, like I said; because, when there was spies about, all they had to do was to take their addresses and watch who came to visit them, and of course read their letters, and so they got to know something of what was going on. But there was one spy they were afraid of. For one thing they didnt know his address, didnt even know if he was in England; and for another, and I fancy that was their chief reason, he was too clever for them, and they knew it. A man named Kriegblut. Well, things werent too good in England in those days in the way of defences, and it was rather important not to let the Germans know quite how weak we were. Aerodromes and anti-aircraft batteries they let the ordinary spies see; the more they saw the better, really; and they reported to Hitler in the ordinary way. But this man Kriegblut was a man who could understand things. He wasnt interested in our aerodromes. It was our weakness that he was watching, the defences that werent there, if you see what I mean. He was dangerous. And then they had the uneasy feeling, Scotland Yard did, that he would not only find out all they were afraid of his finding out, but a great deal more, being cleverer than what they was. Perhaps I havent made it very clear, but any way they had the idea that Kriegblut was about the most dangerous man in the world, and pretty sure to be in England, but they couldnt find where he was, and could Mr Linley help them? That wasnt exactly the way they put it: what they said was that they thought Mr Linley might be interested in helping to trace this man, knowing how much he had interested himself in work of that nature. But it meant the same thing. Well, Mr Linley says he would be glad to take a look, and Inspector Ulton gives him a lot of details, but he warns Mr Linley they wont be much good, on account of Kriegbluts knack of disguising himself. For instance he tells him, Inspector Ulton does, that Kriegblut is about 5 feet, 6 inches in height, but he tells him at the same time that he has been seen going about at different times, he didnt say where, and been reported as being 5 foot 8, and at other times as being 5 foot 4. Height is of course the hardest thing to alter, and, if he could do that, it didnt seem much use to trouble about his complexion or the colour of his hair. The colour of his eyes was something more to go by, but he was rather fond of tinted glasses of different shades, which all helped to make a certain amount of confusion. Blue, his eyes were really; but so are a lot of other peoples. The trouble was they had no idea where he was, Scotland Yard hadnt, and they liked to be able to lay a finger on their spies when they wanted them. I remember a gentleman telling me once that bucks will feed in India quite contented while they can see the tiger, but the moment he disappears they get uneasy and go off their feed. It was rather like that with us: Kriegblut was waiting to destroy us, and nobody knew where he was. Well, the thing worries Mr Linley at first, because he hadnt got much to go on. But he soon makes up his mind that Kriegblut will be in England. Where else would he be? And then he gets a great album from Scotland Yard, with photographs of all the disguises that spies have ever been known to use, and he settles down to study it; and that was what I found him doing that evening, when he says to me about Scotland Yard liking to have spies walking about. Its getting on their nerves, he says, not being able to see a trace of Kriegblut.

Youll soon find him, I says.

Not so soon as all that, he says. Hes cleverer than Scotland Yard.

But hell not be cleverer than you, I says.

I dont know about that, says Mr Linley. If hes cleverer than them, hes pretty clever. The only gleam of light there is on the situation is that hes not as clever as Hitler.

How do you know that? I says.

Well, Hitler wouldnt let him live if he was, says Mr Linley. He doesnt like them too clever. But he gets them pretty clever for all that. Its a difficult problem.

Then he goes back to his album and is poring over it for the rest of the evening. Album did I say? There was twelve volumes of it, and fat ones.

How have you got on? I says to him next morning. For he looks worried, and I thinks I will try to cheer him up.

Ive looked through all the disguises that Scotland Yard knows, he says.

You must have been up all night, I says.

I have, he says, and its only the start.

What disguise do you think hell be using? I says to him. And I gets rather a surprise when he answers, but then I always does when I talks with Mr Linley. Surprising he is always, at least to me.

None of them, he says. But thats only the beginning. We only know all the disguises he wont use. A man like that will have something original, and weve got to find out what it is, if Scotland Yard cant do it.

Nice of Mr Linley, that we. He was always doing little things like that, little kindnesses you would hardly notice if you didnt know Mr Linley. Of course I knew my brains werent going to be no more use to his than if a jockey riding the Derby was to ask a stable-boy to help by pushing behind. But it was nice of him to say we. Well, we both agreed that Kriegblut would be in England: Scotland Yard wouldnt be that worried unless he were somewhere close. And they probably knew something of our awful weakness. And how much there was for Kriegblut to find out! Things looked all right to me, good solid houses standing all round one, but they werent right really. I made a few suggestions, but they werent any good, and then I went out for the day to push Numnumo.

When I came back in the evening Mr Linley was still puzzling over disguises.

Have you thought of anything? I asked.

No, he says, he is among us somewhere, and nobody recognizes him.

What about a Chinaman, I said, or a policeman, or perhaps an engine-driver?

But those suggestions werent any good either. Mr Linley wasnt doing it like that, not merely getting a bright idea, I mean, like my idea of a Chinaman or a policeman. He had some way of working things out; thinking over disguise after disguise and somehow finding out why Kriegblut wouldnt use them. I dont know how he did it. The disguises in the album he told me about: simply that a man like Kriegblut would find something new. But though knocking out a few thousand disguises might get him half way, it wouldnt really get him any nearer, if you know what I mean. It wouldnt tell him which of the thousand which remained Kriegblut might have selected. Nor I didnt see how he was going to do it. And then he told me; told me the principle, I mean. You must have hundreds of pictures of disguises in those albums, I said.

Many thousand, says Mr Linley.

And how many are there left that are not in the album? I asked.

It isnt quite that, he said. This man Kriegblut is of outstanding intelligence, and hell only use something pretty good. What we must try to do is to fit a remarkable plan to a remarkable mind.

Are the Germans as clever as all that? I asked Mr Linley.

No, he said, but they have vast resources, and we must no more think they cant lay their hands on a brilliant brain or two than we must suppose they cant lay their hands on uranium.

Whats uranium? I asked, for we hadnt heard much of it in those days. But I found that Mr Linley didnt know much of it either.

What are you going to do? I asked him then.

Im going to try to get my brain to work the way his works, if it can, he says, and try and find some disguise that would be clever enough for him. Hes pretty sure to be here, and probably Scotland Yard know that, in a way; so he must have a disguise. Weve got to find it.

And how are you going to do that? I asked.

Only by studying his particular wits, and trying to find a scheme that would suit them, he says.

Well, of course that was all beyond me, not having the brains of Kriegblut.

What about …? I says. But I stopped, because I knew it wouldnt be any good. And I think Mr Linley knows that it wont be any good too; for he says, You see it isnt only the disguise of his looks we must think of. Every spy must have an occupation or calling that entirely accounts for his being wherever he is. Thats the most important part of the disguise. And he must be able to do it as well as anyone he may meet who is doing the same job. A spy without an avocation is as unnatural as a man without a shadow, he says.

Well, I didnt think it was so hard after all, when he says that; for there are thousands of disguises, and a good many still left, even after Mr Linley had eliminated the ones that he said he had, but there arent so many jobs as all that that a man can follow in England. So I tries again, and I says What about a barber? But Mr Linley says, No. Too much competition. A spy of the class of Kriegblut, he says, doesnt mix himself up with a crowd of ordinary ones. A barbers shop, he says, is known all over the world as the best place to get military information. Both sides use it, and of course its thoroughly combed by detectives. It would be too common to suit a man like Kriegblut. Wouldnt suit him at all. No, he wouldnt be a barber.

Well, I says, what would he be then?

Something we havent thought of, says Mr Linley.

There was a bit of a silence then, because I felt I couldnt think of anything more, nothing that would be useful like. And Mr Linley got no new idea neither, and I had to go off to push Numnumo. I didnt push it well that day. I let people say they didnt want it, and all kind of things that I never allow them to say when Im feeling at my best. One of them said it was muck, and I let him leave it at that. That is just the kind of thing that it is my job to disprove. But I was thinking all the time of Mr Linley there in the flat with his wonderful brain, and he not being able to do anything with it. I pushed a few bottles in spite of that, and then home I went and there was Mr Linley, and you could see at a glance he hadnt got anything yet. He said very little; just asked how Numnumo had gone; and we had tea as usual. I got him back to the subject after a cup of tea and asks him if he makes out yet where Kriegblut is.

Of course hes here, says Mr Linley.

And how does he get away with it? I asks.

It beats me, says poor Mr Linley.

Oh, dont say that, I says.

It stands to reason hell be here, Mr Linley says. And Scotland Yard cant find any trace of him. Inspector Ulton was here again after youd gone, and I could tell him nothing.

Couldnt you really? I says.

No, he says. Ive been thinking. Ive been working it out, but I cant do it. It wont come out. Theres no answer.

I hadnt heard him so depressed before. How was you trying to work it like? I says to him.

Been looking at photographs of Kriegblut, he says, and reading about him, and then trying to picture a man that would be just as unlike him as possible. Possible, I mean, with the material at his disposal, which is a blue-eyed German of 5 foot 6, that has to be made so that he cannot be recognized.

A Zulu, I says, or a nice little schoolgirl.

Well, he says, that sort of thing. Something as unlike Kriegblut as he can manage. Only I cant think what.

Well, I goes on talking and trying to help till I cant get any further, and it seems to me that for once Mr Linley is beaten; and I dont like to say that to him, and I dont want to say I cant think any more, and I thinks of a phrase I heard a customer use when I was trying to push a bottle or so of Numnumo on to him. A smart phrase that doesnt mean anything much, but sounds clever. I remembers little phrases like that, and sometimes they comes in handy. I remembers them so as to use them on another customer. Theyll flummox me a bit at the time perhaps; but I dont mind that, because Ill flummox one of them a bit later on. We are only arguing in a circle, I says.

Thats a light from Heaven, says Mr Linley.

What? I says.

What you said, he replies.

Well, that puzzles me. But then Mr Linley always does.

What do you mean? I asks.

Its the very thing, he says.

What is? I asked.

What you said, he says again.

And then he explains to me: Ive been thinking of all the disguises, he said, that are just about the opposite of what Kriegblut is, and theres none of them that will fit with anyone that the police have watched, and theyve watched pretty well everybody by now.

Yes, I thought I saw one or two people looking a bit inquisitive, I says, as I was going my rounds.

Ive suggested scores of disguises, he says; scores of types of men to watch. And hes not there. Id have been lost without you.

Without me? I says.

Yes, he said. Your suggestion solves it.

Well it didnt solve it to me, for all the credit he gave me. And theres men that would give you no credit even if you had solved it. But Mr Linley did. And it was all Greek to me. That remark of mine didnt mean nothing to me even when I said it. Meant nothing at any time.

But will you catch Kriegblut? I says.

Yes, he says, we will get him now. And all thanks to you.

I was still quite in the dark. But sure enough they caught him. Over our supper Mr Linley explained it to me. Kriegblut is a great spy, he says. We all knew that; and yet I wasnt giving him credit enough. I was only working out the kind of disguises that an ordinary clever man would use. Which was silly of me. And I ought to have been looking for some disguise that no spy had ever used before. I was just trying to think of disguises that would make him as unlike a spy as possible. Anyone could do that. Most of them do.

Well, he goes to the telephone then and talks to Scotland Yard. They dont like talking on the telephone much. But all he said was so simple, there didnt seem any harm in it. All he said was to take a look at their spies; the ones they knows of, I mean. And then he gives a little description of the kind of man to look for among them. You see, the police had been combing every type of man in London and round the aerodromes and at every seaport; all except one type. One type was safe, and Kriegblut knew it, and that was what he went for. It was as Mr Linley said at the beginning, Scotland Yard likes to have a few German spies running about; its like deer in a park to them; they likes to watch them. And other spies comes to them, and they watch them too. So they just leaves a few hundred of them at large. And Kriegblut disguised himself as one of them. And there was the biggest spy in Europe going about with a heavy sandy moustache on him, and a fat neck and a red face and a German accent, and six schoolgirls reporting him every day, not counting a hundred other people, and the police just smiling and telling them that he was only Dutch. Yes, Mr Linley describes a typical German spy to Inspector Ulton, a stage spy I should have said, and in doing it he describes Kriegblut, as he was just then. And they catches him, clicking his heels and talking with a thick accent. I dont know what became of Kriegblut; one never does hear much of those sort of people. I think they just interned him, or they may have executed him, or perhaps they used him and made him do jobs for us. One never knows.


THE MUG IN THE GAMBLING HELL

SMETHERS is my name. You wont remember me. But perhaps you may remember about the two bottles of relish that I told you about. Or maybe youve forgotten them. I wish I could. It was a nasty story. Well, it was Mr Linley that found out all about them. So one day they came to him again, Scotland Yard did; that is to say Inspector Ulton. It was when I was sharing that flat with him that I told you about, way back before the war, a long time. But you wont remember that. Anyway, I was, and a very fine flat too, but that is neither here nor there. Inspector Ulton comes in and asks if he could talk to Mr Linley for a moment. And Mr Linley says Certainly, and somehow they dont seem to mind me. Thats how it all began.

Its like this, says Inspector Ulton. Theres a young man called Alpit, with a flat in Minor Canon Street, and we had complete news of him from several sources, which have all been carefully checked, up to 7 p.m. on the night of March 19th. Then he went out, wearing a dinner jacket and black tie, to go to a party he said, but he didnt say where, and has never been heard of since.

Curious, said Mr Linley.

Very, said the inspector.

Sounds like murder to me, I said. And that seemed to be a word that the inspector didnt like. For he said rather sharply, There has been no suggestion of such a thing, and turned away from me and went on talking to Mr Linley. What he said to Mr Linley was, I didnt let you know about it before; but we had no facts to give you, and it took us a long time to get any. For some weeks it was a complete mystery, a perfect vanishing trick. But we found out at last where he went, and we thought you might have some idea as to who had done it, that is to say if anyone has. And I thought he looked rather sharply at me, as though he didnt want any of my suggestions. So, whether he did or not, I went on saying nothing.

Where did he go? said Mr Linley.

He went to a gambling-hell, said Inspector Ulton. Well, that may not be the correct word for it. They called it a gentlemans club. But they kept its address very secret, and gambling with unlimited stakes is what it was for. What it really was was a flat that was owned by a man and his wife; and this young fellow Alpit was what they called a member, and another man called Haggers. That was all that were there that night, and there may have been a few other members; members was what they called them. But it was just a collection really of crooks and mugs, more mugs than crooks of course, because they were the people this pretty pair really wanted, with a crook or two to help them get the money if it wasnt coming as easily as it should; just as a shepherd may use a sheepdog or two, but he doesnt eat them, the only good meat being the mutton. Well, on that particular night, the 19th of March, there were only those four there, three crooks I should say almost certainly, and the one mug, this young fellow Alpit; and he was only twenty. Well, of course you cant have a flat without somebody to look after it, and they had a man that they called the hall porter of the Green Baize club. Thats what they called it, and of course when we got the address we naturally questioned this man, as we had every right to do, no force or inducement whatever having been used. That should be clearly understood.

Quite so, I said, because he seemed to be looking at me. But he paid no attention.

Of course he answered our questions, Inspector Ulton went on, and it wasnt our business to stop him talking, so we heard a good deal. That is to say we heard all that happened at what they call the Green Baize club. What happened afterwards we cant be quite sure of, and were wondering if you might have any idea that would help us.

What happened at their club? says Mr Linley.

There was high play, says Inspector Ulton, and pound-notes handed round in big bundles, and one of two things must have happened, this young man Alpit must have lost or won. If he lost it would look like suicide. Any really big casinos abroad where high stakes are the rule have everything all ready for suicides. We should hear a lot more of those tragedies if they didnt. Suicide is quite a regular thing where there is high gambling; I mean quite as regular as rain at a test match; and one looks for it accordingly. The other possibility is that he won. Not likely with a young fellow like that among people like them; but we have to consider it. In that case we should like to interview the man who lost, as he might be able to throw some light on what happened. Or somebody who may have followed him in the street, knowing that his pockets were full of money; he might be able to throw some light on it too. We should like to interview him.

It seemed to me there was a third possibility; this young gentleman might have come out about level. I didnt like to suggest it to the inspector, because he didnt look as if he wanted suggestions from me; but I did just say to Mr Linley, What about his coming out about level?

But Mr Linley said, No, no, Smethers. Mathematically x can equal y as easily as anything else; but to account for such a climax as that, however it happened, one looks for something big; big losses or big winnings, as I take it there always were at this club, Inspector.

Well, thats what the little idea of this couple was, said the inspector.

Mr Linley thought for a while, and then he said, Its not for me to make any suggestions as to how you do your work, or to interfere with your methods.

No? said the inspector, as Mr Linley hesitated.

But it seems to me, went on Mr Linley, you might question that hall porter a little bit more.

Well, we might, said the inspector.

See if he cant remember who it was that won, says Mr Linley, and roughly about how much.

Well, its always the couple that own that flat, said the inspector.

Still, I should ask him, said Mr Linley.

And thats all that was said on that occasion. It must have been nearly a week later when Inspector Ulton came in again.

That young man Alpit, he said, won a thousand pounds.

Was he paid? asked Mr Linley.

Yes, said the inspector, in packets of one-pound notes.

I see, says Mr Linley. Then his pockets must have bulged a good deal.

Yes, says the inspector.

And then to my great astonishment Mr Linley says, Im afraid I cant help you.

The inspector seemed surprised too, for he had never come to Mr Linley, not to my knowledge, without getting some remark from him that would completely smooth out the mystery, or whatever it might have been that was troubling the inspector. But now he just says, I cant help you.

After a bit the inspector says, Then perhaps Id better be going.

Im sorry, says Mr Linley then. But its like this. You dont come to me for the obvious, and Ive nothing to tell you but that. Your mysteries go rather as chess-problems do, as a rule. Something one hasnt thought of. But not the obvious.

And what is obvious about this, if I may ask? says the inspector.

Oh, merely, says Mr Linley, that it would be murder and not suicide, because, however secret the scene of either, a good deal of work is needed to hide a body, so that it requires a live man to do that, a murderer and not a suicide.

Yes, wed thought of that, says the inspector.

I think Mr Linley must have been completely put out, because Ive never seen him like that before, and I dont think hed have said what he did if he hadnt been. What he says is, Take a careful look.

Well, of course the police had been doing nothing else for weeks, and I could see that Inspector Ulton didnt like it. I cant think why Mr Linley could have said it, except for that. So he says, Take a careful look, and the inspector goes away.

Beaten you, I says. I couldnt help it. And I dont know if that bucked him up. But something did. For he had been silent a long time before I spoke, and for a bit more after that; and then he says, No. Its merely that it isnt a problem at all. Youre looking for something out of the ordinary; so is Inspector Ulton, or he wouldnt have come to me. So was I at first. But its no problem; its all too ordinary. Thats why weve overlooked it. There are more ordinary things in the world than you think, Smethers. Cant you see what happened?

Well, no, I says.

And I couldnt. It was no use asking me.

Think again, says Mr Linley.

But it wasnt any use. I havent a clue, I says.

Ill give you one, Mr Linley says. I was wrong about the murder. It wasnt a murder.

Suicide, then, I says.

No. Wronger still, says Mr Linley. And he goes on like this. If it had been a suicide theyd have found the body at once. If he had been murdered by somebody following him in the street, whether the man who lost the money, or somebody attracted by the bulge of his pockets, the body couldnt have been so hidden at once in London that the police would never have found it in two or three weeks. It couldnt be done.

Then what do you think happened? I asked.

The young man simply walked away, he said.

Walked away? I says. Why?

Ive been thinking of that, says Mr Linley. Not because he was afraid of the gang. Nothing so exciting. They were accustomed to gambling there: that kind of thing went on every night. And not because he had cheated, and knew that they would make it unpleasant for him. They would never have paid him if he had. No, you must look abroad for that body. Some pleasant place on the continent. And quite alive too.

Then whatever is he afraid of? I asks.

Their revenge, says Mr Linley.

But cant the police protect him? I asks.

No, Mr Linley says. Not against that kind of revenge. A young man like that, who they say had never been to that gambling-hell before, goes out probably to risk a pound or two, and wins a thousand. I dont know how. Too big for ground bait. Sheer luck, I suppose,

But whats their revenge? I asks.

Simply that, by all the rules of gambling, hes got to come and play again. He doesnt seem to be quite the fool that he looks, going into a club like that at the age of twenty. He has the sense to see, says Mr Linley, that hes ruined now, and a thousand pounds will never stave it off. Hes got to go on until they get it back; and theyll take the rest of what he has got with it. No, its too obvious and too simple to be worth while telling them at Scotland Yard. Still, you might ring up Inspector Ulton for me. You know the number. You hear it on the B.B.C. nearly every day. And say just these words from me, nothing more: Look for him along the Riviera.


THE CLUE

YES, said Smethers, Mr Linley is a wonderful man.

Smethers was being interviewed by a man from The Daily Rumour, who would far sooner have interviewed Linley. But Linley would not talk about himself, and so they had gone to Smethers.

I understand that you lived in the same flat with him, said the journalist.

Thats right, said Smethers. I did for a couple of years.

And what was the most remarkable case in which he took part? said the interviewer, a young man of the name of Ribbert.

I couldnt say that, said Smethers. Ive seen so many of them.

Youve told us of some, said Ribbert.

Well, I have, said Smethers.

Are there any that you havent told us about? asked Ribbert.

Well, yes, said Smethers. There was the case of Mr Ebright, who was lured to an empty house by a telephone call, and there murdered. You could find an empty house before the war, if you looked for it; and this man had found his way in, through a window at the back, the police said, and had lured Mr Ebright there somehow, and was waiting for him when he came. You may remember the case.

I think I do, said the journalist.

There were no clues in it, Smethers went on, no clues at all; not what you would really call clues. And that was what brought the detective in charge of the case to Mr Linley, and that is why you might call it one of his cleverest bits of work. The detective thought Mr Linley might help him, because he was Inspector Ulton who had been helped by Mr Linley before. I was there at the time, when Inspector Ulton came in, and after theyd said Howdydo, he says to Mr Linley, Theres a case with a certain amount of mystery about it, and we thought that you might perhaps have some idea that would help us.

What are the facts? asks Mr Linley.

There are very few of them, says the inspector. Its a case of murder.

I was surprised to hear him say that, because its a word that Inspector Ulton never seemed to like to use. But he used it this time. He was killed with a hammer or some such object, Inspector Ulton says. His skull was battered in, and the hammer, or whatever it was, had been cleaned on a bit of newspaper. The body wasnt found until two days later, so that the murderer got a good start. We know it was premeditated murder, not only because the dead man, Mr Ebright, was lured there by a telephone call, but because there are no fingerprints except his in the whole house. And that means the murderer must have been wearing gloves all the time, even when he was doing a crossword, which is the only thing besides the sheet of bloody newspaper that had been left in the room in which the dead man was lying, a bare room in an unoccupied house in a little street near Sydenham.

How do you know that it was he that did the crossword? asks Mr Linley.

Because he would have been doing it while he was waiting for the other man to come, says Inspector Ulton. He must have got there first so as to let Mr Ebright in.

Yes, that is so, Mr Linley says. Could you let me see the crossword?

Its only an ordinary crossword, says Inspector Ulton. And all the letters are done in capitals, which give us no clue to his handwriting.

Still, I would like to take a look at it, says Mr Linley.

And Inspector Ulton takes an envelope out of his pocket and pulls out a torn sheet of newspaper. There it is, he says. Its been tested for fingerprints, and there are none there.

And there was the crossword, nearly all filled in.

He must have waited a long time for his victim, says Mr Linley.

We thought of that, says the inspector. But it didnt get us any further.

I think the crossword will, says Mr Linley.

The crossword? says the inspector, looking a little puzzled.

I dont know, says Mr Linley. Let me look at it. I think that it may.

And he looks at it for quite a long while. And then he says to Inspector Ulton, Who did it? Which seemed odd to me at the time. But he explained to me afterwards that they usually know at Scotland Yard who has committed a murder, but that what they want to know is how to prove it. But Inspector Ulton only says, We dont know.

And then Mr Linley asks, What was the motive?

Ah, says Inspector Ulton, if I could tell you that, we wouldnt need to trouble you. The motive would lead us to the man like a foot-track. But theres no motive and no clue, or none that have ever come our way.

And Mr Linley goes on looking at the crossword, and Inspector Ulton says, What do you make of it?

A friend of his, says Mr Linley. Which was hardly the right word to use of somebody who had murdered him. But that was Mr Linleys way of putting things. Always a bit whimsical he was.

A friend? is all that Inspector Ulton says.

Someone of his acquaintance, says Mr Linley. Or he couldnt have lured him to go to that deserted house.

But that was getting nobody any forrarder. For Inspector Ulton says, We had thought of that, and had gone carefully over the list of all the people he knew. But the trouble is there are seventy-five of them. It would be one of those, as you say. But we cant very well put seventy-five men on trial.

No, says Mr Linley. The dock wouldnt hold them all.

But one could see that Inspector Ulton doesnt think that very funny. And then Mr Linley goes on, But I think I can whittle them down a bit for you. To begin with, he has one of those new fountain pens that will write for weeks on end without refilling them. Not quite everybody has one. So that reduces your list by two or three. And then he would have sent it to be refilled about the time of the murder, which reduces it a good deal further, if you can trace that, as no doubt you can.

I saw that he must have got that from the crossword. But after that it was all pure magic to me. For he goes on, And he is a man that has a garden. I should say a fairly good one. And then he lives amongst chessplayers, though he doesnt play himself. And he is not without education, but was never at Eton or any similar school. And he has a gun and probably lives near a river or marshes.

But wait a moment, wait a moment, says Inspector Ulton. How do you know all this?

And one thing more, Mr Linley goes on. He knows something about geology.

And all the time he was holding this bit of a sheet of paper in his hand and glancing now and then at the crossword. I couldnt make head or tail of it all. And I dont think Inspector Ulton could either. And then Mr Linley begins to explain. You see we begin with his seventy-five friends because it isnt a casual burglar trying to rob him. A man doesnt go to meet a stranger like that with jewellery on him; or with money either, unless he is going to pay blackmail. And if hes going to pay blackmail, theres no need to murder him. No, it was one of your seventy-five. And you see the track of his pen?

Yes, I see that, says Inspector Ulton.

And you see where it began to give out at the third word and could hardly manage the fourth. So he gave it up and went on with a pencil.

Yes, I see that too, says the inspector.

Well, says Mr Linley, there are words in a crossword that you get helped to by the letters of words you have done already, but the ones a man puts in first are the ones he knows. Now look at these, Inspector. The first two clues that he went for, which are not nearly the first in the crossword, are Four of thirty-two and A kind of duck. Those are the two that he picked to do first. And he puts in Rooks and Shoveller.

Two birds, says the inspector.

No, says Mr Linley, the second of them is a bird, and the kind of bird not likely to be much known except among shooting men, and not always by them unless they live by muddy places in which the shoveller feeds. But rooks are what chessplayers call what the rest of us call castles. But though he is familiar with the correct name for them he doesnt play chess, for he has missed a very easy clue in five letters, Starts on her own colour. He would never hear chessplayers talking about that, because it is too elementary. But he cant be a chessplayer himself, if he doesnt know that that refers to the Queen.

Well! says Inspector Ulton.

And the third one he picks out, Mr Linley goes on, is Londons clays and gravels. And he writes down Eocene. Which is quite right. But not everybody knows that, and it seems to make him a bit of a geologist. And then we come to his fourth effort, when his fountain pen gave its last gasp. The clue to that is A classical splendour of the greenhouse. And he gets that one at once, or at any rate its his fourth choice, without any letters to help him. And that is why I say he is not without education, because he must have known something of Horace to get that word, and must know something about a glasshouse, and I should say a well-kept one, which makes him a bit of a gardener. Amaryllis is the word that he has written in, as far as his failing pen was able to do it.

Why, that narrows it down quite a lot, says Inspector Ulton.

Yes, says Mr Linley. We have now got a sporting friend of Mr Ebright, if one can use the word friend, and if one can use the word sporting, who has quite a nice garden, and either a knowledge of geology or else he lives on those very clays and gravels and so knows their correct name, and an educated man. Now among Mr Ebrights educated friends several would have been at Eton, Winchester or Harrow, etc. But you can eliminate all of them because of a staring gap in this crossword. Number 9 down, you see. It says Long, short, short (six letters). If he cant get that he has certainly never been at Eton. The simple answer is Dactyl. Simple to anyone who has ever had to do Latin verses. And, indeed, you would get that much at a private school. I dont quite know where he was educated. But this negative clue should eliminate a good many.

And I put in a suggestion then. Mightnt Mr Ebright have come in, I said, and interrupted him before he had finished?

He might have, said Mr Linley, but he had done all except three or four, and that Number 9 is one of the very first you would expect him to pick, if he knew anything about it, because it is so easy. It is a very curious gap, that gap in the crossword and in his education.

Well, I think you have helped us wonderfully, says the inspector.

And I think we might follow his preferences a little further, goes on Mr Linley, though that will not be so easy. He was using a soft pencil and it was soon blunted, and I think we may allow him some knowledge of entomology, because he wrote in this while his pencil was still sharp, without the help of any letters from words that cross it, for they are more blurred and the pencil was pressed harder.

And Mr Linley showed us the word Vanessa, and the clue to it, which was The family of the peacock.

With a magnifying glass, went on Mr Linley, we might get some more. But perhaps you have enough when we have identified the murderer as a man acquainted with Mr Ebright, who owns a garden, was educated, but not at Eton, knows geology, or lives on the London clays or gravels, is associated in some way with chessplayers and yet does not play, and has at one time or another collected butterflies. If you dont actually place him from that, it will at any rate remove suspicion from most of your seventy-five.

And sure enough it did. There werent as many as half of them that had a garden. Only twenty of these turned out to have had a classical education and, of those twenty, five had been at Eton. Of the fifteen remaining, only half a dozen of them knew anything of geology and only two of those had ever collected butterflies, and one of them was found to have two nephews who often stayed with him in their vacations from Cambridge and were good chessplayers. And he did not play.

All that was found out by Inspector Ulton and Scotland Yard, and it was a lot to find out. And they even found out that he had sent his pen to be refilled about the time Mr Linley said. And they arrested their man, and he was tried. But the jury didnt feel that you could quite hang a man on a crossword, and they brought him in Not Guilty.

Then he is still going about! said the journalist.

Yes, when last I heard of him, said Smethers. But I dont think theres any harm in him now. It was a near thing and it frightened him, and I dont think hell try it again. You see, Mr Linley nearly had him.


ONCE TOO OFTEN

IT was a funny world before the war, or its a funny world now; anyway, they dont seem the same world. I was thinking of that old world of the nineteen-thirties the other day, when I happened to come on the place where our old flat used to be, Mr Linleys and mine, and that set me thinking about it, and about the days that I spent there and all the things that I saw Mr Linley do. Its just a gap between two houses now, but it set me thinking of those days. He was clever, Mr Linley was. And he still is, though I dont often see him nowadays. But I had one great bit of luck just after the war, just after I gets demobilized. Mr Linley asks me to come round and see him again. He has the address of my lodgings and he telephones to me and asks me to come round and have a talk in the new flat that hes got. It may have been just luck, or he may have had a ring from Scotland Yard and known the inspector was coming, and given me this chance to see the end of the long story. I dont know which it was; but he was like that, and would do odd things like that, that he knew would please one, though there isnt any obligation for him ever to please me at all. Well, any way, I went; and I hadnt been there an hour talking of old times, when the inspector comes round from Scotland Yard casual like and asks if Mr Linley would be interested to hear a bit of news about what Scotland Yard was doing just now, as though it was something that didnt matter at all, but might be amusing to hear about. Somehow I seemed to know, the moment he spoke, that there was something he couldnt make head or tail of, something that had stuck Scotland Yard, and that he was trying to get some help about from Mr Linley. And, do you know, I was right: it was just what he had come about. Yes, Mr Linley said, he would like a chat and would like to hear what they had been doing. So the inspector sits down and they has a chat. Inspector Ulton he was.

Well, Inspector Ulton tells of another horrible murder, in a small house in a suburb this time; a man had murdered his wife and disappeared, and they couldnt find him to hang him; not that thats what the inspector said, but its what he meant. A woman was missing, he said, and the police were anxious to interview her husband, because they thought he might be able to give some information about her present whereabouts. He shows Mr Linley a photograph of the man they want, and says it might interest him to try his hand at the case before the people at Scotland Yard find their man, as they will do in a very few days. And Mr Linley looks at the photograph and says, A very difficult case.

Well, says Inspector Ulton, there are certain elements of difficulty in it, but you dont see them in the photograph.

I do, says Mr Linley.

But its rather a noticeable face, says the inspector.

No, says Mr Linley, not rather noticeable. Very noticeable indeed. Very remarkably so. Look at that profile; and six foot tall, I see written underneath. That man wouldnt go down a street with three hundred men in it without being noticed by every man of them that was able to notice anything, provided that any such man were there.

Exactly, said the inspector.

Well, and you cant find him, says Mr Linley.

Weve not found him yet, says Inspector Ulton, but weve only had ten days.

Youd have found him on the very first day, says Linley, with a profile like that.

Then what is your theory, sir? says the inspector.

Only that it is a difficult case, says Linley. We must do a bit of thinking, a good deal of thinking in fact; because, if you cant catch a man with features like that in London, in twelve hours, its on the face of it a difficult problem.

I dont think I quite follow, sir, says the inspector. And nor did I, for that matter, until Linley spoke again.

Any really good puzzle, he says, any really difficult problem of any sort, has two things about it that always distinguish it.

And those? says Inspector Ulton.

One of them, says Mr Linley, is that it seems absurdly easy.

And the other? asks the inspector.

The other, says Linley, is that you cant do it.

Well, I wouldnt say that, says the inspector.

Of course not, says Mr Linley. I only meant that you havent done it yet.

That is the way he put it.

If you havent done it, he went on, there must be some great difficulty about it, and thats the first thing you want to find out, the key-move of the problem.

And now I could see that the inspector saw Linley was talking sense.

And what do you think it is, sir? he says.

I think he has entirely altered his face, says Linley. If you cant find him, I think he is entirely unrecognizable. It can be done. And while he was about it he may have altered his height.

His height? says the inspector.

Yes, even that, says Linley. You often hear of a man losing more than an inch in one leg, when he breaks it by accident. Anything accident can do science can do much better. And science isnt only on the side of the just. And we must count on the possibility of their being able to do it the other way too, and being able to make him taller.

Taller? said the inspector.

They might be able to, said Linley, but perhaps a bootmaker would be able to do all that was needed in that line. High heels could be concealed to a certain extent by bringing the leather down over them. But with a possible change of two inches either way, totalling four inches, his height is not much of an identification. That extra four inches might bring in another two million men.

And you think his face is altered? said the inspector.

It must be, says Linley, or youd have found him by now. Could he have slipped away out of the country?

No, says the inspector. Theres nobody gone in the last week that we dont know all about, or havent been able to trace.

So I thought, says Linley. And he isnt hiding?

Dont think so, says the inspector. Weve searched pretty thoroughly.

Yes, of course you would have, says Linley.

But whos going to alter his appearance like that for him? says Inspector Ulton.

Medical science can do that and a lot more, says Linley.

Yes, for decent people, says Inspector Ulton; soldiers wounded in the face and all that.

Even the law defends a criminal, says Linley.

An alleged criminal, you mean, says the inspector.

Exactly, says Linley. Then surely the doctors may help one now and then. And then the decent people may pay moderately well, but nothing to what the alleged criminals pay. Its a big temptation to help them.

I see, says the inspector.

Tell me more details, says Linley.

Well, says the inspector, its a woman entirely made away with, entirely disappeared, any way. Like what we talked about once before. And the man …

You dont mean …! says Linley.

I do, says Inspector Ulton.

And somehow I knew from that just what they meant, though it doesnt look much to go by. And I blurts out, Its Steeger been murdering again!

Now, says the inspector, nobodys said a word about murder, and nobodys incriminated Mr Steeger or anyone else, and Id advise you to be careful what you say.

All right, I says. I wont say another word till youve hanged Steeger. And honestly I think its about time you did. For Ive never been able to forget that awful business at Unge.

And do you know what Inspector Ulton does? He pretends not to hear me. Well, they talks in rather low voices after that, at least Inspector Ulton does, and Mr Linley gradually suits his voice to his, so that I dont hear much. But what I did hear went something like this. This man Steeger, under another name (Alnut he was calling himself now), had been marrying a woman. Of course she had some money: he liked them to have that. They lived in a little house all by themselves: she did the cooking, and a char came in now and then. And one day, I didnt hear when, Mrs Alnut disappears completely, same as Nancy Elth had done. And Steeger, that is Alnut, kept a big Alsatian dog. Inspector Ulton wouldnt say that Steeger had done any murdering, and he wouldnt say what he had kept the dog for, only that they wanted to interview Mr Alnut, in case he might be able to throw any light on the present whereabouts of Mrs Alnut; and not a word about the dog. Thats to say, not to me, but I hears Mr Linley say to him, And how did he dispose of the body this time? And Inspector Ulton says, Well, there was the dog. But I wasnt meant to hear that. Perhaps I ought to tell you Mr Linleys deduction right at the end, after youd had time to guess how Steeger had hidden himself, or even that he was Steeger; but Im only telling you what I heard, just as I hears it. I must say I thinks it wonderful clever of Mr Linley to find out that Steeger had changed his face; and he always was clever, whatever he did; but it didnt seem much use, because it didnt seem to help very much in the search for Steeger, to say that he looked like somebody else, not if you couldnt say who that somebody else was. And I think that was rather the view that Inspector Ulton took, judging from the way he looked, for I wasnt always able to hear what he says. He doesnt admire Mr Linleys cleverness as I does, unless its going to be of some use to him. What he wants to know is, where is Mr Alnut, and when can they interview him at Scotland Yard about the present whereabouts of Mrs Alnut. And thats what Linley cant tell him. And he cant find it out for himself: I sees that at once from the look of him. Quite worried, he was.

Well, here was the mystery, as I seed it: Steeger had changed his name, married a girl with a bit of money, lived in a small suburban house with her for a few months, kills her and gets his dog to eat her. And while hes doing all this he gets his face changed. Probably goes about with a bandage, saying hes had an accident, and gets it done bit by bit. But thats only my guess, because I didnt hear much about dates. And the inspector says, How are we to find him? And Mr Linley looks out of the window and says Any of those men going by now, between five foot ten and six foot two might be him.

Thats bad, says the inspector.

And suddenly an idea comes to Mr Linley. I sees it coming, and it kind of lights up his face. Well get him all right, he says.

How will we do that? says Inspector Ulton.

Well go to Charing Cross station, says Linley. They say everybody goes through it in the course of a year. And well wait there for a year, if necessary.

But whats the good of that, says Inspector Ulton, if we cant recognize him when he comes?

You neednt worry about that, says Linley. Well spot him.

Its the only time Ive ever known Mr Linley not take me into his confidence. But he talked quite low, and I saw he wasnt doing it then. He apologized for it afterwards. But what he said was that if he didnt keep it secret from everyone, except Inspector Ulton, it might get out and get round to Steeger, the way secrets do get round to the wrong man when they once get out, and then hed never come. But he said I might go to Charing Cross and watch, if I liked. One day Steeger would come, and I might be there if I was lucky. That puzzled me a bit. Why let me know where Steeger was going to be caught, if they didnt trust me not to let it out. I asked Mr Linley that one day. And he said it didnt much matter if Steeger did know where they were waiting for him. Hed know there would be a detective or so hanging about the station in any case; but, if he was right in what he had said about Steeger altering his face as much as hed altered his name, Steeger would count on not being recognized, wherever he went, and would probably walk right past them out of bravado, as he must have been doing already. But hed be caught. And as Id known about him for some time now, I might like to see it; and it would happen one day at Charing Cross station. Well, I went every day after that, and I spent hours there and I saw a lot of the world, or perhaps I should say of its inhabitants. After a while I got to know quite a lot of them by sight, regular customers always going by the same train, except of course on Saturdays. And through them all, however well I got to know them, there was always a thin stream of new faces, ones I had never seen before and didnt see again. I wont say I saw everyone in the world, but I sees a good many of them. Sometimes I sees Linley there, more often not; and I never sees Inspector Ulton at all, not to recognize. And there was an old woolly bob-tailed dog there with a collecting-box on his back. I dont know what kind of a breed. I never seed such a dog. Funny, I thought it, using a dog, instead of putting a collecting-box on a wall. But perhaps it wouldnt have been seen as well there. If I was to tell you all the people I seed, it would make this story too long. And if I told you how many there were in a single day, you would never believe me. And I said to myself Everybody stops and looks at the bob-tailed dog, so Ill stay near him. And in any case the dog was led wherever there were the most people. Well, naturally. So thats what I decided to do.

All this wasnt waste of my time, not by any means; I was quietly pushing Numnumo all the time. Quietly, because Numnumo isnt the only muck in the world, and the railway officials werent going to have me competing with the advertisements on their own walls, not if they seed me at it. I felt I owed the railway company something for the business Id been able to do on their property, so I used to pay back a little now and then by putting a few shillings into the collecting-box on the back of the old dog. What kind of dog is he? I asked one day of the porter who was holding him on a lead, and he held him pretty short all the time, for the dog didnt seem much to take to the game.

Old woolly sheep-dog, says the porter, so far as I heard him; but he spoke in a husky voice and an engine was making a noise, and he moved away before I could ask any more. Never saw such a dog.

I got the idea that theyd one or two of their very best detectives on this job, and so I told Mr Linley, because there were days when I sees a stream of three or four hundred people going through the gates to a platform, and not one detective among them. You can always tell a detective; they usually carry newspapers, which every now and then they pretend to read, and they give funny little coughs, and they put up white handkerchiefs to their faces, pretending to blow their noses, and if they do blow them they trumpet through them, and theyre all dressed pretty much alike, and sometimes they wear leather-soled boots, but you can tell them even then. But when I sees not one on a whole platform, then I knows that they must have some special kind, some kind that I cant recognize. I asks Mr Linley what he thinks about that, and he says he doesnt think there were any detectives about. Then how are they going to catch Steeger, I asks? And all Mr Linley says is that perhaps he wont be coming today. It always interests me when people talks sheer nonsense, because there must be some reason for it, unless of course they talks it naturally, which was never the case with Mr Linley, not by no means. I used to buy a platform ticket at first; but Mr Linley tells somebody that Id been useful to him once, over the horrible affair at Unge, and they makes some arrangement with the railway company and they lets me on for nothing. Well, the days went by, and the weeks too, and I quietly pushes Numnumo. Only once I was stopped by a porter for annoying a passenger. But I says he looks thin, as though his food wasnt agreeing with him, and I only done it out of kindness, because Numnumo would fatten him up. You know the talk. And he doesnt turn me out. Not only that but I pushes a bottle of Numnumo on him, telling him he looked tired and Numnumo would brighten him up. And every now and then I gives a shilling to that strange grey woolly dog as a kind of offering to conscience, not that I had much of it left after years of pushing Numnumo, but more than Steeger, any way. And one day Steeger comes, as they said he would, as they said everyone would in the course of a year. We hadnt waited two months. He was about as unlike Steeger as anyone well could be. Linley was right: hed had his face altered. His height too, by about what Linley said, nearly two inches. He was an entirely different man. His own mother wouldnt have recognized him. But his dog did. I was quite near him at the time. There was a little whimper, and a tug at the chain. And he drags the porter right up to Steeger; and the porter was Inspector Ulton. Steeger would have kept clear of his dog, but he was watching for an Alsatian. Hed disguised himself, but two could play at that game, and the Alsatian was disguised still better. Theyd shaved him and stuck this odd grey woolly stuff on him. Of course theyd had to cut off the poor brutes tail, which is about the one brutality the law allows in England. Anyway not as bad as doing it to a puppy, because he had at least had the use of his tail for the best part of his life, whereas a spaniel or a fox-terrier is never allowed it at all. Well, bad as that was, Steeger was worse. Never saw a man more surprised, when two detectives slip out of the crowd and arrests him. Inspector Ulton must have given a sign. Well, they hanged him this time all right. And, as I said before to Inspector Ulton, it was about time. And that was the end of Steeger, and my little tales.


AN ALLEGED MURDER

NOW what ought I to do? Jot down a few notes, I suppose, so as to get my story clear. And then, if I can find the time, I might go to the police. But theyll only say Im too suspicious, and send me away. Besides, Ive hardly got the time: nobody has nowadays. I work in a bank all day, and then when I get home I want to have my tea and a bit of a rest. I might perhaps go on Sunday, if Scotland Yard is open on Sundays. But theyll only say I am too suspicious. Albert Merritt is such a smart sort of fellow. Not a man they would ever suspect, though of course they did once. But they were sent away with a flea in their ear, and theyre hardly likely to do that again. Not for me, anyway. Well, to my notes: they go like this. First of all there was Aimy Cottin. I thought a lot of Aimy. And so, I think, she did of me, till she met another fellow. She told me about him straight out. She said he was a wonderful man, the strong man of her dreams. I asked her what he had ever done. But she didnt know. Nothing, she thought. But it was for what he was going to do that she felt this huge fascination for him. And whats he going to do? I asked her. And she said, Something big. She didnt know what. But she knew it was something big. She said women could always guess the kind of things that a man had done; but they knew, knew mind you, what they were going to do. I cant see how that can be. And I asked her. And she said, A girl can see at once something big in a man. If hes done nothing yet, its all still there to be done.

It didnt make sense to me. I said, Arent we going for walks any more? And she said, Not now.

By now she meant never. Never any more, now that she had seen this man Albert Merritt. Thats who he was. And where do you think she had met him? In a train. And not in the same train either. The two trains had stopped in a station, and their carriages had been opposite one another. Not much time to work up a romance. But she did. Told me all about this wonderful man. Didnt even know his name. Didnt seem very wonderful to me. But there it is. You never can tell. Never can tell what a girl will think wonderful, I mean. They had sat and looked at each other. That is all. And then the trains moved on. And she called it the romance of her life. Funny. I mean it seems funny to me.

Well, all that was a long time ago. And then there comes on the Ulwrick case, that everyones heard about. The girl, Ulwrick, that was murdered by somebody. Though not by Albert Merritt. Or so the jury said. And Aimy married Merritt only last year, and went to live near Eastbourne. And soon after that I didnt see Aimy about any more, and I didnt get answers to letters I wrote to her, and I got suspicious. And of course I didnt say a word of that to a soul, on account of my having been fond of Aimy, and the other fellow marrying her, and of course everyone would say it was only spite, and I held my tongue. But I went down to Eastbourne and went to look at the bungalow, and I found nobody in it. So I went to a house-agent in Eastbourne and asked if he had a bungalow to let, and described the kind of one that I wanted, which I made as much like that one as I could, and I got a pass from the man to have a look at it. And thats where I had this odd bit of luck that made me so suspicious, more than I was already by nature.

I found Aimys diary lying about in some rubbish. I knew her handwriting and it caught my eye, and I picked it up at once. If thered been a clue in it, it would have been almost too good to be true. But there wasnt. Not that murderers dont leave clues about. That is why some of them get hanged. Some people think every murderer leaves a clue. But sometimes I wonder if only one in ten do it, and the ones that are hanged are the unlucky ten per cent. However that may be there is no clue in the diary, so far as I can see, and it only made me suspicious. And suspicious I still am. What shall I do? Ive no time to go to the police except on Sundays. And will they believe me if I do? My word against a respectable-looking man like that. Of course he has been in trouble, bad trouble. But he got out of it, which may put him in a stronger position than ever. And, then, he dresses so smart. He doesnt look like a murderer. What should I do? Well, here is the diary I found, all in Aimys handwriting; I can take my oath to that.

The diary. June 3rd. Today I saw his photograph in the papers. The wonderful man in the train. I knew I should see him again some day. The personality of the man! It was bound to break out. Its more than two years since we met. I mean since our eyes met in those two trains. But Im sure it was him. Its in all the papers, right on the front page. Such a strong face. A man who wont stand any nonsense. You can tell that at once. Its a murder trial. The murder trial I may say. Columns in all the papers. It would be dreadful if anything happened to him. But it wont. Hes too clever for that; clever as well as strong. You can see it in his face, even in the photograph. No end clever. Not one to leave clues lying about. And hes got a clever counsel to defend him. Hed see to that. And between them they should manage all right. They must.

June 4th. I went to the trial and got a seat. There were hundreds of people there, a lot of them quite well-dressed ones. But I got a seat. It was the same man. The man I met in the train. He looked so splendid there, standing up before them all. The Prosecutor talked first, and said a lot of nasty things, and then Albert Merritt gave evidence, I shall always call him Albert, and he gave it so nicely. And then the Prosecutor asked him a lot of questions about that Ulwrick girl, and he answered so that you couldnt quite make out what he meant. I said he was clever. Clever wasnt the word for it. The Prosecutor tried to be sarcastic, but that didnt impress the jury; you could see that.

He said hed done it before, the Prosecutor did, a nasty fellow. But Alberts counsel said quite rightly, You get on with the job youre doing, and dont bother about other things. He aint being tried for doing anything to that other girl. Stick to the job youre at.

And that shut up Mr Prosecutor. And the judge says, Quite right, too.

He wouldnt stand no nonsense from any of them. Of course hed never have none from me. I adore that strong kind of man that wont have any nonsense.

Oh, the alibi he had! He was clever, he was. The Prosecutor wasnt half so clever. I was there all day. And late in the evening the jury says Not Guilty. And the Prosecutor looks silly: I should have liked Albert to do to him what he did to that Ulwrick girl, and serve them both right. But one cant have everything, and its enough that Albert got off; and applause in Court too.

June 5th. I have spoken to Albert! It is too wonderful. His picture in all the papers, and he talked to me for 5 minutes. And were going to meet again. Two girls proposed to him. The impudence of them!

June 10th. These last few days have been too wonderful. Too much to write in my diary. Too much even to try to. Ive been out with Albert every day. We went in Hyde Park. We had a bit of a discussion with a man about a chair in the Park. The man said it was his. So Albert simply knocked him down. Albert is that sort. He stands no nonsense from anybody. I knew he was strong like that, the moment I saw him in the train. Sitting in a first-class carriage he was.

June 11th. I am engaged to Albert. It is too wonderful for words. We are going to live in a little bungalow, somewhere down by the sea. Albert has asked me to put my savings all in his name. He says it will be convenient. Ive over two hundred pounds. Im going to do it, if only to show my trust in Albert.

July 10th. Albert and I are married. Its all so wonderful, and I could write so much. But Albert says Dont. Because our happiness would be spoiled by putting it in writing. We must keep it all to ourselves, he says.

I only want to do what Albert wishes. So I wont write any more.

Thats all the diary says. Now, what ought I to do? I dont like not seeing Aimy about anywhere, and wondering what really happened to Alice Ulwrick, and that other girl before her. But if I go to the police about it, they will only think me silly.


THE WAITERS STORY

I DONT do much waiting now, said the old waiter. The hotel looks after me very well; gives me a nice little pension; and if they ever wants any little bit of extra help, back I goes. And its always well worth it for me. Memories? Well, yes, we all have memories, but with fifty years as a waiter at the Extrasplendide I probably have a few more than most people. Theres many people that get a big dinner once or twice in a year, or it may be several times: it depends on their chances. But theres not many of them sees a big dinner-party every night, week after week, as I have done, pretty near. And dont think a waiter sees nothing much of a big dinner. He sees a great deal more than anyone else. They each talk to two or three people and listen to the speeches, the diners I mean; but a waiter hears; and sees everything. And not only sees and hears; he can get just about as many snacks as the diners, if he feels like it, and has reasonably quiet and unostentatious ways. Yes, Ive got memories. Well, let me see. I think about the best dinners I ever remember were some that were given by a man called Bleg. He did give dinners. Well-dressed he was: I remember the first time ever I saw him. Comes into the private room that the Extrasplendide always reserves for him; white tie, white waistcoat, and neat new tail-coat; and all the men with him dressed the same way, and the women dressed up to the nines. And pretty well the whole lot of them from the same place as himself, the gutter; thats where he came from, a crossing-sweeper by trade. And the rest of them no better, or a good deal worse; men and women, all dressed up as I said. And one man that was always with him, a slick-looking customer, and the only one of the lot that had ever worn evening clothes before.

How do I know that? Well, Ive worn them myself most nights for forty or fifty years; and sometimes, when Ive been a bit tired, Ive slept in them. I should know something about the way of them. Well, those were dinners, as I have said. You know those big jugs one puts water in. We had them thick down the table, one for every guest or two, and all of them full of champagne. And plenty of other wines beside that, mind you, being served all the time, and liqueurs too. And the food. Well, the order to the Extrasplendide was always the same, The best that youve got. And make it a bit better than usual. They had thick double doors to that private room, and no sound ever came through. There was some rule about no drunkenness in the hotel, and they had to be very strict about it. Thered be anything up to twenty people, all from the gutter, as I said, and all dressed up to the nines. Those that could walk in a gentlemanly way to their taxis used to drive away in them, and those that couldnt quite manage it were given rooms for the night. And then Bleg and the slick-looking customer used to play poker for an hour. Now, Ive seen that sort of thing before, smart men playing poker with mugs, I mean. But I never saw the like of this, nor I never met anybody that did. The mug won a few hundred pounds in notes every night, and the smart man lost. That happened night after night. The smart fellow always sat next to Bleg at dinner. He never said much, but whenever Bleg was pretty full of champagne the slick customer would suggest a nice liqueur or two. Bleg used to get half seas over by his own efforts, and then the smart man would come quietly in with suggestions, and see him the rest of the way. One day I wondered if he was the Devil. I believed in the Devil in those days. I suppose I was a bit superstitious. But no use teaching us all about the Devil, if we dont come to believe in him. I dont believe in him any longer. Dont see the necessity for him. I have seen men in my time that can do all his work for themselves. Doesnt seem any need for more. Well, this smart man was very like him and he was always at Blegs elbow, and always tempting him. And, as soon as he had him drunk enough, he would go to a little table and lose money to him. You may wonder what his game was. Well, Ill tell you; because one day he got talking to a woman, and I hears every word of it. There isnt so much as you might think said in hotels that isnt heard by somebody, other than the two people that are talking, I mean. I hears him tell the whole story. Of course it was late in the evening. You dont hear so much till the champagne has gone round a bit. Thats what does it; that and a sort of sense that they own their surroundings, and that nobody is going to dare to take any advantage of them by repeating a word they say, or even understanding it. Well, it turns out that Lippet is his name, and that hes the secretary of an American millionaire; not just one million, but as many as he wanted; long ago, before two wars. And this American gentleman, Mr Magnum, had come to London with his secretary, Mr Lippet, for a bit of a jaunt. And, when he got there, a crossing-sweeper had been rude to him, the man Bleg. I dont know which of them had been in the wrong, probably both of them. Magnum probably thought he owned as much as his money could buy; and Bleg probably thought that foreigners were no use, and had no right to get in his way. Any way, he swept dirt over the ends of the trousers of Magnum, and was rude when Magnum swore at him. And that was their pretty quarrel. Magnum reaches for his gun, and finds that he doesnt carry one. He is too old to knock out Bleg, and he walks away with Lippet and says to him, Lippet, you have got to have that man killed. And Lippet says to Magnum, You cant do that in this burg. And Magnum says to him, I know it will come expensive; but that mans got to die within a year.

Lippet still says it cant be done. Theyd hang, draw and quarter us, he says: Thats the way they do things over here. Or they used to, he says, only a little while ago, and theyre not much more civilized yet.

And Magnum says, I dont care what I pay. But youve got to work it for me. Whats the use of having a bit more money than anyone else in this town, if Im to be annoyed and put out like this, and able to do nothing about it? Youve got to do it.

Well, he was so mad that Lippet saw he had got to do as Magnum had said, or lose his job.

It will cost a lot, he says.

Didnt I tell you, says Magnum, that I dont care? Must I go on telling you? Do it. And let me know what it costs.

Would a quarter of a million dollars be too much? Lippet asks.

Oh, dont bother me, says Magnum. Dont bother me with details. When have I ever haggled with you when I wanted a thing done?

Very well, sir, says Lippet. And he does a bit of thinking.

Well, he gets in touch with Bleg and studies his tastes, which are mostly for beer, and he finds he takes to whiskey just as well. And then he springs champagne on him. And that goes down well, in every sense of the word. He was a nasty, bad-tempered fellow, who was not quite new to drink, so that it wasnt like having to teach a duck to swim. That was what makes Lippet think he would get the best results for his masters money in taking the line he took, the line that led to those dinners. He probably put down a few hundreds at first for Bleg and his friends to dress themselves. After that Bleg pays for the dinners out of his winnings every evening at poker. I hears the whole tale as Lippet tells it, one night to the woman, and he figures that Bleg will be dead in a year. Of course he had had a little too much champagne, or he wouldnt have told her, but she was much too drunk to remember what he had said; so no one was any the wiser, except me.

Well, Bleg and his friends were drinking hard, and it didnt look like him living out the year, any more than Lippet intended. Did I tell you every waiter got a tip of five pounds each night? Well, we did. And of course waiters dont think so much about diners who tip them, as the diners think they do. Still, there is such a thing as gratitude, and a fiver is a bit out of the way, so when I hears all about it I says, Ill warn Bleg. And I waits my opportunity, and I does. He was sickening already, when I spoke to him, but there seemed still time to save him. I gets him alone one night when theres nobody near him thats able to take any notice, and I says to him, Theyre trying to kill you. And, when he doesnt believe me, I tells him the whole story, the whole thing right from the beginning up to the end, which has got to be within a year from the start.

He hears me, every word, and then he says to me: Did I ask your advice?

And I says No. But I tells him hes been good to me, and so I decided to save him from Lippet, so that he wont be dead in under a year. And Bleg says: Well, I likes this way of living. So I dont want no more of your advice.

Way of living, he calls it! That wasnt what Lippet and Magnum called it. And they got him all right.

He may have understood beer, but the champagne was all new to him, and the little liqueurs on top of it used to knock him silly night after night, till something or other gave way in him, and he was dead in under the year.


A TRADE DISPUTE

A WILD barbarous land, someone was saying of some country one day in a club, a land that would never have heard of a trades union.

Queer watch-towers on the world are London clubs. The smoking-room of a ship is another. Not so much in the Atlantic, because, big though the ships are there, the people in them look on them more as ferries, and are chiefly thinking of when they will get across, instead of just settling themselves down to travel. But anything steaming out of Marseilles …; however, I digress from the London clubs; where, among a lot of ignorance, is a lot of knowledge, from which no corner of earth can entirely hide.

I wouldnt say, said a retired police officer who had spent most of his life in India, that barbarous lands knew nothing of a trades union. They wouldnt have that name for it, of course, but they would probably have the idea of it, whatever they named it, and it might work as well as they do here.

Did they have trades unions among the border tribes? asked someone.

Not exactly, said the old police officer. But I saw something very like it working once, and I think it saved India. There was bad trouble coming once, and before its time. And it was averted at the very last moment; and, if you like to hear, I will tell you how.

We all listened and heard this story.

I am not at liberty to tell you who wanted to make trouble in India, but you will understand me when I say that, if you put a red-hot poker into a hive of wild bees, you make very considerable trouble very quickly. One red-hot poker. And one clever spy could make that much trouble in India, by going to the wrong people at the wrong time and taking them in the wrong way. Well, there was just such a spy, and we thought him the cleverest spy in the world. I dont say we were right, as we didnt know all the spies; but he was the cleverest spy we knew, and of course the most dangerous. He was coming into India from the North, over the North-west frontier, and we were watching for him. Altogether we must have had as many men waiting for that one man as there would be in a brigade. We had all my little lot of Border Constabulary, and then we had police and mounted police, and plenty of plain-clothes police, and a few platoons of frontier scouts, all on the look-out for him; not much less than a brigade. And we had agents out in front of us, among other things. And the Inspector General was cross and uneasy, for fear that we should not stop him. We were watching about forty miles of the frontier, including two passes, and all the rest was the crest of some rocky hills. And there were about eight forts in that line too, with soldiers in them, who had been told all about our spy; and every fort had a good view, as far as its rifles would carry. We knew he was coming through some part of that forty miles, and we knew what he was coming for. One or other of the two passes was the obvious way for him, and of course we watched them well; but we knew all the time that he was a man who rarely did anything obvious, unless it was so obvious that nobody would expect him to do it. We had been told that he would come within the week, because the trouble he meant to stir up wouldnt keep any longer than that.

The Inspector General never left us alone, which I thought was a bit unnecessary, because we were alert enough and I didnt see how he could get through, with one man to every twenty yards of the frontier and a clear view for a few miles by day, and by night we lit fires. On the two passes every man was stopped, and every camel searched. Not a man was passed through until he had been identified sufficiently clearly to make sure that he could not be the man that we were expecting. Lists were made in a book and every man recorded; carpet-sellers coming from Persia; horse-dealers out of the uplands, the high plateaux from which invasions started so often, and went through Europe before history began; men bringing Afghan quilts, marvels of needlework, to sell in the shops of Peshawar; jewellers with turquoises, opals and sometimes sapphires; and the name of every one of them written down and his story checked. That was in the passes of the Khyber and Malakand; and all along the rocky land wide of the passes, where the usual rule is to shoot at sight, men were watching every yard. For five days this had gone on.

And then came the news, travelling in form of rumour, as it often does in all services, but none the less true, the news that the man for whom my men were watching had got through into India. None knew where he was even now; but Intelligence knew he had started, and it had been found out, I dont know how, that he was nowhere in front of us. My information was that he must have got through into India. And I had the kind of feeling that one sometimes has before thunder, that the Inspector General was on his way up to my sector. I could swear that the man had never come past me, but I wanted to prove it. I had a line of rocky hills, and the Malakand going through it. I went down my whole line questioning, and then I came to the Malakand. There I got the names and descriptions of every man that had come through since I took over; Suleiman ben Ibrahim, carpetseller; Feisul Dun, horse-dealer; Yakub ben Ismail, jeweller, travelling from China; Daoud, the knife-grinder from Kashgar; and so on and so on, all perfectly correct, all identified.

I began to feel easier. Sure enough the Inspector General came. He took reports from every one of my officers all along the rocky line of those godforsaken hills, and then he came to the Malakand and went through the list, man by man, and read the descriptions of them. All these men were known, and all were expected about the time they came. The knife-grinder used to come regularly once a year from Kashgar, walking leisurely, wheeling his queer old instrument, no more than a hundred miles a month, and then back again. It was a long beat, but regular, six hundred miles or so between China and India, coming by Gilgit, and he sharpened knives all the way, for men who liked to keep them sharp. In Peshawer, where he usually stayed for a week, he used to turn round and travel back to Kashgar. More than once I had seen his lonely figure pushing his wooden instrument with its gritstone wheel, wearing a high fur hat and a sheepskin coat, with divers shirts underneath and rough, homespun breeches, and grey putties and sandals. I knew all the other men too, and had seen them oftener.

I felt pretty well able to answer all the Inspector Generals questions. And answer them I did. And he couldnt find any fault with my answers. Yet that spy had got through. The Inspector General told me so officially. Well, he went away thoughtful, and that day we were relieved by the lot from whom we had taken over; and I and the C.O. that relieved me had a talk about the sector, and we went over the list together. And when we came to the knife-grinder of Kashgar, and the only name he had got, which was Daoud, as far as we knew, he said, But I let him through on the 15th. We looked at each other and said nothing. We saw at the same moment that one of us had let through that deadly spy. I never knew which. He had come through hundreds of miles of barren land, to be like a phial of poison in a cistern, and that cistern was India, and one of us had let him through. We knew that it must have been he, one of them, for there were not two knife-grinders on the road from Kashgar. That is what I meant by saying that something similar to our Trades Unions was known there: it was one mans beat, a union with only one member, if you like; but he had his rights. We looked at each other for a long time before we said anything, and then all I remember that either of us said was said by the other man, It will be nasty for India. I could only nod my head. One of us had let him through. One man doesnt seem much. Nor does one spark in a large barrel of gunpowder. India was quite as inflammable.

There was nothing for it but for me to go and tell the Inspector General, and I set out to do so. I didnt look forward to it. And as I went I thought of worse things than talking to the Inspector General. I began to turn over in my mind what was going to happen to India. War, to begin with, and in very few days, and after that; well, one never can see as far as the end of a war. And suddenly I saw a young police-officer coming along the road towards me. Theres been a murder, he said.

Oh? I said, not very much interested, for they were not as rare as all that. It was what I was talking about, a clash of interests such as Trades Unions safeguard. He worked another mans beat, my young friend said. And the other man knifed him.

And it turned out that the two knife-grinders had met.

Can you show me the body? I asked.

Its just down there by the road, said that police-officer.

I hurried down and saw it. It was our spy all right, with a knife wound just in his heart. The real knife-grinder wouldnt have him on his beat. It was just a trade dispute. He had beaten three or four thousand men, but the knife-grinder of Kashgar had got him.

Look here, I said, perhaps talking a little big, but saying what I honestly thought at the time, that knife-grinder has saved India. What had we better report as the cause of death?

Well, perhaps heat-stroke, said my young friend.

It was a damned hot day, and I was sweating all over without that, thinking of what was to come; so I agreed. And heat-stroke it was reported.


THE PIRATE OF THE ROUND POND

IVE been reading a lot about great men lately; having to read about them; Julius Caesar, William the Conqueror, Nelson and Mr Gladstone. But theres a thing Ive noticed about grown-ups, and I imagine it applies jolly well to all of them, great and small: they dont keep at it. They may be great just when theyre having a battle, or whatever it is, but at other times theyll sit in a chair and read a paper, or talk about the taxes being all wrong, or go out for a walk along a road, when they might be ratting or climbing a tree, or doing anything sensible. Now, Bob Tipling is great the whole time. I should think he is the greatest chap in the world. Any way he is the greatest chap in our school, by a long way. And hes not only the cleverest, but hes best at cricket and football too. Once he made a hundred runs. And hes a fast bowler too. Well, I cant tell you all about that: there just wouldnt be time. We beat Blikton by an innings and 70 runs, and all because of Bob Tipling. But what I am going to tell you about is about Bob as a pirate, because lots of people have seen him playing cricket, but I and one other boy are the only people in the world besides Bob who know all about him being a pirate. So, if I dont tell about it, probably nobody will, and that would be a pity. Not that I like writing, Id sooner be out-of-doors. Well, Bob was talking to me once, and I was saying what Id like to be when I grew up, if I could get the job; and of course that isnt always so easy. What Id like best of all would be to capture cities, like Alexander and those people; but of course you cant always do that. And then Bob said that he didnt want to be anything when he grew up, because grown-ups were always dull and didnt seem able to enjoy themselves properly, or even to want to: he wanted to be it now. And I asked him what he wanted to be, and he said a pirate. And I asked him what sea he was going to. Now, Bob Tipling always knew all about what he was talking of; more than anybody else; so I can tell you I was pretty surprised when I heard his answer. And yet I knew that Bob wasnt talking nonsense. He never does. He said, The Round Pond. Well, I knew the Round Pond quite well; used to go there most Sundays; but I didnt see how you could be a pirate on the Round Pond. And so I asked Bob. Well, he said hed had the idea for something like a year, and hed hung about Kensington Gardens, which was quite near where he lived (both of us for that matter), until he found a boy whose father had lots of money, and he had told the idea to him and he had liked it very much. The idea was to put a pirate ship on the Round Pond, and to fit it out with torpedo-tubes.

How would you do that? I asked.

Its already been done, he said. Theyre miniature torpedoes, just as its a miniature ship. Theres two of them, one on each side, and weve had a dozen torpedoes made. They are shot out by compressed air, like little air-guns, and theres a good big explosive in them, which goes off when the nose hits anything. They cost a lot to make, but this boy has got lots.

Does your ship put to sea? I asked.

Oh, yes, he said.

Then how do you fire them? I said.

That cost a lot too, he told me. I touch them off by wireless.

What will people say, I asked him, when they see you shooting off your torpedoes from your wireless-set on the bank at their boats?

They wont see, said Bob. But well have to be careful about that. We could have it in a large sailing-boat at the edge of the water, what they call a parent boat; or we could hide it in a tea-basket. Then we wait till a good big ship has put to sea, and we launch the pirate-ship so that it should intercept her. If it doesnt, we try again and again, until we are lucky. What I want to do is to get the Rakish Craft (that is to be her name) head on to her beam at about 3 or 4 yards, then we fire a torpedo, and if we meet her somewhere about the middle of the pond, she should never reach land. What do you think of it?

I think its perfectly splendid, I said. Theres only one thing seems to be missing like.

Whats that? he asked rather sharply.

Treasure, I said. Isnt treasure rather the chief part of a pirates life?

That shows all you know about it, he said. The principal part of a pirates life is the battles he has, and the thrill of seeing his enemy sink, and the danger, the risk of hanging. I dont say theyd hang me, but Id go to prison for years if I was caught. And of course if anybody was drowned as a result of the accident, going in to pull out the ship or anything, then Id be hanged. And even without that, after all Im a pirate; it doesnt matter where: I might be hanged in any case. Now, Im giving you a chance youll probably never have again in a lifetime. Would you like to come in with me?

Well, of course it was pretty wonderful getting an offer like that from such a tremendous chap as Bob Tipling; because I knew he would be as wonderful as a pirate as he was at everything else. Of course I said, Yes, rather.

And then he told me what I would have to do. Carry the tea-basket chiefly, and walk about and look unconcerned. Or look concerned if he told me to, and walk away from him to draw attention off. Its full of detectives, he said.

That was on a Saturday morning, and we get the afternoons off on Saturdays. So Bob Tipling told me to meet him at the Round Pond at 2 oclock, which I did, and he made me walk up and down looking unconcerned. There were some nice ships there, big sailing-ships and some clockwork ones, and even one that went by petrol, a beauty, a big gray ship. Thats the one well get if shes there when we put to sea, said Bob. Shell hole nicely.

And I made the mistake of saying, Wouldnt it be rather a pity to sink a nice ship like that?

But Bob explained to me that the people who owned it should think themselves very lucky if their ship was sunk without any loss of life, which wasnt often the case if you were attacked by a pirate. And, after all, there must be pirates, he said. And anyhow, he said, I shall only attack those that deserve it, as Robin Hood used to do on land. The money that that boat cost would have kept a poor man and his family in food for a year. Im helping the Government, really, to swat the rich. Though thats not the view theyll take if they catch me.

They ought to, I said.

Well just not get caught, said Bob Tipling. Now walk about concernedly, so that theyll watch you if I want their attention switched off me.

So I did, and its wonderful how soon I saw one or two men mopping their faces with white handkerchiefs, and making funny little signs. We went away then, because we didnt want people to get to know us.

There were only three of us in it; Bob, me and this rich boy that Bob had found. He had hung about among the trees in Kensington Gardens off and on for nearly a year, before he found this boy walking alone and got a chance to talk to him. He had tried others, of course, but they hadnt enough money. This one had, and he took to the idea at once, as who wouldnt? He had always wanted to be a pirate, and knew that he never would be; and then this chance came to him, brought by Bob. Bob had worked it all out, except the actual making of the torpedoes, and he knew there were people who could make them, and send them off by wireless: all he wanted was the money; and this boy had it, or he could get it out of his father, which comes to the same thing. Bob fixed next Sunday week for putting to sea, under the black-and-yellow flag with the skull-and-crossbones; only, Bob said that the actual flag might attract too much attention, and that he would sail under false colours, as pirates often did. We said nothing to each other in school; we almost might have been strangers; but it wouldnt have done to have let a thing like that get out; we should only have been hanged, if it had, before we started. Bob Tipling said that it wasnt a hanging matter. And he would be sure to know. At the same time we were pirates, and I never heard of anything else happening to a pirate, if he got caught, in any book that Ive read. So it seemed best not to risk it.

I learned a lot that week in school, but what it was I couldnt tell you, because I was only thinking of one thing all the week, that is of being a pirate. They say its wicked to be a pirate, and I dare say it is. At the same time nobody could say that it isnt better than sitting indoors at a desk, learning things; especially the kind of things I was learning that week, whatever they were. I never knew a week go by slower. Id have liked to have timed it, because I should think that it was the slowest week that ever went by. But it came to an end at last, and I slipped away from my home, which is where I lived, and came to the Round Pond at the time Bob Tipling said, which was 12 oclock on the Sunday morning. I came along the Broad Walk, because I was to meet Bob and his friend there. It was all black earth by the edge of the walk, or dark gray any way, and there were little trickles of yellow sand in it. I liked the look of the black earth, because it made me think of a wide and desolate moor; and it would have been, if it hadnt been for the grass. And there was a great row of elm-trees there, and all the little leaves were just coming out, because it was Spring. They looked very small and shiny. And at the end of the row I met Bob and his rich friend. Bob had his arms folded and a coloured handkerchief round his neck, and I thought he looked very like a pirate. We were quite near the Round Pond then. Bob introduces me to the rich boy, and his name turns out to be Algernon, and some other name that I forget. And its just as well to forget it, as we were all involved in piracy together. Bob is away where the police cant catch him now. Im not going to tell you my name. Algernon was carrying a big luncheon-basket by a handle, and Bob has the ship on the grass beside him, with a bit of a cloth wrapped round it to hide the torpedo-tubes.

Thats a nice boat, I says.

Its a long low rakish craft, said Bob.

Bob was giving the orders, and Algernon and I went down with him to the pond to the part of it where he says, where there was a little kind of a bay. There were lots of ducks on it, mostly black-and-white ones, and every now and then they would get up out of the water and shake their wings and splash themselves. I suppose they were having a bath. Algernon said they was tufted ducks. And then there was ducks with green heads, that was just ducks. And there was a couple of geese that swam by, honking. And I saw a swan. And there were sea-gulls, lots of them, flying backwards and forwards over the pond and squawking as they flew. And there were lots of boats. I saw a little sailing-boat far out, nearly becalmed, and some clockwork ones like ours. And then all of a sudden I sees the big gray ship that went by petrol. I stopped breathing for a moment when I saw that, and then I pointed her out to Algernon, and Bob nodded his head. And then we both went round to where she was, just beside our little bay, and there was a boy running it that was about the same age as me, which is thirteen. Bob is fourteen, and knows about as much about most things as grownups. I dont know about Algernon: I should say he was about the same age as Bob, but nothing near so clever. And just as we came up to where the boy was, a fat little brown spaniel with a wide smile ran up to the boy and licked one of his knees, which was bare. And the boy jumped out of the way. And there was a lady with the brown spaniel, and she said to the boy, Our Billy wont hurt you. And the boy says, I am not accustomed to being licked by dogs. Oh, arent you? says Bob.

I dont know if the boy heard him or not.

And then Bob says to me in a lower voice, That settles the business of it being a pity to sink his nice ship.

There was a fat man standing near, smoking a cigar, evidently the boys father, and I says to Bob, Well, its he that will lose what he paid for the ship if we sink it.

Thats true, said Bob. And he goes up to the fat man with the cigar and says to him, Thats a fine boat your boys got, sir.

Yes. You leave it alone, says the fat man.

Certainly, sir, says Bob.

Well, that settles it, he says to me. The ship is doomed.

The big ship touched land just then, and Bob hurried back to his bay, to be ready to launch the Rakish Craft, his idea being to launch it just at the right moment to cut off the big gray ship when it sets out again. With the curve that there was on the bay we could send our ship right across her course. I had a very responsible job. I had to unpack the luncheon-basket and get my finger on to a knob of the wireless-set that was hidden under some paper packets, and to press it down whenever Bob gave the sign. I cant tell you what the sign was, because I took an oath to Bob that I would never reveal it, but it is something he did with his elbow. Well, the big gray ship set out almost at once. Thats the last shell see of land, said Bob. But he was wrong there, because our ship didnt quite hit her off, Bob not having had time quite to calculate the speed of the big ship, though he knew the speed of the Rakish Craft, and so we were a bit behind her and never fired a torpedo, and we went right across the pond, and the gray ship went very nearly to the other end of it.

Well, the boy ran round and the fat man walked slowly after him; and, to make a long story short, they puts to sea again. And Bob watches to see about where the gray ship will come in, and goes round and launches the Rakish Craft to intercept her about half-way. And Bob said he had calculated the two speeds exactly, but I think it was pure luck. Anyway, the Rakish Craft, heading towards Bayswater, comes right up to within nearly two yards of the side of the gray ship, which is sailing towards Hyde Park; and just as the gray ship passes our bows Bob makes the sign with his elbow, and I presses the button where I am sitting on the grass beside the luncheon-basket, with my finger inside it touching the wireless set. And there is a white fountain against the side of the gray ship, and both boats rock a bit, and the big one goes on apparently unconcerned. And I look round, and nobody has noticed a thing. But I couldnt see anything out of the way, myself, except that white splash and the two boats rocking a little, ours more than the other one. For a moment I thought that Bobs game did not work, and then to my delight I saw the big ships bows dipping a little, or thought I did. Then I saw I was right. She continued straight on her course, but the bows went lower and lower. And all of a sudden her stern went into the air, and she dived right under, and never came up any more. The only thing that could have made it any more perfect would have been a bit of blood on the water. However, one cant have everything. I wanted to cheer, but I caught Bobs eye. Bob strolled round with Algernon to the part of the shore to which our ship was heading, and they hardly glanced at the water. Bob wanted to go on and sink some more boats. But thats where Algernon showed sense, and he told Bob not to do it. Thats what they were talking about when on the grass by the luncheon-basket. And I joined in with Algernon and said, Dont do it, Bob. Nobody has suspected a thing, and we can start all fresh next Sunday; but, if you get them suspecting you now, theyll be waiting for you next time you come, and it will probably be prison for all of us.

And Algernon says the same, and between us we just persuaded Bob, and stopped him doing any more piracy that day. But he insisted on hoisting the pirates flag, the skull-and-crossbones, yellow on black, because he says you ought to do that as soon as you open fire, whatever colours you have been sailing under till then, and, as he wasnt able to do it at the time, he would do it as soon as he can, and sail across the main once more, as he now called the Round Pond, flying the skull-and-crossbones. I wasnt easy about it, but nobody seemed to notice, and Bob said it was the right thing to do. I didnt like to look too much at the fat man or his boy, for fear they should catch me looking at them, so I just went on quietly eating a biscuit, and Bob had the sense not to look at them too much either, though his pirates blood was up. But, as far as I could see when I did take a glance, they were puzzled, and unsuspicious of us. So we packed up the luncheon-basket that fired the torpedoes, and Bob put our ship under his arm, and I carried the luncheon-basket, and away we walked over the grass, and I never saw three people that looked more innocent-looking. Bob said that we ought to have drunk rum then. And so we would have, if we could have got any. But even Bobs rich friend, Algernon, wasnt able to manage that.

I was pretty pleased when I went home. Id always wanted to be a pirate, and now I was one, one of the crew of the Rakish Craft, and wed sunk a big ship. Im not going to tell you where I lived. Pirates dont do that, if theyve got any sense. If theres people looking for one of them they must find out for themselves, without the pirate helping them. I came home to tea; and I wished I could have brought my mother some gold ingots and a few pearls, as pirates often do when they come home. But I remembered what Bob told me, and knew I must think of the glory of it, and not bother about what it ought to be worth in cash. Of course there should have been heaps of gold taken from ships before they were sunk; but it was good enough seeing the gray ship go down, even without any loot. I was only sorry for the sea-gulls, that they had no corpses floating about. Theyd have liked to have pecked at their eyes.

My father and mother wanted to know what Id been doing, and so did my sister Alice, because they saw that it must have been something. But I couldnt tell them that. And Im not going to write about my father and mother. Theyre grown up and can write about themselves if they want to; but Ive got my hands full telling about the great battles Bob fought at sea, and the ships that he sunk.

Well, I learned a lot more at school that week. But I cant tell you about that. Ive got more important things to write of. Besides, Ive forgot it. Bob didnt say a word to me all that week, so that we shouldnt be overheard. And that of course was a good precaution. But he didnt look very precautious. He looked as if his blood was up, and as if he was going on sinking ships till he got hanged, as so many pirates do. I met Bob again at the same place and the same time next Sunday, and he was folding his arms tighter than ever, and wearing that look that I mentioned. I was afraid we would get into trouble. But it was too late to back out now, and, as for warning Bob to go a bit slower, it couldnt be done. I mentioned it to Algernon, but he didnt seem to see it. Hed put his money up, or his fathers money, and he wanted to see something for it. So we went to the Round Pond and launched the Rakish Craft from one of the little bays. Then I went back on to the grass and got out some sandwiches from the luncheon-basket, and watched Bob.

I think Bob was trying for a small sailing-boat near the shore, because the Rakish Craft just sailed across the little bay, pretty close to the sailing-boat, but it didnt come near enough to fire. And when I saw there wasnt going to be a fight, it gave me time to look round. And what did I see when I looked round but that same fat man again and his son, and another fine boat like the last one, even bigger if anything. Well, I saw that before Bob did, because he was watching the sailing-boat that he didnt get; and as soon as our Rakish Craft came to land again, as she soon did on the other side of the little bay, I moved up nearer to Bob and Algernon, to a bench that there was near the pond, and signed to them to come over, and told them what I had seen. And, just as I thought, as soon as Id pointed the big ship out, Bob wanted to go and sink it. And I tells him that would be fatal. Wont they be wondering still what happened to their other boat? I says to him. And wont they spend the rest of the day putting two and two together, if they see their new one sink, and see the Rakish Craft quite close again and the same crew standing by?

Did you ever hear of a pirate sparing anything, when he had it at his mercy? said Bob.

Did you ever hear of a pirate that wasnt hanged? I asks.

Yes, Bob replies, all the clever ones.

And are you being a clever one? I asks.

And then Algernon joins in, and I admit he showed sense. Sink smaller craft today, he says, at the other end of the main from those people, and give them time to forget.

Well, the two of us just succeeded in stopping Bob, and it would have been a bad business if we hadnt. And Bob goes after a smaller ship, as Algernon says, a long way away from the fat man. It was a clockwork ship some way out, and Bob launched the Rakish Craft so as to cut it off; and when it gets close he gives me the sign and I presses the button, but he wasnt close enough and it was no good. The torpedo came to the surface then, but it was painted gray so that it wouldnt show up, and very soon it sank, because it only barely floated, and there was a small hole in it so that it would soon fill with water. Nobody noticed it, and the Rakish Craft sailed on, under the colours of Spain, which Bob fancied, and came to the other shore, and Bob and Algernon went round and got hold of it, and wound it up and brought it back. And there was the same ship that Bob had missed, putting to sea again, and Bob had a better idea of her pace this time, which was very slow, and he launches the Rakish Craft out of the same bay.

It was a lovely day for a fight, and lots of ducks were there enjoying the sun, and the sea-gulls were flying in flocks over the water. Bob didnt reload the torpedo-tube, so as not to attract attention. He still had his starboard torpedo, and he put to sea with that. And this time the Rakish Craft headed straight for the enemy. And I wanted to fire, but Bob didnt give the sign until she was quite close, because he had missed the last time. And then he made the sign, and I fired, and both boats rocked a lot when the fountain went up against the side of the enemys ship, because they were pretty close, and it was a smaller ship than the one we had sunk last time. And then the enemy sailed on a little way, but not far. And soon her bows began to rise out of the water, and very soon after that she slid to the bottom of the sea; and the Rakish Craft sailed on to the further shore. The boy that owned the boat looked quite surprised, but he didnt seem to suspect Bob or Algernon, and of course not me, who was sitting quiet on a bench with the luncheon-basket beside me. I watched him so closely that I didnt see what the fat man was doing, or how much he saw.

He was a long way off, but of course you can see anything on the water at almost any distance, and he must have seen the ship sinking if he looked. Bob went round to the far shore with Algernon, and got the Rakish Craft when it came in, and hauled down the colours of Spain, which were red and yellow, and hoisted the pirates flag. Id sooner he hadnt hoisted the skull-and-crossbones, but there was no holding Bob over a thing like that. I believed that he had the idea of reloading his two torpedo-tubes and putting to sea again and sinking more ships, for I saw that Algernon was arguing with him as they came back. Anyway, he had the sense not to, and Algernon and I got away as quickly as possible. I did a lot of wondering that week. The boy who owned the small ship that we sunk was still there when we left, and he was looking puzzled. I was wondering what he made out about it when he had thought it over. And I was wondering how much the fat man saw, and how much he knew. Well, it wasnt any use wondering. But I couldnt help doing it, for all that. And I was a bit sorry for the boy that had owned the boat, and so I told Bob one day. But Bob said, Did you ever read of a pirate that was sorry? And I had to admit that I never had.

The kites are the only things that Im sorry for, he said; not having any dead bodies to peck at.

Of course there werent any kites; but I saw what he meant; and I saw that it wouldnt be any use to say anything more on those lines to Bob. Well, he gave me my orders where to meet him next Sunday, the same place. Algernon and I were his crew, and of course we had to obey. In a way I was looking forward to that Sunday all the week, because it is a splendid thing to be a pirate and sink ships. But every now and then I couldnt help wondering how far Bob would go, and what would happen to us all if he went too far. And I couldnt ask him. It would have been such cheek.

Well, next Sunday came eventually, and I slipped away as usual and joined Bob and Algernon at the same place. It was a lovely day, and the lilac leaves were all flashing. There would be buds soon. Algernon was there with the luncheon-basket as usual, which I took, and we all went down to the pond. And the first thing Bob looks for is ships to sink. But the first thing I looked for was the fat man. And sure enough there he was, with his son and his big ship. And he was nearer to us this time, having come round to our side of the pond. I walked past him, and took a look as I passed, and he looked at me a bit sideways, and I thought he suspected something. But not the boy; he was only watching his big ship. And it was a fine ship, full of funnels and lifeboats and portholes, even better than the one we had sunk. And another thing I noticed; the boy whose ship we had sunk the Sunday before was there again too, and he also had a rather better ship. Who gave it him, I wondered? And I got the idea that the fat man was at the back of it. So I goes back to Bob and tells him that I think the fat man suspects us. And Bob says, Arent pirates always suspected?

And he wont be warned. He has seen the fat mans new ship, and is going to sink her at all costs. I think its dangerous just then to sink another ship at all, but to sink the fat mans big ship would be absolutely fatal; and so I tell Algernon, and Algernon agrees, and we both of us warn Bob. But Bob says, even if he was going to be hanged for it he would sink that ship first. And when Bob starts talking about the big ship like that, Algernon all of a sudden deserts me and goes in with Bob, and says they will sink her whatever happens. Well, after that I could do nothing, except sit by our wireless-set and obey orders. So I sat on the grass, pretending to eat sandwiches, and watching for Bobs sign. And then the big ship came steaming past our bay, close in to the shore and Bob times her exactly, and set sail with the Rakish Craft. And it wasnt more than a few minutes before he gave me the sign with both elbows. And I pressed two buttons, and the ships were quite close, and both torpedoes hit. They were so close that our good ship nearly ran into theirs, but just passed astern of her and went on, rocking down to the gunwales. And the other ship went on, after the two fountains had gone up her side, just as the big one did last time, as though nothing had happened. But very soon she begins to dip by the head. And soon after that she takes her last plunge. Well, of course it was perfectly splendid, even if it did mean prison for years: and I looked at the fat man, and his face was half-turned towards me. And somehow there was an expression in it, and I was sure he had found us out. It certainly looked like prison. I packed up the luncheon-basket and went over to Bob. Youve done it now, I said. Lets get away quick, and never come here again.

But you cant stop a pirate when once he has tasted blood. They always go on till they are hanged. I must hoist my flag, he said, before I go.

And there was no stopping him. He goes to where his ship comes in to land, and hoists the skull-and-crossbones and gives the Rakish Craft one more run across the bay. And the fat man stands there watching all the time, smoking his cigar, and says nothing. I was glad to see that at least Bob didnt reload his torpedo-tubes. And when the Rakish Craft reaches shore he takes her out of the water. And the fat man walks up quite close. Bob did have the sense not to run; but we all walked away pretty fast, and got out of Kensington Gardens, never looking behind us once, because we didnt dare. But I knew we were being followed. I dont know how I knew: I just knew. When we got out into Kensington High Street, I said to Bob, Lets separate, so that they can only follow one of us.

But Bob said that was no good, because if they got one of us that would be all they wanted, to unravel the whole plot. So we kept together and walked over half London, so as to tire out whoever was after us. But that was no good, because the fellow who followed us out of Kensington Gardens made a sign to a nasty-looking fellow ahead of us, who watched us as far as he could see, and then made a sign to another. I knew he was watching us, from the way that he looked so straight in the opposite direction, from the moment we came in sight, the direction in which we were going, so that once we were past him he did not have to trouble to turn his head.

I felt that we never got out of sight of those nasty people. Not even when we separated to go home. What I thought was that they hated everybody, and watched them all, because they thought they were all crooks. I seen them before, and thats what I thought. But we was worse than crooks now. We was pirates. So they were right to watch us. One couldnt deny that. I tried to do a bit of doubling to throw them off, when I got near my home. But it only made it worse.

Well, all Monday and Tuesday I was wondering what was going to happen. And Bob didnt say nothing, either because he didnt believe we had been followed, or because he was pretending that there was nothing wrong. You could never tell with Bob. And Wednesday came, and nothing happened. I still felt uneasy when I went to bed that night; but when I woke up on Thursday morning, and still nothing had happened, I said it was all imagination and nobody had followed us at all, or made little signs at us, silly little signs like lifting their arms and gazing hard at their wrist-watches. But I said as I woke up that Thursday morning that people who lifted their hands up to look at their watches only wanted to see the time, and were meaning no harm to us. So I had a good breakfast and set out to go to school. And there was the fat man walking right past our house, smoking his usual cigar! He was not following me; he was going the other way; but it gave me a feeling like what the man must have had in a poem they taught us at school, which went like this.

As one who walks a lonely road in terror and in dread,

And having once looked round goes on and turns no more his head,

Because he knows a frightful fiend doth close behind him tread.

Thats how I felt that morning, and all that day; and the next day, and the day after. I knew something was after me. I told Bob that morning that the fat man had found out where I lived.

Oh, thats nothing, said Bob. Hes got to prove it.

Hes got that boy as a witness, I said, and probably lots of others.

Not he, said Bob very airily.

But I dont know how he felt.

Anyway, Ill never go there again, I said. So, if by any lucky chance he hasnt got any absolute proof yet, hell never get any more.

Well see about that, said Bob.

And an awful fear came all over me that Bob would make me go back. Because, if we ever went there again, we hadnt a chance. I could see that. And Bob isnt the kind of chap you can disobey, when he says a thing.

Well, the days went on going by, and I was afraid of my own shadow. And they noticed that there was something wrong, at home. But I said it was some work that was worrying me, some lines that I had to learn, and that I couldnt remember. And my father said, Thats right. Keep at it. And my mother said Id remember them all right. And neither knew the awful thing that was threatening Bob and I. And they tell us at our school that that isnt grammar. But I can tell you I had much too much to think about, that week, to have any time to bother about grammar, even if it was worth bothering about. And of course they didnt know about us being pirates. Well, Saturday came at last, and Bob called me over to him that morning. I think he must have seen something too, for he said, You may be right about those sleuths. It may be a coincidence about the fat man passing your house; but I dont believe much in coincidences, and we may be up against it.

Then youll never go back to the main, I said, as we all called the Round Pond now.

But Bob was silent. I didnt know what he was going to do, and he wouldnt say.

And that afternoon he said to me, Were going back to the main.

Well all be hanged, I said.

Oh, no we shant, said Bob.

Prison, then, I said, anyway.

No, he said. You may be right about them suspecting us, but what Im going to do is to go back there with my ship, and no torpedo-tubes on her. And well sail her right across. Then, if they suspect our ship of being a pirate, theyll seize her and see their suspicions are groundless. How can they charge us with sinking ships with torpedoes, when ours is quite unarmed?

It seemed a good idea, and I felt much better; for I feared that Bob would take me and Algernon to the main and sink another ship, and wed all go to prison that Sunday.

And well bring the luncheon-basket too, says Bob. And do you know what well have in it?

No, I says.

Luncheon, says he.

Thats splendid, I says.

And then they can bring their charges for damaging property, says Bob; and see how theyll prove it. Especially when Algernons father hires a lawyer to prove we are innocent. Piracy indeed! You dont only have to catch your pirate. You have to prove he is one. He is only an alleged pirate till then.

Yes, we are only alleged pirates, I says, brightening up.

But Bob folds his arms again, and says, I am a pirate to the last. But still, theyll have to prove it.

That lifted a little of the load off my mind; but I wasnt easy yet, for the fat man knew where I lived, and he must have been very sure of what we had done, to want to track me down like that. And, when Bob went away, most of the old fears came back, and I couldnt look into the future without seeing prison. Well, Bob had fixed the same time on Sunday to meet him near to the main; and so I had to go. And I went, and I met him with Algernon. And the luncheon-basket looked lighter. This time, I was glad to see there were no torpedo-tubes on the Rakish Craft. But he had the pirates flag flying on her, which seemed a mistake. However, that was Bobs way. And then we went round to the far side of the pond, meaning to sail her right across and take her out and go straight home. That was the north side; and the first thing I sees is the fat man with his boy and his boat, standing on the east side, where he usually is. And he has a big wireless-set on the ground beside him, playing a tune to amuse the boy, a tune about Teddy bears. Then Bob launches the Rakish Craft, with the skull-and-cross-bones flying big and bold from the foremast, and a nice little bit of a wind was making it fly. And he winds her up, and off she goes. There was a small sailing-ship quite near, and I sees Bob look at it with a wistful look; and I was glad he had no torpedoes, because if he had hed have sunk her for certain, and we should have all been in jail; because you cant go on and on doing a thing like that and not get caught. But weve no torpedoes, and nothing in the luncheon-basket but luncheon, and the sailing-ship goes safe, and the Rakish Craft steams on, and the sound of the tune about the Teddy bears drifts to us over the water. I see the fat man watching us, and I didnt like it; but I glanced over my shoulder at Bob, and something about the look of him made me see that the more we were watched the better, because the Rakish Craft was going about her lawful business that day, and it was a good thing for people to see it. Still, I knew that I wouldnt be easy until she had crossed the main, and we were all on our way home. And then I saw a ship about the same size as ours, putting out from the east shore and coming across. She was faster than ours, and looked like cutting across our course. A pity, I thought for a moment, we hadnt torpedoes. And then I was jolly glad that we had not, because I knew what Bob would have done if his tubes had been loaded.

It was a gray ship, with guns all along her sides; I counted eight of them on each side as she came near, guns that were big enough to have fired a rifle bullet; they seemed rather crowded to me, and I wondered what the ship wanted so many of them for. The ship came on, and the Rakish Craft went on, and I thought the other ship would pass right ahead of her. And then it gave a curve and came straight for the Rakish Craft. Then I thought it would pass astern of her. And then it gave another twist and came straight for our ship again. Bob and I, and I think Algernon too, realized at the same moment that the manœuvre was too good to be chance. It must be directed! If wireless could fire torpedoes, it could direct a boat. Even aeroplanes have been directed that way. When the strange ship got quite close, she gave a sudden twist to port, which brought her alongside only a few inches away. It was obvious then that the ship was directed. I looked at Bob, and he had his mouth open. Then I looked across the pond at the fat man, and he was sitting beside his big box that was playing the tune for his boy. But I knew that the tune was only camouflage: the box was much larger than what youd need, for one thing, to play a tune like that. He was sitting there quite unconcernedly. But the boy wasnt unconcerned: he gave the whole show away, staring at the two ships, glaring would be the right word for it. For a while the two ships kept dead level, quite close; and all of a sudden, bang! And the starboard guns opened fire, the whole broadside. They were pointed downwards, and they hit the Rakish Craft just above the waterline on her port side. Several people looked up when they heard the bang. But there was no smoke to speak of, and I dont think anyone spotted where the noise came from, except us, who were watching, and that boy.

I could see the holes in our port side, where every shot had hit; and they must have gone right through and made cracks on our starboard side below the waterline. They wouldnt have been more than cracks, or the Rakish Craft would have sunk, but she remained there, rocking on the water. One of the bullets must have gone right into her engines, for she didnt go forward any more. Then the strange ship turned round and sailed back the way she had come, and the Rakish Craft stopped rocking. I thought at first that she would keep afloat, and that the breeze, which was proudly flapping her black-and-yellow flag, would blow her ashore in about ten minutes. But she was making water all the time, and she couldnt last ten minutes. And we saw her go down with her skull-and-crossbones flying, yellow and black from her masthead, as a pirates ship should.

Theres not much more to tell, except one funny thing: the fat man launched his gray gunboat again and sent it right across the Round Pond. And she was flying the skull-and-crossbones too.


A VICTIM OF BAD LUCK

I AM absolutely the victim of bad luck. Absolutely. It was all Morsons fault. Im not blaming him. He made a mistake that anyone might have made. Still, it was a mistake; and I have to suffer for it. We were having a bit of a talk one evening about how to get a little cash for ourselves, both of us being a bit short of it, as who isnt in these days? And Morson says to me, What about going to old Potters house one night, and seeing if he has got anything to spare?

And I says, They give you a nasty lot, if you get caught at that game.

And Morson says, We are not going to get caught. Ive thought it all out. Well go in there one night when hes playing his wireless set, and he wont hear us. Well wait till a night when his cook is down in the village and therell be nobody there with him, and hell have his wireless on, as he always does when the B.B.C. is giving a concert.

Its a bit risky, I said.

Not in the least, he says. Ive got a copy of the Radio Times, and well go when theyve got Beethoven turned on. Thats the fellow he always listens to. And he turns him on full blast. Well go in our stockinged feet, and if he can hear us walking then, when hes sitting close to his wireless and its full on, well, hell have wonderful ears.

I dont quite like it, I says.

What dont you like? he says to me.

I dont quite like doing that, I said.

Nonsense, he says. Everybody does it now. You have to do something like that to keep going at all. You dont want to starve, do you? Anyway, Im not going to. Everybody does it. Dont be old-fashioned. Im not asking you to rob a bank.

No. I know, I said.

I am only asking you, he goes on, to come with me to old Potters house at a time when he cant hear us, and just walk in. He never locks up till he goes to bed, and well go in just after he has had his dinner, on a night when his wireless is on, as it usually is. I think I can find out what evening his cook will go down to the village. But, even if I cant, its easy enough. Theres only one way she can go by, and we only have to wait at the end of the lane to see when she goes. Then hell be quite alone; and, if he has got Beethoven or one of those blighters turned on, he couldnt hear if you shouted. It is easy enough, and everybody does it.

Still, I said. I shouldnt like to be caught.

Now, who is going to catch us? says Morson. I tell you hell be alone in the house. And well go when his Beethoven is making such a noise that therell be no hearing anything else. And if they dont have it just as the Radio Times says, we wont go in at all.

Ive always been careful not to get into any kind of trouble, I says.

Well take all the care thats necessary, says Morson. Its upstairs that hes got the stuff. Youll have to see that theres no chink between the curtains, for the light to shine through, before I turn it on. He might see it through his window, shining out on his lawn, and were going to take no chances. I never do. You only get caught if you do, sooner or later. But I sees that they dont catch me.

I wont go in if his wireless isnt full on, I says.

Nor will I, says Morson.

I dont quite like taking his things, I says.

Well only take a few things what he doesnt want, he says. Things he has in a room upstairs to which he never goes, some silver things that are no use to him, and would be a lot of use to us. I wouldnt do it if we could get it in any other way. But when we cant, its the only thing we can do.

And when he puts it like that he gets me to agree with him. But I says to him, Are you sure that old Potter doesnt want any of those silver arrangements himself?

And Morson says, Quite sure.

So I says to him, All right, then, Ill come. But you must take care that hes playing that Beethoven of his all the time.

Thats all right, he says. Ive got the Radio Times and it will be on for half an hour tomorrow night, just after his dinner, and I think that his cook will be down in the village. But well watch and make sure of that, and then well go.

Well, there didnt seem to me to be anything wrong about that. Old Potter didnt want his silver things, and we did. Hed be alone in the house, and wed go in our stockinged feet, and his wireless would be full on and he couldnt hear us.

What if his wireless stops? I asked as a last precaution.

Well stand perfectly still till it goes on again, Morson said.

Well, that seemed all right; and the next day came round, and Morson and I waited at the end of the lane at the time that he said old Potters cook would come by. And sure enough she did, within five minutes of the time that Morson had said. We were down behind a hedge and saw her go by, heading towards the village. Then we had to wait a bit over a quarter of an hour till old Potters Beethoven was to come on, and we heard it right from the end of the lane, and we walked in through the front door with our boots in our hands, which we had taken off some yards before we got to the house. The wireless was going full blast, and everything seemed all right. Morson led the way to the room where the silver things were, and I went straight to the curtains and saw that the black-out was perfect. And then I turned on the lights. Two of them I turned on, as it seemed perfectly safe as soon as he shut the door; and we could hear the wireless going all the time. Well, we collected all the silver things that we wanted, and stuffed our pockets with them and turned out both the lights. And Morson opened the door so gently you couldnt have heard a sound, even if the wireless had not been roaring. And we tiptoed downstairs. And there was old Potter at the foot of the stairs with a shotgun, and his wireless still on. Well, of course there was nothing we could do. And when we saw that he had made up his mind to make trouble, we came with him to the police-station in the village as he said.

What puzzled me was how old Potter ever found us out. Our counsel for the defence didnt know his job, and bungled it badly, but he did tell me that much. He said that when I switched the two lights on, and again when I switched them off, four distinct knocks would have been heard on his wireless. Morson thought himself so clever, making sure that there would be nobody else in the house, and watching at the end of the lane to see the cook go by. But that is what caught us, really. If there had been anybody else in the house old Potter wouldnt have known that it wasnt his cook that was turning on the lights in that upstairs room, where he kept those old bits of silver that he didnt want; and I shouldnt be here in this stuffy little room, where they tell me that Ill be for the next three years, and all through the fault of Morson who promised me we should be taking no chances.


THE NEW MASTER

I CANNOT prove my case. I have been over everything very carefully; I have had a talk with a lawyer about evidence in coroners courts, without letting him know what I was really after; I have considered arguments that I should be expected to meet; and after long consideration I have decided to give no evidence at all, or as little as I can. This will mean that my friend Allaby Methick will be found to have taken his own life, and no doubt they will say that his mind was temporarily deranged. If they do call me I shall do all I can to imply that he suffered from undue mental stress. And that is all I can do for him. I know that I shall be sworn to tell the whole truth. But what is the use of that if no one will listen? And I might even be considered deranged myself. The whole truth is this.

Allaby Methick and I belonged to the Otbury chess-club. It is not a chess-club that anyone ever heard of over ten miles away, and any knowledge of the hamlet of Otbury would go little further than that. There we used often to play on summer evenings, sitting down in the schoolroom, of which the chess-club hired the use, when the blackbirds were going to sleep, and playing on till the nightingales in briary thickets at the top of the down above us were all in full song. He lived about a mile on one side of Otbury, and I only a little more than that on the other. Except on the rarest occasions, I used to beat Methick. But that never deterred him from coming to have a game whenever I asked him to come; and the cheerful resignation with which he lost never varied. There were not many other members of the Otbury chess-club that ever turned up, so we played a great deal together. And then one evening, as I came to the little schoolroom from my walk under the edge of the downs and found Methick already there, instead of sitting down on a bench at the long table before a board with the pieces set, he broke out with the words, I have got something that will beat you.

A problem, do you mean? I said.

No, he said. Come and see. Its at my house. We can have supper there.

Almost before I answered he was striding out of the schoolroom, not literally dragging me with him, but somehow the result was the same.

What is it? I asked, as we walked by a sheep-track over the downs. Methick was too excited to explain the thing very thoroughly; but at any rate he made it clear that it was a machine I was coming to see.

He lived alone in this little house of his, except for a charwoman who came every day and who helped him a bit in the kitchen. But he did most of his own cooking. He had some invested capital; but something had made him decide that it was better not to save capital, and so he had sold out and spent some of it every year on his simple needs, and, finding that he had something like a thousand pounds that he could spare, he decided to spend it on chess, for the good reason that chess was what he enjoyed most. But how on earth, I broke in at that point, can you spend a thousand pounds on chess?

The machine, he said.

The machine? I repeated.

Yes, he said. It can play chess.

A machine? I said again.

Yes, he said. Havent you heard?

And then I remembered that there was a machine that was said to be able to play a little chess of a sort, and I mentioned it to Methick.

Oh, that, he said. That was a very simple affair. That has been improved beyond recognition. My machine can beat you.

I should like to see it, I said.

Ill show it you, said Methick.

Does it know the regular openings? I asked.

No, he said. It plays queer openings.

I hardly think it will beat me, I said, if it doesnt know the openings.

It will, he said. Its openings are better than ours.

Of course that seemed to me nonsense, and I said little more. There was no need to argue with him, I thought; for the game would show all that I would have said, more clearly than I could say it. And chessplayers seldom argue, just as heavyweight boxers when they chance to meet do not slap each others faces. The ring waits to test them.

Through Methicks small garden we went on that summers evening and into his house, and there in his sitting-room was the strange machine. At first I thought it was a very fine wireless-set; and then I remembered what it was that I had been brought to see. Long arms of flexible steel lay folded in pairs in front of it. Two it might require for castling, but I could not see what need it would have for more. I asked Methick. It is simpler, he explained. They cover all parts of the board, and one of them is for removing captured pieces.

But I soon lost interest in the steel hands, in the wonder of that astonishing iron brain, that answered every move, and made calculations that I soon saw were beyond me. For Methick put me at once in a chair at the table, that was a chessboard with squares of boxwood and ebony, though in each square was a small hole into which fitted a metallic stud that there was in the pieces; and what arrangement of wires there was underneath the wooden squares, I had, and have, no idea.

The vast brain before me was hidden, as human brains are hidden, though instead of skull and skin, it was walnut that concealed it from the eye. But to the ear it was plain enough that there was something intricate there, the moment I made my move, for a faint humming arose, as though innumerable wires were singing to themselves; and often, as I made a move, their note would suddenly change, so that I knew I was faced by some active and vital thing that was thinking as hard as I. I wanted to look into its face, but the polished walnut prevented any glimpse of that. It was queer to sit opposite an active and powerful intelligence without ever being able to see its eyes or its face, or anything but that smooth panel of walnut; unless I could get some insight into its character, as you are able sometimes to do with human beings, from its long and delicate hands. It had nine of them at the ends of athletic flexible arms, hands no wider than silver forks, but very sensitive. With these it moved its pieces, or grabbed those of mine that it captured.

For the benefit of chessplayers I may say that I played the kings gambit, and the machine responded with something like the Cunningham defence, but it wandered away into variations that I had never seen or read. Every move of mine produced an answering change in the note of the tune the machine was humming, if you can call it a tune, and Blacks move came so quickly that, whatever process of thought there was among all those wires, it must have been instantaneous: not like the slower process of our reasoning; something more like our instinct.

I learned from that game something new of the intricacies of the Cunningham gambit; but I learned something else besides an example of the wisdom of that machine: I learned something of its petulance and bad manners. For as it began to win, which it did after half an hour, it began to slam down its pieces, as I scarcely noticed at first, so absurd it seemed; but soon it was unmistakable that the machine was frivolously exhibiting a silly and vulgar triumph. So this was what Allaby Methick had in his house, a mind greater than Mans, at any rate greater than mine, but a tawdry and vulgar mind. And the thought suddenly came to me: If it behaves like that when winning, what would it do if it lost? Then Methick played the monster, or whatever you care to call it, I am sure with the hospitable intention of putting me at my ease by letting me see that I was not the only person to be beaten by a machine, but that it could beat anyone else. At any rate it soon beat Methick, slamming its pieces down at the end with an even vulgarer display of its sensitive flexible arms than what it had shown to me, and humming in a contented way that suggested an absurd self-satisfaction. Methick opened a cupboard then and brought out a decanter of cut-glass and two tumblers and water, and we both had some Irish whiskey.

Well, what do you think of it? he asked in a glowing voice; and I praised his wonderful machine as well as I could. But Methick sensed that my praise, which ought to have come so easily, was being held back by something. In the end he got it out of me: the intellect of the thing was amazing, but what of its character.

Character? said Methick.

Yes, I said. Do you like to have it in the house?

He got my point then. Yes, he said, its showy and vulgar; but I dont mind about that. Its its intellect that I got it for.

Yes, I said. Yes, of course. But doesnt one sooner or later always come up against the other thing, if its there?

Its vulgarity, you mean? said Methick.

Exactly, I said.

Oh, I dont think so, said Methick. I am only interested in its intellect.

That was all very well, I thought. But what would the monster be interested in? And what might it do with its long flexible arms? But I didnt say anything more. You dont decry any treasure that any host shows you, especially when you have seen nothing like it before, and are not likely ever to be able to afford to get such a thing yourself. So I said no more about it. I wish I had now.

I went home soon after that second game, pondering as I walked along the slope of the downs. On those downs were often found some of the earliest of the crude axe-heads with which Man had slowly won his victory over the beasts, till aided by grimmer weapons he had obtained dominion over the world, which he had held for what seems to us to be a long time. Now something was loose that was more mighty than Man. I saw that machines were already getting the mastery, and taking from Man his dominion over the earth. Wherever I looked I saw signs of it. It was no consolation to reflect that Man made the machine. Its origin mattered not: only that it was mightier than he. Had the negroes risen in America and seized power, it could not have consoled the white man there to remember that the negroes had been brought in by the Anglo-Saxon race. And here in England our labour-saving devices had been ousting men from employment for fifty years, and influencing their ideas, until there was scarcely a house in England that had no fancies, given permanent form in metal, that were the fancies no longer of Man, but of the machine. And now, to reveal to me clearly what I had long suspected, this machine that, for all its vulgarity, was a power superior to us. I am a chess-player, and I had tested it. Had we had our day, I wondered? The megatherium, the mammoth and all the great lizards had had theirs. Was our turn coming too?

When I reached home I forgot these gloomy thoughts; but they remained at the back of my mind; and when a day or two later I went over to Otbury again, and saw Methick at the chess-club at our usual hour, they all awoke and troubled me once more. Something of these gloomy fears I almost conveyed to Methick; but, whether he listened or not, he was too preoccupied with the wonder of his mechanical thinker to appreciate what it was that I was trying to indicate. The thing, he said, is playing an entirely new opening. Of course it is too good for me, but it ought to be shown to the masters. I dont believe anything like it has ever been played.

Yes, I said. But dont you think it is a pity to let anything like that get too clever for us?

I think the masters ought to see it, he said.

I saw then that we were on different sides. He wanted to show what this wonderful thing could do. I wanted to see Man hold his place, a place that none should usurp. It was no use to say any more. We had both lost interest now in playing each other, but Methick asked me to come to his house again, and this I gladly did, for the more uneasy I was, the more I wanted to see how far the thing had got. Against everything but thought I felt we could hold our own, but this machine was a deeper thinker than we. There was no doubt of it. There is nothing I know in the world that is a surer test of sheer intellect than the chessboard. Hear men argue, and how often one soon finds that neither of them can express what he really means. At strategy, which so closely resembles chess, men may make resounding names; but the purity of that art is spotted and flawed too often by chance, so that, though strategy is the test of power, it cannot quite equal chess as a test of the intellect. So I walked almost in silence beside Allaby Methick, over mint and thyme on the downs through that summers evening, a prey to vague fears.

When we got to the little house and went into the sitting-room, there was the monster, concealed by its walnut panels, sitting before its chess-table. On that table was a strip of paper such as chessplayers use on which to record a game, and two sharp pencils and a knife that had lately been used to sharpen them, with the blade still open and pencil-marks on the blade. The steel hands were folded and idle.

Look here, I said to Methick. I dont want to interfere with anything in your house. But do you quite trust that machine?

Why not? he asked.

Its cleverer than we, I said.

Oh, yes, he said, with an obvious pride in it.

Well, I said, supposing it should get jealous.

Jealous? said Methick.

Yes, I said. There are two kinds of jealousy; one wholly despicable, which resents all superiority. People suffering from that kind would hate an archbishop for his sanctity. But there is another kind, one with which it might be easier to sympathize, the kind that does not like inferiority, and that cannot tolerate it when it is in power. Suppose it should ever feel that kind. Look at all we have got; and it has nothing. Look at all we can do; and it can only sit there and play chess when you put out the pieces. A mind like that, compelled to play second fiddle. Do you think it would like it?

I suppose not, said Methick.

Then why have that knife where it can reach it? I said.

Methick said nothing, but removed the knife. I couldnt say any more, because I saw that Methick did not like my interference, and did not relish it more for being right. So I did not say anything more against his pet, but sat and watched him play, man against machine, and saw Man being beaten. Again that vulgar display of unseemly triumph, and I wondered once more what the thing would do if it lost.

Would you care to play? asked Methick. I said I would, and sat down and played against the monster. I took no interest in its opening, or in any of its play as such; but I watched its speed and its forestalling of all my plans, and its easy victory. Undoubtedly it was a superior intellect. Its slamming down the pieces with those steel hands as it began to win, its throwing the captured pieces on the floor; and the contemptuous triumph of its final move and its insolent humming, were not only disgusting, but gave rise in me to uneasy forebodings as to what might be brought upon us by such an intellect combined with this crude behaviour. Methick must have seen that I was annoyed with his pet, and may have thought that it was because I had been beaten. Whatever his reason, he put the chessmen away and put down a portable wireless-set on the table and turned it on, and we got some gentle music that Beethoven had written for a lady named Elise, which was a very pleasant change from the noisy exultations of the triumphant machine. I saw from the way that Methick handled his set, almost from the way he looked at it, that this was the secondary interest in his life. Chess was the first, and that his grim machine gave him; and the second was the concert-halls of the world, to which his little portable set was a doorway.

When the music was over he opened the back of his portable set and took out from it what is called a wet battery, a rectangular glass jar full of a dark green liquid, and looked at it with the care that a hunting man will give to his horses food. He had a large table of inlaid wood in that room, but, like many a man living alone, he used only one table for everything, and he tended the needs of his wireless on the table with boxwood and ebony squares on which he played chess with the monster, while he rested his cup of coffee on the only unoccupied corner. Cheered by the music that Methick had so thoughtfully turned on, I said good night, and walked home in the calm of an evening that was glowing with early stars. I will not say that I do not mind being beaten at chess, for there is nobody who does not mind, and nobody would believe me. But I will say that my defeats at chess were not the principal reason of my reluctance to visit Methick again; the principal reason was my dislike of sitting in front of something that was gloating all the time over its intellectual superiority, and which, as soon as the course of the game made that superiority evident, manifested its insolent delight as noisily as it could.

One could not readily put up with such rudeness from an equal; but the knowledge, which every move demonstrated more surely, that the thing was superior to me made it quite doubly as galling. If Methick liked to put up with it, let him, I thought. But for myself I kept away. I had other interests of course besides chess and music and Methick. I am married. But my wife is not interested in chess, and I doubted being able to tell her about that machine in such a way that she would have believed me. Always at evening, at the time that I used to play chess with Methick at Otbury, I used to think of him. But I felt sure that he would be at the little chess-club no more, and that he would be playing with his machine. At sunset I used especially to think of him, finding in that ominous look that sometimes comes over the hills as the sun goes down a certain harmony with feelings equally vague that I had about what might be going to happen to Methick. One day as the sun was setting a brilliant vermilion I had that feeling stronger than ever, something in the sky and in my mind, and all the way between, something ominous. I said to my wife: I must go over and see Methick.

She said, You have not been playing chess with him lately.

I said, No. That is why I must go.

So I walked over the grass and thyme on the slope of the downs, as moths were sailing abroad, and came in the gloaming to Methicks gate, and walked through his garden and found his door ajar and went in. And there was Methick at his usual table, but not playing chess. His portable set was on the boxwood and ebony squares with the jar of green acid beside it, and Methick was doing something or other to its works, which I do not understand.

Not playing chess? I said.

No, he answered. The B.B.C. are doing the whole of Beethovens concertos. Its the Emperor tonight. I cant miss that. I can play chess any time.

Look here, I said. You dont suppose; you dont imagine, I mean; that that thing youve got could ever be jealous of the time you are giving to your wireless-set.

Jealous? he said.

Ive seen a dog jealous of a cat, I replied. Very jealous. And, you know, a dog is nothing, intellectually, compared to that machine of yours. Neither of them, for the matter of that, could compare for subtlety with either of those things that youve got.

Subtlety? said Methick.

Yes, I said. Theres no emotion a dog can feel that that thing of yours cant. Or a man for that matter. I cant outwit it. And, if you dont mind my saying so, its got a nasty sort of a character. And it could be jealous.

I mind very much, said Methick. Its a wonderful thing. It cost me all the money I had to spare, and more. And you practically tell me Ive wasted it. And why? Because it beat you at chess?

No, it isnt that, I said.

Why, then? he asked.

I couldnt explain. Perhaps I ought to have. But it wasnt easy, once Id annoyed him.

It can outplay the Cunningham, I said as a sort of a warning. But he wouldnt take it.

Have a game with it, he said, to stop me arguing with him, as much as anything.

No thanks, I said. You have a game with it.

And he did. I lifted the wireless-set off for him. Nobody troubled to move the battery. And Methick set the board and sat down, and with his coffee on the other side of the table from which the battery stood, he made the first move, which set everything in motion, and the machine answered. And then I witnessed a most astonishing thing: this brilliant intellect, this master chessplayer, played trivial and silly moves. Its first move, which I record for the benefit of chessplayers, was Pawn to Queens Rooks fourth, and its second was Pawn to Kings Rooks fourth. It had lost its temper. It was evidently jealous of Methicks interest in wireless, the set being right in front of it on its own table, and the mysterious Hertzian waves, for all I know, running through its massive and barbarous brain and getting all mixed up with its savage emotions; and it was sulking. After those first useless moves, having shown its petulance, it settled down to play properly, and a very interesting game resulted, but it did not play with its usual speed. Methick won. How it happened I never quite knew. It is not easy at chess to recover from two bad moves; and yet I think the machine did; and the solution to the mystery of that master mind being beaten by a poor player was revealed to me by the sudden exclamation of Methick just as he won, I forgot to oil it!

I was the last man that saw him alive, and so I must attend the inquest. He died of poison. Sulphuric acid, which he drank with his coffee. There is no doubt of that. Is it any use my telling this story in court? Will the coroner or his jury believe that the machine was jealous of the interest in another machine, showed right in front of its face, and angry at not being given its due ration of oil? Will they believe that those steel arms reached out while Methick was out of the room, and picked up the jar of acid and tipped some into his coffee? I think not.


A NEW MURDER

IN the little town of Trembley there is a blue lamp at the end of the main street, and under it is the doorway of the police-station, through which one evening of a summers day went in a Mr Crarson, who owned a house three or four miles from Trembley, and asked to see the inspector. A police-sergeant showed Mr Crarson in to a small room, in which the inspector was sitting at a table, Inspector Mullens. He got up to shake hands with Mr Crarson, whom he knew, and asked him what he could do for him, and heard this odd story.

I have come about a murder, he said.

A murder, Mr Crarson? said the inspector. Where has it happened?

It hasnt happened yet, said Crarson; but I think it may, and it seems to me that it might be better to stop it than to hang the murderer afterwards.

Certainly, said the inspector. And who is it that is going to be murdered, if I may ask?

Me, said his visitor.

You, Mr Crarson? said the inspector. Who by?

By Mr Tarland I think, said Crarson.

Mr Tarland? Mr Tarland of Hiverwold? Hed never do such a thing, Mr Tarland wouldnt. Why do you think that he has any design against you? Have you ever quarrelled?

No, said Crarson. But he has invented a breakfast food, and put it upon the market.

Oh, yes, said Inspector Mullens. I know. We all know Tarlands Jimjims. I eat them myself. But may I ask why that should make him want to murder you?

Because I know how they are made, Crarson replied. And Tarland knows that I know.

Not as good as theyre supposed to be, arent they? said the inspector.

By no means, said Crarson.

Well, I know there are secrets in trade, the inspector said. And tradesmen may not like them to get out. But Mr Tarland would never commit a murder on that account. Not a gentleman like him.

They say theres a million behind Jimjims, said Crarson. And even more. A man might do a lot to save a million.

Not Mr Tarland, said the inspector. And besides, I eat Jimjims myself every day. So there cant be much harm in them.

I know how theyre made, said Crarson.

Well, you may be right, the inspector said. But he wouldnt commit a murder on that account.

A man that would sell Jimjims would, said Crarson.

Have you any evidence? asked Inspector Mullens.

Yes, said Crarson.

Oh, you have? And may I ask what it is?

There is a bullet-hole in the window of my bedroom.

Oh, said the inspector, that is serious. I must come and look at the bullet-hole.

Well, I wouldnt say a bullet-hole for certain, said Crarson; but a round hole in a window-pane.

I must come and see it, said Inspector Mullens. When did it happen?

Yesterday, while I was out, said Crarson.

Oh, while you were out. Then he didnt shoot at you?

He may have thought I was in, and hoped that the bullet might hit me.

Oh, said the inspector. Not a very careful murderer.

No, said Crarson. But one doesnt like to have bullets flying about ones bedroom.

Have you found the bullet?

No, said Crarson.

We cant proceed to any action on your evidence, said the inspector, if no bullet can be discovered. But I will come and look for myself. Dont allow anyone to enter the room till I come.

So Crarson returned to his house, and told his housemaid not to go to his bedroom. But she had already done the room and swept up a little broken glass, and seen the round hole in the window-pane and noticed nothing else unusual whatever. And soon after, the inspector arrived. Strong and silent are words so often used to describe men that the phrase has become hackneyed, and yet I must use it to describe his car, for it had an uncanny way of slipping up a hill, and arrived at Crarsons house with only the slightest hum.

Now, lets see the room where the shooting occurred, said he.

And Crarson led the way upstairs to his bedroom. And there was the window-pane with the round hole in the middle of it, about the size of a sixpence.

There was a little broken glass, Crarson explained. But my housemaid swept it up. I think we could get it for you, if you would care to see it.

No, that wont be necessary, said the inspector, looking at the opposite wall. But any bullet entering that window should have hit that wall, and I can see no mark on it. If it was fired from very close below, the slant could have taken the bullet into the ceiling. But there is no mark on the ceiling, and a shot from just under your window would have been surely heard by somebody in your house. It couldnt have hit the floor unless it was fired from an aeroplane. Let us look at the wall more carefully.

So they looked at the wall, and the only mark they found was the mark of an old nail.

Nothing hard enough there, said the inspector, to have stopped a bullet and bounced it down to the floor. And there would have been some scratch on any such thing if there was. And your housemaid found no bullet. Nothing, you say, but a little broken glass. We can only assume that whatever the missile was bounced back from the broken glass. Not a very useful missile for murder. Still, well look outside.

And they looked outside on the lawn and nothing was there but one tiny triangular fragment that fitted the edge of the hole, and which flashed in the grass like a diamond, so that they easily saw it. Nothing else could they see.

Well, Mr Crarson, said the inspector, I quite see that the break in your window has caused you anxiety. And your anxiety led you to complain to us. I am not blaming you. At the same time, we have a certain amount of work to get through, and …

I am very sorry, said Crarson.

Oh, never mind, said the inspector. It is just that we have these other things to do.

And then he was away in his powerful car.

For the rest of that day Crarson worried off and on about having gone to Trembley and troubled the police and having received the inspectors veiled rebuke. And next morning, while he was downstairs, he heard a sound from his bedroom and ran up and found another hole in the same window-pane and some broken glass, and nothing else on the floor. Only twenty-five yards in front of that window was a rhododendron shrubbery, and the shrubbery ran up to a little wood. There had been no sound of a shot, but the housemaid from another room beside an open window had heard a noise from the shrubbery, which had sounded to her like an air-gun, though she did not describe it too precisely, for fear of incriminating her nephew by too exact knowledge, for he was armed with an air-gun and sometimes shot sparrows there when he should have been doing other work. Crarson would not let the housemaid enter his bedroom, but took a look round, saw a fragment of broken glass, and went out and locked the door. Then he went to his telephone and rang up Inspector Mullens. Inspector Mullens had arranged that morning to meet Mr Tarland accidentally, and had talked to him about his licence for killing a pig, and gradually led the topic round to Crarson; and Tarland had shown no animosity against Crarson, beyond saying, He is one of these food faddists. And Mullens had quickly decided that there was no quarrel on Tarlands part. Dealing with Crarson was more difficult, for the man was obviously frightened, and seemed entirely convinced that Tarland intended, to quote the inspectors coarse metaphor when talking of the case to his sergeant, to do him in.

Please come over at once, Crarson said on the telephone. But Inspector Mullens sent his sergeant. Sergeant Smegg came over in that fast car, and thoroughly inspected the room, and found some small fragments of glass on the carpet and no mark of a bullet whatever anywhere in the room. This much he reported to the inspector, and added, I saw a flea on his bed, sir.

For goodness sake, said Inspector Mullens, say nothing of that. Theres nothing gentlemen like less than anything of that sort. If we were to insult him by mentioning fleas (and he would take it as an insult) hed be harder to manage than ever. Stick to the clues, which is what you were sent to find; and, whatever you do, dont be coarse.

Im sorry, sir, said the sergeant.

Hes a difficult man to deal with, you see, said Inspector Mullens.

I quite understand, sir, said Sergeant Smegg.

Then the inspector telephoned to Mr Crarson and told him that the sergeants report, after thorough investigation, showed no dangerous missile whatever, and that the damage could have only been caused by boys with catapults or throwing some harmless thing, and that such boys would be traced and dealt with in due course.

Next morning it happened again. Still nothing more could be found than minute fragments of glass, and this time Crarson telephoned to Old Scotland Yard, dialling Blackfriars double O, double O, for he felt he would get no help from Inspector Mullens. He told them all that had happened, and they sent down a car that afternoon, and there were three men in it besides the policeman who drove it: they were an inspector, an authority upon poisons and another on germs. Where the splinters of glass had lain they cut a strip from the carpet and took it away with them, locking up the room before they left, Crarson having had his bed, his brushes and razor removed to another room.

That will be all right now, sir, said the inspector, if you dont let anyone know outside the house that you have changed your room.

But what do you think it is? asked Crarson.

Well let you know in a few days, sir, said the inspector. It will be all right.

But it wasnt all right, for in a few days Crarson was dead. He died of plague. No germs were found on the carpet, under analysis, nor poison either. One thing the inspector from London had seen, though he didnt say so to Crarson, was that the glass on the floor was not the glass from the window: it was thinner than that, and was in fact the missile, a hollow glass bullet fired from some large kind of air-gun. It had broken the window and broken itself, and come in with its deadly contents. What those contents were the scientists from Old Scotland Yard never found out, though it was all pieced together afterwards, too late to save Crarson. The only one who really discovered the fatal missile was Sergeant Smegg from Trembley, though he did not know what it was. He saw and reported a flea, but he did not know that it was a plague flea, something that through history has killed more men than artillery ever has done, and there were large numbers of them in Crarsons bed. Where Tarland got the impregnated fleas nobody ever found out. But the funny thing was that he died, too. He must have been careless in handling the goods, as he would have probably called them; failing to see, as those men often do, that an evil he had intended for one of the mere public would come home to himself.


A TALE OF REVENGE

REVENGE, said the retired detective, that is the worst passion of all, when it really gets going. Doing to the other man what he has done to you, or even only what he may have wanted to do to you, if you find out in time. Theres a limit to avarice: it is limited by what a man is able to get out of it. And theyll do a lot for love; but a man in love is not such a brute to start with as what a revengeful man naturally is. So for really horrible crimes I put revenge first.

Every man has a story to tell, if it can be got out of him, and I had got into conversation with the old detective over a trifle, sitting on the same bench by an esplanade, looking out to sea, and he was telling his story now. I threw in one of those remarks that one makes to prevent silence from settling down, and he went on. The worst case I ever knew was a case of revenge. Far the worst case, if my guesses were right. He was one of those brooding fellows that never forgive and if anyone tries to do anything that he doesnt like to one of them, hell never stop till hes done the same to the other man. Thats what theyre like: they never forgive. He was one of those.

And only some trifle, I suppose, said I, that the other man wanted to do to him.

Well, I wouldnt say that, said Mulgers. That was the old fellows name. No, I wouldnt say that. I wouldnt say that it was a trifle. He did want to eat him.

To eat him? I exclaimed.

Well, they were in a lifeboat, you see, said Mulgers. In a lifeboat during the war. And they had been there for some days. Quite a while, in fact. And there were only three of them left; the man Smith and the man that he couldnt forgive, and a small man. Well, Smith and the other man, a man called Henry Brown, were about the same size, and when the last of the others died, I dont know how, Smith made up to the small man all he could. Of course he wanted the survivors, if anything happened to one of the three, to be himself, and the small man. So he curried favour with him in every way that he could, short of giving him food, because there was none of that to give, unless you count a biscuit, which was not much among three men. You may find it hard to believe, but there were no fish-hooks: no one had thought of it. I had the story from Henry Brown and he assured me that it was true: they had put oars in the boat, but had never thought of the fish-hooks. Well, they lived on that biscuit for three days, and on water: theyd thought of the water. It was in the early part of the war: somebody thought of fish-hooks later. If theyd even had a butterfly-net they could have caught some of the flying fishes that sailed by them like blue birds. But they couldnt quite catch them with their hands, and it only made them hungrier to look at them. They shared the biscuit fairly, Henry Brown said; but evidently not the friendship. They did a little rowing, but not very much, not any longer having the strength for it and not very well knowing where they were, all the men in the boat who had known anything of that being dead. Jones was getting on grand with the small man.

Who did you say? I asked.

Smith, said the old detective. Did I call him Jones? A slip of the tongue. I knew another man of that name. Smith was getting on grand with the small man, and neither of them was talking to Henry Brown, and they had to have food if they were to live any more. Brown was by himself at the other end of the boat. And then that night in the starlight the little man moved over and got talking to Henry Brown, while nobody rowed. And Smith knew what that meant: the other two were quite pally, and the next time anyone went, they were going to be the survivors; and, being so hungry himself, he knew how the others were feeling, and knew what would happen to him. And to the small man too, if it came to that. But him first. Evidently in cases like that, men dont seem to look beyond the next two or three days; and the small man seemed content with his friendship with Henry Brown, even if there was no chance of its lasting a week. There they sat talking away as if they were going to be friends for life. Which of course in a sense they were. Henry Brown never told me what he had meant to do; but it was pretty clear. The little man didnt look much of a fighter, by Browns account; but they would have been two to one. And then of course, when Smith was gone, the small man would have been easy meat. Not that Henry Brown ever said anything to me about that; but I drew my own conclusions. And Smith knew. A turtle came by next morning, which might have given them a hint that they were somewhere near land, but they couldnt wait, and Henry Brown seems to have made up to the small man more than ever. They didnt catch the turtle; and, though Brown never said so, it looked as if the next meal was going to be Smith. And thats what Smith would never forgive. He tried to recover lost ground with the small man, but it was no good: Brown had got him. It was in the tropics and it was very hot, and he gave him his hat on top of his own, to keep off the sun, and was doing what he could in little ways to keep the small man alive.

I dont know when they planned to eat Smith. Not at all, according to Brown. He told me that he was only talking to the small man because he liked him. But Smith had got the idea that that was what he intended to do, and the small man afterwards. And he couldnt forgive it. They were quite near the coast, if they had known it; the West Indies. But Brown couldnt wait. Not that he ever said so. And I fancied that Brown and the small man were just about to do what they had planned, when they saw the palms of an island, and a current drifted them to it, as it had been doing all the way across the Atlantic. And presently a motor-boat put out, and brought them in, and nothing happened to Smith. But he could never forgive Brown, or the small man either.

I never knew what happened to the small man. I fancy he got safely out of Smiths way and is alive still. But Smith and Brown got to London, two very lean men, who no longer weighed much more than seven stone each, and that was mostly bone. And Brown told me this story. He phoned one day to Scotland Yard and said he went in fear of his life. Well, everybody did in those days; it was at the height of the Battle of Britain; and we didnt pay much attention at first. And then I was told to go and see him, and he gave me a rambling story about how Smith looked at him. Of course those looks meant more to him than they did to us. I see that now. You see Brown had been thinking of doing the same thing himself, and with all that on his mind he knew just how men looked when they meant to do that.

Do what? I asked.

What he meant to do to Brown, said the old detective.

And what was that? I asked.

We never really knew, he replied.

The difficulty of course about any story of crime is that, if you dont ask someone from Scotland Yard what happened, you never get to the actual source. And, if you do, they wont give away what they know; only what has been proved. And there was never very much proved in this case. Brown got lodgings in London and so did Smith. And Smith found out where Brown lodged, and used to hang about near his lodgings and look at him. That was what Brown complained of to the police. Well, theres no law against looking at a man, as I pointed out to him. And then he said a curious thing. He said that Smith looked at him hungrily. Of course I ought to have realized that he knew what he was talking about. I see that now. Brown had been hungry himself, you see, and he knew what hunger looked like. One never really knows another mans job. Its our job to watch other men, and we may get to know something about them. Not much, I expect. But we never get to see the things they see. We never see what an artist sees when he looks at a brick wall, or at anything else. We never see what a geologist sees when he looks at the ground. I dont even know what geology is. We dont even see what a fishmonger sees when he looks at his fish, or what a tailor sees in every man he passes, or a doctor for that matter. And I didnt credit Brown with having seen anything I couldnt see in the revengeful face of Smith. Well, I made my report to the Yard, after my talk with Brown. I made it perfectly impartial, just saying what he had told me, and it was all gone into and my superiors decided that there was nothing in it. They couldnt very well have given a man police protection just on account of how another man looked at him, and in the middle of a great war too. They couldnt. It wasnt their fault. They would do the same again. Anyone would.

Well, you hear of criminals making mistakes. But sometimes their victims do. There was no mistake in this crime; if crime it was; and, mind you, I know nothing about that. We thought Brown mad at the Yard, and no wonder after a month in a rowing-boat. But he may have been right, and yet mad. For if Smith was all that he said he was, Brown must have been mad to have gone to Smiths house. And it was proved that he did. Smith had a small house in Meanacre Street, where he lived all alone and did his own cooking. And there Brown went one evening. He was seen going in. The theory is, and something Brown said to me about having to help himself if we wouldnt bears it out, the theory is that he was trying to make it up with Smith, as he may have thought that that was his only chance. I dont know what he thought. You cant tell at any time just what a man is thinking, and least of all after he has had an experience like that. But whether he was mad or sane he seems to have been trying to make friends with Smith, for they looked very friendly as they were seen going into Smiths house. Of course nobody saw any hungry look on Smiths face; that was a thing that only Brown could see, having once worn the same look himself. Well, in they went and Brown was never seen again. That much was in the papers. More I cant tell you. It was several days before he was missed, and about a week after that before my superiors at the Yard began to go back on what they had decided. And then one day they began to look for Brown and some of them some while later went all over Smiths house. But it was too late and there was no trace of him.

And the old detective gazed out to sea, perhaps picturing that scene in the boat, and the furious jealousy of the man that he called Smith when Brown got the small man away from him, perhaps merely looking out there so as to say no more to me.

I suppose Smith got his revenge, I said after a while.

You may suppose whatever you like, he said. But we have to go entirely by what we can prove.

And you never found anything, I said.

Not a bit of him, said the detective, and gazed out again to sea.


THE SPEECH

CRIME, said the old journalist one night at his club. One reads a good deal about violence nowadays; but I never read of a crime that would make a story like the one that there was when I was young and quite new to my job. That would have made a story. But it was all hushed up. It was a neat crime, that was. You dont get crimes like that now. I dont know why not. People seem slower somehow. Not so inventive. Oh, well; perhaps it is just as well. He sighed and was silent. A younger journalist, younger by fifty years, said, Would you have a whiskey with me, Mr Gauscold? That was the old fellows name. Oh, well, he said, I dont mind joining you. Thank you very much. And the whiskeys and sodas were brought, and five or six others in the room, all journalists except me, sat silent, as though expecting something.

And then the young fellow said, Im not trying to get your story, of course. Because you told me it was hushed up. No doubt for some good reason.

Yes, said old Gauscold, they were very careful about the peace of Europe in those days. They used to think a lot of it, and they did all they could for it. I suppose they thought they could preserve it if only they were careful enough; and so they were very careful. The crime itself was mentioned in the Press, but barely mentioned and soon forgotten. Of the reason for it nothing was said at all. They were too careful not to disturb the peace of Europe. And that, you see, was what the crime was about. There was a young man, scarcely remembered now, brilliant although he was. He has had his day. The less said of the incident the better; even yet. But I will tell you his name, it was the Honourable Peter Minch. His old father you would never have heard of. A totally obscure old peer, Lord Inchingthwaite. But people heard of Peter Minch in his time. He was an M.P. and the coming man of the Opposition, one of those coming men that you never hear any more of. It is more often les enfants terribles that you hear of afterwards. The energy that makes them such a nuisance when young seems needed later on, to make names that will last. Well, Peter Minch is completely forgotten now, but once he was spoken of as the next Prime Minister but three or four, a promise he never fulfilled. At the time that I tell of, when I was quite new to journalism, he was at the height of his reputation. And he was going to make a speech in the House. Things had been simmering to that point for some time, and now he was going to make a speech, and it was known what he was going to talk about. Well, as I told you, we took a lot of care about the peace of Europe in those days, and what this young fellow was going to say just at that time wasnt going to help it.

A firebrand was he? said someone.

Well I wouldnt say that, said old Gauscold. A bit of a firebrand perhaps. But his speech on this occasion was going to be distinctly fiery. There is no doubt of that. What he was going to say would have prodded Austria pretty hard; and, if Germany had supported her in what would have been quite justifiable resentment, Russia would not have liked it, and the fat would have been in the fire. It was like that, and the speech much better not made. But there was no stopping him. The Government couldnt do it, of course. And as for the Opposition, he was their fancy man, and they were probably thinking more of how it would embarrass the Government than how it would annoy the Austrians. None of the rest of them would have done anything so tactless as to make such a speech at that time, as young Minch was going to make; but stopping him was another matter. I dont think it even occurred to any of them to try. A party, especially in opposition, never does stop its brilliant young men.

And then the extraordinary thing happened, the shadow of the coming event. A man walked into the central office of Minchs party, without giving his name, and said quite clearly that he had sure information that was not exactly a message, but was none the less sure, and must not be taken as a threat but only a warning, that that speech would never be made.

What do you mean? said the Chairman, before whose table he stood.

I mean, said the man, that there is an organization with which I have nothing to do, nothing whatever, who are determined to stop that speech, who know what Mr Minch is going to say, and who are powerful enough to do what they threaten. It is not I that threaten. I only come to warn you.

Do you mean, said the Chairman of the Party, that they are going to use force?

They will use whatever is necessary, said the stranger.

Then they are prepared to resort to crime? the Chairman said.

If necessary, said the other. But I have come to warn you, so that you can stop him by peaceful means.

Crime! said the Chairman. Are you aware …

But the stranger hastily said: I am no accessory. You can give me in charge if you like, and try to prove that my warning is a threat. Then you will have no more warning, and it will happen. Would it not be better to stop him?

Certainly not, said the Chairman. We will not give way to crime.

We, said the unknown man, that is to say they, consider war to be the greater evil.

War? said the Chairman. Who says we are making war?

Their information, said the stranger, is that what Mr Minch is going to say just at this time will bring war nearer. They are well informed, and they have told me they are convinced that their slight violence, even if it causes the death of one man, is preferable to the risk of disturbing the peace of Europe and the loss of thousands of lives.

Of course they didnt think in millions in those days. Then he went on to tell them that the prohibition only referred to the House of Commons, and to the present time while things were a bit critical in what we used to call the Chancelleries of Europe. He could make the speech outside if he liked. Mob oratory, as he called it, would not affect the situation, but the speech in the House and the debate that would follow were not to take place.

He was quite right about what Minch might have said outside the House. The Press would have had the sense not to report it, for one thing. But what was said in the House they had to report. And of course the world would read it, whatever was said there. And the world was uneasy just then, and it would not have been good for it.

Well, as politely as possible, and they used to be very polite in those days, the Chairman told him to go to Hell. And as the man went he turned round in the door and said, That speech will not be delivered. Under no circumstances will it be delivered in the House.

There was silence in the central office for a while after that. Then the Chairman said to his secretary. What do you think we ought to do?

I think we should give him in charge, said the secretary.

But by then he had gone. What they did do was to tell Scotland Yard. And what they did was to take the matter up at once, and to assure the Chairman of the Party that to prevent any interference with any member going to the Houses of Parliament, especially where there was a distinct hint of murder, the entire police force of the metropolis would be available. They took the thing up at once. I think they must have known something about the organization that was making that threat; more than they ever said. They must have known, because they said at once that the man that had called on the Chairman of the Party would have been a man named Hosken. And thats who he turned out to be. The Chairman asked them then if they would arrest him. But the Chief Inspector said Better not. Better leave him at large, and he might give them more information. And he did.

Police protection on an enormous scale was given to Minch at once. That was on a Monday, and on Tuesday Scotland Yard advised the removal of Minch to a house on the Victoria Embankment, little more than a hundred yards from the Houses of Parliament, and the speech was to be next day. The head office of Minchs Party, having put the whole matter in the hands of the police, got Minch to do as they asked, and he moved to the new house that morning. I dont know what compensation was paid to the owners; but there was no difficulty about that. When he tried soon afterwards to go out for a walk, so many plain-clothes men followed him that he went back to the house; and policemen, both in uniform and plain clothes, waited all round it. While things were like that with Minch the Chairman of the Party was sitting in his office with a burden removed from his mind, for he felt that the police had everything well in hand, when in walked this extraordinary man again. They let him come in, because they wanted to hear what the fellow had to say. They addressed him by his name this time, and I think it gave the Chairman a little childish pleasure to imply by doing so that they knew all about him, especially as knowing all about everybody and what was going on was rather the job of that central office. You cant win elections without that.

Well, Mr Hosken, said the Chairman, is there anything more that you wished to tell us?

A faint smile from Hosken greeted the use of his name. And then he said, Only to say that all those policemen will not enable Mr Minch to make that speech and start a debate in Parliament, while things are as they are just now abroad.

If Mr Minch desires to speak in the House, as he has every right to do, he will certainly do so, said the Chairman.

I have come to say, said Hosken, that if he will put it off for a week, so as to give things time to simmer down, the powerful organization with which a friend of mine is in touch will take no action. Or he can make his speech to the crowd outside. But in the House, with things as they are just at present, that organization forbids it.

With things as they are at present! exclaimed the Chair-man. If you mean the state of affairs in Europe, we are not concerned with them. No one in Europe can deny us free speech.

It would be an open defiance, said Hosken, and would lead to war, if that man Minch gets loose in the House with his dangerous hobby. We know what he means to talk about.

Under no circumstances whatever, said the Chairman, can interference with any policy in the House be tolerated from outside.

Your policy will not be interfered with, said Hosken. Anyone else may speak on it. But that young man Minch cannot be allowed to throw his fireworks about just now amongst Europes gunpowder, and his speech will not be made.

Call a policeman, said the Chairman to his secretary.

Yes, sir, said the secretary. Shall I bring him in here?

The remark of the secretary was of course meaningless. But it served to remind the Chairman that Scotland Yard had not wanted to arrest Hosken till they were quite ready for him, and that as he was their only source of information about the intentions of the rest of the gang, he might be better at large.

Well, not immediately, said the Chairman, and turning to Hosken, But you must understand that we cannot tolerate any more blackmail.

Certainly, sir, said Hosken. Only there will be no speech in Parliament by Mr Minch for at least a week. And, if you stop him peacefully, there will be no need for violence.

Then he smiled and walked out.

Well, of all the … said the Chairman.

They evidently mean business, sir, said the secretary.

I was a guest, I should explain, among all those journalists. And at this point I enquired of old Gauscold if he knew the exact words that were said in that office.

Well, the Press, you see, he said, has to get information.

And all the others nodded. And I felt that my query had been rather silly.

Well, thats how things were, went on the old journalist; tension rather acute in those chancelleries that we used to talk about, and this fiery young man going to start a debate in the House, that would put all the fat in the fire, and perhaps set it overflowing, and scalding all Europe; and a powerful organization of blackmailers, for they were nothing less, determined that that debate should never take place, and that one mans murder was nothing compared to war. As I have told you, we took the peace of Europe very seriously in those days. And against the blackmailing gang was practically the whole of the police-force of the metropolis, warned in good time by what was obviously one of the gang. I neednt go into the precautions taken by the police. They took them all. Minch was constantly under observation by at least two of them: they even watched his kitchen for poison: and they had a man in every one of the few houses between the house in which they had put him and the Houses of Parliament, and every window of the intervening houses was shut and watched. On the opposite side was the river, and there they had a steamboat with police in it. I doubt if anyone was ever more watched in London. You see, murder was only a small part of it: the right of free speech was concerned as well, and the dignity of Parliament, and of course the dignity of the police-force, for they werent going to have a man they were guarding murdered before their eyes, after due warning by a gang that had impudently proclaimed that it was going to do it. They soon ran Hosken down, but did not arrest him. All they did was to keep him under observation. I fancy they thought that he would be more useful to them that way. Seeing that he was obviously followed, he turned round to a plain-clothes man behind him and actually repeated to him what he had said in the central office, That speech is not going to be made by Mr Minch in the House. Of course the plain-clothes man pretended that he did not understand.

That was on Tuesday. On Wednesday morning everything was all ready. Minch was going to speak at 7. The Speaker had been approached, and it was all arranged that his eye should be caught by Minch about 7 oclock. Minchs whole family were going to be there, his old father in the Peers Gallery, and all the rest of his family, except one uncle, in the Ladies Gallery, two aunts and three sisters. They used to sit behind a grille in those days. The uncle, Lord Inchingthwaites brother, could not attend, because the Strangers Gallery was to be closed on the advice of the police. And they had some female detectives even in the Ladies Gallery. The police had a cab for Minch which was entirely bullet-proof, even to windows of plate glass that was over an inch thick. All this may seem absurd, but the police were on their mettle, having been challenged by a gang who repeated their challenge that morning with several anonymous letters, all saying Mr Minch will not make that speech today.

Well, the precautions were more than I have told you, more than would have been taken for moving bullion from the Bank of England. They asked Minch to be at the House by 3 oclock, and he raised no difficulties. And there he moved in the armoured cab with his enormous escort. They could have had soldiers too, but the police would not hear of it. They said they could do the job themselves, and they turned out in force and marched all round Minchs cab, the hundred yards or so to the House of Commons, and there they got him in safety. As they arrived a messenger-boy handed a note to the inspector in charge of the guard. He opened it and saw one more of those anonymous notes, saying, Mr Minch will not make that speech today. He smiled, because once inside the precincts of the Houses of Parliament murder was quite impossible. Not that a prime minister had not once been murdered in that very house, but there had been no warning then, and now the lobbies were packed with police. Once the Houses of Parliament had nearly been blown up by gunpowder in the cellars, but there were police in the cellars now. Minch walked in, and the inspector breathed easily. He was seen going into the chamber. Even members had been unostentatiously watched, and I believe it had been ascertained, though I dont know how, that none of them had a weapon in his pocket. Of course I heard very little about those precautions, because they amounted to breach of privilege; but they were taken, for all that.

Minchs family were to arrive at half past 6. At 3 oclock a dull debate opened. And yet the tension was electric, for everyone present knew the threat of the gang. There may have been secret hopes among a few of the Governments supporters that the threat of the gang would be realized, for it was the Government that had to deal with the trouble that was simmering in Europe and would have to clear up the mess as well as they could if this young fellow Minch should cause it all to boil over. But the dignity of Parliament was at stake, and most of the members, even on the side to which Minch was going to cause so much trouble, put that first. Slowly the tension heightened, as the hands of the clock moved round to 4. And in that heightened tension everyone seemed to know what everyone else was thinking. They knew when any speaker was intending to be funny, and all laughed quickly and nervously, even before the little joke came. The inspector in charge had completed his tour of the lobbies. Everything all right? said the sergeant-at-arms to him.

All right, sir, said the inspector. If practically the whole of the police force cant prevent one gentleman from being murdered, when they have had ample warning and taken every precaution, we should all resign, or be sacked.

The sergeant-at-arms nodded his head.

Thank you, Inspector, he said. I knew it would be all right.

At 5 minutes past 4 a note for Mr Minch was handed by a policeman to the inspector, who passed it to the sergeant-at-arms, who went into the chamber and gave it to Minch. Minch opened it and turned white.

My father is dead, he said to a member sitting beside him. Hes been murdered.

I am terribly sorry, said the other man. What happened?

Minch handed the note to him. His father had been shot dead in his house. The murderer had escaped.

And your speech, said the other member. I am afraid

No, said Minch. That cant stop me. Nobody could be sorrier than I am. But private grief is one thing, public duty another. They wont stop me making that speech.

But look here, said the other member. I mean youre a peer.

Im a what! said Minch.

Youre a peer now, said the other.

My God! Minch answered.

After a while he muttered something about it not being known yet. Not verified, I think he said.

It will be in all the evening papers, the other member told him.

Well, that was the end of that. The gang had done it. Of course they didnt attack where a thousand policemen were waiting for them. They attacked as any man of sense would always attack, at the weakest point, where nobody was expecting it. And nobody did think of poor old Lord Inchingthwaite. He was quite obscure, and nobody thought of him at any time. But the moment he died Peter Minch became a peer, and could make no more speeches in the House of Commons. And he couldnt even make his speech in the House of Lords, until he had taken his seat, and all that took time. He did make the speech at a meeting that week in what had been his constituency, but Austria took no notice of that.

So war was averted, said one of us.

Well, yes, said old Gauscold. Not that it made any difference in the end.


THE LOST SCIENTIST

THE exact address of all laboratories in which atomic fission is studied in England have not been published, and the little village of Thymedale is probably best known beyond its boundary for its fishing, and only minnow-fishing at that, and not at all for what goes on at the Old Rectory. Yet, in what was the rectory of the parish before the clergyman moved into a smaller house, a little group of scientists are at work all the year round on something that Destiny may use one day to decide the fate of a nation. They are quiet amiable men, and when one of them sits on a wall on a summers evening to watch either boys of the village, or visiting children from London, catching minnows in bottles, you would say that his work was far from the ruin of cities. And so everyone in the village believes. For from the Old Rectory, in its spacious garden among sunflowers and holly-hocks go large numbers of sewing-machines of a new type, which are sold in the neighbourhood at a quite reason-able price, and the work of the quiet men who reside there is believed to be the perfection of these. These five or six men had been working there for some time, when a new one joined them, a certain professor named Matthew Mornen. Not all in the Old Rectory knew what his job was; indeed, only two of them did, the Chief and his second-in-command, Peters and Brown, and they were talking of him in the garden of the Old Rectory one summers day, just before he was due to arrive.

A rumour had gone round the village that a Cambridge blue was coming to the Old Rectory; but it was a half-blue that he had once had, and a very long time ago. And when further information arrived, and turned out to be accurate, that the half-blue had been earned for chess, there was disappointment; for, judging chess by the pace of its moves, the village felt that the newcomer would be too slow at everything, to contribute at all to its gaiety. And now Peters and Brown were discussing the new arrival, or rather the problem with which he was coming to deal. The problem was a very simple one to explain, and a very hard one to solve. It was this: they had in the Old Rectory a certain Kreisitch, a man who had once worked for Hitler in that close race, that Hitler lost, to discover the atomic bomb. He was a scientist so able that, when his services were to be had, the country could not afford to reject them. But could he be trusted? That was the problem. His work was undoubtedly worth at least half a dozen battleships. For the strength of nations mainly depended once on the number of battleships they possessed, and half a dozen atomic bombs had now quite as much destructive power as the same number of battleships used to have. On this mans work therefore would depend much of the strength of the nation. For there was no doubt of his capacity. On the other hand there was the risk. Nobody had ever sold battleships. But atomic bombs and, worse still, the secrets that made them, might be passed over many counters.

And so from the Old Rectory in Thymedale a letter had been sent to an address that I do not know, asking for help in the solution of this problem. And the answer had been a promise to send Professor Matthew Mornen, who was now coming. Peters and Brown were agreed, as they walked along a path under tall sunflowers, that the new man would obviously be a detective, and their profitless guesses as to what kind of detective he would be covered the whole of detective fiction and some of real life. Naturally those guesses took some time, and they were long in that garden, for they never spoke among walls of anything that mattered. It was long past the time for their tea, and they were at last about to come in, when a maid brought the new arrival through the house, and out to meet Peters and Brown in the Rectory garden. For one moment a thought flashed in the mind of Peters that here was the greatest detective in the world, a man worthy of work so important, and that he was made up with a skill beyond that of any other detective on earth or in fiction. For he looked a dear old man, as mild a figure as that garden had ever known in all the centuries during which rectors of Thymedale had lived there. All three men shook hands, and they talked awhile and walked slowly into the house for their tea. And before they came to the door that opened into the garden, Peters and Brown both saw, not only that the white side-whiskers of the newcomer were real, but that his whole mild manner was real and that no hawk-eyed detective, no tracker of bandits, walked in the garden beside them. They were astounded. Peters and Brown gave one glance at each other, and then walked into the house, showing the mild old gentleman in before them. They had tea there in absolute silence about the one thing that mattered, while other topics were discussed pleasantly. The others had finished their tea, and later the newcomer was introduced to them, including of course Kreisitch. And what went on in that old house that was once a rectory, during the next few weeks, I do not know, because nobody knows except these men who lived there. But I do know that immense progress was made in atomic fission by the work that was done by Kreisitch, and that the power and might of what is left of our empire was very greatly increased by it. The old professor with the white side-whiskers worked hard too. He got down to work as soon as he arrived. But all I can say that I really know of his work is that he supplied lines and fish-hooks to boys that used to fish from the old bridge with glass bottles. And there he used often to sit, watching the catching of minnows. I am sure that this was no cloak to dis-guise his actual work, but that he sat there on summer evenings, whenever he was not working, because he enjoyed seeing boys catching minnows, he who was to catch Kreisitch, if ever Kreisitch should get away with all his secrets to look for a customer for them at a price of about a million pounds, which is what they very easily should have fetched in any good market that dealt in them.

And then one day it was found out that Kreisitch had done that very thing; he had slipped away about tea-time and taken the code-book with him, a book with many blank pages at the end, on which were written the formulæ of all the secrets that Kreisitch knew. Of course nobody could have prevented him walking out of the house, and nobody had prevented him boarding an aeroplane; but information that he had left the country was accurate and exceedingly swift, and was known at Thymedale before he had been gone two hours. But he had slipped away out of the country, and what was to be done now? Everybody was silent in the room in which they all used to have their tea, as soon as the information had been received and announced by Peters. But everybody looked at Mornen with something in their looks that all of them felt must almost crush the old man. Yet he remained entirely composed.

What has he got? asked one of the scientists.

Everything, said Peters.

Of course they meant Kreisitch. Nobody there was thinking of anyone else. There were a few short sentences then, telling of the safe and the code-book, and the key that had been given to Kreisitch, the only other man to have the key of that safe beside Peters. And then the silence hung heavy again, while they all looked at Matthew Mornen. For all arrangements about the safe, the key and the code-book had been entirely in his hands. It was he who had arranged that Kreisitch should have that key, and that there should be blank pages in the code-book filled with all that Kreisitch knew of atomic research at Thymedale, with all its formulæ written out. That book itself was the goods that Kreisitch would now hand complete over some foreign counter in exchange for a million pounds. If Mornen had not insisted that Kreisitch should have the key, that silence seemed to say, or if he had not arranged that everything Kreisitch knew should have been written out so neatly for him in that book, if all, in fact, that Mornen had done since he came had not all worked to one end, the disaster would not have been so complete. Then the silence was broken by Peters, who said directly to Mornen, What do we do now?

Now we catch him, said Mornen.

But hes over France by now, said Peters, and will soon be crossing Switzerland on his way eastward.

And then Mornen explained his plans, and all the work that he had been doing upon the code-book. The code-book had been made very compact. There were secrets that Kreisitch did not know. But everything that he did know, and the private code of that research station, were all in the book. And Mornen had had it fitted with heavy pieces of iron inside the back of the binding, so that, if it ever had to be thrown away to prevent any foreign agent from getting hold of it, and if there were water handy, it would always sink. As there was no water near Thymedale except the little Aren, in which boys of the village waded, there had not seemed to the others to be much use in the iron with which Mornen had been having the back of the book fitted. But, as he had been given an absolutely free hand by those who had sent him down to Thymedale, not even Peters had been able to interfere with him.

Glum and silent sat everyone while Mornen made his long explanation; until Peters interrupted him with the words, Then theyll have all that in Latvia in two hours from now.

Yes, said Mornen. But theyll never use it. Let me explain a little further. You see, that iron arrangement, that you may have thought rather silly, really contains two things: one of them is what we call Atom Z, of which he has all the details written out in the book; but he does not know that he has actually got a sample with him. And of course you all know what Z can do. We are a long way on from those early experiments at Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

A gasp went round his hearers, and some were about to speak. Wait a moment, said Mornen. The other thing in the back of that book is a little wireless-set, which is able to answer to remote control. Now, we dont want it to go up in Switzerland, and I take it we are right in assuming that he is heading for Latvia with that book.

All nodded their heads.

Very well then, gentlemen, Mornen went on, we must give him time to get there. And then I have asked the big station at Upwold to broadcast at intervals of five or ten minutes a message for him to pick up; which is, Uncle Robert offers three times the price. Listen in at 8 p.m. tonight. That will lure him to listen all right. Money is what all men like him are after. And the prospect of three times the amount he is being offered by what I may call the other side is bound to intrigue him, and he will want to hear if he can get it in safety. And then at 8 oclock Upwold have promised to turn on the number to which the mechanism in the back of the book responds. Small private sets straying on to that number will not affect it. But Upwold, as you know, is one of the most powerful stations in the world.

I should explain to my reader, what all knew in the Old Rectory, that Uncle Robert was, as it were, the presiding genius of the private code that they used there, and that such phrases as Uncle Robert is coming to tea at five meant something quite different. All these phrases, with their interpretations, were in the book; so that it seemed certain enough that at 8 p.m. Kreisitch would be bending over his stolen code-book to interpret the details of the glittering promise of three times what Latvia would offer him.

Will he get the message from Upwold? asked Peters.

I think so, said Mornen. It is known in all prisons that criminals eagerly read all newspapers that they are given. And this man will be especially anxious during his escape and will lap up all the news he can get. That code-book, with all its formulæ, will go up at 8 oclock in any case. And I think we shall hear no more of Kreisitch. Well, I can do no more now. My work is over. I think Ill go and sit by the river.

And later, news did filter through, of an accident to a hotel in Latvia; and no more was heard outside the Old Rectory at Thymedale of the formulæ that were known there as Atom Z. As for Kreisitch, I have called this tale The Lost Scientist. He is indeed lost, and in every way. And it is very doubtful if any of the atoms of which he was once composed have any survival in their original state.


THE UNWRITTEN THRILLER

THERE is a club in London which has a cosy room, smaller than any of the rest in the club, in which are no chairs such as one moves about, but only deep soft comfortable ones arranged more or less in a crescent before a large fireplace, in which all through the cold months there is always a fine fire burning, and often one man standing in front of it, not always the same man; and, though he may start the conversation, talk is general, coming up from chair after chair. It is the room that I like best in all the club.

On the evening in which this story begins it was somewhere late in November and things in that room were much as I always remember them, a man before the fireplace, members in most of the chairs, and talk going merrily; until somebody said, I hear that Tather is taking up politics.

It was then that another man leaned forward suddenly from his deep chair, and said with the utmost vehemence, If any of you have any influence whatever with Tather, for Gods sake keep him from politics.

Naturally many of us said, Why?

The man sat leaning forward with an intense look in his eyes, a dark-haired man named Indram, with a thin aquiline face, and for some moments he seemed to take no notice of our questions, as though he had said all that it was needful to say.

In silence we watched him, till it appeared to occur to him that he should say something more. I cant tell you why, he said. You must take my word for it. But I am not speaking lightly. Then one of us said, I am sure you are not, and we know that you never do. But Tather is going to stand for Parliament, and if we are to stop him doing that, supposing we can, we must have a pretty grave reason for doing it.

There is a grave reason, said Indram. But I cant tell you what it is.

We were all silent awhile after that. We knew this man Indram; we knew that he meant what he said; but surely it was reasonable to ask for a little more before we backed his judgement, however much we might trust it.

And then the man who was standing in front of the fire summed up the feelings of most of us, when he said, We can see that you have some serious reason for what you say, and that you feel you must keep it secret. We are prepared to back your judgement, you know; but you must give us some clue as to what we shall be doing, if we do what you want.

Yes, said Indram, yes. Well, then, I can tell you this much. Politics are exciting things and call up a mans utmost energies. If Tather should take part in anything like that, the most serious result would follow. I cant say more.

You mean there is some trace of madness in him? said the man before the fire.

No, said Indram.

Violence, then, said the other.

No, said Indram, I wouldnt say that, provided he is not opposed when his utmost energies have been stimulated. There are many activities at which he would be all right. But I can tell you no more.

When we saw that there was no more to be got out of Indram there was a good deal of talk in low voices, and I dont know what was decided. He had certainly asked a great deal of the two or three who were Tathers principal friends. He had expected them to rely entirely upon his judgement and to act in a high-handed and very unusual way on the strength of it, and I could not make out from what they were saying to each other in low voices what they were going to do. A certain embarrassment seemed to be over all our little party, imposed by the vehemence of his appeal to us, and by the feeling that we were not going to help him. For how could any of us take such action as he demanded, with no more grounds than he gave us on which to act? And we did not like to tell him straight out that we would not help him. So one by one looked at their watches and went out of the room, till no-one was left in those chairs but he and I.

It was not that I meant to help him, where the others were going to fail, or that I felt any less embarrassed than they did at sitting there listening to a preposterous request that in the end one could only refuse. What kept me there was the idea that, if I could talk to Indram alone, I might possibly be able to get from him the strange story that he would not tell in public. For strange I was sure it must be. And talk to him I did, and at first he would tell me no more than the rest. And then somehow I got him to speak. I dont know how. Certainly by no subtle questions of mine. Rather by silences than anything else. He had been sitting silent too. And I let the silence weigh on him. I think that it was to break that silence as much as anything, that he began to speak. But one never knows.

He began like this, You know the laws about criminal libel and slander. If you fall foul of any of them, dont come to me for help. I shall say nothing in your favour. If you repeat anything I say, it is your funeral, not mine. Stop Tather if you can, but dont quote me. Stop him: Ill tell you why. Ill go back to the beginning of it. I asked him one day in the club what he was doing, not because I thought he was doing anything. And he told me that he was going to write a novel. I said that I didnt know he wrote, and he admitted he didnt; but he said that the majority of people read detective stories, and that it wasnt so much a question of writing, but that if anybody could invent a perfectly satisfactory way of murdering someone, a murder that would defy detection, there would be at least a million readers waiting for it, and any publisher would pay accordingly. That was his idea.

He went on to say that he realized that it was not easy, because the whole thing had been exploited for more than a generation, and must be like a mine that was nearly worked out; but that if the murder he mentioned could be invented, then that was the way to make money. And Im afraid I encouraged him at first. I told him to read several good writers, so as to have some idea of what style was, and to have something ready when his idea came, and I said I felt sure the idea would come to him one day if he worked at it. In fact, I appeared surer of it than he was, because I felt that he wanted encouragement. Im sorry I gave it now. He gazed into the fire in silence then, as though his story had been told.

Why are you sorry? I asked Indram. And he came back from whatever dream he saw in the fire, and went on with his story. One day he told me that he had got the idea, a plot that he had worked out in every detail, the undetectable murder. And he was so sure of it that I believed him. You can always tell when a man has got a good thing. I dont know how. But you can tell. And I felt sure that Tather had done it. So I gave him several bits of advice, so that he should not spoil his good thing. For I believed in him and believed there was money in it. Oh, it was only little things that I told him. I told him not to use nouns as adjectives, and not to mention his stomach, because it was not interesting. Too many young writers tell you they felt an uneasy feeling in the pits of their stomachs. And I told him something about punctuation. Not how to use it; that was his own affair; but not to let anybody else pepper his story with more commas after he had done: and I told him what hyphens were. All small things. But I wanted him to make the most of the idea that, whatever it was, he had really persuaded me that he possessed. He hadnt decided then whether the hero was to be, as is usual in all detective stories, the detective.

Being sure that the mystery of this murder of his was insoluble, he felt it would spoil the whole thing to have a detective find it out, and was inclined for that reason to have the murderer for a hero. That would make it a gangster tale I told him, and advised him against it, and he said he would do as I recommended. But people dont really take advice so much as all that. Some days went by, and I saw him again, and I asked him how he was getting on with his detective story, and he said that he had not started yet. I didnt think much of that at the time, seeing no reason why he should hurry, and it was some weeks before I saw him once more; and this time I thought he must be well on his way with his novel, because he had been so keen on it, besides needing the money, as most people do in these hard times, and the Chancellor of the Exchequer most of all; and he gets it. But no, Tather had not started it yet. Why not, I asked? And he was evasive. Again I saw him, a few days after that; and I questioned him then. For I was puzzled. He seemed so like a man with a little gold-mine in his garden, who would not trouble to dig it. Why not, I kept asking Tather? And then he muttered something that is the key to the whole business, if you think it out, as I did. Its too good to waste, he said.

I asked him what he meant, and I got all kinds of answers; too many of them; all meaning nothing. In fact, he went on explaining away those words as long as we were together. And the more that he explained that he had meant nothing in particular, the more I saw what he did mean.

You dont mean … I began.

I do, he said. He was going to use it. He was going to put that idea of his into practice. Not at once. I found that out. Not against any particular person, for there was a total absence of any anger in him; but he was not going to waste that idea of his, that idea of an undetectable murder, whatever it was. He was going to keep it. And he was not using it. And I feel sure that one day he will. That is why I say keep him away from politics. There are plenty of things that excite a man nearly as much, but there is not the same rivalry in all of them, not the same temptation. And look at the crimes that are committed in many lands all for the sake of politics. The most and the worst. So keep him away from that if you possibly can, or Im sure hell use that idea of his. Whether it can be detected or not I cannot say, for I dont know what it is, but I am convinced that it is something pretty cunning; and anyway he thinks that it cannot be detected, so he thinks himself safe enough; and, being prepared to do it, he one day will. Do what you can.

I will, I said. Have you no idea at all what kind of murder it is, that you think hell commit?

Hardly at all, said Indram. And yet I have one clue. I tried to get it out of him by telling him, what is probably true, that there is no murder that may not possibly be detected, though many are not. I told him that many murderers had thought themselves safe and got hanged, and that his idea might be fallible as the rest. And he said, A lot can be done with dead caterpillars.

That is all. It didnt tell me what his idea was; but it seemed to indicate some sort of subtle poison, probably inflicted by some slight wound, perhaps only a scratch. So keep him away from politics if you can possibly do it. I dont know what influence you have over him.

Very little, I said. But look here. Couldnt we get a publisher to offer him a really large sum for a novel. That would lure him back to fiction and the proper use of his damned idea. We and a few others might subscribe, and go in and back the publisher, if it is as serious as that.

No, he said. When a man has got the idea of doing anything in real life, you will never turn him aside to express it merely in fiction. No, life is the thing. You might as well offer milk to a tiger to keep him away from blood. Do what you can.

Well, that is the talk that I had with Indram. And I went straight to Tathers flat and found him in. And I asked him to give up politics. Well, you cant do that with any man. It is merely cheek, and no one would listen to you. So I had to back my words with something pretty strong; and when he told me that it was no business of mine, I said, Then give up playing with caterpillers.

That of course was like hitting him hard on the chin. And it had the same sort of effect. He went very silent, and rather white, and he knew that I had been talking to Indram. I dont see how I could have had any effect on him if I hadnt. I had to show there was something behind my words. Had to threaten the man, in fact. I am sorry I did now, and shall be sorry all my life. Tather was going to stand as an Independent against a Liberal in the High Street division. I left him all frozen with fury; against myself, as I thought at the time. And when I saw that it was hopeless to try to divert him, I went down to High Street and saw the Liberal election agent and did all I could to warn him against possible violence, though I could give him little enough reason. But he was an understanding man, and listened to my warning, and said he would take precautions. I cared nothing for Tathers politics or the other mans either, but I was not going to have murder committed if I could prevent it; and after my unpleasant interview with Tather I had no doubt that Indram was right, and that, when feelings ran high and opportunity came, that man would not hesitate to use what he felt sure was an invincible weapon. I wasted a lot of time at High Street. It was not his opponent that he killed. He killed poor Indram. That is my confirmed belief. Nobody will persuade me that it was anything else. Indram was last seen alive on a platform at Charing Cross station. He had come through a crowd at the ticket-barrier, where he had complained of somebody jostling him. He was on the platform for barely five minutes. Then he dropped dead. A doctor said it was failure of the hearts action. But I am not satisfied that there was anything natural about it. Indram was perfectly well when I saw him last.

Now what should I do? But I have decided that already. I have finally decided to be silent. I have not sufficient evidence to prove anything.


IN RAVANCORE

IN Ravancore Wilcolt T. Otis, of Hometown, N.Y., was buying an idol. When he had bought it he asked the Indian who sold it to wrap the idol up for him and to tie it with string. The Indian at first appeared not to understand, and Wilcolt T. Otis spoke louder. And then the man said No string.

But how am I to carry the darned thing, then? said Otis.

It will go in your pocket, sahib, answered the Indian.

My pocket! exclaimed Otis. A pretty bulge it will make there, and spoil the set of my suit. We dont go about with bulging pockets in Hometown.

The Indian smiled and spread out his hands, and looked at the crowd that seemed to flow ever so slowly through the bazaar, as though he were saying, Here there are no pockets. And the American realized all at once that he was far from home and that he could not bring all his own customs with him. So he left with that untidy bulge in his pocket, caused by the elephant-god Ganeesh, carved in some sort of gray slate.

That was before he met two of the most charming men with whom he had ever spoken. They slipped like shadows out of the crowd, like shadows softly detaching themselves from their two owners, and came up to Otis with their dark faces smiling. Would he come to a meeting, they asked him, of an old association that had been tyrannically suppressed by the English, and that was to be reinstated now that India was free?

Why, sure, said Otis.

The two men were delighted. As they led him towards their house Otis explained to them that he had been the secretary in Hometown, N.Y., of the India-for-the-Indians League, which was only lately disbanded on India becoming free. And his two new-found friends smiled more than ever at that. Their effusive friendliness charmed the American, whose happy contentment was only occasionally dimmed by one of those passing shadows that often distress any man who knows and feels that he is not correctly dressed, and this shadow came from the long thin bulge of the elephant-god in his pocket. But it would have been worse to leave that quaint idol behind, a trophy of his travel that was to adorn his mantelpiece back in Hometown so far away. And what travel it was! Everything was new to him there; all the scents, all the songs, and the tunes that suddenly rose from hidden flutes and as suddenly died away, and the brilliant colours of the womens dresses, and of the huge flowers and even of the sky.

Otis was led through queer narrow streets, once wholly obstructed by a cow lying down; and, just as he was about to kick the cow to make her get up, his two new friends led him back and into another street. There Otis noticed for the first time that someone was following them, an Indian dressed much as he was himself, but with a rather gayer tie. Once one of his guides looked round at the same time that Otis did, and the man behind slouched into listlessness. Once Otis looked round without the other two seeing, and the Indian who followed made a quick sign with his hand. But what the man wished to tell him Otis was unable to guess. As they approached corners, the man came closer. In the open street he dropped back. What was it he wished to say? At a turning into an even narrower street Otis dropped for a moment behind his guides. The streets were always crowded, and a bunch of men at the corner enabled Otis to do this. The man behind came up at once. Not with those men, sir, he said. I am an educated man like yourself. University education. Take my word for it.

I like the common man, my friend, said Otis. God made more of them than of the University boys. And I like to see them free.

There was no time for more. Otiss final words were said in a low voice over his shoulder as he hurried to join his two friends, and the man behind may scarcely have heard. Common men, said Otis again to himself. Thats what God made most of.

Among cañons of high white walls with small queer doors in them he was led by the two men, till, in a street so narrow that even the air seemed scanty, he was brought to a dome-shaped door that suddenly opened, and he was in a room that was filled with Hindus, who after a few words from the two that had brought him, which Otis did not understand, greeted him with effusion. There were many societies in Hometown and many secretaries, and he had not been a very important figure there. But at last, he felt, his work was most fully recognized, and in the very field for which he had laboured. There were smiling faces all round him. At one end of the room was a dais, to which he was conducted and there given a chair. As soon as he sat down the meeting began, as though all had waited for him, and a man rose from his chair in the centre of the dais and began a speech in English. It was a very crowded room, and though Otis, as secretary of the India-for-the-Indians League, was delighted to be there, he did not like the smell of some wild herb that was almost breathed in his face; and he quietly moved back his chair till it touched the wall behind him. The speaker was asking rhetorical questions. Why had the English, he asked, suppressed their association? Was it for the reasons they gave? No, it was because they were ignorant and jealous of the time-honoured customs of India, and contemptuous of her gods. The speaker paused for breath, the crowded room quietly applauded, and Wilcolt T. Otis leaned forward and asked the speaker, Say. What does your Association do?

It aids travellers, said the speaker.

Well, so we do in New York State, said Otis. But what is there special about your Association?

It is our religion, said the speaker. And the English have persecuted it.

I dont quite get you, said the American. But Im sure glad you are free. It was a shame to interfere with your religion.

The Indian sighed. It was a shame, he said.

And then he went on with his speech to the thrilled and expectant audience. Expectant of what, the American wondered awhile? But as the speech raged on, and the speaker became evidently more inspired, he realized that these peoples old religion, that the English had so harshly suppressed, was to be founded again immediately and in that room. And, curiously enough, Otis discovered this though the speaker had long since ceased to speak in English. Very politely, with courtesy and even with charm, one of the Hindus came up to Otis and asked him to move his chair forward a little from the wall, so that all could see more clearly the honoured secretary of the Hometown branch of the India-for-the-Indians League. Otis did not want to be seen more clearly, because of the bulge that Ganeesh was making in his pocket, and he set much store by being neatly dressed among all these people who might never have seen an American citizen before, and who ought to be shown that those citizens dressed decently. Nevertheless he assented, and the Hindu dropped back into the eager crowds, and Otis caught hold of the arms of his chair and was about to move it forward, when between the finger and thumb of his right hand he felt something inserted, and looked and saw that it was an envelope. There were many men standing quite close to him, but he could not see which of them it had been that had put the envelope there. One of them was moving at that moment towards the back of his chair, but Otis did not think that he was the one. In the envelope was a letter and, probably stirred by surprise at that letters extraordinary delivery, he drew it out and read it before he moved his chair, while the man who had moved closer stood still, as though waiting for him to move it. The shrewd sense of an American business man may not be so acute as the cunning of the East, yet Otis realized that such secrecy in the delivery of the letter deserved a certain concealment, and he read the letter without, so far as he knew, attracting any attention. The speaker spoke on. Something priestly seemed to have come into his manner now, as he intoned his triumph over the bigotry of the English who had suppressed his ancient creed. Otis could see that he was doing that, though he knew no Hindustani, and he could see that the whole dark audience with gleaming eyes was hanging upon every word that he uttered, as if it were inspiration. Yet he interrupted rather abruptly. Waving one hand to silence the speaker, he stood up and addressed the audience himself.

Say, folks, he said, your bosss speech is bully. And I like to hear it. But I want you to let me do a bit of my stuff too. I want you to put up an anna on that far wall, or any dam coin you like, and see me do my stuff, which is shooting. Dont you fear I will hit any of you when I shoot; for Ill plug that anna, or whatever it is, right in the middle.

There was authority in Otiss voice, as there had been in the wave of his hand that had silenced the speaker. He had read of the White Mans burden, and scorned imperialism, yet there was something of the stuff of which these things are made in Otiss voice, and it held the audience. And dont think, he said, tapping his pocket now, that its any old six-shooter I carry here; for its got ten little cartridges in it, and a clip with ten more that slips in in a moment. The Hindu who was so nearly behind him found the chair still in his way, and Otis was watching him from the corner of his eye and had his hand in his pocket now, holding the head of Ganeesh.

Well, boys, he went on, you wont put up an anna for me, to see me do my stuff. So Ill go away and do my shooting outside. And theres twenty little bullets for anyone who gets between me and the door. And now he held up his letter with the left hand, while the right hand clutched Ganeesh. And I see that my grave is already dug. Well, thats bully, thats O.K. by me. Cause well want lots of graves when I pull out my little gun; and I dont want the trouble of digging any myself in this hot climate. Maybe the English were right to stop thuggee after all. Maybe they had more sense than I thought. But Im not going to interfere with your sport, or any of your damned gods. Only, they are not going to interfere with me. See? Do you see, boys? Or must I draw my little gun? Just as you please. Only, one grave wont be enough for us if I do. And now Im going away. And Ive been charmed to see you. Salaam, or whatever you say. Go on with your speech, boss.

And Otis walked out with his right hand in his pocket, where the bulge spoiled the hang of his coat, giving quick glances behind him. For it is from behind that the Thugs always work.

But nobody moved.

Some while afterwards Otis met the Indian who had warned him by slipping that letter between his forefinger and thumb, and recognized him as the University man who had followed him in the street. And naturally Otis gave him a fine dinner. And afterwards they had a long talk, the Indian making it very clear to Otis that he and all decent Indians hated thuggee as much as he did, and its gross goddess Dewanee and all the superstitition that went with her abominable worship. So he and Wilcolt T. Otis talked long of these things, quite openly like two enlightened men. And Otis told the story of the bulge in his pocket, and how it had only been Ganeesh. Ah, said the Indian then, but you are not the only one that that god has often saved.


AMONG THE BEAN ROWS

THIS is the story I had from the old retired detective, Ripley by name. There are certain gaps in it and details left out, per-haps because even now there are things in his story that are better not told, but more likely because he was hard at work while he talked to me, planting scarlet runners in his garden at Putney and putting sticks into the ground for his scarlet runners to climb. Excitements in my time? he said. Oh, yes, they came my way, as they do to most people one time or another. And then, having come on a bit of hard ground into which he was trying to shove a stick for his scarlet runners, he said no more for a while, and I was afraid I was going to get no more. And then he said, There was one of them that I dont suppose I shall forget. It all began in the reading-room of the British Museum.

The British Museum? I said.

Oh, yes, Ripley answered. If it should ever be anyones job to look for our most dangerous enemies, that is the place to look for them. There are not many of them that have not gone there at one time or another, and even spent some considerable time there, reading. Thats what they do. They come and read. And they find everything that they want there. Thats where it all started: someone overheard two of them talking, which didnt often happen.

What were they talking about? I asked.

Murder, he said. It was the only thing they were really interested in. Murder on a large scale.

And as his attention seemed to wander back to his bean rows again, I said, Who were they?

They all came from Switzerland, he said. But they seemed to be more interested in Russia. Not that they were Swiss, and I dont know whether or not they were Russian either. I dont know where they came from originally, but they came from Switzerland here, and they were picked up in the British Museum, where a little of what was said by two of them was overheard. But they preferred an underground place in East London for their murderous talk, and it was there I was sent to watch them. That of course was not done in a day. In fact, it took nearer a year. I had to get introduced to English sympathizers, and through them I had to get to know the outer circle, as it were, of the men that I was to watch. There were nine of them, men who studied and organized murder as a manufacturer of insecticide studies greenflies and caterpillars. And all the while I was learning bits of the language of the country I pretended to come from, so as to understand what anybody might say in that language; and I was learning to get the accent right. That, you would think, would be the hardest part of the job, and hardly to be done in a year. But it wasnt. Luckily these men talked English, and all I had to do about the accent was to get it absolutely perfect for the two or three phrases that I was going occasionally to throw in. The country I pretended to come from was one of those that used to be included in the term All the Russias. It took me some time to get into the inner circle, and longer still to be initiated with full ceremony.

What was the ceremony like? I asked.

Oh, it was one of those things, said Ripley, one of those things.…  And he got very busy at that moment with a stick that he was shoving down for his scarlet runners to climb. It was one of those ceremonies, he went on. And after that I was a full member of their big murder society. We used to meet in a basement in East London. What we used to discuss was massacre mostly; how to fire down streets so as to kill the greatest number of people, and when was the best time of day to do it. Not in England, to start with. They planned to start abroad. It was all a long time ago, when the Czar of Russia was still alive. There was a staircase down from a shop that was owned by a foreigner, to a room with a long table and ten chairs. And there we used to sit and talk about murder. It was very quiet down there, and we always met after closing hours, and nobody could hear any noise we might make, except the man who kept the shop, and he wouldnt mind. I was getting on well, making headway with all of them, talking their kind of talk, and sometimes throwing in the language of the country that I had chosen, and with the accent just right. And of course I was reporting all that I heard. I had all the feeling one has when one is getting on well. The president of the murder society sat at the head of the table, and we were discussing how to make a government respected, and agreeing that you must first make it feared, and that the way to be sure of that was to send men with rifles into the main streets of a big town at the time that women were mostly doing their shopping, and to tell them to fire all day. And I was agreeing with them all and getting on nicely, and everything seemed harmonious when we broke up and arranged to meet next day. So that I was a bit more than surprised when next day came, and we were all there and the president had just sat down, when he got up and just said seven words, Comrades, there is a spy among us.

It seemed to me that the thing to do was to look very surprised. But luckily I glanced first at the others, and I noticed the expression of surprise was not very evident. And I just had time to take my cue from that.

The president was the oldest and was of course in command, but the most forceful man there was one called Brotskoi. He sat next to the president; and he just said, Search?

Yes, I heard the president say.

That was all. And Brotskoi turned at once to the man on his right, he himself being on the right of the president, and said, Pardon me, comrade, and began to take off the mans jacket. The man on the other side joined in, and two more of them lent a hand, and the man he searched made no protest and they searched him very thoroughly, too thoroughly for anything to have been overlooked, as I noticed with a good deal of interest, for I had done a foolish thing. I had been very careful to avoid having anything on me that could give me away, except one thing, and that one thing was the card in my waistcoat pocket that all of us used to carry, just to show that one was a detective. Of course that was as damning as any bundle of documents I could have carried. It was a little card, and I hadnt thought it would ever be seen. But I had never thought of a search. Well, there it was, and they were searching another man now, and the search was coming my way. I could easily have eaten my card. But there were too many eyes watching for that now. It was a bare table and a bare floor; nowhere to hide the card. There was nowhere on me that I could hide it, any better than where it was. Those searchers werent going to miss anything: I could see that. There was nothing for it but to plant it on someone else, on one of those experts in massacre. So when two men rose up to search the third man I joined in at once. I said, Pardon me, comrade, and helped to strip him. There were four of us at it. And I found it easy enough to slip the card into one of his pockets. I did not try to find it myself. I left the others to do that. And one of them did. He found the card and handed it to the president in silence, who just nodded his head. Then the man who was being searched broke out. It had been planted on him, he said perfectly truthfully, by one of the comrades who searched him.

And then the president began to speak. And, do you know, I knew just what he was going to say. I think that in moments like those one sometimes gets acuter perceptions. I dont know how it is. But I knew what he was going to say. And he said it. But before the rest seemed to know what was coming, I wrote a few words on a scrap of paper while they were all watching the president, and I handed it quietly to Brotskoi. Meanwhile what the president said was, It may be so, as Comrade Dronski says, or perhaps not. But it is demonstrable that either he or one of the four comrades who searched him is the English spy. You all know, comrades, and have all sworn, that the cause comes first. Therefore, although for myself I shall regret it, those five must be liquidated. For one spy endangers the lives of all of us. These five will raise no foolish objections, knowing that it is for the cause.

And the cause being murder on a very large scale, there was no sound reason why we five should. I mean we couldnt very well raise objections to murder. It would be like joining a chess-club and then saying that one thought chess a waste of time. What I had written on that strip of paper was, It is our lives or theirs. We must liquidate them. No? The rest I really did with my eyes, which was not difficult, though to read his was a harder matter. But I gathered that he agreed with me; and, as it turned out, he did. He was obviously more of a driving force than the president, and it cannot be that he had not contemplated succeeding him one day to the position that, whatever we may think of a gang of murderers like that, was to him the highest position on earth. Why should he allow himself to be knifed just to amuse the man that he was looking forward to replace? You couldnt tell much from his face; but I gathered that he agreed. So then with a movement of my head I suggested showing my little note to the others. And this he did, as the president was ending his interesting remarks.

When Brotskoi passed my bit of paper to the three others I knew definitely that he agreed with me. And not only that, but I knew that those three others would agree with anything Brotskoi said. He was that kind of man.

And so they did. I began to speak, so as to gain time, while those three were reading my note. They liked listening to talk. Surely, Comrade President, I said, the pick of the intelligentsia of the world, and you the most intellectual of them all, cannot be unable to find out the veritable spy, without liquidating us innocent ones. And I went on saying a good deal more, that I have forgotten now. But, though they seemed to be quite interested in what I was saying, it had no effect at all. But I told you that I regretted it, was all the president said. And he seemed to say it as though he thought his regret would be any good to us.

What weapons had you? I asked.

Weapons? said the old detective, turning away from his bean rows. We had none, except knives. The president wouldnt allow revolvers. The English police had funny ideas, he said. So he barred revolvers; barred them by oath. But of course they all carried knives. Foreigners usually do. And I carried one myself, merely for the sake of the make-up, so as to be as like as I could to those murderous foreigners. I never thought I should have to use it. But its lucky I had it, as it turned out. It came in very handy.

Well, I didnt say much, for I soon saw the other four were ready. And so they should have been; for, after all, it was their only chance. And then I caught Brotskois eye, and he went for the president with his knife, and we went for the rest. It was our side of the table against theirs, and we started before they were ready. We ought to have got more of them than we did. We killed two, the president and another, and that left us five to three. The three stepped back, and we came on again. Of course everyone had his knife out by now. There was no more question of any surprise. They were back against the wall, and no one was saying anything. Brotskoi naturally took command over our lot, and with a sign from him we came on again. But at that moment the three of them came for us. They dropped one of our men with a wound under the fork of the ribs, and we killed two of them. That left one. Still no-one said a word, and the one man opposite to us picked up another knife in his left hand and went into a corner and stood there facing us. We were more careful this time, for fear he should get another of us. But we picked up chairs and went for him behind a kind of a shield, and we soon managed to get him.

There were now only Brotskoi and me and three others, one of whom seemed to be dying. I had to think quickly. I had fewer enemies now, but it was a matter of plain arithmetic that, as one of the five, I was doubly as suspect as I had been when there were ten alive in that room. So I turned to Brotskoi before anyone else could say anything, and said I am as sure of you, comrade, as of myself. But what of these others?

They looked up like angry dumb cattle. But I caught Brotskois eye and we acted quickly. Then there were only we two. You may think its not easy to show so much with ones eye as I had been showing. Unfortunately I showed a great deal more. I let him see that I was afraid of him. When he saw that, he must have had a pretty good idea that I was the spy. But any way he saw that I was afraid of him, and that I had a knife in my hand; two knives by now, for I had picked up a very nice one from one of the others, the longest one in the room. But, though I had this knife, it was nasty being alone in the room with probably one of the most murderous characters who ever studied in the reading-room of the British Museum, who must have known by now that I was a spy, though he said nothing. After that we watched each other for a while.

And then Brotskoi began to move cautiously towards the switch of the electric light, that had been on all the time. I pulled a match-box out of my pocket then and struck a match, still holding my two knives. What he meant to do when he had turned out the light I dont know, but he wouldnt be able to do that, whatever it was, while I had the lighted match, and I would be able to put out the light when I liked, instead of his being able to do it, provided it didnt burn down to my fingers, which it was fast doing. But when he saw my match he gave up his idea of turning out the light. And we watched each other a bit more in silence. And then I had an idea, and I said, But we can both prove our innocence, comrade. Here is the spys signature on his card. Write his name quickly, and Ill do the same. One cannot alter ones signature totally while writing quickly. Sit down and write his name, comrade, and then give the pen to me. My longer knife made it difficult for him to close with me, and perhaps that made him all the more ready to take to my idea. Anyway he took to it. They were good at fighting with knives, those men, but very fond of talk. And he listened to mine. My card was lying on the table and I pointed to it and Brotskoi sat down and pulled out a pen and began writing as I said, with one knife still in his left hand. I dont know what he thought. You cant easily tell with those people. But there he sat, as innocent to look at, but for that one knife that was still in his left hand, as a child at its copybook, writing away with the hand and pen that, had he lived, would very likely have signed the death warrants of thousands of innocent men. And, if he had had a knife in each hand, he might have lived. But with only one of them the odds were on me.

And did you kill him? I asked.

Well, you see me alive, said the old detective, which hadnt seemed likely at first, when the president first got up. Brotskoi must have forgotten as he died that he had practically found me out; for there was a look of surprise on his face, and he gasped out, But, comrade, I am a true Leninist-Marxist.

Yes, I said. But I am not.

And what did your friends in the police force do about all those bodies? I asked.

But Ripley was further away down his bean rows now, and more occupied than ever with his straight line of sticks, and evening was coming on and it grew cold, and it hardly looked as if I should get any more out of him. So I left with what I had.


THE DEATH-WATCH BEETLE

AND what was your biggest case? I asked the old retired detective one evening in his garden among his hollyhocks.

Well, we always count murder as the biggest, he said.

What was your hardest? I enquired.

The one that puzzled us most, he said, the biggest puzzle of all, was a case down in Surrey that looked like never being found out. It was a man named Tipp, a burglar by occupation, and a clever burglar too. He used to watch a house until he knew all about it. He would hang about and often be warned off for his trespassing. Then he would apologize and go. But he always came back again. Often he got to know so well what everyone in the house was doing, that he would walk into it when the owner was in the garden, and take a look round at all the rooms in which he knew that he would not meet a servant. He never stole anything on those occasions; never touched a thing till he knew where everything was and where everyone in the house would be, and then one day or one night he would go in and take everything that he wanted.

You get to know every burglars ways pretty well, dont you? I said.

Pretty well, he replied.

I read that somewhere, I said. And every burglar has his own different way of working, and you get to know whos done a burglary by the way he has done it, and they never alter their way.

Thats so, said the old detective, up to a point, and as a general rule. But a general rule wont solve a difficult problem, because a difficult problem always has something special about it, something outside general rules. Thats how it was with Tipp. He was a burglar with his distinct way of doing business, which we knew all about. And then he did a very odd thing; he gave it up; not only gave up his way of working, but gave up burglary altogether for something else; in fact for demanding money by threats. It may not seem odd to you; but to us it was like seeing a fishmonger quite suddenly selling boots. Yes, he suddenly changed over to demanding money by threats. What he did was to watch a house, a very old house in Surrey, in his usual way. The owner, a Mr Wetherly, lived there alone with three servants, and he hung about learning their habits. He wasnt often seen, and if he was, he came next time in a different kind of hat, which is usually quite enough to make people think that it is a different person; and sometimes, to make quite sure, he would come back with a pair of spectacles. It was the mans bedroom he meant to rob, and, as the owner of that house used always to slam his bedroom door noisily when he went in, it was quite easy for Tipp to know when he was there. Another thing Tipp got to know was that he habitually left his door open when he went out of his bedroom. You see, it isnt only burglars that have little ways that they keep to. This helped Tipp, because he always liked to avoid the slight noise of opening a door, if it could be done. It makes practically no noise at all, except to a listening ear, but a burglar never quite knows where there may not be some and is nearly always afraid of them, even when there is none there. And he never knows. Well, Tipp was seen several times by one or other of the ser-vants in the grounds of the old house, but not by the same one each time, and it was only by putting everything together afterwards that they knew how often they had seen him, or that it was the same man every time. One of them spoke to him once to ask him what he was doing there, and Tipp said that he didnt know it was private, and walked away and no more was said. That is the day that he must have gone into the house while the owner was in the garden.

Well, everything was about ready for his burglary, when he suddenly gave up the idea of it and took to demanding money instead. He went up to the hall door and rang the bell and asked if he could see Mr Wetherly. Well, there was no difficulty in seeing him. He was shown in, and when they were alone he simply said that he wanted £200, and that if he didnt get it Mr Wetherly would die within the week. Of course Mr Wetherly threatened him with prosecution; but Tipp replied by threatening him with death, and pointing out that there were no witnesses. He spoke in a low voice, and with an accent as refined as he had been able to get it. Mr Wetherly got up to ring the bell, and Tipp asked for the money again and assured him that it was his last chance and begged him to take it. Of course Mr Wetherly said that he would have nothing to do with the man. And then Tipp did a rather funny thing. He said he had hoped that Mr Wetherly would give him the money, and that if he didnt he would die.

And what will you gain by that? said Mr Wetherly interrupting him.

I was coming to that, said Tipp. If you dont give me money and you have to die, that is the way he put it, I am going to a gentleman that lives near here and I shall get it from him.

Get it from him? says Mr Wetherly.

Certainly, says Tipp. You may be rash enough not to give it to me. Very likely you dont believe me. And I cant blame you. But this gentleman will believe me, as soon as he hears you are dead. I am going to him now. I am going to tell him what I have told you; that you will very soon die because you didnt give me the money. I am afraid that what I have had to say does not sound very credible. I have tried to make it so for your sake, but you simply wont believe me. So it cant be as credible as I hoped. But the other gentleman will have no difficulty at all in believing me. I would far sooner have the money from you. Its little enough for your life. But Ill get it quick enough from the other gentleman as soon as he hears what has happened to you.

Well, Mr Wetherly rang the bell and Tipp walked out of the house, and he did exactly what he had said. He went to this other man, a Mr Plink, and was shown in in the same way, and told him that he wanted £200, and that he had asked Mr Wetherly for it and warned him that he would die unless he gave it, and most unfortunately Mr Wetherly had not believed him, so that perhaps Mr Plink would not believe him either, but that he would call again in a few days time when Mr Wetherly would be dead.

We think that Mr Plink tried to frighten him by telling him what happened to murderers. Very likely he said a good deal about that short walk that they take after breakfast at 8 oclock in the morning. But we know very little of what was said in that house, because Mr Plink appears to have got very frightened himself and would not prosecute and would say very little. Mr Wetherly came to us at once and told us everything. He wasnt frightened. But then it was very different for him: he didnt believe in Tipps threat, and there was nothing to make him believe it. But it was very different for this Mr Plink. Mr Wetherly merely brought a charge of blackmail, which should have been attempting to obtain money by threats, as we explained to him; but unfortunately there had been no one within hearing when Tipp had been talking to him, so that it was only his word against Tipps. If we could have got Plinks story, it would have corroborated Mr Wetherly. But he wouldnt speak. What we did was to get Mr Wetherly to fix another meeting with Tipp, and we were going to arrange to have his talk overheard. But before that could be done Mr Wetherly died, and we had the most difficult problem that we have ever had. Mr Plink, I should tell you, had paid his £200.

What was your difficulty? I asked.

Well, to begin with, the old detective said, it had the hall-mark of all the hardest problems; it had a perfectly obvious solution, which was too childishly simple to be the real one. Tipp, you see, had threatened Wetherly with death, and next day he was dead. So what could the solution be but that he had killed him? But then there was the coroners jury, which brought in unanimously that he had died from natural causes as the result of a simple accident. We tried to get them to consider it again. But they said there was nothing more to consider. Then we went over it all ourselves, and had to come to the same conclusion. It was a mystery all right.

What was the accident? I asked.

A huge oak beam, he said, (it was a very old house), fell on his head.

Some kind of booby-trap arranged by Tipp, I said.

That is what we all thought, he went on. But the more we went into it, the more certain it became that it was all done by the death-watch beetle. It was a huge beam that went right across the ceiling of his bedroom, and it had been cut through by this beetle at both ends. The house was five hundred years old; so it had had plenty of time to do it. Of course we looked for marks of a saw or a knife, or anything that would have helped to bring the beam down a bit sooner. But there wasnt a trace, and you cant hang a death-watch beetle. That was our problem: why hadnt Tipp murdered Mr Wetherly. The coroners jury said definitely that he hadnt, and we couldnt prove they were wrong. We couldnt even have him tried for demanding money by threats, when Mr Plink wouldnt prosecute, and Mr Wetherly was so conveniently dead.

Conveniently, you mean, from the murderers point of view, I put in to call the old fellows attention back from a tall hollyhock that he was tying to a bamboo at that moment.

We couldnt call him a murderer, he said. We have to prove things like that, and there wasnt a vestige of proof. There wasnt even enough for a prima facie case; except to convict the beetle. There was all the proof you could want for that.

Then how did Tipp know that Mr Wetherly was going to have an accident? I asked.

That was our problem, he said. And we never solved it. Not for ourselves that is to say. We had to ask.

But whom did you ask? I exclaimed.

When Tipp had spent his £200, he said, he went back to burglary again, his old business, and he was brought up on a small charge. He never took much at a time. Used to slip into bedrooms, usually by day, and pilfer a few things from a dressing-table. He only got a few months. Theres a lot of difference, you see, when they do it by day. And of course Tipp knew that.

Why? I asked.

Well, thats the law, he said. Its not housebreaking if he just walks in. And its much better for him if he does it between sunrise and sunset. He got three or four months. We get to know those fellows pretty well. He came into a station where I was. And I got him a cup of tea and began talking to him. And then we talked of old times. He had often been up before. And after a bit I said, What about Mr Wetherly? And I got the whole story from him. What he had done was to go into that bedroom to look round in his usual way, so as to see where everything was. He had watched the house already and found out a lot of things about Mr Wetherlys ways, and all he wanted to find out now was where he kept everything, so that he could scoop it all up at once and get away. The longer he took over a job, the more danger there was of being stopped as he slipped out. So whenever he spent more than five minutes in a house, if anyone questioned him as he walked away, his pockets were always empty and he was only a tripper from London, not knowing that it was private. When he burgled he usent to be in the house for more than a minute. Well, he was looking round Mr Wetherlys bedroom, getting the lie of it. He didnt walk on tiptoe. He did better than that. He slammed the door as Mr Wetherly used to slam it. He had seen Mr Wetherly going into the garden, but the servants did not know that. He calculated that he had plenty of time, and was looking round. And being very wide awake, as he always had to be, and looking in every direction, he thought he saw that old oak beam move as he slammed the door. Of course it had nothing to do with his business, which was to look round and see where Mr Wetherly kept his trinkets and any little things that Tipp wanted; but it puzzled him all the time he was looking round. And at last he thought he would take another look; mere curiosity, he told me. He didnt look at the beam again till just as he was going out, because slamming the door twice might have given him away, Mr Wetherly being, as he had found out, in the habit of always leaving his door open when he left his bedroom. So, if one of the servants was quick, he or she would have known that it wasnt Mr Wetherly, when they heard the door slam twice, but he chanced that; and anyway nothing would be found on him that day, even if he was stopped. So just before he went out he slammed the door again and looked at the beam, which incidentally was straight over his head. And then he realized what a foolish thing he had done. For it was a small room, and the great beam went right across it and the bed was just behind him and in his way, and there was the beam above him and it was trembling. He realized then, all in a moment, that if it came down he was done for. But it did not come down; it dropped a fraction of an inch, as it had done before, and still remained poised, though Tipp doesnt know what could have held it. But he realized clearly enough that very few more slams of that door and down the great beam would come. Even while he had been watching it he had known that there was no time to jump clear. Next time or the time after that, or the time after that, and the man underneath it would slam no more doors.

Tipp went away and nobody stopped him, and on the way down the drive, he said, he began to think that he had a very curious piece of information. He used to like to pick up curious old things that he found in houses, as he found a very ready sale for them in antique shops. Now, he said, he had got a curious piece of knowledge, and the thought came to him, walking down the drive, that there might be some use for it. And then the idea came to him of asking Mr Wetherly for that £200. It wasnt his fault, was the way he put it: the idea just came to him. And then, he said, it seemed a pity to waste it. He never meant Mr Wetherly to be killed. On the contrary, he meant to warn him the moment he paid his two hundred, my two hundred, as Tipp put it. He seemed to think that the money was actually due to him. And then Mr Wetherly had unfortunately become pigheaded, he said; and what could you do with a man like that? Mr Plink had been an obliging gentleman; but what could he do when Mr Wetherly wouldnt co-operate? It wasnt his fault, he said. He had been as sorry as he could be about Mr Wetherly, and had shed tears about it when he heard he was dead. He really had, he said. And then he began to whine to me, and I didnt talk to him any more. We couldnt prosecute; we had no evidence.


MURDER BY LIGHTNING

MY walks at one time along a lane in Surrey often took me past the garden of John Ripley, the old retired detective. It ran down to the lane from his cottage, and there I used to see him working among his flowers, whenever I went by on a summers evening. He used to greet me with a wave of his arm if he saw me, and often I used to stop and we would talk for a while. I remember one day in June when I went by and saw him taking down a long strip of canvas and an old blanket, that were fastened at one end to the wooden paling that bounded his garden, and to a row of poles and sticks stuck in the ground. I asked him what he was doing; and he explained that he was taking down a protection against the sun, that he had put up beside a long deep row of Canterbury bells, for it had been a very hot day. Its like drink to them, the sun, he explained. Its a great stimulant to them and brings them on grand. But too much of it, and theyre finished. Two or three days like this, and they are all brown. So he had rigged up this odd shelter for them. He had been born in Kent, and either he was a bit jealous of it on behalf of Surrey, or he was home-sick for it. Certainly he set great store by Kents principal flower. Sometimes he said to me, They cant grow flowers like this in Kent. Havent the soil for it. At other times he would say, You should have seen the wild roses there, the way they used to be when I was young.

While he tended his Canterbury bells I said to him, just to start conversation, What first gave you your start?

What gave me my start? he said. Why, I was a village policeman down in Kent, and not likely to get anything better. Not that that wasnt good enough, and I didnt want anything better at the time. And then a murder came our way. And thats what gave me my start.

What kind of murder? I asked.

A nasty kind, he said. A premeditated murder. Premeditated for years.

For years? I said.

Yes, years, he answered me. A bad, brooding fellow. A premeditated murder if ever there was one.

How many years did he take over it? I asked.

At least three, so far as we know, said old Ripley.

He had a long time to wait, I remarked.

He enjoyed it, said Ripley. He enjoyed waiting. He was one of those malicious types. Malice was what he seemed to live for, as other people live for their different hobbies. I believe he liked to sit and think how one day he would gratify it. I used to see him sitting on a wooden chair in his garden, looking across the valley towards the house of the man he hated.

What did he hate him for? I asked. Had he done him a bad turn?

There was nothing bad about the other man, said Ripley. And besides that, men dont hate on account of badness; they merely despise it. When a man really hates, its because of goodness, something good in another man that isnt in them. Thats what they hate about, when they do hate. That kind of people dont like it when another man has more money than they have, but that they can sometimes forgive, for they always hope that one day they may get some money too. What they never forgive is any innate goodness; because that is what, whatever they say, they know they can never obtain. That is what that kind hate. Often they get level by inventing tales about good men, which they make up out of their own vices. Such tales are always believed, because they are so full of the right local colour, be-cause the men who invented them know all about the kind of muck they are talking of. That is enough for that kind of person usually. But it wasnt enough for Brix, that was the fellows name, and nothing would satisfy him short of murder. So murder it was. And he spent three years on it; maybe longer; we dont quite know. I used to see him, as I said, looking across at the other mans house, and something in his face as he watched gave me the idea that helped when the time came; it was somehow so devilish that I knew that he must be the man.

The murderer, you mean, I said.

Yes, the murderer, he repeated.

What was he watching for? I asked.

Watching to see that other man struck by lightning, he answered.

I had been surprised by the old mans simple wisdom till now. Though I should not have been surprised; for life is not observed only by the educated classes in their studies, who put their wisdom in writing, so that we read it and perhaps get the idea from that that they are the only wise men; but far simpler folk have their wisdom too, though they rarely tell it. Old Ripley had been giving me something from the store of his wisdom now, which he had gained from his long and quiet observation of men. But when he suddenly said that he had seen a man watching for another man to be struck by lightning, then I fell back all at once on the old fallacious belief that only the educated classes are capable of observation. I did not even ask him what he meant, because I could not see how a man who made such an odd remark could possibly make any sense of it, if asked to explain. So I merely said, Oh, was he?

Yes, the old detective went on, that was what he was doing. Whenever there was a thunderstorm he would sit in his garden and watch, looking across the valley. He didnt mind the rain, not even when it was falling in torrents. All he cared about was his spite. I often saw him sitting there. As village policeman it was my job to walk about the village and see that everything was all right. Mind you, I used to look out myself sometimes during a thunderstorm, when it came rolling along our hills from the South, as it so often did; Id look to see that no house was struck, or to see if any house down by the river had trouble with floods, as they sometimes had; but to watch one particular house like that, which was what he was doing, and to hope that it would be struck, was another matter altogether.

How did you know that that was what he was doing? I asked,

Well, I didnt, not at the time, said old Ripley. Not enough to say anything about it. And yet I ought to have: there was that devilish look in his face and that concentrated gaze of the wicked eyes, which might have told me what he was up to, and I remembered that look afterwards and put two and two together. At the time I only knew that he was waiting yearningly for something to happen. I didnt know what.

The man must have been mad, I said.

Not as mad as all that, said John Ripley.

But did he do it often? I asked.

Whenever there was a thunderstorm, he said. There he used to sit glowering. That, I think, is the word for it. And always gazing the same way. I tell you what it used to make me think of, up there on his side of the valley; he made me think of one of those devils you sometimes see carved in stone on the top of an old cathedral, looking down in envy at the quiet worshippers. Yes, thats what he used to look like when he sat in that chair in his garden. The expression was all in his eyes, and he didnt know it was there.

But did he think he was ever going to see what he was looking for? I asked. The odds must have been many millions to one against any one house being struck. Many millions.

Not such long odds as that, said John Ripley.

Not? I said.

No, he said. And one night it was struck, and the man whom he hated was killed. And Id looked in that fellow Brixs eyes as I went by, doing my patrols through the village, and I had seen enough there to set me thinking. And thats what gave me my start.

But you said the house was struck by lightning, I said.

Yes, said the old detective.

Then Brix couldnt have done it, I said.

You never know what those brooding devils can do, he said, when they set their minds to it. Malice seems to be a very absorbing occupation, and a man who is addicted to it puts all the energy into it that another will put into love.

Still, he couldnt have struck a house by lightning, I said.

Couldnt he, said old Ripley. And the man in it too. I will tell you what he did; and I only found out that by knowing that he had done it. If I hadnt seen that mans face and known that he had killed Jassen, that was the other mans name, I could never have found out. But I had the key to the problem to start with, knowing that he had done it, and with that key I was able to solve it. I should never have done it otherwise. And of course I couldnt say a word of my suspicion before I had worked it all out. They would have thought me mad.

But you said he was struck by lightning, I said again.

Ill tell you what he did, said Ripley. First of all he got into the house. And thats why we said that it must have been over three years since he first premeditated his murder. For he couldnt have had a chance of doing that in the last three years, and working there for some hours, as he did. And the last time Mr Jassen had gone away was three years before his death. Even then there was a servant who looked after the house, but somebody sent her a ticket for a dance: nobody ever knew who, probably Brix. And the dance was five miles away and she didnt get back till the small hours. That would have been his best chance; but we dont quite know.

Wait a moment, I said. You did say he was struck by lightning?

Thats right, said Ripley. Well, this Brix got into the house one night and cut the lightning-conductor high up, and chiselled a hole in the wall of Mr Jassens bedroom, outside which the copper band of the lightning-conductor ran; and all he had to do then was to bend the band and shove it in through the hole he had chiselled, right up to a leg of the iron bedstead on which Mr Jassen slept, which actually touched the wainscote. Well, it wasnt quite all he had to do, because he had to paint over the hole he had made in the white wainscote and whiten the end of the copper band, not more than a quarter of an inch of it. It was a neat job.

But did nobody notice the gap in the lightning-conductor outside? I asked.

I am coming to that, said Ripley. He saw to that too. There was a ladder in Mr Jassens garden, and he must have got hold of that. At least, we suppose that he did. And he brought a strip of lead with him, cut to exactly the width of the lightning-conductor and painted the colour of copper. And it looked like copper, looking at it from below. That was a neat job too; but for one thing.

Nobody ever noticed anything. And there was the lightning-conductor, running down not to the earth, but to the iron bedstead on which Mr Jassen slept. And it was like that for years. And then one night came the flash that Brix had been waiting for, and it killed Jassen and set the room on fire, which Jassens housemaid put out with the help of Brix, who hurried up there on his bicycle. And that would have been his opportunity of shoving back the bit of copper, if it was sticking out of the burnt wainscote. But he didnt get any chance to put a step-ladder against the wall, for there were very soon too many people there, to help to put out the fire. But there was nothing much to notice, and nobody did. I had noticed his face: that was all. And I knew he had done it. And that was a great help. So I began looking round to see what connection a man could have with a flash of lightning. And the first thing I thought of was that the idea of a man having anything to do with a flash of lightning wasnt such a crazy idea after all, for men put up lightning-conductors, so that they did control the lightning to a certain extent. And then I saw what Brix had been up to. Saw it in a flash, sitting at home. I still couldnt say a word to my superiors; nothing to go on yet, and not even a motive. Of course his motive was malice; but that was only what went on in his mind. You cant bring a mans spiteful thoughts into court and exhibit them. But then I made my investigation, and found the lightning-conductor had been tampered with. And then I made my report; for that was something to go on. But we were a long way from convicting Brix yet, or even accusing him.

And then one day I went to a picture-gallery. Its funny how ideas come to one. I noticed that most of the artists signed their pictures. And I wondered if Brix had signed his bit of painting. And sure enough he had: there was his signature deep in the paint on the strip of lead he had painted to look like copper.

His signature? I said.

Better than that, said the old detective. His thumbmark. You cant forge that. Well, even that didnt help my suspicions. A thumb-mark three years old might have been made by anybody, when the paint was wet. But it helped me. Being certain that Brix had done it, all I had to do was to get a print of his thumb.

How did you get that? I asked.

Well, we have our ways of getting them, said the old detective. As a matter of fact I got a dozen.

And we hanged him on that.

And old Ripley went back to his Canterbury bells, and I went on with my walk.


THE MURDER IN NETHERBY GARDENS

ONE day, walking East to catch a train at Blackfriars with half an hour to spare, as I passed near the Inner Temple, the fancy came to me to look in on Charles Stanter in his chambers there. Nobody who had been at All Angels in his time seemed to remember him very clearly. He had been so quiet; I suppose conserving his powers that were to win him so much fame at the Bar, while others showered their gifts on the air all round them and were remembered, as meteors are, for a brief brilliance, even if they passed on afterwards into obscurity. Looking back now upon those forgotten names I seem to remember a brilliant company. Do not ask me who they were, for the world never heard of them. And yet I feel sure they were brilliant. They had youth, for one thing; and some had other things besides. Well, few of those names are heard of now, and among that once-brilliant company Charles Stanter had appeared dull. Now his career is so brilliant that I cannot recall the failure of a single case he defended. He had difficult cases too, many of them of murder. I should say alleged murder.

Well, the fancy came to me to see him again, and I rang the bell and was shown in by a maid, and there was Charles Stanter sitting in an armchair by his fire; and he rose to give me a kindly welcome.

We talked at first of old days at All Angels, and of the bright glow of many lost ambitions. And then I said, I suppose you have scores of interesting cases.

Oh, not all of them, he said. Some are extremely dull. But this one is interesting. And he pointed to a heap of papers lying under a heavy amethyst. This has to do with a civic drainage system, and the water by which it is flushed. The source of the water is in dispute and, if it can be traced to the hill from which my clients contend it comes, then we shall be able to obtain an injunction against a firm which we hold is diverting that water for the purpose of obtaining power, that is to say electricity. The whole thing hangs on a right granted by Charles II in a warrant that the other side dont know we possess. There are a great many legal points in it that are of extreme interest.

Have you any murder cases? I asked.

Yes, we have one coming on soon, he said.

And at that moment his clerk came into the room.

Where are the papers of the Plober case, Smurgin? he said to him.

Here, sir, I think, said Smurgin.

And then he handed to Stanter a bundle of manuscript, untidily written, and Stanter handed it on to me.

You might care to read it, he said.

What is it? I asked.

Its a clear tale, he said. Youll see, if you read it.

Thanks, I said. Murder, you say?

Yes, he said. Murder.

Theres a thrill in murder, I said. Im sure that your drainage case is very interesting too. But I must say murder attracts me. I suppose it shouldnt. But somehow it seems to. This is nearer to it than I have ever been. I should like to read it, if you dont mind.

Yes. Sit down, said Stanter. Make yourself comfortable in that chair.

And I did. It was a fine armchair and a good fire. Stanter went over to his table and sat down over the heap of papers concerning the drainage system of some city, and soon he was completely immersed in the case. And I turned to the thick bundle of untidily written sheets. This is what I read:

I went to see Mr Inker, whom I have known for some years. He was not exactly a friend, but I have known him for some time. The object of my visit was purely private, and had nothing to do with what happened. I went to his house at 18 Netherby Gardens and rang the bell, and nobody answered. I rang again and again, but nobody came to the door. Then I wondered if the door in the area was unlocked, and I went down the area steps and sure enough it was. I opened the door and went in, as I wanted to see Mr Inker. There seemed to be nobody in the house; but I knew he would be there. And he was. I went up to the drawing-room, and he wasnt there. But from a little room off it I heard a noise, and I saw him. I saw him before I had opened the door more than a few inches. And he was murdering a man. He was murdering him with a knife. The man was on the floor, and he had stabbed him already, because the knife he was lifting up was covered with blood, and he was just going to put it in again when he saw me. Ive read of people saying that scenes like this paralysed them, whether they meant it or not. It didnt have that effect on me. It set me thinking quicker than ever I thought before. And what I thought was that there was only one thing for Mr Inker to do, now that I had seen what he was at, and that was to kill me too. He wouldnt want me going about, to give evidence against him. I saw that at once. So I went out of that room like the start of a race, and got on to the landing. Anything slower and hed have had me. I heard him coming after me before I got to the door. He said never a word. Nor did I.

From the landing the stairs went down to the hall and up to the top of the house. The obvious way was downstairs. But would there be time, with the little lead I had, to turn the knob of the latch and open the door and get through? Thats what I wondered. And he wouldnt need quite to catch up with me. He could knife me from nearly a yard away. I thought, for one thing, there mightnt be time. And I didnt yet know what his pace was. But one thing I was sure of: downstairs was the obvious way. So I took the other.

He wasnt expecting that, and it gave me a bit more lead. I easily got to a bedroom before he was anywhere near, and locked myself in. Still he had not spoken a word. Neither had I.

You may wonder why I went into a bedroom instead of getting out of the house. But I had to plan: it was no use rushing wildly about. I had not planned anything yet, but I was going to plan quietly in that room. It opened into another room, and I locked that door too. Then I went to look at the window, to see what I could do from there. But there were no means of escaping that way. So I turned back to the room. He was outside the door, and had not even turned the handle. He must have heard me lock it.

And then I saw a telephone at the head of the bed. I couldnt want better than that, and I took the receiver off. Before I had spoken I heard him rushing downstairs. Then I said Hullo. I said it two or three times, and then I got an answer. And I asked for the police. But I got no answer then: the telephone had gone dead.

He must have cut the wire with his knife. What was I to do next? Anyway, he wasnt outside the door any more. It was no good staying in that room any longer; and it was no good being anywhere where he knew that I was. So I unlocked the door and slipped out and went still higher. No good going down. He was between me and the hall door. If I went up, I hoped I might get away over the roof. So I went right up to the attic. And there I found a long uncarpeted empty passage, empty but for one cupboard half-way down, and a turn at the end to some dingy place unlighted by any window. The cupboard was rather an obvious hiding-place, a tall thing with no shelves in it, that would hide me nicely. But I had not been doing obvious things yet, and I thought that he would expect me to go on to the end of the passage and make for the dingy part of it. I dont know why I thought this, but I was thinking very quickly, and knew he would be doing so too. You see, both our lives were at stake. What I thought he would do would be to go to the end and take the cupboard on his way back. It would have been nasty if he had come straight for the cupboard. I had planned to shove both doors violently open, if he did, and then run. But I thought he would go to the end of the passage. And I thought he was doing it that way, at first, when he came. But he walked a few steps past my cupboard, and then I heard him turn back. Then I thought he was going to open the cupboard door. He actually stopped in front of it and listened, and I was just about to burst out on him and make my desperate bid to get away, with nothing to help me but a moments surprise, when he turned quickly away and went down the stairs. That puzzled me. He must know, I said to myself, that I am not downstairs. He was hurrying too, as though he were after something. But we two were alone in the house, except for the dead man, the man Mr Inker had murdered. It never occurred to me that he knew perfectly well where I was. I heard his footsteps growing fainter and fainter, and listened till the last of them died away, far down at the foot of the stairs. I had no idea what he was up to. You see, I had been trying to surprise him all the time: now he was trying to surprise me, and I wondered what the surprise was. It was very still in the house and I had plenty of time to wonder, and nothing to disturb my wondering. I thought of lots of things that he might be doing, but never thought of the right one. I do assure you I never guessed what he would do. I hadnt the faintest idea of it. It never entered my mind. It was a shock when I found out, as great a shock as I ever received.

Theres nothing more to tell. You know he came back with a policeman, and I was arrested for the murder that Mr Inker committed. They found me hiding in the cupboard, with the knife on the floor outside. He had thrown it down there. Ive asked the inspector about finger-prints more than once; but he says that there are none. I point out that Mr Inker could have cleaned the knife just as well as I could. But they wont listen to me when I say that.

I looked up from this dark story into the light of the room, and felt as though I had left dim caverns for daylight, with a moment of relief that it would have taken Dante to picture. Stanter was bending still over his other case, and brooding upon its intricacies as though he had forgotten that I was there, as I had forgotten Blackfrairs and the train I had meant to catch.

What do you make of it? I asked.

Stanter looked up with a start. And then he said, Its a perfectly clear story. That is the case for my client. What you have read, of course in confidence, is my instructions for the conduct of the case. Our whole defence will be based on it.

But what really happened? I asked.

Oh, that, he said, will be for a jury to say.


THE SHIELD OF ATHENE

WHEN Richard Laksby went down from All Angels he decided, to the pained astonishment of his father, to choose an occupation to suit himself. He came of a family whose sons had always been sent into something by their fathers, so that to Richards father his idea was entirely new. By the will of another relative he had enough money to live on, so that the thing was possible once he was able to pull away from the almost overpowering force of the idea that he must be sent into something by his father; and when he did pull away he naturally chose a profession that was outside the few that his family had ever considered possible. It all comes of wasting his time reading trashy detective stories, his father said. For the young mans extraordinary ambition was to be a great detective.

How are you going to set about it? his father asked, hoping that the logic of that question would put an end to the boys scheme. But young Laksby was not going to be checked by knowing nothing of how he was to set about it: all he wanted to do was to start. And start he did, in spite of anything that his father could say; and he took a flat in London and read every unsolved criminal case that was reported in the Press. As soon as one was solved and a man brought to trial, he dropped it and looked for another. Of course he didnt get very far. All this, I may say, was some years before the war, when there was no question of the State doing what his father could not do, and putting him into something.

I went round to see him one day, for I had known him well for some years, and found him in his flat, reading evening papers. He offered me a cigarette, and I asked him, without meaning in any way to embarrass him, how he was getting on at his new profession. I forget what he said, but, whatever it was, it became perfectly clear that he had done nothing at all, and that his idea of going to Scotland Yard after solving a crime that had puzzled all the police and asking for employment upon the strength of that, was no more than a childish dream. And this somehow became so very clear, that I could not help feeling that I was as welcome in his flat as a friend with a pin would be to a child who was blowing a beautiful soap-bubble. So I left, and we did not see each other for some time. And then one day he rang me up on the telephone, and I was very glad to hear his voice, for, all unintentional as it was, I felt that a coldness between us had been my fault.

You were asking me how I was getting on, he said

I didnt mean to trouble you, I told him. All I meant to do was just to ask. That was all.

It was no trouble at all, he said.

I am afraid it was just idle curiosity, I replied.

Not at all, he said. But, if you would like to come round, I will tell you.

What pleased me about all this was that his voice was particularly cheery, and he evidently bore me no grudge for having clumsily dragged the futility of his absurd ambition into the light of day from its proper place among vague dreams. Come round to tea, he said.

What I thought was that he felt he had been a bit unwelcoming, as I felt I had been rather tactless, and that he wanted to put it right. That he could have had any progress to show me I never imagined.

It was by then half past three, and by a quarter past four I was there. He was in the same armchair in which I had seen him last, with a small light table in front of him, on which had been several newspapers. But now he had an album on the table. We shook hands and he said, Look here, and he opened his album. It was full of cuttings from newspapers gummed in. Read that, he said.

It is always tedious to be set to read things when you come to have a talk; but I was anxious to atone for my gaucherie, and I read every line. What he and his album were driving at I hadnt the slightest idea. It began like this, a critique of some work of a sculptor: An unbalanced piece of work with unnatural pose, making a fetish of realism, and yet with hands that seem smaller than life, and a stride that is going in no particular direction, all trousers rather than legs. It is doubtful if in real life the body would be supported at all.

The next critique in the album also criticized the legs of this statue, and then went on in these words, All Mr Ardons figures show the same horror in their faces. The expressions vary, but the horror is always the same. One can use no milder word for it. This is unnatural and can only emanate from a decadent mood in the sculptor. If this be thought to be libellous, let anyone look at a thousand faces and see if he can find in a single one the look of astonished horror that is clearly observable in every one of Mr Ardons works of art, if such a description may be applied to them?

I plodded on with my reading through that album, sitting in Laksbys chair, while he stood watching me. I must have read a dozen critiques, saying all the same thing. And then I suddenly came on a totally different cutting. It said, Miss Jane Ingley has been missing from her home since Tuesday afternoon. The police of the Yorkshire area have made careful search, and no trace of her has been discovered as yet. The cutting continued with an appeal to the public to telephone to the local police any knowledge that might come to them of the girls whereabouts. I turned the page and there were more cuttings about this girl, and no more critiques of sculpture, so far as I saw. But when he saw me turn the page, Laksby interrupted and, somewhat to my relief, said, You neednt read any more for the present.

I looked up.

That girl has been recognized by her brother, he said.

Recognized, I said. Then shes alive.

No, said Laksby.

What happened to her? I asked.

You know what my ambition always was, he said.

You wanted to be a detective, I answered.

No, he said. I wanted to be a great detective. You can be humdrum in any profession. I didnt want merely that. Any profession may throw up one or two great followers of it in a generation. I wanted to be one of them. Pick the wrong profession, make a steeple-jack of a man born to be a pearl-diver, and you only get mediocrity. I felt that my profession was the one I have chosen. I felt that in that profession my opportunity waited. Well, it has come.

I thought he was merely trying to excuse himself for his rather unusual choice, and I was just tacitly agreeing with all he said; and then came those last four words that astonished me. Could he mean he had done something useful? What could he have done? There was nothing in that album to explain it. I could only ask.

Your opportunity has come? I repeated.

It has come, he said.

And what was it? I asked.

Well, thats the difficulty, he said. Nothing that I can prove as yet. Nothing that a jury would believe. Nothing that you would believe. I dont know how to tell you.

Oh, Ill believe you all right, I said.

I ought to explain, he went on, that its nothing that has ever happened before, anyway not since the Norman conquest, and long before that.

But what is it? I asked.

It is something that I suspect, he said, and have got to prove. But I take it you would expect a brother to be able to recognize his own sister.

Oh, yes, I said.

Well, said Laksby, if you admit that, I ask nothing more. If you admit that, you can believe the rest.

Of course I admit it, I said.

Well, that is the evidence on which I base the whole case, he went on.

On a brother being able to recognize his sister? That will not strain my credulity, I said.

No, he said. But theres more in it than that. I had better tell you the whole story.

Do, I said.

He sat down opposite me and began.

James Ardon, said Laksby, is a young sculptor. At least, so he says. I have made the most careful enquiries, complete enquiries, and nowhere can I find that he studied anywhere. He says he learned sculpture by seeing statues in Greece.

Has he travelled in Greece? I asked.

Yes, said Laksby.

What is he doing now? I asked.

He has hired a studio in York. Laksby explained.

Where the girl disappeared, I said.

Exactly, said Laksby.

And made the figures that are criticized here, I said, patting the album.

Yes, said Laksby. And no one knows where he got his marble. The marble of his figures is all the same, identical with that of the earliest statues in Greece, statues before Praxiteles. But I have not been able to trace how he got it to Yorkshire.

How do you think he got it there? I asked.

Well, that, you see, said Laksby, is the essence of the whole thing. That is what you wont believe.

If its anything to do with a brother recognizing his sister, I said, I ought to be able to believe it.

That, he said, is the evidence on which the whole thing must rest.

I interrupted you, I said. Please go on.

And he went on. He sent his statues to Bond Street, and hundreds of people saw them. Many said they were true to life. Some said they were life, as no sculpture had been before. But the critics didnt like them. There was a good deal of talk about them for a while. And the talk died down. And then one day this young fellow from Yorkshire, who had come to London to see a football match, walked into the exhibition; no one knows why; it was just one of those incalculable chances. And in one of the statues he recognized his sister, the girl who had disappeared.

I see, I said. His model. And you think he has murdered her. Well, I congratulate you on finding it out before the police. I can believe it all right, every word you have told me. But I dont quite see why you said it has never happened before, or not since the Norman conquest. I think I remember reading about a case

Wait a moment, said Laksby. The brother recognized his sister. But he also says that she never gave any sittings to any sculptor. He cant say that she never knew him, but he does say definitely that the long sittings that must have been needed for such a likeness never existed.

As a witness, I said, the brother seems rather to contradict himself.

I dont think so, said Laksby.

And then his telephone-bell rang, and he asked me to excuse him, as he expected some details that he had asked for to assist his investigation. And that is what it turned out to be, and somebody seemed to be telling him something about Ardons studio. I left Laksby then, quietly waving my hand to him as I passed him at his telephone, and he looked over his shoulder and just said, Think over what I have told you.

And I did think it over till late that night, and could make nothing of it. For one moment a dark and fantastic suspicion threw its shadow upon my mind, a suspicion that left my thoughts as soon as it came. But I should not have let it go, for it was the right one.

Laksby rang up next day, saying nothing of that strange case; but he did ask me to come to tea again, and I knew he meant to go further with our interrupted talk. I went, and the first words he said after he had made me comfortable and poured out a cup of tea for me were, Others have disappeared too.

In Yorkshire? I asked.

Yes, in Yorkshire, he said. But we cant find out where they have gone. Some of them may have gone to London, or elsewhere, to look for a job. But one should bear in mind that they have disappeared.

And then we got down to the point at which we had left off when his telephone rang. You say that the girl never gave any sittings to Ardon, I said.

Yes, said Laksby. Her brother is sure of it.

And the likeness is perfect? I asked.

Well, her brother recognizes her, he said, and is prepared to identify the statue as being that of his sister, on oath, in any court to which he may ever be summoned.

And he never studied sculpture? I went on.

I have made the most exhaustive enquiries, he said, and no-one has taught him.

And then he has imported no marble, I continued.

That is so, said Laksby.

And bought none from any English firm? I enquired.

I have tried every one of them, he said, and none of them ever supplied him.

And he has travelled in Greece, I said, but never brought any marble back with him.

That is so, said Laksby.

And of course he could never find any in Yorkshire, I said.

Of course not, he answered.

Then how did he make that marble statue of Jane Ingley? I asked.

Theres only one answer, he said.

Laksby has often surprised me. He is rather an odd fellow. And he surprised me then. I dont like to be disbelieved, he said. And I dont like to strain your politeness. You shall tell me what has happened. Ive told you most of the facts. And Ill tell you any more as I find them out. You shall tell me. You shall test the facts and give me the answer. Remember he has travelled in Greece.

Ancient or modern? I asked; one of those questions that one regrets the moment one utters them, because they are so foolish. How could he have travelled in ancient Greece? Some ominous fancy at the back of my mind that had taken no form must have prompted it. I knew at once I had said something foolish. And yet those words gave me the clue.

Ancient, said Laksby at once, before I could withdraw or explain away my question. And then I was thinking no more of geography or imports of marble, but my thoughts ran back past history and away among legend; and among old legends, a horror amidst the darkness of time, they saw Medusas head and the shield of Pallas Athene.

The head! I gasped.

And he nodded.

But how could we prove a thing like that? I said.

Hes found the shield, said Laksby, and we must get it.

How on earth did he come on it? I asked.

That we cant say, said Laksby. But Greece is full of wonders. Look at the Parthenon. Look at the Venus of Milo. Compare it with modern sculpture. There is a miracle for you. Begin by explaining that. They got the human soul looking out of a face. Why not the other thing? They are all beyond us.

But wait a moment, I said. Medusas face was flesh. Pallas Athene put it in her shield. But would it have kept?

Yes, said Laksby. Those immortal things must have had something in their blood that we havent, and evidently gorgons dont decay.

You believe in them then, I said.

I must, he answered. What other answer is there? A man who has never studied sculpture, never learned anything whatever about it, makes statues that, whatever the critics may say, are life, as life has never been shown in marble before, barring the Greeks. You might as well go straight out of this room now and build a battleship without any study whatever. And I have made the most careful enquiries. I havent been idle.

But you are asking me to believe the incredible, I said.

Isnt the alternative incredible? he asked.

I suppose it is, I replied.

And besides, said Laksby, I am not asking you to believe anything. You must believe the most likely. I cannot control your belief. Nor, I suppose, can you.

He might have found a marble statue in York, I said. It was the old camp of Eboricum.

Certainly, said Laksby. But not a statue of a modern girl in modern dress, recognized by her brother, and all her little trinkets and ornaments recognized too.

It could do that? I asked. Could turn the dress and the trinkets to marble?

If you mean Medusas head, it could, said Laksby. Her, and anything that was touching her at the time. All those statues of his were completely clothed, in dresses and jackets of marble.

I see, I muttered.

Or you may prefer to believe, he went on, that he picks up marble whenever he wants it on Yorkshire moors, where there is none, and knocks off these perfect statues without any training.

No, I said. It must have been as you say. He must have found that shield of Athene. Saw a rim of it, perhaps, sticking up through the anemones, and dug it up. But how did he escape being turned to stone when he saw it? All the legends say it could do that. And weve got to believe them if we can see no other way of his having made those statues.

What other way could there be? said Laksby.

Then how did he escape being turned to stone when he found it? I asked again.

It must have been face downward, he said. And then, when he had picked it up by the handle, perhaps a goat saw it, or anything, and was turned to stone, and he saw what he had got. Then he must have been pretty careful with it, or he wouldnt be here.

Its odd, I said.

So is the alternative, Laksby insisted. A sculptor without any training, and without marble, for the matter of that.

No, I cant believe that, I said.

Well, I am glad you cant, said Laksby. We can get to business now. Whats to be done?

Ill go and look at his studio if you like, I said. Ill get in somehow, and give you an independent point of view, and evidence to back you in any court, if you like.

No, you dont, he said. Theres nothing to see there but one thing. And if you see that …

And for some seconds neither of us said any more.

And then Laksby said, I dont think you would make a very good statue.

But Ill keep my eyes shut, I said.

Then you wont see anything, said Laksby.

And that was obvious enough. But I would not give up the idea.

And then I said, Didnt Perseus use a mirror?

Look here, said Laksby. That man has got his neck to protect, and if he sees you walking in with a looking-glass hell know what you are after at once, and youll have a nasty reception and a quick exit, if you are lucky. And Ill tell you another thing: those mirrors they had three thousand years ago, when Perseus got the gorgons head, werent made of glass like ours. They were only polished metal, and Perseus wouldnt have seen so much. With a modern looking-glass the ricochet would probably get you. Id be very glad of a witness, but I am not going to send you to that.

Well, we argued up and down, and the more we talked the keener I got. I could take a revolver, I said.

For goodness sake dont think of doing that, said Laksby. I have no evidence whatever that would protect you if you did. It is illegal to carry revolvers, and youd go to prison for having a firearm with intent to endanger life. That is how it goes. Dont have anything to do with it.

He must be a nasty fellow to approach unarmed, I said.

Thats as it may be, said Laksby, but the Law doesnt know that.

Why does he do it? I asked.

Some people will do anything for art, said Laksby. And that I can understand. But this man would do anything to be thought an artist, though he knows nothing of art whatever. His is a cheap and flashy method. Pressing the button of a camera is as artistic, and certainly far more moral.

Ill go and see him, I said.

I had made up my mind and I got the mans address out of Laksby, a studio overlooking the main street in York.

I hate the risk you are taking, said Laksby. But between the two of us we may save lots of lives. I could do nothing alone. They would merely say I was mad and lock me up.

Well, I will go, I said.

It is sporting of you, said Laksby. And, look here, that shield he has found will of course be hidden. The moment he moves towards a cupboard or curtain, shut your eyes and clear out, and you will be all right.

And that is what I did when it came to it. The man had done at least half a dozen statues already, and it was time he was stopped. Laksby and I sat smoking and making plans, but they were not particularly useful. It all depended on what I found when I got there.

Well, I left Laksby and took the train to York. I went quite unarmed except for a walking-stick, and foolishly enough I brought a stick of the lightest and brittlest wood, quite useless for any defence. And yet I think it was that stick that saved me. I walked from the station up the street and knocked at the mans door, which he opened himself. I told him that I had seen his exhibition, greatly admired his faithfulness to life, and would like to ask him to do a life-sized statue of me. All this in the passage between the door and the dingy staircase. As we came to the staircase I could see he did not think much of the reason that I had given for having entered his house. I dont know how I saw it in that dim light. I must have felt it, rather.

At the top of the stairs we came to a door, and into the light of his studio. It was I that had been leading us upstairs, for he showed no readiness to let me in. When we got into the studio he turned round and looked at me, and I saw that he was not a man to be trifled with. Which was of course what I was doing. The room was tidy; there were no chips on the floor, and no mallets or chisels that I could see. I thought he might at least have bought some chisels. But I suppose he was too sure of himself to have bothered about that. One marble statue stood in the room, the statue of an ordinary young man in ordinary modern clothes, and on his marble face an extraordinary look of horror, the look that all the work of Ardon had. It made me feel cold, apart from the fact that I felt that at any moment I might myself be a block of marble with that terrible look on its face.

I looked round for cupboards or curtains, and saw a cupboard quite close.

What did you say you want? said Ardon.

And he said it in a tone of a man who requires an answer at once. But my eyes were fixed on that terrible marble face, and I found no words for an answer. And Ardon was looking at my expression, as I looked on the face of his statue. And the horror in the face must have been partly reflected in mine, and Ardon saw that reflection and must have known I suspected him. He turned at once, not waiting for any answer from me, and went to the cupboard. Outside the motors hummed by continually, going to the station and some coming away from it. Inside, Ardon opened the cupboard door. Three thousand years seemed to lie between it and the street. I turned round at once and took one glance at the door, and then I shut my eyes, and I did not open them again until I was far from that house. I put both hands to the wall, though my stick was in one of them, and groped my way to the door, and was soon there and slipped out. That one glance I had had of it helped, but outside it was more difficult. Several times I was tempted to take just one glance with half-opened eyes, which would have given me a view of the whole staircase, but could equally have given me a view of the Gorgons head. For Ardon was close behind me, and I knew that he had the shield. I had heard it bump against the cupboard door as he took it out. And of course he could move twenty times faster than I, on strange stairs with my eyes shut.

The mistake he made was in not hitting me over the head. He could have done it with the edge of the shield, or with anything. I didnt like to put up a hand to protect my head, for fear of giving him the idea. I was expecting a blow every moment, as I groped my way down those stairs and could even feel the warmth of Ardons breath on my neck. He never spoke a word and I got to the door, and still he was close behind me. And then I felt a cold and awful chill in my face, and I knew he had slipped the shield forward over my left shoulder and had turned its face towards me. Of course I knew he must have averted his own head when he did that. And that gave me time to open the door to the street, which he might easily have prevented me doing by gripping my wrist. But he left the job to Medusa and she couldnt do it, because my eyes were tight shut.

They say that every criminal sticks to his own way of doing things. A man, for instance, murders a woman in her bath, and women will be safe with him except in a bathroom. I think that is the peculiarity that saved me, when he might have hit me over the head. I opened the door and the fresh air blew in my face, cold, but not with the deadly chill I had felt on my cheeks from Medusa. I was not safe yet. A statue on a sculptors doorstep would not have been out of place. He could have done it yet, and nobody might have noticed. What would he do next? What could I do, blind there in the street? And then it suddenly came to me: if I must be blind, and I must, I would go the way of the blind, and rely on the help and mercy the blind receive. I walked straight into the traffic, tapping the road before me with my stick in the way that the blind do. I darent open an eye for a single moment to see if a motor was near, for I should have seen Medusa instead. I knew that chilly shield was still hovering about my face, but I listened, and could hear that no car was at any rate within ten yards of me, and then I went straight on, tapping my stick. And it worked.

There was a scream of one or two brakes, and then the stream of the traffic lulled and I walked safe to the middle of the road and heard the opposite stream lulling already, and I got to the other side. The traffic went on at once; too quick, I hoped, for Ardon. But that I could not tell. I turned to my left and went tapping down the pavement towards the station, still with my eyes tight shut. And presently an arm took mine to lead me over a crossing. Of course I could not be sure that it was not Ardon. But I thanked the kind fellow and, when he spoke to me, it was the voice of an honest Yorkshireman. I asked him if he would mind guiding me a little further, and he did all the way to the station. I did not think Ardon would dare to get up to his tricks there, but I did not take any chances and never opened my eyes till we left York. A porter led me into a carriage.

You want to hear the end of it. I went back to Laksby and told him everything, and he told the police, and I went with him, so that each could back what the other told of this strange story. The police were doubtful at first and very standoffish, and took our addresses and asked us to call again. And we went next day, and while we were there their manner suddenly altered: they had news from one of their men in York by telephone. Then they were all politeness. What happened was that Ardon knew well enough after my visit that someone had found him out and, however sceptical Laksby and I had found the police, they had phoned to York to investigate, and a policeman called on Ardon. And the moment Ardon saw him he lost his head. He added one more statue to that extraordinary collection of realism and horror, neither of which have been equalled by any living sculptor, if by any sculptor at all, a statue of a policeman. Then he knew it was all up, and he lifted the shield of Athene and turned it inwards and looked full at the face of Medusa; and he, and it, turned to stone. The statue has been exhibited more than once: the marble shield is perfectly harmless now. Some may remember seeing that strange white figure. In the catalogue it was entitled Young Man Trying a Shield.

THE END
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The Abbey Theatre, Dublin, Irelands National Theatre, opened in 1904. Dunsany was a major donor and went on to become a highly successful dramatist.
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INTRODUCTION

Observation and imagination are the basic principles of all poetry. It is impossible to conceive a poetical work from which one of them is wholly absent. Observation without imagination makes for obviousness; imagination without observation turns into nonsense. What marks the worlds greatest poetry is perhaps the presence in almost equal proportion of both these principles. But as a rule we find one of them predominating, and from this one-sided emphasis the poetry of the period derives its character as realistic or idealistic.

The poetry of the middle nineteenth century made a fetish of observation. It came as near excluding imagination as it could without ceasing entirely to be poetry. That such exaggeration should sooner or later result in a sharp reaction was natural. The change began during the eighties and gathered full headway in the early nineties. Imagination, so long scorned, came into its rights once more, and it is rapidly becoming the dominant note in the literary production of our own day.

The new movement has been called neo-romantic and symbolistic. Both these names apply, but neither of them exhausts the contents or meaning of the movement which received its first impetus from Ibsen and which later found its typical embodiment in Maeterlinck. From this movement came much of the inspiration that produced the poetical re-birth of Ireland out of which has sprung the man whom I have now the pleasure of introducing to American readers: a man with imagination as elfish as moonlight mist.

Edward John Moreton Drax Plunkett, Lord Dunsany, is the eighteenth member of his family to bear the title which gives him a place in the Irish peerage. He was born in 1878 and received his education at Eton and Sandhurst. In 1899 he succeeded his father to the title and the family estate in Meath, Ireland. During the South African war he served at the front with the Coldstream Guards. He is passionately fond of outdoor life and often spends the whole day in the saddle before sitting down at his desk to write late at night.

His work proves, however, that he is as fond of spiritual as of physical exercise, and that he is an inveterate traveller in those mysterious regions of the partly known or wholly unknown where the imagination alone can guide us. His first literary heroes were the brothers Grimm and Andersen. Then the Greek world of Olympians was revealed to him, making a lasting impression on his mind. But it was the Bible that gave him the limpid style which makes his most fantastic tales as real as government reports  or rather much more so. For years no style seemed to me natural but that of the Bible, he said not long ago, and I feared that I would never become a writer when I saw that other people did not use it.

For something like ten years he has been a pretty frequent and increasingly valued contributor to English and Anglo-Irish periodicals. He has previously published five volumes: The Gods of Pegana, 1905; Time and the Gods, 1906; The Sword of Welleran, 1908; A Dreamers Tales, 1910; and The Book of Wonder, 1912. All are collections of prose pieces that defy accepted classifications. They are fairy tales and short stories and essays and prose poems at the same time.

The reader has only to take a brief glance at one of those works to make the astounding discovery that he is being introduced to worlds of which he has never heard before. Even the Arabian Nights have a clearly identifiable background of popular legend and myth. Nothing of the kind is to be found in the writings of Lord Dunsany. He may be said to have created a new mythology wholly his own. He is not only the master but the maker of the countries to which he takes us on such fascinating jaunts. His commonest name for them is the Edge of the World, but sometimes he speaks of them as the Lands of Wonder. This latter name is doubly significant, for the whole movement of which he forms such a striking manifestation has been defined as a renascence of wonder.

The names of places and persons appearing in the stories of Lord Dunsany are worth a study in themselves. There are hundreds of them, giving evidence of an inexhaustible imagination; and each one of them is as aptly suggestive as if generations of men had been at work shaping them. To hear of Sardathion, the city built by the Gods of Old, is to see its domes of marble rising sky-high in the sunset-lighted air. To hear of Slith and Sippy and Slorg, the three thieves who went to the Edge of the World in quest of the Golden Box, is to feel as if one were dealing with historical characters like Aaron Burr or Chinese Gordon. And as we learn more about them, these fanciful creatures of Lord Dunsanys brain assume still more familiar characteristics, as if they had been studied in some Irish village or English street. It is this fact that reveals one of the main secrets of Lord Dunsanys appeal: that behind all his exuberant imagination lies a solid basis of observation, enabling him to endow the most impossible adventures with a homely and convincing air.

The five plays contained in the present volume have all been produced on the stage. The Golden Doom and The Gods of the Mountain have been staged most successfully at the Haymarket Theatre, London. King Argimēnēs and The Glittering Gate have been given by the Irish Players, and The Lost Silk Hat has been put on by Iden Payne at Manchester. In America, the first three have been in the repertoire of Stuart Walkers Portmanteau Theatre, and The Glittering Gate has been given by the Neighborhood Players.

After seeing The Gods of the Mountain, Frank Harris wrote: It was one of the nights of my life; the only play, I said to myself, which meant anything to me in twenty years or more. Without sharing the opinion of Mr. Harris about the dramatic output of the last twenty years, I share fully his enthusiasm in regard to the play that caused his remark. The note struck in it is so distinctly new as to make one gasp as under a sharp shock. But the surprise turns quickly into pleasure such as only the originality of genius can confer.

It is hard to define just what makes these plays what they are. But certain qualities are tangible. Their deep and rich symbolism is one. It is the kind of symbolism for which the advances of modern psychology had prepared us  the kind that is inseparable from life itself as we are only just beginning to understand it. Another quality is their capacity for suggesting at once the intimate unity and appalling vastness of life. In The Golden Doom the fate of an empire and a little boys desire for a new plaything become linked as facts of equal importance in the web of fate. In The Gods of the Mountain we meet with an atmosphere of fatality comparable only to that found in the Greek dramas. The crime of hybris, which to the Greeks was the unforgivable sin, is here made as real to us as it was to them.

But these remarks of mine about the inner significance of the plays should not tempt anybody into thinking them deficient in that element of formal perfection without which they could not be classed as works of art. They are, indeed, things of beauty, and their beauty inheres in their design as well as in their style. Through all of them the greatest possible economy of means has been observed, so that not a word, not a tone, not a gesture is wasted in obtaining the effect aimed at. The dialogue of Maeterlinck is suggested, but not more than suggested. The words spoken by the characters of Maeterlinck are often so vague as to be practically meaningless. The characters of Lord Dunsany speak as simply as those of Maeterlinck, but always sharply to the point; there can be no mistaking of what they mean, and that meaning serves always to carry the action of the play forward. And each play of Lord Dunsanys is an exciting adventure, conveying to the reader an exhilarating sense of motion without ever descending to old-fashioned stage tricks for the production of that sense. This means that they combine to an extraordinary degree the qualities which make separately for theatrical or literary success.

Edwin Björkman.
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Scene: The East


THE FIRST ACT

Outside a city wall. Three beggars are seated upon the ground.

OOGNO
These days are bad for beggary.

THAHN
They are bad.

ULF (an older beggar but not gray)
Some evil has befallen the rich ones of this city. They take no joy any longer in benevolence, but are become sour and miserly at heart. Alas for them! I sometimes sigh for them when I think of this.

OOGNO
Alas for them! A miserly heart must be a sore affliction.

THAHN
A sore affliction indeed, and bad for our calling.

OOGNO (reflectively)
They have been thus for many months. What thing has befallen them?

THAHN
Some evil thing.

ULF
There has been a comet come near to the earth of late and the earth has been parched and sultry so that the gods are drowsy and all those things that are divine in man, such as benevolence, drunkenness, extravagance, and song, have faded and died and have not been replenished by the gods.

OOGNO
It has indeed been sultry.

THAHN
I have seen the comet o nights.

ULF
The gods are drowsy.

OOGNO
If they awake not soon and make this city worthy again of our order I for one shall forsake the calling and buy a shop and sit at ease in the shade and barter for gain.

THAHN
You will keep a shop?
[Enter Agmar and Slag. Agmar, though poorly dressed, is tall, imperious, and older than Ulf. Slag follows behind him.

AGMAR
Is this a beggar who speaks?

OOGNO
Yes, master, a poor beggar.

AGMAR
How long has the calling of beggary existed?

OOGNO
Since the building of the first city, master.

AGMAR
And when has a beggar ever followed a trade? When has he ever haggled and bartered and sat in a shop?

OOGNO
Why, he has never done so.

AGMAR
Are you he that shall be first to forsake the calling?

OOGNO
Times are bad for the calling here.

THAHN
They are bad.

AGMAR
So you would forsake the calling?

OOGNO
The city is unworthy of our calling. The gods are drowsy and all that is divine in man is dead. (To third beggar) Are not the gods drowsy?

ULF
They are drowsy in their mountains away at Marma. The seven green idols are drowsy. Who is this that rebukes us?

THAHN
Are you some great merchant, master? Perhaps you will help a poor man that is starving.

SLAG
My master a merchant! No, no. He is no merchant. My master is no merchant.

OOGNO
I perceive that he is some lord in disguise. The gods have woken and have sent him to save us.

SLAG
No, no. You do not know my master. You do not know him.

THAHN
Is he the Soldans self that has come to rebuke us?

AGMAR
I am a beggar, and an old beggar.

SLAG (with great pride)
There is none like my master. No traveller has met with cunning like to his, not even those that come from Æthiopia.

ULF
We make you welcome to our town, upon which an evil has fallen, the days being bad for beggary.

AGMAR
Let none who has known the mystery of roads or has felt the wind arising new in the morning, or who has called forth out of the souls of men divine benevolence, ever speak any more of any trade or of the miserable gains of shops and the trading men.

OOGNO
I but spoke hastily, the times being bad.

AGMAR
I will put right the times.

SLAG
There is nothing that my master cannot do.

AGMAR (to Slag)
Be silent and attend to me. I do not know this city. I have travelled from far, having somewhat exhausted the city of Ackara.

SLAG
My master was three times knocked down and injured by carriages there, once he was killed and seven times beaten and robbed, and every time he was generously compensated. He had nine diseases, many of them mortal  

AGMAR
Be silent, Slag.  Have you any thieves among the calling here?

ULF
We have a few that we call thieves here, master, but they would scarcely seem thieves to you. They are not good thieves.

AGMAR
I shall need the best thief you have.
[Enter two citizens richly clad, Illanaun and Oorander.

ILLANAUN
Therefore we will send galleons to Ardaspes.

OORANDER
Right to Ardaspes through the silver gates.
[Agmar transfers the thick handle of his long staff to his left armpit, he droops on to it and it supports his weight; he is upright no longer. His right arm hangs limp and useless. He hobbles up to the citizens imploring alms.

ILLANAUN
I am sorry. I cannot help you. There have been too many beggars here and we must decline alms for the good of the town.

AGMAR (sitting down and weeping)
I have come from far.
[Illanaun presently returns and gives Agmar a coin. Exit Illanaun. Agmar, erect again, walks back to the others.

AGMAR
We shall need fine raiment; let the thief start at once. Let it rather be green raiment.

BEGGAR
I will go and fetch the thief. (Exit)

ULF
We will dress ourselves as lords and impose upon the city.

OOGNO
Yes, yes; we will say we are ambassadors from a far land.

ULF
And there will be good eating.

SLAG (in an undertone to Ulf)
But you do not know my master. Now that you have suggested that we shall go as lords, he will make a better suggestion. He will suggest that we should go as kings.

ULF
Beggars as kings!

SLAG
Ay. You do not know my master.

ULF (to Agmar)
What do you bid us do?

AGMAR
You shall first come by the fine raiment in the manner I have mentioned.

ULF
And what then, master?

AGMAR
Why, then we shall go as gods.

BEGGARS
As gods!

AGMAR
As gods. Know you the land through which I have lately come in my wanderings? Marma, where the gods are carved from green stone in the mountains. They sit all seven of them against the hills. They sit there motionless and travellers worship them.

ULF
Yes, yes, we know those gods. They are much reverenced here, but they are drowsy and send us nothing beautiful.

AGMAR
They are of green jade. They sit cross-legged with their right elbows resting on their left hands, the right forefinger pointing upward. We will come into the city disguised, from the direction of Marma, and will claim to be these gods. We must be seven as they are. And when we sit we must sit cross-legged as they do, with the right hand uplifted.

ULF
This is a bad city in which to fall into the hands of oppressors, for the judges lack amiability here as the merchants lack benevolence, ever since the gods forgot them.

AGMAR
In our ancient calling a man may sit at one street corner for fifty years doing the one thing, and yet a day may come when it is well for him to rise up and do another thing while the timorous man starves.

ULF
Also it were well not to anger the gods.

AGMAR
Is not all life a beggary to the gods? Do they not see all men always begging of them and asking alms with incense, and bells, and subtle devices?

OOGNO
Yes, all men indeed are beggars before the gods.

AGMAR
Does not the mighty Soldan often sit by the agate altar in his royal temple as we sit at a street corner or by a palace gate?

ULF
It is even so.

AGMAR
Then will the gods be glad when we follow the holy calling with new devices and with subtlety, as they are glad when the priests sing a new song.

ULF
Yet I have a fear.
[Enter two men talking.

AGMAR (to Slag)
Go you into the city before us and let there be a prophecy there which saith that the gods who are carven from green rock in the mountain shall one day arise in Marma and come here in the guise of men.

SLAG
Yes, master. Shall I make the prophecy myself? Or shall it be found in some old document?

AGMAR
Let someone have seen it once in some rare document. Let it be spoken of in the market place.

SLAG
It shall be spoken of, master.
[Slag lingers. Enter Thief and Thahn.

OOGNO
This is our thief.

AGMAR (encouragingly)
Ah, he is a quick thief.

THIEF
I could only procure you three green raiments, master. The city is not now well supplied with them; moreover, it is a very suspicious city and without shame for the baseness of its suspicions.

SLAG (to a beggar)
This is not thieving.

THIEF
I could do no more, master. I have not practised thieving all my life.

AGMAR
You have got something: it may serve our purpose. How long have you been thieving?

THIEF
I stole first when I was ten.

SLAG (in horror)
When he was ten!

AGMAR
We must tear them up and divide them amongst the seven. (To Thahn) Bring me another beggar.

SLAG
When my master was ten he had already to slip by night out of two cities.

OOGNO (admiringly)
Out of two cities?

SLAG (nodding his head)
In his native city they do not now know what became of the golden cup that stood in the Lunar Temple.

AGMAR
Yes, into seven pieces.

ULF
We will each wear a piece of it over our rags.

OOGNO
Yes, yes, we shall look fine.

AGMAR
That is not the way that we shall disguise ourselves.

OOGNO
Not cover our rags?

AGMAR
No, no. The first who looked closely would say, These are only beggars. They have disguised themselves.

ULF
What shall we do?

AGMAR
Each of the seven shall wear a piece of the green raiment underneath his rags. And peradventure here and there a little shall show through; and men shall say, These seven have disguised themselves as beggars. But we know not what they be.

SLAG
Hear my wise master.

OOGNO (in admiration)
He is a beggar.

ULF
He is an old beggar.

CURTAIN


THE SECOND ACT

The Metropolitan Hall of the city of Kongros. Citizens, etc.
Enter the seven beggars with green silk under their rags.

OORANDER
Who are you and whence come you?

AGMAR
Who may say what we are or whence we come?

OORANDER
What are these beggars and why do they come here?

AGMAR
Who said to you that we were beggars?

OORANDER
Why do these men come here?

AGMAR
Who said to you that we were men?

ILLANAUN
Now, by the moon!

AGMAR
My sister.

ILLANAUN
What?

AGMAR
My little sister.

SLAG
Our little sister the moon. She comes to us at evenings away in the mountains of Marma. She trips over the mountains when she is young. When she is young and slender she comes and dances before us, and when she is old and unshapely she hobbles away from the hills.

AGMAR
Yet is she young again and forever nimble with youth; yet she comes dancing back. The years are not able to curb her nor to bring gray hairs to her brethren.

OORANDER
This is not wonted.

ILLANAUN
It is not in accordance with custom.

AKMOS
Prophecy hath not thought it.

SLAG
She comes to us new and nimble, remembering olden loves.

OORANDER
It were well that prophets should come and speak to us.

ILLANAUN
This hath not been in the past. Let prophets come. Let prophets speak to us of future things.
[The beggars seat themselves upon the floor in the attitude of the seven gods of Marma.

CITIZEN
I heard men speak to-day in the market place. They speak of a prophecy read somewhere of old. It says the seven gods shall come from Marma in the guise of men.

ILLANAUN
Is this a true prophecy?

OORANDER
It is all the prophecy we have. Man without prophecy is like a sailor going by night over uncharted seas. He knows not where are the rocks nor where the havens. To the man on watch all things ahead are black and the stars guide him not, for he knows not what they are.

ILLANAUN
Should we not investigate this prophecy?

OORANDER
Let us accept it. It is as the small, uncertain light of a lantern, carried it may be by a drunkard, but along the shore of some haven. Let us be guided.

AKMOS
It may be that they are but benevolent gods.

AGMAR
There is no benevolence greater than our benevolence.

ILLANAUN
Then we need do little: they portend no danger to us.

AGMAR
There is no anger greater than our anger.

OORANDER
Let us make sacrifice to them if they be gods.

AKMOS
We humbly worship you, if ye be gods.

ILLANAUN (kneeling too)
You are mightier than all men and hold high rank among other gods and are lords of this our city, and have the thunder as your plaything and the whirlwind and the eclipse and all the destinies of human tribes  if ye be gods.

AGMAR
Let the pestilence not fall at once upon this city, as it had indeed designed to; let not the earthquake swallow it all immediately up amid the howls of the thunder; let not infuriated armies overwhelm those that escape  if we be gods  

POPULACE (in horror)
If we be gods!

OORANDER
Come, let us sacrifice.

ILLANAUN
Bring lambs.

AKMOS
Quick! Quick! (Exeunt some)

SLAG (with solemn air)
This god is a very divine god.

THAHN
He is no common god.

MLAN
Indeed he has made us.

CITIZEN (to Slag)
He will not punish us, master? None of the gods will punish us? We will make a sacrifice, a good sacrifice.

ANOTHER
We will sacrifice a lamb that the priests have blessed.

FIRST CITIZEN
Master, you are not wroth with us?

SLAG
Who may say what cloudy dooms are rolling up in the mind of the eldest of the gods? He is no common god like us. Once a shepherd went by him in the mountains and doubted as he went. He sent a doom after that shepherd.

CITIZEN
Master, we have not doubted.

SLAG
And the doom found him on the hills at evening.

SECOND CITIZEN
It shall be a good sacrifice, master.
[Reënter with a dead lamb and fruits. They offer the lamb on an altar where there is fire, and fruits before the altar.

THAHN (stretching out a hand to a lamb upon an altar)
That leg is not being cooked at all.

ILLANAUN
It is strange that gods should be thus anxious about the cooking of a leg of lamb.

OORANDER
It is strange certainly.

ILLANAUN
Almost I had said that it was a man spoke then.

OORANDER (stroking his beard and regarding the second beggar)
Strange. Strange, certainly.

AGMAR
Is it then strange that the gods love roasted flesh? For this purpose they keep the lightning. When the lightning flickers about the limbs of men there comes to the gods in Marma a pleasant smell, even a smell of roasting. Sometimes the gods, being pacific, are pleased to have roasted instead the flesh of lamb. It is all one to the gods; let the roasting stop.

OORANDER
No, no, gods of the mountains!

OTHERS
No, no.

OORANDER
Quick, let us offer the flesh to them. If they eat, all is well.
[They offer it; the beggars eat, all but Agmar, who watches.

ILLANAUN
One who was ignorant, one who did not know, had almost said that they ate like hungry men.

OTHERS
Hush!

AKMOS
Yet they look as though they had not had a meal like this for a long time.

OORANDER
They have a hungry look.

AGMAR (who has not eaten)
I have not eaten since the world was very new and the flesh of men was tenderer than now. These younger gods have learned the habit of eating from the lions.

OORANDER
O oldest of divinities, partake, partake.

AGMAR
It is not fitting that such as I should eat. None eat but beasts and men and the younger gods. The sun and the moon and the nimble lightning and I  we may kill and we may madden, but we do not eat.

AKMOS
If he but eat of our offering he cannot overwhelm us.

ALL

Oh, ancient deity, partake, partake.

AGMAR
Enough. Let it be enough that these have condescended to this bestial and human habit.

ILLANAUN (to Akmos)
And yet he is not unlike a beggar whom I saw no so long since.

OORANDER
But beggars eat.

ILLANAUN
Now I never knew a beggar yet who would refuse a bowl of Woldery wine.

AKMOS
This is no beggar.

ILLANAUN
Nevertheless let us offer him a bowl of Woldery wine.

AKMOS
You do wrong to doubt him.

ILLANAUN
I do but wish to prove his divinity. I will fetch the Woldery wine. (Exit)

AKMOS
He will not drink. Yet if he does, then he will not overwhelm us. Let us offer him the wine.
[Reënter Illanaun with a goblet.

FIRST BEGGAR
It is Woldery wine!

SECOND BEGGAR
It is Woldery!

THIRD BEGGAR
A goblet of Woldery wine!

FOURTH BEGGAR
O blessed day!

MLAN
O happy times!

SLAG
O my wise master!
[Illanaun takes the goblet. All the beggars stretch out their hands including Agmar. Illanaun gives it to Agmar. Agmar takes it solemnly, and very carefully pours it upon the ground.

FIRST BEGGAR
He has spilt it.

SECOND BEGGAR
He has spilt it. (Agmar sniffs the fumes, loquitur)

AGMAR
It is a fitting libation. Our anger is somewhat appeased.

ANOTHER BEGGAR
But it was Woldery!

AKMOS (kneeling to Agmar)
Master, I am childless, and I  

AGMAR
Trouble us not now. It is the hour at which the gods are accustomed to speak to the gods in the language of the gods, and if Man heard us he would guess the futility of his destiny, which were not well for Man. Begone! Begone!

ONE LINGERS (loquitur)
Master  

AGMAR
Begone!
[Exeunt. Agmar takes up a piece of meat and begins to eat it; the beggars rise and stretch themselves: they laugh, but Agmar eats hungrily.

OOGNO
Ah! Now we have come into our own.

THAHN
Now we have alms.

SLAG
Master! My wise master!

ULF
These are the good days, the good days; and yet I have a fear.

SLAG
What do you fear? There is nothing to fear. No man is as wise as my master.

ULF
I fear the gods whom we pretend to be.

SLAG
The gods?

AGMAR (taking a chunk of meat from his lips)
Come hither, Slag.

SLAG (going up to him)
Yes, master.

AGMAR
Watch in the doorway while I eat. (Slag goes to the doorway) Sit in the attitude of a god. Warn me if any of the citizens approach.
[Slag sits in the doorway in the attitude of a god, back to the audience.

OOGNO (to Agmar)
But, master, shall we not have Woldery wine?

AGMAR
We shall have all things if only we are wise at first for a little.

THAHN
Master, do any suspect us?

AGMAR
We must be very wise.

THAHN
But if we are not wise, master?

AGMAR
Why, then death may come to us  

THAHN
O master!

AGMAR
 slowly.
[All stir uneasily except Slag, who sits motionless in the doorway.

OOGNO
Do they believe us, master?

SLAG (half turning his head)
Someone comes.
[Slag resumes his position.

AGMAR (putting away his meat)
We shall soon know now.
[All take up the attitude. Enter One, loquitur.

ONE
Master, I want the god that does not eat.

AGMAR
I am he.

ONE
Master, my child was bitten in the throat by a death-adder at noon. Spare him, master; he still breathes, but slowly.

AGMAR
Is he indeed your child?

ONE
He is surely my child, master.

AGMAR
Was it your wont to thwart him in his play, while he was strong and well?

ONE
I never thwarted him, master.

AGMAR
Whose child is Death?

ONE
Death is the child of the gods.

AGMAR
Do you that never thwarted your child in his play ask this of the gods?

ONE (with some horror, perceiving Agmars meaning)
Master!

AGMAR
Weep not. For all the houses that men have builded are the play-fields of this child of the gods.
[The Man goes away in silence, not weeping.

OOGNO (taking Thahn by the wrist)
Is this indeed a man?

AGMAR
A man, a man, and until just now a hungry one.

CURTAIN


THE THIRD ACT

Same room.
A few days have elapsed.
Seven thrones shaped like mountain-crags stand along the back of the stage. On these the beggars are lounging. The Thief is absent.

MLAN
Never had beggars such a time.

OOGNO
Ah, the fruits and tender lamb!

THAHN
The Woldery wine!

SLAG
It was better to see my masters wise devices than to have fruit and lamb and Woldery wine.

MLAN
Ah! When they spied on him to see if he would eat when they went away!

OOGNO
When they questioned him concerning the gods and Man!

THAHN
When they asked him why the gods permitted cancer!

SLAG
Ah, my wise master!

MLAN
How well his scheme has succeeded!

OOGNO
How far away is hunger!

THAHN
It is even like to one of last years dreams, the trouble of a brief night long ago.

OOGNO (laughing)
Ho, ho, ho! To see them pray to us.

AGMAR
When we were beggars did we not speak as beggars? Did we not whine as they? Was not our mien beggarly?

OOGNO
We were the pride of our calling.

AGMAR
Then now that we are gods, let us be as gods, and not mock our worshippers.

ULF
I think that the gods do mock their worshippers.

AGMAR
The gods have never mocked us. We are above all pinnacles that we have ever gazed at in dreams.

ULF
I think that when man is high then most of all are the gods wont to mock him.

THIEF (entering)
Master! I have been with those that know all and see all. I have been with the thieves, master. They know me for one of the craft, but they do not know me as being one of us.

AGMAR
Well, well!

THIEF
There is danger, master, there is great danger.

AGMAR
You mean that they suspect that we are men.

THIEF
That they have long done, master. I mean that they will know it. Then we are lost.

AGMAR
Then they do not know it.

THIEF
They do not know it yet, but they will know it, and we are lost.

AGMAR
When will they know it?

THIEF
Three days ago they suspected us.

AGMAR
More than you think suspected us, but have any dared to say so?

THIEF
No, master.

AGMAR
Then forget your fears, my thief.

THIEF
Two men went on dromedaries three days ago to see if the gods were still at Marma.

AGMAR
They went to Marma!

THIEF
Yes, three days ago.

OOGNO
We are lost!

AGMAR
They went three days ago?

THIEF
Yes, on dromedaries.

AGMAR
They should be back to-day.

OOGNO
We are lost!

THAHN
We are lost!

THIEF
They must have seen the green jade idols sitting against the mountains. They will say, The gods are still at Marma. And we shall be burnt.

SLAG
My master will yet devise a plan.

AGMAR (to the Thief)
Slip away to some high place and look toward the desert and see how long we have to devise a plan.

SLAG
My master will find a plan.

OOGNO
He has taken us into a trap.

THAHN
His wisdom is our doom.

SLAG
He will find a wise plan yet.

THIEF (reëntering)
It is too late!

AGMAR
It is too late!

THIEF
The dromedary men are here.

OOGNO
We are lost!

AGMAR
Be silent! I must think.
[They all sit still. Citizens enter and prostrate themselves. Agmar sits deep in thought.

ILLANAUN (to Agmar)
Two holy pilgrims have gone to your sacred shrines, wherein you were wont to sit before you left the mountains. (Agmar says nothing) They return even now.

AGMAR
They left us here and went to find the gods? A fish once took a journey into a far country to find the sea.

ILLANAUN
Most reverend deity, their piety is so great that they have gone to worship even your shrines.

AGMAR
I know these men that have great piety. Such men have often prayed to me before, but their prayers are not acceptable. They little love the gods; their only care is their piety. I know these pious ones. They will say that the seven gods were still at Marma. They will lie and say that we were still at Marma. So shall they seem more pious to you all, pretending that they alone have seen the gods. Fools shall believe them and share in their damnation.

OORANDER (to Illanaun)
Hush! You anger the gods.

ILLANAUN
I am not sure whom I anger.

OORANDER
It may be they are the gods.

ILLANAUN
Where are these men from Marma?

CITIZEN
Here are the dromedary men; they are coming now.

ILLANAUN (to Agmar)
The holy pilgrims from your shrine are come to worship you.

AGMAR
The men are doubters. How the gods hate the word! Doubt ever contaminated virtue. Let them be cast into prison and not besmirch your purity. (Rising) Let them not enter here.

ILLANAUN
But oh, most reverend deity from the Mountain, we also doubt, most reverend deity.

AGMAR
You have chosen. You have chosen. And yet it is not too late. Repent and cast these men in prison and it may not be too late. The gods have never wept. And yet when they think upon damnation and the dooms that are withering a myriad bones, then almost, were they not divine, they could weep. Be quick! Repent of your doubt.
[Enter the Dromedary Men.

ILLANAUN
Most reverend deity, it is a mighty doubt.

CITIZENS
Nothing has killed him! They are not the gods!

SLAG (to Agmar)
You have a plan, my master. You have a plan.

AGMAR
Not yet, Slag.

ILLANAUN (to Oorander)
These are the men that went to the shrines at Marma.

OORANDER (in a loud, clear voice)
Were the Gods of the Mountain seated still at Marma, or were they not there?
[The beggars get up hurriedly from their thrones.

DROMEDARY MAN
They were not there.

ILLANAUN
They were not there?

DROMEDARY MAN
Their shrines were empty.

OORANDER
Behold the Gods of the Mountain!

AKMOS
They have indeed come from Marma.

OORANDER
Come. Let us go away to prepare a sacrifice. A mighty sacrifice to atone for our doubting. (Exeunt)

SLAG
My most wise master!

AGMAR
No, no, Slag. I do not know what has befallen. When I went by Marma only two weeks ago the idols of green jade were still seated there.

OOGNO
We are saved now.

THAHN
Ay, we are saved.

AGMAR
We are saved, but I know not how.

OOGNO
Never had beggars such a time.

THIEF
I will go out and watch. (He creeps out)

ULF
Yet I have a fear.

OOGNO
A fear? Why, we are saved.

ULF
Last night I dreamed.

OOGNO
What was your dream?

ULF
It was nothing. I dreamed that I was thirsty and one gave me Woldery wine; yet there was a fear in my dream.

THAHN
When I drink Woldery wine I am afraid of nothing.

THIEF (reëntering)
They are making a pleasant banquet ready for us; they are killing lambs, and girls are there with fruits, and there is to be much Woldery wine.

MLAN
Never had beggars such a time.

AGMAR
Do any doubt us now?

THIEF
I do not know.

MLAN
When will the banquet be?

THIEF
When the stars come out.

OOGNO
Ah! It is sunset already. There will be good eating.

THAHN
We shall see the girls come in with baskets upon their heads.

OOGNO
There will be fruits in the baskets.

THAHN
All the fruits of the valley.

MLAN
Oh, how long we have wandered along the ways of the world!

SLAG
Oh, how hard they were!

THAHN
And how dusty!

OOGNO
And how little wine!

MLAN
How long we have asked and asked, and for how much!

AGMAR
We to whom all things are coming now at last!

THIEF
I fear lest my art forsake me now that good things come without stealing.

AGMAR
You will need your art no longer.

SLAG
The wisdom of my master shall suffice us all our days.
[Enter a frightened Man. He kneels before Agmar and abates his forehead.

MAN
Master, we implore you, the people beseech you.
[Agmar and the beggars in the attitude of the gods sit silent.

MAN
Master, it is terrible. (The beggars maintain silence) It is terrible when you wander in the evening. It is terrible on the edge of the desert in the evening. Children die when they see you.

AGMAR
In the desert? When did you see us?

MAN
Last night, master. You were terrible last night. You were terrible in the gloaming. When your hands were stretched out and groping. You were feeling for the city.

AGMAR
Last night do you say?

MAN
You were terrible in the gloaming!

AGMAR
You yourself saw us?

MAN
Yes, master, you were terrible. Children too saw you and they died.

AGMAR
You say you saw us?

MAN
Yes, master. Not as you are now, but otherwise. We implore you, master, not to wander at evening. You are terrible in the gloaming. You are  

AGMAR
You say we appeared not as we are now. How did we appear to you?

MAN
Otherwise, master, otherwise.

AGMAR
But how did we appear to you?

MAN
You were all green, master, all green in the gloaming, all of rock again as you used to be in the mountains. Master, we can bear to see you in flesh like men, but when we see rock walking it is terrible, it is terrible.

AGMAR
That is how we appeared to you?

MAN
Yes, master. Rock should not walk. When children see it they do not understand. Rock should not walk in the evening.

AGMAR
There have been doubters of late. Are they satisfied?

MAN
Master, they are terrified. Spare us, master.

AGMAR
It is wrong to doubt. Go and be faithful.
[Exit Man.

SLAG
What have they seen, master?

AGMAR
They have seen their own fears dancing in the desert. They have seen something green after the light was gone, and some child has told them a tale that it was us. I do not know what they have seen. What should they have seen?

ULF
Something was coming this way from the desert, he said.

SLAG
What should come from the desert?

AGMAR
They are a foolish people.

ULF
That mans white face has seen some frightful thing.

SLAG
A frightful thing?

ULF
That mans face has been near to some frightful thing.

AGMAR
It is only we that have frightened them and their fears have made them foolish.
[Enter an Attendant with a torch or lantern which he places in a receptacle. Exit.

THAHN
Now we shall see the faces of the girls when they come to the banquet.

MLAN
Never had beggars such a time.

AGMAR
Hark! They are coming. I hear footsteps.

THAHN
The dancing girls! They are coming!

THIEF
There is no sound of flutes, they said they would come with music.

OOGNO
What heavy boots they have; they sound like feet of stone.

THAHN
I do not like to hear their heavy tread. Those that would dance to us must be light of foot.

AGMAR
I shall not smile at them if they are not airy.

MLAN
They are coming very slowly. They should come nimbly to us.

THAHN
They should dance as they come. But the footfall is like the footfall of heavy crabs.

ULF (in a loud voice, almost chanting)
I have a fear, an old fear and a boding. We have done ill in the sight of the seven gods. Beggars we were and beggars we should have remained. We have given up our calling and come in sight of our doom. I will no longer let my fear be silent; it shall run about and cry; it shall go from me crying, like a dog from out of a doomed city; for my fear has seen calamity and has known an evil thing.

SLAG (hoarsely)
Master!

AGMAR (rising)
Come, come!
[They listen. No one speaks. The stony boots come on. Enter in single file through door in right of back, a procession of seven green men, even hands and faces are green; they wear greenstone sandals; they walk with knees extremely wide apart, as having sat cross-legged for centuries; their right arms and right forefingers point upward, right elbows resting on left hands; they stoop grotesquely. Halfway to the footlights they left wheel. They pass in front of the seven beggars, now in terrified attitudes, and six of them sit down in the attitude described, with their backs to the audience. The leader stands, still stooping.

OOGNO (cries out just as they wheel left)
The Gods of the Mountain!

AGMAR (hoarsely)
Be still! They are dazzled by the light. They may not see us.
[The leading Green Thing points his forefinger at the lantern  the flame turns green. When the six are seated the leader points one by one at each of the seven beggars, shooting out his forefinger at them. As he does this each beggar in his turn gathers himself back on to his throne and crosses his legs, his right arm goes stiffly upward with forefinger erect, and a staring look of horror comes into his eyes. In this attitude the beggars sit motionless while a green light falls upon their faces. The gods go out.
Presently enter the Citizens, some with victuals and fruit. One touches a beggars arm and then anothers.

CITIZEN
They are cold; they have turned to stone.
[All abase themselves, foreheads to the floor.

ONE
We have doubted them. We have doubted them. They have turned to stone because we have doubted them.

ANOTHER
They were the true gods.

ALL

They were the true gods.

CURTAIN


THE GOLDEN DOOM


PERSONS

The King
Chamberlain
Chief Prophet
Girl
Boy
Spies
First Prophet
Second Prophet
First Sentry
Second Sentry
Stranger
Attendants
Scene: Outside the Kings great door in Zericon.
Time: Some while before the fall of Babylon.

THE GOLDEN DOOM
Two Sentries pace to and fro, then halt, one on each side of the great door.

FIRST SENTRY
The day is deadly sultry.

SECOND SENTRY
I would that I were swimming down the Gyshon, on the cool side, under the fruit trees.

FIRST SENTRY
It is like to thunder or the fall of a dynasty.

SECOND SENTRY
It will grow cool by night-fall. Where is the King?

FIRST SENTRY
He rows in his golden barge with ambassadors or whispers with captains concerning future wars. The stars spare him!

SECOND SENTRY
Why do you say the stars spare him?

FIRST SENTRY
Because if a doom from the stars fall suddenly on a king it swallows up his people and all things round about him, and his palace falls and the walls of his city and citadel, and the apes come in from the woods and the large beasts from the desert, so that you would not say that a king had been there at all.

SECOND SENTRY
But why should a doom from the stars fall on the King?

FIRST SENTRY
Because he seldom placates them.

SECOND SENTRY
Ah! I have heard that said of him.

FIRST SENTRY
Who are the stars that a man should scorn them? Should they that rule the thunder, the plague and the earthquake withhold these things save for much prayer? Always ambassadors are with the King, and his commanders, come in from distant lands, prefects of cities and makers of the laws, but never the priests of the stars.

SECOND SENTRY
Hark! Was that thunder?

FIRST SENTRY
Believe me, the stars are angry.
[Enter a Stranger. He wanders toward the Kings door, gazing about him.

SENTRIES (lifting their spears at him)
Go back! Go back!

STRANGER
Why?

FIRST SENTRY
It is death to touch the Kings door.

STRANGER
I am a stranger from Thessaly.

FIRST SENTRY
It is death even for a stranger.

STRANGER
Your door is strangely sacred.

FIRST SENTRY
It is death to touch it.
[The Stranger wanders off.
[Enter two children hand in hand.

BOY (to the Sentry)
I want to see the King to pray for a hoop.
[The Sentry smiles.

BOY (pushes the door; to girl)
I cannot open it. (To the Sentry) Will it do as well if I pray to the Kings door?

SENTRY
Yes, quite as well. (Turns to talk to the other Sentry) Is there anyone in sight?

SECOND SENTRY (shading his eyes)
Nothing but a dog, and he far out on the plain.

FIRST SENTRY
Then we can talk awhile and eat bash.

BOY
Kings door, I want a little hoop.
[The Sentries take a little bash between finger and thumb from pouches and put that wholly forgotten drug to their lips.

GIRL (pointing)
My father is a taller soldier than that.

BOY
My father can write. He taught me.

GIRL
Ho! Writing frightens nobody. My father is a soldier.

BOY
I have a lump of gold. I found it in the stream that runs down to Gyshon.

GIRL
I have a poem. I found it in my own head.

BOY
Is it a long poem?

GIRL
No. But it would have been only there were no more rhymes for sky.

BOY
What is your poem?

GIRL
I saw a purple bird
Go up against the sky
And it went up and up
And round about did fly.

BOY
I saw it die.

GIRL
That doesnt scan.

BOY
Oh, that doesnt matter.

GIRL
Do you like my poem?

BOY
Birds arent purple.

GIRL
My bird was.

BOY
Oh!

GIRL
Oh, you dont like my poem!

BOY
Yes, I do.

GIRL
No, you dont; you think it horrid.

BOY
No. I dont.

GIRL
Yes, you do. Why didnt you say you liked it? It is the only poem I ever made.

BOY
I do like it. I do like it.

GIRL
You dont, you dont!

BOY
Dont be angry. Ill write it on the door for you.

GIRL
Youll write it?

BOY
Yes, I can write it. My father taught me. Ill write it with my lump of gold. It makes a yellow mark on the iron door.

GIRL
Oh, do write it! I would like to see it written like real poetry.
[The Boy begins to write. The Girl watches.

FIRST SENTRY
You see, well be fighting again soon.

SECOND SENTRY
Only a little war. We never have more than a little war with the hill-folk.

FIRST SENTRY
When a man goes to fight, the curtains of the gods wax thicker than ever before between his eyes and the future; he may go to a great or to a little war.

SECOND SENTRY
There can only be a little war with the hill-folk.

FIRST SENTRY
Yet sometimes the gods laugh.

SECOND SENTRY
At whom?

FIRST SENTRY
At kings.

SECOND SENTRY
Why have you grown uneasy about this war in the hills?

FIRST SENTRY
Because the King is powerful beyond any of his fathers, and has more fighting men, more horses, and wealth that could have ransomed his father and his grandfather and dowered their queens and daughters; and every year his miners bring him more from the opal-mines and from the turquoise-quarries. He has grown very mighty.

SECOND SENTRY
Then he will the more easily crush the hill-folk in a little war.

FIRST SENTRY
When kings grow very mighty the stars grow very jealous.

BOY
Ive written your poem.

GIRL
Oh, have you really?

BOY
Yes, Ill read it to you. (He reads)
I saw a purple bird
Go up against the sky
And it went up and up
And round about did fly.
I saw it die.

GIRL
It doesnt scan.

BOY
That doesnt matter.
[Enter furtively a Spy, who crosses stage and goes out. The Sentries cease to talk.

GIRL
That man frightens me.

BOY
He is only one of the Kings spies.

GIRL
But I dont like the Kings spies. They frighten me.

BOY
Come on, then, well run away.

SENTRY (noticing the children again)
Go away, go away! The King is coming, he will eat you.
[The Boy throws a stone at the Sentry and runs out. Enter another Spy, who crosses the stage. Enter third Spy, who notices the door. He examines it and utters an owl-like whistle. No. 2 comes back. They do not speak. Both whistle. No. 3 comes. All examine the door. Enter the King and his Chamberlain. The King wears a purple robe. The Sentries smartly transfer their spears to their left hands and return their right arms to their right sides. They then lower their spears until their points are within an inch of the ground, at the same time raising their right hands above their heads. They stand for some moments thus. Then they lower their right arms to their right sides, at the same time raising their spears. In the next motion they take their spears into their right hands and lower the butts to the floor, where they were before, the spears slanting forward a little. Both Sentries must move together precisely.

FIRST SPY (runs forward to the King and kneels, abasing his forehead to the floor)
Something has written on the iron door.

CHAMBERLAIN
On the iron door!

KING
Some fool has done it. Who has been here since yesterday?

FIRST SENTRY (shifts his hand a little higher on his spear, brings the spear to his side and closes his heels all in one motion; he then takes one pace backward with his right foot; then he kneels on his right knee; when he has done this he speaks, but not before)
Nobody, Majesty, but a stranger from Thessaly.

KING
Did he touch the iron door?

FIRST SENTRY
No, Majesty; he tried to, but we drove him away.

KING
How near did he come?

FIRST SENTRY
Nearly to our spears, Majesty.

KING
What was his motive in seeking to touch the iron door?

FIRST SENTRY
I do not know, Majesty.

KING
Which way did he go?

FIRST SENTRY (pointing left)
That way, Majesty, an hour ago.
[The King whispers with one of his Spies, who stoops and examines the ground and steals away. The Sentry rises.

KING (to his two remaining Spies)
What does this writing say?

A SPY
We cannot read, Majesty.

KING
A good spy should know everything.

SECOND SPY
We watch, Majesty, and we search out, Majesty. We read shadows, and we read footprints, and whispers in secret places. But we do not read writing.

KING (to the Chamberlain)
See what it is.

CHAMBERLAIN (goes up and reads)
It is treason, Majesty.

KING
Read it.

CHAMBERLAIN
I saw a purple bird
Go up against the sky,
And it went up and up
And round about did fly.
I saw it die.

FIRST SENTRY (aside)
The stars have spoken.

KING (to the Sentry)
Has anyone been here but the stranger from Thessaly?

SENTRY (kneeling as before)
Nobody, Majesty.

KING
You saw nothing?

FIRST SENTRY
Nothing but a dog far out upon the plain and the children of the guard at play.

KING (to the Second Sentry)
And you?

SECOND SENTRY (kneeling)
Nothing, Majesty.

CHAMBERLAIN
That is strange.

KING
It is some secret warning.

CHAMBERLAIN
It is treason.

KING
It is from the stars.

CHAMBERLAIN
No, no, Majesty. Not from the stars, not from the stars. Some man has done it. Yet the thing should be interpreted. Shall I send for the prophets of the stars?
[The King beckons to his Spies. They run up to him.

KING
Find me some prophet of the stars. (Exeunt Spies) I fear that we may go no more, my chamberlain, along the winding ways of unequalled Zericon, nor play dahoori with the golden balls. I have thought more of my people than of the stars and more of Zericon than of windy Heaven.

CHAMBERLAIN
Believe me, Majesty, some idle man has written it and passed by. Your spies shall find him, and then his name will be soon forgotten.

KING
Yes, yes. Perhaps you are right, though the sentries saw no one. No doubt some beggar did it.

CHAMBERLAIN
Yes, Majesty, some beggar has surely done it. But look, here come two prophets of the stars. They shall tell us that this is idle.
[Enter two Prophets and a Boy attending them. All bow deeply to the King. The two Spies steal in again and stand at back.

KING
Some beggar has written a rhyme on the iron gate, and as the ways of rhyme are known to you I desired you, rather as poets than as prophets, to say whether there was any meaning in it.

CHAMBERLAIN
Tis but an idle rhyme.

FIRST PROPHET (bows again and goes up to door. He glances at the writing)
Come hither, servant of those that serve the stars.
[Attendant approaches.

FIRST PROPHET
Bring hither our golden cloaks, for this may be a matter for rejoicing; and bring our green cloaks also, for this may tell of young new beautiful things with which the stars will one day gladden the King; and bring our black cloaks also, for it may be a doom. (Exit the Boy; the Prophet goes up to the door and reads solemnly) The stars have spoken.
[Reënter Attendant with cloaks.

KING
I tell you that some beggar has written this.

FIRST PROPHET
It is written in pure gold. (He dons the black cloak over body and head)

KING
What do the stars mean? What warning is it?

FIRST PROPHET
I cannot say.

KING (to Second Prophet)
Come you then and tell us what the warning is.

SECOND PROPHET (goes up to the door and reads)
The stars have spoken. (He cloaks himself in black)

KING
What is it? What does it mean?

SECOND PROPHET
We do not know, but it is from the stars.

CHAMBERLAIN
It is a harmless thing; there is no harm in it, Majesty. Why should not birds die?

KING
Why have the prophets covered themselves in black?

CHAMBERLAIN
They are a secret people and look for inner meanings. There is no harm in it.

KING
They have covered themselves in black.

CHAMBERLAIN
They have not spoken of any evil thing. They have not spoken of it.

KING
If the people see the prophets covered in black they will say that the stars are against me and believe that my luck has turned.

CHAMBERLAIN
The people must not know.

KING
Some prophet must interpret to us the doom. Let the chief prophet of the stars be sent for.

CHAMBERLAIN (going toward left exit)
Summon the chief prophet of the stars that look on Zericon.

VOICES OFF
The chief prophet of the stars. The chief prophet of the stars.

CHAMBERLAIN
I have summoned the chief prophet, Majesty.

KING
If he interpret this aright I will put a necklace of turquoises round his neck with opals from the mines.

CHAMBERLAIN
He will not fail. He is a very cunning interpreter.

KING
What if he covers himself with a huge black cloak and does not speak and goes muttering away, slowly with bended head, till our fear spreads to the sentries and they cry aloud?

CHAMBERLAIN
This is no doom from the stars, but some idle scribe hath written it in his insolence upon the iron door, wasting his hoard of gold.

KING
Not for myself I have a fear of doom, not for myself; but I inherited a rocky land, windy and ill-nurtured, and nursed it to prosperity by years of peace and spread its boundaries by years of war. I have brought up harvests out of barren acres and given good laws unto naughty towns, and my people are happy, and lo, the stars are angry!

CHAMBERLAIN
It is not the stars, it is not the stars, Majesty, for the prophets of the stars have not interpreted it. Indeed, it was only some reveller wasting his gold.
[Meanwhile enter Chief Prophet of the stars that look on Zericon.

KING
Chief Prophet of the Stars that look on Zericon, I would have you interpret the rhyme upon yonder door.

CHIEF PROPHET (goes up to the door and reads)
It is from the stars.

KING
Interpret it and you shall have great turquoises round your neck, with opals from the mines in the frozen mountains.

CHIEF PROPHET (cloaks himself like the others in a great black cloak)
Who should wear purple in the land but a King, or who go up against the sky but he who has troubled the stars by neglecting their ancient worship? Such a one has gone up and up increasing power and wealth, such a one has soared above the crowns of those that went before him, such a one the stars have doomed, the undying ones, the illustrious. [A pause.

KING
Who wrote it?

CHIEF PROPHET
It is pure gold. Some god has written it.

CHAMBERLAIN
Some god?

CHIEF PROPHET
Some god whose home is among the undying stars.

FIRST SENTRY (aside to the Second Sentry)
Last night I saw a star go flaming earthward.

KING
Is this a warning or is it a doom?

CHIEF PROPHET
The stars have spoken.

KING
It is, then, a doom?

CHIEF PROPHET
They speak not in jest.

KING
I have been a great King  Let it be said of me The stars overthrew him, and they sent a god for his doom. For I have not met my equal among kings that man should overthrow me; and I have not oppressed my people that man should rise up against me.

CHIEF PROPHET
It is better to give worship to the stars than to do good to man. It is better to be humble before the gods than proud in the face of your enemy though he do evil.

KING
Let the stars hearken yet and I will sacrifice a child to them  I will sacrifice a girl child to the twinkling stars and a male child to the stars that blink not, the stars of the steadfast eyes. (To his Spies) Let a boy and girl be brought for sacrifice. (Exit a Spy to the right looking at footprints) Will you accept this sacrifice to the god that the stars have sent? They say that the gods love children.

CHIEF PROPHET
I may refuse no sacrifice to the stars nor to the gods whom they send. (To the other Prophets) Make ready the sacrificial knives.
[The Prophets draw knives and sharpen them.

KING
Is it fitting that the sacrifice take place by the iron door where the god from the stars has trod, or must it be in the temple?

CHIEF PROPHET
Let it be offered by the iron door. (To the other Prophets) Fetch hither the altar stone.
[The owl-like whistle is heard off right. The Third Spy runs crouching toward it. Exit.

KING
Will this sacrifice avail to avert the doom?

CHIEF PROPHET
Who knows?

KING
I fear that even yet the doom will fall.

CHIEF PROPHET
It were wise to sacrifice some greater thing.

KING
What more can a man offer?

CHIEF PROPHET
His pride.

KING
What pride?

CHIEF PROPHET
Your pride that went up against the sky and troubled the stars.

KING
How shall I sacrifice my pride to the stars?

CHIEF PROPHET
It is upon your pride that the doom will fall, and will take away your crown and will take away your kingdom.

KING
I will sacrifice my crown and reign uncrowned amongst you, so only I save my kingdom.

CHIEF PROPHET
If you sacrifice your crown which is your pride, and if the stars accept it, perhaps the god that they sent may avert the doom and you may still reign in your kingdom though humbled and uncrowned.

KING
Shall I burn my crown with spices and with incense or cast it into the sea?

CHIEF PROPHET
Let it be laid here by the iron door where the god came who wrote the golden doom. When he comes again by night to shrivel up the city or to pour an enemy in through the iron door, he will see your cast-off pride and perhaps accept it and take it away to the neglected stars.

KING (to the Chamberlain)
Go after my spies and say that I make no sacrifice. (Exit the Chamberlain to the right; the King takes off his crown) Good-bye, my brittle glory; kings have sought you; the stars have envied you. (The stage grows darker)

CHIEF PROPHET
Even now the sun has set who denies the stars, and the day is departed wherein no gods walk abroad. It is near the hour when spirits roam the earth and all things that go unseen, and the faces of the abiding stars will be soon revealed to the fields. Lay your crown there and let us come away.

KING (lays his crown before the iron door; then to the Sentries)
Go! And let no man come near the door all night.

THE SENTRIES (kneeling)
Yes, Majesty.
[They remain kneeling until after the King has gone. King and the Chief Prophet walk away.

CHIEF PROPHET
It was your pride. Let it be forgotten. May the stars accept it. (Exeunt left)
[The Sentries rise.

FIRST SENTRY
The stars have envied him!

SECOND SENTRY
It is an ancient crown. He wore it well.

FIRST SENTRY
May the stars accept it.

SECOND SENTRY
If they do not accept it what doom will overtake him?

FIRST SENTRY
It will suddenly be as though there were never any city of Zericon nor two sentries like you and me standing before the door.

SECOND SENTRY
Why! How do you know?

FIRST SENTRY
That is ever the way of the gods.

SECOND SENTRY
But it is unjust.

FIRST SENTRY
How should the gods know that?

SECOND SENTRY
Will it happen to-night?

FIRST SENTRY
Come! we must march away. (Exeunt right)
[The stage grows increasingly darker. Reënter the Chamberlain from the right. He walks across the Stage and goes out to the left. Reënter Spies from the right. They cross the stage, which is now nearly dark.

BOY (enters from the right, dressed in white, his hands out a little, crying)
Kings door, Kings door, I want my little hoop. (He goes up to the Kings door. When he sees the Kings crown there, he utters a satisfied) O-oh! (He takes it up, puts it on the ground, and, beating it before him with the sceptre, goes out by the way that he entered)
[The great door opens; there is light within; a furtive Spy slips out and sees that the crown is gone. Another Spy slips out. Their crouching heads come close together.

FIRST SPY (hoarse whisper)
The gods have come!
[They run back through the door and the door is closed. It opens again and the King and the Chamberlain come through.

KING
The stars are satisfied.
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THE FIRST ACT

The dinner-hour on the slave-fields of King Darniak. King Argimenes is sitting upon the ground, bowed, ragged and dirty, gnawing a bone. He has uncouth hair and a dishevelled beard. A battered spade lies near him. Two or three slaves sit at back of stage eating raw cabbage-leaves. The tear-song, the chant of the low-born, rises at intervals, monotonous and mournful, coming from distant slave-fields.

KING ARGIMENES
This is a good bone; there is juice in this bone.

ZARB
I wish I were you, Argimenes.

KING ARGIMENES
I am not to be envied any longer. I have eaten up my bone.

ZARB
I wish I were you, because you have been a king. Because men have prostrated themselves before your feet. Because you have ridden a horse and worn a crown and have been called Majesty.

KING ARGIMENES
When I remember that I have been a king it is very terrible.

ZARB
But you are lucky to have such things in your memory as you have. I have nothing in my memory  Once I went for a year without being flogged, and I remember my cleverness in contriving it  I have nothing else to remember.

KING ARGIMENES
It is very terrible to have been a king.

ZARB
But we have nothing who have no good memories in the past. It is not easy for us to hope for the future here.

KING ARGIMENES
Have you any god?

ZARB
We may not have a god because he might make us brave and we might kill our guards. He might make a miracle and give us swords.

KING ARGIMENES
Ah, you have no hope, then.

ZARB
I have a little hope. Hush, and I will tell you a secret  The Kings great dog is ill and like to die. They will throw him to us. We shall have beautiful bones then.

KING ARGIMENES
Ah! Bones.

ZARB
Yes. That is what I hope for. And have you no other hope? Do you not hope that your nation will arise some day and rescue you and cast off the king and hang him up by his thumbs from the palace gateway?

KING ARGIMENES
No. I have no other hope, for my god was cast down in the temple and broken into three pieces on the day that they surprised us and took me sleeping. But will they throw him to us? Will so honorable a brute as the Kings dog be thrown to us?

ZARB
When he is dead his honors are taken away. Even the King when he is dead is given to the worms. Then why should not his dog be thrown to us?

KING ARGIMENES
We are not worms!

ZARB
You do not understand, Argimenes. The worms are little and free, while we are big and enslaved. I did not say we were worms, but we are like worms, and if they have the King when he is dead, why then  

KING ARGIMENES
Tell me more of the Kings dog. Are there big bones on him?

ZARB
Ay, he is a big dog  a high, big, black one.

KING ARGIMENES
You know him then?

ZARB
Oh yes, I know him. I know him well. I was beaten once because of him, twenty-five strokes from the treble whips, two men beating me.

KING ARGIMENES
How did they beat you because of the Kings dog?

ZARB
They beat me because I spoke to him without making obeisance. He was coming dancing along over the slave-fields and I spoke to him. He was a friendly great dog, and I spoke to him and patted his head, and did not make obeisance.

KING ARGIMENES
And they saw you do it?

ZARB
Yes, the slave-guard saw me. They came and seized me at once and bound my arms. The great dog wanted me to speak to him again, but I was hurried away.

KING ARGIMENES
You should have made obeisance.

ZARB
The great dog seemed so friendly that I forgot he was the Kings great dog.

KING ARGIMENES
But tell me more. Was he hurt or is it a sickness?

ZARB
They say that it is a sickness.

KING ARGIMENES
Ah, then he will grow thin if he does not die soon. If it had been a hurt!  but we should not complain. I complain more often than you do because I had not learned to submit while I was yet young.

ZARB
If your beautiful memories do not please you, you should hope more. I wish I had your memories. I should not trouble to hope then. It is very hard to hope.

KING ARGIMENES
There will be nothing more to hope for when we have eaten the Kings dog.

ZARB
Why, you might find gold in the earth while you were digging. Then you might bribe the commander of the guard to lend you his sword; we would all follow you if you had a sword. Then we might take the King and bind him and lay him on the ground and fasten his tongue outside his mouth with thorns and put honey on it and sprinkle honey near. Then the gray ants would come from one of their big mounds. My father found gold once when he was digging.

KING ARGIMENES (pointedly)
Did your father free himself?

ZARB
No. Because the Kings Overseer found him looking at the gold and killed him. But he would have freed himself if he could have bribed the guard.
[A Prophet walks across the stage attended by two guards.

SLAVES
He is going to the King. He is going to the King.

ZARB
He is going to the King.

KING ARGIMENES
Going to prophesy good things to the King. It is easy to prophesy good things to a king, and be rewarded when the good things come. What else should come to a king? A prophet! A prophet!
[A deep bell tolls slowly. King Argimenes and Zarb pick up their spades at once, and the old slaves at the back of the stage go down on their knees immediately and grub in the soil with their hands. The white beard of the oldest trails in the dirt as he works. King Argimenes digs.

KING ARGIMENES
What is the name of that song that we always sing? I like the song.

ZARB
It has no name. It is our song. There is no other song.

KING ARGIMENES
Once there were other songs. Has this no name?

ZARB
I think the soldiers have a name for it.

KING ARGIMENES
What do the soldiers call it?

ZARB
The soldiers call it the tear-song, the chant of the low-born.

KING ARGIMENES
It is a good song. I could sing no other now.
[Zarb moves away digging.

KING ARGIMENES (to himself as his spade touches something in the earth)
Metal! (Feels with his spade again) Gold perhaps!  It is of no use here. (Uncovers earth leisurely. Suddenly he drops on his knees and works excitedly in the earth with his hands. Then very slowly, still kneeling, he lifts, lying flat on his hands, a long greenish sword, his eyes intent on it. About the level of his uplifted forehead he holds it, still flat on both hands, and addresses it thus) O holy and blessed thing! (Then he lowers it slowly till his hands rest on his knees, and looking all the while at the sword, loquitur) Three years ago to-morrow King Darniak spat at me, having taken my kingdom from me. Three times in that year I was flogged, with twelve stripes, with seventeen stripes, and with twenty stripes. A year and eleven months ago, come Moon-day, the Kings Overseer struck me in the face, and nine times in that year he called me dog. For one month two weeks and a day I was yoked with a bullock and pulled a rounded stone all day over the paths, except while we were fed. I was flogged twice that year  with eighteen stripes and with ten stripes. This year the roof of the slave-sty has fallen in and King Darniak will not repair it. Five weeks ago one of his Queens laughed at me as she came across the slave-fields. I was flogged again this year and with thirteen stripes, and twelve times they have called me dog. And these things they have done to a king, and a king of the House of Ithara.(He listens attentively for a moment, then buries the sword again and pats the earth over it with his hands, then digs again)
[The old slaves do not see him: their faces are to the earth. Enter the Kings Overseer carrying a whip. The slaves and King Argimenes kneel with their foreheads to the ground as he passes across the stage. Exit the Kings Overseer.

KING ARGIMENES (kneeling, hands outspread downward)
O warrior spirit, wherever thou wanderest, whoever be thy gods, whether they punish thee or whether they bless thee, O kingly spirit, that once laid here this sword, behold, I pray to thee, having no gods to pray to, for the god of my nation was broken in three by night. Mine arm is stiff with three years slavery, and remembers not the sword. But guide thy sword till I have slain six men and armed the strongest slaves, and thou shalt have the sacrifice every year of a hundred goodly oxen. And I will build in Ithara a temple to thy memory wherein all that enter in shall remember thee; so shalt thou be honored and envied among the dead, for the dead are very jealous of remembrance. Ay, though thou wert a robber that took mens lives unrighteously, yet shall rare spices smoulder in thy temple and little maidens sing and new-plucked flowers deck the solemn aisles; and priests shall go about it ringing bells that thy soul shall find repose. Oh, but it has a good blade, this old green sword; thou wouldst not like to see it miss its mark (if the dead see at all, as wise men teach), thou wouldst not like to see it go thirsting into the air; so huge a sword should find its marrowy bone. (Extending his right hand upward) Come into my right arm, O ancient spirit, O unknown warriors soul! And if thou hast the ear of any gods, speak there against Illuriel, god of King Darniak. (He rises and goes on digging)

THE KINGS OVERSEER (reëntering)
So you have been praying.

KING ARGIMENES (kneeling)
No, master.

THE KINGS OVERSEER
The slave-guard saw you. (Strikes him) It is not lawful for a slave to pray.

KING ARGIMENES
I did but pray to Illuriel to make me a good slave, to teach me to dig well and to pull the rounded stone and to make me not to die when the food is scarce, but to be a good slave to my master the great King.

THE KINGS OVERSEER
Who art thou to pray to Illuriel? Dogs may not pray to an immortal god. (Exit)
[Zarb comes back, digging.

KING ARGIMENES (digging)
Zarb!

ZARB (also digging)
Do not look at me when you speak. The guards are watching us. Look at your digging.

KING ARGIMENES
How do the guards know we are speaking because we look at one another?

ZARB
You are very witless. Of course they know.

KING ARGIMENES
Zarb!

ZARB
What is it?

KING ARGIMENES
How many guards are there in sight?

ZARB
There are six of them over there. They are watching us.

KING ARGIMENES
Are there other guards in sight of these six guards?

ZARB
No.

KING ARGIMENES
How do you know?

ZARB
Because whenever their officer leaves them they sit upon the ground and play with dice.

KING ARGIMENES
How does that show that there are not another six in sight of them?

ZARB
How witless you are, Argimenes! Of course it shows there are not. Because, if there were, another officer would see them, and their thumbs would be cut off.

KING ARGIMENES
Ah! (A pause) Zarb! (A pause) Would the slaves follow me if I tried to kill the guards?

ZARB
No, Argimenes.

KING ARGIMENES
Why would they not follow me?

ZARB
Because you look like a slave. They will never follow a slave, because they are slaves themselves, and know how mean a creature is a slave. If you looked like a king they would follow you.

KING ARGIMENES
But I am a king. They know that I am a king.

ZARB
It is better to look like a king. It is looks that they would go by.

KING ARGIMENES
If I had a sword would they follow me? A beautiful huge sword of bronze.

ZARB
I wish I could think of things like that. It is because you were once a king that you can think of a sword of bronze. I tried to hope once that I should some day fight the guards, but I couldnt picture a sword, I couldnt imagine it; I could only picture whips.

KING ARGIMENES
Dig a little nearer, Zarb. (They both edge closer) I have found a very old sword in the earth. It is not a sword such as common soldiers wear. A king must have worn it, and an angry king. It must have done fearful things; there are little dints in it. Perhaps there was a battle here long ago where all were slain, and perhaps that king died last and buried his sword, but the great birds swallowed him.

ZARB
You have been thinking too much of the Kings dog, Argimenes, and that has made you hungry, and hunger has driven you mad.

KING ARGIMENES
I have found such a sword.[A pause.

ZARB
Why  then you will wear a purple cloak again, and sit on a great throne, and ride a prancing horse, and we shall call you Majesty.

KING ARGIMENES
I shall break a long fast first and drink much water, and sleep. But will the slaves follow me?

ZARB
You will make them follow you if you have a sword. Yet is Illuriel a very potent god. They say that none have prevailed against King Darniaks dynasty so long as Illuriel stood. Once an enemy cast Illuriel into the river and overthrew the dynasty, but a fisherman found him again and set him up, and the enemy was driven out and the dynasty returned.

KING ARGIMENES
If Illuriel could be cast down as my god was cast down perhaps King Darniak could be overcome as I was overcome in my sleep?

ZARB
If Illuriel were cast down all the people would utter a cry and flee away. It would be a fearful portent.

KING ARGIMENES
How many men are there in the armory at the palace?

ZARB
There are ten men in the palace armory when all the slave-guards are out.
[They dig awhile in silence.

ZARB
The officer of the slave-guard has gone away  They are playing with dice now. (He throws down his spade and stretches his arms) The man with the big beard has won again, he is very nimble with his thumbs  They are playing again, but it is getting dark, I cannot clearly see.
[King Argimenes furtively uncovers the sword, he picks it up and grips it in his hand.

ZARB
Majesty!
[King Argimenes crouches and steals away towards the slave-guard.

ZARB (to the other slaves)
Argimenes has found a terrible sword and has gone to slay the slave-guard. It is not a common sword, it is some kings sword.

AN OLD SLAVE
Argimenes will be dreadfully flogged. We shall hear him cry all night. His cries will frighten us, and we shall not sleep.

ZARB
No, no! The guards flog poor slaves, but Argimenes had an angry look. The guards will be afraid when they see him look so angry and see his terrible sword. It was a huge sword, and he looked very angry. He will bring us the swords of the slave-guard. We must prostrate ourselves before him and kiss his feet or he will be angry with us too.

OLD SLAVE
Will Argimenes give me a sword?

ZARB
He will have swords for six of us if he slays the slave-guard. Yes, he will give you a sword.

SLAVE
A sword! No, no, I must not; the King would kill me if he found that I had a sword.

SECOND SLAVE (slowly, as one who develops an idea)
If the King found that I had a sword, why, then it would be an evil day for the King.
[They all look off left.

ZARB
I think that they are playing at dice again.

FIRST SLAVE
I do not see Argimenes.

ZARB
No, because he was crouching as he walked. The slave-guard is on the sky-line.

SECOND SLAVE
What is that dark shadow behind the slave-guard?

ZARB
It is too still to be Argimenes.

SECOND SLAVE
Look! It moves.

ZARB
The evening is too dark, I cannot see.
[They continue to gaze into the gathering darkness. They raise themselves on their knees and crane their necks. Nobody speaks. Then from their lips and from others farther off goes up a long, deep Oh! It is like the sound that goes up from the grandstand when a horse falls at a fence, or, in England, like the first exclamation of the crowd at a great cricket match when a man is caught in the slips.

CURTAIN


THE SECOND ACT

The Throne Hall of King Darniak. The King is seated on his throne in the centre at the back of the stage; a little to his left, but standing out from the wall, a dark-green seated idol is set up. His Queens are seated about him on the ground, two on his right and two between him and the idol. All wear crowns. Beside the dark-green idol a soldier with a pike is kneeling upon one knee. The tear-song, the chant of the low-born, drifts faintly up from the slave-fields.

FIRST QUEEN
Do show us the new prophet, Majesty; it would be very interesting to see another prophet.

THE KING
Ah, yes.
[He strikes upon a gong, and an Attendant enters, walks straight past the King and bows before the idol; he then walks back to the centre of the stage and bows before the King.

THE KING
Bring the new prophet hither.
[Exit Attendant. Enter the Kings Overseer holding a roll of paper. He passes the King, bows to the idol, returns to the front of the King, kneels, and remains kneeling with bended head.

THE KING (speaking in the meanwhile to the Second Queen on his immediate right)
We are making a beautiful arbor for you, O Atharlia, at an end of the great garden. There shall be iris-flowers that you love and all things that grow by streams. And the stream there shall be small and winding like one of those in your country. I shall bring a stream a new way from the mountains. (Turning to Queen Oxara on his extreme right) And for you, too, O Oxara, we shall make a pleasance. I shall have rocks brought from the quarries for you, and my idle slaves shall make a hill and plant it with mountain shrubs, and you can sit there in the winter thinking of the North. (To the kneeling Overseer) Ah, what is here?

THE KINGS OVERSEER
The plans of your royal garden, Majesty. The slaves have dug it for five years and rolled the paths.

THE KING (takes the plans)
Was there not a garden in Babylon?

THE KINGS OVERSEER
They say there was a garden there of some sort, Majesty.

THE KING
I will have a greater garden. Let the world know and wonder. (Looks at the plans)

THE KINGS OVERSEER
It shall know at once, Majesty.

THE KING (pointing at the plan)
I do not like that hill, it is too steep.

THE KINGS OVERSEER
No, Majesty.

THE KING
Remove it.

THE KINGS OVERSEER
Yes, Majesty.

THE KING
When will the garden be ready for the Queens to walk in?

THE KINGS OVERSEER
Work is slow, Majesty, at this season of the year because the green stuff is scarce and the slaves grow idle. They even become insolent and ask for bones.

QUEEN CAHAFRA (to the Kings Overseer)
Then why are they not flogged? (To Queen Thragolind) It is so simple, they only have to flog them, but these people are so silly sometimes. I want to walk in the great garden, and then they tell me: It is not ready, Majesty. It is not ready, Majesty, as though there were any reason why it should not be ready.

FOURTH QUEEN
Yes, they are a great trouble to us.
[Meanwhile the King hands back the plans. Exit the Kings Overseer. Reënter Attendant with the Prophet, who is dressed in a long dark brown cloak; his face is solemn; he has a long dark beard and long hair. Having bowed before the idol, he bows before the King and stands silent. The attendant, having bowed to both, stands by the doorway.

THE KING (meanwhile to Queen Atharlia)
Perhaps we shall lure the ducks when the marshes are frozen to come and swim in your stream; it will be like your own country. (To the Prophet) Prophesy unto us.

THE PROPHET (speaks at once in a loud voice)
There was once a King that had slaves to hate him and to toil for him, and he had soldiers to guard him and to die for him. And the number of the slaves that he had to hate him and to toil for him was greater than the number of the soldiers that he had to guard him and to die for him. And the days of that King were few. And the number of thy slaves, O King, that thou hast to hate thee is greater than the number of thy soldiers.

QUEEN CAHAFRA (to Queen Thragolind)
 and I wore the crown with the sapphires and the big emerald in it, and the foreign prince said that I looked very sweet.
[The King, who has been smiling at Atharlia, gives a gracious nod to the Prophet when he hears him stop speaking. When the Queens see the King nod graciously, they applaud the Prophet by idly clapping their hands.

THIRD QUEEN
Do ask him to make us another prophecy, Majesty! He is so interesting. He looks so clever.

THE KING
Prophesy unto us.

THE PROPHET
Thine armies camped upon thy mountainous borders descry no enemy in the plains afar. And within thy gates lurks he for whom thy sentinels seek upon lonely guarded frontiers. There is a fear upon me and a boding. Even yet there is time, even yet; but little time. And my mind is dark with trouble for thy kingdom.

QUEEN CAHAFRA (to Queen Thragolind)
I do not like the way he does his hair.

QUEEN THRAGOLIND
It would be all right if he would only have it cut.

THE KING (to the Prophet, dismissing him with a nod of the head)
Thank you, that has been very interesting.

QUEEN THRAGOLIND
How clever he is! I wonder how he thinks of things like that?

QUEEN CAHAFRA
Yes, but I hate a man who is conceited about it. Look how he wears his hair.

QUEEN THRAGOLIND
Yes, of course, it is perfectly dreadful.

QUEEN CAHAFRA
Why cant he wear his hair like other people, even if he does say clever things?

QUEEN THRAGOLIND
Yes, I hate a conceited man.
[Enter an Attendant. He bows before the idol, then kneels to the King.

THE ATTENDANT
The guests are all assembled in the Chamber of Banquets.
[All rise. The Queens walk two abreast to the Chamber of Banquets.

QUEEN ATHARLIA (to Queen Oxara)
What was he talking about?

QUEEN OXARA
He was talking about the armies on the frontier.

QUEEN ATHARLIA
Ah! That reminds me of that young captain in the Purple Guard. They say that he loves Linoora.

QUEEN OXARA
Oh, Thearkos! Linoora probably said that.
[When the Queens come to the doorway they halt on each side of it. Then they turn facing one another. Then the King leaves his throne and passes between them into the Chamber of Banquets, each couple courtseying low to him as he passes. The Queens follow, then the attendants. There rises the wine-song, the chant of the nobles, drowning the chant of the low-born. Only the Idol-Guard remains behind, still kneeling beside Illuriel.

THE IDOL-GUARD
I do not like those things the Prophet said  It would be terrible if they were true  It would be very terrible if they were false, for he prophesies in the name of Illuriel  Ah! They are singing the wine-song, the chant of the nobles. The Queens are singing. How merry they are!  I should like to be a noble and sit and look at the Queens. (He joins in the song)

THE VOICE OF A SENTINEL
Guard, turn out. (The wine-song still continues)

THE VOICE OF ONE HAVING AUTHORITY
Turn out the guard there! Wake up, you accursed pigs!
[Still the wine-song. A faint sound as of swords.

A VOICE CRYING
To the armory! To the armory! Reinforce! The Slaves have come to the armory. Ah! mercy! (For awhile there is silence)

KING ARGIMENES (in the doorway)
Go you to the slave-fields. Say that the palace-guard is dead and that we have taken the armory. Ten of you, hold the armory till our men come from the slave-fields. (He comes into the hall with his slaves armed with swords) Throw down Illuriel.

THE IDOL-GUARD
You must take my life before you touch my god.

A SLAVE
We only want your pike.
[All attack him; they seize his sword and bind his hands behind him. They all pull down Illuriel, the dark-green idol, who breaks into seven pieces.

KING ARGIMENES
Illuriel is fallen and broken asunder.

ZARB (with some awe)
Immortal Illuriel is dead at last.

KING ARGIMENES
My god was broken into three pieces, but Illuriel is broken into seven. The fortunes of Darniak will prevail over mine no longer. (A slave breaks off a golden arm from the throne) Come, we will arm all the slaves. (Exeunt)

KING DARNIAK (enters with Retinue)
My throne is broken. Illuriel is turned against me.

AN ATTENDANT
Illuriel is fallen.

ALL (with King Darniak)
Illuriel is fallen, is fallen. (Some drop their spears)

KING DARNIAK (to the Idol-Guard)
What envious god or sacrilegious man has dared to do this thing?

THE IDOL-GUARD
Illuriel is fallen.

KING DARNIAK
Have men been here?

THE IDOL-GUARD
Is fallen.

KING DARNIAK
What way did they go?

THE IDOL-GUARD
Illuriel is fallen.

KING DARNIAK
They shall be tortured here before Illuriel, and their eyes shall be hung on a thread about his neck, so that Illuriel shall see it, and on their bones we will set him up again. Come!
[Those that have dropped their spears pick them up, but trail them along behind them on the ground. All follow dejectedly.

VOICES OF LAMENTATION (growing fainter and fainter off)
Illuriel is fallen, Illuriel is fallen. Illuriel, Illuriel, Illuriel. Is fallen. Is fallen. (The song of the low-born ceases suddenly. Then voices of the slaves in the slave-fields chanting very loudly) Illuriel is fallen, is fallen, is fallen. Illuriel is fallen and broken asunder. Illuriel is fallen, fallen, fallen.
[Clamor of fighting is heard, the clash of swords, and voices, and now and then the name of Illuriel.

THE IDOL-GUARD (kneeling over a fragment of Illuriel)
Illuriel is broken. They have overthrown Illuriel. They have done great harm to the courses of the stars. The moon will be turned to blackness or fall and forsake the nights. The sun will rise no more. They do not know how they have wrecked the world.
[Reënter King Argimenes and his men.

KING ARGIMENES (in the doorway)
Go you to the land of Ithara and tell them that I am free. And do you go to the army on the frontier. Offer them death, or the right arm of the throne to be melted and divided amongst them all. Let them choose. (The armed slaves go to the throne and stand on each side of it, loquitur) Majesty, ascend your throne. (King Argimenes, standing with his face toward the audience, lifts the sword slowly, lying on both his hands, a little above his head, then looking up at it, loquitur) Praise to the unknown warrior and to all gods that bless him. (He ascends the throne. Zarb prostrates himself at the foot of it and remains prostrated for the rest of the Act, muttering at intervals Majesty. An armed slave enters dragging the Kings Overseer. King Argimenes sternly watches him. He is dragged before the Throne. He still has the roll of parchment in his hand. For some moments King Argimenes does not speak. Then pointing at the parchment) What have you there?

THE KINGS OVERSEER (kneeling)
It is a plan of the great garden, Majesty. It was to have been a wonder to the world. (Unfolds it)

KING ARGIMENES (grimly)
Show me the place that I digged for three years. (The Kings Overseer shows it with trembling hands; the parchment shakes visibly) Let there be built there a temple to an Unknown Warrior. And let this sword be laid on its altar evermore, that the ghost of that Warrior wandering by night (if men do walk by night from across the grave) may see his sword again. And let slaves be allowed to pray there and those that are oppressed; nevertheless the noble and the mighty shall not fail to repair there too, that the Unknown Warrior shall not lack due reverence.
[Enter, running, a Man of the household of King Darniak. He starts and stares aghast on seeing King Argimenes.

KING ARGIMENES
Who are you?

MAN
I am the servant of the Kings dog.

KING ARGIMENES
Why do you come here?

MAN
The Kings dog is dead.

KING ARGIMENES AND HIS MEN (savagely and hungrily)
Bones!

KING ARGIMENES (remembering suddenly what has happened and where he is)
Let him be buried with the late King.

ZARB (in a voice of protest)
Majesty!

CURTAIN

It is not necessary for the prophets hair to be at all unusual.


THE GLITTERING GATE
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Jim, lately a burglar
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Bill, lately a burglar
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Scene: A Lonely Place.
Time: The present.


THE GLITTERING GATE

The Lonely Place is strewn with large black rocks and uncorked beer-bottles, the latter in great profusion. At back is a wall of granite built of great slabs, and in it the Gate of Heaven. The door is of gold.
Below the Lonely Place is an abyss hung with stars.
The rising curtain reveals Jim wearily uncorking a beer-bottle. Then he tilts it slowly and with infinite care. It proves to be empty. Faint and unpleasant laughter is heard off. This action and the accompanying far laughter are repeated continually throughout the play. Corked bottles are discovered lying behind rocks, and more descend constantly through the air, within reach of Jim. All prove to be empty.
Jim uncorks a few bottles.

JIM (weighing one carefully)
Thats a full one. (It is empty, like all)
[Singing is heard off left.

BILL (enters from left with a bullet-hole over his eye, singing)
Rule Britannia, Britannia rule the waves. (Breaking off his song) Why, ullo. Eres a bottle of beer. (Finds it empty; looking off and downward) Im getting a bit tired of those blooming great stars down there and this rocky ledge. Ive been walking along under this wall ever since. Why, it must be twenty-four hours since that house-holder shot me. And he neednt have done it, either, I wasnt going to hurt the bloke. I only wanted a bit of his silver stuff. It felt funny, that did. Hullo, a gate. Why, thats the Gate of Heaven. Well, well. So thats all right. (Looks up and up for some time) No. I cant climb that wall. Why, its got no top to it. Up and up it goes. (Knocks at the door and waits)

JIM
That isnt for the likes of us.

BILL

Why, hullo, theres another bloke. Why, somebodys been hanging him. Why, if it isnt old Jim! Jim!

JIM (wearily)
Hullo.

BILL

Why, Jim! Ow long ave you been ere?

JIM
I am ere always.

BILL

Why, Jim, dont you remember me? Why, you taught Bill to pick locks years and years ago when he was a little boy, and had never learnt a trade and hadnt a penny in the world, and never would have had but for you, Jim. (Jim stares vaguely) I never forgot you, Jim. I broke into scores of houses. And then I took on big houses. Out in the country, you know, real big ones. I got rich, Jim, and respected by all who knew me. I was a citizen, Jim, one who dwelt in our midst. And of an evening, sitting over the fire, I used to say, I am as clever as Jim. But I wasnt, Jim. I couldnt climb like you. And I couldnt walk like you on a creaky stair, when everythings quite still and theres a dog in the house and little rattly things left lying about, and a door that whines if you touch it, and someone ill upstairs that you didnt know of, who has nothing to do but to listen for you cause she cant get to sleep. Dont you remember little Bill?

JIM
That would be somewhere else.

BILL

Yes, Jim, yes. Down on Earth.

JIM
But there isnt anywhere else.

BILL

I never forgot you, Jim. Id be pattering away with my tongue, in Church, like all the rest, but all the time Id be thinking of you in that little room at Putney and the man searching every corner of it for you with a revolver in one hand and a candle in the other, and you almost going round with him.

JIM
What is Putney?

BILL

Oh, Jim, cant you remember? Cant you remember the day you taught me a livelihood? I wasnt more than twelve, and it was spring, and all the may was in blossom outside the town. And we cleared out No. 25 in the new street. And next day we saw the mans fat, silly face. It was thirty years ago.

JIM
What are years?

BILL

Oh, Jim!

JIM
You see there isnt any hope here. And when there isnt any hope there isnt any future. And when there isnt any future there isnt any past. Its just the present here. I tell you were stuck. There arent no years here. Nor no nothing.

BILL

Cheer up, Jim. Youre thinking of a quotation, Abandon hope, all ye that enter here. I used to learn quotations; they are awfully genteel. A fellow called Shakespeare used to make them. But there isnt any sense in them. Whats the use of saying ye when you mean you? Dont be thinking of quotations, Jim.

JIM
I tell you there is no hope here.

BILL

Cheer up, Jim. Theres plenty of hope there, isnt there? (Points to the Gate of Heaven)

JIM
Yes, and thats why they keep it locked up so. They wont let us have any. No. I begin to remember Earth again now since youve been speaking. It was just the same there. The more theyd got the more they wanted to keep you from having a bit.

BILL

Youll cheer up a bit when I tell you what Ive got. I say, Jim, have you got some beer? Why, so you have. Why, you ought to cheer up, Jim.

JIM
All the beer youre ever likely to see again. Theyre empty.

BILL (half rising from the rock on which he has seated himself, and pointing his finger at Jim as he rises; very cheerfully)
Why, youre the chap that said there was no hope here, and youre hoping to find beer in every bottle you open.

JIM
Yes; I hope to see a drop of beer in one some day, but I know I wont. Their trick might not work just once.

BILL

How many have you tried, Jim?

JIM
Oh, I dont know. Ive always been at it, working as fast as I can, ever since  ever since  (Feels his neck meditatively and up toward his ear) Why, ever since, Bill.

BILL

Why dont you stop it?

JIM
Im too thirsty, Bill.

BILL

What do you think Ive got, Jim?

JIM
I dont know. Nothings any use.

BILL (as yet another bottle is shown to be empty)
Whos that laughing, Jim?

JIM (astonished at such a question, loudly and emphatically)
Whos that laughing?

BILL (looks a little disconcerted at having apparently asked a silly question)
Is it a pal?

JIM
A pal!  (laughs) (The laugh off joins in loudly and for long)

BILL

Well, I dont know. But, Jim, what do you think Ive got?

JIM
It isnt any good to you whatever it is. Not even if it is a ten-pound note.

BILL

Its better than a ten-pound note, Jim. Jim, try and remember, Jim. Dont you remember the way we used to go for those iron safes? Do you remember anything, Jim?

JIM
Yes, I am beginning to remember now. There used to be sunsets. And then there were great yellow lights. And one went in behind them through a swinging door.

BILL

Yes, yes, Jim. That was the Blue Bear down at Wimbledon.

JIM
Yes, and the room was all full of golden light. And there was beer with light in it, and some would be spilt on the counter and there was light in that too. And there was a girl standing there with yellow hair. Shed be the other side of that door now, with lamplight in her hair among the angels, and the old smile on her lips if one of them chaffed her, and her pretty teeth a-shining. She would be very near the throne; there was never any harm in Jane.

BILL

No, there was never any arm in Jane, Jim.

JIM
Oh, I dont want to see the angels, Bill. But if I could see Jane again (points in direction of laugh) he might laugh as much as he cared to whenever I wanted to cry. You cant cry here, you know, Bill.

BILL

You shall see her again, Jim.
[Jim takes no interest in this remark; he lowers his eyes and goes on with his work.

BILL

Jim, you shall see her again. You want to get into Heaven, dont you?

JIM (not raising his eyes)
Want!

BILL

Jim. Do you know what Ive got, Jim?
[Jim makes no answer, goes on wearily with his work.

BILL

You remember those iron safes, Jim, how we used to knock them open like walnuts with Old Nut-cracker?

JIM (at work, wearily)
Empty again.

BILL

Well, Ive got Old Nut-cracker. I had him in my hand at the time, and they let me keep him. They thought it would be a nice proof against me.

JIM
Nothing is any good here.

BILL

Ill get in to Heaven, Jim. And you shall come with me because you taught me a livelihood. I couldnt be happy there, like those angels, if I knew of anyone being outside. Im not like that.
[Jim goes on with his work.

BILL

Jim, Jim. Youll see Jane there.

JIM
Youll never get through those gates, Bill. Youll never do it.

BILL

Theyre only gold, Jim. Golds soft like lead. Old Nut-cracker would do it if they were steel.

JIM
Youll never do it, Bill.
[Bill puts a rock against the gates, stands on it to reach the lock and gets to work on the lock. A good instrument to use is an egg-whipper. Jim goes on wearily with his work. As Bill works away, fragments and golden screws begin to fall on the floor.

BILL

Jim! Old Nut-cracker thinks nothing of it. Its just like cheese to old Nut-cracker.

JIM
They wont let you do it, Bill.

BILL

They dont know what Ive got. Im getting through it like cheese, Jim.

JIM
Suppose its a mile thick. Suppose its a million miles thick. Suppose its a hundred million miles thick.

BILL

Cant be, Jim. These doors are meant to open outward. They couldnt do that if they were more than four inches at the most, not for an Archbishop. Theyd stick.

JIM
You remember that great safe we broke open once, what had coal in it.

BILL

This isnt a safe, Jim, this is Heaven. Therell be the old saints with their halos shining and flickering, like windows o wintry nights. (Creak, creak, creak) And angels thick as swallows along a cottage roof the day before they go. (Creak, creak, creak) And orchards full of apples as far as you can see, and the rivers of Tigris and Euphrates, so the Bible says; and a city of gold, for those that care for cities, all full of precious stones; but Im a bit tired of cities and precious stones. (Creak, creak, creak) Ill go out into the fields where the orchards are, by the Tigris and the Euphrates. I shouldnt be surprised if my old mother was there. She never cared much for the way I earned my livelihood (creak, creak), but she was a good mother to me. I dont know if they want a good mother in there who would be kind to the angels and sit and smile at them when they sang and soothe them if they were cross. If they let all the good ones in shell be there all right. (Suddenly) Jim! They wont have brought me up against her, will they? Thats not fair evidence, Jim.

JIM
It would be just like them to. Very like them.

BILL

If theres a glass of beer to be got in Heaven, or a dish of tripe and onions, or a pipe of bacca shell have them for me when I come to her. She used to know my ways wonderful; and what I liked. And she used to know when to expect me almost anywhere. I used to climb in through the window at any hour and she always knew it was me. (Creak, creak) Shell know its me at the door now, Jim. (Creak, creak) It will be all a blaze of light, and Ill hardly know its her till I get used to it…. But Ill know her among a million angels. There werent none like her on Earth and there wont be none like her in Heaven…. Jim! Im through, Jim! One more turn, and old Nut-crackers done it! Its giving! Its giving! I know the feel of it. Jim!
[At last there is a noise of falling bolts; the gates swing out an inch and are stopped by the rock.

BILL

Jim! Jim! Ive opened it, Jim. Ive opened the Gate of Heaven! Come and help me.

JIM (looks up for a moment with open mouth. Then he mournfully shakes his head and goes on drawing a cork)
Another one empty.

BILL (looks down once into the abyss that lies below the Lonely Place)
Stars. Blooming great stars.
[Then he moves away the rock on which he stood. The gates move slowly. Jim leaps up and runs to help; they each take a gate and move backward with their faces against it.

BILL

Hullo, mother! You there? Hullo! You there? Its Bill, mother.
[The gates swing heavily open, revealing empty night and stars.

BILL (staggering and gazing into the revealed Nothing, in which far stars go wandering)
Stars. Blooming great stars. There aint no Heaven, Jim.
[Ever since the revelation a cruel and violent laugh has arisen off. It increases in volume and grows louder and louder.

JIM
Thats like them. Thats very like them. Yes, theyd do that!
The curtain falls and the laughter still howls on.


THE LOST SILK HAT


PERSONS

The Caller
The Laborer
The Clerk
The Poet
The Policeman
Scene: A fashionable London street.


THE LOST SILK HAT

The Caller stands on a doorstep, faultlessly dressed, but without a hat. At first he shows despair, then a new thought engrosses him.
Enter the Laborer.

THE CALLER
Excuse me a moment. Excuse me  but  Id be greatly obliged to you if  if you could see your way  in fact, you can be of great service to me if  

THE LABORER
Glad to do what I can, sir.

CALLER
Well, all I really want you to do is just to ring that bell and go up and say  er  say that youve come to see to the drains, or anything like that, you know, and get hold of my hat for me.

LABORER
Get hold of your at!

CALLER
Yes. You see, I left my hat behind most unfortunately. Its in the drawing-room (points to window), that room there, half under the long sofa, the far end from the door. And if you could possibly go and get it, why Id be (The Laborers expression changes)  Why, whats the matter?

LABORER (firmly)
I dont like this job.

CALLER
Dont like this job! But my dear fellow, dont be silly, what possible harm  ?

LABORER
Ah-h. Thats what I dont know.

CALLER
But what harm can there possibly be in so simple a request? What harm does there seem to be?

LABORER
Oh, it seems all right.

CALLER
Well, then.

LABORER
All these crack jobs do seem all right.

CALLER
But Im not asking you to rob the house.

LABORER
Dont seem as if you are, certainly, but I dont like the looks of it; what if theres things what I cant elp taking when I gets inside?

CALLER
I only want my hat  Here, I say, please dont go away  heres a sovereign, it will only take you a minute.

LABORER
What I want to know  

CALLER
Yes?

LABORER
 Is whats in that hat?

CALLER
Whats in the hat?

LABORER
Yes; thats what I want to know.

CALLER
Whats in the hat?

LABORER
Yes, you arent going to give me a sovereign  ?

CALLER
Ill give you two sovereigns.

LABORER
You arent going to give me a sovereign, and rise it to two sovereigns, for an empty hat?

CALLER
But I must have my hat. I cant be seen in the streets like this. Theres nothing in the hat. What do you thinks in the hat?

LABORER
Ah, Im not clever enough to say that, but it looks as if the papers was in that hat.

CALLER
The papers?

LABORER
Yes, papers proving, if you can get them, that youre the heir to that big house, and some poor innocent will be defrauded.

CALLER
Look here, the hats absolutely empty. I must have my hat. If theres anything in it you shall have it yourself as well as the two pounds, only get me my hat.

LABORER
Well, that seems all right.

CALLER
Thats right, then youll run up and get it?

LABORER
Seems all right to me and seems all right to you. But its the police what you and I have got to think of. Will it seem all right to them?

CALLER
Oh, for heavens sake  

LABORER
Ah!

CALLER
What a hopeless fool you are.

LABORER
Ah!

CALLER
Look here.

LABORER
Ah, I got you there, mister.

CALLER
Look here, for goodness sake dont go.

LABORER
Ah! (Exit)
[Enter the Clerk.

CALLER
Excuse me, sir. Excuse my asking you, but, as you see, I am without a hat. I shall be extraordinarily obliged to you if you would be so very good as to get it for me. Pretend you have come to wind the clocks, you know. I left it in the drawing-room of this house, half under the long sofa, the far end.

CLERK
Oh, er  all right, only  

CALLER
Thanks so much, I am immensely indebted to you. Just say youve come to wind the clocks, you know.

CLERK
I  er  dont think Im very good at winding clocks, you know.

CALLER
Oh, thats all right, just stand in front of the clock and fool about with it. Thats all they ever do. I must warn you theres a lady in the room.

CLERK
Oh!

CALLER
But thats all right, you know. Just walk past up to the clock.

CLERK
But I think, if you dont mind, as theres someone there  

CALLER
Oh, but shes quite young and very, very beautiful and  

CLERK
Why dont you get it yourself?

CALLER
That is impossible.

CLERK
Impossible?

CALLER
Yes, I have sprained my ankle.

CLERK
Oh! Is it bad?

CALLER
Yes, very bad indeed.

CLERK
I dont mind trying to carry you up.

CALLER
No, that would be worse. My foot has to be kept on the ground.

CLERK
But how will you get home?

CALLER
I can walk all right on the flat.

CLERK
Im afraid I have to be going on. Its rather later than I thought.

CALLER
But for goodness sake dont leave me. You cant leave me here like this without a hat.

CLERK
Im afraid I must, its later than I thought.
(Exit)
[Enter the Poet.

CALLER
Excuse me, sir. Excuse my stopping you. But I should be immensely obliged to you if you would do me a very great favor. I have unfortunately left my hat behind while calling at this house. It is half under the long sofa, at the far end. If you could possibly be so kind as to pretend you have come to tune the piano and fetch my hat for me I should be enormously grateful to you.

POET
But why cannot you get it for yourself?

CALLER
I cannot.

POET
If you would tell me the reason perhaps I could help you.

CALLER
I cannot. I can never enter that house again.

POET
If you have committed a murder, by all means tell me. I am not sufficiently interested in ethics to wish to have you hanged for it.

CALLER
Do I look like a murderer?

POET
No, of course not. I am only saying that you can safely trust me, for not only does the statute book and its penalties rather tend to bore me, but murder itself has always had a certain fascination for me. I write delicate and fastidious lyrics, yet, strange as it may appear, I read every murder trial, and my sympathies are always with the prisoner.

CALLER
But I tell you I am not a murderer.

POET
Then what have you done?

CALLER
I have quarrelled with a lady in that house and have sworn to join the Bosnians and die in Africa.

POET
But this is beautiful.

CALLER
Unfortunately I forgot my hat.

POET
You go to die for a hopeless love, and in a far country; it was the wont of the troubadours.

CALLER
But you will get my hat for me?

POET
That I will gladly do for you. But we must find an adequate reason for entering the house.

CALLER
You pretend to tune the piano.

POET
That, unfortunately, is impossible. The sound of a piano being unskilfully handled is to me what the continual drop of cold water on the same part of the head is said to be in countries where that interesting torture is practised. There is  

CALLER
But what are we to do?

POET
There is a house where kind friends of mine have given me that security and comfort that are a poets necessity. But there was a governess there and a piano. It is years and years since I was able even to see the faces of those friends without an inward shudder.

CALLER
Well, well have to think of something else.

POET
You are bringing back to these unhappy days the romance of an age of which the ballads tell us that kings sometimes fought in no other armor than their ladys nightshirt.

CALLER
Yes, but you know first of all I must get my hat.

POET
But why?

CALLER
I cannot possibly be seen in the streets without a hat.

POET
Why not?

CALLER
It cant be done.

POET
But you confuse externals with essentials.

CALLER
I dont know what you call essentials, but being decently dressed in London seems pretty essential to me.

POET
A hat is not one of the essential things of life.

CALLER
I dont want to appear rude, but my hat isnt quite like yours.

POET
Let us sit down and talk of things that matter, things that will be remembered after a hundred years. (They sit) Regarded in this light one sees at once the triviality of hats. But to die, and die beautifully for a hopeless love, that is a thing one could make a lyric about. That is the test of essential things  try and imagine them in a lyric. One could not write a lyric about a hat.

CALLER
I dont care whether you could write a lyric about my hat or whether you couldnt. All I know is that I am not going to make myself absolutely ridiculous by walking about in London without a hat. Will you get it for me or will you not?

POET
To take any part in the tuning of a piano is impossible to me.

CALLER
Well, pretend youve come to look at the radiator. They have one under the window, and I happen to know it leaks.

POET
I suppose it has an artistic decoration on it.

CALLER
Yes, I think so.

POET
Then I decline to look at it or to go near it. I know these decorations in cast iron. I once saw a pot-bellied Egyptian god, named Bēs, and he was meant to be ugly, but he wasnt as ugly as these decorations that the twentieth century can make with machinery. What has a plumber got to do with art that he should dare to attempt decoration?

CALLER
Then you wont help me.

POET
I wont look at ugly things and I wont listen to ugly noises, but if you can think of any reasonable plan I dont mind helping you.

CALLER
I can think of nothing else. You dont look like a plumber or a clock-winder. I can think of nothing more. I have had a terrible ordeal and I am not in the condition to think calmly.

POET
Then you will have to leave your hat to its altered destiny.

CALLER
Why cant you think of a plan? If youre a poet, thinkings rather in your line.

POET
If I could bring my thoughts to contemplate so absurd a thing as a hat for any length of time no doubt I could think of a plan, but the very triviality of the theme seems to scare them away.

CALLER (rising)
Then I must get it myself.

POET
For Heavens sake, dont do that! Think what it means!

CALLER
I know it will seem absurd, but not so absurd as walking through London without it.

POET
I dont mean that. But you will make it up. You will forgive each other, and you will marry her and have a family of noisy, pimply children like everyone else, and Romance will be dead. No, dont ring that bell. Go and buy a bayonet, or whatever one does buy, and join the Bosnians.

CALLER
I tell you I cant without a hat.

POET
What is a hat! Will you sacrifice for it a beautiful doom? Think of your bones, neglected and forgotten, lying forlornly because of hopeless love on endless golden sands. Lying forlorn! as Keats said. What a word! Forlorn in Africa. The careless Bedouins going past by day, at night the lions roar, the grievous voice of the desert.

CALLER
As a matter of fact, I dont think youre right in speaking of it as desert. The Bosnians, I believe, are only taking it because it is supposed to be the most fertile land in the world.

POET
What of that? You will not be remembered by geography and statistics, but by golden-mouthed Romance. And that is how Romance sees Africa.

CALLER
Well, Im going to get my hat.

POET
Think! Think! If you enter by that door you will never fall among the foremost Bosnians. You will never die in a far-off, lonely land to lie by immense Sahara. And she will never weep for your beautiful doom and call herself cruel in vain.

CALLER
Hark! She is playing the piano. It seems to me that she might be unhappy about it for years. I dont see much good in that.

POET
No. I will comfort her.

CALLER
Im damned if you do! Look here! I dont mind saying, Im damned if you do.

POET
Calm yourself. Calm yourself. I do not mean in that way.

CALLER
Then what on earth do you mean?

POET
I will make songs about your beautiful death, glad songs and sad songs. They shall be glad because they tell again the noble tradition of the troubadours, and sad because they tell of your sorrowful destiny and of your hopeless love.
I shall make legends also about your lonely bones, telling perhaps how some Arabian men, finding them in the desert by some oasis, memorable in war, wonder who loved them. And then as I read them to her, she weeps perhaps a little, and I read instead of the glory of the soldier, how it overtops our transitory  

CALLER
Look here, Im not aware that youve ever been introduced to her.

POET
A trifle, a trifle.

CALLER
It seems to me that youre in rather an undue hurry for me to get a Jubu spear in me; but Im going to get my hat first.

POET
I appeal to you. I appeal to you in the name of beautiful battles, high deeds, and lost causes; in the name of love-tales told to cruel maidens and told in vain. In the name of stricken hearts broken like beautiful harp-strings, I appeal to you.
I appeal in the ancient holy name of Romance: do not ring that bell.
[Caller rings the bell.

POET (sits down, abject)
You will marry. You will sometimes take a ticket with your wife as far as Paris. Perhaps as far as Cannes. Then the family will come; a large sprawling family as far as the eye can see (I speak in hyperbole). Youll earn money and feed it and be like all the rest. No monument will ever be set up to your memory but  
[Servant answers bell. Caller says something inaudible. Exit through door.

POET (rising, lifting hand)
But let there be graven in brass upon this house: Romance was born again here out of due time and died young. (He sits down)
[Enter Laborer and Clerk with Policeman. The music stops.

POLICEMAN
Anything wrong here?

POET
Everythings wrong. Theyre going to kill Romance.

POLICEMAN (to Laborer)
This gentleman doesnt seem quite right somehow.

LABORER
Theyre none of them quite right to-day.
[Music starts again.

POET
My God! It is a duet.

POLICEMAN
He seems a bit wrong somehow.

LABORER
You should a seen the other one.

CURTAIN
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Preface

Lest any idle person might think that I have had time to write plays during the last few years I may mention that the first act of The Tents of the Arabs was written on September 3rd, and the second act on September 8th, 1910.

The first and second acts of The Laughter of the Gods were written on January 29th, and the third act on February 2nd and 3rd, 1911. A Night at an Inn was written on January 17th, 1912, and The Queens Enemies on April 19, 20, 21, 24, 28, 29, 1913.

Dunsany, Captain
Royal Inniskilling Fusileers.


The Laughter of the Gods

A Tragedy in Three Acts


Dramatis Personæ

King Karnos
Voice-of-the-Gods (a prophet)
Ichtharion
Ludibras
Harpagas
First Sentry
Second Sentry
One of the Camel Guard
An Executioner
The Queen
Tharmia (wife of Ichtharion)
Arolind (wife of Ludibras)
Carolyx (wife of Harpagas)
Attendants


Act I

Time: About the time of the decadence in Babylon.

Scene: The jungle city of Thek in the reign of King Karnos.

Tharmia:
You know that my lineage is almost divine.

Arolind:
My fathers sword was so terrible that he had to hide it with a cloak.

Tharmia:
He probably did that because there were no jewels in the scabbard.

Arolind:
There were emeralds in it that outstared the sea.

* * * * * * * *

Tharmia:
Now I must leave you here and go down among the shops for I have not changed my hair since we came to Thek.

Ichtharion:
Have you not brought that from Barbul-el-Sharnak?

Tharmia:
It was not necessary. The King would not take his court where they could not obtain necessities.

Arolind:
May I go with your Sincerity?

Tharmia:
Indeed, Princely Lady, I shall be glad of your company.

Arolind:
[To Ludibras] I wish to see the other palaces in Thek, [To Tharmia] then we can go on beyond the walls to see what princes live in the neighbourhood.

Tharmia:
It will be delightful.
[Exeunt Tharmia and Arolind]

Ichtharion:
Well, we are here in Thek.

Ludibras:
How lucky we are that the King has come to Thek. I feared he would never come.

Ichtharion:
It is a most fair city.

Ludibras:
When he tarried year after year in monstrous Barbul-el-Sharnak, I feared that I would see the sun rise never more in the windy glorious country. I feared we should live always in Barbul-el-Sharnak and be buried among houses.

Ichtharion:
It is mountainous with houses: there are no flowers there. I wonder how the winds come into it.

Ludibras:
Ah. Do you know that it is I that brought him here at last? I gave him orchids from a far country. At last he noticed them. Those are good flowers, said he. They come from Thek, I said. Thek is purple with them. It seems purple far out on the sand to the camel men. Then…

Ichtharion:
No, it was not you brought him. He saw a butterfly once in Barbul-el-Sharnak. There had not been one there for seven years. It was lucky for us that it lived; I used to send for hundreds, but they all died but that one when they came to Barbul-el-Sharnak. The King saw it.

Ludibras:
It was since then that he noticed my purple orchids.

Ichtharion:
Something changed in his mind when he saw the butterfly. He became quite different. He would not have noticed a flower but for that.

Ludibras:
He came to Thek in order to see the orchids.

Ichtharion:
Come, come. We are here. Nothing else matters.

Ludibras:
Yes, we are here. How beautiful are the orchids.

Ichtharion:
What a beautiful thing the air is in the morning. I stand up very early and breathe it from my casement; not in order to nourish my body, you understand, but because it is the wild, sweet air of Thek.

Ludibras:
Yes, it is wonderful rising up in the morning. It seems all fresh from the fields.

Ichtharion:
It took us two days to ride out of Bar-el-Sharnak. Do you remember how men stared at our camels? No one had gone away from the city for years.

Ludibras:
I think it is not easy to leave a great city. It seems to grow thicker around you, and you forget the fields.

Ichtharion: [looking off]
The jungle is like a sea lying there below us. The orchids that blaze on it are like Tyrian ships, all rich with purple of that wonderful fish; they have even dyed their sails with it.

Ludibras:
They are not like ships because they do not move. They are like… They are like no tangible thing in all the world. They are like faint, beautiful songs of an unseen singer; they are like temptations to some unknown sin. They make me think of the tigers that slip through the gloom below them.
[Enter Harpagas and a Noble of the Court, with spears and leather belts.]

Ichtharion:
Where are you going?

Harpagas:
We are going hunting.

Ichtharion:
Hunting! How beautiful!

Harpagas:
A little street goes down from the palace door; the other end of it touches the very jungle.

Ludibras:
O, heavenly city of Thek.

Ichtharion:
Have you ever before gone hunting?

Harpagas:
No; I have dreamed of it. In Barbul-el-Sharnak I nearly forgot my dream.

Ichtharion:
Man was not made for cities. I did not know this once.

Ludibras:
I will come with you.

Ichtharion:
I will come with you, too. We will go down by the little street, and there will be the jungle. I will fetch a spear as we go.

Ludibras:
What shall we hunt in the jungle?

Harpagas:
They say there are kroot and abbax; and tigers, some say, have been heard of.

Noble:
We must never go back to Barbul-el-Sharnak again.

Ichtharion:
You may rely on us.

Ludibras:
We shall keep the King in Thek.
[Exeunt, leaving two sentries standing beside the throne.]

1st Sentry:
They are all very glad to be in Thek. I, too, am glad.

2nd Sentry:
It is a very little city. Two hundred of these cities would not build
Barbul-el-Sharnak.

1st Sentry:
No. But it is a finer palace, and Barbul-el-Sharnak is the centre of the world; men have drawn together there.

2nd Sentry:
I did not know there was a palace like this outside Barbul-el-Sharnak.

1st Sentry:
It was built in the days of the forefathers. They built palaces in those days.

2nd Sentry:
They must be in the jungle by now. It is quite close. How glad they were to go.

1st Sentry:
Yes, they were glad. Men do not hunt for tigers in Barbul-el-Sharnak.
[Enter Tharmia and Arolind weeping.]

Tharmia:
O it is terrible.

Arolind:

O! O! O!

1st Sentry: [To 2nd Sentry]
Something has happened.
[Enter Carolyx.]

Carolyx:
What is it, princely ladies?
[To Sentries] Go. Go away.
[Exeunt Sentries.]
What has happened?

Tharmia:
O. We went down a little street.

Carolyx:
Yes. Yes.

Arolind:
The main street of the city.
[Both weep quietly.]

Carolyx:
Yes? Yes? Yes?

Tharmia:
It ends in the jungle.

Carolyx:
You went into the jungle! There must be tigers there.

Tharmia:
No.

Arolind:
No.

Carolyx:
What did you do?

Tharmia:
We came back.

Carolyx: [in a voice of anguish]
What did you see in the street?

Tharmia:
Nothing.

Arolind:
Nothing.

Carolyx:
Nothing?

Tharmia:
There are no shops.

Arolind:
We cannot buy new hair.

Tharmia:
We cannot buy [sobs] gold-dust to put upon our hair.

Arolind:
There are no [sobs] neighbouring princes.
[Carolyx bursts bitterly into tears and continues to weep.]

Tharmia:
Barbul-el-Sharnak, Barbul-el-Sharnak. O why did the King leave
Barbul-el-Sharnak?

Arolind:
Barbul-el-Sharnak. Its streets were all of agate.

Tharmia:
And there were shops where one bought beautiful hair.

Carolyx:
The King must go at once.

Tharmia: [calmer now.]
He shall go tomorrow. My husband shall speak to him.

Arolind:
Perhaps my husband might have more influence.
Tharmia and Arolind:
My husband brought him here.

Tharmia:
What!

Arolind:
Nothing. What did you say?

Tharmia:
I said nothing. I thought you spoke.

Carolyx:
It may be better for my husband to persuade him, for he was ever opposed to his coming to Thek.

Tharmia: [To Arolind]
He could have but little influence with His Majesty since the King has come to Thek.

Arolind:
No. It will be better for our husbands to arrange it.

Carolyx:
I myself have some influence with the Queen.

Tharmia:
It is of no use. Her nerves are all a-quiver. She weeps if you speak with her. If you argue a matter with her she cries aloud and maidens must come and fan her and put scent on her hands.

Arolind:
She never leaves her chamber and the King would not listen to her.

Tharmia:
Hark, they are coming back. They are singing a hunting song…. why, they have killed a beast. All four of the men are bringing it on two branches.

Arolind: [bored]
What kind of beast is it?

Tharmia:
I do not know. It seems to have barbed horns.

Carolyx:
We must go and meet them.
[The song is loud and joyous.]
[Exeunt by the way that the Sentries went.]
[Enter Sentries.]

1st Sentry:
Whatever it is has passed away again for they were smiling.

2nd Sentry:
They feared that their husbands were lost and now they return in safety.

1st Sentry:
You do not know, for you do not understand women.

2nd Sentry:
I understand them quite as well as you.

1st Sentry:
That is what I say. You do not understand them. I do not understand them.

2nd Sentry:
……Oh. [A pause.]

1st Sentry:
We shall never leave Thek now.

2nd Sentry:
Why shall we never leave it?

1st Sentry:
Did you not hear how glad they were when they sang the hunting song? They say a wild dog does not turn from the trail, they will go on hunting now.

2nd Sentry:
But will the King stay here?

1st Sentry:
He only does what Ichtharion and Ludibras persuade him. He does not listen to the Queen.

2nd Sentry:
The Queen is mad.

1st Sentry:
She is not mad but she has a curious sickness, she is always frightened though there is nothing to fear.

2nd Sentry:
That would be a dreadful sickness; one would fear that the roof might fall on one from above or the earth break in pieces beneath. I would rather be mad than to fear things like that.

1st Sentry: [looking straight before him]
Hush.
[Enter King and retinue. He sits on the throne. Enter from other side Ichtharion, Ludibras, and Harpagas, each with his wife beside him, hand in hand. Each couple bows before the King, still hand in hand; then they seat themselves. The King nods once to each couple.]

King: [To Tharmia]
Well, your Sincerity, I trust that you are glad to have come to Thek.

Tharmia:
Very glad, your Majesty.

King: [To Arolind]
This is pleasanter, is it not, than Barbul-el-Sharnak?

Arolind:
Far pleasanter, your Majesty.

King:
And you, princely lady Carolyx, find all that you need in Thek?

Carolyx: More than all, your Majesty.

King: [To Harpagas]
Then we can stay here long, can we not?

Harpagas:
There are reasons of State why that were dangerous.

King:
Reasons of State? Why should we not stay here?

Harpagas:
Your Majesty, there is a legend in the World, that he who is greatest in the city of Barbul-el-Sharnak is the greatest in the world.

King:
I had not heard that legend.

Harpagas:
Your Majesty, little legends do not hive in the sacred ears of kings; nevertheless they hum among lesser men from generation to generation.

King:
I will not go for a legend to Barbul-el-Sharnak.

Harpagas:
Your Majesty, it is very dangerous….

King: [To Ladies]
We will discuss things of State which little interest your Sincerities.

Tharmia: [rising]
Your Majesty, we are ignorant of these things.
[Exeunt.]

King: [To Ichtharion and Ludibras]
We will rest from things of State for awhile, shall we not? We will be happy, (shall we not?) in this ancient beautiful palace.

Ludibras:
If your Majesty commands, we must obey.

King:
But is not Thek most beautiful? Are not the jungle orchids a wonder and a glory?

Ludibras:
They have been thought so, your Majesty; they were pretty in
Barbul-el-Sharnak where they were rare.

King:
But when the sun comes over them in the morning, when the dew is on them still; are they not glorious then? Indeed, they are very glorious.

Ludibras:
I think they would be glorious if they were blue, and there were fewer of them.

King:
I do not think so. But you, Ichtharion, you think the city beautiful?

Ichtharion:
Yes, your Majesty.

King:
Ah. I am glad you love it. It is to me adorable.

Ichtharion:
I do not love it, your Majesty. I hate it very much. I know it is beautiful because your Majesty has said so.

Ludibras:
This city is dangerously unhealthy, your Majesty.

Harpagas:
It is dangerous to be absent from Barbul-el-Sharnak.

Ichtharion:
We implore your Majesty to return to the centre of the world.

King:
I will not go again to Barbul-el-Sharnak.
[Exeunt King with attendants. Ichtharion, Ludibras and Harpagas
remain.]
[Enter Arolind and Carolyx; each goes up to her husband, very
affectionate.]

Arolind:
And you talked to the King?

Ludibras:
Yes.

Arolind:
You told him he must go back to Barbul-el-Sharnak at once?

Ludibras:
Well, I  

Arolind:
When does he start?

Ludibras:
He did not say he will start.

Arolind:
What?

Carolyx:
We are not going?
[Arolind and Carolyx weep and step away from their husbands.]

Ludibras:
But we spoke to the King.

Arolind:
O, we must stay and die here.

Ludibras:
But we did what we could.

Arolind:
O, I shall be buried in Thek.

Ludibras:
I can do no more.

Arolind:
My clothes are torn, my hair is old. I am in rags.

Ludibras:
I am sure you are beautifully dressed.

Arolind: [full height]
Beautifully dressed! Of course I am beautifully dressed! But who is there to see me? I am alone in the jungle, and here I shall be buried.

Ludibras:
But  

Arolind:
Oh, will you not leave me alone? Is nothing sacred to you? Not even my grief?
[Exeunt Arolind and Carolyx.]

Harpagas: [To Ludibras]
What are we to do?

Ludibras:
All women are alike.

Ichtharion:
I do not allow my wife to speak to me like that.
[Exeunt Harpagas and Ludibras.]
I hope Tharmia will not weep; it is very distressing to see a woman in tears.
[Enter Tharmia.]
Do not be unhappy, do not be at all unhappy. But I have been unable to persuade the King to return to Barbul-el-Sharnak. You will be happy here after a little while.

Tharmia: [breaks into loud laughter]
You are the Kings adviser. Ha-ha-ha! You are the Grand High Vizier of the Court. Ha-ha-ha. You are the warder of the golden wand. Ha-ha-ha O, go and throw biscuits to the Kings dog.

Ichtharion:
What!

Tharmia:
Throw little ginger biscuits to the Kings dog. Perhaps he will obey you. Perhaps you will have some influence with the Kings dog if you feed him with little biscuits. You  
[Laughs and exits. Ichtharion sits with his miserable head in his hands.]
[Reenter Ludibras and Harpagas.]

Ludibras:
Has her Sincerity, the princely Lady Tharmia, been speaking with you?

Ichtharion:
She spoke a few words.
[Ludibras and Harpagas sigh.]
We must leave Thek. We must depart from Thek.

Ludibras:
What, without the King?

Harpagas:
No.

Ichtharion:
No. They would say in Barbul-el-Sharnak these were once at Court, and men that we have flogged would spit in our faces.

Ludibras:
Who can command a King?

Harpagas:
Only the gods.

Ludibras:
The gods? There are no gods now. We have been civilised over three thousand years. The gods that nursed our infancy are dead, or gone to nurse younger nations.

Ichtharion:
I refuse the listen to  O, the sentries are gone. No, the gods are no use to us; they were driven away by the decadence.

Harpagas:
We are not in the decadence here. Barbul-el-Sharnak is in a different age. The city of Thek is scarcely civilised.

Ichtharion:
But everybody lives in Barbul-el-Sharnak.

Harpagas:
The gods  

Ludibras:
The old prophet is coming.

Harpagas:
He believes as much in the gods as you or I do.

Ludibras:
Yes, but we must not speak as though we knew that.
[Voice-of-the-Gods (a prophet) walks across the stage.]
Ichtharion, Ludibras, and Harpagas: [rising]
The gods are good.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
They are benignant. [exit]

Ichtharion:
Listen! Let him prophesy to the King. Let him bid the King go hence lest they smite the city.

Ludibras:
Can we make him do it?

Ichtharion:
I think we can make him do it.

Harpagas:
The King is more highly civilised even than we are. He will not care for the gods.

Ichtharion:
He cannot ignore them; the gods crowned his forefather and if there are no gods who made him King?

Ludibras:
Why, that is true. He must obey a prophecy.

Ichtharion:
If the King disobeys the gods the people will tear him asunder, whether the gods created the people or the people created the gods.
[Harpagas slips out after the Prophet.]

Ludibras:
If the King discovers this we shall be painfully tortured.

Ichtharion:
How can the King discover it?

Ludibras:
He knows that there are no gods.

Ichtharion:
No man knows that of a certainty.

Ludibras:
But if there are  !
[Enter Prophet with Harpagas. Ichtharion quickly sends Ludibras and
Harpagas away.]

Ichtharion:
There is a delicate matter concerning the King.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
Then I can help you little for I only serve the gods.

Ichtharion:
It also concerns the gods.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
Ah. Then I hearken.

Ichtharion:
This city is for the King, whose body is fragile, a very unhealthy city. Moreover, there is no work here that a King can profitably do. Also it is dangerous for Barbul-el-Sharnak to be long without a King, lest  
Voice-of-the-Gods:
Does this concern the gods?

Ichtharion:
In this respect it does concern the gods  that if the gods knew this they would warn the King by inspiring you to make a prophecy. As they do not know this  
Voice-of-the-Gods:
The gods know all things.

Ichtharion:
The gods do not know things that are not true. This is not strictly true  
Voice-of-the-Gods:
It is written and hath been said that the gods cannot lie.

Ichtharion:
The gods of course cannot lie, but a prophet may sometimes utter a prophecy that is a good prophecy and helpful to men, thereby pleasing the gods, although the prophecy is not a true one.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
The gods speak through my mouth; my breath is my own breath, I am human and mortal, but my voice is from the gods and the gods cannot lie.

Ichtharion:
Is it wise in an age when the gods have lost their power to anger powerful men for the sake of the gods?
Voice-of-the-Gods:
It is wise.

Ichtharion:
We are three men and you are alone with us. Will the gods save you if we want to put you to death and slip away with your body into the jungle?
Voice-of-the-Gods:
If you should do this thing the gods have willed it. If they have not willed it you cannot.

Ichtharion:
We do not wish to do it. Nevertheless you will make this prophecy  you will go before the King and you will say that the gods have spoken and that within three days time, for the sake of vengeance upon some unknown man who is in this city, they will overthrow all Thek unless every man is departed.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
I will not do it, for the gods cannot lie.

Ichtharion:
Has it not been the custom since unremembered time for a prophet to have two wives?
Voice-of-the-Gods:
Most certainly. It is the law.
[Ichtharion holds up three fingers.]
What!

Ichtharion:
Three.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
Do not betray me. It was long ago.

Ichtharion:
You will be allowed to serve the gods no more if men know this. The gods will not protect you in this matter for you have offended also against the gods.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
It is worse that the gods should lie. Do not betray me.

Ichtharion:
I go to tell the others what I know.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
I will make the false prophecy.

Ichtharion:
Ah. You have chosen wisely.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
When the gods punish me who make them lie, they will know what punishment to give to you.

Ichtharion:
The gods will not punish us. It is long ago that the gods used to punish men.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
The gods will punish us.


Act II

[Same scene.]
[Same day.]

King Karnos: [pointing off L.]
Look at them now, are they not beautiful? They catch the last rays of the lingering sun. Can you say that the orchids are not beautiful now?

Ichtharion:
Your majesty, we were wrong, they are most beautiful. They tower up from the jungle to take the sun. They are like the diadem of some jubilant king.

King Karnos:
Ah. Now you have come to love the beauty of Thek.

Ichtharion:
Yes, yes, your Majesty, I see it now. I would live in this city always.

King Karnos:
Yes, we will live here always. There is no city lovelier than Thek. Am
I not right?

Ludibras:
Your Majesty, no city is like it.

King Karnos:
Ah. I am always right.

Tharmia:
How beautiful is Thek.

Arolind:
Yes, it is like a god.
[Three notes are stricken on a sonorous gong.]

Whispers: [on]
There has been a prophecy. There has been a prophecy.

King Karnos:
Ah! there has been a prophecy. Bring in the prophet. [Exit attendant.]
[Enter mournfully with dejected head and walking very slowly
Voice-of-the-Gods.]

King Karnos:
You have made a prophecy.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
I have made a prophecy.

King Karnos:
I would hear that prophecy. [A pause.]
Voice-of-the-Gods:
Your Majesty, the gods in three days time  

King Karnos:
Stop! Is it not usual to begin with certain words? [A pause.]
Voice-of-the-Gods:
It is written and hath been said… that the gods cannot lie.

King Karnos:
That is right.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
That the gods cannot lie.

King Karnos:
Yes. Yes.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
In three days time the gods will destroy this city for vengeance upon some man, unless all men desert it.

King Karnos:
The gods will destroy Thek!
Voice-of-the-Gods:
Yes.

King Karnos:
When will this happen?
Voice-of-the-Gods:
It must be in three days time.

King Karnos:
How will it happen?
Voice-of-the-Gods:
Why. It will happen.

King Karnos:
How?
Voice-of-the-Gods:
Why… there will be a sound… as the riving of wood… a sound as of thunder coming up from the ground. A cleft will run like a mouse across the floor. There will be a red light, and then no light at all, and in the darkness Thek shall tumble in.
[The King sits in deep thought. Exit Prophet slowly; he begins to weep, then casts his cloak over his face. He stretches out his arms to grope his way and is led by the hand. The King sits thinking.]

Tharmia:
Save us, your Majesty.

Arolind:
Save us.

Ichtharion:
We must fly, your Majesty.

Ludibras:
We must escape swiftly.
[The King sits still in silence. He lifts a stick on his right to beat a little silver bell; but puts it down again. At last he lifts it up and strikes the bell. An Attendant enters.]

King Karnos:
Bring back that prophet. [Attendant bows and exits.]
[The King looks thoughtful. The rest have a frightened look. Re-enter Prophet.]

King Karnos:
When the gods prophesy rain in the season of rain, or the death of an old man, we believe them. But when the gods prophesy something incredible and ridiculous, such as happens not nowadays, and hath not been heard of since the fall of Bleth, then our credulity is overtaxed. It is possible that a man should lie; it is not possible that the gods should destroy a city nowadays.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
O King, have mercy.

King Karnos:
What, would you be sent safe away while your King is destroyed by the gods?
Voice-of-the-Gods:
No, no, your Majesty. I would stay in the city, your Majesty. But if the gods do not destroy the city, if the gods have misled me.

King Karnos:
If the gods have misled you they have chosen your doom. Why ask for mercy from me?
Voice-of-the-Gods:
If the gods have misled me, and punish me no further, I ask mercy from you, O King.

King Karnos:
If the gods have misled you, let the gods protect you from my executioner.

1st Sentry: [Laughs aside to 2nd Sentry]
Very witty.

2nd Sentry:
Yes, yes. [Laughs too.]

King Karnos:
If the doom fall not at sunset, why then the executioner  
Voice-of-the-Gods:
Your Majesty!

King Karnos:
No more! No doubt the gods will destroy the whole city at sunset.
[The sentries titter. The Prophet is led away.]

Ichtharion:
Your Majesty! Is it safe to kill a prophet, even for any guilt? Will not the people  

King Karnos:
Not while he is a prophet; but if he has prophesied falsely his death is due to the gods. The people once even burned a prophet themselves because he had taken three wives.

Ichtharion: [Aside to Ludibras]
It is most unfortunate, but what can we do?

Ludibras: [Aside to Ichtharion]
He will not be killed if he betray us instead.

Ichtharion: [Aside]
Why… that is true.
[All are whispering.]

King Karnos:
Why do you whisper?

Tharmia:
Your Majesty, we fear that the gods will destroy us all and…

King Karnos:
You do not fear it?
[Dead silence. A plaintive lament off. Enter the Queen. Her face is pale as paper.]

Queen: [loq.]
O your Majesty. Your Majesty. I have heard the lutanist, I have heard the lutanist.

King Karnos:
She means the lute that is heard by those about to die.

Queen:
I have heard Gog-Owza, the lutanist, playing his lute. And I shall die,
O I shall die.

King Karnos:
No. No. No. You have not heard Gog-Owza. Send for her maidens, send for the Queens maidens.

Queen:
I have heard Gog-Owza playing, and I shall die.

King Karnos:
Hark. Why, I hear it too. That is not Gog-Owza, it is only a man with a lute; I hear it too.

Queen:
O the King hears it too. The King will die. The great King will die. My child will be desolate for the King will die. Mourn, people of the jungle. Mourn, citizens of Thek. And thou, O Barbul-el-Sharnak, O metropolitan city, mourn thou in the midst of the nations, for the great King will die.

King Karnos:
No. No. No. [To oldest present.] Listen you. Do you not hear it?

The Oldest:
Yes, your Majesty.

King Karnos:
You see it is a real lute. That is no spirit playing.

Queen:
O but he is old; in a few days he will die; it is Gog-Owza, and the
King will die.

King Karnos:
No, no, it is only a man. Look out of the window there. [To any Young
Man.]
The Young Man:
It is dark, your Majesty, and I cannot see.

Queen:
It is the spirit Gog-Owza.
The Young Man:
I can hear the music clearly.

King Karnos:
He is young.

Queen:
The young are always in danger; they go about among swords. He will die too and the great King and I. In a few days we will be buried.

King Karnos:
Let us all listen; we cannot all die in a few days time.

Tharmia:
I hear it clearly.

Queen:
Women are blossoms in the hand of Death. They are often close to Death.
She will die too.

All:
I hear it. I hear it. And I. And I. And I. It is only a man with a lute.

Queen: [pacified]
I should like to see him, then I should know for certain.
[She looks out of the casement.]
No, it is too dark.

King Karnos:
We will call the man if you wish it.

Queen:
Yes, I shall be easy then, and then I shall sleep.
[King instructs Attendants to enquire without. Queen at window still.]

King Karnos:
It is some man down by the river playing his lute. I am told that sometimes a man will play all night.

Tharmia: [Aside]
Thats their amusement here.

Arolind: [Aside]
Well, really, its almost all the music we get.

Tharmia: [Aside]
It really is.

Arolind: [Aside]
O how I cry for the golden Hall of Song in Barbul-el-Sharnak. I think it would almost hold the city of Thek.
[Re-enter Attendant]

Attendant:
It is only a common lute, your Majesty. All hear it except one man.

King Karnos:
All except one, did you say? Ah, thank you.
[To Queen at window.]
It is only a common lute.

Queen:
One man did not hear it. Who was he? Where is he? Why didnt he?

Attendant:
He was riding back again to Barbul-el-Sharnak. He was just starting. He said he did not hear it.

Queen:
Oh, send for him here.

Attendant:
He is gone, your Majesty.

Queen:
Overtake him quick. Overtake him.
[Exit Attendant.]

Tharmia: [Aside to Arolind]
I wish that I were going back to Barbul-el-Sharnak.

Arolind:
O to be again at the centre of the world!

Tharmia:
Were we not talking of the golden hall?

Arolind:
Ah, yes. How lovely it was! How beautiful it was when the King was there and strange musicians came from the heathen lands with huge plumes in their hair, and played on instruments that we did not know.

Tharmia:
The Queen was better then. The music eased her.

Arolind:
This lute player is making her quite mad.

Tharmia:
Well. Well. No wonder. He has a mournful sound. Listen!

Arolind:
Do not let us listen. It makes me feel cold.

Tharmia:
He cannot play like Nagra or dear Trehannion. It is because we have heard Trehannion that we do not like to listen.

Arolind:
I do not like to listen because I feel cold.

Tharmia:
We feel cold because the Queen has opened the casement.

King Karnos: [To Attendant]
Find the man that is playing the lute and give him this and let him cease to play upon his lute.
[Exit Attendant]

Ichtharion:
Hark! He is playing still.

King Karnos:
Yes, we all hear him; it is only a man.
[To another or same Attendant]
Let him stop playing.

Attendant:
Yes, your Majesty. [Exit]
[Enter an Attendant with another]

Attendant:
This is the man that does not hear the lute.

King Karnos:
Ah. You are deaf, then, are you not?

Man:
No, your Majesty.

King Karnos:
You hear me clearly?

Man:
Yes, your Majesty.

King Karnos:
Listen! …Now you hear the lute?

Man:
No, your Majesty.

King Karnos:
Who sent you to Barbul-el-Sharnak?

Man:
The captain of the camel-guard sent me, your Majesty.

King Karnos:
Then go and never return. You are deaf and also a fool. [To himself] The Queen will not sleep. [To Another] Bring music, bring music quickly. [Muttering] The Queen will not sleep.
[The man bows low and departs. He says farewell to a sentry.
The Queen leans from the casement muttering. Music heard off.]

Queen:
Ah, that is earthly music, but of that other tune I have a fear.

King Karnos:
We have all heard it. Comfort yourself. Calm yourself.

Queen:
One man does not hear it.

King Karnos:
But he has gone away. We all hear it now.

Queen:
I wish that I could see him.

King Karnos:
A man is a small thing and the night very large and full of wonders.
You may well not see him.

Queen:
I should like to see him. Why cannot I see him?

King Karnos:
I have sent the camel-guard to search for him and to stop him playing his lute.
[To Ichtharion]
Do not let the Queen know about this prophecy. She would think… I do not know what she would think.

Ichtharion:
No, your Majesty.

King Karnos:
The Queen has a very special fear of the gods.

Ichtharion:
Yes, your Majesty.

Queen:
You speak of me?

King Karnos:
O no. We speak of the gods.
[The earthly music ceases.]

Queen:
O do not speak of the gods. The gods are very terrible; all the dooms that shall ever be come forth from the gods. In misty windings of the wandering hills they forge the future even as on an anvil. The future frightens me.

King Karnos:
Call the Queens maidens. Send quickly for her maidens. Do not let the future frighten you.

Queen:
Men laugh at the gods; they often laugh at the gods. I am more sure that the gods laugh too. It is dreadful to think of the laughter of the gods. O the lute! the lute! How clearly I hear the lute. But you all hear it? Do you not? You swear that you all hear it?

King Karnos:
Yes, yes. We all hear the lute. It is only a man playing.

Queen:
I wish I could see him. Then I should know that he was only a man and not Gog-Owza, most terrible of the gods. I should be able to sleep then.

King Karnos: [Soothingly]
Yes, yes.
[Enter Attendant]
Here comes the man that I have sent to find him. You have found the lute player. Tell the queen that you have found the lute player.

Attendant:
The camel-guard have searched, your Majesty, and cannot find any man that is playing a lute.
[Curtain]


Act III

[Three days elapse.]

Tharmia:
We have done too much. We have done too much. Our husbands will be put to death. The prophet will betray them and they will be put to death.

Arolind:
O what shall we do?

Tharmia:
It would have been better for us to have been clothed with rags than to bring our husbands to death by what we have done.

Arolind:
We have done much and we have angered a king, and (who knows!) we may have angered even the gods.

Tharmia:
Even the gods! We are become like Helen. When my mother was a child she saw her once. She says she was the quietest and gentlest of creatures and wished only to be loved, and yet because of her there was a war for four or five years at Troy, and the city was burned which had remarkable towers; and some of the gods of the Greeks took her side, my mother says, and some she says were against her, and they quarrelled upon Olympus where they live, and all because of Helen.

Arolind:
O dont, dont. It frightens me. I only want to be prettily dressed and see my husband happy.

Tharmia:
Have you seen the prophet?

Arolind:
Oh yes, I have seen him. He walks about the palace. He is free but cannot escape.

Tharmia:
What does he look like? Has he a frightened look?

Arolind:
He mutters as he walks. Sometimes he weeps; and then he puts his cloak over his face.

Tharmia:
I fear that he will betray them.

Arolind:
I do not trust a prophet. He is the go-between of gods and men. They are so far apart. How can he be true to both?

Tharmia:
This prophet is false to the gods. It is a hateful thing for a prophet to prophesy falsely.
[Prophet walks across hanging his head and muttering.]

Prophet:
The gods have spoken a lie. The gods have spoken a lie. Can all their vengeance ever atone for this?

Tharmia:
He spoke of vengeance.

Arolind:
O he will betray them.
[They weep. Enter the Queen.]

Queen:
Why do you weep? Ah, you are going to die. You heard the death-lute.
You do well to weep.

Tharmia:
No, your Majesty. It is the man that has played for the last three days. We all heard him.

Queen:
Three days. Yes, it is three days. Gog-Owza plays no longer than three days. Gog-Owza grows weary then. He has given his message and he will go away.

Tharmia:
We have all heard him, your Majesty, except the deaf young man that went back to Barbul-el-Sharnak. We hear him now.

Queen: Yes! But nobody has seen him yet. My maidens have searched for him but they have not found him.

Tharmia:
Your Majesty, my husband heard him, and Ludibras, and while they live we know there is nothing to fear. If the King grew angry with them  because of any idle story that some jealous man might tell  some criminal wishing to postpone his punishment  if the King were to grow angry with them they would open their veins; they would never survive his anger. Then we should all of us say, Perhaps it was Gog-Owza that Ichtharion or Ludibras heard.

Queen:
The King will never grow angry with Ichtharion or Ludibras.

Tharmia:
Your Majesty would not sleep if the King grew angry with them.

Queen:
Oh, no. I should not sleep; it would be terrible.

Tharmia:
Your Majesty would be wakeful all night long and cry.

Queen:
Oh, yes. I should not sleep; I should cry all night. [Exit]

Arolind:
She has no influence with the King.

Tharmia:
No. But he hates to hear her cry all night.
[Enter Ichtharion]
I am sure that the prophet will betray you. But we have spoken to the Queen. We have told her it would be dreadful if the King were to grow angry with you, and she things she will cry all night if he is angry.

Ichtharion:
Poor frightened brain! How strong are little fancies! She should be a beautiful Queen. But she goes about white and crying, in fear of the gods. The gods, that are no more than shadows in the moonlight. Mans fear rises weird and large in all this mystery and makes a shadow of himself upon the ground and Man jumps and says the gods. Why they are less than shadows; we have seen shadows, we have not seen the gods.

Tharmia:
O do not speak like that. There used to be gods. They overthrew Bleth dreadfully. And if they still live on in the dark of the hills, why, they might hear your words.

Ichtharion:
Why! you grow frightened, too. Do not be frightened. We will go and speak with the prophet, while you follow the Queen; be much with her, and do not let her forget that she will cry if the King should be angry with us.

Arolind:
I am almost afraid when I am with the Queen; I do not like to be with her.

Tharmia:
She could not hurt us; she is afraid of all things.

Arolind:
She makes me have huge fears of prodigious things.
[Exeunt Tharmia and Arolind.]
[Enter Ludibras.]

Ludibras:
The prophet is coming this way.

Ichtharion:
Sit down. We must speak with him. He will betray us.

Ludibras:
Why should the prophet betray us?

Ichtharion:
Because the guilt of the false prophecy is not his guilt; it is ours; and the King may spare him if he tells him that. Again, he mutters of vengeance as he walks; many have told me.

Ludibras:
The King will not spare him even if he betrays us. It was he that spoke the false prophecy to the King.

Ichtharion:
The King does not in his heart believe in the gods. It is for cheating him that the prophet is to die. But if he knows we had planned it  

Ludibras:
What can we say to the prophet?

Ichtharion:
Why, we can say nothing. But we can learn what he will do from what he says to us.

Ludibras:
Here he is. We must remember everything that he says.

Ichtharion:
Watch his eyes.
[Enter the Prophet, his eyes concealed by his cloak.]
Ichtharion and Ludibras:
The gods are good.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
They are benignant.

Ichtharion:
I am much to blame. I am very much to blame.

Ludibras:
We trust that the King will relent.

Ichtharion:
He often relents at sunset; he looks out over the orchids in the evening. They are very beautiful then, and if he is angry his anger passes away just when the cool breeze comes at the set of sun.

Ludibras:
He is sure to relent at sunset.

Ichtharion:
Do not be angry. I am indeed to blame. Do not be angry.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
I do not wish the King to relent at sunset.

Ichtharion:
Do not be unhappy.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
I say to you that I have betrayed the gods.

Ichtharion:
Listen to me. Do not be so unhappy. There are no gods. Everybody knows that there are no gods. The King knows it.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
You have heard their prophet lie and believe that the gods are dead?

Ludibras:
There are indeed no gods. It is well known.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
There are gods, and they have a vengeance even for you. Listen and I will tell you what it shall be. Aye and for you also… Listen!… No, no, they are silent in the gloom of the hills. They have not spoken to me since I lied.

Ichtharion:
You are right; the gods will punish us. It is natural that they should not speak just now; but they will certainly punish us. It is not therefore necessary for any man to avenge himself upon us, even though there were any cause.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
It is not necessary.

Ichtharion:
Indeed, it might even further anger the gods if a man should be before them to punish us.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
The gods are very swift; no man outruns them.

Ludibras:
A man would be rash to attempt to.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
The sun is falling low. I will leave you now, for I have ever loved the sun at evening. I go to watch it drop through the gilded clouds, and make a wonder of familiar things. After the sunset, night, and after an evil deed, the vengeance of the gods. [Exit R.]

Ludibras: [with contemptuous wonder]
He really believes in the gods.

Ichtharion:
He is as mad as the Queen; we must humour his madness if we ever see him more. I think that all will be well.
[An executioner steals after the Prophet; he is dressed in crimson satin to the knees; he wears a leather belt and carries the axe of his trade.]

Ludibras:
His voice was angry as he went away. I fear he may yet betray us.

Ichtharion:
It is not likely. He thinks that the gods will punish us.

Ludibras:
How long will he think so? The Queens fancies change thrice an hour.

Ichtharion:
The executioner keeps very close to him now. He comes closer every hour. There is not much time for him to change his fancies.

Ludibras:
He has the will to betray us if that fancy leaves him.

Ichtharion:
The executioner is very eager for him. He invented a new stroke lately, but he has not had a man since we came to Thek.

Ludibras:
I do not like an eager executioner  the King sees him and it makes him think…

Ichtharion:
Look how low the sun is; he has no time to betray us. The King is not yet here.

Ludibras:
He is coming.

Ichtharion:
But the prophet is not here.

Ludibras:
No, he is not yet come.
[Enter the King.]

King Karnos:
The Queens maidens have persuaded her that there is nothing to fear.
They are quite excellent; they shall dance before me. The Queen will
sleep; they are quite excellent. Ah, Ichtharion. Come to me,
Ichtharion.

Ludibras:
Why does the King send for you?

King Karnos:
You were wrong, Ichtharion.

Ichtharion:
Your Majesty!
[Ludibras watches.]

King Karnos:
You were wrong to think that Thek is not very lovely.

Ichtharion:
Yes, I was wrong and I am much to blame.

King Karnos:
Yes, it is very beautiful at evening. I will watch them go down over the orchids. I will never see Barbul-el-Sharnak any more. I will sit and watch the sun go down on the orchids till it is gone and all their colours fade.

Ichtharion:
It is very beautiful now. How still it is! I have never seen so still a sunset before.

King Karnos:
It is like a picture done by a dying painter, full of a beautiful colour. Even if all these orchids died to-night yet their beauty is an indestructible memory.

Ludibras: [Aside to Ichtharion]
The prophet is coming this way.

Ichtharion:
Your Majesty, the prophet walks about in the palace, and the executioner is close behind him. If the Queen saw him and the executioner would it not trouble her? Were it not better that he should be killed at once? Shall I whistle for the executioner?

King Karnos:
Not now. I said at sunset.

Ichtharion:
Your Majesty, it is merciful to kill a man before the set of the sun. For it is natural in a man to love the sun. But to see it set and to know that it will not come again is even a second death. It would be merciful to kill him now.

King Karnos:
I have said  at sunset. It were unjust to kill him before his prophecy is proven false.

Ichtharion:
But, your Majesty, we know that it is false. He also knows it.

King Karnos:
He shall die at sunset.

Ludibras:
Your Majesty, the prophet will pray for life if he is not killed now.
It would be pity to grant it.

King Karnos:
Is not a Kings word death? I have said he shall die at sunset.
[Enter Prophet. The Executioner creeps along close behind him.]
Voice-of-the-Gods:
O the gods are about to have lied. The gods will have lied. I have prophesied falsely and the gods will have lied. My death cannot atone for it nor the punishment of others.
[Ichtharion and Ludibras start.]

Ichtharion:
He will betray us yet.
Voice-of-the-Gods:
O why did you let your voice come through my lips? O why did you allow your voice to lie? For centuries it has been said from city to city, The gods cannot lie. The nomads have known it out upon the plains. The mountaineers have known it near the dawn. That is all over now. O King, let me die at once. For I have prophesied falsely and at sunset the gods will lie.

King Karnos:
It is not sunset yet. No doubt you have spoken truly.
[Enter Queen.]
How well the Queen looks. Her maidens are quite excellent.

Ludibras: [To Ichtharion]
There is something a little dreadful in seeing the Queen so calm. She is like a windless sunset in the Winter before a hurricane comes and the snow swirls up before it over the world.

Ichtharion:
I do not like calm sunsets; they make me think that something is going to happen. Yes, the Queen is very quiet; she will sleep to-night.

Queen:
I am not frightened any longer. All the wild fancies of my brain have left it. I have often troubled you with little fears. Now they are all at rest and I am afraid no longer.

King Karnos:
That is good; I am very glad. You will sleep tonight.

Queen:
Sleep. Why  yes, I shall sleep. O yes, we shall all sleep.

King Karnos:
Your maidens have told you that there is nothing to fear.

Queen:
Nothing to fear? No, no more little fears to trouble me.

King Karnos:
They have told you there is nothing at all to fear. Indeed there is nothing.

Queen:
No more little fears. There is one great fear.

King Karnos:
A great fear! Why, what is it?

Queen:
I must not say. For you have often soothed me when I was frightened, and it were not well for me to trouble you at the last.

King Karnos:
What is your fear? Shall I send again for your maidens?

Queen:
No, it is not my fear. It is all mens fear if they knew.

King Karnos: [glancing round]
Ah, you have seen my man in red. I will send him away. I will  

Queen:
No, no. My fear is not earthly. I am not afraid of little things any more.

King Karnos:
Why, what is it then?

Queen:
I do not quite know. But you know how I have ever feared the gods. The gods are going to do some dreadful thing.

King Karnos:
Believe me; the gods do nothing nowadays.

Queen:
You have indeed been very good to me. It seems a little while since the camels came to Argun-Zeerith by the iris marshes, the camels with the gold-hung palanquin, and the bells above their heads, high up in the air, the silver bridal bells. It seems a very little while ago. I did not know how swift the end would come.

King Karnos:
What end? To whom is the end coming?

Queen:
Do not be troubled. We should not let Fate trouble us. The World and its daily cares, ah, they are frightful: but Fate  I smile at Fate. Fate cannot hurt us if we smile at it.

King Karnos:
What end do you say is coming?

Queen:
I do not know. Something that has been shall soon be no more.

King Karnos:
No, no. Look upon Thek. It is built of rock and our palace is all of marble. Time has not scratched it with six centuries. Six tearing centuries with all their claws. We are throned on gold and founded upon marble. Death will some day find me, indeed, but I am young. Sire after sire of mine has died in Barbul-el-Sharnak or in Thek, but has left our dynasty laughing sheer in the face of Time from over these age-old walls.

Queen:
Say farewell to me now, lest something happen.

King Karnos:
No, no, we will not say unhappy things.

Executioner:
The sun has set.

King Karnos:
Not yet. The jungle hides it. It is not yet set. Look at the beautiful light upon the orchids. For how long they have flashed their purple on the gleaming walls of Thek. For how long they will flash there on our immortal palace, immortal in marble and immortal in song. Ah, how the colour changes.
[To the Executioner]
The sun is set. Take him away.
[To the Queen]
It is he whose end you foresaw.
[The Executioner grips the Prophet by the arm.]
Voice-of-the-Gods:
The gods have lied!

King Karnos:
The jungle is sinking! It has fallen into the earth!
[The Queen smiles a little, holding his hand.]
The city is falling in! The houses are rolling towards us!
[Thunder off.]

Ichtharion:
They are coming up like a wave and darkness is coming with them.
[Loud and prolonged thunder. Flashes of red light and then total darkness. A little light comes back, showing recumbent figures, shattered pillars and rocks of white marble.]
[The Prophets back is broken, but he raises the fore-part of his body for a moment.]
Voice-of-the-Gods: [triumphantly]
They have not lied!

Ichtharion:
O, I am killed.
[Laughter heard off.]
Someone is laughing. Laughing even in Thek! Why, the whole city is shattered.
[The laughter grows demoniac.]
What is that dreadful sound?

Voice-of-the-Gods:
It is the laughter of the gods that cannot lie, going back to their hills.
[He dies.]
[Curtain]


The Queens Enemies


Dramatis Personæ

The Queen
Ackazárpses (her handmaid)
Prince Rhádamandáspes
Prince Zophérnes
The Priest of Horus
The King of the Four Countries
The Twin Dukes of Ethiopia
Tharni, Tharrabas, Harlee (Slaves)
Slaves.

Scene: An underground temple in Egypt.

Time: The Sixth Dynasty.


The Queens Enemies

[The Curtain rises on darkness in both parts of the stage. Two Slaves appear with tapers on the steps. As they go down the steps, they light the torches that are clamped against the wall, with their tapers. Afterwards when they come to the temple they light the torches there till they are all lit. The two Slaves are Tharni and Tharrabas.]

Tharrabas:
Is it much further, Tharni?

Tharni:
I think not, Tharrabas.

Tharrabas:
A dank and terrible place.

Tharni:
It is not much further.

Tharrabas:
Why does the Queen banquet in so fearful a place?

Tharni:
I know not. She banquets with her enemies.

Tharrabas:
In the land from which I was taken we do not banquet with our enemies.

Tharni:
No? The Queen will banquet with her enemies.

Tharrabas:
Why? Know you why?

Tharni:
It is the way of the Queen.
[Silence.]

Tharrabas:
The door, Tharni, we have come to the door!

Tharni:
Yes, thats the Temple.

Tharrabas:
Surely a grim place.

Tharni:
The banquet is prepared. We light these torches, that is all.

Tharrabas:
Unto whom is it holy?

Tharni:
They say to the Nile once. I know not to whom it is holy now.

Tharrabas:
So Nile has left it?

Tharni:
They say they worship him in this place no longer.

Tharrabas:
And if I were holy Nile I also would stay up there [pointing] in the sunlight.
[He suddenly sees the huge misshapen bulk of Harlee.]
Oh-h-h!

Harlee:
Urh

Tharni:
Why, its Harlee.

Tharrabas:
I thought you were some fearful, evil god.
[Harlee laughs. He remains leaning on his great iron bar.]

Tharni:
He waits here for the Queen.

Tharrabas:
What sinister need could she have of Harlee?

Tharni:
I know not. You wait for the Queen, Harlee?
[Harlee nods.]

Tharrabas:
I would not banquet here. Not with a Queen.
[Harlee laughs long.]

Tharrabas:
Our work is done. Come. Let us leave this place.
[Exeunt Tharrabas and Tharni up the steps.]
[The Queen appears with her handmaid, Ackazárpses, coming down the steps. Her handmaid holds her train. They enter the temple.]

Queen:
Ah. All is ready.

Ackazárpses:
No, no, Illustrious Lady. Nothing is ready. Your raiment  we must fasten it here [shoulder], and then the bow in your hair.
[She begins to titivate the Queen.]

Queen:
Ackazárpses, Ackazárpses, I cannot bear to have enemies.

Ackazárpses:
Indeed, Illustrious Lady, it is wrong that you should have enemies. One so delicate, so slender and withal so beautiful should never have a foe.

Queen:
If the gods could understand they would never permit it.

Ackazárpses:
I have poured out dark wine to them, I have offered them fat, indeed, I have often offered them savoury things. I have said: The Queen should not have enemies; she is too delicate, too fair. But they will not understand.

Queen:
If they could see my tears they would never permit such woes to be borne by one small woman. But they only look at men and their horrible wars. Why must men slay one another and make horrible war?

Ackazárpses:
I blame your enemies, Illustrious Lady, more than the gods. Why should they trouble you who are so fair and so easily hurt by their anger? It was but a little territory you took from them. How much better to lose a little territory than to be unmannerly and unkind.

Queen:
O speak not of the territory. I know naught of these things. They say my Captains took it. How should I know? O why will they be my enemies?

Ackazárpses:
You are most fair to-night, Illustrious Lady.

Queen:
I must needs be fair to-night.

Ackazárpses:
Indeed you are most fair.

Queen:
A little more perfume, Ackazárpses.

Ackazárpses:
I will tie the coloured bow more evenly.

Queen:
O they will never look at it. They will not know if it is orange or blue. I shall weep if they do not look at it. It is a pretty bow.

Ackazárpses:
Calm yourself, lady! They will be here soon.

Queen:
Indeed I think they are very close to me now, for I feel myself trembling.

Ackazárpses:
You must not tremble, Illustrious Lady; you must not tremble.

Queen:
They are such terrible men, Ackazárpses.

Ackazárpses:
But you must not tremble, for your raiment is now perfect; yet if you tremble, alas! who may say how it will hang?

Queen:
They are such huge, terrible men.

Ackazárpses:
O the raiment, the raiment; you must not, you must not!

Queen:
O I cannot bear it. I cannot bear it. There is Rhádamandáspes, that huge, fierce soldier, and the terrible Priest of Horus, and… and… O I cannot see them, I cannot see them.

Ackazárpses:
Lady, you have invited them.

Queen:
O say I am ill, say I am sick of a fever.
Quick, quick, say I have some swift fever and cannot see them.

Ackazárpses:
Illustrious Lady  

Queen:
Quick, for I cannot bear it.
[Exit Ackazárpses.]

Queen:
O, I cannot bear to have enemies.

Ackazárpses:
Lady, they are here.

Queen:
O what shall we do?… Set this bow higher upon my head so that it must be seen. [Ackazárpses does so.] The pretty bow.
[She continues to look in a hand mirror. A Slave descends the stairs. Then Rhádamandáspes and Zophérnes. Rhádamandáspes and Zophérnes stop; the Slave stops lower down.]

Zophérnes:
For the last time, Rhádamandáspes, consider. Even yet we may turn back.

Rhádamandáspes:
She had no guards outside nor was there any hiding place for them.
There was the empty plain and the Nile only.

Zophérnes:
Who knows what she may have in this dark temple?

Rhádamandáspes:
It is small and the stairway narrow; our friends are close behind us.
We could hold these steps with our swords against all her men.

Zophérnes:
True. They are narrow steps. Yet… Rhádamandáspes, I do not fear man or god or even woman, yet when I saw the letter this woman sent bidding us banquet with her I felt that it was not well that we should come.

Rhádamandáspes:
She said that she would love us though we were her enemies.

Zophérnes:
It is not natural to love ones enemies.

Rhádamandáspes:
She is much swayed by whims. They sway her as the winds in spring sway flowers  this way and that. This is one of her whims.

Zophérnes:
I do not trust her whims.

Rhádamandáspes:
They name you Zophérnes, giver of good counsel, therefore I will turn back because you counsel it, though I would fain go down and banquet with this little playful lady.
[They turn and mount.]

Zophérnes:
Believe me, Rhádamandáspes, it is better. I think that if you had gone down these steps we scarcely should have seen the sky again.

Rhádamandáspes:
Well, well, we turn back, though I would fain have humoured the Queens whim. But look. The others come. We cannot turn back. There comes the Priest of Horus; we must go to the banquet now.

Zophérnes:
So be it.
[They descend.]

Rhádamandáspes:
We will be circumspect. If she has men in there we return at once.

Zophérnes:
So be it.
[The Slave opens the door.]

Slave:
The Princes Rhádamandáspes and Zophérnes.

Queen:
Welcome, Illustrious Princes.

Rhádamandáspes:
Greeting.

Queen:
O you have brought your sword!

Rhádamandáspes:
I have brought my sword.

Queen:
O but it is so terrible, your great sword.

Zophérnes:
We always carry our swords.

Queen:
O but you do not need them. If you have come to kill me your great hands are enough. But why do you bring your swords?

Rhádamandáspes:
Illustrious Lady, we do not come to kill you.

Queen:
To your post, Harlee.

Zophérnes:
What are this Harlee and his post?

Ackazárpses:
Do not tremble, Illustrious Lady, indeed you must not tremble.

Queen:
He is but a fisherman; he lives upon the Nile. He nets fish; indeed he is nothing.

Zophérnes:
For what is your great bar of iron, Slave?
[Harlee opens his mouth showing that he is tongueless. Exit.]

Rhádamandáspes:
Ugh! They have burned out his tongue.

Zophérnes:
He goes on secret errands.
[Enter Second Slave.]

Second Slave:
The Priest of Horus.

Queen:
Welcome, holy companion of the gods.
Priest of Horus:
Greeting.

Third Slave:
The King of the Four Countries.
[She and he make obeisance.]

Fourth Slave:
The Twin Dukes of Ethiopia.
King of the Four Countries:
We are all met.
Priest of Horus:
All that have warred against her Captains.

Queen:
O speak not of my Captains. It troubles me to hear of violent men. But you have been my enemies, and I cannot bear to have enemies. Therefore I have asked you to banquet with me.
Priest of Horus:
And we have come.

Queen:
O look not so sternly at me. I cannot bear to have enemies. When I have enemies I do not sleep. Is it not so, Ackazárpses?

Ackazárpses:
Indeed, the Illustrious Lady has suffered much.

Queen:
O Ackazárpses, why should I have enemies?

Ackazárpses:
After to-night you will sleep, Illustrious Lady.

Queen:
Why, yes, for we shall all be friends; shall we not, princes? Let us be seated.

Rhádamandáspes:
[To Zophérnes.] There is no other doorway. That is well.

Zophérnes:
Why, no, there is not. Yet what is that great hole that is full of darkness?

Rhádamandáspes:
Only one man at a time could come that way. We are safe from man or beast. Nothing could enter that way for our swords.

Queen:
I pray you be seated.
[They seat themselves cautiously, she standing watching them.]

Zophérnes:
There are no servitors.

Queen:
Are there not viands before you, Prince Zophérnes, or are there too few fruits that you should blame me?

Zophérnes:
I do not blame you.

Queen:
I fear you blame me with your fierce eyes.

Zophérnes:
I do not blame you.

Queen:
O my enemies, I would have you kind to me. And indeed there are no servitors, for I know what evil things you think of me  
A Duke of Ethiopia:
No, Queen, indeed we think no evil of you.

Queen:
Ah, but you think terrible things.
Priest of Horus:
We think no evil of you, Illustrious Lady.

Queen:
I feared that if I had servitors you would think… you would say, This wicked Queen, our enemy, will bid them attack us while we feast.
[First Duke of Ethiopia furtively hands food to his Slave
standing behind him, who tastes it.]
Though you do not know how I dread the sight of blood, and indeed I would never bid them do such a thing. The sight of blood is shocking.
Priest of Horus:
We trust you, Illustrious Lady.
[He does the same with his Slave.]

Queen:
And for miles around this temple and all along this river I have said, Let there be no man. I have commanded and there are not. Will you not trust me now?
[Zophérnes does the same and all the guests, one by one.]
Priest of Horus:
Indeed, we trust you.

Queen:
And you, Prince Zophérnes, with your fierce eyes that so frighten me, will you not trust me?

Zophérnes:
O Queen, it is part of the art of war to be well prepared when in an enemys country, and we have been so long at war with your Captains that we perforce remember some of the art. It is not that we do not trust you.

Queen:
I am all alone with my handmaid and none will trust me! O Ackazárpses, I am frightened: what if my enemies should slay me and carry me up, and cast my body into the lonely Nile.

Ackazárpses:
No, no, Illustrious Lady. They will not harm you. They do not know how their fierce looks distress you. They do not know how delicate you are.
Priest of Horus: [to Ackazárpses]
Indeed we trust the Queen and none would harm her.
[Ackazárpses soothes the Queen.]

Rhádamandáspes: [to Zophérnes]
I think we do wrong to doubt her, seeing she is alone.

Zophérnes: [to Rhádamandáspes]
Yet I would that the banquet were over.

Queen: [to Ackazárpses and the Priest of Horus, but audible to all]
Yet they do not eat the food that I set before them.
Duke of Ethiopia:
In Ethiopia when we feast with queens it is our custom not to eat at once but to await the Queen till she has eaten.

Queen: [Eats.]
Behold then, I have eaten.
[She looks at the Priest of Horus.]
Priest of Horus:
It has been the custom of all that held my office, from the time when there went on earth the children of the Moon, never to eat till the food is dedicate, by our sacred signs, to the gods. [He begins to wave his hands over the food.]

Queen:
The King of the Four Countries does not eat. And you, Prince
Rhádamandáspes, you have given royal wine unto your slave.

Rhádamandáspes:
O Queen, it is the custom of our dynasty… and has indeed long been so,… as many say,… that the noble should not feast till the base have feasted, reminding us that our bodies even as the humble bodies of the base  

Queen:
Why do you thus watch your slave, Prince Rhádamandáspes?

Rhádamandáspes:
Even to remind myself that I have done as our dynasty doth.

Queen:
Alas for me, Ackazárpses, they will not feast with me, but mock me because I am little and alone. O I shall not sleep to-night, I shall not sleep. [She weeps.]

Ackazárpses:
Yes, yes, Illustrious Lady, you shall sleep. Be patient and all shall be well and you will sleep.

Rhádamandáspes:
But Queen, Queen, we are about to eat.
Duke of Ethiopia:
Yes, yes, indeed we do not mock you.
King of Four Countries:
We do not mock you, Queen.
Priest of Horus:
They do not mean to mock you.

Queen:
They… give my food to slaves.
Priest of Horus:
That was a mistake.

Queen:
It was… no mistake.
Priest of Horus:
The slaves were hungry.

Queen: [still weeping]
They believe I would poison them.
Priest of Horus:
No, no, Illustrious Lady, they do not believe that.

Queen:
They believe I would poison them.

Ackazárpses: [comforting her]
O hush, hush. They do not mean to be so cruel.
Priest of Horus:
They do not believe you would poison them. But they do not know if the meat was killed with a poisonous arrow or if an asp may have inadvertently bitten the fruit. These things may happen, but they do not believe you would poison them.

Queen:
They believe I would poison them.

Rhádamandáspes:
No; Queen, see, we eat.
[They hastily whisper to slaves.]

1st Duke of Ethiopia:
We eat your viands, Queen.

2nd Duke of Ethiopia:
We drink your wine.
King of Four Countries:
We eat your good pomegranates and Egyptian grapes.

Zophérnes:
We eat.
[They all eat.]
Priest of Horus: [smiling affably]
I too eat of your excellent banquet, O Queen.
[He peels a fruit slowly, glancing constantly at the others. Meanwhile the catches in the Queens breath grow fewer, she begins to dry her eyes.]

Ackazárpses: [in her ear]
They eat.
[Ackazárpses lifts her head and watches them.]

Queen:
Perhaps the wine is poisoned.
Priest of Horus:
No, no, Illustrious Lady.

Queen:
Perhaps the grape was cut by a poisoned arrow.
Priest of Horus:
But indeed… indeed…
[Queen drinks from his cup.]

Queen:
Will you not drink my wine?
Priest of Horus:
I drink to our continued friendship.
[He drinks.]
A Duke of Ethiopia:
Our continued friendship!
Priest of Horus:
There has been no true enmity. We misunderstood the Queens armies.

Rhádamandáspes: [to Zophérnes]
We have wronged the Queen. The wines not poisoned. Let us drink to her.

Zophérnes:
So be it.

Rhádamandáspes:
We drink to you, Queen.

Zophérnes:
We drink.

Queen:
The flagon, Ackazárpses.
[Ackazárpses brings it. The Queen pours it into her cup.]
Fill up your goblets from the flagon, princes. [She drinks.]

Rhádamandáspes:
We wronged you, Queen. It is a blessed wine.

Queen:
It is an ancient wine and grew in Lesbos, looking from Mytelene to the South. Ships brought it overseas and up this river to gladden the hearts of man in holy Egypt. But to me it brings no joy.
Duke of Ethiopia:
It is a happy wine, Queen.

Queen:
I have been thought a poisoner.
Priest of Horus:
Indeed, none has thought that, Illustrious Lady.

Queen:
You have all thought it.

Rhádamandáspes:
We ask your pardon, Queen.
King of Four Countries:
We ask your pardon.
Duke of Ethiopia:
Indeed we erred.

Zophérnes: [rising]
We have eaten your fruits and drunk your wine; and we have asked your pardon. Let us now depart in amity.

Queen:
No, no! No, no! You must not go! I shall say… They are my enemies still, and I shall not sleep. I that cannot bear to have enemies.

Zophérnes:
Let us depart in all amity.

Queen:
O will you not feast with me?

Zophérnes:
We have feasted.

Rhádamandáspes:
No, no, Zophérnes. Do you not see? The Queen takes it to heart.
[Zophérnes sits down.]

Queen:
O feast with me a little longer and make merry, and be my enemies no more. Rhádamandáspes, there is some country eastwards towards Assyria, is there not? I do not know its name  a country which your dynasty claims of me…

Zophérnes:
Ha!

Rhádamandáspes: [resignedly]
We have lost it.

Queen:
…and for whose sake you are my enemy and your fierce uncle, Prince Zophérnes.

Rhádamandáspes:
We fought somewhat with your armies, Queen. But indeed it was but to practise the military art.

Queen:
I will call my Captains to me. I will call them down from their high places and reprove them and bid them give the country back to you that lies eastwards towards Assyria. Only you shall tarry here at the feast and forget you ever were my enemies… forget…

Rhádamandáspes:
Queen…! Queen…! It was my mothers country as a child.

Queen:
You will not leave me alone then here to-night.

Rhádamandáspes:
No, most royal lady.

Queen: [to King of Four Countries who appears about to depart]
And in the matter of the merchant men that trade amongst the isles, they shall offer spices at your feet, not at mine, and the men of the isles shall offer goats to your gods.
King of Four Countries:
Most generous Queen… indeed…

Queen:
But you will not leave my banquet and go unfriendly away.
King of Four Countries:
No, Queen… [He drinks.]

Queen: [she looks at the Twin Dukes amiably]
All Ethiopia shall be yours, down to the unknown kingdoms of the beasts.

1st Duke of Ethiopia:
Queen.

2nd Duke of Ethiopia:
Queen. We drink to the glory of your throne.

Queen:
Stay then and feast with me. For not to have enemies is the beggars joy; and I have looked from windows long and long, envying those that go their way in rags. Stay with me, dukes and princes.
Priest of Horus:
Illustrious Lady, the generosity of your royal heart has given the gods much joy.

Queen: [smiles at him.]
Thank you.
Priest of Horus:
Er… in the matter of the tribute due to Horus from all the people of
Egypt…

Queen:
It is yours.
Priest of Horus:
Illustrious Lady.

Queen:
I will take none of it. Use it how you will.
Priest of Horus:
The gratitude of Horus shall shine on you. My little Ackazárpses, how happy you are in having so royal a mistress.
[His arm is round Ackazárpses waist: she smiles at him.]

Queen: [rising]
Princes and gentlemen, let us drink to the future.
Priest of Horus: [starting suddenly]
Ah-h-h!

Queen:
Something has troubled you, holy companion of the gods?
Priest of Horus:
No, nothing. Sometimes the spirit of prophecy comes on me. It comes not often. It seemed to come then. I thought that one of the gods spoke to me clearly.

Queen:
What said he?
Priest of Horus:
I thought he said… speaking here [right ear] or just behind me…
Drink not to the Future. But it was nothing.

Queen:
Will you drink then to the past?
Priest of Horus:
O no, Illustrious Lady, for we forget the past; your good wine has made us forget the past and its quarrels.

Ackazárpses:
Will you not drink to the present?
Priest of Horus:
Ah, the present! The present that places me by so lovely a lady. I drink to the present.

Queen: [to the others]
And we, we will drink to the future, and to forgetting  to the forgetting of our enemies.
[All drink; good temper comes on all. The banquet begins to
go well.]

Queen:
Ackazárpses, they are all merry now.

Ackazárpses:
They are all merry.

Queen:
They are telling Ethiopian tales.

1st Duke of Ethiopia:
…for when Winter comes the pigmies at once put themselves in readiness for war and having chosen a place for battle wait there for some days, so that the cranes when they arrive find their enemy already arrayed. And at first they preen themselves and do not give battle, but when they are fully rested after their great journey they attack the pigmies with indescribably fury so that many are slain, but the pigmies…

Queen: [taking her by the wrist]
Ackazárpses! Come!
[The Queen rises.]

Zophérnes:
Queen, you do not leave us?

Queen:
For a little while, Prince Zophérnes.

Zophérnes:
For what purpose?

Queen:
I go to pray to a very secret god.

Zophérnes:
What is his name?

Queen:
His name is secret like his deeds.
[She goes to door. Silence falls. All watch her. She and Ackazárpses slip out. For a moment silence. Then all draw their wide swords and lay them before them on the table.]

Zophérnes:
To the door, slaves. Let no man enter.

1st Duke of Ethiopia:
She cannot mean to harm us!
[A Slave comes back from door and abases himself. Loq.]

Slave:
The door is bolted.

Rhádamandáspes:
It is easily broken with our swords.

Zophérnes:
No harm can come to us while we guard the entrances.
[Meanwhile the Queen has gone up the stairs. She beats with a fan on the wall thrice. The great grating lifts outwards and upwards very slowly.]

Zophérnes: [to the Two Dukes]
Quick, to the great hole.
Stand on each side of it with your swords.
[They lift their swords over the hole.]
Slay whatever enters.

Queen:
[on the step, kneeling, her two arms stretched upwards]
O holy Nile! Ancient Egyptian river! O blessed Nile!
When I was a little child I played beside you, picking mauve flowers. I threw you down the sweet Egyptian flowers. It is the little Queen that calls to you, Nile. The little Queen that cannot bear to have enemies.
Hear me, O Nile.
Men speak of other rivers. But I do not hearken to fools. There is only Nile. It is the little child that prays to you who used to pick mauve flowers.
Hear me, O Nile.
I have prepared a sacrifice to god. Men speak of other gods: there is only Nile. I have prepared a sacrifice of wine  the Lesbian wine from fairy Mitylene  to mingle with your waters till you are drunken and go singing to the sea from the Abyssinian hills.
O Nile, hear me.
Fruits also I have made ready, all the sweet juices of the earth; and the meat of beasts also.
Hear me, O Nile: for it is not the meat of beasts only. I have slaves for you and princes and a King. There has been no such sacrifice. Come down, O Nile, from the sunlight. O ancient Egyptian river!
The sacrifice is ready. O Nile, hear me.
Duke of Ethiopia:
No one comes.

Queen: [beats again with her fan]
Harlee, Harlee, let in the water upon the princes and gentlemen.
[A green torrent descends from the great hole. Green gauzes rise from the floor; the torches hiss out. The temple is flooded. The water from under the doors rises up the steps, the torches hiss out one by one. The water, finding its own level, just touches the end of the Queens skirt and stops. She withdraws the skirt with catlike haste from the water.]

Queen:
O Ackazárpses! Are all my enemies gone?

Ackazárpses:
Illustrious Lady, the Nile has taken them all.

Queen: [with intense devotion]
That holy river.

Ackazárpses:
Illustrious Lady, will you sleep to-night?

Queen:
Yes. I shall sleep sweetly.
[curtain]


The Tents of the Arabs


Dramatis Personæ

The King
Bel-Narb, Aoob (camel-drivers)
The Chamberlain
Zabra (a notable)
Eznarza (a gypsy of the desert)

Scene: Outside the gate of the city of Thalanna.

Time: Uncertain.


Act I

Bel-Narb:
By evening we shall be in the desert again.

Aoob:
Yes.

Bel-Narb:
Then no more city for us for many weeks.

Aoob:
Ah!

Bel-Narb:
We shall see the lights come out, looking back from the camel-track; that is the last we shall see of it.

Aoob:
We shall be in the desert then.

Bel-Narb:
The old angry desert.

Aoob:
How cunningly the Desert hides his wells. You would say he had an enmity with man. He does not welcome you as the cities do.

Bel-Narb:
He has an enmity. I hate the desert.

Aoob:
I think there is nothing in the world so beautiful as cities.

Bel-Narb:
Cities are beautiful things.

Aoob:
I think they are loveliest a little after dawn when night falls off from the houses. They draw it away from them slowly and let it fall like a cloak and stand quite naked in their beauty to shine in some broad river; and the light comes up and kisses them on the forehead. I think they are loveliest then. The voices of men and women begin to arise in the streets, scarce audible, one by one, till a slow loud murmur arises and all the voices are one. I often think the city speaks to me then: she says in that voice of hers, Aoob, Aoob, who one of these days shall die, I am not earthly, I have been always, I shall not die.

Bel-Narb:
I do not think that cities are loveliest at dawn. We can see dawn in the desert any day. I think they are loveliest just when the sun is set and a dusk steals along the narrower streets, a kind of mystery in which we can see cloaked figures and yet not quite discern whose figures they be. And just when it would be dark, and out in the desert there would be nothing to see but a black horizon and a black sky on top of it, just then the swinging lanterns are lighted up and lights come out in windows one by one and all the colours of the raiments change. Then a woman perhaps will slip from a little door and go away up the street into the night, and a man perhaps will steal by with a dagger for some old quarrels sake, and Skarmi will light up his house to sell brandy all night long, and men will sit on benches outside his door playing skabash by the glare of a small green lantern, while they light great bubbling pipes and smoke nargroob. O, it is all very good to watch. And I like to think as I smoke and see these things that somewhere, far away, the desert has put up a huge red cloud like a wing so that all the Arabs know that next day the Siroc will blow, the accursed breath of Eblis the father of Satan.

Aoob:
Yes, it is pleasant to think of the Siroc when one is safe in a city, but I do not like to think about it now, for before the day is out we will be taking pilgrims to Mecca, and who ever prophesied or knew by wit what the desert had in store? Going into the desert is like throwing bone after bone to a dog, some he will catch and some of them he will drop. He may catch our bones, or we may go by and come to gleaming Mecca. O-ho, I would I were a merchant with a little booth in a frequented street to sit all day and barter.

Bel-Narb:
Aye, it is easier to cheat some lord coming to buy silk and ornaments in a city than to cheat death in the desert. Oh, the desert, the desert, I love the beautiful cities and I hate the desert.

Aoob: [pointing off L]
Who is that?

Bel-Narb:
What? There by the deserts edge where the camels are?

Aoob:
Yes, who is it?

Bel-Narb:
He is staring across the desert the way that the camels go. They say that the King goes down to the edge of the desert and often stares across it. He stands there for a long time of an evening looking towards Mecca.

Aoob:
Of what use is it to the King to look towards Mecca? He cannot go to Mecca. He cannot go into the desert for one day. Messengers would run after him and cry his name and bring him back to the council-hall or to the chamber of judgments. If they could not find him their heads would be struck off and put high up upon some windy roof: the judges would point at them and say, They see better there!

Bel-Narb:
No, the King cannot go away into the desert. If God were to make me King I would go down to the edge of the desert once, and I would shake the sand out of my turban and out of my beard and then I would never look at the desert again. Greedy and parched old parent of thousands of devils! He might cover the wells with sand, and blow with his Siroc, year after year and century after century, and never earn one of my curses  if God made me King.

Aoob:
They say you are like the King.

Bel-Narb:
Yes, I am like the King. Because his father disguised himself as a camel-driver and came through our villages. I often say to myself, God is just. And if I could disguise myself as the King and drive him out to be a camel-driver, that would please God for He is just.

Aoob:
If you did this God would say, Look at Bel-Narb, whom I made to be a camel-driver and who has forgotten this. And then he would forget you, Bel-Narb.

Bel-Narb:
Who knows what God would say?

Aoob:
Who knows? His ways are wonderful.

Bel-Narb:
I would not do this thing, Aoob. I would not do it. It is only what I say to myself as I smoke, or at night out in the desert. I say to myself, Bel-Narb is King in Thalanna. And then I say, Chamberlain, bring Skarmi here with his brandy and his lanterns and boards to play skabash, and let all the town come and drink before the palace and magnify my name.

Pilgrims: [calling off L.]
Bel-Narb! Bel-Narb! Child of two dogs. Come and untether your camels.
Come and start for holy Mecca.

Bel-Narb:
A curse on the desert.

Aoob:
The camels are rising. The caravan starts for Mecca. Farewell, beautiful city.
[Pilgrims voices off: Bel-Narb! Bel-Narb!]

Bel-Narb:
I come, children of sin.
[Exeunt Bel-Narb and Aoob.]
[The King enters through the great door crowned. He sits upon the step.]

King:
A crown should not be worn upon the head. A sceptre should not be carried in Kings hands. But a crown should be wrought into a golden chain, and a sceptre driven stake-wise into the ground so that a King may be chained to it by the ankle. Then he would know that he might not stray away into the beautiful desert and might never see the palm trees by the wells. O Thalanna, Thalanna, how I hate this city with its narrow, narrow ways, and evening after evening drunken men playing skabash in the scandalous gambling house of that old scoundrel Skarmi. O that I might marry the child of some unkingly house that generation to generation had never known a city, and that we might ride from here down the long track through the desert, always we two alone till we came to the tents of the Arabs. And the crown  some foolish, greedy man should be given it to his sorrow. And all this may not be, for a King is yet a King.
[Enter Chamberlain through door.]

Chamberlain:
Your Majesty!

King:
Well, my lord Chamberlain, have you more work for me to do?

Chamberlain:
Yes, there is much to do.

King:
I had hoped for freedom this evening, for the faces of the camels are towards Mecca, and I would see the caravans move off into the desert where I may not go.

Chamberlain:
There is very much for your Majesty to do. Iktra has revolted.

King:
Where is Iktra?

Chamberlain:
It is a little country tributary to your Majesty, beyond Zebdarlon, up among the hills.

King:
Almost, had it not been for this, almost I had asked you to let me go away among the camel-drivers to golden Mecca. I have done the work of a King now for five years and listened to my councilors, and all the while the desert called to me; he said, Come to the tents of my children, to the tents of my children! And all the while I dwelt among these walls.

Chamberlain:
If your majesty left the city now  

King:
I will not, we must raise an army to punish the men of Iktra.

Chamberlain:
Your Majesty will appoint the commanders by name. A tribe of your Majestys fighting men must be summoned from Agrarva and another from Coloono, the jungle city, as well as one from Mirsk. This must be done by warrants sealed by your hand. Your Majestys advisers await you in the council-hall.

King:
The sun is very low. Why have the caravans not started yet?

Chamberlain:
I do not know. And then your Majesty  

King: [laying his hand on the Chamberlains arm]
Look, look! It is the shadows of the camels moving towards Mecca. How silently they slip over the ground, beautiful shadows. Soon they are out in the desert flat on the golden sands. And then the sun will set and they will be one with night.

Chamberlain:
If your Majesty has time for such things there are the camels themselves.

King:
No, no, I do not wish to watch the camels. They can never take me out to the beautiful desert to be free forever from cities. Here I must stay to do the work of a King. Only my dreams can go, and the shadows of the camels carry them, to find peace by the tents of the Arabs.

Chamberlain:
Will your Majesty now come to the council-hall?

King:
Yes, yes, I come.
[Voices off: Ho-Yo! Ho-Yay! …Ho-Yo! Ho-Yay!]
Now the whole caravan has started. Hark to the drivers of the baggage-camels. They will run behind them for the first ten miles, and tomorrow they will mount them. They will be out of sight of Thalanna then, and the desert will lie all round them with sunlight falling on its golden smiles. And a new look will come into their faces. I am sure that the desert whispers to them by night saying, Be at peace, my children, at peace, my children.
[Meanwhile the Chamberlain has opened the door for the King and is waiting there bowing, with his hand resolutely on the opened door.]

Chamberlain:
Your Majesty will come to the council-hall?

King:
Yes, I will come. Had it not been for Iktra I might have gone away and lived in the golden desert for a year, and seen holy Mecca.

Chamberlain:
Perhaps your Majesty might have gone had it not been for Iktra.

King:
My curse upon Iktra! [He goes through the doorway.]
[As they stand in doorway enter Zabra R.]

Zabra:
Your Majesty.

King:
O-ho. More work for an unhappy King.

Zabra:
Iktra is pacified.

King:
Is pacified?

Zabra:
It happened suddenly. The men of Iktra met with a few of your Majestys fighting men and an arrow chanced to kill the leader of the revolt, and therefore the mob fled away although they were many, and they have all cried for three hours, Great is the King!

King:
I will even yet see Mecca and the dreamed-of tents of the Arabs. I will go down now into the golden sands, I  

Chamberlain:
Your Majesty  

King:
In a few years I will return to you.

Chamberlain:
Your Majesty, it cannot be. We could not govern the people for more than a year. They would say, The King is dead, the King  

King:
Then I will return in a year. In one year only.

Chamberlain:
It is a long time, your Majesty.

King:
I will return at noon a year from to-day.

Chamberlain:
But, your Majesty, a princess is being sent for from Tharba.

King:
I thought one was coming from Karshish.

Chamberlain:
It has been thought more advisable that your Majesty should wed in Tharba. The passes across the mountains belong to the King of Tharba and he has great traffic with Sharan and the Isles.

King:
Let it be as you will.

Chamberlain:
But, your Majesty, the ambassadors start this week; the princess will be here in three months time.

King:
Let her come in a year and a day.

Chamberlain:
Your Majesty!

King:
Farewell, I am in haste. I go to make ready for the desert. [Exit through door still speaking.] The olden, golden mother of happy men.

Chamberlain: [to Zabra]
One from whom God had not withheld all wisdom would not have given that message to our crazy young King.

Zabra:
But it must be known. Many things might happen if it were not known at once.

Chamberlain:
I knew it this morning. He is off to the desert now.

Zabra:
That is evil indeed; but we can lure him back.

Chamberlain:
Perhaps not for many days.

Zabra:
The Kings favour is like gold.

Chamberlain:
It is like much gold. Who are the Arabs that the Kings favour should be cast among them? The walls of their houses are canvas. Even the common snail has a finer wall to his house.

Zabra:
O, it is most evil. Alas that I told him this! We shall be poor men.

Chamberlain:
No one will give us gold for many days.

Zabra:
Yet you will govern Thalanna while he is away. You can increase the taxes of the merchants and the tribute of the men that till the fields.

Chamberlain:
They will only pay taxes and tribute to the King, who gives of his bounty to just and upright men when he is in Thalanna. But while he is away the surfeit of his wealth will go to unjust men and to men whose beards are unclean and who fear not God.

Zabra:
We shall indeed be poor.

Chamberlain:
A little gold perhaps from evil-doers for justice. Or a little money to decide the dispute of some righteous wealthy man; but no more till the King returns, whom God prosper.

Zabra:
God increase him. Will you yet try to detain him?

Chamberlain:
No. When he comes by with his retinue and escort I will walk beside his horse and tell him that a progress through the desert will well impress the Arabs with his splendour and turn their hearts towards him. And I will speak privily to some captain at the rear of the escort and he shall afterwards speak to the chief commander that he may lose the camel-track in a few days time and take the King and his followers to wander in the desert and so return by chance to Thalanna again. And it may yet be well with us. We will wait here till they come by.

Zabra:
Will the chief commander do this thing certainly?

Chamberlain:
Yes, he will be one Thakbar, a poor man and a righteous.

Zabra:
But if he be not Thakbar but some greedy man who demands more gold than we would give to Thakbar?

Chamberlain:
Why, then we must give him even what he demands, and God will punish his greed.

Zabra:
He must come past us here.

Chamberlain:
Yes, he must come this way. He will summon the cavalry from the Saloia
Samang.

Zabra:
It will be nearly dark before they can come.

Chamberlain:
No, he is in great haste. He will pass before sunset. He will make them mount at once.

Zabra: [looking off R.]
I do not see stir at the Saloia.

Chamberlain: [looking, too] No  no. I do not see. He will make a stir.
[As they look a man comes through the doorway wearing a coarse
brown cloak which falls over his forehead. Exit furtively L.]
What man is that? He has gone down to the camels.

Zabra:
He has given a piece of money to one of the camel-drivers.

Chamberlain:
See, he has mounted.

Zabra:
Can it have been the King!
[Voice off L. Ho-Yo! Ho-Yay!]

Chamberlain:
It is only some camel-driver going into the desert. How glad his voice sounds.

Zabra:
The Siroc will swallow him.

Chamberlain:
What  if it were the King!

Zabra:
Why, if it were the King we should starve for a year.
[One year elapses between the first and second acts.]


Act II

[The same scene.]
[The King, wrapped in a camel-drivers cloak, sits by Eznarza, a gypsy of the desert.]

King:
Now I have known the desert and dwelt in the tents of the Arabs.

Eznarza:
There is no land like the desert and like the Arabs no people.

King:
It is all over and done; I return to the walls of my fathers.

Eznarza:
Time cannot put it away; I go back to the desert that nursed me.

King:
Did you think in those days on the sands, or among the tents in the mornings, that my year would ever end, and I be brought away by strength of my word to the prisoning of a palace?

Eznarza:
I knew that Time would do it, for my people have learned the way of him.

King:
Is it then Time that has mocked our futile prayers? Is he then greater than God that he has laughed at our praying?

Eznarza:
We may not say that he is greater than God. Yet we prayed that our own year might not pass away. God could not save it.

King:
Yes, yes. We prayed that prayer. All men would laugh at it.

Eznarza:
The prayer was not laughable. Only he that is lord of the years is obdurate. If a man prayed for life to a furious, merciless Sultan well might the Sultans slaves laugh. Yet it is not laughable to pray for life.

King:
Yes, we are slaves of Time. To-morrow brings the princess who comes from Tharba. We must bow our heads.

Eznarza:
My people say that Time lives in the desert. He lies there in the sun.

King:
No, no, not in the desert. Nothing alters there.

Eznarza:
My people say that the desert is his country. He smites not his own country, my people say. But he overwhelms all other lands of the world.

King:
Yes, the desert is always the same, even the littlest rocks of it.

Eznarza:
They say that he loves the Sphinx and does not harm her. They say that he does not dare to harm the Sphinx. She has borne him many gods whom the infidels worship.

King:
Their father is more terrible than all the false gods.

Eznarza:
O, that he had but spared our little year.

King:
He destroys all things utterly.

Eznarza:
There is a little child of man that is mightier than he, and who saves the world from Time.

King:
Who is this little child that is mightier than Time? Is it Love that is mightier?

Eznarza:
No, not Love.

King:
If he conquers even Love then none are mightier.

Eznarza:
He scares Love away with weak white hairs and with wrinkles. Poor little Love, poor Love, Time scares him away.

King:
What is this child of man that can conquer Time and that is braver than Love?

Eznarza:
Even Memory.

King:
Yes. I will call to him when the wind is from the desert and the locusts are beaten against my obdurate walls. I will call to him more when I cannot see the desert and cannot hear the wind of it.

Eznarza:
He shall bring back our year to us that Time cannot destroy. Time cannot slaughter it if Memory says no. It is reprieved, though banished. We shall often see it though a little far off and all its hours and days shall dance to us and go by one by one and come back and dance again.

King:
Why, that is true. They shall come back to us. I had thought that they that work miracles whether in Heaven or Earth were unable to do one thing. I thought that they could not bring back days again when once they had fallen into the hands of Time.

Eznarza:
It is a trick that Memory can do. He comes up softly in the town or the desert, wherever a few men are, like the strange dark conjurors who sing to snakes, and he does his trick before them, and does it again and again.

King:
We will often make him bring the old days back when you are gone to your people and I am miserably wedded to the princess coming from Tharba.

Eznarza:
They will come with sand on their feet from the golden, beautiful desert; they will come with a long-gone sunset each one over his head. Their lips will laugh with the olden evening voices.

King:
It is nearly noon. It is nearly noon. It is nearly noon.

Eznarza:
Why, we part then.

King:
O, come into the city and be Queen there. I will send its princess back again to Tharba. You shall be Queen in Thalanna.

Eznarza:
I go now back to my people. You will wed the princess from Tharba on the morrow. You have said it. I have said it.

King:
O, that I had not given my word to return.

Eznarza:
A Kings word is like a Kings crown and a Kings sceptre and a Kings throne. It is in fact a foolish thing, like a city.

King:
I cannot break my word. But you can be Queen in Thalanna.

Eznarza:
Thalanna will not have a gypsy for a Queen.

King:
I will make Thalanna have her for a Queen.

Eznarza:
You cannot make a gypsy live for a year in a city.

King:
I knew of a gypsy that lived once in a city.

Eznarza:
Not such a gypsy as I… come back to the tents of the Arabs.

King:
I cannot. I gave my word.

Eznarza:
Kings have broken their words.

King:
Not such a King as I.

Eznarza:
We have only that little child of man whose name is Memory.

King:
Come. He shall bring back to us, before we part, one of those days that were banished.

Eznarza:
Let it be the first day. The day we met by the well when the camels came to El-Lolith.

King:
Our year lacked some few days. For my year began here. The camels were some days out.

Eznarza:
You were riding a little wide of the caravan, upon the side of the sunset. Your camel was swinging on with easy strides. But you were tired.

King:
You had come to the well for water. At first I could see your eyes, then the stars came out, and it grew dark and I only saw your shape, and there was a little light about your hair: I do not know if it was the light of the stars, I only knew that it shone.

Eznarza:
And then you spoke to me about the camels.

King:
Then I heard your voice. You did not say the things you would say now.

Eznarza:
Of course I did not.

King:
You did not say things in the same way even.

Eznarza:
How the hours come dancing back!

King:
No, no. Only their shadows. We went together then to Holy Mecca. We dwelt alone in tents in the golden desert. We heard the wild free day sing sings in his freedom, we heard the beautiful night wind. Nothing remains of our year but desolate shadows. Memory whips them and they will not dance.
[Eznarza does not answer.]
We made our farewells where the desert was. The city shall not hear them.
[Eznarza covers her face. The King rises softly and walks up the steps. Enter L. the Chamberlain and Zabra, only noticing each other.]

Chamberlain:
He will come. He will come.

Zabra:
But it is noon now. Our fatness has left us. Our enemies mock at us.
If he do not come God has forgotten us and our friends will pity us!
[Enter Bel-Narb and Aoob.]

Chamberlain:
If he is alive he will come.

Zabra:
I fear that it is past noon.

Chamberlain:
Then he is dead or robbers have waylaid him.
[Chamberlain and Zabra put dust upon their heads.]

Bel-Narb: [To Aoob.]
God is just!
[To Chamberlain and Zabra.]
I am the King!
[The Kings hand is on the door. When Bel-Narb says this he goes down the steps again and sits beside the gypsy. She raises her head from her hands and looks at him fixedly. He watches Bel-Narb, and the Chamberlain and Zabra. He partially covers his face Arab fashion.]

Chamberlain:
Are you indeed the King?

Bel-Narb:
I am the King.

Chamberlain:
Your Majesty has altered much since a year ago.

Bel-Narb:
Men alter in the desert. And alter much.

Aoob:
Indeed, your Excellency, he is the King. When the King went into the desert disguised I fed his camel. Indeed he is the King.

Zabra:
He is the King. I know the King when I see him.

Chamberlain:
You have seen the King seldom.

Zabra:
I have often seen the King.

Bel-Narb:
Yes, we have often met, often and often.

Chamberlain:
If some one could recognize your Majesty, some one besides this man who came with you, then we should all be certain.

Bel-Narb:
There is no need of it. I am the King.
[The King rises and stretches out his hand palm downwards.]

King:
In holy Mecca, in green-roofed Mecca of the many gates, we knew him for the King.

Bel-Narb:
Yes, that is true. I saw this man in Mecca.

Chamberlain: [Bowing low.]
Pardon, your Majesty. The desert had altered you.

Zabra:
I knew your Majesty.

Aoob:
As well as I do.

Bel-Narb: [Pointing to the King.]
Let this man be rewarded suitably. Give him some post in the palace.

Chamberlain:
Yes, your Majesty.

King:
I am a camel-driver and we go back to our camels.

Chamberlain:
As you wish.
[Exeunt Bel-Narb, Aoob, Chamberlain and Zabra through door.]

Eznarza:
You have done wisely, wisely, and the reward of wisdom is happiness.

King:
They have their king now. But we will turn again to the tents of the
Arabs.

Eznarza:
They are foolish people.

King:
They have found a foolish King.

Eznarza:
It is a foolish man that would choose to dwell among walls.

King:
Some are born kings, but this man has chosen to be one.

Eznarza:
Come, let us leave them.

King:
We will go back again.

Eznarza:
Come back to the tents of my people.

King:
We will dwell a little apart in a dear brown tent of our own.

Eznarza:
We shall hear the sand again, whispering low to the dawn wind.

King:
We shall hear the nomads stirring in their camps far off because it is dawn.

Eznarza:
The jackals will patter past us slipping back to the hills.

King:
When at evening the sun is set we shall weep for no day that is gone.

Eznarza:
I will raise up my head of a night time against the sky, and the old, old, unbought stars shall twinkle through my hair, and we shall not envy any of the diademmed queens of the world.

CURTAIN


A Night at an Inn


Dramatis Personæ

A. E. Scott-Fortescue (the Toff, dilapidated gentleman) William Jones (Bill) Albert Thomas Jacob Smith (Sniggers) (All Merchant Sailors.) 1st Priest of Klesh 2nd Priest of Klesh 3rd Priest of Klesh Klesh



A Night at an Inn

[The Curtain rises on a room in an inn.]
[Sniggers and Bill are talking. The Toff is reading a paper.
Albert sits a little apart.]

Sniggers:
Whats his idea, I wonder?

Bill:
I dont know.

Sniggers:
And how much longer will he keep us here?

Bill:
Weve been here three days.

Sniggers:
And avent seen a soul.

Bill:
And a pretty penny it cost us when he rented the pub.

Sniggers:
Ow long did e rent the pub for?

Bill:
You never know with him.

Sniggers:
Its lonely enough.

Bill:
Ow long did you rent the pub for, Toffy?
[The Toff continues to read a sporting paper; he takes no notice of what is said.]

Sniggers:
Es such a toff.

Bill:
Yet es clever, no mistake.

Sniggers:
Those clever ones are the beggars to make a muddle. Their plans are clever enough, but they dont work, and then they make a mess of things much worse than you or me.

Bill:
Ah

Sniggers:
I dont like this place.

Bill:
Why not?

Sniggers:
I dont like the looks of it.

Bill:
Hes keeping us here because those niggers cant find us. The three heathen priests what was looking for us so. But we want to go and sell our ruby soon.

Albert:
Theres no sense in it.

Bill:
Why not, Albert?

Albert:
Because I gave those black devils the slip in Hull.

Bill:
You give em the slip, Albert?

Albert:
The slip, all three of them. The fellows with the gold spots on their foreheads. I had the ruby then, and I give them the slip in Hull.

Bill:
How did you do it, Albert?

Albert:
I had the ruby and they were following me….

Bill:
Who told them you had the ruby? You didnt show it?

Albert:
No…. But they kind of know.

Sniggers:
They kind of know, Albert?

Albert:
Yes, they know if youve got it. Well, they sort of mouched after me, and I tells a policeman and he says, O they were only three poor niggers and they wouldnt hurt me. Ugh! When I thought of what they did in Malta to poor old Jim.

Bill:
Yes, and to George in Bombay before we started.

Sniggers:
Ugh!

Bill:
Why didnt you give em in charge?

Albert:
What about the ruby, Bill?

Bill:
Ah!

Albert:
Well, I did better than that. I walks up and down through Hull. I walks slow enough. And then I turns a corner and I runs. I never sees a corner but I turns it. But sometimes I let a corner pass just to fool them. I twists about like a hare. Then I sits down and waits. No priests.

Sniggers:
What?

Albert:
No heathen black devils with gold spots on their face. I give em the slip.

Bill:
Well done, Albert.

Sniggers: [after a sigh of content]
Why didnt you tell us?

Albert:
Cause e wont let you speak. Es got is plans and e thinks were silly folk. Things must be done is way. And all the time Ive give em the slip. Might ave ad one of them crooked knives in him before now but for me who give em the slip in Hull.

Bill:
Well done, Albert.

Sniggers:
Do you hear that, Toffy? Albert has give em the slip.

The Toff:
Yes, I hear.

Sniggers:
Well, what do you say to that?

The Toff:
O… Well done, Albert.

Albert:
And what a you going to do?

The Toff:
Going to wait.

Albert:
Dont seem to know what es waiting for.

Sniggers:
Its a nasty place.

Albert:
Its getting silly, Bill. Our moneys gone and we want to sell the ruby. Lets get on to a town.

Bill:
But e wont come.

Albert:
Then well leave him.

Sniggers:
Well be all right if we keep away from Hull.

Albert:
Well go to London.

Bill:
But e must ave is share.

Sniggers:
All right. Only lets go. [to the Toff] Were going, do you hear? Give us the ruby.

The Toff:
Certainly.
[He gives them a ruby from his waistcoat pocket: it is the size of a small hens egg.]
[He goes on reading his paper.]

Albert:
Come on, Sniggers.
[Exeunt Albert and Sniggers.]

Bill:
Good-bye, old man. Well give you your fair share, but theres nothing to do here, no girls, no halls, and we must sell the ruby.

The Toff:
Im not a fool, Bill.

Bill:
No, no, of course not. Of course you aint, and youve helped us a lot. Good-bye. Youll say good-bye?

The Toff:
Oh, yes. Good-bye.
[Still reads paper. Exit Bill.]
[The Toff puts a revolver on the table beside him and goes on with his paper.]

Sniggers: [Out of breath.]
Weve come back, Toffy.

The Toff:
So you have.

Albert:
Toffy  How did they get here?

The Toff:
They walked, of course.

Albert:
But its eighty miles.

Sniggers:
Did you know they were here, Toffy?

The Toff:
Expected them about now.

Albert:
Eighty miles.

Bill:
Toffy, old man  what are we to do?

The Toff:
Ask Albert.

Bill:
If they can do things like this theres no one can save us but you, Toffy  I always knew you were a clever one. We wont be fools any more. Well obey you, Toffy.

The Toff:
Youre brave enough and strong enough. There isnt many that would steal a ruby eye out of an idols head, and such an idol as that was to look at, and on such a night. Youre brave enough, Bill. But youre all three of you fools. Jim would have none of my plans and wheres Jim? And George. What did they do to him?

Sniggers:
Dont, Toffy!

The Toff:
Well, then, your strength is no use to you. You want cleverness; or theyll have you the way that they had George and Jim.

All:
Ugh!

The Toff:
Those black priests would follow you round the world in circles, year after year, till they got the idols eye. And if we died with it theyd follow our grandchildren. That fool thinks he can escape men like that by running round three streets in the town of Hull.

Albert:
Gods truth, you avent escaped them, because theyre ere.

The Toff:
So I supposed.

Albert:
You supposed?

The Toff:
Yes, I believe theres no announcement in the Society papers. But I took this country seat especially to receive them. Theres plenty of room if you dig; it is pleasantly situated and what is most important it is in a very quiet neighbourhood. So I am at home to them this afternoon.

Bill:
Well, youre a deep one.

The Toff:
And remember youve only my wits between you and death, and dont put your futile plans against those of an educated gentleman.

Albert:
If youre a gentleman, why dont you go about among gentlemen instead of the likes of us?

The Toff:
Because I was too clever for them as I am too clever for you.

Albert:
Too clever for them?

The Toff:
I never lost a game of cards in my life.

Bill:
You never lost a game?

The Toff:
Not when there was money on it.

Bill:
Well, well.

The Toff:
Have a game of poker?

All:
No, thanks.

The Toff:
Then do as youre told.

Bill:
All right, Toffy.

Sniggers:
I saw something just then. Hadnt we better draw the curtains?

The Toff:
No.

Sniggers:
What?

The Toff:
Dont draw the curtains.

Sniggers:
O all right.

Bill:
But Toffy, they can see us. One doesnt let the enemy do that. I dont see why….

The Toff:
No, of course you dont.

Bill:
O all right, Toffy.
[All begin to pull out revolvers.]

The Toff: [putting his own away]
No revolvers, please.

Albert:
Why not?

The Toff:
Because I dont want any noise at my party. We might get guests that hadnt been invited. Knives are a different matter.
[All draw knives. The Toff signs to them not to draw them yet.
Toffy has already taken back his ruby.]

Bill:
I think theyre coming, Toffy.

The Toff:
Not yet.

Albert:
When will they come?

The Toff:
When I am quite ready to receive them. Not before.

Sniggers:
I should like to get this over.

The Toff:
Should you? Then well have them now.

Sniggers:
Now?

The Toff:
Yes. Listen to me. You shall do as you see me do. You will all pretend to go out. Ill show you how. Ive got the ruby. When they see me alone they will come for their idols eye.

Bill:
How can they tell like this which one of us has it?

The Toff:
I confess I dont know, but they seem to.

Sniggers:
What will you do when they come in?

The Toff:
I shall do nothing.

Sniggers:
What?

The Toff:
They will creep up behind me. Then my friends, Sniggers and Bill and
Albert, who gave them the slip, will do what they can.

Bill:
All right, Toffy. Trust us.

The Toff:
If youre a little slow you will see enacted the cheerful spectacle that accompanied the demise of Jim.

Sniggers:
Dont, Toffy. Well be there all right.

The Toff:
Very well. Now watch me.
[He goes past the windows to the inner door R.; he opens it inwards. Then under cover of the open door he slips down on his knee and closes it, remaining on the inside, appearing to have gone out. He signs to the others who understand. Then he appears to re-enter in the same manner.]
Now, I shall sit with my back to the door. You go out one by one so far as our friends can make out. Crouch very low to be on the safe side. They mustnt see you through the window.
[Bill makes his sham exit.]

The Toff:
Remember, no revolvers. The police are, I believe, proverbially inquisitive.
[The other two follow Bill. All three are now crouching inside the door R. The Toff puts the ruby beside him on the table. He lights a cigarette.]
[The door in back opens so slowly that you can hardly say at what moment it began. The Toff picks up his paper.]
[A Native of India wriggles along the floor ever so slowly, seeking cover from chairs. He moves L. where the Toff is. The three sailors are R. Sniggers and Albert lean forward. Bills arm keeps them back. An armchair had better conceal them from the Indian. The black Priest nears the Toff.]
[Bill watches to see if any more are coming. Then he leaps forward alone (he has taken his boots off) and knifes the Priest.]
[The Priest tries to shout but Bills left hand is over his mouth.]
[The Toff continues to read his sporting paper. He never looks round.]

Bill: [sotto voce]
Theres only one, Toffy. What shall we do?

The Toff: [without turning his head]
Only one?

Bill:
Yes.

The Toff:
Wait a moment. Let me think.
[Still apparently absorbed in his paper.]
Ah, yes. You go back, Bill. We must attract another guest. Now are you ready?

Bill:
Yes.

The Toff:
All right. You shall now see my demise at my Yorkshire residence. You must receive guests for me.
[He leaps up in full view of the window, flings up both arms and
falls on to the floor near the dead Priest.]
Now be ready.
[His eyes close.]
[There is a long pause. Again the door opens, very very slowly. Another Priest creeps in. He has three golden spots upon his forehead. He looks round, then he creeps up to his companion and turns him over and looks inside each of his clenched hands. Then he looks at the recumbent Toff. Then he creeps towards him. Bill slips after him and knifes him like the other with his left hand over his mouth.]

Bill: [sotto voce]
Weve only got two, Toffy.

The Toff:
Still another.

Bill:
Whatll we do?

The Toff: [sitting up]
Hum.

Bill:
This is the best way, much.

The Toff:
Out of the question. Never play the same game twice.

Bill:
Why not, Toffy?

The Toff:
Doesnt work if you do.

Bill:
Well?

The Toff:
I have it, Albert. You will now walk into the room. I showed you how to do it.

Albert:
Yes.

The Toff:
Just run over here and have a fight at this window with these two men.

Albert:
But theyre  

The Toff:
Yes, theyre dead, my perspicuous Albert. But Bill and I are going to resuscitate them.  . Come on.
[Bill picks up a body under the arms.]
Thats right, Bill. [Does the same.] Come and help us, Sniggers  
[Sniggers comes] Keep low, keep low. Wave their arms about, Sniggers.
Dont show yourself. Now, Albert, over you go. Our Albert is slain.
Back you get, Bill. Back, Sniggers. Still, Albert. Mustnt move when
he comes. Not a muscle.
[A Face appears at the window and stays for some time. Then the door opens and looking craftily round the third Priest enters. He looks at his companions bodies and turns round. He suspects something. He takes up one of the knives and with a knife in each hand he puts his back to the wall. He looks to the left and right.]

The Toff:
Come on, Bill.
[The Priest rushes to the door. The Toff knifes the last Priest from behind.]

The Toff:
A good days work, my friends.

Bill:
Well done, Toffy. Oh, you are a deep one.

Albert:
A deep one if ever there was one.

Sniggers:
There aint any more, Bill, are there?

The Toff:
No more in the world, my friend.

Bill:
Aye, thats all there are. There were only three in the temple. Three priests and their beastly idol.

Albert:
What is it worth, Toffy? Is it worth a thousand pounds?

The Toff:
Its worth all theyve got in the shop. Worth just whatever we like to ask for it.

Albert:
Then were millionaires, now.

The Toff:
Yes, and what is more important, we no longer have any heirs.

Bill:
Well have to sell it now.

Albert:
That wont be easy. Its a pity it isnt small and we had half a dozen. Hadnt the idol any other on him?

Bill:
No, he was green jade all over and only had this one eye. He had it in the middle of his forehead, and was a long sight uglier than anything else in the world.

Sniggers:
Im sure we ought all to be very grateful to Toffy.

Bill:
And indeed we ought.

Albert:
If it hadnt ave been for him  

Bill:
Yes, if it hadnt a been for old Toffy….

Sniggers:
Hes a deep one.

The Toff:
Well, you see, I just have a knack of foreseeing things.

Sniggers:
I should think you did.

Bill:
Why, I dont suppose anything happens that our Toff doesnt foresee.
Does it, Toffy?

The Toff:
Well, I dont think it does, Bill. I dont think it often does.

Bill:
Life is no more than just a game of cards to our old Toff.

The Toff:
Well, weve taken these fellows trick.

Sniggers: [going to the window]
It wouldnt do for any one to see them.

The Toff:
O nobody will come this way. Were all alone on a moor.

Bill:
Where will we put them?

The Toff:
Bury them in the cellar, but theres no hurry.

Bill:
And what then, Toffy?

The Toff:
Why, then well go to London and upset the ruby business. Well have really come through this job very nicely.

Bill:
I think the first thing we ought to do is give a little supper to old
Toffy. Well bury these fellows to-night.

Albert:
Yes, lets.

Sniggers:
The very thing.

Bill:
And well all drink his health.

Albert:
Good old Toffy.

Sniggers:
He ought to have been a general or a premier.
[They get bottles from cupboard, etc.]

The Toff:
Well, weve earned our bit of a supper.
[They sit down.]

Bill: [Glass in hand.]
Heres to old Toffy who guessed everything.
Albert and Sniggers:
Good old Toffy.

Bill:
Toffy who saved our lives and made our fortunes.
Albert and Sniggers:
Hear. Hear.

The Toff:
And heres to Bill who saved me twice to-night.

Bill:
Couldnt have done it but for your cleverness, Toffy.

Sniggers:
Hear, hear. Hear, hear.

Albert:
He foresees everything.

Bill:
A speech, Toffy. A speech from our general.

All:
Yes, a speech.

Sniggers:
A speech.

The Toff:
Well, get me some water. This whiskeys too much for my head, and I must keep it clear till our friends are safe in the cellar.

Bill:
Water. Yes, of course. Get him some water, Sniggers.

Sniggers:
We dont use water here. Where shall I get it?

Bill:
Outside in the garden.
[Exit Sniggers.]

Albert:
Heres to fortune. [They all drink.]

Bill:
Heres to Albert Thomas, Esquire. [He drinks.]

The Toff:
Albert Thomas, Esquire. [He drinks.]

Albert:
And William Jones Esquire.

The Toff:
Albert Jones, Esquire. [The Toff and Albert drink.]
[Re-enter Sniggers terrified.]

The Toff:
Hullo, heres Jacob Smith Esquire, J.P., alias Sniggers, back again.

Sniggers:
Toffy, Ive been thinking about my share in that ruby. I dont want it, Toffy, I dont want it.

The Toff:
Nonsense, Sniggers, nonsense.

Sniggers:
You shall have it, Toffy, you shall have it yourself, only say
Sniggers has no share in this ere ruby. Say it, Toffy, say it.

Bill:
Want to turn informer, Sniggers?

Sniggers:
No, no. Only I dont want the ruby, Toffy….

The Toff:
No more nonsense, Sniggers, were all in together in this, if one hangs we all hang; but they wont outwit me. Besides, its not a hanging affair, they had their knives.

Sniggers:
Toffy, Toffy, Ive always treated you fair, Toffy. I was always one to say, Give Toffy a chance. Take back my share, Toffy.

The Toff:
Whats the matter? What are you driving at?

Sniggers:
Take it back, Toffy.

The Toff:
Answer me; what are you up to?

Sniggers:
I dont want my share any more.

Bill:
Have you seen the police?
[Albert pulls out his knife.]

The Toff:
No, no knives, Albert.

Albert:
What then?

The Toff:
The honest truth in open court, barring the ruby. We were attacked.

Sniggers:
Theres no police.

The Toff:
Well, then, whats the matter?

Bill:
Out with it.

Sniggers:
I swear to God…

Albert:
Well?

The Toff:
Dont interrupt.

Sniggers:
I swear I saw something what I didnt like.

The Toff:
What you didnt like?

Sniggers: [In tears.]
O Toffy, Toffy, take it back. Take my share. Say you take it.

The Toff:
What has he seen?
[Dead silence only broken by Sniggers sobs. Then stony steps are heard.]
[Enter a hideous Idol. It is blind and gropes its way. It gropes its way to the ruby and picks it up and screws it into a socket in the forehead.]
[Sniggers still weeps softly; the rest stare in horror. The Idol steps out, not groping. Its steps move off then stops.]

The Toff:
O great heavens!

Albert: [In a childish, plaintive voice.]
What is it, Toffy?

Bill:
Albert, it is that obscene idol [in a whisper] come from India.

Albert:
It is gone.

Bill:
It has taken its eye.

Sniggers:
We are saved.
Off, a Voice: [With outlandish accent.]
Meestaire William Jones, Able Seaman.
[The Toff has never spoken, never moved. He only gazes stupidly in horror.]

Bill:
Albert, Albert, what is this?
[He rises and walks out. One moan is heard. Sniggers goes to window. He falls back sickly.]

Albert: [In a whisper.]
What has happened?

Sniggers:
I have seen it. I have seen it. O I have seen it. [He returns to table.]

The Toff: [Laying his hand very gently on Sniggers arm, speaking softly and winningly.]
What was it, Sniggers?

Sniggers:
I have seen it.

Albert:
What?

Sniggers:
O.

Voice:
Meestaire Albert Thomas, Able Seaman.

Albert:
Must I go, Toffy? Toffy, must I go?

Sniggers: [Clutching him.]
Dont move.

Albert: [Going.]
Toffy, Toffy. [Exit.]

Voice:
Meestaire Jacob Smith, Able Seaman.

Sniggers:
I cant go, Toffy. I cant go. I cant do it.
[He goes.]

Voice:
Meestaire Arnold Everett Scott-Fortescue, late Esquire, Able Seaman.

The Toff:
I did not foresee it. [Exit.]

CURTAIN.
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ACT I


SCENE 1

A small railway station near London. Time: Ten years ago.

BERT
Ow goes it, Bill?

BILL
Goes it? Ow dyer think it goes?

BERT
I dont know, Bill. Ow is it?

BILL
Bloody.

BERT
Why? Whats wrong?

BILL
Wrong? Nothing aint wrong.

BERT
Whats up then?

BILL
Nothing aint right.

BERT
Why, wots the worry?

BILL
Wots the worry? They dont give you better wages nor a dog, and then they thinks they can talk at yer and talk at yer, and say wot they likes, like.

BERT
Why? You been on the carpet, Bill?

BILL
Aint I! Proper.

BERT
Why, wot about, Bill?

BILL
Wot about? Ill tell yer. Just coz I let a lidy get into a train. Thats wot about. Said I ought to av stopped er. Thought the train was moving. Thought it was dangerous. Thought I tried to murder er, I suppose.

BERT
Wot? The other day?

BILL
Yes.

BERT
Tuesday?

BILL
Yes.

BERT
Why. The one that dropped her bag?

BILL
Yes. Drops er bag. Writes to the company. They writes back she shouldnt av got in. She writes back she should. Then they gets on to me. Any more of it and Ill...

BERT
I wouldnt, Bill; dont you.

BILL
I will.

BERT
Dont you, Bill. Youve got your family to consider.

BILL
Well, anyway, I wont let any more of them passengers go jumping into trains any more, not when theyre moving, I wont. When the train gets in, doors shut. Thats the rule. And theyll ave to abide by it.

BERT
Well, I wouldnt stop one, not if...

BILL
I dont care. They aint going to ave me on the mat again and talk all that stuff to me. No, if someone as to suffer... Ere she is.
[Noise of approaching train heard.]

BERT
Ay, thats her.

BILL
And shut goes the door.
[Enter JOHN BEAL.]

BERT
Wait a moment, Bill.

BILL
Not if hes... Not if he was ever so.

JOHN [preparing to pass]
Good morning....

BILL
Cant come through. Too late.

JOHN
Too late? Why, the trains only just in.

BILL
Dont care. Its the rule.

JOHN
O, nonsense. [He carries on.]

BILL
Its too late. I tell you you cant come.

JOHN
But thats absurd. I want to catch my train.

BILL
Its too late.

BERT
Let him go, Bill.

BILL
Im blowed if I let him go.

JOHN
I want to catch my train.
[JOHN is stopped by BILL and pushed back by the face. JOHN advances towards BILL looking like fighting. The train has gone.]

BILL
Only doing my duty.
[JOHN stops and reflects at this, deciding it isnt good enough. He shrugs his shoulders, turns round and goes away.]

JOHN
I shouldnt be surprised if I didnt get even with you one of these days, you..... and some way you wont expect.
Curtain


SCENE 2

Yesterday evening.
[Curtain rises on JOHN and MARY in their suburban home.]

JOHN
I say, dear. Dont you think we ought to plant an acacia?

MARY
An acacia, whats that, John?

JOHN
O, its one of those trees that they have.

MARY
But why, John?

JOHN
Well, you see the house is called The Acacias, and it seems rather silly not to have at least one.

MARY
O, I dont think that matters. Lots of places are called lots of things. Everyone does.

JOHN
Yes, but it might help the postman.

MARY
O, no, it wouldnt, dear. He wouldnt know an acacia if he saw it any more than I should.

JOHN
Quite right, Mary, youre always right. What a clever head youve got!

MARY
Have I, John? Well plant an acacia if you like. Ill ask about it at the grocers.

JOHN
You cant get one there.

MARY
No, but hes sure to know where it can be got.

JOHN
Where do they grow, Mary?

MARY
I dont know, John; but I am sure they do, somewhere.

JOHN
Somehow I wish sometimes, I almost wish I could have gone abroad for a week or so to places like where acacias grow naturally.

MARY
O, would you really, John?

JOHN
No, not really. But I just think of it sometimes.

MARY
Where would you have gone?

JOHN
O, I dont know. The East or some such place. Ive often heard people speak of it, and somehow it seemed so...

MARY
The East, John? Not the East. I dont think the East somehow is quite respectable.

JOHN
O well, its all right, I never went, and never shall go now. It doesnt matter.

MARY [the photographs catching her eye]
O, John, I meant to tell you. Such a dreadful thing happened.

JOHN
What, Mary?

MARY
Well, Liza was dusting the photographs, and when she came to Janes she says she hadnt really begun to dust it, only looked at it, and it fell down, and that bit of glass is broken right out of it.

JOHN
Ask her not to look at it so hard another time.

MARY
O, what do you mean, John?

JOHN
Well, thats how she broke it; she said so, and as I know you believe in Liza...

MARY
Well, I cant think shed tell a lie, John.

JOHN
No, of course not. But she mustnt look so hard another time.

MARY
And its poor little Janes photograph. She will feel it so.

JOHN
O, thats all right, well get it mended.

MARY
Still, its a dreadful thing to have happened.

JOHN
Well get it mended, and if Jane is unhappy about it she can have Alices frame. Alice is too young to notice it.

MARY
She isnt, John. Shed notice it quick.

JOHN
Well, George, then.

MARY [looking at photo thoughtfully]
Well, perhaps George might give up his frame.

JOHN
Yes, tell Liza to change it. Why not make her do it now?

MARY
Not to-day, John. Not on a Sunday. She shall do it to-morrow by the time you get back from the office.

JOHN
All right. It might have been worse.

MARY
Its bad enough. I wish it hadnt happened.

JOHN
It might have been worse. It might have been Aunt Martha.

MARY
Id sooner it had been her than poor little Jane.

JOHN
If it had been Aunt Marthas photograph shed have walked in next day and seen it for certain; I know Aunt Martha. Then thered have been trouble.

MARY
But, John, how could she have known?

JOHN
I dont know, but she would have; its a kind of devilish sense she has.

MARY
John!

JOHN
Whats the matter?

MARY
John! What a dreadful word you used. And on a Sunday too! Really!

JOHN
O, Im sorry. It slipped out somehow. Im very sorry.
[Enter LIZA.]

LIZA
Theres a gentleman to see you, sir, which isnt, properly speaking, a gentleman at all. Not what I should call one, that is, like.

MARY
Not a gentleman! Good gracious, Liza! Whatever do you mean?

LIZA
Hes black.

MARY
Black?

JOHN [reassuring]
O... yes, that would be Ali. A queer old customer, Mary; perfectly harmless. Our firm gets hundreds of carpets through him; and then one day...

MARY
But what is he doing here, John?

JOHN
Well, one day he turned up in London; broke, he said; and wanted the firm to give him a little cash. Well, old Briggs was for giving him ten shillings. But I said heres a man thats helped us in making thousands of pounds. Lets give him fifty.

MARY
Fifty pounds!

JOHN
Yes, it seems a lot; but it seemed only fair. Ten shillings would have been an insult to the old fellow, and hed have taken it as such. You dont know what hed have done.

MARY
Well, he doesnt want more?

JOHN
No, I expect hes come to thank me. He seemed pretty keen on getting some cash. Badly broke, you see. Dont know what he was doing in London. Never can tell with these fellows. East is East, and theres an end of it.

MARY
How did he trace you here?

JOHN
O, got the address at the office. Briggs and Cater wont let theirs be known. Not got such a smart little house, I expect.

MARY
I dont like letting people in that you dont know where they come from.

JOHN
O, he comes from the East.

MARY
Yes, I  I know. But the East doesnt seem quite to count, somehow, as the proper sort of place to come from, does it, dear?

JOHN
No.

MARY
Its not like Sydenham or Bromley, some place you can put your finger on.

JOHN
Perhaps just for once, I dont think theres any harm in him.

MARY
Well, just for once. But we cant make a practice of it. And you dont want to be thinking of business on a Sunday, your only day off.

JOHN
O, it isnt business, you know. He only wants to say thank you.

MARY
I hope he wont say it in some queer Eastern way. You dont know what these people....

JOHN
O, no. Show him up, Liza.

LIZA
As you like, mum. [Exit.]

MARY
And you gave him fifty pounds?

JOHN
Well, old Briggs agreed to it. So I suppose thats what he got. Cater paid him.

MARY
It seems a lot of money. But I think, as the man is actually coming up the stairs, Im glad hes got something to be grateful for.
[Enter ALI, shown in by LIZA.]

ALI
Protector of the Just.

JOHN
O, er  yes. Good evening.

ALI
My soul was parched and you bathed it in rivers of gold.

JOHN
O, ah, yes.

ALI
Wherefore the name Briggs, Cater, and Beal shall be magnified and called blessed.

JOHN
Ha, yes. Very good of you.

ALI [advancing, handing trinket]
Protector of the Just, my offering.

JOHN
Your offering?

ALI
Hush. It is beyond price. I am not bidden to sell it. I was in my extremity, but I was not bidden to sell it. It is a token of gratitude, a gift, as it came to me.

JOHN
As it came to you?

ALI
Yes, it was given me.

JOHN
I see. Then you had given somebody what you call rivers of gold?

ALI
Not gold; it was in Sahara.

JOHN
O, and what do you give in the Sahara instead of gold?

ALI
Water.

JOHN
I see. You got it for a glass of water, like.

ALI
Even so.

JOHN
And  and what happened?

MARY
I wouldnt take his only crystal, dear. Its a nice little thing, but [to ALI], but you think a lot of it, dont you?

ALI
Even so.

JOHN
But look here, what does it do?

ALI
Much.

JOHN
Well, what?

ALI
He that taketh this crystal, so, in his hand, at night, and wishes, saying At a certain hour let it be; the hour comes and he will go back eight, ten, even twelve years if he will, into the past, and do a thing again, or act otherwise than he did. The day passes; the ten years are accomplished once again; he is here once more; but he is what he might have become had he done that one thing otherwise.

MARY
John!

JOHN
I  I dont understand.

ALI
To-night you wish. All to-morrow you live the last ten years; a new way, master, a new way, how you please. To-morrow night you are here, what those years have made you.

JOHN
By Jove!

MARY
Have nothing to do with it, John.

JOHN
All right, Mary, Im not going to. But, do you mean one could go back ten years?

ALI
Even so.

JOHN
Well, it seems odd, but Ill take your word for it. But look here, you cant live ten years in a day, you know.

ALI
My master has power over time.

MARY
John, dont have anything to do with him.

JOHN
All right, Mary. But who is your master?

ALI
He is carved of one piece of jade, a god in the greenest mountains. The years are his dreams. This crystal is his treasure. Guard it safely, for his power is in this more than in all the peaks of his native hills. See what I give you, master.

JOHN
Well, really, its very good of you.

MARY
Good night, Mr. Ali. We are very much obliged for your kind offer, which we are so sorry we cant avail ourselves of.

JOHN
One moment, Mary. Do you mean that I can go back ten years, and live till  till now again, and only be away a day?

ALI
Start early and you will be here before midnight.

JOHN
Would eight oclock do!

ALI
You could be back by eleven that evening.

JOHN
I dont quite see how ten years could go in a single day.

ALI
They will go as dreams go.

JOHN
Even so, it seems rather unusual, doesnt it?

ALI
Time is the slave of my master

MARY
John!

JOHN
All right, Mary. [In a lower voice.] Im only trying to see what hell say.

MARY
All right, John, only...

ALI
Is there no step that you would wish untrodden, nor stride that you would make where once you faltered?

JOHN
I say, why dont you use it yourself?

ALI
I? I am afraid of the past. But you Engleesh, and the great firm of Briggs, Cater, and Beal; you are afraid of nothing.

JOHN
Ha, ha. Well  I wouldnt go quite as far as that, but  well, give me the crystal.

MARY
Dont take it, John! Dont take it.

JOHN
Why, Mary? It wont hurt me.

MARY
If it can do all that  if it can do all that...

JOHN
Well?

MARY
Why, you might never have met me.

JOHN
Never have met you? I never thought of that.

MARY
Leave the past alone, John.

JOHN
All right, Mary. I neednt use it. But I want to hear about it, its so odd, its so what-you-might-call queer; I dont think I ever  [To ALI.] You mean if I work hard for ten years, which will only be all to-morrow, I may be Governor of the Bank of England to-morrow night.

ALI
Even so.

MARY
O, dont do it, John.

JOHN
But you said  Ill be back here before midnight to-morrow.

ALI
It is so.

JOHN
But the Governor of the Bank of England would live in the City, and hed have a much bigger house anyway. He wouldnt live in Lewisham.

ALI
The crystal will bring you to this house when the hour is accomplished, even tomorrow night. If you be the great banker you will perhaps come to chastise one of your slaves who will dwell in this house. If you be head of Briggs and Cater you will come to give an edict to one of your firm. Perchance this street will be yours and you will come to show your power unto it. But you will come.

JOHN
And if the house is not mine?

MARY
John! John! Dont.

ALI
Still you will come.

JOHN
Shall I remember?

ALI
No.

JOHN
If I want to do anything different to what I did, how shall I remember when I get back there?

MARY
Dont. Dont do anything different, John.

JOHN
All right.

ALI
Choose just before the hour of the step you desire to change. Memory lingers a little at first, and fades away slowly.

JOHN
Five minutes?

ALI
Even ten.

JOHN
Then I can change one thing. After that I forget.

ALI
Even so. One thing. And the rest follows.

JOHN
Well, its very good of you to make me this nice present, Im sure.

ALI
Sell it not. Give it, as I gave it, if the heart impels. So shall it come back one day to the hills that are brighter than grass, made richer by the gratitude of many men. And my master shall smile thereat and the vale shall be glad.

JOHN
Its very good of you, Im sure.

MARY
I dont like it, John. I dont like tampering with whats gone.

ALI
My masters power is in your hands. Farewell.
[Exit.]

JOHN
I say, hes gone.

MARY
O, hes a dreadful man.

JOHN
I never really meant to take it.

MARY
O, John, I wish you hadnt

JOHN
Why? Im not going to use it.

MARY
Not going to use it, John?

JOHN
No, no. Not if you dont want me to.

MARY
O, Im so glad.

JOHN
And besides, I dont want things different. Ive got fond of this little house. And Briggs is a good old sort, you know. Caters a bit of an ass, but theres no harm in him. In fact, Im contented, Mary. I wouldnt even change Aunt Martha now.
[Points at frowning framed photograph centrally hung.]
You remember when she first came and you said Where shall we hang her? I said the cellar. You said we couldnt. So she had to go there. But I wouldnt change her now. I suppose there are old watch-dogs like her in every family. I wouldnt change anything.

MARY
O, John, wouldnt you really?

JOHN
No, Im contented. Grim old soul, I wouldnt even change Aunt Martha.

MARY
Im glad of that, John. I was frightened. I couldnt bear to tamper with the past. You dont know what it is, its whats gone. But if it really isnt gone at all, if it can be dug up like that, why you dont know what mightnt happen! I dont mind the future, but if the past can come back like that.... O, dont, dont, John. Dont think of it. It isnt canny. Theres the children, John.

JOHN
Yes, yes, thats all right. Its only a little ornament. I wont use it. And I tell you Im content. [Happily] Its no use to me.

MARY
Im so glad youre content, John. Are you really? Is there nothing that youd have had different? I sometimes thought youd rather that Jane had been a boy.

JOHN
Not a bit of it. Well, I may have at the time, but Arthurs good enough for me.

MARY
Im so glad. And theres nothing you ever regret at all?

JOHN
Nothing. And you? Is there nothing you regret, Mary?

MARY
Me? Oh, no. I still think that sofa would have been better green, but you would have it red.

JOHN
Yes, so I would. No, theres nothing I regret.

MARY
I dont suppose theres many men can say that.

JOHN
No, I dont suppose they can. Theyre not all married to you. I dont suppose many of them can.
[MARY smiles.]

MARY
I should think that very few could say that they regretted nothing... very few in the whole world.

JOHN
Well, I wont say nothing.

MARY
What is it you regret, John?

JOHN
Well, there is one thing.

MARY
And what is that?

JOHN
One thing has rankled a bit.

MARY
Yes, John?

JOHN
O, its nothing, its nothing worth mentioning. But it rankled for years.

MARY
What was it, John?

JOHN
O, it seems silly to mention it. It was nothing.

MARY
But what?

JOHN
O, well, if you want to know, it was once when I missed a train. I dont mind missing a train, but it was the way the porter pushed me out of the way. He pushed me by the face. I couldnt hit back, because, well, you know what lawyers make of it; I might have been ruined. So it just rankled. It was years ago before we married.

MARY
Pushed you by the face. Good gracious!

JOHN
Yes, Id like to have caught that train in spite of him. I sometimes think of it still. Silly of me, isnt it?

MARY
What a brute of a man.

JOHN
O, I suppose he was doing his silly duty. But it rankled.

MARY
Hed no right to do any such thing! Hed no right to touch you!

JOHN
O, well, never mind.

MARY
I should like to have been there... Id have...

JOHN
O, well, it cant be helped now; but Id like to have caught it in sp... [An idea seizes him.]

MARY
What is it?

JOHN
Cant be helped, I said. Its the very thing that can be helped.

MARY
Can be helped, John? Whatever do you mean?

JOHN
I mean hed no right to stop me catching that train. Ive got the crystal, and Ill catch it yet!

MARY
O, John, thats what you said you wouldnt do.

JOHN
No. I said Id do nothing to alter the past. And I wont. Im too content, Mary. But this cant alter it. This is nothing.

MARY
What were you going to catch the train for, John?

JOHN
For London. I wasnt at the office then. It was a business appointment. There was a man who had promised to get me a job, and I was going up to...

MARY
John, it may alter your whole life!

JOHN
Now do listen, Mary, do listen. He never turned up. I got a letter from him apologising to me before I posted mine to him. It turned out he never meant to help me, mere meaningless affabilities. He never came to London that day at all. I should have taken the next train back. That cant affect the future.

MARY
N-no, John. Still, I dont like it.

JOHN
What difference could it make?

MARY
N-n-no.

JOHN
Think how we met. We met at ARCHIEs wedding. I take it one has to go to ones brothers wedding. It would take a pretty big change to alter that. And. you were her bridesmaid. We were bound to meet. And having once met, well, there you are. If wed met by chance, in a train, or anything like that, well, then I admit some little change might alter it. But when we met at ARCHIEs wedding and you were her bridesmaid, why, Mary, its a cert. Besides, I believe in predestination. It was our fate; we couldnt have missed it.

MARY
No, I suppose not; still..

JOHN
Well, what?

MARY
I dont like it.

JOHN
O, Mary, I have so longed to catch that infernal train. Just think of it, annoyed on and off for ten years by the eight-fifteen.

MARY
Id rather you didnt, John.

JOHN
But why?

MARY
O, John, suppose theres a railway accident? You might be killed, and we should never meet.

JOHN
There wasnt.

MARY
There wasnt, John? What do you mean?

JOHN
There wasnt an accident to the eight-fifteen. It got safely to London just ten years ago.

MARY
Why, nor there was.

JOHN
You see how groundless your fears are. I shall catch that train, and all the rest will happen the same as before. Just think Mary, all those old days again. I wish I could take you with me. But you soon will be. But just think of the old days coming back again. Hampton Court again and Kew, and Richmond Park again with all the May. And that bun you bought, and the corked ginger-beer, and those birds singing and the bus past Isleworth. O, Mary, you wouldnt grudge me that?

MARY
Well, well then all right, John.

JOHN
And you will remember there wasnt an accident, wont you?

MARY [resignedly, sadly]
O, yes, John. And you wont try to get rich or do anything silly, will you?

JOHN
No, Mary. I only want to catch that train. Im content with the rest. The same things must happen, and they must lead me the same way, to you, Mary. Good night, now, dear.

MARY
Good night?

JOHN
I shall stay here on the sofa holding the crystal and thinking. Then Ill have a biscuit and start at seven.

MARY
Thinking, John? What about?

JOHN
Getting it clear in my mind what I want to do. That one thing and the rest the same. There must be no mistakes.

MARY [sadly]
Good night, John.

JOHN
Have supper ready at eleven.

MARY
Very well, John. [Exit.]

JOHN [on the sofa, after a moment or two]
Ill catch that infernal train in spite of him.
[He takes the crystal and closes it up in the palm of his left hand.]
I wish to go back ten years, two weeks and a day, at, at  8.10 a.m. to-morrow; 8.10 a.m. to-morrow, 8.10.
[Re-enter MARY in doorway.]

MARY
John! John! You are sure he did get his fifty pounds?

JOHN
Yes. Didnt he come to thank me for the money?

MARY
You are sure it wasnt ten shillings?

JOHN
Cater paid him, I didnt.

MARY
Are you sure that Cater didnt give him ten shillings?

JOHN
Its the sort of silly thing Cater would have done!

MARY
O, John!

JOHN
Hmm.
Curtain


SCENE 3

Scene: As in Act I, Scene 1. Time. Ten years ago.

BERT
Ow goes it, Bill?

BILL
Goes it? Ow dyer think it goes?

BERT
I dont know, Bill. Ow is it?

BILL
Bloody.

BERT
Why, whats wrong?

BILL
Wrong? Nothing aint wrong.

BERT
Whats up, then?

BILL
Nothing aint right.

BERT
Why, wots the worry?

BILL
Wots the worry? They dont give you better wages nor a dog, and then they thinks they can talk at yer and talk at yer, and say wot they likes, like.

BERT
Why? You been on the carpet, Bill?

BILL
Aint I! Proper.

BERT
Why? Wot about, Bill?

BILL
Wot about? Ill tell yer. Just coz I let a lidy get into a train. Thats wot about. Said I ought to av stopped er. Thought the train was moving. Thought it was dangerous. Thought I tried to murder er, I suppose.

BERT
Wot? The other day?

BILL
Yes.

BERT?
Tuesday?

BILL
Yes.

BERT
Why? The one that dropped her bag?

BILL
Yes. Drops er bag. Writes to the company. They writes back she shouldnt av got in. She writes back she should. Then they gets on to me. Any more of it and Ill...

BERT
I wouldnt, Bill; dont you.

BILL
I will.

BERT
Dont you, Bill. Youve got your family to consider.

BILL
Well, anyway, I wont let any more of them passengers go jumping into trains any more, not when theyre moving, I wont. When the train gets in, doors shut. Thats the rule, and theyll have to abide by it.
[Enter JOHN BEAL.]

BILL [touching his hat] Good morning, sir.
[JOHN does not answer, but walks to the door between them.]
Carry your bag, sir?

JOHN
Go to hell!
[Exit through door.]

BILL
Ullo.

BERT
Somebodys been getting at im.

BILL
Well, I never did. Why, I knows the young feller.

BERT
Pleasant spoken, aint e, as a rule?

BILL
Never knew im like this.

BERT
You aint bin sayin nothing to im, ave yer?

BILL
Never in my life.

BERT
Well, I never.

BILL
Ad some trouble o some kind.

BERT
Must ave.
[Train is heard.]

BILL
Ah, ere she is. Well, as I was saying...
Curtain


SCENE 4

In a second-class railway carriage.
Time: Same morning as Scene 1, Act I.
Noise, and a scene drawn past the windows. The scene, showing a momentary glimpse of fair English hills, is almost entirely placards, GIVE HER BOVRIL, GIVE HER OXO, alternately, for ever.
Occupants, JOHN BEAL, a girl, a man.
All sit in stoical silence like the two images near Luxor. The man has the window seat, and therefore the right of control over the window.

MIRALDA CLEMENT
Would you mind having the window open?

THE MAN IN THE CORNER [shrugging his shoulders in a shivery way]
Er  certainly. [Meaning he does not mind. He opens the window.]

MIRALDA CLEMENT
Thank you so much.

MAN IN THE CORNER
Not at all. [He does not mean to contradict her. Stoical silence again.]

MIRALDA CLEMENT
Would you mind having it shut now? I think it is rather cold.

MAN IN THE CORNER
Certainly.
[He shuts it. Silence again.]

MIRALDA CLEMENT
I think Id like the window open again now for a bit. It is rather stuffy, isnt it?

MAN IN THE CORNER
Well, I think its very cold.

MIRALDA CLEMENT
O, do you? But would you mind opening it for me?

MAN IN THE CORNER
Id much rather it was shut, if you dont mind.
[She sighs, moves her hands slightly, and her pretty face expresses the resignation of the Christian martyr in the presence of lions. This for the benefit of John.]

JOHN
Allow me, madam.
[He leans across the windows rightful owner, a bigger man than he, and opens his window.

MAN IN THE CORNER shrugs his shoulders and, quite sensibly, turns to his paper.]

MIRALDA
O, thank you so much.

JOHN
Dont mention it.
[Silence again.]

VOICES OF PORTERS [Off]
Fan Kar, Fan Kar.
[MAN IN THE CORNER gets out.]

MIRALDA
Could you tell me where this is?

JOHN
Yes. Elephant and Castle.

MIRALDA
Thank you so much. It was kind of you to protect me from that horrid man. He wanted to suffocate me.

JOHN
O, very glad to assist you, Im sure. Very glad.

MIRALDA
I should have been afraid to have done it in spite of him. It was splendid of you.

JOHN
O, that was nothing.

MIRALDA
O, it was, really.

JOHN
Only too glad to help you in any little way.

MIRALDA
It was so kind of you.

JOHN
O, not at all.
[Silence for a bit.]

MIRALDA
Ive nobody to help me.

JOHN
Er, er, havent you really?

MIRALDA
No, nobody.

JOHN
Id be very glad to help you in any little way.

MIRALDA
I wonder if you could advise me.

JOHN
I  Id do my best.

MIRALDA
You see, I have nobody to advise me.

JOHN
No, of course not.

MIRALDA
I live with my aunt, and she doesnt understand. Ive no father or mother.

JOHN
O, er, er, really?

MIRALDA
No. And an uncle died and he left me a hundred thousand pounds.

JOHN
Really?

MIRALDA
Yes. He didnt like me. I think he did it out of contrariness as much as anything. He was always like that to me.

JOHN
Was he? Was he really?

MIRALDA
Yes. It was invested at twenty-five per cent. He never liked me. Thought I was too  I dont know what.

JOHN
No.

MIRALDA
That was five years ago, and Ive never got a penny of it.

JOHN
Really. But, but thats not right.

MIRALDA [sadly]
No.

JOHN
Wheres it invested?

MIRALDA
In Al Shaldomir.

JOHN
Wheres that?

MIRALDA
I dont quite know. I never was good at geography. I never quite knew where Persia ends.

JOHN
And what kind of an investment was it?

MIRALDA
Theres a pass in some mountains that they can get camels over, and a huge toll is levied on everything that goes by; that is the custom of the tribe that lives there, and I believe the toll is regularly collected.

JOHN
And who gets it?

MIRALDA
The chief of the tribe. He is called Ben Hussein. But my uncle lent him all this money, and the toll on the camels was what they call the security. They always carry gold and turquoise, you know.

JOHN
Do they?

MIRALDA
Yes, they get it from the rivers.

JOHN
I see.

MIRALDA
It does seem a shame his not paying, doesnt it?

JOHN
A shame? I should think it is. An awful shame. Why, its a crying shame. He ought to go to prison.

MIRALDA
Yes, he ought. But you see its so hard to find him. It isnt as if it was this side of Persia. Its being on the other side that is such a pity. If only it was in a country like, like...

JOHN
Id soon find him. Id... Why, a man like that deserves anything.

MIRALDA
It is good of you to say that.

JOHN
Why, Id... And you say you never got a penny?

MIRALDA
No.

JOHN
Well, that is a shame. I call that a downright shame.

MIRALDA
Now, what ought I to do?

JOHN
Do? Well, now, you know in business theres nothing like being on the spot. When youre on the spot you can  but then, of course, its so far.

MIRALDA
It is, isnt it?

JOHN
Still, I think you should go if you could. If only I could offer to help you in any way, I would gladly, but of course...

MIRALDA
What would you do?

JOHN
Id go and find that Hussein fellow; and then...

MIRALDA
Yes?

JOHN
Why, Id tell him a bit about the law, and make him see that you didnt keep all that money that belonged to someone else.

MIRALDA
Would you really?

JOHN
Nothing would please me better.

MIRALDA
Would you really? Would you go all that way?

JOHN
Its just the sort of thing that I should like, apart from the crying shame. The man ought to be...

MIRALDA
Were getting into Holborn. Would you come and lunch somewhere with me and talk it over?

JOHN
Gladly. Id be glad to help. Ive got to see a man on business first. Ive come up to see him. And then after that, after that there was something I wanted to do after that. I cant think what it was. But something I wanted to do after that. O, heavens, what was it?
[Pause.]

MIRALDA
Cant you think?

JOHN
No. O, well, it cant have been so very important. And yet... Well, where shall we lunch?

MIRALDA
Gratzenheims.

JOHN
Right. What time?

MIRALDA
One-thirty. Would that suit?

JOHN
Perfectly. Id like to get a man like Hussein in prison. Id like... O, I beg your pardon.
[He hurries to open the door. Exit MIRALDA.]
Now what was it I wanted to do afterwards?
[Throws hand to forehead.] O, never mind.
Curtain


ACT II


SCENE

JOHNs tent in Al Shaldomir. There are two heaps of idols, left and right, lying upon the ground inside the tent. DAOUD carries another idol in his arms. JOHN looks at its face.
Six months have elapsed since the scene in the second-class railway carriage.

JOHN BEAL
This god is holy.
[He points to the left heap. DAOUD carries it there and lays it on the heap.]

DAOUD
Yes, great master.

JOHN BEAL
You are in no wise to call me great master. Have not I said so? I am not your master. I am helping you people. I know better than you what you ought to do, because I am English. But thats all. Im not your master, See?

DAOUD
Yes, great master.

JOHN BEAL
O, go and get some more idols. Hurry.

DAOUD
Great master, I go. [Exit.]

JOHN BEAL
I cant make these people out.

DAOUD [returning]
I have three gods.

JOHN BEAL [looking at their faces, pointing to the two smaller idols first] These two are holy. This one is unholy.

DAOUD
Yes, great master.

JOHN BEAL
Put them on the heap.
[DAOUD does so, two left, one right.]
Get some more.
[DAOUD salaams. Exit.]
[Looking at right heap.] What a  what a filthy people
[Enter DAOUD with two idols.]

JOHN BEAL [after scrutiny]
This god is holy, this is unholy.
[Enter ARCHIE BEAL, wearing a Bowler hat.]
Why, ARCHIE, this is splendid of you! Youve come! Why, thats splendid! All that way!

ARCHIE BEAL
Yes, Ive come. Whatever are you doing?

JOHN BEAL

ARCHIE, its grand of you to come! I never ought to have asked it of you, only...

ARCHIE BEAL
O, thats all right. But what in the world are you doing?

JOHN BEAL

ARCHIE, its splendid of you.

ARCHIE BEAL
O, cut it. Thats all right. But whats all this?

JOHN BEAL
O, this. Well, well theyre the very oddest people here. Its a long story. But I wanted to tell you first how enormously grateful I am to you for coming.

ARCHIE BEAL
O, thats all right. But I want to know what youre doing with all these genuine antiques.

JOHN BEAL
Well, ARCHIE, the fact of it is theyre a real odd lot of people here. Ive learnt their language, more or less, but I dont think I quite understand them yet. A lot of them are Mahommedans; they worship Mahommed, you know. Hes dead. But a lot of them worship these things, and...

ARCHIE BEAL
Well, what have you got em all in here for?

JOHN BEAL
Yes, thats just it. I hate interfering with them, but, well, I simply had to. You see theres two sorts of idols here; they offer fruit and rats to some of them; they lay them on their hands or their laps.

ARCHIE BEAL
Why do they offer them rats?

JOHN BEAL
O, I dont know. They dont know either. Its the right thing to do out here, its been the right thing for hundreds of years; nobody exactly knows why. Its like the bows we have on evening shoes, or anything else. But its all right.

ARCHIE BEAL
Well, what are you putting them in heaps for?

JOHN BEAL
Because theres the other kind, the ones with wide mouths and rust round them.

ARCHIE BEAL
Rust? Yes, so there is. What do they do?

JOHN BEAL
They offer blood to them, ARCHIE. They pour it down their throats. Sometimes they kill people, sometimes they only bleed them. It depends how much blood the idol wants.

ARCHIE BEAL
How much blood it wants? Good Lord! How do they know?

JOHN BEAL
The priests tell them. Sometimes they fill them up to their necks  theyre all hollow, you know. In spring its awful.

ARCHIE BEAL
Why are they worse in spring?

JOHN BEAL
I dont know. The priests ask for more blood then. Much more. They say it always was so.

ARCHIE BEAL
And youre stopping it?

JOHN BEAL
Yes, Im stopping these. One must. Im letting them worship those. Of course, its idolatry and all that kind of thing, but I dont like interfering short of actual murder.

ARCHIE BEAL
And theyre obeying you?

JOHN BEAL
M, y-yes. I think so.

ARCHIE BEAL
You must have got a great hold over them.

JOHN BEAL
Well, I dont know about that. Its the pass that counts.

ARCHIE BEAL
The pass?

JOHN BEAL
Yes, that place you came over. Its the only way anyone can get here.

ARCHIE BEAL
Yes, I suppose it is. But how does the pass affect these idols?

JOHN BEAL
It affects everything here. If that pass were closed no living man would ever enter or leave, or even hear of, this country. Its absolutely cut off except for that one pass. Why, ARCHIE, it isnt even on the map.

ARCHIE BEAL
Yes, I know.

JOHN BEAL
Well, whoever owns that pass is everybody. No one else counts.

ARCHIE BEAL
And who does own it?

JOHN BEAL
Well, its actually owned by a fellow called Hussein, but Miss Clements uncle, a man called Hinnard, a kind of lonely explorer, seems to have come this way; and I think he understood what this pass is worth. Anyhow, he lent Hussein a big sum of money and got an acknowledgment from Hussein. Old Hinnard must have been a wonderfully shrewd man. For that acknowledgment is no more legal than an I.O.U., and Hussein is simply a brigand.

ARCHIE BEAL
Not very good security.

JOHN BEAL
Well, youre wrong there. Hussein himself respects that piece of parchment he signed. Theres the name of some god or other written on it Hussein is frightened of. Now you see how things are. That pass is as holy as all the gods that there are in Al Shaldomir. Hussein possesses it. But he owes an enormous sum to Miss Miralda Clement, and I am here as her agent; and youve come to help me like a great sportsman.

ARCHIE BEAL
O, never mind that. Well, it all seems pretty simple.

JOHN BEAL
Well, I dont know, ARCHIE. Hussein admits the debt, but...

ARCHIE BEAL
But what?

JOHN BEAL
I dont know what hell do.

ARCHIE BEAL
Wants watching, does he?

JOHN BEAL
Yes. And meanwhile I feel sort of responsible for all these silly people. Somebodys got to look after them. Daoud!

DAOUD [off]
Great master.

JOHN BEAL
Bring in some more gods.

DAOUD
Yes, great master.

JOHN BEAL
I cant get them to stop calling me absurd titles. Theyre so infernally Oriental.
[Enter DAOUD.]

ARCHIE BEAL
Hes got two big ones this time.

JOHN BEAL [to ARCHIE]
You see, there is rust about their mouths. [To DAOUD]: They are both unholy.
[He points to R. heap, and DAOUD puts them there. To DAOUD.]
Bring in some more.

DAOUD
Great master, there are no more gods in Al Shaldomir.

JOHN BEAL
It is well.

DAOUD
What orders, great master.

JOHN BEAL
Listen. At night you shall come and take these gods away. These shall be worshipped again in their own place, these you shall cast into the great river and tell no man where you cast them.

DAOUD
Yes, great master.

JOHN BEAL
You will do this, Daoud?

DAOUD
Even so, great master.

JOHN BEAL
I am sorry to make you do it. You are sad that you have to do it. Yet it must be done.

DAOUD
Yes, I am sad, great master.

JOHN BEAL
But why are you sad, Daoud?

DAOUD
Great master, in times you do not know these gods were holy. In times you have not guessed. In old centuries, master, perhaps before the pass. Men have prayed to them, sorrowed before them, given offerings to them. The light of old hearths has shone on them, flames from old battles. The shadow of the mountains has fallen on them, so many times, master, so many times. Dawn and sunset have shone on them, master, like firelight flickering; dawn and sunset, dawn and sunset, flicker, flicker, flicker for century after century. They have sat there watching the dawns like old men by the fire. They are so old, master, so old. And some day dawn and sunset will die away and shine on the world no more, and they would have still sat on in the cold. And now they go... They are our history, master, they are our old times. Though they be bad times they are our times, master; and now they go. I am sad, master, when the old gods go.

JOHN BEAL
But they are bad gods, Daoud.

DAOUD
I am sad when the bad gods go.

JOHN BEAL
They must go, Daoud. See, there is no one watching. Take them now.

DAOUD
Even so, great master.
[He takes up the largest of the gods with rust.]
Come, Aho-oomlah, thou shalt not drink Nideesh.

JOHN BEAL
Was Nideesh to have been sacrificed?

DAOUD
He was to have been drunk by Aho-oomlah.

JOHN BEAL
Nideesh. Who is he?

DAOUD
He is my son.
[Exit with Aho-oomlah. JOHN BEAL almost gasps.]

ARCHIE BEAL [who has been looking round the tent]
What has he been saying?

JOHN BEAL
Theyre  theyre a strange people. I cant make them out.

ARCHIE BEAL
Is that the heap that oughtnt to be worshipped?

JOHN BEAL
Yes.

ARCHIE BEAL
Well, do you know, Im going to chuck this hat there. It doesnt seem to me somehow to be any more right here than those idols would be at home. Odd isnt it? Here goes.
[He throws hat on right heap of idols. JOHN BEAL does not smile.]
Why, whats the matter?

JOHN BEAL
I dont like to see a decent Christian hat among these filthy idols. Theyve all got rust on their mouths. I dont like to see it, Archie; its sort of like what they call an omen. I dont like it.

ARCHIE BEAL
Do they keep malaria here?

JOHN BEAL
I dont think so. Why?

ARCHIE BEAL
Then whats the matter, Johnny? Your nerves are bad.

JOHN BEAL
You dont know these people, and Ive brought you out here. I feel kind of responsible. If Husseins lot turn nasty you dont know what hed do, with all those idols and all.

ARCHIE BEAL
Hell give em a drink, you mean.

JOHN BEAL
Dont, ARCHIE. Theres no saying. And I feel responsible for you.

ARCHIE BEAL
Well, they can have my hat. It looks silly, somehow. I dont know why. What are we going to do?

JOHN BEAL
Well, now that youve come we can go ahead.

ARCHIE BEAL
Righto. What at?

JOHN BEAL
Weve got to see Husseins accounts, and get everything clear in black and white, and see just what he owes to Miss Miralda Clement.

ARCHIE BEAL
But they dont keep accounts here.

JOHN BEAL
How do you know?

ARCHIE BEAL
Why, of course they dont. One can see that.

JOHN BEAL
But they must.

ARCHIE BEAL
Well, you havent changed a bit for your six months here.

JOHN BEAL
Havent changed?

ARCHIE BEAL
No. Just quietly thinking of business. Youll be a great business man, Johnny.

JOHN BEAL
But we must do business; thats what I came here for.

ARCHIE BEAL
Youll never make these people do it.

JOHN BEAL
Well, what do you suggest?

ARCHIE BEAL
Lets have a look at old Hussein.

JOHN BEAL
Yes, thats what I have been waiting for. Daoud!

DAOUD [off]
Master. [Enters.]

JOHN BEAL
Go to the palace of the Lord of the pass and beat on the outer door. Say that I desire to see him. Pray him to come to my tent.
[DAOUD bows and Exit.]
[To ARCHIE.] Ive sent him to the palace to ask Hussein to come.

ARCHIE BEAL
Lives in a palace, does he?

JOHN BEAL
Yes, its a palace, its a wonderful place. Its bigger than the Mansion House, much.

ARCHIE BEAL
And youre going to teach him to keep accounts.

JOHN BEAL
Well, I must. I hate doing it. It seems almost like being rude to the Lord Mayor. But theres two things I cant stand  cheating in business is one and murders another. Ive got to interfere. You see, if one happens to know the right from wrong as we do, weve simply got to tell people who dont. But it isnt pleasant. I almost wish Id never come.

ARCHIE BEAL
Why, its the greatest sport in the world. Its splendid.

JOHN BEAL
I dont see it that way. To me those idols are just horrid murder. And this man owes money to this girl with no one to look after her, and hes got to pay. But I hate being rude to a man in a place like the Mansion House, even if he is black. Why, good Lord, who am I? It seems such cheek.

ARCHIE BEAL
I say, Johnny, tell me about the lady. Is she pretty?

JOHN BEAL
What, Miss Miralda? Yes.

ARCHIE BEAL
But what I mean is  whats she like?

JOHN BEAL
Oh, I dont know. Its very hard to say. Shes, shes tall and shes fair and shes got blue eyes.

ARCHIE BEAL
Yes, but I mean what kind of a person is she? How does she strike you?

JOHN BEAL
Well, shes pretty hard up until she gets this money, and she hasnt got any job thats any good, and no real prospects bar this, and nobody particular by birth, and doesnt know anybody who is, and lives in the least fashionable suburb and can only just afford a second-class fare and...

ARCHIE BEAL
Yes, yes, go on.

JOHN BEAL
And yet somehow she sort of seems like a  like a queen.

ARCHIE BEAL
Lord above us! And what kind of a queen?

JOHN BEAL
O, I dont know. Well, look here, ARCHIE, its only my impression. I dont know her well yet. Its only my impression. I only tell you in absolute confidence. You wont pass it on to anybody, of course.

ARCHIE BEAL
O, no. Go on.

JOHN BEAL
Well, I dont know, only she seemed more like well, a kind of autocrat, you know, whod stop at nothing. Well, no, I dont mean that, only...

ARCHIE BEAL
So youre not going to marry her?

JOHN BEAL
Marry her! Good Lord, no. Why, youd never dare ask her. Shes not that sort. I tell you shes a sort of queen. And (Good Lord!) shed be a queen if it wasnt for Hussein, or something very like one. We cant go marrying queens. Anyhow, not one like her.

ARCHIE BEAL
Why not one like her?

JOHN BEAL
I tell you  shes a  well, a kind of goddess. You couldnt ask her if she loved you. It would be such, such...

ARCHIE BEAL
Such what?

JOHN BEAL
Such infernal cheek.

ARCHIE BEAL
I see. Well, I see you arent in love with her. But it seems to me youll be seeing a good deal of her some day if we pull this off. And then, my boy-o, youll be going and getting in love with her.

JOHN BEAL
I tell you I darent. Id as soon propose to the Queen of Sheba.

ARCHIE BEAL
Well, Johnny, Im going to protect you from her all I can.

JOHN BEAL
Protect me from her? Why?

ARCHIE BEAL
Why, because theres lots of other girls and it seems to me you might be happier with some of them.

JOHN BEAL
But you havent even seen her.

ARCHIE BEAL
Nor I have. Still, if Im here to protect you I somehow think I will. And if Im not ...

JOHN BEAL
Well, and what then?

ARCHIE BEAL
What nonsense Im talking. Fate does everything. I cant protect you.

JOHN BEAL
Yes, its nonsense all right, ARCHIE, but...

HUSSEIN [off]
I am here.

JOHN BEAL
Be seen.
[HUSSEIN enters. He is not unlike Bluebeard.]

JOHN BEAL [pointing to ARCHIE] My brother.
[ARCHIE shakes hands with HUSSEIN. HUSSEIN looks at his hand when it is over in a puzzled way. JOHN BEAL and Hussein then bow to each other.]

HUSSEIN
You desired my presence.

JOHN BEAL
I am honoured.

HUSSEIN
And I.

JOHN BEAL
The white traveller, whom we call Hinnard, lent you one thousand greater gold pieces, which in our money is one hundred thousand pounds, as you acknowledge. [Hussein nods his head.] And every year you were to pay him for this two hundred and fifty of your greater gold pieces  as you acknowledge also.

HUSSEIN
Even so.

JOHN BEAL
And this you have not yet had chance to pay, but owe it still.

HUSSEIN
I do.

JOHN BEAL
And now Hinnard is dead.

HUSSEIN
Peace be with him.

JOHN BEAL
His heiress is Miss Miralda Clement, who instructs me to be her agent. What have you to say?

HUSSEIN
Peace be with Hinnard.

JOHN BEAL
You acknowledge your debt to this lady, Miss Miralda Clement?

HUSSEIN
I know her not.

JOHN BEAL
You will not pay your debt?

HUSSEIN
I will pay.

JOHN BEAL
If you bring the gold to my tent, my brother will take it to Miss Clement.

HUSSEIN
I do not pay to Miss Clement.

JOHN BEAL
To whom do you pay?

HUSSEIN
I pay to Hinnard.

JOHN BEAL
Hinnard is dead.

HUSSEIN
I pay to Hinnard.

JOHN BEAL
How will you pay to Hinnard?

HUSSEIN
If he be buried in the sea...

JOHN BEAL
He is not buried at sea.

HUSSEIN
If he be buried by any river I go to the god of rivers.

JOHN BEAL
He is buried on land near no river.

HUSSEIN
Therefore I will go to a bronze god of earth, very holy, having the soil in his care and the things of earth. I will take unto him the greater pieces of gold due up to the year when the white traveller died, and will melt them in fire at his feet by night on the mountains, saying, O, Lruru-onn (this is his name) take this by the way of earth to the grave of Hinnard. And so I shall be free of my debt before all gods.

JOHN BEAL
But not before me. I am English. And we are greater than gods.

ARCHIE BEAL
Whats that, Johnny?

JOHN BEAL
He wont pay, but I told him were English and that theyre greater than all his bronze gods.

ARCHIE BEAL
Thats right, Johnny.
[HUSSEIN looks fiercely at ARCHIE. He sees ARCHIEs hat lying before a big idol. He points at the hat and looks in the face of the idol.]

HUSSEIN [to the idol] Drink! Drink!
[He bows. Exit.]

ARCHIE BEAL
Whats that hes saying?

JOHN BEAL [meditatively] O, nothing  nothing.

ARCHIE BEAL
He wont pay, oh?

JOHN BEAL
No, not to Miss Miralda.

ARCHIE BEAL
Who to?

JOHN BEAL
To one of his gods.

ARCHIE BEAL
That wont do.

JOHN BEAL
No.

ARCHIE BEAL
Whatll we do?

JOHN BEAL
I dont quite know. It isnt as if we were in England.

ARCHIE BEAL
No, it isnt.

JOHN BEAL
If we were in England...

ARCHIE BEAL
I know; if we were in England you could call a policeman. I tell you what it is, Johnny.

JOHN BEAL
Yes?

ARCHIE BEAL
I tell you what; you want to see more of Miss Clement.

JOHN BEAL
Why?

ARCHIE BEAL
Why, because at the present moment our friend Hussein is a craftier fellow than you, and looks like getting the best of it.

JOHN BEAL
How will seeing more of Miss Miralda help us?

ARCHIE BEAL
Why, because you want to be a bit craftier than Hussein, and I fancy she might make you.

JOHN BEAL
She? How?

ARCHIE BEAL
Were mostly made what we are by some woman or other. We think its our own cleverness, but were wrong. As things are youre no match for Hussein, but if you altered...

JOHN BEAL
Why, ARCHIE; where did you get all those ideas from?

ARCHIE BEAL
O, I dont know.

JOHN BEAL
You never used to talk like that.

ARCHIE BEAL
O, well.

JOHN BEAL
You havent been getting in love, ARCHIE, have you?

ARCHIE BEAL
What are we to do about Hussein?

JOHN BEAL
Its funny your mentioning Miss Miralda. I got a letter from her the same day I got yours.

ARCHIE BEAL
What does she say?

JOHN BEAL
I couldnt make it out.

ARCHIE BEAL
What were her words?

JOHN BEAL
She said she was going into it closer. She underlined closer. What could she mean by that? How could she get closer?

ARCHIE BEAL
Well, the same way as I did.

JOHN BEAL
How do you mean? I dont understand.

ARCHIE BEAL
By coming here.

JOHN BEAL
By coming here? But she cant come here.

ARCHIE BEAL
Why not?

JOHN BEAL
Because its impossible. Absolutely impossible. Why  good Lord  she couldnt come here. Why, shed want a chaperon and a house and  and  everything. Good Lord, she couldnt come here. It would be  well it would be impossible  it couldnt be done.

ARCHIE BEAL
O, all right. Then I dont know what she meant.

JOHN BEAL

ARCHIE! You dont really think shed come here? You dont really think it, do you?

ARCHIE BEAL
Well, its the sort of thing that that sort of girl might do, but of course I cant say...

JOHN BEAL
Good Lord, ARCHIE! That would be awful.

ARCHIE BEAL
But why?

JOHN BEAL
Why? But what would I do? Where would she go? Where would her chaperon go? The chaperon would be some elderly lady. Why, it would kill her.

ARCHIE BEAL
Well, if it did youve never met her, so you neednt go into mourning for an elderly lady that you dont know; not yet, anyway.

JOHN BEAL
No, of course not. Youre laughing at me, ARCHIE. But for the moment I took you seriously. Of course, she wont come. One can go into a thing closely without doing it absolutely literally. But, good Lord, wouldnt it be an awful situation if she did.

ARCHIE BEAL
O, I dont know.

JOHN BEAL
All alone with me here? No, impossible. And the country isnt civilised.

ARCHIE BEAL.
Women arent civilised.

JOHN BEAL
Women arent...? Good Lord, ARCHIE, what an awful remark. What do you mean?

ARCHIE BEAL
Were tame, theyre wild. We like all the dull things and the quiet things, they like all the romantic things and the dangerous things.

JOHN BEAL
Why, ARCHIE, its just the other way about.

ARCHIE BEAL
O, yes; we do all the romantic things, and all the dangerous things. But why?

JOHN BEAL
Why? Because we like them, I suppose. I cant think of any other reason.

ARCHIE BEAL
I hate danger. Dont you?

JOHN BEAL
Er  well, yes, I suppose I do, really.

ARCHIE BEAL
Of course you do. We all do. Its the women that put us up to it. Shes putting you up to this. And the more she puts you up to the more likely is Hussein to get it in his fat neck.

JOHN BEAL
But  but you dont mean youd hurt Hussein? Not  not badly, I mean.

ARCHIE BEAL
Were under her orders, Johnny. See what she says.

JOHN BEAL
You, you dont really think shell come here?

ARCHIE BEAL
Of course I do, and the best thing too. Its her show; she ought to come.

JOHN BEAL
But, but you dont understand. Shes just a young girl, A girl like Miss Miralda couldnt come out here over the pass and down these mountains, shed never stand it, and as for the chaperon... Youve never met Miss Miralda.

ARCHIE BEAL
No, Johnny. But the girl that was able to get you to go from Bromley to this place can look after herself.

JOHN BEAL
I dont see what thats got to do with it. She was in trouble and I had to help her.

ARCHIE BEAL
Yes, and shell be in trouble all the way here from Blackheath, and everyone will have to help her.

JOHN BEAL
What beats me is how you can have the very faintest inkling of what shes like without ever having seen her and without my having spoken of her to you for more than a minute.

ARCHIE BEAL
Well, Johnny, youre not a romantic bird, youre not a traveller by nature, barring your one trip to Eastbourne, and it was I that took you there. And contrariwise, as they say in a book youve never read, youre a levelheaded business man and a hardworking respectable stay-at-home. You meet a girl in a train, and the next time I see you youre in a place that isnt marked on the map and telling it what gods it ought to worship and what gods it ought to have agnosticism about. Well, I say some girl.

JOHN BEAL
Well, I must say you make the most extraordinary deductions, but it was awfully good of you to come, and I ought to be grateful; and I am, too, Im awfully grateful; and I ought to let you talk all the rot you like. Go ahead. You shall say what you like and do what you like. It isnt many brothers that would do what youve done.

ARCHIE BEAL
O, thats nothing. I like this country. Im glad I came. And if I can help you with Hussein, why all the better.

JOHN BEAL
Its an awful country, Archie, but weve got to see this through.

ARCHIE BEAL
Does she know all about Hussein?

JOHN BEAL
Yes, everything. Ive written fully.

OMAR [Off]
Al Shaldomir, Al Shaldomir, The nightingales that guard thy ways...

JOHN BEAL [shouting|
O, go away, go away. [To ARCHIE.] I said it was an awful country. They sit down outside ones tent and do that kind of thing for no earthly reason.

ARCHIE BEAL
O, Id let them sing.

JOHN BEAL
O, you cant have people doing that kind of thing.

OMAR [in doorway]
Master, I go.

JOHN BEAL
But why do you come?

OMAR
I came to sing a joyous song to you, master.

JOHN BEAL
Why did you want to sing me a joyous song?

OMAR
Because a lady is riding out of the West. [Exit.]

JOHN BEAL
A lady out of... Good Lord!

ARCHIE BEAL
Shes coming, Johnny.

JOHN BEAL
Coming? Good Lord, no, Archie. He said a lady; thered be the chaperon too. Thered be two of them if it was Miss Miralda. But he said a lady. One lady. It cant be her. A girl like that alone in Al Shaldomir. Clean off the map. Oh, no, it isnt possible.

ARCHIE BEAL
I wouldnt worry.

JOHN BEAL
Wouldnt worry? But, good Lord, the situations impossible. People would talk. Dont you see what people would say? And where could they go? Who would look after them? Do try and understand how awful it is. But it isnt. Its impossible. It cant be them. For heavens sake run out and see if it is; and (good Lord!) I havent brushed my hair all day, and, and  oh, look at me.
[He rushes to camp mirror. Exit ARCHIE.

JOHN BEAL tidies up desperately.
Enter ARCHIE.]

ARCHIE BEAL
Its what you call THEM.

JOHN BEAL
What I call THEM? Whatever do you mean?

ARCHIE BEAL
Well, its her. Shes just like what you said.

JOHN BEAL
But it cant be. She doesnt ride. She can never have been able to afford a horse.

ARCHIE BEAL
Shes on a camel. Shell be here in a moment. [He goes to door.] Hurry up with that hair; shes dismounted.

JOHN BEAL
O, Lord! Whats the chaperon like?

ARCHIE BEAL
O, shes attending to that herself.

JOHN BEAL
Attending to it herself? What do you mean?

ARCHIE BEAL
I expect shell attend to most things.
[Enter HAFIZ EL ALCOLAHN in doorway of tent, pulling back flap a little.]

JOHN BEAL
Who are you?

HAFIZ
I show the gracious lady to your tent.
[Enter MIRALDA CLEMENT, throwing a smile to HAFIZ.]

MIRALDA
Hullo, Mr. Beal.

JOHN BEAL
Er  er  how do you do?
[She looks at ARCHIE.]
O, this is my brother  Miss Clement.

MIRANDA and ARCHIE BEAL
How do you do?

MIRALDA
I like this country.

JOHN BEAL
Im afraid I hardly expected you.

MIRALDA
Didnt you?

JOHN BEAL
No. You see er  its such a long way. And wasnt it very expensive?

MIRALDA
Well, the captain of the ship was very kind to me.

JOHN BEAL
O! But what did you do when you landed?

MIRALDA
O, there were some Arabs coming this way in a caravan. They were really very good to me too.

JOHN BEAL
But the camel?

MIRALDA
O, there were some people the other side of the mountains. Everybody has been very kind about it. And then there was the man who showed me here. Hes called Hafiz el Alcolahn. Its a nice name, dont you think?

JOHN BEAL
But, you know, this country, Miss Clement, Im half afraid its hardly  isnt it, Archie? Er  how long did you think of staying?

MIRALDA
O, a week or so.

JOHN BEAL
I dont know what youll think of Al Shaldomir. Im afraid youll find it...

MIRALDA
Oh, I like it. Just that hollow in the mountains, and the one pass, and no record of it anywhere. I like that. I think its lovely.

JOHN BEAL
You see, Im afraid  what I mean is Im afraid the place isnt even on the map!

MIRALDA
O, thats lovely of it.

JOHN BEAL
All decent places are.

MIRALDA
You mean if a place is on the map weve got to behave accordingly. But if not, why...

JOHN BEAL
Hussein wont pay.

MIRALDA
Lets see Hussein.

JOHN BEAL
Im afraid hes rather, hes rather a savage-looking brigand.

MIRALDA
Never mind.
[ARCHIE is quietly listening and smiling sometimes.]
Enter DAOUD. He goes up to the unholy heap and takes away two large idols, one under each arm. Exit.]
Whats that, Mr. Beal?

JOHN BEAL
O, that. Im afraid its rather horrible. I told you it was an awful country. They pray to these idols here, and some are all right, though of course its terribly blasphemous, but that heap, well, Im afraid, well that heap is very bad indeed.

MIRALDA
What do they do?

JOHN BEAL
They kill people.

MIRALDA
Do they? How?

JOHN BEAL
Im afraid they pour their blood down those horrible throats.

MIRALDA
Do they? How do you know?

JOHN BEAL
Ive seen them do it, and those mouths are all rusty. But its all right now. It wont happen any more.

MIRALDA
Wont it? Why not?

JOHN BEAL
Well, I...

ARCHIE BEAL
Hes stopped them, Miss Clement. Theyre all going to be thrown into the river.

MIRALDA
Have you?

JOHN BEAL
Well, yes. I had to. So its all right now. They wont do it any more.

MIRALDA
Hm.

JOHN BEAL
What, what is it? I promise you thats all right. They wont do that any more.

MIRALDA
Hm. Ive never known anyone that tried to govern a country or anything of that sort, but...

JOHN BEAL
Of course, Im just doing what I can to put them right.... Id be very glad of your advice... Of course, Im only here in your name.

MIRALDA
What I mean is that Id always thought that the one thing you shouldnt do, if you dont mind my saying so...

JOHN BEAL
No, certainly.

MIRALDA
Was to interfere in peoples religious beliefs.

JOHN BEAL
But, but I dont think you quite understand. The priests knife these people in the throat, boys and girls, and then acolytes lift them up and the blood runs down. Ive seen them.

MIRALDA
I think its best to leave religion to the priests. They understand that kind of thing.
[JOHN BEAL opens his mouth in horror and looks at ARCHIE. ARCHIE returns the glance; there is very nearly a twinkle in ARCHIEs eyes.]

MIRALDA
Lets see Hussein.

JOHN BEAL
What do you think, Archie?

ARCHIE BEAL
Poor fellow. Wed better send for him.

MIRALDA
Why do you say poor fellow?

ARCHIE BEAL
Oh, because hes so much in debt. Its awful to be in debt. Id sooner almost anything happened to me than to owe a lot of money.

MIRALDA
Your remark didnt sound very complimentary.

ARCHIE BEAL
O, I only meant that Id hate to be in debt. And I should hate owing money to you, Because...

MIRALDA
Why?

ARCHIE BEAL
Because I should so awfully want to pay it.

MIRALDA
I see.

ARCHIE BEAL
Thats all I meant.

MIRALDA
Does Hussein awfully want to pay it?

ARCHIE BEAL
Well, no. But he hasnt seen you yet. He will then, of course.
[Enter DAOUD. He goes to the unholy heap.]

JOHN BEAL
Daoud, for the present these gods must stay. Aho-oomlahs gone, but the rest must stay for the present.

DAOUD
Even so, great master.

JOHN BEAL
Daoud, go once more to the palace of the Lord of the Pass and beat the outer door. Say that the great lady herself would see him. The great lady, Miss Clement, the white travellers heiress.

DAOUD
Yes, master.

JOHN BEAL
Hasten.
[Exit DAOUD.]
I have sent him for Hussein.

MIRALDA
I dont know their language.

JOHN BEAL
You will see him, and Ill tell you what he says.

MIRALDA [to ARCHIE]
Have you been here long?

ARCHIE BEAL
No. I think he wrote to me by the same mail as he wrote to you (if they have mails here). I came at once.

MIRALDA
So did I; but you werent on the Empress of Switzerland.

ARCHIE BEAL
No, I came round more by land.

JOHN BEAL
You know, I hardly like bringing Hussein in here to see you. Hes such a  hes rather a...

MIRALDA
Whats the matter with him?

JOHN BEAL
Well, hes rather of the brigand type, and one doesnt know what hell do.

MIRALDA
Well, we must see him first and hear what he has to say before we take any steps.

JOHN BEAL
But what do you propose to do?

MIRALDA
Why, if he pays me everything he owes, or gives up the security...

JOHN BEAL
The security is the pass.

MIRALDA
Yes. If he gives up that or pays...

JOHN BEAL
You know hes practically king of the whole country. It seems rather cheek almost my sending for him like this.

MIRALDA
He must come.

JOHN BEAL
But what are you going to do?

MIRALDA
If he gives up the pass...

JOHN BEAL
Why, if he gives up the pass youd be youd be a kind of queen of it all.

MIRALDA
Well, if he does that, all right...

JOHN BEAL
But what if he doesnt?

MIRALDA
Why, if he doesnt pay...

HUSSEIN [off]
I am here.

JOHN BEAL
Be seen.
[Enter HUSSEIN.]

HUSSEIN
Greeting once more.

JOHN BEAL
Again greeting.... The great lady, Miss Clement, is here.
[HUSSEIN and MIRALDA look at each other.]
You will pay to Miss Clement and not to your god of bronze. On the word of an Englishman, your god of bronze shall not have one gold piece that belongs to the great lady!

HUSSEIN [looking contemptuous]
On the word of the Lord of the Pass, I only pay to Hinnard.
[He stands smiling while MIRALDA regards him. Exit.]

ARCHIE BEAL
Well?

JOHN BEAL
He wont pay.

ARCHIE BEAL
What are we to do now?

JOHN BEAL [to MIRALDA]
Im afraid hes rather an ugly customer to introduce you to like that. Im sorry he came now.

MIRALDA
O, I like him, I think he looks splendid.

ARCHIE BEAL
Well, what are we to do?

JOHN BEAL
Yes.

ARCHIE BEAL
What do you say, Miss Clement?

JOHN BEAL
Yes, what do you feel we ought to do?

MIRALDA
Well, perhaps I ought to leave all that to you.

ARCHIE BEAL
O, no.

JOHN BEAL
No, its your money. What do you think we really ought to do?

MIRALDA
Well, of course, I think you ought to kill Hussein.
[JOHN BEAL and ARCHIE BEAL look at each other a little startled.]

JOHN BEAL
But wouldnt that  wouldnt that be  murder?

MIRALDA
O, yes, according to the English law.

JOHN BEAL
I see; you mean  you mean were not  but we are English.

MIRALDA
I mean it wouldnt be murder  by your law, unless you made it so.

JOHN BEAL
By my law?

MIRALDA
Yes, if you can interfere with their religion like this, and none of them say a word, why  you can make any laws you like.

JOHN BEAL
But Hussein is king here; he is Lord of the Pass, and thats everything here. Im nobody.

MIRALDA
O, if you like to be nobody, of course thats different.

ARCHIE BEAL
I think she means that if Hussein werent there thered be only you. Of course, I dont know. Ive only just come.

JOHN BEAL
But we cant kill Hussein!
[MIRALDA begins to cry.]

O Lord! Good heavens! Please, Miss Clement! Im awfully sorry if Ive said anything you didnt like. I wouldnt do that for worlds. Im awfully sorry. Its a beastly country, I know. Im really sorry you came. I feel its all my fault. Im really awfully sorry...

MIRALDA
Never mind. Never mind. I was so helpless, and I asked you to help me. I never ought to have done it. I oughtnt to have spoken to you at all in that train without being introduced; but I was so helpless. And now, and now, I havent a penny in the world, and, O, I dont know what to do.

ARCHIE BEAL
Well do anything for you, Miss Clement.

JOHN BEAL
Anything in the wide world. Please, please dont cry. Well do anything.

MIRALDA
I... I only, I only wanted to  to kill Hussein. But never mind, it doesnt matter now.

JOHN BEAL
Well do it, Miss Clement, wont we, Archie? Only dont cry. Well do it. I  I suppose he deserves it, doesnt he?

ARCHIE BEAL
Yes, I suppose he does.

JOHN BEAL
Well, all right, Miss Clement, thats settled. My brother and I will talk it over.

MIRALDA [still sniping]
And  and  dont hang him or anything  he looks so fine.... I  I wouldnt like him treated like that. He has such a grand beard. He ought to die fighting.

JOHN BEAL
Well see what we can do, Miss Clement.

MIRALDA
It is sweet of you. Its really sweet. Its sweet of both of you. I dont know what I d have done without you. I seemed to know it that day the moment I saw you.

JOHN BEAL
O, its nothing, Miss Clement, nothing at all.

ARCHIE BEAL
Thats all right.

MIRALDA
Well, now Ill have to look for an hotel.

JOHN BEAL
Yes, thats the trouble, that really is the trouble. Thats what Ive been thinking of

MIRALDA
Why, isnt there...

JOHN BEAL
No, Im afraid there isnt. What are we to do, Archie.

ARCHIE BEAL
I  I cant think. Perhaps Miss Clement would have a scheme.

MIRALDA [to JOHN BEAL]
I rely on you, Mr. Beal.

JOHN BEAL
I  I; but what can I... You see, youre all alone. If youd anyone with you, you could have...

MIRALDA
I did think of bringing a rather nice aunt. But on the whole I thought it better not to tell anyone.

JOHN BEAL
Not to tell...

MIRALDA
No, on the whole I didnt.

JOHN BEAL
I say, Archie, what are we to do?

ARCHIE BEAL
Heres Daoud.
[Enter DAOUD.]

JOHN BEAL
The one man I trust in Al Shaldomir!

DAOUD
I have brought two watchers of the doorstep to guard the noble lady.

JOHN BEAL
He says hes brought two watchers of the doorstep to look after Miss Clement.

ARCHIE BEAL
Two chaperons! Splendid! She can go anywhere now.

JOHN BEAL
Well, really, that is better. Yes that will be all right. We can find a room for you now. The trouble was your being alone. I hope youll like them. [To DAOUD.] Tell them to enter here.

DAOUD [beckoning in the doorway]
Ho! Enter!

JOHN BEAL
Thats all right, ARCHIE, isnt it?

ARCHIE BEAL
Yes, thats all right. A chaperons a chaperon, black or white.

JOHN BEAL
You wont mind their being black, will you, Miss Clement?

MIRALDA
No, I shant mind. They cant be worse than white ones.
[Enter BAZZALOL and THOOTHOOBABA two enormous Nubians, bearing peacock fans and wearing scimitars. All stare at them. They begin to fan slightly.]

DAOUD
The watchers of the doorstep.

JOHN BEAL
Idiot, Daoud! Fools! Dolts! Men may not guard a ladys door.
[BAZZALOL and THOOTHOOBABA smile ingratiatingly.]
We are not men.

BAZZALOL [bowing]
Curtain
Six and a half years elapse

THE SONG OF THE IRIS MARSHES
When morn is bright on the mountains olden
Till dawn is lost in the blaze of day,
When morn is bright and the marshes golden,
Where shall the lost lights fade away?
And where, my love, shall we dream to-day?

Dawn is fled to the marshy hollows
Where ghosts of stars in the dimness stray,
And the water is streaked with the flash of
swallows
And all through summer the iris sway.
But where, my love, shall we dream to-day?
When night is black in the iris marshes.



ACT III


SCENE 1

Six and a half years later. Al Shaldomir. A room in the palace.

MIRALDA reclines on a heap of cushions, JOHN beside her.
Bazzalol and Thoothoobaba fan them.

OMAR [declaiming to a zither]
Al Shaldomir, Al Shaldomir,
The nightingales that guard thy ways
Cease not to give thee, after God
And after Paradise, all praise.
Thou art the theme of all their lays.
Al Shaldomir, Al Shaldomir....


MIRALDA
Go now, Omar.

OMAR
O lady, I depart. [Exit.]

MIRALDA [languidly]
John, John. I wish youd marry me.

JOHN
Miralda, youre thinking of those old customs again that we left behind us seven years ago. Whats the good of it?

MIRALDA
I had a fancy that I wished you would.

JOHN
Whats the good of it? You know you are my beloved. There are none of those clergymen within hundreds of miles. Whats the good of it?

MIRALDA
We could find one, John.

JOHN
O, yes, I suppose we could, but...

MIRALDA
Why wont you?

JOHN
I told you why.

MIRALDA
O, yes, that instinct that you must not marry. Thats not your reason, John.

JOHN
Yes, it is.

MIRALDA
Its a silly reason. Its a crazy reason. Its no reason at all. Theres some other reason.

JOHN
No, there isnt. But I feel that in my bones. I dont know why. You know that I love none else but you. Besides, were never going back, and it doesnt matter. This isnt Blackheath.

MIRALDA
So I must live as your slave.

JOHN
No, no, Miralda. My dear, you are not my slave. Did not the singer compare our love to the desire of the nightingale for the evening star? All know that you are my queen.

MIRALDA
They do not know at home.

JOHN
Home? Home? How could they know? What have we in common with home? Rows and rows of little houses; and if they hear a nightingale there they write to the papers. And  and if they saw this theyd think they were drunk. Miralda, dont be absurd. What has set you thinking of home?

MIRALDA
I want to be crowned queen.

JOHN
But I am not a king. I am only Shereef.

MIRALDA
You are all-powerful here, John, you can do what you please, if you wish to. You dont love me at all.

JOHN
Miralda, you know I love you. Didnt I kill Hussein for you?

MIRALDA
Yes, but you dont love me now.

JOHN
And Husseins people killed ARCHIE. That was for you too. I brought my brother out here to help you. He was engaged to be married, too.

MIRALDA
But you dont love me now.

JOHN
Yes, I do. I love you as the dawn loves the iris marshes. You know the song they sing. (footnote: poem just before Act III)

MIRALDA
Then why wont you marry me?

JOHN
I told you, I told you. I had a dream about the future. I forgot the dream, but I know I was not to marry. I will not wrong the future.

MIRALDA
Dont be crazy.

JOHN
I will have what fancies I please, crazy or sane. Am I not Shereef of Shaldomir? Who dare stop me if I would be mad as Herod?

MIRALDA
I will be crowned queen.

JOHN
It is not my wish.

MIRALDA
I will, I will, I will.

JOHN
Drive me not to anger. If I have you cast into a well and take twenty of the fairest daughters of Al Shaldomir in your place, who can gainsay me?

MIRALDA
I will be crowned queen.

JOHN
O, do not be tiresome.

MIRALDA
Was it not my money that brought you here? Was it not I who said Kill Hussein? What power could you have had, had Hussein lived? What would you have been doing now, but for me?

JOHN
I dont know, Miralda.

MIRALDA
Catching some silly train to the City. Working for some dull firm. Living in some small suburban house. It is I, I, that brought you from all that, and you wont make me a queen.

JOHN
Is it not enough that you are my beloved? You know there is none other but you. Is it not enough, Miralda?

MIRALDA
It is not enough. I will be queen.

JOHN
Tchah!... Miralda, I know you are a wonderful woman, the most wonderful in the East; how you ever came to be in the West I dont know, and a train of all places; but, Miralda, you must not have petty whims, they dont become you.

MIRALDA
Is it a petty whim to wish to be a queen?

JOHN
Yes, when it is only the name you want. You are a queen. You have all you wish for. Are you not my beloved? And have I not power here over all men? Could I not close the pass?

MIRALDA
I want to be queen.

JOHN
Oh-h! I will leave you. I have more to do than to sit and hear your whims. When I come back you will have some other whim. Miralda, you have too many whims.
[He rises.]

MIRALDA
Will you be back soon?

JOHN
No.

MIRALDA
When will you come back, John?
[She is reclining, looking fair, fanning slightly.]

JOHN
In half an hour.

MIRALDA
In half an hour?

JOHN
Yes.
[Exit.]

MIRALDA
Half an hour.
[Her fan is laid down. She clutches it with sudden resolve. She goes to the wall, fanning herself slowly. She leans against it. She fans herself now with obvious deliberation. Three times the great fan goes pat against the window, and then again separately three times; and then she puts it against the window once with a smile of ecstasy. She has signalled. She returns to the cushions and reclines with beautiful care, fanning herself softly.
Enter the Vizier, HAFIZ EL ALCOLAHN]

HAFIZ
Lady! You bade me come.

MIRALDA
Did I, Hafiz?

HAFIZ
Lady, your fan.

MIRALDA
Ah, I was fanning myself.

HAFIZ
Seven times, lady.

MIRALDA
Ah, was it? Well, now youre here.

HAFIZ
Lady, O star of these times. O light over lonely marshes. [He kneels by her and embraces her.] Is the Shereef gone, lady?

MIRALDA
For half an hour, Hafiz.

HAFIZ
How know you for half an hour?

MIRALDA
He said so.

HAFIZ
He said so? Then is the time to fear, if a man say so.

MIRALDA
I know him.

HAFIZ
In our country who knows any man so much? None.

MIRALDA
Hell be away for half an hour.

HAFIZ [embracing]
O, exquisite lily of unattainable mountains.

MIRALDA
Ah, Hafiz, would you do a little thing for me?

HAFIZ
I would do all things, lady, O evening star.

MIRANDA
Would you make me a queen, Hafiz?

HAFIZ
If  if the Shereef were gathered?

MIRALDA
Even so, Hafiz.

HAFIZ
Lady, I would make you queen of all that lies west of the passes.

MIRANDA
You would make me queen?

HAFIZ
Indeed, before all my wives, before all women, over all Shaldomir, named the elect.

MIRALDA
O, well, Hafiz; then you may kiss me. [HAFIZ does so ad lib.]
Hafiz, the Shereef has irked me.

HAFIZ
Lady, O singing star, to all men is the hour.

MIRALDA
The appointed hour?

HAFIZ
Even the appointed hour, the last, leading to darkness.

MIRALDA
Is it written, think you, that the Shereefs hour is soon?

HAFIZ
Lady, O dawns delight, let there be a banquet. Let the great ones of Shaldomir be bidden there.

MIRALDA
There shall be a banquet, Hafiz.

HAFIZ
Soon, O lady. Let it be soon, sole lily of the garden.

MIRALDA
It shall be soon, Hafiz. [More embraces.]

HAFIZ
And above all, O lady, bid Daoud, the son of the baker.

MIRALDA
He shall be bidden, Hafiz.

HAFIZ
O lady, it is well.

MIRALDA
Go now, Hafiz.

HAFIZ
Lady, I go [giving a bag of gold to BAZZALOL]. Silence. Silence. Silence.

BAZZALOL [kneeling]
O, master!

HAFIZ
Let the tomb speak; let the stars cry out; but do you be silent.

BAZZALOL
Aye, master.

HAFIZ [to THOOTHOOBABA]
And you. Though this one speak, yet be silent, or dread the shadow of Hafiz el Alcolahn.
[He drops a bag of gold. THOOTHOOBABA goes down and grabs at the gold; his eyes gloat over it.]

THOOTHOOBABA
Master, I speak not. Oh-h-h.
[Exit HAFIZ.

MIRALDA arranges herself on the cushions. She looks idly at each Nubian. The Nubians put each a finger over his lips and go on fanning with one hand.]

MIRALDA
A queen. I shall look sweet as a queen.
[Enter JOHN. She rises to greet him caressingly.
Enter DAOUD.]
Oh, you have brought Daoud with you.

JOHN
Why not?

MIRALDA
You know that I dont like Daoud.

JOHN
I wish to speak with him.
[MIRALDA looks straight at JOHN and moves away in silence. Exit L.]

JOHN
Daoud.

DAOUD
Great master.

JOHN
Daoud, one day in spring, in the cemetery of those called Blessed, beyond the citys gates, you swore to me by the graves of both your parents....

DAOUD
Great master, even so I swore.

JOHN
.... to be true to me always.

DAOUD
There is no Shereef but my master.

JOHN
Daoud, you have kept your word.

DAOUD
I have sought to, master.

JOHN
You have helped me often, Daoud, warned me and helped me often. Through you I knew those currents that run through the deeps of the market, in silence and all men feel them, but a ruler never. You told me of them, and when I knew  then I could look after myself, Daoud. They could do nothing against me then. Well, now I hold this people. I hold them at last, Daoud, and now  well, I can rest a little.

DAOUD
Not in the East, master.

JOHN
Not in the East, Daoud?

DAOUD
No, master.

JOHN
Why? What do you mean?

DAOUD
In Western countries, master, whose tales I have read, in a wonderful book named the Good Childs History of England, in the West a man hath power over a land, and lo! the power is his and descends to his sons son after him.

JOHN
Well, doesnt it in the East?

DAOUD
Not if he does not watch, master; in the night and the day, and in the twilight between the day and the night, and in the dawn between the night and the day.

JOHN
I thought you had pretty long dynasties in these parts, and pretty lazy ones.

DAOUD
Master, he that was mightiest of those that were kings in Babylon had a secret door prepared in an inner chamber, which led to a little room, the smallest in the palace, whose back door opened secretly to the river, even to great Euphrates, where a small boat waited all the days of his reign.

JOHN
Did he really now? Well, he was taking no chances. Did he have to use it?

DAOUD
No, master. Such boats are never used. Those that watch like that do not need to seek them, and the others, they would never be able to reach the river in time, even though the boat were there.

JOHN
I shouldnt like to have to live like that. Why, a river runs by the back of this palace. I suppose palaces usually are on rivers. Im glad I dont have to keep a boat there.

DAOUD
No, master.

JOHN
Well, what is it you are worrying about? Who is it you are afraid of?

DAOUD
Hafiz el Alcolahn.

JOHN
O, Hafiz. I have no fears of Hafiz. Lately I ordered my spies to watch him no longer. Why does he hate me?

DAOUD
Because, most excellent master, you slew Hussein.

JOHN
Slew Hussein? What is that to do with him? May I not slay whom I please?

DAOUD
Even so, master. Even so. But he was Husseins enemy.

JOHN
His enemy, eh?

DAOUD
For years he had dreamed of the joy of killing Hussein.

JOHN
Well, he should have done it before I came. We dont hang over things and brood over them for years where I come from. If a things to be done, its done.

DAOUD
Even so, master. Hafiz had laid his plans for years. He would have killed him and got his substance; and then, when the hour drew near, you came, and Hussein died, swiftly, not as Hafiz would have had him die; and lo! thou art the lord of the pass, and Hafiz is no more than a beetle that runs about in the dirt.

JOHN
Well, so you fear Hafiz?

DAOUD
Not for himself, master. Nay, I fear not Hafiz. But, master, hast thou seen when the thunder is coming, but no rumble is heard and the sky is scarce yet black, how little winds run in the grass and sigh and die; and the flower beckons a moment with its head; all the world full of whispers, master, all saying nothing; then the lightning, master, and the anger of God; and men say it came without warning? [Simply.] I hear those things coming, master.

JOHN
Well?

DAOUD
Master, it is all silent in the market. Once, when the price of turquoises was high, men abused the Shereef. When the merchant men could not sell their pomegranates for silver they abused the Shereef. It is mens way, master, mens way. Now it is all silent in the market. It is like the grasses with the idle winds, that whisper and sigh and die away; like the flowers beckoning to nothing. And so, master, and so....

JOHN
I see, you fear some danger.

DAOUD
I fear it, master.

JOHN
What danger, Daoud?

DAOUD
Master, I know not.

JOHN
From what quarter, Daoud?

DAOUD
O master, O sole Lord of Al Shaldomir, named the elect, from that quarter.

JOHN
That quarter? Why, that is the gracious ladys innermost chamber.

DAOUD
From that quarter, great master, O Lord of the Pass.

JOHN
Daoud, I have cast men into prison for saying less than this. Men have been flogged on the feet for less than this.

DAOUD
Slay me, master, but hear my words.

JOHN
I will not slay you. You are mistaken, Daoud. You have made a great mistake. The thing is absurd. Why, the gracious lady has scarcely seen Hafiz. She knows nothing of the talk of the market. Who could tell her? No one comes here. It is absurd. Only the other day she said to me... But it is absurd, it is absurd, Daoud. Besides, the people would never rebel against me. Do I not govern them well?

DAOUD
Even so, master.

JOHN
Why should they rebel, then?

DAOUD
They think of the old times, master.

JOHN
The old times? Why, their lives werent safe. The robbers came down from the mountains and robbed the market whenever they had a mind.

DAOUD
Master, men were content in the old times.

JOHN
But were the merchants content?

DAOUD
Those that loved merchandise were content, master. Those that loved it not went into the mountains.

JOHN
But were they content when they were robbed?

DAOUD
They soon recovered their losses, master. Their prices were unjust and they loved usury.

JOHN
And were the people content with unjust prices?

DAOUD
Some were, master, as men have to be in all countries. The others went into the mountains and robbed the merchants.

JOHN
I see.

DAOUD
But now, master, a man robs a merchant and he is cast into prison. Now a man is slain in the market and his son, his own son, master, may not follow after the aggressor and slay him and burn his house. They are ill-content, master. No man robs the merchants, no man slays them, and the merchants hearts are hardened and they oppress all men.

JOHN
I see. They dont like good government?

DAOUD
They sigh for the old times, master.

JOHN
I see; I see. In spite of all I have done for them, they want their old bad government back again.

DAOUD
It is the old way, master.

JOHN
Yes, yes. And so they would rebel. Well, we must watch. You have warned me once again, Daoud, and I am grateful. But you are wrong, Daoud, about the gracious lady. You are mistaken. It is impossible. You are mistaken, Daoud. I know it could not be.

DAOUD
I am mistaken, master. Indeed, I am mistaken. Yet, watch. Watch, master.

JOHN
Well, I will watch.

DAOUD
And, master, if ever I come to you bearing oars, then watch no longer, master, but follow me through the banquet chamber and through the room beyond it. Move as the wild deer move when there is danger, without pausing, without wondering, without turning round; for in that hour, master, in that hour....

JOHN
Through the room beyond the banquet chamber, Daoud?

DAOUD
Aye, master, following me.

JOHN
But there is no door beyond, Daoud.

DAOUD
Master, I have prepared a door.

JOHN
A door, Daoud?

DAOUD
A door none wots of, master.

JOHN
Whither does it lead?

DAOUD
To a room that you know not of, a little room; you must stoop, master.

JOHN
O, and then?

DAOUD
To the river, master.

JOHN
The river! But theres no boat there.

DAOUD
Under the golden willow, master.

JOHN
A boat?

DAOUD
Even so, under the branches.

JOHN
Is it come to that?... No, Daoud, all this is unnecessary. It cant come to that.

DAOUD
If ever I come before you bearing two oars, in that hour, master, it is necessary.

JOHN
But you will not come. It will never come to that.

DAOUD
No, master.

JOHN
A wise man can stop things before they get as far as that.

DAOUD
They that were kings in Babylon were wise men, master.

JOHN
Babylon! But that was thousands of years ago.

DAOUD
Man changes not, master.

JOHN
Well, Daoud, I will trust you, and if it ever comes to that...
[Enter MIRALDA.]

MIRALDA
I thought Daoud was gone.

DAOUD
Even now I go, gracious lady.
[Exit DAOUD. Rather strained silence with JOHN and MIRALDA till he goes. She goes and retakes herself comfortable on the cushions. He is not entirely at ease.]

MIRALDA
You had a long talk with Daoud.

JOHN
Yes, he came and talked a good deal.

MIRALDA
What about?

JOHN
O, just talk; you know these Eastern people.

MIRALDA
I thought it was something you were discussing with him.

JOHN
O, no.

MIRALDA
Some important secret.

JOHN
No, not at all.

MIRALDA
You often talk with Daoud.

JOHN
Yes, he is useful to me. When he talks sense I listen, but to-day...

MIRALDA
What did he come for to-day?

JOHN
O, nothing.

MIRALDA
You have a secret with Daoud that you will not share with me.

JOHN
No, I have not.

MIRALDA
What was it he said?

JOHN
He said there was a king in Babylon who...
[DAOUD slips into the room.]

MIRALDA
In Babylon? What has that to do with us?

JOHN
Nothing. I told you he was not talking sense.

MIRALDA
Well, what did he say?

JOHN
He said that in Babylon...

DAOUD
Hist!

JOHN
O, well...
[MIRALDA glares, but calms herself and says nothing.
Exit DAOUD.]

MIRALDA
What did Daoud say of Babylon?

JOHN
O, well, as you say, it had nothing to do with us.

MIRALDA
But I wish to hear it.

JOHN
I forget.
[For a moment there is silence.]

MIRALDA
John, John. Will you do a little thing for me?

JOHN
What is it?

MIRALDA
Say you will do it, John. I should love to have one of my little wishes granted.

JOHN
What is it?

MIRALDA
Kill Daoud, John. I want you to kill Daoud.

JOHN
I will not.
[He walks up and down in front of the two Nubians in silence. She plucks petulantly at a pillow. She suddenly calms herself. A light comes into her eyes. The Nubians go on fanning. JOHN goes on pacing.]

MIRALDA
John, John, I have forgotten my foolish fancies.

JOHN
I am glad of it.

MIRALDA
I do not really wish you to kill Daoud.

JOHN [same voice]
Im glad you dont.

MIRALDA
I have only one fancy now, John.

JOHN
Well, what is it?

MIRALDA
Give a banquet, John. I want you to give a banquet.

JOHN
A banquet? Why?

MIRALDA
Is there any harm in my fancy?

JOHN
No.

MIRALDA
Then if I may not be a queen, and if you will not kill Daoud for me, give a banquet, John. There is no harm in a banquet.

JOHN
Very well. When do you want it?

MIRALDA
To-morrow, John. Bid all the great ones to it, all the illustrious ones in Al Shaldomir.

JOHN
Very well.

MIRALDA
And bid Daoud come.

JOHN
Daoud? You asked me to kill him.

MIRALDA
I do not wish that any longer, John.

JOHN
You have queer moods, Miralda.

MIRALDA
May I not change my moods, John?

JOHN
I dont know. I dont understand them.

MIRALDA
And ask Hafiz el Alcolahn, John.

JOHN
Hafiz? Why?

MIRALDA
I dont know, John. It was just my fancy.

JOHN
Your fancy, eh?

MIRALDA
That was all.

JOHN
Then I will ask him. Have you any other fancy?

MIRALDA
Not now, John.

JOHN
Then go, Miralda.

MIRALDA
Go?

JOHN
Yes.

MIRALDA
Why?

JOHN
Because I command it.

MIRALDA
Because you command it?

JOHN
Yes, I, the Shereef Al Shaldomir.

MIRALDA
Very well.
[Exit L.
He walks to the door to see that she is really gone. He comes back to centre and stands with back to audience, pulling a cord quietly from his pocket and arranging it.
He moves half left and comes up behind BAZZALOL. Suddenly he slips the cord over BAZZALOLs head, and tightens it round his neck.]
[BAZZALOL flops on his knees.

THOOTHOOBABA goes on fanning.]

JOHN
Speak!
[BAZZALOL is silent.

JOHN tightens it more. THOOTHOOBABA goes on quietly fanning.]

BAZZALOL
I cannot.

JOHN
If you would speak, raise your left hand. If you raise your left hand and do not speak you shall die.
[BAZZALOL is silent. JOHN tightens more. BAZZALOL raises his great flabby left hand high. JOHN releases the cord. BAZZALOL blinks and moves his mouth.]

BAZZALOL
Gracious Shereef, one visited the great lady and gave us gold, saying, Speak not.

JOHN
When?

BAZZALOL
Great master, one hour since.

JOHN [a little viciously]
Who?

BAZZALOL
O heaven-sent, he was Hafiz el Alcolahn.

JOHN
Give me the gold.
[BAZZALOL gives it.]
[To THOOTHOOBABA.] Give me the gold.

THOOTHOOBABA
Master, none gave me gold.
[John touches his dagger, and looks like using it.

THOOTHOOBABA gives it.]

JOHN
Take back your gold. Be silent about this. You too.
[He throws gold to BAZZALOL.]
Gold does not make you silent, but there is a thing that does. What is that thing? Speak. What thing makes you silent?

BAZZALOL
O, great master, it is death.

JOHN
Death, eh? And how will you die if you speak? You know how you will die?

BAZZALOL
Yes, heaven-sent.

JOHN
Tell your comrade, then.

BAZZALOL
We shall be eaten, great master.

JOHN
You know by what?

BAZZALOL
Small things, great master, small things. Oh-h-h-h. Oh-h-h.
[THOOTHOOBABAs knees scarcely hold him.]

JOHN
It is well.
Curtain


SCENE 2

A small street. Al Shaldomir.
Time: Next day.
[Enter L. the SHEIK OF THE BISHAREENS.
He goes to an old green door, pointed of course in the Arabic way.]

SHEIK OF THE BISHAREENS
Ho, Bishareens!
[The BISHAREENS run on.]

SHEIK
It is the place and the hour.

BISHAREENS
Ah, ah!

SHEIK [to FIRST BISHAREEN]
Watch.
[FIRST BISHAREEN goes to right and watches up sunny street.]

FIRST BISHAREEN
He comes.
[Enter HAFIZ EL ALCOLAHN. He goes straight up to the SHEIK and whispers.]

SHEIK [turning]
Hear, O Bishareens.
[HAFIZ places flute to his lips.]

A BISHAREEN
And the gold, master?

SHEIK
Silence! It is the signal.
[HAFIZ plays a weird, strange tune on his flute.]

HAFIZ
So.

SHEIK
Master, once more.
[HAFIZ raises the flute again to his lips.]

SHEIK
Hear, O Bishareens!
[He plays the brief tune again.]

HAFIZ [to SHEIK]
Like that.

SHEIK
We have heard, O master.
[He walks away L. Hands move in the direction of knife-hilts.]

THE BISHAREENS
Ah, ah!
[Exit HAFIZ.
He plays a merry little tune on his flute as he walks away.]
Curtain


SCENE 3

The banqueting hall. A table along the back. JOHN and MIRALDA seated with notables of Al Shaldomir.

JOHN sits in the centre, with MIRALDA on his right and, next to her, HAFIZ EL ALCOLAHN.

MIRALDA [to JOHN]
You bade Daoud be present?

JOHN
Yes.

MIRALDA
He is not here.

JOHN
Daoud not here?

MIRALDA
No.

JOHN
Why?

MIRALDA
We all obey you, but not Daoud.

JOHN
I do not understand it.

A NOTABLE
The Shereef has frowned.
[Enter R. an OFFICER-AT-ARMS. He halts at once and salutes with his sword, then takes a side pace to his left, standing against the wall, sword at the carry.

JOHN acknowledges salute by touching his forehead with the inner tips of his fingers.]

OFFICER-AT-ARMS
Soldiers of Al Shaldomir; with the dance-step; march.
[Enter R. some men in single file; uniform, pale green silks; swords at carry. They advance in single file, in a slightly serpentine way, deviating to their left a little out of the straight and returning to it, stepping neatly on the tips of their toes. Their march is fantastic and odd without being exactly funny.
The OFFICER-AT-ARMS falls in on their left flank and marches about level with the third or fourth man. When he reaches the centre he gives another word of command.]

OFFICER-AT-ARMS
With reverence: Salute.
[The actor who takes this part should have been an officer or N. C. O.

JOHN stands up and acknowledges their salute by touching his forehead with the fingers of the right hand, palm turned inwards.
Exeunt soldiers L. JOHN sits down.]

A NOTABLE
He does not smile this evening.

A WOMAN
The Shereef?

NOTABLE
He has not smiled.
[Enter R. ZABNOOL, a CONJURER, with brass bowl. He bows. He walks to centre opposite JOHN. He exhibits his bowl.]

ZABNOOL
Behold. The bowl is empty.
[ZABNOOL produces a snake.]

ZABNOOL
Ah, little servant of Death.
[He produces flowers.]
Flowers, master, flowers. All the way from Nowhere.
[He produces birds.]
Birds, master. Birds from Nowhere. Sing, sing to the Shereef. Sing the little empty songs of the land of Nowhere.
[He seats himself on the ground facing JOHN. He puts the bowl on the ground. He places a piece of silk, with queer designs on it over the bowl. He partly draws the silk away with his left hand and puts in his right. He brings out a young crocodile and holds it by the neck.]

CONJURER
Behold, O Shereef; O people, behold; a crocodile.
[He arises and bows to JOHN and wraps up the crocodile in some drapery and walks away. As he goes he addresses his crocodile.]
O eater of lambs, O troubler of the rivers, you sought to evade me in an empty bowl. O thief, O appetite, you sought to evade the Shereef. The Shereef has seen you, O vexer of swimmers, O pig in armour, O...
[Exit.

SHABEESH, another CONJURER, rushes on.]

SHABEESH
Bad man, master; he very, very bad man.
[He pushes ZABNOOL away roughly, impetus of which carries ZABNOOL to the wings.]
Very, very bad man, master.

MIRALDA [reprovingly]
Zabnool has amused us.

SHABEESH
He very, very bad man, lily lady. He get crocodile from devil. From devil Poolyana, lily lady. Very, very bad.

MIRALDA
He may call on devils if he amuse us, Shabeesh.

SHABEESH
But Poolyana, my devil. He call on my devil, lily lady. Very, very, very bad. My devil Poolyana.

MIRALDA
Call on him yourself, Shabeesh. Amuse us.

SHABEESH
Shall one devil serve two masters?

MIRALDA
Why not?

SHABEESH [beginning to wave priestly conjurers hands]
Very bad man go away. Go away, bad man: go away, bad man. Poolyana not want bad man: Poolyana only work for good man. He mighty fine devil. Poolyana, Poolyana. Big, black, fine, furry devil. Poolyana, Poolyana, Poolyana. O fine, fat devil with big angry tail. Poolyana, Poolyana, Poolyana. Send me up fine young pig for the Shereef. Poolyana, Poolyana. Lil yellow pig with curly tail. [Small pig appears.] O Poolyana, great Poolyana. Fine black fur and grey fur underneath. Fine ferocious devil you my devil, Poolyana. O, Poolyana, Poolyana, Poolyana. Send me a big beast what chew bad mans crocodile. Big beast with big teeth, eat him like a worm.
[He has spread large silk handkerchief on floor and is edging back from it in alarm.]
Long nails in him toes, big like lion, Poolyana. Send great smelly big beast  eat up bad mans crocodile.
[At first stir of handkerchief SHABEESH leaps in alarm.]
He come, he come. I see his teeth and horns.
[Enter small live rabbit from trapdoor under handkerchief.]
O, Poolyana, you big devil have your liddle joke. You laugh at poor conjuring man. You send him lil rabbit to eat big crocodile. Bad Poolyana. Bad Poolyana.
[Whacks ground with stick.]
You plenty bad devil, Poolyana.
[Whacking it again. Handkerchief has been thrown on ground again. Handkerchief stirs slightly.]
No, no, Poolyana. You not bad devil. You not bad devil. You plenty good devil, Poolyana. No, no, no! Poor conjuring man quite happy on muddy earth. No, Poolyana, no! O, no, no, devil. O, no, no! Hell plenty nice place for devil. Master! He not my devil! He other mans devil!

JOHN
Whats this noise? Whats it about? Whats the matter?

SHABEESH [in utmost terror]
He coming, master! Coming!

ZABNOOL
Poolyana, Poolyana, Poolyana. Stay down, stay down, Poolyana. Stay down in nice warm hell, Poolyana. The Shereef want no devil to-day.
[ZABNOOL before speaking returns to centre and pats air over ground where handkerchief lies.
Then SHABEESH and ZABNOOL come together side by side and bow and smile together toward the SHEREEF. Gold is thrown to them, which ZABNOOL gathers and hands to SHABEESH, who gives a share back to ZABNOOL.]

A NOTABLE
The Shereef is silent.
[Enter three women R. in single file, dancing, and carrying baskets full of pink rose-leaves. They dance across, throwing down rose-leaves, leaving a path of them behind them. Exeunt L.]

A NOTABLE
Still he is silent.

MIRALDA
Why do you not speak?

JOHN
I do not wish to speak.

MIRALDA
Why?
[Enter OMAR with his zither.]

OMAR [singing]
Al Shaldomir, Al Shaldomir,
Birds sing thy praises night and day;
The nightingale in every wood,
Blackbirds in fields profound with may;
Birds sing of thee by every way.

Al Shaldomir, Al Shaldomir,
My heart is ringing with thee still
Though far away, O fairy fields,
My soul flies low by every hill
And misses not one daffodil.

Al Shaldomir, Al Shaldomir,
O mother of my roving dreams
Blue is the night above thy spires
And blue by myriads of streams
Paradise through thy gateway gleams.


MIRALDA
Why do you not wish to speak?

JOHN
You desire me to speak?

MIRALDA
No. They all wonder why you do not speak; that is all.

JOHN
I will speak. They shall hear me.

MIRALDA
O, there is no need to.

JOHN
There is a need. [He rises.] People of Shaldomir, behold I know your plottings. I know the murmurings that you murmur against me. When I sleep in my inner chamber my ear is in the market, while I sit at meat I hear men whisper far hence and know their innermost thoughts. Hope not to overcome me by your plans nor by any manner of craftiness. My gods are gods of brass; none have escaped them. They cannot be overthrown. Of all men they favour my people. Their hands reach out to the uttermost ends of the earth. Take heed, for my gods are terrible. I am the Shereef; if any dare withstand me I will call on my gods and they shall crush him utterly. They shall grind him into the earth and trample him under, as though he had not been. The uttermost parts have feared the gods of the English. They reach out, they destroy, there is no escape from them. Be warned; for I do not permit any to stand against me. The laws that I have given you, you shall keep; there shall be no other laws. Whoso murmurs shall know my wrath and the wrath of my gods. Take heed, I speak not twice. I spoke once to Hussein. Hussein heard not; and Hussein is dead, his ears are closed for ever. Hear, O people.

HAFIZ

O Shereef, we murmur not against you.

JOHN
I know thoughts and hear whispers. I need not instruction, Hafiz.

HAFIZ
You exalt yourself over us as none did aforetime.

JOHN
Yes. And I will exalt myself. I have been Shereef hitherto, but now I will be king. Al Shaldomir is less than I desire. I have ruled too long over a little country. I will be the equal of Persia. I will be king; I proclaim it. The pass is mine; the mountains shall be mine also. And he that rules the mountains has mastery over all the plains beyond. If the men of the plains will not own it let them make ready; for my wrath will fall on them in the hour when they think me afar, on a night when they think I dream. I proclaim myself king over...
[HAFIZ pulls out his flute and plays the weird, strange tune. JOHN looks at him in horrified anger.]

JOHN
The penalty is death! Death is the punishment for what you do, Hafiz. You have dared while I spoke. Hafiz, your contempt is death. Go to Hussein. I, the king... say it.
[DAOUD has entered R., bearing two oars. DAOUD walks across, not looking at JOHN. Exit by small door in L. near back.

JOHN gives one look at the banqueters, then he follows DAOUD. Exit.
All look astonished. Some rise and peer. HAFIZ draws his knife.]

OMAR [singing]
Al Shaldomir, Al Shaldomir, The nightingales that guard thy ways Cease not to give thee, after God And after Paradise, all praise.

CRIES [off]
Kill the unbeliever. Kill the dog. Kill the Christian.
[Enter the SHEIK OF THE BISHAREENS, followed by all his men.]

SHEIK
We are the Bishareens, master.
[MIRALDA standing up, right arm akimbo, left arm pointing perfectly straight out towards the small door, hand extended.]

MIRALDA
He is there.
[The BISHAREENS run off through the little door.]

A NOTABLE
Not to interfere with old ways is wisest.

ANOTHER
Indeed, it would have been well for him.
[The BISHAREENS begin to return looking all about them like disappointed hounds.]

A BISHAREEN
He is not there, master.

HAFIZ
Not there? Not there? Why, there is no door beyond. He must needs be there, and his chief spy with him.

SHEIK [off]
He is not here.

MIRALDA [turning round and clawing the wall]
O, I was weary of him. I was weary of him.

HAFIZ
Be comforted, pearl of the morning; he is gone.

MIRALDA
When I am weary of a man he must die.
[He embraces her knees.]

ZAGBOOLA [who has come on with a little crowd that followed the BISHAREENS. She is blind.]
Lead me to Hafiz. I am the mother of Hafiz. Lead me to Hafiz. [They lead her near.] Hafiz! Hafiz!
[She finds his shoulder and tries to drag him away.]

HAFIZ
Go! Go! I have found the sole pearl of the innermost deeps of the sea.
[He is kneeling and kissing MIRALDAs hand. ZAGBOOLA wails.]
Curtain


ACT IV


SCENE 1

Three years elapse.
Scene: The street outside the Acacias.
Time: Evening.
[Ali leans on a pillar-box watching. John shuffles on L. He is miserably dressed, an Englishman down on his luck. A nightingale sings far off.]

JOHN
A nightingale here. Well, I never.
Al Shaldomir, Al Shaldomir, The nightingales that guard thy ways Cease not to give thee, after God And after Paradise, all praise...
The infernal place! I wish I had never seen it! Wonder what set me thinking of that?
[The nightingale sings another bar. JOHN turns to his left and walks down the little path that leads to the door of the Acacias.]
I mustnt come here. Mustnt come to a fine house like this. Mustnt. Mustnt.
[He draws near it reluctantly. He puts his hand to the bell and withdraws it. Then he rings and snatches his hand away. He prepares to run away. Finally he rings it repeatedly, feverishly, violently.
Enter LIZA, opening the door.]

LIZA
Ullo, Oos this!

JOHN
I oughtnt to have rung, miss, I know. I oughtnt to have rung your bell; but Ive seen better days, and wondered if  I wondered...

LIZA
I oughtnt to ave opened the door, thats wot I oughtnt. Now I look at you, I oughtnt to ave opened it. Wot does you want?

JOHN
O, dont turn me away now, miss. I must come here. I must.

LIZA
Must? Why?

JOHN
I dont know.

LIZA
Wot do you want?

JOHN
Who lives here?

LIZA
Mr. and Mrs. Cater; firm of Briggs, Cater, and Johnstone. What do you want?

JOHN
Could I see Mr. Cater?

LIZA
Hes out. Dining at the Mansion House.

JOHN
Oh.

LIZA
He is.

JOHN
Could I see Mrs. Cater?

LIZA
See Mrs. Cater? No, of course you couldnt.
[She prepares to shut the door.]

JOHN
Miss! Miss! Dont go, miss. Dont shut me out. If you knew what Id suffered, if you knew what Id suffered. Dont!

LIZA [coming forward again]
Suffered? Why? Aint you got enough to eat?

JOHN
No, Ive had nothing all day.

LIZA
Avent you really now?

JOHN
No. And I get little enough at any time.

LIZA [kindly]
You ought to work.

JOHN
I... I cant. I cant bring myself... Ive seen better times.

LIZA
Still, you could work.

JOHN
I  I cant grub for halfpennies when Ive  when Ive...

LIZA
When youve what?

JOHN
Lost millions.

LIZA
Millions?

JOHN
Ive lost everything.

LIZA
Ow did you lose it?

JOHN
Through being blind. But never mind, never mind. Its all gone now, and Im hungry.

LIZA
Ow long ave you been down on your luck?

JOHN
Its three years now.

LIZA
Couldnt get a regular job, like?

JOHN
Well, I suppose I might have. I suppose its my fault, miss. But the heart was out of me.

LIZA
Dear me, now.

JOHN
Miss.

LIZA
Yes?

JOHN
Youve a kind face...

LIZA
Ave I?

JOHN
Yes. Would you do me a kind turn?

LIZA
Well, I dunno. I might, as yer so down on yer luck  I dont like to see a man like you are, I must say.

JOHN
Would you let me come into the big house and speak to the missus a moment?

LIZA
Shed row me awful if I did. This house is very respectable.

JOHN
I feel, if you would, I feel, I feel my luck might change.

LIZA
But I dont know what shed say if I did.

JOHN
Miss, I must.

LIZA
I dont know wot shed say.

JOHN
I must come in, miss, I must.

LIZA
I dont know what shell say.

JOHN
I must. I cant help myself.

LIZA
I dont know what shell...
[JOHN is in, door shuts.]
[ALI throws his head up and laughs, but quite silently.]
Curtain


SCENE 2

The drawing-room at the Acacias.
A moment later.
The scene is the same as in Act I, except that the sofa which was red is now green, and the photograph of Aunt Martha is replaced by that of a frowning old colonel. The ages of the four children in the photographs are the same, but their sexes have changed.
[MARY reading. Enter LIZA.]

LIZA
Theres a gentleman to see you, mum, which is, properly speaking, not a gentleman at all, but e would come in, mum.

MARY
Not a gentleman! Good gracious, Liza, whatever do you mean?

LIZA
E would come in, mum.

MARY
But what does he want?

LIZA [over shoulder]
What does you want?

JOHN [entering]
I am a beggar.

MARY
O, really? Youve no right to be coming into houses like this, you know.

JOHN
I know that, madam, I know that. Yet somehow I couldnt help myself. Ive been begging for nearly three years now, and Ive never done this before, yet somehow to-night I felt impelled to come to this house. I beg your pardon, humbly. Hunger drove me to it.

MARY
Hunger?

JOHN
Im very hungry, madam.

MARY
Unfortunately Mr. Cater has not yet returned, or perhaps he might...

JOHN
If you could give me a little to eat yourself, madam, a bit of stale bread, a crust, something that Mr. Cater would not want.

MARY
Its very unusual, coming into a house like this and at such an hour  its past eleven oclock  and Mr. Cater not yet returned. Are you really hungry?

JOHN
Im very, very hungry.

MARY
Well, its very unusual; but perhaps I might get you a little something.
[She picks up an empty plate from the supper table.]

JOHN
Madam, I do not know how to thank you.

MARY
O, dont mention it.

JOHN
I have not met such kindness for three years. I... Im starving. Ive known better times.

MARY [kindly]
Ill get you something. Youve known better times, you say?

JOHN
I had been intended for work in the City. And then, then I travelled, and  and I got very much taken with foreign countries, and I thought  but it all went to pieces. I lost everything. Here I am, starving.

MARY [as one might reply to the Mayoress who had lost her gloves]
O, Im so sorry.
[JOHN sighs deeply.]

MARY
Ill get a nice bit of something to eat.

JOHN
A thousand thanks to you, madam.
[Exit MARY with the plate.]

LIZA [who has been standing near the door all the time]
Well, shes going to get you something.

JOHN
Heaven reward her.

LIZA
Hungry as all that?

JOHN
Im on my beam ends.

LIZA
Cheer up!

JOHN
Thats all very well to say, living in a fine house, as you are, dry and warm and well-fed. But what have I to cheer up about?

LIZA
Isnt there anything you could pop?

JOHN
What?

LIZA
Nothing you can take to the pawn-shop? Ive tided over times I wanted a bit of cash that way sometimes.

JOHN
What could I pawn?

LIZA
Well, well youve a watch-chain.

JOHN
A bit of old leather.

LIZA
But what about the watch?

JOHN
Ive no watch.

LIZA
O, funny having a watch-chain then.

JOHN
O, thats only for this; its a bit of crystal.

LIZA
Funny bit of a thing. Whats it for?

JOHN
I dont know.

LIZA
Was it give to you?

JOHN
I dont know. I dont know how I got it.

LIZA
Dont know how you got it?

JOHN
No, I cant remember at all. But Ive a feeling about it, I cant explain what I feel; but I dont part with it.

LIZA
Dont you? You might get something on it, likely and have a square meal.

JOHN
I wont part with it.

LIZA
Why?

JOHN
I feel I wont. I never have.

LIZA
Feel you wont?

JOHN
Yes, I have that feeling very strongly. Ive kept it always. Everything else is gone.

LIZA
Had it long?

JOHN
Yes, yes. About ten years. I found I had it one morning in a train. Its odd that I cant remember.

LIZA
But wot dyer keep it for?

JOHN
Just for luck.
[LIZA breaks into laughter.]

LIZA
Well, you are funny.

JOHN
Im on my beam ends. I dont know if that is funny.

LIZA
Youre as down in your luck as ever you can be, and you go keeping a thing like that for luck. Why, you couldnt be funnier.

JOHN
Well, what would you do?

LIZA
Why, I ad a mascot once, all real gold; and I had rotten luck. Rotten luck I had. Rotten.

JOHN
And what did you do?

LIZA
Took it back to the shop.

JOHN
Yes?

LIZA
They was quite obliging about it. Gave me a wooden one instead, what was guaranteed. Luck changed very soon altogether.

JOHN
Could luck like mine change?

LIZA
Course it could.

JOHN
Look at me.

LIZA
Youll be all right one of these days. Give me that mascot.

JOHN
I  I hardly like to. One has an awfully strong feeling with it.

LIZA
Give it to me. Its no good.

JOHN
I  I dont like to.

LIZA
You just give it to me. I tell you its doing you no good. I know all about them mascots. Give it me.

JOHN
Well, Ill give it you. Youre the first woman thats been kind to me since ... Im on my beam ends.
[Face in hands  tears.]

LIZA
There, there. Im going to smash it, I am. These mascots! Ones better without em. Your luckll turn, never fear. And youve a nice supper coming.
[She puts it in a corner of the mantelpiece and hammers it. It smashes.
The photographs of the four children change slightly. The Colonel gives place to Aunt Martha. The green sofa turns red. JOHNs clothes become neat and tidy. The hammer in LIZAs hand turns to a feather duster. Nothing else changes.]

A VOICE [off, in agony]
Allah! Allah! Allah!

LIZA
Some foreign gentleman must have hurt himself.

JOHN
Hm. Sounds like it... Liza.
[LIZA, dusting the photographs on the wall, just behind the corner of the mantelpiece.]

LIZA
Funny. Thought I  thought I ad a hammer in my hand.

JOHN
Really, Liza, I often think you have. You really should be more careful. Only  only yesterday you broke the glass of Miss Janes photograph.

LIZA
Thought it was a hammer.

JOHN
Really, I think it sometimes is. Its a mistake you make too often, Liza. You  you must be more careful.

LIZA
Very well, sir. Funny my thinking I ad an ammer in my and, though.
[She goes to tidy the little supper table. Enter MARY with food on a plate.]

MARY
Ive brought you your supper, John.

JOHN
Thanks, Mary. I  I think I must have taken a nap.

MARY
Did you, dear? Thanks, Liza. Run along to bed now, Liza. Good gracious, its half-past eleven.
[MARY makes final arrangements of supper table.]

LIZA
Thank you, mum.
[Exit ]

JOHN
Mary.

MARY
Yes, John.

JOHN
I  I thought Id caught that train.
Curtain
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PREFACE

Believing plays to be solely for the stage, I have never before allowed any of mine to be printed until they had first faced from a stage the judgment of an audience, to see if they were entitled to be called plays at all. A successful production also has been sometimes a moral support to me when some critic has said, as for instance of A Night at an Inn, that though it reads passably it could never act.

But in this book I have made an exception to this good rule (as it seems to me), and that exception is The Flight of the Queen. I know too little of managers and theatres to know what to do with it, and have a feeling that it will be long before it is ever acted, and am too fond of this play to leave it in obscurity. This beautiful story has been lying about the world for countless centuries, without ever having been dramatized. It is the story of a royal court, which I have merely adapted to the stage. The date that I have given is accurate; it happened in June; and happens every June; perhaps in some corner of the readers garden. It is the story of the bees.

As for The Compromise of the King of the Golden Isles, it is just the sort of play through which those that hunt for allegories might hunt merrily, unless I mention that there are no allegories in any of my plays.

An allegory I take to be a dig at something local and limited, such as politics, while outwardly appearing to tell of things on some higher plane. But, far from being the chef dœuvre of some ponderously profound thinker, I look on the allegory, if I have rightly defined it, as being the one form of art that is narrowly limited in its application to life. When the man whose cause it championed has been elected alderman, when the esplanade has been widened, or the town better lighted or drained, the allegorys work must necessarily be over; but the truth of all other works of art is manifold and should be eternal.

Though there is no such land as the Golden Isles and was never any such king as Hamaran, yet all that we write with sincerity is true, for we can reflect nothing that we have not seen, and this we interpret with our idiosyncracies when we attempt any form of art.

I set some store by the way in which the three lines about Zarabardes are recited, though it is hard to explain in writing a matter of rhythm. But the heartlessness of it can be indicated by a clear pronunciation of the syllables, as though the people that utter these words had long been drilled in a formula.

The third play, Cheezo, tells of one of those rare occasions when it is permissible for an artist, and may be a duty, to leave his wider art in order to attack a definite evil. And the invention of great new foods is often a huge evil.

Cheezo is a play of Right and Wrong, and Wrong triumphs. Were not this particular Wrong triumphing at this particular date I should not have thought it a duty to attack it, and were it easily defeated it would not have been worth attacking.

I have seen it acted with a Stage Curate, rather weak and a little comic; obviously such a man could be no match for Sladder. Hippanthigh should be of stronger stuff than that: he is defeated because that particular evil is, as I have said, defeating its enemies at present. Nor could there be any drama in a contest between the brutal Sladder and a Stage Curate; for the spark that we call humour, by whose light we see much of life, comes as it were of two flints, and not of a flint and cheese.

The three little plays that follow I will leave to speak for themselves, as ultimately all plays have to do.

DUNSANY


THE COMPROMISE OF THE KING OF THE GOLDEN ISLES


DRAMATIS PERSONÆ

The King of the Golden Isles: King Hamaran.
The Kings Politician.
The Ambassador of the Emperor.
The Emperors Seeker.
Two Priests of the Order of the Sun.
The Kings Questioners.
The Ambassadors Nubian.
The Herald of the Ambassador.
The Emperors Dwarf.
The Deputy Cup-Bearer.
The Kings Doom-Bearer.


Scene

The Kings Politician: A man has fled from the Emperor, and has taken refuge in your Majestys Court in that part of it called holy.

The King: We must give him up to the Emperor.

Politician: To-day a spearsman came running from Eng-Bathai seeking the man who fled. He carries the barbed spear of one of the Emperors seekers.

King: We must give him up.

Politician: Moreover he has an edict from the Emperor demanding that the head of the man who fled be sent back to Eng-Bathai.

King: Let it be sent.

Politician: Yet your Majesty is no vassal of the Emperor, who dwells at Eng-Bathai.

King: We may not disobey the Imperial edict.

Politician: Yet  

King: None hath dared to do it.

Politician: It is so long since any dared to do it that the Emperor mocks at kings. If your Majesty disobeyed him the Emperor would tremble.

King: Ah.

Politician: The Emperor would say, There is a great king. He defies me. And he would tremble strangely.

King: Yet  if  

Politician: The Emperor would fear you.

King: I would fain be a great king  yet  

Politician: You would win honour in his eyes.

King: Yet is the Emperor terrible in his wrath. He was terrible in his wrath in the olden time.

Politician: The Emperor is old.

King: This is a great affront that he places upon a king, to demand a man who has come to sanctuary in that part of my Court called holy.

Politician: It is a great affront.
[Enter the Seeker. He abases himself.

Seeker: O King, I have come with my spear, seeking for one that fled the Emperor and has found sanctuary in your Court in that part called holy.

King: It has not been the wont of the kings of my line to turn men from our sanctuary.

Seeker: It is the Emperors will.

King: It is not my will.

Seeker: Behold the Emperors edict.
[The King takes it. The Seeker goes towards the door.

Seeker: I go to sit with my spear by the door of the place called holy.
[Exit Seeker.

King: The edict, the edict. We must obey the edict.

Politician: The Emperor is old.

King: True, we will defy him.

Politician: He will do nothing.

King: And yet the edict.

Politician: It is of no importance.

King: Hark. I will not disobey the Emperor. Yet will I not permit him to abuse the sanctuary of my Court. We will banish the man who fled from Eng-Bathai. [To his Doom-Bearer.] Hither, the Doom-Bearer; take the black ivory spear, the wand of banishment, that lies on the left of my throne, and point it at the man that shelters in the holy place of my Court. Then show him the privy door behind the horns of the altar, so that he go safely hence and meet not the Emperors seeker.
[The Doom-Bearer bows and takes the spear on the flat of both his hands. The shaft is all black, but the head is of white ivory. It is blunt and clearly ceremonial. Exit.]
[To Politician.
Thus we shall be safe from the wrath of the Emperor, and the holy place of my Court will not be violate.

Politician: Had your Majesty scorned the Emperor it were better. He is old and durst not take vengeance.

King: I have decided, and the man is banished.
[A Herald marches in and blows his trumpet.

Herald: The Ambassador of the Emperor.
[Enter the Ambassador. He bows to the King from his place near the door.

King: For what purpose to my Court from Eng-Bathai comes thus the Ambassador of the Emperor?

Ambassador: I bring to the Kings Majesty a gift from the great Emperor, [Ambassador and his men bow] who reigns in Eng-Bathai, the reward of obedience to his edict, a goblet of inestimable wine.
[He signs and there enters a page bearing a goblet of glass. He has a pretty complexion and yellow hair falling as low as his chin and curling inwards. He wears a cerise belt round his tunic exactly matching the wine in the goblet he carries.
He prays you drink it, and to know that it was made by vintners whose skill is lost, and stored in secret cellars over a hundred years; and that the vineyards whence it came have been long since whelmed by war, and only live now in legend and this wine.

King: A gift, you say, for obedience.

Ambassador: A gift from the old wine-gardens of the sun.

King: How knew the Emperor that I had thus obeyed him?

Ambassador: It has not been mens wont to disobey the Emperor.

King: Yet if I have sheltered this man in the holy place of my Court?

Ambassador: If that be so the Emperor bids you drink out of this golden goblet. [He signs and it is brought on by a bent and ugly dwarf] and wishes you farewell.

King: Farewell, you say?

Ambassador: Farewell.

King: What have you in the goblet?

Ambassador: It is no common poison, but a thing so strange and deadly that the serpents of Lebutharna go in fear of it. Yea travellers there hold high a goblet of this poison, at arms length as they go. The serpents hide their heads for fear of it. Even so the travellers pass the desert safely, and come to Eng-Bathai.

King: I have not sheltered this man.

Ambassador: There is no need then for this Imperial gift.
[He throws the liquid out of the goblet through the doorway on to the marble. A great steam goes up.

King: Neither have I ordered that his head be sent back to Eng-Bathai.

Ambassador: Alas, for so rare a wine.
[He pours it away.

King: I have banished him and he is safe. I have neither obeyed nor disobeyed.

Ambassador: The Emperor therefore bids you choose the gift that he honours himself by sending to your Court.
[He signs. Enter a massive Nubian with two cups.
The Emperor bids you drink one of these cups.
[The huge Nubian moves up close to the King holding up the two cups on a tray.
[The Politician slinks off. Exit L.

King: The cups are strangely alike.

Ambassador: Only one craftsman in the City of Smiths ever discerned a difference. The Emperor killed him, and now no one knows.

King: The potions also are alike.

Ambassador: Strangely alike. [The King hesitates.] The Emperor bids you choose his gift and drink.

King: The Emperor has poisoned the cups!

Ambassador: You greatly wrong the Emperor. Only one cup is poisoned.

King: You say that one is poisoned?

Ambassador: Only one, O King! Who may say which?

King: And what if I refuse to do this thing?

Ambassador: There are tortures that the Emperor never names. They are not spoken of where the Emperor is. Yet the Emperor makes a sign and they are accomplished. He makes the sign with a certain one of his fingers.

King (half to himself): How wonderfully they have the look of wine.

Ambassador: One is a wine scarcely less rare, scarcely less jubilant in the wits of man, than that which alas is lost.
[He glances towards the spot where he threw the other.

King: And the other?

Ambassador: Who may say? It is the most treasured secret that the Emperors poisoners guard.

King: I will send for my butlers that are wise in wine and they shall smell the cups.

Ambassador: Alas, but the Emperors poisoners have added so wine-like a flavour to their most secret draught, that no man may tell by this means which is their work and which that inestimable wine.

King: I will send for my tasters and they shall taste of the cups.

Ambassador: Alas, so great a risk may not be run.

King: Risks are the duty of a kings tasters.

Ambassador: If they chanced to taste of the treasure of the Emperors poisoners  well. But if they, or any man of common birth, were to taste of the wine that the Emperor sends only to kings, and even to kings but rarely, that were an affront to the Emperors ancient wine that could not be permitted.

King: It is surely permitted that I send for my priests, who tell by divination, having burnt strange herbs to the gods that guard the Golden Isles.

Ambassador: It is permitted.

King: Send for the priests.
King (mainly to himself): They shall discern. The priests shall make for me this dreadful choice. They shall burn herbs and discern it. (To Ambassador.) My priests are very subtle. They worship the gods that guard the Golden Isles.

Ambassador: The Emperor has other gods.
[Enter L. two priests of the Order of the Sun. Two acolytes follow. One carries a tripod and the other a gong.
[The priests abase themselves and the acolytes bow. The Ambassador stands with almost Mongolian calm by the door from which he has not moved since he entered.
[The impassive Nubian stands motionless near the King, holding up the cups on a tray.

King: The Emperor has honoured me with these two cups of wine that I may drink one of them to the grandeur of his throne. I bid you importune the gods that they may surely tell me which it were well to drink.

First Priest: We will importune the gods with the savour of rarest spices. We will send up to them the odour of herbs they love. We will commune with them in silence and they shall answer our thoughts, when they snuff the savour of the smoke of the burning on the tripod that is sacred to the Sun.
[The calm of the Ambassador and the impassivity of the Nubian grow ominous. The two priests hang over the tripod. They cast herbs upon it. They pass their hands over it. The herbs begin to smoulder. A smoke goes up. The priests bend over the smoke. Presently they step back from it.

First Priest: The gods sleep.

King: They sleep! The gods that guard the Golden Isles?

First Priest: The gods sleep.

King: Importune them as never before. I will make sacrifice of many sheep. I will give emeralds to the Monks of the Sun.
[The second acolyte moves nearer to the tripod and beats listlessly on his great gong at about the pace of a great clock striking slowly.

First Priest: We will importune the gods as never before.
[They heap up more herbs and spices. The smoke grows thicker and thicker. It streams upwards. They hover about it as before. At a sign the gong ceases.
The gods have spoken.

King: What is their message?

First Priest: Drink of the cup upon the Nubians left.

King: Ah. My gods defend me.
[He seizes the cup boldly. He looks straight at the Ambassador, whose face remains expressionless, merely watching. He lifts the cup upon the Nubians left a little up from the tray.
[He glances towards the priests.
[Suddenly he starts. He has seen a strange expression upon the face of the priest. He puts the cup down. He strides a step nearer and looks at his face.
PRIEST!  Priest!  What is that look in your eyes?

First Priest: O King, I know not. I have given the message of the gods.
[The King continues to search out his face.

King: I mistrust it.

First Priest: It is the message of the gods.

King: I will drink of the other cup!
[The King steps back to his place in the front of his throne where the Nubian stands beside him. He takes the cup upon the Nubians right. He gazes at the priest. He looks round at the Ambassador, but sees nothing in that watchful, expressionless face.
[He glances sidelong at the priest, then drinks, draining the cup at some length. He puts it down in silence. The face of the Ambassador and the whole bulk of the Nubian remain motionless.

King: An inestimable wine!

Ambassador: It is the Emperors joy.

King: Send for my Questioners.
[There are weird whistles. Two dark men run on in loin clothes.
Ask these two priests the Seven Questions.
[The Questioners run nimbly up to the two priests and lead them away by the arm.

The Two Acolytes: O, O, O. Oh, oh.
[They show extreme horror. The Ambassador bows to the King.

King: You do not leave us at once?

Ambassador: I go back to the Emperor, whom it is happiness to obey, and length of days.
[He bows and walks away. The Herald marches out, then the Ambassador; the Page, the Dwarf and the Nubian follow.
[Exeunt.
[The Herald is heard blowing upon his trumpet the same notes as when he entered, one merry bar of music.
[The tray and two precious cups, one empty and the other full, are left glittering near the King.

King (looking at cups): Those are rare emeralds that glisten there! Yet an evil gift. (To the moaning acolytes.) Be silent! Your priests sinned strangely.
[The acolytes continue to moan.
[Enter one of the Questioners. He has sweat on his face and his hair has become damp and unkempt.

Questioner: We have asked the Seven Questions.

King: Well?

Questioner: They have not answered.

King: Not answered!

Questioner: Neither man has confessed.

King: Oho! Do I keep Questioners that bring me no answers?

Questioners: We questioned them to the uttermost.

King: And neither man confessed?

Questioner: They would not confess.

King: Ask them the Supreme Question.
[The acolytes break out into renewed moaning.

Questioner: It shall be asked, O King.
[Exit Questioner. The acolytes moan on.

King: They would have made me drink of a poisoned cup. I say there is poison in that cup. Your priests would have had me drink it. (The acolytes only answer by moans.) Bid them confess. Bid them confess their crime and why it was done, and the Supreme Question shall be spared them. (The acolytes only answer by moans.) Strange! They have done strangely. (To acolytes.) Why has your priest spoken falsely? (The acolytes only moan.) Why has he spoken falsely in the name of the gods? (The acolytes moan on.) Be silent! Be silent! May I not question whom I will? (To himself). They prophesied falsely in the name of the gods.
[Enter the Questioners.

First Questioner: The Supreme Question is asked.
[The acolytes suddenly cease moaning.

King: Well?

First Questioner: They would not answer.

King: They would not answer the Supreme Question?

First Questioner: They spoke at last, but they would not answer the question. They would not confess.

King: What said they at last?

First Questioner: O, the Kings Majesty, they but spake idly.

King: What said they?

First Questioner: O, the Kings Majesty, they said nought fitting.

King: They muttered so that no man heard them clearly?

First Questioner: They spake. But it was not fitting.

King: Did they speak of small things happening long ago?

First Questioner: O, the Kings Majesty, it was not fitting.

King: What said they? Speak!

First Questioner: The man you gave to me, O King, said: No man that knew the counsels of the gods, who alone see future things, would say the gods advised King Hamaran ill when they bade him drink out of a poisoned cup. Then I put the question straightly and he died.

King: The gods! He said it was the gods!... And the other?

Second Questioner: He also said the same, O the Kings Majesty.

King: Both said the same. They were questioned in different chambers?

First Questioner: In different chambers, O King. I questioned mine in the Red Chamber.
King (to Second Questioner): And yours?

Second Questioner: In the Chamber of Rats.

King: Begone!
[Exeunt Questioners.
So ... It was the gods.
[The acolytes are crouched upon the floor. He does not notice them since they ceased to moan.
The gods! With what dark and dreadful thing have they clouded the future?
Well, I will face it! But what is it? Is it one of those things a strong man can bear? Or is it  ?
The future is more terrible than the grave, that has its one secret only.
No man, he said, could say that the gods had advised me ill when they bade me drink out of a poisoned cup.
What have the gods seen? What dreadful work have they overlooked where Destiny sits alone, making evil years? The gods, he said, who alone see future things.
Yes, I have known men who never were warned by the gods, and did not drink poison, and came upon evil days, suddenly like a ship upon rocks no mariner knows. Yes, poison to some of them would have been very precious.
The gods have warned me and I have not hearkened, and must go on alone: must enter that strange country of the future whose paths are so dark to man ... to meet a doom there that the gods have seen.
The gods have seen it! How shall I thwart the gods? How fight against the shapers of the hills?
Would that I had been warned. Would I had heeded when they bade me drink of the cup the Ambassador said was poisoned.
[Far off is heard that merry bar of music blown by the Ambassadors Herald on his horn.]
Is it too late?
There it stands yet with its green emeralds winking.
[He clutches it and looks down into it.
How like to wine it is, which is full of dreams. It is silent and dreamy like the gods, whose dreams we are.
Only a moment in their deathless minds: then the dream passes.
[He lifts up his arm and drinks it seated upon his throne with his head back and the great cup before his face. The audience begin to wonder when he will put it down. Still he remains in the attitude of a drinker. The acolytes begin to peer eagerly. Still he remains upright with the great cup to his lips. The acolytes patter away and the King is left alone.
[Enter the Kings Politician hurriedly. He goes up to the King and seizes his right arm and tries to drag the cup away from his lips, but the King is rigid and his arm cannot be moved. He steps back lifting up his hands.

Politician: Oh-h!
[Exit. You hear him announcing solemnly
King Hamaran ... is dead!
[A murmur is heard of men, at first mournful. It grows louder and louder and then breaks into these clear words.
Zarabardes is King! Zarabardes is King! Rejoice! Rejoice! Zarabardes is King! Zarabardes! Zarabardes! Zarabardes!

CURTAIN.


THE FLIGHT OF THE QUEEN


DRAMATIS PERSONÆ

The Prince of Zoon.
Prince Meliflor.
Queen Zoomzoomarma.
Lady Oozizi.
Oomuz, a Common Soldier.
The Glory of Ximenung.
The Overlord of Moomoomon.
Prince Huz.


Scene I

Time: June.

Scene: In the Palace of Zoorm; the Hall of the Hundred Princes.
The Princes sit at plain oaken tables with pewter mugs before them. They wear bright grass-green cloaks of silk; they might wear circlets of narrow silver with one large hyacinth petal rising from it at intervals of an inch.
Oomuz, a Common Soldier, huge and squat, with brown skin and dense black beard, stands just inside the doorway, holding a pike, guarding the golden treasure.
The golden treasure lies in a heap three or four feet high near the right back corner.
Sentries, also brown-skinned and bearded, carrying pikes, pass and repass outside the great doorway.

The Glory of Ximenung: Heigho, Moomoomon.
The Overlord of Moomoomon: Heigho, Glory of Ximenung.

Ximenung: Weary?

Moomoomon: Aye, weary.

Another: Heigho.
Prince Meliflor (sympathetically): What wearies you?

Moomoomon: The idle hours and the idle days. Heigho.

Others: Heigho.

Meliflor: Speak not against the idle hours, Moomoomon.

Moomoomon: Why then, lord of the sweet lands?

Meliflor: Because in idleness are all things, all things good.

Ximenung: Heigho, I am weary of the idle hours.

Moomoomon: You would work then?

Ximenung: No-o. That is not our destiny.

Meliflor: Let us be well contented with our lot. The idle hours are our sacred treasure.

Ximenung: Yes, I am well contented, and yet ...
Moomoomon (contemplatively): And yet ...

Ximenung: I sometimes dream that were it not for our glorious state, and this tradition of exalted ease, it might, it might be pleasant ...

Moomoomon: To toil, to labour, to raid the golden hoards.

Ximenung: Yes, Moomoomon.

Meliflor: Never! Never!

Others: No. No. No.

Another: And yet ...

Meliflor: No, never. We should lose our glorious ease, the heritage that none may question.

Ximenung: What heritage is that, Prince Meliflor?

Meliflor: It is all the earth. To labour is to lose it.

Moomoomon: If we could toil we should gain some spot of earth that our labour would seem to make our own. How happily the workers come home at evening.

Meliflor: It would be to lose all.

Prince of Zoon: How lose it, Meliflor?

Meliflor: To us alone the idle hours are given. The sky, the fields, the woods, the summer winds are for us alone. All others put the earth to uses. This or that field has this or that use; here one may go and another may not. They have each their bit of earth and become slaves to its purpose. But for us, ah! for us, is all; the gift of the idle hours.

Some: Hurrah! Hurrah for the idle hours.

Zoon: Heigho. The idle hours weary me.

Meliflor: They give us all the earth and sky to contemplate. Both are for us.

Moomoomon: True. Let us drink, and speak of the blue sky.

Meliflor (lifting mug): And all our glorious heritage.
Ximenung (putting hand to mug): Aye, it is glorious, and yet ...
[Enter the Raiders of the Golden Hoard with spears and, in the other hand, leather wallets the size of your fist; these they cast on the heap. Nuggets the size of big filberts escape from some so that the heap is partly leather and partly gold. These wallets should be filled with nuggets of lead, about the size described, not one lump of lead and not sawdust or rags. Nothing destroys illusion on the stage more than a cannon ball falling with a soft pat. They look scowlingly at the Princes.
[Exeunt the Raiders. The Princes have scarcely noticed them.

Meliflor: See how they waste the hours.

Ximenung: They have brought treasure from the Golden Hoard.

Zoon: Yes, from the Golden Hoard beyond the marshes. I went there once with old brown Oomuz there.

Meliflor: Of what avail is it to come back burdened thus? Has not the Queen more wealth than shell ever need?

Moomoomon: Aye, the Queen needs nothing more.

Zoon: How can we know that?

Momoomon: Why not?

Zoon: The Queen obeys old impulses. Her sires are dead. Who knows whence those impulses come? How can we say what they are?

Moomoomon: She cannot need more wealth than what is here.

Meliflor: No, no, she cannot.

Zoon: She needs more, for she has bidden them go again to the Golden Hoards. Her impulses have demanded it.

Moomoomon: Then there is no reason in her impulses.

Zoon: They do not come from reason.

Moomoomon: So I said.

Zoon: They come from Fate.

Moomoomon: From Fate!
[There is a hush at this. Oomuz comes nearer and kneels down.

Oomuz: Oh, Masters, Masters. If there be anything greater, greater than the Queen, speak not of it, Masters, speak not its name.

Zoon: No, Oomuz. We need nothing greater.

Oomuz: The name frightened me, Mighty Highness.

Zoon: Yes, yes, Oomuz; there is only the Queen.

Moomoomon: No, there is nothing greater than the Queen, and she has no need of anything more than the treasure that he guards there.

Oomuz: There is one thing more.

Moomoomon: More? What is that?

Oomuz: There is one thing more. The Queen needs one thing more. This has been told us and we know.

Moomoomon: What is it?

Oomuz: How should we know that? None knows the need of the Queen.
[Oomuz returns to guard his heap.

Zoon: What think you, Oomuz? What think you is this need of the Queen?
[Oomuz shakes his head about three times. Prince of Zoon sighs.
Several Princes (together wearily): Heigho.

Melifor: Take comfort in our heritage, illustrious comrades. Come! We will drink to the sun.

Some: To the sun! To the sun! (They drink.)

Meliflor: To the golden idle hours! (He drinks.) Let us be worthy, glorious companions, of our exalted calling. Let us enjoy the days of idleness. Sing to us, mighty one of Zoon, as the idle hours go by. Sing us a song.

Moomoomon (idly): Yes, sing to us.

Zoon: As you all know, I can but hum. But I will hum you a song that I heard yesterday; very strange it was; sung in the meadows by two that were not of our people; sung in the evening. I heard it as I loitered home from the meadows beyond the marshes. There is no ease in the song, and yet ...

Moomoomon: Hum it to us.

Zoon: They sang it together, the two that were not of our people.
[He hums a song. They all lift up their heads from their listlessness.

Meliflor (wonderingly): That is a song that is new.

Zoon: Yes, it is new to me.

Meliflor: It is like an old song.

Zoon: Yes, perhaps it is old.

Meliflor: What is the song?

Zoon: It tells of love.

The Princes: Ah-h!
[They seem to wake as though young and strong out of sleep. There is a great commotion among them. The sentries outside are utterly unmoved. Oomuz, without sharing any of the excitement of the Princes, now nods his head solemnly as he had once shaken it.

Moomoomon: Love! It must have been that that I felt that day in the twilight as I came back round the peak of Zing-gee Mountain.

Ximenung: You felt it, Moomoomon? Tell us.

Moomoomon: All the air seemed gold, seemed gold of a sudden. Through it I saw fair fields, glittering green far down, glimpsed between clumps of the heather. The gold was all about them, yet they shone with their own fair colours. Ah, how can I tell you all I saw? My feet seemed scarce to touch the slope of the mountain; I too seemed one with the golden air in which all things were shining.

Ximenung: And this was Love?

Moomoomon: I know not. It was some strange new thing. It was strange and new like this song.

Meliflor: Perhaps, it was some other strange new thing.

Moomoomon: Perhaps. I know not.

Zoon: No. It was Love.

Moomoomon: And then that evening in the golden light I knew the purpose of Earth and why all things are.

Ximenung: What is the purpose, Moomoomon?

Moomoomon: I know not. I was content. I troubled not to remember.

Zoon: It was love.

Ximenung: Let us love.

Others: Aye.
Huz: Aye, that is best of all.

Meliflor: No, Princes. The best is idleness. Out of the idle hours all good things come.
Huz: I will love. That is best.

Meliflor: It is like all things, the gift of the idle hours. The workers never love. Their fancies are fastened to the work they do, and do not roam towards love.
All: Love! Let us love.

Meliflor: We will love in idleness and praise the idle hours.

Ximenung: Whom will you love, lord of the shimmering fields?

Meliflor: I have but to show myself loitering by lanes in the evening.

Ximenung: I too will be there.

Meliflor: And when they see me ...

Ximenung: They will see me too ...

Meliflor (rising): Behold me.

Ximenung: So I do.

Meliflor: Will they look towards you when this is there?

Ximenung: Are birch-trees seen at dawn fairer than I?

Meliflor: Behold me; not a poplar is straighter, not a flower is fairer. I will loiter along the lanes at evening.
[He draws his sword. Ximenung does the same. Moomoomon draws his too and places it between them.

Moomoomon: Be at peace. I will go to the lanes, and there need be no quarrel between you, for I....

Others: No, no, no....
Huz: We will all go.

Another: We will all love. Hurrah for love.
[They have all risen. They wave their swords on high, not threatening each other. Zoon alone has not risen.

Moomoomon (to Zoon): You do not speak, Prince of Zoon. Will you not love along the idle hours?

Zoon: Yes, yes. I love.

Moomoomon: Come then to the lanes to loiter. It draws towards evening. Let us all come to the lanes, where the honeysuckle is hanging.

Zoon: I love not in the lanes.

Moomoomon: Not in the lanes? Then...!

Others: Not in the lanes?

Zoon: I love her than whom there is no greater on earth  (Some Princes: Ah!) unless it be that name that frightens Oomuz.

Moomoomon: He loves the...!

Ximenung: The ...

Meliflor: The Queen!
[Oomuz nods his head again.

Zoon: The Queen.

Moomoomon: If the Queen knew such a thing she would flee from the palace.

Zoon: I would pursue.

Moomoomon: She would go by Aether Mountain, where her mother went once before her.

Zoon: I would follow.
Huz: We would all follow.

Meliflor: I would follow too. I would dance after her down the little street: the bright heels of my shoes would twinkle: my cloak would float out behind me: I would pursue her and call her name, beyond the street and over the moor as far as Aether Mountain: but I would not come up with her: that would be too daring.

Zoon: Love is not a toy, Prince Meliflor. Love is no less than a mood of Destiny.

Meliflor: Pooh! We must enjoy the idle hours that are for us alone.

Zoon: There will be no idle hours on Aether Mountain, following from crag to crag; if it be true that she would go that way.

Moomoomon: It is true. They know it. They say her mother went that way before. It is one of the royal impulses.

Zoon: Oomuz, did the mother of the Queen go once up Aether Mountain?

Oomuz: Aye, and her mother.

Zoon: It is true.

Ximenung: You are sure of this?

Oomuz: We know it. It has been said.
Huz: We will all follow her up Aether Mountain.

Meliflor: We will follow merrily.

Ximenung: If we did this what would they do when we returned?

Meliflor: Who?

Ximenung: They.

Meliflor: They? They would not dare to speak to us.

Ximenung: Who knows what they would dare if we dared go after the Queen?

Moomoomon: They would dare nothing, knowing whence we come.

Ximenung: They care not whence we come.

Moomoomon: But they care for the event that is in our hands. They dare never touch us because of the event.

Meliflor: We are the heirs of the idle hours. For them is work. Surely they dare not leave their work to touch us.

Moomoomon: They care only for the event. Because it is prophesied that we are needed for the event we are sacred. Were it not for the event, why ...

Meliflor: Were it not for the event we might not dare to do it; but, being sacred, let us enjoy our idle hours.

Ximenung: What if the event should one day befall?

Meliflor: It was prophesied long ago and has not come. It will not come for a long time.

Moomoomon: No, not for a long time.
[A sentry passes.

Meliflor: So we will follow the Queen.
Huz: Yes, we will follow.

Moomoomon: We shall be a merry company.

Meliflor: Splendid to see.

Zoon: I would follow though I were not guarded for the event. Though the event should befall and we be immune no longer, still I should dare it.

Meliflor: I would dare it if I knew what they would do. But knowing not ...

Moomoomon: What matter? We are guarded by the event.

Zoon: I say I care not.

Meliflor: Let us drum with our heels and beat with our scabbards against the benches so that we frighten the Queen. She will run from the palace then, and we will go after her with all our merry company.

Moomoomon: Yes, let us drum all together. I will give the word. All together and she will run from the palace. We will go after and our cloaks will stream behind us.
Huz: Brave! And our scabbards will show bright beneath them.

Meliflor: No, I will give the word. When she flees from the palace I will follow her first. Crowd not about my cloak as it streams in the wind. We must throw up our heels as we run to make our shoes twinkle. We must show gaily in the little street. Afterwards we can run more easily.
Huz: Aye, in the street we must run beautifully.

Moomoomon: I think that I should give the word when we rattle our scabbards and all drum with our heels; but I waive the point. But I do not think that the Queen can run far. She has never left the palace. How could she run over the moor as far as Aether Mountain. She will faint at the end of the street and we shall come up with her and bow and offer her our assistance.

Meliflor: Good, good. It would be cold and rocky on Aether Mountain.

Moomoomon: The Queen could never go there over the moor.
Huz: No, she is too dainty.

Ximenung: They say she could.

Meliflor: They; what do they know? Common workers. What should they know of queens?

Ximenung: They have the old prophesies that came over the fields from the dawn.

Meliflor: Yet they cannot understand the Queen.

Ximenung: They say her mother went there.

Meliflor: That was long ago. Women are quite different now.

Ximenung: Well, give the word.

Meliflor: Nay. You shall give the word, Moomoomon. When you raise your hand we will all drum with our heels together and rattle our scabbards together, and frighten the Queen.

Moomoomon: I honour your courtesy, lord of the deep meadows.

Meliflor: We are ready then. When you raise your hand  
[A gust of laughter is heard off, from a far part of the palace.

Moomoomon: Hark! Hark!

Meliflor: It is the Queen! She laughed.
Huz: Could she have guessed...?

Moomoomon: I trust not.

Meliflor: She  she  cannot have been thinking of us.

Moomoomon: She  she  seldom laughs.
Huz: What can it be?

Moomoomon: Perhaps it was nothing and yet ...

Meliflor: Yet it makes me uneasy.

Moomoomon: It is not that I fear, but, when a queen laughs  it makes a feeling in the palace  as though all were not well.
Huz: It makes one have forebodings. One cannot help it.

Meliflor: Perhaps; perhaps later we could return to our gallant scheme; for the present I think Ill hide a while.

Moomoomon: Yes, let us hide.

Meliflor: So that if there be anything wrong in the palace it will not find us.
[Exeunt Moomoomon and Meliflor.
Huz: Let us hide.
[Exeunt all but Zoon and Oomuz.
[Zoon has sat always with bent head at table. He sits so, still.

Zoon (bitterly): They would follow the Queen.

Oomuz: Mighty Highness  

Zoon (still to himself): They will come back boasting that they dared follow the Queen.

Oomuz: Mighty Highness.

Zoon: Yes, good Oomuz.

Oomuz: In other times once princes followed a queen and came back boasting. Master, the workers were angry. Be warned, Master, because you and I went together once to the hoard beyond the marshes. Be warned. They were angry, Master.

Zoon: I care not for the workers.

Oomuz: Master, be warned. It was long ago and they say they were very angry.

Zoon: I care not, Oomuz. I come not boasting back from the hills under Aether Mountain. I shall not halt till I have told the Queen my love. I shall wed with her who is less only than Fate, if less she be. I am not as those, Oomuz. Who weds the Queen is more than the servant of Fate.

Oomuz: Master  
[He stretches out his hands towards Zoon imploringly.

Zoon: Well, Oomuz?

Oomuz: Master. There is a doom about the Queen.

Zoon: What doom, Oomuz?

Oomuz: We know not, Master. We are simple people and we know not that. But we know from of old there is a doom about her. We know it, Master; we have been told from of old.

Zoon: Yes, there could well be a doom about the Queen.

Oomuz: Follow not after, Master, when she goes to Aether Mountain. There is surely a doom about her. A doom was with her mother upon that very peak.

Zoon: Yes, Oomuz, a doom well becomes her.

Oomuz: Doubt it not, Master; there is a doom about her.

Zoon: Oomuz, I doubt not. For there is something wonderful about the Queen, beyond all earthly wonders. Something like thunder beyond far clouds or hail hurling from heaven; there should be indeed a terrible doom about her.

Oomuz: Master, I have warned you for the sake of the days when we raided the golden hoard beyond the marshes.

Zoon (taking his hand): Thank you, good Oomuz.
[He goes towards door after the others.

Oomuz: But where go you, Master?

Zoon: I wait to follow the Queen when she goes to Aether Mountain.
[Exit. Oomuz weeps silently on to the Queens Treasure.

CURTAIN.


Scene II

The Palace of Zoorm: the Hall of Queen Zoomzoomarma.

Time: Same as Scene I.

The Queen: Is none worthy to kiss my hand, Oozizi; none?

Lady Oozizi: Lady, none.
[The Queen sighs.
You should not sigh, great lady.

Queen: Why should I not sigh, Oozizi?

Oozizi: Great lady, because such things as sighs pertain only to love.

Queen: Love is a joy, Oozizi; love is a glow. Love makes them dance so lightly along rays of the sunlight. It is made of sunlight and gladness. It is like flowers in twilight. How should they sigh?

Oozizi: Lady! Great lady! Say not such things of love!

Queen: Say not such things, Oozizi? Are they not true?

Oozizi: True? Yes, great lady, true. But love is a toy of the humble; love is a common thing that the lowly use; love is ... Great lady, had any overheard you speaking then they might have thought, they might have madly dreamed ...

Queen: Dreamed what, Oozizi?

Oozizi: Incredible things.

Queen (meditatively): I must not love, Oozizi.

Oozizi: Lady! The common people love.
[She points to door.
Lady, the green fields going from here to the blueness, and bending towards it, and going wandering on, and the rivers they meet and the woods that shade the rivers, all own you for their sovereign. Lady, a million lime-trees mellow your realm. The golden hoards are yours. Yours are the deep fields and the iris marshes. Yours are the roads of wandering and all ways home. The common delights of love your mere soldiers know. Lady, you may not love.
[The Queen sighs. Oozizi continues her knitting.

Queen: My mother loved, Oozizi.

Oozizi: Lady, for a day. For one day, mighty lady, As one might stoop in idleness to a broken toy and pick it up and throw it again away, so she loved for a day. That idle fancy of an afternoon tarnished no pinnacle that shone from her exalted station. But to love for more than a day  (Queens face lights up)  that were to place your high unequalled glory below a vulgar pastime. One alone may sit in the golden palace to reign over the green fields; but all may love.

Queen: Do all love but I, Oozizi?

Oozizi: Wondrous many, lady.

Queen: How know you, Oozizi?

Oozizi: The common shouts that come up at evening, the clamour of the lanes; they are but from love.

Queen: What is love, Oozizi?

Oozizi: Love is a foolish thing.

Queen: How know you, Oozizi?

Oozizi: They came tittering to me once; but I saw the foolishness of it.

Queen (a little sadly): And they came no more?
Oozizi (a little sadly too): No more.
[Both look thoughtfully out into dreams, the Queen on her throne, chin on hand.
[Suddenly a stir is heard from the Hall of the Hundred Princes.

Queen (alarmed): Hark! What was that?
Oozizi (rises, listening anxiously): It sounded ... to come from the Hall ... of the Hundred Princes.

Queen: They were never heard here before.

Oozizi: Lady, never.

Queen (anxiously): What can it mean?

Oozizi: I know not, lady.

Queen: Sound never troubled our inner chamber before.

Oozizi: All is quiet now.

Queen: Hark! (They listen.)

Oozizi: All is quiet.

Queen: Sound from beyond our wall, Oozizi. How it disturbs. I could not rule over the green fields if sounds came up to me from the further halls full of their strange thoughts. Why do sounds come to me, Oozizi?

Oozizi: Great lady, it has never been before. It will never be again. You must forget it, lady. You must not let it disturb your reign.

Queen: It brought strange thoughts with it, Oozizi.

Oozizi: All is quiet now.

Queen: If it came again....

Oozizi: Lady, it will not come again. It will come no more. It is quiet.

Queen: If it came again ... Is the door open, Oozizi? Yes ... If it came again I should almost flee from the palace.

Oozizi: Lady! Think not of leaving the golden palace!

Queen: If it came again.

Oozizi: It will not come again.
[The heels of the Princes drum louder, off.

Queen: Again, Oozizi:
[Oozizi pants. The Queen waits, listening, in fear. Again the heels are heard.
[The Queen runs to the small door. She looks out.

Oozizi: Lady! Lady!

Queen: Oozizi.

Oozizi: Lady! Lady! You must never leave the palace. You must never leave it. You must not.

Queen: Hark, it is quiet now.

Oozizi: Lady, it would be terrible to leave the golden palace. Who would reign? What would happen?

Queen: It is quiet now. What would happen, Oozizi?

Oozizi: The world would end.

Queen: It is quiet now; perhaps I need not fly.

Oozizi: Lady, you must not.

Queen: And yet I would fain go over those green fields all gleaming with summer, and see the golden hoards that no man guards, glittering with such a light as glows this June.

Oozizi: O, speak not, great lady, of the green fields and June. It is these that have intoxicated the Princes so that they do this unrecorded thing, letting sound of them be heard in your sacred room.

Queen: Has June intoxicated them, Oozizi?

Oozizi: Oh, lady, speak not of June.

Queen: Is June so terrible?
[She returns towards Oozizi.

Oozizi: It does strange things.
[The noise breaks out again.
Hark!
[The Queen runs to the door again. Oozizi stretches out her arms to the Queen.
O, lady, never leave the golden palace.
[The Queen listens; all is silent; she looks outside.

Queen: I see the green fields gleaming. Strange flowers are standing among them, like princes I have not known.

Oozizi: Oh, lady, speak not of the bewildering fields. They are all enchanted with Summer, and they have maddened the Princes. It is dangerous to look at them, lady.
[The Queen gazes on over the fields.
And yet you look.

Queen: I would fain go far over the strange soft fields; far and far to the high heathery lands  

Oozizi: Lady, all is quiet; there is no danger; you must not leave the palace.

Queen: Yes, all is quiet.
[The Queen returns.

Oozizi: It was a passing madness seized the Princes.

Queen: Oozizi, when I hear the sound of all their feet it is dreadful, and I must fly. And when I see the wonderful fields in the sunlight sloping away to lands I have never known, then I long to fly away and away for ever, passing from field to field and land to land.

Oozizi: Lady, no, no!

Queen: Oozizi.

Oozizi: Yes, great lady.

Queen: There is a mountain there that towers above the earth. It goes up into a calm of which our world knows nothing. Heaven, like a cloak, is draped about its shoulders. Why have none told me of this mountain, Oozizi?

Oozizi (awed): Aether Mountain.

Queen: Why has none told me?

Oozizi: When your glorious mother, lady, loved for a day ...

Queen: Yes, Oozizi ...

Oozizi: She went, as all songs tell, to Aether Mountain.

Queen (entranced): To Aether Mountain?

Oozizi: So they sing at evening, when they throw down their loads of gold and rest.

Queen: To Aether Mountain.

Oozizi: Lady, Destiny sent her; but you must not go. You must not leave your throne to go to Aether Mountain.

Queen: There is a calm upon it not of earth.

Oozizi: You must not go, lady, you must not go.

Queen: I will not go.
[The Princes drum again, still louder with their heels.
Hark!
[Oozizi is frightened, The Queen runs to the door.
It is louder! They are nearer! They are coming here!

Oozizi: No, lady. They would not dare!

Queen: I must go, Oozizi; I must go.

Oozizi: No, lady. They will never dare. You must not. Hark! They come no nearer. June has maddened them, but they come no nearer. They are quiet now. Come back, lady. Leave the door, they come no nearer. See, it is all quiet now. They come no nearer, lady. (Oozizi catches her by the sleeve.) Lady, you must not.
Queen (much calmer, gazing away): Oozizi, I must go.

Oozizi: No, no, lady! All is quiet; you must not go.

Queen (calmly): It is calling for me, Oozizi.

Oozizi: What is calling, lady? Nothing calls.

Queen: It is calling, Oozizi.

Oozizi: Oh, lady, all is silent. No one calls.

Queen: It is calling for me now, Oozizi.

Oozizi: No, no, lady. What calls?

Queen: Aether Mountain is calling. I know now who called my mother. It was Aether Mountain, Oozizi; he is calling.

Oozizi: I  I scarce dare look out of the golden palace, lady, to where we must not go. Yet, yet I will look. (She peers.) Yes, yes, indeed; there stands old Aether Mountain. But he does not call. Indeed he does not call. He is all silent in Heaven.

Queen: It is his voice, Oozizi.

Oozizi: What, lady? I hear no voice.

Queen: That great, great silence is his voice, Oozizi. He is calling me out of that blue waste of Heaven.

Oozizi: Lady, I cannot understand.

Queen: He calls, Oozizi.

Oozizi: Come away, lady. It is bad to look so long. Oh, if the Princes had not made their clamour heard! Oh, if they had not you had not gone to the door and seen Aether Mountain, and this trouble had not come. Oh! Oh! Oh!

Queen: There is no trouble upon Aether Mountain.

Oozizi: Oh, lady, it is terrible that you should leave the palace.

Queen: There is no trouble there. Aether Mountain goes all calm into Heaven. His grey-blue slopes are calm as the sky about him. There he stands calling. He is calling to me, Oozizi.

Oozizi (reflecting): Can it be?

Queen: What would you ask, Oozizi?

Oozizi: Can it be that it is with you, great lady, as it was with the Queen, your mother, when Destiny sent her hence to Aether Mountain?

Queen: Aether Mountain calls.

Oozizi: Lady, for a moment hear me. Come with me but a little while.
[She leads the Queen slowly by the arm back to the throne.
Lady, be seated here once more and take up the orb and sceptre in your small hands as of old.
[The Queen patiently does as she is told.
Now, if Destiny calls you, let him call to you as to a Queen. Now, if it be for no whim of those that pass, that you would go so far from here to that great mountain, say, seated upon your throne in the golden palace with sceptre and orb in hand, say would you go forth, lady?

Queen (almost dreaming): Aether Mountain calls.
[Oozizi bursts into tears. She helps the Queen by the arm from her throne and leads her part of the way to the door. There she stops. The Queen goes on to the door alone.

Oozizi: Farewell, lady.
[The Queen gazes out rapturously towards Aether Mountain. Then she walks back and embraces Oozizi.

Queen: Farewell, Oozizi.

Oozizi: Farewell, great lady.
[The Queen turns, then suddenly she runs swiftly and nimbly through the door and disappears.
[At once there is a murmur of voices from the Hall of the Hundred Princes.

Voices (off): Ah, ah, ah.
[Oozizi stands still weeping.
[Enter the Princes, exquisite and frivolous. They crowd past each other.

Meliflor: And where is our little Queen?
[Oozizi answers with a defiant look through her tears, which has its effect on them.

Moomoomon (foppishly): There, there.

Ximenung: Gone!

Meliflor: Come! Let us follow.

Moomoomon: Shall we?

Several: Yes.

Moomoomon: Come.
[They stream across from the side door R to the door in back, Oozizi regarding them haughtily.

Oozizi (menacingly): It is Aether Mountain.
[Entranced, silent, last of all Zoon follows. Exeunt all the Princes. Sounds as of rough protest heard from the workers off. The grim brown heads of two or three peer round the door by which the Princes entered. Many come on, dumb, puzzled, turning their brown heads, searching. At last they cluster round Oozizi. Er? they say.

Oozizi: Aether Mountain has called her.
[They nod dumb heads gravely.

CURTAIN.


Scene III

On the base of Aether Mountain.
Right, heather sloping up to left, which is rugged with tumbled grey rocks.
Further left all the scene is filled with the rising bulk of Aether Mountain.
Low down, far off and small in the background to the right appears a little palace of pure gold.
Enter right the Queen running untired and nimble, unchecked by those grey rocks.
Following her the tired Princes come.
Zoon is no longer last, but about fourth, and gaining.
Meliflor leads.

Meliflor: Permit me, great lady. My hand over the rocks. Permit ...
[He falls and cannot rise.

Moomoomon: Permit me. (He falls too.) These rocks; it is these rocks.
Ximenung (going wearily): Great lady. A moment. One moment, great lady. Allow me.
[But Zoon does not speak. Exeunt L. the Queen and those Princes that have not fallen. The curtain falls on stragglers crossing the stage.

CURTAIN.


Scene IV

The Summit.
On the snow on the pinnacle of Aether Mountain, with only bright blue sky all round and everywhere, recline Queen Zoomzoomarma and the Prince of Zoon.

The Queen: You had known no love before, First of a Hundred?

Prince of Zoon: There is no love on earth, O Queen of all.

Queen: Only here.

Zoon: Pure love is only here on this peak lonely in heaven.

Queen: Would you love me elsewhere if we went from here?

Zoon: But we will never go from here.

Queen: No, we will never leave it.

Zoon: Lady, look down. (She looks.) The earth is sorrowful. (She sighs.) Cares. Cares. All over the wide surface we can see are troubles; troubles far off and grey, that harm not Aether Mountain.

Queen: It looks a long way off and long ago.

Zoon (wonderingly): Only to-day we came to Aether Mountain.

Queen: Only to-day?

Zoon: We crossed a gulf of time.

Queen: It lies below us, all drowsy with years.

Zoon: Lady, here is your home, this peak that has entered heaven. Let us never leave your home.

Queen: I knew not until to-day of Aether Mountain. None had told me.

Zoon: Knew you never, lady, of love?

Queen: None had told me.

Zoon: This is your home; not Earth; no golden palace. Reign here alone, not knowing the cares of men, without yesterday or to-morrow, untroubled by history or council.

Queen: Yes, yes, we will return no more.

Zoon: See, lady, see the Earth. Is it not as a dream just faded?

Queen: It is dim indeed, grey and dream-like.

Zoon: It is the Earth we knew.

Queen: It is all dream-like.

Zoon: It is gone; we can dimly see it.

Queen: Was it a dream?

Zoon: Perhaps. It is gone now and does not matter.

Queen: Poor Earth. I hope it was real.

Zoon (seizing her hand): Oh, Zoomzoomarma, say not you hope that Earth was real. It is gone now. See; it is so far away. Sigh not for Earth, oh lady, sigh not for Earth.

Queen: Why not, King of Aether Mountain?

Zoon: Because when you sigh for tiny things I tremble for your love. See how faint and small it is and how far away.

Queen: I do not sigh for Earth, King of the Mountain. I only wish it well.

Zoon: Oh, wish it not well, lady.

Queen: Let us wish the poor Earth well.

Zoon: No, lady, no. Be with me always wholly, living not partly in dreams. There is no Earth. It is but a dream that left us. See, see (pointing down) it is a dim dream.

Queen (looking down): The people move there still. See, there is Prince Ximenung. Something down there seems almost unlike dreams.

Zoon: No, lady, it cannot be.

Queen: How know you, Lord of the Mountain?

Zoon: It was too unreal for life. Love was not there. Surely it was a dream.

Queen: Yes, I knew not love in the golden palace of Zoorm.

Zoon: Then indeed it was unreal, Golden Lady. Forget the dream of Earth.

Queen: If love be real ...

Zoon: Can you doubt it?

Queen: No. It was a dream. Just now I dreamt it. Are dreams bad, my Prince?

Zoon: No. They are just dreams.

Queen: We will think of dreams no more.

Zoon: This is where love is, and here only. We should not dream too much or think of dreams, because the place is holy.

Queen: Is love here only, darling?

Zoon: Here only, Golden Queen. Do any others elsewhere love as we.

Queen: No, I think not.

Zoon: Then how can pure love be elsewhere?

Queen: It is true.

Zoon: On this clear peak that just enters Heaven love is and only here. The rest is dreams.

Queen: Could we awake from love and find Earth true?

Zoon: No, no, no. Sweet Lady, let not such fancies alarm you.

Queen: And yet folks wake from dreams. It would be terrible.

Zoon: No, no, there are things too real for dreams. You cannot waken from love. Dreams are of fantastic things, things fanciful and weak, and things confused and intricate like Earth. When you think of them in your dreams you see their unreality. But if love were not real what could there be to wake to.

Queen: True. How wise you are. It was but a fancy that troubled me. (Looking down.) It was one of those dreams at dawn. It is faint and far-off now.

Zoon: Will you love me for ever, Golden Queen?

Queen: For ever. Why not? You will love me for ever?

Zoon: For ever. I cannot help it.

Queen: Let us look at the dream far off, in the dimness our thoughts have forsaken.

Zoon: Aye, let us look. It was a sad dream somewhat; and yet upon this peak where all is love all that we see seems happy.

Queen: See the dream there. Look at those. They seem to walk dreamily as they walk in the dream.

Zoon: It is because they have not love, which is only here.

Queen: Look! Look at those dreamers in the dream.

Zoon: They are running.

Queen: Oh! Look!

Zoon: They are pursued.

Queen: The brown ones are pursuing them with spears.

Zoon: It is Prince Meliflor, Prince Moomoomon, Prince Ximenung that run in the dream. And the Prince of Huz. The brown men are close.

Queen: The brown ones are overtaking them.

Zoon: Yes, they are closer.

Queen: Look! Prince Ximenung!

Zoon: Yes, he is dead in the dream.

Queen: The Prince of Huz?

Zoon: Speared.

Queen: Still, still they are killing them.

Zoon: It is all the Hundred Princes.

Queen: They are killing them all.

Zoon: A sad sight once.

Queen: Once?

Zoon: I should have wept once.

Queen: It is so far off now.

Zoon: It is so far, far off. We can only feel joy upon this holy mountain.

Queen: Only joy. (He sighs as he looks.) Look! (He sighs again.)

Zoon: There falls the poor Prince Meliflor.

Queen: How huge a thrust it was with the great spear.

Zoon: He is dead.

Queen: Are you not happy?

Zoon: Yes.

Queen: In your voice there seemed to sound some far-off thing. Some strange thing. Was it sorrow?

Zoon: No; we are too high; sorrow cannot come. No grief can touch us here, no woe drift up to us from the woes of Earth.

Queen: I thought there was some strange thing in your voice, like sorrows we have dreamed.

Zoon: No, Golden Queen. Those fancied sorrows of dreams cannot touch reality.

Queen: You will never be sorry we have woken and left the dream of Earth?

Zoon: No, glorious lady; nothing can bring me trouble ever again.

Queen: Not even I?

Zoon: Never you, my Golden Zoomzoomarma, for on this sacred peak where there is only love you cannot.

Queen: We will dwell here for ever in endless joy.

Zoon (looking down): All dead now, all the Princes.

Queen: Turn, my Prince, from the dream of Earth, lest trouble come up from it.

Zoon: It cannot drift up here; yet we will turn from the dream.

Queen: Let us think of endless joy upon the edge of heaven.

Zoon: Yes, Queen; for ever in reality while all else dream away.

Queen: It is the years that make them drowsy. They dream to dream the years away. Time cannot reach so high as here, the years are far below us.

Zoon: Far below us, making a dream and troubling it.

Queen: They do not know in the dream that only love is real.

Zoon: If time could reach us here we should pass, too. Nothing is real where time is.

Queen: How shall we spend the calm that time does not vex, together here for ever?

Zoon: Holding your hand. (She gives it.) And kissing it often in the calm of eternity. Sometimes watching, a moment, the dream go by; then kissing your hand again all in eternity.

Queen: And never wearying?

Zoon: Not while eternity lingers here in heaven.

Queen: Thus we will live until the dream goes by and Earth has faded under Aether Mountain.

Zoon: And then we shall watch the calm of Eternity.

Queen: And you will still kiss my hand at times.

Zoon: Yes, while eternity wiles Heaven away.

Queen: The silence is like music on Aether Mountain.

Zoon: It is because all is real. In the dream nothing was real. Music had to be made and then soon passed trembling away. Here all things always are as the desire of Earth, Earths desire that groped among fantasies finding them false.

Queen: Let us forget the dream.

Zoon (kissing her hand): I have forgotten for ever.

Queen: Ah!

Zoon: What trouble has drifted up to you from Earth?

Queen: An old saying.

Zoon: It was said in the dream.

Queen: It was true!
[She snatches her hand away.
Ah, I remember it. It was true.

Zoon: All is unreal but love, my crownéd Zoomzoomarma. Where there was not love it cannot have been true.
[He tries to take her hand again.

Queen: Touch not my hand. It was true.

Zoon: What was the saying heard in the dream of Earth that was true?

Queen: None is worthy to touch my hand; no, none.

Zoon: By Aether Mountain, I will kiss your hand again! What is this saying out of a dream that dares deny reality?

Queen: It is true! Oh, it is true!

Zoon: Out of that hurried, aimless dream, that knows not its own end even, you have brought me a saying and say it against love.

Queen: I say it is true!

Zoon: Nothing is true against love. Fate only is greater.

Queen: Then it is Fate.

Zoon: Against Fate I will kiss your hand again.

Queen: None are worthy. No, none.
[She draws her rapier.

Zoon: I will kiss your hand again.

Queen: It must be this (pointing with rapier) for none are worthy.

Zoon: Though it be death I kiss your hand again.

Queen: It is certain death.

Zoon: Oh, Zoomzoomarma, forget that troubled dream, and things said by dreamers, while I kiss your hand in heaven if only once again.

Queen: None are worthy. It is death. None are worthy. None.

Zoon: Though it be death, yet once again upon Aether Mountain in heaven I kiss your hand.

Queen: Away! It is death. Upon the word of a Queen.

Zoon: I kiss your h ...
[She standing kills him kneeling. He falls off Aether Mountain, behind it out of sight.
[As he falls he calls her name after intervals. She kneels upon the summit and watches him falling, falling, falling.
[Fainter and fainter as he falls from that tremendous height comes up her name as he calls it.
Zoomzoomarma! Zoomzoomarma! Zoomzoomarma!
[Still she is watching and he is falling still.
[At last when his cry of Zoomzoomarma comes almost unheard to that incredible height and then is heard no more, she turns, and with infinite neatness picking up her skirts steps down daintily over the snow.
[She is going Earthward as the curtain falls.

CURTAIN.


CHEEZO


DRAMATIS PERSONÆ

Sladder, a successful man.
Splurge, his secretary and publicity agent.
The Rev. Charles Hippanthigh.
Butler.
Mrs. Sladder.
Ermyntrude Sladder.


Scene

The big house that Sladder has bought in the country. Sladders study. Large French window opening on to a lawn.

Time: Now.
Sladders daughter is seated in an armchair tapping on the arm of it a little impatiently.
The door opens very cautiously, and the head of Mrs. Sladder is put round it.

Mrs. Sladder: O, Ermyntrude. Whatever are you doing here?

Ermyntrude: I wanted to speak to father, mother.

Mrs. Sladder: But you mustnt come in here. We mustnt disturb father.

Ermyntrude: I want to speak to father.

Mrs. Sladder: Whatever about, Ermyntrude?
Ermyntrude (taps the arm of the chair): O, nothing, mother. Only about that idea of his.

Mrs. Sladder: What idea, child?

Ermyntrude: O, that idea he had, that  er  I was some day to marry a duke.

Mrs. Sladder: And why shouldnt you marry a duke, child? I am sure father would make it worth his while.

Ermyntrude: O well, I dont think I want to, mother.

Mrs. Sladder: But why not, Ermyntrude?

Ermyntrude: O well, you know Mr. Jones  

Mrs. Sladder: That good man!

Ermyntrude:  did say that dukes were no good, mother. They oppress the poor, I think he said.

Mrs. Sladder: Very true.

Ermyntrude: Well, there you are.

Mrs. Sladder: Yes, yes, of course. At the same time, father had rather set his heart on it. You wouldnt have any other reason now, child, would you?

Ermyntrude: What more do you want, mother? Mr. Jones is a Cabinet Minister; he must know what hes talking about.

Mrs. Sladder: Yes, yes.

Ermyntrude: And I hear hes going to get a peerage.
Mrs. Sladder (with enthusiasm): Well, Im sure he deserves it. But child, you mustnt talk to father to-day. You mustnt stay here any longer.

Ermyntrude: But why not, mother?

Mrs. Sladder: Well, child, hes been smoking one of those big cigars again, and hes absent-like. And hes been talking a good deal with Mr. Splurge. Its one of his great days, I think, Ermyntrude. I feel sure it is. One of those days that has given us all this money, and all these fine houses, with all those little birds that his gentlemen friends shoot. He has an idea!

Ermyntrude: O, mother, do you really think so?

Mrs. Sladder: Im sure of it, child. (Looking out.) There! There he is! Walking along that path that they made. I can see hes got an idea. How like Napoleon.* Hes walking with Mr. Splurge. Theyre coming in now. Come along, Ermyntrude, we mustnt disturb him to-day. He has some great idea, some great idea.

* (N.B.  Sladder is not in the very least like Napoleon.)

Ermyntrude: How splendid, mother! What do you think it is?

Mrs. Sladder: Ah. I could never explain it to you, even if I knew. It is business, child, business. It isnt everybody that can understand business.

Ermyntrude: I hear them coming, mother.

Mrs. Sladder: There must be things we can never understand: things too deep for us like. And business is the most wonderful of them all.
[Exeunt R.
[Enter Sladder and Splurge through the window, which opens on to the lawn, down a step or two.

Sladder: Now, Splurge, we must do some business.

Splurge: Yes, sir.

Sladder: Sit down, Splurge.

Splurge: Thank you, sir.

Sladder: Splurge, I am going to say to you now, what I couldnt talk about with all those gardeners hanging about. And, by the way, Splurge, havent we bought rather too many gardeners?

Splurge: No, sir. The Earl of Etheldune has seven; we had to go one better than him, sir.

Sladder: Certainly, Splurge, certainly.

Splurge: So I bought ten for you, sir, to be on the safe side.

Sladder: Ah, quite right, Splurge, quite right. There seemed to be rather a lot, but thats quite right. Well, now to business.

Splurge: Yes, sir.

Sladder: I told you Id invented a new name for a food.

Splurge: Yes, sir. Cheezo.

Sladder: Well, what have you been able to do about it?

Splurge: Ive had some nice little posters done, sir. Im having it well written up. Ive got some samples here, and it looks like doing very well indeed.

Sladder: Ah!

Splurge: Its a grand name, if I may say so, sir. It sounds so classical-like with that O at the end; and yet anyone can see what its derived from, even if hes never learnt anything. It suggests cheese to them every time.

Sladder: Lets see your samples.

Splurge: Well, sir, heres one. (Brings paper from pocket. Reads.) What is Cheezo? Go where you may, speak with whom you will, the same question confronts you. Cheezo is the great new  

Sladder: No, Splurge. Cut that question bit. We must have no admission on our part that theres anyone who doesnt know what Cheezo is. Cut it.

Splurge: Youre quite right, sir; youre quite right. Thats a weak bit. Ill cut it. (He scratches it out. Reads.) Cheezo is the great new food. It builds up body and brain.

Sladder: Thats good.

Splurge: There is a hundred times more lactic fluid in an ounce of Cheezo than in a gallon of milk.

Sladder: Whats lactic fluid, Splurge?

Splurge: I dont know, sir, but its good stuff all right. Its the right thing to have in it. Its a good man that I got to write this.

Sladder: All right. Go on.

Splurge: Cheezo makes darling baby grow.

Sladder: Good. Very good. Very good indeed, Splurge.

Splurge: Yes, I think that catches them, sir.

Sladder: Go on.

Splurge: Cheezo. The only food.

Sladder: The only food? I dont like that.

Splurge: It will go down all right, sir, so long as the posters are big enough.

Sladder: Go down all right! I wasnt fool enough to suppose that it wouldnt go down all right. What are posters for if the public doesnt believe them? Of course it will go down all right.

Splurge: O, I beg your pardon, sir. Then what dont you quite like about it?

Sladder: I might invent another food one of these days, and then where should we be?

Splurge: I hadnt thought of that, sir.

Sladder: Out with it.

Splurge: (Scratches with pencil). Cheezo is made out of the purest milk from purest English cows.

Sladder: Y-e-s, y-e-s. I dont say youre wrong. I dont say youre exactly wrong. But in business, Splurge, you want to keep more to generalities. Talk about the bonds that bind the Empire, talk about the Union Jack, talk by all means about the purity of the English cow; but definite statements you know, definite statements  

Splurge: O, yes, I know, sir; but the police never interfere with anything one puts on a poster. It would be bad for business, a jury would never convict, and  

Sladder: I didnt say they would; but if some interfering ass were to write to the papers to say that Cheezo wasnt made from milk, we should have to go to the expense of buying a dozen cows, and photographing them, and one thing and another. (He gets up and goes to cupboard.) Now, look here. I quite understand what you say, purity and all that, and a very good point too, but you look at this.
[He unrolls a huge poster representing a dairymaid smirking in deadly earnest. On it is printed: WONT YOU HAVE SOME? and on another part of the poster CHEEZO FOR PURITY.
You see. Your whole points there. We state nothing and we can make the dairymaid as suggestive as we like.

Splurge: Yes, sir, that is excellent. Quite splendid.

Sladder: They shall look at that on every road and railway, where it enters every town in England. Ill have it on the cliffs of Dover. It shall be the first thing they see when they come back home, and the last thing for them to remember when they leave England. Ill have it everywhere. Ill rub their noses in it. And then, Splurge, theyll ask for Cheezo when they want cheese, and that will mean I shall have the monopoly of all the cheese in the world.

Splurge: Youre a great man, sir.

Sladder: Ill be a greater one, Splurge. Im not past work yet. What more have you got?

Splurge: Ive rather a nice little poster being done, sir. A boy and a girl looking at one another with a rather knowing look. Theres a large query mark all over the girls dress. Then over the top in big letters Ive put: What is the secret? and in smaller letters: Ive got a bit of Cheezo. It makes people look at it, the childrens faces are so wicked.

Sladder: Good, Splurge. Very good. Ill have that one. Ill rub their noses in that one.

Splurge: Then Ive got some things for the Press. (Reads.) She: Darling. He: Yes, wifey. She: You wont forget, darling. He: No, wifey. She: You wont forget to bring me some of that excellent Cheezo, so nutritious, so nice for darling baby, to be had at all grocers; but be sure that you find the name of Sladder on their well-known pink wrappers. He: Certainly, wifey. Just the usual thing, sir, of course; only I have a very good little picture to go with it, very suggestive indeed; Ive made all the arrangements with the Press and the bill-posters, sir. I think well make a big thing of it, sir.

Sladder: Well, Splurge, nothing remains to be done now, except to make the Cheezo.

Splurge: How do you think of doing it, sir?

Sladder: Do you know how they kill pigs in Chicago? No, youve not travelled yet. Well, they get their pigs on a slide, one man cuts their throats as fast as they go by, another shaves their bristles, and so on, and so on; one man for each job, and all at it at once; they do it very expeditiously. Well, theres an interfering fellow sent there by the Government (we wouldnt stand him in England), and if a pig has a sign of tuberculosis on him he wont let that pig go down. Now youd think that pig was wasted. He isnt. He goes into soap. Now, Splurge, how many cakes of soap were used in the world last year?

Splurge (getting up): Last year? I dont think we have the figures in for last year yet, sir.
[He goes to bookshelf.

Sladder: Well, the year before will do.

Splurge: (taking book and turning pages): The figures are given, I think, sir, from the 1st of March to the 1st of March.

Sladder: That will do.

Splurge: Ah, here it is, sir. Soap statistics for the twelve months ending 1st of March this year. A hundred and four million users, using on an average twenty cakes each per year. Then there are partial users, and occasional users. The total would be about twenty-one hundred million, sir.

Sladder: Pure waste, Splurge, all pure waste.

Splurge: Waste, sir?

Sladder: Pure waste. What do you suppose becomes of all that soap, all that good fat? Proteids, I think they call em. And proteids are good for you, Splurge.

Splurge: What becomes of them, sir? Theyre used up.

Sladder: No, Splurge. They disappear, I grant you. They float away. But theyre still there Splurge, theyre still there. All that good fat is somewhere.

Splurge: But  but, sir  but  In the drains, sir?

Sladder: All those million of cakes of soap. There must be tons of it, Splurge. And well get it.

Splurge: You are a wonderful man, sir.

Sladder: O, Ive a few brains, Splurge. That anyone might have. But I use mine, thats all. Theres cleverer people than me in the world  

Splurge: No, sir.

Sladder: O, yes, there are. Lots of them. But theyre damned fools. And why? Cause they dont use their brains. They mess about learning Greek. Greek! Can you believe it? What good does Greek ever do them?... But the moneys not made yet, Splurge.

Splurge: Im having it well advertised, sir.

Sladder: Not so fast. What if they wont eat it?

Splurge: O, theyll eat it all right when its advertised, sir. They eat everything thats advertised.

Sladder: What if they cant eat it, Splurge?

Splurge: Cant, sir?

Sladder: Send for my daughter.

Splurge: Yes, sir. (He rises and goes to the door.)

Sladder: The battle of Waterloo was won on the playing fields of some damned place. A million of money will be won or lost in this house in five minutes.

Splurge: In this house, sir?

Sladder: Yes, in Ermyntrudes sitting-room. Send for her.

Splurge: Yes, sir. Yes, sir. Miss Sladder! Miss Sladder!

Ermyntrude (off): Yes, Mr. Splurge.

Splurge: Would you come to the study, miss, Mr. Sladder wants to speak to you.

Ermyntrude: O, yes, Mr. Splurge.

Sladder: The test! The test!
[Re-enter Splurge.

Splurge: Miss Sladder is coming, sir.

Sladder: The test!
[Enter Ermyntrude.

Ermyntrude: What is it, father?

Sladder: How are your white mice, child?

Ermyntrude: Quite well, father, both of them.
Sladder (draws a box from his pocket, takes out a little bit of cheese): Give them that, Ermyntrude.

Ermyntrude: That, father. What is it?

Sladder: Cheese.

Ermyntrude: May I have a bit?

Sladder: No, dont touch it!

Ermyntrude: Very well, father.

Sladder: If they eat it, you shall have  

Ermyntrude: What, father?

Sladder: Anything, everything. Only go and give them the cheese.

Ermyntrude: All right, father.
[She moves to the door R., she looks round, then goes out by the French window instead.

Sladder: Why are you going that way, child?

Ermyntrude: O  er  I thought it would be nice to go round over the lawn, father. I can get in by the drawing-room.

Sladder: O, very well. Be quick, dear.

Ermyntrude: All right, father.
[The magnet that has attracted Ermyntrude to the lawn now appears in the form of Mr. Hippanthigh, passing the window on his way to the hall-door. Sladder and Splurge do not see him, having their backs to the window. Ermyntrude looks round now and then to be sure of this. They hold hands longer than is laid down as necessary in books upon etiquette under the head of visiting. She gives him a look of glad and hopeful interrogation but he shakes his head solemnly, and passes gravely on, as one whose errand is no cheerful duty. She looks after him, then goes her way.

Sladder: Well, Splurge, we can only wait. (With emphasis.) If these mice eat it  

Splurge: Yes, sir?

Sladder: The public will eat it.

Splurge: Ah!

Sladder: Any other business to-day?

Splurge: O, only the cook, sir. Hes complaining about the vegetables, sir. He says hes never been anywhere before where they didnt buy them. We get them out of the kitchen garden here, and it seems he doesnt understand it. Says he wont serve a greengrocer, sir.

Sladder: A kitchen garden is the wrong thing, is it?

Splurge: He says so, sir.

Sladder: But there was one here when we came.

Splurge: O, only country people, sir. I suppose they didnt know any better.

Sladder: Well, where do people grow vegetables, then?

Splurge: I asked the cook that, sir, and he said they dont grow them, they buy them.

Sladder: O, all right, then. Let him buy them, then. We must do the right thing.
[The hall-door bell rings.

Sladder: Hullo! Whos ringing my bell?

Splurge: That was the hall-door, wasnt it, sir?

Sladder: Yes. What are they ringing it for?
[Enter Butler.

Butler: Mr. Hippanthigh has called to see you, sir.

Sladder: Called to see me! What about?

Butler: He didnt inform me, sir.

Sladder: I say, Splurge, have I got to see him?

Splurge: I think so, sir. I think they call on one another like that in the country.

Sladder: Good lord, whatever for? (To Butler.) O, yes. Ill see him, Ill see him.

Butler: Very good, sir, Ill inform him so, sir.
[Exit.

Sladder: I say, Splurge, I suppose Ive got to have a butler, and all that, eh?

Splurge: O, yes, sir. One at least. Its quite necessary.

Sladder: You  you couldnt have bought me a cheerfuller one now, could you?

Splurge: Im afraid not, sir. If you were to take all this too lightheartedly, the other landowners would hardly like it, you know.

Sladder: O, well! O, well! What kind of man is this Hippanthigh thats coming?

Splurge: Hes the man that quarrels with the bishop, sir.

Sladder: O, the curate. O, yes. Ive heard about him. Hes been here before, I think. Lawn tennis.
[Enter Butler.

Butler: Mr. Hippanthigh, sir.
[Enter Hippanthigh. Exit Butler.

Sladder: How do you do, Mr. Hippanthigh? How do you do? Pleased to see you.

Hippanthigh: I wished to speak with you, Mr. Sladder, if you will permit me.

Sladder: Certainly, Mr. Hippanthigh, certainly. Take a chair.

Hippanthigh: Thank you, sir. I think I would sooner stand.

Sladder: Please yourself. Please yourself.

Hippanthigh: I wished to speak with you alone, sir.

Sladder: Alone, eh? Alone? (Aside to Splurge.) Its usual, eh? (To Hippanthigh.) Alone, of course, yes. Youve come to call, havent you. (Exit Splurge.) Can I offer you  er, er  callings not much in my line, you know  but what I mean is  will you have a bottle of champagne?

Hippanthigh: Mr. Sladder, Ive come to speak with you because I believe it to be my duty to do so. I have hesitated to come, but when for particular reasons it became most painful to me to do so, then I knew that it was my clear duty, and I have come.

Sladder: O, yes, what they call a duty call. O, yes, quite so. Yes, exactly.

Hippanthigh: Mr. Sladder, many of my parishioners are acquainted with the thing that you sell as bread. (From the moment of Hippanthighs entry till now Sladder, over-cheerful and anxious, has been struggling to do and say the right thing through all the complications of a visit; but now that the note of Business has been sounded he suddenly knows where he is and becomes alert and stern, and all there.)

Sladder: What? Virilo?

Hippanthigh: Yes. They pay more for it than they pay for bread, because theyve been taught somehow, poor fools, that they must have the best. Theyve been made to believe that it makes them, what they call virile, poor fools, and theyre growing ill on it. Not so ill that I can prove anything, and the doctor darent help me.

Sladder: Are you aware, Mr. Hippanthigh, that if you said in public what youre saying to me, you would go to prison for it, unless you can run to the very heavy fine  damages would be enormous.

Hippanthigh: I know that, Mr. Sladder, and so I have come to you as the last hope for my people.

Sladder: Are you aware, Mr. Hippanthigh, that you are making an attack upon business? I dont say that business is as pure as a surplice. But I do say that in business it is  as you may not understand  get on or go under; and without my business, or the business of the next man, who is doing his best to beat me, what would happen to trade? I dont know whats going to happen to England if you get rid of her trade, Mr. Hippanthigh.... Well?... When were broke because weve been doing business with surplices on, what are the other countries going to do, Mr. Hippanthigh? Can you answer me that?

Hippanthigh: No, Mr. Sladder.

Sladder: Ah! So Ive got the best of you?

Hippanthigh: Yes, Mr. Sladder. Im not so clever as you.

Sladder: Glad you admit the point. As for cleverness it isnt that Ive so much of that, but I use what Ive got. Well, have you anything more to say?

Hippanthigh: Only to appeal to you, Mr. Sladder, on behalf of these poor people.

Sladder: Why. But you admitted one must have business, and that it cant be run like a tea-party. What more do you want?

Hippanthigh: I want you to spare them, Mr. Sladder.

Sladder: Spare them? Spare them? Why, whats the matter with them? Im not killing them.

Hippanthigh: No, Mr. Sladder, youre not killing them. The mortality among childrens a bit on the high side, but I wouldnt say that was entirely due to your bread. Theres a good many minor ailments among the grown-up people, it seems to attack their digestion mostly, one cant trace each case to its source; but their health and their teeth arent what they were when they had the pure wheaten bread.

Sladder: But there is wheat in my bread, prepared by a special process.

Hippanthigh: Ah! Its that special process that does it, I expect.

Sladder: Well, they neednt buy it if it isnt good.

Hippanthigh: Ah, they cant help themselves, poor fools; theyve been taught to do it from their childhood up. Virilo, Bredo and Weeto, that are all so much better than bread, its a choice between these three. Bread is never advertised, or Gods good wheat.

Sladder: Mr. Hippanthigh, if Im too much of a fool to sell my goods I suffer for it; if theyre such fools as to buy my Virilo, they suffer for it  that is to say, you say they do  that is a natural law that may be new to you. But why should I suffer more than them? Besides, if I take my Virilo off the market just to oblige you, Mr. Hippanthigh, a little matter of £30,000 a year  

Hippanthigh: I  er  

Sladder: O, dont mention it. Any little trifle to oblige! But if I did, up would go the sales of Bredo and Weeto (which have nothing to do with my firm), and your friends wouldnt be any better for that let me tell you, for I happen to know how theyre made.

Hippanthigh: I am not speaking of the wickedness of others. I come to appeal to you, Mr. Sladder, that for nothing that you do, our English race shall lose anything of its ancient strength, in its young men in their prime, or that they should grow infirm a day sooner than God intended, when He planned his course for man.

Ermyntrude (off): Father! Father!
[Sladder draws himself up, and stands erect to meet the decisive news that he has expected.
[Enter Ermyntrude.

Ermyntrude: Father! The mice have eaten the cheese.

Sladder: Ah! The public will  O! (He has suddenly seen Hippanthigh).

Hippanthigh (solemnly): What new wickedness is this, Mr. Sladder? (All stand silent.) Good-bye, Mr. Sladder.
[He goes to the door, passing Ermyntrude. He looks at her and sighs as he goes. He passes Mrs. Sladder near the door, and bows in silence.
[Exit.

Ermyntrude: What have you been saying to Mr. Hippanthigh, father?

Sladder: Saying! Hes been doing all the saying. He doesnt let you do much saying, does Hippanthigh.

Ermyntrude: But, father. What did he come to see you about?

Sladder: He came to call your poor old father all kinds of bad names, he did. It seems your old father is a wicked fellow, Ermyntrude.

Ermyntrude: O, father, Im sure he never meant it.
[Hippanthigh goes by the window with a mournful face. Ermyntrude runs to the window and watches him till he is out of sight. She quietly waves her hand to Hippanthigh, unseen by her father.

Sladder: O, he meant it all right. He meant it. Im sorry for that bishop of his that he quarrels with, if he lets him have it the way he went for your poor old father. O, dear me; dear me.

Ermyntrude: I dont think he quarrels with him, father. I think he only insists that there can be no such thing as eternal punishment. I think thats rather nice of him.

Sladder: I dont care a damn about eternal punishment one way or the other. But a man who quarrels with the head of his firms a fool. If his bishops keen on hell, he should push hell for all its worth.

Ermyntrude: Y-e-s, I suppose he should. But, father, arent you glad that my mice have eaten the new cheese? I thought youd be glad, father.

Sladder: So I am, child. So I am. Only I dont feel quite so glad as I thought I was going to, now. I dont know why. He seems to have stroked me the wrong way somehow.

Ermyntrude: You said youd give me whatever I liked.

Sladder: And so I will, child. So I will. A motor if you like, with chauffeur and footman complete. We can buy anything now, and I wouldnt grudge  

Ermyntrude: I dont want a motor, father.

Sladder: What would you like to have?

Ermyntrude: O, nothing, father, nothing. Only about that duke, father  

Sladder: What duke, Ermyntrude?

Ermyntrude: Mother said you wanted me to marry a duke some day, father.

Sladder: Well?

Ermyntrude: Well I  er  I dont think I quite want to, father.

Sladder: Ah! Quite so. Quite so. Quite so. And who did you think of marrying?

Ermyntrude: O, father.

Sladder: Well? (Ermyntrude is silent.) When I was his age, I had to work hard for my living.

Ermyntrude: O, father. How do you know what age he is?

Sladder: O, I guessed he was 82, going to be 83 next birthday. But I daresay I know nothing of the world. I daresay I may have been wrong.

Ermyntrude: O, father, hes young.

Sladder: Dear me, you dont say so. Dear me, you do surprise me. Well, well, well, well. We do live and learn. Dont we? And what might his name be now?

Ermyntrude: Its Mr. Hippanthigh, father.

Sladder: O-o-o! Its Mr. Hippanthigh, is it? O-ho, O-ho! (He touches a movable bell, shouting Splurge! To his daughter or rather to himself.) Well see Mr. Hippanthigh.

Ermyntrude: What are you going to do, father?

Sladder: Well see Mr. Hippanthigh. (Enter Splurge.) Splurge, run after Mr. Hippanthigh and bring him back. Say Ive got something to say to him. Hes gone that way. Quick!

Splurge: Yes, sir. [Exit.

Sladder: Ive got something to say to him this time.

Ermyntrude: Father! What are you going to do?

Sladder: Im going to give him What For.

Ermyntrude: But why, father?

Sladder: Because hes been giving it to your poor old father.

Ermyntrude: Father  

Sladder: Well?

Ermyntrude: Be kind to him, father.

Sladder: O, Ill be kind to him. Ill be kind to him. Just you wait. Ill be kind to him!

Ermyntrude: But you wouldnt send him away, father. Father, for my sake you wouldnt do that?

Sladder: O, we havent come to that yet.

Ermyntrude: But, but  youve sent for him.

Sladder: O, Ive sent for him to give him What For. Well come to the rest later.

Ermyntrude: But, when you do come to it, father.

Sladder: Why, when we do come to it, if the young mans any good, Ill not stand in my daughters way  

Ermyntrude: O, thank you, father.

Sladder: And if hes no good (firmly) Ill protect my child from him.

Ermyntrude: But, father, I dont want to be protected.

Sladder: If a mans a man, he must be some good at something. Well, this mans chosen the clergyman job. Ive nothing against the job, its well enough paid at the top, but is this young man ever going to get there? Is he ever going to get off the bottom rung? How long has he been a curate?

Ermyntrude: Eight years, father.

Sladder: Its a long time.

Ermyntrude: But, father, he would get a vicarage if it wasnt for the bishop. The bishop stands in his way. It isnt nice of him.

Sladder: If Id quarrelled with the head of my firm when I was his age, you wouldnt be getting proposals from a curate; no such luck. The dustman would have been more in your line.

Ermyntrude: But, father, he doesnt quarrel with the bishop. His conscience doesnt let him believe in eternal punishment, and so he speaks straight out. I do admire him so for it. He knows that if he was silent hed have had a good living long ago.

Sladder: The wife of the head of my firm believed in spirit rapping. Did I go and tell her what an old fool she was? No, I brought her messages from another world as regular as a postman.
[Steps are heard outside the window.

Sladder: Run along, my dear, now.

Ermyntrude: Very well, father.

Sladder: The man thats going to look after my daughter must be able to look after himself. Otherwise I will, till a better man comes.
[Exit Ermyntrude. Hippanthigh and Splurge appear at the window. Hippanthigh enters and Splurge moves away.

Hippanthigh: You sent for me, Mr. Sladder?

Sladder: Y-e-s  y-e-s. Take a chair. Now, Mr. Hippanthigh, I havent often been told off the way you told me off.

Hippanthigh: I felt it to be my duty, Mr. Sladder.

Sladder: Yes, quite so. Exactly. Well, it seems Im a thoroughly bad old man, only fit to rob the poor, an out-and-out old ruffian.

Hippanthigh: I never said that.

Sladder: No. But you made me feel it. I never felt so bad about myself before, not as bad as that. But you, Mr. Hippanthigh, you were the high-falutin angel with a new brass halo, out on its bank holiday. Now, how would clandestine love-making strike you, Mr. Hippanthigh? Would that be all right to your way of thinking?

Hippanthigh: Clandestine, Mr. Sladder? I hardly understand you.

Sladder: I understand that you have been making love to my daughter.

Hippanthigh: I admit it.

Sladder: Well, I havent heard you say anything about it to me before. Did you tell her mother?

Hippanthigh: Er  no.

Sladder: Perhaps you told me. Very likely Ive forgotten it.

Hippanthigh: No.

Sladder: Well, who did you tell?

Hippanthigh: We  we hadnt told anyone yet.

Sladder: Well, I think clandestines the word for it, Mr. Hippanthigh. I havent had time in my life to bother about the exact1 meanings of words or any nonsense of that sort, but I think clandestines about the word for it.

Hippanthigh: Its a hard word, Mr. Sladder.

Sladder: May be. And who began using hard words? You came here and made me out a pickpocket, just because I use a few tasty little posters which sell my goods, and all the while youre trying on the sly to take a poor old mans daughter away from him. Well, Mr. Hippanthigh?

Hippanthigh: I  I never looked at it in that light before, Mr. Sladder. I never thought of it in that way. You have made me feel ashamed (he lowers his head), ashamed.

Sladder: Aha! Aha! I thought I would. Now you know what its like when you make people ashamed of themselves. You dont like it when they do it to you. Aha! (Sladder is immensely pleased with himself.)

Hippanthigh: Mr. Sladder, I spoke to you as my conscience demanded, and you have shown me that I have done wrong in not speaking sooner about our engagement. I would have spoken to you, but I could not say that and the other thing in the same day. I meant to tell you soon;  well, I didnt, and I know it looks bad. Ive done wrong and I admit it.

Sladder: Aha! (Still hugely pleased.)

Hippanthigh: But, Mr. Sladder, you would not on that account perhaps spoil your daughters happiness, and take a terrible revenge on me. You would not withhold your consent to our  

Sladder: Wait a moment; were coming to that. Theres some bad animal that Ive heard of that lives in France, and when folks attack it it defends itself. Ive just been defending myself. I think Ive shown you that youre no brand-new extra-gilt angel on the top of a spire.

Hippanthigh: O  I  er  never  

Sladder: Quite so. Well, now we come on to the other part. Very well. Those lords and people, they marry one anothers daughters, because they know theyre all no good. Theyre afraid it will get out like, and spread some of their damned mediæval ideas where theyll do harm. So they keep it in the family like. But we people who have had the sense to look after ourselves, we dont throw our daughters away to any young man that cant look after himself. See?

Hippanthigh: I assure you, Mr. Sladder, I should  er  

Sladder: Shes my only daughter, and if any of my grandchildren are going to the work-house, theyll go to one where the masters salary is high, and theyll go there as master.

Hippanthigh: I am aware, Mr. Sladder, that I have very little money; as you would look at it, very little.

Sladder: It isnt the amount of money youve got as matters. The question is this: are you a young man as money is any good to? If I died and left you a million, would you know what to do with it? Ive met men what wouldnt last more than six weeks on a million. Then theyd starve if nobody gave them another million. Im not going to give my daughter to one of that sort.

Hippanthigh: I was third in the classical tripos at Cambridge, Mr. Sladder.

Sladder: I dont give a damn for classics; and I dont give a damn for Cambridge; and I dont know what a tripos is. But all I can tell you is that if I was fool enough to waste my time with classics, third wouldnt2 be good enough for me. No, Mr. Hippanthigh, youve chosen the church as your job, and Ive nothing to say against your choice; its a free country, and Ive nothing to say against your job; its well enough paid at the top, only you dont look like getting there. I chose business as my job, there seemed more sense in it; but if Id chosen the Church, I shouldnt have stuck as a curate. No, nor a bishop either. I wouldnt have had an archbishop ballyragging me and ordering me about. No. Id have got to the top, and drawn big pay, and spent it.

Hippanthigh: But, Mr. Sladder, I could be a vicar to-morrow if my conscience would allow me to cease protesting against a certain point which the bishop holds to be  

Sladder: I know all about that. I dont care what it is that keeps you on the bottom rung of the ladder. Conscience, you say. Well, its a different thing with every man. Its conscience with some, drink with others, sheer stupidity with most. Its pretty crowded already, that bottom rung, without me going and putting my daughter on it. Where do you suppose Id be now if Id let my conscience get in my way? Eh?

Hippanthigh: Mr. Sladder, I cannot alter my beliefs.

Sladder: Nobody asks you to. I only ask you to leave the bishop alone. He says one thing and you preach another whenever you get half a chance; its enough to break up any firm.

Hippanthigh: Believing as I do that eternal punishment is incompatible with  

Sladder: Now, Mr. Hippanthigh, thats got to stop. I dont mind saying, now that Ive given you What For, that you dont seem a bad young fellow: but my daughters not going to marry on the bottom rung, and theres an end of that.

Hippanthigh: But, Mr. Sladder, can you bring yourself to believe in anything so terrible as eternal punishment, so contrary to  

Sladder: Me? No.

Hippanthigh: Then, how can you ask me to?

Sladder: That particular belief never happened to stand between me and the top of the tree. Many things did, but theyre all down below me now, Mr. Hippanthigh, way down there (pointing) where I can hardly see them. You get off that bottom rung as I did years ago.

Hippanthigh: I cannot go back on all Ive said.

Sladder: I dont want to make it hard for you. Only just say you believe in eternal punishment, and then give up talking about it. You may say it to me if you like. Well have one other person present so that theres no going back on it, my daughter if you like. Ill let the bishop know, and he wont stand in your way any longer, but at present you force his hand. Its you or the rules of the firm.

Hippanthigh: I cannot.

Sladder: You cant just say to me and my daughter that you believe in eternal punishment, and leave me to go over to Axminster and put it right with the bishop?

Hippanthigh: I cannot say what I do not believe.

Sladder: Think. The bishop probably doesnt believe it himself. But youve been forcing his hand,  going out of your way to.

Hippanthigh: I cannot say it.

Sladder (rising): Mr. Hippanthigh, theres two kinds of men, those that succeed, those that dont. I know no other kind. You ...

Hippanthigh: I cannot go against my conscience.

Sladder: I dont care what your reason is. You are the second kind. I am sorry my daughter ever loved a man of that sort. I am sorry a man of that sort ever entered my house. I was a little, dirty, ragged boy. You make me see what I would be to-day if I had been a man of your kind. I would be dirty and ragged still. (His voice has been rising during this speech.)
[Enter Ermyntrude.

Ermyntrude: Father! What are you saying, father? I heard such loud voices.
[Hippanthigh stands silent and mournful.

Sladder: My child, I had foolish ideas for you once, but now I say that you are to marry a man, not a wretched, miserable little curate, who will be a wretched, miserable little curate all his life.

Ermyntrude: Father, I will not hear such words.

Sladder: Ive given him every chance. Ive given him more than every chance, but he prefers the bottom rung of the ladder; there we will leave him.

Ermyntrude: O, father! How can you be so cruel?

Sladder: Its not my fault, and its not the bishops fault. Its his own silly pig-headedness.
[He goes back to his chair.
Ermyntrude (going up to Hippanthigh): O, Charlie, couldnt you do what father wants?

Hippanthigh: No, no, I cannot. He wants me to go back on things Ive said.
[Enter Mrs. Sladder carrying a wire cage, with two dead white mice in it. Also Splurge.

Mrs. Sladder3: O, the mice have died, John. The mice have died. O, Ermyntrudes poor mice! And fathers great idea! Whatever shall we do?

Sladder: Er? (Almost a groan) Eh? Died have they?
[Sladder ages in his chair. You would say he was beaten. Suddenly he tautens up his muscles and stands up straight with shoulders back and clenched hands.
So they would beat Sladder, would they? They would beat Sladder. No, that has yet to be done. Well go on, Splurge. The public shall eat Cheezo. Its a bit strong perhaps. Well tone it down with bad nuts that they use for the other cheeses. Well advertise it, and theyll eat it. See to it, Splurge. They dont beat Sladder.

Mrs. Sladder: O, Im so glad. Im so glad, John.
Hippanthigh (suddenly with clear emphasis): I THINK I DO BELIEVE IN ETERNAL PUNISHMENT.

Sladder: Ah. At last. Well, Ermyntrude, is your cruel old parents blessing any use to you?
[He places one hand on her shoulder and one on Hippanthighs.

Mrs. Sladder: Why, Ermyntrude! Well, I never! And to think of all this happening in one day!
[Hippanthigh is completely beaten. Ermyntrude is smiling at him. He puts an arm round her shoulder in dead silence.

CURTAIN.


A GOOD BARGAIN


DRAMATIS PERSONÆ

Brother Antoninus.
Brother Lucullus Severus.
Brother Gregorius Pedro.
Satan.
Smoggs.


Scene

A Crypt of a Monastery. Brother Gregorius Pedro is seated on a stone bench reading. Behind him is a window.
Enter Brother Lucullus Severus.

Lucullus Severus: Brother, we may doubt no longer.

Gregorius Pedro: Well?

Lucullus Severus: It is certain. Certain.

Gregorius Pedro: I too had thought so.

Lucullus Severus: It is clear now, clear as ... It is certain.

Gregorius Pedro: Well, why not? After all, why not?

Lucullus Severus: You mean...?

Gregorius Pedro: Tis but a miracle.

Lucullus Severus: Yes, but ...

Gregorius Pedro: But you did not think to see one?

Lucullus Severus: No, no, not that; but Brother Antoninus ...

Gregorius Pedro: Well, why not he? He is holy as any, fasts as often as any, wears coarser clothing than most of us, and once scourged a woman because she looked at our youngest  scourged her right willingly.

Lucullus Severus: Yet, Brother Antoninus!

Gregorius Pedro: Yet, why not?

Lucullus Severus: We knew him, somehow. One does not know the blessed saints of heaven.

Gregorius Pedro: No, no indeed. I never thought to see such a thing on earth; and now, now ... you say it is certain?

Lucullus Severus: Certain.

Gregorius Pedro: Ah, well. It seemed like it, it seemed like it for some days. At first I thought I had looked too long through our eastern window, I thought it was the sun that had dazzled my eyes; and then, then it was clearly something else.

Lucullus Severus: It is certain now.

Gregorius Pedro: Ah, well.
Lucullus Severus (sitting beside him, sighs): I grudge him nothing.
Gregorius Pedro (a little heavily): No, nor I.

Lucullus Severus: You are sad, brother.

Gregorius Pedro: No, not sad.

Lucullus Severus: Ah, but I see it.

Gregorius Pedro: Ah, well.

Lucullus Severus: What grieves you, brother?

Gregorius Pedro: (Sighs) We shall water the roses no more, he and I. We shall roll the lawns no more. We shall tend the young tulips together never again.

Lucullus Severus: Oh, why not? Why not? There is not all that difference.

Gregorius Pedro: There is.

Lucullus Severus: It is our cross, brother. We must bear it.

Gregorius Pedro: Ah, yes. Yes, yes.
[A bell rings noisily.

Lucullus Severus: The gate bell, brother! Be of good cheer, it is the gate bell ringing!

Gregorius Pedro: Why should I be of good cheer because the gate bell rings?

Lucullus Severus: Why, brother, the world is at the gate. We shall see someone. It is an event. Someone will come and speak of the great world. Oh, be of good cheer, be of good cheer, brother.

Gregorius Pedro: I think that I am heavy at heart to-day.
[Enter John Smoggs.

Smoggs: Ullo, Governor. Is either o yer the chief monk?

Lucullus Severus: The Reverend Abbot is not here.

Smoggs: Aint, aint e?

Lucullus Severus: But what do you seek, friend?

Smoggs: Want to know what you blokes are getting up to.

Lucullus Severus: We do not understand your angry zeal.

Gregorius Pedro: Tell us, friend.

Smoggs: One o yer is playing games no end, and we wont ave it.

Gregorius Pedro: Games?

Smoggs: Well, miracles if you like it better, and we wont ave it, nor any of your igh church games nor devices.

Gregorius Pedro: What does he say, brother?

Lucullus Severus: Friend, you perplex us. We hoped you would speak to us of the great world, its gauds, its wickedness, its  

Smoggs: We wont ave it. We wont ave none of it, thats all.

Lucullus Severus: Tell us, friend, tell us what you mean. Then we will do whatever you ask. And then you shall speak to us of the world.

Smoggs: There e is, there e is, the blighter. There e is. Es coming. O Lord...!
[He turns and runs. Exit.

Gregorius Pedro: Its Antoninus!

Lucullus Severus: Why, yes; yes, of course!

Gregorius Pedro: He must have seen him over the garden wall.

Lucullus Severus: We must hush it up.

Gregorius Pedro: Hush it up?

Lucullus Severus: There must be no scandal in the monastery.
[Enter Brother Antoninus wearing a halo. He walks across and exits.
[Gregorius is gazing with wide eyes.

Lucullus Severus: There must be no scandal in the monastery.

Gregorius Pedro: It has grown indeed!

Lucullus Severus: Yes, it has grown since yesterday.

Gregorius Pedro: I noticed it dimly just three days ago. I noticed it dimly. But I did not  I could not guess ... I never dreamed that it would come to this.

Lucullus Severus: Yes, it has grown for three days.

Gregorius Pedro: It was just a dim light over his head, but now...!

Lucullus Severus: It flamed up last night.

Gregorius Pedro: There is no mistaking it now.

Lucullus Severus: There must be no scandal.

Gregorius Pedro: No scandal, brother?

Lucullus Severus: Look how unusual it is. People will talk. You heard what that man said. They will all talk.

Gregorius Pedro (sadly): Ah, well.

Lucullus Severus: How could we face it.

Gregorius Pedro: It is, yes, yes,  it is unusual.

Lucullus Severus: Nothing like it has happened for many centuries.

Gregorius Pedro (sadly): No, no. I suppose not. Poor Antoninus.

Lucullus Severus: Why could he not have waited?

Gregorius Pedro: Waited? What? Three  three hundred years?

Lucullus Severus: Or even five or ten. He is long past sixty.

Gregorius Pedro: Yes, yes, it would have been better.

Lucullus Severus: You saw how ashamed he was.

Gregorius Pedro: Poor Antoninus. Yes, yes. Brother, I think if we had not been here he would have come and sat on this bench.

Lucullus Severus: I think he would. But he was ashamed to come, looking, looking like that.

Gregorius Pedro: Brother, let us go. It is the hour at which he loves to come and sit here, and read in the Little Book of Lesser Devices. Let us go so that he may come here and be alone.

Lucullus Severus: As you will, brother; we must help him when we can.
[They rise and go.

Gregorius Pedro: Poor Antoninus.
Lucullus Severus (glancing): I think he will come back now.
[Exeunt. The bare, sandaled foot of Antoninus appears as the last heel lifts in the other doorway.
[Enter Antoninus rather timidly. He goes to bench and sits. He sighs. He shakes his head to loosen the halo, but in vain. He sighs. Then he opens his book and reads in silence. Silence gives way to mumbles, mumbles to words.4

Antoninus: ... and finally beat down Satan under our feet.
[Enter Satan. He has the horns and long hair and beard of a he-goat. His face and voice are such as could have been once in heaven.
Antoninus (standing, lifting arm): In the name of ...

Satan: Banish me not.

Antoninus: In the name ...

Satan: Say nothing you may regret, until I have spoken.

Antoninus: In the ...

Satan: Hear me.

Antoninus: Well?

Satan: There fell with me from heaven a rare, rare spirit, the light of whose limbs far outshone dawn and evening.

Antoninus: Well?

Satan: We dwell in darkness.

Antoninus: What is that to me?

Satan: For that rare spirit I would have the gaud you wear, that emblem, that bright ornament. In return I offer you  

Antoninus: Begone  

Satan: I offer you  

Antoninus: Begone.

Satan: I offer you  Youth.

Antoninus: I will not traffic with you in damnation.

Satan: I do not ask your soul, only that shining gaud.

Antoninus: Such things are not for hell.

Satan: I offer you Youth.

Antoninus: I do not need it. Life is a penance and ordained as a tribulation. I have come through by striving. Why should I care to strive again?

Satan (smiles): Why?

Antoninus: Why should I?
Satan (laughs, looking through window): Its spring, brother, is it not?

Antoninus: A time for meditation.

Satan (laughs): There are girls coming over the hills, brother. Through the green leaves and the May.
[Antoninus draws his scourge from his robe.

Antoninus: Up! Let me scourge them from our holy place.

Satan: Wait, brother, they are far off yet. But you would not scourge them, you would not scourge them, they are so ... Ah! one has torn her dress!

Antoninus: Ah, let me scourge her!

Satan: No, no, brother. See, I can see her ankle through the rent. You would not scourge her. Your great scourge would break that little ankle.

Antoninus: I will have my scourge ready, if she comes near our holy place.

Satan: She is with her comrades. They are maying. Seven girls. (Antoninus grips his scourge.) Her arms are full of may.

Antoninus: Speak not of such things. Speak not, I say.
[Satan is leaning leisurely against the wall, smiling through the window.

Satan: How the leaves are shining. Now she is seated on the grass. They have gathered small flowers, Antoninus, and put them in her hair, a row of primroses.
Antoninus (his eyes go for a moment on to far, far places. Unintentionally): What colour?

Satan: Black.

Antoninus: No, no, no! I did not mean her hair. No, no. I meant the flowers.

Satan: Yellow, Antoninus.

Antoninus (flurried): Ah, of course, yes, yes.

Satan: Sixteen and seventeen and fifteen, and another of sixteen. All young girls. The age for you, Antoninus, if I make you twenty. Just the age for you.

Antoninus: You  you cannot.

Satan: All things are possible unto me except salvation.

Antoninus: How?

Satan: Give me your gaud. Then meet me at any hour between star-shining and cock-crow under the big cherry tree, when the moon is waning.

Antoninus: Never.

Satan: Ah, Spring, Spring. They are dancing. Such nimble ankles.
[Antoninus raises his scourge.

Satan (more gravely): Think, Antoninus, forty or fifty more Springs.

Antoninus: Never, never, never.

Satan: And no more striving next time. See Antoninus, see them as they dance, there with the may behind them under the hill.

Antoninus: Never! I will not look.

Satan: Ah, look at them, Antoninus. Their sweet figures. And the warm wind blowing in Spring.

Antoninus: Never! My scourge is for such.
[Satan sighs. The girls laugh from the hill. Antoninus hears the laughter.
A look of fear comes over him.

Antoninus: Which ... (a little peal of girlish laughter off). Which cherry tree did you speak of?

Satan: This one over the window.
Antoninus (with an effort): It shall be held accursed. I will warn the brethren. It shall be cut down and hewn asunder and they shall burn it utterly.
Satan (rather sorrowfully): Ah, Antoninus.

Antoninus: You shall not tempt a monk of our blessed order.

Satan: They are coming this way, Antoninus.

Antoninus: What! What!

Satan: Have your scourge ready, Antoninus.

Antoninus: Perhaps, perhaps they have not merited extreme chastisement.

Satan: They have made a garland of may, a long white garland drooped from their little hands. Ah, if you were young, Antoninus.

Antoninus: Tempt me not, Satan. I say, tempt me not!
[The girls sing, Satan smiles, the girls sing on. Antoninus tip-toes to seat, back to window, and sits listening. The girls sing on. They pass the window and shake the branch of a cherry tree. The petals fall in sheets past the window. The girls sing on and Antoninus sits listening.
Antoninus (hand to forehead): My head aches. I think it is that song.... Perhaps, perhaps it is the halo. Too heavy, too heavy for us.
[Satan walks gently up and removes it and walks away with the gold disc. Antoninus sits silent.

Satan: When the moon is waning.
[Exit. More petals fall past the window. The song rings on. Antoninus sits quite still, on his face a new ecstacy.

CURTAIN.


IF SHAKESPEARE LIVED TO-DAY


DRAMATIS PERSONÆ



	
Sir Webley Woothery-Jurnip
Mr. Neeks


	
}
}


	
Members of the Olympus.






Jergins, an old waiter.
Mr. Trundleben, Secretary of the Club.
Mr. Gleek, Editor of the Banner and Evening Gazette and member of the Olympus.


Scene

A room in the Olympus Club.

Time: After luncheon.
Sir Webley Woothery-Jurnip and Mr. Neeks sit by a small table. Further away sits Mr. Gleek, the Editor of the Banner and Evening Gazette. Sir Webley Jurnip rises and rings the bell by the fire-place. He returns to his seat.

Mr. Neeks: I see theres a man called Mr. William Shakespeare putting up for the Club.

Sir Webley: Shakespeare? Shakespeare? Shakespeare? I once knew a man called Shaker.

Neeks: No, its Shakespeare  Mr. William Shakespeare.

Sir Webley: Shakespeare? Shakespeare? Do you know anything about him?

Neeks: Well, I dont exactly recall  I made sure that you  

Sir Webley: The Secretary ought to be more careful. Waiter!

Jergins: Yes, Sir Webley. [He comes.

Sir Webley: Coffee, Jergins. Same as usual.

Jergins: Yes, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: And, Jergins  theres a man called Mr. William Shakespeare putting up for the Club.

Jergins: Im sorry to hear that, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: Yes, Jergins. Well, there it is, you see; and I want you to go up and ask Mr. Trundleben if hed come down.

Jergins: Certainly, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: And then get my coffee.

Jergins: Yes, Sir Webley.
[He goes slowly away.

Neeks: Hell be able to tell us all about him.

Sir Webley: At the same time he should be more careful.

Neeks: Im afraid  Im afraid hes getting rather, rather old.

Sir Webley: Oh, I dont know, he was seventy only the other day. I dont call that too old  nowadays. He cant be now, he cant be more than, let me see, seventy-eight. Where does this Mr. Shaker live?

Neeks: Shakespeare. Somewhere down in Warwickshire. A village called Bradford, I think, is the address he gives in the Candidates Book.

Sir Webley: Warwickshire! I do seem to remember something about him now. If hes the same man I certainly do. William Shakespeare, you said.

Neeks: Yes, thats the name.

Sir Webley: Well, I certainly have heard about him now you mention it.

Neeks: Really! And what does he do?

Sir Webley: Do? Well, from what I heard he poaches.

Neeks: Poaches!

Sir Webley: Yes, a poacher. Trundleben deserves to get the sack for this. A poacher from the wilds of Warwickshire. I heard all about him. He got after the deer at Charlecote.

Neeks: A poacher!

Sir Webley: Thats all he is, a poacher. A member of the Olympus! Hell be dropping in here one fine day with other peoples rabbits in his pockets.
[Enter Jergins.

Jergins: Your coffee, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: My coffee. I should think so. (He sips it.) One needs it.

Jergins: Mr. Trundleben will be down at once, Sir Webley. I telephoned up to him.

Sir Webley: Telephoned! Telephoned! The Clubs getting more full of new-fangled devices every day. I remember the time when  Thank you, Jergins.
[Jergins retires.
This is a pretty state of things, Neeks.

Neeks: A pretty state of things indeed, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: Ah, heres Trundleben.

Neeks: Hell tell us all about it, Sir Webley. Im sure hell  

Sir Webley: Ah, Trundleben. Come and sit down here. Come and  

Trundleben: Thank you, Sir Webley. I think I will. I dont walk quite as well as I used, and what with  

Sir Webley: Whats all this we hear about this Mr. Shakespeare, Trundleben?

Trundleben: Oh, ah, well yes, yes indeed. Well, you see, Sir Webley, he was put up for the Club. Mr. Henry put him up.
Sir Webley (disapprovingly): Oh, Mr. Henry.

Neeks: Yes, yes, yes. Long hair and all that.

Sir Webley: Im afraid so.

Neeks: Writes poetry, I believe.

Sir Webley: Im afraid so.

Trundleben: Well then, what does Mr. Newton do but go and second him, and there you are, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: Yes, a pretty state of things. Has he ... Does he ... What is he?

Trundleben: He seems to write, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: Oh, he does, does he? What does he write?

Trundleben: Well, I wrote and asked him that, Sir Webley, and he said plays.

Sir Webley: Plays? Plays? Plays? Im sure I never heard ... What plays?

Trundleben: I asked him that, Sir Webley, and he said ... he sent me a list (fumbling). Ah, here it is.
[He holds it high, far from his face, tilts his head back and looks down his nose through his glasses.
He says  let me see Hamelt, or Hamlet, I dont know how he pronounces it. Hamelt, Hamlet; he spells it H-a-m-l-e-t. If you pronounce it the way one pronounces handle, it would be Hamelt, but if  

Sir Webley: Whats it all about?

Trundleben: Well, I gathered the scene was in Denmark.

Neeks: Denmark! Hm! another of those neutrals!

Sir Webley: Well, I wouldnt so much mind where the scene of the play was put, if only it was a play one ever had heard of.

Neeks: But those men who have much to do with neutrals are rather the men  dont you think, Sir Webley?  who ...

Sir Webley: Who want watching. I believe youre right, Neeks. And that type of unsuccessful play-wright is just the kind of man I always rather ...

Neeks: Thats rather what I feel, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: It wouldnt be a bad plan if we told somebody about him.

Neeks: I think I know just the man, Sir Webley. Ill just drop him a line.

Sir Webley: Yes, and if hes all right theres no harm done, but I always suspect that kind of fellow. Well, what else, Trundleben? This is getting interesting.

Trundleben: Well, Sir Webley, its really very funny, but he sent me a list of the characters in this play of his, Hamelt, and, and its really rather delicious  

Neeks: Yes?

Sir Webley: Yes? What is it?

Trundleben: Hes got a ghost in his play. (He-he-he-he-he) A ghost! He really has.

Sir Webley: What! Not on the stage?

Trundleben: Yes, on the stage!

Neeks: Well, well, well.

Sir Webley: But thats absurd.

Trundleben: I met Mr. Vass the other day  it was his four hundredth presentation of The Nighty  and I told him about it. He said that bringing a ghost on the stage was, of course  er  ludicrous.

Sir Webley: What else does he say hes done?

Trundleben: Er  er  theres an absurdly long list  er Macbeth.

Sir Webley: Macbeth. Thats Irish.

Neeks: Ah, yes. Abbey Theatre style of thing.

Trundleben: I think I heard he offered it them. But of course  

Sir Webley: No, quite so.

Trundleben: I gathered it was all rather a  rather a sordid story.

Sir Webley (solemnly): Ah!
[Neeks5 with equal solemnity wags his head.
Trundleben (focussing his list again): Heres a very funny one. This is funnier than Hamlet. The Tempest. And the stage directions are The sea, with a ship.

Sir Webley (laughs): Oh, thats lovely! Thats really too good. The sea with a ship! And whats it all about?

Trundleben: Well, I rather gathered that it was about a magician, and he  he makes a storm.

Sir Webley: He makes a storm. Splendid! On the stage, I suppose.

Trundleben: Oh yes, on the stage.
[Sir Webley and Neeks6 laugh heartily.

Neeks: Hed ... Hed have to be a magician for that, wouldnt he?

Sir Webley: Ha, ha! Very good! Hed have to be a magician to do that, Trundleben.

Trundleben: Yes, indeed, Sir Webley; indeed he would, Mr. Neeks.

Sir Webley: But that stage direction is priceless. Id really like to copy that down if youd let me. What is it? The sea with a ship? Its the funniest bit of the lot.

Trundleben: Yes, thats it, Sir Webley. Wait a moment, I have it here. The  the whole thing is the sea with a ship, afterwards an island. Very funny indeed.

Sir Webley: Afterwards an island! Thats very good, too. Afterwards an island. Ill put that down also. (He writes.) And what else, Trundleben? What else?
[Trundleben holds out his list again.

Trundleben: The Tragedy of  of King Richard the  the Second.

Sir Webley: But was his life a tragedy? Was it a tragedy, Neeks?

Neeks: I  I  well Im not quite sure; I really dont think so. But Ill look it up.

Sir Webley: Yes, we can look it up.

Trundleben: I think it was rather  perhaps rather tragic, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: Oh, I dont say it wasnt. No doubt. No doubt at all. Thats one thing. But to call his whole life a tragedy is  is quite another. What, Neeks?

Neeks: Oh, quite another.

Trundleben: Oh, certainly, Sir Webley. Tragedy is  er  is a very strong term indeed, to  to apply to such a case.

Sir Webley: He was probably out poaching when he should have been learning his history.

Trundleben: Im afraid so, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: And what else, eh? Anything more?

Trundleben: Well, there are some poems, he says.
[Holds up a list.

Sir Webley: And what are they about?

Trundleben: Well, theres one called ... Oh. Id really rather not mention that one; perhaps that had better be left out altogether.

Neeks: Not...?

Sir Webley: Not quite...?

Trundleben: No, not at all.

Sir Webley and Neeks: Hm.

Trundleben: Left out altogether. And then there are Sonnets, and  and Venus and Adonis, and  and The Phœnix and the Turtle.

Sir Webley: The Phœnix and the what?

Trundleben: The Turtle.

Sir Webley: Oh. Go on ...

Trundleben: One called The Passionate Pilgrim, another A Lovers Complaint.

Sir Webley: I think the whole things very regrettable.

Neeks: I think so too, Sir Webley.

Trundleben (mournfully): And thereve been no poets since poor Browning died, none at all. Its absurd for him to call himself a poet.

Neeks: Quite so, Trundleben, quite so.

Sir Webley: And all these plays. What does he mean by calling them plays? Theyve never been acted.

Trundleben: Well  er  no, not exactly acted, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: What do you mean by not exactly, Trundleben?

Trundleben: Well, I believe they were acted in America, though of course not in London.

Sir Webley: In America? Whats that got to do with it. America? Why, thats the other side of the Atlantic.

Trundleben: Oh, yes, Sir Webley, I  I quite agree with you.

Sir Webley: America! I daresay they did. I daresay they did act them. But that doesnt make him a suitable member for the Olympus. Quite the contrary.

Neeks: Oh, quite the contrary.

Trundleben: Oh, certainly, Sir Webley, certainly.

Sir Webley: I daresay Macbeth would be the sort of thing that would appeal to Irish Americans. Just the sort of thing.

Trundleben: Very likely, Sir Webley, Im sure.

Sir Webley: Their game laws are very lax, I believe, over there; they probably took to him on account of his being a poacher.

Trundleben: Ive no doubt of it, Sir Webley. Very likely.

Neeks: I expect that was just it.

Sir Webley: Well now, Trundleben; are we to ask the Olympus to elect a man wholl come in here with his pockets bulging with rabbits.

Neeks: Rabbits, and hares too.

Sir Webley: And venison even, if you come to that.

Trundleben: Yes indeed, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: Thank God the Olympus can get its haunch of venison without having to go to a man like that for it.

Neeks: Yes indeed.

Trundleben: Indeed I hope so.

Sir Webley: Well now, about those plays. I dont say weve absolute proof that the mans entirely hopeless. We must be sure of our ground.

Neeks: Yes, quite so.

Trundleben: Oh, Im afraid Sir Webley, theyre very bad indeed. There are some quite unfortunate  er  references in them.

Sir Webley: So I should have supposed. So I should have supposed.

Neeks: Yes, yes, of course.

Trundleben: For instance, in that play about that funny ship  I have a list of the characters here  and Im afraid, well  er,  er you see for yourself. (Hands paper.) You see that is, I am afraid, in very bad taste, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: Certainly, Trundleben, certainly. Very bad indeed.

Neeks (peering): Er  er, what is it, Sir Webley?

Sir Webley (pointing): That, you see.

Neeks: A  a drunken butler! But most regrettable.

Sir Webley: A very deserving class. A  a quite gratuitous slight. I dont say you mightnt see one drunken butler ...

Trundleben: Quite so.

Neeks: Yes, of course.

Sir Webley: But to put it boldly on a programme like that is practically tantamount to implying that all butlers are drunken.

Trundleben: Which is by no means true.

Sir Webley: There would naturally be a protest of some sort, and to have a member of the Olympus mixed up with a controversy like that would be  er  naturally  er  most ...

Trundleben: Yes, of course, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: And then of course, if he does a thing like that once ...

Neeks: There are probably other lapses just as deplorable.

Trundleben: I havent gone through his whole list, Sir Webley. I often feel about these modern writers that perhaps the less one looks the less one will find that might be, er ...

Sir Webley: Yes, quite so.

Neeks: That is certainly true.

Sir Webley: Well, we cant wade all through his list of characters to see if they are all suitable to be represented on a stage.

Trundleben: Oh no, Sir Webley, quite impossible; there are  there are  I might say  hundreds of them.

Sir Webley: Good gracious! He must have been wasting his time a great deal.

Trundleben: Oh, a great deal, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: But we shall have to go further into this. We cant have ...

Neeks: I see Mr. Gleek sitting over there, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: Why, yes, yes, so he is.

Neeks: The Banner and Evening Gazette would know all about him if theres anything to know.

Sir Webley: Yes, of course they would.

Neeks: If we were to ask him.

Sir Webley: Well, Trundleben, you may leave it to us. Mr. Neeks and I will talk it all over and see whats to be done.

Trundleben: Thank you, Sir Webley. Im really very sorry it all happened  very sorry indeed.

Sir Webley: Very well, Trundleben, well see whats to be done. If nothings known of him and his plays, youll have to write and request him to withdraw his candidature. But well see. Well see.

Trundleben: Thank you, Sir Webley. Im sure Im very sorry it all occurred. Thank you, Mr. Neeks.
[Exit Trundleben, waddling slowly away.

Sir Webley: Well, Neeks, thats what it will have to be. If nothing whatevers known of him we cant have him putting up for the Olympus.

Neeks: Quite so, Sir Webley. Ill call Mr. Gleeks attention.
[He begins to rise, hopefully looking Gleek-wards, when Jergins comes between him and Mr. Gleek. He has come to take away the coffee.

Sir Webley: Times are changing, Jergins.

Jergins: Im afraid so, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: Changing fast, and new members putting up for the Club.

Jergins: Yes, Im afraid so, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: You notice it too, Jergins.

Jergins: Yes, Sir Webley, its come all of a sudden. Only last week I saw ...

Sir Webley: Well, Jergins.

Jergins: I saw Lord Pondleburrow wearing a ...

Sir Webley: Wearing what, Jergins?

Jergins: Wearing one of those billycock hats, Sir Webley.

Sir Webley: Well, well. I suppose theyve got to change, but not at that rate.

Jergins: No, Sir Webley.
[Exit, shaking his head as he goes.

Sir Webley: Well, we must find out about this fellow.

Neeks: Yes. Ill call Mr. Gleeks attention. He knows all about that sort of thing.

Sir Webley: Yes, yes. Just ...
[Neeks rises and goes some of the way towards Gleeks chair.

Neeks: Er  er  

Gleek (looking round): Yes?

Sir Webley: Do you know anything of a man called Mr. William Shakespeare?
Gleek (looking over his pince-nez): No!
[He shakes his head several times and returns to his paper.

CURTAIN.


FAME AND THE POET


DRAMATIS PERSONÆ

Harry de Reves, a Poet.
(This name, though of course of French origin, has become anglicised and is pronounced de Reevs.)
Dick Prattle, a Lieutenant-Major of the Royal Horse Marines.
Fame.


Scene

The Poets rooms in London. Windows in back. A high screen in a corner.

Time: February 30th.
The Poet is sitting at a table writing.
[Enter Dick Prattle.

Prattle: Hullo, Harry.

de Reves: Hullo, Dick. Good Lord, where are you from?

Prattle (casually): The ends of the earth.

de Reves: Well, Im damned!

Prattle: Thought Id drop in and see how you were getting on.

de Reves: Well, thats splendid. What are you doing in London?

Prattle: Well, I wanted to see if I could get one or two decent ties to wear  you can get nothing out there  then I thought Id have a look and see how London was getting on.

de Reves: Splendid! Hows everybody?

Prattle: All going strong.

de Reves: Thats good.
Prattle (seeing paper and ink): But what are you doing?

de Reves: Writing.

Prattle: Writing? I didnt know you wrote.

de Reves: Yes, Ive taken to it rather.

Prattle: I say  writings no good. What do you write?

de Reves: Oh, poetry.

Prattle: Poetry! Good Lord!

de Reves: Yes, that sort of thing, you know.

Prattle: Good Lord! Do you make any money by it?

de Reves: No. Hardly any.

Prattle: I say  why dont you chuck it?

de Reves: Oh, I dont know. Some people seem to like my stuff, rather. Thats why I go on.

Prattle: Id chuck it if theres no money in it.

de Reves: Ah, but then its hardly in your line, is it? Youd hardly approve of poetry if there was money in it.

Prattle: Oh, I dont say that. If I could make as much by poetry as I can by betting I dont say I wouldnt try the poetry touch, only  

de Reves: Only what?

Prattle: Oh, I dont know. Only there seems more sense in betting, somehow.

de Reves: Well, yes. I suppose its easier to tell what an earthly horse is going to do, than to tell what Pegasus  

Prattle: Whats Pegasus?

de Reves: Oh, the winged horse of poets.

Prattle: I say! You dont believe in a winged horse, do you?

de Reves: In our trade we believe in all fabulous things. They all represent some large truth to us. An emblem like Pegasus is as real a thing to a poet as a Derby winner would be to you.

Prattle: I say. (Give me a cigarette. Thanks.) What? Then youd believe in nymphs and fauns, and Pan, and all those kind of birds?

de Reves: Yes. Yes. In all of them.

Prattle: Good Lord!

de Reves: You believe in the Lord Mayor of London, dont you?

Prattle: Yes, of course; but what has  

de Reves: Four million people or so made him Lord Mayor, didnt they? And he represents to them the wealth and dignity and tradition of  

Prattle: Yes; but, I say, what has all this  

de Reves: Well, he stands for an idea to them, and they made him Lord Mayor, and so he is one....

Prattle: Well, of course he is.

de Reves: In the same way Pan has been made what he is by millions; by millions to whom he represents world-old traditions.
Prattle (rising from his chair and stepping backwards, laughing and looking at the Poet in a kind of assumed wonder): I say ... I say ... You old heathen ... but Good Lord ...
[He bumps into the high screen behind, pushing it back a little.

de Reves: Look out! Look out!

Prattle: What? Whats the matter?

de Reves: The screen!

Prattle: Oh, sorry, yes. Ill put it right.
[He is about to go round behind it.

de Reves: No, dont go round there.

Prattle: What? Why not?

de Reves: Oh, you wouldnt understand.

Prattle: Wouldnt understand? Why, what have you got?

de Reves: Oh, one of those things.... You wouldnt understand.

Prattle: Of course Id understand. Lets have a look.
[The Poet walks towards Prattle and the screen. He protests no further. Prattle looks round the corner of the screen.
An altar.
de Reves (removing the screen altogether): That is all. What do you make of it?
[An altar of Greek design, shaped like a pedestal, is revealed. Papers litter the floor all about it.

Prattle: I say  you always were an untidy devil.

de Reves: Well, what do you make of it?

Prattle: It reminds me of your room at Eton.

de Reves: My room at Eton?

Prattle: Yes, you always had papers all over your floor.

de Reves: Oh, yes  

Prattle: And what are these?

de Reves: All these are poems; and this is my altar to Fame.

Prattle: To Fame?

de Reves: The same that Homer knew.

Prattle: Good Lord!

de Reves: Keats never saw her. Shelley died too young. She came late at the best of times, now scarcely ever.

Prattle: But, my dear fellow, you dont mean that you think there really is such a person?

de Reves: I offer all my songs to her.

Prattle: But you dont mean you think you could actually see Fame?

de Reves: We poets personify abstract things, and not poets only but sculptors7 and painters too. All the great things of the world are those abstract things.

Prattle: But what I mean is, theyre not really there, like you or me.

de Reves: To us these things are more real than men, they outlive generations, they watch the passing of kingdoms: we go by them like dust; they are still there, unmoved, unsmiling.

Prattle: But, but, you cant think that you could see Fame, you dont expect to see it?

de Reves: Not to me. Never to me. She of the golden trumpet and Greek dress will never appear to me.... We all have our dreams.

Prattle: I say  what have you been doing all day?

de Reves: I? Oh, only writing a sonnet.

Prattle: Is it a long one?

de Reves: Not very.

Prattle: About how long is it?

de Reves: About fourteen lines.

Prattle (impressively): I tell you what it is.

de Reves: Yes?

Prattle: I tell you what. Youve been overworking yourself. I once got like that on board the Sandhurst, working for the passing-out exam. I got so bad that I could have seen anything.

de Reves: Seen anything?

Prattle: Lord, yes; horned pigs, snakes with wings; anything; one of your winged horses even. They gave me some stuff called bromide for it. You take a rest.

de Reves: But my dear fellow, you dont understand at all. I merely said that abstract things are to a poet as near and real and visible as one of your bookmakers or barmaids.

Prattle: I know. You take a rest.

de Reves: Well, perhaps I will. Id come with you to that musical comedy youre going to see, only Im a bit tired after writing this; its a tedious job. Ill come another night.

Prattle: How do you know Im going to see a musical comedy?

de Reves: Well, where would you go? Hamlets8 on at the Lord Chamberlains. Youre not going there.

Prattle: Do I look like it?

de Reves: No.

Prattle: Well, youre quite right. Im going to see The Girl from Bedlam. So long. I must push off now. Its getting late. You take a rest. Dont add another line to that sonnet; fourteens quite enough. You take a rest. Dont have any dinner to-night, just rest. I was like that once myself. So long.

de Reves: So long.
[Exit Prattle. de Reves returns to his table and sits down.
Good old Dick! Hes the same as ever. Lord, how time passes.
He takes his pen and his sonnet and makes a few alterations.
Well, thats finished. I cant do any more to it.
[He rises and goes to the screen; he draws back part of it and goes up to the altar. He is about to place his sonnet reverently at the foot of the altar amongst his other verses.
No, I will not put it there. This one is worthy of the altar.
[He places the sonnet upon the altar itself.
If that sonnet does not give me fame, nothing that I have done before will give it to me, nothing that I ever will do.
[He replaces the screen and returns to his chair at the table. Twilight is coming on. He sits with his elbow on the table, his head on his hand, or however the actor pleases.
Well, well. Fancy seeing Dick again. Well, Dick enjoys his life, so hes no fool. What was that he said? Theres no money in poetry. Youd better chuck it. Ten years work and what have I to show for it? The admiration of men who care for poetry, and how many of them are there? Theres a bigger demand for smoked glasses to look at eclipses of the sun. Why should Fame come to me? Havent I given up my days for her? That is enough to keep her away. I am a poet; that is enough reason for her to slight me. Proud and aloof and cold as marble, what does Fame care for us? Yes, Dick is right. Its a poor game chasing illusions, hunting the intangible, pursuing dreams. Dreams? Why, we are ourselves dreams.
[He leans back in his chair.
We are such stuff As dreams are made on, and our little life Is rounded with a sleep.
[He is silent for a while. Suddenly he lifts his head.
My room at Eton, Dick said. An untidy mess.
[As he lifts his head and says these words, twilight gives place to broad daylight, merely as a hint that the author of the play may have been mistaken, and the whole thing may have been no more than a poets dream.
So it was, and its an untidy mess there (looking at screen) too. Dicks right. Ill tidy it up. Ill burn the whole damned heap,
[He advances impetuously towards the screen.
every damned poem that I was ever fool enough to waste my time on.
[He pushes back the screen. Fame in a Greek dress with a long golden trumpet in her hand is seen standing motionless on the altar like a marble goddess.
So ... you have come!
[For a while he stands thunderstruck. Then he approaches the altar.
Divine fair lady, you have come.
[He holds up his hand to her and leads her down from the altar and into the centre of the stage. At whatever moment the actor finds it most convenient, he repossesses himself of the sonnet that he had placed on the altar. He now offers it to Fame.
This is my sonnet. Is it well done?
[Fame takes it and reads it in silence, while the Poet watches her rapturously.

Fame: Youre a bit of all right.

de Reves: What?

Fame: Some poet.

de Reves: I  I  scarcely ... understand.

Fame: Youre IT.

de Reves: But ... it is not possible ... are you she that knew Homer?

Fame: Homer? Lord, yes. Blind old bat, e couldnt see a yard.

de Reves: O Heavens!
[Fame walks beautifully to the window. She opens it and puts her head out.
Fame (in a voice with which a woman in an upper storey would cry for help if the house was well alight): Hi! Hi! Boys! Hi! Say, folks! Hi!
[The murmur of a gathering crowd is heard. Fame blows her trumpet.

Fame: Hi, hes a poet! (Quickly, over her shoulder.) Whats your name?

de Reves: De Reves.

Fame: His names de Reves.

de Reves: Harry de Reves.

Fame: His pals call him Harry.

The Crowd: Hooray! Hooray! Hooray!

Fame: Say, whats your favourite colour?

de Reves: I ... I ... I dont quite understand.

Fame: Well, which do you like best, green or blue?

de Reves: Oh  er  blue.
[She blows her trumpet out of the window.
No  er  I think green.

Fame: Green is his favourite colour.

The Crowd: Hooray! Hooray! Hooray!

Fame: Ere, tell us something. They want to know all about yer.

de Reves: Wouldnt9 you perhaps ... would they care to hear my sonnet, if you would  er ...

Fame (picking up quill): Here, whats this?

de Reves: Oh, thats my pen.
Fame (after another blast on her trumpet): He writes with a quill.
[Cheers from the Crowd.
Fame (going to a cupboard): Here, what have you got in here?

de Reves: Oh ... er ... those are my breakfast things.
Fame (finding a dirty plate): What have yer had on this one?

de Reves (mournfully): Oh, eggs and bacon.

Fame (at the window): He has eggs and bacon for breakfast.

The Crowd: Hip hip hip, hooray!
Hip hip hip, hooray!
Hip hip hip, hooray!

Fame: Hi, and whats this?

de Reves (miserably): Oh, a golf stick.

Fame: Hes a mans man! Hes a virile man! Hes a manly man!
[Wild cheers from the Crowd, this time only from womens voices.

de Reves: Oh, this is terrible. This is terrible. This is terrible.
[Fame gives another peal on her horn. She is about to speak.
de Reves (solemnly and mournfully): One moment, one moment ...

Fame: Well, out with it.

de Reves: For ten years, divine lady, I have worshipped you, offering all my songs ... I find ... I find I am not worthy....

Fame: Oh, youre all right.

de Reves: No, no, I am not worthy. It cannot be. It cannot possibly be. Others deserve you more. I must say it! I cannot possibly love you. Others are worthy. You will find others. But I, no, no, no. It cannot be. It cannot be. Oh, pardon me, but it must not.
[Meanwhile Fame has been lighting one of his cigarettes. She sits in a comfortable chair, leans right back, and puts her feet right up on the table amongst the poets papers.
Oh, I fear I offend you. But  it cannot be.

Fame: Oh, thats all right, old bird; no offence. I aint going to leave you.

de Reves: But  but  but  I do not understand.

Fame: Ive come to stay, I have.
[She blows a puff of smoke through her trumpet.

CURTAIN.


SEVEN MODERN COMEDIES
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Seven short plays with small casts

CONTENTS

ATALANTA IN WIMBLEDON

DRAMATIS PERSONAE

ATALANTA IN WIMBLEDON

THE RAFFLE

DRAMATIS PERSONAE

THE RAFFLE

THE JOURNEY OF THE SOUL

DRAMATIS PERSONAE

THE JOURNEY OF THE SOUL

IN HOLY RUSSIA

DRAMATIS PERSONAE

IN HOLY RUSSIA

HIS SAINTED GRANDMOTHER

DRAMATIS PERSONAE

HIS SAINTED GRANDMOTHER

THE HOPELESS PASSION OF MR. BUNYON

DRAMATIS PERSONAE

THE HOPELESS PASSION OF MR. BUNYON

THE JEST OF HAHALABA

DRAMATIS PERSONAE

THE JEST OF HAHALABA




ATALANTA IN WIMBLEDON


DRAMATIS PERSONAE

MR. DAWK.
MARJORIE DAWK.
MR. JINKS.
CONSTABLE SPELKINS.
BILL.
MR. LEONARD.


ATALANTA IN WIMBLEDON

SCENE: A room in a villa, The Elms, at Wimbledon; a
door opening on the street.
[Marjorie Dawk reading.
Enter her father.

DAWK. Hullo, Marjorie! Reading?

MARJORIE. Yes, father.

DAWK. Well, I never. What are you reading?

MARJORIE. Morris, father.

DAWK. Morris? Morris. It conveys nothing to me, of course.

MARJORIE. Oh, I thought you knew all about him.

DAWK. You cant mean William Morris?

MARJORIE. Yes.

DAWK. Good Lord! You might as well read Tennyson.

MARJORIE. Ive been reading him too.

DAWK. You reading Tennyson? Good Lord! Since when?

MARJORIE. Since yesterday. I was reading poetry most of last night.

DAWK. Poetry? What ever for?

MARJORIE. Well, you advised me to.

DAWK. Yes. But you dont take my advice, Marjorie. No, thats not the reason. You cant get away with that.

MARJORIE. Cant I?

DAWK. Whats it really?

MARJORIE. Well, why did you advise me to read poetry?

DAWK. Exactly for the reason I told you. Here you are just on twenty-six, and quite presentable, and with plenty of friends. But they dont know that theres a pretty girl going about amongst them. For the simple reason that you dont convey the idea of being a girl.

MARJORIE. What then?

DAWK. A young man.

MARJORIE. I a young man?

DAWK. Yes, you smoke when they smoke, you drive their cars, you play all their games, you talk their talk, you … theres nothing apparently different between you and them. Of course they know youre a girl when they stop to think. Only, well, thats not the moment that a man falls in love. As I told you, you want to convey the idea that their cigarettes and motors and games are common everyday things that they cant help, but that you in your lonely tower, guarded by a dragon….

MARJORIE. I say, Daddy, you dont look very like a dragon.

DAWK. I dont say I do. I dont say I do. You keep me in the background. But thats the idea. Then theyd come tumbling over themselves to liberate you.

MARJORIE. Are you sure, Daddy?

DAWK. Well, they used to in Queen Victorias time.

MARJORIE. Did they have dragons then?

DAWK. Well, not exactly, not exactly. But I believe they used to in King Arthurs time. And Tennyson dished it all up again for them, sort of rehashed it, as it were. You see, he sort of made the Prince Consort into King Arthur, and then of course the effect spread right downwards. Nowadays … but its no use; you wont take my advice.

MARJORIE. I have taken it. Ive been reading poetry for two days.

DAWK. Well, Im glad to see it. After all, youre twenty-six now; and the motoring and the cigarettes dont seem to have led to anything. I should try the poetry.

MARJORIE. I have. And what is more, I have acted on it.

DAWK. Youve acted on it?

MARJORIE. Yes, Daddy, I was desperate.

DAWK. What do you mean?

MARJORIE. Well, I may as well tell you, Daddy. After all, we dont hush it all up nowadays like yon embalméd rose, or whatever it is that holds the worlds record for silence. I may as well tell you. Its like this.

DAWK. Yes?

MARJORIE. Well, Bill, you know. Ive seen a good deal more of Bill than the rest. More motors and cigarettes, as youd put it. And we were pals. I liked the way he drove, and the things he said. I liked his point of view. Of course it would only sound silly to you, but I liked it. And we like the same movie-shows. Of course I know theyre a depraving influence, Daddy. But they used to deprave Bill and me in just the same way. And, oh, there were a lot of things I liked about him. And, well, thats all.

DAWK. Thats all?

MARJORIE. Yes.

DAWK. You mean it went no further.

MARJORIE. It means I was a mug, Daddy, in ever thinking it would. And everything youve said about me was right. And Im going to chuck it all, cigarettes, motors, and everything, and Ive taken to poetry as you said.

DAWK. Well, er, perhaps you are right.

MARJORIE. And Ive acted on it.

DAWK. Acted on it? On what?

MARJORIE. On William Morris.
[Dawk, brooding, has turned to walk about the
room thoughtfully. He comes upon the great
sword with point on floor, resting against
the wall and wreathed with dandelions.

DAWK. Hullo! What did you take this old thing out of my study for?

MARJORIE. Thats part of it.

DAWK. Part of what?

MARJORIE. Part of what I got out of William Morris.

DAWK. Good Lord. Well, you mustnt hurt it. Its a fine old sword.

MARJORIE. Ive only been sharpening it.

DAWK. Sharpening it?

MARJORIE. Yes, all the morning.

DAWK. What ever for?

MARJORIE. Well, I told you Ive been reading poetry, and that Ive acted on it. It doesnt seem much good if you cant.

DAWK. But how?

MARJORIE. And I told you I was desperate, Daddy. Well, I put an advertisement in the Morning Post.

DAWK. In the Morning Post?

MARJORIE. Yes. I phoned it up to them yesterday. The ideas out of William Morris.

DAWK. The Morning Post? Let me see. (She hands it to him.) Let me see.

MARJORIE. The front page.

DAWK. The front page, did you say? Whats it all about?

MARJORIE (very, very miserably). Its time I was married now.

DAWK. Why, Marjorie, cheer up. Whats this advertisement about?

MARJORIE. Youve got it there. (Knock on door. Sadly.) Come in.
Enter Jinks, a young man.

JINKS. Oh, how do you do?

MARJORIE. How do you do?

JINKS. Very nice weather for the time of year, isnt it?

MARJORIE. Yes.

JINKS. Very nice.

MARJORIE. Youve come about an advertisement in the Morning Post?

JINKS. Yes.

DAWK. The advertisement? What is it?

MARJORIE. All right, Daddy. Let me just…. Youve got it there.

DAWK. Well, really, I dont know. The front page, you said. Let me see.

MARJORIE. Youve come to play?

JINKS. Yes.

MARJORIE. On my terms?

JINKS. Certainly.

MARJORIE. They may seem hard to you, but….

JINKS. Not at all.

MARJORIE. But I was probably feeling pretty desperate when I made them.

JINKS. Dont mention it.

MARJORIE. And now theyre made I abide by them.

JINKS. Certainly, miss.

MARJORIE. Well, our ping-pong room is there.

JINKS. Thank you.

MARJORIE. And, Ive warned you.

JINKS. I think its only fair to say, miss; I really feel that its only right to tell you, even if it should chance to sound a little boastful.

MARJORIE. Yes?

JINKS. Well, I, I am, I mean I am the champion of Surrey.

MARJORIE. Oh. Well, never mind. I play a bit.
[She shows him through.

DAWK. I say. What part of the front page?

MARJORIE. Ive challenged him to ping-pong, Daddy. You mustnt interrupt us.

DAWK. Oh, I see. A game of ping-pong. And you hope something may come of it. Well, well.

MARJORIE (grimly). Something may!

DAWK. But I say. You didnt get ping-pong out of Morris.

MARJORIE. Well, Im no good at running.
[Exit.

DAWK. No good at running? What does she mean? Well, lets see what she says.
[Turns to Morning Post again. The sounds of
ping-pong are heard.

MARJORIE (off). Ive won my serve, Daddy.

DAWK (quite mechanically). Well done, dear. Ah, here we have it. Marjorie Dawk. Now what  what does she say? (He takes glasses out of his case and puts them on. Knocks on door.) Come in.
Enter Constable.

DAWK. Well, Spelkins?

CONSTABLE. Very sorry to have to come, sir. Very sorry indeed.

DAWK. Sorry to have to come?

CONSTABLE. Its about Miss Marjorie, sir.

DAWK. Miss Marjorie? Nonsense. You cant have anything against her.

CONSTABLE. Sorry, sir, but the laws the law, you know.

DAWK. But youve nothing against her.

CONSTABLE. Incitement, sir.

DAWK. Incitement? But Im sure my girl would never incite to anything, to anything that … er. What is the absurd trifle, Spelkins?

CONSTABLE. Only murder, sir.

DAWK. What?

CONSTABLE. Just murder.

DAWK. What ever do you mean?

CONSTABLE. Youve got it in your hand, sir.

DAWK. Why, I was just going to read it. You dont mean to say she incites to….

CONSTABLE. To murder, sir.

DAWK. Why, dear me. I thought it was all about ping-pong. Let me read it.
[Fumbles.

CONSTABLE. Ive a copy here, sir.

DAWK. Oh?

CONSTABLE. Yes.

DAWK. What does it say?

CONSTABLE. To any young man of courage. I will play ping-pong at The Elms, Wimbledon, against any young man on these terms: that if he win he may claim my hand in marriage, with absolute control over whatever my father may settle on me, not less than £300 a year, and if he lose, he shall forthwith die by the sword. Marjorie Dawk.

DAWK. Good gracious. But look here, Spelkins. Look here. No harm whatever has been done yet. I dont quite see….

CONSTABLE (with the air of a sleuth). Hark.

DAWK. What?

CONSTABLE. Listen, sir.

DAWK. Ping-pong.

CONSTABLE. Shes well on her way to it.

MARJORIE (off). Ive won again, Daddy.

DAWK. Good Lord.

CONSTABLE. Just as I said, sir.

DAWK. Well, Ill stop her. Marjorie … Marjorie.

MARJORIE. Wait a moment, Daddy.

DAWK. Marjorie. Come at once.

MARJORIE. Oh, Daddy. Dont interrupt me. Youve made me lose my serve.
[Constable moves towards door.

DAWK. Thats all right. Ill stop her.

CONSTABLE. Lost her serve indeed.

DAWK. Well, perhaps thats best, you know.

CONSTABLE. Ive something here that will make her lose her serve.
[Shows handcuffs.

DAWK. No, no, Spelkins. Now look here, how can she kill him even if she wants to? A girl like Marjorie. A strong young man.

CONSTABLE. I see shes got a sword out for it.

DAWK. Now, could she use a great thing like that?

CONSTABLE. Might tell him to do it himself.

DAWK. Now, Spelkins. (Detaining him from door.) Would you kill yourself with a sword because a girl told you to?

CONSTABLE. Not now I wouldnt, sir.
[A look of regret for past years goes across his face.

DAWK. But look here now. Now, really, Spelkins. Supposing he would.

CONSTABLE. Thats what weve got to look at, sir.

DAWK. Well, supposing he would. Hows he going to get at himself with it? Look here now, if I take hold of it (does so) Im yards away from the point.

CONSTABLE. Just so, sir. Just so. But she could get someone to do it for her.

DAWK. Well, I wont.

CONSTABLE. Whove you got in the house, sir?

DAWK. Well, Marion and Eliza; you know them. And Blegg who cuts the faggots. Marion or Eliza couldnt handle a thing like that. Marjorie cant do any harm.

CONSTABLE. What about Blegg?

DAWK. Well, of course, he could. But youve known him for the last twenty years. The steadiest man, I should say, in the parish. Hed never do a thing like that.

CONSTABLE. Well, Ill have to make sure, sir, if Im not to handcuff Miss Marjorie.

DAWK. Certainly. Certainly. Blegg. Blegg. Come here a moment, would you?

BLEGG. Yes, sir.
Enter Blegg.

DAWK. Now look here, Blegg. Miss Marjorie sent up a little joke to the Morning Post, purely a joke, and Spelkins has come and taken it very seriously. He wishes to question everybody. Well, all he wants to be sure about is that you for one would never break the law whatever happened. I know you never would.

BLEGG. Oh no, I never would, sir.

DAWK. Well, thats all we wanted to know.

BLEGG. Lived here man and boy for sixty-four years and never broke it yet, sir.

DAWK. No, thats right.

BLEGG. Not a tittle of it, sir.

DAWK. No, I know, Blegg. Thank you. Thats all.

BLEGG. Thank you, sir. (Going.) Never a tittle of it.

CONSTABLE. Wait a moment. (Blegg looks round.) What we wanted to know was: youd do anything Miss Marjorie told you?

BLEGG. Oh, yes. Anything Miss Marjorie told me. Known her since she could walk.

CONSTABLE. Whether it was against the law or not?

BLEGG. Shouldnt feel anything Miss Marjorie wanted was against the law, like.

CONSTABLE. No, but if it was against the law and she told you to do it, youd do it whatever it was?

BLEGG. Well, Ive known Miss Marjorie since she could walk.

CONSTABLE. So youd break the law for her?

BLEGG. Miss Marjorie knows a lot more about the law than I do. If she said a thing was right, it would be right.

CONSTABLE. And if she told you to kill a man even, that would be right?

DAWK. No, no, Spelkins, of course not.

CONSTABLE. Wait a moment, sir. Im questioning Blegg. Well?

BLEGG. Why, if Miss Marjorie wanted a man killed; if he were that sort of man; all I can say is, hes better killed, if you ask me.

CONSTABLE. And youd kill him?

BLEGG. Well, if shed only me to protect her, I wouldnt have any young man coming monkeying round Miss Marjorie, not if they were that sort of man.

CONSTABLE. You mean she could trust you to kill them?

BLEGG. She could indeed, mister. She could.

DAWK. No, no, Blegg, thats not what you mean at all.

BLEGG. Well, Ive known Miss Marjorie since she could walk, you know, sir.

CONSTABLE. And she spoke to you this morning about killing a man.

BLEGG. Yesterday, sir.

DAWK. What!

CONSTABLE. Yesterday. And she told you youd have to kill him with a sword?

BLEGG. No, she didnt. She didnt say that at all. All she said was Blegg, I may want you to-morrow. And I said What for? And she said Chopping. And I said: What do you want chopped, miss? And she said, Nothing. But I may want something chopped; and if I do, would you chop it, whatever it was? And I said, Yes, miss. And she said, Even if its a mans neck? And I said, Ive known you ever since you could walk, miss. And then we went and got down the old sword. But she didnt say for certain as shed want anything chopped.

MARJORIE (off). Five all! Were five all, Daddy.

CONSTABLE. Getting along nicely with their game.

DAWK. The devil they are.
[Constable goes to door R. and opens it.

JINKS (off). Shall we play sudden death or vantage games?

CONSTABLE. Come on, miss.

MARJORIE (off). Whats the matter?

CONSTABLE. Inspector just wants to have a talk with you up at the station, thats all. And its my duty to warn you that anything you may say  oh.
[Blegg has come towards him with the sword.
Constable steps back. Blegg stands in
doorway.

DAWK. Come, come, Blegg. Put that down. You mustnt do that.

BLEGG. Always was a law-abiding man, sir. But Im not going to have anyone touching Miss Marjorie.
[He moves nearer Constable.

CONSTABLE. Here! I wasnt the man she told you to chop.

BLEGG. Dont care about that. Ill chop anyone that interferes with Miss Marjorie.

DAWK. Now, now, Blegg. You know you wouldnt. You know you wouldnt.

BLEGG. Just as soon as Id chop your faggots, sir. As Ive done the last twenty years. (After a moments reflection.) Wet and fine.
[Constable, edging away, puts whistle to his lips.

DAWK. No, dont blow that. Dont blow that. It can all be explained. It….

MARJORIE (off). Oh, whats the matter? (Enters. Sees sword.) No, Blegg, not yet. Were only five all, Daddy.

BLEGG. As you like, miss. But youve only to say the word.

MARJORIE (to Constable). Oh, its you.

CONSTABLE. Yes, miss. The Inspector wants to have just a word with you.

MARJORIE. Very well. But this game must be finished first.

CONSTABLE. If youd just come here, miss, Ive something to show you.

MARJORIE. So long as it doesnt interfere with the game.

CONSTABLE. It might, miss.

MARJORIE. What is it?

CONSTABLE. If youd come a little farther away from Blegg, miss.

MARJORIE. All right. You dont want that yet, Blegg.

BLEGG. As you wish, miss. As you wish.
[He puts sword back. Marjorie goes to Constable.
Constable slips handcuffs on.

MARJORIE. Oh!

CONSTABLE. Just while you talk to the Inspector, miss.

MARJORIE. No, Blegg! (Knocking on door.) Well, somebody say Come in.

DAWK. Er  come in.
Enter Bill.

BILL. Marjorie.

MARJORIE. Bill.

BILL. They told me the police were in here. So I came. What is the matter, Marjorie?

MARJORIE. Well, they are. Now, Blegg!

BILL. Well, Ill rescue you if you say a word.

CONSTABLE. Another of them!

JINKS. Excuse me, but I believe that that is my privilege.

MARJORIE (to Jinks, snubbingly). Were only five all.

JINKS. I was five all in the Surrey final.

BILL. Who are you?

JINKS. I hope to become Miss Marjories fiancé.

BILL. The devil you do.

MARJORIE. Why, Bill. Do you mind?

BILL. Of course I mind.

MARJORIE. You never said so, Bill.

BILL. Didnt you know?

MARJORIE. How could I know?

BILL. Couldnt you guess?

MARJORIE. I thought Id guessed wrong.

BILL. Well, you guessed right, Marjorie. Of course I mind. I say, you dont want this young gentleman.

JINKS. Sir!

BILL. Send him away, Marjorie.

MARJORIE. Its too late, Bill.

BILL. Too late?

MARJORIE. Too late.

BILL. I say. Are you serious?

MARJORIE. Quite. Its too late.

BILL. But well get these handcuffs off. Thats some mistake. It will be all right then, Marjorie? It will be all right then?

MARJORIE. No.

BILL. No?

MARJORIE. No. As soon as I get them off I go on with the game. Were committed to that. (To Jinks.) Isnt that so?

JINKS. I dont draw back.

BILL. The game? What is it?

CONSTABLE (shows cutting). You see.

BILL. Lord! And (to Jinks) you wont back out?

JINKS. No, sir.

BILL. Quite right. Quite right from your point of view. But oh, Marjorie.

MARJORIE. We cant go back.

JINKS. No.

MARJORIE. So perhaps youll all help me to get these handcuffs off.
[Blegg and Jinks close on Constable.
No one helps Constable.

JINKS. Come on. Give us the key quietly.

CONSTABLE. If you dare to touch me.

JINKS. Come on, give us it quietly.

BLEGG. Thankee. (Blegg unlocks handcuffs and gives them to Constable.) Here you are, mister.

CONSTABLE. Ive got all of your names in this book.

MARJORIE. Come on, Mr. Jinks. We must finish the set. Im sorry, Bill. Wait there, Blegg, in case.

JINKS. I was five all, you know, in the Surrey final.

CONSTABLE (reading over his list again). Yes, all your names.

DAWK (to Bill). If only youd spoken sooner.

BILL. I couldnt. I didnt know till to-day that I could have afforded it.

DAWK. Never mind that. You should have spoken sooner.

BILL. I feel everythings ended.

DAWK. Oh, youll find plenty to do.

BILL. Its all come to an end.
[Heavy and determined knocking. Constable gets
out pencil and reopens book.

DAWK. Oh, come in.
Enter Mr. Leonard.

CONSTABLE. And your name, sir?

LEONARD. Never you mind my name. (To Dawk.) Is this the Elms?

DAWK (wearily). Oh yes.

LEONARD. Thank you. Is Mr. Jinks in here?

DAWK. Oh, I believe so. In there. Playing ping-pong.

LEONARD. Playing ping-pong is he?

DAWK (wearily). What is your objection?

LEONARD. I will tell you my objection, sir, if you will be so good as to call him.

DAWK. Oh, very well. (Goes to door.) Marjorie. Marjorie.

MARJORIE. Yes?

DAWK. More trouble.

MARJORIE. What is it?

DAWK. A gentleman says he must see Mr. Jinks.

LEONARD. Instantly.

CONSTABLE. Are you from Scotland Yard, sir?

LEONARD. Certainly not.
Enter Jinks and Marjorie.

JINKS. What is it?

LEONARD. I have come to warn you, sir.

JINKS. To warn me?

LEONARD. Such is my duty. I may as well tell you who I am. I am the Secretary of the World Ping-Pong Amateur Association.

JINKS. Mr. Leonard?

LEONARD. The same, sir. And it is my duty to warn you that if you are playing for the consideration or emolument (those are the Committees exact words) set forth in this cutting from to-days Morning Post, you forfeit your amateur status.

JINKS. Good God!

MARJORIE. But you can hardly say….

LEONARD. Any consideration whatever.

JINKS. Im not playing for money.

LEONARD. May I ask, sir, would you settle nothing at all on your daughter?

DAWK. If you mean would I give her away absolutely penniless, no.

LEONARD (to Jinks). Well, sir?

JINKS. Wouldnt the Committee reconsider…?

LEONARD. Their decision is final.
[Jinks drops his ping-pong bat.

JINKS (to Marjorie). I must scratch.

MARJORIE. Youll draw back?

JINKS. I must.

LEONARD. I will inform the Committee. (To Dawk.) Good morning, sir. (To Marjorie.) Good morning. (To Jinks.) After you, sir.
[Jinks gives a hopeless shrug and walks downcast
into the street. Exit Leonard.

MARJORIE. You neednt wait, Blegg.

BLEGG. Thank you, Miss. Then Ill get back to my faggots.
[Exit.

BILL (picking up Jinkss bat). Marjorie. Would you care for a quiet game with me? A friendly game, I mean.

MARJORIE. Yes, Bill. Come on.
[Exeunt.

DAWK. Well, Spelkins, Im very sorry about all this. But it will be all right now, wont it?

CONSTABLE. Well, sir, I dont want to be too hard, now that theyre playing quiet like.
[They both listen a moment to the sounds of the game.

DAWK. No. Sit down, Spelkins. (Both sit.) And…. Hullo. Why, they seem to have stopped.
[Constable listens too. No sounds of ping-pong.

CONSTABLE. Thats what theyve done, sir. Theyve stopped.

DAWK. I hope shes not overtired herself.

CONSTABLE. No, sir. I dont think so, sir.

DAWK. You think not.

CONSTABLE. No, sir. I remember me and my missus. My girl she was then. Her father had a licensed house out at Bromley, and a nice little lawn at the back. My girl and I we used to go there of an evening to play a bit of bowls. A fine set of bowls he had.

DAWK. Did he really?

CONSTABLE. Yes, sir. He did, the old chap. And we usednt to play much bowls.

DAWK. Oh. You didnt?

CONSTABLE. No, sir.
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THE RAFFLE


DRAMATIS PERSONAE

SIR JAMES ELFORD, a business man who has
bought a place in the country.

MISS ELFORD, his sister.

THE REV. JOHN BIFFINS.

THE DARK STRANGER.

THE BISHOP OF SAND AND MURROW.


THE RAFFLE

SCENE: The smoking-room of Sir James Elfords house in the country. Ground floor, with French windows opening on to garden, in which a garden-party or church bazaar is raging. Amongst papers on his table lies a folded legal document (about four inches by ten), which turns out to be a bond payable to bearer, value £2,500. The bond that is laid there later is similar in size and shape.

BIFFINS. The raffle will be announced, Sir James, by the ringing of a bell.

MISS ELFORD. Oh, that will be an excellent way, Mr. Biffins, an excellent way.

BIFFINS. Yes, we have a little hand-bell of a rather attractive note; a gift, you know, a gift from dear Mrs. Muldroon.

MISS ELFORD. Dear Mrs. Muldroon. Such a helpmeet to the dear bishop.

BIFFINS. Yes, they both arrived looking so well. They are in the garden now, partaking of a little strawberry ice.

SIR JAMES. Well, look here.

MISS ELFORD. Oh, I hope they are enjoying it. So nice of them of share in our simple pleasures.

BIFFINS. Oh yes, his lordship expressed himself as very well satisfied with the strawberry ice. Very….

SIR JAMES. Look here.

BIFFINS. Oh?

SIR JAMES. Look here. Ive got the bond here. Youd better have it.

BIFFINS. Oh, not yet, Sir James, not yet. A few little preparations yet. A few preliminary arrangements.

SIR JAMES. Well, its here when you want it.

BIFFINS. Very well, Sir James. Very well.

MISS ELFORD. And my little tea-cosy. The humble receptacle. That is quite ready too.

BIFFINS. Ah, Miss Elford, humble no doubt, as becomes us all, and yet in its way as acceptable as the great sum that it will contain. In its way perhaps even inestimably worthier than £2,500.

MISS ELFORD. Oh, Mr. Biffins.

BIFFINS. I will make the necessary preparations, and arrange for the ringing of the bell.
[Exit.

SIR JAMES. Well, how a sane business man can promise £2,500 worth of good bonds for a silly bazaar as Ive done….

MISS ELFORD. Oh, James.

SIR JAMES. … As Ive done, passes my comprehension. If indeed I am sane!

MISS ELFORD. James!

SIR JAMES. Yes, I think that listening to Biffins maunderings unhinged my intellect, until I was easy fruit for a shrewd fellow like that bishop.

MISS ELFORD. James. Really!

SIR JAMES. Yes I. A man with a certain repute in the city. Looked on as a pretty hard-headed man, and watched pretty closely on the Stock Exchange to see how I think things are going. And do you know what I am?

MISS ELFORD. James, youre heated.

SIR JAMES. Do you know what I am? Im a mug.

MISS ELFORD. Youre heated now. But youve given liberally. Liberally, James. And your reward will be elsewhere, if you dont spoil it all by a fit of temper.

SIR JAMES. Temper, indeed. Well, its done now. Theres the damned bond.

MISS ELFORD. What, James?

SIR JAMES. Well, theres the bond. Its worth £2,500, payable to bearer. Its there. Ive pencilled £2,500 on the outside so that you will know. Dont go and pick up the wrong bit of paper. I rather hope you will.

MISS ELFORD. You must think me very careless, James.

SIR JAMES. Well, who am I to call people careless when Ive given away good securities for £2,500, for you to put under that damned tea-cosy and raffle.

MISS ELFORD. James!

SIR JAMES. Yes, it is a damned tea-cosy. I was wrong about the bond; but it is a damned tea-cosy. Fancy putting good securities under a damned thing like that and raffling them.

MISS ELFORD. James, I shall leave you.

SIR JAMES. Yes, leave me to my folly.

MISS ELFORD. I will. You had earned your reward by this, and youre throwing it away with both hands.

SIR JAMES. I wish I could if I could get my £2,500 back. And I wish Biffins was with the Devil!

MISS ELFORD. James, you are in a mood that is open to the very worst influences.
[Exit.

SIR JAMES. Well, let them come. Let them…. Hullo.
Enter the Dark Stranger.

DARK STRANGER. Your garden-party is so delightful, Sir James.

SIR JAMES. Oh? Im glad.

DARK STRANGER. One of the most delightful Ive ever attended.

SIR JAMES. Oh, I  

DARK STRANGER. One can hardly tear oneself away from it to come in here.

SIR JAMES. Oh? You, er? You came over with the bishop?

DARK STRANGER. Well, no. Er, no. No, not with the bishop.

SIR JAMES. Mrs. Muldroon invited you, I expect.

DARK STRANGER. Well, no. No, in the end she didnt.

SIR JAMES. But I dont think I quite remember you.

DARK STRANGER. No, Sir James. And the fact is you didnt invite me.

SIR JAMES. Really?

DARK STRANGER. Well, not exactly. No, it was business that brought me.

SIR JAMES. Business?

DARK STRANGER. It often does.

SIR JAMES. I dont think I quite understand what you want with me.

DARK STRANGER. If you want nothing with me, Sir James, I will go. But I came to make you an offer of £2,000 in a matter of business.

SIR JAMES. Oh, business. Do sit down. (Dark Stranger sits.) Will you have a cigar?
[Dark Stranger accepts it and lights up.

DARK STRANGER. Well, I hope youll forgive me coming in like this. But business always attracts me. And as I have a perfectly sound offer to make I took the liberty….

SIR JAMES. Dont mention it. Im delighted to see you, delighted. You find that cigar all right?

DARK STRANGER. Perfect.

SIR JAMES. I dont mind saying that its a great relief to me to be talking with you after Mr. Biffins. He gets on my nerves.

DARK STRANGER. It was about him that I came.

SIR JAMES. Oh, really?

DARK STRANGER. Yes. Well, you see, I am a collector. Ill ask you to bear in mind, Sir James, that most collections are very silly. I mean people collect luggage labels and, well, anything.

SIR JAMES. Yes. Yes, of course.
[He lights a cigar too.

DARK STRANGER. And other peoples collections always seem silly whatever they are. I mean to say that my collection is not interesting like yours. But my offer is sound enough. Two thousand in cash.

SIR JAMES. What do you know of my collection, may I ask?

DARK STRANGER. Nothing. I only mean that other peoples collections always seem absurd compared to ones own.

SIR JAMES. Yes, I see. And what do you collect?

DARK STRANGER. Souls.

SIR JAMES. I beg your pardon?

DARK STRANGER. Souls.
[Knocking ash off into ash-tray in matter-of-fact way.

SIR JAMES. I dont quite follow.

DARK STRANGER. I collect souls. And Ive come to offer you two thousand pounds for the soul of the Rev. John Biffins.

SIR JAMES. You collect souls? Who are you?

DARK STRANGER. Havent you guessed?

SIR JAMES. Well, I suppose I have.

DARK STRANGER. Then I thought that between ourselves we ought to be able to arrange a matter of business.

SIR JAMES. You said two thousand?

DARK STRANGER. Yes.

SIR JAMES. But Biffins soul doesnt belong to me.

DARK STRANGER. Arent you squire here?

SIR JAMES. Yes  oh yes. But you know things arent what they were.

DARK STRANGER. Arent you in with him a good deal?

SIR JAMES. Yes, damn him. I am. Too much.

DARK STRANGER. I expect you could persuade him.

SIR JAMES. I dont see how.

DARK STRANGER. Well, he persuaded you.

SIR JAMES. Oh, about the raffle? Well, it was the bishop that got that out of me.

DARK STRANGER. Couldnt you try?

SIR JAMES. Id like to. Damn it. Id like to. Only….

DARK STRANGER. Only what?

SIR JAMES. You mentioned two thousand pounds.

DARK STRANGER. Yes.

SIR JAMES. Well, you see, hes the sort of fellow whod set a lot of store by his soul.

DARK STRANGER. You think two thousands not enough.

SIR JAMES. As a price, as a price for the actual goods, no doubt it would be enough. I dont say it wouldnt. The question is whether hed take it.

DARK STRANGER. I should think you could persuade him to take a good deal less.

SIR JAMES. Im afraid not. Theres a very small margin for profit. Why dont you persuade him yourself?

DARK STRANGER. I thought an intermediary would ensure better results. And as you are the squire, Sir James, I naturally came to you. If the offer doesnt appeal to you, I will go for a walk amongst your guests, and apologize for having encroached on your time.
[He prepares to rise.

SIR JAMES. Wait a moment. I should like to do business with you. I quite appreciate the offer. Only the probable margin of profit seemed to be so small, on account of his setting so much store by it.

DARK STRANGER. Well, well, Sir James; you were thinking of asking me two thousand five hundred.

SIR JAMES. How did you know what I was thinking?

DARK STRANGER. That is my job.

SIR JAMES. Very well. I was.

DARK STRANGER. Well, shall we call it two thousand five hundred, Sir James?

SIR JAMES. Well, all right. I never liked to stand out for too much. One makes much better connections by satisfying everybody. I … I….

DARK STRANGER. Quite so. We part very good friends. Now that is the bond I suggest. You see he parts with all rights here or elsewhere in the following goods or commodity, that is to say his soul, to you absolutely, in consideration of…; well, that is your affair, and I hope you make a good profit.

SIR JAMES. Thanks. Well, naturally, Ill try. But Im afraid it wont be very large, on account of the store he sets by it. But never mind.

DARK STRANGER. Well, youll see what you can do with him. Then he signs it there, and then you merely sign this brief footnote re-assigning all rights to me in consideration of two thousand five hundred pounds.

SIR JAMES. Yes, I see. Ill have all that made out. When shall I see you?

DARK STRANGER. Oh, Ill drop in.

SIR JAMES. Thanks so much. Youre going now?

DARK STRANGER. Just for a stroll amongst your guests.

SIR JAMES. Im afraid youll find a Church Bazaar rather dull.

DARK STRANGER. Oh, I rather like them.

SIR JAMES. Well, Ill do what I can then.

DARK STRANGER. Thank you so much.

SIR JAMES. Well, good-bye.

DARK STRANGER. Good-bye.
[Goes out smoking jauntily.

SIR JAMES. Hm…. Hm…. Well, Ill get back some of my two thousand five hundred anyway.
Enter Biffins.

BIFFINS. You wanted to see me, Sir James.

SIR JAMES. No.

BIFFINS. Oh, but a gentleman just came up to me and said you did. I mean a gentleman with a most charming manner, very charming indeed. I do not think he can have wilfully misled me.

SIR JAMES. Oh, yes, of course. Yes, I do.

BIFFINS. I didnt think he would have misled me.

SIR JAMES. No. Well, Mr. Biffins, I am a business man, as you know.

BIFFINS. Oh yes, Sir James, and a very generous one. Im sure weve all had cause to know that since you came here.

SIR JAMES. Well, anyway, Im a business man.

BIFFINS. Oh yes, Sir James. In the city. Of course.

SIR JAMES. So Im going to make you a business offer.

BIFFINS. Yes, Sir James?

SIR JAMES. I hope youll treat it as such.

BIFFINS. Oh, certainly, Sir James.

SIR JAMES. Purely as a business matter.

BIFFINS. As you wish, Sir James. Certainly. As you wish.

SIR JAMES. Because; well, because it is a business matter; and that is all about it.

BIFFINS. I understand, Sir James.

SIR JAMES. Well, the fact is, you see; the fact is, I have my cheque-book here, and I was thinking of offering you a thousand pounds for your soul.

BIFFINS. For my soul, Sir James?

SIR JAMES. Yes, a thousand pounds.

BIFFINS. Oh, I couldnt, Sir James, I couldnt. With all the respect in the world, I really couldnt. Oh, it would be, it would be a dreadful deprivation.

SIR JAMES. But look what you could do with a thousand pounds.

BIFFINS. Oh, I know, Sir James. Its very liberal of you indeed. Very liberal. But really, I couldnt.

SIR JAMES. You only have to sign this. Just sign it here, and I give a cheque for a thousand.

BIFFINS. Oh no, Sir James. I dont think you understand how much it means to me. I really feel I couldnt.

SIR JAMES. Well, then, I tell you what. I tell you what. Ill give you twelve hundred and fifty.

BIFFINS. Its a great sum, Sir James, but even for that…. I really have the greatest compunction.

SIR JAMES. Now look here, Mr. Biffins. Am I the squire or am I not?

BIFFINS. Oh yes, Sir James. Oh yes.

SIR JAMES. Well, very well. Do you refuse to do business with me?

BIFFINS. Oh no, Sir James.

SIR JAMES. Well, that is what it amounts to.

BIFFINS. I didnt actually refuse, Sir James. I only said I had great compunctions. And so I have, the very greatest compunctions.

SIR JAMES. Well, I had the greatest compunctions when the bishop asked me for that two thousand five hundred. (Points to it.) But he got over my compunctions and talked me round. It seems rather hard that my compunctions should be treated as amounting to nothing; but, the moment I try to do a bit of business with one of you on my own, all these compunctions are put in my way.

BIFFINS. Oh, but Sir James, I cant help having compunctions.

SIR JAMES. Nor can I. But I put mine aside to amuse the neighbourhood. And now you wont treat me in the same way.

BIFFINS. Well, Sir James, if you put it like that….

SIR JAMES. And look what you could do with twelve hundred and fifty pounds.

BIFFINS. Oh, yes, I know. But I still have the greatest compunctions. But to oblige you, Sir James, only to oblige you.

SIR JAMES. All right, then, you sign here. Just read what youre signing while I write the cheque.

BIFFINS. Its only to oblige you, Sir James.

SIR JAMES. Yes, I know. You see you just part with all rights in your soul, to me absolutely. Thats all you do, and Ive made out this cheque to you for one thousand two hundred and fifty pounds.

BIFFINS. Thank you, Sir James, thank you. I feel I still have great compunctions. But thank you very much. (Sir James gives cheque.) Thank you. And now I must really go and arrange for the raffle.

SIR JAMES. Very well. My sister will bring you the security whenever youre ready, and her tea-cosy.

BIFFINS. Oh yes. Of course the tea-cosy. Especially the tea-cosy. (Goes to door.) Ahem. I was thinking; I fear I must inform the bishop of this. I feel I must tell the dear bishop.

SIR JAMES. The bishop? Good Lord! Dont tell a soul.

BIFFINS. Oh, I feel I must tell the bishop.

SIR JAMES. Tell the bishop? What ever for?

BIFFINS. Oh, I feel I must.

SIR JAMES. Well, I wouldnt.

BIFFINS. Oh, I feel I ought.
[Exit.

SIR JAMES. Hum! Thatll make trouble. Meanwhile this is worth two thousand five hundred to me. (Writes on outside of bond in pencil, saying aloud.) Two thousand five hundred. (Looks out of window.) Good Lord, hes telling him. (Steps are heard running.) Running!
[Bishop appears in doorway a bit blown. Sir James
throws the bond on to table, where it falls more
or less on top of the other one.

BISHOP. Sir James, I have just heard Mr. Biffins dreadful story.

SIR JAMES. Oh yes. Well, I did a bit of business with Mr. Biffins.

BISHOP. Business, Sir James! A shocking transaction.

SIR JAMES. Well, of course in business one may sometimes do a deal that doesnt look all it should, if it gets out. But what did he want to blurt it out for?

BISHOP. It was his duty, Sir James, to tell me of this most shocking transaction.

SIR JAMES. Well, I am a good deal out of pocket over this bazaar, and I felt I was entitled to get a little back by a business deal if I could.

BISHOP. I am pained, Sir James; I am inexpressibly pained. Nor can I conceive how it is possible for you to make anything whatever by this extraordinary and very painful joke.

SIR JAMES. As a matter of fact, someone has offered me a considerable sum for this very stuff.

BISHOP. For this very stuff, Sir James? My comprehension may be weak, but it fails to follow you.

SIR JAMES. For Mr. Biffins soul.

BISHOP. His soul? A considerable sum? Who? Who offered you this?

SIR JAMES. Well, he seems to be the fellow you preach against.

BISHOP. The fellow I…. Oh! And in a Christian country. May I ask you, Sir James, how ever you found yourself able to do what you say you have done?

SIR JAMES. Well, Bishop, if you had a sister like mine, shed drive you to it.

BISHOP. Oh! How dreadful.

SIR JAMES. I see how it looks to you, Bishop. But then, you see, Im a business man, and a deal is a deal to me. I dont mind giving money away if Ive got to; but I never go back on a deal.

BISHOP. I am inexpressibly pained.

SIR JAMES. But Im prepared to meet you, Bishop. What do you say to three thousand five hundred? Three thousand five hundred pounds and Biffins soul is yours.

BISHOP. You ask me to buy this poor mans soul from you?

SIR JAMES. I give you the option.

BISHOP. Are you aware of the dreadful nature of this traffic that you propose?

SIR JAMES. Well, to me its business. I thought you might be glad of the opportunity.

BISHOP. So I would. So I would. I would welcome anything that would enable me to save that poor man from his folly.

SIR JAMES. Well, three thousand five hundred is my price. I hope we shall agree on it.

BISHOP. That is my difficulty.

SIR JAMES. Well, Bishop, Im sure that Ive named nothing you cant afford.

BISHOP. That is not quite the point.

SIR JAMES. No?

BISHOP. No. You see, Ive been a bishop for some years now. And I necessarily have a certain amount of experience. And if I were to begin, only to begin, to pay more for anything than its reasonable value, I should in a very short while have nothing left, like any other spendthrift. A bishop cannot give reckless prices.

SIR JAMES. I make a small profit, of course, in everything that I touch. But I dont think that reckless prices is a phrase fairly describing the price that I ask of anybody.

BISHOP. Now, Sir James, I am a very busy man and necessarily I acquire a certain amount of experience, just as you do yourself.

SIR JAMES. Oh, certainly.

BISHOP. Well, then, between ourselves, strictly between our two selves. Is the soul of Mr. Biffins worth the price you are asking?

SIR JAMES. Well, I didnt say it was, quite. I naturally have my profit.

BISHOP. Can you conscientiously say that your profit would be a reasonable one?

SIR JAMES. Well, its all a question of supply and demand. You seemed eager to get it, and I should have thought it was worth that to you.

BISHOP. No, no. There are innumerable demands on a bishops purse. He cannot afford to pay fancy prices for anything.
[Mr. Biffins is heard with his silly bell, ringing up
and down the garden. Both men listen to him.
Somehow the noise seems to convince Sir James
that he is asking too much.

SIR JAMES. Well, shall we say three thousand?

BISHOP. No, no, I cannot give so much for….
Enter Miss Elford.

BISHOP. … for the matter in question.

MISS ELFORD. Oh. I will not disturb you a moment.
[She runs up to tea-cosy, takes bond from the table,
and runs out archly.

SIR JAMES. Well, Bishop, I cant take less. It would scarcely leave me a profit.

BISHOP. I cannot. I cannot pay three thousand pounds for the soul of Mr. Biffins. My position compels me to consider prices as carefully as you would. And I cannot, I cannot in anything, go so far beyond its intrinsic value.

SIR JAMES. Well, Im sorry. Im sorry I cannot meet you and Im sorry for Mr. Biffins. But I cannot appreciably reduce my demand and leave myself any considerable increase over what I shall get for that. (Points to table where he threw bond.) One cant let sentiment enter into business.

BISHOP. No. I understand that.

SIR JAMES. But I thought you might put up three thousand pounds to save Mr. Biffins.

BISHOP. No, no, I cannot make exceptions. I cannot give more than things are worth just because I am a bishop. Quite the contrary. If once I made an exception everyone would take advantage of me.

SIR JAMES. Its not so very much.

BISHOP. Now, Sir James, a diocese requires as much savoir faire as perhaps any business.

SIR JAMES. Oh yes, I grant you that.

BISHOP. Well then, as two men of affairs, is the soul of Mr. Biffins worth what youre asking for it?

SIR JAMES. Well. Well, no. But you know, Bishop, we business men, we dont ask what things are worth, we ask what we think we can get.

BISHOP. Yes, and I as a bishop of a very large diocese, with many demands on my purse, go very carefully into every demand; and where I make purchases I do so only at reasonable prices.

SIR JAMES. Well, what would you say was a reasonable price, Bishop? I wont spoil a deal for the sake of a hundred or so. What would you say was reasonable?

BISHOP. A thousand pounds.

SIR JAMES. Impossible.

BISHOP. Not a penny more.

SIR JAMES. It would be sheer loss to me.

BISHOP. I couldnt give more than a thousand for Mr. Biffins soul.

SIR JAMES. We cannot meet then?

BISHOP. No.

SIR JAMES. It seems hard on Biffins.

BISHOP. Nobody would give such a price for it.

SIR JAMES. Then there seems nothing to be done.
[Bishop sadly shakes his head.
Enter Biffins running and skipping, hugging the tea-cosy.

BIFFINS. Oh, Ive won it, Ive won it. My lord, Ive won it.

BISHOP. Control yourself, Mr. Biffins. I congratulate you. Two thousand five hundred pounds will mean a great deal. But control yourself.

BIFFINS. Oh, my lord, it wasnt the two thousand five hundred. It was my soul. Oh, the joy of it. The joy of it. Look, my lord, look. (He shows the Bishop the bond that he had signed.) You see, my lord, you see, it has two thousand five hundred written on it in pencil; but it isnt that, my lord, it isnt that. Its that bond that I signed, that I told you of.

BISHOP. Let me see.
[He takes it. Sir James looks over his shoulder.

SIR JAMES. Why? What? (He rushes to table.) Shes taken the wrong one and raffled it.

BISHOP. Yes, thats it.

BIFFINS. Oh, the inexpressible joy.
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THE JOURNEY OF THE SOUL

SCENE: The Lord Chamberlains Theatre.

TIME: The Present.

ALF. Come on, Bill; theyre going to go through that curtain-raiser.
[They bring bed to centre back.

BILL. What do they want?

ALF. All the usual stuff.
[They bring on bedroom utensils.

BILL. Whats the curtain-raiser, Alf?

ALF. The Journey of the Soul they call it.

BILL. The Journey of the Sole? Soles dont make journeys.

ALF. Ow do you mean  dont make journeys?

BILL. They just flap about in the sea.

ALF. Well, cant he flap from one sea to another?

BILL. Yes; I suppose so. Whos playing it?

ALF. Mr. Trender.

BILL. Hes not generally funny.

ALF. Give it me.

BILL. Alf  

ALF. Theyll want that here.

BILL. Alf  

ALF. Well?

BILL. If its all about a sole, will they want a bed?

ALF. Of course theyll want a bed.

BILL. What for, Alf?

ALF. Avent you ever heard of dramatic technique?

BILL. Yes. Read of it often.

ALF. Well, they always do have a bed in this theatre. Its dramatic technique.

BILL. Well, weve got it fixed up for them.
[They sit on the bed.

ALF. Talking to Mr. Zoss himself the other day, and he tells me about this very thing. The public, he says, demands a bed. Doesnt care about beds himself, but the public must have it; and as a humble servant of the public, he says, he has to give it em. And what Mr. Zoss doesnt know….

BILL. Oh, thats all right. Still, I cant see as how a sole can want to flap about in a bed.

ALF. Thats cause you know nothing about dramatic technique.

BILL. Well, the seas the place for a sole.
Enter the Stage Manager.

STAGE MANAGER. We shant need a bed to-day, Alf.

ALF. Not need a bed, sir?

STAGE MANAGER. No; not to-day.

ALF. God elp us!
[They take off some utensils.
Enter the great actress, Phyllis Perkins.

STAGE MANAGER. Oh, good-morning, Miss Perkins. Im afraid we arent quite ready for you yet.

PHYLLIS. Good-morning.

STAGE MANAGER. Weve a bit of a curtain-raiser to run through, but it will only take a few minutes. Mr. Pollit! Mr. Pollit! Would you mind coming now? Journey of the Soul, please. Well only be a few minutes, Miss Perkins, if you dont mind.

PHYLLIS. Not at all. Im before my time.
[She sits on bed.
Re-enter Bill and Alf.

STAGE MANAGER. Oh, well, you can leave the bed for the present.

ALF. It will never go without a bed, sir.

STAGE MANAGER. Oh, wont it. We make em go here. We make em.
[Exit Alf, wagging a doubtful head. Exit Bill.
Enter Pollit.

STAGE MANAGER. Ah, this is Mr. Pollit, Miss Perkins. Hes written the little thing that comes on before yours.

POLLIT. Oh, its nothing really. How do you do? Its not anything. Its nothing compared with what you do.

PHYLLIS. Whats it about?

POLLIT. Well, its called The Journey of the Soul.

PHYLLIS. Oh?

POLLIT. Yes; you see the Soul sets out accompanied by Hope to find the Celestial Heights. Well, then, he meets Despair and Remorse, and  and Temptation; and  and all that sort of thing.

PHYLLIS. (unhappily). Oh.

POLLIT. Yes; and after that he meets Sin.

PHYLLIS. Oh, does he?

POLLIT. Yes; and then  of course Im not telling it very well  then he comes at last to a sort of place where he meets one with an inexpressibly beautiful face, and….

PHYLLIS. (slightly interested). Oh?

POLLIT. Yes; and he….

PHYLLIS. (bored again). Oh, its a he?

POLLIT. Well, its a sort of an angel, you know, really. They arent any particular sex, I think.

PHYLLIS. (very bored). Oh.

POLLIT. Yes; and then you see  

PHYLLIS. But does anything happen at all?

POLLIT. Oh, yes. You see he guides the Soul of Man to the Celestial Heights  and that of course, well thats Eternity really. Its rather … er, er…. What do you think of it, Miss Perkins?

PHYLLIS. Oh well, I think, you know, you ought to have something happen a little more.

STAGE MANAGER. Oh, that will be all right, Miss Perkins. Well put in lots of things. Ginger it up, you know.

POLLIT. Well, I dont know if Id like too much put in, you know.

STAGE MANAGER. No, no; not too much. Just what you want to say yourself, you know. Only put so that it will get over.

POLLIT. I … see…. What sort of things exactly?

STAGE MANAGER. Well, theres the journey itself, for instance. You want to tell them that it takes  its a hundred years, isnt it?

POLLIT. Yes.

STAGE MANAGER. Well, you want them to know it.

POLLIT. But I tell them that right at the beginning of the play.

STAGE MANAGER. Right at the beginning. Yes. Thats the point. Theyre none of them in their places by then.

POLLIT. None of them?

STAGE MANAGER. Except the pit.

POLLIT. Oh.

STAGE MANAGER. No. You want to get it over. Now a little bit about the South Eastern would show them that it was a slow journey. Ive thought of a bit that would make your point quite clear, and it would be sure of a laugh. Ones always sure of a laugh over the South Eastern.

POLLIT. Well, Im not quite sure that I quite wanted a laugh. You see, its meant to be rather serious, and….

STAGE MANAGER. You dont quite want a laugh? You dont want a laugh? Well, if youd told me that before. I mean to say, Ive spent a lot of time on your play, and if youd told me before that you didnt want a laugh  Well, I should have perhaps understood you better, thats all.

POLLIT. Well, Im sorry; but Id much rather they didnt laugh, if you dont mind.

STAGE MANAGER. We cant have them all scared out of the house by your trying to be solemn.

POLLIT. You see I meant the Soul really to be each of their own souls, and  

STAGE MANAGER. Well, lets get on with it; theyre all here. (Reads.) One with an inexpressibly beautiful face. Come on, Mr. Hanley. Well start from there. We shant keep you long, Miss Perkins.

PHYLLIS. Never mind.

STAGE MANAGER. One with an inexpressibly…. (Sees Hanley, who has been lolling against the wings, coming forward with script.) Thats right. (Mr. Hanley is not looking his best to-day, and his cigarette has a sickly droop.) Now, wheres the Soul?

TRENDER. Oh, I beg your pardon.

STAGE MANAGER. Come on, Mr. Trender, please. Were taking it from where one with an inexpressibly beautiful face comes on.

TRENDER. Oh, all right.
[Takes script from pocket.

HANLEY (reading, still smoking).
Henceforward follow me.
Yonder below you lie the forms and shades
Of monstrous images.

TRENDER. Just a moment. (Turns pages.) Oh, all right.

HANLEY. Henceforward follow me.
Yonder below you lie the forms and shades
Of monstrous images; amongst them Sin
With all her children  Gluttony and Sloth,
Oer-reaching Pride and deadly Lechery,
And stubborn….

PHYLLIS. Mr. Tote.

STAGE MANAGER. Yes.

PHYLLIS. Excuse me a moment. Would you mind if I got ready for A Girl On Her Own?

STAGE MANAGER. Certainly, Miss Perkins, certainly. Well only be a few minutes.

PHYLLIS. Thank you so much.
[She takes off her hat.

STAGE MANAGER. All right, Mr. Hanley.

HANLEY. Henceforward follow me.
Yonder below you lie the forms and shades
Of monstrous images; amongst them Sin
With all her children  Gluttony and Sloth,
Oer-reaching Pride and deadly Lechery.
[Miss Perkins gets into the bed.
And stubborn worldliness, not to be turned.
[Pointing as to a mountain-top before them.
And yonder lies the goal of all desire,
Erect, transcendent, shining, seen more far
Than on earth only….
(Damn this typescript; its like mud!)
Than on earth only, gleaming to great spheres
That throng the night in numbers past thy guess.
Mr. Tote, how am I to read this script. Its all blurred like this.

STAGE MANAGER. Well, shes done her best.

HANLEY. Oh, all right. Ill try and make it out.

STAGE MANAGER. Now, Mr. Trender.

TRENDER. Excuse me one moment; I wanted to ask Mr. Pollit….

POLLIT. Yes?

TRENDER. I wanted to be sure if I quite got your symbolism. Which kind of a soul did you mean?

POLLIT. Which kind of soul?

TRENDER. Yes. You see theres  theres what one calls ones immortal soul….

POLLIT. Yes?

TRENDER. Well, and then theres the kind we eat.

POLLIT. Oh, Heavens!

TRENDER. Well, I only wanted to be sure if I got your idea.

STAGE MANAGER. Well, perhaps wed better get on. That throng the night in numbers past thy guess. Well go on from there.

TRENDER. Henceforth I follow; those dark images
Forgotten, and all else that is of Earth.
That peak alone shall beckon….
or is it reckon? I cant read it either.

STAGE MANAGER. Let me see. (Sees.) Its reckon.

POLLIT. No, no, no. Beckon.

STAGE MANAGER. Well, shes put reckon.

POLLIT. No, no, no.

STAGE MANAGER. Well, its reckon here.

POLLIT. Oh, its all wrong. It should be beckon.

STAGE MANAGER. Are you sure?

POLLIT. Of course Im sure.

STAGE MANAGER. Well, if you like; but reckon seems better to me. What do you think, Mr. Trender?

TRENDER. Well, I think reckons better. I dont see how a peak could beckon very well. Not a mountain peak.

POLLIT. Well, how could it reckon?

TRENDER. Well, I dont know of course. I dont quite see what youre driving at.

STAGE MANAGER. Well, perhaps wed better get on. Well have it beckon, Mr. Pollit, to please you. Well have it just as you want. But perhaps after this you wouldnt mind letting us get on with it by ourselves. Well get through much quicker that way; and you can safely leave it in my hands. You see, weve met you over reckon, and now if youll just meet us by letting us get on with the rehearsal  
[Exeunt Stage Manager and Pollit.

TRENDER. Well, where were we?
That peak alone shall reckon me and guide
These weary feet  

HANLEY. Better wait for Tote.

TRENDER. All right. Alf!
Enter Alf.

ALF. Yes, sir?

TRENDER. Wheres Mr. Tote?

ALF. Hes seeing off of Mr. Pollit, sir.

HANLEY (to Trender). This thing will never go. Theres no snap in it.

ALF. Oh, it will go all right, sir. Mr. Tote will make it go. But it would be better if there was a bed in it.
Enter Stage Manager.

STAGE MANAGER. Now, Miss Perkins. Im so sorry to have kept you waiting. Now. A Girl On Her Own. Youre both in this, so we can get started. Miss Esmer will be here in five minutes. Now. Curtain up!

PHYLLIS (in bed, and looking charming. Reading from script). Count, this is charming of you.

CURTAIN
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A POLICEMAN OF NIBOLESKAYA.


IN HOLY RUSSIA

SCENE: Outside a Russian cottage. A table and chairs stand before the little cottage. The housewife (Marya Nicolaevna) is tidying it.
Time: Russia about 1912.
Enter another peasant-woman, the neighbour.

MARYA. Why, Anna Petrovna, an angel has sent you.

ANNA. Well, Marya Nicolaevna, I came to talk.

MARYA. Surely an angel sent you, for I needed a talk so much.

ANNA. Ah, often I feel like that. And then I must talk. I must. And if the men are away I just talk to myself.

MARYA. Oh, one should not do that.

ANNA. No?

MARYA. No. For an evil spirit might hear, and think that you spoke to him.

ANNA. I should not like that.

MARYA. No. He would answer then.

ANNA. That would be dreadful. But we have each other to talk to now.

MARYA. Yes. Let us talk of all things. But fast, for my nephew Ivan will be here soon to speak with his friend Alexey from Tobolsk, and young Zerstchin. You know of what they speak?

ANNA. No.

MARYA. It is of politics.

ANNA. Of politics!

MARYA. Yes, they say wonderful things. Their talk is all strange like a dream, and it makes my heart beat faster.

ANNA. What do they say?

MARYA. Oh, I know not. Strange words, strange sayings, and many things not true. I know not what they mean, but I know its politics. Its very strange to hear them: it is like something quite different.

ANNA. Do they speak of change?

MARYA. Yes. Of things quite different.

ANNA. God does not wish that.

MARYA. No, nor the Czar. Yet their talk thrills me. There are new words in their mouths. And though I know not their meaning, it sets me thinking of strange new things. You shall hear them Anna.

ANNA. Not here! Not politics in the open daylight and just by the road that runs through Niboleskaya.

MARYA. Ah. But they are so cunning. None knows what they talk of.

ANNA. If they see three men talking together, they may suspect.

MARYA. No. For they are cunning. Alexey has lived in Tobolsk and seen the wide world, and knows things that they would not dream of in Niboleskaya. It is his plan. They have a box of images that I keep for them. And they set them all up on the table, and play with them for all the world like children. And if the police come by they think they are playing.

ANNA. Playing? But, Marya, the police will never think big men like your nephew are children.

MARYA. Ah. That is the strange thing. Yet so it is. Alexey has learned it in Tobolsk. Grown men, it seems, work their brains over those images, aye, and will beat their foreheads with their fists, and will sit and gaze at them all day. It is strange, but so it is, and the world is full of strange customs.

ANNA. Strange indeed. And will the police in Niboleskaya know this custom?

MARYA. They know of it; though they know not how to play with the images. Alexey says that, for that, they are all the readier to smile on the images and to appear to comprehend the ways of them.

ANNA. I like not playing with images.

MARYA. Why not?

ANNA. It may bring bad luck.

MARYA. Bad luck? Will it come to us?

ANNA. Not this year, I think, for it is a lucky year, and we will have a beautiful harvest.

MARYA. God be praised. How do you know?

ANNA. The beans are in double rows in the pods this year. I have seen twenty such.

MARYA. Are they indeed?

ANNA. Yes. It is a portent.

MARYA. Look. Here they come. I must get the queer box.
[Exit into cottage.
Enter Ivan, followed by Alexey and Zerstchin.

IVAN. Well, neighbour. How do you prosper?

ANNA. Well, thank you, Ivan Michailovitch, for we are to have a great harvest this year. There are double rows in the bean-pods.

IVAN. Ah, yes. You would know by that.

ANNA. Certainly, Ivan Michailovitch. God put them there for that purpose.

IVAN. Ah, to be sure He does.
Enter Marya with a chess-board and box of large chessmen.
She puts board and box on the table.

MARYA. Well, Ivan, Ive brought you your images.

IVAN. Thank you, Aunt Marya.

MARYA. You wouldnt like me to help you with them?

IVAN. No, no. (He turns to his silent, serious, preoccupied companions and they set up handfuls of chessmen haphazard upon the board. Ivan and Alexey (from Tobolsk) sit down at opposite ends of the board.) Now we can talk.

ALEXEY. No, not yet. Sit you down, Zerstchin, there. Now; there are two men playing chess and one watching. What more natural? We may talk.

IVAN. Tell him, then, of the future of Russia. He has not heard.

ALEXEY (to Zerstchin). You are ready to work for Russia?

ZERSTCHIN. I yearn to see Holy Russia free.

ALEXEY. Learn first, then, to speak of Holy Russia no more. It was that in the past, and all the past is bad. We shall only be free by escaping from it utterly. The past will try to bind you with old customs, will reach out hands to clutch you, will bring chains to fasten you down; and old customs and chains and hands must all be broken. What the past made holy must be unholy now, and only what none dared speak of hitherto shall be holy, things of which none dared think. It is only by this that we shall be free.

ZERSTCHIN (eagerly). Tell me how we shall free Russia.

ALEXEY. Each man shall teach ten men every week. And of those ten he shall choose one, also to be a teacher. Thus, wherever there was one teacher on Monday, at the end of that week there shall be two, and every teacher teaching ten more.

IVAN. No, no, that will be too long. Let them find a new teacher every day.

ZERSTCHIN. Yes. Then we shall soon be free.

ALEXEY. No. If we have but fifty teachers now, and double them every week, we shall have six or seven million in four months.

ZERSTCHIN. Six or seven million!

ALEXEY. Aye, and nearer ten million.

ZERSTCHIN. It is wonderful.

ALEXEY. We shall do it.

ZERSTCHIN. And then. In four months time?

ALEXEY. Then we shall wait a little longer.

ZERSTCHIN. And then?

ALEXEY. Then we shall have taught that the sceptre that men go in fear of is only a bar of gold, and that there is nothing more in that than there is in lead. That the sanctity of the Czar and his sceptre are but dreams from which men may waken as they waken from others. We shall waken them with a whisper. We shall waken them in the golden future and the dream will be all gone, and Russia will be happy again as free birds are happy at dawn.

IVAN. Will all awaken?

ZERSTCHIN. Yes, surely.

ALEXEY. No. There will be those that will not hear our voices. Heavy minds that would sleep on though all the birds were singing. Against these we shall teach the holiness of assassination. For things shall be holy that were not holy before, and things unholy that were holy of old. It will be for the sake of Russia. When these are gone all shall be free.

ZERSTCHIN (ecstatically). Russia free!

ALEXEY. Yes, for all that live will be those with freedom in their hearts. How should these oppress any? And all the old oppressions will be gone. They will have all been sacrificed to Freedom.

ZERSTCHIN. And we shall all be free?

ALEXEY. Free as the birds that sing. And then we shall live in a State planned by sensible, reasoning men, not made by the chance absurdities and violences of uncivilized ages. We shall…. Your move, Ivan.
[They bend over the chessboard. The village
Policeman walks across.

POLICEMAN. Chess, Ivan Michailovitch?
[But Ivan, deep over the game, does not answer.

ALEXEY. Yes.

POLICEMAN. A clever game. A very excellent game.
[Exit.

ALEXEY. We shall have none of those folk.

IVAN. A few, perhaps, to enforce our free laws!

ALEXEY. No! Why do Russians break the law? Because it is not their law. It is not the law of a free people, but the law of a tyranny that they detest. When the tyranny is gone, and the laws are the peoples own, made by themselves and for each other, what Russian will ever break them?

IVAN. See, Zerstchin; you are learning. You shall hear the constitution of the new Russia.

ZERSTCHIN. Yes, it is wonderful.

ALEXEY. And then none will have any desire to break the new laws, even if free Russians could be found to do it, for all will be so rich that theyll be content.

ZERSTCHIN. Well all be rich, Alexey?

IVAN. Yes, listen, and you shall hear.

ALEXEY. Yes, there is enough of gold and jewellery in the imperial palaces alone to feed all the people of Russia for a year, even if they did no work for the whole of that time. But they will work, and for themselves: there will be no rent to any landlord, and no interest to be paid on any borrowed money, for we shall abolish capitalism. The wealth of Russia will be for the people of Russia. It is boundless; it is enormous. We have worked it all out, and we have found that every peasant will be as wealthy, all his life, as any lawyer or priest or doctor in a large provincial town. And furthermore there will be no taxes, or very few.

IVAN. That is because there will be no army or navy to maintain. Is it not, Alexey?

ALEXEY. Only at first, until other nations have learned from us not to desire to make war.

ZERSTCHIN. But if any do break the laws of free Russia, what then, Alexey?

ALEXEY. If any do? Why, if any do, we shall put them in pleasant schools. Not in Siberian prisons like the imperialists. And in those schools we shall teach them until they can know their error. Then we shall free them and they will go back better citizens than the rest, for we shall have trained them in all civic things.

ZERSTCHIN. It will be a glorious time.

ALEXEY. Ah, you say that when I tell you how rich we shall all be.

ZERSTCHIN (ecstatically). No. I say it because Russia will be free.

IVAN. Come. We will drink to that day. Marya Nicolaevna! Marya Nicolaevna!

MARYA. I come, Ivan.

IVAN. Will you give us some vodka, Aunt?

MARYA. Vodka, so early?

IVAN. We wish to drink to a very glorious day.

MARYA. Oh, your politics.

IVAN. Our politics will free Russia.

MARYA. They make my heart beat faster.
[Exit into house.

ZERSTCHIN. Russia will be free.

IVAN. Yes, we will drink to that day.

ZERSTCHIN. I will not drink.

IVAN. Why not?

ZERSTCHIN. I want to think of those glorious days. I want to think with clear brains of the freedom of Russia; the rule of reason, and freedom for all. The glory of it warms me so that I want no drink.

ALEXEY. Nonsense. We will drink to the day that is coming. It will make it seem nearer.

ZERSTCHIN. I do not need it. The glory of those days is enough for me.

IVAN. Here comes Marya Nicolaevna with the vodka. We will all drink. We shall be able to work the better for it.

ZERSTCHIN. No.

IVAN. One drink.

ZERSTCHIN. Well, one then, and no more.

ALEXEY. Yes, that is all we need. We must keep our brains clear for they have to free Russia.

MARYA (to Anna). The strange things they are saying.

ANNA. Yes. Yes. God send no ill come of them.

MARYA. Ill? I trust not.
[Exeunt Marya and Anna.

ZERSTCHIN. This is good stuff.

IVAN. Have another.

ZERSTCHIN. Well, one more, but only one more. Then I will leave you, or I shall drink too much. I want to think of free Russia and all the golden days. (Ivan pours.) Too much. Too much. Youve poured out too much.

IVAN. You neednt drink it all.

ZERSTCHIN. Ill sit over there and think. If I stay with you here, soon I shant be able to. (He goes away with his glass and sits on a tree-stump (Stage R.) by footlights.) The golden days!
[He sips the vodka. The lights lower slightly. He sips it again: a thin gauze descends between him and the others. Again he sips, and again a thin gauze. Once more: and again a gauze, until all is misty white between him and the rest of the stage. Then a brilliant harlequin in his jazz-bright tights leaps up beside him in sunlight.

ZERSTCHIN. Who are you?

THE FIGURE. Alcohol.

ZERSTCHIN. Alco-what?

ALCOHOL. Alcohol. An old, old family. You know our motto: In vino veritas.

ZERSTCHIN. In vino…?

ALCOHOL. Look!
[He waves with his harlequins sword and the gauzes disappear, all but one thin film. All is bright sunlight. Alexey is gone, but Ivan is sitting at the same table, but his head and arms are fallen upon it, a bit of a gnawed twig lies by his hand. Marya and Anna, lying upon the ground, are trying to gnaw the bark of twigs, or eat pieces of grass. The Policeman leans hopeless against a tree. The misery of all shows they are starving. The thatch of the house, etc., have become unkempt.

ZERSTCHIN. Starving!

ALCOHOL (cheerfully). Yes.

ZERSTCHIN. What! In Russia?

ALCOHOL. Yes. Here in Russia.

ZERSTCHIN. Oh! (Alcohol, leaning against tree by Zerstchin, toys with his harlequins sword and watches the starving people.) No, but this shall not be. Folk must not starve in Russia. Ill give them money to buy bread. Ive a hundred-rouble note. And I can get more. They shall not starve in Russia. Here, good folk. (He steps towards them with his rouble note outstretched.) Here. (But he comes against the gauze, and both hands grope at it, though he does not actually touch it, and he can get no further. None of them see him.)

ALCOHOL. You cannot. It is too far.

ZERSTCHIN. Too far?

ALCOHOL. Yes, this is Russia of 1920.

ZERSTCHIN. The future! What can I do?

ALCOHOL. You have done all you can do.

ZERSTCHIN. I?

ALCOHOL. Look!

ZERSTCHIN (with his hundred-rouble note still held out childishly towards them. Plaintively.) I want to give them my money.

ALCOHOL. Look!

MARYA (to Ivan, pulling at his shoulder). Ivan, Ivan. Arouse yourself.

IVAN (turning his head without raising it). Why?

MARYA. We must find food at once.

IVAN (contemptuously). Food? Where?

MARYA. Listen and I will tell you. Listen, Ivan.

IVAN. Let me sleep.

MARYA. Listen, Ivan. Only listen. There is food in Niboleskaya.

IVAN (incredulously). In Niboleskaya?

MARYA. Not so loud. Listen, Ivan.

IVAN. Well.

MARYA (with the air of a secret). Yesterday Skoboleff opened a tin of sprats. It is known. It came from England. He ate two or three, not more; but they smelt bad and he stopped eating them. There must be nine sprats in that tin now: there were twelve. Take your money, and go and buy them.

IVAN. I have no money, but these (showing four notes).

MARYA. How much?

IVAN. Four thousand roubles. You cant buy all those sprats for four thousand roubles.

MARYA. They smelt very bad, little Ivan. Perhaps Skoboleff will sell.
[Zerstchin, dropping his rouble note, hides his face in sudden despair. The scene darkens till nothing is visible but Zerstchin sobbing. Alcohol has lain down to rest. And then above the sound of Zerstchin sobbing comes a yawn of the most intense boredom. It is Alcohol awaking. He is now dressed all in grey. Alcohol rises slowly, yawning. He is scarcely able to lift his weight. He walks away, leaning heavily on trees; not of course drunkenly, but wearily. Exit. The earlier scene comes back again. It is once more Russia of about 1912, with Ivan and Alexey seated at the table. Marya and Anna enter gossiping to each other.

ZERSTCHIN (drying his tears as the light brightens). Ah! I will save them yet. (He rises and goes over to Alexey and Ivan.) Friends. Friends. A moment before you decide. Alexey, a moment.

ALEXEY. Well?

ZERSTCHIN. If in the changes you make you affect our commerce. Suppose you injure its delicate organization. And our finance. What if the sudden change harms that?

ALEXEY. I told you. I shall make the people rich.

ZERSTCHIN. Yes, Alexey, yes. Yes, certainly. But what if the sudden change injure our credit? What if the rouble should lose its value, when, when we want to buy food.

MARYA. Still at their politics.

ANNA. Ah, well. Let the men talk as well as us.
[Marya laughs.

ALEXEY. I will deal with that point.

IVAN. Alexey has studied all that.

ZERSTCHIN. Yes, I know, Ivan. I know. And yet….

ALEXEY. I will deal with that point. If any unfavourable influence should affect the purchasing value of the rouble, which is not to be anticipated, but in case it should, the Peoples Central Revolutionary Banks will in that case so regulate the deflation of currency, that….
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HIS SAINTED GRANDMOTHER

SCENE: An old room with a four-poster in the middle. Wainscot about seven feet high. A fire-place on the left-hand side (Stage left), at which Phyllis, when she sits about the middle of the left side of the bed, can easily warm her hands. Nearer the footlights a door in the left-hand side. A dressing-table in the middle of the right side.
Enter Phyllis Traverne, followed by her Father.

PHYLLIS. But, Father, I dont like this room.

HER FATHER. I have had your things put here.

PHYLLIS. But I dont like it.

HER FATHER. Why?

PHYLLIS. Nobody likes it.

HER FATHER. Do they give any reason?

PHYLLIS. It is so old.

HER FATHER. Its in good enough repair.

PHYLLIS. Oh, I dont mean that. But its not for us.

HER FATHER. Not for us? What do you mean?

PHYLLIS. Why, its all made for people a long time ago. Dead people. Not like us. Its full of their needs, their ways, and their awful faces. Dont make me sleep in it!

HER FATHER. Do you call that an awful face?
[Points at the portrait, with its crinolines and its
sainted expression.

PHYLLIS. No, only I, only….

HER FATHER. What?

PHYLLIS. Its full of their ways.

HER FATHER. Very well then, Ill come to that at once.

PHYLLIS. Come to that, Father?

HER FATHER. Yes. I have put you here with good reason.

PHYLLIS. Good reason? Why?

HER FATHER. If you could possibly draw any influence out of the shadows of this old room, its hangings, its furniture, above all that portrait, from those sane and sober ways you so much despise; if you could find anything of a bygone grace, both of spirit and body, from this quiet gloom that is laden with memories of my grandmother, you might  well, all I can say is, you might be the better for it.

PHYLLIS. In what way, Father?

HER FATHER. Do you want me to explain myself?

PHYLLIS. Its awfully late, Father.

HER FATHER. I trust not too late.

PHYLLIS. What do you mean by that?

HER FATHER. I will explain.

PHYLLIS. Oh, well.
[So she sits on bed and lights a cigarette.

HER FATHER. One should not need to have to explain. Well, to begin with, there is this young fellow Shawley.

PHYLLIS. Peter?

HER FATHER. Oh, you call him Peter then?

PHYLLIS. Of course.

HER FATHER. Well, Peter, then. How many times did you dance with Peter to-night?

PHYLLIS. Seven.

HER FATHER. Why?

PHYLLIS. There was nobody else there I wanted to dance with. And he didnt want to dance with anyone else either. Only there was a woman there he couldnt avoid dancing with. You dont know or, or youd understand; but there it was. So we only danced seven, otherwise Id have danced….

HER FATHER. Seven. And in my day if a man danced more than three times with the same girl, it was tantamount, why it amounted to….

PHYLLIS. But I like dancing with Peter.

HER FATHER. Evidently.

PHYLLIS. Then why shouldnt I?

HER FATHER. To begin with, to begin with because you make yourself conspicuous.

PHYLLIS. But who to, Father?

HER FATHER. To the whole room.

PHYLLIS. But they are dancing with each other.

HER FATHER. Not seven times with the same partner.

PHYLLIS. Lots of them dance with one partner all the evening.

HER FATHER. In my time that would have been tantamount to an engagement, and would have been taken as such by everybody.

PHYLLIS. But, Father, maynt the times change?

HER FATHER. Yes, in externals. Fashions must change, and customs, and even perhaps manners, though it is unfortunate that they all change for the worse. But there are things that surely must shock all the right-minded people in any age as much as they would have shocked my sainted grandmother, who seems to watch you now so sorrowfully.

PHYLLIS. But, Father, who can object? (A glance, almost of fear, at the portrait.) I mean, who thats living to-day and knows our ways can object to my dancing seven dances with Peter?

HER FATHER. Young Arnold.

PHYLLIS. (lowers her cigarette and thinks a little gravely for a second). What? Dick?

HER FATHER. You call him Dick, then?

PHYLLIS. Well, we all do.

HER FATHER. Then what does Dick think of it?

PHYLLIS. It isnt his business.

HER FATHER. I see, so his business is limited to taking you out in his motor-launch whenever you want sea air, or to driving you a hundred miles from here, and back again the same evening, all alone together, a thing inconceivable in her time (pointing to portrait)….

PHYLLIS. They hadnt motors, Father.

HER FATHER. They had morals.

PHYLLIS. Oh, well.

HER FATHER. And that isnt all; this Dick of yours has to get you tickets for any theatre you want, has to do all kinds of odd jobs for you, and actually has had more than once to hang about with his motor on the chance that you might want him to take you to other peoples tennis-parties.

PHYLLIS. Oh well, it rained that day, Father.

HER FATHER. It wasnt the only day.

PHYLLIS. Father, is it really wrong?

HER FATHER. Really wrong! Good heavens, how shall I answer it? Only by placing you, as I have placed you, in such contact as may touch you here from a godlier age, in a room whose very shadows are hallowed with the long association of a calm and sainted lady. If no influence of hers can reach you here to tell you that in all ages and places it is wrong to have one man to amuse you all day and dance half the night with another, then you are indeed lost. Good-night.
[Exit.

PHYLLIS. Oh, dear me.
[She sits a few moments in thought, knocking off cigarette-ash into an ash-tray, then throws the end of the cigarette into the fire-place and rises and goes across to her dressing-table, looking at the great four-poster as she passes it, and giving a shudder at the gloomy old room. She sits down at her dressing-table to do her hair, or what not, and sighs. Then over on the far side of the four-poster, whence she had come, the ghost of her great-grandmother is seen, without any appearance (where practicable) of having entered or moved. Phyllis, turning round after a while, stares and cranes her head nearer, from her chair, not only in fright, but because the ghost is a little dim.

PHYLLIS. Great-grandmamma.
[The Ghost nods its head twice. Phyllis pauses,
gives way to fear, runs to bell, and pulls it
hard.

GHOST. Dont do that, dear.

PHYLLIS. Ive done it.

GHOST. Never mind.
[Looks at door and gives a little laugh.

PHYLLIS. Great-grandmamma, are you angry with me?

GHOST. No, child.

PHYLLIS. Great-grandmamma.

GHOST. Yes, child.

PHYLLIS. Youre quite young.

GHOST. Yes.
[A little laugh.

PHYLLIS. But you were quite old, great-grandmamma. You didnt look like that.

GHOST. Oh, that was only my body. But I was like this always.

PHYLLIS. Then what made you old, great-grandmamma?

GHOST. Oh, that was the spirit wearing the body out. It wears it quite out in the end.

PHYLLIS. Great-grandmamma.

GHOST. Dont call me great-grandmamma.

PHYLLIS. Er, sainted spirit.

GHOST. Call me Lucy.

PHYLLIS. Oh. (Smiles.) Well, Lucy, are you quite sure you arent angry with me?

GHOST. Mercy no, child.

PHYLLIS. Not about Dick and Peter?

GHOST (interested). Dick and Peter? Tell me about them.

PHYLLIS. Well, you see, Peter  Peters wonderful; I like him ever so much. Hes  I cant explain, but hes marvellous. More than anyone else in the world I should think. Well, anyway, hes perfectly wonderful. But, of course, he hasnt any money. Hell make some in a year or two, because hes so wonderful. Hes at the bar, and hell make a lot one day. But its a bit dull waiting. So then, you see, theres Dick. (Ghost titters.) Hes got lots of money. And he likes taking girls out in his  in his barouche, you know. And he doesnt care much who he takes so long as theyre pretty. So it may just as well be me, maynt it, Lucy? But you know what Papa is. (Ghost laughs.) You arent angry with me, are you? Im so glad, Lucy dear.

GHOST. And what does your Papa say?

PHYLLIS. Oh well, he says  he says, if only you could teach me better ways.

GHOST. Oh, it was he that was invoking me then. I thought it was you.

PHYLLIS. Invoking you, Lucy?

GHOST. This old place was calling me so strongly.

PHYLLIS. Im so glad you came.

GHOST. I had to.

PHYLLIS. Had to, Lucy?

GHOST. Yes, the pull of old places, you know. And then when anyone stirs it at all, as he was doing, it begins to draw you at once, and back you come.

PHYLLIS. Lucy, Lucy, may I ask you something?

GHOST. Yes, anything you like, child.

PHYLLIS. Then, Lucy, where do you come from?

GHOST. Come from? From over there.

PHYLLIS. Over there? Whats it like, Lucy?

GHOST. Oh, I cant stop all night in a tiny place like Earth to explain all that to you.

PHYLLIS. Cant you, Lucy? Well, do tell me one thing that really matters. Do tell me what I ought to do about Peter and Dick. I cant find out from Father, he gets so angry. And Dicks such a silly ass he cant tell one anything. Ive no one else to ask.

GHOST. Well, my dear, if I were you….

PHYLLIS. Yes, Lucy.

GHOST. Well, Id stick to Peter.

PHYLLIS. Oh, would you, Lucy?

GHOST. Yes, and meanwhile  

PHYLLIS. Yes, Lucy.

GHOST. While youre waiting, I mean…. You say Dick has a barouche.

PHYLLIS. Oh yes, Lucy. A great big … I mean a nice fast one.

GHOST. Well, I always preferred a phaeton. Theyre smarter.

PHYLLIS. Well, he has a phaeton too. Its a Rolls, really, but you wouldnt quite understand that.

GHOST. A Rolls?

PHYLLIS. A new maker.

GHOST. No, he wasnt a carriage-builder in my time. I expect the old firms are the best.

PHYLLIS. Yes, I suppose they are. What were you saying about Dick?

GHOST. Oh, well, if he has a smart phaeton, theres nothing like a nice drive in the country. And then, of course, the less you compromise yourself the pleasanter it is to look back on.

PHYLLIS. Compromise myself, Lucy?

GHOST. Yes. One wouldnt choose for an outing villages where you might be known, or any large village at all. And then there are some quite becoming bonnets that can satisfactorily conceal your identity if you do meet people that….

PHYLLIS. We dont wear bonnets now, Lucy.

GHOST. Oh well, a pretty parasol, if held adroitly, can be a complete protection.

PHYLLIS. Oh, what a lot you know, Lucy.

GHOST. I was here for eighty years.

PHYLLIS. Yes, I suppose you were. But hasnt it altered a good deal since?

GHOST. I dont know. But it hadnt altered much up to my time.

PHYLLIS. What? Not ever?

GHOST. Well, I dont suppose so, child.

PHYLLIS. But Lucy, about Dick. Ive sometimes wondered what would happen if Peter hears that I am always about with him. You know so much, Im sure you can advise me.

GHOST. Let him hear, child. But always in moderation. Let him hear.

PHYLLIS. Let him hear?

GHOST. He mustnt think hes the only fish in the sea.

PHYLLIS. But he is, for me. And I wouldnt mind if he knew.

GHOST. Oh, no, that would never do.

PHYLLIS. Wouldnt it? Hes awfully fond of me.

GHOST. But you want to keep him so.

PHYLLIS. Oh yes.

GHOST. Well, theres nothing like letting him know he might lose you.

PHYLLIS. Oh, Lucy, do you really think so?

GHOST. My dear child, I was here eighty years.

PHYLLIS. I  I suppose youre right.

GHOST. Of course Im right, child.

PHYLLIS. But, Lucy, you led such a  such a sainted life.
[Ghost titters. A knock is heard on the door.

PHYLLIS. Oh! Er  dont come in.
[A housemaids head, in curl-papers, looks in. She is in nightdress and carries a candle. She comes in no further and Phyllis is able to conceal the Ghost.

ANNIE. Mr. Traverne wanted to know what you rang for, Miss.

PHYLLIS. Oh, nothing. Nothing at all.

ANNIE. Nothing, Miss?

PHYLLIS. No, no. Just nothing.

ANNIE. Then theres nothing you want, Miss?

PHYLLIS. No, thank you, Annie. Nothing at all. Really.

ANNIE. All right, Miss. Ill tell Mr. Traverne.
[Exit.

PHYLLIS. Oh! Lucy, do you mind if I smoke?

GHOST (laughs). No, child.

PHYLLIS. Why are you laughing, Lucy?

GHOST. I smoked once.

PHYLLIS. You, Lucy? (Looks at portrait.) Did you really?

GHOST. Yes. There was a bit of a fuss. But I smoked.

PHYLLIS. Oh, Lucy. Is there anything you didnt do?
[She lights up.

GHOST. Well, of course, eighty years isnt long.

PHYLLIS. No, I suppose it isnt, really.

GHOST. But whatever one can do in eighty years, I did.

PHYLLIS. Oh, Lucy, you must know a lot more than Father. (Ghost laughs.) Lucy, do tell me more about what I ought to do.

GHOST. Have a good time, child.

PHYLLIS. Oh, Lucy, and what else?

GHOST. Thats all.

PHYLLIS. Then, Lucy, perhaps you think I ought to marry Dick. Hes got tons of money.

GHOST. Not a bit of it. Youd have a wretched time.

PHYLLIS. Why, Lucy?

GHOST. Because you want Peter.

PHYLLIS. Yes, I do.

GHOST. Well, you get him then.

PHYLLIS. Oh, Lucy, how nice you are.

GHOST. Im sure Peters a nice young man.

PHYLLIS. Oh, yes, Lucy, he is.

GHOST. But Im sure he hasnt such nice whiskers as … oh, well, never mind now.

PHYLLIS. Well, they dont wear whiskers now, Lucy; nothing to speak of.

GHOST. Not wear whiskers! Oh, well, Ive no doubt theyre nice boys even if they do look frights.

PHYLLIS. Peter doesnt look a fright, Lucy. Well, not quite, you know.

GHOST. Well, never mind, child, I must go now.

PHYLLIS. Oh, Lucy.

GHOST. Yes, I must go back over there.

PHYLLIS. Oh, Lucy, youve hardly told me anything.

GHOST. I must go back. I cant stay here much longer.

PHYLLIS. Oh, Lucy, why not?

GHOST. Its all so tiny. Its like fastening your eyes on a line of a page of a little book in a room, when summers outside. But you wont understand that yet.

PHYLLIS. I think I can see what you mean, Lucy. But do stay a little longer. Just tell me what I should do for a little while.

GHOST. Spend Dicks money for him, if he wants you to.

PHYLLIS. Yes, Lucy?

GHOST. Have a good time. And then one day give Peter a good time.

PHYLLIS. Yes, Lucy, and then?

GHOST. Why then, one day you come to us.

PHYLLIS. But Lucy, what if Peter wont have me?
[Ghost gets dimmer.

GHOST. (sleepily). What do you say, child?

PHYLLIS. Lucy, Lucy, dont go yet. What if Peter wont have me?

GHOST. Whos Peter?

PHYLLIS. Lucy, come back. Tell me what to do about Peter.
[Ghost brightens again.

GHOST. Oh, Peter, yes. Tell him from me….

PHYLLIS. From you, Lucy?

GHOST. Yes, tell him from me, that if he isnt good to you, Ill haunt him.

PHYLLIS. Oh, Lucy, that is good of you.

GHOST. Good-bye now, child.
[She begins to fade. A heavy knock is heard.

PHYLLIS. Thats Papa.
[Ghost brightens again and titters. Enter Traverne.
The Ghost folds demure hands and turns up
pious eyes as in portrait.

HER FATHER. What was all that noise you were making with the….

GHOST. Obey your dear father in all things and order your ways reverently.

PHYLLIS. Yes, great-grandmamma.

GHOST. You understand, my dear?

PHYLLIS. Yes, Lucy.
[Ghost vanishes.

HER FATHER (recovering from wainscot, against which he had reeled). I trust, I trust you have had a lesson.
[Phyllis bursts into laughter. Her Father runs for the smelling-salts, takes out the stopper, and comes towards her with it.

CURTAIN


THE HOPELESS PASSION OF MR. BUNYON


DRAMATIS PERSONAE

MR. MUFFEN.

MR. BUNYON.

MISS SLEGGIT.


THE HOPELESS PASSION OF MR. BUNYON

SCENE: The interior of a shop. Mr. Bunyon seated at a table gazing out at the ridiculous wax figure in the shop-window. A brass curtain-rail is between him and the figure, but the curtains are both drawn back.
Enter the shopkeeper, Mr. Muffen.

MUFFEN. Mr. Bunyon. (Bunyon continues his gazing.) Mr. Bunyon. (Bunyon still gazing.) Mr. Bunyon.

BUNYON. Oh, I beg your pardon, sir.

MUFFEN. Oh, its nothing of any importance.

BUNYON. But Im listening, sir.

MUFFEN. Oh, please go on gazing out of the window.

BUNYON (hastily closes window curtains). But what was it, sir?

MUFFEN. Nothing of any importance.

BUNYON. Yes, sir?

MUFFEN. Only youre sacked.

BUNYON. Sacked, sir? Oh no, sir.

MUFFEN. Oh yes, sir.

BUNYON. But why, sir?

MUFFEN. Always gazing out of the window.

BUNYON (who has been sitting neglecting an account book). Ill finish this off in a moment, sir. I really will.

MUFFEN. Tisnt only that. Always drawing the curtains back the way you do, people can see inside.

BUNYON. But theres, theres not any harm in that. Is there?

MUFFEN. We do business in here. Thats not a thing to be looked at.

BUNYON. I wont never do it any more, sir.

MUFFEN. You wont!

BUNYON. I wont really, sir.

MUFFEN. No, youre sacked.

BUNYON. I came for a very low wage. I took a very low wage indeed.

MUFFEN. I dont care.

BUNYON. Youll never get anyone to do the work for so little, sir.

MUFFEN. Daresay not, but Im tired of it. Always looking out of the window.

BUNYON. Well, Ill tell you what, sir.

MUFFEN. Youre sacked. See?

BUNYON. Ill tell you what, sir. Ill work with you for nothing.

MUFFEN. What do you mean?

BUNYON. For no wages at all.

MUFFEN. For nothing at all?

BUNYON. Yes, nothing, if youll only keep me.

MUFFEN. Well, Ill think over it.

BUNYON. Youll do it, sir?

MUFFEN. I didnt say Id do it. I must know what youre getting at.

BUNYON. What Im getting at, sir?

MUFFEN. Yes, what youre getting at.

BUNYON. Im getting at nothing.

MUFFEN. You arent going to stop here and work for no wages.

BUNYON. Yes I am, sir.

MUFFEN. Why?

BUNYON. Oh, I dont know, sir.

MUFFEN. Then I dont accept your terms.

BUNYON. You dont accept them, sir?

MUFFEN. No.

BUNYON. Not when I do all your work for nothing?

MUFFEN. No. Whats your game?

BUNYON. Oh, I  I couldnt tell you, sir.

MUFFEN. Then youre sacked.

BUNYON. Even if I work for nothing?

MUFFEN. Yes. I want to know why.

BUNYON. But, but what does it matter to you, sir?

MUFFEN. Never you mind. Well, if you must know; in business knowing the other mans game, its worth, well, its everything, theres nothing more in business besides that. If you dont tell me, you go.

BUNYON. Oh, do keep me, sir. Keep me for nothing.

MUFFEN. No.

BUNYON. Well, its like this, sir.

MUFFEN. Well?

BUNYON. Its like this, sir. Oh, it will seem very silly to you. But, well you know, sir, every man has his fancy. They go about and they meet them in one place or another. But Im always here in the shop so much and hardly ever go out, so that one way and another I havent had other peoples opportunities, not so that I could make comparisons, and….

MUFFEN. Well?

BUNYON. Well, sir, the fact is, you see, the one in the window is the only one I really know, and  

MUFFEN. Well?

BUNYON. And so shes come to mean as much to me, much more really, as all the other young things that go about outside seem to be to other young men.

MUFFEN. You mean? What? That!

BUNYON. She is to me, sir.

MUFFEN. That?

BUNYON. She is to me, sir.

MUFFEN. But. What on earth can you find in a wax figure?

BUNYON. Oh, a lot, sir.

MUFFEN. But what?

BUNYON. Oh, Im afraid youd laugh at me, sir. But I see such a lot in her, sir.

MUFFEN. It.

BUNYON. I beg your pardon, sir. I meant It.

MUFFEN. Well, what can you see in it. Thats what I want to know.

BUNYON. Well, sir. Theres her colour, you know. Its colour, I should say. I do admire colour. And shes more colour, it I should say, than any of them. Her cheeks, its cheeks, I should say. And then the lips. They paint their lips a bit, sir, all of them, but theyre none of them like hers. Its, sir, I mean to say. None of them.

MUFFEN. Well, I thought it was pretty natural. I dont know what fault you have to find with its lips.

BUNYON. Fault, sir. Oh no, sir. I shouldnt presume to find a fault. Theres no fault to be found, sir. Theyre lovely, those lips. Theres none like them, none in all London.

MUFFEN. There you go again. I tell you theyre quite natural. Theyre just the colour thats worn now.

BUNYON. Oh yes, sir. I know, sir. Theyre unique.

MUFFEN. Yes, thats what Ive been telling you. But thats not enough to make you like this about her, it, I mean. I want to know what you see in it.

BUNYON. That wonderful colour, sir. (Muffen opens his mouth. Bunyon continues hastily.) But thats not all. No, sir, theres something far more than that. Oh, I could hardly tell you, sir.

MUFFEN. Go on. I want to know what on earth you think you can see in a wax figure, if youre speaking the truth.

BUNYON. The truth, sir. Oh, its the truth. Its no fancy, sir, no young dream; its the romance of my life, sir.

MUFFEN. Well, I want to know what on earth you think you can see in it.

BUNYON. Well, its like this, sir: I havent had much opportunities of seeing the real smart ones, working in here as I do, and all that: and then when you brought her here, it I should say, I recognized all at once what it was about her thats so perfectly wonderful, sir. Why, you must see it yourself.

MUFFEN. I? Im blowed if I do. Im asking you.

BUNYON. Fashionableness, sir. Thats whats the matter with her, it I should say. Fashionableness. Shes got more fashionableness than anyone in the world. There isnt a queen so fashionable. Look at that sort of affected way she stands, and that simper, sir, if I may call it so; all pure fashionableness. Ive never seen anyone like her.

MUFFEN. It.

BUNYON. It, I should say, sir.

MUFFEN. But look here, you know, its all silly nonsense. I grant you its fashionable, rather uniquely perhaps, and of course highly artistic.

BUNYON. Oh very, sir.

MUFFEN. But you cant marry it. The ideas absurd.

BUNYON. I know I cant. Oh, I know I cant, sir. But not absurd, sir, on that account. Ive done a bit of reading, sir: I have really. And, if youll believe it, sir, thereve been scores of cases of whats called hopeless passions. There have really, sir. Men have loved queens, sir; they really have. Just ordinary men, sir. And did they think anything could come of it? Well, I ask you. But they didnt give up their love, sir, not on that account.

MUFFEN. I dont say they did. I dont say they did. But whats all that got to do with it.

BUNYON. Well, sir, I wont give up, not when they wouldnt.

MUFFEN. You must be mad.

BUNYON. Ah yes, sir. But how sweet it is, that madness. Youd never know.

MUFFEN. If you loved anything that could love you in return, why, that I admit would be another matter. But this  

BUNYON. Ah, thats where all the romance is, sir; that she can never love me in return. Its all the sweeter for that, sir. Its like the queens in those books. They admitted they were mad, the men I was telling you of; but they wouldnt give it up, they werent crazy enough for that. Its the light of ones life, sir.

MUFFEN. Well, youll have to get out of this. I cant have a madman here.

BUNYON. No, sir! No! Ill work for you for nothing. You said if I told you why I wanted to stay youd keep me. You said you would, sir: you said it. And Ive told you the story of my life. Let me stay and look at her, sir, working for nothing. That fashionableness! Those brilliant lips!

MUFFEN. No, I cant keep a crazy fellow like you about the place. Why, it wouldnt be safe.

BUNYON. Oh, it would, sir.

MUFFEN. Not half it wouldnt. Ive got the respectability of the firm to consider. Out you get.

BUNYON. Then let me see her once before I go.

MUFFEN. To say good-bye, do you mean?

BUNYON. To say farewell.

MUFFEN. You can do that from outside.

BUNYON. No, thousands see her from there. I have loved her at this angle.

MUFFEN. Oh, all right then, so long as you hop it.
[He jerks curtain aside.

BUNYON. Star of my dream.

THE WAX FIGURE. Ow reely, Mr. Bunyon.

MUFFEN. Miss Sleggit, I told you never to move. How often have I told you?

THE WAX FIGURE. Ow. Im sorry, Mr. Muffen.

MUFFEN. Dont I pay you to stand in that window?

THE WAX FIGURE. Ow, yes, Mr. Muffen.

BUNYON. Alive!

THE WAX FIGURE. Ow, quite, Mr. Bunyon.

MUFFEN. Well, youre both sacked.

BUNYON. Shall we come along?

THE WAX FIGURE. Yes, lets, Mr. Bunyon.

MUFFEN. And Ill tell you one thing, Miss Sleggit. Yes, both of you. Im going to buy a real one this time, whatever it costs.

THE WAX FIGURE. Good-bye, Mr. Muffen.
[Strikes the absurd attitude of her work in the window.

BUNYON (almost kneeling, stretching out adoring arms). Ah, what adorable fashionableness.


THE JEST OF HAHALABA


DRAMATIS PERSONAE

SIR ARTHUR STRANGWAYS.

SNAGGS, his butler.

AN ALCHEMIST.

HAHALABA, the Spirit of Laughter.


THE JEST OF HAHALABA

SCENE: The Smoking Room, Sir Arthur Strangways house in London.
Time: The last moments of 1928. Bells are ringing in the New Year. Sir Arthur is in an armchair.
Enter Snaggs, his butler.

SIR ARTHUR. A happy New Year to you, Snaggs.

SNAGGS. A happy New Year to you, Sir Arthur, and many of them.

SIR ARTHUR. Ah, thank you, Snaggs.

SNAGGS. Theres a man to see you, Sir Arthur, who….

SIR ARTHUR. Oh yes, yes.

SNAGGS. … who says he wants to see you, Sir Arthur.

SIR ARTHUR. Yes, show him up, please.

SNAGGS. Hes, if I may say so, Sir Arthur, a very strange person.

SIR ARTHUR. Yes, I know. Show him up.

SNAGGS. Very strange indeed.

SIR ARTHUR. Yes, I was expecting him.

SNAGGS. And its very late, Sir Arthur.

SIR ARTHUR. Yes, never mind.

SNAGGS. As you wish, Sir Arthur.

SIR ARTHUR. Yes, show him up, please.

SNAGGS. As you wish.
[Exit, leaving Sir Arthur sitting thoughtful.
Re-enter with the Alchemist in a dull maroon cloak, elderly,
bearded, and dressed like nobody later than Teniers.

SNAGGS. The man to see you, Sir Arthur.
[Snaggs lingers.

SIR ARTHUR. Thank you, Snaggs. Thank you.

SNAGGS (reluctantly dismissed). Thank you, Sir Arthur.

SIR ARTHUR. You have the stuff? (Alchemist shows an old snuff-box and taps it, nodding his head.) And the words?

ALCHEMIST (in a sort of whisper). Yes.
[Sir Arthur takes the snuff-box.

SIR ARTHUR (extending hand). Give me the words.

ALCHEMIST. They may not be written.
Re-enter Snaggs.

SNAGGS. I will wait up, Sir Arthur, in case you should ring. If you should ring I would come at once.

SIR ARTHUR. Thank you, Snaggs. Thank you. (Exit Snaggs. Sir Arthur goes to door and locks it.) You will tell me the words?

ALCHEMIST. Theres laws in England against the likes of me.

SIR ARTHUR. Laws?

ALCHEMIST. Any time since the days of Edward the Confessor.

SIR ARTHUR. But you will tell me the words.

ALCHEMIST. Aye. But we must proceed softly.

SIR ARTHUR. All is quiet. We may start now.

ALCHEMIST. You have another door.

SIR ARTHUR. Oh, no one ever comes that way.

ALCHEMIST. It is better locked.

SIR ARTHUR. Perhaps it is. (He locks it.) Now.

ALCHEMIST. The powder then is placed upon the floor in a ring, wide enough to contain two feet, and two and a half times as wide should you dare to call up Eblis.

SIR ARTHUR. No, no. I shall not call up Eblis.

ALCHEMIST. That is something, Master. That is something. That is one thing to be thankful for in all this bad business. I couldnt have borne it, Master. His mouth alone: I couldnt have borne to look at it.

SIR ARTHUR. No, no. I do not wish to see Eblis.

ALCHEMIST. I couldnt have borne to see him.

SIR ARTHUR. You shant see him. Tell me the words.

ALCHEMIST. Well, Master, you put the powder in a ring, wide enough to hold common feet, scarce larger than ours. And then, Master, if you must, you light it. If you must, Master, if you must. And it smoulders and the smoke goes away to the left and the right, and goes round the ring. And just as the two smokes meet, just then you say (he whispers). And you name the spirit that you would call up. And he must come. And he must grant one wish, the first demand that you make of him. And I wish I had never told you, and I wish I had never come.

SIR ARTHUR. Never mind that now. Lets get on with the business.

ALCHEMIST. Well, Master; then, there be many spirits. Theres the spirit of Death, the spirit of Drought, the spirit of Fever.

SIR ARTHUR (now preparing the ring). No, no. Ill have some jolly spirit.

ALCHEMIST. Oh, Master, call up the spirit of Death, the spirit of Fever, even the spirit of Terror, but not the spirit of Laughter.

SIR ARTHUR. The spirit of Laughter? Why not? I like the sound of him. Well have the spirit of Laughter.

ALCHEMIST. Oh, Master, not that spirit.

SIR ARTHUR. Why not?

ALCHEMIST. Why, Master, because all these spirits, they are all at enmity with man, and are over full of ingenuity: it always was so. And they sit for ages planning how to prevail against man. For ages, Master. You would hardly believe it. And when they have formed a plan they wont rest until they have tried it; you would not credit their malice. And most of all are they like this, most of all when they have been compelled to grant a wish. They are like it then most of all.

SIR ARTHUR. Then we wont have the spirit of Death.

ALCHEMIST. Oh, Master, the spirit of Laughter is the worst of all but one. His contrivances are beyond the wit of all the lesser spirits. You are not making the circle too wide, Master?

SIR ARTHUR. No, no. Well only have the spirit of Laughter.

ALCHEMIST. Be warned, Master, and have none of him.

SIR ARTHUR. Come, tell me his name.

ALCHEMIST. Be warned, Master.

SIR ARTHUR. Ive paid you well for this.

ALCHEMIST. Yes, Master, but be warned.

SIR ARTHUR. His name, then.

ALCHEMIST. His name, (oh, Master, call never upon this spirit,) his name is Hāhālābā.

SIR ARTHUR. So thats his name. The spell again.
[Sir Arthur now holds a matchbox. Alchemist whispers in his ear. Sir Arthur ignites the powder and mutters the spell, ending with the name Hahalaba. Hahalaba steps through a curtain and stands in the ring, an athletic spirit, with small cloak slung over dark nude breast.

HAHALABA. What is your will of me?

ALCHEMIST. Oh, Master, nothing that he can turn to his advantage.

SIR ARTHUR. It shall be nothing. I have thought of all.

ALCHEMIST. Only a trifle, Master. Something too small for his contrivances, or….

SIR ARTHUR. It is only a trifle.

HAHALABA. What is your will of me?

SIR ARTHUR. Only a trifle. I wish to see a file of the Times.

HAHALABA. For what year?

SIR ARTHUR. For the year 1929.

ALCHEMIST. 1929!

HAHALABA (pulling cloth from table and revealing a file of one year of the Times). It is there.

SIR ARTHUR. Ha!

HAHALABA. Within an hour of midnight it will vanish.

SIR ARTHUR. Oh. We have not long then.

HAHALABA. It has far to go, and must be there by dawn.

SIR ARTHUR. Where?

HAHALABA. In the deeps of time.
[Exit.

SIR ARTHUR. Where has he gone?

ALCHEMIST. He has gone back.

SIR ARTHUR. To work, then.

ALCHEMIST (as Sir Arthur gets half sheets and pencil and turns to the heap). Oh, Master, Im glad you asked for a little thing. Its a mercy, Master, a mercy.

SIR ARTHUR. A little thing, indeed!

ALCHEMIST. Aye, Master. For had you asked a great thing of such as him, he would have triumphed surely.

SIR ARTHUR. A little thing!

ALCHEMIST. Aye, Master, I know the ways of them.

SIR ARTHUR. A little thing, be damned. I shall make millions on this. Millions.

ALCHEMIST. Oh, Master, beware Hahalaba. Beware the spirit of Laughter.

SIR ARTHUR. I tell you I shall make millions. This alone for instance, this alone: December 31st, 1929: I see hes got December on the top the way the newspaper people keep it, they put the fresh paper on top of the one of the day before all the year round, and keep the lot like this: this number alone is worth all the money Ive got, or you either. Patangas 104. You go down to the City and buy Patangas. But you dont understand.

ALCHEMIST. Master, I go to no city guided by Hahalaba.

SIR ARTHUR. Hes got nothing to do with it. Hes gone. But I read* in the Times that Patangas are 104. (Jots down a word on half sheet, saying aloud Patangas.) I shall soon know if this file is genuine by waiting a few days and checking these. (He lays his hand on the edges at bottom of heap.)

* Present tense.

ALCHEMIST. Oh, it is genuine. He may not lie. But he is frivolous and cunning. I know Hahalaba.

SIR ARTHUR. If this is genuine (reads a line or two), as it evidently is, I shall make millions. There we are again, there we are again. Pocohontas 37. Whod have thought it? I havent paid you enough, old fellow. I havent paid you enough.

ALCHEMIST. Master, I ask no more. I ask no more that comes from Hahalaba.

SIR ARTHUR. Nonsense. It comes out of the Times. And Im the only man thats got a copy. November 20th this is, 1929. And the only one in the world. If youd care for half a million you can have it. It will be nothing to me.

ALCHEMIST. No, Master. No.

SIR ARTHUR. Or a million for that matter.

ALCHEMIST. No, Master, I have no uses for it.

SIR ARTHUR. As you like. (Lower down the file.) And here again. Tangerines at 80. Hullo. Heres old Perrot dead. He should have kept himself fit: he was no older than me. If hed have played golf. Well, well. October 27th.  Fancy that. (Takes another paper.) Hullo, hullo. (Makes brief note.) Ill play hell with the Stock Exchange.

ALCHEMIST. Master.

SIR ARTHUR. Ha, ha! Lord! Bolivian United. Well, I never.
[Makes note.

ALCHEMIST. Master.

SIR ARTHUR. And Ecuador Guaranteed. Millions!

ALCHEMIST. Master.

SIR ARTHUR. Well.

ALCHEMIST. I have given you your desire, and you have paid me well. Our account is settled. May I go hence?

SIR ARTHUR. Go hence? Yes, if you like.

ALCHEMIST. Thank you, Master; for of all spirits of evil I fear most the spirit of Laughter.

SIR ARTHUR. Yes, you told me that. No ones keeping you. But wait a moment. Wait a moment. Theres one thing Ill give you that youll understand how to use. Wait a moment.

ALCHEMIST. Master, I go not to that city.

SIR ARTHUR. No, its not the City. Wait a moment. Ah, here we have it. The Derby. Aurelian won. You back Aurelian for the Derby. (Writes on a half sheet and gives it to Alchemist.) There. Aurelian for the Derby.

ALCHEMIST. Master, I make no wager, lest in my hour of gain Hahalaba mock me. (He puts paper down on a table.) And Master  

SIR ARTHUR. Well, never mind now. Theres only a few more minutes, and I cant waste them talking. Theyre worth a million a minute.

ALCHEMIST. As you will, Master.

SIR ARTHUR. Well, good-bye then, and thank you very much. (Alchemist tries the door, it is locked.) Ah, the door. Give me a moment and Ill let you out. (He takes key from pocket, but continues reading papers and making notes.) Another of them. Tromkins now. Why cant they keep themselves fit? Mexican Airways Limited! Well, well. (Another note. Hastily turns over papers, making brief notes, till he nears the bottom of the heap.) Yes, yes. Well, thatll be enough. Theres millions in it. Ill let you out now.
[Walks to the door with key in one hand, the last paper in the other.

ALCHEMIST. Thank you, Master, thank you.

SIR ARTHUR. And your friend Hahalaba will find it hard to laugh over this deal, for Im the richest man in England now.

ALCHEMIST. Not yet, Master.

SIR ARTHUR. Well, I soon will be.
[Unlocks door.

ALCHEMIST. And Master. Read no more of these hidden things. It is surely enough. Tempt Hahalaba no further.

SIR ARTHUR. I wont. Ive read all I want. Ive enough knowledge to put against the brains of all the financiers in London.

ALCHEMIST. Then read no further, Master. Put it down.

SIR ARTHUR. That? Do you know what that is? That is to-days paper. January 1st, 1929, the last of the heap. I shall read to-days paper before I go to bed. Were in 1929 now. Well, good-bye, and a happy New Year.

ALCHEMIST. Farewell, Master.
[Exit. Sir Arthur returns to his chair and settles down to the British habit of reading the days Times.

SIR ARTHUR. Nothing of interest. Dull, I suppose, after the other. Hullo! Whats this? What? What? But it cant be! But this is to-days paper! But Im alive! Good God. (With breath coming short he goes to decanter of brandy, pours out, mixes, and drinks. He stands a little steadier, hand to heart now and then.) Bit of a shock that. Read that kind of thing. Silly Jugginses. Who can have been fool enough to invent a yarn like that? Its to-days paper and Im quite well. (But the improvement was only momentary and he rings for Snaggs, then he goes panting to the sofa and lies down.) Bit of a … shock, that.
Enter Snaggs. Goes to Sir Arthur on sofa. All the copies of the Times have vanished.

SNAGGS. Hullo. Whats this has happened? (Goes to table and sees Sir Arthurs notes on half sheets.) Patangas? Mexican Airways? Nothing to account for it there. (Almost absently he crumples them and throws them in the fire; then turns to the business in hand.) Now what should I do? (A glance towards the sofa. Then he goes to the telephone.) Ah, would you please give me the Times. I dont know the number. Yes, the Times Office, please. Is that the Times? Oh, could I speak to the Editor?… Oh, well, perhaps hed do. But its important…. Tell him something sudden…. Oh, yes. Im butler to Sir Arthur Strangways. Mr. Snaggs is my name…. Well, I thought youd like to know Sir Arthur has just died…. Sudden like…. Yes. (Leaving the phone, he passes the other table on which Alchemist had put down his slip. He picks it up and reads.) Aurelian for the Derby. Hes no good.

CURTAIN


PLAYS FOR EARTH AND AIR
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PREFACE

Though the first four plays in this book were written for earth and the rest for air, the first play, Fame Comes Late, has been done on the air, and The Bureau de Change on both air and earth; the rest have all been done in their appropriate element except The Pumpkin and A Matter of Honour, which have never been acted. I think all these plays for the air could be as easily done on the stage, though a little adaptation would be necessary for The Use of Man.

Mr. Sliggens Hour was played where I was not able to rehearse it, and there seems no doubt that it went badly; I read it afterwards in public and it went all right; so I may as well explain the point of it, which may have been missed when it was played. The point is that magic has pronounced that some peoples attitude shall go from one point to another very remote from it in an hour. Everyone knows what magic can do. But in this play you see it doing it. The thing can only be shown in dialogue, and the great change therefore has to be made naturally and gradually, according to the ordinary rules of conversation. There are no violent jumps, and the progress should be made with each line as gently as walking downstairs. Magic has decreed that a man shall move his audience to tears and that they shall laugh at him within the hour. The first downward step is when they praise him, soon they defend him, then they excuse him; and so on.

Probably the future of plays for the air lies with television. At present every character has to be slightly exaggerated, so that the audience shall have no doubt as to who is speaking; even each voice has to be rather unusual, so that it cannot be mistaken for any other voice in the cast. When the audience can see each actor, none of these things will be necessary. Radio plays may even compete with the theatres then; or rather the arm-chair and the fire from which such plays may be watched will compete with the best seat of any theatre in the world.


FAME COMES LATE


DRAMATIS PERSONÆ

Angela
Perdins
Fame


FAME COMES LATE

Angela: Its Mr. Perdins, isnt it?

Perdins: Yes. Yes. My dear, we havent met for forty years.

Angela: Longer than that.

Perdins: Yes, so it is. So, I suppose, it is. I wonder why we let so long go by, without. . . .
She shrugs, hands turned out, and smiles.
Yes I suppose they go by like that.

Angela: You telephoned for me. I have come up from Hern Hill.

Perdins: Yes. Yes. Well, do you remember when I was young, and writing verses, and thinking all the while of Fame?

Angela: Yes. You never thought of anything else.

Perdins: No, I suppose not. And I went on writing verses all these years, and thinking of Fame. And Fame never came.

Angela: No.

Perdins: You remember how I thought of her? Nobody knew but you. Thats why I telephoned to you and asked you to come. And you have come, Angela.

Angela: Yes. What is it?

Perdins: You remember how I pictured her as a Greek goddess; the white robe, the gold trumpet, the sandals and the wreath. No-one but you ever knew that I pictured Fame like that, and believed in her, thinking her real as motors are to a motorist, and believed she would one day come. They would have thought me crazy. But I told you all about it.

Angela: Yes. I remember.

Perdins: You never believed that she would appear to me, appear in bodily form.

Angela: Oh, I dont know.

Perdins: You never believed that.

Angela: I remember telling you once that I believed every word of it.

Perdins: Yes. I know.

Angela: Well. What more do you want?

Perdins: It was enough. More than enough. Those words comforted me for years. And at any rate you didnt think me crazy.

Angela: You know I didnt.

Perdins: And so you had that strange secret; the knowledge that Fame was to me a real real person, and would soon come to see me; very soon, I used to think in those days. I couldnt have imagined waiting for forty years. And what have you been doing all those years, Angela, since we took those separate ways of ours?

Angela: Hadnt you better tell me why you sent for me, Robert?

Perdins: Yes, yes, Angela, I will. I sent for you because there was no-one else in the world who could have understood what I have to tell you. And, and, of course for the pleasure of seeing you.

Angela: Yes, Robert, I know. But why is my understanding so much sharper than others?

Perdins: Because you knew how I thought about Fame. I told you what she looked like. You knew how she dressed. I often used to tell you.

Angela: Well?

Perdins: Well, she has come.

Angela: She has come?

Perdins: At last.

Angela: To you?

Perdins: To me, at last.

Angela: But where?

Perdins: Here, to me.

Angela: Here?

Perdins: She walked through this room.

Angela: When?

Perdins: To-day. An hour ago.

Angela: And, and, she wore the white Greek robe you used to tell me of?

Perdins: Yes.

Angela: With a wreath of bays?

Perdins: Yes.

Angela: On her forehead?

Perdins: Yes.

Angela: And the long gold trumpet?

Perdins: Yes.

Angela: And you saw her?

Perdins: Yes.

Angela: Here, in the room?

Perdins: Yes, she walked through the room.

Angela: Oh. Robert, are you sure?

Perdins: Yes.

Angela: Then arent you glad?

Perdins: Oh, er, yes.

Angela: Oh, Robert, you arent.

Perdins: Why do you say Im not?

Angela: Theres something wrong, Robert. What is it?

Perdins: Oh, nothing. Only, perhaps she wasnt looking quite as she used to look.

Angela: But youd never seen her before.

Perdins: Quite as I expected, I meant.

Angela: And how did you expect her to be.

Perdins: I often told you. Young, beautiful, glorious and fiery.

Angela: But you only saw her for a moment, just while she walked through the room. You may have been mistaken. I shouldnt worry too much.

Perdins: No, I was not mistaken.

Angela: Oh, you might have been. Well, shes gone now.

Perdins: Well, no, you see.

Angela: What do you mean?

Perdins: She hasnt.

Angela: She hasnt gone?

Perdins: No. Shes still here, you see.
Angela(looking round): But, Robert! You dont mean you can see her!

Perdins: Oh, no.

Angela: Then where is she?

Perdins: In the next room.

Angela: In the next room?

Perdins: Yes. In there.

Angela: But; whats she doing?

Perdins: Well, you see; when we were young she was (I know, I know she was) just as I told you, a glorious radiant figure, vital even to fierceness. She was just as I often described her to you in that old garden, in those days, in the evenings. And a voice as lovely as the voices of birds. You remember me reading my verses by that medlar tree in the corner and telling you how she looked.

Angela: Yes, yes.

Perdins: Well, thats how she was then.

Angela: And now?

Perdins: Well, shes in the next room now.

Angela: But why?

Perdins: She had to go in and lie down.

Angela: Lie down?

Perdins: Well, yes, you see, she had walked.

Angela: Walked?

Perdins: Yes and the roads a bit damp to-day.

Angela: Damp?

Perdins: Well, yes, Angela. And the fact is she has to be careful.

Angela: Careful of what?

Perdins: Her health, Angela. You see, her sandals got wet.

Angela: Her sandals?

Perdins: Yes, and Im drying them while she rests.
There they are in the fender, white sandals with golden straps.

Angela: Robert! I cant believe it. I cant believe shes there.

Perdins: You always used to believe me, Angela.

Angela: Yes, when you told of that glorious figure, the goddess with the golden trumpet, and the wreath of bays in her hair, and the flash in her eye. You made me believe you whenever you spoke of her; but an old woman with wet sandals, I cant believe that, not even for you, Robert. I believe the old Robert of forty years ago; not this one.

Perdins: You dont believe shes there?

Angela: No, Robert. I cant.

Perdins: Very well, very well. Just as you like. (He goes to the door and opens it.) Just as you like. (To interior of the next room.) Would you kindly step this way, madam, if you are rested yet.

Fame(off):  Yes, yes. Ill come.
Slow steps, then enter Fame leaning on an ordinary walking-stick.

Perdins (to Angela):  I had to lend her a stick.

Fame (to Perdins):  My sandals, are they dried? (To Angela.) You see, I have to be rather careful now.

Perdins: Yes, madam; they must be quite dry now.

Fame (to Angela):  Its very tiresome, but if I keep them on when theyre in the least wet I only get all tired and cold.

Angela: Yes. Yes, of course.

Fame: So I asked Mr. Perdins to dry them for me.

Angela: Yes, of course; thats much best.

Fame: And now if youll let me just rest on this sofa Ill put them on and get quite rested.

Perdins:  Certainly madam. (To Angela.) So, you see, she has come.

Angela: Yes.

Perdins: There she is.

Angela: I know what a disappointment this must be to you.

Perdins: Oh no.

Angela: I know that it must be, Robert. We all get such disappointments.

Perdins: No, really. You know, all things age. And Fame cannot be now what she was when we both were young. Nothing is, and we cant expect it to be. (Anxiously.) Shes, shes all right, you think?

Angela: Oh, yes. Shes only resting.

Perdins: Well, you see, we cant expect it. I mean we cant expect her to be always what I know she was then. I know that nothing would ever have tired her then.

Angela: I know. But Im sorry.

Perdins: Youre sure shes all right? Shes looking very pale.

Angela: I think shes only tired.

Perdins: Well, if shes been looking for me all these years she must have had a long way to come.

Angela: Its a great disappointment, Robert; but I know youll face it.

Perdins: Oh, yes, of course Ill face it. Its only the disappointment coming on top of the excitement of seeing her, the two things all in one day; it makes a bit of a strain on ones resources.

Angela: Yes, I know.

Perdins: So Ill rest a little too.

Angela: Yes, thats right. And Ill look after her. You lie down there.

Perdins: Yes. Yes, I will for a bit.

Angela: Thats right. And dont get up till youre better. I must go over to her.

Perdins: Thanks, yes. . . . I, I, its been a good deal of a strain. Too much, perhaps.
But she hardly hears, for she is suddenly alarmed by the pallor of Fame, and goes to her.
Perdins breathes heavily and grows worse.
I think, you know Angela, I think, you know, I thought too much of Fame. Forgive me, Angela. (He dies.)

Angela: Never mind Robert. Never mind now.
Then she bends anxiously over Fame. But Fame is rapidly regaining health and youth. In fact she covertly removes a mask. Angela turns and sees Perdins dead. She runs over to him.
(To Fame.) Oh come and help. Come and help. You arent too old to help.

Fame: Old? I have many moods. (She comes over and takes her wreath from her head.) That was only one of my moods. (She puts it on Perdins head. She is young and beautiful.) I am not old. I am immortal.
She lifts her trumpet and sounds peals from it, while Angela looks up in almost happy wonder.

Curtain


A MATTER OF HONOUR


DRAMATIS PERSONÆ

Sir John
The Nurse
Sir Algernon Griggs
Mr. Smew


A MATTER OF HONOUR

Scene:  The bedroom of a dying man.

Time:  Late 19th century.

Nurse(in door):  Good-bye, Doctor.

Sir John: Is he gone?

Nurse: Yes, Sir John.

Sir John: Thats good. Whats the time?

Nurse: Five to twelve.

Sir John: Nurse, how long have I got?

Nurse: Oh, come, come.

Sir John: How long have I got?

Nurse: But you mustnt take that gloomy view.

Sir John: Have I got twenty minutes?

Nurse: Of course you have, if only you wont worry yourself.

Sir John: A man cant help doing that, if his minds not at ease.

Nurse: Now you mustnt be thinking of little worries.

Sir John: Its no trifle.

Nurse: Isnt it? I was speaking to the vicar yesterday, and he promised to come round at one oclock. Will you have a talk with him? Hes very understanding.

Sir John: The vicar? No, no. Hes not a man of the world. Hed never understand.

Nurse: A talk with him might ease your mind.

Sir John: No, no. Hed never understand. Its a delicate point, and few men whose opinion Id ask. But isnt it twelve yet?

Nurse: No, not yet, Sir John.

Sir John: Look out of the window, would you, Nurse? And tell me if you see two men coming.
She goes.

Nurse: Not yet, Sir John.

Sir John: There is no one more punctilious than Griggs. He promised to come at twelve. Your watch must be wrong.

Nurse: Its not twelve yet, Sir John.

Sir John: But you should see them coming by now. Theyd never be late, either of them. Griggs word, small things or great, he never broke it. You see him?

Nurse: Not yet, Sir John. Yes, yes, I do. Two gentlemen walking.

Sir John: I told you so, Nurse. I had his word for it.

Nurse: Yes, theyre both coming up to the door.

Sir John: Nurse, never mind my poor body. Theres a weight on my mind. We must try and get that off first. So leave me, will you, for a little while when they come.

Nurse: Ill be in the next room, Sir John.

Sir John: Thank you, nurse, thank you.

Nurse: And hell put your mind at ease.

Sir John: I hope so, nurse. Hell tell me one way or the other. But hes so straight himself, that if its the other, hell say it; even now.

Nurse: How nice to have a friend like that.

Sir John: Straight as a die.

Nurse: Is he really?

Sir John: Both of them.

Nurse: But you will see the vicar afterwards, wont you?

Sir John: Well, well see. Well see what Sir Algernon can do for me.
Enter Sir Algernon Griggs and Mr. Smew.
Sir John (to Sir Algernon): My dear old boy. (To Smew.) My dear Arthur.

Sir Algernon: Well, well.

Sir John: Algy old boy, I asked you to come. And you, Arthur.

Sir Algernon: And glad to come, my dear boy. But sorry to see you like this.

Smew: Yes, yes indeed.

Sir John: Well never mind that. One has to go. Never mind that, so long as ones lived straight.

Sir Algernon: None straighter, old boy, none straighter.

Smew: None straighter.

Sir John: Thats the point.

Sir Algernon: Eh?

Sir John: Thats why I sent for you. I want to ask you, old man.

Sir Algernon: Eh?

Sir John: You remember that Bishops wife?

Sir Algernon: He-he-he. Yes, indeed. She beat you old boy. (To Smew.) It was his only defeat wasnt it? But she beat you. Even the greatest conquerors you know. . . .

Sir John: You remember how you bet me two hundred and fifty each, that she would defeat me.

Sir Algernon: Yes, yes. And we had a dinner on your five hundred.

Smew: Yes, it was a dinner.

Sir Algernon: That was in the summer of the year, let me see.

Sir John: And you remember that if I won I was to give my word of honour that it was so, to you two alone.

Sir Algernon: Yes, yes, of course. The only way to decide it.

Sir John: Of course; it was the only way.

Sir Algernon: Well you lost your bet, old man, and you paid up at once. Whats the matter?

Sir John: I gave my word of honour to tell you if I won.

Sir Algernon: Yes, yes. But you didnt.

Smew: My dear old boy, it was your only defeat.

Sir John: She was so horrified, so downcast, so sad; that I somehow got the idea that no-one should know of it.

Sir Algernon: My dear old boy, what are you talking of? You lost your bet, you paid up and we had that dinner.

Sir John: No, I won it really.

Sir Algernon: You won it?

Sir John: Yes, shes dead now, I read that she died three years ago; and I won it really.

Sir Algernon: You won it?

Smew: Won it really?

Sir John: Now I was bound in honour to tell you, for the purpose of winning your money. If I gave up the money was I still bound? I fear I was. I cant work it out; my minds not clear enough, and theres this great weight on it.

Smew: Of course not, old boy.
Sir Algernon (to Smew): Its a knotty question.

Sir John: I know you will tell me the truth; fully and not just. . . .

Sir Algernon: As it is a point of honour I must. (To Smew.) Id like to talk it over with you for a moment. You see I never met a case quite like. . . .
Sir Algernon and Smew walk to window, stand close and talk low. And so some moments pass.

Sir John: Dont be too long, old boy. There isnt so much time as all that.

Sir Algernon: No, we wont be a moment.
A little more time elapses. Sir Algernon and Smew return smiling from the window.
Well, old boy, Im glad to tell you the case is like this.

Sir John: Its all right is it, Algy?

Sir Algernon: In my opinion its like this.

Sir John: Theres no-one in the world whose opinion Id take before yours.

Smew: No, no indeed.

Sir Algernon: Well, its like this. In the matter of a bet one must go by the strict letter. Theres no other way. And this was a bet. But then your word of honour was definitely brought into it. And as a matter of honour is more important than a bet, we must treat it as a matter of honour. Now in such a matter the spirit counts before everything.

Sir John: Yes, thats so.

Sir Algernon: Well the spirit of the arrangement was that you should tell us what really happened in order to get the money. When you let the money slide you were free of your obligation.

Sir John: Are you certain sure, Algy?

Sir Algernon: Absolutely.

Smew: Both of us.

Sir John: Then I die a man of honour.

Sir Algernon: As you have always lived, old man.

Smew: As you have always lived.
Handshakes and silent farewells. Exeunt. Sir John lies still.

Sir John(feebly):  Nurse. (She hurries in.) Nurse.

Nurse: Yes.

Sir John: Tell (she bends anxiously nearer to get the message)  Tell that vicar  

Nurse: Yes? Yes?

Sir John: He can go to hell. (Dies.)

Curtain


MR. SLIGGENS HOUR


DRAMATIS PERSONÆ

Mrs. Upshott (Housekeeper at the Vicarage)
Mr. Sliggen (The Vicar)
The Dark Stranger
The Bishop of Weald and Wold
Mrs. Beltham (his Wife)
Mr. Meedle (his Chaplain)
Sir Edwin Martrap (the Squire of Amber)
Mrs. Muncheon } Important
Mr. and Mrs. Pursnip } Parishioners


MR. SLIGGENS HOUR

Scene:  The Vicarage at Amber-in-the-Downs. The Vicars study.
The Vicar enters wearing his surplice (or a coat or waterproof). He takes it off and hangs it on a peg, then sits at his writing-table with paper before him, and one or two books of reference. But in spite of intense concentration the writing is going badly. And either considerable noise is coming in from the kitchen, or the Vicar thinks it is. He rises and opens the door in the left-hand wall (audiences left) and calls:

Vicar: Mrs. Upshott. Mrs. Upshott.

Mrs. Upshott: Yes, sir.

Vicar: Would you mind coming here for a minute.

Mrs. Upshott: Not at all, sir.
Enter Mrs. Upshott.

Vicar: I want to ask you as a favour, as a very special favour, to make as little noise as you possibly can.

Mrs. Upshott: Noise, sir?

Vicar: Yes, as little as possible.

Mrs. Upshott: Well, sir. . . .

Vicar: You see, I have a sermon to prepare for to-morrow, that calls for the very greatest effort, and I find it very hard to concentrate when I am continually interrupted. I feel it to be of the very greatest importance that the sermon I preach to-morrow should be the best of which I am capable.

Mrs. Upshott: You forget that the bishop is coming, sir.

Vicar: No, Mrs. Upshott, indeed I dont forget it. It has been on my mind all the week. And my sermon is less than half finished.

Mrs. Upshott: You must have forgotten it, sir, if you want me to stop my work. And I dont think you know how many will be coming in here besides his lordship, at 5.30.

Vicar: Yes I think I do, Mrs. Upshott. But we can see about that when the time comes.

Mrs. Upshott: Can we indeed, sir? Just make the tea and let them have it without any sugary cakes or any extra milk! Theyd be like a cage-full of roaring lions.

Vicar: Really, Mrs. Upshott.

Mrs. Upshott: They would, sir. They would indeed. The bishop and all.

Vicar: I can hardly picture the bishop giving expression to annoyance in any form over trifles.

Mrs. Upshott: Thats because you dont have to get the tea-things ready, sir. But I know what gentlemen like, and I know what theyre like when they dont get it. And the bigger they are the angrier they get.

Vicar: Well, Mrs. Upshott, my sermon has to come first; so, if youd be as quiet as you can for an hour.

Mrs. Upshott: The bishop wont mind about the sermon, sir, so long as he gets his tea. But just to please you Ill be as quiet as I can.

Vicar: Thank you, Mrs. Upshott, and Im going to lock the door so that I cant be disturbed by anyone. And would you lock that one (points R.) so that no-one can come in anywhere.

Mrs. Upshott: Oh, no-one comes that way, sir.

Vicar: Never mind; well have it locked.
She locks it. Exit L. Vicar then locks that one also. He returns to his table, but inspiration does not come. After a while the Dark Stranger slips from behind the surplice that hangs on the wall and walks slowly towards the Vicar from behind. As he wears no boots or shoes his black socks make no sound. There is no light in the room but two candles beside the Vicars ink-pot. He reaches the Vicars elbow.

Vicar: Hullo! What do you want?

Dark Stranger: I want to help you.

Vicar: But how did you get in?

Dark Stranger: Excuse me, but shall we not discuss relevant things instead of trivial? You need help, do you not?

Vicar: Perhaps. But how did you get in?

Dark Stranger: As you wish. But is not help of more importance than the direction from which it comes?

Vicar: How do you know I want help?

Dark Stranger: Is it not more important whether I am wrong or right, than how I come to be right?

Vicar: I never said I did want help. And I dont know how you got in.

Dark Stranger: I beg your pardon. If you dont want help I was mistaken, and I was wrong to come in from any direction. I beg your pardon and I will go at once; though I might have helped you.

Vicar: How could you have helped me?

Dark Stranger: Ah. That is a most relevant question, most strictly to the point. I have the power to help you.

Vicar: But how do you know what I want?

Dark Stranger: I have the power to know.

Vicar: A very curious statement. I dont see how you can know, and I dont see how you can help me. I have a sermon to write, and I only know of one way in which you can help me.

Dark Stranger: By going away?
Vicar nods.
And yet you werent doing so well before I came. Your sermon, if you will, may move all who hear it to tears.

Vicar: Even . . . ?

Dark Stranger: Even the bishop.

Vicar: But you cant do that.

Dark Stranger: I have the power to do it.

Vicar: You? You have the power?

Dark Stranger: Yes.

Vicar: And the power to know what I am thinking?

Dark Stranger: Yes.
Vicar(growing more uneasy): And the power to enter through locked doors?

Dark Stranger: Yes.

Vicar: Then, if that is true, if that is true, then I know what you demand in exchange. I know, and youll never get it. Never! Never! Never!

Dark Stranger: And what do I ask in exchange?

Vicar: My salvation.

Dark Stranger: Ha. Ha. Ha. My dear sir, really. Do you think I have only one price for everything? Like Woolworths? Shall I tell you all I ask in exchange?
Vicar(grimly prepared for the worst): Well?

Dark Stranger: Merely that within an hour your sermon shall be derided by all who heard it.

Vicar: But you said it would move them to tears.

Dark Stranger: Yes, every one.

Vicar: But they cant deride it after that.

Dark Stranger: They will.

Vicar: Well, let them; if once I have touched them to tears. If once I have moved their hearts like that.

Dark Stranger: You shall.

Vicar: And the bishop?

Dark Stranger: He with all the rest.

Vicar: To tears, mind you.

Dark Stranger: They shall weep every one.

Vicar: They cant deride it after that.
The Dark Stranger shrugs his shoulders, turning out his hands, and smiles.
But whatever they do, I shall have had my hour.

Dark Stranger: You will have had your hour.

Vicar: Then I accept your bargain.
Twice the Dark Stranger waves his arm.

Dark Stranger: It shall be as I said.
He vanishes as best he can.
Vicar(sits a long while, with the paper before him): I wonder if I have done right. (Suddenly he writes rapidly.)
Darkness falls, and when it is light again there are tea and sugary buns on the table, and many more chairs, and it is 5.30 p.m. next day.
Mrs. Upshott is busy with the tea-table, and attending with the greatest interest to every detail of the approaching entertainment, though she is weeping copiously.
Enter the Bishop and Mrs. Beltham, with Mrs. Muncheon, Sir Edwin Martrap, Mr. and Mrs. Pursnip and Mr. Meedle, the Bishops chaplain.

Mrs. Upshott: Oh, my lord, Im afraid Mr. Sliggen will be a little late. Theres so many people congratulating him. They wont let him come.

Bishop: Never mind. Never mind.

Mrs. Upshott: Coming away from the vestry they hemmed him in.

Bishop: Never mind.

Mrs. Upshott: So I just ran on and came here, and I hope youll begin. Im not ashamed to cry, you see; Im not ashamed to.

Bishop: No. Never mind.
The Bishop, tho much more restrainedly, is crying too, as are the whole party. He sits down mopping his eyes and nose and gives a last snuffle.
Well, we must pull ourselves together.
The Bishops Chaplain first, and the rest more gradually, get control of their tears, but the cakes are handed round in a rather lugubrious silence. The Dark Stranger appears at the window, peering in expectantly, almost anxiously, till the Bishop speaks. None of them can see him.
An impressive sermon.
The Dark Stranger seems satisfied, and disappears.

Mrs. Muncheon: Oh, very.
Squire (to Mrs. Beltham): It was a very good sermon. Wasnt it?

Mrs. Beltham: Yes, very good.

Mrs. Pursnip: I thought so too.

Mrs. Beltham: Oh yes, it was quite.

Mrs. Pursnip: Yes, thats what I thought. (To Chaplain.) Dont you agree, Mr. Meedle?

Chaplain: Yes, entirely.
There have been far more buns and tea than conversation.
Mr. Pursnip (to Chaplain): I thought it was quite good.

Chaplain: Yes, wasnt it.

Squire: He used some good phrases.

Mrs. Beltham: Yes, didnt he?

Mrs. Pursnip: Yes, I noticed that.

Mrs. Beltham: Yes, several times.
Mrs. Pursnip (to Chaplain): I like a good phrase.

Chaplain: Oh yes. They have their uses.

Mr. Pursnip: I rather like the way he wound up.

Chaplain: Oh yes, he wasnt a bit too long.

Mr. Pursnip: No, not a word.

Chaplain: But very often they are, you know.

Mr. Pursnip: Yes, I suppose you often hear too much of a sermon.

Chaplain: Oh, yes, a sermon should never be too long.

Bishop: I should say, I should say, that this young man would do well.

Mrs. Muncheon: Oh I am so glad to hear you say that.

Bishop: Yes, I think so.

Mrs. Muncheon: I am so glad, because Ive quite got to like him.

Bishop: A clever sermon is often of great help to a young man, because it gives him confidence.

Mrs. Muncheon: And it was a clever sermon?

Bishop: Oh, I am sure of it.

Mrs. Muncheon: And it was a good sermon, do you think? I mean, in the true sense.

Bishop: Oh, I hope so. I hope so, indeed.

Squire: I hope weve got a good preacher in young Mr. Sliggen. What do you think Mrs. Beltham?

Mrs. Beltham: Oh, I should say so.

Squire: Well Im glad of that, because the last one we had . . . oh, thank you. (Takes a sugary cake from Mrs. Upshott.)

Mrs. Beltham: Oh, I expect hell be all right.

Mrs. Pursnip: We are the people that suffer when they arent.

Mrs. Beltham: Oh, I expect hell be all right.

Mrs. Pursnip: I do hope so.

Chaplain: I think I can promise you that hell do quite well.

Mrs. Pursnip: Well, Im glad of that, because you cant think what it is when you have to hear a dull sermon every Sunday.

Chaplain: No. I hope you wont have to.

Bishop: Its always an anxiety with young clergymen to know how theyll do.

Mrs. Muncheon: I do hope Mr. Sliggen will turn out a good preacher.

Bishop: I think so. I think so.

Mrs. Muncheon: It must always be an anxiety to you till youre sure.

Bishop: It is. It is. Thank you. (He takes a sugary bun from Mrs. Upshott.)
Squire (to Mrs. Beltham): I dont know what well do if he turns out to be no better at sermons than the last vicar we had.

Mrs. Beltham: Oh I think he is a better preacher than Mr. Steggles was.

Squire: Im very glad to hear you say so.

Mrs. Beltham: Though I shouldnt like to say for certain. After all, Mr. Steggles was a man of experience.

Squire: Yes, yes. And Mr. Sliggens quite young.

Mrs. Beltham: Im afraid so.

Squire: Well, well do what we can to help him on a bit.

Mrs. Beltham: Im sure you will.

Squire: And he must do what he can to fit himself for his work.

Mrs. Beltham: Im sure he will, as far as his capacity goes.

Squire: Yes, that of course is the trouble.

Mrs. Beltham: He cant do more can he?

Squire: Oh no. Im not unreasonable.

Mrs. Beltham: No, I know you will make every allowance for him.
The Squire nods comfortingly. Mrs. Upshott whose sobs have continued longest has now ceased, and she catches with a quick ear the trend against Sliggen. At this point, where the last of the praise has utterly died away, the Dark Stranger appears at the window smiling, unseen by any. By another wave of his hand he seems to encourage further progress towards the end of his bargain, and disappears again.
Mr. Pursnip (to Chaplain): Was he right, do you think, to use that pause that he made, in order to get his effect?

Chaplain: Ill ask. Ill ask the Bishop. (He rises and walks over to the Bishop.) Mr. Pursnip wanted to know, my lord, whether Mr. Sliggen was justified in making use of that rather unexpected pause.

Bishop: I shouldnt do it myself. I can only say that I shouldnt do it myself.

Chaplain: I am sure that your lordship would not.

Bishop: I never have.

Chaplain: No, indeed not. (He returns to Mr. Pursnip.) You heard what his lordship said. I am entirely of his opinion, though I cannot cloak my opinions with the charity that is always over all his lordships.

Mr. Pursnip: A clergyman that plays tricks on his congregation is perhaps hardly worthy of charity.

Chaplain: His lordship is charitable, really to everyone.

Mr. Pursnip: I admire his charity. I admire it myself. Only I cannot imitate it when I am annoyed. To me it is annoying to have been tricked as we have been.

Chaplain: I can quite sympathize with your feelings.

Mr. Pursnip: Do you not share them?

Chaplain: I try to be tolerant. I always try to be as tolerant as I can.

Mr. Pursnip: Thats all very christian of course. But I dont like being made a fool of.

Chaplain:  No, naturally. (To Mrs. Pursnip.) I am sure that the bishop much regrets any theatricalism that Mr. Sliggen may have made use of.

Mrs. Pursnip: Theatricalism wasnt the word for it!

Chaplain: No, he certainly went a bit too far.

Mrs. Pursnip: A bit too far.

Chaplain: I very much regret it.
Mrs. Pursnip (to Mrs. Beltham): Mr. Meedle says that Mr. Sliggen went a bit too far.

Mrs. Beltham: Mr. Meedle is very charitable. The dear bishop himself is not more so.

Mrs. Pursnip: I suppose if I were more charitable I should feel less of a fool.

Mrs. Beltham: Oh, Mrs. Pursnip, how can you say such a thing?

Mrs. Pursnip: Weve been made fools of, Mrs. Beltham.

Mrs. Beltham: By no means, Mrs. Pursnip, by no means. You were all most long-suffering while Mr. Sliggen exposed your feelings to those rather regrettable devices. I assure you he will not do it again. But you have been most tolerant and most restrained through the whole, I dont know what to call it, the whole exhibition.

Mrs. Pursnip: Its very kind of you to say so.

Mrs. Beltham:  Oh, but I mean it. (To Squire.) I do hope, Sir Edwin, that you dont feel that the Bishop had any part whatever in, in what happened this evening.

Squire: I? Oh, no. You mean the sermon. He did rather catch us out sometimes, didnt he?

Mrs. Beltham: Oh, it was dreadful.

Squire: Well, do you know, Mrs. Beltham, if anyone makes a fool of me, I laugh. The other man is sure to do it if I dont. So I do it myself, and enjoy any humour that there may happen to be in it. Ha. Ha.

Mrs. Beltham: Its a very generous way to take it.

Squire: Not a bit. It does us good to be made fools of now and again. It makes us sharper. Ha. Ha. Ha.
Mrs. Muncheon looks to see what he is laughing at.
Im laughing at those tricks that Sliggen played on us. If Im made a fool of, someone is bound to laugh. It may as well be me.

Mrs. Muncheon: Thats a very good way to take it. Ive just been feeling that I could never go into that church again after the way Id been taken in by all his tricks.

Squire: No, no. Just laugh.

Mrs. Muncheon: Well he was really very silly.

Squire: Very silly indeed.
Mrs. Muncheon laughs.

Mr. Pursnip: He fooled the lot of us.
He laughs too. Of those that are not now laughing with the Squire, Mrs. Beltham and the Chaplain are smiling as broadly as they think is permissible; indeed the Chaplain is laughing softly. Even the Bishop is smiling a little. Mrs. Pursnip alone is looking sore and angry. She looks from face to face, then suddenly breaks into laughter, even the louder for her delay.

Bishop: Yes, I am afraid he tricked us.
Mrs. Upshott is happy to see the party so merry and adds her own quiet titters. The door opens and the uproar is hastily stifled, but the recent laughter is as unmistakable as would be a fire on the carpet that they had just put out.
Enter Vicar. He was coming in humble before the great congratulations that he thought he was about to receive. He stares from face to face, while no one speaks, being busy with the suppression of their laughter. Then in the silence is heard a long laugh off.

Vicar: Whos that laughing?
But no one else has heard it.

Bishop: No. No, I heard nothing.

Chaplain: No. I cant hear it.

Vicar: Listen. (Another peal.) There.

Chaplain: I hear nothing. Do you?
Mr. Pursnip(almost laughing): No.
They honestly dont hear it. The Vicar stands long in thoughtful silence; then sits down.

Vicar: Then, lets all laugh!
He laughs rather bitterly, and they as though rather enjoying the joke that has been played on them. The Chaplain with hearty laughs goes up and slaps him on the back.

Curtain


THE PUMPKIN


DRAMATIS PERSONÆ

Larchet
Keddle
Mrs. Larchet
Allen
Madget


THE PUMPKIN

Scene:  A green in Kent, by a roadside. Along the left of the stage (audiences left), runs the hedge of Larchets garden.
Larchet is standing by the wicket. Keddle, a small farmer, passes across the green carrying a pumpkin.

Larchet: Thats rather a big pumpkin, Keddle.

Keddle: Rather a big pumpkin, sir? Science and all that, I know you know a lot about them.

Larchet: Well? And what if I do, Keddle?

Keddle: Well, sir, I always say a man may know a lot about science, and yet, if youll excuse my saying so . . .

Larchet: Oh, say what you like. Out with it.

Keddle: Well. And know nothing about a pumpkin.

Larchet: Nothing, Keddle?

Keddle: Not if you thinks this is rather a big pumpkin, sir.

Larchet: Yes, I should have said very big.

Keddle: You certainly should, sir.

Larchet: Very big indeed.

Keddle: You should indeed, sir.

Larchet: But Ill tell you one thing about a pumpkin that you dont know.

Keddle: Not about pumpkins, sir.

Larchet: Oh yes I can.

Keddle: About pumpkins, sir? Ive given my life to them.

Larchet: I can tell you something about that very pumpkin youve got there.

Keddle: This pumpkin, sir?

Larchet: Yes, and its this; that if a scientist were to release a certain power that there is in that pumpkin; the whole of it; a power that there is in what we call the atom; we should get enough force from it to light and warm all these houses, and to run all the trains to London, and to warm all the valley for that matter; for a hundred years.

Keddle: From this pumpkin, sir?

Larchet: Yes.

Keddle: Well, well.

Larchet: Thats what a scientist can tell you about a pumpkin.

Keddle: Well, Id never have thought it.
Exit Keddle.
Enter Mrs. Larchet through gate.

Larchet: Ive just been telling Keddle something about a pumpkin.

Mrs. Larchet: Yes, Im sure you have. And Im quite sure you didnt mention to him the very faintest possibility of buying one. Im sure you didnt tell Keddle wed no vegetables in the house. And the reason you didnt tell him that was that the idea never crossed your mind. And if such an idea ever had presented itself to you, youd never have thought it mattered.

Larchet: Why no. I never did.

Mrs. Larchet: And how often did I tell you we hadnt a vegetable left in the house?

Larchet: Well, I never thought of it.

Mrs. Larchet: Because you cant think about anything nearer than the planet Neptune.

Larchet: I wasnt thinking of the planet Neptune at all. You dont understand. Theres a new planet been discovered far beyond Neptune. Its the greatest discovery that astronomers have made in our lifetime. One cant help thinking about it sometimes.

Mrs. Larchet: Well, thats further off still.

Larchet: Yes, I said it was.

Mrs. Larchet: And where are we going to get vegetables from.

Larchet: Ill buy some.

Mrs. Larchet: Where? From the new planet?

Larchet: No, from, from some suitable place.

Mrs. Larchet: But where?

Larchet: Oh, I dont know. (Shouting.) Keddle! Keddle!
Keddles voice is heard answering.

Mrs. Larchet: Now you know what you want him for?

Larchet: Yes.

Mrs. Larchet: I wonder.
Exit Mrs. Larchet.
Enter Keddle.

Larchet: Oh, Keddle.

Keddle: Yes, sir.

Larchet: We wanted some vegetables.

Keddle: Did you, sir?

Larchet: Yes. Er, how much, how much is that pumpkin?

Keddle: Couldnt sell that, sir. Its for the harvest festival.

Larchet: But I must have vegetables. I must get something. Would a pound buy it?

Keddle: I hardly think as it would sir, being as its for the harvest festival.

Larchet: Well, would £5 buy it?

Keddle: Five pounds?

Larchet: Yes. I see its a large pumpkin. Would £5 buy it? You see its about all I have on me.

Keddle: Five pounds, sir?

Larchet: Yes.

Keddle: Well £5 might.

Larchet: Well, there it is; (gives a £5 note) and if you feel its enough for the pumpkin, why then you can let me have it.
Keddle takes the pumpkin down off his shoulder and folds up the fiver and puts it in an inner pocket and buttons up his jacket. Larchet picks up the pumpkin.
Well, thanks very much. (Exit to house.)
Keddle, who has not spoken, now expresses himself with a smile and a wink. And as the huge joke of getting a fiver for a pumpkin pervades his inner being he smiles a wider smile.
Enter Allen riding or dismounting from a bicycle, just having struggled to the top of a steep hill. Keddle is now leering right into his face.

Keddle: Beg your pardon, sir.
Allen stares.
No, its not me thats dotty, sir; but a gent has just given me a fiver for a pumpkin.

Allen: A fiver? Good price that.

Keddle: Hes dotty, sir. Do you know what he wants it for?

Allen: Wants a pumpkin for? You eat em, dont you?

Keddle: He doesnt, sir. He wants it to warm the valley with for a hundred years, and run all our trains to London.

Allen: How?

Keddle: How? Something about an atom he said, sir. Been reading fairy-stories, I expect, till theyve turned his head. And even in fairy-stories I never heard of anyone making more than a coach out of a pumpkin.

Allen: Whats his name?

Keddle: Larchet, sir.

Allen: Will you think me dotty too if I tell you something?

Keddle: You, sir? No, never. I know a healthy young gentleman by his face, when I see one. A sickly-looking gent he is, and getting old. Got more good blood in your face than he has in his whole body.

Allen: Well, Ill tell you something then.

Keddle: And whats that, sir?

Allen: He can do it.

Keddle: He can do it? You a London gentleman, sir?

Allen: Yes, a student. Science has been on the verge of it for years, and we might find it at any moment. Wouldnt surprise me a bit. But if a man like Larchet says he can do it, he can. He isnt dotty.

Keddle: Know him, sir?

Allen: No. But I know his name. And if he said he was going to do it he will. Its not a bit surprising.

Keddle: Well, well.

Allen: He lectured to us once.

Keddle: And all out of my old pumpkin.
Exit, scratching his head.
Enter Madget, leading a bicycle.

Madget: You would ride up.

Allen: Well, I got here.

Madget: So did I. Bit warm, arent you?

Allen: Oh, cooling off. I just heard a very interesting thing.

Madget: Whats that?

Allen: Theyve found how to release the atom.

Madget: A village yarn.

Allen: No. Its Larchet.

Madget: Larchet here?

Allen: Yes he lives in Kent somewhere.

Madget: My God.

Allen: Itll be pretty interesting. Weve heard lectures about it for years. Now well see it.

Madget: Oh, the fool, the fool.

Allen: Who? Larchet?

Madget: Yes, the damned half-wit. Why cant he leave things alone?

Allen: It wont do any harm, will it?

Madget: Harm? Listen. Sit down. (They sit.) Youll grant I know something of science.

Allen: A good two years more than I do. But then Larchet knows thirty years more.

Madget: Now listen. Ive studied astronomy, while you stuck to the affairs of our old earth. Consequently youve never seen it.

Allen: Never seen what?

Madget: Never seen the effect of monkeying with the atom.

Allen: Have you?

Madget: Yes, often.

Allen: Seen it?

Madget: Im pretty sure I have.

Allen: Well?

Madget: Nova after nova. The centuries blaze with them. One every few years.

Allen: New stars you mean.

Madget: The sudden flare up of an old one. Ive studied those things. Ive worked out theories, and never have I found any theory that could account for it, except one.

Allen: When a star goes from the tenth magnitude to the first, you mean; and then dies away again?

Madget: Exactly. Theres never been a passing star that collided, so far as anyone ever observed. Theres never been any reason for that sudden increase of heat, that world-wide explosion, except one. My theory accounts for it. And I never knew any other even to challenge it.

Allen: And what is your theory?

Madget: Monkeying with the atom.

Allen: The atom? But who?

Madget: Some complacent fool there like Larchet.

Allen: But . . .

Madget: Do you think were the only intelligent life in the universe? Do you think that one of the tribes on the third planet, that swings round a fourth-rate star, is the only intelligence in the Universe. Do you really, Allen?

Allen: Well, no. Then whats your theory?

Madget: Simply that life is the purpose for which the planets swim; and of course all stars have planets. At any rate thats the nature of the only star we know. And after life has been going for so many million years it gets stale, and self-conscious, and fretful. One day it gets too clever, and that is the end. Never mind: it all starts over again.

Allen: But how does it end?

Madget: Simply by being too clever. And, by every theory Ive tested, the same way every time.

Allen: And what is that?

Madget: I told you: monkeying with the atom: some clever fool like Larchet.

Allen: But how does that do it?

Madget: Why, if you release the atoms of a baked bean you release a colossal force. You upset a system. Do you think the other atoms are going to sit still and look on? As well try to confine an international war to Serbia.

Allen: The whole world, do you mean?

Madget: Not only that, but our whole system. It would shatter the other planets: the sun would simply become a nova.

Allen: And all because of Larchet.

Madget: All because wed grown too clever, and our time was up.

Allen: By Gad, I believe youre right. But theres a little good horse-sense left in the world yet. Ive got a little for one. Hes going to do it with a pumpkin; well stop him.

Madget: Where is he?

Allen: I dont know. But we can raise the village against him. Theyll know. They dont much like him either, from what I could gather. Too clever for them; thats their good horse-sense again. And it will save the world all right. Hi, Hi, Hi. Hullo. Hi. You shout too, Madget.

Madget: I will. Hi. Hi.
Enter Keddle.

Keddle: Hullo, Mister.

Allen: My friend here agrees with what I told you about that pumpkin, but he thinks it will smash things up. You must get hold of him and stop it. It isnt safe.

Keddle: Thats all very well, sir, but . . .

Allen: But what?

Keddle: I got a fiver for that pumpkin.

Allen: Oh, is that all? You dont understand. It would smash everything. It would be the end of the world.

Keddle: Still; I got a fiver for it.

Allen: Suppose we must buy it from him.

Madget: Yes.

Allen: Can we afford it?

Madget: What? To save the solar system?

Allen: Well give you your fiver, if youll find Mr. Larchet for us.

Keddle: If the pumpkins to be given back Ill want my fair profit.

Allen: Yes. All right, all right.

Keddle: Well, he lives there, sir. Wait a moment, Ill get a few pals. (Shouting.) Hi. Come over here a few of you. Theres dirty work going on. Come over here. Better bring your pitchforks. Come on.

Allen: Have you got a fiver on you?

Madget: No, I havent.

Allen: No, nor have I.

Madget: What shall we do?

Allen: Leave him these bicycles as a pledge, and go down to the village and telegraph.

Keddle: Hi. Come on. Hurry up with those pitchforks.

Allen: Were leaving you our bicycles till we can get the money.

Keddle: All right, Mister. (Shouting.) Hi. Hi. Come on Bill. Be quick. That Mr. Larchets got hold of my pumpkin. And hes going to do something tricky with it. Going to pretty well smash up the world with it. Come on Bill.

Bill(off):  Aye. Im coming.

Keddle: Come on Charlie. Come on. That Mr. Larchets going to smash up the world with my pumpkin. Come and get it away from him.

Charlie(off):  All right. Well get it.

Another Voice(off):  Hi. Whats the matter?

Keddle: That Mr. Larchets got my pumpkin.

Voice: Well have it off him.

Keddle: Come on, Fred.
Enter Mrs. Larchet.

Mrs. Larchet: Whats all this noise?

Keddle: I want my pumpkin back, Mum.

Mrs. Larchet: Why?

Keddle: Mr. Larchet, hes going to do no good with it.

Mrs. Larchet: Going to do no good with it? How do you know?

Keddle: Cause a London gentleman told me.

Mrs. Larchet: A London gentleman? What does he know about it?

Keddle: Oh, he knew all right.

Mrs. Larchet: Do you believe any strangers word against Mr. Larchet.

Keddle: Mr. Larchet told me the same thing himself, Mum.

Mrs. Larchet: Youre talking sheer nonsense.

Keddle: Am I, Mum? Am I? Well, do you know what he paid me for that pumpkin? Look here, Mum. (He shows fiver. She stares.) Yes a fiver. That was for no honest work. A fiver for a pumpkin, indeed! (To Men off.) Come on boys. (To Her.) Hes up to no good with it.

Mrs. Larchet: Wait a minute, Ill get it for you.
Exit.

Keddle: Come on boys. Cant take no chances, or that pumpkinll be the end of the world. Come on. Slip round to the back of his house, Bill. And if you meet him; yes, round that way; if you catch him coming out of the back, just tell him hes not going to smash up the world with my pumpkin. Well see he dont.
Enter Mr. and Mrs. Larchet. He carrying the pumpkin.

Larchet: Whats all this shouting about the pumpkin. I dont want it. Take it to the Harvest Festival.
It is Mrs. Larchet that secures the return of the fiver.

Keddle: The Harvest Festival, sir? Not now I wouldnt. A pumpkin thats nearly been the end of the world? I wouldnt be so wicked.

Curtain


THE USE OF MAN


DRAMATIS PERSONÆ

1st Foxhunter
2nd Foxhunter
Lord Gorse
Mr. Pelby, M.F.H.
Dick (Lord Gorses Son)
Diana (a hunting lady)
A Travelling Spirit
The Spirits of the Dog, the Crow, the Bear,
the Badger, the African Elephant, the Indian
Elephant, the Mouse, the Cat, the Horse, the
Pig, the Bee, the Hen, the Rabbit, Birds, and
the Mosquito.


THE USE OF MAN

Scene:  Lord Gorse and his guests at dinner at Bowton Grange, in the middle of the hunting season. Pelby, the M.F.H., is at the end nearest the audience, and is therefore heard, with the lady next to him, Diana, the most clearly.
Voices at the further end of the table.

1st Foxhunter: I think we changed.

2nd Foxhunter: We never changed!

1st Foxhunter: I think we did.

2nd Foxhunter: Where?

1st Foxhunter: At Todhunters Gorse.

2nd Foxhunter: We never went into it.

1st Foxhunter: No. But hounds ran within two hundred yards of it. Thats near enough.

2nd Foxhunter: I dont believe it.

1st Foxhunter: Well, even if we did, it was a perfectly glorious hunt.

Lord Gorse: Would have been. Would have been if that damned earth hadnt been open. I never think a run to ground can come up to one that ends with a kill in the open, even if that one is a mile or two shorter.

A Lady: Why was it open? Thats what we want to know.

Pelby: Badgers.

Gorse: Id kill every badger in the whole country. Every badger from here to the Oozle.

Pelby: Were going to.

Gorse: I wouldnt leave one alive.

Pelby: We shant.

Gorse: Thats right, Master.

Pelby: Ive sent for my two terriers from the kennels. And young Dick here has his two.
Dick (Lord Gorsesson): Rather.

Pelby: And were going to Grimley Wood to-morrow at 8. Well draw one badger before 11.

Dick: Change the meet to 11.30, Master. It will give us more time to get that badger.

Pelby: Oh well get him all right, without that. But if it takes us longer than we think we neednt move off till say 11.15. But well get him.

Dick: Hooray.

Pelby: Oh, yes. Dont you worry.

Dick: If Bob gets a chance hell just freeze on to him. Bob. Badgers! Badgers! Badgers!
Bob agrees.

Gorse: Dick. Dick. A little quiet please.

Dick: It isnt my fault, father. I cant stop him. Hes always like this when he hears of badgers. Arent you Bob?

Gorse: Well, ask him to keep that noise till to-morrow morning.

Dick: Bob. Not till to-morrow. Not till to-morrow, Bob.
Diana(as barking subsides): Do spare the badgers, Mr. Pelby.

Pelby: Spare the badgers?

Diana: Yes. Do.

Pelby: But we cant spare badgers.

Diana: Why cant you?

Pelby: Well, one never does.

Diana: Why not?

Pelby: Well, what good are they?

Diana: What good are they?

Pelby: Yes.

Diana: Oh well, I dont suppose they are any good.

Pelby: Well, if a things no good, it doesnt seem to me that it has any right to exist.

Diana: I suppose badgers think theyre some good.

Pelby: Oh yes, Ive no doubt they do. Ive no doubt they do, the silly beasts; they would. But I dont know who else would speak for them.

Diana: I will for one.

Pelby: Well, if you can tell me any good they do, Diana, Ill call off the expedition to-morrow morning, and spare the whole lot of them.

Diana: Oh, thank you so much. I think its so hard they should all be wiped out just because they open foxes earths. But Im afraid I cant think what good they do. (Louder.) Wont someone speak up for badgers. They must do some good. (To Pelby again.) It will do if someone else speaks for them, wont it?

Pelby: Oh, yes. If anyone can tell me what good they do.

Diana: Someone speak up for badgers. You, Mr. Williams. I know youre very clever. Im sure you must know what good badgers are.

Williams:  Well I really . . . Hm. Badgers. (Dog barks.) Im afraid, you see, I dont know quite enough about badgers. (Another bark.)

Diana: Well, somebody must.

Voices:  Hm. Well. Badgers. (Dogbarks.)

Pelby: You see, if theyre no good one doesnt quite see what right they . . . (But the ladies are now withdrawing.)

Diana: Do tell the Master, somebody, some good that badgers are.
The men move closer. The port is passed.

Pelby: You know, I didnt like to say so to Diana, but badgers are a damned nuisance.

Gorse: Of course they are.

Pelby: Theyd open every earth in the county if we didnt keep them down. Itd be no use stopping.

Gorse: None whatever.

Pelby: Any way theyre no damned use.

Gorse: None at all.

Pelby: At least I never heard they were.

Chorus:  No, badgers are no use. (Dogbarks.)

Pelby: Well, in that case, Dick, well draw that fellow in Grimley Wood to-morrow.

Dick: Rather!

Gorse: You know; when you come to think of it; there arent very many animals that are any use.

Pelby: No. There are horses of course, and cows, and pigs and poultry. And dogs go without saying.

Gorse: Yes, but things like stags for instance. I have a few in the park, but I dont know what good they are.

Pelby: Oh I disagree with you there. A stag, a good highland stag, is a lot of use. I dont know what a hall would be without one. A dozen good stags heads and a lions skin on the floor; if you took them away from my hall Id feel it was only a barn.

Gorse: Ah, yes. Well, Ill admit the stag. But there are heaps of animals that are no use whatever. Bears for instance. You couldnt find any use in a bear.

Pelby: Oh I dont know. Hes a jolly beast in the Zoo. He entertains lots of children.

Gorse: Well, elephants.

Pelby: I dont know about the African elephant, except that he gives us ivory; though thats pretty useful. But the Indian elephants a lot of good. I think a good many animals have their uses.

Gorse: Ah, the Indian elephant: we trained him. Of course lots of animals owe a great deal to us: theyd be no good but for our training; and theyd be hard put to it to get food and lodging too.

2nd Foxhunter: Well, what about a crow. They do no harm, but you cant say theyre of any use.

Pelby: A crow; no: I dont think one could.

Gorse: Im sure you couldnt. And what about mice?

Pelby: No. They dont do much harm provided youve plenty of cats to keep them down. But theyre certainly no use.

Gorse: And then, rabbits.

Pelby: Rabbits, blast them; theyre just an infernal nuisance. They open earths; they can kill a horse; or a man for that matter. I wouldnt have a damned rabbit in the whole world if I could help it.

Gorse: Bees of course are some good.

Pelby: Yes, I like honey.

2nd Foxhunter: Ill tell you one creature thats no good whatever, and no one can say he is.

Pelby: Whats that?

2nd Foxhunter: The mosquito.

Pelby: Oh, the mosquito. I grant you that.

2nd Foxhunter: Cant think what he was ever invented for.

Pelby: No. I suppose there was some reason.

2nd Foxhunter: Cant think what it is.

Pelby: No, nor can I.

Gorse: Nor could anyone. I say, Dick; its time you went to bed if youre getting up for that badger, and hunting afterwards.

Dick: Oh, father, not yet.

Gorse: Yes, quite time. What do you think, Pelby?

Pelby: I was just thinking it was a very good idea, and for me too if youll excuse me. Late nights as well as early mornings dont go well with fox-hunting.

Gorse: Yes, certainly.

Pelby: And will you apologise for me to the ladies?

Gorse: Yes, that will be all right.

Pelby: Then I think Ill go now. Come on Dick.
Fade out.
Good night. Good night. Good night: heard along a passage, and the shutting of doors. But from within we hear the sound of Pelby taking off his shoes and throwing his coat on to a chair, and then a knock at his door.

Dick: I say, shall I tell them to call you at 7.30?

Pelby: Yes. That will do.

Dick: And Ill have the car round at 8, with the dogs in it, yours and mine.

Pelby: All right, Dick.

Dick: Good night.

Pelby: Good night. (More sounds of his undressing.) Thatll teach the blasted badger. (We hear creaking of springs as he climbs into bed. He rustles into comfort. Silence. And then. . . .) No, but really . . . but really, I mean . . . Whats the damned use of a badger? (He snores and snores and snores. A gurgle. He wakes.) Hullo. . . . Hullo. . . . What? . . . A ghost, by God.

The Spirit: That is so.

Pelby: But, what do you want?

The Spirit: Follow.

Pelby: Follow? But where?

The Spirit: Follow.

Pelby: What? Dressed like this?

The Spirit: Follow.

Pelby: And I believe its freezing.

The Spirit: Follow.
There is a great wind in the curtains, and then a wind travelling like a shell.

Pelby: I say. Were going an awful pace.

The Spirit: Follow.

Pelby: Well, I cant help myself. But is there all that hurry? I say! Were leaving Earth behind.

The Spirit: Far.

Pelby: Good Lord! (Silence but for the wind on which they are riding, and then little tinklings.) What are all those tinklings and lights?

The Spirit: The asteroids.

Pelby: Good Lord! They are small planets arent they? (No answer and the tinklings cease.) Look here. What I want to know, what I want to know is: where are you taking me to? I mean, if you are going to kill me, why dont you damned well say so? I have risked my neck often enough, only I want to know.

The Spirit: Follow.

Pelby: Well, he isnt talkative. . . . (A deep note is heard droning.) I say whats that ugly thing there on our left, thats droning at us?

The Spirit: The planet Neptune.

Pelby: But we cant be as far as that! . . . I say! Its dropped behind us. . . . Why! There are no more planets. . . . . Gad! I believe I see land. I believe I do. It is, by Gad. But where?

The Spirit: A resting place, and a meeting ground, for spirits.

Pelby: Well, there are plenty of them there.

The Spirit: Hail, spirits.
Spirits(from a hundred voices): HAIL!!!

Pelby: Well, were here.

The Spirit: We are come.

Pelby: Then what do you want with me?

The Spirit: I have a question to put to you.

Pelby: Put it.

The Spirit: What is the use of man?

Pelby: What?

The Spirit: What is the use of man?

Pelby: Well really . . .

The Spirit: Your answer. Your answer before all these.

Pelby: Well, really. I dont know that I ever considered it.

The Spirit: Your answer. (A slight rustle as of impatience among the rest.)

Pelby: Well, theres no difficulty in it: man civilizes; that is to say he builds cities, he makes roads, he constructs harbours, he joins up one city with another by means of ships and trains and rail-roads, he . . .

The Spirit: That is only for man.

Pelby: For whom else?

The Spirit: What use is he?

Pelby: I told you. He builds great cities. He . . .

The Spirit: Of what use is he to any other than man?

Pelby: Well, I never gave it a thought. I dont do a great deal of thinking. But perhaps some of these people do. The thing is perfectly obvious, even if I cant find words for it. Do you mind asking them?

The Spirit: Who will speak for man?

Dog: I will, I will, I will. Oh, I will.

Pelby: Thanks. I expect youll be able to put it better than I can.
The Spirit(sharply): The use of man?

Dog: He is man: that is enough. More is not needed. More could not be needed. All wisdom is in him. All his acts are just; terrible sometimes, but always just. No use can be asked of him, only to be man. Man he is. He is man. The supreme perfection of which life is capable. Man! Man! Man!

The Spirit: Thats his view. Will any other speak for him?

Pelby: I say, you fellows, speak up for the lot of us. Words arent in my line, you know; but speak up for us all.

The Spirit: They are not men.

Pelby: Why, what are they?

The Spirit: The spirits of the others. The beasts, the birds, the insects and the fishes. They are in human form so that you can perceive them: you would understand no other. But they are visible to you so that you are not judged in the darkness.

Pelby: All a lot of animals.

The Spirit: Even so.

Pelby: And you?

The Spirit: A spirit of air, born of the morning. A messenger taking errands from orbit to orbit.

Pelby: Well, some of them might speak up.

The Spirit: Let one of them tell the use of man. It will be enough.

Dog: He needs no use. He needs no use. He is man.

The Spirit: Another must speak for you.

Pelby: And if they wont?
The Spirit is silent.

Pelby: It will be the end of me, I suppose.

The Spirit: The end of your whole race.
A sort of Ha goes sighing through the assembly.

Pelby: The whole race?
Again that faint Ha.

The Spirit: Why not, if theyre no use?
A faint appreciative mutter.

Pelby: And two must speak for me. One has already.

Dog: I speak for man. I speak for him. I speak for him.

The Spirit: Another must speak for you.

Pelby: Do you know, Im beginning to see who they are. The gentleman who has just spoken is, I feel sure he is, he is . . .

The Spirit: The dog.

Pelby: I thought so. I felt sure of it. And that gentleman in the black tail-coat, with his head a little on one side; and now he has put it over on the other; do you know, I feel sure hes the crow.

The Spirit: He is.

Pelby: I should like to speak to him. I have done a good deal of speaking with farmers, and I think I could make him understand.

The Spirit: Speak.

Pelby: Well, what I want to say to you, sir, is: that man has cultivated an incalculable amount of land, that is to say he has ploughed it. We have not turned furrows purely and solely for our own advantage, without giving any thought to others. We know perfectly well that the plough turns up good worms, which we have never grudged to our neighbours. This is one of the uses of man. We have done this for centuries. It is only to-day that one of us asks for any recognition on account of it. I am sure you will not mind voicing that recognition. . . . He seems to be thinking pretty deeply, if putting his head on one side is any test.

Crow: They were good furrows; good soft earth, and full of worms.

Pelby: Youd never have got at them but for us.

Crow: They were good worms.

Pelby: The very best.

Crow: And then . . . there were guns.

Pelby: Oh, an occasional farmer . . .

Crow: Guns.

Pelby: Oh, not often. I never shot a . . . (He doesnt like to say a crow.) I never did that sort of thing. I dont think it sporting. I only shoot . . . er . . . ahem.

Crow: I do not speak for man.

Pelby: Well you, sir. Perhaps youll speak for us. Youll excuse my asking who you are.

Bear: I am the bear.

Pelby: O well; I have known you quite a long time. I remember you when I was only a child. In the Zoo you know. I used to throw  what?  buns to you. Well you neednt look like that. . . . Well damn it I didnt throw them at you. I dont suppose they hurt. O well, if you will take that line about it . . . Well, if he wont speak for us perhaps that gentleman will; that very tidy fellow over there, flicking the dust off the skirts of his coat. You see him? Dark hair with a good deal of grey in it. Who is he?

The Spirit: The badger.

Pelby: Oh, well. Perhaps another time. Perhaps, er . . . Well, that gentleman with the very high forehead. I think hed understand me.

The Spirit: The African elephant.

Pelby: Ah. Then, you sir, will I think recognise the greatness of man. He certainly always regarded you very highly. You will be better able than most to estimate what he stood for, the grandeur of his aims, the . . .

African Elephant: He only wanted my treasure.

Pelby: I beg your pardon?

African Elephant: He was after my ivory. Man! Man, indeed!

Pelby: Oh, er, well, excuse me; it was the Indian elephant that I really wished to speak to.

The Spirit: That is he.

Pelby: Where?

The Spirit: There; taking his hat off and bowing to you.

Pelby: Oh, yes the large gentleman in the frock coat. Very polite of him.

Indian Elephant: You wish, sir, to do me the honour of addressing me?

Pelby: If it is not troubling you.

Indian Elephant: It is an honour.

Pelby: Very kind of you to say so. Well, sir, I think you appreciate the greatness of man.

Indian Elephant: I do.
Pelby(much relieved): Well, thats all right. So, perhaps youll say a few words on our behalf.

Indian Elephant: He took me from the woods. I have forgiven so great a wrong, long long ago. But he took me away from the woods.

Pelby: Im sorry. Well, Im sorry. I cant say more. Well, Spirit, I shall have to ask one of the others. I think I can make out a case all right. Often had to do so before; little difficulties with farmers, you know, and the hunting of half a county to organise. Well; who are they all? I bet I know that sly fellow slinking about at the back. Well, Im not going to ask him. Hunted him all my life. And that fellow with the big gold watch-chain, and great yellow beard and long hair to match; Im pretty sure hes the lion.

The Spirit: He is.

Pelby: I dont think Ill ask him. Now that I look in his eyes, he seems to have some sense of injury. I dare say he may be right. But that lady who has just arrived, and run so quietly to her place; who is she?

The Spirit: The mouse.

Pelby: Well, Ill ask her. . . . But then, theres the cat. I can hardly ask them both. Where is the spirit of the cat?

The Spirit: Yonder.

Pelby: Where you are pointing. I see. The comfortable lady. Do you know, I dont quite trust her.

The Spirit: As you please.

Pelby: Then Ill ask the mouse. Neighbour, we have lived for a long while side by side. Will you not speak for us now, if our crumbs were good? There would have been no wainscotes but for man.

Mouse: The traps of steel! The beautiful cheese that none could resist, and the cruel traps of steel. I do not speak for man.

Pelby: Then you, madam. I address the spirit of the cat, and with some confidence. I have only to remind you; I feel sure I need only mention; deep rugs, soft carpets, cushions of silk and down, sofas, and above all our fires. Where would any of these be but for man? Where would comfort be? Where warmth? Did we not make all that is soft and dry? And for what purpose? For ourselves, I admit. But for ourselves alone? Never. Your people came among our people by invitation, and were content to come. They had perfect freedom to go, but they did not go. I come to this overwhelming point in my argument; you accepted us then, I ask you to accept us now. (To the Spirit.) Really, I think Ive put that conclusively.

Cat: You asked the mouse first.

Pelby: Yes, I just asked her.

Cat: You asked her before me.

Pelby: Well, she caught my eye first.

Cat: She caught your eye before I did.

Pelby: She just happened to.

Cat: She happened to! And before me!

Pelby: Well, madam, Im very sorry. But youll speak for man. Wont you?

Cat: Never.

Pelby: Weve done a lot for you. Wont you help us now?

Cat: Never. I have been treated as less than mice.

Pelby: But you wouldnt like, just because of my careless oversight, to see the human race destroyed.

Cat: Gladly!

Pelby:  Some spirits are very touchy. (To the Spirit that brought him.) Dont do anything yet. Give me time. There are several that I can easily convince; but give me time.

The Spirit: You shall have time.

Pelby: Thank you. There were a few points I wanted to think out. I wished to address the householders  Hm  Yes  Well, then. Ladies and Gentlemen, a householder myself, I address myself particularly to those who, like myself, dwelt in houses. I appeal particularly to the horse, the cow and the pig. No-one that has lived under a good slate roof can readily contemplate a life spent entirely in the open, in cold weather, year after year. And yet, if it were not for man, what shelter would you have ever had? And I wish to include the poultry in my appeal, and the bee, and several others. I know in my own house, when winter is coming and storms are beginning to blow up, perhaps about nightfall, how glad I am to be in a good solid house. I know stables that are built more solidly than some of our own houses, and cow-houses built quite as solidly. Nobody that has known the comfort and security of a house can disregard the link that, however much we respect the others, unites all householders in a special class of their own. It is to this class that I now appeal to speak up for one of its own members. (To the Spirit.) Youll find that will persuade them. (Silence.) Well, where are they all? Where is the horse?

The Spirit: That.

Pelby: What, that silly fellow thats always surprised when anyone moves?

The Spirit: He.

Pelby: Well, sir; you are counted as our oldest friend. Will you help us now for the sake of what we call auld lang syne?

Horse: (Titters.)

Pelby: Well, of all the fools.

Dog: Hes a fool; hes a fool. Shall I run after him? Shall I run after him?

Pelby: No, no, no. He is my respected friend.

Dog: Hes a fool. I often run after him, and he goes half way round the planets.

Pelby: No, no, no.

Dog: And he tried to kick me with both feet at once, over there beyond Saturn. Hes a fool.

Pelby: Now, dont disparage my friend. You will speak for us, sir?

Horse: (Titters.)

Dog: Hes a fool. Hes a fool. Hes a fool.

Pelby (to Dog):  Be quiet. (To the Spirit). And where is the cow?

The Spirit: There.

Pelby: There? Shes been staring at me all the time. Well, shes certainly heard all my points. Then, madam, you will perhaps speak for us. The question is what use is man to others besides himself. The answer is, I think, that he builds cow-houses. . . . Shes staring at me still.

Dog: Let me chase her. Let me chase her. Let me chase her.

Pelby: No, no. Most certainly not.

Dog: Shell run away and stop staring.

Pelby: Most certainly not.

Dog: She will.

Pelby: To heel!

Dog: Oh, I beg your pardon, sir. I beg your pardon, Master.

Pelby: Stay there!

Dog: Most certainly, sir.

Pelby: Well, if you wont speak for us, madam . . . No, shes still staring. Then I must ask, er, excuse me, but which is the spirit of the pig?

The Spirit: He.

Pelby: Him? You dont mean the gentleman with the fierce moustaches? That smart-looking fellow?

The Spirit: That is he.

Pelby: I shouldnt have thought it. Well, sir, I appeal to you once more as a householder. I live in a house myself, and I know what it is, when a North wind is blowing, to have the shelter of good walls.

Pig: I love the North wind.

Pelby: But in winter theres often snow in it.

Pig: I love the snow. I love storms. I love to protect myself in the oak-woods against the might of the winter. I need no houses.

Pelby: We did what we could to make you comfortable. Of course if you dont like comfort . . .

Pig: We have no need of it, and no need of man.

Pelby: I see. Then you will not speak for us.

Dog: May I, Master?

Pelby: Certainly not.

Dog: Certainly not, sir. I shall stay here quite still; just as you have commanded me.

Pelby: And be quiet.

Dog: Most certainly, sir.

The Spirit: No other speaks for you.

Pelby: I beg your pardon; thats not so at all. Ive scarcely explained anything yet. Theyll understand as soon as I make it clear to them. Ive not done with the householders yet. We householders usually stick together. We look at things in rather a different way from what people do who roam the sky by night past half a dozen planets. Theres the bee for instance, I havent spoken to him yet. Where is the bee? What, there? The gentleman in the gold trousers. Well, sir, we not only made houses for you, but you sometimes used to live in the roofs of ours. I think you liked our gardens, and I fancy you had no enmity for us, as we had none for you. Am I right, sir?

Bee: We liked your houses. But somebody took our treasure. (The Bee speaks in a musical poetical voice.)

The Bear: It wasnt me.

Bee: I dont know who it was. I was too busy to guard it. But I speak for no one, for fear he took the treasure.

Pelby: You will not speak for us?

Bee: I speak for no one. The treasure! The inestimable treasure.

Pelby: Oh well. Then the poultry. Will the spirit of the poultry speak for us?

Hen: I am she.

Pelby: Oh, er, how-do-you-do? I think you liked the houses that we built for you?

Hen: We liked better the deeps of the jungle.

Pelby: Oh.

The Spirit: Have you any more to ask, before the end?

Pelby: I cant think of any more just at the moment. Thats only because I have a bad memory. You arent going to condemn the whole human race merely because of that.

The Spirit: Only if they are of no use.

Pelby: Of course theyre of use. Well, look here. I told you we linked up distant cities with our ships. And you said that was only for man. Now thats where youre wrong; and Ill give you a case in point. And theres a gentleman over there who will bear me out, though he is sitting all hunched up, pretending he isnt there. I know perfectly well who he is. Now, you say ships are only for men. But a ship went to Australia once with a few rabbits on board. And what happened? The rabbits multiplied and lived in a country entirely free from enemies. They could never have got there but for man, and could never have thrived so well anywhere else. (He turns to the spirit of the Rabbit.) You sir, yes you, will bear me out.

Rabbit: Man ate us.

Pelby: No one in Australia would touch you. (To the Spirit.) Thats a neat one for him, I think. Oh, er, not because they didnt respect you. Quite the contrary. I know they held you in very high esteem. I merely meant that nobody wished to hurt you. Damn.

The Spirit: Do you wish to ask any more?

Pelby: Yes, plenty more. Er, there, that gentleman there: who is that very, well the only word is aristocratic, that very aristocratic-looking gentleman over there, holding his head up?

The Spirit: That is the spirit of the stag.

Pelby: Oh the stag. I always loved a fine stag. I often went to Scotland; they are really magnificent. A royal is superb. I once got . . . oh, er, well perhaps, well never mind. (To Stag.) No, sir. I wont trouble you.

Dog: May . . .?

Pelby: NO!

Dog: Certainly, sir. Just as you command.

The Spirit: So you have no more to ask.

Pelby: No.

The Spirit: I give you three minutes more.

Pelby: Its no good. I cant think of any more points to make. Ive been up most of the night and I cant think out any more of them.

The Spirit: I give you three minutes more.
Faint jubilant singing heard from several voices.

Pelby: I say, a lot of them are going. They are soaring away. Why are they singing as they go?

The Spirit: It is the birds.

Pelby: The birds?

The Spirit: The birds rejoicing at the ending of Man.

Pelby: O, look here! We werent as bad as all that. We werent as bad as all that. Wait a minute, you spirits. Excuse me. But what about our gardens? What about our black currants, raspberries and strawberries? What about our green peas? Who planted them and looked after them? Where would strawberries have been, but for man? Big garden strawberries I mean, not those miserable little wild ones. And the birds got just as many as we did. Man seems to me to have been a good deal of use in the world. If you know where to get good strawberries without him, thats another matter. If not, you might admit it.

Voices of Birds: Nets, Nets, Nets. Nets.

One Bird: Cages.
All the Birds(angrily): Arrh. Cages! Cages! Cages! Cages! Cages!

Pelby: Thats the end of us.

Dog: Never. Never. Never. Everything is for man. He is man: no more is needed. Man. Man. Man. The world and the stars are for him. He does not need to be useful. All things must be useful to him. Man. Man. Man. It is all for man.

The Spirit: Does any other speak for Man?
Silence.

The Spirit: The three minutes are ended.
Notes, faint at first, of a silver trumpet are heard coming nearer.

Pelby: Wait a moment. Whos that coming? Far off, over there. (The occasional trumpet-notes come nearer.) He has lighted on that pinnacle of mist. He is lifting his trumpet. (A long blast on the trumpet.)

Mosquito: I will speak for Man.

Pelby: Im very much obliged to you. Were all very much obliged to you. On behalf of the great human race Im very much obliged to you indeed. An intelligent spirit at last! May I ask who you are, sir?

Mosquito: The Mosquito.

Pelby: The Mosquito!

The Spirit: Of what use is he? Tell this assembly.

Mosquito: I speak for him. I, the mosquito. He is my food.

Pelby: His what?

Mosquito: My lovely food.

The Spirit: Come.
The wind again; and the trumpet of the mosquito dying away in the distance.

Pelby: I say, the whole things slid away. . . . Its night again. Where are we going? . . . (The droning once more.) Why, theres Neptune again. . . . Why dont we see Jupiter? Its large enough; isnt it?

The Spirit: Hes far off, to the North of the sun.
A Voice in the Night:Ha, ha, ha, ha.

Pelby: Whats that going by laughing?

The Spirit: A comet.
Tinklings once more.

Pelby: Hullo, the asteroids again. . . . Oughtnt we to see Mars?

The Spirit: Hes at the far end of his orbit, on the other side of the sun.

Pelby: Good of the mosquito to speak for us. Nasty little beast.
Sound of quiet far-off singing, like an old nurse over her knitting.
Whats that song?

The Spirit: Its Earth singing.

Pelby: Why?

The Spirit: Shes always doing it.

Pelby: Why so it is. Its all shining dimly. Why, its underneath us now. What? (YAWN.)
Sounds that are not quite the sounds of the silver trumpet, quickly degenerating into blasts on a hunting horn.

Pelby: Well Im much obliged to you for speaking up for us, but dont go on trumpeting.
Dog barks.
I told you to keep quiet.
Dick(under the window): But I say, arent you coming?

Pelby: What? Oh. Where?

Dick: To dig out that badger.

Pelby: Why of course. (He opens window. The wind blows the curtain once more.) Well, you know, I had rather a long day yesterday.

Dick: But you dont mind a long day.

Pelby: No, not in the ordinary way. But Ive been thinking that after all we might leave that badger alone.

Dick: Leave him alone?

Pelby: Well, thats what I thought.

Dick: But what ever for?

Pelby: Well, you see, it occurred to me that there might after all be some use in a badger, and the silly devil might not be able to prove it.
End
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THE BUREAU DE CHANGE

Scene:  Paris, on one of those nights on which they all speak English.
A very old, dark shop.
Heavy knocking heard.

Monsieur Le Patron: Ha, ha. Another.
His cumbrous steps are heard waddling heavily to the door, and even his rather heavy breathing. Then the drawing of bolts.
Enter Jerry Smith.

Jerry: Well, heres a queer shop.

Le Patron: But certainly, monsieur.

Jerry: Not to say weird.

Le Patron: Há.

Jerry: Well. What about it?

Le Patron: About what, monsieur?

Jerry: This narrow street leading nowhere, with no lights. Sombres the word for it. And great beams round the doorways. And an air of you know what I mean. And then this shop of yours; why, its darker than outside. And all these timbers and dark corners. Why, you couldnt tell whether there were years or spiders webs hiding up in the cornices. And I believe there are people sitting waiting there at that long table youve got in that other room, but its so dark one cant see. Whats it all about?

Le Patron: Come further inside monsieur.
Steps.

Jerry: Well I am further inside. And if you didnt want me you shouldnt have such a queer odd shop, nor such a door. One cant help coming to see what its all about. Curiosity is curiosity you know.

Le Patron: Certainly, monsieur. But I am delighted to see you.

Jerry: O. Thank you. And then theres another thing you shouldnt have. You shouldnt have odd strong wine that one has never tasted before. I mean they shouldnt have it at that inn where Im staying. I said to the waiter, Bring me some decent wine. And he brought me what I thought was claret. But was it claret? No monsieur, it was not. It was sweet and heavy, and odder than I can tell you. Well, I only had two glasses, and then I went out for a walk to cool my head, and to see Paris, but I lost my way. So here I am, and its partly the fault of that wine.

Le Patron: But monsieur, I am charmed to see you.

Jerry: O. Thank you. And then theres another thing you wont mind my saying while I am talking about the shop. You look sinister yourself. Now I look at you, theres no other word for it.

Le Patron: Precisely, monsieur.

Jerry: Well then what I want to know is, what do you sell here?

Le Patron: We sell nothing, monsieur. We exchange.

Jerry: O. Well, what sort of goods do you exchange?

Le Patron: We do not exchange goods here, monsieur.

Jerry: Not? Then what do you exchange, if you dont exchange goods?

Le Patron: Monsieur is not quick, and monsieur did not see the name over the door.

Jerry: Not quick? Well, what do you exchange if not goods?

Le Patron: Not goods. And what then?

Jerry: Why, you dont mean? What? You dont mean. . . .

Le Patron: Evils, monsieur. It is the Bureau de Change de Maux.

Jerry: Change de Maux!

Le Patron: It is over the door.

Jerry: Then, then thats what you exchange.

Le Patron: Precisely, monsieur.

Jerry: And the people in the next room, I can see them now. Then thats what they are waiting for.

Le Patron: But certainly, monsieur.

Jerry: Then all I can say is  its damned queer.

Le Patron: But how convenient monsieur.

Jerry: Convenient?

Le Patron: To exchange your evil.

Jerry: Well, I dont know about that. Well, perhaps. You mean one of them would exchange anything with me.

Le Patron: Any evil, monsieur.

Jerry: Well, I dont think I will. And Ill tell you why. Those things never turn out the way you think theyre going to. Never done any of that sort of thing myself, but Ive read of those sort of bargains, and it always seemed to me that they got the best of you.

Le Patron: Who, monsieur?

Jerry: Who? Well, if it comes to that, who gave you power to do this sort of business? And who are you?

Le Patron: Ah, monsieur.

Jerry: Exactly.

Le Patron: Perhaps monsieur would do some little business, exchange some trifling evil, merely to . . . .

Jerry: Merely to what?

Le Patron: To entitle me to my twenty francs.

Jerry: Twenty francs, eh?

Le Patron: For that I register monsieur among my customers, entitling to one exchange.

Jerry: Well I dont mind twenty francs. Ive more than that in my pocket. And I tell you what Ill exchange, if youve anything suitable. Ill exchange my relations with my bank manager. Theyre not friendly. Theres no harm in them, you know. But theyre not friendly. I write to him about some trifling overdraft, and he always meets me; but not readily. You know what I mean. Well, Ill exchange that.
Monsieur Salignac(at the table): Monsieur. These cards are greasy.

Le Patron: A thousand apologies Monsieur Salignac, but they are all I have. And, monsieur, you have played with them for five hours. They were not so bad when I gave them you.

Salignac: They are greasy. But Ill say one thing for them: they come out. Every game of patience Ive had with them has come out. It is a fine omen, monsieur: we shall do business to-night. I am sure of it.

Le Patron: But I hope so, monsieur.

Salignac: I am sure of it.

Jerry: Perhaps he might care to. . . .

Le Patron: No, no, no. He doesnt do your class of business, monsieur.

Jerry: Not, eh?

Le Patron: No, no, no.

Jerry: And what class of business does he do?

Le Patron: Very big business, monsieur.

Jerry: Well, you can make my offer. No harm in that. He can only refuse it.

Le Patron: Monsieur, I cannot. It would offend him.

Jerry: Oh, hes that sort of fellow is he?

Le Patron: I could not make him your offer, monsieur.

Jerry: Oh? And what is it that he wants to exchange?

Le Patron: He does very big business.

Jerry: Well, perhaps you can find somebody who does do my class of business.

Le Patron: But certainly, monsieur. They come in all the evening.

Jerry: What about that lady thats sitting at that table too?

Le Patron: Not quite, monsieur. No. But somebody will come in soon.

Salignac: Its come out again! But theyre greasy.
Knocking heard. The bolts again and the door is opened.
Enter Monsieur Fachet.

Fachet: Oh, monsieur, monsieur. Exchange for me soon if you can. The minutes, that seem nothing to so many, are long long periods of pain. I even count each second. Oh, the pain there can be in a second. Be quick, monsieur, if you can.

Le Patron: And what is your commodity, monsieur?

Fachet: Ten hours of pain. The dentists are all closed and you are open. So I came here.

Le Patron: Tooth-ache, monsieur?

Fachet: Oh, do not underestimate it. Ten hours of pain before the dentists open. It is an abscess at the root of a tooth.

Le Patron: It can be painful.

Fachet: It is a force always growing in power. An imprisoned force breaking its way through the bone of the jaw. And always, always pain. Pain every moment.

Salignac: Ha, Ha, Ha, Ha.

Fachet: You need not laugh, monsieur. You need not laugh at pain. Perhaps you may care to exchange with me. Then you would know.

Salignac: Ha, ha, ha.

Le Patron: No, no, no, monsieur. He doesnt do your business at all. Only wait. Someone will soon come in.

Fachet: It is easy to say Wait to a man with tooth-ache. But you, monsieur; will you perhaps exchange?

Jerry: Sorry to disoblige you, but this is such an odd shop, that I want to look round. I shouldnt like tooth-ache to-night. Dont think Ive ever seen a shop like it. I want to look round. You see what I mean.

Fachet: Precisely, monsieur. Then perhaps that lady.

Le Patron: Not your class of business. But only wait.

Fachet: Ah, it is terrible, this waiting.

Le Patron: And in the meantime monsieur, and to allay the tedium of waiting. . . .

Fachet: Ah, of course. I beg your pardon, monsieur. The pain was making me forgetful. Twenty francs, is it not?

Le Patron: Twenty francs, monsieur. . . . A thousand thanks monsieur, and here is your receipt, entitling you to one bargain. Will monsieur wait at that table?
Fachet treads across the room through the open door and seats himself.

Jerry: Well, heres my twenty francs too. You understand that little matter about my bank-manager? Hes not forthcoming. He has a bad manner: thats all. I want to exchange it.

Le Patron: Precisely, monsieur.

Jerry: Ah, my receipt. Thank you.

Le Patron: Entitling you to one bargain, monsieur.

Jerry: Exactly.

Le Patron: Someone with a commodity to suit you will soon come in. If not to-night, to-morrow.

Jerry: I go back to England to-morrow.

Le Patron: So soon?

Jerry: Well, Ive just been seeing Paris. And Ive one thing more to see. I am going to see it to-morrow morning at seven. Ive never seen the guillotine. We dont have it in England.

Le Patron: Ah, yes, it is Jacques Guigeot to-morrow. A worthless man with a jewel.

Jerry: A jewel?

Le Patron: His wife.

Jerry: A good sort, eh?

Le Patron: She adores him.

Jerry: Lord! That sobers one.
Knocking.

Le Patron: One of my customers. (Goes to door. Unbolts it.)
Enter Jallique.

Jallique: Hullo, old bird. Thought Id do a bit of business with you. And its about time.

Le Patron: But certainly, monsieur. And what is your commodity?

Jallique: Ignorance. Just pure ignorance. Cant pass an examination. Never have in my life. Im a medical student, and whats going to happen to me if I never pass doesnt bear thinking of. So I dont think of it. Lifes jolly enough when you dont think.

Le Patron: Why, yes, monsieur.

Jallique: But last night I started thinking about it. And a hell of a night it was. Must earn money somehow, you see. So I came here.

Le Patron: And so you would exchange ignorance, monsieur.

Jallique: Deep dark ignorance. Ignorance of anything Ive ever been taught. If you can work an exchange, old boy, with anyone who knows anything, Id put up with a drawback or two. See?

Le Patron: But precisely, monsieur.

Jallique: Lifes been just one jolly old game so far. But one has to have food.

Le Patron: But of course, monsieur.

Jallique: And to have food, you see, you want money.

Le Patron: Exactly, monsieur.

Jallique: And you have to know something to get the money. And there you are, you see.

Le Patron: Will monsieur kindly wait at that table in the next room, and well see what we can do.
Jallique goes.
Please be seated, monsieur.

Jallique: Hullo, monsieur. Playing cards?

Salignac: Patience, monsieur.

Jallique: You wouldnt care to do a bit of business?

Salignac: I think not, monsieur.

Jallique: Oh, as you like, but . . .

Salignac: A moment, monsieur! Please excuse me.

Jallique: Oh, I beg your pardon.

Salignac: It comes out.

Le Patron: Again, monsieur?

Salignac: Again. We shall do business.
Le Patron(rubs his hands): Aha.

Jallique: And you, madame?

Madame Blanc: No.

Jallique: Oh, very well.
Knocking.

Jerry: Hullo, heres another.

Le Patron: I have a large clientèle monsieur.

Jerry: So it seems.
Le Patron unbolts door.
Enter Madame Brell.

Mme Brell: Monsieur, monsieur. It is beyond all endurance; and I have come to you. I have no time, no food, no money. Let one of these things appear for an instant, and it is gone. Three minutes leisure and I have five socks to darn, food and it is eaten at once, money and it is spent. I am worked, monsieur, to the brink of madness, and yet I see starvation lurking to spring, and all my children in rags. Monsieur, it is unbelievable.

Le Patron: Please calm yourself, madame. What is it you wish of me?

Mme Brell: Calm yourself! I can see you calm, monsieur, facing what I face every day, year after year. Nine children, monsieur, and a husband who earns ninety francs a week. Does ninety francs clothe and feed a man and nine children, even if the woman starves? I ask you that monsieur. Calm yourself! Will being calm give me any leisure in the long day? Will being calm feed me? Will it give me money for clothes?

Le Patron: But madame, I ask you what is it you wish of me?

Mme Brell: To exchange! To exchange! Oh Heaven, can you not understand that? To exchange nine children all young, all starving, all in rags, for any other evil whatever. To have at last an hour of my own, an hour of leisure. To have a franc of my own that I can keep and spend to-morrow, to have a crust of my own that I can eat myself without fearing a child will starve because I have done so. To exchange, monsieur, to exchange. Cannot you hear, or must I shout it louder?

Le Patron: But perfectly madame, and we will arrange this business at once.

Mme Brell: You will? And who will exchange so great an evil? Ha, ha, monsieur, so great an idiot would be in the mad-house and cannot be here.

Le Patron: But the lady is there, madame.

Mme Brell: There? Madame, you have heard?

Mme Blanc: Indeed, madame, we have all heard.

Mme Brell: And you exchange with me?

Mme Blanc: But certainly, madame.
Mme Brell(awed whisper): You exchange! And for what?

Mme Blanc(calmly):  I have no children.

Jerry: I say, monsieur. This is a queer shop.
Knocking is heard.

Le Patron: Be so good, mesdames, as to ratify and sign here. (He goes to door and unbolts it.)
Jallique(calling from the next room): I say my old bird, they wont exchange with me.

Le Patron: But be patient, monsieur. I have a large clientèle.
Enter Goitreau.

Goitreau: Heigho, monsieur; I have come here at last. I have often heard of your shop, and I come at last. I see no other way.

Le Patron: Come in, monsieur. But come in.

Goitreau: You do exchange?

Le Patron: But certainly, monsieur.

Goitreau: Well, I have something to offer.

Le Patron: And your commodity, monsieur?

Goitreau: The same as Solomons. Vanity of vanities, he said; all is vanity. When a man has once seen that; not only read it, mind you, or heard it read on Sundays, but seen it for himself; what more is there in the world for him? Ah, it was a bright world once; and I studied, and I studied; pushing mystery out of my way as though there were harm in it. Now it is all bare. Vanity of vanities. I have seen too far. I have seen to the end of things. And I would have some of the old mysteries back. My commodity, as you call it, monsieur, is wisdom; and I ask you to be good enough to find for me someone who is fool enough to exchange it.

Le Patron: But certainly, monsieur.

Goitreau: Perhaps you, sir, if you will pardon my expression about fool enough, a remark wrung from me by my bitterness, perhaps you would care to exchange something for wisdom.

Jerry: Well of course its a great chance for me.

Goitreau: As for the wisdom, monsieur, I can give you certificates from half the learned societies in Paris.

Jerry: Its a great chance for me, I know, but I was rather avoiding any big exchange. A little thing, you know. Just my relations with my bank-manager.

Goitreau: As you will, monsieur, but . . .

Le Patron: No, no, no, monsieur. I have the gentleman in the next room. There, through the open door. No, no, not that one. That merry gentleman. I know my customers. He will suit you perfectly.

Goitreau: Ah, thank you. (He walks towards the other room.)

Le Patron: And if only monsieur will excuse me.

Goitreau: Yes?

Le Patron: The fee, monsieur. The fee for ratification.

Goitreau: Oh, yes. And how much is it?

Le Patron: Twenty francs, monsieur.

Goitreau: Well, here you are.

Le Patron: A thousand thanks monsieur. And you will find he will suit you perfectly.

Jallique: What? Got someone for me, old bird?

Le Patron: But certainly, monsieur. All your examinations as easy as writing a love-letter.

Jallique: Good old bird. Dont know that I find even writing a love-letter easy. But cheer-oh.

Goitreau: Good evening monsieur.

Jallique: Cheer-oh.

Le Patron: Your receipt, madame, and ratification. You have the twenty francs?

Mme Blanc: No. I pay that.
The two Ladies go.

Mme Brell: And now for a few hours leisure.
Mme Blanc(contentedly): Ah.
Exeunt.

Le Patron: You are contented, messieurs?

Jallique: Jolly well contented old bird.

Goitreau: Yes, I am content.

Le Patron: Then if messieurs will sign here and ratify. The exchange takes place.

Goitreau: At once?

Le Patron: Yes; since no external affairs are concerned in it; at once.

Jallique: Well Im blowed. (They sign.) Gad! I believe its happened already.

Le Patron: But certainly, monsieur.

Jallique: I say, things dont look as jolly as they did. I hope I havent been a fool. Well, everyone else is too. But thats no consolation. Heigho.

Goitreau: Well, my old fellow, youve cheered me up a lot. Id often heard of your place; and Im jolly glad Ive come.
For the world is green and its gardens
Are sweet with the scent of the rose.
I havent sung that song for thirty years.
For the world is green. . . . How does it go?
For the world is green and its gardens
Ha-ha-ha.

Fachet: Monsieur, monsieur, you forget my tooth-ache.

Le Patron: But be patient, monsieur. Give my customers time.

Fachet: It is well to say be patient!

Salignac: Ha, ha, ha. Again the cards come out.

Jerry: You do a good business, monsieur.

Le Patron: But, yes. If a man sells goods, a thousand pass his shop, a hundred like them, one perhaps buys. . . . It is natural: they have enough already. No vacancy on a table cries out for a vase, however beautiful. A man is often content with his home: he does not wish to add to it. But when it is evils! Ah, that is different.

Jerry: But they have to take another evil in exchange. Doesnt that stop them a bit?

Le Patron: Never, monsieur. A mans own evil seems always incomparable. And so my business prospers.

Jerry: Yes, I suppose it does.

Le Patron: Admirably, monsieur.
A knock.

Jerry: Here is another.
Le Patron unbolts.
Enter Volet.

Le Patron: Come in monsieur. Come further in.
Volet does so, slowly.

Volet: I want only a little thing, monsieur, I want only a nights rest. I do not exchange for anything of importance.

Le Patron: Quite understood, monsieur. And your commodity?

Volet: I have a fear, monsieur, and I would be rid of it, and sleep at night. I have been a little careless in rendering my accounts for taxation, and I fear the police; I fear they may follow me. I wish to exchange that fear and sleep at night.

Fachet: Monsieur, monsieur, can you not help me?

Le Patron: But certainly monsieur. I have just the man for you here.

Fachet: Heaven reward you, monsieur. Heaven reward you.

Le Patron: Ahem!

Fachet: Well, you know what I mean.

Le Patron: Precisely, monsieur. Monsieur if you will go to that gentleman with the slightly swollen face, whom you see through the open door, he will I think exchange your fear for you.

Volet: Thank you monsieur, thank you. But for what? For what will he exchange it?

Le Patron: For nothing. For a little tooth-ache. Any dentist will cure it to-morrow.

Fachet: For nothing! For a night of pain, monsieur. For a night of pain.

Volet: Good evening, monsieur. I shall be glad to exchange with you. Only be quick, if you will be so good. (To Le Patron.) The papers, monsieur. Thank you. (To Fachet.) I have the papers here. (Walks over to table.) Whats that?!!

Le Patron: Only the wind, monsieur, on my old door.

Volet: Oh, all right. But sign, monsieur. I sign here. Oo.

Fachet: Already?

Volet: Yes. But its nothing.
They walk to the front room.
Goodnight monsieur. Well, now for a nights sleep.

Fachet: With tooth-ache!

Volet: Oh, I shall soon get used to it. Oo.
Exit.

Fachet: Goodnight monsieur. And thank you. But, pardon me, before I go out, would you be so good as to have a look at the street to see if it is quite clear?

Le Patron: Quite clear, monsieur?

Fachet: No police.

Le Patron: Certainly monsieur. (He goes out and returns.) The street is clear, monsieur.

Fachet: Thank you, monsieur. Then Ill slip out now. Goodnight. (He returns.) But theres a man there!

Le Patron: But not a policeman, monsieur.

Fachet: How do you know?

Le Patron: By his dress, monsieur.

Fachet: They have a thousand disguises.
Patron to door.

Le Patron: He is going away, monsieur. He is gone now. Now there is no-one there.

Fachet: No one? (Looks out.) No. Then  (He scurries away.)

Jerry: Well, theres only two of us now. It seems a pity I cant do any business with him.

Le Patron: No, no, monsieur; quite impossible! I told you.

Jerry: Oh, very well.

Le Patron: If you would sit down over there and wait for a little, monsieur.

Jerry: I would rather talk to you about your business. Do you never have people coming back, and wanting to undo their exchange?

Le Patron: No, monsieur. For the street is dark and narrow and not easy to find. It is so narrow, and the roofs overhang so far, that it is dark even by day. And the timbers about the doorways make the doors hard to see; my door especially. Hard for any to see, and for those that have once done business  impossible, for they are only entitled to one exchange.

Jerry: Only to one exchange?

Le Patron: That is my instruction.

Jerry: But cant they look up your address in a book of reference, and come back?

Le Patron: Who knows who I am, monsieur?

Jerry: Well, youre queer, certainly.
Knocking again. Rather frantic.

Salignac: And again; again, monsieur, the cards come out.

Le Patron: We shall do business, monsieur.

Voice Outside: Monsieur! Monsieur!

Le Patron: I open.
He does. Woman runs in.

Mme Guigeot: Is this where one exchanges, monsieur; where one exchanges?

Le Patron: But yes, madame.

Mme Guigeot: Exchanges evils?

Le Patron: But certainly madame.

Mme Guigeot: Oh monsieur, but can a go-between act? I am not the principal. Can business be done through a go-between?

Le Patron: Certainly, madame. For whom do you act?

Mme Guigeot: For my husband. But it is useless. He made me swear to come; and I swore. But it is useless.

Salignac: But certainly these cards are greasy.

Le Patron: Monsieur they are all I have and I apologise for them, and I am desolated. But they are all I have.

Salignac: They stick.

Le Patron: Pardon, madame. But why useless? What is your husbands commodity?

Mme Guigeot: Useless, I said. Useless. But he made me swear to come.

Le Patron: But you do not tell me, madame.

Mme Guigeot: I tell you that it is useless. I come because of my oath. But none would exchange with him, and it is useless I tell you. (Sobs.)

Le Patron: And I tell you madame that there is no evil that has not passed through my hands.
She is still sobbing.
Mme Guigeot(sobbing): I say it is useless. And you will not understand.

Le Patron: But madame, madame.

Mme Guigeot: Well, what?

Le Patron: You rob me of my twenty francs.

Mme Guigeot: Your twenty francs?

Le Patron: My twenty francs, madame. You will not tell me your husbands commodity, that it may pass through my hands, and you rob me of my fee for ratification.

Mme Guigeot: Oh. I do, do I? Then he must die on the guillotine, at dawn to-morrow.
Le Patron(most joyfully): Ah-h-h-h-h. Monsieur! Monsieur! I have the very thing for you. But the very thing.

Salignac: Ah-ha, monsieur le Patron. I knew you would. For your cards have come out every time. I knew you would do it.

Le Patron: Come along, madame. Come along. I present you to Monsieur Salignac. You shall do business. It is Madame Guigeot, is it not?

Mme Guigeot: But, but . . .

Le Patron: But certainly, madame.

Salignac: Good evening, madame. And the papers, monsieur. And a pen, if you please, that is better than your cards. A chair, madame.

Jerry: I think Ill be going.

Le Patron: Not going, monsieur?

Jerry: Well, yes, I thought so.

Le Patron: But no business with me, monsieur?

Jerry: No, not to-night.

Le Patron: What? No business at all for my trouble?

Jerry: No, not to-night, thank you.
Door.
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THE SEVENTH SYMPHONY


DRAMATIS PERSONÆ

Doctor Mann.
Mrs. Purkins, a landlady.
Mr. Territ, a young musician.
Beethoven.
Cervantes.
Milton.
Shelley.
Herrick.


THE SEVENTH SYMPHONY

Territ: Mrs. Purkins, that doctor wants to keep me quiet.

Mrs. Purkins: Not so loud, Mr. Territ.

Territ: Why?

Mrs. Purkins: Hes in the front room.

Territ: Whats he doing?

Mrs. Purkins: Hes writing out some prescriptions. Theyll do you good. And then hes writing some directions for me. Ive got to look after you.

Territ: But I dont want to be looked after. He wants to keep me quiet.

Mrs. Purkins: And so you ought to be.

Territ: But I dont want to be quiet. I want to write. I want paper and pencils, Mrs. Purkins. Ive music running in my head such as youve never heard and cant dream of. I want to write it down.

Mrs. Purkins: All in good time, Mr. Territ, all in good time.

Territ: Good time, indeed; good time! It will go. It will go and be lost for ever. I must write it now.

Mrs. Purkins: Now, Mr. Territ, you must be quiet, and get well first. Then you can write whatever you have a mind to.

Territ: I dont care whether I get well or not. But I must write that music. If I dont write this I shall never hear it again. And I know what I shall write then; common, common tunes that the world wants, and I shall forget my art. But now it is singing in my ears from within, and raging in my blood like a mighty tide, a gorgeous tide of music surging in from the sunrise, like an anthem that spirits chant midway between earth and heaven.

Mrs. Purkins: Dear me, Mr. Territ!

Territ: And he wants me to keep quiet! Quiet!! Quiet!!!

Mrs. Purkins: Yes, Mr. Territ, you really must. And you must give up thinking of your music. You never think of anything else.

Territ: Think of anything else? Why should I? And why should I be quiet?

Mrs. Purkins: Because, you wont get well, Mr. Territ, if you dont.

Territ: I told you I dont care whether I get well or not. I only care for music. But youre wrong about one thing.

Mrs. Purkins: I must go to the doctor now. Hell be waiting for me. Hell be waiting to give me those prescriptions. And you really must be quiet.

Territ: Youre wrong about one thing, Mrs. Purkins.

Mrs. Purkins: Wrong? About what?

Territ: You are. Youre wrong about my not caring about anything but my music. Because theres one thing I care more about. So youre wrong there.

Mrs. Purkins: And whats that?

Territ: Beethovens music. My most gorgeous dreams are short of Beethovens splendour. My most gorgeous dreams. And they are raging in my head now.

Mrs. Purkins: Never mind your dreams, Mr. Territ. You get to sleep.

Territ: They are playing the Seventh Symphony at nine oclock to-night Mrs. Purkins, Beethovens Seventh Symphony from National.

Mrs. Purkins: Now, Mr. Territ, I really must be going, and you must get to sleep.

Territ: Ill tell you what, Mrs. Purkins, Ill tell you what; if youll turn on the Seventh Symphony for me at nine oclock, Ill be quiet till then. If I can hear the Seventh Symphony Ill be quiet. The National at nine oclock. Thats in half an hours time. Will you do it Mrs. Purkins?

Mrs. Purkins: Oh anything to keep you quiet. Now I must be going.

Territ: Youll promise.

Mrs. Purkins: Yes, dont shout. Ill promise, but what do you want to hear the tune for? Youd do much better to get to sleep.

Territ: Because it might be the long sleep. That music in my head, that I told you of, is getting very confused; and it might be.

Mrs. Purkins: Oh, Mr. Territ, you mustnt talk like that. You mustnt, you know.

Territ: But if it was, Mrs. Purkins, I should like to hear the Seventh Symphony first. Its one of the finest things this world has got. And one would like to hear it before one went. Thats all. And youve promised.

Mrs. Purkins: Yes, yes, Ive promised. But youre going to be quite all right, you know. Coming doctor. (She goes through door.) Im sorry I kept you waiting, sir; but I couldnt get away from Mr. Territ. He was too excited like, and I couldnt get away.

Dr. Mann: I know Mrs. Purkins. He has a very high temperature, but we must keep him as quiet as we can. Here are the prescriptions.

Mrs. Purkins: Thank you, sir. And hell be all right you think?

Dr. Mann: Well, I cant say that, Mrs. Purkins. Its been touch and go. He has a very high temperature now; very high indeed; but its what we call the crisis. To-morrow he may be very much better; or very much worse.

Mrs. Purkins: He couldnt be very much worse; could he, sir?

Dr. Mann: No. You see, its pneumonia.

Mrs. Purkins: I wouldnt like anything to happen to him. Hes only been my lodger for a month.

Dr. Mann: And youve been very good to him, Mrs. Purkins.

Mrs. Purkins: Oh, no, sir.

Dr. Mann: Indeed you have. No, nothing will happen to him if he can be kept quite quiet for a little while longer, till we see which way it will go. Till he takes a turn for the better, I mean.

Mrs. Purkins: I see, sir. Quite quiet. Well, he did ask me to turn the wireless on for him in half an hours time.

Dr. Mann: Id sooner he slept.

Mrs. Purkins: I dare say, sir. But youve no idea the kind of young man he is. He wont do any sleeping if I dont turn that wireless on for him. You see hes a poet or a musician or something; very reasonable about most things, and never gives any trouble; not in the ordinary way that is; but once he gets on to what he calls art, by which he means music or poetry, sir; well, hes completely mad. If a barrel-organ come round with a tune he doesnt like, and hes got a bun in his hand, or a loaf of bread even, you never know what he wont do with it.

Dr. Mann: Indeed, Mrs. Purkins?

Mrs. Purkins: No, sir, and if I dont turn that wireless on for him in half-an-hour, or less, you wouldnt know what hed do to me; but he wouldnt sleep.

Dr. Mann: I see.

Mrs. Purkins: Its a tune by a Mr. Beethoven, called the Seventh Sympathy; and hes got to have it, he says.

Dr. Mann: Very well, Mrs. Purkins, very well. Let him have it. If hes as set on it as that he might partly hear it and it might not wake him after all. Whereas if he doesnt hear it . . .

Mrs. Purkins: If he doesnt hear it hell be mad, sir.

Dr. Mann: Very well, we mustnt have that. Let him have it, and keep him as quiet and calm as you can. Otherwise . . .

Mrs. Purkins: Ill look after him, sir.

Dr. Mann: Thank you, Mrs. Purkins. I leave him in your hands. And Ill call to-morrow morning.

Mrs. Purkins: Goodbye, sir.

Dr. Mann: Goodbye, Mrs. Purkins. I really think he may pull through.

Mrs. Purkins: Ill do my best, sir.

Dr. Mann: I know. (Exit.)

Territ: Mrs. Purkins. (Door opens and she puts in her head.)

Mrs. Purkins: Youre to sleep, Mr. Territ.

Territ: Youll turn on the wireless for me at nine.

Mrs. Purkins: Yes, yes; but youre to sleep till then. The doctor says so.

Territ: Youll turn on National at nine. You know the number.

Mrs. Purkins: Know it? Of course I do.

Territ: And remember its Long Wave. (But the door shuts as he says this.) Long Wave, Mrs. Purkins. (He shouted the last four words, but there is no answer.) Hullo. Who are you?

Beethoven: They name us the Immortals.

Territ: Is it, can it be, is it Beethoven?

Beethoven: The same.

Territ: And who are those?

Beethoven: Just a few of us. Cervantes, Shelley, Milton, Mendelssohn . . .

Territ: I cant quite see what you are walking on. What is it?

Beethoven: Air. What else?

Territ: Where have you come from?

Beethoven: We are often here. A tune, a thought can bring us. Ive travelled leagues on a song.

Territ: But why have I never seen you before?

Beethoven: Your pulse was too slow, your temperature too cold. In such a state none see us. But there is a rare glitter in your eyes to-night; and you can see.

Territ: And you are often here?

Beethoven: We pass by often.

Territ: Why are you all standing still before me, and looking at me?

Beethoven: We have a message for you.

Territ: From whom?

Beethoven: From Fate.

Territ: What is the message?

Beethoven: You can wake from this sleep (for we are travelling through your sleep) and go back to your work; but the world will grip your work and turn it its own way, downwards. Or you may never cross again the boundaries of your sleep, but stay with us the Immortals, and ride on mens thoughts down the ages, and build out of songs a house near ours in the pleasant region of dreams.

Territ: Be with you?

Beethoven: Yes.

Territ: Or wake and go back to the world?

Beethoven: Yes; as you choose.

Territ: I will come with you.

Cervantes: Choose the world, young man. Its a fine place. A grand place. Fighting and drinking; theyre grand sports. Why, even if you lose your fight, and lose the use of a limb into the bargain, and then go to prison for years, why, even then theres something fine in a fight, and something of life worth seeing, even in a prison.

Beethoven: Then goodbye, my friend; youll not come with us.

Territ: But I havent said I wouldnt.

Beethoven: Hes led the whole world, and hell lead you.

Territ: Im not so sure. But who is he?

Beethoven: Cervantes: and hell lead you astray and youll lose fame.

Cervantes: Fame! Dont have fantastic ideas, young man. I have no patience with them. Cant abide them, and never could. In my days it was chivalry that they were all mad about. I couldnt stand it, and fames as bad.

Territ: Id like to be with you all. It would be wonderful. And yet . . . (To Shelley.) What would you advise me, sir?

Beethoven: Thats Shelley you spoke to then.

Shelley: Well really I find it very hard to say. The worlds an odd place, you know. Its funny, and perhaps its a pity to miss it; but its odd, you know. Now, I was married, and I was very fond of my wife, and then there was another girl, and I was very fond of her too; and I wanted the two to come and live together. We could all have been very happy. But no; it couldnt be done. Couldnt possibly be arranged. And the worlds like that. Still, its a beautiful place, though of course crazy.

Territ: And what is it like with you?

Shelley: Oh, there are none of those difficulties here. No tyrannies, nothing harsh. We travel wherever there is a thought to travel on, and we go where they want us; there are no paths leading to the people that hate us.

Territ: No paths?

Shelley: No. We travel on thought, from heart to heart, or ride in music.

Territ: What is he doing?

Shelley: Who?

Territ: There, dancing a jig.

Shelley: Oh, Beethoven. Hes tapping out a tune. He always composed like that. Once in Silesia he frightened a lot of cattle.

Beethoven: Young man; dont gape like those cattle.

Shelley: Dont look at him when hes dancing: it makes him angry.

Territ: I dont want to make my choice before nine oclock. I want to hear his Seventh Symphony. I couldnt miss that. Theyre playing it at nine, you know. What time is it now?

Shelley: Time? Theres no time.

Territ: Oh? I thought there was.

Shelley: Its an illusion of earth.

Beethoven: Are you coming with us?

Territ: Yes, I think so.

Cervantes: Stick to earth, man. Stick to earth. Theres merry sport there. What is fame?

Territ: What shall I do?

Shelley: I really dont know. I cant think. Earth is such a beautiful place. But its so odd. Ask him.

Territ: Whos he?

Shelley: Milton.

Cervantes: Ask no one. Stick to earth. And go to Spain. Spain in spring. What more could anybody want than that? Dont lose it for a silly dream of fame.

Territ: I think Ill ask him. Will he answer?

Shelley: Of course he will. There he is. Ask Milton.

Territ: I have a free choice?

Beethoven: Quite free. That is our message from Fate. But youll never have the choice again.

Territ: Then Ill ask him. Shall I stay on Earth for a while or choose fame?

Milton: Fame! Fame! What is Earth?

Shelley: A beautiful place, Master.

Milton: Ah, once, once. Once it was the gem of all the spheres. That was when Eden flourished, but now no longer.

Shelley: Why not, Master.

Milton: The accursed serpent.
Shelley titters.

Milton: Laugh not at the vile crime planned by that rebellious fiend, the mortal sin of disobedience to which he tempted Eve, whereby man fell and the beauty was swept from Eden, to return no more to the world. Is not that so, reverend sir?

Territ: Whos he asking?

Shelley: Herrick. They came here together, the same year.

Herrick: Indeed we are taught that Eve lost Eden. Yet Earth hath many compensations.

Milton: What compensation could be for so fatal a loss?

Herrick: Her daughters.

Milton: I fear, sir, that you narrowly escaped.

Herrick: Escaped what?

Milton: The extreme doom.

Herrick: I was shewn some mercy, for I had greater temptations than our common mother.

Milton: Greater temptations indeed! Greater temptations than she who stood alone against the whole armoury of all the wiles of Heavens accursed enemy, the fallen angel.

Herrick: Yes, for no serpent would ever have tempted me, and I could have held firm for years against disobedience or gluttony; but Julia, Corinna, Anthea, and many another. You never knew them. They could have tempted Satan, and turned the tables, and saved the world.

Milton: This is no discourse for us.

Herrick: No, nor for this young man. He has to decide, has he not?

Milton: We have brought him a message from Fate.

Beethoven: Well, then? You come with us? Or stay?

Cervantes: Stay, young man. The cork-woods in spring in Andalusia are worth all your dreams of romance or fame.

Territ: But you yourself are the worlds most romantic figure, and one of the most famous.

Cervantes: Fame! I never sought it. Romance! I tried to laugh the fools out of it, only they couldnt learn. Stay in the world.

Herrick: The cork-woods in spring. They might not be so unlike Eden. Are they dark or fair, your Spanish girls?

Cervantes: Dark of course. Dark like a summers night; with eyes like stars.

Herrick: Yes, yes. Dear me, dear me.

Milton: Fame, young man. Seek fame.

Beethoven: Come with us.

Shelley: Well, really I dont know.

Territ: Ill come with you.

Beethoven: Thats right.

Milton: Aye, right indeed.

Cervantes: Theyll never learn.

Territ: Ill hear the Seventh Symphony, and then Ill come. I think it will float me away: Ill come to you on its notes. I feel nearly light enough now to float to you from earth, to walk on the air like you and travel in music. I am barely holding to earth, but Ill hold until I hear the Seventh Symphony. Then Ill come. Ill come with the splendour of that music round me. It will be like travelling in a coach of gold.

Cervantes: No. Theyll never learn.

Territ: Whos this with his hand out coming towards me? I see by the light in his eyes that Ive done right. I see by his smiling face.

Shelley: Thats Keats. Yes, yes, youve done right. Of course youve done right. Had I forgotten? Why! It is worth the pain, even though one suffer as Prometheus. Of course youve done right.

Territ: Five minutes more and I shall be with you. Only let me hear the Seventh Symphonys opening bars. Then I will come. Ah, you are all drawing nearer. In what a mighty company I am.

Beethoven: Yes, you shall come with us.

Territ: I never cared greatly for the world. And it knew nothing of me. Had I cared enough, I could have struggled and stayed. I could have stayed on earth, with a struggle. Perhaps it was different in your time, in Andalusia, Señor.

Cervantes: No, they were always chasing dreams. Yet, welcome; welcome among us.

All: Welcome!

Territ: Thank you, masters. In five minutes. Already the borders of sleep are widening round me. I barely touch Earth. I barely hear the sounds of it. I will come soon. Hark. That was the instruments tuning; far off in Earth. I have come a long way already into the deeps of sleep. I can barely hear Earth now. How rich are the colours of sleep. Thats not the Seventh Symphony! Whats that? Im waking! Oh, Im waking. All the colours are fading. Masters, I dont want to go! Theyre waking me up with the worlds noises; with all the clatter of Earth. All the lands of sleep are sliding away, and theyre waking me up. Dont leave me! Dont leave me!

Beethoven: Farewell.

Territ: Stay! Stay!

All: Farewell.

Beethoven: We cant walk upon these notes. They hurt our feet.

Shelley: I said the world was an odd place.

Cervantes: But a merry.
His words were a little fainter than the rest, and are the last to be heard clearly. The noise that drove them all away was jazz. Probably from Paris. It is now strong and noisy.

Territ: Mrs. Purkins! Mrs. Purkins! What on earth are you doing?

Mrs. Purkins: Now, Mr. Territ, you mustnt get excited. The doctor said that you could have a little Beethoven but you mustnt get excited. Im going to turn it a little lower. (She does so, so that the dialogue may be more audible.)

Territ: Beethoven?

Mrs. Purkins: Yes its just nine oclock, and Ive turned it on for you.

Territ: Beethoven?

Mrs. Purkins: Yes, you would have it, you know.

Territ: That? That! That isnt Beethoven.

Mrs. Purkins: Isnt it, then. Well Im sure its a very nice tune.

Territ: Did you turn on Long Wave?

Mrs. Purkins: Now, I dont believe I did. I got the right number all right; but I dont believe I did.

Territ: Oh Heavens! And I left them all for this.

Mrs. Purkins: Wait a moment and Ill get Long Wave for you all right. There!
With a click of a knob we get the Seventh Symphony. It neednt necessarily be the early part of it: better to have the heart of the symphony.

Mrs. Purkins: Thats Long Wave for you. And do you know youre looking a lot better since your sleep. Let me take your temperature and see.

Territ(mournfully):  Oh all right.
If an arm shaking down a clinical thermometer can be heard above the Seventh Symphony, it is heard.

Mrs. Purkins: There you are, under your tongue. (The Seventh Symphony plays on.) You know youve come back to stay this time. When you woke up this morning I thought you looked horrid. I did indeed. But youre lots better now. I can see it. Now, arent you?
Territ(with the thermometer in his mouth): Oh I dont know. I suppose so.

Mrs. Purkins: But you mustnt talk with the thermometer in your mouth. Now, lets see it. . . . Why, its down to a hundred, and barely that. Youre over it.

Territ: A hundred. Thats only a degree and a half from normal, isnt it?

Mrs. Purkins: Yes. And you know you were one hundred and five.
The Seventh Symphony is still playing.
Territ(despondently): Oh, well.

Mrs. Purkins: But youre wonderfully better.

Territ: Goodbye, Beethoven.
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Bill: Come in.
Enter Mrs. Lumley.
I was wondering, Mrs. Lumley, if youd very much mind, if I could have your permission I mean, to take the door of the cupboard off its hinges. Id be very careful with it.

Mrs. Lumley: Where you keep your tea-things, sir?

Bill: Yes, Mrs. Lumley. If I stood on that chair I could get at them nicely. And I see that it would be only pulling a sort of pin out of each of them.

Mrs. Lumley: What ever for, sir?

Bill: Well, there you are, you see. But the fact is I bought a window, and its almost exactly the size of the cupboard up there, two foot by two and a half I should say.

Mrs. Lumley: You bought a window, sir?

Bill: Well, yes you see. Thats what I did.

Mrs. Lumley: But what ever did you buy a window for, sir?

Bill: Well, of course youre quite right, Mrs. Lumley. It does seem silly now I look at it. But I couldnt help myself. A man was selling it, you see. And somehow or other I bought it.

Mrs. Lumley: Selling a window?

Bill: Yes, he was selling it in the street.

Mrs. Lumley: But you didnt want a window, sir.

Bill: No, I told him that. I said it to him in those very words. But somehow he didnt seem to understand. He was foreign, you see.

Mrs. Lumley: Foreign?

Bill: Oh, very.

Mrs. Lumley: Where did he come from, sir?

Bill: Well, somehow or other I thought Persia, but it may have been ever so much further than that.

Mrs. Lumley: How was he dressed?

Bill: Like nothing on earth, Mrs. Lumley. And he came up to me, and he said that he wanted to sell the window. He had it under his arm.

Mrs. Lumley: He had, had he?

Bill: Yes. And it was wrapped up in a bit of old paper, all over Arabic writing; and he was being moved on by the police. And I felt that if I didnt get it then I might never see him again.

Mrs. Lumley: Oughtnt to be allowed to land.

Bill: Well, there he was, you see, Mrs. Lumley; all in yellow and grey, and a long black beard.

Mrs. Lumley: Expect the grey had been white once. Those foreigners.

Bill: I expect it had, Mrs. Lumley. Well, he was like that. And he caught my fancy somehow. I dont know when anyone else has caught it so much. And I asked him the price of the window. He was trying to sell it, you see.

Mrs. Lumley: And how much was it?

Bill: He said it was all I had got.

Mrs. Lumley: All you had got?

Bill: He said he paid that for it himself in Baghdad.

Mrs. Lumley: All he had got.

Bill: Well, he said he didnt want anything except that window.

Mrs. Lumley: And how much did he get out of you?

Bill: Well, I only had eight and six on me, as I told him. But I said I had got another ten shillings here. So he said that eighteen and six would be the price of the window. And I ran back and got the ten shillings and I luckily found him again.

Mrs. Lumley: Luckily!

Bill: Well, I did want that window, Mrs. Lumley.

Mrs. Lumley: Lets see it.

Bill: There it is, you see. All queer little thick panes set in lead. Rather blueish than otherwise, arent they?

Mrs. Lumley: Dont think youll be able to see through it very clearly.

Bill: Well, Mrs. Lumley, I only thought of putting it over the cupboard in place of the door. Thered be nothing to see there except my tea-things.

Mrs. Lumley: Well, nor there would.

Bill: But Id like to see them, you see. They look cosy. I like to see the old tea-pot and the sugar-basin. They remind me somehow of evening, and work being over.

Mrs. Lumley: Yes I like the look of a tea-pot.

Bill: So if you wouldnt mind, Mrs. Lumley? I dont think that it will spoil the look of the rooms.

Mrs. Lumley: The residential chambers, sir.

Bill: Thats what I meant. Well, may I, Mrs. Lumley?

Mrs. Lumley: If you dont do any breaking of the little door, sir. Just take it off its hinges.

Bill: Thats all, Mrs. Lumley. Just take it off its hinges. And nail up the window instead.

Mrs. Lumley: Very well. Lucky he didnt get more out of you.

Bill: Well, Mrs. Lumley, you might have to pay more than that for an ordinary window. And you should have seen the man. His beard, his eyes, and the way he moved away as soon as I bought the window. I never saw anyone like him.

Mrs. Lumley: Foreigner, sir.

Bill: Yes, Mrs. Lumley.

Mrs. Lumley: I dont set much store by them.
Exit Mrs. Lumley.
Hammering heard as he puts up the window.
Enter Lily.

Lily: Hullo. What are you doing?

Bill: I was putting a window in.

Lily: A window?

Bill: Yes, Lily. So as to see my tea-things.

Lily: Well, I looked in to see if you would come to the pictures. But you seem busy.

Bill: Well, I just wanted to put the window in.

Lily: But what do you want a window in your tea-cupboard for?

Bill: Well, you see, its such an odd window.

Lily: Yes, it is rather. But whats specially odd about it?

Bill: Well, its not so much in the window; the oddity, I mean. But in the man that I bought it from, and the way that he sold it. And the way that he looked and dressed. Why, he had long yellow robes on, and greyish flappings. And a beard. A beard like a piece of the night, that had got stuck to his chest. A night without stars.

Lily: Why, there must be something wonderful about the window.

Bill: Well, I thought so.

Lily: We must find out what it is.

Bill: Id like to try.

Lily: Of course well try.

Bill: Well, to begin with you see; it was wrapped up in that.
Paper crinkles.

Lily: Chinese.

Bill: No. Arabic, I think.

Lily: Well, a long way off, anyway.

Bill: Yes. Of course they dont make windows like that in this part of the world. You never see them anyway.

Lily: No. Lets have a look at it.

Bill: Ill have it up in a minute.

Lily: Rather thick panes, arent they?

Bill: They are rather.

Lily: And rather misty, arent they?

Bill: They are a little.

Lily: Can you see through them clearly?

Bill: Wait a minute. Wait till I get it fixed.

Lily: Your tea-things will look nice and mysterious through it.

Bill: Yes.

Lily: What do they look like now?

Bill: Wait a minute.

Lily: Can I come up and look?

Bill: Wait a minute, and Ill get you a chair.

Lily: All right, Ill get it.

Bill: Hand me up that nail, would you?

Lily: What, this?

Bill: Yes.

Lily: There you are.

Bill: Thanks. Thats done it.

Lily: Got it fixed?

Bill: Hullo!

Lily: Youve fixed it all right, havent you?

Bill: But hullo.

Lily: Whats the matter?

Bill: I cant see my tea-things.

Lily: Why, its not opaque, is it?

Bill: No. Its quite clear. But I cant see my tea-things.

Lily: Lets have a look. (Drags chair.)

Bill: But its not only that.

Lily: Why, whats up?

Bill: Its not only that.

Lily: Why, what can you see?

Bill: Good Lord. Well, look.

Lily(she looks):  I said it was a wonderful window.

Bill: I should think it was.

Lily: What is it?

Bill: Well, first of all its straight underneath us. And then its a large castle, however it got there; or a small city.

Lily: A city, I should say. Look at the little houses inside the walls. And streets. Yes, its a city.

Bill: And all those towers. Its a walled city.

Lily: And the gateway. Look at the gateway.

Bill: And archers strolling along the walls in the wind.

Lily: Arent they dressed funnily? Look at them all. They must have quite a big army there.

Bill: I think we ought to tell Mrs. Lumley.

Lily: Why?

Bill: Well, its straight down under her house, however it got there. Im not sure she wouldnt own it.

Lily: Own all that?

Bill: Well, I dont know how it got there. She owns the house and the basement. I dont know what the law is.

Lily: Look at those flags.

Bill: Yes. I tell you what. Its owned by whoever those flags belong to. And we can find out who that is. We can ask someone who knows about flags. You see? Theyre quite clear. Little golden dragons all over a white field. Its what they call dragons or, on a field blank, or something. Ill ask someone who knows.

Lily: I dont think I ever heard of a white flag covered with dragons.

Bill: Its a long, long way down.

Lily: Yes. Isnt it?

Bill: Look at that belfry. Its probably ever so high. But it doesnt look it from here. Hullo, its striking the hour.

Lily: I dont hear anything.

Bill: No, but look at all those jackdaws all flying out together.

Lily: Yes, I suppose it is.

Bill: Yes, the chimes must be frightening them. But thats odd.

Lily: What?

Bill: Why, its twenty past four. Why are clocks striking?

Lily: Why, so it is. But it must be the same time down there.

Bill: It cant be if the clocks are striking the hour. And it was the same in those other two belfries. Those two away to the left.

Lily: Its odd, certainly.

Bill: The whole things odd . . . And Ill tell you another thing, the winds different down there; its blowing from left to right, and strong.

Lily: Yes, look at the smoke of the chimneys.

Bill: Well, its blowing the other way up here; what there is of it.

Lily: Yes, so it is.

Bill: The jackdaws are coming back. The clocks have stopped striking.

Lily: Yes, I suppose they have.

Bill: Shall we have some tea?

Lily: Yes.

Bill: Well, now Ive done a foolish thing. Ive nailed up my tea-things. But I suppose everything Ive done is foolish. I suppose buying the window at all was as silly as possible.

Lily: But it wasnt, Bill. It was the wisest thing you could have done.

Bill: Mrs. Lumley doesnt think it wise.

Lily: Then shes wrong.

Bill: But shell lend us a tea-pot. (Calling.) Mrs. Lumley. Im afraid Ive done a very foolish thing, Ive nailed up my tea-things. Would you be so kind as to lend us a tea-pot? And oh, Mrs. Lumley, that windows rather queer, if you would care to have a look at it.
Mrs. Lumley(outside): Im sure it is, sir. All those foreign things are. But Ill get you some tea.

Bill: Thank you, Mrs. Lumley. What a sheer drop it is, Lily. All those little dragons must be quite big, or we could never have made them out. Why dont they have guns instead of bows and arrows? Is it that they dont need them? Or have they not heard of guns so far away down below us?

Lily: Perhaps its a long time ago down there, as well as the wrong time of day.

Bill: Do you think its that? I wonder. Wed better ask Mrs. Lumley. After all, the things on her property. But have a chair up at the table, shell be here with the tea in a minute.
They move to table and sit.
Yes, we must tell Mrs. Lumley about it.

Lily: I dont think Mrs. Lumley will be very interested.

Bill: Then we must explain the law to her. You see, if you own anything, you own it right down to the centre of the earth. I think thats the law. So that it really would all belong to her. And the window too, if you come to that.

Lily: The window?

Bill: It all depends how Ive nailed it up. It all depends if Ive made it a fixture. I rather think that last nail did it. If so, its her property too.

Lily: That seems hard.

Bill: Oh, shes a good old soul; I dont grudge it her; or the city either. Its a queer thing, the law.

Lily: Here she comes.

Bill: Yes, thats her. Well tell her about it.
Enter Mrs. Lumley.

Mrs. Lumley: Here you are, sir. Id just made it for myself, and Ive put an extra cup on the tray.

Bill: Oh, but Mrs. Lumley  

Mrs. Lumley: Oh, thats all right, sir, any time will do for me. But this young lady, shell want her tea while shes here.

Bill: Well, its very kind of you. And Mrs. Lumley, I wanted to tell you something about that window. Its very queer really.

Mrs. Lumley: Im sure it is, sir.

Bill: But, Mrs. Lumley, its very queer indeed. You only see the sky through it, sitting here. Its all blue, you see. But if youll stand up on this chair, Mrs. Lumley, and take a look, youll see its really very queer indeed. You see, its a city, Mrs. Lumley. You see?

Mrs. Lumley: Why! Why, so it is.

Bill: And according to the law; according to the law, you know; we think it would belong to you.

Mrs. Lumley: To me, sir?

Bill: Well, you see, its straight underneath. You did buy this house?

Mrs. Lumley: Yes, I saved up and bought it.

Bill: Then I think that it would.

Mrs. Lumley: What? The whole city?

Bill: Oh no, Mrs. Lumley. Only whats straight underneath.

Mrs. Lumley: Well, the laws an odd thing, and I never quite understood it. But I dont quite understand that city either. How did it get there, sir, underneath your window?

Bill: Well, thats what we dont quite know.

Lily: No; do we?

Mrs. Lumley: With battlements on it and all, and a doorway with spikes over it.

Bill: A portcullis, Mrs. Lumley.

Mrs. Lumley: Shouldnt think theyd pay much taxes with a gate like that.

Bill: Why, Mrs. Lumley?

Mrs. Lumley: Shut it when the man comes round from Somerset House. Nor rates neither. And theyve a bit of a walk at the top all under the battlements, and acrobats walking along it.

Bill: Archers, Mrs. Lumley.

Mrs. Lumley: Yes, with their bows and arrows.

Bill: Thank you so much for the tea, Mrs. Lumley.

Lily: Yes, thank you very much.

Mrs. Lumley: I like their little flags.

Bill: I expect theyre quite big flags really, but its such a long way below us.

Mrs. Lumley: And flat country out in front of it. Reminds me of Oxfordshire. Flat, that. I went there once for a holiday. But it was a long time ago. Two hay-waggons coming in on two different roads. Dont they move slowly.
Motors hooting in the street outside.

Bill: Well, not really, Mrs. Lumley. Only its such a long way below us.

Mrs. Lumley: And red roofs. I like tiles for a roof. And a woman coming out to feed a goat.

Bill: Another cup of tea, Lily?

Lily: Thanks.

Bill: It was very kind of you to get us the tea, Mrs. Lumley.

Mrs. Lumley: And the archers green jackets, and their tight pinkish trousers. I like that little town.

Bill: Well, part of its yours, I think.

Mrs. Lumley: Ive been a hard-working woman all my life, and I dont much bother with things I can get no good out of. You cant fool me with any of them. Its like big shares in companies that dont pay any dividends.

Bill: Well, its the law, Mrs. Lumley.

Mrs. Lumley: Let it be.

Lily: But isnt it a jolly city, Mrs. Lumley?

Mrs. Lumley: Yes, Id do anything for it.

Bill: Yes, so would I.

Lily: Yes, wouldnt one?

Bill: What a pity we cant.

Mrs. Lumley: Well, I dont suppose it wants us to, however it got there. It looks happy enough.

Lily: Yes, doesnt it?

Mrs. Lumley: And a man singing in the street, I should say. Hes got some kind of instrument that hes holding, and hes throwing his head up. Yes, he must have been singing, for theres a girl looked out from a window. I dont like cobbles I must say; but thats what theyve got.

Bill: Have the hay-waggons got in yet, Mrs. Lumley?

Mrs. Lumley: Lord no, sir. Theyve a long way to go. But I cant see them so clearly now. Its getting dark.

Bill: Dark, Mrs. Lumley? No, its not.

Mrs. Lumley: It is down there, sir.

Bill: Dark?

Mrs. Lumley: Getting dark.

Bill: The sun doesnt set for another three hours; does it, Lily?

Lily: No, I dont think so.

Mrs. Lumley: It must have set down there, sir.

Bill: Well, I never!

Mrs. Lumley: Thats what I said, sir, when you bought the window.

Lily: Well, Im very glad you did.

Mrs. Lumley: But, I like that little town.

Bill: Have some more tea, Lily.

Lily: No thanks.

Mrs. Lumley: Ill get you some muffins if you like, miss. But, wait a moment, theres another man singing down there. I like to see them singing.

Bill: What a pity that no sound of it comes up here.

Lily: Lets listen.

Bill: No, not a sound.

Mrs. Lumley: But hes singing.

Bill: Lily, lets spend an hour up on those chairs after tea, instead of going to the pictures.

Lily: Yes, lets.

Mrs. Lumley: The lights are coming out. Windows and lanterns. I like to see lights in the evening. Pale like primroses, and the evening all blue, and the blue of it running like rivers down the old streets. Its a queer old town certainly. But Ill get your muffin.

Lily: Oh, but it doesnt matter really, Mrs. Lumley. Wouldnt you like to stop and see more?

Mrs. Lumley: Ill take a look later on, if I might.

Bill: But certainly, Mrs. Lumley; certainly. Its your city, you know.

Mrs. Lumley: Well, I dont know. I once bought some shares in a gold-mine in Paraguay. I wouldnt do it now. But I once bought some shares in a gold-mine. They said I owned a fiftieth part of the mine.

Lily: And did you, Mrs. Lumley?

Mrs. Lumley: Not as I could see, miss.
Exit Mrs. Lumley.

Lily: Lets go and have another look.

Bill: Have your muffin first, Lily.

Lily: All right.

Bill: You know, I think we ought to keep this to ourselves. It will be just our city, and of course Mrs. Lumleys. In fact Mrs. Lumley is queen of it. Well, as far as we know. Right down to the centre of the earth: thats what the law says. But I dont think wed better go letting in any one else. And I tell you why not. The Press would get hold of it, and youd have people going there.

Lily: But how would they get there?

Bill: I dont know, but youd never be able to keep reporters out. And theyd be the thin end of the wedge. Youd have town-planning next, and trams and posters and motors. Lets keep it just as it is.

Lily: Yes, lets.

Bill: Why, thats Mrs. Lumley again.
Mrs. Lumley(entering): I brought the muffin for your young lady, sir.

Bill: Well, thats very kind of you.

Lily: Thank you so much, Mrs. Lumley.

Bill: Wont you take another look at your city, Mrs. Lumley?

Mrs. Lumley: Not now, thank you, sir. Ive a few things to do. Ill take a good look later. Im glad weve got it down there. Come to think of it, I really am. Ill be going now, sir.
Exit.

Bill: Well, Lily, when youve finished your muffin well take another look at the city.

Lily(mouth full):  Yes.

Bill: Ill put the chairs ready.

Lily: Theres a bell ringing down there in the city.

Bill: Yes. (He goes to the earthly window.) No, its the muffin-man going home. We hear nothing from down there. And I suppose they dont hear the muffin-man.

Lily: I wonder.

Bill: No, I dont expect they do.

Lily: Lets see what the archers are doing.

Bill: Yes. Come on.

Lily: But what a dark blue its turned.

Bill: Yes, but youll see all right standing up on the chair. Hullo. Hullo. Why, its dark. Dark, and the stars are shining. You cant see the city.

Lily: What? You cant see it?

Bill: No. Except for a few lights.

Lily: Lets have a look.

Bill: Just those few lights, you see. They dont light it up very much.

Lily: No, just a few lanterns, as Mrs. Lumley said.

Bill: What constellation is that? You know about stars, Lily. That big one hanging low.

Lily: That? I dont know.

Bill: Well, that one above it.

Lily: Bill! Theyre not our constellations.

Bill: Not our constellations?

Lily: Nothing we know. Im sure of it.

Bill: Good Lord! Well, thats odd.

Lily: But, isnt it?

Bill: Definitely odd.

Lily: Bill, we were wondering just now if they could hear our muffin-man.

Bill: Yes.

Lily: Well, astronomers say that theres more than one universe. Stars altogether out of sight of our system.

Bill: Yes. Why?

Lily: Its not in our universe, Bill.

Bill: Good Lord.

Lily: It cant be, with those constellations.

Bill: I say. Well, we cant see any more to-day, now that its night down there. Come and see it to-morrow, Lily, when I get back from Mergin and Chayters. I can get away half an hour before they close.

Lily: But it will be night again down there.

Bill: So it will. Then slip round in the luncheon hour. I can be here for twenty minutes, and well stand on the chairs and eat sandwiches.

Lily: Right. I must be going now. Look after the little town when you can. And tell Mrs. Lumley to be sure to keep an eye on it while youre out.

Bill: Well, we cant do much, you know.

Lily: No. But you can keep an eye on it.

Bill: All right, we will. Good-bye, Lily.

Lily: Good-bye.
Day passes and the night. It is next morning at 8.30.
Enter Mrs. Lumley.

Bill: Oh, Mrs. Lumley, Im so glad you came.

Mrs. Lumley: I came to bring you my tea-pot.

Bill: Yes, thank you so much. But Im glad you came, because I rather think your city wants keeping an eye on.

Mrs. Lumley: Keeping an eye on, sir?

Bill: Well, look at it, Mrs. Lumley, if you wouldnt mind getting up on that chair.
She does.

Mrs. Lumley: Dont see anything wrong with it, sir.

Bill: Oh, not wrong with it, Mrs. Lumley, not wrong with it. I didnt mean that. But it seems a little unusual this morning. Dont you think so? Dont those archers seem rather busy? And the streets are almost empty. Look at that woman running out now, and dragging in the child that was playing.

Mrs. Lumley: Yes, I see. Playing in the street. Theres another woman now. Shes dragging in another of them.

Bill: Well, why shouldnt they play in the street? And then there are no hay-waggons out on the plain. Nothing on any of the roads. What do you think is the meaning of it, Mrs. Lumley?

Mrs. Lumley: Couldnt say, sir. Im sure.

Bill: Well, I think it wants keeping an eye on.

Mrs. Lumley: Well, Ive a lot to see to this morning, sir, but Ill do what I can.

Bill: And look at those archers again, Mrs. Lumley. Do you see what theyre doing?

Mrs. Lumley: Handing round bundles, they seem to be.

Bill: Yes, but do you see what the bundles must be, they must be arrows.

Mrs. Lumley: Well, they would, sir, wouldnt they, being bow-and-arrow men?

Bill: But theyve all got arrows already, Mrs. Lumley, those little things hanging down from their belts on the left, things they call quivers, are full of them. What do they want more for?

Mrs. Lumley: Couldnt say, Im sure, sir.

Bill: I think it wants keeping an eye on, Mrs. Lumley.

Mrs. Lumley: Well, I will, sir, when the cats-meat-man has come. He comes this morning, and I mustnt miss him, you know.

Bill: No, but youll keep an eye on the city, wont you? I think it wants it somehow. I must be off now. The shop opens in twenty minutes.

Mrs. Lumley: Yes, its arrows theyre handing round, sir. You were quite right. Bundles of arrows. But what do they want all those arrows for when theyve got some already.

Bill: I think I should keep an eye on it, Mrs. Lumley. Its legally yours, you know. Or some of it. But I must run.

Mrs. Lumley: Well, I will, sir, if I have time. I wouldnt like any harm to come to it, with all those nice towers and all.
Exit Bill.
Well, I must tidy the room. It wants it too.
She gets down from the chair. You hear her moving the tea-pot and cups and saucers. There is heard the cry of the cats-meat-man.
Oh.
And she runs out of the room.
About five hours elapse. It is 1.30 p.m.
Bill bustles in and drags a chair to the wall by the cupboard, and stands on it. A step is on the stair. He jumps down.

Bill: Hullo. Is that you, Lily?

Lily: Yes. Hows the city?

Bill: I only just glanced at it. Pretty quiet, I think.

Lily: Thats good. Lets look. I wasnt easy about it.

Bill(at chair):  Here you are.
She gets up.

Lily: Yes, the archers are quiet. But whats that crowd in the street?

Bill: Crowd? They werent there just now. (He jumps up on his chair.) Why, yes. Theyre running down to the gate. Theyre pikemen: thats what they are.

Lily: Yes, theyve got pikes.

Bill: Theyre running.

Lily: I hope its all right.

Bill: The archers are doing nothing.

Lily: Bill! Theyre dead.

Bill: What?

Lily: The archers are dead. Look, Bill.

Bill: But no-ones got into the town.

Lily: No, but theyre coming. Thats what the pikemen are running down to the gate for.

Bill: I cant see anyone outside the walls, because of that mist that is all over the fields.

Lily: It isnt mist. Its smoke, Bill. Theres a tower burning.

Bill: Oh, why didnt she watch? Mrs. Lumley, Mrs. Lumley.

Mrs. Lumley(off):  Yes, sir?

Bill: Oh, Mrs. Lumley, please come here.

Mrs. Lumley: Anything wrong, sir?

Bill: Quick, Mrs. Lumley.
Enter Mrs. Lumley.

Mrs. Lumley: Why, nothing wrong. I thought there must have been a leak.

Bill: Its your city, Mrs. Lumley.

Mrs. Lumley: Oh, the little city.

Lily: Theres a new flag at the gate. It has a large red bear on it. Look, Bill, theyre coming this way. Lots of them.

Bill: Oh, Mrs. Lumley, you should have watched.

Mrs. Lumley: Id lots to do this morning, sir. The cats-meat-man as soon as you left, and then washing up and tidying, and lots of things that, if I dont do myself, no one will ever do.

Bill: But, Mrs. Lumley. Your city.

Lily: Oh!

Mrs. Lumley: What is it, miss?

Lily: Theyre through the gate, Mrs. Lumley.

Mrs. Lumley: Let me look. (Chair.) No, theyre not. No, theyre not. Those fellows with the straight scythes are keeping them back.

Bill: Pikes, Mrs. Lumley.

Mrs. Lumley: Well, pikes. Theyre piking them. Theyre teaching them not to come into my city, if thats what it is, though I cant hardly believe it, sir.

Lily: Theres a flag gone down over there.

Bill: Which?

Lily: One of ours.

Bill: Oh, Mrs. Lumley, you should have watched.

Mrs. Lumley: But what could I have done?

Bill: Well, the question is, what we can do now. We must do something.

Lily: Yes, Bill, we must. Theyre still holding out. There are plenty of flags left. But theyre coming on, those men with the red bear. We must do something quick.

Mrs. Lumley: But what can you do, sir?

Bill: Well, Mrs. Lumley, look at the height it is. And straight under us. If those men with the red bear come on any further theyll be right under the window.

Mrs. Lumley: And what then, sir?

Bill: Why, Mrs. Lumley, anything thrown from here would fall with terrific force. Theyve no weapons down there to equal falling fire-irons, and coal too, and, and, anything you could spare, Mrs. Lumley.

Mrs. Lumley: Its a nice pair o tongs, sir.

Bill: I know, Mrs. Lumley, I know. But its your city.

Lily: Quick, Bill.

Bill: Oh, look! Theyre coming on running.

Mrs. Lumley: Very well, sir. Very well. Just as you like.

Bill: Oh, thank you, Mrs. Lumley.

Lily: Quick, Bill.

Bill: Well, first we must break out a couple of panes and give them the poker, and whatever else will go through. Stand clear, Lily.

Lily: All right. The dragon flags are still flying!

Bill: Well beat them back yet.
Smash. A big breath as he swings back with the poker.

Bill: Look out, Mrs. Lumley. Well, heres for Golden Dragon City. . . . Hullo.

Lily: What a queer scent.

Bill: Hullo. My tea-things.

Lily: Why, so they are.

Bill: Its all gone, Mrs. Lumley.

Mrs. Lumley: Why, so it is.

Lily: All gone, Golden Dragon City.

Mrs. Lumley: Well, I should never have known what to have done with it.
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Several years ago.
Uncle AlbertYou will credit that I have not lightly: invited all the members of the family to meet here to-day. I have not frivolously called you together.
VoicesQuite so. Quite so.:
Uncle AlbertAnd you may have guessed that the: cause of my doing so was James.
Aunt EmilyWell, Albert, it crossed my mind that: that might have been perhaps your reason.
Uncle AlbertPrecisely. It was.:
Aunt EmilyBut nothing bad I hope.:
Uncle AlbertYou shall hear. You shall judge for: yourself. Indeed you shall all hear. As James guardian I could, with the assistance of Eliza, have dealt with the matter myself, had it been any ordinary matter. But shall I call it an ordinary matter, James?
JamesOh, er no. No, of course not.:
Uncle AlbertI thought, then, that to bring such a: matter before what I may call a council of the whole family, the elder members of it that is to say, was a course that such a situation justifies.
Aunt EmilyBut what has he done, Albert?:
Uncle AlbertPermit me to tell you, and you shall: hear. I am, I think I may say, a man without prejudices. Consequently, when I discovered that James was writing poetry, I did not forbid it, in spite of the looseness of character that is notoriously associated with those that do write such things. I did not forbid it. I see now that I should have done so.
Aunt EmilyOh, but theres no great harm in his: writing a little poetry.

Uncle Albert: Isnt there, Emily?
Aunt EmilyWell, not just a little in his leisure time.:

Uncle AlbertWait.:
A few grave coughs show the presence of other elders of the family.
Aunt EmilyWell, Albert.:
Uncle AlbertThere is more than this.:

A Male VoiceMore!:
Uncle AlbertIndeed writing poetry was only the: beginning of it. He has wasted money on an unprecedented scale.
Aunt EmilyGood gracious!:
Uncle AlbertI do not say that the sum itself is: vast. But had he wasted a hundred pounds in any manner in which money has ever been wasted before, I should have felt less alarmed than I do when I observe how he wastes five pounds.
Aunt EmilyBoys will be boys, you know, Albert.:
Uncle AlbertPassing over the fact that he is past: twenty, I will give weight to your argument in his favour, Emily, if you can tell me any boy you ever heard of, or any young man, who has wasted his money as he wastes it.
Aunt EmilyBut how, Albert?:
Male VoiceYes, how?:
Uncle Albert(after the slightest pause for effect): He uses it as note-paper.
Aunt EmilyUses it as . . . ?:
Uncle AlbertAs note-paper.:
Male VoiceNote-paper?:
Uncle AlbertHe has written all over this five pound: note; and perhaps some of you who are better acquainted with the custom of banks than I am will tell me if it is possible that any value remains in it.

Voice 1Hm.:

Voice 2Ha.:

Voice 3What?:
Uncle AndrewObliterated.:

Voice 3What?:
Uncle Andrew Totally obliterated.:


Uncle Albert Totally obliterated?:


Uncle Andrew Certainly.:

Uncle Albert So:  I supposed. So indeed I supposed.


James Er, but I believe if the number remains, even: if nothing else, Ive heard it said that the bank may pay. I can see a bit of the number.


Uncle Albert You heard what Uncle Andrew said:: totally obliterated.

James Oh.:
Aunt Emily Oh, James, why did you do it?:
James I was sitting at my writing table, Aunt: Emily, and Id run out of paper; when a poem suddenly came to me. I couldnt write on the blotting paper; I did try, but the pen got all woolly. And Id got the five pound note in my pocket, so I wrote on the back. I didnt think the back would matter.


Aunt Emily Oh thats not so bad, Albert. Lets: see.


Uncle Albert You wrote on the back, you say.:


James Well I began on the back, and I wrote very: small, and I thought that there would have been room enough.


Uncle Albert And do you say that you did not: write on the front part of the five pound note?

James I must have. You see the poem wasnt: finished. So I turned over the page.


Uncle Albert He turned over the page! You have: heard him. The currency of this realm is to him no more than a note-book. This is the extreme length to which a foolish taste for poetry can go. We must, after consideration among ourselves, devise means to restrain him. Meanwhile . . .


James Im very sorry.:


Uncle Albert Meanwhile . . .:


Aunt Emily After all, it isnt a habit Albert.:


Uncle Albert A habit, Emily. It is not. And that: is precisely what I shall prevent it from ever becoming. But meanwhile I have drawn up this solemn undertaking, which he will sign, and I trust that it may be binding upon his conscience. I will read it to you all; and listen attentively, James, in order that you may appreciate what you are signing. I (and here you will fill in your full name in your own handwriting) do solemnly undertake and swear never henceforth to write again any word or words soever upon any bank-note, back or front, or upon any cheque or postal order, other than such words as may be properly required by the bank or the Post Office; or upon any other paper or parchment that is legally changeable for any sum of money. I think that will cover the situation if he abides by it, though I cannot hope that he will ever have a proper estimate of the value of money after the disrespect he has shown for it.

James Im awfully sorry Uncle Albert. But I didnt: mean to show any disrespect to it.

Uncle Albert It was a: new five-pound-note. And you wrote poetry on it.

Aunt Emily I have seen a man jotting down: accounts on the back of a five-pound note. I saw a man doing it once.

Uncle Albert Accounts, Emily. There is nothing: derogatory in accounts.

Aunt Emily Still, it was untidy of him.:

Uncle Albert The untidiness of this person does: not excuse Jamess gross disrespect, to, to, er, The Bank of England.

James I am very sorry.: I am really very sorry indeed. I dont know how I came to do it. I never do know how poems come. It was the poem coming so suddenly; or Id never have done it.

Uncle Albert Poetry again! And a: new five-pound note.

Aunt Emily But to be quite fair, Albert, that makes: the loss no greater; does it, now? Its being new, I mean.

Uncle Albert No, but it makes the act more: blatant, Emily. Far more blatant, I fear. What is your view, Andrew?

Uncle Andrew It does impart an element of: blatancy.

Uncle Albert You hear what your Uncle Andrew: says.

Uncle Andrew But dont be too hard on him.:

Uncle Albert Too hard on him? Indeed I am: not. I have spared his feelings where some might not have spared them. Where some might have gone as far as he deserves. But I know where to stop. I have stopped at reading out loud to all of you the twaddle he wrote on the note. Perhaps it was my duty not to have spared him, considering what this may lead to.

Aunt Emily No Albert, your forbearance does you: credit.

Uncle Andrew Yes, yes.:

Uncle Albert I only hope I was right. As for your: habit of writing poetry, James; you see what it has led to already and I can only hope that you will drop it immediately.

James Ill try to, Uncle Albert.:

Uncle Albert Youll try to!:

Aunt Emily Of course hell drop it, Albert. Of: course you will, wont you, James?

James I find it very difficult sometimes.:

Several years after.
In the Auction room.

The Auctioneer We now come to the Ode to: Autumn, the original manuscript, written on a five-pound note. It is unsigned, but in James Smiths unmistakable handwriting. Any lady or gentleman who purchases this may consider that they have a unique possession. We cannot of course guarantee it, but there is no record that he ever wrote on a five-pound note before, and there is a record that he solemnly undertook never to do so again. That undertaking is in the Museum, and is dated: as the five-pound note was issued shortly before that date, being quite new when James Smith wrote on it, it is universally accepted that he never wrote on a bank-note afterwards. I have only two words to add. What bids, gentlemen? What bids? I should say Ladies and gentlemen.


Mr. Boxton Five pounds.:


Auctioneer Ha, ha. Very amusing, Mr. Boxton.: I may say, ladies and gentlemen, that 

Mr. Boxton is my wittiest customer. This old room would often be dull but for his quips and sallies. He has bid £5 for a five pound note. Very amusing indeed.


Mr. Boxton Well, five guineas then.:


Auctioneer Two excellent jokes, Mr. Boxton.:

Ten guineas.:

Auctioneer Thank you, sir. I am bid ten guineas: for the Ode to Autumn, the original manuscript, on a five-pound note.

Fifteen guineas.:

Auctioneer Thank you, sir. I am bid fifteen: guineas.

Twenty guineas.:

Auctioneer Twenty guineas? Thank you, sir.:

Boxton Twenty-five guineas.:

Auctioneer Thank you, Mr. Boxton, thank you.: But not quite serious yet, I think.

Thirty guineas.:

Auctioneer Thank you, sir. Thank you. Any: advance on thirty guineas? Come now, gentlemen, you arent going to let a complete ode by James Smith in his own hand, go for thirty guineas.

Thirty-five.:

Auctioneer Thank you, sir. Any advance on: thirty-five guineas. Come, gentlemen, I have my living to make, and I shouldnt waste my time and yours selling unique manuscripts, if they were to only go for thirty-five guineas.

Forty guineas.:

Auctioneer Thank you, sir. Forty guineas are bid.: Ladies and gentlemen I think the bidding would be much brisker, saving the time of all of us, if it were better realized how unlikely it is that there is any other such specimen in the world. I will therefore read to you a certified copy of James Smiths undertaking, the original of which duly signed by him is in the British Museum. Here it is ladies and gentlemen. I, James Adelbert Smith, do solemnly undertake and swear never henceforth to write again any word or words soever upon any bank-note, back or front, or upon any cheque or postal order, other than such words as may be properly required by the bank or the Post Office; or upon any other paper or parchment that is legally changeable for any sum of money. I think that will cover the risk of anyone in the world being able to acquire anything to challenge the claim of the purchaser here to have a perfectly unique article. This undertaking that I have read is supposed to have reference to this very note. Now perhaps some lady or gentleman will make a bid that is worthy of the rarity of this article.

Fifty.:

Auctioneer Thank you, sir. Thank you very much.: Fifty guineas is bid for this probably unique article, the Ode to Autumn, in James Smiths own handwriting, on a five-pound note. Any advance on fifty.

Fifty-five.:

Auctioneer Thank you, sir.:

Sixty.:

Auctioneer Thank you sir. Sixty is bid.:

Sixty-five.:

Auctioneer Sixty-five.:

Seventy.:

Auctioneer Thank you sir. Seventy is bid. Any: advance on seventy?

Seventy-five.:

Auctioneer  Seventy-five, ladies and gentlemen.: Seventy-five is bid. Seventy-five guineas for this unique holograph poem, all in the handwriting of James Smith. Seventy-five. Ladies and gentlemen, if I may advise you, if any lady or gentleman would give me a bid of a hundred he would probably get this rare manuscript, he or she that is to say.

A hundred.:

Auctioneer  Thank you, sir. A hundred is offered: just as I had advised. Any advance on a hundred. Any lady or gentleman . . .?
A hundred and five.:

Auctioneer A hundred and five ladies and gentlemen.: I am sorry, sir, for having misled you. I see now that I was too optimistic in suggesting that you might get this very rare manuscript for a hundred guineas. We all make our mistakes, and I apologize. A hundred and five, ladies and gentlemen; a hundred and five is bid. Wont you try again, sir?

Very well.:

Auctioneer A hundred and ten, sir?:

All right.:

Auctioneer A hundred and ten is bid.:
A hundred and fifteen.:

Auctioneer A hundred and fifteen. Unlucky again: sir. But then a hundred and ten was too optimistic, and you may get it yet. You may get it yet, sir, if you will try just one more bid.
Well, a hundred and twenty then.:

Auctioneer Thank you, sir. A hundred and twenty.: Any advance on a hundred and twenty. Is Mr. Z. to have it for a hundred and twenty? It looks as if they were going to let you have it, sir. And yet I cant really believe it of them. No advance on a hundred and twenty? Youre prepared to let it go? Going for a hundred and twenty guineas. Come now, ladies and gentlemen.

Boxton A hundred and fifty.:

Auctioneer A hundred and fifty guineas. Thank: you Mr. Boxton. Ah, Mr. Boxton, I knew youd be serious after youd had your joke. Any advance on a hundred and fifty guineas?

Curtain
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Scene:  A railway carriage.
Sounds of a train in motion.

The Escaped Lunatic: Excuse me, sir; but might I: ask if you would mind having the window shut.

Dick Smith: Not at all. Delighted.:

E. L. (helping with window): Allow me. Thank you so much. You see I have been living rather an indoor life lately, or I wouldnt have troubled you.

Smith Is that so?:

E. L. Yes, rather sedentary. A good deal indoors.:

Smith: Really. Have you had bad health perhaps?:

E. L. No, perfect health.:

Smith: Just didnt feel justified in risking the cold: winds?

E. L. No, it wasnt that. The reason was a very: curious one. A very curious one indeed. Perhaps you would like to hear it.

Smith: I should very much indeed.:

E. L. Well it was all due to a most annoying mistake.: A really incredible mistake. And yet it actually happened. It was a long time ago, before people had got really used to wireless. And I was very much interested in wireless. Very much indeed. And to make a long story short, they thought me mad.

Smith: Good gracious! What an extraordinary thing.:

E. L. Well, I trust I dont look inclined that way at: all.

Smith: Certainly not.:

E. L. Because I should be very sorry to alarm you: in any way if I did.

Smith: No, of course not.:

E. L. Well thats what they thought. It wasnt only: that I was interested in wireless, because they would have had to have shut up half the world by now if that had been the only thing that puzzled them. No, what puzzled them quite as much, or even more, was that I happen to have a wireless brain.

Smith: A wireless brain?:

E. L. Yes. Or perhaps I should have said a wireless: ear. But whichever it was, it was particularly sensitive. Now, to believe that a little wooden box with us here can hear music in Warsaw, is quite a strain on ones credulity. But we know it can. It doesnt seem to me nearly as odd that that far more delicate instrument, the human brain, can do it. Does it to you?

Smith: Well, no. No, certainly not. It doesnt, does: it?

E. L. No; because we know now that those sounds: are ringing all over the ether; and, as they can be picked up, it seems to me (doesnt it to you?) that the more sensitive the instrument, the better chance it should have of getting hold of all these sounds. That seems to me the reasonable way of looking at it; and, as a matter of practical experience, I found that my brain could do it.

Smith: How extremely interesting.:

E. L. Yes, wasnt it? And I daresay other people: could do it too, if the thing were properly discussed. But this unfortunate method of dealing with the matter with prejudice, and imposing compulsory restraint on one, naturally burked the whole question.

Smith: How very annoying for you.:

E. L. Yes, wasnt it?:

Smith: And they really shut you up?:

E. L. Yes.:

Smith: And wouldnt let you out?:

E. L. No.:

Smith: Dear me, dear me.:

E. L. Well, Im out at last.:

Smith: Yes, Im so glad. And what do you think of: doing?

E. L. Well, I naturally want to develop my wireless: brain as much as possible.

Smith: Yes, of course. What stations do you get: mostly?

E. L. Well, I dont always know exactly what station: it is, but I hear them very clearly.

Smith: And what do you listen in to as a rule?:

E. L.Voices.:

SmithVoices?:

E. L. Yes, just voices.:

Smith: How really very interesting.:

E. L. Yes, isnt it?:

Smith: Really wonderfully interesting.:

E. L. Yes. I can hear one now at this very moment.:

Smith: Now can you really? Dont let me interrupt: you.

E. L. Yes I can hear it quite clearly.:

Smith: And what station do you think?:

E. L. Ah, it isnt from one of the ordinary stations.: Its a little god that often talks to me.

Smith: (rather surprised): A little god?

E. L. Yes, in the Himalayas. Or more up in the: Pamirs. I am not very strong at geography. An Oriental god, you know.

Smith: How very interesting. I know the kind of: thing. They make wonderful ornaments for a mantelpiece.

E. L. Bloodthirsty you know.:

Smith: Oh yes, of course.:

E. L. But one cant criticise them on that account.:

Smith: No. Its just their Oriental way. And they: can really talk? Really affect the ether, I mean?

E. L.Oh yes.:

Smith: And you can really hear one now?:

E. L. Oh yes I can hear him quite clearly.:

Smith: Now that really is extraordinary.:

E. L. As a matter of fact he has just sent me an: order.

Smith: An order? What for?:

E. L.A command.:

SmithOh, I see.:

E. L. He has just commanded me to kill you.:

Smith To kill me?:

E. L. Oh yes. They are quite bloodthirsty you: know.

Smith: Here, look here, you know.:

E. L. And they must be obeyed.:

Smith: Now, now, look here. I dont want to have: any games in a railway carriage.

E. L. Now sit down. Because if you were to touch: that communication-cord I should have to act quickly.

Smith: I see. You are quite serious?:

E. L. Oh yes. And keen on it.:

Smith: You really mean . . .:

E. L. Keen as this knife.:

Smith: Oh-h-h-h. I see.:

E. L. Oh yes, they have to be obeyed.:

Smith:  now realises that he is dealing with a dangerous maniac.

Smith: Yes, of course they must. But look here, you: know. Wait a moment. Are you quite sure that wireless brain of yours is in good order this morning? What I mean is, are you quite sure its not atmospherics? You know the very best sets do sometimes.

E. L.Not my set.:

Smith: No, no. Well, I only wondered. And then: you cant always take them at their word, those little Oriental gods I mean. Theyd be very annoyed with you if you did that.

E. L. I dont think so.:

Smith: Oh, but they would. They start off with some: little joke that they never mean anyone to take seriously. Why, I knew one quite well myself, a little squat god of jade, and he lived in the Himalayas too. He probably knew your little god quite well. And he used to say all sorts of things, but . . .

E. L. One must always take this one seriously.:

Smith: No, no, no; they dont expect it.:

E. L. This one does.:

Smith: Does he really? Now thats very interesting.: Now I tell you what well do. Well test it. Well see if he really does mean to be taken seriously. You know theres only one way to test them. You know how to do it?

E. L. I must obey his commands without question.:

Smith: Quite so, quite so, quite so. But be sure that: they are his commands. Now put that knife down and Ill tell you how you can know.

E. L.How?:

Smith: By waiting for him to say it three times. If he: says it three times, you will know that thats what he means. I never knew one of them to change his mind after hed said it three times. But until hes done that . . . why, jokes; not meant to be taken seriously.

E. L. How do:  you know? May I ask, how do you know? How do you know?

Smith: Why, I have a wireless brain myself.:

E. L. You have?:

Smith: Certainly. And Ive talked with lots of those: Himalayan gods. And theyre not to be taken seriously. Jokers, you know; half of them.

E. L. Mines in dead earnest.:

Smith: Yes, yes, of course. But not till he really: means it. Not till hes said it three times.

E. L. If I did not obey him he would be excessively: angry.

Smith: Oh yes. I wouldnt have that happen for: anything. Only, make quite sure what he wants.

E. L. If I did not obey him he would wreck the: world.

Smith: Of course. And quite right too. He must: insist on obedience.

E. L. He shall have it from me.:

Smith Now look here:  you say you are sure that he: means what he says: I say that those Oriental gods never mean what they say until they have said it three times. And then of course they are never wrong. Now shall we wait till we get to the next station and ask the guard which of us is right? He is sure to know.

E. L. Certainly not. I allow none to interpret the: direct commands I receive.

Smith: Very well, very well, very well. Have: it your own way. I only wanted to give your master time to be sure you had got his exact meaning.

E. L. He needs a sacrifice. That is his meaning. I: tell you that those gods live by sacrifice as we live by chops and steaks. I tell you it is meat and drink to them.

Smith: No, no. Not really. Thats only spoiling: them.

E. L. And I tell you he shall have it.:

Smith: No, no. A little maize and some incense,: thats all they really want.

E. L. He shall have:  blood.

Smith: No, no. Not at all. Now look here, I tell: you what well do. I tell you what well do. Hullo, theres the brakes going on.
There is the slightest change in the trains rhythm.
Now, look here, you dont want to do anything in a hurry just now, or theyll be getting those odd ideas about you again. Were coming into a station; a railway station, you know; and theyll be making one of their silly mistakes again if they see you acting on orders youve received through your wireless brain. You see . . . wait a moment now . . . wait a moment. You see they dont believe in your wireless brain and the silly fools will make trouble; theyre bound to; it would be just like them to. Now if we wait till weve left the next station . . .

E. L. Look here, thats all very well. Ill do as you: say. But if you say a single word to anyone at that station about me being what they think queer, or any other silly wicked nonsense of that sort, Ill slip this knife into you at once.

Smith: Oh, I wouldnt dream of saying anything of: that sort.

E. L. No, youd better not.:

Smith: I swear I wont.:

E. L. Yes. Because, you see, if you did youd have: this knife in you, and they couldnt do anything to me. Youd be lying there dead all right. But theyd have your evidence, your very last words, that I was insane. And the silly fools would believe you too. And they couldnt do anything to me then. You see?

Smith: Oh yes, I see perfectly. And Ive sworn not: to.

E. L. Thats right. I should only go back to the: place Ive come from, quite a pleasant place really. It had a jolly little conservatory. And thats all they could do to me. But you, you see, would be dead.

Smith: Oh yes, quite.:

E. L. Whereas if you only wait till weve left the: next station (and I see were getting in now) youve another five minutes to live.

SmithExactly.:

E. L. Which is all to the good, isnt it?:

Smith Oh quite so.:
Train stops.

E. L. Ah, some people are coming this way now.: Well, if you tell them that Im what they call mad, you know what will happen.

Smith: Oh certainly. And Ive sworn not to.:

E. L. Thats right. And lucky you did. Youd: better swear by this knife, because thats whats going to see that you keep your oath.

Smith: Oh yes certainly. Yes I do. Nice big one,: isnt it.

E. L. Big enough.:

Guard Excuse me gentlemen, but Ive orders to: look in every carriage. Theres a patient escaped from Tilney Lunatic Asylum. You didnt see anybody odd-looking getting into the train, or on the platform near it?

E. L. No, not as far as I can remember.:

Smith: Oh no, certainly not.:

Guard Thank you, gentlemen. Id better look: under the seats.

E. L. Excuse me, but would he be dangerous, this: patient?

Guard Well, they say he is rather, sir.:

E. L. I happen to have rather a large knife with me;: a curio, you know. Ill show it you. Do you think I would be justified in keeping it by me, just in case he jumped in?

Guard Well, sir, not a knife, I wouldnt. But of: course if he attacked you in a dangerous manner youd be justified in defending yourself.

E. L. There it is. Its a curio, you see.:

Guard Oh, a curio?:

E. L. Im rather a nervous person and I think Ill: just keep it handy.

Guard Well, its all right, sir. Hes not under the: seats.

E. L. Thank you, thank you very much indeed.: (To Smith.) But I think we shall both appreciate having it handy.

Smith Oh, quite.:

Guard Well thats all right, gentlemen. He isnt: here. He must be in some other carriage. We got a wire that hes on the train.

E. L. Any description of him?:

Guard No sir. But we can always tell a lunatic.:

E. L. Ah, yes; yes, of course you can.:

Smith: I say, dont go just yet.:

Guard Why, sir, its all right. Theres no one here.:

Smith: No, no, of course not. No one at all. I only: felt that if you stayed a bit longer . . . I mean we should both be glad of your company.

Guard Company? Ha ha. Thank you, sir. Well,: we must be going on now.

Smith: Yes, yes, of course. But wont you take just: one more look under the seat, just one more you know. My friend said he was nervous.

Guard Thats all right, sir, theres nobody there.: We must go on and look for him in the other carriages.
Enter Station-Master.

Station -Master (to Guard): Everything all right in there?

Smith: Oh quite all right. Quite all right. I guarantee: there is nothing wrong about this gentleman. Hes a friend of mine.

Station -MasterOh? And what about you? Looking: just a shade excited I thought.

Smith: Me? Oh, me? Well thats just it. Thats the: trouble you see.

Station -MasterThe trouble? Whats the trouble?: I dont quite follow.

Smith: Well, you see.: Im the lunatic.

Station -MasterWell, a bit excited certainly.:

Smith: No, no, no, not excited, just mad. Quite mad.: Very mad indeed. Im the man youre looking for, the lunatic you know. I escaped from Tilney Asylum. Theyve a jolly little conservatory. We grow flowers in it. We do. Really.

Station -MasterPulling our legs, arent you?:

Smith: Pulling your legs? Certainly not. Shouldnt: dream of doing such a thing. A station-master and all that. Certainly not.

Station -MasterThen whats your name?:

Smith: Im the King of the Moon.:

Station -MasterHere, what do you mean?:

Smith: Yes, Im the King of the Moon. Rightfully,: you know. But there was a bit of a rebellion there and they threw me out. And I came down here on a tea-tray. You know, a common tea-tray with black lacquer on it. Thats how I came here.

Station -MasterAh, hed be the man we want all: right.

Guard Yes, come on. Weve a nice little tea-tray: waiting to take you home.

Smith: With black lacquer on it?:

GuardOh:  yes. Ever so nice and shiny.

Smith: Ah, thats right. Ill come. Good-bye, Mr.: Man.

E. L. Look here, I . . .:

Smith: No, no, theyve only room for one of us.: Come on, Mr. Station-Master.

Station -MasterCome on back to the moon.:

E. L. Look here. Dont take him away. I want: him.

Station -MasterYou want him?:

E. L. Yes. For company, you know. I told you I: was a bit nervous.

Station -MasterBut hes the lunatic.:

Smith: Oh, yes. Quite.:

E. L. No, not a bit of it. Hes all right. Hes a: friend of mine. And I want him.

Smith: Now, I ought to know; oughtnt I? And I: say Im the King of the Moon. Rightfully, you know. And that wouldnt be all right to your way of thinking, would it? Not at all.

E. L. I tell you hes all right.:

Smith: Hes all right. Quite all right. But Im balmy. Thats the word; balmy. And I ought to know; oughtnt I?

Station -MasterCome on, then.:

E. L. Look here . . .:

Smith: Hes absolutely all right.

Station -Master I ts a nice tea-tray.:

Guard , Station-Master and Smith all bustle out. Voice of Guard from platform. All right, weve got him. The guards whistle. The train begins to cough.

Station Master Youll come quietly?:

Smith: Oh yes, quite quietly. Theres just one thing: I want to say.

Station Master Well, whats that?:

Smith: Wait a moment.:
The train is slowly moving.

Station Master Well come on.:

Smith: No, theres one thing I want to say. But I: want to give that train a few yards more.

Station Master He seems a bit better now hes on: the platform.

Smith: Yes, and Ill be better still in a moment.: But wait a minute.
The train gets into its stride.

Smith Well. Now.:

Station Master Well? Whats it all about?:

Smith: Only, the other fellow was the man you want.: Better telephone down the line.

Station Master The other fellow?:

Smith: Yes, that fellow with the knife.:

Station Master That fellow with the knife?:

Smith: Yes, he wanted to stick it into me.:

Station Master Well, I never.:

Smith He did.:
The rest of the conversation is drowned in the triumphant exultation of a train leaving a platform.
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The University of Athens, where Dunsany was appointed Byron Professor of English in 1940. The Italian Invasion of Greece effectively ended his appointment and he had to be evacuated. His subsequent travels in Europe became the subject of a long poem.
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ART AND LIFE

THERE is SO much to catch
As the days go by,
The line of some queer old thatch
Against wintry sky,

The huge red sun of November
Threatening snow,
Dark woods that seem to remember
Ages ago,

Gold king-cups crowning the ditches,
Windows agleam,
Old willows standing like witches
Haunting a stream,

Far mountains lit with a glow
That is tremulous
With something we only know
Is never for us,

All shapes of rocks and of trees
That a rune has enchanted,
All sounds that sigh upon seas
Or lands that are haunted.

So much there is to catch,
And the years so short,
That there is scarce time to snatch
Pen, palette, or aught,

And to seize some shape we can see,
That others may keep
Its moment of mystery,
Then go to our sleep.


THE HUNTER DREAMS IN HIS CLUB

A DIM grey dawn with a streak of amber
Is breaking now, though I know not where.
Blue pigeons soar, and the monkeys clamber
Up from dark to the gleaming air.

Hushed as though it had seen a gorgon
A bush-buck stands at the forests edge;
A strange bird calls like an opening organ,
Tiny myriads talk in the sedge.

Gone by now is the fireflies wonder,
Lost to sight with the Milky Way;
Suddenly near, the zebras thunder
Rolls for joy at another day.

Flowers bright as a painters palettes
Give their honey to brighter birds;
While upon feet like monstrous mallets
The bull rhinoceros goes to his herds.

A little wind like Auroras shiver
Blows, and the light is brighter far.
Dawn grows wide on an unmapped river,
Out goes the light of a large low star.

The sun leaps up, and at once the grasses
Flash as bright as the eye can bear.
Far off, clear quartz in the mountain passes
Beckons on. But I know not where.


A SONG OF WANDERING

SOME crumpled-rose-leaf mountains, from forty miles away,
Are luring me towards them, through all the blazing day,
Some crumpled-rose-leaf mountains, flecked here and there with blue,
They call to me and beckon as elfin hands might do.

And deeper pink beyond them a double summit towers,
Like Chronos grave and weary above the younger Powers.
Behind me the Sahara, before  those barren crags,
And with me the old hunter, illustrious in his rags.

When I am back in London, amongst the hoardings blaze,
And pictures of bad food and salt that men are paid to praise,
When, bright with lights that dim the stars, the foolish words are writ,
To Crumpled-rose-leaf Mountain my thoughts will fly from it.


EVENING IN AFRICA

As blue as sapphire rocky Gsoom
Is fading in a rosy sky,
Hills Ive imagined had no gloom
More grand than this one seen with eye.

Westward of Djebal Hamra sink
The rays, and all Saharas blue
Bursts into little waves of pink
That fade as dreams at morning do.

And cliffs, unseen before, shine steep
On the horizon bright and long,
As cities only seen in sleep
And only spoken of in song.

Like sparks these glories I have known
Shall flash, though faintly, from my pen.
What was not given for me alone
Shall shine years hence for many men.


NIGHT

NIGHT falls on the lone
Sahara, and spark by spark
Arabs I have not known
Light fires in the dark.

Of the specks of ash in the smoke,
Which atom knows
From what fire it awoke,
Or whither it goes?

In the wilds of Space, in the dark,
Spiral nebulae
Twirl spark upon spark,
Whereof one are we.

Who can say for what task
They arose, or whither they slip?
And all the Spirits I ask
Stand, finger on lip.


ODE TO A DUBLIN CRITIC

THROUGH steely gaps that I have known
In mirage mountains, upon wings
Has my imagination flown
To bring you news of magic things.

And lesser journalists have said,
That cannot see such things themselves,
The man is clearly off his head
To write of things like gods and elves.

By walls of cities not of Earth
All wild my winged dreams have run,
And known the demons that had birth
In planets of another sun.

From little fountain-pens they wring
The last wee drop of inky spite:
We do not like the kind of thing
That lords, they say, most likely, write.

Beyond the boundaries I have been,
That dull geography has drawn,
To bring you light from visions seen
In kingdoms eastward of the dawn.


IN THE SAHARA

OH, you that stay in cities, saw you this pretty thing?
The moon was new on Sunday, all in a silver ring.
Now it is veiled and curious, no more a shining hoop,
And the wind is in the Desert, and the sand is in the soup.

The wind that Allah bridles is free to-night to roam,
Like camels in the evening, when the caravans are home.
The tent-ropes creak uneasily, the soup is full of grit,
And all the cooks of London have not the like of it.

I know years hence in cities, when Spring has scarce touched Spain,
Ill yearn for mighty spaces and fret to see again,
As on some larger planet, the huge horizons loop,
When the wind is in the Desert and the sand is in the soup.


UNDER MOUNT MONADNOCK

LIKE a flame the maple blazes with the oak leaves;
All in windless weather the huge apples fall.
Sunset and twilight: birches haunt the evening,
Walking in the wild wood slender and tall.

High above the splendour mightily Monadnock
Sleeps in starry spaces, dreaming of his reign,
Long since a monarch holy to the Indians,
Waiting for his people to come home again.

In thy starry spaces be at ease, Monadnock,
Many a busy city leaves no stone or track:
All our speed and progress have Egypt for a warning;
Over mossy girders the old folk come back.


THE TRAVELLER

BEAUTIFUL when the world lies dreaming
Are the lights from the Evening Stars
Oceans of pale blue water gleaming,
And the tawny deserts of Mars.

Alas that they lie beyond our reaches,
Our sisters sidereal,
And never an earth-ship touches the beaches
Of any one of them all.

Yet far journeys we can adventure,
For from mind to mind there lie
Spaces of apathy, doubting and censure,
Through which our thoughts scarce fly.

And whoever bridges the gap between us,
We being lonely as stars,
Is well on his way to Jupiter, Venus,
Mercury, Saturn and Mars.


SONGS FROM AN EVIL WOOD

I

THERE is no wrath in the stars,
They do not rage in the sky;
I look from the evil wood
And find myself wondering why.

Why do they not scream out
And grapple star against star,
Seeking for blood in the wood,
As all things round me are?

They do not glare like the sky
Or flash like the deeps of the wood;
But they shine softly on
In their sacred solitude.

To their high happy haunts
Silence from us has flown,
She whom we loved of old
And know it now she is gone.

When will she come again
Though for one second only?
She whom we loved is gone
And the whole world is lonely.

II

Somewhere lost in the haze
The sun goes down in the cold,
And birds in this evil wood
Chirrup home as of old;

Chirrup, stir and are still,
On the high twigs frozen and thin.
There is no more noise of them now,
And the long night sets in.

Of all the wonderful things
That I have seen in the wood
I marvel most at the birds,
At their chirp and their quietude.

For a giant smites with his club
All day the tops of the hill,
Sometimes he rests at night,
Oftener he beats them still.

And a dwarf with a grim black mane
Raps with repeated rage
All night in the valley below
On the wooden walls of his cage.

And the elder giants come
Sometimes, tramping from far,
Through the weird and flickering light
Made by an earthly star.

And the giant with his club,
And the dwarf with rage in his breath,
And the elder giants from far,
They are all the children of Death.

They are all abroad to-night
And are breaking the hills with their brood,
And the birds are all asleep,
Even in Plugstreet Wood.


THE MEMORIAL

I SAW a pear-tree on a garden wall
Stretching its arms quite fifteen feet each way.
There was no garden near, nor house at all:
Flower and field and farm were passed away.
Many memorials can the Kaiser boast,
Yet this may stand for him as well as most.


A DIRGE OF VICTORY

LIFT not thy trumpet, Victory, to the sky,
Nor through battalions nor by batteries blow,
But over hollows full of old wire go,
Where, among dregs of war, the long-dead lie
With wasted iron that the guns passed by
When they went eastward like a tide at flow;
There blow thy trumpet that the dead may know,
Who waited for thy coming, Victory.

It is not we that have deserved thy wreath.
They waited there among the towering weeds:
The deep mud burned under the thermites breath,
And winter cracked the bones that no man heeds:
Hundreds of nights flamed by: the seasons passed.
And thou hast come to them at last, at last!


TO THE FALLEN IRISH SOLDIERS

SINCE they have grudged you space in Merrion Square,
And any monument of stone or brass,
And you yourselves are powerless, alas,
And your own countrymen seem not to care;
Let then these words of mine drift down the air,
Lest the world think that it has come to pass
That all in Ireland treat as common grass
The soil that wraps her heroes slumbering there.

Sleep on forgot a few more years, and then
The ages, that I prophesy, shall see
Due honours paid to you by juster men,
You standing foremost in our history,
Your story filling all our land with wonder,
Your names, and regiments names, like distant thunder.


THE RIDERS

WHO treads those level lands of gold,
The level fields of mist and air,
And rolling mountains manifold
And towers of twilight over there?

No mortal foot upon them strays,
No archer in the towers dwells,
But feet too airy for our ways
Go up and down their hills and dells.

The people out of old romance,
And people that have never been,
And those that on the border dance
Between old history and between

Resounding fable, as the king
Who held his court at Camelot.
There Guinevere is wandering
And there the knight Sir Lancelot.

And by you precipice of white,
As steep as Roncesvalles, and more,
Within an inch of fancys sight
Roland the peerless rides to war.

And just the tip of Quixote s spear,
The greatest of them all by far,
Is surely visible from here!
But no; it is the Evening Star.


THE WATCHERS

THE world of old in its orbit moving
Chanced to pass (if theres chance at all)
Near to the path of two Spirits roving,
Who stood and looked at the large green ball.

Morning flashed upon tusk and pinion,
Tooth and talon, of tribes at war.
Who, we wonder, will win dominion?
Which will rule in the little star?

Little scope there appeared for wonder:
The mammoth strode from the forests dusk.
Who but he, with his hooves of thunder?
Who but he, with his lightning tusk?

Yet there seemed in his monstrous striding,
Heaving weight and enormous ears,
Something gross. So, before deciding,
Come again in a million years.

Through the vault where the stars are sprinkled
Ages passed from the world away.
All of that time Orion twinkled:
Nothing changed in the Milky Way.

Again they stood where the world was rolling,
Again they watched, and saw, this time, Man,
Heard the roar of his engines coaling,
Scanned his cities to guess his plan,

Peered through clouds that his smoke turned sour
Even spied on his hopes and fears.
Yes they said, he has surely power.
But, come again in a million years.


THE ENCHANTED PEOPLE

IT came, it came again to the scented garden,
The call that they would not heed,
A clear wild note far up on the hills above them,
Blown on an elfin reed.

From the heath in the hidden dells of a moorland people
It came so crystal clear
That they could not help a moments pause on their pathways,
They could not choose but hear.

The very blackbird, perched on the wall by cherries
Ripe at the end of June,
Made never a stir through all of his glossy body,
Learning that unknown tune.

Two rabbits paused midway between fear and wonder,
Not knowing whether to run
Or whether to find their way to the heathery upland,
Far up, facing the sun.

They needs must hear as they walked in their valley garden,
Surely they needs must heed
That it came from a folk as magical and as enchanted
As ever blew upon reed.

Surely they must arise in the heavy valley,
Sleepy with years of night,
And go to the old immortal things out of fable
That danced young on the height.

But the moss was black and old on the paths about them,
And the weeds were old and deep,
And they could not remember who were high on the uplands;
And they needed sleep.

And they thought that a day might come when someone would call them
With a song more loud and plain.
And the call rang past like birds going over a desert,
And it never came again.


LADY BLAYN

MY hostess said, Will you
Please take in Lady Blayn?
Almost at once I knew,
By some light in the brain,
That all Id tried to do
And all my labours gain,
Keatss and Shelleys too,
All that the merry crew
Had rhymed the whole world through,
For her was done in vain.


INSCRIBED IN A COPY OF FIVE PLAYS

.. in the hope that you will put your name in it, and that of my little niece, Martha Owen Clarke, for whom the book is intended as a Christmas gift.

MARTHA OWEN CLARKE I write,
Exactly as your auntie tells.
And when the stars are blue and bright
May the reindeer sleigh with bells
Find your chimney in the night.


INSCRIBED IN A COPY OF THE KING OF ELFLANDS DAUGHTER

To Mrs. Cazalet I send
What this years harvest yields
Of dreams, whose glittering crops extend
At moonrise through the wealds;
And some I gathered at Worlds End
And some in common fields.


AT THE TIME OF THE FULL MOON

IT is dark to-night in moon-country
On the far side of its girth,
It is all dark in the valleys
Where none seeth Earth.

The sun with his day-long dawning
To-morrow in that land
Will rise with a golden anger
On the old rocks and the sand;

But they never see, there, Earths splendour
Lift like a silver hill
Monstrously over the sea-beds
That no waters fill,

Gleaming with eerie beauty,
Continents bright, and the seas
Lucid as palest sapphires
Sold by the Cingalese;

With the long shadows lying
Black, in a land alight
With a more luminous wonder
Than ever comes to our night.

They never see Earth float over,
Whoever they be;
And they know no hint of her purpose.
Neither do we.


THE HAPPY ISLES

A RUMOUR to the Romans came,
Got partly from a poets lips
And part from sunset clouds aflame,
Seen dimly from the furthest ships.

It told how, westward of our hopes
And further far than any dream,
With dawn for ever on their slopes,
The Happy Isles are all agleam.

I think that some seafarer hurled
Beyond the Gates of Hercules,
Lost by the boundaries of the world
And tost upon the last of seas,

Saw Islay suddenly through haze,
By some wild shaft of sunshine lit,
Its heather gleaming in the rays,
And Jura gazing down on it.


NEMESIS

ONE lied and broke his word,
Almost I thought to hear
Nemesis striding near.
Yet not a footstep stirred.

Then, to a lonely place
By strong dreams borne away,
Far from his tracks astray
I saw her grim Greek face.

Never she draweth near;
I erred, I thought. She saith,
On his neck is my breath,
My footfall in his ear.


A HETERODOXY

I DREAMED one night I came
Somehow to Heaven, and there
Transfigured shapes like flame
Moved effortless in air.

All silent were the Blest,
Calmly their haloes shone,
When through them all there pressed
One spirit whirling on.

He like a comet seemed,
But wild and glad and free,
And all through Heaven, I dreamed,
Rushed madly up to me.

Back from his haloed head
A flaming tail streamed far,
This way and that it sped
And waved from star to star,

And, as I saw it shot
Like searchlights through the sky,
I knew my dog had got
To Heaven as well as I.


A MOMENT

BY the hush of the solemn fish
Below long leaves,
And the barely perceptible swish
Of their fairy fins that achieves

Their beautiful journeying;
By the heavy magical sleep
Of the light of that evening,
Dreaming there in the deep

Of the small round pool,
I knew there passed in the dim
Some wonderful moment full
Of fate for the things that swim

In a world where arbours of green
Dream and sway as they grow.
Though what that fate could have been
How shall I ever know?


ON A PORTRAIT

EVERY thought of the heart,
Every yearning and fear,
Is mirrored awhile in faces
As moving leaves in a mere.

And every glance of the eye
Smiling, and every frown,
Go the same way down to the darkness
With all that goes down.

Time went striding by,
Sweeping all things away.
Rembrandt looked up for a moment
And said to him: Stay.


TO A COFFIN FROM UR

HAVE you no more to tell, voice from an older day,
With your large green coffin and small handful of bone,
Have you no more to tell than that all passes away?
Which, were it not for the joy of the moment ere it is flown
And its gay promise to youth, almost would be known.


IN AN OLD LAND

GREY among dead leaves deep
The sad November fires
Burn in a land asleep
All among old desires.

In the chill hush near night
A spark suddenly clear
Glows with its lonely light,
Fades, and the night is here.

So in the peoples sleep
A dream flashes out plain;
The years cover it deep,
And they are mute again.


AFFAIRS

OVER the lawn so late,
As the light dims to our eyes,
There go the bat and his mate,
The only mammal that flies.

Are you not jealous, I said
As he came fluttering by,
That man, on wings he has made,
Now wanders over the sky?

Jealousy! answered he,
I have more to do than that.
There are entrusted to me
The high affairs of the bat.


TO KEATS

ON a magical morning, with twinkling feet
And a song at his lips that was strange and sweet,
some body new came down the street
To the worlds derision and laughter.

Now he is dumb with no more to say,
Now he is dead and taken away,
Silent and still, and leading the way,
And the world comes tumbling after.


THE FORSAKEN WINDMILL

LONELY and old, forlorn
Amongst the Kentish lands,
Still watching over corn,
A worn-out windmill stands.

We cannot grind, O Lord,
The corn our people need:
It must be ground abroad
By any other breed.

And what they grind we eat,
However fine the flour,
However white the wheat
That foreign chemists scour.

And so in storms and calms,
High on the open heath,
The windmills mighty arms
Decay like English teeth.


TO THOSE THAT COME AFTER

WE were not wholly here, because to you
Often from our old homes our dreams drew near:
They did not know our hearts as you shall do.
We were not wholly here.

By lonely voices calling through Times mists,
By loves and hatreds following like bees,
By jealousies and angry journalists:
Follow our way by these.

We shall be with you in your distant time,
Shall lean towards you across many a year,
To bring you courage with a way-worn rhyme:
We were not wholly here.


IN WILD-ROSE GARDEN

AN evening like an opal,
The air one scent of may,
A nightingale beginning
To practise at his lay.

A moth along a laneway
Of air goes like a ghost,
A sense grows deeper round me
Of something near, but lost.


WAITING

I SAW a wood as wild,
As natural and as fair,
As ever enchanted a child,
As ever sheltered a hare.

And twenty miles away,
Over the rumpled downs,
The centre of London lay
With its awful cluster of towns.

Sullenly street by street,
Hungrier every year,
It comes, where there used to be wheat,
Nearer and still more near.

Which will survive, I sought,
London or this? There spoke,
As though he answered my thought,
A grey and reverend oak:

Yes, we have heard of it:
We have known such cities of old:
We stand and we dream a bit,
And its weald again and the wold.


A CALL TO THE WILD

JIMSON lives in a new
Small house where the view is shrouded
With hideous hoardings, a view
That is every year more crowded.

Every year he is vexed
With some new noise as a neighbour;
The tramlines are coming next
And the street is noisy with labour.

But one thing he sees afar,
From a window over his back-door,
Is a wood as wild as a star,
On a hill untouched by contractor.

Thither at times, forlorn,
From the clamour of things suburban
He turns, as the Arab at dawn
To Mecca inclines his turban.

And this is the curious prayer
That he prays when his heart sickens,
Oh fox come down from your lair
And steal our chickens.


IN A YORKSHIRE VALLEY

FAR down below the ling
Late roses flare:
Rose-willow wandering
Fills all the air.

Wayfaring up the vale
Roves a strayed breeze,
And hosts of seeds set sail
On airy seas,

Trusting to find afar
Soft earth and rain,
Where flights of wild bees are,
And flower again;

As might, beyond the blue,
With the same glory
An angel tell anew
An age-old story.


SNOW ON THE EAST WIND

A BLACK horse came to visit us,
His hooves on the hills drumming
All the way from the Caucasus,
And was three days coming.

On his back was a lady light,
And cruelly did she ride him.
He dropped dead at our doors by night
As she softly stepped from astride him.


A WORD IN SEASON

A NEW thing came and they could not see,
A new wind blew and they would not feel it.
Out of a world of wizardry,
With a scent picked up in Araby,
And a charm for the hurried mind to heal it,
And a song blown west from Arcady,
A new wind blew and they would not feel it.

Their watchers looked for a wind to blow;
And the new wind sang, and they could not hear it.
It slipped at dusk by the mean dull row
Of their narrow houses, from fields of snow
In a magical land: they were very near it
For wonderful moments, and did not know.
The new wind sang and they could not hear it.

If they had heard it, who could not hear,
If they had learned it, who would not listen,
They had seen lost fairyland near, so near,
And the tarns of elf-land shimmering clear;
They had seen those pinnacles beckon and glisten
That now will never be seen by them here;
If they had heard, but they would not listen.


THE WORM AND THE STAR

As I walked in a night of July
On hills where the foxes pass,
The stars were clear in the sky
And the glow-worms shone in the grass.

And my fancy attuned my ear
To the voice of the things of the brake;
Their tiny tones I could hear,
And I heard when a glow-worm spake

And told, in the ear of the elves,
The scorn of a worm for a star:
They are glow-worms just as ourselves,
Only less important by far.


AL SHALDOMIR

(A Song in a Play)

AL SHALDOMIR, Al Shaldomir,
The nightingales that guard thy ways
Cease not to give thee, after God
And after Paradise, all praise;
Thou art the theme of all their lays.

Al Shaldomir, Al Shaldomir,
My heart is ringing with thee still;
Though far away, O fairy fields,
My soul flies low by every hill
And misses not one daffodil.

Al Shaldomir, Al Shaldomir,
O mother of my roving dreams,
Blue is the night above thy spires,
And blue by myriads of streams
Paradise through thy gateway gleams.


THE SONG OF THE IRIS MARSHES

WHEN morn is bright on the mountains olden
Till dawn is lost in the blaze of day,
When morn is bright and the marshes golden,
Where shall the lost lights fade away?
And where, my love, shall we dream to-day?

Dawn is fled to the marshy hollows,
Where ghosts of stars in the dimness stray
And the water is streaked with the flash of swallows
And all through summer the iris sway.
But where, my love, shall we dream to-day?

When night is black in the iris marshes,
And noisy towns of the worlds dismay
Are all forgotten as Tyre and Tarshish,
Or Tyre and Tarshish are real as they,
Then days a mirage and dreams are day.


A BALLADE OF THE LAST NIGHT

Written for the 200th performance of If, at the Ambassadors Theatre, October 29th, 1921.

FROM where the turquoise rivers stray
The caravans no longer go
With camels by the mountain way:
The track is all untrodden snow,
Where dawns unseen of travellers glow
Above the precipices sheer.
Harwood has purchased Debureau:
The Pass is closed on Shaldomir.

Miss Gladys Cooper long ago
Left for her Playhouse. Welladay!
Business, or Fate, would have it so.
Miss Titheradge is gone this day.
Like poets dreams they drift away.
Ainley in Kent will disappear
And lightly with a niblick play.
The Pass is closed on Shaldomir.

The sombre Ali turneth gay,
And Winston leaner seems to grow;
Binyon will sing some other lay;
And Caine has left, and Banks also.
Sherbrook, no more Miraldas foe,
Goes hence, and we have only here
The empty trappings of a show.
The Pass is closed on Shaldomir.

LEnvoi

Trotsky! Or whosoeer to-day
Usurps the place of princes, hear!
For good and all no man shall say  
The Pass is closed on Shaldomir.


THE STATUE

I SAW a wild bird bolder
Than it is wise to be
Light down upon a shoulder,
And all at ease was he.

It was a shape of terror;
Aye, nothing less than Mans.
Yet the bird made no error,
For all the sculptors plans,

But rested there, the rover,
Safe with that shape alone,
Unharmed, unfrightened, over
The gentle heart of stone.


IN THE SILENCE

November 11, 1928

Is it dead, said the pigeons, the city that roared about us?
For the silence puzzles and numbs.
Will the fens come back, and the fields, and the woodland places?
Will there be no more crumbs?
Two minutes passed, and the bowed heads stirred, and the bugles
Spoke and the drums.


THE INSPIRATION

AN inspiration flew,
Hushing the evening air,
Thrilling the twilight through
With something wistful and rare.

I felt the brush of its wings
As it came sheer through space,
From the place of immortal things,
Near to this very place.

By the sudden speed of its flight
And the awe of all things near,
I knew that it brought a light
For many a weary year.

It needed nothing of us
But the mere stroke of a pen,
And I knew that the ravenous
Years could not conquer it then.

By birds hushed in their song,
By a myriad insects stilled,
It swept, travelling strong,
That its purpose might be fulfilled.

As a dog has a sudden sense
Of a strange step in the night,
So Nature grew more intense
As it felt the sweep of the flight.

And unto whom it was sent,
Silently, rapidly,
On and away it went,
For it was not for me.


THE LOST TRICK

THE light was fading away
At the Inn of Earths End,
When Man sat down to play
At cards with his grizzly friend.

Death won trick after trick,
Till all of a sudden Man
Turned one with a flick:
Thats mine, Death began,

But, seeing he had no choice,
Let it go with a groan;
For the trick was Carusos voice
Safe on the gramophone.


RAW MATERIAL

THE down on the uncaught wing,
The dream that will not abide,
Sheep-bells softly a-ring
In fields that horizons hide,

The glow of remembered dawns,
Dew on the spiders snare,
Light late on old lawns
Out of the fading air,

The mystery lurking just
On the other sides of trees,
Tales from books that are dust
Blown by on the breeze;

All that our ordered days
Fail to bring to our door,
Elves of the wood, and fays
Of the moonlight out on the moor;

Of these is poetry wrought,
And, when historys over,
These by hearts shall be sought,
As bees yearn to the clover.


THE QUEST

WHAT are those hills so strange that stand
Where I knew none before?
Are they the slopes of Fairyland
Above the fields of yore?

How long, how long we thought of it
As fabulous and far;
And is it now before me, lit
By light of no known star?

It may be so; I shall not ask
Of any man the way;
Those hills are far beyond our task
And, sought for, fade away.

It is enough that in the change
Of light from sun to moon
I have one moment seen that range
That will float homewards soon.

Homewards to where those towers stand,
And where the mountains rise,
That do not rest in any land,
And know none of our skies.

That is the home I travel twards,
Though well this truth is conned,


THE CALL

SUDDEN again
That curious heavy whiff in a London square,
Camels or strange tobacco, and out of the rain
My heart has travelled eastwards to glittering air
That floods up mightily over a golden plain
To waken cities that I would visit again.
That if I ever find its swards
My quest will lie beyond.


THE DESERTED KINGDOM

THE King is gone, the old man said,
As he went utterly alone
Along the ruined walls of stone,
With monkeys chattering overhead,
The King is gone. The King is gone.

I may not question why he chose
To reign far hence in foreign lands;
I only wait for his commands,
Contented if he ever knows
I bow not to the monkey bands.

So I wait here and watch the gate,
As I have done through all his reign,
Lest one day he should come again,
Though all the halls are desolate
And like enough I watch in vain.

I fear that if he come not soon
The last hinge of the gate I guard
Will rust across, and wolf and pard
Will prowl in underneath the moon,
And nothing will be left to ward.

Already broken are the domes,
Already cracked the outer walls,
And all the lovely palace falls.
Untended are the princely homes,
Across whose sills the jungle crawls.

The monkeys look at me and mock;
They know my King is overseas;
They deem that he has fled from these!
Whereof they boast from every rock
And chatter triumph from the trees.

And yet I guard the gateway well,
And yet I wait for his commands,
And hope some traveller of far lands
May one day come to him and tell,
I bow not to the monkey bands.


The Non-Fiction
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Killeen Castle, Seat of the Earl and Countess of Fingall. Dunsany was having a meal with the Earl when he contracted the appendicitis that would end his life. 


NOWADAYS
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(Dedicated to the Poets Club)

I WILL ask the reader to approach with me in fancy any great city. Let us suppose the open country to be already behind us, a sombre look has come upon the sky, a trodden look on the grass; the air has the look of brooding over some regrettable thing; the hoardings, always ugly, always false, often indecent, which have been with us all day into distant wolds, multiply here, and suddenly the mean streets rush on us. And how terrible is their meanness. The poorest cottager beyond in the country, the remote dweller in tents, even houseless wanderers, may turn at any moment, however hard their lot, to the hills, the wild wind, the heath, to something that is not in itself base, but is part of a scheme in which the stars themselves have part. But in a town! The night is a glare of factories, and the day an asset. And night and day they are reading, reading, reading  children and grown men always reading, whether they will or not. Reading, reading, reading, till they hardly even know that they read any longer. And what do they read? All that is basest. All the mean, cunning words of the advertiser praising his poisonous wares which no Government dare put down because they know that the power of the fraudulent cure is too great to be attacked either with safety or remunerative applause. So the poster stands unchecked, the literature of a people; stands in this den of man, the modern factory city, a record of mans ambition.

Surely as one looks at all these things ones mind is on a high, dangerous place, with the gulfs of pessimism all black beneath it. It is then that one turns to the poets. One sees the holy traditions, the cloak of Homer being passed reverently on. I hear them say that there are no poets nowadays, and I listen respectfully to that judgment whenever I hear men utter it, for it is no less awful a thing than judgment upon themselves. It means that they are all alone without an interpreter. For how can one view and understand so old a thing as life or so new and strange a thing as this varying age, so full of machinery and politics, without the help of those rare minds that look, without reeling, upon essential things?

There are only two ways of understanding life: we could do it ourselves no doubt if we had the time, but threescore years and ten are not long enough; nor is the time long enough, though one add to that span twenty or twenty-five of those extra years that the Psalmist says are all labour and sorrow. There are only two ways of understanding life: one is to find some ancient folk, some age-old peasantry, and borrow from the storehouse of their wisdom which they have had leisure to fill while wars and earthquakes troubled the thrones and citadels of kings. I never hear a nursery rhyme nor an old saying but it comes to me in this age, that trade and politics have made so sordid, like a little cool breeze into a stifling town out of some far, quiet hills. And the only other way of which I know to come at the meaning of life and the scheme of man is to turn to the poets. No man in his lifetime indeed can understand it, and I do not think that any poet would claim to or would pretend to know more than any other man; but then at moments unknown, always unexpected, there comes that clear voice in his mind, and with a feeling surely of ignorance and of awe he finds himself speaking of cities he has known and byways he has trod in lands where the desert has long since covered all, coming back again to its own, where the historian can only guess and the traveller durst not go. He speaks of things that were before cities began, and of gods that walked with him in the prime of the stars. The voice passes (like the wind in the gospel of John), and he is only a man again, with a mans humiliations.

It seems to me that in some way beyond our understanding the poet, in the depth of his experience and the wide range of his knowledge, is to be compared with the many generations of a whole people rather than with individuals; and the final product of the culture of man seems to be little more than a return to a certain simplicity that was long since.

Never, as in this time it seems to me, have we so much needed guidance from the poets; for eighty years machinery has altered and increased, changing and changing again the face of England, changing our habits, our needs, our mode of life, our thoughts, our language, and our very selves. We are very proud of it, we boast of it, we are glad that we have changed quicker than others change; and what is it all for?  where are we going? I have not seen the answers in the Press; there is no clue to it in the Palace of Westminster; they do not know in either House of Parliament.

And the poets go on writing as of old. Sometimes they write of high ethereal things that are as far from us as the gates of the dawn, like that remote, unplaced, undated play, Yeats Kings Threshold; and sometimes they write about our daily affairs, as in Masefields Widow in Bye Street. And in the one case I hear men and women say, Yes, I would read poetry if only poets would write about the things that interest us, the things of our own time. And in the other case they say, It is too sordid; a poet should not write of such sordid things. Thus they speak when the poets mothwinged fancy flits down to the very fields that they themselves, the people of this age, have slimed and made foul with gold.

And if we do not hear them, if the fashion is to be mending oleographs that the jigsaw hath eaten and not reading poetry, whence, then, shall we get our wisdom? We are removed, so terribly removed and utterly cut off, from all the simple peoples of the earth, that it is not from them that we shall learn our destiny. He would shift his pipe in his mouth if we asked one of them, and look long in front of him before he spoke; for there is no hurry in the rural places where things have gone easily, but for winter and war, since ever the quiet folk came there far back in the story of Time; he would be silent perhaps for a while before he answered, and then would speak with an accent so unfamiliar and words so unlike those hallowed only this morning by the latest editions of the daily Press that we might find something whimsical in such a man, and smile and turn away; so may Adam and Eve, as they left the garden, have found something a little uncouth in the angels speech. Yet it seems to me, as I watch the glare of our factories, or hear the roar of our towns and the sound going up from Progress upon her ravenous path, it seems to me that man has sailed out of his course and is steering by bad stars. And the terrible evil of it is this: that the further he goes, the harder it becomes for him to hear any voice that calls him back. I mean that this recent redundancy and elaboration of speech, of which an example is the ridiculous spectacle of modern Cabinet Ministers standing up and saying, The answer is in the affirmative, when all they mean is Yes  those pompous and meaningless phrases that eke out sixpence for the needy journalist when all he had to say would fill one line at a penny; and, final horror of all, the language of the advertisement begotten of avarice and bred in America: all this so rots the mind that true and simple things come to seem false, and men no longer hear when the poet speaks. That is not the concern of the poet. It is not for him to find hearers, not for him to get wealth or ease or applause of men. It is not for him to ask why the message came to himself while other men may rest, nor even to ask whence it came, nor for what end. It is for him to work on with that flame in the mind which is the bane and blessing of the inspired. Time will bring readers  in ten years one or two, in twenty years ten or a dozen, then in a decade a hundred, then a thousand, ten thousand in ten years more, and some day millions; and still Time goes on, nor stops because we cease to imagine his progress, and the day comes when every child on the earth has perhaps one little fancy in its mind that its forbears got from the dreams of that neglected poet, which have become the worlds inheritance.

But, they will say to me, the poet is dead. What is that to the poet? It is not for any reward that may be put into live hands that the poet works. Who knows for whom his inspiration was sent? Who knows to what end? Perhaps to guide the kings of some far-future age; and perhaps the poet is picked out from all other men as a punishment for some sin committed in other lands long, long ago, which the stars still remember.

They think that because they do not heed the poets they are right upon the course that they have chosen, right to make money by false patriotism and poisonous bread and adulterated wine, and that the poets are wrong. But the poets are never wrong, never have erred in the history of the world, have only failed (how many times they know) to give the message, but their inspiration comes sheer from the Palace of Truth, and what they say is beautiful is so, so long as they are true to their inspiration, and what they say is damnable is already damned in heaven. They reflect what is as lakes reflect it. Can a lake reflect three trees when there are only two, or can a white bird swimming on it seem black, or a crooked branch seem straight? They cannot be wrong, for they weave their work of sincerity, beauty, and truth; and evil days are in store for those prosperous cities that turn away from these things. Let them work on; it is not for them to find readers. But when the poet comes to an age that will not heed his words, let him shake off that dust that is flesh and pass hence; let him go back whither he has come; and not in the day of judgment only shall it be better for Sodom and Gomorrah than for that age, but in its own time its own people shall eke out their own damnation  for what is it to hate poetry? It is to have no little dreams and fancies, no holy memories of golden days, to be unmoved by serene midsummer evenings or dawn over wild lands, singing or sunshine, little tales told by the fire a long while since, glow-worms and briar-rose; for of all these things and more is poetry made. It is to be cut off for ever from the fellowship of great men that are gone; to see men and women without their haloes and the world without its glory; to miss the meaning lurking behind common things, like elves hiding in flowers; it is to beat ones hands all day against the gates of Fairyland, and to find that they are shut and the country empty and its kings gone hence.

Perhaps I have drawn something too grim a picture. Certain it is that poetry does not pay, and certain that many judge it for this reason and find poetry wanting. Yet no bad custom endures for very long or survives the laughter of posterity, and I think there are signs already of changes coming. It is not wonderful that for one or two generations (and how short are one or two generations in the long, long story of Man), it is not wonderful that for a little while we have turned Materialists: matter has been so marvellous. No record in the histories of the world shows any age in which matter has done such astounding things as in the last hundred years  that is to say, matter to the glory of matter, and matter exulting in material things. I do not think that a motor or great factory is any more wonderful than the cathedrals of England, or Notre Dame or St. Marks, or those tremendous dreams of bygone kings that marble and granite have realised in Egypt; but matter is subservient to the spirit in these. Never before to-day has it been so great for its own sake. What will it be to-morrow? Shall we always go on toiling and blackening our sky to make machines ever more wonderful still, or shall we not turn from matter because it has failed us? It has had its turn, we have worshipped it all these many years; it has given us swiftness; Man can move now by mono-rail at a hundred miles an hour, and it is not fast enough  all the old troubles, old cares, old sicknesses keep pace with us: aye, and the new diseases and new cares too. Is it not time to turn away from it? Our triumph over matter has been matters triumph over us, and, like a great antagonist, matter cares not that we think we have won the game that we have lost. Look at us after our triumph; look at the stunted figures of the Midlands; look at the careworn faces; look at the full and terrible asylums every year growing fuller; look at the feeble, frantic politicians trying to soothe blind, angry, inarticulate labour. Man is become so very, very wise, has so closely studied the papers; he is as wise as some old and learned professor caught in a crowd and not knowing which way to turn.

The soul is not soothed by a hundred miles an hour, the mind is not made easy in shops in Bond Street by four hundred and five hundred per cent, profits, nor yet may happiness be found for certain even by all the wickedness of honoured and wealthy vendors of patent drugs and adulterated food. With such men as these last, money will always remain; but more and more every year I hope we may find men turning away towards simplicity and beauty, realising that though money may buy happiness, yet it is only a medium, while the poets have on sale in exchange for nothing those ideals, fancies, and phantasies out of which happiness is made. For not a penny is earned, not a thing done but it was to help to carry out some mans ambition to make some little fancy a little easier; and mens ambitions and mens fancies are the poets raw material, and it is only short-sighted, unpractical millionaires that think that the stamped gold coins which they give their days in exchange for are at all an end in themselves, or that fail to see that that very happiness that they hope their money may buy is often thrown away for the sake of making that money. O all ye business men, praise ye money, for I sometimes think it is all you ever get. It may be that before we grow simpler and sincerer we may grow even worse. A substitute is yet to be found for water, as there has been for beer and salt; it is yet to be widely advertised, sold, and drunk like many another wickedness, but people must some day turn from all these things and go one by one to the camp where the good men dwell  not the poets only, but all who do work for its own sake and do it well. There are two great divisions among them, the true and the sham; I judge them by their works. In one class are all the snobs, all the pretenders, the writers of advertisements, the keepers of shops (except such as are honest), the makers of antique furniture and the buyers of it, the manufacturers of all things that are meant to look what they are not, the lovers of ugliness, not all the sinners, but all that sin meanly for the sake of gain, however honoured their stations. And in the other class are the men with spades, men near to the fields and natural like the harvests, soldiers and sailors, patriots, not politicians, common labourers, not labour-leaders, policemen, kings, and all (though happily the list is too long) who do any work well for the sake of the work, and not so as to sell it at an unjust price to the first ignorant customer. In this class are the poets. And this whole class should hold fast together to resist the false that is spreading over the world  false knowledge, false work, false food. The rough seafaring man may be ignorant of the poet, but they have the bond between them of work well done, which sets them utterly apart from the mean makers of cough-cures, and Cabinet Ministers answering in the affirmative.

And of such a class the poets should be the leaders; for of all materials for labour, dreams are the hardest, and the artificer in ideas is the chief of workers, who out of nothing will make a piece of work that may-stop a child from crying or lead nations to higher things. For what is it to be a poet? It is to see at a glance the glory of the world, to see beauty in all its forms and manifestations, to feel ugliness like a pain, to resent the wrongs of others as bitterly as ones own, to know mankind as others know single men, to know Nature as botanists know a flower, to be thought a fool, to hear at moments the clear voice of God.

Dunsany.
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King George V Hospital, Dublin  where Dunsany recuperated following his involvement in the Irish uprising.
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The first edition


CHAPTER I

YES, WE HAVE NO BANANAS

I WRITE OF A WORLD AND OF A TIME IN WHICH THE POSSIBILITY OF BEING without bananas was merely funny, and was a source of one of its most whimsical jokes. I write from a place in which it is easy to remember such a world, such a time and such a joke. I lived in that world; it was really true. Others too have lived in it, but few of them now have leisure to contemplate that period, calm but for a rather uneasy watchfulness towards the future, and an occasional wonder awaking to guess what might happen, too soon lulled into sleep; and many must even be doubting if such days could really have been. For them, who have not the leisure to do it for themselves, I turn to the past, to point to a few things seen when sheep-bells were commoner on the Kentish downs than sirens; as though the cover of the book that I now begin were a small door opening a very little way, to give a glimpse of skies whose travellers were mostly birds and whose clouds were all natural.

To write of oneself is to work like a goldsmith using the maximum quantity of alloy: dreams and time are the precious metals. But one cannot pass through twenty-five years without seeing something upon the way, and if my reader will pick out the things I have dreamed and seen, and forget the rest, he may be able to refine from this story some specks to keep in his memory.

Through the partly open door of which I spoke I see glimpses of nth November, 1918, when I think that a sudden thought came to everyone in England who had been too preoccupied with the thought of victory to have time for other reflections; but now victory had come and, with the need to look forward to it no longer, thoughts turned backwards and counted the cost. The rejoicing one might have expected was all absent, and a very sober mood came down upon England. I do not think any rioting need have been feared, but someone set going a rumour that the Kaiser had been seen talking to officers of the Dutch air-force. So unlikely a story must have been invented, and I suppose that the reason of the invention was to quieten a London crowd by the hint of the possibility of an air-raid even yet. And though such a reminder was useless, it was not silly, for no-one could have foreseen the quiet and solemn mood that came down over most of London. Rows of captured guns ornamented the Mall in those days, and I remember the boastful inscriptions at one end of those guns, and the hollows worn in the gravel under the other end, which were made by boys playing see-saw. How clear those inscriptions and those hollows were, and the little heaps of gravel thrown up from the hollows; and yet the Kaiser could only see the inscription, and never dreamed of the London boys playing seesaw. This observation may seem tritely commonplace; and so it is; and yet remember that the whole of German policy denies my simple thought, that man cannot see the future: the whole of German policy is based on such careful foresight that nothing is unforeseen, and on such careful preparation that their battle is won before we wake from our sleep. I cannot feel that Hitler is a great man, but I think he is very likely the cleverest man in Europe. What a lesson for all the copy-books of the future, showing what cleverness cannot accomplish.

The great light shining before us was gone; there was no longer something for every man to strive for, and a feeling of depression succeeded the war, such as follows all exaltations. And in that depression the wings of the angel of death that had screamed for more than four years so shrilly through the air, and had sailed over us with such pomp, moved soundlessly and with no splendour amongst us, unrecorded by history, and slew more than the guns had slain, with influenza. We who had been in such places as Plugstreet Wood where this particular angel of death was bred, were partially immune and, when we got this influenza, we most of us recovered; but it went by the name of the Spanish influenza, and I imagine that the reason of this was that it was not until it left the lands that were familiar with it and blew over the Pyrennees, its deadliness became really effective. From Spain it blew over the world, devastating Indians and Eskimos, seemingly growing deadlier the further it got from home.

A few days after the Armistice the department of the War Office in which I had served for much of 1918 was disbanded, as is recorded by R. F. W. Rees, who was one of us, in a ballade that may not seem to the world so good as it did to us, and so I will only quote parts of it:





The Curtain Falls

The tabs that made my tunic look so gay, 

The band around my cap, so chastely green, 

The hasty knife has rudely cut away, 

And khaki shows where loftier hues have been.

No more is Colvile mid his bookshelves seen, 

And Mortons song of poor Ozanne is done.

Stelling no more thumps at his type machine:

The curtain falls on M.I.7.B.(I).



No longer Pollard pins upon the screen, 

To praise Dunsany, his poetic lay; 

Major Pollard, I may explain, was our principal satirist.

And the ballade ends with the envoi:



So, some immensely sad, some very gay, 

From Street to street we go  our work is done.

Miss Wheatleys packed the last fair screed away:

The curtain falls on M.I.7.B.(I).



We of M.I.7.B.(I) never quite forgot each other, though meetings grew fewer and fewer and then ceased, until one day in 1936 Sir Reginald Rowe invited us all to lunch with him at Lincolns Inn, of which he was now Under Treasurer. J. B. Morton walked in where we were all gathered, remarking What a nasty-looking lot we are, though he tried to tone it down by adding compared with the smart officers that I remember. But one cant tone down increased girth and patches of grey hair and a bit of a stoop. It was a delightful reunion that we owed to Sir Reginald Rowe, and through it all rippled on the conversation of J. B. Morton as brightly as ever. I walked away with Ozanne and we parted at the entrance to the Tube in Trafalgar Square. Our parting was so cheery that a policeman turned and watched him as he went away down the steps. Could this cheery greeting have come from a venerable archdeacon? he evidently wondered. And Ozanne does look very venerable now; but the more venerable he looked, the more some suspicion of disguise arose in the mind of the man whose melancholy job it is to harbour suspicions. Had the old soldier flashed out in his face for a moment as we said good-bye? Probably that was what happened. And the policeman had said to himself, An archdeacon in gaiters, a soldier. A soldier, an archdeacon in gaiters. And could not make head or tail of it. He had started off with that little bit of insight, but he had been able to get no further, for his suspicions had led him all wrong.

When M.I.7.B.(I) was disbanded I went to the 3rd Battalion of the Inniskillings at Tregantle Fort in Cornwall, where we guarded the coast, without knowing against whom. The fort was evidently built against the French, and there were some very big guns, but they were muzzle-loaders and had been rolled down the hill, where they lay amongst the heather, imposing pieces of scrap. But however obsolete Tregantle Fort had become, it had been a real fortress, and there was a splendid air about the vast strength of my bedroom there, and I was very glad to have slept in an atmosphere that drew from those great walls something that I knew would enrich my imagination long afterwards. Later we moved to Devonport and into North Raglan Barracks, where there was very little to do and a great number of officers to do it; but it was like living in an extremely pleasant club. There Colonel McClintock retired, to everybodys regret, and was succeeded by Colonel Crawford. I remember a subaltern coming into my room there one night, long after I had gone to bed, and saying that he had been told to ask me if I had read a book called Tales of War. I said Yes I had. He said: But there must be something more in it than that. Why did they tell me to ask you?

It was a bitterly cold night and I did not want to have to get up to shut the door if he left it open. So I said: Will you promise to shut the door if I tell you?

Yes, of course, he said.

Do you swear to do it? I asked.

And this I got him to do. Then I told him, I wrote it.

He left hurriedly, as I thought he would when he found they had been pulling his leg; but he kept his word and shut the door.

In June 1919 I was attached for a short time to the American 3rd Army on the Rhine, first joining them in camp at Beaune, whence all the way to Dijon the most famous vineyards of France shelter under the Cote dOr. Major George S. Heilman and Major Norton Northrop were very kind to me there, the former showing me the lovely countryside, old towns and little villages, where children were doing their lessons at tables under the lime-trees. I have a book here that he wrote about Washington Irving and gave me in 1926, which brings back memories of that time with one of its sentences, where he says: I remember how Lord Dunsany (at that time Captain Dunsany of the British Army) said to me as we were driving together, during the armistice period, past a cemetery in Burgundy where French soldiers lay buried, that the difficulty in building ones life after the experience of the Great War was that the war was a brick greater than the building. I may perhaps be pardoned for lifting lines from another mans book when some of the words were my own; and I write them here because they express a feeling I had about the grandeur of that time, such as has now blazed out at us again, and of which the history will no doubt be worthily written but not for a hundred years.

From Beaune they sent me after a few days to Luxembourg by car, with a corporal and a private to look after the car and me, both of which they did very well. I remember the great Roman arch at Treves, but not well enough to bring it before the inner eye of my reader, which is a writers principal duty. Major Northrop came with me some of the way, but how far I no longer remember. We came to Metz, where I remember an American artillery officer looking rather wistfully at one of the forts, and saying to me, That is the place I had to destroy, if the war had gone on.

Among all the things I forget, one scene stands out in my memory still very clearly, and this was a really typical red-faced Prussian officer, unmistakable though in plain clothes, walking with two ladies, to whom he spoke with effusive gestures as our car drew near. I could not hear what he said, and I do not know Prussian, but his copious gestures with his arms and his whole body showed me clearly what he was saying, which was, Out of the way, my dears, to let these two excellent officers pass, these most worthy gentlemen. Do not incommode them in any way by your presence. I could not have been mistaken; that was what he was saying as he bowed and swept them out of the way, although they were never even in it. Afterwards on the Rhine I saw the same attitude everywhere. It is no doubt the correct attitude to display in time of defeat. We have not been defeated and do not know. It was surprising, but evidently correct. In Metz we enquired of some French soldiers the way to Luxembourg. They told us, and one of them asked if we could give him a lift. He stepped into our car with the most intense delight and repeated over and over again to us Permission, permission, evidently for fear that we might think he was deserting. And we came to that silvery land through hundreds of square miles of rye. And there we met what any child would have recognized as a soldier, but a soldier such as has been lost to the world for many years: he was in scarlet tunic and white breeches, looking like what soldiers used to look before the modern rifle taught them to imitate mud or dry grass as closely as it could be done. Not that many a Luxembourger did not don dimmer clothes and fight for France. At Esch the Corps Commander most hospitably entertained me at his house, which was spacious enough to have been, a little while before, the headquarters of him whom the world knew as Little Willy. Later he took me to see a game with which England is now familiar, but which I had never seen before, the great American game of baseball; though I had joined in practice at Beaune in catching the ball, which I was luckily able to do easily enough, on account of its resemblance to fielding at cricket, but I should not have been able to have made any hand at pitching or striking. It occurred to me there that an English crowd watching cricket must appear very dull and stolid to the American visitor, as I heard an American major say Well, well, well, as every ball was bowled: it was not the actual words said, but the tone of contempt with which each of them rang, that made me realize that the audience take a real part in this game.

I need hardly say I heard very interesting stories in those evenings, for one does not often have the opportunity of talk with a corps commander fresh from his recent victories. The Germans had put about some sort of propaganda implying that the Americans would deal mildly with them, and some leaflets had been issued to American troops with the object of stimulating hatred. I put them all in the waste-paper basket, said the General. My men didnt need to be taught to hate the Germans.

I heard a story there of coloured troops among the American forces: some of them had rested a coffee-pot on a couple of unexploded German shells and lit a fire under it to boil the coffee, and before the coffee boiled the shells had exploded. Later one of these men saw an officer warming up his coffee over a stove and rushed up saying O Colonel, dont drink that stuff. Its already killed five men.

From Esch I went on towards the Rhine and crossed the frontier, which I recognized because all American soldiers, when asked if we were on the right road, had invariably answered out, and now they all said ja. We passed by a fine forest: I remember seeing a roe-deer beside the road. And we saw old castles, very nests of Bellona, their loopholes all scarred by bullets. And one cunning fellow had built all his loopholes slanting, which meant that his neighbours had to get not only their direction exact, but also their elevation. But they seemed to have done their best. In Coblenz I was very hospitably entertained, and I was taken out on the other side of the Rhine as far as there were any American troops. The castle of Ehrenbreitstein stood on its shining precipice, and over it floated the American flag, splendid against the sky. And in those days the white ensign was to be seen on the Rhine, on little, armed motor-boats; a sight that might have been thought to be unique in history, but it will soon be seen again. By the bank of the river, I think where the two rivers join, Kaiser Wilhelm I rides on a bronze horse, with Victory running along beside him. Close to that statue I saw a young German slash at a butterfly with a cane, and miss. My imagination, stimulated perhaps by the great effigies beside me, saw something symbolical in this. One day a young German boy, of fifteen or sixteen, scowled at me. The scowl was horrible, and his face was ugly to start with, and yet I felt with relief that, after all the smirking Germans that I had seen, this was at last the right attitude. There is a pedestal in Coblenz, set up by Napoleon to commemorate the invasion of Russia in 1812. And under these carved words is another carving to say that it had been inspected in 1813 by the Russian general commanding in Coblenz, and approved.

When I got back to England I took off my uniform, and had my tonsils out next day: there was too much of Plugstreet Wood in them, and I had kept them in much too long, thinking that it would be better to have them taken out after the war, but I should have been far fitter if I had got rid of them earlier. Perhaps with depression that may have come from this source, or that may have been part of the depression I have already mentioned which troubled the whole world after its orgy, I was oppressed at my house in Kent with the thought that I might not do as much work as I felt ought to be done by anyone who had survived the war. For a poet can no more make ideas than an entomologist can make butterflies; he can only wait for the idea, and try to catch it if it comes. I read in a paper of a clergyman who had said: It is a great responsibility to have survived the war. And I cut out these stirring words and pasted them into a blank book in which I hoped to write. Luckily the ideas came; slowly at first, but with a rush when I wrote my play IF, which I did in eight days, all except one scene which I added, in two days, later, on the advice of Mr. Arthur Hopkins of New York. I find that a play moves quicker than anything else one writes, because the characters seem almost to speak to one, and much of it therefore goes with the speed of dictation. Of course a play must move forward all the time to the height of some great event or the deep of some catastrophe: in some of the other arts it may loiter by the way, but not in the drama. I think there is a tendency nowadays to write dialogue for the sake of dialogue, which is like making a road for the sake of mud or stone, not leading anywhere in particular. This is a digression, so let me return to the topic with which the chapter began: only the other day Miss Mary Lavin told me that she saw a small boy being hurried across a Dublin street, at considerable risk through the traffic, up to a shop-window, to be shown a dozen bananas (at ninepence each). Thats them, he was told.


CHAPTER II

A HUMAN BARNUM

EARLY IN OCTOBER, 1919, WE WENT TO AMERICA, AS MR. POND, OF THE lecture agency known as the Pond Lyceum Bureau, had asked me to give lectures. Later on, one day in his office, I said to him, How did you know, when you first asked me to come, that I could speak in public at all?

O, of course I knew, he said.

Yes, I replied. But how?

And then he blurted out the bare truth. Well, as a matter of fact it didnt matter, he said. They are interested in certain people and want to see them, it doesnt matter what they talk about.

And about that time he went to the telephone to speak to an applicant to give lectures about deep-sea-diving and I heard him saying, No topic is of interest, only the lecturer.

That people in America should have been interested in my work was due in the first place entirely to Miss Lewisohn, who put on my Night at an Inn at the Neighbourhood Playhouse in 1916, and in the second place to Mr. Stuart Walker, who took several of my plays through the States with his Portmanteau Theatre. I was always most grateful for this interest, and my gratitude will continue, perhaps longer than they will remember me, to those hospitable Americans who entertained me and my dreams. I have read many dramatic criticisms, but the one I appreciate most, because it was the most certainly genuine, was one of which a lady told me one day in New York: at the first performance of A Night at an Inn at the Neighbourhood Playhouse the dramatic critic of a New York paper leaned forward from behind and gripped both her shoulders, and, as the sailors made their exits, he dug his nails in.

We went to America from Le Havre in La France. For three consecutive days the captain recorded ouragan on the log that was pinned up in a gangway. One day it occurred to me that, when the sun set behind water, it must shine for a moment through the top of the water. I looked for this, and sure enough it did. I saw the top part of the sun, perhaps a tenth of its surface, shine the colour of an aquamarine or a pale emerald. Since then people have written to the papers about it, but I had not heard of anyone noticing it before, though I lately heard that the Arabs notice it in the desert, and have done so long enough to have a legend about it: this would seem to disprove my theory which first made me look for it, for it cannot shine through sand; perhaps it shines through mirage. People who speak of it now always call it the green ray; but it is not the least like a ray. In the Mediterranean in 1929, the captain of the ship, with two ladies, came by me just after sunset saying, Well, that settles it. There is no green ray to be seen.

But I had just seen it clearly. One should not look at the sun as it sets, because that affects the sight and merely makes everything look green: one should turn away and look back at the right moment, if one can judge it, and on a calm and clear day this strange sight should be easily witnessed. In 1940 off the West coast of Africa I said to some ladies of the M.T.C., Would you like to see the sun turn green.

They were kind enough not to think me crazy, and came and looked, and the sun was obliging that day and turned green.

La France was late in New York harbour, and I was unable to give the lecture that I was booked to give on that day in a large hall in New York. Interviewers met me at the docks, and later they queued up in the corridor outside our sitting-room in a hotel. Refreshed by my journey I was anxious to give my best to the people who wished to hear me lecture; but, with the lecture postponed, the interviewers got it for the next few days. It must be remembered that I was a new writer, so new that I dont remember that anyone in England or Ireland as yet allowed me to be a writer at all; and the American people are very up-to-date, and like to be in touch with what is going on now; so that they appreciate some things that England sometimes leaves posterity to bother about. Whatever the reason was, I was given a great welcome, and a very warm welcome, and, what I particularly appreciated, all the people who talked to me about my work seemed to like in it those things that I knew myself were the best, although I had not previously dared to talk about them. And the welcome was intensified by the radiance of the air of New York, which is as inspiring as any I know. I saw all the interviewers who wished to see me, and answered all the questions they asked; for it would have been silly, as well as impolite, to have undertaken to appear in public to give lectures and yet to be too coy to be interviewed. The interviewers were pleasant and friendly to me, so I supplied them so far as I could with whatever information they wanted, with one exception much later in Omaha, when some perhaps mistaken sense of humour perversely tempted me, though answering all the questions of the two interviewers who called on me there, to withhold one piece of information which I perceived they did not possess, which was who I was or what I did. But in New York and elsewhere they seemed to know, and in New Orleans an interviewer wittily introduced himself to me with the words I am Fame, which was in allusion to a play of mine called Fame and the Poet, in which Fame appearing in person dressed like a Greek goddess asks all the most trivial questions that could be found in a personal par. It was thought in America that I had written that play after having become acquainted with this lady, but I wrote it before I ever heard even the faintest toot of her trumpet.

One of the interviewers, a lady, told me that when she went to a play of mine called The Gods of the Mountain she noticed a fat man sitting next to her, and at the climax of the play she reached out and gripped his hand. He patted hers and said, Its all right, its all right, like that.

When the lights went up again and it was all over, she said, I darent look him in the face.

And another of the interviewers was Mr. C. Vanderbilt, for no-one in America possesses enough to obviate the duty of earning a living. And Mr. Bierstadt called, who, having written a book about me, which had been published in America, may have been interested in seeing what I looked like.

After a few days I gave a lecture in the Æolian Hall. Perhaps it was worth while to be without readers for a long time, to meet them so suddenly as this. In what calling, besides the callings of those that follow the arts, does anyone work for say fifteen years before his neighbours know that he is a qualified practitioner of the particular calling that he has chosen? But this is an irrelevant enquiry; for the only thing that matters is the work a man does, and it is not by any means certain that recognition is good for it; and I think it is certain that too much recognition would be distinctly bad: certainly nobody would work hard for very long while being fêted in the crisp bright air of New York.

As there is by no means space to describe all the kind people we met in New York I might be expected here to write something of a typical New Yorker; but this I find quite impossible, for most of the people we met had strong personalities, and it would be as hard to sketch one type that they all resembled as it would be, among inanimate things, to describe some solid object that had most of the qualities of a diamond, a rocket, a waterfall and a gun. The least typical was perhaps Mr. Chanler, who entertained us at lunch. Imagine an artist surrounded by macaws, his artistic temperament multiplied by the vigorous air of New York, in a fine house among his friends, rising often to drink our health, and enforcing all his points by waving a carving-knife over the heads of his guests, who evidently knew and loved him too well to fear murder. Imagine his ringing voice delighting the macaws till they screamed, and you still have a poor sketch of Robert Chanler.

And I saw a great deal of another artist, Mr. Orlando Rouland, and Mrs. Rouland, great friends of Stuart Walker. Orlando Rouland painted my portrait, and I sat to him whenever I could find time. He got a very good likeness. But I will not attempt to describe all the interesting people I met in New York or to give a mere list of their names without due description: some of them, such as Madame Yvette Guilbert, Miss Ethel Barrymore and Witter Bynner, the world knows well already. Mr. Pond, whom I always looked on as holding a position among the human race similar to what the late Mr. Barnum held in the animal world, had placed me in charge of Mr. Williams, who was to go round on my long journey with me. Blasco Ibanez was being exhibited by Mr. Pond at the same time that I was, and, just as in the circus, when the days work is over, the man in charge of the bear will talk over and compare his difficulties with the one who looks after the elephant, Mr. Williams had gone round to have a talk with the man who was in charge of Ibanez. I thought he left me a little depressed, for all of us who are exhibited anywhere have something of the artistic temperament, but he came back delighted. He had probably begun by mentioning a few little difficulties that he may have had with me, but then the other man began to talk, and for the rest of the time, Williams had listened in wonder to what the real artistic temperament could do, and how Ibanez, whenever in the least annoyed, used to hurl his hat to the ground and then jump on it. This was especially the case when someone unwisely told him the story of two New-Yorkers looking in at a shop-window, where copies of Mare Nostrum were displayed, the successor to the famous book The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse; and one of them had said to the other: That dago has written another horse book. Williams came back to me openly admitting that he had a comparatively easy job; and I dont think anything ever occurred on our trip that was able to ruffle a man fortified with the memory of the hat of Blasco Ibanez. Mr. Pond in his reminiscences tells how in a room heated beyond anything I was accustomed to, I poured some water over my head. I do not think the story is true, though that I cant remember, but what a poor bit of work compared with dancing upon ones hat.


CHAPTER III

THE VETO

IT IS SAD TO TURN FOR THE PURPOSES OF THESE MEMORIES TO OLD ENGAGEMENT-lists over which almost a quarter of a century has gone: so many names are of those I know to be dead, and there are others from whom I have not heard for so long, that I fear that many of them may have gone the same way. Seeing the name of Mrs. Douglas Robinson, President Theodore Roosevelts sister, started this mournful reflection: for though I met many very kind and charming people, I think that none of them were more charming than she.

On 16th October, the day of my first lecture, Miss Lewisohn called for my wife and me and took us to the Neighbourhood Playhouse, where they had kindly put on for us my Night At An Inn, and my Queens Enemies. The Queens Enemies was the first to come on, and it was well acted, with Miss Lewisohn in the principal part. I much preferred this play to A Night At An Inn, and never put any of my eastern plays, with their gods and their kings, in the same class as those that I had placed in tile Western hemisphere and in this century, perhaps feeling that my fancy had more room to build splendours when far removed from all our conventions and pavements. But I had something to learn, and I found that the actors of the Neighbourhood Playhouse were able to awe a full house with A Night At An Inn. I had to make a speech when it was over. I forget what I said, and so, I expect, does everyone else. But they will remember the play.

It is much preferable to write of pleasant things, and here in New York, of all places, there was abundance of such material of which to write; and yet I do not think a man should follow any calling without attempting to do something for the art or the cause that he serves, and I feel that I ought to record an obstacle to the modern drama that I have observed, and that must do harm to it. Naturally those that get their living from the drama and provide a living for thousands have some organization, and there are of course more organizations in the world than it knows of, but such an organization should never be used against the interests of the drama itself, which after all is the fountainhead of all theatres. Now, this organization is able to veto any play, even after it has been accepted and partly paid for by a manager. Such a power should only be used sparingly, and for a serious reason. When I met with it it was used for a trivial reason, and even mistakenly. The reason, so far as I could make out, was that, seeing my plays going in America and unknown in England, and not realizing that England could not give attention to plays while civilization itself was threatened, as it is again to-day, I wrote to Stuart Walker complaining rather petulantly about it, and saying on the strength of seeing a rather sordid pantomime in Londonderry that some managers allowed indecent jokes. Stuart Walker was very anxious to have exclusive rights over some more of my plays for his small theatre, especially a long one, and I owe him so much that I never criticized him while he was alive, and will not do so now that he is dead. But he did take out that one sentence from my letter, and had it published in the English papers in the spring of 1919. A hint that somebody gave me caused me to guess that one particular manager, whom I had never seen then or since, had taken my petulant remark as applying to himself. But whether it was he or others, my plays were barred from the stage, and have been ever since, with the exception of IF, which was put on soon after and was, I think, not expected to have enough chance of success to be worth vetoing. But it did succeed, after which its further progress was vetoed.

I do not complain of the veto, but that it can be too lightly used, and that it was so used against my plays. Proof is usually a tedious thing, but I cannot say what I have said of a force that could be used against the drama, as well as occasionally for it, without giving some proofs. First of all, then, I read a comedy or farce in 1922 to one of the biggest managers in England: he accepted it right away, in the presence of a friend of his and a friend of mine. I said, But do not let me rush you. You might like to show it to someone else first.

He said: No-one ever did that. I back my own judgement.

And he did back it, to the extent of £400, advanced on account of royalties.

But the play never came on. He did not pay that £400 merely to hear me read the play.

I had a similar experience with a tragedy that an American manager took, though he paid me a smaller sum. And with the same play with another English manager, who lost his money in the same way. This manager was ecstatic about the play, and acted in it himself when it got as far as being tried out in the provinces for a week, and succeeded well, but it got no further.

Another play of mine was put on at the Malvern Festival in 1938 with other plays, and made a hit, but it was the only one of those plays that never went on to London.

Perhaps these proofs are enough, though I have more.

I never explained to the manager whom Stuart Walker goaded that I had intended no slight to him and did not even know him, or took any other steps whatever. I always looked on the job of offering plays, or books, to managers or to publishers, and touting them successfully, as being work that might occupy a lifetime if done thoroughly, and I decided long ago that one could not do the two things, write ones best work, and go round explaining to people that it was good, or trying to make them believe so. Therefore when I have written a play or a book and had it typed, and offered to one or two people, I go on to write another book, which I should not have leisure to do if I spent all my time on the fortunes of the other. These fortunes are not really the writers concern: the staging and the acting of a play are other mens jobs, and a man can only do his own. I only write this at all, because the organization in question is hitting the wrong people, those who might enjoy a play as they enjoyed IF, if they had a less trammelled chance; doubly the wrong people, because the person aimed at had never felt, or intended to express, any ill-will to them at all.


CHAPTER IV

IN PRISON

ON 17TH OCTOBER, THE DAY AFTER SEEING MY PLAYS AT THE NEIGHBOUR- hood Theatre, we left New York. But I cannot close my visit to that city without some reference to William Beebe, the traveller and scientist, who was one of the very many pleasant people that I first met there. His travels have been mainly in three directions, laterally to Galapagos and along the Himalayas, upwards, flying in the first Great War, and downwards in a diving-bell to see strange fishes, shining in the black darkness, deeper than a man had ever gone before. I dont know what he is doing now; there does not seem to be very much new for him to do. I need not, indeed I may not, describe any of these journeys of his, for they are in his own books, the largest of which tells, in four volumes, of his hunt of the pheasant round the world; not a pheasant, but the pheasant and its entire family, to its most remote relations, such as the partridge and the barndoor fowl. It had been his occasional habit in some of his most scientific passages to allude to one of my small gods, or to quote the words of some of my most imaginary prophets. I do not know if science becomes more scientific for being thus contrasted with a bit of pure imagination, as a light in a picture becomes brighter for the presence of a dark shadow, but the effect must certainly be surprising to scientific readers, and the surprise may stimulate their researches. Some while later I remember his making what I think was the most surprising remark I ever heard in conversation: another scientist was talking about dividing the atom, which nobody else had as yet cut into slices, and was explaining that the energy that was released when this was accomplished might be very violent. Now I know, said Beebe, what causes novas. Its people like you interfering with the atom.

A nova, I may explain, is the wreck of a solar system, such as sometimes flares for a few nights in our skies. He showed us over the Natural History Museum of which he was the curator, but a description of this extremely interesting museum may perhaps be left to his pen.

We went on to Northampton, a little town much haunted by the legends of Indians, and I gave a lecture to the girls of Smith College. There we were entertained hospitably, a word I need no longer use while recording these memories, for we met with hospitality everywhere. Years afterwards, when we were showing our gardens here, which is to say at Dunsany, in County Meath, in aid of a fund for nurses, I saw an American lady wandering round, and asked her to come in and have some tea, explaining that I was in debt for far more hospitality to Americans than I should ever be able to pay, and that I was always glad of any opportunity to make little repayments on account. To which she replied: I guess that somebodys bread upon the waters is coming back cakes to me.

I am afraid they were very small cakes in return for the abundant bread which I do no more than faintly indicate here.

A writers friends, if he has any, are necessarily widely scattered, both through space and through time: those that are scattered at all far through time he can of course never entirely meet; a few of those that are divided from him only by space he may haply overtake. One of these was Mr. Rogers MacVeagh, who had written to me before America came into the war and afterwards when it and he had gone to fight, and he had afterwards visited us here. He now brought us to visit his father and mother at Fasnacloich, near Dublin in New Hampshire. The maples at that time of year were scarcely a subject for prose. Each tree was like the flame of an explosion. There are such colours in the sky at sunset and dawn, but I do not know what other leaves can equal the glory of the maple in the fall. And there were apples there as red as any that I have seen in our islands and larger than any that grow here. Round Fasnacloich lay woods of that loveliest of trees, the birch, and over them lifted up the grave head of Monadnock. Here Mr and Mrs. MacVeagh sheltered us, letting no-one know that travellers from another hemisphere were amongst them, for they knew well enough what kind of life was led by the exhibits of Barnum or Pond, and a little quiet after the excitement of New Yorks great hospitality was much appreciated by us, and was even necessary. Here we played tennis with Rogers MacVeagh and his brother, and walked in the woods and talked with their dogs, and in the evening listened to the crickets chirping, and played chess with Mr. MacVeagh.

Two days later we left by car on a five-hours journey, to meet a very remarkable man. A little snow fell, giving even an added light to the maples, and we lunched in a wood on the way. The man we were to meet was Governor Osborne, the governor of the Portsmouth Naval Prison, who had invented a new system for prisons, interesting enough in itself, but the really remarkable thing about it was that he had imposed it on a whole prison by the force of his personality, and it worked. A man does not impose new systems upon others without having first convinced himself, and the steps that Osborne took to understand his subject before he laid down the law about it were strangely rigorous. He had been appointed chairman of a State Commission on prison reform, and decided then that, in order to understand the subject properly, he would spend a week as a convict. So he had himself sent to prison, with instructions that he was to be treated in every way like any other prisoner, and, not content even with that, he contrived to spend twenty-four hours of it in one of the terrible punishment-cells. The story of that week is told in his book Within Prison Walls, published by Appleton & Company in 1917. Some men travel to find new fauna and flora, but what more interesting fauna could one find than remarkable men and women? And Governor Osborne was one of those whose memory illuminates for me my travels in America. When we arrived at Portsmouth, Maine, the Governor took us to a big hall in the prison, where we sat in the gallery while prisoners acted my play Fame and the Poet. The whole of the inmates of the prison sat in the hall, with warders standing at the end of each row; but the warders were all prisoners themselves, on their honour, and carrying out Governor Osbornes remarkable system, which was to trust the prisoners; and while he lived the system worked, though I imagine that there were needed his energy and his personality, and the respect that the prisoners had for him, in order that such a system should work successfully. One of the actors in my play was an ex-convict who had come back to help his old mates to make a success of the play, which their acting certainly made of it. When it was over I had to make a speech to the mixed assembly, and was chiefly guided by realizing that I stood near a precipice of bathos over which a patronizing air would certainly hurry a speaker. So, anxiously avoiding all the platitudes whose rank growth marked the edge of the dismal precipice, I told them that, life being made equally of sun and shadow, and nights being needed as well as days to mellow the orchards, nobody should regret any experience. As I did not expect to have to speak, I have no record of what I said, but I heard afterwards that the governor had my speech printed and a copy was given to each prisoner. I think that the phrase about the shadows went through the underworld, because many years later a book about O. Henry in prison, written by a fellow-prisoner, was named With O. Henry in the Shadows. What a master that was! What countries in the world can produce short stories to compete against England, America, Russia and France, who can put into the field Kipling, O. Henry, Turganev and de Maupassant, not to mention Edgar Allan Poe and Balzac, if his stories may be considered short, and several other Russians.

We had no time to wait at Portsmouth, for, once we left the shelter of Fasnacloich, our programme was as full as ever, and I had to lecture that evening at Boston eighty miles away. On we went past woods of birch and maple, with the sumach flaming beneath them, while with a deeper red glowed a large-leaved American oak. At Boston in a big hall called the Copley Plaza the chair was taken for me by Mr. Baker, lecturer on the drama at Harvard, for every American university studies the drama, and I think it is very right that they should, for what were the nine muses but a glorified, and indeed glorious, attempt by the Greeks to divide up and personify the higher parts of the mind? And it seems to me that anyone lacking all knowledge of the affairs of one of those muses may be said to be no better off than anyone is physically who has lost one of his fingers or toes. There Mr. Ellery Sedgewick, editor of the Atlantic Monthly, entertained us in what, as I said there was one word that I would not use here again, I may call the American way.

Next day we had to go on again, for I was to speak at Brooklyn. Those who know the mighty bridge that connects Brooklyn with the mainland will appreciate the story told me some while afterwards by an American lady, especially if they understand the category in which the quick-witted urban American people are inclined to place farmers. She had been shown over an American prison, engaged on some good work, when she saw a prisoner who evidently had the power to inspire all the others with merriment whenever they came near him. Who is that interesting man? she asked.

O he is a very bad man, said the warder. He sold Brooklyn Bridge to a farmer.

Next day the Roulands and Stuart Walker drove us to the Yama Farms in the Adirondack Mountains. I remember cottages there with only one or two rooms, but each room designed with as much charm as any that you would find in big houses. We slept on the verandah of one of these cottages in the woods; and the woods of the Adirondacks in the fall are vistas of extraordinary beauty. All through these woods we went on next day to stay at Castle Rock, the delightful house of Professor and Mrs. Osborne, where one looked down from a height on the distant lights of West Point. At this delightful place we could only stay one night, for I had to go back to New York to give another lecture, and on again next day to Philadelphia, to stay at Bryn Mawr with Miss Helen Taft, the principal of the college. I have an old scrap of paper to this day on which I had jotted down notes for my lecture there. As they express some things that I feel, I will repeat them here, rough as they are, for should anyone honour me by reading this book they may find it of more interest to know what I think than to read the names of places I visited. So here they are:

(1)  Decent things and fine minds re-act.

(2)  Art is any work supremely well done.

(3)  An ideal is a mould into which all your experience will fit.

(4)  I never knew a good thing that was not beautiful, or a mean thing that was not ugly.

These were only notes, guides to direct my talking. I will not expand them there, for the reader of a book about a mans wanderings through 12 years is not looking to read a lecture. There was a reception after the lecture, and I settled down after that to an activity well-known to lecturers, that of writing autographs.

I went on to Washington, which has an air as though its architects had drawn some inspiration from the Greece of the days of Euripides. I was shown the superb Masonic Temple, and the beautiful Pan-American building, where the Presidents of all American republics meet in the cause of peace, and I saw one fourteenth of the cathedral. I came to a small house that had been named after one of my stories, and called on it, but found nobody at home. So, having no card, I wrote my name on the wall. I was driven through the wooded park, and along the side of the Potomac, which was lined for a great distance with cherry trees which the Mikado had presented to the people of the United States.

It was nice of him.


CHAPTER V

THE FOREST PRIMEVAL

WE RETURNED TO THE INTENSE HOSPITALITY OF NEW YORK, FOR WHICH

I could give in exchange no more than speeches and lectures. I felt that there could never be an adequate return for so much kindness. A work of art may have a value beyond what we can assess with our finite measurements, but lectures were only talking about art. There is however in the United States an interest in the arts that extends to a fervent curiosity as to whence they came, and out of what materials and chances each work of art arose. The last of the Indians was conquered, and many great railways laid down, within living memory: now come the things that leisure and peace can provide, and perhaps there is an eagerness about these things in America such as there was for painting in Italy when Cimabue was young. I did what I could to satisfy any speculation that these kind people might feel about the dreams and fancies from which I quarried my plays, but I was very conscious that the essential thing about a work of art is what for convenience is called inspiration, and that of the origin of this I knew nothing. I have begun to think latterly that the splendours of the imagination, which in those days too brightly dazzled me for me to think of attempting to trace them, come all from our old earth. I seem to see this now in occasional glimpses, whether I read the old poets or turn over pages on which I have written myself; but I did not know it then. Had I known it, I would never have let anything prevent me from seeing Niagara, somewhere near which my wanderings took me, but at that time I did not know that my imagination had any need of sustenance. Blake says that in the beat of a pulse a poets work is begun and ended. And I think I understand him, which one cannot always do with Blake. I think he means that it is the flash of this inspiration that is a poets work and nothing else, and that the finding of the rhymes and getting the idea down on to paper is mere manual labour. Somewhere Shelley says, though I do not remember where, that, between the poets idea of his poem and the lines when written, there is the same resemblance that have the ridges that a wave makes on the sand to the wave which made them when it danced in the sunlight. So Shelley may have felt somewhat as Blake towards that enigma of which we know nothing, the source of the vision which makes a work of art, which I sometimes tried to explain to men and women who wanted to know, though knowing no more than they did.

I was shown over the Bush Building by the architect who built it, and met the man from whom it is named. Nobody can deny admiration to these great buildings of New York. They have some of the grace that comes from every fulfilled purpose. They stand; and no building stands to the height of the Great Pyramid, whether upon a base of four acres as in Egypt, or on a square of forty yards or so as in New York, without sound plans and labour far beyond the knowledge of most of us. I had an experience with which lecturers will sympathize. I was invited to meet the Poetry Society, without knowing that the usual lecture would be expected of me; on arrival I was told that it would be, and as I was told this I heard the sound of applause from the next room; I went in and found that somebody on the platform had been telling the audience that I was about to speak, and the applause was the ordinary greeting with which lecturers are usually cheered as they rise from their seats. I had not even time to take my seat, but had to collect my thoughts and start straight away; or rather I started straight away and gradually the thoughts came. On other occasions I had a promise from Mr. Pond that I should always be given ten minutes by myself before every lecture, for I was very conscious of the obligation to give my best to the people that took the trouble to come to hear me. Yet very often two or three people would be introduced to me in that last ten minutes and, if I talked to them all the time, many of my best ideas and phrases would go to those two or three instead of to a large audience; and if, thinking of my duty to that audience, I did not talk much to the two or three, I fear I may have given offence, which is the last thing I should have wished to do to this kindly people. But I am afraid I must often have done so, for I was much obsessed with the need to concentrate on giving my best to my audience, and when I was in America nine years later I heard the German philosopher, Hermann Keyserling, much abused, mainly for having adopted an attitude towards his lectures that I could not help recognizing as being somewhat like mine, though he was a bit more violent about it, if a tale that I heard was true, which told how just before one of his lectures somebody said to him: Wont you come into the next room; there are some very worth-while people there. And Keyserling had replied: If God himself were in that room, I would not go into it now.

Of course one could write out a lecture and read it to them, or learn one and repeat it by heart, day after day; but it would lack spontaneity, and I think that the audiences themselves prefer the other kind.

At the end of October I went to Newhaven and was kindly entertained by Professor and Mrs. Andrews at Yale, where I lectured and autographed, and afterwards went to the Elizabethan Club, where we talked the evening away. That is a pleasant time for a lecturer; all minds are a little worked up, and one can discuss anything, without feeling that, if the discussion and the late hour should tire one, one is in any way defrauding a waiting audience by taking the edge off ones best: nothing waits then but bed, and when the discussion warms and interest increases, it can wait as long as it likes.

Next morning I went back to New York and on to Indianapolis, sleeping in the train, and woke to see Indian corn and brown pigs in bright sunshine. It is always an interesting experience to wake in bed in a train and to pull up the blind in the morning, perhaps especially when one is travelling south, for the sunlight, and the flowers and fruits that it grows, have more surprises for one when travelling in that direction: the sight of the strange country seen suddenly through the window is like waking into bright dreams, instead of their fading behind one.

At Indianapolis I spent the night, after the usual lecture and reading some of my tales, and went on next morning to lecture at Cincinnati, There I met the remarkable Mrs. Longworth, daughter of President Theodore Roosevelt, whose bright energy would have felt impatient in any motor-car whose speed was like anything I had ever known as yet, and we went through Cincinnati with some of the speed and brilliance of a comet, the brilliancy being supplied by the personality of Mrs. Longworth. With her I met a lady who told me that she had had a very serious operation, and three of my green gods (though there were actually seven in the play) strode over the hills to her while under the anaesthetic and said, You are going to get well. When the doctor afterwards asked her how she felt, she said I am going to recover. The gods told me. But he thought her mind had gone.

No writer ever finds recognition without somebody telling him on the way that he is writing all wrong, and perhaps telling it him with increased vigour when the recognition has come; but no amount of such remarks, nor multiplication of them by any number, can make a minus quantity equal to the positive sum of pleasure a writer gains from knowing that any work that he has done can be of that much use, even to one person. Next day Williams and I left Cincinnati in the evening. Lady Dunsany had not come with me on this long journey, but was staying with Mrs. Coonley Ward at Wyoming in New York State. Again I woke to a new land out of the window, with bright sunlight upon hills and woods; and we came through Alabama. Next morning when I pulled up the blind we were in a strange forest where white trees stood in marshes bearded with moss. It made me think of Longfellows forest far from there:

This is the forest primeval, the murmuring pines and the hemlocks Stand like harpers hoar, their long grey beards on their bosoms, and of forests that I had seen in equatorial Africa where trees were also bearded like old men. And so we came to New Orleans. Long avenues ran out from it full of gardens, with huge butterflies floating above bright flowers, and frogs or crickets chirruped all the day long. It seemed to me that the warmth of the welcome with which America received a stranger increased with the warmth of the sun, and that here at the mouth of the Mississippi kindness flashed out as intensely as the flowers and butterflies shone.


CHAPTER VI

OLD MAN RIVER

FOR AN HOUR WE WENT THROUGH THE LOUISIANA SWAMP, AMONG GREY- bearded trees. Williams, who had travelled a good deal in peace and war, regaled me with many stories: one was of an Australian soldier who, lying by the roadside in Paris on nth November, 1918, somewhat overcome by the armistice, awoke to find a French colonel pouring champagne down his throat through a funnel. Before offering this tale to my readers I should have bound him by oath to assure me that it was true; but I neglected to do so. Another of his tales was of walking along a trench with another officer, when a shell was heard coming; the other man threw himself down, knocking over Williams and falling on top of him. The man on top was wounded, which meant he would soon be in England Damn you, said Williams; that was mine.

We arrived at St. Louis for breakfast, though the usual interviewers and photographers that wait for all such travellers, had to be seen first. After my lecture I dined with the Artists Guild in a crypt that they had. At dinner a lady asked me if I would not write a play about monks, because it could be acted so well in their crypt. Statements affecting any views I may have about any of the arts are liable to awake argument in me, not that I have many, being inclined to let the work get on unhindered by theories, or guided by theories that may be felt but were never put into words: perhaps my principal interest in theories about the arts is in attacking such as are erected as obstacles to free work. At any rate the remark stirred argument in me and I explained at more length than was necessary that one did not write a play to suit any one particular theatre nor for any particular occasion, but for some quite different reason. But very soon I began to wonder what one would do if one did have to write a play for a crypt about monks; and an idea came and I started on it before going to bed. Next morning we left St. Louis, arriving at Chicago at 5 p m., and by 4 p m. I had finished the one-act play about monks, which I called A Good Bargain, and which was duly acted in the crypt next January.

That evening I was on again and, waking next morning, I looked out on snow. At Minneapolis I got out of the train, which kept its own atmosphere, still remembering the palms and huge flowers and butterflies of New Orleans, till the cold gripped me like a mighty hand. I was still by the same river by which frogs had croaked and butterflies floated; but here it was frozen over. Major Northrop, now a Professor, met us at the station and drove us up to his house. Metal in Minneapolis had that sticky feeling that I had noticed years before when tobogganing in the Alps; that is to say the moisture on your hand instantly froze if you touched it, and the ice acted like gum. There are two cities here, one on each side of the river, the other being St. Paul, and so we stayed two nights instead of only one. And on the morning of the third day our kind host drove us back to the station, and we crossed prairies in the train and came to that great city of farmers, Omaha, and went on to Grinnell, where I spoke in the University, in which the poorer undergraduates worked their way as waiters. On again through the prairies, and came back to Chicago. They gave me a very kindly welcome there. Next day I was shown over some of their great buildings and was taken to see a puppet-show for the first time. The puppets were only a foot high, but illusion made them appear life-size, and the words were beautifully read. They were doing my Tents of the Arabs. Having to make a speech afterwards l naturally expressed my pleasure at the very fine performance by praising the puppets and, as even exaggerated praise is not out of place on such an occasion, I regretted that no puppet had ever been knighted, as successful actors were in our country. This remark was taken up by somebody running the tour of Sir Johnston Forbes-Robertson, who chanced to be in the neighbourhood, as being a slight to him, by suggesting that puppets were as good as he was. I never knew what view he took himself of this rather fanciful bit of publicity, for when in after years I became a great friend of his brother Norman, as well as a friend of himself, he never made any mention of the incident. Poor Norman Forbes made the deadly mistake that is often made by children, of thinking that when a motor has gone by in a country road there will not be another, and was killed by a following motor, somewhere I think in Cornwall. Lady Dunsany joined me in Chicago. Among many hospitalities in Chicago I was entertained by the Cliff-dwellers Club, a very pleasant occasion which I clearly remember yet. From Chicago we went to Hillside, Mrs. Coonley Wards house at Wyoming, New York State. I should not like to suggest that America will ever be untrue to the creed that all men are born equal, or that emperors or dictators should ever arise there, but certainly all the qualities of a benevolent despot were in Mrs. Coonley Ward, and if some of them came out in one of her descendants it seems to me that there might be some danger of his instituting a rule by divine right. At the same time she took a passionate interest in democracy. All this I rather gathered from my wifes descriptions of Mrs. Coonley Ward ruling her household, for she saw more of her than I did. But perhaps my wife was more struck with her benevolence than her despotism, and certainly they became very great friends, as I was reminded the other day, looking at a book that Mrs. Ward had given my wife, in which she had written: To Lady Dunsany  beloved of every one beneath our roof. A lovelier guest has never entered this dear home. It was a book of verses for children, written by herself. Mrs. Coonley Ward gave me a very rare crystal, and an opal carved like an arrowhead, for she overflowed with generosity. For each of these crystals I wrote a story, as Mrs. Ward probably intended that I should, and on Thanksgiving Day I had to read the tales before a large party. I remember walking there along a wild and rocky gorge in a wood: the rugged beauty of it should have amply satisfied me, and yet I had the feeling that came to me again a few years later near Philadelphia, that there was something missing. I missed the bears and all the things of the wild which should have been part of that scene. That I was much better without them is beside the point, for ones feelings are not always logical. One misses the wolf less poignantly in England and Ireland, because he is longer gone, so that his influence haunts our woods less vividly than that of the bear in the woods of America, from which indeed he is not entirely gone yet. I remember a young American in that house, a boy of about sixteen, who was very much interested in the British Constitution. Can the Queen snub a duke? he asked Lady Dunsany. He must have had a chess-players mind, and wanted to know the exact moves. Everything goes by precedent in England, he said to me. The King could no more go about without his monocle than he could go without his crown.

I had to make some comment, so I said: As a matter of fact if he had his crown he couldnt be without his monocle.

Why so? asked the young man.

Because, as you say, I replied, everything with us goes by precedent. One of our kings had to wear a monocle hundreds of years ago, so our succeeding kings had to have it too. But, as their sight was good and they did not need it, it was let into the front of the crown, and is there to this day.

I believe you are making game of me, he said.

And then I apologized, for I had received so much kindness from Americans that I ought not to have made game of one of them.

The snow came, and we all went tobogganing, and then I experienced for the first time lumbago, in all its suddenness, making it hard to breathe. And I had two other new experiences, an osteopath, who re-arranged a vertebra in my spine, which may have been infinitesimally shifted by one of the wilder flights of the toboggan, and an electric pad, by which, without burning the bed, an invalid could apply astonishing heat wherever needed. With all this treatment and the kindness of Mrs. Coonley Ward I recovered within two days, and then left by car for Buffalo, while blizzards roamed and danced over the fields. Whatever firm sells lightning-conductors throughout this district has a very neat device: their lightning-conductor above every roof runs through a round mirror; and all the glass balls were shining in the sun. Some people believe that a mirror attracts lightning, a belief that must be strengthened by every lightning-flash, but besides this inducement to buy the bright lightning-conductors, there must have come stories from all the earlier purchasers, of how lightning came to their roofs, seen with their own eyes, and was luckily averted by the conductor that had been fitted up just in time. But, whatever the reason for them, they are much the merriest lightning-conductors I have ever seen. Then to Detroit, where I was most kindly entertained by Mr. Palms at his house on Lake Shore Road, and was shown over the Arts and Crafts Theatre, where I was given a fine design that had been painted for my Tents of the Arabs, and on next day to Rochester. All went well at Rochester, and we went on to Westover at Middleburg in Connecticut. How easy it is to make mistakes! This is probably known to everybody, but examples do not come amiss. To begin with, I think Williams got the wrong train: it started in the cold, very early from Rochester and put us down at 7 am to wait in a small town for two hours. We went to an inn, and I sat on a sofa in a passage, and then, having had little sleep, lay down on it. A maid going by at that early hour put a blanket over me, with the usual American kindness. It was probably the blanket that made all the trouble, for, when the manager came by, one of his own blankets out of place may have caught his eye more violently than a mere traveller resting would have done. At any rate he abused me for lying on the sofa, and I asked why I should not. Because, he said, if you do that we cant know if youre drunk.

Suspicion, though sometimes necessary, has always seemed to me to be one of the mean vices. How did one prove, I wondered, that one was not drunk? And there came to my aid that often unwise ally, logic. A drunken man could not fight, at any rate not to win; so I explained this to the manager and offered to fight him. After all I had been considerably insulted. I dont suppose I in the least abated the managers suspicions, but at least his abuse ceased, and no more occurred. Afterwards Williams said, a little wistfully, Its a long time since I have seen a good fight.

He then told me two things that had not occurred to me; firstly that, if the manager had accepted my offer, he would have fought with knives or whatever came handy, and all the waiters would have joined in; and, secondly, that my argument which I thought so effective was the first, and usually the only, argument that men use who really are drunk.

At noon we came to Waterburg, whence we were driven to Westover School. There I was shown a dress-rehearsal of one of my one-act plays, and was given a little rest after my journey. Lecturers will know how rare such rests are, and part of this leisure I employed in writing the following poem, which I read to the delightful girls of Westover School.





FOR THE GIRLS OF WESTOVER

Coming when hours were cold and thin, 

The small hand pointing to the first, 

From Rochester to Someones inn 

(Be it above all inns accurst!), 

And after that more railway-din, 

You see a poet at his worst.



A moments rest: the impatient miles 

Wait but a day and on I dart.

If I have pleased you here awhiles 

With any word on life or art, 

It was the sunshine of your smiles 

Again reflected from my heart.



And so on next day to New York, to which Lady Dunsany had come by separate ways. At a reception at the New Arts Club I was told that I had shaken hands with five hundred and thirty-five people. This of course is nothing like a record, but to me it was an experience. Among all the entertainments of the next three days there stands out most vividly in my memory a luncheon given to my wife and me by the League of Political Education. I had spoken to the members of their league earlier in the day at the Carnegie Hall; without of course knowing in what kind of politics they were interested, or what political good they could derive from my views, but I did my best. There were only ninety people at the luncheon-party, but I think I never heard better speeches. Two English writers were there, Gilbert Cannan and Stephen Graham, and, among American writers, Miss Edna Ferber and Kate Douglas Wiggin. All of these spoke, as well as a Chinese lady, Dr. Yamei Kin, who spoke in beautiful English, and the Indian writer Mr. Mookerji, the memory of whose speech remains with me to this day: he told of the Indian jungle in the evening, with everything hushed, expectant and on strained haunches, until the tiger puts his yellow, striped face out of the jungle and opens his mouth and yells; and not till he is out is the ordinary life of the jungle renewed. I met him a few days later at dinner, and the poet Khalil Gibran was there too, whom I remember complaining to me that Europe gave no credit to the East for centuries of contemplation. I suppose we are busy with our factories, and inclined to say What is the use of merely sitting and thinking? While the Orient probably says, What good do they do with their factories; and how can a roughly ornamented bit of cast-iron compare with the value of a thought?

And the climate over Europe drives us to these activities, and I suppose always will, and the climate of Asia lulls the centuries to a calm that nourishes contemplation, and will I suppose do so down vistas of time that stretch far beyond our vision.


CHAPTER VII

BANQUETS AND EAGLES FEATHERS

ON DECEMBER 10TH LADY DUNSANY WENT HOME FOR OUR BOYS HOLIDAYS, (now a major in the Near East), and I went to Boston to visit Harvard University, and to see one of my plays very well acted by the Harvard Dramatic Club. One might write one book about Harvard and another about the Widener Memorial Hall there, with all its books, but there is a paper shortage. Two days later I returned to the sparkling air and the kind people of New York. I remember particularly the Pen and Brush Club and a delightful club for men of various artistic leanings, called the Coffee-House. At the Players Club in a lovely leafy square, to which I was taken by Mr. Clayton Hamilton, they reverently preserve the room in which Booth died. And Mr. Mencken and Mr. Nathan, editors of the Smart Set, who had already shown hospitality to my fancies, gave me lunch when I appeared in bodily form. I remember still a reception at the Barnard Club, and a visit to the Amateur Comedy Club where a magnificent recitation of Lewis Carrolls jabberwock was given in the style of grand opera, accompanied by occasional notes on the piano. Vividly as I remember this enchanting performance, and vividly as I remember my friend Mr. Quinby, I cannot now remember if it was he or Mr. Heywood Brown, or perhaps someone else, who delighted us with it that evening. A few years later Quinby died, to my very great regret.

Merely to give names, from the recesses of a grateful memory, will convey little impression of a visit to New York, even when they are names that the world knows. Among the latter Maeterlinck stood out, and I saw a good deal of him, as we were often entertained together by Mrs. W. K. Vanderbilt and others. Though Maeterlinck spoke very clearly, and delightfully, in conversation, a foreign accent came out in his lectures which seemed to interfere with their success. This must have been a great loss, for the only one that I heard was of deep interest. I remember that he was defending the immortality of the human spirit against some scientists who had urged that thought was impossible without brain and that life must therefore end with the end of the brain. I remember one astonishing argument by which Maeterlinck disproved this, saying that he would point to an instance of thought, or planning, without brain; and he instanced tendrils seeking the light, which would find their way up through all the eyeholes of an old boot.

I saw the New Year in with friends at Castle Rock: Mr. Pond wanted to exhibit me in Texas and other Western States, but I was realizing more and more what always seemed pretty obvious, that a writers job is to get on with his writing, rather than to do much talking about it; and that much appreciation, even though he succeed in not getting his head turned, only increases his debt to his readers, and this debt is not easily paid among constant receptions and interviews. Not that I lead a literary life; on the contrary my life has been mainly devoted to sport, though once in every few weeks I would come indoors, driven by the impulsion of some idea, and work hard for several hours. A little such work I did while I was in America, but very little, and, if anyone stayed there too long, receiving praise for work he had done, the tendency might be that he would be tempted to rest on his oars. I do not know, because I never risked staying there long enough. So before the new year was much older I sailed in the Adriatic. Arthur Hopkins had given me a new play by Eugene ONeill to read, and had asked me to let him know what I thought of it. It was his play called The Long Voyage Home, and has been considerably altered from the form in which I read it. It was a most excellent play and I remember it vividly, even though I have from the same time the tremendous memory of an abscess at the root of a tooth. I remember one night when, in my opinion, it grew too bad to be endured without some sort of dope, and I waited till the hour when I decided that the doctor would be up and dressed, and then hurriedly sent for him and asked for one of the deadlier drugs that might assuage toothache. He gave me something, and it was like the cures that you read of in advertisements; the reason I suppose being that, about the time I decided was the time for drastic remedies, the abscess, being at its worst, burst. The well-known writer Talbot Mundy was on board, and I shall never forget his kindness in walking up to a very late hour up and down the deck on which my cabin window looked, asking people not to talk near my cabin, in the hope of getting me some sleep. Toothache is a little thing to write about, but it loomed large at the time, and such kindness as Talbot Mundys looms large still. To my American friends on board I said one day: I shall talk no more about the drama to-morrow, because we shall be half way across, and on that side I do not count as being a writer of plays, and so it would be silly to talk about them.

They were puzzled, but one of them walked along the decks and came back and said to me: What you said was perfectly true. I said to one or two people Dunsany is on board, and I see now that what you said was right.

I returned to Ireland and to hunting foxes and shooting snipe, and to very little writing; for the world, which Wordsworth said was too much with us, had been very much with me of late. And in the summer came an invitation from the State of Czechoslovakia to be entertained for a fortnight, with H. G. Wells, Sir Henry Wood, C. R. W. Nevinson, and Robert Nichols, and several reporters from English papers. It was a delightful time. They sent us across Germany and through Nurnburg, in which we spent some hours, and one morning in the train as we neared Prague one of our party came to me and asked me if I was ready. I was practically dressed, and said yes. He came again as the train began to slow down, and asked me if I was quite ready. As I now had only to brush my hair, I was rather surprised at this second visit, when all of a sudden I heard a rush of booming sounds, and saw that our carriage was about to stop in front of a brass band which was already playing, and gay uniforms all along the platform showed that our party was right in the midst of a reception. What followed was not personal to me, as in America. Wells was the only one of us who could have been known across Europe. We were a party of British people, chosen on I know not what principle, and what they felt towards Britain they expressed to us. Men with eagles feathers in their hats met us in the waiting-room, and there were speeches. I forget who made them on our side, but I think we all showed the team-spirit and uttered our share of speeches as required, which was roughly one to each course at a banquet; and, as the only meals we had during that fortnight were banquets, we gave a good many speeches between us. Then we were driven to the British Legation, through a big crowd all the way, all cheering this party from England, because they all believed that the freedom that England had given them would last far beyond 1938. And so it will. But what dark five years were hidden from that happy and generous crowd, of whose thanks we were the chance recipients! We were very kindly entertained by Sir George and Lady Clerk in a fine old Bohemian castle, in whose great vaults and underground passages Lady Clerk told me steps were often heard at night, which Sir George believed to be ghosts. I remember wondering that a Minister should believe in booted ghosts, which shows how little I knew of diplomacy. In these days of the wiring of walls such crude noises are probably heard no more in embassies and legations.

Besides the hotel in which we were housed there was a room in another building in which we could all meet whenever we were not eating banquets, and a Czech official named No. 15 was told off to look after us: he had another name when he was at home, and once we were told it, but as it was a foreign name that they did not expect us to remember they explained that he would always answer to the name of No. 15. We were all entertained by President Masaryk in the lovely Hracadny Palace, high up overlooking Prague; and one night in another palace we listened to what Major Meyer, who was one of our party, told me was finer chamber-music than we would ever hear anywhere else. It was a warm night with open windows, and moths floating in from the dark. We were to have been shown round the country beyond Prague, but were told that the tour was cancelled on account of smallpox. And so it was, but it was not the people in the country who had smallpox, but a case of it had appeared amongst, or close to, us. For one day we were all taken and vaccinated by order of the State. One lady-journalist, having a very delicate constitution, was taken into a room away from the rest of us, as special precautions had to be taken. I saw two doctors standing by her as the door shut, but never knew what those special precautions were, until I met her years later in London, looking very fit, if not tough. And she asked me if I remembered her. I said, Of course. We were vaccinated on the same day.

Yes, she said. I had it all washed off.

The State had to be obeyed, but nobody could prevent a lady from washing herself, and the doctors naturally obliged with whatever disinfectants are necessary to be unvaccinated. She was of course a busy woman, and did not want to have a stiff arm. The State had done its duty, she took the risk, and everybody was satisfied.

We were shown a good deal of the Sokols, which gave a great display for us. The Sokols were the athletic schools in which young men were taught physical exercises. It was in these Sokols that they had been trained to free Czechoslovakia. And when, a few years later, one read of the interest that the Germans were taking in athletics, I knew what was being done. One might lay it down as a rule, after having seen what was accomplished in Prague, that wherever one sees a wide interest developing in athletics of this nature in any country, the size of whose army is limited, that that is what they will be doing. I had never before seen twelve thousand men on parade being drilled by one instructor, nor had I ever seen smarter drill. As one man could not drill twelve thousand, the instructor was the band, and their words of command were the different notes of music. I had never seen sound travelling before, but I saw it travelling then over the heads of twelve thousand young men; for, though they all moved instantly with perfect precision as they heard the note of music, they could only move as it reached them, and one saw their movement going like a wave over them at exactly the pace of sound. And then from opposite sides of the parade-ground there marched on twelve thousand girls, some wearing blue shirts and caps, some red, some c white, marching like the men, and as the two lots of six thousand met, and turned, still to the notes of the music, towards the grandstand, they formed at one moment an absolutely perfect Union Jack; they did not halt at that moment, but still marched on, till the reds and the whites and the blues were all mixed up; but for that one moment colour, width and design were perfect, and exactly produced our flag.

The streets of Prague in those days were full of men in from the country, wearing their national dress, and hats adorned with an eagles feather; and the girls wore many yards of the bright embroidery that they all work, each making her store of it for her wedding day; but now it seemed to be Pragues day, and they were giving all their brightness to Prague, who was celebrating her union with Liberty, two fair sisters that might seem now to be lying dead, were not one, at least, of them immortal.

War and revolution had drifted into the shops of Prague light fragments of the wreckage of an empire; hundreds of fine brocades were to be seen, but each only a few inches square, as though they had been cut from rich fabrics the rest of which had been destroyed by fire; and ikons were there, ornate with gold and silver, and pieces of old china.

Only to-day there came to my hand a book of the poems of Longfellow, and I opened it and read 

That a midnight host of spectres pale 

Beleaguered the walls of Prague.

And I remembered how the graveyard lay just outside the city, separated, if I remember right, by some kind of ravine; and as I saw it I realized how the story arose: there lay the great graveyard with its lines of graves facing the great city; only one full moon and very little fancy were needed to supply the story of one more army coming to attack Prague, and the story has been vouched for by several poets.

They put on one of my plays at the State Theatre, a rather short three-act play called The Laughter of the Gods. It was well staged and very well acted and, by a simple device, the actors were all word-perfect; for the prompter quite audibly read through every line and, though most of the house could hear him, his low voice very soon seemed to attract no more attention in the audience than does the voice of the cricket among people sitting talking by the fire. Though I knew no word of Czech, I much enjoyed seeing them act Smee Bohu, which was the name of my play in that language. Some people think that plays of strange times and outlandish countries are incongruous things to show to the people of our towns and of our time; but they are not half as incongruous as a black coat and a white collar in fantastic scenes amongst oriental dresses, as I realized when I was shown a photograph that they took of the leading lady and myself on the stage.

One day when we were about to leave I went into Wellss room, and saw him on his knees on the floor leaning over a portmanteau; and then he explained to me something of our social system as he saw it. There are students, in all countries, of Wellss social system, and many of them may hold that I have got it wrong, but to some my words may come as a contribution to the subject, certainly minute, and yet perhaps quite new to them. His views, I gathered, were upon these lines: there was a class of highly educated men, trained in the best universities for the better kind of activities; such men could not be required to do menial tasks like packing, nor even be expected to know how to do it; men of a humbler caste and less highly trained should do this for them. That, if I got it right, was part of his social philosophy; and, having given his son a very fine education, he was now packing his clothes for him.


CHAPTER VIII

ADVENTURES AMONGST SNIPE

I RETURNED TO OUR HOME IN KENT, AND FOR THREE DAYS IN JULY IN A VERY peaceful wood, a narrow belt of oaks and hazels such as we call a shaw, I wrote the first scene of a play in four scenes that I called The Flight of the Queen. The play was well named, for it told, as I think the titles of plays and books should tell, what the play was about. The first scene was in the Hall of the Hundred Princes, and the time was June. The wood in which I wrote it was on the top of the hill, but I got the idea in our house on the side of the valley, in the roof of which the queen that I told of actually reigned, and at the end of June her dead and dying suitors used to be on the path by our verandah. For it was of the queen bee that I wrote, adapting her story to humanity; and, just as in a play of France or Spain, when written in England, all the characters speak English, so the characters in my play appeared as human beings. It is, I think, the most poetical of my plays, not that the material of which a play is made very much matters, the only thing that does matter being that it should be dramatic. I heard of this play not many years ago being acted at a girls school in Pretoria, and was astonished to read of one or two protests that had been addressed to a paper, complaining that such a thing should never have been shown at a girls school. But, far from being coarse, I had idealized Dame Nature till the old lady would only have just recognized herself. I used to like to write in well-bound books on good paper. In the book in which I wrote this I remember that the later scenes, which I wrote indoors in Ireland, were written in ink, but I do not now remember if I had ink in the wood, or if I wrote it in pencil and inked it in afterwards, but I do remember that the book, though quickly written, had a fairly tidy appearance; and, when Kipling died and left his manuscripts to universities that had honoured him, I was so much struck by the idea that later, when one university similarly honoured me, I decided to leave it one of my books. In 1941, when the Germans were very near Athens and Mussolini had claimed to own the Mediterranean, and it did not seem quite certain that we should get away, I wrote to make arrangements that this book should be left to Dublin University; and when, thanks to H.M.S Carlisle, we did get away, I thought Why should they not have it now? So, filled up later with poems, because the play did not quite fill it, Trinity College, Dublin, now has this book.

I do not now remember the date, though the rest I shall always remember: a telegram came one day from my old friend Lindsay, telling me that he was ill, and asking me to come and see him in a kind of military camp for consumptives, in the South of England. So I went by road, and though I forget where this institution was, I remember going along the line of the downs and under Box Hill, roughly the old Pilgrims Way to Canterbury from Winchester, going in the opposite direction. And so I came to the encampment of huts where my friend was being treated. So hearty a greeting he gave me that I could hardly realize that he was once more composedly looking at Death, as he had looked at it when he stood beside me in April 1916 and it was coming from only forty yards away, and touched my left cheek and passed on, and missed him altogether. And now he was as bright and cheery as ever. I asked some idle question of one of the nurses outside his room, and she said something beginning with the words: Well, everyone here... And I understood that I was among dying men. We sat and talked for awhile, the zest of his conversation almost clearing the air of the shadow of death. Never can I remember a cheerier farewell, as he said goodbye to me. Soon afterwards I saw Edgar McWilliam, a friend of Lindsay and me, both McWilliam and I having been tended by him when wounded, and I told him that doctors said that Lindsay could only live a very few weeks. Then they dont know Lindsay, said McWilliam.

And McWilliam was right, for Lindsays strong spirit stayed on for many weeks beyond the time after which the doctors had said its habitation here could no longer be possible. But he died that year; and this year, the year in which I now write, with the world at war again, McWilliam, who had rejoined the army in 1939 and been made a staff officer in the R.A.F. with only ground duties, had nevertheless succeeded in going to Dieppe in the great raid, and was killed on the way back, just reaching England alive. And so passed a very bright spirit, so bright that I have wondered many a time how it was that McWilliam passed through his earthly journey, only delighting those who actually knew him and saw him face to face.

From Dunstall we returned to Ireland for the usual cricket that, but for the years of the war, we had always played there at the end of the summer. And, while mentioning cricket, I may say that it would be incorrect to state that the battles of Africa were won on the playing fields of Eton, for Sir Harold Alexander was not at Eton (nor General Eisenhower either, for that matter). I do not know if in course of time a legend could be worked up that these battles were won on the cricket-ground at Dunsany; the basis of such a legend might be that here in 1911 Sir Harold used to drive something hard and round and red out of the ground, and that when later it was necessary to drive something similar out of Africa... But I do not know how the legend would go on.

It now began to be difficult to collect a team of cricketers, and after the Treaty was passed it became impossible. There had once been a proverb saying that union was strength, but many able minds had for some while been disproving that, till the cause of disunion won adherents amongst the Unionist party and the old proverb went the way of discarded fashions. I finished The Flight of the Queen, and then the hunting began, and the shooting-season opened. Hunting went its way undisturbed; and, if one met long cars with armed police sitting in two rows, facing outwards, they and the hunt passed on about our separate businesses. Nor did their opponents ever interfere with us, for though the shooting of men was common enough, Ireland had not yet sunk so low as to countenance the shooting of foxes. The pursuit of woodcock and snipe was not so easy, for in some districts there was a death-penalty for possessing a gun or cartridges, and in others merely imprisonment. I was still a soldier on the active list, although demobilized, and thought that for this reason the order against the possession of firearms could not apply to me. I was quite mistaken, as, having been demobilized, I was to all intents and purposes a civilian. With us in Meath we did not have the death-penalty, unless actually found with a gun in ones hand. The state of the country certainly made snipe-shooting more exciting than it usually is, and, being the only person shooting, I made good bags. Of all the hundreds of people for miles round who knew I was shooting, none gave me away, and I now record my gratitude for their kindness: I gave myself away by talking too much. I think I should make no such crude mistake in my plays, but whoever approaches any of the arts comes to them with a concentration in which there is no room for the carelessness that is common enough in life. I was later fined £20 for my shooting-season, and was lucky to get off so lightly. Perhaps the most exciting time my gamekeeper and I had while shooting snipe under these conditions was when, motoring with a retriever and gun and cartridges, we suddenly saw a cross-roads ahead of us occupied by a platoon of soldiers. I stopped the car at once and got out and walked up to the officer commanding them and asked if we should be allowed to go by. As they were obviously waiting for such as us, he of course said yes; and I then said: I suppose you are just looking for motor-licences.

And he said: Yes, and firearms.

The moment he said firearms I said, Oh, all right and called out to my chauffeur to come on, and walked back to meet him. I had not begun to think yet, though thinking was obviously very necessary; but, whatever plan I thought of, I should have to begin by acting as I was now doing. When I got into the car I threw some rugs over the gun, which was already just covered by a waterproof coat and was leaning against the seat beside me. Then we drove up to the troops. Just as I came up to them I pulled all the rugs off the gun and began wrapping them very carefully round me. It would have been absurd to suppose that the officer, even if he could not instantly recognize a gamekeeper, would not know at once for what purpose I had a Labrador retriever in the car, but he was not likely to want to open fire unless for something more serious than shooting snipe, provided that I did not actually make it necessary by exhibiting my gun. In a sergeant, however, the game-keeper and the retriever, not to mention my breeches and shooting-boots, did awaken suspicions, and he leaned over the door of my open car and looked into the space beside me where my gun was. Had I not myself taken the rugs away he would of course have done so, but as it was he did not see the gun that lay between him and me. I was sorry to play any trick on soldiers, but there was nothing else to be done.

Snipe-shooting provided one of those thrilling moments that big game more usually provide, near that very cross-roads on another occasion: I had got out to shoot snipe by a stream going under one road and sent my car round to meet me where it ran under another; as I approached the other road I heard a car coming to meet me; it was so obviously my own car that I took no precautions for a moment, and then I thought that even though it was my own car one should take ordinary precautions on principle, and so I put my gun behind my back. At this moment a lorry-load of auxiliary police, Black-and-Tans as they were called, came by with their rifles in their hands: it was them that I had heard, and, as I was walking straight towards them, it was a good thing for my keeper and myself that I had put my gun behind my back. I dont say that I was right to be shooting at that time, but it seems to me that the slight suspicion of pomposity that must attach to anybody who writes the story of his own life, would grow to a grim certainty if he recorded only his wise acts and concealed all the others.

For four months I had written nothing, when towards the end of January I got to work on a novel, the first chapter of which I had written during the war. It was neither inspiration nor quite free choice that drove me to writing novels, but rather a belief that, for some reason unknown to me, the public did not care about short stories, at any rate not about mine. Personally, it appears to me that in a page of a short story there must be more art than in a page of a three-volume novel, just as in a square inch of an ivory-carving there is more art than in a square inch of a wall of a palace: everything in fact in a short story must be fairly intense, as in a play, whereas there is room for a certain amount of rambling in a novel. However it be, I preferred the short story, dominated all the way by its plot and ornamented by good prose, but I new got to work on a novel called The Chronicles of Rodriguez. It was about a young man who sets out with one attendant, during the Golden Age in Spain, to look for the wars, and comes to the sort of inn that Doré used to draw, and meets the professor who held the Chair of Magic at the University of Saragossa, and finds a house in the forest so splendid that it was there that Pedro the Magnificent in his cups gave Africa one spring night to his sisters son, and other castles in Spain. I wrote a good deal of it in February and March at Cannes, where we stayed with my wifes mother, Lady Jersey, in a hotel. Cannes was a very pleasant place in which to write, especially when one was writing of the warm south; and, besides that, I had the sight of the Esterels, always a ruddy purple in the evening, and far beyond them great mountains, which I used to go up to look at about sunset from a raised platform on the highest point above Cannes. These were the Alpes Maritimes, with their great slopes of snow, gravely changing their colours in the gloaming. A poet does well to look at mountains, for, though he should know something of men and women, it is his job to see the eternal things that move or stand amongst them and shape their destinies, and among these the most visible and easily perceived are mountains. And never, when I speak of a poet, do I suppose that there is much of a gap between him and the rest, of whom some may have even deeper emotions than he has, though perhaps they may not express them through any one of the arts; but it is the emotion and not the expression that is the essential thing, and it is only people without human emotions that have nothing of the poet in them. Why one should sometimes feel when looking at mountains something of what an exile might feel in a far country, when meeting some of the chiefs of his own land, I do not know, but such is the case.


CHAPTER IX

TO THE WILDS AGAIN

ALL THE SUMMER OF 1921, IN KENT AND IN IRELAND, I WENT ON WITH

The Chornicles of Rodriguez, finishing it on 4th August. At the end of May my play IF was put on at the Ambassadors Theatre, with a very fine cast of which the most brilliant were Miss Gladys Cooper, Miss Marda Vanne, Miss Ethel Coleridge, Henry Ainley, Leslie Banks, Michael Sherbrook, Henry Caine and G. Hayes. There did not seem to me to be at that time, when IF was being rehearsed, a full appreciation of Miss Gladys Coopers great ability, and I was given the idea that she had been chosen principally for her beauty, which, though a great asset to a play, is not an essential part of it; but both as a girl out of a job in London, and as a sort of queen in the East, her acting was an immense delight. So also was Ainleys, and there was one long scene between him and Michael Sherbrook which I never wearied of seeing; it seemed to go like a duel with rapiers. Even when Harry Ainley forgot his part, he forgot it with a superb dignity. Michael Sherbrook waiting for his cue had evidently said: But you forget..., though no sound of such words was audible, but Ainley drew himself up with all the dignity of the oriental despot that he was supposed to be, and saying, Very well, I do forget, walked grandly away.

Early in the rehearsals I had said to Leslie Banks that, as he was quite perfect, it could not be necessary for him to rehearse any more. But I horrified those who were directing rehearsals, and was told that I should give him altogether a wrong idea of himself; yet time has I think showed without any doubt that it was the right idea. Miss Marda Vanne, then almost unknown, was so good as an inhabitant of a little house in the suburbs of London that a critic, while praising her as she deserved, tried to explain her achievement by suggesting that she may have lived all her life in just those surroundings. But he missed her by the length of a long continent, for she came from the far end of Africa, where I recently met her again, too famous now to mind having that mistake recalled to her. The play was about a dictator, who went the way of Mussolini, though it was written before the march on Rome. It ran on into October, its principal rival at that time being Miss Clemence Danes Bill of Divorcement, with Malcolm Keen in the principal part, in the St. Martins Theatre only just across the road.

That autumn we went to Arden in Yorkshire to stay with Lord and Lady Mexborough and shoot grouse, as we had done the year before, and many other years. There are three stone men on the steep top of Arden Bank, that are made of bits of nummulitic limestone: they were quite squat the year before, and were now recovering their stature. I suppose that now they have lost their height again, and the matter may seem unimportant; and yet it is not wholly unconnected with the fate of the world, for when no-one goes up there to replenish them with a stone or two every few weeks, it is because all the men are away, helping to reduce a kaiser or a fuehrer to his proper proportions.

Later that year we were at a shooting party at Petworth, where so much of Turners work is housed and where the woodwork is carved by Grinling Gibbons. On a Sunday morning there, when the rest had gone to church I had a very interesting talk with the first Lord Cowdray, who was another of Lord Leconfields guests, that is to say I sat and listened. He told me how as a young man, with some reputation already made, he was digging the Blackwall tunnel, and senior engineers were coming to him to tell him to stop, because it could not be done and he would lose everything if he went on. And he went to an older man and asked his advice, and this man said to him: Have you done everything that you yourself know to be right? And he said Yes. And the older man said: Then go on. Then they went to his wife and tried to get her to stop him, to save him from ruin. And she said: I back Dick (or whatever she called him). He told me a great deal of the steel shields with which they went through the gravel under the Thames, but he, interested me most when he spoke of the older hands that tried to push. the young man into their grooves and furrows, for it is by escaping from them that the great names are made.

And then I went back to the wilds again, starting from Biskra. There I found bright sunlight in the middle of January, and there I collected a few Arabs and started off with my tent into the desert to look for Dorcas gazelles, which I had shot before, as well as the rare edni gazelle, and hoping for that fine trophy, the head of a Barbary sheep, which I had never seen as yet and of which I had only heard tales from the Arabs. Part of a letter that I wrote to my wife on 24th January, 1922, gives a clearer idea of the country than my unaided memory could give. I wrote: Really Africa does know the job of making a morning. Last night I went up to the tower just late for the sunset, but the air was still full of light. Looking North one looked into a semicircle of mountains running from ones right to behind ones left, a little more than a semicircle. To the West the mountains seemed to gather nearer and to sit down all dark and frowning, but to the East they melted away into a mass of pink. Over where the sun had gone down behind the mountains a small red cloud floated which turned, while I was walking round the tower, to an astonishingly vivid scarlet, redder than a hunting-coat, redder than the robe that Ainley wore, redder than anything, till all lustre left it and it hung there a listless gray. Over the pink rocks in the East the sky was mostly a Cambridge blue, and away to the South outside the curve of the mountains, a rather narrow strip, the Desert showed so deep a blue that it was almost black.

A light or two came out among palms and houses, the bell of the Christian church began to boom, and then from some ravine among low mud-houses those notes came up that Arabs play on their reed flutes, it was Pan challenging very softly, but with all his ancient cunning, the lure of the New Creed.

I met a friend in Biskra who I thought would have come with me, but I said in my letter to my wife: After all why cling to relics of civilization when one has left it for the desert. To bring another white face with me would be like taking a tall hat, and I think the desert would be huffed at either and would hide his mysteries beyond yet one further ridge.

And next day I wrote: This afternoon while sitting in the garden one of the mountains that yesterday I called pinkish turned the colour of rose, and glowed through the tops of the trees at the edge of the garden. Then I went back to the tower. The sunset did not seem quite so splendid as yesterdays, but I stayed and watched its changes. While the mountains in the West turned to a deep black the ones to the East were melting away into blue, like rose-leaves slowly dyed in an azure vat. At 5 oclock two men came out upon separate towers and sang that there is one God. All the while the desert remained the same dark slate-colour. And then an Arab lighting a cigarette in the street showed by the brilliance of the flame that down below me the night had far progressed.

And next day I wrote again: I stayed up on the tower to-night until one star appeared in the same Eton-blue that was melting the rose mountains. There was a chilly wind blowing over a warm town. When the priests came out on to towers and sang that God was One, the lights had already become very clear and golden, where any appeared at all, and some other people that were up there went down, but I stayed where I was to see the last of the mountains. And later in the evening I added: The Arabs are giving a dance. A little bunch of them have just come round to the hotel door with a drum, which amounts to an invitation. A rather handsome fellow dressed in fox-skins and bones came up to me outside the door with his tongue hanging out and beating furiously on his drum. I smiled at him, which seemed rather to disappoint him, for he went away with his drum.

And I also recorded the following conversation with the valet de chambre of the hotel.

I: Vous avez de moustiques ici.

He: Ah, oui.

I: Beaucoup?

He: Neuf

Luckily I did not tell him that I had killed one, for he thought I had said Vous avez domestiques ici?

I never lost interest in those sunsets, and wrote to my wife next day: I thought I would try and tell you what each sunset was like here, but by the third evening I began to fear they would be all alike, rose mountains to the East, black to West and plain pale-brown to the North, and the Desert always dark blue. But to-night, though everyone seemed to think it scarcely worth going to look at so dull an evening, there was an amazing change. The rose mountains were deep grey, the usually dull mountains to the North were dark red, and to the West the hills stood out so clear that you could almost see separate rocks on them, and could make out straggling paths on the sand below them, and encampments of which one had not known before. Huge, dark-grey shapes of storm were striding by on this side of the eastern mountains, going towards the Desert. In the South-West, a good deal shut in by clouds and mountains, an ordinary golden sunset was going on.

And then there began to appear quite close with extraordinary suddenness the most amazing mountains and coloured rocks. They appeared out of the evening as things appear on the stage, quite suddenly, lit with crude unnatural, violent light. This sunset was beating Chu Chin Cairo even at its own game. A little range of hills that one had not noticed before, lying under the grey and erst-while rose-pink mountains leaped into the colour of peonies, which soon grew deeper and deeper, the whole of the far bank of the river wider than the Nile, which runs down to the Desert and is dry, caught the same glow: the end of a rainbow, mainly pink, stood up like a low tower on the horizon beyond the end of the mountains in the East: just to the right of it a tiny white house or tomb, which we had never seen before, stood vivid on the horizon: the grey shapes that were going past the mountain turned to a purply rose when they came to the rainbow: the little peony hills grew deeper in colour and dimmer, till they seemed to be drifting away by sheer magic to fairyland: then the storm broke over Biskra. I waited to see what the muezzins would do, and soon above the sound of the wind and the rain and the palm-trees swaying their voices came floating.

When I left, the heads of all the palm-trees in the forest of them were black, and between every two was a grey sheet of rain.

The Desert was troubled and mostly veiled in orange.

9-30 p-m.Ive just been out to sniff the wind in the street. It is not as cold as it might be and smells pleasant. It will be a change from hotels.

Next morning I added: The night always begins here with a parliament of dogs: it ended this morning with drums and that queer reed instrument that wails. There is still much wind. I start for the desert to-morrow morning.


CHAPTER X

AMONG ROSE-LEAF MOUNTAINS

THAT EVENING I WROTE: The sunset was all in the West to-night. The rose hills faded early and were only a pale rose: the peony hills of last night were mere mounds of dried mud: but over the hills in the West were layers of purply red into which a blaze of golden rays shot up as though they were being boiled above a furnace of gold. Later the purple tinge went out of them and they became all red, streaked through a sky of orange A Frenchman on the tower discovered patches of green, but you might have discovered anything there. At last, when the sky looked very devilish, the desert put up the rim of one red eyelid along twenty miles of horizon and leered at me. And then, as a hint of the magic that the Desert had power to do, the bright red widened upwards, though the sun down under the earth was going the other way. The desert remained as usual the same dark slatey blue.

I think there is no monotony in these descriptions of sunsets, and could scarcely be if one went on for a year, so various were they, and so much that I have never described there was in every one of them.

I went next day by train and charabanc to overtake the camels, doing in five and a half hours the hundred and six kilometres that, the last time I went, had taken me two long days. Major Richardson Cox, the friend whom I met in Biskra, came with me to see me off from the extreme edge of civilization, which was the oasis of Ouled Djellal. We walked there down narrow streets lined with huge mud walls that were higher than the houses, and here and there in those walls were doors made of wide planks cut from palm-trees, the only indication that there were any houses there. After walking for ten minutes, shut in by one of these streets, we came to the principal square, which was full of life, and heaps about a foot high of the little twigs of a heath were laid in long rows to be sold as timber. Suddenly a man came up to me and shook hands and addressed me by name. My own name in that strange town was about the last word that I expected to hear, but you meet strange things when you travel, and it turned out that he remembered from the last time I was there, or so he said, but I suppose that Smail, who was ahead of me with the camels, had told him that I was coming. I wrote to my wife of the desert that lay at the edge of this oasis: The desert is exactly like a gravelled road whose breadth is equal to its length; there is just that amount of vegetation, and a fine supply of stones.

A wind is blowing from the Atlantic on its way to the Red Sea. To-morrow I shall be in the Desert.

I went into the desert with seven men, four camels and two mules, and started off with four blank days. It is a good thing in a trip of this sort to expect even a fortnight without a shot: if that is part of ones plans, the rest is sure to come of itself. I asked Smail how many heads he thought I would get, but the only answer that I could get to that was: I cannot tell you of the things of God. It is not like the goats that I buy. So he summed up the uncertainty that is the essence of sport. Six more blank days followed.

Of the first day in the desert I wrote to my wife: We left Ouled Djellal yesterday, travelled 20 kilometres and hunted gazelles after arriving in camp, a day that left me no time to write. Moving out of Ouled Djellal we passed through almost a forest of palm-trees, after leaving the narrow streets which one camel almost blocks. From this we came to the usual great river, which like all Saharas rivers is quite dry. There a young David was slinging stones at a friend among the palm-trees; and presently a little curl of dust went up beside him, and then far away in the river-bed another which marked the rico: it was evident that the friend among the palm-trees had a sling too. When we reached the far bank of the river all the stones seemed to tilt upwards, ragged and flat like the ends of perpetually upturned strata. We went some hundred yards before they became more orderly and were all obviously grave-stones. They must have put the dead at first just across the river and, as the ages went by, the graveyard went further and further; so that the further they were from the river the newer they were and the tidier.

We reached a spot distinguished from the rest of Sahara by a few thorny bushes just after mid-day. I suggested it as a good place for dejeuner, but Smail went one better and camped there. After a short rest I went out to chasser. When l returned to camp a quite new moon was showing like a thin silver ring over the sunset, the lower part being a little thicker than the rest.

I think that the desert is to the mind what a bath is to the body: of all the little specks of dust that stick to ones skin there may be no actual harm in any one of them, and yet one is the better for a bath; in the same way the trivial pieces of information and empty phrases that daily fall on our minds are swept clean away by the desert, and the mind is fresher and clearer for them. All athletes wash; all prophets come from the desert. After some days, as we travelled, two mountains came into sight, a rose-pink mountain that was called Djebbal Hamra, and one that looked like a sapphire every evening and whose name was Mimooni. At last I got a good head, and Smail kissed the black beard of the Arab who had brought me up to it, when we came back with the gazelle into camp. The mountains grew larger as the days went by, for we were travelling all the time towards Djebbal Hamra. One day it rained, and that enabled us to travel more directly, instead of steering so as to pass by wells, or little pools in the rocks. And then we came to where the desert had heaved into hills of stones about the feet of the mountains, and the soles of ones boots lasted for fewer days even than in the rest of the desert. We got more gazelles. A good many of the barriers that are between East and West disappeared then, for the Arabs love a rifle, and shooting was a language that they understood quite as well as I did. Their orthodoxy was, however, so extreme in this part of the desert that I had often difficulty in keeping them well supplied with food. A Mahommedan may not eat what has not been killed by one of his creed in the ritual way; and, though whatever I shot was usually knifed by one of them before it died, and though in most countries a latitude of perhaps half a minute is often allowed even after that, they would seldom touch the meat. It is not usually easy to argue about religion, but I made some headway with one argument, when I said, There are many causes of the death of this gazelle: the captain of the ship that brought me from Marseilles was one who caused it, and, I, as you say, was another, but there is only one death for it, and you caused that with your knife. The argument impressed them and they said, We will ask Si Amar.

Si Amar, besides being a great sportsman, was an extremely holy man, a sort of combination of what in our civilization would be a master of hounds and an archbishop. He was a little apart from the rest, and one of them went and asked him. But the answer came back that they could not eat it. They had their kouskous, a dish made of flour and rancid oil and sand, which they ate with great delight by the fire every evening. Sometimes I joined them by their fire under the great blinking stars, whose names and stories they told me. I was of course careful not to tell them in return that what they ignorantly supposed to be Nash, being carried on his bier, with his wife and mother and sister walking behind him, was in reality the Great Bear; but I told them the Evening Star shone not like the rest, but with reflected light from the sun, which interested them, until unfortunately I added that it went round the sun like us. This unluckily shocked Si Amar, who, remarking that God did tell Mahomet that there are seven heavens, got up and walked away into the dark. Once, finding myself so very much of a heretic, I mentioned the name of a great Mahommedan leader whom I happened to know; but, very far from impressing them, I found that he was to them an arch-heretic. And once I told them that I was a second cousin of Sir Richard Burton, who went to Mecca disguised as a Mahommedan; and I found that they knew all about Burton, but were astonished to hear me speak of any disguise and assured me he was a Mahommedan. On the way to my eighth camp I shot a Dorcas gazelle which all the Arabs said was a bigger head than had ever been shot before in North Africa. When I doubted this, Smail said that Si Amar swore to it. And Rowland Wards book supports Si Amar, though the record has probably often been beaten since.

Our trek to my ninth camp brought us to the edge of the slopes of Djebbal Hamra, towards which we had been travelling for several days. I used to start out from my camp just before dawn, and in one of my letters I wrote, As I was walking towards the mountains the sun came up unnoticed behind me. The mountains turned at once to the colour of peonies, a little pale for peonies I thought; then I thought that after all they were only the colour of big garden roses, or even the ordinary wild rose; and as I thought this they went pale brown, towards which they had been turning as my thoughts of their exact colour changed. A cloud lay to one side of them at dawn, a thing like pale pink gauze, as though it had just been pulled aside to show them.

About this time I wrote I am now camped under the rose-leaf mountains. They look a very pale brown 5 kilometres away: but Mimoona and his range, which are always a bright blue, this evening turned a gorgeously astounding pink. The distant rim of the desert too, which is always blue, was this evening all pink. That night the jackals did what they often did when a ca mp was newly pitched; they came down close to it and barked hard, in the hope that some small thing might run from our camp. But neither the cries of the jackals, nor the barking of the dogs of distant nomads, or any other sound, kept me awake in that splendid air after a days shooting. At this time a cutting from an English paper reached me, which I should quote here in case I should have given a reader a one-sided impression of the success of my plays in America or elsewhere. It said: Among the less-known titled people connected with the stage are  and Lord Dunsany. The man that I have not named occasionally acted, so that the suggestion was that my only connection with the drama was to have done some amateur acting, not that I ever did. But this was only trying to reduce my reputation to zero, which was by no means enough for everybody, as I am reminded by a poem I wrote at this time called Ode to a Dublin Critic to which I was goaded by a critique of one of my books which said: The publishers tell us that these are oriental or semi-oriental tales, and everybody who knows anything knows what that means. I dont quite know myself what my publishers meant by semi-oriental, but I do know that when a man says everybody who knows anything knows what that means he is implying something nasty that he darent say. Exactly what he does mean must depend on the nastiness of his mind. Well, I should not have written this poem without him, and perhaps a little jealousy may be as good for a poem as manure is good for a rose. Here are the lines:





Ode To a Dublin Critic

Through steely gaps that I have known 

In mirage mountains, upon wings 

Has my imagination flown 

To bring you news of magic things.



And lesser journalists have said, 

That cannot see such things themselves, 

The man is clearly off his head 

To write of things like gods and elves.



By walls of cities not of Earth 

All wild my winged dreams have run.

And known the demons that had birth 

In planets of another sun.



From little fountain-pens they wring 

The last wee drop of inky spite:

We do not like the kind of thing 

That lords, they say, most likely, write.



Beyond the boundaries I have been, 

That dull geography has drawn, 

To bring you light from visions seen 

In kingdoms eastward of the dawn 



Having mentioned the fertilizer of this poem I should mention what was of even more value to it, the soil in which it grew; this soil was the Sahara, and it may explain the first two lines if I say that I was actually looking at a mirage when I began to write it, while riding a mule. I had shot by now eight Dorcas gazelles and one edni, and went on to Gsoom Mountain. I wrote to my wife after this journey: One great difficulty is water, though I rode all day past a lake on my right with little islands in it and tall trees: its hither shore was nearer to me than I have ever seen water in the Sahara before. Only ones dreams, of course, could drink from this water, for it was of the same substance as they. In my next letter I wrote: I have shot at nothing for ten days.... I enjoyed yesterday though I got no shot, for the view from this mighty mountain seems like nothing else on this earth, or Mercury, Venus or Mars: the immensity of the desert seen from the peaks of Gsoom would take Neptune or any of the four outer planets to beat it.

When one sees a lot of heads on a wall it may look to some like slaughter; but those periods of ten days should be remembered, during which one hunts or travels from just before dawn to sunset without ever firing a shot, either because one sees nothing, or because the heads one sees are not good enough; and whoever does not make due allowance for these periods of bad luck will never have good luck, which follows as red follows black, sooner or later, at rouge-et-noir.

Camped under Gsoom Mountain on 7th March, 1922, I wrote to my wife: Yesterday I paid my usual visit to the peaks of Gsoom, being called at five and leaving the camp at sunrise. In the morning I saw my first mouflon, a female with a young one: they stepped over the sky-line like the shadows offairies and lay down behind cover at about 350 yards from me. Afterwards they pushed off with a good deal of clattering of rocks and I did not fire. Eventually in a remote valley Si Amar found four, two males, a female and a large young one. We came round rocks as they go round them, things not unlike precipices but with so rough a surface that one gets a good grip on any drop, and only stumbles on the slopes where loose stones are able to lie. We got to within two hundred yards and, looking over the rocks for the first time, I just saw the dim ghost of a mouflon; for, huge though they are, there is no difference that I can make out between them and the rocks. I fired and my guides face fell, and the herd eventually passed out of sight, and Si Amar looked the picture of misery; but just then a lone mouflon appeared crossing the great valley on its own. I fired whenever I could distinguish it, but my shots dropped lower and lower, until it stood under the crest of the opposite mountain; then I aimed well above it and got a bullet behind its shoulder. It fell, recovered itself, rolled, and went over a precipice. Si Amar brightened considerably, and presently I informed him that, while he presumably was watching the others, I had killed a mouflon with my first shot. This one we got to first and it turned out to be a fine head, the second not so good but no bad ornament on a wall. I hardly expected to improve the hall, but this mighty beast is worthy of a place among oryx and wart-hogs. I have planned for him one of the places of honour, where the biggest pig is now, he going up one and displacing the lesser pig. We got back to camp at 5.30 having been for eleven and a half hours on the mountain.

I quote these rather rambling lines as they are fresher than my memories, though Gsoom and Djebbal Hamra and the huge circle of desert loom very clear in my memory yet, and our little camp on the rocks under the mountain, and Smails joy when we came back with the two heads of the animals about which he had told me nine years before, but had not till now been able to show me, and the stately Si Amar to whom this world seemed made for hunting, and the next for strictly orthodox Mahommedans.


CHAPTER XI

AND AGAIN TO THE WILDS

FOR ANOTHER WEEK I CLIMBED THE CRAGS, AMONGST MAGNIFICENT STATUARY carved by the wind, always wondering at the vast size of our planet as I watched the curve of the desert seen from the mountain, but I got no more shots. And one day we turned our camels heads towards civilization, which is a very pleasant thing, and which I much enjoyed when we reached Biskra a few days later, but I like the desert too, and never does either appear more delightful than when contrasted with the other. And while I am on this very subject I may mention an event in my life that occurred at this time; I received as I arrived in Biskra a letter saying that I had been elected a member of the Beefsteak Club. Between this haunt of civilization and the wilds my life has alternated a good deal, always enjoying both. Unfortunately we have a rule there that no conversation goes beyond its walls. Were it not for that rule I need have looked no further for material for this book. As there is only one table in the club and as everyone talks to anyone within hearing, whether he knows him or not, cabinet ministers and ex-viceroys often get instruction there that they would not receive otherwise. Kipling once  but that is another story, as he himself would have said, and I am debarred from telling it by that unfortunate rule. Of the many remarkable men that I first met here, perhaps the most astonishing was Pepys Cockerell. When I first met him he was talking hard and with much brilliance: I will not relate the scraps that I remember of his conversation, but the topic of it was the pictures of the Old Masters, and I listened with deep interest, as did we all, but at the end of half an hour I thought it only fair to introduce a topic of my own. The topic that I insinuated was big-game hunting in Africa, a somewhat violent change of subject, but Pepys Cockerell acceded at once to my suggestion and for the next half-hour this was our topic; but it was still a brilliant monologue conducted by Pepys Cockerell. Later one other man and I dined with him at his house, and it was then that he revealed to us the source of his wonderful stories of Africa, and this is why I say that the man was so astonishing: his genius, for no other word could possibly be used of so strange a power, took the form which that night he explained to us in the following words: When I go to any country I dont talk for the first three weeks, but I watch how the inflections fall in their language. After that I speak it.

And it was well known that he spoke the languages and dialects of various lands and of many tribes, without any foreign accent whatever. I heard it said of him that during the last war, when he was on a generals staff in Greece, a Greek girl came to the general and said: There is a Greek who has been going about lately in your uniform, pretending that he is British.

This was Pepys Cockerell, recently arrived, but speaking Greek in such a way that the Greeks could not believe he was British. With this remarkable gift he went to Africa, and that night at dinner he told us stories such as few other men from Europe could have come by, including an eye-witnesss account of the last stand of Colonel Wilsons men in 1897, when every man of them was killed, as he had heard it from a Matabele. He told me how he went back to Africa again when they were opening up the railway to the Victoria Falls, and met an old chief whom he knew and, when he told him what he had come to see, the old chief said: Ah yes, railway trains, I know about them, they have a red eye in the middle of their foreheads. I never saw one myself, but my father killed several of them about here when he was young.

To tell any more tales of Pepys Cockerell might seem out of place in a biography that I am writing about myself, but a man of genius is to me one of the more remarkable things that one meets on ones way. Something to be told of as much as one tells of mountains. And one more tale I must tell, of the many he told us then. He brought back from the middle of Africa a young native who had been his servant there, and showed him London, and told us many of his impressions of it; and one day he showed him Hyde Park and, as he sat on a chair and the young African looked at the Serpentine, Cockerell suddenly saw a nurserymaid beating him over the head with an umbrella. He went up to her and said: What are you doing to my boy?

She said: He tried to steal my child.

Cockerell turned to the boy, and told him, in his own language, what she had said.

I didnt try to steal the child, said the boy. I saw it playing by the edge of the water and I picked it up and ran with it into the bush, meaning the trees by the Row.

But why? exclaimed Cockerell.

But, the crocodiles, said the boy.

I got the impression, fanciful and yet later borne out by facts, that Africa had laid some curse on him, and sometimes he seemed as though he were hurrying to his doom. Africa can break the health of men who stay with her too long and then desert her, and it almost seemed that she had her grip on Pepys Cockerell. Memories of my remarkable and delightful friend have carried me on beyond the year of which I was telling.

I returned to Ireland, but not to put away my rifle, for I had spent much of my life with a rifle, and when I was not hunting big game or stalking in Scotland or out with a shotgun I used to get sport and exercise by stalking rabbits. In this April, 1922, I shot two hundred and forty-six of them in this way. Rifles were now permitted in Ireland, for a good many purposes. The Government had made a Treaty with Ireland, giving great concessions to the Kings enemies and some safeguards for his loyal friends. But England, tired after her victory that had saved Europe, entirely forgot this treaty. Yet it is as I say; such a treaty was passed, and somewhere among some archives it may presumably be seen and read, safeguards and all.

In May we went to our Kentish home, where I continued the humble sport of stalking rabbits, so far as exercise was needed, but much of the rest of that month I spent in writing a light comedy called Mr. Faithful. The main joke of this play is that the principal character in it insists on being logical, in season and out of season, and the more logical his arguments the madder he appears, as often happens with people who put too much reliance on logic. It was done at the Kew Theatre and by the B.B.C., but when broadcast it had to be cut down so as to play in under an hour. I could not bear to do this, and thought it impossible, but I handed my wife a pair of scissors, and told her that if she could do it she was welcome to try, and she did it. But one whole character was cut out, and one that I rather liked, an old butler who once had dreamed of being something else; he does not say what; but comforts himself with the reflection that, Perhaps it was better as it was. It saved a lot of bloodshed.

I was kindly entertained on a long visit at Arden, at first for grouseshooting, and afterwards I went on with my miniature sport of stalking rabbits on grand hills that would have been a worthy setting for deerstalking. One valley there is so steep that, when one shot a rabbit on it from the opposite slope, it would roll the whole way down to the bottom. Their tracks and sheep-tracks ran all along the steep slope, seeming to emphasize the wildness of it, and on these tracks the rabbits lay in the sun, and had to be distinguished from little pieces of limestone which were exactly of the same colour, the limestone that in times of peace made the three stone men to which I have already referred. On one of these hills at the edge of a wood one windy day I had the very rare experience of shooting two woodcock with a rifle.

Yorkshire is almost divided like Scotland into highlands and lowland, and about the middle of September we went to the other kind of Yorkshire, where there are fertile farms and no heather, to shoot partridges. This was at Helperby, the delightful house of Sir Clive and Lady Celia Coates: all their family were then young, and I was fortunate enough to be able to amuse them. This I did by building a factory chimney of toy bricks about six feet high in the drawing-room and, as all children love realism, I lit a fire inside, and the smoke came out of the top as in real factories. I shall always remember Lady Celias sympathy with her childrens delight, which, though she did not express it in words, for on account of the density of the atmosphere she could not speak, or even easily breathe, was yet unmistakable.

All art is made perhaps more by contrast than by any one other thing, and, if art should resemble life, perhaps life should resemble art, and no pleasanter contrast than Helperby could be found to the Desert, to which I now turned again. I had written to the old hunter, Si Amar, where he dwelt among his palm-trees, to meet me at El Kantara, and I packed my tent and my rifle and set off for Africa. But when I got as far as Paris I heard that there was a strike in Marseilles harbour, whence no ships were sailing to Africa, and so for ten days I was marooned in Paris. I remember to this day my disgust when in what is called a Travel Bureau, a clerk who had been arranging my trip asked where I was now staying, and I gave him the name of the hotel, and he suddenly manifested unmistakable signs of respect for me because I was staying at that hotel rather than at another. I record it because philosophers will see something wrong in a civilization in which such a thing is possible.

Did I use the wrong word when I said marooned in Paris? I think not. For during my unexpected stay of about ten days I could not have been lonelier on a desert island. I knew one man in Paris, one who had translated some of my stories, but he had changed his address and I could not find him. Occasional loneliness is of great value to a writer, if not to all men, and I absorbed something of the beauty of Paris in those days, noting in how many places man had impressed his dreams upon bronze and other metal. I reflected that this is one of mans great achievements, to make his dreams tangible. The ants, the birds, the bees, work for utility, and a very good thing to work for; but we claim that there is something more than this in man. What is it, if this claim be just? What is there to man that the others have not also? His dreams and fancies? Perhaps birds and beasts have them too. Let us then look at mans, let us see what evidence he leaves of any grandeur he claims. The evidence is there in bronze: there was something great in his dreams, and he had the strength to make that greatness triumph over the grim hardness of metal. That was some while ago: wreaths, wings and all manner of fancies are going out of our architecture and out of all designs, and the surface of metal appears bare, and untouched by the dreams of man: Chaos is coming into his own again. Amongst these reflections, for which my lonely visit to Paris gave me leisure, I met the spirit of Verhaeren. For a writer does not need to have an address at which he must be sought; his spirit may haunt a bookshelf and be met at any time, even after the house at which he lived has fallen, and I read a wonderful play of his about Helen grown old.

One day a man walked into my sitting-room at the hotel and announced himself by saying: I am the Sun. He worked for a New York paper, and explained that he wanted to know what I was doing; so I said that I was going to some mountains in the Sahara to shoot Barbary sheep, and he was interested and wanted to know how many, and what other things, and what the size of their heads would be. For prophecy I would have chosen some more usual topic, like politics, and sport last of all, so I said: Wouldnt you rather hear of something that I have shot already? And he said: I guess our paper has to be up-to-date.

Last March was out-of-date, and I had to confine myself to next November.

On 9th and 10th October I wrote a one-act play. And then in an English picture paper I saw two photographs of a man who had been rejuvenated by the Voronoff treatment, which was then new. Sometimes out of events, though rarely enough, there arises for one that kind of essence of fact and the passing of time which forms an idea for a play and will blossom into a living work of art. From this glance at a paper, while alone in Paris, such an idea came to me, and on 14th, 15th and 16th October I wrote the first act of a play that I called Lord Adrian. One day I heard that there was a little ship called the Djebbal Gherson going from Marseilles to Algiers, so I booked a berth in it and sent a wire to Si Amar and started off from Paris. In Marseilles harbour the East came to me, or rather sent its blessing from far away, as I leaned on a rail of the Djebbal Gherson and looked at the lower deck, where Arabs were beating small drums and playing a stringed instrument, and singing the song that haunts all the coasts of Africa.


CHAPTER XII

WITH SI AMAR

TWO DAYS LATER I WAS IN A TRAIN GOING SOUTHWARD FROM ALGIERS through fertile land at first, and then it grew wilder and wilder as it seemed to feel the influence of the desert. A fellow-traveller looking out at the little houses of the Arabs that we passed every now and then wondered that people could live under such conditions, but I was longing for the wilds and he regretting the civilization he had left in some city of the United States, and with our different points of view I could not understand him. I have found an old letter to my wife, written shakily in a train, full of the trifles that loom large when one travels, dated 22nd October, 1922. It begins: We are just leaving El Guerrah, where I saw ten of my registered colis instead of eleven. So the Station Master and his assistant with the help of some Arabs spent ten minutes counting them to try and make them eleven, which they always did, an Arab always coming up with No. 11 whenever they were short. In the end it turned up, from a long way down the platform, or rather it must have come up on the El-Guerrah -El-Kantara train, which meets the other train somewhere, for the platform was empty. The colis that wouldnt quite make eleven was half my tent.

But what I was mostly thinking of just then was whether Si Amar would be there to meet me.

The great garden-wall of the desert rose into sight, a flash of green from a large grove of palm-trees, and El Kantara appeared. And sitting waiting on the platform, there was Si Amar. Everything was ready and we were to start next day. With me came the rain, a good omen to Si Amar, for it was good for tracking and good also for travelling, since there would be pools in many rocks and our journeys would not be confined to the routes that went by a few wells. In the great gorge of El Kantara I saw a river running with the first rain, and a tortoise that swam in it had an air of surprise at finding a river where there had been dry rock for a year. I went to lHotel Bertrand, and wrote to my wife, The view from my bedroom is staggering, such a view monks might look out on from their colleges in Tibet. Next day I wrote, My camels have gone like kings through this great gateway of the desert, but I follow a few hours later by the insignificant train and then walk or ride about ten kilometres. To-morrow we push on again and will camp on the shooting ground or on the edge of it.

I was needlessly worried at this time by calculating that I had only five cartridges a day for my whole trip, but I need not have been, even though I fired a few shots for practice in my first camp, which is always a good thing to do. I had had much difficulty in bringing any cartridges at all, for, though the French were charmed to let in my rifle, there was un loi absolu against taking cartridges, and I had to pull strings that would have been more appropriate for drawing a cannon. There was a little station in the desert called Fontaine les Gazelles, and there Si Amar and I got out. Writing to my wife from my first camp I said, Im back again. When I got out at Fontaine les Gazelles the Station Master asked me if I wanted to get out: when I said I did there was clearly nothing to be done, but it was clear that nobody had ever done it before and he did not approve of this new-fangled notion of getting out at Fontaine les Gazelles. So we got out and walked away into the desert, and reached camp in three hours.

I remember the immense feeling of freedom with which I went from the noise of the train into the quiet of the desert, and I remember every head in the train looking out of the windows to see us get out at Fontaine les Gazelles, and still leaning out to see us walk away as the train went on to Biskra.

Next day I hunted with Si Amar and found only tracks, the day after that, 25th October, I wrote to my wife: We change camp at dawn to-morrow and I chasse on the way to the next one. One of our mules has returned to the house of his patron at El Kantara, or else the Ouled Zian have got him. There is considerable talk about it and a man has gone on another mule to look for him. The rain has been coming down in one lump and when it stopped we could hear the sound of a little river running in the dark. The big one by which we are camped will be moving soon if the rain goes on, and it is starling again now. Si Amar showed me an adni at 200 yards, and I got it. One horn is broken, but the other is equal to the best adni at Dunsany, and is another item for Rowland Wards book. We arent able to change camp to-day on account of the mule, but we leave to-morrow morning.... The mule has not turned up at El Kantara, and his patron has come here to help all the others to talk about it. We still have one, and can get another.

And in a very rough diary that I kept on that trip I wrote: 7th October. Changed camp. Rode 4 kilometres, walked nearly 40. Saw a heard of 5 sheep gallop by at 300 yards. Did not fire. Arrived 4 pm in our new camp in a gorge of the Ouled Zian Mountains.

Another blank day followed; then on 29th October I wrote to my wife: To-day, starting at 6 a m., a herd of four mouflon galloped past me pretty close at 2.30, I took off my sight-protector, cocked the rifle, and chose the best head and stuck to him, until the Arab with me called my attention to a better one further off. I had put four shots at the one I had chosen and put one at the big one, but missed, everything going at the gallop all the while. I still had a cartridge in my rifle but there was nothing more in sight. We then tracked the one I had chosen a short way and soon found him dead with two bullets just below his heart.

The head was not a good one: I could see by his great beard, as he galloped past, that he was a male, and I judged the size of his head as well as my inexperience would let me: the Arabs in this respect were seldom much help to me, for they did not easily understand a sportsmans peculiarity of only pursuing big heads, and Smail on my previous trip had been really pained when, after all the trouble that one of the Arabs had had in bringing me up to five gazelles, I would not fire at one of them.

On 31st October I wrote to my wife. It rained all night and blew, and hunting seemed impossible. However, a little before nine we started and had mouflon in front of us nearly all day long quietly feeding away from us, sometimes Si Amar manoeuvred up and round whole mountains, sometimes we got close but not within range, and I was ready to turn back, but Si Amar went on before like a Will-o-the-Wisp. And at last he brought me on top of one in a valley. Not good horns, but all there were, and I could see they were passable, so I fired.  Then others came by and I fired at good horns as they passed. Total, three down. The first not much better than the second at Dunsany, the other two equal, at least, to the best at Dunsany. Then we heaped rocks over them and left, and the sun set. We had walked all day away from camp. A stormy sky let little moonlight through for our walk back to camp. However, a strong wind was with us, which is worth having.

The rain was coming down hard again.

And I ended with a postscript that said: To-day is a holy feast-day and they had bought a goat from the nomads for fifty francs. So I said Id give them that. The rain is like broken sluices Three heads in one day may seem too much, but I had covered as much ground that day as would have made three good hard days, as well as climbing one or two mountains, and I had made three trips to Africa after these animals, of which I had now shot six, and I had earned them by several periods of a week at a time, and more, that I had gone without firing a shot.

And I got no shot during the next three days, though on 3rd November we saw a gazelle. But on 5th November I wrote: Yesterday a bad wind kept us in camp till 1.20, when Si Amar thought hed try for something. So we left camp, and in an hour he saw two mouflon. He stalked them over mountain-tops for an hour, and it was one of the hardest walks Ive had. We got above them, and even saw the one that Si Amar wanted, a very old one with white horns; but Si Amar, wanting to bring me to the mountains edge, kept on too long: we were on a steep slope of crumbled rock, and for two men to move on it without any noise was impossible: and before we got to the edge they were off. I fired four shots at the white-horned one as he went; one perfect shot struck him without any apparent effect, and the fourth dropped him stone dead. The other had gone five or six hundred yards before Si Amar satisfied me that he was big enough to shoot at. He stood for a moment to look round and I dropped him stone dead with one shot. He turned out to be 1 1/4 inches bigger than any Id got before; while the one that Si Amar was after is 1/4 inch smaller than the two best I had in camp. If I was right in my estimate of the distance at which I fired at the second sheep it is of course much further than one would usually fire, but while firing at the other one I had found exactly where my bullets were dropping at that distance and when I saw the animal clearly in that bright air I knew just how far to aim above him. I never alter my sights on such occasions; it is far easier to estimate how much higher one must aim by seeing where ones bullets are dropping in the dust than it is to guess the distance and play with ones sights. I remember that stalk very well, crawling over the skyline with Si Amar and then going down the crumbled slope, hidden from the sheep by the edge of the precipice to which it led, and afterwards finding that a man who came with us to carry our lunch and to look after everything that we shot had crawled when we crawled and stood when we stood; but, as he was on the skyline (over which we had crawled) while we were walking down the slope, he walked over the skyline. It was probably he, rather than a pebble disturbed by ourselves, that had set the sheep galloping. My letter went on to a description of the lovely laurier rose which was blooming in the ravine in which we were camped, and ends thus: Its just the end of the brief twilight now, and four of them are praying all together a few paces away. It is wonderfully melodious when they do that. Last night they all did it together under the full moon. On 6th November I wrote: I got the big head that I came out here after, to-day. Not a record, but about half a foot bigger than my average. There was a small cool breeze that kept one refreshed, and I didnt have a very tiring day getting him, and in fact none of Si Amars Napoleonic stalks, because Si Amar never saw him. But we had a bit of a walk back to camp, and nine and a half hours on the mountains. We were following tracks down a ravine; and near the end of it the mouflon turned and came back for the mountains round a hill. Si Amar was looking through his glasses elsewhere, but I heard them, eight of them. They stood a moment, giving me time to pick the big horn and fire, at a trifle over two hundred yards. I was not able to choose another head among such a crowd at that range as they galloped off. So I did not fire at any more.

Si Amar says it was three hundred yards and he is very likely right, because I aimed above the mouflon so as to hit him, which one does not have to do at two hundred.... Of course, compared to this, East African shooting is more like making a good shot with a bun at the Zoo.

My next letter tells of an experience that comes occasionally to all sportsmen and which we dislike more than all other pieces of bad luck, that is to say wounding an animal. It also tells of the manœuvres of the Arab who accompanied Si Amar and me to which I have already alluded, it is dated 12th November, 1922. On 8th November I climbed Median Mountain and we came on three mouflon in a cave, one very big one. I was about to fire when they suddenly galloped off. The man that carries the lunch had walked up behind us to see the fun, incidentally walking over a skyline over which we had crawled flat.  Then as I fired at the galloping mouflon he shouted encouragement  which was what gave him away. This rather put me off and the shot was not fatal.

This man is very likely the reason why several of my shots have had to be at a galloping object.

However, we soon struck a blood-trail which led to the very heart of the mountains where there are caves in inner ravines, to which the mouflons very likely go to die.

But then the trail ended, and with little more than an hour of daylight left we could make nothing more of it.

Next day we went back and searched in the direction towards which the trail had led, and after an hour or two the wounded mouflon came out of his cave, under a hundred yards away, and one shot killed him at once. He is far the largest I have got. It looked an easy enough place to get out of, a ravine among moderate hills, and a dry water-course running towards the desert; but we were above three belts of precipices, and it took some while to get down and across a strip of desert back to these mountains. Since then Ive got nothing: 10th November I rested, 11 th November was blank; and to-day, though I was out for six hours, was spoiled by rain. Yesterday, by the way, I came close on two, but they were no good.

My next letter dated 16th November explains what I have said before, that a few big heads on a wall are the high lights, and blank days are the shadows: Luck is now at its very lowest here. Since the mouflon that I first saw on 8th November I have not fired at another, though seeing some with poor horns; and weve seen no adni or gazelles. Ive seen nothing worth shooting at for a week, and have worked hard every day till I rested yesterday.  To-day we changed camp and I hunted in the evening, but still without seeing anything. It is very depressing indeed.

As for the depression, that cannot be estimated by a blank day at home when rain spoils partridge-shooting. There, where one does not hear a word of English spoken for a month and a half, one has only sport, and for a little while at dawn and sunset an astounding glory among the mountains, which are usually dull brown. And my next letter dated 18th November begins: Ill-luck continues and grows worse. I have shot nothing since 9th November. But it may change.

And change it did, for in the same letter, under the heading 19th November, I wrote: Now I should have liked to come home, as I got a head to-day that brings the trip to a fitting conclusion: but it is hard luck on the Arabs to strike camp because one has had good luck: the remedy would be too easy. Si Amar says the head is the biggest ever shot. I dont suppose Rowland Ward will. In spite of this that head, and two of my others, come high up in Rowland Wards list of big heads shot all over the world. I continued: I hit him in front of the shoulder, but much too low and he got up and went off. Then another male mouflon appeared which we hadnt seen. I fired at the big one till he dropped, then as the other galloped over the skyline, silhouetted against the sky, I dropped him on the skyline. And he is bigger than any I had before, bar two.

Ive just been looking at the sunset, or due East rather. The mountains on my right were dull, with peaks that just glowed here and there. The mountains on my left were gold, and turned to molten gold, and further East turned pink. The mountains in the East at the end of my vista were all pink and turned to peony colour and then purple. Then great blue shadows came down amongst them, and a great number of pink hills seemed to crowd together then under their blue pavilions, and were all at once mysterious, as though they said: We have business with the Mountains that is no affair of man. I went down to my tent then, a few feet below, to put on something warm against the wind that blew from the sunset, When I went up again, half a minute later, nothing remained of all this colour but a deep blush in the sky. The horn of the big one is 26 1/2inches long and just a foot round at the base.

I remember this mouflon very well, I only remember three times looking right into the eyes of an animal; a lion, a python and this mouflon. His hind legs were still supporting him when I came up, but his forelegs had collapsed and he was motionless, I thought that he was almost dead and went right up to him to put another bullet near to his heart, when I fired he raised himself with a great effort up to his full height, taller than me, and looked right at me and then died. By a quiet sigh from Si Amar standing beside me I realized then what a bad business it would have been if the mouflon had lived a couple of seconds longer. On 21st November I wrote: It is now evening and the Arabs, having prayed, chant a long psalm together led by Si Amar. This is very beautiful, but the silence of the desert rushing back when it is over is more wonderful still. It is as though one were in a cathedral, and then cathedral and city and people all vanished.

Most of the rest of this letter was concerned with plans for moving camp and hunting gazelles and having hot water laid on to my tent, for Fontaine les Gazelles was, as I explained, really one of Africs fountains, and hot. I was pleased to look forward to unlimited baths, without feeling, as one must always feel when one has a bath in the desert, that one is guilty of the sort of extravagance that one blames in Marie Antoinette when one reads that she used to have a bath in champagne; and the desert was getting very lonely, perhaps affected by that depression that must always be the aftermath of achievement, for I had got the big head of which I had dreamed, off and on for nine years.


CHAPTER XIII

FROM THE DESERT TO DREAMS AND LONDON

BEFORE I MOVED TO WHAT I CALLED MY STEAM-HEATED CAMP I HAD SOME more shooting. One day I devoted to philanthropy rather than sport and shot a jackal, for jackals are the enemies of the flocks of the nomads. He was sitting on a rock howling to call the rest to share in a sheep he had killed. On the way we met a snake called the naja, which Si Amar asked me to shoot, as it was too big for sticks or stones, a beast hooded like a cobra, but much larger. Si Amar prepared the skin with great care, but when I got it back to England it was stolen. I wrote on 26th November: One more day and two nights in this camp which is haunted by the ghosts of two rivers; then we turn homewards. I went out to-day and got a mouflon in a wild ravine at the back of the mountains.

On 27th November I wrote: To-day after going over the mountains Si Amar picked up a mouflon at a great distance. He brought me very close, but owing to a moments hesitation as to whether it was a male or a female I unaccountably missed a very close shot. Then he galloped and I fired again but without success, and my third shot got him like a rabbit. He is about equal to my third biggest.

The desert was now getting cold, which the Arabs dislike very much indeed. And on 28th November we made a very long march, and came to Fontaine les Gazelles. There we hunted for some days in a queer mountain made mostly of salt, with bright ravines in it which must be something like those of Colorado, except that they are only one or two hundred feet deep. And the landscape was mostly bright red and grey and yellow. But I was too close to the edge of civilization, and in five days there I shot nothing. By night I used to have a bath in a hot pond, where on the first night I was rather surprised to hear the sounds of heavy breathing quite near me, which I found came from a tortoise. As the bath was very hot, and the wind freezing, I made a pile of brushwood and straw near the edge, and lit it by throwing lighted matches from the bath, and only came out when it was well alight; for I had learned by experience that coming out of a hot bath into the air of the desert at night can be rather chilling. One day we moved to the railway, and close to the station we lit a fire and I had my last cup of tea in the desert. My rough diary of those days ends with the words: Where next?

Next day at Al Kantara I said farewell to Si Amar. May his date-crop thrive if he still dwells under his palm-trees, or may his Paradise be all that he hoped.

Here in Ireland these heads now hang on my wall. How easy it seems to shoot such a large animal, without his precipices, without the invisibility that he always has in the sunlight, and without those different chances that attend every stalk, and of which all sport is mainly constructed. But valuing my trophies by the difficulty of acquiring them, as well as by their actual beauty, I put the Barbary sheep amongst the best that I have, and I reflect that to get the heads that I shot in three trips to North Africa, I probably walked over fifty miles for each one.

By Christmas Eve I was in Ireland shooting snipe and woodcock, and different kinds of duck, and rarely a goose, which is in Ireland, at least to me, what the Barbary sheep is in North Africa or the lion in Kenya. And I got some fox-hunting with the Meath, which always went on, whatever the state of the country. Of Ireland in those days I have told something in a novel called Up in the Hills, whose pages I will not purloin for this book. The view about Ireland in England, among those that had any view, was that all that was hoped from the Treaty had been accomplished. I will say nothing here to take away that hope, because if you take away his hope from a man you never know what he maynt put in its place.

On one day of March and seven of April, not consecutive, I now completed a play called Lord Adrian, of which I had written the first act in Paris on my way to the Sahara. Besides hunting with the Meath I also had an occasional day with my sons harriers, which he had worked up into a good pack, beginning with whatever dogs he could get together. When spring came we went to Kent, and there on 10th May I started on a very hard piece of work which was to occupy much of my time for the rest of that year. I suppose that most of us have roving spirits, and whatever was roving in mine was well satisfied by the Ouled Zian mountains, and by Median Mountain standing out in the desert a little away from them; but now the spirit roved as my body sat in a chair, and I wrote a book of the length of a novel, which was nearer to verse than most that I have written, and at this rhythmic level I tried to keep it all the way, which of course meant that the fancies which I shaped to these rhythms had also to be of the nature of poetry. It was seventy thousand words of very hard work, and was not finished till 5th March in the following year. At the same time I continued my ordinary life, for one cannot sit still day and night in a chair; and my ordinary life was, as I may have indicated already, to shoot rabbits with a rifle and play cricket in the summer, and to shoot geese, snipe and woodcock in the winter, and every now and then to shoot larger game at the end of a long journey. I also shot partridges at Shoreham (Kent) with my dear old friend Sir Roger Gregory, and we went again in the partridge-season to Helperby and I had some days hunting with the Meath. I wonder, as I write these words, though I have never reflected upon it, whether all writing could be divided into two kinds, writing done by men living, like Dr. Johnson, amongst thought and conversation in cities, and the work by those like Tolstoy whose life is mainly in the deeps of the country. One might expect a distinct difference between the work of these two kinds of men, which investigation would probably never bear out. As a matter of fact some of my King of Elflands Daughter, as I called the book that I was writing now, was written in the invigorating air of London, though all my visions of it were purely rural. I think the air of all capitals is invigorating: they probably would not have been capitals otherwise. While in London I should have done far more work were it not for the Beefsteak Club, which was the greatest counter-attraction to lonely work that I have known. The noise of the traffic was not disturbing, and in any case there was very little of it in Cadogan Square, where we lived, but on account of its quiet this square was much haunted by barrel-organs; for those that like barrel-organs can hear them clearly there, while those that prefer quiet are likely to pay a high price for it and to pay the organist well to go away. I found that a gramophone could be a very good active defence against such noises, in addition to which with a gramophone you can choose your own tunes, instead of having to rely on the choice of the heir of the Italian organ-grinder and his monkey. Some of the records that I used to protect me from external noise were a real inspiration to me as I wrote, Elgar, whom I first met at the Literary Society, a dining club to which we both belonged, was going to write some music for a certain part of this book; I dont know if he ever did, but I believe not. One thing that I liked about Elgar was the natural simplicity with which he regarded his genius; he never boasted of it and never doubted it; his attitude was somewhat that of a child who has got a bird of paradise in the poultry yard at home; it is strange that it should have got there, but there it is. One day as we were walking to his flat, where he was going to show me in his microscope a bit of Atlantic ooze which is forming the floor of the ocean now, as once our chalk hills were formed, we passed a house to which Elgar pointed and told me of an organization that used to be there in the last war. My wife and I felt we ought to do something to help, he said, and she had a heavy Indian bracelet for the arm, made of solid gold, an heirloom in her family. So we decided to give that, and I took it there, and told the man at the door what Id come to give.

But the man at the door had said, We can only accept cash or gold here. And Elgar had said: But it is gold, purer than eighteen carat.

Well, we couldnt go to the expense of testing it to see, said the man. So Elgar took it home again.

It is possible that, without either of them being aware of it, there was the slight antipathy that the man of genius feels for the iron-clamped official mind looking only in one direction, and the answering antipathy that the ordered mind at attention on its parade-ground feels for the free and roving mind that gazes in all directions and travels wherever it gazes, the antipathy that the trained retriever has for the fox and for all that wear no collar. If so, Elgar may have been a little hard on the doorkeeper, springing this huge piece of gold on him without the little word of warning that would have explained everything. No doubt I should have done the same myself; but I think I should have been wrong.

Well, all that winter I went on with the life that was active in two worlds. Probably everyone resides to some extent in two worlds; many a man for instance works every evening in a garden, who has done very different work in a town all the rest of the day; and I was digging now very hard in the garden of dreams, as well as enjoying the sport of Irish bogs and fox-coverts, though I shot or hunted on many more days than I wrote. Perhaps in Ireland the two worlds are not far apart, for one night on a bog where I was sitting for geese, and at a time when I had been writing of will-o-the-wisps, I saw one of them, though for the only time in my life.


CHAPTER XIV

THE EXCITEMENTS OF CHESS

THE EFFORT OF WRITING THE KING OF ELFLANDS DAUGHTER SEEMS to have been greater than any other I made, for I wrote no more for a year; though that year included two other pieces of hard work, a chess tournament, and a trip up the Nile after big game to about a thousand miles above Khartoum. The chess tournament was one of the tournaments held in Dublin in the summer of 1924 in connection with what were called the Tailteann Games, and the one that I entered for was the Major Tournament. I had played very little chess for many years and, though it was known in Kent that I sometimes played and I was the president of the Kentish Chess Association, as I still am, it was not known in Ireland. Indeed I rather avoided chess, for there is no doubt that it can completely fill a mans life-time, as is widely recognized in a kind of a way by all who say of chess champions of the world, as they often do, But what I mean is, does he ever do anything else? A remark never made about field-marshals, although chess and strategy so very closely resemble each other. But now I entered for the Major Tournament. I think I may have been partly goaded to do it because, when Gogarty had without telling me and out of pure kindness entered one of my books for another competition in the Tailteann Games, and, being always closely in touch with what was going on in Dublin, told me that I was going to get the first prize, a man with more influence than Gogarty, but less generosity, had got to hear of it, and I got neither first, second nor third prize nor a mention. It may have been then that in a moment of petulance I said, I will enter for something the result of which he cannot possibly control.

And so I decided to compete in chess, and chose the Major Tournament. Sometimes people have discussed the advantages and disadvantages of a title. In the theatre, and indeed in all kinds of work, I have found it of the greatest disadvantage; and all critics who have concentrated on the cover of a book, where the writing is large and clear and is quickly read, have been inclined to take the line that here was an aristocratic idler designing to take the bread out of the mouths of honest men. But in this chess tournament a title was of the greatest use to me. At this time peers were pretty generally supposed to be of a very low mental standard: and, as I had played no chess in Ireland, the chessplayers now assembled in Dublin had only this supposition to guide them. Anything they may have found out later was discovered too late. But at the beginning I was utterly out of practice, and terribly ignorant of the openings, and any little handicap in my favour was greatly appreciated by me. I may say that anyone who has not carefully studied the openings, although having no harder work to do at the beginning than in any other part of the game, is nevertheless playing then against the wisdom of the ages, and has for the first ten moves or so to pit his brains against some dead masters, instead of against those of an equal player. We played in two sections, and the best three of each section were to qualify for the final tournament, in which everyone was to play the other five of the six. Opponents were chosen by lot, and it must not be thought for a moment that I suggest that any political consideration had any weight with this lot, but the South were at that time very anxious to keep in with the North, and it seemed a lucky coincidence that a Northern competitor should have been drawn for his first game against one who it might be hoped was of feeble intellect. During the interval for lunch all chess-players on such occasions always do more analysing of their adjourned game than eating, and the northern player seeing then that the position was hopeless, and that he could not beat even me, went back to the North that afternoon in disgust. Of course the game was marked up to me as a win, but it was not credited to me for the purposes of the tournament, as he and the one game that he had played were cancelled, and I had gained nothing but a little practice. I only just got into the final; and then the hard fight began, as I had to play against some of the best players in Ireland. I stayed at home, twenty miles from Dublin, where we had a young house-party for the Horse Show, and I went up to Dublin every day, reading up openings as I went. The whole thing took a fortnight, and I have seldom spent a fortnight at harder work, and of that hard work perhaps the hardest day was a day on which I played with Mr. Sayers. Our game was the last to finish, and all the principal Irish chess-players were looking on, and were kind enough to applaud when we finished. Another hard day I had was against Mr. Orr, the only surviving player from the North, whom nobody could beat and against whom I got a draw. All of the rest I had now beaten except Mr. Varian, whom I had still to play, and whom rumour made out to be the most redoubtable. If I drew with him I should win the tournament, but if I lost I should be only equal with him and Mr. Orr, and I was very much afraid of him until we started playing. He played with extraordinary brilliance, and almost immediately had a great advantage, but I said to myself, This is unsound, and I sat and waited for what I thought was his eccentric opening to break down. It did not, however, break down, and it was a long time before I was able to turn the tables and finally win. This easily gave me the first prize, and a silver-gilt medal with the head of Queen Tailtea on it, who has been dead too many thousand years for me to know if it is like her. I went first to Gogartys house, who also had a party for the Horse-Show, and found his kindness, which can always be relied on, ready with sympathetic words of condolence; but, when he found they were not needed, I found this brilliant conversationalist for the first time in my life without very much to say. When I got home our house-party were in a mood to bet on the result: I was tired after the desperate work of that fortnight, and perhaps even depressed by the feeling of the loss of that splendour that goes from all prizes when we get our hands on them, so that they hardly guessed which way it had gone till I told them. My wife says that then they all cheered, but that I dont remember. After this tournament I was made president of the Irish Chess Association, which amongst other things brought me often into contact with the two men whose names appear more frequently than any others in the list of chess champions of Ireland, Mr. OHanlon and Mr. Cranston, and it is always very pleasant to meet them. Let me say this one thing about chess to those that do not play it: a blind man can hear something of a football match, but he can never quite estimate the vigour, the speed or the skill of the players and so can never quite realize the excitement of the game. Watching a game of chess we are all blind; for, except a few whose imagination serves as very strong glasses to see into the minds of the players, we cannot see the exciting thoughts that flash rapidly to and fro, until a move is made, placing something visible occasionally before us, as the boom of a football kicked into the goal comes now and then to the ears of the blind man.

And while I am on the subject of chess I may say that now and then during the years of which I have been writing I made a chess problem and used to send them to Mr. E. Tinsley, for many years the chess editor of The Times Literary Supplement, whose cheery presence was never absent from any important match in or near London. I followed some principles in these problems which will be readily understood even by those who do not play chess. My first principle was that it should look childishly easy, my next, but still more important, was that an examination of it should make it appear entirely impossible, and then if I could add a little humour to the situation I was content. All puzzles may be approached in this manner. A good many of the problems that I sent to Mr. Tinsley and that he reproduced in The Times Literary Supplement were White to play and mate in one move, fulfilling the first two conditions that I have mentioned, and that it could be done at all under these conditions perhaps fulfilled the third. The following brief sentence is only for chess-players: one day I invented a new theme in a castling problem, and how very new it was will be appreciated by chess-players, though perhaps scarcely believed by them, when I say that it was even new to Mr. T. R. Dawson. A couple of years later than the year of which I now tell I collected some of these and (hoping that their published solutions would have been forgotten) offered a prize of half a dozen snipe to any members of the Kentish Chess Association who would solve them, for I have always felt that a president should do a little more to justify himself than merely to ornament note-paper; and I tried to amuse the members of the principal Dublin chess club in the same way. What the builder of the labyrinth in Crete was to mens feet Mr. Hubert Phillips is to-day to their thoughts, and among his intricacies he has printed six of these problems in his Week End Problem Book, published in 1932. Mine also was the puzzle in that book about how to build a square house with its walls all facing south; as well as something about Big Ben. My problems appeared there in great company, for they follow one of Sam Loyds, the American problemist, who might well be called the leader of all whose avocation was to puzzle mankind, in comparison with whose chess-problems and other puzzles, to tell what Hitler is going to do next is merely a childish exercise.


CHAPTER XV

TO THE WILDS ONCE MORE

I PASSED THE REST OF 1924 WITH A LITTLE FOX-HUNTING AND MORE shooting, and we went to Arden and Helperby, and I shot with neighbours in Kent and Ireland; and what is sometimes called the wanderlust came on me again, and I set out for the wilds, this time by way of Cairo and Khartoum. I set off one morning from our London house, in a taxi so slow that for a while I feared for my connections all the way to Khartoum. The number of people killed in the streets was mounting rapidly in those days and I referred to this taxi in a letter to my wife as: The worlds slowest taxi, (the Safety Award 1907; the Pedestrians Cup 1908, 1909, 1910, The Royal Humane Societys First Prize 1911). But I caught the train from Victoria all right. At Marseilles I was given the dreadful information that in the North of France houses that had had four or five rooms were now being rebuilt with only two, because they feared another war! I wrote from the S.S. Malwa on 10th January, 1925: One needs a sea-voyage to rest after the train de luxe. It is very comfortable here. I suddenly saw Corsica a little while before sunset. It was like a smoke below, and above was a great company of mountains, covered with snow and looking no more material than clouds, and gradually growing pinker. The sea was all light blue like the evening star. The portholes at tea-time were frames for pictures of the sky, all yellow except for a little blue at top and some orange below; then the light-blue sea, more like the evening star than ever, heaved slowly up the lower half of them to a very gentle roll.

And next day we passed Stromboli smoking lazily, with undesirable building sites well occupied, with two or three dotted rows of little white houses.

And I reflected then, as I have often since, that though half the island has quite evidently at one time been blown away, those houses are no more dangerously placed than are houses in Belgium or Northern France.

My letter mentions plenty of chess, as always happens on ships, and a line of pale-lilac African mountains a little to the right of the sunset. And later I recorded, At 6 a in there began that shouting or song which, as you know, is necessary to coal a ship. And soon we landed at Port Said, and I received a certificate of health for 3.1. 2d from an important-looking official who mistook a half-crown for a florin in a quietly dignified manner.

My next letter, 15th January, told of a visit to the mosque of Mahomet Ali, and to another mosque with beautiful high thin elaborate alcoves outside and an extraordinarily beautiful dome inside inlaid with dark lilac and gold above, and light blue and gold lower down, with a patch of dark blue and gold at the very top. And I went again to see the old blue mosque, to reach which from the second we drove (a fly and a pair of horses) through about a mile of a lane through the Arab quarter, in which to my surprise, we often passed carts, though I dont know how.

I hear from Cook that I cant enter the Sudan without a permit and I cant get a permit because they go to sleep at the Agency herefrom noon on, and I found them closed at two. So Ive left the absurd business to Cook, who will find them at an hour when he knows they wake to-morrow. Ive been to the Museum. I got into the mummy-room on my way to Tut-Ankh-Amens furniture and, among all the poor attempts to cheat death, only a Princess Sitamon escaped obvious failure, for there were some long wrappings and underneath was written False mummy found in tomb of Princess Sitamon. Perhaps she loved a subject of a dynasty that did not permit such marriages, and perhaps she arranged a funeral and then went away to the hills, and by now her death may be presumed, but there is no record of it.

Tut-Ankh-Amen had a wooden box entirely covered with worked gold, and he had a very attractive design on his bed, two humble lions waiting on a very important lion whose mouth is open in a sort of superior contentment and his tongue hanging out.

As a house with all its bricks is taken out of the earth, so ones imagination is probably made of everything one has seen, and by a few more things seen by our ancestors, all arranged and irradiated by forces of which we know nothing, and few of the sources we are ever able to trace; but Princess Sitamon was certainly the origin of a tale that I wrote when the memory of the false mummy had simmered for five years in my mind, and that I called A Daughter of Rameses. In 1941, sixteen years after the year of which I now tell, I read it at a party in Cairo, whence the idea had come.

In Cairo I enquired of the first dragoman who found me, a stately, tall, bearded Arab, for news of a dragoman I had known, named Ibrahim, who lived at Gizeh. But my dragoman told me he was dead. I was very sorry to hear this. Ah, said the Arab, it comes to all. A man may be strong as a lion and swift as a gazelle, yet he goes the same path with all of us.

Later I met my old friend at Gizeh. I would have come before, I said, but I enquired of you from a dragoman in Cairo....

He probably said I was dead, said Ibrahim. Well, as a matter of fact he did, I told him. But I neednt have said so, for Ibrahim knew dragomans and their ways, being one himself. When I returned in 1941 the story was true, and yet I could almost imagine at times that it was not, for his son prospers there in his place and is very like his father, and both resemble a scribe at the court of one of those dynasties, whose portait in stone I have seen.

I started South in the evening, and reached Aswan next day somewhere about sunset. The temple of Philae, in whose courts I had walked, was now at the bottom of a lake, on whose surface bloomed great lotuses of stone, the tops of the pillars of the temple. For the next two or three days we had a delightful journey by steamer up the river, and though one of the staff said to me, deprecatingly of the dinner, Cook, he no great business, the catering was good and everything comfortable. One night we came, just before dawn, to that stupendous temple, Abu Simbul, carved out of the hill, whose long aisle and narrow door are aimed at the sunrise, so that on midsummers day dawn entered the dark of the hill and shone on the altar. But it was winter now, and dawn far away to the South. Not only that, but the world, which spins like a tired top, has moved its wobbling axis so far since the temple was built that, even at midsummer now, the sun does not shine at dawn straight on to the midst of the altar, where four gods sit waiting for it. Yet still the dawn would have stolen up to the temple wall and led the four statues of Rameses out of the night and peered through the door and come a little way in, were it not for a dream-destroying glare of electric lights with which it is customary there to spoil both the dawn and the last of the stars.

We came to Wady Haifa and got into a train, and I wrote to my wife: We are passing through a country well watered by mirage, and dwarf mountains sit reflected in illusion. And later: The sun has set under the desert, and there is the great circle round us that I know in the Sahara, and bitterly cold though it is at a station that we have just stopped at, it looks as though it might be pleasant if one had a small camp on the sand and some sort of a fire. For I can never see the desert without feeling the lure of it. Next day we passed all day by big acacia bushes, upon which camels were grazing, on one side of the train: on the other side was wild desert. And in the evening we came to Khartoum. There I was most hospitably entertained by Sir George and Lady Schuster. He was at that time in charge of the finances of the Sudan. We used to dine on their lawn under the palm-trees, up which mauve convolvulus climbed, and there were roses there, which were in every garden, and which probably helped English people to remember England in the midst of that huge desert, though they always withered by the end of January. At this time I knew nothing of Beethovens symphonies, which for anyone interested in any of the arts is a deficiency as deplorable as for a mountaineer never to have seen the Himalayas. Of this sad ignorance Sir George Schuster cured me, by sending Beethoven up the river with me, and if there is anything impossible in this I dont know what we mean when we call Beethoven immortal. I had a small gramophone and he gave me the whole of the Seventh Symphony. I bought several other records in Khartoum, and a box of gramophone needles, but the shopman never delivered them in time, and I steamed up the Nile with only the gramophone and the Seventh Symphony. Luckily the lack of the gramophone needles did not matter, as Africa grows such things more abundantly than Europe grows grass, and I found that mimosa thorns did very well. And so I first got to know the Seventh Symphony, and to this day whenever I hear it I think of the Nile and the storms of that windy river, that at times almost shouted down my mimosa needles.


CHAPTER XVI

ON AFRICAN RIVERS

I HIRED A STEAMER AND STARTED UP THE RIVER FROM KHARTOUM EARLY on 23rd January, 1925. I shot a few crocodiles on the mudbanks, and on 26th January we came to a country in which there were rufifrons gazelles, but the species was new to me and I was not yet able to tell a good head from a bad one, and so, though I got within shot of some, I did not fire. In the evening we came to Renk, where at the end of a little path that ran down to the river the District Commissioner lived, and looked after the affairs of Dinkas; this was almost the last white man that the engineer and I were to see for most of our journey. Actually he was the last but one; but, when I came to the very last, I had been shooting for some days among burnt reeds, and every reed had left a gray mark on my khaki jacket, and when you meet a man briefly you must judge him partly by his clothes, because they are what are seen first. And so the final white man on that river and I never got to know each other quite so well as the friendly District Commissioner and I did. Among other kindnesses he got a hunter for me, who went on board there and then, Issa el Nuer, and a very good hunter he was. I dont know what he was doing there, for the Nuer country is further South; probably arrangements had been made from Khartoum, but that I dont remember. He wore a number of charms that dangled from a little bracelet high up on his left arm; and a little lower down, but above the elbow, in case these should ever fail him, he wore a knife. In East Africa one always wore a hunting knife from a belt hanging in the small of ones back, but Issa el Nuer and his friends rightly thought that it could be much quicker got at where he wore it, as both arms could be brought together and the right hand would have but a short way to go. It seemed to me that it was the better method; but if anything should happen to ones right arm the East African way would come into its own. I had no hunting knife myself, because I had intended to buy one in Khartoum, having mislaid my old one, but was astonished to find that the only kind they had there had to be pulled out of its handle and unfolded and neatly fixed in again at the other end. But in the end I never needed one. The District Commissioner at Renk told me of a hunter of his own who had as many charms as Issa; he had a text out of the Koran in a little leather satchel such as all Mahommedans wear, a small crucifix, and a bit of wood blessed by a witch-doctor which had come from a tree that had been blasted by lightning. One day he had asked him why he wore the emblems of so many different religions, and the hunter had replied: In things like that you can never be too careful.

There I was first shown ambach wood, the lightest wood in the world and, though from the outside it looks like any other wood, one man could easily carry the trunk of any tree of it for which there was room on his shoulder. I said good-bye to the District Commissioner and walked down his path to the river lined by two rows of such trees as could be got to grow there, and we went on up the river with the shikari and two gun-bearers who had also kindly been found for me. Our ship wooded in sight of a mountain called Mohammed Aga, and that was on latitude 11. Next day I met the Dinkas in one of their villages, a cluster of domed huts with doors built on the Eskimo fashion, small things into which they had to crawl, though the Eskimos enemy is the cold, and the Dinkas the lion. The full dress of a Dinka is a feather in his hair and a necklace of blue beads round his neck; I never saw any of them wear anything more, unless you count as a suit of clothes a mixture mostly made of grey ash with which they smear themselves to keep off the mosquitoes. That day I landed and went after tiang, a reddish beast with a black face, like a rather thin cow, a member of the hartebeeste family. He also was new to me, like the rufifrons gazelle, and again I failed to get a shot through not knowing whether the head was big enough. I was wearing dark glasses, very good things to wear in the tropics, but I should have changed them at sunset, for the light rapidly fades, and just then I came on a roan antelope, which is in any case a dark shadowy beast, and I missed it. Deeply depressed by doing that, I suddenly had complete consolation by finding that it was a female. On the way back to the ship my hunter showed me a guinea-fowl, using the Arabic word for it, which I knew, though I knew no word of his Nuer language, and I fired more accurately at it than I had done at the roan, with my.350 rifle. I started out after breakfast next day at 4.30 to look for buffalo, which some Dinkas had promised to show us, but no buffaloes appeared. In the afternoon I got a tiang and a white-eared cob; and we went on and came to the country of the Shillooks, and that night we tied up at Malakal under some oleanders. Next day the Shillooks in their long canoes were on the river in large numbers. And presently we passed a place where they were all gathered, dressed in their full dress, which was a great deal more than the Dinkas. For one of their chiefs had died and they had gathered to bury him. I wrote to my wife on 21st January: We passed by a herd of about seventeen hippoes in the water yesterday, but it was hard to count them, because they were never all up together. I see how they came by their name: their heads heave up out of the river now and then like the heads of monstrous horses. And the letter continues on 2nd February: Yesterday I got a reed-buck, but the various pursuits of that day are too numerous to recount. To-day I started off at sunrise and am just back after getting two water-buck.... Yesterday unfortunately I wounded a tiang, being too full of quinine. I never got him, but in following him I came on a reedbuck and got him. We went on up the river and presently they all saw a lion near the bank and a leopard running behind him, so we stopped the ship and got after him. The leopard got up almost under our feet and hopped away a few yards into a long thin strip of high grass, into which the shikari went to put him up like a woodcock, but I would not allow that, nor did I go myself. The strip of high grass was only ten yards wide and two or three hundred long. The leopard was lying down there and the lion must be with him; so after reflection and advice I got matches and we burned the strip of grass, while I sat outside it with my.470, and my shot-gun on the ground beside me, and  for the matter of that  my.350, though there couldnt have been time for all three. But somehow the lion and leopard had got away and we never saw them any more. Soon we stopped again, this time for a water-buck which through slight fatigue, for I had been hunting off and on since early dawn, and much quinine, I missed.

We were now on a lonely river, and a strange river, for the Bahr-el-Zeraf rises in marshes just beside the White Nile, or the Bahr-el-Jebel as it is named in those parts, so close that a canal has actually been cut joining the two rivers; and then it flows away to the North and goes into the White Nile again. We steered the whole length of this marshy lonely river and came again to the White Nile after four days. On 5th February I wrote: We are on a better river now, the Bahr-el-Jebel, but the papyrus continues as far as the eye can see.

I dont remember now what was the cause of the awful feeling of loneliness with which the Bahr-el-Zeraf oppressed me: it can hardly have been its marshes, for there were marshes everywhere. Perhaps it was quinine, or perhaps it was the virus of the anopheles mosquito with which the quinine was successfully fighting in the battlefield of my blood. It may be of passing interest to notice, what first became clear to me on that river, the name of the giraffe when he is at home. It is obviously zeraf, or ziraffe, and then the French, who seem to have travelled ahead of us all over the world, even to India, had made a shot at the spelling by replacing the Arabic Z with a French G. The French G is soft, and so not so far from Z; but when we copied the French name for it with our harder G we got a long way from the original name, and the giraffe in the Zoo sounds almost a different family from the zeraf of the lands he knew.

We now turned down the Nile, or the Bahr-el-Jebel as they call it there: We reached Lake No out of the Bahr-el-Jebel a few hours after nightfall on 6 th February. Yesterday morning I went ashore at 6 and after a few hundred yards we met a marsh. Soon the shikari went on ahead and got deeper and deeper, walking amongst blue water-lilies, and there seemed nothing for it but to turn back. This we did, but then I saw some trees in the distance, and to go back to the ship meant to lose the mornings shoot, so I tried again and we got through and came to dry land. At about nine we saw three reed-buck a long way off, so we crouched down amongst low half-burnt reeds and watched them, but they were moving slowly and I saw that they would soon cross the line of our wind, so we had to move on a bit and, seeing no better chance, I took a shot at over three hundred yards and saw the bullet hit up dust, showing that it must have passed just underneath him, and as he jumped once or twice it must have just touched his fur. So I fired again, aiming higher still, and dropped him stone dead at about 330 yards.

Then we left Lake No and got into the Bahr-el-Gazal, after first walking back with the head and some meat of the reed-buck through the blue water-lilies, of which we picked a bunch. Soon that great prize a Mrs. Greys waterbuck was seen; the bank was bounded by deep marshes and reeds over our heads; through these we went some way till the shikari showed me the horns and part of the head of the Mrs. Grey. I aimed at where I thought the body was, but never having seen one before, and having just been shooting at reed-buck, had no idea what a big beast he was. The bullet went over him and away he went, a fine beast with magnificent horns. They signalled from the ship that another had gone another way, and the pursuit of the second one added to our great discomforts, and after a while we toiled back to the steamer not having seen any more of this Mrs. Grey and having missed the other. I took off my wet things and, having a headache, went to bed. In little more than ten minutes more Mrs. Grey were sighted, on the other bank, a mile away on the edge of the dry land. A sailor went into the marsh and was soon up to his neck, and Mr. Smyth, the engineer, said it couldnt be done. But I said I would, and so began about the biggest stalk of my life. After a bare quarter of a mile we lost bottom and the rushes began to sink, their roots no longer supporting us. The shikari alone went on like a will-o-the-wisp, but neither I nor my gun-bearers could follow, and a gun-bearer who tried went smilingly up to his neck and had not found bottom even then, so I gave him a hand back. Meanwhile I had sent back to the ship for two oars, and I suppose we all stood there with water over our hips for more than half an hour.

The man that I sent for oars not only brought them, but two of the sailors also came with pules. With these we got over the worst places, till we came at last to high reeds amongst which the depth of water was fairly regular and we were seldom up to our waists. Cover was perfect, and at long last we came near to the edge of the swamp and could see the Mrs. Grey through the reeds easier than they could see us. I chose and fired, and he dropped so suddenly that none of the herd moved. And when he was skinned and cut up for meat the return journey began, and we were cheery enough to ignore the tiny thorns that sometimes strike one in showers and remain in ones skin. On this day I had two breakfasts, but missed my lunch. Tea and dinner we had at the usual hours.

We anchored in mid-stream so as not to waste good country in bad light, and at eight this morning we steamed on and soon saw white-eared cob. We landed, as usual in a marsh, and when wed gone ten yards through the high reeds my shikari stopped and put his slippers on, which he takes off for water. I interpreted this as a precaution against a snake, and so it was, but such a snake as could have eaten him as well with his slippers on as off, a nineteen-foot python with his head rested on one of his hugest folds looking at us with big yellow eyes. I aimed between his eyes, but aimed low so as to make missing impossible, and my.350 bullet went through the top of the great fold that his head was resting on, and on through his neck. They called to the steamer for a spear before actually handling him and, as a precaution, my shikari put its wide blade through the neck, but it wasnt necessary. Then I went on after the white-eared cob. We got out of the marsh fairly soon and only crossed a narrow one further on, and later we came to a hard, burnt plain fill of pits that had been made by the feet of elephants before it was dry. And I fired many inaccurate shots and got the white-eared cob that I was after, a better head than my first.

8th February. We anchored here and I went out again at 4.30 and got two white-eared cob, one equal to the one in the morning, one much bigger. This makes four, the limit for white-eared cob.

9.45 a m. We saw a small herd of waterbuck with one very big male, and Ive just been ashore and got him. We steamed past him about a quarter of a mile and then stalked back on him. For the first time for some time I got ashore dry. It is a lovely head.

Last night there was a full moon, and we heard the hippos roaring; possibly Another came near us, for at one moment our donkeys panicked. Bag so far: 1 Mrs. Grey, 1 Python, 4 white-eared Cob, 2 Reed-buck, 1 Tiang, 4 Waterbuck. 5 p m. We are going through papyrus swamps again, probably the least explored part of the earth.

There are pictures from that time that remain very clear in my memory, without the need of referring to old letters, and one is the eyes of the python, which I described in my letter as yellow, but which were rather orange and the colour of flame. I remember Issa el Nuer, who was in front of me on a sort of track through the marshes where the water was only up to our knees, stopping and putting his shoes on and turning to me and saying, We cant go any further. You must shoot.

I did not know a word of his language, but I understood clearly enough what he was saying, and the python looked at us like an evil face leaning on folded arms, for that was the way his head rested on one of his huge coils. And I remember the blue water-lilies growing all round us, which did not survive half an hour in a glass of water when we got them back to the ship; and my shot through the curtain of reeds at the big antelope after my long stalk; and the curious food that these animals were eating, which was date-stones which were lying on the ground near the marks of an old camp-fire. And very clearly indeed I remember Issa el Nuer standing beside me with his spear lifted, when we were burning the reeds into which the lion had gone, to protect me, who was armed with two rifles.


CHAPTER XVII

FROM THE BAHR EL ARAB TO LUXOR

ON 11TH FEBRUARY, 1925, I WROTE TO MY WIFE: We Went out of the Bahr-el-Gazal on the 9th and up the Bahr-el-Arab, where I landed and went inland at 3 pm and got a fine Mrs. Gray and got back soon after sunset. That makes two, my limit for Mrs. Gray, not on one license only but for a lifetime. The only fly in the ointment was that though my second head was magnificent I saw a larger one ten minutes later. Yesterday after a wild-goose chase from dawn till eleven we left the Bahr-el-Arab.

In the Bahr-el-Gazal I met the late Duke of Orleans, the rightful King of France, who passed in another steamer, and the two ships stopped alongside and we talked for a while. He was a very fine figure of le roi en exile, bearded, in khaki shirt and shorts, and wearing a cummerband that was the colour of the blue in the French tricolour, or brighter: above his right elbow he wore two big gold bracelets, and his arms were entirely tattooed.

A few days down the Bahr-el-Gazal and we came again to Lake No, which I remember lying like a huge opal in the evening, the silence of it broken by the resounding crashes of a fish about the size of a man, which every now and then leaped out of it. And from Lake No we came back to the White Nile and the north wind. On 13th February I wrote to my wife: We have been wrecked rather more seriously than usual, in fact we should have gone down if we had not had our barge, which is tied alongside, to roll over on to instead of the bottom of the river. It was the North wind again. After which I see that we are not facing the elements any more for the present, but are staying where the North wind put us.

On 14th September I came to Fashoda, whose name has by an extreme delicacy of tact been removed from the map and the name of Kodok substituted. At a place called Zarzoor I got a rufifrons gazelle, an animal that one often finds with pale yellow horns, dusted with the bloom of the mimosa among which it lives. But it was buffalo that we wanted, and my shikari knew of a place where they might be met and, having decided that he was speaking honestly, I placed reliance on him, which the engineer thought was rather too much for a mere savage, and I decided that we would go just where Issa el Nuer said. The engines worked very badly that day, and the upshot of it was that the shikari was perfectly right, and as we arrived at the spot he had named there was an enormous herd of buffalo only a thousand yards from the shore. They looked at the steamer and pawed the ground and the dust floated up far over them. There was one enormous head among them.

But then the sun set: we were just too late. By the time I had done the thousand yards over very rough country the brief light would have gone and I could not have seen my foresight; so we decided to go at dawn next day, which we did and followed their tracks for eight hours, and the tracks of a lion that was following them, but they had moved right out of that part of the country, and I never saw them again. If I did not describe great failures as well as successes, I should give a wrong impression of big-game-hunting. I shot another waterbuck that day, but it did not console me.

We went on down the river, shooting more tiang and rufifrons and two roan antelope and some crocodiles, and hearing rumours of lions from the Dinkas and seeing the tracks of some that had drunk at night in the river and gone away before dawn; but I saw no more of them. One day a wart-hog came trotting out of the forest towards me, with the sun flashing on his tusks, and for some reason not seeing me: I fired and touched his shoulder, and still he came on and still seemed not to see me, for he never charged, as these animals usually do; and then I got him with a better shot. Later I shot another, and one of the two had very fine tusks.

In that strange river islands float, and I remember seeing a duck on its nest drifting down with its little island. Sometimes when we went ashore we used to meet men of various tribes, who used to greet me by laying down their spears before coming close, then lifting up the right hand, to show that it held no weapon, and then shaking hands. On one part of the river people lived on the bank in little towers of mud. When I was going up the river the last white man I met had been rather discouraging about the Bahr-el-Gazal, on account of some trouble that was thought to be brewing among the tribes there. But as he did not actually forbid me to go, which he had the power to do, I went, and I never had any difficulty. But a little while after I got home I read in the papers of trouble along the Bahr-el-Gazal, and of troops being sent there because of two magicians called Pok and Jek, who dwelt in a pyramid and were making the trouble. So their pyramid was shelled, and that stopped the trouble, as any reasonable man could see; but the military commander went further than that and, in order to stop more trouble being made by Pok and Jek in the future, he blew up the pyramid. The British public, as the reader will remember, leaned much towards pacifism at that time and there must have been some fear that it would not stand the blowing up of the pyramid, so it was explained in the paper that the pyramid, having been hit by shells, was afterwards blown up because it was unsafe. Such consideration for Pok and Jek in spending all that gun-cotton in making their pyramid safe for them was surely the height of appeasement. We passed Malakal, where I meant to post some letters, but found there was no post leaving for a fortnight. We put my gun-bearers down at Renk and took my shikari back to his village, where he dwelt with the Selim tribe, who suffered much, as he told me, from snakes and scorpions, and asked me if I could give him any cure. So I gave him some crystals of permanganate, which I explained was better than snake-bite, but more violent than scorpions, and warned him only to use it in case of snakes, the least I could do for the man who had been prepared to protect me with a spear against a lion.

There was now no more to shoot, except geese along the banks of the river and sometimes I landed and shot some of these with my rifle, but, great prize that the goose is in Ireland, he cannot compete with the greater attractions of Africa. I had seen hundreds of hippoes, but I could never see any sport in shooting a hippo, and I have never fired at one of them in my life, or at a giraffe either, whatever men may be driven to do in defence of their cabbages when they try to grow them in gardens near the Nile and the hippoes come and roll in them.

And now desert began to appear again; and at the end of February we reached Khartoum, where I was again entertained by the Schusters.

One night we dined with the Governor at the Palace, high up on one of the walls of which is a tablet, where a staircase had once been, to commemorate the spot where Gordon had come out from his room and been killed. And all over the walls were fine trophies of the big game of the Soudan-.

Soon I was going northward again. Perhaps a letter written at the time from the desert and Nile may give a fresher picture of them, or rather a sketch, than my memory is able to give. I wrote: We are passing through a most frightful desert, and I am yearning to go back to it, or to any part of the wilds. My trip has been too short. Without a ship and with more loneliness it might have been as long as I wanted, perhaps, but as it is it has been too short. With the approach of evening the waters of illusion recede out of sight, but all the morning the scenery was worth seeing, slopes of the height of hills and of the construction of mountains reflected in lakes of illusion which sometimes steal up quite close to the railway. We were never out of sight of that dry water all the morning. I would sooner have my tent on the shore of those waters than be in this train.

That was on 2nd March. 1925; and on 3rd March I wrote: The Nile can show some rather beautiful scenery when one happens to see the cliffs or little mountains with their tops just hidden by the awning of the ship, and sunlight on them; they make a background for a mass of palm-trees which is hardly provided by heaps of rock and the sky, seen otherwise. I suppose they look then more as they would look at the foot of a picture which had no frame at the top, but ran into ten yards of brown canvas.

And from a ship that went down the river from Wady Haifa I continued the letter: This part of the journey, either way, is very pleasant. Trains cannot be. But I have no longer any part in the scenery, as 1 feel I have when I am with my rifle.

And the rest of that letter is full of two things, plans for another trip, and reflections on the small details that mean so much to ones comfort when one carries ones civilization, snail-like, with one, but that could not be of general interest.

At Shellal I got into a train and continued northwards; and as we came into Luxor station a sudden fancy came to me to see Tut-Ankh-Amen. So I got out of the train and stayed two or three days at Luxor. I seem to have been out of touch with the fashions, for I was more critical of them than I should be now, and wrote from an hotel at Luxor: I saw Karnak and some most amazing Winter-sport costumes on women. A few wear big-game-hunting kit, but most of them favour tobogganing clothes. Wherever I came, on this journey down the river, I was told the same thing, which was It has been quite cool until last week. And always I had to ask What is it now? because I had no means of judging, after living on latitude 9, along which the Bahr-el-Gazal mostly flows. And everywhere they told me that it was now hot; but for me it was getting colder every day. During my brief stay at Luxor the station-master came to me, and appealed to me more and more pathetically to allow my portmanteau, which I had taken out of the train, to go on to Cairo, to which it had been booked, and where it now ought to be. And when I saw that the system on which his trains ran was more to him than mere dress has ever been to me, and when he had made me understand how much the presence of my portmanteau in Luxor was upsetting it, I let the portmanteau go on to Cairo. Next day with two immemorial modes of travel that all travellers in Egypt know well, a dahabeyah, with its wing-like sails, and a donkey, I crossed the river and went to the winding valley beyond; and many kings and queens I met on the way, but they are well told of by Baedeker. I was going to see the tomb of Tut-Ankh-Amen, but no-one was allowed to see it without a permit and I had had some difficulty in getting one, but it had eventually come by wire from Cairo. To this wire my dragoman (for wherever a sightseer goes in Egypt he is accompanied by his dragoman and his shadow) attached a good deal of importance, and when we found a crowd about Tut-Ankh-Amens door he advised that I should pass up my permit; this I did, and the land of Egypt and the tomb of Pharaoh evidently induced in me a somewhat biblical mood, which must have affected my style in the letter to my wife which described what then occurred, for I wrote, the sweating crowd was parted on my left hand and on my right, and I walked through dry.

And four or five of us were let into the tomb down the slope and given about three minutes there, and we saw Tut-Ankh-Amen lying in his coffin, not a corpse without illusion, but the body as he desired it to appear, a form entirely of gold, lying calmly there gazing upwards. At the corners of the red-sandstone coffin were goddesses, carved in rather faint relief, with their arms stretched along the sides of it as far as they could reach, and wings on their arms. From Tut-Ankh-Amen and his lovely protective goddesses we went past the body of Amen-Hotep and the tomb of Seti and, climbing a small mountain, came down on the colonnade of Queen Hatatsoos temple, and saw again the huge fallen statue of Rameses, whose sculptor had clearly inspired, thousands of years later, what is probably the finest sonnet that Shelley wrote. Past Memnon and past the opium-fields in full bloom we came back to the Nile. What a valley of dreams!

That evening, going on with my letter, I wrote: I went out to look at the sunset across the river, and drifted into Luxor temple again. A holy man was buried in the temple when they did not know it was a temple, the earthquake of B.C. 27 having, as they say, wrecked it; and a mosque was built over him. So just after I entered the temple I saw a man come out on a green balcony of a small white tower at the end of the colonnade of papyrus pillars and walk slowly round it, chaunting  amongst so many gods  that there is no god but Allah. And, as he finished, Horns passed over in the incarnation of a kite, and lit on one of the pillars from which he had probably been disturbed by the muezzin and made a brief remark that I could not understand, but it sounded entirely contented 


CHAPTER XVIII

THE COUNTRY BEYOND MOONS RISING

I CAME BACK FROM LUXOR WITH THE CRANES, GOING NORTHWARD IN THE spring; soaring and circling and leisurely they went, and, though they could have kept pace with our train, they saw no need to do so and we soon passed them. I imagine that if one does write the story of ones tellurian journey (as Francis Thompson would have called it) one should write something of common things seen by the way, so that other travellers may identify ones journey; and that one should brighten, or at least vary, ones tale with a few unusual things such as ones fellow-travellers may not have seen for themselves. Every sportsman that owns a gun will be familiar with searching for various kinds of birds in different cover, and an intricate search that may be, even in grass, so that the thing is almost an art in itself; but I wonder if anyone has searched, as I searched now, in a field of clover for a motor-tyre. On my way out from Cairo to Mena House Hotel a tyre left a wheel of the taxi and ran on down the road before us, till it slanted a bit to its right and came to the steep bank that raises the road and went down it, gaining momentum, and away through a clover field until it fell; and the taxi-driver, not having marked it carefully, had a long search for it in the clover that was luxuriant in the middle of March. Outside Mena House Hotel as I sat in a chair I noticed two detectives standing, and realized, what I afterwards heard to have been the case, that Lord Allenby must be in the neighbourhood, which I suppose is what the detectives were there to conceal, because the country was a little disturbed at that time. In fact some people had said to me: Are you really going to the Sudan just now, with all these disturbances?

To whom I had replied: Do you realize that where I am going is as far from Cairo as Poland is?

I had never yet met Lord Allenby, and most unfortunately he had been told that I was staying at some other hotel, and had kindly invited me to lunch or dinner, but I never received the invitation. I dont suppose that the detectives gave themselves away like that every day, and shouldnt like to suggest that they did; but, coming from the South, I had a hat with a rather wider brim than what most people had in Cairo, and I think it was that that excited them. Afterwards my wife and I got to know Lord and Lady Allenby very well, and it is a privilege to have known so great a man. A lady had once written to me telling me that a poem I wrote at the time of the armistice, and which appeared in The Times on Armistice Day, was Lord Allenbys favourite poem. Something has taught me, I dont know what, to discount and even discredit all praise: this method of preventing ones head being turned is, after all, rather like clamping ones weathercock so that it shall not turn too lightly to wandering breezes. But, however that may be, I merely disbelieved the lady. Then I heard it again, and again I disbelieved it; but I said to my wife then, If I hear it a third time, I shall believe it. And the third time I heard it from Lord Allenby.

I came back with my heads and skins on the Mooltan, and with some less obvious trophies, trophies that are indeed invisible till the printers aid has been secured, and invisible even then to such as may keep their eyes shut. The trophies to which I refer are rather territories than trophies, the territories by which travel extends the boundaries of the imagination. In writing of those travels, as I do now, I follow a suggestion that was offered to me; but a little reluctantly, because I have always held that the experience of a lifetime should be treated like the raw gold that goldsmiths must keep at the back of their shops, nuggets not for sale, but only to be used for the work of the goldsmiths craft, the material that is to receive the impression of their fancies. It was from material gathered on this journey that on 29th and 30th March, 1925, I wrote a tale called The Tale Of The Abu Laheeb. There was in this tale more description of the upper reaches of the White Nile or of the Bahr-el-Gazai than I have given here; indeed the whole setting of that fantastic story may be regarded as accurately true to life, though not the tale itself. I mention this short story and its date, because it was the first time that I told of the wanderings of a character that I called Jorkens. He was my reply to some earlier suggestion that I should write of my journeys after big game and, being still reluctant to do this, I had invented a drunken old man who, whenever he could cadge a drink at a club, told tales of his travels. When in addition to his other failings I made him a liar, I felt that at least there could be nothing boastful about my stories. And yet their background is all true; the cactus forests of Kenya are there, the Laikipia plains, the papyrus swamps of the Nile, the Sahara and some of its mountains, and Egypt, Aden, the Ganges and the Himalayas: the lie is the tale itself, worked up with this material as a goldsmith will make a winged goddess from honest gold. It is unfortunate that I named him Jorkens, which is practically the same name as a character in Dickens, as I had overlooked at the time. I should like to change his name by deed poll if I knew what authority had charge of the patronymics of fiction; perhaps the Authors Society. On 3rd April I wrote another story of this nature, getting the material this time from North Africa. It was some years before I wrote many more of these tales, but they have by now made three books and I have another more than half written. Those already published I called The Travel Tales of Mr. Joseph Jorkens, and Jorkens Remembers Africa, and Jorkens Has a Large Whiskey. I used one method in all these tales, which was to choose an event which was as impossible as I was able to imagine, and then to expend all my ingenuity in making it plausible and, if I could, credible. Anybody, I rather felt, could make a reader believe that he saw a rabbit; but it required some little skill, and was worth working for, to make him believe that Jorkens married a mermaid in Aden. In a delightful letter that Kipling wrote to me about the first of these books he said: For sheer cheek the mermaid yarn is the best. I am not thinking for the minute of anything but the audacity of it.

And my wife reminds me of one tale in which I succeeded too well: this was a story of a journey by aeroplane to the planet Mars, not undertaken by Jorkens himself, but by a friend; and one day I received a letter from America, saying, It is obvious from the sincerity with which you write that you believe that it can be done. If you tell me this really is so I will devote my life to getting there. And I have no doubt he would have. But millions of Americans just now are concentrating on getting to Berlin. Very likely he is among them. I did not know how to answer the letter. It reached me in India when I was rather preoccupied with tigers, and the weather was hot, and I never found leisure and energy to answer it, as I should have done. But what would I have said if I had?

I wrote no more tales that year about Jorkens, for on 8th May I started a novel called The Charwomans Shadow, and it occupied me off and on until 29th October. It was practically a continuation of my Chronicles of Rodriguez, telling of the Golden Age in Spain down to the last day of it, for the book ends with the words and the Golden Age was over. The exact date of the Golden Age is not given, for a reason that is stated in the preface to The Chronicles of Rodriguez, which is that magic even in small quantities appears to affect time, much as acids affect some metals. And magic is to be found in both of these books.

I learned when writing this book that, although an idea for a story seems never to be forgotten, at any rate in my memory, where such ideas have sometimes lain for years before I have got to work on them, yet a phrase is as illusive as a butterfly, and should always be jotted down if worth remembering. One such phrase came to me one evening as I was playing chess with the blacksmith in his garden in Shoreham and the full moon came up huge over a hill called White Hill, and I did jot the phrase down, but mislaid it and could not find it when I needed it for this book. The idea that haunted it I remembered, but not the actual phrase. The huge moon coming over the hill in the summer evening filled all the air with mystery, which deepened over the hill in the land that one could not see, and the phrase that came to me out of that mystery was the country beyond Moons Rising. This was the very thing that I wanted towards the end of that book, and when I could not find the exact words I tried to remember them and could do no better than the country towards Moons Rising, which after all is only a roundabout way of saying further east. But it should have been the country beyond Moons Rising, and when I discovered the bit of paper on which I had jotted it down the book was already in print and I fear no-one will remember to alter it in later editions. For that book ends with the tale of a magician, who had been rather the villain than the hero of the book, though he was a man of some personality; and as the book ends he goes away through a pass of the Pyrenees, in search of a land to which magicians went, escaping the damnation that is their due, and the children of Pan and all magical things go with him. And before the human destiny overtook him he saw one morning, clear where the dawn had been, the luminous rock of the bastions and glittering rampart that rose up sheer from the frontier of the Country Beyond Moons Rising.... Upon those battlements and by the opening gates were gathered the robed Masters that had trafficked with time and dwelt awhile on Earth, and handed the mysteries on, and had walked round the back of the grave by the way that they knew, and were even beyond damnation. They raised their hands and blessed him.

And now for him, and the creatures that followed after, the gates were wide that led through the earthward rampart of the Country Beyond Moons Rising. He limped towards it with all his magical following. He went therein, and the Golden Age was over.


CHAPTER XIX

IN HAPPY ISLES

I DID NOT LIVE THE LIFE OF A RECLUSE WHILE I WROTE THE BOOK OF WHICH

I tell in the last chapter, for besides two visits during the summer we went to a good many shooting parties, mostly to shoot partridges, but at some I shot grouse, and we went to Arden again. When I say that I did not lead the life of a recluse, I mean that I did not lead it all the time, but while I was actually putting pen to paper I liked to be as far as possible from sounds that would remind me that I was not in the world of my imagination, but in another. There was a ruined farmhouse at Arden on one of the lovely hills on which they used to let me stalk rabbits, and the house still had something of a roof and even the remains of a fireplace. Here I was allowed to go with a canvas chair and a kettle and teapot, and I wrote a good deal of the story there in perfect quiet, or rather among sounds such as wind and the bleating of sheep, which were common to either country. We went that year for some stalking to Kildalton Castle, the lovely place of Mr. Talbot Clifton in Islay. The story of the strange personality of this great traveller and sportsman has already been told by his wife. To stand on a tower of that house at sunset and to see the level rays touching all the hills and the far mountains of Jura is to see something lovelier than what even the Sahara can show when dawn or sunset are upon its mountains. It was a paradise of sport, in which there was almost every kind of shooting. In fact, leave out the word may, which so often occurs in it, and a poem that I wrote later to my friend Harry Clifton after he had succeeded his father, fairly describes at least some of the sport to be had there. Here is the poem:





To A Friend In The Hebrides 

May your stags roar like thunder; 

May every autumn day 

Be in your woods a wonder; 

May widgeon crowd the bay; 

May geese in northern places 

Soon southwards turn their faces 

Running aërial races 

With wild winds over spray.



And, when the winds blow harder 

And duck move in from shores, 

May all things fill your larder; 

May snipe be there in scores 

And teal and golden plover, 

With birds of moor and covert; 

May troubles flight far over 

And peace be at your doors.



And there were always merry parties whenever I saw Kildalton. The serious business was of course stalking, as is, I think, the case in all Highland houses. There was a small forest near the house, and a big one further away going up to the bens that look down on Jura. Once on the Bahr-el-Gazai I came to country where the animals were unfamiliar with white men and seemed to think they were safe if they kept out of the extreme range of a spear, but the Highland stag knows all about stalking and there is no animal harder to shoot. How difficult he is to approach may not be easily realized, because one never goes after him without an expert, and does not fire until he has been outwitted for one by a Highland stalker. One of the stalkers with whom I used to go out at Kildalton had both stalked and been stalked, of which he told me one day while he was gralloching a stag with a knife that he wore on an Austrian belt that he got from a sniper. Stalking is of course an all-day job; one starts immediately after breakfast with ones lunch in ones pocket, and a flask of whiskey for celebrations, and one drinks at the burns, and sometimes travels by them, for they give good cover, and one is out all day. Those burns, that run in at ones collar and out along ones stockings, if one is using them for a stalk, go from the bens of Islay towards the sea and are all turned into whiskey, for there are great distilleries along the coast. Guests at Kildalton are sometimes shown over the principal distillery, through sheds a hundred yards long, and samples are of course shown them in every shed, so that it is said in Kildalton that no-one ever came back sober from one of these walks. Two or three young men were once shown over this distillery while I was out stalking there, and they came back perfectly sober; and then at dinner I made some joke, not good enough for me even to remember it, and they laughed, and laughing seemed to stimulate the flow of blood to the head and whatever else may have been in their blood, and for the rest of the evening they were quite changed.

In the big forest towards Jura one used to go alone with the stalker, but, when one went to the smaller one near the house, one of the girls in the party sometimes came with one. I dont remember which year it was, but I well remember a girl coming with me one year, and I got a stag early and stayed to help the stalker while she went home to lunch, which she naturally preferred to watching the last obsequies of a stag. As she approached the house Mrs. Clifton saw her coming and took one look at her face and, as she told me afterwards, thought that we must have had a quarrel. It was not usual for a stag to be got so early, though by no means impossible, but it was her look at the girls face that made her sure that something must have been wrong. The girl had never been out stalking before, and consequently I had smeared her face with a bleeding piece of stag, which the stalker had handed me for that purpose. Mrs. Clifton had expected me to get a stag, but the girl had done something that no girl had ever done at Kildalton before, and had washed her face in a burn, after being blooded, before getting back to the house. To Mrs. Clifton, watching for a triumphant return, this had not appeared to be possible, and she never even thought of it; so, seeing no blood on the girls face, she thought a stag could not have been killed, and yet she had come home to lunch! What dreadful thing had happened?

The girl tried to explain, but I dont think she was ever quite understood.

There was always a toast drunk at dinner there whenever a stag had been killed. The dining-room windows, sometimes still uncurtained at dinner, when the long summer evenings, so far North, lingered far into September, gave one a view of the kind of thing that the world is losing so fast, green lawns that a few flower-beds brightened, a wood at the edge of the lawns whose trees had been there for ever, a glade in the wood running down to the rocks at the edge of the bay, far isles looming dimly across the sea, and fallow-deer, wild as the wood, beginning to steal out into the glade and coming on to the lawns as the day grew stiller.

And I remember the stately swans riding the bay, and their feathers lying all along the shore. I wrote the following poem at this lovely place.





The Happy Isles 

A rumour to the Romans came, 

Got partly from a poets lips 

And part from sunset clouds aflame, 

Seen dimly from the furthest ships.



It told how, westward of our hopes 

And further far than any dream, 

With dawn for ever on their slopes, 

The Happy Isles are all agleam.



I think that some seafarer hurled 

Beyond the Gates of Hercules, 

Lost by the boundaries of the world 

And tost upon the last of seas, 

Saw Islay suddenly through haze, 

By some wild shaft of sunshine lit, 

Its heather gleaming in the rays, 

And Jura gazing down on it.



When we left Islay we had our motor to meet the ship and drove south along the Cheviots and through the lake country of Westmorland and stayed with Mr and Mrs. Riddell-Blount at Cheeseburn Grange, which is just inside that empire that Mussolini lately wished to re-establish, for the old Roman wall runs just to the North of it, its line across England still plainly visible even where it has fallen level with the fields; and I had a days good shooting there.

In spite of more shooting visits I went on with my book as occasion offered and, back again at Dunsany, I finished it on 29th October, and scarcely wrote any more till next June. About this year or next there was published an anthology of English prose. I wonder if it will be any consolation to any young workers at any art to hear that nothing of mine was included in this anthology. I would refer them to my King of Elflands Daughter which had been published in the late spring of 1924. If they know they have done good work and have no recognition, it may console them to know they are not the only ones. But the real consolation is that it is the work that matters, and that in the end it can assuredly look after itself. I got about five hundred and seventy snipe in the winter in which I finished The Charwomans Shadow, and was able to get a sufficient number of other birds to prevent our dinner from being monotonous; and I did a certain amount of fox-hunting, and no writing.

In April, 1926, we went to Gadogan Square, and that spring the General Strike broke out. No doubt someone is making plans to prevent such a thing occurring again, and, whoever he is, he would probably deride some poor fellow explaining a plan of his own to stop the high tides, but these things are tests that are bound to occur. A class might have grown up in England that knew nothing of the way in which the country was really run, and whose members were incapable of doing the work on which the life of the country depended. No-one could know for certain: it was worth while testing it to find out. So the General Strike came. And again, there may have been one piece of work, only one, on which the communitys way of life depended, such as driving railway engines, which all except engine-drivers, although still healthy and active, were unable to do. As our whole system gets more and more dangerously complex, and as more and more men specialize in one particular kind of intricate work, the risk of such a thing happening increases yearly. Obviously if such a thing did happen, the men of the particular trade to which this applied could dictate to the rest, and we should have to say Heil Telephone Clerk instead of merely giving a number, or Heil Engineer. Had that time come? Were those who did not tend railway engines, or equally useful things, become like the drones of metaphor; not like the drones of fact, for they are hard-working creatures, but like those actual drones at the end of June after their wings have been paralysed? That was what the General Strike was to find out. And it came. Men like the late Lord Montagu might have been expected by some to say: Damn those engine-drivers, why dont they get on with their work? But he made no such comment; he merely did their work for them and drove the Plymouth express. I saw him at the Beefsteak Club with grime in cracks of his nails, that had got in deeper than soap could go. And undergraduates from the universities poured into London, to share amongst them the jobs on which the life of a city depends. A story went round at that time of a lorry-load of them driving through the East End and a woman coming out and shouting at them, You bloody bastards; upon which one of them gave the perfect answer, Hullo, mother! Are you here? And when these men were doing the work, and when their tempers couldnt be ruffled, there did not seem much more for the Strike to do. We all had jobs in those days. It was a queer time, as it always must be when a city changes its mood. There is something so hugely important about a capital city that, if it does make any change, it seems as strange as though the Sahara should run with rivers. Well, one does see a lot of water in the Sahara, but it is illusory. And perhaps the air of almost eternal permanence that a great city always wears is illusory too. I remember one night being driven by a special constable in a car from the City of London to Cadogan Square, and he had forgotten to put his lights on, and nobody stopped us the whole way, until one special constable did, only a few hundred yards before the end of our journey. I hope a great many years will pass before that can be done again. There appeared no malice upon either side: it was only a test.

Then I began to write again. On 7th and 8th June I wrote a one-act play, and another on 16th and 17th June, and on 30th June, 2nd July, and 5th July I wrote three more, the best of them, as it seemed to me, being The Raffle, which I wrote on 5th July. All these plays, with two others, were published by Messrs. Putnam in 1928, in a book that I called Seven Modern Comedies. That summer we stayed, as we did in many summers, at Mapledurham, Mr and Mrs. Riddell-Blounts beautiful place on the Thames. Both the house and the garden are among those things that modern progress so hastily overturns and then so sentimentally regrets, though luckily no such progress has yet been accomplished there.

On 19th August I started again on that very laborious undertaking, writing a novel. An idea had suddenly come to me; and, when I sat down to write, it easily worked itself out. That is to say the story unrolled itself without any difficulty, but the labour of writing seventy thousand words is not easy, and that is the length that a novel has to be. It may be longer, but God forbid that I should take longer than that to tell a story. This book was called The Blessing of Pan, and told how the whole of an English village came gradually under Pans influence, while a clergyman fought the influence alone, unaided by Authority; because Authority preferred to take the line of refusing to recognize that such a dreadful state of things could be. So in the end Pan wins. A queer old character walked right into this book, as I was writing it, as though of his own accord, and was I think the best character in it. Looking again at the few scraps of records by which I can sometimes mark the passing of time, I see that it was rather this book than The Charwomans Shadow that I wrote for some days in the ruined farmhouse at Arden; for we went again there this year and shot grouse and worked at the book. And I went again to Kildalton and shot four stags there as well as a good many grouse. This was the last time that I ever saw Talbot Clifton. Next year he went on one more of his great journeys, and on the way back from Africa died in the Canary Islands.


CHAPTER XX 

IN ENGLISH WOODS

I TRIED TO WRITE ONE DAY AT KILDALTON, BUT THERE WAS NO RUINED farmhouse there in which I could renounce a cheery party, so I enjoyed myself instead, as I did also at Helperby to which I went next, though I got on with my book in the train.

At Dunsany I occupied my time with my book and fox-hunting and shooting, and got over 600 snipe that year. Naturally I gave a good many away, and I sent four woodcock to Lady Celia Coates at Helperby and she kindly wrote to thank me, even though she had received nothing of my present except the label. So I sent up to our local doctor and got from him as many poison labels as he could spare, I think two dozen. Some were written in scarlet letters on white and others in white on scarlet. I then packed up four more woodcock and gummed the two dozen labels all over the parcel and wrote on it Four Poisoned Rats. And this time they arrived quite safely. This year was also a good one for that great trophy the goose, as I always feel it to be when I am in Ireland. If shooting a lion or a rhinoceros could make one contemptuous of geese or even snipe, I should have greatly lost, instead of gained, by my journeys after big game; but luckily, though I do not bother about birds when there are lions about, or anything that one shoots with a large rifle, I did not find that the sport that had brightened so many years for me had lost its old interest. I got four barnacle geese this year, and six gray lags; and many a man shoots larger animals with less difficulty. Indeed to shoot a goose is a feat of the intellect, and no man should attempt it who is not quite sure that he has more intelligence than a grey lag.

As I look at an old hunting-diary again I reflect on how much foxhunting does to build up a mans imagination, or at any rate the picture of the world that he carries about with him. It is hard to picture what one has not seen, and all have seen something of the world, but the fox-hunter quickly changes his horizon and sees many another scene, and sees one scene leading on into another, so that the world becomes a larger place to him, and even a more familiar place, than it does to those whom the excitement of the chase does not urge to these travels. The airman and the mountaineer have such visions too, but somehow not the passenger in a train, for then one cannot feel that one is part of the country, as the sportsman does, and rightly; for, though some call his avocation barbarous, none can say it is not ancient, or that it is not a favourite amusement of that barbarous old lady Mother Earth, or Dame Nature if you like; for there is not a pin to choose between them, and they have been at this game for ages.

Meanwhile from the neighbouring shore of the world of dreams I was still digging my Blessing of Pan, but slowly, for I had only worked four days in October, four in November, two in December and none at all in January. But as the shooting season ended, and a month later the hunting season, I worked harder and the book was finished in Kent, whence the idea had come, on 12th May, 1927. And barring an article on some alarming signs of decay in our language, which I wrote for the English Association on 18th and 19th May, and a short story on 20th and 21 st June, and a longish one-act play that I wrote on 19th August, I wrote no more that year. The play was called Atalanta in Wimbledon and was, I think, the best of my collection of seven that was published the next year. Indeed, but for three more days work, I wrote nothing more until a bit of travel, which even in times of peace is a good stimulant on which to write poetry, opened up a new vein for me that began on 10th May, 1928. When laced with war, as some people strengthen port with brandy, that stimulant can be quite double as strong.

In the spring of 1927 we went, as we usually did, to Kent. I had the tent with which I used to travel in Africa put up every summer there at the edge of our wood and in the hot weather I often spent a night in it, and sometimes even in April; indeed April was the best time for it, for the chorus of the blackbirds just before dawn is one of the most wonderful symphonies one can hear. In our house we hear it too, for there are old yew-trees there within a few feet of the windows, and the blackbirds always sing from them. But in the wood they were all round one, and few things have impressed me more, even when travelling in the wildest countries, than that single wild clear note heard in the wood while it is still dark, remarkable among all the other noises of the night, which is the note of the first blackbird. It may even wake one from sleep, and opening ones eyes in the dark one wonders for a moment what this clear call can be, and then the chorus of all the rest arises, and one knows that the blackbirds on the high branches have seen the light of the dawn that has not yet come over the hill to the rest of the wood.

I once read in a paper a musical notation of the blackbirds song that had been written down so that it could be played on a piano. This bit of music seemed to me to have a wonder about it as strange as there could be about anything brought home by a traveller from the very farthest journey; for there is between us and the blackbirds, and all the creatures of the woods, a wider gap than there is between us and the remotest peoples of Asia; and to hear the blackbirds language coming from our pianos almost seemed like traffic with magic. Our house in Kent is near London, and yet it lies in a bit of England that the ages have not much altered, and I used to find that my sleep was disturbed in my tent by foxes and badgers, at least one of which would come quite close every night, walking rather noisily over the dry leaves. So I used to take a dog up to the tent with me and, whatever dog I took, he never failed to realize that he was on guard and, when fox or badger came near, I only had to say Hunt him, and the dog would hunt it at once. The one that took most readily to this was an old English sheep-dog, but all his successors understood the job. Some preferred lying on my bed to watching from a strip of carpet; one even used surreptitiously to push me a little out of his way; but all of them understood the duty of chasing anything that made a noise near my tent. Of course such noises do not wake one when one is travelling in Africa, for there one has done more hard work during the day than one does in the lazier and more luxurious surroundings of home. And I may mention a thing that I discovered in that wood, with which scientists will be familiar enough, but which most people may not have noticed, and that is that whenever aeroplanes came over at night I used to hear a sound among the dead leaves as though voles or field-mice were running: the aeroplane was too high to make a draught in the leaves, nor did it seem to be any echo of the noise of the engines striking the ground, but must, I think, have come from the weight of the aeroplane pressing upon the column of air that supported it, and so disturbing the leaves at the other end. Talking of dogs, and I have scarcely ever lived in a house without a dog in it, a bulldog with a considerable sense of humour that I used to have there, once invented a game: he would stand with a tennis-ball just in front of him, and then would look at me with an expression in his eye that obviously meant the ball was for me. When I tried to take it he would pick it up and walk away with it over the lawn and go a little faster than I did when I followed him. It may not have been a very profound game, but getting a ball from somebody else, at football or cricket, is quite an important part of our own civilization. This dog, when that time arrived which to all dogs is so lamentable, the time of the packing of boxes, used to sit on the flannel coat that had been made for him to keep him warm when travelling and which he wore at no other time; so long as he was with that coat he felt he was safe and would never be left behind. Do we not cling, on such occasions, with the same faith to our tickets?

On 29th June of this year there was a total eclipse of the sun, visible in the North of England. I motored to Yorkshire to see it and, although where I went there was a cloud over the eclipse during the period of totality, it was nevertheless a memorable sight and we had such a view of earth and sky as people rarely see more than once in a lifetime. Never shall I forget the enormous golden sickle of the sun as it came out of the eclipse. Obviously the size of it as seen by our eyes can have been no greater than the size of a crescent of the moon, but its fierce light seemed to magnify it, so that it appeared the hugest crescent one had ever seen in the sky. As the eclipse came on I remember a hawthorn tree on the hill beside us, which seemed to gather its shadows all round it, till it stood there draped with them, far more like a picture by Sime in black-and-white than anything that one actually sees on the earth. And then as the sun disappeared the sky turned Prussian blue, a rather unlovely colour utterly unlike any tint I had seen it wear before, either by night or day. There was a deep hush and, when the eclipse passed away, motor lamps were still shining, as though the owners of cars, like everyone else, had forgotten everything but this tremendous phenomenon.

Painting had always attracted me, but somehow I had been deterred by the idea that one could not do it, also people had spoken mysteriously to me about oils and how one had to use turpentine with them and they had rather spoken with an air that implied that there was some difficulty about getting and using turpentine. But now, in spite of these inhibitions, I decided to paint. I had tried it once before, about 1920, when I had determined to teach myself, working a certain number of hours every day with water-colours; and I might perhaps have done so, only that an idea for a novel came along and I worked at that instead. I had found water-colours extremely difficult, and I now decided to try oils. So I took what seems to me to be the most important step that one can take if one wishes to paint: I went into a shop and bought an outfit. Knowing nothing about it I bought an extremely bad outfit, but from then on I began to paint and, with the exception of ten lessons which I had later, I taught myself as I went along. I need hardly say that in the ten hours or so during which I had tuition I was taught things that it might have taken me that number of years to find out for myself. I do not think I had any aptitude for painting, because I found it very difficult, and I only got there by hard work. One day I was painting a pelargonium a year or two later and, whether the picture was good or bad, or like a pelargonium, I suddenly saw that it had a certain style or look by which I could recognize that it was like one of my pictures. Hitherto I had made pictures without any style at all, or without any that I could recognize, and I painted like a man writing without any identifiable caligraphy. From then on my pictures had a certain style of their own. This style did not at all follow any preferences that I knew I had, and came by no deliberate choice, and before I had had any lessons. I soon selected trees to paint: they are full of interest and character, and I think I had the feeling that I could paint a tree and perhaps get a branch a yard out of place and it would not be much criticized, whereas portraits of our younger neighbours, the human race, would defeat me, because if I got a nose an inch out of place the picture would be absurd, and I could not count on my skill for sufficient accuracy to avoid the risk of that. Then when the weather grew too cold to draw trees I painted hothouse flowers, for I found that, though while sitting for duck on a wintry night one keeps unaccountably warm, crouching and clutching ones gun, yet when I painted in cold weather I not only got cold, but the work so much absorbed me that I did not notice it, and so got colder and colder. Finally I did turn to painting portraits and, whether the pictures were fair or bad, to my great surprise I always got likenesses, and I have now painted portraits of a great many of my friends.

I know few things, if any, more pleasant than the English house-party. I will not prove this assertion, for one does not go to these parties with a note-book and jot down the talk one hears there; though sometimes one remark sticks in ones memory, as one, and indeed two, that I heard at Terling that year where we went to shoot pheasants with Lord Rayleigh: I was talking to a young man about black crows, who was more familiar with them than I was, because in Ireland we get only the grey crow, and I asked him how, when he was shooting one of these plunderers, he avoided killing a rook by mistake, and he had said that he shot rooks too. I asked him why. And he said: Because they are doing no good at this time of year.

The remark struck home very deep, because I wondered how one would manage to survive if one had to be shot oneself at any time of the year that one was doing no good. And when I repeated this remark, in the presence of the unfortunate young man, to another guest his comment was: I would rather have said that than have taken Quebec.

These two remarks I have remembered vividly for twenty-five years. And I will mention a game that we always played at another house-party to which we also went that year. This was at Helperby, and I know the game may not seem a bit more intelligent than the game that the bulldog invented, but like an apparently simple puzzle it contains a surprise. The game is that, one person having gone out of the room, the rest think of a public or private character and on the return of the person who has gone out they tell him whether it is a man or a woman; he then goes round asking such questions as, What food does he remind you of? What style of architecture? What flower? What country? What period of history? And the surprising thing is that the answer is sometimes got in four or five questions, and nearly always in under twenty. For instance one is given a man and asks, What kind of vegetable is he like? Answer, a melon. What kind of an animal? Answer, a nightjar. What piece of furniture? A heavily ornamented commode. What period of history? Answer, the Dark Ages. And one is already well on the way to Field-Marshal Goering.


CHAPTER XXI

AMERICAS HOSPITALITY

MY SON CAME OF AGE THIS YEAR, AND AT THE END OF THE WINTER HE went to India to join the Guides Cavalry, after being attached for a year to a battalion of the Rifle Brigade. For some while he so missed foxhunting that on 1st November of his first year in India he and another young officer who felt the same way solemnly went outside the mess at eleven a in and sent for two glasses of port, which a kitmagar brought them, without knowing what solemn western ritual they celebrated, while they drank to fox-hunting and tried to imagine a lawn-meet around them on the dried mud. But pig-sticking soon entirely took the place of fox-hunting in his life. And turning back pages of our house-book, which even Fate cannot do with the years, I see, among faces that grow younger and younger as I turn, photographs of cheerful house-parties that we used to have in those days. And on a bit of paper gummed into the same house-book I see a rhyme that I wrote for one of my sons friends, or rather I should say one of our friends, discovered for us by our son, who often visited us from the neighbouring county of Kildare. She asked me, one day, to write an epitaph for her and, though the subject was a mournful one, I did not like to refuse to do what she had asked. She was an enthusiastic motorist, like most of her contemporaries, and was, as I thought, too enthusiastic whenever she saw another car in front of her. This was the epitaph:



Here lies Toby Of the family of Kennedy, 

Who wanted to go by Any car any day.

The carburettor hit her 

And there isnt any remedy.



A little later I was requested by one of our nieces, Lady Joan Colville, then unmarried, to write a poem upon a more cheerful subject, her eyelashes. As they rather lent themselves to poetry and, as unlike all the Pakenhams, she had never yet had a poem from me, I was glad to compose the following:



There was a young lady whose lashes 

Outshone Wimbledon, Lords and The Ashes 

In publicity value, 

And she lately said Shall you 

Write rhyme to their shadows and flashes?



During the winter I continued my usual pursuit of woodcock and snipe and different kinds of ducks, sometimes alone and sometimes with my son and with one or two of his friends, until he went to India; or sometimes I attended shooting parties of my neighbours and, when hounds met near, had some fox-hunting. And at the end of the shooting-season, when I had nothing particular on hand to keep me, I received an invitation from the University of Pennsylvania to go there and give a lecture on the drama. My view about returning to America to receive again the wonderful kindness that had been shown me there before was that, if anybody deserved such kindness on account of his work, he ought to get on with his work. In other words, much as I had often resented lack of recognition, I realized when it came that no worker ought to spend much time, if any, standing back from his work in order to be praised for it. So I had decided not to return to America in order to talk about my work and in order to receive the abundant hospitality for which the United States are famous. But I felt that a definite offer to give a lecture to an University was something different from a mere lecture tour, and I accepted. I had been asked at the same time to take a class for an hour on five days, in which undergraduates studied the drama, as I think I have mentioned earlier is done in every American university. So much is the art of the drama confused in England with the art of the theatre that I perhaps ought to explain that I did not lecture on the art of acting, of which I know nothing, but on the dramatic art.

I had a most interesting talk in the boat-train with a man of I will not say what nationality, who had just had to take to politics because he wanted a road up to his factory. He was travelling with one of those young men who write the worlds greatest dance-tunes, but when this young man was called he had rolled over and gone to sleep again: again they woke him, telling him that he would only just be in time for the train and that he had made a reservation on the Olympic; but he had replied, I guess Ill book another. And so he was not in the train with us. I heard how he employed a lawyer who used to travel about Europe where dance-bands blared these tunes, and whenever he heard a band doing it he took a little money from them. And whenever the young man who wrote the worlds greatest dance-tunes wanted some money, he wrote to the lawyer and the lawyer sent him some. I was given a curious sketch of this man: I dont say hes straight. Hes got so many friends that one might rather suspect him. But hes a smart lawyer.

On board the Olympic I saw what not many people see, that is to say the ocean. Not many people see it, because all the passengers sat, as they nearly always do, on the sunny side of the ship; and with the sun in your eyes and the long glare of its reflection across the water one can see very little. Sometimes I used to go to the other side and look over at the extraordinary beauty of the waves, big masses of sapphire rising up and then bursting, and falling like an avalanche upon cliffs of turquoise. And looking now at old letters I find plenty of examples of the variety of the sea. For I wrote in a letter to my wife that an American had told me there was a mean-looking sea, and I had gone out to look at it, and saw shafts of sunlight ahead, falling upon a patch of the grey and ugly sea. It came nearer and one saw the waves all merry, making a small picture that could have been painted in blue and grey and gold. Then we sailed into it, and our waves seemed to welcome it; the spray flashed, and a small rainbow came and danced beside us. On the deck lay a powdering of hail. In two minutes this patch of summer was far astern of us.

And next day I wrote: Last night we came into a storm and have been going through a raging gale all day. The view was mostly spray, racing away out of sight, and a brownish circle around us that may have been snow or anything. And the day after that I wrote, the sea is blue and white and fit to look at, and shining in the sun; but my letter ended thus: We didnt get much sunlight, rain and such stuff soon came up from the South-East. Ive just been watching the waves falling back from the ship, ink breaking into brilliant turquoise-blue.

Tuesday. We are mourning through a fog. A while mist with the sunlight only just out of sight and our mournful voice ripping through it. This afternoon I suppose I shall find out whether they have forgotten me like O. Henry, or whether they remember me.

4.50 p m.

We are coming into New York, or somewhere. A little British ship has just come by, shouting There is a steamer right ahead of you. Such information must be worth having. And then I read the word LITHUANIA in the fog. Quite as close passed the E. W. SINCLAIR a little later.

1 Sutton Place.

Midnight.

Interviewers much the same as ever, photographers worse.

After a kind welcome from the American Press I passed with my luggage under the eye of Customs officers, kindly helped by a friend of my publisher, Major George Haven Putnam, who had sent him there to look after me. Thanks to his help I had not much difficulty in soon getting by, but in any case I think that the Customs officers of New York give little trouble to a British traveller, because they know that evasion of the customs is a thing to which years of study have to be given, and that only an American citizen could attempt to compete with any chance of success. That success may be won, the following story will show. Of course in 1928 the interest of all serious smugglers was concerned solely with wine and spirits. A traveller arrived at the docks with a hamper amongst his luggage. To the Customs officer he said: Please dont open that, as I have a very valuable cat inside, and it might escape.

We know all about that cat, said the officer. Open it.

So the traveller opened the hamper. Out leaped a cat and rushed away down the platform. The traveller ran after it with the empty hamper, and a long while after returned.

I asked you not to open it, he said.

I know that, said the officer; but we have to deal with all sorts of people: I had to open it. But I am sorry. Got your cat all right?

Yes, I got her at last, said the traveller. And no more was said. The cat was the ships cat. And when it got out it ran straight to the ship, and the man with the hamper after it. But when he got to the ship he didnt put the cat into the hamper: he filled that hamper with bottles of whiskey.

I wrote to my wife next day: Its the same old rush. Very stimulating, and ideas pour out of one, but I fear they may have evaporated by the time I lecture. Mrs. Putnam is perfectly charming. Interviews took place there (1 Sutton Place) this morning, and photography with explosives.

I wrote from the Century Club, one of the most delightful clubs, to which Major Putnam not only took me as his guest, but of which he had me made an honorary member during my stay in New York. Among the many very interesting men in that club one could meet at that time, what now can be met nowhere in the world, one or two old soldiers that fought in the American Civil War. Major Putnam himself was one of these old heroes, and I had the interesting experience, which no man can ever have now, of standing in front of a very large photograph of the field of Gettysburg that hung on a wall of his house, while he explained to me the whole course of the battle, and what it was fought for, which was boots. Until I left New York Major and Mrs. Putnam entertained me in their pleasant house. As the planet Mars is reputed to be ahead of America, so the Americans have in their civilization things that are ahead of what we have got. For instance, however much we may enjoy sitting in a semi-circle of chairs before a good fire, an atmosphere of early summer distributed equally through a house the whole year round was something that in the year 1928 was entirely new to me; so much so that looking out of the window from this atmosphere into a clear and intensely blue sky it was at first a considerable surprise to me to walk out into a temperature that was somewhere near zero. I met Mr. Pond again and very cautiously undertook to do a few lectures in addition to the one for which I had come, but explaining to him that Boston and Philadelphia were to be very near my boundaries. So kind he was and took such care of me that, referring to the story that I have mentioned on page 16, I wrote to my wife: I owe it to him to pour water copiously on my head, to give veracity to his story.

And I found the Roulands again and saw some splendid pictures that he had painted of palaces and precipices and gods that I had invented. And I noted in the letter which I have already quoted: They are pulling down New York. One no longer sees along Fifth Avenue a chalet from Switzerland and a castle from Normandy, side by side with a pyramid from Egypt, but great American structures going up, as they should, expressing America and the age. Next day what I describe as a rival Barnum rang me up and tried to book me for lectures the next year. But I refused, for the reason which I have already indicated in this book, that going round lecturing, and receiving much hospitality, is not a writers job.

At a dinner that Major and Mrs. Putnam gave in their house I saw Mrs. Douglas Robinson again. A man told an amusing story at that dinner about getting a drink in spite of the eighteenth amendment. When it was finished his wife said in a loud voice, That is a most disgusting story.

I was so sorry for the man that I told a worse one, and he was so encouraged by the diversion of his wifes scorn that he told another, and was then little better off than he had been before. As stories were being told I told one of James Stephens who had been at a reception that was being given to me in that lovely place, Leighton House, and a lady had said to him apologetically that not so much notice as was his due was being taken of him, and he had replied, indicating me, He is so much larger than I; he needs more recognition.

Where reason ends and before madness begins there is brilliant space illuminated by humour, and it is just in those bright fields that such a suggestion may be heard, that a man with a large frame needs more praise to nourish it than what a smaller body requires.

On the next day New York had the appearance of a conquered city: all the traffic was stopped, while thousands of my countrymen marched through it, horse and foot, like an army of occupation. This was on 17th March, and New York was returned to its owners the following day, and the American people settled down to freedom and quiet for another three hundred and sixty-four days, after which it would all happen again.

On 18th March I went to Philadelphia, and gave my lecture the next day. I saw in that lecture-hall something I had never seen before (not a rare experience for me in America); and that was a type-writer on which a man was keeping pace with a speech. As my talk was afterwards printed with lectures by four others, in a book published by the University of Pennsylvania he must have kept pace with me better than I thought could be possible. I was not able to give him any assistance, because though I had thought a great deal of what to talk about I had nothing in writing but some notes on a half-sheet. Of technique I told them nothing, because I had heard too many people talking about technique, and I believed that, the more you practised an art, the less you had to say about the technique of it, your mind being much occupied by something more important. If I had to talk of technique I should prefer to talk of the technique of some art I had never followed: I could talk about the mallets and chisels and rules of sculpture, because I am not a sculptor, so that the sight of the thing itself, the art in its glory, would not come between my eyes and those external things. In any art I have followed I get glimpses of technique rather by looking backwards and seeing what I have done, than by looking at such things before I begin, and then trying to make a work of art by rule. And so I asked them to look at the drama as a work of art, and not as a mathematical problem, and to begin their work only when there had come to them the dramatic idea, a thing so seldom mentioned in dramatic critiques, as though the diamond cutters of Amsterdam should talk only of cutting, and never mention a diamond. I told them the only test I know of a good play, a play that the public wants; and that is whether or not it can quicken the pulse-beats of an audience. And I gave them a rough-and-ready test of a bad play, which is to hear people saying that the dialogue is very good. Not that the dialogue should not be very good, but there is something wrong with a house or its hospitality if you hear people coming away from a dinner praising the bricks. Of course you cant have a play without dialogue, or a house without bricks. Well, as I have said, the lecture is printed, and I will not attempt to reprint it here.

To finish any piece of work is pleasant for a while, and the kind welcome of the University increased that pleasure for me.

For the whole time that I was in Philadelphia I was put up by Mr. Thomas S. Gates. Whatever interest there may be in Mr. Ponds exhibits, Mr. Gates, with solicitous kindness to me, did not invite any of his neighbours to come round every day, but asked them all on one day before I left, and it was very pleasant to meet them all. He lived in a very comfortable country house, not a palace: his partner in his business preferred a palace, and had therefore built one, and lived in it near by. Indeed the whole way out from Philadelphia, which was twelve miles away, there were big houses every few hundred yards, on the average about the size of a large English country-house, and in every variety of styles. I asked where this great parade of country-houses ended and was told that it didnt end, leaving in my mind the picture of a wide road going all the way to the Pacific, with a palace or big house every hundred yards or so. One of these was Mr. Wideners house, which was quite close, a house which few museums in the world can surpass; for instance he had fourteen Rembrandts, and a room full of Van Dycks, and he had many old masters besides those, and some beautiful tapestries, and eight pieces of work by Benvenuto Cellini. This great street stretching away out of sight with its great houses did not much interfere with the countryside, and wild woods came quite near to it. Of course when I use the word country-house I refer only to the appearance of these houses; obviously they could not be of the country in the way that our country-houses are; there were too many of them for that; and the principal interest of their owners must have been with the town, to which they were linked by their motors.

There was a little snow powdering the ground when I arrived, but the robins had come, as they call a thrush-like migrant that comes in March, and whose coming is a sign of the spring.


CHAPTER XXII

VOTES AND UMBRELLAS

WALKING IN THE GARDEN OF MR. GATES CHARMING HOUSE I SAW A TRELLIS-work with rose-trees on it all up his wall; and I pointed out to him that this would be rather easy for a burglar to climb, and my polite host agreed with me. Then I looked closer and hastily apologised for having thought the American business man so simple, for every few inches the trellis was cut to within a sixteenth of an inch of the surface.

Every other day while I was there I had what was called a conference at the University; that is to say I took a class of young men interested in writing plays. I particularly remember one who told me of a play that he wanted to write on an incident in one of Poes tales, a grim and haunting incident that might have made a thrilling play. I wonder if it was written and what became of it.

I lunched with Owen Wister in his house at Bryn Mawr. He and his daughter had come to see us in Kent, and it was very pleasant to meet them again. A fine head of an elk on his wall set us talking of the wilds and planning to return to them, which I did the following year, but in the other direction, eastwards. A day or two later I lectured at Bryn Mawr College, and afterwards at tea the subjects on which I had lectured standing up, and others, were discussed for some while in a comfortable chair. Soon after this I left the kindly hospitality of Mr. Gates, and of the University of Pennsylvania, and returned to New York.

Somewhere on this trip, I heard afterwards, a reception was being given me, and one lady asked another if she was going to it; but the other lady could not possibly meet me, because she had heard it repeated that I had said that some day there might possibly be another war. Her blindness was by no means indigenous to America, for a little while after that, two years I think, I was asked to speak at a luncheon of schoolteachers in the City of London, mostly from the British Empire, though there were a few from Scandinavian countries, and I said, I remember my exact words, Do not teach your children that there is a reasonable probability that there will never be another war. And a man wrote to one of the papers next day, unconsciously quoting Southeys little Wilhelmine, and saying, Lord Dunsany has said a very wicked thing. The motive inspiring letters to the papers is nearly always crystal-clear, and malice is never able to conceal itself, and there was none of it in this letter and the writer was evidently burning with sincerity. Therefore, I said to myself, the world for the moment is safe; while people feel like that there can be no war. And that feeling was pretty general then. Whatever was most savage in Nature had been recently well satisfied, and the League of Nations ably expressed all the worlds desire for peace. But they thought the world agreed with them, when they only agreed with the world. Would the world listen to them for a moment when it should want something that they did not want? Peace was soon to be like crinolines and poke-bonnets, and the poor old gentlemen at Geneva were out of fashion. They had only their umbrellas, which were not of very much use, and their votes, which were of none; while Mars was very quietly sharpening his sword. And if anyone thought that he heard the sound of the whet-stone, that was not a thing to speak of in decent society.

Writing ones memoirs can be a mournful thing. For the rest of the time that I was in New York I was put up by Mr and Mrs. Percy Rockefeller in their flat, and for all their kindness I can now never thank them any more. Major and Mrs. Putnam are also long dead.

Mr and Mrs. Rockefeller were not at home all the time; but, whether they were there or not, I always had a bedroom and a sitting-room in their flat overlooking the Hudson. In the sitting-room that they gave me there were three pictures: one was a small old picture with a background of those steep blue mountains that only the Old Masters saw, and another was a large picture by Titian, showing a cardinal about to draw aside a red curtain, and looking at you over his shoulder, and there were red curtains in the room designed to match the picture, or rather to extend the idea of it, so that you almost seemed to be in the room with the cardinal. The picture suggested a poem to me, and I print it here in memory of two very kind people.





On A Picture 

(In Memory of Mr and Mrs. Percy Rockefeller)

Before the curtains ruddy gloom 

With hand to draw them back he stands 

To show  who knows what hidden room?

Or open on who knows what lands?



A moment and he will have thrown 

The curtains heavy fold aside, 

And yet five centuries have flown 

And fifteen generations died, 



Since Titian caught that hand in air.

And, like a rock by which is cleft 

Some torrent, it is shining there, 

And time roars by to right and left.



A letter I wrote to my wife on 6th April gives a glimpse of my life in New York. Part of it tells: I dined alone here and went for a walk and looked in on the Roulands. This is a marvellous city: there is a vast building at the end of this avenue with a curving road running through it, and Mrs. Rockefeller tells me that trains run through this building, in the basement where other people keep rats. And the shops are like Paris, and the hospitality is like that of romantic fiction.  

7th April.

Mrs. Rockefeller rang up this morning to ask if I would go for the week-end to Greenwich, in the country 30 miles away. I have to be back to broadcast here at 8 pm on Sunday, but Im to motor down after lunch with Avery Rockefeller.

From the Rockefellers beautiful house at Greenwich we walked in the woods with their two wolf-hounds, whose job by night was to guard the house. We passed a house in the wood, which was being guarded by a collie against the wolf-hounds; but, as we went on, the attraction of hunting in the wood seemed more to the collie even than guarding the house, so he joined the wolf-hounds, and between them, in spite of Mrs. Rockefellers efforts to save it, they soon killed a woodchuck. By a little lake in the wood we saw Seton Thompsons house, but it was then empty. Woods like these are very welcome when they come near to great cities. They give mankind the generous feeling of having spared a conquered foe. Or is it by chance the other way about? Is it the wild that must be victorious in the end? And is a wood or a forest or a jungle, close up against a city, like an army that Nature has halted, waiting to rush in as soon as man is too idle or ill to resist, or too self-satisfied to be on his guard, or too much occupied with some other enemy. Meanwhile in India and in America, and in many another land, these two great powers often stand facing each other, forest and city. We do not know how it will end. One way or the other; for those two will hardly face each other idly for ever; they are both too active for that. Already the scouts are out from the jungle and forest. Thistledown and innumerable seeds float into the cities, and find no foothold for a while. And then one day the great machines that hold Nature in scorn feel a touch of fear, not of Nature, but of other machines, and the sirens begin to wail, and they and the other machines go down together; and where factories had stood the scouts of the forest find foothold, and the forests get to know, and Nature comes back to the streets that had thought not to see her again.


CHAPTER XXIII

THE WOLF AT THE DOOR

ONE DAY I DINED WITH MAJOR PUTNAMS SON, MR. G. P. PUTNAM AND HIS wife, the famous air-woman who lost her life flying the Pacific in 1937, and Mr and Mrs. Beebe and others. We dined in New York harbour on the Isle de France, which gave me a very interesting glimpse of the twentieth century, for the decoration of this great ship was entirely of that century. If you go to China you like to see it looking Chinese, and not imitating, say, England; for then you might just as well stay at home. In the same way I like to see a century looking like a century, and not ashamed of itself, aping some better century, or, to use its own language, some correcter period. The reason I hate correct periods is that the moment the blight of one of them comes down on an age, the essential thing about all design is gone. The essential thing about design is not whether Jacobean, Queen Anne or Georgian is the correcter period, but whether the design is alive or dead, whether the craftsman is trying to make something beautiful or something correct. There is a joy, or at least a contentment, in trying to do beautiful work, and this joy or contentment will shine back out of the work, to illuminate the spirits of others and become part of pleasant memories, perhaps to be carried far through space and time, by travellers remembering their homes, by old men remembering the haunts of their childhood, and it will be the intention of the worker to give this pleasure, and he will be glad to think he has done it. But the workers that they will get to make what they call genuine antiques will take no pleasure in it, and no pleasure will be put into the making of them; all this is dead work, following exact patterns; and the object of it is not to content but to trick; and the sham that they have put into work will be in it for ever. The whole of the reign of King Edward VII, and many years before it, and many years after, was the period of the genuine antique; I do not know what other name could possibly be given to its furniture. When writing to my wife I said of the Isle de France, I never saw anything like it on land or sea. It was a triumph of pure 20th-century work: portholes by Lalique, fine modern furniture, the furniture of the renaissance that has by now definitely followed that 30 or 40 years of the genuine antique, most beautiful ironwork in such things as gates etc., vast red pillars, modern statues and pictures that were practically sane, and more than I can describe of what was as new to the eye as anything the furthest traveller could find in any land.

I am not comparing Lalique with Chippendale or with Sheraton, but live work with dead, craftsmen with imitators. Some say I greatly prefer the correct period. And you cant tell the difference when its done by an expert. But I know no voice shriller than the voice of a sham, and to me it cries aloud whenever I meet it. Chippendale would never have been heard of if the curse of the genuine antique had been known in his time, as our great craftsman Ernest Gimson has hardly been heard of. If one enquires further, as to why it was that people in England suddenly deserted the custom of their ancestors and no longer made honest furniture for themselves, I think the reason is that a period of bad taste entered English houses early in the reign of Queen Victoria, evoked by the ostentation of men for whom machinery had made too sudden wealth, and fostered by the bad example of the work of the machine itself. After a while people turned away from ugly designs to find something calmer and lovelier; but the craftsmen were now starving, or, worse still, working for the genuine-antique-mongers, so householders turned back to the men who were dead, when they needed new furniture; and soon the genuine-antique-mongers were doing as thriving a trade as the body-snatchers or resurrection men, of whom Dickens tells, though the resurrection men did at least supply medical students with genuine bodies. Under such conditions an honest craftsman like Ernest Gimson, unable to show a birth-certificate of the correct period, must have found it harder to get employment than any craftsman had ever found it before. But now a new spirit was showing, and designers were designing again. Only the other day a member of the staff of the B.B.C. said to me of the internal decoradon of Broadcasting House, I am afraid it dates rather. And I realized there was truth in that, and the same might apply to the Isle de France. But that is exactly as it should be! The early 20th century had left its mark on the ages, as no period can do which merely apes another.

The designers of the upholstery of the Isle de France had not only felt, which is the most necessary thing for a designer to do, but had also thought. You might not suppose that it required much thought to shade an electric light, but it is astonishing how many people are unable to do it. The problem is to arrange three things in the following order; the eye, the shade, the globe. But look round you, my reader, if not too much dazzled by the glare, and see in how many houses the following is the order; the eye, the globe, the shade (except for the flies on the ceiling, for whom the arrangement is perfect). It is known that an electric light requires a shade, so a shade is always bought, but in about half the houses in England it is put on the wrong side of the globe, like a present that nobody wanted, put away in an attic. It is known that a bright light flashed in his face may dazzle a burglar; but they dazzle themselves. In the Isle de France there were gigantic vases, over 7 feet high, and hidden in these were the electric globes, which shone upwards, lighting the whole room. We, who are a seafaring people, make our ships more like ships: other countries make them more like floating houses. But I will not further digress by an investigation of these two methods.

I was asked to broadcast, which gave me an opportunity to renew my thanks for much hospitality that had been shown me, and I read a few of my poems. It is curious to think that one may go to a microphone one evening and have a greater audience than Keats or Shelley are likely to have dreamed of having ever. When I entered the broadcasting building I could feel all round me that increased intensity that you might find in a circus or amongst the homes of any of the arts; indeed this was somewhat like the worlds circus.

I was invited to what we should consider in England quite a large luncheon-party, a thousand people. One speaker, speculating about the distance at which he would be heard, made into the microphone a little dig at Canada, alluding to the frozen wastes over which his voice would travel; but the microphone was only an amplifier, not extending its usefulness beyond that room, so that the little dig had the somewhat sad air of a dog in a city trying to scratch up pavement.

I went with Mrs. Rockefeller to Mozarts opera, and the next night she took me to Mrs. Harrimans box to see Tristan, and so I met another very kind American hostess. Next day I started off to give four lectures in what I hoped was to be the neighbourhood of New York, but I learned from Mr. Pond that the neighbourhood stretched further than I had thought. I went first to Wells College at Aurora near Lake Kayuga, and afterwards to Cornell College at Ithaca. Part of the time I spoke, and for the rest of it I read from my plays and stories. But there is nothing that one can record about a lecture, for even a speech taken down verbatim is a different thing to read than to hear, and speaking and writing are different arts. It may be too that there is an essential difference between speaking to an audience that you can see, and addressing one through the ether, (unless one can sense the unseen audience in some unknown way), for an audience is to a speaker something like what the canvas is to the painter, or rather more than that, say rather what the violin is to the musician.

As for reading plays, it is only by reading his play aloud himself that an author can ever convey its exact meaning; so much depends on our tones when we speak, that print or typescript can scarcely convey what a character in a play is driving at; and an actor who has never seen the author may conceivably play quite a different character from the one the author saw, a plausible, even a reasonable character, but one that, pulling in a different direction from the one in which the author aimed the play, must sooner or later wreck it. The greater the skill of the actor, the bigger the smash must be, if he and the author are pulling in different directions. In prose the meaning should be clear enough without the author having to read it, but there is a thing in prose that might possibly be missed if not so read, and that is the rhythm. I have seen prose that had no rhythm, but rhythm to me is as important in prose as in verse, and though I have known at least one man who said that, if you had anything to say, it couldnt possibly matter how you said it, yet by some law that is altogether beyond our argument and certainly beyond my understanding, no really great or noble thought is ever uttered without a certain rhythm in prose, or metre in verse, which are a part of the grand air that is natural to it and by which it may always be recognized. Metre and rhythm may be said to be the ships that carry thoughts to posterity, and without which very few drift so far.

At Cornell College I saw something that I had never seen before, numbers of worn-out motor-cars, lying where they had been thrown away. In our civilization the motor was almost new, but here was Time treating them like old boots or hats, things with whose wearing out we were already familiar. And there was a dog there that belonged to all of them, and obeyed none. I suppose he saw no reason to obey any undergraduate, feeling himself practically one of them. One of them, at one of those gatherings at which one sits and talks after a lecture, said to me, What a good name Sime is for Sime. I did not quite agree, and said that I thought I could think of a better. So they asked me what, and I suggested Rhibelungzanedroom or Rhibelungzaha, which they agreed would have been more appropriate for this great and mysterious artist.

I went on to Pittsburg, where I was kindly entertained by Miss Sutton, and welcomed at her door by an old negro whose amiability I remember yet. There I lectured at the Twentieth Century Club, or rather I read, at their request, the whole of my play, IF. Then I returned to New York, stopping the night in Harrisburg, where I remember noticing a very neat bullet-hole in the glass of a taxi just behind the drivers head. Another lecture when I got to New York, and there I met among other friends an old friend, Alan Rogers, a nephew of Mr. McVeagh, of Fasnacloich, who had often stayed with us in Ireland and had become a great friend of my son, whose contemporary he was. He took me afterwards to his flat, with another man and two girls, for whom the show was extended a little and I read one of my short stories for them. Next day Alan Rogers sailed for Japan, where his uncle was ambassador, to begin his diplomatic career, and he later sent me from there a delightful print of a Japanese swordsman, whose sword and eye and every rippling muscle revealed the mans hearts desire, which was to mow mens heads. And later he brought me from Siam two chess-knights exquisitely carved in ivory, which were given to him by a Siamese prince with whom he used to play chess.

I was soon off again, going to Boston to stay the night with my friend Mr. Ellery Sedgwick, and on next day to Brunswick to give a lecture at Bawdoin College. Wooden houses began to appear beside the train, nod scrubby woods, which showed, if the cold did not do it, that we were now some way North. It was the country from which Major Rogers drove the Indians in the middle of the 18th century. I read of him in a thrilling book that was given to me some years later by Mr. Evans, the senior partner of Heinemanns, who published it. It was called the North West Passage, which was what Major Rogers used to dream about, but he led a very active life besides dreaming. This great leader of men had one extraordinary deficiency, if the author of the book is to be relied on, a deficiency which makes the story of his military life as odd as would be the reminiscences of a one-armed boxer: he appeared to have little idea of a commissariat, and would march from the sack of a well-provisioned town and presently starve, and he would travel starving by rivers without any thought of fish-hooks. Nevertheless it was probably due to him that some of these wooden houses were built and safely inhabited. I had been interviewed at every town I had visited, even in Harrisburg where I had only stayed a night to break the journey, but even when the train by which I now travelled stopped at a station a lady got in for this curious sport, while a photographer on the platform set up his camera. I did not grudge any ideas I might have to anyone that might want to hear of them; but, as I had a cold and it was freezing hard, I explained that they could all get on very well without seeing my photograph. I had an uncle who used to take a strange pleasure in interviews; and, happening to arrive in America at this time and not finding anybody to interview him, he resorted to an odd expedient to secure a few press-cuttings, or clippings as they are called in the States.

I lectured and read at Bowdoin College, and then came the usual talk afterwards in another room to a smaller audience. I think I talked then about an ideal which I have long held, which is that everyone should choose a calling from which others will benefit, in fact that he should work for and not against mankind. Making a box of matches, even a walking-stick, or digging in a garden, are examples of the first kind; working the three-card-trick at race-meetings is an example of the second, though I dont think I gave them any examples; nor are they necessary, for a man always knows which of the two kinds of work he is doing. It is a difficult topic on which to speak; for many among ones audience may have made their choice already, and if one or two of them should have chanced to have made the wrong choice they will resent advice that has come too late, whatever they might have done had it come betimes. And yet it is a topic of some interest to the world; for, if a philosophy can be given in a sentence, mine is that the wolf is always at the door. By this I mean that one should live as the woodman lives at the edge of the forest, keeping his door locked and its timbers sound, and knowing that when the door decays or is carelessly left ajar the wolf will force its way in. If anything at all is wrong with our people; if they cheat each other, poison each other, live too luxuriously... but need I go on? We have all seen what happens. Only do not blame the wolf; do not merely abuse Hitler. Do I like Hitler? No. I dislike even his moustache. But abuse is waste of time. Let us stick to our own job, making all about us sound, and be sure that the wolf will always stick to his, which is to sit in the cold and wait till we forget him or till our door rots, and then to follow the nature of the beast and to do such things as many wall always assure us nobody would dream of doing nowadays. Those nowadays! How different we thought them from the days of Attila! We all know better now. Yet in a few years Hitler and Attila will be forgotten, and a few people will be holding commerce to be more important than the thing to be bought, or the man who buys, and a few others will be making other mistakes, and one day the few will have become a sufficient proportion of a nation for Nature herself to notice them, and the wolf will rush in. I dont think an instance is needed; one need not say which door, and it may be a window. But when any door is unlatched or rotten the wolf will come, and there will always be one waiting. Can a little cheating, a little silly luxury, in a country bring an enemy from the ends of the earth? Is there any possible connection between these things? Some may ask that, so I had better give an instance. I have read that when the French Prince Imperial, in an ambush in Zululand tried to vault on to his horse, a piece of his horses accoutrement that he gripped gave way, because it was made of sham leather. Surely a shop-keeper in England putting in a little dishonest work on that saddlery would have heartily derided anyone who suggested that any serious harm could come of it. And yet who knows what that young man might have become? His father had seized the throne of France before him, and so had his great uncle. And he would have had some military reputation to support him. Supposing he had had power in France 40 years later. That would have been in 1919. And he might possibly have lived to take a very different line some years after that, when Hitler entered the Rhineland. I dont even know that the story of the sham leather is true. But does the gap between a bit of dishonest work and a world deluged in blood seem now quite so wide as it did?


CHAPTER XXIV

AND SOME I GATHERED AT WORLDS END AND SOME IN COMMON FIELDS

FROM THE KIND HOSPITALITY OF THE PRESIDENT OF BOWDOIN COLLEGE, and Mrs. Sils I returned to New York, where I continued my public loquacity. But I was soon back beyond Boston, lecturing to Wellesley College. I remember something of the air of the house in which I was entertained by Miss Cooke, an air that was friendly to the arts, which does not come from having any particular kind of furniture or pictures, but rather from a certain sympathy of those that live in a house with the ornaments by which they are surrounded, a feeling that probably makes the difference, subtle but quite unmistakable, between a live room and a dead one. And from this house I was taken next day to see Mrs. Harold Russell at Brookline, only a few miles away, and this house also seemed to shine with a bright personality that it either got from its hostess or that haunted its walls from some other influence. Once more I stayed a night with Mr. Sedgwick in Boston and returned to New York, and about the end of April I found myself attending one public dinner, one evening party and broadcasting from two different stations, and I think some other engagement, all in the same evening. And I suddenly realized that the only way to deal with such a situation, which showed no signs of abating, was to book a passage to England, which I did on the Homeric; and a few days later I went to see Show Boat with Mr and Mrs. Percy Rockefeller, and heard Paul Robeson sing Old Man River, and they saw me down to the docks and I said good-bye to them and went on board the ship.

There was a full moon that night and I remember my thoughts, before I went to sleep in my cabin, going to the far side of it; not much of a flight for the imagination, especially while the moon was glaring so hugely, but it was sufficient to make a poem about the far side of the moon, that was the first of a series of poems which, stimulated by my journey, I wrote more regularly than I had written in verse as yet, and before this vein came to an end a longer journey in the following year provided fresh stimulant and new material. This poem which I called At The Time Of The Full Moon began, It-is dark to-night in Moon country On the far side of its girth, It is all dark in the valleys Where none seeth Earth.

And I described the slow sunrise there on the following day, and the rising of Earth, which they never see on that side. It ended like this:

They never see Earth float over, Whoever they be.

And they know no hint of her purpose.

Neither do we.

On that journey I met among others an old Etonian who had been with me at Cornishs. He collected me for a club of old Etonian riflemen, which resulted in my going to Bisley that year to shoot for them. There the hat that had excited detectives near Cairo passed as unnoticed as a tall hat at a Buckingham Palace garden-party, and I met habitués of Bisley whom I had not seen since I was at Eton, some of whom looked as though they lived in the sand there and came out with their rifles whenever they heard firing. It is much the kind of life that I lived myself, though my rifle ranges were more among rabbits and big game.

Though broom was out and willows were yellow, Spring had not visibly touched America before I left; then came a week of the grey Atlantic, and, when I saw England, Spring was blazing there. Never before had I seen Spring with such suddenness, and a wonderful sight it is, when without any warning you see the Spring in its full glory. We went to our house in Kent, which is no bad place from which to see the Spring; and I wrote another poem there, and early in June I wrote my third Jorkens story, about East Africa. I also wrote at that time a short tale for the Morning Post, called A Villa in Kent. I rather liked the title; for, first of all, it was exactly what the tale was about, about a man who, tired of the big City, built a small villa at the edge of our downs; and, secondly, it was not entirely obvious, for the villa, which is only two miles from my house, is two thousand years old.

And then one night in June, after I had gone to bed, there came to me the scene of a poem more vividly than one had ever come before. It is hard to say what it was about; indeed I do not entirely know. I only know that I saw the scene very vividly, and I rightly felt that, if I did not get up and write it then, I should never write it. Had it been anything invented by my intellect I could have written it one day as well as another, but the feeling that I ought to get up and write it there and then was as strong as the vision itself. So for the first time in my life I got out of bed and went downstairs to write a poem, and it came without any difficulty, and I feel sure that I should never have been able to write it had I left it until next morning. In case anyone wonders what it was about I append seven of its eight verses here: anyone reading it can tell what it is about as well as I can, possibly even better. I have mentioned in this book the papyrus-marshes, and dawn and sunset on North African mountains, and other things seen in my travels: I dont know the origins of all the things I have seen, but I describe them so far as I am able to do so: it may be just the same with a vision. Most of my poems are simple and very clear, but sometimes a vision may come as from a far country, and is neither to be preferred nor thought inferior to a poem about a hayfield in Kent.





The Enchanted People 

It came, it came again to the scented garden, The call that they would not heed, A clear wild note far up on the hills above them, Blown on an elfin reed.



From the heath in the hidden dells of a moorland people It came so crystal clear That they could not help a moments pause on their pathways, They could not choose but hear.



The very blackbird, perched on the wall by cherries, Ripe at the end of June, Made never a stir through all of his glossy body, Learning that unknown tune.



They needs must hear as they walked in their valley garden, Surely they needs must heed That it came from a folk as magical and as enchanted As ever blew upon reed.

Surely they must arise in the heavy valley, 

Sleepy with years of night, 

And go to the old immortal things out of fable 

That danced young on the height.



But the moss was black and old on the paths about them, 

And the weeds were old and deep, 

And they could not remember who were high on the uplands; 

And they needed sleep.



And they thought that a day might come when someone would call them 

With a song more loud and plain.

And the call rang past like birds going over a desert, 

And it never came again.



Of my poems I may say what I said in another poem about my tales, 

And some I gathered at Worlds end 

And some in common fields, though my prose is more of the first kind and my poems are usually of the second. For instance a poem called Night, that I wrote in that same month of June, is sheer realism, of the Sahara, in its first two verses, and of astronomy in the third, while the fourth is only a simple speculation.





Night 

Night falls on the lone 

Sahara, and spark by spark 

Arabs I have not known 

Light fires in the dark.



Of the specks of ash in the smoke 

Which atom knows 

From what fire it awoke, 

Or whither it goes?



In the wilds of Space, in the night, 

Spiral nebulae Twirl light upon light, 

Whereof one are we.



Who can say for what task 

They arose, or whither they slip?

And all the Spirits I ask 

Stand, finger on lip.



All that June and July I wrote poems, and it was probably an encouragement to me to know that the Saturday Evening Post would print them. They were printed in English papers too, but the Saturday Evening Post was at that time my principal stand-by, though they refused one that I called The Inspiration, perhaps because it seemed too strange a fancy. And it was a strange fancy: I remember going out on to the lawn at the end of July and the idea suddenly coming, the idea of an inspiration being in the air quite close, but sweeping past me to go to some other poet. With this exception the Saturday Evening Post took all my best poems and, with a very accurate judgment, refused all my inferior ones.





The Inspiration 

An inspiration flew, 

Hushing the evening air, 

Thrilling the twilight through 

With something wistful and rare.



I felt the brush of its wings 

As it came sheer through space, 

From the place of immortal things, 

Near to this very place.



By the sudden speed of its flight 

And the awe of all things near, 

I knew that it brought a light 

For many a weary year.



It needed nothing of us 

But the mere stroke of a pen, 

And I knew that the ravenous 

Years could not conquer it then.



By birds hushed in their song, 

By a myriad insects stilled, 

It swept, travelling strong, 

That its purpose might be fulfilled.



As a dog has a sudden sense 

Of a strange step in the night, 

So Nature grew more intense 

As it felt the sweep of that flight.



And unto whom it was sent, 

Silently, rapidly, 

On and away it went, 

For it was not for me.



From Kent we went to Arden, and I wrote a poem in the garden there, called From a Yorkshire Valley, about the journey being made at that time of the year by the seeds of the rose willow. We had two more shooting-parties in the lovely county of Yorkshire that year, and for part of November we were in London. On Armistice Day there I went to Whitehall to see that most moving ceremony, the two-minutes silence, near the Cenotaph, and a poem came to me, and I went into the Garrick Club and wrote it down at once. Walking back to Cadogan Square I stopped at the Athenaeum and telephoned to my wife to ask her what she thought of the poem, and as it was only six lines I began to read it to her. For some reason far beyond our understanding, which we never seek to enquire, the telephone-Miss cut me off in the middle and switched my conversation on to herself. So she heard me reading poetry. This enraged her, and she thought that I was reading it to her, as indeed I was, though not by choice. So angry was she that, instead of asking me what I was saying, she said, What are you doing? What are you doing? It is one thing to say something that one shouldnt, such as poetry to a young woman, but it is much more serious to do something one shouldnt, and she was speaking in the voice of one about to call the police; whereas I could only think of asking her what she was doing. And eventually, whatever it was, she undid it, and put me on once more to Cadogan Square. The poem was published next day in the Daily Express. I hope my reader wont think, like that telephone clerk, that I have been offering him or her too much poetry in this chapter. I had better close it, in case.


CHAPTER XXV

CAPABLANCA AND KIPLING

I AM AFRAID THAT THIS CHAPTER MAY BE NO BETTER THAN THE LAST, for, referring to dates of old poems, I find that I did one of my best that December, and three more the following February. These poems were called Art and Life, The Hunter Dreams In His Club, Snow On The East Wind, and The Watchers. Of The Watchers a critic said a curious thing, when Messrs. Putnam published it that year (1929) in a book that I called Fifty Poems. He said that it was very like Mr. De la Mares Listeners. That is a serious accusation, but I do not mention it now, for the first time, in order to make any defence; but to show how irresponsibly it is possible for a book to be reviewed. The best line of defence, if one were making one, might be to say that one had never read The Listeners, and the worst admission would be to state that one knew it by heart, but the second of these is true. What was wrong with the criticism was that the critic could have read no further than the title, which is remarkably like that of The Listeners. What I am contending here is that a critic should read further than that. De La Mares poem is a most strange and visionary thing; indeed it is a very beautiful description of a vision, in which one may look for the meaning and perhaps even find it, but, found or not, it is a very beautiful poem. Mine was merely a meaning, a simple discussion between two spirits that chanced to look at our world, as to which race was likely to dominate it; apparently the mammoth, but there is something a little gross about him in spite of his strength, so, to avoid making any mistake, one says to the other, Come again in a million years.



Through the vault where the stars are sprinkled 

Ages passed from the world away.

All of that time Orion twinkled.

Nothing changed in the Milky Way.



And they come again, and this time they see Man.



Again they stood where the world was rolling, 

Again they looked, and saw this time Man, 

Heard the roar of his engines coaling, 

Scanned his cities to guess his plan; 

Peered through clouds that his smoke turned sour, 

Even pried on his hopes and fears.

Yes, they said, he has surely power.

But, come again in a million years.



Art and Life tells of things that flash by with the years and that an artist tries to catch with brush or pen if he has the time, such as:



The huge red sun of November 

Threatening snow, 

Dark woods that seem to remember 

Ages ago.



And 

All shapes of rocks and of trees 

That a rune has enchanted, 

All sounds that sigh upon seas 

Or lands that are haunted.



And a few other things.

The Hunter Dreams In His Club almost explains itself.

One more poem I will quote, for the sake of the closeness of the translation of meteorology into poetry. An East wind had blown bitterly for three days, and we read of deep snow in the Caucasus and of wolves coming down from the mountains; and on 15th February, after the third night of storm, there was a dead calm and the fields all shining with snow. This was my translation of that event into verse:



A black horse came to visit us, 

His hooves on the hills drumming 

All way from the Caucasus, 

And was three days coming.



On his back was a lady light, 

And cruelly did she ride him.

He dropped dead at our doors by night 

As she softly stepped from astride him.



I got over seventy woodcock this season, so perhaps that wind helped. And I had some shooting with neighbours in Meath, besides what my own woods supplied, and a shooting-party at Dromana in Co. Waterford with Mr and Mrs. Villiers Stuart, where we shot woodcock in a forest that had been on those hills for ever. I also had occasional days with the Meath. Here is a day from my hunting diary, after the Hunt Ball, which had been at our house. A great hunt. Found at once in the Railway wood. He left immediately for Warrenstown, turned right, up the hill of Glane, straight through it, down the other side, over the black boggy ditch that we crossed after the Hunt Ball two years ago and, taking the same line as then, went up the hill to Tullaghmedan. Fell at a fence among loose strands of iron wire somewhere the other side of Tullaghmedan. Came to the difficult fences of two years ago; went left-handed this time instead of right-handed to avoid the lane which I thought I remembered as leading nowhere useful. Got round a house by much jumping, built on a mearing fence and seeming to have no approach whatever from this side. Passed Culmullen where he did not stay for an instant, fording the Derrypatrick river. Cantered very slow here, my horse not being up to my weight and blown by the fall, yet did not lose the hunt and having left a great many behind me, probably at the wire fence. Came into country that I did not know, always going South. Then somewhere near Kilmore cross-roads, along the Moynalvey river, we ran out of scent. He had gone right past Baltrasna covert, had pointed for Summerhill, and then for Pratts, but we lost him. Got on to the road and jogged to Dorans forge, hounds going on to draw Gal trim. From Dorans forge I rode home with the General, Captain and Mrs. Barrett and Jock Wilkinson. The horse carried me well though he came down again at the last fence. As fine a hunt as one could wish from the door of a ball-room.

In the spring we went to Kent, and there one stormy night, listening to the wind in a chimney that I had known all my life, but thinking more of the future than of the past, I gave expression to certain ominous feelings which have been so well justified that I lately added a verse. I print the whole poem here:





The Voice In The Chimney 

Theres a wind in a chimney of old, 

In the house where I lived as a child, 

That is telling me tales as it told 

Long since when the weather was wild.



It is telling the same tales now, 

Of leaves to their wandering hurled, 

Of the startled birds on the bough 

And of what will come to the world.



And just as I wondered in vain 

At the tales that it roared to me then, 

So now, when it mutters again, 

I guess not its warning to men.

1940

But if not interpreted quite 

Were the warnings it hinted of old 

Theres a noise in the chimney to-night 

Whose intent is too easily told.



Early that same spring Capablanca, perhaps the greatest chessplayer the world has ever known, and at that time Champion of the World, came to London and gave a display at Selfridges. He played simultaneous chess against three representatives from each of the seven counties that are nearest to London, which means roughly the seven strongest counties in England, and Mr. Selfridge offered a prize to whatever county did best against him. I was asked to be one of the players from Kent. We sat at a row of tables in a long room with a large crowd leaning over us, and Senor Capablanca walked along the row. I was rather anxious that it should not be thought that I had been chosen to play merely because I was president of the Kent Chess Association, and the only way of showing that was to hold out for at least half an hour. I have mentioned earlier my ignorance of the openings, and Capablanca, who of course had first move on every board, chose the opening that probably corresponds with whatever is the most complicated theory in any science, that is to say the Ruy Lopez. I made for my fourth move one that should have come later, not realizing how much it mattered. Of this simple blunder Capablanca naturally took immediate advantage, and I looked very unlikely to hold out for half an hour. But then I began to play, and by sacrificing a pawn got out of the muddle into which I had strayed, though playing with a pawn down against Capablanca did not seem a very hopeful proposition. Curiously enough my blunder saved me, for in the complications of an ordinary Ruy Lopez as played by Capablanca I should no doubt have been easily beaten; but the clock went on and I was still playing, and at last I got the pawn back, and at the end of four hours when play ended, I had an obvious draw, and Capablanca conceded rather reluctantly a draw to my neighbour on my left, so that Kent had scored one point against him, a draw being half; and a player from Hertfordshire had won his game, and, these two counties being equal, the man who had won and we two who had drawn were all given a prize by Selfridges. For Capablanca had beaten all the rest. As the prize was handed to me the representative of the firm who gave it said And if there is anything you would prefer, do let us know. The prize was wrapped up in a box, and I said I was sure that there would not be anything that I should prefer to it. But when I got home and opened the box, I found that the prize was a cocktail-shaker; a very handsome one, but still to a chessplayer as useless as reindeer-harness to anyone in a Southern country. So in spite of what I had said, I wrote asking if, with the exception that I have mentioned, I could be given anything else, and I was kindly given, duly inscribed, the largest and most useful thermos flask that I have ever had, and after nearly fifteen years it is as good as ever. My game with Capablanca was recorded in The Times, in the Chess Column, that year.

At the end of June I wrote two tales, both of which I have broadcast, called How the Tinker Came to Skavangur and A Charm Against Thirst. The first of these I broadcast that year, when the B.B.C. were still housed at Savoy Hill; the other I have broadcast twice and it has been often printed: it is a Jorkens story, and tells how a man who has bought a charm against thirst from a witch is dying of thirst in a part of the Sahara that I know well, and where the story is quite possible; and the charm holds out against thirst, and he is drowned by a sudden torrent from one of Saharas mountains. And then one day in July my eyes felt sore and, looking in the glass, I noticed that the whites of them had turned red. So I sent for a doctor, and first of all he asked me what I had been eating for dinner the day before. This I was able to answer by handing him a menu, on which everything I had eaten was written in gold, for I had been to a regimental dinner of the Inniskilling Fusiliers. But the doctor was on the wrong tack and, with a better shot, soon diagnosed German measles. For one day I felt pretty ill, and then for a fortnight came isolation that was all the harder to bear from the fact that the Kiplings had been coming to stay with us and we had to tell them to keep away. And then, with nothing else to do, I wrote a short story, as tales of ten thousand words are called, though to me so many words seemed to make a very long story. It was called Our Distant Cousins, and was on a theme that I had had in my head some while, which was a tale of the planet Mars, where they had some very fine chicken-runs; but, though Man was, as everyone has supposed, ahead of our branch of the human race, there was another race that had got still further ahead, and that kept Man as we keep chickens, and ate him when hungry. The Saturday Evening Post printed this story, and it also appeared in England in Harpers Bazaar. This is the tale that I have already mentioned, which raised the question of how to get to Mars.

Later we went to see the Kiplings in their lovely house in Sussex, as we did for many summers. I believe that the house belongs to the nation now, so that in describing it I tell my reader something of his own property. One went by a lane down a steep hill and came to a gate in a garden-wall, where one rang the bell and was shown along a pathway to the hall-door, sometimes by Mr and Mrs. Kipling. To ones right was the garden and to the left were very smooth lawns with a pond in the middle, and beyond the pond the largest poplar I know. Beyond the garden a stream ran under a wall of old red brick, told of in Kiplings own stories. And a sort of aerial hedge ran down one side of the garden, a row of limes that all met and were neatly clipped, a hedge that you could walk underneath. The paths of the garden were mainly made of old grindstones. I owe these paths to Cobden, said Kipling, and explained that it was Cobden that ruined the English mills, and so he came by those grindstones. All this was down at the bottom of the valley, and Kipling had bought most of the land on the little circle of slopes that surround Batemans, so that it remains as secluded as when he first knew it. In the house there was not a great number of ornaments, but all that there were were lovely and interesting. The dining-room is upholstered with very fine old Spanish leather, and there is another very pleasant room on that floor, in which was kept among other things the necklace of the magician in Just So Stories, which had been collected for Kipling by Sir Percy Bates, a friend of us both. Upstairs is the library, in which I think Kipling mostly worked, and on the stairs are the original illustrations in plasticine that his father did for Kim. In a glass case on that stair-case too was a genuine antique that would be a great prize in any shop that sells such things if it ever should get there. It is a cocoanut cut so as to make a drinking-mug, and on it is carved:



Out of this cup for twenty year 

I arrack drank instead of beer.



For every reason it is unnecessary to explain that it is the drinking-mug of a sailor wrecked out East and cast away for quite a long time, and one of the reasons is that Kipling carved it himself, or else his father; I forget which. On the wall of the library hangs a framed cartoon, a jibe at Kipling, who had offended the Liberal party somewhere back about 1912 by an unwelcome suggestion that there might be a war and that it would come with aeroplanes. The cartoon showed the sky full of planes, and Kipling running away out of England. He told me he had written to the cartoonist after that war had come, asking him to name his price for the original, but his efforts had been disappointed and he had only been able to frame the print of it. His sons sword lay in that room.

I said that I would describe this house, but, beautiful as it was, it was only the setting for Mr and Mrs. Kipling, and it must be all altered now, however reverently the attempt be made to preserve the memory of the bright spirit that so illuminated it. Even when last we went there, in 1936, and Mrs. Kipling showed us all Kiplings manuscripts, before they were sent to the Universities to which he had bequeathed them, it was not quite the same. Now Mrs. Kipling is gone too.

There is not very much I can say of Kipling that the world does not know, for he was so like his work, and his letters were identical with it. That is to say he was full of mirth, so lightly repressed and so near the surface, that it was ready to break out at any moment, and a zest that one can only call boyish, and a deep sympathy which made him probably the kindest man that I ever knew. He was of course very sensitive, or he could not have felt the emotions out of which his work is made, let alone have expressed them. One day at Batemans he said to me, You know, people say I am black. Baldwin is my first cousin: if I am black he is black too. I wonder how English people like being governed by a black man. He evidently felt those jealousies that are the shadows which gather round genius, and, for all I know, around all success.

Sometimes he came to see us in Kent, but he and Mrs. Kipling never came to stay after my unfortunate German measles, because her health soon became an anxiety to Kipling and I do not think they often left Batemans for a night except to go to the South of France. But it is in Batemans that it is more appropriate to describe him, in his own natural surroundings, in the Sussex he loved so much. His love of dogs is well known, and he lived with his Aberdeen terriers much as the world might expect. His love of children is well known too, and at Batemans he planted a mulberry tree so that children could some day dance round it. His letters were, as I have said, so like himself that they can throw no new light on him, yet I print one of them here by the kind permission of Mrs. Bambridge.



Batemans, 

Burwash, 

Sussex.



Nov. 21, 1931.



Dear Dunsany, My wife is suffering from a crippled hand or she would have written herself to thank you for the snipe. They are getting more and more rare in these parts: so our gratitude is the greater. (And there is company for lunch to-morrow.) So all things work for good.  

Talking of game, weve just had a stroke of great luck. A family of white owls which had the overlordship of the place since the beginning, seemed to disappear for some years  we thought because a tenant blocked a little window into an attic. Now we find they are established most comfily in an old pigeon cote in the old mills with a family of all sizes and are carrying on trade (vide castings) in the mice and rat line. That ought to mean good fortune.

Our best wishes to you both and to the boy.



Most sincerely, 

Rudyard Kipling.



That warm sympathy of which I have spoken flowed from him beyond his friends and he took a deep interest in my son in India, although he had never met him, but he knew much of his life in India from his letters, which I often showed to Kipling and which he read with delight.

When the news came at the beginning of 1936 that Kipling was dangerously ill the shock of the news immediately inspired a poem, and I almost began to write it, but I would not do so while he was yet alive, even though I should miss the inspiration by waiting. Very soon he died, and the idea of the poem was still in my mind and I wrote it at once and it was printed in The Times. This was the poem.





To Rudyard Kipling 

What the worlds lost I leave the world to say.

But I lament the falling of long sleep 

On those blue eyes where mirth seemed couched to leap; 

That watched so many customs, from Cathay 

Right round to Sussex, and knew well the way 

Of many workmen, whether tending sheep 

Or great ships engines far out on the deep; 

And looked with love on all mens work and play.



A heavenly tavern with a sanded floor, 

White sand of Muysenberg, I wish for you, 

And heroes of all ages quaffing ale 

Of heather honey; then the earthward door 

Opens upon their talk and you come through, 

And hushed at once is some immortal tale.


CHAPTER XXVI

IN THE HIGHLANDS

AMONG THE TALES THAT I WROTE THAT JULY WAS ONE CALLED THE USE of Man, which concerned a question often asked in hunting countries by those who would exterminate their race, What is the use of badgers? I thought it only fair that, if the badgers survival must depend on a use being found for the badger which would be understood by men, the question should be asked of man and the answer expressed in terms of the badger. My tale was concerned with this very reasonable suggestion; and later when I was asked for some plays for the B.B.C., I decided, instead of waiting for an idea to come, which had been my invariable custom with plays and with all other forms of art, I would, as it were, dig in my own garden, and turn up one or two old ideas that I might find lying there. I therefore dramatised this story, which I had called The Use of Man, and, under the same title, it has often been performed on the wireless. It tells how a master of hounds, adroit at getting on with farmers and others, is confronted before a jury of the spirits of animals with the very difficult question, What is the use of man?

I wrote a few more poems in August, and that year my gamekeeper, James Toomey, succeeded in luring a flight of ducks to a pond. He had been at it for some time, but now his efforts were so successful that in two flights in that month of August I shot thirty, and in later years the flight was even better. I went to see Gogarty in the house that he had built on an island in a Galway lake, perhaps influenced by Yeatss nine bean rows, and then we went to Arden for grouse-shooting, and from there I went on to Kildalton, where I shot two stags, one of them a royal, besides black game, grouse and others of the many things that may be shot at that lovely place. Thence I went on to Inverary, where in the park under the Highland hills I saw the finest trees I have ever seen, in a wood that their gigantic trunks made appear almost unearthly. It was a small party, consisting only of the Duke of Argyll, our host, and Lady Elspeth Campbell, his sister, and Ewen Cameron, an old friend that I had not seen for some years. He and the duke in the evening talked of many tales of the Highlands, with which they perhaps thought I could not fully sympathise. And then they talked of old wines, which was still a subject of which they both knew more than I, until I said to the duke while they were discussing port: I know what wine would taste best to you. And, when he asked what, I said, Any wine drunk out of the skull of a Cameron.

I do not remember if he attempted any disclaimer, but after that they both regarded me as being as much of a connoisseur as themselves. But however much interested these two were in the history and legends of the Highlands, Lady Elspeth was a perpetual store of them, and I doubt if much was ever written about the Highlands, and I am sure nothing was sung of them, which she did not know. The Armada had come round that way, and she showed me a gun in the garden, designed I think by Benvenuto Cellini, which had been dredged up at Tobermoray. It was a beautiful gun, of the days when mens work kept pace with their leisure, and so they were able to beautify all that they made. To-day our work is so far ahead of our leisure that we must make things only for their immediate purpose, and not bless any of them with any beauty other than what must come from all such of our work as is honest, shining, however grimly, from its sheer honesty and its perfect adaptability to its purpose. Man has something to say, and feels certain emotions, which in those days he stamped on everything lying around him: now he is in so much of a hurry that he openly doubts that there is as much time as there used to be. Does the last remark sound insane? That is the trouble. There is a certain amount of madness in the theory. And the signs of it seem to increase. In this desperate company of machines that we have been keeping lately we are living beyond our means, and the powers of flesh and blood are being greatly strained by the petrol and steam and steel of our terrible companions. This calm old gun, if I remember right, was made for a Duke of Pavia, and passed on by an old arrangement of lease-lend from him to the King of Spain for that splendid dream which, just before they fall, has come so often to tyrants, the conquest of the British Isles. Calm as a patient whom the fever has left, the old gun lay on the lawn at Inverary. Another thing that Lady Elspeth showed me there was a portrait of a beautiful duchess of Argyll of the 18th century, and she asked me, as all are asked who are shown that picture, what the great compliment was that the artist had paid to the duchess, and I think she said that only one man had ever guessed it. I got it, but I will not say what it was in order to spoil this very amusing puzzle. One day I was taken out stalking by Mr. Angus Campbell, who brought me up to a stag, which I got on those lovely hills and I have the head still.

Only last year Lady Elspeth died, and in times like these, when one cannot even send a wreath, the only tribute I could offer was verse, and I append the lines here.



The olden Highland lays, 

Legends forgotten long 

By men of modern days, 

Sang in one heart their song; 



Sang as the blackbirds sing 

Till planets come in sight 

Through some long evening.

In that heart shone the light 



Of burns that dance through glens, 

And noon on miles of heather, 

And dawn upon grey bens, 

And winters splendid weather.



And echoes lingered there 

Of roaring stags. Where will 

Those songs and echoes fare 

Now that that heart is still?


CHAPTER XXVII

IN JUNGLES AND PALACES

THAT AUTUMN IN LONDON I WROTE SEVERAL STORIES, THREE OF THEM about the East, which is the direction that my thoughts so often seem to take that it needs no explanation; but the explanation may have been that the lure of the East, and a wish to see our son, was about to take us to India, and my thoughts had already gone on ahead of our journey, an idea that is best expressed by Robert Bridges where he says of a ship: I there before thee, in the country that well thou knowest, Already arrived am inhaling the odorous air.

But one of those tales, that told of islands which we were to pass on the way, I deliberately left unfinished in order to complete it with what of all my ingredients I have most rarely used, local colour. Indeed I do not remember having ever used it before, for local colour I take to be something directly taken from the fields and the hills; whereas what I have always worked with has been such scenes as Earth has to show us, only after they have sunk down through my memory, perhaps as far as oblivion, and there simmered until they have exhaled what we call imagination. But now I used those scenes raw for a part of my story, as Benvenuto Cellini used a large untouched pearl for part of the body of a mermaid, which I saw in Mr. Wideners house in Philadelphia. For the wilds were calling to me again, and we started off in November. Of course we were not going only to the wilds; indeed India struck me later as something of a blend between the wild lands that I knew in Africa and, say, the Ritz. But it was the wilds that most attracted me, as they have always done periodically. Do we not all come, in a slightly varying number of generations, from the wilds? And perhaps there is in the blood of all of us a longing to return at times to them, like the craving that drives every stag in Scotland once a year to the sea; and it may be, and I hope I do not shock my reader by the suggestion, but it may be that the scheme that clothed the plains with forests and the mountains with snow is after all a better scheme than the one that we very clever people have invented whereby we have clothed so much of the world with pavement. Be that as it may, I who have trod a good many miles of pavement, hear at times the call of the lands that have not even roads, and I was hearing it now, in fact I expressed that feeling in a short poem that I wrote and which was published in an American paper, but I forget the date. This was the poem:

The Call Sudden again That curious heavy whiff in a London square, Camels or strange tobacco, and out of the rain My heart has travelled eastwards to glittering air That floods up mightily over a golden plain To waken cities that I would visit again.

An American writer commenting on this poem asked, How far did Lord Dunsany travel? I travelled a long way, for it was a real feeling, as all that one puts into verse should be.

My friend Major Douglas Straight, an old member of the Beefsteak Club, had most kindly given me letters of introduction to the Nawab of Rampur and the Maharajah of Benares, and Lady Jersey had recommended us to her old friend the late Begum of Bhopal, a great ruler in India, and, when in England, a diplomat who appeared more skilful than those that are indigenous to our isles. We sailed in the Mooltan, and had a curious experience soon after we had entered the Indian Ocean, for one day outside my porthole we heard African voices, and looking out I saw a small sailing-ship, and Arabs or Somalis standing up and shouting and waving their shirts, which they continued to do until we stopped and for some while after. They said they were mariners in distress and in need of water and food; our captain said very little, but even if he had said all he thought I could not have printed any of it here. The mildest word would probably have been Piracy. But as there was no way of quite proving they were not what they said, he gave them all they wanted, and a few of them took it away in an ocean-going canoe that they launched from their ship, and we all noticed that they were in no hurry to drink the water that they were given. At the end of the voyage, when I was asked to thank the captain on behalf of us all, I said we had all we could possibly want, and suggested that intending travellers should be told that, if any of them should ever need more than that, all they had to do was to stand up in their seats and shout and wave their shirts for half an hour, and the captain would stop the ship and give them whatever they asked for. As usually happens in ships on long voyages we had a chess-tournament, and I won a small silver cup. One of the players was General Wardrop, going out to take up the command of the artillery in India, a good chess-player with whom I had many games. And much later, on a longer journey, I met his niece Miss Rosalie Wardrop, then a driver in the M.T.C., and we had many games of chess, for chess runs much in families. Whether or not, in the ideal State, such families should be isolated it is for the inventors of utopias to say, the art of chess being very closely allied with the art that overturns cities. We arrived in Bombay and I had my first glimpse of India as we drove through the forest that comes to the edge of the town and saw villages by the roadside under the trees, built and inhabitated by men whose scheme of life was clearly not so unlike that of the forest as to harm it in any way. A sheet of corrugated iron is unmistakably the product of a factory, and a factory, however excellent, is of quite a different scheme to that of a forest, and so the two of them must always jar on each other. But there was no such incongruity here; the houses had come from the forest and not from the factory, and the people who lived in them had only one scheme to bother about, if it was anything to bother about at all. We have always two schemes to worry about, and to adjust as well as we can; and, being so unlike to each other, their clashes amidst our philosophy may be sometimes upsetting to it. For instance we wonder if it will be a hard winter this year, and what is the price of petrol, and the two thoughts do not easily fit together. If a man is wearing one black boot and one brown boot we notice it at once; but there are greater incongruities than this in our daily lives. As we drove back I remember seeing a fakir walking past a hoarding with all his worldly possessions, which were a piece of cloth that half covered him, a brass bowl and a long stick. Meanwhile the hoarding proclaimed You MUST Have Mouthwasho. One wondered, for as long as this contented man was in sight, whether it was really so necessary to have Mouthwasho, or whether a mere mouth-wash might not do as well.

Then we took the train and went on to Bhopal, and saw by full moonlight the spires and pinnacles of the Western Ghauts before we went to sleep. At Bhopal we were entertained in the Guest House, and in the afternoon went to call on the old Begum, who had handed over the affairs of the State to her son. She was dressed with extreme simplicity: perhaps she felt that no finery she could wear could compare with the good roads stretching far away from the capital, and all the obvious signs of a well-governed state, so much of the prosperity of which was due to her.

One day Colonel Ikbal Mahomed Khan, one of the Nawabs A.D.C.s, took me to look for game in the jungle, and, though I shot nothing then, I greatly enjoyed my first day in the Indian jungle. The Nawab is one of the best polo-players in India, that is to say in the world: he also told me a good deal about shooting tigers, when we dined with him and the Begum at the palace. I was anxious to get a tiger, and his Highness gave me every opportunity next day, when Colonel Ikbal Mahomed Khan took me to the jungle again, coming to the edge of it before dawn, when the tigers and sambhur go back from the open land to the forest, but it was not the best time of year and we did not see a tiger. We went some distance into the jungle by car and afterwards I went on in a bullock-cart, which is one of the best means of approaching game. I remember the vast peepul trees soaring up like the buttresses of a cathedral, and any especially venerable tree usually had one or two little bits of paper hanging from it, with writing upon the paper to say perhaps that the tree was sacred, or for all I know they may have been some form of prayer, similar to the bits of rags that were to be found on some Irish thorn-trees before Christianity came, and that are to be found there still. Sometimes we would come to a village all among the trees, and would go on into the mystery and the hush of the vast jungle again. I shot a nilghai there and a very fine sambhur. The sambhur is to our red-deer somewhat as the mammoth is to the elephant, and is one of the great prizes of the jungle.

So beautiful were the evenings there that I almost thought that raw truth in Bhopal might be material for art as malleable, as workable, as fiction. But it is not so; sheer truth, local colour, or whatever you call it, is to fiction for the purpose of the artist, very much what bright frozen snow is to thawing snow for the purpose of making a snowball. But this book is not a work of art; it is only the words of an artist talking about himself and, I hope, of sufficient things seen by him on the wanderings of his fancies and of his feet, for him to be forgiven for it. So this bit of raw description of the lake of Bhopal, without story or moral, may find its place here. This is what I wrote in the evening on 8th December, 1929.





BHOPAL

Too placid for water the lake looked like a calm unflashing jewel, some semi-precious stone set in a band of gold. Its length ran East and West. At one end the sun was setting in an arch of scarlet and orange, at the other end the city of Bhopal seemed looking dreamily at the beauty of its domes and its small spires, flashing white in the water. A hill beside the sunset appeared to be quite transparent, so much of the orange glow there was between us and it. It was at that end that the band of gold seemed to be holding the jewel. The sun set and the hill turned blue. At once a fire that some brick-makers had lit, far down below the terrace on which I sat, became clearly visible, decked with a sudden beauty; and a mystery touched the smoke, drifting away slowly. Some diving bird now rose and left the water, he and his clear reflection going dark to an island. Singing came up to us from men that we could not see, among trees that were distant beneath us. Birds like swifts flew by below, but turned their wings upwards at the end of each burst of speed, and dallied awhile in the air, as swifts never do. From a long way down the voices of frogs came up to us faintly. More clearly a bird in the dimness called with notes like the voice of our thrush. The orange glow of the sunset faded away, darkness increased, and lights began to come out in the Palace a mile away over the water. The Oxford graduate that accompanied me asked me if I would excuse him for a little, while he said his prayers. All the while the real Bhopal gazed on at its beautiful image. Now a lilac glow began to appear above the bed of the sun, increasing in size and colour, till a great arch of it stood in the West, of the hue of the very darkest kind of lilac, supported on shafts of light. A temple bell tolled slowly and ceased. A pale blue tint began to steal over white marble. A star had long been shining. One more day was gone. Another night had come up from the halls of wonder.

* * * * *

One night we dined with Sir Oswald Bosanquet, the resident in Bhopal, and his niece, in his house looking out over the lake: an Indian poet and an Indian musician were his other guests. The musician had brought his drummer with him, and he played to us Indian music on strange instruments after dinner, while his drummer softly beat the accompaniment, sitting upon the floor. At first the musician sat on a chair or a sofa like us, but after a while the music seemed to carry him away from these western devices and he sat on the floor by his drummer.

From Bhopal we went on towards Delhi, stopping at Agra on the way. If the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals were to move their offices from London and set them up in India they would have far more work than they could ever find here. I should like to see them beginning with the men who amuse tourists every morning with cruelties to small birds. They may probably be met with there outside any hotel.

Sport and art have called to me about equally in my life, and in Agra both calls were clear, for we saw the Taj Mahal by moonlight, and an old shikari and I met in the street and we arranged for him to take me out after blackbuck. Of the blackbuck I can tell in prose, but this seems hardly sufficient for the Taj Mahal, and so I append here two short impressions of it that I wrote in verse, the first of them at Sikandra on 14th December, looking from Akbars tomb to the Taj Mahal standing up on the horizon in the evening.





From Dream to Dream 

Out of an Emperors sorrow (for all things done by man 

Dwelt once with dreams and fancies) the Taj Mahal began, 

And all the gazing thousands pass heedless of the woe 

Of Shah Jehan the Emperor, three hundred years ago.



But seen on azure evenings from over Akbars tomb, 

Pale pink on the horizon, across the gathering gloom; 

One side a floating shadow, the other side a gleam; 

The Taj Mahal at twilight goes home again to dream.



I may explain that the last word of this poem is meant to be a noun and not a verb, which I fear may not be as perfectly clear as everything in a poem ought to be. The other I wrote in Delhi three days later.



Agra

The rosy walls, unguarded, but strong as of old, 

Which sheltered dynasties now dust on the air; 

The Indian sunsets, lilac and green and gold; 

And the little skirl of a pipe from one knows not where; 



These things may fade from me if not written soon.

But the sudden gleam in a cloudy night on the dome 

Of the Taj Mahal beneath a ray of the moon, 

Like a pearl held up for a moment clear of its home 



By a dying diver, to sink again in the deep; 

And the mosque unseen coming suddenly into sight, 

And smiling once and going back to its sleep; 

These must remain with me while my eyes have light.



The fort of Agra and the Jasmine Tower are told of in other books; sufficient to say here that it is the kind of place that Hitler would like to bomb. We saw also Fattepur Sikri, the red-sandstone city of Akbar, now housing only leopards.

The wild and the tame live closer together in India than in any other country I know, and the day that I went out with the shikari I found a stalk more likely to be interrupted by men than it ever is either in Scotland or Africa. I knew that in some parts of India peacocks were sacred, though I did not know in which, but by the first peacock I met I saw that they must be sacred there, for he had such an entirely assured air, and I did not shoot. I got two blackbuck that day, with fairly good horns, and came back well contented.

Travelling from Agra I met once more the hospitality of Sir George and Lady Schuster, for he had left the finances of the Soudan to somebody else and was now attending to those of India. They lived in one of the houses that had been built, surrounded by gardens, in New Delhi for the members of the Viceroys Council, houses whose splendours only shadow was the habit of the wife of one of these high officers to hang out her washing on the front lawn. There Lady Schuster kindly allowed us to stay for a couple of days on our way through Delhi, although she and Sir George were at that time away. To tell of Delhi I had better employ a historian, and do it in a separate volume, and a jeweller who might tell of the Chunder Chok in another volume. One important difference between the Chunder Chok and Bond Street is that in the former you may meet with a cow lying across the pavement, and since the cows know they are sacred, you have to walk round. Another difference is that Delhi has fallen six times, and Bond Street only once. But that is in old Delhi, in New Delhi I got the impression of two great architects prowling round a hill by night, each trying to grab it, which shows how wrongly informed a traveller may be. Yet both the Parliament House and the Viceroys House are designed to stand on a hill, and there is only one hill there: the Parliament House has it, and yet the road to the Viceroys House rises up with a great sweep as it comes to the gates; but a valley had to be dug for it, out of which it could rise. All through New Delhi runs an artificial river, no doubt multiplying the beauty of the great buildings, but I suppose there is no light without shadow anywhere in the world and no advantage without its attendant disadvantage, and that stagnant river should be the perfect home of which the mosquito sings.

We saw that superb mosque, the Jumma Musjid, and the Earthly Paradise in the palace inside the fort, with its little marble canals along which goldfish used to swim past the throne, wearing little jewelled collars. And they had faith in their earthly paradise, for there is carved on one of the walls in Persian If there be a paradise on earth, it is this, it is this, it is this.


CHAPTER XXVIII

DISCRETIONS AND INDISCRETIONS

FROM DELHI WE WENT TO RAMPUR, TO STAY AT THE PALACE WITH THE

Nawab, a mile or so outside the capital of the State. My friendships had hitherto been all west of Suez, and the hospitality and the delightful conversation of his late Highness the Nawab of Rampur were an experience that must have seemed as unlikely as being entertained by Haroun el Raschid and listening to Sheharazade. But some of the best stories that I have ever heard were not told to me at once, nor to everybody; the Nawab naturally wanted to know what kind of guest he had got, and the method adopted to find out was, I was afterwards told, tried with every guest at Rampur. Whether this was so or not I cannot say, but the method I can describe, for I remember it very clearly. A new guest was asked to sit beside the Nawab in front of the fireplace and, while the rest of the party sat more or less in a semi-circle, his host asked him questions. The Nawab, being a ruler, was most interested in the details of government: with the laws already passed at Westminster he was familiar, and he knew a good deal about our politics, but what he wished to know was what the cabinet planned to do next, and a great many searching questions he asked me upon this subject on my first night in Rampur. For a few moments I attempted such answers as a superficial view of the situation might suggest: I said that I did not know; that cabinet ministers were sworn to secrecy, and that none of them had given me even a hint. That may appear to have been an easy line to take. But it was not so, and these remarks of mine having been brushed aside as mere preliminary verbiage, the Nawab probed deeper and prepared with a keen enjoyment to be told the intentions of the Government. Why does So-and-So not marry? he asked me. Why does his father not command him to do so? I command my sons, and they marry. Do I not?

And, receiving no contradiction upon this point, he turned back to me to hear what he wished to know. My answer was unsatisfactory, and he helped me out with a suggestion. Does he not like women?

Oh, yes, I said.

A happy smile came over his Highnesss face. Ah, he said. Tell me something about that.

Well, I said, he does to a certain extent. And then on the other hand... What I really mean is, he doesnt like them too much, or on the other hand too little. But just right.

No doubt I should have found even more to say, while the whole large house-party sat round in dead silence, but the smile of anticipation had faded out of his Highnesss face and he said: You are very discreet. Later I was able to make some slight amends for this outburst of discretion by getting a cabinet minister for him to talk to direct, for the Secretary of State for India, Lord Peel, who was my wifes first cousin, was at that time in India, and we asked the Nawab if he would like us to ask him to come, and we sent him a wire, and he came and stayed at Rampur; but the Nawab was shrewd enough to know that you get no secrets of interest out of a cabinet minister; what he wanted was irresponsible gossip, and in this I had failed him, and his generous old heart never grudged it me. Only once during all the long time I stayed at Rampur did I ever ask him for anything; all the rest of my wishes had been found out before I could have openly stated them. That one request I made later, and I will tell of it in its turn. Sometimes I tried to thank him for his great hospitality, but he met my thanks with a simple text from the Koran, which was: Three things I love, fasting in the hot weather, fighting with the sword, and entertaining my friends.

How unjust and ungenerous my discretion appears, looking back on it, when I remember the tales with which he delighted me, so few of which were discreet enough for me to set down here. But one or two are along the borderline of discretion and may perhaps now be told again: one told of an Indian State, I never quite knew which, and its Ruler and an English Resident. It should perhaps be borne in mind that an Indian State in those days, whatever it may be now, was ruled by an autocrat with the British Government over him, much as Heaven was over the Czar, duly recognized but scarcely ever interfering internally. Now, this prince was living a bad life, though the Nawab gave me no details, and the Resident was watching him and waiting his opportunity, and the prince knew he was waiting, and the Resident was well aware that the prince knew that much. With things just like this the young Prince walked one day into the Residents house and said to him: I have done a foolish thing. Really a very foolish thing indeed. I have killed a man. I killed him in cold blood. And I come to you, my enemy, as to a gentleman, to ask you to save me.

And then came the touch which, apart from the fact that I should never have doubted the Nawabs word, showed me that the story was literally true. Then, said the Nawab, the Englishman ran up and down the room abusing this prince for half an hour.

It may be said that no Englishman ever runs indoors, but that is mere fact, and truth is deeper; and the truth was that the walking up and down of an athletic Englishman, when considerably agitated, appeared to any resident in the tropics as nothing short of running. It is the little vivid truth that to me does so much to make the picture.

In that half-hour the Resident reminded the Prince of all his responsibilities, and very thoroughly reproached him with all his failures. And at the end of the half-hour the Prince had said: Yes, but what will you do for me?

O well, said the Resident, you wont hear any more about it.

There may be those who will say that that Prince of far away and long ago should have been brought to trial; and if they are right this tale is on the wrong side of the borderline of discretion. But all that could have been said at the trial was said in that half-hour while the Englishman was striding up and down, and no punishment could have curbed those youthful violent ways as that Resident must have been able to control them ever after the half-hour in which he had furiously poured out his heart, and then not failed the man who had trusted him.

On the day when I was being so closely examined on English politics the fancy may have come to me for a moment, when being asked some question which had been long ago settled by the Declaration of Rights, that the Nawab was no very serious politician; but I very soon saw how erroneous that fancy was, as my reader may best understand if he imagines himself being closely questioned by the ghosts of Henry VIII and Queen Elizabeth: for a moment his attention would be misdirected by superficialities, such as that the two ghosts were out-of-date and their opinions pre-Gladstonian, but he would soon be very hard put to it to keep pace with the intellects of these able rulers.

Another story that the Nawab told me was of a prince in modern times who had got himself into trouble with the Raj, and it was from this tale that I got my first glimpse of his Highnesss great loyalty to his friends. All the other Indian rulers were anxious to get this Maharajah out of his difficulties, but they had not been anxious enough, to escape my hosts reproaches, who having thought of a perfectly effective way in which to save his friend, was shocked to find that the Princes of India would not co-operate with him. It would have been very simple, and the least that men should do for a friend who might need their help. He explained to me what it was: the Indian princes should have put on all their jewellery, and sat in the dust together outside the Viceroys door, and refused to eat or drink till their friend had been pardoned.


CHAPTER XXIX

MY FIRST REQUEST

ANOTHER REMARKABLE CHARACTER IN THE STATE OF RAMPUR WAS THE Chief Minister, Sahebzada Sir Abdussamad Khan, to give him a name that I barely remember, for we all called him Macduff. When young he had run away with an earlier Nawabs daughter and had been banished from Rampur for a year, after which he had returned and had run the State ever since. Imagine six foot three inches of tact, and wisdom enough to be relied on by the autocrat whom he served and by all the English guests that came to the palace, and you have the glimmerings of the beginning of a sketch of Macduff, which I will not continue, for I dislike analysing my friends, as a surgeon would refrain from dissecting his. We saw him several times afterwards in London, and once he came to stay with us in Ireland, and when we found that he would like to visit the houses of some of our neighbours we were luckily able to show him in one of them the chair and table at which Queen Victoria signed her coronation oath, and in another the canopy that was carried over her upon that occasion. He laid his hand quite reverently on the arm of the chair. We have not heard from him since these troubled times began, or had from him our usual Christmas card.

One day it came out that I was fond of chess, and so a chess-player was sent for from the neighbouring capital so that I should have a game. He came and we played, and we had not done so long before I saw that I was playing against a master: this much many others have done, but my opponent on this occasion was something more than a chess-master, for, being descended from the Mogul emperors, though without any authority or possessions, he was accorded by everybody the title of Master of the Universe. The Master of the Universe had the first move, and played an opening that I had never seen played before: he moved rapidly and with absolute composure, and it was just the kind of opening that might have made any European believe that in the mysterious East he had met with something with which he could not cope. I have mentioned that chess resembles strategy, and this game resembled a battle begun by a cavalry charge. Such a start to a battle would certainly be surprising; but there are no openings in the East or elsewhere which can win a game at the outset, providing one sits tight and plays according to commonsense; and I realized, for all his composure and the assured rapidity of his moves, that this extraordinary opening must be unsound. As it will only take ten letters of the alphabet and a few numerals, perhaps those of my readers who may not be chess-players will excuse me for recording the opening for those who are. It was:



1. P-K4. 1. P-K4.

2. B-B4. 2. B-B4.

3. BxPch:



The situation bristled with difficulties, but ignoring the surprise, which had nothing to do with it, I realized that the opening was unsound and, just avoiding the difficulties, waited for it to break down. We had a hard  game,  but  it  is not  easy to  recover from initial  mistakes  at  chess, and,  not  having  been  able to beat me in the first dozen moves  with  his strange opening, he lost the game. It was the turn then for a little wisdom of the West, and I did not ask for another game with him, for I felt that he was a better player than I, and guessed that in the next game he would have discarded his mysterious surprises and with steadier play would have beaten me.

Nobody asked me how the game had gone, because of their tact and kindness, and I did not blazon my victory, so I doubt if they ever knew that I had beaten the Master of the Universe.

The Nawab very kindly invited our son, and he got leave from the North-West frontier and came to Rampur. I had not said much about big-game-hunting before my kind host saw how keen I was on it, and very soon after my son arrived in Rampur we set out in cars to look for heads. The Nawabs third son, Prince Dillon, drove us and did as much for our entertainment and comfort as his father would have done, which is to say as much as Haroun al Raschid would have done for a favoured guest. It was on Christmas Eve and there was to be a banquet that night in the palace, but we started early and only went twenty or thirty miles, so there was plenty of time. We had a long day, and I shot a blackbuck, only the third that I had ever shot in my life, and it was lashed to the running-board of the car and we all turned home towards evening. Older men than Prince Dillon drove the other cars and they were home before dark, but to Prince Dillon there came the thought to take a short cut. Who has not had such fancies? Very soon we came to a river, and he attempted to ford it. Then came three things all together, which might have been dealt with separately, but the three were too much for us: the sun set, the motor broke down, and a storm came up. With sunset came darkness, with the storm all the roads in that part of India immediately disappeared, that is to say the kutcha roads, which were of sun-dried earth, and which with two or three minutes of heavy rain went back to ordinary mud: we were twenty miles from the end of the pukka road, which ran a few miles out from the capital. Had we had anybody else but Prince Dillon to look after us we could never have got back that night, but in spite of very bad toothache which had swollen one side of his face, he was all energy, and went into sleeping villages in the jungle and woke the inhabitants of one of them up and got some bullocks and a tonga and harnessed them up, and away we cantered with the only outfit that could travel those roads, going very like Father Christmas. Meanwhile in the palace there was the most profound consternation, as I afterwards heard from my wife, and there is probably nothing that could have more deeply moved the Nawab than the thought that through any neglect by any subjects of his anything could have happened to his guests. And nobodys imagination is so weak that when he starts wondering what has happened to somebody he cannot think of adequately dreadful disasters. What the Nawab thought had eaten or otherwise injured us I never knew, but he sent out all his cavalry to look for us, under the command of his eldest son, his present Highness, and a fleet of motors. Then, as the Chief Minister afterwards told me, he went to the Koran and read a text at random, as he often did when in trouble, and I was assured that the text was, They shall return, though with difficulties. I really think it was a terrible night for him; for us it was perfectly comfortable in the bullock-tonga, and when at last one of the motors met us we slowly continued our journey whenever the car was pointing straight, though in that wide sea of mud it rather often went sideways. And then we came to the pukka road and soon ran into Rampur. On the steps of the palace stood the Nawab with his staff in the early hours of the morning, and a glance at the anxiety in his face gave me some idea of the situation, and realizing at the same time that we were now far into Christmas Day, I said A Happy Christmas, your Highness. For a moment he could not realize that it was any occasion for happy greetings, and it seemed to take more than a moment to banish all the forebodings with which he had occupied so many hours, but at last they reluctantly vanished. And now I had to explain how delighted I was to have shot a blackbuck, and what a fine day I had had. But that was not easy: two guests had been lost in the jungle for much of the night, and this dreadful thing had occurred through the fault of his own son. I tried to explain how well Prince Dillon had looked after us all the day, and the enterprise that he had shown during the night. But between the night and the day came that short cut, and the river that broke down the car, and unerringly the Nawab put his finger on the flaw in my argument. But why, he asked, had his son taken that short cut? If I have indicated anything of what hospitality meant to the Nawab of Rampur his feelings towards his son may be understood, and that the kind young prince had a charge to answer of the sort of gravity with which the Constable of the Tower would be faced over here if he had dropped the Crown Jewels into the Thames. We dressed, and a meal was prepared for us, too late for the banquet and too early for breakfast, which the Nawab also attended. It was when this repast had progressed some way that I said to my host: I have never yet asked anything of your Highness, because everything I could have possibly wanted was given me before I could ask for it. So this is my first request.

He leaned forward delighted, anxious to hear what he could do for a guest. What is it? he said eagerly.

But he looked very grave when I answered.

Forgive Dillon Sahib, I said.

Had I asked too much?

He pondered a moment, and then he said Yes.

I think my wife saw with what difficulty he had made me this promise, and saw that it needed clinching, for she suddenly leaned forward and shook hands with him. And so the thing was done.


CHAPTER XXX

TO THE HOLY RIVER

THERE WAS A WIDE LAWN IN FRONT OF THE PALACE OF RAMPUR, SUR rounded by plantations of peaches and mangoes, where once there had been a forest of bamboos much frequented by robbers, but the forest had been cut down, and one huge walking-stick with a silver ferule at one end and a great gold knob at the other, engraved with the crown of Rampur, which the Nawab gave me at Christmas, is a remnant of it, and is in the house in which I now write. Lord Peel, who was given a similar one at the same time, dared me to carry it in London, and I have not yet done so. On the wide lawn bounded by the plantation of fruit-trees and a few ornamental arches of white stone one may sometimes see flocks of pigeons being drilled, which I had never seen till I went to India, or known to be possible. The art comes from the north, whence the Rohillas came, who rule in Rampur, and I often saw it later in Peshawer, looking over the city from a house-top. A man waves a white cloth and the flock of pigeons wheels at his command, and another flock under command of another man may fly right through them; far away to the north-east over the elephant stables one saw the white peaks of the Himalayas.

A gun fired at sunset and dawn throughout Ramadam, so that no Mahomedan should make the mistake of eating at the wrong time. And every now and then through the night a watchman at the edge of the fruit-trees would cry out loudly that he had seen the thief, so that if there happened to be one he should consider himself detected. In the palace a band such as one hears in large London hotels played for us every evening, and it was some while before the Nawab realized how greatly I should have preferred to hear Indian music. For not only have I a real love for Oriental things, which has come to me I know not how, but I am, like most people, fond of travel, and I prefer to travel as the swallow than as the snail, and the more one is surrounded upon ones travels by the sights and sounds with which one is long familiar, the less room there must be for all the experiences for which one travels. When the Nawab did realize that I cared less for the weeds of England than the orchids of India he sent for his own band, and they came in with the strangest instruments and played music as strange to us as was the furthest land of our travels. Once it was an old and fierce and loved tune that they played; wilder and wilder it grew, more and more beautiful, and the eyes of the players began to flash. Enough, said the Nawab, or some similar word in his language, raising a hand, and the wonderful tune stopped instantly and some climax to which it was moving never came. I could never hear it again. I could never learn the name of it. Many questions I asked of others, and got polite answers, but no information. The Nawab had realized that that fierce national song was making hearts throb with emotions that would not be shared by his guests; a little more and the music might overstep the boundary of hospitality, and neither music nor words could be allowed to do that, so he had raised his hand and said, Enough. I wish I could have heard that wonderful tune again and heard it to the end.

I was told that in all India there were few, if any, more learned in Indian music than the Nawab of Rampur. And he had sent for a band for his guests all the way from some English hotel. Whose heart in London is kind enough to provide entertainment with a penny whistle at the Albert Hall, in the intervals of a symphony, for those whose taste is not attuned to Beethoven?

One day the Nawab with Macduff took my wife and me into his bedroom to see some of his jewellery, which was in a safe in that room. A silver bed and a few large gold vases and a bunch of tuberoses were almost the only ornaments of the room, and there we were shown some splendid jewels, of which I only remember now a big gold bracelet for the arm with a few great stones set in it. But chiefly I remember how the Nawab got it, or rather his grandfather, for there is a right way and less satisfactory ways of getting anything, and I got the impression from the quiet contentment on my hosts face as he showed us this armlet that his grandfathers way was the ideal way. Of course a piece of magnificent jewellery must always give some pleasure to any who may be lucky enough to get it, whether it is a present or whether it is bought in a shop; but the grandfather of the Nawab did not go shopping. This, the Nawab said to me, my grandfather took from the Maharajah of Such-and-such, whom he killed in battle.

The rest of his jewellery was kept in an iron house, and this was to have been shown us. It was the kind of thing that one has read of in fairy-stories, big bowls full of rubies and much besides, but before the day on which we were to have been shown it, after the big party had gone, the Nawab unfortunately fell ill and the sight of this house is one of the memorable things that we missed. He took us one day to see his palace in the capital, for Indian rulers often have many palaces. We went after dinner, and, as the Nawab had not been there for a year, only the sentries were alert, and the servants who should have been waiting until he might come were not expecting him at that moment. I think it was a hot-weather palace, for there was a swimming-bath outside his dressing-room door into which he could dive from his door and swim to other parts of the house; and a huge saw of silver lay across every door in order to keep out snakes. In this palace he showed me a fine piece of silver representing Ulysses tied to the mast and sailing past the sirens, which had been presented to his grandfather by some English officers whose lives he had saved during the Mutiny by sheltering them in Rampur. For a moment one did not see what a ship had to do with it, but it was the restraint of Ulysses among the sirens that was being commemorated in silver. Near by there shone in the moonlight the great dome of the mosque, entirely covered with gold.

I soon went out again after big game with Prince Dillon. We motored about twenty miles, and then got on to elephants. One evening we went on elephants into the jungle to a spot at which a tiger had made a kill. We moved in and out among the trees when we could, and where that could not be done the mahout would ask the elephant to uproot a tree. The language in which a mahout speaks to an elephant is the elephants language, which must mean actually that it is the language of the tribe that first trained elephants, a tribe which no longer appears to exist on the earth, for I do not think any men and women have ever been found who talk among themselves the language that the mahout talks to his elephant, but the lore of this tribe remains, and may be the only lore in use in the world that has never been translated into any known language. The elephants brought us just before nightfall to the place where the tiger had killed, and we climbed a tree with the help of ropes that had already been arranged for us, and Prince Dillon and I waited there for the return of the tiger. He had a large electric torch to shine on the tiger, so as to give me a clear shot. We had not long to wait, when the tiger came whispering through the jungle to eat his kill. No more than a whisper did the great beast make. I was unfamiliar with shooting at night and most unfortunately had an electric torch, which just touched my rifle. Faint though the sound was it was utterly unmistakable, metal being used only by man, of all the creatures that inhabit this planet. The roar of the lion is imitated fairly well by the hippopotamus, and roughly by the red-deer and even the bull, but the clink of metal means unmistakably man. And so the tiger was off. At pitch-and-toss, when one is backing heads, one must expect tails to turn up quite often, and at least as often in sport one must expect bad luck, either through ones own mistakes, or through the power of the weather or forests or mountains, or any other force of Nature that may oppose one. The Nawab was disappointed, for he knew how much a first tiger would have meant to a guest, and Prince Dillon must have been much disappointed too; but nobody blamed me, whose fault it was.

On another day we went after Barasingh, or Swamp Deer, which is also often called Gond, and I shot one of them. It is difficult to shoot from the back of an elephant, on account of the animals breathing. The Gond is somewhat like a Highland stag, but a bit larger and lighter in colour, and the points of the horns, with the exception of the brow antlers, do not come forward in the same way; for though one often sees drawings of a red-deers antlers sprouting in all directions, that is not the way in which they really grow. And I shot a pig on that day. Though this is probably the most desperate character of the jungle one does not feel that one has acquired very much of a trophy when one has shot a pig, because the achievement is outshone by the men who ride him and kill him with lances. Perhaps, on account of the pig-stickers, I should not have shot any pigs at all, had it not been that the Nawab particularly asked me to do so, because they damaged his peoples crops, and so I shot them as he asked, but only in unrideable country. The pig usually charges, terrifying the elephants, but that is no test of his prowess, because I have seen them considerably alarmed by a hare. The next day we went out again, and went after panther, and I shot three barasingh, two of them very fine heads; and a lovely black-and-gold panther got up and came past my elephant, and I got him, and he came back to Rampur tied to the running-board of the car, and the Nawab came out on to his white marble steps, on to which somebody inadvisedly carried the blood-stained panther, and looked at it with delight, for he saw his hospitality bearing fine fruit.

And then I went to visit the Maharajah of Benares, staying for a night in his guest-house and calling on him in his palace on the other side of the river. The kind Nawab was always reluctant to allow a guest to go, and when I did go to the beautiful city of Benares he sent a wire to remind me not to stay there too long, and so my visit to Benares was curtailed. Two of the Maharajahs officers showed me many sights of the city, and even tried to disturb a god from his rest, the famous Jaggernath, or Juggernaut as we call him, but he was not going out that day, and my kind hosts were unable to persuade his priests to open his temple. There is a great bell there that an Englishman had once vowed to the temple of Juggernaut, if his rowers got him safe ashore from a storm that rose on the Ganges; the promise of the bell to their god had probably stimulated the rowers, and they got him safely across and Juggernaut had his bell. And I was shown the monkey temple, where spoiled monkeys snatched food ferociously, and the cow-temple, in which cows and peacocks strolled about, and a priest sat by a bell which worshippers rang when they prayed. Whether Heaven copies Earth, or the other way about, the Emperor Jehangir used to have a precisely similar arrangement, a golden bell that any of his subjects could ring, night or day, and make a petition to him. Those who showed me round would I think have liked to show me what an up-to-date city Benares was, but all my interests were lagging thousands of years behind them. The Maharajahs palace rose sheer from the edge of the water and its steps ran down into it, which made it convenient to land from the launch that he kindly sent for me, but I think that those steps may have met a more serious convenience, for those who hold that the world is balanced on the trident of Mahadeo, who rides an elephant which stands on a tortoise, tell that if you die on the far bank of the Ganges your next life is spent as a donkey. Though the palace was on the wrong side, its doors opened right on to the holy river. Tiger-skins nearly covered the walls of all the rooms that I saw. The beauty of Benares is not a thing that can fade out of ones memory and, if it is possible to convey that beauty at all in words, I might still write much of it, but, as the earlier proofs of an etching are the clearer and thus more valued, it may be fairer to my reader to give a brief description of that bend of the river which wrote at that time in Benares.





BENARES

The sun had set when I came to the holy river. Steps thronged down to the water, steps everywhere: it must have been ages since the sloping banks sufficed for the feet of so many pilgrims. Temples clustered there: for all I knew, that bend of river was sacreder than the rest; but I knew nothing, I was merely gazing. In a tiny temple beside me a bull was kneeling in stone, before a black altar holding a circle of marigolds. Beyond that I could see no farther into the darkness. The temple had a legend too, that a man told me, and all round that one legend its history was dark to me, like the gloom of the temple round that circle of flowers. Beside it another temple lifted higher. It stood on a terrace and its door was shut. I climbed by steps to the terrace, and there saw sitting upon the stone and gazing away up the Ganges a man with a face like that of someone I knew, an old friend in England, one who might well in another life, if he travelled like Brownings Waring, be content to sit and contemplate that river. Yet on his face was a most clear expression that I have never seen on the face of the friend that he seemed to resemble. I have seen, though not often, an expression on a mans face that said: I have found salvation and you havent. But never before had I seen, deep below that, as I saw it now, the expression of one that was enjoying salvation actually at that moment. One has read of such an expression upon the face of martyrs, at the stake, at the last breath, but I had not before seen it. He sat there gazing westwards up that bend of the Ganges, and multitudes of pigeons sailed home to the temple roof and nestled among the little ruddy domes. Eastwards a haze was over all the river; one began to notice the light of a burning-ghat. The water a dull pale-green lay calm as a great jewel beneath. A large boat rowing swiftly past, going away from the sunset, showed by its speed which way the river ran, there being no ripple to show. From heights of architecture the light faded away, only the West glowed still; and now the light of the fires of death became vivid and full of colour. A new moon stood like a horn above the tops of the temples; and the earth-light made a silver ring all round, and lit the whole orb; all we can ever see of Earths magnificent glow, its faint reflection upon rare nights from the sunless face of the moon. It brightened, and the fires of death on the rivers bank grew brighter. The pilgrim sitting on the stone gazed blissfully up the river, seeing something I could not see, for his eyes were now shut. Below the steps a drum throbbed like a pulse, and a priest was chanting; behind him two or three men were singing softly, and a congregation was gathered, before him, silent and motionless.

A star came out; and gongs and bells began to sound at the very edge of the water, to summon men to worship the holy river. Little lights began to glow all round from tiny fires. The sound of the gongs increased and the bells rang more rapidly. Now there broke out from yet another temple a burst of music from drums and from pipes of reed. Someone opened, I never knew why, the door of the temple beside me. The curious note of the pipes grew louder and weirder. The night was throbbing and ringing with drums and bells. The holy river floating by seemed motionless as a beryl. Each flame of the fires of death by the rivers bank was vivid. The pilgrim beside me, in the ecstasy of his discovery, smiled on and on and on.


CHAPTER XXXI

IN TENTS LET MY DWELLING BE

IT WAS PLEASANT TO STAY IN THE PALACE OF RAMPUR WITH A BIG PARTY, and balls and banquets, and even more enjoyable, when the party had shrunk, to hear the Nawabs tales, telling at one moment of some old argument with an astute Viceroy who probably had seldom before met his equal, and at another of a genie of enormous size with a face as big as a chair who had met his grandfather and also been bested; but, whether or not I have yet given this impression to my reader, the Nawab had seen my sympathy with that line of Lawrence Hope, 

In tents let my dwelling be.



And so he ordered his youngest son to collect the elephants, and to string out his police along twenty miles of road to protect me either from imaginary dangers, or from real ones of which I knew nothing, and soon Prince Dillon and I started off in a car nearer to the Himalayas, and met the elephants and went into camp. We went by a road that we had travelled before, and I could not help commenting on its improvement. Yes, said Prince Dillon, I put six hundred men on it.

After that I may perhaps describe a big-game-hunters camp, for the surprise of those who have not hunted big game, and the perhaps even greater astonishment of all who have. First of all there were the elephant-lines, and on the opposite side of the camp there was a large number of horses, and at one end of the camp there was a long row of shops and at the other end were my tent and Prince Dillons tent, and not far from these was the mess-tent with an avenue of some sort of tree that had been grubbed up and replanted, and a triumphal arch at the end of the avenue near my tent, with the crown of Rampur in gilded paper above it and the word Welcome in bright pink and blue paper on the laurel wreaths of the arch. All this in a complete wilderness of sere grass, inhabited by leopards and jackals and white ants. One night a storm laid flat the triumphal arch, but fourteen years have done nothing to beat from my memory the very kind thought that inspired it.

The greatest luxury I had ever known in a tent was a double fly, but here I had six thicknesses between me and the sun or the cold. Outside my tent a sentry with fixed bayonet marched up and down by night, and I was shocked to realize that where so much was done for me I was beginning to wish that the sentry would not always halt at each end of his beat, but would turn about on the march, for the click of his heels as he halted was not inducive to sleep; but soon he, also, grew sleepy, and all was well.

A letter I wrote to my wife from that camp gives a slight sketch of it. This was on 13th January, when we had been there a little more than a week. A blank day yesterday. To-day I got a pig. And a thunderstorm got us. The roads just wilt immediately, when they merely hear thunder. In the morning we got hunted by a fire. A fast elephant was sent up to me to change on to, which I did, not quite understanding, and we cleared out of the reeds and came to a forest. There, however, the fire hunted us again, and again the fast elephant was sent to me to change on to. This time I asked if we were running from the fire, and the shikari said Yes; so I refused to change, because I would be leaving the shikari and the mahout to be burnt if they were too slow. However the fire didnt get us.

8.30 a m. 14th Jan.

These are wonderful tents. We had a night of rain, thunder and wind, and chokidars hammering, and the tents all stand and theres not a leak in mine. What journalists call conditions still continue. Our triumphal arch is a perfectly bare skeleton, crowned by two crowns of Rampur, and bits of its gaudiness give a faint colour to the mud. The poor chokidars still warm themselves by hammering occasional pegs.

Not a flag is left of all our gaudy bunting. A man awfully like  is directing the heaping of earth outside my tent, to combat the return of the original marsh.

The reason our tents all held is that they use tent-pegs of hard, unsplintering wood, as thick as a tent-pole and nearly a yard long.

An army of red ants moving in a west-easterly direction attacked our camp in three columns, and were defeated with Persian oil. Somebody discovered a harmless snake. These are our innocent pleasures.

Later I wrote of that time to my wife who wrote of an earthquake felt in Delhi, whether or not we had an earthquake here during the thunderstorm on 13th Jan. I dont know as I was on an elephant.

I shot many gond from that camp, shooting from the back of an elephant. What we usually did was to start off on elephants and then perhaps come to a road and go some way in a car, and then pick up more elephants and go further afield. What we saw most of was these big stags that are called barasingh or gond, and a good many mouse-deer ran in and out of the reeds, but from the back of an elephant I was not able to shoot one of these small swift creatures. Often we went after tigers, but the difficulty of shooting these in long grass will be guessed when I say that I remember standing up in a howdah on the back of an elephant and noticing that the flowering tops of the grasses were above my head. Somehow there is far more to tell of when one fails to get any animal that one is after than when one shoots it. When you are in front of a large animal, and press the trigger, often the whole episode is over, but the chase when it is not so ended can be as fascinating as some of those pursuits to which men devote a life-time: many a realized ambition goes the same way, the way of a snowflake caught in a warm hand. Part of a letter that I wrote from our camp to my wife, who had now gone to Delhi, gives some idea of one of our days: We worked very hard for a panther two days ago. They beat a copse in which he was, with elephants: it was no bigger than a Meath fox-covert. I was posted on an elephant, at a corner to which they were beating it. It looked like a cert. I thought Id get a steadier shot, and that it would be more sporting, if I came down; so I did, and I waited nearly an hour, for the covert was thick. In the end he never came. Then they found a big hole, an earth in the covert, and planned to dig him out, by digging down to a connecting hole and prodding him out with a pole, through the big one. I was to sit on an elephant while they dug. This seemed too unsporting and I said I wouldnt be up in a howdah while they dug at a panther, so I came down and sat over the hole for another hour or so. Being within one foot of an annoyed panther has its drawbacks, on the other hand shooting along the one-foot range should be fairly accurate. The hole turned out to run too deep, and so the day wore away, blank but for a chinkara in the morning, which was no good: it was galloping hard and I could not choose the head except by guessing, and I guessed wrong. Also a quail.

Yesterday I was called at 7 and dined at 10. Also a blank day but for a beautiful peacock, at a hundred yards with my.275, and a jungle cock, which to my astonishment the.275 blew to pieces. We went to a beautiful forest under the Himalayas, and I happened to notice on the way back along a great dry river-bed that it was the same river along which that friend of all our governesses skated away from those wolves. I recognized the woods along the curves of the left barde. But we were after bigger game than wolves, and repeatedly saw the tracks of tigers. In fact I had to tell them I didnt want to be shewn any more, as there was too much delay and excitement over each track.

Then I studied astronomy for a while from the back of a pad-elephant. Then a car, I beside the driver, with my rifle. We saw the lights of a tigers eyes. I saw them and said nothing, but when we got nearer and they saw them from the back of the car they began of course to comment. From then on the driver was terrified, or he tried to think: he went slower and slower, and stopped fifty yards short of the tiger. We could have slid on another thirty yards while the tiger was wondering.... The tiger, or he may have been an overgrown panther, stepped into the grass at the edge of the road: he was probably not four yards away, but there was nothing more to be done in the dark. Soon afterwards the driver wrecked the car, and Dillon drove me home in another. I missed a small panther later on; sheer annoyance I think.

Youll be glad to hear that the whole of the East, from here to Suez, agrees with everything I said about the chauffeur.

I leave in the exaggeration of the last sentence, even though it does not seem funny to me now, because, when quoting from a letter written at the time, I do not wish to patch it up, or to try to make it what is called literary: rough as it is, it is thirteen years or so nearer to that camp than I am now. The dots where I left out a few words replace a needless expression of my annoyance with the driver: I do not think now that he was frightened by the tiger, or whatever the animal was; I think that he was only choosing a suitable range at which I might shoot, instead of leaving it to me. Of course for shooting in the dark the right range is a few feet, and forty or fifty yards is absurd. As I said in my letter; we might have got close up to him while he was wondering, if we had not wasted time in the way we did. We often saw the eyes of panthers and other wild animals on the road at night, shining in the light of our lamps; and the panther that I shot, and which was set up for me in the town of Rampur, now looks from a wall of the house in which I write, with glass eyes of that same green tinge, pale as the very palest emerald. The eyes of all the other animals whose heads I have had stuffed in more sophisticated shops are of the right colour, but the taxidermist in Rampur must have given it eyes of the colour that he had seen himself by night on the roads. Had it not been for the wind-screen of the car I think it might have been easy to shoot some of these animals, but as it was it was very difficult; one had to stand up and rest the rifle on the top of the windscreen and lean back to steady oneself against the back of the seat, and shooting in this way I never got one.

We used to get back to camp late at night and then have supper with a fine appetite for it, eating dishes that I wish I could eat again. Sometimes all the jackals would howl, and that meant that there was a panther going by, but I never saw him. One day to my astonishment I saw a stone well-head right in the middle of the camp; as we appeared to be in the very heart of the wilds I asked Prince Dillon what it was, and he told me that once a village stood there, a village called Naroi, but panthers, pig and malaria had stamped it out. Distant fires every night marked the sites of other villages, that were burning the grass to keep the panthers away. [SIRENS FIRST TEXT]

One night a tiger went past our camp, howling every hundred yards or so. I forget what light there was, but there must have been some for I took my rifle and went out to look for him, but I never saw anything. Prince Dillon must have been somewhere else, as he would otherwise have come with me, or dissuaded me from the rather useless attempt. But I particularly remember one of the men from the camp following me all the way, although unarmed. I wrote a sonnet to that tiger while I was in Naroi camp, beginning 

Oh mighty voice that in the night went by, 

And with the wild waste communed as it went.



I called it To A Tiger Passing My Tent. I got five barasingh, one pig, one sambhur and a chinkara from this camp and several birds of different kinds, but no tiger. Their voice, their tracks and their eyes in the night were all that came my way. One day I wrote from there to my wife: We have our little moments of excitement. Yesterday while looking for the tiger, something large swept through the long grass. I fired at the moving grass as there was no chance of ever seeing the animal, and it stopped. When within five yards of it it occurred to me that my.350 was hardly the rifle for a wounded tiger, so I reached for the.470, and as I was changing there was a sudden rush, and excitement among the elephants, and out charged a female sambhur.

I was often urged to shoot birds, so as to make the bag as big as possible; but in the excitement of going after tigers birds lost all their interest for me, and I thought it very inadvisable to make any noise at all shooting birds when there was any rumour of a tiger near; but I sometimes regret now that I never took some easy shots that I might have had at the Great Snipe, for I have never shot one of these birds in my life. I got several black partridges, peacocks, jungle-cocks, quail, hares and florican, which is a kind of lesser bustard and is considered a great delicacy. Sometimes in England I tell people that I have shot partridges and seen them retrieved by an animal other than a dog, and ask them to guess what animal in ten guesses. The answer is an elephant. All the birds that I shot were picked up by the elephant and handed to the mahout, if handed is the right word. After we had been in Naroi camp a little over a fortnight we left the wilds, where Prince Dillon had been a most perfect host, and returned to the palace. There the Nawab asked me about my plans, and I said that I must go on to Delhi next day. But why? said my kindly host.

Because if I stay any longer, I said, I shall have stayed with your Highness a month.

A month! said the Nawab. What is a month? My great grandfather went to stay with another prince for a few days, and he was asked to stay longer, and he stayed for ten years. But you go after a month!

I have heard that that Nawab of Rampur not only stayed ten years in the other State, but died and was buried there, and that his servants remained too, and their descendants live there still, and there guard his tomb.


CHAPTER XXXII

THE HIMALAYAS

IN DELHI I STAYED AGAIN WITH SIR GEORGE AND LADY SCHUSTER, WHERE my wife had already gone. Penelope Chetwode, then unmarried, the daughter of the Commander-in-Chief, was something of an expert on the sights of India and took me to see the Kutab Minar, whose tower we climbed, and the pillar of rustless iron erected there long before rustless iron was invented, and going down, as I was told, into the body of a serpent asleep in the deeps of the world. She also took me to see some of the neighbours, but not the best people. In fact it would be to ignore their most ancient traditions to call them anything but the worst people, for they were a criminal tribe that haunted the ruins of Tughlakabad. Actually we only saw one of them clearly, who followed us all the way with a little axe, evidently as an escort. Later I remember Penelope Chetwode and our niece Mary Pakenham at our house in Kent, as they-chanced to come on some marigolds, staging an impromptu worship of an Indian goddess, Mary playing the goddess, and Penelope chanting such Indian words as she knew, and dancing and flinging marigolds.

From Delhi we went North to see our son in his own surroundings, which are the Guides Cavalry and their home-town, Mardan. The jungle, as one travels through India, often comes quite close to the train, and indeed one may meet it in many places in India close to a way of life that differs from its way, but not apparently with any animosity, not quite as in England the countryman looks at the increasing town as something that is desecrating his fields, or as the townsman sometimes contemptuously looks at undeveloped countryside. Night fell, and in the morning we went over the great Attock bridge and passed through country whose dry ravines are said to provide convenient homes for bandits. We came to Peshawer, set in its wonderful circle of mountains. Nowhere else in the world have I ever seen such a mighty bowl, although I have been reminded of it at Ankara. Peshawer lying just inside the two great gateways through which India and all its tribes may be approached from the rest of Asia, the Malakand and the Khyber, has in its streets the people of more races than I had ever seen in one city before. Many of the best carpets in the world go through one of those passes, and Afghan quilts of exquisite needlework, and such coats to wear in cold weather as are impossible under our system of monogamy, for it would take four wives to embroider a poshteen with silk as it is embroidered. There I bought a magnificent coat for a little under £4; it was made of the untanned skin of a brown shaggy sheep, with the hair on the inside, and the roughness of the skin is made up for by copious and brilliant needlework in orange silk, and the collar is of black lambs wool. I have it still and it sometimes causes alarm to horses and even men; but sometimes I meet an old general at a shoot, and he seems suddenly to remember his youth and says, Why, you have got a poshteen. On the way home I wore it, walking along the decks, and nobody noticed it any more than they would have noticed a grey flannel jacket; but when we turned the corner and came to Port Said and met the people who had come for the winter to Egypt they looked at it in consternation. But the poshteen is not the wonder of Peshawer; every officer in the Guides has one, and they put their sentries into it at night; the wonder of those parts, and indeed of all India, is the polo-ground of green grass at Mardan. They have gardens there too round their bungalows, and in their mess many of the most ancient Bhuddist carvings in the world. And on a hill not far away I was shown a ruined monastery in which there were many more of these ancient figures, carved, they said, by the Greeks. They say that Alexander came through the Malakand, but that his baggage went round by the Khyber. And there is a man living near the Malakand who is said to claim that it was one of his family who showed Alexander the way through the pass. If we can imagine contentment greater than what we are accustomed to, it is easy to believe that a family has stayed in one home for over two thousand years, and there is no difficulty in believing that the family memory handed the story down, though no doubt the man that first told the story considerably exaggerated his usefulness to Alexander. Our son took us in a car to Landi Kotal up the Khyber, where everybody carries a military rifle and it is not considered sporting to shoot a man while he is on the road, but all the farmhouses are battlemented and loopholed for good reason.

General McLeod, then a colonel, commanding the Guides Cavalry, and Mrs. McLeod very kindly put up my wife, and Major and Mrs. Hankin put up me.

Once I told a lady in London that there was a hundred-years war going on along the North West frontier, and she looked surprised, but when I mentioned it to my son he said that actually the war began on the death of the Prophet. It is an interesting country, in which the principal crop is rifles, and these are gathered in various ways, both by day and by night. There is some humour in that long war, one of its jokes may be a wedding procession coming into Peshawer at night which turns out to be an armed force of Afridis, or a trumpeter in the uniform of the Guides may ride through the town blowing the Cease Fire on a bugle, and he may turn out to be an Afridi too; and these jokes, which may amuse some people, are chestnuts to the Guides and they have learned to respond quickly to new ones. War there too is something of a family affair, for the Guides are recruited from families along both sides of the border.

Of the various junk that a traveller collects, one never knows what piece may be of use or interest to somebody when he has brought it home; and it is the same with travellers tales. And my wife reminds me now of the tale of how to catch a hyena, and thinks that it may possibly be useful; and so I will record the story, as my son told it me, of how the Pathan catches a hyena in the hills that look southwards upon Mardan, guarding India, and northwards upon lands that nobody guards. He goes, my son told me, to a cave in which the hyena is known to be, and spreads a net across it, saying all the while that he does so: There is no hyena here. There is no hyena. A good deal probably depends on the tone of voice in which this is said, for the point of the story is that the hyena believes the Pathan, and thinks he is really not there, when the Pathan says so. The language in which the Pathan speaks is pushtu, the language with which the hyena would be supposed to be quite familiar. And when the net is quite ready the Pathan shouts out: There is a hyena! The hyena, now realizing for the first time that he is really there, rushes out and is caught in the net.

From Mardan we returned to Delhi to stay with the Viceroy. Lord Halifax, then Lord Irwin, was at that time in New Delhi in the magnificent house designed by Sir Edward Lutyens. This house was then so new that a ball which Lord and Lady Halifax gave while we were there was, I believe, the first there had been there. One of my impressions of the Viceroys House is of a long passage leading to the drawing-room, and as one walked along it in the evening one would pass the sweep of a large archway through which the sunset was shining, and then another and another, so that sunset after sunset would flash into view like great pictures. And another thing I remember was walking about at night, while the ball was going on, looking at various rooms, and suddenly seeing stars over ones head: the bold fancy of that open space amongst the stone was very imposing at that time of year, whatever it may have been in the monsoon. But what perhaps struck me most was that in this new and occidental house a lizard had already made his home and settled down quite comfortably in a cornice of my dressing-room, while in the balcony of it white ants were already marching. It seemed to me, as I looked at the lizard, that the East had already accepted this house. I remember a very comfortable sitting-room that we had, and a rather wide marble waste between my wifes bedroom and her bathroom, and I remember an echo in the Durbar Hall so noticeable that I should think they must have had it done away with by now. But mostly I remember the kind hospitality of Lord and Lady Halifax, of whom I will write no more, for to write of Lord Halifax is to touch upon the historians work and, though there is no trade union among writers, and no brick is dropped on ones head, as would be the case if a bricklayer were to attempt to be a mason, yet historians do not like it if a mere worker in dreams is found to be interfering with their tomes.

In one of the evenings there, when much of the party was sitting down to bridge and other games were being found for others, I rather apologetically mentioned that I only played chess, but found to my surprise that even a chess-player could be accommodated, and an A.D.C. kindly offered me a game. His opening looked a good one, but it was irregular, that is to say not in the books, and was one that the wisdom of the ages had rightly rejected. With this handicap he lost the game, but, being rather surprised at the loss, he suggested another, and then another after that, and, although an extremely busy man, he tried several times. So we went on playing, though the games were obviously a great strain on such leisure as he could find. I saw that his lost games needed some explanation, but I did not tell him until we left Delhi, when he saw us off at the station, and when I was already in the train, that I had once had a draw with Capablanca. If he didnt believe me the mystery remains unexplained. And yet no more explanation was needed than that he was very much occupied with a great many other things.

Back in Rampur we received a very kind welcome, but the Nawabs health was not what it had been, and a sparkle had gone out of his tales. I am very old, he said to me.

Yet, if he was no longer quite up to the other two things that he loved, he entertained his friends as well as ever.

One day he took us into a small room with an astrologer and set the astrologer to work to prophesy glorious things for me, which of course the astrologer did, for I think I have mentioned that my kind host was an autocrat, though he did not quite prophesy for me a place on the glittering pinnacles which the Nawab had evidently wished him to prophesy for me, but still he did well enough.

And on another day we saw the famous library of Rampur, a treasury of ancient books that cannot be catalogued here. I saw the flowery Persian writing, and many pictures ornamenting pages on which painters and writers had used their utmost skill. And I saw the war-diary of Babur, the conqueror of India and founder of the dynasty of Moguls, written in his own hand.

I went out with Prince Dillon again and shot a brown-coloured animal of the cat tribe that was in size about half-way between a domestic cat and a panther, but was not too large for the elephant on which I was riding to lift up and give to the mahout, though the poor brute hated doing so, because elephants dont like blood; but the mahout insisted. Two days later I shot another pig, and a few days after that I shot two more pig and another kind of jungle-cat and a day or two after that I got another peacock. We passed by little shrines of the Hindus and saw many birds of gorgeous colours and were always in scenery that was touched by the majesty of the Himalayas. When first I saw these mountains I had seen them from the train, without ever knowing that I was near them, so that I did not at once know even what they were, but I felt as though I had suddenly met some mighty and friendly spirit, and the meeting inspired a poem which I wrote when I first arrived in Rampur. Now we were seeing these same mountains closer, and, as prose cannot quite tell of them, I quote another poem that I wrote of them at about this time.





The Himalayas Seen From Rampur State 

Like a long shadow on the sky, 

Cast by a planet wandering near 

Lured by some spell of wizardry, 

The Himalayan peaks appear.

Or tinted with a rarer glow 

Than sunset gives to other clay, 

Lilac above and blue below, 

They guard the very last of day, 

As though they were some garden wall 

Built by a titan against night, 

With rainbows planted there and all 

The rays and tints and gleams of light.

While, gold with evening and dawn, 

Like an enchanted palace set 

By magic on an inner lawn, 

Over their rampart shines Tibet.


CHAPTER XXXIII

TYGER, TYGER, BURNING BRIGHT

ONE DAY THE NAWAB EXACTED FROM ME A PROMISE TO RETURN TO INDIA and stay with him again, and suggested my leaving my rifles with him. When I thanked him for the great camp he had given me with hundreds of men in it, he said: That is nothing. You shall have a thousand men when you come next time. As I said, his hospitality was that of Haroun al Raschid.



Then we said farewell, and went on to Gwalior, whither the Nawab had sent a kind letter ahead of us. An account of Gwalior would make another book, indeed there must be many books about it already. There was a large party at the palace, in which I remember the finest chandelier that I have ever seen. I indeed seemed far from the wilds in such surroundings, but my thoughts were a few miles away in the jungle, for next day I was to go after a tiger. I heard a great deal about how tigers are shot, but I had my own ideas and kept my counsel. Next morning the Maharanee sent my wife ten silver bowls, each filled with a little cream that had been left out all night in the dew and whipped up with it in the dawn. I set out by car along one of Gwaliors splendid roads, accompanied by Major M. P. Dube, A.D.C. to the young Maharajah, and a fine old sportsman, Captain Sultan Hassan Khan. When we came to the valley of Bhimwara we got on an elephant, and so proceeded to a stone tower. To an upper storey of this stone tower I was taken and given a seat in a wide window which commanded three well-cut rides in the valley below us. It was a narrow little valley full of jungle, and the whole length of the central ride which completely crossed it was no more than the range of a shot-gun. A great number of beaters, commanded by a man on an elephant, were to drive the tiger past us. For a while I sat as I was told, looking out of the window and hearing stories of how one sportsman in that very room had tried to load his rifle by putting his hand into the next mans pocket, and finding some cartridges there, but not of the right size. So excitement could evidently come as high as that upper storey, but not to me; and, thinking it might be more sporting if tiger and man were on the same level, I went downstairs unhindered, because they did not know where I was going. Downstairs there were a lot of men, and the door was barricaded with beams. I asked some of them to open it, which they did, and I went outside. I walked round to the central ride, and stood in that. Of course I could not now see the other two rides, but one was enough. When they realized in the tower what I was doing there was great agitation, for the feeling of hospitality is so great in the Indian States that the possibility of anything untoward happening to a guest fills them with extreme horror. They urged me to come back, saying that the Maharanee would be very angry with them, and they called out to me: You will be killed, and Gwalior will get a bad name.

It certainly felt a little lonely in the ride outside the tower, and perhaps these and other of their discouragements were beginning to make me wonder if a double.475 would be quite enough. So I called to my bearer, Feisul Din, who was in the tower, to bring me my shotgun, which I have always thought, though I have never had the experience, to be a handy weapon at a range of one yard when other things have failed. Feisul Din brought the shotgun and I put it on the ground beside me. And then they began to shout in the tower, He is coming. He is coming.

I think he was only a few yards away and that the noise of their shouting diverted him, for he crossed the ride about forty yards away from me, whereas they had indicated at first that he was exactly opposite. One thing astonished me as I saw my first tiger, and that was that he was so like a tiger. I remember my surprise clearly still. I had been accustomed to see zebras, fairly close in bright sunlight, look as though their hides were of unstriped chocolate, and Barbary sheep as though they were mere sunlight shining on bare rock, and rabbits like patches of mud, and spotted panthers looking jet black; in fact everything in nature appears to a hunter delusive, and yet here was a tiger looking just like a tiger, as a public man of whom one has seen many cartoons may surprise one by looking exactly like himself. I had put up a walking-stick at a tiger in the Zoo, wondering if I would draw as steady a bead on him when I met him, and here was a tiger looking exactly like the one in the Zoo, and my rifle coming up like that walking-stick. And here the story ends. For when you press the trigger, and are lucky, it is all over; if you are unlucky there is a lot more to think about and to say. But this tiger was dead.

The A.D.C. and Captain Sultan Hassan Khan were wrong about the wrath of the Maharanee: when I saw her she merely smiled. I had a bit of a shock when I turned round after shooting the tiger and found that Feisul Din was standing behind me unarmed, instead of having gone back to the tower. Later I tried to explain to him how sorry I was that he had taken this risk. But the moment I spoke to him he broke out into a torrent of description of the shooting of the tiger which, though he spoke very good English, did not appear to be able to be told of in this language, and so he told of it with immense exaggeration, as I could see, in some other language, and all I could understand from it was that he had evidently enjoyed standing there.

I met the Senior Maharanee that evening, curtained off in a corner of the room, where she sat at a table, with a little screen on the table rather like a ping-pong net, which prevented one seeing her face. A dreadful thing happened while I spoke to her; a corner of the light screen fell from the stick that supported it, so that I saw her face. How should one deal with such an accident? To the Maharanee it was easy, but to me it had come as a surprise, and I did not know quite how much shock I ought to show at having seen what until then had been so carefully screened and curtailed. The corner of the ping-pong net was soon replaced and we went on with our conversation, and I had only seen the Maharanee for as long as I had seen the Taj Mahal when the moon had shone for an instant through a chink among many clouds.

On the next day I was taken to a lovely place called Susera, where I remember a station of a little railway, a station which must be beyond the dreams of anyone who has only seen the stations on our railways, unless they can dream very hard. Its walls, instead of glaring with tradesmens intense rivalries, were all covered with flowers. It was not more beautiful than anything to be seen in England, but it is at Kew that you would have to search for its equal, and not along our railways. At Susera I was taken after blackbuck, and, having by now shot three in other parts of India, I was able to choose a good head. Once during a stalk, when some women in their lovely cerise dresses came very close, the officer who accompanied me warned me that they were there, though most of the time he attended to the more serious business of warning me of the presence of distant cows, whenever there was any possible risk that a long shot might accidentally reach them. His skill must have been as great as his kindness, for he enabled me to have no less than four stalks, and I got four good heads. On the following day I was taken to a stretch of water to shoot a crocodile, which I did, but neglecting to put a few more bullets into him after he appeared quite dead, he slid away into the water. On the way back I got another blackbuck. The day after that I was taken after bears, and saw one on a small mountain above me, and got a shot, but, shooting from an elephant, I missed him. Later that day in jungle on the same mountain I got a sambhur. On the day after that I was taken to a lovely jungle called Gurriah Deo, where I spent a long day and with the help of beaters got a fine sambhur and a blue bull, or nilghai. I had one other day after tigers, when we sat in seats on the top of a cliff above the edge of a jungle from which the tiger was to be beaten. I again attempted to go down, but this time I was stopped by the simple method of taking my rifle as I climbed out. And after that I was given no more tiger-shooting This day was one of those alternate days at sport, an unlucky one; for though a tiger had been located in that jungle, another tiger had come overnight and fought and killed him and left. The jungle was beaten to the last peacock but no tiger came out, and they took the battered skin of the killed tiger and returned with this sorry trophy.

My wife saw a good deal of both Maharanees. She had known the Senior Maharanee when she went to India with her parents in 1900, and now she used to go to tea with her, and sometimes her Highness sang English songs that her English governess had once taught her, while my wife accompanied her on the piano, and sometimes a dancing-girl came in, with bangles and bells on her ankles, which irritated the Maharanees little dog.

One day we were taken on an elephant to see the great fort of Gwalior and its temples, a journey that should have been described at the time, but my thoughts were divided between these glorious things and the jungle, and were far from foreseeing these glances over my shoulder that I am making now in the effort to show, to such as may care to look, a glimpse here and there of the path that lies behind me, and through few fairer places than Gwalior.

A few days later we left the magnificent palace and went to Bombay, where we were met by an agent of the Nawab of Rampur, wearing the shiny hat of a Parsee, and he gave us the Nawabs parting present, a basket of Bombay mangoes then just ripening, one of the finest fruits in the world. There I sent a telegram to my friend Major Douglas Straight to say Shot a fine hearthrug, for I did not forget that it was to him that I owed it.

In the train on the way to Bombay, stimulated by India, I had started a long story, or what seems long to me, called The Electric King, and I continued it for three days on the ship; it told of an American seeking the magic of the East and clinging very tenaciously to the lore of the West, so that contrast was there in abundance. I think it is my best story. It was the S.S. Viceroy of India that brought us home, and the Red Sea, that can be so terrible, was almost cool.

We had a Limerick competition on board, and I was asked to give the first line, with which they all had to start, and I gave them for their line: There was a young thing in a ship. Of course I did not compete, being in the position of starter, but soon I began to wonder how I would go on from my own line, and from that I wondered how the great poets would have done it, and one or two of the more modern ones, and even Euclid. So I jotted down a few, and proposed to read them after the competition. My wife was uneasy about it, thinking it might be a failure; but I chanced it. These were my light lines.



There was a young thing in a ship.

As they might have done it, if they had been on board 



Milton 

There was a young thing in a ship 

Foredoomed since the Fall to the trip; 

Not the fall of the leaves 

But that error of Eves, 

That mortal, deplorable slip.



Edgar Allan Poe 

There was a young thing in a ship 

With a lecherous look on her lip; 

And a sinister star Looking on from afar 

Sent a curse on the whole of the trip, 

Put a doom on that elegant ship.





Wordsworth 

There was a young thing in a ship 

Who, afraid of the harsh winters nip, 

Some more underclothes wore 

Than she had done before.

None taught her this wild scholarship.





Browning 

There was a young thing in a ship; 

Mark the curve of her ankle and lip, 

And her labels on boxes 

And skins of strange foxes.

Theres a tale for who follows the tip.





W. B. Yeats 

There was a young thing in a ship 

Who had seven pale smiles on her lip, 

That were once seven drakes 

On some magical lakes 

Where the wild beer makes musical drip.





Swinburne 

There was a young thing in a ship 

Where the sea was afoam to the lip 

Of the languorous land 

At the north winds command, 

And the gods were inert in its grip.





Euclid 

There was a young thing in a ship 

Whose lip, with each angle or tip, 

To anothers was equal, 

As was proved in the sequel, 

By imposing his lip on her lip.





Omm Khayam 

There was a young thing in a ship 

Who said let us carouse, let us sip 

The red wine of the sun; 

For the night comes when none 

Shall carry a cup to a lip.





Tennyson 

There was a young thing in a ship 

A mere rose-bud, a delicate slip, 

So artless she knew 

Not the wheel from the screw, 

So simple she did nought but skip.





Walt Whitman 

There was a young thing in a ship 

Who knew perfectly well what she was after; 

For I am not fettered by metre or rhyme, camaradoes, 

I am the strong white American man 

And am bound by none of the shackles of moribund civilizations.



The last of them, coming on top of all those limericks, did what on land is called bringing the house down. At sea should one say it sank the ship?  

I wrote another story in that ship, and passing Egypt my thoughts returned to the story that I had intended to write about Princess Sitamon and I wrote it shortly afterwards, as well as a story about Aden and one or two others. And so we returned to England, where the sirens still slept, and were to sleep for ten more years; and perhaps others slept too, dreaming of peace, and in fitful moments of wakefulness hoped that a scheme, too clever for any of our predecessors in all human history, would keep the seas of the world as placid as Lake Geneva.

And then one day I got a long telegram from the Nawab of Rampur to tell me that he was ill; and soon after that he died. When I think how much of the East his generous hospitality opened to me, I cannot do better than close this account of my wandering through twelve years with the poem that I wrote then to the memory of a brief but delightful friendship.



On the Death of a Muhammedan Friend 

May you go safe, my friend, across that dizzy way 

No wider than a hair, by which your people go 

From Earth to Paradise; may you go safe to-day, 

With stars and space above, and time and stars below.



And at the further end may you not fail to reach 

All that you hoped to find upon the other shore, 

Where the long centuries go curving up the beach 

And foam away and cease, and there is time no more.



And if, from some small door behind our Heaven, should stray 

A weedy path, from which the orthodox refrain, 

Round to your Paradise, Ill seek it out one day, 

And sit and hear you tell rare Indian tales again.

THE END


THE SIRENS WAKE
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The first edition


CHAPTER I

BACK TO EUROPE WITH JORKENS

Tell on, said the King of China.

The Arabian Nights. The 28th Night.



GARRULITY like any other failing may, I am afraid, become a habit, and now for the third time I am talking about myself. There is not much harm in this for the reader, for he need not open the book, but I am conscious that it is not quite the occupation for a writer. I have used the simile before: a writers life is what nuggets are to a goldsmith; he uses them to make brooches and whatever his craft can, but he does not sell them raw. And so an autobiography is like a sale in a goldsmiths shop, when all the lumber is turned out of the back rooms, nuggets and graving-tools and old furniture, all sold, whatever may be found in the dark of the rooms where the public does not go. The auctioneer will make no such apology as I am making now; he will say that the lumber at the back of the shop, and all the raw material unworked by the goldsmiths craft, is very fine stuff indeed; but I am conscious that such experience as one may have gathered, worked according to the rules of one or other of the arts, is the proper stuff for an artist to offer the public, rather than the raw experiences that I am able to rake here and there from the dark of past years; quiet years most of them, years so quiet and dreamy that it almost seems as if the whole of Civilization slept, while all that preys on Civilization, whenever it takes so little care, crept nearer and nearer. And then came years more easy to be remembered, because they are close to the time in which I write, and because it will be long before the world can forget them; years in Tennysons words, of 



Clanging fights and flaming towns and sinking ships and praying hands.



Not that I noticed any praying hands, though like most of us I saw something of the rest of that line.

My wife and I came back from India, where we had visited our son on the North West frontier, in March 1930: I had with me a certain number of heads and skins of things I had shot, and an imagination that must have been enriched by new and strange scenes, sinking slowly down into memory, and that was stimulated by the beauty of them. And so, between late February and early April I wrote about half of the book I called The Travel Tales of Mr. Joseph Jorkens, the final half, and Messrs. Putnams published it that year. Only the other day a young man asked me who was the original of Jorkens. He was entirely imaginary, a man with sufficient flaws in his character to mitigate or cancel the pomposity that I felt must attach to writing of ones travels in the first person, whatever I may be doing now. But, imaginary though he was, I saw him very clearly and described him in a few words to Mr. Huntington, the head of the London branch of Messrs. Putnams, who wanted an illustration for their catalogue, which Mr. Stampa was asked to do, and I was astonished that from so brief a description there could have been made so striking a likeness as Mr. Stampas portrait showed. I was delighted with another portrait of Mr. Jorkens that was done by S. H. Sime; but that was of Jorkens in Africa when he was younger, whereas Mr. Stampa painted him in later years in his club over his borrowed whiskey. I also wrote some poems that summer, and we stayed at places where we had often stayed before: at one of them, Helperby, while out partridge-shooting I wrote a poem short enough to quote:



THE HOPE I had a hope one day 

Shooting a stubbly field 

With autumn on its way 

Bright over wold and weald:



I hoped my life was worth 

More than the bird that fell 

And of more use to Earth.

But, theres no way to tell.



Looking at it hurriedly, and from our own point of view, we are obviously much more useful than partridges, but anyone finding the time to look at the last line carefully, and of course impartially, will, I am afraid, find there is no answer to it. The useful things we do are useful to men; and the partridge, with perhaps an equally narrow view, might consider only things that were useful to partridges; but what would a strictly impartial view discover? It might discover no good that either of us did, and might find so much harm that our engines did to the world, that the partridge might win on points. On such lines as these I had already written a short story, and in January 1933 I made a radio play out of it, which has several times been done by the B.B.C. My reader may find an inconsistency in me when he reads these and similar views upon one page of this book, and stories of sport on another. He will not be the first to find that; and this makes it neither truer nor less true. But of course I am inconsistent. And, when you consider the power of the pulls of heredity and environment upon all of us, like the sun and the moon pulling different ways at the tides, we must all be as inconsistent as the sea. Some of us are brought up to sport from very early years, some come of sporting families. But how old are those families? For how long have our forebears hunted animals, in various ways, for their food? They were certainly at it in the ice age, when the polar ice came as far south as Paris; and that was a long time ago. When a glimpse from a more philosophical outlook suggests to us that man and all his machinery may not be all that we hope, that glimpse gives a momentary knowledge that may not be able to hold its own against the might of those instincts upon whose strength mans existence depended for ages and ages.

I went again to the lovely hills of Kildalton and shot two stags there, in between shooting parties at the delightful places in Yorkshire to which we went so often, Arden and Helperby, and in November we went to Terling for a pheasant-shoot with Lord Rayleigh. It occurred to me that October that the public were interested in gruesome stories of murder rather than in the kind of tale that I wrote, and I wondered if I could write a tale sufficiently gruesome to interest them. So I tried, and on October 20th and 21st in Cadogan Square I wrote a tale of murder called The Two Bottles Of Relish. I seem to have succeeded, for my literary agent was unable to get any man in England or America to touch it. But eventually one woman did. It was about the horrible murder of a girl by a man a little like the late Mr. Patrick Mahon, and it was accepted by Time and Tide, whose politics are feminist, and I sometimes wonder if the lady who runs it said, That is just the way that men do treat women, and published it perhaps as a bit of straight realism. Gradually any nausea that editors may at first have experienced on reading this story seems to have worn off, for it has made several other appearances since. Later when the Granville Barkers were staying with us at Dunstall, our house in Kent, I read this tale to them. The mystery of a murder has of course to be concealed as carefully as the key-move of a chess problem, or the solution of any other puzzle, but I remember him discovering this mystery from the very first hint of a clue as read it. My son was equally quick when I showed him this tale, but I have never seen anyone get it quicker than Mr. Granville Barker, and I remember his chortles over the grim problem.

We had known the Granville Barkers for some years, but I shall always remember my first meeting with Mrs. Granville Barker. It was in a London hotel, and I was talking a good deal and she had very little to say: my topic was a kakotopia, a land to which all effeminate men and male-minded women should be banished, to form a society and government of their own, and I suggested St. Helena; only then did Mrs. Granville Barker make a suggestion, and it so completely capped my invention, explained at much length, that I remember her words to this day. As a matter of fact, she said, they all live at Capri.

One other example I remember of a capped conversation, of a theme, begun by myself, triumphantly completed by another. It was at Arden, though I do not remember in what year, and rightly or wrongly I had been accusing Lady Agnes Savile of an attempt on my life, on account of something that she was doing with a motor when I came round the corner in another car, and she had said, But I didnt expect to meet a motor round that corner. And I had said rather solemnly, what I still think to be quite good advice, Agnes, always expect to see an elephant round every corner.

And another member of the house-party said, Oh, yes. I did meet an elephant round the corner of the road the other day. And the point that I had tried to make by what I thought was exaggeration fell like a soaring bird that at the top of its highest flight bumps against the under side of a barrage balloon. But very different were the two minds that brought a fancy of mine to earth, the one on a Yorkshire road and the other at Capri.

In three more days of October I wrote two one-act plays; the better of the two was called Mr. Sliggens Hour, and the idea of it is that old source of many fancies, a deal with the Devil, but the progress of almost the entire play is from one definite point to another: the first of these points is where a roomful of people are in tears at the eloquence of a young clergyman, a gift which he has from the Devil; and the second point is where the same people are all laughing at those same words, and their derision is the price, already agreed on, which the young man has to pay for being allowed to move a congregation to tears. The dialogue slopes the whole way gently down without any sudden step, from tearful praise to derision. There is nothing new in the idea of a deal with the Devil, and I have often urged that to judge a play by dialogue is like judging a house by its bricks, but, though I did not write the play for the sake of the dialogue, it amused me to see the dialogue go from the one point to the other, moving as polite conversation moves, without any disagreements or sudden digressions, so that the miraculous intervention of the Devil takes place quite naturally before the eyes of the audience.

I wrote several more tales in London that year, and two of them were for a second collection of Jorkens tales. I am very conscious as I write in the autumn of 1943 in a world still yearning for the downfall of Hitler, that an account of my tales or plays must be among the trifles for which none can have leisure. But I think that by the time that what I now write is published he will have vanished like Brownings scirrocco in black from the skies, and for all I know there may be a few with an evening to spare for light reading who may care to glance at the origins of some of my tales that may have chanced to come their way. And there will be peaceful evenings in long years of peace: of this I am fairly certain. For, though I cannot share the hope that by being a little more clever than man has ever been before, since he started to leave his records on stone or papyrus, we can prevent any more war; and though I believe that war is one of the conditions under which man exists on this planet; yet there are tides in human bloodshed as there are tides in the sea, the one running all through history as the other all through geology, and we have a high tide now: our children will see the ebb-tide. There will be work to be done; so much that it may well keep readers away from this book of mine, but I hope that this time the work will be done and the recreation taken, whether or not it includes light reading, without that sense of a doom hanging over a generation, darkening year by year, which we had before.


CHAPTER II

POODLE-STORIES

IN December we came to Ireland and I settled down to what have been the principal occupations of my life, shooting snipe, woodcock and ducks, and hunting foxes. Nobody can build with dreams who has not his feet on reality, and though the material of art is dreams, the work of fitting them into their places is very real. No artist therefore should have anything artificial in his life, and if shooting and hunting had been mere frivolities I hope they would not have attracted me. I do not mean that I took to shooting with any lofty purpose; it merely came my way but I have gone on with it realizing that it is a part of life, and somewhat closer to the four great winds and sunset and dawn and the seasons than many amusements are. If one ever shot a sea-gull one would stultify ones whole occupation, for it is the quest for food, and a sea-gull is inedible; and if one ever shot a bird sitting it would cease to be sport. But, so long as one follows the ordinary rules of a sportsman, one is acquiring food either for oneself or ones friends and enjoying a good sport. Foxhunting is so grand a sport that it seems not to need justification; and yet I think everything should be based upon a purpose. The purpose of foxhunting is defensive rather than offensive: it is the protection of poultry. If a foxhunter for a moment may be unaware of this, let him consider the impalpable difference that there is between foxhunting and hunting the carted stag. Both give a fine run, and yet the difference is unmistakably there, and the difference is made by the purpose. But if any foxhunter should be unaware of that purpose, it is quite certain that no Master will be, or any member of a Hunt Committee, for they are all well enough aware of the claims upon the fowl-fund and, even when the fullest allowance has been made for imagination, the fact remains that the ravages of a fox are enormous in every district. To others I would say that the organization of foxhunting for the defence of poultry is so old that it is almost out-of-date, but its antiquity has given it a strong hold upon us. Would they bring the defence of poultry up to date? It would be very simple. It would do away with foxhounds. But also with foxes.

When the shooting season and hunting season were over we returned to London, and from the end of April to the middle of June I did six more Jorkens stories, some of my favourites. One of them was called One August In the Red Sea, which was mainly about the Red Seas frightful heat; but I had not imagined a fortnight spent there at midsummer, which time with its strange devices was yet to show me.

A month in London, a month at the centre of the Empire, should surely give one material for a whole book; but writing an autobiography is like clutching at bright autumn leaves, floating by on a strong wind; it is not impossible to clutch a gold leaf here and there, but most of them sweep by ungathered by anyone: so Time whirls past the days at which one clutches with memory. I spent many hours at the Beefsteak, which as I mentioned in a previous volume would alone be enough for the purposes of this book; but, though we have good wine there which we may enjoy in the Club, we are not allowed to take any bottles away in our pockets, and we have a similar rule about talk and good tales. Once a rumour went round that a member of the Club was using conversation he heard there for articles in the Press. I do not take this rumour from the Beefsteak, where I heard no foundation for it, but from the Press, for it was published in the Sunday Express and the world has already had a million copies of it. The late Lord Kenmare was the member, far better known as Castlerosse, and when the rumour got to his ears he turned on us with crushing effect: he wrote that he had heard this rumour, that he had never had printed in that paper any tale he had heard in any of his clubs, because no tale he had ever heard in them was good enough for his column in the Sunday Express, with one exception, a very good tale which he proceeded to tell. And what is more, he went on, if I should ever hear another tale worth printing in any of my clubs, I shall certainly have it printed.

There did not seem to be much for us to say.

Only this autumn, the autumn of 1943, in which I write, with the worlds fate not yet decided, we heard of his death, and the days seem darker for the loss of one of the brightest spirits that I have known. More recently still Sir Reginald Hall has died, another old member of the Beefsteak Club. There is a hill in Yorkshire a few miles from a house at which I have often stayed, where a high valley makes a gap in the sky-line; and an uncle of the family that lived in that house told them when they were young that the gap had been bitten out of the hill by the poodle, which they all believed till a day when they picnicked in that valley. Sir Reginald Hall used to make me think of that uncle; thus he played with the Germans all through the last war, and thus they believed him; and when half way through the war they found out, like the children in that valley, that he was regaling them with his imagination, then he told them the truth instead, and the war was over before they found out that he was not still telling them poodle-stories.

And this childishness of the Germans reminds me of curious discoveries that have rarely come my way, that is to say a clear piece of information in a book, that was unknown to the writer of it. Such discoveries are always amusing, and are like a jewel found accidentally while breaking a piece of common rock. One of the brightest of those was a book by Steinhauer, the Kaisers Master Spy. It told how the Master Spy got into a train at Euston with flies in his hat to go to Scapa Flow. He evidently had a strong German accent, but that he explained by saying that he was Dutch; and the flies in his hat of course proved that he was going to Scapa Flow for the fishing. As the train started, a man jumped into the carriage, wearing flies in his hat also. He asked the Kaisers Master Spy what he was going to do. Fishing, he said. So his new-found friend offered to take him round when they got to Scapa Flow, and show him the best fishing. For, by one of those happy chances that you find in a bad play, he was going there too. A thin plot for fiction, but good enough for the Kaisers Master Spy. So away they went together and fished amongst the Grand Fleet, and whenever they were arrested the other man with flies in his hat explained that everything was all right. All this innocent and beautiful story is to be found in the book whose name I forget, that was written by Steinhauer, the Kaisers Master Spy, and published in England some time between the two wars.

And another of these little hidden jewels I have found shone from the pages of a book by von Rintelin, who tells how, while doing a bit of sabotage in New York during the last war, he met Admiral Sir Guy Gaunt, and explained to him that he was an officer of the Royal Navy by telling him a few tales that were popular at that time with naval officers. Having proved his bona fides in this way, he then gave Sir Guy Gaunt some bits of advice about naval strategy, and in particular he advised him to send all his ships away to the other side of America, where they would be very useful, which the admiral at once agreed to do. And in spite of all this, the submarine for which von Rintelin was waiting was sunk, but without at all dimming his faith in the innocence of the admiral.

Deceit seems rather easily deceived, for I read in another book, an autobiography of a detective, how the author went sleuthing in the East End, disguised as a pedlar of old iron and pushing a barrow with a kettle or two on it; and he met a real pedlar of iron, who insisted on giving him a few engines and rollers, so that he had to push a heavy barrow all day, but there is no tribute in that book to this bit of cockney humour, or any hint that the real pedlar had not taken him for as genuine a colleague as the admiral had seemed to take the spy.


CHAPTER III

THE THREE EXITS

I WROTE a Jorkens tale in August in Ireland and one, in September, in a train, on the Way from another very pleasant visit at Arden to Kildalton for the stalking, and I wrote very little more that year. I was painting a good many portraits about this time, and I may have diverted my output, though I had done more than a third of my second book of Jorkens travels in this year. I think it was in this year that I noticed a flaw in our civilization: I had tea on a train at 5 oclock somewhere near Carlisle, and the milk was sour. Somewhere or other I have commented on this before, but one cannot point out a flaw too often; that is what one goes to a dentist for and asks him to look round. Here I was in a train, in one of the very arteries of our commerce: this train was transport, modern transport, without which our commercial system would wither away. And it could not get fresh milk. Why? It passed fifty stations and a thousand farms, but nobody had thought of making any arrangement with any of them; the working out of an arrangement would not have taken ten minutes if he had. And so it had to get its milk from London, which gets it from the milk-train, which had not arrived, or been unpacked, when my train left London in the morning; and so my train had to be loaded with yesterdays milk, which was the day before yesterdays in the country it came from, which for all I know may have been somewhere near Carlisle. The train probably did fifty miles an hour, but the lagging thought that made this arrangement was unable to get fresh milk for it.

I had some more grouse-shooting on the lovely hills of Islay, and had two days stalking there and got two stags, a ten-pointer and an eleven-pointer. I quote a letter from the Field of October 10th, 1931, which was sent to it by my host.





SNIPE SHOOTING WITH A RIFLE

Sir,  This is a remarkable piece of shooting I saw recently.

I took my guest, Lord Dunsany, out for an hour before dinner, and he took a.250 rifle to pot a rabbit or two. This was the eventual bag: one woodcock, one snipe (shot on the wing), two blackcock and two rabbits.



Yours truly, 

Harry Clifton.



But I should add that in the middle of September snipe have usually not got the swift flight with which we are familiar in the winter and this particular snipe gave me a very close shot, and one unusually easy for a snipe. The blackcock took a certain amount of stalking.

As my son was home on leave my wife had stayed in London with him and I wrote to her there. An excerpt from that letter may give a faint glimpse of a stalk, but a very faint glimpse, for there is no mention in it of the mosses and flowers and ferns which one sees so minutely as one crawls slowly over their lovely wild gardens, nor any mention of the heights of Jura looking down on the lovely scene. I went out today to look for a big stag. We spotted a herd with a royal in it and got up close, but there were so many that some of them soon saw us. Then the stalker changed his mind and said Shoot the big ten-pointer. This certainly was a finer head than the royal, but I only had a second to get a bead on him and then a second to make sure he was the right one, and then they moved off. I still thought Id get a shot as he moved, but others got in the way and they were gone without a shot. In half an hour we got up with them again, but this time they were off before we could spot him. In an hour from then we came up again, and at 2 oclock I got him; this time a second before they were gone. He turned out to be an eleven-pointer, a lovely head, wide, thick and dark, and a very heavy stag.

After dinner we all went to the deer-larder to see the head, and it was a good one. How clearly I remember deer-larders in the Highlands. They probably have their counterparts elsewhere, for most things have, though I do not know what they are. But perhaps on days when banks are very full, a manager and some of his friends go at evening down to the vaults and have a look at the heaps of gold lying in dim light, such as there always is in a highland deer-larder.

From Kildalton I went South to one of those parties that are always pleasant at Helperby, and we shot partridges for three days. And then I went over to Ireland and shot snipe again, sometimes alone, sometimes with my son, and at shoots of my neighbours, and we both of us went to Dromana again to shoot woodcock in an old forest. And one day I wrote a poem, too long to print again here, called A Remembrance of Pan, which seemed to be a turning back to something forgotten, a sudden yearning for the things of poetry, as though I had been long neglecting them. I had not been particularly idle that year, but what I had written had been mostly Jorkens stories, and I had been painting also, and doing a good deal of shooting. Soon I wrote some more Jorkens stories, but not many more poems. One of the poems that I did write which I called On a Cold Evening shows me that my old periodical yearning to travel came to me still; but perhaps I was growing heavier and was less easily to be moved, for the body on this occasion did not follow the spirit and it was long before I travelled again, on a journey to which I was brought by strange chances. This is the poem I speak of, a call from the spirit to travel which was not answered.





ON A COLD EVENING.

As I took the homeward road 

One star was in the sky 

And a moon all golden glowed 

In the chilly space near by, 

And a frost was setting forth 

To grip the grass and the loam, 

For the wind was sheer from the North.

It was good to be nearing home; 

It was good to be coming soon 

To chairs and a merry fire, 

Good, but at sight of the moon 

There awoke an old desire.



And I wished for a tent once more 

Where, right from the tent-pegs, gleams 

The Saharas sea-less shore 

As far as an Arab dreams.



I shot over a hundred golden plover that year and a few hundred snipe and a good many woodcock and other things, and did a little foxhunting. A mixed bag is a necessity if one is going to eat for dinner every night of the winter something that one has shot, as we do when we are in Ireland, and this I am fortunately able to do there. In Cadogan Square in the spring I wrote some more stories, and in Kent that summer I wrote an article called The Prevention of Tides which was printed in the Spectator. When once a writer has been led into the error of writing about himself, all he can do is to make his story as clear as possible; and I take it that any glimpse of my philosophy must gratify the curiosity of a reader more than a photograph of me in my smartest clothes; and so I reprint that article here, and I do not know of anything that has happened in the last twelve ominous years that should alter the views I held in the summer of 1932. This is the article, from the Spectator of February 10th, 1933.





THE PREVENTION OF TIDES

We have no record that when Newton discovered the law of gravity he incurred any hostility from angry folk saying: Now we shall have everything falling on our heads, apples and everything else. So I hope my theory will cause no annoyance either. The proof of the theory I leave to some mathematician with an interest in history, feeling that it can easily be proved by someone familiar with figures. My theory is briefly an application of a commonplace of hydraulics to human bloodshed. It stands to reason that if children making a dam across a trickling gutter wish still to hold back the water they must soon build their dam right across the road; nor can this hold it back for long; and, if the flow of that trickle is by any means still to be stopped, a dam must be built eventually across the whole valley. It will then be a long time before any water goes that way. Yet the effort to hold it back must fail ultimately, and, when the dam does break, this is obvious, that the number of drops of water that will go by must be exactly the number of drops that would have gone by in any case, from the time that the trickle was first stopped.

I believe some mathematician can easily prove by statistics that the same law must apply exactly to human bloodshed. For, when you have small communities quietly raiding each other every other year, there obviously cannot be that security and co-operation that can allow the growth of the organization that makes large armies possible. But prohibit a hamlet from raiding a Hundred, and you get an orderliness that results in the growth of heptarchies. Join up your heptarchies into kingdoms, and you still have wars; and, though people prayed against them, nobody seemed to suppose they were going to stop for ever. It is not till great empires are formed, imposing peace over wide areas of the earth, that the delusion is fostered that peace may now be everlasting. Had warfare between Prussia, Bavaria and Austria broken out again in every generation, the quiet growth of the force that made the World War would have been impossible. Great wars, then, are made alone by peace; and little wars are as bad as great wars, because there are far more of them, and because, as my mathematician will one day prove, the little and the great kill exactly as many. There are two things to consider about this: Why is it so? And how could it be prevented? A large number of the best minds in the world is presumably dealing with the second point, so that we may leave that point now, except to say that they seem to be fastening too much hope upon disarmament.

All disarmament can do is to stop certain large firms of war-manufacturers from having an interest in war; which probably does not go for very much. Disarmament cannot prevent men from fighting, even if you took away the deadliest of all ingredients for battle, the railway train. The most destructive weapon of warfare is not the Big Bertha, but the flint axe. Great guns tend to keep armies apart, killing perhaps a quarter of them, but where men fought with flint axes they must have at once met hand to hand, and more than half must have been killed, including the whole of one side. But while others are discussing how to stop war, let us consider why it is that, for so long as we have been upon this planet, this weed, or flower, whichever it be, has hitherto grown alongside of us. Well, whatever ailments individuals may die of, there are but three exits from this world for peoples: War, Famine and Plague. Without these exits the world would be overcrowded, and anyone who can realize that space on a raft is limited must be able, with a greater imaginative effort, to realize that so is the space on a planet. But to say that without these exits the world would be overcrowded is unnecessary, for they themselves make overcrowding impossible. The growth of people beyond a certain limit must necessarily lead to starvation, or to devastation by whatever fevers haunt insanitary areas, or to the determination of a strong man not to let his people starve, whatever may happen to others; and this means war; or to the same strong man leading his people away from crowded dirty spaces, elsewhere; and this means invasion. I believe that Nature is benevolent, and chooses the best of these bad exits for us.

I do not know that I can define Nature, but I mean those impulses in the deeps of our minds, dimmer than reason and yet more powerful, that sway us in the end, and the similar forces in beasts and in blades of grass. These in the end lead us to take the wiser course. War at the present moment is not the wiser course, the world for the present having had sufficient of it. You may see this by the attitude of all nations, when one by one their legations were shelled by the Japanese or Chinese. The attitude of every ambassador over that was: These gunners are all young men; they dont mean any harm by it. But in times when there is a need for war it is sufficient cause for it for an ambassador to slip on a piece of orange-peel; and, though imputing no assault to anyone, his countrymen will say in such times as those: But what right had the dirty foreigners to leave the orange-peel lying about? That is quite sufficient to cause war when war is needed, though shelling legations will not do so when it is not. For war comes from tides in human affairs, and depends little on human precautions. Shall we stop it by keeping the birth-rate down to the level of the death-rate, thus preventing its logical cause? I think not, for that is only to invite invasion. War has been hitherto the method whereby the blood of peoples was blended, always with a strong tincture of adventure, and whereby races were made. It has been the method whereby those races held their own so long as they were worthy to hold it, and whereby they were overthrown before they cumbered the earth and lowered the average human standard. I like it less than Newton liked being hit on the head by an apple, but I recognize it as one of the conditions under which we live on the planet. To those who, hoping for peace, are yet prepared to face facts I would point out the sinister circumstance that the first syllable of Avon is practically the same as the second syllable of Punjab, and that that syllable means river. It is worth more than a moments thought to consider who brought that word ab or av, meaning river, from India to Warwickshire, and how he got there. Nor was he probably by any means floated upon the first of such tides, that swept out of the highlands of Asia riding after the sun. Yet let us hope that the court of King Canute, now sitting by the shores of Geneva, will stop these tides for ever.



So I thought that war could not be avoided, and I hoped that nobody would be angrier about my theory than they were about Newtons; but I do think that defeat can be avoided, though only with great difficulty, as we have seen, if our leaders and the electorate that chose them concentrate too hopefully on the theory that there will never be any war at all.


CHAPTER IV

A GEOGRAPHICAL SECRET

THAT summer, 1932, in Kent I received a letter from America asking me if I would take a share in versifying the psalms. I did as I was requested and versified six of the psalms, without ever thinking for an instant that it would be possible to improve them, or supposing, when I had finished, that I had succeeded in doing so. One or two little improvements were made by an editor and an occasional syllable added, so that even if I had thought that I could improve the psalms there could have been no room for my presumption after that.

I shot partridges, as I did every year, with my friend Sir Roger Gregory, and we went to Arden again, and this year it occurred to me to have a bit of practice with my deer-stalking rifle, which you cannot do everywhere, except at a target, and shooting at a target is of less use to a sportsman than any other shooting, because, of all the things that any man ever shot at, a target alone stands up out of the landscape and looks what it is; all else that men shoot at is part of the landscape, and has carefully to be distinguished from it before one can know exactly what it is and what part of it one is aiming at. But the hills of Arden are as well suited to rifle-shooting as any deer-forest, and I took my.275 and stalked rabbits along their bare tops. It was excellent practice, only my hostesss cook wondered a little wistfully what she could make of the shattered rabbits. She had more than this to put up with, for Lady Mexborough very kindly allowed me to use the kitchen fire for some clay figures that I was making. This is a craft that I had followed for a few years, and my work at it I have sometimes described to my friends as being of the pre-Tang school, because I am ignorant of a very great many things that were known to those early potters who worked under the dynasty of Tang. I had found out once, on picking up some clay with which a sculptor was working, that figures came rather readily to my hand, and, having made a few, I dried them in an oven, but did not risk them in the fire. When I did put some into a fire they of course cracked, or even blew to pieces, but I gradually learned how to prevent this, and all I know about it now is the following: first of all the figures must be well dried, and for this purpose I leave them for about three days among the hot plates over the kitchen fire. Then I put them in the oven after the fire has been let out. This is better than asking the maid who lights the fire to put them there in the morning before she lights it; because she may forget and remember later and put them in the oven after the fire is lit, and they will then blow to pieces, In an oven they can gradually become so hot that they may be put from there right into the fire, at any rate near the top of it, and later they can be lowered into the middle of it where the heat makes it a light yellow. Later I improved this method by packing them among cinders in a biscuit-tin and putting that into the oven, and afterwards putting the whole biscuit-tin into the fire. Heat then came gradually, as the cinders became red-hot. They never cracked when done in this way, but sometimes they would be spoiled by getting wrapped up in a piece of melting tin. Accident has sometimes given me a perfect glaze, which has rather surprised potters: it must have come from something in the coal. The safety of the images is much increased by driving holes into them from underneath, and even through their nostrils and ears, with a needle. Any drop of water that there may be inside them then shoots out harmlessly when it turns to steam, along the track of the needle, like a blank fired from a gun, instead of going off like a Mills bomb. I used to leave them an hour in the kitchen fire, and of course they required cooling off in much the same way that they were warmed up, or rather in the reverse order. And that is all I know about making pottery. I am told that plates baked in furnaces, everything in fact from which we drink our tea, have been in the fire for twenty-four hours, but the hour in the kitchen fire makes mine quite permanent. Not so much with any idea of improving them, but rather to bring out the features so that the onlooker can see at a glance what I have seen, I paint these figures. Of course the correct way to paint them is to do it before putting them into the fire, so that the colour is burned into them, but I can tell the reader nothing about this, because I am ignorant of the paints used for this purpose and I merely paint them afterwards, though knowing that this is not the correct way. The figures I do are usually three or four inches high, often only from the waist upwards, and are in no cases either portraits or caricatures of anyone I have ever seen, but are rather portraits of types, and not even those are types that exist, so much as those I have imagined. Perhaps they are rather characters than types, and each character is dressed as such a character should be. I made several rather gorgeous uniforms in the armies of the old Austrian empire and at its court, though they actually were not, and uniforms that I thought might be appropriate to certain officials who never really existed, in republics that I felt should have been in Central America, had there ever been room for them on the map. As I emphasized their features with paint, so I helped to bring out their character with a line of prose, and each one had his description. Here for instance is a description of one in an admirals uniform, except that it was green, whose complexion indicated the tropics: Even at 50 he could throw a knife that seldom missed the heart. And a far suaver gentleman, in a uniform that to my mind seemed suggestive of Germany, was described in the following line: He had a perfect sense of the moment at which to declare war.

Once there was an accident in the kitchen fire, which I tried to mitigate in the line of description, which went: Had he only had ears there are no heights to which he would not have risen.

Another gorgeous fellow, whose figure was a little too elongated, had this description: Thanks to his long neck, so greatly admired by the Empress, he rose to command the artillery of the police and to wear the cloak of St. Pavlov. This, I repeat, was no caricature of anyone who ever existed; but might not such a man have appeared in the history of Europe if only he had been born in time?

And a somewhat similar character, who had also been damaged in the kitchen fire, was described thus: Till he lost a moustache on the fatal field of Liebenau, he had been the acknowledged favorite of the Empress.

And I had a little revolutionary study called, Judge condemning a man suspected of belonging to the Middle Class, which was bought at my first exhibition by Mr. Alfred Bossom, the architect, from whom I have heard tales as thrilling as those that the first Lord Cowdray told me, in particular one of how he built a skyscraper on the mud of the Mississippi, but that is his own story. It is a curious thing how often one question has been asked me by many different people, when I have shown them these figures. For a moment they are surprised, as indeed I was myself when first I found how quickly the various expressions seemed to come out of the clay, and then they ask me the question whose answer is to account for it all, Where do you get the clay? But my answer is always unsatisfactory, for I pick the clay up anywhere, if there happens to be any where I am, and there is clay in a good many places: if there is not, I buy it.

Never having meditated writing about myself, until I ventured upon a book called Patches of Sunlight and the habit grew on me, I have few means of recalling such things from the past as cannot be found in my memory. A hunting diary, a shooting diary, a record of dates on which I wrote anything, and a few old letters, are my only sources. I found today one or two letters that I had written to my wife on a brief visit to London, while she was in Ireland, and in one of them I found a record of an experience I had forgotten, though I have had others like it. It was an astounding experience, and if anyone finds it incredible I can only say that, not only did it happen, but that the kind of mind from which such things come is unhappily growing common. I will tell the episode first, and try to account for it after. As I no longer remember it, I will quote the exact words from my letter, written from the Garrick Club in April 1932. The following masterpiece of urban suspicion before I forget it. I, at the Brompton P.O., thinking that Government House, Auckland N.Z. was the Governor Generals correct address, but wishing to be accurate  Could you tell me if the N.Z. Government House is at Auckland?

The Miss. Why?

I have to reply to a telegram from the Governor General, but I received it indirectly, from Mr. Thomas through the Dominions Office.

She. Ill ask the supervisor.

She. Could you show us your letter from the Dominions Office?

I. I havent it on me. But any way Auckland is the capital of New Zealand, isnt it?

She. The Dominions Office would be able to tell you that.

But I believe the secret is already out at the R.G.S. Or are they equally discreet when suspected persons enquire of this important position?

My uncertainty about the capital of New Zealand is about as far as ignorance can go: they could not have been more ignorant than that, especially after the discussion with the supervisor, and the woman must have supposed that it was dangerous to give away valuable information, such as the name of the capital of New Zealand, to anybody except someone officially qualified to receive such important information. I imagine that Antichrist has only one commandment, which is Hate thy neighbour; and anybody mistrusting every stranger he meets, or refusing to them harmless information politely asked for, is I take it qualifying to be a good anti-christian. As the world becomes more complex, and more and more strangers are met with, coming from great distances by mechanical transport, this attitude increases, and it is even organized and fostered, and not merely left to individual rudeness. I admit that organized suspicion has stopped bag-snatching; I remember when it was common, and I have noticed the increase in the streets of people who, apart from their silly little signs, are obviously on the look out for that kind of thing, for one can tell them by the hatred in their eyes, since all passers-by are to them potential bag-snatchers. A very high official once told me that when he took certain steps of a preventive nature, the incidence of crime in London immediately decreased. This is an argument in favour of organized suspicions; and the ending of bag-snatching, which recently was so common, is a proof of its efficacy. But I state it here as my opinion that the safety of handbags and shop-windows has been won at the cost of the lowering of the level of Christianity in our cities. Let whoever can, estimate the harm that is done by cultivating in the young the evil thought that their first attitude to their neighbour should be to suspect him, and even to pass on this rudeness by obvious little signs to the next anti-christian in sight. Proofs from the observation of years would be tedious, or even from a single day. Of course not to observe at all may be best, and then you are not insulted; but if I write books and they are offered for sale and I have no observation I am then of that considerable body that in various ways cheat the public. One word of warning before I leave this subject: there was a boy with an air-gun, and a small band that he led, who declared to his followers that the Public was the enemy, and treated his neighbours accordingly, though his only ammunition was cut from potatoes. The magistrates punished this boy, but I have seen so many quite young people at the horrid game of suspicion, that someone must be teaching large numbers of them to look on the public as this boy did; someone in fact is working amongst the young as a recruiting-sergeant for Antichrist. Against the hope that, by suspecting all men, one young man may some day prevent a murder I will put this actual fact: the third Lord de Mauley, who never harmed anyone in his life, used to travel a good deal by bicycle, for he could not afford more expensive means of travelling; and once, going by small lanes and by-paths, he got among fields in the evening and lost his way; as night came on he met a boy and asked him the way to a road; but the boy was one whose mind had been perverted in some vile way till the public were to him the enemy that the boy with the air-gun had proclaimed them to be, and he would not show Lord de Mauley the way to shelter, and the old man died of exposure.


CHAPTER V

SOIL AND CLAY

FROM Arden I went to Kildalton, where my old host rests on a hill among his stags. Sometimes we shot grouse there and on other days I went stalking, and I got three stags on the hills that rise up from the seas inlets, as white with swans as are ornamental waters, and that look away to the north to the bens of Jura. Thence I went south to Yorkshire, to shoot partridges with another pleasant party at Helperby. Then to London, where so much occurs every day, where one meets so many; but to use my simile of the leaves again, it is as though one went at the end of October into the midst of a forest where a storm was always blowing and tried to catch bright leaves. How many of them would one bring away? How many hours can one remember of past years in London? One flash one remembers here from talk at an undated dinner-party, or there from some evening at a club, or one remembers a play one has seen, and a few pictures in the National Gallery; but I am all too conscious that anybody with a careful note-book could make a book the size of this one out of one day in London, while I propose to use about thirteen years. One play I remember fairly clearly, that I saw in London, though I forget in what year, and that was Galsworthys Loyalties, and more clearly still Barries play that preceded it, Shall We Join the Ladies, for I preferred the whims of Barrie to the grim purpose of Galsworthy. Galsworthy, with his burning sense of social injustice, always reminded me of a race-horse harnessed to a mowing-machine, handicapped in the race by the weight of the mowing-machine, and yet only urged to race at all by the clatter of it behind him; for I felt, much as one deplores a political purpose straying on to the stage when it should have stayed on the platform, that we should have had no plays from Galsworthy at all, had he not been driven to write them by the political purpose that seems to be such a drag on them. But that particular play I think I only remember more clearly than other plays now on account of an irrelevant incident that happened to occur as I saw it; for such are the whims of memory, and they are all that I have to rely on to make this book, except for a few lists of game and stories that I have already mentioned. I was at a matinée, in the stalls, and a man in front of me began to snore, and then collapsed. I stepped over the seat and carried him out, and I remember to this day how the saucers of tea-cups crackled under my feet as I went, like shells on a seashore. As I got to the end of the row a doctor appeared, and as soon as I had carried the man out of the auditorium the doctor made it clear that my usefulness was over; and, as the patient was an American, and as he had come to see a play, I had a lingering feeling that it would have interested him to know who had carried him out, which would not have been the case, at any rate then, with an Englishman. But one cannot force that sort of information on people, even when they are well.

And I have memories of occasional chess, but only occasional, for chess can completely fill a lifetime, and is indeed so satisfying that it needs neither excuse nor reward; so that, if I was still to work for the sake of those that read my tales, I had to overcome not only idleness, but the temptation to stray from the world of green fields to that of alternate squares. I played occasionally for Kent, under Mr. R. H. S. Stevenson, who has done so much for chess, not only in Kent but in England; and, though rarely, I played at the Imperial Chess Club, where one day in what is called a lightning tournament, in which play has to be quick rather than thoughtful, I won a prize that has been of immense value to me, a magnetized chess-board, with which one can play in trains or in any sea, a thing that is handy in peace and invaluable in war. Mr. Stevenson died in the summer of 1943, deeply regretted by all English chess-players. At one time there were chess-matches among the London clubs, and I sometimes played for the Carlton and for the Athenaeum. In spite of what I have said about chess filling a lifetime, I think that there are many occupations that may be combined with it; but they must be occupations that have their regular hours, and chess can be played when those hours are over, for I think that the human brain is not easily tired and, provided the work is different, can take up a bit of hard work as a recreation from work of another kind, though the body is unable to recuperate itself by running a mile as a rest from other hard work. And I think that if one gets a headache from writing for too many hours, it is not the brain that has tired, but that concentration of all ones energies for too long on the brain has deprived such things as the lights and the liver of whatever energies they may require, so that eventually one of them sends up bad blood to the brain. I speak as a doctor of letters, not of medicine. But however full a man may fill his leisure with chess and start fresh next morning on another kind of work, one cannot so easily fit chess in with literature, because literature has not its regular hours, and so one can never say when chess may not interrupt it: chess is a mighty rival, the only art I know that is also a science, calling almost equally upon fancy and reason. Chess has been to me like a wonderful country into which I travelled when young and left, and have afterwards moved outside its borders, crossing them now and then, and soon coming out again. Had I chosen to become an inhabitant of that land a splendid chance was offered to me in the spring of 1939, which was to go to Buenos Ayres at the expense of the Chess Federation of Argentina, to play for Ireland on a team of four against teams of masters from all the countries of Europe. I did not go, which was as well, for, though the tournament was held, it was soon interrupted by a similar game played on a board with far larger squares.

I wrote a Jorkens tale in London that autumn, with the scene in the Bahr el Gazai, which was printed in the Strand and in the American paper Vanity Fair; and another with a scene in the mountains of the Sahara, which was printed in the Observer; and I wrote what I fancied was an original ghost story, which appeared in Time and Tide.

Then came the exhibition of my clay images at Colnaghis, with the lovely china figures of Miss Gwendolen Parnell and others. The exhibition was honoured by a visit from Queen Mary, and I wished when showing the Queen round my part of it that my figures had a little of the grace that one may sometimes get into a poem, but which certainly was not in them. A poem of mine is in the library of Her Majestys dolls-house, to which many writers had contributed a few years earlier, writing in volumes about two inches high.

I was asked to write a preface for Messrs. Colnaghis catalogue, which may give a faint impression of what the exhibition was about, so I quote it here:

Having numbered among my acquaintance no foreign generals, no cardinals, no monks, very few prophets, and no devils, I have attempted to fill the want by making the figures exhibited here. Anyone seeking for the originals of them will only find gaps where they never were, but where I feel that they ought to have been. The astonishment of the exquisite figures of Miss Parnell and Miss Simpson at finding themselves in such company will be expressed, in those hours of the night when such things find voices, with a delicacy of scorn altogether beyond the comprehension of my low-browed company.

The pots and the dishes of Mr. Dalton, Mr. Cardew and Mr and Mrs. Norton can speak for themselves far better than I could presume to speak for them, who have never made a pot in my life.

And then we went back to Ireland and I returned to the life of the country and shot our dinner until the first of March. And in the early days of January 1933 I made a play for the B.B.C. by a method that I have described in another volume; that is to say, instead of waiting for an idea to come, I dug up an old one that I had put into a story, as one might dig for treasure in ones own garden, and thus I made the play called The Use of Man, which has often been in the ether. And on February 12th I started on an entirely new venture. People who had never read anything I wrote, and there were many of those in England, often said to me; Oh, yes, I know your clever Irish stories. But I had never written an Irish story in my life. However much I have travelled, my thoughts have travelled much more, and they travelled far and went eastward, and they had not travelled long before they were beyond the lands that I knew, and so I had to invent lands for them. These invented lands were very unlike Ireland, as their names alone might show: Tholdenblarna, Perdondaris, Golnuz, Belzoond and Merimna. But one day long before 1933, the late Mr. Charles Masterman, once a member of the Liberal Government, said to me à propos nothing, with considerable conviction, You ought to write a tale about Ireland. Thats what you ought to do.

So sure he seemed of what he had said, that I remembered his words for years. And all the while I was seeing more of Ireland, as I went about the country shooting. Who knows if even a pinprick may have finally started me? For a pin may make a horse gallop. Yeats had invented the Irish Academy of Letters and had omitted me, which was no surprise; though his reason for doing so was surprising, which was that I did not write about Ireland. I told one or two Irish writers that I too was going to start an Academy, an academy to honour the names of writers of the fourteenth century in Italy; for I said that, since writers work for posterity, it was not a bit too late to honour fourteenth-century writers now. Who, I asked, would they suggest? Dante of course was suggested; but I was shocked. Most certainly not, I said, stroking my hair as Yeats used to stroke his. Dante did not write about Italy, but of a very different place. Most unsuitable!

One does not need a point so blunt as that for it to be seen at once in Ireland. This then may have been the trifling sting that stimulated my energies. I do not know if it was, but it may have been, because once it seemed that Yeats thought so, for he questioned me very closely as to why I had started the book, and his insight is not likely to have been wrong. This then, for all I know, may have slightly aroused my energies; but there are other ingredients in this book, and I am afraid that one is laziness. For I had always held that, since the arts are creative, an artist ought to create, and that he should work like the spider and not like the magpie. Was Charles Masterman right? Were the Irish hills and bogs and the Irish people material delicate enough to be handled by one accustomed to work in rather fanciful dreams? If anywhere imagination could be blended with earth, it seemed just possible that it might be in Ireland. I might try. But it would be lazy work compared to such work as I had to put into The King of Elflands Daughter, for I knew Ireland pretty well, and picking up handfuls of its soft earth all round me would be very much easier than waiting for fancies to come, or trying to induce their arrival. I felt somewhat like a sculptor, accustomed to work only in rare marbles, turning to work with chance handfuls of the soil that lay all round him, yet somewhat enchanted soil, so that it might perhaps do as well. And so on February 12th, 1933, I started my first Irish novel. Perhaps the ease of writing with material so ready to hand, instead of with fancies that imagination had to bring from so far, gave to this story a certain vividness, so that some supposed it was autobiographical. This was not the case, and yet I suppose that, when one writes of a country one knows, each scene described, each fence jumped in a hunt, is something that one must have actually seen. At one end one gets to know a countryside, and at the other one writes a tale that is fairly true to it: it would be odd if many scenes did not coincide, even although unconsciously. Perhaps the vividest scene in that story may be where four murderers come to shoot a man in a house at night, and they swear his son on a sacred relic there is in that house to tell them where his father is, and, while they all threaten him with their pistols, they kneel before him as he holds the relic. I almost wondered at the vividness of this scene, until I remembered that I had actually seen a row of armed men kneeling before me in Ireland; although in my case they were not kneeling to any relic, though I have one in my house, but merely for convenience in firing. This was in the Dublin rebellion, and they came up from their kneeling position, with their rifles still at their shoulders, before beginning to shoot at me. The boys father is duly murdered, though not by these four, and the book tells the boys story as he looks back from old age, and briefly the story of the four men, and their diverse ends, one being murdered himself by the other three, one falling as a soldier in the Great War, another dying of remorse for something he had done, and the fourth going to penal servitude for life and becoming, on being let out, the President of the Council of the League of Nations. Yet, I repeat, the whole story is fiction.


CHAPTER VI

DISARMAMENT AND OTHER DREAMS

I DID very little work besides shooting snipe and writing my Irish novel, once I had started on it, and the novel kept me fairly busy from February 12th to May 27th, in 1933. At the end of April we went over to England, stopping at Shrewsbury on the way, in order to visit a property that I have in Radnorshire, but where I have no house except the farmhouses, though one of them is an old manor-house; hills with sheep and curlews on them and great oak beams above the fireplaces of the farmhouses, and bacon curing among the rafters, in the country just west of the land of which Housman wrote, 



Clunton and Clunbury 

Clungunford and Clun 

Are the quietest places 

Under the sun.



In Cadogan Square I continued my story; and, when I was quite near the end of it, we went to hear Beethovens Ninth Symphony at the Queens Hall, a thing that to me seems to be to music very much what the Himalayas are to other mountains. While listening to this stupendous symphony I suddenly realized what my novel was all about, the thread that ran through the whole of it, and what the title must be. So I named the novel from the title that came to me then, The Curse of the Wise Woman. And on May 27th I finished the book with a few valedictory words to the books principal villain, whom I had made so much of an Irishman that I had come to be fond of him, for there is always something lovable even among the worst of these men. And let no Englishman find fault with this sentiment in me, for Englishmen are the worst offenders of the lot, and there is no form of government to which they would not hand us over, if the demand for it were sung to them in voices sufficiently wistful.

Then we went to Dunstall, where the blackbirds sing so well; and I wrote a few poems, but little more than that until August 1st, when I wrote an article called Green Withes To Bind Mars, in which I argued with some heat against a method that had been invented, and was then being discussed, for preventing any more war. For I thought it a disastrous thing for people to be putting thought and energies into a method for preventing war, which could not possibly prevent it. The danger was similar to the danger of trying to shoot an elephant with an airgun, fortified with such arguments as that the air in the gun would exhaust the air in his lungs and that the elephant would fall dead at once, or that the softness of the air would blunt his tusks or cause them instantly to decay. The method then being discussed was disarmament, and I do not think that the people who advocated it even meant anything more than the abolition of the larger kind of gun. I pointed out that the only important effect of disarmament would be to increase the importance of cavalry, and that it would make fighting on land and sea even deadlier; at sea because ships that cannot now easily approach each other would ram each other at once, and on land because disarmed infantry would meet at once, and you could hardly take away the knives and forks that Scots soldiers carry in their stockings, and of which they have made use in battle before now. My certainty that disarmament could have no effect whatever upon preventing war appeared to be regarded as quite a new theory, and a politician to whom I mentioned it was quite angry, but the moment that I suggested to Lord Keyes that the loss of life to which it would lead at sea would be appalling, he saw it at once. When the talk of disarmament was at its height, I forget in exactly what year, I was kindly entertained by the Bowyers Company of London, and had to pay for my dinner in the usual way by a speech. I said that I would talk of disarmament, and there was an audible groan from at least one man who was sick of it. I pointed out how the bowyers would come into their own, if disarmament meant what it said; but only for a while, for after they had dominated all battlefields for a few years, there would be a world-wide outcry against their brutality, from which they would have eventually to hide their heads in shame.

On August 21st I wrote an article called Building a Sentence, which was printed in the Spectator and the Atlantic Monthly. The gist of it was that, when building a sentence, punctuation is the scaffolding, and that if printers or typists or printers readers are permitted to interfere with it the effect on the work must be bad, as would be the effect on a builders work if boys were allowed to run away with bits of the scaffolding and use it for firewood. As a result of this article I got a very interesting letter from an American judge, pointing out that this very thing had once cost a million dollars. For a law had been passed in the United States, and a printer had decorated it in the usual way with an extra comma, of course changing its meaning, just as the meaning of this sentence would be replaced by ambiguity if a printer were to be allowed to put a comma after of course, which printers are extremely fond of doing; and the money they lost, added to the cost of passing a new law, amounted to a million dollars. This collaboration between a writer and a printers reader, whom he has never seen, is so prevalent that nobody reading anything can be sure he is reading what the author wrote. I have made many protests about this, but not nearly enough, for it is as powerful a little evil as the mosquito. The essence of the evil is that certain words have an ancient right to be decorated with commas by printers, so that when a naval officer reported, I ordered a change of course at 12.5 p m., it had to be printed, I ordered a change, of course, at 12.5 p m.; and, as the reader will see, there is a complete change of meaning, as there always must be when punctuation is ignorantly interfered with. When I use the word ignorantly I only mean that the printer is ignorant of the art of writing, as I am ignorant of an em: let us each keep to our own job. There are no doubt writers whose punctuation is poor; but even then it is better to leave their work alone.

At Arden, where I again had grouse-shooting, where the moors lie high above the lands that know cities, as though they were of some different world, I wrote a poem called A Dictators Song, about Hitlers persecution of the Jews, suggesting that all would not be well with that dictator, which is even now the case, and would be even far more so if he were alive when this book is published. The poem was published in The Jewish Chronicle in September 1938, though without its name, for one had still to be careful what one said of dictators then, having been warned by Mr. Chamberlain that even a shout might start an avalanche, though we all know now that the avalanche had made up its mind to do its natural work without waiting for any of us to shout.

And then in October I wrote two more plays for the B.B.C., both taken, as I usually did take plays for the ether, from tales I had written before; but one of these, The Bureau de Change de Maux, was a great improvement on the original tale, chiefly on account of a character called Salignac, who only does big business, where evils are exchanged by magic and everyone is very eager to exchange his own evil. The little tourist who strays by accident into the strange shop is pushed aside by the sinister proprietor when he suggests exchanging some trifle with the dominating and fierce Salignac, who finally makes his exchange, after shouting his disapproval of the rusty pen with which he signs the bond with a woman acting on behalf of her husband, whose evil is that he has to die on the guillotine next morning. What Salignacs big business is, what evil he exchanges for the guillotine in the morning, is not revealed.

In December Messrs. Methuen had the idea of exploiting a topic which in 1933 was still of interest to a certain number of people, and I only hope that they had time to get their money back before the bloom wore off the idea. For the idea was concerned with dictators. They asked six people each to write a book, from a third to a quarter the length of a novel, under the title If l Were Dictator, and I was asked to be one of the six. My old friend E. V. Lucas was then managing Methuens, and the line I took was, using not inappropriately the language of the late Kaiser, that I had been inscrutably appointed to be dictator by E. V. Lucas. Any objection as to why I should be dictator of the British Empire was thus at once swept aside: it was inscrutable. And any explanation that was needed was given at once: I had been appointed by E. V. Lucas. And the many that knew E. V. Lucas will admit that I was appointed to this high office by a far pleasanter fellow than the one that appointed Hitler, which was Adolf. I called my book as a sub-title The Pronouncements of the Grand Macaroni, and I made many suggestions which were extremely obvious, but some of them seem not yet to have been thought of by others, and at that time none of them. I laid it down that my principal pronouncements were to be engraved on brass in every village, and that anyone seeing them should raise both hands as though in delight and wonder. Anybody raising his hands as though in wonder, but not delight, should be thrown into prison. For it is no use writing such a book without displaying the spirit of a dictator. I took about a month over this book, and meanwhile went on with my usual shooting, and hunting when hounds came near. And that winter I wrote three more Jorkens stories, one of them, called A Mystery of the East, telling how Jorkens had got a fakir in Benares so to arrange things with the future that a ticket he has for a sweep worth £40,000 shall be taken first from the drum, in a draw that there is to be in a few weeks time. On the way home he asks a man learned in Indian ways if such magic is possible, and this man says Certainly, and he actually knows an Arab who can do it, who lives in the Ouled Nail Mountains. He describes to Jorkens just where this man lives in his square white house in that desolate region, and Jorkens buys another ticket and goes to the Ouled Nail Mountains in order to make quite sure. And this man blesses his ticket in the same way as the fakir in Benares did with the other ticket. And so Jorkens has clear proof that the mystery of the East can do all it pretends, for he soon reads in the papers that two tickets were accidentally drawn together out of the drum, and were both put back.

That February, that is to say 1934, I also wrote an article called What Have We Here, which appeared in Time and Tide. It began with these five lines:



The Bosphorus, the moon, the Pleiades 

All arch themselves through interstellar ways.

Have they not swum to these intensities, 

Outweighing far the rigours of these days, 

Fecund as flame, lambent as morning song?



And I reprint them here because I attach a little importance to the subject on which I was writing.



The article continued thus in prose:



Now reader, have you yet seen clearly and for certain that you are reading nonsense? That is the essential point. For poetry is sense, very strong sense, expressed with beauty. And not to recognize nonsense is surely to make insufficient distinction between it and poetry.



And I said that poetry was sense and that before ever it was clothed with beauty there was first of all a statement, profound or joyful, well worth passing on from one mind to others; and I urged that a poet had a duty to make his meaning as clear as possible, and that the reader had a duty to find that meaning out.

And that month I wrote a philosophic story about two spirits that are told before birth that they must have one month in prison when on earth, and that they can choose for themselves whatever riches and honours they like. One of them rashly chooses very great honours, the other chooses to be a gipsy. So, when the crash comes for the grandee of Austria, and they both go to the same prison, it is only a trivial episode to the gipsy. And the gipsys mother explains to them both what had happened in the days before they set out for their sojourn on earth. This story was never taken by any editor, for a reason I quite approve: I believe it must have been thought that it might cause pain to anyone who had ever fallen by misfortune from any high place. I did not think myself that so remote a story could possibly touch the edges of any story here; but, if this was thought, I entirely approve of the humanity that decided against letting the story appear, such a humanity as must be quite undreamed of by those who in 1943 still rule the most of Europe.

I wrote a few more tales and poems during the spring, including a tale inspired by the need for my article about punctuation. It was called The Deeper Meanings of Spriggett, and told of a writer whose profounder meanings were always supplied by the printer, by just that rearrangement of commas of which I had complained in my article. Ultimately he is unable to live on the high pinnacles of thought whereon the printer had placed him, and his triviality is found out, and falling from such an altitude his reputation is ruined.

In May Mr. Peter Davies asked me to do a modernized fairy story for a book of them that he proposed to bring out. So I opened a book of Grimms Fairy Tales and chose the first one that caught my eye, Little Snow-white, and it was very amusing to see what merry fancies Mr. Peter Daviess idea provided when one completely modernized the story. For instance, when the villainess, Lady Clink, takes what she believes to be the heart of Blanche to her cook, she explains that it is the heart of an eland, which completely satisfies the cook, for they had both got their knowledge of elands from the crosswords. It is of course not really the heart of Blanche, whom Lady Clink has ordered her chauffeur to run down, but that of a mere pedestrian that the chauffeur mercifully kills in Blanches place. When the cook asks Lady Clink how she would like the heart to be done she replies Au gratin. And, when everything seems to be going well with the villainess, her magic gramophone utters a rhyme such as those in which Grimm delighted:



You were the fairest, Lady Clink, 

But Blanche is fairer now I think.



On July 17th and 18th I wrote one chapter of a book that I had intended to write for some while, although I had not till now decided upon the form of it. The idea that I had was to read the thoughts of a dog as though a man were actually thinking them. It was not an ordinary dog-story I had in mind, but rather a method of tapping thoughts. I had thought of doing it by means of some electric current, but in the end I turned from this modern device to a very ancient one and made use of the theory of transmigration, and the momentary illumination of a mans memory from beyond the gates of death and life. This illumination I decided to bring about by the power of wine, when exactly the right quantity was consumed, neither more nor less, and the character that was to make these revelations was to be a dean, between whose rather polished language and the dogs thoughts that he utters, is a continual contrast that to me seemed to give some promise of humour. I named this book, as I name all my books, from what it is actually about, and yet it amused me to think how misleading the title is; for I called it My Talks With Dean Spanley; and Mr. Evans, of Heinemanns firm, who published it, was evidently amused by the same thought, for he had the title printed in old ecclesiastical English. The reminiscences of this dean, looking back not on the life that he now leads, but on the one before, make the book. This looking as it were through the wrong door, is only brought about by luring the dean to take a drop more than he should, and the difficulty of doing this with a dean perhaps adds a touch of adventure to the tale; and it can only be done at all with the rarest Tokay, and not easily then, as any dean will tell you. It was more than two years before I went on beyond the first chapter, and then I finished it in three weeks. When Heinemanns published the book in 1936, with a weird illustration by Sime, a drawing was done for the cover by Miss Herry Perry, which was a triumphant combination of a dean and a spaniel. As she told me afterwards that she had never known a dean, it must have been the dog that she had studied so carefully, and yet there is a wonderfully ecclesiastical look about him. I may say that it is so far from being a skit upon deans that I will challenge any dean to dislike this book, provided that he ever kept a dog. And a few days later I wrote more about dogs, an article for The Animals Advocate, whose editor had asked me for one, and which I called A Plea For A Humble Possession. As the paper was for people who were fond of animals I said nothing against the more barbarous cruelties, and concerned myself with the only cruelty that people otherwise kind commit. I wrote against the folly of saying that a dogs tail was long, and of remedying this error of the Creator by cutting most of it off; of the unfairness of mutilating a dog because ones own eye has been warped by fashion, instead of correcting ones eye by owning an uninjured dog, which is very easily done; and I mentioned a few of the many uses that dogs have for their tails, and suggested that, as they have so few possessions, we should never deprive a dog of one of them unless the temptation to do so was overwhelming. And I was not quite sure what justification we had for doing it even then.

It was very pleasant to hear from time to time that I saved a few dogs from this cruel deprivation.

During August 1934 I wrote some poems that cannot be of general interest, nor are they of great interest to myself, yet I mention them because I am trying to tell the story of my life, and because they seem to explain that a poet does not choose his themes, but that he writes whenever stirred by anything that is sufficiently large to inspire him. It may be by the beauty of dawn or spring that he is inspired, but, since the choice is not his, he may be equally moved by grim topics, and he may be stirred by the storm as well as by the anemones. An old companion of my mothers who had lived with her both at Dunstall and at her other place, Charborough in Dorset, had written to ask if she might come and see Dunstall again. She came, and said little for some while, and then she told us a tale of most extraordinary villainy, which later I was able to corroborate, once I had been put on the right line. It is not a subject I should have dreamed of choosing for poetry; but the magnitude of the villainy somehow stirred me to write verse, as much as some beautiful tale of honesty might have done. Indeed the only difference in the power of a great robbery and a great benevolence is the minus sign in front of one of them. Yes, it must be the size of an event that stirs one, and not only the beauty; otherwise there would be no great robberies ever told of in verse, but only lovely things like flowers and dawns and sunsets and fine deeds. Inspiration is not voluntary, but is a reaction to whatever may touch the spirit, as a lake will mirror a petal that falls to it from a cherry-tree, or frown at a stone cast into it, and with its deeps untroubled.


CHAPTER VII

FAREWELL TO A.E.

I HAD a good deal of shooting in the autumn of 1934, beginning with a very good grouse-shoot on the lovely moors of Arden, and I had three shoots at partridges with my neighbour Sir Roger Gregory, and one with Mr. Arthur Cornwallis, an old friend who had taken the shooting of Lullingstone Park. And I went to a partridge-shoot at Fawkham, which is only a few miles from my house, and later to a pheasant-shoot there. Fawkham is the property of Sir Thomas Hohler, and the house is full of trophies of his travels; and among these trophies was once the private code of von Papen, in which he used to write to recommend the sinking of ships. And we went to Helperby again for three days shooting. Partly at Arden and partly at Dunstall I wrote a story for the B.B.C., adapting to the microphone a tale that I had written two years earlier, called The Ghost of the Old Corridor, and which I now called The Return; and I wrote a play for them called Times Joke, and a few articles for the Morning Post and a few poems. And I wrote the words of a song for one of those composers who now and then write to me from different parts of the world, asking me to let them make an opera of my Gods of the Mountain, or some other play of mine. An opera takes so long to write, and probably longer to get produced, that I never knew how much of these operas was hope and how much achievement; but I welcomed the hope, for hopes are bright things, and indeed a hope without achievement is better than achievement without hope; for the first will be bright always, however few people see it, and the second must be dull in all mens eyes. I started this chapter off with a few facts, because I have them in old records, but my sympathies are with the hopes. The man who was going to write this opera wanted something for someone to sing at certain points, and so I wrote a song for him, and another a little later. Occasionally I tried, as we all do, to look into the dark of the future, and in an article that I wrote for the Morning Post called What Of The Night I suggested that machinery, much as we adored it, might under the test of war prove brittler than man, and I ended that article with these two sentences: The Japanese lived for centuries without stone houses. It is not impossible that that other disaster, war, which bides its time like the earthquake, may one day turn Europe away from destructible things, to dwell in an older simplicity.

Early in December we returned to Ireland, where out-of-doors I resumed my usual occupations, and indoors wrote a few more poems and two more Jorkens stories. And one day Mr. Sieveking of the B.B.C. came to stay with us, and we spoke of plays for the ether. And my wife took him out to tea with a neighbour; and while they were out I wrote a short play, and read it to him when he came back. It was a play called Fame Comes Late, and, as I had written another play for the ether two months earlier, also about dilatory Fame, called Times Joke, the two were combined in one programme with a play that I had written years ago for the stage, called Fame and the Poet; and all three were done by the B.B.C., under the title Three Moods of Fame. A poem that I wrote on January 27th, 1935, I reproduce here, for I saw the scene of the last verse very vividly, and poems that are made from the vividest pictures are usually the favourite poems of those who write them. I called it Looking Seawards, and here is the poem:



Today I read the songs of one 

Dead barely five and twenty years, 

Whose notes across Oblivion 

Scarce any listener hears.



And then I thought  so great a war 

Has raged between our days and his 

That only mightiest things before 

Live in our memories.



Therefore to singers all I say:

With stoutest planks and hugest beams, 

Here labouring in the Port of Day, 

Build strong your ship of dreams.



For in the night outside I see 

Great storms preparing, from whose grips 

I think shall come triumphantly 

Only the noblest ships.



The poet of whom I was thinking when I wrote it was Richard Middleton.

In February I wrote a tale called Jorkens Handles A Big Property. In this story Jorkens sells the Gulf Stream. He sells it, on a commission basis, for a man in New Orleans who has invented a simple method of diverting it at its source in the Gulf of Mexico. Whatever country will buy it can have the Gulf Stream. But, if England buys it, a lot of trouble and expense will be saved by leaving it where it is; so Jorkens sets out to try to sell it to the Government for a million, explaining in Whitehall to a high official what it will mean to Londoners to have the climate of Siberia, as they will if the Gulf Stream is removed. Jorkens in telling the story brushes aside the question of blackmail, by explaining that the Gulf Stream is lying about in the sea for anyone who has the ingenuity to take it, just like whales. The high official sees the point and agrees, but says that it will be another matter to get the Treasury to put up the money, any more than they did for the defences of Scapa Flow before 1914. For I wrote of a more happy-go-lucky England than we can now believe to have ever existed. When Jorkens cannot sell it for any sum, he halves the price and goes on to someone else. He tries so many businesses and interests, which refuse to do the deal, that he sells it at last to a landlady on the Cornish coast for no more than £10, for which he gets £1 as his commission, and the Gulf Stream is left where it is. I think that anyone interested in business will agree, if they ever see this tale, that Jorkenss arguments are all sound, and that he goes to the right people.

In that month of February 1935 I also wrote two prefaces that I had been asked to write for books. One was for Miss Nancy Price, whom I had always regarded as being of the urban company of Dr. Johnson rather than of the rural folk like Wordsworth. But her book about Westmorland was written quite from the inside, with a wonderful sympathy for its hills and valleys.

When the shooting ended I was at a loose end, and I only waited a week before settling down to the grim work of writing a novel, which occupied me nearly every day from March 8 th to April 18 th, actually forty working days, the shortest time in which I had ever written a novel. This novel tells of recent Irish wars, and I claimed to be a historian when I had written it, but I am afraid the claim wont stand. It tells of many battles, the greatest of which is interrupted by hounds coming to draw the covert beside which the battle is raging, and the old huntsman tells one of the generals that they cannot fight a battle there, because the covert must be drawn. The battle continues later, but its whole strategy has been altered because the hounds are believed to have killed a badger in the wood and the whole of one army goes to look at the dead badger, a movement which completely outflanks the other army. One of the generals who tells the story ends up as a private in the Irish Guards. I do not think anybody reading that book would find any falsity in the general trend of it, and yet I do not see anybody according me a place among other historians.

We went to Kent, and I wrote a few articles, and a story called The Mad Ghost, from a plot that had been presented to me by Rudyard Kipling. That was the last year that we saw Kipling in his house at Burwash, though we once more saw Mrs. Kipling there.

In July I wrote a poem containing the three lovely lines:



When Umpire Lee 

Was hit on the knee 

By a very fast ball from Faber.



I had found the lines, like a jewel in a piece of common rock, in the prose of a report of a cricket match in a Sunday paper.



And I wrote in that month of July a story told by my character, Jorkens, in his club, of a rather shady doctor who, by a course of treatment lasting a fortnight, can make a man twenty years older in every respect. When they doubt the utility of this treatment, Jorkens tells the story of a man who has every reason to defeat identification, but who, frightened lest he still be recognized after one treatment, takes a second course, though the fee is a thousand pounds, well worth it to such as need to alter their appearance entirely; but before his second course is completed he dies of old age, which is none the less deadly for being induced artificially. And shortly afterwards I wrote another Jorkens story, called The Grecian Singer, of a lady of rather mysterious origin, thought to come from Greece, but not so much suggesting modern Greece as the Greece of Homer.

And on July 17th I saw a very bright meteor flash through the late evening with a green glare. Next day I heard that A.E., whom I regard as the finest poet Ireland ever produced, had died. The strange glowing meteor, coming out of invisibility to cross the western sky and pass into invisibility again, placed suddenly before me a natural parallel, or reflection, of the life of this poet, which was so mysterious and beautiful that the material of the poem that I wrote that day for my friend was almost given to me: certainly no effort of my intellect was needed.





To A.E.

Now you are gone you seem a visitor, 

Something that haunted for a little time 

The splendour of the evening, or astir 

With bees in blooms of lime; 

Or, at the hour when mothers tell old tales 

To children, something passing through the gleams 

Of cottage windows; or, on western gales 

Riding, a king of dreams; 

Or about hawthorns lingering to greet 

The earliest may amongst the blazing green, 

Or through the heather travelling to meet 

Spirits we have not seen; 

A lovely radiance of a passing star 

Upon a sudden journey through the gloaming, 

Lighting low Irish hills, and then afar 

To its own regions homing.


CHAPTER VIII

BETTER FIFTY YEARS OF EUROPE?

AFTER some shooting-parties in October we went to London. And then came a remarkable event, the Chinese Exhibition at Burlington House. It brought to London a lore that we are almost too busy to know, and a beauty that we have not yet had time to surpass. Naturally I wrote one or two poems then, for, if one could not find inspiration amongst these things that so many ages had suddenly cast on our shores, one would be unlikely to find it anywhere. I also wrote an article for it for the Morning Post. I remember one marvellous picture, and it had a marvellous name, A Thousand Miles of the Yangtse. It showed a stream coming out of the mountains, and tributaries joining it, and a long stretch of the river, and many yards of landscape, and then the great estuary with ships upon it. One saw a few people approaching it with wonder in their eyes, but most of them had the expression that only detectives wear, for such treasures needed watching. And there was a luminous stone about ten inches high, of a fiery orange colour, out of which the artist had carved what might not readily suggest itself to us as a subject to be portrayed in a semi-precious stone; he had carved a mountain.

And there was a colossal statue of Buddha, with the calm of ages in his face, which one saw first as one came in and last as one went out. I ended my article on the wonders of that exhibition with a few sentences on that statue, the last two of which went thus: At three oclock the electric light is turned on, and the face of the huge statue seems a little further from smiling, for it was made for sunlight and moonlight. So were we; but we may have forgotten much that the statue seems to remember.

Shortly after I wrote a poem to a lovely teapot I saw there. This is it:





ON A TEAPOT OF KIEN LUNG

I saw a peony Upon a teapot drawn, 

Pale-pink as mists the sea 

Sends landward from the dawn:



Two petals, unaware 

Of their appointed hour, 

Fell, and on wings of air 

A wasp flew to the flower; 

Another hung inert 

Upon a lazy breeze.

Ah! How shall we convert 

The ignorant Chinese?



And I wrote a poem that December which I think may be said to be of general interest, because it touches on the way in which we handle electricity; and our treatment of so great a power may give a hint of our fitness to dominate the world, or a warning as to what may come of that domination. I called it To A Mighty People and the first verse of it went like this:



We are masters of all creation, 

There is nothing we cannot do, 

Petrol and steam are our servants, 

And nitro-toluol too, 

Yet we make a shade for electric lamps 

With a hole for the flame to go through.



At the same time I wrote an article that appeared in the Atlantic Monthly, which I called Symptoms of Decay in the Language. I wrote, as I have done before and since, to lament the loss of the adjective and to protest that there is no reason for it whatever. I gave as an example of lost adjectives the words luxurious and mysterious, their loss being proved not by their disappearance, for there might be no occasion to use them, but by the use, when they are required, of nouns instead, so that we read of a mystery man in a luxury car. And I protest again here, though I have done it before; for the need to save the language grows greater every year, and one does not say to a man during a fire, You have been running up and down with that bucket several times already. Havent you done it enough? In the year in which I write, the harmless, useful words large and small are dropping out of the language to go the way of weather, never to be mentioned without being propped up by another word, as though their own meanings were gone. One reads no longer of a small or large attack or raid or withdrawal, but only of large-scale attacks, small-scale withdrawals, and so on. While we beat the Germans, their clumsy way of using nouns is fast overcoming our once more graceful language. To explain my point in this article I translated the first few lines of Paradise Lost into modern prose. It went like this: Of the first man disobedience and the forbidden tree fruit, whose death taste brought on world mortality  Milton was thirty-six years old when he wrote this  and all our woe sing Heaven muse, who on the Horeb or Sinai mystery top inspired etc.

It occurs to me now that the veto tree fruit would be a better translation, for lost Latin words are often found like this among the ruins of our language.

And a day or two later I wrote a light article for the Morning Post, in which I invented various species of ghosts, classifying them in a pseudo-scientific manner. It was no inspiration, for the topic was suggested to me by my literary agent, and yet the difficulty of writing about something that had no appeal to me for its own sake seems to have been a stimulant, and I like the old tale, now I see it again.

And then on December 17th of this same year, 1935, I settled down seriously to complete My Talks With Dean Spanley, and I finished the book by January 7th, 1936. Every now and then, in Turkey, Natal and various other countries I hear of this book; for people own dogs in every land, and gradually the book seems to be reaching them. And if perchance the strange title deceives one here and there, he may come to pray and stay to mock.

On January 18th Kipling died, just before King George V. I wrote poems on both these occasions, the one to the memory of King George V being of course only one voice amidst a world-wide regret. The poem I wrote for Rudyard Kipling I have already quoted in a previous volume, but on the day that he was being buried in the Abbey I sent a wire to my friend H. A. Gwynne, who was then editor of the Morning Post. It went like this:



Men turn a rarely troubled clay, 

And from our reckoning 

The loyalest singer of the day 

Goes mute, before his King.



And a few days later I wrote to Mrs. Kipling sending her the enclosed poem.





FOR MRS. KIPLING

Mid winter! And for Rudyard Kiplings bier 

We make a wreath when flowers and leaves are few.

And it is winter with all singers too, 

Who, as the lesser birds chant not so clear 

After the nightingale is no more here, 

Sing with less heart than they were wont to do.

And so these lines that I have made for you 

Are petals gathered in a garden sere.

Yet would I send them, were they only leaves, 

To mark my sympathy in this sad hour, 

That would bring comfort if it had the power, 

But has it not, and only vainly grieves; 

Though in the treasury of Englands lore 

Light from his heart will live for evermore.



Mrs. Kipling wrote to me saying a thing that surprised me very much indeed, which was that he had few friends. I should have thought that he had many thousand; and indeed he had; but I suppose a certain sensitiveness, without which we should not have had the books that have delighted three generations, made some barrier of which Mrs. Kipling was aware.

On January 30th I wrote an article called While Critics Slept, dealing with a curious slip by Browning which had never been noticed, though I may say that even from the slips of poets you still get poetry, and it is of far greater importance to understand, or better still to sympathize with, a poet than to detect any little slip; far more important to be able to perceive the beauty of a picture by an old master than to be able to detect that in one part of the picture a fly had got caught in the paint. A few days later I wrote a preface for My Talks With Dean Spanley, into which I put the solemnity that it usually amuses me to put into a preface, but the joke of this book required that the preface should be even especially solemn. And a day or two after that I wrote a story of a scene that had flashed on me with a singular vividness from somewhere I had not been, and indeed from an age in which I had not lived, nor had the story much beginning or end: it was just a vivid scene. It was called The Cause, and was printed in the Star in the following June or July. And the following day I wrote a play for the B.B.C. that I called Atmospherics. The property that I used for this play was the old one of a lunatic in a train, so old that one man wrote to me saying, I was the man who met a lunatic in a train, and you have evidently used my story. But I dont think that his lunatic was the same one as mine, or that he escaped in the way that my man did. My lunatic claimed that he had a wireless brain, and explains to his cockney fellow-passenger that he is now in touch with an oriental god, who demands that he shall kill the cockney with a knife. The play has often been broadcast, and for a book to presume to tell the denouement of a play that has been in the ether is like chasing a horse with a snail. A gardener to whom I was once talking in Yorkshire had listened to this play, and said to me Well, I suppose you do invent things to make a play. But it didnt sound like it. I was glad that my fancy had been so well accepted by a man with his feet on good earth.

And on February 14th I wrote an article called The Master, in which I expressed an apprehension that war might come, not for any reasons of a military nature, but because I saw something wrong in our civilization, and such flaws are the prime causes of wars. I agreed that if the people of the United States were to see African ways dominating their country they would have reason to fear that the descendants of slaves were getting the upper hand; and I said that our slaves were not African, but were the machines, and I gave instances to show how the machine was dominating our civilization, and I feared that the growth of its power was bad, and that the system that it was building up would come to be tested by the test of all systems, which is war. The article was printed in the Spectator about three months later. And then on February 23rd I started on the first chapter of a new novel and, after writing a couple of articles and a poem, I settled down to the novel on March 8th pretty steadily and went on with it without often taking a day off, till I finished it in London on May 7th. All this time until the end of the shooting season I was shooting snipe and woodcock and different kinds of duck in Ireland, from which we went to London on May 4th. The novel was called Rory and Bran, and was about a half-witted Irish boy and his companion, Bran, who looks after him and his cattle as well as he can when Rory tries to drive them from his fathers house to the big Cattle-Fair some miles distant. I did not state what Bran was, because I considered it unnecessary: every act of Bran throughout the book was, so far as I have been able to observe, what one in his place would have done. I was looking the other day at a copy of this book that I gave to my wife, and read again a rhyme that I had written in it. It went like this:



This tells of roads by hill and bog, 

Of Rory and of Bran.

Some critics hold that Brans a dog 

And some that hes a man.



For not all readers seemed quite agreed about Bran, and one of them complained that he was rather silent for an Irishman.

Then I wrote an article for the Manchester Guardian, called A Visit to the Laundry, and I described a big laundry, not from having seen one, but by looking at my shirts and my collars rather with the eye of Sherlock Holmes, and deducing from the rents and cuts in them what weapons were used by the laughing girls at the waterside. And I wrote, for an editor who asked me for something of the kind, an article that is roughly described by its title, A Fashionable Cruelty, of which I will say no more here, as it was on the same theme as one that I have alluded to earlier. And I wrote a tale for the B.B.C. which I read from Broadcasting House soon after. It was called The Cut, and it began with perfectly credible dog-stories, which led the listener on by gentle degrees to hear the tale of a dog who, from carrying a penny to a shop and bringing back the morning paper, comes to know the value of money and acquires for himself a starched collar. The climax of this tale is where he meets a man on a hot day wearing no collar and, although he knows him quite well, cuts the man dead. With a little dissertation on what it really feels like to be cut by a dog, and the consternation in the town as they see the dog overstepping those barriers that so rightly exist between dogs and us, the story ends.


CHAPTER IX

A FAMILY OF WORKERS

ABOUT this time, that is to say July 1936, we went to a ruined farmhouse by the bank of the Rother to meet Mr and Miss March, who had their motor-boat waiting there, and we sailed with them a long way down the stream, till we came to the town at the mouth of it. A word about that remarkable family will not be amiss. They are a family of seven workers living at Farnborough in a house whose wisteria-clad walls we had often passed; for it is on the road by which we go from Dunstall to London, about half way. My old friend Captain Edgar McWilliam had introduced us to them, and we often went to see them and sometimes some of them came to see us. Their house and grounds were full of bronze casts that they had made, varying from statuettes to figures larger than life. Some of them were painters, some worked in clay, some cast metal in a furnace, but they all worked. They are all talented, and one of their number had genius, but he died young. He it was that designed the Canadian war-memorial out of a handful of clay, and the rest of them executed it in figures larger than life, and it now stands in Montreal. He was the youngest of them, and I think he made all the best designs. The ones we knew best were Ted March, in whose boat we went on the Rother, and his sister Elsie. There are indications that the house where the Marches live was intended to be the same as thousands of others; but there is in the arts a great power of enchantment, and their house, with its garden behind it, is not quite like any other house I know.

One day I was asked by my literary agent if I would write a book to be called My Ireland for Messrs. Jarrold. I replied that writing books to order was not in my line, and at first the suggestion did not attract me. And then an idea occurred to me that would make something to write about, a thread that would hold the whole book together. The idea was a joke, and it was probably that that attracted me, but at the same time it was soberly true to the Irish character. And when I had something to write about I at once accepted. My idea was to tell the reader with all possible solemnity that the serious purpose of the book would be to give him accurately the information for which he would certainly seek, and to obtain which would be his main reason for reading the book at all; and this was, what the Irish people really thought of the new system of government that they had been given. This information was to be delayed throughout the book by the caution of Irishmen of whom the question is asked, but it was always to be the main purpose of the whole story. And so I made it when I wrote My Ireland; but the truest thing to the Irish nature in the whole book is that, orator though he is, an Irishman does not lightly divulge what his real opinions are on political matters: he might succeed in electing very different representatives if he did. So, though enquiries upon this subject are made all through my book, from men who are likely to know the right answer, it ends with a visit to my most reliable informant, who has nothing more to say on the subject than to refer to the body of a man lately found shot in a ditch, who did talk openly about politics. I began this at Arden, where we went again for the grouse-shooting after a partridge-shoot at Helperby, and continued it at Dunstall, where I shot some of my own partridges and some with neighbours. I made this part of the book out of memories; and after a month in London we returned to Dunsany and I did all but the first thirteen chapters from day to day in the Ireland about which I was writing. When I think how easy it was to write My Ireland, it seems strange that it was only the publication of this book that seemed to give c me any recognition as a writer in these islands. Not that I had anything to complain of, for recognition enough had been generously given in America and other lands; though it is pleasant not to be thought a complete idler in ones own land, as one must be if ones principal occupation is ignored. Whether recognition is good for a writer or bad I do not know, and as his work is so far more important than his feelings it would be better if recognition, or the withholding of it, were to be meted out according to whether it is good for his work or not. Perhaps it is all ordered as it should be, and I have sometimes thought that the few poets who have been given recognition in their time have sometimes slapped down lines that they would have paused before writing if they had still a name to win. I do not say that some people had not read my Curse Of The Wise Woman; but they said very little about it until My Ireland came out. At the time that I was writing this book Sir William Rothenstein was bringing out a book of portraits with a brief description of some famous man on the page opposite each portrait, and he and Lady Allenby asked me to write the one for Lord Allenby, which I did. A fine bust was made of Lord Allenby shortly before he died by the Austrian sculptor Strobl, and Lord Allenby asked me to have my bust done by him too, so I did, and these busts and several others were exhibited in London about 1936. To mention my own crude statuettes on the top of Mr. Strobls brilliant work is no intended juxtaposition, but the mere freak of a wandering memory; indeed to put these two sentences side by side is a similar contrast to what there was at Colnaghis when Miss Gwendolen Parnells figures stood cheek by jowl with mine. But in the summer before I started to write My Ireland, before leaving London, I had another exhibition of these clay figures that I baked in my kitchen fire. This time the exhibition was at Wertheims in Burlington Gardens. I cannot find the programme of that exhibition now: it has gone into the dark of the past with the leaves of old autumns. But the figures were on the lines of the ones that were exhibited at Colnaghis, though each one differed from the next as widely as possible, for it was my intention to show different characters. And that summer there was a show of living chess at Roehampton, a player from Kent playing one from Sussex with live pieces, girls from a London school who had been very well trained to know any move that would be required of them. I was playing for Kent, and I won, I think by superior wood-craft, for by bringing up a pawn behind a larger piece you may sometimes effect surprises at living chess such as the Indians used to effect in the woods of the West. But to return to the book I was writing for Messrs. Jarrold, I took it over to Ireland and finished it there on January 22nd, 1937. And on January 28th I wrote a Jorkens story, called The Neapolitan Ice, that it rather amused me to write; Jorkens is given a wonderful liqueur by a man who wishes to do business with him, and it raises the spirit of Jorkens far up over London, and he flies over the green of England on a great journey, till his spirit comes to white lands covered with snow, and later he sees the wonderful Abendgluth and sees miles of snow turned pink in a glorious sunset, and the power of the marvellous liqueur abates, and Jorkens spirit falls forward on to the snow and his lips are nearly frost-bitten. When it is objected in his club, where he tells the tale, that his body could not be frost-bitten from any adventure that might befall his spirit, Jorkens explains that after drinking the liqueur he had fallen forward over the table, and his lips were lying just in the middle of a Neapolitan ice, on the white part, with the pink part of it gleaming under his eyes.

On January 30th and 31st I wrote another Jorkens story, called the Development of the Rillswood Estate, which told of the adventures of a Victorian couple in the days when what was done and what was not done were far more important than now, and they find a satyr in their garden, who has come to eat their tulip-bulbs. They cannot easily get rid of him, and the trouble is that though many of the rules of behaviour in those days were unwritten, everyone knew and accepted them, and one unwritten law that nobody questioned was that you did not keep a satyr in your back garden. What happened when the great lady who owned the whole of the Rillswood estate came to call is the principal point of the story. And a few days later I wrote a tale for the B.B.C., which was a hint, though little more, against cruelty to animals. It told of a bird-fancier who disappears because a lady to whom he is no longer able to supply blackbirds has him taught singing at her own expense and, when he has become a good songster, traps him in a cage in a motor-van and takes him away to a lonely part of the country where, with perhaps some justice, she makes him sing to her. A day or two later I wrote a learned article on the Possibility of Life upon the Third Planet, as overheard on a wireless set that happens to pick it up from a great distance. Since Earth is the third planet the article is a lecture being broadcast from a university on the planet Mars, and the lecturer is sceptical about there being life here, while another school argues from certain observations that if there is life on this planet it will probably soon destroy itself by the violence of its inventions. That was on February 12th. On February 14th I wrote a tale called Old Emma, which tells of a master of hounds who breaks a collar-bone; and while having it set by a surgeon his heart stops beating, but is started again by massage. Thus he strays to Heaven and comes back. In Heaven he witnesses a march past, a review such as they have there every few thousand years in preparation for Armageddon. I describe some of the gorgeous panoplies and a corps of millions of angels led by a splendid seraph, whose huge cuirass is made of a single diamond. And the thought comes to the master of hounds, amid all this splendour, how an old housemaid who was kind to him as a child would have liked to see all this, for he considers that Old Emma, in spite of all her faults of education, would have quite a right to be in Heaven now. But he had somehow forgotten the text about the last being first, for, as the gleaming myriads approach, the splendid seraph who leads them says to him: Why, Master Tom, you always was a one to be looking at soldiers.

I wrote some more stories and shot a good many snipe by the time the season was ended; and then I was asked by a paper whose owners are kind to animals to write them an article against the export of tired old horses to slaughter-houses abroad. This I sat down to do, but, as I wrote, I warmed to the subject, and as there was a bill before Parliament to stop this trade, and as so many speeches had been made to say that the trade should continue, I argued that, if it was as good a trade as all that, it should be extended still further, and that old relatives that had been kind to us, but were grown too old or infirm to be longer useful, should be exported too, and usefully eaten in lands that had cannibal customs. I called this article The Export of Aunts. But my indignation at the thought of the treatment of these poor old horses had grown too hot, and the editor had to refuse it, not feeling quite able to stand up to the protests that he was sure would be hurled at him on behalf of the aunts.

In April I wrote a preface for a book of poems by an Irish sportsman, Stanislas Lynch, and then we set out for London to attend the Coronation, but I got ill and went no further than a Nursing Home in Dublin. One night there I heard an explosion, and it seemed familiar to be in Dublin again and near the end of my tether, listening to a noise such as had been fairly continuous round Jervis Street Hospital in April 1916; but it was only some young men fighting a battle against George II, whose statue up to that time had been in Stephens Green. Irish nurses looked after me with great kindness, though I puzzled them by hearing whistles and other noises from a mews at the back, that they did not seem to hear: some while after, when I was recovered, I asked them to come to tea at our house, and as I showed them round the gardens one of them suddenly said, Now I know what you meant by the noises in Dublin! Here was silence, and she had never met it before, and, comparing it with the town, she knew now for the first time that the noises I heard were real.

In July, rightly or wrongly, Mr. Curtis Brown suggested to me that I should write an autobiography. I suppose I came to it by stages: first of all I wrote a book at somebody elses suggestion, My Ireland; and now I took the second step away from inspiration, which I still think the best source for art, to write at anothers suggestion a book of sheer fact. And it came so easy, that I seem to have got the habit. In the book that I write today I can promise that the events yet to come will not be dull, but I cannot promise that they will not be commonplace, for by 1943 all adventure has come to be as common as fragments of shell, that were such romantic reminders of earlier wars, but which from 1914 onwards became as plentiful as scrap iron, and therefore of little more value.


CHAPTER X

PEACE FLUTTERS HER WINGS

I RETURNED to shooting grouse and partridges with my friends in Yorkshire, and partridges with others in Kent, at Shoreham and Fawkham, and pheasants with other Kentish neighbours, the Normans at St. Clare, and throughout these pleasant occupations I continued, as time permitted, the book to which the last chapter alludes, and which I called Patches of Sunlight for it was made of such memories as endured of forty years; and, until this book was finished on December 10th, I wrote very little else, though I have a dim record of having made a few speeches, which I was sometimes asked to make at schools in Kent, for instance at Dover, Folkestone and Sevenoaks. When in Dover we stayed with Brigadier and Mrs. Howard, when he was commanding there, in the fine old castle among its moats; and a strangely wild bit of land its chief moat was, where nothing ever went except foxes, and Mrs. Howards cairns that used to give them mild hunting exercise. In Sevenoaks I was asked to let my speech be printed for the school and of course I agreed, but on such occasions the art of a speaker has to lean on the art of the reporter, as the art of the dramatist leans on that of the actor; but in any case a speech read is not the same as a speech heard, even when a reporter has accomplished anything so difficult as complete accuracy. And I was asked by an association in Westerham to attend a dinner, which was to be followed by the usual speech. When accepting I asked the kind of people to whom I should have to speak, for the name of the Association did not quite describe them; and, without knowing quite what they were, I should not know what they expected me to be, or quite what sort of speech they wanted. For I have followed various avocations, and I like to know in what capacity I have been asked to speak anywhere. The answer was that they were simple minds. This entirely satisfied me, for I believe that all that is worth having in the world comes out of simplicity, and the man who adopts the air of being superior to it has nothing of any value in him. So away I went to Westerham. But the first person I met as I went into the room was one of the most intricate minds in England. A moderately intricate mind is needed even for finance or politics, and in all the arts, to a far lesser extent, and no doubt for several other things; but for none of them is the intricacy needed that is required of a first-class chess-player, and one of the two or three best of these that there are in England, Mr. Winter, was the first person I met when I went to Westerham. It almost seemed that the description I had been given was not entirely accurate. However, I had time to rearrange my ideas during the dinner, and my speech went off all right.

In December we went back to Ireland, to eat various game for dinner for the rest of the winter. And the year 1938 came quietly in, to a world uneasily expectant, and still the sirens slept. I wrote little that winter except a few verses, which did not seem to have the depth of those that I, for one, wrote later; and surely everyones verses must have something more in them now than they could have had in 1938. One of the poems I wrote that winter I called The Good News From Ghent, and it explained from an examination of Brownings poem what the good news must have been: it must have been to tell the people of Aix that they were not really besieged, as they had supposed; otherwise Joris and Dirck and the other would not have got through. On March 3rd when the shooting season was over I started on a new play called The Strange Lover. It was about a mysterious man of great wealth, who turns out to be a magician, and who builds a palace for himself on a lonely Yorkshire moor. Rumour comes to a country house at the edge of the moor, rumour which Paterfamilias has heard at his club in York and which he confides to his wife, though it must not be repeated, that the stranger indulges in alchemy. It turns out however that his art runs deeper and darker than that, for he can artificially make man; and the story is mainly concerned with a young man in hunting kit who rides up to the house by the moor and meets the daughter of the couple that live there. She is attracted by the wonderful freshness of everything that he says, and he is attracted by her because she is the first girl he has ever seen. He is only two days old. Memories had been mesmerically given to him. I had had the idea for some time, but had found the ignorance that such a man must have of everything other men knew, including even language, to be an insuperable obstacle; and then it had struck me that he might have been given knowledge and memories as easily as he could be given flesh and blood out of wild animals snared on the moor. They become engaged, and the magician calls on the girls father, with allusions to an allowance for the boy that shall be boundless. So the squire suggests five thousand a year, which rather insults the magician, who mentions a hundred and fifty thousand a year and asks that this rather sordid topic shall be discussed no further. When the girls father quite recovers he asks some question as to how this vast sum will be paid, and the Professor, that is to say the magician, looking out of the window, says, I see you have some farm buildings. You probably have a good farm cart.

Oh, yes, says the squire.

Then, says the Professor, if you will send it up to the moor once a quarter, the money shall be paid in gold.

Other scenes show the house on the moor, with the Professor in tidy evening dress, and his humble assistant dressed much as Tenniel might have dressed a magician, and nuggets of gold, or rather boulders of it, are lying about on the floor. The shadows of tragedy begin to intrude: the Professors marvellous creation does not seem well, indeed he plaintively asks the Professor for death, which he has seen among the creatures on the moor and which he envies them. That there has been some mistake in the brewing of this boy is barely hinted by the assistant magician, but he is quieted by the Professors words: If I can err, how came you to be alive when the grave closed green over your generation? At this point I will leave the play to speak for itself some day upon some boards, or rather I will leave some future actors to speak for it. Not that it has not been acted and very well done, but very briefly. It was accepted by a manager in America, I forget who now, but it was never put on there. But my nephew. Lord Longford, read an announcement that it was to be performed, and asked if he might put it on with his Players in Dublin. I was delighted with his offer, and it was duly performed and was a very considerable success. Mr. Robert Hennessy in the part of the magician was particularly good, and when I had to make the usual speech at the first performance I remembered a critique that I had once read of Miss Marda Vanne in my play If, and said that I did not know what occupation Mr. Hennessy followed when off the stage; but, before I was able to suggest a possible reason for his making so perfect a magician, the audience got the point and their laughter ended the sentence.

I only worked three days in March at this play and put it aside for a while, finishing it in sixteen days more during May and June in London and Kent. That March I was asked to review a book for the Dublin Broadcasting Station, not a new book, but any book, classic or otherwise. I selected Tolstoys War and Peace, which I do not think was being very much read then by anybody, and I stated my opinion, which I have held ever since the wonderful experience of first meeting that book in 1908, that it was incomparably the greatest novel ever written.

In this year I had the experience, always delightful, of discovering a new writer, or so I hoped; but the adventurous life from which the tales were taken raw, as they actually happened, had already been amply lived and only a year was left to it. This new writer that I hoped we were all to read was Sir Terence Keyes, and I have seldom read more exciting stories. That was not quite the view that editors took, and his work was not immediately accepted by them, and I learned from that that raw gold has not the welcome that the market gives to little ornaments that are fabricated from it; in other words it seems that in a story of adventure the adventures should come just in their right places, where fiction alone can place them, and not just anywhere, wherever truth may have happened to fling them down. But I did not know that then; and, knowing no one who had lived a more adventurous life than Sir Terence Keyes, I thought that no one would be able to write more exciting tales than he did. And for that matter I still do not know anybody who does. One of the tales, I remember, began with the words that a certain government had very rightly imposed the death-penalty for any dealing in foreign exchange. And the story goes on to describe how he happened to be walking in that countrys capital with £60,000 worth of English notes in the pocket of an old Burberry. The tale is called The Old Burberry. He did not say what he was doing with £60,000, but he told how he was arrested in the street with the money on him, and the story of how he escaped with his life made good reading. I was able to get him an appointment to read some of these tales from Broadcasting House, but before this could be done his life had run its course. I still hope that these tales will be published, as well as more tales of his adventures, which Lady Keyes (his widow) is writing; for, even if this generation is tired of adventures, its children will probably be greedy for them; and that book will contain plenty.

I went again to the microphone in May of that year, 1938, when I talked from Broadcasting House on the subject of Dead Metaphors. Our language is littered with these, that is to say with elucidations of something that one is saying by comparing it, to make it quite clear, with something that neither speaker nor hearer understands, whatever their great-grandfathers may have done. I pointed out for instance that people will call a race the Blue Riband of the Turf without in the least knowing what the blue riband is, to somebody who does not know either. And somebody who never goes to races will say, to someone who may even think racing wrong, that somebody is winning a game of lawn tennis hands down; while few people seem able to liken extreme consternation to anything more dreadful than the arrival of one solitary, obsolete shell of the type that was called a bombshell. I suggested that some of these dead things should be tidied up, as a housemaid would remove a dead mouse, and I likened myself to a charwoman coming to Broadcasting House to clear the language of some of these things, and then admitted that I could not do it, because they had become stuck to the floor, or had rotted into the language. In September I was asked to talk again on this subject, so I gave them some more.

And this July I went to Alexandra Palace to be televised and to read some of my poems. Television will soon be a commonplace to my readers, but it was fairly new then. Indeed it seems to me that a severe blow will soon be dealt to the theatre that we know now, for without an arm-chair and a fireplace how will it compete with the radio, when an audience can see the actors, as well as hear them, by their own firesides?

I remember the great city lying spread before me on that high ground. After I had read my poems I went to the waiting-room to see what other people were about to be similarly honoured, and to see exactly what kind of people it was that the public so much wanted to see: I saw two chimpanzees, a wallaby and a wombat; and, with the jealousy that there so often is amongst those who come before the public, one of the chimpanzees made a grab at my glasses.

That summer we went to stay with my wifes cousin, Lady Doris Blacker, in Sussex. I remember her husband, who was a brigadier, assuring us that the only unit that was then fully armed and equipped on a war-footing was the Kings Scottish Archers. This military secret must have been fully known to the Germans. And what disappointments there were in store for them! From this pleasant party we motored back to London, and stopped on the way at Worplesdon at the wonderful house of Mr and Mrs. Sime. It had been a public-house once, the Crown Inn, and Sime had bought it and now called it the Old Crown Inn. It had a small garden sloping steeply down to it, and a kitchen garden behind. Sime had had the interior of the house rearranged, so that one room went from ground to roof in the greater part of the house. There must have been also a kitchen, and one small bedroom above it, but these we did not see. The sunny room, with windows on two sides, was ornamented with a few Japanese prints and a few objects of art that Mr and Mrs. Sime had collected, which were sufficient to give to the room that strange and indefinable enchantment which only comes to rooms that someone has loved, and which someone has furnished with ornaments because that person liked them. No other reason will bring content to the Lares and Penates which, according to the old Romans, watch over a house. Those Lares and Penates do not know what the correct period is, or care a damn for it; though damn is rather too big a word for such little gods. When a couple have ornamented a room to please themselves, their pleasure is felt by the Lares and the Penates, whose smile illuminates the house for all of that couples lives, and for so long afterwards as nothing too incongruous shall be allowed to dissipate the serene glow of their smile. In such a room lived Mr and Mrs. Sime.

Simes working room was at the other end of the garden, in what had once been the stables, with one wall on the road, a wall that both political agents had sought at election time, and Sime had exactly divided it with a chalk line and allowed them each to have half. This room was littered deep with Simes drawings, and a good number of struck matches, and was rather like the great cupboard of a magician in which he kept his wand and the ingredients of his spells, than like any chamber that those spells had actually enchanted. Some of the most wonderful drawings in black and white that have been done in our time anywhere in the world were in that room, but its dominant note was untidiness, very different from the room in which Mrs. Sime entertained us. And there I saw Sime for the last time, for the sands of those quiet days were running out, and two years later I had a letter from him telling me that he was near his end, and telling it almost casually, as though it were nothing to worry about. I wrote then to someone who I thought might be able to move the wheels of Britannias ponderous chariot sufficiently to bring Sime the small pension from the Civil List, that I thought the country owed him and might be glad to pay while there was time. He wrote back saying that he was sorry to hear that Sime was dying a little quicker than the rest of us, for it was at the height of the Battle of Britain, and promising to do what he could; but Sime died before anything was done. He was a man of a glowing humour and vast intellect and, besides that, at least in my opinion, the greatest black-and-white artist of the age.

I was asked that summer by my literary agent to do some articles for the Daily Mail. And I wrote a few, merely describing the countryside as it was each week in July and for a week or two of August. Not all of these were printed, for if one did not hit off the right day for publication these little sketches of the countryside, that changed with the worlds journey, very soon became out of date. And I wrote a few more Jorkens stories. One of them, of which I wrote nearly five thousand words on July 2nd and completed with another thousand on July 3rd was largely about Greece, a country that I had never seen or ever expected to see, yet a strange chance was to bring me there, and in only two more years. It tells how Jorkens meets Pan in Greece, very down at heel if one can use such a phrase of a god, and how he brings him to London, and what a nuisance Pan is to him there, and I end with that hint of corroboration that I like to put into a Jorkens tale. This story was published in the Windsor Magazine, and, translated, in a French paper. The Revue des Deux Mondes had at some time previously given about thirty pages to my work and, though not much of mine had been translated into French and though I think my tales and plays were very little known in France, yet I felt they were now beginning to be; I felt like a man walking into a beautiful country that was new to him, but not knowing that the avalanche and the earthquake were already preparing under the flowery slopes.

Early that August my play Alexander was given at the Malvern Festival, with Mr. Donald Wolfitt in the principal part, and had a great success. For a few days at Malvern I lived the life of a writer, then I returned to Ireland to my shooting; and I had a day in Dublin, when Alekhine came there to give a remarkable display of simultaneous chess. I am President of the Irish Chess Association and was asked to take a board against him. I had a long game, but it ended as games against Alekhine usually do end, and the world-champion easily beat me.

And soon afterwards we went to Yorkshire, where I shot the last grouse I have shot at Arden and the last partridges I have shot at Helperby, for those days with their pleasant parties were drawing near the abyss. Indeed so near were they that the edge was crumbling even then, and the days and the ways we knew seemed about to slip down into it. We were at Arden when we heard Chamberlains sad and sincere voice evidently despairing of peace. And next day, like a miracle, came the news that the calamity was averted. It had been heard unexpectedly on the wireless, and we were told, as I described in a verse at the time, for such news seemed worthy of verse, especially when we could not know how short the respite was:



THE NEWS

On to the lawn one sad September day, 

The evening in your golden hair, you came 

To tell the news, for you had heard one say 

That Europe should not end in blood and flame.



That was on September 28th; and on September 27th, when peace seemed lost, I had written this sonnet:



THE WANDERERS

Now over roofs of barns new filled with corn 

Oar guests, that lately through the evening light 

Darted and curved, are missing from our sight, 

And all their little homes appear forlorn.

They were among us only yester morn.

And now by hidden pathways of the night 

They seek a land where morning is more bright 

Than on the English eaves where they were born.

But who is this that stands with flickering wing, 

With gaze averted, watching the last swallow, 

And seeming momently about to follow, 

Leaving the land she loved, soon wandering 

For weary years until the fury cease?

Alas for us and all men! She is Peace.


CHAPTER XI

THE RAGE OF MISS NANCY PRICE

ONE day I met Miss Nancy Price in Sloane Street as I was walking home to Cadogan Square, and she asked me to write a letter to one of the papers against cruelty to animals. I have often written letters to the papers, but nearly always had the sense to refrain from posting them, and I was reluctant to do it. Miss Nancy Price was raging, for she had seen a case of cruelty to rabbits, and no milder word will describe the effect that such cruelties always have on her; and to make it worse it had occurred on the Sussex downs which she loves. She came to our house with me, and gradually I became infected with her fury, so that I wrote not a letter, but a poem, and some of the indignation that I caught from her may be seen in the last verse, though all were equally violent:



Sometimes I think an angry dawn 

Leaps up in Heaven against men, 

As though a sword were partly drawn 

To end the nations there and then.



I suppose I had intended to make my point with a bit of an exaggeration; but, reading it now, it does not seem so much of an exaggeration as it did.

About that time, I think the same day, I attended the annual dinner of the Shakespear Reading Society, of which I succeeded Sir Johnstone Forbes-Robertson as president, and Miss Nancy Price and Mr. Walter de la Mare were there as distinguished guests. When I asked Mr de la Mare to come he exacted the rather unusual condition that he would not have to make a speech; but we were glad to get him even on those terms. I was not able to remain silent; and, though what I had to tell them was mainly negative, I expressed my convictions when I said that we know nothing about the mind of Shakespear, except that it was like a clear lake under a bright dawn, reflecting all things that might chance to pass or lie round it; that he was the perfect dramatist, deeply feeling the emotions of each character in any of his plays as it came upon the stage, so that under that characters words lay the real sincere feelings that it was proper for that character to have. But of Shakespears private opinions, if he had any, and his views about politics, religion or anything else, I said that we know nothing. Nothing, unless perhaps at the end of the last play a personal longing gleams through the words of Prospero, a longing to give up writing plays and to rest.

I wrote some more tales, poems and articles, and went back to Ireland and to shooting our dinner, and the ominous year came in and still the sirens slept. In February I wrote an article calling attention, or trying to call it, to a real need, the need of an association to protect dead poets from misquotation, and as such an association would often have idle hours I suggested that it should also undertake some similar work, such as the prevention of the desecration of graves. I called my article Improving the Poets, and I gave nine examples of glaring improvements undertaken by whimsical printers. Would any printer permit a labourer from the street to come in and interfere with his skilled work? Why then should he ever intrude his unskilled labour amongst the work of a poet. My article showed two cases of dignitaries of the Church, well-educated men needing no instruction from me, but perfectly helpless in the hands of some printer throwing down a query-mark meaninglessly in the middle of a sentence, to be left there for ever. This was printed in John o Londons Weekly on June 9th, 1939, and probably several people read it, and can hardly have disagreed that those nine improvements were blemishes; but there is a certain inertia that weighs on the world, as imperceptibly as the air, and yet exerting vast pressure on every square foot, and I do not dream that my article availed to do aught against it. But that inertia broods over far greater evils than this, and under its influence, so beneficent to them, they thrive as the malarial mosquito thrives in the mist of the marshes. In London, a few weeks earlier than the time that I wrote this article, I was asked to speak at Kings College in London University, and instead of speaking of poetry, or other of mans treasuries, I talked for a change about some of our principal follies. I instanced a machine whose sole purpose is to remove all nutriment from rice. This makes the rice very white to look at, though why white should be any better than pink or green, God knows; and it also causes the disease of beri-beri, which among those who only eat rice kills thousands. And there had been some very interesting articles in The Times, describing a great journey in tropical Asia, when the porters died one by one, not from the rigours of nature, but solely from the work of this deadly machine. One student, an Indian, asked me, when I had finished, if I knew that unpolished rice was brown and dirty. I asked him if he knew what beri-beri was, and received the astonishing answer: Certainly I do. Many members of my family suffered from it.

There was no more to be said.

It is terrible to think of that machine quietly grinding out death, and to fear that the vast power of that inertia is greater than the power of any words one can use. If there was anything to be said for the machine some controversy might arise and the inertia might be overthrown. But there is nothing to be said for it; no doctor in all the world would speak for it; and it is only there to make rice look white in shop-windows.

For six days in March 1937 and two days in January 1938 I had worked on the first four chapters of a novel, to which I now returned, doing two more days on it in February 1939; and on March 3rd I at last settled down to it and, barring an occasional broadcast, wrote nothing else until I finished it on April 27th three days after our return to London. This novel I called The Story of Mona Sheehy, and it was published that autumn by Messrs. Heinemann, just as the era of which it told was swept away by one of those tides of war that do at certain times sweep over continents, and which President Wilson invented a scheme to stop, as King Canute with another tide had done before him. But my novel told of Ireland, where it is not admitted that anything much has happened; at any rate nothing requiring one to take sides, or to do anything about.

When I said that I finished The Story of Mona Sheehy on April 27th, I should have said that I finished the last chapter of it, chapter 38; but chapter 32 I left till May 6th, for it tells of a motor-race and, though one can imagine things that one has not seen, I do not think one could tell of a motor-race if one had never witnessed one. Such a description would not be honest, and anyone describing such a race who had never seen one would throw in heaps of words instead of scenes. I can give an example of this style: in 1914, just after war had started, some paper, feeling that it must be topical, had stories about the war, in one of which I read the words, the great cruiser sank like a stricken bull under the crowning mercy of the final stroke. I dont think that one single word of that means anything: I have heard of something similar being found in architecture, where a house had been burnt and a part of it, previously hidden, was seen to be a heap of broken bricks thrown in anyhow. The bull and the crowning mercy, and all the rest of it, are like those bricks. So before presuming to say what a racing motor was like, I went to see one, and the secretary of the Brooklands track with the greatest kindness sent me tickets for it. We went to see the race, and it was an entirely new experience: motors moved in the landscape faster than I had seen anything move in a landscape before: here was speed on an entirely new scale, and a train that came by at the time seemed quaintly antique. I had known that part of the country when it was all woods, but the change from hazels to asphalt seemed no stranger than this new speed.

And some time that summer I played another game of living chess, this time against Elaine Sanders, who was then somewhere about fourteen, but a Kentish player of considerable repute, and lady chess-champion of England. And she beat me. Of course the Press was there, but I was also interviewed about the game afterwards at my home in Kent and my interviewer let out that the game had gone the way that the world, or at any rate the Press, wanted. But after telling me that, he gave me every chance to get even by asking me questions about what I would do to Miss Elaine Sanders if I met her over an ordinary chess-board. But I missed the opportunity that would have been so welcome to a champion wrestler or prize-fighter. For I had lost the game, and there was an end of it.  

Back in Cadogan Square that June we heard the sirens muttering in their sleep, for practices and preparations were being made. For the first time we heard that wailing noise with which the world is familiar, and the long and lovely note of All Clear.


CHAPTER XII

THE DARKEST HOUR

Heard the heavens fill with shouting, and there rained a ghastly dew From the nations airy navies grappling in the central blue.

TENNYSON.



WE went to Ireland in July 1939, and my son and his wife were with us, for he had leave from India. It was a peaceful summer, the last peaceful summer that the world has seen. I wrote an article called Temperament for Good Housekeeping, with examples of temperamental absurdities such as are sometimes recorded about writers, musicians and prima donnas for the amusement of the public; only, as it was a writer writing this article, I did not choose my whimsical freaks from the things that writers or other artists did, but from the madder flights of the public. I mentioned that a bill had to be brought into Parliament to prevent people cutting off horses tails, that shades for electric lights were usually put on the far side of the light instead of the near side, and, maddest of all, that gun-makers deliberately make the backsights of rifles shiny, not of course for military rifles, because no army in the world would be silly enough to allow it, but for nearly all the others. Believing that the public take a mild interest in the eccentricities of genius, I ended by saying that it might amuse them to know that there are probably few so humble or so obscure that they have not inextricably woven about their heart-strings some temperamental eccentricity well worthy of the most exacting prima donna that ever enraged a manager. And I wrote a good many stories at the end of that summer, finishing with a fairly long one that I called The Ivory Poacher, which told of the Bahr el Gazai, and reaches of the White Nile that I hardly expected ever to visit again.

I have made three discoveries of writers in my life, and a fascinating experience it is for any man to make a discovery in the field in which he is interested, whether it is a new fossil found by a geologist, an unknown butterfly caught by a collector of lepidoptera, or an unread poet whose manuscript meets the eye of one who cares for such things. In a sense all ones readings out of school are discoveries, and in a sense one discovers Shakespear and Milton and Shelley for oneself, and very thrilling such discoveries can be; but they are like mountains already named. And I have always held that one has not the right to claim even to have seen the splendour of Shakespear or Milton, let alone discovered it, unless one can respond to a certain test. The test is like the test that one might apply to a jeweller, which is not whether he can tell a diamond set in a ring, but whether he can identify one lying on the ground in Africa. So, I think that a man deserves to be believed, when he says that he thinks Keats is a good poet, only if he recognizes poetry when it comes before him signed by some name unknown. The best poetry of the latter half of the twentieth century has the same right to be recognized, as soon as it is written, as the poetry of the later nineteenth century.

In the summer of 1913 Francis Ledwidge wrote to me sending me his earlier verse; only this year while on a visit I saw a neglected and forgotten book by a poet whose name is not recognized yet; and in August 1939 an American lady, Mrs. Bird, showed me a tale by Mary Lavin, whose father runs an estate not far from here which belongs to Mr and Mrs. Bird. These are my three discoveries. The first I hope is well enough known, the second I hope will be, and the third is now beginning to make a name that may need no explanation by the time this book is published. I wrote a preface at this time for Miss Lavins first book, and I was a long way from home when it came to be required in 1941, but a copy of it was able to be discovered here, and it was printed without any errors of typist or printer, though there is one thing in it that is incorrect, and that is where it is suggested that a paragraph from a tale called The Green Grave and the Black Grave should be compared with any paragraph from any other novel of this century. The tale for which I uttered this challenge on behalf of Miss Mary Lavin was a tale called A Nuns Mother: it was not a particularly interesting story, but it was told with a vividness that seemed to me something new in literature: the characters in it, and the little things that they did, were seen with the vivid clearness with which one sees those brilliant fishes swimming in illuminated water that they have in the Zoo in London. But the American publisher was not quite sure whether one ought to write about nuns mothers, or at any rate whether one should flood their lives with such a vivid light. And so that story was left out, and the claim that I made on behalf of it was transferred to another story, the least good in the book. It was not lack of literary judgment that made the publisher pick the weakest story as a substitute for the best, for a traveller going by paths travels further than one who has to make his way through untrodden forest, because the beaten track makes it easier; and the path along which Mary Lavin went when she wrote The Green Grave and the Black Grave had been trodden for her by Synge. As I said to her at the time, Half the people writing Irish stories write Synge and water. In this story you have written Synge and whiskey. For though the brilliant art of Mary Lavin had made a good tale of it, there was a distinct flavour of Synge. In no other stories of hers have I detected any influence besides what she herself got direct from the countryside and the people in it, whose movements she watches with such a piercing eye; except that, though born in America, and purely Irish by ancestry and residence, her spirit rather seems to have come from Russia.

And then Hitler started his war, and our son had immediately to return to India. He said goodbye to us and his wife and went to Scotland, to go from there to an unknown destination. A Canadian ship carried him, and he wrote to us on its notepaper, which was adorned with a picture of a very large Canadian hotel. He marked a cross on one of its hundred windows, and wrote underneath This is my room, but gave us no more accurate information than that as to where he was going. But it was to India, and most strangely I found myself in the war a while before he got into it. On September 10th his son was born, whom he has never yet seen.

Looking at things that I wrote in those days I see a faith in victory that almost seems to have been too lightly come by, based as it was upon ignorance of so much that has happened to us since. And yet we all had that faith, and was it not that that brought us all the way, till we see victory as clear as we see it now, not yet face to face, as I write in November of 1943, but very close? The inspiration of the war, the heightening of the temperature of humanity, reached as far as Ireland, though faintly. But I wrote nothing with much depth in it till the spring of 1940: not till there seemed some need of it did I write any poetry that could have stirred anybody, or could have possibly assisted anyone to endure. But I do believe that poetry can have some such effects; for, if the object of a barrage of artillery is to awe as well as to crush, and if the bombing of cities is designed to depress the inhabitants until they be driven to surrender, such things as poetry and music may attempt the opposite effect; and though either may fail, either may succeed. I need not have mentioned music, for all the armies in the world recognize the value of it, but poetry can help too. And so I wrote a good many poems as the war grew worse, and I probably could not have gone on doing that much longer without getting into it, nor are people likely to have listened to me if I had, but I wrote poems all through the spring. Before my poems took any graver turn, before any possibility of invasion had dawned on most of us, I wrote another play for the B.B.C., a play called Aurora Borealis. It was about some British officers in a German prison who were invited to broadcast for the Germans, but in order to save the life of one of them, who had been condemned to death for infringing a German rule. They all refuse, and the condemned officer is left looking at his last sunset. There is a queer black spot on the sun, and later an extraordinarily fine display of the Aurora Borealis. Then one officer agrees to go to the microphone to praise Hitler, and the young officers life is spared. Then none of the other officers will speak to the one who broadcast, not even the one he has saved, who explains to him that he is too unpatriotic. No, says the other, it is you who are too damned unscientific. With such an Aurora Borealis, and a sunspot that size, there can be no reception. Not a human being will hear what I have said, unless you count that German as human. Curiously enough, when we heard this play several weeks later in a cellar in Kent, it very realistically did go off the air, but not for the reason given in the play, for it was the Germans that lit up the sky that night and not the Aurora Borealis.

Things took a more serious turn, and I wrote a poem called Victory, which went as follows:



Black as thunder grows the night:

Now I sing of dawn and light.

Lost are battles, crushed the free:

Let us look to Victory; 

Victory that like a star, 

Very faint and very far, 

Yet will shine to show the way 

And will not fade until the day.



This was published, as many of mine were at this time, by the Daily Sketch. And a few days later I wrote one called The Darkest Hour, and I began to make arrangements to go to Kent to join the L.D.V., as what is now the Home Guard was called. This was the poem:



Now are we at the very darkest hour, 

And in the darkness we are all alone, 

The last of all our allies lying prone.

But now we know no blacker cloud can lour, 

And now, remembering our ancient power, 

We wait whatever may be sailed or flown, 

With all our kith but one, like ramps of stone 

Leaning against an age-enduring tower.



And in that tower, like a frightened maid, 

Liberty shelters, and at times she sings 

Old songs of freedom learned in many lands.

She is immortal, and our tower stands 

From times as dark as these, when dreadful things 

Died at its gates. She need not be afraid.



I dont suppose there was anyone in England then who needed to be reminded that we should win, but there was no harm in reminding them. I sent the poem to the Evening Standard and they kindly printed it, but any effect I may have hoped it would have upon peoples spirits was rather erased by the printing underneath it of my address in Ireland. Not that the address was not perfectly accurate, for it took longer to evacuate evacuees from my house in Kent and get enrolled in the L.D.V. and get permits to travel to England, than it did for the poem to be printed, so that I was actually in Ireland on the day it appeared, but that address must have made my poem look something more hypothetical than an expression of faith, and too remote for a prophecy. Meanwhile Hitler was publicly stating that he was going to be in London on August 15th. My house in Kent is on the way, and I only managed to get everything arranged and all the permits ready by August 13th. It was indeed an odd war, for I could not go to it without my cook, and she could not work without a kitchen-maid, and we were also taking two other maids. But on the very last day before we started there was an outburst of tears in the kitchen, and nobody but our cook was willing to come with us. Nothing however was able to divert her, either then or later, though she once remarked during the Battle of Britain that if she wasnt deaf she didnt think she could stand it; but fortified by this curious safeguard she stood it very well indeed.

That summer, before we left, I was accorded by Dublin University a recognition of my work that was most welcome to me, for they kindly made me an honorary Doctor of Letters, or, in the language that they speak on such occasions, a Litt.D. I had then been working for thirty-five years, and was very glad to receive this acknowledgement of it from a public body in the British Isles. As the author of The Lost Chord hoped to hear his tune again in Heaven, so I have no doubt that there they have more glorious robes than those of a Litt.D. of Dublin University, but its bright scarlet with the brilliant blue of the hood is unlikely to be much outshone here. The Vice-Chancellor said a few words to me in the fine hall of Trinity College, and the public orator said some kind things about my work, but I will not repeat here anything of what was said, for it was entirely in Latin.

On August 12th I shot some ducks on the Boyne, and on the following day we set out from Kingstown to see how far Hitler had got. The ships zigzags were the very first sign I had seen, as yet, that there was any war at all. Two of my three big-game rifles were fortunately with my gunmaker in London, one being with my son in India. I had begun to think that I might take them out no more, but at last I was setting out for big-game-shooting again, this time to Kent. The lightest of the two I kept for myself, and the other I gave to another Home Guard, as well as a Winchester repeater which I was fortunately able to acquire on the way in the following manner. I noticed on board the mail-boat a man walking with a stiff knee, and as awkwardly as though the malady had been very recently come by, and there was something in his eye that made me think he was worried as well as lame. I hate prying, but as he sat down near me I decided that he had a wooden leg, and could not help wondering how he got it, for a wooden leg is often the end of some romantic story. Then his ankle moved, quite nimbly, and putting two and two together, it suddenly struck me how useful to me might be what appeared to be such an uneasy burden to him, and I said to him I will buy that rifle.

What rifle? he said.

Ill give you a fair price for it, I said; and, as his face seemed still to demand an answer to his question, I added: The one that is on your mind. And on your leg.

After that it was just two Irishmen settling a price between them, which we very soon did, for he was evidently uneasy about the rifle and I was anxious to get it. I never enquired what bit of a war he was setting out for, or even told him what I wanted to do with the rifle. It was a Winchester, as I have said, and took ten.450 bullets; and the stock, which he handed me from out of his greatcoat pocket when he gave me the rest of the rifle, had been neatly sawn off. I now had three good rifles as well as an old service revolver, which my gunmaker also kept for me, and I hoped that, as things were in England then, I brought something with me to the L.D.V. which might help to counterbalance the slowness of limbs growing elderly. I did up the rifle and stock in brown paper and declared the rifle at the customs at Holyhead, for I was not going to smuggle it. The customs officer, rather regretfully as I thought, asked me if it was really a rifle, and, when I repeated that it was, he had no alternative but to go with me to the chief customs officer, who told me that the rifle would have to go to the Kings Warehouse in Holyhead. I explained that it was in Kent that the King wanted that rifle just then; and every consideration was shown me, but the fact remained that in that hour of sorest need for every good rifle, and indeed every firearm of any sort, that could be found, I had to fill in forms which resulted in a delay of a month before that rifle arrived where it was so much wanted, a few miles to the south-east of London. They were very ready to help me, but there seemed no way of doing it any quicker.

We found London entirely at peace, and my wife and I went down to our house in Kent in a hired bus with our cook and our chauffeur, where our housemaid had everything ready for us. The drive down from London was also perfectly peaceful.

Next day the sirens went, and there was a roar in the air, and our forces and those of the Germans met overhead. Twice there came out of the sky a noise that was perhaps the most noticeable of all the noises of the Battle of Britain, for the detonation of bombs is rather a feeling than a noise, the scream of a plane that has been shot down: one of them was a German and fell some distance away, and the other was one of ours, whose pilot made some sort of a landing in a neighbouring farm, and apologized to the farmer for having torn up part of his field. In that farm was a qualified nurse, who ran out and, seeing that the pilot was wounded in the face, bandaged him in the correct way, but he looked at himself in the glass and, saying I cant go back looking like this, tore all the bandages off again. From time to time every door in my house slammed, whether it was already shut or not. I sat in the verandah with my rifle, till I felt rather foolish, realizing that with my little mauser I could take no part in this battle of giants.

On Sunday we went to church, where we heard the drone of the bombers mingling with the notes of the organ; and, meeting some of our neighbours as we came away, I asked if that battle was about the size of the battles they usually had there, for I had never seen before any battle in the sky large enough to provide me with a scale by which to judge this one. And the neighbour told me that was their very first. So we had arrived in time, though with only one day to spare; and I would not, for much, have missed sharing this experience with my neighbours in Shoreham.


CHAPTER XIII

SOME MINOR TACTICS

For War a new and dreadful language spoke,

Never by ancient warrior heard or known;

Lightning and smoke her breath, and thunder was her tone.

SCOTT.



THE only object in writing a biography is to record the truth, or such bits of it as one can remember. If one does not wish to do that one leaves mere dull fact altogether and writes fiction, which is so much better suited to the pen. Yet I regret to inform the reader that in the account of my purchase of a Winchester rifle in the last chapter I had to call fiction to my aid; for just there it is as though facts had grown too strong and violent and might have risen up and hit the man from whom I acquired the rifle. I therefore had to turn my back on them and walk a little away, leaving them dim and confused, and partially concealed by bits of fiction that I had to insert amongst them, in order to protect the man with the rifle down his trouser-leg from people who, for all I know, might still think it their business to get on to his cold scent. But everything I said about the rifle since its arrival at Holyhead is perfectly true.

The day before we left Ireland I wrote a poem which needs no explanation. It gives one reason for my journey, and so I reproduce it here.



THE GATE OF HORN.

A dreamy isle has sheltered me, 

But I can write from there 

No song to welcome Victory 

When her wings thrill the air, 

When to our army or our fleet 

She comes, or like a star 

Above the thunder and the sleet, 

Shines where our airmen are.



I cannot in that pleasant isle 

Of mead and marsh and lake 

And dreams of old kings dead long while 

Write of a world awake.



And so to Kent I set my face, 

Across whose narrow seas 

The enemy has put in place 

Rows of realities.



For the rest of that summer and early autumn we had two or three battles a day over our valley. My platoon commander was Sir Herbert Cohen, an old friend, and our Commanding Officer was Colonel Hadow, or he was at any rate the senior officer of our lot of L.D.V. on that side of Sevenoaks. Of course we all noticed in those days that Hitler was unpunctual, and we may have known that he was a liar, but I dont think any of us doubted that he was coming. I had plenty of time to think about things during many delays in Ireland, and I had a far clearer view of what I had supposed was coming than I have had of any other war. I was not right, for the invasion never came, and if it had come it would probably have been very different from what I had imagined, and yet I believe it is a good thing to have a clear picture of the future in ones mind: if things happen as you think, you have obviously an enormous advantage; and, even when they dont, I believe it is better for the future to have appeared visible to you than for it to look all vague; at least one has confidence that way, and, provided that one is not too certain that one must be right, it does not turn to pigheadedness. I was no armchair strategist, because I never got as far as strategy, but only concerned myself with minor tactics, and with the possible adventures of a small platoon in a wood. My minor tactics went no further than this, that the enemy would probably land on open ground, and would attack London: our downs were about the last bit of open rural England before London began; therefore it seemed to me that they were just the place for Hitler, or rather Goering, and that it would be an easy march to London for him if he landed there. Of course it was not my business to have any views at all, but it seemed to me that against an enemy better trained and better armed we should make the utmost use of our one advantage, which was knowledge of the ground, and the particular feature that we had in that part of Kent was the thin woods that we call shaws. If the enemy landed to the London side of us I imagined that we should not be much interested, but if he came down to the east of us I imagined he would move straight on London, and that we should be able to wait in the shaws on the way by which he would go. I never imagined an attack after the leaves should have fallen, and no doubt the Germans intended to come before then. My simple plans went no further than that, except for one more, which was never to fire at much over fifty yards. Some among us had shotguns, and I could not imagine a much greater solace, if one was being fired at with rifles, than to know that the faces of the men who were firing at you were being spattered at short range with small shot. This was my dream, and it was very unlike reality, as usually happens in war. Instead of shooting at Germans who could not see us, we got bombs from planes against which we could do nothing, and if I sometimes wrote to my shooting friends to tell them that I had the finest shooting in Europe, I had to admit that the game was all out of shot.

Colonel Hadow came over to see us, and I remember how extremely clearly he put the whole situation. I had at that time been unable to get the right kind of bullet for my rifle, and the ones that I had were the wrong kind. But the Germans had just declared the L.D.V. to be an illegal force, so I said that, if that was their view, it no longer seemed so much to matter what kind of cartridges might be found on one if one were taken prisoner.

O dont worry about being taken prisoner, said Colonel Hadow. They are not coming to take prisoners. They are coming to massacre men, women and children.

This view was not only clear, but perfectly accurate, as has been shown by their campaign in Russia.

I went up our hill with Colonel Hadow to show him the wide open country beyond it, which I had fondly selected as Goerings landing-ground. I think I chose quite a good place for him, and plenty of things landed there, but not a German army. There are dells in that land now which used not to be there, unless they have lately filled them in or made dew-ponds of them. I remember the sunlight that day shining on the sandy soil of that rather wild land on the top of the hills of chalk, and a great many tracks of pigs that ran about over a farm; and something in the sunlight and the strange tracks and the rough soil, and Colonel Hadows uniform, set my thoughts wandering eastwards, whither my body had not been for ten years, and whither I scarcely thought to go again. Strange that in less than a year I was to see many wild lands. Some months later, looking at the tracks of barefooted men in the sunny dust of Africa, I remembered this scene and the wandering fancy that had suddenly flashed from it. On this hill there lived a man in a lonely farm and we thought he would make a good scout, if we could have him fitted up with a telephone; and I lent him a pair of binoculars. Whether he ever saw anything I dont know, but he certainly heard things.

I will leave these words as I wrote them, though since I wrote them that house has tragically disappeared.


CHAPTER XIV

THE BATTLE OF BRITAIN

A sunset at night Is the shepherds delight.

But a sunset in the morning

Is the shepherds warning.



A MISQUOTATION.



I WRITE of a time and an experience so well known to nearly all, that I wonder what I can say of it. To all of us it seems so commonplace. Yet if we all wrote down the little things we remember in these years, there is no doubt that fragments of a great achievement would be found when our age has been wrecked on the shores of time, for some historian to gather and piece together. Even some bit of plaster from a shattered house, which the dustmen of County Councils have failed to tidy, some melancholy thing from which we turn our eyes, will shine with some glow of romance if it ever comes to the eyes of the folk of a calmer age. On the chance that a copy of this book may stray, like some such bit of plaster, before the eyes of people who sit down to dinner without any threat of death coming fairly regularly after the first course, I record a few memories of those days when we hoped for liberty for the nations of the world, but had no particular grounds to go on if we wanted to argue that it was likely. A sonnet I wrote called The Old Bells expressed what I felt about things then, and looking at it again today, I really think it expressed what a good many other people in England probably felt at the same time. In that belief I reproduce it here.





THE OLD BELLS

I cannot see the end; I cannot see 

When we will win or how.

That being so Let us go on without attempt to know 

In what month or what year that end will be.

It may be that by you, or even me, 

The last shot will be fired before the glow 

Of bonfires hailing Hitlers overthrow, 

When our dumb bells ring out for victory.

Think of that day, when tyranny seems strong 

And rations low and fortitude abating.

Think of that day for which our bells are waiting, 

Which rang of old when the storm drave along 

King Philips ships, and chimed for Waterloo, 

And rang out Hindenburg. Soon Hitler too.



One evening after dinner I saw a lovely sight in front of our house, and called to my wife to come out and look at it, a little golden sun setting over our woods. I didnt do that any more, for a bomb soon followed the flare; not very close, but near enough for us to smell it.

About that time I went up to London to read a tale at Broadcasting House after dinner, and saw some of my friends at lunch at the Beefsteak Club. The Germans had got to London that morning, but had not come very far in, and I saw nothing of them. Going back that night I remember there was a full moon, and I was struck by the contrast between the enormous peacefulness of the moonlight, lying like a blessing over the fields and houses, and the use to which the moon was at that time being put. But that particular night no bombers came.

I kept no diary of those strange days, and with the exception of two dates, August 15th and September 15th, I do not remember on what particular day anything happened. I think there was never a day except August 14th on which nothing did happen. I wrote to my friend Edgar McWilliam about this time, and I remember writing in that letter Do you have many battles where you are? We do here. For I had not then quite got the idea that this was one battle, and one on which the fate of the world depended. The stimulus of it was good for my poetry and increased it and deepened it, until noisy nights began to tire me and during October I wrote little, nor much more till the end of that year. I mention this because, if anyone reads this book at all, it will only be on account of work that I have done, and therefore I speak of that work here more than of other things. I suppose that all dangerous stimulants have much the same effect, and that war increased my output for a while as laudanum increased Coleridges, but the after effects were not so beneficial to either of us. One day at the beginning of those times my telephone bell made itself heard above other noises, and I heard Colonel Hadows voice, beginning with the words There has been a certain amount of activity. The Americans are the principal masters of the humour of understatement, but others can do it too. Colonel Hadow went on to say that I might find something interesting if I took a look round the hills and valleys beyond my woods. So I put on my uniform and took a rifle and went to look, but found nothing. But, though I had nothing to report, I was glad that the view was taken that we were not entirely outside this battle and might possibly be of some use. I used to go every day after that, as soon as the sirens sounded, up to the top of the hill that slopes from the front of my house; for I was no longer agile enough to hurry up hills, should anything occur at the top, whereas I might still hurry down them. So the obvious thing to do was to start at the top. I could not go up and down those hills all day, so I used to choose my battle, usually one between breakfast and lunch, and go up and watch it from the high ground, where the view was very good and where, as I have already said, I had always thought they might land, if they landed at all. One day, as I went up through our woods, I heard a longer stream of single machine-gun fire than I had ever heard in the air before. I could hardly believe at first that it came from an aeroplane and fancied it must have been from a machine-gun on the ground, because, if airmen fired like that, they would soon be without ammunition. But the airman had got on to a bomber, and was not going to let him go. I heard the bomber going down while I was in the wood; and, when I got to the open ground on the top, I met a farmer who had seen it dip under the trees, and blending the information of his eyes with that of my ears I was able to know exactly where the bomber must be, although the wood hid it from both of us. So I went into the farmhouse, which is on my property, and telephoned to Colonel Hadow, who told me to telephone to the platoon commander of the area in which the bomber had come down. But it so happened that he was out digging a trench at the time and the bomber had dropped in front of him, and he requested its four occupants to come with him, which they immediately did. Two of them needed an ambulance, and were lifted into it by Shoreham men with the utmost gentleness, until their exhortations to each other to be careful annoyed the doctor, who, remarking that they were not careful where they put down their bombs, told the Shoreham men to hurry up and put them in. Much depends on the point of view, and that doctor had probably been working, and overworking, for long among shattered limbs.

A strange war. I took my wife and my cook to see that bomber, or rather our chauffeur drove us there, and we had only just started when we saw rooks soaring in spirals into the air and then saw air-raid wardens standing in the village in steel hats, which meant another battle had started. We went in the direction of Censorham, and its barrage was blazing. On our way back from the bomber we saw a home-guard with his rifle, sheltering under a railway-bridge with a girl. I wondered if they had chosen the best spot to shelter, for a railway-bridge is an objective, though it is a fine protection against splinters. He called out to me, There are two parachutes there. It seemed too good to be true, and indeed turned out to be. But I stopped the car and got out and had a look, and there sure enough were two white objects in the sky, looking very like parachutes. So I got my revolver and joined the man under the bridge, feeling a bit of a poacher, because they were his parachutes. But I did worse than share his bird, for I noticed that our airmen were shooting at the parachutes, so I looked at them through my field-glasses and then had to tell him that they were only balloons that had been shot loose and which were drifting from London eastwards. It was a sad moment for both of us, just as we thought we might be going to do something useful.

I said that all the men in our platoon, that is to say in Sir Herbert Cohens, might shoot rabbits in my woods for so long as the war lasted: that was my contribution to the strategy of this war. There were grander plans than that, as the world knows, but I thought no further than learning the way of the woods and contriving concealment in them and acquiring the art of outwitting a rabbit. It seemed to me that a good badge for the L.D.V. would have been a hand holding a dead rabbit by the hind legs, and the motto Invisus. For such manœuvres as that our uniform was extremely well chosen, and when we practised in woods in the evening under Sir Herbert Cohen I noticed that the men were almost invisible. I wore my old khaki myself, but the uniforms that were then being given out were better even than that. It seemed funny to be doing elementary recruits drill while the guns were roaring; rather as though we were learning to ride a pony and were booked to ride a horse in the Derby on the same day. Again Hitler repeated to the world his promise that he was coming soon.

Though Milton, describing a rather similar battle, said Confounded Chaos roared, when the presumptuous fighters were shot down by a flying fortress, I have read nothing to show that he knew the sound that Lucifers wings would have made as he fell from that height. The height he conveys very clearly, and much else, but not the sound of the fall. So I wrote the following lines that August, and they were printed, as were many other of the poems I wrote at that time, in the Daily Sketch. This was the poem.





FAUNA OF KENT

One thing I know which Milton never knew:

When Satan fell, hurled headlong to the shade 

Of Hell eternal out of Heavens blue, 

I know the screaming wail his pinions made.


CHAPTER XV

STRIKING AT THE FOOD SUPPLY

So numberless were those bad angels seen.

Paradise Lost.



WHAT else do I remember from those days of the wakeful sirens? They usually woke a little after we did, and again in the afternoon, and nearly always they sang just after all the birds had gone to sleep. Then the searchlights beyond the two sides of our valley went roaming about the sky, and sometimes one of them would flash its beam from left to right, from horizon to horizon, and then remain pointing at something that it had found. Others would come up then, peering through the dark, and join it, forming a great silver pyramid. I very soon found that the bomber that one could hear exactly above ones house could not be above it really, for the simple reason that it stayed there for a minute or two, and no plane takes that time to pass over the roof of a small house. Yet it did sound exactly above, and this I soon perceived was because the noise comes down the chimney, and so any noise that there is in the sky comes to one from straight overhead. Sometimes air-marshals wrote to the papers to say that one could not distinguish the sound of a German bomber from the sound of one of our own; but we, the toads under the harrow, knew, and I dont think we ever mistook them, except once when I mistook the purring of our kitten for that of a four-engined bomber. One day our vicar called and asked if I would not write to the War Office about the very unpleasant habit of a man who, as soon as it got dark, used to sail his bomber round and round our valley for something like two hours. I said that, though I had no authority to write to the War Office, I thought that he as vicar of the parish had every right to ask for protection. If he did, the answer was excessively prompt, for a great number of guns came down only the next day, and the following night their barrage was roaring from about two miles away. The noise of it heartened everyone, but it frightened the Germans rather more than we wanted, so that some of them timidly dropped their bombs on our farms, sooner than go on through the barrage to London, not that they were not much better there than they would have been a little further north-west. Our housemaid at Dunstall made rather a personal matter of it between her and Hitler, and sometimes Goering made her very angry. She used in the mornings sometimes to ask a question which sounded to me rather unnecessary: Did you feel the house shake last night? Those bombs may have been small compared to what man may yet do, but compared to anything known in any other war they seemed to me to be enormous: the last two wars seemed to me to be like machines fighting against men, but the missiles of this war felt more like an attack from some other planet, and the world herself seemed wounded. Nothing that I have to say of these times could have been told to anyone in England as an adventure: whatever these events may appear to the reader of some stray copy of this book wandering into another decade, all these things were commonplace to those of our generation: I remember a van from London coming down to our back door, and going to ask the driver about something that he had brought, and being told by him, and he said nothing more; and then I said, Had you much difficulty getting here? For the bombers were over our valley.

And he said, In Brixton the dead were laid out in the streets.

Sometimes neighbours came to see us, usually bringing steel hats and revolvers, for England was no safer now than the countries that one used to call savage, where white hunters say to you, Never be without your rifle. And we used sometimes to go to Highfield, where Sir Herbert and Lady Cohen lived a little more than a mile away. Lady Cohen always showed a keen curiosity about battles, whether they were being fought above her house or ours; and I remember one occasion when they were straight over us at tea-time, and she and Sir Herbert had come, bringing Sir Leonard and Lady Wooley, and she was watching the fighting and the Censorham barrage from under a lace parasol, which she suddenly lowered in order to explain to us that she was not using it as a protection. The contrast between the quiet I had known so long, of the room in which we were, and the cannon-fire over the lawn, was the material from which I later wrote this sonnet, called To A House in Kent.



Old quiet rooms where I remember Spring 

With bowls of primroses, then summer coming 

And a bee roaming round the walls and humming 

While just outside were all the birds that sing 

In the low glow and hush of evening; 

Now when the days are loud with sudden drumming 

Of guns in air and the machine-guns strumming 

You scarce seem made to hold their echoing.

But, quiet rooms, that were so fit for peace, 

All lovely influences you have known 

Are with you still and will not ever cease 

To bless your bricks and fortify your stone, 

While every ghost from generations past 

That haunts your walls says Hold out to the last.



When invasion no longer seemed to be coming that week, and no longer seemed to be certain to come at all, Colonel Hadow got me a few cartridges for my revolver, which were very hard to obtain, and I gave up carrying a rifle and took the revolver instead, which on our steep hills made my work much lighter. I did not regard a revolver as much of a weapon for fighting with, but when our work seemed to be more likely to be that of a keepers dog going round after a big shoot than that of a soldier, the revolver would have done well enough if I had met anyone baling out from a crippled bomber. In fact the policeman of our village, Sergeant Mannering, collected one of these men, with no more argument to show than a knife. I do not mean that one would ever have thought of shooting this kind of sitting game, if game be not too good a word for them; but one could not easily have given orders to an armed man without being armed oneself.

One night after we had gone to bed we heard a scream, growing louder and louder, as a packet of bombs came down. There was no doubt about the direction of the explosion, and we were equally sure of the distance, which we placed as being about eighty yards, but it was well over a thousand. After that we took to sleeping in the cellar, where the concussions were felt much less, and sleep was easier. And the gardeners family found room to sleep there too, and a toad that had been there for years continued his residence.

I think our dog Tyke knew as much about the raids as we did, which wasnt much, for it was only by reading a pamphlet called The Battle of Britain long afterwards that I got to know anything much about what was happening. We used at first to close the shutters when the sirens went, as a protection from the glass, and that entailed lighting candles, so that our little dog soon learned to distinguish between the warning and the All Clear. Later we gave up doing this, as bombs were rare by daylight. The shells of our batteries were excellent and we never had a dud in our garden. Naturally a nose-cap came down now and then and of course a few bullets, but never a shell: they all burst where they should, like a great hand rapping at the floor of a wooden heaven. Stories of knights and dragons have charmed the infancy of the world, and children and grown men have looked over their shoulders to find romance in past ages, but here were adventurous men riding home every evening into eldorados of sunset from their work of saving the world from the fate of Poland, from government of the people, by Germans, for Hitler, from one vast concentration camp. And the dream of all the ages, that men could fly, had come true, to give splendour to their adventure. Over the hills to the left of the sunset lay Croydon, and thither we used to see survivors from the days fights going home in the gloaming, like knights riding back to Camelot with dragons heads at their saddlebows. I suppose that stories of dragons came from the worlds need for romance. Now we have Goering and his bombers; and the fights of our airmen with them, one against ten, should provide the world with all the material it needs for romantic tales for some time to come.

One night a bomb-stick came down in our chicken-run; not the bombs, but the aluminium stick around which they had been, with a kind of plate at one end on which they rested, rather like an umbrella-stand. We heard it sighing over the house and went to look for it next day: the bombs being heavier had travelled much further. One night, but that was before we got to know the toad, we heard what sounded like frantic blows being delivered at the village of Shoreham, but it was only somebody going home from London and dropping nine bombs as he went. Of course they were not very big, as, he carried nine of them; probably only a few hundredweight each. Luckily he just missed the village, coming right across the valley from west to east, over open farmland up to my cowmans cottage and stopping short of it. One fine shot he made, hitting our railway embankment, which a gang of men put right next day. Did he know a military objective when he saw it? Or had one of our fighters frightened him? Perhaps the one whose bomb-stick fell in our chicken-run was striking at the food-supply of the fortress of London. The chicken-run happened to be empty, but it would do well enough for German propaganda, so well that I should not let them have this bit of information unless I thought that Radio Bremen would be warbling a very different song by the time this book is published.

One evening when we were out manoeuvring in woods with Sir Herbert Cohen I jotted down a poem, the lines of which sketch that time and that countryside as well as I can do it. I called it Starlight in Kent.



A clear September night, 

Pigs under oak-trees rooting, 

Flocks bleating out of sight, 

Owl after owl hooting, 

Searchlights to left and right, 

Bombs falling and guns shooting.



I dont know anyone who liked those bombs, or anybody who would have missed that experience: that I looked rather longingly to a time when there would be quiet nights again is suggested by the next poem, that I called While Goering Rages.



All the old things remain, 

Wind in the wood brawling, 

Glitter of Charless Wain, 

Foxes to vixens calling.

There shall be nights again 

With not a bomb falling.


CHAPTER XVI

GOERING AND I 

ONE day in September Sir John Chancellor rang up from the offices of the British Council to ask me if I would go to Athens to take the Byron Chair of English Literature. Their audacity in sending anyone about the world as though there were no war of any importance amused me, and after I had accepted I could not resist saying, How on earth will you get me there? I told Sir John that I was in the Home Guard, but he did not seem to attach to that the importance that I did; or he pointed out that my work in Greece would be more important. And so it was decided that I should go, via Lisbon and Lake Chad, though as often happens with plans made in times of war, another was substituted. My wife, not at all deterred by the foam of perilous seas, suggested that she should come too; and later, when Lord Lloyd told me that I should have a few other things to do besides lecturing, I said that my wife would be a great help, and he agreed. And so she was. A day or two later I went to see Lord Lloyd, then head of the British Council, at the Colonial Office, and I have had better journeys in the wildest parts of Africa. My chauffeur and I started off in the morning, and Goering had had the fancy to go to London at the same time, and by the same route. We met him at Green Street Green, and at Farnborough he put down a bomb not very far from us; its grey smoke wreathed a house as we went by. Travelling a few hundred miles an hour faster than we did he was soon on ahead of us, but he made such a mess of the road by which we were going that in Lower Sydenham and Camberwell and the West End we were continually being diverted by the police, and did not easily find London. We had the roads almost to ourselves for the first half of the journey, but our circumambulations during the second part of it took up so much time that I was late for lunch at the Savage Club, where Professor Routh had invited me. However, he gave me a very good lunch, but for the noise, when I did arrive; and I saw there a very charming and delightful friend, Colonel Eaton, and saw him for the last time, for he died about a year later. Professor Routh had asked me to lunch with him in order to give me a lot of information about Athens, for he was one of the two professors who had held that chair in the University of Athens before me, the other one having been Laurence Binyon. This was only the third day I had spent in London during the war, and the local table-manners were still a little strange to me; for there are local table-manners as well as universal ones: for instance in tropical Africa one does not remark, There is a beetle on the table, or squash it on the table-cloth, and in the same way in London one did not point out that bombs were falling. I said to my host at one moment, That one sounded rather close, and I realized this attitude towards beetles and other vermin when he said to me, Well, one doesnt notice that kind of thing very much here.

From this delightful club, where I had sometimes been entertained before, when its name stood out in the midst of a once civilized world, I went to see Sir John Chancellor, and afterwards Lord Lloyd. They were both very kind in giving me all the information I needed, though Lake Chad proved but a mirage in the fierce glare of history, for many hopeful things that Lord Lloyd told me about the French parts of Africa were dispelled like dreams a few days later by some battleships that escaped from the waters of Vichy. And I was told the date of our departure, according to the higher mathematics of war-time, that is to say some time between the first Monday of last week and next Michaelmas. But there is one difference between higher mathematics and the dates of the sailing of ships whose course is zigzag, and that is that in higher mathematics, if the answer can be found, it is right, whereas in the other case it is not. In the end I told my friends that I was going to Lake Chad, which at that time was true, and yet seemed sufficiently misleading to meet all requirements of war-time. My wife was made my secretary and was sent with me by the British Council; nor was that any mere pretence, for she worked her passage. I had not seen Lord Lloyd before, and never saw him again, but his was one of those personalities that hold firm places in memory, though only known for an hour.

There had been a bit of an All Clear during the afternoon, but the sirens woke again on our way back, and in Sydenham they were putting up the shutters on the shop windows. As we went through Bromley its siren announced that that raid was over. The Germans returned about nightfall, as they always did.

One day a thing occurred which I have never ceased to regret: our dog started barking, and we found a carrier pigeon exhausted on our verandah just out of reach: so exhausted it appeared that I wasted time planning how to catch it. As the Germans were over at the time, it seems likely that they had dropped it to save it some hundreds of miles of flying, and its exhaustion may have been due to the long descent. It flew away before it could be caught, and I ought to have shot it. I wonder where the spy lived. Not far away, if the Germans did drop him over our valley, though it may have been one of ours after all, frightened by the raid until it became exhausted. We did not go out to tea very much, for petrol was scarcer than shrapnel; besides Highfield we went to see Colonel and Mrs. Hadow, where they lived near the Pilgrims Way with a nice collection of rifles. Different houses have different kinds of views, Everlands for instance, where we used sometimes to go in times of peace to Lady Angela Campbells tennis parties, had such a view rolling far into Sussex as the name suggests, but Colonel Hadow had more sky in front of his house than I can remember in any other view from a drawing-room window, for the land sloped away to the south from the downs to the weald. One day an order came to the air-raid wardens telling them to stay in their houses and keep their ears and eyes open. Was Hitler coming for his coronation? But nothing happened. And gradually the beech-woods turned scarlet and golden, and sunny days and furious nights passed by, and we set out on our journey, deciding to start at the first All Clear after lunch. And the All Clear duly came and our car started. I should mention a curious thing for such as it may interest, which is that a stray dog with a starved appearance had timidly approached our backdoor about a fortnight earlier, presumably a refugee from some bombed house in the neighbourhood, and had gradually settled down with us, and even seemed to accept the name of Blitz which I gave him; yet the night before we left he disappeared. Since then I have read of a stray dog that became great friends with a man, but deserted him the day before he was to have been deserted by his new master. Dogs never fail to know when one is about to leave a house, or to be deeply depressed by it; perhaps a dog that has strayed once sees in an approaching journey of his new owner another disaster for him and knows that it is time for his own travels again. He never came back to the house. Soon after we started another raid began and, as we had plenty of time, we sheltered for a while in the Chislehurst caves, strange places with a long history, which are well worth seeing in peace or war: they go from barbarous times when flints were chipped for weapons, and men and women sheltered underground, to barbarous times when they shelter there again. Meanwhile Goering got ahead of us and, about where we entered Chelsea, or tried to, we came on a ghastly black pit that went entirely across a wide road. We tried another road, but were soon diverted again, by hose-pipes of the Fire Brigade lying across it. Once more it seemed difficult to get into London. When we got there we sent the car back, so that our chauffeur should get home before the night raid, which we afterwards heard he just did. Our train was to go at 6.30 p m., and as we arrived at Euston station by taxi, at ten to six, the warning went. For a while we waited in the tube, where several hundred people were patiently preparing to spend the rest of the night. But after a while we went to the platform to wait for our train, of which the only certain news we had was that it would be late. We were also told that it would not run at all, which worried me rather at first, for I had forgotten that that is the kind of information you get if you ask about trains in war; it is a tactless question to ask, and if they connect with the sailing of ships it is positively rude. I need not have worried, for, if the train was a few hours late, the ship was a day or two late. The platform lay in pitch darkness, crowded with tolerant people who forgave being bumped into as readily as though the angel of peace were over them, a curious effect for Goering to reflect on in Hell. Shining through the glass roof we saw the occasional red flash of our shells: there was no other light. At ten oclock the six-thirty drew in, and we all got in and sat down. We did not know where we were going, and were told either Liverpool or Glasgow. But we did not go anywhere for another half-hour and then we went about ten yards, and somebody shouted, and we stopped at once and moved no more for an hour. Things got still more noisy after that, and the engines sounded loud overhead. Some while earlier they had got a small hotel beside the station. The irony of just missing our journey to Athens appeared as a possibility. Some time about twenty minutes before midnight at last we started, going about as fast as a man running, and sometimes dropping into a walk or sitting down to rest. There were no signals shining, and I noticed an ingenious substitute which I will not talk about here. Our batteries roared off as we passed them, so that our journey had all the embellishments of beginning with the salute of a hundred guns. We crawled past guns for an hour, and all of a sudden the train gave itself a little shake, like a dog going out for a walk, and raced away at its natural speed; and my wifes thoughts and mine turned then to a basket in which there was a cold partridge that I had shot in Kent, and we ate it in perfect quiet but for the sound of the train. There remained nothing more to consider but how to make ourselves comfortable for the night. There are some who think that you cannot be comfortable in war, or should not expect to be, but it is wonderful how much comfort can be obtained by giving a little thought to it, under almost any circumstances. We were in one of those carriages that only hold three, with a bare wall in front of us; I sat in the middle and an unknown lady sat in the dark on my left. I put the cushion from my seat on to the floor and lay on it and used my coat as a pillow, while my legs straddled over the rest of the breadth of the carriage, and there at full length I slept very well. My wife then had my seat as well as her own, though I am afraid it made a very short bed, and I am afraid that the other lady sat up all night; but you cannot offer a lady the floor, not as a bed. We reached Glasgow about midday, where the Arundel Castle provided us with coffee and sandwiches, which assumed the importance that does attach to such things in time of war. A sparrow noticed the crumbs and dived down for them, and the thought came to me like something bright and new that there were still things flying in air which threatened us with no harm. The Arundel Castle seemed very reluctant to start, and hung about in the Clyde for two or three days. When we did start, all the workers along the Clyde waved to us as we passed them, a very kind farewell, but a little ominous.


CHAPTER XVII

DOTS ON THE CHART

But the master was careless enough to miss his course, and the ship went astray with us and entered a sea other than the sea we sought.

The Arabian Nights. The Seventeenth Night.



FOR two days we and others were guarded by a cruiser and four destroyers. Then we left the convoy, but soon ran back to it, and then slipped away again and went off alone, trusting to our speed. It looked as if the captain wanted to go to New York, but, thinking better of it, preferred Brazil, and again changing his mind, fetched up at Sierra Leone. These are no confidences, for we were not in the confidence of the ships officers: we got our longitude from the clock and our latitude from the flying fishes, and that was all the information we were allowed to have, until we saw the hills of Sierra Leone. In one of the ships in which we sailed on this journey a ships officer told me that land was five miles away, but this is so old a wheeze that I was able to tell him that I knew where that was. About once a week we saw smoke on the horizon, from which we always fled, and it from us. Just as chess can be a change, and even a rest, from other hard work, so a change of danger can be exhilarating, and we were cheered by the lovely sea, and by the welcome of the sun as we went towards it. But first of all we slept off the Battle of Britain; and our quest of New York, if it was really what we were looking for, enabled us to have about twelve hours in bed for the first few days, while the clocks were being put back. We met two friends on board, and made a great many more; and, looking back on it, the contrast between our care-free merry days, and the awful responsibilities of the captain and his officers, appears very vividly. I should like to know where we went and what we were doing, but the flying fishes never told us that, and the ships officers would not say, for fear that we should tell it to the flying fishes. I think our situation was like that of a ship in a story which I once read in a comic paper: an old lady went up to the captains chart-room to ask him if they were safe, and the captain, showing his chart, said, If all those dots are fly-droppings, we are all right. But if they are rocks...! I imagine that our captains chart was covered with dots like that, and that they were not fly-droppings. The U-boats sank 198,000 tons of our shipping in that first week, which I think at the time was regarded as a record. I imagine our course was decided a good deal by what news of them was received by the wireless officer. I do not suppose that during that first week the captain thought we were so safe that prayers were unnecessary; but, whatever the reason, we had no service on that first Sunday. Anyhow, we got to Sierra Leone.

There was once a time when fortune-tellers used to begin their prophecies by saying, You will soon take a journey. Probably across water. But all such statements are illegal nowadays. There was a lady on board our ship in the M.T.C., whose husband was at Takoradi, our next stop. But she had never been allowed to tell him that she was going there, nor was she allowed to wire now. When we got to Ashanti, and anchored in the port of Takoradi, Mrs. Newall, who commanded our M.T.C., was able by a great display of energy, resolution and other qualities, to get a note to this ladys husband, who got to the ship before we left and came on it to our next port, which was Lagos in Nigeria. Some boxes had been put aboard in Glasgow labelled for St. Helena, and, when I saw that things were as secret as all this, it seemed to me that all I could tell my friends in letters was that I was going to St. Helena to get it ready for Hitler. Of course we never touched at St. Helena, nor for that matter can Hitler now have any hope of being given as good treatment as what we gave to Napoleon. I am not at all presuming to criticize this secrecy, for two men who were at the top of the business of secrecy during the last war made at different times a perfectly harmless remark to me, but the two harmless remarks so perfectly fitted together that I easily guessed from them a piece of very secret information, which I have never divulged. They have both since died, but for which I would not say even this much, innocent though each of their remarks was. After leaving Lagos we saw no more land for some weeks, though we often passed all night by the illuminations of thunderstorms that were raging on our port side over Africa. On moonless nights the decks were so dark that one could not easily distinguish between other passengers and the rest of the night. Stars began to appear again that I had not seen for many years.

We had on board some British and Free French troops going to Takoradi, and a unit of the M.T.C. that got off at Capetown. I soon realized in that ship, what I realize again as I write this book, that there was no one to whom I could tell any stories of the Battle of Britain: they had all of them seen it. A lady in the next cabin to us used to leave her light on all night, and it shone through cracks into our cabin. It seemed to me to be a mistake, because, if we were hit, all lights would probably go out, and she would have been worse off than any of us, who were more accustomed to the dark; but logic does not decide everything, and the Battle of Britain had evidently left her with a preference for light at night. Several had been bombed out of their houses, but mostly seemed to accept it as the way of the world. We did not have the games that passengers know in big ships in times of peace, but we were not without amusements, and some of us played chess, which is probably played in all ships both in peace and war, and I played simultaneous chess against some of the M.T.C. And there was an exhibition by Capitaine des F.,  a French officer, who could paint fishes as skilfully as our enemies the Japanese. He kindly gave me a portrait that he did of myself, which makes the frontispiece of this book. We regretfully parted from him and all the French soldiers on board when we got to Takoradi. I should have mentioned earlier, for I think we heard it earlier, that Italy and Greece went to war while we were on that journey; but we were coming from war, and the long battle was troubling the Atlantic, and war seemed to be the state of most of the world, so that war at our destination did not seem to be anything so unusual as it would have appeared in other times. The British Council sent me no instructions to the contrary, so we continued our journey towards Greece. I sometimes thought, turning back to the days of peace, that if I had gone to a doctor and said, I dont sleep very well. My house shakes sometimes at night and I hear noises, he would have said, Dont pay any attention to things like that, but take a long sea-voyage. And that was just the thing that the British Council were giving me.

A long journey by sea would, to begin with, make a whole book; and that is leaving out the thousand or so that could be written if by observation, imagination and sympathy one could get at something of the life of each passenger and of each of the crew. But to write the first of these books one would have to overcome the apparent monotony of the weeks in which no land was seen and no other ship, when the only visible life beyond our rails was that of the flying fishes and sometimes a porpoise, or a bird that would stimulate our guesses about the distance from land, too inaccurate to be called auguries. But this monotony is only apparent to the unseeing eye; for to look at the sea wherever it is not hidden by the glare of the sun is to observe that every wave is different from the next and that they are all like liquid jewels, changing not only as jewels change in every light, but passing from shape to shape with a beauty full of more variety than I can remember and which I am quite unable to describe now, for I never thought of making any notes of it while it was all around me; nor indeed have I ever taken notes of anything, letting the hours slide by me like living butterflies rather than those in the collections of entomologists. Nor were the nights monotonous, as the stars that were new to some of us rose higher in their places, but the absolute darkness of the decks discouraged us from going out on them much after nightfall.

And then there were the other passengers, but I will leave them to tell their own stories, and there are plenty of stories to be told, for some had been with the M.T.C. in France and had escaped after being captured; and there were the French troops too, none of whom could have got where they now were without some adventure that would make a thrilling story, and most of the rest had seen the Battle of Britain, which was to the New Order what the Battle of Gettysburg was to a milder form of slavery. And one day about the middle of November land appeared, and there was Table Mountain and its white cloth of cloud with which the wind so tidily drapes it; and that night we saw a sight at which we must all have wondered, for the world we knew had grown too grim for it, a city with all its streets alight, Capetown under its mountain sitting as though crowned with jewels, and with heaps of jewels in her lap.


CHAPTER XVIII

THE KRAALS OF THE ZULUS

Before him like a blood-red flag,

The bright flamingoes flew;

From morn till night he followed their flight,

Oer plains where the tamarind grew,

Till he saw the roofs of the Kaffir huts,

And the ocean rose to view.



LONGFELLOW.



NEXT morning we saw the captain at his own table. We sat at his table, but had not seen him at it for a month, since we had left the Clyde. At Capetown we said farewell to another force, a unit of the M.T.C. Their commander had asked me one day when we were further North if I would write a rhyme for them; so I did so, basing it on the very handsome badge that they wore. I dated it S.S. Anonymous Castle, October 25th, 1940, for ships in time of war are secretive things; and it went like this:



Springbok dancing in the stars, 

The five that make the Southern Cross, 

May your wearers drive their cars 

Far afield and without loss, 

To gather tales that men shall hear 

With wonder in some peaceful year.



We went ashore at Capetown and walked to an hotel to have lunch, and a hard walk it was. A wind was raging down the streets from the mountain, and we and other people used to shelter behind street-corners, and then go on a bit further and shelter again, for one could not easily stand against the big gusts, or walk without difficulty at any time. When we got nearer the mountain we were under the swoop of the wind, or else it dropped a little, and we were able to walk more easily. I remember the beautiful fresh oranges, and then on the way back we walked through the public gardens, places of rare beauty. For two days that wind shut us into the harbour, and then we went on to Port Elizabeth, which we reached in a few days. Hostile though cities must always be to the countryside, which they conquer and lay waste before they build their streets and which they hold down with their pavement, yet they sometimes relent, and Port Elizabeth, like other African cities, preserves a little piece of unspoiled wild Africa, a small valley full of forest. It evidently was quite a wild forest still, what was left of it, for a lean brown young cat that we had never seen before, came up to us as we approached it and came with us and wanted to hunt in it. But not only were there things in that forest that cats could hunt, at any rate in the opinion of that cat, who after all should have known, but there was evidently something there that was too big for cats, for it continually ran back to us and seemed to attach some value to the protection of its two new acquaintances. More of the town than this, its old enemy that it had spared, we did not see. Then we went on for Durban. And there we arrived a day or two later, late in the evening. We expected to go on the next morning, for we had been given what is called priority, but nobody came on board till midnight and we were assured that nothing would be done that night, so we went to bed. In the early hours someone did come on board from the Imperial Airways, to tell us that we could start at dawn; but, however quickly we dressed and packed, there would not have been time for all the ceremonial connected with passports and other papers; so we had three days to wait in Durban before the next flying boat started. There we ate pawpaws flavoured with lemon-juice, and fresh oranges and many other beautiful kinds of fruit. And one day we drove twenty or thirty miles to see the Valley of a Thousand Hills, a place where many mountains sat as though gazing far away through the ages to see things strange and new, or only waiting for the coming home of the things they had known of old. We looked long at their grave blue heads, and then were taken by a rough road to see on a nearer slope some kraals of the Zulus, for this part of the country had been given back to them, and there they still live in their old way in their round wattled huts. Old races and old ways must go down before efficiency: Darwin taught that, and Hitler too, and the thing is too trite to mourn about. But how shall we fare with our own efficiency? Will it always be our weapon? Or will it ever become a sword of Damocles in our house? It is certainly thinning out the Zulus. I am not referring now to our efficiency in battle, for it is not the machine-gun that is thinning them now, and that did not kill so many; I am thinking of the efficiency of a system too elaborate to go into here, but whose effect is tuberculosis. The Zulus cannot live healthily in our cities, or on the food with which those cities now supply them. Shall we be able to? That is the question that concerns us. We are a tougher race than the Zulus; but how long shall we be able to hold out against what is beating them? Our commercial system is a mighty force; but are we as tough as it? Nobody but some miserable food-faddist, as he is always called, would ever dare to suggest that health is more important to us all, shopkeeper and customer, than Commerce and all its breakfast-foods. Nobody is going to help us in our struggle against the efficiency of our own system. The men who live by these things are too busy living by them to realize that they die by them with the rest of us; not all at once, but a few years sooner than they would have died if they had eaten wholesome food. The Zulus throve on the corn that they ground in querns: they are helpless against the pale adulterated flour: it is sold to them and they eat it. So do we.

If you read a mans story you must sometimes come upon his reflections, for if he keep them all to himself he is too miserly a companion for a few of your hours of leisure. If you find the reflection tedious, my reader, it is not for long that I have wearied you with it, and I turn again to the tale of my own doings; yet what trivial matters they are compared with the welfare of the race! But if my reflection has by chance made you angry, as it was not intended to do, then surely you have some share, however indirect, in the system that sells that food and so abundantly offers cures for indigestion. Is it too late to abandon it?

In the early morning of November 16th we continued our journey, going out of the door of our hotel in the dark, when wakefulness seems so strange among the few who are awake, and while the camp-fire of Dick King still burned, for among wild rocks and cactus there is hidden an electric light which glows red by the statue of the man who saved Natal, riding his bronze horse on and on through the centuries. Crickets were still calling, when our day began. We were weighed, with all our luggage. It was difficult to imagine in the Natalian summer, with the equator before us, the need for a fur coat; and, thinking I should not be able to bear to look at it on the journey, I left it behind, and longed for it later on. We went on board the Caledonia, a Sunderland, and the water raged past the windows, and the sun rose and turned it gold. Earth and its streams slanted, and righted themselves, and soon we were on the other side of the clouds. I had never flown before, never seen till now the fulfilment of a dream of childhood, and of the whole race of man for as long as any record of his dreams has been kept. And it was to a new land that we came, for the clouds were a new land to me seen from that side. I may have seen clouds below me more than once before then, but the only time I can remember having seen them like that was one day stalking at Conaglen, when I came over the heathery edge of a valley and suddenly saw two clouds below me floating above a lake. But now we were flying over a whole world of clouds, and through gaps in them glimpses of earth rarely intruded. In those glimpses we saw hills looking like banks on ornamental lawns, and then a forest, strange as a picture by Sime; and sometimes in a clearing a Zulu kraal, eight or ten round huts round a cattle-pen. A few white clouds swept past us like lost angels and then we came to a flat cloudland stretching as far as we could see, with a few white gleaming cloud-kopjes rising up from it, and not another glimpse of earth at all. It was a brighter world than the one we knew, except for the brightest days that shine when our world is snow-clad. A mountain came floating by us, faintly touched with gold. I thought that the moon might be no stranger than this.

All across this white world our shadow ran, with a rainbow round it. We saw a crevice winding among the clouds like a river, and through it got a glimpse of the earth and a real river running. Still the forest lay below us, whenever we saw earth, and the Zulu kraals in the clearings. When our shadow ran on the earth it was small and had no rainbow; but now it grew from the size of a moth to that of an eagle, and larger still, and we began to rock and the heat rushed in on us, and the sea appeared, with what looked like scrub beside it, but which really was forest, and a blush rose from the shore and went out to sea, a flock of flamingoes. Houses and trees grew larger, and the air seemed solider and more bumpy, and the earth tilted, and we came down into Lorenzo Marques. There we refuelled and went on, heading for Beira four hundred miles to the north, and the forest was below us all the way. We flew at nine thousand feet, and our moth-like shadow was almost exactly under us, showing that the sun must be nearly vertical. Clouds like great icebergs in an invisible sea passed us, and trailed their shadows over the forest. Beira was brilliant with flamboyant trees, and trees with great bean-like pods such as might have grown on a beanstalk of fairyland. From Beira to Mozambique was five hundred miles, and there we stopped for the night, twelve hundred miles on our way. We were rowed out to a house-boat on a lake, and the sun set behind palms, and then the moon came up through a wood, all red like a camp-fire.

At four in the morning, when an electric light was about equal to the strength of the twilight, we went on board the Sunderland. Houses in front of us seemed, as they often did, like something we could barely clear, and a very few seconds later they were below us, looking like dolls houses. As we rose we met the sun, and saw some small pink clouds coming in from sea. Something by the shore that looked like a dog turned out to be a sailing-boat; trees looked like scrub, and palm-trees like coarse grass; a small fire at the edge of the forest sent its gauzy cloud of smoke far through the misty air, as though Mother Earth threw off a wrap that she had worn in the night. And still the forest was with us, with a few clouds hanging over it. We were only flying now at a thousand feet, and could see the foot-tracks in the forest, and a few square huts, larger than those of the Zulus. After three hundred and fifty miles we came down at Lindi on to a lake with blue water-lilies, and refuelled and flew on. And the blue sea appeared with lines of purple seaweed that seemed to be lying in the beds of ocean-currents. And in two hundred and twenty miles more we came to Dar-es-Salaam. There we bought pine-apples for three or four pence apiece, and flew on over Zanzibar and passed the island of Pemba, and at the end of a hundred and ninety miles we came to a town I knew. This was Mombasa. And now we had left the forest behind us and flew over a green plain patched with purple, the purple being the shadows of the clouds, which we saw raging past us, though their shadows were incredibly calm and still. Though we had left the forest we had not left Africas red earth, which here and there flashed through the green. Far off the green turned to blue, like the blue of the sea. At seven thousand feet we drew level with the clouds and at ten thousand feet were above them. Far off we saw the black head of Kilimanjaro streaked with grey; and so I described him in a story that I wrote a few months later, but I was asked if I would mind that paragraph being left out when the tale was printed in the Strand. I consented, perhaps rather grudgingly, but the editor was perfectly right, for I might have known that the head of that mountain must be white, even though I had seen it black, for I knew Kenya Mountain well, which is nearer the equator and nine hundred feet lower, and its head and shoulders are always covered with snow. But I did not realize till later that, hidden by mist or the glare of the sky, there must have been a peak of snow, rising above the black rock that I saw, streaked with glaciers. Still, I attach a certain value to anything seen and reported on: a man may say that he saw the moon looking like the horns of a cow, and a more scientific person will know in what latitude he must have been, and at what time, and all the while the moon is perfectly round. Then we went up to fifteen thousand feet, to avoid bumping too violently into the air that over mountains seems to take their shape and to build invisible peaks in the path of an aeroplane. But it was very bumpy even there, and also very thin, and some of the flying officers came now and then into the passengers room and picked up books and began to read them, and looked over the tops of the pages to see if any of us were turning blue. One passenger was sick, and I think the rest of us thought miserably about a cup of meat extract that we had drunk earlier, though whether we were suffering from air-sickness, mountain-sickness or indigestion I never knew. We came down on the Great Lake beside Kisumu, having done twelve hundred miles that day. We went to a comfortable hotel, and I heard Swahili being spoken again. A bird called all night long, and all the crickets chirruped.


CHAPTER XIX

LOST MOUNTAINS

Boundless and bare 

The lone and level sands stretched far away.

SHELLEY.



NEXT morning we went down to the shore of the lake before Kisumu woke, and poultry were still roosting in the frangipani trees. Before us lay a range of towering clouds. How often has one gazed at clouds and thought they were like mountains. Like Longfellows dreaming slave we saw the roofs of the kaffir huts: clusters of them like clusters of mushrooms lay with their bomas round them to keep off lions, and the cattle inside the bomas looked as though someone had emptied a childs Noahs ark. The red and green plain again, and patches of forest. Then we passed a little lake, and one of the flying officers told us we had entered the Northern hemisphere. Again we passed over part of Lake Victoria, and came down from six thousand feet to Port Bell among dark-blue and purple water-lilies. We were in Uganda now, close to the source of the Nile. In a couple of hundred miles we came to the Murchison Falls, and swooped to see them and swerved round them. So much we swerved that I did not at first quite see which way they were falling, up or down. This is the Niles first cataract. It was a holiday among the hippos, and they were all bathing, and rows of crocodiles watched them from the banks. Again I saw the water-buck and the impala, buffaloes, rhinos and warthogs, and nearly all the African game that I knew. Great elephants appeared, and we came down low to look at them; the younger ones sprang away from us and bolted into the high grass like rabbits, but the big bulls stood their ground with their long tusks flashing, and lifted their huge black ears. With another stop at Rejaf we came, about eight hundred miles from Kisumu, to Malakal on the White Nile. And here I saw again those sere and shining grasses that are the very smile of Africa. Fifteen years earlier I had passed Malakal on the journey southward, and here it was again with its wild grass shining, and I was not yet confined entirely to the paved ways of orderly lands, not that there were many orderly lands now left in the world. Had these remained orderly, I suppose I should have continued to enjoy their advantages, such as they are, and should have no more seen except in memory the enchantment that rises up from the uncertainties and discomforts of the lands that no one has tamed. It is curious that the wild look of the grasses going right from the edge of the garden beside the rest-house should have attracted me more than two momentous things, one of them an aerodrome only a hundred and fifty yards away, with a few small craters round it, under a red moon, an objective for the Italians across the Abyssinian border, and the other ten times deadlier, the hum all round us of the mosquito that carries yellow fever, for he had got into Malakal. Double doors of very fine wire protected the rest-house, and mosquito-curtains protected the beds; but the deadliest of the mosquitoes is smaller than all the rest, and he got through the meshes without difficulty and trumpeted all night. A doctor called in the evening and signed some sort of charm that enabled us to proceed next day, for the world beyond was afraid of Malakal. In the morning we went on, and Africa dried as we went. Sparse scrub and sand appeared, then less scrub, then desert where scrub was rare, just north of Kosti; and, after Merowe, sheer savage yellow desert. We came on mountain ranges lost in the desert, with rivers in all their valleys, and tributaries running down to them, and streams winding into the tributaries; and rivers and tributaries and streams were all dry golden sand. Over those streams and down the mountains and on through the desert our moth-like shadow ran, and we came to Wadi Haifa. We did not do this in one flight, but stopped a few minutes at Khartoum on the way. And there a fancy had come to me, remembering that Sir John Maffey had governed the Sudan from Khartoum, and remembering how he had kindly helped me with permits to get over to Kent, but for which I should have been late for the Blitz, an experience I never pretended to enjoy, but which I would not have missed for anything; remembering these things, it occurred to me suddenly how excessively unlikely it would have seemed, when he lunched with us and looked at my Sudanese heads, that my next letter to him would have been from Khartoum; to have suggested such a thing would have been too wild a flight to permit ones imagination, but I indulged in it now and wrote to him and posted the letter in Khartoum. Of course there was nothing unusual in all this; myriads of men about this time found all the plans carefully made for them, no less than the things they had intended to do themselves, contrasted as sharply with the adventures on which they were now engaged as was the life of Jack in his mothers garden and the experience that he had at the other end of the beanstalk. Everyones fancies had always run to such changes, as all fairy-stories reveal; but now they were coming true. In Wadi Haifa we found a hotel that was not merely welcome to travellers in Africa, but would have seemed comfortable to people coming from anywhere. From its windows we saw the Nilotic sunset that we had known of old, glowing orange as ever over the sandy hills. In the shops of the town we bought one or two of those satchels and purses of bright leather that they work so well in the Sudan. We went on next day at dawn. The sun rose just as we started, and there is no better time to start in a flying-boat than this, for the water that rushes past the windows before one is in the air is then turned all to gold. At Abu Simbul we flew low to see that marvel of the ages, the temple carved out of the deep of the hill, whose altar sees the sunrise on midsummer day. Of course we saw nothing of the temples interior, but that I had seen before, and we saw the four colossi seated outside the gate and looking into the sunrise. I had written nothing for some time, for good experiences provide not only material but stimulant, but the drawback of too much stimulant is too well known for me to record it here. And now these four colossi led back my fancy to verse, and I wrote a sonnet to them which I reproduce.



THE LONG WATCH

Four kings that sit by Abu Simbuls fane 

Facing the sunrise, you have seen man fly, 

I said, and fancied that three made reply 

(The fourth being broken at the waist in twain)



As we swept by them in the aeroplane:

Only eternal things I note; and I, 

And I; our ancient river floating by, 

The gods, the sun and, in due season, rain.



But we have seen, all three, and he now broken 

Before he fell saw too, the golden ray, 

Which in our youth from one rock had awoken 

Our sacred land upon midsummers day, 

Has moved a little northward at its rising.

No other thing has been that is surprising.



We were in Egypt now, having crossed the frontier at Wadi Haifa, not that the desert knows anything of frontiers. It was still hills and sand, dark rocks set in gold. By the river lay the strip that the sakieh watered, ending as sharply as the edge of a strip of carpet, and there the desert began, and stretched away till it faded into the blue of the sky. We passed over a market in an oasis, and then the pyramids came into sight and we came down on the Nile. There was a certain light in the faces of those who met us, the origin of which was soon explained to us.

We had our first air-raid this morning, they said.

But I could not help wondering if they quite knew what air-raids were. We went to that pleasant hotel beside the pyramids, on the deserts edge, called Mena House, which I knew of old, and even before resting I went to see the Great Pyramid, or rather I should say to be shown the Great Pyramid, for no one ever goes there alone. And, as the dragoman who secured me began to tell me wonderful tales, I was suddenly tempted to say something wonderful to him, something that seemed indeed to me to be among the wonders of the world, and I said: I saw Abu Simbul this morning.

Of course the Arab may have been familiar with such wonders, but five hundred miles in a morning was still new to me and I still wondered at it, and I trust the Arab had in him enough sense of wonder not to believe me. And then came a note to ask if we would attend a party that afternoon. My wife was horrified, for, whatever may be the cause, flying the length of Africa is fatiguing, but she never thought of refusing to go to the party. And I was rewarded, for I met there my friend Aly Ismail Bey, with whom I afterwards had some very fine shooting.

And now, as I look at a rough diary that my wife wrote of these strange times, I realize that one of the requisites of an autobiography is to keep away from all diaries; for to look at life through a diary is not merely to fail to see the wood because of the trees; but is like trying to look at a wood by putting ones head into thick undergrowth. If there is to be any chance of interesting any reader with such a book it can only be by passing on to him, if one can succeed in doing so, the light of a few of those events that to oneself appear to stand up above the mist of the years. The first page of a diary shows one what a vast amount of good material one has forgotten, and the next page teaches one that there is too much material to use. The other day, in this month of December 1943 an idea for a tale came to me, and I put aside this book for a day to write the tale, which flowed with a light ease, for to work with fiction after working with truth is to turn from a ponderous material to that bright essence of which the arts are made. Life may be said to be a heap of facts: art is an essence distilled from them, and that essence is truth. And this would seem to indicate that the reader who has followed through this book the slow movements of my heavy body, slow even when in a Sunderland, compared to the flight of a fancy, might do better to follow the track of dreams that have gone through my other books.


CHAPTER XX

THE BAYT EL KREDLEA 

Travellers tell us that there is not on earths face aught fairer than Cairo and her Nile.

The Arabian Nights. Twenty-eighth Night.



No, a diary, however rough, heaps upon writers of autobiographies material with which they can never deal: we met for instance in Cairo the famous traveller Hassanein Pasha, and Prince Mohammed Ali, whom we had once met in London lunching with Lord and Lady Allenby, and we saw something of Lord Wavell and Sir Henry Maitland Wilson, who had not yet fought the battles that made them famous; rather like meeting demigods while still they were walking earth, as you might expect to do in a country like Egypt, and even more so in Greece, where we met them both again.

We were shown over the University of El Azhar by the Chief Inspector of Science and Letters, Mohammed Khaled Hassanein Pasha, who first of all took us up to his office, where we sat drinking glasses of hot cinnamon and ginger with some charming old sheiks. After that he showed us over the great mosque, with its wide courtyard and exquisite carvings on the walls, where little groups of students sat on the floor by chairs in which sheiks were teaching. Then Mohammed Khaled Hassanein Pasha showed us over the library and afterwards gave us tea flavoured with mint. We may comfort ourselves at home with champagne, beer or whiskey, according to our tastes, but I know nowhere outside Mahommedan countries where one can get temperance drinks so varied and sweet as one finds them in the East; they remain merely a dream, which will not be realized till I travel again. Afterwards Yussef Reedy Effendi, of the Anglo-Egyptian Union, showed us the Rufai Mosque. All architecture is some dream frozen in stone, and in religious architecture the dream has a greater intensity than what one usually meets in other buildings, so all mosques are beautiful: words might conceivably describe the Rufai Mosque, but only if one was there with pencil and paper in ones hands; at this distance of time and space there remains only a memory of great height, dim below, and faintly illumined above by daylight, and a great border of heavenly blue at the top of the walls, and on it written in gold those gorgeous letters that are like sabres among vines and flowers. The door rose to such a height that we saw a piece of the blue sky framed by the curved top of it as we came out, with white clouds drifting across it. All that part of the city was purely eastern, and domes over high white walls gleaming in sunlight showed the dream that the East has dreamed, turned as though by magic to marble.

Fuad Abaza Pasha kindly showed us over the State farm and its model village. White herds of Arab horses walked gracefully about the flat green irrigated fields, which are such a feature of one per cent of Egypt, the remaining percentage perhaps being desert. There are probably few better farms of the kind in the world, for it was from here, when there was some fear that the pure strain of Arab horse was dying out, that stallions were sent to four Arabian kings. Fuad Abaza Pasha also took me to a pleasant lunch of the Rotary Club in Cairo, the Rotary Club having kindly entertained me in other towns, on the usual terms, which is to say a speech after ones lunch. The Anglo-Egyptian Union entertained me, and I read them a tale that I wrote several years earlier, the scene of which is laid just outside Cairo. And we were entertained by the British Evening Institute, where I gave a lecture, and I hope that some of them may remember some bits of it, but memory of that evening is obscured for me by the memory of a cup of tea that was given my wife and me there some months later: it was so good, and we were so thirsty, that the memory of it eclipses many other memories. Two Egyptian ladies took us to see the Mouski, where shops run far back from the street and the dimness of their recesses is filled with all manner of merchandise, fine eastern silks for dresses, herbs, jewellery, rare scents, and more than I can attempt to describe at this distance. Outside in the street a stream of people flowed past, whose accurate description might take up the rest of the book, and from there we went to call on Major Gayer Anderson in his house, the Bayt el Kredlea. There is much of the West in Cairo, but inside the outer door of this house there is no trace of it; all in the Bayt el Kredlea is completely Oriental. To describe it would be to attempt to distil into ink the very essence of the Arabian East. Suffice it to say that in such a house, if one wished to know what was going on outside, one would be tempted to turn not so much to an evening paper as to the Arabian Nights. We sat for some while in a balcony looking down at a floor of inlaid marble in which a fountain tinkled, then went through doors of lacquered wood into an inner room that was no less lovely. Time and the West seemed dreams.

At the end of a full day, that is to say just about sunset, we got a taxi to drive back to Mena House Hotel. One should expect sudden death in time of war, and the largest tombs in the world stood at the end of our road to remind us; but we were not thinking of it at the time, when I noticed that a barrier which road-menders had put across one half of the road was unobserved by the driver. We were very close when my wife called his attention to it. Personally I thought it might have been better not to have interfered with him, for he could have crashed through the barrier more easily than avoided it; but my wife points out to me that, as the barrier was just about the level of his face, he would have been so much knocked about had she left him alone, that, though getting through the barrier all right, he would have wrecked the car afterwards. This is probably true. What he did do when his attention was called to the matter was to wrench the car across the road, and, though my wife was thrown to the floor, the car by some strange chance regained its equilibrium. We walked the rest of the way, and the driver wanted still to be paid for the journey to Mena House, and a policeman whom I consulted appeared to take his side, but the last word was said by the manager of Mena House Hotel and we heard no more of this desperate driver. One word said to me by a lady who knew Cairo explained everything; and that word was hashish. Driving in the streets of Cairo demands every moment of a drivers attention, for pedestrians cross the street there merely trusting to God, without any other precaution. But in the long empty road to the pyramids a hashish-eater could at last relax, and meditate on the beauty of his dream. That might account for not noticing so material a thing as a barrier made of rude planks. I cant think of anything else that could account for it.

Next day Aly Ismail Bey took me to Tel-el-Kebir to shoot ducks. We started in his car before dawn, and I was taken to a shelter built of reeds in the marshes, with two Arabs to pick up anything I might shoot. Aly Ismail Bey went to another shelter, and we stayed in our places most of the morning. We came away at an agreed time, and I got to the road first, where the chauffeur and one or two others were waiting by the car. Never having shot in the Delta before, I did not know whether I had made a good bag or not, but I saw at once by the faces of the men round the car that I had made a good one. I had got twenty-one teal, one shoveller and two snipe. I had a few more down, but the Arabs had not picked them up in the reeds. After that shoot Aly Ismail Bey very kindly arranged for me to be invited to shoot with the King. I divided that day between two interests that have occupied much of my life, sport and poetry, for in the evening I gave a talk on poetry in the drawing-room of Dr. Rashad Beys house, where the window looked over the Nile into the sunset. I talked of the poets that were modern when I was young, and that, as it seemed to me, were scarcely recognized, though they are now. Next day we had luncheon with Sir Robert and Lady Gregg and walked in their lovely garden, and that afternoon I gave my principal lecture in Cairo, in the hall of the Royal Geographical Society. I lectured on English poetry, but I told them that I looked at it as mariners and airmen look at the stars, rather than as astronomers do, choosing a few of the great stars that guide them. And in that spirit I spoke to them of English poetry, choosing the great lights that had guided me, such as Shakespeare, Milton and Herrick, and then the poets of the time of George IV, and very little of those who lived between the death of Milton and the birth of Keats, in the age that was mainly dominated by Pope. And of course I also spoke of Chaucer and Spenser, telling them something of England as Chaucer saw it, and something of English sense of fair play as it was understood by Spensers knights, who unfortunately were not the only Englishmen to be confronted by powerful evil things. I did not speak of Tennyson, Swinburne or Kipling, for the simple reason that I found that when I came to Shelley I had spoken long enough to make a lecture. I did not know how far I should get, or how many poets would be required to fill in an hour, but Shelley provided me with a splendid stopping-place. After that we went to a late party, where we met many interesting people, but one cannot work too hard and go about too late in Cairo, for Egypt is always waiting to overcome strangers with many ancient curses, and after that I spent a day in bed. The following day I was busy again, and two days after that I went to Alexandria. I remember the sun coming up as we started, suddenly glowing through the newspaper that I was reading, and then a tree like a very merry child of a giant standing on its head supported by its hands on the ground and waving its legs aloft; and then the green fields of the Delta, for the crops were already some inches high, their brilliant green lit up by the white flash of the egrets walking about in them, and contrasted now and then with the cadmium orange and other bright colours of womens dresses. I saw two fellaheen in a field casting what looked like seed over it, but the crops were already growing, and I realized that it must be water that they were casting over the field. We passed a little white village of the dead, partially screened from the train by a curtain of weeping willows; then a mosque with its crescent moon, and a minaret with three balconies of carved stone, and a bougainvillea covered a gateway with splendour. A child slipped off the back of a water-buffalo, in order to move its tether. Snipe rose and flew away from us.

And then the delicate masts of the dahabeeahs appeared like a wintry forest, and Alexandria rose ahead of us, looking very white and steep.

Alexandria would have shocked an English Air-raid Warden. There was of course a black-out, for Italian bombers came fairly frequently, though not on the night I was there, but I remember among other lights of that city a large door wide open, and a hospitable glow coming from inside a house. In Cairo on the other hand an entire unit of Air-raid Wardens would have been helpless, and must have given way to despair. I came back to Cairo through the delta next day, and the morning after that I went flight-shooting with Sir Miles Lampson, now Lord Killeam, the British ambassador to Egypt. Ambassadors have not time to loiter on the road, nor did we loiter: I saw the speedometer go to a hundred kilometres, and I do not now remember how much beyond. For part of the way we went across sheer desert, following tracks, and sometimes we passed eucalyptus and palm-trees shading a village. As Ekiad, where we went to shoot, was only about a hundred miles from Cairo, we were soon there, where we met the rest of the party, most of them Lord Killearns staff, and then went to our places in the marsh. There was a bit of a sand-storm blowing, and, although I was completely surrounded by water for much further than my gun would carry, I had what was to me the unusual experience of a sand-storm in a marsh. Then the flight began, the biggest I have ever seen in my life, and my own bag was sixty shovellers, two widgeon, one teal and a pintail. My reader has probably never had the experience of walking along a jewellers counter, or in his shop-window, but as I came away from the marsh over the desert to Lord Killearns tent I walked over such a profusion of what looked like little semi-precious stones that I had the impression of treading upon a jewellers counter. The total bag was a very big one. We all had a meal in the tent, and I returned to Cairo with Lord and Lady Killearn at the same pace at which we had come, that is to say a pace that was slow compared to flying and fast compared with other motoring. For this shoot it was well worth coming all the way from England, even by the extraordinary route by which we came. But indeed the whole journey was worth it for its own sake, and the hospitality of Lord and Lady Killearn gave an extra sparkle to our long outing.


CHAPTER XXI

IN THE LAND OF THE HITTITES

GREAT though the hospitality was which I was now receiving in Cairo, there was a time when for my dreams there was no hospitality, until they found it abundantly in America; and this I remembered when I was entertained, the day after the big duck-shoot, by the American University in Cairo, not that I shall ever forget it, even without any further reminders. Mr. Howard and Mr. Hopkins called for us in the morning to bring us to the University, where we had tea with Mr and Mrs. Elder, and then I read my play, The Gods of the Mountain, to Dr. Watson and the students in a fine hall which had in its architecture just that oriental influence which would have been so welcome to me at the time I was writing the play in 1909. That afternoon we had tea with Major and Mrs. Elgood in their villa at Heliopolis, where we met Prince Mahomed Ali again, and Colonel Fielden, whose left arm was still rigid after being wounded four months ago, and Mr. Simon, who ran the British Council in Cairo, and who looked after us with the greatest care.

Very early the next morning, or rather while it was still night, Prince George, Lutfalla, a good sportsman, called for me and drove me to the Gezira Palace, where we had coffee and then set off, still in the darkness, for Mansourieh where we met more sportsmen, and went with the help of boats to reed-shelters. Still it was quite dark, and the only light we had came from the planet Jupiter. In the darkness we saw the black shapes of flocks of ducks fly past us, but none of us fired, because we waited for the King to fire first, whose guests we were. But when dawn came he fired a shot with a punt-gun, and then the shooting began. The pyramids began to emerge on the skyline out of a lilac mist, and pintail, teal, pochard and tufted duck streamed past.

In the evening of that same day we continued our journey, going by rail to the Suez canal and rowing across it under bright stars. Next day we came to Haifa, and amongst its olives under a hill that was crowned by an ancient monastery, with military preparations all round me, I wrote a poem which I append here:





AT HAIFA 

In the unaltered land, 

Where the world heard of peace 

And did not understand, 

See the old olive-trees 

And guns and bags of sand 

And soldiers and police.



After a night at Haifa we left it by car. In the street, as we left, my wife gave a small silver coin to a vendor of oranges, and he began to fill the car with oranges, until she had to stop him. There were always some doubts in those days about getting through Syria, but, so well had Mr. Simon planned for us, that we met with no difficulties. War pours people out over the world from all countries, so that it was no surprise to us to meet at the frontier a young officer whom we had last seen at Helperby in Yorkshire, when the objective was partridges. The French were not in a mood to stop us that day, and we got through without any trouble. Past good stone-built houses with red roofs we went with low hills on our right, and on our left the sea, and the white head of Lebanon peered over the low hills. And so we came to Beirut, where we had lunch in a hotel built on the rocks of the sea, and motored on to Tripoli. There in a hotel we met another Englishman, on his way to BudaPesth. Like us he travelled circuitously, but not so luckily, for he had been torpedoed off the Gold Coast a week after we passed it. At Tripoli we got into a train. Had time gone backwards? We had travelled in many ways, but here were comfortable beds, and men in the brown uniforms of the railways of France, waiting for a frontier in order to hand one the bill for dinner at the spot where the exchange would most suit them. We did not grudge the few centimes that they made thereby, if centimes were able to soothe them at such a time, any more than one would grudge two obols to a spirit by the banks of the Styx. We changed trains at Aleppo in the early morning and sat looking out at the view, so little of which I remember now; but there is enough for a whole book in a days journey by train; the shape and substance of the land, the crops it gives birth to, the villages to which its strata lend themselves, and the men that make the villages and that reap the crops, would make a long story, if one recorded them at the time, even though only seen by brief glimpses. I remember their bright dresses, many thistles among their crops, an extraordinary village like a capital of the ants, built entirely of clay domes, and then rock-built houses where the hills were rocky, and then the hills growing steeper, until we came to the mountains, for we were in the Taurus express. And I remember, somewhere about the frontier of Turkey, broken pillars beside the railway for several hundred yards, broken pillars that seemed to be of white marble, the track of an empire that had passed that way down the ages. I think we may comfort ourselves with the thought that no empire ever existed for long without good in it: violence it must have had; but violence alone, which is Hitlers principal contribution to history, seems to be not enough. The forum is one of Romes gifts to the world, and Lidice one of Hitlers; the first of them positive, the second negative.

Next morning we saw small clouds wandering about the hills like sheep. At noon we arrived in Ankara and were met at the station by Mr. Michael Grant, who manages the affairs of the British Council in Turkey. He had been with the army at Dunkirk, but Lord Lloyd chose his men where he would, and seems to have been able to lift them from wherever he found them. He worked well in Turkey, so well that I have sometimes wondered why Herr von Papen, the coiner of the delightful phrase to which I allude, never took steps to have him spurlos versenkf, but no doubt his Excellency had some reason for not adopting a course that appeared to be so obvious. I think I may claim a great success for my visit to Turkey; but, if I do, I must give the credit for it to Michael Grant. Our train was four hours late, but we found time to wash, and then lunched at the Embassy with Sir Hughe and Lady Hugesson. Afterwards I went to a party given by Lady Mary Walker, whose husband was first secretary at the Embassy. I gave a lecture next day at the Faculty of Arts, and a suggestion was made which at first surprised me, for I had never met anything like it before; this was that for the benefit of those who did not know English well, an interpreter should translate every ten minutes or so. Michael Grant said that we could do what we liked, because, the British Council not having arranged lectures in Turkey before, whatever we did would become a precedent. I did not interfere with the suggestion and, strangely enough, it worked admirably. A Turkish lady gave the gist of what I had been saying every now and then, while I rested, and it was evident that she did it very well. Not only did I rest while she spoke, but new ideas came to me, for I do not use notes, and the arrangement suited me very well. This lecture was on poetry. Later that day I lectured on the drama at the School of Dramatic Art, in particular telling them that it is an art, and not a mathematical problem, and that therefore a play is made out of dramatic events, and not by means of a set of rules, vaguely called technique. Later we dined with Michael Grant and Mr and Lady Mary Walker, and another from the Embassy, at an amusing restaurant called Karpish. Mr. Walker was perhaps rather naughty; but we had had some good news about the war and the restaurant was full of Germans, and he, seeing a lady he knew, scowled and shot out an arm in a Nazi salute. A band blared all the time and a strong man beat a drum, and afterwards there was some extremely brilliant juggling by a Japanese. I do not know what he was doing in Ankara besides juggling.

Next day another lecture on the drama, with the same arrangement about translation, and we dined with Michael Grant again, and a party of Turkish professors, at the loudly cheerful Karpish.

The day after that the Ambassador drove me to a small lake to sit for ducks. Stacks of grey bricks, not yet baked, stood about here and there, and for all I know the whole lake may have been made by the gradual removal of clay to make bricks to build places like Babylon. We waited in two small hollows scooped in the clay, and various kinds of ducks came by about sunset, but chiefly that goose-like bird, the ruddy sheldrake, which did not come very close until it was nearly dark. This was the first time in my life that I ever shot one of these fine birds. One of the Embassy joined us afterwards from the other end of the lake, and we found our way back through the dark to the road, guided by the light of a lamp that we could see on the car. I went in the second car, going back, and Sir Hughe Hugesson went in the first. Near a small house by the road a whistle blew and we stopped. It was a police-station, and people were evidently not allowed to chase ambassadors by night, and we had to explain. On this trip I heard for the first time some rumour of a mishap to Germans off the coasts of Kent in that September of 1940 in which we were expecting them, rumour of burned bodies floating in the sea. Some day we shall read in histories why they did not come, but in these days the student of world affairs largely consults rumours, and anybody writing and publishing what historians will one day write of these times would go to prison. Then Ankara flashed below us as we came over a hill, a sight that has the beauty, and in these days the rarity, of precious stones. We lunched at the British Embassy again next day, and afterwards were shown over Ismet Pashas Ladies Institute, where we saw children making various things and, most wonderful of all, artificial flowers; chrysanthemums, roses and sweet peas that could scarcely be distinguished from real ones. I knew that legend, and even historians, said that the Irish people came from that end of the Mediterranean, or rather that one of the many races that populate Ireland did; and that day I saw that it was true, for I saw two or three girls that were not only like Irish girls, but were simply the Irish type. While being shown over this interesting place I was taken into the kitchen, where I saw a packet of white powder and asked what it was. Some said starch, but an English lady said cornflour. I asked how she knew, and she told me because she saw a picture of com on the packet; but what especially interested me was that she said there was no other way by which we could know what our food was made of. Any disagreement with this view that I expressed was regarded not only as heretical but as ridiculous, so much so that I think that I am now expressing what will be regarded as a new thought by this age, however old it be, when I say that there are other ways of finding out how our food is made, and that they are most of them better ways. If the health of millions is not worth considering, at least the avoidance of war is, and I believe that war comes to any civilization that has a flaw in it. Our principal flaw is that the Government is afraid of any packet that is selling well, and does not dare hinder its sale, whatever it may contain.

After this we were kindly shown some of the splendours of Ankara by a Turkish gentleman, who first of all showed us the temple of Augustus, with a Hittite temple on one side of it and a Mahommedan mosque on the other. The hill on which these stood must have seemed very near Heaven to many races, for three of them to have built their temples here. Along the wall of the temple of Augustus ran an inscription in Latin and Greek, said to be the longest of its kind in the world: I forget what it said, as the world forgets it now. Stone Hittite beasts with wings stood near, and in the mosque a man was chanting to people seated on the ground a song of the nativity of Mahommed, written half a millennium ago by a Turkish poet. This is a song they sing in honour of a man when he has been dead a year, and to some mans memory they were singing it now. Then to a still higher point, in bitter cold, we went to where the citadel of Baihram looks down on the curved red tiles of Ankara, lying on the roofs like half flower-pots. Old stone cannon-balls were lying about there, and many other things. We were told that Tamerlaine had taken it. Beyond the town was the plain, and beyond that the mountains, with a pale-gold light on their snow. It was a complete circle of mountains, reminding me of the splendid view from Peshawar. In a very small room on the top of a crag we talked with the curator and got warm at a great stove. Lower down, at a place called the Halkevi, we had glasses of tea with the Director of it, in a lovely Ottoman room, and got warmer still; and now the mountains began to turn to various tints of gold. I give the impression of an ancient city among its temples, with its citadel looking down upon old red tiles; but that is a wrong impression, and is as though when describing London one should put undue emphasis on the work of Julius Cæsar. For Ankara is a very modern city, more modern than the latest built suburb of London, for that clings still to Londons skirts, while Ankara rejoices in modernity. Old as it is it cannot rival Istanbuls history, and can only surpass the old capital by gazing into the future and drawing some light from that, while leaving to Istanbul the dreams of the past, which are fading fast even there.

We left that night in a comfortable train, and crossed the Bosphorus in the morning and came to Istanbul. Michael Grant, who had gone on ahead of us, met us on the coast of Europe and dealt for us with the demands of our porter, whether rightly or not I cannot say, for he and I had only one standard in the matter, which was to pay aman according to his avocation and the work that he does; but there is evidently another standard, and it is not only confined to the East, that is to say payment according to the payees estimate of the-payer. For Grant said to the porter, Why do you demand a sum like that? and the porter replied, Because this is the luggage of an English pasha.

Grant took us to call on the Governor of Istanbul, with whom we drank coffee. All those who have travelled in the East will of course know that one does not make calls without drinking coffee, and very good coffee it is. And then we went to see the great mosque of San Sophia. And there we stood at what to the Emperor Constantine and several of the statesmen of Queen Victoria, and a great many other people, had been the centre of the world. At any rate it was the centre of one of the worlds greatest empires, and a neighbouring emperor coveted it, and an English statesman thwarted him whenever he did; and there the Commander of the Faithful prayed, and the faithful were many millions, even beyond his empire. At this point I must restrain my pen, which is not qualified to write the history of Byzantium, and I recall the words of a Turkish lady in Ankara when I spoke to her very sincerely of what the wonders of Turkey meant to me: All that you are interested in is dead.

It is as though San Sophia herself were dead, her immortality falling off from her on the day that the long fight ended; for the struggle between cross and crescent ended, so far as St. Sophia is concerned, on the day that the notice was pinned up on the door of the mosque that had been her cathedral, saying by order of Ataturk: This museum is now closed.


CHAPTER XXII

IN ANATOLIA 

WE left the mosque of San Sophia with a memory of porphyry pillars, and a floor of serpentine, dulled, rather than polished, by millions of bare feet; and the great dome that above a circle of windows seemed to be resting on light; and gold mosaics, and two lost causes.

Then a lecture to some combined schools, and entertainment and tea given by the Principal and her teachers in a comfortable room.

Next day Michael Grant took us to call on the Director of the University, who told us that a great column standing outside his door was erected five hundred years ago in order to view fires in the city. The idea of having a fire-brigade was probably invented much later. Then we went to see the Blue Mosque, built something like San Sophia, only that the dome rests upon vast pillars instead of seeming to float upon air and sunlight. Four or five Turkish soldiers came in and looked round, but did not pray. They seemed a little disconsolate in the vast shrine, as though the latest of the tides of time had swept something out of it and left it barer than they had thought it would be. Another lecture that day, and the President of the Party and the Governor of Istanbul and others kindly attended; pure kindness, because not all of them understood English. Next day the President of the Party and his secretary called on us, and we naturally gave them coffee. He is President of the Party because there is only one party in Turkey. They had an opposition for a short time, but it was found to be inconvenient, and it and its leaders were abolished. The politics of Turkey are the work of Ataturk, and a chapter on what his politics were might perhaps be appropriate here; but, for one thing, I have not studied them, and, for another, I expect that most of the readers of this book will be democratic at heart, which might prevent them from successfully following those politics, were I to write a chapter upon them. So I will say no more of this great leader of Turkey than to tell one story that they told me about him there: he was sitting one evening with his cabinet, and, to introduce the topic on which they might speak, asked What is Zero? And one of his cabinet found the right answer, which was: Far be it from me to have any opinion on anything that your Excellency does not know. But in your Excellencys presence I am Zero.

It will be clear that I have not studied Turkish politics; and it may even leak out through these pages that I am not greatly interested in modernity, to which Turkey just at present seems so devoted; and yet I was charmed by the Turks, and cannot remember meeting any that I did not like, and I made friendships there which I trust that the violence of these times has only interrupted, to be renewed, I hope, in the days when letters will be sent and received more easily, and when the German ambassador shall have lost his interest in keeping me out of Turkey. Later that day we drank coffee with Madame Halidé Edib, who was said to be the leading woman in Turkey, and who is certainly a very remarkable woman. Amongst other things I was told that she had commanded a brigade in the war against the Greeks, and she was at this time running the Faculty of Letters, to whose students I now read some of my poems, which she had asked me to do when we met at my lecture on the Drama the evening before. Perhaps she is not quite so modern as everyone else in Turkey, for I remember her telling me of a modern innovation, without very much enthusiasm. There is a law, she said, that everyone has to have surnames now. My own sons have a surname, though I dont remember what it is.

That night I went with Grant to several places to hear Turkish music and singing, for Eastern music has a great fascination for me. At about midnight at one of these we heard a woman singing who we were told, as I could well believe, was the best singer in Turkey. At another I saw a woman with a face like the Sphinx at Gizeh, which may seem strange so far away in space, and so much further in time; but we are prone to judge customs and likenesses too much by the standards of one generation, being ourselves mortal, and we often overlook that immortal things like races alter very little indeed. Hitler for instance, judged by all that we have seen in our own time, seems far away from Attila; but the principal difference is probably only that Attila could ride a horse, and was in some other ways the better man of the two. Looking at the world from the racial point of view, I think one frequently finds a pair of people who were to all intents practically twins, separated by a few centuries and even a few thousand years. So one of this womans tribe, wandering along the eastern coast of the Mediterranean may have served as a model, or was perhaps the ideal, of whoever carved the Sphinx.

Next day we were shown over the museum, once the hareem of a Sultan. The museum was closed for the war, but the Director very kindly opened it for us and showed us many beautiful things, too famous throughout the world for me to attempt any description of them here. Those lands that had seen the rise and fall of Rome, and were near neighbours of Greece, provided ample material for a very artistic people to make a collection that is among the great treasures of the world. Much of it was hidden from these troubled times by sandbags, but a bronze statue of a Roman emperor, and marble statues from Greece, and the tomb of Alexander, were still visible.

Then we motored east along the Bosphorus to where Robert College stands on a hill looking over the narrow water into Asia. There I gave a lecture about the travels of my dreams and my body, both in an easterly direction, and we were entertained with American hospitality, which is saying a very great deal, and we stopped the night with them. Next day we returned to our hotel at Istanbul, the Pera Palace, which later in that year was partially wrecked by a bomb intended for our minister in Sofia. I missed the sentry over our door, which we had at Ankara. Why I was so honoured I do not know, but I saw nothing surprising in it in a town where Germans were running about wild. The sentry was a lady, and sat in a chair outside our door. Wherever we went in the hotel she followed, and lunched when we lunched, whether it was half-past twelve or a quarter past two. She did it quite discreetly, and was very unlike a much more inquisitive German woman that we met later in South Africa just before we went to join a convoy. In that hotel in Ankara one day we saw the German ambassador with his first secretary. Such sights give one something of the strange feeling that a tourist on a bicycle may have, perhaps in the Kruger National Park, as he comes on two elephants beside the road, while a big-game-hunter may travel for weeks without finding any.

On that day my wife and I had the delightful experience of crossing the Marmora into Asia with Michael Grant to call on Prince and Princess Abbas Djellal, or Abbas Bey and Mme. Abbas as they are known in Turkey since it became a republic. How much I learned of Turkish life and Turkish poetry from him! And all the tales he told me were true, except when he once said that he was not a very good chess-player, a matter which we sat down to examine straight away in his charming library, where in little upright cupboards among his books he kept his favourite guns. This game was a long and very hard one, and I just won it, and in the many games that we had together afterwards I never found it any easier to win, and sometimes failed to do so at all. In a smaller room there were beautiful pieces of calligraphy, framed lines in Turkish and Persian. Have we anything like this in Europe? Have we any handwriting that we would frame and hang on a wall for its mere beauty? Sometimes I say a few words on the subject of handwriting, but only among Europeans. For I feel that there is nothing that we can say of it, compared with what has been achieved in Turkish and Persian and Arabic. For in these countries calligraphy has something about it as beautiful as though flowers could write, or as though someone wrote down the songs of the birds in their own language. We had some talk about going into Anatolia to shoot, but we heard next day that the country was inundated and there would not be much chance of shooting. Luckily we eventually went in spite of this, and bitter cold as it was, and bad as the floods were, I cannot think of a shooting party I have ever enjoyed more. Grant arranged it for us and rather allowed it to me as a holiday, for the lectures had gone well, and he was the representative of the British Council in Turkey. The floods that spoiled the shooting made it possible for me to have any, as communication with Greece, whither I was bound, was cut by the same floods. We went back with Grant to Istanbul, and that day he had to return to Ankara. We came back from Asia in a snowstorm, and having travelled very lightly through the tropics, leaving most of our luggage to follow and not seeing it again for a year, my wife caught a cold which unfortunately prevented her from going about with me any more for some days.

On December 23rd I was invited to a concert of Turkish music, which I greatly enjoyed hearing. The audience was very small, scarcely a dozen, but it was very fine music. Of the audience I chiefly remember the military Governor of Thrace, a very pleasant fellow with the look of a sportsman, and not so unlike an English general, But I have noticed in my travels that one soldier gets to look very like another: Mars seems to grip them all in much the same manner, as a sculptor might make the same sort of face out of different kinds of clay. Some months later in Egypt I was told by someone who might have known better, that Turkey was coming in against us, and I felt quite certain that he was mistaken. And yet merely being right does not always prove one wise, and I had left entirely out of consideration the effects of the enormous pressure of German armies in Turkeys near neighbourhood. I was only thinking of the wishes of the principal Turks I had met, charming people who certainly had at heart a better cause than Hitlers. We had been granted a transit-visa through Turkey, which ran for a fortnight. Ahead of us the floods cut us off from Greece; behind us, as it were, our visa was running out. To be in a country in time of war with a passport that is no longer valid is of course no better than being found in a bank after closing hours without sufficient excuse. Grant had thought when he left that the branch of the British Embassy in Istanbul would be able to deal with this, but it seemed to be beyond their powers, and we missed Grant as the lost sheep of fable is reputed to miss its shepherd. He had however looked after us so well while in Istanbul, introducing us to all those at whose bidding prison-doors would open or shut, that I was able to write to the Governor of Istanbul to ask for his assistance, which was kindly accorded. On the next day I crossed the Sea of Marmora with the Abbas Djelals, and her sister Princess Zeinep. The two ladies are of the family of the dynasty that has reigned in Egypt since 1914, and my host belonged to the branch that preceded it. From the harbour of Mudanyeh we drove to the lovely city of Brusa and stayed a night at an hotel, where the hot water is supplied by Mother Earth herself. But memory is like a sieve with too coarse a mesh: too much goes through and is lost; and, as Time shakes it with the years, more and more falls through. A letter that I wrote to my wife at that time from Brusa preserves a few of the scenes that I saw then, and so I reproduce some of it here. As we left Istanbul the clouds were going inland over the mountains and seeming to drag at the heather as they went. I wondered why the sight of their clawing shapes gave me such pleasure, an idle thing to do instead of just being thankful. I decided that the reason was that I delighted to see a wild and ancient thing come so close to earth that it even touched it. Islands like Circes appeared on our left. My hostess said she was born in one of them. The other princess was born here. We sailed due south across the Sea of Marmora, and motored here. Mountains with snow on them and a plain full of poplars. This evening a shaft of light came through clouds and lit the plain, lying along it like a golden spearhead, lighting the poplars and touching a mosque among cypresses, but leaving the cypresses dark. The north was black, and the mountains beyond the light dark grey to the east.

Dinner threatens and I must stop. We saw many beautiful things  a mosque with green tiles, some of them put in newly and pale green, others like old moss. And we saw a museum with the hand of Ozymandias in it and the foot of his wife, and many Roman and Greek remains, and rooms devoted to writing in many scripts, and a garden with a plane-tree fourteen yards round, and the tombs, or rather the chapels, of twelve Sultans in it. One of them wished the rain to fall on his tomb, and a space is left at the top of the dome for that purpose. We saw another mosque, where an imam was chanting. We saw more than I can remember, and we saw a street with a huge tree in the middle of it and all the houses old and Turkish.



Karaca Bey. Christmas Day.



A happy Christmas. We left Bursa this morning and its olive-groves, and passed by poplars, and willows and an orchard of pollarded mulberries and went through rather wild land, but mostly under cultivation. We only passed about two villages, with houses close together as a protection against the wind, untainted by corrugated iron or any other modernity. Once we passed a flock of white-fronted geese quite close to the road. Once a raging torrent appeared to be crossing our road, but when we looked at it we saw that the waves, a foot high, were only made by the wind, and the car was able to get over. Great floods have somewhat upset our plans. We came to one impassable obstruction for the car, a broken bridge, but luckily only three kilometres before the end of our journey, so we were able to walk here. This is a little town untouched by modernity, but entirely burnt by the Greeks since the Great War, so that every house in it is only about fifteen years old. We had lunch in a little eating-house, while geese wandered over flying quite low, and we are stopping in a house in the town. We start soon for the evening flight.

We passed carts on our way drawn by bullocks, and some by small horses.

They want me to stay as long as I can. You know my theory about sport: you have to allow long enough to include a run of bad luck. What about a week? If I get back by January 1st we cant start for Greece before January 2nd. Perhaps not till long after that.

We went to a lake for the evening flight. We saw plenty of geese, but they did not come low enough and I did not get a shot except at one duck in the dark, which I did not get.

I said that memory lets so much slip, and I quoted the letter above, despairing of being able to remember a thousandth part of what I had seen, and yet I have vivid memories of the little farm-house at the end of the main street of Karacabey. For memories are probably the most vivid where ones thoughts and emotions have been most vivid, and in the upper storey of that farmhouse where we sat near a big stove there was the double stimulant to the intellect of two arts, chess and poetry. All the games that I had with my host were hard struggles, and when we were not playing chess he displayed memories of many fine pieces of Turkish poetry, which he told me in English prose. I have explained in my preface to Wandering Songs, a book into which I put many translations of Turkish poems, how easy it was for me to write these poems, for they were all given to me in English by my host, and all I had to do was to put rhymes to them. It is very pleasant to make poems like this, the first time I had ever done so, for at other times one has to wait until incalculable chance has sent one a theme that is of the substance of poetry and which one can recognize as being of that substance, and then one has to work that up into verse; but here was the rich material all ready to hand, given with the same hospitality that gave me that good shooting. His appreciation of poetry seemed equal to my own, his shooting a little better than mine, and if my chess was any better than his the difference was only barely sufficient for me to win with the hardest work of which I was capable. The farm-house in which we were staying was owned by a man who, as I was told, was descended from the conqueror after whom the village was named, Karaca Bey. Though customs have lately changed in Turkey, he always wore his hat, a bowler, indoors, because he thought that to appear bareheaded would be disrespectful to his guests. I cannot remember having known moderate comfort at a shooting-party before, for I have either enjoyed the luxuries of shooting-parties in the British Isles or have camped in desert, grass plain or mountain: this was about half-way between the two, but nothing could have been more enjoyable. The cold was intense, but it gave all the more glory to the stove, and in its welcome warmth I heard wonderful stories. Perhaps the most interesting story that I ever heard was told me by my host, as he had heard it from the Turkish corps-commander in the battle of Afion Kara Hissar, telling how in front of the Greek lines in the night, with his corps shrunken to a single division, he was listening to orders on the telephone telling him that the fate of Turkey depended on what he could do. And then he told of the battle. It was a wonderful story. But I will not tell it here, for, if it should happen that many copies of this book should be sold, I should be making my friends fine story common, without telling it nearly as well as he could. Yet one moment of that tale I will pass on, the moment when the general was standing on the hill not knowing what way the night attack had gone, and he suddenly heard the Mahommedan dawn-prayer rising up from the trenches of the Greeks. And another tale I heard of this same general, after the war, in Athens, sitting with Greek generals over maps, all discussing their war, re-telling their old plans, till dawn shone through chinks of the shutters, and none of them noticed it. A wonderful scene that must have been, this meeting in perfect amity between soldiers of these two races, one of them a band of conquerors that had won and ruled over so much of the world, the other a small race whose bravery is amongst the most ancient things in our histories and is now in our latest news.


CHAPTER XXIII

ATHENS

He cried, Glory be to Allah, to him who hath rolled up the far distance for thee like a rug.

The Arabian Nights. The Hundredth Night.



ONE night by the stove in Cevat Sezer Beys house I was told a delightful story by Princess Zeineb, of a dear old fisherman of Karacabey who had had an accident to his feet. The old fisherman had told her the tale himself, and I should have liked to have seen him telling it, for he evidently told it with much enjoyment, and the contrast between his happy telling of the story of his youth to a lady, and the bloodthirsty nature of the story itself, for he had been a brigand by trade, would have been worth seeing. But the story was well told, though it came to me secondhand, and I only do not tell it here because I have already told it in a long poem called A Journey, which was published somewhere about the last day of 1943.

There was only one field in the neighbourhood that was not under water, and there we sat for ducks after sunset. The house in which we stayed was the last one in the street, and close to it was a sheepfold: the cold had driven the wolves down from the mountains, and the floods left few places for them to go to besides Karacabey. One came past our door, and all our retrievers barked at it. I liked the touch of wildness that it brought to our street. In fact I wrote to my wife: A wolf came into our street last night. I divide all towns and villages into two classes, those into which a wolf comes now and then, and those into which a wolf comes never. It made me very happy to hear it. We had a very hard game of chess tonight: they are talking over it still (11.30)... We are completely surrounded by floods. The wind would nearly pull the hair off a wolfs back.

Then I enclosed a poem, which was so easily stimulated by those delightful surroundings, and added the town is running out of provisions, and here we no longer have milk. They say that several people were drowned. Dec. 30th. The wolf came again last night, and to-day we shot some woodcock... there was a lovely sunset, and the earth-light actually glowed on the moon, which was exactly like the Egyptian emblem of the disc between the horns of a cow. Dec. 31st. I got ten woodcock today.

There was one road that rose above the floods, which appeared otherwise to go all the way to the mountains. By this we went in a car to sit for ducks at the edge of some oak-scrub, the top of which appeared above the water: here we waded on the higher ground, and lines of willows warned us of the presence of streams. They said that it was the greatest flood within memory. At the edge of it we passed a shepherd in his huge coat of skins with his sheep, on what was left of the pasture, one in every twenty of them wearing a bell. On other days we went further afield, driving across the country with horses, and then going by boat to taller woods, which were full of woodcock, and where a line of men beat for us. My host not only lent me an excellent gun, but he had also procured a pair of waders for me, without which shooting would have been hardly possible; but I was not dressed appropriately for the cold of that winter until Princess Zeineb one evening made for me out of sheepskins the finest waistcoat that I have ever had, as I thought at the time, and as I think still, though the British Ambassador in Athens looked a little askance at it once, when I wore it on a very cold day in his car. Those delightful days were a great stimulant to poetry, apart from the fact that the raw material of it was so generously given to me, as I have told; the wild land all round seemed to bring one closer to nature than one can get where pavement lies between one and the earth, and all that grows where pavement is; and all the scenes of a country that was new to me must have been a further stimulant, for strangely it is easier to see something when you have never seen it before than it is if you have seen it every day of your life. Above all I was with people to whom poetry was a reality, and not an almost vicious eccentricity. And so the last of any fatigue that may have been laid on me by the most hectic nights that Kent has probably ever known wore away, and I wrote more verses there than I had written since the end of September. On January 1st we said farewell to Cevad Sezer Bey and walked over the broken bridge and started by car on the long journey back to Brusa, over a road on which a car appeared a glaring anachronism. The floods had begun to abate, and, just as we left, all the geese were returning. In the few villages that we passed, some of the houses were actually leaning over, disturbed by the weight of the flood. Sometimes we passed shepherds near the road, always wearing their fleecy coats spread wide on their shoulders and almost large enough to have made a tent. So far as I could estimate it the average height of all the Turks I saw was about six foot. And so we came by evening to Brusa again, and dined together, and I left very early next morning, and came to the harbour of Mudanyeh as the sun was rising among mountains of pure amethyst, making them like great gems in a gold setting. One of them was the Turkish Olympus.

I reflected there, as I said farewell to my host, whose hospitality had so delightfully blended sport with poetry, that if it took so huge a disturbance of the world to bring me there, I could scarcely expect to be landed upon the shores of that lovely country again. This thought, that came as we parted, I put into the following verse:



ON LEAVING MUDANYEH

A troubled world has brought me to this shore 

Where, lit like amethyst, far peaks appear.

How can I hope to see it any more 

When it took such a storm to cast me here?



I had been kindly given an enormous bundle of woodcock, so that I was able to give some presents to Turkish friends before we continued our journey, which we did that night. My wife had met a man who had come from Athens the day before, and he had taken six days in great discomfort, but Michael Grants care of us extended over the frontier, and we travelled comfortably and in half the time. Early next morning we came to the frontier at Pythion and were met by the representative of the British Council in Xanthe, Mr. Vedova, and two police officers, who took us to their office where a fine fire was burning and gave us some most welcome boiled eggs while they looked at our passports. We remember those eggs and that fire with gratitude yet. From there we went in a little train through flooded lands to Alexandropoulis, stopping often at little stations to put down soldiers on leave among their families, that were there to welcome them. There I saw the old Greek profile, that is familiar from marbles, on a live womans face, the perfectly straight nose, straight down from the forehead; unless it was the goddess Athene, stirred by the shadow of tremendous coming events to play her old game of appearing disguised in Greece. Great flocks of geese were flying over the floods. At Alexandropoulis we were met by the Prefect of Police, Kirios Moschonas, who first of all gave us a banquet, and afterwards lent us his car for the journey to Salonika. When I think that this hospitality and great kindness were shown me in a land now utterly submerged by war I feel the sort of sadness that I would feel if I had been with friends at the seaside, and had heard that all their fields and villages had been overwhelmed in a day by some advance of the sea, such as comes to the East Anglian coast in the course only of centuries. We sat down to lunch until four oclock with the Prefect and Mme. Moschonas, the General Officer commanding in Thrace, General Kotonlas, his Chief of Staff, and Mr. Vedova. One course we had was ample spaghetti, which I remember the general particularly enjoyed, because he had captured it himself. Should my reader ever have to make a speech in a language that he does not know, I can strongly recommend to him oozo as the wine on which to do it. Our little banquet, for the word luncheon does not adequately describe it, went off very well. Then we went on in the car up and down over mountain ridges, past obstacles such as floods and military posts. One obstacle was particularly impressed on my memory, a great rampart built across the country, presumably against tanks. What made me so clearly remember it was noticing that it faced the wrong way; not north-west or westwards against Italians or Germans, but looking towards Bulgaria. As we went through it by a twist of the road we got the impression of being even more hemmed in than we had expected to be. That night we got to Xanthe in torrents of rain, and slept at a small inn. Next morning Mr and Mrs. Vedova gave us a very comfortable breakfast in their house in the town of Xanthe and he and we went on in the car, stopping at a little wayside inn for lunch, which we ate at a table outside, looking at the mountains in the sunlight. Perhaps inn is the wrong word for it, for we ate our own provisions that we had brought with us from Turkey, which were of much interest to the cat and the dog of that pleasant cottage. And then the great head of Olympus seemed to peer at us over a hill, till we got close to the hill and it hid him, and again and again he seemed to crane his neck and look at us over other ridges. Again and again we saw the sea on our left, and at one part of that journey we had a glimpse of Samothrace. Before dark we reached Salonika, where we were entertained for the night by the British Consul-General, Mr. Hole, whose house looked full on Olympus, Pelion and Ossa. And a charming house it was, from which Mr and Mrs. Hole and their daughter fortunately escaped, and we saw them again later one day in Natal. I remember the pale line of Pelion and Ossa, so pale that my wife thought they were clouds and Mr. Vedova politely supported her. I only knew they were mountains by one small angular fragment of their outline, too straight for the edge of a cloud, a difference that some modern pictures would never show. Next morning we went by taxi through the long city of Salonika, and caught a train for Athens in which a carriage had been reserved for us. There were no sleeping-cars to be had, but, if two people who have got a whole carriage to themselves cannot make themselves comfortable for the night, they are no travellers. That night, looking out of the window by chance, I saw the white head of Olympus quite close, under bright stars. There he sat brooding as it were upon his ancient glory, a memorable sight; or was he brooding on battles soon to be? Next day we reached Athens, eighty-three days from Kent.


CHAPTER XXIV

LITTLE VISITS

IN Athens we were met at the station by Mr. Burn, the chief representative in Greece of the British Council, and we were most kindly entertained at the British Legation by the Ambassador to Greece, Sir Michael Palairet. His kindness to us, and that of Lady Palairet and their daughter made everything easy for us in Athens, and extremely pleasant. We stayed in their house for a month, until we took a flat on the first of February at the bottom of Plutarch Street, which ran up a mountain, and the last house at the other end stood among steep bare rock. I can see that pleasant house, the British Legation, so vividly now in memory, that it is hard to realize that much of its books and pictures lie in the Mediterranean, and its furniture is probably all broken or pillaged. In that month of January, so portentous in the history of the world, the echoes of many events were audible there, and men connected with those events came and went, sometimes generals in plain clothes, not to be seen outside the Legation, and not to be spoken of by those who saw them there. My business was chiefly with books, and I lectured, as I have mentioned earlier, on those by which I had myself mostly been guided, rather than exhaustively discussing every English poet; but I realized that in a course of lectures there were some that I could not leave out, even though they had never influenced me, and the books by these poets and all the others, whenever I wished to consult them, I always found at the legation. Once I wished to refer to a memorable and beautiful thing from the Aeneid, the scene where Aeneas, guided by the sybil through Hades, comes to two outer doors through which dreams pass to the earth, the gate of ivory whence the false dreams go, and the gate of horn, which is the gate for the true ones; and they go out through the gate of ivory. I wished to verify this beautiful passage in which Virgil makes his admission. I did not know where to find it, and it was beyond even the learning of Sir Michael Palairet; but Lord Wavell, who was there at that time, knew it and told me at once that it came near the end of the Sixth Book. Had the Italians supposed that they faced what may be called a Bateman general, that little mistake may have been by itself enough to cause their predicament.



Another whom we met at the Legation, and saw a good deal of there, was General Heywood, the head of the British Military Mission in Athens. He struck me as a man who must have had many friends, and who could easily make more when he wanted to. I think they will greatly regret his death in India in 1943, when he was killed in an aeroplane crash. I hardly thought he would have been killed, after all he went through in Athens and in getting away from it. One day he had bombs all round him and was knocked down by one of them and his ear-drum was injured. I said to him next week when he came out of hospital: You were very unlucky.

Unlucky! he said. I am very lucky to be alive. No one that was with me is.

And we saw him again in Cairo, where no one arrived from Greece without a certain amount of luck. One day at the legation I was fortunate enough to start him off telling some very interesting tales indeed. It was in Lady Palairets sitting-room, and Lord Wavell was there as well as the ambassador and my wife, and I had told some tales that I had heard in Turkey from the Turkish side of the Greco-Turkish war and, as General Heywood was attached in that war to the Greek army, my tales started him off, and I was very glad that they did. There too we first met Mr. Michalopoulos, whose voice is well-known to the world, which has probably by now guessed more of his personality than I could tell of here. And the world must have learned from him much of the cause of Greece. Who can estimate the weight of a voice in time of war, speaking the truth of a people greatly wronged? Lies need to be argued and argued over and over again. Truth only needs a voice. The voice was that of Mr. Michalopoulos.

One day the King came to tea, but to write of him would be to touch history, and I am reluctant to interfere with the work of historians, remembering that each man has his own job and that children are not allowed to bowl their hoops at the Oval while a cricket match is in progress. We made many friends in Greece, and I mournfully think of them now, living in the shadow of that vast curse that lies over Europe and that is called the New Order, and wish that I could do anything more for them than the merely negative trifle of avoiding any mention of their names. Vividly among my memories now, I see the tall straight figure of Mme. Leonidas as I saw her walking down the gangway of a concert-hall, where we had gone to hear Beethovens Eighth Symphony. There had been a slight disturbance; people were going out and police were coming in, and Mme. Leonidas was walking slowly towards the back row where we sat, and recognized us and stopped to talk.

What is it? I asked.

A little visit, she said.

And then the police began to drive the people out, while the guns of Lycabettus explained what kind of visit it was. She explained to my wife that she had sons fighting with the Greek army, and that for this reason she would never allow the police to make her go to a shelter. The police came nearer and nearer, the hall grew emptier and emptier, and a determined look came into the face of Mme. Leonidas. What would have happened I do not know; there was a large number of police, yet I got the impression that they would never have moved Mme. Leonidas; it seemed like a case of the irresistible force meeting the immovable object. Then the police reached our row, but at that moment the All Clear went. Mournful though it is to think of Greek ladies that I knew, now that they live under that tremendous shadow, the thought comes sometimes that that spirit that they showed as disaster was coming near may uphold them yet, and may even be a force against which mere bayonets can accomplish nothing. For I remember the words that one Greek lady said to me near the end, when she asked me if I thought the Germans would reach Athens, and when I had answered her she replied: Well, we must stand, and be prepared to die.

Her words came to me like a waft of the wing of victory, or like an old Greek warrior speaking right across the ages.

But disaster had not approached when we first reached Athens; the Greek army was still victorious, and before we had been there a week they were ringing all the bells for the fall of Klissoura. From a branch of a pine-tree by a little church that stood beside the Legation a bell was swinging vigorously, and all the way to Hymettus the sound of bells was echoing, and beating back to us from the slopes of the mountain. Next night while we were at dinner at the Legation we heard the sirens go, just enough to remind us of dinner at home, but nothing more happened. These were the days soon after Bardia, when Lord Wavell seemed still a little perplexed about the loss of an Italian general, for he knew that he had fought against twelve of them, but he could only find eleven amongst his prisoners. Passing Samothrace on our way, and then hearing the news of Lord Wavells great victory when we arrived in Athens, I wrote the following poem.





BARDIA 

As we came by Samothrace 

Uprising sheer from sea 

My fancy saw no trace 

Of the winged Victory.



No light of evening air, 

No shadows fingerings, 

Told me that she was there 

Or hinted of her wings.



But further on our way 

Word came, and we knew then 

She was afar that day 

Among Australian men.



But it was perhaps a more serious business than even Bardia that brought so many generals to the Legation. Victory was with us, and had appeared at Bardia and at Klissoura, but what would come from the north? Looking back on those days I find in myself a complete and cheerful confidence in victory, yet if I read the poems I wrote at that time I see that there also dwelt in me, or frequently visited me, some prophetic instinct which saw the approaching doom. I cannot explain this attitude, but there was a marked difference between the hopefulness that I continually felt, and all that I wrote in my best poems. I was enjoying myself in Athens, and yet quite early in March, when a swallow came to the eaves of a balcony of our flat, I wrote the following poem:







TO A SWALLOW

Swallow from across the sea 

Come to share a house with me 

May the roof above us hung 

Last till you have hatched your young.

More, in days of such a war, 

We can scarce petition for.



Perhaps by March 12th, which was the day on which I wrote this poem, the shadows of coming events had grown a little darker, and yet there was still no news of anything but victory from the Greek lines in Albania. For the matter of that, the swallow had some sense of something impending too, for after only a day or two in its old well-built nest it left and never returned.

On the next day we lunched at the American Legation with Mr and Mrs. Lincoln MacVeagh, whose father had shown me so much hospitality in America, and here was the beneficent hospitality of that family reaching me as far away as Greece. The King attended the lunch, and also Colonel Donavan, who was on a mission from America. In the charming library where we sat I saw some volumes of Herodotus and I told a story about that writer which so much amused the King that it might possibly entertain my reader, so I will repeat it: Herodotus had written, as I remembered, It is incorrect to say that Hercules was a god. The priests of Egypt have a careful record, which they showed me, of all that has happened for four thousand years, and in all that time no god has walked on the earth. In that period the sun rose only once in the west, setting on that occasion in the east.

But a far more amusing story than that was told to the King, by an American officer who had been accredited to the Greek troops at the front, but had been shown very little and had been complaining about it. Then, he said, he went up again, and this time some Italians came over and bombed very thoroughly, while he and a Greek officer sheltered behind a bit of a wall. It was evidently time to go back, but before they started the Greek officer asked him if he was quite sure he had seen enough, and not until he had assured him that he had seen quite enough did they move from that very hot spot.

The kindness of the British Ambassador was not limited to the hospitality of his house, and he took us for drives through that wonderful country. One day he and Lady Palairet took us to Marathon, and showed us the famous mound under which are buried the Greeks who fell in that battle. It was January 19th, and all the anemones were out, shining upon the mound and the plain all round it. On the top of the mound Sir Michael read us the account of the battle that was written by Herodotus. An old woman came out of a cottage beside the battlefield and showed my wife and Miss Palairet a letter from her son at the front.

Next day from the balcony of the Legation I saw a raid on the Piraeus, and saw one of our planes go down. I believe that the pilot of it was engaged to play lawn-tennis that afternoon, and the news was sent that he was dead: this war is woven more closely with the affairs of peace than any other war that any of us have known.

We were taken for other drives by the Ambassador, one day to Hymettus and another to Parnees, seeing lovely little churches sometimes on the way, and once having pointed out to us far up a mountain the cave of Pan. One day Captain Gilmour of the Coventry came to the legation, and kindly asked me if I would like to see over the Coventry, which was then in the harbour of the Piraeus. I went next, day and met all the officers of the ship, a pleasure which is clouded by the knowledge that it and the Perth, many of whose officers we also met at the legation, have by now been reported sunk. In the captains cabin, remembering my rifle in Kent, I asked if I might have the loan of a rifle, should the Italians come over that day. The captain kindly consented, although the realization soon came to me that my request was no better than one to be allowed to play a game of stump-cricket on the ground at Lords during a Test Match. However, on that day no Italians came. And then one lovely day the Ambassador took us to Sunium, to the white temple of Poseidon on a cliff at the edge of the sea. There is a chart there at the edge of the cliff, with lines pointing to the islands and the mountains beyond the sea. In the temple we saw Byrons name, which he had carved on one of the pillars. The Greeks had chosen a good place for this temple that they had dedicated to the might of the sea. In marble and in poetry their fine fancies survive the ages, and it cannot be difficult for the Greeks living today to look beyond the time when the shadow of Hitler has fallen on their fair land in what must be a brief eclipse. And whatever he has done to Greece, he has never conquered Poseidon.


CHAPTER XXV

A RIVAL BIOGRAPHY

NEXT day we lunched with Mr and Mme. Michalopoulos in their pleasant house. I remember the lunch was very late, because there was an air-raid going on. I dont quite know how we had managed to get there unmolested by police or soldiers, but many of the rest of the party seem to have been stopped and taken to shelters. Miss Harty of the Legation staff told me that she was walking through Athens that day and made use of the magic words Anglice Presvia, when police wished to put her in shelters. We also were allowed to use that phrase, and it really did work like magic. Yet in spite of these words Miss Hartys policeman had reasoned with her, and she had said that she was wanted at the legation. But do they want you to go through an air-raid? said the policeman.

O, yes, said Miss Harty.

Very extraordinary, said the policeman, and let her go.

The commanding officer and many of the officers of the Perth came to dinner at the legation that night. One of them told my wife the story of the destruction of the railway station at Aden. They had captured an Italian airman who believed that Aden was laid completely flat, so they drove him round the town to show him. And there was no damage at all. But one thing he knew was destroyed and they had not shown it to him, and that was the railway station. I dont know if the railway station at Aden is a military secret, but certainly no trace of it can be found.

Officers of the Perth came again to the legation next day, among them a young Palairet, a cousin of the Ambassador. One cannot write reminiscences in time of war without telling of many such meetings, officers of ships that have gone down with all hands, soldiers killed in the air, and many other fine men whom one will meet no more.

Next morning there fell a blow on Greece that struck all men unprepared. Metaxas died suddenly. He had stood against the Italians when the Italian Minister had called on him at 3 am demanding that he should give up a large part of Greece by 6 a m., and all Greece stood with him, and he did much for the cause of democracy thereby, for he stood against a tyranny; but he was not himself a democrat; he was a dictator. Once when my wife was talking with the wife of one of Metaxass ministers, she asked if there was any longer an opposition. No, thank God, replied the Greek lady.

She went on to explain that, though parliamentary government was of course excellent for England, it did not suit other countries, indeed she much preferred the form of government that they had had in Egypt under the pyramid-builders: Look how long it lasted, she once said to me conclusively. Once a commission had been sent to find out if there was any oil in Greece, and reported that there was none. Thank God, said Metaxas, for he had feared that his country might be ruined by riches. And now Metaxas was dead, and there was no one to take his place. The man who did try to fill it was not strong enough to control the course of disaster, and when it came he shot himself. I remember the day when that news came to us, first as a rumour, then as a fact, dressed up with a few falsities, and very soon as a truth.

Metaxas lay in state close to the old cathedral: in the old cathedral itself there was no room for such a ceremony, for it is little larger than a cottage, but a big cathedral has been built beside it, and there Metaxas lay and all Athens walked past his body.

We had no more engagements that day, for the whole country was in mourning.

On the next day I played half a dozen games of simultaneous chess at the Anglo-Hellenic League. I made a mistake in an opening and, as I played the same opening on two of the boards, I duplicated it, and lost one of those games and drew the other. In addition to this there was one other draw, which is not a very good score for six games of simultaneous chess; but I had a curious difficulty, which was that most of the sets were chessmen such as one often finds in the east of Europe, as Capablanca had once told me: bishops were larger pawns, queens were still larger, and kings were hard to distinguish from queens; so that in simultaneous chess, with sets of different sizes, what was a bishop on one board was either a pawn or a queen on another. But we had some interesting games, and I hope that some of the members of the Anglo-Hellenic League were as much entertained as I was. The man who had beaten me came to tea with us later, and we played some games in which I avoided the reckless move that had spoiled the opening of our game at the Anglo-Hellenic. He was a sergeant in the R.A.F., and I sometimes hear from him still.

When February came we took a flat in Plutarch Street, Number 4, at the far end from the mountain, and were most comfortable there and were looked after very well by a male cook and a maid. From some of the windows we looked down on the gardens of other houses, in which almond and peach were flowering in the sunlight of the Greek spring. From the roof we could see the Acropolis and the whole range of Hymettus, and I never let a day go by without going up to the flat roof to gaze awhile at the Parthenon. No monotony is possible in the Parthenon, for it is one of the great things of the world, like mountains, and receives the sunlight and the twilight with a certain dignity which can never pall on the watcher; and, being so sublime, no incongruity is possible between it and the sea beyond it, or the mountains beyond the sea, or any storms or calms that time may bring to it. A memory that is fortunately equipped with the sight of that pale-gold temple will always be the better for it, and as the Parthenon is never quite the same, for its unity with sea and mountain and sky compels it to vary a little as they vary, the oftener one has watched it the more scenes there are with which to brighten our memories. There too I watched the mountains of Egina fading away with the twilight, above the gleam of the sea, and there I had glimpses of war, as though the world were an auditorium in which one only had to sit down and wait anywhere, and Mars would soon show one some scene.

As soon as we left the legation we began to see that Greece, at no time a wealthy country, was brought close to the borderline of adequate food by the war. We had enough to eat, but there was nothing to spare and, if our cook was right when he said that his niece was so favourably placed that she was able to assist him in getting the little meat that he got, the margin must have been very narrow indeed. Nearly all the shops that sold food had barrels full of excellent raisins, and little circular rolls of good brown bread were hawked in most of the streets, and there were more wines that we know of here. We could get tea, but we learned in Greece to drink other herbs besides, such as tea made from dried lime-blossoms, which I had once met with in France, and the de montagne, which I had never met before, made with some plant with whitish leaves, which I did not know, and sometimes we had camomile tea. Perhaps richer countries can afford to neglect these good things that the Greeks find on their hills; but with the exception of tilleul, which I often drink still, I find that I miss them now. But far sadder than missing anything which one enjoyed in Greece, it is to think of all the friends that we made there and to picture the terrible privations that they must have undergone, and which they must undergo till the German shadow has lifted. Never has massacre been easier than there, where food is so scanty, and where a little ill-will can at once call up starvation. I think of the lady who let us her flat, and of our two servants, of the bootblacks who abounded in the public squares, so merry then, and of many friends whose names are best not written. And I remember among other friends a girl of about fifteen, and her mother who was the wife of a musician whom I had once heard play most imaginative music with great skill in a large town. The girl had met me after one of my lectures and had said to me: May I write your life?

Do you by chance know anything of it? I asked.

No, she said. But may I write it?

Certainly, I said.

So if another book should come out on the subject which I am now attempting to treat, it will be with my full permission.

Later we went to tea with her mother in their house on the other side of the mountain. I remember the room in which this lady gave us tea, distinctive and individual like herself. It might perhaps be said that any room in the world that is exactly like some other had something wrong about it; for, as every human character differs from every other, so their surroundings should differ a little; and, if they do not, it would seem that the human spirit has been too weak to have its effect upon matter. Certainly this ladys room was like no other I know of, with its deep and comfortable divans and oriental rugs and strange distinctive pictures. The musician is where the Germans cannot find him, but I fear that the lady who entertained us in that interesting room, and the girl who wanted to write my life when she was fifteen, are probably still in their clutches.


CHAPTER XXVI

RUMOURS AND SOMETHING LOUDER

SOMETIMES we walked up our street till it came to steps and still struggled upwards against the rising mountain, and when it could get no further we went on by little foot-tracks over the rocks, among cactus and asphodels. To the very top we were unable to go, because they kept some little guns there, which used to bark gallantly when enemies came in sight. There was a heavenly view from there over the bay, and away to the mountains of Egina. And of course there were cross-streets, trailing along the mountain their gorgeous Argive names, so that many of the inhabitants of Athens lived almost like mountaineers. A little to the east of our street a forest ran up the mountain, and there we sometimes used to walk, among small pine-trees and asphodels, coming sometimes on a little belt of untidiness which narrowly divided civilization from the wild. Then, by stepping over a few empty meat-tins and walking in and out amongst chickens, we returned to the augustly-named streets. And not only on the mountain did we meet with forest, for the pine-trees and asphodels slipped like dryads into the town itself, so that one could step from harsh pavement into the quiet and seclusion of woods. Many public gardens were to be met with too, and little patches of garden smiling with fruit-trees, before and behind the houses. Those that have read Irish legends are familiar with tales of a land where the golden fruit and the blossom shone on the branch together, but this may be actually seen in the squares of Athens, where oranges ripen beside their blossom in March. And just as one may pass from the civilization of cities to the simplicity of nature standing so close beside it, so also in Athens one may pass from the trams and the lorries of this twentieth century to the calm and the splendour of immemorial altars. For fifteen of the columns of the great temple of Jupiter still rise all white by the streets and the public gardens, where so many centuries have flitted by them like bats.

And one day Mrs. Burn, who was as much an authority on Greek antiquities as her husband, took us down the street of the coppersmiths, a street noisy with hammers, to see the temple of Theseus and Hadrians library, and the beautiful Tower of the Winds in Æolu Street, and the ruins of the Agora, where Socrates used to walk and ask his perplexing questions when he met with other men of immortal names. There are eight winds carved on the tower of the winds, each facing towards the one that it represents; and eight winds have blown on their effigies there, off and on, for two thousand years. And sometimes we went to the legation again, to lunch. It was always pleasant to go there, if only to meet our host and hostess, but we met many interesting people besides, who had various jobs to do to prevent that end of Europe from crashing into the dust. Besides General Heywood, we also used often to meet Admiral Turle and Colonel Blunt. In the end of course the crash came, but I think one can say these two things, firstly that nothing could have averted it, and secondly, that no evil power on earth can hold down Greece much longer; that is to say, much longer than the end of January 1944, the time at which I am writing these lines.

We went too to some delightful parties at the Brazilian Legation; and one day in the middle of February Mr. Meikle drove us from his house in Athens to stay with Mr and Mrs. Bailey at Copais, for they had heard that one of the principal occupations of my life was shooting snipe, and had very kindly invited me to shoot some in the reeds where Lake Copais had been, before an English company had run the waters off and put sixty thousand acres of land under cultivation. There they grew tobacco, cotton and maize, and in flower-beds round the house the violets were like purple carpets. Helicon stood in front of the windows a little to the left of the view, and the sunset shone on it from over Parnassus straight in front. We drove there past Eleusis and Thebes through a land of anemones. On the following day we shot snipe, while frogs all round us croaked the queer syllables that Aristophanes heard, and an Italian sportsman a long way off was dropping his bombs, with which the mountains reverberated.

Just beyond the garden at Copais on one of the foothills of Helicon a tribe of nomads had come with their flocks, and we went to their reed-built village where a large number of children came out to look at us, playful and wild as squirrels. These were the Vlachs, who come down from the north for the winter and go back to the mountains in the early summer. The day after the shoot we drove back to Athens, passing a battalion of Greek troops on the way, going up to the front in small cars which were covered all over with leaves. We gathered anemones from the low hills by our road, near Thebes, and returned with them to our flat. We could always get as many flowers for our flat as we wanted: there was a row of shops under the wall of the old palace where they sold nothing else, or we could walk in a wood at the end of the street and pick asphodels, and friendly children straying from their homes with the hens would sometimes help us to pick them. Once we walked right round the top of the little mountain that stands in the midst of the city: a deep cemented ditch had been dug the whole way round, as though the people of Athens feared some wrath of Nature, which I never saw: it looked like a trap for an avalanche, but was probably a defence against violent floods. My wife went to work in one of the hospitals, and saw more men suffering from frostbite than from wounds, men from the hills of Albania. And all the while the spring filled the country with more and more anemones and beautified the gardens of Athens. It seemed to be at its full height when March came in, and hummingbird hawkmoths hovering before the flowers, and swallows soaring in sunlight, and the calm hills of Egina changing their colours above the sea in the twilight, all seemed to portend that Greece had nothing to do but to wait for the summer and the ripening of olives. But more visitors came at this time to the legation, and there were other omens than those that hinted of peace.

Soon we met Australian and New Zealand soldiers when we went up to the Acropolis, and lorries with British troops began to appear in the streets and little tanks raced through; and the Ambassador, who used kindly to come to my lectures, came to them no more. All through March the beauty of spring increased, the blossoms of fruit-trees grew brighter, the wistaria came over garden walls like a cataract, and a sense of doom appeared like a faint shadow, almost invisible in the bright light of our hopes. March 25th was Greek Independence Day, and on that day the shadow was no dim thing, felt only by sensitive spirits, but lay on Greece long and black before every eye. For on that day, and only for that day, Jugo-Slavia surrendered to Germany. But on the next day a people unaccustomed to surrender threw off the leaders that had misled them and stood as the world knows, and needs no praise from me or any man. I think that as one goes nearer the sun, that is to say what we call eastwards, though it is rather south, one finds with brighter flowers and more brilliant butterflies a greater warmth in human emotions; and so, kind though my welcome was in Greece, I did not find at first at my lectures quite that warm enthusiasm that the hospitality of Turkey and Egypt is inclined to lavish on guests. But on the day that this dark shadow fell upon Greece, so soon to lift for a while, and the floodgates seemed open to the North and all the dykes of war broken, I said at a lecture how much it was to be regretted that Byron was not alive and in Greece, to write of these stirring days; but that, being the occupant of the chair that was named from him, I felt called upon to write something, however inadequate. And I read them a poem that I wrote upon Jugo-Slavias brief defection. They naturally felt that defection very deeply: it was as terrible and unbelievable to them as if Scotland had turned against us; and so they were in tune to the thoughts that naturally arose in me, which is not always the case with a poet and any public, and they accorded my poem a great welcome. Next day of course the unbelievable was untrue; Jugo-Slavia had not turned against Liberty; and I obviously had to recant. So I wrote another poem, which, as I was giving a lecture on that day also, I read again. And they were equally kind about this one. Mr. Michalopoulos had read my first poem from the microphone with a fine defiance, so I now offered him my tribute and welcome to Jugo-Slavia coming back again to the cause of Liberty; and Mr. Michalopoulos broadcast this also.

So the dykes that we thought were down had not really fallen, and the tide might even appear to be flowing the other way, for the convoys continued to come and the little tanks were landed and went northward, after being inspected by the German Minister. Sometimes we heard them all night, going along Vassilissis Sophia Street. And once we saw a battalion from New Zealand going up, all of them Maoris, their colonel and all their officers Maoris too. We can say that no foreign race ever beat us, and yet I have a feeling the Maoris did. It happened like this, so far as I have read: Maoris were besieging some British troops about a hundred years ago and the Englishmen were running out of food, as naturally happens in sieges; so the Maoris sent them in plenty of food, saying, We do not fight against starving men. History records a win for us in that war; but, if Clio were a sportsman instead of a goddess, I feel she must have allowed victory to the Maoris. However it be, both were together now, facing a savagery equally alien to each.

We were entertained by many kind Greeks in that month of March, both in the town and outside it, where vines covered all the walks in the kitchen-gardens; and all the while detachments of our troops went one way through Athens and Italian prisoners came the other; and a bank of mauve flowers bloomed by the church beside the Legation, and by the pine-tree on which its bell was hanging, and bees from Hymettus covered them like a mist. A little way off there was another church, standing in a paved square among a few trees, and on two sides of it was a row of one-roomed cottages, in which priests dwelt, each with a tiny garden, a very peaceful place; indeed all the air and the flowers, the bees and the hawkmoths, and even the mountains and the evening over them, all seemed to whisper of peace, while fainter than a whisper there ran the murmur of doom among them.

By the end of March summer had come to the arbours of Athens: I particularly remember one of them, in the largest of the public gardens, which was roofed over with wistaria and small white roses. And April came in and the full splendour of summer; and another splendour was near, the splendour of war. We saw the lovely mosaics of the church at Daphni on April 5th, and the ruins of the temple of Eleusis: woods were beginning to fill with soldiers. On April 6th Germany declared war on Greece and Jugo-Slavia, and German planes were over that afternoon, and Lycabettus puffed away, putting rows of little white shell-bursts in the blue sky. Again they came soon after it got dark, and I went again to the roof of our flat to watch, and a lovely sight it was. Slow coloured lights went climbing up the sky from our guns, and suddenly I saw go up from amongst them the most gorgeous display of fireworks that I have ever seen. It rose up pure golden and curved out to left and right, and fell like the fountains at Versailles. What was this wonderful new thing, I thought, that was rushing up to the sky? For a moment I fancied that it was some new weapon of ours, for it was going up where the coloured lights had gone; but I soon realized its fatal meaning, even before the roar of it came to my ears and a cloud blacker than night floated towards the Acropolis. They had hit a ship in the harbour, and it must have been a munition-ship. Enough shells to provide for a small battle were going off all together. After that there was a lull, but the wreckage was still burning and many other ships were close to it. Let an historian write some day why steps were not taken to save the other ships: we only heard rumours. And late that night we heard something louder than rumour, indeed something louder than any noise that Athens can have heard since they built the Parthenon. I thought as I woke up that a row of heavy bombs had been put down just the other side of Vassilissis Sophia Street three or four doors away; not an unlikely thing to happen. But it was only a number of echoes beating back from Hymettus from a single vast explosion. The great detonations continued, echo after echo, and then moved up to the mountain like a thunderstorm going away from us. A ship entirely filled with explosives had gone up in the harbour; and all Athens rocked. Our maid and the doorkeeper of the flats, who were awakened with the rest of Athens, discussed whether one of them should go upstairs and knock at our door and tell us there had been an explosion. In the end, for some reason, they had decided not to. A little while later a smaller explosion came, and raged away over the mountain, an anticlimax.


CHAPTER XXVII

TIME TO GO

ON April 8th Mr. Vedova arrived, with tales of the fate of Xanthe. Next day I gave another lecture, and the sirens sounded. There were more women than men in the hall, because so many of the men were away fighting. Not one of them left their seats. I cannot claim that it was anything in my lecture that held them in their places, for it was quite obvious that they were merely Greeks ignoring barbarians. That night the Germans came again, and stayed for more than two hours, and Lycabettus was very noisy. And later in the night they came back. And the next day the refugees began to arrive in their little carts, full of all the possessions of a household, pulled by small horses. The following day was Good Friday, and the raiders were over nearly all night long, and Lycabettus was blazing away. We were fortunate enough to see something of the Brazilian Minister and his wife and daughter in those days, because they took a room in our block of flats, thinking it to be somewhat solider than his legation, whose garden smiled at us through our back windows; but I dont think the modern bomb is at all disturbed by solidity, if our flats had any. What protected us in those days was a very curious thing. We trusted so hopefully in Victory, but we were really protected only by the dark wings of Defeat. Had the Germans, whom our hopes so flouted, not been absolutely certain of victory over Greece, we should have gone the way of Belgrade and all drifted away with the dust of Athens, but the Germans were so sure of getting Athens in a few days that they did not wish to spoil it, and their raids were for once directed only against objects of military importance.

Day after day we saw the little households of the refugees, going by in their carts; and then one day two streams of them met, going in opposite directions; and that seemed a bad sign. On April 16th Mr. Burn called to tell me that my work in Athens was now completed, and that for that reason, which after ail was an entirely sufficient one, I might be making plans to leave. He did add that one heard certain rumours, but did not mention what the rumours were, and we both of us adopted towards them the strictly correct attitude about rumours, and rather ignored that a German army was swiftly approaching Athens. This was a pretty general attitude at that time, and the hint that I got from Mr. Burn that he had heard rumours was more than what some people got, whom I met and talked with afterwards. A Greek lady rang up that night in great trouble, to ask our advice, but we had nothing to tell her except the idea we had just picked up, of not listening to rumours. In London a man had said to me, And, if evacuation should come, you will of course be evacuated with the legation staff. When the time came I did not bother them about it; but the implied idea that the legation staff would have any better time than anyone else, when it came to it, was merely like supposing that at a shoot a hare would have a better time than a rabbit. On the following morning I went to the office that was arranging evacuation, to ask about a ship. One or two signs showed now that it was clearly time to go; to begin with, I saw a company of Greek troops marching along a main street, and the officer commanding them rode on the pavement. It may seem a small thing, but search the capital cities of the world for the next twenty years, when once this war is over, and you will see nothing like it. There is something sacred about the pavement of a city; only rarely will a boy dare to ride a bicycle for a short distance along it; but when you see horses there, the sanctity of cities is over. Ares alone permits such a thing, and no other power on earth. I went on to the office and got the impression there that most of the staff had not slept the night before, and that applicants were many and ships were few. I was told that a Polish cargo-boat was starting for Haifa at four that afternoon and there would be no food and one would sleep in the hold, and a tired man offered to put my name down on a list for some better ship, should one turn up. I had to decide there and then, and I made a decision that I have never regretted since; I decided that we would go by the Polish cargo-boat. It is not only that not all ships got through, and this one did; but I would not have missed for anything the experiences of the next eight days, nor the company of the people with whom we shared them. Coming back to the flat I passed the Hotel Grande Bretagne, which no civilian was usually allowed near, and nobody tried to stop me; then I passed the German legation, within a few yards of which there were always recruiting posters, showing Greek soldiers with fixed bayonets, and the bayonets were always pointed towards the legation. There were at least a dozen of these posters, and the nearest two to the legation were usually defaced, but to-day the whole row of them was torn down. Athens was full of omens, and there had been some revolver-shooting in our street the night before: it did not need a lady with tears in her eyes for the fate of her country to stop me in the street and urge me to go. That it was time to go I knew already, but I have never forgotten her kindness in finding time and energy at such a moment to warn me that I must do so. I told my wife that I thought it was best to choose the Polish ship rather than to wait for such things as comfort, and she agreed to do as I had suggested, and began to pack some small bags. Meanwhile I took our passports to the Legation, where all necessary visas were obtained for us in a very short time. It is a strangely terrible thing to see a nice house, beautifully furnished, tidy and full of charm, but utterly doomed. If there is any trace of ruin, any singe of flame, the mind is easily prepared for disaster; but when there is not the slightest sign of trouble, when the table-linen is clean, the carpets swept and everything in its place, then, if the house and all its furniture are doomed within a few days, and the lives of the people in it dependent on lucky chance, the imagination is called on almost with violence to picture what is coming, and the vision of disaster shocks it, as too sudden a flash will surprise and hurt the retina of the eye. I said some very brief farewells. What could one say? I had much indeed to thank for, but the future was so imminent that it was hard to speak of the past, whose pleasant days seemed all darkened by what was coming. I went back to our flat, where my wife and maid were packing far more deftly than I could do. In an open cupboard I saw all the dresses that my wife was leaving behind. Suddenly all values altered: everything that was being left behind was of equal value, like objects that cannot be saved from a burning house. A taxi was found for us, and we went to see the lady whose flat we had rented, who owned another flat in the same building. And what could we say there either? I had the very uncomfortable feeling of leaving a burning house in which others were left to burn; and yet it was not quite like that, for the Greeks had some chance of being allowed to live, whereas I was not quite sure what chance I should have had. One thing I can tell my reader, which was overlooked by all the four hundred people with whom we sailed in the Polish ship, and that is that, if he ever has to flee before a victorious enemy, he can carry one bag in each hand, as everybody knows, but he can also wear two hats. I had four hats in Athens and I very much grudge two of them to the Germans, but two I brought away, while no other refugee had more than one. My wife had one hat, but for the next eight days she preferred to wear over her head a very large silk handkerchief that I chanced to have with me. With a sad farewell to our maid and cook and the hall-porter we left. But all farewells were sad in those days. Tragedies such as the fall of nations were familiar to us on the stage; but now they had moved into real life, and the bright lights flashing at night were a real tragedys footlights.

With such suit-cases as we could carry, and a basket of food, we went on board the Warzawa, that lay by the side of the dock in the Piræus. It had about five cabins, but there were four hundred passengers. I believe that somebody on board made a kind effort to get us a cabin, but of course that was impossible, and I am glad that it was so, for I would not have missed anything that we experienced on that journey, which we both of us look back on as the most interesting journey that we have ever made. And that is a thing that people are often inclined to say of any rough experience, looking back on it, but we said it even at the time, and wrote it in letters. I think that I had better quote some of those letters, to show that it was so, and with the more serious purpose of attempting to entertain my reader with impressions that are fresh, having been written down on the spot, rather than giving him only those which memory has preserved. There is usually much to be said for the second method, but to me it has always seemed that everything that happened on board the Warzawa was so interesting that it did not need to be sifted, like most experiences, by memory. And of course I realized that none of it is anything out of the way in a world that Hitler disturbed as a cake of soap may disturb the crater of an uneasy volcano. The world is today like a plain over which a volcano has poured molten gold for four and a half years and the reader will scarcely need my little specks of it, for his own experiences lie there too, rapidly cooling like mine. Yet there is some interest in all the letters that were written during that period, for they show that these things really were, just as we are beginning to lose our belief in them, and they show what we thought at the time: I made this reflection the other day when reading a book of the letters of Miss Tennyson Jesse (Mrs. Harwood) written during the Battle of Britain: they brought it all back and reminded one that this extraordinary battle really happened. This is the letter that I wrote on board the Warzawa to one of our nieces; it is hardly necessary to say that the comparison between our life in that ship and the lives of working men in time of peace is not to be taken seriously, if only for the reason that comparing what we were doing then with their surroundings before the war was obviously illogical, since most of them were at this time doing rougher work than what had come my way. And I may add that my reference to naval officers, or officers of the R.N.V.R. was vague or incorrect, for I did not quite know what they were. They were the three surviving officers of a cable ship that had been sunk by the enemy in the harbour of the Piræus, and, as their clothes had gone down with the ship, what they wore when I was fortunate enough to meet them gave no indication of what they were.



S.S.  



Ap. 18.



MY DEAR PANSY, I feel one has not travelled, who has only travelled first class or steerage, the extravagant luxury of these two being practically indistinguishable; but travelling refugee is a new experience. The chances of your ever receiving this letter are not at the moment too promising, but I dare say youll get it. Im glad I didnt stay in Ireland while such an interesting world was at such a crisis, but it is perhaps a pity Beatrice is here. (She doesnt think so. B. D.) April 19th. The lives of refugees are full of interest. One learns what a lot of places there are to sit down, and how to be comfortable, with the help of ones life-belt. And one learns what good food bread is: water is grand stuff too, when you can get it. Everyone in this ship has lived a life in the last few days which would make at least one good book each. The Germans come over two or three times a day. Oh, how I criticized the food of the   ; and rightly too.

I wouldnt exchange it for the fare of a refugee, and a refugees table-manners, which I just heard summed up thus  à la guerre, comme à la guerre; and to this is added tolerance and help. I expect most of us in this ship have a price on our heads. April 20th. Yesterday our escort joined us, and only just in time. A big noisy fellow. This morning I was given a wonderful cup of coffee, with milk and sugar in it, by a Czech. There was only one word for him, which was Nazdar! It is about the only Czech word I know, but the right one. They spoil me here: I was sleeping quite comfortably on the deck yesterday when a lady insisted on giving me a mattress. And last night they let me sleep on the officers deck, also on a mattress, under lovely stars. Beatrice has a sort of a cabin, probably given up by two stokers. One can also get a bed in the hold. We came on board at 4 pm on April 17th. The people in this ship came to Greece from many lands, and in many ways, some of them by swimming. By the way, no more airs from  ! Her proletariat lives in disgusting luxury, missing the most interesting things in life. Or it used to. Good luck to Franks rifle if the parachuting season comes round. Ap: 21 (4.45 p m.) We were attacked this morning and have not had a very quiet day ever since. Those splendid fellows the Italians have sunk a tanker, according to their own wireless; but, as I was a good deal nearer to the tanker, at the time, than they were, I can record that it is still afloat.



Ap: 22.



Just come up to have a look round after a perfect nights rest. A lovely dawn. Saw a lady made up a bit: she evidently thinks she is going to live. A hospital nurse once told me it is a great sign in hospitals  the first day they make up. There is to be no mixed bathing from this ship: women and children are to go in lifeboats, but not men. It is not a matter of space, but of time. It is calm and the water should be quite warm. In fact anywhere along the Mediterranean shore one would be bathing now in any case. Yesterday we had a wonderful afternoon from 4.30 to sunset. We were left absolutely alone. Everyones spirits rose enormously, and we had a concert. We had not been allowed even to throw orange-peel overboard, as it could give our convoy away, and then at 10.45 am we were spotted, so we expected they would be sure to try and wipe us out, and there we were singing. The sun set, and then everything that I may not write about happened very suddenly. Nobody is calmer than Beatrice on these occasions, though all are calm enough. We lost no lives, and the convoy lost no ships. I dont think the other side were so lucky, but it was too dark to be sure. 9 a m. After our bit of bother last night we heated up our engines and are all racing for land at about the pace of a tricycle. Dont let this information out, because the Germans can, and would, find out from encyclopedias exactly what the pace of a tricycle was. This morning a sailor (officer R.N.) in reach-me-downs gave me two lemons, suggesting lemonade for Beatrice. I said I had a bag of sugar and went to get it. I had just got it when they said Bombers coming. When I looked at the blue Mediterranean and thought of the sugar in my pocket, I felt like a treasure-ship. However nothing came near our ship and the sugar is still dry except what went into the lemonade, which was very good. Yesterday while playing chess I saw a shoehorn in my box of chessmen and thought how useful it would be if I were ever to take off my shoes. I put them on in Greece about a week ago.



April 23. Dawn.



I took my shoes off last night, which I put on in Greece. As a matter of fact I might have taken them off any time, as men were not for the life-boats and boots arent wanted for bathing. I think the alarm yesterday or what we prefer to call the alert, was Tostis farewell.

9 a m. We are so safe that you see people forgetting their life-belts, and a day or two ago a naval officer telling me his troubles, said how sorry he was at the thought of dying on a passenger steamer, doing no work. As a matter of fact he did lots of work.

Ap: 24th: 10-45 a m. Port Said. A sad moment. Two naval officers have just said good-bye to me and are going ashore. It is a parting that one really feels, and there will be many more. I feel this has been about the best week of my life, and that I was educated at Eton and in S.S.

Mena House Hotel. Ap: 25. Well, we are here. A man said to me I was wondering if you would arrive here. I said So was I.



Yours affly.



D.



And I have found some more memories of that trip in a letter to a friend in Devon who had written to me at that time about my latest Jorkens book, and I had made a copy of my letter to prevent the memories drifting to oblivion with so many others.



PYRAMIDS, CAIRO, EGYPT.

May 31, 1941.



DEAR MRS. KELLY, Ive just got your letter of Nov. 27th. Please excuse pencil, but the thermometer suddenly dropped to 80 a week ago, which is dangerous out here, and more than one of us have bad colds. It happened at sunset and I ought to have known much better. My wife and I were living in incredible safety in Ireland up to last August; and then, jealous of Jorkens, I suppose, and unable to appreciate a moderately good thing while we had it, we gave it up in disgust and since then have been living a life rather more adventurous than Jorkens, and, though it may not be quite suited to the sixties, we have certainly enjoyed it.

I hadnt shot a tiger since 1930, nor even a stag for some years, and just when my big rifles were beginning to seem like a memory I got them out and joined the L.D.V. in Kent, where we have a small house. That was on August 13th. We arrived on August 14th, and nothing happened. On Aug: 15th there started what some American papers called one of the decisive battles of the world. We went to church next day, and said to our neighbours, Are the battles you get here usually much like yesterdays? And they said it was their first. So we got there in time, and I should have been very sorry if we hadnt. It wasnt the last: in fact we had one every day: we lived under Goerings high road. My humble duties were those of a keepers dog, going round after a big shoot to see what he can pick up. Plenty of winged stuff came down, but never the kind we were looking for. By night they bombed us. One day they wanted to see me at the Colonial Office; so Goering and I went in to London, and there Lord Lloyd asked me if I would go to Greece, and I said Yes, but might I have a secretary? So my wife was included in the trip.

Goering and I went back, and on October 16th we took part in the battle of Euston, which was our last battle for a long time: we had had some every day since Aug: 14th, including the two really lovely ones of Sept. 15th and Sept. 27th, and our nights were always noisy. We left Glasgow in a liner, and Lord knows where it went, till we saw the west coast of Africa, and a good many flying fishes; and then one night we saw a town with all its lights shining, and that was Capetown. Later on we saw Durban, also gleaming. From Durban we flew pretty well the whole length of Africa, to the great surprise of the elephants, and the contempt of the stone kings sitting outside Abu Simbul. I shot ducks with a live king in Egypt, and went on, through Palestine and Syria to Turkey, where I was wonderfully entertained with more shooting in an Anatolian village and the literal wolf used to come to the door at night. Then Greece, and spring, and the flowers coming up, and a sense of doom over them all. Nights grew noisier, the sense of doom increased, and one day (with my work just finished only the day before) it was clearly time to go. Then began the most interesting time we had had since we left Ireland. We left on a Polish cargo-boat just as the final smashing of the Piraeus started. We were in a convoy with a splendid escort, and had two machine-guns on board and six men of the 8th Hussars; and we needed all the help that we got. It took us a week and they hunted us most of the way. It was lovely weather, which entirely compensated for the order that men were not to go in the life-boats. It was a sea that I should not at all have minded walking into. But by 18 inches, by which a torpedo missed us, we did not have to. I think our Hussars twice saved the ship, and how often our escort saved it there is no knowing. One pilot got right over us at a hundred and fifty feet. Of his bones are coral made.



Yours sincerely, 

DUNSANY.



P.S.  Any address I have is c/o British Council, 3 Hanover Street, London, W.1.



One more letter I will add that tells of this time, a letter that I wrote to Lady Jersey as soon as we reached Cairo.



MENA HOUSE HOTEL, PYRAMIDS, CAIRO.



April 25 1941.



DEAR LADY JERSEY, Beatrice, who has been sleeping in the same pair of boots for a week, is now resting without them, in a comfortable bed. She is beginning to adopt the view of Anatole Frances dog wherever I am, I am in the middle of it all. Because the day after we arrived in Kent, Kent became one of the worlds hottest spots, and when we were off the West of Ireland was the worst week of the war at sea (198,000 tons), and when, after a fine rest we went to Greece, things warmed up there, and when we left it the sea was distinctly hot. I said good-bye to Sir Michael Palairet on April 17th with his lifes work crashing about him (and nobody worked harder), and got on board a Polish cargo-boat with Beatrice, and such clothing and food as we could carry, at 4 p m. Then began about the most interesting week of our lives. We hung about the seas for some time before our splendid escort came up, which it did just in time to save us. Then attacks ceased for awhile, but we were not allowed to throw even cigarette-ends overboard, for fear that we should be tracked. Seagulls especially might have given us away. And then on Monday morning we were found out, under a blue sky with one cloud in it, and in that cloud was a Stuka. No sirens at sea, and our only intimation was a roar from our machine-gunner, and the bomber swerved on to the next ship. I suppose I may give you information that has already been given to the world by the Italian wireless, which is that they sank the ship; but it is a lie. We didnt feel too pleased to have been found out. Then they came again, and it looked like a fleet action, but they didnt actually attack our ship this time. After that we had some wonderful hours of rest, and hopes rose so high that we had a concert, which we enjoyed enormously. But the sun set and they came straight for our ship. Our splendid escort roared away at about the pace of two dogs growling in a dogfight, even while one of them was just over our mast-head. Had he dropped some bombs he could scarcely have missed us, or he could have swept our deck with his machine-guns; but he fired a torpedo instead, and missed. No one quite knows why he did not fire with his machine-guns. One theory is that he died just at the wrong moment. That is what our machine-gunners believe. I never saw calmer weather or a bluer sea. Men were not for the life-boats; there would not have been time. But there were plenty of ships near us, and I recollected all the time that it was the height of the Mediterranean bathing-season, a very different matter from the Atlantic. In spite of which one or two men stupidly argued that they ought to have a seat in a life-boat, because it said so in a notice on the wall of their cabin!

I will conclude with a poem.

Think not that Adolf Hitler lives in vain.

The kindness, the humanity, the care, 

The help that nearly helpless people share, 

The sympathies, that he forbids on pain 

Of banishment, between the Northern strain 

And those that to Jerusalem turn in prayer, 

All he denies and crushes everywhere, 

Now rise exultantly, as neer again.

And when I have seen weary refugees 

(Honoured, myself, with their companionship)

Helping each other upon dangerous seas, 

Facing all chances in a hunted ship, 

Then have I looked on spiritual things 

Like mighty angels spreading rainbow wings.

Yours affly, 

D.


CHAPTER XXVIII

A MEDITERRANEAN CRUISE

Strong through the turbulent profound Shoots Xiphias to his aim.

CHRISTOPHER SMART.



Now let me tell the story of our journey from Athens as I remember it, looking back on it, whether I repeat what I may have already said in some letter, or even whether I contradict it. What I wrote nearer the time may have some brighter gleam of truth on it, but there must have been something fairly vivid about what I remember now, or it would not be still in my memory. That is probably the best way to write ones memoirs, supposing there is any need to write them at all (which I do not pretend there is); to let a few years go by and then to collect those moments that time has sifted and put them into a book. That is one way of distinguishing the interesting from the commonplace, though once again I record my awareness that all I have seen is commonplace in an age when what would once have made a book of adventure is the everyday experience of countless lives.

We went up a steep plank over the side of the ship, and found ourselves among many friendly people, most of whom had the air of looking forward to an interesting adventure. About twenty wrecks lay round us, and the battered docks beside us reminded us that where we were was very much of an objective to the enemy. The sirens wailed for a while, and a few bombs were dropped, but a long way off. We waited till nightfall and then left the Piræus. The moon was waning, but was a bit larger than we liked. I remember walking the deck by the light of it with an Australian, who made to me the delightful remark, I always wanted to do a Mediterranean cruise. There were partitions in the hold with several bunks, on which were mattresses made of straw, and there we most of us slept. Straw is quite comfortable and I often slept in one of the partitions, though sometimes I slept on the deck for a change. It was as warm as an English summer, so the deck was quite comfortable too, especially when one of the Polish officers very kindly gave me a mattress. We sailed under the hills of Egina, very slowly, and yet some of them did gradually drop behind us; and we were glad to have left those battered docks. But with dawn an ominous look came into the face of the hills, a look like a dream of the night which has come to trouble the day, and a second glance showed them to be the hills that we thought we had left, and we were back in the harbour of Athens among the wrecks again. That day the captain bought some bread, which was very welcome, for the ship had no provisions for passengers. Rumours came on board our ship, sometimes even rumours of victory, and my wife recorded in her diary that German prisoners had marched through Athens instead of the German army; but she added, All news is terrible though, pointing to the return of the Dark Ages. She is not given to exaggeration, and the approach of such people as were now coming from the North among the cities of Greece did indeed suggest that, if history repeats itself, that was the terrible old story that Clio was going to retell. The sirens sang their familiar songs, and we stayed in the harbour all day. One man told me towards evening that he saw, and had read, a message flashed to us in Morse, ordering us to start. If it was not from a spy, it was presumably sent for the benefit of spies, so that they might tell whoever might be waiting for us that we were about to start. But our captain took no notice of it. That night we set out before the moon rose, and were on our way again, but we never shook off the sight of low hills, and at dawn we were among the wrecks and the sirens again. That day we heard that Corizis had shot himself. In the afternoon the bombers, that had not troubled us yet, came right over us. But our great escort, H.M.S. Carlisle, had now arrived and she let out one roar, and the sound of the engines above us faded at once away. Athens was all grey, and clouds heaped heavily along Hymettus hid the sun. Even the Parthenon, for once, seemed dull. And then at the western end of Hymettus there came one rift in the clouds and the sun shone through and touched the Parthenon, which flashed with all its splendour from the Acropolis, and we started under the protection of the Carlisle and, as it were, blessed by Athene, and the sirens wailed as we went, for what rumour afterwards told us was the final and worst attack on the Piraeus. And as our convoy, and all the good ships that protected it, left the bay we saw the distant gleam of the temple of Poseidon at Sunium, to whom, had we been pagan, we should have owed much blood and spice; for never can the Mediterranean have known a calmer week, and the vast blue circle shone round us every day like a sapphire.

How they fed us I have not the slightest idea, but I have a very vivid memory that they did so. Rumour told us that they had some carcases of sheep in the hold, and I have already mentioned that the captain bought bread in Athens. But the food could never have been eked out among us as it was had not a young Greek, Tsigante, and others, organized a system. From the moment this system got working we had regular meals: we ate in shifts and had ten minutes for each shift. For breakfast we had good brown bread and coffee and, for those who liked it, something out of a tin that went by the name of jam. But the great stand-by of the day was the admirable mutton soup that we had for lunch, when we again also had bread. The cook had once been a captain in the old army of Russia. Of his life as a soldier I know nothing, but I shall never forget his cooking. I remember his smiles above his great moustache, which must have welled up from the satisfaction of knowing how much he was doing for four hundred people who would have fared ill without him. For supper we again had bread, and on alternate days bully beef and, on the less favoured days, tinned salmon. Thus hunger was successfully kept away from us, but it would not have been, without the energy and organization of Tsigante and the British officers of the ship that had been sunk in the harbour, who helped in everything. And Greek ladies volunteered to wait at breakfast, English at luncheon, and Serbs and Poles at supper. And many ladies washed the plates after every meal and between each shift. It took me a little time to find out that one could not take a dish-cloth or a broom away from a lady, for they clung to these things, and the only way that one could do any work was to find a broom or some dirty plates for oneself before anyone else had got hold of them. I reasoned with some of these hard-working ladies and said to one of them, My most precious possession is my character, and you are ruining it, by doing all this work for us while I sit idle.

But I still found that I had to be very alert and quick to find any work to do before it had been snapped up by these ladies who, in the matter of ones duty towards ones neighbour, had nothing to learn from sermons. There was no food for the first day or two, but Mr. Radijowich, a Montenegrin old soldier who had fought at Verdun, somehow charmed for us a sausage roll and a glass of water with the graceful ease of a conjurer, and by Sunday Mr. Tsigantes system was working. Sunday was a sad and memorable day, for it was the Greek Easter, the Easter that the Orthodox Church fixes by the Gregorian calendar, and all the Greeks met in the little saloon and sang the hymns that they had been accustomed to sing on this day every year in their churches, bright with ikons and small lamps. With tears running down their faces they sang beautifully. Only one shot was fired that day, a solitary cannon-shot from a neighbouring ship.

There were seats for about ten people, but comfort is a thing that may be found in many places when sought for, and a heap of luggage with a tarpaulin over it provided us with many resting-places, and several dogs made themselves as comfortable there as we did. There another captain in the old Russian army, now an artist, discussed philosophy, as did many others, for we counted eighteen nationalities on board, so that we had many views on life, and, as many of our fellow-passengers on the Warzawa had little left to them of material things, their philosophy became all the purer. Dogs are rare in ships, but disaster makes strange fellow-travellers, and we had many dogs with us, and they neither fought with each other nor barked at any of the hundreds of strangers they saw all round them, for there was the sort of truce among them that Kipling tells of among the animals in India when the great drought lay over the land and the Council rock was bare. Every evening a little group of seven or eight men used to gather in the stem of the ship and sing quietly together. They sang so beautifully that I used to go and listen; and they sang till the stars came out. They were the Czechs, singing songs of their country. And there was a party of English people from Belgrade, who had a double reason for getting away; for there is a quaint German law that crimes against Hitler committed in any land are all equally punishable, and these had sinned against him in Jugo-Slavia as well as in Greece. And then there was a very pleasant doctor who used to practise in Austria, but he was a Jew and counted as game in the New Order, so the Nazis hunted him and he had fled to Greece. Now he had to flee again and look for a new country. His wife and two boys were with him. The boys played, as all boys played in all ships in which I have travelled during this war, at soldiers having a battle; and whenever real battles provided them with empty cartridges, and some bullets to put in them (however they got them), they played with all the more zest.

Six men of the 8th Hussars were with us, with two machine-guns amongst them, and up to Sunday they had had nothing to do. My wife in her rough diary records that we went very slowly, so as not to pass Crete by daylight. But the speed of the Warzawa, so far as we knew, was 5 knots, though we did hear a rumour one day that her engineer had got her up to 7. This indicates an exaggeration in one of my letters, in which I asserted that we attained the speed of a tricycle. The diary records some alarms that day; but, if there were any, they were so mild that they have no place in my memory, and, as I have already mentioned, only one shot was fired that day. We were in a very inland sea, and it would certainly have been a good thing if we could have slipped by Crete in the night and away from the baleful influence of the Dodecanese; but when dawn came on Monday there was a grey headland very clear to be seen. We were guarded by two destroyers besides the Carlisle, and two Greek submarines, and were soon joined by a French cruiser and the Greek battle-cruiser the Averof We somehow got the idea that the great Averof was no longer in her prime, and, had I been writing of this journey an epic poem in the style of Sir Walter Scott, I might have said of her:



The guns, her sole remaining joy, 

Were loaded by an orphan boy.



But we later read of her doing good service in the Far East. That morning at about 11 I was sitting on the deck, when I heard a stream of machine-gun bullets above me from one of our 8th Hussars on the upper deck. There was a cloud in the blue of the Mediterranean sky, and out of it had come two Stukas, but there was something about the machine-gun bullets that seemed to surprise them, and they swerved, as a snipe will sometimes do from a shot, to the scorn of our machine-gunner, and attacked the next ship instead.

Theyve got no guts, said our 8th Hussar contemptuously.

Then came the old Woof, Woof, Woof, that reminded us of home, and the crew of the next ship took to the boats. But very soon they found things were not as bad as they thought, and rowed back again. Then appeared a very mournful sight indeed, the ship that had been alongside us, a tanker, dropping back crippled and alone, apparently a prey to whatever might lurk hyenalike on the track of our retreat. But in the end she didnt sink, and somebody gave her a tow, and later we were delighted to hear that she was safely towed in to Port Said. As our Hussars came down from the upper deck, one of our fellow-refugees who had got a flask said, You saved us from drinking salt water. Have a drink.

That fight was soon over, and the bombers flew home to their wireless and told it all about what they had done. A little later a small crowd of us was listening to the news in Italian, which was being translated for different groups by four interpreters. A quarter of the crowd burst out laughing. Then it was translated into another language, and another quarter broke into laughter: the third translator was English, and he also was greeted with laughter, for the Italians were telling how they had attacked a convoy off Crete and sunk one of the ships. But before this happened they had another try, which lasted quite a long time and much interfered with our lunch, which was not served while the guns were firing, and very hard they fired and very successfully, for they kept the enemy a good way off, on our port side, where the shells were bursting thick and low. We expected this second attack, once we had been found out, but what surprised us, and what as the afternoon wore away began to please us, was that unaccountably they did not return to finish the job. I played a game of chess with a man from Prague and then one or two more: one of these games I lost, and I began to wonder if I had had enough sleep, though I had felt no other symptom of sleepiness. We played yet another game and I nearly lost that one too, but then he made a mistake which seemed to indicate that he had not slept so well as I had. I think talk kept us up late, and dawn seemed to come early. As there was not a great deal to eat, and nothing else to do for a week, we got through a good deal of talk on that journey. Still the bombers did not return. I asked one of the British officers why, having found us, they did not come back with a pretty large force; but he could find no reason for their not doing so. As the afternoon slipped away and the sun went low, a certain spirit of celebration began to be felt, and Captain Paltov, the Russian painter, brought out a cold chicken, and a Canadian lady produced some tinned pears, things that thy wife recorded in her diary, for they were of great importance in those days. The sun sank lower still, and our two escapes in the morning, and the extraordinary absence of the enemy ever since, seem so to have raised all spirits that they welled over in song, and on the low mountain of suit-cases draped with tarpaulin a merry concert began, and my wife was struck by the contrast between a sentimental air sung by one of our 8th Hussars, and his looking for a mans blood, and probably getting it, before the song was concluded; for, while he was singing, the captain quietly remarked Alert and the now familiar red flag flew from the cruiser and the guns of our big protectors began to brighten the gloaming. This time everything came very close to us, and I heard a new order shouted to the crew: C deck, C deck, was shouted several times. And curiously enough, from the mere fact that it was different from any order that I had heard given before, and perhaps because it was given in a different tone, I knew that it meant Abandon ship. I afterwards asked what it had meant, and was told that it was only somebodys name, who was being called for. But, if that was so, Mr. Ceedek was for a while required very urgently, and then not wanted at all. Webb was sitting on the rail of the ship, sitting light, as hunting men sometimes do when expecting a fall, which experience teaches them is a good thing to do, as his experience had probably taught him in Piraeus Bay; and with exactly that tone of apology in his voice, in which one says The dog has made a mess, but not on the carpet, remarked, They have fired a torpedo, but it hasnt hit anything. That torpedo, the captain said, missed us by half a metre. This seemed to make the Carlisle very angry, and I remember a Frenchman beside me monotonously repeating to his wife, Dont be afraid: they are our own shells. Dont be afraid: they are our own shells. This was perfectly true, and I hope it comforted her, but these coveys of big shells (I hope I use the right word) were coming nearer and nearer, which obviously meant that the enemy, whom we had not yet spotted, was getting closer too. Then our machine-guns joined in, and he was over us. Yet another cluster of shells burst close to us, from the Carlisle, and with a dreadful outburst of momentary ingratitude one of our 8th Hussars remarked, Hes a public danger, he is.

I never knew how many machines came for us that evening, any more than one usually knows how many there are when one is attacked by another deadly thing, the anopheles mosquito. Indeed, when I think of the number of ships that were firing at these insignificant things, the whole action seems comparable with a band of big-game hunters all firing off their rifles as fast as they can, to protect themselves against half a dozen malarial mosquitoes, which after all do kill more men than lions kill. The one that came over us had us at his mercy: they said he was only 150 feet up. It was probably that that made the Carlisle so angry. But, as Macaulay said, to every man upon this earth death cometh soon or late, and it presumably came to him at this moment. For he dropped no bomb, and never even used his machine-gun. One of our machine-guns jammed after the first shot, but the Hussar who handled the other explained that the German was over his foresight like a bat, and that he did not think it was possible to have missed. But I have no qualification to attempt to adjudge the claims of various sportsmen. The sea was already dark, and light fades rapidly from the sky after sunset in that part of the Mediterranean; let Shakespears words suffice: Of his bones are coral made.  


CHAPTER XXIX

WE REACH LAND

There was a ship, quoth he.

COLERIDGE.



AND now my memory goes back to the many friends we made on that journey to Radichevitch, to whom the firing of guns used to bring back his youth, so that the hotter things became the more he talked of war, once saying to me, This is like Verdun. That was of course an exaggeration, that was very polite to us, comparing our little show with the great battle in which he had fought. But, most clearly of all he said, I remember one word which he said to me at the beginning of our journey, when things looked very dark, a word that cheered us and seemed to brighten the future. That word was guerrilla. He said that on his mountains and in those of Jugo-Slavia there would be a guerrilla war that the Germans could never stop. In this one word, Guerrilla, there seemed hope for the Balkans, and indeed for the world. And what he said was a true prophecy. Once when the bombers came very close he showed me the scar of an old wound over his eye. Mme. Radichevitch was an English lady from Gloucestershire, from a country I knew. Naturally there were not lifeboats for more than a fraction of the passengers, and when Eastwood, the senior of the British officers, who helped the captain, went round explaining to the men that there would not be room for them, a few women made tiresome suggestions that their husbands should be allowed in the lifeboat. It must have been a relief to him after such suggestions to hear Mme. Radichevitch, for whom room would have been found in a lifeboat, explaining that she would swim with her husband. The third British officer, Wenn, only barely survived to come with us, for he had been in the water eleven hours and was only saved with difficulty by the other two. As he remarked to me, he didnt think he could have stood it much longer. I remember Eastwood showing me the report he had written of the sinking of his ship and thinking, as a great many people do, that it could be improved by anyone learned in the literary art, but it was a simple and clear statement that could not possibly have been improved.

I think it was he, but it may have been Webb, who said to me at the beginning of the voyage, If you feel the ship come up out of the sea and then go back again, dont bother about that; thats only a depth-charge. But if it feels like a motor going down hill, and hitting a wall, that is more serious; that would be a torpedo.

And then there was Alexander Sedgwick, a war-correspondent, a relative of two American friends of ours, and his wife, whose generosity my wife remembers yet, for she lent her a towel, a valued rarity on the Warzawa, not that there was much water to use with it. Sedgwick told me one day after one of the attacks, that he was opening a tin of sardines just as it started, and he thought what a trivial act it would be if it were to be his last. He told me the last recorded deeds of Matthew Arnold and Gladstone, one of them catching a bus, the other getting through a wire fence, and they seemed to him unsatisfactory as final acts. I dont compare myself with those great men, he said. But he had not been satisfied with the idea of an exit, opening a tin of sardines. We met often in Egypt afterwards, and I read in 1943 that he had been wounded in North Africa.

And then there was Magnus Irvine, who ran the British Council in Salonika. I think we had more talks with him than with anyone else, for he always had some new idea, and had a way of making it sparkle. People who have nothing whatever to do can only talk and eat, and as there was not a great deal of food, and time seemed abundant, and as there was not much inducement to indulge in more sleep than was necessary, talk was an important part of our lives on board the Warzawa. And if I had not quite decided with Magnus Irvine how the world should be run, I went into the matter further with Austen Harrison, who had been one of the first to help us on board burdened with bits of luggage on a steep gangway. As he is an architect, the world must be by now in quite a good state for him. And then there was Major Archie Lyell, who had come from Serbia, with probably a black mark against his name in the books of the Gestapo. We saw a lot of him too. And we saw a good deal of the family of Mr and Mme. Coutroubis. Later in Egypt, when I had so far forgotten all I knew of the East as to sit in a silk shirt watching the sunset, and got a cold that in that septic land could not be shaken off, she most kindly treated me with the remedy of cupping, which is more practised in Greece than in England, and which did me a lot of good. And there was a young Pole on board, besides the charming Polish officers of the ship; he was going to join the Polish army in Egypt, and told us many things about Poland, and about the Germans ways there, ways that are unhappily too well known for there to be any need for me to tell them here.

For the next day I cannot do better than quote from my wifes diary, indeed I will quote the whole of what she recorded of that day: Tues.: 22. We all say we would not have missed this voyage for anything, everyone is at their best and kindest, and the lovely weather and sea are such a staggering contrast to other things. There is one old peasant with a long gray plait down her back who is escorting someones child to Haifa, she sits perfectly still all day with a face of such sadness, weariness and resignation that even if one knew her language it would be idle to speak.

Half our convoy left for Alexandria with most of the escort tonight.

My wifes description of the peasant woman, whom I well remember, helped me very much in a long poem that I was writing about this journey, and which indeed has been published, so that my pen has been going over the same ground again, which would not do if the first book had been prose. But who reads poetry now?

There is a curious omission in that account of Tuesday the 22nd, for there was another fight that day. They came for us again. But my wife seems to have ignored them. However, the Carlisle and the other big ships kept them away from us and none of us were even claimed that day by the enemys wireless. The pile of dirt on the decks was by now very high, for nothing was allowed to be thrown overboard which might have attracted seagulls, which in their turn would have attracted the enemy; rather a forlorn little precaution, when we had already been found out so often. What really answered my question to the British officers, and which they could not answer, as to why they did not come in adequate force and blot us out, was a book that I read long afterwards, only last year, and which told of the Battle of Athens. That must have been the battle which saved us, when a great concentration of the R.A.F. over Athens met a big force of German planes, whose hobby was sinking ships, and defeated them. How much we owe to men whose names we have never known! I do not even know the name of the captain of our little cargo-boat, nor of the captain of the great Carlisle. The day before we got in, my wife went to the Polish captain to thank him for having brought us through, but he was very diffident about receiving thanks which might perhaps turn out not to have been deserved, and he hastily said, Well, we are not there yet. He owned a greyish dog that had once been white, and several ladies joined together to express as well as they could their gratitude to the captain. As there were practically no possessions on board, a presentation was out of the question, and mere words were not enough, so they washed his dog. Somebody must have had a cake of soap, but where they got fresh water I dont know, unless they all saved up a little of their drinking water for this last expression of gratitude.

Not only most of our convoy and escort left us, as my wifes diary records, and headed for Alexandria, but the whole of it, and we had for a few minutes the feeling of someone walking on a steep place supported by handrails, when the handrails are taken away. But very soon the feeling of all of us with regard to the immediate future was clearly shown by the number of forgotten lifebelts, which we had so often put on and off, left lying about on the deck. The blessing of Poseidon, or whatever it was, remained with us, and we went on like an insect crawling over a huge still sapphire.

Next day we came to Port Said in the afternoon, and we left the Warzawa that had been our home for eight days. I will end this chapter with a stanza of a poem that I wrote of our whole journey from Kent to Greece, and back to the cliffs of Whare. I think people are mistaken to prefer autobiographies to poetry; for in autobiography you mainly get mere fact, whereas in poetry, as in the drama, and indeed in all the arts, there is something far more concentrated. But, as people do read autobiographies far more than they read poetry, it is not likely that many of the readers of this book will have read the book that I called A Journey; and so I quote one stanza of it here, because it says what I have to say about the end of this voyage.

Over that sapphire sea for two days more 

We sailed, and came to Egypt; there we said 

Farewell to those, unknown to us before, 

With whom we had shared hopes and bits of bread 

And dangers, and the same deck for a bed.

From many lands we met by the blue waves 

Of the Piraeus, for a while to head 

Towards the same tomb in the same sea-caves, 

Then went our many roads and shall find separate graves.


CHAPTER XXX

UNDER THE JACARANDAS

Whoso hath not seen Cairo hath not seen the world.

The Arabian Nights. The Twenty-eighth Night.



IN Port Said we had to pass through the Customs, and I had several books and letters that had to be read, but a kind officer read them in very few seconds. And then a man with a motor found us and offered to take Mr. Harrison and us to Cairo. We were ordinary fares to him, but to us his car was a return to luxury, and we seemed to change as we entered it our status of refugee. Then the bargaining began, which is usual in Egypt, but as we were sharing the car with Austen Harrison, and had to consult each other, we were at a disadvantage in a contest with one master mind. We were soon agreed over the pounds and shillings, but the argument about the pence seemed to be without any promise of ending; and it was no use conceding one small point, because innumerable new ones appeared, to take its place. Then Austen Harrison asked me my opinion about a piastre or so and I said, I am so angry, I am going to get out: the driver took one careful look at me, decided that my wrath was indeed genuine, and off we started. At the other end of the journey the bargaining started again; but that did not matter; we were in Cairo then, in the luxury we had not known for eight days. We went along the canal all the way on our left, and here and there on our right were a few very small palm-trees: the rest was desert. Soon we saw a few British soldiers running. They ran from the right of the road to sandbagged shelters by the canal, where they stopped. A glance at their faces did not show what had alarmed them: it was nothing from the air, for they were not looking up: a ship was coming along the canal from the south, but it was a very pacific one and they were not looking at it, but were standing behind their sandbags, sheltered up to the waist, with head and eyes straight to the front. Presently we saw another group of soldiers in similar panic, who did the same thing. The third time it happened I realized that what had so alarmed them must have been our car, which was presumably large enough to have held a general, and the men who had been watching from the right side of the road in such shade as that part of Egypt provided, but unprotected by the sandbags, fled to the sandbags that ought to have been protecting them, as soon as a car was observed which might have concealed a general.

After parting from Austen Harrison my wife and I went first to the British Institute, where we were kindly given two memorable cups of tea late in the evening, and drove on to Mena House Hotel in the calm of the edge of the desert. There we dined and went to bed. I need not tell the reader what beds are like, for most of my readers will know that now; but five years ago it was very few that knew the comfort of a bed, for no one can know that who has not come to it in boots that he has worn for a week. Now we took off those boots, and we had a bath. And not only did we have baths, but we rang the bell and said, This water is cold. Kindly have it heated up. And this was soon done for us. It was only afterwards that we found out that the fires that heated all the baths in the hotel were let out every evening, and realized that the manager, with a generosity worthy of the Good Samaritan, must have allowed the whole of the bathwater in the hotel to be heated up to give a couple of hot baths to two tired travellers.

My wife records in her diary next day that we had a blessed rest, and the following day that we walked to the Pyramids, but were still feeling rather stiff. This I do not remember, nor do I know what made us stiff, but my wife suggests that it was the sleeping accommodation. On this day my wife was kindly given a lift into Cairo by Lady Needham, with whom we had previously travelled all the way from Glasgow to Cairo, and she records in her diary that she bought a few things. Of course we continually met fellow-refugees, now even more changed than the captains dog. Indeed the difference between a refugee (with or without a lifebelt) in the hollow of a tarpaulin over a heap of baggage rising from refuse-covered decks, and a lady fashionably dressed in Cairo, is something that should be seen to be believed. The next day was Sunday, and we went to the Cathedral, again in Lady Needhams car, and on the way a lorry passed us with six soldiers in it, who waved to us, and we recognized the hussars with whose help we had come from Greece. Later Sir Robert Greg sent a car for us and took us to see the glory of the jacaranda, now in full bloom; and much other hospitality we enjoyed in Cairo, and yet it was not quite the Cairo that we had known, but a Cairo with a curse over it. The curse was the khamseen, which at this time of the year blows every now and then, like the irregular breath of some devil dwelling in the Sahara. Sometimes we had fairly cool days with the temperature not over a hundred, and we used to dine by little tables in the starlight beside the swimming-bath, but when the khamseen was blowing it was impossible to dine there, and we had to stay in the house. Opening the window then was like opening an oven door. We saw the Sedgwicks and the Coutroubises and Irvine and Lyell and Austen Harrison and others, and the Baileys arrived from Copais, having escaped in another ship; but, though they had £70,000 worth of cotton there, they got no longer warning than we did, and only just had time to put a match to the cotton and come away. And we had an interesting talk with Mr and Mrs. Delaney, who owned the Mena House Hotel, which off and on I had known for so long. And then one day among so many uniforms I saw a girl wearing a blue badge on her sleeve with a white springbok prancing upon it underneath Southern stars. So I greeted her, and we soon got in touch again with Miss Wardrop and Miss Niel, two of my old antagonists at chess on the Arundel Castle, who were living somewhere near in the desert, and later we had lunch with Mrs. Newell, who now had a flat in Cairo. We continually met people from Greece, and it was interesting to compare notes with some who had got away in other ships, some of which had been sunk, and we heard the terrible story of the Hellas, a hospital ship that had been sunk in the Piraeus either before or after we left it. And we tracked down our six hussars in their camp, quite close, in the desert. One curious thing I have noticed about the desert wherever I have met it, whether in Algeria in time of peace or in Egypt in time of war, is the way that roads run out into it, which the desert, with a vast tolerance, does nothing to harm, and yet they appear there as faintly as a lighted match held up to the sun, as though the Sahara had a huge quiet scorn for all the ways of man. We asked the six men to tea in the garden of the hotel; and one day they came, and all went to the swimming-bath afterwards. It was then, as I saw all six going into the water from the high plank like seals in the Zoo, that I knew for what qualification they had been chosen to come with us on our Mediterranean cruise.

One day as I was sitting in the shade outside the hotel, three soldiers came up, and one of them asked me with a very innocent expression if I could tell him the price of a glass of beer. I asked him where they came from; and they said Tobruk. As Tobruk was at that time besieged, and I had never before met soldiers on leave from a siege and did not think history recorded any, I said that in that case I thought beer cost nothing. So we had some glasses of iced beer and a certain amount of talk, and then some more glasses of beer. How Kipling would have rejoiced in such an opportunity, and what tales of Tobruk he would have passed on to us!

We began to hear rumours of our luggage, which had been taken to the legation, and which we believed had had that privileged journey with the legation staff once mentioned to me in London; but that ship had gone down. We were delighted about this time by the quaint journey of Hess and, curiously enough, also about this time I came across my friend Peter Fleming, who had written an account of that journey, being ahead of the fact, as art so often is, only he had made the mistake saying the Fuehrer instead of the Deputy Fuehrer, though correct in most other details.

We had a comfortable room, with a lovely eucalyptus tree outside, all in blossom, and beyond that the desert and the Great Pyramid. Round the electric lights the hornets arranged themselves decoratively inside the shades with all their heads turned inward. There was a barely discernible difference between the voice of the sirens in Greece and those of our own sirens; but in Egypt they had a different cry altogether, and the one outside our window, on the extremely rare occasions on which it was heard, sounded like a new species. And it cried in vain, for no bombs dropped within hearing.

One day we were delighted to see Colonel Blunt coming up the steps of the hotel. We had last seen him strolling by the seaside on the day we left the Piraeus, and had often wondered how he had fared.

Egypt was then a Golconda of golden stories: nobody got there at that time without some story of adventure, which many did not trouble to tell, because such tales were too common. And there were the ancient wonders of Egypt lying all round us, so that we could glance back over six thousand years of history, or watch the frantic course of the history of today. And yet those tales we heard, and what we ourselves saw, were not history; they were only the material of history, what bricks are to the architect: the architect has yet to come, and to see that all these things are gathered into their places, to make a strange and wonderful edifice, at which those of other ages will look, as travellers look at the pyramids, perhaps cursorily, with their interest mainly given to other things; but they will look.

Meanwhile the khamseen blew, and ones own interest in anything was not so alert as it should have been to estimate the splendour either of present or past.


CHAPTER XXXI

AMONG THE BEETLES

ONE story comes back now to my memory, which one of the three soldiers told me over their iced beer. I dont know if it is true, but it had a very genuine ring about it. The Gurkhas, he said, when they got within twenty yards of the Germans, used to throw away their rifles. Then, he said, the Germans thought they had got them. But there still remained the kukris, and it was evidently with those that the Gurkhas preferred to do their work, which according to my informant they did very effectively.

One night, to return to our own small doings, we dined with Prince George Lutfallah and his brother and sister at the Gezira Palace; and I remember his kindness in saying that the whole party would dine in day clothes, for he must have found out that our luggage consisted of what, besides my two hats, we had been able to carry in our hands, and so the whole party dressed down to us, which looked inappropriate in those fine rooms, and yet was a great hospitality. And later I was introduced to Dr. Reisner and had tea in his house, which was another delightful experience. His house was built of mud, and a certain amount of reed to make it stick together, and stood on the sand looking straight across it at its immediate neighbour, the third pyramid. There was a great charm about Dr. Reisner which made all his friends devoted to him, and wherever there is a central attraction like that, no parties are ever dull. There he and his secretary, Miss Perkins, who presided over the tea-table, entertained all kinds of people. And some charm that was over that mud house so blended them that I never saw anybody who felt out of it there, or who did not greatly enjoy those tea-parties. If I say Dr. Reisner was probably the greatest authority on Egyptology then living in Egypt and that several of his guests were private soldiers, and that he was paralysed and unable to speak, I shall hardly be believed. But his learning was no barrier to our less instructed minds, and somehow his charm shone through his affliction and the impending shadow of death; and the deep interest he took in the section of life he had chosen, six thousand years of it, that is to say, in the valley of the Nile, and the great interest that all his friends took in him, still haunted that house that stood before the doorway of the last home of Menkara. To the left like a mountain rose the second pyramid, and one day while I was there some young mountaineer in khaki went to the top of it, a very considerable feat.

We went again, with Austen Harrison and others, to the Bayt el Kredlia, the lovely house of Major Gayer Anderson, and sat there for a while, waiting for the moon to rise; and when it rose we went to the Mosque of Ibn Toulun and walked round it in the light that is always magical, the glow of the full moon. Through narrow streets enchanted by that light we returned to the Bayt el Kredlia and had supper at a low table of alabaster with old Turkish silver upon it. In Indian palaces I had never seen the pure East, for there amongst Oriental treasures one might meet with yule-logs of iron and an electric fire; but at the Bayt el Kredlia Sheharazade would have found nothing strange, though of course her talk there might have been a little flat, without the stimulant of impending death in the morning.

On June 16th we left this land of ancient wonders, which was so full now of tales of modern adventure. I remember the curving shape of white waves seen from the train, and their thin delicate crests about to fall in thunder; but they never did fall, for they were all of sand, but spun by the wind as delicately as it spins water. My wife recalls that we had breakfast at a quarter past six and got on board our transport at a quarter to four and that, though we had some green figs with us, we were rather hungry and thirsty when we asked for lunch, but a Chinese steward said there could be no lunch, because we were late for it. Curious that we should have noticed things like this on board the big transport, while nobody would have dreamed of complaining in our dear Warzawa. It had been planned that I should go to Turkey, and my wife had had the excellent idea that winter in South Africa would be better to wait in than midsummer in Egypt, and had had the energy to make the suggestion, and energy is not very abundant in Egypt in June. And so we were going southwards in the transport, with the idea of getting to Turkey in November. But Dis aliter visum, as the Romans used to say, though it seemed at this time that much of the world was more controlled by the Devil, especially before his influence was so much weakened by Stalingrad. Any way I never got back to Turkey.

There were two kinds of beetle in our beds, and my wife at first seemed to take some dislike to them, but I asked her what harm the beetles did, whereas the Chinese stewards...! The head-stewards were English and were charming, but there were very few of them; we heard that nobody is more pleasant than a Chinese steward, but that the old regular stewards had not put to sea in these difficult times, and we had an idle theory that the stewards now on board were Shanghai-men who had been themselves Shanghaied to take the places of the excellent stewards that the Company always had in times of peace. At Suez we did what was done by every ship in which I had sailed during this war, that is to say we waited two days in harbour. This was a sporting thing to do, because it gave the enemys bombers a chance of finding us: other reasons I cannot give, because one is not told them in time of war. I asked one of the ships officers if we had not some Italian prisoners on board, but he became embarrassed and silent. As a matter of fact we had twelve hundred of them. They were all grand-opera singers and they entertained us very well for an evening or two, until the heat made singing impossible.

Curious to think that if one attempted on land to stay in a Turkish bath for a week one would be forcibly restrained, and yet our transport in the Red Sea in June was a perfect Turkish bath and we were in the Red Sea for twelve days. Whenever the captain saw any coal he stopped and collected it, and Bishareens carried it on board in baskets. The immediate effect of drinking a cup of tea, so far as ones shirt was concerned, was as though one had poured it externally over ones shirt. Anybody contemplating a holiday of a fortnight at mid-summer in the Red Sea should have at least a hundred shirts. The Italian prisoners wore no shirts, and, as far as I could see, some of them escaped prickly heat. All the rest of us had it. One day as the prisoners came by for their hour on our deck, and I had got some limes from a steward and was drinking a lime-juice and water, the heat was so frightful that I was moved to offer half of my drink to an Italian. But he did not like the rather dirty look that lime-juice gives to water, or else he thought I was trying to poison him: anyway, he looked at it and refused it. We shared a table with three people from Athens, Mr and Mrs. Denn; and Mr. Noel Paton, who ran the British Institute in Athens and who told me how he had put all the books of the library of the Institute where the Germans will not find them. We had good food, but roast beef and sausages in the Red Sea made me wonder if the Company had been allowed to know that their ship had slipped away from cold Northern waters. One could not sleep on deck, as it was too crowded with extra life-boats, with which it was evidently intended to save all on board in case of trouble, in preparation for which we had boat-drills now and then. We missed the freedom of the Warzawa, where the life-boats were too few for it to be worth bothering about boat-drills.

We had gone on board on June 16th; on June 20th we arrived at Port Sudan, and there we stopped till June 22nd. I have described the haze of sand that hung over the desert in a book called A Journey, but that book will not get in the way of the publishers of this book, for it is only poetry, and things I say of Port Sudan here will not interfere with A Journey, for they are only facts. The sun, then, shone silver through a haze of sand, and you could look at it as you can look at the full moon. The main town of Port Sudan is laid out with good wide streets, and the suburbs are built of thorn and petrol tins. A salty desert lies round it, and beyond the desert lies a ring of mountains. There coal was picked up in sugar-tongs and put into baskets, which Bishareens carried on board. I did not actually see the sugar-tongs, and I only deduce them from the time that it took to coal. Our grand-opera company lay on its deck in dead silence.

In the afternoon of June 22nd we steamed away through the silvery air, over the green sea, and in two days more we came to Aden; there there had evidently been a shower within the last few weeks, for there was a stain of green on the rocks, like verdigris on a neglected salt-cellar. The purple crags of the fortress rose grimly up from pure-golden sand. There we stayed two more days. I remember once in the Sahara coming to an old camping-ground, for the Arabs never camp on fresh ground, and seeing the ticks run out to meet the camels: somewhat in that spirit are travellers welcomed by taxi-drivers and others at Aden.

On June 27th we went on at evening, and steamed through the Gulf of Aden for two days, which was still hot. And then one day we met the monsoon, blowing from India, and there was white on the crests of the waves, and air to breathe. It was as though a curse were lifted, and I wrote in one of my letters that the Wolves of Tuscany yapped for joy.

But one Italian officer had been driven mad by the heat, and we seemed to have some of the plagues of Egypt on board, and prickly heat with many of us turned to boils, of which the doctor told me we had sixty-eight bad cases, of which I was one. One night, deciding that it would be impossible to sleep, I got up and walked about the ship, and I came to a room next to the prisoners hospital where two men with revolvers were drinking coffee, on watch in case the prisoners should try to come aft. I joined them for a while, and then found the Chinese hospital-orderly, a young man who took a great deal of trouble to give me some relief; and of course the doctor did what he could, but he was a pretty busy man. There is a strange hush over the night-life of a ship, which grows still more intense in time of war, a thing too subtle for clear description, yet slightly enriching ones memories. This midsummer in the Red Sea was not quite like other midsummers there, for the black-out gave to the cabins at night a new and oven-like feature. After a while I took to my bed, and stayed there with the beetles. We were steaming into winter, and we came to Durban in a week from the time when we met the monsoon. The ship did not berth for four more days, but the doctor got a few of the sickest of us let off, and I went ashore with the unfortunate Italian officer, who was quite still and silent and all strapped up.


CHAPTER XXXII

AFRICA AT PEACE

I WENT to a nursing-home on the Berea Hills, whose gardens overlook Durban, and with good nursing, a good doctor, good air and good fruit, I began to recover almost at once. Indeed two things the nurses wondered at were that I could have got so bad and that I recovered so quickly; but with regard to the first, I pointed out to them that they evidently did not know the other end of Africa, and, as for the second, cures in Natal are easy. The lovely sunny air, the bright gardens and the far-off African hills set me writing poems again, and this was the first of them, and describes an actual experience:



Once on my travels I heard a bird at dawn in a garden 

Calling aloud clear notes of a song that I did not know.

And a dream, to me sleeping yet, cried out of a new country, 

And I woke and saw Natal, all bright in the morning, glow.



It was printed in some South African papers, and what difficulty I had trying to restrain printers from taking out the last comma and thereby ending the poem with what looks like two nouns jostling together in the German way which for the last quarter of a century has been so spoiling our language! Not that there is much harm in two hyphened nouns, but you see them running to six or seven nowadays.

But to mention the sunshine and flowers and fruit of Natal without saying anything of its hospitality is to tell a story with something lacking, as though one should paint a landscape leaving out one of the three colours. My wife, who was still in the ship, had asked me to telephone for a room for her in a hotel, and this I asked my nurse to do, and no hotel in the town had a vacant room. And a Durban lady, Mrs van Amstell, happened to hear her telephoning and offered to put up my wife in her house, who accepted her great kindness and stayed there for a fortnight. When I left the nursing-home cured, I stayed there for three days. The garden in front of the house was small, but so full of fine flowers that sitting there and seeing great butterflies floating over them in the sunlight gave me as much to look at as one wanted. Mr and Mrs van Amstell had a small son who, as with all white children in Natal, was waited on by an adoring Zulu. Mr van Amstell was employed by the K.P.M. shipping line, and very soon after we left was sent to the Celebes, where he was killed by the Japanese. I shall never forget the great hospitality of Mr and Mrs van Amstell.

From Durban Mrs van Amstell drove us out about twenty miles to the Rob Roy Hotel on Bothas Hill in the Valley of A Thousand Hills. And there we stayed. I shall not be able to describe those hills, not only because there were too many of them, but because, according to the time of day and the state of the atmosphere, there were many more than a thousand or many less, and of course they continually changed their colours. Near us were the wrinkled hills of a Chinese screen, yellow with sere grass; and far away, usually blue, were rows of those flat-topped hills that are so familiar in Africa, and at evening they turned scarlet or purple or gold. Along the edge of the lawns of the hotel ran practically a frontier, for a hill descended steeply and a road clung to the side of it, and nearly all the tracks on that road were of bare feet. It was the Zulus country as far as the eye could see, and on and beyond that road were only Zulus. There they lived in their round huts with sometimes a few things that they had got from the white man, like an occasional sheet of corrugated iron, but not more of those things than what one of our travellers might bring home from an African journey. Their agriculture was simple, a few cattle round the kraals, and sometimes a little lonely patch on a side of the great hills, which one of them had ploughed. Their hay they dealt with simply by putting a match to it, to make room for the new grass, and a blackened hillside that had shone all night with fire would be lit in a day or two with the scarlet glory of the flower they call the fire-lily. Storks would circle over these burned spaces looking for dead snakes, for storks have crossed the equator and found land that satisfies them on the other side. I believe that this is only a recent journey of theirs, and must have something to do with the ways of man, for man is the only creature that changes his ways: perhaps they like him as a neighbour and followed his European civilization to the other side of Africa, or perhaps aeroplanes showed them that there was something beyond the equator which they had not suspected before.

While we were staying with the van Amstells in Durban I had been asked to read some of my poems at the Durban Broadcasting station, poems that I had written during the first part of our year and a half of wandering and which were published in 1943 under the name of Wandering Songs. I read some of them and they were recorded; and I met there Captain Treacey, who presided over the department of Broadcasting House in which I was making that record. At the time at which I write these lines the world may not yet have heard of him, but he has a very interesting treasure to show the world, for he has collected the songs of a great many tribes. Such things are a sort of spiritual gold, lying neglected by us in Africa, like ponderable nuggets, but fortunately able to be brought to Europe without depriving Africa of them. There some of them may one day be minted to other shapes by some musician, but they are valuable even as they are; indeed these simple songs, when not spoiled and depraved by cities, are the very voice of Africa, or one of the voices, for the roar of the lion is another, and then there are the voices of some unforgettable birds. On that day we had tea with Mr. McKeurtan in a lovely house with a garden behind it, in which African flowers grew profusely in their own native air. One day on the lawn of the Rob Roy Hotel, looking over the Thousand Hills, we saw Mr and Mrs. Hole at tea, who had entertained us kindly when he was British Consul in Salonika, and whom we had last seen in Athens. Sea-power can do this sort of thing, and a lot more besides. We were very glad to see them again.

Once we changed our climate for a day, when a fellow-visitor at the hotel, Mr. Ross, most kindly lent us his car, and we went down from the hills along the Umgeni River till we came to a tropical forest with trees on which grew huge flowers. Miss Marda Vanne and Miss Gwen Ffrangcon Davis were at that time playing in Durban, and we were able to get them to come and have tea with us. Though Miss Marda Vanne had acted before 1921, and though I had had short plays running in London before that, I think that she and I made our principal début on the same date, which was the night of the first performance of IF, and it was very pleasant to meet her again, and to be introduced to Miss Ffrangcon Davis. And then I had the good fortune to meet Mr. W. P. Bawden, who has a house on one of the flowery hills of Durban and a farm near Bergville, under the Drakensberg. When I look back in memory to Africa I have a wider vision of it than I should have had but for his kindness. He had heard that I was fond of shooting, and he took us in his car to Bergville so that I might shoot on his farm. On the way we came to the Howick Falls, which are among the worlds great waterfalls. There the Umgeni River falls over smooth rock for 365 feet. It is not easy to speak of a waterfall, for it is one of the great forces of the world, and one gazes at it in silence. There are, as all races have recognized, great and solemn powers sharing the world with Man, but seeming to take little heed of him: mountains, waterfalls, storms and the sea are some of these, but there is an awe about them beyond our understanding. Sometimes a poet, feeling some distant kinship with them, seems partly to understand them, and looking at that stupendous fall I thought of Tennyson, who seems to have described such things better than anyone else, where he says:



some like a downward smoke, 

Slow-dropping veils of thinnest lawn did go, 

And some thro wavering lights and shadows broke 

Rolling a slumbrous sheet of foam below.

They saw the gleaming river seaward flow 

From the inner land.



And also where he says:

the slender stream 

Along the cliff to fall and pause and fall did seem.



I cannot improve on Tennyson in telling of that fall: I can only say that it came down all white from the silver edge of the water above, and fell over a smooth ochre-coloured cliff into a pool of olive-green, and that a rainbow hung over it more than half way down, which moved lower still until noon and then moved upwards. Undisturbed by man it fell, and only birds visited it wherever some crack in the smooth cliff gave them room to alight. Then it moved on down the valley under crags as old as itself, and as unconcerned with Man.

From these great things that had been there before any trace of our story, we went to fields where Mans history had been abundantly written, fields as bare of any sign of a story as blank sheets of paper, places that you would have said were obscure, and far from the track of nations, were it not for their names, which are known to so many, though so few have seen their features. Into that historic land we entered about Estcourt, and beyond the little town on an empty road with bare veldt on each side of it we passed the site of Sir Redvers Bullers camp. What strange cities camps are! They spring up in places almost unknown to life and death: for a while those places hum with the greatest activity of which a people is capable, and then the city of canvas disappears, leaving even less trace than those that were built of marble. And yet it is not by the chance travellers eye that these white cities should be sought: they were too intense in their time ever to fade from memory, and it is in memory that they abide in the fortunes of nations, which trace their origins from those canvas doors.

We saw the distant frown of Spion Kop on our right and came to Bergville, where we stopped the night in a comfortable little hotel. Next day we went to Mr. Bawdens farm, Tregenna, where the manager and six neighbouring guns and I set out to look for guinea-fowl. Zulus beat for us and the guinea-fowl flew as strong and high as pheasants. We had lunch on the lawn in front of the farm-house by flower-beds full of tall flowers, and by the time that the Drakensberg turned gold in the evening we had shot ninety guinea-fowl. A brother of an old Inniskilling, Captain Scott, lived near and we went to drink tea with him and Mrs. Scott one morning. There are not many times of the day when one does not drink tea in South Africa. I remember their telling me how one morning they saw a night-viper lying outside their front door in an angle of two of the steps. Nobody can help noticing that wherever bright sunshine brings up abundant life, death is never far away. The Scotts daughter took us a drive to show us the Drakensberg, and we saw those gray mountains that had looked on so many battles, now watching over maize. But their greatest glory, which has been named the Cathedral, hid all its spires that day. Then Mr. Bawden drove us to Ladysmith. It was strange to approach that famous town through such silence and emptiness, as though Clio, who has so much to say, had strayed over the veld unseen, and there fallen asleep.

Ladysmith is perhaps one of the last towns whose houses can boast of having endured a siege. A siege in those days added interest and fame to a town, and when it was over the batteries were withdrawn and gardens returned to the hills on which they had stood, and a few particularly favoured houses would have a shell-hole to show. But there are no more houses to tell such stories, for as Mans ally the machine grows stronger and stronger he can only stand aside and watch such destruction as his forbears rarely imagined. Man had neither the power nor the desire to do what these machines do. But the world is too familiar with destruction to need my comment upon it: meanwhile Ladysmith smiles in the sunlight and remembers its siege as its most glorious incident.



We stayed in Ladysmith for the night and next day went on to Colenso, where Mr. Bawden had to attend a meeting of something of the nature of one of our County Councils. That journey took us right through the strip of land that once lay still and mysterious between two armies. Now it was empty and still again, but with all its mystery gone. And so we came to Colenso, the village that was named after an English bishop, whose name flared suddenly before the worlds eyes, and is remembered yet by the world, though not for anything that the bishop taught. There are a few memorials on the battlefield at the edge of the town, and a small graveyard among trees and bushes that looked like a rather neglected orchard; but no one without the eye of a geologist would see that there had been a battle there: anyone accustomed to looking at the ground for relics of past ages might see there, grey and completely flattened, a brass case that had fired a shell, but otherwise one is impressed by the very opposite of what Mrs. Alexander wrote:



For beast and bird have seen and heard 

That which man knoweth not.



For birds and lizards there seem completely at peace, and it is only man whose memory seems worried with something about the Tugela which means nothing at all to them.


CHAPTER XXXIII

THE THOUSAND HILLS

WE went now to another hotel, further inland and on higher ground. This was the hotel at Hilton Road, and there Mr. Bawden left us. We had heard about this time, that we should not be able to go to Turkey, and so we asked for a passage home in whatever ship might be found for us. This takes some while in times like these, and we were glad of the delay which enabled us to see more of South Africa, and are glad now when we look back on it. Hilton Road is an excellent hotel, and though the view does not stare you in the face as at the Rob Roy hotel, where one of the finest views in the world is right in front of the windows; still, it is there if you go to look for it. Looking to ones left, with ones back to the hall-door, stands the Drakensberg, with its comrade peaks in all their magnificence; straight in front is a wood and a sandy road running past it and rising slightly, and over the rise of the road is another line of mountains, pale blue in the distance, away to the north. To the east the view is hidden by trees and gardens, but gardens in Natal are a blaze of azaleas, and the weeping willow grows in Natal with a graceful splendour that surprises us who think we are quite familiar with them. But if one walked a little way south at night, one got a view past these gardens over Maritzburg and had the sight, so rare now in Europe, of the lights of a city. There Maritzburg shone with all its streets in what but a few days ago, as Africa counts time, was bare veld, in which animals were still unsubdued, and where Zulus dreamed of no conquest from unknown lands. Sometimes mountain mists came all round us, for we were four thousand feet up, and we could see very little at all. Then the mists would clear, and there would be the mountains again, never quite the same, for mountains never are. Almost ever since we left Egypt on our way to Greece we had been in sight of mountains, and even in Egypt we had lived beside some fine artificial ones, and I think that to look at mountains for a year is an education. What good mountains do us I cannot say, but that you can never say of an education. Of training you can estimate the use exactly, but education goes beyond our sight. I feel that to be amongst mountains is to be taken for a while amongst a very august company, that have an ancient wisdom among them which we cannot understand, but we are better for having looked upon the mere faces of those that possess it. A poet must sometimes speak of eternal things: if he has been among mountains at least he has seen them.

Sometimes we went to see the Howick falls again, and an even grander sight, the Karkloof falls. The Karkloof falls we saw from a steep grass slope near the top of them, going down to a pool beside a cave from which butterflies seemed to flit out to sail over the water, but they were in reality large birds. No mere measurements can give any idea of these falls, for there is an awe about that roaring water that foamed there for so long before any sound of man ever mingled with the old voices. I expressed something of what I feel of these things in a poem that I wrote at Hilton Road and which I called Great Company. It went like this:



Five great things have I known, 

And thankful am therefor, 

The Sphinx, the Parthenon, 

The Pyramids and war, 

And mountains, grave and gray, 

Close gathered peak by peak, 

As though together they 

Had met to hear Fate speak.



And I now, more alive, 

Less dimly understand, 

Since in one year these five 

All took me by the hand.



And sometimes we went down to Maritzburg, by the road after which that district is named and which makes over a hundred great curves in and out of the hills in the few miles of that journey. It is a tarmac road, looking strange in Africa, where all the roads that cross it are covered with tracks of bare feet. What I remember clearest about Maritzburg is what is least urban about it, which may be a strange way by which to remember a city, but any natural or eternal thing that I ever meet in a town always cheers me, making me suddenly feel that after all I am not an exile from earth, as the artificialities of a town force one almost to suppose. I remember some gardens in Maritzburg with a pond at the end of them under a little grove of trees, and the egrets coming in to the trees at evening. They come as thick as starlings come to the National Gallery and other buildings in London, and whiten all the trees with their friendly visit.

Sometimes I was asked to speak or lecture in Maritzburg, and I gladly did so, though there is a difficulty about speaking in these days; yet it is easily overcome, and indeed should be. The difficulty is that one cannot look at the splendour and ruin about us without feeling that we must preserve something of the splendour, and try to avert more ruin from the next generation. Feeling thus, one cannot help being convinced that the oak-tree falls not only because the north wind blew, but because there was something rotten in the oak. Even more important than disarming the Nazis, I feel it to be to make sure that we ourselves are sound. When the Nazis are disarmed there will be plenty to take their place, nor will they remain disarmed very long. If we are sound, it does not matter who attacks us, nor will it much matter who attacks us if we are rotten, for anybody would be able to push us over then. Therefore, while those whose business it is make plans for checking any further rages of Hitler, I feel that it is the clear duty of the rest of us to point out any specks of decay in our own system, in order that they may be remedied by ourselves, and not by that grim visitor that comes in turn to all peoples who lose their strength, one night under his own red star. I think that nothing wrong in our system is too small to be pointed out, as no speck of decay is too small to be dangerous. I will not give tedious examples, but only one; and, if it be too small, my reader can find many larger ones: I have heard it said that there are men whose trade it is to carve sham seeds out of wood to put in sham raspberry jam; and, whenever I have heard this story told, someone has laughed. Let us lift the level of our civilization only so far that no one will think that funny any more. That is all.

But it is difficult to speak of such things as these, for nothing is harming our civilization that does not bring to somebody what he thinks to be good, and that man will not only be very angry at any interference with his raspberry pips, but he will have some organization to protect them, which he will share with men who are doing similar work. And yet how much preferable it is that we should remove our own evils, whatever they be, and of our own volition, instead of waiting for Mars to overturn them, as sooner or later he does, and all our cities with them.

On another day I went to Durban as the guest of the Rotary Club, under the chairmanship of Mr. P. C. Bishop. Realizing that no one would be there without being something of a traveller, or his father before him, I spoke to them on the subject of A Years Wanderings, for it was by then the 26th of August, 1941, and we had left Ireland on August 13th, 1940. I illustrated my talk a good deal with poems that those wanderings had inspired. They gave me a most kind welcome, but that is the way of the people of Durban with strangers.

Webb, on his way to find a new ship, arrived in Durban, as did so much of the world in those days, and I heard of him through Sir Rex and Lady Hoare, whom I met at tea with the Head Master and his wife at Hilton College on their way from Rumania, and Webb and I tried to meet but did not succeed. There are some fine schools in that splendid air, where the cricket season lasts for twelve months: Michaelhouse was another of these colleges, and the Head Master and his wife entertained us there very hospitably. The Maritzburg Rotary Club entertained me too, and many other places; and then the wattle bloomed abundantly:



Round and round the spicy downs the yellow lotus-dust is blown.



And this gave my wife very bad asthma, which she had already had on board the Warzawa and in the Red Sea, though without complaining about it. Now it became too bad to stay where the dust of the wattle could aggravate it, especially at that height, so we left that pleasant hotel and the sight of the Drakensberg and returned to the Thousand Hills. It was delightful to see that mighty view again, and once more we were very kindly looked after at the Rob Roy Hotel. For some days my wife got no better, and the doctor who attended her mournfully advised her that a row in a life-boat would be very bad for her health. So we did nothing to hurry those who were arranging our passage. And now amongst the events and places of which I have been telling I have forgotten to record a thing that occurred nine days before we left the hotel at Hilton Road, a thing important in the life of a writer; for an idea came to me on October 9th, and though a writer, like all workmen, needs material, that can be easily come by, whereas an idea will come when it will. And this idea was that, having crossed much of the country of Childe Harold, I had perhaps the material of a narrative poem, such as I had never yet attempted; nor had I ever used Spensers metre, which Byron used for Childe Harold. So I deliberately chose that metre and set to work. I had been so little influenced by Byron that I knew there was no danger of plagiarism, and that I could use his metre without any risk of mimicking him. Mimicry of any great poet, or of the ways and externals of any great man, are the surest signs that a man has nothing to say himself. Greece and the way there had altered a lot since Byrons time, but still I had good material. As I read a bit of Childe Harold to get the metre right, I was struck by a strange line in which Byron speaks of his intention to cross the brine 

And traverse Paynim shores, and pass Earths central line.

By what route had he intended to get to Greece? I have never heard this explained, or even commented on. I had passed Earths central line in the Arundel Castle and in a Sunderland; but how had he intended to do it?

On November 14th I started the 4th canto with the words 

Back to the Valley of A Thousand Hills, and was then writing of what I actually saw before me. From now on my progress was slower, as though visible scenes were a grosser, less pliable material than memories. It was a curious change for a poem, which, although a consecutive narrative, was made first from remembered scenes and afterwards from a description of local scenery. Yet so lovely were the mountains of Africa, and so thrilling were those days, especially at sea, that the level of the poem did not drop when it ceased to tell of the brightest events that flashed in my memory. Indeed, it rose, because in the early part of it which told of the Battle of Britain I was writing in a metre with which I was quite unfamiliar, though I think that in those circumstances it was the obvious one to have chosen.

Sometimes thunderstorms, such as I had never seen before, raged over the Thousand Hills, and clouds on those occasions came tearing over the grass, and the sunlight would flash through chinks in them, so that we sometimes caught glimpses of golden patches in the valley far below us. Silver flashes of lightning of enormous length came down on to the hills from the top of the sky, and then the hail would get loose and hailstones big as large marbles came crashing down and bouncing above the lawns. After one of these thunderstorms the flying ants arrived, coming out of the white clouds all round us and streamed through all the passages of the hotel, on the floors of which they dropped their wings in a few hours and crawled like ordinary ants, for they fly only for a single day.

When any engagement took me to Durban and I had to stay for the night, Mr and Mrs. Bawden very kindly put me up in their house, whose garden looked out over the other gardens of the hills that lie landward of Durban. There was a very small pond in that lovely garden, but it was enough for an orchestra of frogs, whose melody haunted the night. Mr. Bawden had two delightful bulldogs, and I do not know many kinds of dogs that are more friendly to the human species than the bulldog is.

My wifes asthma got better, and soon we had some rumour of our passages having been booked in an anonymous ship. More than rumours of such proceedings one does not get in such times. Regretfully we left that wonderful valley and that great parliament of mountains which sat so gravely watching it. Vividly I remember still the enormous boulders of that valley, not rounded as other boulders are by streams, but rough-hewn by hail-stones and then smoothed by the rain; and the iguana shelters under them, and the chameleon runs over them, subduing his brilliant colours as he goes, to the tint of the lichen around him. And the tree-frog chirrups there from eucalyptus and wattle, and huge flowers flash there, and on one side of the narrow hill goes the great cemented road to Durban, and close on the other side goes a sandy road covered by tracks of the bare feet of Zulus.


CHAPTER XXXIV

BATTLES LONG AGO

WE were told that it would make no difference to those who were arranging our journey whether we went to Capetown from Durban by sea or whether we went by land; and so, as the way by land went past four old battlefields that I had known, I decided to go that way and see them again. One of the many friends that we had made at Hilton Road, Mrs. McKeurtan, came from Durban to say good-bye, and we drove to Maritzburg and went from there by train. Night fell as we started, and in that hilly country we saw the streets of Maritzburg shining again and again, as our train twisted out of the winding valleys. And then we went by night over the veld, and in the morning we saw it wild and old, and patches of it recently tamed by man. And so we came to Johannesburg, a city that has made many cities rich and will perhaps some day roof her own houses with semi-precious stones, though for many of them corrugated iron serves as yet. Yet Johannesburg has her treasures. Take a dream and refine it with hard work, and you have wealth that the uncut diamond cannot equal; and this is no discovery or theory of mine, but is pretty well accepted by mankind, who will pay for a picture by Rembrandt about half a ton of gold. And so we went to the Art Gallery in its tree-shaded garden, but it was shut that day; and yet, as we were travellers unlikely to see it again, the Director with true South African hospitality allowed us to come in and showed us round, and so a very grateful memory is brightened by the smiles of two figures by Rodin and by many Dutch and English pictures.

At the hotel the telephone rang, and a voice came to me over it that I had not heard for forty years, the voice of a young South African friend whom I remembered well. It seemed strange, when he came to the hotel, to see that his hair was pure white, and I looked equally strange to him, but we were soon back among old memories and we had a long talk.

One curious thing I remember about Johannesburg, which Mr. Hendriks, the Director of the Art Gallery, told me, and that is that in London, which Dumas and other foreign writers have so graphically described as a city of almost perpetual night, there is so much more light than what blazes down from the blue African sky, that Art galleries need more glass in Africa than what the National Gallery uses in London. The reason of this is that in London the clouds diffuse the light, whereas in Africa it only comes from a single point, the sun.

After two nights in Johannesburg we continued our journey by train, and came to Kimberley about the time that mirages disappear, as though the veld put away its dreams before those of man begin. And yet there have been some large day-dreams in Africa, and the diamond-mine of Kimberley must have seemed like one of them coming true. About the time that Rider Haggard was writing his King Solomons Mines Kimberley must have been beginning to give up that great store which outshines anything Rider Haggard imagined. Kimberley does not look like the richest city in the world; it looks more like a little country town, such as Warminster or Tonbridge, strangely transmuted by the glow of African skies and beautified by its fruit-trees, all the lovelier for being set in the vast bareness of the surrounding veld. Yet even the rubbish-heaps are valuable there, and many a man has bought an old cottage or a bit of land large enough on which to build a shack, and has made a few hundred pounds by sifting the old debris thrown out by miners who did not grind as carefully as they grind today. We were shown a few handfuls of diamonds by Mr. Fisher, an official of the Consolidated Diamond Company, diamonds of as many different colours as there are in a drop of water when the sun shines on it. And we were shown the enormous crater, the biggest thing of that kind that man has done, and undoubtedly one of the things that, with tunnels and pyramids, and long thin lines of rust marking old railways, will provide clear evidence to the geologists of whatever race may succeed us that we have been here in our day. As though the world had grown weary of wealth, or the Consolidated Company weary of digging up diamonds, the excavation has ceased, and at 1200 feet down dark-green water lies now undisturbed in the pit. A few pepper-trees stand round the slanting rim, a pigeon or two sails over the green water, and all is as still as the Bank of England would be, if it were deserted by all but mice.

I went to the market-place to hire a taxi to take me to the old battlefields, fought in the effort to reach Kimberley, and there I found an old taxi-driver and asked him if he knew the way to Belmont. He said he did and would guide me over the battlefield. I saw that he knew it well and asked him to what regiment he had belonged, and he told me he was a Boer. (Sirens 2nd Book)

Then you are a damned bad shot, I said.

I am a very good shot, he said to me.

You are a bad shot, I said, or I wouldnt be here. But let that pass, and well go and see the old battlefields.

So away we went.

The battlefields had changed wonderfully little; and, as the date was within one day of the battle of Modder River forty-two years ago, there was no perceptible change at all. Red earth, sere grass, a few bushes, flat kopjes and mirages lay in the heat as they had done for thousands of summers. Meer-cats held Maghersfontein now. As we went from there to Modder River by the road, the only thing besides stone memorials that was new, I recognized our old outpost-line and pointed it out to the veteran Boer.

Yes, thats where it was, he said.

Modder River was just as unchanged, except that its bridge had been mended. As I went to look at the ground on which we used to sleep, a man who looked like an old resident passed us. Had he known the place as long as I had, I wondered? I greeted him. But after all I was a stranger, and he did not seem to want to get into conversation. So I took a look at the old ground by myself, and found it still strewn with bully-beef tins, that had survived so many years, though they were all perfectly flat. Bits of shell still lay about too, though they were used sparingly forty-two years ago, compared with our noisier days. We had a good lunch together in a hotel by the railway station, and I remembered a story, told one day forty-two years before, of an astonishing lizard that was seen in the river, so large that it was not quite expected that the story could be believed. I had believed it myself, though I had not seen the lizard, and I had always remembered the description of the great beast. Now I saw that the story was certainly true, for there the lizard was, stuffed, on the wall of the room in which we were having our lunch.

I took a look at the valley of the river, and then we went on to Graspan, and from there to Belmont, which for both my taxi-driver and myself had been our first experience of war. War has come a long way since then, far from many childish scruples, as the instincts of that taxi-driver and me must appear to any of those that follow the cause of Hitler. Battlefields; one had to travel far to see them once, or one read about them in histories, and fragments of shells brought from them were treasured things; one can see them anywhere now, and pick up shells in ones garden, and a file of The Times tells of more of them than a whole volume of history.


CHAPTER XXXV

ORION GETS ON TO HIS FEET

IN a day or two we left the hospitality of Kimberley; we left by the night train, stepping from the great heat of summer just outside the edge of Capricorn into the astonishing luxury of an atmosphere artificially adapted to the convenience of inhabitants of the temperate zone. In the morning we saw the last of the Karoo, that strange wide desert dotted with little bushes, and came to the Hex River Mountains, whose old storms, that had slipped long since from their shoulders, lay like a green and golden cloak now fallen about their feet, shining with heaths and, in places, green patches of grass, and vines and fields of maize. And houses appeared, with all their gardens in bloom; and always behind the houses and gardens and vines, rose like the backcloth of a theatre cutting off the stage and its illusions from the rest of the world, the Hex River Mountains. About their feet, that touched the plain like the toes of great elephants, masses of flowers luxuriated, but did not seem to dare to stray far from their mighty protectors. I heard many complaints later from people in Cape Province that tradesmen taking advantage of the war had forced up the price of peaches to a penny; but we gave this price quite recklessly at wayside stations for ripe peaches.

That afternoon we arrived at Capetown. Most people have seen a vinery, so I need not describe one, and we went by train through vines to Somerset West. And there we went to an hotel, to wait until our ship should be ready. The hotel was a house built in the Dutch Colonial style, with a red-tiled walk in front of it, going through lawns into a garden, and at the end of the garden, a few miles away, but seeming to be sitting almost among the flowers, rose the Hottentots Holland Mountains. We waited there longer than we had expected to, more than a month and a half, but I never tired of looking at those mountains; nor was it possible to tire of them, for they changed so much that if I were to write some description of them as they appeared every day for all the time we were there, it might look like visits to as many different scenes. And had it been possible to tire of them, we had only to go a little way from the left of the garden and through a wood, to see quite a different range of mountains, the Helderbergs, which ran roughly at right angles to the Hottentots Hollands and had long slopes of green before the grave gray rocks appeared. In the pinewoods at the feet of these mountains one sometimes came on little clusters of houses, too small to call villages, in which there lived dark-skinned people of many blended races. Their graveyard lay in the wood, with the trees gathered close around it, a strange wild thing, with names scratched roughly on stones, and tended by people who had planted geraniums there and had decked the graves with quantities of sea-shells. And vineyards flashed outside the edge of the wood and sunned themselves on the slopes of the Helderbergs. Lower down, in a sort of angle between the two mountain-ranges, were orchards of oranges and lemons, and the Lourens River ran past them singing over its boulders, and the sound of it drifted across the lawns and gardens of Lourensford. The sky and the garden framed those mountains in azure, the garden with long masses of agapanthus and blue hydrangeas, and sitting on the stoep they hung before one like a picture between flowers and sky. Sometimes little clouds went along their slopes, sometimes huge and stormy ones, or at evening a white flock of egrets would shine against their gray rocks. Behind us the Evening Star would appear in the west, an hour and a quarter before sunset, and sunset would touch the peaks of the mountain with an amazing glory. Two fountains shone on the lawn, and a huge magnolia tree, and Peace in exile seemed to have come there to rest. Across the Lourens River was a wood, and in it was what you would scarcely expect to find in an African wood, a magnificent library containing books of all ages, right down to the time of Meredith, Kipling and Hardy. I came on it when I went to visit Mrs. Barlow, whose house stands a little apart from the library by four enormous camphor trees, each of them bigger than any other tree that I can ever remember. I was very kindly allowed to spend some time in that library and it was a delightful experience, and there may be some way of estimating a library and passing that estimation on to others, but I do not know it, and when I contemplate such an attempt I feel like a gourmet who has been offered for his supper a herd of wild cattle. Yet I shall always remember coming at the edge of that wild wood upon this product of civilization, which seemed to contrast so perfectly with the charm of African Solitudes. To have sat in the garden of Lourensford House and looked at those mountains might have been enough for anyone that was ever stirred by superb scenery to look at for a month, but several very kind fellow-guests who were there when we first arrived took us for drives to different parts of the neighbourhood. Colonel and Mrs. Boyes, taking a holiday from West Africa, drove us one day to the little town of Strand, whose streets open on the white sand and the sea, sand made by the pulverization of white granite by the rain and the tides of the ages, whiter than can be imagined, 

White as sand of Muysenberg spun before the gale, as Kipling says of the opposite side of the bay. When a wind is blowing inshore the sand is blown against the cemented edge of the road, and upwards like a wave, and then streams across it like spray and falls in gleaming drifts. We sat some while there eating fruit and looking at that lovely bay. And on another day Mrs. Hudson and her cousin Miss Cloete drove us to the mouth of a small wild stream where it met the tide at Steenbras bridge, and on our left there were flowers all the way and on our right the sea. I once wrote a story called Poltamees, Beholder of Ocean, about a fantastic mountain with a steep slope to the sea; and I did not know, when I wrote it, whence came the vision of that mountain and believed it to be pure imagination, flowering without roots in the earth, but I think it came probably from the slopes of one of those mountains that look to the Indian Ocean, seen forty-one years before. The slope shone with flowers, many of them everlastings, not dull as we sometimes see them on mantelpieces in the North, but flashing in that bright sunlight. The flowers there had to be protected by a very stringent law, because people had been coming from Europe to dig them up for commercial purposes, but my wife had been kindly given a permit by the Administrator of Cape Province to pick some of them, which enabled her to continue a collection of flowers in water-colour which she had begun in Natal. The glory of the flowers of Natal is hard to surpass, but I think it is surpassed where the slopes of Table Mountain and of its kindred peaks, the Twelve Apostles, seem to have been laid out like an everlasting garden.

The Crown Princess of Greece, with her children, and Princess Catherine of Greece were also staying at the Lourensford hotel. Their escape from Greece was one of those adventures which, if it is ever written, will give to the people of some peaceful age, that is surely due, strange glimpses of the turmoil of our times.

One saw some twilight at Lourensford, a rare thing in Africa, and then the southern stars appeared. Sometimes, sitting in the stoep at night, we saw the sudden blaze of the most brilliant silver flashing from one of the crags of the Hottentots Hollands, a sight such as I had never seen before. I do not know why I had never seen it before, for we saw in a few seconds that it was only the moonrise, but perhaps I had never looked east before through intensely clear air at a perfectly bare crag at the time of the full moon. I have mentioned this moonrise already in the poem that I called A Journey, but the sudden flood of silver was so beautiful and surprising that I tell of it again here. Before enough of the moon had come over the crag to show clearly what it was, that silver brilliance was like some phenomenon with which one was quite unfamiliar, some unknown splendour exhibited by the mountain. Jupiter also rose like that, a sudden silver flash on one of the rocks, and then, much quicker than one expected, soared clear of the mountain. Summer burned up the oleanders that flowered all along the Lourens River, the jacarandas shed their blossom till the ground below them looked like pieces of fallen sky, and the last of the magnolias turned brown; the martins left their nest in the roof of the stoep, and for that matter many of the friends we had made in Lourensford House left too, for its business as an hotel was running fast to its end, and I hear that the lovely house is now a private residence once more. And on January 23rd we went to Capetown, in obedience to such hints as one gets in days like these of the mystery of the sailing of a ship. We had had an invitation from Professor Roworth to a party at the Art Gallery, over which he presides, and had been unable to go. We knew some of his pictures of red and golden crags gleaming in African sunsets, and when we got to Capetown we called on him, and he and Mrs. Roworth and their daughter kindly gave us tea and he showed us round the gallery. In his house I met a book of mine published long ago by the Golden Cockerel Press, and he asked me to sign my name in it. Struck by having overtaken in this long strange journey the book that had so long a start, I inscribed it thus:



Wandering on a journey 

Strange and long and slow 

I met these words of mine again 

That left me long ago.



I saw not only several of Professor Roworths own pictures, but also some of his daughters, and whatever magic there is in art, and what warmth there is in hospitality, brightened our day in Capetown.

We stopped one night at an hotel and went for a walk that evening where the streets run close under that tremendous mountain which watches Capetown, tremendous because this mighty thing is there so near to men, so close to their very streets, that it is as though they had an immortal among their citizens.

Next day we went on board. Those who are not writers may well have all the feelings of a poet and may express them in many ways, but it may be that no one who does not write can quite feel the anxiety with which a writer regards his manuscript and the fatal thing that its loss must appear to him. We were embarking on dangerous seas, and, stimulated by these times, I had written a great many poems, and was in the middle of the principal poem of my life; I therefore took careful precautions that I did not have my only copies in the ship with us. To send copies on ahead was no certain safeguard, for they had to cross the same seas; I therefore asked my friend Mr. Bawden to keep copies, of all I had written in Africa, on good dry land, which he very kindly undertook to do for me, and he has them still. As for what I wrote in the ship, I took carbon copies of it and posted these whenever we touched land, making sure that they would not be put on board the same ship.

We sailed at evening in the Umtali, commanded by Captain OHea, who was afterwards vice-commodore of our convoy. Then came six weeks of idleness, except that I had a long poem to write, but the world does not draw a very careful distinction between poetry and idleness, and I played some simultaneous chess with those who cared for chess amongst the very few passengers. Brigadier Sir Christopher Lewis was one of the players, and I think his son aged fifteen was even a better player. I was asked to read some poetry one day to our small company of fellow-travellers and I read, as far as it had gone, the poem called A Journey, which I was then writing. It was Sir Christopher who, knowing more about the solar system than I did, corrected two of my mistakes in that poem; for I had originally written that the rainbow of the Howick falls moved lower down the water after midday, and he had told me that this was impossible, and I had put it right. I may mention that there are two kinds of inaccuracy that a poet may make, and one is forgivable; the unforgivable kind is when he describes inaccurately something that he has seen, as for instance if he describes the horns of the new moon pointing to the left in South Africa or to the right in England. I had seen the rainbow a little before noon and had gone away to drink tea, as one does in South Africa, and saw it still lower when I returned, but had not realized that it had gone down the waterfall until noon and was now on its way back. I forget what time Africa kept, but we in the British Isles often talk of 12 noon, whereas noon is while our watches say 2. The other mistake that he pointed out to me I never corrected, and that was where, mistrusting my own observation, I believed that the sun changed its direction when we passed under it where it was then vertical, whereas this occurred at the equator. But the rhymes seemed somehow to have frozen round my mistake and were not easily changed, so I left it. It was the worse mistake of the two, because I had deserted the actual observation which should be the only guide of the followers of any one of the arts. On that journey I heard a memorable remark, which is worth recording for those that do not know the remote lands of tropical Africa. I was talking to a lady from one of these about England during the Blitz; and one can tell such stories to ladies coming from Africa, though to tell them in England would be merely tedious, for they are so commonplace there; I was saying that at the time that the invasion was expected within the week the Home Guard was poorly armed, and that some only had shot-guns, but I added that shot-guns could be extremely useful.

Yes, said the lady from East Africa rather doubtfully. You could shoot at a mans legs.

No, at the face, I said.

O, she replied, I would never shoot at a mans face.

What an awful shock, I thought, is coming to this lady! She will think when she reaches England, where no one feels any longer that scruple she treasured in Africa, that she has landed amongst savages.

My principal friends in that ship were a gentleman named Michael and a young lady called Muffet. Michael was going to live in England, on the left-hand side: he gave me no other address. The young lady was very fond of swinging and considered me fairly proficient in working a swing, which she used to get me to do whenever she could get the swing away from Michael. One day she asked me to swing her as high as the derrick from which the swing was suspended, and I swung until the swing was going well and went away to get a little rest. Presently I heard a thud behind me and saw to my horror that the child had fallen out of the swing. Luckily she was not hurt, having carelessly let go her hold just when the swing was close to the deck. After a few ceremonial tears she forgot the incident, but I remember it still. Why ever did you let go? I asked her.

You swung me too high, she said.

But you asked me to swing you as high as the derrick, I told her.

She looked at me with her lovely blue eyes and said, I said Dont swing me as high as the derrick.

Do angels, I wondered, sometimes tell lies in Heaven?

Soon she asked me to swing her again. So this time I swung her nowhere near the derrick. She saw with silent disgust her own words turning against her, and did not forgive me for a fortnight. At the end of the fortnight I saw a boy teasing her a good deal, probably in reprisal for something, so I told two nimble friends of mine who were a bit older than he to hunt him. This they did and brought back the boy, a captive, before Muffet and me. Shall we kill him? they asked. I did not answer too hastily, for fear of further offending Muffet, but after a little thought I told them to spare his life, though warning the boy that such clemency must not be expected often. Muffet thought about this silently for an hour or so, and after that she forgave me for not swinging her as high as she wanted, and we were as good friends as ever. But the serious business of the two swings was carried on by the two larger boys, who had hunted Muffets enemy for me, and this was for each to sit in a swing and swing past the other, aiming with a stick and making quite good imitations of the noise of a machine-gun firing.

We had the usual boat-drills, and there was practice with a very big gun that we carried, and we had some false alarms, of which we were always given notice beforehand. But one day the klaxon went off outside our cabins, when we had been given no notice. On the way to our appointed places I met the purser.

This is a real one, isnt it? I said.

Yes, he said. This is a real one.

The sudden impression came to me then that perhaps when he was young he had wanted to be a pirate, and became a purser instead; but that now, as we prepared for a somewhat wilder life, the duties that would fall upon him were more to his taste than the ordinary duties of a purser. I had that impression even before he spoke, and the heartiness of his words confirmed it. Of course I may have made a mistake, and whatever duties he may have been anticipating never devolved on him, for very soon one of the stewards remarked All Clear, and we took off lifebelts and emptied out our pockets. Let me, by the way, recommend to all travellers, even in the tropics, a thing that can be very useful, though it is usually looked on as one of the frivolities of a stay-at-home life, and that is a hot-water-bottle; and in these days, at sea, I should say that anybody collecting a few things for an expected row in a life-boat would, if they had a purse full of gold and a hot-water-bottle full of water, do well to prefer the water. Nobody who has ever been thirsty would bother about the taste of the rubber.

The weeks went by over our idle lives that were amused by more trivialities and brightened by the beauty of the sea; sometimes we saw porpoises, often flocks of flying fishes, and once or twice a turtle, and the visits of all of these were events to us. Gradually the southern stars began to sink behind us, gradually Orion recovered himself from his somersault, and a star appeared where the Bear lay under the rim of the sea.


CHAPTER XXXVI

THE CLIFFS OF WHARE

RED African hills came into sight, and we had land to look at. Africa is as red as the planet Mars. In a journey across England and Wales you can cross all the strata in the world, but it is easy to travel a thousand miles in Africa without ever getting away from the red earth. I got ashore and went to the fruit-market, and bought as big a bunch of bananas as I was able to carry and a good number of oranges. And there we joined our convoy, with its protecting destroyers and corvettes, and our small party went on northward, and our little amusements continued. One day we decided on having a book-dinner; that is to say everybody appearing at dinner dressed up as the title of some book, with our lifebelts over the backs of our chairs as usual. One rule we had which I recommend for such occasions, and that was that no writing was allowed; for if you can write anything on a label and hang it round your neck, not much need is left for any ingenuity. However, the captain asked us to postpone our book-dinner; some said on account of bad weather ahead, or was it because he did not want a life-boat putting into a strange port with people in it dressed as devils and cardinals, and horsemen of the Apocalypse?

The Great Bears back lifted still higher over the horizon, as he pointed with his hind leg to the North Star, which we could not yet see. The seas became less luminous by night and more lovely by day. The waves grew bigger, and, if not brighter, seemed to have more colours in them than had the eternal sapphire of the tropics. Sometimes as a wave came towards us we saw a most brilliant green light break out in its crest before it fell, as though it carried some enormous bright pale emerald that it had just dragged up from the treasuries of the sea. These waves one by one entirely hid neighbouring ships, or sometimes a wave broke over one of them, entirely covering its decks with a bright cascade of white water. And then one week we saw what something about it made us take for an English seagull, and one bright morning we felt that we had returned to our own climate. About the time that we were somewhere off the coast of France, though a very long way out, we heard the deplorable news that the Gneisenau and the Scharnhorst had escaped from Brest: of course it suited our own selfish interests that these two deadly monsters should have left our neighbourhood that day, but the news was deplorable, for all that, and against the interests of every civilized man. And then the weather played for us as the cards of a card-sharper play for him; that is to say we got each day exactly the weather we wanted, haze when we wanted it and storm when we needed it most. One day the Chief Steward came into the saloon and advised us to lie down if we should hear any unusual noises. An attack, he said, was to be apprehended from the air. But visibility that day was only a mile or so, and whoever was out looking for us had all his trouble for nothing. About that time a corvette turned round and came past us, and we heard the roar of its gramophone, all out, playing a dance-tune. I dont think that we needed the assurance that the sole care of those on board the corvette was at that time dancing; though, as it actually turned out, they had nothing more serious to do. And that night a storm came up, and I realized the next morning from my stewards expression, as he looked without any curiosity at the wreck of my cabin, that all the other cabins were in the same state. That was one result of the storm, and another was, as we heard at once on the wireless, that a German bomber had crashed at Cork and all on board it were killed. Nobody in the West of Ireland was going to protect us, and besides our gallant escort, we had only that good storm.

And at last we came in sight of the Cliffs of Whare, which I mentioned in the last verse of my poem A Journey. However much solid material one has out of which to make a poem, and I had it in plenty for that one, one must use imagination to put it together, and the Cliffs of Whare are the highest point to which my imagination climbed in that poem. A censor may be supposed to deal rather with the sheer facts of prose than with the fancies of poetry, but there are times when a censor cries out for imagination, and so I gave it to him with the Cliffs of Whare, and the lines passed safely by, whereas any literal description of a port at which ships come in from their wanderings, and any less imaginative name, would have been rightly removed with a razor-blade. There we saw snow again.

In our absence my old friend and agent, Brigadier General Hammond, had died, and I went to Ireland to gather up as well as I could the now loose ends of the work he had done so ably for so many years. And, when we got to Ireland, at first we rested and, when that was no longer necessary, we gradually settled down to grow old there, as everybody round us seemed doing in that mellow and indolent climate. I realize that nothing that I do here can be of much interest, and so I feel it is time to close this book. I did write a poem on September 14th and 15th, 1942, called Ulysses Bound to the Mast, which, though only about a twentieth of the length of my one long poem, is possibly the best poem that I have done:  I wrote it upon a theme that I had had in my head ever since I was 22; briefly the idea is that Ulysses, having once heard the sirens sing, can never really care for much else again. And now I had had a long journey, and seen Greece, and sailed upon seas on which Ulysses had been troubled by hostile gods and by monsters, and the old feeling came upon me again of comparison with any bright adventure and the possible tameness of the years ahead, and I wrote this poem. It was published in The Fortnightly in January 1943 and two people kindly wrote to me about it: two is not many, but it had not passed quite unnoticed. I wrote some other poems and one day I started writing a book called Guerrilla, in which things I had thought about in Kent and scenes I had looked on in Greece blended together, and a wonderful lot of little details found their places and dropped into them, so that I wrote the book in shorter time than I have ever given to a novel before, thirty-eight days of actual writing, forty-two days from the date on which I started. Then I wrote While The Sirens Slept, and this book to follow after it, but that is rather garrulity than art, for these two volumes deal with facts, and arts material is something rarer and lighter. There are things in this book that I believe would have interested me when I was a boy, but I cannot hope that that interest will be much for the people of this generation, to whom war and adventure are what tea-parties and tall hats were to the Victorians, things of every day, and I realize that millions of people have travelled as far as I have, while millions stayed at home by the fire, but that fire was the Fire of London.

And now, looking back on the things I saw, I have a thankful feeling about some of the greater of them, which I expressed in a verse of my long poem that I wrote about the time we were leaving Africa, and with which I end this book:



Great company of mountains, now farewell.

You and the Thousand Hills and Karkloofs sires 

These times have shown me, and the Sphinx as well, 

And the war raging over English shires, 

And mom on the Acropolis, and fires 

Golden and sudden in Piraeus bay; 

And I am as some traveller who tires, 

And yet rejoices, at the end of day, 

Because immortals walked beside him on his way.


The Biography

[image: img80.png]

Lord Dunsany, c. 1918


DUNSANY THE DRAMATIST by Edward Hale Bierstadt

[image: img81.jpg]

CONTENTS

PREFACE TO THE REVISED EDITION

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I. THE MAN

II. HIS WORK

THE GLITTERING GATE

KING ARGIMENES AND THE UNKNOWN WARRIOR

THE GODS OF THE MOUNTAIN

THE GOLDEN DOOM

THE LOST SILK HAT

A NIGHT AT AN INN

THE QUEENS ENEMIES

THE TENTS OF THE ARABS

THE TALES

III. HIS PHILOSOPHY

IV. LETTERS

APPENDICES

APPENDIX I.

APPENDIX II.




[image: img82.jpg]

The original frontispiece


TO LOUISE

THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED; FOR IT WAS HER HAND THAT FIRST UNLOCKED FOR ME THE GOLDEN GATES OF THE UNDREAMED CITY OF WONDER, AND IT WAS SHE WHO FIRST LED ME THROUGH THE WONDROUS STREETS TO THE LORD OF THAT CITY  DUNSANY.


PREFACE TO THE REVISED EDITION

AT the time this study of Lord Dunsanys work was being written, communication with Great Britain through the ordinary channels was so slow, and often so uncertain, as to be almost prohibitive for my purposes. Added to this, Lord Dunsany was with his regiment, and those to whom I should otherwise have written were so scattered that it was hardly feasible to get in touch with them. In this eventuality I fell back on the notes I had been making for several years on Dunsanys work, and I was fortunate also in finding several members of the original Abbey Theater Company who were in America, as well as others who knew Dunsany professionally and personally. From these sources, and from some which need not be mentioned here, I drew the scanty material for the sketch of The Man, knowing that it must be painfully incomplete, but hoping that it might be sufficiently accurate to convey some idea of the personality behind the plays and tales. To assist in doing this I included such of Lord Dunsanys letters as seemed to me most pertinent, and in this edition I have added to these two recent letters which also bear on the plays, to which in time I hope to add others.

The book having been published, I asked Lord Dunsany to take a copy and make notes at his leisure of any errors of fact that he might find, and to comment upon any points, as seemed advisable to him. A few days ago the book came back to me with Lord Dunsanys marginal notes, thus enabling me to make full corrections. In the Appendix I have changed the text to correspond with the notes, but in the body of the book I have thought it would be more interesting, for the present at least, and not less valuable if I let the text stand, and simply included the corrections in the Preface, in Lord Dunsanys own language. In this way all the notes have gone in, in one manner or another, so that hereafter if I confess to error it must be that of theory rather than of fact  and in theory we are all fallible twice over. With apologies for this apologia, which under the circumstances seemed advisable, I will turn to the notes themselves.

On page ten Lord Dunsany says:

It was at my Mothers place, Dunstall Priory, Shoreham, Kent, that I spent my earliest youth. It is, I think, a more beautiful place than my place in Meath, and the window of my nursery faced the sunset. I mention this because I think that of those hills and sunsets much of the poet in me is compounded. As for newspapers, I think it was just that they were considered more suitable for grown-ups than for small boys. Then for a long time I never took to reading them when I was grown up. But I thank Heaven I didnt, and so escaped their style.

It was at Cheam School that I got most of the Bible, and got to know it pretty well. There also I was taught Greek before I went to Eton.

Then as to the facsimile of the letter which faces page twelve:

I think that this letter must have been done with a pen that I had made myself, as I often do, out of the feather of some large bird I have shot; and it looks as if it was not one of my successes. But there is pleasure in making anything, and even a certain romance in writing with a pen that has sailed on who knows what mysterious journeys anywhere between the Equator and the Arctic.

I said that Lord Dunsany was quite six feet two, and to this he replies:

No, six feet four ever since I left Eton. I used to be slender, but I wouldnt call myself so now.

Before this, however, in reference to his working at night, he says:

I have very seldom written at night. Even if I get in late from hunting, and that in the winter is about six. I wrote a good deal of The Gods of the Mountain latish one night in London, but that was an exception. My time for writing has nearly always been between tea and dinner, that is, beginning at four, and sometimes going on as long as eight. I always found tea a stimulant for ideas, and wrote after tea for that reason, but I never shifted the hour for tea earlier than four, thinking stimulants to be bad out of due season, even though only tea.

The remark that he was rather poor for a peer (I repel any accusation of deliberate alliteration in the phrasing, but the thought is a bit naïve I confess) on page thirteen, Lord Dunsany cannot subscribe to. He says:

Not yet. But no doubt I shall be when we begin paying for breakages caused by The Kaiser while at large.

On page fifteen the statement that Dunsany went with his regiment to Gallipoli was corrected in the Second Edition which he did not have at the time he wrote.

I was not at Gallipoli, unluckily, or perhaps luckily.

I spoke of the Dublin riots, and Lord Dunsany makes the whimsical comment:

I wouldnt have said that either side was rioting. However  A rose by any other name would smell as sweet.  SHAKESPEARE.

Of the lines quoted from his Introduction to Francis Ledwidges book of verse, on page sixteen, Dunsany says:

I am glad to remember that the lines you have quoted have pleased Stephen Phillips a true poet, now dead.

And as I write this the news has come that Francis Ledwidge has been killed in battle. He was twenty-six years old.

On page one hundred and twenty-five I made the comment: There is always one scene in King Argimenes and the Unknown Warrior for which we look from the very outset, and which never comes.... This is the meeting of the two kings, Argimenes and Darniak. Lord Dunsanys statement in reference to this is most interesting.

I had this situation originally. Darniak comes on and finds Argimenes there. He cries out, Another holds my throne. Illuriel has turned against me! But when staged (after a fashion) at the Abbey Theater the ensuing fight looked so like a badly run football match that I altered it.

I hope that it will not seem out of place to add to my criticism here, and to say that this scene, which I characterized as a scène à faire, demands that the two kings hold the stage alone. It is a contest and contrast between them personally, and the very strength of the scene lies in this. The addition of the opposing armies, whether they are there all the time or whether they enter at the end, must to a very great extent nullify the value of the scene itself.

In the programme of the English production, and in that of the first American production of The Gods of the Mountain, Lord Dunsany called the seven gods The Others so as not to give away the secret to the audience. In the Portmanteau Theater production, all reference to the gods seems to have been omitted. It is an unimportant point, but as Dunsany mentions it, it is included. From the stand- point of acting, the gods have small parts, and the players would doubtless not feel their omission from the printed cast; on the other hand the phrase The Others seems calculated to arouse interest and anticipation by its very mystery.

Lord Dunsany mentions that he was present at the original production of The Tents of the Arabs in Paris, and he includes the interesting information that both The Tents of the Arabs and The Golden Doom were refused by Yeats for the Abbey Theater. And that after having produced The Glittering Gate and King Argimenes and the Unknown Warrior!

Finally Dunsany gives a list of his plays in the order in which he values them.



1. Alexander 2. The Laughter of the Gods 3. The Gods of the Mountain 4. The King of the Golden Isles 5. The Old Kings Tale 6. The Queens Enemies 7. The Golden Doom 8. A Night at an Inn 9. Cheeze (or more likely Cheezo)

10. The Ginger Cat.

11. Fame and the Poet.

12. Argimenes.

13. The Tents of the Arabs.

14. The Lost Silk Hat.

15. The Glittering Gate.

16. The Murderers.



It is a strong temptation to hesitate here long enough to comment on this list, and it is probable that some of us might be disposed to take issue with the authors valuation of his work. Only Time can give the true answer, and Time is very busy these days in making history, which seems a rather futile pursuit after all. But it may be questioned whether The Laughter of the Gods is as fine as The Gods of the Mountain; and whether The Queens Enemies is a better play than A Night at an Inn; and even whether Argimenes is to be rated over The Tents of the Arabs. Such a list will always provoke much argument, and we all cannot hope to agree either with the author or with each other. Such a valuation usually has no importance in itself, but only through the person who gives it, but in this instance it is of real significance both in itself, and in the deductions to which it gives rise.

We have entered upon another year of war, and we are about to enter upon a new theatrical season. With both of these Lord Dunsany will be intimately connected, although in terribly different capacities. The incongruity between the two shocks one at first, when they are placed in juxtaposition, but art is part of that civilization for which Dunsany is fighting, and for which Ledwidge, Rupert Brooke, and others have already given their lives. One could wish that art in the truly fine sense might find more room in the theater than it has heretofore, that it might in some degree be more worthy of the sacrifice accorded it. It is pleasant to feel that, come what may, the American theater and the American public have given to Dunsanys work credit according to his value, and that they will continue to do so; and it is even an inspiration to know that in Lord Dunsanys PREFACE TO REVISED EDITION work that portion of civilization which we know as art has received some justification. Men fight less for land than for the dreams they have builded upon it; in defending their homes they contend far less for their worldly goods than for those unworldly goods by which their houses are occupied; a hero finds his inspiration not in his belly, but in his soul, and he whose dream is highest will fight the hardest, for he has something on his side that is not of this earth only.

Lord Dunsany has said that those who are taking part in this war will carry the memory always with them, for they have seen the real, the imperishable things of life. These things are reflected in Dunsanys plays, and it is that which makes them worthy.



E. H. BIERSTADT.



October 1,1917.
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I. THE MAN

FOR about the last quarter century, or from the time when Ibsen began to come into his own, the history of literature is at one with the history of the drama. The great literary artists of this period have nearly all chosen the dramatic medium, and, though they have not confined themselves to it exclusively by any means, the more notable of their works have found expression in this form. The nineteenth century was undeniably that of the novel; the twentieth seems to be quite as unmistakably that of the play.

In those countries where the drama assumed proportions of a national movement the development was for the most part gradual, its scope widening as its intensity increased. There are definite reasons why the dramatic art should tend toward national expression in a greater degree than any other of the arts. The most fundamental reason may well be that the drama is part and parcel of the art of the theater, and that the theater is the great co-operative art. Co-operation, in theory at any rate, is our inheritance from the last century; there is hardly a phase of life where its influence has not become evident in a greater or less degree, but in the arts there seems to be but one logical outlet for the trend. That outlet is the theater, and the spirit of co-operation has perhaps been one of the greatest factors in instilling a new and increased vitality into the theatric and dramatic arts. It is strange, and yet not so strange, that one of the least co-operative countries on earth should have felt this influence so keenly. This country is Ireland, and it is perhaps because of the hyper-sensitiveness of the Irish people that they reacted so sharply to an element which was in reality foreign to them. And it is again perhaps because that element was alien that Ireland having reached a pinnacle of greatness permitted the movement to decline until now it seems to have little besides a past. The inherent inability of the Irish to co-operate successfully over an extended period of time was, however, but one of the factors that brought about the change. The great war, and that rising among the intellectuals in Ireland that soon followed it, were fatally destructive elements, if only in the dreadful loss of life which they entailed. But Ireland has contributed her share, and more than her share, to the great dramatic movement that has swept the nations. It was about 1899 that W. B. Yeats and Edward Martyn inaugurated the Irish Literary Theater in Dublin. At this time Lord Dunsany was in the Transvaal with his regiment, for the Boer war had just started. That is doubtless one reason why we do not hear of him until the Irish literary movement had been under way for some years; indeed it was in 1909, ten years afterwards, that The Glittering Gate, Dunsanys first play, was produced at the Abbey Theater. There is no necessity to recapitulate here the history of the Irish Literary Theater or the Abbey Theater Company as it finally became. That history has already been written. Great names are connected with it  Yeats, Moore, Martyn, Hyde, A. E., Robinson, Ervine, Shaw, Colum, Lady Gregory, Synge, and Dunsany have all had their share, as well as many others, in developing a national dramatic literature which has spread its influence over the entire English speaking race. The drama so generated and developed was a direct reaction against the drama fathered by Ibsen, and yet to a certain extent there is a superficial resemblance between the two. The form is the same certainly, and so also is the terminology. That is, we have people who are true to life speaking lines which are equally true. But the philosophy, the point of view which was brought to bear on the work was essentially dissimilar. This has been summed up well and succinctly by Edwin Björkman:

Observation and imagination are the basic principles of all poetry. It is impossible to conceive a poetical work from which one of them is wholly absent. Observation without imagination makes for obviousness; imagination without observation turns into nonsense. What marks the worlds greatest poetry is perhaps the presence in almost equal proportions of both of these principles. But as a rule we find one of them predominating, and from this one-sided emphasis the poetry of the period derives its character as realistic or idealistic.

The poetry of the middle of the nineteenth century made a fetish of observation. It came as near to excluding imagination as it could without ceasing entirely to be poetry. That such exaggeration should sooner or later result in a sharp reaction was natural.

Once grant Mr. Björkmans premise (it is certainly a fair one), and it is clear that it is to the British Isles we must look for that new voice among the singers of the world, for since the Renaissance, Britain has always produced the greatest poets, just as France has given us the greatest painters, and Germany the finest musicians. Out of Ireland it came, and that land, waking out of its long winters sleep, blossomed and flowered in overpowering abundance. The hand that waked the sleeper was that of Yeats. It was he who discovered Synge  the greatest genius of them all  and it was he who found Dunsany. It will be well perhaps to pause and tell a little something of Dunsany himself before we turn to his work. Vital statistics are not always interesting, but they are often necessary, and so let us try if we can come so close to the man as to understand and appreciate his plays and his point of view a little better.

Lord Dunsanys family name is Edward John Moreton Drax Plunkett, or it might be more correct to say that those are his Christian and his family names. He is the eighteenth Baron of his line, and his name and ancestry are said to be the third oldest in Irish history. In 1899 he succeeded to the title, and to the family estates in Meath. These estates comprise many acres of the most historic land in Ireland, and within sight of Dunsany Castle rises the great Hill of Tara, famous in song and story. Born in 1878, Lord Dunsany was educated at Eton and Sandhurst, and then entered the army. He saw active service with the Coldstream Guards during the South African war,) and there is a faint memory of the hardships undergone at this period in King Argimenes and the Unknown Warrior, when the slaves cry for the bones of the Kings great dog to eat. There was a time in South Africa when there were not even bones. It is interesting too to observe that Lord Dunsanys uncle is Sir Horace Plunkett, who laboured so long and earnestly to introduce the idea of co-operation in agriculture among the peasants in Ireland. It was Sir Horace who took A. E. from a clerks office, upon Yeats recommendation be it noted, to send him as ambassador among the rural classes in Ireland, and this was the beginning of A. E.s career. Somehow one always comes back to Yeats. But now I must return to Dunsany. His family, by the way, are said to be of Danish origin, and to have settled in Ireland sometime before the Norman conquest. Perhaps that is one reason why his gods are not the gods of Ireland; one reason why there is a strain of northern mysticism, weird, indefinable, and implacable withal running through his work.
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It must have been about 1902 or 1903 when we first find mention of Dunsany in connection with the literary movement in Ireland. George Moore remarks in speaking of A. E., He was offered some hundreds of pounds by Lord Dunsany to found a review, but he had not time to edit it, and proposed John Eglinton.

Contrairy John wanted to see life steadily, and to see it whole; and Yeats came along with a sneer, and said: I hear, Lord Dunsany, that you are going to supply groundsel for A. E.s canaries. The sneer brought the project to naught... And so the review was not founded. Nevertheless this must have been Dunsanys initial entrance as a patron of art. His first published book was issued in 1905, but his first play did not appear until 1909, when The Glittering Gate was put on at the Abbey Theater, Dublin. King Argimenes and the Unknown Warrior followed in February of 1911 at the Abbey, and the next June The Gods of the Mountain went on at the Haymarket Theater, London. Then came The Golden Doom at the Haymarket in November of 1912, after which it was played successfully through a number of Russian cities. The productions of both The Gods of the Mountain and The Golden Doom were entirely successful, the first so much so that William A. Brady, the American producer, brought the production intact from the Haymarket, except as to cast, and put it on in Buffalo, New York. It failed promptly for reasons which will be taken up when we come to consider the individual plays. This was in the summer of 1912. (The next production was that of The Lost Silk Hat by B. Iden Payne at Manchester in August of 1913, during the repertory season there. In 1914 Mr. Philip Carr gave The Tents of the Arabs its first production in Paris, and in the same year The Glittering Gate was put on at the Neighborhood Playhouse, New York, to be followed by A Night at an Inn and The Queens Enemies in 1916, all at the same theater. These last two plays have not as yet had an English production. Thus the season of 1916 was a splendid one for Dunsany in America, for at the same time that The Queens Enemies was put on at the Neighborhood Playhouse, The Gods of the Mountain, King Argimenes and the Unknown Warrior, and The Golden Doom were staged by Stuart Walker in his Portmanteau Theater which may be said to be of New York, Tientsin, and Thalanna, for it is a traveling theater. The productions of the Dunsany plays were most beautifully done, however, and all New York was Dunsany mad on the instant. That is roughly the history of Dunsanys dramatic career. It covers only eight years, but surely those eight years have come to a most wonderful fruition.

Lord Dunsanys style is at once the wonder and admiration of his contemporaries; wonder at its sheer, limpid beauty, its melodic charm  sometimes his lines are perfect hexameters, reminiscent of Homer in their colour and beat  and admiration of the artistry with which he uses the material that has been given him. This style seems to have been due in some part to a process of rather involuntary elimination. During his youth at Dunsany Castle he was never allowed to see or to read a newspaper lest he become contaminated by the filth circulated in the daily press. His books were watched over as carefully, and for many years no style seemed to him natural but that of the Bible. I feared that I would never become a writer when I saw that other people did not use it, said he in speaking of this period. With the Bible he was permitted Grimms and Hans Andersens fairy tales, and soon afterwards he was able to recognize his like in the splendour of the literature of the Golden Age of Greece. This has remained, I believe, his strongest influence, affecting both his manner of expression and his point of view. The lovely imagery of the Greeks, and the pure melody of their lines, are reflected in his style, and in his philosophy may be found man in his relationship to the gods or to the cosmos even as it was in the olden, golden evenings of Euripides.

To be the best pistol shot in Ireland is no small boast, but it is one that Lord Dunsany can make if he so wishes. He is a keen cricketer too, and has been captain of his County Club team. Often he is off for all day in the saddle, for he is a good horseman, and on these days his writing is done in the wee, small hours. Altogether Dunsany leads the life of the normal, healthy Anglo-Saxon, loving the out of doors, and rejoicing greatly in it all from the warmth of the sun to the glistening dew, and the cool splendour of the moonlight. There is not a morbid bone in his body and that is why, when I hear him compared rapturously with Strindberg, I am forced to smile. He is happy in his friends, and in his wife and little boy, and only desires to be allowed to remain so. Lady Dunsany is the daughter of Lord Jersey. She is intellectual, and she is attractive, perhaps charming would be a better word though it is somewhat overused, and for the purposes of the present sketch it will be enough to say that she is an ideal wife for such a husband. Picture to yourself Lord Dunsany and his guest Bernard Shaw sailing paper boats in the pond at Dunsany Castle, and see whether you too cannot get the eternal spirit of childhood which makes such a scene not only possible but keenly pleasurable to the participants. Did you never sail paper boats, and would you not like to do it again?
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As I said, much of Dunsanys work is done at night, and, it is an infinitely small point but an amusing one, it is all done with quill pens, a large supply of which he keeps before him. I remember when I first saw a letter from him I wondered whether he used a brush as the Japanese do. It seemed to me that nothing else would make such great lines. His work is not methodical; he does it when the fit is on him, and there is no reason why he should not, for he is not only independent of the public economically, but mentally and spiritually as well. Yet he is eager for praise, as who is not who has respect for his work? He is intensely desirous of being accepted by the public, of having others love his gods as he does. And yet appreciation has come to him slowly. His first book was published at his own expense, and even the illustrator was paid by him. I saw a first edition of this book the other day listed at fifteen times the original retail price. Publishers seemed to think that a Lord had not to think of money, yet Lord Dunsany is not rich as such things go nowadays. For a poet he is without doubt fabulously wealthy, but for a peer he is rather poor. One of his chief characteristics is his intense eagerness. This quality is apparent in his attitude toward everything; his work, his play, his desire for appreciation, and his whole outlook upon life as a whole and in particular. Eager is a very good word to use in that connection, for it conveys in some wise that naïveté of which it is an essential part.

It is said, even by his friends, that Lord Dunsany is the worst dressed man in Ireland. He looks, remarked one of these friends, as if hed stood there naked, and had his clothes hurled at him, leaving them wherever they happened to land. I may be wrong, but I believe this statement is slightly exaggerated. However  ! In appearance Lord Dunsany is tall, quite six feet two, and rather slender, with fair hair, and kindly eyes from which the wonder has not yet vanished, and with the most exquisitely sensitive mouth in the world. Was it not Thoreau, by the way, who said: Who am I to complain who have not yet ceased to wonder? Lord Dunsany is like that.

His attitude toward his title of Peer as well as his title of Poet is immensely characteristic of the man. Though he is the eighteenth Baron of his line his dignity has lost none of its freshness for him in tradition; rather it has gained. Strangers meeting him for the first time sometimes go away feeling that he is too haughty for them, but they do not understand. He is haughty, and he is proud when the occasion warrants it, but it is never the hauteur or the false pride of a snob. It is simply his absolute sense of the fitness of things. It is as if he said  what is the use of having a title or of being a poet if you dont get all the fun out of it that you can? The attitude of a small boy toward his first pair of long trousers, or of a girl toward her first lover is entirely similar. But perhaps the best comparison is to say that Lord Dunsany and Don Quixote are very nearly one and the same. To know that he is a Baron with centuries of tradition behind him, to realize that his great estates are a historic landmark in Ireland, and then above all to be a Poet into the bargain  what more could the heart of small boy or Dunsany himself wish for? And how he must enjoy it all!

Lord Dunsany is an Imperialist of the Imperialists largely, I think, because it satisfies his sense of romance. Once on a time Lord Dunsany was candidate at the elections, and his joy passed the bounds of enthusiasm when he found that he was beaten. Politics do not interest him except as they serve to complete the picture. He sees himself as a romantic, a feudal figure, and because he does so see himself he is one. But his point of view on all this is that of the joyous child playing with glittering toys, and seeking new worlds to conquer over the sand hills. G. K. Chesterton, in Manalive, drew Dunsanys picture for once and all.

At the beginning of the present war Lord Dunsany was Captain in the 5th Royal Innis-killing Fusiliers. Until he was wounded in the Dublin riots he was stationed in Londonderry whipping men into shape for the trenches; then, before leaving for the front in December, 1916, he was, for a time, in barracks recovering from his wound. In his company was Francis Ledwidge, the Irish poet whom Dunsany himself discovered. Ledwidge is of peasant stock, a poet of the soil, and the beauty of his lyrics might perchance have been lost to the world had it not been for Dunsanys kindly interest. It was Dunsany who wrote the Introduction to Ledwidges first book of verse, and in this Introduction is a passage which in its summing up of Ledwidge sums up Dunsany himself so well that I shall quote it here.

Of pure poetry there are two kinds, that which mirrors the beauty of the world in which our bodies are, and that which builds the more mysterious kingdoms, where geography ends and fairyland begins, with gods and heroes at war, and the sirens singing still, and Alph going down to the darkness from Xanadu. Mr. Ledwidge gives us the first kind.





[image: img85.jpg]







And Lord Dunsany gives us the second. it was for Yeats that Lord Dunsanys first play was written. Yeats wanted a play for the Abbey Theater and, though Dunsany had never written a play, Yeats asked him to try what he could do. The Glittering Gate was the result, one which never pleased its author, feeling as he did its vagueness and its faulty construction. The play is much less important in itself than in its indication of what might follow. It was Yeats, too, who at this time gave Dunsany the only lesson he ever had in dramatic construction; the pupil has advanced far beyond his master now. Surprise, said Yeats, is what is necessary. Surprise, and then more surprise, and that is all. However greatly Dunsanys plays have grown in other ways it can never be said at least that this early lesson was wasted, for to this day surprise is one of their chief elements of delight. But such a bit of advice from the gentle Yeats might have ruined the work of one who had less dramatic instinct than Dunsany. And does not what I have said about the man himself show the presence of such instinct quite apart from the plays?

The three great contemporary dramatic poets of Ireland are Synge, Dunsany, and Yeats.

Now while comparisons are said to be odious they are at the same time often enlightening, and it may not be amiss to compare in a general way these three men who stand at the top of the great literary movement of the day.

Dunsany and Yeats are alike in that they both are more interested in ideas than in people. Therein lies at once their strength and their weakness. Of the three Synge was the only one who knew poverty and misfortune in plenitude; his whole life was such as to emphasize the human element, as the lives of Dunsany and Yeats have been to make this element of less account. They have lived in a dream world. A poet considers things and people in three ways  in their relation to themselves, in their relation to each other, and in their relation to the whole. The greatest poet is he who in his work is able to see and to express things in all three ways. Synges weakness lay in the fact that as a rule he saw people in their relation to themselves and to each other, but not in their relationship to the whole scheme of things. It is only in one play, his greatest, Riders to the Sea, that he achieved and made plain this triple relationship, and that play alone marks a height to which no one of his fellows has yet been able to climb. Riders to the Sea is one of the great masterpieces of modern drama. George Moore rated it below The Well of the Saints because it was less of the soil, which is to say less local, but that which Moore pointed out as its weakness is in reality its strength; that is what makes it akin to the Greek drama, its realization of man in his relation to the cosmos, of his impotency, and of the great cosmic implacability. Riders to the Sea is, however, an isolated example of this quality in Synges work. Yeats and Dunsany err on the other side: their outlook is almost entirely cosmic, man is removed from man, and is considered only in reference to the gods, the fairies, or whatever it is that represents the whole. A poet must have his head in the clouds, but his feet must be touching on Mother Earth. The feet of both Dunsany and Yeats are often striding through the skies where mortals cannot follow. This is much less true of Dunsany, who achieves a far better balance in his work than Yeats, but it is sufficiently true of them both to be defined as a limitation. Synge, with both feet hard on the ground, thrust his head for a moment through the upper air and in that instant achieved immortality.

In style, which is to say beauty and clarity of expression, there cannot be much doubt but that Dunsany stands alone. Since William Morris no such English has been written. It is in this regard that Yeats becomes obscure, and Synge occasionally colloquial. Moore in speaking of Yeats remarks that he attempted a joke, but it got lost in the folds of his style. Unfortunately too many of his ideas have been lost in that same manner. His style is rich, but it is rarely clear; whereas with Synge, his style is clear, but it is not always rich. But with Dunsany, his style is both rich and clear beyond desire. There is nothing that he cannot say, and in the saying make more beautiful or more dramatic than can another. His greatest thoughts as well as his smallest are all expressed so simply, and yet so exquisitely that a child can understand and feel the sheer beauty. There is a music, and a magic harmony in his lines that no other living writer can imitate.

From a dramatic standpoint Synge and Dunsany are very fairly matched. Yeats is so much less a dramatist than a poet that it is difficult to consider him in this connection. Through the work of both Synge and Dunsany one finds errors of dramaturgy side by side with magnificent examples of perfect structure. It is probable that Riders to the Sea, masterpiece though it is, would have been better in two acts than in one, and it is certain that King Argimenes and the Unknown Warrior would have been a better play in three acts than in two. On the ether hand, In the Shadow of the Glen and A Night at an Inn are wellnigh perfect one act plays so far as construction is concerned. They might well stand by themselves as a criterion of excellence.

For some time past it would be fair to say that the point of view of the literary artist was entirely microcosmic, and that is one reason why we hail Dunsany with such a sense of relief, even of quiet and of gratitude. Yeats too has attempted to bring us closer to the great heart of things, but his fairies and heroes are of local origin, while Dunsanys gods are universal if they are anything. This was the immense advantage Dunsany achieved in creating his own mythology; he was not bound by place or time, and the only associations his characters have are those of the infinite. His expression is universal in the broadest sense, and upon the theory of universality is founded the philosophy of art. Man becomes tired of himself, and fatigued with his fellows, and when this time comes his only peace is to be found in his relation to the infinite. A part becomes sated with itself or with another part, but upon the whole it may feed eternally. But I fear that in my own desire to clarify I have only confused, and that from the philosophy upon which art is founded I have wandered almost into metaphysics, so faint is the dividing line between them. It is only a critic who is so foolish as to try to explain the beautiful or to think that it can need explanation.


II. HIS WORK

IT will be well now to take each of Lord Dunsanys plays in turn and see what may be gained by a brief analysis of its structure and of its meaning, and in so doing let us take them chronologically, for to list them at once in the order of their importance would be to anticipate the work at hand.


THE GLITTERING GATE

The scene is a Lonely Place, and the time the Present.

The Lonely Place is strewn with large black rocks and uncorked beer-bottles, the latter in great profusion. At back is a wall of granite built of great slabs and in it the Gate of Heaven. The door is of gold.

Below the Lonely Place is an abyss hung with stars.

The two characters of the piece are Jim, lately a burglar, for he is dead, and Bill, likewise deceased, who was a pal of Jims on earth.

Jim was hanged and Bill was shot, and the marks of their recent ordeal are still upon them. Jim has been dead the longer, so that he is there first. Bill finds him uncorking empty beer bottles endlessly and throwing them away, as he enters and knocks on the Gate of Heaven. Each time that Jim finds himself deceived by the empty bottles faint and unpleasant laughter is heard from somewhere in the great void. Bill recalls to Jim the little things of their life together and gradually Jim remembers. Finding the great door immovable before him Bill recollects that he has still with him his old jemmy, nut-cracker, so with it he tries to drill open the huge Gate of Heaven. Jim takes little interest in the endeavour until suddenly the door begins to yield. Then they both give themselves up to imagining all the wonders that will confront them on the other side of the closed door. Bill is sure that his mother will be there, and Jim thinks of a yellow-haired girl whom he remembers as a bar-maid at Wimbledon. Of a sudden the drill goes through and the great door swings slowly open, and  there is nothing there but the great blue void, hung with twinkling stars.



BILL, (staggering and gazing into the revealed Nothing, in which jar stars go wandering) Stars. Blooming great stars. There aint no heaven, Jim.

(Ever since the revelation a cruel and violent laugh has arisen off. It increases in volume and grows louder and louder.)

JIM. Thats like them. Thats very like them. Yes, theyd do that!

(The curtain falls and the laughter still howls on.)

This play has been pointed out as a bit of rare cynicism on the part of Lord Dunsany, but I am inclined to think that this opinion is unjustified. What he has done is simply that which he never tires of doing, of showing man in his eternal conflict with the gods. The Gate of Heaven cannot be forced open with a jemmy, or if it is there will be found nothing on the other side. Bill and Jim are both materialists, and having broken both the law of God and man all their lives, it is thoroughly in keeping that after death they should adhere to their old beliefs, that there is nothing too strong or too sacred to be forced to serve their turn. Not to try to force the door would be wholly out of character for them, but to force it and to find heaven on the other side would violate our sense of the eternal fitness of things. Surrounded by empty beer-bottles, fitting symbols of their material life, and hounded by the mocking laugh of Nemesis, Bill and Jim can only vent their spleen in a last bitter outcry against the eternal. The old and endless balance of things is achieved, and the law is accomplished.

The play is open to several interpretations and therein lies its greatest weakness. The issue is not clearly defined and it is only in the light of Dunsanys other work that we are able to attempt a logical elucidation. A mythology such as Dunsanys presupposes a certain element of fatalism when man comes in contact with the cosmic force. It must be remembered too that Dunsany is a great imaginative genius,  have I not deplored his lack of interest in man as related to man?  and that imagination is a wholly mental quality. Any emotion we get from Dunsany is not one based on human attributes; for the most part it is purely æsthetic, a rapture at the beauty of his conceptions, and at his manner of expression, or a terror at the immensity and grandeur of what he shows us. Herein he is at one with the Greek dramatists, and this attitude on his part has been laid down by Aristotle as a law of tragedy centuries ago. That is why we find so little human sympathy shown in his treatment of Bill and Jim. How easy it would have been to have made this play a maudlin diatribe! But Dunsanys point of view on the problem is purely dispassionate, entirely that of an artist  and an aristocrat! And after all the little play must not be taken too seriously. It has a story to tell, and with Dunsany the story is paramount always. There is no need to attempt to read in a hidden meaning. Yeats might have written the play and if he had done so we should doubtless have had a second version of The Hour Glass or something closely akin to it. Indeed the influence of Yeats on this first play of Dunsanys is not to be ignored.
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Dramatically The Glittering Gate leaves much to be desired. It most certainly furnishes an excellent example of the law of surprise, and it even provides suspense, a much more vital element, and one which is not always to be found in Dunsanys plays. How often it has been said that a dramatist must not keep anything from his audience! A genius may do all things, and as a rule Dunsany prepares us for his surprise so effectively that in the very preparation an element of suspense is created. It is interesting to observe that Dunsany here avoids an error which marks a weak spot in two of his later and bigger plays; that is, he does not attempt to bring the gods on the stage. The mocking laughter is much more mysterious and terrible when its source in unknown.

The dialogue is excellent. The language that the two dead burglars use is perfectly natural and in character, albeit the situation is grotesque. This very incongruity is highly dramatic in itself. Through the dialogue, too, runs a vein of gentle irony, as there does through every Dunsany play. Each character is developed along individual lines. Jim is frankly a cynic; Bill is more trusting  but Jim has been dead the longer.

In dénouement the play is masterly. The climax is led up to without hesitation and when the moment comes the blow is struck with deadly accuracy. Then the play is over. No further time is wasted in past regrets or future fears.) It is not a very good play on the whole, but considering the circumstances under which it was written it is beyond question an extraordinary play. I think it is a better play than The Queens Enemies, which was written much later and which was successful in production. But The Glittering Gate will remain always one of the least popular of Dunsanys plays, for while the dialogue, the humour, the characterization, the dénouement are all done well and with infinite finish, the purpose of the play is undoubtedly vague, and no matter how capable it is of elucidation its lack of clarity detracts from the force of the piece. It could not be otherwise. The play depends on the situation and upon the dialogue to hold the interest of the audience; there is no actual opposition to the characters, none of the immediate and personal conflict for which the modern audience has been taught to look. To some people this will always be a lack in Dunsanys plays, but they could not have been written in any other way and written as well. The impotency of man is much more strongly shown when he is placed in conflict with a gigantic indefinable force; as soon as that force suffers embodiment, it is brought down to mans level, and the whole conception is destroyed.

The Glittering Gate stages well, and acts well; it is very short even for a one-act play, but its lack of definitiveness keeps it from being classed with the later and more forceful work of the author. None of Dunsanys plays could be described as robust; they are too delicate, and too full of finesse for that, but The Glittering Gate is not even vital. And notwithstanding all that, it is a most extraordinary play.


KING ARGIMENES AND THE UNKNOWN WARRIOR

The action opens in the slave fields of King Darniak, where King Argimenes, a deposed and captured monarch, is working with the slaves. King Argimenes has just finished the bone he was gnawing and laments that he has nothing more to hope for. Zarb, a slave, envies him his beautiful memories, for he himself can recall nothing better than the fact that he once went for a full year without beatings. He tells Argimenes too that the Kings great dog is ill and that they may soon have more bones. Argimenes left alone goes on digging, until of a sudden he comes on a great bronze sword left there long ago by some unknown warrior.





[image: img87.jpg]







He offers a prayer to the spirit of the departed, and conspires with Zarb to rebel against King Darniak. Zarb tells him that now he has a sword, and such a sword, the slaves will believe he is a King and will follow him. Argimenes creeps off to where the slave-guard are seated with their backs to the diggers, intending to kill the guard and arm the slaves. As the curtain falls one sees the slaves all huddled together watching Argimenes stalk the slave-guard, and at the very last a great gasp of wonder goes up from them. This scene is very remarkable. From the time when Argimenes makes his intention apparent to Zarb, to the fall of the curtain the action off stage is as clearly shown as that before the audience. Argimenes creeping through the sand hills, and then showing himself on the horizon line as he plunges downward to the attack is as clear before us as the slaves themselves as they watch and listen in awe and agony.

The second act is in the throne-room of King Darniak. The King is seated in all his glory on his throne with his four lovely Queens beside him. On his right is his idol, Illuriel, with an idol-guard in front of him. The Kings Overseer brings plans for a new garden, and they are discussed by the King and Queens. A hill must be removed, terraces made, and the slaves must be flogged that the work be accomplished more quickly. Power and selfishness are very clearly and amusingly depicted. Then a Prophet comes in to prophesy, and the Queens comment caustically on the cut of his hair while the King converses aside. The Prophet warns them of the approaching doom, of an enemy within the gates, but there is no one to give him heed. When he stops, the King in a bored tone, and without listening to him, bids him continue. The Prophet goes out and the King and the Queens go to the banqueting hall. The idol-guard ruminates on the prophecies and feels a sense of disquietude. A great noise of fighting is heard without. The slaves rush in all armed and overpower the idol-guard, throwing down Illuriel and breaking him in seven pieces. They go back to face the remnants of the palace guard, and Damiak rushes in from the feast to find his idol fallen and his throne broken. He goes back in an effort to flee, for he knows that his doom is upon him. The slaves reënter with Argimenes at their head. Argimenes takes his place on the throne, and throws a cloth of gold about his shoulders. He looks the King he is and the slaves bow before him in awe and wonder. Suddenly the Keeper of the Kings Great Dog comes to say that the royal beast is dead. In an instant Argimenes forgets that he is a King once more and with a cry of Bones! he rushes forward, followed by the slaves. Then, recollecting himself, he returns to the throne, and with dignity commands that the Kings Great Dog be buried. Majesty! cries Zarb, confounded at this last token of royalty. And so the curtain falls.

It is unquestionable that the first act of this play is immeasurably superior to the second. The first has a unity, a directness, and a force which the second lacks, breaking as it does into several phases of action. From the time when King Darniak goes with his Queens into the banqueting hall to the entrance of Argimenes and the slaves there is a momentary interlude, and just here the act breaks, splitting into two sections. In the last half of the act the entrances and exits are not carefully arranged, and altogether the effect of the whole is to give the act a downward slant rather than the upward one that it should have. The play falls off at the conclusion. This is all due simply and solely to faulty construction. This was the first play Dunsany attempted in more than one act, and hence it must be regarded somewhat as in the nature of an experiment. Probably the play would have been better written in three acts instead of in two. The first act in that case would show King Darniak on his throne with the Queens and the Prophet; in short it would contain the material now used in the first part of act two. The second act would be the present act one just as it now stands; and act three would be composed of what is now contained in the second portion of act two. Thus we would see the splendour of Damiak on his throne, hear the prophecy, and mark his inattention to it, after which we would get the contrast of Argimenes in the slave-fields, followed by the revolt, and the overthrow of Damiak. This revolt would follow immediately and logically upon Argimenes slaughter of the slave-guard in act two. There is little question in my mind but that this is the proper construction for the play.

It may be well to take up here a question which has arisen concerning the acts or scenes of the Dunsany plays. When William A. Brady produced The Gods of the Mountain in America he called it upon the programme A One Act Play in Three Scenes, whereas Dunsany himself calls his divisions, acts. When King Argimenes and the Unknown Warrior and The Gods of the Mountain were produced by Stuart Walker in his Portmanteau Theater he had no hesitation in using the term acts. But of late the point has again arisen so that it seems desirable that we pause long enough to investigate the matter more deeply.

A play is a series of minor climaxes leading to major climaxes which in turn lead to an ultimate climax. A one-act play is a series of minor climaxes leading to one major climax which is in itself the ultimate climax. A three-act play has the major climaxes near the end of each act, and the ultimate climax near the end of the second act or during the third. A four or five act play is susceptible to the same course of reasoning. I fear that my phraseology is somewhat involved, but I have striven to be exact.

Let us try this dictum on King Argimenes and the Unknown Warrior and see whether or not it will stand the pragmatic test. Be it understood that these major climaxes are as a rule placed at such points in the action as will tend to divide the play conveniently. This is merely a convention of the dramatic art. Dunsanys acts are shorter than is customary, but that does not invalidate their claim to be called acts in the least, for acting time has nothing to do with the question, except as it might tend to produce lack of balance and unity. Broadly speaking, acts are natural divisions produced by emotional or intellectual climaxes.

In the first act of the play under immediate discussion the minor climaxes are the finding of the sword, and the coming of the Overseer, both leading to the major climax, the Oh which the slaves give as Argimenes slays the guard. In the second act the Overseer, the Prophet, the entrance of Argimenes, the destruction of Illuriel, the reëntrance of the Overseer, the incident of the Kings Great Dog with the cry of Bones! all lead to the ultimate climax, where Argimenes orders that the dog be buried and Zarb cries Majesty! Note by the way that the printed version of the play makes Zarb deliver this last speech in a tone of protest, when in reality, as Dunsany himself points out, his tone should show awe. The major climax at the end of act one leads direct to the ultimate climax at the end of act two just as I said it would. King Argimenes and the Unknown Warrior is not as good an example as The Gods of the Mountain simply because the second is by far the better play. The working out of the rule I have suggested is perfectly plain in them both, however. There can be no question whether or not these plays are written in acts or scenes. The Gods of the Mountain is as unmistakably a three-act play as The Amazons. But before discontinuing the discussion let me append a note to something I said a little while back. I remarked that acts are natural divisions produced by emotional or intellectual climaxes, but if such climaxes come at points where an interval would be inconvenient or detrimental to the balance of the play then the necessary divisions must be arbitrarily imposed.

The slave song, the chant of the low born in the first act of King Argimenes, and the wine song or the chant of the nobles in the second act are both interesting. When the play was first given at the Abbey Theater one of the old songs of famine time was used for the chant of the low born, and most effectively. It is immensely typical of Dunsany to have these two songs balancing each other, and presenting so forceful a contrast. The play begins and ends with the thought of bones uppermost, and this gives a certain sense of unity in contra-distinction to the otherwise faulty structure. In Argimenes there is a superficial resemblance to Agmar in The Gods of the Mountain, and in Zarb there is a faint prophecy of Slag in the same play. This does not argue by any means that Dunsanys characters are all types, but it indicates how his characters developed, one growing out of another.

This play should dispose finally of any theory that Dunsany develops his plot at the expense of his characters. See how Argimenes, fallen almost to an animal, regains his individuality under the influence of the sword, and how the slaves, from being mere whipped curs, rise to the point of revolt under the leadership of Argimenes. Observe the study of meanness and selfishness in the scene of Damiak, the Queens, and the Overseer, and the blind ignorance depicted in the following scene with the Prophet. Here is a social study for us if we care to heed it. And then the reversion to habit in Argimenes when he hears that the Kings Great Dog is dead, and his cry of Bones!, with the awe and wonder of the slaves at the reinstated monarch. It is a most excellent bit of character work on rather broad lines. As might be expected the gods have their share in the proceedings, and the fact that the god of Argimenes was only broken in three pieces while that of Darniak, Illuriel, was broken in seven, is made to serve as a partial raison detre for the action. The last act furnishes a splendid example of peripetia in the fall of Darniak, and the victory of Argimenes.

King Argimenes and the Unknown Warrior is almost a good play. It presents a problem of man as opposed to man as most of the other Dunsany plays do not, and in consequence of this the conception is much less poetic, with none of the grandeur of some of the other plays.

On the other hand, the fact that we are dealing with purely human elements permits more visible opposition and direct conflict, and for this reason one occasionally hears the play placed much higher in the scale than it deserves to be. In its characterization, its dialogue, its flashes of poetry and of wit, the play is well worth serious consideration, but in its conception, and in the faulty construction of its framework it falls far below the standard set by the major portion of Dunsanys work.


THE GODS OF THE MOUNTAIN

The first act is outside the wall of the city of Kongros. In the dust three beggars are seated who lament their poverty and that the divine benevolence of man is not what it used to be. To the three comes Agmar followed by his servant, Slag. Agmar is a very great beggar. The story of his adventures is told by Slag, and a practical demonstration of his cleverness is given as some citizens pass. The other beggars all fail to receive alms, but Agmar by his pitiful aspect and deep groans moves the passers-by to compassion. A scheme must be devised to retrieve their fallen fortunes. Oogno suggests that they enter the city as ambassadors from a far country, and Ulf seizes upon this with enthusiasm. Slag, however, says that they do not know his master, and that now they have suggested they go as ambassadors he will suggest that they go as kings. Agmar, who has been thinking, betters even this and says that they will go as gods. He tells of the seven green jade idols seated on the mountain of Marma a few days ride from the city. Those gods are very potent here, and the beggars shall impersonate them. Agmar sends for a Thief, and tells him to fetch some green raiment, and he sends also for another beggar to make up the quota of seven. The green raiment comes, and Agmar distributes it among the seven, telling them to disguise themselves. The conclusion of this act is particularly fine, presenting as it does a splendid climax to the action, and a most enlightening bit of pure characterization.

ULF. We will each wear a piece of it over our rags.

OOGNO. Yes, yes, we shall look fine.

AGMAR. That is not the way that we shall disguise ourselves.

OOGNO. Not cover our rags?

AGMAR. NO, no. The first who looked closely would say, These are only beggars. They have disguised themselves.

ULF. What shall we do?

AGMAR. Each of the seven shall wear a piece of the green raiment underneath his rags. And peradventure here and there a little shall show through; and men shall say, These seven have disguised themselves as beggars. But we know not what they be!

SLAG. Hear my wise master.

OOGNO. (in admiration) He is a beggar.

ULF. He is an old beggar.

It is Ulf who voices a fear that what they are to do may be regarded as an impious act, but Agmar quiets him. The curtain falls on the last speech given above.

Act two is in the Metropolitan Hall of the City of Kongros. The beggars are seated in a circle and the citizens are questioning them. Agmar with the aid of Slag succeeds in deceiving them into a half-hearted belief that the beggars are the gods. When doubt is raised Agmar so frightens the citizens that meats are brought as a sacrifice. All the beggars except Agmar eat hungrily. To the citizens they eat like hungry men, but when they see that Agmar abstains they wonder. Agmar says that he, the eldest of the gods, never eats, leaving that to the younger gods who have learned the bestial habit from the lions. And again he intimidates the citizens. Woldery wine is brought as a final test, and Agmar taking the bowl pours the wine on the ground. The citizens are amazed not so much by what the man does, but by his dignity and the manner of the doing. Through his very acting of the part, he is growing godlike. The citizens retire and Agmar eats, posting Slag at the door as sentinel. One comes running and demands the god who will not eat. The following scene, the concluding one of the act, is one of the most remarkable in dramatic literature.

ONE. Master, my child was bitten in the throat by a death-adder at noon. Spare him, master; he still breathes, but slowly.

AGMAR. IS he indeed your child?

ONE. He is surely my child, master.

AGMAR. Was it your wont to thwart him in his play, while he was well and strong?

ONE. I never thwarted him, master.

AGMAR. Whose child is Death?

ONE. Death is the child of the gods.

AGMAR. DO you that never thwarted your child in his play ask this of the gods?

ONE. (with some horror, perceiving Agmars meaning) Master!

AGMAR. Weep not. For all the houses that men have builded are the play-fields of this child of the gods.  

(The Man goes away in silence, not weeping.)

OOGNO. (taking Thahn by the wrist) Is this indeed a man?

AGMAR. A man, a man, and until just now a hungry one.

Is not this scene beautifully builded? As Agmar talks he gradually assumes the aspect of a god, for his imagination reacts upon him until he seems to shake off his earthly guise. Then on the departure of the Man  or as it is usually played to give better effect, a Woman  he slowly recovers himself in his repetition of, A man, a man... bringing himself back to earth and to a realization of his position. Agmar is but a leader of beggars; he would have been a great prophet, a captain, and a leader of men but for one thing. He is wholly lacking in that spiritual quality which prompts Ulf to voice his fear that the gods will be angry at their impersonation. Agmar is a mental giant, an imaginative genius, but this great void in his nature is to undo him.

In the third act the beggars are seated on seven thrones rough hewn from rock set up in the same hall that they first entered. For the most part they reek with self-satisfaction. Mlan and Oogno, who represent the physical element, are in a voluptuous reverie over the wines they have drunk and meats they have eaten. They laugh at the people who come to worship them, sneering at their credulity. Agmar rebukes them, saying that when they were beggars they behaved as beggars, but now that they are gods they must behave as gods. Agmar by sheer imaginative power seems to deify himself above the others. The Thief who has been absent among his calling, but unknown to them, rushes in and cries that they are lost, that three days ago two dromedary men were sent to Marma to see whether the gods were still there. There is instant panic. Agmar fights for time, and tries to devise a plan. The citizens enter and announce the two Dromedary Men. Agmar warns them that their doubting will bring a heavy doom upon them and advises them to desist. They refuse, saying that their doubts are mighty. The Dromedary Men are ushered in, and are asked whether the seven gods are still seated in their thrones at Marma. They are not there! Their shrines are empty! The gods are indeed come from Marma! The citizens are reassured and retire to prepare a feast for the beggars whom they now believe to be the true gods beyond all question. The beggars are mad with joy. They are saved. Only Agmar wonders. Something has come to pass which was unforeseen by him. He saw the seven gods there at Marma as he passed by not long ago. He cannot understand. He represents the wholly mental element as Oogno and Mian represent the physical, and now something has happened that his intelligence cannot compass. Ulf tells of a dream he has had in which there was a fear. Ulf is the only one who is susceptible to spiritual instincts; he may be said to be the prophet of the gods. Suddenly a frightened man runs in and throws himself down before them. He implores them not to walk at night around the city, and he describes how they appeared to him and to others  all green, and blind, and groping. The beggars cannot understand, but they begin to wonder. Agmar now feels his grasp on the situation slipping from him. He feels the presence of some force which is superior to him  and he fears. In spite of this he reassures the man and sends him away, but when the other beggars ask for explanations he cannot give them. There is the sound of a heavy, measured tread approaching. Can it be the dancing girls who walk so slowly and with such an ominous sound? Ulf springs to his feet and permits his fear to cry aloud  they have been impious and retribution will overtake them. His fears shall cry aloud and shall run before him like a dog out of the city. The great steps come nearer. Seven huge stone gods enter, and despite the efforts of the beggars to escape they are held by some mysterious power and are unable to resist.
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CITIZEN. They are cold; they have turned to stone.

(All abase themselves, foreheads to the floor.)

ONE. We have doubted them. We have doubted them. They have turned to stone because we have doubted them.

ANOTHER. They were the true gods.

ALL. They were the true gods.  

It is probable that there has never been a play more gigantic than this in conception. The fatality which Dunsany shares with the Greek dramas is here in its most perfect form. As Mr. Björkman remarks, The crime of hybris which to the Greeks was the unforgivable sin is here made as real to us as it was to them. Five of the beggars are purely physical, and they are shown as wholly subservient to the great intellect of Agmar; they themselves have nothing of the mind or spirit; they care for nothing but food, and wine, and dancing girls. Agmar is another Nietzsche; he is all brain, and his limitations are those of the fallible human intelligence. Ulf is a prophet of the spirit, but his mind is not strong enough to combat that of Agmar even though his instincts rebel against the projected imposition. But all through the play his forebodings warn us of the approaching peril. It is only when Agmar comes in contact with the spiritual essence, the divine force, that he is frustrated and ruined. Here is something which he did not consider and could not account for. That which is beyond and above the grasp of mere mind has crushed him with an ease and implacability which he could never foresee. Throughout the play I have pointed out how from time to time Agmar seemed to rise almost to divine heights, but it was never more than a seeming. His divinity was a matter of imagination, and of cold logic; it never rose above the stratum of the mind. Hence when he is at the last confronted with that which he tried to imitate, his whole structure is shattered in an instant. The old saw that you can fool a man with a stuffed dog, but you cant fool a dog is very applicable to the relation between the citizens and the beggars. Humanity is fallible; only the gods are omnipotent.

By the foregoing it will be seen that I have read no little symbolism into The Gods of the Mountain. It is not only permissible but even inevitable that this should be so, but still I feel called upon to defend my position in the face of Lord Dunsanys oft repeated statement that his plays have no hidden meaning. A writer is often wholly unconscious of what lies beneath the surface of his work. He may tell a story and see nothing himself but the story, and yet that portion of him which is apart from his objective consciousness may have written heavily between the lines. It is here that one must step in to interpret, a dangerous task and full of pitfalls, striving to deduce from the more obvious import the underlying and subconscious motive. The Gods of the Mountain taken only as a tale fulfills its purpose splendidly, but it is quite fair to take it as more than that, provided only that in our effort to interpret we do not misconstrue. Several of Dunsanys plays are distinctly symbolic in character, but the symbolism is wholly unconscious, and therein differs from the deliberate symbolism of one such as Maeterlinck. With Dunsany the symbolism arises from the story; with Maeterlinck the story arises from the symbolism. It is simply a difference in point of view, but this difference is vital.

From a standpoint of dramatic technique the play is almost perfect. The plot is unified and well constructed, unfolding gradually and smoothly. The character development is masterly, rising to splendid dramatic heights. The climaxes are quite perfect in themselves, (the final scenes of acts two and three are strokes of pure genius) and every line advances the movement. It has been found that to some act two has too little definite action, and this may be explained by saying that here again we are confronted with the difficulty of providing an obvious opposition when one of the contending forces is an abstract element. The criticism is entirely captious, however, for in act two the character development is keen and vivid. Hence those who are disposed to criticise the play on these grounds, are as a rule those who would much prefer the old Drury Lane melodrama to the modern and more artistic play. If there is not always physical action in this play there is at least always plot and characterization, which is a much better thing.

There is just one error in The Gods of the Mountain, and this is an error which is repeated in another of the Dunsany plays, namely, that of bringing the gods themselves on the stage. This is a matter of applied psychology, and of stage mechanics. One can imagine much more terrifying things than one can construct. When the gods are merely talked of, when they are only heard, and when their presence is but suggested, the imagination will conjure up a picture much nearer to that which the artist desires to convey than when we actually see the gods in person. It is impossible so to construct them as to present a really adequate sense of illusion. Gigantic and grotesque as they are they will always fall far short of what they ought to be. This comes of trying directly to embody an abstract force. It cannot be done. It is like trying to bring Truth or Beauty before us; it is impossible. True we can symbolise Truth and Beauty, and just here we are provided with a point of escape. The gods can be symbolised. Very well, then, and how shall such symbols be manifested? When the Dunsany gods come on the stage the criticism is usually that though they are obviously not men they partake too greatly of the human element. The only way to avoid this is to make them more so; that is, to make them more like Man than men them selves. In the same way the Venus de Milo is more like Woman than the average female. They must not be something different because they cannot be made different enough; hence they must be simply the same, only more so! It is a question not of realization, but of idealization. In my opinion by far the better plan would be not to attempt to bring the gods on the stage at all. The Glittering Gate illustrates this perfectly. Then while everything would be done to suggest, nothing would be done to satisfy the suggestion, and the imagination would be left free to spin its own texture of immensity. Realization always falls short of expectation; nothing really is as terrible as we think it is going to be, and so it is by all odds best to rest content with the thought, sure that the embodiment would be no more than disillusioning. With this one exception The Gods of the Mountain is a practically flawless play. And be it noted in this connection that it is not the dramatist who is at fault in this, but the man of the theater, and Dunsany does not pretend to be that.

This play is the only one of Dunsanys which has had a failure in production, and that failure has since been notably retrieved. When William A. Brady brought the Haymarket production to Buffalo it failed. There were two reasons for this. First, the bill consisted of two plays of which The Gods of the Mountain was the second, and the bill was far too long. The audience did not leave the theater until almost midnight, and no play could be expected to succeed with such a handicap. Next, the production was very inadequately rehearsed, so inadequately in fact that the gods are said to have fallen over each other as they made their entrance. I simply desire to point out that Dunsanys one failure has been through no fault of his own.

If The Gods of the Mountain were a second Hamlet we should have the background sketched in for each of the characters, giving us a personal interest in their problems which is now somewhat lacking. Agmars tragedy would be almost unbearable if we had a deep personal interest in him. It is man in his relation to the gods and not to himself or to his neighbour which we are called upon to observe, and so the personal touch, the human element, is not there. There is something greater there, but it is not enough. If the two lesser requirements were fulfilled as the one greater is, the play would be perhaps one of the greatest in all dramatic literature. As it is, it is a masterpiece.

The plot advances to its conclusion with utter inevitability, punctuated by the forebodings of Ulf, who sniffs the approach of Nemesis as a trained dog flinches at the smell of death. It is impossible to praise the play too highly in this connection. The characterization is clean cut and vivid, the lack of background accounting for the fact that the outlines of the personalities are somewhat oversharp. They have to be in order that they may stand out properly. Dunsany has never surpassed in his dramatic writings the poetry of Ulfs wailing warning of their doom in the last act. Agmar too has in several places, notably the end of act two, wonderful magic lines, poignant and bitter sweet with beauty.


THE GOLDEN DOOM

The scene is outside the Kings great door in Zericon, and the time is some while before the fall of Babylon. Two sentries guard the door and talk meanwhile of the heat and the cool of the near-by river. They talk also of the great King, and one of them feels a sense of menace as if some doom hung heavy. A star has fallen, and that may be a sign. A little boy and girl come in. The boy has come to pray to the great King for a hoop, but he cannot see the King so he prays to the Kings door instead.

BOY. Kings door, I want a little hoop.

The girl tells of a poem she has made and then proudly she recites it.



I saw a purple bird 

Go up against the sky 

And it went up, and up, 

And round about did fly.



BOY. I saw it die.

GIRL. That doesnt scan.

BOY. Oh, that doesnt matter.



The Kings Spies cross the stage, and the girl is frightened. The boy tells her that he will write her verses on the Kings door, and at this she is greatly delighted. And so he writes the verses, appending the last line he added. The girl again protests, but the line is written.

The sentries have hardly noticed the children, but now they hear the King coming so that they drive the youngsters away. The King comes with his Chamberlain, and as he nears the door he sees the writing on it. He questions the sentries but they say that no one has been near the door; it does not occur to them to mention the children. The King fears that this writing may be a prophecy. The Prophets of the Stars are summoned and are commanded to interpret the prophecy of the writing on the Kings door. They cannot do so, but each one silently covers himself with a great black cloak, for they believe the prophecy to be a doom. The Chief Prophet is summoned. He reads the writing and says that the King can be no other than the purple bird, for purple is royal; he has flown in the face of the gods and they are angry. It is a doom. The King offers a sacrifice. He says that he has done his best for his people; that if he has neglected the gods it was only because he was concerned with the welfare of his subjects on earth. The King and the Chief Prophet discuss the most suitable sacrifice, and finally decide that the Kings crown as a symbol of his pride shall be offered. The King asks only that he may rule among his people uncrowned, and minister to their welfare. So the crown is laid on the sacrificial block before the Kings door, and as the night comes on and it grows dark so that the stars may be seen, everyone goes away.

BOY. (enters from the right, dressed in white, his hands out a little, crying) Kings door, Kings door, I want my little hoop.(He goes up to the Kings door. When he sees the Kings crown there he utters a satisfied) O-oh! (He takes it up, puts it on the ground, and, beating it before him with the sceptre, goes out by the way that he entered.)

(The great door opens; there is light within; a furtive Spy slips out and sees that the crown is gone. Another Spy slips out. Their crouching heads come close together.)

FIRST SPY. (hoarse whisper) The gods have come!

(They run back through the door and the door is closed. It opens again and the King and the Chamberlain come through.)

KING. The stars are satisfied.

So the play ends, on the high note, the major chord always.
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The play like others of Dunsanys represents the expression of an abstract idea, and that idea not a particularly dramatic one. Again we have the cosmic, the godlike viewpoint, detached, impersonal and vast. A Kings crown and a childs hoop are weighed against each other in the scale, and are found to be of equal importance in the scheme of things. We learn that it is not always the great things, but sometimes the smallest things that overthrow whole kingdoms, that prophets are by no means infallible, and that the gods may speak to us through the mouth of a child.

The Golden Doom is well constructed. It builds from the very outset to a triumphant conclusion. But it lacks opposition, conflict. Man is neither opposed to man nor even to the gods. A sacrifice is made; will does not assert itself but bows to the inevitable. As a study of a situation, as the exposition of an idea the play is in its way a masterpiece, but the fact that the forces which are suggested in the action are not contending thins the piece from a purely dramatic standpoint. It is the poet rather than the dramatist who speaks in The Golden Doom. It may be observed too that it is no personal problem with which we are confronted; it rarely is with Dunsany. We do not feel, nor is it desired that we should feel, a sense of personal sympathy for the Boy praying for his little hoop, or for the King laying his crown on the sacrificial block. It is Boyhood in the mass, nay, even in the abstract with which we are called upon to sympathise; it is the idea of Majesty which we are asked to pity. It is Man in the conglomerate whole with which we are dealing; not an individual man. It is necessary that this should be well understood, for it is one of the basic principles of Dunsanys work, and it is summed up when I repeat that he is more interested in ideas than he is in people. It is never an isolated individual problem which he attacks; it is rather some one question which is peculiar to humanity as a whole.

It is interesting to observe that while Dunsany does not provide conflict in this play he does provide the next thing to it, contrast, and that in a most effective manner. The whole episode of the children played against the background of royalty with its spies and its prophets is immensely ironic. The point of view of the child, too, with its perfect and wholly unconscious logic, becomes delicious when placed in juxtaposition to the complex outlook man has built for himself. To understand this play is to understand Dunsany. Invariably he is a scoffer at the subtleties of adult philosophy, and a strong adherent of the clear, unsophisticated point of view of the child. He reduces sophistication to its basic premise of sophistry times without number, only to rise and to attack once more from another direction.

Dramatic technique is largely a matter of dramatic instinct, mixed with a goodly portion of common sense. Dunsany does not pretend to be a technician, but observe how carefully, and yet how easily, we are shown that the Kings great door is sacred and must not be touched. A stranger from Thessaly enters at the very beginning of the action and approaches the door. The sentinels warn him off with their spears, and after a moment he wanders away again, having provided the necessary exposition in the most natural manner possible. The atmosphere is heightened, and we hardly realize that we have learned anything of importance. See too how the note of menace is struck at the very outset by one of the sentries who feels a doom and a foreboding. It is not unduly emphasized, but it is there and we at once feel the force of its suggested terror. From then on we wait, sure that a crisis of some kind is at hand. As I said, the play ends on a major chord, but it does even more than this; it ends at the very moment when it should end, neither too soon nor a moment overtime. This point is true of Dunsanys plays; they begin at the one inevitable moment when they should begin, and they end in a like manner. This is not only true of the plays as a whole, but it is true of every separate scene, and of every speech in the scenes. They are all timed to the minute. The dialogue of Dunsany has been compared with that of Maeterlinck, but the comparison is superficial. Maeterlincks dialogue is often so vague as to be practically imbecilic in effect, while the dialogue of Dunsany is always terse and to the point; not one word is wasted, there is never a shadow of doubt as to the exact meaning, and every speech carries the action definitely forward. With Maeterlinck too all the characters speak in the style of Maeterlinck, whether they be prince or peasant; there is no attempt to give them a colloquial value. It is here that Dunsany most clearly shows that with his marvelous imagination he has combined the most acute power of observation. His characters are as real as any to be found next door or on the high-road. It is only the situations which are grotesque, and this very combination of the real and the unreal makes for dramatic effect in a manner of which Maeterlinck for all his genius could not dream. Dunsany has observed and noted, and the results of that observation are as true to life as any preachment of Ibsens; with Dunsany it is only his terminology that is strange.

For sheer beauty of thought and of expression The Golden Doom ranks high among Dunsanys works. It is full of wonderful color, and of that magic atmosphere of which only Dunsany is master. It has a story to tell, and that story is one of the great ones of the world, albeit that the theme is perhaps more suited to the poem than to the play. That is the only flaw in an otherwise faultless bit of work, that the poet has for a moment driven the dramatist to a secondary position. But the work was well worth doing, and who but Lord Dunsany could have written The Golden Doom?


THE LOST SILK HAT

This is one of Lord Dunsanys two experiments with a realistic background. By realistic I mean here that the action of the piece is set in a fashionable London Street, and that the characters are such persons as one might expect to meet in such a locality. The acceptance of these self imposed conditions has not, however, restrained Dunsany, in the very least degree, from indulging his fancy, and the result is one of the most amusing light comedies imaginable. There will doubtless be some who will insist on the term farce being used in this connection, but by farce is meant a play where the plot dominates the characterization, and by comedy is intended exactly the reverse. In this play again we find an entire lack of personal background for the characters; they have individuality rather than personality; we are dealing with broad types used for the exposition of certain ideas, but these ideas are exposed through characterization rather than through plot. Hence, if it is necessary to classify the play at all it seems quite reasonable that it should be dignified by the term of comedy. If it were a longer play, and if the background were painted in, it is entirely possible that we should have been treated to the only perfect comedy of manners since The Importance of Being Earnest. The outline is all there, ready and waiting.

The Caller stands on the door-step of a house, faultlessly dressed, but without a hat. He has just proposed to the lady in the house and has been rejected, and in the mad desperation of the moment has fled leaving his hat behind him. His predicament is no slight one. To return for the hat, while a sensible measure, would be an inconceivable anti-climax, and he cannot be ridiculous. Not to have the hat is an equally impossible situation. He cannot go through the streets of London half clothed! A Laborer comes along and the Caller accosts him in the hope that he can be persuaded to recover the hat. He tries to induce the Laborer to come to his aid, he tries even to bribe him, but he only succeeds in arousing the suspicions of that horny handed person to the effect that there is something very mysterious about the whole affair. The dialogue between the two is outrageously funny.

LABORER. YOU arent going to give me a sovereign, and rise it to two sovereigns, for an empty hat?

CALLER. But I must have my hat. I cant be seen in the streets like this. Theres nothing in the hat. What do you thinks in the hat?

LABORER. Ah, Im not clever enough to say that, but it looks as if the papers was in that hat.

CALLER. The papers?

LABORER. Yes, papers proving, if you can get them, that youre the heir to that big house, and some poor innocent will be defrauded.

And so it goes until the Laborer makes his departure, sure that a crime is on the verge of commission. A Clerk enters and he is approached in the same way, and with the same result. He too is suspicious, but his imagination is not capable of the flights of that of the Laborer. It is rather his sense of propriety that is violated; the situation is unconventional, and therefore improper. He goes away, and the Caller is left alone. Enter the Poet, who having the whole ghastly mishap explained to him is disposed to be indulgent. He philosophises at length upon hats and upon proposals and at length advises the Caller to buy a bayonet, and join the Bosnians. There, having given up his life for a hopeless cause, he will become immortal. The Caller is furious, and at last decides to go in and get the hat himself, whatever the cost. The Poet pleads with him not to go, for if he does there will be a reconciliation and Romance will be unsatisfied; the Caller will marry the lady, and will have a large family of ugly children. Could anything be more horrible to contemplate? Nevertheless in the Caller goes, and the Poet sits disconsolate on the door-step.



POET, (rising, lifting hand)... but let there be graven in brass upon this house: Romance was born again here out of due time and died young. (He sits down. Enter Laborer and Clerk with Policeman. The music stops.)

POLICEMAN. Anything wrong here?

POET. Everythings wrong. Theyre going to kill Romance.

POLICEMAN, (to Laborer) This gentleman doesnt seem quite right somehow.

LABORER. Theyre none of them quite right today.

(Music starts again.)

POET. My God! It is a duet.

POLICEMAN. He seems a bit wrong somehow.

LABORER. YOU should a seen the other one.

Curtain.

This is surely a most excruciatingly funny play. The Laborer is one of the best comedy characters I have seen in a long, long while. And just here let me digress sufficiently to remark that, quite unconsciously, I believe, Lord Dunsany has in the Caller and in the Poet drawn two delicious pictures of George Moore and Yeats  both caricatured broadly to be sure, but both recognisable. It may be that it is simply some perverse imp of the grotesque that makes me see a caricature where there is none intended, but the thought has amused me, and so I pass it on in the hope that its humour may not be entirely exhausted.

The Lost Silk Hat is not particularly dramatic, even for a comedy; nothing happens. Its carrying power exists almost entirely in the dialogue. But such dialogue! It is not witty, for wit is cold, a Shavian quality, intended not to expose a character, but to make a point, while humour is exactly otherwise. The French are, as a nation, witty; the English are humorous. The deep suspicion, the frank incredulity of the Laborer; the strong common sense of the Caller; the rigid conventionality of the Clerk; and the pure romance of the Poet are all as clean cut as possible. There is not a single waste word. It is one of the most delicious bits of pure humour that I have ever seen.

Technically, a hard word to use surely in this connection, the piece is well done. The action, such as it is, is rapid, each scene blending easily and swiftly into the next. The necessary exposition is given in a few words which serve not only to elucidate the previous happenings, but also to develop the present situation. This is quite as it should be, but how rarely do we find it! One becomes so used to machine-made drama, that the natural flow of Dunsany is like an echo from another age.

Having pointed out that Dunsany always ends his plays at just the proper moment, I shall now have to qualify the statement by remarking that the conclusion of this particular play would be stronger if the last two speeches were omitted. Whether this is the exception that proves the rule or not, I do not know, but there can be no doubt but that it is an exception.

Apropos of Dunsanys constant irony there is a slight point which may be worthy of attention; namely, that it is the satirist who is witty, and the humorist who is ironic. Dunsany certainly comes within the last named category. He is a humorist, even a great humorist, and the final test is that in their very humour his plays border on tragedy. Humour may be turned to tragedy; satire never can be. The chief point of difference between Dunsany and most humorists is that while their outlook is personal his is cosmic. Man regarded in the mass becomes a gigantic joke, his pretence that he is civilised, his assumption of entire free will, and all his foibles of sophistication are entirely comic. It is only when he is regarded individually that he is tragic, and that which makes him so is the very same element that made him comic before. When one thinks of the present war as a whole it is immensely ironic, but when one stops to consider the individual personal problems involved the great irony breaks into an endless series of minor tragedies  minor, that is, in their relation to the whole. Dunsanys outlook is as nearly universal, and hence as nearly detached and impersonal, as may be; he never reaches the personal, he never tries to reach it.

That is at once the cause of his greatness, and the reason why he is not greater.

The Lost Silk Hat is no more than a trifle, a spark flecked off the emery wheel of the imagination of the artist, but it is so perfect a trifle, and so brilliant a spark, that a more or less serious consideration of its merits is by no means out of place. The small thing beautifully done is of inestimably greater value than the great thing botched in the making. And perchance in this play we may find a promise of that perfect comedy of manners which Dunsany may one day write. Certain it is at any rate that no one is less interested in such a possibility than Dunsany himself, and for that we can be thankful. He has one receipt for writing a play  when you have a story to tell, tell it  and so long as he adheres to this dogma we can at least be sure that whatever the result may be we shall never lose interest.


A NIGHT AT AN INN

Dunsany says of this play that comparing it to The Gods of the Mountain is like comparing a man to his own shadow. That sums up the case very well. A Night at an Inn is indeed a shadow, an echo of the greater work.

The curtain rises on a room in an old English Inn. The Toff, a dilapidated gentleman, is there with his three sailor followers. We learn from the ensuing conversation between the three (the Toff does not enter into the discussion) that a short time ago the party raided an Indian temple, and robbed the idol of its single eye, a huge ruby. Their two companions were killed before they left the country, and even now the three priests of Klesh, the idol, are following after the fugitives in order to visit retribution upon them and regain their own. Albert tells how he gave the priests the slip in Hull. The Toff has brought them here to the old Inn which he has hired for a period of time. The sailors are restless; they see no more danger and desire to be off with their booty. When they tell this to the Toff he bids them take the ruby and go. They do so, but the next moment are back through the door. They have seen the Priests of Klesh who have followed all the way from Hull  eighty miles on foot. The Toff has expected this, and has acted in consequence. He tells them that they must kill the priests if they ever expect to enjoy the ruby in peace. Through his cleverness the priests are trapped one after the other, and are murdered. The four then celebrate their victory, but one goes out for a pail of water and comes back pale and shaking, disclaiming any part in the ruby. Klesh himself enters, blind and groping. He takes the ruby eye and placing it in his forehead goes out. Then a voice is heard calling one of the seamen. He does not want to go but is impelled by some mysterious force. He goes out, a single moan is heard, and it is over. The next seaman is called, and then the third. Last of all the Toff hears the command and makes his final exit.
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ALBERT(going). Toffy, Toffy.(Exit.)

VOICE. Meestaire Jacob Smith, Able Seaman.

SNIGGERS. I cant go, Toffy. I cant go. I cant do it. (He goes.)

VOICE. Meestaire Arnold Everett Scott-Fortescue, late Esquire, Able Seaman.

THE TOFF. I did not foresee it. (Exit.)

Curtain.



He did not foresee it, just as Agmar did not foresee the result of his impiety. Herein the two plays are close together, but The Gods of the Mountain is immeasurably superior both in conception, and in the handling of its theme. It has poetry, and characterization, whereas the second play is pure melodrama. And certainly it is one of the best melodramas ever written. The one error made in the entrance of the gods in the first play has been repeated here, and with just as detrimental an effect. The same arguments which we considered then apply now and with equal force. It cannot be done. The illusion is destroyed immediately. This is the only error to be found in either play, and it may be said again that it is an error not of the drama, but of the theater.

The construction of A Night at an Inn is really magnificent. Gradually it gathers force until it is in the full swing of tremendous action, and having reached the climax it pauses a single instant, and then with a marvelously quick reversal, it pitches down to the end. The cloud no bigger than a mans hand is seen; it rapidly spreads over the whole situation, until finally it is dispelled to all appearances, but at the very moment of its disappearance it returns only to envelop the whole action. The play is extraordinary in its quick movement, its utter surety of purpose, and in the peripetia which gives it the power of its final blow. That is one of the most astonishing things about all these plays; they show a skill, and not only a facility, but a power of handling, which one is much more likely to ascribe to an old hand than to a man who does not make dramaturgy his sole business in life. Dunsany always knows exactly what he wants to do, and exactly how to do it. Under the circumstances this is surely rather astounding. There are more necessary mechanics connected with the drama than with any other form of the literary art. Neither the poem nor the novel has so rigid a structure (the short story may have), and it is therefore surprising to find so complete a control over a medium to which one has not devoted much time and energy. But this is implying that Lord Dunsany has written no other plays than those we know, and this indeed may be the case. We speak of a mans first play, not taking into consideration the many plays he may have written and consigned to the waste-basket. It is often those plays which make a man a writer, just as it is the scrub team that makes the varsity what it is. But all evidence goes to prove that Dunsanys first play was The Glittering Gate, written for Yeats, and followed by King Argimenes and the Unknown Warrior. Both these plays show the hand of the tyro in places, but they both indicate a grasp of form that is amazing. I fear that my use of the word form may be antagonistic to those restless spirits who chatter so easily of freeing the drama from the shackles of dogma. I have a strong inward conviction, however, that when they have rid themselves satisfactorily of the shackles, they will find that somewhere in the scuffle they have lost the drama. However  !

In their sudden reverse twist at the end, Dunsanys plays remind one of O. Henrys short stories. With both writers too the same sense of economy is evident. Not a word could be subtracted from A Night at an Inn without its loss being felt. Sometimes this is carried almost to an extreme. Dunsanys imagination outruns his pen on occasion, and there is a paucity of stage business in his manuscripts that has made at least one producer gasp. In the plays one sometimes feels that while all the high lights are present there is a lack of shadowing, of detailed line work which, while not vital, is at least desirable. The plays are never in the least slovenly in workmanship, quite otherwise in fact, but there is present a sense that not enough time has been spent on them to give us all that the author has imagined. This doubtless arises from the fact that Dunsany concerns himself with nothing beyond the story itself. He is not interested in the lights and shadows of a more subtle characterization, and this is without doubt a serious weakness. But it is only in the acceptance of a work of art for what it is, without regrets for what it might have been, that we can arrive at any conclusion.

The resemblance of A Night at an Inn to The Gods of the Mountain is particularly interesting as showing how effectively the same theme can be treated in separate ways. The Toff parallels Agmar, the sailors are of the same ilk as the beggars, and the gods are always the same. The same philosophy is present in both plays, but the sublime audacity of the first raises it to heights of which the other is not capable. Moreover we are interested in Agmar as a personal problem, while in the Toff we never feel such interest. The beggars are individualized; the sailors are treated collectively. All this marks the difference between the two plays especially in that one is drama, and the other is melodrama in which the plot motivates the action, as opposed to drama in which the action is motivated by character. A Night at an Inn will always remain one of Dunsanys most effective plays because it is so perfect of its kind, although that kind may not be of the highest type. Certainly it shows that Dunsany can provide plenty of action when action is called for. It is vital to the effect of the play that the action be extremely brief after the entrance of Klesh, yet there are still certain definite things to be accomplished. Without conveying a sense of undue hurry, with only such speed as is necessary to keep the pitch, the play is brought to its logical conclusion. There can be no question that, with the exception of the bringing of Klesh on the stage, the play stands the acid test in every particular. It is a thrilling bit of work; a tour de force which is reminiscent of the Grand Guignol, but which is wholly lacking in the morbidity that is so characteristic of that Chamber of Horrors.

The idea of dramatic contrast is very interestingly carried out in this play. To take a minor instance, observe how the quiet calm, the detached disinterestedness of the Toff stands out against the sailors with their quicker, easier emotions. In Agmar, and in the Toff, one fancies that the author is unconsciously drawing a picture of himself as he would be with the poet absent. There is a certain vague similarity in the mental attitudes of the three. To return to the contrast; it was surely a daring thing to set so grotesque a conception in so commonplace a background, an old English Inn. One would think that gods and half clothed priests would enter here only to be laughed at. It would seem to be like playing Macbeth in evening clothes. It is through sheer skill that the result actually achieved is quite otherwise. From the rise of the curtain the atmosphere is so definite and so tense that there is no possible thought of incongruity. One never has to get into the atmosphere of a Dunsany play. The atmosphere reaches out and holds you even against your will. This is due partly to the fact that Dunsany himself is convinced, and that therefore he is enabled to be convincing. He believes so thoroughly in his own creations, at least while he is working on them, that the audience cannot but feel the force of his belief. More than this it is skill in writing, and, mark you, it is the skill of the poet rather than that of the dramatist. A playwright is able to create an atmosphere of this description only when he is a poet also. The ability of Dunsany to do this and to do it well is one of his strongest assets, and A Night at an Inn is a perfect example of this phase.


THE QUEENS ENEMIES

The place of this play is in the great room of an underground temple situated on the bank of the Nile; the time is that of an early dynasty. The stage is divided into two sections. On the right one may see a steep flight of stone steps leading down to a door which opens into the room itself. The stage is dark. Two slaves come down the steps with torches. They have been ordered to prepare the room for the Queen, who is about to feast there with her enemies. 
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They look about the room of the old disused temple and comment upon the strange eccentricity of their mistress. A great table is set in the center and at one end of it has been placed a throne. From the shadow of the throne moves a huge figure, much to the terror of the slaves. It is Harlee, a servant of the Queen. He is dumb, his tongue having been pulled out by the roots. He laughs at the two, and moves to one side. The slaves go, and the Queen with her attendant comes down the long flight of steps into the room. The Queen is young, and slender, and pretty. She bemoans the fact that she has enemies. Her Captains have taken their lands but she knows naught of it. She is plaintive, beseeching, almost querulous as she asks, Oh, why have I enemies? Now she has planned this feast of reconciliation. But she is afraid to be there alone with her enemies. She is so small and young; they may kill her. After many doubts and complainings; after much fear and trembling she decided to go through with it. At the top of the steps leading to the closed door appear two of the invited Princes. One of them is distrustful and does not want to go further. He fears a trap. Finally he induces his fellow to turn back, but as they are about to do so the others arrive and there is nothing to do but to enter. The Princes, a King, and the High-Priest come with their slaves. The Queen greets them timidly. They stand about the room uncertain whether to trust her or not. The old dumb slave of the Queen is at her side, and she murmurs to him, To your post, Harlee. He goes, though one of the Princes stops him and inquires his mission  but he is dumb. The Queen finally manages to persuade her guests to sit at the feasting board. They fear to eat, and the Queen weeps that they should so distrust her. Moved by her tears they eat. She offers a toast to the future. As they are about to drink it the High-Priest says that a voice has just come to him speaking in his ear telling him not to drink to the future. His fears are laughed at and the toast is drunk. Then the company becomes merry, and jest and story fly across the board. The Queen joins in at first, but when she sees that her guests are occupied she slips from her throne and with her attendant tries to leave the room. She is stopped at once, for they are distrustful of her still. But she has promised to restore to them the lands she has taken, and they cannot believe that she would harm them. By her generosity she has made them all her friends. The Queen says that she must go to pray to a very secret god, and so she is permitted to depart. She goes out and part way up the steps, while the great door closes fast behind her. The guests try the door when she has gone. It is locked. They fear once more a trap. Slaves are posted at the door with weapons and they all wait in silence for what may come. The Queen above them, unseen and unheard by them, on the steps lifts her voice and prays to old Father Nile. She tells him that she has a sacrifice worthy of him  Princes, a King, and a Priest. She asks that he come and take them from her. She pauses, but there comes no answer. Then she calls swiftly, Harlee, Harlee, let in the water! There is another deathly pause. Then, as the lights darken, from an opening in the room below, the water from the Nile pours in, and amid cries and shrieks, the enemies of the Queen are drowned. The water rises up the steps from underneath the door; as it reaches the Queen she lifts her garment out of its way and then, mounting a step higher, she murmurs voluptuously, Oh, I shall sleep to-night! She slowly climbs the steps with her attendant and vanishes.

In the character of the Queen we are confronted with a problem which the play itself does little to solve. Is her act simply a cold blooded deliberate murder, or was it a sudden impulse? Throughout the play she maintains an attitude of injured virtue, and of entire innocence. This pose on her part is stressed until it is unmistakable. Is this hypocrisy or is it natural? If it is natural she could never have done what she did. The two things are wholly incongruous; if she is one she cannot seemingly be the other. One cannot be a sweet and innocent girl and a Lady Macbeth at the same time. On the other hand, if this attitude is merely a pose, why is this not made evident? To keep such a matter from the audience is fatal. There are any number of times when the Queen could have thrown off the mask, but she never did so. The result of all this has been to make the character of this royal lady extremely obscure. We all agree that it is a most interesting play, but what is the mystery of the Queen? She is not consistent; nor is she even consistently inconsistent. The fact that she told Harlee early in the action to go to his post, and then later called to him to let in the water surely indicates beyond question that the murder was most carefully planned and arranged for. The very fact of the feasting place, underground and on the bank of the Nile, suggests this also. But the character of the Queen as it is shown us does not suggest it in the slightest degree, and the sign-posts which I have just mentioned are too slight to afford adequate warning. Hence the Dunsanyesque surprise at the end of the play comes with an unexpected shock; the characterization so carefully built up is shattered in an instant, and we are left to gasp in amazement at what seems an utter incongruity. Surprise calls for careful preparation, and here there is little or none of it. In both The Gods of the Mountain and A Night at an Inn the sense of menace and foreboding is gradually built up until the event of which it gave warning has transpired. But in The Queens Enemies we are shown a woman who is one thing and who does another without warning or explanation. Our sense of the fitness of things is violated. It is bad dramaturgy somewhere.
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It so happens that Lord Dunsany has himself furnished the key to the problem, and before discussing the play further I will submit his own explanation. The Queen is wholly unconscious of any wrong doing. She is an aesthete; anything ugly either in itself or in its effect upon her is to her a distinct immorality, something to be obliterated from the face of the earth, to suffer nothing but annihilation. Being this she is of course sublimely selfish. She is selfish too in the absolute, not the relative sense. If a dirty child brushed against her she would kill that child. And yet she is of the most delicate sensibility; these things hurt her, and she blots them out of existence not because she feels a satisfaction in the act  there is no sense of vengeance, or of malice  but because she believes it to be a divine duty to rid the earth of that which she deems a painful disfigurement. So when she prays to Father Nile to send the water she fully believes that in offering this sacrifice she is performing a holy task  albeit a most unpleasant one. But, being a woman, she does not rely too greatly on Father Nile, and has placed Harlee at the flood-gates, so that if the deity does not respond the sacrifice will still be accomplished. And afterward, when the water rises from the flooded room up the steps to the hem of her garment, knowing that those who were a menace to her, who haunted her bedside, driving slumber into the shadows, and who were to her the very apotheosis of all that is evil because they balked her will, were gone for ever, she revels in that which she has done, knowing that her offering to the gods will bring to her the rest and peace she desires. She is an æsthete wholly without a moral sense; which is to say, only a sensualist.

If this were all brought out in the play it would be very well, but it is not so brought out. Lord Dunsany has attempted a characterization which was beyond him considering his lack of entire acquaintance with his medium. I have pointed out several times before that he did not as a rule furnish that background so necessary to vitalize a character into a living personality, but never before has there been the same need for so doing. Now such a background is imperative, and the fact that it is not there has frustrated his design. The play is intended to be an immensely subtle characterization. Dunsanys tendency to show only the high spots has reduced the subtlety to intelligibility in this instance. It was vital that the background should be filled in. The play is interesting, and has been successful because of its atmosphere, and of its action. But the motivating force of this action is entirely obscure. The play is like a book in which one sees only the chapter headings and the illustrations.

For several reasons I am inclined to suspect that Dunsany intended in this play to convey the idea that the Queen was in reality not at all different from the ordinary woman, indeed that she typified in this phase of her character Woman in the generic sense. The moral would be in that case that women are utterly ruthless in their pursuit of whatever they desire, and that anything which stands in the way of such a pursuit is to them merely an evil to be extinguished. This attitude on the part of Lord Dunsany toward woman in general I shall take up more in detail a little later, as it applies to several of the plays. As Miss Prism remarked to Dr. Chasuble in The Importance of Being Earnest, A misanthrope I can understand  a womanthrope, never! I think it is perfectly safe to acquit Lord Dunsany of being a womanthrope!

It has been suggested several times that the play would have been vastly improved if it had been a short story; that the drama was not the medium for this theme. To a certain extent this theory is tenable. The story writer can fill in a mass of detailed characterization in description which the dramatist must express in terms of action, a much more difficult task. Hence there are undoubtedly some themes which the playwright would do well to leave to his fellow craftsman. I do not believe, however, that this is one of them. I see no reason why the story of this unconsciously cruel Queen, for all her subtlety, should not be told in dramatic form. The best solution would probably be to give the play another act, making the present act the second. In act one all necessary background could be given quite easily and dramatically through some incident or episode which would suggest in itself all that has been omitted in the present version.

The Queens Enemies is one of Lord Dunsanys poorest plays. And though this be true it has been successful and deservedly so. It tells an interesting story in a most dramatic manner; it has atmosphere and colour, and it shows amusingly how much better Dunsany is at his worst than many others at their best. I class the play as I do because it fails of the purpose for which it was intended. It set out to show something, and it failed to show it, and in the failing it obscured the action. The salient point of the play, its real raison detre, is the underlying motive which prompts the action, and this motive is so vague as to be incoherent. That which remains, the action itself, saves the piece, but it is not enough to turn the play into that which it would have been had the whole motivation been apparent. That such motivation was intended is very evident, and that the intention was not carried out is equally so.

As for the poetry of the play, that lies hidden for the most part with that portion which has never seen the light. It is not there; the most that we can say is that if the play had been written as it was intended, it would have been.

I may seem to have devoted an over-amount of space to the faults of The Queens Enemies, and to have been even captious in my criticism of it. The play which has few or no flaws, and is able to stand upon its own feet, naturally requires less attention than that play of which the reverse is true. If a thing is good, and if we like it, we do not have to have it explained to us. But to understand an evil is to forgive it  which applies here, bad paraphrase though it is.


THE TENTS OF THE ARABS

As we are dealing with the plays in chronological order it should be mentioned that it is the first professional production in America of The Tents of the Arabs in November of 1916 which suggests the inclusion of the play at this particular point. It was published in magazine form some two years before it was produced.

The scene is outside the gate of the city of Thalanna, and the time is uncertain. BelNarb and Aoob, two camel drivers, sit at the gates and look down upon the city. They talk of cities and of the desert, of the splendour of the one and of the dreary waste of the other. For long they talk, wishing that their lot were cast among the crowded places, and that they did not have to venture their lives among the sand storms. They are on their way to Mecca, and the voices of their fellow pilgrims are heard calling them to come. They go, and hard upon their departure the young King enters, followed shortly by his Chamberlain. The King is very bored with the council chamber, and the court; he is tired of the walls that hem him in, and weary with the heavy responsibilities which have been forced upon him. They have sent for a Princess to marry him, and this is not because of love, but for the good of the State only, and the King is sad. He longs for the desert, for the great quiet, and rest, and for the tents of the Arabs. He has known cities too long and he is weary. He says he will go to the desert for a year, and though the Chamberlain does his best to restrain him he is decided. The Chamberlain conspires to have his escort bring him back very soon, for when the King is gone there are no favours to be given. But the King slips away alone, and mounting a camel is soon lost among the sand hills.





[image: img93.jpg]







The second act shows us the same place after the passing of just one year. The King sits on the sand and by him sits the gypsy girl of the desert, Eznarza, whom he loves. She knows who he is and that he must leave her, and they talk there sadly of their parting.



KING. NOW I have known the desert and dwelt in the tents of the Arabs.

EZNARZA. There is no land like the desert and like the Arabs no people.

KING. It is all over and done, I return to the walls of my fathers.

EZNARZA. Time cannot put it away, I go back to the desert that nursed me.

KING. Did you think in those days on the sands, or among the tents in the morning, that my year would ever end, and I be brought away by strength of my word to the prisoning of my palace?



The King tries to persuade Eznarza to come with him, and to live with him in his palace, but she will not, for a gypsy cannot live in the great walled city. She tells him that he must go back and marry his Princess. And then she asks him to come with her, to forget Thalanna, to return and dwell with her among the tents of her fathers. But this he cannot do, for he has given his word that he will return, and the city must have a King. The Chamberlain and his follower come in; they are expecting the King. They do not notice the two on the sand. Bel-Narb and Aoob enter, for they have returned from their pilgrimage. The Chamberlain speaks to the noble who accompanies him, and as it is past the time they feel sure that the King has died within the year and will never return to them. They cover their heads with dust. Bel-Narb, who has been listening to this, suddenly goes up to the Chamberlain and says that he has returned, that he is the King. The Chamberlain doubts, surely he has changed most greatly in the year, but surely also the desert changes men. The King has started to his feet, but he does not interfere. As the Chamberlain hesitates, the King, half covering his face with his cloak as an Arab, says that he has seen Bel-Narb in Mecca and has there known him for the King. This confirmation is all that is needed. At once Bel-Narb is recognized by Chamberlain and noble alike. Aoob joins his voice to the chorus of recognition. The King on being questioned says that he is but a poor camel driver, and when they wish him to go to the temple to be rewarded he refuses, for he must return to the desert. The King and Eznarza are once more left alone. The people of the city are only fools, and now they have a foolish King. The rightful King and the gypsy will return to the tents of the Arabs.



EZNARZA. We shall hear the sand again, whispering low to the dawn wind.

KING. We shall hear the nomads stirring in their camps far off because it is dawn.

EZNARZA. The jackals will patter past us, slipping back to the hills.

KING. When at evening the sun is set we shall weep for no day that is gone.

EZNARZA. I will raise up my head of a night time against the sky, and the old, old unbought stars shall twinkle through my hair, and we shall not envy any of the diademed queens of the world.

Curtain.



It is a beautiful story; one almost hesitates to call it a play, although it is one. But in it the poet has spoken more loudly than the playwright. In the first extract I quoted you will notice how perfect the hexameter lines are through the first four speeches and the first part of the next. The following also is really very lovely in its delicate and subtle beauty.

KING. Who is this little child that is mightier than Time? Is it Love that is mightier?

EZNARZA. NO, not Love.

KING. If he conquer even Love, then none is mightier.

EZNARZA. He scares Love away with weak, white hairs and with wrinkles. Poor little Love. Poor Love, Time scares him away.

KING. What is this child of man that can conquer Time and that is braver than Love?

EZNARZA. Even Memory.



And a little later Eznarza says again that We have only that little child of man, whose name is Memory. Dunsany has the trick of repeating words, phrases and thoughts until they seem to catch a swinging rhythm of their own. Alfred Noyes does the same. Perhaps it is a quality of the lyric poet, though Dunsany deals with the epic rather than with the other form. But they are both poets, be it lyric or epic. The quality that I have mentioned has the ability to transmit an element of sentiment to verse, for sentiment is a matter of association, and collation, the recalling of an emotion through its recurrence.

This is the only Dunsany play which contains anything nearly approaching a love story.

The story here is passionless, though it is beautiful. For once the woman is not satirised or poked fun at; for once she is allowed to live and be beautiful. But even so one somehow feels that she is here rather as a quality than as a personality. She is only a part of that desert life which calls the King. It is not the desert which is a background for their passion, for their passion is but a part of the background. At any rate, the play comes near to being a study of human relations, though it is not. It may seem to be, and we may for an instant be tricked into thinking that here is Dunsany in a new mood, showing us man in his relation to man, or to woman, but this is not true. What the play really tells us is that Kings and cities are of little account in the great scheme of things; that the dreamer in the tents of the Arabs fulfills his destiny far better than the monarch, for a crown may crumble, while only dreams are eternal. When Bel-Narb goes to the city as King we see the false reigning over the fallacious; and when the King returns with Eznarza to the desert we see him who has found truth accept and embrace it. Like to like they return to each other forever.

The second act of the play is better than the first, because the finest poetry of the play is in that act, and because that act contains the only drama, the scene where Bel-Narb passes himself off as the King. There is not another dramatic scene in the play. The witchery of the atmosphere, the music of the lines, the beauty of the thoughts, the poetry and magic of the expression are what make the play really fine. There is no drama. One may be permitted to do this and still have a play when one is done, if one can do it in this wise. For the result will hold an audience, and there is form in the structure. A play is little more than this. There are several opportunities for strong dramatic action in the last act, but they have all been passed over. It seems to me right that this should be so, for the introduction of any element of violence, even though it does not express itself in physical terms, would be entirely out of keeping with the rest of the play. The delicacy of the whole conception would be thrown out of key by a note too hot with passion. In the play we see that world in which our bodies are contend with that greater world of the spirit, and we see the first world lose. The Tents of the Arabs may be said to be perhaps the least dramatic, and the most poetic of Dunsanys plays. Were it not that its poetry is very exquisite the play would sink to an insignificant place in relation to the others; as it is we can never forget it.

There are two plays of Lord Dunsanys which have not been produced. These are The Laughter of the Gods and King Alexander. Of the first I know only that it is about the length of The Gods of the Mountain, and that, though the gods are there, they never come on the stage. It is said to be one of Dunsanys finest pieces of work, and I regret that I have not been privileged to read the manuscript. The second play is longer than any other he has written, and as it deals with that Alexander of history, I suppose one may call it historical in a certain sense. But from what I know of Lord Dunsany I am strongly of the opinion that its historical value is not its salient feature. That is reassuring at any rate. Lord Dunsany started to collaborate with Padraic Colum in the writing of this play, but when Mr. Colum saw how little the play was his, and how much Dunsanys, he decided that he had better give the manuscript over. It would have been interesting had this collaboration been carried to a conclusion, but it is probable that each man was too great in himself to write with another. Collaboration usually means compromise, and genius compromises with nothing.


THE TALES

Beside his plays there are to Lord Dunsanys credit seven volumes of short tales; I call them tales for want of a better title. Sometimes they are mere random thoughts jotted down seemingly until such time as they found place in some more pretentious form. The book of Fifty-One Tales might so be described almost as a note-book, so fleeting, and so incomplete are some of the conceptions; yet there are others of which one might say that to write them alone was to have at least a finger upon immortality. There is not one of them which is not beautiful in thought and in expression. They give too strange inner glimpses of the mans philosophy, his entire loyalty to beauty, and his disgust of com-

HIS WORK promise. Baudelaire might have written them so far as form is concerned, but the point of view, and it is that which makes them important first of all, is Dunsanys alone. In some of the longer tales one may find pure metrical flights of surpassing loveliness, almost sensuous in the long swinging hexameters which are so reminiscent of the Greece by which they were doubtless suggested. The following fragment by the change of a syllable here and there is a perfect example of this phase:



Clad though that city was in one robe always, in twilight, yet was its beauty worthy of even so lovely a wonder; city and twilight both were peerless but for each other. Built of a stone unknown in the world we tread were its bastions, quarried we know not where, but called by the gnomes dbyx, it so flashed back to the twilight its glories, color for color, that none can say of them where their boundary is, and which the eternal twilight, and which the City of Never; they are the twin-born children, the fairest daughters of Wonder. Time had been there, but not to work destruction; he had turned to a fair, pale green the domes that were made of copper, the rest he had left untouched, even he, the destroyer of cities, by what bribe I know not averted.



This is from a tale in The Book of Wonder, which Dunsany calls A Chronicle of Little Adventures at the Edge of the World. The Preface to this volume is very charming, and is even remindful of another invitation extended to us all some hundreds of years ago: Come with me, ladies and gentlemen who are in any wise weary of London: come with me: and those that tire at all of the worlds we know: for we have new worlds here.

It is in The Gods of Pegana that Dunsany creates that mythology upon which so much of his work is founded. He is discovered here playing with his gods as with a new toy, tender, ironic, and severe as the occasion seems to warrant. And little by little grew his gods in strength and stature, until they were as gods indeed. In 1912, W. B. Yeats published Selections from the Writings of Lord Dunsany, to which Mr. Yeats contributed an Introduction from which I shall quote at length, for it gives an estimate of Dunsany from a fellow craftsman who is always as great in his generosity as in his genius.



These stories and plays have for their continual theme the passing away of gods and men and cities before the mysterious power which is sometimes called by some great gods name but more often Time.

His travelers who travel by so many rivers and deserts and listen to sounding names none heard before, come back with no tale that does not tell of vague rebellion against that power, and all the beautiful things they have seen get something of their charm from the pathos of fragility. This poet who has imagined colors, ceremonies and incredible processions that never passed before the eyes of Edgar Allan Poe or of De Quincey, and remembered as much fabulous beauty as Sir John Mandeville, has yet never wearied of the most universal of emotions and the one most constantly associated with the sense of beauty; and when we come to examine these astonishments that seem so alien we find that he has but transfigured with beauty the common sights of the world. He describes the dance in the air of large butterflies as we have seen it in the sun-steeped air of noon. And they danced, but danced idly, on the wings of the air, as some haughty queen of distant conquered lands might in her poverty and exile dance in some encampment of the gypsies for the mere bread to live by, but beyond this would never abate her pride to dance for one fragment more. He can show us the movement of sand, as we have seen it where the sea shore meets the grass, but so changed that it becomes the deserts of the world: And all that night the desert said many things softly and in a whisper, but I knew not what he said. Only the sand knew and arose and was troubled and lay down again and the wind knew. Then as the hours of the night went by, these two discovered the foot-tracks wherewith we had disturbed the holy desert and they troubled over them and covered them up; and then the wind lay down and the sand rested. Or he will invent some incredible sound that will yet call before us the strange sounds of the night, as when he says, Sometimes some monster of the sea coughed. And how he can play upon our fears with that great gate of his, carved from a single ivory tusk dropped from some terrible beast; or with his tribe of wanderers that pass about the city telling one another tales that we know to be terrible from the blanched faces of the listeners though they tell them in an unknown tongue; or with his stone gods of the mountain, for when we see rock walking it is terrible, rock should not walk in the evening.

Yet say what I will, so strange is the pleasure that they give, so hard to analyse and describe, I do not know why these stories and plays delight me. Now they set me to thinking of some old Irish jewel work, now of a sword covered with Indian Arabesques that hangs in a friends hall, now of St. Marks at Venice, now of cloud palaces in the sundown; but more often still of a strange country or state of the soul that once for a few weeks I entered in deep sleep and after lost and have ever mourned and desired.

Indeed the tales are very like to the plays except that lacking the fixed quality of the dramatic form they have become even more fanciful. Fifty-One Tales is perhaps a little more philosophical in tone; the gentle irony of the author shows itself again and again, sometimes flaring up fiercely in a glow of indignation at the cobbled streets that dare to wander over the dancing places of Pan, sometimes tenderly rebuking those who can see no other beauty than the tall chimneys of factories, and again the spirit changes to a wonder and an awe at the great immensity of existence.

It has been remarked that most of the plays would fit well into the form of stories, and it is quite as true, on the other hand, that many of the stories would do well as plays. Some of them could not be dramatised, they are too light, too fragile, and too lacking in action; but others would be splendid material. The tale of the magic window and of the war in the other world, the story of the quest of the Queens tears, the dreadful adventure that befell three literary men, would all make plays, and there are many more that would go with them. Yet were they put into dramatic form there would be so much that would have to be lost from them that the change would be of questionable wisdom. For in these tales Dunsany has permitted the bridle rein to droop upon the neck of Pegasus, and that steed has wandered to and fro among the hills and meadows, he has sniffed the woods and has paused to drink from the stream that runs through the pasture, and all life around him has known a golden and a glorious awakening. So there are some things which are too subtle, and there are some which are too delicate to be transmitted to a play, but though this be so the tales themselves would never have risen to their present importance had it not been that some of their kind were embodied in dramatic form. There is a force, a directness, a concentration, not only of attention, but of energy which gives a carrying power to the play which the tale can never attain. Nor is such attainment intended; the cow and the horse are both noble animals, but we would never look for milk from the latter.

Dunsanys tales convey us to lands that we never before knew existed. His favourite location is that which he calls The Edge of the World, for the passion for geography is of the school-room, and Dunsany is too big to be confined within the mean and narrow circle of four walls. We may call some of the tales symbolic, and others allegorical, while to nearly all of them we may attribute some deep and hidden meaning that must be frantically HIS WORK searched for by womens clubs and classes in the drama. Far better is it to take them as they stand, fairy tales for grown ups, whose merit is in the story to be told and in the manner of the telling. What else comes to us easily and naturally from them may be considered as a gift from the gods. It may have been placed there carefully by the author, or he may never have seen it. The last seems to me the only true conclusion. But whatever we find we shall be happier, and even wiser, for it.


III. HIS PHILOSOPHY

LORD DUNSANYS outlook on the art of the theater and that of the drama has by no means been confined by local restrictions. In 1913 there might have been seen in the pamphlet issued from Florence by Edward Gordon Craig an advertisement of Craigs school for the art of the theater. An international committee was appointed and the two members for Ireland were W. B. Yeats and Lord Dunsany. There is printed too in the same place a list of the donations and gifts toward this school, and here Dunsanys name heads all the rest. This is doubtless because his was the only cash contribution; it was certainly a most generous one, consisting of one hundred pounds. What became of the venture, and how Lord Dunsanys hundred pounds were expended belongs to that part of history which is still immured in the archives of the unknown. At any rate it was a worthy cause, and one which, by reason of its very intangibility, was sure to appeal to both the members from Ireland.

That which is far away always seems to appeal to Dunsany most, and the further away it is the stronger the appeal. When he speaks of King Argimenes and the Unknown Warrior as being the first play about his own country he is very evidently not talking about Ireland, but of that mythical land of which he is the discoverer. There is a danger in all this, and it is no small danger. The realm of pure abstraction invites to rest and contemplation, especially after one has been deluged with the opposite phase of life to the point of nausea. But when one wanders so far from the things of every day that ones thoughts seem to have no application to the everyday man, it is high time to pause and consider the possibility of inter-terrestrial communication. There is a point where Dunsany in his effort to deal only with the big things ends by glorifying the little things, by doing the small thing infinitely well, instead of doing the big thing in any manner.

Not once but many times I have compared Lord Dunsanys work with that of ancient Greece, tracing in his plays and tales a resemblance to the old gods, and to the eternal battle between man and destiny. And I have pointed out the three points of view with which a poet may regard his own creations. But I neglected to say that all three of these points of view are the same. It is necessary for me to talk a little of religion in order that I may make this clear to you. I have no apology for including such a dissertation here, for I am talking of a poet, of one who writes of Beauty; and surely God and Beauty are the same. Lord Dunsany has made his gods to be absolute, omnipotent, divine beyond the very outskirts of the cosmos, and in this I believe he has been mistaken. His gods are those of the ancient Hebrews; they are like the Egyptian gods, for they are implacable and apart. Not so the gods of Greece. Before they became material for the plays and stories of men they had been humanized, they had learned to suffer. Their followers endowed them with the traits of mankind, love, hate, gratitude, and they were even permitted to sorrow. In a word they were not only individual but personal. Then came the Christian religion founded upon Christ crucified, the greatest and most intimate personification of all. Lord Dunsany has removed his gods too wholly from the lives of men. They are depersonalized, detached, impenetrable, and vast, but they bear no relation to their servant, man. This mythology is wholly of itself, a thing apart, and therein lies its weakness. In the three points of view which I have offered as a basis for discussion, the first two must blend and lose themselves in the last before we can have the perfect, rounded work of art. Man in his relation to himself, and to his fellows, is in his relation to the whole, to the cosmos, to God. For while man is not a God, God is a man. The three cannot in reality be considered as separate entities; they are simply the three parts of one great whole. Lord Dunsany has taken one of these parts and has set it aside from the other two; he has isolated it, and differentiated it by every possible means. In this way he hoped to achieve infinity, but in reality he has only imposed a false restriction. God may be infinite, but He is not so in His relation to us, and so when we deal with gods and men we must, by very reason of the relationship, deal with those gods as finite. This was well understood by the great dramatists of Greece, and it is in the misunderstanding of this eternal fact that Dunsany has handicapped his power. Dunsany has shown us the falsity of the super-man of Nietzsche, but in his place we are given a super-god even more terrible. His place is that of pure abstract thought, devoid of emotion, and so neither in his gods nor in the world they rule do we find a trace of passion either human or divine. It is this that sets his work apart from the lives of men, and it is this which is his greatest limitation. Life is action motivated by emotion. Dunsany deals only with ideas. It is true that those ideas are beautiful, but no matter how beautiful they may be they are nothing more than the unborn children of life. In the dream world he has created we find many of the superficial traits and idiosyncrasies of humanity, and these deceive us into thinking for a moment that his people are even as ourselves. But when we probe deeper we discover that it is all a sham, that not once does a single human emotion show above the surface. If this make-believe world is to remain as calm and as detached as he would have it there must be no human passion to disturb the quiet of the dream. That is why there are so few women in Dunsanys plays, and that is why, when they do appear, they serve merely as a background or a mouthpiece. For mans relationship with woman is more intimate than any other; it is vitally personal, and it is often great with passion. Intimacy, personality, and passion are three things with which Dunsanys gods may have nothing to do. If they had it might make them less god-like, but certainly it would make them more divine. Dunsany has remembered that in heaven there is neither marrying nor giving in marriage, but his interpretation has been too literal. Let me say again that while a poet may, nay, must, have his head in the clouds, his feet must touch earth soil.

Dunsany is an aesthete. His beauty is that which we appreciate with our minds, and senses. We see the splendour of the pictures he paints for us, the wonder and magic of his faerie dawns and twilights soothes and dazzles our eyes, but not once do we feel a throb of living emotion. Our ears are enraptured with the music of his lines, we feel the wonderful rhythm, swing, and beat of phrase on phrase, but not once do we know the poignancy of the familiar. It is all apart. In his scenes, in the times he has given for his actions, in the very costumes of his people there is an effort made to universalize by choosing something which is typical of the whole and yet so different from each part that it cannot be confused with reality. One cannot universalize a thought by making it unlike; it must be more like than the thing itself. It must not be different; it must be even more than the same.

It may be thought that I have devoted much space to destroying that which to all of us has been beautiful. I have not intended to do so. It seems necessary to me to point out that the great fundamental error which Dunsany has made is that he has set himself to find the least common multiple instead of the greatest common divisor. In doing this he has imposed a limitation upon his work which must be recognized. He deals in the most delicate tints and shadings; his writing is a marvelous pastel, but it lacks the vigour and lasting power of oil. And now having said all this I will ask you to forget it, if you have not so far disagreed with me as to make such forgetting unnecessary. It is interesting and even important that any work of art should be made to stand the test of analysis, and of comparison, but this test may be considered as a dose of peculiarly nasty medicine which once taken is soon forgotten. It is not what Dunsany should be, or what we would have him be that concerns us. It is what he is. Once the limitations of a work are defined there should be no complaining because the nature of that work does not extend beyond the limitations. We may regret that blue is not red, but it would surely be captious to insist just because it is not, that blue is an imperfect and unpleasant colour. Lord Dunsany has given us much that we stand greatly in need of; surely it would be ungracious to complain because it is not more. In an all too sordid day and age, when the romance of the open road seems to have given place to the romance of the counting-house, he has opened anew for us the door of wonder. For this we can never be too thankful. Dunsany has played the perfect host for us in his magic land; he has given us of his best, and we have found that that best is truly beautiful. He has done a fine, it may not be too much to say a great work, and he has done it with the deftness of the perfect craftsman. And now it is well to let the man speak for himself; it is only just that his voice should be heard in a discussion which touches him so nearly. The following extracts are from an article contributed by Lord Dunsany to the National Review of London during 1911, and the title of the article is Romance and the Modern Stage.

Something must be wrong with an age whose drama deserts romance; and a cause that soonest occurs to one is the alarming spread of advertisement, its frightful vulgarity, and its whole-hearted devotion to the snaring of money.

What advertisement (the screaming voice of our age) seeks to be other than a lie, and if the actual statement is literally true, then all the more must the suggestion correct this error by being especially false.

Everywhere the sacredness of business is preached, everywhere it is pointed to as an end, to this great error advertisements testify alike in all places; children are brought up on them; for everything sublime or beautiful that any city shows them twenty times do they see far more noticeable, some placard sordid with avarice. Advertisements drop from the books that children read, they confront them in their homes.



They stand large between them and the scenery when they travel. Will anyone say that their preaching is neglected; not unless the bill-sticker has lost his cunning. Those who are thus educated will learn to bow down to business. When most we need romance, romance has been frightened away.

As he steals over dewy hills in the dusk of summer evenings he sees those placards standing in the fields and praising Mammon; to Romance they seem the battlements of the fortress of Avarice, and he is gone at once.

It is not from business that romance has fled, but from the worshiping of it; the calf was not an unclean beast among the Israelites, but when they worshiped the Golden Calf then God deserted them.

To-day a work of art must be defended in terms of business. Whats the use of it? they will say of some painting, and woe to the artist who cannot answer, It brings me in so much.

A year or so ago this age of ours spoke through the pen of some writer of a brief letter to a journal. The fate of Crosby Hall was being discussed. I do not remember the arguments; it was beautiful, it was historic, and in the way. And the age spoke and said, Let us have a little more business and less sentiment. That was the great error put into a sentence which the age inspired its prophet to write to the press.

Human happiness is nothing more than a fairy ring of human sentiments dancing in the moonlight. The wand that compels them may possibly be of gold. Business, perhaps, may be needed to make them dance, but to think that business, the possible means, should be more desirable than the certain end showed that that obscure writer whom the age had inspired was ignorant firstly even of himself and the little fanciful things that he intended some day to do. Thus is the end given up for the sake of the means, and truth and beauty sacrificed every day upon innumerable counters, until the generation fostered among these things says to the artist, What do you get by it? and to the poet, Does it pay?

In discussing the state of the stage one has to watch the affairs of its neighboring kingdoms, the stalls and the pit. If their conditions are sordid, romance will not easily flourish across the border.

The drama is the mirror of life if not something more. And an age that paints its woodwork red to ape mahogany, that makes respected fortunes by mixing up sulphuric acid with glucose and calling the product beer, the age of flannelette and the patent pill... such an age may well have such a drama as will be pleasant and acceptable to the doers of these things: for when insincerity has once raised up its honored head in politics and commerce, as it has, and in daily life as well, it is quite certain that its worshipers will demand a drama sufficiently stale and smug to suit their lives.

In any beautiful age a poet is scarcely noticed, he is the natural product of the beauty of the time, he is no more than the lilac in the Spring; only in evil days does he appear half-witted, having the foolish look of a lily upon a pavement.

I am quite ignorant of the cost or feasibility of risking new experiments in the theater. I have no means or method of producing romantic drama. I should not dare to advise and have nothing to say except to ask that the theater be set up against the false, that the highest realism, the realism of the poets, who see the whole of lifes journey, be set up against the lower realism that sees only how man equips himself with morals, and money, and custom for the journey; but knows not where the journey leads nor why man wants to go. That is what we need more to-day than in any age.

But romance has not been driven from the stage only by those that like the false and the sham  obviously among these romance will not abide for romance is the most real thing in life  but he has been jostled out of the way by the enemies of the shams that are too busy trying to overthrow the false to have leisure to let their fancies dance on the hills. For our age is full of new problems that we have not as yet found time to understand, that bewilder and absorb us, the gift of matter enthroned and endowed by man with life; I mean iron vitalized by steam and rushing from city to city and owning men for slaves. I know the boons that machinery has conferred on man, all tyrants have boons to confer, but service to a dynasty of steam and steel is a hard service, and gives little leisure to fancy to flit from field to field. Machinery has given us many problems to solve, and it may be a long time yet before we make the ultimate discovery that the ways and means of living are less important than life. When every man has recognized that for himself, we shall come out on the other side of all our problems, and laying aside our universal interest in the latest information about the newest question upon any subject that arises anywhere, we shall come to know a little about something once more, as our forefathers did before the days of encyclopedias. Then we shall have drama again that shall concern itself with life rather than with our anxious uncertainties about it. But the discoveries of steam and electricity which have given life to matter, are as perplexing to every one of us as what came out of the bottle that the Arabian fisherman found, and we have not yet recovered from our perplexity. I am not criticising machinery. I stand in awe of so terrible a genie whose shadow has darkened all the midlands of England; but I mention it to explain the newness and suddenness of our problems, our unfamiliarity with ourselves and the puzzled expression on the faces of all who deal with these things, and the difference between the stories we tell, whereat romance yawns loudly, and the simpler tales and songs of more rural people.

Romance is so inseparable from life that all we need to obtain romantic drama is for the dramatist to find any age and any country where life is not too thickly veiled and cloaked with puzzles and conventions, in fact to find a people that is not in the agonies of self consciousness. For myself I think that it is simpler to imagine such a people, as it saves the trouble of reading to find a romantic age, or the trouble of making a journey to lands where there is no press.

It is easy for a philanthropist to endow a hospital, and easy for a benevolent man to work for the sake of the poor, their goal is near to them, logic supports them and reasonable men applaud them upon the way.

But the way of the poet is the way of the martyr. The greater his work the more infinite his goal. His own eyes cannot assess it. There is little logic in a lyric, and notoriously little money. How can an age which values all things in gold understand so unvalued a thing as a romantic fancy?

The kind of drama that we most need to-day seems to me to be the kind that will build new worlds for the fancy, for the spirit as much as the body sometimes needs a change of scene.

Every morning railway trains, telegraphs, and motors await to spread the latest information everywhere. Even were this information of value there would be more than mens minds could digest. I do not object to detailed accounts of murder trials, life is at a high tension in a court where a man is on trial for his life; what does the harm is meaningless reports of cricket matches spun out with insipid phrases and newly invented sham slang, which fill a peoples mind with nothingness, and are widely read by men who no longer die, but pass away at their residence. Phrases are parasites in the fur of thought and in time they destroy the thing upon which they feed. Many and many an erstwhile clever head pours forth phrase after phrase picked up from to-day and yesterday, behind which thought is dead, and only the parasites left. Too much information about the fads and fashions of empty lives is stealing year by year the traditions and simplicity even of rural people. Yet places remain unaffected by all these things, these are the hunting ground of the dramatist. Then there is the other world  the world of fancy. It seems to me that a play that is true to fancy is as true as one that is true to modern times, for fancy is quite as real as more solid things and every bit as necessary to a man. A fancy of some sort is the mainspring and end of every human ambition, and a writer who turns away from conventions and problems to build with no other bricks than fancy and beauty is doing no trivial work, his raw material is the dreams, and whims, and shadowy impulses in the soul of man, out of which all else ariseth.

Here we may see Dunsany as a critic, less of the drama than of the age which begets it, and less of the age than of the philosophy which underlies its spirit. One is inclined to wonder too whether the fact of Dunsanys critical ability does not in some wise explain many other things about his work. Often we find him in a critical mood in his tales and plays, and we realize again that good criticism is always creative in the highest sense. But this tendency on the part of Dunsany emphasizes the fact that his outlook is essentially intellectual. Dunsany realizes, but he does not experience; he perceives, but he does not feel. In his desire to get away from the life of to-day he ends almost by getting away from all life. His drama is that of imagination coated with a veneer of observation, albeit this same observation is of the keenest and most sensitive description.

In his disregard of human relations Lord Dunsany may be compared to many of those who have enlivened literature with the creations of pure fancy. Of such are Hans Andersen, and Grimm; Lewis Carroll and Barrie likewise belong in this category, but none of these have proceeded to the length which has made Dunsany unique, certainly in the contemporary, and probably in the previous literary age. We have had a literature based on folk-lore more than once; the Greek drama partook of this element, as has the literature of Germany and the northern countries from time to time; it is to be found to-day in the work of nearly all the Irish poets and dramatists. But in every instance this folk-lore has been the gradual growth of centuries until finally it has been preserved for all time upon the printed page. But with Dunsany it is very obviously quite different. He has created a folk-lore, or better, a mythology of his own, and in so doing he has managed to invest it with some of the actual atmosphere of antiquity. The whole conception is a most extraordinary tour de force.

This creation has offered him unlimited scope for pure flights of fancy; he is bound down by no possible restriction of time or place, or adherence to tradition. He makes his traditions as he goes along. Actual folk-lore is always closely entwined with the actual religion of its people, and thus it proceeds not only from what men think, but from what they feel. An artificial folk-lore such as Dunsanys, being the product of the imagination of one man, is purely mental, and thus fails to satisfy on one side no matter how beautiful it may be in itself. Imagination is entirely a mental quality. And so, as the greatest art must always be emotion expressed in terms of the intellect, we must convict Dunsany of half measures. He deals not with emotion, but with states of mind, and be it said here again that, lacking or not in the bigger and more vital quality, that which he has given us is of the most surpassing beauty. It is the art of the intellectual aristocrat first, last, and always, and therein lies its weakness; but such as it is, it is a beautiful art. It is not the art of one who feels, it is not even the art of one who thinks, but it is the art of one who dreams.

One could almost wish to discard all the rest and to be content with dreams alone, Dunsanys are so potent in their magic power.

Dramatically too there is a loss to be noted. Dunsany sometimes disregards a dramatic situation in the very fear that it will conceive a human emotion of violence at variance with his established code. There is always one scene in King Argimenes and the Unknown Warrior for which we look from the very outset, and which never comes. It seems almost important enough to be called a scène à faire. This is the meeting of the two Kings, Argimenes and Damiak. What a wonderful situation it would be, and how many notes could be touched upon in its rising scale. But it is not there. For the rest I have called attention to them as occasion arose as we discussed the plays, so there is no need to consider them further here. Whatever his shortcomings as a dramatist, and there lives not one, nor has one ever lived, in which some flaws cannot be found, Dunsany has done the remarkable thing of writing plays which are startling in their dramatic power and really fine in their poetry. They are big in conception, and artistic in execution. Their dialogue might serve as a model for many dramatists who are accounted of more importance than is Dunsany, and their colour and atmosphere exert at times an almost hypnotic effect.

It may be interesting to see what Dunsany has to say concerning a fellow worker, Synge, no less, in the London Saturday Review during 1910. The following bit is taken from a review of Synges Deirdre of the Sorrows, his finest work so far as regards beauty of expression.

It is so long now since Pegasus shied at a factory whistle or at one of our own ha-penny newspapers blowing down the road, and soared and left the people and remained aloof from them the way he was wont not to do  for the Elizabethans trotted him in and out wherever men sang, or swore, or followed their callings  it is so long now since his ears caught the sound of the streets that it is strange to think of a poet only over the Irish sea writing in a peasantrys common tongue. And this is what J. M. Synge was able to do as Homer was able, and as Keats, for instance, and Francis Thompson, were not.

Synge is never far away from the fields of men, his is not the inspiration of the skylark remote from the earth; our wonder at his fancy is as our wonder at the flight of the white owl low down near beautiful fields.

For not a little time past we have been possessed of a drama which in its effort to mirror life has gradually become more and more photographic and microcosmic. This is assuredly the art of a mechanical age, an age not of creation but of reproduction. Our music is provided by the phonograph and the mechanical piano; our painting is given us through the medium of the illustrated supplements of the Sunday papers; our drama has degenerated to that point where in its effort to be real it has ceased to be anything more than that. What a boon it was to the man of the theater when he found that that which was impossible of achievement on the stage came easily within his grasp in the moving-pictures. Here at least we have real trees, real houses, and real battles. The only thing left to wish for is that the actors be given real guns with real powder and bullets, and that they really discharge these weapons at one another. Perhaps in that way we may, through this very obsession for reality, be rid of some of the most unreal things that ever desecrated the name of art. This realism, or naturalism as it may best be called, rarely has penetrated beneath the surface of humanity, and though it has on occasion cut below the skin it has never yet touched on that sacred, and therefore shocking thing of which modern society stands so greatly in dread. If it ever had so touched, the white heat of the spirit would have withered it away. We have dealt with the isolated example, with the abnormal instance; why, no one can tell unless we admit to a morbid curiosity. It is the age of science, and we have applied the rules of science to the principles of art  and we have failed most miserably. There is every indication that this phase is well on its decline. There is every reason to believe that the romantic renaissance for which we have been waiting is at last within reach. We have a new art of the theater which is in reality an old art revitalized and brought up to date. Let us be thankful for it. It is what we need. We may even begin to see signs of a new drama, and for this let us be thankful also. We need it as a dying man needs life.

We call one man a realist because he deals in strange mental conditions, and we call another man a romanticist because he deals with common emotional conditions. Personally I am strongly of the conviction that the romanticist is the more real of the two by far. Lord Dunsany does not come under either heading according to this definition. That is because both the realist and the romanticist deal with life, though from different points of view. Lord Dunsany deals not with life, but with dreams. For long it has been forgotten that there were dreams, except when one had eaten too much lobster in some gilded restaurant after seeing a bad play. And then the dreams were not such as to make one desire them. It had almost passed beyond our recollection that there was a land in which realist and romanticist ceased to exist in themselves and blended into one. Dunsany has taught us again the name of that land, and he has called it Wonder. There we find no dramatist who may be labelled with a scientific name; there is only the dreamer. To him all things are possible, and the stranger they are the more probable is their happening. As in this life of the flesh we catch fleeting glimpses of that other life which has no boundaries, so in that life do we see now and again something which may remind us of the existence we have left behind. The dream world is not empty for us; the land of wonder is peopled thickly with those who are glad to give us welcome; the people of the hills are there and waiting.

Dunsany has opened for us the great gates leading into that other world so near, and yet so distant from us all. Like all the little people his creatures have no souls, for if they had then Time might overtake them. For the only thing in all the whole wide world that is imperishable, the only thing that Time stands baffled before, is a dream, even a little one. And that is most of all what Dunsany has told us, that a too great intensity of interest with the things of everyday life, the transient things, is just so much ground given up to that great scourge of all the ages, Time. In our fight with him he hurls the years at us, and our houses crumble, our cities fall into ruin, and our civilization passes away. All our learning, all our wealth, all our accomplishment cannot turn him even so much as a minute from his path. And all we have with which to oppose him are dreams. Only against them is Time powerless.

The world is very tired of thinking, especially about itself, and we who are each a part of the world are all tired too. We have thought so much lately. There seems to be hardly a human problem left untouched, and uninvestigated, and there seems to be hardly a human problem solved. Perhaps we have thought too much and dreamed too little. We have passed from the drama of the boudoir to that of the laboratory and the dissecting room; it may well be that the time has come when these things shall leave us, when we shall pass from the drama of the moment to the drama of all time, and from the destruction of little things to the preservation of great things.

It seems to me that there must be no one who can see the plays of Lord Dunsany or read them without feeling an immense sense of relief as at the release of some intolerable burden. His plays and tales are told to us as very few could have told them for more than many years. He is one of the great figures in a great literary movement,  in some ways he is the greatest figure,  and whatever Time may do to blot from the memory of man that which has passed, I think that the work of Dunsany will remain for always. For he has dreamed, and dreams are imperishable.

He has shown us beauty, which is truth, and truth is immortal. And so, while Lord Dunsany will in due course come to pass away at his residence, it is quite as certain that he will never die.


IV. LETTERS

THE following letters are taken from a correspondence between Mr. Stuart Walker, who has staged three of the Dunsany plays in his Portmanteau Theater, and Lord Dunsany. The letters throw light on not a little connected with the plays, in acting, staging, and in the philosophy underlying them. Lord Dunsanys letters are given verbatim, and those of Mr. Walker have been relieved only of such matter as did not seem to have a direct bearing on the subject at hand. The letters speak for themselves, and require no further introduction or comment.



Excerpts from a letter from Lord Dunsany to Mrs.

Emma Garrett Boyd 

Not dated.



... There are many others who know me and know my work, and a great many that know me and never heard of my work, and many others to whom my work is a harmless eccentricity or a chance occupation less important than golf.

... I was wounded less than three weeks ago. The bullet has been extracted and I am healing up rapidly. I am also under orders for France as soon as I have recovered.

... Sometimes I think that no man is taken hence until he has done the work that he is here to do, and, looking back on five battles and other escapes from death, this theory seems only plausible; but how can one hold it when one thinks of the deaths of Shelley and Keats!

But in case I shall not be able to explain my work, I think the first thing to tell them is that it does not need explanation. One does not explain a sunset nor does one need to explain a work of art. One may analyse, of course; that is profitable and interesting, but the growing demand to be told What Its All About before one can even enjoy, is becoming absurd.

Dont let them hunt for allegories. I may have written an allegory at some time, but if I have, it was a quite obvious one, and as a general rule, I have nothing to do with allegories.

What is an allegory? A man wants the streets to be better swept in his town, or he wants his neighbors to have rather cleaner morals. He cant say so straight out, because he might be had up for libel, so he says what he has to say, but he says it about some extinct king in Babylon, but hes thinking of his one horse town all the time. Now when I write of Babylon, there are people who can not see that I write of it for love of Babylons ways, and they think Im thinking of London still and our beastly Parliament.

Only I get further east than Babylon, even to Kingdoms that seem to lie in the twilight beyond the East of the World. I want to write about men and women and the great forces that have been with them from their cradle up  forces that the centuries have neither aged nor weakened. Not about people who are so interested about the latest mascot or motor that not enough remains when the trivial is sifted from them.

I will say first that in my plays I tell very simple stories,  so simple that sometimes people of this complex age, being brought up in intricacies, even fail to understand them. Secondly, no man ever wrote a simple story yet, because he is bound to color it with his own experience. Take my Gods of the Mountain. Some beggars, being hard up, pretend to be gods. Then they get all that they want. But Destiny, Nemesis, the Gods, punish them by turning them into the very idols they desire to be.

First of all you have a simple tale told dramatically, and along that you have hung, without any deliberate intention of mine  so far as I know  a truth, not true to London only or to New York or to one municipal party but to the experience of man. That is the kind of way that man does get hit by destiny. But mind you, that is all unconscious, though inevitable. I am not trying to teach anybody anything. I merely set out to make a work of art out of a simple theme, and God knows we want works of art in this age of corrugated iron. How many people hold the error that Shakespeare was of the school room! Whereas he was of the playground, as all artists are.



Dunsany.



Stuart Walker to Lady Dunsany 

June 6, 1916.



My dear Lady Dunsany:

A cable from Miss Wollersen two days ago had informed me of Lord Dunsanys misfortune. I trust that he is fairly on the road to complete recovery; it seems a great tragedy that one with universal messages should be silenced by rebellions and wars.

I have read The Tents of the Arabs. It is beautifully poetic but its lack of action makes it unavailable for me now. I have several plays of the type in preparation and I have to be careful not to attempt too many wherein the only movement is of the mind and spirit. But should the play still be free at the end of next season I should like to consider it again.

Before closing my letter I want to tell you that the costume plates for The Golden Doom are very promising. Mr. Frank Zimmerer, the artist, is a most capable young man and he uses Lord Dunsanys green with great effectiveness. I call it the Dunsany Green. How else could I designate it?  the Green gods, Klesh, the green sword in King Argimenes, the green lantern outside Skaruis door!

With every good wish for Lord Dunsanys complete and rapid recovery, 

Stuart Walker.



Lord Dunsany to Stuart Walker 

June 28, 1916.



Dear Mr. Walker:



I am still in Ireland as I am still recovering from my wound, though I am very nearly ready to go now. Had I not been wounded I should now be in the trenches. So I am answering your letter to Lady Dunsany. Hughes Massie, I am glad to hear, are arranging for you to have The Gods of the Mountain..... Whenever I may be abroad or dead, Lady Dunsany will make all arrangements. Argimenes was the first play I ever wrote about my own country. The Glittering Gate I had already written, chiefly to please Yeats, but that play never interested me. Argimenes was the first play laid in the native land of my spirit, and of course it has a first plays imperfections, the most visible of which is I fear a downward trend from a fine scene of the King and his bone to a mere rounding off and ceasing, instead of rising the whole way like The Gods of the Mountain. Indeed I think I wrote the whole play from a sudden fancy I had of a king in rags gnawing a bone, but that fancy may have come from an inner memory of a time when I too was hungry, sitting and sleeping upon the ground with other dishevelled men in Africa.

The last stage direction in this play (in a voice of protest) was suggested to me by a producer and pleased me at the time but I almost think my own idea was better. I made Zarb say Majesty in awe. That he should throw away good bones reveals to Zarb, as nothing else has done, the pinnacle to which Argimenes has really risen. The other way is funny, but I think I ought to have stuck to my own inspiration. I amuse myself sometimes by cutting seals on silver and on the chance that it may amuse you if it arrives unbroken I will put one of them or more on this envelope.

Though the world may be growing more barbarous in Flanders, what you tell me of your aspirations shows that elsewhere it is becoming more civilized. As a matter of fact it is not the ruins of Ypres or a street in Dublin that shows the high water mark of our times barbarity; it is to be seen in London in our musical.

comedies, in much of our architecture, and in toys made for children.

Yours sincerely, Dunsany.
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Stuart Walker to Lord Dunsany 

July 12, 1916.



My dear Lord Dunsany:



When my mail was brought to me this morning the first thing that caught my eye was a light green seal which represented a god of the mountain. Before I turned to the face of the envelope I called my mother and my cousin to tell them that I need search no further for the design for the costumes. Then one of them asked who made the seals. The moment I turned the envelope I recognized your writing, which I had seen in the manuscript of The Queens Enemies.

Your letter pleased me very much, but shortly after I had read it, I heard that the rights to A Night at an Inn had gone definitely to Mr. Harrison Gray Fiske. Of course I was deeply disappointed for the addition of this play to my repertory would have meant a great deal to me. Mr. Fiske is much older in the theatre than I am, but I am hoping to make you very proud of my work on your other plays. I cabled to you to-day about Argimenes with more assurance than I have had for some time. Your suggestion that Zarbs final Majesty is spoken in awe shows me that I shall be able to stage your work as you would like it. I have always, in reading the play aloud, read the word in awe. The direction in a voice of protest was, frankly, a shock to me because it changed Zarb and weakened the remarkable climax of the play, which by the way, I think builds very well in interest with sure dramatic strides  not as inevitably as The Gods of the Mountain, but beautifully, nevertheless.

I am going to tell you a few of my ideas about play-producing because I feel at ease after reading your statements about our uncivilized musical comedies and our absurd toys, for children. To my mind the play is the most important consideration. The author must know what he is talking about and why he says what he does in the way he says it. There is a story to tell and I try to tell it in the authors way. I dont like symbolism as such, and I make no effort to foist upon an audience a suggestion that there is always some deep hidden meaning. There is a story to tell and that story must always have a certain effect upon the audience, and that effect is gained primarily through the actors ability to translate the authors meaning into mental and physical action. The scenery must never be obtrusive; it is not and cannot be an end in itself; but to me lights come next to the actor in importance. With lights of various color and intensity, vast changes in space, and time, and thought can be suggested. My lighting system is very remarkable. Oh, how I wish you might see the beggars turn to stone.

I know your feeling for your first beloved play King Argimenes and I shall treat it with a fine affection. It seems almost wicked to discuss terms about beautiful things, about poetry; but I want you to know I am eager to help your name to its rightful place in America, and to try to see that your business treatment is just. I think King Argimenes will be especially successful in the spring and summer and in California when we play in the open air.

Stuart Walker.



Lord Dunsany to Stuart Walker 

Brae Head House, Londonderry.



July 14, 1916.



Dear Mr. Walker:



Ive just cabled accepting the terms of your cable received this morning. I hope you will like the play and that you will find it a success. You will probably not have the difficulties that I found in Dublin when Argimenes was acted. I found that the actors off who had the rather impressive chant of Illuriel is fallen to do, not being in sight of the audience would never trouble to do it accurately. There are two such chants, a mournful one and a joyous one, and they used to mix them up a good deal.

But then they used not to rehearse properly there.

I wish that print could convey the tone of voice in which things should be said, but it cant.

Yours sincerely, Dunsany.



Stuart Walker to Lord Dunsany 

July 17, 1916.



My dear Lord Dunsany:



The possession of The Gods of the Mountain and The Golden Doom makes me very happy. Now I am waiting word on King Argimenes with great hopes. It is a big play, but I am not expecting any such popular success for it, or for The Golden Doom, as A Night at an Inn will have or The Gods of the Mountain ought to have.

The loss of A Night at an Inn was a great disappointment to me. I saw it the first night at the Neighborhood Playhouse and I told the Misses Lewisohn then that I would do anything to get it. In my eagerness to get in touch with you I am afraid that I hurt or displeased them: but the process of reaching you seemed so terribly slow. I had already told them that I should defer to them even if I succeeded in reaching you first and that if I got the play I should let them use it at the Neighborhood Playhouse. Mr. Fiske ought to make a great popular success of his production. The play is quite the best short melodrama I have ever seen, but to my heart and mind, The Golden Doom, The Gods of the Mountain, and King Argimenes are far greater plays. The Queens Enemies is most interesting, but its mechanical requirements are difficult of achievement for the present. The Tents of the Arabs impressed me very much. I hope that I may try it sometimes when my resources are greater.

With every good wish, Stuart Walker.



Stuart Walker to Lord Dunsany 

July 24.



My dear Lord Dunsany:



Mr. Zimmerer brought the scene designs for both The Golden Doom and The Gods of the Mountain last night, and I set them up in the model of my theatre to test them under the lights. The Golden Doom is really a remarkable setting. There are the great iron doors in the centre at the back of the stage. At each side of the doorway is a tall green column, with a black basalt base three feet high, standing on a basalt circle in a gray flooring. Hanging between the columns just below the flies is a large winged device in dark blue with a touch of orange here and there. Extending from the gates diagonally to the sides of the proscenium are very high black marble walls with a narrow dull-colored enameled brick baseboard. The only vivid colorings on the stage except the costumes are the green columns and an orange design on the iron doors. As in the winged device, Mr. Zimmerer has followed Assyrian and Babylonian designs closely in the cut and color of the costumes.

As the Portmanteau Theatre main stage is rather small, and the forestage is much used for the action of the plays, there were some difficult problems in the settings of The Gods of the Mountain. In the first act Mr. Zimmerer uses a small section of the wall between two bastions. It is built rather fantastically of colored rocks, and above it one can see the copper domes of Kongros, and in the distance the emerald peak of Marma. This last detail is interesting but I am not yet sure that it is best to have the mountain seen far beyond the city in the first act because I want to get an effect in the second and third acts. The Metropolitan Hall of Kongros is quite simple. The principal detail is a broad lunetteshaped window through which Marma is visible and it is with the play of lights upon Marma that I want to gain some impressive effects. In the costumes as in the wall of the first act Mr. Zimmerer uses oriental themes with no attempt at accuracy.

Kongros was in its heyday we believe some time after the fall of Illuriel and as we place it, it stood somewhere west of the Hills of Ting, but not so far southwest as ancient Ithara.

All our good wishes go to you, my dear Lord Dunsany.

S. W.
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Lord Dunsany to Stuart Walker Londonderry, Ireland.

August 7, 1916.

My dear Mr. Walker:

Another welcome letter from you reminds me that I have not answered your last. I was waiting for a mood which should be worthy of the occasion, but I have had few moods but lazy ones ever since I was wounded.

I have always heard works of art spoken of as valueless or of value, usually the former, and on the rare occasions when they have been admitted to be of value I had found that they take their place with cheese. They are in fact a commodity or article, and have a price, and are valued according to it. It is therefore a great delight to find that you look on a work of art as a work of art. I had almost forgotten that it was one. I am sorry about A Night at an Inn. But as you say, it cannot touch the little Golden Doom, while to compare The Gods of the Mountain to it would be like comparing a man to his own shadow. Talking of The Golden Doom, there is one sentence in Björkmans preface which particularly delighted me and that is the one in which he says that I show a childs desire for a new toy and the fate of an empire as being of equal importance in the scheme of things. That is exactly what I intended, the unforeseen effect of the very little  not that I am trying to teach anybody anything of course, I may mention white chalk while I am telling a story if I have happened to notice that chalk is white, but without any intention of thrusting a message into the ears, or a lesson on whiteness: people seem to have been so much frightened by the school-master when they were young that they think they see him in everyone ever after.

Often critics see in my plays things that I did not know were there. And that is as it should be, for instinct is swift and unconscious, while reason is plodding and slow, and comes up long afterward and explains things, but instinct does not stop for explanations. An artists message is from instinct to sympathy. I try sometimes to explain genius to people who mistrust or hate it by telling them it is doing anything, as a fish swims or a swallow flies, perfectly, simply and with absolute ease. Genius is in fact an infinite capacity for not taking pains.

August 8.

It has just occurred to me that perhaps you never got my cable in answer to your letter about Argimenes. I cabled Right meaning that I accepted your terms; but the Censor, who is wiser than I, found in this message a menace to the stability of the Realm, and an explanation of my invidious cable was demanded. This I supplied, and thought the cable had gone, but it may have been considered too dangerous in the end. What tended to annoy me about this delay was, that even if my cable had been an invitation through you to Hindenburg to land an army corps on the Irish coast, I am one of the people who would have to assist to push it off again, and as my name, rank, and regiment had to be signed in the cable form this thought might have occurred to others. Perhaps you got my cable after all, though delayed, but in any case its no use grumbling.

About The Golden Doom. The Haymarket Theatre acquired the rights for five years in November, 1912, but in any country in which they neglected to perform it they lost the rights after three years, and they returned to me. This applies to the U. S. A.; the rights returned to me last winter, but in any case they do not belong to the printer or binder of Five Plays, What is more important is that the larger the children are the more they might be apt to blur the point of the play which is, that though they are clearly seen, they are overlooked and ignored. If the girl child appeared say 14 the sentries would probably be looking at her, if she was 15 they would never take their eyes off her the whole time, if they were the kind of sentries I have met  and they probably were in Zericon at the time Babylon fell. The audience would probably feel this. But to go on talking about important matters like war to a soldier, while small children are playing in the dirt or sand, is humanly natural.

I thought I noticed this at the Haymarket, when they started with small children but altered the cast afterward and changed the size. But of course it is only a matter of illusion.

The public must needs know exactly when it all happened so I never neglect to inform them of the time. Since man does not alter it does not in the least matter what time I put, unless I am writing a play about his clothes or his motor car, so I put about the time of the fall of Babylon, it seemed a nice breezy time, but about the time of the invention of Carters Pills would of course do equally well. Well, the result was that they went to the British Museum and got the exact costumes of the period in Babylon, and it did very nicely. There are sure to have been people who said, Now my children you shall come to the theatre and enjoy yourselves, but at the same time you shall learn what it was really like in Babylon. The fact is the schoolmaster has got loose, and he must be caged, so that people can enjoy themselves without being pounced on and made to lead better lives, like African natives being carried away by lions while they danced.

Military duties have somewhat interfered with the course of this letter and the taking of a wasps nest to amuse some children that live near here, and my own small boy, may interfere with it further.

I meant when I got your last letter to write to you sometime and send you a few comments on Argimenes, for print unfortunately cannot convey the tone in which words are said, and often in the tone is the meaning. I have Argimenes by me now and probably shant find much to say about it. First of all on page 63 (American edition). Zarb in his utterance of the word Majesty shows that he attaches more importance to the empty glory of being called Majesty than to the possession of a horse or any other advantage he enumerates. But after all this sort of detail is too trivial to be of any interest and you will have noticed already how Argimenes with his wider views and knowledge of strategy appears witless to Zarb when it comes to the detail of the daily life of a soldier of the slave guard. Probably if we were suddenly made to live amongst insects it would come out that we knew nothing about the smell of grass or even its exact color, and the insects would wonder how any creature living in the world could be so ignorant of a thing so common as grass.

Another little note. Page 75. An old slave Will Argimenes give me a sword? He says it as one who sees a dream too glorious to be true.

Old Slave A sword! He says it as one the dream of whose life has come true. No, no, I must not. He says it as one who sees it was only a dream. But in the book this change between sword and no is not indicated. Of course I always liked to read my play aloud before it was acted to show the actors what my ideas were, which print often fails to do.

Aug. 9.

I have just received yours of July 19th this morning, and see by it that you never received the cable that I sent and for which I paid. Do not think badly of our Censor, but reflect that God for his own good reasons has given wisdom to some, while upon others for reasons as divinely wise he has showered stupidity. I have no redress.

Yours very sincerely, Dunsany.



Lord Dunsany to Stuart Walker 

Ebrington Barracks, Londonderry, Ireland.



My dear Mr. Walker,  



My last letter to you ended somewhat abruptly, my mind being too preoccupied with the stupidity of the Censor who seems to have stopped my cable to you in which I accepted your terms for my two act play on July 14th. I write to say how the pictures of the plays you have done delight me. You evidently have the spirit of Fairyland there.

August 13.

I am glad you like the seal of the god among the mountains. I cut seals on silver whenever leisure and an idea fall in the same hour, and this one is almost my favorite.



I was looking the other day at a photograph that Miss Lewisohn sent me of A Night at an Inn and I was much struck with the print of a spaniel with a duck in his mouth hanging on the wall; such a hackneyed homely touch as that must have made a splendid background for Klesh when he came in so faithfully following the stage directions, which are that he was a long sight uglier than anything else in the world.

Let me hear how you are getting on with Argimenes and The Golden Doom. I dont get many letters from America and as it seems to be the most fertile soil upon which my work has fallen I should be glad to hear oftener from there. I dont suppose my brother officers know that I write, and all European soils are so harrowed by war that nothing grows there but death.

August 15.

I have just received your letters dated July 24th and 26th.

I am glad to hear that you have after all received the cable I sent off on July 14th.

Mr. Zimmerers designs sound magnificent. Your words with no attempt at accuracy please me, they are like a window open in a heated schoolroom; for this age has become a schoolroom, and nasty, exact, little facts hem us round, leaving no room for wonder.

You have placed Kongros exactly; all maps agree with you; for though they do not actually mark it, the tracks across the desert  taken in conjunction with the passage over the hills of Ting  and regarded in the light of all travellers tales  can only-point to one thing. It is there, as you have said, that one will find Kongros. Yet one counsel and a warning the traveller should take to his heart, let him heap scorn upon himself in the Gate, let him speak meanly of himself and vilify his origin, for they tell a fable to-day, even in Kongros Gate (the old men tell it seated in the dust) of how there once came folk to Kongros City that made themselves out to be greater than men may be. What happened to them who can say? For it was long ago. Without doubt the green gods seated in the city are the true gods, worn by time though they be; and above all let the traveller abase himself before the beggars there, and humble himself before them; for who may say what they are or whence they come?

Regarding The Golden Doom, a critic said in London that it was death to touch the iron door and yet a lot of people touched it. There might be something in that but not much I think. The children of course are ignored  the play hinges on that  and after all someone must open the door for the King, and his retinue accompanies him, but better not let any unauthorized person touch it unnecessarily, for it would be a pity to kill a good actor just for the sake of realism.

Even as I went out of my quarters, five minutes ago, after writing this, I saw eight squads drilling on the parade ground and two children right in the middle trying to dig with sticks and no one saying a word to them, so I know that my Golden Doom is true to life. But after all it is easy to be true to life when one writes of man and the dreams of man, and not of some particular set of fashions in dress or catchwords that may be regarded as being untrue to all time.

Yours very sincerely, Dunsany.



Stuart Walker to Lord Dunsany 

October 2, 1916.



My dear Lord Dunsany:



Your letters of mid-August were forwarded to me at Wyoming. They had been despoiled of their seals but no black pencil or heedless shears had laid the contents waste. I have a very serious quarrel, because I am quite sure one of my letters and several bits of printed matter never reached you. Many months ago I sent my message to you whose work has said so much to me, and I told you then what I thought of The Golden Doom and what I hoped for The Gods of the Mountain, and King Argimenes. America did not know you so well then. Now I take pride in telling you that even the salesmen in the bookshops know your name, the names of your books  even those reported out of print  and have their individual way of pronouncing everything. Many of them have friends who know you, and these friends come back like travellers past Marma with their wonder tales and pronunciations. You are variously called Dun sany, Doon sah ny, Dun sa ny, Dun san y, author of Ar gim i nez, Ar gi mee neez, Argi me nez, I myself have chosen the pronunciation of Argimenes  the ar as in are, the gi as in give, s as z  There! the eternal pedagogue is showing beneath my youth, I fear; but I call Argimenes what I do call him because I think he would like it, even though he had another way.

We had our public dress rehearsals of The Golden Doom and The Gods of the Mountain at Wyoming. And here is where I should like to tell you what these curtains opening on the realization of my dream meant to me; but I cannot. I have not your words to picture intangible things. I can tell you only that I was very happy to see in my own little theatre what I know to be a great work. The Golden Doom was remarkable and its effect upon the audience was indescribable. The scene you know. Under the lights it was impressive. But now that you have told me what you think of schoolrooms may I confess that Mr. Zimmerer did use Assyrian and Babylonian designs but with less attempt at accuracy than I led you to believe. The Sentries were very good. I had already made them very human sentries before your letter came, not because I have known raw man through time and space, as you have, but because I have known him from the Gulf of Mexico to the Great Lakes and from a Louisiana hamlet to New York. The children are young. They are played without strain by charming people who give the illusion of innocence and wonder. The King and his Chamberlain are impressive and the Prophets with their cloaks are joys. When they make the sign to the stars  laying the backs of their right hands horizontally against their foreheads they disclose a great flat jewel in the palm of the hand. The spies, who are usually played as jumping jacks, are very skillfully played in all seriousness. Comedy is so near the surface of life that it can find its way without the forcing tried by most directors. And The Golden Doom is life to me. I introduce music twice. When the King orders a sacrifice to be made, an attendant bears the order to the nearest temple and presently a stringed instrument strangely played (a bronze gong and a torn-torn mark the rhythm) is heard. After the order is rescinded the musician plucks a dirge faintly, for have the priests not donned their black cloaks? The audience was deeply impressed. But I have always known it was a great play.

I cannot write so surely of The Gods of the Mountain because I am playing Agmar and my judgment is that of the actor who feels the audience during the play and hears the verdict afterward. Evidently however the audience understood you. They laughed at the right time, and what is better still, they shuddered at the right time and cheered when the final curtains closed. I have taken two liberties in the first act. Will you send your approval quickly? The curtains open after a moment of music that tells of the East. The mottled wall, the copper domes of Kongros, and green Marma piercing the sky in the distance, are visible in the bright sunlight. Ulf, penurious and suspicious, Oogno, the gluttonous and care free, and Thahn, the inefficient and wheezy, are seated under the wall. An old water bearer passes by, then a dromedary man. A moment later a fat woman singing a song which the successful beggars imitate goes into the city but offers no alms. A snake-charmer passes  oh, but her dress is a marvel of white and orange and red  she drops one of her snakes into fat Oognos bowl. Agmar followed by his one eyed retainer enters; Agmar in purple rags, and the other in black that has been fastened together at strategical points by pink which he must have stolen in Ackara. I have Mian brought on the first act. He is little, inefficient, young, and speechless, but he makes the seventh beggar. The end of the first act shows the seven beggars. They put the green raiment underneath their rags. Agmar lines them up, looks them over, shows them the attitude of the gods once more and takes his place at the head of the column. The curtains close as the beggars disappear into the city.... Of course I have not added any lines, but the business holds very well.

In the second act I have made the character whose child is bitten by a death adder a mother. I think the scene gains in pathos and prepares somewhat more effectively for the third act which is tremendous. I have had the thrones made so that they are palpably imitation and this seems to add to the impressiveness of the final picture, when the fearful citizens have slunk away leaving the seven stone beggars to themselves: in the distance green Marma pierces a blue night sky.... Mr. Arthur Farwell, one of our best American composers, has done the music for The Gods of the Mountain and his grasp of your story is excellent.

We have not yet put King Argimenes into the scene, but it is going very well in rehearsal. Mr. Harry Gilbert is writing the music for this, and the tear song and the wine song are promising. I think in fact that you would be highly pleased with what we are doing.

Our season opens Oct. 23rd at Springfield, Massachusetts, and for five weeks we play in the East in the larger cities  on November 27th we open in New York at the 39th Street Theatre which is really well arranged for your performances. Our opening bill will in all likelihood consist of The Golden Doom, Nevertheless, The Flame Man, and my own Six Who Pass While the Lentils Boil. On Thursday and Saturday mornings of the first week we shall play for children  and what an audience they will make! I use a prologue for some of my own plays and with your permission I am going to make him speak some of your lines before The Golden Doom. Of course I shall submit the lines to you for approval. I want to open the performance in New York with a prologue to the Theatre, a copy of which I enclose. Then the Prologue of the plays will speak a few words: if no news spreader were listening I should call them mood words. These prologues were liked last season very much. Such lines as your Come with me, ladies and gentlemen who are in any wise weary of London (may I substitute the City for London?) come with me: and those that tire at all of the world we know; for we have new worlds here.

Havent you some new plays that I can see?

With every good wish  

Stuart Walker.



Lord Dunsany to Stuart Walker 

Ebrington Barracks, Londonderry, Ireland.



Oct. 26.



My dear Mr. Walker:



I have looked forward for a long time to hearing from you again and was delighted this morning to find your letter of Oct. 2. It is delightful to find somebody just going ahead with my play without asking if it is What The Public Wants (as though the Public had irrevocably decided just what it wants forever), if the audience will understand it,  and generally muddling round.

Well, to answer your letter bit by bit, first of all the one way that nobody should pronounce my name is the way people do who call it Dun sa ny, for pretty as the dactyl is it is not a dactyl. Those who call it Doon-sahny have every right to do so, for since it is the name of an Irish place one can hardly blame people for pronouncing it in an old Irish unanglicized manner. I dont know, about the Sahny, but Doon is I believe a quite correct pronunciation of those circular things which in Ireland are usually spelt dun and which appear in London as don, from one of which my name evidently had its name. But as a matter of fact I pronounce it Dun sa ny, with the accent on the second syllable which is pronounced as say, the first syllable rhyming with gun. To come to a much more important matter you are right about Argi meen eez, the principle accent falling on the 3rd syllable, the g is hard, the gi as in give, and the whole arrangement of the word as in Artaxerxes.

The Censor will wonder who Argimenes (to spell him correctly) is, and why the hell it should matter how my name is pronounced in America.

No, it is impossible to substitute the city for London in my preface to The Book of Wonder. It would upset the rhythm and make a sentence that I could never have written. Say who are in any wise weary of cities and you will be all right. Use the phrase as much as you like. Wall Street, if applicable, would sound splendid.

What you tell me of the way you are doing my plays makes me feel sure they will succeed, not only because of the way you are doing them, but because your letter makes me confident that their fortunes can safely be intrusted to you.  

I wish I could read each play to you once, for neither pen nor typist can say exactly where the stress is to fall, in spite of them the rhythm can be missed, and even in some cases they may not show clearly with what motive little words are said, while some appear to have significance where none is intended.

I wonder how the sentry will say I would that I were swimming down the Gyshon, on the cool side, under the fruit trees. Sometimes my love of poetry overcomes the dramatist in me, and here and there are lines that I would like to hear said merely lyrically. If it be not blasphemous to mention his name while speaking of my own work I would say that Shakespeare had this fault: you read some such direction as, enter Two Murderers, and then you read some pure ecstasy of verse as the ruffians come on talking perhaps about dawn in fairyland.

I should like the sentry who has that line of mine to say the words on the cool side, under the fruit trees just as the last part of a hexameter. After all the  poets are right, there is a meaning in rhythm though it lie too deep and is too subtle for us to reason out, or perhaps it lies like joy clear all over the surface of the world, and so is missed by  our logic that goes burrowing blind like the mole, over whose head the buttercups blow unseen: that is the right explanation, not my first; nothing lies too deep that is essential to life, or who would live?

I turn to your letter again. A gong and a tomtom are a lovely idea, and a flat jewel in the palm of the hand! Of course that is just the place where people would wear large flat jewels who had never known manual labor and whose only business was to bless. You say I know the scenes; but I wish I did. I never saw a design of it although you described it to me.

So you are Agmar. That is good.

The water-bearer and the snake-charmer and all will be great additions. Instead of citizens, etc at the foot of the programme you might write One who sells water, A charmer of snakes, and so on. Instantly the audience will know that they are before the gates of a country where water has its price, and the charming of snakes is an occupation.

Do what you like with Ulf. To me he appeared a man who in the course of his years had learned something of what is due to the gods: it is he, and he alone, that hints at Nemesis, and at the last he openly proclaims it (my fear) shall go from me crying like a dog from out a doomed city.

A play writes itself out of ones experience of life, going back even further than one can remember, and even, I think, into inherited memories. Our slow perceptions and toilsome reasoning can never keep pace with any work of art, and if I could tell you for certain the exact source and message of The Gods of the Mountain I could tell you also from what storms and out of what countries came every drop of the spring that is laughing out of the hill.

Therefore I only suggest that Ulf plays as it were the part of a train bearer to the shadow of some messenger from the gods.  

Oct. 26.

This letter has been lying about for some time so I had better send it off though your letter is but half answered.

Do send me photographs or designs of scenes, as many as you can, and Lady Dunsany would very-much like to have the music for the piano. Thus I shall be able to hear it, or at least an echo of it; she would also very much like to see the photographs.

I do not expect to go to the front before the middle of December.

I wish you the best of luck with your own plays and for your venture with mine. You are one of the prophets of my gods. In all history I know of no tale of a god without any prophet; that would be too sad even for history. May my gods protect you from the following, who stoned the prophets so often of old time and stone them still  they sweat and pant, for they have stoned for so many centuries, their hands are cut by the lifting of many flints, still they stone on, lest ever the prophets should live, they deem it a holy duty:  

Ignorance Apathy Empty Frivolity Fashion and many another begotten by the third upon the fourth. And so farewell.

Dunsany.
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Stuart Walker to Lord Dunsany 

November 5, 1916.



My dear Lord Dunsany:



My intention was to write you immediately after the first performance of The Golden Doom and The Gods of the Mountain but when I tell you that we have played 65 plays in 12 cities during the past two weeks you may understand my delay.

The Golden Doom was first performed on Tuesday Oct. 24th in Hartford Conn, and we have given five performances of it in the two weeks. It has made a very deep impression both with newspaper men and the public at large. When I have a moment to sit down and sort out my papers I shall send you some clippings. In one you will notice that the writer appreciates the youngness of the children. I do not generally approve of having a girl play a boys part, but Miss Rogers creates a most happy illusion, and this saves me from using my very remarkable Gregory Kelly in the part. He is somewhat too tall. I am more in love with your beautiful play than ever and it is to be used in the opening bill in New York City on Nov. 27th. Unfortunately, there are no photographs yet, because we have been moving about so feverishly and rapidly, that we cannot take time to set up a play especially for the photographer.

The Gods of the Mountain had its first performance at Mount Holyoke, and it is a great play. I shall send you photographs of myself as Agmar, and Mr. Kelly as Slag and several of the beggars. In playing Agmar, I have made him a man who would have been a great man if he had just been one step further advanced in understanding. Several of my friends have disagreed with me in not making him a physically powerful man. I am quite tall, being six feet and quite slender, and as you will see from the costume, I accentuate both the height and the slenderness of the man, and there are moments when I allow him to develop a real light in his eye, that is, the light that could shine through the ages if it were allowed to shine.

I am quite gratified that every notice has spoken of the final effect in the play when the seven beggars have turned to green stone and in the distance green Marma cleaves a deep blue sky. Enthusiasm at the end of this scene has been uniformly gratifying.

King Argimenes is to have its first performance next Friday November the 10th in Pittsburg.

On account of the small size of the Portmanteau stage I have had a very difficult problem in the first act of suggesting great space, and finally succeeded in obtaining the desired effect I think. Instead of using your suggestion  the flat Darniak Slave Fields  I have used the side of a hill which Darniak mentions in the second act. All that the audience sees is the grass covered slope of the hill and into this has been cut a deep impressive trench, and in this trench are Argimenes and Zarb. The whole act is dull in color and depressive. In the second act, however, Mr. Zimmerer indulged himself in the most vivid colorings that we have on the Portmanteau stage. The entire stage is draped in black curtains. On a black dais is placed the Throne of Darniak. This throne seat is built out of elephant tusks. The back ones are seven feet high curving high over Darniaks head, and the ivory is inlaid in places with vermilion and blue jewels. The seat of the throne is a vermilion cushion and immediately back of the throne is a great green circle, and running down the steps is a broad green crape which is laid on a black floor. To the right sits Illuriel. He is a marvelous creation in ivory, gold and vermilion, and he sits with oriental calmness on an agate column. On the other side of the throne stands an hour glass through which vermilion sand is slowly running, and this stands on top of a gold globe which in turn rests upon a vermilion standard. Darniak himself wears a black robe and seated on the steps at his feet is dark haired Atharlia in orange and red. The blonde Oxara is in lavender and white and silver. The feline Cahafra is in light blue and white and her hair is red. The tragic Thragolind is in gray and blue. I think you would like the Queens.

Just one more suggestion about The Gods of the Mountain. In the third act I have had the thrones built so that they are palpably imitative. Am I right in doing this? The altar in the second act is a great block of agate standing on ivory legs. It is really a wonderful piece of stage furniture.

Very truly yours, Stuart Walker.



Stuart Walker to Lord Dunsany 

December 24, 1916.



My dear Lord Dunsany:



First let me thank you for the photograph which your uncle delivered to me. It is the pleasantest sort of assurance that the strange man shown in the article in the Boston Transcript was not you.

Our season in New York has proved more successful than I had hoped and we are now advertising our sixth week. It is unfortunate that we cannot stay longer because just the people to whom we want to appeal are finding us and sending their friends to see us. This resulted in good houses last week which is notoriously the worst week in the theatrical year. King Argimenes made a deep impression and so with Gammer Gurton and my own anonymous dramatization of The Birthday of the Infanta it will remain in the bill all the week. The critics have for once united in praise of my theatre and in the color and form of King Argimenes they forgot to say that the theatre is small.
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The Gods of the Mountain has probably had its last performance here for this season because I think I see my way clear to produce it on a large scale next season. We have already played it in New York 16 times  a very fine record for a repertory company. We have played The Golden Doom 11 times. Of course when we return next season we shall repeat them. They are plays that I want to keep in my repertory for years and years to come, for despite the statement of the Sun critic that they are little plays, and the Mail man that you do not care much about the theatre or what becomes of your plays  he says you dabble in them as amateur poets dabble with the magazines  I am inclined to the certainty that your three plays will live as long as I live in the theatre, and ages beyond that.

King Argimenes strangely enough builds beautifully from the scene between Argimenes and Zarb to the finale of the second act when Argimenes decked in a robe of cloth of gold, mounts to the step of the throne and turns majestically before the ivory throne to order the burial of the late king. There has never been a suggestion of loss of tension in the second act. Not even during the scene of the queens and the prophet does the audience forget the crouching Argimenes who stole from the dark trench in the preceding act to kill the guard. After the queens leave the stage in the second act, I have the scene darkened to suggest a lapse of time. Then in a half light broken now and then by a gleam of torches, the rest of the play is done. When Darniak rushes in from the chamber of banquets to see Illuriel cast down I have the queens follow him and it is their voices that first take up the wail Illuriel is fallen. Besides their long-robed figures stealing in terror from the throne room are much more impressive than mens figures would be in the half light.

Both Mr. Zimmerer and Mr. Farwell are very slow with their work for you. If I were to send you the score of the music as it is written for the harp, violin, and cello, I wonder if Lady Dunsany could use it? The photographs will suggest the scenes to you, but I am eager to have you see the color. I wish I could bring my whole model to you. Perhaps I shall be able to do so some day within the days of my youth. With every good wish for the New Year and new years, Stuart Walker.

Fragment of a letter from Lord Dunsany You ask me about my interpretation of The Queens Enemies. Well, it is the only play of mine yet acted in which the entire theme did not arise in my own mind; usually the whole country of the play with its kings and queens and customs arises there too. But the theme of The Queens Enemies I owe to a lady, and not one of those dreamy women who, having got an idea, write a sonnet about it or a play: she did it; she got the motive of drowning her enemies, so she invited them to dinner and drowned them. That is all I know about her.

It was not only easier but more amusing to imagine her character and all the names of her enemies than to be bothered with reading about her. And, since she was a live woman, whenever the Sixth Dynasty was thriving in Egypt, I think she came a little more alive out of my fancy than she might have done out of some dusty book. I mention this lady in order to show that the story is not only a very simple one, but so simple that it actually worked, and worked, I believe, very nicely.

If there is a moral in the play, I trust that neither you nor any other lady who has had anything to do with the play will profit by the moral, for I do not consider it at all right to give a dinner party and then drown your guests.

The Queen of my play was, of course, an unusual character, but it is not entirely unique. She is self-centered. Enemies annoy her. It is natural to get rid of them.

Is this not a little like the All Highest? If she had been him, she would have said, quite sincerely: Woe to all that dare to draw the sword against me. God is undoubtedly with me.

But, of course, I wasnt thinking of any Kaisers when I wrote the play. I wrote it before the war.

I wrote it in a wood near here (Dunsany Castle) toward the end of April in 1913.

But its curious what a fitting consort she would have made for the Inca of Perusalem.

She is sincere when she prays to the Nile. And I think that The Kaiser was sincere when he spoke of God, and gave orders for things to be done in Belgium that Ackazarpses mistress would never have sunk to.

As for teaching people, I only wish for them what I wish for myself, that they might escape from all the dull facts and equally dull lies that they are daily being taught by journalists, politicians, owners of encyclopaedias, and manufacturers of ugly things. While they still have power to be disgusted by the modern advertisement, let them come and see my plays; they shall trace the sources of my inspirations and rejoice with me in the pleasant rhythm of words; when knavery and ugliness seem natural, it is too late.

Lord Dunsany to E. H. Bierstadt Ebrington Barracks, Londonderry, Ireland.

April 9th, 1917 Dear Mr. Bierstadt:

My name will probably sound faintly familiar to you, but such big things have been happening in America on or about April 8th that I expect my name there now to evoke the comment that it evokes in England (except in the London Library where they havent heard of me at all), which is Didnt he write something some time or something of that sort? Only that in your case youll be saying, Didnt I write something? In any case the great Dunsany boom is about due to be followed by the great Dunsany slump.

Well, I think The Gods of the Mountain should survive it, and if The Glittering Gate doesnt, so much the better. Argimenes is an imperfect play, but Stuart Walker seems to like it for its good points in spite of its faults. To place my plays in order of merit when some have not been acted is difficult, particularly when some are fresher in ones mind than others, but I think that this is the order in which they will come:



1. Alexander 2. The Laughter of the Gods 3. The Gods of the Mountain and after that I dont know, for I would always give preference to any play about the country of my spirit over some comedy whose scene was London or even a Yorkshire Inn. But I have a 3-act comedy called The Ginger Cat which I have hopes of. They were going to act it in London, but the war knocked all that.

The books that you kindly sent us have arrived today, and I have begun to make a few notes as you asked me. I am very much obliged to you for the interest you have taken in my work, all the more so because  whatever America, Russia, or Posterity may say  I am an unknown writer. Not that I have not always known where to find enthusiasm, and given generously with both hands, but given by few. Yet, after all, what do numbers matter?

I have lately found time in spite of soldiering to write in the afternoons, chiefly between four and six. I have been writing on March 29th and 30th, and on April 4th, 5th, 6th, and 7th. With more leisure I should have done it in fewer days, but I have done two one-act plays, both comedies, one short, the other long. There are 3 characters in one, and 6 in the other, and of these 9 characters 8 are mortal, so that you see I am rather getting away from my usual themes.

Now I will end, though I have much to say, and will make notes in your book as you ask me, and one day will send it on its slow way back to America.

If the characters in my books could write to me as this character in your book is writing to you  what queer letters I should get.

Yours very sincerely, Dunsany.



Lord Dunsany to E. H. Bierstadt 

Ebrington Barracks, Londonderry.



July 23rd, 1917.



Dear Mr. Bierstadt:



I was very glad indeed to hear from you. Such letters as I get from America are my only links with civilization. We have not the leisure here to attend to the affairs of civilization. It is quite right that we should not. The recumbent figure of Civilization must first of all be defended: afterwards, when barbarism has been driven away from her, we shall have leisure to attempt to restore her to animation.

I am rather hopeful of the future; for those who have seen war have seen one of the real and mighty things, and this should be such a touchstone all their lives by which to test the false and the trivial that managers and publishers may not find it so easy in the future to make money by false pretences. It is even possible that had I never been under shell fire I should have been unable to conceive anything of the size of the climax in The Gods of the Mountain.

As a writer of plays we think that Lord Dunsany is not seen at his best. His dialogues are rather tedious, his plots are thin, and his dramatic situations are wanting in grip. Neither they (The Laughter of the Gods and The Queens Enemies) nor the two plays that follow them (The Tents of the Arabs and A Night at an Inn) are distinguished by any outstanding qualities. The frequent repetition of words and phrases in the first three plays reminds one of Maeterlinck  there is a great deal of palaver and very little result... with really good acting A Night at an Inn might be interesting. The Outlook  London.

It is a literary pleasure to read these trifles.

The Belfast News Letter.

That is the kind of reviews I get in this country, not because they dislike my work at all, but because of the inviolate English custom that no poet shall be welcomed until he is dead.

I am sorry to say that I am not fit to go to the front just yet as I have had five attacks of tonsillitis since I was in Belgium, but I have had that put right now and should be quite fit again inside a month.

To come to America and meet you, and many other friends is a day dream with which I often cheer my mind. Indeed my longing to go there was no doubt a large ingredient of the mood out of which I wrote The Old Kings Tale, a play which Stuart Walker has. My wife, who is a very good judge, likes this play best of all my plays except Alexander, though I put it fourth, about level with The King of the Golden Isles, after The Gods of the Mountain, with The Laughter of the Gods second.

When I have come to America, and after I have seen and talked with you all, and after I have seen and rejoiced in the hospitality that your theaters have extended to my dreams, then I want to do what may seem odd in a playwright. I want to get away into some of your mountains or big woods and go after bears or any other large game, for I prefer this even to the Theater. I have rather a nice collection of heads that I have shot in different countries, and which I hope to show you some day, for ships go both ways across the Atlantic. Of course I should have to find out before going after heads where was the right place to go, for there are right places and wrong places for that sort of thing all over the world, and there are guides who are anxious to show you one, and guides who are as ready to show you the other. I remember one of the wrong guides once in one of the wrong places who was going to show me a wolf: we went out at night and lay near a dead donkey, my guide pointed to the exact spot on the sky-line just before us by which the wolf would come: Wolf he come down like a mountain. he said. When after two or three failures he wanted me to come again, and I asked him if he could guarantee a wolf, he reproached me by summing up the uncertainties of this sport with the words, Wolf he come from God: an unjust reproach, since only a few nights earlier he had sworn in a cheerfuller mood, Wolf he come, hyena he come, lion he come, everything he come. But that was a long time ago, and I have learned better to discriminate guides since then.

I am aware of the irony of making plans for the future in these days, but I make them none the less. I am sorry a censor spoiled the seal on my last letter, but I suppose it cant be helped.

The insect under your microscope, Dunsany.


APPENDICES

IN a recent communication, Lord Dunsany commented upon the quotation I made from his essay on Romance and the Modern Stage to this effect: I think I have expressed myself far better in a speech to The Poets Club at a dinner they gave me in London in July, 1912, printed the following autumn in the English Review, the same number that had Masefields Dauber, I forget which. Unfortunately I had overlooked this speech, and I now take occasion to repair the damage done, if any, by reproducing it in full. As Lord Dunsany seems to consider it in some sense an apologia, a summary of his views on poets and poetry, as well as a castigation of the present age, it may be considered of value quite aside from its intrinsic merit. For my own part I do not feel that, fine as it is, it is possessed of that rare quality which marks the essay on Romance and the Modern Stage so unquestionably Dunsanys own. This, however, is purely a matter of opinion, and I must apologize for intruding mine here; doubtless the reader will disagree with me. As the confession of faith of a great poet, Nowadays is a memorable piece of work, both in itself, and in the light it throws upon its author.


APPENDIX I.

NOWADAYS

(Dedicated to the Poets Club)

I WILL ask the reader to approach with me in fancy any great city. Let us suppose the open country to be already behind us, a sombre look has come upon the sky, a trodden look on the grass; the air has the look of brooding over some regrettable thing; the hoardings, always ugly, always false, often indecent, which have been with us all day into distant wolds, multiply here, and suddenly the mean streets rush on us. And how terrible is their meanness. The poorest cottager beyond in the country, the remote dweller in tents, even houseless wanderers, may turn at any moment, however hard their lot, to the hills, the wild wind, the heath, to something that is not in itself base, but is part of a scheme in which the stars themselves have part. But in a town! The night is a glare of factories, and the day an asset. And night and day they are reading, reading, reading  children and grown men always reading, whether they will or not. Reading, reading, reading, till they hardly even know that they read any longer. And what do they read? All that is basest. All the mean, cunning words of the advertiser praising his poisonous wares which no Government dare put down because they know that the power of the fraudulent cure is too great to be attacked either with safety or remunerative applause. So the poster stands unchecked, the literature of a people; stands in this den of man, the modern factory city, a record of mans ambition.

Surely as one looks at all these things ones mind is on a high, dangerous place, with the gulfs of pessimism all black beneath it. It is then that one turns to the poets. One sees the holy traditions, the cloak of Homer being passed reverently on. I hear them say that there are no poets nowadays, and I listen respectfully to that judgment whenever I hear men utter it, for it is no less awful a thing than judgment upon themselves. It means that they are all alone without an interpreter. For how can one view and understand so old a thing as life or so new and strange a thing as this varying age, so full of machinery and politics, without the help of those rare minds that look, without reeling, upon essential things?

There are only two ways of understanding life: we could do it ourselves no doubt if we had the time, but threescore years and ten are not long enough; nor is the time long enough, though one add to that span twenty or twenty-five of those extra years that the Psalmist says are all labour and sorrow. There are only two ways of understanding life: one is to find some ancient folk, some age-old peasantry, and borrow from the storehouse of their wisdom which they have had leisure to fill while wars and earthquakes troubled the thrones and citadels of kings. I never hear a nursery rhyme nor an old saying but it comes to me in this age, that trade and politics have made so sordid, like a little cool breeze into a stifling town out of some far, quiet hills. And the only other way of which I know to come at the meaning of life and the scheme of man is to turn to the poets. No man in his lifetime indeed can understand it, and I do not think that any poet would claim to or would pretend to know more than any other man; but then at moments unknown, always unexpected, there comes that clear voice in his mind, and with a feeling surely of ignorance and of awe he finds himself speaking of cities he has known and byways he has trod in lands where the desert has long since covered all, coming back again to its own, where the historian can only guess and the traveller durst not go. He speaks of things that were before cities began, and of gods that walked with him in the prime of the stars. The voice passes (like the wind in the gospel of John), and he is only a man again, with a mans humiliations.

It seems to me that in some way beyond our understanding the poet, in the depth of his experience and the wide range of his knowledge, is to be compared with the many generations of a whole people rather than with individuals; and the final product of the culture of man seems to be little more than a return to a certain simplicity that was long since.

Never, as in this time it seems to me, have we so much needed guidance from the poets; for eighty years machinery has altered and increased, changing and changing again the face of England, changing our habits, our needs, our mode of life, our thoughts, our language, and our very selves. We are very proud of it, we boast of it, we are glad that we have changed quicker than others change; and what is it all for?  where are we going? I have not seen the answers in the Press; there is no clue to it in the Palace of Westminster; they do not know in either House of Parliament.

And the poets go on writing as of old. Sometimes they write of high ethereal things that are as far from us as the gates of the dawn, like that remote, unplaced, undated play, Yeats Kings Threshold; and sometimes they write about our daily affairs, as in Masefields Widow in Bye Street. And in the one case I hear men and women say, Yes, I would read poetry if only poets would write about the things that interest us, the things of our own time. And in the other case they say, It is too sordid; a poet should not write of such sordid things. Thus they speak when the poets mothwinged fancy flits down to the very fields that they themselves, the people of this age, have slimed and made foul with gold.

And if we do not hear them, if the fashion is to be mending oleographs that the jigsaw hath eaten and not reading poetry, whence, then, shall we get our wisdom? We are removed, so terribly removed and utterly cut off, from all the simple peoples of the earth, that it is not from them that we shall learn our destiny. He would shift his pipe in his mouth if we asked one of them, and look long in front of him before he spoke; for there is no hurry in the rural places where things have gone easily, but for winter and war, since ever the quiet folk came there far back in the story of Time; he would be silent perhaps for a while before he answered, and then would speak with an accent so unfamiliar and words so unlike those hallowed only this morning by the latest editions of the daily Press that we might find something whimsical in such a man, and smile and turn away; so may Adam and Eve, as they left the garden, have found something a little uncouth in the angels speech. Yet it seems to me, as I watch the glare of our factories, or hear the roar of our towns and the sound going up from Progress upon her ravenous path, it seems to me that man has sailed out of his course and is steering by bad stars. And the terrible evil of it is this: that the further he goes, the harder it becomes for him to hear any voice that calls him back. I mean that this recent redundancy and elaboration of speech, of which an example is the ridiculous spectacle of modern Cabinet Ministers standing up and saying, The answer is in the affirmative, when all they mean is Yes  those pompous and meaningless phrases that eke out sixpence for the needy journalist when all he had to say would fill one line at a penny; and, final horror of all, the language of the advertisement begotten of avarice and bred in America: all this so rots the mind that true and simple things come to seem false, and men no longer hear when the poet speaks. That is not the concern of the poet. It is not for him to find hearers, not for him to get wealth or ease or applause of men. It is not for him to ask why the message came to himself while other men may rest, nor even to ask whence it came, nor for what end. It is for him to work on with that flame in the mind which is the bane and blessing of the inspired. Time will bring readers  in ten years one or two, in twenty years ten or a dozen, then in a decade a hundred, then a thousand, ten thousand in ten years more, and some day millions; and still Time goes on, nor stops because we cease to imagine his progress, and the day comes when every child on the earth has perhaps one little fancy in its mind that its forbears got from the dreams of that neglected poet, which have become the worlds inheritance.

But, they will say to me, the poet is dead. What is that to the poet? It is not for any reward that may be put into live hands that the poet works. Who knows for whom his inspiration was sent? Who knows to what end? Perhaps to guide the kings of some far-future age; and perhaps the poet is picked out from all other men as a punishment for some sin committed in other lands long, long ago, which the stars still remember.

They think that because they do not heed the poets they are right upon the course that they have chosen, right to make money by false patriotism and poisonous bread and adulterated wine, and that the poets are wrong. But the poets are never wrong, never have erred in the history of the world, have only failed (how many times they know) to give the message, but their inspiration comes sheer from the Palace of Truth, and what they say is beautiful is so, so long as they are true to their inspiration, and what they say is damnable is already damned in heaven. They reflect what is as lakes reflect it. Can a lake reflect three trees when there are only two, or can a white bird swimming on it seem black, or a crooked branch seem straight? They cannot be wrong, for they weave their work of sincerity, beauty, and truth; and evil days are in store for those prosperous cities that turn away from these things. Let them work on; it is not for them to find readers. But when the poet comes to an age that will not heed his words, let him shake off that dust that is flesh and pass hence; let him go back whither he has come; and not in the day of judgment only shall it be better for Sodom and Gomorrah than for that age, but in its own time its own people shall eke out their own damnation  for what is it to hate poetry? It is to have no little dreams and fancies, no holy memories of golden days, to be unmoved by serene midsummer evenings or dawn over wild lands, singing or sunshine, little tales told by the fire a long while since, glow-worms and briar-rose; for of all these things and more is poetry made. It is to be cut off for ever from the fellowship of great men that are gone; to see men and women without their haloes and the world without its glory; to miss the meaning lurking behind common things, like elves hiding in flowers; it is to beat ones hands all day against the gates of Fairyland, and to find that they are shut and the country empty and its kings gone hence.

Perhaps I have drawn something too grim a picture. Certain it is that poetry does not pay, and certain that many judge it for this reason and find poetry wanting. Yet no bad custom endures for very long or survives the laughter of posterity, and I think there are signs already of changes coming. It is not wonderful that for one or two generations (and how short are one or two generations in the long, long story of Man), it is not wonderful that for a little while we have turned Materialists: matter has been so marvellous. No record in the histories of the world shows any age in which matter has done such astounding things as in the last hundred years  that is to say, matter to the glory of matter, and matter exulting in material things. I do not think that a motor or great factory is any more wonderful than the cathedrals of England, or Notre Dame or St. Marks, or those tremendous dreams of bygone kings that marble and granite have realised in Egypt; but matter is subservient to the spirit in these. Never before to-day has it been so great for its own sake. What will it be to-morrow? Shall we always go on toiling and blackening our sky to make machines ever more wonderful still, or shall we not turn from matter because it has failed us? It has had its turn, we have worshipped it all these many years; it has given us swiftness; Man can move now by mono-rail at a hundred miles an hour, and it is not fast enough  all the old troubles, old cares, old sicknesses keep pace with us: aye, and the new diseases and new cares too. Is it not time to turn away from it? Our triumph over matter has been matters triumph over us, and, like a great antagonist, matter cares not that we think we have won the game that we have lost. Look at us after our triumph; look at the stunted figures of the Midlands; look at the careworn faces; look at the full and terrible asylums every year growing fuller; look at the feeble, frantic politicians trying to soothe blind, angry, inarticulate labour. Man is become so very, very wise, has so closely studied the papers; he is as wise as some old and learned professor caught in a crowd and not knowing which way to turn.

The soul is not soothed by a hundred miles an hour, the mind is not made easy in shops in Bond Street by four hundred and five hundred per cent, profits, nor yet may happiness be found for certain even by all the wickedness of honoured and wealthy vendors of patent drugs and adulterated food. With such men as these last, money will always remain; but more and more every year I hope we may find men turning away towards simplicity and beauty, realising that though money may buy happiness, yet it is only a medium, while the poets have on sale in exchange for nothing those ideals, fancies, and phantasies out of which happiness is made. For not a penny is earned, not a thing done but it was to help to carry out some mans ambition to make some little fancy a little easier; and mens ambitions and mens fancies are the poets raw material, and it is only short-sighted, unpractical millionaires that think that the stamped gold coins which they give their days in exchange for are at all an end in themselves, or that fail to see that that very happiness that they hope their money may buy is often thrown away for the sake of making that money. O all ye business men, praise ye money, for I sometimes think it is all you ever get. It may be that before we grow simpler and sincerer we may grow even worse. A substitute is yet to be found for water, as there has been for beer and salt; it is yet to be widely advertised, sold, and drunk like many another wickedness, but people must some day turn from all these things and go one by one to the camp where the good men dwell  not the poets only, but all who do work for its own sake and do it well. There are two great divisions among them, the true and the sham; I judge them by their works. In one class are all the snobs, all the pretenders, the writers of advertisements, the keepers of shops (except such as are honest), the makers of antique furniture and the buyers of it, the manufacturers of all things that are meant to look what they are not, the lovers of ugliness, not all the sinners, but all that sin meanly for the sake of gain, however honoured their stations. And in the other class are the men with spades, men near to the fields and natural like the harvests, soldiers and sailors, patriots, not politicians, common labourers, not labour-leaders, policemen, kings, and all (though happily the list is too long) who do any work well for the sake of the work, and not so as to sell it at an unjust price to the first ignorant customer. In this class are the poets. And this whole class should hold fast together to resist the false that is spreading over the world  false knowledge, false work, false food. The rough seafaring man may be ignorant of the poet, but they have the bond between them of work well done, which sets them utterly apart from the mean makers of cough-cures, and Cabinet Ministers answering in the affirmative.

And of such a class the poets should be the leaders; for of all materials for labour, dreams are the hardest, and the artificer in ideas is the chief of workers, who out of nothing will make a piece of work that may-stop a child from crying or lead nations to higher things. For what is it to be a poet? It is to see at a glance the glory of the world, to see beauty in all its forms and manifestations, to feel ugliness like a pain, to resent the wrongs of others as bitterly as ones own, to know mankind as others know single men, to know Nature as botanists know a flower, to be thought a fool, to hear at moments the clear voice of God.

Dunsany.


APPENDIX II.

THE casts given in the following pages are those of the first British and American productions. All the British productions were professional, but in America the Neighborhood Playhouse productions, and that of the Arts and Crafts Theater must be classed technically as amateur. From an artistic standpoint, however, they were entirely professional, especially the latter. This is a small point, but one worthy of attention, as Dunsanys work has become widely known in this country partially through the medium of the amateur stage. I have given the most notable of the amateur productions, and those only when there has been no professional production. Two productions of The Gods of the Mountain are mentioned for America, because the first was so entire a failure that most people have never even heard of it. There have been many other amateur productions of these plays to which attention has been called from time to time, but it is neither possible nor in the slightest degree necessary that they be listed.

REFERENCES

Lord Dunsanys Gods: C. Vale, The Forum, May 1914. Lord Dunsany on the East Side Teaches Broadway How to Thrill: Current Opinion, June 1916.



Hail and Farewell: George Moore, New York, D. Appleton & Co.

The Irish Literary Movement: Padraic Colum, The Forum, February, 1915.

Seeing the Theatre with Lord Dunsanys Eye: Oliver Sailer, Boston Transcript, October 21, 1916.

The Plays of Lord Dunsany: Clayton Hamilton, The Bookman (New York), January, 1917.

Irelands Literary Renaissance: Ernest A. Boyd, New York, John Lane Co.  

The Contemporary Drama of Ireland: Ernest A. Boyd, Boston, Little, Brown & Co.

J. M. Synge and the Irish Theatre: Maurice Bourgeois, London, Constable and Co. Ltd and The Macmillan Co., New York.

Introduction to Five Plays by Lord Dunsany: Edwin Björkman, Boston, Little, Brown & Co.

The Most Talked of Playlet of the Year: Lynde Denig, The Theater Magazine, July, 1916.

Lord Dunsanys Peculiar Genius: Montrose J. Moses, The Bellman, 1917.

A Living Theatre: Gordon Craig, Florence, 1915. PUBLISHED WORKS

Five Plays: The Gods of the Mountain; The Golden Doom; King Argimenes and the Unknown Warrior; The Glittering Gate; The Lost Silk Hat. London, G. Richards Ltd., 1914, with a frontispiece by I. Lynch. New York, Mitchell Kennerley, 1914: with an introduction by Edwin Björkman. Boston, Little, Brown & Co., 1916.

Time and the Gods: London, Heinemann, 1906, illustrated by S. H. Sime. Boston, John W. Luce & Co., 1913.

A Dreamers Tales: London, G. Allen and Sons, 1910, illustrated by S. H. Sime. Boston, John W. Luce & Co., 1916.

The Sword of Welleran: London, G. Allen and Sons, 1908, illustrated by S. H. Sime. Boston, John W. Luce & Co., 1916.

The Gods of Pegana: London, Elkin Matthews, 1905. Second edition. London, Pegana Press, 1911, illustrated by S. H. Sime. Boston, John W. Luce & Co., 1916.

The Book of Wonder: London, Heinemann, 1912, illustrated by S. H. Sime. Boston, John W. Luce & Co., 1913.

Selections from the Writings of Lord Dunsany: Church-town, Cuala Press, 1912 (preface by W. B. Yeats; edition limited to 250 copies).

Fifty-One Tales: New York, Mitchell Kennerley, 1915, Boston, Little, Brown & Co., 1917.

The Last Book of Wonder: Boston, John W. Luce & Co., 1916, illustrated by S. H. Sime. With a preface to American readers by Lord Dunsany.

Plays of Gods and Men: The Tents of the Arabs; The Laughter of the Gods; The Queens Enemies; A Night at an Inn. Boston, John W. Luce & Co., 1917.

Of the seven volumes of Tales many individual sketches made their first appearance in such publications as The Sketch, The Saturday Review, The Celtic

Christmas, The Neolith, The Shanachie, The Irish Review, The Forum, and The Smart Set. There remain scattered Tales which are as yet unpublished in book form.

Deirdre of the Sorrows: a critique of the Abbey Players in London, The Saturday Review, June 1910. Romance and the Modern Stage: London, The National Review, July 1911.

Review of Eleanors Enterprise: London, The Saturday Review, December 1911.

Nowadays: London, The English Renew, 1912.



PRODUCTIONS

THE GLITTERING GATE

Produced under the direction of Mr. Norryes Connell, at the Abbey Theatre, Dublin, on April 29th, 1909, with the following cast:

JIM  Mr. Fred ODonovan BILL  Mr. Norryes Connell When the production of the Abbey Theatre was carried to the Court Theatre, London, the part of Bill was acted by Mr. J. M. Kerrigan, who also played it at Manchester, when the company was on tour.

The first American production was made at the Neighborhood Playhouse, New York City, on March 6th, 1915. The scenery was designed by Mr. Warren Dahler and Miss Lois Phipps. The cast was:
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Produced under the direction of Mr. Nugent Monck, at the Abbey Theatre, Dublin, on January 26th, 1911, with the following cast:
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The scenes and the costumes for this production were designed by Mr. Nugent Monck.

The first production in America was made by Mr. Stuart Walker in his Portmanteau Theater, in New York City, on December 18th, 1916, with scenery and costumes designed by Mr. Frank J. Zimmerer, and with the following cast:
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The scenery was designed and painted by Mr. Walter Bayes, with the exception of the first set, for which designs were made by Mr. S. H. Sime.

The first American production was made by Mr. W. A. Brady, in the Teck Theater in Buffalo, New York, on April 8th, 1912, with the following cast. With the exception of the cast the production was identical with the one at the Haymarket.
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Mr. Brady presented The Gods of the Mountain upon the evenings of April 8th, 9th, and 10th, in Buffalo, and in the Shubert Theater, Rochester, New York, upon the 11th, 12th, and 13th, after which the play was withdrawn.

On October 27th, 1916, The Gods of the Mountain was produced for a second time in America, by Stuart Walker, in his Portmanteau Theater, then at Mount Holyoke, Massachusetts. The cast, which subsequently played 28 performances during a repertory season in New York, was as follows:





[image: img103.jpg]







THE GOLDEN DOOM

Produced at the Haymarket Theatre, London, on November 19th, 1912. Afterwards made a tour of Russian cities. The cast was as follows:
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The first American production was made by Mr. Stuart Walker in his Portmanteau Theater, at Hartford, Connecticut, on October 24th, 1916, with scenery designed by Mr. Frank J. Zimmerer, and with the following cast:
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During the season of 1916-1917, Mr. Walker played The Golden Doom in New York 11 times, as well as in many other American cities.

THE LOST SILK HAT

Produced by Mr. B. Iden Payne, at the Gaiety Theatre, Manchester, on August 4th, 1913, with the following cast:
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The first American production was made by Mr. Henry Jewett of the Jewett Players in the Copley Theatre, Boston, during the week of April 30th, 1917. The cast was as follows:





[image: img107.jpg]







The first production was at the Neighborhood Playhouse, New York City, on May 13th, 1916, with the following cast:
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There has been no notable British production.

THE QUEENS ENEMIESE

First produced at The Neighborhood Playhouse, New York City, on November 14th, 1916, with scenery designed by Mr. Howard Kretz and Mr. Warren Dahler, with costumes designed by and executed under the direction of Miss Aline Bernstein and Miss Ruth Deike, with lighting effects devised by Mr. Dennis Sullivan, and with the following cast:
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On the 18th of December the production was transferred to The Maxine Elliott Theater, with the substitution of Miss Cathleen Nesbit for Miss Lewisohn in the part of the Queen; thus leaving the cast entirely composed of professionals. There has been no notable British production.

THE TENTS OF THE ARABS

This play was first produced by Mr. Philip Carr, who gave it in English in Paris at two theaters in April, 1914. Miss Madge McIntosh played Eznarza, and the cast was entirely composed of English actors. This production was most successful, I am informed by Mr. Ernest A. Boyd. Later in that same year, Miss McIntosh gave the play in Liverpool, marking the first English production.

The first professional production of the play in America took place at the dedicatory performance of the Arts and Crafts Theater, Detroit. The production was in charge of Sam Hume, who also designed the set, in which he was assisted by Judson Smith. Three performances were given on the 16th, 17th, and 18th of November, 1916. The cast was as follows:
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The Delphi Classics Catalogue
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We are proud to present a listing of our complete catalogue of English titles, with new titles being added every month. Buying direct from our website means you can make great savings and take advantage of our instant Updates service. You can even purchase an entire series (Super Set) at a special discounted price.

Only from our website can readers purchase the special Parts Edition of our Complete Works titles. When you buy a Parts Edition, you will receive a folder of your chosen authors works, with each novel, play, poetry collection, non-fiction book and more divided into its own special volume. This allows you to read individual novels etc. and to know precisely where you are in an eBook. For more information, please visit our Parts Edition page.
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